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BEFORE WE GET STARTED

A LITTLE HOUSEKEEPING


NOTE: There are unpleasant moments in this story: injuries, deaths, violence, heartbreak, and cursing. The author has worked diligently to avoid gratuitousness but wasn’t prepared to sacrifice realism (at least as he sees it). 

If you’re upset by strong language and visceral situations, this may not be the book for you.
Just sayin’…

SECOND NOTE: There are several instances where characters perform medical and first aid treatment. This does not constitute medical advice! The author is not a medical professional, nor does he play one on TV or the interwebs.
Always consult competent medical professionals for your health and safety needs.
This is not a “How to” book.
The author sweated himself to a husk to make it realistic, but that doesn’t mean you’d have the same results if you tried to pull this stuff off. 
You’re not Jack Broderick.

THIRD NOTE: This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance of characters to people living or dead is purely coincidental. Except Tony and Di; they are real, and are very lovely people. However, their words and actions in this work are fictional, and are solely from the imagination of the author.




Epigraph


“And I will show wonders in the heavens above and signs on the earth below, blood, and fire, and vapor of smoke;” 
Acts 2:19
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1
LIGHTS OUT


The Boeing 737-700 from Tampa to Gulfport-Biloxi had barely lifted from the runway when it lost power and crashed. It was eerily quiet. No screams. No prayers. No warnings or announcements. There was no time. The damn thing just died. 
The instant before impact, I thrust myself into the crash position.
When the lights went out, the passengers gasped and murmured, but when the engines quit, the suddenness and tummy-fluttering sensations of dropping froze everyone.
Pain is peculiar. Clip somebody’s ankle with a shopping cart and watch the drama. But if they get crushed between two vehicles, there’s hardly a sound.
Paper cut = big reaction. 
Impalement = puzzled blinking.
Fear is like that too.
Watch someone get chased by a chicken; it’s all screams and flailing arms. But that same person, having their airplane fall out of the sky beneath them, will merely grab on and hold their breath.
The Boeing bounced off the runway — now they started screaming — hit again, and smashed onto the tarmac. The overheads burst open, and luggage, oxygen masks, and plastic panels filled the air. Another lurching fall and secondary impact as the landing gear collapsed. The cabin flooded with sounds of terror, the whoosh of igniting jet fuel, and the grinding roar of metal being chewed by asphalt. The jet slid in a slow clockwise skid and took a dip to port, which tore the wing free in a wall of flame.
I sobered instantly, and intense heat seared the left side of my chest. Reaching for the pain, I found my phone sputtering and smoking in the inside pocket of my suit coat. I dropped it and cursed as I pulled the melted shirt away from my skin.
The jet slowed and wore to a stop before it ran out of runway. The trailing fireball caught up with us, and black smoke from the ruptured engines and shorting electronics clawed its way into the cabin.
I palmed the seatbelt release and sprang forward from my seat in first class. The flight attendant who’d offered me an unnecessary seatbelt extension tugged hopelessly on the emergency escape handle of the main door. I moved her aside and threw my 350+ lbs. at the handle, but it didn’t move. They engineer emergency exits not to buckle or warp during crash landings, but something must’ve been knocked out of true.
The morning of the day Miller died, I set a personal best in the deadlift of what, 785lbs? But I haven’t touched a weight since.
Please, let there be enough left.
I grabbed the handle in an overhand sumo grip, took a breath, locked my core, set the jaw, and heaved. Seconds passed, and I started shaking. I took in more air and tasted smoke. I felt my face turn deep mauve and sweat beaded on my skin. Sensations of lightning shot through my lower back and glutes. The handle squeezed into the wedding ring and cut the flesh from my palm, and my teeth felt like they were going to break. Blood spurted from my nose.
There!
Something in the door gave, and it flexed.
I staggered from the effort and took enormous breaths. The Problem; the shape of the door and the recessed handle, and this new damn gut I’d built over the past two years prevented me from getting over top of it and lifting in a proper deadlift. I needed to change to a sort of power clean.
I spat and blew blood from my face, shook my head like a sneezing dog, thumped my torso, and grabbed the handle again. Feet at shoulder-width, dip to a semi-deadlift, and pull. I thrust my hips forward, shrugged my shoulders, and lifted explosively. The door groaned in protest, and the handle jumped. I dropped to a semi-squat and threw my weight at the door, mashing my face against it. I bellowed, drove my legs down, and pushed up on the handle.
A flight attendant cawed, “The door comes inward!”
As I heaved, the door released, and I let it pop inward as the emergency slide inflated. Then I pushed, and the door ground open. The attendant opened it all the way and clicked something on the top hinge to prevent it from closing.
The cockpit door banged open, and the pilot and co-pilot stumbled out, coughing amidst the smoke streaming out of the flight controls. One took the emergency slide, and the other stayed to help with the evacuation.
Holy shit, Jack — you just survived a plane crash. Now JUMP!
But I didn’t jump.
I turned back to the cabin. It was happening again.
The underwater dream sensation.
My ears rang and felt plugged. Sounds became a muted rumble. My vision, unlike underwater blue, tinged red. Everything moved in excruciating slowness.
I’d experienced this before.
The Red Haze.
It first happened when I was eight years old. Someone ran a light and T-boned mom and me in her Toyota. When the cars crunched, I saw the terrible slow-motion movie of mom’s head whip-sawing and shattering her side window. After almost 35 years, I could still see the ripples of impact on her face and neck.
And now, in this smashed aircraft, people were crushed and buried. Several seats ripped from their moorings. Multiple ceiling panels tore away, revealing their innards and facilitating the black smoke as it searched for prey. Impotent oxygen masks hung like moss from a tree. Small fires in luggage, seatbacks, and overhead panels struggled to catch and grow. Screams and hoarse yells. Grasping limbs.
My co-worker Matthew Thatcher scrambled to put on his shoes, which miraculously ended up in the seat beside him, in first class across the aisle from me.
I told him, the silly ass.
Behind Matt, the woman in her sixties struggled to unbuckle the seatbelt of the distraught preteen girl beside her. Both of them pawed and flapped at the buckle. A tablet spat and smoked on the floor in front of her. I stepped over to help, and it felt like trying to run on the bottom of a swimming pool. I pressed the grandma back in her seat, flipped her buckle open, yanked her to standing, and propelled her toward the door. Free of Grandma’s help, the granddaughter got her seatbelt off and rushed past.
Black smoke communed along the ceiling like a spawned thing. It greeted its brethren heartily and commingled as it grew in mass and reach. It seethed and roiled as it spread. It reveled in its creation and was aware of its power.
It wanted feeding.
It wanted victims.
I bent under the smoke. Despite the thrashing, no one tried to evacuate. Many were unconscious, but many more sat wide-eyed and looked as if waiting for permission to disembark. Some tried to put on the useless oxygen masks.
“GET OFF THE PLANE NOW!” I roared. “MOVE!!!”
Fighting the maddening slowness, I snapped open seat belts and pulled people up while yelling for everyone to get out. One by one, people shook themselves awake and took action. People in window seats climbed over the unconscious and the petrified. More and more people coughed and fought their way forward.
A slight, late middle-aged man reached up for the overhead compartment. I ducked into the row ahead, yanked the man by the arm, and shoved him forward.
Half the people had the instinct to take their carry-ons. I yelled to leave the luggage and tore it from the hands of those who tried to take it.
The body of a passenger lay in the aisle, and people stepped over it. A lady twisted her ankle as the back flesh shifted when she stood on it. She cried out and fell forward. Then they tried stepping over the ankle lady.
I roared again, this time for calm and order, and helped the woman stand. A silver-bearded man clearing the way ahead of her came back and assisted her forward. I grabbed the body in the aisle by the scruff, pushed through the throng, heaved it up to the exit, and flung it down the emergency slide. The effortlessness of it surprised me.
Jack? Get the hell off the plane!
Matt got free of his seat, slid his shoes on, and followed my lead in getting people out.
By now, over 30 people had made it to the exit. I returned to the main cabin and bent low to get past the smoke to see down the plane. 
A small boy was crying.
After a deep breath from the floor, I found the boy several rows back. Smoke stung my eyes shut, and I had to feel for the child’s lap belt. The boy lay on an empty seat, clinging to a stuffed gorilla. One more breath under the smoke, another yell to get out, and we ran for the front, the child tucked into me like a football.
I missed the emergency exit in the dense smoke and head-butted the kid into the open bathroom door. A quick apology, a step back and to the left, and I dropped the boy — still clutching his gorilla stuffy — down the emergency slide.
Jack?
I turned back into the plane. I stood at the open emergency door, but it might’ve been the bottom of a cave. Or some hellish pit. It was absolutely, chillingly, black. Smothering, claustrophobic, yet with a terrifying sense of space. And you heard things in the darkness. Terrible things you didn’t want to know. Sounds of despair and death. Of consumption. 
Of something coming. 
I clamped my eyes against the sting of blackness, but it amplified the horror. I felt the smoke’s oily touch on my skin and the withering heat that birthed it. The smoke reached into my nostrils, scoured my throat, and pulled at my lungs.
It wanted me too.
I’m not afraid of you.
Something hit me in the back of my head, and I realized people at the bottom of the slide were hollering for me to jump. Another impact on the right hip. 
A shoe?
“Jack! For Chrissake, get off the plane!!!” Matt’s voice from the din.
Yes, go!
I crossed my arms and dropped down the emergency slide.
The Red Haze gave it the sensation of a hearthstone sinking into an abyss of tar.
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BEATDOWN

## 10 HOURS EARLIER ##


From the floor-to-ceiling windows in the outer conference room on the umpteenth floor of 100 North Tampa, I looked down at whatever river it was and traced its route downstream to Tampa Bay. 
I finished a bottle of water and winced. It was distilled water or purified water or some damn thing. They put other ingredients in it. The only ingredient in water should be water. This stuff dried out the mouth; presumably, it encouraged consumption. But after having a few last night, then a few more, the last thing a fella wants is a dry mouth. The Hangover ZERO I’d taken worked its usual miracles, but a bottle of spring water would’ve hit the ol’ spot.
In the middle distance, several small sailboats and kayaks glided on Tampa Bay. Little winks of afternoon sunlight danced on the water.
I took a big, sighing breath through my nose and eased it out.
The first time I sailed was at a YMCA camp when I was eight. It was overwhelming at first, but I caught on soon enough. It had a lot to do with how the boat felt. I loved it but didn’t set foot on a sailboat again until our honeymoon, when Jane insisted we go.
I wonder why you didn’t want to…? 
Our first real fight. Yet the day turned out great.
I flipped the empty water bottle into a recycle bin and watched a man and a boy execute a splashy turn.
A dad and his son?
Why didn’t I once take my boys out on a sailboat? Or water skiing? Kayaking and jet skiing a couple of times, but that’s it.
Too damn busy. Always other stuff to do. Cats in the Cradle.
I started another deep sigh, but a throb from my right hand interrupted it. I flexed it, made a fist, and gingerly pressed and explored it with my other hand: nothing broken. Just a little sore.
But it was an excellent punch, right on the shelf of jaw.
There’s an instinct to punch people in the eye, but it’s misguided. It’s too easy to hit the skull and break your hand, but do no actual damage to the other guy. You don’t want to punch the mouth, either. Teeth, especially broken ones, have a nasty way of cutting up your knuckles, which usually means an infection.
No, you need to hit somewhere on the jaw, preferably the chin.
You sure did, Jackie Boy.
And when the boss’s face smashed on the table on his way to the floor, it was just that little bit extra satisfying.
I realized someone was yelling at me.
Katie Whitaker had come into the room and was letting me have it full blast.
I made the mistake of smiling a little.
“You stupid sonofabitch! I went out on a limb to get you this job, and what do you do? You criminally assault the senior partner of the firm!”
I pfhfted. “I gave him a belt in the mouth, and he deserved it.”
“What planet are you from?! You can’t go around punching everyone who gets lippy!” she said.
“He was out of line. He had no right to say that about you,” I said.
Matt Thatcher ducked into the room. “He’s coming…”
The senior partner of Eigerweiss, Hawthorne, and Peltch, David Eigerweiss, entered with two of his minions. Eigerweiss was a big man; six-four, with shoulders as wide as my own, but without the broadening paunch. The countenance of his crisp graying hair and barrel chest was undermined by the tampons crammed up his nose.
I smiled again.
Eigerweiss’s eyes blackened and swelled, and he hollered garbled obscenities and threats to Katie and me through thickened lips. He must’ve mistaken my silence for sheepishness because he stepped into my personal space. I flinched as if to strike him again, and Eigerweiss jumped, blanched, and cowered behind his minions, who jumped too. Eigerweiss scuttled out of the room, minions in tow, high-pitched threats filling the air behind them.
Matt shrugged and followed his boss out.
Katie glared at me. “How can someone as smart as you do shit that is so stupid? You’ll get arrested and sued for everything you’ve got!”
“Then he’d better hurry, or else he’s only going to get half,” I said.
“You remember that I’m an attorney too, right?” Katie asked, hands on hips.
I rolled my eyes and took another deep breath. A big afternoon around here for rolling eyes and deep breathing.
“Well, Smartass, I was recording Eigerweiss’s rant for a nice harassment lawsuit until you charged in and bitched it up!”
“What do you mean?”
“He’s been hitting on me for months.”
“Isn’t Florida a ‘need consent’ state to record people?”
“Yes, well, he consented as part of the deposition, and if you check how I phrased the consent question, it was open-ended,” she said as she prodded her phone.
A recording started playing. Katie stopped it and scrolled forward.
EIGERWEISS: “You goddamn bitch! You’re a mouthy, whoring skank like every other lawyer woman!”
ME: (impact of fist slamming table) “ENOUGH!”
KATIE: “Jack, it’s okay…”
EIGERWEISS: (quick pause) “Ohhhhhh, I get it! You’re screwing her! I see it now! She gets you this job so you two ‘old friends’ can screw each other on my dime! So that’s what happened to your marriage! Ha ha haa! It serves you right, Broderick, you big dumb prick! What? You’re going to hit me?”
ME: “Yep.”
A crack of fist, Katie’s gasp, and the sound of a large Eigerweiss slapping the table before crumpling on the floor.
Katie stopped the recording.
“So instead of evidence to sue him, I have evidence against you!” Katie said.
I looked at my shoes. I felt more comfortable in work boots. These damn things pinched my feet.
“Katie, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were recording him. He shouldn’t have said that about you,” I said in a low voice.
She looked at me and touched my cheek. “You’re such a damn Boy Scout. Are you okay?”
A slight shrug.
“Have you spoken to Jane?”
I sighed again.
“It’s not good. Actually, it’s quite bad. Worst case bad, I think. I noticed she’d packed a few things when I was getting ready to come here,” I said.
“Oh Jack, I’m sorry you couldn’t work it out. Do you want me to talk to her?”
“She’s already pissed off at you for getting me this job.” A half-smile.
“She’s always been ‘reserved’ toward me.”
“I guess. A little.”
Katie looked around to make sure we were alone.
“Don’t you think your problems with Jane are really about Miller?” Katie asked.
I winced and checked the room to make sure no one heard.
“I mean, they have to on some level, right? Please, Jack, sit her down and tell all. It might not save your marriage. But it might. It’s a lot for anyone to deal with.”
I nodded. Not the first time I’d heard this.
Matt Thatcher came back, frowning and poking at his phone.
“My signal keeps cutting out; are you two having any problems?” Matt asked.
“Off and on. What’d you find out?” Katie asked.
“Oh, sorry, yes, of course, you’re fired, Jack, and Eigerweiss has someone calling the cops right now. If you don’t want to get arrested, you’d better make tracks.”
“Matt, it’s fine. I hit him; I’ll take the rap,” I said.
Katie stepped in.
“You’ll have plenty of consequences to deal with, but let’s not have to explain to your boys that their dad got arrested, okay? I’ll get him to the hospital, which will buy us time. When I give my statement, I’ll spin it as ‘It was just a punch in reaction to an insult. It’s not a crime spree. We all work together, and he’ll be fired and sued into the poorhouse, so there’s no point in creating more paperwork for you guys,’” she said.
“Thanks, Katie,” I said.
Though she might’ve left out that ‘poorhouse’ bit.
“Shut up. It might work; it might not. In the meantime, you and Matt get in a cab and stop at the hotel. You stay in the cab, give Matt your key, and he’ll grab your stuff from your room. Then take that cab over the bridge to the St. Pete-Clearwater Airport.”
Matt’s eyebrows shot up as he realized he was getting drawn into this, but he recovered. “Why St. Pete’s?” Matt asked.
“It’s a different county, so that should buy us some time. I’ll get you out on a flight tonight, and we’ll deal with this back in San Francisco. The immediate goal is to keep you from getting arrested.”
“This scurrying around feels a little chicken shitty…” I said.
“Go. Get moving,” she said.
“One sec, I’ll make sure they’re gone.” Matt stepped into the hallway.
Katie looked up at me, tiptoed, wrapped her arms around me, and hugged me close. Tightly. One hand on the back of my head. Three or four Mississippis. She kissed the corner of my mouth. Not just a peck, but still plausibly deniable. She touched my cheek as she held my eyes, then slid down.
It was Katie’s turn to inhale deeply. She broke eye contact.
“Go. Goodbye, Jack. Good luck.”
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DRINKY POO


I left Katie in the conference room, looked for Matt, and found him waving at me by a stairwell door. After descending two dozen floors, I stopped. I was wheezing, and my thighs burned. 
“He won’t need to sue me if I drop dead from a heart attack first,” I said. “And I don’t want to pound my knees to paste either. This is ridiculous. Let’s go to an elevator, you hit the button, and if the coast is clear, I’ll come out from behind a corner or something.”
Matt nodded. We left the stairwell and found a bank of elevators.
“We’ll go back to the stairwell before we hit the lobby so we can find out where he is, and we’ll go the other direction,” Matt said.
I agreed, and we stopped on the second floor. As we stepped off the elevator, the power blinked out.
“Wow! How’s that for timing?” Matt asked. “Five seconds earlier, and we’d be stuck in there! I guess we could’ve climbed out the roof hatch,” Matt said.
“Nope. They don’t open from the inside, except on TV,” I said.
“Well, you look strong enough to pry the doors open, and we could’ve got out…” Matt offered.
“Double nope. When people get hurt in elevators, it’s because they try climbing out when the power comes on, the thing starts moving, and they get scissored.”
And as if on cue, the power flickered back on, and I pantomimed “ta-da.”
Matt had an air of being impressed. “I guess that’s the stuff that a Health and Safety guy would know.”
“Just things you pick up over the years,” I said. “But the biggest thing is to let the rescuers rescue you. Unless it’s imminent death, call for help and let the people who know what they’re doing, do it.”
Matt spotted a nearby stairwell, and we worked our rudimentary plan. I felt cowardly and foolish standing on the stairs while Matt looked for a way to sneak out. Why bother hiding? Maybe the best thing would be to face Eigerweiss and apologize. Hey, maybe Eigerweiss would get raging mad and take a poke at me? That ought to help my case in a lawsuit.
Meh. It’s doubtful. In this day and age, the average person has little concept of, or experience with, violence. The odds are that for all Eigerweiss’s size and bluster, he’d likely spend the rest of the day in bed and have trembly hands for a week.
But I guess I should apologize, dammit.
The door opened, and Matt said, “Let’s go.”
We strode with purposeful casualness out the main entrance of 100 North Tampa. Instead of getting a cab or Uber that leaves a trail, we decided on the ten-minute walk to the Marriott. The early August heat and humidity squeezed down on us and sweat soon bloomed through my suit coat. I tried to hide that I was winded. And these shoes were pissing me off. As we neared the Marriott, we passed a Harpoon Harry’s Crab House.
“Hold up a sec,” I said. “If Eigerweiss has called the cops, they’ll be waiting to get me at the hotel.”
“That’s true,” Matt said.
“So it’s the last place I should go. You take my key, grab my bags and a cab, and pick me up here. I’m going to sit in air-conditioned comfort and have a beer.” 
I gave Matt my room key and strode into the restaurant’s artificial chill while Matt continued to the Marriott.
The mid-afternoon trade was light, and I got a seat at once. I ordered New England clam chowder, shrimp & grits, crab cakes, conch fritters, and a 22-ounce draft beer. I drank deeply when the beer appeared on the table; half of it vanished in the first swallow.
Well, Jack, you dumb bastard, you really screwed it up this time. Miller would be real proud of you.
As so often happened when Miller popped into my head, my throat tightened, and my eyes flushed wet. I harrumphed, blinked and took another deep drink, then signaled the waiter for another.
Fired. Again. The fifth time in two years.
Over 20 years in the workforce without being fired, not once. And now I’m not only fired, but I’d done it so spectacularly that it would ruin me.
Seems like an odd strategy to convince your wife to stay.
And how does a man hope to be a role model for his sons when he can’t even stay employed?
Jack? You are in real danger of turning into a loser.
I only walked for ten minutes, but residual burning at the bottom of my thighs told that my knees would be protesting in the morning. And these shoes raised hell with my feet. A cusp of blister formed on my right heel, and my feet were getting squeezed at the — what do they call those…
Metatarsophalangeal joints.
Right. Foot knuckles.
Of course, if I hadn’t gained this extra 100 pounds by eating like a damn pig for two years and got my ass back in the gym, I’d be able to walk a mile and go down some stairs like a normal person.
“What the hell happened to you?” I whispered to myself as I set down the empty beer.
Miller happened. You loved him, and he died.
I thudded the washroom door open and stood at the sink, blinking back tears before washing up. Washing hands took a minute because I always did it correctly. Every time. Grandpa’s teaching. Once you understood how to do things and why things get done a certain way, you’re obligated to do it right.
After the palms, the backs of the hands, and between the fingers, the finger pads got washed in a motion that always reminded me of GI Joe’s Kung Fu Grip.
I shook the water from my hands and looked at myself in the mirror.
Big Jack Broderick.
Big and fat. You don’t even look like yourself anymore.
The only things the same were the gray eyes, the goodish teeth, and the thick, unruly, short, dark hair. But even that was starting to pepper with white.
Jack, you’re an asshole. You kept in shape even after college. Stronger at 40 than you were at 20 when you threw discus for Colorado State. Just as fast. Hints of abs and veins in your arms. Buffalo shoulders. Twenty-five years of exercise, then you go to shit. Now walking is tough?
Tears blurred my vision and spilled down my cheeks. Wet eyelashes clumped together along the lids.
I splashed water on my face, grabbed a bunch of coarse paper towels, and after drying, grabbed the door handle through the wad. I hefted it open and dropped the towels into the waste bin beside it.
The waiter set a second draft beer on the table, and as I sat, I ordered a third. The second beer vanished in three long swallows, and I tapped my pocket to ensure the travel-sized bottle of Hangover ZERO capsules was there.
Food and beer came together, and I put my head down and plowed through it. My appetite had soared in the two years since Miller died. 
So had the drinking. 
It had a defiant quality to it I couldn’t quite explain, as if overindulging sent a big “F-you” to somebody. But I couldn’t imagine who that would be.
Jane supported me at first, but her concern for my health took on an acidic note as the weight piled on.
I rarely got sloppy drunk — though I might be willing to make an exception today — but I frequently surprised myself with the sheer volume of empty beer cans and gin bottles in the recycle bin.
Jane’s comments on the drinking got more vigorous lately, and I had no words in my defense. She had every right for concern at these changes after 23 years together, but there was that gulf between us. She considered it “my problem,” and I had to be the one to fix it.
But did I have to do it alone?
Alone.
Alone as a kid. Alone as a teen. Alone in a marriage. Alone in grief.
I got ahead of the tears and the clenched throat by passing beer down it.
[image: image-placeholder]By the dregs of the fifth 22oz beer, I felt better. In fact, I felt pretty good. I wondered where Matt might be, but wasn’t in any hurry to leave.
Conversation flowed with the wait staff and a Lovely Couple from somewhere I didn’t quite catch. I actively suppressed thoughts of what I would tell Jane. Or the boys. For now, in this moment, I opened up and relaxed.
“Isn’t that something about the solar flares?” the gal from the Lovely Couple asked.
“Yes indeedy,” I said.
“The power keeps clipping off and on. I hope my computers don’t get fried,” the manager of Harpoon Harry’s said.
“I’ve noticed that cell service is patchy too,” the male part of the Lovely Couple said.
As I was about to order another one, Matt tore into the restaurant.
“We gotta go,” Matt said. “Now!”
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LAM


I paid my tab and tipped lavishly, albeit with a twinge of guilt about the overtipping, what with being unemployed now.  
Oh well, rather the waiter gets it than the lawyers.
“Why didn’t you answer my texts?!” Matt asked.
“Texts?” I looked at my phone. “Huh. I haven’t got a signal. That’s weird…”
We piled into Matt’s waiting cab, and I loosed a great beer and seafood belch as we got settled.
“Pardon me,” I said sheepishly.
Matt looked flustered. “Well, THAT sucked!” he said.
“Sorry,” I said, “I had a couple of beers…”
“What? No, I mean getting our bags from the hotel!” Matt said.
“Why? What happened?” I asked.
“You can’t see from here, but there are two cop cars out front and another watching the back entrance, and they’re looking for you,” Matt said.
The cabbie, a thin chap who seemed to have immigrated from some part of the Horn of Africa, turned in his seat and looked concerned.
“No no no, it’s all fine. Just a misunderstanding. Our friend here defended a woman’s honor and punched a bad guy. Now the bad guy is trying to get him in trouble,” Matt said.
“Ah! Gud, gud, gud!” the cabbie said, pointing his finger skyward as he pulled away from the curb. The radio in the spotless cab streamed an oldies AM station, where Sam and Dave advised everyone to hold on because they were coming.
“Eigerweiss’s minion was in the lobby with the cops, looking for you. When I walked in, they wanted to know where you were and why I didn’t go to the hospital.”
“What did you say?” I asked.
“I told them Eigerweiss got way out of line, and you slugged him one. I said you felt terrible, and you’d split for the airport. They said you weren’t there, so I suggested perhaps you rented a car and drove to Orlando to catch a flight home,” Matt said.
“That’s not the truth,” I pointed out.
“No, I guess the Orlando part wasn’t,” Matt admitted.
“But quick thinking,” I said.
“Thank you. Well, how did I know what you were doing? You might’ve gone to Orlando, or gone fishing, or joined a monastery out of guilt. How would I know? I barely know you!” Matt said.
“I was trying to get drunk, unsuccessfully, as it turns out. I ate too much,” I said, stifling another burp.
Matt waved away the seafood and beer odor and cracked a window. “As I gave my statement, The Minion looked at me with that haughty look. He didn’t believe a word of it,” Matt said.
“He does seem haughty. He’s definitely haughty,” I said.
“After I finished, The Minion got in the elevator with me. ‘I know you know where Broderick is; he’s not going to get away with it,’ he said. I played dumb, but his room is across from mine, so when I got off on your floor, he gave me the ol’ stinkeye and followed me. I slid into your room, and he started knocking at the door,” Matt said.
“The nerve!” I said.
“I told him to go do something anatomically impossible, strictly speaking, but y’know, as I’m thinking about it, he might be just the guy to do it,” Matt said. “Anyway, I got your stuff packed — you pack light, thankfully.”
“I’m here to oblige,” I said.
“As I closed your carry-on, the cops banged on the door. The Minion hauled them up from the lobby. Have you ever noticed cops knock on doors about ten times louder than civilians?” Matt asked.
“I bet they learn that in cop school,” I said.
“I told them you asked me to take your bag back to San Francisco with me tomorrow,” Matt said.
“Y’know, we could’ve done it that way…”
“Yeah, thanks a lot. This satisfied the cops, but not The Minion. He stuck to me in the elevator and back to my room like a wolf watching a Russian peasant,” Matt said.
“That’s a good one,” I burped.
“So, I packed my luggage, but my Spidey sense told me The Minion was spying on me from across the hall. I opened the door, and he sprang out and said, ‘A-HA!’ as if he’d caught me red-handed!”
“I bet he looked like Mr. Furley doing his karate pose,” I grinned.
“Mr. Who?”
“Nevermind.”
“Anyway, I mumbled something I’m sure HR will talk to me about on Monday, and went back inside. Then I got an idea: I called room service and ordered a pot of coffee as quick as they could deliver it,” Matt said.
“Coffee helps you think?” I asked.
“What? No, let me talk. Ten minutes later, there’s a knock at my door, and The Minion bounds into the hallway to see what’s happening. He sees it’s just the Room Service Guy, so he oozes back into his room.”
“You know, The Minion looks like an oozer,” I said.
“How many beers did you have?” Matt asked.
“A few. You were gone a while.”
“As I said, it’s Room Service Guy, and he shows up with a pot of coffee, but no tray!”
“Why did you need a tray?”
“I needed a tray to hide our luggage under the tablecloth and get it wheeled to the kitchen where I could pick it up,” Matt said.
“You mean a trolley, not a tray,” I said.
“Whatever, whatever. Either way, the guy didn’t bring one. So I explained my problem: I had to get these bags out of the room without The Minion seeing, and he suggested that room service come and knock on the door — with one of those maid cart things — and put the bags inside it,” Matt said.
“And it worked?”
“No, it didn’t. The Room Service Guy called for a maid, but the maid parked the cart beside the door, not in front of it! If I’d brought the bags out, The Minion would’ve seen it through the peephole in his door,” Matt said.
“Wait, where are our bags?! Did you leave them there?” I asked.
“No, I did not, thank you very much. I got them out, and they’re in the trunk,” Matt said.
“I have them for you, sir!” the cabbie said.
I bobbed my head in thanks and winked at him.
“Anyhoo, to keep up the charade, the maid goes out and brings back a couple of shampoos, The Minion plastered to his peephole the entire time. I tipped her robustly, and she goes on her way,” Matt said.
At the news that he had a big tipper in the cab, the cabbie began a sort of Director’s Cut commentary on the story, “Theese minion ees bad guy! You paunch heem too?” he asked, and I thumbs-upped at him.
“I paced the room for a few minutes, and I got it: Room Service Guy goes to a house phone in the convention center and calls The Minion, and says the officers in the lobby would like him to come down,” Matt said.
“Not bad!” I said.
“Nut bad!” the cabbie said.
“And it worked?” I asked.
“You betcha. Two shakes later, The Minion split. I waited a minute, walked to the back stairwell, puttered down the dozen flights, and strode out the back entrance, smooth as dammit, past the other cops who hadn’t seen me earlier, and right into this cab,” Matt said.
“Good thinking, Matt. Thank you,” I said, clapping him on the knee.
Matt’s phone huzzed. A text.
“It’s Katie. She’s got us booked on a flight leaving this afternoon for Gulfport-Biloxi. First class too!”
“Why are we flying to Mississippi?”
“It’s the first flight heading west. It’s a charter flight to a casino!” Matt beamed. “Do you feel lucky?”
We crossed the Howard Frankland Bridge Hwy 275 across Old Tampa Bay, and I saw more sailboats and kayaks, including a kayak with a sail and outriggers on it, which looked like a lot of fun. I resolved to get my boys out on the water as soon as possible.
Now that I was unemployed, I couldn’t claim I had no time.
A succession of memories. After going on a cruise and making the pilgrimage to The Mouse, we’d taken a boat tour and swam with manatees on the Gulf Coast. Up north by… where was it? Crystal Springs? No: the Three Sisters Springs in Crystal River. 
A perfect day. Magic. Honest to God magic.
I could’ve gone up there to do it again. No. Not without the rest of the family. Seems wrong, somehow.
The radio burst into static. The cabbie futzed with the tuning but couldn’t find out where The Staples Singers were taking them. He said something spicy in his native tongue and told us it had been happening a lot over the past two days.
Light traffic meant the drive was a quick 25-minutes. We exited on Ulmerton Road and turned into the St. Pete-Clearwater International Airport a minute later. Matt grabbed the bags out of the trunk and slid a $100 bill to the cabbie, who thanked him effusively with many small bows and turned to me.
“I wish you very gud luck, sir. I do not always understand a world where men who do honorable things are punished instead of praised, but if people do not help people, we are all in trouble. I wish you Godspeed on your journey,” and he took my hand with both of his and shook vigorously.
Matt and I thanked him, and he drove away. I blushed.
“He’s kind of right, you know,” Matt said.
“Oh hell, let’s not make too much of this. I’m just a big idiot who lost his temper and ruined his life,” I said. My phone bing-bonged to announce a signal, and Matt’s texts arrived.
As we walked toward the sliding glass door, a large white Chevy SUV pulled to the curb with the words “SHERIFF Pinellas County” emblazoned on the side.
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“Shit,” Matt said under his breath. 
We got to the end of the short hallway leading to the open concourse and looked back.
Two large cops and a German Shepherd got out of the cruiser and walked toward the glass doors.
“Shit shit shit!” Matt said aloud.
“Here!” I said, ducking into the bathroom beside us.
The men’s room had two stalls, two urinals, and two sinks. One stall door was closed, and sounds of occupation floated out.
I put a silencing finger to my lips and pantomimed Matt to take a urinal, and I’d hit the other stall. Matt nodded, rolled his luggage to the wall, and stepped to the urinal. I took my bag into the empty stall and shut the door.
This might’ve been dumb. You’re trapped.
I hung my bag on the door and thought I might as well immerse myself in the role. I put down one of the paper seat covers, undid, and sat.
The men’s room door swung open, and the sounds of two sets of duty boots and the click of dog claws came in, along with radio static.
“This damn thing…” A click sound punctuated the end of the hiss.
Matt’s voice, a little high, “Hey, is your radio acting up? The radio in my cab was going in and out too.”
My cab, not ours; nice deflection.
A booming voice answered him, “They’ve been acting up for a couple of days. And getting worse.”
A hand grabbed the top of my stall door and rattled it ten times louder than a civilian would have.
My pulse tripled.
“Ocupada,” I said.
“Sorry,” and the next door got the same treatment and result. An exasperated sigh.
A faint sound of zipper and creak of leather belt at the urinal.
“Think they’ll go to cellphone-based communications? Might be more reliable and keep those guys with scanners from listening in,” Matt asked.
“That’d be nice.” The Urinal Cop spoke with that disconnected tone men use specifically when in conversation at a urinal.
“You gents going to be long in there?” The Door Shaker asked.
“Un momento,” I said, and next door announced he’d be right out.
The dog growled. Not loudly, but steadily. A quiet shushing. Sounds of handwashing at the sink.
Noises of paper unrolling, flushing, pants pulling, and zipper zipping from the next stall.
The stall door next to me opened, and the dog went bananas.
“What the?!” a voice said.
“Yoda, sitz!” The Door Shaker said.
“Sir, our K-9 dog has given you a hit, meaning he detects a weapon, drug, or other contraband. Please come with me; I need to ask you some questions,” Urinal Cop said.
“Take him over to TSA; I’ll meet you in a couple of jiffies,” The Door Shaker said, going into the vacated stall and getting settled.
"Sir, I need to do a quick pat down to make sure you're not carrying anything dangerous. Please put your hands on the counter, or I'll have to handcuff you," The Urinal Cop instructed.
Sounds of mumbled but compliant complaints, pocket patting, and Yoda's low growls.
“This is exciting!” Matt said. “Officer, I’m an attorney, and I want to say you’re doing an outstanding job. By the book all the way. Good boy, Yoda!”
“Sir? Please don’t pet the K-9 unit.”
“Right, sorry. But I have a professional question: mightn’t it be better to take your suspect back to the Sheriff’s office instead of the TSA? We’re not through security yet, and I’d hate to have your case fall apart because of some jurisdictional hiccups.”
I rubbed my eyes. It was clever of Matt to try to get the cops to leave the airport, but on the other hand, shut the hell up!
“We’re going to ask questions, and they have nice interview rooms over there. What if we took this gentleman back to the station, but the search turns up negative? For instance, what if Yoda smelled some ammunition this gentleman handled an hour ago but no longer has on his person? Then he’s probably missed his flight, and we’d hear from some other lawyer demanding compensation. If this gentleman has broken the law, we know how to proceed. Thanks for your concern,” Urinal Cop said, and it was hard to miss the condescending note.
“We’re not taking him to the station unless we have an arrest,” The Door Shaker called from his stall.
The door opened, and footsteps and claw clicks passed out. After a small pause, Matt coughed two conspicuous coughs, followed by sounds of handwashing, and the door swung open again.
I went through the motions of doing paperwork, got myself together, flushed, and left the stall. I forced myself to slow down as I washed my hands and walked out of the men’s room, leaving The Door Shaker to his business.
Matt stood wide-eyed and grinning as I walked over. He motioned with his head as the cop, Yoda the K-9, and an aging, hangdog hippie disappeared behind an anonymous steel door by the gift shop.
“Let’s go,” I said.
The St. Pete-Clearwater International Airport was on the small side but well run and competent. The crowds were light; we got our boarding passes and eased through security. There were eleven gates, four luggage carousels, and only a handful of eating options, though more were coming soon, according to some construction signage. We got our bearings, found the correct gate, and headed for the Italian Market and Bar, taking a seat out of sight of the concourse.
We exhaled as if we’d held our breaths for an hour.
“I’m all shaky,” Matt said, laughing.
“That kind of thing keeps your pores open,” I said.
“Were they after us?” Matt asked.
“I don’t think so, but who knows? They’re looking for a lone triple extra-large, not two people, and not a mere large like you,” I said.
“I gotta say, the Spanish was brilliant!”
“It used up half the Spanish I know,” I said.
After collecting ourselves, I said, “I’d better call my wife and give her the exceptionally good news that I’ll be home a little more than usual. Order me a double gin and tonic with a lemon twist, thanks.”
Keeping an eye skinned for law enforcement, I wandered the high, glassy, and newish-looking concourse. Crisp carpet with swirls and curving patterns. Comfy seating. Ubiquitous TV monitors were tuned in to a news channel that showed video cutting between sunspots and Northern Lights, and a weather map noting the minor hurricane expecting to reach Texas this week. It kept the attention of several clusters of travelers. In a secluded corner, I pressed Jane’s number and nearly hung up ahead of the voice mail when she answered.
“Yes?”
“Hi,” I said. Crowd noises in the background. “Where are you?”
“We’re at the Pine Tavern,” Jane said.
Uh oh.
“You’re in Bend?! What’re you doing in Oregon?”
“I’m taking the boys to see Dad,” she said with forced nonchalance.
For the first time in 22 years, she went somewhere without a family discussion. Being there meant she must’ve hauled the boys out of bed and been on the road at 6:00 am, a feat that must’ve involved much yelling and near violence. This was scarcely a whim. I stopped pacing and dropped into a seat.
“Why didn’t you wait for me? I was going to be home tomorrow, but I’m coming home tonight,” I said.
“We’re going to Dad’s because it’s the last place in the world you’d want to go.”
She had a point there.
In the background, Deacon asked if it was me on the phone.
“Jane… I got fired today,” I said.
“Oh, Christ. What happened?!” Jane asked.
“Well… I punched out Eigerweiss,”
“You WHAT?!?!”
“I know, I know…”
“For God’s sake, Jack, you only had that job for two weeks!”
Thompson started asking what happened to Dad. Jane stage whispered that I was fine.
“So you were just sitting there and thought you’d get some exercise?!”
“No. Eigerweiss got pissed off because I wouldn’t sign off on some bullshit safety concerns. The company they wanted to buy was perfectly compliant, but he wanted me to sign a document saying they weren’t so he could lower his purchase offer. And I wouldn’t do it,” I said.
“So you belted him?!”
“No, he was tearing me a new one–”
“Oh, you poor baby!” she said, with acid.
“No, that’s not why. Katie got involved and took my side.” I sensed Jane stiffening at the mention of Katie’s name. “He launched into her, and I let him have it.”
“My hero,” she said. I heard her jaw sticking out.
“Honey, it was a short-term gig anyway, and it was all bullshit,” I said.
“And how much trouble are you in?” Jane asked.
“Well… it’s not going to be good.”
“This, THIS is why we’re going away!” The ice entered her voice.
“Jane, I —”
“NO! You’re not the only one affected by what’s happening! Can’t you see how it’s ruining this family?!”
My mouth hung open, and my insides felt hollowed out. I blinked several times. “I… but… if it’s affecting us all, let’s sit down and figure it out.”
“Dammit, I can’t fix you. YOU have to fix you.” She covered the phone for privacy, and her voice dropped. “Get your act together, Jack. Enough is enough. Everybody hurts. Everybody hurts all the time. Why are you the one circling the drain?” Jane said.
“Wait one damn minute —”
“Take three days or three weeks or three months to sort yourself out. You’ll either sink or swim. But if you’re going to sink, I can’t allow you to sink us too,” she said.
“And in the meantime, you just cut me adrift? ‘Sorry you’re having a bad patch, but don’t come back until you’re better’?” I asked.
I heard fumbling as the phone got handed off.
“Dad? What’s going on?”
I sat up and collected myself.
“Hi Thompson. I’m okay. I got in a scrap today, that’s all.”
“A fight? What happened?!”
“The boss verbally abused one of the staff. He had it coming,” I said.
“Did you win? Are you hurt at all?” Thompson asked.
“Me? Naw, I’m good. Didn’t lay a finger on me.”
“So you decked him?”
I cringed. “It’s not all fun and games; I’ll have to answer for it.”
“Dad… are you and Mom splitting up?”
My breath caught, and Jane admonished Thompson for asking.
“Thompson… I don’t know. I really don’t. Your mother and I love each other, but these past couple of years have been rough. And that’s mostly my fault. Whatever happens, Son, I need you to understand it isn’t your fault or your brother’s. At all. You boys mean more to me than anyone in the world. You get that, right?!”
“I do NOT want to live at Grandpa’s!”
“No, Son. As far as I know, this is just a visit.”
“Because, I mean, Jenna…”
“I remember being sixteen and in love the first time too, Son. It’s wonderful and horrible at the same time. We’ll work something out,” I smiled.
“Why did I even have to come up here? I’m old enough to stay home!” Thompson said.
“I seem to recall that Jenna’s parents are away for a day or two,” I said.
“So?”
I chuckled. “So, there is no way we’re leaving you and Jenna alone in the throes of love for a weekend.”
“So you don’t trust us?”
“It’s not a question of trusting you, Son; biology is working against both of you right now. I remember sixteen very clearly. Your mom’s not the bad guy for taking you with her. But this isn’t a punishment. You’ve done nothing wrong.”
“Well, it sure feels like you’re punishing us,” Thompson said.
“I’m sure it does. You’re a good kid, and Jenna is too. Tell you what, I’m flying home tonight, and if your mom is determined to stay with Grandpa for a bit, we’ll see if we can get you boys back home in a day or two, okay?”
“Thanks, Dad. Love you.”
They always said it, ever since they were little. Even now, and even in front of friends. That was Grandma’s teaching: always say it because someday you won’t be able to say it.
“Okay Son, love you too. Let me speak to your brother for a minute.”
A second later, Deacon’s excited voice asked, “Dad? What happened? Are you alright? Did you get fired? Are you in trouble? Did they arrest you? Are you and Mom breaking up?!”
“I’m okay, Deak. The boss verbally abused a girl at work, and I stopped it. No, I didn’t get hurt. Yes, I got fired. Yes, I’m probably in trouble. I didn’t get arrested, and I don’t think I will be, and… I don’t know. I don’t want to,” I said.
“I’m worried about you, Dad,” Deacon said.
I tried for a lighter tone. “Son, I’m the dad; I’m supposed to worry about you. You’re not supposed to worry about me!”
Deacon’s breathing became more emotional.
“But Dad, it’s like you’re not you anymore.”
“How do you mean?”
“I mean, well, you drink now, and you’re always mad, and you stopped exercising and got real heavy, and you don’t do things with us anymore, and everybody’s worried about you.”
“Deacon, I —”
The boy’s voice broke. “And now you’ve gotten in trouble for saving someone! Did she even need saving? When are you going to save YOU, Dad?”
I sat with my head in my hands, my mouth trembling. The first tears fell between my ridiculous, pinching shoes.
“Deacon, listen to me. You’re right. For the last couple of years, yes, Dad’s been broken in a lot of places. Things have been terrible, and I’ve only made things worse. And I want to apologize to you for that, man-to-man. The problems with Mom are my fault too.”
Deacon was crying now. “I want you back, Dad! The real you…”
Damn damn damn.
“Deacon, I promise you; I will be okay. For you, and Thompson, and Mom.”
The boy sniffed. “Promise?”
“I promise. And what do we say about promises?”
“You can’t break a promise,” Deacon said.
“That’s right. Never, ever. I promise I’ll be there for you. I love you with all my heart.”
“Love you too, Dad,” his voice rising into a squeak. “Why does it have to get so bad before it gets better?”
“I don’t know, Son.”
I knuckled tears from my eyes and noticed a woman sitting at a gate, staring at me.
“Do you remember that time in Myrtle Beach when we swam in the ocean?” I asked.
“Yeah…”
“And you got caught in a riptide? You were playing in the water and didn’t notice how far you’d got taken out?”
“And you swam out and saved me! You called to stop trying to swim back and just tread water, and you came out and got me, and we swam sideways out of the rip and back to shore,” Deacon said.
That was the most scared I’d ever been in my life. Jane was furious and blamed me for not watching Deacon close enough.
“It’s kind of like that. Things got deeper and deeper. I guess I didn’t notice how far over my head I’d got…” I said, thickly. “This time, I’ll save me, Son. I promise.” I chuckled and wiped my eyes. “Now, that’s not to say it’ll be easy. I may have caused a few bumps for us down the road…”
Deacon laughed and sniffed.
“You be okay, too, alright?” I asked.
“I will, Dad. I promise too.”
Thank God.
“Be good for Mom and be good for Grandpa. Give me back to Mom.”
We goodbyed, and the phone went back to Jane.
Neither spoke for long seconds.
“Jane…”
“We’re staying at a chain motel on the highway and should be at Dad’s for supper tomorrow. I think it’d be best if we didn’t call or text for a few days so you can get your head on straight. We both have a lot to figure out.”
“I love you. And I’m sorry.”
“Stop doing things you have to apologize for. Goodbye Jack.”
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“Whoa, you look terrible. I gather it didn’t go well,” Matt said. 
I signaled for another round and slid into the seat, grabbing the gin and tonic Matt ordered and downed it in one go, straining the peel and remnants of ice with my teeth.
“It did not go well at all,” I said, avoiding Matt’s eye.
“Aw, I’m sorry, Jack. Did she read you the riot act?”
I pursed my lips. “No, this was a ‘last straw’ situation.”
“What? Cripes, Jack, I’m sorry.”
I shrugged a what-are-you-gonna-do shrug and said, “The way she goes.”
The bartender produced fresh drinks, announcing them as a Plymouth and a Knobel Tennessee Whiskey, and plucked our spent glasses. As Matt slid over two twenties, I took a long, deep sip. I swallowed in the thin-lipped way people do when the drink is a little stronger than expected, and I ordered another one.
“I saw you were in a bad way when you went into the bathroom,” Matt said. “You were in there so long I debated coming to check on you.”
“Sometimes a guy needs a little privacy.”
Matt fiddled with his tie. “Sure. Sure. Um, you mind if I ask you something personal?”
“Not if you don’t mind if I don’t answer.”
Matt shifted in his seat. “Um, it’s not my business, but is the fight with your wife about Katie?”
I stared through my brows as I finished my drink and set it on the table with a controlled preciseness that I hoped spoke of suppressed irritation. I inhaled deliberately.
“No. My wife doesn’t particularly care for her, but my marriage problems have nothing to do with Katie,” I said.
“Was it… another woman?”
The bartender came with another round, and I seized the chance to change the conversation. I asked about the mostly empty airport. Apart from a few staff, there were only a handful of people in the whole place.
“Yes, sir. Our airport is busier in the morning because it’s not a hub. We’re either the beginning of the line, or the end of the line. This casino trip that you’re on is our last departure today. It goes out first thing in the afternoon, but I understand they delayed this one at the last minute to accommodate some more passengers,” the bartender said.
Matt and I looked at each other. Had Katie somehow held a whole airplane for us?
“However, this created another delay because the pilot was over his allowable hours, but the company is bringing in another one to replace him,” the bartender said.
“That must’ve been expensive,” I said.
“Charter companies work a little differently, but somebody is footing the bill, I’ve no doubt.”
Please let it be Eigerweiss.
“And there’s all the solar activity. I understand it’s causing some communication problems. They have canceled some flights around the country, but most are still going,” the bartender said, bowing to excuse himself.
“You worried about this? The solar flares?” Matt asked.
“Not really. They wouldn’t let us fly if it wasn’t safe,” I said. “From what I understand, these things can knock the power out but not planes from the sky.”
“Let’s go see,” Matt said and pantomimed for the bartender to watch our bags and bring another Plymouth and Knobel as we stepped out into the concourse.
The news station on the closest monitor was one that yelled constantly. The newscaster shone with the polished air and grim demeanor they indoctrinate in these types. I have met some radio DJs over the years, and most of them can’t turn it off. At an industry banquet some years ago, I sat at the same table as the emcee, a local radio DJ, and he kept his radio voice on the entire evening. “Excuse me, please pass the breadsticks. Thank you, I’m Dash Riprock!”
“So, Doctor, tell us how the sun can knock out the power?” Newsman said.
“In the simplest terms, the sun kicks out solar flares, which are kind of like volcanic eruptions on the surface of the sun, called the solar corona. They’re normal and happen several times a day when the sun’s magnetic field lines interact with each other. These eruptions cause a release of plasma into the solar wind, and in times of intense activity, we call this plasma a Coronal Mass Ejection. It can reach earth and cause a geomagnetic storm that can affect Earth’s magnetosphere,” the Doctor said.
“So, these Coronal Mass Ejections happen regularly?!” Newsman sounded dubious.
“Oh yes, yes, indeed. It’s what causes the Aurora Borealis, or the Northern Lights,” the Doctor said. “The levels of activity we’ve seen over the past few days have been unprecedented. It’s quite exciting, really!”
“What our viewers at home want to know, Doctor, is how can Northern Lights be dangerous? Can people be struck down in their homes?!”
“What? No. Very intense ones can disrupt radio transmissions, damage satellites, and short out the electrical grid, which can last for some time.”
“So it acts like an electromagnetic pulse from a nuclear detonation?!” Newsman asked, gasping.
“No, not at all. A Coronal Mass Ejection, or CME, isn’t like a bolt of lightning; it’s a magnetic field that generates an electric current that shorts things. A CME has a lower and more sustained wavelength than an EMP; it’s a different level and type of energy,” the Doctor said.
“Isn’t it true, Doctor, that you don’t know WHAT will happen when this pulse slams into the earth?” Newsman pounced.
“Well, I mean, we’re always collecting data, but we certainly don’t know everyt —”
“This kind of massive event happened before, hasn’t it?” Newsman asked, clutching his desk.
“Yes, in 1989, a geomagnetic storm knocked out power in Quebec, Canada, for 9 hours, but the biggest on record was the 1859 Carrington Event. It took out the telegraph network in North America and Europe, started fires, and electro-shocked several operators. And we had a narrow miss in 2012 by an event we think was close to that magnitude.”
“And how big is the CME racing toward us now?!” Newsman asked.
“Well, there are a lot of unique features in the current event. Actually, it’s an entire series of coronal events that we’ve never seen before. It’s enormous and very fast, but we just don’t know what will happen. Certainly, we’ll have a lot of activity from the Northern Lights tonight,” the Doctor said.
“How big are we talking, Doctor?”
The scientist cleared his throat. “This is orders of magnitude bigger than other events we’ve seen.”
“Explain to our viewers what an order of magnitude is, Doctor.”
“An order of magnitude is ten times bigger. Two orders of magnitude are 100 times bigger.”
Newsman flinched. “You’re telling us that this solar event is 10 to 100 times bigger than the Carrington Event in 1859?!”
“No, to the one in 2012, which we think was like the Carrington Event, but it’s also entirely different. The sun has actually changed color, slightly. Different amplitudes, different wavelengths. In fact, we’re seeing things in both discrete and continuous spectra that have never bee—”
“How long have scientists been studying the sun?” Newsman asked, squinting.
“Civilizations have always observed the sun, but I suppose it didn’t get going until Galileo invented the telesco—”
“So the fact is that you have less than 500 years of observing something over 4 billion years old, isn’t that true?” Newsman said.
“Um, yes, I suppose that’s accurate,” the Doctor said.
“What can we do to prepare for this onslaught?!?!” Newsman asked.
“Prepare? Um, well, it’s not like we can get out of the way.” The Doctor gave a chittery laugh. “I’m hardly an authority on emergency prepara—”
“So you and all your learned scientific brethren have no idea how THIS event will affect us all?”
“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. It would be irresponsible of me to say with what the effects will be. There are too many unknown variables. Just because the sun is throwing out energy doesn’t mean any specific amount will hit us, nor can we know its effect. It’s like trying to predict an earthquake. We have sensors, but they show us what is happening, not what will happen. It would be irresponsible to incite panic in th—”
“THANK you, Doctor,” Newsman interrupted, “Doctor Sol Yablonski from NASA’s Solar Dynamics Observatory says to hold tight and don’t panic!” Newsman said, implying that panic is precisely what we should do. “And what does this mean for Texans in the path of Hurricane Richter?”
Matt and I turned back toward the restaurant.
“The scientist talking about the sun is named Sol? That’s like having a proctologist named Butz,” Matt grinned.
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Matt and I returned to the bar and got settled with fresh drinks. 
“So… Are you at all worried about this solar storm?” Matt asked.
“No, not really,” I said.
“If it’s causing power and communications problems, is it a good idea to get on a plane?”
“The air traffic control system in the United States is the benchmark for the entire world. If it’s unsafe, planes don’t fly. It’s that simple,” I said.
“Okay. But what if this thing hits while we’re in the air?!” Matt asked.
“It’s not like getting hit by lightning, which frequently happens to aircraft; it’s a big electrical surge caused by a big magnetic pulse. It affects the power grid, not airplanes or cars,” I said.
“But the guy in the news said it could affect satellites,” Matt said.
I thought for a moment. “If I had to guess, it’d be that the earth’s atmosphere offers some protection. Or maybe CMEs affect the ionosphere, or the magnetosphere, or something up there that we don’t experience down here. If there were much risk at all, again, they’d stop planes from flying.”
“If they have no radio or navigation, how do we find our way to Gulfport/Biloxi?”
“They still put paper maps on planes. If it’s bad, we’ll probably land at a different airport if it’s safer. Either way, it doesn’t matter much to us,” I said, taking a sip.
“But if the power’s out, how do you land an airplane at night with no runway lights?!”
I looked at him with amused frustration. “Airports have emergency backup power. Generators. They have contingencies. Sometimes the power goes out, doesn’t it? It might be inconvenient and even get a little exciting, but I will not pollute my head by building this up into some big panic. Remember, the pilots’ lives are at stake too; the last thing they want to do is risk their asses.”
“I dunno, I just wonder if we should hold up and try tomorrow,” Matt said.
“Sure, you’re not the one with a warrant out for his arrest,” I said.
Matt frowned. “So how do you know about CMEs and airplanes?”
“What do I know? Like I said, I was guessing. I had a consulting gig for two years with a company that refurbished smaller airports, and I flew all over the Western U.S. several times a month, usually in small planes. You pick things up,” I said. “Oddly enough, Jane’s brother used to work for the Space Weather Observatory in Boulder, Colorado. I don’t think we ever talked about his work, but if this solar whatsis were bad, he’d tell Jane, who’d tell me, no matter how furious she was with me, okay?”
We dined on excellent Italian sausage and onions n’ peppers in a homemade sub bun and kept the conversation chit-chatty by skirting my family and prospects. I paced my drinking so as not to get out of control. After all, I had made a promise to Deacon, and the last thing I needed was to get barred from boarding the flight.
“Um, you mind if I asked you another personal question?” Matt asked, gently swishing his ice cubes in an amber lubrication of Knobel dregs.
“I s’pose.”
“It’s about your relationship with Katie?” Matt asked, shifting.
“You already asked me about that,” I said.
“I guess I did, didn’t I? I’m sorry, forget I asked,” Matt said.
“You know what?” I smiled, “I think you’re asking because you wish you had a thing with Katie.“ I held up a pre-emptive hand. “There’s no point in denying it. You’re risking your job but didn’t give a single word of protest when she sent you on this fool’s errand. You may even be breaking the law. You didn’t do this because of our friendship, so you must feel something for her.” I held up my hand again. “Which is none of my business. You’re a decent enough guy, though perhaps a little young for her.”
“Only three years,” Matt said.
I raised an eyebrow. “You’re 39? You’re only three years younger than me?!”
Matt raised two eyebrows. “You’re only 42?!”
“I thought you were, like, 28!” I said.
“I thought you were at least 55!” Matt laughed.
“Well, I feel 190 today,” I chuckled, reached for the fresh drink, and nodded yes to the bartender’s gesture of another round.
“How long have you known Katie?” Matt asked.
I preferred not to talk about private things, but the hours would go smoother with a bit of chit-chat. “Katie and I grew up in Chinook, Montana. Our family’s farms were a half-mile apart. We were best friends as kids and first loves throughout high school, but we went to different colleges, and that was that.”
Matt tilted his head. “But you kept in touch over the years?”
I nod-shrugged. “Not for the first few years. We ran into each other back home one Christmas with our spouses, and we touched base every year or two for a while. But during those low points life throws at you, like when my father died or her husband left, it’s like we’re the only people in the whole world who understand each other.” I took another deep sip.
“But it never, um, progressed to intimacy after college?” Matt asked.
I stared at him without blinking for long seconds. “No. Not one time. In fact, since you asked earlier, I have not kissed a woman, except in greeting or goodbye, other than my wife, since the first time I kissed my wife.”
“Really?! Wow. I mean, wow. No, you’re right, Jack, that’s not my business. But man, that is awesome.”
“Not one woman. Not one time,” I said.
[image: image-placeholder]There were more delays. First one hour, then another two. Some passengers got upset (and I’m pretty good at picking out the ones who’ll kick up a stink) but the evening moved pleasantly, coasting on a gentle tide of gin. The sun dipped lower in the sky, and the airport took on the drowsy air of a small town at siesta time.
I liked Matt; he had a sharp sense of humor and good banter without being too over the top. He introduced water chasers to his orders of Knobel on ice, and while he wouldn’t likely have offered to drive anywhere, he remained lucid and enjoyed the whiskey for its merits, as opposed to “tieing one on” as they used to say. 
Despite spotty cell phone reception, Katie frequently called and texted updates. Yes, Eigerweiss’s jaw was busted and needed wiring shut. Her statement helped with the Sheriff’s department, but moving to another airport was an excellent idea, as there was a county-wide APB out on me, who was “wanted for questioning.”
But none of this news piqued my anxiety; aided by alcohol, I sequestered the information to a backroom in my mind. The Booze Room. Fortified by the right amount of drink, you can cram the nasty thoughts and feelings into it and get a reprieve, almost like sending the kids to the sitter. 
True, they come roaring back tomorrow, but that’s Tomorrow Jack’s problem.
My phone bonged. A text from Deacon said they were at the hotel and would watch a movie and order pizza later since they had a late lunch at the Pine Tavern.
ME: “Be sure to get a little Canadian bacon on it for me :)”
DEACON: “Will do! When is your flight?”
ME: “It was supposed to be at 4pm, then 7:30pm, then 9:50pm, but we’re about to board now.”
DEACON: “I’m glad you promised me today, Dad. I feel better. :)”
And how much gin have you guzzled since then, Jack?
ME: “Be good for your mom. I love you.”
DEACON: “Love you too, Dad!!! XOXOXO.”
Thank you for my sons. Thank you.
I dropped my phone into my suit coat pocket as the gate attendant called boarding for first class passengers. I stood up and had a case of the wobbles.
You promised him, you asshole. Get your shit together.
On the plane, we had the entire second row to ourselves. Matt took the window seat 2A, and I sat in the aisle seat, 2C.
A flight attendant touched my arm as I wedged my bag into the overhead.
“Excuse me, sir, would you like a seatbelt extension?”
I stared at the proffered belt, and my face deepened to crimson.
“No. But thanks. Thanks a lot. Very considerate of you.”
Her eyes and mouth widened, and she got in on the blushing. “Sorry,” she mouthed and slunk away.
I sat in the aisle seat and did up the seatbelt. Okay, so it was a bit of work, but the damn thing still fit.
You need to get back into shape. That was embarrassing. Where’s your goddamn pride?
A different flight attendant asked if we cared for something to drink.
So start here.
“Um, just water, thanks,” I said.
“What the hell?!” Matt said, clutching himself like Fred Sanford. “That may be the most surprising thing I’ve seen all day!”
I sipped my water. Distilled, and it tasted of plastic cup. I shifted in a quest for comfort. My belt bit me but was at the final notch. I resolved to never, ever have to buy a bigger belt.
As often as I had flown first class, I never felt 100% comfortable in it. I appreciated the extra room, especially the last year or two, but I ducked and avoided eye contact as people passed by for their smaller, far less expensive seats. Some folks had obvious disdain for people in first. Then again, some aspired to it, so what’s a guy to do? If an employer or client springs for it, it’s part of the gig. But I had trouble justifying three times the price when I booked my own tickets.
Come to think of it, now that I’m unemployed again, I’d rather have sat in coach and pouched the price difference in cash.
Matt “psst” -ed at me and pointed with his forehead at a guy traveling with a five or six-year-old boy as they passed us going toward the back. “Who takes a kid on a casino junket?!”
“Father of the year, I guess,” I whispered and pointed with my eyebrow at a girl and grandma combo sitting behind Matt.
The cabin door finally closed, and the jet bridge retracted. The plane got towed backward, and the flight attendants performed safety demonstrations to the half-empty aircraft. It had to be discouraging. The attendants have to go through this every single flight, and nobody watches them except first-time fliers.
It seemed kind of rude, frankly.
I tried watching the demonstration, but it didn’t feel supportive or encouraging; it felt obvious and leering, like being at a strip club or something.
The jet lumbered down the taxiing runway, and small sounds of excitement bubbled through the plane.
Matt ‘wow’-ed and pointed across me, out the window.
Rippling greenish-white lights appeared in the sky.
“Huh. There they are, Northern Lights. Rare to see these even as far south as Colorado, let alone in Florida,” I said.
“I’ve never seen them before,” Matt said.
“Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking. We’re in for a real treat tonight; we’re going to dim the cabin lights, and if you look out the windows, you can see Aurora Borealis, also known as the Northern Lights. It’s rare to see them this far south. Enjoy the show, folks.”
“There you go,” I said, ta-daaing with my hands again.
For several minutes the plane sat, while people ‘oohed and ahhhed’ and tried to take photographs with their phones.
The Aurora Borealis was particularly vibrant, looking like illuminated sheets of rain. Typically, they undulated, like slow-motion footage of the flag waving, but these were feverish. Jumping, sliding, spinning, leaping, rocketing. Almost in the manner of a time-lapse of how Northern Lights usually looked. The lights faded in places and reappeared in others. The entire sky flowed and gestured and shimmered. It was magnificent. Stunning.
The girl with her grandma behind Matt asked, “Grandma? Rainbows are beautiful, but why wouldn’t God use this as a message instead?”
Why indeed?
“Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain again. We’re all enjoying the light show, but they’ve caused a delay. Northern Lights are caused by particles from the sun hitting the earth’s magnetic shield. Sometimes they affect satellites and instruments, and we’ve experienced some of that in the past couple of hours. But we’re going to sit here and enjoy the Northern Lights, and they’ll either diminish, and we can go, or we’ll have to return to the terminal. I think we’ll be able to go, and we’ll wait as long as we can. In the meantime, please keep seated and enjoy this miracle of nature. Thank you.”
“Might as well get comfy,” Matt said as he kicked off his shoes.
“Put your shoes back on,” I snapped. “Plane crashes happen at either takeoff or landing, and you don’t want to be climbing through rubble in sock feet.”
“Okay, dad…“ Matt said.
He’s right Jackie Boy. What’s got into you?
In a chilling moment of realization, and despite my earlier intellectual bravado to Matt, I discovered I was thankful Jane and the boys were safe on the ground and not about to cross the Gulf of Mexico by air during a Coronal Mass Ejection.
[image: image-placeholder]It was the most intense display of Northern Lights that anyone on the plane had ever seen. Soon they diminished in intensity and retreated northward, eventually disappearing from view.
Be cool, Jack. They wouldn’t let us fly if the systems were down.
The engines came up. Safety checks were performed again. Seatbelt lights on. A brief pause at the end of the runway, the building whine of turbines, release of brakes, and press of acceleration.
The jet rumbled and sped, and as it picked up speed, the Northern Lights burst back to life as if someone had flipped a switch. The world outside the cabin shone green. No longer shimmering ribbons, the sky became a twilight luminance of emerald white light.
As the nose came off the tarmac, lights in the cabin fizzled.
As the rear wheels lifted, the entire world — both inside and outside the cabin — went dark.
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TRIAGE

## PRESENT TIME ##


When I climbed out of the crashed Boeing’s emergency chute, Matt ran over and threw his arms around me, jostling the phone burn on my chest. 
I swore through clenched teeth and pulled Matt’s arm away. The underwater feeling and Red Haze lifted as the adrenaline dumped from my bloodstream. Things came up to normal speed, but I felt slow. Sluggish. Colors more vivid. Sounds painfully loud. Slight dizziness.
Flames fed throughout the cabin. The port wing had shorn off, and the starboard wing burned furiously. Along the torn and ragged fuselage to the crumpled tail, broken windows poured lethal smoke. Paint bubbled.
The trodden body I threw down the slide lay in a rag doll heap and was, assuredly, dead. A woman of roughly the same age cried beside it. Him, rather. Cried beside him. Dammit. I looked away.
No one else came out. No one else screamed. Only fire sounds and crying and the tinking of heated metal.
The flight officer moved me away from the plane toward the small knot of survivors. Matt was limping.
“Where’re your shoes?” I asked, voice hoarse from yelling and the smoke.
“I was hollering at you to jump, and you looked like you wanted to go back in, so I threw a shoe at you. Then we couldn’t see you, so I threw my other one, and you jumped,” Matt said.
“You seem determined to go around barefoot,” I said.
We approached the survivors clustered at the edge of the runway, where the co-pilot and young flight attendant tried to keep everyone calm. Probably three-quarters of the passengers escaped as the rear emergency slides deployed too. A man in his mid-thirties sobbed uncontrollably and held the child I had saved. The man saw me and came running, blubbering, “thank you thank you thank you thank you thank you”, the little boy and his stuffed gorilla bouncing in his arms.
Rage tightened my face and chest. I grabbed the man’s earlobe and pulled him close, feeling the snap of popping cartilage. The man squeaked in pain and surprise, and his knees buckled.
I pulled the ear up to my mouth and hissed, “Protect him, you spineless little shit!”
I flung the man away. He man clapped a palm to his hurt ear and scrabbled off, looking over his shoulder in fear and shock.
The crew and I watched him trot away. Someone said, “They sat together, father and son. The dad was one of the first ones out and didn’t even realize he left his boy on the plane until he saw him come down the slide.”
I spat in the direction the dad retreated. My mouth tasted of blood, torched plastic, and airport gin.
The burning wreckage behind stretched my shadow over to the survivors. The Northern Lights churned furiously and gave everything a green cast as if looking through night vision goggles. Curtains of translucent light bucked and shifted and undulated and filled the skies in all directions, clear to the horizon. The Aurora Borealis I had seen at other times were green, but these slashed with red, violet, and orange that appeared and vanished as the lights rippled. They were as bright as dusk. Where the curtains of light doubled back on themselves, they became more vivid in the overlap.
I turned toward the airport and the city beyond. Everything was dark, as if the buildings weren’t there. Was it light blindness caused by the plane’s flames? There wasn’t a single light anywhere. No street lights, no office towers, no cars, and nothing in the airport or any of the buildings along the runway.
Oh, God… my boys. Keep my family safe. Please.
The plane stopped at the end of a runway on a small peninsula jutting north into Old Tampa Bay. A quarter-mile or so west arced a six-lane bridge. Several stopped cars, stood on the highway with their lights out, and people standing beside them.
“What the hell is going on?! Where the hell are the crash trucks?!” I asked, staring at the hangars. No trucks. No headlights. No sirens.
“I don’t know; they should already be here,” the captain said.
“What the hell happened?” I asked.
“It just quit. Everything went dead. The lights flickered, then everything went dead as stone. There was nothing I could do,” the captain said.
“We need to get these people off the runway and to the fire station or something,” I said.
“We were barely airborne; we didn’t even have two seconds before impact! I wasn’t even supposed to be on this flight! Oh, Jesus…”
I reached up and pinched the captain’s tricep. The captain yipped and pulled away, and I gripped the back of the his neck and gave him a manly, reassuring squeeze.
“No one’s blaming you. You all did everything you could. This wasn’t your fault, but now we’ve got to help these people, okay?”
The captain asserted control over himself. “Yes… yes, thank you.”
Matt, the aircrew, and I began first aid assessments on the passengers.
“What’s happening?!”
“My mom! Where’s my mom!?!?”
“We have to go back; he still might come out!”
The passengers had various injuries, but no compound fractures or massive blood loss. Bruising, an array of localized burns from personal electronics and the plane’s wiring, and lots of coughing. Everyone could walk, save the woman who’d twisted her ankle on the body in the aisle.
The captain assembled the group and told us that the firehouse at the St. Pete’s–Clearwater International Airport was near the terminal, and there was a Coast Guard Air Base there too. He pointed to the dark outline of the buildings we wanted. It was going to be a fair hike.
“The Coast Guard and the firefighters have medical facilities on hand. Everyone will get proper care, and we can make sure everyone is safe while we figure out what’s happening,” he said.
As a group, the survivors of the crashed Boeing 737-700 to Gulfport-Biloxi began picking our way through the shards of torn metal and debris toward the Coast Guard base. Walking along the secondary taxiing runway was easier and safer than in the coarse grass alongside it, and we could see well enough in the green faux twilight. Scattered luggage lay among the plane’s rubble as we got closer to the point of initial impact. Much of it was burning.
Thank God there’re no bodies out here.
The survivors were a good group, as far as groups of survivors go. You can tell a great deal about a person from how they react in a crisis. The captain was on the verge of sliding into a bad place, but that didn’t make him a bad person. He got himself together and was leading. In fact, the entire crew comported itself exceptionally well, even the “thoughtful” one with the seatbelt extension.
In any group during a crisis, about 5-10% of them go over the top and go into attention-getting histrionics. The screamers. The ones who make a big presentation for the TV cameras. They also talk loudly on their cell phones so everyone can hear how important they are, and get indignant when called on their behavior. Sometimes violently.
I’d often talked about it with my health and safety buddies. Peters, who worked primarily on offshore rigs in the Gulf, once observed that the people who flip out and take up resources to calm them down are participating in a sort of “attention-porn.”
“You know, it’s like porn actors faking an orgasm,” Peters said. “Real orgasms aren’t hollering and all ‘When Harry Met Sally.’ They’re more like an elusive sneeze with a small seizure at the end ‘ah… ah… ah… choo!’ *shiver shiver*”.
Much laughter at Peters’ pantomime in the lunchroom.
“In a crisis, most folks get quiet and follow directions. You can count on about a third of them to help if needed. And then there are the ones who crave all the attention: whooping and hollering, big damn production,” Peters said.
I caught my breath. The heat of the day had long passed, but the Florida humidity kept it from cooling off.
Where the hell are the first responders? How can there be NO help coming?
“Wait! Listen,” a man said as he raised his hand.
A dog whined and gave small, tentative barks. Everyone looked for the source of the sound.
“There!”
A kennel sat with a jumble of luggage on the far side of the main runway.
“I’ll check it out,” I said, scanning for Matt. He was back down the taxiing runway, tending to an older couple.
“I’ll help,” volunteered a man in his early twenties.
We set off jogging across the grass divide to the main runway, and I stopped. The bouncing motion caused friction on my chest where the phone burned me. I lifted the panel of suit coat away from my left breast and gingerly unbuttoned and picked the melted and charred shirt away from my skin. I inhaled sharply. I had a raw and weeping second-degree burn traveling diagonally across my nipple. It smelled of burned hair and melted plastic and looked gruesome in the green pallor.
Through gritted teeth, I assured the questioning twenty-something I was okay, and we continued to the kennel. It lay on its side and contained a medium-sized family-style dog of uncertain lineage, who appeared unhurt, though scared. We agreed that letting the dog out was a bad idea, so we each took a side and began carrying it back toward the group heading for the fire station. After several steps, we switched sides to accommodate my burn.
I wished I had a bottle of water.
And a bottle of gin.
The twenty-something, who introduced himself as Kyle, noticed several lights appearing around the airport, hotels, businesses, and homes.
“Hey! It looks like the power is coming back on!” Kyle said.
We kept walking and looking. The lights weren’t right; they shifted and winked. Some fluttered and disappeared. Some merged and grew.
And they were the wrong color.
“Those aren’t lights; they’re fires,” I whispered, squinting at the distance.
“They can’t ALL be fires, can they?” Kyle asked.
In every direction, the lights yawned and brightened. Smoke lifted from the airport terminal.
“Keep moving,” I said.
“But there’re fires everywhere!” Kyle said. “How can that be?!”
“We’ll figure it out. Don’t stop,” I said.
“What’s that?” Kyle pointed to the sky above the far end of the runway.
One light was moving. Moving quickly. Moving quickly toward us.
“It’s another plane coming in! RUN!” I yelled.
We took off running with the dog kennel; I grimaced against the pain of the burn.
We yelled at the other survivors to run. They stopped and gawked at us, then looked around for the source of the alarm. When they finally noticed the jet, they saw the flames guttering and buffeting around the wings and fuselage. It flew at them in a terrible silence. No engine noise. No Hollywood Stuka dive-bombing sound. Just a slight ripping of air, like a kite.
The survivors scattered.
The jet took a sickening roll to its side, like some fantastic raptor preying on the group of survivors. Kyle and I skidded to a stop and ran back the way we’d come, still carrying the dog kennel.
“DOWN!” I hollered.
I dropped the kennel and threw myself at Kyle as the second jet slammed into the ground and exploded.
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Human beings are difficult to kill. 
“Instant deaths” seldom happen. It’s straightforward: you shut off the nervous system by stopping the brain. Primarily, the brain shuts off in one of three ways:
1.Direct trauma, say, a bullet or a 100-foot drop.
2.Lack of oxygen (asphyxiation or the heart stopping).
3.Shutting off the electrical processes, such as getting hit by lightning or electrocution.
Hollywood almost always gets it wrong. Dying can take time. Asphyxiation can take whole minutes after losing consciousness. The brain can take astonishing damage before clicking out. A person can be shot multiple times and remain a threat. 
Usually, death by injury comes from blood loss, either by “bleeding out,” which stops the heart, or by asphyxiation (i.e., drowning) if blood is draining into the lungs.
The former is how Kyle died.
The kid was running, goggle-eyed and open-mouthed. I grabbed him in mid-air a moment before the second plane hit, threw him to the ground, rolled past him, and ended up face down, covering my head with my forearms.
Kyle hit the ground but rolled back up into a sitting position, and a large, jagged piece of aircraft spinning like a discus hit the kennel and sliced through Kyle’s left elbow, severing the arm.
It was a brutal wound, but it wasn’t the one that killed him. It also cut clean through the bottom three ribs on Kyle’s left side and ripped into his stomach and intestines.
As the whoomph of exploding jet aircraft sent debris over and past us, I cringed against the concussion and intense heat. I heard Kyle’s gasp and gurgling.
I peeked above my forearms and, seeing the coast was as clear as it was going to get, crawled back to Kyle and got him to lie down.
“What happened? What’s going on?” Kyle asked. His voice came thin, and his pupils were huge.
“There was another plane crash,” I said. “It looks like a piece of it clipped you. I’m going to have a look at you, so I want you to lie down and sit still. I need you to keep calm and keep your breathing nice and even for me, okay?”
Kyle’s arm was a stump. It was a clean cut, and the damaged muscle already constricted to minimize blood loss. When I peeled back Kyle’s clothing, the light of burning jet fuel and the Aurora Borealis showed this would not have a happy ending. The cut sliced halfway through the kid’s body and cleaved his stomach, kidney, and lung. This injury would be difficult to stabilize even if it happened right outside a MASH unit. I tried to keep my face calm and voice clear.
“Kyle? Look at me. I need you to place your hand, no, your right hand, overtop, and put a little pressure on it, alright? Firefighters and medics are on the way, and they’re going to fix you right up,” I said, trying for an encouraging note.
“My wife! Is she okay?” Kyle asked in rising panic.
Oh no.
“Um, what does she look like?” I asked.
“She’s tall, with long blond hair, in blue jean shorts.”
I pretended to look at the twisted and burning wreckage. I raised my eyebrows, waved, and said, “Yup, there she is! She looks fine! Everybody is on the other side of the debris.” I harrumphed against a tightening throat.
“Oh, thank God, thank God…” Kyle blinked sluggishly and took a long, dry, labored swallow. He looked at where his left hand should be.
“My hand! Where’s my hand?” He saw it lying a few feet away. “Is that mine?”
“I’m afraid so, but don’t worry, they should be able to reattach it.”
Kyle’s breathed shallower and quicker, and he began blinking as if puzzled.
“Am I hurt very bad? I think I’m hurt pretty bad,” Kyle asked, and he sounded like a young boy. “I don’t hurt very much, except my hand, and it’s not even a part of me anymore. That’s weird.”
“Just stay still,” I said. “Things will be okay.”
“Wait, where’s the dog?”
I looked around and saw the kennel 20 yards away. “There it is; do you want me to get it?” I asked.
“Yes. Yes. We have to save the dog…” Kyle said, slowly.
I told him I’d be right back and trotted to the kennel, wiping my eyes.
God, please take this kid quickly.
The kennel was damaged from the piece of aircraft that hit it, but the dog was okay. The door had bent, so I wrenched it open and brought out the dog, who was terrified but awfully happy to see me. I found a leash inside the kennel and fastened it to his collar.
We padded back to Kyle, whose eyes focused further and further away. The dog came right up to him. “Hi, fella. Are you okay? I hope your owner is okay too, but if not, my wife and I will take good care of you,” Kyle said.
The dog looked up at me as if to say, “Uh oh,” then nuzzled Kyle’s face and licked his jowls, and Kyle cringed and smiled.
I took off my coat, made a pillow for Kyle, sat beside him on the runway, and gave his shoulder a reassuring squeeze.
I’ll stay with you, kid. The dog and I will see you over.
The dog laid down and put his head on Kyle’s other shoulder. Kyle opened his eyes and watched the Northern Lights. “They sure are beautiful,” he said.
“Yes, they are.”
“They look like there should be sound coming from them. I bet that would be beautiful too.”
“Way up north where it’s cold and quiet, some people say they do make noise, and yes, it’s supposed to be very beautiful,” I said.
“Are they what caused everything to go dark?” Kyle asked, blinking as if drunk.
“I’m pretty sure they are,” I said.
“Heaven must look like that,” Kyle said. “Or angels…”
“Shhhh. You take it easy. Everything will be fine. Try to rest. Sure, go ahead and close your eyes. The dog and I aren’t going anywhere until you’re okay. Think about your wife; you’ll be with her right away.”
My tears streamed now. I didn’t wipe them; I let them track down my cheeks, where they caught the light of jet fuel flames before falling into my lap.
[image: image-placeholder]38 breaths.
I counted each one, and when the death rattle came, I wept openly. It was the first dead person I’d seen since Miller.
And you couldn’t save either of them, you useless son of a bitch.
I sobbed hard for a bit, and it passed. Do other men cry longer? I can only get so far before the tanks are dry. 
Even when I want to cry more, I can’t.
The dog came over, sat, and leaned against me.
I straightened and took a deep breath. The stink of burning kerosene and plastics made me cough. I scanned our surroundings. The lights were still out, and fires burned everywhere.
Everywhere.
Houses in the distance, apartment buildings, cars, and commercial buildings burned. The terminal wasn’t in flames, but it bellowed smoke. The flaming fuselages clung to their combustion, the smoke coming thick and sooty. You could still discern our plane was an aircraft by the wings, tail, and overall fuselage shape. But the second crash hit at such a speed and angle that if you didn’t see it, or it wasn’t at an airport, you couldn’t tell it used to be an airplane. It was a jumble of ripped, torn, and flaming metal.
I looked at Kyle’s body. The coppery smell of his blood turned fudgy. And what the hell was I going to do with him? I had nothing to cover his body to keep the flies off. I bent and carefully, respectfully, slid my suit coat out from underneath Kyle’s head, shook it, and put it on. Under normal circumstances, I would’ve used my jacket to cover Kyle, but these were the only clothes I had, and I had an uncomfortable feeling about what was going to happen.
Dammit, the kid deserves better than this.
I tried not to think about Kyle as carrion; insects, vermin, vultures. All desecrating. Feeding.
I may not be able to give you a proper burial, but if there is no help coming, I’ll come and take you off this damn runway. I promise.
“Jack!” I spun toward the sound of my name and saw Matt waving frantically.
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BURN


Matt made his way over on painful tiptoes. I stepped forward to meet him. 
“Oh, thank God!” Matt said, throwing his arms around me, causing me to recoil because of my burned chest.
“Are you hurt?” I asked.
“No, no, I’m fine,” Matt said. “Are you?”
“I’m okay. How’s the couple you’re with?”
“They’re fine; the lady twisted her ankle, and they got a little scraped when they took cover before the second plane hit, but they’ll be oka—dear God…” Matt said, noticing Kyle’s body.
I filled him in about Kyle and the dog.
“I wondered where you were going. Looks like the dog saved you, and this couple back here saved me,” Matt said. “Do you think anyone else survived?”
“I’ve been watching the wreckage; there’s been no movement. Everyone was walking in a group; I doubt anyone within 100 yards of impact would’ve survived,” I said.
We stared at the wreckage for long moments.
“No, I see what you mean…” Matt said, his voice small.
We started toward the couple, and I saw that the lack of shoes caused Matt problems.
“You can’t keep going without shoes,” I said, thinking. 
I looked back at Kyle’s body.
“What? No, I mean…”
I trotted back to where Kyle lay. He looked shrunken. Deflated. And in death, Kyle’s bowels loosened. A final indignity.
Almost final.
I’m sorry to do this. I hope you understand.
I crouched and pulled off Kyle’s canvas slip-ons, and after a second, took the socks too.
I turned back to Matthew, who called reassurances to the couple he had been helping, and held the shoes out to him.
“I don’t know…”
“Just put them on. Keep the socks and try to wash them before you wear them.”
Matt hesitated but relented. He sat and saw his socks were worn through in several spots, and raw meat showed underneath.
“Spin your socks around so those holes are on top,” I said.
Matt did as instructed. “They’re a little tight, but better than nothing. Thanks, Jack. I wouldn’t have done that by myself.”
We walked toward the couple Matt had been helping. They appeared to be in their mid-50s, but their silver hair suggested they may be older. The woman had hurt her right ankle, but she could stand on her own by keeping her weight on her left leg. The man sprang forward to greet us after ensuring his wife was okay.
“Ah, thank goodness! Thank The Lord, you two are alright!” the man said through a trim silverish brown beard and a mild Irish brogue. He grasped Matt’s hand and shook it, and repeated the shake for me.
“Are you hurt?” I asked.
“No, no, we’re all right, though me dear wife did get a nasty twist on her ankle. But we’re ticking along,” he said. “Are you two lads alright? Ah! You found some shoes! Good lad, good lad! Me name’s Anthony Reid, and this is me wife, Di.”
I introduced myself and bent to look at Di’s ankle. She was the one who had stepped on the body in the aisle on the plane. Her ankle swelled up over her shoe and looked very painful.
“Was there any kind of snapping sound or sensation?” I asked.
“No, it didn’t snap. Just a sort of electric jolt,” she said. Her accent was different, more BBC English. She wore glasses, a youthful page cut, and her hair was silver white.
“Well, I won’t touch it, and we should leave the shoe on for now. Does it hurt much when you’re not putting weight on it?”
“It does throb a little, but it’s quite unbearable to stand on, I’m afraid,” she said.
“That’s a good sign. I mean, the part of the pain being only when you try to put weight on it,” I said.
“Are you a medical man?” Anthony asked.
“No, but I’m Health and Safety, and I’ve taken a lot of first aid,” I said.
“Well, we’re very obliged to you,” Anthony said. “What’s causing all this ruckus?”
“They said on the news that a solar storm was going to hit the earth,” Matt said.
“Quite, yes. Shorted everything out, like?” Anthony said.
“Shouldn’t there be some help coming?” Di asked.
I waved a mosquito away. “There’re no lights anywhere, and it looks to have affected vehicles too, somehow. I don’t get it. The pulse melts the power grid, fine. But how did it affect planes, vehicles, and our phones? None of that stuff was plugged in. Airplanes act like a Faraday cage.”
“A what cage?” Di asked.
“A Faraday cage. It’s a box or cage that channels electricity, radio waves, or magnetic fields around the outside and away from the interior. Your microwave is a Faraday cage that keeps the microwaves inside the oven and not escaping into the room. They design airplanes to channel current away from the electronics in case of a lightning strike. So what happened?”
“Jack? What do we do?” Matt asked. “You said earlier today that the best thing to do is stay put and wait for help.”
I took a deep thinking breath and coughed on the smoke. “Yes. But there’s no one coming, so let’s do Plan B. As the captain said, there’s a fire station and a Coast Guard base further along, and we’d better find out what’s going on and get some proper help. Agreed?”
Unanimous assent.
“Di? I’m going to give you what we call a piggyback ride,” I said.
“Oh! We call them that, but I couldn’t ask you to carry me on your poor back!” she said.
“Quite right, we can manage,” Anthony said.
“No, I insist. I’m at least a foot taller and three times your weight. Matt has hurt feet, and it’d be foolish for him to try. We shouldn’t be out here any longer than necessary,” I smiled. “I apologize if it’s a little more forward than you’re used to.” I turned my back and squatted.
Matt and Anthony helped Di find purchase on my back. I stood and hoiked her up so she sat above my love handles, and I recoiled as the fabric of my shirt pulled tight against my charred nipple. She weighed more than I’d have guessed, but was solid and in good trim. In fact, much better than me. My lower back and glutes filed a new protest at this unaccustomed work, but once more or less comfortable, we began walking with the dog in tow.
[image: image-placeholder]Within the first three minutes, I realized it would be much more difficult than I’d imagined. The gin and smoke dried me out, and coupled with the unaccustomed effort, I was thirstier than I’d ever been in my life.
What was the stat? That a 2% dehydration can cause a 50% reduction in work capacity? I have to be much more dehydrated than that, especially with all the beer and gin.
That plastic glass of distilled water didn’t sound so bad now.
We tried to give the flaming wreckage of the second aircraft a wide berth. Still, debris and torn metal peppered the ground in all directions. It made it impossible to fall into a walking rhythm. Every step took the effort of five steps, and the weird light made the going even more brutal. Picking our steps, sidestepping, and constantly changing directions made what should’ve been a nice straightforward hike the equivalent of walking on broken ground.
Plus, I had about 120 pounds of very polite lady on my back.
It may have been the right thing to do, but I hadn’t considered how difficult this would be.
“Pfhfhfht, she’s a little bitty thing. I’m a great big tough guy.” Yeah, right.
Carrying someone over the threshold or from a car to the door is no big deal, but 20 minutes into this, I was in trouble.
Like other men, I was astounded at how difficult it was to carry a 15-pound baby. When my sons were little, I could curl a 185 lb pound barbell for six strict reps (at the time) but couldn’t carry my baby boy for more than 10 minutes without mewling like a kitten. Jane? As with all mothers, Jane carried our boys all day, as if it were the easiest thing in the world.
Other than infantry, who are half my age and weight, who carried around 120 pounds on their back? And not a well-adjusted and secured pack either. I had to hold Di in place and carry her, which necessitated doing that “hitch” every few steps where you thrust back and up with your hips to throw the load higher on your back.
C’mon Jack, keep moving. There’ll be water and rest as soon as we get there.
My glutes, quads, hamstrings, calves, and biceps burned. My lower back rebelled against the unaccustomed load and angle. Sweat ran into my eyes as my mouth and throat parched. My heart thudded disturbingly in my chest. Caustic smoke and particulate matter from burning fuel and plastics inhibited breathing.
“Jack? Are you holding up all right?” Di asked.
“Yep. You?” I asked.
The constant changes in direction and giant steps over wreckage sent screaming pain across the burn on my chest.
And these effing shoes!
“Jack? Let’s take a little break,” Matt offered.
“I’m good. Keep moving,” I said.
Nobody spoke. Matt, Anthony, and the dog kept a couple of paces ahead to warn of obstacles. The silence and the unaccustomed perspective of being at ground level on a runway were eerie, like being in a bubble. The only sounds were of dying fire, shuffling feet, snuffling dog, whining mosquitoes, and my ragged breathing.
“I say, Jack…”
“I’m good! Keep going!”
“Burning muscles” comes from muscles metabolizing fuel without enough oxygen, creating lactic acid. It’s akin to how poor airflow makes a smoky campfire.
The body does not want to be acidic, and the body can survive only a very narrow pH range, narrower even than body temperature. When the big muscles in the glutes, legs, and back burn with accumulated lactic acid buildup, the body needs to stop this, and its next move is to introduce nausea.
Which is what happened to me.
Sweat streamed from every pore, but the first wave of nausea made it icy cold. I wanted to stand up straight and lie down at the same time. My legs shook. I felt my strength drain, and I began sliding my feet along the tarmac to avoid having to lift them.
“Please, Jack, set me down,” Di said, patting my back.
“It’s okay…”
My perspective pitched and wheeled like a fever dream. One step, a breath, then another step.
With nausea, like orgasms and sneezing, there is a point of inevitability, past which nothing will prevent it from happening.
“Take her!” I barked.
Matt and Anthony raced over and took Di from my back. I fell on all fours as the first torrent of gin and Italian sausage n’ peppers blew forward. I barely caught a breath before the next spasm and gush. Retching sounds, splashing sounds, gasping sounds, spitting sounds. Bile and acids seared throat and nasal cavity. When the stomach contents emptied, painful heaves continued to contort my body and interfere with breathing.
Finally, thankfully, it stopped, and I rolled onto my side, gasping. I wondered how I could feel so horrid, yet still be alive. The dog investigated, then recoiled from the mess.
“Hello! Hello! Is everybody okay?”
New voices and conversation, but to me, they sounded distant and metallic.
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CALVARY


Two men in different uniforms trotted up to the group. One tall, bald, and obviously a firefighter, the other shorter, thicker, and some kind of medic. They carried a backboard, and each toted sizable red shoulder bags that looked like coolers stenciled with the white first aid cross. 
“Sir! Are you okay? Are you hurt?” the medic asked.
“Yes, yes. I just need some water, and I’ll be fine,” I said.
After a quick cursory triage to establish it was exertion, they gave me a 1.5 L bottle of water, which I used to rinse my mouth and spit before drinking. After deep swallows from the bottle, I pulled out the travel-sized bottle of Hangover ZERO. The stuff had vitamins, minerals, amino acids, electrolytes, and ginger to quell nausea. I downed the last dose.
The medics tended to Di’s ankle, and Anthony showed visible relief that his wife was recieving first aid. They gave her painkillers but decided not to remove her shoe or wrap her ankle.
“Thank you, Gentlemen, for coming out here to help me dear wife and this young man here. Can you tell us what’s going on? What has happened?” Anthony asked.
“We don’t yet know,” the medic said. “It looks like a solar flare caused a massive power spike that blew out the grid and shorted out everything electrical, and a lot of fires broke out, including the medical center on base.”
“Even things in the fire station caught fire,” said the firefighter. “The air traffic control tower closes at 11, but we run a skeleton crew at night in case the Coast Guard gets called on an emergency.” He nodded toward the medic. “Fortunately, the Chief and two Captains stayed late tonight to finish inventory, so we had more hands available.”
“We extinguished the fires in the station before they spread; now we’re dealing with the terminal and helping the Coast Guard put out their fires. But Petty Officer First Class Smalls and I got orders to come and help any survivors from the plane crashes.”
“Which makes little sense,” Smalls muttered. “The senior medic on base should be at the muster point arranging triage for burns and major trauma, not out here tending twisted ankles.” He caught himself. “I’m sorry, ma’am, I didn’t mean to minimize your injury. They’re very painful and debilitating. But there seems to be an issue on base with allocating resources where they’ll be most helpful.”
“Quite alright. An ankle isn’t life or death,” Di said.
Smalls cleared his throat. “Any more survivors?”
“No. Just us,” Matt said.
“Are you positive?” Smalls asked.
Matt explained and briefed the responders.
“We need to make sure there’s nobody out there. I’ll radi—” The firefighter instinctively grabbed his radio but stared at the useless plastic brick. He looked at Smalls in exasperation.
“Is that radio toast, or is something in the infrastructure not working?” I asked, my interest piqued.
“Both, I’d say. This thing smells burned, but nothing we’ve tried has worked either. No beacons, no military channels, no radios, no phones. If it has a wire, it’s useless,” the firefighter said.
We took a few moments to process this.
“Do we take these folks in, then come back out?” the firefighter asked, “or do we have them sit tight while we look for more survivors?”
“If anyone needs help, the delay could be fatal,” I said.
“Do any of you have any other injuries?” Small asked.
“Minor cuts and burns. You need to make sure there’s nobody in bigger trouble,” I said. “When you come back, if you don’t have anyone with you, the five of us can carry Di on the backboard back to wherever, she can get her ankle looked at, and we can get cleaned up and figure out what we’re going to do.”
They agreed. Matt and Anthony pointed out our route and accepted another water bottle before PO1 Smalls and the firefighter, Lt. Eric Jonas, strode off.
“I do beg your pardon, I don’t wish to make a fuss, but do you think we could move a little further away from…” Di asked, holding her fingers under her nose in a polite gesture indicating a rough smell. We three men looked at the coagulating pool of juniper and fennel-scented mess, and jumped to action.
Matt and Anthony helped Di, and she put an arm around each of their shoulders. I lumbered to my feet and took an internal inventory. My dizziness and nausea faded. The muscles no longer burned, but they took on the shakes. I still felt weighed down, but pulled from the inside instead of something on my back. My eyes were gritty and sore, and my mouth tasted vile.
We moved an appropriate distance and sat back on the runway. Residual heat from the sun still radiated off the tarmac in a welcome, pleasant manner. I did my best not to chug the water; no sense in puking it up right away. It was still fridge-cold and may have been the best-tasting thing I’d ever had, though I wouldn’t have refused a Plymouth Gin martini if someone offered me one.
A twist, no olives, please. And if possible, a drop of sherry instead of vermouth? Thank you.
I poured a puddle of water onto the asphalt for the dog to drink, and the other three passed around the other water bottle and were very careful not to drink more than their share. The Reids each tried to get the other one to have some of their water. It was adorable. If Jane and I shared water, we would do the same thing, but it would turn into an argument.
My God… Jane… the boys!
A thrill of panic seized me. I gasped and froze. My stomach fell, and my heart leaped.
Peters, my Health and Safety buddy, was convinced that fear was an entity. A living, corporeal thing—a parasite cursing our conscientiousness. Our living offends it. Like fire, it has a will. It wants to feed and grow. Unlike fire, fear is cold. The cold of genuine fear is paralyzing. Incapacitating. It is the silent, dark isolation of deep space. It abhors warmth and light and movement. It wants to freeze us to absolute zero, to where the molecules stop vibrating.
I wholeheartedly agreed.
It always felt to me that fear manifests as a monster of ice in the corridors of the mind. Predatory in every sense of the word, it thrives by exploiting weaknesses and sends tendrils of anxiety and dread to interfere with reason and calm. It roams the castle halls, searching for thoughts and situations on which to feed.
It wants us to make matters worse, so it may feed more heartily.
I writhed with loathing and revulsion that I hadn’t brought my mind around to my family.
Typical, Jane would think.
“Jack? What’s the matter? Are you going to be ill again?” Anthony asked.
I was on the verge of hyperventilating. Fresh adrenaline and a surge of restless energy brought me to my feet. I walked in one direction, then another, clenching and unclenching my fists.
The only foil to The Ice Monster is action. Doing nothing allows the monster to overtake you. It will feed. We can never defeat it; it is a permanent fixture. The best we can hope for is to avoid being its fodder. Evade it. Starve it. Move. Fight.
“Jack? What is it?”
Please, God, keep them safe. No matter what. Please.
Fear, impotent rage, self-loathing, and panic collided in my chest and jostled for dominance. I fought the instinct to take off running.
“Jack!” I realized he had me by the shoulders and was gently shaking me.
“My family,” I whispered.
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PITCH


Fear for my sons’ safety gutted me. My knees weakened and my breath seized. It was as if I could inhale but couldn’t exhale, and every breath fed the pain. My fists ached from clenching them, and my tingling face might mean a lack of oxygen or shock. 
I forced deep breaths and sat.
“Where is your family?” Di asked, a kind hand touching my shin.
“They were spending the night in Bend, Oregon, on their way to my father-in-law’s farm in Washington State.”
“Oh dear, so you’re not local?” Di said.
I chewed my cheek and shook my head.
“How many in your family?” Anthony asked.
“Our oldest, Thompson, is 16, and our youngest, Deacon, is 13. And my wife, Jane.” I said, trying to unclench the fists.
“Ah, so they’re not infants? Well, ‘tis a good thing.”
I looked at him, “How so?”
“I’m sure your sons are good, sturdy lads like their father, no doubt with good heads on their shoulders, and they can take care of themselves. We’ve got to stay positive. The Good Lord will help,” Anthony said, leaning in to pat encouragement on my other shin.
Panic shrieked like feedback over a loudspeaker in my head.
“Something else too,” Di said, “we were in the worst possible place for this to happen, really, I mean a plane in the air. But if we had been driving a car or sitting in a hotel room, it’s a far more manageable situation, isn’t it?”
“True, that. Getting out of a plane crash is much trickier than getting out of a restaurant,” Anthony said, prodding me with an elbow.
“I mean, even if their hotel caught fire, what time is it there? Three hours earlier? It’s doubtful this would’ve caught them asleep or anything,” Di said.
“Quite right, me dear. Yes, quite right,” Anthony said.
As I slowed, the adrenaline dump hit. The extra energy the endocrine system provides is finite and comes at a cost. When the motors wind down, the body tries to reset. The sweats. Shaking hands. Anxiety. And bone-numbing fatigue.
It’s akin to the flushing, sweaty feeling when a fever breaks. Or a hangover.
“Yes, they aren’t out in the boonies, are they? There will be help if they need it, I’m sure,” Di said.
“I’m not so sure about that,” I said. “There’s no help here, is there?”
Uncomfortable silence.
“Um, well, we’re in a unique set of circumstances out here, but the regular police, fire, and hospitals must be helping. The gear might not work, but the people do. I mean, Smalls and Jonas found us,” Matt said.
Through force of will, I quelled the waves of initial panic from an all-encompassing, screaming white noise down to a background howl. Like the burn on my chest, I managed it, though something might set it off at any second into white-hot pain.
“So, Mr. Reid, did you and Mrs. Reid watch TV in the airport about the Coronal Mass Ejection?” Matt asked.
“Yes, and Tony said that he watched something about it on one of his programs on the telly a couple of months back, didn’t you, Dear?”
“Yes, Pet. This giant magnetic storm ran a current through the planet, and all the power lines and transformers shorted out. If I got it right, it’s like when one puts a magnetic field around a wire, and an electric current starts up. ‘Tis that right, Jack?” Anthony asked.
I shrugged. “Sounds about right.”
“We had a near miss a few years ago. The program said if we got hit with a big one, and it seems we have, there’s no power grid anymore. All the transformers or something will need replacing, and you don’t make them in America anymore, and apparently you only have enough back stock to get Manhattan back up,” Anthony said.
“So no more electricity? No more power grid? Anywhere?” Di asked.
I shrugged. “Close enough. I don’t understand why all the electronics not connected to the grid shorted out. Why did all of our phones melt or explode? Why are these first responders walking instead of driving a crash truck? Why did the plane catch on fire instead of just quitting?”
“That sounds more like an electromagnetic pulse or an EMP,” Anthony said. “They happen when a nuclear bomb goes off and fries everything electrical.”
“But that’s different from a CME, yes?” I asked.
“Yes, it is. They talked about both on that news show. Different wavelengths or types of energy or something. Two different things, but it looks like we got hit with both,” Anthony said.
“Didn’t the telly in the airport say something about it affecting satellites? Did this thing blow up a nuclear warhead on a satellite?” Di asked.
“I suppose it’s possible, but that’s probably an urban legend, that there’re warheads in orbit,” I said.
“Riiiight, right,” Anthony said, winking and tapping the side of his nose.
“We’d have seen the flash of an exploding nuke, wouldn’t we?” Matt asked. “What if this is a new CME we haven’t seen before, one that acts like both a Coronal Mass Ejection AND an electromagnetic pulse?”
“The news boyo with all the teeth and the hairdo had a point: we’ve only been observing the sun for 500 years, and it’s over 4 billion years old. And until there were electronics to fizzle out, how would anyone back then know what was happening, except for the Northern Lights?” Anthony asked.
“Will this affect the entire world, or just here?” Di asked.
“I can’t say for sure, but if this affects everybody, there’s nobody to help. There’s no cavalry coming over the hill,” I said.
Silence. 
Held breaths.
No movement.
It took time to process. No help here means no help anywhere? Even the helpers need help?
And the questions they were too afraid to ask… went unasked.
It had the flavor of superstition, like a child afraid of the perceived monster in the closet. Somehow, if he just stayed silent, the horror would pass.
Anthony cleared his throat. “Well, me boy, if there’re no airplanes, cars, or trains to get you back to your family, you can still walk.”
“Anthony! It has to be over 3000 miles across America!” Di said.
Matt and I stared at Anthony.
“Well, why not? People walk. Look at that other special we watched on the telly before we left, the one about the Romans in Britain. Those chaps marched 20 miles a day in sandals! They carried all their gear on their back, and in mid-afternoon, they got to build an encampment and dig trenches and things. Then get up and do it all again the next day. I don’t say it would be easy, but it could be done,” Anthony said.
“Well, since this is America, perhaps he could get a horse or something,” Di said.
“Or a bicycle?” Matt offered.
“There you go! Lots of people go tremendous distances on bicycles! I bet you’d go 100 miles a day on a bike!” Anthony said.
“Where would he sleep? What would he eat?” Di asked.
“In the great outdoors, me dear, the great outdoors! People do camp, you know. Why, we just need to scrape up a tarp or something for him. Were you ever a Boy Scout, Jack?”
“I’ve done some campi—“
“There you go! I’m sure you can muddle by and find the odd bit of something to eat. What about those chaps who escaped from Soviet gulags in Siberia and walked all the way to Western Europe? They were dressed in rags and were half-dead from starvation when they started!” Anthony leaned in. “Now, Jack, don’t take this the wrong way, but of course, you might stand to lose a few pounds. Just a couple, here and there.”
“Anthony Reid!” Di said.
“Now now me dear, someone with shoulders as big as our Jack’s can surely hear a bit of truth and understand it’s not meant as a criticism.”
“I’m sorry, Jack. Tony gets these enthusiasms.”
I half nodded.
“Well, what is he supposed to do? Lay down and die right here? Jack is a man of fire and action! He’s a bloody hero! Look at what he did; look at how deep he reached for us. For complete strangers! How much strength could he muster for his own flesh and blood?”
“Anthony, I—“ I began.
“Tony, please,” Tony said.
“Tony. Tony, I appreciate what you’re trying to say, but you’re making too big a deal out of it. My career is in Health and Safety. It’s just the work I fell into. Helping you folks tonight was no big ‘noble act’; it was no big sacrifice, no heroics. It would’ve felt wrong not to help, and I did what I could. Please, don’t make it into anything bigger,” I said.
“Not everybody would’ve helped. That’s the thing,” Tony said.
“Gotcha there, Buddy,” Matt said.
“I’m overweight and in terrible shape. I couldn’t walk for 10 minutes earlier today without stopping. I couldn’t even carry your wife a half-mile. How am I supposed to go all the way across America?” I asked.
“Bah, nonsense, M’boy! You’ll get in shape as you go! When you need a rest, you take a rest. Go for a while, rest, go for a while more. Pretty soon, you won’t need as many rests. Why, by the time you get home, you’ll be in the best shape of your life!” Tony said.
“Tony, I have no weapons, I have no food, I have no tools, I have no supplies, and these damn shoes are killing my feet.”
“Jack? Did you notice the woman I sat with on the flight out here?” Matt asked.
“No.”
“She was flying to Florida to meet her mom, who was finishing her walk down the Appalachian Trail.”
“The Appalachian Trail ends in Georgia,” I said.
“He knows a lot of things, our Jack does!” Tony beamed at Di.
“Her mom wanted to keep going. She wanted to go all the way to the Gulf of Mexico, and she did. It turns out the biggest thing is to pack light. She said her mom, and just about everybody who does these thousand-mile hikes, ends up dropping half the stuff they started with, even food.”
“Do they really?” Tony asked.
“I guess so. They carry lightweight dehydrated foods and have no other clothes except maybe an extra pair of socks and underwear, so you don’t need as much gear as you think.”
“There you go, M’boy! We’ll knock together a bit of kit for you, some proper shoes and some matches, a tin of beans, and you’ll be suckin’ diesel!”
Everyone blinked at Tony.
“Tis a good thing!” Tony said.
“Tony, I have nothing, so getting something means I’d have to take it from somebody else, which means a fight on someone else’s home turf. And if I win, I’ve beaten a weaker opponent. Hooray for me,” I said.
“The Lord will provide,” Tony said.
“Provide how? Am I supposed to mug widows and orphans for their food? I don’t think The Lord will approve of that! But say I find a box cutter or kitchen knife, then what? How do I hunt for my supper with those?!”
“Easy lad, easy now. This has been very difficult for all of us. I meant no offense,” Tony patted my sleeve.
“No. I’m sorry,” I said, my face flushing.
“Well, Jack, we need not decide anything right this second. We’ll get more information wherever our firefighter and medic take us, and we’ll get you some more water and re-evaluate after we get some rest. But my Tony is right; we will do anything we can to help you get to your family,” Di said, hugging my arm.
It pulled against my burn.
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COINCIDENTAL ETHEL


We sat in a circle, as if around an imaginary campfire. The Northern Lights started up again, illuminating us like a clear winter’s full moon in Montana, where the snow reflects the light. Almost enough to read by. 
The dog sat with Matt, its head in his lap. All of us gazed up, mesmerized by the ongoing light show.
We heard Smalls and Jonas calling for survivors in the distance. Both planes had burned themselves out, though smoke still lifted from the wreckage.
Beyond the taxiing runway and meridian of grass stood four one-story buildings in a horseshoe around a patch of taxiing asphalt, likely small commercial hangars. They streamed smoke from everywhere, but the metal walls didn’t catch. A hint of breeze walked the smoke up and away from us.
Further out, fires grew in the buildings around the airport, and the air traffic tower blazed like an Olympic torch. Several taller buildings in the distance streamed smoke, and flames licked out of broken windows.
That’s the thing about fires: they grow. Like cancers or viruses, their job is to spread as much as possible, even when consuming means their own demise. Fire will burn unchecked until all the fuel is gone, or all the air is gone.
In the surrounding distance, smoke filled the air like low cloud cover, interfering with the view of the Northern Lights and reflecting the dirty orange flickering light of the flames that spawned them.
“If trucks and other vehicles aren’t running, nobody can put these fires out. They’ll burn until there’s nothing left to consume,” I said. And I wished I hadn’t; the inner white noise began climbing again.
This panic over my son’s safety felt similar to grief. Constant. Debilitating. You had to keep wrestling it to the mat and pinning it there. If you didn’t, you couldn’t function. It would overwhelm you. However, fear doesn’t give up and surrender after a three count; it thrashes and growls and tries to buck you off.
In the throes of grief, there are some good times, maybe even a smile, or God willing, a laugh now and then. You might even go a whole minute without thinking about it. But then it jumps up and smashes a chair over your back when the ref isn’t looking. It hurts like hell, and the constant battle is exhausting.
So you do what you know how to do. Keep busy. You distract yourself. Sometimes a drink or two. And right now, you change the conversation.
“Do you have family over here?” I asked.
“Me sister Ethel and her sons live in Canada, up in Saskatchewan, right above North Dakota,” Tony said.
“Sure, I know Saskatchewan. I’m from Chinook, Montana. Where do they live in Saskatchewan?” I asked.
“Ethel and her oldest, Liam, and his family, live in a city called Swift Current. Her other son Sean lives in a lovely resort called Kenosee Lake,” Tony said.
I smiled. “I’ve been to Swift Current. It’s less than 200 miles from Chinook.”
Tony ha ha-ed and clapped his hands. “Well, bless my soul, isn’t that marvelous? To be so far apart — different worlds, really — and we have this little thing in common. Just splendid!”
“That’s quite a coincidence,” Matt said.
“I expect it’s not a coincidence at all,” Tony said. “Let’s see what we can make of this; let’s call it an exercise. Something to do whilst we wait for our men to come back.”
“Oh, here we go,” Di said, clicking her tongue.
“Now now, me Pet. We have assembled these two workmates and this dynamic couple from the UK. Why were you two on that flight?”
“Jack is on the lam,” Matt said, smiling.
“Are you really? How splendid! I expect you robbed the Federal Reserve or kidnapped some foreign potentate or something,” Tony said.
“Hardly; I punched out my boss,” I said.
“Isn’t that marvelous? You have fulfilled the legitimate aspirations of millions. Good for you, M’boy!” Tony said.
“Was there any particular reason you dotted him one?” Di asked.
“The senior partner of our law firm verbally abused Jack’s high school sweetheart,” Matt said, still smiling.
“Good heavens! The man was a bounder AND a lawyer? For goodness’ sake, Jack, they’ll be issuing you a red cape and naming a holiday after you before long,” Tony said.
I pfhfhted.
“So you gave the slip to the long arm of the law and hopped on the first plane out of Dodge, eh? Very interesting, very interesting indeed. So this wasn’t the flight you had meant to take; thus, it was a coincidence that you were on it?” Tony asked.
Matt and I yessed.
“The two of us were on a cruise, and we met a lovely couple who work at the Clearwater Marine Aquarium Sea Turtle program. They invited us for a behind-the-scenes tour. We spent a pleasant two days digging baby loggerhead sea turtles out of the sand, giving them a pep talk, and sending the little chaps on their way. I’m afraid all that ended when Di found out that Taylor Hicks was performing at this casino in Mississippi, and we caught this junket to see him,” Tony said.
“He won American Idol several years ago. Isn’t he marvelous?” Di asked.
“Easy, Pet, easy. So through a very improbable turn of events, the four of us find each other on the same plane, only to have The Lord fill the heavens with light, or something, and here we are. The question is, gentlemen, of all the people on that flight, why are the only survivors the ones who probably lived the farthest apart from each other, yet have the small Canadian city of Swift Current in common?” Tony asked.
“It’s interesting,” Matt said, “but I don’t know if I would call it miraculous or divine intervention. I’ve never heard of Swift Current until now.”
“Nor would I; it’s all conjecture. But if I may, begging The Lord’s pardon, play devil’s advocate, me dear Matt, if you hadn’t been graciously helping me lady wife and I on the runway, what might your fate have been?”
Everyone gaped.
“I’m not taking credit for that, of course. But mustn’t it mean something? We haven’t considered how this pup found its way to being saved by Jack, the act of which saved him,” Tony said. “He’s not a service dog or anything, so who takes a dog to a casino? And young Matt, if we back up a little, have you ever before in your life talked to someone about long-distance hikes? No? Yet you end up having a chat about it right when it’ll do some good. Why was she on that plane? Why was she sitting next to you? Why not two seats away? Coincidence me arse. Er, sorry, Pet. Should’ve said ‘me bum’.”
The group fell silent for long moments.
“Well, that’s enough of that; we’ll all end up mad as hatters if you keep that up. How about you, Matthew? Where is your family?” Di asked.
“I was born and raised in Oakland, California,” he said.
Tony looked at Di. “I’m not sure we’ve ever met anyone who was actually born in California. Every Californian seems to have come from somewhere else. Are people allowed to be born there?”
Di rolled her eyes.
“I’m not married, other than to my career, which is attorney, and I have no kids or siblings. I haven’t seen my father since I was four years old, and my mother passed away five years ago. So I’m likely staying put,” Matt said.
“So sorry about your mum and dad,” Di said, and Tony nodded solemnly.
“Thank you, but it’s fine,” Matt said, petting the dog.
Conversation flagged. The lights overhead dimmed, but still danced.
And it was quiet.
“It’s like we’re stuck on an island in a burning sea,” Tony said, scanning around us. 
Save for where the runways jutted out into Old Tampa Bay, fire licked the horizons at all points. Even beyond the bay, angry orange glows from the east told that the city of Tampa itself was alight. And Clearwater, surrounding two-thirds of the airport, was being consumed and threatened to smother us in a blanket of black smoke.
The scope of the destruction was too much to contemplate, like trying to grasp the distance to the sun. The tragedy would be specific if only one building was burning, but this was like trying to have a conversation in a mosh pit. Too loud, too overwhelming. 
We sat in dumb silence.
There was no wash of traffic. No sirens. No wind. Smalls and Jonas stopped calling for survivors. When somebody shifted their weight and their shoe scuffed on the tarmac, it was so loud as to be startling.
Without distractions, The Ice Monster in me began its crescendo. Forbidden questions and scenarios rushed in.
Including the worst one: What if?
NO!
Even if they’re okay, what will they do?
Stop!
What if they’re hurt?
STOP!
Or worse?
Damn you!
After losing Miller…
I hauled myself to my feet and made everyone start at the sudden movement.
“Hey, Buddy, you okay?” Matt asked.
I rolled my shoulders and winced as fabric scraped against burn. I paced and lamented at the lack of handy gin. Yes, the drinking had gotten unsupportable. It made me fat, distant, and irritable. But it was the only reliable way to smother the feelings and let a version of Old Jack return. Smiling and affable. Able to take a deep breath. Quiet inside.
Damn you.
“Yeah, sure. I just can’t sit here anymore.”
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BASE


Petty Officer 1st Class Smalls and Firefighter Lt. Jonas called to our group and made their way over. 
“Any luck? Tony asked.
“I’m sorry, no. Did any of you have people back there?” Smalls asked.
We said we didn’t, and the relief from the first responders was noticeable.
“Hey guys, Jack here has a burn on his chest. Would you be able to dress it for him?” Matt said.
I slid off the blazer and carefully unbuttoned my shirt, making small grunts. Smalls snicked the wheel of a lighter, and the sudden light made everyone squint. Smalls’s and Jonas’s faces scrunched up in winks; they both had one eye closed to preserve their night vision, but Matt and the Reids tsked and muttered.
“Wow, I bet that hurts like hell,” Jonas said.
The pale yellow light accentuated the visual effect of the wound. The top layers of skin stuck to the shirt and pulled away. Glistening and angry flesh seethed from chest to nipple. Dried skin crusted the shores of the wound, and curled remnants of burned hair dotted the area.
“Oh, Jack!” Di said, her fingers to her throat. “You shouldn’t have been carrying me with a sore like that!”
“It’s okay.”
“The burn looks clean. Polyesters can melt into the wound and make a terrible mess. But when you pulled your shirt away, the skin came off instead of embedding the material,” Jonas said.
Hooray.
In short order, our wounds were treated, and scrapes, burns, and cuts were tended to.
“Okay, let’s get this young lady on the backboard and get her over to the Coast Guard medical center,” Jonas said.
“Young lady?” Di asked, the smile clear in her voice.
Tony turned to Smalls and said, “Whoop, sorry young fella, you missed your chance. Lt. Jonas is now officially me Di’s favorite!” He pronounced it in the British manner: “Leftennant.”
Smalls and Jonas helped Di get settled on the board. She laid back, and Jonas brought out a neck brace. “Don’t worry, your neck is fine, but these boards can get very uncomfortable, and this thing will act as a pillow.”
She thanked him for his consideration and let him put it on her, and they strapped her onto the board, taking care of her comfort. Next, they put a soft foam mold under her sprained ankle to keep it immobile.
Di got hold of the dog’s leash, and I gave a cautionary instruction on lifting with legs, not backs, and we stood up and began marching.
“We need to get a rhythm, or Di will bounce around like a paddleball,” I said. We found a stride and cadence that worked, and it got easier as the debris on the ground thinned out.
“Ma’am? I know this feels unusual, but I’d like you to do your best to stay relaxed instead of stiffening up against the motions. Kind of like riding a horse. Take a couple of nice breaths and work on relaxing, and this will be much easier for you,” Jonas said.
She did, and it was.
“Did I hear you chaps right that this is also a Coast Guard base?” Tony asked.
“Yes, sir. This is U.S. Coast Guard Air Station Clearwater. We’re the largest air station in the country; our area of operations includes the Gulf of Mexico, down into the Caribbean, and east into the Bahamas,” Smalls said.
“So this isn’t a base with ships; you do helicopters and search planes and things, is that right?” Tony asked.
“That’s correct, sir. We share facilities and the runway with the St. Pete-Clearwater International Airport.”
“Well, we’re certainly thankful for that tonight,” Tony said. “But Leftennant Jonas? You have a different uniform, so you must not be part of the Coast Guard.”
“No, I’m not a ‘Coastie’. I’m a firefighter from the civilian airport side,” Jonas said.
“How interesting! I always enjoy seeing how things are done. Good you lads all get along and work together.”
“Yes, sir. Most of the time,” Jonas said.
We stopped every three or four minutes and set the backboard down. One man stepped out, and the others switched positions so that everyone got a break, and we switched out which hand we carried with.
As we walked, fires flickered and grew near the indistinct bulks of large smoking buildings. The smoke from infinite fires climbed and hovered, reflecting a sickly orange glow. Flames bloomed, danced, and flexed around us, alluding to total destruction and ruin beyond the runways. Something ahead broke into full flames, and brighter orange light threw the closest buildings into silhouette.
“Oh shit,” Smalls said, urging the group to pick up its pace.
We trotted, but Di started bouncing on the backboard, and she cried out when her ankle moved. We switched to a heel/toe speed walk and smoothed out our movements.
Our group veered onto a service road joining the taxiing runway and passed several small hangars and buildings. We approached two huge white hangars with the distinctive Coast Guard stripe, which sat kitty-corner on opposite sides of a large section of asphalt. The one in front of us bore the Number 2 above the hangar doors and looked fine, though a giant four prop plane, a Hercules, I guessed, burned beside it.
“What the hell?!” Smalls said, and the group made a 90° turn on the pavement to the other Coast Guard hangar, a large Number 1 designation on the gable. The doors were open, and the insides were dark, giving the illusion of a giant mouth or cave. In front of this open Coast Guard Hangar One was the large asphalt area for aircraft to taxi, edged by a chain-link fence. Beyond that, a half-dozen one-story steel roofed buildings were in various stages of combustion.
There ought to be twenty-foot walls of fire suppression foam in these hangars.
Hangars, especially large ones, have automatic fire suppression systems that flood the hangar with foam that smothers fires. And any people caught in the deluge.
Five men and a woman came rushing out of the mouth of the hangar, each carrying fire extinguishers. The woman and one man wore the same uniform as Petty Officer Smalls. The others were in assorted sleepwear. Nobody looked much over thirty years old.
“Here!” Smalls called to the Coasties as we lowered the backboard. “We can carry those!”
They ran over and arranged four large extinguishers around Di on the backboard, and Smalls, Jonas, Matt, and Tony each carried another in their free hand.
“How many extinguishers are left inside?” I asked.
Step back, Jackie Boy. Not your circus, not your monkeys.
“I think there are two left at the far end,” one of them answered.
“What’s in this hangar?” I asked.
“This is Hangar One, our rotary-wing hangar, sir. It’s where we keep and maintain our Jayhawks,” he said. “Hangar Two contains two Hercules aircraft, and two more are outside.”
I frowned. “Are the Jayhawks burning?”
“They’re smoking some, and it looks like the offices will catch fire.”
Let the people do their jobs.
“Smalls? You’ve got a minor miracle here. The foam suppression hasn’t kicked in, and we can save the building,” I said.
“He’s right,” Jonas said. “Get everything burning out of there and open all the doors to vent any smoke. If that foam goes off, the hangar is as useless as if it’d burned to the ground!”
Smalls’ eyes darted around. “Shit! I don’t see any officers. Jonas, can you handle this? I’ll get to triage and find an officer to send over.”
Jonas agreed, and Smalls raced away with Matt and Tony behind the backboard.
“Alright, listen up!” I called to the group. “Those Jayhawks need to come out of there. If they burn, they’ll take the hangar with it, and we need it intact. Either the foam suppression system shorted out in the hangars or hasn’t triggered yet. Either way, it’s a minor victory we need to preserve because the buildings are useless if they get swamped with foam. The Hercules are too big to move by hand, so we’ll have to keep our fingers crossed.”
Jonas said, “This isn’t your first rodeo. You fire?”
“Sorry, your gig. I’m Health and Safety, but lots of fire and first aid,” I said.
“Good, I’m putting you to work,” Jonas said. “You two come with me; we’re going to see if we can find more extinguishers and put out any structural fires. The rest of you, get the extinguishers out of the copters and make damn sure they don’t burn. I suspect these fires are all electrical, so pay attention to electronics first. Once the fires are out on the Jayhawks, assist us with any structural fires, and we’ll regroup to push the Jayhawks out of the hangar. Questions?”
“Lieutenant? Can I have a couple to come with me and check this hangar behind us for more extinguishers?” I asked.
What’re you doing, Jack?
“Good idea. Be safe.” Jonas assigned two to me, and the groups broke into their tasks. As we jogged back toward the hangar, I asked their names.
“Seaman Rosen,” the woman said.
“Seamen Recruit Callbeck,” the man said.
“I’m Jack Broder—”
The explosion sucked the air from our lungs and slapped us back onto the asphalt. Intense heat and momentary senselessness from the impact. Hold still and take inventory. Could breathe. Could wiggle toes and fingers. Don’t appear to be on fire. Beat all to piss. Good.
I checked on Rosen and Callbeck. Dazed, but moving. Callbeck sported a patch of road rash on his forearm. Rosen recoiled from the flames beside her.
I looked for what blew up and saw the big four prop Hercules next to the hangar had exploded. The front of the Coast Guard aircraft hangar Number Two was damaged, and the big door hung askew. A lake of burning jet fuel spread out on the tarmac and into the hangar.
At the far end of hangar two, a second explosion spawned another deep orange fireball that rose into the sky, commingling with thick, oily smoke.
I’ve about had enough of exploding aircraft today…
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INFERNO


Aviation fuel is kerosene, plus or minus. It’s not as flammable as other fuels, which is why they use it for aircraft. It’s safer in a disaster. 
On its own, kerosene doesn’t explode very well. It hardly even burns. If you stood in a large pool of kerosene, and somebody dropped a match on the outer edge, you could walk out of the pool before the flames got to you (if it actually caught fire and didn’t extinguish the match). In olden times, the baseline for determining flammability was if it burned faster than kerosene, they deemed it flammable.
If it didn’t, it wasn’t.
But if you put it under pressure, preheat it, or vaporize it, physics and chemistry scale up the danger.
When liquids in a sealed vessel are heated, pressure builds until the vessel ruptures. It’s called a “BLEVE” (pronounced “blevvy”), and it stands for “Boiling liquid expanding vapor explosion.”
On a small scale, it’s what makes popcorn pop.
On a large scale, you get what happened to the Hercules airplane.
A fully fueled C-130 Hercules has 6700 gallons of fuel stored in six tanks built into the wings and an additional 1300 gallon external tank under each wing. As the plane burned, fuel in these tanks got hotter and the pressure built.
Something had to give.
Despite design measures intended to prevent it, a fuel tank exceeded its pressure ratings and ruptured. Hot, pressurized fuel mixed with oxygen and flame and exploded. It caused nearby tanks within the aircraft to burst and caused more bleves and explosions.
A gasoline or propane explosion of this magnitude would level buildings for a considerable distance. Even though jet fuel doesn’t have the sheer concussive power of other fuels, the blast tore into the hangar. And whereas gasoline and propane blevys often vaporize and consume themselves in an enormous explosion, here, thousands of gallons of flaming jet fuel spread into and around the hangar.
I heaved myself to my feet and pulled Rosen and Callbeck to theirs. Shouts and screams came from the torn Hangar Two. The Coasties and I raced toward the damaged fixed wing hangar.
The main hangar door was open, and burning kerosene covered two-thirds of the floor across the hangar, which was bigger than a football field. It was impossible to see very far because of the coal-black smoke; it blocked the light from the flames that spawned it.
I angled around to the east side of the door, away from the flames. Once inside, I felt and scanned for a fire extinguisher and hit the empty bracket; someone had already taken it.
Dammit!
But my hand hit a box right beside the bracket, and I knew what it was, and it was still in there. I tore open the Nomex fire blanket and held it up to shield myself from the crippling heat.
A man burst out of the curtain of flames toward the open hangar door. Everything below his armpits was on fire, and he was screaming. I yelled at him to stop and chased him out the door. With the blanket between us, I threw myself around the burning figure and gently swept the man’s feet out from under him. I eased him to the pavement, told him to hold still, and put the man out with the fire blanket.
Below his arms, everything was burned away except for his boots. He looked like a disfigured department store mannequin. In the low light, I wasn’t sure whether his clothes had burned off or melted into him. His hair and eyebrows were gone, and I guessed there was a least second-degree burn on his neck and face under the sooty skin.
Christ, he smells like roast meat.
Rosen and Callbeck appeared, and I had them pick the burned man up under his arms and take him wherever they were treating victims. Others came running out of the hangar. Most coughed; some had burns. Some had terrible burns.
I sprang forward and threw the blanket over one woman whose hair was on fire. When I lifted it off, the left side of her hair was gone, and half of the hair on the right side, leaving an unseemly patch of blonde over and behind her right ear. The topmost layer of flesh on the left side of her face, head, and neck looked like it had melted. Small sheets of skin either curled away or hung loose, revealing the horrid and raw subdermal flesh. Her left eye had lost lash and brow and sealed shut. She was surprisingly calm.
“How bad is it?” she asked.
“It’s going to hurt like hell for a while, but I don’t think it got to the lower layers of skin,” I said, thankful for the darkness so she couldn’t see me wincing in empathy.
Another young man who didn’t look old enough to be out of high school had a nasty burn across his right shin and foot and was having difficulty breathing. I went to him and saw burns around his mouth and nose, but they appeared more indirect than the wound on his leg. The kid’s eyes were wide and panicky. He was breathing high and shallow, coughing hard, his hands reaching and grasping at me.
The kid’s burned his airway.
I pantomimed deep, slow breathing to the kid, grabbed a second kid from the same mold with superficial burns on his hand, and grouped him with the other two.
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Seaman Recruit Amblemen, sir,” he answered.
“Amblemen, do you know where they’re doing first aid?” I asked.
“Yes, sir, there’s a muster point in the main parking lot around the west side of the hangar, through that gate, about 150 meters,” he said, pointing to an open gate in a chain-link fence beside the hangar. Then his breath caught in pain.
“Right, the three of you will go straight there; you’re to help these two as they need it. Stay together, and help each other, slow but steady. Go,” I said.
This is going to be bad.
These people need a burn unit, not just a hospital, and sure as hell not just a cot in a parking lot. Cleaning burns isn’t for the untrained or the fainthearted. Neither is dressing these wounds. Smoke inhalation can take hours before the worst of it hits. Cooling the localized burns while keeping the patients warm is a science and an art. Dehydration is an immense problem. And that’s just tonight, never mind the weeks and months ahead. Daily dressing changes. Pain management. Skin grafts. Prevention and treatment of infections. Rehab.
More Coast Guard personnel came running from the ruined hangar. Raw burns, racking coughs, wide eyes, and gaping mouths.
I paired the less wounded with those needing more help and directed them to the muster point as they came out. Despite being in the most pain they’ve ever experienced, they did very well. They were a credit to each other and their training.
Four men were more or less uninjured, and I asked for an update.
“I’m not sure how many got out. We were gathering fire extinguishers and first aid kits when the two Hercules blew,” the tallest and oldest-looking one said. His pupils dilated, and he was shaken, but he seemed to have it together.
I looked at the hangar as I listened.
“Are the doors open on the other end of the hangar, too?” I asked.
“Yes, sir, that’s where we entered. But the second Hercules exploded outside the door, and burning fuel blocked that escape.”
Still, that’s helpful that the other door is open. 
The hangars looked around 150 yards long and maybe 50 across, with doors about the same height as the end walls, which must’ve been over 30 feet tall. The apex of the roof must’ve been 50 feet high. That height gave the smoke and heat a place to go up off the floor, and along with the damage to the east wall, there was lots of ventilation, so conditions should remain stable. No flashbacks or smoke curtain dropping to ground level. The floor and walls weren’t flammable, so most of this was burning fuel. The smoke coming under the top of the door flowed as opposed to being pushed out.
Jack? Don’t do this, Jack.
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Petty Officer First Class Bettiker, sir,” he said.
“You’re the highest rank here, Bettiker?”
Bettiker scanned the group. “I think so, sir.”
This isn’t your sandbox. Let the Coasties save their own.
“Bettiker, I want you and these men to come in there with me. I shouldn’t have to say this, but avoid the fire and stay out of and below the smoke. As fast as we can, we check for wounded. Anyone down, get them out. We’re also going to round up everything we can. Fire extinguishers, fire blankets, first aid kits, bottled water, axes, pry bars, you name it. If possible, we’ll search the aircraft; the odds of it being operational after tonight are zero, so we don’t want to waste those resources. But people are our priority.”
Acknowledgments all around.
You don’t need to lead the charge! Go change bandages or something in the triage!
“The flames are coming from the left, so we stay right. Again, pay attention to the smoke and heat; if it gets too intense, we get the hell out of there. When we have all we can get, we get it as fast as possible to the muster point and hand it off to somebody to take where it’s needed the most. Questions?”
Yes: what the hell are you doing??!
Bettiker said no.
“Excellent. Do not take unnecessary risks. Let’s go.”
Jack? This is a very bad idea…
Bettiker and two others followed me through a wall of smoke into the hangar.
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FIRE AND BRIMSTONE


We held our breath and squinted our eyes shut as we ran into the smoke. I expected it to be a thin wall, like the curtain of foliage along a highway, but as we tested our breath or tried to open our eyes, the corrosive smoke stung them shut. We charged forward, the heat more intense with each step. 
Oh shit, had the flames spread across the entire floor?!
The heat became unbearable, and I still couldn’t see or breathe. I angled right, away from the heat, but only took a few steps before my hand hit a pillar or something on the wall.
This is serious.
I increased my speed and felt my heart rate climbing in fear and the lack of oxygen. A little more, a little more. My chest began those involuntary heaves in its thirst for air. I heard coughing behind me and fought the urge to stop.
The screaming started again. Where was it coming from? It was disembodied and echoed, enveloping us in the same directionless manner as the smoke.
The heat changed as if it moved behind me. I must be past the flames and moving away. Or was it circling behind to pounce? I squinted open a cautious eye and found myself free of the main volume of smoke. I bent over and coughed, and took in a new lungful. It was far from fresh air. I coughed again and called out to the men behind.
Nothing.
I called again.
Oh no.
I hollered to keep moving and prepared to run back into the smoke when they appeared, clasping hands in a chain.
I brought them forward as they coughed and got their bearings.
My stomach sank as I realized the dark hangar had the same grim feeling as the crashed plane. The burning fuel splashed through the ripped hole in the west wall and crept across the hangar, consuming everything it touched. Burning fuel cackled like laughter as it set free its kin and grew. Overwhelming heat sapped the will and froze the blood. Perditious red flames were raucous at being set free. They danced and jumped and twirled, giving glimpses and flashes of light through the wall of smoke. 
It looked more like a portal to hell than a span of burning fuel.
The screaming started again; it only stopped for coughing. It came from deeper in the hangar.
I called out, and the screaming took form, announcing, “Here! Here!” I pushed deeper into the center of the hangar, around the main body of flame. The burning fuel advanced along the far wall of the building, feeling its way.
There were two more gigantic Hercules aircraft in the hangar. They faced each other, one in the center, the other inside the far set of open hangar doors. They were as big as buildings themselves, nearly 100 feet long, solid and imposing, dwarfed only by the massive structure of the hangar itself.
The far Hercules was backlit by a glowing blaze of fuel creeping underneath it as a predator stalks prey.
Underneath the far wing of the middle plane, lying on the ground, a man lay on his back, desperately trying to swim backward and claw away from the advancing appendage of burning kerosene. We ran to him, hunched against the heat.
His legs didn’t look right.
The man saw us coming and waved and hollered.
“Pick me up! Pick me up!” the man yelled. He was on the edge of delirium. Two of the Coast Guard men got him under the arms, and as they sat him up, he let out a high, thin scream. “My legs! Something in my hips is broke!” They got him up, his arms across their backs, and double-timed it across the hangar, the man’s feet dragging behind.
As we reached the far wall, I asked if anyone else was in the hangar.
“There were three of us with fire extinguishers on top. In the explosion, I must’ve fallen and passed out, and those flames were burning me,” the man said. “And on my back like that, I couldn’t crawl away. I couldn’t get up onto my elbows or get any leverage.” His voice cracked.
I felt the man’s shins and calves. His boots and the bottom six inches of his pants had burned. Painful, but he should recover.
I looked up at the wing of the Hercules where the guy had fallen from. A curtain of coal-black smoke grew and floated down from the ceiling, obscuring most of the tail’s vertical section. 
“If those other guys got down from there, they wouldn’t have left me; they must still be up there,” he said.
There’s no time for this.
The wings on a Hercules sit on top of the fuselage. Behind the nearest wing sat a wheeled scaffold used as a ladder to access the higher places on the aircraft. I thunked the back of my hand on the chest of the closest guy and said, “You, with me. We’re going to make sure those guys got off that aircraft. You two…” I pointed at one of the two supporting the injured man, “stay with him and keep him vertical. We don’t want to set him down and have to pick him up again. Hold him.” He nodded his understanding, and I addressed the other one. “You, as fast as you can, do a quick lap around that other Hercules and check to see if anyone else is hurt. Call out as you go. Let’s move.”
The Coastie and I climbed the scaffolded cart and peered over the fuselage and wing. The strata of smoke writhed only four or five feet above us. Both men were there. One lay flat on his face; the other crawled on hands and knees, his face a mask of blood. Something hit him on the forehead at his hairline, which opened him up, and the blood flowed into his eyes, blinding him. He tried to grope his way to the scaffold ladder but was going the wrong way.
The Coastie and I scrambled onto the plane, keeping on our hands and knees to avoid the toxic, super-heated smoke above us. I crab-walked to the unconscious man.
Good God…
The man’s head, neck, and top of shoulders were burned as if he’d been turned upside-down and dipped in lava. His hair was gone, as was most of his skin. Portions of his right cheek, chin, and forehead stuck to the aircraft’s aluminum skin like a horrid, discarded Halloween mask.
The guy must’ve been dazed or unconscious, and when he came to, he stood up into the layer of super-heated smoke above him.
He wasn’t breathing, and there was no pulse.
I scanned the scene. Burning fuel advancing underneath the tail of the far Hercules cloaked it in smoke. The Coastie on the wing with me got the injured one over to the scaffold, and the one who’d run to the other Hercules was back and assisting.
Damn damn damn!
There was no time to try CPR. Not here. That other Hercules was going to blow. I grabbed the man by the scruff of his melted shirt collar and dragged him toward the scaffold. As I pulled, I felt the poor guy’s crisped head skin and sticky wet meat on the back of my hand. Crab walk on knees and left hand, haul victim with the right. The super-heated layer of smoke sank lower, biting my neck and back.
Why was the smoke dropping instead of ventilating out!?
The smoke layer churned below the top of the hangar doors. The building’s overall size must’ve created weird airflow patterns or a lack of air movement in the middle, and the smoke layer kept accumulating in the rafters and dropping. No, not dropping, exactly. The volume of smoke grew and gave the illusion of descending on us.
I prayed my hair or clothes wouldn’t catch fire. I dropped to my belly and crawled, dragging the body with me.
Two of the Coasties climbed up to help as I neared the edge. The Coastie tasked with searching near the hangar door returned with a heavy wheeled cart, two extinguishers, and two Nomex blankets. We got down the scaffold, set the body of the dead Coast Guardsman in the cart, and retrieved the fire extinguishers the guys had been using on the plane.
“Is he okay?” I asked, motioning toward the second man they retrieved.
“Yes, I just have blood in my eyes.” He spoke for himself, an encouraging sign.
The smoke reached the top of the Hercules. Paint bubbled and peeled.
Time to go.




17
THE PIT


The wind picked up. Some hangars are big enough to have their own climates, complete with clouds and rain. I don’t think these hangars fit into that category, but the thousands of gallons of burning aviation fuel needed oxygen, and the combustion sucked tremendous volumes of air through each hangar door, creating strong winds that buffeted our clothes and pulled the words from our mouths. 
We got the dead and wounded on the cart and spun toward the south hangar door, only to find the way we had come blocked by the spreading pool of burning kerosene.
Fuel from the second outside Hercules had blown in and around the mouth of the hangar. A pool of fire engulfed the tail of the aircraft closest to the door and reached for its wings and fuel tanks.
“We need to get the hell out of here — that other plane is going to go any second!” I hollered. “Where’s another exit?”
“There are several doors across the west wall,” one of the Coasties said.
“Go!” I shouted.
The seven of us and the dead man raced as fast as we dared across the black expanse of concrete for the opposite wall. Nearly impossible to see. Thick, clawing smoke. Hardly able to make each other out in the flickering hell-light. Besides the wind, it gave the sensation of being very loud. Of roaring. It felt like heavy surf without the cadence. It necessitated shouting.
The 50 some-odd yards to the far wall wasn’t a smooth run. Even a meticulously ordered shop is full of hoses, carts, and other hazards. Bettiker tripped over something and fell in front of the cart, which rammed into him, causing both him and the lamed Coastie to holler and curse.
When we reached the west wall, a giant crawling pool of burning kerosene edged along the wall toward us, consuming everything like some demon amoeba.
“This way!” Bettiker shouted, motioning toward the encroaching flames. The hangar’s walls were lined with waste bins, power boxes, pillars, cabinets, and tools. It was slow going as we moved by touch and felt for a door.
I reached out and touched a steel pillar, then a concrete cinder block wall.
Shit!
I increased my speed, shuffling my feet in the dark, and found a door. It confirmed my fears. 
A large steel door.
Locked.
I felt for the hinges.
Shit shit shit!
“Are there offices or something along the outside of this wall?” I shouted.
“Yes!”
“We can’t get through this way. This is a locked steel fire door that opens toward us. We can’t kick it in.”
“What?! This is an emergency exit!” Bettiker shouted, with the irritation of someone who’s realized something in front of him the whole time.
“It is — for the people in the office to get out here! We need to find a door that goes to the outside,” I said. “Even if we got through this door, there’s an exploded Hercules behind it.”
Think, you idiot!
“There’s one close to the north hangar doors on the other side. It opens outwards,” the blinded Coastie said.
“Wait, are we trapped in here?” One of the Coasties asked, his voice betraying his fear.
“Not yet, we’re not,” I coughed and spat. “Open those Nomex blankets and wrap yourselves in them; we’re going to get close to the heat. Cover your heads. Stay low, move fast, watch your feet,” I said.
I pushed the cart with the dead man. They did as instructed and charged back across no-man’s-land between the two aircraft. As we crossed the midpoint of the hangar, we veered left toward the flames pressing on us from the other side.
Black smoke from the pools of flame billowed and surged and danced up to meet its grayish, super-heated brethren growing down from the ceiling. Flashes of flame leered at us as we approached it and illuminated the hangar in patchy light.
We pushed closer in a slow-motion race with the spreading sea of fire at the rear of the hangar. The air was hot and acerbic. As we tried to hold our breath, the exertion and the toxic makeup of what we breathed brought our lungs up in spasms and deep coughing. Heat threatened to crisp our hair and singe our clothes.
After 50 yards of hell, a flashing sense of the east wall filtered through the berm of circling, goading smoke.
The door was there, behind an abyss of burning fuel.
“Dammit! Keep looking!” I yelled as I turned the cart away from the encroaching blaze. Bettiker scrambled ahead wide-legged and wide-armed to avoid crashing into anything. We formed a chain behind him as if picking our way through a minefield.
“It’s getting closer!” someone yelled.
“Shut up and move!” Bettiker hollered back.
Ahead, the far hangar doors we’d entered through were swamped by burning fuel, and this same pool grew and fed itself along the wall, seeking to join the lake of fire behind us.
“We’re trapped!”
“Keep that panic in check!” I yelled and looked around. As the flames lapped at the giant Hercules behind us, it gave the illusion that the plane was sinking into the fire. The layer of super-heated smoke above pressed lower, contributing to the urgent claustrophobia and panic.
“Keep moving forward!” I yelled, the heat on my back telling me the inferno behind was getting faster.
It was stalking us. Hunting us. Closing in to feed on us.
Bettiker turned, pointed at a blue steel door on his left, and yelled, “Come on!”
We beelined it to Bettiker, who ran to the door and tried to open it.
“Dammitsonofabitch!” It was locked. It was steel, set in a steel frame.
Shouldn’t that be a fire door? With a safety bar to open it?
That they locked it meant it was a security thing. Hopefully, it didn’t go into another room.
But it opened outwards, and that was good enough.
“Get on the cart; I’m going to ram it!” I said.
The cart was bright yellow and built out of heavy gauge 2.5 inch tube steel. Its base was 2.5 feet by 5 feet and had four 6-inch wheels. The handle and deck layer were waist high. There was a single vertical post in the center at the front and two at the back. A beam stuck out a foot in front and connected the center front post to the handle beam across the back. It must’ve weighed 200 lbs and hauled something specific, though I couldn’t guess what.
But if I was going to design a battering ram to punch open a steel door, it’d look an awful lot like this.
Moving fast, I draped the dead guy over the center beam and directed the others to stand on the sides of the cart and hold on to the guy with busted legs. Bettiker and I got behind it and backed away to give us room.
The heat was otherworldly. You could hardly see or breathe.
You’re only gonna get one shot at this.
I looked back. Flames engulfed both of the Hercules. The lakes of fuel and churning walls of black smoke gave the impression that the fire moved faster, closing in on us, and the smoke laughed maniacally.
They think they have you, Jack. They’re springing their trap.
Fuck that.
“Hold on! On three, fast as you can, hit as close to the door handle as possible. Don’t lock your arms. One, two, THREE!” I shouted.
Speed is a function of strength. It’s a result of the sum of force transferred to the ground by the legs. Technique plays an important part, but other aspects being equal: fast people are strong, and strong people are fast.
And I, despite the downward trajectory in my life and physique over the past two years, was still strong.
Strong and massive.
And I was in a hurry.
Petty Officer 1st Class Bettiker and I bent low and pushed hard, like bobsledders, sprinting and yelling to get as much speed into the cart as possible. Over three-quarters of a ton of fast-moving man and steel smashed into the door.
All that kinetic energy punched into a focused 2.5 inch spot next to the handle mechanism, which gave way.
The door crashed open, and the cart, its passengers, and drivers spilled through the opening as the furthest Hercules exploded.
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MUSTER


The explosion inside the hangar and the resulting shock wave blew flames, smoke, burning fuel, and shrapnel in all directions. The damage was massive; the roof and walls bowed outwards and tore in multiple places. 
As with everything in nature, releasing pressure prefers the path of least resistance. Had the hangar doors been closed, the building would have blown apart. Enormous fireballs poured through the massive doors at each end of the hangar and the door we had smashed through.
Our speed, the impact, the imbalances, and the inches from the threshold to the sidewalk caused a spectacular and internet viral-video-worthy wipeout. One of the Coasties banged his hip on the door casing. The door rebounded back, and the handle nailed Bettiker on the rim of his shoulder. The youngest and smallest Coastie flew forward on impact and found himself pinned under the dead man and the cart. The Coastie who found the cart got rewarded by having his two front teeth broken off when it crashed. I banged and scraped the side of my head as I curled and rolled, embedding bits of pebbles and concrete in my scalp. Howes, the Coastie with the busted pelvis, screamed as his lower body tumbled and ground against itself.
I laid my head on the sidewalk and appreciated the coolness of it. I looked up and saw a tongue of flame roll and curl above us, and it looked for all the world as if the fire leered back at me as it rose skyward and vanished. I sensed its anger at missing me again; the heat threatened things to come. 
I was alive. And the others were alive too.
Thank you. Thank you. Keep my family safe too, above all.
I coughed, rose, and checked on the others. Everyone was banged up and coughing, but we made it. I got them on ther feet, pulled the cart off the kid, and placed Howes, the body of the dead Coastie, the blinded man named Petty Officer 3rd Class Wagner, on the cart and booked it away from Hangar Two as the fourth and final Hercules exploded.
[image: image-placeholder]Several Coasties ran over to assist when they spotted us, and we continued as a group to the muster point. They set up a first aid station in the parking lot, but it was just blankets and small first aid kits pulled from various places around the base. They had pushed a handful of vehicles into a makeshift perimeter. People sat in truck beds and inside the cars. Over a dozen bodies were laid to the side and covered with sheets, their deceased feet sticking out the bottom. Coasties treated their workmates in various capacities.
When I stood up, the wave of nausea returned, and I got a crippling headache. “How’re you guys doing?” I asked. “Any of you guys sick or have a headache?”
They all did.
Everyone’s voice was hoarse.
Shit. I was afraid of this.
“Who’s running the show here?” I called out.
“Petty Officer Smalls is, sir,” one of the Coasties said.
“Good, please find him and bring him here on the double,” I said before launching into a coughing fit.
He returned with Smalls. “You’re alright! Holy shit! I turned around when the first Hercules blew and saw you running into the hangar!” Smalls said, sounding impressed.
I half-smiled acknowledgment and said, “All of us have some smoke inhalation, and I bet there are others with it too. Is there any oxygen on the base that didn’t go up in flames?”
“All we had were a few portable units, and they’ve already got used up,” Smalls said.
“How about the firefighters or EMTs?”
“Same thing. Used up and even have some people wearing the oxy tanks and masks they use for firefighting,” Smalls said.
I coughed. Hard. At the bottom of my lung capacity, I vomited. Mostly water, but still painful. I gasped and lurched upright to breathe. Bolts of pain stabbed behind my eyes.
“Dammit, man, you’re sick!” Smalls said.
I coughed again and nodded. After another cycle, I slowed my breathing and looked over at the hangars. Hangar Two was a conflagration, a total loss. But Hangar One was intact, and several Coast Guard personnel pushed helicopters onto the tarmac.
An idea.
“Smalls, is there an acetylene torch in Hangar One?”
“I wouldn’t know,” Smalls said.
“Yes, sir!” one of the new Coasties on the scene said.
“Good, listen up. Round up whomever you need, take this cart, and bring back the large oxygen tank and hose from the acetylene torch. If there’re several, bring them all. Hurry,” I said, turning to Smalls. “Get as many oxygen masks, surgical tubing, rubber hoses, duct tape, pipe clamps, tools, knives, and whatever else you can find. We have our oxygen.”
Smalls got it, barked orders to those around him, and took off.
I eased down to all fours and encouraged the others that escaped the hangar to do the same. “This can help dislodge particulate matter trapped in our lungs. Most of the alveoli are on the back of the lungs, so laying down can encourage fluids and foreign matter to settle, and we don’t want that.”
Wagner, the blinded Coastie, vomited and, unable to see, got it all over Bettiker, who barfed too, but with cursing.
“And it’ll help prevent fainting if it comes to that,” I continued. “It’s a marginal thing that may not make much difference, but at least it’s something we can do. Breathe deep for a four-count, hold for four if you’re able, exhale for four. Try to drive as much fresh air in as you can.”
They followed my lead and spent the next several minutes concentrating on breathing. PO Smalls and two others came running, loaded with bags of gear.
“We have a dozen masks and about as many oxygen cannulas. We also have three full rolls of duct tape from the CG Exchange and several tubes from different places,” Smalls said. “I need to monitor things. Can you manage?” I coughed and gave a thumbs up. “Good, I’ll be back to check on you, and we’ll get this thing working.”
When Smalls returned I had everything ready.
The Coasties came back with a 250 cubic-foot tank of oxygen and another two/thirds full. They laid the 51-inch tanks down, so they didn’t get knocked over, and under my instructions, cut off the oxygen hose two feet past the valve. I took eight smaller tubes and taped their ends together as a bundle, and blocked the oxygen from escaping between them with little bits of rolled up tape. Next, I inserted the eight tubes into the end of the cut hose coming from the tank and sealed it off with duct tape. I spliced two of the Hudson oxygen masks into six of the eight tubes and joined cannulas into the remaining two tubes.
“Okay guys, put these on,” I said, putting one on myself. “I’m going to turn on the oxygen. It’ll take some fiddling, as the regulator will supply more than we can breathe, and we don’t want to waste this.” My voice was hoarse and muffled under the mask. “Don’t worry about getting a perfect seal; even in a hospital, they only get about 80% oxygen into the lungs. But this should save our lives.”
I cracked the regulator on and got oxygen flowing. Air is only 21% oxygen, and the breath we exhale still contains 16% oxygen. By bumping up the percentage of O2 in each breath, the exhalations would be above the usual 21% and would be recaptured in the Hudson masks to some extent, so I reasoned this amount of O2 under pressure in these tanks should last the few hours we’d need.
I fiddled with it, got a guy to dribble water on the tape connections, and patched the places that bubbled. Smalls and more Coasties brought other smoke inhalation cases over and got them masked and recovering.
Smalls snapped his fingers. He turned and called a bunch of Coasties to him and trotted off. They returned with office chairs, yoga mats, lawn chairs, and folding chaise lounges.
“These are from the gym and poolside. Some chairs are wet from the sprinklers, but it’s better than nothing,” Smalls said. He set up a chaise in a half-sitting position and motioned for me to take a seat.
Too tired and headachey to argue, I laid back and received the zillionth adrenaline dump of the day. My hands shook, and unspecified tears flowed. The moisture in my eyes was a relief.
“You okay, sir? You want something for those shakes?” a medic asked, concern in his voice.
“No. But thank you,” I said.
There is mounting evidence that the shaking and emotions after stress are vital to metabolizing it. If these symptoms get medicated away, it may short-circuit the processes and increase the chances of locking in PTSD.
So I embraced the emotion. I preferred the tears and shakes to the praise and thank yous.
Don’t get too high on yourself, Jackie Boy. You couldn’t save Miller, could you?
That’s not fucking fair.
Yet here we are.
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BAILEY


A wave of fatigue hit, and I eased off my suit jacket and examined it. The back was scorched, bloodied, and pulled out of shape. It’d gone from a deep burgundy blue to smudge black and was pocked with holes and rips. And it smelled like a hotel fire. I turned it inside out, rolled it into a makeshift pillow, and laid back with the coat behind my neck. 
Northern Lights flexed and danced across the sky, but smoke from untold fires attempted to obscure them, like sooty hands running over a painting. Reflected orange firelight on the underside of the smoke did its best to outdo the pale green glow above it. Yelling and the whump of distant exploding things punctuated the stillness of the night.
What a damn mess. Please keep my boys safe.
I dozed off and on. During lucid moments, I watched the Coasties battling the fire and treating each other and felt deep pride and gratitude for them and their service.
Sleep was light and fitful. Worry over the safety of my family kept piercing the veil of sleep. The Ice Monster tracked me and tried to sew panic and desolation.
I sat up and turned to sit sideways on the chaise, put my elbows on my knees, and rubbed my eyes with the heels of my palms. I rummaged my pockets for a tissue or napkin. Finding none, I lifted my mask, bent over, and gave what Grandpa called a Farmer’s Blow, where you plug one nostril while blowing the other out on the ground. I cleared both and came up against the icky part about the Farmer’s Blow: the snotty fingers. I’d never managed it without having to wipe part of my upper lip. The Farmer’s Blow must be one of those outdoor skills earlier generations of six-year-olds learned how to do, like spitting, whistling with your fingers, and using a slingshot. I flicked off as much as possible and wiped them on the cuff of my ruined pants.
Yuck. I couldn’t imagine doing it with a beard.
I looked around.
The Coasties with the worst injuries must be somewhere else, but the ones with me back in the hangar were nearby and doing well. Wagner was getting his eyes and face cleaned. The others laid back and breathed deeply, with occasional clearing coughs and spitting of sputum. Other medics handed out bottles of water and treated wounds. Wounded and unwounded Coasties congregated and looked for tasks or took water breaks.
A solid, stand-up bunch.
I lifted my mask and called to Smalls.
“Where are the folks I was with on the plane?”
“They’re over to the fire station. Our barracks were lost, but there were fireman’s bunks at the firehouse, so Jonas took them there. They’re all good, though,” Smalls said.
“Good, thank you. Hey, any chance I could get some Vitamin C?” I asked.
“Maybe. What for?”
“Antioxidant protection from the pure oxygen, for one, but mostly, if I don’t, I’ll be crippled for days.”
“What do you mean, crippled?”
“It’s a sports training hack,” I smiled. “You may not know it to look at me, but I’m not exactly in shape.”
“No, but I bet you used to be. You can tell by the shoulders and how you walk,” Smalls said.
“Anyway, I’ve put in more intense effort tonight than I have in the last few years combined. I am not accustomed to it. High doses of Vitamin C can prevent exercise-induced muscle soreness. It also seems to interfere with the hoped-for adaptive response of any training you do, but oh well.”
“How high of a dose?”
“If they’re the 1000 mg pills, I’d take six of them.”
“What?! That’s a hell of a dose!”
“Yes, I’m not a doctor, nor do I play one on TV. This isn’t medical advice, consult your doctor before beginning any nutritional regiment, etc., and I’ll likely get the shits, but I know it works,” I said.
Smalls frowned for a few beats. “I’ll check,” and turned away.
I thanked him and put my mask back on.
What a helluva night.
I stretched like one of the big cats and thought about the Red Haze I’d experienced on the plane. People have a shift in perception under stress. If you fall off a ladder, everything seems to slow down and speed up simultaneously. But this was different. More thorough. When I tossed the dead guy down the escape slide, he appeared to be airborne for ten whole seconds before hitting the chute and sliding.
But it was helpful when it showed up.
The Red Haze happened a second time six years ago while inspecting a mine in Alaska. A jilted husband with bad information brought half a dozen miners and kicked in my hotel room door at 3 am. When the Red Haze happened, I marveled at how I could see where their blows and kicks were aimed, and somehow I had enough time to counter. I saw the knuckles whitened under the tension of the fist that arced toward my left cheek. Incredibly, I had the time and presence of mind to duck my head into the blow and take it on the skull. It buckled my knees, my red vision swam, and it cricked something in my neck, but the other guy broke his hand.
Actually, all those miners got something broke in the ensuing fight, and I became Big Jack Broderick in Occupational Health and Safety circles.
But with all the fights I’d been in over the years, why did the Red Haze pop up then?
Anyhoo, right now, my feet were in agony.
I kept my shoes on for the same reason I told Matt to keep his on on the plane: if there’s a reason to run, you’d better not be in socks. Now things seemed stable enough. There were no more planes to blow up, and the tanks at the fuel farm were a half-mile away with no flames near them.
I leaned over, undid my shoelaces, and inched out of my shoes. It felt like each foot took a big gasping breath and doubled in size. The socks stuck to me when I tried to peel them off. My feet were red as if they’d been burned, and train track indentations from the socks ran across the insteps where they were too tight. A bruise formed under the big toenail on my right foot. Blisters formed, broke, and the skin had come off both heels. I rolled my toes and spread them. The “toe knuckles” creaked in protest.
And they smelled like something growing under a damp log.
I poured water on my feet and couldn’t believe how a simple act could bring such pleasure. I repeated it on the bottoms and lamented patches of missing skin.
Another idea: I shouldn’t waste drinking water on my feet. It was like that episode when Homer Simpson was stranded on a life raft at sea with Flanders.
“Excuse me,” I said to a passing Coastie. “Did Petty Officer Smalls say there was a swimming pool here?”
“Yes, sir,” the woman said. She was pretty and fit, around 25-ish, medium tall with medium brown hair that seemed unsure what to do with itself when not pulled tight into a regulation bun.
“Perfect! Listen, I’m stuck to this mask for a while, but it occurred to me that cleaning a lot of these cuts and contusions with pool water might be a good idea. Whether it’s a chlorine or saltwater pool, it’ll have antiseptic properties, and it’d conserve drinking water. Just use fresh water for a final rinse. Not the burns, but for other things, like road rash.”
Her face lit up. “That’s an excellent idea! I’ll figure something out and have some brought over.” She stood up, noticed my feet, clucked sympathetically, then took off, calling people to accompany her.
[image: image-placeholder]I woke from a light touch on my leg. The fit n’ pretty Coastie and several others returned with a cart loaded with buckets and giant pots of pool water and distributed them, along with pans and trays.
“You are a mess. Let’s get you taken care of,” she smiled and introduced herself as Petty Officer Third Class Bailey, and I introduced myself in kind.
She wasn’t a medic, she said. She was in operations, which was why she was treating me, as I wasn’t overly critical.
“Oh, I don’t know,” I said, smiling. “I’m very critical by nature; I’ll be critiquing everything you do!”
She chuckled. “Just sit back and relax. Breathe nice and deep. I got you.”
She rolled up my pant leg.
NO!
If she noticed the wipings of snot, she didn’t recoil or comment. She moved precisely. Not rushed. Not mechanically. And not with that brusque nonchalance so many professional care workers have. She was aware of her movements and took care to be soothing. She reached for a saute’ pan and kept her other hand on my calf. A masseuse thing. Maintain physical touch wherever possible. Build the connection. Be a calming influence.
Bailey asked me to sit up and come to the end of the chaise with my feet on either side. She rolled up my other pant leg to the knee, stopped, frowned, and gave my calf a light push with her thumb.
“What’s the matter?” I asked.
“Your calves!” she said, prodding them.
Heat flushed up my face.
“They’re huge and solid. I’ve never seen anything like it,” she smiled.
“Er, just, uh, lucky, I guess,” I said.
After apologizing for them being cold, she set a saute pan under each foot and put a three-fingered pinch of a grainy powder into each, saying it was borax. She got a medium-sized pot filled with pool water and a cup, and filling the cup from the pot, cascaded it down my right shin. With her other hand, she caressed the water behind my calf. She repeated this until the pan was half full. Then, still maintaining contact with my leg, stirred the water with her fingers until the borax dissolved.
It was positively riveting. Spellbinding.
She looked up and smiled. “There’s the look.”
I raised a questioning eyebrow.
“Like you’re in a trance or hypnotized,” she said.
“No kidding. You’ll forgive me if I dribble out the corner of my mouth,” I said.
Bailey giggled and repeated the process on my left leg. It occurred to me that she was a complete stranger, and while I wasn’t ‘a foot guy’, Jane had never once, in any context, touched my feet.
If she were here, I’d be dressing my own wounds.
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DECISION


Bailey slid one of the folded yoga mats to the end of the chaise. She took her pot, filled it from the larger bucket, and set it between me and the yoga mat. She reached into a box and got a folded washcloth and a bright green shampoo bottle. 
She kneeled on the folded yoga mat and gave a playful grin. Acknowledging the potential for embarrassment, she held my eyes, undid three of my shirt buttons, and rolled the shirt back off my shoulders.
Her eyebrows rose.
“Wow, you’re huge! Muscular, I mean. You don’t see it through the shirt, but seriously, you’re like Groundskeeper Willy under there!” she laughed.
“Then grease me up, woman!” I said the line from the Simpsons where Groundskeeper Willy tore his shirt off to get greased up to get Bart’s dog from the air ducts at school.
I blushed ferociously.
Bailey tossed her head back in laughter and gave Lunchlady Doris’s response, “Okee dokee.”
We chuckled.
“I’m the biggest Simpsons nerd!” she said. “I even named my cat Plopper.”
“Not Snowball 2?” I asked.
“No, too on the nose. What’s your favorite episode?”
“I like the early stuff,” I said, “so I’d have to say the one where Selma marries Troy McClure.”
She squealed, “Me too!”
“Just a second, baby. Pshshsht!” I said, doing the bit where Troy stops mid-kiss to spray breath freshener in Selma’s mouth.
“AAAH ha ha haaa! That’s so awesome! Nobody gets it on base!” Bailey said.
“My wife hates them too,” I said, chuckling.
“Look, I have a Stonecutter’s tattoo,” she said, lifting her shirt to reveal the small logo in red just above her beltline, about three-quarters of the way around her right side.
“You’re The Chosen One!” I said, trying to capture Moe’s line.
“Would you believe I’m wearing Homer Simpson underwear right now?” she whispered. Then it was her turn to blush.
“That may be the most inspiring thing I’ve ever heard,” I said, smiling. “No matter how dark the coming days may be, I’ll remind myself that somewhere, a lovely young lady is rocking some Homer Simpson underwear, proving there is hope for humanity.”
She “awwed” and moved my elbows to my knees and had me lean forward over the pot of water between us.
“Close your eyes.”
She filled the cup from the pot and trickled cool water over the back of my head.
My entire body came up in goose bumples.
Wow.
She wasn’t flirtatious or coquettish. Maybe a little coquettish, as in shy, but not erotic or cheap. No teasing or tantalizing. It came from a place of nurturing, of taking care of someone. It was thoughtful. It was appreciative. It was kind.
And it had a vibe like a Japanese tea ceremony.
She carefully removed my air mask, bent the hose over, pinched it to stop the oxygen flow, and handed it to me by the pinch. More slow water. This time, she caressed the stream over my cheeks and forehead. A third, this time smoothing the grit from the scrape on the side of my head.
With one hand still on the nape of my neck, she reached and shook open the facecloth and sunk it into the water. She brought it over my bowed head and squeezed it, allowing the water to run. Behind my ears. Around my jaw. She opened the cloth and wiped my neck, traps, and shoulders.
She didn’t linger or add flourishes, but it wasn’t perfunctory either. I once visited Grandpa in the nursing home toward the end as he was getting a sponge bath. The nurse was washing Grandpa as one would wash a car. A chore to get done.
Bailey flicked the shampoo bottle open with her thumb, squeezed a pea of shampoo on the cloth, re-wet it, lifted my face with her palm, and got to work. I cracked open an eye and watched. The task engrossed her. She made little motions with her mouth and chin to match the areas she washed on my face and pursed her lips at the stubborn spots requiring elbow grease.
Bailey set the cloth in the pot, poured more slow water over my hair, put a small dollop of shampoo on the back of my head, and scrubbed it to suds. A cursory wash, a quick rinse, a second shampoo squeeze, and settle into it.
“I wonder why the second shampoo always lathers so much better,” she said.
“Shampoo is a surfactant; one end of the molecule attaches to the water, the other to the dirt, hair product, oils, and whatever else. After the first shampooing removes most of the gunk, there’s less stuff for the ‘dirt and oil’ end of the molecule to grab onto, which reduces the surface tension of the water, allowing more and bigger bubbles to form,” I said.
“Smart and brave?” She continued building the lather.
I squirmed and muttered, “I don’t know about that; my youngest son asked me about it, and we Googled it.”
“How many kids do you have?”
A pause. “Two. We’ve got two boys.”
Bailey’s eyes widened. “Oh God, were they…?!”
“No, no no. They weren’t with me,” I said.
Relief flushed her face. “Thank goodness! My heart almost stopped. Where are they?”
“They’re in Bend, Oregon tonight, and my wife was taking them up to her dad’s farm in Washington State.”
“You’re from Oregon?”
“Montana, originally, but we live in San Francisco now.”
Bailey caught her breath. “Oh, you’re so far away from them!”
I looked up. Bailey’s eyes were sympathetic.
“I’m sorry, Jack,” she said.
A small “It’s okay” smile.
More gentleness with the suds, then a pause.
“Jack? What are you going to do?” she asked.
“I have to find them. Have to.” My voice was low and gravelly.
More sudsing. Another pause.
“I… but how? Seeing all this, I don’t think there are any planes or cars or anything.”
“I guess I’ll have to walk.”
“Walk? All the way across the country?”
I nodded my bowed head.
She tried sudsing again, but stopped.
“But even if you walk all that way, how will you find them in Oregon?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I’d guess they’ll continue up to her dad’s in Washington State. He’s a retired teacher with a small hobby farm, so I’ll head up there.”
Bailey chewed her bottom lip. “That’s a big decision.”
“There’s not really any decision to make.”
She stopped lathering, and I looked at her. The light was low, but she brought her hands to both sides of my face and stared into my eyes for long seconds. “I can see that in you.”
“How could I live without my sons?” I whispered.
She made a sympathetic click with her tongue. “That’s not swagger either. I can see you’re scared, but you’ll still try,” she said.
“I’ll crawl on my belly the whole way if that’s what it takes,” I whispered.
She ran her thumb across my cheekbone and resumed washing my hair, but slower.
“Ramirez, the one who got his two front teeth knocked out, told me what happened in the hangar. He said that you were in complete control, that you risked your life to save the other men, that you retrieved Hamilton’s body, and that it was your idea to ram a cart through the door to save them all with seconds to spare,” she said. “I mean, we’re in the lifesaving business around here, but that’s extraordinary.”
I looked at the cloth swimming in the grime from my body.
But you couldn’t save Miller, could you?
She raised my face by the chin.
“I don’t… like talking about… that kind of thing…” I said.
She squeezed my hands, and we stared at each other, me blinking furiously. A line of suds darted down my forehead and across my eye, breaking the tension. She smiled and thumbed it away, and I took a deep breath and coughed.
“Well, I’m very proud of you, and I’m thankful for what you did for those guys, and I know if anyone can get to your boys, it’s you. I’m going to fix you up and get you feeling better, okay?”
A small nod.
“And I’ll do everything I can to help you.”
“Thank you, Bailey,” I said, my voice small.
Bailey squeezed my elbows and went back to shampooing. She finger-scrubbed my hair, neck, face, traps, shoulders, arms, and collarbone — making sure not to wet my bandage — and sudsed up the facecloth and did it again. She wiped the soap off my skin, rinsed me with the water from the pot, dumped it, refilled it from the bucket, and rinsed me again.
Bailey excused herself and returned with two more 1.5 liter bottles of water. She handed one to me, and I drank deeply. I handed it back, and she drank too. She motioned me forward and trickled it across and over me to remove the chlorine. Then she squeezed the excess water from my scalp, grabbed another clean facecloth, patted my face dry, and fingered my hair back.
“Now, I’m going to clean and massage your feet, then dress the blisters, okay?”
“You’ve done so much already, I can’t ask you to -”
“Shush! I’m happy to do it, and you deserve it. It’d feel wrong not to do it,” she said. “Now, put your mask on and lie back.”
“Okay, but I’m ticklish.”
She giggled again, dropped a bolus of shampoo into each of the foot pans, and repeated the same thorough care on my lower legs and feet as on my head and arms. She patted my right foot dry, dabbed ointment on each blister, and applied an adhesive bandage.
“You’re very good at this,” I said. “Not just the wound dressing, but all of it. I can’t believe you’re not a massage therapist or a nurse.”
She beamed. “Thank you. I find I’m taking a lot of pride in this.” She set my foot down and reached for my left one. “My mom is a nurse. I wanted a different path but still help people, so I ended up here.”
“When I give an order, I expect it to be followed!”
“I DON’T TAKE ORDERS FROM A PISSANT JAYGEE!”
“I’m the senior officer here. I’m calling the shots, and you’re going to fall into line.”
“I’LL FALL IN LINE WHEN YOU QUIT ACTING LIKE A FUCKING MORON!”
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Everyone within earshot jumped at the unexpected argument. I peeled off the air mask and sat up. The Coast Guard was shortish, stringyish, in his early 30s, and wore a uniform; the firefighter was 50ish, stoutish, and wore fire gear that said Chief. 
“Our rules are clear: civil authority at this airport cedes to the Coast Guard in times of emergency.”
“SCREW YOUR RULES! I’M TRYING TO SAVE LIVES AND PUT OUT THE FIRES ON YOUR GODDAMN BASE! AND YOU’RE MORE CONCERNED ABOUT FUCKING PROTOCOL!!”
I bounded up and got between them. Several Coasties and firefighters hesitantly aligned themselves behind their faction.
Don’t do it, Jack. Not your business.
“COOL IT!” I bellowed. The volume and hoarseness snapped the two combatants’ attention to me. I leaned in between them and hissed, “Knock it off! The last thing you need is a damn bench brawl!”
“You know what this little peckerhead did?! He had my guys make sure the fires were out in fucking admin and operations, which HAD sprinklers, before the barracks were under control! Now the barracks are lost, and four people are down, including two of my men!” Chief said.
“There are sensitive documents and communications in there,” JayGee said.
“Which is why there are fucking sprinklers!”
“We need to maintain operational readiness.”
“Alright, both of you back up and take five to cool off, then work this out. You can’t do this in public,” I said.
“Fuck you, Lieutenant ‘Junior Grade’!” Chief said and stomped off.
The Lieutenant blinked at the Chief’s retreating back, a red flush rising in his cheeks. He seemed to notice me for the first time.
“Who the hell are you?” he said.
“My name is Jack Broderick.”
“Is that supposed to mean something to me?”
“Not at all, but you asked.”
The lieutenant looked around the muster area. “What the hell’s going on?! Why is all this stuff out here? What is that oxygen cylinder doing here, and why is this hose all cut up?! And who the hell authorized those Jayhawks to come out of the hangar!”
“Well, I guess I did,” I said.
“So who the hell are you to issue orders on my Coast Guard base?”
This fella here is an Officious Little Bastard.
“Um, since we’re talking protocol and chain of command stuff, since when is the command of a base given to a lieutenant junior grade, and not a captain or something?” I asked.
The lieutenant stepped into my personal space and looked up at me. “I’m the senior officer on duty tonight, and I’m responsible for running things until I’m relieved!”
And then we’ll all be relieved. Hey-o!
“Okay, well, here’s my report,” I cleared my voice theatrically. “For reasons still unknown, the fire suppression foam failed to go off in either hangar tonight. I suspect an electrical short. The fires in the offices and other equipment seemed to be containable, but if the helicopters went up, they might take the hangar with it, as the Hercs did in Hangar Two, or else end up triggering the foam suppression after all. Either way, the hangar would be unusable, so I directed the Coasties nearby to ensure the building was extinguished, and the copters were removed from the hangar,” I said.
“And you thought you’d start giving orders to my personnel?!”
“Hm. Let’s rephrase that for the record: I suggested it, and everyone concurred it was logical, so they did it. Then I let them do their job and started helping people when the first Hercules exploded.”
“Oh, did you?!”
“Well… yes. People were on fire. Several of us helped them. Five of us ran into Hangar Two and got Wagner and Howes out, and Hamilton’s body.”
“How do you know which is Hangar Two?!”
I raised my eyebrows. “It’s written right above the door. And it’s the digit two, not the word, so you don’t even need to read.”
“Don’t get smart with me! You risked the lives of four people to rescue two! What makes you think you can risk the lives of my personnel without proper authority?”
“Well, I guess I didn’t put a bunch of thought into it. People were on fire and screaming for help. So we did.”
“How the hell did you get on this base? Who authorized you to be here?”
“I was on the first airplane that crashed,” I said.
“Uhhhh huh. So you survived, and no one else did? You didn’t swoop in and save them too?”
My brow lowered and jaw creaked.
“I’m beginning to see why the Fire Chief got so excited,” I said through my teeth.
Bailey stepped in. “Okay, Mr. Broderick! You need to get back under the oxygen mask! Let’s go fix you up!” she said. She took me by the arm back to the chaise.
JayGee looked at the chaise and treatment set up, and his jaw dropped and his eyes bubbled. He looked like he was doing an impersonation of a goldfish.
“What in the hell is this?!” JayGee demanded.
“I’ve got this gentleman cleaned up and am tending to his wounds, sir,” Bailey said, putting a little spin on the sir.
“You’re not running a damn spa! Why the hell are you wasting all this water on… on him?!” he asked, putting spin on the “him”.
“He had the idea to do primary cleaning with pool water to conserve drinking water, and that’s what we’re doing. I’ve washed Mr. Broderick and am tending to his wounds.” Bailey kept her hand cupped around my calf.
JayGee glared at me, and I beamed at him over the mask and waggled my eyebrows. JayGee’s jaw muscles started flexing, his fists clenched, and his breathing became feverish.
“Let me tell you something, Broderick: you are a civilian and have no authority on this base. There are reasons that things get done the way they do, and I don’t give two shits if you agree with them or not. So you sit there and enjoy your oxygen and pedicure, and Bailey here can scrounge you up a souvenir t-shirt, but you’re off this base by noon tomorrow. That includes the runway and the greater airport, which are now under my authority.”
I lifted the mask. “You sure like that word, don’t you?”
JayGee leaned in. His body language and red color showed that he was more upset now than he was at the Fire Chief. “People think the Coast Guard is part of the military, but we’re actually part of The Department of Homeland Security. We’re a federal law enforcement agency. We catch bad guys. If I see you anywhere in this airport after noon tomorrow, I’ll arrest you for trespassing, or preferably, shoot you as a looter.”
“Where is he supposed to go?” Bailey asked.
“You mean, Petty Officer Third Class Bailey, ‘Where is he supposed to go, SIR’. That’s his problem, not mine. He can rot at the fire station with the others from the plane crash. Let that asshole Chief deal with him,” JayGee said. “Thanks for your help, Broderick. Now go away.”
JayGee spun on his heel and marched toward Hangar One.
“That man is hard to like,” I said. I looked at the gaping Coasties who’d overheard. Smalls and Bettiker heard. To my left, the guy on the chaise was nothing more than giant eyeballs and a mask.
“Jack, I’m sorry about that. The lieutenant is a complete prick, and everyone knows it,” Bailey said.
“Hey, it’s not your fault,” I said.
“Let’s get you finished up,” she said.
Bailey ointmented my left foot and applied the dressing, then she inspected my hands. She took them, soaped them up, and cleaned and massaged them. I winced when she kneaded the knuckles of my right hand.
Bailey lowered her voice conspiratorially. “Jack, you’ll need some gear for your trip, especially shoes.”
“I’ve been spending so much mental energy trying to keep it together that I haven’t even thought about it yet, but you’re right. These shoes are murder,” I said.
“I can’t get you a weapon or anything, but JayGee’s crack about the souvenir shirt got me thinking. See that building down there? That’s the Coast Guard Exchange. It’s like the Coast Guard store,” she said.
“Ah, those places have lots of stuff: boots, camo, tents, and whatnot, yes?” I asked.
“That’s right. It seems to be intact. Mostly. What size are your feet?”
“13, sometimes 13 1/2 if they’re not wide enough.”
Bailey nodded. “What kind of footwear would you want?”
I chewed my bottom lip in thought. “Something durable, of course, but also something lightweight. Not duty boots, heavy hiking boots, or combat boots. Runners, if I have any choice.”
Bailey looked across my chest and shoulders. “What size shirt are you?”
“Double extra medium,” I smiled.
Bailey smiled, clicked her tongue, and shook her head. “Waist?”
“I really don’t know. Too damn much.”
Bailey stood me up to get a rough idea of my inseam and waist height compared to hers.
“Hey, how are we going to manage this? It’s not like you can run my credit card,” I said.
“I’ll keep track of what I get. If anyone says anything, I’ll cover it. We’ll call it a gift,” she said.
“No, that’s not right,” I said.
“Or you can go in yourself and have JayGee shoot you,” she said. “I can’t provide much of anything that belongs to the Coast Guard, but this is merchandise I’m willing to buy.”
“If there is going to be a transaction, I insist on paying for it. Take my credit card number; if you pay for it, use my card. I insist. No discussion.”
Bailey relented. We scrounged pen and paper, and I wrote my card’s particulars. She stowed it in a pocket as Smalls returned.
“Bailey? JayGee said to tell you to ‘get your ass into operations now,’ unquote,” Smalls said. “And you know what he’s like.”
“Thank you, sir. Jack? You lie back and get this oxygen into you. Try to sleep. If you’re not here, I’ll find you at the fire station.”
“Or the brig,” I winked. “Thank you for patching me up.”
Bailey patted my foot, smiled, squeezed my shin, grabbed a Nomex blanket, and swaddled me. “This should help keep the mosquitoes from draining you completely.” She stood, “sirred” to PO Smalls, and went.
Smalls watched her go, but spoke to me. “You are one interesting dude, sir.”
“How do you mean? And you don’t need to call me sir,” I said.
“I get JayGee’s point, to a point. You aren’t Coast Guard and shouldn’t be giving orders.”
“No argument there. I reacted to the emergency. But in my defense, nobody argued or stood on ceremony. Not even you,” I said.
“I know. You say something, and no one questions it. It was the most natural thing in the world to fall into step behind you.” Smalls pursed his lips. “And that Petty Officer Bailey has been the focus of every warm-blooded Coastie on the base — including JayGee.”
“I noticed that,” I said.
“Nobody has gotten anywhere with her, but her reputation is stellar. Many women in that situation get nasty rumors, but not her. She’s all business and respected. Might make captain someday. But you show up, and she’s cooing like you’re a box of puppies,” Smalls said, still following her.
“Yeah, she didn’t give me a shampoo,” the Giant Eyeballs and Mask said. “All I got was a bottle of water!”
“Oh, come on! She wasn’t hitting on me, if that’s what you’re hinting at. She probably gave me attention to put off JayGee.”
Smalls shrugged his face dismissively. “Naw, that was gravy. Maybe she digs on big fellas who take charge and save a bunch of folks.”
“That’s kooky talk. I’m old enough to be her uncle, and it wasn’t like that at all,” I said.
“I know, I know. That’s the thing.” Smalls turned his meditative look to me. “You’re what, 20 years older than her? A big man gone soft, and you hardly said anything to her, and she’s… what’s the word?”
“Friendly? Conscientious? Caring?”
“Devoted. That woman would run a mile in tight shoes for you. Something about you stirs her up. Again, not sexual. But something.”
“She was just being nice,” I said. “Some people are nice. Not that JayGee, but some people.”
“Well, I wouldn’t run a mile in tight shoes for you, but here’s your Vitamin C,” Smalls said, tossing me the bottle.
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DAY 1 AFTER THE PULSE


I woke with a severe case of not knowing where I was. I kicked and flailed to free myself from something over my face and wrapped around my head. Light and smoke stung my eyes. And it was bloody hot. 
“Jack? Jack!”
I levered a reluctant eyelid. It was Matt, snazzily dressed in a firefighting t-shirt and crisp new gym shorts from the 1990s that verged on Daisy Dukedom.
“You look like Richard Simmons,” I said, and hauled myself up. I took internal inventory and a deep breath. The air was still sick with the smell of smoke and fire. I coughed and spat up something very nasty from deep inside and felt much better for it. I rolled my neck and shoulders and lifted a leaden arm to accept a comically large travel mug, heavy with coffee.
“Are you okay? Like, for real?” Matt said, clearly happy to see me.
I took a deep sip, raised eyebrows in appreciation, and nodded that I was. “You guys?”
“Considering we all made it through a plane crash, then another plane crash, and a bunch of fire and explosions, we’re well. Di’s ankle is improving, and I slept with a dog for the first time since I was about six years old.”
I stood and stretched. The Vitamin C’s did their work; the muscles creaked a little, especially along the posterior chain, but nowhere near as sore as they would’ve been otherwise. Considering the supreme effort I had expended last night after a two-year hiatus from anything physical, I might have been incapacitated this morning. My mind felt clear and not too headachy, and my lungs were heavy, but it felt coughupable.
“Yeah, considering, pretty good. You three were at the fire station?”
“Tony was distraught when you ran into that hangar last night. We all were. They brought us here and had a wheelchair for Di to use. But some serious burn victims came in, so they took us to the fire station. Lt. Jonas returned and told us you’re a damn hero and would stay here to use the oxygen you’d rigged up.”
Matt shook his head as if still trying to process it.
I took a deep draft of the coffee and let it melt the crud from the inside of my mouth. The sky hung low and patchy black. Smoke and soot from a thousand fires rose in columns peppering the horizon in all directions and spread out as if hitting an imaginary ceiling. It gave everything a claustrophobic air. The lack of traffic or birdsong contributed to the eerie atmosphere, despite the busy noise around them.
“Yeah, it’s not good,” Matt said.
“I’m going to find the boys and Jane, somehow.”
Matt smiled, and we sipped our coffees. “We all figured that you would.”
“Jack!” Bailey called. She removed a backpack as she approached. “Oh! Coffee! Where did you get that?!”
“From the fire station,” Matt said. “They made it on the barbecue this morning. It’s camp coffee, and they take it seriously over there.”
I handed her the enormous travel mug. “Here, help yourself. Good as it is, I don’t think I’ll be drinking this whole porta-potty of coffee myself.”
She hesitated, but only for a second. A small sip to test temperature. Wide eyes at the remarkable quality. A deeper sip, savored, this time with closed eyes and humming. “This is gooooood,” she purred.
I introduced her to Matt, and she bade us sit. She sat next to me, and Matt sat on the chaise vacated by the Giant Eyeballs and Mask chap.
“Here.” She slid over a black backpack. It was decently sized but not one of those giant things with a frame, well made, and had an integrated drinking water bladder.
“Wow, thank you,” I said.
Bailey glanced around and lowered her voice. “There’s not that much, I’m afraid, but I found you some shoes. I hope they fit; they’re 13 1/2. There’s a wool blanket, a t-shirt, a pair of sweats, some underwear and socks, two knives—one was really expensive—and a good-sized metal water bottle to boil water in. Dammit! I didn’t get you anything to start a fire with!”
“That’s okay,” I said. “Thank you, Bailey, this is awesome!”
She took a big draw of coffee. “There’s some smoke damage in there, so those shoes might stink. No, don’t open that here. JayGee saw me coming out of there with all this and read me the riot act.”
“What’s a JayGee?” Matt asked.
“It’s a Lieutenant Junior Grade. He’s a minor officer who finds himself in control of an entire base, and boy does he like to do things by the book,” I said.
“I’ll say. He marched me right into admin and pulled out a soggy form that docks my pay, and he itemized everything, including sales taxes, and made me sign it,” she said.
“What?!” I said.
“No, it’s okay. I don’t want to steal anything. I want to pay. It’s not about getting away with something. But I also got to listen to a lecture on ‘misappropriation,’” she said, rolling her eyes.
“I have to pay you for this! There’s no damn way you’re footing the bill!”
“Here,” Matt said as he pulled out his wallet and slid out a stack of hundreds. He thumbed four bills off the top and held them out to her between his first two fingers. “This cover it?”
“Close enough,” she said.
Matt peeled another three hundred from the stack and handed it to her.
“Why do you have so much cash?” she laughed.
Matt shrugged. “I like to carry large.”
“Thank you, both of you,” I said.
“Well, isn’t this interesting?” The Lieutenant JayGee materialized beside them like a specter. “When I itemized your purchases this morning, Bailey, I noted you purchased men’s underwear in large, when you are not a man, and you’re not a large. I assumed you were procuring things for our temporary squatter here, and now I find he has someone else paying for it.”
“And what’s so interesting about that?” I asked.
“I’ll tell you. It’s more evidence that Jack Broderick doesn’t think the rules apply to him, and it’s fascinating that you’ve got others lining up to accommodate you.”
“What are you talking about? Nothing’s stolen. Everything has been paid for,” I said.
“Yes, it has, thanks to me. How would you have paid for those goods if I hadn’t been proactive and gotten Bailey to sign the proper forms?” JayGee asked.
“Bailey has my credit card number. Nobody is trying to steal anything,” I said.
“But you didn’t come to me to ask about procuring these items.”
“Because you, sir, are an asshole and wouldn’t have let me buy any of it.”
“So you chose instead to circumvent the rules to your own ends. You have proven my assertion,” JayGee said.
I got to my feet. “What is your problem? All I did was help. I don’t want your damn job, I’m not trying to undermine your precious authority, and I’m not trying to cause trouble around here. What’s your beef?”
Simmer, Jackie Boy. Schmooze this guy.
JayGee looked up and held my eye. “As of now, the CGX is closed and off-limits until further notice. Bailey, there is a detail leaving in a few minutes to scrape corpses off the runway. I’m assigning you to it. Take lots of water; it’s going to be hot today.”
“You little prick. Step out from behind your precious authority for 10 seconds, and I’ll snap you in half,” I whispered.
“Very probably,” JayGee said.
Matt stood up and led me away from JayGee and back to the chaise.
JayGee looked at Matt for several moments and said, “I see that you have one of the fire station’s ridiculous coffee mugs. That’s good, because the galley on base is strictly for Coast Guard personnel only.” JayGee reached into his pocket, produced two granola bars, and tossed them to Matt and me. “Take these and two bottles of water. Other than that, you’re to eat at the fire station. You’re their problem.”
“Your generosity is overwhelming,” Matt said. “You won’t get into trouble for lavishing these granola bars on us?”
“Oh, you’re worth it,” JayGee said. “I want to make something very clear to both of you. If either of you takes any Coast Guard equipment off base, other than these granola bars and water, you will be arrested.”
“Or shot,” I said.
JayGee looked at me. “Or shot as a looter. I don’t care if it’s a paper clip or a shoelace. If I don’t specifically permit you, you are not to take it. Get me?”
I glowered at him. “So under your watch, you lose something like, what? $300 million of aircraft and their hangars? While you’re somewhere else obsessing over file cabinets and radios? And now you’re concerned about missing paper clips!?”
JayGee flushed crimson, turned, and walked away, but called over his shoulder, “Bailey, you’ve got three minutes to get onto that body recovery detail. That’s an order.”
“Is that the guy that made the Fire Chief so angry last night?” Matt asked.
“Yep,” I said, staring after JayGee.
“I haven’t been in a fistfight since grade five, but that guy inspires the urge to violence,” Matt said.
“Nobody can stand him. He talks about teamwork and duty, but is a complete loner. He sneaks up on you and starts critiquing and acting like he’s King Shit. So creepy,” Bailey said. “But I wouldn’t push him, Jack. Something about you rubs him the wrong way.”
I pfhfhfhted. “He’s just got small man syndrome. All hat, no cattle.”
“I dunno. He strikes me as the kid that got picked on until he burned down the bully’s house,” Matt said, then said to Bailey, “I’m surprised you didn’t tell him off.”
“He’s a superior officer giving a legitimate order. I can’t disobey just because he’s a creep. But if he laid one finger on me, I’d end his career. I better go,” Bailey sighed, standing.
“Bailey… there’s a young guy out there; his name was Kyle. He’s in bare feet and missing his left arm, with a nasty wound to his torso. He’s kind of out in the middle of the runway. If you could make sure he’s taken care of, it would mean a lot,” I said.
“I’ll make sure.”
“I’m sorry that helping me got you in trouble. I can’t tell you how much your help and attention have meant.”
She took my hands. “You’re a special man, Jack Broderick.” I shuffled my feet. Bailey smiled. “It’s so cute that you can’t take a compliment.” She hesitated and looked around. “Technically, I’m on duty, but I’m not in uniform, so…”
She wrapped her arms around me and pressed her head into the hollow of my neck. I hugged her close, and she gave a soft hum of satisfaction.
“Take care, Bailey, and thank you.”
“Go find your boys,” she said.
She tiptoed, kissed the underside of my jaw, and stepped back. Her eyes were wet. She grabbed the giant travel mug of coffee in both hands, drank deeply, set it down, gave a little finger wave to Matt, and strode away.
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“You seem to have made a friend,” Matt smiled. 
I snorted. “I’m a lovely man.”
Matt chuckled. “No, but it’s weird. Watching her talk to you is like watching Katie talk to you.”
I raised a skeptical eyebrow.
“You know, that thing. That thing where they seem invested in you.”
“I don’t think that’s a thing,” I said.
“Sure it is. Maybe it’s the way you smell. Do you smell good?”
“I guarantee I don’t smell good right now.”
“Hey! And that JayGee guy seems to hate you as much as Eigerweiss does. I wonder if it’s the same thing?”
“Who cares? I still haven’t taken my morning whiz,” I said.
I slung the backpack and grabbed the enormous coffee, and we headed toward the buildings. We asked a passing Coastie what they used for a head.
“The change rooms in the fitness center, sir,” the Coastie said and gave instructions on flushing with buckets of pool water.
We thanked him and followed his directions.
An idea.
“Hey, let’s have a shower,” I said.
“Jack, you’re a powerful and attractive man, but this is a Coast Guard base, not a prison,” Matt said.
“You’re risking a lot to try humor on me before I’ve finished this gallon of coffee,” I said. “What I mean is, we should grab a couple of buckets of pool water, take them into the showers, and get cleaned up.”
“I heard you already had a cleanup,” Matt grinned.
“How?” I asked.
“Lt. Jonas said it was quite the show.”
I snorted again, this time with more derision.
We found two plastic five-gallon buckets, filled them from the pool, and hauled them to the shower in the empty fitness center. I grabbed towels from a stack by the check-in desk, and we entered the change room, after propping open the door.
I got undressed and held up my ruined suit to inspect it in the bit of reflected light coming in.
Shed your skin, Jack. This isn’t you, anyway.
“I’ve never seen you out of a suit. You’re a big freaking dude. Muscular, I mean. That shirt pulls across your chest and arms. You work out?” Matt asked.
“Not in a long time,” I muttered. Saving the belt, I stuffed the suit, shirt, and shoes into the trash and took off my socks and underwear. I told Matt I would wash them and suggested he do likewise. We washed them in the sink with a dab of Bailey’s shampoo and rinsed them in a dribble of fresh water.
“Considering we lived through two separate plane crashes, I’m impressed with how clean our underwear is! But how is there any water pressure?” Matt asked.
“Water pressure is delivered mostly by storing large amounts of it, usually in water towers. Pumps fill the tanks, and the water’s own pressure is the pressure that forces it out of the taps. Very simple and effective, and saves having pumps going on and off to match demand. But if the pumps that deliver the water to the tank are toast, once they’re below where there’s enough pressure, that’s all she wrote,” I said.
“So sprinklers don’t have any electrical parts to short out?” Matt asked.
“Some new ones might. I’m not sure. But fire sprinklers work the same as garden sprinklers. The water in a sprinkler is open but plugged by a doohickey, and either by heat or a chemical reaction to smoke, that blocking doohickey drops away, and the water flows until someone shuts it off.”
“So commercial buildings might be okay?” Matt asked.
“Could be. Lots of variables though, and there’s all the water damage because no one shut it off,” I said.
We stepped into the communal shower, bird-bathed with red plastic cups, rinsed sparsely with fresh water, and dried ourselves.
I looked at the towel. “Y’know, it’d be useful to have a towel on my trip,” I said.
“Is it worth getting shot over?” Matt asked.
“He won’t shoot me over a $5 towel. He’s just trying to piss in a circle to mark his territory,” I said as I rolled a clean towel and shoved it in the backpack.
“I’m… a little disappointed you’re doing that,” Matt said.
“If you’re going to be disappointed in me, there are lots better things than this,” I said.
“I’m not concerned that you’re taking a towel. I’m concerned that you’re doing something he specifically warned you against. It seems rash and unnecessary. Like you’re trying to pick a fight.”
I looked up and paused. “Huh. I guess I am.” I shook out the Nomex fire blanket I’d slept in and stowed it with the towel. I tucked our damp socks and underwear into the pack’s molle straps to dry them.
Matt changed the subject. “Tony thought we should go scrounge around the runway. Maybe we can find a few things?”
I nodded. “Might be some water or food from the galley.”
I pulled on the underwear, socks, giant t-shirt, and sweatpants Bailey got me. We stowed everything else in the pack, munched on granola bars, washed them down with the excellent giant coffee, left the gym, and headed for the runway.
“How’re the shoes?” Matt asked.
“Good. About a million times better than those damn oxfords,” I said.
The air felt hot and sticky and tasted of burning tires. Patchy visibility on the ground. A flat steel gray sky supplanted the usual Florida blue, and lower clouds of black drifted in clusters as if surveying the damage below. The light felt odd, more ‘contrasty’ somehow, not unlike the summer forest fire season up north.
There were no fires on the base, the terminal, or any buildings within a mile, but judging from the columns of heavy smoke, dozens, if not hundreds, of fires burned throughout Clearwater. Bigger ones took entire neighborhoods. The horizon to the east — Tampa — was an unending cliff face of rising black smoke.
We retraced our route from the previous night back to the runway where the second airplane crashed.
Coasties, none of them Bailey, worked on the second wreck. About as many worked on the first wreck; presumably, she’d be among them. They were clearing paths in the rubble to walk to and from the main body of the wreckage.
Some of them — there’s Bettiker — waved to us.
An areola of burned debris was concentrated in and around the impact crater, with a secondary ring of debris burned to a lesser degree. Matt and I spread out and began searching. It was hard going. It wasn’t a collection of disassembled airplane parts spread around; this was torn and jagged shards of metal. Tangles of cable and wire. Shorn plastic.
There wouldn’t be much to salvage from it.
There was luggage, but most had fire or impact damage. Clothes and personal effects were everywhere. Eviscerated baggage spread its entrails around the crash site. Shredded garments. Scorched effects. One flower-patterned canvas suitcase lay transfixed by a piece of what appeared to be a strut. Nearby, a carry-on bag strap stuck out of a metal jumble so heavy that the strap broke before the bag budged.
“I think our best bet would be to look around the perimeter of the debris field. The only hope of getting anything would be stuff that got thrown free on impact and escaped the fireball,” I said.
After a few minutes of scrounging, Matt called, lifted a large black suitcase, then bent over and gagged.
Soon I found my first victim. Then another, and another.
The passengers’ remains seemed buried in the debris, not lying on top of it.
I set my jaw and pressed on.
A shoe with a foot in it. A few thoroughly burned bodies. A few not so burned.
I concentrated on not looking at their faces.
The scorched body of a small stuffed gorilla, gutted diagonally.
Oh dammit.
I held my breath, set my face, and strode away, but the new moisture in my eyes felt good against the smoke-filled air. I stopped, bent in half, and caught my breath.
Keep your shit together.
I sniffed upright, coughed, and focused on the task. A few feet away, an overhead compartment door pinned a carry-on underneath it. I picked up the bag and found an old-school pink leatherette suitcase that predated wheels and shoulder straps.
As I worked out of the debris field, Matt found another bag and made his way over. Matt was wide-eyed and shaky.
I had opened the carry-on by the time Matt came over.
“Yuck. Dirty clothes. I guess this guy was on his way home.”
“If the airport shut down at 11 or whatever, why was this plane landing that late?” Matt asked, his voice a high-pitched and gaspy.
“This plane must’ve been going to Tampa but couldn’t make those extra miles,” I said, and Matt agreed.
The clothes were small but might fit Tony. A windbreaker with a heavy liner was an excellent find. Matt set some miniature hotel toiletries aside with the windbreaker. Pass on the dirty clothes. A half-melted computer. No tools or weapons in the carry-ons, as the TSA would have confiscated them.
I reached around and opened the large suitcase. Men’s and women’s clothes packed at opposite ends. They appeared clean. His and her masks and snorkels. His and her shoes, more hers than his. A large shared shaving kit, two flavors of toothpaste. One of those plug-in hair straightening things, scorched and half melted.
I opened the pink suitcase and slammed it shut, wincing and sputtering.
“What is it?” Matt asked. The stink reached him. “Oh, yuck!” A bottle of sickly rose-scented perfume had broken open inside the suitcase.
I coughed and spat. “Gah. It smells like Grandma.” Matt laughed and coughed too.
“What the hell?” Matt asked, staring down the runway. I turned to look. Coming straight at us, at a good clip, was a JayGee on a bicycle.
“This guy is like herpes,” I muttered.
“Ah-ha! Look at his helmet!” Matt laughed.
JayGee wore a too-small, riot-colored racing helmet perched high on his head, but the strap was too loose, and it’d slid toward the back.
“He looks like a nervous babysitter dressed him for a play date!” I said.
We stood up to wait for him, but as he approached the debris, he had to slow and swerve between pieces of wreckage.
“I bet he thought he’d race up to us, slam on the brakes, come to a skidding stop, and say something like ‘Hands up!’” Matt chuckled.
“That basket on the front is snazzy!” I laughed.
The other bikes the Coasties used were basketed trikes. But JayGee was on one of those retro-styled cruisers, where you sat squarely upright, and the handlebars angled low and nerdy.
It had to be his personal bicycle.
“Pee Wee Herman joins the Coast Guard!” Matt said.
Open laughter.
And that’s how it goes in a disaster. People start cracking jokes to vent the pressure and assuage the fear. Matt and I had been doing it all morning.
No need to stop now.
JayGee had to get off his bike and walk it, which, of course, we found hilarious. And before long, he dropped the bike and continued on foot, yelling as he came. At first, Matt and I tried to be cool about it, but when JayGee slipped on something and almost fell with his arms windmilling, we couldn’t help but laugh. The intense emotion over the past ten hours bubbled over as laughter, and like a fart in church, was exponentially funnier than it would have been otherwise.
JayGee likely sensed that the laughter was at his expense.
“Both of you, stay right where you are!” JayGee hollered.
“If we were going to run, we wouldn’t have waited for you to get here,” I said. “We’d have hightailed it while you were hopscotching.”
“Get the hell off of this runway!” JayGee said.
“Well, now I don’t know what to do,” I said, looking at Matt.
“Yeah, me either. Do you want us to stay right where we are, or do you want us to get the hell off the runway?” Matt said, grinning.
JayGee got up to us and took a power pose, legs shoulder-width apart and hands on his hips.
“Uh oh,” Matt said. “He means business. He’s got his elbows out.”
“Get the hell off this runway immediately!”
“Ah, the second one. So why did you tell us to stay right where we are?” I asked.
“Yeah, we could’ve been way over there by now,” Matt said.
“I saw you two going through that luggage! What’re you looking for?”
Matt cleared his throat. “I don’t know if you noticed when you woke up this morning, but it looks like we had an apocalypse. As two of the only four survivors of these plane crashes, we thought we might find some resources to help us start civilization over again. And since you forbade us any of your ample supplies on the base, we’re using our initiative to scrounge for foodstuffs and clothes.”
“Yeah, those granola bars didn’t get us very far,” I said.
“I hoped to find some of those little bags of pretzel snacks,” Matt said.
“Mmm!” I said.
“No. Absolutely not. I forbade you to take anything,” JayGee said.
“What’s the big deal? What reason could you have for not helping us?” I asked.
JayGee smiled. He looked like the Grinch. “This is a scene of an active investigation. As you said, two plane crashes. Our job is to secure the site until the FAA gets here. Those bags are evidence.”
“Right. You honestly think these swim masks and bathing suits caused the planes to crash?!” I said.
“It doesn’t matter what I think. We have rules around here. And that means securing the area. You are not to step onto the runway for any reason. If you do, you will be arrested.”
“Or shot?” I asked.
“Don’t push me,” JayGee said through his teeth. “You’re not to go to the terminal either. It’s unsafe due to fire damage. Only Coast Guard and firefighting personnel are allowed in there. You go there, and you’ll be arrested or shot.”
“I’m sensing a theme here,” I said.
“Well, we haven’t found much, but this bag has some women’s underthings that might be right up your alley,” Matt said.
JayGee ground his teeth. His fists clenched and released.
“How many of your Coasties are laid up with burns?” I asked, trying for a caring note.
“I don’t know,” JayGee said. “Several.”
“You don’t even know?! What the hell’s the matter with you? Dammit, man, at least a dozen I know of have massive burns and no burn unit to treat them! They are going to get infected, and half will die within a week! And your priorities are to keep us from taking pretzels and shampoo from some wreckage?! You’re a real piece of work.”
JayGee drew his pistol and pointed it at my face.
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“Whoa whoa whoa!” Matt said, palms raised. 
JayGee smiled an angry smile and stepped closer while holding his firearm in a competent variation of the Weaver stance.
“I warned you, you piece of shit. Now you’re going to open up that backpack, and you better not have anything in it.”
“There’s nothing in it that wasn’t there before,” I said.
“Yeah? Prove it,” JayGee said.
“We just got here,” Matt said.
“Shut up. Open the pack,” JayGee said.
“Look, this is all we’ve found so far,” Matt said, pointing to the jacket and hotel toiletries. “We were making a pile of stuff that might help, but we’ve taken nothing,” Matt said.
“Yet. So, you admit you were going to take it?” JayGee asked with a triumphant note.
“I didn’t say that, and we haven’t. We wanted to help, so we came out here with the Coasties to see if we could find anything useful. We were going to hand what we found over to the Coast Guard to help with their relief efforts,” I said.
“Exactly! We’re to be commended!” Matt said.
“Looks like you were a little premature,” I said.
“I bet the premature is an ongoing problem for him,” Matt said.
“Shut up, you wise ass!” JayGee said, and for the first time, took the gun off of me and held it on Matt.
Matt looked contemplative. “You know, I’m all about new experiences, but I don’t care for this one.”
“Shut your ass! You —” JayGee swung the gun back to me. “Open that backpack!”
I pursed my lips. “Since you’re so gung-ho about law and order, shouldn’t you have a warrant to search me if I don’t give you permission?”
“Ooh! That’s a good one! I should’ve thought of that!” Matt said.
“Well, you are the lawyer,” I tsked.
“Ouch!” Matt said. “Anyway, yes, Fourth Amendment: The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects, against unreasonable searches and seizures.”
“Nice try,” JayGee said. “Florida Statutes 901.21 (2) A peace officer making a lawful search without a warrant may seize all instruments, articles, or things discovered on the person arrested or within the person’s immediate control, the seizure of which is reasonably necessary for the purpose of: (c) Assuring subsequent lawful custody of the fruits of a crime or of the articles used in the commission of a crime.”
“That was impressive!” I said.
“But Lieutenant, you haven’t arrested us. I did not hear my Miranda rights, did you, Jack? Therefore a search of us without permission would be illegal, or at least inadmissible.”
“Fine. We’ll do it this way: ‘a law enforcement officer may temporarily detain a person and conduct an investigatory stop if the officer has a founded suspicion that the person has committed, is committing, or is about to commit a crime’. Terry v. Ohio, 1968,” JayGee said without blinking.
“How have you had time to memorize this stuff with all your paper-pushing duties?” I asked.
“An investigatory stop does not include a search,” Matt said. “Inside a closed backpack while worn is hardly plain sight. And I quote, ‘Police may freely question an individual and ask to see his identification, and may even request to search his person without implicating Fourth Amendment rights’ — and here’s the important bit, Lieutenant — ‘officers may not convey a message that compliance with their requests is required’. Jeralds v. Florida, 1995’.”
“How the hell do you know that? You’re a corporate lawyer,” I asked, impressed.
“I dated a girl out of college whose brother had a nasty coke habit. I got him off a bogus search and seizure to impress her, but I found she had a bigger coke habit than the brother did,” Matt said.
JayGee blinked several times, and his breathing was labored.
“You think you’re so shit hot, don’t you?” JayGee snarled. “You come waltzing onto my base and try to run the show.”
“Your base? Don’t you, like, have to be a grown-up to get your own base?” Matt asked.
JayGee gritted his teeth and moved his index finger from alongside the barrel to inside the trigger guard.
“Lieutenant, lower that weapon,” I said.
“You con a bunch of greenhorn Coasties into risking their lives so you can pull your wannabe hero act and almost get my staff killed!”
“Lieutenant, take your finger off that trigger,” I said.
“Then you decide you’re some kind of doctor and begin treating people and ruin Coast Guard equipment!”
“Calm yourself, and stop pointing that weapon at us,” I said.
“Then you stick your nose into my discussion with the Fire Chief and try to embarrass me in front of my staff!”
“I apologize. I was trying to prevent a fight from breaking out,” I said.
“And then you try to seduce Bailey!” JayGee yelled, his knuckles whitening on the pistol grip.
Matt and I glanced at each other, our hands still raised.
“And you’re a married man!” JayGee said, spotting my wedding ring.
“Hey, whoa, I was not trying to seduce Bailey. I’m not sure where this is coming from,” I said.
Matt jumped in. “Lieutenant, lots of people don’t like Jack. You’re not alone.”
I peeked over at Matt and cocked an eyebrow.
“And I can tell that Bailey is important to you,” Matt said.
“What do you mean?! I’m just looking out for her like all my staff!” JayGee said.
“But walk this through. Jack is way older and in rotten shape, but he’s not delusional. If he was trying to seduce her, the last thing he’d try is undressing in front of her.”
“He’s a big slob!” JayGee said.
“Sure, of course. Bailey’s not going to fall head over heels for this Golem here. He probably reminds her of a grandpa or something. And besides, there were a million people around.
“So, what, she was so enraptured by the sight of you she couldn’t help but give you a sponge bath? Bullshit!” JayGee said.
“Well, it kind of surprised me too, but I can assure you it wasn’t anything sexual,” I said, and saw the word ‘sexual’ was the wrong way to play it.
Matt’s shoulders slumped.
JayGee turned a deeper color, and veins grew along his neck and face. My denial had the opposite of its intended effect: instead of calming JayGee with reason and facts, it prompted him to visualize precisely what I was denying.
JayGee closed the distance between us and pointed the barrel of the handgun at my forehead. And he stayed just far enough away that I couldn’t disarm him.
“Open the backpack. Now.”
“No.”
JayGee’s face tightened so much it looked as if the skin might split. “OPEN IT!”
“Screw you.”
A light flickered in JayGee’s eyes. He stepped beside Matt, on the side furthest from me, and jammed the barrel into the side of Matt’s head.
“OPEN THAT BACKPACK NOW!” he said, pushing the gun hard into Matt’s skull.
“Uh, Jack?” Matt said.
My voice was level. “You want this backpack? Come get it.”
JayGee growled in rage and smacked back into the Weaver stance, aimed at my head.
“Lieutenant?” A familiar voice caused JayGee to flinch, and I feared he might shoot. The voice belonged to Petty Officer First Class Bettiker. He and four other Coast Guard personnel stood several paces behind JayGee. “You doing okay? You look like you’re going to give yourself about a month of paperwork.”
JayGee’s eyes locked on mine. I’ve never seen so much rage in another man. It encompassed JayGee, suffusing him like a sponge that had absorbed some kind of corrosive liquid.
“Back to your duties, Bettiker. I have this,” JayGee called, his eyes boring into mine.
“Right away, sir. Just making sure you don’t need backup.”
“Back to your duties! Go!”
“Sir? When Captain McCreary gets here, I’d hate for you to have to explain why you shot an unarmed crash survivor in front of a half-dozen witnesses. Why don’t you step back a little, and we’ll tackle this together?”
At the mention of the captain, JayGee’s eyes flickered, and the stress seeped out. He took a deep breath and lowered his weapon. He blinked, and a flash of nervousness crossed his face.
I realized I’d been holding my breath. A torrent of relief as I let the breath go.
“That’s it, sir, no need to escalate this. Good call,” Bettiker said, walking in.
I kept looking at JayGee’s eyes. The anger had turned to fear but was veering back.
“Broderick, last night I gave you until noon today to get off my base,” JayGee said. “But I’ve changed my mind. Your wounds are dressed, and you’re able to walk. Take your granola bars, water, shiny new backpack, and big coffee, and get your asses off my base. Right now. I don’t care where you go. Go to the fire station, go walk out into the Gulf and drown yourself, go straight to hell. If I see you again, I’m going to have you ejected. With extreme prejudice. Start walking.”
I smiled. “Sure, if a real officer arrives to relieve you of your ‘command,’ you don’t want us here. The officer would learn that while off exercising your so-called authority, good men and women died, and more would have been killed if a mysterious civilian hadn’t appeared and done your job for you.”
“Can’t have that!” Matt grinned.
Unconcealed hatred contorted JayGee’s face.
“The main gates. Move!”




25
FIRE STATION


Bettiker addressed a Coastie with a sidearm I hadn’t seen before and instructed the Coastie, a Petty Officer-of-some-sort-Baumer, to escort Matt and me to the front gate. 
“If they try to steal anything, I authorize you to use your weapon. If they give you any resistance, I authorize you to use lethal force,” JayGee said.
Baumer looked puzzled but said, “Yes, sir,” and motioned for Matt and me to continue.
I leaned into JayGee’s face and spoke in a low voice. “If you ever pull a weapon on me again, you’re going to answer for it.”
JayGee squinted up at me and said, “If I ever pull my weapon on you again, you’ll be dead.”
I snorted, resisted the urge to spit, and turned toward the Coasties.
“I hope another officer comes to relieve this asshole soon, and you guys get the support you deserve,” I said. “He doesn’t even know how many of you are wounded.”
Several of the Coasties frowned.
JayGee’s eyes turned glassy, and his skin purpled with rage. I had made Jane furious many times over the years, but nothing like what JayGee was experiencing. This was the first true conniption fit I’d ever seen.
He uttered something guttural and moved to draw his weapon again. Bettiker caught him by the wrist and said, “Stand down, sir. The situation is resolved, and your orders are being followed to the letter.”
“Thanks for having us over!” Matt called. Three of the Coasties chuckled, and JayGee snapped at them.
Baumer, Matt, and I picked our way off of the runway. Despite the recent joke, I saw a tremor in Matt’s hands. Once out of earshot, I said, “Matt? You did great. I’m sorry you had a gun at your head, but I saw Bettiker and the others coming up behind him, and I knew if he looked in the pack, there’d be no end of trouble.”
“Yes, and what did you say? ‘He won’t shoot me over a $5 towel?’ Still feel so sure about that?” Matt said.
“I have changed my assessment of Lieutenant Junior Grade Corlin. I think he would shoot me for jaywalking. Or try to.”
As we passed Hangar Two into the parking lot, Baumer said, “I’m sorry about JayGee, sir. I don’t know why he has it out for you two, but everybody’s talking about how helpful you were last night despite having been through a plane crash. I can’t believe he’s kicking you out. We’re supposed to be helping people here. I’m sorry to do this.”
“Don’t worry one bit. I know you have a job to do. Every organization seems to collect some of these peckers. I bet he’s a real kiss-ass too,” I said.
“Yes, sir. The running joke on base is that ‘Captain had better not come to any sudden stops, or else JayGee’s nose will ram eight inches right up his ass!’” Baumer hawed, then blushed and cleared his throat.
Sticky heat coated us and quickly negated the bird bath. I coughed and spat something nasty that tasted of burning plastic as the mountainous smoke rose around us.
We passed the guardhouse and stopped at the gates to the base. Another guardhouse stood farther ahead. Between the two was a turnoff to the south, and a stone’s throw beyond the turnoff sat the cinderblock fire station.
“Again, sorry, guys. This shouldn’t be happening,” Baumer said.
I reached out and shook his hand.
“Please give my best wishes and say goodbyes to everybody,” I said.
“Especially Bailey,” Matt grinned.
Baumer assured us he would and wished us Godspeed.
[image: image-placeholder]Matt led me to the fire station, where the large overhead doors spread open, and Lt. Jonas came out to greet us, followed by the Chief.
“I have been hearing some damn fantastic tales about you,” the Chief said, shaking my hand. “Does that coffee need a refill?” I laughed and said I was still good. “C’mon in; some nice folks will be happy to see you.”
We passed into the garage where the crash trucks sat and through two inner doors to a kitchen and dining table, where Tony and Di chatted with another firefighter.
“Jack! Praise The Lord you’re alright!” Tony said as he jumped up in greeting.
“We were so worried about you!” Di said, struggling to her feet.
I motioned for her to sit, came around the table, and kissed her cheek.
“You boys look good! You’ve both washed up, and Jack, you seem to have a new ensemble,” Tony said. Matt explained about the birdbath in the gym, Bailey’s efforts to get me some gear, JayGee’s efforts to undermine us, and finally kicking us out after nearly shooting us.
“Jack, thank you for stepping in last night and separating us. I was two ticks from beating that bastard’s head flat,” Chief said, a fresh mug of coffee in his hand from the urn they’d barbecued earlier. “Pardon the language, Ms. Di.”
“Are your people okay?” I asked.
“Yes, no thanks to him. A burned hand and arm that hurt like hell, and a smoke inhalation that responded well to oxygen overnight. We’re out of O2, but he should pull through. Thanks for asking,” Chief said.
“What’s the status around here?” I asked.
Chief took a big swallow of coffee. “Hard to say how it could be worse. No communication with anyone. No radios, no trucks, no pumps, no equipment that uses electricity. Most buildings are at least damaged, and many are lost. The terminal and some important buildings on the base had sprinklers, and the fires were contained. This building doesn’t have them, so first, we had to put out our damn fire station with extinguishers. And the trucks. I sent three guys to the terminal, took two more men with me to the base, and sent Jonas here to hook up with a medic and see if there were any survivors from the crash.”
“We’re certainly thankful for that!” Tony said.
“That pissant JayGee is nothing but trouble. Useless as udders on a duck. He doesn’t know the first thing about firefighting, yet he constantly contradicted my orders. If anyone has an idea, his instinct is to quash it and put out one of his own, no matter how ludicrous it is.”
“Maybe he’s related to my ex-wife!” Lt. Jonas said.
“And he kicks you off the base because you helped and were competent! You saved lives! Likely saved Hangar One too! It boggles the mind,” Chief said.
Matt told Baumer’s joke about the captain coming to a sudden stop, and everyone got a big kick out of it. Except for Di, who tut-tutted good-naturedly, and Matt apologized.
“Anyway, enough of that piece of pus. Sorry, ma’am. Mr. and Mrs. Reid here tell me you might try to get home. Tell me about your plan. Sit, sit,” Chief said.
“I don’t have a plan yet,” I said, pulling up a chair. “More a vague philosophy. I’m going to travel light, like a cowboy. No tent. Least amount of gear possible. If I’m not walking, I’m sleeping. Keep up on hygiene, treat minor wounds, protect my feet, and so on. Avoid trouble. Avoid people.”
Chief produced notepads and pens and shared them with Matt, Tony — who promptly slid them over to Di — and me.
“Let’s do a little brainstorming,” Chief said. “What about food?”
“Since there’s no way for me to carry all the food I’ll need, I won’t obsess about taking much. I’ll have to find food as I go. There’s no way around it, but I’m a good 120 lbs overweight, so I have lots of backup.”
Chief quartered his page and made pros and cons of each point.
“Water?” Chief asked.
“Again, I can’t carry all that much, so I’ll get it as I go. I’ll need to distill it, or boil it, or something. Oh!” I snapped my fingers and opened the pack that Bailey had gotten me. I pulled out the steel flask she’d mentioned. It was big, 48 ounces. “This isn’t insulated, so I can boil water in it easily. The lid is metal — hey, I don’t suppose you’d have a plumber’s torch and solder, would you?”
Chief shook his head. “No, nothing like that.”
“If I got some copper tubing and soldered it to the lid, maybe with a compression fitting, I could make a simple still to purify water,” I said.
The others stared at me.
I pulled out the knives and blanket. The blades were both from Cold Steel. According to the box, the big one was a Trail Master San Mai III, and it was a monster.
“Jeezum Crow! You could chop down a tree with that!” Tony said.
“That blade is longer than my feet!” Matt said.
It was a huge Bowie knife, over 14 inches long, but not too big for my hand. The blade was 5/16“ thick along the spine and had a rubberized sort of handle. The other was called a Finn Hawk, a Swedish Mora-styled knife with a 4″ blade and an injection-molded handle and sheath.
Very awesome.
I set them aside and opened the blanket. “Whuf!” I said, recoiling. It was wool, which was good, but it stunk something awful from the plastic. “This has that Chinese Factory Smell on it. Yikes!”
“It’s proper wool, though,” Di said, feeling the blanket between her fingers. “It’ll keep you warm, even if it gets wet. But you’ll want to wash it. I can do that for you before you go.”
“Thank you, this thing smells like a headache,” I said. I pulled out the Nomex blanket. “I figure this could be a rain poncho, and I could wrap my bedroll in if it rains. This has to be what? Five by seven feet?”
The Chief nodded, an impressed look on his face. “If this is how you’re going to do it, I think you’re on the right track.”
“I don’t want to use a tent, and I don’t want to rely on fire. I don’t want to call anyone’s attention to me,” I said.
“How will you stay warm?” Matt asked.
“Animals survive winters without fire. They get out of the wind and rain, their coats insulate them, and their bodies produce heat. I’ll make a cowboy bedroll — I hate sleeping bags — and I’ll keep as dry as possible. I’ll make a fire to cook, but that’s it. If I can find another outdoor poolside lounge chair cushion, I’ll take it. I slept surprisingly well last night, and they’re waterproof-ish.”
“Okay, weapons. How will you protect yourself?” Chief asked.
“By avoiding the hell out of everyone, but since it’s America, there’re about as many guns as people. I’m sure I’ll get hold of one somewhere,” I said.
Chief disagreed. “If you want a gun, you’ll have to take it from someone. Someone who, by definition, is already armed. How’re you going to manage that? Are you proficient with firearms?” A touch of officiousness stilted his voice.
“Yes. I grew up on a farm in Montana. Tens, if not hundreds of thousands of rounds. Lots of hunting in my youth, though not for many years,” I said.
“You understand it’s different because gophers and crows don’t shoot back?” Chief asked.
I nodded.
“Any military service?
“Uh uh.”
“Have you ever shot anybody?”
“No,” I said.
“You ever kill anyone?”
I shook my head, “Nope.”
Chief pursed his lips.
Di piped up. “I beg your pardon, Chief, but are you saying Jack’s lack of killing is a bad thing?”
“It kind of is, ma’am. I get what you’re saying, but what he’s proposing to do is incredibly dangerous. He’ll have to defend himself at some point. Not everyone has the nerve to do it. Violence isn’t for everyone,” Chief said.
“You’re right, Chief, but I’ve been in plenty of scrapes. I’ve broken men’s bones. And an attack on me is like an attack on my kids, if you get me. If I have to plow through some scumbag to get to my boys, then that’s just how it goes,” I said.
Chief sat back, dropped his pen on the pad, and looked at me for long seconds. “You can’t travel across the whole of the country with a damn knife, blanket, and water bottle.”
“And I can’t sit here without trying. I may as well have died in the crash,” I said in a low voice.
Chief nodded, apparently agreeing with something he said to himself.
“I can’t give you a weapon, but I’m willing to help as much as I can without jeopardizing our effectiveness as firefighters. I’m sure you can understand that,” Chief said, and I of-coursed. “So I can give you a pair of pliers because we have spares, but not the jaws of life — not that we use the damn things much — but you get my point, yes?”
“Crystal clear.”
“However, if you found something in the terminal that helped you, food, a tool, whatever, I wouldn’t prevent you from helping yourself unless it was something dangerous. Again, you get my point.”
My eyebrows went up. “Really?”
“Sure. I’m not supposed to let anything go. That property belongs to somebody, but these are extraordinary circumstances, and I have to keep telling myself you’re not trying to profit from it. You’re trying to see your family.”
I reached over and shook his hand. “Thank you, Chief. That means the world to me.”
“A couple of things: clear your finds with me, and I don’t want you taking anything from the fire station without express permission. And none of the guy’s personal stuff, okay?”
“Yes, absolutely,” I said. “But JayGee said we couldn’t go in the terminal, and he’ll be watching us. Guaranteed.”
“He threatened to shoot us if we went out on the runway or in the terminal. And I believe it,” Matt said.
Chief passed his palms over his face and pursed his lips. “Asshole. Pardon me, ma’am. No, he’s got some anger issues and about 199 other problems.”
“We’ll need to keep out of sight,” I said.
Chief grinned, “Well, I need to take some guys over there for an inspection to ensure there are no hot spots or structural damage, which is crap because we don’t leave a fire until it’s out, but he’ll buy it. You two boys come with and slip into some bunker gear, and he shouldn’t look too closely. We might even have one big enough for you, Jack. But let’s get something to eat first.”
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Matt, the Chief, Lt. Jonas, and Felix—who’d been talking to Tony and Di when I got there—and I walked out of the fire station three hours later. We had fueled ourselves with steak, eggs, and hash browns, expertly prepared on the propane grill behind the station. 
“Gotta use this stuff up. With no fridge or freezer, can’t let it go to waste,” Chief said, deftly chopping an onion.
During the meal, I got caught up on events. The dog, named Roofus until someone thought of something better, had a case of shaky legs but was affectionate and well-mannered.
Tony and Di had cleaned up when they arrived at the fire station the previous night. They worried about me, but Lt. Jonas assured them I was fine, and they got a “very nice sleep indeed” in the station bunks. They insisted on helping with chores, even though Di still couldn’t set any weight on her foot, and took morale seriously. We’re in this together. Mustn’t give up hope. Do what we can. Pitch in.
Another quality of Tony and Di’s I admired was their ability to get sincere pleasure and appreciation from the smallest things. A cup of tea. An unknown species of bird. The unbelievable size of the refrigerator. The world was on fire, yet Di took the effort to thank Tony for folding the paper towels so they looked nice on the table.
These are the sort of people I wanted my boys to know.
My boys.
I excused myself and went to the bathroom. I’d made it almost an hour without panicking. Ragged breaths, hands clenched. My heart rammed itself against the confines of my chest. The instinct to run out the door and keep running was overwhelming. 
Jack. Jack. Be cool. Leave in the morning. Collect what you can, then go. Be cool.
I got a thin stream of water out of the tap and splashed my face with it.
I didn’t look at myself in the mirror.
When I rejoined the others, I needed something to divert myself, so I asked Matt about his plans.
Matt got quiet, as if unsure how the conversation would go.
“We’ve been talking, and the Reids and I are going to go find Katie,” Matt said.
I considered it. “That’s a terrific idea. Yes! Awesome!” I shook Matt by the shoulder. “Yes, please do that. You two are a good fit, and you’ll all need each other.”
“Well, we are just about family, now!” Tony said. “We can’t clutter up this fire hall forever. What a grand adventure! We shall help Young Matt find his true love in the face of danger and all that! No one’s made us anywhere near as good an offer!”
“I think Tony is trying to say that we’re thankful to have been thrown together with some very nice people, and we can all help each other as we go,” Di said.
“Well, ‘tisn’t what I was trying to say at all, but yours is better, so we’ll go with that!” Tony said, smiling widely.
“Start at the hotel, I guess?” I asked.
“Yep. It’s 13 miles pretty much straight across the bridge. Di has the wheelchair until her ankle heals up. We don’t need much gear, maybe a little something for warmth and to keep the bugs and sun off. We all have good walking shoes, thanks to you. It’s doable.”
“I wanted to ask you, Chief, we were looking for supplies in the luggage scattered around the runway, and I wondered what the prospects for luggage in the terminal might be?” I asked.
“Not great,” Chief answered. “Yours was the last flight to go out, and the last arrival was a good couple hours before that. If it were noon, the airport would be full of luggage, but it wasn’t. There weren’t many passengers, and I bet there weren’t more than six or eight staff left when you taxied down the runway.”
“What about lost luggage?” I asked.
“Possibly, but it wouldn’t be much. Every week, each airline rounds up unclaimed luggage and sends it to some central location. That central location holds onto it for two or three months and auctions it, donates it, or whatever. So there may be a few bags, but not very many. But we will check.”
Di forbade Tony to go to the terminal but insisted that he take Roofus and “get his walk in”. Chief directed Tony to stay inside the runway fence and stay at this end, away from the wreckage.
Before we headed to the terminal, Jonas gave me a t-shirt that matched theirs so I’d blend in with them. Matt raised an eyebrow when the firefighters took their pants off and raised the other one when they stepped into their bunker pants.
“You guys just wear underwear under these big pants? I’d have thought they get a little chappy,” Matt said.
“You wanna wear something underneath, you go right ahead, but it gets hot,” Chief said.
We pulled on the boots, hitched up the Nomex pants, thumbed the suspenders over our shoulders, and donned the helmets.
I mused, “Is there any other way to put on a helmet other than to ‘don’ it?”
We stripped the gear of the useless electronics and the depleted air tanks and harnesses and stowed them. Jonas gave Matt an axe and handed me a 3-foot pry bar with a spike and an adze blade on the one end. Matt looked quizzically at it.
“It’s a Halligan bar. Think of it like a high-tech crowbar, very heavy-duty. Used for opening steel doors and the like,” Jonas said.
We had the helmets on, tools shouldered, and heavy gloves in the pockets of the jackets, which we’d carry on the way over because of the mid-afternoon heat.
Di told us we “Did look quite splendid!”
[image: image-placeholder]The St. Pete-Clearwater International Airport terminal was typically a ten-minute walk southeast of the fire station. The air was thick with smoke, which, mixed with the humidity, clung to our skin. We kept a brisk pace, and our heart rates and respiration were up, which caused intermittent coughing.
A gecko skittered in front of me. It stopped to the side and observed.
What’s he doing way out here? There’s no discernible food, no water, no cover, and if the sun poked through, he’d cook on the asphalt.
Sensations of ice rose in my psyche.
Please keep them safe.
That’s how it happens. It pounces on you. You’re going along, and WHAP, fear clubs you in the head.
Are Jane and the boys okay?
Be cool.
Did they get medical attention if they needed it?
This isn’t helping.
What are they doing right now, this second?
Stop.
Can they get any supplies? Are they in danger? Fire? Is anyone threatening them?
I shut my eyes and clamped my jaw. Suppress the fear. Take down The Ice Monster. Starve it.
I felt a need to hit something, a need as strong and real as any for food or drink.
People underestimate how taxing mental effort is. When I opened my eyes, I saw I’d fallen behind, and my vision had spots. Slight nausea. Tingling on the skin. Some headache, but that could’ve been the smoke.
You got this.
My knuckles creaked as I loosened my fists.
“You okay, Jack?” Chief called back to me.
I nodded, thumbs-upped, and trotted up to the others.
I got this.
A curtain of dark smoke cordoned Clearwater from the airport. Some places billowed, speaking of hot, raging flames on a large scale. In some areas, it suffused like steam, showing that whatever could be burned had been burned, and what remained was the cancerous, impure, slow combustion that continued to feed. Towards Tampa the air rose black, as if a towering cliff of basalt had come up overnight.
The metal building with large hangar doors on either end sitting just to the southeast of the fire station was the Pinellas Country Sherriff’s Department Heliport. A drying leak of foam dribbled through the joint where the doors met, meaning the building was full to bursting with runway foam, precisely the problem we prevented at Hangar One last night.
If anyone was in that building, they were as dead as if they’d burned.
Firefighting foam is controversial. It obviously works, but it’s expensive and can go too far. For example, if a little burning fuel on the floor triggers the foam suppression system, the whole thing dumps, and all the sensitive bits of the aircraft, vehicles, and people are damaged, if not destroyed outright. So what was saved? It’s like fighting a grassfire with a tsunami. But several municipalities and insurance companies insist that the systems — which are insanely expensive — are installed.
Then there are the health problems.
Besides the risk of renal or testicular cancer, the foam has been linked to thyroid issues in firefighters. Half of the firefighters I know over 40 who use the foam regularly have lost their thyroid function and rely on synthetic thyroid pills.
And what are they going to do now?
“Chief? Haven’t you guys got family? How are you handling that?” Matt asked.
“While you were dancing with that pinhead JayGee on the runway, Cortez and Danvers ‘borrowed’ two of the Coastie’s bikes with the baskets and set out to get our families. Danvers is the furthest, and he had smoke inhalation, so he may be away overnight. Cortez went to get my wife and daughter and bring back whatever supplies they could salvage. We’ll bring everyone in,” he said.
“It’s damned awesome you’re not abandoning your post,” Matt said.
Chief stopped walking and looked at Matt. “No, not really. Cortez got on the roof with a pair of binoculars and had a reccy. Everything is burning, people are wandering around homeless, and the world has gone to shit. But the fire station is sound and far more secure than any of our houses are. So we’re forming up here.”
Our group approached the terminal from behind and passed two melted aircraft carcasses, their fuselage support struts gleaming like ribs. They looked like the decomposed remains of whales.
We stopped outside a steel door with an “authorized personnel only” sign that struck me as curious. Only authorized personnel were allowed out here in the first place, so wasn’t the sign redundant?
All of us sweated and panted. Chief smiled at me and said, “That’s about a half-mile. You do that 7000 more times, and you’re home!”
I coughed and gave him another thumbs up.
We discussed a plan.
“Jack, Matt, and Lt. Jonas, you secure baggage carts and salvage whatever food and equipment you can from the restaurants and get it to the ground level,” Chief said.
We nodded our understanding.
“Then, Jack and Matt, go to each airline’s baggage counters and start going through whatever luggage is available.”
We nodded again.
“Felix and I will do an actual inspection of the terminal, and we’ll search through Customs and the TSA to look for weapons and ammo, which need securing, and which may ‘accidentally’ end up on your hip,” Chief said, pointing at me with his jaw.
We pulled on our turnout coats and gloves and adjusted the straps and suspenders.
Lt. Jonas reached for the doorknob and froze, fingers splayed.
“Jonas? What is it?” Chief asked.
Lt. Jonas wore a puzzled frown as he lowered his hand.
“This door has been breached,” he said.
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We stood in silence, trying to process what we were seeing. 
Someone had inserted a pry bar into the steel jam and popped the door.
“This door was secure last night. We came out this door to return to the station,” Felix said, “and we sure as hell didn’t pry it open behind us.”
More silence. Thinking. 
“Alright, new plan: we stick together,” Chief said. “This section is Customs. We go in, arm ourselves from the gun locker, and secure this section first. Matt and Jack? You’re in the middle behind Felix and me, Jonas, take our six. Eyes and ears open. Quiet as mice.” He opened the door. “Go.”
We stepped lightly and quickly into the building and pulled the door shut behind us. It was dark and smelled of mildew. Cave-like and damp. As our eyes became accustomed to the dark, Chief wound his way through desks, doorways, and hallways until he came to another steel door.
It was wide open, the door jamb chewed and bent.
“Son of a bitch!”
He stepped into the pitch blackness and there was the sound of clothes rustling. “Close your dominant eye.” An instant later, the heavy snick of a Zippo lighter and a finger of yellow light. Chief held the lighter high to see, his face scrunched up to close his right eye.
A black metal cage around a gun rack was open, the lock busted, and a broken padlock lay on the floor below it. It was empty, and several drawers were open and empty too.
“This whole thing just escalated,” Chief said, snapping the Zippo shut. “We’re dealing with several people; there was too much stuff here for one or two people to carry.”
“The Coasties?” Felix asked.
“If we came in here and it was only the gun rack busted open, I’d say yes, but they wouldn’t have to break into the building. They have passkeys, same as I do. And if they lost their keys, they could’ve come and got me,” Chief said.
“But if looters did this, why did they come around the back? It’d be easier to go through the glass doors out front, but to get to that rear door, they went through security fences and things,” I said.
“Looters go after random, quick, and easy things. There is food and alcohol in numerous places in the terminal. There wasn’t a trail of looting leading up to this place; they came straight here. No. Somebody, make that several somebodies, came specifically for this,” Chief said.
“Terrorists?” Matt asked.
“There have to be better targets than a half-dozen M4 rifles, a couple of shotguns, and some pistols locked away in the St. Pete-Clearwater International Airport,” Chief said.
“The Customs staff?” Felix asked.
“Again, they have the keys. And I have to think they would rather come to us or the Coasties instead of busting in so that the entire building is now insecure,” Chief said. “None of this makes much sense.”
We stood for several moments in the pitch black, thinking. The moldy sprinkler-soaked carpet, the scorched wiring and computers, and the humidity made the room feel very close.
“Okay, here’s what we do: we head out to the TSA area and see if their weapons are missing too. If they’re there, we get them. Regardless, after that, we check out the restaurants, snack stands, stores, and kiosks, and if we’re alone in here, we scope out whatever luggage is still at the airport. We may have several individuals armed with automatic weapons who are not concerned with law and order. Be careful,” Chief said.
We padded our way out the door leading to the international baggage claim, stopping every few steps to listen. Chief lead us across the expanse of the baggage claim and to a glass door stenciled with the TSA logo. 
It too, had been forced open.
“Who in the hell pries open a glass door?!” Chief asked. “There’s over a thousand dollars of damage to the frame and jam when they could’ve knocked out a pane of glass and unlocked it?”
“Maybe they were trying to be quiet?” I asked.
“It’s not exactly silent to pry a door open. None of this makes sense,” Chief repeated.
We entered the TSA offices and found the same thing: the weapons were cleaned out.
“All right, we’re still going to do what we came here to do, and we need to find out what the hell’s going on. If there’s a bunch of looters armed to the teeth out there, we’re not going to stop them. I’m not losing anybody over equipment theft,” Chief said.
Felix and Jonas frowned but nodded their understanding.
“I know, I know. It feels chickenshit, but you know I’m right. We’ll go to the main concourse, take the stairway to the left, and head upstairs. We’ll search the kitchens and see if anyone else is in the terminal. If we are alone in here, we’ll check the luggage and do a quick inspection,” Chief said.
We continued down a black hallway by Zippo light and stopped at a metal fire door. Chief turned to us, and after everyone gave a head nod, gingerly leaned a hip on the bar to ease the door open.
Blinding sunlight pushed in on us and I was surprised to find this was the same door Yoda and the Hangdog Hippy had gone for questioning.
The airport lay still, but the concourse echoed ambient noise that made it difficult to identify or pinpoint anything specific. Large windows on the north and south walls streamed sunlight, but stairwells, hallways, and places underneath drop ceilings remained wrapped in shadow.
This is too damn spooky.
Twenty hours ago, Matt and I came here looking for sanctuary, and now the place teemed with menace. It had similar feelings to those I had as a small boy when my favorite uncle Jimmy got drunk and turned nasty. Worry and disappointment. I thought you were one of The Good Ones.
We stepped into the concourse, and while the light was welcome, it felt completely and utterly exposed. Our footsteps sounded loud. Amplified. Heads on swivels. Axes and Halligan bars held ready.
No one there.
The airport was a tipped over and backward ‘L’ shape. The long side ran east/west, longer than a football field, and the short east side was around half as long. We stood in the corner, a little down the extended leg. An old-timey airplane hung from the ceiling at the far west end by the luggage carousels.
The gift store squatted right beside the Customs door, and its security gates had been forced open. The coolers were empty, and the racks of snacks were half gone. Merchandise spilled on the floor.
I tapped Chief on the shoulder and leaned in to whisper, “The money is untouched. Who steals chips and soda but doesn’t look in the cash register?”
Chief stopped and looked.
“In light of the missing firearms, this sounds unimportant, but I see a toiletry section. Travel toothbrushes, sanitation wipes, deodorant, and so on. Can I have 30 seconds to grab some?” I asked.
Chief nodded. “Make it quick, keep quiet. If there’s any water left, take it.”
Matt and I stepped into the store while the firefighters split up: Felix stood against the wall listening and observing the concourse, and Chief and Jonas inspected the rest of the gate in double time.
I stuffed several packages of nuts, trail mix, and dried fruit into the oversize pockets of my turnout coat, then ducked around the scorched cash register and peeked into the back storage area. It was dark, wet, and had been sacked. Boxes scattered, but cases of liquor and cigarettes were left untouched.
Who leaves this behind? In two weeks, it’ll be worth a fortune.
I walked back out and noticed a display of disposable cigarette lighters on the counter. I picked one up and tested it. It worked first hit, so I pocketed four of them. I grabbed toiletries and travel-sized medicines, including my much-loved Hangover ZERO.
The water was taken. In fact, all the drinks with resealable lids were gone. The only things left were a few cans of Coke, which we took.
“No water, and the back of the store’s cleared out too,” I said, showing Chief what we got.
“What the hell do you want a hangover cure for?” Chief asked.
“This has lots of vitamins, minerals, and electrolytes. It’s terrific stuff.”
Chief shot his eyebrows in a “whatever you say” manner and told everyone to be quiet. We spent a minute in complete stillness.
Big open spaces aren’t silent. We’re used to them being full of sounds, even if we’re unaware of it. Fan noise, distant conversations, footsteps, piped-in music. How does space generate noise when nothing is happening? Despite the swirly green carpet around the carousels, the tile and glass reverberated and amplified the emptiness.
The sounds of empty terminal bounced and echoed, but no footfalls, voices, or rustling.
“Nothing. Jonas, you and Matt search the restaurants downstairs. Felix, come with me to secure the upstairs, and Jack, check the bar up there. That’s where we’ll meet,” Chief said.
I followed Chief and Felix up the stairs and beelined for the pub’s kitchen. The seating area was dazzlingly bright from the observation windows, but the kitchen was dark, oppressively humid, and stank of rot.
It was cleared out too.
The back stock was gone. Only partial and opened foodstuffs remained. There was an open box of single-pot, foil-wrapped coffee next to a commercial coffee machine. I took the coffee pouches, sugar packets, and tea bags.
There were bins of single-serve salt-and-pepper, ketchup, mustard, and hot sauce at the napkin station by the cash register.
You may need to fancy it up a bit if you’re eating rattlesnakes and gophers on the way home.
I searched through the kitchen equipment and took a set of long tongs, a plastic cutting board, and cutlery. I dumped the condiment packets into a box with the pouched coffee, sugar, and tea.
Hello.
And a stout 12-inch cast iron pan. Heavy, but manageable. Take it and toss it if it doesn’t work out.
I felt my way out and waited for everyone at the bar.
“Find anything?” Chief asked as he approached.
“Not unless you’re hankering for a half-empty Holy Roman Empire-sized tub of mayo,” I said, showing Chief what I had.
Chief nodded and asked what Matt and Jonas found, which was more of the same.
“I’m not getting why frozen food and weapons are gone, but all this liquor is still here,” Matt said. “Chief? What’s your verdict on us taking a couple of bottles back to the fire station for a few after dinner drinks?”
Chief pursed his lips and looked out the observation deck. Smoke climbed from all quarters. The end of the runway hid behind a smoky veil. The sky coarsened to black. It looked like every third building in the state was on fire.
“Chief?” Jonas asked. “If we don’t take this stuff, someone else will steal it, or it’ll get spoiled, depending on what it is. That won’t help anyone. So we might as well save or use what we can, don’t you think?”
Chief took off his helmet, wiped the sweat from his face, and looked back out the observation windows. “All I have ever wanted to be is a firefighter. When I became a firefighter, all I wanted to be was Chief. And you get to be Chief by taking the job seriously, and I do.”
He reached under his glasses and pinched tears out of the corner of his eyes before continuing.
“But look at that! The entire world is burning, and there’s not a damn thing I can do about it, and I don’t like it. Do you know what looking at a burning building does to a man like me? So screw it. Sure, I’ll have a couple of drinks with you boys. But there will not be any drunken frat house horseshit. We are going to have a nice meal, a sophisticated evening, and I think I’m going to cry myself to sleep. Dibs on that bottle of Chivas.”
Matt found an empty liquor box and set the Chivas Regal in. “Knobel Tennessee Whiskey for me,” he said. 
“Wait, they have that?” Chief asked. “Take all of it; that is a Perfect Bourbon.”
Matt found another bottle of Knobel and took the half bottle from the rack behind the bar. His face brightened, and he held up a bottle of Plymouth Gin. I thumbs-upped to him and got him to take the two lemons sitting on the counter.
Some good vodka, and a brand of sherry that no one had ever heard of, but we thought it might be something seniors from Britain would enjoy.
“Take this stuff downstairs and put it on some luggage carts. I’m guessing the lost luggage is in the offices behind the ticketing counters because we don’t have a central ‘lost luggage’ area,” Chief said.
“And if the offices are locked?” I asked.
Chief paused and took a deep breath before answering. “I would like to think you boys used some discretion. That’s why I’m not going with you. I didn’t see a damn thing. Jonas, Felix, and I are going to inspect every door of this airport, see that we don’t have any unwanted company, and make sure this building is as safe as it can be. We’ll meet you in the concourse right where we came out of the Customs and TSA offices. If you get in trouble, make a lot of noise.”
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Matt, Felix, and I carried the liquor and listened at the top of the stairs. 
Matt went to step down to the concourse, but Felix grabbed him and shook his head ‘no’.
It sounded different.
The echoes were the same, but they sounded less… something. More open? Thinner?
It was subtle, but it was definitely something.
More of a feeling.
We stood with heads bowed and cocked, and listened intently.
Nothing defined. No talking. No movement.
When people talk of ghosts or of the sensation of having someone standing behind them, it’s not so much a feeling as an auditory sensation. Humans have a sense of echolocation, too. While nowhere near the levels of dolphins or bats, we have no problem orienting the direction of sounds. And subconsciously, we can detect minute changes in ambient noise. When someone is behind you, you can sense that someone, or something, is soaking up the echoes you should be hearing.
You “hear” a hole in the echoes.
And you react with feelings.
It doesn’t feel right.
Felix handed me his helmet and tiptoed down a few steps, craning his head down for a look.
A whole minute passed. Maybe two.
Felix took a big breath and stage-whispered, “I dunno. There’s no one moving or talking, but doesn’t it sound like something’s different?”
“I know what you mean,” I said. “Like there were four echoes, now there’s only three.”
“Yes, exactly. It must be something environmental causing it. I’m positive there are no people out there,” Felix said.
“We’re good?” Chief asked from behind.
“We’re good; sorry, Chief,” Felix said.
“Not at all. That’s why I pay you the Big Bucks.”
We took a moment at the bottom to satisfy ourselves. We split up according to plan, and Matt, Felix, and I continued down the long end of the L, through passenger screening and into the baggage claim. Tucked around the corner sat an entire rack of baggage carts, the coin-operated type, locked and stowed.
Felix set down his case of booze, and asked for my Halligan bar. He levered the bar into the mechanism under the cart, gave it a heave, and popped it off. The metallic ‘thwang’ sounded shockingly loud in the concourse’s expanse. He did it again for a second cart.
We loaded the spoils, as Matt referred to them, onto the carts and padded back through the secure gate area, the treaded wheels buzzing louder on the tile. I looked to where I’d sat last night when I talked to Jane and Deacon.
The perspective here made it surreal and utterly different from how I saw it in memory. Like looking at a photograph of someone in youth whom you’d known in old age, and was now dead.
Shrill fear hollowed my gut.
Please, take care of them.
The Chief and Jonas waited by Customs and said that the firefighters should stick together since we had no radios.
“And guys, please, don’t open any external doors, only inside ones. If you see a fire or an emergency, drop everything, and find us. We’ll check this section first, then the front, behind the terminal, and back through Customs to get you two. Then we leave,” Chief said.
We split up, and Matt said, “You go check the Allegiant Airlines section in A, and I’ll check these smaller ones over here beside Customs.” I agreed and jogged to the Allegiant offices at the far end, beside the bathroom where we’d dodged the cops.
Was that only yesterday?
The door had a card lock. There are two basic kinds of electronic locks. The first type is where a motor spins a deadbolt. If this were that type of lock, I would have to pop it open with the Halligan. The other type is a magnetic lock, or maglock, but they need a constant power supply. Some have battery backup, so I’d be as pooched as if it were the deadbolt.
I tried the doorknob.
The maglock opened easy as pie.
Bingo!
And the other doors were the same, so I didn’t have to damage anything.
Hot damn.
The offices were hot but windowed and bright, and smelled of mold and melted plastics. It had to be a storage area I wanted, not an office. Two doors looked promising. One was office supplies; the other had seven suitcases in it.
Giddyup!
Five suitcases had burned electronics in them; laptops, tablets, even a digital camera. Lots of unusable and soiled clothes and half-used toiletries that, well, things hadn’t got that bad yet.
The seventh was the lucky one. I found a good-sized, well-built backpack. According to the tag, the pack belonged to one Jimmy Sorrentino of New Jersey.
Jimmy was a fisherman. And a big man, too.
I dug in and found two white long-sleeved shirts popular with saltwater fishermen because they blocked the sun but had a cooling effect. They stunk of sweaty man, but might be worth trying to wash. And a fishing vest that looked like something a Navy Seal would wear.
Yes!
I stopped. I thought I heard talking.
Listen.
It must’ve been the firefighters.
Next, I pulled out a large-billed Bimini hat with the cloth curtain hanging down the neck like those French Foreign Legion hats and two of those stretchy tube things that can be a headband, face mask, or whatever. I’d seen fishermen wear them for sun protection.
A pair of massive cargo shorts with a drawstring waist, sunscreen, a squirt bottle of bug spray, and expensive sporting sunglasses in a protective carrying case.
Nice!
A medium dry bag stuffed with a small dry bag contained a pocket-sized tackle box with lures and two small spools of monofilament line.
Thank you.
I dumped the pack and repacked the two long-sleeved shirts, cargo shorts, hat, and stretchy tube things when an indistinct and echoey crash came in from the concourse.
Impact, a voice, then something else.
I stopped and listened. Matt wrenching open a door? Chief rattling doors to check the locks?
I shouldered the backpack and scanned the concourse from behind the ticketing desk. I couldn’t see anything from this position, so I quietly angled out until I could see the door to Customs.
Matt’s cart was there, and his axe and helmet lay on the floor.
The axe hitting the tile must’ve made the impact sound.
I dropped the pack and ran fast and quietly to the anonymous door leading into the TSA and Customs. I tried to quiet my breathing and listen. Nothing. Just the ambiance of the concourse.
I peered around the corner. 
No one. 
No sense of movement.
There was a drop of blood on the floor.
Not a spray or splatter. But a drop. No, two drops. One closer to the door.
And the door wasn’t closed. It was ajar.
I knew Felix had clicked the door shut because the loudness of the echo in the concourse startled me.
I closed my dominant left eye and waited a few moments.
Don’t do this — get the firefighters!
Nope. Matt’s hurt.
I peeled the door back, stepped in, and backed against the wall. 
It was dark and hot. And quiet as a tomb.
I inched down the hall to the TSA door.
Another sound of impact. A booming thud. It made me jump, and I bit my cheek. It came from the TSA. I opened my left eye, which now had some night vision, and looked around. More thudding. It sounded like something padded striking metal. I moved out of the hallway and brought up the Halligan bar. The thudding came from inside another room.
I followed the thuds and felt my way along the walls and desks. My heart pounded. Hard. Steady. The hairs stood up across my back, chest, and arms. It felt as if my lungs opened up a third one.
I slid a silent hand into my pocket and felt for a lighter. Closing my dominant eye again, I brought out the lighter, held it up and out of my line of sight, and thumped the wheel.
The flame caught, and watery yellow light filled the space. It was a room with cubicles, a conference table, and four doors. The two furthest doors were wood; the closest doors were metal with glass inserts. Interview rooms?
The boom sounded again. It came from behind the closest of the steel doors. Someone was kicking it from inside.
“MATT?” I called.
The kicking became more frantic.
I reached for the latch, and the door opened.
Matt lay on the floor in a small puddle of blood. He had duct tape across his mouth and was handcuffed to the leg of a metal bench running the length of the small room.
As I opened the door wider, something substantial and fast hit me in the small of the back, making me drop the lighter and pitch forward into the utter blackness of the cell.
The door slammed shut, trapping us both.
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I spilled headlong into the black room and tripped over Matt. I tossed the Halligan bar away to avoid landing on it and hit the ground hard; the bar making a hell of a racket as it bounced on the tile. I got to my feet, plunged my hands into my pockets for another lighter, and sparked it up. 
Matt was wild-eyed. I removed the duct tape as carefully as possible; Matt had been using his tongue to loosen it.
“God, Jack, I’m glad you’re here.”
“What the hell is going on!? Who did this?”
“Lieutenant Junior Grade Donovan Corlin,” Matt said, his voice shaking.
“What?! Are you okay?”
“Yep. He came out of the Customs hallway with his pistol drawn. He had me open the door and was taking me back here when he must’ve been reminded of something he saw on television and cracked me on the head. The helmet’s rim got most of it, but an edge cut me a little behind my ear. He freaked when I didn’t get knocked out, and I thought he would shoot me. He brought me back here, handcuffed me around this bench, then left. From the floor, I could reach the door with my feet, so I started kicking hard, hoping to attract somebody.”
“Good thinking. Let’s get you out of those handcuffs and the hell out of here. What is this room?”
“I don’t know. There’s no door handle,” Matt said.
I held the lighter to inspect the door.
“This must be a detention room for Customs. That’s why there’s no handle inside; it’s like a police car. I bet it’s not even locked,” I said.
“I wonder if they brought our bathroom buddy in here?” Matt asked.
I handed Matt the lighter and grabbed the Halligan bar from the corner. “Pull the chain tight over that rail, and I’ll cut the chain. We’ll get the cuffs undone later.”
Matt pulled his hands apart with the lighter in one hand and set the connecting chain on the pipe.
“Uh, you’re sure you can hit this without chopping one of my hands off?” Matt asked.
“I guess we’re going to find out.”
Virtually every firefighting company in the world uses the Halligan bar. It’s used for prying, punching holes, breaching doors, shutting off gas meter valves, and a thousand other things. This one was 36 inches long, with a pry bar on one end, a 4-inch spike on the other, and an adze blade offset 90 degrees from it.
I took a stance, set the adze blade on the chain, then drew back and gave a decent chop. The chain parted easily, and Matt whooshed relief and dropped the lighter.
“Yowch!” Matt said.
“Did I get you?”
“No, the lighter is getting hot; we need a Zippo like the Chief has.”
“Just a second before you light it again,” I said. I set the Halligan bar on the floor and put my foot on it to keep track of it. I shed the helmet and coat and encouraged Matt to do the same. I bent and retrieved the bar. “If I can’t get that door open with a kick, I’m going to chew the piss out of it with the Halligan. Gimme some light.”
I gave Matt the three lighters, and I drove my size 13 boot against the door at the lock. The entire room shifted, but the lock held.
“I thought as much. They may not need to lock it, but it has to be strong enough to keep someone from kicking it out. The hinges are on the outside, so I can’t remove them. That’s okay; I think I’m going to enjoy this,” I said.
With a lumberjack swing, I sunk the spike into the place the door handle should be, and I pulled and pried to widen the hole. I swung again, aiming for a spot between the hole and the doorjamb. The spike punched through like a high-powered bullet, and I put my back into working the tool against the lock. A third hole. A fourth.
After the sixth hole, the mechanism was severely chewed. Breathing heavily, I brought my foot against the door and it flew open, striking something behind it.
Something that cried out and flew backward.
I charged through the door, ready for battle. Lieutenant Junior Grade Donovan Corlin had caught the outer vertical edge of the door smack-dab in the middle of his face. It split his forehead open and exploded his nose. He sat upright on the floor, a pistol in his right hand, clasped to his face along with his left.
Blinking through watering eyes, JayGee pointed the pistol at me and fired. The concussion was deafening, and the muzzle flash blinding in the low light. I spun inside the shot, which thunked into the wall beside the door. Continuing my spin, I brought the Halligan bar around and caught the handgun midway, wrenching it back in JayGee’s grip, almost breaking his wrist.
I closed the gap and bent the pistol out of JayGee’s hand.
“Stop! I’m a federal officer! You are under arrest!” JayGee said in a plugged-nose voice.
The ridiculousness of the statement stopped me as much as anything else. I blinked at him.
“What the hell is happening in here?!” The Chief, Jonas, and Felix came running to the room. “Who is shooting?! Jack? What are you doing with that gun?”
“This asshole shot at me, and I took it from him!”
“I’m arresting these two men for trespassing and looting,” JayGee said, blood pouring down the front of him.
“They’re with me! Jack, what the hell is happening?” Chief asked.
I got them up to speed, ending with “and the little bastard took a shot at me.”
“These two were specifically told to stay off the runway and out of the terminal. I warned them that if they came in here, they’d be arrested,” JayGee said.
“And you threatened to shoot us too, you asshole!” Matt said.
“I told you the terminal and runway were for Coast Guard and firefighters only. I told you what the consequences would be. But I don’t trust either of you, and that’s why I brought a detail over here to secure the weapons and food,” JayGee said.
“Wait a minute,” Chief said. “You’re the one who broke in here?”
“And in light of finding these two in here looting, it was the right decision.”
The Chief swelled. “Why in the name of God’s green earth would you break in here, and cause thousands of dollars of damage, when the Coast Guard has passkeys?”
“The keys are locked in the captain’s desk,” JayGee said.
“So you considered it a better idea to break into this facility, render it insecure, and do thousands of dollars of damage instead of getting a screwdriver and opening the captain’s desk!?” Chief asked.
“I wouldn’t enter Captain’s office without express permission, let alone break into his desk,” JayGee said.
“I have passkeys too! Why the hell didn’t you come and get me?” Chief yelled.
“Considering our previous discussion, I didn’t think you would want to help,” JayGee said.
Chief danced a couple of steps, his hands in fists. “I CAN STILL DO MY GODDAMNED JOB! I DON’T HAVE TO LIKE YOU TO CARRY OUT MY DUTY, YOU LITTLE SHIT!”
“Nonetheless, these two have broken a direct order, and I’m going to arrest them,” JayGee said.
“Like hell! Over my dead body!” Chief said.
JayGee blinked several times. “But these two can’t be in here! Only authorized personnel can be. We’re just supposed to let anybody come walking through the doors?”
“That wouldn’t be a problem if you hadn’t broken into the place and wrecked the door,” Matt said.
“Open your damn eyes! I know it’s dark in here, but surely you can see they’re wearing bunker gear!” Chief said.
“Yes. I thought they stole it,” JayGee said.
“Why the hell would we steal firefighters’ gear to come and loot? Why wouldn’t we just loot?” I asked.
“Or perhaps you tried to disguise yourselves in case I saw you,” JayGee said.
“Look, you little peckerwood. I have had enough of you. These men are here with me, under contract. Jack is a Health and Safety consultant. Matt is an attorney. Their opinions help ascertain the safety and liability issues of this facility. The facility which YOU have compromised,” Chief said, jabbing a finger into Junior’s collarbone.
“Ow. It’s my duty to secure those weapons.”
“Shut your ass! The instant someone higher ranking than you appears on base, I’m lodging formal complaints and reports against you. You are a shitty officer, an idiot, and a goddamn menace. Your incompetence cost lives last night, and the United States Coast Guard Air Station Clearwater has lost all operational readiness under your watch. And if you don’t get the hell out of my sight, I’ll arrest you myself!”
“Go right ahead. We’ll see whose report gets believed,” JayGee said. He stood in front of me, held out his hand, and said, “My sidearm, if you please.”
Even in the low light, I saw that when the door hit JayGee in the nose, it squeezed out several blackheads. They stood out from his nose on stalks of sebum, looking like white snail eyes.
That is very satisfying. Disgusting, but satisfying.
I took a slow breath, then dropped the magazine and cycled the slide, ejecting the round in the chamber, and I caught it in the air. With deliberation, I inserted the loose cartridge back into the magazine and double-checked the safety. I put my index finger on JayGee’s shoulder, slowly pushed him aside, and stepped over to give the handgun and magazine to the Chief.
“Hey!” JayGee said.
“Chief,” I said, “I’m sensing that this so-called federal officer has deep-seated and neurotic personal issues against Matt and me. I’d feel a lot safer if you held on to this.”
Chief grinned, “Well, this Lieutenant Junior Grade has already lost his sidearm once today, and because most law enforcement officers shot in the line of duty get shot with their own weapons, I’m going to secure this weapon myself. Personally. Lieutenant Junior Grade, you may come tomorrow morning and pick up your sidearm. Would you like me to sign a receipt? I know how you do love paperwork.”
“You can’t do that!”
“Do what? Four witnesses and I saw you walk out of here after losing your sidearm in the dark. Jack here found it and immediately turned it over to me for safekeeping. And as soon as you show up tomorrow — after breakfast, if you don’t mind — I’ll hand it straight over to you,” Chief said.
JayGee’s breath heaved. “When this is over and the reports are filed, you’ll be in the biggest trouble of your lives.”
“Haw. I’ll take that bet,” I said, and Matt barked a laugh.
JayGee stood in front of Chief. “It doesn’t matter that you don’t like me. I’m the senior officer and am responsible for everything that happens at this airport. I’m doing everything by the book. You are not. As a matter of professional courtesy, I will show up tomorrow morning by myself to claim my sidearm.”
“That’s a good idea to come alone. You wouldn’t want Bailey to find out that Jack took your gun away,” Matt said.
“Go to hell. Chief, if you refuse to hand it over, I will return with a dozen armed men and arrest all of you. That handgun is in your possession in a professional capacity, so let me be specific: you are not to give it to anyone. Especially not these two.”
“These men,” Chief motioned toward Matt and me, “are under my protective custody and are not to be interfered with. I take full responsibility for their actions. Clear?”
JayGee squinted at Chief. “When we are operational again, I will do everything I can to have you fired and prosecuted.”
“That’s funny; I was thinking the same thing about you. See you tomorrow morning, Lieutenant Junior Grade.”
JayGee put his shoulders back and strode out the broken door to the tarmac. We watched him leave.
“Do you really have the authority to put us in protective custody?” Matt asked.
Chief shrugged. “I have no idea. And you know Jack, if normal ever comes back, you may need to take a quick firefighting course,” Chief said.
I chuckled. “No problem, and thanks, Chief.”
From out on the tarmac, we heard a string of invective. Indistinct, but definitely cursing, definitely JayGee, and definitely with more pepper on it than anything he had come up with thus far.
Chief crooked his head for Felix to see what happened. “Alright, get your stuff together. Let’s step out into the concourse, check Matt’s head, and do a final once-over before we head back.”
We gathered gear and plodded out into the light. Jonas looked at Matt’s head and said that it was just a scalp cut that he’d clean and stitch when we got back to the station.
Felix came trotting back inside, laughing.
“Somehow, JayGee got two flat tires, and he’s walking his bike back to base!”
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The men looked at each other with unanimous anticipatory grins. 
“I gotta see this,” Matt said, and he charged back through Customs, the rest of us right behind him.
We burst through the peeled door and saw Junior indignantly walking his bike while trying to tilt his head back to stop his nosebleed. Heavy chuckling rose to outright belly laughs.
JayGee turned around and gave us The Finger, which sent us to new heights of hysterics.
In times of tension, one emotion often acts as a release valve for another. All the fear, the uncertainty, the anger, and the pent-up grief of the previous day purged itself in a volley of laughter. Grown men laughed the deep-down belly laugh of infants. Barely able to stand, our faces contorted, arms wrapped around ourselves, all struggling for breath. Soon the laughter took on its own momentum and fed itself. One would peter out as another amped up, and the entire rigmarole would start over.
These moments become rarer and rarer as we get older and are times to treasure.
Even at the end of the world.
Like a perfect song, the laughter eventually resolved itself. Guffaws notched back to chuckles. The firefighters lay on their backs, all wiping laugh tears. Spasms of chuckling. Hooting. Coughing. Deliciously exhausted.
“That shit is funny right there,” Chief said, triggering another round of chuckling. “If I’d have known he was here, I’d have let the air out myself!” Another big wave of laughs.
The five of us moved back through Customs, sniffing and grinning and clapping each other on the back. I trotted to retrieve the new backpack and the luggage cart, and Matt loaded the suitcases onto his cart.
“Chief? I had an idea — are you done what you needed to do here?” I asked.
“Yep. No hot spots. Water and gas shut off. Perimeter is secure, save the door that ass JayGee busted.”
“I found some clothes, but if it’s okay with you, I’d like to find where Customs tucks away the contraband they find,” I said.
“I don’t mind a few drinks, but I don’t think we’re going to have that kind of party,” Chief said, smiling.
“Ha! No, I mean the stuff they take from passengers because it’s not supposed to be on an airplane. Years ago, I turned in a rental car before my flight home and found a Leatherman tool in the glove box. Time was tight, so I shoved the thing in my pocket and promptly forgot about it until I got to security. They confiscated it and didn’t charge me with anything, but the point is, a Leatherman tool or something would be handy on my trip.”
“That is a good idea,” Chief said. “I think I know where to look, too.”
He led us back through Customs and around the international luggage sorting area to a door with a card reader beside the doorjamb. Chief nodded and, with a showy flourish, opened the door.
“Maglock,” I said. “Same as over at the Allegiant office.”
Chief lit his Zippo. Inside the door was a small antechamber, with the door on the left and a window on the right. Behind the window stood rows of shelves and a metal cage. We walked through this maglocked inner door to the back.
It stank of garbage. The shelves were lined with various seized foodstuffs. Canned items with labels in Spanish and others in an Asian language. Foreign fruits, vegetables, and preserved meats contributed to the smell. And the fruit flies. 
“Cripes, they must clean this out every day or so. They’d have to; what a stink!” Chief said.
We walked to the cage; an 8 feet cube made of a heavy gauge chain-link dipped in a shiny rubber coating. The door had a heavy push-button combination padlock. Felix took my Halligan bar and inserted the spike into the hasp. Then he struck the flat part behind the spike with the backside of his axe, and the lock flew apart.
Felix smiled and brandished the axe and Halligan bar, “We call these The Irons.”
Inside the cage was a table and several black lockers with combination locks. Felix opened them up in quick order, then stepped out to let Chief and me inside.
The first one yielded the prize.
On the middle shelf in the locker sat a Gladstone-type bag. Inside the Gladstone was a soft-sided padded case with the Sturm, Ruger & Co. logo.
Chief reached in, brought out the pad, and set it on the table. He unzipped it and opened it like a book.
I knew what it was. It had a shape reminiscent of a World War Two Japanese Nambu pistol.
“That’s a Ruger Mark IV!” I said. “My dad used to have one of the older Mark IIs back on the farm. It was the handgun I learned to shoot on. May I?”
Chief nodded.
I picked up the handgun, checked it was unloaded, and held it up in a Weaver stance (there’s too much of me to pull off an Isosceles stance). Solid, but not too heavy. Not quite a 7-inch barrel. Stainless steel. The word ‘Competition’ was engraved on the right side behind the ejection port, and the grips had a fleshed-out, hand-filling ergonomic feel.
“Is it a good one?” Matt asked.
“This is a superb firearm. Other automatics have a slide wrapped around the barrel. The slide comes backward when a round goes off and ejects the spent casing. The slide is also where the sights are, so every shot involves the sights moving. But the action on these pistols is like a rifle. Only the bolt flies back. The sights are mounted to the frame and don’t move with each shot. Very accurate and durable.”
“I guess there’s your weapon, but it’s only a .22,” Chief frowned. “Not much good in a firefight.”
“I have no intention of getting in a shootout. No, this is perfect. When my grandpa was a young boy growing up on the prairies, they mostly ate game. Cattle were for selling for money, not for eating. At ten years old, my grandpa hunted Whitetail with a single shot .22 with a 16-inch barrel. You had to get close, and you had to be a good shot for a clean kill, but it’s still deadly,” I said.
“I dunno. A shotgun or rifle might be better,” Chief said.
“I can carry almost 500 rounds for the same space as 20 shotgun shells. And I’ll be shooting more birds and rodents than anything else. A .223 or .308 would waste a lot of meat and tell everybody in a two-mile radius that I’m there.”
“What kind of bonehead tries to take a gun on a plane?!” Matt asked.
“You’d be surprised how often it happens,” Chief said. “This isn’t terrorism, not with this piece. This is some dummy that forgot it was in his carry-on. It happens almost five thousand times a year around the country.”
“I remember it happening several years ago to Dennis Farina, the late actor,” I said. “He forgot it was in his bag, and when they found it, he owned up, saying it was a stupid mistake and that he used to be a cop and ought to know better.”
“Well, at least you got something with you, even if it is just a .22,” Chief said.
There was a holster, two ten-round magazines, and four 50-round plastic boxes of hollow point CCI Velocitor .22LR rounds in the Gladstone.
A plastic bin contained an assortment of confiscated pointy metal things. Several Swiss Army knives, small folding penknives, and a few cheap folding blades made of butter knife steel. No Leatherman or Leatherman knock-offs. Nothing worth having, and nothing better than what I already had, but Matt took three Swiss Army knives.
The final locker contained several shelves of plastic bins. Most of the containers were full to brimming with sealed, heavy plastic pouches — each pouch labeled as to the suspected drug.
“Holy shit,” I said.
Chief and I stood blinking at the contraband. Dozens and dozens of bags of weed, coke, meth, heroin, and four or five kinds of pills. It wasn’t one big haul, but the oldest one was less than two weeks old.
“I can’t believe how much there is. A quick bit of math says there are several almost every day,” I said.
“Most of these are small, personal amounts. This isn’t the smuggled stuff; this is just personal stashes,” Chief said. “We can’t leave this here.”
Chief called for the fellas to find a big cardboard box, and in a couple of minutes, Felix showed up with one, and they dumped the contraband into it.
“What are you going to do with it?” Matt asked.
Chief shrugged. “Burn it.”
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We walked back to the fire station, coats and helmets piled high on the carts with the boxes and suitcases. Our shirts were sweat-darkened, and instead of being cooled by the breeze that picked up, the perspiration attracted the smoke, making us feel more oily than damp. 
Dusty cotton smoke obscured the horizon and curtained the ongoing fires in the adjacent subdivisions. The smoke, coupled with the open flat perspective and expanse of the runways, was foreboding and gave an odd impression of isolation.
As if we were bobbing in the middle of a dead calm sea.
As we pushed into the truck bays of the fire station, Tony came running to us.
“I say, did you have any trouble with that Coast Guard blighter?” Tony asked.
“You saw him?” Chief asked.
“Saw him? Why, he accosted me, the nettlesome pustule,” Tony said.
“The what?” Chief asked.
“I was taking Roofus for a walk, and I plotted a nice mile or so route that took us down that cross runway and back up behind the terminal. We had completed a loop and Roofus stopped to crunch on a bug or something, when this bounder raced up on his old lady bicycle and screeched to a stop in front of me.”
Matt looked at me. “Called it.”
“‘Who are you? What are you doing here? You can’t be here!’ the bicyclist said, and it was all I could do to keep Roofus from champing a portion out of his arse,” Tony said. “I am not used to being addressed like that by some sort of sub-Leftennant, so I looked down my nose and informed him that me name was Mr. Anthony Reid, and as anyone could plainly see, I was walking this excellent dog.”
Chief chuckled, “I bet he liked that.”
“So this little canker sore of a man puffs up like a rooster and asks me how I got in here. I told him quite squarely that Mrs. Reid and I arrived at the airport in a taxicab, walked into the terminal, tarried a bit, and got on a plane. But with one thing and another, the flight got rather badly delayed, and we, this dog, and Mr. Jack Broderick and Mr. Matthew Thatcher took up residence at the fire station,” Tony said.
Di and another firefighter wheeled out to join the group gathered around Tony’s oratory.
“Well, this uniformed excrescence seemed to know you two lads, and he asked where you were. I said that you two had gone to the terminal.”
“I bet he liked that too,” Matt said.
“Yes, he took the news in a big way. He swore and called you lads names I won’t repeat in front of me lady wife, told me to get off his runway — his, mind you — and stay in the fire station. Then he took off like a fast-motion Benny Hill skit. I almost heard the theme music in me head.”
He continued, “We were right behind the terminal building, so he was only 100 yards away when he leaned his bike against the building, drew his pistol, and slunk in, the miserable arsehole — sorry me dear. I couldn’t think of any way to warn you lads. I suppose I could’ve let Roofus chew a few pieces off of him, but it didn’t seem quite cricket to put the dog in harm’s way. The only thing I could think of was letting the air out of his tires, and I did!” Tony said.
We howled in hysterics, so much so that Tony and Di flinched and stepped back. Chortles and guffaws, belly laughs and coughing, knee slaps and tears.
“YOU did that? Ha ha ha!” Chief cried. He grabbed Tony’s hand and pumped it a few times, but that didn’t seem enough, so he wrapped Tony in a bear hug and gave a long stream of laughter.
“Er, yes, well, um, quite…” Tony stammered.
As the laughter wound down, Tony said that he and Roofus “beetled back to the hall” but saw the Lieutenant walking his bike back, with “his nose stuck in the air in a most curious manner.”
More laughter. We told the Reids what happened in the terminal.
“Jack, the bastard shot at you?!?” Di said.
Jaws dropped and eyes goggled.
[image: image-placeholder]We unloaded our carts and showed what we’d found. Matt gave Tony and Di each a Swiss Army knife and opened the two suitcases to determine if there was anything useful inside. At the very least, the rolling suitcase was worth keeping. I laid out my finds on the polished cement floor, which, in the manner of the best fire stations everywhere, was clean enough to eat off.
“Oh, Jack?” Di said. “The captain and I washed your wool blanket. We hung it outside, but the smoke came up, and I didn’t want it to get smelly again, so we’ve got it hung inside in the men’s shower.” She motioned to a firefighter who smiled, shook my hand, and introduced himself as Captain Barclay.
I thanked them and asked how they did it, as I had other things to wash before I left in the morning.
“Capt. Barclay was most clever,” Di said. “He got a big and strong black garbage bag and lined a good-sized black plastic tub. He drained some water from the tank on a fire truck into the bag, gave it a squirt of shampoo, added the blanket, and massaged it well. Then he tied up the bag and set it in the sun to warm up. It surprised me how hot it got after only 20 minutes. When he untied the bag, I explained how my mom used to wash clothes during the war by teaseling.”
“What’s teaseling?” I asked.
“It’s where you teasel,” Tony said.
Di clucked her tongue. “It’s where you step in the tub barefoot and stomp about. It’s a lot like how you see Italians stepping on grapes to make wine.”
“And that’s why I prefer me Guinness. No one’s had their feet in it,” Tony said.
“After a few minutes, we lifted the blanket out of the water and wrung it out, then put it in the big sink in the laundry room, and Captain Barclay rinsed it in fresh. Next, he wrapped the blanket around the handhold on the side of the truck, tied the corners together, put an axe handle through the loop of blanket, and began twisting and twisting. It was tremendous work, but you wouldn’t believe how much more water came out of the blanket,” Di said.
“Very clever,” I said.
“We saved the warm soapy water in case anyone had anything else to wash,” Captain Barclay said.
I sniffed inside the bag of soapy water. The plasticy smell of the blanket swum beneath the cheery pertness of the shampoo. However, I reasoned that another shot of suds and a double rinsing might keep it from getting on the clothes I wanted to wash from Jimmy Sorrentino’s backpack. Tony and Di found some things in the other suitcases they wished to launder too, and Captain Barclay happily volunteered for the duty.
“Big day for you, our Captain Barclay,” Tony said. “All these years of being teasel-less, and now two teaselings in one day!”
I and the others from the terminal cleaned up and got busy with various tasks. Matt chipped in to make supper with Jonas. Felix and Chief put together a first aid kit for my pack.
“It’s a little more comprehensive than you might expect,” Chief said. “Since 9/11, Homeland Security has given us far more stuff than we need, and a surprising amount goes to waste. The amount of money I waste each year throwing out perfectly good EpiPens because they shortened the expiry date would make you want to write a congressperson. You may as well take it. Just in case.”
I thanked him and set it in my backpack.
“I’m not sure that you want this because of the weight, but considering how today went, you might find it handy,” Chief said, handing me what appeared to be a Halligan bar but 2/3 the size. “This was a sample they sent us to try a while back. It’s meant for the truck cab, but we strap everything on the back, so we didn’t have a use for it. If you want it, take it.”
I took it and tested the heft in my hand. It was 2 feet long and about 10 lbs. “Sure, thank you. This’d be handy in a scrap,” I said.
“I thought you were going to avoid trouble,” Chief said.
I gave a half shrug.
“Let’s go take care of these drugs. Felix, grab that spare can of diesel fuel and meet us outside, would you?” Chief asked.
Chief carried the cardboard drug box to a large concrete patio several yards behind the station, where a rusty cast iron box stood. The cast iron box had air holes and a rusty grate inside. He set the cardboard box on the grate and ripped the corners of the cardboard box to open it.
“Just a sec, Chief. Mightn’t that OxyContin be useful down the road? I mean, in a first aid capacity?” I asked.
Chief chewed on his cheek and thought. “It might, but no. We don’t know what the provenance of this stuff is. If we knew it came from a pharmacy or something, then sure. But we don’t know if it’s real, counterfeit, or laced with something else. No, we need to get rid of all of it.”
He motioned for Felix to douse everything with diesel fuel, and Chief lit a cardboard flap with his Zippo and dropped it into the diesel-soaked mess, which caught with a dull ‘puh’.
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Chief said. “The air is poisonous enough, but this shit will kill you.” 
We stood back and watched the fire. A lick of wind guttered the flames.
Chief turned and squinted into the breeze. “We might get a storm tonight. That’ll help with the fires and clean the smoke from the air. Felix? You’re on that fire. Keep it stirred to burn up evenly, and don’t be afraid to hit it with the diesel. DO NOT breathe those fumes. I don’t want to find you stoned or dead.”
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OUTSIDE


As Chief and I approached the back door of the fire station, a middle-aged woman with a shotgun over her shoulder and a young teenage girl stepped out to greet us. 
“Daddy!” The girl said and ran into the Chief’s arms.
He hugged her close, rocked, and held her until the woman reached them and joined the embrace.
I blinked to ease the stinging in my eyes at the thought of reuniting with my own family, and icy panic climbed my spine.
“You both okay?” Chief asked, holding them at arm’s length.
They said they were, and Chief kissed them both on the forehead and introduced us.
“This is my wife, Carrie, and my daughter, Selena,” Chief said. “This is Jack Broderick. He’s one of four folks here who survived a plane crash last night.”
“Two plane crashes, technically,” I smiled and shook their hands.
In the fire station, everyone sat with coffee around a table in the bay. Chief shook Cortez’s hand and thanked him for bringing his family in.
Cortez looked tired and stressed, and, judging from the dressings on his left hand and arm, was the one who’d got burned.
Chief swung a chair to the head of the table and sat backward on it. “Okay, time for a sitrep. Do we still have a house? What’s the extent of the damage? What’s it like out there?”
“It’s bad, Honey. It’s awful. Five fires broke out in our house, but we put them out quickly. Selena did a wonderful job. She kept her cool and did what she needed to do. Other houses in the neighborhood weren’t as lucky. Over half of them are total losses. We used the garden hose to keep fires from spreading to our property, but the Wilmingtons didn’t make it out, and the house was completely destroyed,” Carrie said, her eyes tearing.
“Dammit. They were a nice couple,” Chief said in a low voice.
“By dawn, the worst of it passed. Houses still burned, but ours and three others were in the clear. Two dozen people in their nightclothes stood out in the street, and we took in a family of three and a family of four. We got everybody cleaned up and found some clothes for them, and Selena made everybody ham and tuna sandwiches,” she said.
“Gah! Is that a thing here? Mixing fish and ham in the same sandwich?” Tony asked.
Selena grinned and clicked her tongue, “No! It’s different sandwiches!”
“Ah, well, that’s all right then,” Tony said, winking.
“Just ignore him,” Di said, patting Selena’s arm.
“But now we have a problem,” Carrie said. “When Cortez showed up to bring us back here, it raised the question of what the hell do we do with these two families in our home? They wanted to come too, but how would that work? So do we leave them in our home? Are they squatters now? Do we kick them out? And what happens as soon as we leave? Do they break back in? We brought what we could, but what about the rest of our things?”
“What were you guys able to bring?” Chief asked.
“We brought all the weapons and ammo, a fair amount of clothes, sleeping bags, and almost all the stores of canned food and the frozen stuff, but I’m not sure it’ll last,” Carrie said.
“How the hell did you get all that here?” Chief asked.
“We brought the freezer,” Selena said, smiling.
A chorus of incredulous “Whats?!” sounded around the table. Selena pointed to a medium-size freezer piled high with boxes and tote bins, sitting in front of the large pumper.
“It was Cortez’s idea, and it’s brilliant,” Carrie said. “We had his trike, which has that big basket on the back, and my bike from the shed. We still had the old covered bike trailer from when Selena was little, so we put that on my bike. But it wasn’t enough. Cortez saw those two dollies in the garage and got the idea to set the freezer on them. I rode the trike with a tow rope attached to the freezer, and Cortez walked behind and pushed.”
“Holy hell Cortez, you pushed that freezer over four miles?!” Chief asked.
“Yes, sir. But with the bike helping, it wasn’t too bad,” Cortez said.
“The worst part was loading everything and having those families watch us. It felt like we were in a life raft, paddling away and leaving them in the water. We ended up leaving them a lot of the stuff in the fridge and some frozen foods, but we brought all the nonperishables,” Carrie said.
“So these families are still at your house?” Matt asked.
“Yes, and there’s a lot of friction. They’re pissed off and feeling abandoned. It’s like they expect us to share everything with them, even though they have nothing. I don’t know, but if you have nothing, shouldn’t you be thankful when you get something?” Carrie asked. “If we didn’t have this fire station to come to, would they try to stay with us permanently? Helping people in a disaster is one thing, but does that mean we’re responsible for them forever? But you can’t exactly kick them out with nothing,” Carrie said.
“We’ll have to see how things shake out. That’s our home. If we have to defend it or take it back, we will. If people ruin the house so it’s not livable, we have to be okay with walking away from it. Pretend it burned down too. We’re blessed that you’re both okay, and we have resources. You two did an amazing job, and I couldn’t be more proud,” Chief said.
“How was the trip itself?” I asked. 
“Mostly, I think people are still in shock,” Cortez said. “They’re standing around waiting for someone to come help them. On the way to get Mrs. Chief, the streets were empty. But coming back, people were wandering out of their neighborhoods to look for help.”
“I think the fact that we were visibly armed helped a lot,” Carrie said. “We live in a decent area, but still, there are families with babies and children getting desperate for food, water, clothing, and shelter.”
“That guy tried to grab me,” Selena said.
“What?! What happened?” Chief asked.
“A panicky man came running up to us when he saw the case of water in the trike’s basket,” Carrie said. “He was almost screaming for water for his son. Selena was the closest, and he grabbed her arm like he was trying to bring her to see what was happening.”
“Yeah, but Mr. Cortez came running up with his pistol drawn and kicked him in the back of the knee,” Selena said, obviously impressed. “And when the guy hit the ground, it was like he’d been slapped. Mr. Cortez held his gun on him and told him to calm down,” 
Chief turned to Cortez. “Attaboy. Good job.”
Cortez stifled a smile and said, “I gave him two bottles of water and told them to be more careful approaching people because if I shot him, his boy would’ve had no one.”
Did you hear that, Jack? Are you paying attention?
Carrie said, “After that, I kept the shotgun in my right hand across the handlebars, ready to go.”
“Cortez, did you get a sense of the scale of the thing? How big is it? Is it everywhere? How many casualties are there? What about—what do we call them? — refugees?”
Cortez took a big swig of coffee, swallowed, and set his mug down without looking up. He took a deep breath and answered, “Well, Chief, it’s only four miles to your house, and I didn’t think to keep count, but I would say at a minimum, two out of every three homes are so badly burned as to be uninhabitable.”
Gasps and murmurs around the table.
“Dear God,” Tony said.
“You’re kidding,” Jonas said.
“My goodness,” Di said.
Carrie and Selena nodded in agreement.
“But every house, and every business, showed signs of fire damage. It’s like pictures from the bombing in Europe during World War II,” Cortez said.
“And casualties?” Chief asked.
Cortez knit his brow and chewed the inside corner of his lip. “Hard to say, but if I had to guess, I’d say one out of five people had some kind of burn, or injury, or something.” He raised his eyebrows at Carrie to ask if she agreed, and she nodded.
“Think on this for a second: are there enough victims in the street to account for three or four people in each burned-out house? I want an idea of how many people died last night,” Chief said.
Cortez chewed the other inside corner of his lip for several moments. “No. As many people gathered in the street, there should’ve been more for all the houses destroyed. I might be way, way off, but it wouldn’t surprise me if one in four people died last night.”
Chief got to his feet and turned from the table. He cursed, ran his fingers into his hair, and grabbed on. Some around the table swore. Others sat gaping. Carrie and Selena looked at their laps, where they knit their fingers.
I grabbed the table and lowered my head. The Ice Monster had me. My breathing became heavy and irregular. I pressed my eyes shut.
NO! Keep your shit together!
“M’dear man, you can’t mean that. You’re talking about millions of people. Tens, hundreds of millions! Maybe billions!!” Tony said.
“It’s bad, Mr. Reid,” Selena said, somberly.
“Well, perhaps some places weren’t hit as bad. Jack? People wouldn’t be in bed yet on the west coast,” Di said. “The property damage and fires may still be extensive, but fewer people hurt.”
I raised my head, released the table, and took a measured breath.
Di was watching me. So was Jonas.
“How did people react to seeing you with all your supplies?” Matt asked.
“People stared. All people have is the clothes on their backs. Half the men didn’t have shirts, and most didn’t even have shoes. I mean, people were getting ready for bed,” Carrie said.
The Chief turned back and stood at the head of the table. “All right, it’s hard to wrap our heads around it sitting here safe and sound, but it looks like we’re smack in the middle of the worst disaster since the dinosaurs were killed. This is what we are going to do. We are going to make a fast action plan to bring in everyone’s families. Cortez? I’m sorry your family is down in Hialeah. We’re unable to bring them here, you understand that, yes?”
Cortez blinked several times and pressed his lips together but said, “Yes, sir.”
“But in a day or two, you can take a page out of Jack’s book here and go to them. I’d support you in that 100%,” Chief said. 
He stopped and shook his head.
“What am I saying — of course you can bring them here! If they can make the journey, there’s a home for them with us,” Chief said.
Cortez smiled, bowed slightly, and thanked him.
“But for the next 24 to 48 hours, I need your help here. I know you worked your ass off today, but you’ve already got some experience out there, so I want you and Lt. Jonas to come up with a plan double time and haul ass to get Jonas’s, Felix’s, and Barclay’s wives and kids back here—tonight. As few trips as possible. I hope to hell Danvers gets back here, too.”
“Right, Chief,” Cortez said.
“Your focus is on the people, but also on supplies,” Chief said. “We’re going to need as much food, water, weapons, sanitary items, propane, bedding, candles, and anything else you think will help. Take the freezer with you. Fill it up and strap as much to it as you can.”
“I could add something?” Carrie asked. “When you’re packing to come home, display your firepower, but hide your treasures. I mean, keep food and water out of sight. Like what happened with Selena, if they see food or water, they might try for it. But if all they see is tote bins and boxes, it may not trigger them.”
“Good point. And you’d better take some first aid kits with you,” Chief said.
“By Gar, it’s good to see another real man of action at work. Are you decisive by nature, or does your job bring it out in you?” Tony asked.
Chief chuckle-snorted. “Little of both, I guess.”
“What can we do to help?” Di asked.
Chief answered her, but addressed the table.
“What the rest of us are going to do is prepare. We are going to take inventory. We are going to see to our safety. And we are going to manage our morale. As Cortez, Jonas, and hopefully Danvers brings everyone in tonight, we will have a very nice meal and become one big happy family. Let’s get to work.”
That’s how you do it.
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The first crack of lightning made everyone jump as we got supper ready. Matt and Felix rolled the massive propane grill through the overhead doors and into the fire station’s truck bay. The wind came up from the Gulf and helped to shift the mile-high blanket of smoke draped over the city. Smoke parted into tendrils that flew through the burned hangars and empty airport terminal. 
The acrid note of scorched plastic and rubber incorporated the humid smell of sea rain.
Matt and the Reids spent the day making a comprehensive list of supplies, devised a simple system to expand on it, and keep track.
Chief and I examined each room and the layout of the building and the grounds. Since 9/11, they had upgraded security at facilities like this. Blast-proof glass and metal mesh in the windows. Heavy metal doors and jams with heavy steel bars to bolt them shut. No windows on the main level big enough for anyone to climb through. Chain-link fences topped with razor wire, one surrounding the entire airport property, and several cross-fences. Easy access to the roof from inside, with a locking bar on the inside across the hatch.
“But no sprinkler system in the fire station,” I said, smiling.
“But no sprinkler system in the fire station,” Chief said.
“Your men respect you,” I said. “It’s a world of difference from JayGee and his men.”
Chief snorted. “Anybody’d look good compared to that little piece of piss. I had some excellent teachers and mentors along the way. Shitty leaders forget to take their ego out of it. Things fall apart when people in charge start worrying about how they come across instead of getting shit done.”
We climbed up onto the roof. The shift in vantage point reinforced the surreal aspect of a world burned. Through a pair of chunky binoculars, Chief scanned the perimeter fence. No people along it. No gaps. No starving hordes trying to get in. 
Not yet.
“I gotta say, Jack, I appreciate you not jumping in and trying to drive the bus down there,” Chief said, under the binoculars.
“Hey, it’s your show. If you want my help, I know you’ll ask,” I said.
Chief lowered the binoculars. “It’s a little more than that. I understand part of JayGee’s problem with you is that he didn’t like you taking over.”
“No, he sure didn’t. But he wasn’t around when decisions needed to be made. Those Coasties are an excellent, well-trained crew, but no one was in charge when I jumped in. Smalls had a thousand things screaming at him, and when he saw I could help a little, he let me run with it,” I said.
“I understand, and you did the right thing. But a couple of old dogs like us also know there is a type of person who gets off on being in charge.”
“Like JayGee.”
“Exactly like JayGee,” Chief said. “I guess I’m saying that I appreciate your help, and I appreciate you not starting some kind of pissing contest.”
[image: image-placeholder]They all made it back: Jonas and his ex-wife and two boys, Felix and his wife, Barclay’s wife and two daughters. Even Danvers and his wife got back as the sun set; she rode shotgun, literally, while sitting on the pile of supplies in the rear basket.
The others arrived in spectacular fashion: besides the Coastie trike and freezer getup, they came pushing an early 60s VW minibus. Barclay pushed and steered, and a teenager pushed at each door, with three more across the back. The paintless minibus had body filler rosacea and was packed to the brim.
Everyone poured out of the fire station to greet them and help shoulder the bus and freezer into the bay. Much laughter and disbelief.
“What the hell is this?! Barclay, is this yours?” Chief laughed.
“You betcha!” Barclay said, smiling and breathing hard.
“I’ve been restoring this since last year. The motor, gas tank, and the insides are stripped out, so it’s just the shell, wheels, and driver’s seat,” Danvers said.
“Boys, that’s freakin’ genius!” Chief said, laughing again.
Boxes of food. Laundry soap and toiletries. Four propane tanks. Rifles and shotguns and handguns. Cases of bottled water and multiple containers filled from taps. Boxes of ammo for everything. Drawers of clothes pulled from bureaus. Sofa cushions. Bedding and towels. Even mattresses on the roof, wrapped in sheet plastic.
“When you have six people pushing, it’s not too bad,” Jonas said.
“How are everyone’s homes? Are they alright?” Di asked.
“Pretty much. Firefighters have extinguishers, and everyone in the family knows what to do in case of fire,” Jonas said.
“Well, I’m damn proud of all of you, especially the kids,” Chief said. “You’ve all been through a lot, and everyone is here and safe. And we’re going to keep it that way.”
They told similar stories from their journeys: ruin and death. Countless displaced people. A sense of hostility toward them for having a group and supplies.
“Being together and armed was definitely the best way to do this,” Felix said, and the others concurred.
We enjoyed a period of cheerful chaos as supplies got unloaded and stowed. Sleeping quarters were allocated, and the minibus, now called Casa Barclay, was pushed into the far bay with the other cars and trucks. Roofus made the rounds of introduction, and a wash station was set up to take advantage of the wall of rain that teemed up the runway.
We used paper plates and plastic utensils and picnicked on chairs brought out from the darkness of the mess to the twilight of the truck bay. The fajitas were excellent, as was the dirty rice also prepared on the grill, and we washed it down with cans of warm Coke scrounged from the terminal that afternoon.
The squall of rain and the concussions of thunder kept conversation to a minimum during the meal, but by the time we finished, the downpour slowed into a steady, relaxing rhythm.
I played bartender and cracked open the Knobel Whiskey and the Plymouth Gin from the restaurant. And our guess that sherry would appeal to our guests from the UK was correct.
“Though port is more traditional after dinner,” Tony said before Di shushed him.
After dinner, the Chief opened a wooden box and set it on the table. The deep tobacco scent intermingled with rain and bourbon was a welcome reprieve from the caustic air of the day.
“I liberated these from the duty-free store this afternoon. I don’t know a thing about cigars, so I grabbed the most expensive ones,” Chief said.
Danvers examined the box. “These are $80 a piece!”
Di didn’t take a cigar, but the men and Jonas’s ex-wife began clipping and lighting.
Felix charged out of the station and raised a dripping bag in triumph. “There’s still half a bag of ice left!”
The teens sequestered themselves in the far bay, with a jubilant Roofus in tow.
Others settled into their drinks and cigars and digestion. The mood was convivial. I observed the happiness of relief and small affections pass between husband and wife, father, and child. Small kindnesses and formalities. A quick touch or reassurance. Smiles and winks and kisses. And hugs. Lots of hugs.
It wouldn’t be like that if Jane were here.
True, she’d be doing the work of three people. And she would find work for everyone else. Things would be spotless and orderly.
But there would be no reassuring hugs or tiny affections.
A scene from several months back rushed in. Jane was washing a pan in the sink, and I was unloading the dishwasher. As I passed behind her, I gave her a small kiss on the neck.
“Guh, get off me!” she said.
Usually, I tried to roll with these punches, but I had a new bottle of gin.
“What do you mean ‘get off you’? I didn’t grope you. I didn’t grind my hips into you. I didn’t slobber on you or interfere with your precious dishes! I moved your hair aside with my index finger and kissed you on the neck. A peck.”
“Why are you so damn needy?!” she asked, plunging back into her dishes.
I was dumbfounded. “Why shouldn’t I want to kiss my wife? You pet the dog every day. You don’t freak when the cat rubs up against you. Why can’t a man kiss his wife?!”
I sniffed the rain again as the cloud cover became indistinguishable from the smoke. I finished my drink, and as I built another one, Matt and Chief shared the looted Knobel with everyone, but I seemed to be bogarting the Plymouth. I watched the others. Despite the end of the world, everyone was smiling and enjoying each other’s company. Happy to be together. It was community. Family.
Your sons should be over there with the other teens, playing with the dog, making jokes, and subtly trying to impress the girls.
In my mind, I could hear my son’s laughter. Thompson’s barking laugh and Deacon’s ascending “ha’s”.
And right then, I was sure my heart would break, cracked into shards by The Ice Monster roaming my soul. 
I slid the Plymouth Gin down in a gulp and willed the warm spreading sensation to thaw me. To save me.
Matt stared at his Knobel on the rocks. “I wonder how long it’ll be until we get ice again,” he said.
“It’s going to be a long time,” I said, pouring another. “It’s not simply getting the power back on. You’ve got to fix the ice makers too. But the parts will be frazzled. So new parts need to get made. And parts to fix the machines that build the parts for the ice maker. And parts for the trucks and boats to get those parts to the ice maker guys.”
I drained the glass in one go and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.
“And how important is ice?” I asked. “We need tools for growing food, storing food, keeping warm, and making other tools. And vehicles. And radios. And phones. And computers to access the knowledge we’ve tucked into the cloud. Ice? Better move north for winter, then you get all the ice you want for free. At the exact time you want it least.”
“That supply chain mess after the plague a couple years back was nothing. Inconvenience. Now every piece of machinery or tool needs to be rebuilt, which means every single process and piece of everything has to be remade,” Chief posited.
“Yes. The supply chain problem a while back was like a broken limb that needed healing. But this is like causing every single cell in the body of this thing we call Industrialization to detach and die,” I said.
“Like it was vaporized by a ray gun,” Matt said.
“Well, yes, almost exactly like that,” I said.
Quiet spread like a blanket over the table. I poured another gin.
“It’s like we’ve been thrown back 100 years, isn’t it?” Di asked.
I nodded. “Maybe 200. But people and society aren’t the same. Technology changed people, and it will be a big shift to go back, even temporarily. Think about it. In the 1800s, 80% of us were farmers. Now, something like 1.5% of the population of this country feeds the other 98.5% with enough left over to waste almost a third of it and still export billions of dollars worth every year.”
“I’m not disagreeing with you, but how do you know that?” Chief asked.
I took a big sip. “I grew up on a farm in Montana. When you hear things about your former life, you notice it. The point is, people can’t sustain themselves anymore.”
“People can grow gardens,” Di offered.
“Sure. Lots of small rural towns and older folks grow gardens, but very few do in cities, and no way enough to live off of,” I said.
“And if you grow a garden, you have to protect it,” Chief said.
“Even if you started today, you’re weeks from getting itshing, just in time for winter in most of the country,” Jonas said.
“And unless you already know what to do, how do you start now?” I asked. “I grew up on a farm, but I don’t know how to tend a garden. What do you plant where? And when? And how much? I’ve seen packets of carrot seeds, but I’ve never seen a growing carrot produce seed. Or can you plant a part of the thing, like a potato? How do you take a tomato and plant the seeds out of it? Do you dry them out or keep them wet?”
“Is that a weed coming up, or my green peppers?” Danvers said.
“Well, people can still hunt. I mean, don’t Americans all hunt?” Tony asked.
“Hardly. It’s something like 5% of the population that hunts,” I said.
“Really? I shay, then why all the gunsh?” Tony asked, cigar in mouth.
“That’sh a different convershation,” Chief said, through his cigar and winking.
“It’s funny,” Jonas said. “After those zombie shows got popular a while back, people were having the ‘What would you do?’ conversations, and most guys were saying, ‘I’ll just get a rifle and go live off the land!’” 
I chuckled and drank. “I know. People who’ve never hunted are now experts. Lifelong hunters can go an entire season with no luck, same with fishing. People think it’s easy.”
Cortez chipped in, “And what would they do if they actually got something? Can they dress and preserve it?”
“Jack, can you imagine the trauma of those hipsters at the coffee shop by the office trying to pluck a chicken?” Matt laughed.
“There is an entire generation who has trouble with hard work and adversity. It’s heartbreaking,” Chief said, looking toward the cluster of teens.
The boom of a shotgun rang out in the distance, and everybody stopped and listened. Several cracks of at least two different handguns, another boom, and another. Then several cracks from one pistol, a pause, and one more crack.
“God have mercy,” Tony whispered.
“I hadn’t thought we would be in danger from other people,” Di said. “We should be helping each other.”
“Now, now, Pet, don’t be afraid. We shall be smart, and we are with good stout men up to any challenge,” Tony said soothingly.
On cue, a booming rumble cascaded across the sky: thunder, this time.
“The first part of risk assessment is identification,” I said. “People have an unhelpful habit of not wanting to discuss the things that frighten them. The biggest short-term risks are fire, smoke damage, and violence.” I assembled another drink.
“The fire risks should be low. Yes, lots of buildings are burning, but we should be able to avoid them. The problem is people. One whole hell of a lot of people are homeless and wandering around in their jammies from last night,” Chief said.
“The poor dears,” Di said.
“These people have no food, no clothes, no tools, no shelter. Nothing. They may be hurt. They may be in shock. They may have lost a family member. And there is nobody to help,” Chief said. “And as a red-blooded American father, I can tell you there are no lengths I would not go to put food in my child’s belly.”
“It’s occurred to me we have a plan to cross the bridge and find Katie, but I hadn’t thought about what to do after that,” Matt said. “What about next week? A year from now? Even if we returned to the fire station, we can’t stay forever.”
Tony stood up and took the cigar from his mouth. “I’ll tell you what we shall do, Young Matt. We shall persevere. We will not despair. Was it not your President Roosevelt who said, ‘Do what you can, where you are, with what you have’? Churchill didn’t have all the quotes, you know. Like we have been doing with these fine gentlemen in our midst, we shall ally ourselves with steadfast and industrious people who also have a thirst for survival. And we shall figure it out.”
He popped his cigar back into his mouth and gave Matt’s shoulders a convivial shake and a slap. Then he unpopped the cigar and used the gross wet end as a pointer. “Who knows? In a year or two, maybe Di and I will spend our golden years in the sun, on a barrier island, living on fish and coconuts, playing aunt and uncle to you and Katie’s little sunbaked children,” Tony said, clamping the cigar back into his beaming smile.
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People broke into small groups and puttered around with the after-meal chores. Cigar embers looked like tail lights as they floated from place to place, faded into ash, then lifted for a recharging draw, illuminating the face of the drawer. I freshened drinks and made a McGee: Plymouth Gin with a few drops of sherry and a twist of lemon peel — though grapefruit peel is acceptable too. The ice dwindled fast. 
As did the Plymouth Gin.
It was dark in the truck bay, and the open overhead doors were two expanses of marginally less darkness. The rain came easily and steadily and scrubbed the smoke from the air, replacing it with steam from thousands of fires.
People began pairing off and retiring to their makeshift quarters; others sat with bourbons at the table and conjectured on the solar event that ravaged us. Tidbits from news reports. Recollections from documentaries. Why did a CME act like an EMP? How widespread was this? Why was there no warning? What would they do if there had been warnings? What would “the new normal” be?
I took a chair, sat inside the nearest overhead door, and took a measured sip of the McGee. The cigar’s tobacco notes affected the Plymouth’s crispness, but not unpleasantly so.
Please keep them safe. 
Dread percolated again.
And please keep them safe after I get there.
My throat closed and my eyes brimmed.
Because you’ve proven you can’t be trusted.
With elbows on my knees, I rubbed tears away with the heel of my hand.
You couldn’t even protect Miller.
I held my breath. And another.
I downed a gulp of drink.
Better take it easy.
I sat and nursed the cigar and McGee. I’d never enjoyed a cigar like this before. Usually, I’d be a hero for the first few drags, then turn green and bang it on the ashtray until it was done. Whatever this was, it was smooth and mild. Thoroughly enjoyable.
I stood to pee and the cumulative effect of the gin rushed in. I wobbled, cursed under my breath, set the cigar in my mouth, and got steadied. Feeling along the wall, I teetered out and along the building to the corner, wavered as I undid my pants, presented myself, and urinated into the runoff from the downspout.
I took a deep breath, and while pissing, looked out to the horizon. Large fires still flickered in the distance, though with less ardor. I closed one eye against the unaccustomed cigar smoke, but I had double vision when I opened both eyes.
Jack, you rotten son of a bitch. You promised your boy you’d take care of yourself, and you’re drunk off your ass the next day. Bravo.
I ambled back into the bay and to the drinks table. A short, fat candle in the center bled feeble yellow light. I splooshed water into my glass, swirled to rinse, and, catching myself before casting it away, drank it.
Mustn’t waste.
I picked the treasured bottle of Plymouth from the line and winced at how little was left in the bottle.
I suppose that explains the drunkenness.
Another McGee coming up!
It took a few tries to get a strip of peel off the last lemon and a few more to cut the pith from the rind. I judiciously wiped the peel around the rim of the glass, curled the rind, and squeezed. I squeezed hard, so hard that my forearm shook, and my shoulder creaked. My entire thumbnail whitened, and three droplets of bright yellow oil fell into the glass, silent as snow. When I opened my hand, the peel was a paler shade of yellow, and the pads of my fingers throbbed purple.
I set down the glass, carefully sloshed a small pool of sherry into the flattened palm of my left hand, and replaced the sherry bottle. I dabbed a finger into the sherry and shook drops from the finger into the glass.
I looked at the puddle of sherry in my hand, shrugged, and licked it off as my right knee caved. I did that drunken whiplash-rebalancing thing and looked in the ice bucket. Heartbreak that only two small cubes floated in it. After fishing them out, I plinked them in the glass and poured the last of the Plymouth over the last of the ice.
The truck bay was quiet. Everyone had retired except Jonas, who had the first watch, and sat in a lawn chair outside the rear overhead door that faced the highway.
“You okay, Jack?” Jonas asked.
“Having a lovely evening,” I said, smiling.
I turned and tottered back to the front overhead door and saw two Dis sitting in two wheelchairs beside my two chairs.
I helloed and sat harder than I’d intended to.
She placed a tender hand on my forearm.
“Jack, we’ve only known each other a day, but we’ve all been through a lot together, and that helps people get to know each other, you’d agree?”
I shrug-nodded.
“I can tell when you’re worried about your family because it’s like you get a surge of energy. You bounce your legs and tap your fingers, and it’s like you’re about to run a race. It’s quite something.”
“I hoped I was doing a better job of hiding it,” I said.
“And there are times when someone’s cut all your strings, and you sag over. As if you’re being crushed by something you can’t push against. Like a giant, invisible water balloon rolling over you,” Di said.
I bumped the ash from the cigar, took a drag, and blew out a thin plume of rich smoke, nodding slowly.
“Why do you drink so much?” she asked. “Last night, we regarded you and Matt in the restaurant. We were astounded by how many drinks you had but were still functioning.”
Heat flushed my face and ears. “And I was purposefully going easy last night,” I said.
“You’re smart enough to understand it’s not sustainable, and anyone can see you’re not caught up in a party atmosphere,” Di said, her voice calm.
I reached for an answer.
“I guess… it closes all the cupboards in my mind, if that makes sense. It quiets the noise and the fears, and I can catch glimpses of myself how I used to be. Or how I thought I used to be. But it’s not working that well lately. Tonight seems to have the opposite effect.”
A tear crept down my cheek, clear as gin.
Di checked to ensure we were alone and leaned in.
“Jack? What are you afraid of, specifically? You are perhaps the bravest man I have ever met-”
“Oh, please don’t…” I said.
“But I sense you’re terrified of something. You know I won’t judge you. Please tell me.”
“No, thanks, Di,” I whispered.
“May I tell you something? My dear Anthony is deeply religious; you may have inferred that. But do you know what? I’m an atheist.”
I looked at her, “Really? That’s unusual.”
“It is, and we’ve been very happy together because we’re not trying to change each other. I think it’s lovely that Tony prays for me. Now, I do go to church with him occasionally because I believe there is benefit in the community coming together, and the rituals help give stability in an unstable world,” Di said.
I understood and agreed and took a smaller sip than I would’ve if Di wasn’t there.
“Something else you may find odd. I am an atheist, but I pray,” she said.
“To keep the peace with Tony?”
Di smiled. “No, I pray because praying helps. I don’t think a giant bearded man in a white robe is sitting on a cloud listening to me, but the act of saying things out loud, of expressing gratitude, and verbalizing one’s problems helps our minds solve them, somehow. Praying is something I won’t do without. So talk to me, Jack. I won’t judge, and I’m sure it’ll help you. What are you afraid of?”
She gave my forearm a loving squeeze.
“I’m afraid of dying,” I said.
Whatever answer Di expected, this wasn’t it. Her eyes simultaneously widened and blinked, and her shoulders moved.
“I’m afraid I’ll get killed on this lunatic walk across the country,” I said.
She paused. “Can you elaborate on that a little? I want to be sure I understand.”
Anger welled up in my voice. “I got fat. I’m in terrible shape and probably an alcoholic because I promised my son last night that I’d take care of myself, and today I drank a bottle of gin. My word isn’t worth a shit. I’ll be traveling alone, and the world is burned and full of people as desperate as I am. I’m scared that I’ll have a heart attack, or get shot over a bottle of water, or break a leg and starve to death in the middle of a desert somewhere.”
Di made soothing noises and patted my arm again.
“And I don’t understand how we were chosen to survive the plane crashes, especially the second one!” I said.
She looked at me for several moments. “Jack? Do you have an idea that you should be punished?”
“God, yes.”
“And… whatever this punishment is, it will take place out there?”
I nodded and wiped my eyes. “I know, I know, it doesn’t make sense.”
Di pursed her lips. “This isn’t survivor’s guilt. You’ve had this feeling for a while, haven’t you?”
“Two years.”
“I wonder, dear Jack, if you quite have the right light on this,” Di said. “Are you really afraid of dying? Nobody who runs into burning planes and hangars to help people is afraid of death. And I don’t think you have a death wish either.”
I squirmed.
“Might it be a little more accurate to say you’re afraid of dying before you find your family?”
My breath caught, and I tried to hold it. Faced with the words I couldn’t speak, the patchwork dam holding my emotions finally crumbled. My shoulders shook with silent sobs, and tears ran in a torrent. I hunched over and dropped the cigar, and Di threw her arms around me and held me tightly. It was as unstoppable and encompassing as vomiting, persisting until it was all coughed up.
Despite its ferocity, it didn’t last long. Once the back pressure eased, the flood doors closed again.
“I’m sorry,” I sniffed.
“Nonsense, dear boy. You needed it,” Di said.
“But yes, that’s true,” I said, wiping my face. “I’m not afraid of dying for my sake. But if I die, it feels like I’ll have killed my sons. They might be dead already. And I simply can’t see how I can make it. I know people walk great distances. I know I’m a big tough guy. But Di, I’m so damn scared. The stakes are so high that I’m afraid to play.”
Di took a long pause and did a lot of blinking. “Jack? Have you already lost someone?”
I stiffened and couldn’t hold her gaze. My eyes dropped to my drink.
“Yes. A while ago,” I said, almost inaudibly.
“Poor Jack. I guessed it was heartbreak. I’m sorry it happened, and I’m sorry you’re hurting,” Di said.
I nodded slightly but didn’t say anything because I was holding my breath. Hot tears came anew.
“My poor, dear boy. I’m going to ask you something terribly personal, and I hope you’ll forgive me. Is this loss something that you blame yourself for?”
I whooshed out air and held another giant breath. Di gripped my hand. When I tried to breathe normally, it came erratically and in spasms.
“Yes. Oh Jesus, yes,” my voice broke.
“Aww, my poor dear. You’re still very much in grief, aren’t you? And the grief over this person -”
“Miller. His name was Miller.”
“And your grief over Miller is compounding your fears over finding your family and your problems with your self-worth?” Di asked, but it wasn’t a question.
“Di, I’m sorry. Thank you for being kind, but I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Please,” I said.
“I wonder if your dashing into burning buildings is a sort of penance over a sense that you couldn’t save Miller?”
I shook my head. “No. I can see why you’d think that, but I’ve always done it. If people need help, and you can help them, you have to. It’s what’s done. Miller’s wasn’t that kind of emergency. Please, Di, I can’t speak about Miller. Not yet.”
As I sniffed, tears fell and landed with the rain. I noticed the doused cigar butt. In the low light, it looked like a half-trodden dog turd.
“I understand. But Jack, may I offer a small suggestion to carry with you?”
“Of course.”
“Maybe your grief isn’t evolving because you’re holding on to it so strongly,” Di said.
“I know. Everyone says I’ve got to get over it. I don’t want to get over it!” I said, trying not to start again.
“Because somehow, if you let your grief go, it means Miller is truly gone?” she asked.
“… Yes.” My voice felt small and a million miles away.
“And maybe this is a way to punish yourself for what happened? Like, ‘The worst thing in the world has happened. How dare you be okay again?’”
I turned to her and blinked. “What do I do?” My voice sounded like a little boy’s.
“Aw, poor Jack, I wish I could bear some of your pain for you, but it doesn’t work that way, does it? That’s what you need to reconcile for yourself. But the first step is to get a proper hold of the problem. As you said tonight, ‘People have an unhelpful habit of not wanting to talk about the things that frighten them’. And I’d add ‘Or the things that hurt them’”.
I agreed and wiped my eyes with the base of my thumb.
“I think we learned something tonight. But healing differs from learning, doesn’t it? Learning happens instantly, but healing, whether a broken bone or a soul, takes some time. A bone won’t mend just because one understands how it broke, and your soul is no different. You need to let things work their magic,” Di said.
“I’ve… never considered it that way,” I said.
“However, there is a major difference between healing the body and healing the soul. Healing the body requires rest, like my ankle. But healing the soul is an active process, not a passive one. They don’t deliver. You have to seek it out.”
I frowned and blinked. “I… that makes sense.”
“Good boy. Now, I want you to put your shoulders back, get your head on straight, and use your talents and gifts. And play to win!”
“I will. Thank you.”
“And Jack? Stop the bloody drinking. Finish that last one and no more. I think you use it to hide, but you’ll be alone, so you don’t need to hide. You need to fight!” Di said, swinging her fist for emphasis. “I want you to promise.”
“I promise, Di. No more drinking.”
“That’s my boy.” She pulled me in and kissed me firmly on the cheek. It made a big smacking sound that made me smile. She patted goodnight on my arm and wheeled silently into the truck bay.
With a bit of work, I retrieved the $80 dog turd/cigar butt. Order and cleanliness, already key for firefighters, would be even more important now.
We shan’t litter here.
“Shan’t?!” You’ve been listening to Di too much.
No. Not too much. Never too much.
Clouds and smoke blackened the world. Hissing rain sounded like rustling leaves. The downspout gushed. White noise, like static, as obscuring to sound as the smoke was to light. Sitting there, in the mouth of the bay door, I may as well have been floating a mile down in a black ocean. 
A sensory void. 
No sense of what lay beyond my fingertips. 
Old Scratch himself could be an oar’s length away, chuckling and clacking his hooves, and I wouldn’t know.
A siren of fear, of primal, intense, reactionary horror started its rising drone.
No. I’m not afraid of you.
I raised my glass to finish my drink. The final two ice cubes, barely slivers now, touched my lips, and I strained them to allow the Plymouth in first.
No more ice. This is the last man-made ice I may ever have. I swallowed the elixir in uncharacteristically small gulps and kept the ice tucked behind my front teeth with my tongue. Two points of cold in a cool wash of gin.
Then, timing it just right, I swallowed the last of the gin as the last of the ice winked away, like a blown-out match.




35
BUSTLE

DAY 2 AFTER THE PULSE


Everyone was up and working as the dawn broke. The overhead doors on both ends of the big bay were open, and pungent smells of damp ash and wet charcoal wafted in. The air breathed clearer, a little, but the sky leaned gray and monotone, propped up by columns of smoke from innumerable fires. 
In contrast to the bonhomie of the previous night, everyone busied themselves to avoid the emotions of goodbye. The last of the eggs, bacon, toast, and fruit were used to make breakfast for twice as many as we had, but the dog Roofus obliged with the leftovers.
I dosed myself on Hangover ZERO before bed and felt surprisingly human, save for a taste in my mouth reminiscent of a monkey’s wedding. I stepped forward and took advantage of that fantastic coffee.
Felix took the trash out to the burning pit and got it going, and while Barclay and Jonas scrubbed the galley, Chief spread a map of Clearwater out on the table in the bay.
“Matt, you and the Reids are straightforward: You come out to Highway 686, go left, and take the Franklin Bridge, which is about seven miles across Tampa Bay, and it’s about a half-mile as the crow flies to the Marriott. And the Memorial Hospital of Tampa is less than 3 miles more,” Chief said.
“I’ll go with them, Chief. I’ll leave for Hialeah tomorrow and walk with them to Tampa,” Cortez said.
“Really? You’d do that?” Matt asked.
“Sure. Better to stick together,” Cortez said.
Matt walked over, gave him a bro hug, and thanked him again.
“What on earth do you think you’re doing?” Di asked.
“What?” Tony said.
“You’re not smoking that cigar at 7:30 in the morning!” Di said.
“‘Tis it 7:30? I thought it was earlier than that,” Tony said, rummaging for a light.
“Since when do you smoke cigars, anyway?” Di said. “I could smell it on you all night.”
“I expect I smelled like a millionaire!” Tony said, puffing luxuriously.
“Jack? What are you thinking for a route?” Chief asked.
“I want to avoid people. I want to stay close to the shore and hug the Gulf. Maybe even as far as Texas, but we’ll see what happens.”
“If you want to avoid people, go north out of the gate, and the Bayside Bridge is on your right,” Chief said.
“But I’d like to do a little more scrounging, and early this morning is going to be my best bet to get anything out of the stores before the trouble starts,” I said.
“A bit of early bird shopping?” Chief asked.
“I won’t know until I get there, but if people are standing out in the street in their sleeping clothes, they will feel desperate. If they are, I want to get in and get out before the riots start,” I said. “It may already be too late. If it is, I’ll keep walking.”
“What do you need? We’ll try to get you kitted out as best we can,” Chief said.
“A few things, I guess. I’d like to take a quick spin through the camping, barbecuing, and gardening sections. Bungee cords? Ziploc bags? And I want to have a propane torch to make a portable water still,” I said.
Jonas interrupted. “Excuse me, Jack. I did two tours in the Marines, and I can tell you that the less gear you have, the better. Your pack shouldn’t be over 10% of your body weight.”
“That’s good to know, but what do I have? A knife, a blanket, some pills, ketchup packets, and a couple of t-shirts,” I said.
“And a cast iron pan,” Jonas said.
“Touché. Yes, granted, I can see myself ditching that,” I smiled.
Chief took a deep breath. “There is a part of me that wants to tell you you’re crazy, but I know you’re no fool. So come out right where Matt and the Reids do, and instead of turning left, you go right and follow Roosevelt Boulevard.”
He traced the route on the map.
“In a bit, it veers west, and further on it intersects with Highway 19. At that intersection is a big Walmart. Assuming you get out of there alive, head north on 19…”
Chief flipped the map over to reveal a map of the State of Florida.
“After about 70 miles—hopefully that takes you less than a week—it meets up with U.S. Route 98, which goes all the way around the Gulf over 600 miles, damn near to Louisiana, though I’ve only been on it as far as Mobile, Alabama.”
Chief looked at the map and shook his head.
“I know,” I said quietly. “It’s overwhelming. But a part of me is already chastising myself because I could’ve been a good half-mile this morning. This trip may kill me, but if I die, it won’t be because I gave up.”
Chief straightened and looked me in the eye. “I make my living by telling other men what to do, so you’ll forgive me for the habit. I will not try to talk you out of this. I think you should do it. I’d like to think I would do the same thing.”
“I could see that.”
“But I’ve seen a lot of desperate people in their darkest hours, and what does them in isn’t a lack of willpower or physical strength. It’s because they lose their damn minds in desperation and do something stupid. They go running back into a burning house to save a photo album.”
I nodded.
“I want you to promise me, right here, man-to-man, that you’re going to keep your shit together and use your head and do the smart thing, not the rash thing. No unnecessary risks. None. You get me?”
“I get you.”
“Something else,” Chief said. “The problems we get are rarely the problems we’ve planned for. So stay flexible, and adapt to whatever comes at you.” 
“I will. And thanks.”
Chief extended his hand, and I shook it.
“All right, let’s get all you people geared up,” Chief said. “You’ll need some food.”
“Since the Reids and Cortez have the wheelchair and a baggage cart, you guys should take the canned goods, and more of them, as there are three of you. I’ll take dried stuff, pasta, or soup packets. Sound fair?” I asked.
Agreements all around.
“We have several packages of pork chops, burger patties, and even some steak thawed in the freezer,” Felix said. “I’m going to cook it all on the propane grill, and wrap them separately in foil, so that should keep everybody going until supper tomorrow, even the dog.” 
Enthusiastic agreements all around.
Chief, Matt, and I poked through the galley’s pantry; Tony and his cigar got banished to the truck bay. Di wheeled up to the table and helped pack provisions.
There were dozens of cans of food, so much so that Chief tasked Jonas to return to the terminal to find large, sturdy suitcases and several luggage carts. Tony and Roofus accompanied him, and Tony brandished his cigar like a Drum Major’s mace.
With consent, I took two boxes of stovetop stuffing, several packets of dehydrated onion soup and dehydrated chicken noodle soup, eight boxes of macaroni and cheese, a box of spaghetti, an ancient plastic bag of dried beans, three cans of sardines, and a large plastic jar of peanut butter.
Di took over the job of portioning things into ‘baggies’, as she called zip-top sandwich and freezer bags. Sugar, flour, baking powder, coffee, tea bags, dried beans, salt, pepper, hot sauce packets, ketchup, mustard, chili powder, Italian seasoning, garlic salt, lemon pepper, and Montreal steak spice.
Where possible, we took the inner pouch out of the box. This cardboard was trimmed, flattened, and put in another baggie to use for kindling. The trail mix, nuts, and dried fruit stayed in their packaging.
She labeled everything with a permanent marker and took extra care to seal the air out of each bag.
I divided the lighters, fishing line, and lures with Matt. One lighter in the vest, one in the pants pocket. The ammunition got split between the pockets of the backpack and the vest. The spare magazine fit into the vest pocket.
There were enough rolls of toilet paper for everyone to have three. I squashed them and found the cardboard tube slipped out of the center. Di put them into zip-top bags.
Chief gave everyone a blue-black fire station windbreaker that snapped up the front and had a hood stowed into its collar. I rolled it tightly, stuffed it in the top of my backpack, and shouldered the pack.
“This is heavier than I had hoped it would be,” I said. “But what are you gonna do?”
Felix came in with two large trays of meat. “This is all medium to well, I’m sorry, but considering there’s no refrigeration, I thought it better to cook it a little overdone,” he said.
We concurred and started portioning the meat. Di trimmed the heavy aluminum foil into rectangles, Chief divvied everything up, and we wrapped the still hot meat in foil.
“We don’t eat this much meat in a month back home! I mean, really, all this meat, sherry, and cigars. Are you trying to give us gout?” she smiled.
“Welcome to America,” Matt said. “But if you want to fit in, you may have to switch from sherry to beer.”
Jonas and Tony rolled into the truck bay with ten luggage carts piggybacked like shopping carts heaped with boxes and three enormous suitcases. Tony’s cigar seemed to have grown in his absence and taken on a darker hue.
“You’re smoking another one!” Di said.
“I had to try it to see if they were worth bringing,” Tony said.
“That thing is as big as a fence post!” Di said.
Tony smacked his lips and considered the cigar. “This one has a lot more vim to it, and may be a bit much for a morning cigar. Better for after dinner.”
“Anthony Reid!”
“Yes, Pet?”
“We’re in the middle of the end of the world, and of all things, you take up smoking cigars!”
“Well, it can’t last forever, can it? I seem to have found a little hobby here, and I shall have to ration myself to only one or two a day, but I might make it through to Christmas!”
“You’ve gone mad!”
“Would you like some cigarettes?” Tony asked.
“No! I don’t want any cigarettes!” Di said.
“Oh, well, I grabbed a dozen cartons of Marlboros and Dunhills. If you don’t want them, I guess we’ll have to trade them for food,” Tony said, winking at the others.
“That’s a good idea. A pack of smokes in trade might work out well,” Matt said. “And they’re very lightweight.”
“These bottles of liquor are heavy,” Tony said. “But worth pushing around on a cart. Quite manageable, really. And I’ve got cigarette lighters, travel-sized headache pills, and condoms!”
“Anthony Reid: the Merchant of Vice,” Di said dryly.
“Ought to be able to trade for shome magic beansh in no time!” Tony said, his cigar semaphoring in his mouth.
We started packing and tying boxes and suitcases onto the luggage cart. Chief brought out a full five-gallon bottle of water, the kind used to tip into water coolers, and a gizmo with a white accordioned plastic bulb on top.
“Here, center this between the two rear wheels,” Chief said.
He peeled open the lid and inserted the tube below the bulb into the water bottle.
“There, now you don’t have to tip it upside-down to pour the water out. Just pump this, and out it comes.”
They took it a step further and camouflaged the water by setting a large box over top of the jug, with the bottom flaps folded in.
They thanked him effusively, and Di commented to Tony that this was a better use of one’s brains.
“What is everybody doing for sleeping gear? Jack has a wool blanket and a Nomex blanket for waterproofing. Matt, do you have any thoughts?” Chief asked.
“Um, no. Not really,” Matt said.
Chief went inside and returned with four wool blankets, four Nomex blankets, and five pillows.
“These blankets are a blend, so they’re not as good as what Jack has, but it’s not that cold yet. You may get away with just the Nomex blankets.”
“What is this, Nomex? I’ve heard you talking about it, but what ‘tis it exactly?” Tony asked. “Do gnomes make it or something?”
“Ha, no, it’s a synthetic fiber. You’ve heard of Kevlar? That they make bulletproof vests with? This is similar, and the blankets have Kevlar in them too. We use the blankets to smother fires or wrap something burning and drag it out of the building. It’s also water-resistant. Very strong and very lightweight.”
“Ah, capital, capital!” Tony said.
“Pardon?” Chief asked.
“Very good, M’boy, very good,” Tony said.
“There’s an extra set here because you’re going to go find that young lady,” Chief said, winking at Matt. “Jack, here’s a pillow for you too.”
“And some smokes!” Tony said.
“But no liquor,” Di said, shaking her finger in mock consternation at me.
“But no liquor,” I smiled as I pantomimed oathing on a bible.
We thanked Chief, and Matt and Tony put the four sets of blankets and pillows into one of the big suitcases and designated it The Overnight Bag.
Packing took much longer than we supposed; our thoughts vacillated from ‘we’re taking too much’ to ‘this isn’t enough’ and back.
There was a flavor of procrastination to it.
Because when we finished packing, it was time to say goodbye.
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“I need to go. It’ll be noon before I hit that Walmart,” I said. 
Everyone stood and gathered inside the open overhead door. The men cleared their throats, shuffled their feet, and hitched their belts.
Over the years, Jane had made me aware of how awkward I was at saying goodbye.
“Jack, you make everyone uncomfortable! It’s like you’re rejecting everybody. You don’t look them in the eyes, you stare at your feet, and you’re the first one out the door before anyone else has finished, like you can’t wait to get out of there. Why do you do that?” Jane asked.
“I don’t know why, but it’s always been like that. I always say the words and hug the hugs, but it’s uncomfortable,” I said.
The worst was when it was emotional for you and casual for them. I often brimmed with emotion, but the other person was, “See ya,” with all the depth one gives to a pizza delivery guy. How the hell do you know what to do? You try to fit the goodbye to the occasion.
And if the occasion is the collapse of civilization, with people you’ve just met but mean the world to you?
The firefighters were good men. This must’ve been a hell of a place to work. Barclay, Cortez, Jonas, and Felix got the handshake pulled into a back-clapping hug. Two whacks. Well wishes and smiles. Then they retreated.
Chief’s was the same, but slower, less clappy, more squeeze, held longer. I thanked him for his help and wished there was some way to repay him.
“Remember, this is something you outsmart, not out-muscle,” Chief said.
Tony strode over with a high wattage smile and hand outstretched. I dodged the hand and wrapped Tony in a bear hug.
“When did Americans start hugging everybody?” Tony asked, blushing. “Egad, you’re not going to kiss me, are you?”
When we disentangled, Tony looked up at me and grasped my shoulders. His eyes were wet, and his face was red. He said, “Thank you for helping Di and me. You’re a good man, Jack Broderick. A bloody hero.”
I blinked and shook my head.
“Ah, me Jack. I’ll be praying for you and your family. Godspeed, M’boy, and God bless.” Tony’s voice cracked, and he stepped aside to blow his nose.
Di stood up out of the wheelchair and proudly limped over to me. “See? It’s getting better!” she said.
“That’s wonderful! But take it easy. Lots of rest is important,” I said.
“Do you remember our talk about healing?”
I nodded. “I do. And thank you.”
Di took off her glasses, set them on the table, put her arms around my middle, and pressed her head on my chest, minding not to hit my burn. I laid my cheek on top of her head. She hummed. “This feels like the safest place in the entire world. It’s quite remarkable,” she said, and looked up at me, “You really are one of Life’s Protectors, aren’t you?”
My brow crinkled as I tried to process her words.
“Ahhhhhh,” she whispered. “Again, you are a Protector, but you blame yourself for not being able to protect the one you lost…”
Heat rose from my collar. My vision blurred, and I held my breath.
Di reached up and touched my cheek. “Besides stopping drinking, I want you to stop beating yourself up. I promise you, there is a place where this all makes peace with itself. Your grief will change from sobs and guilt back into the smiles and love you felt when Miller was here.”
“How can that be?” I whispered through clenched teeth and blurry eyes.
“The first step is trusting that the place exists, no matter how bad it is now. Do you believe I’d mislead you about something like this?”
“No. Of course not.”
“Start with that. Accept it’s possible, even when it seems hopeless. There are no trails through the wilderness. Everyone has to make their own path.”
I nodded my head and blinked out tears.
“We’ve come to love you, Jack, and we shall never, ever forget you,” Di said, and she tiptoed on her good foot as she pulled me down to kiss my cheek.
“Tony? Some of those napkins, please?” I smiled, lightening the mood.
Chuckles all around as Tony brought me a clutch of napkins. Smiles and back claps as I honked and blew and wiped.
“I guess it’s my turn,” Matt said, coming in wide-armed.
We clasped each other and held on.
“I don’t know what to say,” Matt said into my shoulder.
“That’s okay, me either.”
“I’m sad you’re leaving, but I’m happy for you. The saddest part is that you won’t be in my life anymore. I can’t imagine that in a few minutes, you’ll be gone, and I will never see you again, and I’ll never hear that you made it.”
We both held our breath and held on to each other for long moments. We stepped back, took in air, and chuckled.
“Go find Katie. Protect each other. Tony’s idea about a barrier island and sunbaked kids sounds pretty good,” I said.
“Well, isn’t that the most heartwarming thing? Two assholes locked in a tight embrace.”
Everyone jumped and turned toward the new voice. Roofus growled.
Lieutenant Junior Grade Donovan Corlin stood at the open south bay door, hands on his hips and a bitter smile on his swollen and bruised face.
Black rage rose in my chest. Hatred boiled through my bloodstream; I was seized with an overwhelming urge to beat the man to a paste.
And I wasn’t the only one. Chief and the firefighters lunged at JayGee, who stepped back and pulled a can of mace from his duty belt. “Try it, assholes. I’m a federal officer, and technically, during this crisis, I’m your boss. Stand down!”
The charging men halted but didn’t back down.
“Get the fuck out,” Chief said.
“Did you forget? I’m here to collect my sidearm.”
“You’ll get your sidearm when I’m damn good and ready to give it to you,” Chief said.
“You give it to me now, or I’ll return with a dozen armed officers, and I’ll take it and arrest everybody,” JayGee said.
“Try it, and your so-called command will collapse when everybody finds out you assaulted and tried to kill two people whom they are grateful for, a civilian broke your face, took your weapon, and sent you walking home with flat tires,” Chief said.
“Not if you’re all shot for resisting arrest,” JayGee said.
“Oh bullshit, you’ll shoot us…!” Chief said.
“I see Broderick is wearing a pistol,” JayGee said, looking at me. “Lucky for you, it’s not mine.”
“Lucky for you, I don’t knock your teeth out. With your black eyes, your forehead all swollen and stitched, and your nose all pulpy, it would complete the look.” I reached out and gave JayGee’s nose a honk.
Ripples of suppressed laughter.
JayGee reeled and swore, “Where did you get that pistol?” he said, sounding officious.
“Traveling salesman.”
“Traveling salesman? That’s a good one.”
“Yup. I got the last one,” I said.
“You just missed him. Too bad, too. He had a ball gag that would’ve fit you to a T,” Matt said from behind.
“Maybe I should confiscate that pistol and place you under arrest,” JayGee said.
“After the last 36 hours,” I said, “there are very few things that I’m sure of anymore, but one thing I am sure of is that you are — in no way — Man Enough to relieve me of this pistol.”
“I beg to differ. You are acting in a threatening and hostile manner toward a federal agent while armed. You are also an armed civilian in a secure area within the airport property, an area you do not have security clearance for, which a Fire Chief does not have the authority to grant. I can shoot you for that all by itself.”
“Except you don’t have a weapon because I took it,” I said.
A flush suffused the blue-black bruising on JayGee’s face. “Damn you. I gave you two orders yesterday to get off my base.”
“If you’d get the hell out of my way, I’d be happy to leave,” I said.
“Alright, dammit, let’s back this down a bit,” Chief said. “Lieutenant Junior Grade, you go wait for me in my office. We’ll send Jack on his way, and then I’ll give you your sidearm back. Then you can piss off too.”
JayGee holstered his mace and looked at me. “I am not a hateful man. But I hate you.”
“Not hateful? That’s a weird thing to say; everyone you meet ends up hating you,” I said.
“Hear hear!” Tony called.
JayGee got in close. “After all the shit you pulled, if we were alone, I’d kill you.”
“You tried. You missed. And you just threatened my life in front of witnesses. And I’d bet Chief here can use that to strip you of your command.”
“Ha ha ha! Awesome!” Matt clapped.
JayGee both blanched and reddened.
“And considering you already tried to kill me, I’m probably within my rights to pinch your head off and call it self-defense,” I said.
“I do believe you’re right, Jack,” Chief said, smiling. “Corlin, shut your mouth and behave yourself, and go wait in my office.”
JayGee looked up at me and shook, his jaw clenched. He pulled back his right fist, but before he could throw the punch, I darted out my left index finger and poked him in the eye.
JayGee bawled out in shock and pain and clamped a palm to his face.
“Don’t piss me off, Corlin. Go with the nice firefighters before you get hurt,” I said.
Barclay and Jonas escorted JayGee into the fire station.
I watched him go. “I still don’t get what his problem is. He hated me right from the first second.”
“He hates you because you’re everything he’s not but wishes he was,” Tony said, and the others nodded in agreement.
“Fat? Unemployed? About to get divorced?” I asked.
“No M’boy. Strong. Respected. Capable. A natural leader. Why, you’re the biggest threat this bargain bin Mussolini has ever seen!” Tony said.
“Now you’re just being nice. But I appreciate it,” I said.
Another round of goodbyes and hugs, quicker this time. Blessings and professions of love. Unanimous lumps in throats.
I squatted and traded Roofus a few scratches for a few licks.
“Thanks, Buddy,” I whispered. “You being here saved my life. Protect these guys, too, okay?”
I shouldered my pack and arranged it over the tactical fishing vest. “Please don’t watch me leave. Please. I don’t know why,” I said.
They agreed, turned around, and put their arms around each other.
“If it weren’t for my family, I’d happily spend the rest of my life with all of you. God bless,” I said, voice breaking.
The closest door was the overhead facing the base where JayGee had appeared. I stepped through it, determined not to look back. But a couple of steps later, something caught my eye. I turned and looked at it.
I blinked. 
I looked away, and I looked back and blinked some more.
I stared at it. 
I knew what it was, and I knew what it meant, but my mind short-circuited.
JayGee’s bicycle was leaning against the wall of the fire station.
Accessories included an air pump and a tire repair kit strapped to the cargo carrier over the rear tire. An expensive-looking binocular case lay in the handlebar basket, presumably containing expensive binoculars. And a ridiculous bicycle helmet.
Oh yeah. We’re taking this.
I jumped on the bike, tossed JayGee’s helmet on the fire station’s roof, and hightailed it for the gate.
The seat was too low for my frame, so I stood on the pedals. I rocketed down the lane and took a hard left onto the main road from the Coast Guard base.
Bailey stood behind the guardhouse.
I slammed on the brakes and skidded to a stop in a manner JayGee could only hope to accomplish. Bailey stepped to me, keeping an eye out for JayGee.
“You were going to leave without saying goodbye?” she asked.
“I’m glad you came,” I said, and she stepped into my embrace.
We held each other for long moments.
“Thank you, Bailey. I’ll never forget you.”
She stepped back, eyes brimming. She grabbed my cheeks and planted one on me. Firm and clenching, like a desperate hug. She kept her forehead pressed to mine when she broke off and took a deep, clearing breath.
“You’d better go, or else I’ll be coming with you, and then you’d have some explaining to do to your family,” she said, smiling.
I cleared my throat and, in my very best Krusty the Klown voice, said, “So long, schlubs! Hoo Hoo ha ha!”
Bailey squealed with laughter, kissed me again, and smacked me on the butt to send me off.
Before I got to the intersection, I risked a final glance back to the fire station.
Matt, Tony, Di, Chief, Barclay, Jonas, Cortez, Danvers, Felix, their wives and kids, and the dog Roofus stood outside. They laughed and clapped, hollered encouragement, and cheered and waved.
I stopped and blew them a big two-handed kiss, bowed deeply, pulled up on the center of the handlebars so the front wheel came up in a Lone Ranger-esque manner, waved, and for the first time in a long, long time, laughed out loud.
I got going again and headed for the turnoff to Roosevelt Boulevard. Happiness beamed like sunlight inside my chest. Fleeting, fragile, but the first spark of honest joy since Miller’s death.
Warmth. Connection. Acceptance. Love.
And just like that, it evaporated.
As soon as I shone attention on it, it vanished like smoke on the wind.
But I’d had it, for a fleeting moment.
And it left an aftertaste of memory, something to treasure.
It tasted of hope.
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THE MAN


In a couple hundred yards, I had to stop to rest. I’d booked it away from the airport partially because I was showing off, frankly, but also in case JayGee got hold of his handgun and decided to pop off a few rounds, though the odds of hitting me were nil. 
The thought of Junior’s impotent rage made me smile.
I smiled even more at the feelings of… well, love, dammit! Acceptance and appreciation. No, I wasn’t a hero, but those people were sincere in what they said. They cared, just a little misplaced enthusiasm in their choice of words. But the sentiments came from the heart, and that’s what mattered.
You didn’t have to defend or justify yourself.
However, dashing off at full throttle was a mistake: the air still teemed with smoke despite last night’s rain. It still breathed like acid. I coughed and spit. This atmosphere wasn’t helping my recovery from the smoke inhalation two nights ago.
I took a good drink through the tube to the water bladder under my pack and rubbed the bottom of my thighs. The seat sat so low that it felt like my knees came up to my ears. I’d need to adjust this thing as soon as I found the tools.
Didn’t Chief mention something about me taking pliers? Dammit! But I guess I didn’t know I’d be taking this bike.
I stopped in the middle of the road before the Pinellas Park exit. It was an odd place to be standing with a bicycle. You stand with a bike on the edge of the road, not the center. It gave the same feeling of being at odds with the environment as walking on the airport runway. Your perceptions say, “You’re not supposed to be here.”
I scanned the horizon. Distant trees and the overpass hid most of the buildings of Clearwater. From the airport, we couldn’t get a clear sense of what had happened. Only the tallest buildings showed in the distance. We saw the devastation, but the range was a disconnect. Something “over there” as opposed to being “over here”.
Being at the airport was like being in a cocoon.
Behind the smoke-blurred horizon of trees a half-mile distant, various columns of smoke climbed skyward. The day was overcast, but it wasn’t the silvery overcast of a rainy day. This was the overcast of destruction.
I pedaled northwest along Roosevelt Boulevard. Under the overpass, through the intersection. A half-melted car sat far behind, and a couple more on the other side of the road, one a burned-out shell. I didn’t see any people and had no desire to stop and root through the vehicles.
Trees and vegetation crowded the ditch, and I hugged the left lane toward the center of the four-lane highway. Soon, the foliage turned into a strip mall on the left and a demarcating fence for a subdivision on the right. The houses looked McMansionish at a distance, but as I got closer, I saw they were duplexes and triplexes.
All burned. 
Out of the dozen or so that I passed, only two still stood. It wasn’t clear if they burned from fires within each home or whether one started it and it spread from there, but the destruction was total.
Good God.
The strip mall and buildings across the road were damaged but still stood.
And no people anywhere.
Where the hell was everyone?
I continued at a comfortable pace, but my knees burned at the odd cycling angle.
This section of road exemplified the kind common throughout Florida, a quasi-commercial buffer zone along the thoroughfare that separates the subdivisions from the traffic. Strip malls, restaurants, and small office blocks dropped in at random. A section of bush and scrub, then an old home with a Florida low pitched roof, renovated into a used car lot office or similar business, then more foliage.
I wasn’t used to either the exercise or the heat. Sweat and prickly itchiness started under my collar, armpits, and waistband.
I followed Roosevelt around the wide curve to due west and across Bay Vista Drive.
An asphalt sidewalk ran beside the road. Beyond that, a hedge and manicured stretch of lawn and trees that semi-hid more upscale commercial buildings.
Someone was running.
The Man trotted west on the sidewalk. He wasn’t a good runner; his form was terrible. His arms were straight and held out from his sides at a 45° angle. His gait was shallow and shuffley, terribly inefficient, and a waste of energy. His pants frayed at the cuff, and his bald head was severely sunburned.
I called hello at twenty yards and stayed along the median in the far left lane. No sense in startling the guy or looking like a threat. The Man turned and started waving his arms as if to flag me down.
I realized The Man’s odd running technique wasn’t because he didn’t know how to run; it was the run of somebody in pain. The Man’s open shirt revealed a raw and red chest. And it wasn’t baldness. His hair was burned off. The burns weren’t severe in terms of tissue damage, but that many nerve endings open to the air must’ve been excruciating. The inner seams of his pants had come apart from the friction of running, and flashes of worn inner thigh showed with every step.
He had been running for a long time.
I slowed, and the man came straight for me.
“I need the bike. I need to get home. I need the bike.”
The Man’s voice was even and not particularly loud, but his eyes were red and glazed, dilated and vacant.
Native and traditional cultures around the world have versions of transformative ceremonial dance. In southern Africa, the tribes speak of achieving a state of ‘half death’, where the spirit world reveals itself. In the Sun Dance, men of the tribes on the North American plains pierce the skin of their chests with bone hooks attached to leather thongs fastened to a large pole, and they dance around it until the hooks tear free of their flesh. These dances last for days and involve fasting, dehydration, repetitive and rhythmic music, hyperventilation, and physical pain.
The breathing, rhythmic dancing, hunger, thirst, and pain lead to an altered state, and The Man was clearly experiencing something similar. But without the rituals, traditions, and support systems these cultures had developed over centuries to protect their dancers, The man’s mind seemed broken.
“I need the bike. I need to get home. I need the bike.”
The Man ran to me, grabbed the handlebars, and tried to mount the bike.
“Hey! Back off! What are you doing?” I said.
“I need the bike. I need to get home. I need the bike.”
I wrenched the handlebars and the bike away from The Man.
“I need the bike. I need to get home. I need the bike.”
The Man’s strength was alarming. Skeletal muscles can contract hard enough to break the bones they’re attached to, so the body has a neurological throttle to protect itself. But if this throttle gets removed because of duress or a psychological shift, and you sprinkle in some adrenaline, you have moms lifting cars off their children and people in mental institutions needing half a dozen large and well-trained men to subdue them.
I tried to remove The Man’s grip on the handlebars. No go. I rapped my knuckles hard on the back of The Man’s hand, which usually works well. Nope. The Man stepped over the frame to sit on the seat and brushed me aside like a cobweb.
“I need the bike. I need to get home. I need the bike.”
Okay, so you out-leverage him.
As The Man’s weight shifted over the bicycle, I grabbed him and pulled to continue the motion over the center of balance, causing the bike to fall.
“I need the bike. I need to get home. I need the bike.”
The Man bent to pick up the bike, and I hooked his near leg backward while pushing him forward and away. He somersaulted over the front wheel.
I whisked the bike away from The Man, who stood up and looked at me like he was seeing me for the first time.
“I need the bike. I need to get home. I need the bike.”
“No! Back off, Buster, I’m warning you!”
The Man loped forward, and I kicked him square in the balls. Normally one wouldn’t, as men are programmed to defend their fellas, and it just takes a shift of the hips to cause a miss, but The Man didn’t seem too situationally aware. The kick landed true and The Man doubled over, but the fresh pain galvanized him. As I mounted the bike, he snapped his head up, and raw, primal fury showed on his scorched face.
“I NEED THE BIKE! I NEED TO GET HOME! I NEED THE BIKE!”
As The Man dove at me, I couldn’t peddle or get off the bike, and The Man, the bicycle, and I spilled over in a tumble.
He fought like an ape. He hammered me with the bottom of his fists instead of his knuckles. I turned and caught most of the blows on the backpack, then The Man sunk his teeth into the carrying loop.
I grabbed The Man’s arms and stood up, with him hanging on my back. I bent in half, thrust my hips backward, and pulled hard on The Man’s arms, and he flew, his legs making a tremendous arc, back and heels slamming onto the road, knocking the breath out of him again.
As The Man struggled to sit up, I slipped my right arm around his throat from behind. My left arm wrapped behind his neck, and I locked the chokehold in.
“I need the bike. I need to get home. I need… the bike.”
The Man’s voice became tight and constricted. His arms flailed, and I tucked my face behind his head. It stunk horridly of burned hair, burned skin, sweat, and smoke. 
The smell and the stickiness of The Man’s raw, weeping skin sank my stomach in revulsion.
The term “chokehold” is a misnomer. It’s not intended to choke the victim by cutting off their air. Caution is necessary so as not to crush the windpipe. My hold on The Man restricted the cardioid arteries on either side of his neck and temporarily starved the brain of blood, and by extension, oxygen.
As The Man’s brain sensed the impending danger, he became reinvigorated. He threw himself backward like a baby. I rolled with the motion and used it to wrap my heels around his legs, further pinning him. The Man’s flailing continued in a further spasm of panic, and his elbows and knuckles whacked into the street with a painful sound.
“I need… the bike. I need to get… home. I need…”
The Man’s consciousness faded, ebbing like the end of a song on an old record. He went limp. I held for another few seconds and rolled out from under him. Just as with a boxing or MMA knockout, this forced sleep doesn’t last long. Consciousness returns with blood flow.
I jumped for the bike and hit the pedals. After 30 yards, I hove to and looked back. Like a serial killer in an 80s movie, The Man was already on his feet and stumbling forwards in that feverish, shuffling slog.
Goosebumps raced up my back, neck, and into my hair.
“I need to get home. I need to get home. I need to get home.”
That poor bastard.
I took off, not wanting to risk The Man getting his hands on me again.
* * *
The smoke irritated my breathing, so I pulled up the stretchy buff from around my neck to cover my mouth and nose. It helped, a little. I only got a mile away from The Man and had to stop.
I rolled and flexed my shoulders and checked for injuries. I’d taken those blows on my arm and shoulder; it was like being hit with a bat.
You dumb dink. You’re not even 2 miles into your journey, and your life is at risk.
I thought about The Man.
Broken. Obsessed with getting home.
That could be you.
Would that be me in 3 days? Injured and delirious?
It better not. You promised your son.
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LUNACY


I’d gone less than a mile when I saw the crowd. At first, I couldn’t tell how big, 100 people? 150? More? 
Yes, many more. It was like an outdoor concert.
The intersection’s northwest corner had a 7-Eleven attached to a sports bar. Opposite, in the southeast corner, was a gas station. In the southwest corner was a large Walgreens.
All of them were being looted.
Mothers and children were the furthest from the epicenter and anxiously watched the commotion. All wore some manner of sleepwear. Babies and toddlers were still in onesies.
A dad and a mom in their early 20s moved out of the crowd. The mom carried an infant and a new box of diapers. The dad struggled with a flat of 500 mL water and a shotgun, and he bled from somewhere above his hairline.
As I got closer, the dad, a kid really, brought up the shotgun. I held up a hand.
“Whoa, we’re good. I’m not after your stuff. You okay?” I asked.
“You keep going, Mister,” the kid/dad said.
“What’s happening in there?” I asked.
“People lost their minds is what’s happening,” the kid/dad said. “Now get.”
“Okay, okay. No trouble here. But watch out; I had a run-in with a guy a couple blocks back. He’s not okay upstairs. He’s wounded and delirious. And dangerous. If you don’t give him a wide berth, you may have to use that on him,” I said.
“Thank you,” the girl/mom said.
They walked away, the kid/dad keeping an eye on me.
I continued through the throng. Three boys in their late teens pushed out of the mass of people. They were highly animated, and the beefiest one in the middle carried a case of 12 off-brand bourbon bottles. The other two were laughing and high-fiving.
“What the fuck you looking at, old man?” The tallest and skinniest one said, his bare chest puffed up in challenge.
“Nothing at all. You boys have a good time,” I said.
Since they’re stealing anyway, why take that cheap firewater instead of something quality like Knobel? 
“Damn right!” The other boy said and high-fived the tall skinny one again.
The only way those kids are going to make it is through ruthlessness. They think the end of the world is an opportunity and an excuse to take some shit. Plan? Why plan when you can take what you need?
Because that paranoid young dad walking a hundred feet in front of you with his wife and child won’t think twice about blowing your head off.
Best of luck, fellas.
The crowd thickened, so much so that I had to get off and walk the bike. In high-stress situations, respectful formality is a must. I kept a pleasant look on my face, as much as possible, and said, “I beg your pardon,” and “excuse me, ma’am,” and allowed people to pass in front of me, even though I was the biggest person in the crowd.
The people were packed in like Saturday at a State Fair.
But instead of smiles and laughter and corn dogs, it was violence and chaos.
At the entrance drive to the 7-Eleven, people stood in the street and watched, hesitating and fearful. People streamed in and out of the 7-Eleven and the sports bar. Most of them men, most of them young.
However, two enormous women, each well over 300 pounds, were fighting in the middle of the parking lot. They were swathed in stretchy polyester and screamed at each other in different languages. They grasped each other’s shirts in one hand while swinging wild haymakers with the other.
It looked like a hockey fight.
Two groups of children stood on opposite sides of an imaginary circle around the women, the oldest no more than eight years old. All of them cried for their mothers to stop.
After several punches, they must’ve hurt their knuckles because they opened their hands and continued slapping. The slaps looked even more painful. One woman stepped back and pulled her opponent forward, who fell and smacked her face on the pavement. She struggled up on all fours and spat bright red blood. The other woman kicked her in the head.
Beside the building, where garbage bins sat next to the grass divider separating the lot from the street, a half-dozen young men with swaggers, tattoos, and shaved heads pressed in on a man in his late-30s. He had thinning hair and spectacles, and behind him cowered a doughy, terrified boy of about 12.
I started toward them.
The Spectacled Dad had his hands palms up to the group and was trying to negotiate.
I took off the pack and dropped it in the basket on the handlebars, minding the binoculars case that had miraculously stayed put during my encounter with The Man. I opened the pack as I walked the bike.
Two of the toughs got on either side of the man and gave him a violent shove into the main group, who shoved the man back. Another punk approached the 12-year-old, reached out, pinched his nipple, and twisted. The kid squealed in terror and pain.
“Okay guys, okay, you got what you want, now let us go,” the Spectacled Dad said.
Why has nobody taught these damned nerds to stop making things worse for themselves?
Four of them surrounded the Spectacled Dad and shoved him around the circle, like a volleyball team setting a ball in warmup. Another one slapped the glasses off of the kid, who cried openly.
Once violence starts, it escalates quickly. When you’re walking into a chilly lake, first you go slow, but at some point you jump in. Small violences beget deadly violences, like the turning of an ignition begins the turning of the engine.
“NO!” cried a woman standing off to the side, a pudgy girl hiding behind her.
In one motion, I brought out the Halligan bar and after a moment’s thought, the cast iron pan.
My irons.
Jack? Don’t do this. Mind your own business and keep moving.
I approached the woman and asked her to hold my bike for a moment. She looked at me, gaping and in shock, but did as I asked.
The biggest of the toughs, and presumably the leader, flicked open a blade.
This ends now.
It happened for the second time in three days and the fourth time in my life.
My vision tinged red.
It felt like walking in deeper and deeper water.
More resistance.
Slower.
Infuriatingly slow.
My heart beat strong, and my chest seemed to open.
The universe was in slow-motion, and I was at quadruple speed.
Make this count.
I walked up behind the tough waving the knife in the face of the Spectacled Dad. It felt like hours to get there. When in range, I pulled back the cast iron pan, and with the full force of torso and hip, and as cleanly as a hole-in-one golf swing, came around and hit this Number One with the rim of the pan, dead in the ear.
I felt deep bones breaking in the guy’s head and neck.
And it didn’t make the gongy “p-toon” sound they use in movies. It sounded like a sledgehammer hitting a tree.
Before Number One hit the ground, I backswung, and the rim nailed a perfect shot right between the eyes of the gangbanger to my right, Number Two. In my state of heightened awareness, I felt the nose crumple in sections and the eye sockets shatter. Number Two fell back with his face imploded.
I felt sick but stabbed the Halligan bar forward with my left, striking the rearmost goon, Number Three, below the nose with the top side of the spike. Maxilla bones gave way, and as he fell backward, a spray of teeth and gore hung in the air, looking like those slow-motion videos of water balloons breaking, where the balloon’s skin falls away, and the globe of water momentarily holds in place.
Goon Number Four ran to tackle me. I stepped back, spun a quarter turn to the right, and stuck my left leg out. The would-be tackler tripped and fell hard.
I had time to place my shot.
They describe muscular coordination as a “summation of force”. Several muscles work together to combine their output. A boxer calls on hips and torso to punch. An Olympic lifter drives down with his legs as he pulls with his back and shoulders. An efficient firewood splitter adds a whiplike motion at the top of the swing and drops the legs to add bodyweight and core to the blow.
This is what I did. Full extension to tiptoe. Accelerate the Halligan down with lat and tricep. Bend knees and drop to add my substantial body weight to the blow.
I hit the flat side of the head of the Halligan bar on the center ribs of Four’s left side, smack-dab on the kidney. Ribs splintered, and the blow reverberated through the body and back up the bar. Number Four arced backward, his face and body stiff in a horrible, silent scream.
I turned to the remaining gangbangers. Number Five was pulling a pistol, Number Six a machete. 
I charged Number Five, the one with the gun. A compact automatic. A Sig? I saw Five’s finger whiten on the trigger.
Using an underhand throw, I rifled the iron pan at Number Five, who reflexively batted at it and raised the pistol out of the way. I rammed into him, driving my shoulder so deep into his midsection I was a bit surprised it didn’t come out the back. We went down hard, and Five’s head whipsawed onto the pavement with a sickening, hollow ‘thunk’.
Number Six swung the machete with full force, but I rolled off and the blade bit deep into Five. It was a near mirror wound to the one Kyle got from the second exploding aircraft.
Six drew the machete out of his gang mate and swung again. I was in a dangerous position on my back. No leverage, but I still had the Halligan bar in my left hand. As Number Six brought down the machete with a yell, I swung upwards and backhanded with the Halligan. The spike pierced Six’s forearm meat, cracked the radius bone, and protruded out the far side. I used Six’s momentum and pulled on the Halligan. Six tripped over me and splayed out on the pavement.
I stood and tore the Halligan bar out of the punk’s forearm. The skin and muscle pulled away from the elbow and rolled toward the wrist like an old silk gauntlet, exposing the radius and ulna bones—an injury known as an avulsion. Number Six’s eyes grew in shock and horror, and he scrambled up and away, screaming and clutching his ruined arm.
I stood there for long moments as the Red Haze passed. I grew aware of the sounds of riot surrounding me. Three groups of spectators looked at me in awe and horror at what I’d done.
I turned around and picked up Five’s handgun. Yes, a Sig Sauer P238 in .380 Auto. There was a round in the chamber, and the safety was off.
Waaaay too lucky there, Jack.
A shotgun boomed in the middle distance. Once. Twice. Three times.
The young kid/dad fighting The Man? Or the liquor carriers?
The Spectacled Dad and his family came running over.
“Thank you! Thank you!”
The doughy kid looked at me. “Why didn’t you shoot them?” he asked, pointing at the gun on my hip. I stared at the Ruger Mark IV in its holster.
“I… don’t know,” I said. “I guess I didn’t want to kill them…”
The kid frowned at me.
I, too, thought it sounded thin when I said it. I honestly didn’t want to kill them, but at least two were dead. Three more had horrific injuries and might not recover, and the other — who got off the luckiest — had smashed bones in his face, lost some important teeth, and would never eat normally again.
I turned away from the family and vomited. What seemed like gallons of pureed breakfast splashed on the parking lot and my new shoes.
Dammit.
“Sir? Are you okay?” The Spectacled Dad asked.
I nodded and waved them back as another torrent of eggs and coffee flew out of me as if strewn from a slop bucket.
The red sensation dissipated. I felt dull and slow. Shaky and weak.
“Sir, thank you for coming to help us,” the Spectacled Dad said.
The woman held out a small bottle of water, and I rinsed, spat, rinsed, and drank.
I showed them the small automatic from the dead punk. “Do you know how to use this?”
“Yes, a little. But I haven’t shot in years,” Spectacled Dad said, taking it hesitantly.
“Listen to me,” I panted. “Stay the hell away from trouble. Reason and negotiations will not work. Look at all the people taking liquor. If they had half a brain between them, they’d be looking for food, water, and clothes. They don’t because they know they can take what they want from people like you. So you don’t let them. Stay hidden, and don’t make yourselves a target.”
“I understand,” he said. “That makes good sense.”
I looked at him. “Stay out of here and places like this. Go to the airport. It’s only a couple of miles. There’s a Coast Guard airbase. Follow the service road behind. They’ll help you. It’s their job. Ask for a Petty Officer named Bailey and tell her I sent you.” I paused for a beat. “But don’t mention my name to anyone but her.”
“Ask for Bailey, and you’re Jack. Thank you, Jack.”
I nodded and shook the proffered hand. I took a deep breath, cleared my throat, and spat. More people fought. Anyone with “too much” loot got confronted. People attacked the person to take the stuff, which often destroyed it. The windows got smashed out of the 7-Eleven, and waves of people passed in and out of the store. Several thin youths came running across from the Walgreens, laughing and carrying fistfuls of cash. No water or food, but they probably busted open an ATM.
Priorities, gentlemen.
I picked up the Bimini hat and the pan I’d thrown and went to collect my…
“Where the hell is my bike?!?!”
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THE BIKE THIEF


“Your  bike?“ the mom asked, “I set it down right there a moment ago.”
I dashed to where I’d handed off the bicycle and scanned the crowd. Something parted the crowd directly across from me. I charged in, still saying, “excuse me,” but slicing through the mass of people like the prow of a ship.
I heard where the bike was before I saw it. A high, gravelly, screechy voice yelled, “Move! Move!” I caught up with the bike at the median separating the east-west lanes of Roosevelt Boulevard. A pair of spindly arms protruding from a floppy hat pushed the bike forward, ramming into people who didn’t get out of the way fast enough.
I got in front of the bike and grabbed the handlebars to stop it.
“Ma’am? This is my bike, and I’m taking it back,” I said.
“This is my bike! Get out of my way!” The Old Lady yelled as she tried to ram me with the front tire.
She had to be 80 years old, but she might’ve been 20 years younger and sun-damaged. Her skin was so papery thin that if it wasn’t for the walnut tan, you could probably see through it. She wore gaudy sunglasses, a pinched expression, and looked like an emu crossed with a lizard.
“No, this isn’t your bike. You just picked it up across the street,” I said. I opened the backpack, thrust the Halligan bar and cast iron pan in, and closed it.
“HELP! HELP!” Someone that small couldn’t be that loud.
“Lady, I’m not going to hurt you, but I’m taking my bike back,” I said.
“HELP! THIS GUY IS TRYING TO STEAL MY BIKE!” She shrieked, holding fast to the handlebars.
“Lady, why do you even want this bike?” I asked.
“IT’S MINE! IT’S MINE!”
I gave the handlebars a short tug, but the Old Lady didn’t budge. This presented a problem: if she didn’t hand it over, what the hell would I do? Cuff her one? Choke her out like The Man? Rap her knuckles? Her hands may have looked like arthritic raptor claws, but they also looked like they’d break if I tried peeling them off the handlebars. And I couldn’t very well wrench the thing away from her; if she fell, she might bust a knee or a hip.
She rammed my shin with the front tire.
“Lady, you’re starting to piss me off.”
“Your breath stinks!” the Old Lady said.
“Good, take some with you,” I said, blowing a stream of vomit-scented breath into her face.
“HELP! HELP! LEAVE ME ALONE! HELP!”
“Hey! What’s going on here?” Three middle-aged men came up beside us. The one who spoke had his hand on the butt of a holstered pistol, one had a 12-gauge shotgun, and another carried an AK-47 variant in black plastic. It looked like a toy, but the heft of it said it was real.
Oh, terrific.
“This guy is trying to steal my bike!” The Old Lady said.
“This is MY bike, and you stole it from me!” I said.
“Oh, right. How am I supposed to get this bike away from you?!” the Old Lady said, ramming me with the tire again.
“Mister, let go of the bike and let’s work this out,” the Pistol said.
“There’s nothing to work out; I set the bike down to fight a gang hassling a family. When I finished, this ‘lady’ had swiped my bike and my backpack.”
“He’s lying! This is my bike!” the Old Lady yelled, trying to work up alligator tears.
“The bike looks a little small for someone his size,” the Shotgun said.
“Yes, the seat slid down, and I need to adjust it,” I said. “Let’s use that same logic on her; look at the size of the loops on this backpack. It fits me. You put it on her, and it’ll drag on the ground.” 
“Let me go! Let me go!” The Old Lady yelled.
“I will not tell you again. Let go of the bike and step back,” said the Pistol.
“I get that you assholes are trying to do your good deed for the day; I just fought half a dozen gang bangers for the same reason. But there is no way in hell that I’m letting this old lady take my bike.”
“It’s my bike! Mine!” the Old Lady said.
“Step. Back. From. The. Bike.” The Pistol drew and held it at the ready.
“Look, you idiot, ask her to identify the contents of these pockets on the backpack. When she can’t, I’ll tell you what’s in it. Check for yourselves. It’s my stuff,“ I said.
“Leave me a—“
A small volcano appeared in the middle of her face. There was a wet ‘fwhap’ sound. Her glasses and hat flew off, and a cloud of bone, blood, and fatty tissue erupted from the bridge of her nose. Then the concussive bam of a handgun from back in the parking lot.
Three Wise Men and I gaped at each other as the Old Lady fell to the ground like a sheet sliding off a clothesline. We looked to where the sound of the shot came from, as people screamed and more shots came our way.
Over a dozen men, all cut from the same mold as the ones I had just fought, ran toward us from the door of the sports bar. The one with the peeled arm pointed at me with his good hand. A knot of them stopped to help the ones with the pulped kidney and the cleaved face. Several of them cried. Most of them were shooting.
The Three Wise Men and I hit the deck. People ran everywhere. The Pistol opened fire and shot the nearest assailant, but he also hit two civilians.
The shotgun blammed, and my ears rang. Depending on its load, the distance was at the outer edge of the shotgun’s effectiveness. If he hit anyone, I didn’t see it.
The AK-47 brought his rifle up and picked two shots with practiced efficiency. The gang scattered and took cover behind the dumpster, a car, and a billboard pillar.
Rounds scored the pavement in front of us. The gang bangers didn’t seem to have much knowledge or experience with their weapons. Luckily, we were on the far side of the concrete median, which offered some protection from the ricocheting bullets. Some.
Ear ringing shots from the AK. Sonic concussions from gunfire were like getting hit with a phone book. BLAMS and CRACKS and BOOMS smacked into me, the biggest ones bringing sensations of goosebumps. Screams and panic from behind. Screes from ricochets hammering the street. The close ones and the Doppler effect of the bullets passing overhead made my innards cringe.
Gunfire coming toward you is a lot louder than it is going away from you. Bullets still sound as they fly, but the gunshot’s sound comes after, not before, as bullets are faster than sound. The bullet hits before you hear the gunshot. They know this in Hollywood, but they still set the sound effects up the other way because it doesn’t “look right” to hear the shot after the bullet.
No, it doesn’t look right.
And it is unnerving when things are not the way you expect them to be.
Several bangers pointed guns around their cover and fired blind. A couple popped up, took four or five quick shots, and ducked back. Two more took their time from cover and watched how their shots landed.
“I’m out!” The Pistol called, then he got hit in the collarbone, a round punching into his lung.
Shit shit shit.
Time to get in this fight.
I drew my .22, thumbed the safety, and brought it up to ready.
The ones by the dumpster seemed to be the most immediate threat. They’d hit the pistol guy, judging from the war whoops.
It looked like one coached the other.
Using the Old Lady’s body and the bike for cover, I watched how the dumpster duo moved. Idiotically, they kept poking their heads out in the same place. The dumpster was as far away as home plate was from third. I wouldn’t need to adjust for much bullet drop.
I aimed at the spot where the guy on the left kept popping out. A press of trigger cracked a bullet out, and the dude caught it in the top of the eye. I cycled a breath and repeated the procedure on the other side of the dumpster.
Two shots. Two hits.
Grandpa would be proud.
You can’t keep this up.
“I’m running low,” the AK-47 called out. He’d hit several of them, but more came out of the sports bar, like bees leaving a hive.
Without warning, the Spectacled Dad ran out from behind the 7-11‘s gas pumps and opened fire on the gang members swarming from the sports bar.
The stupid sonofabitch.
He fired off eight shots and hit three of them, but not lethally. The group opened fire on him from all sides, hitting two of their own members in the crossfire.
Time to go.
I fired four quick shots at the closest gang members to keep their heads down, and the AK-47 kept firing. It’d be foolish to mount the bike and try pedaling from a dead stop, so I jumped up and ran the cycle in a crouch, away from the gunfire, toward the Walgreens across the street.
I expected to get cut down in a barrage of gunfire, but I kept running as several shots passed close. Bullets rended the air around me, and I saw where they hit in front. I whipped around the rear corner of the Walgreens, astonished that I’d made it.
I holstered the Ruger, leaped on the bike, and pedaled for my life. The lane behind the Walgreens had dozens of people fleeing the gunshots, and I bellowed at them to move. I took a hard right around some trees and onto the sidewalk of the backstreet. Another left, going deeper into the neighborhood. A right at the next intersection, then left again.
The neighborhood was overgrown and still. Rampant vegetation. Several homes were boarded up, and had been for a while. Some were burned to the ground. All were damaged. There were no sidewalks back here, and the rear end of a diseased old Chevy with a ‘for sale’ sign in the back window poked out from some foliage in a front yard.
Sweat stung my eyes, and my lungs heaved. The smoke made my throat raw, and my legs burned savagely. I continued fast, taking the first available turns. Past a park with a large, gutted church. Another turn, another street, a row of foliage.
I peeled right into a small parking lot of a building that said Pinellas County School. I passed a chain-link enclosure surrounding a plastic children’s playground. The far end of the building had glass doors and another set of doors tucked around a hidden corner.
It was an excellent place to rest and hole up.
I ducked around the corner and peeked to see if anyone followed me.
Nothing.
I dropped on all fours, gasping and heaving. Had I not been sick a few minutes ago, I would’ve thrown up here. I drank deep from the water bladder in my backpack.
It’s funny how obvious things can be so unreal.
For Jane’s first pregnancy, I was there every step of the way. The classes, the ultrasounds, the books, online forums, the whole megillah. But when she went into labor and I saw the crown of my firstborn’s head, my reaction was, “Holy shit! She’s having a BABY!”
Of course, I knew she was pregnant, but I hadn’t gotten it viscerally.
I knew those guys were shooting at me, but it was still abstract.
I looked over at the bike. 
The taillight plastic was smashed.
There was a perfect 9 mm hole at 4 o’clock, halfway between the center and edge of the metal bracket that held the reflector.
Holy shit, I was in a gunfight!
I vomited the water I just drank.
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HOUDINI THE CHICKEN


If there’s a saving grace to vomiting water you just drank, it’s that it doesn’t burn. 
But the convulsions still suck.
Why didn’t I get the shakes when JayGee took a potshot at me?
After rinsing and spitting, I drank again, laid back against the cinderblock wall, and listened. Sporadic gunfire a fair distance off. Mostly handguns. If it’s the same group of toughs, they’re likely to stick together in the fight instead of combing the area bush by bush looking for me.
I swapped the magazine, double-checked the safety, re-holstered it, topped up the used magazine, and stowed it and the ammo in my vest.
I noticed a pins and needles feeling in my left foot and saw a bullet had taken a bite out of the heel of my shoe.
Ice tingled up my back and slowed my blood. Had the round hit an inch higher, it would’ve smashed my heel and plowed along the bottom of my foot, coming out between my toes.
This plan would be over before it started.
How many tiny bones would’ve gotten smashed? How many ruined little joints and burst muscles? How long before you could stand on it again, if ever? Never mind walking thousands of miles.
Maybe you should get back to the fire station.
Nausea threatened again, so I popped another dose of Hangover ZERO and let it settle things down. I focused on breathing and tried to ignore the stink of the air.
I had zero appetite, but keeping blood sugar, glycogen, and protein levels up in high-stress situations is crucial, especially after losing my breakfast. I reluctantly pulled some trail mix and two chops out of my pack.
Grandpa would be proud of those shots.
Grandpa was the nicest man I had ever known; the only thing he was humorless about was safety. Constant warnings to be careful. Don’t do this; be careful of that.
Dad and Grandpa were excellent teachers. Instill the habits of safety. No exceptions. There was no such thing as accidents, only carelessness.
Grandpa was always proud of me. Always encouraging. Always teaching. The worst part of growing up was discovering that the entire world wasn’t as proud or loved me as much as Grandpa did.
As I finished a pouch of trail mix, I thought about the chicken, Houdini.
I was eight years old when the bounty came down on Houdini’s head. Houdini was a smallish, ordinary white chicken who earned his name because no coop could hold him. Every night, Houdini escaped, and every morning, Houdini thought he’d brag about it by crowing at dawn from the front step.
Houdini was a selfish little bastard too, because he’d never take anyone with him. He wasn’t interested in escaping or freedom; he just wanted to show off.
The end came when dad got his new truck. Apparently, Houdini figured the cab of this new truck was a much better stage than the front step and so performed his morning show from there.
When Dad saw literal chicken scratches in the roof paint of his new truck, Houdini’s fate was sealed.
Usually, Houdini was easy to capture. You opened the door, walked behind him, and he’d go in. But he must’ve sensed that he’d gone too far this time, and he’d better fly the coop.
Grandpa and I took the Mark II pistol and said, “We’re in a posse, looking for the notorious chicken, Houdini!”
The dummy didn’t make it very far (Houdini, not Grandpa), only to the stand of aspens behind the barn. And Houdini didn’t seem to realize that his white plumage stood out like a beacon in the spring grasses.
“Be sure you get a headshot,” Grandpa said as if it was the easiest thing in the world. “You don’t want to waste any of the meat.”
I steadied my wrists in the fork of an aspen and pressed — never squeeze — the trigger.
A quick flurry of feathers and the fiend Houdini lay dead.
Grandpa whooped congratulations, and after ensuring the Ruger was secured and holstered, ran over and picked up the chicken by the neck.
“Holy mackerel! Good shootin’ boy! You got him right in the eye!” Grandpa said.
Right in the eye. Just like the guy beside the dumpster.
Grandpa might be proud of the shot, but would he be proud that you killed a man?
My lip trembled, and I bit on it.
How many did you kill?
Four men. Maybe six. Or more.
You had to get involved, didn’t you?
The Spectacled Dad and his kid were in trouble. When the knife came out, it became all or nothing.
You killed a guy with a frying pan.
He had a knife.
Here’s some irony: in a different situation, you’d risk your life to save the guy you’d just killed. If he were in a burning building, you’d charge right in without a second thought. But instead, you end up killing him.
But the Spectacled Dad and his family, how could I watch them get attacked and do nothing?
I don’t know. But the Spectacled Dad guy got killed anyway, so why risk your ass?
Running out and shooting was his choice. The fool thought he could stop over a dozen guys? Why didn’t he just leave, like he was told?
Maybe he was trying to save you in return?
What? No — 
Why not? You took on six guys by yourself.
It felt wrong not to help.
And here’s what your ‘helping’ did: Four gang members with your fry pan, the Old Lady, the three guys trying to help the Old Lady, the two guys you shot by the dumpster, the Spectacled Dad, at least a half a dozen other gang members, plus how many civilian bystanders? All dead.
Dammit. I was trying to help!
And how many were wounded? How will they treat their injuries? How long until sepsis? Or loss of blood into the abdominal cavity? And their loved ones are sitting there helpless, watching them die, and there’s nothing they can do to help.
Stop. Please.
You fucking hypocrite. Telling everybody how to be safe, yet you risk your own life for no reason. Mr. “I’ll avoid trouble.” You asshole. You’re not even half an hour from the fire station, and you killed four people, caused others to die, and nearly got shot!
I pulled my knees up and buried my face in my crossed arms.
But the guy needed help! Am I supposed to stand aside and let them die?
Yeah. Probably. If you’re dead, how are you supposed to save your sons?
I sniffed and wiped my eyes.
And how furious would Jane be if she saw you do that?
A sobby chuckle. Yes, that would be something.
Would she consider that to be noble? Heroic? Or the stupidest thing imaginable?
I know, I know.
You promised Deacon. What in the fuck are you trying to prove?
I… a man has to help if he can. Right?
Right there. “If you can.” There are hundreds of people back there that need varying degrees of help. Are you in any position to help all of them?
No. Not all of them.
Use your damn head, Jack. Whom do you help and not help?
I know, I know.
Are you supposed to give them your food? The clothes off your back? Your bike? Your gun? Your shoes?
Knock it off.
Sacrifice everything and it’d hardly help at all. Except you’d never see your boys again.
A small fluttering at the top of the tree edging the far side of the lane caught my attention. A tiny, nervous bird landed on a thin branch that bobbed under its weight.
Would you kill someone to save your boys?
Circumstances matter, but overall, yes.
Are you sure? Once upon a time, a father just like you looked into a crib and wept with pride and thanked God for the fine boy sleeping there. The boy grew into a man, and you shot him in the eye, like a chicken.
They tried to kill me. The other six preyed on a defenseless family. Tackling them may have been stupid, but I won’t mourn their deaths.
The bird chirped and flew away, the twig springing back.
So… if you’re willing to kill people to save your sons, why not leave strangers to their fate? Why get involved? What’s the difference?
I bit into one of Felix’s pork chops. It was still warm.
Trying to save everybody won’t save Miller.
Fuck you.
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MOB


The food settled my system. Sweat felt cool on my neck and back, and my breathing and heart rate throttled back to normal. Almost normal. 
My hands shook, but it would fade soon.
Time to move.
After a quick gear check and a once-over for the bike, I left the school by the rear parking lot. A little zigzagging got me back out to Roosevelt Boulevard. It was quiet in this section, but the street had refilled with people back toward the 7-Eleven and Walgreens.
I headed west for Walmart. Through the haze of smoke, more people gathered on the street ahead.
I stayed on the south side of Roosevelt and crossed the gates to a fire-gutted trailer park.
A McDonald’s sat on the left, and another gas station on the right. The gas station got most of the attention from the crowd. I supposed McDonald’s had little to offer the discriminating looter. Most everything was frozen, now thawed and rotting. Buns, pickles, and ketchup packets, but not much else. But they did have good coffee now.
Had. Had good coffee.
I turned left at the Walmart sign by McDonald’s. The road curved around a large apartment complex surrounding an inner parking lot. Four buildings got gutted, and two more had fire damage extending up to the roof. Half the windows in each building were broken. Three still burned. People sat in the balconies and the parking lot—dozens, maybe hundreds of them.
Through the trees dotting the parking medians, I made out the Walmart at the far south end of the lot. It was one of the new Walmart SuperCenters, and the massive parking lot was packed with a heaving sea of people. Everybody faced the center of the store in a wedge formation. There was lots of yelling. Again, it gave the sense of being at an outdoor concert.
This is a bad idea.
I need drinking water.
So boil it, ass.
And if all I have is seawater?
And if you’re trampled to paste?
It will not be easier later. This has to be now.
Idiot.
I hugged the edge of the lot and hopped the median. I got closer to the crowd and stopped.
“Excuse me, ma’am. What’s happening here?” I asked.
“They aren’t letting anyone in!” The woman said.
“Who isn’t?”
“I don’t know. Some men with machine guns aren’t letting anyone get food or water!” she said.
I thanked her and wound my way forward until I got to the front corner of the store.
Eight men spaced themselves across the front, and another paced by the bus shelters along the side of the building. All of them had assault rifles of various types and ranged in age from twentyish to fiftyish. They kept the entire driving and loading area in front of the store clear. A wall of people stared at them from the parking lot.
No broken windows and no looting yet, but these people were seriously pissed off.
I guess we’re not going in here.
I pedaled into no-man’s-land. The closest gunman told me to move on. I held up a hand and shouted above the din, “I’m not here for trouble. Why are you preventing people from getting food and water?”
“We are concerned citizens doing our part to protect American Business. Now clear out.” The mid-forties gunman wore a beach ball stomach, a bush of beard, and wraparound sunglasses.
“It’s very noble of you, but there’s looting going on all over the place. Why are you protecting this Walmart and nothing else?”
“We only have so much manpower. We have to pick our battles. Now get moving!” the gunman said.
“But these people need help! Food, water, clothing, bedding, tools, weapons, medicine. What’s in there can help a ton of people!” I said.
“Stealing is stealing,” the gunman said.
“Yes, it is. But you wouldn’t take something to save your family?”
“Sir, vacate this area immediately!”
“Look, the fact this building is standing means the automatic sprinkler system did its job. It also means everything inside there is wet and getting moldy. If you don’t let these people feed and clothe themselves, everything will get ruined anyway!”
“If we open the door, we’ll have a riot!”
“So line people up. Give them those blue hand baskets and say they get one trip through the store, ten at a time. If people get out of hand, remove them.”
The gunman chewed on this.
“You have to sleep eventually, so people are going to get in,” I said. “At least if you control it, you can make sure you’re helping families and children and not letting looters run wild.”
The crowd bulged, and gunmen yelled at them to get back. The crowd shouted at the gunmen.
And the dam burst.
What did I tell you?
The crowd surged forward toward the front doors. A roaring chorus rose from the mass of people, and I retreated down the side of the building. The gunman I spoke to opened fire and hit several people before he got swarmed. The next closest gunmen shot into the crowd three times before they overran him. Other gunmen fired and got mobbed too.
Someone pushed me, and I saved myself from falling by hopping backward on my rear leg and dragging the bicycle with me. An obese bald man with John Lennon glasses lurched forward, his fat hands grabbing for me. I spun and pushed the bike out from under myself and away, and it crashed to the ground. If this behemoth got on top of me, he could do damage.
Where was the Red Haze?
I grabbed fistfuls of obese shirt and pulled. I spun 180 and dropped to a crouch while throwing the man beside and in front of me. Not a judo throw over my shoulder, more beside my shoulder. 
The obese man fell heavily and too fast to break his fall. He splatted face-first on the pavement and lay still.
Now a furious twenty-something stick insect of a kid ran at me. I stepped forward and kicked the kid’s solar plexus like I was punting a football. The kid’s feet left the ground as he doubled over in mid-air and landed hard on knees, elbows, and forehead.
A large shrieking woman came running in with arms windmilling. I slapped her blows aside and backhanded my left fist to the inside of her elbow. I poked my fingers into the socket of her throat and pushed down on her collar bone. Her eyes widened, and she dropped back onto her ass. The fight drained from her.
Another four people advanced on me, but after seeing what I did to the other attackers, they stopped.
“I’m not the bad guy here. Go get what you can out of the store! Move!” I yelled.
My assailants turned and ran toward the sounds of breaking glass at the front of the store. I picked up the bike and looked at the three who’d attacked me. The obese man lay still, a pool of blood spreading from under his face, and the arms of his glasses came off his ears and stuck out like antennae. But he was breathing. The stick insect kid gasped and tried to crawl away. The large woman was cowed and, despite her copious padding, seemed to have cracked her tail bone a good one.
The gunman on the side of the building ran past me toward his buddies in the front.
Thanks for the help.
The gunman ran around the corner and opened fire into the crowd. The crowd didn’t disperse: it sent out a pseudopod of people who clubbed him with their fists and stomped him.
I rode past the loading docks, where another gunman stood in the adjoining semi-truck maneuvering bay. He brought his rifle up on me.
“Whoa!” I yelled. “The mob has rushed the store. I’m not sticking around!”
The gunman lowered his rifle and looked puzzled.
“Your buddies out front got swarmed. If there’re any of you guys left, you better round them up and get the hell out of here,” I yelled.
The gunman nodded absently, then turned and ran along the back of the building. I followed him.
The pavement behind the Walmart was as wide as a two-lane street, separated by a wide median. The outside lane was a bus lane, and the inside a delivery lane. An eight-foot cinder block wall ran down the median, with perpendicular walls creating open storage spaces facing the store. Heavy sliding gates made up the fourth “wall” of the enclosure, giving the impression of a row of unroofed jail cells containing stacks of empty pallets, metal shelving units, store displays, etc. Pallets of collapsed cardboard boxes sat baled and waiting for recycling. A further enclosure had three large dumpsters in it.
A corner recessed into the building halfway down the lane, and the gunman turned into it, calling out to someone. I stopped the bike at the corner and found a gray steel door and a small overhead door for forklifts, both jimmied open.
The running gunman talked excitedly to two other armed men inside the overhead door. Sounds of mayhem inside. I couldn’t hear what the three men said, but two of them disappeared into the blackness of the store, and the one from the shipping dock came back outside.
Around the door were pull carts and dollies filled with cases of water and canned food, camping stove fuel, fishing and hunting gear, and more.
You pieces of shit.
“Hey, you can’t be back here!” The runner said, pulling down the overhead and closing the steel door behind him.
“You assholes aren’t trying to protect this store; you’re keeping people out so you can rob it yourselves!” I said.
“We’re, uh, keeping the stockpile safe,” the gunman said.
“Yeah, safe for you,” I said. I glowered at the gunman, who had trouble holding my eye. “At least nine of your buddies got stomped by the mob. How do you think the rest of you are going to make out? Was it worth them dying for some water and tuna?”
“You… You just get goin’,” the gunman said, raising his rifle halfway.
I eyeballed him.
“I’m taking some of this, and I recommend you take as much as you can carry and get the hell out of here too,” I said, stepping off the bike.
Sounds of yelling and crashing from inside came closer to the back door.
“You… ain’t taking a damn thing,” the gunman said.
“Watch me,” I said as I tore the plastic wrap off a flat of 500 mL bottles of spring water. I stuffed my cargo shorts, vest, and backpack with a dozen water bottles.
“Oh God. Oh God…” the gunman said as he slung his rifle and began grabbing water.
Shots and yelling on the other side of the door.
Better move it there, Jackie Boy.
I grabbed a case of foil-pouched tuna and dropped it into the basket on the handlebars. I hopped on the bike, turned to the gunman, and said, “You better run.”
The door smashed open as one of the other shooters flew through it at full steam.
“RUN!” he cried.
I powered west as the two gunmen ran east toward the loading dock. I coasted and looked behind me. A stream of people followed the gunmen out the door and chased them. Hundreds of people poured around the far corner of the Walmart, trapping the two gunmen between the Walmart and the cinder block storage areas.
There was no escape. They fired into the mass of people but were quickly overtaken.
It was savagery.
The two “criminal geniuses” were beaten to death and torn apart by office workers, single mothers, Uber drivers, fast food workers, moms, dads, aunts, uncles, grandparents, and every sort of ordinary person.
A handful of people coming out the back door saw me and ran my way. I started pedaling again and drew the Ruger from its holster. More people flooded around the corner ahead of me. I steered wide, but a knot of a dozen people moved to cut me off.
I pointed the automatic at them, but it was no deterrent. The front runner was a kid in his late teens, and he was fast. I snapped a shot at his feet, hoping it would spook him. The kid’s white shoe bloomed a spot of red on the instep, and the kid fell, tripping three people behind him.
Grandpa wouldn’t like that too much.
The others kept coming.
It was 100 feet to Highway 19.
I pedaled hard and fired six blind shots at the feet of the people charging at me.
I was on their side; they just didn’t know it.
I banked hard right onto Frontage Road and out onto the highway.
When I passed the parking lot entrance at the front of the store, I didn’t look back.
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BOTHER


Sweat streamed into my eyes. My lungs felt thick and phlemmy. My throat felt like I had eaten a cactus, and my knees were on fire. 
I’d only gone, what? A quarter-mile?
I hadn’t even got back to Roosevelt Boulevard yet.
The six-lane highway took a long slow climb to an overpass spanning Roosevelt. It’s not something you noticed in a car, but when you’re overweight, out of shape, riding a bike too small for you, with your knees in a shitty position, the effects of the hill get amplified.
This sucks. This really, really sucks.
I pedaled laboriously and stopped to rest at the apex of the overpass. Signs, foliage, and smoke blocked the view back to the 7-Eleven. Even the Walmart behind me was obscured. On the right stood a gas station, enjoying a brisk turnover of non-violent looters. So far.
I waddled the bike to the left lane, leaned it on the center divider, and hopped over to scan west on Roosevelt. Nobody ransacked the LA fitness, but people swarmed the Chili’s and the Longhorn across the street.
Hundreds, maybe thousands of people crowded up and down Roosevelt and in the parking lots of the businesses lining it.
Riding on the highway had its advantages. It elevated me over the cross streets, and the concrete dividers running alongside provided protection from ambush. And on an elevated overpass, no one could see me, especially with the smoke.
I sat on the divider, stretched my legs, and drank a bottle from Walmart. Thank criminy it was spring water and not distilled water. Distilled always makes your mouth dry, like over-steeped tea. True, spring water translates to “tap water,” but so what? They don’t bottle the crappy stuff; they bottle from places that have good water.
So, was it ironic that I hated distilled water but wanted to make a portable still so I could distill it? It’s too bad Walmart turned out to be a powder keg; getting a propane plumber’s torch to braze copper tubing onto the lid of the metal water bottle Bailey got me was a solid idea.
There will be other Walmarts, or hardware stores, or plumbing supply stores, or whatever. 
Keep your eyes open, be flexible, and don’t risk your ass.
I pulled out the Ruger, topped up the magazine, and replaced it on my hip. Then I stood, stretched, and balanced my load. The cardboard box of tuna fit in the basket if stood on end, with enough room for the binoculars case and six water bottles. I refilled the water bladder in my backpack with two more bottles and swallowed the last couple of mouthfuls. I capped the empty bottles and lined them up with the one on the center divider. A breath of breeze knocked them over.
An icy sensation prodded me. A flare of fear. A clock ticking.
Get moving.
I swung a leg over the bike, got seated, coughed up something nasty, and started on a welcome, mile-long decline. By keeping my legs straight and out to the sides, my knees, thighs, and glutes got some relief, albeit at the cost of stability. I coasted past several condos, no doubt beautiful a week ago, now flame-scarred and gutted.
Another large overpass loomed, so I began pedaling. They only climb high enough for semis to pass under, but it was excruciating on this damn bike.
Holy hell, my knees burned. And the seat was making my tailbone tender and doing something to the blood flow to my genitals.
When did bike riding start sucking so much?
I stopped to rest at the top of the next overpass, too. This wasn’t working. It’d be easier to jog and a lot less work, but at this weight my knees and hips would get pulverized in less than a day.
Further ahead, I stopped at an overpass spanning a small inlet. A boatyard spreading out to the east looked like part of an office complex and gated community I’d passed. Through the haze of smoke, I made out the Bayside Bridge that Chief had suggested. Maybe I should’ve taken that route. Maybe I wouldn’t have had to kill anybody.
I rolled and stretched my neck and trapezius muscles. A headache traveled up the back of my head and around to my eyes. I didn’t know whether it came from holding my head at a weird forward angle when riding the bike, the backpack, the shitty air quality, or all three.
Or it might be last night’s gin, dummy.
I retrieved the bike and hesitated sitting on it. All of my weight sat on a maleficent shred of havoc-wreaking seat. This seat needed adjusting, and badly. I tried to stretch the little muscles I wasn’t used to using.
How do you stretch the muscle between your “hoop” and your “fellas”? What did Thompson call it? The “kuzif”?
“Kuzif you didn’t have it, your guts would fall out!”
Get moving.
I took an exit to miss the next overpass. There must be stores and commerce where two major arteries meet, so I’d look for a place to find some pliers and a wrench, or something.
I passed an entrance to a residential area built around a golf course and an office complex. The complex looked pretty much intact; the sprinklers must’ve done their job. But those windows didn’t open, so instead of a quick death by fire, this place would die a slow, creeping death by mold.
You wouldn’t believe how little water it takes for mold to get established.
A bit further. Another rest.
Stopping every mile or two presented a problem.
Yet another bridge overpass loomed up ahead, so I stayed right on Frontage Road, passing another gutted trailer park and retaining wall.
After a small intersection, I saw the vast building and red and blue text of Costco Wholesale perched in one of those giant complexes that killed shopping malls. Lots of standalone stores where you can drive up and park close to the place you want, instead of parking in a concrete garage and walking for half an hour.
They sequestered Costco off by itself in the southwest corner. The parking lot’s western flank included a bridal store, Michael’s, PetSmart, and Lowe’s. A tire shop, a string of chain restaurants, and a bank ran across the north side and fronted onto Gulf to Bay Boulevard. A Target sat on the east side of the lot, and three buildings containing restaurants, haircutting places, and several shoe stores dotted the south and center of the lot.
A massive crowd surged outside Costco; the expanse of people trying to get in took up a larger footprint than the store itself. I pedaled toward the Target, suspecting a similarly large crowd. 
Yep.
So what do you do?
Both Costco and Target had food. Both had tools, clothes, and all kinds of handy stuff.
But my risk/reward calculator disapproved.
You have food, you have water, and you’re not desperate.
The unbelievable number of people, most of them in night attire, many of them injured, told of a high level of desperation.
And if you left your bike out here?
Buh bye. If not the bike, the supplies would vanish.
So we’re not doing that.
I looped away from Target toward Lowes and noticed a Peltz Shoes on the corner.
Something caught my eye.
According to a poster in the window, there was a sale on Crocs at Peltz Shoes!
Woo ha!
I love Crocs. Super comfortable, ugly as hell. Jane hated them, even though she introduced me to them. They don’t stink, they breathe well, and they might be the thing to give my feet a rest when I bedded down for the night and yearned to get my feet out of the other shoes. I wouldn’t care to walk in them all day, but didn’t that guy who walked the Amazon River do it in Crocs?
No people mobbing the place.
Jack? You are about to become a sneak thief and a looter.
[image: image-placeholder]I found a steel door behind a shaded dumpster around back and slid in and out of the store in five minutes. 
No violence. 
No unnecessary destruction of property. 
And two outstanding pairs of size 13 Crocs, including a “Swiftwater Mesh Deck Sandal” with a Croc sole and a mesh upper with a Velcro strap around the heel.
Had I ever gotten two pairs of shoes in one day?
I also nabbed a half roll of paper towels, two-thirds of a roll of toilet paper, and two unopened grape Gatorades from a disgusting staff fridge.
And grape was my favorite artificial flavor.
Oh yeah.
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Getting into Lowe’s was easy. The bottom pane on the main door on the left side was already kicked out. I ducked under and dragged the bike through, being careful of the glass, even though it was tempered glass pebbles, not shards. Same thing on the inner doors. 
Retail psychology has a concept known as the Landing Strip. When you walk into a big box store, you’ll find virtually nothing in terms of displays inside the door for a good twenty feet. This space gives first-timers a place to stop and get their bearings, look for the signage of the department they want, etc. It allows people to step aside, as science and common sense have shown that people don’t appreciate getting bumped from behind.
I moved to the side. No one was behind me, but I didn’t want to silhouette myself by the door. It was darker in the building than I’d have preferred. The only light came through the front doors and the doors to the garden center at the other end.
There were people in the store, but only a couple dozen. It was far from the situation across the lots at Target or Costco. It looked like the perfect time to be here. Eventually, everything was bound to get looted and destroyed.
The floor was wet but had little standing water. The floor drains must be working. It didn’t smell very mildewy either. Yet.
Nonetheless, I didn’t want to spend one second longer than necessary in here.
I grabbed a lumber cart and laid the bike on it.
Shopping list: propane torch and copper pipe, fire/food prep, and something for bedding or shelter.
Just hurry.
The first stop: plumbing. I grabbed a BernzOmatic Multipurpose plumbing torch kit with a blue propane torch, solder, and flux. I found a small roll of the soft quarter-inch copper pipe and a 90° compression female elbow fitting. Perfect!
Now I could distill water.
Awesome. Can we hurry this up?
I jogged the cart to the BBQ section. Given my druthers, I’d have loved a rocket stove. Air comes in the bottom, feeds the fire, and carries on out the top, concentrating the heat and eliminating smoke once it’s going. And the flame hides inside the chimney, which is nice when one doesn’t wish to attract attention. Simple, but usually too heavy.
So open your mind and have a look around.
And I saw it plain as day.
A charcoal chimney!
It was so damned obvious I got a little angry for not thinking of it earlier.
A thin metal pipe approximately seven inches in diameter and a foot high with a handle and holes at the bottom for airflow. The inside of the chimney was separated into top and bottom sections by a small grate. Pour charcoal into the top of the chimney, start a small fire, and set the chimney full of charcoal over the top of the small fire. The small fire lights the charcoal through the grate in the chimney above it. When the charcoal was lit, pick the chimney up by the handle, and dump it into the grill.
But with a small fire burning in the chimney, there was no need to dump it out, and a small fire inside it would be very difficult to see.
Something in my mind tried to get my attention. I’d seen something, but what?
There.
It was inside a Weber kettle grill. Underneath the cooking grill, at the bottom, sat a smaller grill, a foot across. This lower grill kept the charcoal off of the bottom of the kettle. I set this charcoal grate on top of the charcoal chimney. Huzzah! A perfect fit. Now I could grill food right on the chimney, and I only needed to scrounge up twigs and sticks for fuel instead of armfuls of firewood.
Terrific! Can we go?
Then I saw it.
It was entirely out of place; I blinked to make sure it was what I thought it was.
It was…!
It was a wok.
Why was Lowes selling woks?!
It was a proper wok, with a round bottom that sat in a ring to keep it from tipping. Woks made the most out of limited fuel, and you could cook damn near anything in them. It was a much better choice than the cast iron pan, though I might keep it as a weapon, which sounded ridiculous, but there you go.
I grabbed the wok and set it perfectly onto the top of the charcoal chimney.
Yes!
Toward the front of the store, two guys in their 40s started yelling at each other.
Easy fellas.
I trotted to the outdoor furniture section to grab a threefold chaise lounge cushion for sleeping and found a nice thick one. I also found a large “zero gravity” chaise lounge thing that looked promising. Being off the ground had lots going for it, including warmth, dryness, and no crawling things. This chaise folded into threes, in the same dimensions as the threefold cushion.
Good. Let’s go.
The 40s guys switched from yelling to fighting. This, too, looked like a hockey fight. Fists of the other guy’s clothes in the left, swinging haymakers with the right.
Why do guys who don’t know how to fight bother fighting?
Jack? Can we move it?
Hold on. Things aren’t that bad yet, and there’s lots here. I’m not coming back, and things will only worsen in these places. So do a quick lap and grab whatever looks useful.
You dickhead.
First, find a way to carry stuff on the bike.
Next to the barbecues, I found a 30-quart Craftsman Versastack cooler with wheels to strap onto the rear cargo rack on the bike. A couple feet away I found tarp straps, bungee cords, two heavy-duty ratchets, three smaller ratchets, a large pack of cable ties, a roll of Velcro tape, and 200 feet of string.
I double-timed it down the central aisle, rounded a corner looking for tarps, and skidded to a stop.
A white-mustached man with thick glasses brought a Colt .45 1911 up to bear and thumbed back the hammer.
“Whoa!” I said, palms forward. “I am not after your stuff. I need tarps, then I’m hitting the road.”
The white-mustached man weighed me for several moments, lowered the pistol, clicked the hammer down, and holstered it under his jacket.
I breathed, thanked him, and scanned the tarps as the mustached man continued on his way.
I snapped up two medium tarps in a camo pattern, and two bright blue polyethylene tarps made to spread out on wet grass and sit on. They were plush on one side, so maybe I could sew or glue together a water-resistant outer sleeping bag thingamabob.
Jack, move your ass!
Next, I wheeled the lumber cart to the tool aisle, found a sturdy plastic toolbox to strap onto the bike’s handlebars, and scanned for shit to put in it. Preferably expensive shit of quality. I threw in pliers, a crosscut saw and blades, an adjustable wrench with a hammering and a pry bar in the handle, magnetic screwdrivers, and metal shears into the cooler.
The clock is ticking, Jack.
I found Gorilla tape, super glue, and an excellent set of work gloves with molded padding to shield the back of the hand and the knuckles. I saw a promising heavy-duty padded construction belt near the gloves with suspender straps and a hammer loop at the back that worked with the Halligan.
Nice. MOVE!
Shouting from several places near the door.
I grabbed four decent-sized canvas pouches meant for a belt, but I figured I could suspend them like saddlebags on the bike frame and cargo rack.
Who cares? MOVE!
As I trotted the cart through the store, JayGee’s bike shifted on the cart and clipped a shelf as I tried to take the corner. Bike, cooler, and everything else swept off the cart and onto the floor.
Dammit man, HURRY!
I got everything back on board and grabbed a cable lock for the bike, a pack of heavy-duty trash bags, a jug of bleach, apple-scented dish soap, a liter of rubbing alcohol, a gallon of hand sanitizer, and a gallon of Fast Orange with a pump.
The heavy BANG of a .45 reverberated through the store and made everyone duck.
Shit shit shit!
How the hell was I going to get this out of the store? The front doors were locked with 8 inches of steel around the door and across the middle. I’d had to crawl and drag my bike through to get in.
A fire exit out back? But the lumber cart wouldn’t fit through a door. So either bust open the main double doors to roll the cart out, or get everything squared away on the bicycle and go for a fire exit.
Definitely a fire exit. Move your ass!
I jogged the lumber cart toward the garden center to take advantage of the extra light.
Hey! I saw packets of seeds, but the rack was mostly empty, this being the backside of summer. Too late for this year. I scooped the last few packs, not caring what they were.
In triple time, I ripped open tarp straps, bungees, and cable ties, and fastened the toolbox to the handlebars. I didn’t bother with loops or tags but tore the packaging from the tools, tapes, and anything else that fitted in the toolbox and dumped them in.
I moved fast, as fast as if I were roping and tying a calf.
I jammed the belt into the backpack and slapped the belt pouches onto the bike, one on the frame, one below the handlebars, and one on both sides of the cargo rack. The chimney starter and cast iron pan fit in the basket, and the toolbox kept them secure. I distributed the water bottles and tuna pouches and tossed the box.
In double time, I bungee-corded the wok around the front of the basket. I chuckled. It looked like Capt. America slinging his shield across the handlebars of his motorcycle.
A cut-rate shield for a cut-rate hero.
I dumped the cooking tools, dish soap, bleach, sanitizer, and garbage bags into the cooler. Two heavy tarp straps around the cooler secured it to the rack over the rear wheel. I fastened the folded chaise onto the cooler with tarp straps, shoved the threefold cushion into a garbage bag, and bungeed the cushion to the top of the folded chaise.
Tarps and copper tubing in the basket. Propane torch in the backpack.
I stepped back and looked at the ridiculous bike.
It looked like Pee Wee Herman was trying to join The Avengers but forgot he was a bag lady.
I worried I’d taken too much, but it boiled down to a basket and toolbox on the handlebars, a cooler and bedding on the rear rack, a backpack, fishing vest, and belt.
Huh. Might work out okay…
The store filled up. Most people were intent on gardening supplies, even though it’d take months to get any food.
But they showed more intelligence than the idiots looting booze.
A wave of crowd noise rose from the main doors. Shouted warnings in the store. An explosion of breaking glass.
Time to go!
I peered around a corner as rioters poured into the store. Dozens and dozens of them. Two older guys got clubbed as the mob swept past them. Displays toppled. Shelves pushed over. Random and vicious violence. The looters were young to mid-thirties men, and far from being desperate, they appeared to be enjoying themselves.
GO!
I ran the bike toward the back of the store, through a swinging door, into a long, damp hallway. I navigated the hallway by braille, and at the end, pushed the lock bar open and stepped out to what I hoped was the warehouse. I clumsied through with the bike, the door shutting behind me.
Seven muffled bangs of .45 filtered through.
Dammit.
In utter darkness, I felt the door and turned a small locking bolt. It didn’t inspire confidence in its ability to hold off a mob. I flicked a lighter. 
Yes, the warehouse. 
An ancient and water-damaged desk sat inside. I leaned the bike on a shelf and heaved the desk to block the door. It was far heavier than I’d thought; a slighter man would’ve found it impossible. And the wet floor tiles in the hall should keep anyone from getting enough traction to budge it.
Warehouses have overhead doors to the outside and people doors, no?
I opened the desk drawers and found them overflowing with paperwork. Rifling through the soaked paper to where it was damp, not sodden, I grabbed a file folder and wrung it into a tight log.
I lit the end and tipped the flame down until more of the torch caught, held it out and above the brim of my Bimini hat, and navigated the bike to the outer wall.
The door I supposed was there, was.
The door hinged on the left, and I lifted the drop bar and clanged it on the floor.
Quiet, you damn fool!
I snuffed the torch, pushed open the locking bar, and blinked against a gray, smoky glare.
The door opened to a loading area recessed into the building, edged by a chain-link fence. It was deep enough for a semi to back into, and about half the store wide.
As I held the door open with my hip and wrestled the bike out, I glimpsed something coming around the door that hit me across the face and set off fireworks in my skull.
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I flinched when I detected motion, and the two-by-four chunked into the door, which stopped most of the impact across my head and shoulder, but it still rang my bell. 
I fell backward into the building with my legs hanging over the sill, and the bike crashed outside. Blood ran down my forehead, and nerves in my shoulder and arm howled. I sat up as the person on the other side of the door rammed it closed, scissoring my shins between the door and the doorjamb.
I grunted in pain but couldn’t get much leverage to push back. Another impact hit the door, then even pressure as someone leaned on it. My tendons and muscles ground between the steel edges.
Blood closed my left eye. I pressed down with my heels and stood up in a painful Sissy Squat, assisted by my right hand in the doorjamb. The other side kept pushing, so I twisted my torso and faced the gap in the door. I pulled with my right fingers in the jamb and pushed the door with the flat of my left hand. The leverage was against me, and I reached deep. The door opened enough for me to get my feet free and under me.
Okay, you bastard, let’s play.
I changed direction and pulled the door toward me, multiplying the other guy’s pushing force. The unexpected change caught the outside person off guard, and the door slammed shut. Sounds of an off-balance person bouncing off a door and cursing cued me to kick the door open. I did, and it made a satisfying impact on whomever was on the other side.
I drew my handgun and stepped out to face my attacker, blinking blood out of my left eye.
A thin young man lay on the pavement, a four-foot length of two-by-four beside him. He held himself up with one elbow and clamped his other hand to his forehead.
Odd superpower, taking people out with a door.
Another blow from a two-by-four hit me on the rim of my left shoulder. My arm went dead, my knees buckled, and I turned and fired twice as I stumbled. I rolled onto my back and brought the pistol up to the ready position.
“MOM?!”
With my good right eye, I saw the second assailant.
A trim woman, maybe in her early 50s, dropped a similar length of two-by-four and brought her hand to her throat. One shot hit her above the collarbone, the other off-center in her neck.
Arterial blood gouted through her fingers.
She sat heavily.
“MOM!!!”
The son may have been in his mid-20s but looked younger. He was tall, with the physique of a long-distance runner. He scrambled over to his mom, who looked at him apologetically. She reached a hand for his cheek.
Oh no. No no no.
The son lay his mom down and spun at me. “YOU SHOT MY MOM!” His face pulled with rage. Blood from his barked forehead ran between his eyes and mixed with tears. He took great heaving breaths.
“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I just shot at the person attacking me. I didn’t know who it was!” I said as I fought to my feet.
The son picked up the board his mother dropped and charged.
“STOP! HOLD IT!” I yelled, shuffling back into the yard.
The son swung the lumber, trying for hits on both the fore and backswing. I kept my handgun tucked into my body and tried to raise my dead left arm.
“I’LL KILL YOU! YOU BASTARD!” The man pressed his attack.
I tried to thumb blood out of my eye. The son kept swinging.
I thought if I stayed out of range, the son would exhaust himself, but he kept coming. I wanted to get inside the arc of the swings, but the son was fast. My left arm was unresponsive, and I wasn’t willing to drop the handgun in my right.
And where the hell was the Red Haze when you needed it?!
If anything, the son swung faster and charged harder. Or was I getting weaker?
A short stack of pallets caught me behind the knees, and I tumbled backward. My shoulders hung over the far side of the stack, exposing me like a flipped turtle. The son brought the two-by-four overhead as if I was a log he wanted to split.
I fired and kept firing as the son fell, red-rimmed holes dotting his face and neck.
The son puddled like a dropped thing, the two-by-four landing on his face.
Shaking violently, I swapped magazines and checked my surroundings. I was alone in the yard.
Oh God. Oh God. I’m sorry.
I stood up on noodled legs and looked at what I had done.
I supposed rage would have been the son’s death mask, his last emotion marking him in eternity. But the son looked relaxed. With the destruction of the nervous system’s engine, the muscles fell slack. Two fatal shots, one in the forehead, and one above the hairline.
Damn you! Why did you attack me?! I wasn’t a threat to you. Dammit, I would’ve helped you! Now you’re dead, and I have to carry this! You bastard!
Blood burned in my eye. I walked back to the mom. She looked deflated, like a stick effigy washed ashore by a clotting, crimson sea.
I’m sorry, lady. This shouldn’t have happened. Sorry about you, and I’m sorry about your boy.
I looked at the son’s body and realized we had similar head wounds and were blood blind in the same eye.
The ice was coming, the cold and panic of it.
I walked the bike to the shade of the nearby south wall, pulled out a bottle of water, and rinsed my face and eye of blood. Luckily, it hadn’t started clotting in there.
What the hell is happening? For Christ’s sake, I’ve only gone 5 miles!
I took a drink of water. My hands shook.
I’ve been attacked, what? Five times?
You attacked the second time.
The guy needed help!
You got lucky.
That was a weird choice of words to describe this.
But it was the purest luck I was sitting here alive, and this guy and his mother were dead. If they’d used a bat, pipe, gun, or even the two-inch edge instead of the four-inch side, I’d be dead. 
It wasn’t my strength, wits, or skills that got me out of this alive; it was pure, dumb, horseshit luck.
All your so-called skills and experience don’t matter if you’re careless.
My knees wobbled in sympathy with my shaking hands.
Why did they attack me? All I did was open the door. They reacted like caged things, attacking because it was all they could do.
What if Thompson or Deacon had been coming out of the door?
My stomach knotted, sank, and kept sinking. Sinking like into a hole cut in a frozen ocean.
And it’s only the first day. Even with the bike pushing 10 or 12 hours a day, it’s a minimum of a month to get to Washington State. Nobody wins every fight. Eventually, luck runs out.
Just keep them safe. Please.
I moved a few paces to urinate; with the Gatorade, I’d drank over a liter in less than an hour. It was lucky I didn’t piss myself when I got hit by the two-by-four.
As I unzipped, my shoulder twinged. The bike seat played hell with my plumbing; my fellas had a “pins and needles” sensation. Was it pressure on a nerve, or restricted blood flow? It was worse than the stationary bikes at the gym.
The trembling of my hands and the pins and needles feeling in my genitals freaked me out. As if my genitals were disincorporated.
How the hell am I going to DO this?!
I have to cross swamps, rivers, deserts, and mountains, and I’m not built for covering miles; I’m built for lifting shit and applying force. The last five miles have been excruciating. My head and shoulders throbbed before they got pummeled with two-by-fours.
What’ll be the physical toll of 100 miles? 1000?
And God help me, how many people will I have to kill?!
The thought swung me from fear to anger, from my gut to my chest and jaw.
I zipped up.
My shaking hands sprinkled piss on my pants.
Fuck fuck fuck!
I was put here to help people, for fuck’s sakes! Now I’m a murderer??!
I picked up an empty pallet and swung it against the wall.
Damn you. Why is this happening? I’m trying. You know I’m trying. You take Miller, and now I have to kill people? What’s the matter with you?!
I picked up a pallet and threw it, yelling curses. I grabbed another pallet and smashed it on the ground. And another. Another. I kicked over another stack and grabbed a pallet by a corner. I swung it over my head, and, feeling the weight of it pull in the momentum of its movement, brought it down as if I was driving a stake with it, the impact punctuating my hollering.
It was an exorcism of primal rage, guilt, grief, fear, injustice, betrayal, and physical pain bordering on the subconscious. I felt detached, as if floating a foot above and behind myself, watching my own Neolithic fury.
I smashed the next pallet with a string of venomous language and repeated this until all were broken. Spewing more invective, I spun the final pallet around like a hammer thrower and arced it high over my back, the momentum spilling me on the concrete.
I lay face down, gasping.
I’m sorry. I’m sorry.
Long minutes passed. The coughing sobs eased off. I sat up, and tears flowed down my face and tickled my neck. As my breathing and heart rate normalized, I became more aware of my injuries.
It was embarrassing.
Now that your little tantrum is over, fix up your shit.
It hurt to stand. I felt 99 years old. I was a husk. My forehead bled freely, as head wounds do, and it bloodied the forearms of my fishing shirt from laying my head on my arms. My hands were worn and sore.
I cleaned the blood from my face and head wound with the rest of the open bottle of water, ran a painful finger of hand sanitizer through it, and super glued the cut closed.
Watch you don’t glue your damned hands to your head, you idiot.
I sanitized the abrasions on my lower legs, embracing the alcoholic sting as a penance. I rolled my ankles around to test them. Everything was still connected, but chewed all to piss.
My left arm was numb, and while I could move it, without the apoplectic white heat of rage and adrenaline to cover the pain, it hurt like hell, and I’d made it worse. I checked elbow rotation, pronation, and supination. Shrugs and rotations both up and down, and forward and back. Overhead presses and raises to front and side.
Nothing broken or ruptured, thank God. The meat and layer of new fat protected bone and tendon, but left me with deep bruising.
I’d have welcomed the OxyContin Chief threw in the fire. Wow, was it only last night?! I took four Vitamin Cs and four ASAs.
Two small backpacks leaned against the wall by the overhead door. 
If I had to defend my life by taking theirs, this same Law of the Jungle meant their shit was now mine.
They had very little.
Their clothes were useless to me. They had no tools. They had no weapons. They had a can opener, four cans of off-brand corn, and less than a liter and a half of water between them.
So that’s what I took.
I picked up the bike and saw that while things had shifted and scratched, nothing had broken, and the cords and straps held. I adjusted the height of the seat with my newly acquired pliers and crescent wrench. It was a moment I had relished in anticipation, but it was as perfunctory as making that puddle of piss drying by the wall.
And on your pants.
I pulled the new tool belt from my pack, fitted the knife sheath and Ruger holster, and found the suspenders sat comfortably under the fishing vest and backpack. The Halligan worked well in the hammer loop, but it got in the way of riding the bike, so it went in the basket.
After a final gear check, I straddled the bike and found the right pedal was bent. It must’ve happened when I dropped the bike after the two-by-four. I stopped and inspected it. It still turned, but instead of being parallel with the ground, it had a good 30° angle. After experimenting, I found the lesser of the two evils was having the pedal pointing 30° up rather than 30° down.
I peddled over to the “people gate” in the chain-link fence. My left shoulder screamed, and the angle of my head and neck threatened spasms and caused pressure sensations in my eyeballs. The seat height helped my knees, but did nothing for the pressure on my genitals.
I worked the one-way locking mechanism of the gate, closed it behind me, and rode toward the midpoint behind the Lowes, where an exit led back to Frontage Road.
I looked back at the loading yard.
100 yards down; 3500 miles to go.
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In a few miles, I came to a sea of parking lot with another Walmart at the far end. Thousands more people. There was a Wendy’s at this end of the parking lot, and I considered trying for some water but ditched the idea. I was in no condition for another scrap. 
Another expanse of parking lot. More chain stores. A Barnes & Noble. It crossed my mind to go through Starbucks to scrounge water, juice, and whatever food was there, but no.
I was okay for now; keep moving.
I needed to watch out. To be more careful. Caution and alertness at all times.
I’d been treating things as “normal” with flareups of violence brought on by duress.
It was faulty thinking.
The only prudent way to approach this was like an escaped POW behind enemy lines. Everyone is a potential threat.
A five-year-old can pull a trigger.
I should’ve been church mouse quiet and listened at the door at Lowe’s. I should’ve pulled the drop bar out and set it aside. I should’ve first inched then thrown the door open and ducked aside.
Not you, Jackie Boy; you make a ruckus like a brass band and saunter through the door like you own the place.
Yeah, well, not anymore I don’t.
My shoulder was killing me. Even on this ridiculous bike with its snobby upright posture, I had to support a part of my upper body weight with my hands. I tried letting my arm hang, or setting it in my lap, or hooking my fingers in my neck opening like a sling, but the bike was too unstable. If I let go and adjusted how I sat, the bicycle took odd dips and wobbles.
I couldn’t imagine trying to ride a racing bike where you’re bent forward, parallel with the road surface. Gah.
My hands were another problem. They were raw and tender, and the textured grip on the handlebars irritated them.
Mental note: next time you throw a hissy fit and bust shit up, put your damn work gloves on!
More intersections. More overpasses. More stops.
According to lettering on a low concrete wall, the Capri Mobile Home Park sat past a car rental place on the corner. I wouldn’t have known what it was if I hadn’t seen the sign.
There were no mobile homes left.
Mobile homes are, of course, trailers. Under the floor, running from one end to the other, are large, foot-high steel “I” beams and several crosspieces welded together. These beams provide the rigidity to tow the house and support the weight of the entire structure.
It surprised me that these I-beams had been bent and deformed by the heat of the houses burning atop them. Every single home in the trailer park.
I wouldn’t have thought there would be enough fuel load in a mobile home to generate the heat necessary to contort a 70 or 80-foot I-beam.
The I-beams appeared to have been paralyzed as they attempted to writhe from the ashed and charred remains of their former encumbrances, like giant, dried nightcrawlers caught in their emergence by a searing sun.
I pedaled on.
I passed a self-storage place and another devastated mobile home park.
Where are the people going to go? Death odors hung in the air, but even if only a third of the people survived the fire in this park, that’s still hundreds. And they can’t have much for supplies.
A million years ago, as part of a fire sciences course, I spent half my days in class swimming in the minutia of The Chemical and Physical Characteristics of Flammable, Combustible, and Non-combustible Materials, and the second half lighting stuff on fire.
You can get just about anything to burn or melt
This park must’ve been hell.
If trailers burned on both sides of the street, fires hot enough to twist steel I-beams, it must’ve been like a blast furnace in the middle of the road. Assuming there were survivors, how did they escape?
The foliage surrounding this park had burned, too. The radiant heat from the burning homes must’ve desiccated the trees, driving out the moisture as the air temperature climbed. Once the air temperature hits 570°F or so, trees can burst into flames with no flames touching them.
The fires were hot enough to melt metal and burst green, growing trees into flames. Aluminum melts at 1220°F, steel at 2750°F. Every structure in this park and every bit of metal therein — including cars — had melted.
What did the heat do to the people trying to escape?
[image: image-placeholder]Another mile. Then another. A quick stop for a drink and to flex the shoulder.
Damn these overpasses! This entire state is uphill!
Jack? What if you fight across the Continental USA to get to your sons… and they aren’t there?
I slapped at the idea. I leaped on it and hammered it back into its filthy, sour hiding place.
Fuck you. We are not playing that game.
This new mental anguish compounded my physical discomfort. Besides my injured shoulder, headache, throbbing neck and traps, raw hands, screaming coccyx and glutes, and pins and needles genitalia, the elastics in my underwear rubbed in the crease between leg and groin. I coasted, stood on the pedals, and picked at the fabric to find relief.
And the right pedal, the one bent to 30°, snapped off.
The crash was spectacular.
As the shaft holding the pedal broke, both feet fell. My right foot hit the pavement, and the left pedal, no longer balanced by the right, spun to the bottom, and momentum threw my foot out the back.
The uneven impact on the pavement jarred me to the top of my head, and I clacked my teeth together. Because I was traveling at 10 or 12 mph, the friction slowed my feet, and the rest of my body pitched forward.
I caught the top tube directly between my testicles. I belly-landed on the toolbox, and the wok strapped to the basket chopped into my chest.
The bike dumped hard left, throwing me over my wounded shoulder. The backpack added to the momentum and made rolling with the landing impossible. My ear scraped the road, and something struck the bridge of my nose as I hit the ground.
I laid in the fetal position, seized as a clenched fist. Multiple sensations of pain overwhelmed me and fought for my attention. I held my breath and was scared to take another one. When I exhaled, fresh waves of pain stood thundered in. I sucked more air through my teeth and held it. Waves of nausea radiated from my groin and grew in intensity. Even with my eyes slammed shut, I could tell this pain dimmed my vision around the edges.
A feeling of pins and needles spread across my face, not dissimilar from the pins and needles I’d felt in my groin most of the afternoon. If I didn’t regulate my breathing, I would pass out or go into shock.
I was hurt, and needed to know how badly.
As I did on the Coast Guard base when the first Hercules exploded, I took inventory. 
I could breathe. 
Wiggle fingers and toes? Check. 
Move my neck without popping or grinding? Good. 
Flex both hands? Yippee.
I breathed in gasps, and the pain rolling through my core made me gag. I cautiously slid out of the backpack and rolled over onto my knees and elbows.
How long did I stay there? It might have been quite a while, but I wasn’t sure. It was as if I’d fallen asleep.
I opened my eyes and tested lifting my head. I didn’t think I had a concussion, though a bike helmet might’ve been a good idea, even JayGee’s ridiculous one. After rolling over, I sat up, put my elbows on my knees, and my head on my forearms.
The overwhelming pain in my fellas throbbed insistently. Most pain lessens in intensity over time, but catching one in The Tenders lasts longer and stays more insistent.
It took a long time to stand, and when I managed to, I found I was missing skin on my left arm, from pinky to elbow. My ear hurt like hell, and an old familiar pain came rocketing back. I pulled at the neck of my shirt and looked at my burned nipple. The metal edge of the wok bit me across my chest between my nipples and tore away the scab from my earlier burn.
Dammit all to hell!
Impotent rage welled up from my gullet. I wanted to smash and hit and destroy. I filled my lungs and yelled curses for all I was worth, then stomped my feet and punched my thighs. Each lungful fueled poisonous language and blasphemy. My fists shook at the heavens and I thundered aspersions at God.
I swung the bike by the seat post and smashed it into the road. The basket and toolkit crashed off and cast their contents across the highway. I held the crossbar in my right hand and spun around like a discus-thrower, the old college moves still living in muscle memory. It flew at a perfect 45° angle, and I roared with every cell of my body.
The bike spun high and far and landed on the center concrete divider, folding over it, draped like a boneless drunk.
I glared at it, heaving breaths between clenched teeth.
Once again, I stood there longer than I realized. The overwhelming “feedback squeal” quality to my concussed testicles had eased off a bit, but hadn’t gone away.
What the hell am I going to do?
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CASTIGATION


A newish black Ford F150 half-ton sat in the far lane. The engine compartment and cab were fire damaged, but I picked up my backpack and cooler, limped bowlegged to the truck, opened the tailgate, and set them on it. 
I collected the bags strapped to the limp carcass of the bike, gathered up the spilled tools and stuff from the basket, the zero gravity chair and cushion, and the stupid hat.
I removed the buff from my neck, cringed as it brushed my ear, then shucked the tactical fishing vest, followed by my new construction belt. I checked my pistol for damage, found none, and kept it close.
The shirt got plucked off and inspected. Dried blood covered my forearms, and small holes scraped into the left sleeve. My nipple left a blood stamp on the chest. I set the shirt on the tailgate.
I walked to the driver’s side mirror of the truck, broke it off, and checked my head for injuries. My chest was scraped and bruised, but only the burn was open. My left arm and lower leg screamed in the open air.
My nose wasn’t broken or cut much, just scuffed. Dried and flaking blood that hadn’t been wiped off earlier looked like war paint. Tears carved rivulets into it, like a reverse Alice Cooper. The three-day crust of beard germinated white in places.
But my left ear was the most unsettling.
It was only half on.
It’d pulled away at the top and hung at a discouraging angle.
During the tumble off the bike, the asphalt must’ve tried to rip it off my head, but only got it halfway. It looked like it should be excruciating, but maybe the central nervous system only has so much bandwidth, and with so much compromised hide and muscle, the signals might compete for attention.
A patch of scalp above and behind looked like someone had taken an angle grinder to me. Bits of rock and grit embedded in the scrape of open meat behind my ear.
I swore again, opened the driver’s side door, and wrenched the rearview mirror off, cracking the windshield.
Back on the tailgate, I opened a bottle of water, cautiously dribbled it on my road rash and head to dislodge whatever dirt and gravel might have been embedded.
I poured a little more water over my ear, and, after cursing, arranged the two mirrors and got a look. Fortunately, the tear wasn’t at the seam where the ear attaches to the head; it was entirely on the ear. Ears have little structure: the skin and a bit of gristle. And it wasn’t rife with blood vessels; the bleeding had already stopped. No way to tell what damage was done to the cartilage, but if I were a betting man, I’d bet the ear would cauliflower.
In my mind, I heard Jane chastising me for not being careful.
I dug out the first aid gear and chuckled that Tony had slid in a carton of Dunhills, a carton of Marlboros, and a 3 pack of condoms. And I was overjoyed to see Chief included some boxes of Dermabond and New-Skin, both liquid and spray.
Awesome!
In layman’s terms, Dermabond is skin glue, and New-Skin is liquid bandages. I found a box of 12 applicator pens, eight New-Skin bottles and five sprays, and another pack of the two-stage Prineo.
Prineo?!
Barbara, our neighbor back in San Francisco, had it used on her after knee surgery. No stitches, no staples, and huge infection protection. The stuff is miraculous. And I wanted some for our first aid kit at home. Until I saw the price…
This is over $1000! Even the box of pens is a couple hundred. Why would an airport fire station even have this?
Chief wasn’t kidding; the first aid kit was comprehensive. And considering the fire station was now home to the firefighter’s families, the gesture of giving me such valuable resources, or even food, was touching. Chief didn’t need to do that. He literally gave me food from his family’s mouths.
I swallowed heavily.
The Prineo was perfect. It works much the same way fiberglass does. You apply a sheet of stuff as a substrate and pour goo on it, which integrates with the substrate. When it dries, you have something strong, and with Prineo, flexible.
I cleaned and sterilized everything with alcohol. It might slow healing a little in terms of tissue growing back together, but the last thing I needed was an infection in my head. I took the transparent bandage material out of the box and trimmed a piece to size with the first aid scissors. When the alcohol dried, I folded my ear back into place and applied this clear bandage over the tear. After pressing to prevent wrinkles, I peeled off the border material and discarded it.
I looked in the mirror.
It didn’t look too bad.
It didn’t look too good, but it didn’t look too bad.
Then, following the instructions in the box, I squeezed the “pen” of glue to break the ampule inside, much like a glow stick, and I painted the glue in a cautious layer over the transparent bandage material. I spread it on a bit thicker than recommended and glued it past the bandage’s edge, but I wasn’t exactly in an ER.
After a few minutes, I touched the adhesive beside the tear to check for tackiness, and it was dry.
All done. I had almost ripped my ear off of my fool head, but I’d managed to patch up without stitches, had protection against infection, and had no bandages to change. I could get it wet, and in a week or so, it would come off on its own.
I am very grateful for all miracles. Thank you.
The pen was a single-use item, but since the ear tear was only a couple of inches, I had lots of bandages and lots of glue left, so I cleaned and patched my burned nipple and the worst places of road rash.
It might’ve been nice to see this stuff before I super glued my forehead together.
I sprayed New-Skin Liquid bandage on the road rash and was surprised at how well it worked. Everywhere else got regular wound dressing. I sorted and stowed the first aid gear and very, very carefully reached down and inspected my battered testicles. No apparent swelling and they both felt the correct shape, so I doubted anything had ruptured. But the injury was no joke. I eased onto the tailgate to rest as if lowering myself into boiling water.
Eating was the last thing I wanted to do, but my body needed to repair itself. I dug out and forced myself to eat three hamburger patties. I chewed slowly and thoroughly. The burgers needed a little seasoning salt or something.
Thank you for not making it as bad as it could’ve been.
Because it could’ve been very bad.
If I didn’t have the Dermabond, I’d have had to try to superglue my ear back onto my head, which would’ve been a nightmare. In fact, any number of things could’ve ended my journey, or made it exponentially more difficult. I might’ve ruptured one or both of my testicles. Or broken my eye socket. Or all of my teeth. Numerous bones or tendons in my arms and shoulders could’ve snapped. I could’ve cracked my skull apart.
How can you possibly do this?
I scanned the horizon. Nothing but smoke and asphalt and ruin. I was alone.
Again.
Still.
Just like always.
I made out sounds of looting, screams, laughter, gunfire, breaking glass, and metal ringing off asphalt, but it was distant. Somewhere else. People and connections were always somewhere else.
My whole life, I had felt alone.
It was as if I’d spent my life off to the side. Watching more than participating. Life often felt like a great bonfire just over there, surrounded by people enjoying themselves. And each other. Laughing.
But I was over here. 
I could see the light, but I couldn’t feel the warmth.
I just didn’t feel I’d be welcomed. Why would they invite me? I was big enough to force my way in, and probably smart enough to con my way in, but to what end?
If it’s wrong to force yourself on a lover — and it is — then isn’t it wrong to force other attentions too? Sure, context matters, and conversation and chit-chat is not rape, but it implied a neediness and manipulation which didn’t sit right.
I had friends. Good friends. Solid people to share belly laughs. Closer than family. But years go by between bonfires. And the reason they were such good friends is they were forgiving. Like Katie. Willing to forgive me when I’m not able to forgive myself.
Some things you don’t forgive.
Yes, many years and miles between the moments of happiness and connection around a fire. Where light illuminates and warmth radiates.
And because The Universe has such a sharp sense of humor, the bonfires one gets invited to are traps set by boors, manipulators, and psychological vampires. Transactional relationships. Hidden motivations. Quid pro quo. You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours. Ladder climbers. Status seekers.
It was different with Miller.
Our relationship was healthy, genuine, and honest. No need to be on guard, no agendas. Love and respect. Comfortable silences. Meaningful conversations. Even disagreements rarely ever got heated.
I’d never experienced that before Miller arrived.
So I wasn’t going to lose anyone else. There is only so much love in the world, and my love started and stopped with my family.
And right now, it scared the ever-living shit out of me.
I hadn’t even gone 10 miles. I hadn’t even left Clearwater. And without a bike, it would take four months to get there.
You were all set to walk until you stole JayGee’s bike.
Pfhfhfht. This bike is the perfect two-wheeled manifestation of JayGee’s incompetence. I’d like to bury JayGee facedown in the dirt with his bare ass sticking up and use his ass cheeks as a bike rack as I return the bike to him.
Again, you were ready to walk, but now a bike is vital?
Screw you; I’m having this revelation a little late. There are 199 reasons why I’m screwed. A set of shoes only lasts so long. I’m going to need six or eight or ten pairs to get there. How can I walk across the Rocky Mountains in winter?! Di was right; what AM I going to eat? Look at how much water I’m using. And that’s making the absurd assumption I don’t get hurt or killed. You think people are desperate now? It’s only day two; wait until their children starve.
Even worse, Jack? It’s not only you getting there; it’s them.
Shut up.
You’re a big tough guy who’s good with his dukes and is good in a crisis. But your boys are still boys.
Don’t.
Are they capable of killing?
Shut the fuck up.
How many more people are you going to kill?
You fucken asshole.
Or are you going to stop every quarter-mile and risk your life to help somebody who got themselves into trouble?
Damn you.
Because it’s what you do, isn’t it, Jack? Take stupid risks? Try to save everybody because you couldn’t save Miller?
Fuck you. Fuck you.
So you wrap this kamikaze mission in the guise of Noble Father to kid yourself you’re doing the right thing.
STOP!
This is just an act of penance. Admit it!
What? No…
Somewhere back in this pea brain of yours, you hope sacrificing yourself to a noble cause will rebalance the scales, and you can forgive yourself for Miller.
“WHAT AM I SUPPOSED TO DO?!?” I yelled, “Quit? Give up and lay down and die right here on the road? Blow my fucking head off?”
Why not?
“NO!! FUCK YOU! FUCK YOU! STOP IT!!”
I pinched the bridge of my nose and jabbed my thumb onto my burned nipple. More and more pressure, more and more pain, until I hollered and my legs buckled.
What the hell was going on? Why was I doing this to myself?!
My whole life, I’d had a streak inside that didn’t like me very much.
The Bad Part.
I remember crying under a tree in the front yard when I was four. The sitter came out and asked what was wrong, and I said, “Nobody likes me” But for the life of me, I can’t remember what triggered it.
Rejection, failure, and mistakes fostered the malignancy of The Bad Part. When something bad happened, my reaction was, “What did you expect?” When something good happened, it was “blind luck.”
All of life’s guilt. None of its credit.
Di’s words. “Knowing how the bone broke doesn’t heal it.” And I knew this consciously, but knowing didn’t fix it.
But I worked hard at it. Doing the right thing was important. Being a good man and doing good things was the antidote to the part that hated itself.
Of course, it was never enough.
But The Bad Part never got the majority vote. I fought back. Every day. Some days not as successfully, but The Bad Part never got control.
The Bad Part never got to drive the bus; it sat in the back and spat venom.
At best, it was a counterbalance helping to keep me centered. A contrasting point of view. An internal devil’s advocate. Something to call you on your shit and keep you from believing your own press.
But at worst, it undermined me, chewed at my confidence, berated my dreams, and mocked my desires.
But it was never this vicious, this forward.
You never killed anybody before, Jack.
Fuck you. I was defending my own life or protecting people who couldn’t defend themselves. Fuck you. Am I supposed to stand there and watch people die and do nothing? You’d love that, wouldn’t you? You’d have a field day with it! For the rest of my life, you’d be laying on the guilt about how I stood by and did nothing. Fuck you!
Whatever. Be the big shot, then. See what you get.
And fuck you for that kamikaze crack. If I don’t try, you’ll ride me for that too. You’d make every second miserable, calling me a coward and a quitter. So you’re fucken right I’m going!
So are you going for you, or are you going for your sons?
Asshole. I’m going because the cost of staying is too high.
How poignant.
I can’t live with myself if I don’t try. You’d see to that, I’m sure. I will not quit here when I can go ten more feet. And once I get past the next ten feet, I can do another ten feet. Am I going to quit there? No, because I can get another ten feet. Then another mile. Then another.
Think so? It has been a costly few miles.
If I stay safe, use my head and stay out of trouble, my body will adapt to the miles. Even if I can’t find another bike, I should be able to walk 20 miles a day. At night, I’ll make a cocoon and sleep. Then I’ll walk. If it kills me, at least I’ll be dying on my feet.
Oh, brother.
Because maybe I’ll make it, you big dumb prick!
And maybe they won’t. Maybe Mick’s farm will be ashes, and there’s nobody there.
And if I get to Mick’s farm and they’re not there, I take a left, make my way to Bend, and find them.
Whatever, Jackie Boy. As you say, you’re driving the bus.
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I forced down the last of the burgers and the water.  
The water is going fast.
It is. It’ll take more attention than I realized. Good thing I’ve got the stuff for a still.
Uh huh.
The sun angled lower in the sky, though it was masked by smoke.
Four o’clockish? I hadn’t worn a watch in years, between gigs where watches were a safety hazard and using the clock on my cell phone. Maybe 4 hours of light left.
I struggled to stand. I couldn’t slide forward on the tailgate due to my sensitive fellas, but I couldn’t lift myself because of my shoulder, so I took big rolling steps with my butt cheeks toward the edge of the tailgate until my feet touched the ground.
Being careful with my ear, I pulled on a firefighter t-shirt, and my socks and walking shoes. I put on the belt and vest and took a minute to consider how to pack everything else.
The most cumbersome things needed to be near the axle in the bottom of the cooler. The backpack went in the cooler too, at least temporarily, even if the lid didn’t close. My shoulder needed a break. The chair, cushion, and empty toolbox would have to be strapped to the extended handle. The chimney went inside the wok and strapped onto the cooler.
A couple more minutes of futzing got it as good as it would get. The handle extended high enough that if I stood normally, it reached my hand, and I wouldn’t have to slouch.
I eased the hat on with supreme care and felt much relief that it didn’t touch my shorn ear.
After scanning the scene of my latest shitshow to make sure nothing got left behind, it occurred to me to search the truck. Nothing in the glove box. Nothing under the seats. But I kept the mirror I’d snapped off of the windshield.
This highlighted another problem: how much time do you spend scrounging? Every minute you waste rummaging around is another 60 or more steps further behind. But it felt dumb not to search this truck.
Might one suggest a simple rule? Wherever possible, time your rest and water breaks with scrounging opportunities. 
Ridiculously obvious, but this bit of structure improved my mood.
I started walking.
I struggled to get going. My entire body was seized like a trembly old man. I must have jarred my right knee when it hit the ground because it hurt as I walked. Nothing broken or torn, just one more damn thing.
It took forever. It was slow, and it sucked, though not as much as JayGee’s bicycle.
I slogged. My feet scuffled the pavement, my head bowed, walking as if I had a bag of cement on my shoulders. I stopped and stretched and rolled my shoulders again.
My mind touched back to elementary school band, where I played trumpet. One day in grade five, Mr. Toddington didn’t show, and they sent a substitute band teacher. I couldn’t remember the substitute’s name, likely Stalin, or something equally suiting. Stalin the Band Teacher thought the class lacked discipline, so he took this would-be concert band out to the parking lot and tried to turn it into a marching band. One kid asked, “Why do marching bands march instead of walk?” and Stalin replied, “Because you can go further without getting tired.”
That is a weird thing to remember.
Yes, but one can see the logic in it, so I marched.
Marching in the strictest sense was out because I wouldn’t be swinging my left arm for a bit, but I did my best to make the walk more efficiently. Relaxed shoulders, purposeful stride, head up, and in a neutral position.
Even in my enfeebled condition, this was much quicker and easier.
The highway curved left as it rose to the next overpass. On the right was a large semi-circle of shopping center with a large grocery store at one end. The grocery store, what was left of it, would be wholly gutted before dark. A constant tide of people flowed in and out of the store. It was relatively calm, or as calm as looting gets, but the restaurants in the shopping center also had far more people trying to get in than the restaurant could supply.
The low-hanging fruit was being snapped up.
A half-mile further, another shopping complex anchored by a large sporting goods store. In contrast to the grocery store, there was an actual gun battle inside, with muted pops and booms filtering through the building.
Nope.
I might’ve found another bike or some ammunition, but in this case, the juice wasn’t worth the squeeze.
Another half-mile, another shopping mall, this time a Whole Foods getting scoured.
Oddly, coming down the incline of the overpass hurt more than climbing it, at least in terms of my knees.
Another razed trailer park on the west side. On the east, a Hyundai Car dealership where refugees were taking shelter. The cars with the least amount of damage now had squatters living in them. A fair number walked to and from the shopping centers on the service road.
A commotion broke out at the bottom of the incline, where the service road merged with the highway.
Next to the Hyundai lot was a Lexus dealership, and in front of it, four men hassled a young woman in the middle of the highway. The men were young, in the early 20s, and wore muscle shirts or wife-beaters and baggy shorts.
They seemed to be enjoying the encounter.
I guessed the woman was in her early 30s and was clearly not enjoying it. She was medium height with an active build and wore active clothes. She was crying and telling them to stop and to leave her alone.
Well well well, what’re you going to do, Jackie Boy?
I won’t piss around.
The gang I fought outside the 7-Eleven was just that: a gang. These guys looked younger, nobody over 25, with a “grew up together” vibe. These were neighborhood dropouts embracing their inner Peter Pan. With law and order gone in a puff of smoke, these little bastards were spreading their wings.
Chronological men. Men in terms of the law. Physical men, but stuck in perpetual adolescence, living off mom or grandma or an aunt or a girlfriend. Always in trouble.
The rumble of the cooler’s wheels got their attention, but they ignored me until I walked straight for them. They kept pushing the woman and grabbing at her.
Here we go; you’re going to strap on your tuna can armor and rescue the damsel with your cardboard tube sword.
As I got closer, two of them moved away from the group accosting her to confront me.
“What are you looking at?” the biggest tough asked, chest and jaw forward.
“Let her go. Now.”
The kid barked a laugh. “Yeah? Or what?”
“Yeah, what’re you gonna do?”
Laughter all around.
“Ha ha ha! You going to beat us up, Pops?”
“Yep,” I said as I drew my handgun and the Halligan bar from the loop. “And maybe shoot you too.”
“Oh, shit!” another one said.
The one who approached me put his hands up and got wide-eyed. I told him to get on the ground and put his hands on his head. He did, and so did one other.
“You too,” I said, “or I put a round in his spine.” I pointed the barrel between the prostrate one’s shoulder blades.
“Listen to him, man!” the one on the ground said.
They looked at each other but did what they were told. The four lay on their stomachs with their hands behind their heads.
“Are you okay?” I asked the woman, and she nodded she was.
I directed her to open a pocket on my backpack and to take out the cable ties. The men were told to put their hands behind their backs. I had the woman cable tie their wrists in this position, not in the “wrists together” way they do on TV, and to get a belt loop in there too.
They started getting lippy.
“You some kinda cop?”
“You gonna arrest us, old man? You gonna take us downtown?”
I told the biggest one, the apparent Fearless Leader, to shut up and snapped a round into the asphalt beside his head. Fragmented lead, copper jacketing, and bits of road stung Fearless Leader’s cheek and temple, causing him to flinch and curse.
Grandpa wouldn’t like that.
No, he wouldn’t.
I had her tie the men’s shoelaces together to hobble them.
“Shit, man, you can’t do this!”
“I’ll mess you up!”
I stood over Fearless Leader and told him to shut up or get his mouth superglued shut.
“All right boys, we’re going to continue on our way. You lay here for a handful of minutes, and when you figure out how to stand, you’ll hobble back to whatever hole you came out of. If I ever see you again, I’ll shoot you dead. No second chances,” I said.
Well, look at Jackie Boy. You broke your word and got involved and helped someone without killing anybody. 
How do you like that?
As I started walking, I motioned to the girl to “come on”. She hesitated a second, then jogged up to meet me.
“My name is Jack. We need to put some distance between these guys and us. I won’t hesitate to shoot them, but I’d just as soon not have it on my conscience.”
The bound gentlemen on the ground found their bravado.
“You better run! I’ll find you and fuck you both up!”
“That’s right; I’m talking to you!”
“I WILL BLEED YOU, MUTHAFUCKER!”
“My name’s Danni… thank you for getting me out of there. I was walking on the highway, and they came running out of the car lot.”
“Where are you walking to?” I asked. “Have you got somewhere to go?”
“My apartment burned up, but I work at a place up ahead. I was hoping it was in good enough shape to take shelter.”
I looked back; three of them were already on their feet and shouting at us.
“Where’s the place?” I asked.
“Past the intersection ahead on the left, after those two white office blocks,” Danni pointed.
“Don’t point!” I said, “They’re watching us.”
Danni asked why the houses burned, but many businesses didn’t, and I explained how sprinklers worked.
“So everyone’s going to be fighting over which businesses to take shelter in?” Danni asked.
“I think so. I hate to say it, but for all the people that died the first night, a lot more are going to die over the next month or so,” I said.
“Oh God,” Danni whispered.
We walked along the central median, and I kept an eye on the group of men we’d left.
“Uh-oh, a larger group of guys has freed the four we tied up. We gotta move,” I said.
The previous overpass looked like it’d be the last one for a while; the concrete barrier in the center changed to a paved median.
Danni and I ran to the next intersection and crossed to the northwest corner.
“Shit, they saw us,” I said.
The group crossed the highway and came toward us.
“Where are we going? Do you have a key?” I asked, mentally crossing my fingers for luck.
“I do,” Danni said. She pulled ahead of me, got to the sidewalk, turned into the entrance past the office block, and hooked right behind the shorter building next to it. The front was retail stores, and the back of the building was loading docks and staff entrances. Danni stopped at a glass door in the middle of the building, worked the lock, and opened the door.
I followed her into the darkness, and she locked the door behind us.
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We moved deeper into the building, out of sight of the glass door. 
“What is this place?” I asked, trying to catch my breath.
“World of Cycle. It’s a bike shop. I’m the assistant manager,” Danni said, not breathing heavily.
I stared at her.
“What’s the matter?” She asked.
“It’s just… weird,” I panted.
“What’s weird?”
“My bike died a couple of miles back. What are the odds I would meet someone a half-hour later who would walk me into a bike store?”
“It’s not weird; everything is a coincidence,” she said. “I almost worried myself into the loony bin when I considered how everything in my life would be different if I changed the timing 10 minutes forward or back. Seriously, it almost made me sick,” she said.
Danni told me to wait a sec, and she disappeared around a corner.
The interior of the bike store smelled mildewy, and the floor was damp. The ceiling was open, thankfully, so there were no fuggy wet acoustic tiles. I surmised this was the service and repair area, judging by the counter and the workspace. The showroom or sales must be at the front of the building.
She returned with two 500 mL bottles of water and gave one to me. I thanked her, twisted the cap, and drank.
Distilled water. Gah.
Intense steely light contrasted with the interior gloom and shone through the door we had come through. Shadows flashed, and two large shapes blocked it. The door rattled, and two guys’ faces pressed against the glass, their hands cupped around their eyes to cut the afternoon glare. Danni and I didn’t move.
The peering figures disappeared, but fleeting shadows still crossed the sunbeam, and their hollering filtered through from outside.
Danni’s eyes and mouth grew as if something in her head was inflating, and her bottom lip trembled. She clasped her hands, and her shoulders curled.
When reacting to fear, it’s not only ‘fight or flight’. We have a third option: to freeze.
“Hey,” I whispered, “I’m here to help. But listen to me: I need to know if it’s time to move, you will. It’s okay to be afraid, but if I say run or jump, you do it, okay?”
She nodded unconvincingly. 
I replaced the round I’d fired into the ground and inched out to where I could see outside without being seen. Visibility through glass always depends on which side of the glass has the least light. If it’s darker inside, you can look out without them seeing in. And it’s reversed at night.
A parking lot behind ran the width of the building, plus driving lanes on either side. A lightly treed median, another hundred feet of parking spaces, and a wall of vegetation. Structures behind the foliage, likely homes, trailed remnant smoke.
Several of the ones chasing us poked around the underbrush.
As we rounded the dividing wall towards the front entrance, several youths were checking the front doors and trying to see inside through the panes of frontage glass.
We ducked back, and I asked what the businesses were on either side of us. Danni said a furniture store on the right and a Charles Schwab office on the left.
“Any weapons in here? A shotgun behind the counter or anything?” I asked.
“No, nothing,” she said, surprised at the question.
“Any other doors or windows?”
“No, just the glass door at the back and the glass across the front, with no connection to the other businesses.”
“Good, okay, I need you to think for a minute. Any hiding places in here? Something not obvious. Like a door in the back of a closet, an access panel, a trapdoor, anything?”
“No, just the bathrooms,” she said.
“If they come in, I want you to get in a bathroom and quietly lock the door behind you, okay?” I asked, and she nodded.
I pulled the cast iron pan from my pack, which I’d hidden with the cooler behind the counter. I asked Danni to show me the tools. We felt our way in the low light to several workstations and found two heavy-duty, metal-handled box cutters. She took one, and I tucked one into an inside pocket of my vest.
A beat-up and stripped-down bicycle frame posed on a workstation like a lanky statue. I looked around and made clucking and clicking noises with my tongue. The room’s acoustics should keep the noise from giving us away, so I asked her to find a hacksaw. She handed me one, and in two minutes, I cut out a 2-foot section of top tube and gave it to her, along with the pan.
“Have you ever been in a fight?” I asked her.
“Not a real one, but I took some kickboxing classes a couple of years ago,” she said.
“Good! I need you to pay very close attention to me. If you need to hit somebody, it’s not like the pads or a bag at the gym. I want you to hit through. Do you know what that means? Yes? Good. So if you hit somebody in the head with this pipe, the goal is not to hit the side of his head; swing as if you’re trying to take his head off. Understand?”
She swallowed heavily but nodded.
“I don’t want you to get fancy. Forget everything you’ve seen in movies. If someone grabs for you, smash his hand with the pipe. If you get a clean shot at someone’s head, hit the side of it, not the top.”
Another small nod.
“Remember, you’re not hunting these guys. You’re not trying to take them out: you’re trying to make it more trouble than it’s worth. Make sense?”
She nodded more enthusiastically this time.
“Once you start fighting, you don’t stop, and you don’t hold back. No half measures. If you score a hit, hit him again and again. There’re no rules. Biting, poking eyes, jabbing throats, all of it’s fair.”
“Kicking in the balls?” she asked.
“No, actually. It’s harder than you’d think to land a good one because men are instinctively protective of their balls. It only takes a couple of inches to twist out of harm’s way, and now you’re off-balance and exposed. If you kick, go for the kneecap, like you’re kicking a soccer ball.”
“Good to know.”
“I want you to use this pan like a shield. Choke up on the handle. Here, up by the rim. Swing if you have to, but mostly it’s about deflecting if they try to hit you. Have you ever seen one of those little round shields in a sword fight in a movie? It’s called a buckler, and it’s not meant to block; it’s meant to deflect, and it works. And so does this pan,” I said.
“How do you know so much about fighting?” she asked.
“I was a bouncer in college,” I said. “You pick things up.”
“My cousin bounced for a while, and he’s not much of a fighter,” she said.
“He didn’t work where I worked,” I shrugged.
“What are the odds the very next person to come down the road as I was being attacked was a giant ex-bouncer who’d save me?” Danni asked.
I blinked.
“When everything is a coincidence, nothing is,” she said.
We heard hollering and laughing and smashing glass at the brokerage next door.
Shouts of protest, then pleas for help and cries of “No, please no!”
Danni and I looked at each other.
Jack? Don’t. DO NOT GO OUT THERE!
“Oh God,” Danni whispered. Her eyes were wide and glassy.
“Hide. Now,” I said, and I ran to the front door.
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I rounded the corner into the front showroom, pulled out a box of ammo, emptied half of it into the left outer pocket of my vest, and put the spare magazine there too. 
Two of the pack ran past the storefront windows toward the brokerage on the left. They smiled and laughed. One had a baseball bat.
I got to the door, Ruger at the ready, and cautiously turned the deadbolt to avoid the big “clack” sound. There was no one behind me on the furniture store side, so I cracked the door open a few inches.
There had been someone in the brokerage office: a man who appeared to be in his mid to late 60s, with gleaming white hair, now matted with blood. He was on his knees and held up a hand to fend off the kicks of six laughing scum.
The one with the baseball bat swung for the fences and hit the man on the side of the head, rolling him over onto his back, dead or unconscious. Five others cheered as the kid swung high and brought the bat down between the man’s eyes.
You bastards have this coming.
Back in grade nine, grandpa and I watched an old rerun of the Dirty Harry sequel Magnum Force on TV. In one scene, Clint Eastwood and David Soul compete in a shooting competition, where cardboard cutouts of bad guys popped up, and they would draw and fire. It looked like fun, so Grandpa and I made a shooting gallery in the old cattle shed behind the barn. We made a half wall with hay bales and lined up plastic jugs, paint cans, and buckets behind it. We rigged baling twine from the jugs and buckets, over a support beam under the shed’s roof, and back behind the shooter. Grandpa stood behind me and pulled a string, which made a jug or bucket pop up from behind the bale wall. The goal was to shoot the targets before Grandpa lowered them. Twenty rounds, then it was Grandpa’s turn. We got so good even if 5 or 6 jumped up at once, we could hit them surprisingly fast.
We did it several times a week until I got my driver’s license. It was a tremendous bonding experience with Grandpa. When I was in college and Grandpa was on his deathbed, he said that afternoons in the shooting gallery with me were the finest times he’d had in his entire life.
And you broke his heart when you didn’t want to do it anymore.
I opened fire.
I shot the one with the baseball bat first.
Crack, crack, crack, crack, crack, crack, crack.
Four headshots, three misses, in less than three seconds.
The two on the right stood open-mouthed as the first couple of their group fell, then ran down the building, around the corner from me, swearing and yelling, “Run! Run!”
I was closer to the corner than those two were to the next one.
I steadied my arm on the side of the building and, aiming high, sent two quick shots at one, the second one lifting off the top of his head, and two more at the second, hitting him in the neck and jaw.
Damn right.
I ejected the magazine, swapped it for a full one, and cycled the action as I jogged back across the front of the building. I kept the handgun in the ready position with my right hand, and with my left hand in the vest pocket, thumbed more .22LR rounds into the empty magazine, just like I did growing up. It was more painful on my thumb than I’d remembered.
I crossed the bike shop to the furniture store, crouched, and edged my eye around the corner.
Several of them stirred at the rear of the building. Some carried pipes and bats, and a couple had knives. Only one of them appeared to have a gun, a beefy snubnosed revolver.
Using the corner to steady myself and allowing for the 75-foot distance, I pressed off a round and hit the gun carrier in the forehead. Five more shots and three more hits.
I crossed the drive, southward, toward the pillars holding up the neighboring building cantilevered over a drive-through bank lane, firing twice as I ran. One of them picked up the dropped revolver and fired wildly as he loped away.
I used the concrete pillars of the drive-through for cover and advanced toward the back of the building. After the initial blasts from the revolver, which felt like more than six shots, there was no more gunfire directed toward me. Most of them ran around the far corner when I crossed the lane back to the furniture store.
I kept my pistol up, swapped magazines again, and moved around the corner toward the center of the parking lot. I tried to get a good angle in case anyone was around the far corner where the first two runners lay dead.
Two of them peeked out around the corner, and I got two quick rounds off but missed both.
Focus, dammit!
A tremendous, paralyzing pain smashed into my ribs on my right side. I dropped to my knees in spasm, unable to breathe or think or move.
Most people don’t realize how painful and debilitating an impact to the body can be. Fights in the ring can be won with a left hook to the liver. It’s why boxers keep their right elbow tucked into their ribs.
If you want to knock someone out, hit the jaw.
If you want to cause debilitating pain, hit the liver or kidneys.
One of them must’ve been hiding behind the bank building and ran up behind me with a pipe.
Where the hell is the Red Haze?!
A second blow clipped my head and thunked into the meat of my trapezius muscles. I rolled over as the kid pulled back for another swing and fired wildly at his center mass, dropping him after four shots.
Shouts and footsteps. I heaved myself over on my front and fired, but missed as three more ran up to me, kicking and swinging pipes and bats. I fired until empty, then dropped the handgun to protect and cover myself.
Heaving onto my right side to protect my liver from more damage, I covered my head with my arms, brought my knees up, and crossed my feet to cover my torso and testes. Blow after blow and kick after kick. Two of them tried stomping my head.
Explosions of pain. Thudding impacts. Kicks with heel and toe.
A shitkicking.
I’ve broken up maybe a dozen of them, but I’ve never been on the receiving end.
These weren’t the alphas of the group. These were the younger ones, further down the pecking order, smaller in stature and power. Not as committed, but not wanting to be left out.
If it’d been Fearless Leader, or the ones who’d got Mr. Fischer, I’d likely be dead already.
A painful crack on the point of my elbow hurt like a son of a bitch, but cleared my mind. I shot out my left foot and landed it perfectly on one of their knees, popping it and causing it to hinge the wrong way, which dropped the little bastard in screams.
“Hold it! Hold it!” Fearless Leader yelled at everyone to stop. They did, and I relaxed my battered body and tried to get a good breath.
“I got his bitch!” Fearless Leader and two others came from around the front of the building. He had Danni from behind, with his arm around her neck. Her eyes were enormous and terrified, and her legs kept giving out.
“No!” I said, my voice rasping.
“Yes, you muthafucker! Stand him up!”
They tried to get me under my arms to lift me, but couldn’t, so they poked at me with their bats and pipes until I struggled to my knees and then my feet. I had trouble standing erect, so I stood doubled over, arms crossed and holding my ribs.
Fearless Leader handed Danni off to the other two and walked around to me.
“You get props, old man. You’s tough as hell, and you shot almost all them guys from down to Southern Park. But you got to learn some manners and respect,” Fearless Leader said before he cracked me on the back of my head with his elbow. I almost went down.
“Let her go,” I said.
“Let her go?!” Fearless Leader laughed and looked at his crew, who also laughed. “Look at what she done to my two boys here; she busted Jayden’s hand with a piece of pipe, and she banged Chris’s nose flat with a damn frying pan!” More laughter from the punks surrounding me. “Naw, she gotta know her place.”
Fearless Leader backhanded Danni, and she fell back, eyes vacant.
“STOP!” I shouted.
“Lemme tell you something old man, you might think this is your bitch, but she’s my bitch now. Imma take her with me and keep her ’round my new digs. Even get her a leash.”
“No…”
Fearless Leader lifted my head by the hair and socked me in the eye. I managed to duck into it and took the brunt on my forehead. Fearless Leader’s eyes got big, and I knew the punch hurt him more than me.
I’m a sucker for the classics. Take that, dickhead.
“You don’t tell me, ‘no’! And who the fuck you think you are tying me up and leave me in the middle of the road? Huh?” 
He punctuated the ‘huh’ with a kick to my guts, thankfully not the right side or solar plexus, and most of the force was absorbed by the forearms I’d wrapped around my middle.
“Cuz you ain’t calling the shots no more, old man! None of you is. You ain’t got your gum’mint, and you ain’t got your police no more. You know what that means? It means I run the show! People like you has always been controlling people like us: and now we’s controlling everything!”
Laughter and high fives and shoves for me.
“And there ain’t nothing you gonna do about it!”
Fearless Leader kicked me behind my knee, and I dropped hard on the pavement. Hands pulled at me and got me back on my feet, though still doubled over and holding my midsection.
“And we gonna take anything we want!”
“Yeah!” Cheers and encouragement.
“You know where I’m going to sleep tonight? I got me a fine Lexus SUV, top-of-the-line. Hardly got no damage at all. Mmm hmm, I’m gonna take this fine piece and keep her ass busy all night in there!”
“Yeah!” More laughter and clapping hands.
“We gonna do what we want, when we want!”
“Yeah!”
“And we gonna make people like you shovel our shit!”
“YEAH!”
“And we gonna beat your ass anytime we want!”
Fearless Leader slapped me across both cheeks and bent face to face.
“What you think about that? Huh, old man? What are you smiling at?”
I was smiling, a little.
Fearless Leader had a red tinge to his face and was speaking very, very slowly.
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There were six of them. 
Fearless Leader, the two holding Danni, and the three standing in a semi-circle around me.
You took on six earlier today.
It’s been a long day.
It sure has. Let’s not piss around. You can do this.
I was doubled over and, by the positions of their feet, knew exactly where they stood.
And that one has a busted knee.
The bending over was a ruse. By clutching my ribs and “playing hurt,” I avoided having my arms restrained.
There were seven that time in Alaska.
And most importantly, I could get my hand on the box cutter I’d put inside my inner vest pocket.
Damn right I was smiling.
I exploded in motion, though it felt excruciatingly slow. As my hand flashed out from the vest pocket, I thumbed open the blade and sliced Fearless Leader from the hollow in his throat to up behind his ear. I brought my hand around in a big arc and slashed the neck of the punk to my right — the one with the broken knee — in virtually the same way, only the opposite direction. I spun left and ducked as I brought the blade across and through the abdominal wall of the skinny kid beside me and back across his throat, side to front.
A trio of arterial eruptions filled the air with blood as the first two clutched at their necks, and the third saw his insides fall out.
Three down. Three left.
I took the gutted kid’s pipe in my left hand and backhanded it to the face of the one behind me, bulging an eye from its socket and collapsing his nose and cheekbone. I dropped the knife, grabbed the pipe, swung like I was felling a tree, and nailed him dead on the Adam’s apple, dropping him.
Two left.
Danni kept them busy. She’d scored on her assailants; one had a busted nose and black eyes, the other only had one good hand, and she fought like a banshee. Kicking, punching, screaming.
Attagirl.
I picked up my dropped Ruger, swapped the empty magazine for the partial one, and walked over to the scrum. I shot the one with the flattened nose above the ear, and the one with the busted hand in the forehead.
Crack, crack.
Two and one.
Now none.
The ones holding me weren’t dead yet. The crushed windpipe flailed in desperation and panic, his color deepening. In contrast, the other three’s color waned as their blood welled out of them. Fearless Leader gargled and held a crimson hand to his wound, and his eyes seemed to have trouble focusing.
I bent into the face of Fearless Leader. “I warned you what would happen.”
I brought my pistol up to Fearless Leader’s forehead, but stopped.
A mercy shot?
Nope.
These were evil men; how else to describe them? Murder. Rape. Theft. Pain and suffering made them laugh. They relished hurting others. The end of the world excited them.
The fires set them loose.
There’ll be more. Save the ammo.
I stood upright and walked away.
The Red Haze passed, but I wasn’t shaking or tired. No hysterics, no nausea, no waves of guilt. Just a blankness.
In tears, Danni ran to the safety of my chest, where I put my arms around her and made soothing sounds. We shuffled to the front and around the corner, away from the carnage. I looked back. The four lay still, but Fearless Leader blinked drunkenly and watched me.
“Hey, hey, hey. Shh shh shh. You did great. We need to make sure it’s over. Look up, deep breath,” I said, smoothing Danni’s hair.
She sniffed and wiped and nodded her understanding. I backed us against the building and holstered my weapon, and she kept watch as I reloaded the magazines. My hands were blood-slick, and it took longer to reload than it should’ve. Several rounds fumbled through my fingers, and Danni picked them up.
I tried to take a deep, calming breath, but my battered rib cage protested, causing me to wince. I tentatively twisted and flexed my torso, which hurt like hell, but I didn’t think any ribs were broken.
It looks like the fat is good for something after all.
Fuck off.
“What?” Danni asked.
“Sorry, nothing, just talking to myself,” I blushed.
The late afternoon was still; there were no shouts, no conversation, nothing. Danni realized I was dripping with blood and had gotten it on her. She made noises of alarm and disgust and held her arms elbow-high with fingers splayed.
“We’ll get cleaned up first thing after we walk around the building, okay?” I asked.
The one she beaned in the face with the cast iron pan was the one who picked up the chunky snubnosed revolver. After cleaning my hands on the punk’s shirt, I plucked out the revolver, opened the cylinder, and looked at the shells: .357 Magnum. No wonder the ass couldn’t hit anything shooting one-handed. 
And there were eight chambers. 
Called it.
I ejected the spent casings and inspected the revolver. It was another Ruger: a Redhawk .357 Magnum with a short barrel in satin stainless steel. It had rounded wood grips and had a reassuring heft without being unwieldy. Very solid and well made.
I clicked the cylinder shut and handed it to Danni, handle first, reminding her it was unloaded. She hesitated but took it firmly and explored the weight and balance of it in her hand.
We moved back along the wall to where the six lay. I suggested Danni shouldn’t look, but she did.
All of them lay dead and still. Gore everywhere. I worried about Danni’s reaction, but I underestimated her. She strode up to Fearless Leader and kicked him in the ribs. The slack body offered no resistance, like kicking a beanbag chair filled with meat. Danni swore at the corpse. More and more kicks, each one a defiance and reclamation from what he had planned to do to her. Over and over. Again. Again. Again.
I debated stopping this, but who knows? Maybe she needs this. She deserves it. Fearless Leader sure did.
She finally quit and stood over the body, lungs heaving, rage still tightening her face. Danni stood tall, coughed, and worked something up in her mouth. She spat full in Fearless Corpse’s face and swore vehemently.
I eased Danni away and around the back of the building. The effort and emotion exhausted her and left her visibly drained.
As we turned around front toward the brokerage house, Danni gasped and brought her hands to her mouth at the sight of the older man lying surrounded by a wreath of dead punks.
“Oh no! It’s Mr. Fischer!” she said. “Why did they do this!?”
“Because they could. Simple as that. The fires set them free to do whatever they wanted. And they wanted to do this,” I said.
“And it’s only day three,” Danni whispered. She turned to me, “We can’t leave him here.”
I looked up and down the roadway; we were alone. I holstered my automatic and said, “Let’s move him back inside.”
Danni took Mr. Fischer’s legs, I got the arms, and every muscle and joint in my body protested. We carried him back inside, back to his office, and laid him on the floor.
“I can’t believe I’m touching a dead person,” Danni said.
We looked at Mr. Fischer. This wouldn’t do either.
She crossed his arms over his chest and moved his legs together. Her eyebrows flashed, and she dug coins out of her pocket. She bent to place them on Mr. Fischer’s eyes but couldn’t do it.
“Could you…?” she asked.
I took the coins and asked for directions to the office washrooms. Feeling my way by the thin glow of a lighter, I took two handfuls of coarse paper towels and wet them in the water in the toilet tank. I returned and wiped the clotting blood off Mr. Fischer’s face and hair. The poor man’s deformed skull and caved-in face made it tricky, but I closed the eyes and set the coins, a nickel and a quarter, on the eyelids.
It looked both respectful and ghastly.
“I’ve seen coins on the eyes, but I don’t know what it means,” Danni said.
“In ancient Greek and Roman times, they placed pennies on the eyes or in the mouth to pay Charon, The Ferryman who would transport the dead across the river Styx to the underworld. The practice ended up spreading through most of Europe, both Christian and Jewish,” I said.
Danni looked at me. “How do you know that?”
I shrugged. “Dunno. I guess I wondered the same thing, and I must’ve looked it up.”
A sweater hung over the arm of the chair behind the desk. Danni picked it up, and, being careful not to disturb the coins, laid it over Mr. Fischer’s head and arranged it neatly. 
“Do you want to say anything? This is the closest thing he’s going to get to a service,” I said.
Danni’s eyes welled, and her face crumpled. “That’s so sad.” She bent and touched his shoulder. “God bless, Mr. Fischer.”
Yes, please. Bless him.
I’m sorry this happened; they were looking for us, not you.
We stood for a few moments, Danni leaning on me.
“Okay, let’s go,” she said.
“Just a sec, let’s see if there’s anything in here we can use,” I said.
“You want to loot Mr. Fischer’s place?” Danni asked.
I pursed my lips.
“Let’s consider a different perspective; they murdered Mr. Fischer, savagely. For sport. I avenged his death. We also took care of his body, such as we could. We are not interested in monetary things or vandalism; we’re here for food, water, and tools. Wouldn’t Mr. Fischer rather we make use of these things than have them spoil or go to scavengers?” I asked.
“Okay, but please, let’s hurry and get out of here.”
We found two flats of spring water (yay!) in 500 mL bottles on top of a small refrigerator in the back, several bottles inside the fridge, and a six-pack of Dos Equis. There was a backpack and a rolling suitcase with clothes and random canned goods: chili, peas, spaghetti, etc. We took the paper towels and toilet paper from the bathrooms. After a moment’s consideration, Danni took two T-shirts.
I looked around the office. There were the usual family photos, including grandkids, presumably.
“Was Mr. Fischer a widower?” I asked.
“How did you know?” Danni asked.
“There are family pictures, but only men’s clothing and effects, so he must’ve lived alone. But there are pictures of him with a woman; if it was a divorce, he probably wouldn’t have kept them around,” I said.
I opened the desk and “a-ha” ed.
Two ammunition boxes, .38 Special and .357 Magnum, and a handgun cleaning kit. I looked in the box of .357 Magnum.
Eight rounds were missing.
“It’s Mr. Fischer’s revolver. They took it off him before he had a chance to use it,” I said. “Can you shoot?”
“I’ve shot a few times, and a bunch of us girls went to a shooting gallery for a bachelorette party.”
“Good! When we get back to the bike shop, I’ll teach you everything you need to know about it after we get cleaned up. If you want to,” I said.
She did and thanked me.
Something was missing; something inside my head was trying to get my attention. A flicker. Water? Food? No, but what?
The revolver. How did Mr. Fischer carry it? It was too solid and chunky to carry in a pocket, so he must’ve had a holster for it, or something. I scanned the office and saw a piece of a brown leather strap, like a tiny belt, peeping out on the floor behind the office door.
I moved the door and picked up the shoulder holster. There were clothes hooks behind the door. The revolver must’ve been hanging in the shoulder holster back there, and when they broke in, he tried to draw it, but they got him and the pistol, and the holster fell behind the door, unnoticed.
I showed Danni how to wear it and adjusted it for her. She was right-handed, and the holster secured the pistol under her left arm. Like a good backpack, the weight distributed across her frame. She stated her surprise at how comfortable it was.
After gathering the supplies, we said another quiet goodbye to Mr. Fischer and went back to the bike shop, locking the door behind us.
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We got cleaned up, and I noticed my distinct lack of panic over the encounter. I’d nearly died and killed several men, but I felt… nothing. It was like an empty tank that prevented an engine from running. 
If anything, I had flashes of excitement and happiness.
You have smote evildoers.
That’s messed up.
Smited? Smotten? Smoted?
I believe it’s smitten.
Can’t be; that means to have a crush on someone.
Stop it.
Rejoice and give thanks!
Thank you for watching over us. Please keep my family safe.
We shared a quiet meal. We carried a table and two chairs out to take advantage of the remaining daylight, and I shared the last of my chops and burgers from the morning and the corn gathered after the unpleasantness behind Lowe’s.
Over the next half-hour, Danni became quiet and preoccupied. Distant.
I tried, in clumsy fashion, to break the ice and help Danni relax.
“You know, I’ve never seen anyone eat a pork chop with mustard before.”
Danni shrugged her shoulder an eighth of an inch, but didn’t look at me.
“I mean, I like mustard too, but I’ve never considered putting it on a pork chop. I put it on hot dogs, and I’m told they have pork in them, or aardvark, or something.”
Nothing.
“But they use mustard-based barbecue sauce on hogs in one of the Carolinas, South Carolina, I think. I didn’t care much for it; it gave it a weird German vibe. Oh, did your people come from Germany?”
She mouthed the word “no,” but it was inaudible.
“I’m partial to the Kansas City style of barbecue sauce, though Texas knows what they’re doing too. But anyway, let me try this new sensation of mustarded pork!”
I grabbed the bottle Danni brought from the staff fridge and gave it a showy shake.
“I know you’ve already shaken this, but we mustn’t take any chances that it separated and we get ‘mustard pee’ running all over the plate.”
Again, nothing.
I cut off a corner of pork, smooshed it through the glob of mustard, set it in my mouth, pulled out the fork in a pronounced manner, and chewed vigorously.
“Huh. Okay,” I said. “We learned something today: mustard adheres to the principle of the Minimum Effective Dose. A little is good, but more is not better. Of course, an intelligent fella would have noticed you clearly understand ‘a little dab’ll do ya’ and would have stuck a toe into the mustard pool instead of cannonballing, but yes, and who’d have thunk it, mustard works on pork chops!”
Zilch. Completely laid an egg.
Are you done yet?
Danni became withdrawn when we came back to the store. She said she’d go first and started washing our clothes while I cleaned up.
We put our heads together and came up with a decent plan. First, I gobbled a half-dozen of the Vitamin C’s from the bottle Smalls gave me, and with Danni’s okay, I took a good dose of ASA from the shop’s first aid kit. We could use water from the toilet tanks to rinse as much blood off as possible, then rub in baking soda that had been in the bike shop’s fridge for God knows how long into the bloodstains. Splash on some hydrogen peroxide from the first aid kit and let it fizz to help kill off any potential pathogens in the blood. Lightly rinse with toilet tank water, lather up a bit of dishwashing soap, give it a good scrub and rinse with as much distilled water as needed (my idea).
And I was happy to get the piss dribble washed off my shorts before it started to stink.
Idiot.
We had a fair amount of water. Besides what I already had, there were four gallons worth of 500 mL bottles from Mr. Fischer’s, and the water cooler in the bike shop had an almost full five-gallon jug, and two unopened five-gallon jugs sitting beside it.
There was a drain embedded in the concrete floor of the work area, enough light coming through the back door to see what we were doing, and enough privacy to get properly clean. We dried with disposable hand towels from the workshop, and cautiously cracked open front and back doors to let in some cooling corrosive air.
I helped her with the clothes and was impressed. She was an ardent worker. Conscientious, not slapdash. She made sure they were clean, not just ‘less dirty.’ She was of good character, taking as much care with my clothes as hers.
But she’d gotten less and less talkative, and now, as we ate, I grew more concerned.
“Jack? Where were you going today when you saved me?” she asked, toying with the final piece of chop in the dregs of mustard on her disposable plate.
“I need to get to my family. They’re in Washington State.”
Danni blinked and raised her eyebrows. “Washington State? What…?”
I explained. She listened and seemed comforted in having me talk without the shtick. Fat tears rolled down her cheeks, and she breathed high in her chest.
“Danni? Talk to me. What’s the matter?” I asked.
“What’s the matter? What’s the matter?! The world burned down, and I was attacked. Then I was saved by Paul Bunyan, who ended up killing, like, everybody, and makes a bunch of stupid jokes, and is going to leave again!” She sobbed. “What’s the matter???!”
It was ugly crying. Right from the bottom. Harsh and scouring.
I took her hand, stood her up, walked her over to me, sat her sideways on my lap, and tucked her head into my neck. I put my arms around her and gently rocked back and forth. She played along, like a child.
She cried and cried and cried. I sensed she cried for Mr. Fischer. She cried for her close call, undoubtedly. But it was as if she had been saving all the crying since she was a toddler. Lost kittens and broken hearts. And who could not cry for the end of the world?
If my heart hadn’t already been broken, this might’ve done it.
After long minutes, the worst of the storm passed. Tears still fell, punctuated by sniffs and hiccups. She was in a near fetal position in my lap, her knees up, her hands clasped and touching her mouth, her weeping and humid breath soaking my shirt.
“Jack? Can I stay right here, forever?”
“Sorry kiddo, I can’t. But you can stay a little longer.” I gave her a little squeeze and a pat.
After a while, she sat up and waved her hands, grabbed a napkin off the table, and blew her nose. She got herself together, returned to her seat, and smiled sheepishly.
“I’m sorry for the waterworks, Jack, but thank you so much. You don’t have any daughters, do you?”
“Daughters? No.”
“It might be because of what happened earlier, but you have the most amazing daddy/protector thing going on. I know you’re not much older than me, and I don’t think it’s only your size, but you make me feel safe.”
I wasn’t sure what to say, but I scrunched an upside-down smile.
“Can I come with you?” she asked.
“What?”
“I’m from Jacksonville. Two years ago, I came over here after a messy break up. I have no family here. A thousand acquaintances, but no genuine friendships. Certainly, nobody to keep me safe like you,” she said.
“Danni, you can’t rely on me to keep you safe,” I said.
You can say that again.
“But I don’t know how to fight! You took out those four guys with a box cutter and a pipe! I’ve never seen anything like it. It was SO fast! Fast but fluid, like a dancer. It took about as much time as doing a cartwheel. I couldn’t do that in a billion years,” she said.
“It’s just a little freak thing that pops up from time to time. Sometimes, when I’m in big trouble, everything slows way, way down. It’s like super slow-motion, but my brain seems to go at normal speed, if that makes any sense. I suspect the stress chemicals make my brain run in super-fast mode, so I have time to think and plan my reactions. Somehow.”
“A temporal distortion.”
I blinked. “Right, a temporal distortion. It says what it does. I looked it up after the last time it happened to me.”
“My grandpa was a fighter pilot in the Vietnam War, and he had to eject during a flight. In the 80s, they did a study on the effects of temporal distortion. The researchers contacted pilots who’d had to eject, cops, combat vets, and others who’d been in life or death situations. It turns out that three-quarters of people in these situations have some mental time shift,” Danni said.
“There you go. It happens to lots of people. I’m sure you’ll find someone else who gets these temporal shifts,” I said.
“Please, Jack, don’t. My blood ran cold when I heard the guy say what he would do with me. If someone ever got to me like that, it would kill me, one way or another. It’s not something I would survive.” She shuddered.
I pulled my chair around and cupped her hands in mine. “I’m sorry, yes. Look at me. Danni, I need you to understand this. Your protection and survival are going to come down to you. I want you to promise me you will never, ever hand the responsibility for your safety off to someone else. Not me, not anybody, not ever.”
“But I don’t know what to do! I can’t fly a plane either, and it’s like you’re asking me to take the stick, or the yoke, or whatever the hell it is!” Danni said.
I leaned in. “Okay, it is helpful to have some skills, but we can learn skills. What determines if someone survives is mindset. Attitude. Will.”
“I’m so damn scared,” Danni whispered.
“You’re supposed to be scared. I was scared too. Scared means you don’t take stupid chances.”
Whoa… what?!
I continued, “Scared means you avoid dangerous situations. You just have to manage it a little. Be scared smart, not scared stupid. Be scared alert, not scared panicky. And I saw what you did to those two guys; you busted one’s hand up, just like I told you, with no practice. And you beaned the other guy in the face, which I did to two guys earlier today, and you figured it out yourself!”
Danni looked up and sniffed, and I saw a little spark in her eye.
I smiled, “And I forbid you to go back and chew on things and play the ‘oh no, what if?’ game. You made it, and that’s what counts. Take a quick look to see if there is a lesson to learn, say your thanks, and keep going.”
And the Hypocrite of The Year Award goes to Jack Broderick!
Danni nodded and made small wringing motions with her fingers.
“You said you would teach me about guns?” she asked.
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And I did. 
The very first thing was safety, as taught by Grandpa. Treat every firearm as if it were loaded. Never point a gun at anything you don’t intend to shoot. Muzzle control at all times. Be sure of the backdrop behind your target. Finger off of the trigger until you are ready to fire, etc.
She soaked it in.
I explained how revolvers, unlike my Ruger automatic, typically have no mechanical safety mechanism. I showed her how to hold the pistol in a modified Weaver stance, purposefully avoiding the isosceles stance to encourage her to cup her left palm under the butt and away from the cylinder. No one-handed shooting, please. Press, don’t squeeze the trigger. I showed the difference between single-action and double-action and had her dry fire to experience the trigger pull. I showed her how to open the cylinder, and how cocking the hammer advances the next round, how to eject the empty casings and reload.
“And don’t flick your wrist to close the cylinder; it’ll break something, eventually. I know it’s steel, but treat it nice.”
I demonstrated how both the .38 Special and the .357 Magnum ammunition work in her revolver, but the .38 Special has a minor problem of unburned powder in the chamber. I showed her how to clean the pistol and walked her through it.
I explained the differences between a revolver and an automatic, including how much louder a revolver is, and showed the differences in each of the rounds we had; .22 Long rifle, .38 Special, and .357 Magnum.
Next was how to aim, including site picture and the phenomenon of bullet drop.
I told her about Grandpa’s shooting gallery.
“When I was a kid, with an earlier model of this same pistol, I put probably a quarter of a million rounds downrange on our farm. Funnily enough, I’m not all that good of a precision shooter, like the stuff at the Olympics. I’m right-handed, but my left eye is my dominant eye, and it’s almost impossible for me to get microscopic accuracy. But I’ve always been an excellent snap shot, which is what I want you to focus on. I’m not sure if this is how a professional would teach you, but it’s how I learned, and it works.”
I got her to point at the mustard bottle back on the table.
“Now alternate closing one eye, then the other. As you wink back and forth, your finger appears to move, doesn’t it?” I asked.
She agreed.
“Excellent; it’s because we have space between our two eyeballs, and thank goodness. So now open both eyes. What would you see if you kept both eyes open and wanted to fire a laser from your fingertip to the mustard bottle?”
She thought for a second. “I guess I would want to see the mustard bottle between the two ghosted images of my finger.”
“Excellent, Grasshoppa.”
“What?”
“Nothing, it’s from an old TV show, I think. Yes, with both eyes open, keep focused on the target, and get it between the ‘two pistols’,” I said.
She smiled in understanding and practiced the new concept.
“Now, with a handgun, don’t shoot at anything farther than a stone’s throw away; you’re only wasting ammo. Aim at the center of the torso. Don’t try for headshots. Double-check you’re unloaded, and practice around the room and out the window, not at me, getting your site picture and pressing the trigger. Keep both eyes open and watch the target, not the sights. Don’t get nuts trying to hold steady and aiming for dead center. It’s about taking out threats, not being an expert marksman.”
She was an excellent student, attentive, and able to follow directions. She practiced acquiring sight pictures and drawing smoothly from the shoulder holster.
She was having fun.
She smiled a lot.
“What guns do you have at home?” Danni asked, holstering her weapon.
“Actually,” I chuckled, “None. I haven’t for over 20 years. My wife won’t have them in the house.”
“Are you serious? Doesn’t she see how…”
“I know, but it was a deal-breaker for her, so here we are,” I said, tight-lipped.
“So… can your boys shoot?” Danni asked.
“Yes, somewhat. Jane lost her mind when I took them to a shooting range in Vegas. And whenever we went back to my family’s farm in Montana or her dad’s farm up in Washington State, I made a point of taking them shooting. Jane hated it and always got furious, but why can’t a dad take his sons out for an afternoon of plinking? It’s fun, dammit! And by God, I wish we’d done more of it.”
Be cool, Boyo…
Danni continued practicing. When she took a break, she drank from my water bottle.
“Jack? What am I supposed to do if I don’t come with you?” she asked quietly. “Am I supposed to stay here, surrounded by all these dead bodies? I’ll need food and water. If I go out, I’ll just meet more of this sort of scumbag, won’t I?”
I frowned and scuffed my Croc on the floor.
“I know I need to be responsible for my own safety. I understand that. But you can’t deny that two people are safer than I would be by myself,” she said.
I took a long, slow inhale and sighed it out.
“This was a good place to come tonight to get shelter, but I’m going to need more than just me,” she said.
I pursed my lips, stared at an imaginary horizon, and nodded.
“Yes, safety in numbers,” I said. “Being with a group of good people is important. So we do this: tomorrow morning, bright and early, I want you to get on one of these bikes and go to the airport.”
Danni blinked and frowned. “Why on earth would I go to the airport?”
“There’s a Coast Guard airbase there, and their job is to rescue civilians, no? But go to the fire station, which is next to the airbase. The Fire Chief, my friend Matt, a wonderful couple from the UK, and firefighters and their families are all there. I was with them from the pulse until this morning, and if I weren’t trying to get to my sons, I would’ve been happy to stay with them. Good, solid people.”
Danni looked dubious.
“Take the Bayside Bridge; I didn’t, and I should have, though I wouldn’t have met you.”
“See? No coincidences,” Danni said, cupping my arm.
I cleared my throat, “From the airport, I took Roosevelt to Highway 19, and it was a battle the whole way. People are looting and will only be more desperate tomorrow. So you take another cross street to get you to whatever road turns into the Bayside Bridge. Stick to major thoroughfares, don’t go meandering through residential areas. The service road at the airport is on the left after the bridge.”
“I don’t know, Jack. These people don’t know me,” Danni said. “Maybe you should come and introduce me?”
Uh oh…
“I’m sorry Danni, but I need to get going.”
Her shoulders fell, and her eyes glossed with tears.
“Tell them I sent you. Tell them about what happened here. They will take you in, I promise.” I lifted her chin. “And believe me, if you didn’t have outstanding qualities yourself, I would never, ever send you to them. If they’re not there, go to the Coast Guard base and ask for Petty Officer Bailey or Petty Officer Smalls. Other than them, DON’T use my name.”
“Why not?”
I popped open a Dos Equis and handed it to Danni. I took a second one, paused, swore, and set it back. I took a long breath, then sat and regaled her with tales of the menace of Lieutenant Junior Grade Donovan Corlin. 
She had a nice laugh. The kind of laughter that made you want to hear more of it.
“But I guess the little bastard ended up getting his revenge anyway because the bike ended up judo-throwing me onto the pavement and tried to rip my ear off,” I said.
“And what are the odds it would do that in exactly the right place and time for you to come and save me?” Danni smiled.
“No coincidences.”
“No coincidences,” Danni said.
“Well, since there are no coincidences, and I find myself sitting in a bike shop with part of the management team, I take it that means I’m supposed to buy some new wheels,” I said.
“Buy? You saved my life; take anything you want! Hell, take two. How could I process a transaction, anyway? Within a week, it sounds like this place will be destroyed by looters or have 50 people living in it,” Danni said.
I looked around the showroom for the first time. It was a high-end store for serious bicycle enthusiasts. Opposite the hallway leading to the back was what I deduced to be a recumbent tricycle. The seat was low, barely a hand’s span off the ground, and it had one big wheel in the back and two smaller wheels in the front. Unlike a bicycle where the peddling takes place underneath the rider, the rider leans back on a recumbent bike, and the pedals are out in front.
Many years ago, I tried riding stationary bikes at the gym but found the seat uncomfortable, almost as intolerable as JayGee’s. The gym also had recumbent exercise bikes, with a seat more like a chair, and they felt great.
But the only recumbent road bikes I’d seen had a sort of “special needs” quality to them. They looked ridiculous, pretentious, and frankly, dangerous.
But those were recumbent bikes, not trikes. And these trikes differed from the trikes the Coasties used, which sat upright like a traditional bicycle.
This looked like a recumbent trike Batman would ride.
We talked about my discomfort on JayGee’s bike, and both thought the Catrike Dumont would be perfect. It had suspension and even folded up to stow in a car trunk.
“One of the Tampa Bay Titans’ basketball players on Clearwater Beach ordered this. It’s been sitting here for six weeks waiting for him to pick it up, but he still hasn’t,” Danni said. “It’s perfect for you, though, being a big guy.”
“Compared to the Pee Wee Herman bike I started with this morning, this is the BatTrike,” I said.
“These are made here in Florida, but a shop in Utah customized this; it’s beefed up, with the added headrest, black satin paint, a windshield kit, pannier bags, cargo rack, trailer hitch, and more. It’s beautiful,” Danni said.
A tinted windshield covered the rider’s legs and torso. The seat looked big and comfortable, even for someone my size. The back wheel was centered behind it, with two front wheels ahead of the seat on either side. Its pedals sat on an adjustable boom/pipe thing that came out from under the seat, so the rider pedaled in front and steered with joysticks positioned comfortably by the hips.
I tilted the windshield up, creaked my battered self down on the Catrike and was pleasantly surprised at how comfortable it was. You could even catch a quick nap on it.
“But here’s the thing,” Danni said, “Even though this has suspension and is all decked out, it’s not meant to go off road. If you want off-road, you need one of these others with the fat tires. However, those fat tires make a lot of friction on the highway.”
“No, I want this. If I have to go off the highway, I’ll be careful to walk, not ride. So how fast does this thing go?” I asked.
“Well, it depends on you, but once you get used to riding, you should be able to maintain 20 miles-per-hour plus on level roads. If you take care of yourself, stay healthy, and stay out of trouble, 200 miles per day seems feasible,” Danni said.
She taught me in kind about the bike and long-distance riding. How to fix a flat, change a tire, lubrication, brake and chain tensioning, shifting and gear ranges, how and why to use pedal straps, and so on.
We picked a natty black helmet with snap-on visor light-years away from the ridiculous one JayGee wore.
“The most important things will probably be electrolyte replacement and getting enough sleep. You’re the most damaged person I’ve ever seen outside of a hospital. Seriously,” Danni said.
“Yes, I bet once the bruising kicks in, I’ll look like a zombie,” I said, “complete with shuffling walk and groaning.”
She took me to a large display of nutritional supplements and handed me two big plastic jars of powder. “This is a high-end electrolyte supplement. It’s a full spectrum of vitamins, minerals, electrolytes, and a few other things. Drink at least one scoop twice a day in a water bottle. It’s insanely expensive, not that that matters, but it can make a tremendous difference. It’ll keep you going,” she said.
“You mentioned it has a trailer hitch; do you have trailers too?” I asked.
“I don’t think you’d want a baby carrier kind of thing, but there are two kinds of heavy-duty, flat deck bike trailers.” She took me around to the warehouse. “These are made by Surly and haul up to 300 pounds.”
The trailers had steel frames and no decking, but had places to screw decking into, and lots of bungee attachment points. They measured 24” wide. One was 32” long, and the other was 63”, and weighed only 35 lbs and 37lbs.
I opted for the larger one, and we brought it out to the BatTrike, as I kept calling it.
“Okay, let’s get both of our bikes and gear packed up. I need some sleep and want to be up and out of here as soon as we have daylight,” I said.
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It wasn’t a great night. 
Between the pain of massive systemic soft tissue damage and Danni crying half the night, I didn’t sleep very well.
As we packed and loaded up our trikes and trailers the previous night, Danni got quiet again. She wasn’t as withdrawn as she’d been as at suppertime, but clearly, she had something on her mind.
And as I cleared the dinner rubble from the table, I realized what it was.
She reached for the damn mustard and brushed my hand. Except it wasn’t an innocent accident; it was a caress.
Shit.
Like many men in similar circumstances, I not only ignored it; I pretended it didn’t happen. Obliviousness can be your friend.
She was subtle about it, sort of. A press of hip when standing next to me. A hand in the small of my back when passing behind me. Lots of damp breathing.
Wow, Jack, you keep exerting this magic on her, and pretty soon, she’s going to be touching her hair.
Shut up.
And I couldn’t say anything. She hadn’t crossed The Line and made an outward gesture or declaration. If I said something asinine, such as “I’m married” or “it’s a bad idea,” she still had plausible deniability and would no doubt say something cutting, like I was vain or paranoid.
Ah ha ha. You still got it, Jackie Boy!
Piss off.
Danni drank three beers and brought up the sleeping arrangements. She reasoned we should sleep in the middle of the store, where we could watch both doors, but the light from a candle she produced from her backpack like a rabbit out of a hat, couldn’t be seen.
I parried with, “That’s a good idea. Here, you sleep on this foldout mattress, and I’ll sleep up here in this reclining chaise thing.”
Ha!
She clucked her tongue and turned on her heel to get something or other.
I felt like dumping a bottle of water on my head.
As the light faded, we sat, and without being able to touch me overtly, Danni evidently relaxed. Conversation flowed, but I noticed I did most of the talking.
And boy, was she listening.
As the darkness grew, so did my fatigue, and Danni commented on how exhausted I looked. I agreed, took more Vitamin C and aspirin, washed it down with some of Danni’s electrolyte powder, and excused myself to the bathroom for the evening ablutions. I was completely and utterly spent, an onion skin shell of a man, stuffed with stubble and chaff.
She was standing near the bathroom when I came out. She took me by the hand and led me to the chaise mattress.
“Danni, uh…”
“Shhh, take your shirt off.” She tapped my arms with the back of her hands to signal me to lift them, and she lifted the shirt.
“Wait, Dann--”
The pain in my ribs and shoulders made my breath catch, and Danni slid my shirt up and off. My self-consciousness made a feeble attempt at decorum, but I didn’t have the energy to suck in my gut.
She reached for a white plastic jar on the table with the word PENETREX on the label.
“Wait, what?!”
“Shhh. It will make you feel better and help you sleep.”
Yikes!
She showed me the jar was topical pain relief and anti-inflammatory cream.
My shoulders dropped as I mentally “whewed”.
She motioned for me to sit in the chair, and it was more of a controlled freefall than sitting. She gasped and asked about the wound and unusual bandage over my nipple.
After I explained, she fingered out some goop, dabbed it across the front of my shoulders and upper chest, and began easing it in. The goo was nice and cool on the skin, not greasy or smelly.
Danni had The Touch too, like Bailey. She didn’t just drive the stuff into my skin; she wanted me to feel better. The lengths of her strokes changed up and alternated between her palms and fingertips. Pressure varied and moved in different combinations, minding when I winced or seized. She did an interesting thing where she paused and kept her hands on me before moving them.
Very… engaging.
Unlike Bailey, this wasn’t unsexual. And yet, not in a skanky way. Not in a ‘quick bang’ way. She wasn’t acting out some cartoonish script gleaned from a porno. She wasn’t touching me inappropriately, but it was sensuous. Her attention was on her hands, paying exquisite attention to the motions and contours. As if touching me was the most absorbing and arresting thing in the world.
Yet with that damned deniability.
When I opened my eyes, she was looking at me and was on the verge of tears.
Danni motioned for me to lie on my front on the lounge cushion, and I did.
She made a small concerned sound. “Oh Jack, your poor back! You took such a beating.”
Her voice cracked.
“Jack? I need to talk to you, and I need you to listen and keep your head turned the other way so I can’t see you.”
“Um, okay.”
“I don’t know what’s happening to me right now. I’m going through some kind of crazy emotional storm. I’ve never been as scared as I was today, so maybe that’s it, at least partially. But whatever the reason, I am so madly head over heels for you right now I can hardly breathe.”
“Wait, what?!”
“Shh. Don’t say anything; let me finish. Trust me; I’m not happy about this either. It’s not a sexual thing, but that is part of it. And it’s not just some little crush, and it’s not some fleeting attraction. Whatever it is, it’s consuming like fire, and it’s as real as the terror was this afternoon.”
I tried to roll over, but she pressed me back down.
“I’m not even sure why I’m telling you this. Am I hoping you’ll take me with you? Sure. Am I hoping you’ll just take me? Yes. But I would also be completely satisfied if you held me as you did earlier. I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable; I don’t want to guilt you into anything, and I don’t understand where these feelings come from. But I’m entirely open and honest.”
“But I…”
“Jack, please. And I need to tell you how scared I am. You have the ability to ruin me. No one’s ever affected me like this. You can have me, physically, mentally, emotionally, in every way. I would be helpless. But even worse, I want you to take me. But having you leave in the morning would finish me. So please, Jack, if you take me, you have to either stay or bring me with you. All or nothing. Please.”
I sat up, despite her pleas not to.
“Danni, listen, I’m -”
“I’ve never been an emotional wreck. I hate drama. I don’t watch the Hallmark network, and I’ve never even read a romance novel. I am not hard up or desperate for a man. I didn’t even cry over the breakup in Jacksonville. This is so out of character that I don’t even know who I am. It’s so primal, so deep. It’s like finding out you’re afraid of heights or something; you think your experience will be ‘this,’ and every cell in your body screams ‘that.’ It’s not a planned response.”
“You’ve gone through something most people never go through; your emotions are in turmoil. Maybe you’re looking for something to help stabilize yourself, and something in you latched on to the nearest thing, which happened to be me.” I said.
“So you think I’m making this up? Or it’s some sort of imprinting? Or do you think I’m throwing myself at you and trying to barter sex for protection?!”
“I… no, Danni, I…”
“Because what I’m going through is so unlike who I thought I was, it could all be true! All I know is, I saw you risk your life to save mine. You righted the wrong of those animals killing Mr. Fischer. And even though you’re powerful with an aptitude for violence, I don’t feel threatened. I feel safe. Safer than I’ve ever felt. You held me as I cried harder than I ever have in my life. You’re big, strong, competent, and beautiful.”
Huh. That’s sure not how Jane sees you.
I blushed furiously.
“Last week, I lived in a world of men who were still boys, who couldn’t tie their shoes without watching six YouTube videos, then had to post their ‘success’ on Instagram. All overcompensated bluster and bullshit. Then you come swinging in on a chandelier and kick-ass and be tender and smart, and off you go! Why would you be sent into my life like that, only to leave?”
“Danni, sometimes a coincidence is just a coincidence.”
She was crying now. “I’ve never been an overly nurturing person. I don’t get soppy when I see a baby. I hate neediness. But I see the scrapes, bruises, and swelling on you, and it breaks my heart. I want to tuck you in and bring you food and nurse you back to health and mother you unbearably! And somehow, I want you inside me, even after what nearly happened earlier. How can that be?! I don’t even know your last name! Oh God, I’ve lost my mind…!”
She sat on her heels, fell forward on her elbows, and sobbed into the cushion. I rubbed her shoulder.
“Hey hey, hey. Danni, I’m sorry about all of this. Maybe this is some kind of post-traumatic stress?”
She flared up. “Don’t patronize me!”
“I’m sorry, look, I don’t know what to do. I can see it’s affected you, and it’s real. It must come from something else. I’m just a big dummy who seems to have been lucky the past couple of days, that’s all.”
She got up and blew her nose at the table. “Oh yeah? Do you think I’d be prostrating myself in front of Mr. Fischer if he’d been the one to save me?!”
“Danni, I -”
She sat heavily on the chair and looked at me speculatively. “Seriously, are you one of those guys who has sex five times a day? Do rich women buy you cars and coat check girls give you their phone number?”
I gaped at her. “You’ve got to be kidding. No, Danni, I’m not. In fact, I haven’t kissed another woman since the first time I kissed my wife.”
“That doesn’t help,” she said evenly.
“Well, it’s true. I am not going to take advantage of you, and I’m sorry, but I’m going to find my family. You understand that, right? I’m not rejecting you.”
“I know, I know. I shouldn’t have dumped this on you.” She dabbed her eyes and took a high, deep breath that told of an impending subject change. “Is the cream working at all?”
“It is. I’d have to jump into a vat of the stuff to make all the pain disappear, but it is helping. Thank you.”
Danni sob/snort/laughed and blew her nose again.
She huffed out the candle, and I climbed onto the chaise lounge, slowly and in stages. Once I got settled, I was reasonably comfortable. She moved the cushion beside me, and in the cave dark, I heard her quiet sniffing and wiping and breathing through her mouth.
Hear that, Jack? That is the sound of a broken heart.
Shut up.
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DAWN BREAKING

DAY 3 AFTER THE PULSE


I woke in fear and panic, compounded by the phenomenon of not knowing where I was. A nightmare preyed on me, like the all-encompassing and irrational ones of childhood: sweat, pounding chest, and something paralyzing my ability to call out for help. 
“Jack? Honey? Are you okay?!?”
Danni. The bike shop.
“What? Huh? You okay?” My voice was gravelly.
“Yes, we’re safe. Did you have a bad dream?” She asked.
“Yes, I think so.” I said, laying my head back.
Uncharacteristically, I had no memory of it. I was a vivid dreamer. Always action-packed. Kicking ass. Conquering monsters and smiting evildoers. But all I held of this one was a fleeting notion of black smoke obscuring the Northern Lights. And it terrified me.
I waited for my heartbeat and breathing to return to normal and for the sheen of sweat on my brow and upper lip to dry.
Nope, change of plans.
Gotta pee.
I tried to sit up, but sensations of pain and alarm pinned me to the chair. I worked myself onto my elbows and clumsily swung my legs onto the floor amidst spasms and curses. Getting to my feet was like grinding open a great heavy church door whose hinges have rusted.
Not good.
Danni looked at me with alarm. “Oh my God, Jack? Are you okay?”
I nodded, stepped into my Crocs, and doddered to the bathroom with a candle Danni had lit. The pittance of wax felt impossibly heavy.
I hardly recognized myself in the mirror. My face was swollen like I’d had an allergic reaction, and my complexion mottled in vast swaths of purple, blue, and black. My torn, fluid-filled ear throbbed, meaning I’d get a classic cauliflower ear. But no broken bones, my nose was still straight and in the middle of my face, and I had all my teeth.
Huzzah.
When I came out, Danni was waiting.
“I’m happy to say at least peeing doesn’t hurt,” I said.
“Aw, come sit down,” Danni said.
I shuffled to the table but forced myself to stretch before sitting. Torso and hips, shoulders and arms, neck and jaw. The grinding and popping felt as if I was filled with glass chips.
She set places for us at the table. Paper plate, plastic utensils, folded paper towel, and water bottle. A small pile of pills sat in the middle of the plate.
“Before you have breakfast, here are some vitamins and some naproxen. And I’ll pour you a cup of cold brew coffee,” she said, smiling proudly.
This goodbye is not going to be easy.
Danni said she put the coffee in a thermos with water before she fell asleep last night. She gave the thermos a vigorous shaking before pouring it through a coffee filter to strain the grounds.
“I’ve never done this before, so if it’s too potent, we may have to dilute it,” she said
“Thank you, Danni. You’re very considerate. I’m sure it will be fine,” I said.
It was better than I’d expected. The sugar and Coffee Mate took some convincing to dissolve itself into the room temperature brew, and you wouldn’t mistake it for your usual cup of coffee. Still, it did the job and was a bittersweet homage to a regular morning.
“I didn’t want to go through your backpack, but I went through your cooler and toolbox. I hope you don’t mind,” she said.
“Hey, you’ve seen me with my shirt off. We have no secrets anymore,” I said.
She giggled in that lovely way she had. “We have a light breakfast today: some dried mango, yum, some trail mix, and I found some fruit cups in our staff fridge. I wouldn’t trust it if it were yogurt, but fruit should be okay.”
It was a nice breakfast with a nice gal. No fireworks going off, but traveling with her could work.
That is if I wasn’t married. 
Or not. 
Hell, I don’t know.
Doesn’t matter either way.
Maybe she was thinking of the same things at the same time because the atmosphere changed. She got quiet.
“I don’t suppose you’ve changed your mind?” She asked.
“Danni, there wasn’t anything to decide. I’m married, and I’m going to look for them. I don’t have any choice in this. At all.”
She nodded her bowed head.
“I’m leaving behind some of the best people I’ve ever known, including my first love, who is still very dear to me. So it is not a rejection of you. Please understand that.”
I told her about Katie, growing up together, and a lightly edited version of what happened.
“You have to clamp down and stop playing the What If game because it can destroy you. If you need to get mad at me or something, okay.”
Do you know what’d be great, Jack? If you could follow your own advice, that would be really great.
She looked up at me and wiped her eyes. “I don’t need to get mad at you, Jack, and it’s sweet that you care enough to have a conversation that you find so uncomfortable. I’ll be fine. I won’t go to pieces on you again, and I won’t throw a fit. I’ll just spend the next two or three weeks bursting into intermittent tears, and I’ll excuse myself from the group and blow my nose. I will be okay.”
Of course, that is much easier to say than to do, but she did her best. No more questions about the two of us and no affections. Almost no affection. I found I missed it a little.
We found two large tote bins in the shop, emptied them, took one each, and set them on our trailers. I bent painfully, folded up my chaise and cushion, put the cushion and pillow back in their garbage bag, and wrapped them both in a tarp which I tied up and secured on the trailer.
We packed everything up, and I put the wok at the front of the trailer like I’d fashioned it to JayGee’s bike, on the front like a windshield.
Alas, no matter how long you stall and fidget, sooner or later, every job hits completion.
Danni looked up at me. “Do we say our goodbyes here or out in the street?”
“In the street, because that will be the actual goodbye,” I said.
“That sounds logical. But since in about two minutes, I will never see you again, I would like a long lingering hug right here.”
I opened my arms, and she stepped into them and put her head on my chest. I rested my cheek on the top of her head.
In another lifetime, this gal would be worth an honest try.
Yes, she would. But under any other circumstances, she’d have never given me a second look, so knock it off.
A little hatch popped open in my mind. The one leading to the space where you play What If? There are two wings in the What If area; both are ruinous places of unsolvable conjecture. One wing is of regrets and fears, where panic instigates, and self-flagellation occurs. The other wing is the happy/dreamy What Ifs. The echoey room where you try to construct happy endings and alternatives that can never be.
I clicked the hatch closed.
She unwound herself, then pulled up for a quick kiss.
She smiled up at me. “Don’t get all bent out of shape; the damsel gets a kiss. It’s in the rules.”
“All right then, I shall kiss you,” I said. I gently brought my hands to her face, cradling her as I bent and kissed her. The first woman in over 22 years. But this was a goodbye kiss, no? One soft kiss. Three Mississippis. Perfect little clicky smack at the end.
I had to close the latch again.
And Miller saw that.
When I unlocked and opened the back door, a current of acrid, smoke-laden air mingled with the store’s mildew-scented damp. Danni tied up our trash and, after checking it was safe, took it out to the dumpster in the parking lot. We got our bikes and trailers outside, and Danni locked the store with her key. Shrugging, she slid it into her pocket.
In the morning twilight, from nearby, a tremendous wail rose and tremored the air. It was a woman in full voice. A woman whose soul was being ripped from her.
Danni and I got on our trikes and rode around the building. The two I shot running away from Mr. Fischer’s body lay sprawled in the lane around the corner. The sounds of anguish and grief were ahead, around the front of the building.
We stopped a third of the way back, dismounted, and heel-toed to the front. I drew my pistol.
A short woman of considerable size, who looked little older than Danni, was on her hands and knees next to the pile of punks that killed Mr. Fischer. Her hair was pulled back, and she wore a sleeveless shirt, stretchy pants, and flip-flops.
And this was, very plainly, the worst day of her life.
She howled as deep as her lungs could take her. A line of thin sputum stretched to the pavement. Her next breath changed to “Why God, why?” over and over until it degenerated into crushing sobs.
Danni tented her fingers over her nose and mouth, and her eyes grew in horror. Pieces of my heart fell away.
The woman moved to her dead child and touched his chest as if she didn’t wish to wake him. But she looked at his face, the slack-mouthed, dead-eyed face of the one who killed Mr. Fischer with the bat, and pulled him up to hold him. The arms dangled limp, and the head flopped.
“Oh Jesus,” Danni whispered.
The woman’s shiny and outsized fingernails contrasted with the dried blood and fatty ooze plopping out the back of the kid’s skull.
Her agony swelled and grew. The excruciation of a bereaved parent is as total and encompassing as a continent sliding into the sea. There is none like it in the world.
The woman’s grief bloomed into hysterics, and we stepped around to console her.
“Who did this?! Who did this?!” the woman yelled.
The woman let the kid drop on his side, his head making a squelchy sound as it hit the sidewalk.
“WHO DID THIS?!” the woman yelled.
“It was very sudden and chaotic,” Danni said.
“DID YOU DO THIS?! DID YOU DO THIS?!”
The woman got up on one knee, grabbed the kid’s dropped bat, and stood.
“DID YOU DO THIS?!”
I moved to step between the woman and Danni. The woman held the bat near the center and swung upwards. The knob at the bottom of the handle chunked me on the point of the chin.
Bright white light exploded behind my eyes, and I staggered. A high squealing whine burst in my ears, and the hinges of my jaw burned. I fell back, rolled over onto my elbows, and shook my head. The whine quickly diminished in pitch and volume, and vision faded back in. Everything sounded like I was in the bottom of a well and looked like I stood 10 feet behind myself.
I hefted to my feet. Danni got between the woman and me and yelled at her to leave me alone. The woman cracked Danni across the right forearm, breaking it. Danni gasped and bent forward. I tried to get to Danni, but my punch-drunk legs took me sideways.
With the proper swing, the woman brought the bat down hard on the back of Danni’s head, driving her forehead into the sidewalk with a sickening, smacking thunk.
“NO!” It was my turn to yell.
The woman swung at me in wide swooping arcs, yelling, “DID YOU DO THIS?!”
I was lucid, but my body wasn’t ready to listen. I could go backward, but my legs kept buckling.
“DID YOU DO THIS?!”
It surprised me to find the Ruger was still in my hand. I brought it up as the woman swung past. My first round snapped through her elbow. Her momentum and reaction to the pain spun her, so her back was to me. Crystalline details of the folds of fat bulging above and below her bra, the straps pressing deep into the tops of her shoulders.
I shot her once more, where her neck met her head, and she dropped like a fleshy sack.
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COINS


It was noon before I was ready to leave. 
I sat in the middle of the front parking lot for a long time. Sunrise was a steely smudge above a low ceiling of grit and smoke, acrid and sharp. The punks were starting to smell, and insects were celebrating the find.
In the mind, at the end of the hall, down from the hatch covering the What If Room, is a semi-opaque glass door. Through it, you can make out impressions of sunshine, rainbows, burbling waters, and birdsong. The door swings wide at the merest breath, and you are temporarily dazed by bright, welcoming light.
But it is a mirage. And a trap.
The door is not glass, but pig-iron, and weighted so it opens easily from the hall, but it is almost impossible to open from inside. Underfoot is a cold and damp flagstone floor, skittering with multi-legged things. The walls can’t be seen for a choking, poisonous fog that obscures everything beyond your fingertips. It is as close and cloying as a grave.
This room is the Why Room.
The What If Room is insidious and thrives on folly and unrequited hope, but the Why Room breeds despair and derangement. Only tortured souls may enter.
It is where the unanswerable is asked.
Lots of questions to God are asked in the Why Room.
The only thing worse than questions with no answers is the times when there are answers. The cost of the answer is, most often, unbearable. And because it is unbearable, it is unheeded.
Some people come into the Why Room and can never leave again. Either they can’t get the door open, or they have wandered so far in that their entire existence is hard floor and cloaking fog.
The fog anesthetizes. It dulls and saps. It becomes easier to stay trapped than to work one’s way out of the Why Room.
It is where The Bad Part feeds.
Evaluation becomes impossible; we grasp implausible notions, like an undiscerning hand reaching for a life ring, not noticing that cannibals are hauling the rope.
If we conclude we’re at fault, The Bad Part thrives. It revels in guilt, self-loathing, shame, and humiliation, and tries to foster insecurity and unease. We beat ourselves up. We sabotage. We get notions of punishment and antiquated justice. We do not forgive.
I stood with my arms crossed just outside the threshold to the Why Room and watched the fog roil past. I was well acquainted with the Why Room. Tendrils beckoned, tempting me. The fog licked at my nostrils.
Are there coincidences? Is it a version of destiny? Wouldn’t that be God? Why would God have me kill so many young men to save Danni, only to have her die so horribly the next day? Where is the justice in that? Why am I still alive? How could I possibly deserve to be? Why Danni and not me?
Why did you have to take Miller? Of all people, why him?
I saw I’d crossed into the Why Room without realizing it. It was treacherous like that. I stuck my foot out to block the door before it closed me in.
Of course, the secret is to learn to be okay with not knowing why, but that too is often unbearable.
I stood up and sniffed and coughed myself into the present, tasting remnants of poisonous fog in the back of my throat.
The woman lay right where she’d dropped, two feet in front of me.
That poor woman. The mom. Judging by the open sores on her feet and between her toes caused by her flip-flops, she’d been looking for her son all night. Did she know he murdered a senior citizen in cold blood while he and his friends laughed? Maybe she knew of his nature, and that’s why she looked for him, to keep him out of trouble.
It doesn’t matter what he was; that woman loved him. Everybody has someone that loves them.
Almost everybody.
Stop it. Your sons love you.
True, and for many years it was what sustained me. Yet, it wasn’t as simple as that. The bonds of love are built-in between parents and children. Look at the scene in this parking lot. Did the murdering kid deserve love? His mother loved him. It may have been misguided. Maybe her love would die if she knew what he was. But maybe not.
Still, parental love is a default setting. It’s not earned. It’s not given according to merit. Paradoxically, it’s not unconditional, though it feels like it should be.
A parent can screw it up. And if they screw it up, they screw up the kid.
The fear of having any love, especially the depth I felt for my boys, become undermined if I screwed up, had haunted me my whole life. So I needed to be a Good Man. A good role model, and teach them to be Good Men too.
But I didn’t think I was a good man. Not really. It was all horseshit. But I tried, Lord, I tried.
Wouldn’t a good man be loved and be deserving of love? Love without having to justify and defend itself, without constant negotiations and scorecards, and to be happy just existing. Laughter and happiness. Enjoyment for its own sake. Shared experiences. A genuine pair bond. Two people coming together to be Us.
Not you, you big dumb son of a bitch.
They’re over there, and I’m over here.
’Twas ever thus.
I opened the bike store, pushed Danni’s bike in, and transferred the food and water from her trailer to mine, keeping the load balanced and centered. I relocked the door and, not knowing what else to do with it, left the key in the lock.
I eased into my trike, unable to prevent myself from dropping the last few inches. Hissed curses. I eased on the bike helmet, set my feet on the pedals, and with a heave to get going, left the parking lot. I turned north into the wrong lane, the unaccustomed weight of the Redhawk .357 revolver under my left arm.
I stopped even with the broken brokerage door and thought of her in there, beside Mr. Fischer, arms folded, coins in place for The Ferryman.
“Goodbye Danni.”
And I realized, in grief and shame, that for all Danni and I had been through, I didn’t know her last name either.
I started moving, painfully and not too quickly, north. North on Highway 19 to get around the Gulf of Mexico, across the Great Plains of the United States of America, over the Rocky Mountains, and on, almost to the Pacific Ocean.

End of Book One
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