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Winds of ARES







ONE – RUNNING
The sky will be pink at an odd time of day…
Bright pink like a little girl’s hair ribbon.
Just above the horizon with spirals of smoke like trails.
All shades of pink.
Beautiful, foreboding.
The sign that it is time
The beginning of the end.
Written eloquently, it sounded like a poem rather than a final warning. It was eerie to me, ringing in words I knew would be the truth. My husband called it overly dramatic and just plain ridiculous.
I understood. It was easier to believe none of it was true. None of the warnings or information. But I was stuck in the mindset of wondering if disbelief was worth the risk.
There was so much information to process. Granted, I had been listening and reading it for a long time. It was still a lot to take in and write down. I had to copy it all by hand or print it, because eventually there would be no internet and no way to access the social media group where all the information was stored.
The group started out small, I was one of nine in the beginning, and it grew to three hundred and twelve. Not a ton of people, and not nearly enough to spread the word.
My husband, Lane, didn’t really think much about it at first, then as time passed and the date grew nearer, he would joke with me. He would send me links to stories about people who sold everything on the predicted apocalypse word of a preacher.
I wasn’t getting my information from a preacher; I was getting it from a scientist.
I was ready, more than ready. At least I believed I was, and sadly, the impending end of the world coincided with the end of my marriage. There really wasn’t time to file for a divorce. It would be useless anyhow.
So, I left. I finished getting everything ready and left for the safe haven nicknamed Olympus. A placed deemed the only survivable location on the North American continent.
Yeah, I knew it sounded nuts. I even questioned my sanity when I thought about saying it out loud, “Hey all. I’ve packed all this stuff because the world is going to end.”
I stayed quiet. Even though there still was plenty of time to get there, I wasn’t waiting around in my broken home.
There was somewhere we needed to stop anyhow. Without Lane, we had an extra spot at Olympus, and I knew exactly who I wanted to bring along.
It would take some convincing, but I was sure he would come.
Under the guise of a long overdue vacation, we packed up, left at sunrise and drove the three hundred miles from Albuquerque to Amarillo.
By ‘we’, I meant me and the kids.
They weren’t mine biologically, but they were mine in every other sense of the word.
My niece and nephew, Carlie and Reese were twelve and ten years old.
When Reese was just about two, my brother-in-law was driving back with him on a simple trip to the store. He had taken pain medication for his back and had a freak bad reaction. He passed out behind the wheel and crashed. It killed him instantly and broke both of Reese’s legs. His bones were still soft and forming, that helped, but his left leg was never the same and he walked with a limp.
Reese was a great kid, so smart, yet naïve.
Carlie was such a protector, snarky at times, but I guessed it was her age.
My sister, Elise, was a young widow and did so well with them or so I thought. She was what I would call a modern day hippy. She smoked a lot of weed, worked as a horticulturist, but always took care of her kids.
They were happy, well adjusted, clean and fed.
Never did I question her. Perhaps I should have.
When Carly was six and Reese was four, my sister dropped them off at my house so she could go work on a special project.
She never returned.
Two years after her husband’s death, I thought her life was together.
No calls were answered, no texts went through. All attempts to reach her were futile.
We filed a missing person’s report with the police and nothing was found.
It took for Martin, the kids’ paternal grandfather, to hire a private investigator.
Elise was alive and well. She didn’t want to have contact and was living in Wyoming in some sort of cult with a guy she had met.
The police said I was lucky. Too often mothers who find a new man, and no longer want their old lives, get rid of their children in a permanent way.
Instead, she left them with me, to raise as my own.
I never told the kids what their mother had done. I loved my sister and the kids too much. I didn’t want them hurt or have any scars, so I bent the truth a little. I gave them a story and reason they accepted.
My explanation was good enough for them and me.
When my sister returned, not if, she could tell them the truth.
Of course, that was my thinking before things started to get intense. Now, I wondered if I would ever see my sister again.
With as much love as I had in my heart for her, I loved the kids and I needed to get them to safety.
The RV was old. It was built like a tank. Carlie commented how she thought we were taking a ride back in time rather than Texas.
The camper was paneled inside with wooden cabinets and floral patterned upholstery.
It was clean and cute in a nostalgic way.
I purchased it used, of course. I believed it would get me to Olympus and that was all I needed.
Unfortunately, it petered out four miles west of Martin’s ranch and two blocks from Skip’s Automotive.
It was a blown hose. Skip told me it would be ready the next day then ‘she’d’ be good as new. Referring to my RV as a woman.
I wasn’t thrilled about the cost, but I had that amount remaining on my credit card. In less than a week, money would be useless, I was sure of that.
There was some concern about leaving my packed RV in Skip’s care. Granted everything was locked tight in the back room, but it was everything we needed and our extra contribution to Olympus.
We each grabbed our bags we had ready for our time at Martin’s and waited on the street corner for our ride.
“What is that?” Reese pointed to the broken phone booth.
The glass walls of it were cracked and dirty and there wasn’t any phone.
“It’s a phone booth.”
“A what?” he asked.
“Years ago, before cell phones they were they only way to call someone when you weren’t home,” I replied. “Like if this was before cell phones, I would use that to call Martin.”
Carlie immediately walked to it. “There’s nothing in here.”
“At one time there was a pay phone,” I said.
“Aren’t all phones pay phones?” Carlie asked.
“Yes, but instead of monthly, you’d put a coin in there and you could make a short phone call.”
“That’s actually not a bad idea,” Carlie backed up. “No cell phones, this kind of makes you pay for something you need. Bet they made a fortune”
“Yep.” I nodded. “That was the concept for pay bathrooms and feminine protection dispenser boxes, too.”
She looked at me with a ‘huh’ expression, then Martin pulled up. Thankfully, the pay toilets and feminine protection dispenser questions would be put on hold.
Martin stopped his huge pickup truck, causing a little dust to fly up behind his rear wheels. He stepped out of the truck with wide open arms and waited for the barrage of hugs from his two grandchildren who yelled out, “Pap!” when they saw him, dropping their bags and running his way.
I like Martin a lot. He was a good guy. He wasn’t a daily, ‘hands on’ grandfather, but he did what he could with the distance between him and the kids.
He ran his ranch, and it took up a lot of his time. He had weekly video calls with the kids, never missed a birthday, came to visit us twice a year not including Christmas and he took the kids for two weeks every summer.
Martin had that typical rancher look about him. All in denim except he wore a baseball cap. He was a tall man and fit for his age. I never ventured to guess what his age was. If he was old enough to be my brother-in-law’s father, he was old enough to be mine.
He lost his wife years before I had met him and had already gotten back into dating. In fact, I don’t recall ever seeing him with the same woman twice.
I didn’t see Martin as someone hard to handle and women leaving him. I figured he probably just got bored and dumped them.
He didn’t get bored with his grandkids though. I watched him focus only on them, hugging them both tight and with love.
“You guys get bigger every time I see you,” Martin told them. “I got a new horse yesterday. A wild one. I’ll be breaking him all week. It’ll be fun for you.” He opened up the back truck door. “Get in.”
He walked over grabbing their bags. “Hey there Jana, you’re looking good.” He kissed me on the cheek. “No Lane?”
“No Lane.”
He took my bag and tossed it in the back with the kids’ stuff and I walked to the passenger seat and got inside.
It smelled like cigarettes and old coffee in the truck, but it was tidy.
“Alright,” Martin announced as he slid in and shut the door. “We’re off. Who’s hungry?”
Both kids called out, “I am!”
“Excellent, I already have Rosie on the late breakfast.”
Rosie was his housekeeper and had been forever. She often brought her own grandkids to work with her when mine were there.
Martin pulled out and on to the road. “Other than breaking down, how was the drive?” he asked.
“It was good,” I replied.
“I’m surprised. Usually, you don’t hear about Subaru’s breaking down on a three hundred mile drive.”
“It wasn’t the Subaru.”
Carlie spoke up. “We rode in the RV?”
“RV?” asked Martin in shock. “When did you get an RV?”
“Last week.”
“Don’t be too impressed,” Carlie said. “It’s old.”
“How old?” Martin asked.
“Not that old,” I responded.
“Now, why in the world did you need an RV to drive here?”
Not wanting to get into it right there and then, I shrugged. “I don’t know. I just wanted to.”
“Well, when Lane gets out here make sure he follows you back.”
“Lane’s not coming.”
“Does he have a show?” Martin asked.
Reese answered. “She left him.”
“Left him?” Martin glanced at me. “What does ‘you left him’ mean?’
“I left him and can we not talk about this in front of the kids?”
“If they know you left him, they know something is up. How is Lane doing with all this break up stuff?”
Before I could answer, Carlie did.
“He doesn’t know,” Carlie said.
“What? Your husband doesn’t know you left?”
“Martin could we … could we just wait to talk about this, please? Please?” I shifted my eyes as a way to point to the kids.
“Yes. Yes, we can. And will.”
“Thank you.” I slouched some in my seat and turned my attention out the window.
It could be said it wasn’t really any of Martin’s business, but in a sense it was. What Lane and I did with our lives, affected his grandchildren.
I had a lot more to tell Martin than about the dissolution of my marriage. Much more than could all be said in the short four mile trip in a pickup truck.




TWO – OMNI MISSION
With Martin’s ranch seeming so far off the grid, the kids and I resolved ourselves to a tech free visit. I wasn’t expecting internet, let alone the amazing speed we picked up.
Maybe it was the wide open area and clear sky that just made conditions too perfect.
He had the greatest front porch ever. One of those big wraparound porches with comfy rocking chairs lined up like he was expecting company. The weather was so perfect I could have stayed out there all night.
Plus, I had a great signal.
There were a lot of notifications from our Olympus group. Particularly comments on a post about when we should get there.
Some, like me, were already on their way. There were a few worried they wouldn't get there in time.
The advice was if you don’t get to Olympus before it starts, journey slow, take cover, and watch the sky.
Easy enough. But that wasn’t my worry. I’d be there with the kids in time to help set up.
The screened porch door opened with a squeak and slammed against the frame. When Martin stepped out, he had two bottles of beer and handed me one. Then he paused to light a cigarette
“Nice night,” he said.
“I thought you quit smoking.”
“Let’s try this again.” He sat down next to me. “Nice night.”
“It is. I thought you quit smoking.”
“I did and started again. Drinking, too.” He smiled. “Talking to the new boyfriend?”
“Huh? No,” I laughed my response. “Please. It’s my scientist friend I met in a group.”
“Scientist friend? From the weather service?’
That made me laugh again. “Ya know what’s funny, is when he friend requested me, he thought I worked as a meteorologist there. I had to tell him I was a Chief Listening Officer.”
“What exactly is that? You did that for Burger King, too, right?”
I nodded. “Yeah, your job all day is to watch social media for people talking about the company.”
“Sounds like a cake job.”
“It’s very stressful, Martin.” I took a drink of my beer. “One missed tweet and it can be your job.”
“Is it the stress that made you leave Lane?”
“Of my job? No.”
“Did he turn into a drunk? I know a lot of rodeo people who do.”
I shook my head. “Not Lane.”
“Is he beating you?” Martin asked. “I heard a lot of rodeo men beat their wives.”
I scoffed. “Please. No. I would beat him in a fair fight.”
“Then what is it?”
“Women. He has a little thing on the side,” I said. “Mary Sue or Betty or some old fashion cowgirl name.” I looked at him. “What? No comment about how a lot of rodeo men cheat?”
Martin shook his head. “That would be labeling.”
“You’re funny.”
“But he isn’t beating you.”
“No!”
“Then you can work it out.”
“No.”
“Affairs can be forgiven and not repeated. Beatings cannot.”
I stood and walked to the railing. “Martin, I am not going to stay with someone who has affairs. I’m not. And don’t give me the old man macho response it was something I did.”
“I’m not saying it was. I’m saying it takes two to make a marriage work and two to make it go bad.”
I shook my head. “Marriages can be bad, but there is no reason to stray. None. I worked my job, I was there. I took care of the kids and cleaned the house fairly well.”
“You’re right. But don’t you think after twenty years you owed him a note?”
I paused in taking a drink. “Who told you I didn’t leave a note?”
“Carlie.”
“Oh, she has a big mouth.” I returned to my seat. “He knows.”
“Because you told him you knew about the affair.”
“I didn’t tell him anything. Can we not talk about this?” I asked. “I have more stressing things to worry about.”
“Sure. I take it leaving your husband wasn’t the reason you packed up a beater RV and came here?”
“No, it wasn’t.”
“Is it a financial problem?” he asked. “I can help.”
“No, Martin, I’m here …” Before saying anything else, I looked to see if the kids were in earshot. “I’m here because the world is going to end.” I turned my head to look at him when I saw him choking on his beer.
“Sorry.” He wiped his mouth. “I was just not expecting that.”
“I did kind of just blurt it out.”
“Is this something that’s going to happen soon?”
There was something pacifying about his tone. “You don’t believe me.”
“I believe you believe it. When is this supposed to happen?”
“Probably it will start in the next week. It could happen as soon as two days.”
Martin nodded slowly. “That’s concerning.”
“See, make fun, I was going to ask you to join us at the safe haven.”
“What is that?”
“The only place on this continent that won’t be touched.”
“And you have access to this place?”
“Martin, you’re making fun of me.”
“How is this supposed to happen?” he asked.
Again, I looked over my shoulder.
“Are you making sure the kids don’t hear?”
“Yes.”
“You dragged them in an old RV and weren’t going to tell them where you were going and why?”
“I don’t want to scare them.”
“Oh, of course not. Now, how is this going to happen?”
“Geo-warfare.”
“I’m sorry, what?”
“Geo-warfare. It’s a type of bomb. Instead of nuking the enemy you freeze them or drown them or whatever. Different types of bombs.”
“A weather bomb?”
“Yes, and stop being condescending,” I said. “I’m not kidding. It’s called the Jupiter project, it’s been in development for twenty years and it’s starting tonight.”
“We’re getting into a weather war with another country?”
I huffed out forcefully. “No. It’s testing tonight. Shooting a bunch of weather bombs up there. Like making rain where it’s a drought, cold in heatwave. There’s a bunch. I’m surprised we haven’t seen the launch. I’m looking, I’ll let you know if I see them
“I appreciate it. If they’re testing these weather bombs, how is it the end of the world?”
“Because it’s gonna backfire and set off a series of events and storms which will cause calamity, chaos and death ….” I stopped talking when Martin held up his hand. “What?”
“How do you know all this? From working at the National Weather Service as a twitter watcher?”
“No, they don’t know anything about it.” I waved out my hand. “My friend the scientist. He works for NASA, but in their deep hidden department.”
“Like the dark web?”
“Something like that. How do you know about the dark web?”
Martin shrugged. “I have no idea. This thing is called the Juniper project.”
“No, it's Jupiter project,” I corrected. “In reference to the weapons working at full strength and maybe causing storms like they have on Jupiter. You know, massive anticyclonic and cyclonic storms.”
“You would think if it causes both it would cancel itself out.”
“I know, right,” I said excitedly. “That was my first …” Again, I sighed. “You don’t believe me.”
Martin frantically scratched his chin. “I hate to say I don’t believe you, but do you hear yourself? How crazy this sounds?’
“I know. I thought … Oh!” I pointed. “Look.  Hurry, look, it could be one.”
In the brightly speckled sky, a streak of light slowly moved upward.
“You mean the shooting star?”
“When have you known a shooting star to fly up?”
That gave him pause. I saw it on his face. I was going to question him on it when the screen door opened again.
Carlie stepped out on the porch.
“Hey, sweetie.” I grabbed her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Everything alright?”
“Yeah. I figured it was a good night to come out and say goodnight to mom.”
“Oh, yeah, it is. A very good night.”
Carlie walked to the railing and looked at the sky. “There. Right there. Look how bright it is, and twinkly. It’s like her waving.” Carlie lifted her hand. “Night mom.” She turned to face us. “Do you wonder if she thinks about us as much as we imagine about her?”
“Oh, yeah, every day,” I answered. “She probably wishes every moment of every day she was right here with you. But she was called for a bigger purpose.”
“I know. One day I’ll see her.”
“Yes, you will.”
Carlie kissed me on the cheek, then kissed Martin. “Night Aunt Jana, night Pap.”
I smiled as she left.
There were a few seconds of silence and then Martin said. “She thinks her mother is dead?”
“No.”
“She pointed to a star.”
“She pointed to Mars.”
“Why is my granddaughter pointing to Mars and saying goodnight?”
“Because she thinks her mother is there.”
“What?” Martin asked in shock.
“Yeah, I didn’t want them to think their mother left them, so I told them she was part of a mission and went on the spaceship Omni to cultivate the land on Mars for the colonists.”
“And they believe you?”
“A huh.”
“What in the world is wrong with you?” He stood. “They think their mom is growing plants on Mars?”
“Well, it’s better than thinking they were abandoned.”
With a huffing sounding sigh, he shook his head. “And you wonder why I don’t believe your Jupiter story. I’m getting another beer. Do you want one?”
“Um …” I shook my bottle. “Yes, thanks.”
He walked into the house, letting the screen door slam.
It caused me to jump a little. I finished my beer, setting the empty bottle next to my chair.
While I wanted Martin to embrace and believe me, it didn’t matter if he did. He would see for himself in a short time.
Waiting for him to return, I sat back in my chair and watched the sky.




THREE – ARRIVAL
Watching Reese ride the horse in the turn out made me both proud and sad. He was such a natural at it. He and the animal were as one. I was saddened because I knew who taught him … Lane. He rode exactly like my husband.
Something about the ranch always had me up earlier than normal. Maybe it was the fresh air or the fact Rosie was there bright and early baking whatever bread was on the menu for the day.
Rosie was always gone for the day by noon, leaving a prepared and ready to cook dinner in the fridge.
I grabbed a cup of coffee and muffin and headed out when I heard Reese was out there riding.
I stood by the fence watching him, sipping my coffee. He just rode so effortlessly. I could tell he just wanted to leave the fenced in area and go. Both him and the horse.
I wished Carlie would learn how to ride. She took after me, she had no interest or really any natural ability for it.
Horses just seemed to want to say to me, ‘nah, I don’t think so.’
“You know,” Martin walked up and stood next to me. “He could compete when he’s older. Although, according to you there won’t be a world left to compete in.”
“Riding a horse will be a useful skill when there is no gasoline for vehicles.”
“True. You can look at the boy and see how much Lane has influenced his riding.”
“Lane’s been working with him since he was five.”
“Lane’s good.”
“You know when I met him, he just wanted so badly to be a cowboy.”
Martin nodded. “I know, I remember when he first came around.”
“Probably the only man from Vermont who had aspirations to give up his Ivy League education and join the rodeo.”
“He followed his heart,” said Martin. “And you never discouraged him.”
“It’s what he wanted,” I said. “And you know, he would have been a horrible lawyer. He just didn’t have the argument in him other than with me.”
Martin laughed. “Still, though, I know at first, the rodeo wasn’t groundbreaking money.”
“Not at first, no. But his dad helped out a lot.”
“Can I ask how you found out he was cheating?” Martin asked.
“I heard him on the phone saying it was time for a change and how he knew the second he saw this Missy, Betty, whatever person, they were like connected souls. He didn’t want me to know. I tried to check his texts, but he had deleted everything.”
“Wow. So … I went last night and looked up this Jupiter Project. I couldn’t find anything anywhere.”
“You won’t. It’s top secret,” I told him.
“I get that. What if it’s not a weapon? What if it’s actually for good things? Like, the anticyclonic storms can lower temperatures, clear skies.”
“Yep. But this is a weapon. They were testing it last night.”
“Why will it take so long?” Martin asked.
“I don’t know. There’s no set time, just signs.”
“Like?”
Was Martin actually taking me seriously? It didn’t seem like his facetious talking. I was hesitant to reply, and almost did, had I not heard the beeping truck horn.
Sure enough, pulling up was Lane.
“Did you …” I hurriedly looked at Martin. “Did you tell him I was here?”
“Nope. Carlie did.”
I gasped out. “That girl.”
“I merely confirmed when he asked.”
I grunted and nearly stomped my foot.
Martin laughed. “I’ll see how he’s doing.” He walked away.
When I saw Lane get out of the truck and wave, I turned my back. It was not what I wanted to deal with. I wasn’t in the mood to discuss his infidelity. Not with so much coming our way.
Elbows on the fence, bringing the coffee to my lips, I watched Reese. I did however peek over my shoulder to see how close Lane was, how much time I had before he cornered me.
He wasn’t there. He probably went inside the house.
Lane avoided me. Maybe he was glad I left him. Surely, he didn’t drive three hundred miles not to talk to me.
He would eventually make his approach and open up that box of worms.
Until then, I would think about my responses, drink my coffee and watch Reese.
✽✽✽
 
We had breakfast; Rosie was getting ready to leave but hung out for a little more since Lane had shown up. They chatted away in the kitchen and still my husband had not said a word to me about anything.
Maybe he was glad I left him, and he felt relieved. Perhaps Betty Jane or Peggy Sue person was ‘the one’, he was in love and I did him a huge favor.
Whatever the case, I was a bit unnerved and couldn’t understand why he’d trek hundreds of miles and not say a word.
After twenty years, did he care so little about me it didn’t even faze him?
I found myself irritated enough to step outside and out of the kitchen where Lane was joking with Martin and the kids as if it were a normal visit.
It wasn’t.
I paced little circles in the backyard. When I heard someone step out on to the porch, I didn’t look. If it wasn’t Lane, I would get even more pissed.
“Jana,” Lane called my name.
Arms folded tight to my body, I turned around.
“I heard you left me.” Lane stepped off the porch and walked to me. “You could have told me.”
“I could have. I didn’t. I knew you’d figure it out.”
“Well, I didn’t figure it out. Carlie texted me.”
I shook my head. “Her mouth.”
“Wanna tell me why?”
“You know why.”
“No, I don’t, really. Tell me why you up and left me.”
“Two words. Betty Lynn or Mary Sue.”
“You mean Sally Ann.”
I snapped my finger. “Yep. That’s it.”
“You left me over Sally Ann?” he asked.
“You didn’t think I would?”
“No. And I still don’t think you should” Lane said.
“Are you giving her up?”
“No.”
“Then I’m still leaving you.”
“You’re being silly.”
“Silly …” I huffed the words, nearly choking on them. “Figures you would say that. Is she?” I curled my lip. “Good for you?”
“Oh, yeah. A little older than I like.”
“Older isn’t bad.”
“True, because if you get them too young, you have to do all the work.”
I cringed in disgust. “Oh, save your perversions for someone else.”
“What?” Lane nearly laughed.
“It’s not a joke.” I shook my head. “Is she pretty?”
“Oh, yeah. She’s beautiful.”
“Gloat, why don’t you.”
“I’m glad you didn’t ask if she were prettier than you, I’d have to hurt your feelings.”
I gasped and turned.
“Jana, I’m joking.” He reached out for my arm. “Stop. You are way more upset than I thought. I mean, I knew you’d be mad, but I figured once she was in the picture, you’d calm down.”
“Oh my God, Lane, like I’d be fine with this?”
Lane nodded. “I thought you might.”
“You, me and the kids. You’ll just keep her at the house.’
Lane laughed. “No, right now she’s at Jim’s.”
“He’s in on it, too?”
“Why wouldn’t he be? This is just not good enough to leave me over,” he said. “If it’s any consolation, she was cheap.”
“No. No it’s not a consolation. You should never have done it.”
“Why?” he lifted his hands. “Why? You were all busy buying anything and everything for your end of the world infatuation. I didn’t think you’d mind if I spent a little money and bought something that would make me happy.”
“How … how can you compare my preparing for our survival to you getting a prostitute and falling in love?”
“What? I didn’t buy a prostitute; I bought a horse. Sally Ann is a mare I got from Jim.”
I absolutely froze at his announcement. “A horse? You’re talking about a horse?”
“Yeah, what … oh my God. You were talking about Sally Ann being a woman?”
“Yes.”
Lane laughed loudly. “That’s so funny. And I said if she were young, I’d have to do all the work. No wonder you called me a pervert.”
I lowered my head and chuckled. “That was pretty funny.”
He placed his hands on my arms. “Then we’re good?”
“We’re good.”
“We can make this a little vacation and then head home.”
“No, Lane, we can’t.” I shook my head. “It’s gonna happen and happen soon.”
“What are you …” He closed his eyes and cringed. “Come on, Jana, not the end of the world weather bomb stuff, again.”
“It’s true.”
“Jana, I didn’t say anything to you when you went and bought all your stuff. I said nothing because it was a good hobby.”
“Hobby?”
“You needed one, Twitter was stressing you out,” he said. “And you know, hey, who knew? I mean, I thought, we might need it one day. An EMP or zombie outbreak.”
“Wait. Stop. You believe there could possibly be a zombie outbreak before this weather anomaly?”
“I do.” Lance nodded. “Because it is not as farfetched as shooting specialized rockets into the sky to change the weather specifically. And what? Testing is going to backfire?”
I couldn’t believe he was arguing with me, looking at me compassionately because he thought I had lost my mind. “I saw the rockets last night.”
“Jana …”
“No, Lane.” I held up my hand and turned my body. When I did, it seemed all breath was sucked out of my body. The sky had changed. Not one cloud that I could see, but across the sky it was red. Just as described to me, set oddly mid-sky, were swirls of what looked like red smoke trailing upward. “Oh my God, Lane, there, look at the sky.”
“Okay.”
“Red sky at night, sailor’s delight. Red sky at morning, sailor’s take warning. Red sky at noon. The earth is doomed.”
“I’m pretty sure that’s not how that goes.”
“It’s happening now.”
“Jana, no, listen to me.” He gently held my arms. “I know you believe this, I know you do. I don’t blame you, but you were brainwashed. It was like a cult. You and three hundred others sent money probably to some guy in another country and he’s laughing at you.”
“We were securing our spot at Olympus.”
“Yep.” Lance nodded. “Olympus is a mountain. You’re not going to a mountain.”
My gut swirled with frustration. He just wasn’t hearing me. “No, it’s a bunker located in the mountains.”
“Greenbrier, right? Famous old bunker built during the cold war era. Jana, it’s a resort. The bunker is a casino and museum. I hardly think those resort people are renting it out to your survival group.”
“I don’t want to hear it.” I stepped back.
“There are no rockets causing the weather. Think about it, Jana. Who told you all this? Who gave you this information? Some scientist named Julius Caesar?”
“His name is not Julius Caesar. It’s pronounced Say-Zar. And spelt S-E-Z-A-R.”
“Yeah. And there is no Julius Caesar or Say-zar who works for NASA, I checked.”
“They’re not going to tell you anything. He’s in this deep, special secret department.”
“Do you hear yourself? Do you? Hon, listen, I don’t blame you. And if you want us to trek across country to this place. We can take a road trip. But there is no weather bomb, no massive anomaly coming. Life will go on as normal. Red sky or not.”
I growled. “Damn it, Lane, I’m not nuts. This is real. What will it take for you to believe this?”
“Honestly? One hell of a storm.”
Closing my eyes, I stepped back, I even and slowly swayed my head. Was he right? Had I been duped? I wished I had the answers, I truly believed what I had been told. He had never once acted like I had lost my mind. Maybe he did and I never listened until this very moment.
“What is that?” Lane asked softly.
I was ready to question what he meant, when I felt it under my feet. It was a vibration, steady, tickling at first then it grew stronger.
It was exceptionally quiet for a few seconds; all sound had evaporated. It was broken when all at once every bird in the sky or on the ground, squawked loudly and flew upwards. They flew erratically, smashing into each other.
The horses went wild, their nays rowdier than I had ever heard, they ran toward the fences, trying to break out.
Then the noise came, a soft humming, it resembled a train or a tractor trailer convoy. As the sound increased, the vibration beneath my feet intensified. It felt like every small pebble in the ground shot up like daggers against the soles of my shoes.
“Earthquake?” Lane asked. “Can that be …?”
“Lane!” Martin shouted as he barged from the house. “Help me get the horses in the barn!”
Carlie and Reese ran out of the house holding Rosie’s hand.
“Rosie, get the kids in the shelter. Jana, you, too. Now!” He pointed.
Rosie ran with the kids across the yard to where the storm shelter was located.
I couldn’t move. My eyes stuck on watching Rosie open the hatch. Carlie waved to hurry me.
“Jana, now,” Martin said as he approached. His voice was louder, fighting to be heard against the increasing wind.
“What’s happening?” Lane asked loudly.
“Dust devils,” Martin replied. “And I have never in my life seen anything like it. Lane, we need to lock them in. Not sure it will hold. And Jana, if you aren’t going below. Get the doors to the barn.”
I nodded, trying to figure out what was happening, but I knew.
This was the beginning.
The second Martin and Lane moved; it was like the red sea parting. Then I observed them in the sky.
Three of them. They weren’t like the dust devils you see formed on a baseball field. The three funnels were massive, brown and upside down. The wide part reached for the sky, blackening the sun as the narrow ends moved across the ground, creating a colossal rolling cloud of dust.
A dancing trio of death moving our way.
The shock of it was nothing compared to the pressure I felt in my ears as the wind picked up. At the pace they were moving, we had minutes, maybe.
I ran for the barn, each step getting harder to take. I fought to keep my legs steady and to see as dirt flew in my eyes. I made it to the doors and opened them, slipping inside to get a break from the wind.
Lane and Martin gathered all the horses they could, some ran away as soon as the fence opened.
Perhaps they had some sort of survival instinct and knew the barn wasn’t safe.
I didn’t understand why Martin would want to put them in the barn, even though it was a metal structure.
“Go!” Martin shouted at me. “Get to the shelter, now!”
I nodded and took only one step from the barn and knew it was useless. My feet slipped on the air, and it was the scariest feeling. Not being in control, knowing I could just be lifted up.
“Grab her!” Martin instructed.
Lane pulled me to him as Martin struggled and finally closed the doors to the barn.
We ran, together, locking our arms. It was the only way to keep enough weight, so we didn't lift from the ground. At least I felt that way. Maybe it was my fear that exaggerated it.
The wind picked up and seemed to move in every direction.
Racing against the force, across that yard, was a fight I worried we’d lose.
It seemed as if we were running toward our doom. We couldn’t move fast enough, the shelter seemed so far away and those huge funnels in right in front of us barreled our way.
It was so loud, my ears hurt from the sound and pressure. My eyes stung and watered and I lost all visual of the yard and shelter.
It came down to the sound of the banging shelter door, moving with the wind. It was the only guide.
Finally, we made it.
It felt like a dream, being pulled to the shelter.
“Easy on the stairs!” Martin warned. “They’ll feel slippery.”
There was a three foot drop to a platform, and from there was a metal staircase. I held on to the railing, feeling the push of the storm against my back. Martin was right, they felt like ice.
I held my breath and released it once I reached the safety at the bottom.
There was another door behind me, that was closed, but I turned to wait on Lane and Martin before opening it.
Lane waited mid stairs for Martin to close and secure the shelter door.
As soon as he did, I felt the pressure stop, but it didn’t silence the noise.
It was still so loud.
“That was close,” Martin said.
“What the hell, Martin?” Lane shook his head. “That was no tornado or dust devil.”
“I know.” Martin gave a nod and reached for the second door, he paused and looked at me. “We’ll be safe in here.” He opened the door.
As soon as I stepped in, Carlie and Reese jumped from Rosie’s arms and ran to me.
“We were so scared,” Reese cried. “So scared you weren’t going to make it.”
“I’m here.” I held them both and kissed them. ‘I’m here.” I glanced to Rosie. She sat on a bench style couch. “Thank you, Rosie.” I then lifted my eyes. The hell raging above us grew louder and the kids squeezed me tighter.
“Let’s all sit down,” Martin said. “We’re safe.”
I inched over to the bench with the kids. One on each side of me. Lane sat next to Carlie, he tried to extend his arm across us all.
Yes, we were safe, I believed that. But whatever was happening above us, was far from over.




FOUR – HATCH OPEN
Thirteen minutes and forty-two seconds.
From the time we entered the shelter and Martin looked at his watch until the last sound could be heard and vibration felt.
It took nearly fourteen minutes.
I had never been in a tornado, nor felt one. Martin had. Having grown up in the Midwest where tornado season was as much a part of the year as winter, spring or any other season, he was well versed in them.
What roared across the fields and toward us was not a trio of tornados, it was something else.
Something new.
It had the inverted shape of a dust devil and the ferocity of a tornado.
Martin was keeping track of the time to figure out how far the storm traveled.
“It’s not a tornado,” Martin explained. “But if it follows the traits, it will rarely go more than fifteen miles. Your family is safe Rosie. You live over twenty miles away.”
But did he really believe what he said?
Was Martin just telling Rosie something she needed to hear?
He mentioned he thought it was moving around sixty or seventy miles per hour. The time the storm lasted from sound to silence, in my estimate, would create a path of devastation at least fifteen miles long.
I should have learned more.
The group gave information on what to do, not what exactly would happen during a weather event.
We were told to always be near shelter, avoid highways, and when we needed to go underground, go deep.
I wanted to ask Martin, “Is this normal? Is what’s happening now normal for a tornado?”
The question never emerged from my mouth because the look on Martin’s face gave me the answer. His eyes lifted upward to the ceiling for the long one minute it was right above us.
The entire storm shelter shook, as if whatever rolled over us was not only digging deep into the ground but coming from the ground.
It felt like an earthquake, shaking and loud.
The pressure, even in the shelter was like being underwater.
The kids held their ears, grabbing on to me, smashing against me.
They were scared and I didn’t blame them.
Rosie appeared to be a mountain of strength, saying very little, her eyes closed as she held the cross dangling from her necklace.
She was an older woman, and I suppose she had faced a lot in her life.
I never felt in danger. Not in Martin’s storm shelter.
It didn’t surprise me that he had a good one. A prefab already built unit placed deep in the ground. The exterior barn like doors part of a cement bunker that protruded out like an alcove.
To me it was sophisticated.
Dual levels of safety.
A hatch that opened to the first platform, from there a steep staircase, twelve steps long that led to a small area, then a four by four which held the door to the main safe room.
I suppose even that little area was safe from the storm, the sealed room was added protection.
Inside the safe room, cushioned bench seating lined the walls. The ceiling was oval with emergency lighting. He had bottles of water, flashlights, blankets and some food.
It wasn’t some prepper doomsday shelter, it wasn’t designed for long term living, it was made to ride out a storm.
To weather it, so to speak, and keep the occupants safe.
I thought a lot about the horses, wondering how they did. Were the ones free able to run away? Were the ones in the barn alive and well?
For some reason, I didn’t think about the town because in my mind those funnels were on the outskirts. The farmers and ranchers in the rural area saw it coming, like we did and took shelter.
It moved slow enough to do so.
I pushed to the back of my mind every post made in our group, every information update Julius gave when he said it would not be one or two isolated incidents. He told us when one happened, many would happen at once.
Suddenly, I, who had been convinced it was the end of the world, wanted to disbelieve it all when faced with the reality of it.
It was storm One.
I kept repeating that in my mind.
In my heart, I knew that wasn’t really the case.
In the silence of the aftermath, Martin stood and began to pace.
“Martin?” Rosie called him. “Is it over? Do you think it’s over?”
“I think so, Rosie, yes,” Martin told her. “But let’s give it a few minutes.”
“Pap?” Reese stood. “What happens now?”
“After a few minutes, I’m going to go up and see. There are things you do afterwards for safety,” Martin explained. “I’ll go out first, make sure there’s nothing dangerous right outside the door. Like fallen wires and such. I’m going to be honest with you all. Whatever that was didn’t look like your typical tornado, but it moved like one. I have been through a lot of tornados. This was probably the biggest.”
“How big?” Carlie asked. “Is there like a tornado measuring scale? I know there’s one for hurricanes.’
“Big,” Martin answered. “Biggest recorded is what’s called an F-5, some would say an F-6. But something like that …” he shook his head. “Lifts the foundation.”
“How big do you think this was?” Carlie asked.
“I don’t know. It’s hard to say because there were three funnels,” Martin answered. “A tornado can strike the house across the street and miss your own. That’s how they work. I can go up there and everything can look fine, or I can go up there and nothing is left.”
Both the kids gasped.
“It doesn’t matter,” Martin said. “You know why? We’re alive. Things can be replaced, our lives can’t.” He looked down to this watch, then at the door. “I think I’ll go assess.”
Lane stood. “I’ll go with you, Martin.”
“Then what?” asked Reese. “Do we leave here or stay?”
“Once I see,” Martin explained. “Once I know it’s safe, then we all can come out. After that, we go check on our neighbors. We may be fine, they may need help.” He reached for the door and stopped. “When you do go out there, if it’s bad, you may feel like everything is gone. You might be scared. You may think nothing is left or …” he paused to shift his eyes at me. “It’s the end of the world. But it’s not. Beyond what you see, everything is fine. We’re not alone. The world keeps moving.” He opened the interior door and stepped out as Lane followed.
Once again, I was left wondering what Martin really felt. Were the words he spoke his way of keeping everyone calm?
He was stable and unwavering. Barely an inkling of concern had crossed his face, even when the shelter shook, and bits of dirt made it through the seams of the prefabbed safe structure.
He had taken a moment to look at me when he spoke about the end of the world. I didn’t know if he suddenly believed me or was trying to subtly convey, he didn’t want me to jump right to that conclusion.
How could I not?
I told him it was coming and coming soon.
I saw the red sky.
Then the trio of funnels arrived.
It wasn’t just circumstance, it was more.
It had to be everything Julius said it would be. If that were the case, things wouldn’t be fine outside our area. There wouldn’t be people waiting to roll in to help and pass out warm bread and hot soup.
It could be a lot more widespread than even Martin anticipated.
As I listened to their footsteps on the metal staircase, I hoped Martin was right. I hoped Lane was right, that I was misled, brainwashed or whatever. Even though I prepared and waited, it didn’t mean I wanted it to happen.
Sitting in the storm shelter, we were in limbo.
But it wouldn’t be long before we knew, what, if anything remained above.




FIVE – HORSEPOWER
When I was younger, we lived in this one story house in Michigan. Nothing fancy, it was a ranch style home made of brick. It was an oven in the summer. Stale humid heat was captured in the small house. We of course didn’t have air conditioning. But we did have relief.
There was this huge exhaust fan in the ceiling. At night, my father would open all the windows, turn that whirling thing on and it not only sucked the hot air out, it brought the cooler air in.
This moment, the exact moment Martin opened the shelter hatch brought me back to the days of the fan.
He hadn’t secured the door to the safe room, why would he? It wasn’t open, just not latched. But when he opened the hatch, the door swung open. A breeze swept across my feet, cooler, coming from the depths of the safe shelter.
It was as if we had been suctioned in there. Similar to the air from a jar releasing with a pop when the lid was opened.
I didn’t think too much of it. After all, I had never experienced a tornado, it could have been normal.
I held the kids’ hands, listening, breathing slowly and waiting until I heard Martin and Lane return.
All the while my mind wondered was there anything left up there? Was it fine? What had they discovered?
A minute or so later, and it seemed much longer, I heard them call my name.
“Jana,” Martin said. “Can you come here, please?”
I was curious why he was calling me. Perhaps it was so bad they didn’t know how to tell the children or Rosie.
After telling them I’d be right back, I left the safe room. Only, unlike Martin, I closed the door. Obviously, they were preparing me for what they had witnessed topside. Little did I know, when I saw them on the platform, they had never left the shelter.
They never made it farther than the top of the stairs. The upper portion of their bodies protruded from the open hatch.
Lane crouched down, then held out his hand. “Come up here. You have to see this.”
I walked up the first few steps, then took Lane’s hand as I made it up the rest of the way.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Take a look,” Martin replied.
I wasn’t as tall as them and wondered what I would be able to see.
There was a strange coloring coming through the hatch, golden, yet not a brightness from the sun. It wasn’t dark like a stormy day either.
Harvest gold and dull.
Standing upright, my head poking through the hatch, I saw why.
A thick layer of dust danced about. Swirling in no particular direction, back and forth, carrying leaves, twigs, papers and other lightweight objects. It reminded me of a scene from an old west movie. The wind picking up the dust, causing tumbleweeds to skip across the dirt. The only difference was nothing touched the ground. The swirling, the dust covering everything, hovered three feet above the earth.
“We haven’t gone out there yet,” Lane told me. “Not yet. Not until …” He pointed. “They’re gone.”
I didn’t know what he was talking about and I shook my head in confusion.
He placed his hand on my face and guided it to where I should look, and there in the distance, high in the sky were the three funnels. The ones that had chased us into the storm shelter and roared over our heads.
They were becoming one with the newly formed clouds in the sky or maybe they rose up to create the clouds.
“That …” Martin said. “Is not even close to being plausible. So, we aren’t going out there until they are gone.”
“You haven’t gone out there at all?” I asked.
Martin shook his head. “No. I don’t know what the pull is or where it's pulling to.”
“They’re getting smaller by the second. We can see that,” Lane said. “Funnels happen when they connect with the ground. An updraft causes them. Why are they lingering up there?”
Glancing upward ‘lingering’ was probably the best word to describe the funnels. It was as if they had done their damage and simply floated away, waiting perhaps to see if they felt the need to strike again. I kept looking at them. They reminded me of a sci-fi movie, like alien ships waiting to attack.
I looked over to Lane, “Is that a rhetorical question, asking me why they are lingering or do you think I know?”
“It’s rhetorical, Jana, I know you don’t know. I’m implying it’s not natural.”
“Of course, it’s not natural, Lane. I told you what it was,” I stated in a snippy manner.
“The weather bomb.” Lane shook his head.
“And you still don’t believe me?” I asked. “Look at it.”
“Alright.” Lane lifted his hand. “Assume this Julius guy is real.”
“Oh, stop. He is real. He said this was going to happen. And wait until you see what’s ahead. But for now …” There was a five rung ladder hanging from the edge of the hatch to guide in climbing out. Without hesitation, I grabbed a rung and started to climb.
“Whoa, hey, wait.” Martin grabbed me, halting me. “Where are you going?’
“Up there.”
“You can’t go up there,” Martin told me. “Look at the way things are blowing, look at the sky.”
“You think I’m gonna blow away?”
“Um, yes,” Martin replied. “I think it's possible.”
“I’m not an expert or scientist, but I think if it was powerful enough to blow me away, it would have sucked me right up.” I started to climb again.
Martin laid his hand on my wrist. “Jana, I have seen a lot of storms. A lot of funnels. I have never seen this. Ever. Those things are slowly dissipating. We should wait. Just … wait, please.”
My curiosity was getting the best of me, but I saw the seriousness and concern on his face. I really don’t know why I was anxious to go up and look. But looking again at the floating debris dancing in the air, I changed my mind.
It probably was better to wait.
✽✽✽
 
When everything stopped, the funnels disappeared, we weren’t quick enough to close the shelter hatch doors. Every particle of dust and dirt floating and swirling in the air above us dropped with the heaviness of a winter snowstorm, flowing down at us at a steady pace.
Martin did manage to close the hatch, but not before we were covered in a dusting, as an inch of the stuff covered the landing.
Lane started coughing. He must have wheezed in, bringing some dust into his lungs.
Martin patted him on the back, as if he were a choking child. Not sure how beating his spine was going to help.
“Everything alright?” Rosie asked, peeking out the door. “Oh, please don’t tell me that is what is above us.”
“I’m sure it’s fine,” Martin told her. “I really do. Can you grab us a bottle of water?”
“Yes.” Rosie nodded.
“And tell the kids everything is okay,” I added. “Please.”
Rosie hurriedly retreated into the safe room and returned with a bottle of water, extending it up to Lane.
“Thank …” Lane coughed violently. “You.”
“Take a drink,” Martin instructed.
“Exactly how is drinking water going to help if he breathed in a big old whiff of dirt?” I asked. “Hitting him on the back made a little more sense.”
“Do you really want an explanation?”
“Do you have one?” I shifted my eyes to a coughing Lane who tried to drink water but kept coughing it out of his mouth.
“More than likely it’s not in his lungs, it’s in his throat,” Martin explained. “The water will sooth it and make it moist.”
“He inhales dirt, it gets stuck in his throat, he drinks water wouldn't you get ... mud?”
Lane stopped coughing and exhaled. “Ah, better.”
“Mud works like a cough suppressant I guess.” Martin nodded with a so there look. “Let’s do this. No breathing in, just in case it comes down at us again.”
I not only stepped back, I walked down the stairs, to be clear from the platform.
Martin struggled a little when reopening the hatch. It didn’t fly open as easily as it had prior. Perhaps it did, I wasn’t there when they opened it the first time. But I had watched as Rosie whipped it open pretty easily.
Martin tried not to show it was heavier and after a good push, it lifted. He had to keep pushing on it for the hatch to open all the way.
“Oh, boy.” Martin said. He lifted his tee-shirt over the bridge of his nose and climbed the small ladder to the top.
I grabbed his extended hand once I neared the top and used the leverage to get out of the hatch.
Martin’s first exclamation of, “Oh boy”, just didn’t seem big enough to describe what I saw.
How Martin did it, I didn’t know. He barely waivered as he looked around. His shoulders heaved up only once as he took a breath and took in the sight of it all.
“Lane, tell Rosie,” Martin said calmly. “It’s alright to bring the kids out.”
Martin’s property was always green. Whenever you looked at it, you just saw green. Beautifully landscaped, dotted with trees, and perfectly positioned fences, the ranch was magazine beautiful. He boasted his home looked like Ronald Reagan’s California ranch. The porch wrapped around a stucco, story and a half home with a red clay roof.
Now the green was buried beneath a layer of dirt and debris. Trees were split, many uprooted and tossed. A few pieces of fence poked up here and there. The house was the saddest part. The front porch had been ripped off, the roof was three quarters gone, and the house was a mere shell. It looked as if the contents of the house had been sucked up through the hole in the roof, mangled and ripped, then thrown everywhere.
I didn’t see Martin’s truck, but I saw Lane’s pickup. It was half off the driveway, laying on its side.
The one thing that surprised me was the barn.
It was still standing, but the metal structure took a beating. The huge dents and crinkles made me wonder what had slammed into it.
Martin ran to his barn. I hurried to catch up to him, but he reached there before I did.
The door was dented and warped, but he was able to open it.
I watched as he looked inside, then turned to face me.
“They’re alright!” he yelled. “They’re fine.”
I exhaled in relief, then thought of the other horses, the ones that had taken off. I prayed they ran and knew the danger, I hoped they got far enough away to be safe.
I heard a sob and glanced over my shoulder.
Rosie stammered hopelessly, then dropped to her knees in the dirt.
The children stood on each side of her, one hand on Rosie, trying to give comfort.
I couldn’t make out what she was saying, nor Lane, so I walked over.
A part of me knew what she was crying about. It wasn’t an attachment to the ranch, she cried with worry.
When I arrived, she was speaking through weeping words, as I suspected, it was about her family.
I didn’t know what to say or how to console her.
Martin did. At least he came off that way.
“Rosie,” he said her name soft and stern. “Listen to me. Never knew of a twister of any sort to go more than fifteen miles. You’re twenty miles out. I’m sure everything is fine. It didn’t start that far away.”
“We can call.” Carlie lifted her phone. “We can see if they’re okay. Wait. No. I don’t have a signal, Pap.”
“No. The tower is three miles west. Those funnels came that way,” Martin replied. “We can go check. The horses are fine. Lane? What do you think?”
Lane sighed out, hands on hips. “It’s dry, Martin. All this dirt. The horses are gonna need water and even at best speed, we’re talking a couple of hours before we can give them any breaks with all this.”
Reese pointed. ‘What about Lane’s truck? It’s on its side. Can we roll it back?”
Lane placed his hand on Reese’s head, rubbing his hair as if to thank him for the suggestion, and he walked over to his truck.
I watched as he examined it, touching it, grabbing things, walking around it and then he returned to us.
“Well?” Martin asked.
“I don’t see anything,” Lane answered. “Axle looks good, frame doesn’t seem bent.”
“Tie rod?”
“All one piece from what I can gather. I mean, it’s on the passenger side, so we may have some busted windows. Doors may not work. It’s fine right now, I really think. I mean the way it is.”
Martin nodded. “Until we flip it. It could cause damage.”
“It could,” Lane agreed. “But it’s worth a shot.”
“I’m sorry …” I held up my hand. “Don’t trucks weight thousands of pounds? How are you going to turn it?”
“Horses,” Lane replied. “My truck weighs about five thousand. Each horse can pull three times its weight. Two horses can do it, but if you have the harness, Martin, I’d do three.”
“I have the harnesses in the barn,” Martin replied. “Let’s get them. Let’s do this.” He then crouched down before Rosie. “We’re going to do this and then we’re going to go make sure that family of yours is fine. I am certain they are.”
“What about your home?” she asked. “All this?”
“All this is still going to be here when we get back. Don’t you worry.”
He stood, signaled Lane and they went to the barn.
I wasn’t confident in the plan to put the truck right side up. I felt bad for the horses, but Lane assured me they were strong. Still, it was a lot of pressure to put them through. After all, they were traumatized, too. They had to be. I know we all were.
They harnessed the horses and strategically placed the ropes on the truck.
Martin and Lane guided the horses and they pulled. I cringed watching the truck rock a couple times before it slammed on its wheels with a bounce.
It frightened the horses and they bucked. Lane calmed them, then they released the ropes that bound them to the vehicle.
Before putting them back safely in the barn, in case we needed them, Lane got in his truck and started it.
The engine turned over without a problem, he drove forward cautiously, then back, making a few turns around the property before driving back.
“It’s feels fine,” Lane said. “No knocking or problems. As long as we take it easy, we should be okay.”
They gathered the horses to take and put them securely in the barn.
Reese had asked about the others, the ones that ran off.
Martin boasted confidence they would find their way back.
Lane’s truck wasn’t new, nor was it one of those obnoxiously big pickup trucks that were nearly luxury vehicles.
The front seat had a pull down middle that enabled it to seat three people, and the back seat was small and narrow.
It was decided Reese would sit up front in the middle with Lane and Martin, while Carlie, Rosie and I squeezed in the coffin size back seat.
I looked at what little seating and breathing room I had. “I can ride in the back,” I said.
Very seriously Martin looked at me. “When I was seventeen, I was riding in the back of Allister Caplin’s pickup with Mary Ellen Boyle. We weren’t going fast, just down a road. Allister hit a bump and Mary Ellen flew out of the back, like a rock, she just flew. She lived, but she had such a bad head injury she thought she was Groucho Marx for eight months. It’s not safe.”
“You realize you could have just said no,” I told him. “Right. Just say no, it’s not safe.”
“Get in the truck, Jana.”
I relented and got in, squeezing tightly in the back. I couldn’t even put a seatbelt on. I was squashed between Carlie and the tiny back side window.
Martin instructed Lane to, “Just drive slow, keep your eye peeled for debris. It might be covered. I’ll help you look.”
“Are you sure?” Rosie asked. “The storm didn't go farther west from here?”
“I’m not sure,” Martin replied. “But I really don’t think it did. I mean it’s quite a ways. I’m willing to bet it stopped a few miles from here. You’ll see. We’ll see a lot of emergency vehicles. You watch. In fact …” he reached for the radio. “We should be able to pick up an Amarillo station. They’re probably talking about it.” He pressed the button.
Nothing.
“Does this work?” Martin asked Lane.
“It did,” Lane replied. “It might have gotten damaged.”
Rosie immediately panicked. “Why is there no radio? Why are we not getting anything from Amarillo?”
“Easy,” Martin said. “The radio got damaged. Rosie, we saw those funnels leave. They were close, they weren’t anywhere near Amarillo.”
“But what if there were more?” Rosie asked. “What if there was another twister?”
“No.” Martin shook his head. “That is highly improbable. The chances of it happening are slim to …” He stopped cold, after a second, he cleared his throat. “None.”
I caught it. Lane looking into the rearview mirror at me.
“Jana.” Martin turned some and looked at me. “Just, you know, in case you have a point with that weather stuff. You don’t happen to have any information, do you?”
“Everything.” I replied. “Every note, article post and picture, printed and put nicely in order in a binder.”
“It wasn’t at the house, was it?” Martin asked.
“No.” I shook my head. “It’s with Becky.”
“Good. Good.” Martin faced forward. After a beat, he turned around again. “Who’s Becky?”




SIX – UNCOVERING BECKY
The first four miles of the journey took longer than we expected. Lane drove cautiously, the road was hard to see. We didn’t spot any other vehicles on the road at all. At least none that were moving. We saw some that had been thrown in the storm, dropped and smashed on the side of the road.
As I peered out my tiny window, I could see to my left the wide divot in the field next to the road. The ground was torn up, a huge path was dug into the earth and I could only deduce it was from the funnels.
The cell tower was twisted and bent, but Skip’s Automotive was untouched.
There wasn’t much in the small, one stop sign town where I had originally busted a radiator hose.
Businesses were on both sides of the street.
Skip’s, the diner and some secondhand store remained standing, even the glass phone booth was undamaged. Yet, the other half of the street had been reduced to rubble and matchsticks.
“How is this possible?” I asked, stepping from the truck.
“Oh, it’s very possible,” Martin replied. “I’ve seen it before. One house fine, the one across the street, destroyed.” He looked around.
I knew what he was looking for … people, some sort of signs of life.
Were they all still in their storm cellars?
No emergency workers, sirens or noises of any kind were around.
It was strange, and I could see on Rosie’s face she was worried, she grew more anxious by the second.
Lane stepped out of the truck, leaving it running, he reached in and lifted Reese out. He set him down, then helped Carlie out as well. He shut the back door, but not the driver’s door.
Martin walked around the truck. “We won’t be long. Are you sure?”
Lane nodded. “We’ll be fine. We’ll be safe here with the kids. You won’t be that long. Maybe we can get some answers.”
“And that old RV of hers fixed. We’ll need some shelter for the night.”
Lane looked at me. “What happened to it?”
“Busted hose,” I answered. “It might be fixed. Skip said he’d have it done today.”
“I’ll see what I can do. Good luck, Martin,” Lane said to him.
“You, too.” He backed up letting Martin get into the truck.
I glanced around trying to see someone, trying to remember if there were any houses in the small town or was it just business.
The wheels of the truck stirred up the dust as Martin drove away. He moved slowly, driving around the debris like some sort of obstacle course.
A twinge of worry hit my gut, but I kept telling myself, he wouldn’t have to go far before he was out of the disaster area.
Or so I hoped.
“Ready?” Lane asked.
“I am.”
Lane reached out, placing a hand on Carlie and the other on Reese. Keeping them close to him and within his reach as he led the way to the garage.
I didn’t need to worry if the door was unlocked, the glass was broken, so we had a way in. But as I was about to climb in, Lane stopped me.
“Hold on. Before you hurt yourself.” He grabbed the handle and pulled.
The door opened.
Carlie giggled.
I gave a quick scowl to her, then stepped in as Lane held the door.
“Hello,” I called out, not expecting an answer. It was an old auto shop, in the waiting room was evidence Skip wasn’t really worried about the comfort of those who waited for their vehicles. Four old chairs, metal with vinyl covering. An old desk was there with a black telephone. The desk chair was toppled over.
I reached for the phone to check for a tone and saw right on the desk were my keys on top of my invoice. “Holy crap. He was charging me six hundred and thirty dollars for a hose. Does that’s sound right?”
“No,” Lane said as he walked by me with the kids to the back garage.
I lifted the phone, there was no dial tone.
“Um, I change my answer,” Lane called out. “That’s a big yes.”
“For a freaking hose?” I set down the phone and walked to the back.
“Yeah, Jana, this is a classic. I can’t believe he found a hose. Maybe he fitted one.” He shook his head. “Oh wow, you didn’t tell me you bought Mr. Williams’ 1977 Travco 290. I wondered what happened to it after he died.”
“I bought it and I don’t think it’s that old.”
“Yeah, it is. It was his pride and joy.” He ran his hand over the side of the blue and white RV.
“I know. He was always keeping it pristine,” I said.
“I can’t believe you bought this. Chuck Kreeson was making a deal with him over this before Mr. Williams died.  He was going to get it for eighteen thousand.”
I laughed. “Then he was getting ripped off. Mrs. Williams sold it to me for twelve hundred.”
“No, you got a deal. This is beautiful, why do you call her Becky?’
“Okay, my mom had this friend, her name was Becky, and she always wore patterns with flowers, saying they would come back. As soon as I saw the upholstery, I thought of Becky.”
Lane snapped his finger. “Oh, wow, I remember her. She wore that God awful purple, patterned dress to your mom’s funeral.”
“The only smile I had that day.”
Lane smiled and then it dropped from his face. “Where’s Reese? Reese!”
“Reese!” I called as well. “Carlie?”
“He was just right here. Maybe he went inside.” She grabbed for the door.
“Guys,” Reese excitedly called, running back into the garage.
“Buddy,” Lane exhaled. “Where’d you go? You can’t be running off like you’re Carl from the Walking Dead.”
“Sorry, I heard something,” Reese replied. “I went to peek. Come on, I saw people.” He ran out.
Of course, we all followed. I did swipe up my keys on the way back out. When I stepped through the door, Reese was stranding there facing the diner.
“I saw someone walk in there.” He pointed.
I didn’t see anyone, but it was worth a shot to look. Maybe they knew something. A huge part of me was hoping I wouldn’t hear anything that would confirm what Julius had been saying all long.
Making sure the kids were close to us, we walked the twenty feet to the diner.
It was a long rectangular building, not too big. The door led to a small area with a gumball machine. As soon as we entered there, we knew Reese was correct.
There were people in there.
From what I could see through the window, it didn’t look like the diner was operational. A man wearing whit with an apron stood behind a table where several people sat.
I recognized one of them as Skip.
Pushing open the interior diner door, I stepped in, leading my family.
I wasn’t sure if they were talking and suddenly shut up when we walked in or if they were sitting silently.
It was quiet, except for the static sound cutting in and out with an occasional voice or blip of a word poking through.
An older woman immediately stood up from the table. She wore an apron and long dress with a black shirt and name tag, I was certain she was a server there.
“Are you folks okay?” she asked, rushing over. “Do the kids need anything?”
I saw her name tag. “We’re fine, Liza, thank you. We’re waiting for someone.”
Skip spoke up, “That’s Martin Garrison’s family. Your motorhome is done, by the way. Credit card machine is down, so unless you have cash, you might have to wait.”
I curled my lip, was he seriously wanting paid for repairs. Then I remembered he didn’t know the world was ending.
“Oh, stop that,” Liza flung out her hand. “Have a seat, are you waiting for Martin?”
I nodded. “We are. He took his housekeeper to check on her family.”
Skip mumbled but was barely heard. “That’s not gonna turn out good.”
Quickly, Lane looked at him. “What does that mean? She’s twenty miles out. Did the three funnels traveled that far?”
Skip shook his head. “They’re saying a pair of them traveled most of the way. The three you’re talking about came through here.”
“Who?” Lane asked. “Who is saying?”
Liza pointed to the man with the radio. “Whoever is doing the talking. Whoever we pick up. We’re trying to get more information. When we do, we lose it.”
“They are saying there was at least nine fronts,” Skip said. “Nine hit this area. Some with one funnel, some with multiples. But nine different …” he paused when the ground vibrated. A building vibration which started soft and built until the glasses on the table began to clank and rattle. “Make that ten.”
“Bryce,” Liza faced the cook. “Go check the back. I’ll see if I can see it coming from the front.” She raced to the window, and Skip stood up to join her.
Lane grabbed my hand. “Ma’am do you have a storm cellar we can get the kids into?”
“We do,” she answered, looking away from the window to us.
“No need,” Skip added. “It’s not hitting us, and if it changes direction, we have time to get below. Aw, man,” he looked back out the window. “Will you look at the size of it.”
I don’t know why, but I immediately raced for the door.
Lane’s hand grabbed for me and I slipped away as he called out my name.
I needed to see, not only how big it was, but if Skip was right and it wasn’t coming near us.
How did he even know?
I raced outside and a blast of wind, hot and grainy, smacked me in the face with a hard sting. After blinking my eyes a few times to clear the dust, I brought my hands over my brow to shield my eyes.
It was the strangest feeling; the world’s biggest blow dryer was blasting me.
“Jana!” Lane called my name loudly. “Get back inside!”
“It’s fine! Look at it!”
It seemed to be one big CGI funnel, there was no way it was real. But it was. The massive gray monster was in the distance roaring west. It was threatening and frightening just to see it. The velocity and vision of it took my breath away. Even I knew it was far enough away we were safe. It made no motions towards us; it was on a determined path.
I was in awe of it, stuck where I was watching it tear up the earth as it powered full throttle forward. Trees and gravel tossed violently upward as it moved onward. It was on a mission, and while I was grateful we weren’t part of it, I worried. It came from the east; the same direction Martin was headed.




SEVEN – REPRIEVE
It was such a simple thing, but I was always amazed watching Lane eat an apple. He took huge bites with confidence, he never slurped. Me, I always cut the apple into slices or bit with my canines, never my front teeth. I think it went back to when I was seven and it was how I lost my front tooth.
Lane sat at the little Formica table in the RV, my big binder before him. For a second, he wasn’t a middle-aged man wearing cheaters, ones resting on the bridge of his nose. I saw the guy who studied so hard to pass the bar exams. The way he stared at the three inch, hard binder, slowly flipping pages, pausing to bite his apple.
Of course, I didn’t know Lane when he was in college. I met him right after he passed the bar. I met him through Martin.
My sister, Elise had been married to Martin’s son, Bobby, for about six months. I was still living with my mom in Albuquerque, working in fast food to put myself through community college. We had been visiting Martin.
Lane was six years older than me, but my God, was he handsome and dashing. Like something you’d see on a country album cover. He answered an ad Martin placed for a ranch hand. I had no idea whatsoever he was from Vermont until he finally spoke.
There was no Texas in him at all.
He interviewed over the phone, Martin knew where Lane lived and his ambitions. Because Martin was that kind of guy, he hired him. Plus, his reasoning was most rich kids knew horses.
Lane was the horse whisperer, I swore.
Well, the rest was history and now I still stare in awe of him.
I was so happy the affair I thought he was having was a horse named Sally Ann and not some cheap prostitute prettier than me.
I would have forgiven him, though, I would have made him suffer, but forgiven him in the long run. I loved him that much, and I was not, at least for the last year, the best wife. The Jupiter project took my focus every chance I had.
In that automotive garage, I went from looking at my watch, checking on the kids while they played cards outside the RV, to going in to see how Lane was progressing. He seemed so obsessed with my book, determined to look through every page.
“Hey, hon,” I said. “It’s been almost an hour. I’m worried about Martin.”
Lane glanced up. “Look at it another way. It’s only been an hour.”
“The huge funnel came from over that way.”
“I know. He’s fine, Jana. I really believe that.” He flipped a page. “This is really impressive.” He began to fold out the sheet of paper.
“My map. Well, one of them.”
“You drew this?”
I nodded. “It’s the …” I slid in next to him at the table. “It’s the pattern the storms will take. Based on what Julius put up, you can see his original image here.” I turned the page. “He says they are gonna keep coming in waves, picking up steam over bodies of water, like the Gulf.”
“For how long?” Lane asked.
“See that’s where the apocalypse comes in. The storms are going to be bad enough, but once these anomalies start, Julius really believes those with the Jupiter project …”
Lane finished my sentence. “Are going to try to correct it.”
“Yep.” I nodded. ‘If they don’t, we’ll have a lot of pieces to pick up. If they do try and it doesn’t work, there will be nothing left to pick up. Just those who remain kind of stranded where they are. It’s really complicated. I have a whole section dedicated to that very scenario at the end.”
“I like your separator tabs.” His finger tapped a green one. “I still don’t believe it’s the end of the world, Jana. But ten storm fronts, that’s a lot in one area. This Jupiter project sounds so made up.”
“I know. But it’s not. It can’t be.”
Lane closed the binder. “How did you end up getting involved with this?”
“I actually friend requested Julius by accident. It was one of those ‘people you may know’ things, and I saw the mutual acquaintances and clicked, I realized after I clicked, I wasn’t accepting a request, I was making one.”
“You remember that?”
“I remember that because he immediately sent me a message asking if he knew me. And I said it was by accident, but we had mutual friends. That sort of thing. Anyhow that was a while ago, like three years. Some post popped up about space junk.”
“Space junk?” Lane asked.
“Actually, space debris. Lane, seriously, that’s real and that’s scary. You would not believe how much is floating above us. One thing led to another. It was a natural progression because I found things, he said really interesting stuff.”
“I remember when you joined the group. You told me about it.”
I nodded. “It was weird because he had been consulted for the Jupiter project and it scared him.”
“There’s a lot of stuff here, Jana, but do you think this guy is for real? His name? I mean, the deep dark, secret section of NASA? What if he’s just like some guy in a basement, a weather aficionado who happened to figure this out.”
“That’s a long time to be predicting weather,” I replied. “No one can predict a year in advance, and he’s been saying this was going to happen after they launched. Not so soon. I wish the phones weren’t down or the internet.”
“Hello!” a woman’s voice called from outside the RV.
I slid from the table and walked to the open door. “Hello.”
Liza from the diner had come in the garage, she stood by the door of the office looking in. “Thought you were in here.”
“What’s up?” I asked. “Did Martin get back?”
“Not yet,” she replied. “Hey, we have the generator running. We’re gonna cook up some stuff from the fridge. Thought maybe the kids would be hungry, and we’re gonna hook up an antenna box for the TV, hope to pick something up. Just wanted to let you know.”
“Thank you. That’s very nice.”
She gave a nod in a ‘no problem’ way and turned.
I backed stepped into the RV. “You heard?”
“I heard.” Lane stood from the table. “Let’s take the kids over. I’m sure they’re hungry. Maybe they’ll get something on the television.”
“You really think so?” I asked. “I mean we are in the middle of nowhere.”
“Who knows? If the so called Jupiter project can screw up the weather by messing with the atmosphere, maybe it can screw it up enough to bounce some signals.”
I stifled a laugh, not wanting to come across as ridiculing his suggestion. It was hard to tell at the moment if Lane was being serious or facetious.
At the very least, news or not, getting something to eat would be a way to pass the time while waiting on Martin.
A hint of coffee smell seeped through the aroma of hamburger and bacon scent filling the diner. I suppose they didn’t need a generator for the grill, the coffee maker was a different story.
They didn’t run the air conditioning though, it was too much of a pull, and it was getting warm and stuffy.
When we returned the windows were open, but there wasn’t a breeze.
There were a dozen people inside the cafe, including Liza and Skip.
They sat at a table, looking as lost as I felt.
A man stood on a chair, holding a box with a wire flowing to the television. He was fiddling with the set which was perched in the corner near the end of the counter.
When we were teenagers, my father decided we wouldn’t need cable and could get by with an antenna.
Elise used to call it squiggle vision.
It was the first time since the storms struck, I had thought of Elise. I didn’t think she was in any danger, but I wondered if she worried about her children.
The television was a small flat screen so there was no banging on it like my father did to get a picture, I watched the word ‘scan’ on the bottom of the screen as the television went through various shades of static.
“You kids want some ice cream first?” Liz asked. “Although Cook is frying up some French fries.”
Carlie wasn’t a big sweets person. “I’ll wait for the fries.”
“I’ll have ice cream,” Reese said. “I love ice cream.”
“Milk shake or sundae?” Liz asked.
“Oh, Milk shake please, thank you,” Reese replied. “Chocolate.”
“I got something.” Television man said. He stayed standing on the chair, waiting, in case he had to fiddle with the antenna box again.
Everyone went on pause, drew quiet and tried to watch and listen to the man on television.
Obviously, it was a newscaster. The reception caused breaks in his voice and static rushed the screen in between the jumpy video.
“West of here,” he said. “Again, we are urging all Phoenix residents to stay inside with means to get below.”
“Phoenix?” someone asked. “We’re picking up Phoenix?”
That comment caused me to immediately look at Lane and think of the comment he had made about the Jupiter project.
A few people hushed him.
“Unfortunately.” The newscaster said. “The windstorm that hit Avondale and Friendship Park are just the tip of the iceberg. We have Stan Liam with the Ace-Forecast. Stan, what do we have?”
“Nothing like I’ve ever seen.” Stan stood before a map of the US, a deep purple cloud covered the western portion of the United States. This looks like four, yes, I said four category five hurricanes, at least category five, forming off the coast of California. But Bill, I’ll tell you these look larger. They are huge. The West Coast has already been hit, and this is just going to be the icing on the cake.”
“Do we know why this is happening?” Bill the newscaster asked.
“No. It came out of nowhere,” Stan replied. “And it will move east. We are far from out of it. In fact, I’d say this front will be on us tonight.”
The newscaster and weatherman had an exchange of words, but my attention went back to my husband and to the kids.
All I kept thinking was they conversed on the television as if people had to just weather the storm and everything would be alright.
I knew differently. This would be relentless and ongoing.
I stared at Lane who didn’t take his eyes off of the television until the ‘ding-ding’ of the diner doorbell caused me and everyone else to turn and look.
A man staggered in. He held a cloth to his face, and the cloth was bloodied. He immediately stopped and pulled out a chair.
My eyes went to the window, a tractor trailer was parked out front. I had been so engrossed in the television, I never heard it pull up.
Liza rushed over to him. “Oh, you poor thing. Can I get you something?”
“I just need water,” he said. “Please.”
“Were you caught out there?” Liza asked.
Before the man could answer, the bell dinged again, and a woman walked in. She was middle-aged, a little older than Lane. Or so it appeared, she could have just been weather worn. She wore an old eighties band tee-shirt, baseball cap and pair of jeans.
“Yeah,” the injured man replied. “Thankfully she found me.”
“It was luck,” the woman said. “I watched his truck get thrown. That big son of a bitch had the sucking power of a five dollar …” she paused; her eyes went to the kids. “Person of ill repute. I don’t know how it missed me. But it did. It pulled me, it took everything I had to gun it.” She sat at the table with the man.
I stepped forward. “By big son of a bitch, do you mean the funnel that rolled by here an hour ago or another?”
“Hour ago?” she asked. “Sounds about right.  Hit us at the state line. You’re the first sign of anything we’ve seen since. Anything standing.”
“Nah,” Skip spoke up. “That can’t be right. Had to be a different one. The border? No funnel I’ve seen travels fifty miles.”
“Maybe it was another one,” she replied. “Chatter on the radio is there’s a lot. A lot of funnels.”
Lane spoke up as he walked toward me, asking her. “Have you been on Forty this whole time?”
The trucker woman nodded. “We have. We had to go off road a few times. Lots a stuff on the highway.”
“So, if you came from the state line.” Lane said. “Going on Forty you went through Wilderado. You passed it.”
I knew what he was getting to. Martin and Rosie were headed to Wilderado.
The trucker woman nodded. “I did. We passed them all.”
The injured man lowered his bloody cloth. “Nothing.”
“What ... what do you mean nothing?” Lane asked.
“Nothing,” Trucker woman said. “Adrian, Vega, Wilderado … everything’s … gone. There’s nothing left.”
.




EIGHT – EMPTY HANDED
It was time to go.
Time to find out where Martin was and if he was alright. At least we had to try.
According to Alice the trucker woman, with the exceptions of a few spots, the road to Wilderado was passable. If she did it in an eighteen wheeler, I could do it in my classic motor home.
But we needed to get it first.
That proved difficult.
Skip sat at a table, his head in a steady sway back and forth. “Six-hundred, thirty dollars and fourteen cents.”
“For real?” Lane asked.
“Yes, that was a tricky job, plus, your wife …” he pointed at me. “Said she’d pay anything and it’s six hundred thirty dollars and fourteen cents.”
“We need the motor home. We need to go.”
“I get it. I do,” Skip said. “And it’s all yours when you pay six hundred, thirty dollars and—”
“Fourteen cents, yes,” Lane cut him off. “I know.”
“I take cash.”
“I don’t have six hundred dollars in cash,” Lane said.
“And fourteen cents.”
Lane kind of growled. “And you can’t take a credit card?”
“Nope.” He shook his head. “Machine works on electric and even with power you need to be online.”
“Well …” Lane grunted in frustration. He lifted his baseball cap, swiped his hand over his head and replaced it. “Your shop is like something from the eighties. Don’t you have one of those swipe carbon things for times like this?”
“No. And when’s the last time you seen a card with raised numbers?” Skip lifted his eyebrow.
“Look, here’s the deal. We want and need our RV.”
“And you can have it,” Skip replied. “For …”
Lane held up his hand halting him. “Say the amount one more time and I am gonna lunge over the table and deck you.”
Skip smiled. “Six hundred, thirty dollars and fourteen cents.”
Lane nearly screamed, stomping his foot like a child.
“Ha!” Skip pointed. “Thought so. Idle threats.”
“Fine. Right now, everything is falling apart,” Lane said. “Don’t you see that? Money will be worthless.”
“It looks that way.” Skip lifted the keys and dangled them. “It’s fine. You’ll be back to buying your Starbucks in a few days.”
Lane reached into his back pocket, pulled out his wallet, dug in there and set money on the table.
“Is that your rodeo pay from last night?” I asked.
“Yep. I didn’t put it in the ATM,” Lane replied.
I knew what my husband made and I knew the wad of money dropping to the table wasn’t six hundred dollars.
“Right there.” Lane pointed “Is three hundred and seventeen dollars.”
I crinkled my brow, “Why is it an odd amount?”
“I stopped at McDonald’s.”
“Oh, okay.”
“Skip,” Lane said. “I know it’s not the amount you wanted. But you know Martin. He won’t let me cheat you. He’ll make sure one way or another you get the rest. Now be a decent human being, realize I have kids with me, stop being a dick and give me the keys.”
“A dick,” said Skip.
“A dick,” Lane repeated.
Liza nodded. “You are being a dick.”
“Fine. Fine. Because I’m not a dick.” He swiped the money, dropped the keys and pushed them forward.
“Thank you.” Lane turned to Carlie and Reese. “Come on, kids.” He reached for the keys, fingers barely touching.
“Stop.” Alice the trucker approached him. “Look, it’s dangerous out there. I get it. You need to find the kids’ grandpa. He’s out there. Probably searching through rubble. Leave the kids, let me drive you in my rig. That road with a twister threat ain’t no place for a Barbie camper.”
Liza added. “I’ll watch them. I swear. I’d feel better if they didn’t go.”
I hated the thought of leaving the kids behind, but it was safer.
“Wait.” Lane held up his hand. “You’re offering to drive us to Wilderado in your truck?”
“Yes.” Alice nodded.
“You just watched me haggle with Skip-a-roo here, why didn’t you say anything then?”
“Because the man needs paid,” Alice said. “Now are you taking my offer or what?”
Lane looked at me and I glanced to Carlie.
“Will you be alright?” I asked her. “Watch your brother if we leave you behind?”
“Don’t be long,” she said. “Please.”
Alice replied. “We won’t be. Now are we going or what?”
Lane wiped up and secured the RV keys, placing them in his pocket, my guess, in case Skip changed his mind. “We’re going.”
✽✽✽
 
In my mind, we were going to locate Martin somewhere in Wilderado, probably digging through rubble, trying to calm Rosie.
Poor Rosie.
I hoped her daughter and grandchildren were alright, that they made it to safety before the funnels hit.
By my calculation the phrase, ‘lightning doesn’t strike the same place twice’, didn’t apply to Wilderado.
I was confident we’d find him, and he had missed all the destruction that rained down on the western part of the state.
Lane didn’t say much on the drive. He kept looking out the window. There was so much rubble and debris, stuff lifted in the storm and tossed everywhere. It was a litter field of household appliances, cars and furniture.
Alice didn’t drive fast, she drove cautiously, swerving around things that could potentially cause problems if we ran over them or into them. Like a large, stainless steel, stand-up freezer set perfectly straight up in the middle of Interstate Forty.
It wasn’t long, shortly after we passed the ‘Wilderado Ten miles’ sign, before Alice stopped.
Police lights flashed ahead. It was the first emergency vehicle I had seen in it all.
He was pulled sideways across the road and stood by his squad car. Two other cars were parked near him, and several people stood there.
The officer waved his hands.
We had stopped a good distance from him before he started waving. I didn’t understand why he was flagging us.
Alice put the truck in park and opened her door at the same time as Lane.
As Lane helped me out of the truck, I heard Alice.
“Afternoon, Officer, can we get through?” she asked.
“No one is getting through,” he replied.
With Lane, I stepped around to the front of the truck where Alice stood with the officer. I saw the reason.
“Jana, this is insane,” Lane said with awe, stepping forward.
I followed him. Walking through a mine field of dirt and concrete scattered about the road. Stepping closer to the people, it was hard not to see the huge gap in the road. It was ten feet wide, and shallow, but deep enough to be too dangerous to drive across.
It reminded me of the indentation a scooper made in a fresh tub of ice cream. There was no way around it. To the left and right it went as far as the eye could see.
“Twister came through here,” the officer explained. “It came from the south and went straight.”
“Anything on the radio?” Lane asked.
“Nothing.”
The rip in the road was concerning, but it didn’t make me tremble like what I had seen on the horizon.
It brewed quickly. It was hard to tell how far away the storm was. Thick, ominous clouds swirled violently, mixing in shades of gray as lighting snapped horizontally through it at a steady rate.
It was hard to see if bolts were striking the ground. More than likely, they were.
I felt Lane reach down and grab my hand. He squeezed it firmly and held it that way.
We weren’t going any farther. We weren’t finding Martin.
The only choice we had was to turn back.




NINE – PILGRAMAGE
It wasn’t a matter of ‘if’ Martin would come back, it was a matter of when. To me, at least, and I wouldn’t let the kids think any other way.
Lane was more grounded. It wasn’t as if he wasn’t close to Martin. He was just as close as any of us. Martin was like a second father to him. But he believed if Martin was going to return it wasn’t going to be in a time frame conducive to getting the kids to safety. If indeed the Jupiter Project was real.
My husband was believing me more and more. When I didn’t have the binder, he did. Although we both looked for two different reasons. He was looking for what was coming, what was next and when it would occur.
Me, I looked for reasons it wasn’t going to happen yet. That Julius’ time frame of two more weeks was the correct time frame and what we were witnessing was the beginning, but it wasn’t the big hit.
Not yet.
It was probably more wishful thinking, but I was sticking to it.
For over a year I had been planning and preparing. There was no reason I couldn’t come up with a plan that included waiting and maybe even searching for Martin.
First things first. We had to get the kids to the ranch. The house was gone, but the shelter was there should another storm hit. When we returned to the diner after our futile trip, the police officer and six others from the highway followed us.
It truly was one of the only places standing, just as Alice and the injured traveler had said when they arrived.
When we left the diner to head back to the ranch, we left behind twenty people. I didn’t tell them what we knew, nor did I tell the kids how discouraging the trip to find Martin was.
We tried to keep the kids occupied and optimistic. Telling them Martin was helping Rosie.
They didn’t need to know, not yet. Martin was a huge presence in all of our lives. I did not, for one second, feel he was no longer with us.
It was still early in the day when we got back to the ranch. We immediately put Reese on horse duty. Having him walk them, water them, while we focused on the house.
Until the sun set, we rummaged through the home, salvaging what we could for Martin. Favorite mugs, pictures, canned goods, a blanket his grandmother had knitted, were some of the items I found. Lane located his rifles. The ones that graced the case in the dining room. Three of the five were damaged. The other two had some scuff marks, Lane stated he would have to test them. The one Martin kept in the barn was in pristine condition.
Liz from the diner gave us some hot dogs and some little snack cakes for the kids. I cooked the dogs on the RV’s little grill along with a can of chili. While I made dinner, Lane created a fire pit more so for light than warmth. Dinner was enough to fill our bellies, plus, it probably would be a long time, if ever, until we had hot dogs. With that on my mind, I had three.
We parked the RV near the barn, it was less dusty there. We kept the one barn door open so the horses could get some of the light from the fire. I wasn’t sure it was necessary, but it seemed right.
The kids were exhausted. I thought they’d go to sleep a lot earlier, but it took them a while. I guess the events of the day were emotionally challenging. I knew I wasn’t going to sleep very easily.
Finally, after the complaints of weird smells on the RV pull out bed, they passed out. I probably bored them with my counting of supplies.
Lane had asked me to bring two glasses when I came out to sit with him, which took a lot longer than he expected. With the kids out, I grabbed two glasses. Only they weren’t glass, they were old plastic Tupperware glasses that came with the camper.
“Hey, hon, are you coming out?” Lane called from outside.
I stepped out, holding them up. “Here with the glasses. Are you … are you smoking?”
“Yeah, I thought you knew, I started again a year ago.”
“No, I didn’t know.”
Lane had a little folding chair for me next to him and I sat.
“How?” Lane asked. “How did you not smell it on me?”
“I thought you were hanging out with someone that smoked.” I shrugged. “Man, why are you and Martin picking up your bad habits again at the end of the world?”
“What better time.” He joked.
“Oh, yeah, for sure. When there are no doctors. Anyhow, here’s your glass.”
He took it and laughed. “Wow, this is old.”
“Clean though. The entire set came with the RV.”
“Sweet.” He lifted a bottle of Bourbon. “Unbroken, care for a swig?”
I gasped. “Lane, that is his Rip Van stuff. It’s like twenty-five hundred dollars a bottle.”
“Do you really think he paid twenty-five hundred bucks for a bottle of bourbon called Old Pappy’s?”
“Probably not.”
“No.” Lane scoffed. “He started an urban legend that’s all.”
“That has been around as long as Carlie has,” I said. “He’ll be mad if we open it.”
“No, he won’t. Too late, I already did. He’ll be fine.” He poured a little in my cup. “Let’s make it last though.”
“I don’t plan on drinking the whole bottle with you, Lane.” I clicked my plastic glass to his and sipped. The bourbon was smooth yet had more of a barrel taste and bite. “Yeah.” I smacked my lips together. “This is not a two thousand dollar bottle.”
“You’re right.” Lane looked at the glass after drinking. “I’m thinking Ten High at eight bucks a bottle tastes smoother.”
“I know, right?”
“Can I ask you something?” He glanced over at me.
“Sure.”
“I saw you had mapped out the entire route to West Virginia. What are the little markings with the U mean?”
“Places in each town that have underground areas we can get to. Garage business.”
“That’s a lot of research,” he said.
“I used Google, then I’d call.” I shrugged. “I wanted to make sure no matter where we went, we had a place to stop.”
“I’m impressed. Also, you had a pretty big area in West Virginia colored in. I thought you said you knew where we’re go.”
“Yeah, I know where we’re going.”
“The bunker?” Lane asked. “I mean did you ever think about how he’s gonna get access to that bunker?”
“His family’s company owns the property.”
Lane laughed.
“What?”
“You believe that?”
“I don’t know, I think that’s why I marked the map,” I explained. “The area colored in is the safe section located between the Allegheny and Appalachian mountain ranges.”
“That whole section you marked is safe?” Lane asked.
“Yep. So, we had a place to go if the bunker didn’t pan out. That area in West Virginia, nestled safe in between those ranges is where we need to be when Ares hits.”
“I’m sorry … Ares? Like the God?”
“Yes. That’s what Julius is calling the final storm. Which is a final accumulation of all that was screwed. It will be the massive storm, the grand finale, but the one that corrects it.”
“Ares,” he said with a nod. “Hence, why he called the project Olympus.”
“Yep.” I brought the glass back to my lips and paused when I felt the tremors beneath my feet. It wasn’t strong like in the afternoon, but it was there along with a loud humming.
After a brief moment of panicking, where I thought about how fast I could get the kids below and the RV into the barn safely with the horse, I realized it wasn’t another funnel coming.
It was a motor I heard.
Slowly, I stood at the same time as Lane and saw the headlights of the large vehicle making its way up the driveway.
It was a truck, and the closer it drew; I saw it was Alice’s truck. Behind her was four more vehicles. Two cars, a pickup and a school bus.
Alice’s truck stopped with a squeal of the air brakes, the headlights were blinding as they blasted right at me and Lane.
Both the driver and passenger doors opened
Alice was a mere shadow in the headlights of the vehicles behind her, but I could tell it was her.
The other person, a man, I didn’t know.
Until he spoke.
“I heard you were worried about me.”
“Martin!” I shrieked and raced to him, throwing my arms around him. “We were so worried.”
“I’m fine. Wasn’t hurt. Thanks to Alice, I’m here.” He gave a nod her way.
She stepped closer. “I just couldn’t shake it. Plus, what else was I gonna do. When I found out Skip had a dirt bike, I took it. Found him in Wilderado.”
Lane hugged Martin. “The kids are going to be so happy. Is that … is that my truck?”
“Yep.” Martin nodded.
“Martin?” I asked. “What’s going on?”
Martin sighed out. “Jana, it’s bad out there. Getting worse by the minute. It looks like everything you said is right. So, we’re all yours.”
His words stumbled me back in surprise. “What do you mean all mine?”
“It means you have an idea of what’s coming, and you know a safe place to go,” Martin replied.
“Do you?” asked Alice.
“Theoretically, yes.”
“No.” Lane shook his head. “It’s more than theoretical. Don’t let her kid you. She’s been working on this a long time with that Julius guy. You ought to see that binder. She has a plan. Total trip mapped out, including a safe zone.”
“Good.” Martin reached out and squeezed my arm. “Then what better person to lead these people out of harm’s way and into safety.”
Was he kidding me? I wanted to say that to him.
Lead the people to safety?
In that moment, everything I was so confident in was overshadowed by my instant self-doubt.
From the looks of things, the vehicles, it was more than a handful or even a group. It was no longer my family, but a pilgrimage. Like I was some apocalypse Moses leading people across a country to a promise land which may or may not exist.
I wasn’t Moses, I certainly didn’t have his guts or faith in what was ahead.
I was just some woman carrying a four dollar Walmart binder filled mostly with maps and notes from a man I never met.
Who was I to lead anyone?




TEN – BARS
It started raining just after midnight. Not hard, but steadily enough we had to move the entire caravan of vehicles from Martin’s property to avoid getting stuck in what was fast becoming a mud bath. Before long the layers of dirt tossed up by the massive dust devils, mixed with the rain would prove a hindrance.
The main road wasn’t far from the driveway and not nearly as covered with dirt as the ranch. We moved all the vehicles there until it would be light enough to travel safely.
What I hadn’t seen when Martin arrived was the horse trailer. It was pulled by the school bus. We moved it to the highway as well, then rode the horses, through the rain and mud, during the remainder of the night.
It was safer for the horses that way.
Poor Reese. Just a boy, but he rode with the experience of a man. Going back the second time with Lane and Martin to bring the animals to safety.
Martin didn’t bother looking through the rubble of his home. His focus was on the remaining horses and making sure they were fine. He was happy when he heard we had collected items for him.
By the time we had situated everything, including the horses, it was almost time to go. We’d only be on the highway a few miles, then we’d head north to take a series of secondary roads that would take us fifteen hundred miles to West Virginia.
It was more than I bargained or asked for.
It was more than just our RV, a pickup truck, two cars, a school bus and the tractor trailer. It was people. A lot of people.
Skip was there, at least we had him if there was any trouble with the vehicles. But also, Liza from the diner, Rosie and her two grandchildren, and many others.
I hadn’t gotten a head count, and really, I didn’t want to know.
Men, women and children.
So many. Too many. And while Liza had gathered supplies from the diner, I feared it was more mouths to feed than we had food.
The four months’ worth of rations I had in the RV wouldn’t last long. We would need to gather things on the way. We had to.
✽✽✽
 
It was decided ahead of time what pace we would set and if there was a need to stop, we’d radio. Thankfully a man named Rod brought four walkies with him. I had two, so communication was easy.
We left at dawn to begin our travel.
I was optimistic having made it through the night with only the rain, no storms or funnels, but I knew our luck would eventually run out and I’d be scrambling through my notes to get everyone under cover.
I knew the bright light glowing across the morning eastern horizon wasn’t the sun. Not with the overcast sky.
As soon as we arrived at the junction that would take us north four miles to the tertiary route, we saw the fires in Amarillo. So many of them they caused the black smoke to glow like a firestorm brewed within them.
What had happened?
I thought lightning. Lightning could have been the only thing that started it. But we didn’t see any. Surely, as close as we were, we would have seen something light up the sky.
We were blessed. So close, yet it missed us.
By my calculations, which were by no means scientific, whatever hit Amarillo came from the southwest.
It wasn’t long into our journey, thirty minutes perhaps, we caught a break just west of the town of Panhandle, Texas.
“Jana,” Carlie called out, excited. “I got a signal. I got a signal.”
After the initial shock of what she said, I dug through my purse and pulled out my phone. My battery power was in the yellow, I had a signal.
I wanted to shriek. “Lane, you have to pull over. We can’t chance driving out of range.” Immediately, I lifted the radio. “This is Travco. We are pulling over. We have a signal. Anyone who has a signal use this time to get as much information as you can. Reply with copy. Over.”
“Copy,” came a voice.
“Copy,” Martin said.
“Copy.”
“Copy that,” said Alice.
I didn’t know the information they would get, but I had Carlie just start searching news stories on the internet, while I logged into our Olympus group. There had been only two posts since I last logged on.
One from Julius, “If you haven’t left. Now is the time.”
Another from Marianne who posted twelve hours earlier she was on her way and wanted to leave before the storms hit.
“Cincinnati.” I spoke.
“What?” Lane asked.
“Cincinnati isn’t hit. Or at least it wasn’t when Marianne left.”
“Can you call Julius?” he asked.
“I don’t have his number, but I’ll message him. Hopefully, he’ll have a signal, too.” Immediately, my fingers started moving. I told him we were on the way and about the storms, then I asked what he knew.
It seemed like a lifetime, but it wasn’t, and he replied.
“Where are you now?”
I quickly glanced at Lane, read the message, then replied. “Outside of Amarillo.”
“You have a long way to go. It’s bad.”
“How bad?”
“Storms have devastated the Pacific Coast, no one can even get near there. They are saying waters are three hundred miles inland. News is sketchy from out west.”
“Do you know if there is anything ahead of us?”
“What’s he saying?” asked Lane.
“West is bad. The coast is under water.”
“For real?”
I nodded, shared the phone so he could see, then looked at the alert.
Julius wrote,” The Amarillo storm is moving northeast. It’ll hit Wichita, Kansas City, and follow the jet streams southeast once it hits Chicago. It will stall and slow down before hitting Chicago.”
“Are you looking at something?” I asked. “A map.”
“I’m looking at satellite images.”
Lane said, “Ask him if there are other storms still out there.”
“Are there any others?” I questioned.
“My God, it’s worse than I thought,” he replied in one line. Then another response came, “A storm is forming in the gulf.  There is talk they will try to correct it with another launch in two or three days. God help us if they do. That is how Ares is going to happen.”
“Any in our path?” I typed.
“No, but you need to keep moving. You need to get here as soon as possible. I don’t know a time frame, but once Ares hits, it will encompass the entire East Coast and decimate it. I have to go. I am headed to Olympus now. God speed.”
Lane produced a quirky look. “And like that he leaves. He’s not even there.”
“It hit faster than he expected I guess.” Another alert from him took me by surprise. This time it wasn’t a message it was an image.
Julius had taken a picture of the satellite image.
“Oh my God,” Lane said soft. “Look at them all.”
I could barely breathe, my heart pounded so hard, it was in my throat.
There were so many behind us in the west, it was hard to see a spot of land, on anywhere, not covered.
“But we’re ahead of it, right?” Lane asked. “We just got to keep moving. We’re ahead of it.”
“Yeah,” I answered. “We’re ahead of it.”
After glancing once more to the image, I put my phone away.
We were indeed ahead of it. But with our slow speed, the amount of people, and stops we’d have to make, I feared we wouldn’t be ahead of it for long.
✽✽✽
 
When I was nineteen, I went with my mom to my Aunt’s home in Fort Wayne, Indiana. We took a Greyhound bus. The trip forever stayed on my mind and was the sole reason I never took another bus anywhere. Back then, we didn’t have a vehicle that would have made the journey, nor could we afford airfare.
Fourteen hundred miles, thirty-five hours and nine stops.
It was a nightmare.
My Uncle Fred actually paid for our plane ride home when he found out how ridiculous the journey was.
I never thought I’d face something like that again, yet there I was, not a hundred miles into the trip and we were stopping for the first time for gas.
Alice suggested every single vehicle should fill up. That way, the next time, we’d all need gas.
The station was open, they had electricity and only took cards.
Three of us paid for everyone’s gas.
It was one of those things never mentioned in a movie or television show.
The one stop was taking forever, and it gave me a chance to work things out.
I didn’t like my calculations.
The clap of thunder rang out just before Martin walked in the RV through the side door. I was seated at the table with my maps and notebook, and I glanced up at him.
He ran his hand over his head to shuck some of the water. “Hey,” he said.
“Hey.”
“Last car is filling now. Should be ready to go soon,” Martin told me. “Lane said you were doing some calculations?”
I nodded. “We have to lose something, Martin.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, the convoy is too long. Too many cars. Too long to stop for gas. We need to get to our destination and right now, we can’t go over fifty miles an hour. The only saving grace ahead are that authorities are telling people to dig in. That’ll keep the roads clear. But tomorrow at this time we may not be able to stop for gas. Might not be anywhere to stop.”
Do you think ditching a car or two is really going to make a difference?” he asked.
“If we had ditched two cars would we still be here getting gas?” I shook my head. “Time is of the essence, and at this pace, estimating stops, we’re at thirty hours to get there, and that’s only stopping for fuel. That doesn’t include any problems … which we will have.”
“Then we need to lighten the load,” he said. “We just filled all the cars. Next stop we ditch them. There’s only sixteen people on the bus. We can fit the seven from the cars. We can’t ditch the pickup, that’s pulling the horses. The school bus was fine pulling it when it didn’t have my horses.”
“Can we put the horses in the tractor trailer?”
Martin shook his head. “No way to safely trailer them in the back. And don’t ask to ditch the horses.”
“I wouldn’t do that.” I sadly chuckled. “Lane would leave me behind first.”
Martin pulled up a chair. “This wasn’t fair to you. I just thought I was doing a good thing, bringing these people, trying to save as many as I could. But it is more than you just driving the way, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it is,” I replied. “There are kids. When we left, we just packed up and left. We didn’t have a contingency if we ran into a storm. We need our strength if we do and driving straight through is going to weaken us. But can we stop? If so, how long, when?” I placed my elbow on the table and rested my face in my hands. “That’s not even considering food and water.”
“I didn’t think. That’s on me. I will be glad to take responsibility. You can be our knowledge, our storm person.”
I shook my head. “It would drive me crazy. But you can help with the storm contingency. Since you’ve been in these types of storms. What happens, what everyone has to know. Like what do we do if one comes and we’re nowhere near shelter.”
“I do know this,” Martin said. “If one is coming, we can’t outrun it. But … we can change direction. A funnel isn’t going to chase you. They’re like a Queen song, they got a one track mind. And the funnel doesn’t change it.”
A knock came on the RV door and it opened.
Alice stood there. “We’re ready to roll.”
I slid from the table. “Thank you. And Alice, how long do you think it will be until we need to fuel again?”
“About three hundred miles. Give or take a few,” she replied, then walked from the RV.
Martin stood. “Jana, I know you want to try to stay ahead of this thing. But it’s always an option that if it looks like we can’t, we just dig in, wait it out and then head to apocalypse camp.”
It wasn’t that simple. I didn’t tell Martin that. Olympus was the so called apocalypse camp because it was the only place that could protect us from what was coming.
If we had to let it pass, if we had to dig in, chances were there’d be no digging out.




ELEVEN – FLIP SIDE
I don’t know how we didn’t run into it. Timing maybe. If we had taken longer at that first fuel up, it would have been a disaster. I wasn’t even thinking about it. The storm Julius said would hit Wichita then Kansas had made its way through not long after us.
We learned this when we stopped for fuel just outside of Arkansas City, Kansas.
A man at the station pumping gas asked if we were from Freedom.
I remember passing through Freedom, it was fine. There were no high winds, just a steady rain fall like we had been running into.
The man then told us that a huge funnel wiped it out and was headed northeast.
It was an eye opening experience, a little frightening I didn’t even think of that. I had to be more cautious, there were people counting on me. A lot.
Including me, Lane, Martin and the kids, there were thirty people.
Thirty.
Five were children. Two mine, Rosie’s two grandchildren and a toddler boy. Not sure how old he was, he was a thick and strong little one. He was with the couple in the first car.
We did, however, have a school nurse and mechanic with us, so that was a good thing.
The plan to lighten the load didn’t go as well as I hoped. The parents with the toddler were fine with ditching their car and getting on the bus. But Walter, his wife and the other couple with them wouldn’t do it.
He actually argued with us, but it wasn’t worth it. I didn’t even hear what he had to say, it was one of those things I blocked out. I did give him the location in case we got separated. In fact, I gave everyone the targeted location … just in case.
Having left Arkansas, we were making great time and a third of the way through our journey. If we could make another two hundred miles, I would be fine with stopping to get some rest. In fact, I started looking at my map. I had marked places we could stop, and emergency areas.
We were really ahead of everything, power was still on in every place we passed, and the storms hadn’t hit yet.
We seemed to be the only ones traveling.
A part of me wondered if the entire apocalypse pilgrimage was a wasted effort.
It wouldn’t be a bad thing if it were.
I set my sights on Springfield as a good stopping point. We could stop for the evening, rest up, fuel up and head back out. I even picked out a designated parking garage there. Of course, that was before I had a caravan.
Just after Cedar Vale, things changed. The wind picked up, the sky grew more overcast, and the rain fell a little harder. Our pace slowed down, and I could feel the RV moving a little with the wind. It was kind of like driving a small car on the highway and having a semi pass you. I didn’t need to be a weather expert to know something was brewing.
We kept idle conversation going with the kids to keep their minds off of what was going on outside.
Reese was funny, he was full of odd questions.
He asked, “What is this place like?”
“It’s a bunker,” I told him. “A huge underground city.”
Lane laughed.
“What?”
“It’s not an underground city,” he scoffed and laughed. “If ... if this Julius really has access to this place, it’s far from an underground city.”
“How do you know?” I asked.
“I looked it up. Didn’t you? Pictures are online.”
I half shrugged. “Not really.”
“What is it like then?” Carlie asked.
“You guys remember two years ago when we went to Galveston and went on the submarine tour?” Lane asked.
“Yeah,” Carlie answered.
“A lot like that,” Lane replied. “Same feel only a lot more roomie. With slot machines.”
“Slot machines?” Reese laughed. “They needed slot machines? Is it to keep people busy?”
“No,” Lane replied. “The bunker was built during a time when people worried the world was going to end by bombs, right? Well, that threat is over, so they made it into a cool casino.”
“Can I play the slots?” asked Carlie. “I play them on my phone.”
“I don’t see why not.” Lane shrugged.
“Eyes on the sky,” Martin announced on the radio. “I don’t like the looks of this.”
“Roger that,” Skip replied.
“If anyone sees something, call it,” Martin said. “You’ll see if forming.”
My heart started racing, if Martin was worried, so was I.
Idle conversation went out the window.
“Kids, keep an eye out the windows,” I told them.
Lane looked over at me. “Where are we near? What’s your map say?”
Shaking my head, I looked at my map. “My nearest U is a hundred miles away.”
“A hundred?”
“Well, there’s a town eight miles ahead, I’m sure they have storm cellars at the businesses, but if it hits, we’ll lose the vehicles.”
“Jesus.” Lane leaned into the wheel as he drove.
I peered closer to the windshield, looking at the sky and left to right. To the fast moving clouds that didn’t go in circles but rolled in overhead. They were thick and wide and seemed to sink lower to the ground.
If it formed ahead, I knew the chances of it coming our way were slim. If we saw it, there’s enough time to stop before we ran into it.
I don’t know why I thought it would be in front of us. Perhaps I was confident our luck would hold out.
It didn’t.
Walter’s panicked voice called out on the radio. “We see it. It’s behind us!”
For some reason, hearing that made me jump up.
“Where are you going?” Lane blasted. “Jana, sit down.”
I had to see. Radio in hand, I raced to the back of the RV. My balance was off as the RV swayed. Lane kept calling for me to sit down. I made it to the back of the RV and leaned over all the stuff I had there to peek out the small, rear oval window.
I couldn’t see, Alice’s truck was right behind us, blocking my view. Roaring, loud and thunderous.
Martin called out. “Ninety degrees. Go right, ninety degrees from it. Keep going.”
What did that mean?
Then I saw Martin in the pickup truck, towing the horse trailer as he veered off the road and went straight to the fields. He was the first one to go.
“He’s going right!” I yelled. “He’s going out of the path!”
I didn’t think Lane could hear me. It was so loud from the funnel.
Martin hauled ass. The trailer bouncing and started tilting. I worried about the horses, but Martin knew what was best for them.
As soon as Alice turned, it cleared my view. I saw it. It was wider than the road, reminding me of some sort of atomic mushroom cloud. It moved faster our way than we were going.
We couldn’t outrun it.
The bus turned from the road as well.
Walter’s car was still in the road, like we were, still separated from us by the distance of the convoy.
I leapt to the doorway of the back room and screamed as loud as I could. “Lane! Turn right! Get off the road!”
Spinning around, I looked back out the window. I could feel the pull of the massive beast, then I watched as it snatched up Walter’s car.
It lifted into the air and turned along with everything else the funnel had swallowed.
A scream barely escaped me as Lane turned the RV hard, sending me flying across the back room. After falling to the floor, I crawled my way to a half stand and charged toward the front, holding on as I did, jolting with every bump from the side of the road.
I made it to the front seat and sat, grabbing for the belt.
“Where’s the radio?” Lane asked.
“Shit, it’s in the back.” I started to stand.
“Leave it. Buckle in. Kids, you okay?”
Both of them answered, “Yeah.”
My hands shook as I blindly tried to latch in. We were moving fast, too fast for the terrain. Martin was far ahead of us. Alice and the bus weren’t too far behind him.
“Do we need to catch up?” I asked, panicked.
“Buckle in.”
“Do you think we’re safe?”
“Buckle that!”
I gave in and looked down. After I latched it, the second I looked up, Lane jerked the wheel hard and to the right when Walter’s car just dropped from the sky in front of us.
It smashed down hard on the roof and I swore the RV tipped on two wheels.
Carlie and Reese both screamed in the back.
“Lane, we have to help him.”
“Not now.” Lane held the wheel, it went back and forth as he remained calm, trying to keep the RV steady.
I turned in my seat, Reese was looking out the side window.
“What do you see?” I asked.
“The car is spinning,” Reese said. “It’s gone.”
“What’s gone?” I questioned.
Carlie replied. “It looks like it’s losing speed. It’s kind of just hovering and falling apart.”
“What is?” I undid my belt and stood.
“Jana!” Lane yelled at me.
I hurriedly plopped down next to Reese. It was hard to see anything, but the noise level subsided some outside and I could hear Martin’s voice on the radio, stating, “We’re safe. We can stop.”
“Did you hear that?” I hollered to Lane. “Martin said it was safe now.”
“I see him. He stopped,” Lane replied.
The RV slowed down and the ride wasn’t quite as crazy or bumpy.
I felt it was safe enough for me to go to the back and find the radio. Again, I looked out the window and knew what Carlie was describing.
The funnel was still there. Still as wide, but it thinned out and barely touched the ground. It seemed to transform from a tornado to a huge cloud on the ground.
“God, did you see that?” Skip said over the radio. “Walter.”
Following the sound of voices, I found the radio on the floor and lifted it.
“Everyone check in,” Martin said. “Skip, everyone on the bus okay?”
“We’re good,” Skip replied.
“I’m good,” Alice said.
I depressed the button. “We’re fine.”
“Walter?” Martin called out. “Walter?”
There was silence. Maybe everyone, like me was waiting for Walter to reply and check in. Possibly even complain about the car.
But that didn’t happen.
✽✽✽
 
Her name was Anita Christie. She had been a school nurse at Bushland High School for twenty-three years.
She claimed it was the best job and decided to work there when she grew tired of working in the emergency room in Amarillo.
Anita wasn’t a young woman, near retirement age I guessed. In my years, I never really saw a young school nurse. They were older and hardnosed. School nurses needed to be that way to deal with students constantly trying to get out of class.
The only time I went to see the nurse in school was to get feminine protection. Our school nurse was always nice, she gave me a heating pad and made me lay down whether I needed it or not.
The tall thin woman with short salt and pepper hair, was the first one racing to Walter’s car. Lane stayed behind in the RV with the kids, securing our things again when I stepped out to see or even help Anita with Walter and his family.
Anita literally ran in the rain, her feet slipping in the mud. She carried a medical bag, but somehow, when I saw that car close up, I knew there was nothing in that bag that could help.
The newer model blue sedan looked like it should have been in a junkyard. It had dropped with such a force, it was crushed and compacted.
I wasn’t prepared for what I saw.
I had heard stories about emergency workers being traumatized by accident scenes. I didn’t understand it, not until I saw Walter’s car.
Anita approached the vehicle at the same time as Skip, they both crouched down. Immediately, Skip turned, stood and walked away. He put his hands on his thighs, bending over slightly, looking as if he fought the urge to vomit.
All I saw was the blood. The deployed airbags were saturated with it and like a burst water balloon, it seeped out everywhere. The only remains I could make out were a single hand, a woman’s hand, resting on the busted passenger window frame.
Anita slowly stood and walked around the car. Maybe she was hoping to see signs of life.
I don’t know how.
It wasn’t possible.
I just couldn’t figure out how the car got mangled in that brief few seconds. It was such a random thing. So sudden, an ‘Eeny Meeny, Miney, Mo’ thing of selective death.
The massive tornado saying, “I pick you’ and snatched the car right up.
It was a lot to take in.
Anita shook her head as she walked toward me and Martin.
The look on her face, the inevitable bad news was no surprise.
She swiped away the water that blew in her face. “The three of them are dead,” she said. “By the looks of it they died on impact to the ground.”
Martin let out a forceful breath.
“Three?” I asked. “There were four in that car.”
Anita nodded. “I know. The son-in-law, Dan, he must have been sucked out.”
My hand shot to my mouth. “Oh my God.”
Martin groaned. “The fear they must have felt. Those poor people.”
“We have to look for him,” I said. “I mean, what if he lived? People have lived after being caught up in a tornado.’
Martin nodded. “They have. But I’m going to be honest with you, Jana, I don’t think we have the time to do a search and rescue.” He peered up. “Rain is steady, the wind is not coming in a steady direction.”
Anita asked. “You think another is coming?”
“I do.”
She gave a tight closed mouth nod. “It feels like it. I’m going to go inform everyone on the bus. Excuse me.”
“Thank you, Anita,” Martin said.
“And we’re not looking for Walter’s son-in-law?” I asked.
“Jana, we can’t. You’re the one that said we would get hit time after time with these things, well,” Martin said. “You’re spot on. Another is coming.”
Skip stepped forward. “When? I mean, do you think we should take cover now?”
Martin looked at me. “What’s close?”
“There’s a town about eight miles from here,” I said.
“There,” Skip said. “We can go there.”
“If we do, and another hits, we can say goodbye to the vehicles and horses. There’s nowhere to safely put them. It’s a one stoplight town.”
Martin grumbled some. He looked down at his watch then pivoted in a full circle. “Okay, sky to the south seems a lot clearer. Is there anything south?’
“It takes us off our route,” I replied. “We have Tulsa, ninety miles south or Joplin at a hundred. I have spots picked at both.”
“What’s it look like in between here and Joplin?” Martin asked.
“Ton of little towns,” I said. “If we run into immediate problems. Junction to Tulsa is probably the halfway point.”
Martin peered again to the sky, then to Skip. “What do you think?”
“Why are you asking Skip the auto guy?” I asked.
“Because he’s seen a lot of twisters,” Martin replied. “Skip?”
“We keep going east,” Skip replied. “We have option for safety, right? Maybe not the best, but they’ll be safe.”
“I agree,” Martin said. “We keep going. Let’s get everyone back on the road, keep an eye out and play it by ear.”
Play it by ear?
It seemed such a blasé attitude to take. We weren’t talking about a mild rainstorm. We were talking about another round of hell on earth. Then again, what could we do?
We had to keep moving, hopefully stay ahead of it and stay safe.
I made my way to the RV to tell Lane and the kids the plan. As I did, I looked back once more at Walter’s car and felt not only sadness, but a tremendous sense of guilt.
The smashed car, the blood, knowing the horror Walter and his family felt as they were sucked up into the weather beast.
Their last moment, their last seconds, it was over so fast.
And all I kept thinking was I had wanted to lighten the load, less vehicles in the convoy, but the tragedy before me was not how I wanted it to happen.




TWELVE – SWEPT
The police came.
We were able to squeeze in that extra ten miles and stay on an eastern course, stopping in Joplin.
The downtown area was dead, no cars on the roads or street, which made me think, at first it was evacuated.
We found my marked U place. A newer corner building located in which probably was a busy intersection, across from the McDonalds.
The garage was there.
It was underground … technically.
Although the woman I spoke to on the phone at the new Enhance Yourself plastic surgery clinic, totally exaggerated on the garage.
When she assured me it was underground, I assumed it was a few levels. Not a straight ramp driveway that sloped down to a single level garage.
It was still underground, and Martin and Skip assured us as long as we stayed toward the farthest end, we’d be fine.
While it had ample height, it wasn’t tall enough for Alice’s truck. We were able to get the school bus in, but to be on the safe side, we unloaded the boxes from the tractor trailer and placed them in the bus.
One would have thought Alice lost her best friend when she had to leave it behind.
After it was unloaded, she moved it somewhere, between two buildings.
It was raining pretty hard; I was surprised a steady flow of water wasn’t making its way down the ramp. It was still early though, chances were, it would, and the garage would get flooded. Alice was soaked when she came back. Perhaps it was her walking into the garage that drew the attention of the authorities.
The police arrived shortly after in a squad car.
It was hopeful to see them, that society was still keeping order. But I could imagine what they thought when they came down to the level and saw the bus, camper, pickup and horse trailer. Not to mention, all of us kind of meandering around.
They were nice enough though. Apparently, there was a curfew and a stay at home and stay safe order.
“Gonna guess you folks aren’t from around here,” the one officer said.
As the designated and reluctant leader, I stepped forward to talk to him. “Officer, this was the best shelter we could find. We’re refugees.”
“I see. There is a tornado warning,” he said.
“This should be safe enough, right?” I asked. “I mean it’s underground.”
“We have community shelters.”
“We have horses.” I pointed.
“I see. Well, I understand that. Be safe. First thing in the morning though, you’ll have to find a better place,” he told us.
I nodded. “I understand and thank you.”
It was easy enough. He stopped on his way back to the squad car to check on the kids, even making a nice ‘what a big guy’ comment about Dooley, the oversized toddler boy.
We would be long gone before he sent someone back to check on us and move us out.
It was cooler in the garage and we couldn’t light a fire. Thankfully, the power was still on in the city and there was enough light in the garage, so the kids didn’t get scared.
With the storm intensifying right above us, I imaged the lights wouldn’t be on for long.
Soup was on the menu, we didn’t have a choice because we didn’t want to waste it.
Liza had brought two frozen bags of soup and they were defrosting quickly.
Everyone ate. We did so off of the paper cups and plastic spoons Liza took from the diner, along with those prewrapped crackers. But few people were really in the mood. They ate out of necessity. The close call with the twister, the loss of Walter and his family hung over our heads.
“A wedge,” I said as I sat down on the ground across from Lane.
He was seated by the RV on a cushion. That bourbon we took from Martin’s was next to him as he swirled his finger around the tiny, round margarine serving provided by Liza.
“Did you hear me?” I asked. “What are you doing?”
“This is good. I never really had margarine, only butter.”
“That’s just really gross. Stop.” I reached for the bottle, poured a bit in the cup he had and sipped it. I gasped. “Still not any better.”
“I know. So …” He put down the margarine. “You were talking about a salad?”
“What?” I laughed. “No.” I finished the little bit of booze and set the cup down. “Why do you think I was talking about a salad?”
“You said ‘wedge’.”
“Oh, yeah, I did. No, I was saying the type of twister that hit us back there was a wedge. There are five types of tornados.’
“I know this,” Lane said. “F-1 through F-5 or something.”
“No, that’s the Fujita scale. I’m talking types, they come in different shapes and sizes. The wedge is the most powerful. It’s fat, too. The cone the one everyone thinks of when they think of a tornado.”
Martin approached. “I heard you, can I get in on this?”
“In on what?” I asked.
“Guessing the types of tornados,” Martin replied. “You’re quizzing, right?”
“No, I’m just informing my husband.”
“Oh, because I know them,” Martin said. “There’s more than five but the basics are wedge, cone, rope, multi vortex and waterspouts.”
“Wow,” I said with little enthusiasm. “I’m impressed. I didn’t think you knew them considering you were the one that said a tornado can’t change direction.”
“I never said that. I said it can’t hone in on us and chase us, I said we can change directions. You don’t listen.” Martin lowered to the ground to join us. “And just like that last one did, tornados can lose speed if the storm gets under them and just stop or back up. Bet you did …” His eyes widened. “Hey, where did you find that?” he pointed to the bottle. “That’s a treasure find of bourbon. I know you didn’t buy it. Did you pick it out of the rubble somewhere?”
Lane cleared his throat. “You can say that.”
“Supposedly one of the finest bourbons there is,” Martin said. “Cost a couple grand a bottle. That’s why I never opened mine. I see that’s open. Mind if I try it?”
“Sure.” I handed him a cup and the bottle. “It’s not very impressive though.”
Martin poured some, sniffed it, then brought it to his lips. He took the tiniest of drinks. “Wow, this is good. Now I’m sorry, I didn’t search my house for my bottle.”
I shrugged. “You didn’t want to.”
“You’re right. Besides, it’s only bourbon.” He stood. “I’m going to take this with me.”
Lane and I remained quiet until he walked away.
“Oh, Jana, I thought he was going to flip,” Lane said. “He has no clue.”
“I know. He would be mad. Do you feel guilty for not telling him?”
“Absolutely not.” Lane poured himself another drink, then grabbed another one of those little margarine servings and opened it.
✽✽✽
 
The plan was to sleep until the storm calmed enough for us to safely leave. We had arrived at the garage late in the afternoon, and the storm only increased. First it was a steady rain, then it grew stronger with intermittent, loud and booming thunder, then as late evening set in, things would occasionally blow down the ramp along with the water. Nothing big, small items like trash.
We couldn’t leave any of the vehicles running, but I was able to charge my phone in Lane’s truck, plus I took advantage, like everyone else, that there was a signal in Joplin.
All information gathered was from social media. News outlets hadn’t updated in over twelve hours.
To me, the only information I wanted, was what was ahead of us.
Finally, Julius responded to my message I had send four hours earlier.
He apologized for the delay. He said he was putting together a few rescue teams in case anyone had to arrive on foot or was lost.
Julius told me to make sure I try to come in on either Internet Sixty-Four, Route Sixty or Route Two-Nineteen. He planned on placing people there until they had to pull back for the shelter for safety reasons.
Too many people, he told me, where in route, messaging him and, like me, had gotten held up or ran into trouble. The few exceptions were those already close.
I made I sure did a screen shot of what he said, messaging would be hard to pull up without a signal. I wanted to make sure I remembered it exactly.
‘They are launching a Jupiter Correction mission,’ he had written. ‘Twenty-nine Geo missiles will be fired in twelve hours in an attempt to break the massive storms.'
“Will it work?” I asked.
“We’ll know within twenty-four hours,” he said. “It will take twenty-four hours, give or take an hour.”
“What will happen? We’ll know right?”
“Absolutely. Either it works, the clouds break and the sun shines or Ares forms. If you are not in the safety region by then, anyone not in the safety region will probably never make the safety region.”
Then something strange happened. Not that it was uncommon, but it wasn’t on purpose. It was something I had done a ton of times with that stupid messaging app. I went to swipe down to close it out and I accidentally hit ‘video chat’.
It rang once and then he hit ‘end’ because the call was dropped.
I should have thought nothing of it, I mean, how many times had I been chatting with someone and they accidentally called me. And knowing it was an accident, I sometimes hit ‘ignore’, but why did Julius?
He couldn’t have possibly known it was an accidental call. How was he to know there wasn’t something important I had to tell him.
All I kept thinking about was Lane saying Julius wasn’t real. That he wasn’t part of some deep NASA lab or no way did he have access to the underground bunker.
Maybe he was some guy or kid in a basement, but if that was the case, how did he get everything so right?
It just bothered me and aided in my inability to fall asleep. More than the Julius anxiety, Walter was on my mind. Every time I wasn’t focused on something else, all I thought about was Walter and his family. Watching the car get sucked up and dropped hard.
The smashed car … the blood.
It was a nightmare; a horrendous sight I wish I could erase from my mind.
I tried everything. I organized the supplies again, trying to come up with a ration schedule. What would we do if Olympus wasn’t an option? What then? How were we to feed everyone?
I picked up the empty little margarine serving cups that Lane ate like candy. I was certain he would be sick over it.
Nearly forty-eight hours had passed since I had been to bed. Other than an hour nap in the RV, and another hour just before dinner, I did not rest.
Everyone else seemed to have no problem with it. I didn’t know how they could sleep. Maybe they weren’t and were just lying there like me.
The storm had intensified to the point the power had gone. The two emergency lights, which barely lit the garage, were dimming by the minute. The lightning was bright. Bright enough to make its way into the garage like flashes of the paparazzi.
If that wasn’t enough to wake people, the wind should have been.
It grew louder, and so steady, it sounded more and more like a train in the distance.
It was my own personal horror movie, waiting for something to happen.
Peering around the garage. A lot of people slept on the ground, outside the vehicles. We could have slept in the RV, but I thought that was unfair. Sort of rubbing everyone’s nose in the fact that we had beds and they didn’t.
I was about to wake Lane, using the ‘are you sick from the margarine binge’ as my excuse, when I noticed I wasn’t the only one awake.
Dooley, the toddler was.
He sat up between his sleeping parents, staring at something that caught his attention.
Then I saw what it was.
His ball, or one of the children’s ball. Slightly bigger than a softball, the red object curiously moved on its own, spinning slowly and moving back and forth in and out of the light that entered through the ramp from the storm.
I wasn’t an expert on babies or kids for that matter, I just remember thinking that I thought Reese was a big toddler. But looking at Dooley, Reese, by my recollection, was small.
Dooley was by no means heavy. He was just big. His frame was large, and he was thick with a build that screamed he was genetically destined to be this hulking star of something … wrestling, football, something like that.
He didn’t say much. He really didn’t talk. I think his mother said he was just a bit older than two. He was still in diapers. I knew that much.
Going from a sitting position to hands and knees, Dooley slowly stood. He brought his finger to his mouth in a curious manner, then carefully stepped over his father, as if it were something he had done before.
I knew what he was doing. I didn’t need to be a child-master to know he was going after that ball. He woke up, was bored and the ball called to him.
Instead of waking his parents, I also stood and walked over to him.
I watched the toddler make his way to the ball.
“Hey,” I called to him softly.
He looked over his shoulder at me then pointed.
Was he telling me to go?
That determined look on his face returned as his focus on the ball told me he didn’t want me to bother him.
I walked over to him as he chased the ball. Admittedly I was nervous. The ball had made its way to the bottom of the ramp and I didn’t want him to run up.
Surely, even a toddler could see the rain pouring down the ramp.
“Hey, little man,” I called to him. “Dooley. No-no.”
He stopped, still eyeing that ball.
The last thing I wanted to do was make a quick movement and have him scream or worse, run out.
Quietly, I stepped a few feet from him. “Dooley,” I whispered. “Did you want to play?”
He looked at me again, then took a couple steps.
“Want me to get that for you?” I asked.
He glanced at me, then after two steps, he reached for the ball.
The second his fingers extended, like some freakish poltergeist experience, the ball shot backwards up the ramp as if it were yanked.
Dooley turned to chase it and I panicked, racing his way.
He made it only a few steps to the bottom of the ramp and he did this strange fall. It looked like he leapt sideways and landed hard on his shoulder.
At first, I thought it was just a fall until I saw him, like the ball, begin to glide up the ramp.
He wasn’t doing it on purpose.
I lunged forward, grabbing on to him. The moment my hands grabbed his waist, I felt this tremendous pull, both of him and me. I was fighting something, something beyond me, something stronger. It wasn’t enough that I couldn’t overcome it, at least that was what I thought. I clutched the boy, pulling him to me. It took strength, fighting against the pull of an invisible magnet. When I had him in my grip, confident it was done, I stepped back, only to be yanked forward by this suction. My arms instinctively wrapped around the boy, bringing him to my chest as I slammed hard to the ground.
He screamed.
I cried out as well, a long shrieking, “Help!”
My feet weren’t brakes, I knew that, yet I tried to use them to stop us. I couldn’t, I couldn’t get out of the pull.
The wind instantly picked up as well as the noise. As my body moved with the force of the wind’s suction, I feared my cry wouldn’t be heard.
I struggled, my God, I struggled. Feet kicking, trying to fight against the grain, but it was useless. As much as I tried to resist, it dragged me.
Then I stopped.
I felt a grab to my legs, looked down to see Skip, holding my ankles.
He stood, slightly bent over, grabbing on to me, pulling me back. The look of struggle on his face was real. It took all I had to hold on to Dooley, and yet I could feel, by the pressure in my hips, how hard Skip was pulling me.
“Someone!” he hollered. “Someone help!”
Another gust and not only did I move backwards, Skip dropped to the ground.
On my back, with Skip at my feet holding on to me for dear life, I tilted my head backwards, to try to see up the ramp.
There wasn’t much time to study or figure out what I saw at the top of the ramp. It was a literal whirlwind, with its own lightning storm. The lights sparked amidst the debris that circled fiercely within.
The air rushed beneath my body, my arms clasped tight to Dooley. It was like I was on a raft and the current struggled to get me as much as Skip tried to pull us back.
I looked back down. Dooley’s father had grabbed on to Skip, trying to form a weighted human chain, holding me back until the funnel passed.
Then I saw Dooley’s mother. She did what any mother would do in that situation. She charged in a panic; hands extended for her child. Her mouth was open and moving, screaming something I couldn’t hear through the wind. She probably felt invincible, not knowing where the speed came from. How she was able to rush forward so quickly. How brave she was, not caring about her own safety, only that of her baby.
She came within a foot of us, her hands nearly touching Dooley. Then her body twisted sideways before folding in half, and in a snap, shot backwards right up the ramp.
Dooley’s father removed one hand from Skip’s leg, reaching out, as if he could have saved his wife or grabbed her. That caused an immediate imbalance and his vulnerability. The suction pulled at him and he dragged us all along, swirling us around counterclockwise. I went from being nearer the exit to facing the bottom of the ramp and a desperate looking Lane.
He was reaching for me, Martin and another man were holding him back, not letting him go any farther.
His hands were so close and all I could think of was Dooley.
It took all of my strength, fingers digging into Dooley’s midsection, I lifted him from me, aiming him at Lane.
“Take the baby!” I cried out.
I felt Lane’s fingers brush against mine when he grabbed Dooley.
Dooley’s weight.
That thirty-some pounds made all the difference in the world. That small amount of body weight tipped the scale, and like Dooley’s mother, out we went.
I never felt the concrete of the ramp, my chest was a few inches above it. Arms reached out, all I saw in that second was Lane and Martin, the look on their faces as I flew backwards.
I went into darkness, tiny flashes of light around me. I felt like I was flying, not in control. I wasn’t whipping around. In fact, I didn’t have a clue if I was high in the air or how far I had gone.
I just knew at that second, I was done. I closed my eyes and I felt … released.
Whether on purpose or out of his control, Skip let go.
My body moved with the momentum of the wind for a second, then with a slight turn of my body I dropped.
I was closer to the ground than I thought. I felt the sensation of landing in a shallow pool of water, before my hip and elbow met the ground, bouncing me out of the puddle, and rolling me violently.
Finally, I stopped. There was no severe pain or ache from broken bones. The scraped skin on my arms and legs were somehow soothed by the cold rain that poured relentlessly down on me.
The wind was still in control, moving my body, fighting to get me back into the funnel. I couldn’t see where I was or what was around me. All I could do was what I had learned and that was not to move. I did my best to lay as flat to the ground as I could, scared to death and fearful for my life. Chest against the pavement, covering my head with my hands to protect it, I screamed at the top of my lungs. I cried out shrill and long, and I knew no one could hear me because I couldn’t even hear myself.




THIRTEEN – ENTRANCE RAMP
There was one other time in my life I thought I was going to die. Thinking back, I realized how unfounded and silly it was in comparison to what I faced now. Lane and I were on a flight to Cleveland and there was a ton of turbulence. Of course, I didn’t fly much and any bump in the sky was unnerving to me. I remember Lane laughing because I was so scared, my hands in a prayer fashion, praying with everything I had.
Loudly, too.
Lane just laughed.
“You’ll thank me when we live,” I had told him.
But I learned, when truly faced with the prospect of death, something internally clicks letting you know there’s nothing you can do. After my initial panic attack, my screaming as if that would help save me, a calm took over.
I listened to the sound of the wind, tuned in to the feel of it and how it pulled against me and whipped at my back.
There was a slight stinging to my body, nothing much. I didn’t know if it was the adrenaline covering up any real injuries I had. I could feel the cold, that was for sure as icy rain beat against me. Exhaling short breaths through my nostrils to shuck any water that seeped in my nose from the puddle beneath my face.
Finally, I listened as the wind sound faded and I could no longer feel it against me. The rain let up some. Thunder still clapped loudly, although in the distance and with each sequence getting farther and farther apart. When the lightning flashed it was green bright specks through the dark of my tightly closed eyes.
Then that too stopped.
Quiet.
I didn’t know where I was or how far I traveled. For all I knew I was right outside the ramp to the garage. I wasn’t in a field; I knew that by the pavement.
It was time to get up.
I dreaded it, thinking as soon as I moved I would feel a world of hurt. That wasn’t the case as I slowly stood. The tightening and stinging of my skinned knees and elbows, that was it.
I shivered in the cold; my arms wrapped tightly around my body to try to stay warm. Somehow, I lost my top. I was wearing a pink tee shirt and it was gone. Wind had whipped it from my body leaving me in only my bra.
It was so dark when I stood. My eyes would adjust, I was certain of it. It wasn’t raining as hard.
Staggering some, I turned left to right, trying to gauge where I was in this strange town. I couldn’t tell the extent of the damage in the night. Cars were flipped, telephone poles down. Taller buildings looked like shadows of partially erected buildings.
Then I saw it.
Bent some, tilted to the right, but still standing … the Golden Arches of McDonalds.
I gathered I was on the street behind it, and I used that sign as my point of direction because I knew the garage was across from it.
I wasn’t far.
From where I stood, I saw the yellow roof of McDonald’s, half of it, lay in the parking lot. It blocked my view and my ability to see if our building was still standing. My eyes were adjusting nicely, it was dead quiet and eerie.
My legs were like jelly, unsteady. Debris was everywhere, some in plain view, some hidden in puddles. I walked cautiously so as not to trip or twist an ankle.
At the edge of the fast food restaurant, the ‘enter’ sign was untouched and a few feet from it, off the lot was a tipped over picnic table on its side. There near the bottom was my pink tee shirt.
I don’t know what possessed me to go get it. It wasn’t like it was dry and would keep me warm, but I was glad I did.
When I bent down for my shirt, I realized it was wrapped around Skip’s wrist. He was nestled in there.
Thinking, ‘please don’t let him be dead’, I called his name. “Skip. Skip.”
He turned his head and looked at me.
Dropping to my knees, I gasped out. I couldn’t see how badly he was hurt.
“You’re alive,” he said. “Thank God.”
“Thank God, you’re alive, too. Are you hurt?”
“I think something is broken. Ribs for sure. Nothing I can’t handle.”
“I’ll go get help.”
“I … I think I can get out.” Skip inched some and paused. “I let go when Bryan let go of me. I’m sorry.”
“No.” I shook my head. “I’m fine. We need to go look for him. Get some flashlights. Well, maybe not you and I.”
“I’m fine.” He cringed as he looked up. “A lot of good that table did.”
“You crawled under?” I asked.
“Yeah.” He scooted again toward me, grunting. I knew he was hiding his pain.
Skip just had to make it over the bench seat. He rolled to his side with a loud groan.
“Okay,” he said. “It’s the rib and the arm.”
“I’ll go get help.”
“No. No. I think my legs are fine.”
One arm tucked safely to him, I grabbed his good arm and pulled using mostly his legs, Skip wiggled his way out.
I helped him to stand.
“Thank you,” he said, then looked down. “Ha.” He raised his hand. “I have your shirt. How about that.”
I couldn’t help it, I laughed. Probably more so from being relieved.
I took my shirt and held it as I put one arm around his waist.
Together, leaning on each other, we hobbled across the parking lot.
Once we made it around the fallen rooftop, I saw the dancing lights going back and forth, four of them along with shouting.
“Jana! Skip! Bryan!”
“Jana!”
“Maria!
Lane and Martin’s voice carried over them.
I called out with a cracked voice, “Here.”
They were calling out so consistently, they couldn’t hear us.
I stopped, let go of Skip and backtracked a few steps to the roof. Lifting my leg, I stomped it four times. I wasn’t even sure if they’d hear that, but they finally stopped calling.
“Over here!” I called out.
A flashlight moved and the LED light caused me to squint.
“Jana!” Lane cried out.
The light was in my eyes, but I could hear the running footsteps.
“Oh my God,” he gushed, grabbing on to me. “Oh my God.”
“I’m okay, a little banged up. Skip needs help.”
“Oh, stop,” Skip said. “I’m fine.”
“I need to get you inside,” Lane said and without hesitating, lifted me in his arms.
“I can walk.”
“I got you,” he said.
I felt safe and even warm within his hold, I rested my head on his shoulder, slinging my arm around his neck. “Lane. You can’t stop looking. They’re out here. Bryan and his wife. You have to keep looking.”
“We will,” he replied. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll find him.”
There was something in the way he said it, a waver, he lacked confidence.
He didn’t believe his words. But if Skip and I made it, they could have, too.
✽✽✽
 
The hot mug of tea felt so soothing against the palms of my hands. I sat on a folding chair, wearing dry clothes, but also a blanket draped around my shoulders. I couldn’t warm up.
The hugs from Carlie and Reese helped, but Anita shooed them away so she could clean what she called road rash out of my elbows.
“How’s Skip?” I asked.
“He has a couple broken ribs and that forearm is broken as well. I have an air splint on it now …” she said. “I’ll mix a cast during our next stop.”
“He saved my life, you know.” I glanced down to my tea. “I don’t know how I’ll ever repay him.”
“If I am correct, you’re bringing him to this survival shelter. That’s a huge thanks. You know,” she lowered her voice. “I was online before it all went down and even if this big storm you’re talking about, if it doesn’t hit, there’s nothing left out there. Not behind us.”
“What did you learn?”
“Places are flattened, hit a couple times. Yeah, there are places not hit, but more are than aren’t.” She shook her head. “There is no Red Cross to help the injured or to rebuild. There will be no fundraisers or celebrities sending money. Sure, people will rebuild, but there’s not gonna be a Home Depot to run to for supplies.”
“We’ve been reset.”
“Yes, we have.” Anita handed me a couple ibuprofen. “Take these. We aren’t leaving until sunup. You have about three good hours. Why don’t you go to your RV and get some sleep?”
“I don’t know if I can.” I placed the pills in my mouth, washing them down with a cautious sip of hot liquid. “I haven’t slept in days, but I don’t know if I can.”
“I can give you something,” she suggested.
Lane stepped closer, holding up the bottle of expensive bourbon. “How about a hefty shot of this in your tea? It’ll take the edge off.”
I peered up to him with a smile and extended my cup. Martin stood there with him. I watched as he poured some in my mug. “I wish we had some good bourbon,” I said.
“What!” Martin blasted. “That’s two thousand dollars a bottle. You two are too used to beer and dime store bourbon.”
I nearly spat my tea. “Dime store bourbon.” I took in a deep breath and smiled sadly. “Nothing on Dooley’s parents?”
Martin shook his head. “No. It’s dark. We’ll have a better idea in the morning.”
“What if they’re hurt? What if they need help?” I asked.
“We haven’t given up,” Martin replied. “We’re all still looking as best as we can. But you did good, kid.” He reached down and placed his hand on my arm. “You saved that boy. I can say with one hundred percent certainty, that is what mattered most to his parents. Now, why don’t you listen to our medical professional and go get some rest. When a school nurse tells you to lay down, you know you have to.”
I nodded slowly and stood. “You’re right. I will. Is Dooley okay?”
“He is,” Lane answered. “He’s sleeping on the bus with Rosie. Everyone is watching out for him.”
I kissed Martin on the cheek, then Lane, thanked Anita and with my tea in hand, I walked over to the RV.
Carlie and Reese were awake and outside, I told them I was going to try to rest.
The tea was still hot, but tolerable enough for me to take a few good drinks. I didn’t think I’d fall asleep. I feared closing my eyes and seeing everything happen, feeling it happen all over again as my mind replayed it.
That didn’t occur. I was more tired than I realized. Once I lay on the small couch and brought the blanket over me, I was out.
I slept hard, and though I was out for hours no one woke me. I got up on my own. When I stepped from the RV, our little campsite was all cleared and packed. The vehicles were ready to go.
Lane walked up to me. “I was just about to wake you. Alice’s truck is fine. She has it on the street.”
“That’s good.”
“Sun is rising. We’re ready to go.”
“Did I miss anything?” I asked.
Lane lowered his head. “We found Dooley’s dad. He didn’t …” Lane shook his head. “He didn’t make it. He was pretty bad off.”
“Dooley’s mom.”
“No. Martin thinks she was brought into the funnel, you guys were dragged along as it moved by. That’s what he thinks.”
“How is Skip?” I asked.
“Still sleeping, Rick is going to drive the bus.”
I didn’t know who Rick was, I didn’t know many names. Lane seemed to spout them off, then again, Lane was that type of person. He always knew everyone’s name and their story.
When Lane suggested I head back to the RV and hang out with the kids in there until it was time to go, I was happy to oblige. My body was sorer than I had anticipated. Just resting a few hours allowed the soreness to kick in.
I checked my phone for a signal and of course there was none, then I pulled out the maps.
It wasn’t long before the horses were back in their trailer, we all did a radio check and were ready to roll.
Alice informed us she had found the best way possible out of the town with minimal debris. She would lead the way to the highway and then let me take the lead. The plan was to take the interstate to Springfield then jump back on the secondary four lane roads.
I hoped for sunshine when we pulled from the garage, that wasn’t the case. It was dismal and gray, the sky still heavily overcast as if it were only on pause before another storm.
I was glad to see the city hadn’t been flattened, but it did sustain an unbelievable amount of damage. Brick buildings with gaping holes, cars on their sides and roofs missing. A huge tree was to our left when we pulled out of the garage, I didn’t recall seeing any trees in downtown Joplin.
We passed the McDonald’s only briefly, but enough for me to get a quick glance. It looked worse in the daylight. The roof hadn’t been blown off into the lot, the entire building was decimated, and the roof was all that remained.
I just wanted to get out of the city and on the road, putting distance between us and whatever storm was coming next and hopefully not cross paths with another.
Alice led the way, we were behind her, followed by Martin, the school bus was the caboose.
I kept thinking about how we started out the road to survival with thirty people and now we were down to twenty-four.
At the sign for the intestate, Alice turned right onto the ramp.
The ramp was long and had a slight bend.
“Nothing,” Lane commented, looking out his window to his side view mirror. “No cars.”
“It’s early.”
Alice’s truck reached the top of the ramp, I figured she’d drive just a little, then move over for us to pass and take the lead. But she stopped.
“Something coming?” I asked Lane.
“No. Nothing.”
“She can’t be waiting for us to pass her, can she?” I asked. “There’s no room.”
A crackle of the radio came before Alice’s voice. “Hold up, gang.”
Immediately I sensed something was wrong and that was confirmed when I saw her get out of her rig.
Without hesitation I opened my door and stepped out.
Martin did the same. He got out of the pickup and did some sort of hand signal to the bus. I walked around to Lane’s window and met up with Martin.
Alice walked to us, “See if you can get one of the guys to help,” she said to Martin. “Don’t say anything on the radio.”
My eyes shifted to Lane.
“I’ll help,” Lane said. “Kids, hang tight, I’ll be right back.”
He shut off the RV and stepped out.
We followed Alice.
I thought something was blocking the road. Debris or a tree, maybe even a car. When we reached the front of Alice’s truck, I saw that wasn’t the case.
Where the entrance ramp met the interstate was Dooley’s mother.
Her poor body a twisted, mangled mess, her limbs bent in unnatural ways. Seeing her laying on the ground, violently tossed and left behind was so horrendously sad, unexpected and shocking.
I stepped back with a gasp, leaning my back against the truck. Closing my eyes, I took a few quick deep breaths to calm myself. When I opened them, I looked up to the sky and saw something else I didn’t expect to see.
It wasn’t like the night on Martin’s porch, it looked different.
I knew what it was.
Tiny explosions, multitudes of them, silently burst one right after another. Buried in the densely overcast sky, the gray of the clouds made them appear a beautiful pink. It reminded me of fireworks masked behind plumes of smoke. But they weren’t any celebratory display. It was the offensive move of the Jupiter project, firing off their last stand.
A transformed version of the Star Spangled Banner
The rockets red glare, the bombs bursting in air … a final move to ensure our world will be here.
Somehow, I didn’t feel patriotic or hopeful seeing it. I was scared.
The clock had started ticking.
The countdown was on.
If it didn’t work, it wouldn’t be long before the winds of Ares hit, and we were still nine hundred miles from safety.




FOURTEEN – REVAMPING
Just about two hundred miles were under our belt when we stopped for lunch a couple of miles before Sikeston, Missouri. We pulled our convoy into a truck stop. No one was working at the gas station, but a handwritten sign on the pumps indicted they worked and to take only what was needed.
I felt guilty because it was the first time we filled gas cans.
Technically we did need it.
There was an uncertainty with every hour what we would face ahead, and we needed to prepare.
We had seven hundred and fifty miles to go until the safe region and by my estimate, if Julius was right, twenty-two hours until Ares.
Plenty of time if we didn’t run into trouble.
What were the odds of that?
Although, at that particular moment at that truck stop, there was a sense of, ‘were we overreacting?’. The sun was out, the sky was clear with the exception of a few clouds.
Maybe it worked.
Maybe the Jupiter defensive worked fast and broke the cloud.
There was still electricity at that truck stop, the sign was lit up. Perhaps all the destruction stayed out west.
The dark skies seemed to fade the farther east we went.
The truck stop diner and store were lit up as well, but they weren’t open. The doors were locked.
Our plan was to stop, let the kids run a little, eat and get back on the road.
I took a couple packs of hotdogs from the RV fridge and boiled them on the Coleman stove.
It wasn’t my best meal.
My head was full, my heart heavy and I kept thinking about Dooley’s parents. It was worse when Dooley was asking for his Mama. I knew eventually he would stop calling out, and as time went on it would be up to whoever raised him to keep his mother and father’s memory alive.
I wish I knew them better. The only true memories I have of his mother is her being sucked out of the garage and dead on the road.
One day he would ask to see a picture or what they looked like.
Lane suggested that maybe there was something in their bags.
I’d look once we finished our journey.
After calling out to the kids we had ten more minutes, I started the process of cleaning up.
That was when I noticed Alice was taking items from the back of her truck. She didn’t have much in there, we had moved a lot to the bus and the RV already.
Thinking it really wasn’t a good time to start organizing, I walked over to her.
“Hey,” I said. “What’s going on?”
“I was gonna finish this up and come talk to you,” she replied. “I’m heading back.”
“Back?” I asked.
“Home. To Tucson.”
I stuttered some, completely in shock at her sudden revelation. “Al ... Alice, you know what’s happening.”
“No, I don’t. I know you have predicted a lot. But you didn’t predict this …” She pointed up to the sky. “I think it’s over and the worst is behind us.”
“Yeah and following us.”
Alice smiled and shook her head. “I don’t think so. I really do think it’s done. Didn’t you say they launched the weather bombs to stop it? I think it worked.”
I wanted to believe that, too. I thought it, but I had this feeling, like watching a horror movie and everything is serene, but you know the big ending is about to come. That was the feeling I had.
“Can I ask you not to leave?” I questioned. “Is there any way to talk you into staying?”
“I have to go back, Jana. I have friends, family. If it ain’t over back west, I should be there to do my part, not ... running across the county to a safe area.”
“I get it. I do. I know the whole ‘it’s the apocalypse’ thing is really hard to believe.”
She closed one eye and nodded. “It kinda is.”
“Well, good luck.” I gave her a hug and then stepped back.
I went to tell Martin, but he had a feeling she was leaving when she was unpacking the truck. She made her goodbye rounds. Organizing the items, she took out, trying to find a place for them added another fifteen minutes to our departure time.
She didn’t leave alone. Three others left with her. A couple and their grandmother, all from the Amarillo area.
They wanted to go home, salvage what they could and start anew.
If everything just stopped, that was an option, but while the so-called doomsday storm still lingered as a possibility, all that was lost by going to West Virginia was a few days traveling.
It was time to go. Our goal was to travel as far as we could for as long as we could. Shooting for five hundred miles. We were doing well; two hundred miles were already under our belt and it was conceivable we could travel even more if we didn’t hit anything.
So far, we were ahead of it or it was over. That’s what we thought.
As we prepared to roll the convoy, a car pulled into the truck stop. It had California plates. The car pulled right up to the front of the diner and a man got out.
“Hold on, Lane,” I said.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“He’s from California, he may have answers to what’s out west.”
I opened the passenger door and stepped from the RV.
Apparently, Martin was one step ahead of me. He had left his truck to walk toward the car.
The man was wearing a suit. It wasn’t tidy and he didn’t have on a tie. He frantically pulled at the diner door, over and over as if he believed it was stuck.
“It’s closed,” I said.
He turned to us with an exasperated exhale. “Anything open? I haven’t eaten in a day.”
“You haven’t eaten?” I asked. “I can give you some food and water.”
“Could you? Oh my God, please.”
“Where are you from, son?” Martin asked.
“Los Angeles,” he replied.
“Are you headed east?” Martin asked.
The man shook his head. “West. Back home. Trying to get in touch with my wife and kids. I haven’t been able to. Do you guys know anything about what’s going on in LA?”
I shook my head. “We’re coming from Texas. And you’re going home from?”
“A business trip. I was in DC when a hurricane it. It was bad. It took nearly a day to evacuate. Everything is flooded. I’ve been taking back roads and changing directions to avoid anything.”
“By that you mean?” Martin asked.
“Storms. Rain. Hail. You name it. There was a massive storm around Louisville. I had to keep going south to get away from it. I swear it was following me. I have never seen rain like that. It was like buckets poured from the sky.”
Louisville was northeast of us.
I asked, “Anything since?”
“This is the first clear sky I have seen,” he replied. “It’s actually kind of freaky. Where are you folks headed?”
“East,” Martin answered.
“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. Nothing is there,” he said. “Nothing. It seemed like everywhere was hit with something. I ran into so much. This is my third car.”
“You’re very fortunate,” Martin told him. “Very.”
I wanted to tell him he was headed into the same thing going west, but I didn’t. I thanked him for his information then excused myself to get him a care package of food.
A few minutes earlier he could have followed Alice.
I suppose while I was gone, Martin filled him in. At least I hoped he did.
That would be unfair to send him west without telling him what we did see.
It was a strange exchange when we said goodbye to the man. We wished him luck and fed him. He had the same apprehension toward us as we had toward him. It was an even exchange of glances, both looking at each other as if to say, ‘you’re headed into a hopeless situation.’
East. West. North. South.
Despite the respite of the sunny sky in Sikeston, it didn’t matter what direction we took, I wondered if everything was hopeless.




FIFTEEN – SLIDE
The woman’s scream.
A deep, gurgling scream for help.
“Oh, God, help!” she cried out.
It only grew worse, just when I thought Walter’s smashed car and the arm sticking out would scar me, I was swept up in the tailwind of a funnel. When that topped the car crash for my PTSD, I saw Dooley’s mother’s body.
That would be part of a long list of mental traumas that would beat at me, stay with me and make me second guess why I was still alive.
The scream.
One of many.
It was uneventful for a hundred and fifty miles. A bright sky gave me hope. A sky that bred a radio conversation about Alice’s choice.
Then it started to rain.
Not bad, nothing like the man at the truck stop described, but a steady rain with gray skies.
Gone was the sun, it was a blip of hope and was obliterated.
Were we headed into the worst, leaving the worst or did it even matter?
Lane was driving and he slowed down. He leaned closer to the steering wheel trying to see through the windshield. Even at the fastest speed, those old fashion windshield wipers didn’t clear fast enough.
“What is this,” he said slowing down even more. “Get on the radio. Tell everyone, I don’t know where the road went.”
I was certain there was a better way to put it and that my husband was exaggerating.
“Where did it go?” asked Carlie from the back. “I can’t see it.”
Reese quizzed. “Did we veer off?”
What were they talking about? I didn’t even look at the road, I assumed it was a rain thing, until all I saw was brown ahead of us.
The paved road was covered with thick mud, I could feel the tires spinning.
I wondered if indeed, during the rain, Lane didn’t see a bend in the road and went off the shoulder.
But it was brown and muddy, left to right, for as far as the eye could see.
Before I could call into the radio, Skip called out. He wasn’t driving, like me he was the navigator.
“Hey, everyone, do you think we should stop?” he asked.
Martin replied. “Six of one, half dozen of the other. We can stop, but it might get worse, we also could be headed into the worst of it.”
Lane reached for the radio and took it. “I saw a sign a few miles back. There’s an exit ahead. Can’t be any more than five miles. I say we keep going and get off at the exit.”
Quickly I scanned the map. “That will take us on the interstate.”
“We can’t stay here,” Lane told me.
“Take the exit,” Skip said. “Let’s see if we can get out of this thing. Keep it slow and steady, we don’t need to kick up mud into the engines.”
“Roger that.” Lane returned the radio to me.
“You okay?” I asked,
“Driving in this?” Lane slightly turned his head my way. “Yeah. This is nothing compared to snow in Vermont.”
“That’s true.”
He kept a steady pace. I could feel the RV pull once in a while as the back end fishtailed slightly. The tires sloshed through it causing a strange grinding hum as we moved down the road.
Then even I knew something was wrong. No longer was it just the tires trudging through the thick matter, there was a vibration under the wheels.
I wasn’t a mechanic, but I worried the mud was caught up in our suspension, clogging it.
“What’s going on?” I asked Lane. “What is that?”
He held out his hand for the radio and I handed it to him.
“Hey, Skip,” he radioed. “I think our wheels are getting caked. I’m feeling a vibration.”
“It’s not your RV,” Skip said. “I feel it, too.”
“Me, too,” Martin added.
“What should we do?” Lane asked.
“Keep it steady,” Skip told him. “This can’t go on for—”
Nothing. Transmission just stopped.
“Come again, Skip,” Lane said.
Hiss.
Static.
“Oh my God,” Martin radioed. “Stop. Stop. We lost the bus.”
“What?” Lane asked, then hit the brakes.
The RV slid a good distance, turning sideways some before it came to a halt.
“What’s Pap mean?” Carlie asked. “We lost the bus?”
“How can we lose the bus?” asked Reese.
I held up my hand to the kids. “It probably skidded off the road.”
That was what I thought. After all, what else could it be?
Lane put the RV in gear. “I’m going to see what’s going on.”
Before I could respond, Martin, panicked, called out on the radio. “Lane. Jana. Hurry. We need all the help we can get.”
Lane couldn’t have had time to even process Martin’s request, he opened the door and flew out.
I turned to the kids. “I’ll be right back. Stay put.”
They both nodded at me, agreeing, I opened the door and stepped out.
I expected rain, I even expected the mud. I didn’t expect for my feet to sink and mud to come up past my ankles.
I turned, looking behind me I saw Anita, who had been riding with Martin, by the side of the truck holding on to it as she walked toward the back end.
I didn’t see the bus.
Hands on the RV as my guide, I made my way toward Martin’s truck, thinking once I got to it I would see the bus on the other side of the road.
It took until I reached Martin’s truck before I finally saw the school bus.
The road had given away, it collapsed, and the bus dropped down into what looked like a newly formed river of mud. It flowed violently like lava.
The front third of the bus protruded at a forty-five degree angle, swaying with the current.
“We have to get those people out!” Martin yelled, reaching for something in his truck.
It was hard to even move, let alone walk.
The thick substance was heavy, and I found myself lifting my feet with every step instead of dragging them.
I stood next to Anita, waiting to see what I could do to help.
The door to the bus was open and Skip leaned against the frame. His legs extended to brace himself as he held on to Dooley.
“Hurry!” Skip hollered.
Lane didn’t waste any time, he rushed toward the front end of the bus, stopping at the bumper. He examined it, then turned around. “Wheels are on the road. I need something to break the windshield!”
“Hold on!” Martin yelled.
I watched as he secured a rope to his truck, then tossed the other end to Skip. “Secure that around you and the baby!”
“We need to get the others out, too!” Skip shouted, grabbing the rope.
“We will!” Martin replied. “Just get yourself secure.” He went back to the truck, reaching inside. He returned with a large wrench which he handed to Lane.
It was insane.
The rain pouring down, the mud thickening, the bus swaying and jolting, and there was my husband, large wrench in hand, climbing up the front end of the school bus.
The moment he made it to the hood of the bus, it shifted and jolted. Screams carried out from the inside of the bus.
Martin wasn’t taking any chances. He got another rope, tied that to the truck and tossed it to Lane.
On the hood of the school bus, Lane lay belly down. He caught the rope, but I didn’t see if he actually secured it around his waist, I was too busy trying to take everything in.
“Jana! Anita!” Martin called. “Get near the front of the bus. Get the ones that can get out.”
I nodded and rushed as fast as I could near the bus.
It was frightening how fragile the situation was.
Too much was going on all at once.
Martin was telling Skip he had him and for Skip and Dooley to follow the rope, all while Lane busted the right side of the bus windshield.
The bus jolted again and all I heard were the screams.
“Grab my hand,” Lane hollered, his arm extending through the busted glass. “I got you. Grab it.”
“I have you!” Martin yelled to Skip. “Grab my hand. I have you.”
I couldn’t see everything that was going on. I could only hear.
“That’s it,” Lane said. “I have you. I have you.”
Below him Martin’s words were almost exactly the same.
Both men were pulling a simultaneous rescue.
All I could do was stand there, waiting to do my part.
“Skip’s out,” Anita told me. “Him and Dooley are out.”
I nodded, exhaled in relief then looked up. Rosie’s nine year old grandson was on the tip of the front end of the bus.
He turned his body to climb down feet first. I reached up grabbing on to his legs, then Anita and I helped him to the ground.
Before he was even settled, I saw Rosie’s granddaughter.
If someone were to ask me the exact details of that moment, I would draw a blank. It was a blur.
Martin had successfully guided Skip and Dooley out.
Rosie’s two grandchildren were safe, then just as Rosie made her way over the hood of the bus, it again jolted violently, only this time it dropped.
The bus sunk another three feet into the mud.
It was the bus equivalent of the Titanic. Perched out of its abyss of death, sinking fast. My husband still on the hood of the bus, trying to get people out.
Liza followed after Rosie, and then nothing for a few seconds until we helped Rick off the hood of the bus.
Another tremor of the ground caused the bus to sink even more, and a flow of screams carried to us.
“Lane!” Martin shouted. “Get out of there.”
What? Why was Martin shouting for my husband to get out of there?
I stepped back, rain falling fast against my face. I swiped away the water and my eyes followed the rope from the truck to the bus.
Lane wasn’t on the hood anymore, he was inside.
“Lane!” I screamed.
Another rumble of the ground, and with one final shake, the bus dropped completely. That was when I heard the scream that I would hear the rest of my life.
A woman’s scream. That haunting, frightened scream.
“Oh, God, help!”
Her last cry out.
That was all I heard.
Gone.
Muffled beneath the thick bath of death.
Martin dove for the rope still attached to his truck. His feet slipped in the mud as he tried to hold on.
I was too hysterical. Screaming for my husband who had disappeared with the bus.
Martin pulled as best as he could, then everyone joined him in grabbing on to that rope. Even Rosie’s grandchildren. They held on and pulled. The rope veered to the right and everyone gave their all, fighting against the current.
Then I saw an arm.
It extended from the mud, slamming down to the road.
A single arm.
One I recognized.
Lane’s.
I dove forward for it. I couldn’t get a grip on his flesh, but I could grab his sleeve.
I couldn’t even purchase a foothold; the fabric of his shirt was slipping from my grip and my fingers struggled to hold on to something. Then Martin lunged down next to me and reached into the mud.
The two of us weren’t enough. Lane felt so heavy.
All I could feel was the fabric of his shirt, clutched in my fingers. I don’t recall who else joined in the effort, reaching in, grabbing, adding their strength. Lane’s head emerged from the mud. He gasped and coughed, and when he did, Martin latched on, lifting him.
I was useless. I didn’t have the strength, I realized when Rick moved me out of the way and reached into the mud.
My fingers slipped from my husband’s shirt.
But they had him.
It took both men to lift him, but they did, and it wasn’t just Lane.
In his arms was a woman, Colleen.
My husband was conscious, but she wasn’t. As they pulled both of them out of the mud river, Lane released his grip on her and scooted back. Her limp body sunk into the mud that covered the road.
Was she breathing?
She didn’t look like it.
Anita sprang into action, kneeling at the side of the woman. She opened her mouth, and using her fingers, scooped stuff out of the woman’s mouth.
The moment was frantic, I felt it in my bones, heart beating out of control.
I was still processing everything. I went from happy and grateful that my husband was alive to fearful and worried about the woman Anita worked to resuscitate.
In the span of two hours, we went from hopeful with sunny skies to death.
It was so hard to process, and I wasn’t sure I ever would. Would we, like Alice, have been safer going back? In my determination to go east, was I leading us into the worst of it?
The moment at hand was a whirlwind.
Anita desperately trying to revive a life while reconciling that we had just lost six more people.
Six people gone, never to be found, buried in that school bus at the bottom of that muddy river of hell.




SIXTEEN – HOSING DOWN
Colleen didn’t drown as much as she choked. Despite Anita’s best efforts, she wasn’t able to revive her.
Another person gone.
How did we get to this point?
At least, in my mind, I believed Alice and the others were safe. I had to believe that. Our pilgrimage had become deadly.
There was no way to know what was going on or which direction was best. The exit ahead of us Lane had suggested didn’t take us directly to the interstate, it took us to answers as to what had happened.
I didn’t realize how close to the Mississippi we actually were until we crossed it and saw how high and raging it was. Whatever storm burst through it caused massive flooding and mudslides of astronomical proportions.
I feared that we would run into more flooding or mud, thankfully we didn’t.
Our thirty person, five vehicle caravan had been reduced to thirteen people, two vehicles and six horses.
I don’t know how we managed to keep them healthy and fine.
My anxiety level was up looking at the map. It was a logistical nightmare for possible flooding.
We were right smack dab in the middle of an upside down horseshoe of water.
The Mississippi to the west, Ohio and Tennessee rivers to our north and the Kentucky lakes to the east.
Pushing through meant going another forty miles. Everyone was cold, wet and dirty. We needed to stop, but I just wanted to get beyond the lake.
Everything just seemed flattened as we drove through. Overturned cars, billboards lay on the road. It was hard to believe with all we had been through, it was still early in the day.
The sky didn’t give any indication of the time.
It remained gray and, in that pre-storm looking state.
My estimate by looking at the map was, if we stopped for ninety minutes, we could get another two hundred miles in before it would get too dark to travel.
We needed that two hundred miles, because at the point where we took a break, we still had six hundred miles to go.
Six hundred miles and eighteen hours until Ares.
Suddenly, I felt the time crunch. We could do it; I was no longer confident it would be without incidents that would slow us down and hold us back.
I expressed my worries to Lane, our voices now had dropped to a whisper, and we had added another six people to the RV.
“We could cut that you know,” Lane said. “Cut the trip by a good hundred miles.”
“How?”
“Take the interstate.”
“There’s nowhere to go, Lane, if something hits. We would have no cover.”
“I know. But we could make better speed.”
My plan to stay on the secondary roads and avoid the highways didn’t seem so plausible when faced with the time constraints.
I knew there was some hope for possible answers when the red blinking stop light greeted us when we pulled into the town of Princeton, Kentucky.
It was a small town, historic looking. The windows of the shops on the main drag were boarded up. Homes we had passed had done the same. We even saw a few people walking, they looked at us as we passed.
“What do you want to do?” Lane asked.
I pointed to a lot and we pulled over. It was a parking lot to a church, oddly one of three churches in that block. All different denominations.
A church would be a good start. There was power, so hopefully there was water.
It was my hope to find a spigot outside of one of the buildings.
We had bottles and there was water in the RV, but it wasn’t enough to get the mud off of everyone.
It was kind of heartbreaking, seeing the beauty of the small town. The historic buildings marked with plaques, knowing they were bracing for something that was stronger than the boards they put up.
We all unloaded from the RV and the truck, it was warm, even with the overcast sky. Anita and Skip stayed with the kids while Lane, Martin, Rick and I looked for a source of water. I carried a pot and headed toward the nearest church. We had pulled in the back lot and were behind the building. There had to an outdoor faucet somewhere.
My skin was tight, and it pinched from the dried mud. I was in a half bent over position looking at the bottom of the building when the man called out to me.
“Are you alright?”
I stood upright and turned around.
“Oh, my, what happened to you?” he asked.
“We ran into a massive mudslide,” I said. “There’s a whole group of us. Just …” I lifted my pot. “Trying to get some water to clean up.”
“And you think that pot is going to be enough?”
“I doubt it.”
“Gather your people, come on in, we’ll get you cleaned up,” he said.
“There are thirteen of us.”
“That’s okay. Gather your people.” He pointed to the back entrance of the church. “I’ll meet you inside.”
At a quick pace, I walked back over to the others and told them about the man who invited us to the church. No one even questioned it. We were all grateful and just needed to get the mud from us.
I didn’t even think about cleaning up the RV, that could happen while we traveled.
For the time being, we needed to take a break, get clean and clear our minds. Our motley and dirty crew made our way to the church.
✽✽✽
 
Reverend Barrows was the pastor of the First Presbyterian Church, and he brought us to a back room where there were stacks and stacks of clothes for their upcoming bazaar.
“Didn’t know if you needed clothes, please help yourself.”
We all found something to wear and then he handed out bars of soap and towels, attached a garden hose to the stationary tub in the basement, and we all took turns getting hosed down. For most of us, splashing our faces wasn’t going to do it.
The only two who didn’t need to hose down were Carlie and Reese, they only had a few specks of mud here and there.
They joined the reverend above while we scrubbed down in the floor below.
The cleanup process took forty minutes of our time. I kept justifying it in my mind that we’d make up for it by taking the interstate for a little while.
Once we were all finished, we met them upstairs in the church banquet hall.
I felt so much better, my skin wasn’t tight, and the smell of fresh coffee was welcoming.
As he poured the coffee Reverend Barrows told us he was there at the church waiting for his crew to begin the near impossible task of boarding up the windows. He hadn’t been there all day and we had good timing. He and a few others had been working nonstop preparing the houses.
“It’s coming,” he said. “James Peirce does the weather for WSMV out of Nashville. He’s a local boy who had been communicating with his father up until about four hours ago when we lost all phones and cells.”
Hearing him say that gave me the first twinge of relief. Finally, we were going to hear something other than chatter on the radio. The internet information was bits and pieces.
In my ignorance I told him I thought the storms came from the west.
“Apparently, you don’t know about the hurricanes, do you?” he asked. “The East Coast, southeast, has just been battered. Hurricanes that dwarf any other in history. Hitting inland when it shouldn’t. The one we’re bracing for buried the entire state of Louisiana. It’ll be here,” he said. “Probably in the next six hours.”
Martin asked, “What do you know about the West Coast? We’ve been really out of contact for two days.”
“Typhoons up and down the West Coast,” he replied. “Massive tornados, dust storms, water funnels. They hit repeatedly from what James said. Ever hear the saying lightning doesn’t strike twice. Well, that doesn’t apply to this.”
“Has James been updating you on all the weather?” I asked.
The Reverend nodded. “He has. We’re bracing for the incoming. So should you. Stow your vehicles, and you’re welcome to stay here or we have a community shelter at the courthouse, in the old fallout shelter.”
“We’re traveling east,” I told him. “Trying to make it to a safe zone.”
“You’ll be traveling across a mine field,” he said. “Do you think that’s wise? You have the children to think about.”
Lane questioned. “From what you’ve been told is it safe out west? I mean is it over there?”
Reverend Barrows lifted his hand a bit and shrugged. “I haven’t a clue. I really don’t. It’s in God’s hands. He’s in control.”
“You think this is God’s end?” I questioned.
“I can’t really say it’s His end, but maybe he’s doing a little cleansing. I really don’t like to think that.”
“This is man’s doing,” I said. “An experiment gone bad. Trying to use weather manipulation as a weapon.”
“That is very science fiction and farfetched,” he said.
I wanted to snap back that it wasn’t as farfetched as God’s ending, but I didn’t. Not only because he showed us kindness, but who was I really to say. Man may had started it, but maybe it was God who said, “Okay, okay, enough.’
He wasn’t a man to be argued with or debated with. He was good and deserved our respect and thanks.
He took time out of his day and away from helping his town to help us.
As our break there neared the end, town residents showed up to help out at the church. I wish we could have stayed and helped even a little. We just didn’t have the time.
I mean … we could have stayed.
I even spoke to Lane about it. He was good with whatever I wanted to do.
The town was so peaceful and calm, they had it together with their heads on their shoulders. A part of me even thought about accepting the offer to stay. To brace for the storm in a town that was well prepared. But I wasn’t sure the town would survive the impending storm, let alone Ares if it followed the next day.
I just knew, despite the reverend imploring us to stay, it wasn’t an option. A huge storm was coming, and we needed to move out.
We spent the next hour getting that break we needed. The kids ran around as if nothing out of the ordinary had been happening. I envied the innocence and lack of fear the kids all possessed. Too young to know any better, or maybe just too young to be scared.
I tried to get as much information as I could from the Reverend about what he knew. He and another man from the town looked at my map. Neither saw any reason why we couldn’t stay on the highway, at least for a hundred miles or so. Nothing directly east of us was hit, and if we timed it right we would miss that massive hurricane roaring its way north.
Anything he could tell us would be and was helpful. I was eternally grateful for his help and willingness to lend a hand to a group of mud covered strangers.
I truly hoped he and his town would weather the storm … literally. We left and hit the road, fearful of what lay ahead, but ready to face it because the reverend’s information and guidance had us moving forward a little less blindly.




SEVENTEEN - DIAMONDS FROM THE SKY
“Then what?” Carlie asked.
It was a strange question, one not laced with preteen sarcasm, she was genuinely curious. Just a kind of out of the blue question after a ten minute stop. Martin had decided to take a break driving, leaving Rick and Anita in the truck, while he joined us in the RV. I had thought about it myself, the ‘then what’, but I saw it as a bridge to cross when we got there.
She wasn’t talking about the immediate future she was asking about what we would do after the threat of the storm was over.
Then what.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I mean I don’t see us living in the bomb shelter. Maybe we will all be part of a new community.”
“Why?” asked Carlie. “Why can’t we go home after the threat is over?”
“Is it going to be over?” questioned Lane. “I mean, if this weather bomb story is real, is it going to be over, or did they mess up the weather forever?”
I gave a sharp look to him. “What do you mean … if? Of course, it’s a weather bomb.”
Reese spoke up. “Didn’t you say they tried to fix it?”
I nodded. “Yeah, and we saw that.”
“Maybe they did,” Reese said. “Maybe not everywhere, but maybe they fixed it and it only shows in small places like that one place today with the sun.”
“Maybe.”
“Hey, Aunt Jana,” Carlie leaned forward at the table. “Do you think our mom is watching and sees this all?”
“Probably. I know she’s seeing it all.”
“You think she’ll wait to come back?”
Martin grumbled.
Carlie looked back at him. “What’s wrong Pap?”
“Just this … you’re talking about your mom on Mars.”
“What about it?” she asked.
Before Martin could say anything, I did. “Your Pap hated the idea of her going.”
“Damn it, Jana,” Martin snapped. “Don’t put words in my mouth. That’s not it and you know it.”
Innocently, Carlie glanced at her grandfather. “What is it then, Pap?”
“Carlie, the Mars thing. I hate that you have been lied to.”
“Who lied to me?” Carlie asked. “And what did they lie about?”
“Jana wasn’t honest with you,” Martin said.
All expression dropped from my face. Was he really picking this moment, in the middle of the world falling apart, to tell Carlie her mother not only didn’t want her, but was probably dead from one of the many natural disasters?
“What did she lie about?” Carlie looked at me. “What did you lie about?”
“I have no idea what he’s talking about,” I said. “He said I wasn’t honest. Not lie. Big difference. Pap is an old man. He’s not making sense. And really, it’s probably something dumb. I mean, cause if he was going to tell you something serious and earth shattering why would he do it right now.” I shifted my eyes to Martin. “When we are in the middle of all this.”
“You’re right,” Martin said humbled. “I wouldn’t do that or pick now. It’s silly and dumb. Aunt Jana lied to you about … about something silly and little. You tell her Jana, you’re good with stories.”
“Oh, I know what he’s talking about.” I waved out my hand. “I know what you’re talking about. I did lie to you, Jana, but that’s only because I didn’t want you to get your hopes up. You know they have these special spaceships up there that go back and forth from earth and Mars. Your mom was thinking of coming back and working out of Wyoming, but she couldn’t catch the flight in time.”
“It’s a good thing, isn’t it?” Carli asked. “Or she wouldn’t be safe up there.”
“Yes. It’s a good thing,” I replied looking at Martin, then turned around back in the seat to stare forward.
I understood why he wanted to be honest with the kids. It was just bad timing. Martin didn’t have any love lost for my sister. When the private investigator found her and she didn’t want to come back, he washed his hands of her.
I often wondered if something snapped. If I could have seen her, talked to her, I would know. She was my sister.
Lane and I went to look for her. We went while Martin had the kids for a visit, and we found the ‘off the grid’ commune. A big piece of land, they farmed it and lived in trailers. It was fenced off and two men stood guard.
They weren’t mean or disrespectful. In fact, when I told them who we were they went to get her. I watched as they walked to a trailer, saw just a snippet of my sister as she peeked through the door.
She didn’t want to see us.
I mourned her, even though she was alive, I mourned the loss of my sibling.
My love for her was still there and I believed she would return for them. I never wanted her children to hate her.
That was why I told the Mars story.
“Are we going to stop soon?” Carlie asked.
Lane replied. “We just did, an hour ago.”
“I’m ready to drive again,” Martin said.
“We’re getting off the interstate soon,” Lane told him. “We’ll pause then.”
My husband was right about the interstate. It did save us time; we were able to move steadily at a good pace. There was a lot of lightning, a few claps of thunder, but no rain. It was coming, I knew it, I just didn’t know when. I kept feeling like we were playing Russian roulette with the weather. There was nothing around, left or right.
“It was a good call,” I reached over and grabbed his hand. “It really was.”
“Maybe if you look at the map again, we can find a good area to hit it again farther east,” Lane suggested.
“I can do that. I just wish I knew the track of the storm the Reverend mentioned. I’m just grateful we avoided bad weather, we’d be out luck if something hit. There’s nowhere around to take cover.”
“There’s always an overpass,” Martin said.
“Yeah, but how safe are they? We’ve been lucky.” Those words just slipped from my mouth when I heard the first tap.
A single tap on the roof of the RV. I raised my eyes when another occurred, then another.
“What is that?” I asked.
Soon it was steady, stronger and louder. I went from looking up to looking ahead.
It looked like snow, but I knew it wasn’t. Each piece was frighteningly too big to be snow and every single particle that fell from the sky, grew heavier by the second. Pinging sounds turned into thumps, then bangs.
I heard the click as one hit the windshield and a tiny crack occurred. They weren’t just coming down hard, they were coming down fast.
“Look!” Reese called out. “Look, they’re sparking.”
Thinking, ‘they’re what?’ I looked out the window and sure enough, on the side of the road where there was grass and the hail landed with a fierce connection causing sparks to ignite.
“Is that possible?” I asked. “How is that possible?”
“Friction,” Lane replied.
Wham!
A chunk of ice, the size of a brick landed on the hood of the RV
It startled us all and Lane swerved, causing the RV to glide across the highway.
“Lane!” I yelled, as if my scream was going to help matters.
“It’s slick, it’s really slick.”
Martin reached up. “Give me the radio.”
I handed it to him.
“Lane, overpass ahead. Stop there.” Martin instructed. “Rick, we’re stopping under the overpass.”
“Thank God,” Rick responded.
Lane decreased his speed; it was the only way to maneuver on the increasingly slick road.
Once we found sanctuary under the overpass, it seemed as if the hail let up.
Still, the result of the fast blast left a layer of rocky looking, white objects in various sizes on the highway.
We all stepped from the vehicles.
“Let it melt,” Martin said. “It won’t be long. It has to be ninety degrees.”
There was something about everyone’s expression that screamed we were all over it. Just another delay, just another irritation.
Rosie stood with her two young grandchildren near the edge of the ice. The youngest, Marta played with Dooley, both of them reaching down and touching the substance.
“They sparkle,” Marta said innocently. “Like diamonds.”
“Yes, they do,” Rosie said. “All different. Very pretty.”
There we were, standing there with another road above us, the hail stopped falling, but we were stalled due to the conditions of the road.
We had almost made it across the interstate with few problems. We cut some time but were losing it as we waited for the road to be passible.
Everyone kind of paired off but Liza.
Lane and I stood by the RV. Carlie and Reese, like Rosie’s grandchildren were enthralled by the ice. Something they had never seen.
Martin talked with Anita. Skip was checking on the vehicles for damage, and Rick and Liza stood off alone. I didn’t think anything about it.
Skip lifted one of the gas cans we had filled back in Princeton. He shook the one and replaced it. “What’s our mile count, Jana?” he asked.
I looked at Lane. “Bowling Green was our get off the interstate point. How far were we from there?”
“Fifteen miles.”
I glanced back at Skip. “About four seventy-five.” I looked down to my watch. “A little over fifteen hours.”
“That’s doable. Time wise.” Skip wiped his hand on the side of his pants. “I’m worried about the gas. We have enough for maybe another fill up of one vehicle and half for another. Where are you sitting gas wise?”
Lane answered. “We have a half tank.”
“Rick?” Skip asked.
“Truck has a little above a quarter,” Rick replied.
“Then let’s add ten gallons to the truck,” Skip said. “We have to watch. We may need to ditch the truck, hitch the trailer to the RV and pack us all in there.”
“This,” Liza spoke up. “Is totally fucking insane.”
“Whoa, hey, now,” Skip said. “Language. We have five kids here.”
I assumed, probably like everyone else, Liza was talking about the weather. She was pretty good natured the whole trip, supplying food and things from the diner. Why would she be talking about anything else?
“Yeah,” I said. “It is pretty crazy. I’ve never seen hail like this.”
“You really are in your own world.” Liza turned and faced me.
“I’m sorry. Excuse me?” I thought she was making a sarcastic joke I wasn’t getting.
“You just have no clue,” said Liza. “You just keep leading us to nowhere. How many more people have to die because of this crazy idea?”
Lane stepped forward. “That is not fair.”
“Wow.” I was kind of shocked over her saying that. I wasn’t expecting it, not at all. “Liza, why didn’t you go with Alice, then? She left. She asked if anyone wanted to go. Why didn’t you leave with her?”
“I don’t know. I just … I just didn’t think about it until that mud took so many.”
“That mud is not my fault.”
“This whole road trip is your fault.”
I shook my head, staying calm. “No, it’s not. It’s not fair of you to blame this on me. There are only two people here who didn’t have a choice to be here, that’s Carlie and Reese. Everyone else is here by choice. Everyone. And everyone has the choice to leave. Excuse me.” I turned slightly, opening the RV door and stepping inside.
The second I walked into the sanctity of my RV, I stood in the center of the living area, arms folded tight. I could feel my insides shake some. My response to Liza was calm but defensive, but it didn’t really hit me until I walked away, what was said by her.
I sighed out, peering around the RV, the dirt that remained from the mud, even though everyone tried to clean while on the road.
I didn’t hear the door close, probably because Lane followed me in. I really didn’t know he had been standing there until he spoke.
“I know you, you know,” he said.
I released a single airy laugh. “I should hope so.”
“I know you and I know that bothered you. I’m sorry she said those things.”
“Me, too.” I faced him.
“Although … you told her everyone has the choice to leave …” he smiled. “You didn’t say how. But, through all this, one person speaking out because they’re scared isn’t bad. Don’t hold that against her. I really don’t think she meant it.”
I shrugged. “Who knows? I feel horrible enough about those we lost, I do. I guess I don’t show it.”
“You show it differently. You are focused on the kids and me. Well, I hope you’re focusing on me. How are you feeling?”
“What? Why are you asking me that?”
“Because it wasn’t long ago you got carried away by a tornado. After you saved that baby. I think Liza may have forgotten that.”
“I’m okay. Sore, but nothing I can’t handle.”
“I have something for you.” He lifted his finger to tell me to wait and then he went to the back of the RV. He returned with his hand behind his back,
“What are you doing?”
“Well, I had some help from the reverend getting this. He knew exactly where I could get it. And low and behold, look at the brand.” Lane pulled a bottle of bourbon out from behind his back. The label read, Ten High, and it made me laugh.
Ten High it was our booze of choice when we were first married, and it was all we could afford.
He moved closer, opening it as he did. “I figured you could use a drink of something other than that crappy expensive stuff.”
“Oh, you bet.” I took the bottle as Lane reached into the cupboard for one of the plastic cups. I poured some in as soon as he handed it to me, taking a sip. “Oh, yeah, this is much better.” I gave him the cup.
He waved his hand. “I’m driving. You drink.”
“I’ll keep it in my bag. We should do a taste test with Martin.”
“That … is a great idea.”
I brought the cup to my lips, staring over the rim to my husband. “You’re the best.”
“I love you, Jana, you know that, right?”
“Of course. I love you.”
“Even though you thought I was having an affair with my horse ...”
“That was funny.”
“Yeah, it was. Listen. Things are tough. We don’t know what’s ahead or behind us,” Lane said. “I can say for certain, none of this is your fault. You got that?”
I nodded.
“You were wrong on one thing.”
“What was that?” I asked.
“You said only Carlie and Reese didn’t have a choice. That’s not true. I didn’t have a choice. I always said I’d follow you to the end of the world. Well, here we are,” Lane said with so much sincerity. “And I wouldn’t want it any other way.”




EIGHTEEN – THE CALM BEFORE
The reality of how bad things had gotten and how fortunate we were hit me when we drove around Bowling Green.
The hailstorm spread far and wide, the smoke rose high in the sky from Bowling Green, joining the already dark clouds. I couldn’t be sure if it was the hailstorm or maybe lightning that started the massive fires there. But it lit up the area adding an eerie orange light to the smoke hovering over the highway. There was no true daylight. The farther we drove it went from looking like we were stuck in some wildfire escape route to a dreary winter evening.
First hail, now heavy raindrops that looked as if they were snowflakes, big and slushy, melting immediately as soon as they landed.
At the point when we passed Bowling Green, we had fourteen hours remaining on the clock. Not that Ares, if it was to happen, was following a strict schedule, but it was something to go by.
Looking at the sky, the way the rain fell and wind blew, I wondered if we even had fourteen hours left.
I swore I saw yet another launch. Another explosion in the sky of bright lights, tons of them. Did they launch another storm counterattack?
I showed Lane, he didn’t know. He wasn’t convinced what we had seen earlier in the day was a Jupiter launching.
Maybe if it was a second launch, maybe … it would work.
We couldn’t take a chance.
It was a group decision to push it.
To go as long as we could for as far as we could. We needed to make our way back to Interstate Sixty-four to meet the rescue teams that waited. That was if Julius was honest about having teams waiting for as long as possible.
I still held on to that twinge of doubt since he denied my accidental call.
The plan was to travel as much as possible to the point where we could rest. The final leg of the journey would be short and in one vehicle, just cross over the New River Gorge and enter the valley of safety.
We were able to get a little more gas seventy miles outside of Bowling Green, and that was the last place we went through that had power.
The grid was down everywhere.
We forged forward through the darkness. Slowing down at some points to a crawl. But it reached a point where we couldn’t go any farther. Everyone was tired and hungry and while I wasn’t a weather expert, I was certain we were on the outskirts of a massive hurricane that had made landfall.
The one Reverend Barrows had told us about.
The wind was too much, pushing the RV and making it hard to steer.
We took refuge in an equipment rental warehouse. A large vertical steel plank building. Inside there were steel support beams and a concrete slab floor.
Martin said it was probably prefabricated, but it was sturdy. If his barn withstood a twister, so could the warehouse.
I started to think the horses suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder. They acted disoriented and moved around a lot when the wind hit hard.
The metal siding whapped and rattled with each gust.
We were close.
There was seven hours to Ares. That was if it didn’t occur earlier.
We had maybe an hour’s drive. Another hour in case we got lost. If I factored in a half an hour to pack up, that would give us five good hours to rest. We needed it and we needed the morning light as well. It was too anxiety inducing driving in the pitch black with the weather as bad as it was.
The concrete floor was cold, and we did the best to block the chill for the kids.
Carlie lay on a sleeping bag, Reese on a blanket with his head on my lap.
He was passed out. I didn’t know how he slept like that, with all the noise. The blasting thunder, the sides of the warehouse shaking and the horses crying out every so often.
Yet, he wasn’t the only one asleep. Maybe the racket served as some sort of white noise.
“We’ll be here another couple hours.” I poured some Ten High bourbon in the glass for Lane. “Have some, relax, try to sleep. You’re a big guy, one shot isn’t going to faze you.”
“I’m not that big.” He took it.
I noticed Lane’s eyes glancing up and I looked behind me. Martin was standing there.
“Is that …” Martin pointed to the bottle. “Ten High?”
“It is,” I replied. “Do you want some?”
“Good heavens, why aren’t you drinking the Old Rip Van?”
“It’s really bad.”
“No, it’s not. You guys are just so used to cheap booze.”
Lane asked as he stood. “I’ll go grab it for you.”
“Thank you,” Martin replied.
“It’s yours anyhow.”
Stop.
Lane realized what he said, and he froze in the middle of opening the RV door.
I cringed, looked at Martin then Lane. My husband lifted his shoulders some, cringing as well, then went into the RV.
“That bottle is the one from my house?” Martin asked.
“It was not broken,” I said.
“And you opened it?” His voice raised some.
“In our defense, we thought you were dead.”
“Jana, do you even realize how much that was worth?”
“Yeah, but it’s the apocalypse,” I defended. “It’s not worth anything.”
“Wrong,” Martin said. “If this really is the end of the world, that can be worth plenty in a barter.”
“Martin, please,” I snickered. “The type of people that will be bartering will exchange the same amount for that as they will Ten High.”
“Unbelievable.” He watched Lane walked out of the RV and hand him the bottle. “Thank God, there is three quarters left.”
“Is that why you came over?” I asked. “To bitch about us taking your bottle.”
“No, what the heck, Jana. I just found out this was mine. I came over to talk to you. Can you talk?”
It was an ‘uh-oh’ moment. I really thought I had done something wrong. “Sure,” I said.
“Out of ear shot of the kids.”
“Um, yeah.” I gently lifted Reese’s head from my lap. Lane handed me a gym bag to serve as a pillow for him. I exchanged my leg for the bag and stood.
“This way,” Martin said.
I grabbed my bottle of Ten High and followed.
“Never knew you to be a big drinker.” Martin pointed to the bottle.
“I’m not, it’s extenuating circumstances. What’s up?”
“First, how are you feeling?” Martin asked.
“I’m fine. Not as sore as I was.”
“Good. Emotionally?”
“I’m fine.”
“Just gonna ask you not to hold what Liza said against you. She feels bad.”
“I know,” I replied. “And I don’t. I really don’t. I probably would be the same way. Is this why you pulled me over here?”
“No, I need to apologize to you.”
“Me?” I asked, shocked. “Why?”
“For nearly calling you out over the Mars story.”
“Oh, don’t worry about it.” I waved out my hand then brought my bottle to my lips. “It’s fine. It’s still new to you.”
“I just think I need to explain to you why it bothers me.”
“Because it’s a lie?”
Martin shook his head. “No. Carlie and Reese, they’re my grandkids. I love them. I love them more than you can understand because it’s just a … a real different type of love. You and Lane have taken them kids, you have loved them, cared for them, walked the floors with them. For half Carlie’s life and nearly all of Reese’s. I get you not wanting to bad mouth your sister. I do. It’s your sister. But to glorify her in the eyes of those kids, she doesn’t deserve that love and admiration. You may feel differently. That’s how I feel, and I love you and Lane for all that you have done.”
“Thank you. Martin, why are you telling me this right now?”
Martin glanced down to his expensive bottle of bourbon and uncapped it. He sniffed it and smiled. “Life has little pleasures, and you have to breathe in each one as if it is your last. No missed moments, you know. When Bobby was killed, my only child, I thought I would die. I didn’t get that chance to say goodbye, but he left me those kids. Reese looks just like him and Carlie acts like him. So, in a way I still have my son. I’m just rambling like an old man, you know.”
I shook my head and watched him take a swig right out of that bottle. “No, I don’t. This isn’t you. What is going on?”
‘We’re what? Forty some miles away from crossing the crest into what is supposed to be a safe area.”
“Yes.” I nodded. “Are you worried about that?”
“You done good, kid. Whether there is safety on the other side of that ridge, remains to be seen. But whatever is there, we will make the best of it. I’m not worried about that ridge or what’s over it.”
“Then what is it?” I asked.
“Take a listen. Just take a listen to what’s going on outside.”
I didn’t really need to listen; I had been hearing the clamoring of the wind and thunder so loud it vibrated the ground.
“You hear that?” he asked.
“I do.”
“I told you, I have been in and seen a lot of storms in my lifetime. Lots of twisters and a few hurricanes. In all my years, I have never seen what we have come against on the road, and I have never heard anything like what is happening outside these walls.” Martin paused looking up to the roof when a loud bang rang out, and it sounded as if something ricocheted against it. “I don’t know what the morning is gonna bring or what we’ll face, but I know and feel in my gut,” he said. “It won’t be good.” 




NINETEEN – THE STORM
Was it Ares? I had to question because it was possible. Julius had given me a twenty-four hour period after the Jupiter rectification that Ares would hit. He was wrong about the first storm, that came early, why wouldn’t Ares.
I didn’t want to be there in that warehouse, not in a place so vulnerable. The town had been empty, evacuated possibly. We could try to find a home, find a basement somewhere, but from what Julius described, Ares would be the mother of all storms. A massive front made up of every storm that was generated by Jupiter, joined together to wreak some final havoc upon our planet.
The way it sounded, the wind not letting up, I was certain any attempts to thwart Ares were in vain. The first and even the second launch I swore I saw.
Although we took a break, the storm never did. Water began seeping through the doors of the warehouse as we packed up to leave. I was frightened by what we would find outside, but we didn’t have a choice.
We were so close to safety, we had to move. For our wellbeing, we couldn’t stay there any longer.
Our voices were loud, it was the only way to be heard over the storm. The gas gauge on the truck was sitting just above E, and the RV wasn’t doing much better.
With any luck, we would get out of that portion of the storm with both vehicles and only have to make it over the bridge in the RV.
Not far from the bridge was where Julius said rescue crews would be waiting.
Yet, why weren’t we safe? Why were we getting battered?
It didn’t make sense.
Wasn’t the safe area between the Appalachian and Allegheny Mountains, we were technically on the Appalachian mountain.
Everyone loaded in, we pulled the vehicles close to the warehouse doors and Martin stepped out to open them.
I got out of the RV as well, despite Lane asking me not to.
I had to see.
I needed to see what we were up against.
As Martin slid the door to the right, the wind caught it, sending it fast and furiously off the hinge.
The rain fell like buckets were pouring down and it was sideways. The wind came in gusts, it wasn’t steady and that was a good thing.
“We have twelve miles to the gorge,” I said to Martin. “Will the truck make it?”
“Yes, then I’ll leave it.”
“Just get on Sixty-four,” I told him. “We need to be on that highway.”
Martin nodded and peered out of the warehouse. It was morning and not pitch black, but still dark.
I rushed to return to the RV. It was so quiet in there. No one made a sound; they were cramped and frightened.
“How’s it look?” Lane asked.
I shook my head.
“How far do we have?”
“Twelve miles to the bridge,” I replied. “After that we just need to get down the mountain into the valley. The safe zone.”
“How high is this bridge, Jana?” Lane asked.
“I don’t know. Why?”
“There might be a problem with the wind and the rain. But …” He put the RV in gear and started pulling forward when Martin pulled from the warehouse. “At this point, we really don’t have a choice.”
We didn’t.
We had to move forward.
I honestly didn’t know how high the bridge was. It was one of several that crossed over the New River. But we were headed into the New River Gorge National Park,
The New River ran between this huge gorge within the Appalachian Mountains. I knew the gorge was wide and deep. So much so that there were several lookouts in the park to absorb and get pictures of the breathtaking view.
Something inside of me kept saying it wasn’t going to be breathtaking, it was going to be a breath holding experience.
We pulled out slowly from the warehouse, the thunder clapped loudly followed by flashes of lightning. It was a steady pace. Three roars of thunder, two seconds later came three flashes of light.
The water on the road was at least six inches. Debris rolled across in front of us: tree limbs, paper, planks of wood, signs and remnants of buildings that had taken a hit.
We moved slowly out of Crow, West Virginia; we didn’t really have a choice. I couldn’t figure out where the water was coming from.  I knew there was a series of creeks that ran along Interstate sixty-four. Farley’s was the largest of them even then it wasn’t big enough to cause this much water.
Then Lane pointed out there was a small lake a few miles south of Crow. Had so much water fallen that the lakes had swelled this much or did the water just have nowhere to go? I never understood flooding.
It was four miles to the highway, for some reason I had this idea that once we reached the highway everything would be alright. Or at least once we hit the mountains and started increasing elevation. Then I thought about the bridge. It was nowhere near as high as the huge scenic one, but it was still a bridge, and I knew how the wind swept around those.
We made it farther than I expected when Martin didn’t use the radio, but instead, put on the blinkers and pulled over to the side of the road. I knew he was out of gas. He made a radio call he was puttering on the last fumes.
He got out of the truck wearing a baseball cap and he lifted his hood, walking with shoulders hunched in the rain to the driver’s window of the RV.
“Gonna check the horses and I’ll be right in. How are you doing on gas?” he asked.
“We have just above a quarter tank,” Lane answered. “We’re good.”
Martin walked away from the window. Lane looked at the side view mirror, watching him, then I looked at mine. Two mirrors were anchored by the window, a round one on top and square one on the bottom. I couldn’t see Martin until he walked from the back.
He got into the RV and said all was good.
But it wasn’t.
He was soaking wet, and the temperature had dropped drastically.
“Just um,” Martin lowered his voice. “Try your best to go a little faster, I am not liking the look of that cloud.”
I glanced out the windshield, he had to be referring to the thick black monster that hovered awfully low. The bottom of it had arms of dark cloud matter that seemed to reach out and whip about.
Lane tried to pick up speed, but it was hard the way things rolled across the highway. I suffered major anxiety the closer we drew to the bridge.
I knew we were close. My ears started popping as we began our ascent. The mountainous range was to my right, the other side an open area with the dark cloud looming.
We had to be getting to a safe area. We had to.
Right?
I felt the slight rumbling under my feet, it came from the floor of the RV. I wondered if it was something mechanical. Maybe the tie rod since we had been going through so much debris.
“Do you feel that?” I asked Lane.
“Yeah. Is it the … is it the RV?”
He whispered, barely heard as he glanced sideways at me. “I don’t think so.”
I looked back to the RV, packed with people and supplies. Everyone sat where they could. The children were the only ones strapped in.
A rush of nerves hit me; my heart raced. We literally were putting all of our eggs in one basket, with the people and supplies. With the ground vibrating my anxiety grew worse as I stared ahead to where the four lane highway split to go over the bridge.
We were done if the road gave out on that bridge.
In my mind I prayed, ‘Please don’t let the road give out when we’re on that bridge’
My prayers were answered.
The road gave out before the bridge.
The slight vibration increased to a rumble and Lane hit the gas. The RV didn’t sway, it shook and bounced as if Lane were driving over boulders. His hands gripped the steering wheel and his gaze kept going from forward to the mirror.
“It’s breaking up,” Lane said.
“The RV?’
“No, the road. Behind us, it’s breaking up.”
I wanted to tell him to go faster, but my fear was the road was going to break up all the way to the bridge and beyond. I looked to the rearview mirror, expecting the highway to have dropped into the abyss like some science fiction movie. But it was as Lane described, breaking up behind us. It folded to the pressure of the pouring rain the water coming off the mountain.
The question was at what point would it cease giving away and breaking up?
It stopped, causing us to, as well.
A loud ‘crack’ and the RV jolted hard causing everyone to scream. We tilted back some as if on a ramp.
“Please tell me the front end is not in midair.”
“No, the front end is on the road.” Lane looked over his shoulder. “Everyone alright?”
He didn’t wait for their answer, he opened the door. “Martin, the horses. Jana, get everyone out and on to the road. Please.”
Martin opened up the side back door and stopped. “It’s rocky and wet there, everyone goes out the front way.” Even he came forward, slid over the driver’s seat and got out that way.
I could hear the rain beating down hard on the roof. I hated the thought of having the kids all go outside, but I wasn’t sure the RV was safe, neither was Lane.
The newest vibration and shaking of the RV wasn’t from the road, it was the horses. They clamored loudly enough I heard them over the weather.
“Grab what you can,” I told them. “Get what you can to stay dry as well.” I lifted my hood over my head and opened the door.
The air was so cold and the rain hitting me was frigid and stung. I stepped out on to the road. At the midway point of the RV, the road was broken and crumbled. I stayed by the door, helping everyone out, telling them to get in front of the RV.
Five children, Rosie, Liza, Anita, Rick and Skip stood at the front end of the RV. The children covered in blankets, Dooley resting on Liza’s hip.
We were officially refugees, belongings in hand, and not far from us in the backdrop was the ‘supposed’ salvation.
We were close, across the bridge was not even a mile, and I knew over the ridge before the mountain went down into the valley was a building. A welcoming center.
The safe zone was sixty miles wide, at the end of it was the resort with the bunker, nestled deep into the Allegheny Mountains.
If there really were rescue crews they weren’t that far away.
Skip walked to the front end of the RV, bending down and looking. “I don’t see any real damage. We get this thing out of here; we can be back on the road.” He then walked around to the back of the RV to join Martin and Lane.
I held Carlie and Reese close to me, the blanket that covered them was saturated. I looked up to the sky, it was worse. Thicker, darker … lower.
“I’ll be right back,” I told the kids. “Stay together. Stay near Rosie.”
Walking back, I saw the broken part of the road only extended a few feet into the berm. I was cautious as I walked, careful not to twist an ankle on the rough terrain.
When I reached the back of the RV, I saw one wheel was off the trailer, Skip, with his one good arm was reaching for the hitch and Martin stood at the back of the trailer, holding the reins of two saddled horses.
Martin looked at me as if he were hiding a secret, a shocked expression rushed across his wet face.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“Hitch is bent,” Martin replied. “We can’t free the trailer.”
Lane emerged from the trailer with another horse. “That map of yours, Jana. How far to shelter?”
“Couple miles tops.”
“Good,” Lane answered. “If we need to, we’re gonna double up on the horses. Carlie and Reese can ride together. Martin will take Dooley, the rest will double.”
“How is that supposed to happen?” I asked. “It’s a good idea, but there are six horses and thirteen people. Maybe someone should hold Dooley instead of him being a rider.”
“I am hoping we won’t need to,” Lane said. “Once we get all the horses out of the trailer, it will free the weight up enough that we can move the RV forward out of the hole and get the trailer free.”
“That’s a good plan.” I nodded and reached for the rein of the horse. “I’ll help.”
“We have to move fast,” Martin said. “This storm is getting worse. Something is happening here shortly. Look at the sky.
I peered up, those wispy dark arms at the bottom of the cloud were swirling faster.
Martin and I brought the three horses to the front and I returned to help Lane with the rest. While we did that Martin explained the plan.
The horses were scared I could tell, and I wasn’t even a big horse person. Lane spoke soothingly to them, trying to keep them calm.
We got them all out, saddled up and loaded. The horses would have to make the journey on foot, there was no other choice.
Everyone, the small number of belongings and the horses moved back while Skip guided Lane from the indentation and on to the road.
We were literally fifty feet from the edge of the bridge.
Martin ran back to where Lane worked on the hitch, the rain picked up as well as the wind. Only this time, the wind howled demonically.
When Martin returned, he returned with Skip and immediately helped Reese mount the horse, then Carlie.
“We’re heading out,” Martin shouted over the noise. “We have to. We don’t have time. We have to get to that shelter on the other side of the ridge.”
As if I weren’t even there, Martin started directing who would ride which horse and who would ride with whom.
Everyone had mounted up
The only one without a partner on the horse was Anita and she looked at me, waiting.
When I saw that, I figured Lane had freed the trailer, but if that were the case, why did we risk the children riding a horse on the bridge. The horses didn’t need riders to cross.
Lane finally emerged from the back of the RV.
“Anything?” Martin asked.
Lane shook his head.
“No time. Let’s go. Jana, get up with Anita.”
“Wait. No. What about Lane? Lane rides with Carlie, I’ll ride with Reese, and Anita can ride with Martin and hold Dooley.”
“I can free it, Jana, I am almost there,” Lane said. “But you guys gotta go.” He peered up. “You have to go now.”
“And you’re gonna stay behind and work on the RV?”
“Yes.”
“The hell with the RV, Lane,” I said. “Let’s go.”
“Jana, everything we have. Any means of survival is in that RV.”
“And Ares is coming.” I pointed up. “This has to be it. The start. Leave it.”
“Then what?” Lane asked. “Everything you said is true. The world is wiped out and what do we have to survive? What if this resort isn’t an option?”
“We’ll figure it out.”
“We’re wasting time arguing when I could fix this.” He leaned into me and kissed me. “Get to safety. If I can’t get it, I’ll run for it or take cover in the woods. I’ll be fine.”
He spun around and raced to the back of the RV.
He was right, there wasn’t time. After growling in frustration, I ran to the horse with Reese and Carlie. “You guys need to go.” I told them, reaching up and grabbing each of their hands. “Across the bridge and over the crest is a stone building. A town is another five miles. Go. I love you guys.”
“Aunt Jana …” Carlie wept.
“I’ll be there. I will. I can’t leave Uncle Lane.”
Carlie nodded.
I looked at Reese. “You got this. You’re the champ, my little man. Take the lead.” I backed up. “Go!”
Reese gave a snap of the reins and the horse took off.
“Go!” I waved my hand to the others
Martin stopped before me. “What are you doing?”
“Get them to safety. We’ll be there. I can’t leave him, Martin. I can’t.”
“Don’t waste time,” he said.
I shook my head. “I won’t. I promise. He’ll free it. I know it. Where’s your radio?”
“Inside my coat.”
“Let me know when you’re safe.”
Martin didn’t say anymore, he stared at me for a few seconds, nodded, snapped the reins and trotted off. He picked up speed to be in a leading position with Reese.
Hurrying back to the RV, I opened the door and grabbed my radio, clutching it protectively inside my jacket
I stood there frozen, my other hand over my mouth, holding my breath the entire time they crossed that bridge.
The wind rustling the hood of my jacket was so loud, and with each gust I watched the horses fight the elements, swaying in their stride across the wide open area of that bridge.
It seemed like it took forever for them to cross even with them moving at a good speed.
Waiting and watching, I didn’t move, I didn’t stop looking until I saw them disappear over the crest.
Static.
“We're over the ridge,” Martin said.
I wheezed out, mouthing the words, ‘thank you.’
“There’s no rescue I can see. Maybe they’re ahead. We’re aiming for that building you talked about.”
“Thank you,” I replied. “Keep me posted.”
I backed up, slipping the radio into my coat. I went from watching the road to looking at the cloud.
“They made it across,” I said to Lane.
He did a surprised double take. “Jana, what the hell are you doing here?”
“I wasn’t leaving you.”
“I needed you to be safe!” Lane yelled.
“And you need someone with eyes on the sky. I wasn’t … leaving you. So, drop it and fix the damn hitch.”
“Give me fifteen minutes.”
Judging by the sky I wasn’t sure we had fifteen minutes, then again, if it was Ares, it was building and maybe we did have more time. “Fifteen minutes and you’ll have it fixed?”
“No, fifteen minutes then we make a run for it.”
Agreeing, I walked toward the front of the RV. Using my thumb, I swiped the moisture from the face of my watch to get the time. The wind was mainly coming from the south and that was where I focused, even though my eyes kept drifting to the bridge and then beyond. Thinking of my family, my new friends, hoping with everything I had they did make it to safety. I felt in my soul they did. I envisioned Reese leading the way, pointing to the building ahead.
Eight minutes. Eight minutes had passed.
It was cold, my body shivered out of control, that cloud seemed to droop lower, and time was flying by.
Four minutes.
“Jana.”
How I heard Martin’s radio call through all the noise, I’ll never know. Clumsily, I grabbed for it. “I’m here. He’s still working. We’re leaving soon.”
“Good. We’re in the welcome center. It’s not as …”
Martin’s transmission broke up.
I called him a few times, but nothing.
They were safe in shelter. That was what mattered most.
I put the radio in the inside pocket of my jacket.
The rain was no longer just cold it was freezing, quickly forming ice on whatever surface it landed on.
Not only would we have to battle the wind, but a slick road as well.
It never hit the one minute mark when I heard it.
The haunting, echoing screech, the fast snapping and cracking of trees. It was almost like a monster’s growl, King Kong making his way through a forest.
It came from my left and from behind. Slowly, I turned and looked.
When I saw it, I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe.
That huge ominous cloud, reached down and with all of its force, sucked up the contents of the river, creating a huge water funnel as wide as the gorge and nearly as high as the mountain.
“Oh, God. Oh, God.” In my haste to get Lane, my feet slipped and for a second, I lost footing. Holding on to the RV, I ran to Lane.
He must have heard it. He was making his way to me. Lane reached for me, then he too finally turned and saw it.
“We have to go. We have to go now,” he said.
For a split second, his eyes widened in horror, then he grabbed my arm, held on to me as we ran on the slippery surface away from the RV.
We were running. We needed some place safe, somewhere to hide.
But on the open highway with the colossal water funnel threatening to make landfall, was there really anywhere safe at all?




TWENTY – HOPELESS
Because of the bend in the highway, the river ran perpendicular to the road for about a mile just before it cut across and under the Mary Draper Ingles Bridge which was connected to Interstate Sixty-four.
We were trapped.
We couldn’t go forward to the bridge because the funnel would follow that course, running back would head us into it.
The water funnel would follow the river until it broke, either on its own or landfall.
The RV was positioned right at the foot of the bridge where the east and west lanes divided.
The funnel howled louder the closer it came. The dark low cloud carried it like a puppet through the trees. In its own way it was an attacking beast, and we were in the path.
On our side of the highway, just over the guardrail was a steep tree filled hillside.
I know Lane was thinking the same as me as we raced that way.
Running as fast as we could up the hill and into the woods.
The elements had a different plan for us.
The funnel blasted a fierce wind the closer it drew, kicking us off balance on the already slick landscape. I could barely get a footing once we were off the road.
Not even a hundred feet from the guardrail, barely up the grade, the incoming devastation roared, knocking us both to the ground.
“Stay low. Chest to the earth!” I screamed to Lane. “It’s our only chance!”
I dropped to the ground and immediately felt a sense of relief when I sank into the mud. I wanted to protect my head, but I was fearful of breathing in the liquified dirt.
As fast as I could, chest sinking in the mud, I put one hand on my head, while the other propped under my cheek and I turned my head to keep my nose clear.
I expected Lane to do the same, to lay next to me. Instead, he covered me with his body, pushing me deeper into the mud.
The ground shook and rumbled, vibrating beneath my chest. Before I closed my eyes feeling it nearly upon us, I looked and saw Lane’s hand by my head, gripping the mud, fingers dug in.
“I love you, Jana, hold on,” he said. His voice so close to my ear.
It was coming any second.
The shaking ground, howling wind. I knew it was there, right behind us, passing us. There was no denying it by the noise level.
Louder, louder … deafening … fading …
Everything decreased just as fast as it started, the noise, the shaking and the wind.
We were safe, I thought. We made it.
Boom!
The earth rocked, it sounded like an explosion. Like everything around us just erupted.
I closed my eyes as tight as I could, hearing the thuds as objects landed around us. Fast and furiously, ‘thud-thud-thud-thud-thud’, right before it happened.
The water funnel burst.
The eruption was unmistakable.  Like a water balloon bursting, only instead of a pop it was a boom.
The crash of the water hit the ground and the rumble of it rolling our way filled me with a sense of doom and fear, and there was absolutely no time to brace.
I don’t know why I thought to hold my breath, but I did.
Within a split second it was upon us.
At first the water dropped down and then it slammed hard, encompassing us.
The momentum was overwhelming.
My muddy indentation, my safety spot filled with water. It uprooted me and took me with the current. It was fast and furious. I heard the muffled sound encompass me. Swept away, my body floated out of control and my hands reached and clawed in desperation.
Something.
My fingers grabbed something. It felt like a branch, I wasn’t sure, but whatever it was, didn’t move or budge. I grabbed it with two fingers then my entire hand. Once I realize the water was moving and I wasn’t, I swung up my other arm and grasped it as well.
I held on so tight, the edges of whatever I grabbed cut into my hands.
Sixty seconds.
From start to finish it couldn’t have been more than sixty seconds.
The momentum of the wave slowed down and I no longer felt the pull trying to get me and drag me along.
I held on to whatever it was, my eyes closed until it stopped.
And it did.
The sound of the water rushing was still loud, but it faded as it moved further from me.
Not knowing how far I traveled or where I was, still holding on, I opened my eyes.
Both my hands clutched tightly to the silver object. It was the leg of a road sign. It had bent but never fully lifted from the ground. The rectangular green sign attached to it had bent up and folded upward, catching me in the newly formed ‘L’ shape.
That sign saved my life, saved me from flowing forcefully with the water.
Finally feeling it was over, I looked around. I was glad I didn’t let go because I was a couple feet from the ground cusped in the folded sign as if it were a chair.
I slid down, letting go and planting my feet firmly on the ground.
I wasn’t injured. Instead of being carried by a wave of water, I felt as if I had just gotten off of some extreme amusement park ride, my legs wobbly, body quivering like a bowl of jello.
In a snap of a finger, everything had stopped.
The wind, the rain. Even the ice that formed was gone, the water washed it away that fast.
Turning around to face the highway behind me, I could see the water moving and drifting to pour back over the side of the road toward the river.
Trees uprooted, lay about the road.
Yes, I was safe. But at that moment, amongst all that devastation my survival didn't matter.
Where was Lane? Where was my husband?
I wasn’t overwrought with panic, not yet. Not until I turned to see the RV and it wasn’t there. A few steps forward and I realized … neither was the bridge.
The divided highway bridge was crushed, and the lanes extended out broken and busted, the metal wires that ran through the concrete dangled out.
In an ‘Oh my God’ fear moment, I spun and screamed out. “Lane!”
I ran to where the RV used to be and could hear the rushing river. It had risen and rushed by.
My hand shot to my mouth.
Then it hit me, we had run to the side of the road not far from the RV, if I was carried back then so was Lane.
He was just carried a little farther, that’s all.
I wasn’t going to allow myself to freak too much, he couldn’t have gone that far. If I hadn’t, neither did he.
“Lane!” I screamed. “Lane!”
I didn’t move fast, I walked slowly, looking at every inch of ground on the eastbound lane. I figured I’d walk down one side, cross over and walk back up the other. If I didn’t spot him, I’d repeat going a farther distance each time.
I didn’t stop calling his name.
But I didn’t see him. Not on the side of the road or middle.
From the debris on the road, it looked as if the water rushed a good bit down the highway before pouring off at that bend where the river ran next to it.
It was just as I saw the bend I also spotted the color of blue. It was a large object, and I knew as soon as I saw what it was, the RV on its side.
Seeing that huge vehicle and how it had moved so far and flipped, caused my stomach to churn.
How did I not go that far?
I glanced down to my watch, hoping it wasn’t broken. It wasn’t. I couldn’t believe it had been over a half an hour since I last glanced down to it. Most of that time was looking for Lane.
“Aunt Jana!” I heard the panic call of my name. “Aunt Jana, please.”
Wait? The radio was working?
“Aunt Jana, please pick up,” Carlie pleaded.
“Sweetie, put it down,” Martin said in the back.
“No. She has to answer. Aunt Jana.”
Hands shaking, I reached inside my coat to the inside pocket. “Oh my God, it’s fine.” Fumbling with the radio, I depressed the button. “Carlie, honey, I’m here. I’m here.”
Carlie squealed. “Pap! She’s okay.”
“Jana,” Martin called out. “Jana, how are you? We heard that storm.”
“I’m fine, I’m not hurt. I can’t find Lane. I can’t find him.” I fought back crying.
“I’m on my way.”
“No, you can’t. The bridge is gone. It’s gone, Martin,” I said. “Just … before the radio dies, get everyone somewhere safe.”
“We’re fine here,” Martin replied. “I’ll find another way.”
“No. Stay with the kids. Stay with everyone. I’m going to shut the radio off to save battery power. I’ll radio back, I promise. I just have to find him.”
“I feel so helpless,” Martin said.
“So do I. But at least I know you guys are safe. I’ll get to you … we’ll get to you. In case the radio dies, try to leave word where you are.”
“I will. And Jana … I know you’ll find him.”
I thanked him, told him and the kids I loved them, then hating to do so, I shut off the radio, putting it back in my pocket.
I wasn’t finished, not by a long shot. With how carefully and slowly I had been searching, I barely covered much of the highway.
There was a lot more ground to cover.
Without seeing any signs of Lane, I promised myself I wouldn’t give into desperation or hopelessness. I was going to be strong, and I would not give up on finding him.




TWENTY-ONE – FINDING GOLD
A cough.
My legs could have weighed a thousand pounds each. I was dragging them with each step I took. The overcast sky gave a grim look to everything. The only positive was the clouds didn’t look as if they were forming any incoming sort of storm. No swirling, no dark gray. Perhaps it was my imagination, but it looked as though they were breaking up.
With my shoulders slumping, I didn’t think I could keep going on. A part of me turned my thoughts to the RV and how I could use it for shelter, if it were still viable. I’d have to climb in, look and check out what was there.
A place to hunker down for the night, then I’d think about the next day and how I would get to the other bridge. If that one was still standing. I believed it was. If the funnel broke after hitting the Sixty-four bridge, it never made it north to the other bridge.
It made me sad and my thoughts turned from desperately seeking Lane, to ‘what if’ I didn’t find him, what would I do next? Then I heard the cough.
It was one at first, then increased to almost a choking.
Unless someone else just washed onto the highway, it had to be only one person … Lane.
I had made it hundreds of feet, maybe even a thousand from where the RV originally was, and the cough came from behind me.
How did I miss him? I searched with my eyes being a fine tooth comb.
Quickly, I turned around and headed back.
The coughing grew louder.
“Lane!” I cried out.
Nothing.
Then …
“Jana,” he called out with a struggling voice.
It was Lane.
He coughed again and I was able to get a direction.
It came from the west bound lane. At least two hundred feet from where I had held on to that sign.
On the other side of the highway, the landscape was a long hillside down.
I raced across, looked over the guardrail and there, body tangled in a bush and what looked like a tire, was my husband.
The thick brush and tire had saved him.
Saved him from going down into the roaring river below and not far from him.
When the wall of water crashed down, it swept over us with a force, taking Lane with it before me and carrying him with the strong current.
He was brought across the highway, over the guard rail, and when the tire got stuck, Lane must have landed with it.
By the grace of God and only that was why my husband still alive.
But I didn’t know how alive or well he was.
“Lane,” I called out his name again.
This time he lifted his head, I could see his body shaking each time he coughed.
I reached for the guardrail to climb over. It proved a bit difficult with wet jeans, but I made it over. The hillside was steep, and I slid on purpose more than walked to get to him faster.
By the time I made it to him, he was on his hands and knees.
I reached for him, grabbing on, so grateful he was alright, grateful I didn’t have to navigate it alone.
“Don’t move.” I crouched down, bracing under his arm. “Are you hurt?”
“Don’t move? Did you …” he paused to cough. “Just tell me not to move?”
“I did.”
“Like, you’re gonna call for help?”
I just stared at him.
“I don’t think I’m hurt. Just can’t stop coughing. I took in a lot of water.”
“How the hell did you get this far without getting hurt?” I asked. “You have to be hurt.”
“I’m sore. Yeah, like real sore, but not hurt. I was in the water until I got caught up.”
“Look down there,” I said with a point to the river. “Be grateful you did get caught up.”
“Good thing.” He stood upright and hit himself on the chest, this forced a cough.
“Are you alright?” I held on to him, walking him back up the hill. He moved wobbly, but I understood why.
“I have to cough it out, but I’ll be fine. I don’t swim, so I’m surprised I didn’t drown.”
“Yeah, I do swim and it was useless.”
“It got you?” he asked.
“Oh, yeah, carried me until I was able to grab the sign.”  We reached the guard rail.
“How far did I go?”
“Not much farther than me, but you went over the steep side.”
“I’d say.” Lane looked back.
“I’ve been calling and looking for you for a while.” I climbed over the rail, then waited on the other side to help him.
“How bad are things?” he asked stepping over.
I didn’t need to answer, the second he made it to the highway he turned left, and all expression dropped from his face. “The bridge is gone.”
“Yep. It’s gone.”
“Did the RV go with it?”
I shook my head. “It’s back there. Not far. And Lane, I am so happy you’re okay.”
“I’m happy you are. But Jana, with the bridge gone … what now?”
“I don’t know. We’ll work on it. But first …” I reached into my jacket and pulled out the radio.
I turned on the radio to check in and let them know we were okay, and we were figuring things out. Martin and the kids were so relieved.
I promised to try to check in again, but the radio would die and if they didn’t hear from us they needed to know we were fine, and we’d get over that river one way or another.
I didn’t know when or how long it would take us, but we would join them again.
I was certain.
✽✽✽
 
My map was useless, wet and falling apart. But I really didn’t need it, I swore I knew it like the back of my hand. “About fifty miles,” I hollered to Lane who was inside the RV.
We had made it there in little time. A lot faster than when I walked at a snail’s pace looking for Lane.
If we were to try to find an alternative way across the river, we needed supplies.
The RV had them.
“Fifty miles?” he asked.
“Either way.”
“I think I found that fire starter kit.” His head emerged from the side RV door and he tossed the pack at me. “Is that it?”
“That’s it. With wet wood we’ll need this.” I set it down with the other things he had thrown from the RV.
“At least it stopped raining.” He looked up then submerged back into the camper.
I heard him coughing again, it was muffled by the metal of the camper. He had taken in a lot of water, but I took the coughing as a good sign, his lungs were trying to get clear.
“You don’t think the other bridges were destroyed?”
“I don’t know. I’m using common sense. It was a funnel of water that burst when it hit the bridge. Had it hit another it would have burst earlier, right?”
“Right.”
“Are you sure you don’t want my help?”
“No, I’m finding food. I’ll toss it out.”
“Look for those silver blankets.”
“Found them.” He popped up again, threw them out and went back in. “Two days. It’ll take us two days to walk there. I think we can do it in two days. Three tops.”
“It’ll be another fifty to the resort or wherever Martin is.”
“Then get a hold of him, use what radio you have left and give him an idea of where we’ll be.” Lane emerged. “Maybe he’ll find a vehicle.” He tossed a duffle bag. “I think that will do it. Let me take one more look.”
“I’ll radio Martin.” I pulled out the radio and powered it up, turning up the volume to see if I heard any noise. I did. “Martin, come in. Are you there?”
I released the button.
“Jana, yes, everything okay?”
“Yes. We made it to the RV and are getting supplies. Looks like we’re going to have to go on foot. We’re headed back to Crow and will take Route Three south and across the bridge. Not sure what’s there. Give us three days. We’ll meet you at the end of that bridge. Can you do that?”
“Can I? Not a question,” Martin replied. “I will.”
“Is everyone safe? Did you get close to the resort?”
“We’re on our way. We should be there tomorrow. Listen, I’ll find a way, there are cars on the road. We’ll get you.”
“Thank you. And Martin, again, the radio will die, so I’m shutting it off. I’ll call out only if there’s a problem. So, no news will be good news.”
“Roger that,” Martin said. “See you soon.”
I absolutely hated powering down that radio, but I had to. “Lane, did you hear?”
“Yeah.” He coughed a few times, then whined out. “Aw.”
“What? What’s wrong?”
“The Ten High bottle broke. But can you believe this …” He climbed out of the RV holding that expensive bottle of bourbon I gave back to Martin. “It survived.”
“Did Martin have it wrapped?” I asked.
Lane shook his head. “Nope.”
“Maybe that’s why it’s so expensive. It’s made with unbreakable glass.”
“At least we have this, right? You said no news will be good news. Well, any booze is better than no booze. It’ll keep us warm.” He handed me the bottle and grabbed bags, coughing as he did.
“You sure you’re okay?”
“Fine.” He handed me a couple bags. “I don’t want to load us down. It’s a long walk. Maybe we’ll find something in Crow.”
“That’s still thirty miles away.”
“What time is it?” he asked.
“Nearly five.”
“We have about two more hours then we’ll stop and make camp. Get a fresh start in the morning. Hopefully, no bad weather.” He reached for the final bag.
When he did that, I looked at the RV. It was on its side and I stared at the underbelly of it. That’s when I noticed it. The rectangular, large object. “Lane, is that the gas tank?”
“Yeah, it is. Kinda rusty.”
“It is.” I walked to it. I knocked on the higher part and heard the hollow sound, then knocked on the bottom, looked at Lane and smiled. “There’s gas in here.”
“Yeah, but a lot of good that will do us. We can’t flip the RV.”
“I’m not talking about the RV. Your pickup truck is about twelve miles back. We only need a couple gallons for it. I saw one of our empty gas canisters on the road up there. One of the ones we had on the roof. I mean we’d have to lug it with supplies.”
“You know how hard it will be to siphon the gas?” Lane asked.
“We don’t need to siphon it. There’s a screwdriver in the glove compartment,” I said. “It’s already rusty. Position the can, poke a hole in it and try to catch the gas in the canister.”
“Jana,” Lane said with awe. “That might work.”
I nodded. “It’s not gonna hurt to try.”
“That’s really good thinking. Man, I’m impressed.”
“Don’t be too impressed, I saw it on a Discovery Channel survival show. Why don’t you find that screwdriver and I’ll run and get that gas can.”
“You got it.” Lane set down the bags and headed back to the RV.
I walked back up the road at a quick pace to where I thought I remembered seeing it. I was optimistic and a little enthused. I really wanted the plan to work. I wasn’t sure if the latest storm was part of the big bad Ares or if Ares was still yet to come. We couldn’t chance it. We were in the middle of a highway with nowhere to go.
No shelter.
Our best bet was to get the gas, get to the truck and drive to safety.
<><><>
It was an exhausting day. Both emotionally and physically traumatizing. It had a different effect on me. Where I should have been exhausted, I was hyper and nervous. Lane was wiped out.
Judging by the mile markers we made it seven miles, two miles after we saw where the water had stopped. There was very little debris on the road and since the rain had stopped and the temperature wasn’t as cold, the ground started to dry.
We made camp in the median strip between the four lanes. While the actual highway would have been best, I didn’t want to take a chance of a vehicle plowing down the highway in the middle of the night. Not that it was probable.
I was able to gather enough wood to make a fire. It was damp, but we managed to get it going. That was another reason I didn’t want to sleep, I just wanted to keep the fire alive. Help dry our clothes.
We only salvaged one sleeping bag. I let Lane have it, I didn’t plan on sleeping much. Plus, I propped myself against the supplies and used a mylar blanket.
Our supper was a can of soup and some Meals Ready to Eat peanut butter and crackers. We saved the Chicken Teriyaki meal from the kit for another time.
Lane wasn’t hungry, in fact, he was exhausted beyond belief and I figured being tossed around, digging in the RV and all that coughing just beat him down.
We shared a little of the bourbon, then Lane was done. He kissed me goodnight, tucked into his sleeping bag and was fast asleep.
He finally stopped coughing and that made me happy. He was getting rest.
I leaned back, my head on the duffle bag, thinking about our journey. Thinking about where we were, what we endured and embracing the silence of the night.
Silence.
All but the crackling of the fire.
No thunder, no wind.
Quiet.
That was when I looked up to the sky and saw them.
Stars.
My mouth dropped open looking at the wide open sky, stars filling it to capacity, shining and blinking. Not a single cloud was there.
It was the first time in days the sky was clear.
Did Ares not come? Or maybe the counter Jupiter attack worked.
Either way, the clear sky to me was a sure sign it was over.
I reached over to Lane.
“Lane, honey. Lane, I know you’re sleeping, but you have to see the sky.”
He groaned and rolled over, fidgeting some.
I reached for him again and my hand stayed on his arm for a few seconds, I thought everything was fine and that it was all over.
But it wasn’t.
Lane’s breathing was harsh. A soft crackling, gurgling sound emanated from his chest and his skin was like fire to the touch.
He was burning up.
Something was wrong with my husband.




TWENTY-TWO – LAST LEG
“Martin, please, come in. Please. Do you hear me?” I called out. “Lane is sick. Something is wrong.”
I made the radio plea. It turned on, but somewhere in that plea, the little green power light went out.
The radio was dead.
Lane responded to my calls, but he wouldn’t stay awake. He would stir, mumble something, then pass back out.
I was able to get two ibuprofens in him before he nearly choked on the third.
His body shook and shivered. I fed the fire to make it stronger and spent the night using my damp shirt to wipe him down, to try to break the fever. Our bottled water was scarce, and he needed that more than me.
Lane exuded so much heat, it absorbed all moisture from the shirt I used on his forehead.
I wasn’t a medical professional, and I had very little knowledge other than what I saw on television or in movies.
My medical knowledge was limited to what I saw on Chicago ER.
At first, I thought it was something called dry downing. Where he was drowning in the remaining fluid in his lungs, but that didn’t explain the fever.
A fever meant he was battling an infection.
The only thing I could think of was pneumonia. The river water would have bacteria.
The weather was no longer a threat we faced, whatever was conquering my husband was.
Help was so far away. I could do it, I could make a run for it, but I was fearful of leaving Lane alone.
Not in his state.
I managed to get the fever down a little, enough for me to close my eyes. Curled up next to him I slept a few hours, waking up with every little sound he made.
He was lethargic and tried so hard to appear as if he wasn’t out of it. His speech was slow, as was his movements.
I kept telling him to look at the sky, see how blue it was and to feel the warmth of the sun, something we hadn’t seen in a while.
Everything around us looked hopeful, but Lane looked dismal.
He started coughing again, to me that was a good sign. But it was a struggling cough. I could hear it, a cough that wanted to expel the sickness, but wasn’t quite able to.
With the sun out and the weather better, I kept thinking people would be out. They would be driving, and I waited.
Someone would come.
They never did.
By late morning I knew I had to try to get to the truck. Get him into one of the small towns, find a pharmacy and get medication.
I hated, absolutely hated the thought of leaving him behind on the median strip of grass, but I had no choice.
I told Lane, “I’m going to go and try to get the truck. I’ll be back.”
Lane was stubborn, he insisted he could walk.
I carried most of the heavy items, allowing him to only carry the light stuff. I wanted to leave things behind, but the heavy stuff was the gas and water.
Of course, we only managed to get a couple gallons of gas. Enough for the truck to take us across that bridge.
We walked slow, stopping a lot.
He staggered as he walked, dragging his feet, swaying.
When Lane spoke, his words were airy, almost speaking through an exhaustion. Of course, he didn’t speak much. It made him winded between trying to talk and walking, then he’d fall into a coughing fit. That was the only time he had color to his face.
We hadn’t gone far, a smidgeon over two miles, when Lane had to take another break.
“This isn’t going to work,” I told him. “You’re sick.”
“I’ll be fine.”
“No, you won’t. You can’t keep going.” I shook my head. “I can take the gas, put it in the truck, then come back and get you. We’ll find medicine. I know there’s enough gas for that.”
Finally, he relented, and I helped him over to the median area, propping him up on our supplies to make him comfortable. His water was within reach and he shivered. His fever was back, and he kept saying he was cold. I gave him a blanket asking for him not to cover up unless he absolutely had to.
I knew ‘sweating out the fever’ was old school and dangerous. Lane wouldn’t listen, I knew that. The moment I was out of sight he’d cover up.
I kissed him and promised him I would be right back.
I took the gas can with me and a bottle of water a third of the way full.
I absolutely hated leaving him on the road like that. I feared he would die or need help. It reminded me of the scene from 'The Stand' when they left Stu behind.
Only I knew I’d be back, and me leaving him behind was the only way to help him.
Even as I walked away, I could hear him coughing.
I moved at a quick pace I probably wouldn’t be able to keep up. I had no idea where the truck was or if it was still there.
To me, it had to be there, the wave hadn’t washed that far.
We had already gone nine miles from the RV, I didn’t think it was much farther.
I kept checking the mile markers and my watch, I couldn’t believe I wasn’t making faster progress. A part of me believed I had to have missed one.
They say the average person walks three miles an hour. I was walking faster than that when I first started, and then I slowed down.
Finally, I saw it and my speed picked back up.
The truck was four miles from where I left Lane. And it took me a little under two hours to get there.
I opened the driver’s door and as Martin said, the keys were in the cup holder. Reaching down behind the seat I opened the gas cap.
The funnel for the cans was in the back of the truck with the empty canisters, I found it, attached it and emptied the small amount of gas into the truck.
I wasn’t even sure it would start.
I remembered the things my own father had told me the numerous times I ran out of gas in my youth.
Unsure if the same tactics would work in the pickup, I tapped the gas pedal twice put the key in the on position and waited.
After giving it a few seconds, I closed my eyes and turned the ignition.
It made the noise but didn’t turn over.
Again, I tried. “Please, please, please start.” I turned it again and tapped the accelerator pedal.
It started.
There was no time to waste. Fearful it would die again, I hurriedly placed it in gear and pulled forward.
The needle on the gas gauge barely moved above E. But it was above E and that was enough to get to Lane and get close to Crow.
I would be lying if I said I didn’t envision my husband dead the entire five minutes it took to get back to him.
I drove fast, hands clutching the wheel and leaning close to it as if that made a difference. I kept the truck running when I arrived back.
In a panicked state, heart racing out of control, I ran to him yelling out, “Lane!”
I saw him look over his shoulder at me and I exhaled strongly. I still shook, my mind had gotten away from me.
The first thing I did was help Lane into the truck.
He sat in the passenger’s seat and his head tilted my way. “I’m proud of you,” he said. “I promise, I will kick this thing’s butt.”
“I know you will. But we’re gonna get you some medication to help you fight.” I kissed him softly. I could feel the fever on his lips. Stepping back, I closed the door.
I probably could have put the stuff in the back end of the truck a little better. I just tossed it in and made sure we had everything.
Martin’s radio charger was in the truck and I put the radio in the charging stand.
Hopefully it would charge, and I could let Martin know.
For the time being, my focus was to get him off the highway and somewhere comfortable, then find what he needed.
I was scared, too scared my attempts would be in vain. Looking at my husband, so sick, I feared I was going to lose him no matter what I did.




TWENTY-THREE – WHITE RABBIT
There was absolutely nothing in Crow. I hadn’t paid attention when we rolled through, having set our sights immediately on the warehouse. It was a community made up of homes, each spread a good distance apart.
When we had left the day before, it was in the middle of a fierce storm and there was six inches of water on the ground.
It was still there. Something big rolled in after we left. Flattening homes. The entire area looked like a lake, all I saw was water and had it not been for the broken trees and partial remains of homes, I wouldn’t have known if I was driving on the road.
It was a scary situation. The needle was kissing E and there was nothing around. I had to keep driving and hoping.
A mile or so beyond Crow, as the water lessened, I saw the first person since we hit West Virginia. A man stood in the road, frantically waving his hands for me to stop.
He stood on the road outside of what looked like the remains of a church.
The man wasn’t much older than us and I really didn’t want to stop.
He didn’t look hurt, but he did appear just as disheveled as we did.
What kind of person would I be if I kept going? Then again what kind of fool would I be if I stopped, and he took the truck?
“What’s wrong?” Lane asked. “Are we stopping?”
“There’s a man in the road waving for me to stop.”
“Have the gun ready,” he said, then coughed.
“It’s in the back.”
“Jana, it’s not supposed to be in the …” he didn’t finish his sentence, he broke into a coughing spell.
Stopping the truck, I wound down the window part way.
The man spoke desperately. “Any way I can get a ride with you folks? I’ll ride in the back?”
“I don’t know how far we’ll get,” I told him. “I’m almost out of gas and my husband is sick. I think it’s pneumonia.”
“Do you think you have two miles left in the tank?” he asked. “Daniels is a couple miles west. They have drug stores. That’s where I’m trying to get.”
“What’s the next nearest?” I asked.
“About ten miles. Maybe they’ll be gas there. But I don’t know if they were hit.”
“Let him in,” Lane said, using all of his strength to scoot to the center of the seat.
“Get in,” I told him.
“Thank you.”
He hurried around the front of the truck and got inside. He didn’t have any belongings, nothing in his hands, just the clothes on his back. A dark blue shirt and a pair of jeans.
“Sturgis,” he introduced himself, closing the door. “And again, thank you.”
“I’m Jana and this is my husband Lane.”
“My God, I can feel the heat from this man. How long’s he been sick?”
“Since last night. We got wiped out with water, he nearly drowned.”
“Maybe there will be someone in Daniels who will help. I know they were evacuating people to storm centers in Beckley” Sturgis said. “You’ll see a turn up here to the right. Take it.”
“Are you from around here?”
“Beckley. I work maintenance at the church. I was trying to get it secure, thought I did, but then a big one rolled in yesterday morning. I don’t need to tell you, you probably got caught in it.”
“I don’t know what we got caught in,” I replied.
“Me either. It was a hurricane on land.”
Immediately, I thought of Reverend Barrows and what he had said. How massive that storm front had to be.
“I appreciate the ride,” he said. “Man, this guy is hot.”
Lane replied, sounding dopey and tired. “Thanks, my wife thinks so, too.”
Sturgis laughed and I laughed.
Lane was joking. That was a good sign.
Unfortunately, what we approached wasn’t.
The water wasn’t as deep, an inch or so on the road, but as we approached Daniels, it was a mobile home cemetery. The metal structures that were once homes for people spread out everywhere as if they were dropped from the sky. Most were torn apart, fiberglass sticking out of the broken edges.
Furniture was scattered about, and I had to weave in and out to avoid hitting anything. I groaned out. “Please don’t let this be the whole town.”
“No, something has got to be standing,” Sturgis said. “Even if we have to pick through the rubble, we’ll find some meds for this man. Something.”
I slammed the brakes, causing the truck to hydroplane a few feet and the back end swerved.
A body was in the middle of the road and it wasn’t the only one.
They, like furniture were everywhere.
“Hold on,” Sturgis said and opened the door, stepping out.
I put the truck in park. “I’ll be right back.”
Leaving the door open, I stepped out of the truck. My foot splashed in the water and my hand shot to my mouth. Not only from the shock, but the smell. Immediately, I closed the door and walked to Sturgis.
“All these people,” he said, stunned, just looking left and right. “They were supposed to be gone. Beckley is surrounded by a lot of hills. You know, natural protection. Why didn’t they leave?”
“I think through this we all made mistakes and choices we wish we didn’t.”
“Yeah.” He faced me. “Like me leaving my wife and kid to protect my job.”
“You said they thought Beckley was safe, right? Maybe they’re fine.”
“I can walk, it’s only five miles. I’ll walk if I have to. Right now, we need to find Lane either a doctor or medicine or both.” He looked back to the road. “Go on in the truck, I’ll clear a path.”
“Thank you.”
I walked back to the truck and got inside. I was grateful for what he was doing. Carefully pulling the bodies out of the way.
It was a good fifty yards that he walked ahead of me, moving objects and people. I knew it had to be hard for him, it was hard for me to watch.
But like finding help for Lane, moving those bodies was something that had to be done.
It just wasn’t something I thought about. In my mind, when I first left home to stop at Martin’s, I knew it was coming, but I thought I would be safe and underground the whole time. That I wouldn’t see anything or experience it.
Little did I even realize my family and I would be in the thick of it all from start to finish.
Now here I was, the finish line of the storm and it was far from being over.
It was a whole new world or at least a whole new country.
No rescue crews, no Red Cross, no one to help rebuild.
Buildings flattened, so many dead and those who lived and survived, what did they have left?
Where would they go to even begin to rebuild?
The reset button had been pressed.
Slate clean.
And things were a mess.
✽✽✽
 
Everything was leveled, from the Cornerstone IGA all along the main road that cut through what was more of a suburb than anything else.
In the distance I could see the word ‘Sheetz’ as it swung from the tall metal posts that once hung it.
Sturgis explained it was a chain gas station with food and maybe we could find a way to get gas there. But by the looks of the sign, I didn’t think anything remained of the building.
But I was wrong. As we made it through the edge of town nearer to Beckley, the buildings weren’t as destroyed. Roofs were partially missing, windows busted, but the basic structures remained and when I saw the Walgreens it was a godsend.
And just in the nick of time.
The truck sputtered, shook and after a loud backfiring sound it just died.
But we made it and I was certain in that store we’d find what we needed.
Although it wasn’t as if Walgreens wasn’t a mess, it was. The storm tore part of the roof from the building, the windows were shattered and when we went inside, whatever blasted through Daniels had enough force to topple shelves.
Before getting Lane out of the truck, I made a bed out of a patio lounge chair and helped my husband inside.
Sturgis had found some Gatorade and insisted that Lane sip it no matter how much he didn’t want to.
While he worked on that bottle, Sturgis and I went to the pharmacy.
We needed antibiotics and we began our search.
Daniels was located in a low lying area just outside of Beckley. Actually, it was part of Beckley, I learned that when barely into our search for medication, two volunteer fire fighters showed up.
The sound of the truck backfiring carried in the silent town and they sought us out.
I saw only the first firefighter. A young man, college aged, calling out, “Hello. Anyone back there?”
I was on the floor, shuffling through the bottles, trying to read labels. The sound of his voice not only startled me but caught my attention and I popped up from behind the counter.
He wore the hat, more than likely to protect his head, and his firefighter pants with the suspenders hanging down on the sides.
I stared at him with that deer in the headlight look.
He looked over his shoulder. “Billy, I found two. Looking for drugs.”
“No, No … not drugs.” I scurried over the counter. “Medication.”
He looked at the bottle of pills in my hand with a disbelieving, ‘Oh, really’ kind of look.
My eyes shifted to the label, ‘Hydrocodone Bitartrate’. “What … what is it?” I stuttered nervously. “I didn’t even know what I grabbed. My husband is …”
“Den,” the other male voice called out. I could tell just by the sound of him, he was older. “Forget those guys. This one is pretty bad. We need to get him in.”
Thinking, ‘get him in’, my eyes widened with the revelation that the other man, Billy, meant getting my husband to some help.
Excitedly, I shoved the bottle of pills to Den with a, “here’ and raced back to the front of the store.
Another firefighter was there. He was crouched down by the lounge chair, an open, red first aid kit was on the floor.
“Oh my God, can you help him?” I asked, rushing forward. “I was trying to find penicillin in the back.”
“This man needs more than a few pills. His fever is 103, pulse rapid, breathing labored.” The older firefighter, Billy glanced up at him. “We need to transport him now.”
“To a hospital?” I questioned with excitement. “You can get him to a hospital?”
“Not much of one left, but we have medical help in Beckley,” Billy replied. “We have to take him now.”
“Sturgis” I hollered. “Help from Beckley is here!” I dropped down to the floor by Lane. “Sweetie.” I ran my hand down his face. “You’re gonna get some help. This man is going to get you help.” I looked at Billy. “Thank you.”
Billy nodded. “Den!” he called out.
“Yeah.” I heard Den’s voice behind me.
I looked; Den was standing there with Sturgis.
“Radio in, tell the teams we’re headed in with a priority two,” Billy said. “And why in God’s name are you holding a bottle of Vicodin?”
“Her,” he replied. “She had them.”
“I was looking for antibiotics, I swear.”
“I believe you.” Billy reached down to Lane. “Den, help me carry him out to the truck.”
“Can we go with you?” I asked. “Please.”
“There’s no room,” Billy replied. “But we’ll get someone up here ASAP to get you to Beckley. Have that eye looked at.”
I muttered a ‘thank you’ watching gratefully as they lifted Lane. “I’ll be there shortly, Lane,” I said. “I promise you.”
It didn’t dawn on me until they were outside, putting him in their truck, that it registered what Billy had said to me.
“My eye?” I faced Sturgis. “What’s wrong with my eye?”
“You don’t know? You don’t feel that?” Sturgis asked. “It’s pretty bad. Looks like you got hit or something went in it. You don’t feel that?”
I shook my head. “No. Why didn’t you say anything?”
“I figured you knew. I didn’t want to make you self-conscious. I just thought you were brave not complaining.”
“Honestly, my whole body is numb.”
“Well, it is gonna hurt like a doozy when that numbness, worry and adrenaline wear down, you’ll be regretting tossing those Vicodin over to the fire guy.”
His words made me chuckle. I was sure he was right about feeling the pain later, but I couldn’t worry about that.
I never would have believed we would have wandered into a rescue from Beckley.
That had to make Sturgis feel better as well. If they had some sort of medical center operating, then Beckley was a lot better off than most of the places I had seen. If that was the case, then chances were good his family was fine.
✽✽✽
 
It was a little longer than I expected for the other truck to arrive. It was a small fire chief truck. But there was room for both of us and for my bag.
The chief winced with an “Oh, yeah, okay that’s bad.” As he looked at my eye.
I’m thinking, ‘what the hell? How am I not feeling whatever is wrong with me?’
He grabbed a white, instant ice pack, shook it and manipulated it then handed it to me.
It was supposed to be some sort of miracle quick cold, but it didn’t feel cold at all.
I never understood those things. We had them on hand at the soccer games when Carlie would play.
The trip to the Beckley wasn’t long. There was a lot of damage I saw on the way. Not as much as Daniels. A lot of buildings still stood intact, although they were in some way touched by the mega storm.
The temporary medical center was set up in the parking lot of the VA Hospital. A four story brick building with damage on the east part of the structure. It was missing windows and part of the roof.
Tents were erected across the lot; after cars had been moved.
From what I could see when we pulled up, it extended into the front lobby of the building.
Sturgis asked me if I needed him to stay and I told him to find his family, then he could worry about us.
It was a blur. Because I came in with the fire department, I bypassed the check in line.
I was wished luck by the fire chief. And ushered into a golf cart with my bag and three other people.
The driver zipped us across the lot to a large white tent erected by the front entrance.
I walked inside, chairs were set up and partition curtains. I gathered people were being treated on the other side of the partitions. I heard cries, moans and screams.
“Just have a seat,” said a man wearing scrubs and holding a clipboard. “Someone will be with you to treat you folks.”
“I don’t want treated.” I rushed to the man. “I need to find my husband first.”
“Well, I can …” he turned. “Whoa. Wow. That eye is bad.”
“Yeah, but my husband is, too.”
“When was he brought in?”
“Not longer than an hour ago. The fire department brought him. He’s sick. I’m not even sure he gave them his name, Billy, took him.”
“Oh, yeah, Lane, the Walgreens guy.”
“Yes.”
“This way. Doctor Raya is treating him now.”
He led me to the back of the large tent, and as we neared the last area, I could hear a woman’s voice.
“Please take it easy, Lane. We’re almost there,” she spoke soothingly.
Suddenly, Lane coughed violent, like I’d never heard him cough. A mixture of a cough and gag.
“Good luck,” the young man told me, leaving me at the curtain.
“Almost there, help us out. You can do it. I got it,” she told him.
Lane released a long choking gag.
What was going on? It sounded like she was coaching my husband to give birth.
Little did I realize, in sense she was. As I slowly parted the curtain, I saw the older woman with salt and pepper hair leaning over Lane’s face. She wore a mask and it looked like the large tweezers in her hand were in Lane’s mouth.
There was another woman, younger on the other side, trying to hold him down.
Lane’s body jolted and shook as he gagged. Then her arm moved slowly back, and as she withdrew her hand, clutched in the tweezers, she pulled a long thin brown object from his mouth. It had to be at least two feet. Wiry and thin, I couldn’t tell what it was.
When it cleared his mouth, Lane sat up some and lunged the upper half of his body over the bed and with an upheaval sound of regurgitation and cough, water shot from his mouth along with traces of blood.
“Oxygen,” Doctor Raya called out.
The nurse immediately, put oxygen on Lane’s face.
“Breathe,” Doctor Raya told him. “Take a breath. Better?”
Lane nodded.
“Good. Good. Now … watch how fast you get better.” Doctor Raya placed her hand on Lane’s wrist and glanced at the nurse. “Get him set up with an IV so we can move him into Intermediate Care.”
I don’t think she even knew I was there. She seemed genuinely surprised when I asked, “Will he be alright?”
Doctor Raya jumped a little. “Oh, you scared me. I … my goodness, we need to treat that eye.”
“My husband. He’s my husband. Will he be alright?”
“He will be.” She walked over to me. “I’m hopeful. He’s very strong. He had debris in his lungs, which also trapped water. I can’t believe he didn’t die. His oxygen levels were unbelievably low. But … we have him on steroids, trying to bring that fever down. But I think it will now that we’ve cleared his lungs. He needs to be on antibiotics for a few days. We’ll be moving him to an observation tent. Where he’ll get good care. Okay?”
I nodded and stepped toward Lane. “Can I just stay here until you move him?”
“You can stay here until we call you to treat you. Okay?”
I nodded again and walked over to the cot.
The nurse smiled at me.
“Thank you for helping him,” I said.
“Not a problem. I’m going to get him hooked up and then have someone get to you right away.”
I thanked her again. My eye could not have been that bad. Lane never said a word, nor really did Sturgis.
It didn’t hurt, so to me they were overreacting. Lane’s health was way more important. Besides, it was just an eye injury. How bad could it be?
✽✽✽
 
To say I was shocked was an understatement when Doctor Raya told me another day and I would have lost my eye. In fact, she wasn’t even sure I was out of the woods with it.
I argued with her about it, that I was fine and could see, until she covered my good eye and I saw how blurry everything was.
Was it my emotions, my adrenaline that covered the pain? It didn’t start hurting until they pulled the half inch piece of wood from my eye. It bled and the fluid buildup was released.
They put a patch on my eye and Doctor Raya wanted to hook me up to an IV with antibiotics as well.
“I can’t,” I told her. “I have family on the other side of the river. They’re waiting. I told them we’d be there tomorrow. We got separated and my radio died.”
“Well, you obviously can’t walk there, and you can’t drive.”
“Why not?” I asked.
“Your depth perception is going to be off. You could crash. How about … trying to reach them by radio. You really should be under care like your husband.”
Radioing them was a good suggestion, but I could tell she was busy and didn’t really have a lot of time to babysit me.
She instructed a male volunteer to take me to the rescue workers tent to try a radio there.
He took me there in a golf cart, told someone inside what I needed, and the man handed me a radio.
There were police, fire fighters and others in there. They looked exhausted. Some sat in chairs, some laid on the ground. There was a small meeting going on in the corner and I sat at a small table with a radio.
I tried for at least an hour, every channel I could. There was no luck to be had. The radio probably died for Martin, too. I knew he didn’t have a charger.
I sat at the table, clutching the radio, feeling defeated.
“Hey,” the young voice called to me. “How’s your husband?”
I lifted my head. It was Den. “He’s better. Thank you so much.”
Billy walked in the tent after him. “Oh, good, you got that eye taken care of. How’s Lane?”
“He’s good.”
“What’s wrong?” Billy asked.
“I’m … I’m trying to reach my family. We got separated at the bridge. They made it across. We didn’t. Last I spoke to them by radio they were meeting me on the other side of the bridge south of here. Tomorrow and … I just don’t know how to get in touch with them or get there.”
He just stared at me.
“I’m sorry.” I waved my hand. “I know it’s not your problem.”
“No that’s not it,” Billy replied. “I was just thinking. Den, wasn’t someone saying they were headed across the river? She wanted to go today, but she’s still pitching in.”
“Oh, yeah. She did say she wanted to head out before tonight.” Den said. “Alice. Her name is Alice.”
Billy snapped his finger. “That’s it. Why don’t you find her? Go ask Alice. See if she’ll take her.”
I jumped up. “Alice. Her name is Alice?”
“Yeah,” Billy answered. “She arrived yesterday right after we got hit. She’s been pitching in.”
“Tall woman, around your age, long sandy hair. Kinda tough looking?” I asked.
“Sounds like her.”
“Oh my God.” My heart raced. “Can you take me to her?”
“Do you know her?” Den asked.
“Oh, God, I hope.” I placed my hand on my chest. “I hope it’s her.”
“Then I’ll go find her,” Den said. “Stay here.”
I agreed, feeling backwards, finding my chair and sitting back down.
Alice.
I thought she had left.
It would be a miracle if it were our Alice. I tried not to get my hopes up. Because what were the odds it was really her?
I sat there waiting for what seemed like forever, then finally I was impatient and decided to go look for myself.
As soon as I stepped from that tent, I saw Alice making her way with Den.
She froze, stopping completely in her tracks. When she saw me, she didn’t look happy, she looked scared.
“Oh, God, Jana, tell me Martin and everyone is okay,” she said.
“They are. We got separated. Me and Lane are the ones not really okay.”
She exhaled with a smile and rushed to me. “Oh, good.” She embraced me. “Not that it’s good you guys aren’t okay, but everyone else is fine.”
“What happened?” I asked. “You left to go back.”
She shook her head. “It got real bad, Jana. I mean, we were backtracking from the storm. I managed radio contact with some guy in Denver. Nothing is left. So, we turned around, to try to find you guys.”
“I’m sorry you couldn’t get home, but I am so happy to see you. Now we just have to find Martin and the others.”
“Then what do you say, Nick Fury, I go get the truck and we find the others?”
“I say that’s a plan.”
“Be right back.” Alice flashed a smile and turned to go the other way.
Den was still there, quietly listening. “See,” he said. “It all worked out.”
“It did. Why … why did she call me Nick Fury?”
He pointed to his own eye.
With an, ‘Ah’, I put two and two together about the eye patch, and I just shook my head with a smile.
I felt so much better about everything, and Alice was definitely a welcome surprise.




TWENTY-FOUR – JULIUS
In the three hours it had been since I had seen Lane after they moved him to the Intermediate Care tent, his improvement was remarkable.
While far from being out of the woods, the nurses believed he was on his way to getting there.
They had him in a curtained off area in the large tent. There were about twelve others there, and medical personnel were in there constantly with their patients.
His fever hadn’t broken completely, but it had come down. They were pumping him steadily with medication and a steady flow of oxygen through his nose, it helped him breathe easier and took away the color of death he had before.
He was groggy and still out of it, but he was talking some.
Before I sought out Lane, Alice had told me, “It’s a one way trip today. By the time we get there, find them, it’ll be getting dark. We go and stay wherever we find them or wait until tomorrow.”
She showed me the map and how we would take the smaller, southern bridge where we were supposed to meet Martin in case he was camping there. If not, then head north and find the welcome center.
“I’m worried,” Alice said. “The doctor wants you on antibiotics, too. Should you be running around?”
“I’ll be fine. Anita is there when we find them. They can give me some pills,” I said.
“Not like the hard stuff, right?” Alice asked. “I heard you were searching out Vicodin.”
I laughed. “I didn’t even know what I had grabbed.”
“I thought so. Well, whatever you decide.”
It was a tough decision. It really was.
I wanted to find Martin and the kids, along with the others. I wanted to see for myself they were alright and let them know we were fine. On the other hand, I really didn’t want to leave Lane.
Without getting into details how I was going, I asked what he thought I should do.
Even in his half ‘out of it’ state, he answered. “Go. Go find them. Come back tomorrow. What are you gonna do? Watch me sleep? I would think you did that enough in our marriage.”
“Then that’s what I’ll do,” I said. “Lane, why didn’t you mention my eye was bad?”
“You hurt your eye?” he asked.
I pointed to the eye patch.
“I didn’t notice.”
“Neither did I.”
Alice called out, “Knock-knock and stepped into the partitioned off area where Lane and I were. “No door. I couldn’t knock.”
“Look who came back,” I told Lane.
“Hey …” he said slowly. “I knew it.”
“Looks like you ain’t riding in any rodeos any time soon, cowboy,” Alice joked.
“If there ever is again, I will.”
“I’m sure you’ll start one. Did you decide, Jana?” Alice asked.
“Yes. I’m ready. Let’s go. Lane needs to rest.”
“Then let’s do this. Hey …” She pointed at Lane. “Get better.”
Lane gave a thumbs up.
I said my goodbyes to Lane and Alice, and I headed out to find the rest of our group.
Those who had left with Alice stayed behind because we were returning.
When she said the truck was ready, I expected to see her rig. She had dumped it for a smaller more fuel efficient truck. A fifteen foot box truck with the wording, “Herbie’s Hubcaps Service’ on the side.
We drove on the original course I had planned out, back through Daniels and taking Route Three to the bridge.
The river seemed high to me and the current was strong, so much debris floated in it.
I told Alice about our water funnel and how everything happened. I mentioned Sturgis and how I wanted to find him.
He was just one of many people we met along the way.
One of many I would think about, wonder about. The towns we passed through were flattened and the ones that were holding down the front lines.
There was no one there when we crossed the river, we even drove a few miles and saw nothing.
The ground was muddy and there was no sign of any tracks.
We took a deeply tree lined and winding road north, passing a town called, Hinton. At least that was what the sign said.
The town was flooded, water came nearly to the road. The farther north we drove, elevation increased, and we arrived at where the Mary Draper Ingles Bridge used to be.
“Holy cow,” Alice stopped the truck, opened the door and stepped out facing the empty space. “Holy cow, this is insane.” She looked over her shoulder at me. “You survived this?”
“Yeah, we did.”
Alice whistled. “The Little House on the Prairie Bridge is gone. And you spoke to Martin after?”
“The Visitor Center is a mile or so from here.”
She stood there taking in the sight of the missing bridge, then returned to the truck.
We arrived at the visitors’ center, the building was in great shape, no broken windows, only a few scattered tree limbs. There was no sign of Martin and the others. There was some indication they had been there, footsteps and horseshoe prints in the mud, and then we spotted something else.
Tire tracks.
“Two sets,” Alice indicated. “One was a car and the other a small truck like this one.” She walked from the parking lot to the road. “Looks like our horses followed the vehicles.”
“The rescue teams.”
“Could be or it could be people from White Sulphur Springs trying to get across the bridge.”
“Why did they stop here?”
“Because Martin said the bridge was gone. One thing I’m almost positive of is the horses followed.”
“You don’t think people came and killed them, do you?”
“What? All twelve people?” Alice laughed. “Then took the time to hide all twelve. No. That didn’t happen.” She walked back to the truck. “We have a trail of breadcrumbs.” She opened the door. “Let’s follow them.”
It was forty-two miles to the designated bunker area, I remembered that. The mud trail didn’t last long, but it did lead us down the interstate again where the dried trail tapered off. Every mile east we went things looked more normal. We were in the safe haven area between the two mountain ranges, safe like Julius said. No sign of a major storm, no fallen trees.
No sign of our group.
The occasional sign of horse droppings was a great sign.
I wasn’t an expert on horses, but I did know Martin would have kept them at a trotting pace, stopping every couple hours. It would have taken the horses eight hours to get to the bunker. If that was where they were going.
Without a doubt in my mind, they had left not long after I spoke to them the day before.
Other than the markings of the horses, we saw cars. Not a lot, but some were driving on the highway.
It was strange because as cars passed us, they’d beep and wave.
Then we saw a police car. It cruised by us and we followed it off the exit ramp into a town called Lewisville. From the looks of the map, the actual town was another mile away.
If the police car was cruising the highway, maybe they saw our party.
The officer must have noticed us following, he extended his arm out the window in a wave to us, pulled over and put on his lights.
Keeping a short distance, Alice pulled over as well and we waited for the officer to get out of his car.
Both Alice and I waved to let him know we were friendly, and he walked up to our window.
“Afternoon officer,” Alice said. “I don’t have my license or registration.”
“I didn’t pull you over, so you’re good. But … you don’t look like a Herbie. What’s up? I saw you following me. Did you need help? I saw the Kansas plates, so you guys are for sure from the hit zone.”
I leaned toward the window. “I’m sorry the hit zone?”
“Everywhere but around here. We’re still trying to figure out what isn’t hit. It’s easier that way.”
“We’re looking for some people,” I said. “We got separated when the water tornado hit. They made it across the bridge, but we don’t know where they are. They were on horseback.”
“Ah,” he nodded. “Yes. Last night two men and two kids, one of them looked like a teenager, were trying to camp out in the parking lot of the Super 8.”
Alice asked. “Trying to? Did something happen?”
“Yeah, we gave them a room. No power anywhere, but it was better for the kids to have a bed. The rest of the party was headed east to White Sulphur Springs, they were resting the horses.”
“So, they left and they were fine?” I asked.
“Yep. Gina made them some breakfast and they left pretty early. They should be there by now.”
“Thank you,” I gushed. “Thank you so much.”
“Well, be careful,’ he said. “If you need to come back, we’re here.”
Alice had to tap my leg to get me to stop thanking the officer. I was just so grateful. Martin, the kids and the others were fine, and we were close to finding them.
Just as you exited the highway, on the very outskirts of White Sulphur Springs was a Wendy’s. I swore it was open. I could smell the burgers, see the smoke, but as we passed it, I saw they weren’t really open for business, they were just cooking off the meat.
I never got to see the actual small town, because the driveway to the resort was right down the road from the restaurant. I didn’t see anything, no cars as we drove up the long entrance way.
At the very top, I saw a horse cross the road.
I knew it was ours.
The horse stopped, turned and paced to the middle of the road and there I saw that the rider was Reese.
He didn’t know us or recognize the truck, he yanked on the reins, turned the horse and raced off away from us.
We drove cautiously, because if I knew Martin, Reese probably went to get him, and Martin would be there with a rifle.
Sure enough, he was.
Perched intimidatingly on that horse like an old west sheriff until he recognized us as we pulled close.
With a wave and a huge smile, he dismounted the horse and I got out of the truck.
Running to him, I watched his smile drop.
“Where’s Lane?” he asked concerned. “Please don’t tell me …”
“He’s ... he’s okay,” I stopped him. “He’s in a hospital in Beckley. He got a lung infection when he was swept up by that water.”
“Whew that is good to ...” his eyes shifted, and he smiled again. “Alice?” He chuckled heartedly and stepped to her and embraced her. “Well, I’ll be. You came back.”
“Yep. It was bad and I ran into Jana in Beckley,” Alice replied.
“How come she got a hug?” I asked, jokingly.
Martin then hugged me, he held me in his arms so fatherly for a little while. “Glad you’re okay, Jana, pirate look and all.”
“Eh.” I stepped back touching my eye patch. “I had something in my eye.”
“We saw the tire tracks,” Alice said. “We figured you followed some vehicles.”
Martin nodded. “We did.”
I asked, “Was it the rescue teams?”
“Sort of,” Martin replied. “They weren’t waiting like you said, but they showed up. They said they heard the radio. I believe it, this place has some fancy functions.”
“Then it’s true,” I said. “Everything Julius said. I mean, he was right about the weather. This place …” I stopped talking when Martin lifted his hand. “What?” I asked.
“Before you start letting your mind go. I don’t know what you envisioned this was or what would happen, but I’m willing to bet,” Martin said. “It’s nothing like you expected.
✽✽✽
 
The kids were so happy to see me, I can’t recall ever feeling so much joy from them. Both hung on to me, clutching tightly.
The front grounds of the place were beautiful.
Martin was mistaken, it was exactly as I expected.
I even recognized the woman sitting in a lawn chair watching two smaller children run around.
The moment she saw me, she waved and stood.
I had seen her profile picture in the group, and I knew it was Marianne from Cincinnati. She had left before us.
“Jana?” she quizzed, stepping to me with a tilted head.
“Marianne?”
A slight shriek of excitement came from both of us, sounding like teenage girls.
“I’m so glad to see you made it okay,” I said.
“Oh, we did. We beat the weather, never saw anything here but a short storm. Nothing major, except you know, the grid went down.”
“Martin, he said this is probably what I wasn’t expecting,” I said. “It looks even better.”
“He probably means the west side of the place,” she replied. “It’s not what I expected either.”
“What happened to it?” I asked.
“Nothing happened. It’s just … what’s there. Here, we’ll walk.” She turned her body, calling out, ‘mom’ and drawing the attention of an older woman. She asked her if she would keep an eye on the kids.
She began to walk, and I followed alongside.
“We were the first ones here,” Marianne said. “The first from our group.”
“Anyone else arrive?”
“A few. Not many,” she replied. “When we arrived, the town was normal. My husband thought I was nuts and even commented I had to remember the Motel Six because there was no way we could afford this resort.”
I laughed. “My husband didn’t buy into it either.”
“Until we pulled up. The entire resort had been evacuated and no one was here.”
“What did you do?” I asked.
“There are cabins all around and my husband broke into one, so we had a place to stay. I mean, it was insane, I was angry I followed Julius here and he hadn’t arrived. But the storms were real, so there had to be some validity.”
“I started worrying as well.”
“Then night before last …” She held out her hand. “This.”
It was then I saw what Martin meant.
Julius was ‘supposedly’ in that deep secret lab of NASA, so why were there so many military vehicles parked outside what looked like a huge tunnel entrance?
“Julius?” I asked.
“They arrived with Julius, yes.”
“Have you met him?”
She bit her bottom lip and nodded.
“So, he’s real?”
Again, she nodded. “Maybe it’s time you met Julius.”
✽✽✽
 
We walked back around to the front entering the luxurious resort through the front entrance. Across the large sunlit lobby with white pillars, black and white floors and a double staircase with red and green carpet.
No one was in the lobby, but as we ventured farther, people moved about. More meandering than anything else. Post apocalypse tourists on vacation.
We approached another magnificent staircase and I really dreaded walking up them, I didn’t have the energy or depth perception, thankfully we walked down a hall next to them.
There were several people in the hall. A couple military, most were wearing casual clothes, holding iPads or tablets. They looked as we walked by and a couple acknowledged Marianne.
We arrived at set of double doors and Marianne knocked.
“Yes,” a man called out.
Marianne opened the door slightly poking her head in. “Jana arrived.”
I didn’t hear a verbal response, Marianne opened the door wider, holding it for me. “Meet you back outside.”
When I stepped in the room, there was a man and a woman there. The man was Martin’s age, dressed clean and crisp with a golf shirt on. The middle aged woman was military, wearing camouflage, or rather an Army Combat Uniform, and though I wasn’t knowledgeable about the military, I knew the two stars on her pocket, made her a big deal.
I sighed out in relief, Julius was real, a little older than I envisioned. Hand extended I walked to him, “Julius, it’s so nice to finally meet you.”
He shook my hand, then shook his head. “Not me.” He pointed to the general. “She’s the Julius.”




TWENTY-FIVE – WINNING COMBINATION
Julius was a woman all along. Right there that explained why ‘she’ rejected my call. Why hide her gender?
She told me I could call her Nel, and then she asked the gentleman to give us a few minutes alone, a man I found out was her uncle when she called him, “Uncle Roger.”
“The name is actually Julien Constanza. Julien being the male name. Julien worked at NASA and the Department of Defense in the experimental Weather Manipulation Project … or Jupiter.”
“Okay I’m confused.”
“Julien or Julius as you knew him when he started the group was my brother.”
“Your brother?”
“Now, before you say anything.” She sat down behind the desk and held out a hand for me to do as well. “I have been part of his plan since the onset. He couldn’t use his real name and when Jules died six months ago, I didn’t want the group to stop. I am very sorry I deceived you. I wanted people to survive this, not just those I had on my secret team.”
“You’re a general,” I said. “You couldn’t get people to believe you? The government? The president?”
“Jules tried, he did,” she replied. “They dismissed him. He predicted the weather. The only thing he predicted incorrectly was the correction launch. He said if they ever tried to correct it, it would be worse. Well, come on, how much worse would it have gotten. That’s what I thought, I watched hurricanes move inland all the way to Chicago. Insane.”
“Was that Ares?” I asked.
Nel shook her head. “He always said Ares would be the finishing storm. I watched the radar, the image, but they never joined.”
“The correction worked,” I stated.
“It worked.”
I sat back. “Now what?”
“I am shocked more people from the group didn’t show up. But it is what it is. We have a good ground team here. The technology is here. We have a country that is defeated. Blasted by nature. If we don’t get out there and help and show the government is up and running, then we’ll face a lot of lawlessness. If it gets ahead of us, there’s nothing we can do.”
“So, you’re talking Martial Law?”
Nel gave a look of debate. “Not really, we need to reach out to leaders of communities that are still standing. Work with them. Try to find them what is needed.”
“Beckley has it together, you know. So does Lewisville.”
“West Virginia was spared, at least a lot of it was. That is why we need the ground teams, to go out there, let us know what’s there. That’s why I have the soldiers.”
“What do you need us for?” I asked.
“As you know, we have been working on this plan for a long time. What we would do, what we would need. Worst case and best case scenarios.”
“Where does this fall?”
“On a scale of one to ten with ten meaning the worst … a seven, maybe eight. That’s why it’s crucial you and the others in the group help. Be part of the team, be part of the support, let people know it’s not the end. We assign you an area, you work with the locals and the leaders there to rebuild, like an ambassador.”
“Whoa, okay … I’m not a leader, I’m not an ambassador. I am some woman who joined a social media conspiracy group.”
Nel chuckled a little. “Do you think we just … randomly let people into the group? Every person who was there we vetted. We had nineteen uninvited we allowed in. You, Jana worked as a Chief Information Officer. You may not think much of it, but that job entailed problem solving, working with the public. Responding rapidly with a solution. You took on your sister’s children and raised them as your own. They’re beautiful, healthy. We didn’t vet that info you gave it.”
“If I did this, I assume me and my family would go to my assigned area.”
Nel nodded.
“What about the others that are with us?”
“To be honest, some of them have some seriously useful skills. The man with the broken arm?”
“Skip.”
“He fixed a bunker door this morning. He’s mechanical. I’d like to ask him and a couple others to work with us.”
“Where would my area be?”
“We could pick one or if you know of one. We’ll set you up with all communication means that you need. What do you say?”
I stared at her, eventually after a few seconds, I told her I needed to think about it and discuss it with my family. The truth was I had never gotten to the point of what I would do after the storms, after I arrived at the safe zone.
None of that had crossed my mind.
My goal was to lead my family to survival. I did that. The ‘what was next’ was never really a deep thought.
I not only had to think about what I wanted to do, I had to think about whether I was truly capable of the expectations and the tasks Nel presented me.
✽✽✽
 
I didn’t get it. The resort was considered one of the finest. I got that it was historic, but I didn’t get how people paid so much money to stay there.
Martin, the children and I were given a suite. Alice stayed with us. At first when I thought ‘suite’ we were going to get something magnificent. It was big, but the décor just reminded me of my Aunt Mary’s house. Strange, patterned wallpaper, bright red carpet.
The bed was comfy, the linens were fresh. Probably had been made by housekeeping not long before. Any thought I had sunk into that bed, encompassed by the softness, I didn’t sleep long.
It was so early, the sun hadn’t risen. But Alice did.
She was sipping coffee at the table and offered me a cup.
She had taken a few cups from the soldiers’ canteen.
I accepted the coffee and told her I wanted to walk, explore and clear my head.
My mind spun on what to do.
For an hour I walked around the hotel, finding my way down to the infamous bunker area.
People moved about down there, it was powered with its own generator and the slight hum carried steadily.
After I passed through the interior bunker doors, the ones that came from the ballroom, I entered into what looked like a casino. I wasn’t sure what it was prior, but it had been redone.
Slot machines lined up on the walls and in small groupings across the floor.
Most of them were dark, except a few here and there. They were probably entertainment for those who worked down there.
I thought it very symbolic for the country or world right now. A place once vibrant, had been black, nearly extinguished except for the few specks of light.
It was depressing and didn’t help.
It was now light and eventually I found myself outside sitting on a bench facing the massive garden that was untouched by the fury of nature that smashed everything else.
“Coffee isn’t bad,” Martin said, joining me on the bench.
“No, it’s not.”
“Alice said you’ve been awake awhile.”
“I have.” I nodded.
“Any word on Lane?”
I nodded. It was nice there was communications between us and Beckley, even if it was landlines. The wires for those were mostly underground and had survived.
“Last I heard his fever was done for good,” I said. “That was last night. He’s better. A lot better.”
“Did they say how long until he can be mobile?”
“A couple more days.”
“Then what?”
I growled in frustration.
“What? What was that about?”
“That two word question. Then what? Now what?” I huffed. “I hate it.”
“Because you don’t know?” he asked.
“I don’t know, you’re right. I’m supposed to know, right?”
“That’s the general consensus.”
“This whole, Martin, from getting stuff, running from the storms and making it here, this whole thing is like going to the grocery store, buying all this stuff and not knowing what you are going to make for dinner,” I said. “All the stuff and not knowing what to do with it.”
“Meal planning is always easiest when going to the market.”
“Exactly.” I held out my hand.
“Just like long term survival planning is best when preparing for the apocalypse. What is this job or responsibility the General wants you to take?”
“She needs to get this country back on its feet before chaos hits, if it already hasn’t. People need to know there is support. She wants me and others to take an area, be like the liaison to the resources they need to rebuild.”
“Are there resources?” Martin asked.
“I guess. I mean, she wouldn’t have someone there saying, ‘hey we’ll get you wood’ if there was no way to get wood.”
“She wants to rebuild to get the country going again in some way.”
I nodded. “Yes.”
“And where does she want you to go?”
“I get to pick, and if I can’t, if this is what I decide to do, she’ll put me somewhere.”
“What is the problem?” Martin asked. “Why is this so hard? It sounds like something you should do, something we all should do.”
“The problem is it isn’t just me. Or me, you, Lane and the kids. A lot of people followed me here. Followed me to be safe, to have some sort of safe life after everything died and got screwed up.  And now they have to be thinking just like me.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean they followed me here and a part of me is thinking … Why? Why did we even leave? Why did we leave and lose so many when Ares, the big bad storm, never happened?”
“But it could have,” Martin said.
“It didn’t.”
“It could have. It was a gamble either way. The correction worked, but what if it didn’t? I mean, that last storm wasn’t even part of Ares and look what it did. I don’t even want to think about what would have happened if that correction didn’t work. And, besides, you heard Alice, things were bad, we may not have survived if we stayed.”
“It’s all theory at this point.”
“We’re alive. And I just don’t get where you’re having problems with this,” Martin said.
“I have more to consider than just you, me, Lane and the kids. Like I said, I dragged them out there, they have to be a part of what I decide to do. Do they want to stay where we go? Or stay here? Is it fair to drag them somewhere? If they go, they aren’t just rebuilding, they’re starting from scratch in a new place, a new area.”
“Jana, your solution is really simple. You’re making far too much out of this. In fact, it’s a great opportunity.”
“What are you talking about, Martin? How is it simple?” I asked.
“Find out from the general if this liaison and access to supplies extended to the other side of the Mississippi.”
“Okay.” I said slowly, trying to figure out where he was going.
“If so, then let’s go west. If you can get the resources out there, then let’s load up the group and go back home.”
“Martin there may be absolutely nothing left out there.”
“That may be true. Houses, any business, expensive bottles of bourbon, they may all be gone. And yep, we may all have to start over from scratch. But, Jana, it’s not a new place or a new area. It’s memories, it’s a lifetime of living there. And more than that,” Martin said. “It’s home.”




TWENTY-SIX – HOMEBOUND
Lane looked at me sort of sideways. I knew he was looking at my eye, not wanting to say anything.
After agreeing to spend some time in West Virginia, get acclimated on how things worked, get to know the people I would be communicating with, I had made all arrangements with Nel to go back home, at least to Texas. They would supply us with a bus, a horse trailer and fuel for the trip.
I hoped the trip wouldn’t be as eventful as when we went east. Something told me it wouldn’t be.
My husband had to be on antibiotics a full ten days before they gave him pills to take for another five. The infection was worse than first anticipated, the main goal was to stop him from becoming septic.
His lungs had finally cleared, but I was told that cough would be around a long time if not forever.
I alternated my nights between staying in Beckley and at the resort or as they were officially calling it, Olympus. I had to learn how Nel wanted things done, the procedure to get things back up and how to get the supplies we needed.
Martin and the kids opted to stay in Beckley. While there they gathered clothes we would need, a pair or two of jeans and shorts each, along with some shirts.
None of us really had any clothes.
Everything we had and we brought was lost.
For me, personally, the positive aspect was I was able to have my patch removed along with my sutures.
It was still healing and tight, my vision was slightly blurry, and I really didn’t think I looked all that good.
That was confirmed when my husband kept staring at it as we readied to leave.
“What? Say it,” I told him.
“It looks like you got an eyelid lift on one eye.”
“I probably did. That splinter was in the corner of my eye through the lid. Kind of like pinned my eye partially shut.”
“Huh.” He nodded. “How did I not notice that?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. You were pretty sick.”
“Yeah, I was. I kept having weird dreams,” he said.
“Like what?”
“Like throwing up shoes.”
I laughed. “Probably because they pulled a shoestring out of your lung.”
“What?” he asked shocked. “No way!”
“Oh, yeah, pulled it right out. You gagged and all this water came out. It was really gross. The doctor said she never met a cowboy who was as big a baby as you.”
“I acted that badly?”
“No.” I smiled. “You were really good.” I kissed him. “I’m glad I didn’t lose you.”
“Me, too. So ...” he sighed out. “I know we’re leaving. You haven’t told me much. What now?”
“Ha!” I pointed.
“What?”
“I can answer that question,” I replied. “We’re all ready to go. We have a small shipment of supplies, but we need to assess what all is needed to rebuild. Assess meaning we look for people that have survived and are displaced in our zone.”
“Then what?”
“Then we get supplies from headquarters. First order of business is food, water, shelter and medical. Anita is gonna handle medical until we get a doctor. After that, we figure out what we can contribute as a community and go from there.”
“And then …”
“Oh, stop.” I playfully smacked him. “Now you’re pushing it.”
“You know what, Jana? We made it through literal hell and high water. This survival stuff and rebuilding is going to be a piece of cake.”
I didn’t think it would be exactly a ‘piece of cake’, but we had a plan. It would be a long road, with no certain outcome. I was up for the challenge, what else was there to do?
Alice was designated driver of the bus. She had charted our course based on information she had gotten from teams that had left a few days earlier.
She wanted us to make one overnight stop. A full night’s stop so we could rest and be ready for what we faced when we arrived home.
The horse trailer was hitched, and the horses loaded, in fact, Lane and I were the last to get to the bus.
It wasn’t fancy, it certainly wasn’t going to be comfortable, but it would get us home.
“Got that fancy schmancy radio hooked up,” Alice told me. “But you’re gonna have to figure out the other radio thing once we get situated.”
“Skip said he would,” I told her. “Plus, if we can get the landlines hooked up, we’ll be golden.”
“Good luck with that. Let’s head out, we’re wasting daylight.” She called out an ‘all aboard’ and got on the bus.
Rosie’s grandkids ran by me. Rosie looked sad; she had finally processed she was never going to see her daughter again.
They had looked for her back before Alice brought them to Martin’s property, way in the beginning when the first funnel hit.
Her daughter was never found. That didn’t mean she wasn’t alive and looking for Rosie. That was on my list of things to do, people to look for.
My sister was also on the list.
I wasn’t sure when I would ever be able to make the seven hundred mile trip to look, maybe one day. The general told me once they had teams in Wyoming, she’d let me know.
I wasn’t giving up on seeing her again. I knew the chances of finding Eloise alive and fine were slim, until then I envisioned her far away, happy and smiling.
It was time to leave. Time to hit the road under better conditions to venture back home, to face what was unknown.
None of the teams from Olympus had made it that far west. We would be the first.
Our attitude was, if it was impossible to make work, to rebuild, then we would just find somewhere else.
Everyone was given the option to stay. Stay at Beckley or even work at Olympus Headquarters, but everyone like me, wanted to go home.
We had faced so much heading east to Olympus, dire circumstances that took people from us, but it never broke our spirit.
But we kept forging ahead, despite it all.
It is said you can never go back. That was true, especially in our case of going home. We weren’t going back; we were going forward.




TWENTY-SEVEN – IN CASE YOU WANT TO KNOW
Across the country, the twelve hundred mile journey we came across many places that could be rebuilt and many that could not.
Amarillo was one of them.
We saw evidence that reiterated that it was in our best interest to go east.
So many places were just destroyed.
I imagined future generations would go through the burnt remains of Amarillo, one day overgrown with foliage, a symbol of what once was and what happened. A visual history lesson. In fact, the entire country was a visual history.
There were many survivors we came across. Some had already been contacted by the teams, but the closer we got to Amarillo, the survivors were clueless there was even a rebuilding effort. They were far too focused on the numerous places just buried in three feet of mud.
I took down the locations and shared them with Nel.
While Amarillo was out for restructure, the small outlying communities were not.
Places like Vega, Wilderado and Bushland. Places that Martin, Liza, Skip and the others called home.
When we arrived, there was a sense of defeat. I don’t think a single person didn’t look around and say, “What’s the use?”
Odd things remained untouched. Little things like mailboxes and the farmer’s market fruit stand. The fruit stand was how we knew we arrived near Martin’s ranch.
Liza’s diner was a shell, the inside was a swamp of thick, muddy dirt. Skip’s Automotive was a pile of bricks.
The old phone booth, like the fruit stand, was fine.
The ranch was hit hard. The barn had finally fallen, at least half of it, the roof and two sides scattered about the property, a few posts from fences poked out.
It had been weeks since we had been there, waters had receded, mud dried up. I couldn’t even imagine what occurred, what slammed into the towns and how bad it was.
Then Martin saw his well, and with a smile said, “Will you look at that? With all that rain, we will have a full well.”
He found the positive.
Then it began. Each person seemed to find a bright spot in their loss.
It would be like that for a long while. The simple things would make us happy.
Life would be less complicated eventually.
But it wouldn’t be easy.
There was no electricity, not for a while. No way to get news unless by word of mouth and there were very few mouths that remained. Medical care was basic, no surgeons.
After two weeks back in Texas, things looked up. We did things differently. We focused on one project at a time.
The country … the world had been hit by an anomaly of nature caused by man’s arrogance to dominate.
It backfired.
Or did it?
Things had returned to basics, a reset.
Eventually, once people rose from the ashes, there would be power struggles on large and small scales. There would be lawlessness and chaos in some areas. I held no fantasies about a perfect world.
We would take things one day at a time.
That’s all we could do.
Nothing in the future was set in stone. It was now all unknown. I knew that.
We were alive.
I had my family, my friends and with them, I did have a future.
That was a start and was good enough for me.
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