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By R. James Woolsey and Rachel K. Belton.

Chapter 1 – Meet Ray



“One fine morning three weeks ago, a bird landed on a wire overlooking Los Angeles. Unfortunately, the wire was a power line to Los Angeles International Airport, and the ensuing blackout delayed nearly 100 flights. Although power returned in 10 seconds, communications and air traffic control facilities were hard hit; some took hours to restore. More than an hour later, 40 delayed planes and hundreds of travelers were still circling overhead.

”Such sensitivity to small events is an integral feature of all complex, interconnected systems. Scientists coined a term to describe how small events can reverberate through complex networks and systems to cause major, even catastrophic, effects — the ‘butterfly effect,’ which posits that the flapping of a butterfly's wings in Brazil can create a Texas tornado. 

”Thanks to globalization, interdependent systems are everywhere. From food production to financial transfers, the electricity grid to the Internet, our critical infrastructures are connected to one another across the globe. And as passengers discovered that morning, this interdependence leaves us open to new threats, both unintentional and man made.

”One type of threat results from the unintended consequences of interdependence — let's call these malignant threats. They range from the bird on the wire to far more dire and far-reaching problems. Europeans, for example, are not trying to cause a health crisis in Africa by choosing to have fewer children. Yet graying European populations have impelled hospitals to recruit substantial numbers of healthcare workers from Africa, reducing the ability of that continent to deal with AIDS. The American taste for gas-guzzling SUVs may affect the ozone, raising world temperatures. Higher temperatures are already melting ice caps and causing sea levels to rise. We have nothing against coastal resorts or low-lying countries like Bangladesh, but we may end up flooding them anyway. 

”And that's only half of it. Interdependent networks are also increasingly vulnerable to planned attacks — call these malevolent threats. The Sept. 11 attack killed thousands of people and destroyed the World Trade Center's twin towers. But it also precipitated a network failure that cascaded across interdependent systems. By taking out a major subway and train hub, telephone towers and a significant portion of America's financial services, the attackers used interdependence to multiply the effects of the catastrophe and made response more difficult.

”We may be tempted to treat malignant threats as long-term problems and malevolent threats as pressing — but the distinction is false. We don't get to choose between dealing with one or the other. Both can cause catastrophic damage. And one can exacerbate the other, by design or coincidence. 

”A few trees falling on a power line in Ohio caused the blackout that engulfed the East Coast last summer — a malignant threat coming to fruition. A malevolent computer hacker made it worse. On the day of the blackout, the Blaster worm infected and degraded equipment used to manage the power grid. The attack probably slowed utilities' ability to contain the cascading damage. The hacker didn't intend such harm. 

”Now imagine that terrorists had attacked during New York's blackout, when lights were off, streetlights were down and hospitals were dependent on emergency generators. A number of Al Qaeda's more senior members have engineering and other technical backgrounds. As they proved with 9/11, they understand well the malignant and malevolent vulnerabilities caused by our interdependent networks, and they know how to take advantage of them. 

”Analyzing both kinds of threats simultaneously can lead to better solutions than looking at them in isolation.

”Take the electricity grid. Building resilience could help contain damage, whether caused by a bird, a tree or a terrorist. Encouraging "distributed energy production" — lots of small generating plants linked to portions of our critical infrastructure, rather than a few large plants — is one way to reduce spillover effects and keep terrorists from knocking out large sections of our grid. Getting utilities to stockpile spare parts, such as modular transformers that could replace, temporarily, those on huge (and vulnerable) power towers, would also build resilience. Keeping both kinds of threats in mind, we should disperse replacement equipment — lest a warehouse of stored transformers become a tempting terrorist target.

”For real security, the U.S. must build such resilience into a whole host of fundamental infrastructures. Because businesses own more than 85% of that infrastructure, this will require the creation of yet another network — between the public sector and the private sector. Already, for example, public and private hospitals are working with pharmacies and national security agencies to make possible the early identification of naturally occurring diseases (such as SARS) and bioterrorism. 

”We won't be able to prevent all attacks, but if business and government cooperate in analyzing the possibilities and devising protective measures, we may be able to make such threats considerably less catastrophic. And that would be a substantial gain over where we are now.”

Retired Sergeant Major Raymond ‘Ray’ Benton read the article from the LA Times with interest. They were right, those authors, but they were a day late and a dollar short. Drafted in 1965 to serve in Vietnam, the old Sgt. had served 3 tours in country. He had been part of the 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault). On 1 July 1965, the division was redesignated “Air Cavalry”. In 1965 the 1st Brigade relocated to Vietnam, but the rest of the division did not arrive there until 13 December 1967. The division returned to Fort Campbell 6 April 1972. In March 1974 it lost its airborne capability. Finally, on 4 October 1974, it was redesignated “Air Assault”, a name it still carries. The “Screaming Eagles” Division was undergoing a changed even now: the 101st Aviation Brigade was being reflagged as 1st Aviation Brigade, 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault), and other battalions of the current brigade were to be formed under a new 2d Aviation Brigade. 

13 December 1967. He remembered that day well. He also remembered each of his three tours. He managed to pick up 3 legitimate Purple Hearts, one each tour. The wounds hadn’t been life threatening, thought you couldn’t have convinced him of it at the time. A Viet Cong bullet had grazed him on his first tour; shrapnel from an exploding NVA mortar round hit him on his second tour and it was even money that the third wound had been caused ‘friendly fire’. He’d never know on the third wound, the FMJ bullet passed clean through, missing vital organs, but ending his service in Vietnam.

He had come out of Nam a buck Sergeant and had slowly moved up the ranks. His military career started in Nam and ended after Desert Storm. He had his rows of ribbons, the wings of a paratrooper, the scars and his memories. Reclusive to an extent, Ray had dated several women but had never married, less baggage he thought. Instead, he had his hobbies, gun collecting, hunting and camping. At least he’d gotten through Desert Storm without a scratch and at 30 years, he’d retired on a ¾ pension. With it came the access to military commissaries, medical treatment when he needed it, and access to the Post Exchanges.

He hadn’t accumulated a lot during his 30-years, a few changes of civilian clothes, his gun collection and camping gear, an old ford F-100 pickup, a TV, a HP computer and a refrigerator. Everything he had would easily fit in the used trailer he’d bought somewhere along the way. When had that been? Was it in the late 1970’s or early 1980’s? He couldn’t remember, but it didn’t matter. He’d rebuilt the trailer practically from the ground up after he’d rebuilt the Ford. However, Ray had spent his last few years as a supply sergeant and there were a few things that he had that he didn’t count as his. They were ‘borrowed’ from the Army, permanently.

Things like the M16 rifle that no one could match the serial number to the records. It had fallen to him to determine the status of the weapon and Ray couldn’t resist adding it to his collection because the Army had no record of the serial number and would never miss it. Basically an honest man, Ray didn’t let his honestly and basic decency get in the way of his appropriating some of the materials that came to him for final disposition. He’d retrieved M16 magazines from the scrap bin and purchased new springs and carefully hammered out the dents. They were perfectly serviceable after he’d worked them over and the best part of it was they’d only cost him the price of the new spring and a little labor.

Ray had two rifles in his collection that were his pride and joy. The first was a Springfield Armory M1A, M-21, tactical rifle. The second was a Remington 700, M-24 SWS. He wouldn’t have minded having a Barrett M82, but they were way too pricey. The Army had made him switch to the M-9 Beretta and he didn’t like it. He carried the M1911A1 for too many years and the lightweight M-9 just didn’t feel right in his hand. And, the cartridge stunk. He’d taught himself to double and triple tap when he fired, to ensure he brought down the target. He had one of the weapons, another ‘lost soldier’ and lots of magazines for it, but he still preferred the .45. 

When he’d mustered out of the Army, Ray had loaded everything he owned and everything he’d ‘borrowed’ onto his trailer and set out from Ft. Campbell for Colorado. He rented a cheap apartment in Colorado Springs and had spent two summers hiking the Rockies. Ray had modest tastes and the military pension was more than enough to pay the rent and utilities. After spending the summers of ’95 and ’96 in Colorado, Ray moved north and west to Jackson Hole, Wyoming. He found a small acreage for sale, and it was far enough off the beaten path that the owner hadn’t completely held him up. To this point, Ray hadn’t touched his savings and in the market boom of the late 1990’s his 401k was doing really well. Rather than disturb the principal, Ray took a loan out and bought the 40 acres.

The property had an old line-shack on it and Ray spent the summer of 1997 rehabbing the one-room cabin. He replaced the roof with cedar shingles and put in solar panels to recharge the battery bank he installed. He knew he’d have electricity during the summer, but he wasn’t so sure about the winter; the snow might cover the panels. Just in case, he mounted the panels at a 60-degree angle; that should force the snow to slide off. There was a well with an old hand pump. It wasn’t fancy, but it worked just fine and never froze up he later learned. He had an old woodstove with a reservoir to heat water. He sole concession to the outside world had been to put in a phone line. His lighting was the 12-volt RV variety and he had an inverter to provide power to his HP computer, the TV and his refrigerator.

Ray had to search for fallen timber that he could cut up on the spot and throw into the Ford. By the time the first snow fell in 1997, his world away from the world was cozy, well stocked with wood, had ample food laid up in the rafters and he only had to leave to use the outhouse and get water from the well. It didn’t take Ray too many trips to the outhouse in freezing weather to decide that he needed a septic system and an indoor toilet. An indoor toilet meant that he’d have to replace the hand pump on the well and put in an electric pump. He went hunting during the late months of 1997 and had taken enough meat to get him through the winter. He hung the meat quarters in the rafters of his porch, thawing and butchering the meat one quarter at a time.

Ray spent most of the spring of 1998 putting in the water pump, the pipes and a septic system. He added another solar panel and some additional batteries to the battery bank, too. He didn’t know how much electricity the pump would use for sure, but that little under-the-counter electric hot water heater probably used quite a bit. Ray also took time to build a shed. It wasn’t insulated, but it gave him a place to put the batteries and a used chest type deep freezer. That had been another reason to add more generating capacity and more batteries, the deep freezer. He’d squeezed in a shower stall, a stool and a kitchen sink in the cabin. He didn’t need two sinks, who cared if he shaved and washed his hands at the kitchen sink?

His fall hunting trip had been good and his freezer was fairly full of meat. It wasn’t all the way full, but he only had to provide for himself. Ray had made it a custom to practice firing his rifles every Sunday afternoon, weather permitting. He only built a 600-yard range, and for all practical purposes, making a shot at 500-yards, even with the fancy rifles and the scopes, was the furthest he felt any degree of confidence in his shooting. Out to 300-yards, though, he was pretty damned good. At 400-yards, about 70% of his shots hit home and at 500-yards, he could hit the vital area of a large deer, but that was it.

The pension had begun to accumulate in his checking account and Ray paid quite a little extra on the 401k loan. If things kept up like this, he’d have it paid off by the year 2000. Having the storage shed also gave him someplace to store the extra dry goods that he’d bought in Jackson Hole and at the Commissary. Once he got snowed in, there was no running to the store. He occasionally made the trip to the Commissary at the a military base and he would load up the pickup with supplies for 6 months at a time. Some things he couldn’t get at the Commissary and he bought those in town. After 30 years of shaving at least once a day, Ray also grew a beard. He still shaved his neck, but he didn’t have to do that every day. To look at Ray, you wouldn’t realize that he was 51-years old. He was fit and trim from all of his labor and he sort of looked like a modern day Mountain Man with his beard, flannel shirts and beard.

Things were just the way Ray liked them; quiet with no one to bother him. He bought a 400-pound feeder steer and let it feed on the grass. On one of his trips to town, some kid had been outside the grocery store giving away puppies. Ray took a liking to a female that seemed to like him a lot and he finally had a companion. And, one he didn’t have to talk to. He named her Promise, from what he could tell, she must be part pit bull and part Labrador, but who knew? Promise was fiercely loyal to him, but he didn’t get many visitors. About twice a year, the Sheriff’s Deputy stopped by just to make sure he was ok, but other than that, his neighbors didn’t bother him and he didn’t bother them. There probably weren’t a dozen people, who even knew who Ray Benton was.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy Marie Williams nee Benton was a widow. Her husband of 15 years had been killed in Desert Storm, one of the few American casualties. Their only child, Ryan was 13 years old. When her husband had died, Stacy had moved back to Jackson Hole to live with her parents. She’d taken a job at the local market as a checker and had stayed on. Eventually, Ryan and she had taken an apartment and moved out from her folks. Her mother was still there, so Stacy didn’t have to worry about Ryan, she’d pick him up after work each night and often her mother had dinner ready. It helped to make ends meet.

Stacy wasn’t poor, not by any stretch of the imagination, but neither was she rich. She had put away a little money every single payday since she’d taken the job. Everyone said you should put away 10% of every paycheck, but she was lucky if she could put away 5%. It was Ryan’s college fund in case he decided not to go to a military academy. He husband had bought Ryan that right, with his life. But, that wasn’t much comfort on a cold, lonely night. Stacy had dated a little, but hadn’t found anyone she’d care to spend the rest of her life with.

Ryan was going through some sort of a stage, resisting authority. His grades in school, he was in the 8th grade, weren’t bad, Ryan was smart enough. As he’d become a teenager, however, Ryan had gotten a little, well, independent. Maybe it was the loss of his father in 1992 and the lack of a male figure in his life that could provide him up-close and personal guidance. Her father tried to fill in for her late husband, but she was an only child and her dad didn’t have any experience raising a boy. He tried, he really did. He taught Ryan to shoot a gun, rifle and shotgun, and he took him hunting and fishing every chance he got. Still, Ryan was missing something.

Ryan had been born in 1985 and he was just 7 years old when her husband had died. He’d taken his father’s death hard, but with the move to Jackson Hole and the passage of time, he’d seemed to adjust. Here he was a teenager, already. Six years had passed and Ryan had had his 13th birthday. Stacy knew that she ought to remarry and provide Ryan with a father, but she wasn’t about to marry some man she couldn’t love just for that reason alone. Ryan would just have to make do like she did.

Stacy wasn’t a prude. She’d slept with a couple of the men she’d dated after a while when it had seemed that the relationship had possibilities. But both times, the men had suddenly gotten very possessive, and she abhorred the possessiveness. The relationships had ended soon after. There was probably some talk around town about her (they called her the Ice Queen) but she didn’t care. If a man would suddenly turn possessive just because she’d shared her bed with him, how would he react to raising another man’s son? She wasn’t about to find out that was for sure. It had been 3 years since she’d been out on a date.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray made his semi-annual trip to Warren AFB near Cheyenne. He could have gone to any of a number of military bases, but going down to Warren gave him an excuse to drive on down to Denver where he had a retired buddy from the Air Force. Ray Benton and Scott Schumer weren’t ‘best friends’, but they’d known each other since Nam. They’d met in the hospital while Ray was recovering from the shrapnel wound. Scott had been Air Force, Ray Army, but they’d met, of all places, on a Navy Hospital Ship. Scott had stayed in the Air Force and he, too had made it to E-9. Scott’s last duty station had been Lowry AFB and he and his wife Susan had just stayed on in Denver after he retired.

The men had one thing in common, they both loved guns. Each was envious of the other. Scott was envious of Ray’s M16 and Ray was envious of Scott’s Barrett M82A1. Ray usually brought his M-21 and M-24 along and they’d get to a range and do some shooting. Scott was busy saving to buy some night optics for the Barrett. The rifle had set him back good and he had to put away just a little at a time to get that scope. By the time he had the money, they’d probably have 3rd generation night scopes. They had their visit, went to the range, had an abbreviated night on the town and Ray had left the next day for Cheyenne. He couldn’t tarry this trip; he had a new dog at home. Ray told Scott he’d named the dog Promise, having finally kept a promise to himself to get a dog.

Ray did his shopping at Warren AFB and headed back to Jackson Hole. Promise was good for another day, he had a feeder that dispensed dog food into a trough and he’d left out plenty of water. He took a motel room in Riverton and set off bright and early the next morning. He hadn’t bought anything at the Commissary that required refrigeration; he’d get that at the market in Jackson Hole before he headed back out to his homestead. He picked up butter and a dozen eggs (they didn’t keep well), and the things the Commissary didn’t carry. It was slow in the market at that time of the day and Ray pushed his cart to the checkout lane where the good-looking woman was working. He noticed that her nametag said Stacy. They struck up a bit of a conversation, not much really, just ‘where do you live’ and the like. She seemed personable enough, Ray thought; some guy would be lucky to get her. He noticed that she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, but had a diamond on her right ring finger. Probably divorced.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy saw the man maneuver his cart to get into her checkout lane. She was flattered, a little, the guy must have thought she was attractive. Or, was it just because her lane was empty? Either way, she struck up a conversation with the man. He was apparently single; there was no ring grove on his left hand. His name was Ray and he said he had a small spread out in the middle of nowhere. He was very polite, even a little shy. He confirmed that he was single; his only living relative was his new dog, Promise. She’d seen him in the store a few times, but he’d always gone through a different checkout lane. She told him it was nice to meet him and moved on to wait on the next customer.

That night, she thought about Ray for a moment or two. He was a little older than she the eyes gave it away. He was in pretty good shape for a man her age or older, though, he must work hard. The thing that she found so intriguing about the man was his shyness. He was so polite he was almost apologetic. First impressions could be so deceiving, but there was something about the guy. Maybe it was the deference he’d shown her, talking to her as an equal, or even perhaps as if she were a superior. It was a shame he lived out in the boonies, she’d have gone out with him on a date if he’d asked.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray was glad to see Promise. The darned dog had eaten her way through enough food to last a week in just the 4½ days he’d been gone. He’d have to come up with a better system for the next time he made an extended trip. That, or take her along. The dog sure was glad to see him, she damned near licked his beard off trying to wash his face and kiss him. In his hurry to get home and check on Promise, Ray had completely forgotten that he had intended to stop at the barbershop and get a haircut. At least, that’s what he told himself was the reason for his being distracted. He’d forgotten to stop by the auto parts store, too and buy some Pri-G for his gas tank. Come to think of it, he’d even forgotten to fill up his gas tank. And, he wanted to go hunting for deadfall to build up his wood supply for the winter. The fireplace kept the cabin warm enough and with the little water heater he sometimes just used the cast iron skillet in the fireplace rather than stoking up the wood stove. But, the fireplace used a lot of wood.

Ray showered and fed Promise. He refilled the dog food feeder for another week and put out plenty of water. He only intended to be in town for the day, how long did it take to get some Pri-G, a tank of gas and a haircut. When he’d made breakfast that morning, he’d discovered he run out of pepper. He thought he had a can on the shelf in the shed, but he didn’t. That meant another trip to the market. Maybe that good-looking woman he’d met the day before would be working. What was her name again? Stacy, that was it, Stacy.

Ray stopped at the auto parts store and picked up some Pri-G. Then, he went to the gas station and filled his tank and the 5-gallon gas can for his chainsaw. He added the correct amount of Pri-G to each before he put in the gas. Then, he set off to the barbershop. His hair had gotten pretty long. It had taken him a while to get used to not getting a haircut once a week after 30-years in the Army, but he generally got a regulation haircut those few times a year he made it to the barbershop. He had no idea what possessed him, but while he was at it, he got the barber to cut off that beard. damned thing itched anyway and he had never really gotten used to it. Too many years in the Army, he guessed.

Ray got to the market and went side to get the pepper. He noticed that Stacy was working. He got two cans of pepper, one for the cabin and one for the shelf. While he was at it, he walked up and down the aisles, looking for new things he hadn’t tried before. By the time he’d walked the whole store, he had half a cart full of new things to try. He only bought one of each of the new things. Years of eating MRE’s had taught him to just buy one until he knew if he liked it or not. And, if he didn’t like it, he only had to eat it once. Besides, there was Promise now and if experience were any guide, she’d eat anything. Ray maneuvered his cart into Stacy’s lane to check out.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy noticed the man maneuvering his cart into her checkout lane. There was something very familiar about him, but she just couldn’t place it. He was dressed a lot like the guy she’d struck up the conversation with the day before, but this guy had a GI haircut and was clean-shaven. He put the items from his cart onto the conveyor. She handed him the closed sign to put down after his food, it was time for her break. She had almost finished checking him out by the time he had his cart empty and moved to the register.

“Hi Stacy,” the man said.

Stacy knew that voice. She looked closer, at his eyes. Darn, it was Ray with a shave and a haircut, she realized. Now she was flattered. The man only made it to the store about 4 times a year and here he was in her checkout lane two days in a row. She did notice that the only thing he had more than one of was pepper. 

“Hi Ray,” Stacy said, “I see you got yourself a haircut and a shave.”

“I always get the haircut when I’m in town, but I was worried about my dog yesterday and completely forgot,” Ray explained. “Then this morning I discovered I was out of pepper so I had to come to town.”

“Ex-military or retired?” Stacy asked.

“Retired,” Ray said, “Thirty years in the Army.”

“My late husband was in the Army,” Stacy said, “Got killed in Desert Storm.”

“I’m sorry Stacy,” Ray said, “It’s always hard on the families. Maybe that’s why I never got married.”

“I’m going on break Ray,” Stacy said, “Would you care to join me for a cup of coffee?”

“Only if you’ll let me buy,” Ray smiled.

They put the bags of groceries in Ray’s cart and he took them to the Ford. He unloaded them inside of the truck and Stacy and Ray walked to the restaurant next to the grocery store. The got a booth and ordered coffee. While they were waiting for the waitress to bring the coffee, Ray spoke first.

“I don’t mean to be nosey Stacy,” Ray said gently, “But what happened to your husband?”

“He got shot,” Stacy said, “Never knew what hit him. They gave him the Army Distinguished Service Cross and the Purple Heart.”

“They don’t just hand out the DSC to anyone Stacy,” Ray said, “He must have been one heroic soldier.”

“That’s not much comfort you know,” Stacy said.

“You’ve never re-married?” Ray asked, “I noticed the diamond on your right ring finger but no wedding ring. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to pry.”

“No, I never did Ray,” Stacy said, “I dated some guys, but nothing came of it. Say, there’s a live band at the Lodge tonight, I don’t suppose you’d care to have dinner and a drink and a little dancing?”

“Gee, Stacy, I’m not much of a dancer,” Ray said, “But I’d sure like to take you out to dinner. Ok, but I’ll have to drive home and change.”

“It’s strictly casual, you know,” Stacy said.

“Ok where do I pick you up?” Ray asked, “And what time do you want to go?”

Stacy wrote her address on a napkin. 

“Why don’t you come by around 7pm Ray?” Stacy said, “I’d like you to meet my son Ryan. By the way, what is your last name, You’ve never said?”

“Benton,” Ray said, “My name is Ray Benton.”

“Benton?” Stacy squealed, “I’ll be darned. My last name is Williams, but my maiden name was Benton.”

“All right Stacy,” Ray said, “I’ll see you at 7pm. I’d better get going if I’m going to get home, change and get back by then.”

“I’ve got to get back to work, too Ray,“ Stacy said, “I’ll see you at 7.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

On the way back to his acreage, Ray got to thinking. How long had it been since he’d been on a date? It was when he was still in the Army; hell, it was before Desert Storm. It must have been back in 1989, or was it 1988? It was a shame about Stacy’s husband, but people got killed in wars. Damned guy had to be a certified hero though, they didn’t hand out the DSC to just anyone. He wondered how old she was, it was so hard to gauge a woman’s age. She had to be in her late 30’s or early 40’s.

Ray got back to the cabin and took another shower to wash all the hair off after the haircut. He didn’t have a 5 o’clock shadow, the barber had given him a close shave, but he shaved anyway. He dressed in his finest outfit, a Navy Blue Blazer with tan slacks. She said it was casual, but he stuck a tie in his pocket, just in case. He dug out the spit shined shoes and gave them a lick with a wet, then a dry cloth. He couldn’t see much in the little mirror, but he guessed it would do. Anyway, he was ready to get to town and try and find Stacy’s place.

Chapter 2 – Stacy and Ryan

Stacy told Ryan that he could have anything he wanted for supper. She had a dinner date and didn’t really have time to cook. Ryan wanted a pizza, so she told him to go ahead and order it by phone while she cleaned up. She gave him $20 and told him he could keep the change. All of a sudden that 4 topping pizza went to a one topping pizza, Ryan could use the money. It wasn’t like he didn’t get an allowance for doing chores but if he only got a medium one-topping pizza and didn’t waste money tipping the deliveryman, he’d have a whole $10 left over.

Stacy was in the shower when the deliveryman brought the pizza. He gave Ryan a dirty look when Ryan didn’t give the expected $2 tip. He preferred to deal with the parents, they knew to give a tip, but this kid was young, maybe 12 or 13. He knew when the kid opened the door he wasn’t going to get a tip. Stacy had finished her shower and by the time she was dressed, Ryan had finished his pizza. Ryan was watching TV when the doorbell rang.

“Ryan,” Stacy said, “Would you get the door? It’s probably Ray.”

Ryan went to the door and opened it. An old guy, he must have been 60, was standing there. Guy looked like a soldier, too, he had the same type of haircut he remembered his father wearing.

“Can I help you?” Ryan asked.

“You must be Ryan,” the man said, “My name is Ray and I’m here to pick up your mother for dinner. I’m pleased to meet you.”

“Come in,” Ryan said, “Mom, your date is here,” he yelled out and returned to the TV.

Ryan left Ray standing by the front door. Stacy came out of the bedroom and saw Ray standing there.

“Ryan, where are your manners?” she scolded. “I’m sorry Ray, kids!”

“No problem Stacy,” Ray laughed, “I know about kids, I had to deal with them all of the time when I was in the Army. I was even a kid once myself eons ago.”

“Ryan, I want you to come here and meet Ray,” Stacy said.

“We met Mom,” Ryan protested, “When I answered the door.”

“Ryan,” Stacy complained.

“Never mind Stacy,” Ray said, “There’s plenty of time for Ryan to get to know me.”

“I sure hope so,” Stacy thought. “My, he cleans up real nice.”

“You’ll have to give me directions,” Ray said, “I don’t really know Jackson Hole all that well. About the only places I get to are the service station, the auto parts store, the barbershop and your grocery store.”

“Hang a left at the stoplight,” Stacy said, “Honest, too,” she thought.

Stacy direct Ray to the Lodge and they went inside for dinner. She ordered a gimlet and Ray ordered an iced tea.

“You don’t drink?” Stacy asked.

“I’ll have wine with dinner Stacy,” Ray said, “But we have a long evening ahead if you want to dance and I’ll have a drink later. Enjoy your gimlet, I won’t be far behind you.”

“Knows how to pace himself,” she thought.

“So what did you do in the Army Ray?” Stacy asked.

“I was in the 101st all of my 30 years, except for boot camp,” Ray said, “Jump qualified, but the 101st discontinued jumping in 1974. Did 3 tours in Nam, and got my butt shot off all three tours. The last tour did me in and I ended up back at Ft. Campbell. I was an instructor for a while and then got into supply. That’s where I finished up my 30, in supply.”

“You don’t look any the worse for wear,” Stacy said. “Let’s give her our order and you can tell me about it.”

They placed their orders, Stacy went with the Lady’s cut Fillet and Ray ordered the 12 oz. Sirloin.

“There’s not much to tell really, Stacy,” Ray said, “Got winged by a Viet Cong my first tour, took some NVA shrapnel during my second tour and one to my gut the third tour. Nothing life threatening, though I thought so at the time.”

“What’s it like to be in combat?” Stacy asked.

“Tense,” Ray said, “It’s minutes and hours of boredom punctuated seconds and minutes of terror.”

“So, after you got out of the Army, what then?” Stacy asked.

“I kicked around in Colorado for a couple of years and then moved up here,” Ray explained. “Been here since the spring of 1997. Spent the first summer patching the roof and putting in some electricity. I have a wood stove and fireplace, so I had to scrounge to find enough wood for the winter. This year, I put in indoor plumbing and built a shed. Put a small freezer in the shed and I keep my dry goods there. Even put a small hot water heater in and I have a shower. Did my fall hunting trip before I went to Denver to visit my friend Scott and I met you on the way back yesterday. Guess that about covers it. Tell me about you.”

“I was born in 1955, and I have a birthday coming up soon, between Christmas and New Years,” Stacy said, getting that out of the way. “I married Ryan’s father in 1977 and Ryan came along in 1979. I can’t have any more children. I was your typical Army wife until he was killed in 1992. I moved back to Jackson Hole and lived with my folks for a while. Then I got a job at the market and decided to stay. Not much to tell, really.”

“So Ryan is what, 13?” Ray asked.

“Yes, and I don’t know what’s worse, the terrible twos or the tumultuous teens,” Stacy replied. “Ryan is doing ok in school, but I’m an only child and my father is a poor substitute dad.”

“I would have thought an attractive woman like you would have had them lined up at the door,” Ray commented. 

“I did, for a while,” Stacy said, “But I got into a couple of relationships that didn’t work out and after that, they quit coming around so much. I refuse to compromise my standards just to give Ryan a father.”

“What went wrong?” Ray asked, “If I’m not being to nosey.”

“They got possessive after a while,” Stacy said, “I’m not some piece of property a man can own, but they sure acted like they owned me.”

“Those guys were damned fools Stacy,” Ray said, “Not all men are like that.”

“I know,” Stacy said, “Ryan’s father wasn’t, but these guys seemed to act like I needed them. Ray a girl can pretty much have any man she wants, if the truth be known, at least any single man she wants, so I don’t know where they got off thinking I had to have them.”

“Like I said Stacy,” Ray repeated, “They were damned fools. I watched a lot of marriages break up over the years and 9 times out of 10 it was because one of the two parties to the marriage didn’t give his or her partner the respect they deserved.”

“Um, that smells good,” Stacy said as the waitress delivered their order.

“Do you have any favorite wine?” Ray asked.

“Get what you think will go good with the meal,” she said.

“Ok, then I’m going to order a bottle of Merlot,” Ray commented, “Rather fancy the stuff myself.”

Ray ordered a split of the best Merlot the Lodge had in a split. It wasn’t the absolutely best Merlot they had, but he couldn’t see putting out $50 for a bottle of wine that they might not even finish. The brand he ordered was very good and they ate their meal in relative silence, enjoying the food, the wine and the company. One thing that had surprised Ray about Stacy was that she was so open. That indicated to him that she was sure of herself and knew what she wanted. He liked that in a woman. In a way, Stacy reminded him of the girl he’d left behind when he went to Vietnam. However, he didn’t think that Stacy would have dumped him for some war protestor the way Renee had.

After dinner, the two had coffee and at 9pm the band started. It was an older group, more suited to Ray’s age group and they played a lot of 50’s and 60’s music. Stacy seemed to enjoy the 60’s music and some of the seventies music and they ended up spending a lot of time on the dance floor. Ray couldn’t remember when he’d danced so much. Maybe he never had, he reflected. By the end of the evening it was rather apparent to each of them that they were attracted to the other. Ray had to admit that he really liked Stacy and there was no way he was going to spoil a good thing. Stacy thought about making a suggestion to Ray, but decided to let it pass, she didn’t want him to think that she was too forward. They both had the same thoughts and both came to the same conclusion. There was plenty of time for that later if they really hit it off.

Ray drove Stacy home and because it was so late, he took a room at the budget motel there in Jackson Hole. Yeah budget, all right, $55 a night between seasons. The next morning he got up and ate breakfast. It was a good thing he’d thought to throw in a change of clothes in case the evening ran late. He went over to the grocery store and picked up a can of something just to have an excuse to go through Stacy’s checkout lane.

“What time do you get off for lunch Stacy?” he asked.

“1:00,” she replied, “I’ll meet you out front.”

That gave Ray about 4 hours to kill, so he went shopping. Maybe he was being overly presumptive, but he needed a new bed, so instead of buy a new twin sized box springs and mattress, he bought a Queen size bedroom set. He told them he’d pick it up on his way out of town around 2-2:30. He still had time to kill, so Ray went from store to store, killing time. He was standing out front when Stacy exited the store at 1pm.

“Where would you like to go for lunch,” Ray asked.

“The restaurant has a good lunch menu,” Stacy said, “And we won’t have to waste time driving anywhere.”


They got the same booth as the day before and order lunch.

“I can’t tell you how much I enjoyed myself last night,” Ray said, “I honestly don’t think I’ve danced as much in my whole life.”

“You can just tell the difference in our ages,” Stacy said, “By the music we learned to dance to. Although, I must say, you’re a pretty good dancer for a child of the 60’s”

“Hey there,” Ray laughed, “Don’t be making fun of the 60’s music. There was a lot of good music back in the 60’s.”

“I wasn’t,” Stacy said. “So tell me, if a person wanted to get to your acreage to visit you, how would they go about getting there?”

Ray took a napkin and carefully wrote out directions to his 40 acres. Stacy asked him if he did much shooting. He said sure, he had a 600-yard range he’d set up. She said that she might bring Ryan out to use the range if that were ok with him. Of course he said, anytime. He also mentioned that he made it a habit to practice every Sunday afternoon. Stacy went back to work and Ray picked up the new bedroom set and returned to the cabin.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Promise was very excited to see Ray. He’d deserted her for 4½ days, had come home and had promptly deserted her for another night. What was going on with this guy? She sniffed at the large paper bags Ray dragged into the shed. It smelled like food to her. Then he shut the door on it. It wasn’t fair, she loved to eat. Ray dismantled the old twin bed and relegated the box springs, mattress and frame to the shed. They weren’t much good, but they still had a little life left in them. He set up the new Queen sized bed frame and the box springs and mattress. Obviously the cabin had been never intended to hold so large a bed. He managed to get everything in, just. The old wardrobe he had to hang his clothes in looked pathetic beside the new furniture. Maybe he could go back to town tomorrow and find a new one.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy had really enjoyed her time with Ray. Ray was polite beyond anything she was used to. He was clearly considerate and though he might be a little introverted he was charming. She wanted to get to know him a little better and there was Ryan to consider. If Ray and Ryan could come to some sort of a mutual understanding, well…

“Ryan, how would you like to go shooting on Sunday afternoon?” Stacy asked.

“Aw Mom,” Ryan answered, “Grandpa is old and he doesn’t like to shoot anymore.”

“I was thinking of maybe going out to see Ray’s small farm,” Stacy said, “He told me he had a 600-yard range and that he shot every Sunday afternoon.”

“Really?” Ryan perked up, “What’s your new boyfriend shoot?”

“He’s not my boyfriend Ryan,” Stacy said, “At least not yet anyway. I don’t know what he shoots, but I don’t think he’d have a 600-yard range to shoot .22’s on, do you?”

“That’s a real range Mom,” Ryan said, “Maybe he has some big rifles. Ok, I’m game as long as you don’t do any of that mushy stuff.”

Yeah, right mushy stuff. Give the boy a couple of years and he’d be into the mushy stuff himself. The mere thought of it made Stacy feel old. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray wanted to get as much wood put up, as he could before the weekend. So far the weather channel on the net wasn’t forecasting snow, but it was surely coming. He’d put up quite a bit before he’d gone to Denver to see Scott, but you could never have too much wood. If you didn’t use it this year, you’d just burn it up next year that was certain. He already had 8 cords, but he wanted twice that much. A heaping pickup load was just short of a cord. Those guys in the city tried to get you believe that a pickup load was a cord, but they lied. He got a pickup load Wednesday afternoon, 2 on Thursday, 2 on Friday and 2 on Saturday. Two more loads and he was set for winter. He still had to size the wood for the stove and fireplace, and split it, but first he wanted it piled near the cabin.

Ray took Sunday morning off and cleaned up the cabin. Maybe Stacy and Ryan would come today. He got some ground beef patties out of the freezer and set them to thaw. He also pulled out an 8-pak of buns. They could have hamburgers and he’d try his hand at making some French Fries, using potatoes from his garden. Maybe, if they did show up, Stacy could help him. He’d never gotten the hang of cutting the fries evenly from fresh potatoes. He got out his two precision rifles and some match ammo. Both rifles carried the same model Leopold scope. He though Ryan might like to try a handgun too, so he dug out the M-9. It was a good gun for practice.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy and Ryan left early. The directions to get to Rays had more turns than a mountain road; she got lost once, but when she got to the next intersection and realized there was no left turn, she backtracked and re-read the directions. Oops, skipped a line. Darn this place was really out in the country, she thought. Stacy was willing to bet that they didn’t run a school bus out here in the winter. Actually, they did, but you sometimes had to wait a day or two for the roads to be plowed out. The thing that she didn’t realize was that Ray never plowed his driveway. In an emergency, he could use the snowmobile to get to the road and to a neighbor’s farm.

The name on the mailbox said Benton. “This must be the place,” she thought. There was a cabin; it looked like an old line-shack to her, and a shed. She saw a half grown dog wandering around outside of the cabin. Ray said he had a dog, what was that name? Promise; silly name for a dog. Stacy pulled in and as she approached the cabin, Ray stepped out and waived to her. She pulled up to the cabin and Ryan and she got out of the car.

“Have any trouble finding the place?” Ray asked.

“A little,” Stacy said, “Skipped a line in the directions and took a wrong turn Ray but we got here.”

“Come on in, it’s fairly brisk today,” Ray suggested.

The cabin was small, but not tiny. She noticed the new bedroom furniture right away. That old wood stove must be 80 or 100 years old she thought. There was a table and 4 chairs, a small desk with a computer on it and even two overstuffed chairs in front of the fireplace. A fire was laid out in the fireplace ready for a match. Ray had obviously been busy cleaning the place this morning; there wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere. That metal cabinet over there must be his gun case; it had a lock in the handle and an extra hasp and padlock.

“What’s with the new furniture?” Stacy asked.

“My old twin bed was getting broken down and I need a new bed,” Ray answered. “I didn’t want to spend money twice, so I bought the Queen sized bed.”

“Why would you want anything more than a twin bed?” she coyly asked. “You have plans?”

“I’m a survivalist,” Ray answered, “It’s sort of like being a Boy Scout. You prepare for any eventuality.”

“And what eventuality would require a Queen sized bed?” Stacy pressed.

“Well you know,” Ray said, on to her game, “I might meet someone some day that I’d like to spend the rest of my life with.”

“Someday? Ouch,” she thought, “I’d better change the subject.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray got the M-9, several magazines, the match ammo and asked Ryan to carry the two rifles. You could almost see Ryan’s chest puff up when Ray asked him to carry those rifles. Ryan could tell from the adjustable stock of the M-21 that it was a match grade rifle or better. A regular rifle didn’t have an adjustable stock, no sir. He carried the rifles like they were made of glass. Ray had a picnic table set up behind the shed and a spotting scope sat on the table.

“Look through the spotting scope Ryan,” Ray said, “That target is at 300-yards.”

“Gee Mr. Benton,” Ryan said, “300-yards is a long way to shoot.”

“Not with these guns and scopes Ryan,” Ray said, “But if you’d rather, I have targets set up at 100-yards and 200-yards, too.”

“I like to start at 100, yards, Mr. Benton,” Ryan said, “That’s as far as a football field is long and that’s quite a ways.”

“Sure Ryan,” Ray said evenly, “Whatever you’re comfortable with.”

Ray took a few minutes and adjusted the stock to fit Ryan’s frame. When he was satisfied that the rifle and the boy made a good fit, he handed Ryan a 5-round magazine of .308 match cartridges for the M1A, M-21. He showed Ryan how to insert the magazine and how to hold the rifle. There were sand bags on the table for Ryan to rest the rifle on or he could use the bipod. Ryan elected to go with the bipod and he carefully inserted the magazine into the rifle. The mechanism took a lot of his strength to cycle, but he chambered a round. Ryan took a deep breath and let it out. He took the second and let it out. He took the third and final breath and let it half out. He squeezed the trigger, just like his grandpa had taught him and the rifle went off, half scaring him.

Ray was watching through the spotting scope. “Damn, nice shot,” he thought. “Try it again Ryan, do it exactly the same way,” he said.

“Did I hit the target?” Ryan asked.

“You did just fine Ryan,” Ray said motioning to Stacy to look through the spotting scope.

Ryan fired the four remaining shots, not bad for a first group with a new rifle at 100-yards. The boy had shot an 8”-9” group. With practice, he would be a dead shot. Only when he had fired the entire 5-shot group did Ray allow Ryan to look through the spotting scope.

“How big a group is that Mr. Benton?” Ryan asked looking up from the scope.

“Oh, 8” to 9” Ryan,” Ray said, “That’s outstanding shooting, really outstanding. With practice, you will be shooting groups half that size, maybe even better. Let’s try the other rifle.”

As good as the M-21 was, the M-24 was even better. It was well capable of shooting sub MOA groups. Ryan tried the rifle after Ray adjusted it to fit him. Not bad, he shot a 7” group with that rifle. They spend quite a while at the range. Ryan even got a chance to shoot the M-9 at 50’. He didn’t do as well with the handgun but he was young and had smallish hands. He would grow into the gun just fine. Around 3:00 Ray suggested they call it a day. He wanted to get supper out of the way in time for Stacy to have daylight for most of the drive back to town. Stacy did the fries in the cast iron kettle after Ray got a proper fire going. He cooked the hamburgers on his small charcoal grill. He hated to see them leave, but he sent her on her way just after 4:00.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy was positively bubbling inside. Ray had won Ryan over completely. He treated Ryan like a man, not a kid. He had marveled at the way she cut the potatoes, too. What was the big deal about cutting some French fries out of fresh potatoes? He was genuine in his praise, both of Ryan and of her, she could tell. It was in his eyes. The mouth might lie, but the eyes always told the truth. Stacy was one hell of a poker player, by the way. Next time, she planned to stay the night if he’d let her. He had that old bed he’d kept; they could put it up in the loft for Ryan. He probably wondered if she were a real redhead. He’d just have to wait to find out.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

“Damn,” Ray thought after they’d left, “I do believe I’m becoming smitten with that woman. I wonder if she’s a real redhead?”

It had been a while since Ray had given into thoughts of lust and lustful things. A man didn’t survive long out where he lived unless he used the head on top of his shoulders. Tomorrow he would get two more pickup loads of wood. Nine loads would equal 8 cords. He would be set for the winter. Then all he had to do was cut it to length and split the kindling for the stove. He hoped the snow held off for another two weeks, after that, he didn’t care. Maybe he should get a blade for the front of the F-100 and use it to push his lane open. It would be a mighty long winter if he didn’t, what with his being smitten with Stacy and all.

The next day, Ray headed out with his chainsaw to get those last two loads of firewood. He had them back well before dark and spent the rest of the day cutting down a cord to length and splitting kindling for his wood stove. On Tuesday, he was going to town to get that blade for the Ford. And, while he was at it, maybe he could take Stacy to lunch. It was strange how the mind worked. For years Ray had avoided any kind of engagement with the opposite sex, except for the occasional casual sex. Now, his mind was flooded with thoughts of this beautiful redhead he’d met just a few days before. Gee, that was right; he’d met her on Tuesday of last week. Had they only known each other for less than a week? It truly seemed much longer than that.

On Tuesday, Ray dug out the Jackson Hole phonebook and called around until he found a dealer who had a snow blade that would work on his Ford. He fed and watered Promise and grabbed his checkbook. He was on his way to Jackson Hole. The dealer was over a mile from the market, but a little exercise was good for the heart. Ray wrote the check for the blade and left the pickup so they could mount it. They told him it would be ready after 4pm. He got to the market about 9:30. Stacy smiled when she saw him. He walked over to her and plainly asked, “Free for lunch?” She nodded and said “1pm.”

Ray had 3½ hours to kill so he went shopping again. His towels were old and ratty so he bought a half dozen each of bath towels, hand towels and washcloths. He left the bag at the courtesy counter and told them he’d be in before the store closed. He still had 2½ hours to kill, so he went shopping for a new parka. He found a really nice layered parka with a Gortex outer shell. That used up another hour. Wasn’t 1pm ever going to come? It suddenly occurred to him that he hadn’t been this jittery back in 1965 when he was aboard the C-130 waiting to make his first parachute jump. Man, he had to get a grip. He was almost afraid to go the restaurant and get a cup of coffee, look at how wired he was without caffeine. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The market wasn’t all that busy on Tuesdays, especially in the morning. When you were busy, the time fairly flew. When you weren’t, the second hand took forever to go around the clock face a single time. Fortunately for Stacy, hers was the only checkout lane open and the morning didn’t completely drag. She could hardly wait for lunch and she wasn’t even particularly hungry. She’d brushed against Ray a couple of times on Sunday, quite innocently. The guy was as hard as steel. The muscles in his arms didn’t bulge, but he must swing an axe a lot or something. She’d had to ask him to move the cast iron pot on the stove and he’d picked it up as if it were a light as a feather. 

Lunchtime finally came and Stacy grabbed her purse and was out the door in a flash. Other things that she needed to do could at least wait until she got to the restaurant (potty). Ray was standing there a grin from ear-to-ear. It seemed that he was as glad to see her, as she was to see him. He got them a booth while she went to the john. When she sat down, she started to say, “Ray...”

At the same moment, Ray started to say, “Stacy…”

They stopped, each waiting for the other to speak. When finally they could bear it no longer they both began to speak, again at the same time.

“You go first,” Ray quickly said.

Chapter 3 – Before the Storm

“Ray, I just wanted to tell you how much it meant to me the way you got along with Ryan,” Stacy said. “You charmed his socks off.”

“I’m glad to hear that Stacy, Ryan is a really good boy,” Ray said, “But to tell you the truth, I was hoping I’d charmed the socks off his mother.”

“Any time Ray, and you don’t have stop with the socks,” Stacy replied, blushing slightly.

Stacy’s slight blush made our hard as steel Mountain Man blush a bit himself. Well, that was out of the way. Sex was such a difficult subject for some people to talk about. They had lunch and Ray suggested that he’d really like it if Stacy and Ryan could come out again on Sunday afternoon. Stacy, perhaps a bit boldly, suggested that Saturday afternoon would better. That was fine, Ray said, but he usually shot on Sundays. That was okay, she said, they could wait until Sunday to shoot. Ray almost choked on his vegetable hamburger when she’d said that. 

“Well, then, I’ll see you on Saturday,” Ray finally managed to get out. “I’m having a snow blade put on the truck. I decided to keep my lane open from now on. I have to come back to town tomorrow, too. Are you free for lunch?”

“Same time, same place,” Stacy replied, smiling. “I’ve got to get back to work Ray, I’ll see you tomorrow, ok?”

“Sure thing Stacy,” Ray said laying money on the booth to cover the check, “See at 1pm tomorrow.

Sitting there, Ray remembered he’d never gotten around to replacing the wardrobe. He figured he’d better measure and put in the largest one he could find, just in case. He only had a single snowmobile, too and it wouldn’t hurt to get 2 more, money wasn’t an issue, and he could try to buy used machines. He also had to move the bed from the shed to the loft. It wouldn’t do to have Ryan lying up there in the loft wide-awake. He still had two hours to kill until the blade was done, so he went looking for used snowmobiles. He found 2 used machines after looking for a while and bought them on the spot. He asked the dealer to tune up the machines and fix or replace anything that was the slightest bit ‘iffy’. He’d pick them on the next afternoon.

Ray checked around and found wardrobes in several sizes. He knew just where to come the next day when he came back to town to meet Stacy for lunch. He figured he have to pull his trailer because 2 snowmobiles and a wardrobe was more than his Ford would hold. His feeder steer was about big enough to butcher, too. He wondered if there was room in the freezer to hold the whole steer. He would have to check. Ray gave up and got a small pad and a ballpoint pen at a convenience store and started to make a list. He wrote down steer, wardrobe, bed, snowmobiles, FIREWOOD, food, gas cans, gas, Pri-G, and well, the list went on. Ray checked his watch. It was time to pick up the Ford. He also remembered he had to pickup the towels at the store. He got the pickup and stopped by the store for the towels. He bought 3 more of each, just in case.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy was beginning to think that Ray would never ask. True, they had only known each other for such a short time, but she’d known the other guys for a lot longer and it hadn’t made any difference. She liked Ray, a lot. Now if he could just pass the sleep test, there was some real potential in this relationship. “Sleep test,” she thought, “That’s a damn funny name for it.” But in each of her previous relationships, once she’d ‘slept’ with the guy, he’d changed virtually overnight into a possessive, unbearable person. She didn’t think that would happen with Ray, but there was only one-way to find out. Besides, she really liked the idea of having that hunk of a man getting up close and personal with her. And, there was only 8 years difference in their ages.

Ryan and Ray had really hit it off. Stacy couldn’t remember when Ryan had gotten along so well with a man she’d gone out with. Maybe that had a little to do with why she’d stopped dating. And, an 8”-9” group at 100-yards wasn’t terribly good shooting, either, but Ray had made Ryan feel like he was Davy Crocket. Besides, they’d shot a lot and by the time they’d quit, Ryan was down to a 6” group with the military rifle and a 4” group with the bolt action. Ray seemed to have infinite patience and that’s what it took with a 13 year old boy, infinite patience. Ryan had actually had a lot of nice things to say about Ray on the drive back to Jackson Hole. At least he hadn’t called Ray an old man anymore.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Promise was really glad to see Ray when he arrived back from Jackson Hole. Ray had only been gone a few hours, but if you went by Promise’s behavior, he’d been gone a week. Ray put up the towels and started going down his list. The steer might fit in the freezer and might not. If it didn’t, he could leave part of the meat at the locker plant. He’d take the steer in to be butchered when he went to Jackson Hole tomorrow. He measured the wardrobe space. There would be just room enough to put in the large wardrobe he’d seen. The old wardrobe could go in the shed and hold the ‘off-season’ clothes. The firewood would just have to wait a day. And the food presented another problem. There was plenty of room in the small shed. Small was 12’ by 20’; it was almost half the size of the cabin.

Ray had a simple supper and got on his HP to check the Weather Channel. Snow was forecast for next week. He’d have to get busy on that wood later in the week, but there was so much he wanted to get done. He wondered if Stacy and Ryan had good parkas like the one he’d found for himself. He would just have to ask. Well, maybe he’d better wait, Stacy might not understand. For that matter, he realized, all of a sudden, in a few short days he’d gone from being a loner to thinking in terms of three people living there on the acreage. Whoa, slow down hoss!

Ray had a somewhat sleepless night. He’d tossed and turned, that wasn’t like him one bit. He woke up the next morning as tired or perhaps more tired than he’d been when he gone to bed. Obviously, he needed to get busy and split that wood; physical exercise would take care of the restlessness. He hooked up the trailer, loaded the steer and headed to Jackson Hole. He dropped off the steer at the locker plant and headed for the auto parts store. He picked up 10 5-gallon gas cans and several bottles of Pri-G. Then he went to the service station and filled his gas tank and the 10 empty cans, making sure to add the Pri-G to each can.

The next stop was to pick up the wardrobe. They helped him load it on the pickup, but he wondered if he’d be able to get it off the truck and into the cabin by himself. Oh well, he’d worry about that later. It was time for lunch with Stacy!

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray was standing in front of the market when Stacy exited at 1pm.

“Same place for lunch?” he asked.

“Sure Ray,” Stacy said, “At least he cared enough to ask,” she thought.

“Stacy, I’m trying to get ready for winter,” Ray began, “The Weather Channel says that snow is forecast for next week and I want to put in some extra food.”

“I thought you got your food at the Commissary down in Cheyenne,” Stacy said.

“Normally I do,” Ray replied, “But I don’t have a very diverse diet living by myself and if Ryan and you turn out to visit once in a while, I’d like to have food on hand that the two of you are used to eating. Anyway, could you do some shopping for me?”

“I suppose so Ray,” Stacy smiled, “What did you have in mind?”

“Are you free for lunch tomorrow?” Ray asked.

“With you?” Stacy said, “Anytime.”

“Ok, how about you or someone in the store pick out some food for me?” Ray asked. “Just get stuff you and Ryan would normally eat and any other things you might need, you know, personal stuff.”

Stacy thought about that one for a few minutes. Was Ray already failing the sleep test? She was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt because she wasn’t quite sure what he was thinking. She decided to confront him slightly to see if she could tell what he was thinking.

“How much food Ray? And why would you want to put in a lot of food for Ryan and me?” Stacy asked.

“I was thinking you should limit yourself to $1,000, Stacy,” Ray said. “Staples have a tremendous shelf life, so it’s not like any of it will go to waste. Besides, I told you I was sort of a Survivalist and that’s like being a Boy Scout. You are always prepared. What would happen, for instance, if Ryan and you were visiting and an unexpected snowstorm blew in? You two might be stranded for days until they got the roads clear so you could back to town. However, if you don’t think it’s a good idea or the idea makes you uncomfortable, we can just forget it. It’s up to you.”

“Well, that was better,” she thought, “Made sense, too. Besides, he’d left the decision completely up to her, hadn’t he?” That wasn’t the possessiveness that worried her so.

“Ok Ray, you’re on,” Stacy said. “But $1,000 is a lot of food.”

“I realize that Stacy and there won’t be any meat in that either,” Ray said, “I took my steer in to the Locker plant to have it butchered on the way in today. It was about the right weight and I didn’t want to have to winter it another year. Say, speaking of snow, do Ryan and you have really good parkas?”

“We have winter coats, Ray,” But no parkas, why?”

“I wanted to get you and Ryan something nice for Christmas,” Ray said, “I got myself a really nice parka on sale yesterday. I know it’s strange my thinking of parkas for Ryan and you, but I’m not used to buying Christmas presents for anyone. Besides, if you wanted parkas, I’d have to know your sizes.” Clever Ray, did it take you all of the way to Jackson Hole to think that one up?

“That makes sense,” Stacy thought, “It must be tough on a bachelor to shop for a woman and a child.”

“Ok, thanks for the thought Ray. Sure, we could use nice parkas,” Stacy said, “Just be sure that you get me a woman’s parka, sometimes they’re cut a little different to give a little more room in certain areas. As for the food, I’ll get some for you, but I don’t know about $1,000. That’s a lot of staples.”

“Remember, I have a small garden Stacy, so I have potatoes and onions,” Ray said, “Just get whatever you think I’ll need, ok? I leave it entirely up to you. Anyway, your lunchtime is almost over and I have to make one more stop before I go back to the farm. See you tomorrow at 1pm?”

“I’ll be there,” Stacy smiled.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray picked up the snowmobiles from the dealer. They didn’t need much, but since he’d insisted, the dealer had made some minor adjustments and inspected them thoroughly. Ray picked up a case of oil, some filters and spare spark plugs; it never hurt to have spare parts on hand. They loaded the snowmobiles in the trailer and Ray headed west and northwest. When he got home, he parked the two snowmobiles next to his and struggled mightily to get the new wardrobe into the cabin. He rearranged everything and put his clothes in the new wardrobe. It was mostly empty. Getting the old wardrobe to the shed was every bit as challenging as getting the new wardrobe into the cabin. He finally succeeded and went back to the cabin to get his summer clothes to take to the shed.

Ray still had about 3 hours of daylight left, so he started in cutting the next cord of firewood to length. He lost track of time and finally quit just as the last rays of sunlight vanished from the sky. He’d managed to cut a lot of the firewood to length. He would get up early the next morning and stack the logs that didn’t need to be split before he left for town. Ray ate a light supper, he wasn’t used to eating a big lunch every day in a restaurant, and he checked the Weather Channel on the net. That snowstorm was coming on a little faster than he had expected. Although he had a TV, Ray almost never turned it on. The news was so depressing and a lot of the entertainment shows on TV weren’t worth the effort it took to watch them. Give him a good book anytime.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The next morning, Ray got up early and stacked the wood. He’d made quite a dent in the pile, but he still had to split all of that kindling for the wood stove. He left the trailer attached, not knowing how much food Stacy would end up buying. He’d forgotten to mention paper products to her; he sure hoped she’d thought of it. He didn’t use many paper towels; the cloth towels were easy to wash. But there was toilet tissue and Kleenex and napkins. That was another thing he thought driving to town. Ray normally hand washed in a pail with a scrub board, rinsed in a second pail, wrung out the water and hung his clothes on a line to dry. Maybe he should look into a washing machine. Ray was way out of his element here; he didn’t have enough power to run an automatic washer and dryer.

Ray was standing tall in front of the market when Stacy came out the door at 1pm. He’d gotten in town early enough to get the parkas for Christmas presents, but hadn’t solved the laundry problem. They went to the restaurant and got a booth.

“Did you have a chance to get the food for me?” Ray asked.

“Yes Ray, I did,” Stacy said, “But maybe I went a little overboard. There has to be at least $700 worth of food there. Sorry.”

“Stacy, I told you that you could spend up to $1,000,” Ray replied, “Are you sure you didn’t miss anything?”

“Ray, Ryan and I could live 6 months on the food I picked out,” Stacy said. “But you said to load up, so load up I did.”

“Good. Now, I have another problem Stacy,” Ray said. “I’ve always hand washed my clothes with a pail and a scrub board. Frankly, that is getting old. I’ve been racking my brain trying to figure out how to come up with something better. Have any ideas?”

“You only have the electricity from those batteries, right?” Stacy asked.

“Right. So an automatic washer is pretty much out,” Ray said, “Besides, I was thinking more like something like a gasoline powered wringer washer.”

“Can you add more batteries to your battery bank?” Stacy asked.

“Yes, but there is a space limitation,” Ray replied. “I have room for 6 more batteries, that’s it.”

“Well,” Stacy said, “I have no idea where you could get a gasoline powered wringer washer, but if you could get by with an electric powered wringer washer, I might have an answer for you.”

“Tell me more,” Ray visibly brightened.

“Mom’s neighbor, Mrs. Jenkins, has an antique shop,” Stacy explained. “She saved her old wringer washer and wash tubs when she got an automatic washer and dryer. I guess she figured that if they sat around long enough, they’d be worth something and she could sell them as antiques. You might check with her. Her store is down the street about 5 blocks. Other than that, I don’t have a single idea.”

After lunch, Ray and Stacy went back to the store. Stacy had done a pretty good job of picking out food in Ray’s opinion, but he added some more toilet tissue. It didn’t spoil, it could double for Kleenex and you never wanted to run out of toilet paper. They loaded the pickup first and then put the paper products in the trailer. Ray told Stacy that he’d see her Saturday; he had to get his firewood ready for winter. It might be a good idea, he told her if she brought extra clothes for Ryan and herself. If that snowstorm came in early, they might get snowed in for a day or two until the road was graded. She’d do that, she told him.

Ray looked up Mrs. Jenkins. Yes, she still had her wringer washer and rinse tubs, but she didn’t know that she was ready to sell them just yet. Ray asked her what it would take to persuade her to part with them. He explained that he was getting pretty tired of washing his clothes by hand. Mrs. Jenkins didn’t really want to sell the washer and tubs, so she set a price that no sane person would be willing to pay. Imagine her surprise when Ray whipped out his checkbook and wrote her a check for her asking price. She was stuck, poor Mrs. Jenkins. Maybe she should have asked for more. No, the price she’d asked was already highway robbery, but if this guy wanted to spend the money, she’d take it.

Ray needed to make more stops. His little water heater would never cut it, so he picked up a 40-gallon propane water heater for the shed. He also got 5 20-gallon bottles of propane. Then, he got pipes and plumbing fittings to plumb in the hot water heater that he intended to put in the shed. He also picked up a propane space heater for the shed; it got cold out there in the winter. There was something else he intended to get, but he couldn’t remember. He thought and thought. Then it came to him. The stool wasn’t private. He needed a curtain to hang around it to afford anyone using it some privacy. He went back to the store where he’d bought the towels and got a curtain for the stool and a curtain for the bed. He also got the curtain rods. He was almost out of town when he remembered the batteries. Dang, his memory was slipping. He got 6 more batteries and cables. My, he was going to be a busy boy.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray had come through with flying colors as far as Stacy was concerned. His answers weren’t slick or rehearsed. Well, maybe the bit about the parkas was a stretch, but they would make nice Christmas presents. He was getting awfully domestic all of a sudden. That was ok with her, if he passed the sleep test, Ray might just end up getting a whole lot more domestic than he was. She wondered what Ryan, he first husband, would have thought of Ray. They were a lot alike, Ryan Sr. and Ray. Ray was older, but they had that same, self-confident air about them. Ryan had been about 2” taller than Ray, at 6’, but other than their obvious different looks, they could almost be the same man. Whoa, wait a minute; was she just interested in Ray because he was so much like Ryan? No, because as much as they were alike, they were different.

Where were the warts? Everyone had warts, or defects in their character. So far she hadn’t seen any. Well, that M-9 did say U.S. Government on it, but maybe he’d bought it surplus. Ray was gentle; perhaps genteel was a better word. But like soldiers everywhere, he must have that tough side somewhere. He’d been in Nam and the Gulf War and survived both. From her 15 years with Ryan, Stacy knew that even the genteel had that side of them that permitted them to survive and sometimes even thrive in combat. As long as she only saw that side of him when the situation warranted, she could love with that.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray got home and started to unload. He set the washer, rinse tubs and hot water heater in the shed. The propane tanks went outside the shed for the moment. He sat the batteries, cables and plumbing fixtures inside of the shed. The food all went on the shelves. Darn, this shed was getting cramped. He put the curtains and rods on his bed and played with Promise for a few minutes. She was going to be a medium sized dog, he could see that much for sure. Promise seemed to adjust to having Stacy and Ryan around ok. He would have thought with the Pit in her she’d have been more of a one-person dog. Well, maybe the Lab countered that. He got busy finishing cutting up the wood into the correct lengths, He could stack it and start splitting it tomorrow. Meanwhile, there was the hot water heater and the space heater to set up. He worked late, and only had to run the pipes from the shed to the well house to have the water heater hooked up. He’d put in a small house around the well to hold the water tank. It was one of those tanks with the bladder in it that maintained the water pressure and tripped the pump when the water ran low.

Ray didn’t have any trouble sleeping that night, because he was tired. Tomorrow would be another full day, too. There was a water line to run, propane tanks to hookup, wood to split, curtains to hang. He was still thinking of all he had to get done when he dropped off to sleep. He had been too tired to check the Weather Channel on the net. That winter snowstorm was now forecast to hit Sunday morning or perhaps as early as Saturday night. Ray might have been delighted if he had known, there could be worse things than being snowbound with that good looking redhead.

Ray was up bright and early the next morning. He got the water line in from the shed to the well house only to discover that he needed one more plumbing fitting. He went ahead and cut a small hole for the propane line to pass through the shed wall to the bottle. Maybe he’d better put up a lean to for the bottles. That was a second reason to go to town. He set the batteries in place and hooked up five of them. Somewhere along the line, he’d either miscounted the cables or the store had missed putting one in his bag. He had six positive cables and 5 negative cables. That was reason 3 to go to town. Ray would love to see Stacy today, but there simply wasn’t time. He had a quick trip in. The battery cable was in a bag with his name on it, he got the plumbing fitting, went by the lumberyard and filled his gas tank. He sure was using a lot of gas lately.

Back home, Ray finished connecting the waterline, hooked up the sixth battery, filled the trench for the waterline, and erected a hasty lean to. He still had plenty of daylight, so he got busy splitting the wood. That was the only problem with the wood stove; you had to split the wood down to kindling size. You sure could bake good homemade bread in that oven, though. Most of the time, Ray just used cold water; he didn’t like to run the little water heater under the counter. But, with those six new batteries, he had enough electricity to run everything now. Well, you couldn’t run the TV when the washer was running, or else you had to turn off the computer, but there was enough to leave the hot water heater on all of the time now, if he could just remember.

After dark, Ray ate a hardy dinner and then took the time to hang the curtain rods. That was one more chore out of the way. That was good, because tomorrow was Saturday. He had everything done that he wanted to get done except for finishing the firewood. He had 12 of the 16 cords done and only 4 more left to split. He’d work on that tomorrow until Stacy and Ryan arrived and he would be that much closer to being ready for winter. Ray was just too tired to check the Weather Channel on the net.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy was really looking forward to going out to Ray’s for the weekend. She had checked the Weather Channel on TV and it DID look like they might get snowed in; so much the better. It would give her more time to spend with Ray and being cooped up in a 28’x 32’ cabin would tend to make all of them reveal their true selves to each other. She looked in the mirror and dabbed on a little makeup to bring out the green of her eyes. (Hint, hint) She had taken time to pack several changes of clothes just in case that snowstorm did come in early like the Weather Channel was suggesting it might. She also made sure that Ryan took his schoolbooks. It was still over 3 weeks to Christmas break and if they did get snowed in, he would need something to keep him busy.

Stacy filled her gas tank and she and Ryan headed out. Ryan was really looking forward to getting a chance to shoot again. Maybe Ray was right; maybe Ryan was a good shot. On the way to Ray’s cabin, she thought about the aftermath of Ryan’s death. Ryan had really deserved the CMH, in her opinion, but they gave out no CMH’s during the Gulf War. Her local Congressman had thought that unfair and had promised her that when Ryan was old enough, he would give him an appointment to the military academy of his choice. All Ryan Jr. had to do was keep up his grades so that he could qualify. The Congressman might not be in office by the time Ryan was old enough, so he put it in writing. She didn’t know that any successor would honor the commitment, but there it was.

Stacy took all of the correct turns and made it to the cabin almost as fast as Ray usually did, but then, she didn’t know that. When they pulled up, Ray was splitting firewood. It looked like he had most of the wood ready for winter. They got out of the car and Ray stopped splitting the wood.

“Hi Stacy. Hi Ryan,” Ray greeted them. “Give me a minute to stack this firewood and I’ll be right with you.”

“Hi Mr. Benton,” Ryan said, “Can I help?”

Stacy almost fell down, so great was the shock of Ryan offering to help.

“Sure Ryan,” Ray said. “Ryan, calling me Mr. Benton is a little to formal for my liking. How about you call me Ray? Or, if you’d rather, call me Sarge?”

“Ok Sarge,” Ryan said, as he pitched in to help stack the firewood.

Ray would have preferred Ray, but, by giving the boy a choice, he’d further ingratiated himself with Ryan. It wasn’t like those punk kids in the Army who were just too damned lazy to say Sergeant and only managed to get the first half of the word out. This wasn’t about maintaining discipline this was about making friends. Ray knew damn good and well that any chance he had of getting to know Stacy any better lay with his ability to get along with Ryan. Besides, he really liked the kid. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

“Let me get a quick shower,” Ray said, “And I show you the changes I’ve made this week.”

“We’ll wait out here while you shower,” Stacy suggested.

“Nonsense,” Ray said, “Come on in. I’ve added some curtains.”

Sure enough, Ray had added a curtain around the stool and shower. The stool curtain was separate too, so both fixtures could be used at the same time with a little privacy. Ray got a change of clothes out of the bureau and the wardrobe and pulled the curtain to take his shower. He’d completely forgotten to kick on the hot water heater under the counter and it was a quick, cold shower. Maybe the effect Stacy was having on him made that a good idea anyway. After he’d toweled off and dressed, he pushed the curtain aside and turned on the hot water heater under the sink.

Ray had noticed that it was clouding over pretty good while he’d been out chopping wood. For the first time in several days, he brought the Weather Channel up on his computer. Damn, this didn’t look good. It could snow late tonight or early tomorrow. The wind was up too much to shoot too.

“I’m so sorry Ryan,” Ray said, “But the wind is up too much to shoot today. Would you be terribly disappointed if we put it off?”

“No Sarge,” Ryan said, “I kind of got that idea when I got out of the car. It’s cold outside.”

“Stacy,” Ray continued, “From the looks of the Weather Channel, we have a snowstorm coming in. Do you think you should head back to Jackson Hole?”

“Not on your life Ray Benton,” Stacy said. “I checked the Weather Channel before we left. If we get snowed in, we get snowed in. Besides, I had Ryan bring his schoolbooks just in case that happened.”

“But what about school and your job?” Ray asked.

“If the snow is that bad, they may just call off school,” Stacy said. “And my job will be there when I get back. I told my boss that we were going out in the country to visit a friend. If there’s a snowstorm, he’ll know we got snowed in. Besides, you have a phone don’t you?”

“Yes, but if it’s a bad storm, the lines could go down,” Ray pointed out.

Chapter 4 – Blizzard

“Que sera, sera,” Stacy commented.

Ray led Ryan and Stacy out to the shed. He showed her his full battery bank, the hot water heater, the wringer washer and rinse tubs and the shelves filled with food. How very romantic. Then again, it depended upon how one looked at it. Obviously Ray had put a lot of thought into equipping his small homestead. The 40-gallon propane hot water heater could be fired up on washdays and would provide ample hot water for washing. The wringer washer and rinse tubs were old and old fashioned, but a wringer got the water out just as good or better than a spin cycle on a modern automatic washer. Stacy had used that very washer many times, helping out Mrs. Jenkins on washdays before Mrs. Jenkins had gotten her automatics. They were like old friends.

Ray had all of that food, too. Stacy noticed that the things she’d picked out weren’t all that different from what he already had. The only difference, in many cases, was the brand of the item. Ray tended to buy the so-called house brands as opposed to the name brands. They were generally just as good as the name brands, but a few cents cheaper. Sometimes, house brands were name brands that just missed the quality standards set by the manufacturer, like 0.1% too much salt or something. In other cases, the house brands were specifically manufactured for the store chain. Take green beans for example. What if the house brand was the name brand with a little too much salt? People frequently put salt, pepper and butter on green beans anyway, so what did it matter? They just put a little less salt on their beans.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

“What should I take out of the freezer for supper?” Ray asked. "I haven’t picked up my steer from the Locker yet, but I have some beef steak, hamburger patties, a pork roast, and lots of venison.”

“Sarge, could I have hamburgers?” Ryan asked.

“Sure thing Ryan, how many?” Ray replied.

“Two,” came the reply.

“And you, Stacy,” Ray said, “What would you like?”

Stacy lied, Ryan was standing right there. “Steak would be ok with me.”

Ray took out two New York Strips and the hamburgers and they returned to the cabin. There were buns in the freezer compartment of the refrigerator. Darn, it could start snowing any minute. Ray handed the beef to Stacy and grabbed an armload of wood for the stove. Stacy set the meat on the counter to thaw. Ray hauled in more firewood for the fireplace and added a log to the fire. Ray went back outside and hauled in some more firewood. His porch was stacked to the rafters with logs for the fireplace and kindling for the stove.

“Stacy, it looks like it’s going to snow like crazy,” Ray said. “Would you give me a hand and help select some food to bring to the cabin?”

Ryan was engrossed in a game on Ray’s computer and never even looked up. Stacy and Ray headed for the shed. The minute they got inside, Stacy took Ray in her arms and planted one on him that damn near blew the top of his head off. She had wanted to do that for several days now. Ray returned the favor, but they called it to a halt before things went too far. They managed to get some food selected and returned to the cabin. Ryan looked up as they entered.

“Mom,” Ryan asked, noticing the lipstick on Ray’s face, “Does this mean that Ray’s your boyfriend now?”

“I guess so Ryan,” Stacy said.

“Good,” Ryan said and returned to his game.

Ray didn’t know what to make of that exchange, but he was truly getting hooked on this woman and it had been less than 2 weeks.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

About the time they sat down to eat dinner, it began to snow. The wind picked up considerably, and before long, the snowstorm began to qualify as a blizzard. The wind was really howling. Ray had served the steaks with baked potatoes and canned mushrooms and Stacy had made Ryan French fries. Ray had a case of soda in his refrigerator; he knew there was something there for Ryan because Stacy had picked out the soda. After dinner, he went out to the shed and lit the space heater. It wouldn’t do to have anything freeze. The space heater was connected to its own 20-gallon bottle of propane, but Ray had no idea how long that would last. He guessed he should have read the instructions.

When he got back to the house, Ray borrowed the computer from Ryan long enough to check the Weather Channel. Eastern Montana and western Wyoming were in a blizzard and the forecast didn’t look good. It might run for as long as a week.

Wind and snow make a blizzard. That's as basic as we can get. From there on, it's shades of white. Strong winds and steady snowfall make the big ones. But snow moves in strong winds even if it is not snowing, if there's enough snow on the ground and it's not too old and icy. These are ground blizzards, and sometimes they happen even with clear skies above.

A blizzard is a North American name for a violent, bitterly cold wind accompanied by blowing snow whipped up from the ground. Freezing temperatures, high wind speeds, low visibility, and drifting snow create hazardous conditions. Snowstorms occur when two different fronts collide. In the winter, when a warm front moves in and meets a cold front, heavy nimbostratus clouds develop and heavy snowfall occurs.

The air holds tiny water droplets. When these droplets become too large for the air to support, they fall to the Earth as rain. Snow forms when a cloud's temperature is between 10 degrees Fahrenheit and 4 degrees Fahrenheit. There are ice crystals in clouds. The tiny droplets of water freeze onto crystals, building them up. Then, they fall to the Earth as snow. When it is 39 degrees Fahrenheit on the Earth's surface, the snow will land before it melts. In order for snow to build up on the ground, it has to be much colder. According to the US National Weather Service, winds of 35 mph or more and visibility of .25 miles or less are conditions that, if they endure for three hours, define a blizzard.

Blizzards can cause serious damage. The weight of snow can make buildings collapse. Crops freeze, and livestock can be killed.

Ray figured the wind must be blowing closer to 45 miles an hour and he could barely see the shed from the cabin or vice versa. It was a good thing he’d taken that steer in to the Locker plant, too. It might never have survived this storm. Promise was curled up in a ball at Stacy’s feet. Obviously Promise had accepted Stacy and Ryan. He noticed that Stacy was absently scratching Promise’s head earlier. He guessed that the two of them had passed the Promise test. He bundled up and got some more wood from the front porch. It looked like he’d have to give Stacy and Ryan their parkas early and come up with another Christmas present. He had some ideas along that line already. Stacy still had to pass the Ray test. He had no idea that Stacy had her own version of the Ray test called the sleep test.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ryan had given up early the night before. Ray served Stacy another glass of the Merlot and they retired for the night. They eventually even got some sleep. Stacy had been a wonderful lover. She had anticipated his every desire and had passed the Ray test with flying colors. Ray had passed the sleep part of the sleep test with flying colors, too. He had anticipated Stacy’s every desire and he was so gentle and considerate. Bottom line was that the two of them were compatible in bed. Very compatible! It had been a long time for both of them and they hadn’t realized how hungry they were for attention from another adult human being. Now, Ray just had to pass the second half of the sleep test. That was the real test anyway. How would he behave the morning after?

Ray was up early and had a fire going in the fireplace and in the woodstove. He put on a pot of coffee and had bacon and eggs in the refrigerator. He’d even taken out a can of frozen OJ and made a pitcher of juice. He was quiet, letting Ryan and Stacy sleep. He tried to bring up the Weather Channel on the net, but the phone lines were down. During the night, the wind had approached speeds of 60 mph and gusted even higher. The howling had been what had finally lulled him to sleep. He’d let Promise out to take care of business. She hadn’t been outside for a moment longer than it took.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy had explained that there had been complications with Ryan’s birth and that the doctor’s had found it necessary to perform a hysterectomy to save her life. It was most unusual in the mid-1980’s to have that happen, but it had happened, nonetheless. That explained a question that had come up when Ray had put away Stacy’s purchases from the grocery store. She had told him she couldn’t have any children and when she wanted him to know more about it, she had told him more. Ray wasn’t one to pry, not really. He wanted to know a little about Ryan Sr. after he’d been told about the DSC, but it was more out of respect for the man than anything else. If there was one thing that Ray knew, it was that you couldn’t compete with a ghost. Stacy woke up feeling like $1 million. She slipped into a robe and joined Ray at the table.

“Good morning. Coffee?” Ray asked. He leaned across and gave her a gentle kiss on the forehead. He uttered a single word, “Wow!”

“Coffee would be fine Ray,” Stacy said, “I’m starved, what do you have for breakfast?”

“Orange juice, bacon, eggs and toast,” Ray said, “Want me to start breakfast?”

“Sure,” Stacy said.

“What about Ryan?” Ray asked.

“The smell of the food will wake him up,” Stacy replied.

Ray poured Stacy a glass of orange juice and got the bacon going. He drained it on a paper towel (I said he didn’t use many, not that he didn’t use them at all). When the bacon was crisp, Ray asked Stacy how she liked her eggs.

“Can you handle over medium?” she asked.

“Over medium or scrambled,” Ray said, “Is all I can handle. Well, I guess I could break the yolks.”

Ray toasted the bread over the fire after he removed a burner plate. He had the eggs and toast done about the same time. He served Stacy and noticed Ryan climbing down the ladder from the loft. Stacy noticed too.

“Scrambled for Ryan,” she said. 

Ray obliged. He had gotten a ½ gallon of milk in town the last trip in and it was fresh, so he asked Ryan if he wanted milk or coffee.

“Ryan will take milk,” Stacy answered for him. That was good to know and that explained all of instant milk in the shed. He fixed himself eggs over medium and some toast and joined them.

Ryan was looking strangely at Stacy. He wasn’t old enough to understand what he was seeing, but Stacy positively glowed. He knew there was something different about his mother; he guessed it was Ray. Whatever it was, he liked what he saw. His Mom hadn’t smiled in a long time. He then turned his attention to Ray. Ray had a softness about him that Ryan hadn’t noticed before. Ryan finally put 2 and 2 together and decided that they been fooling around the night before. Oh well, that wasn’t any of his business he decided, that was grownup stuff. Besides, Ray always talked about his father with a great deal of respect. Yeah, Mom could keep this one if she wanted to.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Out of the corner of his eye, Ray had been watching Ryan. Ryan had apparently been mulling something over in his mind. Ray caught the briefest nod and the hint of a smile. Maybe he had passed the Ryan test, but what about the Stacy test? Stacy couldn’t have been clearer about what had driven her away from the other men she’d had relationships with. For Ray, that was no challenge. Stacy was the same woman this morning that she’d been the day before. He had no intention of treating her any different as a person. He sure as hell didn’t own her. He was grateful she thought enough of him to share herself with him. She was his equal in every respect as a human being and more than his equal in the bedroom. He might be in pretty good physical condition, but he’d need to start getting more exercise if he was going to keep up with her.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

As far as Stacy was concerned, Ray was doing fine on the sleep test. If he were still acting the same way in two more weeks, he would pass with flying colors. The other guys hadn’t taken more than a day or two to start acting possessive. She had shared herself with them, not given herself to them as a possession. But, that was they way they acted, like they owned her. Let’s just get through the weekend and then we’ll see; maybe even sooner. She needed a shower.

“Ray, I need a shower,” Stacy said.

“Stacy, I bought a whole lot of new towels and washcloths,” Ray said. “They are on the shelf above the stool. I put one of your bars of soap there, too.”

Hm, there they were, all right, brand new towels and washcloths. Well, at least the guy knew better than to expect company to use those old ratty things she’d noticed the last time she was here. And the curtains were a positive stroke of genius. She’d wondered how he was going to manage privacy in a one-room cabin. She’d let his failure to wash the sizing out of the towels go. After all, he’d just gotten the washing machine. While Stacy was in the shower, Ray asked Ryan if he wanted to play a game on the computer. Ryan decided that he wanted to do his homework, so Ray went ahead and washed the dishes, careful to use hot water from the stove reservoir rather than from the hot water heater.

Stacy got out of the shower and toweled off. She slipped back into her robe and went to the bed area to get dressed. Ray was busy washing dishes and never even looked up. It suddenly made Stacy realize just how much she valued her privacy. The man was a real dear. The other men she’d spent time with couldn’t pass up an opportunity to leer and mentally undress her. Ray had heard Stacy get out of the shower and dry off. The next move was hers; he wasn’t going to invade her privacy. When she headed to the ‘bedroom’ to dress, he concentrated on his dishwashing. He knew what she looked like; he didn’t have to stare at her to visualize that beautiful body.

The wind continued to howl just as badly as it had the night before. Obviously they weren’t going outside right away. Ray figured that it would be interesting to see if they could amuse themselves during the storm without getting in each other’s face. But first, he wanted to give them the parkas. Those winter coats they’d worn out here yesterday wouldn’t cut it in a storm like this, even after the wind died down. When Stacy presented herself dressed in slacks and a sweater, Ray went to the Wardrobe and pulled out the parkas.

“Here you two, try these on,” Ray said handing them the parkas.

“I thought those were supposed to be Christmas presents,” Stacy said.

“Well, I guess that Christmas just came a little early this year,” Ray gracefully recovered.

“Thought so,” Stacy thought. The coat fit her like it had been made especially for her. And, mittens, too! Ryan tried his parka on and it was just the right size. Stacy had taken a chance and given Ray one size larger than Ryan usually wore. He was a growing boy and she had wondered how she was going to buy him a new winter coat and put money away for his college. She tried on the mittens and notice that they had a cutout so you could fire a gun or whatever. She didn’t know that she’d be shooting a gun anytime soon, but the man obviously planned ahead. She wondered what other plans he had.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

“Neat,” Ryan said when he’d tried on the mittens. “I can shoot a gun wearing these.”

“It is a lot better to wear a lightweight glove inside of the mittens,” Ray said, “if you’re going to be shooting; but mittens are really necessary in a climate like this. Otherwise, wearing gloves alone could expose you to the possibility of frostbite.”

Ray had decided what he wanted to get Ryan for Christmas. He also had a pretty good idea what he wanted to get Stacy for Christmas, but he was torn on the subject. She still wore Ryan’s diamond on her right hand, so maybe a diamond wasn’t such a good idea. But, he definitely had some ideas on a Christmas present for Stacy. Maybe she would like a cabin out in the middle of nowhere. Ray hadn’t felt this way about a woman since he’d left Renee behind to go to Vietnam. Look at how that had turned out he warned himself. Still, Renee and he had both been immature and as he reflected back on it, he was glad she had taken off on him. Better to have it happen before they got married than after.

Ray didn’t know how lucky he had been. Renee had gone through 3 husbands and was working on the fourth. It was anybody’s guess how long the new guy would last, but his friends didn’t give it long, only until she spent his money. Anyway, Ray had seen so many marriages fail. The fact that Stacy and Ryan had managed to make it through 15 years told him a lot about her character. It wasn’t easy being an Army wife. The low pay, the uncertainty and a whole bunch of soldiers making passes at anything in a skirt had ruined more than one Army marriage. He’d seen it all and had been grateful he was single. But, he was out of the Army now and maybe being a loner wasn’t such a good deal. Promise was proving to be a good companion, but last night had reminded him that there was more to life than having a dog buddy.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy noticed that Ray had a small bookshelf above his computer desk with several good titles on it. There were a couple of books she had wanted to read, but had never had time. She wondered if Ray would feel left out if she got a book. There was only one way to find out.

“Ray, do you mind if I read one of your books?” she asked.

“Help yourself Stacy, that’s what they’re there for,” Ray replied.

Stacy took down the copy of James Michener’s Hawaii. “What is this book about?” Stacy asked.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray had no intention of spoiling the book for Stacy. He gave her the usual description of the book. “The book covers Hawaiian development from 1854, when people from Bora Bora migrated there, through 1954 and the emerging of this American territory and soon-to-be state. Though the book is a mixture of fiction and fact, reading it can be an excellent way to get an understanding of the many foreign and competing forces that shaped this beautiful place.”

“Polynesian founders, New England missionaries, Chinese business people, and Japanese immigrants are all represented -- as are the dynasties they spawn in Hawaii. “We are shown the native Hawaiians' worship of multiple deities and the fire goddess Pele, their abandonment of their religion at the coercion of Christian missionaries Abner Hale and John Whipple, Chinese immigrants Char Nyuk Tsin and Kee Mun Ki, and Japanese laborers Kamejiro Sakagawa and his friend Oshii, who is a fanatical supporter of the Japanese emperor.” 

“Perhaps more than in any other state, Hawaiian people are a blend of their ancestors. Intermarriage between natives and newcomers has closely knit the various ethnic groups and the island's commerce. Hawaii is the American state closest to the contemporary powerhouses of Asia: Japan, China, and Southeast Asia.”

“Funny,” Stacy said, “I got that much from reading the jacket.”

“Stacy, I don’t want to spoil the book for you,” Ray replied, “Read it or not, that’s up to you. But I won’t spoil the story by giving you my version of what I read.”

“Do you mind if I read?” Stacy asked.

“Not at all,” Ray said, “I have a new book I want to read, too. We can read together.”

As a matter of fact, Ray had several new paperbacks he wanted to read. William W. Johnstone had hooked him on the “Out of the Ashes” series. Not that they were particularly realistic, but they were entertaining, nonetheless. Someone called them ‘potato chip books’ http://www.lostbooks.org/reviews/2002-06-28-2.html and he had to agree. It was nice that Stacy liked to read. He only got the one TV channel, when the weather permitted. He also had the net, again, when the weather permitted. That was why he went online to get the Weather Channel; he didn’t get it on his TV. There was no cable way out here in the sticks, and even if there were, he didn’t intend to pay for something he could get for free. 

“This is nice,” Stacy thought, “He isn’t a bit threatened that I want to read a book instead of holding hands.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ryan had gone through several of the games on Ray’s computer. The guy had a better collection of games than he did, if you could believe that. Ryan did notice, however, that some of the games had never been played. Ray had downloaded and installed them, but had never played them. He did notice in the statistics on FreeCell that Ray had played over 20,000 games. Solitaire didn’t record statistics, but Ryan would bet he’d played that plenty of times. Sarge, seemed to give everyone their space. Ryan wished the wind would die down he wanted to get outside. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Promise finally couldn’t wait any longer and she went to the door and yelped to be let out. She did not like the blowing snow one bit and made short work of her trip. At least she had a little area to use without having to wade the snow. She didn’t comprehend that Ray had stacked the wood to keep the front of his east-facing cabin free of snow. All she knew was that she wanted back in the warm cabin. She barked and Ray opened the door for her. She immediately went back to Stacy’s chair and curled up. Promise didn’t understand a lot of human things, but she knew these new people belonged here with her friend.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray had been listening to the wind off and on. It hadn’t been howling quiet as badly and when he’d let Promise out, he’d noticed that it was only blowing about 30mph, maybe a little less. That meant that the blizzard was now just a fierce winter snowstorm. It had snowed steadily and a lot of snow had accumulated. But, with the drifting, it was hard to tell how much snow they’d really gotten. The snowfall had slacked off too. It looked like it might end by nightfall. The cabin was comfortable with the fireplace going and the kitchen stove. From time to time Ray added another piece of kindling to the stove to keep some coals going. That also served to keep the pot of coffee hot.

Ray had decided that he was going to get Ryan a Remington 700 ADL rifle for Christmas. He knew that the rifle came with either a wood stock or a synthetic stock and they even had a youth model. As pretty as the wood stock was, the synthetic stock was far more practical. And, Ryan was a growing boy and would soon grow into the standard model so he figured he would skip the youth model. Having a grownup’s rifle would make Ryan feel more grownup. Although the rifle came in several calibers, Ray only had .308’s. The 30-06 might be a little too much for the boy and make him gun shy. Having a gun the same caliber as his made more sense anyway. It would mean not having to buy different calibers of ammo.

The cabin had served Ray well. Even when he’d gotten Promise, there was plenty of room. But, the shower and the stool ate up a little of the space and the queen sized bed and bedroom furniture a lot more. It was now a little cramped. With Stacy and Ryan here, he’d realized how cramped. He didn’t mind the closeness, but if Stacy and he did have a future, he’d have to do something about getting more space. Maybe he should consider a new cabin closer to the road. But, there was no sense in crossing that bridge until he came to it.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

“What would you folks like for lunch?” Ray asked.

Stacy looked up from her book. “Is it that time already?” she asked. “Let me get something around. Ryan, are sandwiches and soup ok?”

Ryan barely looked up from his game. “Whatever,” he mumbled.

Stacy looked at Ray who just nodded. She got busy slicing the bread, heating soup and making the sandwiches. Ray, she noticed, got out several pieces of paper, a ruler and a pencil and sat down at the table. While she finished preparing lunch, Ray began to draw something on the paper. She went over to look, but he turned the paper over before she could see. Secrets, huh? Well, she supposed he had the right to his privacy. She had gotten engrossed in the book and he hadn’t disturbed her once. That was nice. She set the soup and sandwiches on the table and told Ryan to eat his lunch. She’d noticed that the wind was dying down too, darn it. The windows were completely frosted over and she couldn’t see out. After lunch, she’d have to peek out the front door.

“I didn’t know you were an artist,” Stacy said to Ray.

“I’m not Stacy,” Ray replied. “Oh, you mean the drawings. I was noticing the cabin was a little cozier than I had ever thought it could be. I was just roughing out some sketches for a new cabin.”

“I think this cabin is perfectly charming,” Stacy said. “But I see what you mean, it’s only one room divided by some curtains. What were you coming up with?”

“Nothing fancy, just a larger cabin with bedrooms and a separate bath,” Ray said. “I’d probably keep the kitchen and living room all as one big space to make it easier to heat.”

“Bedrooms, not bedroom,” Stacy thought. “I wonder what he is thinking? No I don’t, the man is clearly smitten. Well, Ray Benton, me too.”

Ryan hurried through his soup, sandwich and milk and returned to the computer. His mother had called him to lunch just as he was about to win that game. He hoped she hadn’t broken his streak. The wind was dying down he noticed, maybe they could get out tomorrow and shoot. He could play computer games at home and Ray didn’t get but one channel, he said, on the TV.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray knew that as soon as the phone line was working again that it meant that the roads were plowed. The phone company was out after every big storm checking and repairing the lines as soon as the roads were passable. He checked the phone but there was no dial tone yet. It was still early; the storm really wasn’t even over. That didn’t mean that they weren’t out grading the snow off the roads, but he was far enough out that it usually took a couple of days for them to get to his area and another day for the phone company to restore service. As soon as the wind stopped, he intended to get out and try out that new blade on his pickup. Then, if Stacy stayed, it would be because she chose to, not because she was stuck.

Chapter 5 – Digging Out

Over the course of the afternoon, the wind abated. Stacy was so engrossed in that book they’d hardly had a chance to visit. Ray had to admit that he didn’t know how to read the situation. Was Stacy just feeling so at home that she was doing her thing or was she trying to avoid him? Ray put on his parka and went outside. He shoved a path from the house to the shed. Where the snow wasn’t drifted, he could tell that they’d gotten about 18”, pretty heavy for a first snowfall. The Teton’s were beautiful in their blanket of snow. Of course from where his cabin was, you didn’t get the tourist view of the mountains. Ray had a yearning for fried chicken, so he took out a cut-up chicken from the freezer. It was time to see how good of a cook Stacy was.

“I brought in a chicken from the freezer,” Ray said, “Is fried chicken ok for supper?”

“My specialty,” Stacy replied looking up from her book. Ryan ignored him.

Ray set the chicken on the counter to thaw. As warm as the cabin was, it would be thawed in plenty of time for dinner. Fried chicken, mashed potatoes, gravy and green beans was Ray’s favorite meal. Pan-fried round steak, mashed potatoes and gravy and green beans were his second favorite. Ray liked other vegetables, but he was especially fond of the canned green beans. They were so, well… dependable.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The chicken finally thawed and Stacy got up and started to prepared supper. It really smelled good to Ray. He’d read some more and then had gone back to his floor plans. He’d decided on two bedrooms separated by a bathroom. The new cabin would still face east and the bedrooms and bath could be on the south end of the cabin. They didn’t have to be huge bedrooms, just large enough for the furniture. Closets would be nice, but he had the wardrobes and if he skipped closets, he wouldn’t have so many corners to build. Ray was not particularly an accomplished carpenter, but he figured he could build the cabin himself. He’d have to hire someone to put in a basement; the foundation needed to be deep and the basement provided needed storage. It was better than tramping to a shed to wash clothes or get something out of the freezer or off the shelf.

“That really smells good Stacy,” Ray remarked.

“I told you fried chicken was my specialty,” Stacy said. “Why don’t you clear those floor plans off the table and set it Ray?”

Ray put the floor plans on top of the books above the computer so as not to disturb Ryan. Ryan was deeply engrossed in one of those games Ray had down loaded but never played. It looked like fun. Ray got plates and silverware and set the table. He finished up just as Stacy was setting the last dish on the table. Um, fried chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy and green beans, his favorite. Stacy managed to pry Ryan away from the computer long enough to eat dinner. Ryan was particularly fond of his mother’s fried chicken, too but he’d have rather had corn than green beans. Oh well.

“Stacy, this chicken tastes better than it smells,” Ray observed. “You just happened to make my favorite meal.”

“I sort of figured you liked green beans,” Stacy laughed, “Six cases of green beans and only one case of corn on the shelf said a lot about what you like.”

“Oh, yuck,” Ryan thought.

“Hey, there are other vegetables on the shelves,” Ray protested, “But I am partial to green beans. They’re really hard to mess up. Dump the can in a pan, add heat, pepper salt and butter and they’re ready to eat.”

“You’ve been a bachelor too long Ray Benton,” Stacy thought.

Not having the chance to get outside and exercise left Ryan with extra energy to burn. Consequently, he stayed up longer than usual this Sunday evening. Ray had helped Stacy with the supper dishes, washing while she dried and put the dishes away. He was used to having to wash and dry his own dishes so it was nice to have someone to help and to visit with while he got that chore out of the way. Promise had made short work of the chicken bones. Some people were afraid to feed chicken bones to dogs for some reason, but Ray could never see why. The way she wolfed them down, you have thought she hadn’t eaten in a week.

After the dishes were done, Ray asked and learned that Stacy played cribbage. She was good, too. Remind him to never play poker with her. There were still two glasses of Merlot left in the bottle and late in the evening Ray poured them a glass. Either Ryan had finally gotten tired or he took the wine as a hint. Either way, he went off to bed, finally. Stacy and Ray played some more cribbage waiting to make sure Ryan was asleep. The total newness of each other had worn off the tiniest bit and they managed to get a little more sleep the second night; not much more, but a little more.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray was up early as usual and had the coffee made and had let Promise out by the time Stacy got up.

“What time is it?” Stacy asked.

“7am,” Ray replied, “Coffee?”

“Sure, it smells good,” Stacy said, “What’s for breakfast today?”

“Pancakes ok?” Ray asked.

“Fine by me,” Stacy said, “And Ryan loves pancakes.”

“Good,” Ray replied absently, “Because eggs are hard to come by this far out of town.”

“Why don’t you raise some chickens?” Stacy asked. “Then you could have fresh eggs all of the time and wouldn’t have to buy chickens at the market.”

“There’s an idea,” Ray acknowledged, “Stacy, I’m afraid the phone line is still down, so I’m not sure if the road is plowed out yet. At least the wind is gone and it’s quit snowing. I’ll plow the lane out later, but I’m afraid Ryan and you might be stuck here for another day.”

“What do you mean stuck?” Stacy asked, “Aren’t you enjoying our company?”

“Of course I am Stacy, but you have a job to get back to and Ryan has school,” Ray responded.

“I told you that my boss knows I’m out in the country,” Stacy said “Besides, I’m rather enjoying the peace and quiet and the company. I have all the vacation I can carry on the books, so I won’t be out any pay. Ryan really wants to shoot. Do you think we can get out this afternoon and do that?”

“I think so,” Ray said, setting her plate and glass of orange juice in front of her. “Do you think Ryan is old enough for his own rifle?”

“He’ll be 14 in a few months,” Stacy replied buttering the pancakes, “I don’t see why not. What did you have in mind?”

“Well, I already gave you the parkas, so I have to get something else for the two of you for Christmas,” Ray started.

“You don’t have to do that Ray,” Stacy protested.

“No, but I want to Stacy,” Ran continued. “I was thinking of maybe getting Ryan a Remington 700 ADL in .308 caliber with a synthetic stock.”

“Aren’t those awfully expensive?” Stacy asked.

“Actually, they’re one of Remington’s cheaper center fire rifles,” Ray said, “And the 700 is a really good rifle.”

“Whatever you think Ray, is fine with me,” Stacy replied, “I know Ryan will be absolutely thrilled.”

“About what?" Ryan said descending the ladder from the loft.

“Ray and I were just discussing a possible Christmas present Ryan,” Stacy answered her son.

“What would that be?” Ryan asked.

“A surprise Ryan,” Ray laughed. “Pancakes?”

“Sure,” Ryan said, excusing himself to go to the bathroom.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

After breakfast Stacy and Ray did the dishes and then took turns getting a shower. Ryan had to wait a little for the hot water heater to catch up and he took a shower, too. Ray bundled up in his parka and went out to plow the lane. The 18” of snow was packed pretty hard and it took him a while to get to the road. If he built a new cabin, it would be closer to the road. If anything, Stacy was even more beautiful today than the day before. Was that really possible, he wondered? Ray also took time to plow a path out to the table and from the table to the 100-yard target. He had targets in the pickup, so he took the time to put one up.

When he returned to the cabin, Ray noticed that Stacy had his stockpot on the stove.

“What are you cooking?” Ray asked.

“I took a beef roast out of the freezer and thought I’d make some beef stew,” Stacy answered, “Is that okay with you?”

“If it’s only half as good as your chicken,” Ray said, “It will be wonderful.”

“Do you have any stew vegetables in your freezer?” Stacy asked.

“I can do better than that,” Ray said, “What do you need?”

“Potatoes, onions, carrots and celery,” Stacy said, “But You probably don’t have any celery.”

“I do have celery Stacy,” Ray said, “Out in the shed. There’s that sandbox in the corner and there are carrots and celery buried in the sand. The carrots are loose, I grew them in my garden, but the celery is from the market. I’ll go get you the vegetables.”

When Ray returned with the vegetables, Stacy said, “You know if you put in some chickens and a hog you’d be pretty self sufficient.”

“I’m not much of a farmer Stacy,” Ray said, “Chickens make sense to me, but hogs are a lot of work. By the time you count your labor and the hog feed, it’s almost as cheap to buy pork by the case at the Commissary. I buy a case of boneless pork loins and cut them to suit myself. I also buy a case of Boston Butts and have a few of the roasts sawed into pork steak. I buy slab bacon and cut that myself. As far as hams go, you can’t beat a Cure 81 as far as I’m concerned, so I buy a few of them.”

“What about horses?” Stacy asked, “Do you ride?”

“In the past, some, yes,” Ray said, “But I don’t have a barn for horses and they’re pretty expensive. Why?”

“Just getting to know you a little better,” Stacy said. “I have to think about a Christmas present for you too, so I’d appreciate it if you’d write your sizes down for me. I want to know everything from your hat size to your shoe size and all points in between.”

“Remind me before you and Ryan leave and I’ll take care of that,” Ray said. “Let me go get the snowmobiles fired up and we’ll go shooting.”

“I thought you said you only had one snowmobile,” Stacy said, “Or am I remembering wrong?”

“No, I had one snowmobile. Now I have 3,” Ray smiled.

“Really?” Stacy commented. “What other surprises do you have for me?”

Ray sort of ignored her question and got his rifles and the M-9 from his gun cabinet. He set out 200 rounds of .308 match ammo and bundled up to go start the snowmobiles. When he had them warmed up, he drove them, one at a time naturally, to the front of the cabin. Back inside, he put the ammo in the pocket of his parka and handed the M-9 to Stacy and the M-24 to Ryan. Ryan had better get used to shooting a Remington model 700. He only hoped that going from the M-24 down to a 700 ADL wouldn’t be too big of a disappointment for Ryan. He could easily afford the 700 ADL, but a second M-24 was out of reach.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray only fired a few rounds from the M1A M-21; just enough to keep him sharp. He let Ryan do most of the shooting and by the time Ryan had put 100 rounds down range, he was shooting about a 2” group. That was some good shooting as far as Ray was concerned. With time, Ryan might get down to about a 1” group, but that took one heck of a lot of practice. A 2” group at 100-yards made the life of any deer the boy came up against forfeit anyway. Still, it would be better to get Ryan to shooting to his potential to cover the jitters that sometimes came when the deer was in the sight.

Stacy was a pretty fair shot with the M-9. Ray wondered for a moment where she’d learned to shoot so well. Maybe her father had taught her or maybe it had been Ryan. As a noncom, Ryan would have carried a pistol. He complimented her on her shooting, but she never let on where she’d learned. He really hadn’t been fishing anyway. She was a good shot! When the ammo was gone, they got on the snowmobiles and returned to the cabin. Ray got the cleaning equipment out and let each person clean the gun they’d used. He had to show Ryan a little, but Stacy fieldstripped that M-9 like an old hand. “Definitely Ryan,” he thought.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy took the meat out of the stockpot and cut it up. She then cut up and added the vegetables. She told the men that it would be a couple of hours before dinner was ready. Meanwhile, Ray was thinking about Ryan senior. He wasn’t competing with the man for Stacy’s affections, but he hoped that he could measure up to the standard the man had set. Fifteen years was a long marriage these days, especially for an Army couple. And, the guy obviously had courage; there was that DSC. Well, he was no slouch himself. Those rows of ribbons on the uniform in the wardrobe attested to that. Still…

Stacy was thinking too. Ray would look pretty good in some western cut clothes. She intended to splurge and get him a genuine Stetson hat if she could find the right color and style in his size. She hadn’t told him that she had two horses stabled on a ranch just outside of Jackson Hole. He didn’t need to know everything just yet. She hadn’t volunteered that Ryan had taught her to shoot either. He probably figured that out when she fieldstripped the M-9. Ryan had been an excellent shot with all of the guns he used. Ray was pretty good with the M-21 and the M-24, but she hadn’t seen him shoot the M-9. Oh well, if he’d been a Sergeant Major, he probably was pretty good with it, too.

A little over two hours later, Stacy announced,” Supper’s ready. Let’s buffet style it and let the stew stay hot on the stove.” She’d already sliced the homemade bread. Ray baked a pretty mean loaf of bread, something she’d never gotten the hang of. Together, she reasoned, they made a pretty good team. Enough of that, she had to concentrate on getting to know him better. So far, Ray had an A+ going on both parts of the ‘sleep test’. But, it was early in the new relationship. Like she thought before, ‘give it a couple of weeks’ and then she’d have a better idea. The way Ray had raved about her chicken and now the beef stew told her nothing. She was a good cook or the man was just tired of his own cooking; it could be either.

Cooks in the Army had ranged from guys who couldn’t wash dishes in a choke and puke to Master Chefs. Over the years, Ray had eaten food prepared by all of them. Stacy was a Master Chef as far as Ray was concerned. Being pretty and sexy had nothing to do with whether or not a woman could cook. Stacy was pretty, sexy and could cook with the best of them. He’d tried to convey that to her, through his compliments, but he didn’t know if she’d believed him. She probably just thought he was tired of his own cooking. That was true, he WAS tired of his own cooking, but he was no slouch in the cooking department either.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ryan had really enjoyed shooting the Remington rifle. It was pretty fancy with that adjustable stock and everything, he rather have a plain rifle when he got a rifle. His Mom didn’t seemed to be inclined to buy him one either. They were so expensive and she was intent on putting money away so he could go to college. Ryan had already decided that he wanted to go to West Point and be in the Army like his father. He hadn’t told Mom yet, that way he could change his mind and she’d never know the difference. But, he was definitely going to West Point if they’d have him.

This Ray guy wasn’t anything like Ryan thought he’d be like at first. When he’d seen that military style haircut, he figured the guy would be all spit and polish. Well, his shoes were spit shined, but Ray was pretty laid back. He didn’t seem to be in a hurry nor did he pressure Ryan. Those other guys that his Mom had dated sort of looked at him like he was the excess baggage that came along with dating his Mom. None of them had shown the least bit of interest in him. Ray was different, when he was doing something with Ryan; Ray was fully concentrated on what he and Ryan were doing. His Mom was just there, and the guy didn’t break his concentration to leer at Mom. He focused on the task at hand, like getting Ryan to improve his hold on the rifle. Ryan had remembered that his Dad didn’t like to be called Sarge, so from now on he was going to call Ray, Ray.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy noticed that both of the men, her young man and her new ‘boyfriend’ as Ryan put it were both lost in thought. That was ok; she was half lost in thought herself. The thought had crossed her mind as to whether her husband would have approved of Ray. They had talked about the possibility of his getting killed; it had been a tough discussion that she hadn’t wanted to hear. Ryan had been clear about her not sitting around being a widow for the rest of her life. “Take your time, find the right guy and marry him,” Ryan had said. “Each love is unique and just because I’m gone doesn’t mean that you can’t have a life. Besides, our love will endure your remarrying, it will just take a different place in your heart.” Ryan was pretty smart she had to admit. There very well could be a place in her heart for another love.

Ryan Jr. would always be there to remind Stacy of his father. Ryan looked a lot like his father, too. She had a whole box of photos of her husband, dating from when he was a boy to when he was a grown man. So far, Ryan was the spitting image of his father growing up. Ray didn’t seem to be the least bit threatened by her child. When he spent time with Ryan, he concentrated on Ryan. He didn’t let her presence distract him; maybe that should be an A++ on the ‘sleep test’.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray checked the phone line after dinner. Dial tone had been restored. He went on the net and checked the Weather Channel. It looked like the earlier estimate were wrong and the storm had blown through. As much as he hated it, he was going to have to tell Stacy that they could leave in the morning if they wanted to. But, if they wanted to stay another day, that was fine with him. Maybe they could go snowmobiling. He’d tell her later tonight.

Stacy saw that Ray had the Weather Channel up on the computer. That meant that the phone line was working again and that the roads were open. Drat. She had plenty of vacation and there wasn’t any reason for her to hurry back to work, her boss had said so. She would wait and see what Ray had to say. He hadn’t noticed that she had seen him bringing up the Weather Channel; she had been sitting there reading the book with her back turned to him. But, she’d heard the modem make the connection and had turned around to see Ray looking at the forecast. Stacy was an excellent poker player and if she had to bet, she’d put her money on him telling her tonight.

“Would you like a glass of wine?” Ray asked.

“No thank you,” Stacy replied. 

Ryan took the hint and headed for bed. He might be slow, but he wasn’t stupid. And, he really wasn’t slow either, not if his grades were any sign of anything. Oh, he’d had a little trouble at the start of 8th grade, but things were coming along nicely now. He should still make all A’s and B’s this semester. That was important if he wanted to get into West Point.

Ray let Promise out for the last time of the night while Stacy got ready for bed. When Promise was through, he threw an extra log on the fire and undressed. He slipped into bed with Stacy.

“Stacy, the phone line is back up and the Weather Channel says the storm has blown through,” Ray reported. “With the lane open, Ryan and you will be able to return to town tomorrow if you wish.”

“Come here, you,” Stacy said embracing him. Between kisses she said, “Actually, I have plenty of vacation, I was thinking of staying one more day.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray was up bright and early as usual the next morning. He had let Promise out and had the coffee going. He was out of eggs, so they had a choice of pancakes or pancakes for breakfast. But, just in case, he went out to the shed and brought in some boxes of cereal that Stacy had bought. Let’s see, that improved the choice to include oatmeal, Life cereal or pancakes. He made a fresh pitcher of juice and sat down at the table to enjoy his coffee.

Ryan was the first one up this morning. Ray explained his breakfast options after he’d used the bathroom and Ryan opted for cereal and toast. Ray put the box of cereal and the carton of milk on the table, poured Ryan a glass of juice and set about making the toast. He was down to one full loaf and a part of a loaf of bread. He’d have to take time to bake tomorrow. While the bread was rising, he could finish splitting the kindling, too. He wanted to get to Jackson Hole and get Ryan’s rifle ordered if they didn’t have one in stock. That could wait a day, he had to finish the wood and bake bread.

Stacy was slow rising this morning. She hadn’t had so much loving since 1992 and she was tired. She noticed that Ryan had beaten her awake and was sitting at the table eating cereal and toast.

“Cereal and toast looks good to me,” she remarked on her way to the bathroom. By the time she was finished and washed up, there was a glass of juice, an empty bowl and spoon and two slices of toast on the table for her. “Better service than a restaurant,” she thought.

“Well boys,” Stacy said, “What is it to be today?”

“Snowmobiling,” both of them answered at the same time.

“Snowmobiling it will be,” she said pour milk on her cereal. “Hm, blackberry jam, my favorite,” She thought. Oh, that’s right, she’d bought it so why was she surprised it was on the table? She did notice that quite a bit of the jam was gone. Maybe everyone liked blackberry jam.

Ray went ahead and got his shower while Ryan and Stacy was eating. Ryan was done eating next and he took his turn. Stacy had to wait a few minutes for the hot water heater to recover. While she did, Ray set three small fanny packs on the table.

“These are BOB’s,” Ray said, “That’s short for Bug Out Bags. They are the 72-hour variety and they have a few emergency supplies in them. We don’t want to get that far from the cabin without emergency supplies, even though we probably won’t need them.”

“What’s in them?” Stacy asked.

“Not a lot really,” Ray said, “A Swiss army knife, some fire starters, a 12-hour candle, some paracord, a small first aid kit, some plastic bags, a few packages of water and three 3,600 calorie lifeboat rations. The contents sort of vary by season.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The water was hot so Stacy went ahead and took her shower. Ryan had a different makeup to the BOB’s he kept for them, but she supposed that every person made their own to suit them. It was a good thing she put in their long johns, it would probably be cold on those snowmobiles. When she was toweled off, she got dressed for the weather. Before they left, Ray handed her the M-9 with a holster, belt and two extra magazines. She noticed that he had strapped on a .45 and had 4 magazines for it. He also had a large hunting knife. A person could cut down a small tree with that knife. By the time she finished getting dressed and her fanny pack, parka and mittens on, the boys were outside waiting for her. Promise was the smart one; she was curled up by the fireplace sound asleep.

Ray led them to a gate that opened to his neighbor’s farm. It was actually more than a farm, it was a large spread and there were plenty of places to take the snowmobiles. There was left over beef stew in the refrigerator, so they wouldn’t have to worry about getting back to fix supper. But, it was pretty cold and there was Promise to let out. They spent 4 hours on the snowmobiles. By the time they got back to the cabin, long johns or not, Stacy was cold to the core. She let Promise out while she added some kindling to the stove and heated up the coffee. Ray and Ryan parked the snowmobiles and let Promise back in.

Maybe it had been a little brisk for snowmobiling Ray had decided, but it wouldn’t get any better for some time. At least not any warmer; it got pretty cold in Jackson Hole in the winter. Stacy had completely forgotten she was wearing the Beretta and gave him a strange look when he held out his hand to get the gun to put it up. Then, she blushed and handed him the belt. Funny about that, she really had completely forgotten she was wearing a gun.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy put the stew on to heat. Maybe some hot food would get rid of the chill. Ray added two logs to the fire and slowly she thawed out. It really wasn’t any colder out here in the country than in town she reflected, but it sure seemed like it. As much as she hated the idea, they would have to leave in an hour or two. She didn’t want to make the drive back to Jackson Hole in the dark, not on these roads.

“I have to come to town the day after tomorrow Stacy,” Ray said, “Will you be free for lunch?”

“Sure,” Stacy said, “Don’t forget you’re out of eggs.”

“I have a lot of shopping to do in Jackson Hole on Thursday,” Ray responded. “I’ll remember.”

“I wonder what he meant by that?” Stacy asked herself.

They left a while later to get to town before dark. She planted a good one on him.

Chapter 6 – Christmas Shopping

“Darn,” Stacy said halfway back to town, ”I forgot to remind Ray to give me his sizes.”

“That’s ok Mom,” Ryan said, “Ray said he would be in town on Thursday. Why don’t you invite him to stay the night?”

“Where would he sleep?” Stacy asked, “That old couch isn’t very good to sleep on.”

“He’d sleep with you, of course,” Ryan said matter of factly.

“Ryan!” Stacy said, “That wouldn’t be proper.”

“What not Mom,” Ryan said, “You slept with him. Come on Mom, I’m not a little kid anymore. I know about sex and stuff. It’s ok, I like Ray.”

“How much do you like Ray?” Stacy asked, taken aback by Ryan’s openness.

“Enough that it’s ok with me if you marry him,” Ryan said, “That’s what you really want to know. Right Mom? Anyway it’s ok as long as I don’t have to call him Dad.”

“Ryan, where did you get the idea I’d like to marry Ray?” Stacy asked.

“I didn’t say that you wanted to marry him Mom,” Ryan protested, “I just said it was ok with me if that’s what you wanted and that was what you really wanted to know.”

“I don’t think you’d ever have to worry about Ray wanting you to call him Dad,” Stacy suggested.

“I don’t either,” Ryan said, “Ray may have never met my father but he sure seems to think a lot of him.”

“You know Ryan, Ray was in the Army for 30 years,” Stacy said, “He knows how much it takes to earn a DSC. They don’t hand those out like the Purple Hearts. You really have to earn a DSC.”

“Did he ask you yet?” Ryan asked.

“Ask me what Ryan?” Stacy quizzed.

“Did he ask you to marry him, Mom?” Ryan persisted.

“No. Where did you get an idea like that Ryan?” Stacy asked.

“From Ray,” Ryan replied.

“Did Ray say something to you?” Stacy asked, suddenly concerned.

“No. But it’s a guy thing Mom. I could tell. Ray is really stuck on you,” Ryan answered. “And let’s face it Mom, you don’t have a bad bod for a Mom.”

“Ryan! Where did you learn to talk like that?” Stacy demanded.

“At school,” Ryan said, “All the guys say you have a pretty hot bod for a Mom.”

Ryan it seemed was growing up a whole lot faster than Stacy had realized. Well, he was almost 14 and boys started to notice girls some time around that age. She was flattered, in a way, that he thought she had a good bod. Well if Ryan was thinking about bods and stuff what must Ray be thinking?

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Right about then Ray was thinking that Stacy really had a hot bod. Damn, she had been gone less than an hour and he was already missing her. It was far too soon to be thinking about asking Stacy to marry him, but nevertheless, the thought has crossed his mind more than once. What was a man of 51 doing thinking about marrying a beautiful young woman 8 years his junior? Damn, she did have a hot bod, too, he laughed to himself. At the moment, Ray was thinking with the head on the top of his shoulders, mostly. There was Ryan to consider. He really like Ryan, he was a fine young man. Probably looked just like his father too. But, the best he’d managed in the medals department was the Bronze Star, 3 Purple Hearts and a lot of campaign ribbons.

Ray decided to change the sheets on the bed. Stacy’s lingering odor would keep him awake all night. Awake and half turned on, he reflected as he stripped the bed. Promise had sometimes slept with him, but she was forever banished from his bed. Promise already seemed to know that and was curled up by the fireplace, snoring. After he’d changed the bed, Ray went on the net for a while. He hunted around for cabin plans, but he didn’t find anything he liked better than the rough sketch he’d managed to come up with. Speaking of which, maybe the cabin ought to face south. That would give his solar panels a more direct shot at the sun.

Ray got to looking around at all kinds of things about homes and alternative energy and things like that and discovered that they made a thin film roof covering that generated electricity. Hmm. Maybe he could cover the south roof with some of that stuff if he got around to building a new cabin. Another website talked about water heaters that combined solar heating with gas heating. That was a problem he didn’t have gas. Wait a minute; he did too, he thought, remembering the propane space heater and the propane hot water heater. Maybe he could adapt the water heater to run on both solar-heated water and on propane.

Before he realized it, Ray had been on the net well past midnight. If Promise hadn’t gone to the door and barked, he might have ended up spending the whole night on the Internet. He let Promise out to do her thing, did the same himself and undressed for bed. Tomorrow he had to bake bread and finish splitting the wood. Darn, Stacy had forgotten to remind him to give her his sizes, too. He sat down at the table and wrote the size of everything he wore on a sheet of paper, and then crawled into the bed. He was asleep almost before his head hit the pillow.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Before he’d died, Stacy’s uncle, her mother’s brother, had given Ryan and her each a two year old Arabian mare. She kept the horses on her cousin’s ranch/stable and he only charged her for the feed. Otherwise, she couldn’t have afforded to keep the horses. The Arabians were fine horses and almost worth their weight in gold. Well, maybe not gold, but silver for sure. She suspected that her cousin only charged her a fraction of what it really cost to feed the horses, but she like to ride, as did Ryan, and she was more than willing to accept her cousin’s charity. Stacy didn’t know and would probably never know that her Dad and Mom made up the difference. It wasn’t that the nephew wasn’t charitable, but they know how much it cost to keep a horse.

The saddles and bridles were the finest hand tooled leathers too, another gift from the uncle. There were even rifle scabbards, though they left them off because they had no rifles. Ryan had had to grow into the saddle but he was getting big enough that he fit pretty well. As the expression went, both she and Ryan sat a fine saddle. She wondered if Ray could really ride a horse or was just a wannabe. Maybe they could take him out to the ranch come spring and find out. As for Ryan’s suggestion, it sounded good to her. She would invite Ray to spend the night Thursday.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The morning came too early for Ray. Today, there was bread to bake, so he stoked up the fireplace and the woodstove and after letting Promise out, got a shower. He made coffee and some toast and heaped it with blackberry jam. Pretty good stuff, he’d have to stock up on that when he went to town on Thursday. He got out his large bread pan and a water glass and got the yeast to going. He measured the flour and other ingredients and added the yeast. When he’d kneaded the bread enough, he put on a medium weight jacket and went outside to split the remaining wood. He finished up around noon and went into the house. It was perfect timing. The bread was ready to be kneaded the second time and let rise. He did that and made himself some lunch.

When the bread was kneaded a second time, he formed the loaves and put them in the pan. Ray had figured out just how much wood it took to bake a batch of bread. He stoked the stove just before the loaves were ready to go in the oven and when they were ready, put them in. From here on, it was a pretty automatic thing. He could take the bread out any time after it was done baking because the fire would die out and stop the baking process. That was a good thing too. Like the night before, Ray got interested in some things on the net and if Promise hadn’t needed to go out around 6pm, he would have been sitting there at midnight. He took the bread out of the oven and covered it with a cloth towel. It wouldn’t need to be put in plastic bags until the next morning. Sure did smell good. Ray made himself a light dinner and refilled the dog’s food hopper. He went back on the net, but gave up around 9pm when fatigue overtook him. As he was crawling in bed, Ray realized that he’d been occupied all day and hadn’t thought about Stacy a single time. That, he decided was a healthy sign.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Tomorrow, Ray had to get Ryan a Remington, check out the jewelry store, get some blackberry jam and eggs and take Stacy to lunch. He didn’t intend to buy anything at the jewelry store, but for some reason, he had a yearning to look at what they had, just in case. He drifted of to sleep and slept well past his usual rising time. He would have still been sleeping if Promise hadn’t licked him the face to wake him up so she could go out. Speaking of which, Ray had trained Promise to use a box just like most people trained their cats. That way, if he were gone too long and Promise were left inside; she wouldn’t mess on the floor. It had been hard to do, but it wasn’t much different, he supposed, from teaching a dog to use a newspaper for its business.

Ray put the bread in plastic bags and set out two changes of underwear, his dress up outfit and a change of work clothes. Maybe, he thought, Ryan and Stacy would like to go out to dinner. He could get a room at the motel and come back tomorrow. The budget motel he usually stayed at has a small refrigerator, so the eggs would keep. With Promise all set and his clothes in the pickup, Ray headed to Jackson Hole. Ray had paid extra on the 401k loan and should have it paid off in another year. He still had plenty of money left in his checking account. He got to the gun shop and asked about the Remington. 

The NICS wasn’t scheduled to go into effect for a few more days on November 30, 1998. That wouldn’t have been particularly important, in fact, it wasn’t important, but Ray spotted a used Colt SAA .45 Colt. He had always wanted to own one of the Colts. The price was right, he had the money and on a whim, he bought the gun. He also bought a used Winchester rifle in .45 Colt and Ryan’s Remington 700 ADL in .308. Under the Brady law, he had to wait for his background check to clear, so he paid for the guns and told the guy he come back in a week. Thanksgiving was just a week from today, so the dealer told him to pick them up either the day before or the day after Thanksgiving.

Shortly after moving to Wyoming, Ray had applied for a concealed carry permit. He showed his discharge papers to the local Sheriff and the Sheriff had requested that the Wyoming Attorney General expedite the permit application. The permit cost $50, but it was good for 5 years. Ray had his permit within a week. Mind you, he didn’t carry a concealed weapon, but he did have the concealed carry permit. After the gun store, Ray went by the jewelry store. He looked at the diamonds and the wedding rings that weren’t part of sets. He really liked a heavily engraved band he saw in the case. Ray was standing in front of the market when Stacy came out at 1:05.

“Hi Stacy,” Ray said giving her an abbreviated hug, “Do you want to eat at the same restaurant?”

“Ray, we can probably even get the same booth,” Stacy replied cheerfully. “Get all of you shopping done?”

“I got the rifle for Ryan, Stacy,” Ray said, “I will either pick it up the day before or the day after Thanksgiving.”

“He’ll be really pleased,” Stacy said. “Speaking of Ryan, you can’t imagine what he came up with on the way back to town on Tuesday.”

“Do tell.” Ray said.

Stacy recounted the conversation she’d had with Ryan on the way back to town. Ray laughed out loud.

“What’s so funny?” Stacy asked.

“Well, to be perfectly honest, just about time Ryan was telling you that you had a nice bod, I was thinking the same thing myself,” Ray explained.

“Is that all you men ever think about is nice bods?” Stacy kidded.

“No, but it helps pass the time,” Ray admitted. “You do you know.”

“Know what?” Stacy asked.

“Have a nice bod,” Ray smiled.

“Why thank you kind sir, you aren’t half bad yourself,” Stacy played along.

“Oh, before I forget, again,” Ray said, “Here are those sizes I forgot to give to you.”

“What other shopping did you have to do?” Stacy asked.

“I went by the Jewelry store, just to get some ideas,” Ray admitted.

“Ideas about what, if I may asked,” Stacy said.

“You know, ideas,” Ray hesitated to open the subject.

“Well, if you ever do decide to ask me to marry you, you have Ryan’s approval,” Stacy laughed.

“That’s good to know Stacy,” Ray said, “But I’d rather have his Mom’s approval.”

“Ask me again on Thanksgiving,” Stacy said.

“What does Thanksgiving have to do with it?” Ray wanted to know.

My mother wants you to join Ryan and me at their house for Thanksgiving, Ray,” Stacy said, “I hope you will say yes.”

“I would be delighted, if you’re sure it’s ok,” Ray said.

Stacy laid her hand on Ray’s and looked him directly in the eye. “It’s more than ok Ray, but I won’t insist.”

“Meet you at your house on Thanksgiving morning?” Ray asked.

“The night before would be perfectly ok with me,” Stacy said, “And Ryan, too.”

They placed their orders and resumed the conversation.

“I was wondering if Ryan and you would like to go out for dinner tonight?” Ray asked.

“We would be delighted,” Stacy said. “After lunch, you pick out your groceries and I bring them back to my apartment.”

“I was thinking of just getting a motel room,” Ray said.

“You’ll do no such thing Ray Benton,” Stacy said sharply, “Ryan would tear me a new one.”

“Ryan up to speed on the birds and the bees thing?” Ray asked.

“Are you kidding,” Stacy said, “He practically a professor.”

“And he doesn’t mind?” Ray asked.

“The only thing Ryan said was that he wouldn’t call you Dad,” Stacy said.

“I’d never ask,” Ray said.

“That’s what I told him,” Stacy said.

“So, you’ve been talking to Ryan about getting married?” Ray asked.

“No Ray,” Stacy said, “It’s like I told you he brought the subject up on the way back to town Tuesday night.”

“Just making sure,” Ray ducked the issue.

The waitress brought their food and they visited while they ate. After they’d finished, Ray followed Stacy back to the market and picked up 6 jars of blackberry jam and two dozen eggs. He explained to Stacy that he had developed a fondness for the blackberry jam; they didn’t serve much beside grape jelly in the military chow halls and it was all her fault, he was hooked on the stuff. Stacy told Ray to come by around 5pm, he’d probably want to clean up and change before the three of them went out to dinner. Ray told Stacy he would be there on time. Stacy didn’t doubt that for a minute. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Here he was with 2½ hours to kill. Ray hadn’t bought any .45 Colt ammunition so he went back to the gun store. Ray had lots of .308 ammo and .223 ammo. He also had a pretty good assortment for his 12-gauge shotgun and his 9mm and .45 Colt auto. He sort of figured a man ought to have a good supply of ammo for every gun he owned. The two new weapons were the same caliber so that meant that he wouldn’t have to buy but one size of ammunition. The dealer had some Black Hills Cowboy reloads so Ray bought 1,000 rounds. He might have bought more, but that was all that would fit behind the seat in the Ford. The dealer had a used western rig that had seen better days, but a little saddle soap and maybe some oil and it would do Ray just fine. It fit like a glove that was the main thing anyway.

The time he spent in the gun store ate up half of the time he had to kill. Ray went shopping for clothes, but didn’t buy any because he wasn’t sure what Stacy had in mind to buy him for Christmas. And, he was trying to get ideas for a present for her. Of course he had a present in mind, him; but he still needed a gift for her. Maybe Stacy’s mother would have some ideas for him, he’d ask her a week from today. He looked at his watch it was 4:30. He saw a new computer game and asked. It had just come out the day before, so he hoped Ryan didn’t have it yet. He bought the game for Ryan and headed to Stacy’s apartment. He pulled up just as Stacy and Ryan were arriving from her mother’s. Hmm, he blew that, he was 10 minutes late and Ray liked to be on time.

Ray grabbed his bag, his plastic case covering his dress up clothes and the game he’d bought for Ryan. He rang the doorbell and Ryan answered the door.

“Hi Ray,” Ryan said, “Mom’s bedroom is on the left at the end of the hall.”

Any lingering doubt Ray had about Ryan’s attitude about this whole business evaporated with that statement. He took his clothes down the hall. Stacy must be in the bathroom he didn’t see her anywhere. He hung his clothes in the closet and set the bag on the floor. He returned to the living room to give Ryan the new game. Stacy was in the kitchen that was why he hadn’t seen her. 

“Ryan, have you seen this new game?” Ray asked, handing Ryan the game.

“Neat. I saw it on TV, but Mom said I couldn’t have it,” Ryan said accepting the gift. “Mom can I…”

“Go ahead Ryan,” Stacy replied from the kitchen.

“Ray, you’re going to spoil him rotten,” Stacy said. “Trying to get on his mother’s good side are you?”

“Do you have a bad side?” he asked giving her the once over. “Actually I was just killing time and I saw the game. They said it just came out yesterday, so I took a chance that Ryan didn’t have it.”

“Likely story,” Stacy laughed. “Go ahead and get cleaned up and dressed Ray and I’ll go next.” She punctuated her sentence with one of those breath-taking kisses of hers.

Ray showered, shaved and brushed a layer off the fangs. When he’d finished dressing, he joined Stacy in the kitchen.

“The couch looks pretty comfortable,” Ray said.

“My bed is a whole lot more comfortable,” Stacy said, “And it has a built in bed warmer, me.”

“Is that fresh coffee?” he asked, changing the subject for now.

“Help yourself, I’m going to get cleaned up,” Stacy said.

Ray would have offered to wash her back, but things were already going faster than a runaway train on a mountain. He had to put the brakes on. Just this noon, she had as much as told him to ask her to marry him on Thanksgiving. Hadn’t she? Yes, she sure had. She hadn’t said she would say yes, but why would she tell him to ask her again on Thanksgiving if she was planning on saying no? Ray didn’t realize that he had a week to go on the ‘sleep test’. Stacy had decided, after much thought, that if Ray held true to form, and he did ask her to marry him on Thanksgiving she was going to say yes. Ray was only a man. If he were going to get possessive, it would come in the next week or not at all. She had one final test in mind.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

When Stacy and Ryan were ready, the three of them left for dinner. Ray had asked if the Lodge were ok and she readily agreed. Good, he’d made a reservation, just in case (Ray does a lot of things, just in case). They were seated and Stacy ordered her gimlet. Ryan ordered a coke and Ray surprised Stacy by ordering an old fashioned, bourbon. 

“Bourbon, Huh?” Stacy thought, “That explains a lot.” All of the men whom she’d met and who could be described as genteel had been bourbon drinkers; like Ryan for example.

Ryan went for the shrimp dinner, Stacy did the filet again and Ray stuck with the Sirloin. When they finished their cocktails Ray asked Stacy if she wanted wine with the meal. 

“Actually, no, if you don’t mind,” Stacy said, “I don’t usually drink much at all. I’ve had more to drink since I met you than probably in the entire previous year. But go ahead if you want to.”

“That’s an odd coincidence, Stacy,” Ray smiled, “I’ve had more to drink since I met you than I’d normally drink in a year or so myself. I have a bottle of bourbon back at the cabin that I bought in 1995 when I got out. It’s half full.”

“Oh, an optimist,” Stacy thought.

Ray got Ryan to tell him about school and Ryan went off on a tangent about an English paper he had to do. The teacher only gave them a week to do a 3-page paper.

“Just wait until you get to college Ryan and they give you 50 minutes to do a 3-page paper,” Ray said.

“Did you go to college?” Stacy asked. “I had the impression you went into the Army right out of High School.”

“I did Stacy,” Ray acknowledged, “But I had a lot of free nights after Vietnam. I have a BA in Business and Economics and an MBA. Let me tell you, it took a lot of night school to get those degrees. Fortunately, I was stationed at Ft. Campbell for most of my career.”

“Wow,” Ryan said.

“If you go to a military academy young man,” Ray said, “You’ll have a chance at getting a Master’s degree and possibly even a PhD. All at the government’s expense.”

“Gee, I’d have to go to school my whole life,” Ryan replied.

“Ryan, life is a learning experience that never stops,” Ray countered.

“No even when you get old like you?” Ryan innocently asked.

Ouch! “It gets even worse when you get old like me,” Ray laughed.

“I, uh, didn’t mean that the way it sounded,” Ryan quickly corrected himself, “I meant older like you.”

“Nice recovery,” Ray thought.

“I’m going to kill that boy,” Stacy thought.

Well that was about enough conversation. They visited on lighter subject through the meal and headed back to the apartment. Ryan disappeared into his room the minute they got home.

“I see he wants to play the new game,” Ray observed.

“More likely hiding out after that crack he made,” Stacy suggested.

“Come on Stacy,” Ray enjoined, “We were all young once and when I was 13, some one thirty was positively old. I’m 51 give him some slack. Besides, I thought it was a nice recovery.”

“Are you ready for bed?” Stacy asked.

“We can go to bed or watch some TV,” Ray answered, “Your choice.”

“I can give you just as good a show as what you can see on TV and you don’t have to worry about the rating,” she suggested.

Ray took her by the hand and led her to the bedroom.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The next morning Ray had to agree with her comment of the previous night, Stacy could put on quite a show and it would never make it past the network censors. To be honest, Ray found it hard to believe she was actually 43 years old. Well, 44, he guessed in another month. That made it even more difficult to believe. Wait a minute, she said she been born in 1955, so that meant that she was 42 going on 43, not 43 going on 44. He’d better never make that mistake again; some women were so fussy about their ages.

Stacy left for work and Ryan for school. Ray got his things around got ready to head back to the cabin. These last few weeks had been like a real soap opera. Oh well, he thought, what had that guy said? “yep. what a TV series” Was that criticism he detected? He didn’t think so, in fact he hoped not, he picked up his marbles and headed home.

Chapter 7 – Wedding Bells

Everything had been going so fast and now the time seemed to drag for Ray. Ok, he had decided, he would ask Stacy to marry him on Thanksgiving. If she said no, he’d be no worse off than he was and would be spared the need to build a new cabin. If she said yes, she would probably want to put it off until spring, so he would have plenty of time to get used to the idea of getting married and would be able to get started on a new cabin. Could it be, readers, that Ray didn’t really understand Stacy as well as he thought he did? Remember, they had only known each other a very short time. He hadn’t exposed his warts and maybe she hadn’t exposed hers. But, he’d bet they were pretty warts!

Wednesday, the day before Thanksgiving finally came. Ray left for town about 2pm. Fortunately, it hadn’t snowed again and he made good time. He stopped by the gun store and picked up the two rifles and the revolver. Stacy had said something about horses, so he bought the used rifle scabbard the rifle had come in. $5 was cheap at half, or was that twice the price? Anyway the rifle and the scabbard made a matched set. A little more saddle soap and a little oil and it would look as good as the used gun belt he’d bought.

He was done at the gun store quickly and took a chance Ryan might be home. He drove over to Stacy’s apartment and saw that her car was there. He put the guns behind the seat and made sure the doors to the Ford were locked. He took his suit bag and duffle bag and headed for the apartment. He ran the door bell and Stacy answered the door.

“Hi beautiful,” Ray said.

“Save the sweet talk for later,” Stacy kidded. 

“I have a bit of a problem Stacy,” Ray said, “I picked up Ryan’s gun today, but I don’t want to leave it in the truck all night and I can’t bring it in here.”

“Let’s run over to my folks Ray,” Stacy suggested, “We can leave Ryan here.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Gulp. It was time to meet the parents. Thirty years in the Army hadn’t prepared him for this. What was it that Ray usually said at times likes this? “Oh, well.”

Stacy told Ryan that Ray and she had to run an errand and that they would be back in 30 minutes. That would, she reminded him, give him just enough time to clean up his room.

Stacy directed Ray to her parents’ home. It was only about 8 blocks away. Ray got the two rifles and the revolver from behind the seat.

“Going cowboy on me?” Stacy asked when she saw the Winchester and the Colt.

“I always wanted a Colt SAA Stacy,” Ray explained. “I got the used revolver and the used rifle for about half of what a new Colt revolver costs. So, I bought it on a whim.”

“That’s a likely story,” Stacy kidded. “Can you really ride a horse?”

“I was on a horse from age 5 to age 18 Stacy,” Ray said, “But I haven’t ridden a lot since. Just enough so I can still sit a saddle.”

Stacy opened the door to her parents’ home.

“Mom, Dad, I brought company,” She hollered out.

Stacy’s Dad came out of the living room and her Mom out of the kitchen.

“Mom, Dad, meet Ray,” she announced. “Ray, let me introduce my father Roy Benton and my mother Hazel,” 

Ray handed the Remington to Stacy and shook Roy’s hand. “Pleased to me you sir,” he said. He extended his hand to Stacy’s mother and said “Mrs. Benton.”

“Come on in and it’s Roy, Ray,” Roy chuckled. This was going to be fun, having a potential son-in-law with a name so similar to his.

“Please call me Hazel, Ray,” Hazel said.

“What’s with all the artillery, Ray?” Roy asked.

“The Remington is a Christmas present for Ryan and I needed some place to keep it besides my truck,” Ray said. “I also picked myself up a couple of used guns and hoped you might hold them for me for a day.”

“Let me see the rifle you bought Ryan,” Roy said. Ray retrieved the rifle box from Stacy and handed it to Roy.

Roy opened the box. “That’s a humdinger,” Roy said, “We bought him a .22 for Christmas so it looks like Ryan is going to really be set. Never much cared for the look of those synthetic stocks, myself, but they’re a lot more practical. The .22 has a synthetic stock, too.”

“What did you buy him?” Ray asked.

“Got him one of those Ruger 77/22’s with a black synthetic stock and a stainless action.” 
Roy replied.

“I looked at those,” Ray said, “They cost about $100 more than the Remington. Boy is Ryan going to be surprised.”

Roy chuckled, again. “Actually, we probably paid about the same Ray,” Roy explained, “I’ve been buying guns from that guy for years and I get a reasonable discount. I only gave $500 for the Ruger.”

“You’re right Roy,” Ray admitted, “We paid exactly the same. And the Ruger is a lot cheaper to shoot.”

“Here, let’s get those guns put away and have some coffee or something,” Roy said opening his gun safe.

“We really have to run Roy, Ryan is home alone,” Ray replied.

“Nonsense,” Roy said, “The boy is almost 14 years old. He can take care of himself. Besides, his mother probably only gave him a half hour to clean up his room. It will take him twice that long, if he even bothers to try and clean it up.”

The men walked into the kitchen.

“Would you like coffee, a beer or something stronger?” Roy asked.

Ray looked to Stacy for guidance, but she was drinking a beer so that made it simple, “I’ll take a beer Roy, thanks.”

Roy handed Ray a beer and the four of them sat down at the kitchen table.

“So, you’re the big bad Army vet who swept my Stacy off her feet, huh?”

“Daddy!” Stacy protested.

“Hush up Stacy,” Roy said, “That’s all we’ve heard for two weeks is Ray this and Ray that.”

“Has she asked you to marry her yet?” Roy pressed.

“Not at all Roy,” Ray responded, “But to tell you the truth, I’ve been thinking a bit along those lines myself.”

By this time, Stacy was a red as a beet. The way that her father and Ray were talking about her; like she wasn't even here. Her mother had no sympathy for Stacy. This discussion was bound to come up Roy being Roy.

“Well, what’s keeping you?” Roy asked.

“Actually Roy, I had planned on proposing tomorrow. Do I take it that I have your permission?” Ray asked.

“Since when in the last 40 years did any man bother to ask a father’s permission?” Roy laughed. “Of course you have my permission. That is if she’ll still have you after this conversation.”

Now for the final test Stacy had dreamed up.

“I don’t know if I can say yes, Ray,” Stacy cooed, “I had a fella ask me for a date for Friday night and it wouldn’t be proper to go on a date with another man if I were engaged.”

“No problem Stacy,” Ray said, “If you want, Ryan can come home with me so you and your date can have some privacy. I’ll just put off proposing for a couple of months until you’ve had time to decide what you want.”

Ray didn’t have any idea that he had been set up. His offer was genuine and Stacy could see that in his eyes. This man had the self-confidence and the lack of possessiveness she needed to know about. He’d just passed all of the tests. She had no doubt that he loved her and he was smooth. Yep. He was the man for her. 

“Why don’t you propose now?” Stacy asked.

Gulp.

“Stacy will you marry me?” Ray asked.

“Oh, yes, of course,” Stacy said and kissed him.

Ray didn’t feel comfortable kissing in front of Stacy’s parents, but the ball was in her court.

“Welcome to the family, Ray,” Roy said. “Let’s see that will make you Stacy Marie Benton Williams Benton. Pretty confusing if you ask me.”

“I think I’ll just go by Stacy Williams Benton, Daddy,” Stacy said, “I need to keep the Williams in my name for Ryan’s sake, so it will just be switching the two names around from Stacy Benton Williams to Stacy Williams Benton.”

“Still pretty confusing if you ask me,” Roy said.

“Shut up Roy,” Hazel said. “Congratulations you two. When is the happy event going to take place?”

“December 28th,” Stacy said.

“Don’t I get a say in this?” Ray asked.

“Of course, silly,” Stacy replied, “You get to say I Do.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray was thinking all of the way back to Stacy’s apartment. “I’ve been had,” he thought, “I don’t know how I know that, but I’ve been had.”

Ryan had his room half cleaned up. Not bad for only an hour and one half. 

“Ryan,” Stacy called, “I have some news for you.”

“When’s the wedding?” Ryan asked coming out of his room.

Now Ray was really confused. Even Ryan seemed to know all about it and he hadn’t even decided until yesterday that he was going to ask Stacy for sure. 

“The 28th of December,” Stacy said, “The day after my birthday.”

"Neat Mom, you’ll get double presents every year,” Ryan said. “Oh, so I suppose that means I’ll have to ride a bus to school, huh?”

“Ryan, I’ve been thinking about that,” Stacy replied. “You could ride the bus, or if you’d rather, and if Ray agrees, you could live with your grandfather and grandmother until the school year is over.”

“It’s up to you Ryan,” Ray said, getting with the program in record time. “I won’t be building a new cabin until spring and summer, so you won’t have your own room until then. Either way is fine with me. You can come out on the weekends if you like. I’d be glad to drive to town Friday nights and pick you up after school and drive you back on Sunday afternoons.”

“Won’t that mess up your shooting schedule?” Ryan asked.

“No big deal, I’ll just it switch to Saturday afternoons,” Ray responded.

“Ok, I’ll have to think about it,” Ryan said.

“Take all the time you need Ryan,” Ray said, “This is a pretty grownup decision you have to make.”

“Ok, thanks Ray,” Ryan said, “Mom, I’ll have to think about it.”

“Of course Ryan, take your time,” Stacy said, “It’s a big decision.”

“Well, goodnight,” Ryan said and went to his room.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

“I want to talk to you Stacy,” Ray said with mock sternness. “Why do I feel like I’ve just been had?”

“Don’t try that fake sternness on me Ray Benton,” Stacy laughed, “Your eyes give you away.”

“You’re evading the question Stacy,” Ray insisted, “Why do I have the feeling that I’ve been had?”

“Oh, probably because you’ve been had Ray,” Stacy replied. “Now do you want to spend all night in the living room talking about being had, or to you want another floorshow?”

“Somehow, I don’t think that it would resolve anything if we talked all night,” Ray laughed, “So, I guess I’ll go for the floorshow.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray woke up the next morning exhausted but with a smile on his face. He was engaged to be married. He hadn’t planned on getting married until spring, but if Ryan decided to stay with his grandparents then the cabin wouldn’t be overcrowded except on weekends. He could live with that, easily enough. Stacy’s parents seemed nice enough. That Roy was quite the jokester. Or, maybe he was just older and didn’t have time for foolishness. Roy couldn’t be more than 10 years older than he was. He felt like he was robbing the cradle. Stacy was a corker, too all 5’6” and 125 pounds of her. 

He slipped on a robe and went to the kitchen to make coffee. There was the coffee pot, but where were the filters and coffee? He searched cupboards until he found everything and got the coffee started. Maybe he should put a propane stove in the new cabin and an electric coffee maker, like this one right here. He still had a couple of questions. Stacy hadn’t said anything about her job at the market. They wouldn’t need the money, but she would have to make that decision. If he could just keep his mouth shut, he had no doubt that Stacy would tell him what she decided.

“That coffee smells delicious,” Stacy said hugging him from behind.

Ray turned to face her. He hugged her tight, but avoided kissing her until he could get rid of the morning breath.

“I’m going to jump in the shower,” he said, “Should I wear the Blazer and slacks or work clothes?”

“They’ve seen your work clothes honey,” Stacy said, “Go for the Blazer and impress them.”

Ray got his shower out of the way, shaved and brushed his teeth. He was standing in the bedroom dressing when Stacy walked in, stripped and walked to the bathroom carrying her robe. Yep. There was a lot he was going to have to get used to. He didn’t have any idea how she could keep so trim a figure working behind a cash register for 8 hours a day. He had to work hard and sometimes exercise to keep the ring of flab from forming around his middle. Done dressing, Ray went to the kitchen for a cup of the coffee he’d made. He’d better skip breakfast, he thought, he had an idea that Hazel was a great cook. Weren’t all women named Hazel great cooks?

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

After she showered and dressed, Stacy woke Ryan up. Sometimes she thought the boy would end up sleeping his life away. She told Ryan to get showered and dressed; they needed to go over to grandpa’s for Thanksgiving dinner. Ryan grumbled something about never getting any sleep and rolled out of bed headed for the shower. It always took Ryan about 10 minutes to get fully awake. Stacy laid out the outfit she wanted Ryan to wear this day, he wouldn’t appreciate that one bit, and headed to the kitchen. She noticed that Ray’s hair on the side of his head was growing back out. She had the barber clippers and she like the looks of a GI haircut. From now on she’d have to trim him up once a week.

Stacy had kept her hair less than shoulder length because of her job. Ray had said something about waist length hair. Well, if he would wear a GI haircut, she would let her hair grow. She got herself a cup of coffee and laid a kiss on Ray that could have started something if they hadn’t had to go to her folks.

“Make you a deal,” Stacy said.

“Am I going to come out ok on this deal?” Ray laughed.

“If you’ll wear a GI haircut,” Stacy offered, “I’ll let my hair grow long. I don’t know about waist length, but longer, for sure.”

“If Ryan decides to stay in town with your folks, I suppose I could get a haircut every Friday,” Ray replied.

“Don’t waste the money, honey,” Stacy said, “I can give you a professional GI haircut; I have the clippers and the practice. I’m not so hot on the flattop, but I can give you a reasonable haircut.”

“You are everyman’s dream in the bedroom, you are beautiful, you are built like the proverbial brick outhouse, you shoot a pistol like you were born with one in your hand, you can cook like a master chef and you give haircuts?” Ray counted off some of Stacy’s more obvious attributes, laughing, “But can you sew?”

“I make about half of my own clothes Ray,” Stacy replied with a twinkle in her eye.

“Where have you been all my life?” Ray asked.

“Right here Ray,” Stacy smirked, “Just waiting for you to come along.”

“Oh, I forgot, you’re pretty cunning, too,” Ray grinned.

“Had to be to get a catch like you,” Stacy purred.

“What are you going to do about your job?” Ray asked, “I'm just curious.”

“I thought that Ryan and I would move in with my folks during December and I’d store some of my things,” Stacy began her explanation. “I’m going to quit my job effective the day after Christmas. I can’t leave Bill in a lurch for the Christmas rush. Meanwhile, I’m going to buy myself a new dress. I hope you won’t mind if I don’t come down the aisle in a white wedding dress, I’ve already had that experience.”

“Fine by me,” Ray said, “I suppose I’m going to have to get myself a new suit. I don’t own a suit.”

“What’s wrong with what you have on?” Stacy asked.

“Nothing,” Ray said, “But I thought…”

“Mister, thinking around me will get you in big trouble,” Stacy replied, “Wear what you have on. It doesn’t make any sense to spend money on a suit you’ll probably only wear once.”

“But you said you were going to buy a new dress,” Ray protested.

“Yes and I’ll probably end up wearing it out,” Stacy countered.

“What are we going to do about rings?” Ray asked.

“You went to the Jewelry store,” Stacy said, “What did you see that you liked?”

“They had some nice wedding sets,” Ray reported, “But what really caught my eye was a pair of heavily engraved, wide bands. But I suppose you would like a diamond engagement ring, so why don’t we go to the Jewelry store tomorrow and pick one out for you.”

“The engraved bands sound good to me Ray,” Stacy said, “But we’ll have to go so we can get them sized.”

“I thought that diamonds were a girls best friend,” Ray replied a little surprised.

“Every woman should have the white dress, the fancy wedding and the diamond engagement ring once in her life,” Stacy said. “I’ve had mine. We can spend the money on far more useful things than a second diamond or another wedding dress or a fancy church wedding.”

“I knew that there was SOMETHING that I liked about you,” Ray laughed.

“Yeah, my bod,” Stacy countered.

“Well, that too,” Ray tried to save himself.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ryan came out dressed in a blue Blazer and tan slacks that nearly mirrored what Ray had on.

“Mom, do I have too?” Ryan asked.

“Just for today Ryan,” Stacy told him.

Ryan grumbled and accepted his Mom’s direction, just for today.

“I’m hungry,” Ryan said.

“Then let’s get to grandpa’s,” Stacy said. “Your grandmother will have fresh caramel rolls and all the food you want to spoil Thanksgiving dinner.”

Stacy turned off the coffee pot and off they went to Grandmother’s house. There was no river to cross or woods to go through, but ‘to Grandmother’s house they went’.

Ryan promptly took off his Blazer and dived into the food. He was putting away the caramel rolls and milk like he hadn’t eaten in 2 years. Roy was nursing a beer, but Ray opted for coffee. Stacy pitched in and helped her mother put the finishing touches on Thanksgiving dinner, but her mother had everything well in hand and there wasn’t much for her to do except peel the potatoes. That out of the way, Stacy and her mother sat down in the kitchen and had a long, mother-daughter talk. Stacy outlined her discussion with Ray earlier that morning and their plans. Her mother approved of everything Stacy proposed and said that she would work on Ryan to get him to stay in town until school let out in the spring.

Thanksgiving dinner was something else. There was a small turkey, a small cure 81 ham, and a standing rib roast. Hazel had prepared several specialty salads, like the pistachio and marshmallow salad, a cranberry salad, and several others. Ray took a little of everything so as not to offend, and he was stuffed. Ryan was working on his second, or was it third, helping and was going strong. Ray noticed that Stacy took a little of everything, too, if you could call those teaspoon sized helpings a serving. Maybe he had discovered the secret to her figure. (That and a lot of exercise every morning.) They had a great time at Stacy’s folks, but it was time to go back to the apartment. Hazel loaded Stacy down with enough leftovers to feed them for a week.

Ryan wasn’t long for the world; all of that eating must have worn him out. He told them goodnight and headed to his bedroom. Stacy and Ray put on an old movie on TV and cuddled on the couch late into the evening. It was one of those TEOTWAWKI movies, sort of like the fiction Ray enjoyed by Johnstone. The movie was scary, and for some reason gave Ray a sense of foreboding. It was nothing he could put his finger on, but it really made him uneasy. Maybe, he thought, he should take extra special care in building that new cabin.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy had taken the day after Thanksgiving off, just in case. They had breakfast and went to the Jewelry store. Stacy loved the engraved bands that Ray had picked out; they were simple and elegant. They got their fingers measured for the rings and the jeweler told them it would be about a week. After that, they went shopping. Hazel had suggested that Ray get Stacy the matching Gortex pants and a really good pair of insulated boots. She also hinted that Stacy could use some new underwear, but suggested that Ray handle that with a gift certificate and she would direct Stacy how to use the certificate. Ray took care of the gift certificate while they were at the store. He also got Stacy to try on the matching pants and boots, but didn’t buy them. Stacy dragged Ray to the section of the store that sold western wear and had him try on ‘cowboy’ hats until she found one that she thought, ‘made the man’. She didn’t make any purchases either.

They went to a bookstore and Ray bought several ‘how to’ books on cabin design and construction. He also got a plumbing guide and a guide on alternative energy sources. Stacy thought he was a bit off in the head when he got a publication on preparations for a TEOTWAWKI event, but she didn’t say anything. Ray told Stacy that he really did have to get back to the cabin; Promise was probably going crazy by now. He got his things around, went by her folks to pick up his 2 .45’s and went back to the store and got the matching pants and insulated boots. Ray supposed that he could have purchase the intimate wear, too, he was fairly certain of Stacy’s size, but purchases like that could wait until after they were married.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Promise acted like he’d been gone for a month. Even if Ray hadn’t shaved that morning, he would not have had a beard after that greeting. He put up the gift wrapped packages for Stacy, put the guns in the gun cabinet and sat down to read the books. For some reason, he was drawn to the TEOTWAWKI book and read it first.

Chapter 8 – A New Attitude

Ray didn’t have a lot to do between now and the wedding. There wasn’t a lot he could do with the cabin anyway. He made a note to take his Blazer and slacks in to be dry cleaned and pressed. He needed to get a haircut, but that could wait until just before the wedding. He would pick up the rings when he took his clothes in to the cleaners. If he went to town next Friday, he could drop off the clothes, pick up the rings and maybe, if he got lucky, spend the weekend with Stacy and Ryan. Then, he could go in the following week and pick up his clothes and, if he got lucky again, spend a second weekend with Stacy and Ryan. He was forgetting something, but he couldn’t remember what. He guessed that was why they called it forgetting.

Meanwhile, he was deeply engrossed in the TEOTWAWKI book. The author had made all kinds of suggestions. Some were practical in his circumstances and some were not. For instance, he supposed he could build a double basement, divided by a block wall and cover the roof of the half not under the house with a slab. They could set a large propane tank and a water tank on the slab if it were properly supported; or, next to the slab, otherwise. The author recommended some place in Utah for an air filtration system and a blast door. Stacy had a whole apartment full of furniture, so they would have plenty of furniture for the shelter.

How would he manage to pay for all of this? Ray had a sneaking suspicion that the stock market, especially those tech stocks that his 401k was so heavily invested in, was going to come tumbling down. It might not be right away, but a fall was looming, of that he was certain. He really gave that some thought. If he cashed out his 401k early, he would have to pay the taxes plus a 10% penalty tax. On the other hand, if the market crashed, and he was certain that it would, he stood to lose more than the tax and the penalty tax. Well, he was going to cash out that 401k come spring and invest the money in their long-term survival. He was taking on new responsibilities now and he had to look at the long-term. Stacy would just have to understand. Besides, he hadn’t told her a lot about his 401k, just that he had one. (It could have been a Keogh Plan, too.)

Ray spent the remainder of the week drawing and planning. He could reuse the 40-gallon hot water heater and what difference did it make if it were in the basement or in the ‘other basement’, his shelter? He was going to face the new cabin to the south and cover the south roof with that thin film, electrical generation stuff. He could build a new shed next to the house and mount a solar water-heating array on its roof. He’d have to put in a standby propane powered generator; 10kw was plenty large enough. If he located the shed just right, the water lines wouldn’t have to go any further than they would if they were on the roof of the house, either, especially if he put the hot water heater in the shelter. He could put the water pipes for the washing machine on the wall divided the two basements and he’d only have to move the washing machine a few feet to get it to the shelter. 

If he used the basement mostly for storage anyway, their food should be safe enough there. Just in case, though, the author recommended buying some long-term storage foods from some place in Idaho named Walton Feed. He would have to look into that. He would have more than enough money, he reasoned, even after all of the taxes. His 401k investment had to be worth at least 20 times the amount he’d invested and he’d invested the maximum amount he could for all of the years he’d had the plan. He hadn’t gotten the government’s contributing share because they didn’t contribute, but still, he had lived on a buck sergeant’s pay for years, building the investment. He hadn’t planned on taking a job when he retired from the Army and so far, though he worked hard, he hadn’t.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy had a million things to get done before the wedding. First there were Christmas presents to get out of the way. She got Ryan the matching Gortex pants and insulated boots like the ones she’d tried on. She picked out the hat for Ray. She’d had to settle for a Resistol brand, but they owned Stetson anyway, didn’t they? Ray still wore combat boots, and western style boots were such an individual fit, that she decided to buy them for him as a wedding present. They could get them after they were married. Besides, that might take some talking to get Ray to switch from combat boots to western style boots. The wedding dress turned into one of those shop-until-you-drop events, but finally she found the perfect dress. It was plain, but at the same time elegant, and she could wear it for years to come. Her mother had confided to her that she had suggested that Ray get her a gift certificate for new undergarments. Good, she knew that he had bought a $100 dollar gift certificate and she could get by with only buying a few items.

She got new shoes to go with the dress, but with a low heel, they were dressy, but practical. She had rented a storage locker and her Dad would start moving her things the following week. Her cousin was going to help him. Speaking of her cousin, she talked to him about an Arabian Stallion for Ray. If Ray had really ridden all of those years, he should be able to handle the stallion. Her cousin had a 4-year old stallion, but even selling it to her cheap would still be expensive. She happened to mention this to her mother.

Hazel and Roy had talked it over. They were going to be spared the expense of a fancy wedding and they were already paying a fair amount each month to the nephew for cover the cost of boarding the horses. They had a talk with the nephew and worked out a deal. He would sell them the horse for half the price; the rest would be his wedding present. Half price was $2,500; the horse was pure Arabian, but not a show horse. He’d never had the heart to charge them what it really cost to board the 2 mares anyway and he would end up being money ahead in the long run. And, of course, he would help move Stacy’s things to the storage facility, what was family for?

Stacy hoped the Ray was coming to town this weekend. She knew he had to get his clothes cleaned and pressed and there were the rings to pick up, if they were ready. The jeweler hadn’t had to do much to size the rings, and they were, in fact ready. They had been for several days. Ryan had announced that he was staying with his grandparents until spring. That was a relief. He’d also announced that he had decided that he was going to West Point, come hell or high water. That pleased Stacy immensely and she told him she was proud of him. He’d have to work hard to maintain his grades if he wanted to make the cut, though.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray left for Jackson Hole mid-afternoon on Friday. He’d had all of the time killing that he could stand for this year. He dropped off his clothes, picked up the rings and picked up a new nightgown for Stacy as a wedding present. If the truth were known, it was as much a gift for him as it was for her. It was damned sexy and you could see through the fabric even in the dark. Then again, with nightgowns like that, you never had to spend much time looking through them anyway. They seemed to make it to the floor in record time. He couldn’t show anyone but Stacy that gift, so he also bought her a very elegant floor length nightgown and matching robe. It was definitely not a see-through costume and everyone would probably think he was a little conservative. Good, the world didn’t have to know that he was a dirty old man. On the other hand, with someone like Stacy, it was hard not to be a dirty old man.

He arrived at Stacy’s apartment at 5:15pm. He was wearing his next best dress up clothes and he invited Stacy and Ryan out to dinner at the Lodge. He was still well within any dress code the restaurant had and Stacy hadn’t really taken anything out for dinner, hoping Ray would show up. She was just about ready to order pizza when the doorbell rang. She had even taken a chance and ran through the shower and quickly changed from her work clothes to something a little dressier. Ryan was looking forward to a shrimp dinner and he had kept the snacking to a minimum, limiting himself to two sodas and half a package of cookies.

Ray hadn’t made a reservation, so they had to wait about 20 minutes to be seated. They went into the bar and had a cocktail, gimlet, bourbon old fashioned and a coke and were ready to be seated when the call came. Ray was in an expansive mood, so he ordered the full bottle of the more expensive Merlot without even consulting with Stacy. They would find a way to get any of the unconsumed wine home. Stacy remembered the Merlot, it was the same brand that Ray had at the cabin. It really was a very good wine.

That was one thing about Ray that was appealing to Stacy. Ray didn’t do anything halfway. He was strictly a first class guy in his choices. Just look at those rifles he had, a M-21 and a M-24. His M1911’s were both Kimbers and that was as good as you could get. Ray definitely chose first class. That was one hell of a backhanded compliment of her. Did that mean that she was first-class merchandise too? Even the used guns Ray had bought were good brands and though a little worn, were first class guns. Yep, that was she, a little worn, but a first class broad with a great bod, to quote Ryan and Ray.

After dinner, they went back to the apartment. Stacy had had to leave the hatbox at her Mom’s; she didn’t want Ray to discover the Christmas present. That was a lot of the fun about Christmas presents anyway, the look on the face of the recipient of the gift. She hoped he would be able to adjust to wearing a cowboy hat; he always wore one of those Army baseball caps. At least he wore a hat, so maybe the adjustment wouldn’t be too great. The cowboy boots would be her greatest challenge. They gripped the foot a lot tighter than those combat boots. She knew, she had a pair in the closet along with a good pair of cowboy boots. They were a leftover from her marriage to Ryan.

Ryan Jr. went to his room and they watched another movie on TV. Was that all the Sci-fi Channel ran, Ray wondered, it was another of the TEOTWAWKI movies. This one didn’t frighten him quite so badly; he had already begun to make preparations, at least on paper. After the movie, the two of them retired. They were getting a lot more sleep these days; they lovemaking was maturing, having gotten past the get-all-you-can-get stage. Like most couples, they were going to quality rather than quantity.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The next morning Stacy had some chores to get done. She got down the box of pictures, mostly from her first marriage and began to go through them. Ray joined her and he could see the strong resemblance between Ryan Sr. and Ryan Jr. Eventually, Stacy got to the pictures from her marriage. Ray didn’t seem a bit uncomfortable sharing her memories. However, she noticed that he was beginning to get a strange look on his face. It all came to a head when she showed him the last picture of Ryan. Ryan was dressed in his cammies.

“I met him!” Ray suddenly burst out. 

“You did?” Stacy excitedly exclaimed. “Tell me about it.”

“I’d rather not, Stacy, I was there when Ryan died,” Ray reluctantly replied.

“Ray, the Army never would really give the full details of what happened to my husband. You were there. You owe it to me to tell me what happened,” Stacy demanded.

“Let me start out by saying one thing Stacy. Ryan was probably the most heroic SOB I ever saw in 30 years of Army service,” Ray began. “I was in Nam and I saw all kinds of heroism, so I have plenty to gauge things by. Anyway, it was a fluke. We were up on day 3 of the 4-day campaign that Storming Norman had orchestrated, resupplying. There were thousands of Iraqi prisoners. Someone screwed the pooch and didn’t search the prisoners as carefully as they should have. Anyway, one of the prisoners came up with an AK, the ones with the folding stocks, with a 40-round mag. He started taking shots at Americans and was wounding most everyone he shot at. Ryan grabbed a M16 and charged into the foray. There were people in the way, so he couldn’t get a clear shot. That didn’t stop him one bit. Ryan took one round but kept right on going. He was almost on top of the guy before he had a clear shot. He put the guy down and probably saved dozens of lives. The guy killed Ryan with a final burst from his AK. The guy had several of the 40-round mags and no one else was even close to him. Yes sir, I’ve seen plenty of heroic acts in my 30 years, but Ryan topped them all. 

Stacy and Ray didn’t realize that Ryan was standing in his doorway taking in the whole story.

“I never heard what medal they gave him,” Ray said, “But to my thinking, if anyone ever deserved the Congressional Medal of Honor, it was your husband. I can see now why the Congressman was so upset and guaranteed Ryan a choice of military academies. His father was the greatest hero I’ve ever had the pleasure to meet.”

Ryan slipped back into his room. A tear had formed and slid down his cheek. He was very grateful to Ray for telling the story of how his father had died. It really hurt, but at least his father had died saving other peoples lives. It wouldn’t bring his father back. And he understood now why Ray had so much respect for men and women who had earned the DSC. Maybe some guy above him in the Army had cheated of his father out of the CMH, but it didn’t matter. He knew the real story now. That was all that mattered. Ryan already thought quite a bit of Ray, but Ray had just gone up a couple of notches in his book. He would never call him Dad, but Ray obviously didn’t expect him to. Ray would make a pretty good substitute Dad, though.

Stacy had tears streaming down her checks. She had always suspected that there were a lot more to the story about how Ryan had died than the Army had let on. Someone, probably some midlevel Army bureaucrat, most likely a Major, was covering their ass because someone hadn’t searched the prisoners properly. It was such a waste. Ryan did die a hero that much was sure. And he died doing what he loved. She wasn’t going to press the Army to reopen the matter. Ryan was assured of a military academy appointment so what was the use? She sat there sobbing to herself. Ray, unsure what to do, got up and went to the kitchen and got a cup of coffee. He decided that Stacy needed some time to herself to deal with what he had just told her. He had driven the officers on plenty of those announcements; he’d even made a couple himself. The wives invariably just needed time to adjust to the news. It might be a little easier on Stacy because so much time separated the event and her learning what really happened. But, the coffee pot was full and he could just sit there and drink coffee until she was ready to have him intrude.

Stacy stared at Ryan’s picture for a long time. Then, she put the box back on the shelf and went to Ryan’s room. She walked up and hugged Ryan from behind.

“I heard,” Ryan said softly, “My Dad was a real hero, wasn’t he Mom?”

“Yes Ryan, he really was,” Stacy replied.

“I’m glad that Ray told us what happened,” Ryan said, “It hurt to hear it, but now we know and Ray really did respect my Dad. Not just because of that ribbon either, but because he saw what Dad did. That’s important. Ray is really a good guy, Mom. I’m glad that you’re marrying him.”

“Me too, Ryan,” Stacy said, “More than you can ever know.”

“I’ve got to get out of here for a while, Mom,” Ryan said, “Could Ray and you drop me off at grandpas?”

“Sure Ryan,” Stacy said, “I’ve got to get out of here for a while too. I was thinking of taking Ray shopping, would you mind?”

“No Mom, I want to talk to grandpa alone anyway,” Ryan replied.

“Get your coat and I’ll get Ray,” Stacy told Ryan.

Stacy walked to the kitchen and gave Ray a tremendous hug. “Come on, get your coat,” she said, “We’re dropping Ryan off at his grandfather’s and we’re going shopping.”

“Are you sure…” Ray began.

“Just get your coat Ray Benton and let’s get going,” Stacy said plainly.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

They dropped Ryan off at Stacy’s parents’ home and headed to the store.

“Did I ever tell you what they used to call me around town?” Stacy asked.

“Not that I can recall,” Ray responded.

“They used to call me the ‘Ice Queen’,” Stacy said. “I figured it was because I dropped those two possessive SOB’s and didn’t date any more. Thank you for telling Ryan and me about Ryan, Ray.”

“I didn’t tell Ryan Stacy,” Ray protested.

“He was standing in his doorway and heard the whole story Ray,” Stacy said.

“I’m so sorry Stacy,” Ray said.

“Don’t be Ray,” Stacy said, “Ryan heard it at the same time as I did and I can’t think of a better way to learn the truth. You just went up a couple of notches in Ryan’s eyes, I’m sure. The way you described Ryan’s death just made it so much more heroic than it was.”

“Ryan was a real hero, Stacy,” Ray said, “I didn’t make it up.”

“I’m sure you didn’t Ray,” Stacy said, “But you told the event from the eyes of a professional soldier. One who had seen plenty of heroism over 30 years and the awe and regards you held for Ryan was evident. Ryan needed that and so did I. Now, it’s time to turn you into a cowboy.”

“A cowboy?” Ray sputtered. “Look Stacy, I’m just an old soldier. I don’t know how I’d do as a cowboy. Besides, if Ryan…”

“Ryan never was into the cowboy thing Ray,” Stacy said, “If that was what you were going to say.”

“Well, I had looked at some things, but I held off spending any money because I didn’t know what you intended to buy me for Christmas,” Ray said.

“No problem Ray,” Stacy said, “We’ll just get you some Wranglers and some shirts. And try on boots to see what you like.”

“Ok.” Ray said, “But those Wranglers are a little tight in the ass.”

“Yeah, I know,” Stacy smirked.

Ray had some ideas about what he wanted in shirts and so did Stacy. Fortunately they agreed on this. When it came to the Wranglers, the 36-34 slims fit him like a glove, but he couldn’t sit down in them. Stacy told him no problem, get the 36-34 regulars, they’d shrink up pretty good and fit like slims after they were washed. Good, slims were tight in the front and the rear. They also tried on boots and Ray found a pair he really liked. He was going to buy them but Stacy resisted. He began to insist and she told him she wanted to buy them for him as a wedding present. Just to make sure that she could get that very pair of boots, she bought them right on the spot but said he would have to wait until they were married before they were his.

“I bought you a wedding present, too” Ray mentioned.

“Let me guess,” Stacy said, “It’s totally transparent, probably even in the dark and even though it’s clothing won’t be worn very long. Right?”

“I bought one of those, too,” Ray admitted, “But I actually bought you a wedding present that we can show to other people.”

“Do tell,” Stacy said.

“You’ll have to wait until the wedding,” Ray countered.

“That’s not fair,” Stacy said, “You know what you’re getting for a wedding present.”

“Tough,” Ray said.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Hazel had invited them for dinner. Stacy promptly took the new jeans and shirts to wash them. Roy had obviously been talking with Ryan and he had sort of a strange look in his eye.

“I understand from Ryan that you were there when his father died,” Roy said.

“Yes Roy, I was,” Ray replied.

“It was good of you to tell Ryan and Stacy how Ryan died,” Roy said, “There had always been questions that hadn’t been answered.”

“I didn’t mean to tell Ryan, Roy, but Stacy said it was ok,” Ray responded.

“With Stacy knowing,” Roy replied, “He was bound to find out sooner or later. I think it was better coming from you since you were an eyewitness. From the way Ryan tells the story, he couldn’t have had a better narrator.”

“I was in the Army for 30 years Roy,” Ray said, “I’ve seen a lot of men die. If I would have had to die in combat, I can’t think of a better way to go.”

“That says a lot Ray, Thank you,” Roy replied, “You know you are a lot like Ryan in many ways and different in others. That’s neither good nor bad, it’s just a fact. I’d say that Stacy got herself a real winner both times.”

“Thank you,” Ray mumbled.

“So, Ryan tells me that he has decided to stay with us until spring,” Roy continued. “How about we bring him out on Friday nights and you bring him back on Sunday afternoons?”

“It’s no trouble for me to pick him up Roy,” Ray said.

“No, of course not, Ray,” Roy responded, “But Hazel and I would like to see the cabin. Besides, I understand that you have an old bottle of bourbon and some excellent Merlot.”

“Darn, I completely forgot to pick up the beef from the locker plant,” Ray said.

“Huh?” Roy replied.

“Oh, sorry,” Ray said, “I took my steer in to be butchered before the blizzard and I completely forgot to pick up the meat. Your mentioning the Merlot triggered the memory because Merlot goes really well with a good steak.”

“You got room in your freezer for a whole beef?” Roy asked.

“I’m not sure Roy,” Ray answered.

“The reason I asked is because Hazel and I have an old 21-cubic foot chest-type freezer in the basement that we quit using three years ago. If it still runs, you’re welcome to it.”

“Even if it doesn’t run Roy,” Ray said, “I welcome it. It wouldn’t take too much to get it to work.”

After dinner, they went to the basement and plugged the freezer in. The compressor seemed to work okay, but after an hour, the freezer wasn’t cold. Ray said it probably just had a Freon leak, would Roy mind if he had a serviceman come out and look at it? Roy said no problem and either way, he’d be rid of the freezer. Ray decided to leave the meat at the locker plant for another week, but he did stop by and pay for the butchering, cutting and wrapping. They went back to the apartment and Ryan headed to bed.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

“Your Dad really appreciated my letting Ryan know how his father died,” Ray said.

“Ray, we both appreciate it,” Stacy replied, “There is no more mystery and we know that Ryan died in a worthwhile manner. People die in wars. It was a shame it had to be Ryan, but at least his death wasn't wasted on some friendly fire incident or anything.”

“I think that freezer just needs a Freon leak repaired,” Ray said, “Would you have time to call a serviceman on Monday, or should I do it?”

“I’ll take care of it,” Stacy said. “I talked to my cousin about buying you a horse for a wedding present, but he wanted too much money.”

“A horse?” Ray asked, “Does that mean you already have a horse?”

“Two actually, they are 4-year old Arabian mares,” Stacy said. “Mom’s brother left them to Ryan and me. We have the tack and everything. Really nice hand tooled leather.”

“Arabians must cost a fortune Stacy,” Ray said, “I glad you didn’t spend any money on a horse for me. At least not THAT much money.”

“It would have been nice to have a stallion for you Ray,” Stacy said, “Then we could have bred the mare’s and started to raise horses.”

“It sounds like I need to add a barn to my building plans,” Ray said. “I’ve been planning on talking to you about this anyway Stacy. I mentioned that I have a 401k plan, right?”

“Yes,” Stacy said, “What about it?”

“My plan is heavily invested in the tech sector,” Ray said. “My investment is over 20 times what I put in. I think the tech sector is about through with its run. I’ve calculated and if I cash out my plan and pay the taxes and the penalty tax, I’ll probably still be money ahead; a lot of money ahead. So, I’m going to cash it out around April. I just wanted you to know because once we’re married, half the plan will be yours.”

“It’s your investment Ray,” Stacy said, “You do what you think is right.”

“Those TEOTWAWKI movies we’ve been watching on the Sci-Fi Channel have gotten me to thinking too,” Ray said.

“Those what?” Stacy asked.

“Oh, TEOTWAWKI stands for The End Of The World As We Know It,” Ray explained. “Bush never took care of Saddam after the Gulf War and it looks like his kid might make a run for President. If that happens, I half expect Bush Junior to go after Saddam.”

“What excuse could he come up with to do that?” Stacy asked.

“I have no idea,” Ray said, “But maybe violations of the No-Fly Zone. Who knows? Then again, maybe Gore will win the election. He wouldn’t go to war, he's too busy inventing the Internet.”

“So what does that have to do with your building plans?” Stacy asked.

“I figure that it won’t cost me that much more to dig a double wide hole for a basement and put in a double basement,” Ray said. “I could put a wall down the length, dividing the two basements and we could use the basement under the house for laundry, the furnace and storage. We could put your extra furniture in the other half and have a sort of a bomb shelter.”

“Bomb shelter?” Stacy laughed, “Who would bomb Jackson Hole, Wyoming?”

Then call it a storm shelter if you prefer,” Ray said.

“You sound so like Ryan at times,” Stacy said, “He always wanted to put in a storm shelter, too. We never did because we were never in one place long enough.”

“Then you don’t mind?” Ray asked.

“No, go build your bomb shelter Ray Benton,” Stacy said. “But if bombs ever fall on Jackson Hole, Wyoming, it will all be your fault.

Chapter 9 – An Old ‘Friend’

Sunday way quiet and Ray could see that Stacy had a lot to do. He offered to help, but she suggested that he go home, that would be the biggest help. Having him around was, well, distracting. If he were gone, she could concentrate of getting stuffed packed. It made sense to him and even if it hadn’t, Ray would have left just because she asked. Promise wasn't taking to his being gone all that much anyway and when he’d left Friday afternoon, he could hear her howling from the Ford, over the motor. He headed home to spend some catch up time with his dog.

When he got home, Ray didn’t even turn on the computer for a while. It didn’t take all that long to get back in Promise’s good graces anyway. It wasn’t so cold that particular day so he took her for a walk. After marking her territory in a dozen different places, Promise was either cold or out of urine, maybe both. She headed back to the cabin with Ray bringing up the rear. That seemed to be the way with the women in his life. They made up their mind and off they went; damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead.

With Promise settled by the fireplace, Ray restocked his supply of wood, bringing it from the furthest stack. While he was at it, he moved some from the same stack to the porch so the porch was full. He’d already gone through about 2 cords, but he’d been keeping the cabin warmer than in prior years. Maybe it was old age setting in, or maybe it was Promise. Who knew? Anyway you sliced it, he had enough firewood until spring. That was good, because gathering firewood in this part of the country was a miserable experience for a man by himself during the winter.

To keep fit during the idle months of the winter, Ray usually spent an hour doing exercise each morning. After his first cup of coffee, he’d do some pushups, some sit-ups, some jumping jacks and some pull-ups from one of the exposed joists. It maybe wasn’t the best in the world, but by doing it an hour every morning that he could, he managed to stay in pretty good shape. Although Ray had been trained in hand-to-hand combat, he wasn’t any sort of expert in any particular discipline. Ray had done a smattering of amateur fighting when he’d gotten back from Nam, but had dropped it in favor of furthering his education. Getting those degrees in night school had taken most of the remaining 30 years. And, getting those degrees in night school had been the difference that had gotten him the promotion to E-9 early.

But, if push came to shove, Ray had a pretty mean uppercut. Properly executed, the uppercut is a devastating punch. Landed just right, you could lift a person off his feet and land him on his butt, unconscious. Ray always included a few practice boxing swings so that if he had to he could throw a hook, cross, jab or that devastating uppercut. He hadn’t actually thrown a punch since he’d moved to Wyoming. There had been no need, he lived out in the sticks and didn’t frequent bars.

Ray was finalizing the plans for the cabin. Although he didn’t need to, he decided to build the foundation 12’ deep and the basement floor 11’ deep. That made for a taller basement, hence more storage space. It also allowed him to pack 3’ of earth over the other basement if he built it with a 7½ ‘ ceiling and a 6” thick slab roof. Stacy’s crack about the bomb shelter had gotten him to thinking. As far as he knew, the Minuteman III’s were located at F. E. Warren AFB, WY; Minot AFB and Grand Forks AFB, ND; and Malmstrom AFB, MT. That meant that the closest site was over 200 miles away in Great Falls. Regardless, he figured he should have about 3’ of earth over his storm shelter. 

For the shed to get the best heating effect for the water, it had to have a south-facing roof, too. If he built the shed right at the east end of the second basement, it would be set back from the cabin a little and out of the cabin’s shade. Now, there was a barn to think about because Stacy had horses. He still wasn’t going to raise hogs, no way, but that meant that he could put in a dairy cow or two. Whether he liked it or not, it looked like he was going to become a farmer. Not a big farmer, after all, how much farming could one do on 40-acres, but a farmer nonetheless. And there were the chickens. Maybe he could incorporate a hen house into the barn and fence an area for the chickens to run around in. He remembered someone in the Army talking about raising chickens and they talked about clipping the wings to keep the chickens from flying. He had no idea what that was all about, but he could find out when he bought the baby chickens.

Ray searched the net using the term ‘barn plans’ and came up with a whole evenings worth of listings. You could buy a plan; you could buy a pre-cut, unassembled barn; you could buy a pre-cut assembled in sections barn, and you could hire someone to build a barn for you. Ray didn’t even know how big of a barn he would need for 2-3 horses, a couple of milk cows, a steer or two and some chickens. It was a shame none of his neighbors were Amish, they knew how to build barns! Roy had not been a farmer, but plenty of Stacy’s relatives were ranchers or farmers. Ray would have to ask them.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Bert Rumples, one of the men Stacy had dated and dumped when he became possessive heard a rumor around Jackson Hole that Stacy was engaged. Some old retired Army Fart, he’d heard. Damn her hide anyway. Although it had been 3 years since Stacy had dumped him, he still had the hots for that redhead. He’d called her up to discuss the rumor, but as soon as she’d heard his voice, she had hung up. Uppity bitch! Bert was a nice looking guy, or so some women had told him, but he couldn’t seem to hold on to one for very long. Stacy had been the first in a long succession of women who had bedded him but had soon grown tired of his possessiveness and dumped him. Somehow, in his mind, Bert had conjured up the belief that it was all Stacy’s fault. She had probably gone around telling his latest girlfriend to dump him. Yeah, that was it. Anyway, Bert hadn’t been able to get a date for over a year and he blamed Stacy. That was quite a complex set of feelings, especially for a guy like Bert. He hated the woman he thought he was in love with. Bert had no idea that love and lust weren’t the same thing.

Bert had lost his job the week that he’d heard about the engagement. Bert, you see, had a bit of a problem with alcohol. Well, between losing his job (because of drinking) and losing the love of his life, Bert was finding solace at the local tavern. He’d even been turned down for unemployment insurance because he’d been fired for cause. He’d appeal the unemployment insurance rejection, by God, and he was going to give Stacy a piece of his mind. Just as soon as he had one more drink, that is.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy had been tempted to call Ray after she’d had the call from Bert. It sounded like Bert had been drinking again, so she hung up on him. Of the two men she’d dated and thought had some possibilities, Bert had been the latter. But, Bert was by far the more possessive of the two men and after she’d dumped him Stacy learned that he had a drinking problem too. Stacy hadn’t said anything to anyone about Bert’s drinking problem, it was only a rumor, but every once in a great while, Bert would lose another girlfriend, either because of his drinking or possessiveness or both and would get boozed up and call her. She’d always handled the calls the same way. The minute he slurred a word, she’d hung up. Anyway, Stacy got busy and forgot to call Ray.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray needed a couple of things from the market so he left around 4:00. He’d called the locker plant and they were open on Sunday afternoons, so he could pick up his meat on the way home on Sunday. He was dying to see Stacy and Ryan, but especially Stacy. Anyway, Ray arrived at the Grocery store a couple of minutes after five. When he got out of his truck, he saw a man and woman in front of the store, apparently arguing. As he got closer, Ray could see that the woman was Stacy. The guy was loud, and quite possibly had been drinking. He had grabbed Stacy’s arm a couple of times, too, but she had jerked away. Was he one of Stacy’s former boyfriends, perhaps? Ray picked up his step and was beside the couple in moments. 

“Excuse me,” Ray said, “What seems to be going on here?”

Stacy was relieved to see Ray, but she was in old Bert’s face pretty good, telling him a thing or two or three. She shut up to let Ray handle Bert.

“What business is it of yours?” Bert slurred.

“My name is Ray Benton and I’m…” Ray started to explain what business it was of his.

“I don’t give a fuck what your name is,” Bert said, “I asked what business it is of yours? Take a hike pal, can’t you see I’m talking to the lady.”

By this time, Stacy was relaxing and becoming amused. She knew that if Ray lost it, old Bert was in for the surprise of his life. A smile began to form on her lips.

“Watch the mouth buddy,” Ray said, “I’m her fiancée, that’s what business it is of mine. Now what’s going on here, I asked.”

“So you’re the old retired Army Fart she’s going to marry, huh?” Bert slurred again. “Well I am not impressed Mr. Army man so why don’t you take a hike.”

Bert didn’t seem to be seeing anything too clearly, or he would have seen that his continued use of profanity was setting Ray off. The guy wasn’t backing down and Bert failed to notice the right hand curl into a fist. Bert took a swing at the guy. Ray blocked the clumsily thrown punch and brought that uppercut from halfway to the ground. It happened so fast that Stacy almost missed it. As it happened, a patrol car from the Sheriff’s department turned the corner in time to miss the punch Bert threw but in time to see the uppercut. Bert must have sailed 2 or 3 feet, so solidly did Ray land the punch. The Deputy hit the siren a blast and pulled to a stop. He’d seen the punch and the guy was on the ground. The other fella and Stacy were just standing there. With barely a word, the deputy began to cuff Ray.

Stacy began to protest immediately. The Deputy went to check the guy on the ground. It was Bert Rumples and he stank like a brewery. The Deputy took Ray to his car and semi-politely put Ray in the back seat and called for an ambulance for Bert. Then he went to take Stacy’s statement. Stacy was in his face big time, and from what he could piece together, Bert had accosted Stacy when she came out of work and the guy in the back seat, Ray Benton her fiancée, had come to her rescue. Bill came out of the store and confirmed everything that Stacy had told the Deputy. The Deputy went to the car and asked Ray to step out.

“I’m sorry Mr. Benton, but with Bert on the ground and everything, I had to cuff you,” the Deputy apologized, removing the cuffs.

“No harm, no foul, Deputy,” Ray said. “He took a swing at me and I was just defending myself.”

“Did a pretty good job of it too,” the Deputy acknowledged.

By this time, Bill had gone back inside and Stacy was hanging on to Ray’s arm. The ambulance had arrived and other than being drunk and trying to overcome a superbly thrown uppercut, Bert was fine. He didn’t need any medical attention. The Deputy put his cuffs on Bert and led him to the car. He wasn’t nearly as polite when he put Bert in the back seat and poor old Bert thunked his head on the door crawling into the car and promptly threw up all over the backseat. Damn it; first he’d arrested the wrong guy, detained actually, and now this drunk had puked on his back seat. The Deputy decided to let Bert roll around in the vomit and shut the door on Bert and headed for the station with all of the cars windows down.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

“Remind me to never piss you off,” Stacy laughed.

“I’d never hit a woman Stacy,” Ray protested, “And I wouldn’t have hit him if he hadn’t taken a swing at me.”

“My knight in shining armor,” Stacy teased.

“I was going to suggest that we go out to dinner Stacy,” Ray said, “But if you’re going to make fun of me…”

“Come on, you have a thicker skin than that Ray Benton.” Stacy said, “What brought you to the store anyway?”

“Oh, I needed a couple of things and thought I’d catch you and follow you home,” Ray explained.

“Well, here’s what I think of your rescue efforts,” Stacy said and planted one on Ray that almost sent him into orbit. “Come on, let’s get those items you need and pick up Ryan.”

Ray needed a jar of yeast and a can of baking powder. For this, he’d almost ended up in jail. Well, not really, but the Deputy was plenty pissed at old Bert. Bert could spend the whole weekend sleeping this one off and if he couldn’t get the stink out of the backseat covers, old Bert was buying the Sheriff’s department a new set of seat covers. It didn’t bother the Deputy one bit the old Bert just happened to hit his head on the car door getting out of the car and they had to drag old Bert into a cell. Ever seen the movie “First Blood” where they gave Rambo a ‘shower’? Old Bert got the fire hose treatment too. He stank too badly for anyone to get close to him. Good old Bert was so drunk he wouldn’t even remember. Anything.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray followed Stacy over to her folks. Stacy insisted that he come inside and she promptly began to relate what had happened at the grocery store. Ray gained one more notch on Ryan’s scale. Roy looked at Ray and winked. Ray just stood there stoically through the whole event. They left for the apartment so Stacy could clean up and change and Ray could call for a reservation. The reservation was for 7:30 so Ryan helped himself to two sodas and another half package of cookies. Ray noticed that most of Stacy’s stuff was gone. He had it in mind that she was supposed to move this week, but something must have come up. Stacy came out wearing a really nice dress that highlighted her figure to its uppermost. Nice.

In the car on the way to the Lodge, Stacy said, “Dad has been down in the back Ray, would you mind terribly helping move my things to storage tomorrow?”

“Be glad to honey,” Ray said, “Why didn’t you call me?”

“Well, my cousin can’t get into town until tomorrow, so it didn’t make much difference,” Stacy explained.
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The subject of Bert didn’t come up again that evening. They sat down at the table and Ray really was looking forward to the drink. Maybe two. Ryan had grown weary of Shrimp, at least on this night and ordered the small filet, as did Stacy. Ray was into his second drink by the time the waitress took their order and he decided to just get the small filet, too. He didn’t like to fight unless he had to. That he hadn’t been able to reason with a drunk was no excuse, Ray didn’t have much of an appetite. Stacy noticed, but didn’t say anything. Was this connected to one of those warts she hadn’t been able to discover or was Ray just regretting the need to resort to violence? Either way, it didn’t make him any less of a man in her eyes.

Ray asked about wine, but Stacy could sense that he didn’t really want any so she declined. The brief look of relief in Ray’s eyes told her she had made the right decision. Between his two drinks, loss of appetite and not wanting the wine, Stacy knew that her man needed a little space. Whatever it was that was bothering Ray, he could bring it up in his own time. He afforded her that respect and was entitled to the same from her. Ray, for his part, was happy that he hadn’t put any more into that uppercut. An uppercut could be deadly, under the right circumstances. It could even break a man’s neck on a very rare occasion. Ray knew all about that, too.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

When they got back to the apartment, Ray could see that Stacy had already moved most of her things. The only things in the kitchen were the other half bag of cookies and two sodas in the refrigerator plus the coffee pot, some filters, a can of coffee and 2 mugs. Well, he’d treat for breakfast, he decided. The closets were all but empty, too. No doubt with the shortage of rental housing in Jackson Hole, the apartment would be repainted and reoccupied within a few days. Stacy still had TV, so they put on another Sci-Fi channel movie. It was another of the TEOTWAWKI movies, but this one was such a farce it actually brightened Ray’s mood. By the time they were ready to go to bed, Ray had put away his demon and was ready to ravish his lovely.

Ray didn’t know why Stacy had picked December 28, 1999 for their wedding. Surely she knew that the 28th was a Tuesday. Stacy did, but Christmas was on Saturday the 25th and New Years on Saturday January 1, 2000. She didn’t want to get married on her birthday and she figured if they got married the day after her birthday, it might be easier for Ray to remember. Ryan was wrong. Having a birthday 3 days after Christmas and an Anniversary the day after meant she was triple dipping. It also meant that people tended to combine gifts and over the course of a year, she tended to get fewer gifts than the average person. That was ok; some people used it as an excuse to go all out and over bought. Maybe it evened out.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The next morning all three of them were up early. They all cleaned up and Ray took them to breakfast. When they got back from the restaurant, Stacy’s cousin Michael was waiting. Michael and Ray loaded each of their pickups and made one of many trips to the storage locker. While they were gone, Stacy and Ryan took a load to her mothers. So it went for the morning. Ray sprang for lunch, it was the least that he could do and they got back to the moving. By 4pm everything was either in the storage locker or at Stacy’s mothers. Ray filled Michael’s tank and joined Stacy, Ryan and her folks for dinner. The freezer had had a small leak and was working perfectly. Michael knew this because Stacy had mentioned it and he followed Ray back to his aunt’s house and helped Ray load the freezer on the Ray’s pickup.

Stacy was going to go back the next afternoon and do some final cleaning on the apartment so she could get her deposit back. Every penny counted and she wasn’t willing to give up a month’s rent, the amount of the security deposit, just because she didn’t want to clean up the apartment one more time. Ray would leave at the same time, pick up the beef and head back to the cabin. Stacy’s folks weren’t prudish by any means, but Ray noticed that they had a bedroom prepared for each of the three of them in the old house. He wasn’t about to defy convention, especially since Hazel had gone to the trouble of fixing him a room so Stacy and he slept separately that night. It really wasn’t a big deal, he was pretty tired from the moving anyway and was asleep moments after going to bed.

The next morning Hazel had a large breakfast prepared with sausage, bacon, eggs, pancakes and toast. Ray noticed that Stacy took one egg, one piece of sausage, one strip of bacon, one small pancake and no toast. Yep, she ate light to maintain that figure. Ray was really getting to like Roy. He understood why Ryan idolized his grandfather. He also had a pretty good idea where Stacy had learned to cook. He and Roy visited while Stacy and her mother did the dishes. Ryan was busy finishing up his homework. He only had 3 days of school left before Christmas break. Visiting with Roy made Ray realize that in all of the excitement of getting ready for the wedding he’d never given a thought to a birthday present for Stacy. Well, maybe he could get by with something simple and another gift certificate. He loved gift certificates; they made picking out presents so much simpler. Besides, time was short and he didn’t have a clue what to buy her. He had noticed an empty bottle of Chanel No 5 on Stacy’s dresser and he managed to get Hazel alone long enough to find out that Stacy adored the perfume but never bought it because it was so very expensive.

After a light lunch, Stacy and Ryan headed to the apartment and Ray headed to the store. With it being so close to Christmas, he expected the store would be open. It was, but he almost had a heart attack when saw the prices. The perfume was $250 for 3.4 oz. bottle and the spray perfume burse atomizer was $75. The sales lad mention that they were a lot cheaper than the big stores like Macy’s who got $380 and $85 respectively. She also told him that perfume got old. Ray went with the spray and a $50 gift certificate. He had the package wrapped and headed to the locker plant. The meat was in baskets so they loaded the baskets onto some carts and hauled it to the pickup. Ray emptied the baskets into the freezer and headed for the cabin. He knew that when he got home, he had a major job ahead of him. He would have to empty the meat out of the freezer, somehow move it to the shed and put the meat back in the freezer.

When Ray got home, he spent some time with Promise so she would leave him alone for his big chore. When she settled down by the fireplace, Roy got some empty cardboard boxes and transferred the meat to the boxes. He managed to get the freezer into the shed by backing the pickup right up to the door and sliding it off. He pushed it to the only available space, and started to dump the meat. He was too tired to fool around sorting it, but he managed to get most of the steaks on one end, the roasts in the middle and the ground meat on the other end. He plugged in the freezer and headed to the cabin where he collapsed into an easy chair. He must have dozed off because the next thing he knew Promises was licking his hand and whining to be let out. He let her out, added a log to the fireplace, let her back in and undressed and went to bed. He was mentally and physically exhausted.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Back is the days after he’d gotten home from Nam, Ray had been a fighter for a while. One of the principle reasons he’d quit fighting was that in his last fight he'd thrown an uppercut on his opponent that came from the floor. The opponent was apparent caught total unawares because Ray had hit him just right and broken the guys neck. It wasn’t a serious enough fracture to hurt the guy permanently, but he wore a brace until the cracked vertebrae had healed. It had been one of those one in a million or one in ten million shots, but Ray carried the baggage. That was why he had been so upset when old Bert had gone down. He had been afraid he’d broken the guy’s neck. 

Ray was expected to be at the Benton home at 10am on Christmas morning. He would remain there until after the wedding on Tuesday. A minor reception was planned for the Benton home (the parents) after the wedding. Then he and his new bride would return to the cabin. Roy and Hazel would bring Ryan out the first Friday after school resumed in January, weather permitting. The barbershop would only be open until noon on Friday, so Ray planned to get a room at the motel and spend Friday night there. He concentrated on making sure the cabin was clean, had clean sheets on the bed and was ready for his bride. Using the washing machine for the first, and he hoped only, time had been an experience. The space heater was now on its second bottle of propane. He threw the empty bottle in the back of the pickup to get it filled on Friday. He had waited until Thursday to do the laundry and had clean sheets on the bed and the spare set clean on top of the wardrobe. Rather than mess up the sheets, Ray slept in his easy chair Thursday night. Ray hadn’t bothered to shave all week; he hoped the barber was up to giving him a shave on Friday.

Roy spent lots of time with Promise on Friday. It would be their last time alone together. He checked and rechecked. He had clothes in the Ford, the rings in his pocket, Stacy had the marriage license, and he had plenty of cash and his checkbook. He guessed he was as ready as he was going to get and set off for Jackson Hole. The wedding license had almost ruined their plans. He hadn’t given it a thought and if Stacy hadn’t remembered and given him a call and gotten him to rush back into town on Tuesday, they would have been up the creek. Thank goodness Jackson Hole was the county seat and there was no waiting period. Well, they could have gotten it on Monday, but Monday was Stacy’s birthday. And, Stacy didn’t do flattops, so this trip to the barber was necessary.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy was on a break from the store and saw Ray go into the barbershop. She walked right into the shop and saw Ray waiting to get a haircut.

“I told you I would give you your haircuts from now on,” Stacy said.

“You don’t do flattops Stacy and I wanted to look sharp for Tuesday,” Ray responded.

“Fair enough,” Stacy replied, “Are you driving back to the cabin?”

“Thought I’d just get a motel room,” Ray replied.

“You’ll do no such thing,” Stacy replied, “I’ll see you at Mom’s when I get off work. I’ll be a little late, this is my last day.”

“Got another hot date, huh?’ Ray kidded.

“Short going away party and picking up the last paycheck,” Stacy said, “I won’t be more than 30 minutes late. Do you want to come to the party?”

“Thanks, but no,” Ray said, “I’ll just visit with your Dad and Ryan.”

“Ok, see you around 5:30,” Stacy said and left to get back to work.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The barber heard the exchange. Barbers hear everything. He took extra special pains to get that flattop just right and the shave close. 

“So you’re the guy that Stacy latched on to?” the barber asked.

“Yes sir,” Ray replied, out of habit.

“Then you’d be the fella that laid that uppercut on old Bert?” the barber pressed.

“Afraid so,” Ray admitted.

“Bert has always thought he was God’s gift to women and he’s possessive as hell,” the barber laughed. “Got himself a drinking problem now too. Talk around town is that he’s blamed Stacy for every relationship he’s had since her going south on him. Truth is it was probably his possessiveness and drinking. Anyway, the judge fined him $250 plus court costs plus the costs of a new set of seat covers. Came to $750 and Bert couldn’t come up with the money. Judge is letting him serve it off at $10 a day. Maybe he will get dried out and sober up. You probably did Bert a big favor by cold cocking him like that. I’ve known Roy for 50 years and he really thinks highly of you. Haircut and shave are on the house, by the way. Call it a wedding present.”

Ever been in a barbershop where the barber just couldn’t stop talking? Yeah, me too, but I never got a free haircut or shave out of the deal!

Stacy wasn’t home until 5:45. He final check was pretty good sized because of the accumulated vacation and sick leave. She also had a Christmas bonus check and it was very nice. “Maybe,” Ray thought,” I should get a job at the grocery store.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Hazel had put on a beef roast and it was more than enough to included Ray. 

“You did remember to bring the marriage license?” Stacy asked.

Ray almost choked on his mouthful of roast beef. When he was able to talk, he managed to get out, “But you kept the license Stacy!”

“Gottcha,” Stacy laughed, with a twinkle in her eye.

“Mom, that’s not fair,” Ryan was laughing, “Ray almost choked on his roast beef. You should wait to choke him until after you’re married.”

“What?” Ray wondered, “Have I gotten myself into?”

Ray was getting into a family with a sense of humor. Something, it would turn out, that would serve him well 4½ years down the road when Ryan was a Senior in High School and Ray read that article in the LA Times on the net. Remember that article about the bird taking out the power at LAX?

Chapter 10 – The Big Day

After dinner, Ray and Stacy went into the living room to visit. Ryan was helping his grandmother with dishes.

“Stacy, could you drop the humor until after we’re married?” Ray asked, “Ryan has a point, you should wait until after we’re married to choke me.”

“Ok,” Stacy said, “When are you going to tell me what it was about hitting Bert that put you down so badly?”

“I used to fight, for a time years ago,” Ray said, “And I broke a guys neck with an uppercut. He came out of it ok, but I don’t like to fight if I can avoid it.”

“I can understand that Ray, thanks for confiding in me,” Stacy said, “Man you sent old Bert flying.”

“Old Bert is sitting it out in county jail for 75 days according to that barber,” Ray half laughed.

“They should have given him a year,” Stacy suggested.

“2½ months for going on a drunk is a long time Stacy,” Ray said, “But a lot of that time is because Bert vomited on the Deputy’s back seat. The barber said that Bert couldn’t come up with the price of new seat covers.”

“Old Bert used to call me up every time another woman dumped him,” Stacy said, “I just hung up on him, but I’m glad he’s sitting it out. He deserves it.”

“He’s not going to be a problem is he?” Ray asked.

“After the way you pasted him?” Stacy laughed. “No, Bert won’t be coming around anymore Ray, so you won’t have to hit him again.”

“That was a pretty nice bonus check you got,” Ray said.

“Bonus check and wedding present wrapped up all into one,” Stacy said. “It’s almost enough to buy you that stallion.”

“Sweetheart, I don’t need a fancy horse,” Ray insisted, “We’ll just get me an old nag after we get the barn built. I hope you’re a pretty good carpenter Stacy, this is going to be a lot of work.”

“Oh?” Stacy said, “How much work?”

“Well, there’s a cabin to build and a shed plus a barn,” Ray summarized.

“We’ll have Ryan to help, and Dad can supervise,” Stacy said. “Maybe Michael can give you some ideas on a barn.”

“I was hoping some of your relatives could at least help with some ideas,” Ray admitted, “I hadn’t even thought about Michael.”

“Mom said that Michael and Nancy went in with Dad and her on a wedding present,” Stacy said. “Must be something nice if it took both of them to come up with it.”

“Did she say what it was?” Ray asked.

“She clammed up pretty good when we got to that part of the discussion,” Stacy reported, “So I have no idea.”

“Whatever it is, I’m sure it will be nice,” Ray said.

“We usually have Tom and Jerry’s on Christmas Eve,” Stacy said, “Let’s go see if Mom has them ready.”

Christmas Eve was the one night of the year that Stacy let Ryan consume alcohol. She had started that the year before. Ryan had appreciated his Mom treating him like a grownup and hadn’t asked for a second cup. The family tradition was to open the Christmas presents on Christmas morning. Some families did it on Christmas Eve, but the Benton’s always waited until Christmas morning. They had a nice evening. Roy had a fire going in the fireplace and the Christmas tree was decorated especially nicely. Stacy pointed out the ornaments that had come from Ryan presents. One for each year; it was another family tradition. She also showed him all 18 of her ornaments from when she was growing up.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray woke up to a house filled with the smells of Christmas. He showered, shaved, brushed his teeth and dressed in his second best. He tried to sort out the presents in his head. Today was the snow pants, boots and gift certificate. Tomorrow was the Chanel No 5 and the smaller gift certificate. Tuesday was the nightgown set. It was a good thing he’d written Christmas, Birthday and Wedding on the packages. All of the presents were wrapped in the same Christmas paper. The 4th package had a small X written on it, though he probably should have written on 3 X’s. He took the package for Stacy, the bottle of good Bourbon he’d bought Roy and sweater Stacy had helped him pick out for Hazel and headed down stairs. Hazel had made the caramel rolls again and Ray was developing a fondness for the rolls, he hoped that Stacy could make them. The breakfast wasn’t the usual heavy duty cooking that Hazel had been doing. She was busy getting around a turkey and ham and all of those delicious salads.

Ryan was paying attention as Ray put the presents under the tree. By his count, the packages were one short. He didn’t see a package from for him from his grandparents either. What was going on here had everyone but his Mom forgotten to get him a Christmas present? Stacy brought Ryan a glass of milk and several caramel rolls. He took them from her because at least she had remembered to get him a Christmas present. A short time later, Roy asked if everyone was ready to open the presents.

Roy started to hand out the packages. The first was for Hazel from Ray, a sweater. The second was for Stacy from Ray, snow pants, boots and a gift certificate. The third was from Roy to Hazel, another sweater. The fourth was from Ryan to Roy, slippers. The fifth was for Ryan from Stacy, snow pants and boots. The sixth was from Stacy to Hazel, another sweater. The seventh was from Stacy to Roy, a bottle of Bourbon. The eighth was for Roy from Ray, another bottle of Bourbon. The ninth was for Ray from Stacy, a cowboy hat. The tenth was from Hazel for Roy, a shirt. The eleventh was for Ray from Hazel, a shirt. The twelfth was from Roy to Ray, a pair of Wranglers. The thirteenth was from Roy and Hazel to Stacy, jeans and a shirt. The fourteenth was from Ryan to Hazel, a sweater. The fifteen was for Ray from Ryan, a shirt. The sixteenth was from Ryan to Stacy, a blouse.

“I guess that’s the last of the packages,” Roy said. “Oh wait a minute, didn’t we have something for Ryan, Hazel?”

“I don’t know, Roy,” Hazel asked, “Did we?”

“Oh, I remember,” Roy said, It’s in the gun safe.”

Ryan’s eyes got large at the mention of the gun safe. Roy opened the safe and took out a box, which he handed to Ryan. Ryan opened the box.

“Wow! A rifle. Thanks Grandpa, Thanks grandma,” he said.

“Roy, could you look in the safe again,” Ray teased,” See if there is another package for Ryan.”

“There’s this box here,” Roy said, “Could this be it?”

“Give it to Ryan and let him check,” Ray suggested.

Roy handed the box containing the Remington to his grandson. Ryan’s eyes got even bigger when he opened the box and saw the Remington rifle.

“We’ll give you ammunition next Christmas, Ryan,” Roy kidded.

Ryan was speechless. Maybe he didn’t get a lot of presents, but the presents he got were something else. 2 rifles. Wow! A fancy stainless steel .22 and a .308 Remington exactly like the one he wanted. He would remember this Christmas for a long time.

“Gee, Ray,” Ryan finally managed, “This is just the rifle I wanted. Thank you.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

“Did you see the look on Ryan’s face?” Ray asked Stacy.

“I’m going to have to speak to Dad about the way he teased Ryan,” Stacy said. “He was a little mean, I think.”

“Stacy, a boy’s first rifle is very memorable,” Ray said, “I think Roy was just stretching it out to make the memory last.”

“When did you get your first rifle?” Stacy asked.

“In boot camp,” Ray said, “It was a M-14.”

“I thought that they used the M-16 in Vietnam,” Stacy said.

“The Army adopted the M-16A1 in 1967, then the A2 in 1982. The A3 came out in 1994, just before I retired,” Ray explained. “Personally, I prefer the civilian version of the M-14, the M1A.”

“Stacy, will you peel the potatoes?” Hazel called from the kitchen.

“Be right there Mom,” Stacy answered. “Duty calls.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray joined Roy who was showing Ryan the ins and outs of his two new rifles.

“When can I shoot them?” Ryan asked.

“How about you bring them with you when you come out the first Friday after school starts?” Ray suggested.

“Aw, do I have to wait so long?” Ryan griped.

“I’m afraid so Ryan,” Ray said, “Tomorrow is your mother’s birthday and the wedding is Tuesday.

“Well, ok,” Ryan said, the disappointment obvious in his voice.

“I have plenty of ammunition Ryan, so you’ll be able to shoot all that you want,” Ray said to console Ryan.

“Ok,” Ryan said and put the guns back in his grandfather’s gun safe.

“Ray, if you want to,” Roy suggested, “I suppose we could run out to your cabin Monday while Stacy is getting her hair and nails done.”

“Sure Roy, let’s do that,” Ray said, “You tell Ryan you talked me into it.”

“Why don’t you tell him?” Roy asked.

“Roy, I really like Ryan, but I don’t want him to think I’m a soft touch,” Ray said. “I’d do anything for him, but we’ve only known each other a short time. Let him have time to build the friendship at his own pace. If I just cave in, he might think that I’m trying to buy his friendship.”

“I guess that makes sense in a way,” Roy said, “Ok, I’ll tell him after Christmas Dinner that I talked you into it.”

“What kind of plot are you two hatching up?” Stacy asked walking in from the kitchen.

“We’re going to take Ryan out to the cabin on Monday while you’re getting your nails and hair done so he can shoot those new rifles,” Ray said, “Roy is going to tell him he talked me into it.”

“Don’t want him to think you’re trying to buy his affection, huh?” Stacy said.

“Ray turned to Roy and asked, “Roy, where does she get this from?”

“Her mother I expect,” Roy laughed, “I could never put one over on Hazel.”

“Men,” Stacy laughed, “Dinner will be ready in about 45 minutes. We’ll eat at 1 o’clock.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Even though the Christmas Dinner didn’t have a Prime Rib Roast, it was better than Thanksgiving Dinner, if that were possible. Hazel had omitted the roast this year because she didn’t have room for the leftovers and there were all of those things for the reception.

The wedding was to be in the Church, but only family was invited. Ray had called Scott and asked him to be his best man, but Scott had a commitment that he could not get out of. Scott promised that Susan and he would come up in the spring to meet Stacy. Ray then asked Michael to be his best man on the day they moved Stacy’s things to the storage locker. Ray apologized for the short notice and explained about Scott. Michael said he’d be honored to be Ray’s best man. Michael had told Ray that since his wife Nancy was going to be Stacy’s bridesmaid, this would work out very well. With only family being invited, that meant that the wedding party would consist of Stacy, Ray, Ryan, Roy, Hazel, Michael and Nancy plus the minister and his wife. All of the rest of Stacy’s family lived on the west coast and couldn’t make it to Jackson Hole halfway between Christmas and New Years. 

Stacy had called Ryan’s parents and told them that she was finally getting remarried and they were certainly most welcome. They told her they like to but simply couldn’t make it. She wouldn’t be too upset with them they hoped. They asked all about Ray and Stacy got the distinct impression that they approved of her choice even without meeting him. Ryan’s father was a retired Army Master Sergeant. Ryan Jr. would be the first member of the family to be a commissioned officer she told them. Ryan had announced that he intended to go to West Point. She also tearfully shared the real circumstances of Ryan’s death. They had wanted to know how she’d found out and Stacy explained that by an odd coincidence her husband to be had been there when Ryan had died and had told her it was the bravest thing he’d ever seen in 30-years of being in the Army.

David and Rose Williams said that they would do their best to get up to Jackson Hole in the spring. They wanted to see Ryan Jr. and meet this new husband of hers. Just before they hung up David told her there would be ‘a little something’ in the mail for her and Ray along with a letter of explanation. What they didn’t tell her was that Ryan Sr. had an insurance policy with his mother as beneficiary that didn’t have a war clause exclusion. Before he’d left for Iraq, Ryan had instructed his parents to give the money to Stacy and her new husband if she remarried. Otherwise, the money was to go to Ryan for his education. David and Rose knew about the pending military academy appointment so they intended that Stacy and Ray should have the policy proceeds and the considerable interest they had earned since 1992.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

When his grandfather told Ryan that he’d talked Ray into going shooting on Monday, Ryan was extremely enthusiastic. He thanked his grandfather and then Ray. Boy, he wouldn’t have to wait until January 8th. Ray had a surprise of his own for Ryan. The gun storeowner didn’t have the scope in stock for the Remington that Ray had wanted to put on it. He had ordered it and told Ray it might be in by Christmas. Ray intended to check with the store Monday morning. If the scope had come in, they would stop by and pick it up. Otherwise, he would just leave it unmentioned.

They had plenty of leftovers and Stacy and Hazel prepared turkey and ham club sandwiches for supper to accompany the left over salads. Ray couldn’t remember eating like Ryan did when he was Ryan’s age, but that had been a long time ago. Ray decided that if Stacy didn’t eat more a good stiff wind would blow her away. He tried to drop a subtle hint, but Stacy just ignored him. She intended to maintain the 20-something figure as long as she could. It was getting harder to do every year. Before long she probably get old and fat and slip up to 130 pounds or, heaven forbid, 135.

Stacy was getting to know Ray better with each passing day. She approved of his decision to let Ryan build the friendship at his own pace. From what she could see, Ray had given the matter a lot of thought. If anything bothered her about Ray, it was his insight. It was almost as if he had a crystal ball. If Ray said the tech stock boom was over, she believed that it was or soon would be. If Ray had a sinking feeling down deep inside the someday in the not too distant future TEOTWAWKI would occur, she had not doubt that he was correct. She just hoped that they had plenty of time to get ready.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Since Stacy intended to go shopping for the Day-after-Christmas sales on Sunday afternoon, they gave her her gifts Sunday morning. Ryan had gotten his mother a scarf to go with her new parka. Her mother and father had announced that her birthday gift this year was being combined with her wedding gift. It seemed strange, but ok. Ray had given her a bottle of Spray Chanel No 5 perfume and a gift certificate for the same store. Obviously he’d seen the bottle that she’d kept on her dresser. It had been a gift from Ryan on her birthday before he left for Iraq. She was glad that Ray hadn’t diminished the gift by buying her the same thing. Even cheapskates get lucky. At $250 for a 3.4 oz bottle, Ray couldn’t see it. And when Stacy confided the history of the bottle, Ray decided that being a cheapskate had paid off handsomely this time.

Roy mentioned that the gun store might be open Sunday afternoon. Ray gave them a call and they were open and the scope was in. He left Ryan with Roy and went to the gun store for the Leopold VX-I 4-12x40mm scope and rings. The scope was an especially fine model, and Ryan should get years of service from it. He’d taken Ryan’s new rifle with him and hoped he could get the scope mounted and the rifle back in the gun safe without Ryan being any the wiser. Ryan’s eyes should go from saucer to dinner plate size when he saw that scope. Ray succeeded and he couldn’t wait to see Ryan’s expression Monday morning.

Stacy and Hazel didn’t get back until 5:30. Stacy had several bags so she must have gotten some good out of those gift certificates. Hazel had exchanged 3 of the sweaters and gotten herself some things she really wanted. Did everyone give grandma a sweater? The guys were half starved and the women were amazed that they couldn’t open the refrigerator door and make a sandwich. That’s what they got anyway, turkey or ham sandwiches. Well at least the guys had managed to find a can of beer to watch the game with. More than one if the empty space in the refrigerator were any guide. Ryan must have been hungry too because the caramel rolls were all gone.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Being cooped up in a house with Stacy for three nights running and having his own bedroom was wearing on Ray. Only one more night of forced separation had to be endured. Ray didn’t expect Roy would mind one bit, but since Hazel had seen fit to give him a separate room he didn’t intend to start off on his new mother in law’s bad side. Ray didn’t know about mother in laws, but he’d gotten an earful over the years. That had been enough for him. He seemed to be in Hazel’s good graces and that was the way he wanted to keep it.

Monday morning Stacy was out of the house early. Her hair appointment was for 9am and her nail appointment for 1pm. Ray had no idea what Stacy needed to do to her hair, it looked fine to him, but if she wanted to get her hair done, he wasn’t going to get on her bad side either. Ray had picked up a brick of .22LR cartridges at the gun store and had them in the pickup’s glove box. They left the guns in the boxes and headed for the cabin. When they arrived, the first thing that Ray did was to let Promise out to run. She remarked her territory and then followed them as they drove the snowmobiles over to the range. It wasn’t far, but it beat wading snow. He’d grabbed 100 rounds of .308 match ammo from his gun cabinet and had the brick of .22’s in his pocket.

“Which one do you want to shoot first Ryan?” Ray asked.

“The .22,” Ryan answered.

Ray marched out 100’ and set a target. That was far enough for open sights on a new rifle. When he got back, he hand Ryan the brick of .22’s.

“You don’t have to shoot up the whole brick today Ryan,” Ray counseled.

“I won’t,” Ryan said. Ryan took out 2 boxes of the .22LR cartridges and loaded the rotary magazine. He started right in burning up the shells and by the time he had gone through both boxes was shooting pretty fair with the new Ruger.

Ray drove the snowmobile out and put up a 6” bull at 100-yards. When he got back, he handed Ryan the five boxes of match ammo. Ryan hadn’t taken the Remington out of the box; he was clearly enamored with the Ruger. When he opened the box to remove the Remington his eyes all but popped out of his head.

“You guys,” Ryan managed to get out. Ray helped Ryan get the rifle sighted in. The gun storeowner had done a reasonable job of bore sighting the scope and the adjustments were moderate. By the time Ryan was on the second box of match cartridges, he was shooting a fair group. The last 5 shot group came in at 3”. They drove back to the cabin, got Promise settled and left to go back to town. Ray and Roy teased Ryan all the way back to Jackson Hole, calling him ‘deadeye’. Ryan was at that age where a little teasing went a long way. In desperation, he’d finally said, ”You’ve got that right.” For some reason the men quit kidding him after that.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

No one bothered to hold to the thing about the groom not seeing the bride in her wedding dress because Stacy wasn’t walking down the aisle. The Burgundy dress was satin like in appearance and was positively a perfect fit, accenting her every attribute. Michael and Nancy arrived around 10:30 and they left for the church. The Minister signed all of the papers and they went to the chapel for the ceremony. Hazel had a disposable camera that would be the extent of the wedding pictures. Somehow all of the men managed to have on a blue Blazer and tan slacks. Different shades of tan, but tan. Stacy could take your breath away in her Burgundy dress. Michael had told Nancy that Stacy was wearing burgundy and Nancy came up with a new dress that matched in color though not in style.

The Minister’s wife played a tolerable rendition of “I Love You Truly” and the Minister followed the canned ceremony. They made the promises; exchanged rings and Ray kissed his new bride. He slipped the Minister his $100 and they returned to Roy and Hazel’s. They had time for a quick bite to eat before the reception. The reception had been announced in the Jackson Hole Star Tribune and a lot of people who Stacy knew from around town and from the market showed up. Bill had suspected that a lot of his customers would be there and though he couldn’t be, he sent over a huge assortment of cold cuts, sliced cheeses and breads. Considering it was a weekday, the turnout was fairly respectable. Probably all of the town gossips wanting to see whom Stacy had hooked, or vise versa.

The second highlight of the day came after the reception when they opened the gifts. There was an envelope marked Ray and Stacy and Stacy recognized her mother’s handwriting. In the envelope was a photo of the stallion with a note on the back that said congratulations from Roy and Hazel, Michael and Nancy. Stacy looked at Michael in disbelief. 

“I’ll board him with your other two horses until you get a barn up,” Michael said.

That earned all four of the gift givers a wet and sloppy from Stacy and a hug or grip from Ray.

The next envelope look suspiciously like Ryan’s handwriting and it contained a card with appropriate sentiments and Ryan’s scrawled, ‘I love you both’. Perhaps that was the real highlight. The envelope from David and Rose contained a cashier’s check for $16,680.07 together with a letter that said that the check represented the proceeds of a $10,000 life insurance policy that Ryan had instructed be distributed to Stacy if she remarried plus interest at 8% compounded monthly for 6½ years. Stacy and her new husband were to use the money as they saw fit. That was a showstopper. No more presents were opened that day. The envelope also contained a smaller envelope in Ryan’s handwriting that said ‘Stacy’. Stacy took the envelope to the kitchen to read alone. The note inside the envelope was in Ryan’s handwriting.

“Stacy,

I’m sorry that I didn’t get back. I know the new man must be one hell of a guy if you picked him; I’ll bet he is retired Army. Money can’t buy happiness, but you already have that, finally. We never got that shelter built so this money is for the storm. Use it wisely.

All my love,

Ryan”

Ryan’s voice from the grave brought forth a flood of emotions. Stacy stood there for the longest time, thinking of Ryan. Finally she slipped the note back in the envelope and returned to the living room. She slipped the check, letter and envelope into the envelope they came in.

“Ray and I will open the rest of these presents when we get home,” Stacy said softly. “I’m going to get changed.”

“Are you ok Mom?” Ryan asked concerned.

Stacy gave Ryan that secret little smile that said she was and left to change. Ray went to his room and got his bag. Stacy’s bags were sitting in the hall, so he took them and his to the Ford. Stacy came out a few minutes later dressed in a nice slacks outfit and they left for the cabin. She hugged everyone, thanked him or her and left. Ray never uttered a single word. He half suspected what this was all about, but he wasn’t about to intrude. He took the remaining presents to the truck with Michael, Roy and Ryan’s help and they left. They were halfway to the cabin when Stacy finally spoke.

“Ray, it’s almost like Ryan knew you would be the man in my life,” Stacy said. “Maybe not you individually, but someone just like you. He said, ‘We never got that shelter built so this money is for the storm.’ I not sure I know what to do with the money Ray.”

“You have a savings account for Ryan don’t you?” Ray asked.

“Yes, but he probably won’t need the money if he goes to West Point,” Stacy replied unsure of Ray’s point.

“You could put the money in that account for a rainy day, Stacy,” Ray suggested, “If for some reason you needed it, you could always take it out.” 

“Rainy Day and Storm could mean the same thing Stacy,” Ray added.

“I guess you’re right,” Stacy said, “We’ll put it up until we need it.”

Promise was happy to see Ray, but even happier to see Stacy. She must have sensed something was different because she stuck to Stacy like glue. Ray let Promise out for a few minutes and she came back in and curled up by the fire. He put on a pot of coffee. Since he didn’t have a sofa, Ray slid the two easy chairs together and got the fireplace burning. Ray sensed, rather than knew, that when Stacy was ready she would lead him by the hand. He was surprised that she asked for a glass of Merlot. He slid the coffee off the heat and poured them a glass of wine. They toasted each other and she took him by the hand and led him to HER bed. He gave her the final present, a box with a little filmy thing made out of sheer material. Hmm, she would get to wear white after all.

Chapter 11 – Honeymoon

Ray had brought the presents in the evening before while the coffee was brewing and had stacked them in a corner. There weren’t many empty corners in the cabin so it had been a challenge just to find a place to put them. They had talked it over and had decided that they didn’t need to spend the money on going somewhere away from Jackson Hole for a formal honeymoon. In the first place, the cabin was almost 30 miles from town, how much further did they need to go? In the second place what was a honeymoon all about anyway? They were alone, 30 miles from anywhere and Promise didn’t seem to be too interested in their antics.

The first full day of their new marriage, Ray had gotten up, let Promise out, used the bathroom, fired up the woodstove and put on a pot of coffee. Then, he had had his cup of coffee and started in on his exercises. Stacy awoke to find him in the middle of his sit-ups. She used the bathroom, let Promise back in, had a sip or two of coffee and joined him. She decided to do her abbreviated 20-minute routine since Ray was so far along with his exercising. Stacy finished up first and slipped into the shower. She hadn’t bothered with the curtain this morning, Ryan wasn’t there, Promise didn’t care and Ray was more than familiar with her ‘bod’. She was just finishing up when Ray slipped into the shower and washed her back. With that she was done and she got out before things went too far. She was hungry, for food.

Ray didn’t have one of those finely chiseled bodies like one saw on TV, but there wasn’t an ounce of flab on him either. It was now obvious to Stacy how he managed to keep in shape during the winter months. It was equally obvious to Ray how Stacy managed to keep that 20-something figure. They were learning about each other just like people did on a honeymoon. Ray offered to fix breakfast and Stacy told him an egg and slice of toast would be just fine with her. Ray had finally concluded that Stacy ate, but she didn’t over eat. At first those small portions had bothered him, but when he’d added them up in his head, he’d figured out that she had plenty of food on her plate.

They had disposed of the issue of the wedding present from Ryan Sr., and would make a run into Jackson and deposit the check in Ryan’s College Fund, a Money Market account before the weekend. Stacy told Ray that the Lodge did quite a New Year’s party and he called and made reservations for dinner and the party. Stacy had never been separated from Ryan for more than a few days at a time in his entire 13 years and she found a minute to miss her son. As much as they didn’t want to start in on the Wedding Gifts, they had to do it so they could send Thank You cards. They opened the gifts, most were practical, but who needed 3 can openers? The sets of sheets could be exchanged for Twin or Queen size, the extra everything could be returned and converted into something they didn’t have and the fancy silver stuff could be stored.

Stacy told Ray that her uncle, the one who had left her the two mares was Michael’s father. There was a room full of tack at the ranch and she was pretty sure that Michael would sell them a good used saddle and bridle for the stallion. She couldn’t get over that gift. Although it was to both of them, the stallion was clearly intended for Ray. One of Michael’s boys rode the horse on a regular basis and he was a fine animal; a little frisky in the spring, but he soon settled down. They could raise a fine bunch of purebred Arabian horses. They wouldn’t necessarily be show horses, but they would be fine stock.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

They spent the morning opening the gifts, signing the Thank You cards and looking up the addresses in the phone book. With that chore out of the way, they had a light lunch and spent some of the early afternoon playing grab-ass and making love. Fortunately, the little hot water heater had recovered and they squeezed into the small shower stall together. One thing led to another and they ended up getting 3 showers that day. New Year’s Eve was Friday night and Stacy suggest that they drive back into Jackson Hole on Thursday, exchange the gifts, get a motel room and if they had time, drive out to Michael’s to look at the stallion and talk to him about the saddle.

Ray had asked the locker plant to cut the New York Strips at 10oz. so he fished around in the freezer and found two of the steaks. Each steak was individually wrapped in plastic and if they needed 3 for when Ryan visited, they could open a second package and take out a third steak. He grabbed a can of button mushrooms and a couple of medium sized potatoes to complete the meal. He checked the gauge on the propane bottle for the space heater and it was good until next week. He put the steaks on the counter to thaw and dragged in firewood to restock the wood boxes. It was just another day. Yeah right. How had he gotten so lucky? You could pretty much tell Stacy’s age if you examined around her eyes, but from a distance, she could pass for a woman in her late 20’s. She certainly had the energy of a 30-year-old woman.

Ray also made a note to buy some more of the Merlot. They didn’t drink any more than a glass apiece, but even so, he didn’t have that much on hand. He’d better get another bottle of Bourbon; Roy liked a couple of fingers of Bourbon according to Stacy. They spent some time on the net and reviewed Ray’s plans for the new cabin. Stacy suggest that he consider steam or hot water heat and put the boiler in the shelter. Made sense to him. The new cabin would have a steeply pitched roof because of the snowfall. In the Jackson Hole area, the snowfall could range from about 90 inches to as much as 400 inches and it was localized. Ray’s 40-acres seemed to be in one of the heavier snowfall locales. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Thursday morning they got up, did their exercises, ate breakfast, took Promise out for a run and loaded the exchange gifts into the Ford. Roy called ahead and made a reservation for 2 nights at the motel. They set off around noon for Jackson Hole. They mailed the Thank You cards and made short work of the gift exchanging. They unloaded the new gifts into the motel room and headed for Roy and Hazel’s. Ryan was really glad to see them. Had he almost slipped and called Ray “Dad”? Probably not, but still… 
They had dinner with Stacy’s folks. Stacy talked about the gift exchanges and the new things they’d traded for with Hazel and Ray and Roy sipped 2 fingers of Roy’s Christmas present. The next day, Ray wanted to go to the gun store and get Ryan cases for the rifles. Roy said he wanted to go along and get Ryan a scope for the Ruger. Besides, if he went along, they could get his discount. Stacy and Ray also wanted to get out to Michael’s and get a saddle and tack and there was that check to deposit. They also wanted to stop at the bank and add Stacy’s signature to Ray’s account and Ray’s signature to Stacy’s account. They would have a full day ahead of them on Friday.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Friday morning they got the banking chores out of the way, Stacy changed her driver’s license to her married name and they went to pick up Ryan and Roy at her folks. While the 3 men went to the gun store, Hazel and Stacy engaged in girl talk. At the gun store, they opted for hard shell cases for Ryan’s rifles and Roy got him a sling for the Remington and a pretty fancy scope for the Ruger. Roy made some negative comment about those cheap little .22 scopes that most people put on .22’s and bought Ryan a much better scope. He selected a Leopold Rifleman 3-9x40mm for the Ruger, more for the objective size than anything else. The rifle was a $600 rifle and putting a scope that cost under $200 wasn’t too great an extravagance. Ray got Ryan a 500-round case of Black Hills Match .308 ammo, a couple of bricks of .22LR and two extra magazines for the Ruger. Who said that Ray wasn’t spoiling Ryan? Roy wasn’t much better, if the truth were known. Roy told the storeowner that Ray should be getting the same discount he was; after all, he was a member of the family now.

They had lunch at Hazel and Roy’s and after lunch Ray, Stacy and Ryan drove to Michael’s ranch. In the flesh, the Arabian stallion was quite the sight. He had good lines and stood about 15 hands to the shoulder. Michael showed them the tack that he generally used on the stallion. The saddle was plain, but of good quality. It had seen some use, but a little saddle soap and it would look almost new. Stacy and Michael worked out a price and she wrote him a check. Nancy had coffee and a coffee cake and they sat around the kitchen table visiting. Michael suggested that Ray go for a precut barn and suggested a size. He told Ray that their two boys, Michael, Jr. and Bill would give anything to get off the ranch for the summer and could help with the cabin, shed and barn. That worked out pretty good. The boys were 16 and 17 and Michael assured Ray they were hard workers.

They had to get Ryan back to Roy and Hazel’s and get ready for dinner at the Lodge. The only dinner reservation available had been for 9pm and Ray had taken it. They dropped Ryan off at Stacy’s folks and headed for the motel. They had 4 hours until their dinner reservation and they were on their honeymoon, after all. They ended up having to hurry a bit to get to the Lodge on time for their reservation. They had a moderate dinner, the 7oz. and 9oz. filets with a salad and baked potatoes and danced in the New Year. Ray wasn’t 19 anymore and he’d danced more since he’d met Stacy than he had in his entire life. He was more than ready to return to the motel and turn in.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

New Year’s Day they checked out of the motel and went to Roy and Hazel’s. They had a light lunch and Hazel and Stacy visited while Roy, Ray and Ryan watched some of the games. Around 4pm, they announced that they were heading back to the cabin. They were tired and there was the dog to consider. They told Ryan they would see him next weekend and left. They got back to the cabin just before dark. Promise did her romp outside and settled in front of the fire. Ray checked the forecast on the Weather Channel and it looked like they were in for a blow. They fetched extra firewood from the far stack and settled in front of the fire to enjoy their books.

The next morning they awoke to the sound of the wind. It was snowing steadily, but the wind was down so it didn’t qualify as a blizzard. They did their exercises, showered, had breakfast and stayed at the table to discuss the building plans. The shelter would house a boiler, the hot water heater and Stacy said to just put the washing machine in there and save on two sets of plumbing. Maybe, she said, after everything was built, they should think about an automatic washer and dryer. Mrs. Jenkins would probably give Ray most of his money back on the washing machine and rinse tubs, because Stacy had heard that Mrs. Jenkins had been trapped into selling them by setting the price too low. Stacy also suggested that they pour a slab over both halves of the basement and leave a crawl space under the cabin. Michael had told Ray what size of barn to build and had made allowances for up to six horses, 6 cattle and the chickens. He had also suggested that Ray consider some of that thin film stuff for the barn roof. They would have electricity to burn if he did that.

It snowed for most of the week and it looked like Ryan wouldn’t be able to come out for the weekend. Stacy talked to him on the phone every other day and he told her it wasn’t snowing hardly at all in Jackson Hole. His grandfather and he would go out to uncle Michael’s so he could shoot his .22 and he would see them the following weekend, weather permitting. Over the course of the week, they went on the net to look at barns. Ray discovered that he could get a precut barn just a little bigger than he’d planned on from one company with a website. The company was running a sale and as long as you ordered and paid for the barn by April 15th, you could get a substantial discount on the building. They also had precut sheds and if you bought a shed with the barn, you got the same discount.

Ray told Stacy that he’d have to forego the discount; he hadn’t planned on cashing in his investment until between May 15th and May 31st. Stacy said it sounded like it qualified as a rainy day situation to her. They could buy the precut shed and barn with money from the Money Market account and Ray could replace the money when he settled his sale. They also looked at log homes on the net. They found a model they really liked and the company would assemble the home for you. There was a 60-day lead-time and the home took about two weeks to assemble. They discussed that at length and the deciding factor came down to the R-values of the home. It exceeded what Ray had intended to build and they could get it with various stages of interior construction. You could also send them a floor plan and their engineers would adapt one of their floor plans to meet your specifications.

It sounded like a deal to them. They would just have to get to Jackson Hole and fax the sketch Ray and Stacy had agreed on. The only input Stacy had was on the kitchen. She wanted a propane fueled countertop and oven with plenty of counter and cabinet space. The kitchen was to be her domain, so Ray readily agreed. They picked out a kitchen plan from the website and noted it on the drawing. They weren’t able to get to Jackson Hole until Friday, January 14th. Ray faxed off the plans to the homebuilder and gave them their phone number in case there were any questions. They picked up Ryan and headed back to the cabin. January 15th was a nice day and Stacy, Ray and Ryan had a good session on the range. Ryan was getting the feel of the new Remington and his shooting had improved considerably. He was now consistently shooting under a 2” group at 100-yards. Remington claimed that the rifle could shoot MOA groups, but Ray had his doubts. 

Sunday came all too soon and they took Ryan back to Jackson Hole to Stacy’s folks. They talked about it at length and decided that Ryan would only come to the cabin every other week. It had been Ryan’s idea; he had a lot of school projects coming up this semester. And, if the truth were told, Ryan was growing up and they didn’t spend so much time doing the Mom/son stuff that they had done when Stacy was a single parent. They still spent time together, quality time, but Ryan seemed more interested in shooting, homework and the computer than on playing Monopoly. Ray told Stacy that it was perfectly normal; Ryan was very slowly cutting the apron strings. She and Ryan would always be close because she had raised him as a single parent, but he was growing up.

They got a call from the homebuilder with some questions. They answered them the best they could and the builder gave them a password. Their home plans would be available to view on the website in a few weeks, just one of the extra services provided by the homebuilder. The builder suggested that with the steeply pitched roof, they build a spare bedroom in the area over their bedroom and also use the other half of the space for storage or a computer room or something. They could put a dormer in the upstairs bedroom. The builder could put a ½ bath on the second floor very economically. The plans on the website would show them their alternatives and the costs of each option.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Roy and Hazel brought Ryan out for the first time on Friday, January 28th. They marveled at the compactness of the cabin (they thought it was cramped) and at all of the modern conveniences (Hazel wouldn’t have gone to the shed to wash for anything). Had Stacy lost weight? Was she getting enough to eat? My, that homemade bread of Ray’s sure was good. Why thank you Ray, I’ll have a couple of fingers, now that you offer. It was the usual parental visit, but Stacy seemed to glow. It appeared that the new marriage was working out well. Hadn’t had a fight yet? It had been a whole month. Every couple had their little disputes. Roy and Hazel stayed until 7pm and headed back to Jackson Hole. They would see them all on Sunday, could they make it for Sunday dinner?

To tell the truth, Hazel was just missing Stacy a little bit. She had had to adjust when Stacy married Ryan, but then having Stacy and Ryan Jr. back in Jackson Hole and undone the independence a little bit. Hazel would just have to adjust again.

“Ray, you have an email here,” Ryan announced.

Ray checked the email and it was from the homebuilder. Their design was fairly straightforward and the plans were on the website. Ray dug out the password and they looked at the plans. Pretty nice, all three of them thought. They had until June 1st to order the home or pay the design fee. The design fee was included if they ordered the home anytime during a 1-year period. Ray didn’t have paper for his Epson printer so they would print out the plans when they got to Roy and Hazel’s on Sunday.

What are these extra rooms for?” Ryan asked.

“Well, Ryan the one over your bedroom in the front is a computer room and the other is a guest bedroom. For your grandparent’s or maybe a girlfriend to stay over some day,” Stacy replied. Hazel had confided to Stacy that Ryan was paying a little bit of attention to a girl in his class named Jennie. They weren’t close to the dating stage yet, but they studied together. Jennie was a pert little brunette and smart as all get out. Whoa, Ryan was growing up.

“Mom, could I have my back allowances?” Ryan asked.

“Ryan you always got an allowance for doing chores,” Stacy had teased. “You’re not doing chores for me any more so I don’t know. Besides, what would you need money for?”

“You know Mom, stuff,” Ryan answered.

“What kind of stuff Ryan?” Stacy asked.

“A box of candy, ok?” Ryan replied sharply. “Valentine’s is coming up.”

“But Ryan, you know I don’t eat candy,” Stacy continued to tease.

“Who said it was for you, Mom?” Ryan answered.

Stacy gave her mother $100 for Ryan to be used for allowances at $5 per week. If Ryan did chores, Hazel could give him more. Hazel insisted that Roy and she could take care of any allowances, but Stacy pressed. Ryan was her son and she would pay the allowances. Besides she told her mother, with Ryan only coming out every other week, they weren’t being eaten out of house and home. It was enough, Stacy said, that the two of them fed Ryan and gave him a room. Stacy also gave Ryan $40 for 'back allowances'.

Ray printed out the home plans and showed them to Roy first. Roy was impressed with the plans and asked Ray how they were going to finance the home. 

“Roy, I have a pretty good investment portfolio and I’m going to cash it out and build the home, shed and barn,” Ray explained. “I can pay cash for everything and have plenty of money left over to reinvest.”

“Really?” Roy said, “I didn’t realize that you had anything besides your Army pension.”

“After I started night school,” Ray said, “I made it a point to live on a buck Sergeant’s pay. I managed to put away a pretty tidy nest egg. I think the tech market has about made it’s run and I’m going to cash out and build the home and out buildings. Whatever is left over will be invested in something a little more conservative right here in Jackson Hole, maybe a Money Market account.”

“You mean to tell me that you can build everything and still have money left over?” Roy asked, “I don’t mean to be nosey, but how big is your portfolio?”

“Big enough so we’ll never have to spend the money Ryan left Stacy,” Ray said. “We’re going to borrow some of it to pay for the barn and shed, we can get one heck of a discount by paying early, but I’ll put that money back first before I spend a dime of my investment proceeds.”

Ray had just gone up about 2 or 3 notches in Roy’s eyes. He could provide for Stacy, come what may and he wasn’t open mouthed about what he had. And, Roy hadn’t realized that Ray was a college man, Stacy had never said a word about it.

“How much college did you pick up in the Army Ray, if you don’t mind my asking?” Roy asked.

“BA in Business and Economics and an MBA,” Ray answered.

“I didn’t realize.” Roy said.

“It’s not important Roy, those pieces of paper won’t get you a cup of coffee at a Holiday Inn,” Ray responded.

“Still…” Roy said.

Hazel had been sharing with Roy how happy Stacy was with Ray. Ray was kind, considerate and above all a fair man. He treated their daughter like an equal in everyway and never asked her to do anything he wouldn’t do himself. He even baked the bread, for crying out loud. The only thing Hazel couldn’t figure out was how they managed to stay in such good of physical condition and so trim considering what a good cook Stacy was and what wonderful bread Ray baked.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ryan visited every other weekend until school was out for the summer. Ray and Stacy fell into a routine during the winter months of doing their exercise, eating sensibly, walking 3 times a week if the weather permitted and shooting twice a week. Stacy was a dead shot with the M-9 and was getting to be a really good shot with the two .308 rifles. She really shone when it came to the M16A2 and she could shoot circles around Ray with the Assault Rifle. They had to make more than one trip to town to pick up additional ammo. On one of the trips, the store had a used Winchester in .357 and Ray bought it for Stacy. Another time they had a good used SAA in .357 and he made it a matched set. That gave him another caliber to stock ammo in, but it was no big deal. Stacy got to be pretty handy with the Winchester and Colt and shot hers every bit as well as he shot his .45’s. The two of them were inseparable, yet respected each other’s space. The marriage was working out well.

One of the really surprising things about the marriage was that they didn’t fight. That didn’t mean that they didn’t irritate each other from time to time, but that they were able to sit down and discuss whatever the issue was before it turned into a fight. Neither was overly demanding of the other and they made allowances for each other. Stacy because she had married once before knew when to push and when to give. Ray didn’t have that experience to draw on, but he’d found the perfect woman and he wasn’t about to drive her away. There were times when one had to stand up for oneself and they did that. But whenever it raised an issue, they talked it out. Ray was realizing that Stacy was a very independent woman just as he was a very independent man. It gave them the basis for a mutual respect. Besides, she could outshoot him.

They took the money out of the Money Market account and paid for the barn and shed. It must have been a slow spring; the company even threw in the shipping if they paid by cashiers check. The investments sold for far more than Ray thought they would and though it meant more taxes, it also meant more money. The ordered the home and prepaid for it after putting the money back in Stacy’s Money Market account. Stacy and Ray both added Ryan as a signatory to their individual Money Market accounts but didn’t added each other. They both had their own kiss my ass money in case of an emergency.

Ryan moved to the cabin when school let out. Michael Jr. and Bill were pretty handy with a hammer and by the end of July the new cabin was up, and the shed and barn erected. Michael took Ray to a livestock auction and he bought two milk cows and two feeder calves. They would breed the cows and grow their own supply of beef from now on. They move the 3 Arabians to the cabin as soon as the barn was finished and got to riding some. Ryan was 14 now. Ray had given him a brand new Winchester in .357 for his birthday. By now, Ryan was one hell of a good shot. He consistently shot MOA groups and they had moved the target out to 500-yards. Even with his own Remington Ryan was the match of Ray with a rifle and when Ryan shot Ray’s M-24, it was almost embarrassing. The boy must have grown 6” over the summer.

They spent the latter half of August locating and hauling firewood. They didn’t need nearly as much now with the propane fueled, hot water heating system, but there was still a big fireplace to feed. Ray wanted to make sure that they had plenty of wood in case they ran out of propane. He had his 5 20-gallon bottles for emergency back up and had bought a used 22 thousand gallon tank. Even with the furnace going, the hot water heater going, the 10kw generator running and cooking, they could go for many moons if the tank were full. Ray order 3,000 gallons each month and the tank was slowly filling. 

The barn was located down where the old cabin had set. It had it’s own well and electricity, thanks to the thin film roof covering. They dug a new well up by the cabin, it had only cost a little more than it would have cost to cut a trench and run the water lines to the new cabin. They tore down the old cabin and shed and stacked the lumber. There was still plenty of life left in the old lumber and a market seemed to be developing in used lumber. The solar water heating arrangement on the shed provided plenty of hot water during the summer months, but the jury was out on how well it would work during the winter months. By the end of October, they had taken delivery of 15 thousand gallons of propane and told the dealer they would resume deliveries in the spring.

Ryan had moved back to town at the beginning of the school year. He wanted to concentrate on his studies and there was that Jennie that he was fond of. Ray and Stacy spent most of September working together, shoulder-to-shoulder gathering firewood. They still took their two afternoons a week to shoot; they had no intention of getting rusty, and spent the mornings of the same days riding. It had taken Ray a bit of time to get used to the stallion; he was a handful of horse. Both of the mares had been bred, so they were going to have two new calves and two new ponies to expand the herd.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray’s gun collection also included two of the loaded standard model M1A’s with synthetic stocks and stainless barrels. These were his utility weapons, while the M-21 and the M-24 were strictly a sniper weapons. Ray watched the sales and from time to time was able to pick up large quantities of surplus .308 and .223 ammo. He also added extra cases of the .45 Colt; it never seemed to go on sale, and the .357 magnum. In the shotgun department, Ray had a Remington 870 with the 20” barrel and magazine extension with an improved cylinder choke. He also had a Remington Express 870 Combo and an extra magazine extension for when the shorter barrel was mounted. He had added a 20-gauge Express 870 Combo for Stacy. She was a far better wing shot than he. 

Ray had a contractor put in a new septic system for the new cabin. The old system was too far away and too high to properly drain the deeper than normal basements. Stacy and Ray had talked it over and decided that Ryan should have a new .357 Colt SAA to go with that Winchester rifle. They ordered a nice hand tooled belt and holster from El Paso Leather to hold the new side arm. Stacy talked to Hazel and found out what she really wanted for Christmas and bought it. They wouldn’t give grandma a sweater this year. Ray bought a case of the fine Bourbon intending on splitting it with Roy as their Christmas present to him. Stacy told Ray that 3 bottles was plenty for her father, what was Ray trying to do, turn the old man into a drunk? He also laid in several cases of the fine Merlot, the last of the vintage.

David and Rose hadn’t made it up until the first week of August. They were very impressed with the new home and out buildings. They were also very impressed with Ray. The two Sergeants, though a generation apart found a lot to talk about from their Army days and then dented a couple of those bottles of Bourbon pretty good in the process. They couldn’t get over how much Ryan had grown. Ryan was, they said, the spitting image of his father at the same age. With an assist from Jennie, whom they met, Ryan had managed to pull straight A’s during the spring semester. David had taken Stacy aside and had pressed a check for $5,000 into her hand. He was really impressed with Ryan and Ryan’s shooting. Get Ryan a quality center-fire target rifle for Christmas and if that check wasn’t big enough let him know and he would send more.

Scott and Susan didn’t make it up until September. The first thing Scott did was to take Ray aside and call him a cradle robber and a dirty old man. Ray pointed out that Stacy was only 8 years younger than he and Scott all but called him a liar. Scott insisted that no ‘old Army dog’ like Ray deserved to be married to such a good-looking, intelligent woman. Ray allowed as how that’s what one got for waiting for the perfect woman to come along. With the building program this summer Ray hadn’t had an opportunity to make his semi-annual trip to the Commissary. He told Scott that Stacy and he would probably drive down the first week of November to stock up. Scott said he looked forward to seeing Stacy again and Ray asked Scott who was being the dirty old man now?

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy and Ray talked it over and decided to get Ryan a M-24 SWS in the .300 Winchester Magnum chambering. They would cover any extra cost themselves and just tell David if he asked that the check had covered the rifle. Ray called the gun shop in Jackson Hole and ordered the rifle. The dealer assured him it would arrive in time for Christmas. David also wanted the latest generation Leopold scope for the rifle. That was going to set them back plenty, but what good was a rifle like that without a proper scope? The .300 Winchester Magnum was available as a rifle only; the accessories were optional. The dealer said he would call Remington and see if he could get a complete system including the rifle in the .300 Winchester. If he could, it would save them some money. Ray told him to go for it.

Chapter 12 – Steady Preparations

The first week of November they hitched on the trailer and headed for Denver. They spent 2 days with Scott and Susan. The men found time to go shooting and Stacy and Susan came along. Scott was shocked at how well Ray was shooting but when Stacy got to the line, Scott decided that she was far better than Ray and that he would be better served to keep his eyes on his own wife. Susan decided that if Stacy could shoot, Scott had better teach her to shoot. She didn’t have any bad habits to unlearn and did pretty fair for her first time on the range. She was no Annie Oakley, but her shooting persuaded Scott that he’d found a new shooting companion. Why hadn’t she said something all of these years?

Scott showed Ray a new rifle he’d added to his collection. It was a M16A2 of unmentionable origin (that probably meant stolen). Did Ray want one, more were available and they were strictly off the books? Ray allowed as how he could handle a couple, how much were they? $1,000 cash money, Scott said. Were they hot Ray wanted to know. Probably hotter than a $3 pistol after a gunfight, Scott admitted, was Ray getting fussy in his old age? Not at all, Ray said, how long would it take to get them? Was 2 hours too long Scott asked? This was one decision Ray decided to leave Stacy out of. If anyone was going to end up in jail over a couple of hot M16A2’s it had better be him. Hopefully, Stacy could plead ignorance if they got caught with the rifles. After all, Stacy was totally ignorant of the contents of those six boxes that he had in the shelter with the lettering painted over with OD paint wasn’t she?

“Honey,” Ray told Stacy, Scott and I are going to go to the bank and get some cash,” Ray told her.

“Ok. What for,” Stacy asked.

“I have a chance to pick up a couple of rifles,” Ray answered.

“Oh, what kind of rifles?” Stacy asked.

“You don’t want to know,” Ray said.

“Going to buy some hot M16’s, huh?’ Stacy replied.

What was the use? He was just trying to shield his wife, but he swore she could read his mind. 

“Yes dear,” Ray replied.

“Make sure they’re in good shape,” Stacy winked. Stacy Williams Benton was no fool. She had been an Army wife for 15 years before she met Ray. The moment she had laid eyes on the A2 that Ray had she knew he’d come away with it from the Army. He had as much as admitted that the rifle was off the books, e.g. stolen. Well, in for a penny, in for a pound. “And, get some extra mags, will you, we only have 20.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The seller turned out to be a Marine Gunnery Sergeant who was feathering his nest prior to retirement. The guns weren't stolen per se; they were more in the category of misplaced, just as his existing A2 was misplaced. The Gunny told him the rifles had lain around unaccounted for for over 5 years. Actually, every since the Gulf War, so that was closer to 10 years wasn’t it. The rifles were in excellent condition and the Gunny could get all the used magazines Ray wanted from the scrap bin if Ray wanted to rebuild them and hammer out the dings. He wanted $5 apiece for the mags, but he would hand select them so they could be made serviceable. Ray thought about those 6 boxes he had in the shelter.

“I don’t suppose you could come up with some misplaced M-203’s could you Gunny?” Ray asked.

“Well yeah, I can get you the 203’s, but I can’t get you any grenades for them,” the Gunny said.

“How much and how quick?” Ray asked.

“$250 each and right now,” the Gunny answered.

“I’ll take 2 if you’ll take a check,” Ray said.

“I’ll guarantee the check,” Scott offered.

“You’re on,” the Gunny said and went to open his trunk. “Where are you going to get the grenades?”

“I have some,” Ray said, “But I could use some more.”

“How many more?” the Gunny asked.

“Say six cases,” Ray ventured.

“Jeezus, you don’t go half way, do you?” the Gunny let out a low whistle.

“It’s up to you Gunny,” Ray said. “I have one 203 and 6 cases of the M-406 grenades, but I could never get my hands on any of that HEDP stuff.”

“Are you talking about the M433’s?” the Gunny asked.

“Yeah, that’s the designator,” Ray said, “M433.”

“Say I could get my hands on some of them, how much are you willing to pay?” the Gunny asked.

“I could go $100 a case,” Ray said.

“I couldn’t do it for less than $125 a case,” the Gunny said.

“Can you do 8 cases?” Ray asked.

“An even grand?” the Gunny said, “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

“Same question Gunny, how quick?” Ray said.

“Why don’t you tear up this check and make it out for $1,500,” the Gunny suggested. “How about right now?”

The men loaded the 8 cases of M433 HEDP rounds, the 2 M-203’s and the 2 M16A2’s into Ray’s trailer. The Gunny said he’d get those magazines and give them to Scott. Scott said he had some springs and would ship the magazines to Ray. The Gunny drove off into the night. When they got back to Scott and Susan’s, Scott went to his basement and brought up a large cardboard box. He counted out 40 replacement springs and put them in a 2-gallon Ziploc bag for Ray. Courtesy of the USAF he told Ray.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray filled Stacy in later that evening after they’d gone to bed.

“You mean to tell me that some guy was driving around with 8 cases of grenades in the trunk of his car?” she asked.

“I didn’t believe it myself Stacy,” Ray said, “I figured we have to stay over a day while he came up with them.”

“We’re getting the hell out of Denver the first thing in the morning,” Stacy said, “Before we run into that guy and get blown sky high. How are you going to get those grenades and stuff onto the base to go to the Commissary?”

“I know a guy in Cheyenne that we can leave the stuff in his garage for a while Stacy,” Ray said.

“Isn’t that risky?” Stacy asked.

“Not with this guy, no,” Ray said. “He’s a retired Army supply sergeant, just like me and we go way back.”

They had moved the grenades into Scott’s garage and had put the other things in Ray’s toolbox on the back of his Ford. Scott was concerned that Ray might get caught and offered to put all of the stuff in his trunk and meet them in Cheyenne after they went to the Commissary. That was a better alternative than involving his old Army buddy and it kept the people in the know to one fewer. Ray told Scott he’d go for it if Scott let him buy his gas. They had a deal. Scott would meet them at the exit at the 21-mile marker on the North side of Cheyenne in 6 hours. They put everything in Scott’s trunk and Stacy and Ray headed for Cheyenne. They made their purchases at the Commissary and met Scott as planned. They buried the boxes deep in the load of food on the trailer and left for Jackson Hole.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray drove straight through to Jackson Hole. He didn’t want to get caught with the rifles, launchers or grenades. Stacy fell asleep just after the sun went down and didn’t wake until Ray stopped for gas in Jackson Hole. He would have preferred not stopping, but his gas gauge gave him no choice. They drove to the cabin and spend over an hour unloading the pickup and trailer. With her nap, Stacy was in a frisky mood, but Ray was exhausted. She had to settle for snuggling.

Ray really hadn’t planned on spending the $3,500 so they had to go back in town the next day and deposit a check drawn on his Money Market account into his checking account. He had plenty of money, but it was in the wrong place. They stopped by the gun store and the M-24 SWS was in. Stacy wrote the check for that on her account because she had deposited David’s check into her account. The Colt SAA was ready too, so Ray wrote the check for it. They stopped by his private mailbox and the package was there from El Paso Saddlery. It was Friday so they decided to pick up Ryan and take him to dinner. Ryan couldn’t go; he had a ‘study date’ with Jennie and wasn’t interested in going to dinner. Stacy suggested that he invite Jennie to go to dinner with them and suddenly studying didn’t seem to be so important. Ryan called Jennie and Stacy ended up speaking to Jennie’s mom to assure her that the invitation came from Ray and her. They borrowed Roy sedan and picked Jennie up for the dinner.

Jennie was turning into a real beauty herself. Give her a couple of years to loose that just washed early teenager look and she would be breaking hearts all over Jackson Hole. Stacy just hoped that Ryan’s wouldn’t be the first heart she broke. They skipped the cocktails and wine, had dinner and dropped Jennie and Ryan off at Jennie’s to study. Stacy half wonder what they were studying, she hoped it wasn’t anatomy. They returned the sedan to Roy and visited for a while before returning to the cabin. It wasn’t Ryan’s weekend to come to the cabin and Stacy wouldn’t be a bit surprised if it went down to every third week or once a month. He boy was definitely growing up, too soon if you asked her. One thing about Ryan spending so much time with Jennie was that he was doing so well in school. At mid-semester, he had straight A’s going.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Back at the cabin, Stacy nailed Ray about the M-203’s and grenades. Did he really intend to store those explosives in the shelter? You mean with the other 6 cases he asked. What? WHAT? You’ve been storing explosives in the shelter, Stacy wanted to know. He could move all 14 cases out to the barn or shed, first thing in the morning. Ray decided to let Stacy cool off a little. It wasn’t a fight yet, but if he pursued it, it might just turn into their first fight. Maybe in the morning she could be made to understand that the shed was out, it wasn’t heated and the barn wasn’t any better of an idea with all of that expensive horseflesh in it. (Ray lost and the grenades ended up in the barn for now.)

Two weeks later Ray got a call that he had a package from Denver at his private mailbox. It must be the magazines. It was still a few days before Thanksgiving, and Ryan had begged off coming out the previous weekend, another ‘study date’. Stacy suggested to Ray that they go to Jackson Hole tomorrow (Friday) night and take Ryan and ‘what’s her name’ out to dinner. Ray asked if Stacy meant Jennie and Stacy said she knew the girl’s name perfectly well. Was Stacy perhaps being a little protective of Ryan, Ray asked? Ray had done pretty well for 11 months. But that was the wrong question to ask. It wouldn’t really be fair to say they were fighting, but when he tried to cuddle that night, he learned a new expression, ‘cold shoulder’.

The next morning Ray got up, let Promise out, started a fire in the stove and got the coffee going. He didn’t wait to drink coffee; he took out his frustration through exercise. He was done exercising, showered and sitting at the table drinking his first cup when Stacy woke up.

“Are you ready to exercise?” Stacy asked, last night apparently forgotten.

“All ready did,” Ray announced. ”Showered and shaved, too.”

“I’m sorry,” Stacy said, “I guess that Ryan’s just growing up too fast for me. Am I forgiven?”

“No problem, forget it,” Ray replied.

Stacy could hear the hurt in his voice. She knew that he didn’t understand how she felt but it wasn’t worth a fight. Hazel used to say ‘let him get glad in the clothes he got mad in’. Maybe that was better advice than she thought. Ryan was her baby! Well, she had to admit that he wasn’t a baby anymore, far from it. She thought better of it and tried to explain to Ray where she was coming from. Ray listened courteously. She couldn’t tell if he accepted her explanation or not. She did her exercises, showered, and joined him for coffee.

“Stacy, Ryan is in 9th grade. Four years from now he should at West Point,” Ray said. “I’ve got that old nagging feeling back again and I don’t even know that there will be a West Point for him to go to. He’ll have to spend summer of 2004 doing Cadet Basic Training. New Cadets do not have privilege periods because of the requirements of the intensive military training activities. There is a day set aside for a military family visitation, allowing New Cadets a short time of relaxation. New Cadets are also given time to call home on the weekend. During his first year, he will be a plebe. The transition from civilian life to a military environment is challenging. Ryan will learn military courtesies and standards, and he will learn to live by those standards every day. He will learn how to properly wear the various cadet uniforms. He will practice drill and ceremony, and he will learn how to prepare for inspections. It is not always easy, but it serves a purpose by building a solid foundation of leadership.”

“You make it sound hard,” Stacy said.

“It is hard, but Ryan will do ok and he will learn the meaning of Duty, Honor and Country,” Ray said. “Lighten up about the girlfriend thing, babe, Jennie is a nice, level headed girl.”

“I know,” Stacy said.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray called for reservations for a table for 4. They left for town just after noon to get some shopping done and pick up the magazines. They went to her folks and Stacy suggested that he invite Jennie out to dinner with them.”

Thanks Mom, Ryan said, “She goes by Jennifer now.”

Yep. Everyone was growing up. Jennifer looked especially lovely this night. Stacy concluded that Jennifer was going to be a real looker. Jennifer seemed interested only in Ryan. They were both getting straight A’s and from what Stacy learned were probably no 1 and no 2 in their class this year. Before the evening was over, Stacy concluded that Ryan was going to do all right with this girl, er, young woman. She was going to have to make up for last night to Ray. How could she do that, she thought mischievously? 

It turned out that Ray had picked just about the optimum point to get out of the investment plan. Bush had won the election and the Supreme Court had essentially determined the outcome because of voting irregularities in Florida. Ray was certain that Bush would get the US into a war. He didn’t know how or why, just that it probably would happen before he had been in office for a year.

Ryan brought up the subject of his coming to the cabin. Would it be ok if he only came once a month? Ray kept his mouth shut. Stacy took a deep breath and told him it was ok. But, she wanted to know if he would be spending Christmas vacation with them. Part of it anyway, Ryan assured his Mom. They had all of their Christmas shopping done except for their gifts to each other. Stacy had seen a saddle almost identical to the saddles Ryan and she had. Ray was getting a new saddle for Christmas. Ray has noticed Stacy looking surreptitiously at a Jeep Cherokee. He was earning good interest on his Money Market account and decided to look for a good, low-mileage Cherokee. Fire Engine Red to match her hair, if he could find one. Stacy’s hair had grown out considerably this past year. She was now into a brushing routine that seemed to take hours. Her hair was mid-shoulder length. She had mentioned that she needed a haircut to get rid of her split ends, whatever that meant.

They were pretty squared away with their preparations. Hopefully by this time next year those preparations would be complete. If Ray needed it, he would buy as much as 18,000-gallons of propane this coming summer at the rate of 3,000-gallons a month starting in May. However, from the looks of the gauge, he wouldn’t need that much. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

They decided to spend the night in a motel and do some more shopping the next day, alone. Ray benefited from the spat and Stacy’s guilt in a big way. They next morning they got up, had breakfast and each went his or her separate way. Stacy wrote the check for the saddle and got it loaded into the Ford. She took it over to her folks and they hid it in the basement. Ray had found a low-mileage 2-year bright red Cherokee. Driven by a nun who only drove it on Sunday afternoons (yeah right). It was in excellent condition and fully loaded. He dickered for quite a while to get a price he was willing to pay. He wrote a check on his Money Market account, which left him with just under $100 thousand. The problem was, where could he hide the Cherokee until Christmas? Ray called Bill at the market; could Bill store Stacy’s ‘new’ used Cherokee for 4 weeks? Bill said sure and Ray drove it to the market and parked it in the parking lot. He gave the keys to Bill and called Stacy and asked to be picked up at the market.

“How did you get to the market?” Stacy asked when she picked him up.

“A man gave me a ride in a bright red Cherokee,” Ray answered truthfully, omitting that he was the man.

“I sure would like to a have a Cherokee just like that,” Stacy commented. “It would match my hair.”

“Really?” Ray said, “Gee, I don’t know babe, I’ll bet they’re pretty expensive.”

“Probably,” Stacy said and dropped the subject. “You couldn’t find me a present?”

“I got you a little something babe,” Ray announced.

“I don’t see a package,” Stacy retorted.

“I have it put up,” Ray said, “There’s no place to hide it at the cabin.”

“I wouldn’t peek,” Stacy said.

“There would be no way you could keep yourself from peeking,” Ray admitted.

She dropped the subject and they headed back to the cabin. “It must be bigger than a breadbox,” Stacy thought.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray probably should have bought Stacy a washer and dryer, but that was no fit Christmas present. “I could,” he thought, “Buy her the washer for her birthday and the dryer for our anniversary.”

(Earth to Ray: The first anniversary is paper. You could call the instruction book to the dryer paper. Or do you understand ‘cold shoulder’ now?)

Ray finally decided to get Stacy the washer and dryer immediately and just make it an ‘I Love You’ gift. Maybe he could get them on sale. If Mrs. Jenkins would take that wringer washer and the rinse tubs back, he might make out all right. He called Mrs. Jenkins. She offered him half of what he paid. He told her the washer hadn’t been used a lot since he bought it. She came up to 3/4 of what he paid. He offered to deliver it to the store and she said he could have 90% of his money back. Ray stopped while he was almost even.

On Monday Ray loaded the washer and rinse tubs into the Ford. He told Stacy he would drop her off at the store and she could pick out her new washer and dryer, but make sure it was propane fueled. He took the washer and rinse tubs to Mrs. Jenkins and got his money back. The new Maytag’s ended up costing him less than $150 extra. They got a flex line and a vent kit for the dryer and headed back to the cabin to install the new machines. At least Ray had a two-wheeler now so he could get them down the stairs to the basement and not kill himself. Stacy was doing pretty good present wise and it wasn’t even Thanksgiving.

They kept a fire going in the fireplace most of the time and the boiler only kicked on in the early morning hours. That was saving them a lot of propane. Ray wondered how big a dent the new dryer would put in his propane supply. He had already plumbed in the gas line, it was just a matter of hooking up the dryer and opening a valve. The problem was how to vent the machine and maintain the integrity of the shelter. He decided to get a blast valve from that place in Utah. It might turn out to be cheap at twice the price. Meanwhile he could steal a pair of Stacy’s old nylons and put one over the vent. He went online and ordered a 3 bar exhaust valve.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Thanksgiving came and went. Hazel did her 3 entrée fare the same as the previous year. This year Ryan brought a guest, Jennifer. Ray noticed that Jennifer ate like Stacy, a little of everything with an emphasis on little. The past was long forgotten and Stacy seemed to be getting attached to Jennifer, the way any prospective mother-in-law would. That was a long way off. Ryan had 3½ more years of High School plus 4 years at the Point. If Jennifer was willing to wait for him that long, everything should work out ok.

The exhaust valve came in the week after Thanksgiving. Ray had a terrible time getting it in. He almost regretted telling them to add rebar and concrete to fill the block. That darn valve took 2 days to install with the tools he had available. When they had poured the slab roofs over the basement, Ray had rented a foam shooter and had sprayed 3” of polyurethane foam over the top of the basement’s roofs and on the sides. He had topped the shelter’s foam with a heavy layer of tar. Both basements were positively toasty from the boiler and the hot water heater. The boiler had been one of Stacy’s better ideas.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Christmas morning Ray called Bill and asked him if he could drive the pickup over to Roy and Hazel’s house. Bill told him sure and he would have his wife follow him and give him a ride back. The keys would be over the Passenger side visor. Jennifer’s family open presents on Christmas Eve so she was able to be present for the gift opening. Roy was incorrigible, waiting to the very last to dig out the rifle from David and Rose. Ryan was ecstatic about the revolver, but Roy finally got around to the M-24 SWS, Ryan almost lost it. Jennifer seemed well pleased with the sweater and friendship ring Ryan had gotten her. For some reason, Hazel didn’t get a single sweater this Christmas and everyone had thought to get Jennifer a gift. When they were all done, Stacy asked Ray if he hadn’t forgotten something.

“Oh, I’m sorry babe,” Ray said, “It’s in the Ford, would you go get it, I have to go to the bathroom?”

Ray heard the motor of the Cherokee start up. Stacy raced the motor a couple of times and came back into the house.

“You were right Ray,” Stacy said, “I wouldn’t have been able to avoid peeking.”

The birthday present had been harder to come up with. Ray ended up buying a set of snow tires for the Cherokee and another spray bottle of Chanel no 5. The Anniversary gift was paper in the form of a gift certificate. They had stayed in town at Roy and Hazel’s through their Anniversary but headed back to the cabin after she had redeemed the gift certificate with Stacy taking the lead and Ray in trail.

During February, Ray and Stacy decided to order 4 deluxe one-year food packages from Walton Feed. About the time the food was scheduled to arrive they had a 10-day snowstorm and the phone line went down. When the line finally came up, they received a call from the trucking company. When could they deliver the order from Idaho? Ray told them exactly how to get to the cabin and said they could bring it anytime. The truck pulled in during the afternoon of February 21st. Ray had paid for the food with the debit card for his money market account. They hauled all of the food down to the shelter and placed it on the shelves. Walton’s said to buy 4 gallons of oil for each one-year supply of food. They needed 16-gallons of vegetable oil. They already had plenty of sugar on the shelf.

March came in like a lamb. It took them until April 11th to get dug out once the snowstorm stopped. Ray had downloaded the tax forms from the net earlier and he spent the snowed in period trying to figure out his taxes. He had a fair idea how much he owed, so they took the papers to a Tax Preparer and wrote a check for Ray’s estimate of the taxes he owed. The Preparer filed an extension of time for them because he didn’t have time to complete the return before the filing deadline. With the taxes out of the way, Ray could assess where they stood financially. They decided that they could handle another two years of food from Walton without putting them in a bind, so they bought 24 gallons of oil at the market.

The cows were due in May and the mares in June. Ray made arrangements for the vet to come to the cabin and check on the animals. He was the same vet who had inseminated the cows. The two gray mares shared the same sire, but the black stallion had another. Ray loved the new saddle and was impatient to get back on the stallion. Ryan would be 15 this year and he was already pressing Stacy to get a learner’s permit as soon as he was old enough. Roy told Stacy he would teach Ryan if she permitted him to get the learner’s permit.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray and Stacy had no idea that in just 5 months, Ray’s nagging feeling would start to become reality. Bush would use those events to start first one and then a second war. He would call it a ‘war against terrorism’. Sunday the 15th was Easter Sunday. Ryan had begged off coming to the cabin for the weekend, Jennifer had invited him to attend church with her and her family and for Easter dinner. Stacy had asked Ray if they were going to go to town on Sunday for Easter church services. Ray said that though he had a strong Christian faith, he wasn’t going to be a hypocrite and only attend church on Easter Sunday. Stacy felt the same way and they had very compatible beliefs, having both been raised as Lutherans. Going to church didn’t make you a good Christian. It was how you conducted yourself in daily living. Roy and Hazel attended church most Sundays, but they weren’t dogmatic about it. They were seeing to it that Ryan was being raised as a Lutheran and even had him enrolled in those classes that one took before making a decision to join the church. Meals were always accompanied with a silent blessing before digging in. A person shouldn’t break bread without at least acknowledging from whence it came.

Jennifer was also a Lutheran and attended church regularly. Maybe she would influence Ryan to attend on a more regular basis. On the way back to the cabin, Ray mentioned that the Tax guy had told him that the filing deadline was Monday the 16th because of Easter. What was one day, more or less? Stacy agreed with that from behind the wheel. They only used the old Ford for chores anymore. She really loved this Cherokee. Maybe if Ray were really, really good, she would even let him drive it one day.

Chapter 13 – The Beginning...

The spring and summer of 2001 didn’t stand out much as these things go. Ryan was splitting his time between staying in town to be with Jennifer and staying at the cabin. He was 15 now and Roy had gotten him through the rough spots and he could keep a car on the road. Ray let him drive the Ford around the acreage to polish his driving skills and learn to operate a vehicle with four on the floor. Ray intended to pick up an older car and restore it so Ryan would have something steady and dependable, yet inexpensive; maybe something without an electronic ignition. Ray could handle the older motors, but he couldn’t do much with those electronic ignitions.

He had talked it over with Stacy and she agreed. They agreed on most things. Ray hoped that she would let him drive the Cherokee someday; it had cost him a bundle. Being married had made Ray appreciate waiting for the perfect woman to come along. Stacy was just that, perfect. Ryan was shooting his new M-24 a lot and was shooting under a MOA, all the way out to the end of the range, 600-yards. He might just end up on a shooting team some day. Jennifer had lost that just washed look and her beauty rivaled Stacy’s. 

They had two new calves, one of each gender, and were getting so much milk that Ray decided to try and learn to make cheese. Both mares had foaled and presented them with two gray fillies. Michael told them he had another stallion they could use to breed the new colts when they were old enough. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

With so little to do around the acreage, Ray decided to start the wood gathering early. Besides, he had Ryan to help on some weeks and he wanted to take advantage of it. They worked at it steadily and had ended up with the largest pile of wood ever. Ray had put in a 100-gallon gas tank on legs. He would have preferred a bigger tank, just in case, but they didn’t use that much gas and even with Pri-G, the gas didn’t store that long. The order had come in from Walton Feed and they had enough food for 6 people for a year.

Summer passed quickly and towards the end of August, it was time for Ryan to stay in Jackson Hole and start his sophomore year of High School. Both Jennifer and Ryan had completed 9th grade with straight A’s. Ray found an old clunker that wasn’t all rusted out and had it in the barn to start the restoration process. Scott and Susan had squeaked out time for a trip to Jackson Hole. Scott took one look at the shelter Ray and Susan had put together and had told Ray that he knew where he was coming if TSHTF. Ray told Scott to be sure and bring his armory, if he did. Susan and Stacy were becoming good friends and sometimes the men thought the two women were hatching up plots to make them toe the line better.

On September 11, 2001 Ray was outside running Promise when Stacy came looking for him.

“Mom just called Ray,” Stacy said an urgency in her voice, “You’d better come to the house.”

They turned on the old TV and watched the airplanes crash into the World Trade Center building over and over. The second tower to be hit fell first, followed a short time later by the first. Speculation was that tens of thousands had died. Then it turned out that an airliner had also crashed into the Pentagon. Later in the day they learned that possibly a 4th airliner had been involved, but it crashed in a field in Pennsylvania. Wasn’t that in the same area that they had rescued those miners from?

They watched more TV that day then they had since they had been married. Ray was positively glued to the set, and was prognosticating that Bush finally had his excuse. It took days for the story behind the terrorist acts to come out. They stopped following it on TV; it was just a constant rehash of the same events, over and over. Ray kept his eye on the news on the net. He also ordered another 4 years worth of the supplies from Walton Feed. This was going to get a lot worse before it got better.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

It turned out that some terrorist organization, al-Queda or was it al-Qaida, was being blamed for the attacks. The Muslim terrorists had apparently attended flight school right here in the US. Bush made some announcement about going to Afghanistan to root out the terrorists. The stock market was spiraling downward at a tremendous rate and Ray thanked God that he had gotten out of it when he did. The Federal Reserve Board was cutting interest rates too, what effect would that have on the nearly $100,000 Ray had in the Money Market account? 

The propane tank was full, all 22,000-gallons. They had 20 cords of firewood stacked and split. Stacy had relented, finally, and the 14-cases of grenades for the M-203 launchers were stored in the shelter. Ray was spending more and more time on the net watching the news. He was working on the old car, too. The motor was out and disassembled. He had taken the block in and had the engine sleeved and the heads gone over. It was just a matter of finding time to reassemble the motor before he started in on the rest of the vehicle. He had yanked the drums and had them turned in Jackson Hole. He also had a new battery bought and put up.

They decided that Christmas was going to be smaller this year in terms of their spending. Ryan had about all of the guns he needed as did Ray and Stacy. It would probably be one of those clothes Christmases where everyone just got their wardrobe filled in. Roy hadn’t been feeling well lately either, something about his heart. He had undergone an angiogram and angioplasty because his tired old veins and arteries were getting clogged up. The doctor had told him to lay off the Bourbon, but Roy only pretended to agree with the doctor. Well, he didn’t smoke did he and that was a good thing wasn’t it?

Why is it as we get older that time seems to pass more quickly? Summer was over and Ray and Stacy were on their trip to the Commissary in Cheyenne. They spent 4 days with Scott and Susan this year and Ray and Scott had worked out a plan for Susan and he to bug out to Jackson Hole if TSHTF. They didn’t have any children and both Scott’s and Susan’s parents had passed on. Scott had managed to get another A2 rifle from the old Gunny before the guy had retired. Scott and Susan had bought 2 of the one-year deluxe food supplies from Walton Feeds and he had picked up a trailer and a used diesel pickup. Ray told Scott that as far as he could see, Jackson Hole had to be one of the safest places in this part of the country to ride out one of those TEOTWAWKI scenarios.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

They stopped at the Commissary at Warren AFB and loaded up. Ray bought a little extra because he was worried about how things were going. Downhill, he had said, and fast. He was worried about his beautiful redheaded wife whose hair was below her shoulder blades and Ryan. Married life had taken a toll on Stacy; she was now up to a frightening 127 pounds. Ray had managed to keep the roll off his gut, too but the exercise was getting harder and harder. They drove straight through to Jackson Hole; stopping only long enough to eat, fill the gas tank and the potty breaks.

It was cold enough to leave the meat in the trailer when they got home. They unloaded all of the other food and stored it in the basement. The next day Ray cut up and added the pork to their freezer. He had taken a feeder steer to the locker plant to be butchered, cut and wrapped. It would be ready the week before Thanksgiving. They would go into Jackson Hole, spend some time with Roy, Hazel and Ryan and bring the meat back to store in the freezer. Their plans suddenly changed when Hazel called to tell Stacy that Roy had had a heart attack and was in bad condition.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray drove the Cherokee to Jackson Hole; Stacy was just too upset to drive. During the rapid trip into Jackson Hole, Roy Benton, aged 67, passed away. By the time they arrived at St. John's Hospital, there was nothing to be done. Hazel was very upset but was containing her grief. Ryan was beside himself, but Jennifer was consoling him as best as she could. Ray spoke briefly with Hazel and made arrangements for the funeral home to pick up Roy. Later that afternoon, Stacy and he took Hazel to the Mortuary and Hazel picked out the coffin and made the arrangements. Ray had offered to do it for Hazel, but she wouldn’t hear of it.

The funeral was set for two days hence, the day before Thanksgiving. Stacy was holding up well, under the circumstances, but Ryan was learning about the other half of life, one more time. Ryan didn’t know about the old wives tale that deaths often came in three’s. Before his sophomore year was over, he was to learn all about that old wives tale. With the funeral so close to Thanksgiving, Ray made reservations at the Lodge for Thanksgiving Dinner. He was sure that Hazel wouldn’t be up to cooking Thanksgiving dinner this year.

The funeral was well attended; Roy had made a lot of friends in the 67 years he had lived in Jackson Hole. Jennifer was a great comfort to Ryan who seemed to be taking his grandfather’s death very hard. Poor Ryan, forced to grow up at the age of 7, knew that people got old and died. But, his grandfather was only 67, it just didn’t seem fair to him. He was sure that he couldn’t have made it through the day without Jennifer by his side. But, he tried to be brave and act grownup. That was a pretty tall order for someone barely 15 that had just lost one of the most important people in his life.

Under the circumstances, Jennifer’s parent’s had no objection to Jennifer joining Ryan and his family for Thanksgiving Dinner at the Lodge. Ray noticed that no one had much of an appetite and they ended up taking home most of the turkey and fixings. It wasn’t like they needed any more food at Hazel’s either. Her refrigerator was filled to overflowing with food gifts brought by well meaning friends to take the burden off them having to prepare meals at a time like this. Stacy and Ray put as much of the food as they could in the freezer, but since Hazel only had limited freezer space, they ended up taking a lot of the food back to the cabin.

Ray didn’t have to worry about taking his present for Roy back to the store; he just left the 3 bottles of Bourbon in the case. Stacy made the trip to Jackson Hole by herself to return the gift she’d gotten Roy. She stayed over for the night. It was their first night apart in the nearly two years they had been married. Ray contented himself to pay with the new puppies Promise had bestowed on them. Apparently Promise had finally found a boy friend. To fill the other empty hours, Ray finished assembling the engine for Ryan’s old beater. With the engine assembled, he found time to drop it in and to install the new brakes. He put in the new battery and tried to turn the motor over. Then, he took out the starter to take to Jackson Hole and exchange for a rebuilt.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy returned to the cabin and told him that Hazel was doing well ‘under the circumstances’. Ryan had finally accepted Roy’s death. That Jennifer was quite a support for Ryan; Stacy sure hoped that worked out. Ray told her the car was back together, he’d worked all night. They needed to go back into Jackson Hole and pick up a rebuilt starter and a kit for the carburetor. He wanted the vehicle ready to repaint before Ryan’s 16th birthday. The Dodge Charger was going to painted just like ‘General Lee’ from the old Dukes of Hazard TV show.

The snow came and Stacy and Ray settled into their winter routine of exercise, walking and keeping up their skills with the rifles and handguns. The US had sent troops to Afghanistan, just like Bush had promised. Ray told Stacy that it wouldn’t be too much longer before Bush made some excuse to try and take out Saddam. He had this new war on terror, after all and noises were being made about weapons of mass destruction. Saddam had used poison gas on the Kurds and they qualified as weapons of mass destruction. Ray told Stacy that he doubted Saddam had any weapons of mass destruction. Any he had, Ray suggested had probably already been moved to Syria. Stacy didn’t know what to make about the whole situation.

The second and third deaths were not all that long in coming. Stacy received a phone call from a lawyer that David and Rose had been killed in an auto accident. They got Ryan and got on an airplane to attend the funerals. Some drunk had slammed into their vehicle broadside killing them and himself. The couple had no other children and had retained the lawyer to take care of things in case the unexpected happened. The lawyer was the Executor of the Estate. Ryan was to get all of his grandfather’s many guns and the family photos. Everything else was to be sold at an estate sale and the proceeds put into trust for Ryan until his 21st birthday.

The tragedy was especially hard on Ryan because David and Rose were the last living links to his father. There was Mom, of course, but it just wasn’t the same. In order to cope with his grief, Ryan buried himself in his studies and was spending more and more time with Jennifer. It was the spring of 2002 and Ryan Williams was growing up much faster than he had planned. Hazel had announced that the home was getting too much for her to keep up and that she was thinking of selling it and getting an apartment. The only things that were holding her back was the shortage of rental housing in Jackson Hole and Ryan living with her. Stacy and Ray talked it over and decided to invite Hazel to move in with them. Ryan could get a Restricted Driver’s license to drive to school; or, if Hazel didn’t sell the house until after his birthday, a regular driver’s license.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The Charger was ready for the paint job to turn it into ‘General Lee’. Late in April, Ray drove it to Jackson Hole to have the paint job done. He’d managed to download several photos of the car from the net and the body shop would hammer out the dents and paint the car just like the car in the photos. It would be ready in time for Ryan’s birthday. Ryan wasn’t too keen on his grandmother selling her home and forcing him to live at the cabin. However when he got the restore Dodge Charger, he had his out. He could drive to school and go to town whenever he wanted to study with Jennifer. They had talked, as teens sometimes do, about getting married after Ryan graduated from West Point.

Ray could see Bush building his case for going into Iraq. It was just like he predicted. This war, unlike the Gulf War he had participated in and where Ryan Sr. had been killed, wouldn’t be over after a month long bombing campaign and a 4-day ‘Hail Mary’ maneuver. This war, he told Stacy would go on and on. The UN didn’t seem to be going along with Bush either and Ray said he doubted that the coalition would have as many nations in it as it did the Gulf War. The stock market was still in an uproar and although Bush was taunting that the tax cut would turn the country from the recession, the Democrats were claiming just the opposite. And who the hell was Howard Dean?

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

David and Rose’s estate settled rather quickly. Not only had Ryan been the beneficiary of their life insurance policies, the couple had accumulated more than many people realized. With the sale of their home and assets, Ryan had a trust fund in excess of $300,000. Because of his age, the insurance proceeds had ended up in the money Market account that Stacy maintained for her son. The Trust Fund earnings were to be rolled over to maximize the amount of the fund. Ryan could get money from the trust only in the direst circumstance before his 21st birthday. The Money Market account that Ryan and Stacy had together was now bigger than Ray’s.

While they had been back for the funeral, they had gone to David and Rose’s to find the photos and look at the guns. Ray hadn’t paid a lot of attention, it was almost as if he were intruding. Ryan had taken a small set of keys to the various gun cases and stuck them in his pocket. Ray remembered seeing two Garands; some pump shotguns, some pump rifles, but really hadn’t paid a lot of attention. The lawyer, who was an estate specialist and a dyed in the wool liberal, had arranged to have the guns shipped to the gun store in Jackson Hole since they couldn’t take them back on the plane. Since the will specifically bequeathed all of guns to Ryan, the lawyer, who didn’t know the difference between a rifle and a shotgun, hadn’t included them in the inventory of the estate’s assets. He had had the guns and all of the ammo taken to a gun dealer to be shipped.

The guns had come in and Ray had picked them up, but again hadn’t paid much attention. He just put the boxes of ammo in the shelter and the gun cases in Ryan’s room. In September Ryan finally had a chance to look at his grandfather’s guns. He came carrying a gun to Ray in the living room. 

“Ray, what kind of gun is this?” Ryan asked.

Ray looked up and almost had a heart attack. Ryan was holding a Schmeisser machine pistol. Since it didn’t have a wooden buttstock, Ray surmised that it must be a MP-40. The MP-38’s, if he recalled correctly, had wooden butt stocks. The MP40 was the standard German submachine gun for most of WWII. It was descended from the virtually identical MP38, the only differences being cost-saving alterations to some of the components. 

The MP40 was a revolutionary weapon as it was made almost entirely out of stamped sheet metal parts, with plastic furniture. It was an economical weapon to produce, reliable, compact and capable of producing a high volume of fire. This approach to weapon design highly influenced the British Sten, and the American M3 "Grease Gun". The MP40 was a much-prized war trophy, the British forces in particular preferring MP40s over their Sten guns, the ammunition being interchangeable. 

Unlike the impression given by films (particularly 'Where Eagles Dare'), television series and pulp novels, MP40s were typically only issued to platoon and squad leaders, the majority of soldiers carrying Karabiner 98k rifles. Although the MP40 was often called the Schmeisser, after weapons designer Hugo Schmeisser. Although the name was evocative, its staccato rhythm resembling the chatter of a submachine-gun, Hugo Schmeisser himself did not design the MP40, the weapon instead being produced by engineers at Erma. Schmeisser nonetheless helped design the MP41, a wooden-stocked version of the MP40, which was issued to police units. 

The MP40 had a length of 833mm, though its retracting stock could allow the weapon to shorten to 630mm. The odd 'spur' near the end of the barrel was designed to allow the troops to hook the MP40 onto the firing ports of armored personnel carriers and half-tracks. (Now you know)

“Ryan are there any more guns like that?” Ray asked.

“There are two of these and a bunch of other guns I don’t really recognize,” Ryan said. “I know the Garands, but I’ve never seen .22 rifles or shotguns like those.”

“Would you mind showing them to me?” Ray asked, excited.

“Naw, come to my room,” Ryan said.

There were 2 Winchester model 97 Trench guns from WW I in near mint condition. They must be worth $2,500 to $3,000. Both of the Garand rifles were in mint condition and had seen little use. They were worth a pretty fair penny too to a collector. There were 2 brand spanking new Winchester model 62 rifles that looked like they had never been fired. There were the two MP-40’s, of course, with about a dozen and a half magazines, and there was a 1903A4 rifle with an M-84 scope, again in near mint condition.

“Ryan, you have a fortune in guns here,” Ray explained. “You grandfather mentioned that he had some very special pieces in his collection, but I had no idea. Maybe we had better check those ammo boxes that I put in the shelter and make sure it’s all ammo.”

Ryan put the MP-40 back in its hard shell case and followed Ray down to the shelter. They started to open the boxes one by one. The first 4 boxes held M-1 Garand clips still in their hermetically sealed cans. The next two boxes held ammo for the 1903A4. The last four boxes held Mark IIA1 evil fruit hand grenades, a dozen to the box. Ray remembered David saying that he had been in supply for a few years, had David collected things the way that he had? Since Stacy had finally relented and allowed Ray to bring the 40mm grenades back to the shelter from the barn, Ray didn’t see any sense in re-opening that can of worms. He suggested that Ryan should not mention the contents of the boxes to Stacy.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The first anniversary of the World Trade Center was filled with a recounting of the events of that day. Those 40 members of flight 93 had been brave souls. It depended upon whom you listened to whether the target of the terrorists had been the White House or Congress. And, not everyone credited the passengers with bringing the plane down. There were some questions that had come up about the transponder signal being cut off up to three minutes before the plane crashed and some person on the net even claimed that the US had shot the plane down using a microwave device aboard a C-130. They were pretty certain that the design of the World Trade Center Towers had been the culprit that led to the collapse of the building. Apparently the impact had had knocked insulation off the steel beams that then buckled in the heat causing a floor to collapse and started a domino effect.

Ray was now convinced that it was just a matter of time before the US invaded Iraq. Bush was already talking to Blair and trying to put together a new coalition. The UN remained sharply divided with Russia, France and Germany opposed to action in Iraq. “They probably have vested financial interests,” Ray thought. “What a mess.”

The year had passed so quickly and it was coming up on the anniversary of Roy’s death. It was time for the trip to the Commissary once more, too. Scott and Susan were on a road trip somewhere, Ray couldn’t remember where. Stacy and he would drive to Cheyenne, stay overnight, hit the Commissary and drive back home. Hazel hadn’t gotten around to listing her house yet, though she said she planned to do it any day now. Ryan was still staying with Hazel, and still going with Jennifer. They were now in their junior year and still pulling straight A’s.

Stacy was now 47, going on 48, but didn’t look a day over 35; Ray was 56 years old and Ryan was 17. This thing between Ryan and Jennifer was all but a done deal. A year and a half of School and 4 years at the Point would see them married. The first to colts, fillies actually, were getting old enough to breed and the two older mare and three cows had been bred. The size of the herds would jump drastically within the next year or two. Maybe it was time to think about expanding the barn. Then again, maybe next year.

In many ways, the holidays had changed forever. Roy was gone, as were David and Rose. Hazel didn’t have the enthusiasm any more. Ryan was older and almost a grown man. He had gone to the summer camp at West Point and had come back more excited about the Academy than ever. Ryan had decided that he would pursue the Military and Science Field of Study. West Point offered 21 optional majors along with 24 fields of study. Ryan believed that this field of study would prepare him well to be an Infantry Officer. Both Stacy and Ray had hoped that Ryan would pursue and engineering degree, but it wasn’t their choice to make.

Because Hazel had lost her enthusiasm for the holidays, they would dine out both on Thanksgiving and Christmas. Stacy has suggested that with three things so close together, Christmas, her birthday and their anniversary, that Ray do what everyone else seemed to do and just get her a single gift. Ray’s response to her suggestion was to get two small gifts and one large gift. The problem was he didn’t know what large gift to get her for 2002. Neither of them needed anything or seemed to particularly want anything. Hazel wasn’t a bit of help either. His final solution was to sign up for Direct TV and replace that old 19” black and white set with a new 32” color TV. They could certainly afford the $50 a month the service cost.

Stacy had a similar problem getting Ray a Christmas present. She was going to get the TV, but Ray beat her to the punch. Instead, she got Ray an ICOM radio receiver and a Diamond Multiband antenna. One thing led to another and within two months, Ray had taken and passed his technicians test and his 5 wpm code test. Stacy was so proud of his accomplishment that she bought him an ICOM radio and a new antenna for the radio. They worked together to set up a small radio shack of sorts in the shelter next to Ray’s computer.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

In February of 2003, Colin Powell appeared before the UN, but it didn’t do any good and as a consequence, Bush ordered the invasion of Iraq. The US quickly defeated the Iraqi military but became occupiers of the country. At least the stock market had turned around, but the interest rates were still very low. Had they not had everything paid for in full, they might have been in financial trouble. Their Money Market accounts had earned less than $3,000 apiece for 2002. Ryan’s trust fund was growing nicely, but they had no idea what the financial wizard of a lawyer had the trust invested in. There was Ray’s Army pension, but it didn’t seem to keep up with inflation. Still their wants and needs were few. The 22,000 gallons of propane just had to be maintained, propane didn’t grow old like gasoline and diesel fuel. They still burned wood in the fireplace and that kept their propane usage to a minimum.

Ray followed the second Gulf War with interest and now that they had a real TV, he became a devotee of the cable news. Stacy wasn’t certain if Ray’s watching the cable news was all that good of a thing. Frequently when one of those retired Generals or Colonels would come on and give his expert opinion about something Ray would react or overreact to the expert’s opinion. Stacy watched some of the experts and soon came away with the opinion that each network had two sets of experts with opposing views. They just used whatever expert supported that particular network’s slant on the news.

Hazel finally sold her home during the summer of 2003 and moved in with them because she couldn’t find an apartment. Ryan moved back to the cabin, too, but he was putting a lot of miles on General Lee. He’d leave early in the morning and return home late at night, usually after spending the evening studying with Jennifer. They were basically tied at number 1 in their class, both having maintained a 4.0 average beginning with 9th grade. You had to go back to 8th grade and add in Ryan’s one B before Jennifer had a higher grade point average.

Scott was calling Ray more frequently now. Both men were convinced that it was just a matter of time before another large terrorist attack on the US. It was during one of these conversations that Stacy found out what Ray’s other wart was. Ray didn’t much care for the Israelis. She tried to talk to him about it, but he refused to enter into a discussion on the subject. She suspected that it had something to do with the first Gulf War, but Ray steadfastly refused to get into it. Stacy saw a fight of monumental proportions lying beneath the surface of that subject, so she let it drop. Ray didn’t bad mouth the Israelis, per se, but he was very critical of some of their policies. Everyone, she decided was entitled to his or her opinion. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ryan and Jennifer were seniors, at last. Stacy viewed the circumstance with mixed feelings. This was Ryan’s last year at home. Then he was off to West Point for that dreadful summer training program and a year as a plebe. Ryan had approached Stacy about proposing to Jennifer. Stacy knew it was just a matter of time until he did, but persuaded Ryan to wait until Graduation. If they still felt the same way, he had her blessing. But, was it fair to Jennifer, she asked, to have Jennifer tied down while he was off at the Point? Jennifer, he informed her, would be attending Brown University on a full scholarship. They wouldn’t be so far apart after all, Brown University, in case she didn’t know was in Providence, Rhode Island. That was only about 150 miles from the Academy.

Stacy shared her concerns with Ray. Ray could remember when Jennifer was Jennie with that fresh scrubbed teenager look. Jennifer had matured into a beautiful young woman and in many ways reminded him of Stacy. There might be 30 years difference in their ages, Stacy and Jennifer, but except for the color of her hair, Jennifer could be mistaken for Stacy in dim light. True, Stacy had a more mature figure, she still weighed 127 pounds, but it wouldn’t be all that long when there wouldn’t be much difference between the two women. Taking his life in his hands, Ray told Stacy as much. He was rather surprised at her reaction, she agreed with him. Ryan had two loves in his life, his mother and his fiancée. Oh, Ryan had asked Stacy all right, but then had gone ahead and did what he wanted to do anyway. Jennifer said yes, she would marry him, when and if he graduated from the US Military Academy at West Point.

Chapter 14 – …Of The End

The war in Iraq was going just about the way that Scott and Ray had believed that it would. A quick, but indecisive victory followed by an occupation that wasn't ending. They couldn’t find the WMD’s because they were probably looking in the wrong country. Ray thought Syria and Scott thought Iran. They had come up with a deck of cards of the most wanted. It was a deck of 52, but weren’t there 55 names, or had Ray missed something? They had confirmed killing the same guy three times. When would the fourth time come that they confirmed killing him?

They had dropped bombs all over Baghdad to get Saddam, but all they ever got was some more civilians. The death count continued to climb even though the President had stood on the deck of a carrier and declared the war was won. Oh yeah? If the war was won, how come so many people were being killed? Were all of those deaths car accidents. Perhaps unexploded American ordinance? How come if the US had won the war there were so many people running around with AK’s and RPG’s? There was something very wrong here and Scott and Ray began to exchange phone calls with an increasing frequency.

They watched the deaths mount; 100; then 200; then 300, then 400 and all SINCE the war had ended. Ray finally found out who Howard Dean was, too. He was the former Governor of Vermont, or was it Maine? Well somewhere up in the northeast anyway. He a lot of money to spend on the campaign, too, but the man couldn’t seem to buy a vote. There was Gephardt from Missouri running, again. This John Edwards fella seemed to be ok for a Democrat but he wasn’t getting the votes either.

2003 had come and gone and we were starting to lose the war we had already declared ourselves to be winners of. Well, they had killed of Saddam’s 2 sons that was some progress. Then towards the end of 2003 they had found Saddam himself hiding in a hole in the ground. Ray figured that would be big news, but that story died so quick he began to wonder if it were really Saddam or one of those impersonators. Bush had drawn some sort of line in the sand about turning over power to some sort of interim government. It was sort of like playing the old game of tag where the kid said ‘Here I come, ready or not’. The US had announced that the turnover would occur on June 30, 2004. The governing council couldn’t agree on much, but that didn’t matter, there were going to turn it over on June 30, 2004, ready or not.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Some wannabe former hero from the Vietnam era, Senator John Kerry had locked up the Democratic Party nomination. Just what the US needed, Ray and Scott agreed, another liberal from the great state of Massasschutes running for President. No one knew who would be Kerry’s running mate, the convention hadn’t occurred yet. There had been some talk of good old Hillary Clinton being Kerry’s running mate. Fortunately for Kerry, someone started a new smear campaign on Hillary having to do with fund raising irregularities. If her husband had been getting sex in the oval office, what would Hillary do? Give sex in the oval office? Hadn’t America had enough of the Clinton’s? Must have, because all of a sudden the media didn’t have any idea who Kerry would pick. Probably wouldn’t be Hillary, Ray suggested to Scott. Maybe he figured out that he’d get killed 5 minutes after he were sworn in assuming he won with Hillary as his running mate. It was so bad the CNN was running a poll, eliminating potential running mates.

Ryan was just weeks from Graduation. He had finally come clean with his Mom and told her that he’d asked Jennifer to marry him. But, he quickly pointed out that her yes was conditional. It was yes WHEN and IF he graduated from West Point. Stacy started to say something, and then thought better of it. The when was 4 years away and Ryan would be 22 years old. Jennifer and he were tied as the top two students in the graduating class and unless one of them fouled up on the final exams, they would be co-Valedictorians of their graduating class. 

Stacy also noticed that Ray was spending more and more time on the phone with Scott. There was some talk surfacing about some prisoner abuse thing at some prison in Iraq and there were even pictures. Some of those prisoners were no doubt terrorists and deserved intensive interrogations. But, according to some news sources as many as half of the prisoners didn’t even belong in that prison in the first place. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Then there was that 9/11 Commission trying to fix blame on the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. Didn’t those people know that the US had already identified all 19 terrorists? Oh, that was right, the 19 terrorists were dead, so they had to find someone else to blame didn’t they? There was a whole lot of wouldda, couldda and shouldda going around at the moment. For a few days, the hot news item was that a member of the 9/11 Commission had written a memo and should therefore resign from the Commission. She didn’t and the news moved on to the next hot item, those prisoner abuses in some Iraqi prison.

The phone traffic between Denver and Jackson Hole got so heavy at one point that Stacy suggested that either they move to Denver or Scott and Susan move to Jackson Hole it would be cheaper.

“Babe, you don’t realize how serious the situation is,” Ray insisted. “Just today I read an article in the LA Times about some birds taking out the power at LAX. It screwed things up at the airport for a long time even though the power was out for only a few minutes.”

“How can a bird knock out power at an airport?” Stacy asked, “It sounds fishy to me. Are you sure it wasn’t a fish, honey?”

“I have no idea, babe,” Ray said, “But that and the power black outs last year show just how fragile parts of this country’s infrastructure is. If a bird could disrupt air traffic for an hour and some equipment in some jerkwater town could blackout the whole northeast, just imagine what a group of dedicated terrorists could do. What was it, 19 terrorists that took out the World Trade Center and part of the Pentagon? What if it were 190 terrorists with lots of explosives who read the US papers? Those reporters are practically printing a roadmap for a group of dedicated terrorists.”

“What got you so worked up?” Stacy asked suddenly concerned.

Figuring that he’d maybe said too much, Ray tried to back off a little.

“I’m sorry babe,” Ray replied, “I’m just an old Army dog and when I see some of this stuff on TV and online it scares the crap out of me. Maybe I’m overreacting a little.”

“Maybe,” Stacy said. “I almost lost it when Ryan admitted that he had proposed to Jennifer. But then I figured it was still 4 years until he graduated from West Point, so no harm, no foul.”

“I wonder if they have a shooting team at West Point?” Ray thought aloud. “Ryan is just about the best shot I’ve ever seen. Even moving the target out to 1,000 yards didn’t slow him down much. He just bought that new scope and started shooting MOA groups.”

“Did you know that he sometimes slips and calls you Dad when he’s talking to me about you?” Stacy asked.

“Really?” Ray responded. “I’d be proud to call him son, but Ryan needs to remember his father.”

Their conversations usually started on one topic and ended up somewhere else. Wasn’t it that way with most married couples? They had made it through the first five years with barely a hitch. They’d come close to a major fight a couple of times, but Ray was a little more careful now that he knew what a ‘cold shoulder’ was and Stacy knew when not to press Ray. If they had been madly in love practically at first sight, their relationship was a testament to the power of love. Their relationship was deeper now, much deeper, but they still had that spark that had existed almost from the moment they’d met. Maybe that explained Ray’s concern over current events.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

A week later, Ray was looking at the LA Times online and called to Stacy.

“Stacy, would you look at this?” he said then read it to her. “AP News. U.S.: Berg Had Been Advised to Leave Iraq; Two More Americans Charged in Abuse Case; Israeli Soldiers Launch Gaza Incursion; US Soldiers Battle al Sadr Supporters; and, U.S. Probes Alleged Afghan Prison Abuse.” (LA Times, 5-12-04, 0745 PDT) 

“What’s that Berg thing about?” Stacy asked.

“Some American contractor was a prisoner of some of the insurrections in Iraq and they beheaded him on video,” Ray explained. “Claimed it was in response to the prison abuses.”

“That frosts my butt,” Stacy snapped. “The Muslim newspapers won’t publish those pictures because they’re so offensive, but US TV plays them over and over again. If you ask me, they ought to arrest those media people. I mean really, Ray, do they think that Muslims don’t watch CNN?”

“I agree babe, and I’ve got a bad feeling,” Ray acknowledged.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Nothing happened immediately. Plans were being made over in the Middle East, but they would take time to implement. Meanwhile, the High School held its Commencement exercises and Stacy, Ray and Hazel listened proudly when Ryan gave his part of the Valedictorians address. My, wasn’t that Jennifer a real beauty? Ryan was a lucky man. They formally announced their engagement after the Graduation ceremony. Apparently Ryan did listen to Stacy, at times. That called for a celebration and Ray suggested that everyone come out to the cabin because he might just happen to have some steaks thawed out. Poor Ray was such a dork at times. Stacy had to call Jennifer’s parents and make the invitation ahead of time to make sure they didn’t have other plans. They did, but it wasn’t anything special that couldn’t wait. Besides, Jennifer talked about the cabin all of the time and they were dying to see the place.

After a feast of New York Strips, grilled potatoes, salad and one of Stacy’s pies, Ray showed Jennifer’s father, Ron Perkins, their basement and shelter. Ron couldn’t get over the amount of food and supplies Ray and Stacy had accumulated. Was all of that food still good? Ray assured him that the food in the shelter had a nearly unlimited shelf life and that they rotated the food in the basement. Perhaps the biggest surprise to Ron was Ray’s propane tank. It was rated at 300 psi and was a full 12’ in diameter. 

“What is that, about 30’ long?” Ron asked.

“Never measured it Ron, but I suppose so,” Ray answered. “Bought it used from a supplier on the east coast. They hauled it in on a semi flatbed from the rail yard. Had to use a crane to set it in place. That was a major investment. It took us two summers to get the tank filled, too. It was fully certified and came with a ten-year warranty.”

“Isn’t it a bit close to the cabin?” Ron asked.

“It’s almost 200 yards, Ron,” Ray said. “If it were to explode, there wouldn’t be anywhere on this acreage safe from the fireball, but we’d be ok down in the shelter.”

“How did you manage the plumbing?” Ron asked.

“Rented a fancy trencher and put the pipe well below the frost line,” Ray said.

“Well, it looks to me like you’re set for WW III,” Ron said.

“Remember that Ron,” Ray said, “Remember that well.”

“Was that an armory I saw in your shelter?” Ron asked.

“Yes, I’ve got a few hunting rifles and a little ammo set aside,” Ray commented.

Did I forget to mention that Ron had worked for the ATF for a number of years and that Ray knew that about the man? Sorry! But, loose lips sink ships.

Ron suspected that Ray probably had all manner of GI ‘surplus’ war materials in that armory of his. But, he didn’t work for the ATF anymore and hadn’t for years. Besides, Ray HAD told him to remember how well prepared they were out here at the cabin. Yep, if something really bad happened, this might be the place to come.

In the years since he’d built the shelter, Ray had built a series of bunks and fitted them with used twin mattresses. Nothing fancy, but they could sleep ten; more if they slept in shifts. Stacy and he had talked to Michael and Nancy, too. If something really bad happened, it was agreed that they would try to get to the cabin. Their boys had graduated from high school and gone off to college. The boys were instructed to try to get to Jackson Hole and the cabin if they could, if TSHTF.

Scott and Ray had it pretty much worked out. At the first hint of trouble, Scott would load their food and his weapons on his pickup and bug out for Jackson Hole. They had the one-year food supply for two plus a fair amount of food on the shelf. Ray had ten of the one-year food supplies in the shelter and all of the food in the basement. Between them, they were well armed. Stacy and Ray made 2. Scott and Susan made it 4. Michael and Nancy made it 6. Hazel made it 7. If they boys could get back and Ryan and Jennifer could get back, that made it 11. Yep, they were set.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Scott and Susan had put their home on the market. Scott was 200% convinced that it was just a matter of time before the US had to pay big time for being the world’s policeman. And the war in Iraq wasn’t going all that well, either. They had found a home in Jackson Hole and that cut the distance between them and Ray and Stacy’s cabin to just 30 miles. They had made an offer on the home in Wyoming subject to their home in Denver selling. They had an offer, but it was below their asking price and they were thinking about it.

“I don’t know Scott,” Susan said, “Why don’t we counter offer on the house and split the difference?”

“Ok honey, but if they won’t go for it, I say we just sell and get out of Denver,” Scott replied. 

“Whatever you think best, Scott,” Susan said. “I’ll put and ad in the paper and have a garage sale. We have too much ‘stuff’ to move to Wyoming.”

“I think I’ll load up the food and most of my weapons and move them up to Ray’s now,” Scott responded. "It will be that much less we have to move when the time comes. You set up the garage sale. I should be back before you have it to help out.”

Scott loaded the food from Walton’s on the trailer and most of their extra food on the pickup. He called Ray to tell him he was on the way and to clear off some shelves in the shelter and in the basement. He was bringing everything out of his arsenal except for the 2 M16A2’s and two Kimber .45 autos. He would keep 2 cases of .223, a case of the M433’s and a case of .45-auto ammo. He would leave the Barrett with Ray, but it hadn’t better have a scratch on it when they moved to Jackson Hole. He would be there in 2 days, but he’d have to turn around and head back to Denver.

“That was Scott, babe,” Ray said after he’d hung up. “He’s moving their food and his arsenal to the shelter.”

“Good,” Stacy said, “I’m looking forward to seeing Susan.”

She’s not coming,” Ray said, “This is just a fast trip to move their survival supplies.”

“Did they sell their home?” Stacy inquired.

“Scott said they counter offered, but they were going to sell regardless,” Ray explained. “They don’t have much time before they have to come up with the financing or pay for their new home in town.”

“It will be nice having Susan so close,” Stacy commented.

“I’ve been thinking that we should put in a diesel storage tank and a bigger gas tank,” Ray said. Maybe a 300-gallon gas tank and convert the 100-gallon tank to diesel. What do you think, babe?”

“With gas prices what they are, I think it will be expensive,” Stacy laughed, “But it’s probably a good idea. Call the fuel supplier and take care of it.”

It was expensive. By the time he’d bought the extra tank, transferred the gas, added more gas and added the Pri-G and bought and stabilized the 100-gallons of diesel, Ray had spent over $1,000. But, they were one step closer to being ready for whatever. Scott had breezed in, unloaded, spent the night and headed back for Denver. Ryan had left for summer training at West Point. Jennifer was getting ready to head off to Brown in a few more weeks.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ryan was tall and handsome like his father. Jennifer had filled out nicely, too and if the truth were known, Stacy envied her just a little bit. She’d had a figure just like that 30 years before. Well, she wasn’t all that bad, she was keeping right at 127 pounds, but the exercise was getting to be more work. Still, at her age, she still had that hot ‘bod’. And, it was obvious that Ray appreciated her efforts, he was a dirty old man after all.

Ray had had to get reading glasses. They were a real bother, too. At least he’d been able to get a cheap pair off the rack at a store in town. Ray had always envied Scott having a M82 Barrett rifle. But, he had a pretty sizable investment in guns as it was and couldn’t see spending the nearly $15 thousand Scott had tied up in the optics and 3rd generation night optics. Besides, he was a pretty fair shot with his .308’s and he didn’t figure they needed more than one of the long-range expensive rifles.

Scott called as soon as he’d gotten back to Denver. The counter offer had been accepted and they would be in Jackson Hole in two weeks. Was Ray managing to keep his hands off the Barrett? Good, see you in two weeks and yes, the Barrett was safely tucked away in the armory.

Ray and Stacy decided to start gathering in wood early this year. They still had 10 cords, but you could never have too much wood. The wood was proving to be a lifesaver; they hadn’t even needed a full 3,000-gallon load of propane. They spent the two weeks after Scott called hauling wood to the cabin. While it wasn’t any more work than in previous years, it seemed like it was more work, maybe it was their age.

After Scott and Susan arrived in Jackson Hole, they took about a week to get settled in. Ray spent the time cutting and splitting the wood. At least he didn’t have to split so much kindling anymore. Oh, he still had the old wood stove, it was in the barn, but he didn’t use it very much at all. He took time off to haul a beef to the locker; that would top off the freezer nicely.

After Scott and Susan were settled in, Scott spent some time helping Ray gather firewood. Why did Ray think he needed 24 cords of firewood, Scott wanted to know? Well, what did he care, Scott said, as long as Ray didn’t expect him to help split it, it was no sweat off his brow. Was that a fingerprint Scott detected on the Barrett, he asked Ray? Well, you didn’t say I couldn’t look at it Ray had explained. Scott’s comeback had been that he didn’t mind Ray looking, but why hadn’t he wiped the rifle down? Ray said he had, every time he’d gotten it out to look at it, but he must have missed that one.

Hazel was doing poorly. The life had seemed to go out of her a lot when Roy died and a little more when she’d sold the house. Ryan leaving for the Military Academy made her feel as if she were even older. Hazel was experiencing what was being classified as Depression in Old Age. The growing incidence of depression in old age has stimulated considerable research activity in recent years. Under detected and under treated, it is a profoundly disabling condition associated with a high rate of suicide. However, an enthusiastic approach to its detection and management can considerably improve an otherwise poor prognosis. Depression in Old Age is a distillate of the research information currently available, describing the causes, epidemiology and presentation of depression in the elderly. 

As a consequence, Hazel wasn’t eating right and her health was suffering. Hazel wasn’t suicidal by any means, but she was slowly dropping weight despite Stacy’s every effort to fatten up her mother. Short of holding Hazel down and force-feeding her, there was nothing they could do. Stacy even tried to get Hazel to see a Psychologist, but Hazel would have none of it, insisting that she was fine. Stacy and Ray had talked about it more than once, but putting Hazel in a nursing home just wasn’t an alternative either of them was willing to consider. Considering the condition of many of the nursing homes in the US, that was probably a wise choice. Some of them were little more than holding pens for the elderly and were understaffed and provided a barely adequate diet.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ryan had made it through the summer and had begun to attend classes. Although his letters seemed upbeat, Stacy wondered how he was really doing. (Just fine Mom) he had gained a little weight, probably from additional muscle mass, although he still wore the same size clothing. School was challenging, he said, but the small class sizes made up for it. Jennifer was so engrossed in her studies that she barely found time to write, opting instead to call home. She told her mother that she was getting ‘hit on’ a lot and that she was thankful she had that diamond to flash and drive the guys off. Ryan, you may recall, had a lot of money in that Money Market account and he had gotten Jennifer a diamond larger that the one his father had gotten his mother. Stacy had gone with Ryan to help pick out the diamond. Ryan knew his own mind and all she could do was make sure that the ‘perfect’ stone was really ‘perfect’. He had spent a literal fortune on the 2-carat stone, but it was his money. At least he had good taste, Stacy reflected, probably came from her side of the family.

Ray trying to calculate how many years worth of fuel they had in that huge propane tank. He had only intended to put in a 10,000-gallon tank, but while he was hunting around on the net, he’d run across the used tank website and found that he could put in the used 22k tank for little more than the cost of a new 10k tank. As big as it was, the tank almost dwarfed the cabin. The generator used about 2 gallons an hour at full load. If they only ran the generator, they had enough fuel for over 400 days. But, there was the water heater and the boiler, so figure a year. The solar assist to the water heater helped greatly and that thin film covering on the roof made a big difference. So did burning wood in the fireplace, yeah, for sure a year, maybe more. That tied in pretty good with their food supply, he estimated about 400 days of food on hand.

All cadets received Christmas, spring, and summer leave, along with the four-day Thanksgiving break. Christmas leave is normally two weeks in length following the completion of first semester final examinations. Spring leave is about 10 days, including the weekends. Summer leave is about 3 or 4 weeks depending on a cadet's military leadership training assignment. When academics begin first classmen or seniors get twice as many weekend leaves as second classmen or juniors. A plebe or freshman will have only a few weekend passes. Plebes also may leave West Point for extracurricular or cultural trips and athletic trips. There is also the traditional Plebe-Parent Weekend scheduled each fall.

When Stacy and Ray had gone back to New York for the Plebe-Parent Weekend, Ryan had informed his mother that he was going to Providence for Thanksgiving to be with Jennifer. Four days, he claimed wasn’t enough time to get to Jackson Hole, spend time with the family and get back. Besides, he missed Jennifer terribly. Just don’t do anything foolish Stacy had warned. Oh, the sex thing; Ryan promised his mother that he’d be careful. Now, what had he meant by that? Ray told Stacy that it didn’t matter what Ryan had meant by that. Ryan, he said, wouldn’t do anything to mess up his West Point education. Besides, it wasn’t any of Stacy’s business Ray insisted. Stacy wasn’t so sure she agreed with that, but Ryan was growing up, that was plain even to the most casual observer. He had a new, leaner look. Not the weight thing, more a difference in attitude. As far as his weight went, he had added some muscle mass during the 6 week summer session and it looked good on him. His weight was higher but other than some solid muscles, she couldn’t see any difference.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Stacy was more concerned about Ray than she let on to anyone. He seemed so obsessed with this Survivalist thing. He was spending long hours on the net, reading 8 online newspapers a day, visiting ABC, CBS, MSNBC, CNN and FOX News. He had ordered a large supply of Army Field Manuals too, with subjects ranging all the way from Medical to the mundane. He had visited a physician in Jackson Hole and had somehow managed to get the poor old doctor to write all kinds of prescriptions for him. He had sent off to some place called Emergency Medical Supply [http://www.savelives.com] and stocked up on all sorts of medical supplies including things that only an experienced paramedic or doctor should use. The doctor must have been impressed with Ray, she decided, the old guy had practically emptied out his supply room of samples and Ray had been going back in town monthly to get more of the samples as they came in.

The basement was packed to nearly overflowing with their food and the food that Scott and Susan had brought. Every month, Scott and Susan came out and took what they figured they needed for the next month and replaced what they took with new food. Scott had even moved their freezer to the shelter. He had bought a beef somewhere, had it butchered, cut and wrapped and put it in the freezer. None of them were going to go hungry anytime soon. Susan, who had been married to Scott for 25 plus years, didn’t seem to be nearly as concerned about Scott as Stacy was about Ray.

Thanksgiving came and went. It seemed so strange not to have Ryan and Jennifer sitting at the table. Hazel refused to come out of her room for Thanksgiving Dinner and it turned out to be just the four of them, Scott, Susan Ray and Stacy. Stacy had finally managed to get Hazel to see the family physician and he’d prescribed, Prozac, telling Hazel that it was a vitamin that would help perk her up. Hazel knew exactly what Prozac was but she didn’t resist taking it for fear that Stacy would force it down her throat. Even Hazel had begun to notice that she was a bit out of kilter. She hadn’t been this light in weight since before Stacy was born. Unfortunately, the Prozac took about 3 weeks to have full effect and the trip to the doctor came just the week before Thanksgiving. That was ok, Stacy brought her a tray and Thanksgiving just wasn’t the same without Roy and Ryan around.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Over in Iraq, things had gone from bad to worse. That al Sadr fellow had finally been arrested, but his followers were on a rampage and the number of followers seemed to increase faster than the US troops could kill them off. Those prisoner abuses had resulted in convictions of 7 enlisted personnel. No one was really certain if they were guilty of abuse or of following orders, it depended upon whom one believed. The insurrection had started small, back around the first of the year, but it had steadily grown. Those photos and the American medias’ insistence on showing every photo they could get their hands on only fueled the flames. Wolf and Geraldo and any number of the more inflammatory news personalities were having a field day.

It was anybody’s guess if it were the new disclosures about Cheney, Powell’s sudden resignation or Kerry’s selection of a Vice Presidential candidate that had cost Bush the election. With these two guys, it was a lose, lose proposition. Nader had even gotten more votes than expected and who on earth would vote for Ralph Nader? A lot of people, apparently Nader probably had those votes that Bush had needed to win the election. But, Bush was still President until January 20th and he wasn’t letting up on the war on terrorism one little bit. The turnover had occurred on June 30th just as Bush had planned or failed to plan. Boy, was that a disaster. The UN wasn’t much help either; everyone seemed to have his or her own agenda. 

The Iraqis weren’t content to keep the fighting in Iraq either. Any number of the Iraqi insurgents had joined in with al Qaeda and they were hatching a plot of monumental proportions. Some of them spoke and read perfect English, having been educated in American Universities. The Americans seemed almost to be proud of the flaws in their infrastructure. One didn’t have to be an expert researcher to find the soft spots. A few carefully placed explosives could bring the American power grid down and a few more carefully placed explosives could keep it down. The water supply of America was especially vulnerable and there were those little bugs in the bottles in Syria. The Americans even sold explosives in their Walmart chain. They called it lamp oil and fertilizer, but the Iraqis called if ANFO. Security for legitimate explosives wasn’t that tight either; in some states all one needed was a driver’s license to buy detonators, fuse and dynamite.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

It was all so easy. Most Americans couldn’t tell the difference between a Chinese, Japanese and Korean. How then could they be expected to tell the difference between an Iraqi, Iranian and a Saudi? All Orientals looked alike to most of these Americans, as did most Arabs. The Americans couldn’t even differentiate among the various Latino groups and called everyone who spoke Spanish a Mexican. Yes, it was going to be so easy to infiltrate the country and get those explosives. And the poisons; there were so many poisonous plants readily available in America. They could probably even grow castor beans and produce Ricin given enough time and a little equipment.


Chapter 15 – Pop Goes the Weasel

All around the Mulberry Bush the monkey chased the weasel. How did Bush get into this discussion, I thought Kerry beat him?

Ryan and Jennifer arrived home on the same flight for Christmas. What a handsome looking couple they made. Ryan was changing, but unless one had gone without seeing him for a few months the changes were barely noticeable. It had been since the first part of September since Stacy had seen Ryan and she noticed the changes right away. He seemed, what was it, more self-confident? Jennifer was a welcome sight too but Stacy paused in front a mirror and wondered if she needed a face-lift. “No Stacy, Jennifer is 30 years younger, remember?” Ray had said when he caught her looking and she had confessed. “You are holding up just fine, all of you.”

Ray was remembering fondly the times after they moved into the cabin before Hazel had moved in when Stacy and he sometimes went around in the cabin in the buff during the winter months when the fireplace was roaring. Those were the days. These days, however, Ray’s mind was focused on the growing problem in Iraq and the potential it had to lead to an explosive situation right here in the good old US of A. At least Ryan was a little rusty with the rifle and Ray could hold his own with the young man. Probably be back to like before Ryan left, though, before Christmas leave was over. Ray and Scott had made a point of bring Ron into their little circle. They weren’t quite ready to share all of their secrets yet, but Ron was pretty much aboard. The really strange thing about Ryan was that he was calling Ray Dad. It had just sort of slipped out and Ryan never backed away from it. Christmas ended far too quickly for all of them and the kids were off to the east coast once more.

The ice with Ron was finally broken when he showed up one day with Scott to do some shooting. Ron produced a hard shell case that contained a MP5SD6. The SD6 was identical to a SD3 except for the trigger group. The trigger group on the SD6 had 4 positions, safe, semi-automatic, 3-round burst and full auto. Ron snickered big time at the two men. They looked as if they’d seen a ghost. Ray went back to the cabin and bought out one of Ryan’s MP-40 and one of his M16A2/203’s. Now it was Ron’s turn to blanch.

“Do you have grenades for that 203?” Ron asked.

“Wouldn’t make much sense to leave it on the rifle if I didn’t, now would it?” Ray replied.

“I don’t mean to be overly nosey Ray, but do you have anything else I should know about?” Ron asked.

“Are you asking for yourself personally, or did you revert to being an ATF agent?” Ray asked.

“I haven’t been an ATF agent in years Ray and this little beauty here is completely off the books.” Ron laughed.

“Do you know what a Mark IIA1 evil fruit is?” Ray asked.

“Yes, It’s a defensive hand grenade that they invented during WW I and used through the Korean War,” Ron said, “But I haven’t seen any of those in years. Do you have a couple?”

“Does four dozen qualify as a couple?” Ray asked.

“I guess so,” Ron said. “Man those things must be older than dirt. Are they in good condition?”

“I don’t know, they’re still in their hermetically seals transport cases, but I expect so,” Ray opined.

“Where did you come up with something like those old things?” Scott asked. 

“Actually, they are technically not mine,” Ray said not elaborating, “But possession is 9 points of the law.”

“Are they part of the stuff that Ryan got from his grandfather, the one who was killed in the car accident?” Scott asked. “I happen to know that’s where the MP-40’s came from, you told me, remember?”

The men had a good time that day, shooting the MP-40, the MP5SD6 and Ron even got the chance to fire a grenade through the 203. When they were done, Ray led Ron down to his armory in the shelter and showed him around. Ron wanted to know whom the Barrett belong to and Scott accepted responsibility. It looked like they were pretty well set, Ron said. And, by the way, he’d replace that M403 grenade from his stock. Whoa. An ATF man who was thumbing his nose at the AFT. What else did Ron have? They wouldn’t believe him if he told them, he said, but if it was ok, could he move some of his stuff out here to the shelter? And, where did they get all of those long-term rations again? Apparently Ron watched the news, too.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Hazel passed away in her sleep just after the first of the year. After much discussion, it was decided that Ryan wouldn’t come back to Jackson Hole for the funeral. Ray made the arrangements and Hazel was laid to rest alongside Roy. Hazel had passed quietly in her sleep and had such a composed, relaxed look on her face when Stacy had discovered her. Hazel’s death was a little easier for Stacy to handle; frankly she had been expecting it for some time. Ray remained quiet and supported his wife the very best that he could. Hazel had made prior arrangements with the funeral home and really all Ray had needed to do was to sign some papers. Everything was arranged for and prepaid. Hazel, it later turned out, left everything to Ryan. Those mementos of any significant value to Stacy were already at the cabin and weren’t mentioned in the will. Stacy hadn’t realized that her mother and father had accumulated so much. Since Ryan was a signatory on the Money Market account, the funds were deposited in the account when the estate finally settled.

Ryan was becoming an Officer, he was already a gentleman, and he was well on his way to having his first million. The estate more than doubled the balance in the Money Market account. It seemed that Roy had been a pretty shrewd investor himself and Hazel had never let on. They hadn’t been rich, but they had been pretty damned comfortable. That was about to become a moot point in the near future.

The Iraqis and members of al Qaeda had been infiltrating the US for months. It mattered little to them that the President, Kerry, had ordered the withdrawal of US troops from Iraq and Afghanistan. They had come to describe the US in the same terms, as had the Iranians, ‘The Great Satan’. The US invasion had turned into an occupation, in their minds and the movement in Iraq was now away from a Democracy toward an Islamic state. With the US withdrawal, thank Allah they took Saddam with them, the Iraqis recovered certain non-existent WMD’s from a neighboring country to the immediate west of Iraq. Can you spell S-Y-R-I-A? The Mullahs in Iran were most happy with the developments, too and Iran lent its support to the Iraqi cause. All of a sudden Saudi Arabia experienced a population boom, but those new citizens looked suspiciously like Iranians and Iraqis. In due course, the new citizens had Saudi passports and were headed to the US to ‘enroll in college’. Yeah, right, and brown cows give chocolate milk. But, the Saudis had increased oil production dramatically and were the US’s new ‘best friend’ in the Middle East.

Of course, the Israelis took exception to this, but they were so busy fighting the Palestinian uprising that they didn’t have time to do more than voice their dissent. Apparently all of those Saudi students had intended to attend summer school at the American Universities. Jennifer was home for the summer and Ryan came home after he finished summer camp. Ryan spent his second summer at "Camp Buckner" an opportunity to further his military, physical, and leadership skills. Buckner was advanced training over and beyond his first "beast" summer. Actually, Buckner was a "little" more enjoyable. One week of Buckner included going to Fort Knox for a week that was primarily armor. This week ended with a "million dollar minute” where a huge demonstration of artillery and tank weaponry was demonstrated. Ryan was tremendously impressed. 

Ryan was back in form having spent considerable time on the range. It seemed that Ryan only had time to spend on the range and with Jennifer and Stacy practically had to make an appointment with her son to spend time with him. That was easily enough accomplished, they invited Jennifer to spend some time in the guest room and Ryan was suddenly underfoot. Ryan had taken to watching the gold market and when it dipped sharply, had invested everything but the $16,000 that his father left Stacy and Ray into Maple leafs. He got Ray to keep the gold in a safe in the shelter. Ryan told Ray that that gold was going to be worth a lot someday soon. Ryan had inadvertently made the smartest move of his life since asking Jennifer to marry him. Of course Ryan could have bought gold certificates, but there was something reassuring about the coins; they didn’t burn and if the stock markets were shut down, they were cash in hand.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray didn’t feel comfortable about storing over $600 thousand dollars of gold in the shelter. It belonged in a bank where it was safe and secure he insisted to Stacy. Ray won that argument, too. Well sort of, Stacy had him install a floor safe in the barn under the pile of hay. At least the gold wasn’t in the shelter and Ray even had trouble finding the floor safe without moving the whole stack of hay. The safe didn’t have a combination or key lock either. It had spring-loaded dead bolts to which one had to apply electricity to cause them to withdraw. To top it off, one had to have an especially strong magnet to lift the plate of the safe, it was flush with the rim and the seam was nearly invisible. The electrical connector was 6’ away inside of a dummy duplex box. Ray was pretty proud of the safe. As insurance, he wrote a letter to Ryan explaining how to open the safe on a sheet of plastic and put it in the barrel of Ryan’s M-24 SWS. He sent Ryan a letter telling him where the ‘letter’ was.

Scott and Ray couldn’t understand why there hadn’t been a terrorist attack on the US by now. They had expected all spring and summer, but it hadn’t come. Jennifer had left the last week of August and Ryan earlier. The terrorists planned to strike the day after Labor Day. It would, they felt, be the perfect time. Everyone would go to work after the holiday to ensure they earned the holiday pay. Millions of Americans would be trapped in high-rise builds all over the US. They bought some dynamite and detonators all quite legally on the open market; they bought fertilizer and diesel fuel; and they rented trucks and stole trucks. Ray was wrong about one thing; they were more than he would have ever imagined, several hundred in fact. 

The first inkling they had that something was wrong was when Scott called. There was a major electrical blackout affecting the entire country, Scott said and it seemed to be of suspicious origin according to CNN who was on operating on backup power. Ray told Scott to call Ron and have him and him and Rosemary, Jennifer’s mother, get their stuff and head to the cabin. He would call Michael and tell him and Nancy to head on out. As it happened, Michael Jr. and Bill were home for the Labor Day holiday and hadn’t planned to go back to Cheyenne until later in the day. That left Jennifer and Ryan to worry about. Jennifer was ok; Brown had experienced plenty of blackouts and was well prepared to handle another, for a time at least. Her father told her that if it went on for an extended period to get to Jackson Hole anyway she could and by all means, be careful. It was anyone’s guess what was going on at the USMA, but Ray wasn’t worried about Ryan, the USMA could take care of its own.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Not all of the networks managed to come back up, but enough did that Direct TV carried the President’s broadcast, live. Terrorists, according to Kerry, who had struck at the very core of the nation’s infrastructure, had caused the nationwide power outage. The power would be restored sporadically because of the extent of the outage. Everyone was urged to be a good neighbor and help the less fortunate who were without power. He, the President, was activating the National Guard and select Army units to provide temporary generating capacity to several of the larger cities. (Yeah, in the states that had voted Democratic in the election of 2004.) The power should be back on in 3-4 days, tops.

There were now ten people at the cabin. The shelter wasn’t put into use other than as a radio shack, as an armory and as temporary sleeping quarters. The weather was still warm, for Jackson Hole, Wyoming, and there was little to be concerned about. They were good for a year, maybe longer, if it took that long to restore power. With all of the available labor, Ray decided it would be a good time to lay in that firewood. Scott, Michael, and Ron had pickups in addition to Ray’s old Ford F-100. With all of the labor, it only took them 5 days to haul 20 loads of firewood back to the cabin. Ray had gotten tired of swinging a splitting maul after all these years and he had finally treated himself to a hydraulic splitter. He got Michael Jr. to sawing the logs to fireplace length and Bill ran the splitter. The boys made short work of it and in 5 more days had all of the wood cut and split. All the older men had to do was stack the wood.

Well, now, it had been 10 days and the power was still not on. And, the phone lines were now out. That meant no Internet, just the Direct TV as a source of news. Kerry had been back on TV after 5 days, explaining that as fast as the damage was being repaired more damage was being inflicted. It wasn’t possible, he said, to guard all of the hundreds of thousands of weak points in the system. Moreover, the utility companies were beginning to run out of repair parts. The US couldn’t, he said, get parts from Europe because they used a 50-hertz system instead of a 60-hertz system. Be patient, power would be restored soon. And, God bless all of those Americans who had opened their hearts and homes to their neighbors. (He’s starting to sound like Bush.)

Kerry ‘forgot’ to mention that all hell was breaking loose in some of the major cities. The power outage had lasted for 10 days now. They could get the power up if they could catch the terrorists, but Kerry also ‘forgot’ to mention that all of the Law Enforcement Agencies were about 3 steps behind the terrorists. Between the feds trying to find the terrorists and local law enforcement trying to restore order in the cities, you couldn’t get a call for help to any law enforcement agency answered, let alone responded to. That was a real shame too, someone had called in to report a ‘bunch of Arabs’ loading barrels of something into the back of a Ryder rental truck. In fact, more than one call to report similar situations went unanswered.

Ron managed to hook up with a former friend from his ATF days when the phone lines came up briefly and the friend, who lived in Boston promised to find Jennifer and try and help her get back to Jackson Hole. Ron had no doubt the guy would do it too. The guy had two choices, help Ron or go to jail, but hadn’t had to make the threat. It seems that Ron’s friend had the other MP5SD6 that had gone missing. The friend had located Jennifer after hours of searching and had arranged with a buddy to fly Jennifer in a private plane to Wyoming. It took the friend another two days and every favor he’d ever built up to get clearance for the flight. There was still no word from the USMA, but Ray still wasn’t worried about Ryan. A week after he’d made the call, a friend from Jackson Hole came driving into the ranch with Jennifer in his car. It had taken them 4 days to make the flight from Boston to Jackson Hole, one down and one to go.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

West Point never missed a beat in its training schedule. Admittedly communications were out so Ryan was unable to get word back to Jackson Hole that he was okay, and he hadn’t heard from or talked to Jennifer. He assumed, hoped is perhaps a better term, and prayed an even better term that she was ok. If Ray and Ron had anything to say about it, he knew in his heart that she was ok. As much as Ryan wanted to moon over Jennifer, he didn’t have the time. One thing he was learning about was Non-Commissioned Officers, like Ray. Officers might make a lot of the decisions, but it was the NCOs who carried out those decisions and made them work. Any NCO worth his salt would take a green young Lieutenant and help mold him into a real officer. Ray, he was sure was just such a man and would cover his backside.

Stacy was really worried about Ryan despite Ray’s assurances that he was ok. She went to his room and pulled a box down from his closet shelf. The box contained the awards Ryan had earned in athletics in High School. Ryan was aware that West Point emphasized athletics. During his freshman year, he joined the soccer team. Maybe he wasn’t the best natural athlete in the world, but he worked very hard. He gained endurance and agility on the soccer field and at the same time learned how to work with a team. Then with his soccer running background, he took up took up cross-country in the spring of his freshman year of High School. Ryan increased his endurance and ability to maintain the effort level even as it "hurt". Finally, he took up wrestling, both for endurance, and as a "man on man" and a team sport. The confidence he gained on the wrestling mat would serve him a long time. There weren’t a lot of medals. A participation medal for soccer, a single third place finish medal for cross-country and his varsity letter in wrestling. Ryan had said something about the West Point shooting team, but it had been a hurried, last minute comment and she wasn’t sure what that was all about.

Finally, the phone system was brought up. Ryan was only permitted one call for 10 minutes and he had to choose between calling Jennifer and calling home. He thought about it for a long time and decided to call home. His mother must be frantic and Ray and Ron could do something to make certain Jennifer was safe. Ray was startled when the phone rang; he hadn’t realized that service had been restored. It was Ryan! He called to Stacy and talked briefly to Ryan while Stacy came to the phone. 

“Dad, I only get one ten minute call,” Ryan said, Is everyone there ok?”

“We’re in good shape Ryan. Your mother is coming to the phone,” Ray responded.

“Can Ron and you make sure Jennifer is ok?” Ryan asked hopefully.

“Jennifer got here yesterday Ryan, I’ll get her while you talk to Stacy,” Ray answered.

The relief in Ryan’s voice was palatable. “Wow! Thanks Dad,” Ryan said.

Stacy practically yanked the phone from Ray’s hand. Ray headed upstairs to the guest bedroom where Ron, Rosemary and Jennifer were.

“Jen, Ryan is on the phone,” Ray said. Her face lit up like the White House Christmas tree, and she rushed downstairs to talk to Ryan.

Stacy had a million questions, but satisfied that Ryan was ok, she somewhat reluctantly turned the phone over to Jennifer. She had tears of joy streaming down her face and noticed that Jennifer did too. She handed the phone to Jennifer and sought out Ray who had come downstairs and was in the kitchen area of the Great Room. Ray reached over and brushed her tears away and winked at her. She hugged Ray and laid one of those mind-blowing kisses on him.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

That was a relief everyone was safe. The government and the utility companies were doing their best, but they simply couldn’t keep up with the terrorists. Every time they got a section of the grid up, it would fail a few hours later. Some of those Arabs who spoke English because they had attended American Universities and studied Electrical Engineering and were pretty familiar with the American electrical grid. However, as the companies brought the grid back up, they were finally forced to build in safeguards, and over time, the terrorists’ efforts were having a reduced effect.

The terrorists weren’t fools and they knew that American ingenuity would eventually overcome their efforts to keep the grid down. For that eventuality, they had a phase 2 and after, a phase 3. But this was to be a long-term effort. Let the Americans think that they had the problems resolved before they moved on to the next phase it increased the terror. The Great Satan would pay and pay and pay.

Jennifer hadn’t had to identify a major the first year of college, but had decided to study Biology. Brown had a wonderful Medical School and she was giving some thought to becoming a doctor. Maybe she could even get a scholarship to Medical School. Ron and Rosemary were very proud of her and they told her it would be nice if she could get a scholarship, but, even if she didn’t, they would see to it that she got to go to Medical School if that was what she really wanted. For its part, Brown was making efforts to get the school back up and running, despite the electrical outages. 

The terrorists finally abandoned phase 1 of their multi-phased attack. Now, they would sit back until America got to feeling safe before moving on to phase 2. The electrical grid was finally being restored, perhaps despite Kerry’s best efforts to restore order. The cities had burned from the riots, but they hadn’t been as bad as everyone expected.

Brown had notified it’s students that they could return to school and classes would pick up where they left off. School would run into summer to make up for the lost time. It was another tearful goodbye as Jennifer, Jen, boarded the plane for the trip back to the east coast. Ryan had called again and announced that he wouldn’t be coming home for Christmas this year; he was spending his leave with Jen.

The two boy’s returned to school in Cheyenne. Michael and Nancy returned to the ranch, he was getting awfully tired of the nearly daily trips to take care of the stock. Scott had asked Ray if Ray would sell him a lot to put a home on. No, Ray told him, he wouldn’t sell him a lot, but he would give him one. Ray and Susan returned to Jackson Hole to make plans for building a new home on the acreage when spring came. It had been a tough fall, but things were getting back to normal. 

It had been a TSHTF situation, but it had resolved itself, this time. It had been a perfect test of their long-term preparations and they knew that come what may, they would get through it. With the coming of winter, Ray had had a chance to better estimate his propane consumption too. He was now estimating that those 22,000 gallons would cover them for a full 2 years, maybe more, because of the firewood, the solar water heating and the ‘electrical roof’.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ron had moved those things of his out to the armory in the shelter. Ron was just full of surprises. In addition to the MP5SD6, he had a M16A3/203, a Beretta M-92, a Kimber Custom II, two cases of the M403’s, minus one grenade, and a large supply of C-4 and all manner of detonators. Ron had put 6 years in the Corps and was a highly trained explosives expert. That was how he had ended up in the ATF. But, Ron hadn’t liked some of the heavy handed tactics of the ATF and had quit and gone into selling insurance. And shooting that grenade had been a test of the friendship, nothing more; Ron was very well trained in the use of the M-203. Ron and Rosemary had talked to Ray and Stacy about maybe building a home on the acreage some day, but right now, they needed to stay in Jackson Hole because of Ron’s business. Ron and Rosemary were closer in age to Stacy than to Ray, Scott and Susan.

Ray, Scott, Stacy and Susan decided to caravan down to Warren and replace all of the food they had gone through. Susan drove Scott’s pickup and Stacy rode with her. Ray and Scott were in the Ford and visited the entire trip about the home Scott and Susan were going to build on the acreage. Ray suggested that Scott build the new cabin fairly close to his and Stacy’s cabin to limit the amount of propane piping. They could share the well and either meter the propane or just split the cost of refilling the tank. Scott and Susan really liked Ray and Stacy’s cabin and were going to put in a mirror image duplicate of it. Ray had been thinking ahead when he put in the septic system to maybe some day subdividing the acreage and had put in a septic system he said would handle up to 10 homes easily. Scott and Susan could just hook into it.

They over did it a little at the Commissary, but after the experience of this fall and early winter, they didn’t give it a second thought. Scott loaded up on pork to emulate Ray’s approach to keeping the freezer well stocked with a variety of meat. He also added a case of chickens. On the way back to Jackson Hole, they women were in Scott’s pickup and the men were in Ray’s. Scott was going to put in a single, extra-deep basement like Ray’s and maybe connect the two basements with a tunnel for the cold winter months. By the time they got back to Jackson Hole, they had all of the details worked out. Ray had even offered to lend Scott the money until the house sold at 1% over the rate is Money Market account was paying. That would be a short-term loan at 4%.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Back in Jackson Hole at the cabin, they unloaded everything and rotated some of the food stocks. Scott and Susan took the month’s supply of groceries and headed back to town. Ray and Stacy broke their long standing rule and let Promise and her 6 fully grown puppies into the house for a while. Seven dogs were enough for any family. The puppies had been raised in the barn and all of the females, including Promise, spayed. Promise still spent her time in the house, but sometimes preferred to sleep in the barn with her offspring. Ray took a lot of time and explained everything he and Scott had talked about down and back from Cheyenne.

Not surprisingly, the FBI hadn’t located a single one of the terrorists. They reviewed the records of all of the Arab students who had flooded into the US after the US had pulled out of the Middle East, but all seemed to be genuine students, hard at work in the Universities. Saudi Arabia seemed destined for a bright future with all of those young people studying Biological Science and Chemical Engineering.

With Hazel and Roy gone and Ryan spending Christmas with Jennifer, the holidays were muted for the first time since Stacy and Ray had gotten married. They got back into their usual winter routine of exercise, walking, shooting and even running around in the buff from time to time. It was a tough winter with heavier than normal snowfall. Was the drought finally over? The US had experienced several years of drought and the western US was as dry as a tinderbox. Each year seemed worse than the previous. Lake Powell had dried up completely. According to the net, near record snowfalls were occurring everywhere. That was good wasn’t it? Well, spring would bring floods, but that water was such a vital resource.

The terrorist were pleased with the record snowfalls, that meant more water and water was the key to phase 2 of their multi-phased plan. Phase 2 involved an attack on the water supply of the US. They had had plenty of time to prepare for this phase. They had storage lockers filled with innocuous looking containers of deadly poisons, fabricated right there in the University laboratories. They had plenty of time and had been careful. No one suspected a thing. The climate determined, to a great extent, the poison of choice for the areas around the country. In the southwest where the climate was much like Africa, castor beans were secretly grown and the Ricin harvested. Yes, once the snow melted and the reservoirs began to refill, they would strike.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Jennifer was going to stay in Providence for the summer, with only a brief visit home to coincide with Ryan’s leave. She had taken a job as a lab assistant for a Biology Professor for the summer. It was some sort of intern position, but would give her valuable experience. Ryan was going to spend the summer between his sophomore and junior years split between Fort Irwin in the California, the National Training Center with "opfor" opposition training forces working on maneuvers and battle planning and the other half at airborne school at Ft. Benning Georgia. 

Attacking America’s water supply was not going to be easy. Probably most Americans thought that it was as simple as pouring some contaminant into a reservoir somewhere and waiting for the fireworks. Nothing could be further from the truth. This wasn’t the America of the 1800’s or the first half of the 20th Century. Water went from the reservoirs to treatment plants and from there directly to the water supply that fed the homes and businesses. Water was sometimes stored in towers and sometimes fed directly to the final users. In either case, it was essentially a closed system from the point that the water left the treatment plant. There were access points, but it would take careful planning if the terrorists were to poison the water supply and escape undetected. There was still phase 3 to follow in a year or so.

Despite the heavy winter, spring came early this year; let’s see it was 2006. That’s right, the spring of 2006. Lake Powell had some water in it, but it would take years to refill. The terrorists only had one shot at the closed water systems, but what if they introduced something into the agricultural water supplies? No, that was part of phase 3, wasn’t it?

Chapter 16 – Phase 2

Ray was sitting at his computer, half humming, and half singing.

“Summertime, and the livin' is easy;

Fish are jumpin', and the cotton is high.

Yo' daddy's rich and yo' mama's good-lookin',

So hush, little baby, don't you cry.

One of these mornin's, you're gonna rise up singin';

You're gonna spread your wings 

And take to the sky.

But 'til that mornin', ain't nothin' can harm you

With daddy and mammy stan - din' by.”

“You’re in a good mood,” Stacy said walking up behind him.

“Oh, hi babe,” Ray laughed, “Yeah, I guess so. I’ve got that old lyric to Summertime stuck in my head, I guess.”

“You’d better stick to humming, sweetheart, you’re no Robert Goulet,” Stacy suggested.

“Personally, I liked the Sammy Davis, Jr. rendition,” Ray replied.

“What are you doing?” Stacy asked.

“I was just checking the food inventory,” Ray said. “I want to talk to you about something.”

“Go ahead,” Stacy replied.

“Our water tank isn’t that big Stacy,” Ray said. “A couple of times we got low on water during the emergency until the pump caught back up. I was thinking that we should put in a large water tank, say maybe 10 or 20 thousands gallons.”

“Why would you want a tank that big?” Stacy asked.

“You’ve heard me talking about someday subdividing the acreage,” Ray continued, “That’s why we, I, put in a septic system that could handle 10 homes or more. With Scott and Susan building a home now and possibly Ron and Rosemary moving here some day, it only makes sense to me to put in a large water tank. Besides, it would give us water to fight a fire in an emergency.”

“Do whatever you think is right, honey, but don’t break the bank,” Stacy said.

The new well was a 3” pipe and it could supply plenty of water. Currently, they had a small tank, less than 500 gallons. The water all ran through a conditioner before it was used in the cabin. Ray had been shopping on the net and he figured that he could put in a water tank at least as big as his propane tank. They could even put in a simple hydrant system and get a trailer mounted pump and some hose to fight fires with. He checked the balance in his Money Market account, it was in good shape and slowly growing, and he decided to go for a huge 30,000-gallon tank. He could put a pump on the tank outlet to insure water pressure. Make that a large pump to ensure plenty of water pressure. Thirty thousand gallons of water was a lot of water, but if there were a fire, a 1,500-gpm pump could empty the entire tank in 20 minutes.

Scott and Susan hadn’t needed the loan after all, their house sold days after being placed on the market. They had hurried and put in the basement and the tunnel connecting the two basements. The tunnel was covered over and the house was nearing completion. Ray would be glad for that, they could move Scott and Susan’s food and freezer to Scott’s basement and free up some space.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray had already picked out a contractor for the tank; he just needed Stacy’s approval to go ahead. True, it was his leftover retirement money, but it was half Stacy’s and it was a lot smarter to keep her in the loop. The contractor was starved for work and he quoted Ray a bargain basement price on a tank that large. He could even supply Ray with a discharge pump and put in a 3” line from the well. Did Ray want a larger well pump? Not at all, Ray told him, he’d done that right in the first place. The contractor would start right away and they could plan of switching over to the new tank very soon. Did Ray need anything else? Well, there was this hydrant system he was thinking about, Ray said. Good idea, the contractor thought, he’d give Ray one hell of a deal. The tank, installed, was far less than the tanks Ray had been looking at on the net. The turnkey price was about as much for the entire system, extras and all, installed as the tank on the net. “No sweat,” Ray thought, “I’d planned on spending more than that.”

Scott and Ray had rented the trencher and run the propane and water lines to Scott’s house. Scott had gone with the same 10kw generator that Ray had as well as the thin film roof covering. He built a matching shed for solar water heating and carefully insulated the pipes because his had further to run. Since Ray could supply several homes from that 22,000-gallon propane tank, they had decided to meter the propane. Scott also moved his guns back to his gun cabinet. The Barrett seemed to pick up a lot of extra fingerprints. If Ray wanted to play with a Barrett, he could buy his own, Scott had told him. Ray did; it was a M82A1M and he had a dozen 10 round mags, 10 cases of the Barrett ammo (800 rounds total), high quality optics and a brand new 3rd generation night scope. He didn’t mention how much it cost to Stacy either; she would have had kittens.

Jennifer and Ryan finally made it home late in the summer. Ryan was full of stories about his time at Fort Irwin and at Benning. He was sure glad to get out of the heat and humidity of Georgia and back to Jackson Hole. He was going to join the rifle team at the Point. He spent a fair amount of time on the range with both his M-24 and Ray’s new M82. Jennifer was going to go to Medical School. She would take a year after graduation and spend it in Africa, first. She and Ryan had decided to be married in the Protestant Chapel at the Point after graduation. Medical School was 3 years plus the Internship and Residency. The year in Africa would bring the total time to 7 or 8 years. Ryan had a minimum 5-year obligation to the Army after the Academy and if he went to Advanced Schools and worked on a Graduate Degree, who knew how long it would take? Perhaps, they agreed, they could afford to spend 10 years out of their lives preparing for the future. They would still be young, only in their early 30’s and could think about starting a family then. My, they were growing up! Poor Stacy would just have to wait to become a grandmother.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ryan had left to go back to West Point because his leave was up. Jennifer was just about ready to go back to Brown when Ron had a very mild heart attack. It wasn’t serious, but it identified a medical condition that forced Ron to retire. He was barely 50 years old, but these things seemed to happen. The doctor told Ron to find a buyer for his business because whether he liked it or not, he was retired. Actually disabled was more accurate, but the doctor was trying to spare Ron’s feelings. As long as Ron took his prescriptions regularly, and got a reasonable amount of exercise, the doctor said, he should live to a ripe old age. Satisfied that her father was going to be ok, Jennifer left for her junior year at Brown.

It was late August and Ron and Rosemary sat down and talked it over. It only took a short time to put up a cabin and maybe they should just more out to Ray’s acreage. Ron said it all when he suggested that if they didn’t move, his customers would probably hound him TO DEATH. Ray said to come on out, he’d give them a real fair price on a lot and he had propane and that new water system. Roy and Rosemary decided on a cabin identical to Ray and Stacy’s. The darn acreage was going to end up looking like a housing tract. Ray and Scott got busy and put in the water and gas lines and the contractor put in the basement and tunnel. Ron had said make everything the same, so they did, tunnel and all. Ron got a big break on a cabin. He would have had to wait 60-days or more if he took a cabin identical to Ray’s, but the manufacturer had one the same size with a different window treatment and slightly different floor plan. It had been sitting around for some time because the customer’s loan had fallen through and it had some fancy options like a wet bar and designer kitchen. They told Ron that they had to unload the home and that if he could pay cash, they could deliver it in two weeks and begin the assembly.

That was too good of a deal for Ron to pass up and the timing was perfect. He told them he’d have his bank wire the money. Ron was a very successful insurance agent and sold auto, casualty and life insurance. Just his residuals on the life insurance alone would put Jennifer through College and Medical School. Some of the casualty policies paid a residual as long as the customer just paid the renewal notice, too. They had a pretty tidy sum put away and forking out that cash came easy. Besides, with Jennifer’s scholarship to Brown, he hadn’t had to hit the annuity he’d bought to pay for her college and there was the money from their home in Jackson Hole.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The terrorists had wanted to strike on the anniversary of their previous attack, but the Department of Homeland Security, anticipating that something could happen on the anniversary raised the threat level to Orange. No sweat, they just moved the attack on the water supply to Columbus Day. That particular holiday was one that wasn’t universally celebrated, but with this attack they needed a little less traffic in the big cities to get to the water supplies so it was idea. When nothing happened around Labor Day, the threat level went back to yellow and the terrorists were ready to go. The first attack had been more of an inconvenience that anything else. Some people had died when they lost power for their medical equipment but the death toll hadn’t been overly alarming. More people died in the riots that followed in the continuing outage then directly as a result of the outage. This attack would be different. Millions should die if the reason for the deaths weren’t discovered too quickly.

Columbus Day was a controversial holiday too. As one author put it, “The United States honors only two men with federal holidays bearing their names. In January we commemorate the birth of Martin Luther King, Jr., who struggled to lift the blinders of racial prejudice and to cut the remaining bonds of slavery in America. In October, we honor Christopher Columbus, who opened the Atlantic slave trade and launched one of the greatest waves of genocide known in history.”

The terrorists had a variety of poisons, Ricin being but one of many. In the very early morning hours of October 12, 2006, they introduced the poisons into the water systems of hundreds of major cities. It wasn’t until late morning that the scope of the problem became apparent and it wasn’t until late evening that the problem was localized down to the water supply. By this time, whole populations had been poisoned. Not everyone got a fatal dose, however, and the Department of Homeland Security and the Oval Office moved with haste to shut off water supplies and announced the danger. It was October and parts of the US had already had the first and some their second snowstorm. Parts of the country were experiencing subfreezing temperatures. This made it very difficult to resolve the problem. First the water systems had to be tested. Then if anything were found they had to be flushed and retested. Some cities went through several cycles of flushing and retesting.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Out in Jackson Hole at the acreage, the people were unaffected by the event, at least directly. However, Mike and Bill were in Cheyenne, Jennifer was in Providence and Ryan was at the Academy. Fortunately none of those places were affected by the attack. However, there were some anxious moments until everyone called home to assure the families that they were safe. 

Around the country, the dying wasn’t over. The terrorist had even employed the "luminous toxin" with no antidote made famous by the motion picture DOA made in 1950 and remade in 1988. Some of them were after all studying chemical engineering and they found great humor in employing that particular poison. Depending upon which movie you’d seen, you had a week to live or 3 days to live. The operative phrase was ‘with no antidote’. When cases began to surface of people poisoned with this particular toxin, it took a whole new round of phone calls to reassure the parents. The hypochondriacs were having a field day too, burdening the hospitals insisting that they were victims of the mysterious toxin. It turned out that very few people had ingested the toxin, but the effects of its use were dramatic.

Ray and Stacy, Scott and Susan and Ron and Rosemary were gathered around Ray and Stacy’s table. They did that a lot because Ray and Stacy’s home was located between the other two.

“I don’t like this one damn bit,” Scott said, “We’ve been attacked twice now by terrorists. Three times if you go back to 2001. The 2005 attack didn’t kill a lot of people. But this attack did. And, I’d venture to say that Ray might agree with me if I were to suggest that we ain’t seen nothing yet.”

“I’d use better English than that,” Ray half laugh, “But I do agree with Scott. Either we’re going to see nuclear weapons, or God help us, a biological attack.”

“Which seems more likely,” Stacy asked.

“If I were a betting man, babe, I’d put my money on a biological attack,” Ray replied.

“Why biological?” Ron asked.

“Well,” Ray started, “A lot of military organizations around the world developed biological weapons. Usually they’re cheap to produce. Often the antidote has to be specifically engineered for the bacterium or virus. Take the Ebola Zaire virus for example; there is no antidote for it. And, if half the stories are true, there are a lot more engineered viruses out there than some of the simple stuff like Anthrax. Anthrax is no big deal. Remember the cases after 9/11? Very few people died because we could counteract Anthrax with Cipro. There are probably hundreds, even thousands of deadly little viruses just waiting to be discovered. They don’t call these things the poor man’s atom bomb for nothing. I remember reading an article a while back on the web.

“In April 1998, there was a little-noticed simulated chemical gas attack in the Orange Bowl. Miami was one of 120 cities tested by the Department of Defense. The purpose: to determine if authorities could efficiently and quickly handle a biochemical terrorist attack. The conclusion: they could not.

“Recently, Chuck Lanza, the director of Miami-Dade's Emergency Management Office said, ‘If terrorists can get a biological agent, they can disperse it in this community without much difficulty.’ Attorney General John Ashcroft said individuals with possible links to the terrorist hijackers who destroyed the World Trade Center received or tried to obtain licenses to transport explosive and poisonous hazardous materials.

“As ‘Germs,’ the first book to investigate this dilemma thoroughly, warns, ‘we remain woefully unprepared for a calamity that would be unlike any this country has ever experienced.’ The authors - New York Times reporters Judith Miller and William Broad along with editor Stephen Engelberg - chillingly report that ‘the government has quietly concluded that the United States is all but defenseless against the rising threat of an attack with germ weapons.’

“This is no ‘the sky is falling’ treatise quickly written to scare the daylights out of readers. It is a careful, methodical analysis of a problem that has worried experts since World War II and how such fears were ignored or covered up by military leaders and top federal officials, including presidents.

“In 1994, after being warned by leading biologist Josh Lederberg that the Clinton administration wasn't doing enough to defend the United States against germ weapons, national security adviser Anthony Lake asked, ‘Do I really have to worry about this? I've got enough on my plate.’ 

“Before he left office, Clinton asked Congress for $2.8 billion in the 2001 budget to fight ‘germ warriors.’ He wanted most of that money to prepare state and city emergency planners, because in 2000, just $315 million of the $8.4 billion allocated for counterterrorism was spent to help local governments prepare for a biological or chemical attack. As for the rest of the money, "Germs" claims that just 6 percent was used to strengthen the disastrously inadequate public health system, the heart of a meaningful biodefense. The vast majority was spent inside the Washington beltway on ‘whistles and sirens,’ fancy cars, faulty germ detectors and other marginal equipment.

“‘Germs’ reviews how the United States fell far behind in the bioweapons race after signing a nonproliferation treaty with the Soviet Union, which promptly began to make the weapons secretly until it had stockpiled tons of anthrax, small pox, botulinum and bubonic plague, most of which disappeared after the breakup of the Soviet Union.

“While not so thorough as ‘Biohazard’ by the Soviet program's former No. 2 man Ken Alibek, ‘Germs’ does contain new charges that the Soviets tested germs on humans. It also maintains that the CIA and the Pentagon violated the treaty with secret programs of their own.

“The authors also reveal how the Iraqi biological weapons program was given a boost by a Maryland scientific supply company with the world's largest collection of killer germ strains. With a license routinely obtained from the Commerce Department, the company sold an assortment of the lethal germs to the University of Baghdad in 1986.

“The book masterfully spells out in frustrating detail the nonstop battle within the Pentagon over whether troops should be inoculated against biological agents. It also recounts a bizarre episode involving Cuba in the 1960s when the United States had an active biological warfare operation at Ft. Detrick, Md. Military planners deny it, but the program's former scientific director Riley Housewright says his scientists ‘prepared agents that could incapacitate or kill large numbers of Cubans.’ The scheme was never implemented. 

“Is the threat of germ weapons real or exaggerated? The authors say it is both. Senior officials have occasionally overstated the present danger. There have only been a handful of biological attacks; none was catastrophic. Yet the threat is real, because scientific discoveries are making the possibility of such attacks easier. An estimated 25 countries have active biological weapons programs, and terrorists are bent on getting their hands on what some call ‘the poor man's atom bomb.’ ‘Plans should be prepared for adequate laboratory and vaccine production facilities and stockpiles of medical supplies (if) enemy attacks appear imminent.’ That recommendation was made to Secretary of Defense James Forrestal in 1949. It could have been written yesterday.” 

http://www.amarillonet.com/stories/1...poormans.shtml 

“On the other hand,” Ray continued, “Nuclear weapons are expensive and carefully guarded.”

“I thought that I’d heard that the Russians had several missing nuclear weapons and that bin Laden had bought them.” Ron countered.

“Maybe so Ron,” Ray replied, “But imagine how much easier it would be to sneak in a biological weapon than an atom bomb.”

“I see your point,” Ron acknowledged.

“Let’s take Ray’s point a step further,” Scott suggested. “How many cities were hit with these toxins, a few hundred? That would suggest that there are a few hundred terrorists that the feds can’t seem to find. Pick any number you want, 500, 750 or 1,000. It would only take one person with some virus that nobody has a cure for to start a pandemic. Now, what if all of them had the virus? They could kill off half the world before we developed an antibody against the virus, assuming we could develop an antibody.”

By this time the three women at the table and Ron were frightened. Really, really frightened.

“Is that why you built that shelter of yours Ray?” Ron asked.

“Exactly Ron,” Ray said nodding, “What are the odds of us getting hit with a nuke? I’ll answer that, Slim and None. On the other hand, a biological weapon could spread on the wind. That’s why the fancy air filtration system. And, as long as I was building a shelter, I figured I might just as well protect my family against Slim, too, that’s why it’s an underground shelter.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The terrorists had their biological weapon, but Tehran urged that they wait until the Iranian scientists developed antibody against the weapon. They were afraid that if the weapon were released, it could wipe out the population of the entire world. Not everyone, it seems, wanted to martyr themselves in the name of Allah. There was no rush, the second phase had worked because they had waited and all of them had at least two more years at the American Universities. Let the Great Satan worry and wonder when the next attack would come. This virus they had had surfaced in Africa and had it not been for an alert Iraqi doctor, would have probably stayed in Africa. There had been a tiny outbreak that quickly killed a family and the virus had not spread. The Iraqi doctor had been called in to examine the bodies and he had taken blood samples and order the bodies burned. There was no record of the virus anywhere.

The kids weren’t coming home for Christmas this year either. Ryan was going to spend his leave with Jen up in Providence. He had said he might take her down to New York City to see a play or a show. By this time Stacy had given up telling him to be careful. These kids of theirs were pretty level headed and if they got one hotel room rather than two, she wouldn’t know it anyway. Besides, she figured, Ryan was over halfway done at West Point; he’d never do anything to interfere with his graduating.

That discussion of Ray and Scott’s had chilled Stacy to the bone. What if terrorists let loose a biological weapon on the US? They ought to be safe enough here in Jackson Hole, what with the shelter and everything they’d done to prepare, but what about Ryan and Jennifer? For that matter what about Mike and Bill? A virus could infect someone and if they were an air traveler, it might be all over the country before anyone even discovered it. Scott’s comment, “They could kill off half the world before we developed an antibody against the virus, assuming we could develop an antibody,” was particularly troubling. She hoped and prayed that they were wrong.

Scott and Ray had all of their firewood gathered and split before Ron and Rosemary’s cabin had been completed. Since Ron couldn’t help, they decided to just split their firewood up and supply Ron with wood for this year. Maybe next year they could get Bill and Mike to help them get in the firewood. Ray had been sitting pretty with 16 cords on hand before they started this year. He had added a dozen cords. Scott had four cords and he built this supply to 16 cords. So, they hauled ten cords over to Ron’s and stacked the wood. One of the nice things about these cabins was that you could stack at least a cord of wood inside on either side of the fireplace. You could also stack 16 cords on the front porch, assuming you filled the porch. Ray had his 2 cords in the Great Room, sixteen cords on the porch and 2 cords stacked next to the shed. At least when Ray gave the 10 cords to Ron, you could see Ray’s shed.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

They were now rotating food out of the survival supplies and replenishing them from Walton Feed. They sort of blended in the rotated survival food with the food stored in their basements and used the stuff up. None of them was totally sure how long they could store that survival food, so why take a chance? When they actually got into the stuff from Walton, it was in good shape, so they probably need not have bothered, but better safe than sorry. Even with three cabins on the acreage they hadn’t needed a lot of propane. They hadn’t run the generators except to exercise them and the solar water heaters kept the propane usage to a minimum. 

The six of them had essentially formed two rifle teams, the men’s team and the women’s team. Rosemary had never shot a firearm before and it took her several weeks to get up to speed. Susan had been well taught by Scott after she’d seen Stacy shoot and she and Stacy shot well enough to cover for Rosemary some of the time. The men were still ahead in the informal competition, but Rosemary was coming along. Give her a few months more shooting practice and the men would be singing the blues. Between Stacy and Susan, it was virtually an even draw, and one never knew on any given day which of them would shoot better than the other.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

At Brown, Jennifer’s lab assistant internship had turned into a regular part time lab assistant’s job. She seemed to have such a flair for microbiology. Ryan was part of the Black Knights, the USMA shoot team. He had expected to shoot a center fire rifle, but wasn’t disappointed when it turned out that the team emphasized air rifle and the 50 meter .22 competition. It really didn’t matter; shooting a rifle was shooting a rifle, regardless of the caliber. And, he had to admit; those weapons the Black Knights used didn’t have any of the recoil of his .300 Winchester Magnum. And while we‘re on the subject of Ryan and Jennifer, regardless of what anyone else might think, he had managed to keep their hands mostly to themselves, remaining a Lady and a Gentleman. It hadn’t been easy for either of them; Jennifer was drop dead gorgeous and Ryan was pretty much a hunk. The last time Ryan had talked to Hazel before she’d passed away, he had made her a promise and he was going to keep that promise. Jennifer wanted to wait too. There was so much pressure in society in the last half of the decade to chuck the morality and go for it. But, she had certain expectations of herself and she wasn’t going to disappoint herself or the man she loved. 

The Professor that Jennifer assisted was very impressed with her and had arranged for a summer internship at the NCID in Atlanta between her junior and senior year. That was the preferred step prior to her planned year in Africa. And, if that year in Africa worked out, Jennifer had a good chance at a Scholarship for Medical School. Ryan would be busy all summer too, spending the first half at air assault school at Ft. Smith and the second half back at West Point instructing at Camp Buckner. Maybe they could see each other while he was at Ft. Smith. But first, they had to get through the second semester of their junior year.

The scientist in Iraq had so far been unable to come up with an antibody to combat the virus brought back from Africa. What good was the weapon if it stood to kill of the entire world? They were in a dilemma of immense proportions. They probably shouldn’t have sent the virus off to America until they had developed the antibody. But, it had made sense at the time. The US hadn’t been expecting an attack, per se, so they were able to smuggle in small amounts undetected. They had been so sure at the time that they would have an antibody. The terrorists would just have to wait to unleash the weapon. They wanted the antibody not only for themselves but also for the Russians and the Chinese. Can you imagine how they would react to being attacked by a virus for which they had no cure? Why, they would probably track down the culprit and unleash their nuclear horror. No, the terrorists would have to wait.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

That discussion about viruses got Ray to thinking about his air filtration system. Well that meant search the net one more time. He happened across the IQAir Cleanroom Series H13 air purifiers, which were suitable for removing microorganisms and other particle contaminants in home, office, or medical areas such as infectious control units. These air purifiers provided very fast clean air delivery rates at high speed with almost 100% air particle removal. They were especially useful for critical filtration of microorganisms, viruses, and bacteria in up to 1200 sq. feet. They were also the most common air purifiers found in European hospitals, but were suited for residential and commercial environments as well. With extremely long filter life, these air purifiers are easy to use – HEPA filters can last up to 4.5 years, and pre-filters last from 1-2 years. 

This air purifier used the same technology as the IQAir Healthpro, and it worked by taking in air from the bottom of the unit, passing the air through the pre-filter, then through the fan, then through the HEPA filter media, and venting the clean air out of the sides just below the top of the unit. The IQAir Cleanroom H13 unit had an air intake, air outlet diffuser, pre-filter, a HEPA filter, and a high-performance centrifugal fan to ensure maximum clean air delivery. All of the IQAir systems had a set of advanced controls for monitoring each filter's useful life and air quality. He would have to modify the intake system, to use the outside air, but this was the unit for him. Since the unit circulated the air from a 1,200 square foot room 1.6 times per hour, he guessed that one unit would be enough for the shelter. The unit was about three steps up from what he had installed. The filter unit was expensive at $1,600, but what was the price of a human life?

Chapter 17 – The Lull

Of course, not all of the terrorists agreed with Tehran, but the Mullahs were determined to maintain absolute control of the operation. They had sent about a dozen people with special training just to enforce their wishes. Those very few who disagreed with their decision to wait on the attack were ‘counseled’. Most agreed after a visit from the ‘counselors’. The last holdouts insisted that they were going to deliver their packages because they had waited long enough. They were given a one-way ticket to Paradise. Or, would it be more descriptive to say that they became the examples of what happened to someone who wouldn’t follow orders? One had a ‘car accident’ and the other mysteriously fell from the balcony of his off-campus housing unit, a truly regrettable tragedy. 

Once more America slowly returned to normal. The news media managed to milk the terrorist acts for all they were worth. They suggested a dozen or more theories of who was behind the terrorism. One of them actually hit the nail right on the head, but the FBI Director dismissed his assertions because the FBI had done ‘exhaustive’ background checks on anyone who had entered the US in the period between the US withdrawal from the Middle East and when the attacks had begun. That turned into a Congressional investigation and sparked another set of hearings. One more time the Director of the FBI, the Director of the CIA, the Secretary of Homeland Security and scores of midlevel functionaries were called to testify. They basically ended up blaming it on Bush. It wasn’t clear in their 2,300-page report of their findings just what Bush had done wrong, but Bill O’Reilly on The Factor suggested that it must have been because he started the war on terrorism in the first place.

Moreover, the Senate hearing concluded that Bush had withheld information from Kerry, exonerating President Kerry. The conclusions of the Senate Hearings had popular support because the 9/11 Commission had essentially found that Bush was guilty of not reading the 19 terrorists minds. They didn’t say it that way, of course, but that was the real substance of their findings. Bush was President in 2001 and his intelligence agencies didn’t get along with each other due to his poor leadership. They kept secrets from each other. With Kerry having won the election and the Democrats having regained control in the House and Senate, everything was Bush’s fault and Bush should have listened to that great Democratic President Clinton. Harry Truman was turning over in his grave, although with inflation Truman’s Buck was only worth a dime. Old ‘give ‘em hell Harry’, was a relic of an earlier time. Given the state of our education system, probably the only people who knew about him and his famous expression, ‘the buck stops here’ were historians or lived in rest homes. Any kid who had heard the name probably thought MacArthur fired Truman.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ryan called and he was angry and embarrassed. It seemed that the he’d gotten it wrong, the air assault school was at Camp Smith, not Ft. Smith. He had assumed it was Ft. Smith, Georgia as opposed to Ft. Smith, Arkansas or Ft. Smith, Montana. Camp Smith was in NEW YORK! And, like Camp Buckner, which was a real place, but more of an institution than a place, Camp Smith was in some out-of-the way rural New York location and more of an institution than a place. The 101st would send a training team up from Ft. Campbell to provide the instruction. Stacy told Ryan not to worry about it. He was going to Camp Smith or Ft. Smith or wherever to learn, not lollygag over Jennifer. Besides, Jennifer would probably be so busy in Atlanta that they wouldn’t have had any time together anyway. Ray talked to Ryan for just a minute. He told Ryan that he was probably in for a lot more surprises before he finished up. Yeah, Ryan agreed, like those air rifles and the .22’s. That short exchange had made Ryan feel a whole lot better.

The holidays came and went for another year. Rosemary was getting pretty good with both a rifle and a handgun. The women were regularly beating the men at the informal competition. These weren’t a bunch of teenagers with 20/15 vision who could see a 1” bullseye at 400-yards with their naked eye, but God help anyone they threw down on. Except for the sniper rifles, all of the shooting was done at 100-yards for rifle and 50’ for handguns. Ray and Scott and come up with some used web gear, too but the ladies didn’t much care for it, especially Stacy. Those darn straps hit them in the wrong place on the chest.

Let’s return to Ryan for a moment. During the spring of his cow (junior) year Ryan participated in the "Sandhurst Competition." Ryan was his company’s best marksman. He was assigned the task of assembling an M60 from a bucket of parts. He was faster than anyone at West Point. Sandhurst is the name of the British military academy, which always sent 2 teams each year to join in competing against 1 team from each of the 40 companies at West Point and various ROTC teams from across the US and the Canadian Military Academy. The Navy used to send a team, but they couldn't do well, so they quit coming! Sandhurst was a series of military challenges, something on the order of the "ranger challenge." Ryan had high hopes of duplicating the feat during his firstie (senior) year.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ron was as fit as a fiddle and seemed to insist that the doctor had been wrong to force him into retirement. No longer bound to a chair, he was getting a lot more exercise and, of course, took his pills religiously. Between the two things, Ron was probably in the best physical condition that he had been since his Corp days. He had quit smoking, too. The doctor hadn’t been wrong and his prediction that Ron could live to a ripe old age had been right on. Usually men who had experienced a mild heart attack picked right up where they left off. Had Ron done that, he would have long been dead and buried.

Snowmobiling became a favorite pastime of our approaching ‘senior’ set. They went on daylong treks, exploring the foothills of the Teton Range. What there were of foothills, that is. Life was good in early 2007, and they were in a lull in terrorist activities. America was beginning to get soft again. The Saudis kept pumping the high volume of cheap oil and a lot of people dusted off the SUV’s or bought good used ones for a song and began to burn gasoline at record rates. By mid summer, while Ryan was at Camp Smith and Jennifer was in Atlanta, Americans were planning all sorts of outings with their SUV’s. The Arabs had America’s throat in a vice grip and the Americans didn’t even know it.

Ray’s poor old F-100 finally bit the dust. It was a 1959 or 1960 pickup and parts were hard to come by. Ray decided it was time to move up in the world and he took the old Ford to the junkyard and spent big bucks on a new diesel pickup. He had a set of extended range, after market fuel tanks added to the pickup while he was at it. The pickup was fire engine red and he promised himself to let Stacy drive it, someday. It was a long bed, 6-passenger pickup, and quite a departure from the 3-passenger, faded blue F-100. It had all of the whistles and toots, too; 4 wheel drive, a big, diesel guzzling engine, radio and CD player, well, just everything. The new pickup caused Ray to rethink the diesel situation and he put in an 8,000-gallon underground diesel tank and reverted the 100-gallon tank to gasoline storage. They now had 400 gallons of gasoline and 8,000 gallons of diesel.

The little ‘community’ was a friendly place. Ray kept the propane tank full and billed the cost of the propane, pro-rata, to Scott and Ron. Only Stacy used the above ground gas tank. The diesel was dispensed through a pump and everyone wrote down his or her usage and Ray billed to cost of the diesel pro-rata, too. Water was free. It didn’t cost Ray anything because he had set up additional used electrical panels on top of the water tank to generate electricity for the well pump and the discharge pump. He wrote the panels off on his taxes through a for-profit, subchapter S corporation. He also depreciated the water tank and the LP tank and since the real estate development corporation’s only income was expense reimbursement, it was a perpetual loss.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

A lull in terrorists’ activities is a good thing, right? It was for the President and the Democrats who controlled Congress. First they repealed all of Bush’s tax cuts. Then they reversed course on his ‘no child left behind’ initiative, any child could graduate from High School if he or she could spell his or her name. (That was still tough on a few kids.) Then, after a long period of debate, they implemented national health care and paid for it with an 8% federal sales tax. Finally, they got around to the ‘Assault Weapons Ban’ that Bush had allowed to sunset. They couldn’t garner enough support to add much to the previous ban and had to settle on re-implementing the previous ban and adding additional definitions. Semi-automatic firearms were still legal, but with the exception of Law Enforcement and Military, the new standard was a 7-round, rather than a 10-round magazine. They had settled on a 7-round magazine because the M1911 pistol used a 7-round magazine. One other little thing, they eliminated the ‘pre-ban’ provisions. The NRA was suing.

Jennifer had shined down in Atlanta at the NICD. She was a first rate microbiologist, though only a junior. She would make a first rate physician, too. She had been allowed, briefly, to work in the level-four facilities and was familiar with all kinds of bacteria and viruses. She was doing better that Ryan in college, maintaining her straight-A average. She had been accepted to medical school too, and would start when she returned from Africa. Ryan, perhaps because he didn’t have Jennifer’s help, could only managed to stay in the top 2% of his class. Still, considering all of his other accomplishments at West Point, that was very, very respectable. During his ‘firstie’ (senior) year, Ryan was made the company commander of company F2.

At the acreage, Ron helped Ray and Scott gather firewood. They worked long and hard at it and the woodpiles were huge. Mike and Bill helped, too. It had consumed most of the summer of 2007. Ray hadn’t wanted to scratch the paint on his new pickup and had taken it back into Jackson Hole and had a body liner installed in the bed. All three cabins had two cords of wood stacked inside, sixteen cords of wood on the porch and several more cords stacked next to the sheds by fall. Maybe the men felt this was their last hurrah, who knows? In future years they could content themselves just replacing the wood that they had burned during the winter months.

The Iranian scientists thought they were getting close to an antibody for their killer virus. They counseled patience to the terrorists in American and advised them to all attend Graduate School if the antibody wasn’t ready by the time their finished their 4-year educations at the Universities. In fact, they were getting closer to an effective antibody, but it wouldn’t come for a while. The upside of the whole thing was that America had reduced the threat level first to Blue, or Guarded, and finally to Green, or Low. America was busy rehabilitating its aged electrical infrastructure and it would be modern and impervious, or nearly so by 2009. The water utilities had implement additional safeguards on the water system, too and the retrofitting was expected to be completed by the fall of 2008.

President Kerry had one other item on his agenda, a National Identity Card System (NIDCS) to protect against further terrorist attacks. A federally mandated system had been worked out using the Smart Cards. They would contain large amounts of data and would include not only the cardholders’ fingerprints, but also retinal scans and DNA information. The system was to be implement at the state level using the states Departments of Motor Vehicles or whoever was responsible for issuing Driver’s Licenses. It was a multi-billion dollar program. Funding for the program would come, in part by a further reduction of the US Armed Forces to 8 Carriers and a broad cutting of the military from a 10-Division Army to a 7-Division Army. After all, wasn’t the US enjoying the greatest period of peace in history?

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The states were all but overwhelmed by the new NIDCS. There was a shortage of DNA labs to process the DNA information. The DNA analysis mandated by Congress was expensive and took time; time that they didn’t have. Sure, the feds covered the cost of the DNA analysis by imposing a high fee on the cost of the mandatory NIDCS, but not everyone could afford the high fee and it fell on the state legislatures to pick up the slack and the increased personnel costs. They did that by making deep cuts in education. Well why not, all you had to be able to do was spell your name to be able to graduate and they gave you three chances to get it right? 

Crime was suddenly up too as a generation of ignorant youngsters began to graduate from High School. Unable to get jobs because they couldn’t read, write or compute, the young people began to resort to criminal activities to pay for the food and shelter they needed to live. The children of the privileged few attended private schools on a more frequent basis, reducing class room sizes in public schools and allowing the state legislatures to make even deeper cuts. It was a slow trend, but it was building up a head of steam. A lot of young people were unemployed or under employed, not because they weren’t willing workers, but because they weren’t employable. Somewhere, though, the states managed to come up with money for more prisons.

Scott, Ray and Ron were alarmed by what they were seeing happening to the country. There was nothing they could do about it, but it scared the bejeezus out of them. Neither were they convinced that the US was living in the greatest period of peace in history. They didn’t back off their preparations for one minute. There were new residents at the acreage, too. Michael and Nancy built a cabin, much like the others. Michael was between Stacy and Ray in age and Mike was coming back after graduation to take over the ranch. Michael was getting rheumatoid arthritis and it was becoming harder for him to for him to manage. Ranching had been good to Michael and Nancy and they’d raised and sold their share of expensive Arabian horseflesh over the years. Michael had a few ranch hands and they took care of things in his absence. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Didn’t the time fly! It was holiday season again. Jennifer and Ryan surprised them by showing up for Christmas. Ryan wanted to talk to Ray and Stacy about the graduation exercises this coming spring and his plans after graduation. He was planning on going to Infantry Officer’s Basic School (IOBC) back at Fort Benning and then to Ranger School. Ryan expected Ray and Stacy to be there for graduation. And Ron and Rosemary, too for the wedding. He had already talked to the Chaplin and reserved their slot for the wedding in the Protestant Chapel. Several of his close friends would form the Honor Guard for Jennifer and he to pass through after the wedding. Of course there was the Sandhurst Competition again this spring and Ryan was all but becoming a legend on the shooting team. (All West point Sports Teams are Black Knights.)

Jennifer had picked out her wedding dress and had paid for it herself with the money she was earning as a lab assistant. Everything was set for her year in Zaire, too. She still didn’t have a scholarship totally pinned down for Medical School, but several opportunities were in the offing. Jennifer was going to be a beautiful bride. She showed Rosemary and Stacy photos of the gown she had picked out and paid for. It was so elegant. Rosemary was beginning to look forward to the wedding as all mothers do and Stacy had to admit that she was too. He son was quite the man and, she reflected, the spitting image of his father. It was a real shame that Ryan Sr., David and Rose and Roy and Hazel wouldn’t be there to see Ryan graduate from West Point and see Ron walk Jennifer down the aisle. 

Ray was really glad to see Ryan and Jennifer, but he was distracted. He had that old feeling burning in his gut one more time. The downside of that was that it came on so early, usually long before TSHTF. By this time he was totally convinced that the terrorists were going to strike one more time. What would the country be like, he wondered, after that attack came? Would millions be killed? Would the inmates break out of the prisons and ravage the land? Would all of those gangster kids spread out and attack the country? He had no answers to any of those questions, but he sure did have that sinking feeling in his gut. One thing was certain, America had gone from the frying pan into the fire when they had elected John Kerry and put the Democrats back in power in the Congress.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ron, Scott and Ray all hoped that the rumors were true. Scuttlebutt had it that Colin Powell might finally run for President. Now, there was a man they could vote for! Not everyone around the country probably felt as they did about Powell, but even as Secretary of State under Bush, Powell had done his very best to maintain his integrity. It hadn’t been easy with a man like Bush in the White House, but in their opinions, he’d managed to do it. If he did decide to announce, it would be an uphill battle all of the way. With the liberals back in power in the country, a decent, honest man like Powell had a fight on his hands. His being black would get him some of the minority vote and some of the liberal vote; but it could cost him some of the Republican vote. Politics were becoming stranger by the moment.

In fact, Alma Powell who had persuaded him not to run in 2000 had half relented. Rather than go up against a difficult to defeat President Kerry in 2008, she would go along with his running for President if he waited until 2012. He might be older, she said, but hadn’t Ronald Reagan been President when he was older than dirt? Colin, ever the dutiful husband, and believing that John Kerry’s record as President would make him, Powell, a virtual shoo-in in 2012, agreed with his wife. Ray, Scott and Ron were extremely disappointed when Powell made his announcement that he would not seek the 2008 Republican Presidential nomination. Ray muttered something about hoping that they and Powell were still around in 2012.

Ray, in particular, despised John Kerry. Kerry had gone to Vietnam, earned some medals that meant something and then had come home and disgraced himself, his medals, his uniform and his country by giving back his ribbons. The election back in 2004 had been quite the sideshow. Kerry had said that giving back the ribbons wasn’t the same as giving back the medals. Then, he had claimed that he hadn’t given back his ribbons, but someone else’s. He had made other claims, too, but as far as Ray was concerned that Kerry was one traitorous son-of-a-bitch. It was a testament to Ray’s fortitude that Ray could even stand to listen to the President making those announcements on TV. Kerry, Ray thought, ought to be locked up in Leavenworth in a cell with Hanoi Jane, they deserved each other.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Spring came in the blink of an eye. The four of them were off to New York, first they would catch Jennifer’s graduation in Providence, then the whole entourage would move on to West point for Graduation Week festivities. Stacy and Ray were invited to an awards ceremony during graduation week where Ryan received an award for being the cadet who most exemplifies what West Point stands for duty, honor, country. Ryan also received an award for being the outstanding marksman on the rifle team. Stacy shed tears as they called Ryan’s name and hometown as he proudly led his company of 100 cadets across the hallowed parade field known as "The Plain". To tell the truth, Ray was having a pretty tough job keeping a dry eye himself. It was one of those occasions where Ray dug out and proudly wore his uniform. He wanted the honor and privilege of being one of the first to salute Ryan.

The military wedding was going to be the source of a lifetime of memories. Ryan in his full dress uniform and those shiny new 2nd Lieutenant bars, Jennifer in that elegant gown; and the two of them running though the gauntlet of swords raised in their honor. There wasn’t a dry eye in the house. The reception, held at a local hotel had been Ray’s treat. But it had been over all too soon and Ryan and Jennifer were off on a honeymoon. After that, Ryan was off to IOBC and Jennifer to Africa. Because of her excellent background in microbiology and her internship at NIDC, Jennifer was assigned to work in a lab analyzing microbial, bacterial and viral samples.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Jennifer went to Africa on a medical missionary program after getting her biology degree. A family had died and the local medical authorities had immediately become concerned. They used level 4 containment procedures and took samples before burning the bodies. The samples were sent to the lab where Jennifer was working for analysis. She couldn’t come up with anything in the microscope, so it must be a virus. Well, that fit the symptoms better than a bacterium anyway. She was able to isolate the virus in an electron microscope. There was something awfully familiar about it. She checked her notes from the internship at NIDC. There it was, right there in her notes. That was strange; she had found a dangerous communicable disease in the folks that was not supposed to be in that part of Africa. She scanned the image into her laptop top computer and contacted the NIDC. The doctors kept telling her that the virus was not in that part of Africa. Finally, in frustration she forwarded the image from her computer to the NIDC as a jpeg attachment to an email. They told her they would get back to her.

A few hours later, someone was shaking Jennifer awake. She had an urgent phone call from the NIDC. She threw on a robe and got to the phone. She had been right, she was told. A jet was in the air headed to Africa to pick her and the virus samples up. They were sorry to interrupt her African service, but she was needed in Atlanta. Get around, they told her; the plane would arrive in a few hours.

Although the NIDC had samples of the virus, they had never done much work on it. Jennifer had been one of the brightest interns they’d ever had and anyone capable of identifying that virus was the person who should do the work to help develop an antibody. While the plane made its way first to and then back from Africa, they assembled a team, which included some of their best and brightest minds. Hours later when an exhausted Jennifer arrived back in the US; they immediately set about developing an antibody for the virus. It took them three months, but they had succeeded in developing an antibody. In the process, Jennifer had established her credentials and had gotten that Medical School Scholarship.

President Kerry was faced with the biggest dilemma of his Presidency. He had just won reelection, but it was almost by default, the Republicans hadn’t put forth a viable candidate. The CDC, more specifically the NICD, had identified a virus in Africa that wasn’t supposed to be in that part of Africa. They had developed an antibody after three months of hard work. The NIDC was suggesting that the virus had great potential as a terrorist weapon and was urging the President to prepare vast supplies of the antibody and vaccinate the entire US population. It took time to produce the antibody they told him, start now! 

The population of the US, give or take was about 280 million. They estimated that it would take 2 years to produce 280 million doses of the vaccine. Kerry got the ball rolling, but then had the most unpleasant task of determining who would receive the vaccine. The lives of millions of people were in his hands and John Kerry made a fateful decision. The first to be vaccinated would be the military, and federal and state government workers. Next came the providers of essential services, like the medical services. After that, they would vaccinate all children under the age of 18. After that, they would formally announce the ‘flu’ vaccine and force the remainder of the population to receive mandatory vaccinations.

Her temporary service to the government completed and her scholarship guaranteed, Jennifer was going to return to Africa. She had received an immunization. Somehow, an additional 11 doses of the vaccine just happened to end up in a vial in her purse. She went to Ft. Benning to see Ryan first and insisted he take an injection of a new vaccine, trust her she had asked. Then she was off to Jackson Hole. She rounded up the four couples and her two cousins and gave them injections of the new vaccine. She never gave a satisfactory explanation, but she was the smart one and had gotten herself a scholarship to med school. The one remaining dose went to Mike’s new wife, Crystal. They never once questioned her. “Damn,” Stacy thought, “I used to look like that. Once.” [Folks: Stacy still looked pretty damn good!]

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Anyway, Stacy had begun to remember Ryan’s third summer at the academy when he had gone to Ft. Benning to attend Jump School. She had gotten more and more nervous about airborne as Ryan’s time at Ft. Benning got closer. Ray figured that it would be best to take her to see her son. They flew into Atlanta, picked up Jennifer, and then drove down I-85 and I-185 to Columbus. It was only about a 90-minute drive. Ray had spent a little time at Ft. Benning himself seeing as this was the home of the infantry!

Ray wore wings above his ribbons. He showed Stacy where he'd stayed and received some of his own training. Ray had gone through ranger school at Ft. Benning, and then graduated ranger school at Ft. Benning. Ray, Stacy and Jennifer would watch one of the required jumps from the stands. Ray remembered how hot and humid Georgia was and had brought plenty of water, sunglasses and an umbrella to protect the three of them from the sun. 

They saw the large planes fly over and watched as suddenly numerous black dots emerged from the rear of the plane. (Someone commented that it looked like a guppy having little babies.) The airborne instructors were shouting instructions through bullhorns into the air as the air filled with parachutes. Several times 2 chutes would become tangled and a gasp would go up from among the parents followed by quietly but sincerely offered up prayers. Each wondered if that were their child (even though these paratroopers to be were definitely not children) eventually by kicking and causing themselves to rotate, they would get untangled and come to earth safely.

Ray noticed the ambulance sitting at the far edge of the field and hoped that Jennifer and Stacy didn't notice it. Just before hitting the ground the paratroopers would release their heavy bag of equipment, which was essentially between their legs. The bag would hit the ground first reducing the weight on the parachute for a few seconds. Stacy stood with Ray and Jennifer watching through binoculars trying to pick out Ryan. The instructors were energetically giving "correction" as the paratroopers were "loudly instructed" to run across the huge fields carrying their huge packs and parachutes. Stacy saw Ryan finally and laughed and cried, because she was so proud of her son, even though she could tell he was so physically drained. Jennifer managed to get the first hug, however. The same thing occurred at graduation. Yes, she recalled, that had been quite the trip.

The jump, the prayers, the run, and then the paratroopers hung up their chutes. Then they stood in formation for what seemed like hours. How could they maintain that position in this heat and humidity in those heavy battle dress uniforms (BDUs)? But they did! Then there were a couple of short speeches. Ray had been a paratrooper but he’d never before told Stacy. This was one reason he had a little problem with his knees. The instructors honored the paratroopers in the stands. Ray stood with other "old" paratroopers - and all the parents and guests honored them with their clapping and with their eyes and their hearts. This had been the first time Ray had worn his uniform.

Finally it was time to "pin" the wings on the students. It was now official. Ryan asked that Ray pin on his "wings". Ray was tough; he'd been through a lot. He didn't show his emotions a lot, but he was so proud of Ryan. There was a tear in his eye. 

Ryan said, "Thanks for coming; and Dad, thanks for bringing Mom and Jennifer." 

They got to eat together afterwards. 

Stacy asked, "Ryan tell me what it was like." 

Ryan answered, "Mom, that plane is so hot, so noisy, guys were getting sick and throwing up, it stunk. Guys were praying. I was scared, so scared. I've now jumped 5 times. Each time I wondered if I would live through the jump. Would the chute open? Was I about to die? The fear was so real; then the jump. I was flying through the air; the chute was nearly horizontal. The chute opened with a huge jolt. It was drastic, but then I realized I would LIVE! Mom, it was so beautiful. Life is so wonderful, the earth was so beautiful; I went from one extreme emotionally to the opposite extreme." 

Ray had smiled and began to eat watching Ryan, knowing that a man was developing in front of him. A leader of men he later told her. Those were wonderful memories.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The CDC provided samples of the vaccine and the antibody to numerous countries around the world, mostly US allies, very much on the Q.T. Meanwhile the Iranian scientists made a breakthrough and finally developed a vaccine of their own. They had hurried the tests of the vaccine, however, succumbing to the pressure of the Mullahs. Their vaccine worked perfectly on one slightly mutated strain of the virus. This mutated stain was not, however, the strain that was hidden away with those Graduate Students in America. The vaccine and word finally went out. Release the virus!

Operating at breakneck speed, the pharmaceutical houses were producing the vaccine faster then expected, much faster. They wanted to be sure the vaccine was safe, however and persuaded the government to vaccinate large scores on prison inmates. The vaccine that Jennifer had developed was safe and effective and distribution began. Naturally all of the employees of the pharmaceutical houses were vaccinated first. Who would produce the vaccine if they became infected? Then, the President went down his priority list.

First the military was vaccinated; then federal workers were vaccinated; next state governmental workers; next came the providers of essential services; and finally the children under the age of 18. Finally, the federal government announced the mandatory ‘flu’ vaccinations. They were well on the way when the terrorists took the Iranian vaccine and released the virus into the general population.

Chapter 18 – Pandemic

All things considered, you had to give the President a little credit. His priority list wasn’t all that bad. It protected America’s security and its future. It did not, however, protect tens of millions of Americans. There actually was almost enough vaccine to protect every American and it was in the hands of the medical professionals. People who took these things seriously got their vaccinations right away and were safe. As the announcements became more and more alarming about the potential loss of life due to the ‘flu’ others came forward. The drunks, prostitutes, the infirm and millions of others didn’t.

Then the terrorists released the virus. They were the first to die. The virus had a short incubation period and death occurred anywhere from 24 to 72 hours after infection. It depended on the condition of your health, more than anything else. A lot of seniors were used to getting a flu shots every year and they got their shots. As the news broke that an epidemic seemed to be breaking out a general panic set in and all of the millions of unvaccinated rushed to get in line for their shots. But for some of them it was too late. The vaccine did you no good, in this instance, if you had already been exposed to the virus. Those antibodies needed time to establish a foothold and the virus, if already established, outpaced the antibodies.

Then there were those who couldn’t get to a vaccination center because of complications like drunkenness or infirmity. They died. Those hookers knew all about infections and when the word got out about the virus, they rushed to get their shots. Inmates in most prisons had been protected because of the pharmaceutical houses testing. Inmates in jails received mass immunizations and every new prisoner was vaccinated upon incarceration. The gangster kids loaded their guns and stormed hospitals, pushing everyone out of line and forcing medical personnel to vaccinate them or die. Since there was no shortage of vaccine, the medical personnel vaccinated the punks and sent them on their way so they could get back to the ‘more deserving’.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

“God damn it,” Ray swore when the news broke. “I knew it. It was just a matter of time before those fucking terrorists used the ‘poor man’s atom bomb’.”

“Oh calm down Ray,” Stacy snapped, “Jennifer vaccinated us and we all got the ‘flu’ shots. We must be protected against this virus.”

“Still, I think that we’d better hole up in the shelter for a while,” Ray insisted. “At least until we get news as to whether or not the ‘flu’ vaccine is effective.”

They took a vote. The men were all for locking down the shelter and the women were against it. However, the women decided to humor their husbands, it was a harmless enough gesture. Besides, what if they were on the off-chance right? Anyway, that was what the shelter was for, wasn’t it. They also remembered Ray’s discussion of that article about the ‘poor man’s atom bomb’, so they battened down the hatches, so to speak.

They turned out not to be in the shelter long. Ray had put in a small TV and a satellite receiver and within 3 days, CNN announced that the ‘flu’ vaccine was 100% effective against the virus. CNN also talked about the scope of the attack. The best estimates were that somewhere between 30 and 50 million Americans might die from the virus. The International Community, as a whole, locked down air and sea transport; all flights everywhere were grounded until everyone was vaccinated. Good move, but too late. One of the terrorists had released his virus in New York City and immediately boarded a flight home. He infected most of the passengers and aircrew on the flight to Heathrow. They spread out over Europe. His next stop was Athens and he infected the passengers on that flight, too. They spread out over the Middle East. His final destination was Tehran. Again, more passengers were infected. As it happened, there wasn’t a single Russian traveler who got infected by the virus and Russia locked down tight before anyone got to their country with the virus.

The virus couldn’t tell the difference between an Arab and a Turk, a Muslim or a Christian or a Jew. It was totally indiscriminate. If you were warm and breathing, it got you. Lots of people travel through Athens; it is an international air hub. People travel from Athens to all over the Med. The Russians were pissed, just like the Mullahs thought they would be. No one in Russia had the virus, but it was taking its toll in Russian Embassies just like other Embassies. Putin called Kerry on the hotline. Millions were dead and dying in the Middle East and in Europe. What did Kerry know about this pandemic? Only that the terrorists were all Saudi students, Kerry said. Thanks Putin said and hung up.

The Russians sterilized the Middle East in a storm of nuclear fire. Not Iran or Iraq or Saudi Arabia, the entire Middle East. They killed the virus and every living soul in the whole Middle East. Anyone they missed would probably die from the virus. They launched wave after wave of missiles. The US was keeping count of those missiles, too. After the Russians expended 172% of their admitted missile fleet, they stopped. They hadn’t even used any submarine based missiles. John Kerry was seething with anger over the duplicity of the Russians and the 172% missile figure. His advisers told him that the Russians were probably finally within the missile limit provided by the treaties.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Out in Jackson Hole, the four men were talking.

“I think that we need to come up with some kind of a plan to defend this place,” Ray stated.

“What for?” Ron asked, “One of the things that I always liked about this place was that it’s so far off the beaten path Ray,” Ron countered. “Hell most people would have trouble finding the place with a map.”

“I hate to say it buddy,” Scott added, “But I have to agree with Ron. But, knowing you, there’s more to it than just protecting these four homes and a few head of livestock, so what do you have in mind?”

Ray looked at Michael so see if he had a comment, too. Michael just shrugged his shoulders as if to indicate that he wasn’t part of the discussion.

“I agree with you Ron, but Scott’s right, there’s more to it,” Ray replied. “Look, did any of you hear the bit on CNN about all of those prison and jail inmates getting vaccine even before some of the population?”

“I heard it, so what?” Scott said.

“I was down in the shelter listening to that radio receiver,” Ray shared. “The way I heard it was that some of those gangster kids have taken to moving on communities in a big way. Another conversation I overheard between some radio guys out in the Antelope Valley, wherever that is, was that the prisoners at the California prison in some burg named Lancaster were rioting. Apparently that prison lost a lot of their staff to the virus. They also said something about a prison in central California, Tehachapi, or some place like that having the same problems.”

“I can straighten you out on some of that Ray,” Scott offered. “I was stationed at Edwards AFB for 4 years. Lancaster is located about 20 miles west and ten miles south of the base. Tehachapi is about 40 miles north and west of there up in the mountains. I knew about the prison at Tehachapi, but the prison in Lancaster must be new, I’ve never heard of it.”

“Apparently, California built a lot of new prisons in recent years,” Ray said, “They also mention some facility in someplace called California City.”

“Cal City is about 5 miles north of Edwards and 5 miles or so to the west, but I didn’t know they had a prison there either,” Scott shook his head.

“My point isn’t so much those particular prisons as this thing about the inmates having been vaccinated and the understaffing. How long will it be before there are breakouts from the prison system?”

“Probably not very long Ray, but what does that have to do with us?” Ron acknowledged.

“Directly, probably nothing Ron, but I’ve been thinking that we should make this place a little more secure and maybe do a little hunting,” Ray smiled.

“Hunting? Hunting what?” Ron asked.

“Why I’ d guess that Ray’s talking about us doing our civic duty and hunting down escaped prisoners,” Scott laughed. “Right asshole?”

“You read my mind,” Ray said.

“That was easy old buddy,” Scott ducked, “Yours is a short story.”

“Well, what do you say?” Ray asked.

“Are you out of your mind?” Michael could stand it no longer. “We have women to look after.”

“You haven’t been paying much attention to the shooting competition Michael,” Ray said. “In case you haven’t noticed those wives of ours can shoot circles around us.”

“I guess that’s true enough,” Michael admitted, “Do you have a plan?”

“More or less,” Ray said. “I suggest we start by making some improvised Claymore type mines. Ron has enough C-4 to make a whole lot of those and I have 3 5-gallon pails of old nuts and bolts. I know Ron is a demolitions expert and I’ve had a little training on improvised explosives.”

“Electrically activated?” Ron asked. “I have quite a few electrical detonators and I know where I can get a lot more.”

“I figured on that, Ron,” Ray said, “How much detonator wire do you have?”

“Not enough by a long shot, but that’s easy to get,” Ron was getting interested.

“Ok, then,” Ray said. “Now either we have to think about one of us staying up at nights on ‘guard duty’ or we have to come up with something else. Over in Nam, they use ground motion sensors at times, but I doubt we could get any of those. Does anyone have any ideas?”

By this time, it was mostly the Ron and Ray show. Michael just listened and Scott started taking notes.

“We can use motion sensors,” Ron said, “My insurance company gave a discount on home insurance if the homeowner had a security system. I have a list of security companies somewhere in my papers.”

“Really?” Ray said, “Never needed any security system out here, how would we use those?”

“We have a couple of choices,” Ron replied. “I could rig them to set off the Claymores or we could get a lot of wire and put in a console. But that would have to be manned.”

“Not necessarily,” Scott chimed in. “You can forget about using motion detectors to set off the explosives, that’s a bad idea. Animals could set them off; one of the dogs could set them off; one of us could get forgetful and set them off; and, a neighbor could stop by for a cup of sugar and set them off. However, we could rig a secondary alarm to wake us up if someone tripped a sensor. Susan and I had an alarm system in Denver and those horns are really loud.”

“I don’t know about that Scott,” Ray responded, “None of us are alarms experts.”

“They sell the stuff at Radio Shack,” Scott laughed, “How hard can it be?”

“So, are we just going to protect ourselves and wait for someone to show up?” Michael asked. “I had the impression we were going hunting.”

“We are Michael, but it looks like the first hunting trip will be for the things we need,” Ray said. “We will buy, beg, borrow or steal whatever we need.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

It took the men several day-trips to find the detonator wire, alarm wire, motion sensors and other things they needed to make the little acreage secure. The news on the satellite feed was getting better and worse. With the vaccine already in the system, the estimated death toll was being revised downward. However, having successfully bullied their way to the front of the lines in hospitals and getting their vaccinations, the gangs were getting brazen. And, there had been a riot at Attica prison in New York and the inmates were on the loose. By the time the Governor of New York had been able to get state police to the prison, the inmates had overwhelmed the guards and were armed. The state police walked right into a hail of gunfire.

Ron got busy improvising the Claymores using the plastic explosives and nuts and bolts. He went through a couple of designs before he found one that worked really well. Mike and Crystal and Bill had joined them at the acreage. While Ron played with his explosives, the five men strung miles of wire. Nothing fancy, just unroll it and centralize it in the shelter. The motion sensors turned out not to be too difficult to wire in. They ran wire for the alarm horns in the small tunnels connecting the homes. There weren’t a lot of sensors; they only wired the south approach to the acreage. They built a small panel with lights to indicate which sensor had been tripped. The acreage was, after all, only ¼ quarter mile square.

They had been able to buy everything they needed. Not all in Jackson Hole, but they hadn’t had to travel too far. And, they hadn’t created any type of a wall of steel, either, they didn’t have unlimited supplies and they figured way out in the boonies they were pretty safe. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The Middle East was a glowing cinder; the Russians had been very through. The Russians had been unaffected by the virus at home. Europe was another story. There were more deaths in Europe than in the US. There wasn’t any petroleum flowing out of the Middle East either. It was still too hot for the Russians to occupy. The virus had hit the Chinese hard; the death toll in China was in the hundreds of millions. But then, the Chinese numbered in the billions and it solved their food crisis. 

The North Sea oil fields cranked up their production, as did the South Americans, trying to fill the vacuum created by the loss of the oil from the Middle East. That wasn’t enough and gas prices in the US went through the roof overnight. Congress and the President reluctantly opened Alaska to more development. That was a long-term solution, but the need was far more immediate. All of the capped, inefficient oil wells were placed back into production as the price of gas continued to rise. A couple of more prisons had had riots and breakouts and the President had declared martial law, again. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ryan had completed IOBC and Ranger’s school. Because of his excellent training record and grades, Ryan got an invite to Sapper school. This school was normally reserved for engineers specialized in demolitions. Physical training and foreign arms were also included. Ryan made top scores with the AK47. Ray had his souvenir AK47 from Nam and Ryan was more than familiar with the weapon. Ryan was proving to be an excellent young officer. He wasn’t blinded by the shine of the little gold bars on his shoulders. He knew well that the Army was really run, on a day-to-day basis, by the NCOs. Guys like his father and stepfather. Ryan received his first duty assignment, 1st Battalion, 75th Ranger Regiment, Company A.

Upon her return to Zaire, Jennifer was taken out of the laboratory and placed with a field hospital. She was getting training far in advance of even attending medical school. The AIDS epidemic had so strained the medical resources in Zaire that these Christian field hospitals were often all that stood between the country’s population and death. Before her six months was up, Jennifer had advanced from a nursing assistant to nursing duties, then to surgical assistant and finally even performed some minor surgery, unassisted. She was more than thankful that her year in Africa was up and that she could begin medical school. Strangely, most of Africa had been spared from the virus.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ryan had a fair amount of accumulated leave and when Jennifer got back to the states, they headed for Jackson Hole. As a point of reference, that was in the early summer of 2009 and the two youngsters were 23 years old. This Ryan was one squared away soldier in Ray’s estimation. Lean and in perfect physical condition, the boy, make that the man, was quiet and reserved, but he knew his shit. Jennifer had turned into a raving beauty, too. She too was quiet and reserved. They made the perfect couple. They had a bright future in front of them. In another year, that gold bar on Ryan’s shoulder would be silver. And before Jennifer was out of medical school, he would probably be a Captain. 

Ryan reviewed the preparations the men had made at the acreage, pretty clever, in his opinion. He brought them news of what things were really like on the east coast. The news media wasn’t telling it like it really was, he told them. The oil crunch, the open gang warfare against the population and those roving bands of prison escapees were combining to make America a very unsafe place to live. He got Ray to dig out some of those maple leafs and fixed up his and Jennifer’s BOB’s. He probably wouldn’t need his, but he was concerned about his wife. Jennifer’s BOB now included a compact Glock and a couple of extra magazines and a dozen maple leafs. Before they left, Jennifer could handle the pistol very well. Yes, these two youngsters had a bright future. What is it that they say? The best laid plans of mice and men…

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The President had his back up against the wall. Despite having declared martial law and having imposed a dusk to dawn curfew, the violence around the country was escalating. That violence had begun to interfere with the retrofitting of the electrical grid and the water system, too. America was beginning to pay for nearly 60 years of fast living since the Second World War. It was so bad that National Guard units had to provide security for the work crews struggling to retrofit the electrical and water systems. Rioting wasn’t an everyday occurrence, but it happened with an increasing frequency. There were fuel shortages and those led to food shortages as the fuel shortages interfered with the ability of the system to get the food to the people. There had been more than one food riot when supplies had run short. The food chains were having trouble getting fuel to distribute the food from their warehouse to the grocery stores.

The curfew was being widely violated; but there was only so much the government could do. He already had 3 Divisions of Army disbursed around the country to maintain order. He issued orders to put 3 more Divisions into the mix. That left but a single Division to defend the country against a foreign aggressor. The all volunteer military was having its problems too and had a lot of empty positions. But, that hadn’t been the President’s fault, he had just signed the legislation freezing military pay and benefits, the Congress had initiated the legislation on its own.

Environmentalists were raising holy hell about the decision to open up Alaska to more oil production, too. Kerry had won the election, but now wished that he hadn’t. The US was getting to be a complicated country to run.

Jennifer had completed the first year of medical school and Ryan was about to begin sporting that silver bar. Jennifer was thinking about becoming an immunologist and working for the CDC when she finished med school and her residency. They were fit and happy but it was obvious to everyone that the long separation was wearing on both of them. They weren’t having misgivings, but the strain of the forced separation while Jennifer completed medical school and Ryan completed his 5-year obligation was taking its toll. If anything, they were more in love and that was a good thing.

After Ryan and Jennifer left, the parents had a long conversation.

“These long-term commitments seem to have a way of wearing on people,” Ray observed.

“Well, maybe Jennifer can get a residency closer to where Ryan is stationed,” Rosemary suggested almost prayerfully.

“Maybe,” Ray said, “But just about the time she does, they’ll transfer Ryan to another unit and they will be separated again.”

“That was the downside to the military life,” Stacy admitted, “Every time Ryan and I got situated and comfortable, he’d get orders for another assignment.”

“Do you think Ryan will stay in after he completes his 5-year obligation?” Ron asked.

“Probably,” Ray said, “He has the makings of a career soldier.”

“How about them Cubs?” Scott offered to break the tension.

“Crystal is pregnant,” Nancy said to no one in particular.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

That did it. The women split off from the men to talk about Michael Jr. and Crystal and the men turned their discussion from Ryan and Stacy to their situation in Jackson Hole and at the acreage. They hadn’t had any trouble so far out here in the middle of nowhere, but the trouble seemed to be fanning out from the cities. There was already trouble in rural states like Iowa, southern Illinois and Nebraska. The trouble seemed to be converging on them in a way; it was moving east from California and west from Chicago. Denver was experiencing its share of trouble, too. Americans move from their economy cars back to those gas-guzzling SUVs had been a terrible mistake. But at the time, the Saudis had been flooding the US with petroleum and gas had gotten down to $1.30 a gallon for unleaded in California. The price was now more than three times that ($4.90/gal) and gasoline and diesel were hard to come by at times.

Ray had managed to keep the diesel tank and gasoline tanks at the acreage filled, but instead of getting the fuel at a discounted bulk price, he had been forced to pay the distributor the pump price for the fuel. He kept the propane tank topped off too, ordering propane every time the tank was down 1,000-gallons. He had looked into producing bio-diesel, but that was strictly, in his opinion, a last ditch thing; they only had 40 acres and already people were recycling the oils from the restaurants in Jackson Hole. And, of course, they all had LP Vapor/Natural gas powered generators. Ray was neutral on the gaseous versus diesel generator question. They already needed propane for the boilers, the hot water heaters and the stoves. They didn’t run the generators except to exercise them, so maybe switching over to diesel wasn’t so cost effective. Besides, it was actually easier to get propane than diesel.

The world and the US had had their troubles and probably over a billion people had died, but they hadn’t really gotten to a TEOTWAWKI situation as yet, at least not here in the US. China had absorbed the deaths and moved on. The US was struggling and maybe losing the battle, but it wasn’t over yet, not by a long sight. All a person could do was prepare. God no doubt had a lot of influence on how things turned out. But, maybe God favored the prepared. The Mormons sure seemed to believe that, now didn’t they?

Russia was preparing to move to the Middle East. The radiation from their bombs was dying out and Europe and the US were deeply involved in just surviving. China was strangely silent, too. Maybe the deaths of all those Chinese had tempered the government in China; or, maybe it hadn’t. Russia perceived the Chinese to be the real threat and positioned their boomers to attack China if that became necessary. Intelligence seemed to indicate that the Americans were having trouble fielding their military because of personnel shortages. Kerry had cut the Army to 7 divisions and the US was down to 8 Nimitz class carriers on active duty. Intelligence was less certain about the American submarines, but estimates were that a lot of them were probably holed up in port, short on crews.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ryan had landed wrong on a practice jump and had injured a knee. It was minor and shouldn’t interfere with future jumps, but he might have to wear a brace just as insurance. Army regulations being what they were, he soon found himself being transferred to a line Infantry unit; so much for the Rangers and his illustrious career as a Ranger. But, his father had been a line Infantry NCO, and Ryan felt that was his true calling anyway. He took the transfer in stride and continued on. At least he was a first Lieutenant now. Unfortunately, the transfer to the line Infantry unit placed Ryan in the line of fire. His new unit was one of the Divisions Kerry had activated trying to contain the disorder throughout the US.

Ray understood Ryan’s frustration at being transferred out of the Rangers. The same thing had happened to him. When his knees could no longer handle the jumps, he had ended up in the 101st and in Vietnam. The US was sort of becoming like Vietnam in some ways with all of the disturbances around the country. There seemed to be a developing militia movement, too. The President and Congress had gone too far with the new Assault Weapons Ban and people openly defied the law. The only 7 round magazines being sold were to a few liberals and to owners of M1911s. Dealers on the Internet were skirting the law by referring to their high capacity magazines as ‘enhanced’ magazines. It was a shallow ruse, but they no longer put their location information or telephone numbers on their websites and the only way you could keep up with the URL changes was to respond to their emailed advertisements within 72 hours. And, they were using so many layers of cutouts that the ATF wasn’t able to track the intercepted magazine shipments back to the source. What had America become?

Stacy was just finishing up her second year of medical school. With her experience in Africa, she was doing outstanding, too. Time was flying like an express train. They still hadn’t had any trouble in Jackson Hole, maybe Ray had been right, and maybe it was the safest place in the US. Scott and Ray made the journey down to Cheyenne one more time and bought all that they could carry. They took two pickups and two trailers and bought not only for themselves but also for Ron and Rosemary and Michael and Nancy. The Commissary didn’t seemed to be as well stocked this time as it had been on previous trips and had actually limited their purchases of bulk pork products. That was ok; they had a lot of chickens now on the acreage. And, as they grew older, they didn’t seem to eat quite so much meat anyway.

Ammo was getting harder to come by, too. They got all that the gun store would sell them and ordered more off the Internet. They weren’t increasing their ammunition supplies, just maintaining them. Those weekly practices burned up a lot of ammo, but if one didn’t practice…

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

They never had gone hunting in the way Ray had initially suggested. They had, in the end, contented themselves with staying at home. Everyone living on the acreage had 30 cords of wood and with their advancing age, it got a little harder each year just replacing the wood they were burning. They were settled into a nice, dull routine. America was becoming lawless in many ways, and was reverting to the frontier days of nearly a century before. There had been more prison breaks, even a partial breakout at the prison in Riverton. State Police and federal troops had been rushed in and halted the breakout, but a lot of the prison population had escaped before the helicopters with the federal troops had arrived. Riverton was getting awfully close to home for them. It was only 161 road miles from Jackson Hole to Riverton. Well, that was 200 miles from the acreage by road, but still…

Ryan had been part of the 101st Airborne unit that had been sent to Riverton by helicopter. They hadn’t gotten there in time to completely prevent the breakout, and as luck would have it, Ryan had been shot. He’d taken a round to the same knee that he’d injured in the jump and his knee was all but shattered. They airlifted him out and he had ended up at Walter Reed getting his knee rebuilt. It would be a long convalescence and it would end his Army career. In the end, Ryan Williams, leader of men (and women) would not get to be a career soldier after all. He would always have a slight limp, but it wouldn’t hamper him terribly in life. By the time that he had completed is convalescence Jennifer had completed medical school. She tried to find a Residency program close to Jackson Hole, but the closest was in Denver, Co. http://www.practicesight.com/Schools...y_programs.htm 

The NICD also had programs http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/eidlfp.htm but none of those appealed to Jennifer. Besides, she convinced herself, Ryan needed her and she needed Ryan. They had given of themselves. It was time for them. The US was, becoming a terrible place to live. So, after 4 years of college, a year in Africa/Atlanta and 3 years of medical school Jennifer chucked it. It was time to raise a family, but, what a horrible world to bring a baby into. Well, it was pretty safe out there on the acreage in Wyoming, so Ryan and Jennifer returned home to stay, finally.

Chapter 19 – Rising Waters

There was no way to get another cabin like the four they already had. The contractor came out and put in the basement and tunnel for Ryan and Jennifer’s home and the four old farts found a very nice doublewide mobile home built with 6” studs. The mobile home went in a whole lost faster than the cabins anyway. Ryan started out using a cane to walk, but by mid summer he had cast it aside. They got everyone they could to help and put up 30 cords of firewood for the couple as well as replacing the firewood they had consumed. They couldn’t get food from Walton Feed anymore either, but the food kept so well, they just stopped rotating it into their food supply.

A small group of the inmates who had escaped from the prison in Riverton made a stab at Jackson Hole, but the Police and Sheriff’s Department took them out in short order. Ryan had a $2 million education. It cost the government about $1 million to put a student through West Point. Then there was all of additional training the man had received. There wasn’t much that Ryan Williams couldn’t do, from a military point of view. Well, except be in the military, I suppose. Those surgeons at Walter Reed had done a wonderful job rebuilding his knee. But, even for all of their skills, Ryan came up a little short and had been forced out of the military. It was a stinking shame. On the other hand, it benefited the residents of the acreage tremendously.

“The more things change, the more they stay the same,” Ray thought thinking about what had happened to Ryan and the country.

Ray had become a ‘real’ cowboy over the years. He still wore the hat that Stacy had bought him. He walked around with the Colt strapped on. He’d never taken up chewing tobacco, but he stuck a cigar in his mouth and rarely lit it, preferring to chew it to death. Ryan and Jennifer were making up for lost time and Jennifer was already expecting. The herd of horses had grown nicely, especially with those Michael brought over and there were enough horses for everyone to ride. Ryan hadn’t sat a horse for quite a spell, but it didn’t take him long to get back to sitting a saddle pretty good. Before fall came on, the entire group had made a couple of saddleback camping trips into the foothills of the Teton’s. The year was 2012. Wasn’t that the year that that preacher Pat Robertson said the world was going to end? Maybe Robertson got that from the fact that the Mayan calendar ended in 2012.

Ray didn’t think much of those televangelists. Ray hadn’t seen any local churches going out of business when Jim Bakker went off to prison or when Jimmy Sweigart confessed his sins to the world. The true religions will survive, in spite of the con artists who try to take advantage of the public's yearning for spiritual comfort. Old ‘paint face’ Tammy Faye Bakker had divorced Jim and remarried, only to die of cancer. There was a testament. Tammy was probably a beautiful woman at one time, but her vanity had gotten the best of her. She’d paid in the end, just like we all do. At least Robertson’s first name wasn’t Jim.

How many times had someone predicted the end of the world? Hundreds? Thousands? More? Well, we were still here and the world was still here with all of its imperfections. “Yep,” Ray thought, “America is becoming a wasteland, brought down from within, rather than from without.” But there was hope. There was always hope. Jennifer was expecting and Crystal was pregnant again. Ray was thinking, too that that excursion into Jackson Hole by those cons was getting just a little too near to home.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Like it or not, they were going to have to beef up security one more time. Ray made a list of that they needed. More motion sensors, more wire for the motion sensors, more lights for the display panel, more old nuts and bolts, more explosives because the C-4 was getting low, more wire for the detonators, and more detonators. More, more, more, it was starting to get frustrating. But, did they have a choice, Ray asked himself. If a bunch of cons had made it to Jackson Hole, how much longer would it be before they made the extra 30 miles to the acreage? There were two choices, hope it didn’t happen or prepare for it in case it did. Preparations had seen them this far, so preparation was the only option. Ray made copies of the list and Scott and Ron left in one truck, Ryan and Michael left in a second and Ray and his love left in the third. Each pair was supposed to get certain items on the list. Ron and Scott would take care of all things explosive. Michael and Ryan would take care of the security items and Stacy and he would get the bolts and nuts and anything else he might have forgotten.

Once in Jackson Hole, they went to a junkyard and bought 20 5-gallon pails of rusty old bolts and nuts. Ray was driving down the street when he saw a sign that said Business Radios. Ray didn’t know how business radios differed from any other radios, but he decided to find out. The guy was a Motorola dealer and he sold VHF and UHF radios used by people like plumbers and the like. The handheld radios he had in stock were all old used radios, Ray clearly wasn’t the first customer to check him out. But, he had a lot of the old Radius P-50, 2-channel handheld 4-watt radios and quite a few of the more expensive 6-channel, 4-watt handhelds that used a computer program to set a frequency synthesizer. Most of the handhelds were the more expensive 6-channel model. As for the 4-channel, 25-watt mobile units, there too he was down to a bunch of used radios.

Stacy and Ray talked about it (argued) at some length right there in front of that poor dealer. Stacy wanted to go for the 6-channel radios and get the computer program and interface for Ray’s computer so they could change the channels randomly. She also wanted a 25-watt radio for each home, each vehicle and one for the radio shack. Ray wanted to get radios for the vehicles and get the 2-channel handhelds. The dealer wanted to get the hell out of Jackson Hole, yesterday or sooner. He offered them the deal of a lifetime. They could buy him out, lock stock and barrel, including his reprogramming unit and all of his spare parts. But he wanted cash on the barrelhead. A check would do if he could take it somewhere right there in Jackson Hole and cash it.

The cincher was that the dealer would stay in Jackson Hole long enough to set up the 2-channel radios to the same two frequencies. This was no small matter, he explained, the P-50’s used crystals and you almost need a magnifying glass to change the crystals. The price the guy offered was too good for Ray and Stacy to resist. They thought the guy was nuts for wanting to leave Jackson Hole, but they would pay the asking price. Stacy left to cash a check on her Money Market account and Ray stayed and watched as the guy began to swap out the crystals so all of the 2-channel radios were on the same 2 channels. Stacy was back with the money before the man had finished. Ray figured he could make the crystal swaps in a pinch if he had to. The guy had all kinds of crystals. The grateful dealer even set the 6-channel radios with two frequencies to match the crystal radios and four other channels. The 25-watt radios were set to the same two channels plus 2 of the 4 extra channels on the 6-channel handhelds.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

When they got home, Ray and Stacy sat down and sorted all of the radios into piles. The 25-watt units were all mobile radios using 13.8 volts, but there were 8 power supplies. The guy only had 5 base station antennas, but that would work because Ray could connect his house radio to a base station antenna and his radio shack radio to is Diamond D130J. They distributed the radios to the cabins and got busy installing the mobile radios in his pickup and Stacy’s Cherokee. They were just finishing up when the other guys pulled in. The explosives and detonators hadn’t been a problem, but the detonator wire had taken some shopping. Ryan and Michael had had to hunt for motion detectors AND wire, but they too had finally found what they needed.

Stacy had the hang of installing the mobile radios and mag base mobile antennas so she did that the next day while the men strung the wire and Ron fabricated more of the Claymores. It worked out about right in the end. Ron could throw together the improvised Claymore a lot faster than they could string wire and the finished up at the end of the third day with the explosives and motion detectors installed and the wire strung to the shelter. They put the wires in a shallow trench so the livestock wouldn’t damage them. The radios came in very handy when they went to wire up the motion sensors to the panel. Somehow some of the wires got mismarked and they used the radios to sort out the mess. When they were done, they had a panel with a square of lights on it representing all of the motion detectors. Their perimeter was secure. The radio dealer and his wife and family had made it to Bondurant, WY (45 miles) before being attacked by a group of cons and killed. The wife and 14-year-old daughter, for obvious reasons, were the last to die and they welcomed death when it finally came.

Despite having not done her residency, Stacy was a pretty fair doctor. She had the book learning from medical school and the experience from Africa to draw on. She worked at the hospital in Jackson Hole as a Physician’s Assistant and rounded out her skills. She wasn’t a doctor, and probably never would be, but she was as skillful as the doctors there in Jackson Hole by the time Ron and Ray called a halt to her commuting to town. It was time to quit anyway, because she was showing fairly good. One of the advantages to working as a PA was that Stacy was able to round out the medical supplies they had stocked.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

If Ryan had any bitterness over being booted from the Army, Ray couldn’t see it. The truth was even simpler. Ryan had been worried sick with Jennifer being at Brown and him in Georgia. Then, the transfer to Ft. Campbell made it worse. In a way, the disabling wound had been a blessing. His wife was safely by his side and he could finally protect her. He’d regained nearly full use of his leg, too. The Army had given him a 40% disability and the checks, though small, provided for their needs. Way back when he’d decided to go to West Point, Jennifer had just been his study partner and the US had been a pretty safe place. Now, Jennifer was his wife and the mother of their unborn child and the US wasn’t a safe place anymore.

President Kerry was glad that his presidency was ending. The past four years had been an unmitigated disaster. The first four years had been bad enough with the power outage, the riots and the attack on the water supply. The second four years saw 31 million (final count) Americans die at the hand of terrorists. Maybe he and the late Senator Kennedy had been wrong all along. Among the victims of the viral attack had been Senator Clinton, she had been ‘too busy’ to get her vaccination, and Senator Schumer, he was off on vacation in Europe and never made it back. Senator Kennedy had died of Pancreatic cancer, a painful death that doctors attributed to his alcoholism.

Colin Powell had been right; Kerry’s record assured his, Powell’s, election in November of 2012. Kerry had the country in such a mess, he wasn’t sure that he wanted the job when it came right down to it, but Alma said he could run and he had begun to campaign early. The polls showed him with as much as 80% of the popular vote. Even the Republicans fully supported his candidacy, including, believe it or not, John McCain, the former Secretary of Defense during Kerry’s first term.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

If they hadn’t runs drills, Ray would have never realized what that awful noise was that woke him in the middle of the night. Not for a minute or two, anyway. By the time he got his pants on and down to the shelter to look at the panel, all of the men were in the shelter getting grenades and extra magazines for their rifles. They had an intrusion on the south property line. He tripped the claymore wannabe’s on either side of the motion sensor and grabbed his Barrett because of its night optics. They had several pairs of 2nd generation night vision binoculars and they quickly spotted the intruders. They had gotten past the mines before Ray could set them off. There were only a dozen or so people, he couldn’t tell if they were men or women, but they were carrying rifles and approaching Ryan’s home.

The women joined them moments later armed to the teeth. Ray carefully opened the door and all but Rosemary and Jennifer crawled out of the door on their bellies. Scott and Ray both had the night optics on their Barrett’s and the boom of the magnificent cannons was met with cries from two of the intruders. They rolled, lined up and fired again and two more of the intruders fell to the .50BMG match ammunition. Ray yelled “Lights” and Jennifer flipped on the flood lamps. The flood lamps mounted on the cabins temporarily blinded the intruders and they went down in a hail of fire from the residents. They had instant payback for the hundreds of hours and thousands of rounds of ammunition they had expended over the years. Rosemary had been left in the cabin to protect Jennifer, and they were both angry at having been excluded. Well, it seemed like a good idea at the time, but Ray wouldn’t make that mistake again. Jennifer had a temper that matched that of his redheaded wife.

Everyone was wide-awake now; there would be no sleep for the remainder of the night. Stacy put on a large pot of coffee and they all gathered in the Great Room in Ray and Stacy’s cabin. It was obvious that they had a hole in their security preparations; the improvised Claymores had exploded, but had done no harm to the intruders. In what amounted to an after-action analysis, they concluded that the delay between the alarm going off and Ray’s detonating the mines had prevented the mines from doing what was intended. It, the system, was broken so they had to fix it. They considered several approaches including keeping someone on duty 24/7 in the shelter and creating an early warning system. The road passed the entire southern perimeter to the property and the early warning system won out and would be implemented first. They had 6 motion sensors left as spares, so they decided to wire a pair together about a quarter mile in either direction, placing sensors on each side of the road in both locations.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

They had work to do; they needed to replace the expended mines and install the sensors. But, before they could do that, they had the grisly task of searching the bodies, recovering anything useful and then disposing of the bodies. Ray and Scott volunteered to take care of the bodies, Ron would replace the mines and Ryan and Michael would see to the new sensors. Stacy and Susan would go to Jackson Hole and come up with enough wire to connect the additional motion sensors. They also decided that Jennifer and Rosemary should go with them to Jackson Hole because Jennifer had had some cramps and they thought she should see a doctor. At first light, they set about the various tasks.

Ray and Scott examined the bodies. There were the four clean one-shot kills they had made with the Barrett’s. Shit, that .50BMG round was destructive, wasn’t it? The other bodies were in far better condition. The 631-grain FMJ bullets really did a number on those intruders. They checked the pockets but could find no wallets or ID. The excessive numbers of ‘prison tattoos’ told they all they needed to know about the intruders. The cons had a mish-mash of guns, but only the 2 FAL’s and one shotgun were worth keeping, they didn’t have ammo for all of the various calibers. Since they had no excavation equipment to dig a mass grave, Scott and Ray decided to load the bodies back into the two vans they had come in and transport them to the Sheriff’s Department. 

Understand, the two men didn’t give a rat’s ass about reporting the shootings, but they had no way to dispose of the bodies and the Sheriff could ID the men and scratch their names off the list of escaped convicts. The Sheriff could also handle the disposal of the bodies. They raised Stacy on the truck radio and told her to pick them up at the Sheriff’s Department when the women were finished with what they were doing. One of the vans was out of gas, had this been the reason the men had attacked them? Scott put just enough gas in the van to get it to town and they set off. When they arrived in Jackson Hole and announced to the Sheriff that they had a dozen bodies in the vans, they had to endure a brief but through period of questioning. Satisfied with their explanation, the Sheriff had two deputies take charge of the bodies and sat down to visit with Scott and Ray over a cup of coffee.

“We’ve been experiencing more and more of this,” the Sheriff said. “You wouldn’t think we would, being Jackson Hole is at the end of the world, but the number of intrusions is definitely on the rise.”

“We have a defensive perimeter set up Sheriff,” Ray explained, “But it has some holes in it. They were on us almost before we could respond.”

“You’re doing something about that, I presume?” the Sheriff inquired.

“We’re making an adjustment, yes,” Scott responded.

“My deputies tell me you have quite the community going out there, what is it 4 cabins?” the Sheriff asked.

“Five now with Ryan and Jennifer back in town,” Ray offered.

“You broke more than one heart here in Jackson Hole when you married Stacy,” the Sheriff recalled.

“She’s quite the woman, that’s for sure,” Rack acknowledged. “Ryan and Jennifer are expecting their first child soon. Rosemary and Jennifer are at the hospital getting Jennifer checked out.”

“No problems, I hope,” the Sheriff said.

“Hopefully not,” Ray said, “She had some contractions, perhaps due to the excitement and we all figured a doctor should check her out.”

“Let’s hope she’s ok,” the Sheriff agreed. “Look, the next time you’re due for a check, I think I’ll come out myself instead of sending a Deputy. I’ve got some health issues and the doctor’s are telling me that I have to retire.”

“Same thing happened to Ron, Sheriff,” Scott said, “He got out on the acreage, takes his medicine and gets plenty of exercise. He’s in excellent health now.”

The Sheriff’s intercom line buzzed and he took the call.

“The women are here to pick you up,” the Sheriff said. “I’ll be out one of these days to see you folks.”

“Thanks for everything Sheriff,” Ray said and the men left to join the women and return to the acreage.

“Is Jennifer ok?” Ray asked.

“She’s fine Ray,” Stacy said, “It was just the excitement.”

“Did you have any trouble finding wire?” Scott asked.

“A little,” Susan said, “But Stacy went to work on the guy at the alarm company wiggling her butt and batting those green eyes of hers and he sold us more than we can ever use.”

“That’s my girl,” Ray laughed, “Charm his socks off did you?”

“No,” Stacy said, “But I was getting quite a rise out of the guy.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet you were,” Ray thought to himself.

When they got back to the acreage, Ron had replaced the Claymores. Ryan and Michael had installed the sensors and had added additional lights to the panel. All they had to do was wire in the motion sensors and test the system. Ray went to the bedroom when they were done. Ryan and Michael would randomly trip one of the sensor arrays and Ray would rush to the shelter. In every case he made it to the panel before the perimeter light came on indicating an intrusion. The upgrades to their system were more than adequate.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The FALs were filthy, but otherwise in good condition. Each of the men had had a knapsack of loaded magazines for the weapons. They unloaded the magazines and cleaned the rifles. The shotgun was a Mossberg 590DA with a 20” barrel and a 9 shot capacity. It too was filthy but in otherwise good condition. Ron pitched in and cleaned the shotgun. Did they mind if he kept the shotgun, he asked. Not at all he was told.

During the course of their after action discussion, the subject of night optics had come up. There was no way they could afford to put Raptors on all of the rifles; they cost a fortune. The Raptor was a 3rd generation 4X or 6X riflescope that went for just under $7,000. Ray went out on the net and searched that evening after everything else was done. Any way he sliced it, it looked like it would cost him $500 per rifle, minimum. Then, there was the question of availability. How many of these places were still in business, given all that had happened? He ignored the companies whose websites looked like they hadn’t been maintained in a while and came up with a short list of phone numbers.

When he talked to one company the next morning, they told him he ought to consider red dot sights for his assault rifles and night vision scopes only for his sniper rifles. The red dot units were inexpensive compared to the night vision scopes. The salesman said that they had mounts for every gun around and they could absolutely guarantee delivery. The shipping charges were higher than normal, but if he didn’t receive his order, they would either reship or refund his money. Ray selected 3 2nd generation night scopes, one for his M-21, one for his M-24 and one for Ryan’s M-24. He ordered 24 of the red dot sights and mounts for the M1As, FALs, and M16’s. This would have to do.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The Internet and the phone system was an on-again-off-again proposition at best. It seemed like one never knew when the phones would be working and when they would not. And, even if the phones were working, sometimes you simply could not get on the Internet. More and more of the websites were falling into disrepair, too. You could pretty much tell the condition of the company by the condition of their website. And, if that were the standard, there were a lot of companies out there in trouble, a whole lot. True to its word, the vendor delivered the optics four days later. They hurriedly installed the optics and spent time on the range late one evening sighting them in or adjusting them as required.

A few nights later the alarm horns went off. Ray rushed to the shelter and the road sensor was tripped to the east of the property. Scott and the others grabbed their weapons and slipped outside to meet the attack. But no attack came and they could see nothing in their night vision binoculars. Perhaps, they decided, it had been an animal. Everyone was awake again and Stacy made more coffee. They analyzed the event and decided that, like it or not, they were going to have to make more changes. The final decision was to build what amounted to a guard tower to be manned 12/7. They would make up a duplicate panel and add a switch so that the alarm horns could be activated automatically in one position and manually by the guard in the other position. Only Jennifer was exempt from guard duty. Stacy set up a rotation for the nine of them and they would pull guard duty for 4 hours every third night.

A week passed and then two. It wasn’t until one night during the third week that one of the sensors tripped. A quick check by the guard through the night vision binoculars revealed a deer and the alarms were not activated. It wasn’t the same situation 2 nights later when a road alarm light lit up. The same quick scan revealed four vehicles, moving along the road slowly. Rosemary hit the alarm and in moments everyone was armed and out of their homes, ready for action. The vehicles stopped at the driveway but no one got out. After a while the vehicles moved on. The two incidents had proved to be a good test of the system. They only had to get up if the guard saw potential intruders. However, Rosemary said that she wanted to discuss something, so Stacy put on the coffee and they put the system on automatic and gathered to hear out Rosemary.

Rosemary admitted that she had gotten quite sleepy and if the light had gone off ten minutes later, she might have missed it entirely. They finally decided that they should rewire the system. The manual alarm would be wired parallel to the automatic system and the automatic system could be set to trip immediately or after a brief delay. While there was a guard on duty, he or she would have the system switched to delay position and could reset the delay system if there was nothing to be concerned over. Otherwise, the delay circuit would automatically trigger the alarms after the delay period. They all knew that it was just a matter of time before a real attack came. Jackson Hole had been hit twice more since they had been attacked and had repulsed both attacks.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The Sheriff came out for a visit. He told them about the two additional attacks on the community and they showed him their preparations. To say that the Sheriff were pleasantly surprised would be an understatement. He talked to Ray about purchasing a 1-acre lot for a home and they reached a deal. The Sheriff and his wife would be building in spring. That would give him time to find a doublewide they liked and sell their home. He wanted to know if they were adequately armed to repel intruders and they assured him that they were more than prepared, reserving the details until he was retired and living there.

It was quiet, too quiet, if one were to ask Ray. He was getting that awful feeling in his gut. November came and Colin Powell was elected President. The Republicans regained control in Congress and held 63 Senate seats and 61% of the House. The US was in for a big change come January 20th. Powell had watched as Kerry had mismanaged the military to the point that they were nearly ineffective. It was another one of those LBJ/Vietnam situations. Jennifer presented Ryan with a healthy 8 pound 3 ounce boy on Inauguration Day, January 20, 2013. She was a little early, thank God! They hadn’t experienced any more problems at the acreage either. But Ray was now taking Pepcid AC for the ache in his gut.

Powell’s cabinet appointees were, to a person, military veterans. The appointments sailed through the Senate in record time. Meanwhile, Powell met with the Joint Chiefs and they developed a plan to clean up the country. Powell gave them a set of goals and told them to work it out on their own; he wasn’t going to interfere on a day-to-day basis. They would meet periodically as the situation required. He asked Congress to increase the Army to 15 Divisions, increase the military pay and benefits and appropriate enough money to get all 10 of the Nimitz class carriers activated. Everyone had his or her matching orders and Congress quickly gave the new President everything he asked for. It would take time to build up the military, but the remaining military would be a lot more effective. To help with the military buildup, Congress passed significant reenlistment bonuses and extended them to anyone who had left the military during the past 3 years.

The military went from 7 understaffed Divisions to 8 fully staffed Divisions practically overnight. Returnees only had to go through an abbreviated 3-week program before they were assigned to units. Most of the 3 weeks were spent getting them back into fighting condition and refreshing their arms skills. It is amazing what military spending will do for an economy. There were barracks to be reconditioned, stores in the form of food, ammunition and heavier munitions to be acquired. There were vast fleets of vehicles to be serviced and returned to use. And, the Army’s ranks soon swelled to 10 and then 11 Divisions. The Navy was soon up to full strength and the carriers were hastily refurbished and returned to service. Submarines began to make the patrols just like before 2004.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Winter turned to spring and as the military geared up and became effective, the gangsters, the convicts and the lawless among American society had to find a place to hide. Some out of the way place like say Jackson Hole and a hundred other out-of-the-way locations. The residents filled sandbags and created fighting positions. It was going to be a long summer. The first to arrive were the escapees from Riverton. It was daytime and the automatic alarm system tripped, sending the residents scurrying. It was a small group, maybe numbering 25-30. They were dirty, disorganized, but heavily armed with an assortment of firearms. They walked right in like they owned the place, noting only 5 houses. The Claymores took out over half of their number practically instantly. Well, the damned things did work after all! The remaining attackers went to ground and began shooting in the general direction of the homes. These were desperate men, fleeing from an encounter with the Police and Sheriff’s Deputies in Jackson Hole. They had started out numbering 75 or so when they hit the town. Twenty-five or so had arrived at the acreage and now they were down to 11.

Scott, Ray, Ryan, Stacy and Susan sought out targets; these guys were really hunkered down, and began to eliminate the remaining 11 men, one-by-one. Finally when there was but three of the cons remaining, the men made a break for the vehicles. They went down in a hail of gunfire. None of the residents had so much as a hair out of place. The women went to the house and left the cleanup to the men. None of the weapons the cons had were worth keeping, so they loaded the bodies and weapons into the vehicles and headed to town. The Sheriff was becoming pretty efficient at disposing of bodies. But, before they left, they replaced the expended Claymores. Ron had been busy during the winter, and they had several replacements on hand. Ryan followed in Ray’s pickup to bring the men back to the acreage.

Chapter 20 – The Long ‘Hot’ Summer

It doesn’t get all that hot in Jackson Hole, at least not out at the acreage. But, this summer would be hot. Hot from the volumes of lead that ended up flying. The minute they could begin, the contractor’s crew put in the Sheriff’s basement. It too was connected to the tunnel system. The Sheriff’s home was located at the other end of the row of cabins, away from the road. Sheriff Rob Zimmerman had been Sheriff a long time. When he went into the forced retirement, he was made an active reserve deputy so that he could retain some of his law enforcement privileges. When the fellas got around to showing all of their secrets to Rob and his wife, they each were in for some surprises. Rob had all sorts of LEO-only weapons and equipment, including several automatic weapons. But, he didn’t have any hand grenades or M203 grenade launchers. It was a good thing he hadn’t known about this stuff when he was Sheriff, he told them.

The attacks seemed to come about every two weeks, give or take. Usually, the attackers were the tattered remnants of a group that had attacked Jackson Hole and fled to the north and west. However not every group risked starting a fight in Jackson Hole, the word was getting out. In late June, one of the groups that had bypassed Jackson Hole attacked the acreage during the night. The alarm system worked as it was supposed to and Rob turned up with an MP5. This bunch was very careful and they probed the defenses tentatively at first, sending a single man forward. They let the single man penetrate their perimeter, hoping that it would lead the intruders to abandon caution. Thanks to Rob’s good graces, they had picked up several suppressors, one for each sniper rifle. When the single man got too close, Stacy took him out with the suppressed M-21.

The residents could see the intruders belly crawling forward and when the intruders came in range of three of the Claymores, they let loose with the explosive devices. The remaining intruders moved to follow the same path that their dead comrades had taken, assuming, correctly, that the Claymores were a one time use device and that they now had a clear path. With their first line of defense now useless, the folks opened up on the belly crawling intruders. It seemed to take a lot of rounds of ammo for each intruder that went down. The residents were all good shots, except for Rob’s wife and she stayed inside to watch baby Ray. Still, the intruders were very good and a couple of them had escaped notice and were performing a flanking maneuver. They would have gotten away with it too, but one of them made a noise and Rob let loose in that general direction with the MP5. Now aware that they were being flanked, the resident’s shifted their defensive posture to cover an attack from any direction.

Sweeping the area, Jennifer’s red dot landed on a target where there shouldn’t be a target and she let loose with a 3-round burst. The other flanker went down, dead before he hit the ground. The intruders could see that they weren’t getting anywhere and withdrew. They got into their vehicles and sped off into the night in a hail of gunfire. This was going to be an interesting after-action session that much was sure. They set the alarm system to automatic and Stacy went to brew another of the huge pots of coffee.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

“We about got creamed,” Scott exclaimed. “We had no redundancy for the Claymores.”

“How many more of the mines do we have Ron?” Ray asked.

“I have about a 50% backup for the mines we have,” Ron said, “We still have plenty of detonators and nuts and bolts, but I ran out of explosives.”

“What kind of explosives did you use?” Rob asked.

Rob, I started out with C-4, but when that ran out I used whatever I could get,” Ron said, “Mainly dynamite removed from the sticks and packed in the pipes.”

“Maybe I can be of some help,” Rob offered, “What would you prefer, C-4 or dynamite?”

“C-4 if I could get it,” Ron said, “But I don’t have a source.”

“I was Sheriff around here for a long time and a whole lot of people owe me favors,” Rob said, “Let me see what I can do for you.”

“Ok,” Ron said, “But the wire is going to be a problem, too.”

“I learned something in Sapper school that might be of value,” Ryan said, “If we could come up with some stepping relays and some batteries, we wouldn’t need much more wire.”

Ryan got a piece of paper and drew a diagram.

“You use the wires to advance the stepping relay,” he explained. If they’re wired the way I’ve shown, each time you send current to the relay, it advances one step and sets off the next Claymore. You can have as many mines on one relay as it has contacts, usually up to 12. The batteries fire the detonators.”

“Where would we get something like those relays?” Ray asked.

“At the phone company,” Ryan said, “They’re old technology now, but I’ll bet they have a box of the old telephone stepping relays laying around.”

The phone company did indeed have a box of the old relays lying around and they were more than happy to give them to Rob. Rob used up about half the favors he’d built up over the years, but he did manage to get Ron a large supply of C-4. It probably wasn’t enough, so he also got several cases of dynamite, a few spools of detonator wire and 4 GROSS of the electrical detonators. Ray and Scott rounded up a lot of 6” pipe, which they later cut into sections. They also cleaned out the junkyard’s supply of nuts and bolts and ball bearings. Ray had a small arc welder he picked up at one time or another and they welded plates on one end of the pipe sections. The batteries they could come up with were 12-volt auto batteries. Each battery had a lot of amperage and they only needed 2 per section. 

Ryan assembled the stepping relays and replaced each panel switch with two momentary contact switches; one to advance the relay and the other to reset it. These particular relays could handle up to 9 mines per relay. Although they had 10 contacts, the first had to be unused. However, they simply did not have enough supplies to put 9 layers of mines around the entire property perimeter. So, they put 9 layers on the southern exposure next to the road and 3 layers on the other exposures. If 9 layers of mines wouldn’t stop a group of attackers, they figured, they were up against so many people they would be overwhelmed. Ron had 9 spare mines for each position on the southern exposure. To test the setup, Ryan connected light bulbs to all 10 of the stepping relay contacts. The first light was on, that was as it should be. As Ray pressed the momentary contact switch, the lights lit, in turn, with the previous light extinguishing. When Ray pressed the reset button the other solenoid returned the wiper to the first position. They were good to go.

Everyone was pretty impressed with Rob’s MP5 and he gave each of the snipers one to use as a backup arm. There came a point that a sniper’s rifle no longer made sense, especially on such a small acreage as theirs. They took time out to practice with the weapons; they were no good to them if they were unfamiliar with them. Practice was just another form of preparation. Ray would have preferred a heavier cartridge, but Rob only had the 9mm’s. The MP5/10’s were special weapons made for the feds and the SEALS and Rob didn’t have access to them. Of course, there was always his Colt SAA and the shotgun, so Ray could live with it.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

They were attacked twice in July as the Army continued to rout the bad guys. Ray heard on his ICOM radio that Jackson Hole wasn’t the only area to be hit. The Aspen, Colorado area seemed to have quite a group of residents and they had had to defend themselves more than one. So had a bunch of the Johnny Rebs down in Georgia. Those good ole boys made short shift of the cons that much was sure. Up in the woods in the northeast, another group of survivors had taken out more then their share of the bad guys. August saw only a single attack, but it was a larger force and they got down to the eighth layer of Claymores before the bad guys gave up. Ray was beginning to wonder if someone had put up a sign directing the bad guys to the acreage. They were getting low on mines too and had to make a trip into Jackson Hole to get more 6” pipe. It was a real bitch cutting down that pipe so Ray bought a used metal band saw from the plumbing shop. While Scott cut the pipe to length, Ray cut out circles with a torch and welded them to one end of the pipes. Ron added the layer of dynamite and the nuts and bolts as soon as the pipes were cooled off. Ryan installed the mines and Rob ate donuts and drank coffee with Michael. Everything was as it should be.

September witnessed two small attacks but they were small groups of men in poor condition and poorly armed. And then, as quickly as it all began, it ended. The Army was at 13 Divisions and growing. The crisis was over. The President immediately got the electrical and water utility companies back on the job and they finally finished the upgrades to the water system. The electrical system retrofitting should be done by the end of summer the following year. Congress trimmed some of the programs implemented by their Democrat predecessors and repealed the Assault Weapons Ban. The experience of the summer of 2013 clearly demonstrated the need for an armed populous.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The Russians had heard nothing from the Chinese, but their intelligence apparatus reported on the American buildup. Their spy satellites also showed that the Nimitz class carriers were all operational and no longer stuck in port. They had no idea what had happened to the American submarines, but the number of empty berths seemed to be steadily increasing. That alarmed the Russians and they moved their boomers to provide coverage of the US. Russia had taken over the Middle East and had oil flowing. Their largest customer was Europe and the US only bought sparingly. Satellite intelligence also showed that the Americans were making progress on opening new Alaskan oil fields, something that stalled under former President Kerry. This Powell was a thoughtful man, they noticed. He had been the Chairman of the American Joint Chiefs of Staff during the first Gulf War. He had retired and declined to run for President, but who could believe that story that he didn’t run because his wife didn’t want him to? Then, he had served as Secretary of State under Bush Junior. He had suddenly retired as Secretary of State during 2004 and had remained in retirement until he came out fighting in 2011 seeking the presidency. This Powell was someone to be reckoned with.

President Powell was getting a briefing from the Joint Chiefs. The Russian submarines had repositioned themselves away from the China coast he was informed and appeared to be headed for positions to cover the US. It was getting harder and harder to track the Russian boomers as they slowly upgraded their equipment. The US Los Angeles Class boats were old and nearing the end of their useful lives, the Admiral warned. The US needed to go into full production of the Virginia class submarines. The US had better find a way to build at least a dozen new submarines a year until all of the LA class subs were replaced, he was told. Whoa! The Virginia class subs cost $1.65 billion each based on FY95 dollars and a 30-ship class. That would probably make them around $3 Billion each in FY14 dollars. That was going to be tough to get through Congress even with the Republican majority in both chambers. But, he’d try for a 48-ship addition to the class that now only contained 4 aging submarines the Virginia, Texas, Hawaii and North Carolina. They had only been able to deliver one of those per year, beginning in 2004. How on earth was he going to be able to deliver 12 per year for 4 years?

The Congress was feeling generous and authorized a $144 Billion building program for the new Virginia class submarines. It made sense; the Virginia class was intended to replace the earlier Los Angeles class boats anyway. The modular construction of the class made it easier to incorporate new technology and the Virginia class boats were 30% cheaper over their lifetime than the Seawolf class boats. They were very stealthy, too. But could Electric Boat Corporation and Newport News Shipbuilding build 12 a year? To add to the situation was that Congress handled the entire matter in closed sessions. 

Interested? See:
http://www.fas.org/man/dod-101/sys/s...inia_class.htm 
http://www.naval-technology.com/projects/nssn/ 
http://www.chinfo.navy.mil/navpalib/.../virginia.html

Ultimately General Dynamics contracted with submarine yards in Newport News, VA, Groton, CT, Bangor, WA, Kings Bay, GA, Newport, R.I. and Quonset Pt, R.I. to build the boats on a 24-hour schedule. It wasn’t until the first submarines put to sea 7 months later that the Russians became aware of the building program. They put their intelligence network into high gear only to find 6 more submarines being launched 6 months later. This caused great concern in the Kremlin and when 6 more submarines were launched 6 months later, they all but went into a panic. That was 18 new Virginia class subs in 18 MONTHS. They began their own military build up, but these things took time, especially in Russia. Before they could build and launch three new submarines, the Americans had launched a dozen more. The Americans even began to become more efficient and the next 6 made it out a week earlier.

I’m getting ahead of the story here, but the US managed to build and launch 48 new Virginia class attack submarines in 45 months. It was the most prolific ship/boat building event since the construction of the Liberty ships in WW II. The modular construction of the Virginia class submarines lent itself to a wide array of subcontracting options. Six months into his second term, a grey haired Colin Powell had his 48 new Virginia class submarines.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Under Colin Powell’s leadership, the US slowly became a nice place to live again. The Army got its 15 Divisions, there was some secret submarine building program going on and two more Nimitz class carriers were slated to begin construction. It was like the Reagan years in more way than one. At least Powell didn’t fall asleep at cabinet meetings or eat jellybeans, but he was beginning to show his age.

At the acreage, things became very peaceful. Ray sold more lots to retiring Police Officers, Deputy Sheriff’s and retired military, especially Marines and Army people. Ryan took over for Ray running the daily operations of the acreage. Ryan bought 320 adjoining acres and they move the barn and farming operation to the new ranch. That left them room for further growth in the housing development. Ryan added a 60,000-gallon used propane storage tank from a depot. He added 3 more of the 30,000-gallon water tanks. He built a small service station for the residents and put in underground gasoline and additional diesel tanks. He named the development Benton Village. 

Living out in the country, eating right and getting plenty of exercise agreed with the residents of the quasi-community and people weren’t slowing down as fast as others did in the big cities. Ryan and Jennifer had two more children over the four-year period that followed the end of the ‘period of unrest’ as some had come to call it. They removed all of the homemade Claymore mines and stored them, just in case. Ryan managed to hook up with a classmate from West Point who was a Major on a fast track. One thing led to another and, perhaps because the old friend felt sorry for Ryan or for whatever reason, Ryan managed to ‘acquire’ a sizable quantity of the genuine article, M18 Claymore mines.

His gold had increased significantly in value and Ryan converted half of it back to cash and used the money to improve things on his 320 acres. They had a thriving herd of dairy cattle, a small cheese making operation, a mid-sized herd of Black Angus beef and a huge stable of Arabian horses. They now butchered right there on the ranch. They opened a small grocery store off the service station and were buying food from grocery wholesalers. They had a large grocery warehouse with many months of food on hand.

Because of the warehouse, the service station/grocery store and the huge tanks, 15 acres of the development was unavailable for housing. At the end of the four-year quiet period, all of the lots were filled. Because of Ray’s interest in preparedness, Ryan built a community shelter in the general area of the industrial buildings. They could have built more houses but Ray said all of the lots had to be one acre, minimum. All of the houses had basements and were connected to the community shelter by a tunnel system. A short tunnel with a locked door connected the original six homes to the new tunnel system. Ryan also built a 6’ high block wall around the 40 acres and added a car gate.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

All of the residents were gun owners and the most popular sport was shooting at the new 1,000-yard range Ryan built on his property near where it adjoined Ray’s. Even the Sheriff’s Wife Bonnie learned to shoot and to enjoy it. It seemed that every other weekend there was some sort of shooting event. People who like golf and other sports had to go all the way to Jackson Hole to play a round. Ryan’s greatest concession to the golfers was to build a putting green.

Some women look old when they get old; others seem to get better looking. That was the case with Jennifer and most certainly the case with Stacy. Mostly men just look old when they get old, as in Ray and Scott’s case. They were still in pretty fair condition and worked out every morning all year long now. Stacy joined Ray and Susan, Scott. The four of them were in pretty good shape for a bunch of early seniors.

Before she’d had the two girls, Jennifer took time out to take and pass the National Commission on Certification of Physician Assistants certification exam. This allowed her to practice medicine under the supervision of a Physician. However, the doctor only got to the acreage when Jennifer ran out of prescription forms and he needed to sign another pad. Most of the drugs were purchased in bulk now and rarely did Jennifer need to write a prescription. Ryan had built her a small clinic near the grocery store. She didn’t keep office hours, but was available to the residents 24/7. Jennifer consulted with the physician on the more serious issues, but it finally got to the point that he told her not to bother him unless it were REALLY serious.

Michael Jr. and Crystal and Bill and his wife Melanie, sold off Michaels ranch and moved the stock to Ryan’s half section. They took care of the ranching part for Ryan, allowing him to devote his time to the operations at the development. Except for Mike and Bill, everyone was basically retired, even Ryan. And to tell the truth, Mike and Bill had some ranch hands and they didn’t work all that hard either, they just managed the ranch. Life was good and getting better. Colin Powell had just been reelected to his second term.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The UN was still in New York and Russia began to accuse the US of Imperialism. So, what’s new about that? Come to think of it, that’s sort of funny because Russia had become the world’s policeman. True, the US had a 15 Division standing Army and 12 Nimitz carriers and finally admitted to having built 48 additional Virginia class fast attack submarines. And it was also true that the US had only retired the original Los Angeles class submarines, but “so what?” the US ambassador to the UN insisted, the US wasn’t at war with anyone they were just being prepared. The Ambassador asked the Russian Ambassador how Russia had managed to launch 172% of its treaty limited strategic missiles without resorting to their fleet ballistic missile submarines. And then, the US ambassador to the UN did a strange thing. He quoted Adlai E. Stevenson to the Russian Ambassador. Does anyone remember that moment in history? 

“As it turned out, Stevenson produced the performance of his life. He hectored the Soviet envoy, Valerian Zorin, demanding: ‘Do you, Ambassador Zorin, deny that the USSR has placed and is placing medium- and intermediate-range missiles and sites in Cuba? Yes or no - don't wait for the translation - yes or no?’ 

“Zorin replied that he was not in an American courtroom, to which Stevenson retorted that he ‘was in the courtroom of world opinion right now’. The Russian, cornered, said he would consult Moscow and respond ‘in due course’, to which Stevenson famously replied: ‘I am prepared to wait for my answer until hell freezes over.’”

Journalists often referred to the exchange as an Adlai Stevenson moment. 

“Do you, Ambassador Gatilov, deny that the USSR fired 172% of its authorized treaty strategic ballistic missiles against the Middle East 5 years ago? Yes or no - don't wait for the translation - yes or no?’ 

Gatilov was cornered just had been Zorin, and he too said he would consult Moscow and respond “in due course”. The American Ambassador played it to the hilt. He told Gatilov, “I am prepared to wait for my answer until hell freezes over.”

The Soviet Union pulled its missiles from Cuba. Russia moved its submarines closer to the US; it was their turn for a blockade; a submarine blockade to be exact. Bad move, Ivan. Powell might be Mr. Clean, but he was neither senile or a fool. He wanted Russia to start something. He calculated that the Russian boomers were just a bluff. The US needed that oil from the Middle East at a reasonable price. Although the US had decommissioned all active submarines of the original LA class, they still had the 8 hulls of the upgraded class starting with 719 and 23 of the 688I class hulls. They also had 3 Seawolf class submarines and 52 Virginia class submarines plus the 14 Ohio class SSBN and 4 Ohio class SSGN missile submarines. Unless my math is off, that would be 96 attack submarines and 18 boomers of one type or another. And unless my memory is poor, 55 of those attack submarines are S-T-E-A-L-T-H-Y, right?

However unlike Mr. G.H.W. Bush and his kid, G.W. Bush, Powell didn’t want to be seen as having started a war; tough on the old image and all that. Let the Russians try and blockade the US, that was what his advisors were telling him would happen; we’ll just sink those subs of theirs. Of course, Powell wouldn’t know if the gamble would pay off and wouldn’t know for certain until we saw missiles incoming. But, he was staking his life, and the lives of a lot of other people, that such a thing would never happen. The Russians once had the largest submarine fleet in the world. But, by 2010, the fleet had been projected to fall to 53 submarines. That didn’t consider the submarine building program that Russia initiated in 2001. So, how many submarines did Russia really have?

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray caught the telecast of the US Ambassadors speech on CNN. It immediately reminded him of Adlai Stevenson’s speech at the UN when he was still in High School. Ray had that sinking feeling again. This was a 2 Pepcid moment if there ever was one. “Why is it?” he wondered, “That just when everything is so peaceful, we seem to be pushing for a war?” All of a sudden Ray began to worry about that grey-headed man in the White House. The US’s UN Ambassador would never have dared make that speech without Powell’s approval, and Ray was not talking about tacit approval, but express approval. It sounded to him like it was time to Praise the Lord and pass the ammunition, again.

The fence caused the problem that the acreage now had with security. The tower couldn’t see over the fence and raising the tower was pretty risky. The net was back up and running smoothly once more so Ray went hunting for subminiature security cameras. He found just what he was looking for and they were cheap. The wireless models only had a range of 100-yards at best, so he figured they would have to go with wired cameras and a lot of cable. But for the cost of all of that cable, he could buy bigger radios and save money. He spent most of one night on the website figuring out which cameras and which radios to buy. It started to get more and more complicated the longer he worked on a solution. He ended up going with the wired system and ordered only the cameras. The simple solution was to have a security company come in and set up a bank of monitors and use his cameras. The online firm gave a discount for large orders so he placed a large order.

Ray must be getting old. The security company sold the same exact camera and if you bought it from them, installation was free. But a few thousand dollars later he had a security panel with 16 monitors on it and a gang switch that allowed him to switch from wall to wall. Each wall contained 16 cameras and he could watch a whole wall at one time. Ray shouldn’t have felt badly, the cameras he bought off the net were one generation newer and worked very, very well in low light. But, it took Ryan to point that out to him. He hadn’t lost his touch after all, but he could no longer tell. Yep, Ray was getting old.

They reinstalled the Claymores on the outside of the fence. They used all they had of the real thing on the southern approach and filled out the layers with the homemade devices. They were 9 layers deep on the south and 6 layers deep on the other three sides, thanks to the real Claymores. They did have to replace the batteries, years of disuse had rendered them inoperable and they wouldn’t hold a charge. They were ready to go way before TSHTF. It didn’t seem to Ray that the rest of the US was alarmed. They would have been had they known that the US submarine commanders had orders to sink all Russian submarines, regardless of where they were AND that the US was at Defcon 3.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

This gambit of Powell’s was a calculated risk, but it wasn’t as foolish as the casual observer might think. The President figured and the Joint Chiefs agreed that the US could probably take out all of the Russian subs before anyone became any the wiser. The Russians had expended a lot of missiles on the Middle East. Powell was gambling that most of their remaining missile force was on those boomers. Maybe not all, but enough so that if the boomers disappeared, Russia wouldn’t dare attack the US with missiles. He was in fact right, Russia wouldn’t dare attack the US with missiles, but that didn’t mean that Russia couldn’t attack the US. The group of Virginia class boats would seek out and destroy the Russian boomers. The remaining Virginia class subs and the Seawolf class boats would seek out and destroy the Russian attack submarines. The 688I and 688 class boats would protect the coast.

In addition, all 12 Nimitz class carriers would stand off the coast at 200 miles to provide what he hoped would be an air umbrella. All US Air Force fighters would be moved to bases nearest the coasts and the Army and Corps would be dispersed around the US to repel any Russian invasion. Yes sir, he told the Joint Chiefs, he loved it when a plan came together. There was one hole in his logic, but no one could see it. They should have asked Ray, he would have seen it. The plan was in motion and had Ray been a betting man who knew of the plan, he might just have bet on the Russians. 

The improved Akula class submarines, called Typhoons by the west, were difficult to locate, but the Virginia class submarines were ghosts in the water. It took time, but they located the Akula’s and sank every one of them. The stealthy US attack boats eventually eliminated all of the Russian nuclear and diesel electric boats too. While the diesel electric boats were far quieter, they had to have air and eventually gave their positions away to Sosus. Phase one was complete, now the Americans sat back to see how the Russians would react.

When the first Russian boomer was listed as missing the Russians figured the Americans were responsible. When the second went missing, they were certain. They began to mobilize their Army. Most Americans probably think of the Russian Army in very negative terms relative to their fighting ability and perhaps that results from Afghanistan. But Americans had their own Afghanistan called Vietnam the first time and the Iraqi war the second time. No one gave much thought to the Russian surface Navy, perhaps because a large carrier fleet didn’t dominate it. But, a lot of those ships had been made cruise missile capable in the intervening years. And the Russians had nuclear tipped cruise missiles, contrary to popular opinion. Powell should have known that they did, but he didn’t.

A cruise missile is a marvel of engineering. It fly’s at subsonic speeds right above the land or the water. It is difficult to detect and when detected, difficult to shoot down. The MK 15 Phalanx Close-In Weapons System (CIWS - pronounced "sea-whiz") is a fast-reaction, rapid-fire 20-millimeter gun system that provides US Navy ships with a terminal defense against anti-ship missiles that have penetrated other fleet defenses. Designed to engage anti-ship cruise missiles and fixed-wing aircraft at short range, Phalanx automatically engages functions usually performed by separate, independent systems such as search, detection, threat evaluation, acquisition, track, firing, target destruction, kill assessment and cease fire. Phalanx underwent operational tests and evaluation onboard USS Bigelow in 1977, and exceeded maintenance and reliability specifications. Phalanx production started in 1978 with orders for 23 USN and 14 Foreign Military Sales (FMS) systems. CIWS has been a mainstay self defense system aboard nearly every class of ship since the late 70’s. It was originally designed to defeat low altitude antiship cruise missiles (ASCMs). As antiship cruise missiles became more complex in maneuvers and ability to be detected, and warfare areas moved from open-ocean to littoral environments, CIWS has evolved to meet the threat. 

The Russians weren’t going to attack the US with cruise missiles, they were going to attack the US fleet with nuclear tipped cruise missiles. A nuclear tipped missile doesn’t have to get within range of CIWS to do its dirty deed. This is a case where ‘close counts’.

Chapter 21 – This Is Getting Old

The Russians had built and flown the world’s largest cargo aircraft back in 1982. The aircraft, the AN-124 Condor, code named Cossack by NATO was a great source of pride for the Russians. Empty, the original plane had a range of 11,000km and loaded 5,000km. In the more than 30 years since the Russians had built the huge plane, which was larger than a C-5A Galaxy, tremendous strides had been made in jet engine design and performance, especially in the US. The Russians had purchased used 757, 767 and 777 aircraft and had used the engines as models to upgrade the engines on the AN-124. With the upgraded engines, the planes could fly nearly 8,500km fully loaded. They had been building vast numbers of the AN-124 for years and the oil money from sales of the Middle Eastern oil had allowed them to build even more.

The Russian plan had to be modified when the US had taken out their submarine fleet. They had intended to launch conventional cruise missiles against mainland US target. Oh yes, with the influx of the oil money, Russia had been planning on invading the US for some time. But, they were way behind their original timetable, way behind. From a historical point of view, one might wonder if it weren’t that delay that was responsible for… But wait, I can’t tell you how it ended until I tell how it began and what happened.

The Russians had thousands of the lumbering giant AN-124 aircraft. All of their surface ships were equipped with conventional and nuclear tipped cruise missiles. They had planned on attacking the US with a barrage of conventional cruise missiles and in the confusion that ensued, fly the nearly 3,000, yes nearly 3,000, cargo aircraft over the pole and land forces across the northern tiers of states. They figured that they could airlift a significant force in the first wave, refuel the aircraft from American fuel stores, return to Russia and haul in a second wave. A fair number of the AN-124’s had been converted to tankers and they could also fly their entire fleet of MiG-33’s and resurrected MiG-35’s as an CAP for their invasion fleet. Interested? See: http://www.globalsecurity.org/milita...a/aircraft.htm 

When the US began moving its forces to repel an invasion along its coast, the Russian plan fell into place. The modification they had to make to their plans had been to use the surface ships to first attack the American carrier task group and then move closer and launch the conventional cruise missiles against the US, not from their submarines, but from their surface fleet. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Still gloating over the success of the attacks that took out the Russian submarine fleet, Powell and the Joint Chiefs were alarmed with the news that the entire Russian surface fleet seemed to be sailing towards the US. The absence of troop transports among the Russian fleets was even more confusing. Why would the Russian Navy be sailing in harms way if not to invade? And if it were an invasion, where were the troop transports? They were still puzzling over that one when the Russian surface fleet launched its nuclear tipped cruise missiles.

An AEGIS cruiser is a marvelous ship. It can defend a task group against all manners of attack: from the air, from the surface and from beneath the surface. The Ticonderoga class cruisers were something else. So were the Burke-class guided missile AEGIS destroyers. Why, the task groups were almost bulletproof. They could even shoot down the surface skimming antiship cruise missiles. The Russian military philosophy had always been to overcome any tactical disadvantages by the sheer weight in numbers. It had worked against the Germans in WW II and was an ingrained part of their military approach. In a carefully timed operation, the surface fleet would attack the American fleet and move closer to the coasts before launching the conventional cruise missiles. The departure of the first wave of aircraft was timed so that their arrival over the US would coincide with the second cruise missile attack.

So it began. The Russians launched the first wave of nuclear cruise missiles and steamed on. American attack submarines began to sink the Russian ships, but there were so many. The AEGIS ships picked up the incoming sea skimming antiship missiles but there were simply too many and a few got through. None of the carriers were sunk, but a goodly number of their protective umbrella of support vessels were seriously damaged or lying on the bottom. As it were, none of the carriers could launch strike aircraft until repairs were made. The Russians continued to steam towards the American fleet and just under 400 miles off the east and west coasts, launched the conventional cruise missiles.

All of the top government officials had been moved to safety at Mt. Weather and other secure places. Powell was heard to utter, “What a revolting development this is!” The news media was informed of the apparent invasion and Americans were instructed to take cover. Geraldo, given his flair for the dramatic, had said, “The Russians Are Coming, The Russians Are Coming.” Asshole. Out in Wyoming, Ray and several of the others had been watching the drama unfold on TV. Ray was heard to utter his own famous remark,” Shit!”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

A little quick math will disclose the scope of the problem facing the US. 3,000 aircraft minus 400 tankers left 2,600 hundred aircraft to carry troops and equipment; 1,000 of the remaining aircraft carried equipment and supplies, leaving 1,600 carrying troops. The Russians had built two extra decks into the troop carriers and had packed the troops in like sardines, caring little for their comfort. There were 300 soldiers per deck plus the officers in the forward passenger carrying area modeled after the C-5A. Round numbers, 1,000 soldiers per aircraft, or 1.6 million soldiers. It was all so improbable, yet it was happening. The American Air Force fighters were out of position, too and unable to repel an invasion from over the polar icecap. Not that it would have mattered; the Russians had seen the movement of the aircraft to the bases along the coasts and over half of the cruise missiles targeted the bases. 

It was a most revolting development indeed. Not all of the Russian aircraft made it to the US, but the losses were insignificant given the size of the attacking force. Perhaps the Russians would have won the day right then and there had not the Joint Chiefs dispersed the 15 Divisions or Army and plus the Marines around the country. But they had and the Russians soon found themselves engaged in horrific combat. The Russian air fleet was refueled and returned to Russia for the second wave. What was it like in the US in 2017 after the Russian invasion? It sort of reminds me of that old movie, “Red Dawn”, except there were no Cubans. And just where in God’s name did the Russians get so many troops?

An opportunistic American media was carrying a blow-by-blow telecast of the fighting. At the acreage, the residents viewed the fighting with a growing concern. This continued for several days until after the second Russian wave had arrived and then nothing. No phone, no TV, nothing. They had gone from an information overload to an information vacuum. Ray was 70 years old and getting pretty long in the tooth for such an adventure. Most of the residents were old, the youngest among them, excluding the children, were Ryan, Jennifer, Mike, Crystal, Bill and Melanie. They had plenty of fuel and food. The electrical thin film roofs powered all the homes and the water heated by solar panels and backed up by propane fueled hot water heaters. Every home had steam heat and a backup generator. The community shelter had a large backup generator, too.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The information vacuum was maddening. They could see the occasional dogfight as American and Russian fighters clashed with each other in the skies, but essentially there was little outside news. What news they had came from that old Ham radio receiver Ray had down in his shelter. On some days the news was good, American tanks had wiped out a group of Russian tanks or American forces had overwhelmed the Russians in a pitched battle. On other days, the news was bad, and the Americans had lost this or that. Powell had underestimated the Russians, but had the Russians underestimated the American population?

Around the world, the reaction to Russia’s invasion of the US was met with mixed emotions. Europe was a shadow of its former self, the virus had seen to that. Those countries that even cared couldn’t mount an Army to assist either the Americans or the Russians, depending upon which country they favored. Many thought that the US was reaping its just desserts for a century of imperialism. Others thought that if the US fell to the Russians, the world would change even more than it already had and that wasn’t going to be a good thing. Africa had been pretty much spared the virus, but the AIDS pandemic, the constant tribal like infighting and other things had Africa in such a state that they had no interest in a war thousands of miles away.

The Chinese remained strangely silent. Were they just sitting back waiting to see who won the war between the Russians and Americans? Or, had the virus killed off more of their citizens than anyone suspected. Satellite intelligence revealed little to either the Russians or the Americans and they could only speculate. However, with the onset of the war, all of the Russian and American satellites had been retasked and were hovering over North America, providing intelligence to the combatants. President Powell and the Joint Chiefs were doing their best to first contain the Russians and then drive them from the country. At the moment, the conflict was essentially at a stalemate. For every American success, there was a Russian success. And winter had come early in the fall of 2017 and the Russians were doing better in the conditions than were the Americans.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

“What are you doing sweetheart?” Stacy asked Ray who was sitting at his old computer in the shelter.

“Nothing much babe,” Ray replied. “Just sitting here thinking more than anything else. I have to get you a present for your birthday, what will you be, 62? And, I have to think about an Anniversary present, too. It sure doesn’t seem like 18 years.”

“Nineteen years,” Stacy corrected.

“Eighteen,” Ray said, “We were married in 1999 and that’s 18 years.

“We were married in 1998 and that’s 19 years,” Stacy laughed.

“Oh,” Ray said. “Well 19 years, then, but it sure doesn’t seem like 19 years.”

“Time flies when you’re having fun,” Stacy nudged Ray.

“You trying to start something?” Ray asked.

“No dear,” Stacy said, “I was just reminding you that the spark is still there.”

“So, what do you want for your birthday and our anniversary?” Ray asked.

“Peace,” Stacy replied.

“Would that I could, Stacy,” Ray shook his head.

“Have you been listening to the radio?” Stacy asked.

“Pretty much the same old stuff, babe,” Ray answered, “Well, a bunch of those Johnny Rebs got tired of it and moved a couple of their militia units up north to do some guerrilla warfare on the Russians. They seem to be kicking ass and taking names.”

“If we weren’t all so old, I expect that we’d be doing the same thing,” Stacy surmised.

“Probably, babe,” Ray agreed. “But let’s face it, war is a young man’s game and it will be all we can do to defend this place if it comes to that.”

“What do you mean?” Stacy asked, “We repelled all of those assaults 4 years back without a single loss.”

“Yeah,” Ray said, ‘But those cons and gangsters didn’t have artillery and tanks.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ryan was probably thinking along those same lines, because he was planning to change their defensive posture. If for some strange reason the Russians did get to the acreage, they were screwed. On the other hand, if he could keep them away from the acreage, they might have a chance. Ryan, it seems, had been buying up dynamite for the past 4 years, explaining the purchases as being needed to clear trees from his land. The dealer had never been to the ranch and didn’t know that there wasn’t a single tree on the whole place. The man had sure bought a lot of dynamite, too, but the dealer had just chalked it up to an inexperienced blaster who used too much to accomplish the job. That dynamite was carefully stored in a bunker and attention was given to making sure it remained in good condition. Ryan had acquired a lot of other things, too.

Unbeknown to anyone beside Mike and Bill, Ryan had acquired though somewhat questionable channels some very questionable hardware. Things like the old Ma Deuces that the Army was scraping in favor of the newer M312’s and the Objective Crew Served Weapon, the M307; things like the M120, 120mm mortar; and things like obsolete landmines that the Army had removed from their inventory when they finally went to the NSD-A mines. The bunker was pretty good sized and it was plenty full. Ryan was well liked by a lot of the people he had served with back in his Army days and he wasn’t a bit shameful of having used all of those friendships to acquire the various weapons. It hadn’t been easy and it hadn’t been cheap, but a dead man couldn’t spend money and there was Jennifer and the 3 kids to consider, not mentioning Mom and Dad and the others.

It was time to drag all of those munitions from the bunker and employ them before the Russians got there. But, he had to involve Ray and Scott and Ron. And when he did, the reactions weren’t what he expected.

“Jeezus H.,” Ray had exploded, “Where did you get all of that shit?”

“Around,” Ryan answered, “Do you have a problem with it Ray?”

“Hell no Ryan,” Ray said, “I’m just amazed that you have some of the things that you do.”

“I had planned on getting more,” Ryan said, “But I began to use up money too fast and then the Russians invaded. What do you think? Can we defend this place or not?”

Ron checked out all of the dynamite and explosives. “How did you get so much dynamite Ryan?” he asked.

“I told them I was buying it to clear stumps and trees,” Ryan laughed. “I’ll bet they thought that I was really wasting the dynamite.”

“Hell, there is enough dynamite here to close both of the passes between here and Jackson Hole,” Ron replied.

“And anti-tank and anti-personnel mines if they do get through,” Ray exclaimed. “Damn, Ryan, do you know how to use all of this shit?”

“Not all of it no,” Ryan admitted, “But I figured you would know how to use the stuff I didn’t.”

“I hope you have field manuals on that mortar,” Ray said, “I have no idea how to aim one of those.”

“I have field manuals on everything, but aren’t you forgetting that you have field manuals on everything, too?” Ryan asked.

“That’s right, I do, don’t I,” Ray laughed, “I’d completely forgotten about those manuals.”

“I have some practice rounds for the mortar, too,” Ryan said, “So you fellas better get to reading and practicing, I have a sinking feeling in my gut,”

“Take Pepcid,” Ray said, “It helps a little.”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

They men got the women to monitor the radio while they made preparations for what they deemed to be the inevitable. First they read the field manuals and then they took the armaments out and became familiar with them. Inside of 10 days, they were proficient with the mortar and most everyone harkened to the Ma Deuces like they were long lost friends. Rob exploded in a flurry of profanity when he saw all of the weapons and that almost forced the others to sit on him to calm him down.

Ron placed the explosives to block the two passes. The blocked passes wouldn’t stop a determined enemy, but why would the Russians come to the acreage? They didn’t close the passes, but they were mined and ready to bring down. Further along they dug holes for the anti-tank mines, but held off placing them, lest they forget where one was and blow themselves up. Close in they planted all of the antipersonnel mines, they couldn’t do everything at the last minute, now could they? The passes would go down 60 seconds after the fuse igniter was pulled, Ron had finally gotten to use some of his fuse and the old igniters. A man or woman was stationed at the first pass with a radio. His/her instructions were to fire up the bike or snowmobile depending on the season, ignite the fuse and radio in on the way to the second pass where he/she was to bring down the second pass.

When the word came, they would rush out and place the anti-tanks mines. Hopefully they would have sufficient time. They also hoped that Jackson Hole would warn them well in advance and that they could bring down both small passes and get the mines in long before the enemy approached. After the preparations were complete, they sat down to wait and tried to keep abreast on the developing war. There was all kinds of chatter on the shortwave bands. Obviously the Russians had underestimated the armed American population. After the troubled times during the Kerry administration, a whole lot of Americans severed their liberal roots and had taken up arms. It was like that expression that asked what the difference was between a liberal and a conservative and answered that the liberal hadn’t been mugged, yet.

All of the terrorist attacks and the years of unrest that followed had seen millions of liberals become conservatives. And, they were armed and had food put up. America had become a nation of survivalists. Moving to the acreage imposed a lot of requirements on the prospective residents, too. They were required to have a .308 caliber MBR, and assault rifle, a shotgun with a 20” barrel, a .22 rifle and plus handguns for all of the adults. An adult was defined as anyone over the age of 15. They also had to use the propane fueled steam heat, install the electrical thin film and solar water heater. Finally, they had to have a LP Vapor powered generator and keep a year’s worth of food on hand for every member of the family. It was worse than joining the Mormon Church joining this community. Benton Village was a community that was totally prepared for any type of disaster, manmade or natural, short of Yellowstone blowing up or an asteroid striking the earth.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

What about those holes in the road for the anti-tanks mines? Covered with a piece of plywood and marked with a red flag. It wouldn’t do to have the holes fill up with snow and ice, now would it? Ammunition for the M2 machine guns? They had more ammo than barrel life. Mortar rounds? Not a lot, but then they didn’t have a lot of mortars either. What, no M72 LAW rockets or M136 AT-4’s? No Mark 19 grenade launching machine guns? They were on Ryan’s list, but time ran out before he could acquire everything on his list; time and money. 

Although the M-21 and M-24, as service rifles used the special M-118 ammo, Ray had never bothered using it. He didn’t have military scopes on his rifles. Ray was sitting at his computer, lost in thought. He was thinking how he sometimes called Stacy Jennifer and vice versa. Well, what did they expect? He was a tired old man with a failing memory, not Obi-wan Kenobi. Ray was so engrossed in thought that he hadn’t heard Stacy approach. This was Stacy, his wife, right? Must be, she had red hair. Anyway, Stacy had spoken to him scaring him half out of his wits.

“What are you thinking about, honey?” Stacy asked.

“All sorts of useless things like how I can never keep you and Jennifer separated in my mind,” Ray said.

“Well,” Stacy said getting in the humor of the moment, “I’m the redhead and she’s the brunette. She’s the doctor and I’m the one you sleep with.”

“I knew it was something like that Jennifer.” Ray laughed, deliberately using the wrong name.

“I’d better not catch you in bed with Jennifer,” Stacy roared, laughing so hard the tears were streaming down her face.

When they finally quit laughing, Ray told Stacy that the whole thing, the war, their preparations and the sinking feeling in his gut, were getting to him. He admitted that he was having trouble getting into a deep sleep anymore and he was having flashbacks to the times he had been wounded in Vietnam. This time was going to be different he said. They weren’t going to be up against a bunch of cons and gangsters. This time, they would be facing trained, disciplined soldiers.

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,” Stacy said “Feel like going playing doctor and nurse?”

Ray smiled and took her hand.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

They continued to follow the war on the shortwave. The US seemed to be getting the upper hand, more or less. It was difficult to tell sometimes. The Air Force and the Naval fighters had finally gotten reassembled and were coordinating their efforts. Someone on the east coast said the fleet had put back into port, been repaired and had sailed. He hadn’t heard whether the Pacific fleet had done the same. Anyway, once America had been able to marshal its air assets, the tide of the war seemed to change if those radio reports were to be believed. One thing was obvious; the Russians had seriously underestimated the resistance that the American public was putting up. There were hundreds of accounts of how this group or that group had taken on a group of Russians and overwhelmed them. This was the dangerous time. This was when the Russians would start to pull back, just like the bad guys had done. It was time to raise their level of alertness.

Although the entire community numbered less than 100, everyone 16 and up was a skilled marksman. Nearly every family had more than the minimum number of required weapons, too. They must have nearly 20 people who were so skilled with their weapons that they qualified as snipers. That might make all the difference. So many wars were fought using spray and pray tactics anymore that a skilled marksman was worth a dozen soldiers, maybe more. Sure would have been nice to have some AT-4’s though. Or, a half dozen M1A3 latest generation Abrams tanks. A lot of what would happen would depend upon whom they were up against. If it was a bunch of conscripts who were scared and running for their lives, that was one thing; if it were a crack Spetsnaz unit, that would be an entirely different story.

They didn’t actually adjust anything. Everyone was already on pins and needles. The problem with an adrenalin rush like they were experiencing was that when the adrenalin wore off you were very, very tired. In order to get everyone to kick back a little, they decided to have an indoor picnic in the community shelter. That was the only community building large enough to house all the people for the get together. People really seemed to get into the idea too. It would be a potluck with the homeowners association providing the hamburgers and hot dogs. Homeowners association? Yep, they had to have an organization to stand up against Ray and his survivalist mentality.

The party turned out to be just the thing to break the tension. Now, everyone would be relaxed and ready if and when they needed to react to defend the acreage. They only went through two cases of beer, so it wasn’t a drunken brawl, either. Everyone lightened up and they were now just waiting without worrying. Didn’t do any good to worry anyway, it just cost you your edge.

They sat there through the end of December and through the end of January and through the end of February. Then, just before the end of March 2018, the radio call came from the gal maintaining a lookout at the pass. A large group of unfamiliar vehicles was approaching and she’d triggered the explosives at the first pass and was on her way to the second pass. They rushed to place the anti-tank mines and get ready for the pending attack. Kind of strange though that they hadn’t heard a peep out of Jackson Hole. What do you suppose could explain that? They set the mines and brushed snow over them to hide them. You couldn’t even tell that they were there!

Finally a call came from Jackson Hole. Did the Army unit in those new Stryker vehicles get to the acreage yet they wanted to know? Oops.

“Jackson Hole, this is Rob Zimmerman,” the retired Sheriff said. “Why didn’t you notify us that they were on the way? We just took out the two passes and installed our final defensive devices.”

“Uh, sorry Sheriff,” the voice responded, “We just sort of got busy…”

“Are you in radio contact with them?” Rob asked.

“Yes sir Sheriff,” the dispatcher answered.

“You best tell them to hold off until we give you the all clear,” Rob informed the dispatcher.

“Anyone know how to deactivate those mines?” Rob asked.

“I’ll take care of it Rob,” Ryan said, “I give you a call when I’m done.”

“You be careful,” Jennifer called to Ryan as he left.

It took Ryan a hell of a lot longer to safe the mines than it did to set them. It wasn’t that hard if you really knew what you were doing, but it was nerve-wracking. Finally he called in that the mines were all out and that they could send the Army on the rest of the way to Benton Village. It was a damned shame they didn’t have any of the mines one could disarm by radio, but they were front line military hardware and impossible to come by. They needed to make sure that everyone knew what the Stryker looked like too. Needless to say, the Army Captain wasn’t the happiest guy on the block by the time they’d manhandled the rocks out of the passes and made it to the Village.

“Who’s in charge here,” the Captain asked.

“I suppose that I am Rocky,” Ryan said to the guy he’d gone to school with.

“Is that you Ryan?” Rocky asked.

“Yep. What brings you here?” Ryan responded.

“There are a bunch of Russians in the area and were just came to check up on you folks,” Rocky said.

“How many Russians Rocky?” Ryan wanted to know.

“Maybe a couple of Companies,” Rocky offered.

“Conscripts or Spetsnaz?” Ray asked.

“Conscripts. Do I know you?” Rocky said to Ray.

“He’s my step Dad Rocky,” Ryan said, “I told you all about him.”

“Nice to meet you sir,” Rocky said. “Anyway, Ryan, like I said, it’s what left of a Russian Battalion or what every they call their unit. There about 400 of them left, so about 2 Companies, I’d guess.

“Armor, Infantry, what?” Ryan continued.

“Uh, Infantry, mostly on foot, but they have some trucks,” Rocky answered.

I appreciate you warning us Rocky,” Ryan said, “But you should have had the Sheriff’s office call ahead, and we wouldn’t have blown the passes.”

“I thought that they had Ryan, honest,” Rocky replied sheepishly. “By the way, why did we have to wait so long?”

“Did you ever safe an anti-tank mine Rocky?” Ryan asked. “It takes time, you know.”

“Uh, right,” Rocky said avoiding that issue, “We’ll make sure to call ahead next time.”

“You do that,” Ryan said.

Chapter 22 – The Agony of da Feet

No one paid particular attention to the Chinese. The Russians and Americans had watched, but other than noting that the Chinese seemed to be building a large fleet of oil supertankers, nothing seemed amiss. The Chinese were not responding to any form of communication and the Russians had had their boomers off the coast of China until the American thing came up. Then, they’d shifted their boomers to cover the Americans and those Americans had not only sunk their boomers, they’d sunk all of their submarines.

The war wasn’t going as the Russians had expected. In the first place those damned AEGIS ships were better than they thought. They hadn’t succeeded in destroying the American carriers. Of course they sunk some frigates and seriously damaged some of the Burke-class destroyers and the Ticonderoga-class cruisers, but the damage to the American fleet was far less than they had hoped. They had managed to launch the conventional cruise missiles and they’d done their damage, but it was less than the Russians had hoped for. The American Army and Marines had been dispersed around the country and that had greatly interfered with their invasion. True, they’d managed to move both the first and second waves, almost 3 million soldiers to the US, but there we still over 200 millions Americans and they all seemed to be armed to the teeth.

Now, their forces were on the run. They had to make a choice, either continue to fight or surrender and hope that the Americans would let their troops return to Russia. The debate raged for some time and the longer the Russians took to decide, the more men and equipment they lost. The equipment was probably lost anyway, the Americans would probably just take it and melt it down and sell cheap steel for a while. There were a lot of recriminations from the old diehard Marshals, too and the powers that be were being severely condemned for having wasted all of those missiles on the Middle East. The Marshals were angry because it had taken years of denial, manipulation and lying to the Americans to conceal the extra 72% of their authorized missiles. And then, the Russian Republic had wasted, that’s right wasted, that 72%. Now they were down to a dozen ICBM’s and what could you do with a dozen ICBM’s? And what was with those Chinese and all of the oil tankers? Was China going to move in and take over the Middle East? Was that why they needed so many huge supertankers? In the end, the politicos won the debate and Russia notified its troops to surrender to the nearest American unit. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Unfortunately, the two companies up in the Jackson Hole area didn’t get the word because they were cut off and their radio was broken. And the Army was closing in, so they ended up coming towards Benton Village. The gal up on the first pass now knew what a Stryker looked like but she didn’t recognize the Russian trucks. Rather than make another mistake, she radioed in when the trucks were still 5 miles away. Ryan told her to blow the two passes again, Ron had replaced the charges, and she did. They rushed to re-lay the anti-tank mines and made it with time to spare.

While they were placing the mines, Rob called the dispatcher and made sure there were no more Army units in the area. Apprised that there were not, he asked the dispatcher to send them, they appeared to be having visitors. The Russians cleared the first pass and then the second. And when their trucks began to hit the mines, all hell broke loose. To Ray, it seemed like Vietnam all over again. These soldiers might have been conscripts, but they had been fighting in the US for a long time. They fanned out and opened up on the Village with their 5.45x39mm rifles. Although outnumbered the residents were better shots and had the advantage of concealment. 

The fight started out about 4 or 5 against 1. The Russians might have won if they’d had RPG’s, weren’t half starved and exhausted. But the superior marksmanship of the residents began to take its toll. The soldiers wore lightweight body armor so the Villages used headshots. The battle dragged on and the poorer marksmen were pressed into service reloading magazines for the people who were scoring kills but running low on ammo. The Russians tried to rush the huge compound, but ran smack dab into the anti-personnel mines and withdrew. Half the Russians lay dead or dying and a few of the residents were wounded. Jennifer bandaged the folks with lesser wounds and they got the more seriously wounded to the clinic.

The battle was still raging, though with less intensity when the Stryker units arrived and engaged the Russian troops from the rear. The Stryker’s had to stand off because of the mines, but the American troops boiled out of the troop-carrying model, the M1126, and joined the foray. Then, the Russians began to run out of ammunition and were finally overrun. Less than 100 of the original more than 400 Russian soldiers escaped being wounded or killed. Only two of the Villagers were killed outright and Jennifer believed that everyone one else would recover from their wounds. The wounds ranged from minor bullet grazes to serious life threatening injuries but she performed meatball surgery at breakneck speed and stopped only when the last person had been treated.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The doctor from Jackson Hole made one of his rare trips to Benton Village and checked on the wounded. He was highly complementary of Jennifer’s work and vowed right then and there to see what he could do to get her fully licensed as a physician. In the aftermath, the anti-tank mines were exploded in place and the road repaired, it was just too dangerous to attempt to disarm them again. The remaining anti-personnel mines were also destroyed in place; there was no way to disarm them. The remainder of the heavy armaments were cleaned and stored; hopefully to never be used again. The residents buried their honored dead and tried to resume a normal life. This war was over.

They never repaired the fence; it remained as a stark memorial to the two who had lost their lives. All in all, nearly 100,000 Americans had died during the war and over ½ million had been injured. The Russians had lost 2/3 of their nearly 3 million troops. Eventually the Russian soldiers were repatriated and America moved on. The Pacific fleet had been repaired and had put to sea again; the news just never made it the Jackson Hole before the war ended. There was a lot of rebuilding to do that was sure.

A year later, the doctor succeeded in his quest. It hadn’t been easy, but he had managed to get Jennifer licensed as a full-fledged physician. It was a momentous occasion. Powell had directed the Navy and Marines to take the Middle East. The Russians didn’t even resist, they just pulled up stakes and returned home. Powell had succeeded in reducing the cost of oil as he had hoped; the cost went from, $40 dollars a barrel under the Russians, to the cost of pumping and transport, e.g., it was free. And, despite the sudden oil glut, the Congress mandated a minimum 30 mpg (city) for all new vehicles and refused to grandfather in anything that didn’t get at least 20mpg (city).

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The year was 2019. Ray and Scott had finally given up on the exercise; it was just getting to be too much. They still walked a lot, Jennifer insisted on that, but more and more they rode a horse or drove a golf cart to get around. They still did a lot of shooting; hell everyone did a lot of shooting, because shooting was the ‘official’ sport of the retirement community. Ray decided to buy another 40 acres and put in another housing tract, but this one would be for a younger group of people, the seniors were getting too old to fight. He put Ryan in charge of the project, but gave him strict instructions. The same rules as before applied and the new residents all had to be survivalists; younger, healthy survivalists. And, no one with any sort of extreme philosophy would be allowed, except of course, being a survivalist wasn’t considered as being an extreme philosophy. Mix it up, Ray said, let’s get a lot of different skills for this community.

Ryan could remember back to the time when they’d first met Ray. Back then he’d been a loner with only a dog as a companion. Promise and her litter had long since died and been buried in an animal graveyard Ray set up. Now, in the twilight of his years, Ray seemed to yearn for companionship. Ryan decided that they would put in a housing tract, setting manufactured housing on basements and equipping the homes to Ray’s specs. The amenities wouldn’t include a wet bar, it would be a gun safe instead. The new tract would contain 36 homes, all on 1-acre lots and would have a community center sitting on top of a community shelter right in the center of the tract. There would be a tunnel system just as in the original tract and the tunnel systems would be interconnected. Ryan worried that they would have trouble selling the homes, but when they placed ads in several national newspapers, they had 5 or 6 applications for every home.

Even after carefully screening the applicants, they had almost 3 qualified applicants for every home, something Ryan hadn’t anticipated. So, Ryan decided to convert 80 acres of his ranch where it adjoined Ray’s 80 acres to additional housing. The summer of 2019 saw the first 36 homes go up and the following year Ryan put in the other 72 homes and buildings. They had to expand the warehouse and build a real grocery store and put in additional infrastructure, but that old line-shack and Ray had started something. Things were really changing at Benton Village. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Colin Powell had served his two terms and retired to New York City. In his own way, Powell had forever changed America. Having suffered no worse under a black President, America was ready to elect the first female President and they did that in 2020. She was a moderate Republican, by the way, and the Republicans held on to control of Congress. Perhaps because of all that had happened to America, the country was finally growing up. It wasn’t so popular to be a liberal anymore and issues like abortion and homosexuality and the like were no longer front-page news. America was changing and embracing a new conservatism. The homosexuals went back into the closet and the Congress passed a law outlawing abortions except in three cases: where it was therapeutically necessary, where the pregnancy resulted from a rape and where the pregnancy resulted from incest. 

One of the byproducts of the new conservatism was a return to the values that the founders of the country had embraced back when they drew up the Constitution. The right to keep and bear arms was an Individual right and it had nothing to do with militias. The Congress also adopted a new model Criminal Justice System, with a focus on rehabilitation rather on the housing of criminals. There were loud protests in the news media over the new laws, but Congress and the President didn’t care. Neither did the American public; they liked the new laws. The days of the liberal press were nearing an end. Thank God. Oh, and God? He wasn’t a dirty word anymore. Prayer returned to the classroom and ‘Under God’ returned to the Pledge of Allegiance.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

And, all the while the Chinese had been building supertankers. Their fleet was large and growing larger. These weren’t the fancy double-hulled oil transports that the environmentalists around the world had forced to be built; these were single hulled transports and they were only supertankers on the outside. On the inside they were very modern troop transports each capable of hauling a division of Army and their equipment. Maybe the world hadn’t changed so much after all.

Oh yes it had, the CDC finally came up with a cure for AIDS. The cure attacked the heart of the HIV virus and it didn’t matter how much the virus mutated, the cure still worked. What was left of the African population was saved, as were peoples around the world. Europe was recovering nicely from the epidemic and all around the world life was getting better. And Kerry’s NIDCS system was revamped and the cards now became Passports for real. The DNA sample was taken at birth and recorded in the national system. The ID cards/Passports were nominal in cost and the plan called for them to be updated every five years to keep the information current. All of the countries of the world, save one, adopted the new system. The world truly was becoming a single community. There were still borders, but they were extremely porous in the sense that with the NIDCS like system, the true identity of a traveler was no longer a mystery.

Terrorism had waned and died in the aftermath of the Russians cleansing of the Middle East. Every living soul from Turkey to Saudi Arabia, Muslim, Christian and Jew had been killed. In other Muslim countries, the terrorists retired, fearful that the Russians would destroy their county. They embraced the true meaning of the Quran and returned to their roots. A new respect for religion and a new tolerance of the beliefs of others finally came to pass. By the end of 2020, the world was becoming a wonderful place.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

“Madam President, we have a problem,” the new Chairman of the Joint Chiefs told her.

“What kind of a problem General?” the President asked.

“It’s the Chinese Madam President,” the Chairman said. “As you were briefed when you took office, last month, the Chinese have been building a fleet of supertankers for years. We now believe that to be a ruse. There may not be enough oil in the world to fill that fleet of supertankers.”

“If they are not supertankers, General, then what are they?” the President asked.

“The intelligence community now believes that they are troop transports Madam President,” the Chairman responded.

“And what took the intelligence community so long to come to that conclusion?” the President asked. She didn’t think much of the intelligence community.

“Who knows with those people?” the Chairman responded in frustration. “They even keep their toilet paper purchases a secret so no one will know how many people they really have in their organizations. Anyway, the satellites were repositioned after the war with the Russians and recently, huge convoys have been seen traveling to the ports and simply disappearing.”

“Just how big is this threat General?” she asked.

“Given the number of ships, they projected capacity and so forth,” the General replied, “We estimate that the Chinese could send as many as 30 million fully-equipped troops against us.”

“Did I hear you right?” she asked, “30 MILLION?”

The General nodded.

“What about a first strike against the Chinese?” she asked.

“That wouldn’t be a good idea Madam President,” the General replied, “In the first place, most of our land based missiles have reached the end of their useful service lives; in the second place, even though our boomers are still fully mission capable, we have no idea what the Chinese have done in the years since the virus. For all we know, they have more missiles than we do. And, in the third place, no one wins an all out nuclear exchange, look at what the Russians did to the Middle East.”

“What are my alternatives then, General?” she asked.

We propose sending our attack submarines to sink as many of the Chinese ships as possible Madam President, but no doubt some of the Chinese ships will get through,” the General replied.

“Ok General, sortie the boats and I’ll get back to you,” she concluded the meeting.

“Thank you Madam President,” the General replied and left.

The President consulted with her Cabinet and with the leaders of Congress. They agreed with her assessment of the situation and approved of the action she had taken. An emergency appropriations bill made it through Congress and was her desk ready to signed within 48-hours. They didn’t have much time and the entire country, especially the MIC, went onto an immediate war footing. The factories began running 24/7 turning out munitions and material. The best estimate gave the US only 90-days to prepare for the invasion and the worst estimate gave only 30-days, it all depended upon when the Chinese set sail. They figured it would take anywhere from 30-45 days for the Chinese to cross the Pacific, depending upon which way they came and the speed of the ships and weather conditions and 100 other factors. What they really needed was a typhoon to strike the Chinese fleet and sink the ships. Wish in one hand…

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Ray hadn’t been himself of late. Stacy tried to get out of him what was bugging him, but she got nowhere. Then Ryan tried and had similar results. Finally Jennifer tried the “tell the doctor” routine, hoping that Ray had an ache or pain that he just wasn’t talking about. Nothing. Then, Stacy started to get angry. You know how a redhead is when she gets angry, right? It all stemmed, it seemed, to a rather minor incident that had happened about a month earlier. One of their many cats, Cookie, had gotten sick on a Saturday. She was 14 years old and they just happened to be tight on money. She and Ray had talked about it and Ray had said that Cookie was pretty old and overweight and that he didn’t want to spend “hundreds of dollars” on Vet bills for a 14-year old cat. Anyway, they had waited until the following Tuesday to take Cookie to the Vet. Ray had stayed home and she had made the trip to Jackson Hole. The Vet started an IV, Cookie had stopped drinking water, but Cookie had died right there on the table in front of Stacy. [Siamese]

When she’d gotten home, Stacy had been pretty upset and perhaps without meaning to do so had made Ray feel guilty about Cookie dying. He was such a cheap bastard at times! Anyway, feeling like he did, Ray had gone on the net to see how his readership was accepting the latest chapter of his novelette based their life. More than one well-meaning fellow had corrected Ray on a minor point and implied that Ray had been wrong about something else. Given the guilt Ray was already feeling when he read the comments, Ray had gotten really upset and had stopped writing his fiction. He had just left them hanging right in the middle of the story. Then Ray started to feel guilty about that and what it really boiled down to was that all of that guilt made Ray angry and he had turned the anger inward. Anger turned inward has another name: depression. To make matters worse, Ryan had confided to Stacy that he was getting that sinking feeling again and that might be adding to Ray’s depression.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The Chinese were further along with their preparations than the Americans realized. Even while the Chairman briefed the President, the final units arrived at the port and before the appropriations bill was on her desk, they began to set sail. The ships sailed not in a convoy, but individually, making the task of the American boats very difficult. Half of the 96 submarines were in the Atlantic and half in the Pacific. That meant that of the 48 subs in the Pacific, only 39 were attack submarines. While the boomers had torpedoes, they had a more important job, positioning themselves for an attack against China if it came to that. The US employed the same tired old strategy of setting up a carrier screen 200 miles off the US coast to repel any of ships that made it past the attack subs. Given all of its military assets, the US should have been able to prevent the invasion entirely, but there was no logic to the sailing patterns the Chinese ships took, at least not discernible to the occidental mind.

The US hadn’t had time to replace the frigates that the Russians had sunk and some of the Burke-class destroyers had been repaired and returned to sea so fast that they were forced back for repairs. The US had started at the top and worked its way down, repairing the carriers, then the cruisers and finally the destroyers. A lot of destroyers had taken serious damage and in the rush to return them to sea, the overworked yards had cut a few too many corners or had missed damage that later surfaced. Thus it came to be that the American ASW capacity wasn’t up to its usual standards. While the Chinese submarine fleet wasn’t large compared to the American submarine fleet, it existed nevertheless and was deployed against the American carrier screen. These Americans were so predictable one Chinese Admiral gloated to another.

A dozen submarines were up against 6 carrier task groups and the task groups included some of the 688I Los Angeles class submarines. When the Chinese mariners bade their families’ goodbye before setting off on their mission, they warned them that it could be a one-way mission. The American attack boats sailed at flank speed, hoping to catch the Chinese super tankers in port, but they were less than ¼ of the way when their received ELF transmissions telling them to surface for a burst radio transmission. The message was stark, “The Chinese have sailed”. The boats continued on presuming that the Chinese would be sailing in a convoy. However when a sub sighted and sank a single super tanker, and reported the sinking to ComSubPac, the Americans learned of the irregular sailing pattern.

It was a real scramble as the American subs tried to locate and sink the transports. Every ship they sighted sank to a watery grave, but they were so widely scattered that about ½ of the transports made it past them and slowly converged on the American fleet. Back during the Kerry presidency, all of the F-14 Tomcats had been retired, somewhat diminishing the capacity of the American carrier fleets. Powell hadn’t had the opportunity to replace the aircraft, though a replacement was in the offing. The F/A18 could carry and launch the AGM84D Harpoon missile, but that was a stand off land attack missile, not the anti-ship version. Because of the absent frigates and destroyers the fleet’s capacity to interdict the Chinese fleet was less than optimal. It was made all the worse by the presence of the Chinese submarines. Frigates were the primary ASW vessels, then the destroyers and finally the cruisers. The Chinese subs held the attention of the destroyers, what there were of them, and the cruisers, interfering with their ability to attack the transports with their Harpoons. 

Of the vast armada of ships that departed China, barely 15% of them made landfall on the American coast and were able to discharge their cargos before the Air Force sank the ships. All of those ships, 15 years of construction, lay on the bottom and the Chinese were stranded in the US, cut off from home. Interestingly, having never engaged the enemy, 10 of the 12 Chinese submarines made it back to China, much to the delight of the families of the mariners. 4.5 million Chinese soldiers were faced off against 15 Divisions of Army plus the Marines and the National Guard along the west coast of the United States.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

At Benton Village, Stacy had about had enough of Ray’s depression. She figured that she had to get him to turn the anger outward and decided to pick a fight with him. Maybe if she could get him good and worked up, he’d get out of his funk. Sometimes plans work too well. She started pushing buttons and finally struck a nerve. Ray got angry and stayed angry. And, just when he seemed to be getting over it, the TV began broadcasting word of a possible Chinese invasion. Chinese? Ray really went off then, saying how he’d figured that the virus had killed off all the Chinese and why hadn’t the administration kept a closer watch on the Chinese and on and on and on. Stacy decided it was time to retreat; at least Ray wasn’t depressed anymore. However, some of the things he said in one breath contradicted things he said in the next breath. She got out the M-21 and the M-24 and dragged him to the range. That usually allowed him to vent.

Ryan had been able to replace the destroyed mines with the new generation NSD-A mines. Originally conceived as an anti-personnel mine, later generations had included anti-tank versions as well. Given that the mines were the state of the art and current military inventory, it was surprising that Ryan had been able to get any of the mines at all. Persistence, military contacts and a fat checkbook had paid off and Ryan had ringed the four-section complex with anti-personnel mines and permanently installed the anti-tank mines in the road. 

Ryan had added the remainder of the things on his wish list, too and although M72 LAW rockets were unavailable, he had a good supply of the now obsolete AT-4’s. There was also an obsolete Mark-19 mounted on top of each of the community centers. He had added a community center to the original 40-acre tract and except for the fact that some of the original buildings and the propane tanks were on the original parcel each section was self-sufficient. Each section, for example, had its own well and 60,000-gallon water storage. Wyoming had reopened the passes and had graded them wide enough so that it was impractical to consider trying to close them. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

“Are you feeling better?” Stacy asked.

“I guess. Why did you pick that fight?” Ray countered.

“You’ve been in a funk, honey. I had to do something to get you out of it,” Stacy explained.

“Weren’t you afraid of giving me a heart attack or a stroke?” Ray asked, “I’m not a kid anymore.”

“There’s nothing wrong with your heart you dirty old man,” Stacy laughed.

“Maybe we’d better test your hypothesis,” Ray winked.

“Which part? The dirty old man or the heart?” Stacy asked playfully.

“Yes,” Ray answered.

Later Ray got with Ryan to discuss the Chinese invasion.

“Are you feeling better?” Ryan asked.

“I expect so Ryan,” Ray responded, what do you make of this Chinese invasion?”

“The news media risked a helicopter flyby and sent back some interesting pictures,” Ryan said. “The Chinese apparently have a new model of tank. They moved a lot of armor over here. I don’t know what to make of the new tanks. Most of their tanks appear to be the old T-98 type-80 tanks with the 125mm cannon, but these new boys look more like an Abrams. And, there appear to be two models, one equipped with the 125mm cannon and some equipped with a shorter, fatter barrel.”

“What do you make of that?” Ray asked.

“I have no idea Ray,” Ryan said, “But it could be a missile launcher.”

In fact, the Chinese had been able to acquire a disabled Abrams tank and a TOW equipped Hummer from the Iraqis before the Russians destroyed the Middle East. The Chinese had spent considerable time dismantling and analyzing the tank and had produced what would have been a M1A4 version of the tank. The new Chinese tanks came with either the standard 125mm cannon or what amounted to a TOW launcher. The Chinese had also evaluated the American 120mm rounds for the Abrams cannon and had produced a 125mm version that was just a bit more powerful than its American prototype. The M1A3 fielded improved armor and could withstand a strike from the new Chinese 125mm rounds, barely, but the TOW-like missiles could penetrate up to 30” of armor.

“What is the state of our preparations?” Ray asked.

“Where should I begin?” Ryan asked. “The diesel and gasoline tanks are full. We have 142,000-gallons of propane. The grocery warehouse has about a nine-month supply of regular food and there is about a month’s worth on the grocery store shelves. Every family has their one-year supply for every member of the family plus whatever they have on the shelves. I don’t think food is going to be a problem. It’s times like these that I appreciate your insistence that everyone living here is survival minded and is well prepared.”

“As far as armaments go,” Ryan continued, “We have the Mark-19’s and Ma Deuces on top of each community center as well as a 120mm mortar. The road is mined with those new NSD-A anti-tank mines and the entire perimeter is mined with the NSD-A anti-personnel mines. We can monitor the entire perimeter from any of the 4 main shelters using the TV cameras. I frankly don’t know how we could be any more prepared.”

“Still don’t have any tanks, huh?” Ray laughed.

Chapter 23 – Let’s Do Chinese

During the analysis and design phase of their new T-109 tank, the Chinese discovered that the turbine engine in the Abrams tank had its shortcomings. They decided to use the 1,200hp liquid cooled diesel engines from the T-98. They also opted to use the 125mm gun from the T-98 on the majority of the new tanks. One of the advantages of the Abrams was its speed; another was its armor. It was no mean feat, but the Chinese were able to duplicate and improve on the British designed armor used by the Americans. The only thing was that their ‘improved’ version was a little bit heavier. They decided to enhance the armor protection on the top of the turret, too, a traditional weak point on a tank. Not a lot, but it added to the weight. Anyway the new T-109 came in at 72 tons, give or take, depending on its armament. And it sacrificed about 15kmh, moving at a paltry 45kmh. The new canon rounds were a great advance for them, but only marginally better than the American rounds.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The Pentagon had appointed a 4-star to be in overall charge of the defense of the nation if the Chinese managed to get through. The man was battle tested, but rather conventional in his approach. The scene was the Situation Room at the White House, while the Chinese were still unloading their supertankers. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs had been droning on for 20 minutes and Madam President was getting bored, she’d heard all of the crap about 3 times already. Frankly, though she wasn’t a soldier, the planned defense of the nation bothered her. It was beginning to appear that the Chinese had the US outnumbered 2 to 1 and they had some new super tank. Her attention was drawn to a Lt. General sitting in a back row who appeared to be engaged in an animated conversation with a colleague seated next to him. She recognized the Lt. General, he was a hero of the Russian invasion and was known to have employed unconventional tactics against the Russians.

Lt. General Lance Soblick disagreed with the planned defense. He felt that the US would get its ass kicked big time using a conventional approach to the forthcoming battle. He was a wild card much in the manner of the famous WW II General George Patton. He had been attempting to explain how he’d fight the battle to his colleague when the President interrupted the proceedings.

“Excuse me, General, I’d like to hear what General Soblick has to say, he seems to disagree with you,” the President said. “General Soblick, front and center!”

Lance was so engrossed in his explanation that he missed the President’s statement and it wasn’t until his colleague nudged him and nodded towards the President that he even realized that he was now the center of attention. He stood and addressed that skirt running the country.

“Ma’am?” Lance said.

“You seem to disagree with the Chairman and I’d like to hear what you think,” the President said.

“It was nothing Madam President. Just a minor disagreement over some fine points,” Lance said attempting to avoid further conversation and remove himself from the limelight.

“Nonsense,” she replied, “The way you were flailing around back there, it appeared as if you were directing a symphony. I want to hear what you have to say. Front and center, General, and that’s an order.”

Lance reluctantly came forward. What the hell, the defense plan was a disaster and since he could now think of his military career only in the past tense, he decided to say what he really thought. He took the podium. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs didn’t like his subordinate and his face was cherry-red.

“Madam President, Mr. Chairman,” Lance began, “We’re going to get our butts kicked! It looks like we’re going to be outnumbered 2 to 1 and despite all of our air assets, I think a conventional approach to this battle is a mistake.”

“That much was obvious, General,” the President interrupted, “What would you do if you were in charge?”

“Why Ma’am, I do what any sensible person would do it a situation like this. I’d run like hell!” Lance replied.

“Explain yourself General,” the President said somewhat taken aback by his response.

For the next 90 minutes, Lance outlined his approach. The US was facing the Chinese essentially of three fronts, a northern front near Seattle, a second front near San Francisco, and a southern front in the Los Angeles area. The Chinese had brought so many SAM’s that air attacks were risky at best. Lance explained how he would withdraw his forces eastward along interstates 90, 80 and 10. Massed under a SAM umbrella, the Chinese would be a most difficult enemy, but if we could string them out, we could use our Apaches and their Hellfire missiles and our old Warthogs and our JSOWs and kick their oriental asses. There was much more to his plan, but you should have the idea by now.

“I approve General. How would you like to be in charge of the defense?” the President asked.

“Madam President, I protest,” the Chairman of the Joint Chief’s rose to his feet, face even redder.

“Sit down and shut up General,” the President said. She turned to the Leaders of the House and Senate who were present.

“Gentlemen, if I submit a nomination for a promotion to 4-star General for General Soblick, can you fast track it?”

“Congratulations General Soblick,” the Leader of the Senate said, “You’d better start wearing those stars tonight or you’ll be out of uniform.”

The Chairman of the Joint Chief’s stood to protest. The President stood and whispered in his ear. He sat down and shut up. The President had said he could go along with her or resign, but he had better decide quickly or she’d publicly ask for his resignation.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Lance Soblick had been a ‘firstie’ when Ryan Williams had been a plebe. He had followed Ryan’s career with interest right up until Ryan had been shot and booted out of the Army. Lance knew Rocky, too and Rocky had come out of the war with Russia as a bird Colonel, having received a whirlwind of promotions much as he had. Lance met with the President after the meeting and made two extremely unusual requests. He wanted Rocky promoted from bird Colonel to Major General and placed in charge of the southern force. He wanted Ryan Williams recalled to active duty at the rank of Major General and to be placed in charge of the northern force. He had an existing 2-star in mind to command the central force and he would command the overall operation from the northern force.

Do you think our new 4-star General is crazy? Wait, it gets better! A few hours later, a Blackhawk helicopter landed at Benton Village. Major General Rocky Marsten was aboard and the shine on those new stars was apparent. Rocky had orders for Ryan, signed by the President herself. Ryan read the orders in disbelief. He had been a Captain when he had been booted out, receiving a compassionate promotion while in Walter Reed. Were they insane? Well, at least his BDU’s still fit. Rocky was in a hurry and he told Ryan that he had been just as surprised as Ryan when Lance had talked the President into this nonsense, but orders were orders, get a move on.

Jennifer hurriedly packed Ryan’s things while he showered and shaved. They barely had time for a kiss before Ryan was aboard the helicopter and headed out. Hours later, Ryan found himself in Olympia, Washington standing face-to-face with Lance Soblick.

“Are you out of your mind General?” Ryan greeted Lance.

“Hell Ryan, you did good at the Point and had an impressive record right up until you got booted out,” Lance responded. “How is the knee?”

“The knee is fine General, but the question was are you out of your mind?” Ryan replied.

“Ryan, call me Lance,” Lance said, “You too Rocky. Out of my mind? Maybe and maybe not. I need unconventional thinkers to make this work. You’ve built quite a little fortress there in Jackson Hole, Ryan, is there anyone you didn’t corrupt getting that place put together?”

“Not many,” Ryan admitted.

“Ok, that’s out of the way. Here’s what we’re going to do…” Lance explained.

For the next two hours, Lance, Ryan, Rocky and the 2-star who was to command the central force went over their plans. Earlier in the century, the expression ‘out-of-the-box thinking’ had been popular. The thinking here, around this table was so ‘out-of-the-box’ that had the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs been there, he’d have had them all thrown in Leavenworth. Basically the strategy was a feint, followed by a seemingly disorganized withdrawal to sucker the Chinese into following. They would then attack the Chinese from the flanks, using the Abrams against the T-98’s and the Apaches, vehicles armed with TOW missiles and the Warthogs and fighters to take out the enemy force. Then, they would re-attack the Chinese and repeat the process. With any kind of luck, they could whittle the Chinese down to a 1 to 1 ratio before they had to change tactics.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Day 1 
Benton Village

Ray was really put out that Ryan had taken off and left him in charge of the defenses at the Village. He was just too damned old for this shit. On the other hand, Ryan had done a good job of setting up their defenses and the Chinese were a long way away on the Pacific coast. There were about 300 people living in the Village and few of them were children. Everyone who wasn’t a child was a well-schooled shooter. Ray decided that the greatest weakness of the Village lay in its concrete block wall. He decided to construct a second wall inside of the original wall and fill the 6’ between the walls with compacted earth. Ryan wasn’t gone an hour before he was on the phone with a contractor in Jackson Hole arranging for the new wall. The new wall would total 2-miles of block and would be frightfully expense. And, it would take a lot of time to construct. He would start with the southern exposure and then do the eastern exposure, followed by the western and northern exposures. The contractor could start right away, and could get block delivered in no time, so the construction process could be continuous. Yes, he could get enough masons to work 24/7, but it would really hike the cost. “Do it!” Ray had said.

Day 1
The White House

The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs was in the Situation Room bitching about Lance’s plans. He had a spy in Lance’s camp and thought the plan was sheer madness. First, the President toyed with the General until he reluctantly revealed who the spy was. Then…

“Have your resignation on my desk within the hour General,” she demanded. Duplicitous son-of-a-bitch.

“Yes Ma’am,” the General had said and stormed out before she could tell him to get his sorry ass out of her White House.

“Speaking of asses,” she thought, “That Lance had a nice ass on him, I wonder if he’s married.” Her husband had died before she could be sworn in, a victim of cancer. That had been worth a few million votes.

Madam President! Really! You have at least fifteen years on the General, but if you must know, he is single.

Day 1
Southern Front

Rocky had his work cut out for him. A million and a half Chinese troops, replete with armor had landed on the coast all of the way from Santa Barbara in the north to La Jolla in the south. They were engaging the population, who, despite California’s stupid gun laws were armed to the teeth. However, rifles were no match for the tanks and at best the population was slowing the Chinese advance. He made his first feint and withdrew along the I-10 corridor towards the Inland Empire. Although the withdrawal appeared disorganized, it was not and fighter aircraft were standing by at March and Edwards together with Apaches to hit the Chinese. Along the way they had dropped off vehicles equipped with TOW missiles, just as had been planned.

Day 1
Central Front

Things weren’t much different on the Central Front. The Chinese had landed all of the way from Bodega Bay in the north to Monterey in the south. They had avoided landing on the Peninsula itself and had blown through all of those computer geeks in the San Jose area like they weren’t even there. Was there perhaps more than one reason why the Chinese had avoided San Francisco? Could have anything to do with all of the closets in that city? Hard to say, but the enemy was generally in the East Bay area, strung out along a many mile front. The General made his first feint and withdrew towards Sacramento in order to pick up I-80 East. The Chinese were really going to be in for a surprise when they got to Donner Pass in the coming days or weeks.

Day 1
Northern Front

The Chinese had landed from Pacific Beach in the north to North Cove in the South. This front was going to be the most difficult of the three to manage. They wanted to keep the Chinese south of the Seattle/Tacoma area if possible. They had the Cascade Range to deal with, too. They made their feint west of Chehalis and began to retreat along highway 12. They wanted to pull the Chinese east to I-90. Lance sent out word to evacuate Spokane and areas along the way. Aircraft were dispersed in the Seattle area and all the way south to Portland. Given the various mountain ranges they had to deal with, they saw no choice except to possibly sacrifice Spokane if it got that far. Little did Lance realize that his tactic, while brilliant, would see them backing up all of the way to the Rocky Mountains.

Day 1
The Chinese

The Chinese commanders were in constant contact by radio. They hadn’t expected the Americans to hit and run and had anticipated a pitched battle. When they compared notes, they concluded that the Americans must have some elaborate plan in the works, but for the life of them they couldn’t imagine what it might be. They expected the Americans to defend their homeland fiercely as they had with the Russians. They had followed the war with the Russians with their satellites and in that war the Americans had stood and fought. What was this strategy? Had the Americans suddenly turned cowardly? Ever cautious, the Chinese sent the new T-109 tanks forward to meet the Abrams that no doubt were waiting for them just around the next bend in the road.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Day 2
Benton Village

The contractor was there and putting in footings for the new wall. One of the residents had suggested that the wall would be stronger if they filled it with stone and concrete. Ray gave the contractor the change order and addressed a second suggestion. The second suggestion was to build cattle traps across the roads in the two passes. The cattle traps would go the width of the passes and be 20’ deep and 20’ long. They would build grates out of ¾” plate, cutting them in 6” wide strips and standing them on edge to form the grates. Each grate would be 10’ long and they would support the grates in the middle with a series of I-beams that could be removed after the grates were removed. They would, in effect create a massive tank trap in each pass. An enemy could fill in the cavity with dirt and continue on, but that would take time. Time they could use to shell the enemy with those 120mm mortars and employ the AT-4’s. They didn’t think it would ever come to that, but…

Day 2
Southern Front

The Chinese T-109’s were strung out all the way from Los Angeles to Pomona. Rocky called in the air strikes and instructed his command to open fire with the TOW missiles. In under an hour, all of the Chinese armor was in ruins. The Chinese had been cautious, employing only the best of their tanks. Rocky examined one of the vehicles and discovered that it was a virtual copy of the American Abrams. The only discernable difference he could find was in the engine and in the choice of armament. The Chinese seemed to have developed a missile based on the American TOW. He passed that along via the Central Front to Lance. Watch out for those short barreled tanks he warned, they a TOW missiles instead of canons. His infantry forces didn’t meet the Chinese soldiers face-to-face; they sniped at them and shot them from the sides of the road. Rocky estimated that the enemy had lost as much as 3% of its forces in the carnage.

Day 2
Central Front

The General should have withdrawn further, but not having done so forced the Chinese to be more tightly grouped and more susceptible to the air assault. The Central Front had taken out the Chinese tanks just as the Southern Front had. Some of the Chinese infantry had managed to withdraw, but the day was an overall success. The General wondered if his counterpart would fall for the same ruse a second time. He had some experience in dealing with the Chinese over his military career and had always found the Chinese quick to adjust their approach. This commander had sent over 5% of his force and the Central command had greater numerical success than had the Southern command. However, the Central command had also experienced higher losses than the Southern command.

Day 2
Northern Front

Ryan had withdrawn his forces to the Cascade Range. The Chinese began to roll in his direction and when they were strung out for miles, Ryan ordered the assault to begin. This Chinese commander didn’t halt his advance and continued to pour more and more troops and armor into the foray until the roads became impassible and he was forced to halt. Good, they needed time to get Ryan's forces through the mountains. No doubt the Chinese would clear the roads and pursue them, but to make sure, Ryan ordered limited air strikes against the Chinese rear. He visited with Lance and suggested that they wouldn’t have more than one more day before the Chinese changed tactics. The enemy losses approached 8%

Day 2
The White House

The Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs was acting in his predecessor’s stead. This Admiral wasn’t nearly as foolish as his predecessor and he simply passed Lance’s report on without much additional comment. The President wanted to know if the Admiral thought that the average 5% loss of enemy equipment and combatants was good. He assured the President that it was a very good first day. He also warned her that the enemy was no slouch and probably wouldn’t fall for the same ruse twice. Madam President couldn’t get past thinking about Lance’s ass. She had a pretty good idea who her next Chairman was going to be.

Day 2
The Chinese

The Chinese commanders couldn’t get over how Oriental the thinking was behind the Americans ruse that had cost them about 5% of their forces. Well, they wouldn’t fall for that again. If they did, this conflict would be over in 3 weeks and they were cutoff, essentially behind enemy lines as it were. China didn’t have many of the AN-124’s and couldn’t afford to waste them trying to resupply them. And the only transports carrying aircraft and pilots lay on the bottom of the Pacific. They were a long way from home and on their own.

It is said that even the greatest plan never survives first contact with the enemy or the first shot being fired or something like that, maybe both. The Chinese plan certainly hadn’t survived the first American shots by the Virginia class submarines and the Pacific Fleet. 85% of their force had not made it to the US. And none of their aircraft had. And then, in their first real combat with the American military, they had been duped into believing that they had the Americans on the run. If the Americans tried the same ruse again, they simply would not pursue. Instead, they would try to flank the Americans and attack them where they lay in wait.

Day 2 – Evening
Benton Village

With the footings going in nicely for the south wall and the tank trap construction well under way, Ray decided to rest and catch the news on the TV. The contractor wanted $30 a lineal foot for the wall. Since there was 2,640 feet in each of the four walls, Ray had realized that each wall was going to run almost $80 thousand before they were filled. That idea of filling the walls with rock and concrete was a good one, but Ray decided that they would fill the walls themselves and make sure that they could build the entire wall around the tract. Well, maybe to the south and east, only; they we thinking of expanding to the north in the future. Maybe the west, but he wouldn’t build an interior north wall. It was a good thing he could change his plans along the way if he needed to.

The news was cheerful, in a grim sort of way. The US forces had suckered the Chinese and had eliminated about 5% of the total Chinese force. Ray wondered what trick the US had up its sleeve for the next day.

Day 2 – Night
Northern Front

Lance agreed with the assessments of his subordinate commanders. They would need to do something different. What would he do if he were the Chinese commanders? He’d flank the Americans, he decided, and he had better set his forces to repel a flanking attack. He sent word to Rocky, the Central command and notified Ryan in person. Forget the feint, just pull back and be prepared for the Chinese to attack our forces from the flank, he advised. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Day 3
Central Front

The General decided that Lance was up to the task after all. He pulled his troops back and dropped them off starting near Clipper Gap and continuing all of the way to Emigrant Gap. As rugged as this terrain was, he figured his troops would get a chance to rest. He ordered them to divide their attention between I-80 and their flanks. He sent word ahead to begin evacuating Reno and told his troops to get some rest, they would probably have a pretty busy Day 4. Most of the battle seasoned NCO’s thought this plan had a lot of merit; usually it was the US forces being the victim of hit and run tactics. It was nice to have the shoe on the other foot for a change. 

What Price Glory? A silent film based on a play (1926) and a war film based only on the title and characters (1952). “Military glory—the attractive rainbow that rises in showers of blood,” was according to Abraham Lincoln. “Now I want you to remember that no bastard ever won a war by dying for his country. He won it by making the other poor dumb bastard die for his country,” George S. Patton. “There is no glory in war; there is only fighting and dying, the glory comes later when someone tries to explain to a Mother why her son or daughter died in a far off land.” Who said that?

Day 3
Northern Front

As predicted there was little activity on the Northern Front of the third day of the war. The troops moved into their new positions and the Chinese moved to flank them. 

Day 3
Southern Front

Rocky pulled his forces back to east of Palm Springs area along I-10. They sat down to wait for the enemy. They were getting away from the population centers and the fighters and bombers and helicopters would have more freedom of action. Rocky was beginning to sense that this was going to be a long, drawn out affair. Further to the east, California became less populated and they would have total freedom to attack the enemy. At least in fighting the way they had been, they’d had the choice of locations and this was the best one yet. He presumed that when they came, the Chinese would use infantry for the attack and the tanks to back them up. On this day, they had no contact with the enemy.

Day 3
The Chinese

The Americans hadn’t struck them and run and the Chinese commanders were confused. They had expected another feint and a withdrawal, but the Americans had just withdrawn. That forced them to continue their movements to flank the Americans and disrupted their timetable. But they moved on and eventually a scout or scouts located the enemy in their new positions. They planned to attack just before dawn on the 4th day along all three fronts. The Chinese in the Central and Northern sectors were experiencing extreme difficulties because of the terrain and were the last to get into position.

Day 3
Benton Village

There was no new news of the war. The President had ordered a total news blackout. The grates for the cattle crossing were nearing completion, but the holes still weren’t ready. The fence was beginning to appear as the masons worked from the center to the ends of the southern wall. They were hauling the dirt they were removing from the cattle crossing pits to use to partially fill the 6’ area between the two fences. The contractor informed Ray that the $30 per foot charge was day shift only, evening shift was going to cost him $36 per foot and graveyard shift was going to cost him $42 per foot. Ray told him not to slow down on his account, but to forget the north wall, they weren’t going to double that wall up. Ray also informed him that they would fill the area between the walls themselves and that the east and west walls could be constructed only during the day shift.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Day 4
Northern Front

The troops were spread out all of the way from the summit near the state 123/US12 junction all the way east to Naches. Most of the soldiers were happy they weren’t Chinese, it was tough enough just getting to their positions; how hard had it been for the Chinese? The attack came just before dawn. The Chinese were unaccustomed and ill prepared for mountain fighting and they were easily repelled. Ryan advised Lance that they should stay where they were for the moment, let the Chinese try it again the next day, because the American position was clearly superior.

Chapter 24 – Trapped

Day 4
Southern Front

It was a furious attack that came against the Southern command. No longer hemmed in by cities, the Chinese were able to bring the full force of their Army and tanks into a coordinated attack on the Americans flank. Rocky had his forces well dug in and the TOW’s decimated the T-109’s while the Abrams did the same to the T-98’s. The Air Force was free to fly and although they lost several planes to the upgraded SA-7 missiles, their CBU’s cut wide swaths through the Chinese infantry. American casualties were higher than expected, however and many of the M1A3 tanks succumbed to the TOW equipped T-109’s before the new tanks were taken out. Rocky’s forces included the Marines from Camp Pendleton and they fought with uncharacteristic valor on that day, at times being forced to resort to hand-to-hand combat when the Chinese successfully penetrated their defenses. Eventually, the Chinese withdrew to regroup and Rocky took advantage in the lull in fighting to pull out to the east.

It was during this withdrawal that Rocky came to see what Ryan had realized the day before. A tank is an open country vehicle. Witness what the Russians had done with those T-34’s against Germany in WW II. Russia was essentially a huge plain and the Russians had spread out and used the open country to their advantage. As they began climbing the long grade out of Indio, it occurred to Rocky that this area was perfect to defend. The Chinese would be stung out in a narrow corridor all the way to Chiraco Summit. These mountains were not the place for tanks. No doubt that explained Lance’s choices of their exit routes; all passed through some sort of mountainous terrain. Maybe he could check out the General Patton Museum in Chiraco Summit.

Day 4
Central Front

The Chinese brought their tanks up I-80; there was no other way to reach the Americans. Their infantry had to make the flanking attack unaided and unsupported. It was sleeting and the Air Forces were grounded. The terrain was the Americans greatest ally that day because it slowed the movement of the Chinese Infantry and left them open to the vast array of American guns. Of course, it would have been a much more successful day had the jets and helicopters had been able to fly, but one takes what one can get. The General moved his troops slightly to the east near the end of the day, entering Donner Pass with his forward elements. Clear skies were forecast for the next day. Perhaps the jets would get a break and peel off another layer or two of the Chinese armor.

Day 4
The Chinese

The American strategy was now clear to the Chinese commanders. The Americans were forcing them to string out their forces by advancing along a narrow line. They had some nominal successes during this day of battle, but they were realizing that they were losing more than they were gaining. The terrain did not favor their armor and was rendering it useless. They decided to hold their armor back on the next day and attack the Americans using their smaller artillery pieces. It was certainly going to be difficult getting that artillery into position. The artillery gave them the advantage of a standoff weapon and their troops could regroup and reform. Overall, they estimated that their losses had reached almost 20%. This only reinforced the fear that it would be all over in 3 weeks. What they wouldn’t give to have even one shipload of planes and pilots. The only upside, if you could call it that was that with their losses, their supply situation had improved because fewer tanks and fewer soldiers meant fewer munitions expended.

Day 4
Benton Village

The tank trap was finally excavated and the concrete formed and poured. The contractor was coming along extremely well with the south inner wall. The residents began to fill the trench between the walls with the earth excavated from the tank traps. The first trap ended up being 120’ wide, edge-to-edge and the second trap 135’ wide edge-to-edge. Ray made a quick calculation and realized that they had more than enough dirt from the two pits to fill the southern wall. In fact, they had about 7,000 cubic feet of dirt more than they would need. The problem would be getting dirt for the eastern wall. He got Scott and the two of them set out to find an area where they could ‘mine’ soil as opposed to stripping off all of their precious topsoil. The dirt wasn’t that deep in most locations here in the mountains. They used a 10’ rod and a sledgehammer, but the deepest soil they found that day was barely 6’ deep before they hit rock. They wanted to find some place where they could dig a trench at least 20’ wide and 20’ deep for a considerable distance. Every foot of trench yielded enough soil to fill about 11’ of the fence.

The TV was still blacked out and Ray wasn’t hearing much on the shortwave bands. The most he could piece together was that the American troops were fighting on three fronts and all three fronts were in mountainous terrain. He harkened to that news, mountains weren’t tank country and it would expose the enemy to the American air assault. That was, providing the planes could fly. Aircraft were great support if the weather didn’t interfere. Ask the 101st, his old unit. They had been trapped in that damned forest unable to get air support when the Germans counterattacked during WW II. It was one of the most famous battles in the history of the 101st and they called it the Battle of the Bulge.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

An Interlude…

After 4 days of continuous fighting and troop movements everyone was exhausted; the Chinese and the Americans took a day off to issue supplies, reorganize their units and to simply rest. Both sides needed to reevaluate their approach to the seemingly non-stop battle. Americans brought up new supplies of fuel for their vehicles and more munitions from supply units stationed ahead of them on their line of march. 

Lance held a videoconference with his commanders. They discussed the pros and cons of remaining in the mountains. So far the weather had favored their venture, but the weatherman was advising of a late season storm off the Pacific coast. The storm was massive and reached from southern Canada to Baja. It was early March and a late season storm closing one or more of the passes was an extreme likelihood, the weatherman had said. Lance gave orders to move the Northern command to Spokane, the Central command to Reno and Southern command towards Blythe. Let the Chinese pursue and if anyone was to be caught in the snows, presuming they came, let it be the Chinese. Lance also admitted to his commanders that he was having trouble coming up with ideas for new ways to surprise the Chinese and ask them to think it over and get back to him in 24-hours with any suggestions.

The Chinese were even more exhausted than the Americans. Their forces had been forced to move through snow in an attempt to flank the Americans and they were spent. This campaign wasn’t going the way they had anticipated at all. Those Americans were avoiding a head-on confrontation and forcing them to take the battle to the Americans. This was not at all what they had expected. They were being robbed of the advantage that the T-109M (M for missile, English designator) gave them. Moreover the lack of air cover had forced them to change their plans from the onset. True, they had brought vast quantities of SAM’s and had the improved SA-7’s but their supplies were not unlimited. All of this movement was beginning to put a strain on their fuel supplies, but unfortunately, or fortunately depending on how one looked at it the losses of their armor had counterbalanced the fuel usage.

The Chinese had weathermen, too and they were advised of the storm off the American coast. They weren’t about to rush headlong into the mountains and be trapped by snow and fall prey to the American air forces. Their plan was a disaster and they agreed to remain in place, consolidate and get back to each other in a day to rethink their plan of attack.

In Jackson Hole, the south fence was going up at a blistering pace. The concrete for the tank traps was set up and Ray fairly marveled at the progress. The I-beams were being set in place and the road was becoming passable again as the grates were laid in place. Ron had suggested that they put cutting charges on the I-beams and simply drop the grates, if needed. Scott and he had found an area where the dirt was at least 10’ deep and now they could begin to haul soil to fill the eastern wall. The road ended barely 2 miles past his property and there was no way he expected to be attacked from the north and west. Ray had pushed himself far too hard for a man of 73 and the exertions were beginning to show themselves. There had been a light moment, breaking the tension, when Ray, searching for an aspirin for a headache had discovered a bottle of red hair dye in Stacy’s medicine chest. He had started to rib her about being vain and hiding the grey, but she had gone to his medicine chest and produced his bottle of Grecian Formula and that had ended that.

Stacy’s grandchildren were a constant source of delight for her and she revealed to Ray that Jennifer was expecting again. That bit of news had gotten Ray to wondering about how Ryan was doing, wherever he was, and how the war was going. This news blackout was maddening. There was nothing on the TV or on the Internet; did this mean that the war was going badly? Well maybe not, that bad feeling that Ray usually got in his gut was still there, but was getting better.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

The interlude in the action lasted for a full week. The Northern command was safely formed up in the Spokane area, rested and re-supplied. The Central command had moved east of Reno and set up along I-80 stretching from the junction of US 50 to a point almost halfway to Winnemucca. Although there were mountains all around the I-80 corridor, the corridor itself was a long flat stretch. There were numerous choke points but they wanted to string the Chinese out, not bottle them up. They too were rested and re-supplied. Rocky had his forces spread out in a fan shaped formation west of Blythe. Blythe was a choke point with its bridges across the Colorado River. It was also an ideal place to face off against the Chinese. Given the desert to the west of Blythe, the Chinese would no doubt resort to a conventional tank attack and the Apaches, the aging Warthogs and the fighters were just waiting.

The Chinese had been forced to commandeer American snow removal equipment to get through the passes. Had it been them, the Chinese would have destroyed the equipment in place, but the American equipment was fueled and ready to go. It was almost as if the Americans were inviting them to pursue. Very strange, but it set off no warning bells, too. It appeared that the Americans would make a stand in the southern sector. In the central sector, they were into open territory, a good thing. In the northern sector, they had clear roads ahead all the way to the American city named Spokane. Most strangely, the Americans were not using a scorched earth policy and destroying fuel supplies and the like as they retreated. True, they were evacuating populations ahead of the line of march, but they were leaving behind food and fuel for the Chinese.

The final decision that Lance had reached was to use whatever approach suited the terrain for his three commands. Rocky was going to stand and fight in the south, the General was going to continue the stringing out of the Chinese in Nevada and Ryan was going to draw the enemy further to the east, continuing to take advantage of the rugged terrain. Lance reported in to the acting Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, but that damned President had horned in on the call and had made some, well, what else could one call them, rather suggestive remarks. 

Days 13-16
Southern Front

The Chinese fanned out and came on just as expected. In a pitched battle that lasted nearly 3 days, Rocky’s forces slowly decimated the Chinese. The Chinese put their best foot forward, using first the T-109M’s and later the T-109C’s (C for Conventional, English designator). The Apache gunships had a field day taking out the T-109’s. The M1A3 Abrams were every bit the match for the T-98’s and slowly, inexorably, Rocky’s forces whittled down the Chinese. The SAM’s did the Chinese little good. The Americans used highflying B-2’s to carpet bomb their infantry, dropping 34 CBU’s per plane per pass. Despite advances in radar, the planes were invisible to their SAM’s and out of range of their SA-7’s. It wasn’t that the Americans had a lot of the planes, but they didn’t have to spend much time on the ground between passes and their infantry and SAM’s were being destroyed with each succeeding pass. Eventually the Americans resorted to using their B-1B’s and B-52’s to carpet bomb with an ever-increasing intensity. Finally, just when the Chinese thought that they could take no more, the Americans brought in the C-130’s with the huge bombs, the Daisy Cutter’s and the MOAB’s and the Chinese were forced to surrender.

There was no glory for either the Chinese or the Americans during those three days beginning on Day 13 on the southern front. It was just 70 odd hours of sheer pandemonium. And in the end, the battle had been won by air power. The Chinese commander got to experience what the Iraqis had experienced way back in the First Gulf War, a continuous wave of American might and a seemingly endless supply of bombs falling from the sky. The Chinese commander had survived the battle and he alternatively referred to the events of those three days as the Black Rain and the Rain of Death. There weren’t a lot of Chinese left living to take prisoner. Rocky rested his forces then mounted them up. They cut cross-country and picked up I-15 moving north to join up with central and northern commands, leaving a contingent behind to guard the Chinese prisoners.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Days 5-16
Benton Village

With the completion of the tank traps, the installation of the cutting charges and all, Ray tried to rest. The incident with the hair dye had lightened his mood and the news of Jennifer’s pregnancy was a joy; but Ray was getting tired. That gnawing in his gut had changed in character to something akin to indigestion and he’d finally given in and gone to see Jennifer about it. He described his symptoms to Jennifer and she’d promptly examined him and taken an EKG. The EKG told a story that Ray didn’t want to hear. He had avoided a full-blown heart attack by the narrowest of margins. The stress was killing him and like it or not, Jennifer prescribed bed rest and some medications. It was, she said, a do or die situation and she enlisted Stacy’s help when Ray resisted. Ray was not a good patient and Jennifer had finally had to sedate him to get him to rest.

Jennifer faxed a copy of Ray’s EKG to the doctor in Jackson Hole and he confirmed her diagnosis. It was stress-induced beginnings of cardiac failure. He also confirmed her opinion that if they could keep Ray rested and could remove the stress Ray was good for another 15 years. Thus it came to pass that Ray was out of the preparations and apparently would miss any coming battle. They could have transferred overall responsibility to Scott, or Ron or Rob, but they weren’t getting any younger either. The overall all responsibility fell to another of the residents, a younger retired 22-year Gunnery Sergeant that Ray had induced to move to the second tract. 

Gunny Roberts assessed the situation at Benton Village. Between Ryan’s preparations and the steps that Ray had initiated, they stood a good chance of repelling an attack. The inner south fence was almost completed and he got the contractor to pour the footings for the eastern wall. They wouldn’t have to face Chinese tanks, he figured, and any infantry assault would be suicidal for the Chinese. Especially if they could get the interior eastern wall completed. Gunny didn’t much care for the news blackout either, what was the President thinking? The enemy obviously knew what was happening on the front lines, why was she preventing the American public from knowing so that they could be prepared if the Chinese came their way?

Gunny knew what it must be like for Ray, laying in that bed, sedated. He took time on a daily basis to keep Ray informed of their progress in preparing for the worst. He omitted mention of any setbacks they experienced, they were actually few and far between, and brought Ray only the good news, brightening Ray’s days. In Gunny’s humble opinion, this would be the last war. The world was getting along so well these days and it was the dawning of a new age. “Maybe,” he thought, “It was the dawning of the Age of Aquarius, spoken of in that old rock-opera, what had it been called? “Hair”? Maybe, just maybe, peace would rule the planet. But first, they had to get there from where they were. How did that go?

When the moon is in the Seventh House
And Jupiter aligns with Mars
Then peace will rule the planets
And love will steer the stars
This is the dawning of the age of Aquarius
Age of Aquarius
Aquarius!
Aquarius!

Harmony and understanding
Sympathy and trust abounding
No more falsehoods or derisions
Golden living dreams of visions
Mystic crystal revelation
And the mind's true liberation
Aquarius!
Aquarius!

When the moon is in the Seventh House
And Jupiter aligns with Mars
Then peace will rule the planets
And love will steer the stars
This is the dawning of the age of Aquarius
Age of Aquarius
Aquarius!
Aquarius!
Aquarius!
Aquarius!

<instrumental and tempo shift>

Let the sunshine, let the sunshine in, the sunshine in
Let the sunshine, let the sunshine in, the sunshine in
Let the sunshine, let the sunshine in, the sunshine in

The song was a protest song from the Vietnam era, before his time, but wouldn’t it be lovely if it really were the dawning of the Age of Aquarius? He could live with that.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Days 13-16
Central Front

The weather was finally on their side and the air forces had managed to take out the Chinese SAM’s. Now they only had to contend with the SA-7’s and the Air Forces F-22’s were having a very productive go at the Chinese. The General was hearing of a pitched battle in the south, but the news was good. No news was coming from the Northern command and he wondered what that meant. Those damned Chinese tanks with their TOW missiles had taken out a lot of American tanks. And the tanks seemed to have improved armor on top of their turrets, rendering the CBU’s only marginally effective. However, when the Air Force had finally switched to JSOW’s, the Chinese tanks began to fall. That gave his forces their opening and they flanked the Chinese tanks and laid waste to the T-98’s. It was the beginning of the end for the Chinese forces on the Central Front.

The General tried to call in additional air support but it was all tied up on the Southern Front. He had to make do with what aircraft had been originally assigned to his command and control. They were in a pitched battle with the Chinese infantry and it was tough sledding. When, finally, the Chinese tanks were taken out, the Air Force switched to different CBU’s and began to attack the infantry. The three-day period saw the destruction of the Chinese armor and a significant reduction in the Chinese infantry, but this battle wasn’t over yet.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Days 13-16
Northern Front

Ryan was faced by an unending torrent of rainstorms. Just when it would clear up and the air forces could mount an attack, the rain would move in again. The bombing was sporadic and somewhat ineffective. To make matters worse, they were experiencing a problem with their long-range radios and were unable to communicate with anyone. Of all the things to have happen, a lightening strike! Contrary to some assertions, Murphy was alive and well and with the Northern command. Jennifer had suggested that she might be expecting, but was unsure; she was only a little late. Ryan had a million things going on in his head on the 13th Day. The early strategy had worked so well, but now they were in terrain that disallowed the use of the tanks. That would have been perfectly ok if only the weather would cooperate.

Lance was beginning to agree with Ryan and they talked it over and decided to make a long run to Montana. He didn’t know that this would accidentally end up being a good move and trap the Chinese between their force and the southern force, which would soon begin moving up I-15 to join them. Sometimes, sheer dumb luck played a part in a war, and it was Lance’s turn for a little sheer dumb luck. It took them through the end of the 16th Day to move to Butte. The Chinese trailed along behind them just like a good puppy.

Days 13-16
The Chinese

The Chinese General in charge of the Southern sector thought he had the Americans by the throat at first. They were backed up against the Colorado River. He fanned out his forces and attacked. That damned American air power soon struck his force and that proved to be his undoing. First the Apache helicopters hit his 109’s. Then the Americans rained down death from high above in the skies. His SAM missile batteries couldn’t find a target to lock on to and soon fell to the American bombs. Then the Americans began to use those cursed cluster bombs and he watched helplessly as, over a 3-day period, his command was all but wiped out. To add insult to injury he had been forced to surrender and was taken captive. He found himself alternatively referring to the events of those three days as the Black Rain and the Rain of Death. And for the life of him, he couldn’t think of a single quote from Confucius to describe his situation.

The Chinese General in the Central sector had some initial success taking out the American tanks, but the US forces kept of a steady attack with their aircraft and slowly he began to lose his tank force. Then, when they had been wiped out, his forces got into a pitched battle with the American infantry. He had no support for his infantry, but the Americans still had some tanks. It appeared to him that it was just a matter of time before they were defeated. Foot soldiers never really had much of a chance against other foot soldiers when only one side had tanks.

In the Northern sector, the weather had favored the Chinese General and kept the American airpower from inflicting serious damage on his forces. But the Americans were off and running again. Were they going to run all the way to the Atlantic Ocean? He hoped not, his fuel reserves were starting to run low despite the fuel the Americans had so willingly seemed to abandon without destroying. Maybe luck would favor him and he could run the Americans to ground. He lost contact with the forces in the Southern sector and didn’t know what to make of it. The last he’d heard things were going badly for them. His colleague in the Central sector was having marginally better luck, but he had lost his tank force and was in a desperate battle with the American infantry. He didn’t expect to win either, not anymore, but he wanted to take as many Americans with him as he could before he was defeated.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Day 16
The White House

The acting Chairman of the Joint Chief’s was briefing the President.

“Madam President,” he began, “It looks like you did well in picking General Soblick to run this campaign. General Marsten defeated the Chinese outside of Blythe. He indicated that he would be heading north to join the Central command and/or the Northern command. On the Central Front, it appears that we have taken out the Chinese tanks and it’s down to an infantry duel.”

“What about the Northern Front?” the President asked.

“We’ve been cut off from the Northern Front for 3 days Madam President,” the Chairman said, “Some kind of a communications snafu. But, we’ve been following them by air and they appear to be moving towards Montana.”

”I sure hope Lance is ok,” the President commented.

The Admiral was a naval Aviator who had flown in the First Gulf War. He had narrowly escaped being drawn into the “Tail Hook Scandal” in Las Vegas in September of 1991. “What a Bimbo,” he thought, “We finally get a female President and she has hot pants for some damned General. This will set back women’s lib 50 years if it ever gets out.” Is it ok to call the first female President a Bimbo, just because she acts like one? No offense, Madam Bimbo.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++

Day 17
Central Front

The Air Force shifted its assets from the Southern Front to the Central Front. It was a repeat of the previous day on the Southern Front and the Chinese infantry fell. The General reported the good news directly to the Joint Chiefs because he was unable to contact either Lance or Ryan with either his long-range or intermediate-range radios. The Chinese had capitulated early on this day. Perhaps they had been disheartened by the news of the defeat of their comrades on the Southern Front a day earlier. The General didn’t really care why they had given up, he was satisfied that they had.

Days 17-18
Northern Front

Near the end of the 17th day, they received a shipment of new radios. It was only then that Lance and Ryan learned of the victories on the Southern and Central Fronts. Lance also learned that the Southern command was speeding northward on I-15 to join up with his force. This gave him an idea and he told Rocky that he would have Ryan fall back further along I-90 as it swung south into Wyoming. Rocky should swing east when he hit I-90 and they would have the Chinese trapped between them. The Northern forces would stop at Casper and hold the Chinese, he said and Rocky could hit them from behind. They traveled all night and into the 18th Day to get into position. Then they halted just north of Casper to make their stand.

Ryan looked at the highway signs as they moved the force south on I-90 in northern Wyoming. Twice they passed highways that would have taken him home to his family and twice he’d had to suppress an urge to turn off and do just that. He was consumed with thoughts of the coming battle and of his family. With any kind of luck, Benton Village would be spared from contact with the Chinese. But, for some reason he was getting a sinking feeling in his gut. What was that all about? He decided to detach a couple of companies of men and sent one company just west on US 16 to block any Chinese that might stray. He sent the other company back north to state route 343 with the same instructions. It was better to be safe than sorry.

Days 17-18
Benton Village

Ray was felling a lot better and he nagged Jennifer until she allowed him to get out of bed for some exercise. Ray was pleased to see that Gunny had pressed the contractor to work on the east fence. The contractor had started at both ends and in the middle and was making amazing progress. Ray didn’t realize that Gunny had authorized the contractor to work 24/7. As fast as the mortar set up, they were filling the fence with earth, too. It looked like the fence would be done in 24 hours and filled in 48. Now that was progress! When no one was paying particular attention, Ray sneaked his M82A1M and a couple of 80-round boxes of ammo to his hospital room and hid them in the closet. He was ready; let them come. Ray’s gut was bothering him and it wasn’t indigestion.

Gunny was very pleased with the contractor’s progress. He just hoped Ray wouldn’t blow a gasket when he got the bill from the contractor. At least he’d gotten the contractor to come down to $43 a foot on 2nd shift and $46 a foot on the graveyard shift. He was certain that if they were attacked, Ray would be very forgiving; but what if they weren’t attacked? Would Ray be forgiving then? He supposed that he could always argue that they had been prepared, regardless.

Chapter 25 – Victory

Up to this point, Lance’s plan had worked better than he had every hoped. His idea was to draw the Chinese away from population centers in an effort to spare as much of the country’s infrastructure as possible. His three commands had cleared a path and the Chinese had followed. In the process, his people had slowly picked off the Chinese until they got to a safe place to engage in battle. He had counted on the Chinese having limited supplies and had even left them supplies to allow them to follow. He only made one minor miscalculation. Ryan had unconsciously sensed the miscalculation and had taken steps to allow for it when he sent those two companies to block the roads west from I-90.

Where I-90 joined I-25, the Americans had picked up I-25 and led the Chinese into the trap. When the Chinese got to the I-90/I-25 junction, they stopped. Which way had the Americans gone, east or south? While they waited for scouts to find the Americans, they paused long enough for Rocky’s forces to pull within less than 50 miles to the rear of the Chinese column. Advance elements of Rock’s main force met up with rearguard elements of the Chinese force and word went forward that the Americans were behind them, not in front of them. Having heard nothing from his scouts, the Chinese General had to make an uninformed decision. The Americans had steadily been moving to the east, so he elected to go south. One of his Battalion commanders suspected a trap and decided it was time to make a run and hide from the Americans.

The Battalion commander had a mixed command made up of remnants of other units. He had 2 companies of infantry and a company of armor, the T-98’s. He swung his units to the west along US 16. They encountered a Company of American infantry, but because they had tanks, the Chinese battalion defeated the Americans and continued west towards the mountains. The Battalion commander had heard of a placed called Jackson Hole and knew it to be mostly a wilderness. It was a perfect place to hide his forces.

The Chinese General was angry with his Battalion commander but he didn’t have time to worry about one renegade. He got his forces moving south on I-25 and right into the trap set by Ryan and Lance. Rocky was moving as fast as possible, nipping at the Chinese rear guard. He didn’t know about the Companies Ryan had sent out to protect state 343 and US 16 and passed them by. But the plan had worked. The Chinese found themselves trapped between the two groups of Americans. The Chinese fought bravely until the helicopters and American aircraft ended any chance of victory by destroying their armor. The Chinese General capitulated and the war was over. The battle had lasted just under 48 hours.

The Americans were jubilant, in barely 3 weeks they had defeated a Chinese Army numbering 4.5 million. It was a feat unheard of in military history and Lance was already thinking about the Chairmanship of the Joint Chief’s of Staff. Ryan, on the other hand, was thinking of getting out of this uniform and back to his family. It was another 24 hours before Ryan remembered the two Companies he’d sent out to protect state route 343 and US 16. He was able to raise the Company protecting state route 343, but he couldn’t raise the other Company. Ryan’s gut was still bothering him and this gave him a very bad feeling.

Ryan contacted Rocky and had Rocky check on the Company on US 16. A report quickly came back that the company had been wiped out and that Rocky had a Regiment in hot pursuit. Ryan quickly pulled together a Regiment of his own and they headed west on US 20. The two Regiments met up Shoshoni and headed for Jackson Hole. They managed to raise Benton Village on the shortwave after hours of trying and warned them that a Battalion of Chinese, more or less, was headed their way. There wasn’t time for any small chat and Ryan didn’t learn either of Ray’s near heart attack or that he was once more an expectant father. The Chinese had nearly a 72-hour jump on them and Ryan and Rocky moved their forces as fast as humanly possible.

Benton Village

Gunny took the news in stride. A Battalion wasn’t really all that big and they were very well prepared. The east wall was done and filled in; the tank traps were in place and they went to full alert. Gunny sort of felt sorry for the Chinese, the tank traps would put them on foot and Ryan and his friend Rocky were coming to the rescue. They tried to keep the news from Ray, but that proved to be impossible and Ray showed up dragging his Barrett rifle and two cartons of ammo. What the hell, let the old warhorse have some fun Gunny decided and put Ray on top of the northeast community center.

Stacy got the M-24 and joined Ray. 

“Well, babe, hopefully this will be our last battle,” Ray suggested.

“Lord knows we’ve seen enough of those,” Stacy agreed. “I never imagined when we got married that we’d spend the next 22 years fighting.”

“Did you notice that Gunny has been walking around humming the music to that old song from the sixties?” Ray asked.

“That was sort of before my time, honey,” Stacy reminded him, “What is that song he’s been humming?”

“Oh, it was a protest song from a rock opera called ‘Hair’,” Ray explained. "Big hit for a group called The Fifth Dimension. Anyway, it was called something like ‘Age of Aquarius’. I think that I have the movie on VHS or on a CD; I’m really not sure. It was kind of a dumb movie, but it made a statement. If we get through his ok, I’ll look for it and we can watch it.”

Ray and Stacy were still visiting when the cutting charges went off in the first pass dropping the cattle crossing and bottling up the Chinese tanks. Somehow the Chinese infantry managed to get past the cattle crossing and they came on. Gunny activated the cutting charge for the cattle crossing in the second pass, hoping to trap the Chinese. He should have known better; if the Chinese had gotten past the first dropped cattle guard, what made him think that dropping the second set of grates would have any different result? It did slow them down, however, and everyone was ready when the Chinese began their assault on the Village.

Why, you might ask, would the Chinese attack the Village? They probably wouldn’t have had not some eager beavers began sniping at the Chinese. Gunny activated the NSD-A mines, both the anti-tank and the anti-personnel, and the battle was joined. The Chinese were armed with the RPG-7 along with its successor, the RPG-16, the main weapon of the Soviet soldier against enemy tanks. They were supplemented by the RPG-18, a copy of the M72 66 mm light anti-tank weapon used by US and British forces. 

The anti-tank weapons all but bounced off the 7’ thick walls. The two block walls with their 6’ filler of compacted earth might have bounced a tank shell, but thank goodness they didn’t have to find out. The residents almost outnumbered the attacking Chinese and the battle didn’t last very long. Protected as they were behind the walls, the residents made short shift of the Chinese and they were all dead or dying before Ryan and Rocky got to the Village. God did indeed favor the prepared.

The Aftermath

Ryan resigned his commission right on the spot. He told Rocky to tell Lance thanks but no thanks he’d had enough. He was going to be a father again, and he had no interest in any future wars. There would be no future wars, not for a long time. Peace had embraced the planet and in a few years the Chinese would join the fold. 

Ray and Stacy lived for a very long time. Ray was 90 when he passed in his sleep. They stopped expanding Benton Village, the market for survivalist type housing had finally disappeared. They laid Ray to rest along side of Promise, and a few years later Stacy joined him.

Lance took the appointment as Chief of Staff of the Army and Chairman of the Joint Chief’s of Staff. That didn’t last all that long. Madam President was not that bad of a looker and he bedded her, just as she had planned all along. But, he soon tired of the woman and resigned his commission. He ran into Rocky who had been promoted to Lt. General.

“Giving it up huh?” Rocky asked.

“Yep. I thought being Chairman was the ultimate goal,” Lance admitted. “But that damned broad in the White House is insatiable. And, she’s kinky besides.”

“Kinky, huh?” Rocky replied, “I like kinky. Maybe I should volunteer to be the next Chairman.”

Be careful what you wish for, Rocky, God has a sense of humor and he might just give you what you ask for.


