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 Foreword  
 
    See?  As promised, Dusty’s Diary 3.  And as of the date of publish, Dusty’s Diary 4 is halfway done. 
 
    After the last Dusty’s Diary, I was actually excited to continue the story.  Except for one thing; a pretty major thing.  Right about the time that Dusty’s Diary 2 was released, I had the opportunity to visit Houston—Dusty’s stomping grounds.  More importantly, I drove through Houston right about two weeks after the landfall of Hurricane Harvey.  Hurricane Irma had already hit Puerto Rico, the US Virgin Islands, and Florida, among others.  And then Hurricane Maria walloped Puerto Rico again. 
 
    What we saw on TV was something right out of one of my post-apocalyptic books.  Vast swaths of Houston were destroyed.  In fact, the area of Houston in which Dusty’s Diary takes place had been under water, with rescuers literally riding boats around to find survivors. 
 
    One week later, Houston’s streets were covered with piles of furniture, clothing, books, appliances, and toys.  The smell of mold was so strong, as we stopped to talk with a family, we could barely stand it.  In Dickinson, Texas, near Galveston, we happened upon a closed retail store that became an impromptu collection depot for items damaged beyond repair, and the smell of rotting meat from refrigerators that had been duct-taped closed was unbearable.  As Kat and I walked around the piles, we’d notice an occasional photo of smiling children scattered among cribs, dishes, yearbooks, and even a hot tub.  It was downright eerie. 
 
    It made me realize how we are literally only one natural disaster away from something we believed was unthinkable. 
 
    Is there a lesson in all of this?  Yes.  People have stepped in to help others in need.  I learned that there is a group called the “Cajun Navy” where a bunch of guys grab their fishing boats and head out to help.  The people we spoke with in Dickinson have a blog where they share information about contractors and the rebuilding process.  Others opened their homes to strangers.  And there was even a little humor—a video surfaced of some guy chasing a fish in about a foot of water in his living room.  We humans are pretty resilient, and in time things will get back to normal.  It takes all of us working toward a common goal, and taking care of each other. 
 
    —Bobby 
 
   


  
 

 December 26th 
 
    Amelia spent only a few hours in Bunker Stink.   
 
    We ate.   
 
    We stared awkwardly at the roasted raccoon on our plates while casting silent glances at each other over my fold-down dining table.  We shopped for timeworn small talk to prime the conversational pump while skirting horrid memories that haunted their way around everything we said. 
 
    We talked about my bunker in such dreadful detail I even bored myself, but for some reason she showed an interest when I first mentioned it so just kept yakking away about it, thinking that if I stopped, the post-Christmas boredom would set in and she’d bolt for the door.  Kinda like holidays at the in-laws’ house, I guess.   
 
    Or even at Mom’s when Dad was still alive. 
 
    At least when us kids grew out of our PJ-wearin’ years and figured out that the fun was going to end as soon as Dad got blitzed and opened up the vast thesaurus of gook slurs he picked up in Korea and ‘Nam.  And Mom would peck at him more and more with each passing minute—I told you not to use all that Scotch tape, when did you water the tree, it’s dying, I don’t think that string of lights is working, when’s your sister coming, I told you two o’clock, why can’t anybody be on time— 
 
    Ack! 
 
    It seemed like normal shit when we were kids.  Ten minutes to gorge yourself in a gifty fantasy hoping the next thing you open is that expensive sumpin-sumpin you wanted but know your parents can’t afford—knowing it’s not that thing—but hoping just the same.  Mom screeching about the paper and bows.  Your brother leaving the kitchen door open after he fed the dogs and there’s a cold draft in the house.  And grandma cooking bacon and eggs and yeast rolls in the kitchen, but coming out just long enough to watch us grandkids in our homemade flannel pajamas mainlining our first joy-gasmic rush of never-enoughism. 
 
    There was a time, lots of years ago, before I knew about anything in the world past the cracked concrete curb in front of my house, when I still believed in Santa Claus, when I glued myself to a three-channel, black-and-white TV in the living room to see stop-motion, puppet-animation Rudolph save everybody’s shit on the Island of Misfit Toys, that I thought Christmas was the most glittery-special time on God’s happy earth. 
 
    I sometimes wonder if the last time I was unreservedly happy was back then. 
 
    It’s the smells I miss most when I think about all those Yuletides since.  No matter how fuckin’ miserable Christmas was most years—the smell of breakfast I loved, and the pumpkin pies, and turkey stuffed with stale bread, sage, onions, and random bits of shit I could never identify, baking in the oven.  And of course, ham.   
 
    God, I love ham.  I wonder if ham will ever be a thing again? 
 
    And bacon. 
 
    What I wouldn’t do for a strip of crispy bacon. 
 
    The frying pan is sizzling with raccoon strips I marinated in maple pancake syrup and salt overnight.  It doesn’t look like bacon.  The closest it’s coming to smelling like peppery breakfast ambrosia is burnt.  And Punchy Bryan’s Armageddon-on-a-Budget® Ready-to-Eat Survival Meals reconstituted eggs—well, they look like somebody already ate them once and hoarked ‘em back into the pan.   
 
    My after-Christmas breakfast would mortify grandma, but that’s not what’s got me down. 
 
    Amelia left. 
 
    Last night we ate dinner and opened our gifts and she got tired of me talking about how I’d financed Bunker Stink and the fights I’d had with the HOA.  Mind you, she was polite about it.  She waited until we’d both run out of things to say. 
 
    The last two people on earth and we don’t have enough in common to talk for more than an hour or two.  What the hell does that say about people?  
 
    I don’t know.  I suppose I’m over-generalizing.   
 
    My food’s about done, so I’ll get back to writing this in a moment. 
 
    Deep breaths. 
 
    I know I sound like an idiot, writing this down like I’m talking to you like you’re here sometimes.  I can’t help it.  Loneliness does things to your head you don’t expect. 
 
    I dumped the blackened varmint strips on my plate beside the viscous puddle of eggs and poured the grease from the pan over everything.  The eventual ex would have had a coronary if she’d seen me do it.  The grease is full of calories I need.  It doesn’t taste exactly good, but it’s a flavor that didn’t come out of Punchy Bryan’s Taste Bud Terror House.  There’s that. 
 
    I moved to the table and sat in the seat where I’d parked myself last night, where I’d looked at               Amelia’s bright smile and cautious eyes.   
 
    She loved the Colt Army Model 1860 I gave her.  Of course, she knew before she ripped the paper off what it was.  I suppose anybody still alive in the world knows a gun when they have one in their hand, paper or not.  Her eyes lit up when she tore it open, and I think for a moment, she had a memory of pinecones and sparkle trees from back in her Santa Claus years.   
 
    The thing she didn’t know, not until she pulled the paper off, that it wasn’t just a killing tool I gave her, it was a piece of antique art, still dependable after more than a century, still capable of blowing the head right off a Shroomy with frisky hands and gritty teeth.  It was from a time when they made things like they used to make ‘em, a near priceless—well, that’s an exaggeration—hunk of perfect steel. 
 
    Amelia didn’t cry.  The world being what it is has made her too hard for that.  But her eyes got glassy, and a frog had crawled up into her throat when she tried to thank me. 
 
    It topped off my day. 
 
    I don’t know why doing something nice for somebody makes me feel good.  I never thought about it back when people in need of favors were on every street corner.  It never occurred to me that the eventual ex appreciated it when I brought home a half-gallon of her favorite ice cream on movie night.  Maybe it never crossed her mind, either.  I guess it must have been special once, a long time ago when I started it, before it turned into a habit, and then a chore.  Maybe the way that infatuation turns into love and turns into commitment and then a contract, until finally it’s just easier to stay together than to come up for air. 
 
    It’s easy to piss away the things you think you have enough of. 
 
   


  
 

 December 26th, second entry 
 
    My raccoon bacon tasted like maple-flavored briquettes.   
 
    I ate it anyway.   
 
    I put Punchy Bryan’s egg-o-licious experiment in my mouth, too.  I chewed, not that they needed to be chewed.  I swallowed.  Calories in.  I tried not to taste them. 
 
    I wonder if there are still chickens out there? 
 
    Maybe little flitty birds’ eggs taste just like chicken eggs.  I wonder how many sparrow eggs it would take to make a Denver Omelet? I’d still need that vegetable garden, and cheese would be a problem.  Cheese production means having domesticated animals I can squeeze milk out of, and having—oh fuck, I don’t know—a cheese machine?  
 
    I don’t know how the hell they make cheese.  Used to make it. 
 
    I need to find a how-to book on that subject. 
 
    I don’t know if I’ll ever see another cow again.  I hope they aren’t extinct.  What about goats? Some of those little bastards are fast.  I’ll bet I could find me some goats and build up a little herd. 
 
    Pipe dream. 
 
    Where would I keep a herd of goats? Goat cheese tastes like dirty socks, but cheese is cheese, right? Maybe getting the hell out of Houston is in my future.  I wonder how the world fared out in the less populated parts of Texas.  Come to think of it, I wonder how the Shroomheads fared up north? Can a dipshit Shroomy survive a hard winter in Minnesota when it’s thirty below and a hard wind is tear-assing off Lake Superior? 
 
    I’m smart enough to chop some firewood, stock up on food, and stay indoors when the weather outside can kill me.  Would a Shroomhead take such wise precautions? 
 
    Maybe I need to think about migrating toward Canada. 
 
    First things first. 
 
    On the table, spread out face-down is my gift from Amelia.  I’m embarrassed to tell you what it is. 
 
    What the hell? It’s a deck of playing cards with full-color Playboy centerfolds printed on the backs.  Pretty smiles, perky tits, shiny butts, and fuzzy pubes.  Given the abundance of big hairdos and proud beavers, I think the deck is at latest early-eighties vintage. 
 
    Fine by me.   
 
    The porny little portraits remind me of the girls I fantasized about when I was racing through puberty like a jet-powered penis without a pilot.   
 
    I’ll admit, because I know nobody is ever going to read this while I’m alive, I rubbed one out last night. 
 
    And this morning, I spanked that bad little monkey again.  A few Christmas gifts to myself. 
 
    It’s nice to know Little Lyndon Johnson can still push a bill through Congress, if you know what I mean.  I was starting to worry. 
 
    I know, you’re thinking, ‘Hey, Mr. Pervy Man, I don’t need to hear your Handy Dan score.’ 
 
    Yeah, about that.  It’s relevant.  If Little Lyndon had been voted out of office, it would call into question my judgment over my next venture. 
 
    You see, when I unwrapped the deck of playing cards, I was pretty damn happy, but I was embarrassed, too.  Amelia let me pretend like I wasn’t going to utilize them exactly how I’ve put them to use.  She made a point of making me spread them out on the table to find the three of clubs. 
 
    I played along, not knowing where she was going with it, but once we found the card, she flipped it over and showed me the girl on the back.   
 
    “That’s her,” she said. 
 
    I was staring at a pretty, dark-eyed girl, with ebony hair flowing in luscious curls over her shoulders and avalanching over her big, round tits.  A pout on her lips that begged loudly from the decades ago for me to take her hand and lead her into my love palace.  And the bush—it’s been awhile, but I’m pretty sure.  It was in shadow, so it was hard to tell how much, but definitely bush. 
 
    “That’s her,” Amelia repeated. 
 
    I’m guessing I was acting like I’d just gotten off the banana boat, sitting there with incomprehensible words bouncing off my head until she nudged me. 
 
    “That’s her,” she repeated. 
 
    “What?”  I asked.  “Who?” 
 
    “You don’t think she looks familiar?” 
 
    I admit, my eyes settled pretty quickly on Miss Three O’ Club’s porny parts, and saw her face just long enough to determine that she was pretty.  So, I took a long gawk at the little card.  Okay.  She looked like Mazzy, in a way.  Well, a lot like Mazzy.  Only prettier.   
 
    Yeah, I know, prettier than Mazzy? Is that possible?  
 
    If Mazzy was a ten—and don’t get me wrong, she was.  No doubts about that.  Then Miss Three O’ Clubs was tipping the scales over eleven and maybe closing in on twelve.  To her credit, she was completely naked, showing off all her lickity parts, so that adds a point or two, but still.  She was damn gorgeous. 
 
    “That’s Aunt Millie.” 
 
    “Aunt Millie?”  Rollo never mentioned Mazzy having a sister.  Mazzy never said a thing about it, either.  But then, they never talked about the nudie parties they used to have at the pool in the backyard until the day I accidentally wandered through the gate and caught an eyeful of Mazzy, goddess of the backyard pool party, standing naked on the diving board over the sparkly blue water, showing the world a pair of perfect perkies that looked just like the two here on Miss Three O’ Clubs.   
 
    “I stayed with her after mom and dad turned.”  said Amelia.  “She was a football cheerleader once.  For a pro team.” 
 
    “Pro football?”  I asked.  A centerfold and a cheerleader? It seemed to me there’d be a rule against that sort of thing, but what do I know? 
 
    Amelia shrugged.  “The Oilers or the Cowboys.  I don’t remember which.” 
 
    “And she wasn’t infected?”  I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “When did you last see her?” 
 
    Amelia guessed right away where I was going.  “Last time I saw her was about a year ago.  A little more.”  She flicked the card in my hand, breaking my trance.  “She’s about your age.” 
 
    “My age?”  That would make sense.  Mazzy was my age.  Well, younger, by five or ten years, I guess.  Rollo was about as old as me.  Miss Three O’ Clubs, she had to be closer to my vintage.  Still, I looked at the card and noticed some feathery hippie earrings dangling beneath Miss Three’s cascade of brown hair.  She had tan lines.  When was the last time I saw a tan line in a spank mag? Jesus, I must have been in junior high.  And then there was the bush.  Was that sixties, seventies, or eighties fur? With the shadow I couldn’t tell.  Seems like the 60s centerfolds were all about nipples and tan-line butts, almost never an honest-to-God beaver.  ‘70s bush was everywhere.  Proud lions on the savanna, showing their manes to the world.  And then they were gone again.  All but extinct by the mid 80s.   
 
    “Say something,” said Amelia. 
 
    I looked up at her.  “What?” 
 
    “She doesn’t look like that anymore.  She’s old, like you.” 
 
    I let the ‘old’ remark slide. 
 
    “She’s probably still alive.” 
 
   


  
 

 December 26th, third entry 
 
    With my dirty breakfast plate sitting on the counter behind me, I had the cards spread out on the cleared table, backside up.  I told myself I was deducing Auntie Millie’s age.   
 
    The gears in my head weren’t grinding right over that question.  If she was my age, early to mid-fifties, that meant she wouldn’t have been old enough to pose legally for a nudie mag until sometime in the eighties.  But she wasn’t an 80s girl.  And she was not a teenager.   
 
    Maybe she’s five or ten years older.  Could she be twenty? That doesn’t make sense, either.  Who has an aunt twenty years older than their mom? 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    Maybe I was just looking for excuses to stare at pictures of fifty-four naked girls—all the playing cards plus the pair of jokers.  Like I needed an excuse. 
 
    I don’t know. 
 
    As much as I obsessed over every version of every fantasy that would land me some concubinal company, I was apprehensive.  I still am, even as I write this down.  I don’t understand what I’m afraid of. 
 
    Amelia told me Aunt Millie was a little whacked in the head, had taken to wearing a gas mask full-time to save herself from infection, and had rigged a pair of pink kiddie sunglasses with white polka dots over the eye holes.  Weird.  Aunt Millie had chased Amelia off when Amelia couldn’t hide her warts anymore.  Millie didn’t know Amelia wasn’t going to turn into a brain-fried monster.  Millie did the smart thing. 
 
    I spin it over and over and over in my head.   
 
    Near the center of the table, I found myself staring at one particular girl in a sunny field of golden grass on the side of a hill with green trees standing tall in the distance.  From decades ago, her eyes invited me into her 2D slice of nature to love me up under the blue sky with God and everybody else watching. 
 
     It occurred to me then, maybe I was afraid of the outdoors? 
 
    Aunt Millie lived in some other part of town.  Far away.  With who-knows-what dangers hiding in-between. 
 
    As much as Aunt Millie is the answer to my prayers, I think I might be afraid to leave my hermit crab hidey-hole. 
 
    Bunker Stink is my security blanket.  Going outside for a few hours or even days, that’s one kind of thing.  I know shelter is never far away.  Running off on a trek across Houston, with no safe base to hide in when the shit starts raining down, that could be the bad choice that finally kills me. 
 
   


  
 

 December 28th 
 
    It was cold again today.  I went outside under a thick blanket of weepy clouds that seemed low enough to touch.   
 
    I cleaned out the BBQ pit, put the ashes in a bucket, hauled them down to the culvert near the community pool, and dumped them there on the ground.  I rinsed the bucket in water trickling down at the bottom of the ditch.  Moving the ashes away from the house seemed like a good idea.  Who knows what aromatic scents will draw in a curious Shroomhead? 
 
    Afterward, I walked the neighborhood.  Cautiously.  Of course. 
 
    The weather was shitty.  Most of the Shroomies had enough sense to stay indoors, cuddling their girlfriends or playing with their dicks.  I mean, I guess they do that, right? It’s hard to imagine an uninhibited Shroomhead foregoing that personal pleasure. 
 
    Still, I kept an eye out for anyone in the hood besides me.  In truth, I was looking for Amelia.   
 
    I hadn’t seen her since she left after Christmas dinner.  We said we’d do it again.  Dinner, I mean.  Getting together.  We didn’t plan a date or anything, but I guess I figured maybe we’d make a regular thing of it.  Maybe every couple of days.  Maybe every day.   
 
    I even thought I’d see her around the hood.  If not in person, then on my neighborhood CCTV network.   
 
    Nope. 
 
    Each day passes, and I can’t help but wonder if I said something wrong.  I replay the dinner in my mind.  I think of the jokes I tried to make.  I wonder if I offended her? I ask myself over and over again if I showed too much interest in her crazy aunt, or not enough.  I even started to second-guess the Model 1860 Colt.   
 
    I know she liked it. 
 
    But, I doubt myself.  My skills for reading peoples’ faces are rusty. 
 
    By the time I got home, I was back in limbo again, not liking the ambiguity of my relationship with Amelia, and resenting her for having talked to me in the first place.  I was doing fine all by myself in the world.  I started wishing I’d never crossed paths with her. 
 
   


  
 

 January 1st 
 
    I’d hoped she would come by for the holiday.  I even had a can of black-eyed peas ready.  You know, for luck.  I don’t even like black-eyed peas. 
 
    Still, no Amelia. 
 
    I killed time in the morning with an old Christmas movie.  I know the season is over, but I came across one that had fallen down behind my TV cabinet.  What was I doing peeking behind the cabinet at the cables and dust bunnies? No comment.  Except to say that boredom and loneliness can make almost anything interesting. 
 
    That reminds me of a story. 
 
    I was on a tour of Alcatraz some years ago when the girls were young.  The eventual ex had copped some free tickets and a four-night hotel stay from a radio contest.  A story that turned out to be ninety-nine-percent bullshit.  The hotel was a condo owned by her greasy fuck buddy from down in Plinko Ranch.  I never figured out why he let my family use the place over a long weekend, but I don’t question it too much now.  We enjoyed ourselves.  We spent way too much on going out to eat.  Got to ride a restored trolley and took the ferry out to Alcatraz among other touristy shit. 
 
    Even though Bunker Stink had already been sunk in my backyard by then, I never made the connection that my life might one day end up like some of those hardened 1930s gangsters who lived in Alcatraz’s solitary confinement cells.   
 
    There was a story about one guy, who once they slammed the door shut on the isolation cell and he was stuck there in the dark by himself, tore a button off his shirt, tossed it into the air and then proceeded to find it in the dark.  Over and over, day and night.  He felt like he was going crazy, until months later the door opened and he found he still had his sanity.  Mostly. 
 
    Finding the Christmas DVD was like that.  Funny how dust bunnies can become a source of comfort and entertainment. 
 
    Make sense? 
 
    Ah, who the hell cares? It makes sense to me. 
 
    Anyway, that was my morning. 
 
    At noon, I tossed a bag of popcorn into the microwave and popped open an ice-cold beer—one from the dwindling stash in my dorm-sized refrigerator—and I started my New Year’s Day tradition.  Unfortunately, alone. 
 
    I have a DVD of the 2005 Longhorn-USC Rose Bowl, the college championship.  Only the greatest football game ever played.  Yeah, I’ve seen the game at least a couple dozen times now.  I know how it ends.  I memorized the bad calls.  I’ve felt the highs and the lows, but when Vince Young carries that ball across the goal line with seconds left to win the game, I gotta be honest, it tingles my toddlers every time.  That’s one-hundred-percent, red-blooded American, hardcore excitement right there. 
 
    I holler every time. 
 
    Even this year.  Even though I was alone.   
 
    After the game, I sat on the couch, finished the cold remains of my styrofoamy popcorn, and watched the TV go black.  I listened to the sounds of Bunker Stink.  It creaks like an old house.  I think as the water content of the soil it’s buried in changes, the tank shifts.  It moves as the winter temperatures slowly seep down through the soil.  I hear the soft whir of the ventilation fan motor, and the soft rhythm in the air from an imbalance on the fan.  Dust collects there and throws it off.  I’ll need to clean that soon.  I should have done it already.  I’m behind on my maintenance chores.  Not good for a man who wants to die of old age one day. 
 
    I wonder what the hell happened with Amelia? 
 
    What did I do? 
 
    Dammit! Dammit! Dammit! 
 
    Back to loneliness. 
 
   


  
 

 January 6th 
 
    Wallowing in tears is for sissies and soon-to-be-dead people.   
 
    STB dead. 
 
    STBD. 
 
    STD.  Ouch.  Probably not. 
 
    I’m looking for something to take my mind off things. 
 
    I sucked up my whiney ways and put ‘em back in the suitcase.  I tried to read through my books on planting a backyard garden.  They were boring.  I couldn’t concentrate.  Half the time I found myself reading the same paragraph over and over again, the words forming in my head to ensure I was really reading, but I couldn’t keep my attention on the page.  It wanders back to Amelia.  I don’t even think of Aunt Millie much.  She’s a far-off fantasy.  Might as well be Bo Derek on a unicorn, come to fly me off to Fairyville, where I’ll while away my golden years popping gummy bear Viagras and sipping wine at sunset. 
 
    Amelia was real.  For a minute that idea flaked to the floor with my Christmas tree’s pine needles. 
 
    I went outside.  Maybe a little dangerously, but I felt like I swallowed a big dose of Fuck-it, and it hasn’t worn off yet.  Matter of fact, it’s settling in for the long haul. 
 
    I have fantasies of getting drunk on some Fuck-it, loading up my mags into my tactical vest and going out to Rambo my way around the ‘hood. 
 
    Something to do. 
 
    We’ve got a huge football stadium over by the high school.  Big-ass thing.  Built it in a muddy cow field the school district annexed across the street from campus.  When the school board went stomping around trying to convince everybody to vote for the bond, I was against it.   
 
    Lots of reasons for that. 
 
    For one, spending eighty million on a high school football stadium seemed to me like just about the stupidest expenditure of educational dollars my community could make.  Seriously? Eighty million.  I know folks love high school football, but we could have built a whole ‘nother goddamn school for that.  Besides, none of my daughters played football.  They weren’t cheerleaders.  Not one of them was on the drill team.  A couple played softball.  They had no use for the West Harris County Megalith. 
 
    That, and Amanda Cox, the president of the school board, was a slimy bat covered in a thick layer of powdery fake-up.  Her brother-in-law owned a giant construction company that everyone knew would bid on the project.  Nobody doubted he’d win it—they’d underbid to get the contract, knowing they could make it up one way or another.  That was just how biz got done back in the day. 
 
    And that’s what happened.  Just like everybody knew it would. 
 
    The cost overruns drove the price tag on that concrete concussion shrine to nearly a hundred million.  Once you’ve sunk eighty into the project, what’s another twenty? Every voter in the district figured that extra twenty was just graft money shared out among the right folks sitting behind the right desks with balls big enough to put their hands out and demand it. 
 
    Not a one of us liked it. 
 
    Still, nobody ever took the time to dig through the school board records and whistle-blow the whole project down the shitter.  I mean, how does a regular guy who’s workin’ sixty hours a week find the time to do something like that? Where does he start? I couldn’t just skip an afternoon’s business and pop over to the records department and ask for the Evidence of Corruption files. 
 
    They built that fuckin’ concrete monstrosity in the muddy cow field, and in the winter, when the leaves fell off the trees, I could see it standing tall over the roofs of the houses between my place and there. 
 
    Funny thing about the project was that the bid was placed for a new kind of super sports field, generations better than AstroTurf, and better than real grass by a mile.  So they said anyway.  I forget how much money was written into the bid for it, but when the stadium opened, the field was covered in cheap-ass real grass. 
 
    There was a big stink when that came out.  Some fellow made a lot of noise in the local paper.  A couple dozen good country folks lined up to discredit him and tell the rest of us this newspaper fellow was full of shit, just trying to make his name on a scandal he was creating, and besides, he was probably a fag.   
 
    How could they know? Why was it relevant? In southeast Texas, the slur was enough. 
 
    Soon enough some sparkle-eyed Hollywood hunk got caught with his dick in a hooker’s dog collar.  Two of those four reality star sisters—you know, the ones not really famous for anything—were knocked up by basketball players or rap music dudes they’d only known a few months.  And the President pointed his little cruise missile cock at Bumfuckistan and snuffed a noisy peasant terrorist who was sitting in the outhouse behind his goat farm fantasizing about American centerfold titties.  The voters forgot about the missing super turf.  Slimy Amanda Cox and her bat-fucker husband slipped off to Hawaii on a chartered jet.  Her brother-in-law bought a new place on the beach in Belize. 
 
    My property tax bill went up.  I ran my credit cards into a deeper ditch to pay the unexpected commitment I had nothing to do with. 
 
    Status quo. 
 
    I know, I know.  You’re thinkin’, what the hell does this have to do with anything? 
 
    Yeah, I’m getting to that. 
 
    I spent a good part of yesterday scoping out that stadium.  Turns out, the physical requirements for keeping sneaky high school kids without overpriced tickets from seeing their football team play are pretty much the same for keeping Shroomheads out.   
 
    That stadium is a fortress. 
 
    And what’s better than a concrete fortress with heavy steel-bar gates? One with a big grassy field in the middle, all fertilized up with the best black loam graft-money can buy, just waiting to be tilled up and planted with corn and green beans and pumpkins and whatnot.   
 
    It’s gonna be the most secure goddamn farm in the western hemisphere. 
 
   


  
 

 January 6th, second entry 
 
    Flies in the bug juice? 
 
    Sure. 
 
    The stadium sits across four lanes of asphalt and a previously landscaped median from my neighborhood.  It’s not just a road, it’s a territorial boundary.  Rollo’s clan of Shroomies doesn’t cross it.  The clan over there doesn’t come over here.  They aren’t like Rollo’s bunch.  Matter of fact, they make Rollo’s gang seem a little bit lazy and civilized.  There’s a lot more of them, too. 
 
    I was up in the sky boxes—yeah, that’s right, a high school stadium with fuckin’ sky boxes—scoping them out for security, thinking I might be able to make the move out of Bunker Stink into a couple of them.  I could knock doorways through a few walls and join them up into a nice living room, a bedroom, storeroom, etcetera, all with a wall of windows for me to see the sun in the sky and for me to watch my crops thrive down on the fifty-yard line.  I could rig up my solar panels.  Set up my escape routes.  Secure the whole place.  I was thinking it might make the perfect post-apoc mansion.   
 
    I was standing by one of the light poles at the top edge of the bleachers, looking west past the school, when I saw what I’m going to call the Stadium Clan. 
 
    It was the squeal that caught my attention at first.  A little herd of feral pigs came running around the corner of the gymnasium, bolting at full-speed for the student parking lot.  My first thought was glorious, crispy bacon. 
 
    Seriously! Fucking bacon, right there. 
 
    You have no idea how bleak the future can look with no bacon in it, and then to see five or six pre-bacons squealing across the ground maybe a hundred yards away.  Well, I’m not going to make it all pervy, but I’ll be damned if I didn’t feel a little tingle in my trousers. 
 
    That ended as soon as I spotted the first of the Stadium Clan Shroomies chasing my beautiful breakfast friends.  They rounded the corner just seconds after the pigs.  A few at first, but I heard many more.   
 
    Before the pigs made it down the length of the building, another bunch of hunters ran around a corner in front of the swine, blocking their path to the student parking lot.   
 
    “To the right!”  I rooted for the pigs.  “You can make it!”  Unfortunately, my bacon telepathy wasn’t wired in right, and the lead pig, instead of veering right and making for the student parking lot and the empty fields beyond, cut left into a gap between the vocational wing and the freshman classrooms.  What I knew—because my three daughters went to this school—and the pigs were about to find out, was that gap came to a dead-end at a hallway connecting the two wings. 
 
    The pigs disappeared from view.  The Stadium Clan’s two groups of chasers met up at the entrance, trapping the pigs as they ran in to seize their prey.  It looked like seventy or so vicious Shroomies in the clan, but I was still rooting for the pigs.  I mean, feral pigs aren’t like their cuddly, pink cousins waddling through a factory farm on the way to the grocery store’s refrigerator section.  Feral pigs are fast as hell on their short legs.  They’re strong, and they’re mean, especially the ones with those tusks.  Those bastards will rip your guts right out. 
 
    Maybe an exaggeration.  Maybe not. 
 
    A hunting guide told me that once when I went hunting Russian boar hogs on a ranch outside of Crockett.  I think those big bastards came down from a strain that had never been domesticated.  Most of the ones I saw were bigger than me, and would chase you down and gore you if they got wind of you.  They were fearless.  The one I shot that day topped four hundred pounds. 
 
    That’s a long way to get around to saying that I figured that bunch of Shroomies didn’t know what they were in for.  Sure, they might concoct a way to tackle one of the smaller pigs.  They’d probably even kill it.  Plenty of ‘em would get gored in the process, and most of that bacon would slip away.  I hoped into my neighborhood, where a well-placed shot from my rifle would be worth the risk for the bounty of pork I’d get.   
 
    That’s not how it went, though. 
 
    I watched and watched.  No pigs came running back out from between the buildings.  The Stadium Clan made a hell of a racket, and then pigs started a different kind of squealing.  Those Shroomies had caught a couple of ‘em.  And from the sounds of it, they ripped ‘em open with their fingers and teeth.  The sound of something screaming while it’s being eaten alive has a kind of inter-species universality to it.  You don’t need to speak pig to understand.   
 
    I stayed up in the bleachers, freezing my nads and watching for a good long while.  No pigs came out.  Those Shroomies had killed every one.  They feasted on the flesh and innards, and eventually most of ‘em waddled out, headed back to their den with bulging bellies and bloody smiles. 
 
    The Stadium Clan was smart enough to trap those pigs and mean enough to kill them without a weapon.  I don’t know how they pulled that off, but if I didn’t think they were a dangerous bunch before, I know it now. 
 
   


  
 

 January 8th 
 
    I spent most of yesterday preoccupied with that stadium.  A good thing, I think.  Better that then ruminating over Amelia.  Maybe she got munched.  I wondered that about a dozen times, but it doesn’t make sense.  She’s too wily.   
 
    Maybe she wandered through the wrong neighborhood, and a prepper with a long rifle caught her in his scope and popped her from two blocks away.  How many like me are around? If I made it—if Aunt Millie survived—at least a year past the collapse, there’s got to be more of us, right? Dozens, probably hundreds of us in Houston. 
 
    A thousand? 
 
    Could be. 
 
    Hell, for all I know they all commandeered a boat and skipped off to a Caribbean island they could cleanse of Shroomheads, a place with blue water and solar panels and bananas and coconuts and fertile soil and all the fish filets and tasty crabs you could ever want to eat.  No more Punchy Bryan’s recycled donkey buttholes extruded into Salisbury Steak form.  Always with the dubious brown gravy.  Makes my mouth water just thinking about it. 
 
    You know all about sarcasm, right? I explained that already, right?  
 
    People back in the twenty-first century don’t eat donkey buttholes on purpose, unless they’ve been processed into maybe a hotdog or a fast-food burger.  And who knows what the fuck those are really made of? Salty, pink goo squished into a patty-shaped mold, crisped on a hot grill until it’s just one shade darker than floating corpse meat, and then served on a bun by a colorful clown.  Get yourself a franchise to sling that shit at the neighborhood kiddies and watch them turn into pear-shaped waddlers while you shop for a big house down in Plinko ranch and charter a boat to go deep sea fishing on the weekends.  That’s the American dream, motherfuckers! 
 
    I digress. 
 
    Back to my island fantasy for a moment.   
 
    Did I mention women? Fertile and horny? I’m sure they all went to the island. 
 
    Of course they did! 
 
    I stared at the papers I had spread out on the table, my drawings of the stadium repurposed for my needs.  I had reinforcing rebar welded into every gate.  I knew where to get the rebar.  I’m no expert welder, but I can make due.  I mapped out my skybox post-apoc love-nest, with multiple escape routes.  I even drew out how I wanted to plant my fields—green beans here, watermelon there, corn down that way.  A little section set aside for my sock-cheese goats.  I could learn to can my veggies, and I’d be set. 
 
    But blue water and sunshine.  Topless girls and no Shroomies.  Life in paradise? 
 
    I leaned back in my chair and stared at the ceiling. 
 
    I don’t know how to sail a boat, and I don’t know the first thing about navigation.  I could find a book and learn it.  I could even teach myself to sail.  Start off with a small, manageable boat, stay in the intracoastal waterway, so taking my life jacket and swimming to shore will always be a viable last resort in case I sink.  Don’t want to survive the apocalypse only to end up as a floater with no Coast Guard to find your body. 
 
    l think I could do it. 
 
    But where to go? Which island would everyone have escaped to? 
 
    I couldn’t just up and leave.  I’d need to find a way to transport all my stuff from here down to a marina on the coast, and then set up a safe place down there to hole up while I learned how to sail and figured out where to go. 
 
    Logistically, it’s a challenging plan.  A risky one.   
 
    Metal clanked outside. 
 
    I froze. 
 
    It clanked again. 
 
    I looked toward the entry stairs, and then moved silently to my backyard surveillance camera screens.  Could it be a curious Shroomy? Amelia? 
 
   


  
 

 January 8th, second entry 
 
    “Hi,” she said.  She glanced around the yard.  “Can I come down?” 
 
    Not sure what words to use since I had a mountain of questions and a handful of anger all queued up and competing for first place.  I silently nodded and waved her in. 
 
    “Thanks.”  She hurried down the stairs while I took a glance around my backyard before closing everything up. 
 
    When I climbed to the main level—the only level, unless you count the storage area in the curve of the tank beneath the removable floor panels—Amelia was sitting at the table, on my side of it, looking at my drawings and notes.  “Moving?” 
 
    I shook my head and crossed over to her. 
 
    “You gonna sit down?”  she asked, like she was the neighbor from across the street just stopping by to say, ‘hey bitches.’ 
 
    I nodded, still struggling with whether to yell or curse, question or accuse.  “What…what are you doing here?” 
 
    Amelia’s face changed.  It went back to hard, suspicious Amelia.  Not Christmas Amelia. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I told her right away.  She scooted as if to get up from the table and I dropped into the seat across from her.  “I didn’t—” I stopped myself.  No question wanted to come out as anything but an accusation.   
 
    She stopped moving and stared at me, I think trying to guess whether she’d made a mistake in coming. 
 
    I manage a few words to rescue a mood that was swirling toward the drain.  “I’m glad you’re here.  I really am.”  Looking for anything else in my twine-ball brain that didn’t immediately lead to anger, I said, “I was worried.  I thought—” 
 
    “You were worried?”  she asked, surprised. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “For real?” 
 
    I nodded again. 
 
    She smiled.  “That’s sweet.”  Her face turned hard again.  “You don’t need to.  I can take care of myself out there.” 
 
    I nodded a third time and cocked my head toward the bulge on her hip.  I could just see the shape of the gun’s handle poking at her poncho from underneath.  “The Colt.  Do you like it?” 
 
    Her Christmas smile came back and settled in.  She pulled the gun from the holster and laid it on the table.  “I love it.” 
 
    “Have you had to use it yet?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “I did some target shooting to get a feel for it.” 
 
    “That’s dangerous.”  Everybody knows Shroomheads come running when they hear a gunshot. 
 
    “I only fired a few rounds before I moved.  I was long gone before the first one showed up.” 
 
    I nodded my approval.  “You hungry?” 
 
    “I didn’t come to—” 
 
    I raised my hands as I stood up.  “It’s no trouble.  I’ve got plenty.”  I smiled, maybe the same way I used to smile at my daughters when I was pushing a favor on them.   
 
    I stepped over to my cupboard, the small pantry where I’d keep a week or so of groceries.  Every Sunday, I’d pull up the floor panels and bring up enough of my supplies to last seven days.  A little of this, a little of that.  Always some of Punchy Bryan’s gourmet wonder foods, because I’ve got plenty of those, and usually a meal or two’s worth of the good stuff.  “Do you like SPAM?” 
 
    “SPAM?”  Amelia laughed, and she sounded just like my daughter, Kate.  It made me feel nostalgic and broken-hearted at the same time.  It made me think of Kate, dead in the woods of East Texas with my two small grandchildren, and suddenly I had tears brimming in my eyes.  I buried my face in the cupboard and pretended to rummage.   
 
    Big boys don’t cry, especially in front of teenage girls. 
 
    “I haven’t had SPAM since before,” said Amelia.  “My mom used to like it.  Dad hated it.  Said it was food for white trash and wetbacks.  Out of character for him.”  Amelia laughed again.  “Mom would fry it in a pan, and we’d have it with some pork ‘n beans when Dad wasn’t going to be home.” 
 
    My composure back, my sissy tears sucked up, I managed to ask, “Spam a la Kraft Macaroni and Cheese?” 
 
    “I don’t think that makes culinary sense.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “It sounds like it belongs on a menu to me.” 
 
    Amelia smiled.  “The orange stuff?” 
 
    I pulled out the box, and the can, and showed her. 
 
    “Sounds fantastic.”  Her eyes settled on the blue can of SPAM with its photo of the pink meat-like contents emblazoned on the shiny label.  “SPAM.  That’s a big deal, now.  That’s like gold.” 
 
    I laughed.  I still had a partial and two unopened cases of the stuff under the floor panels.  “I might be a millionaire, then.” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” she said.  “I have food with me.” 
 
    I waved a dismissive hand.  “There’ll be no wild berries and piss-pickled grubworms at my dinner table.  Nothing but the best for my friends.” 
 
   


  
 

 January 8th, second entry 
 
    While the bowl was coming to a boil in the microwave, I cubed the SPAM on a plate.  Amelia broke the silence.  “You’re probably wondering where I’ve been.” 
 
    I nod.  It’s all I’d obsessed over for weeks.  “I know you’ve been making a life for yourself out there in the world.”  I shrugged to make it seem like no big deal, but of course, it was. 
 
    “Remember Aunt Millie?” 
 
    That steers my thoughts straight into the gutter.  “Three O’ Clubs?”  Like I didn’t know for sure. 
 
    “I went to see her.” 
 
    That left me speechless.  I stopped cubing the SPAM and turned to Amelia. 
 
    “She’s still alive.” 
 
    Trying to spark a mature thought out of my titty-addled brain as pictures of Miss Three O’ Clubs paraded through, I managed to say, “Oh, you’ve been there since Christmas?” 
 
    Amelia shook her head.  “She lives over on the East Side.  Twenty, twenty-five miles from here.  I spent most of the time walking there and back.” 
 
    I stepped over to the table and sat down.  “Fifty miles round trip through Houston? That’s dangerous.” 
 
    “The playing cards weren’t much of a gift.  I took the trip for you.” 
 
    That throws me for a loop.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I wanted to make sure she hadn’t gotten her crazy self killed, because I knew you’d want to go see her.” 
 
    The word ‘crazy’ slipped right past as a nothing.  Aunt Millie kicked Amelia to the curb.  Of course, there’d be some animosity there. 
 
    “I haven’t talked to her in a year, and I didn’t want you risking a trek to see her for nothing.” 
 
    “See her?”  My mind is back in the gutter again.  Aunt Millie.  Three O’ Clubs.  Of course, I want to meet her.  Holy Crap!  
 
    “That is what you want, isn’t it?” 
 
    I dropped into the seat across from Amelia.   
 
    “She’s a little batty.”  Amelia laughed at a joke only she was in on.  “It could be good for you, I think.  It would be good for her, too.” 
 
    Crazy? Batty? 
 
    “Good for her?”  My trusty knight-in-shining-armor fantasy rolled in with my prom queen porno dreams? The post-apoc world I always knew would work out for me.  That’s when optimism illuminated the future for which I was destined.  Me, Amelia, sexy Auntie Millie, and others.  There had to be more in Houston—normal people we’d meet on the way.  We’d find a seaworthy sailboat, seek out our island, and build our Eden at the end of the world in an abandoned five-star resort on the sunny shore of an electric blue sea.  “Do you have a plan? For the journey, I mean.  Do you have a safe route?” 
 
   


  
 

 January 9th 
 
    Amelia will be back tomorrow.  She didn’t admit to having anywhere to go.  She told me she wanted to give me time to get my gear together for the trip, although I explained to her I didn’t need a full day to do it.  She wanted me to spend some time thinking about what I needed to bring along.  I offered to let her stay the night in the bunker.  She declined.  She didn’t say where she was going to spend her nights, just not with me. 
 
    Not with me.  Not in the sexual sense, but you know, in the bunker—the safe, warm underground apartment with running water and indoor facilities, in her own narrow bed with clean sheets and an adequate pillow.  Nope.  She wanted to rough it.  I guess.  Maybe she had a luxury pad close by she liked to spend her time in. 
 
    Possible? 
 
    Sure, I guess. 
 
    Well, now that I think about it, I know it’s got to be true.  Anybody still capable of cogitating a complex concept so many years after the collapse of everything squishy, happy, and comfy, must have a place to call home where they feel secure and relaxed.  For me, it’s Bunker Stink.  For Amelia, I don’t know, maybe she likes living in attics.  Maybe she has a penthouse fortress all prepped out in one of the glass-faced office buildings down on the highway. 
 
    You never know.  I mean, the more time I spend with her, the more resourceful I see she is.  And the smarter she seems.  She’s not all braggy about it.  She doesn’t spout out a bunch of obscure mathematical theories for no reason at all.  Nothing like that.  It’s just sometimes she says some shit that makes me think she’s a lot brighter than she lets on.  Smarter than me, that’s for sure.   
 
    Like when we were talking about why we can’t just heist a car and drive over to Aunt Millie’s.  I mean, I know the cars don’t run, and I know what a magnet a car is for the Shroomheads when they see you drive by.  And I know most roads are blocked or so sprinkled with tire-flattening debris as to make them useless.  Amelia slipped into telling me about chemical reactions having to do with the slow chemical oxidation of hexane molecules or some such shit.  I know I’m pretty much just making that up because by word three into her explanation I was lost.  She sounded like she had a Ph.D. in chemistry and she thought she was explaining petroleum degradation to a grad student. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    I think maybe she was one of those prodigal geniuses that nobody knows about because she got into the Goth underachiever thing in junior high when a lot of girls in the ‘hood were punking out in black fashion clothes as a way to be cool.  Maybe she spent all her time in her bedroom reprogramming computers or hacking into the pentagon while Rollo and Mazzy thought she was writing in her diary and pining after football players.  Maybe they were so busy grab-assing the neighbors at swinger parties they didn’t know the little girl living in their back bedroom.  And maybe I didn’t see it because—well let’s face it, I had enough problems raising my own girls.  My blinders were never open wide enough to see my friends’ kids, too. 
 
    I unlatched the bunks hanging from the wall across from mine, and I swung them down to lay flat.  On one, I emptied my overnight bag and organized the contents on the thin mattress so I could see it all at one glance.  I did the same with my bug-out bag on another bunk.  More stuff there, because it’s supposed to be my leave-forever bag. 
 
    When Amelia and I go tomorrow, am I leaving forever? 
 
    I don’t know. 
 
    On a third bunk—Bunker Stink was originally built for six of us—I laid the weapons I’m likely to bring with.  And the ammo.  The question on ammo is how much? All I can carry? I’m heading out tomorrow into the decaying urban sprawl infested with a million toothy targets who’d just love to munch my nuts. 
 
    I checked my magazines, and stacked them on the bed next to my AR-15.  My tactical vest is set up for six mags.  My belt holds two extra magazines for my pistol.  That’s the load I usually wear when I go out for anything.  I feel comfortable with it.  Altogether, nearly three hundred Shroom-killing bullets.   
 
    I stared at it for a good long time—the pile of ammo on the bed. 
 
    If three hundred didn’t get the job done, would four hundred? Probably not. 
 
    I know I’m oversimplifying all the possibilities down to one cowboy-and-Indian scenario—me behind a wall, mowing down hordes of monsters.   
 
    Granted, if I park myself behind a wall and start unloading, that’s the scenario likely to evolve.  Shroomheads aren’t deaf.  They know the pop of a gun means person-shaped food is ringing the dinner bell. 
 
    The thing is, I know that, too.  That’s why I’m still alive.  I know to get my ass moving in a turbo-charged hurry if it comes to pass that I need to shoot a few baddies.  My ammo load determines how many of those I can get through before I run out. 
 
    I grabbed four more thirty-round magazines for the AR-15 and put them on the bunk.  I’ll drop them into the bottom of my backpack.  Just in case. 
 
    Water.  One canteen—full.  And a filter bottle full of drinkable water.  Houston is a pretty wet city.  We’ll cross dozens of creeks, retention ponds, and bayous on our way.  I can fill the filter bottle from any of them, wait patiently, and then pour the clean output into my canteen.  Perfectly healthy.  No risk of disease. 
 
    So water won’t slow me down. 
 
    Socks and skivvies.  A change of each.  A few layers of clothing.  A poncho.  A tent won’t be necessary.  We’ll be in an urban environment the whole way.  There’ll always be a better place to spend the night than in a tent. 
 
    Lighters.  Knife.  Extra knife.  Flashlight.  Batteries.  Rope.  Punchy Bryan’s freeze-dried bug-out meals.  They taste like colored chalk dust but adding some purified water will turn them into edible calories.  And they don’t weigh much.  I can carry several days worth without being dragged down by the weight. 
 
    A dozen miscellaneous things on my bug-out checklist.  A thumb drive with pics of my kids.  It’s one of several copies I keep.  If I don’t ever come back to Bunker Stink, it’s the one thing I think I can’t live without.  The only thing in this world left of my daughters are the digital images on that drive.  I won’t abandon it. 
 
    ‘Nuff said on that. 
 
    Oh, almost forgot.  A gas mask.   
 
    I don’t need one.  I’m immune to the red spore.  But if Aunt Millie wears one—as Amelia said she did—well, she might not trust me if I don’t bring one along.   
 
   


  
 

 January 10th 
 
    Jesus, it was cold out this morning. 
 
    I geared up, dressed out, and stood in my boots in the backyard, trying to blow smoke rings into the frost before the sun was up. 
 
    Amelia showed up at sunrise as promised, wearing what she always wore, a poncho with everything hidden underneath. 
 
    As usual, she snuck up on me and I didn’t know she was in the yard behind me until I heard her laugh. 
 
    “What?”  I asked, looking down to make sure I didn’t accidentally put my underwear on the outside. 
 
    “You’re bringing all that ammo?”  She crossed the yard, pointing at the rows of magazines mounted across my chest.   
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How many Shroomies do you want to kill on this trip? All of them?” 
 
    That’s about how long it took me to figure out she was being mean.  “I have the gear I need.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes dramatically.  “You’re better off leaving most of that.” 
 
    I shrugged her off and looked at the sky, like maybe I was divining some information about the weather for the next few days.  “We should get moving.  The cold will do us good.” 
 
    “Seriously?”  she asked.  “You should leave most of that here.  You’re better off weighing less so you can run, rather than hauling thirty pounds of bullets.” 
 
    “It’s not thirty pounds,” I argued.  “And I can run just fine.” 
 
    “You lumber like a club-footed moose.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Amelia sighed then, one of those dramatic, sarcastic things, ballooned with a dozen nasty little digs.  “We can go as slow as you need.  I’m in no hurry.” 
 
    “Twenty-five miles,” I bragged, sounding every bit as foolish as I felt, “we can make it by sundown if we hurry.” 
 
    “Hurry?”  She stepped up in front of me, looking up but disarming me with her hard eyes.  “Please tell me you know we can’t speed walk twenty-five miles.” 
 
    Trying to find a path to backtrack, I said something that wasn’t worth remembering. 
 
    “We have to be careful,” she told me.  “We’ll take it slow.  Mostly we want to stay out of sight.  Got it? Haste will get us killed.  Well, you probably.  Not me.”  She flipped her poncho hood back to emphasize the warts growing out of her scalp.  She was one of them.  I was hot lunch on the hoof. 
 
   


  
 

 January 10th, second entry 
 
    By noon, the air was still brittle and cold.  As we snuck from place to place, I kept slipping out of the shadows to walk in the light, trying to grab warmth however I could.  Amelia scolded me for it more than once.  The shadows didn’t offer much in the way of concealment, but something is always better than nothing. 
 
    She was quite the little commandant, and when she set her mind to her way of doing something, she wasn’t one to brook dissent.  Considering I used to drink with her pops, lust after her mother, and knew her from a time when she was still learning how to color with the fat crayons, it didn’t sit well with me.  Unfortunately, as much as I wanted to assert my righteous male independence, she kept making choices better than any I could come up with. 
 
    We’d been paralleling Interstate 10 all morning.  Not getting up on its raised concrete lanes for every Shroomhead to see, not even walking down the access roads, but working our way circuitously down the maze of side roads through the subdivisions, skirting the shopping centers where the empty square footage left by all the big-box victims was being gentrified into eateries serving fast-casual foofy-frou and microbrews named with random words pulled from some metrosexual’s hairy ass. 
 
    Amelia squatted beside a potato chip delivery truck with broken windows and doors wrenched off the hinges.  I didn’t admit it, but my legs were tired from walking and jogging and sprinting and squatting.  My knees felt swollen and promised to punish me if I dropped down again to hide behind something for a peek.  I stayed back, away from the windows, using the panel van’s tall sides to keep me hidden. 
 
    “Three more,” she said, not looking back at me.  The trio she was looking at were the fifth bunch of Shroomies we’d seen in the last hour.  She’d seen.  She was the scout.  She was young and nimble.  Perfectly disguised as one of them, well except for the clothes.  But those didn’t seem to be a problem for her.  She led the way, made sure each street crossing was clear, and each block was empty of predators before she waved me to follow.   
 
    I felt older and more useless with each painful step. 
 
    “They’re starting to come out,” she said.  “Hungry.  Bored.” 
 
    “They don’t stay out long, right?” 
 
    She shook her head as she watched the three down the road.  I couldn’t see them with the potato chip truck blocking my view. 
 
    “We should find a place and rest until dark.” 
 
    Suspecting I’d given away the pain in my knees with one of the groans I’d tried to hide, I said, “I’m good.  We can keep going.” 
 
    “It’ll be safer if we find a place to rest.”  Amelia glanced back at me.  “You look like you could use it.” 
 
    “I told you I’m—” 
 
    “It’s about safety,” she repeated.  “We should crash this afternoon.  Get some sleep and travel by night.” 
 
    “Is that what you do when you’re alone?”  I asked. 
 
    “I’m not alone,” she clarified, as though I needed help with understanding it.  “I can get out of most trouble by showing them what I am.  I have some wiggle room.  You don’t.” 
 
    “What about night-shift Shroomheads?” 
 
    Amelia shrugged.  “Fewer at night.  We’ll be harder to see in the dark.  It’ll be colder so there won’t be as many out.  Every advantage goes to us.”  She glanced back at me again, evaluating.  “We’ll have to go through downtown at night either way.  I never go through during the day.  Too dangerous.” 
 
    Guessing the question I didn’t want to voice, Amelia told me, “We’re making good progress.  If we crash this afternoon, maybe we can get through downtown by morning.  Unless you peter out.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” I told her, hoping the anxiety in my voice didn’t undermine my assertion. 
 
   


  
 

 January 10th, third entry 
 
    Amelia led me to a Walgreens drug store, this one with a back door intact, but missing the knob.  She pulled the door open and walked softly into the deep shadows, signaling me to stay put while she drew the Colt from its holster. 
 
    I watched as her dark silhouette turned mannequin stiff, barely breathing, evaluating the situation.   
 
    After satisfying herself that it was safe, she snuck deeper into the darkness of the stockroom at the back of the store.  Damn, she was silent. 
 
    As I started to get nervous, standing in the sunlight against the nondescript back wall, Amelia whispered, “I think it’s empty.  Come in.  Be ready.” 
 
    I took a last glance around for any watching eyes and bobbing Shroomheads before stepping inside.  Trying my best to emulate Amelia’s gliding hush, I lowered my AR-15 and unholstered my pistol, flipping the safety off and chambering a round. 
 
    It was hard to make out anything inside.  It was much darker than the Walgreens where I met Amelia.  I was barely able to see her form stepping through the debris on the floor as she moved toward the security gate at the far end. 
 
    I shuffled my feet lightly, not wanting to commit to a full step and trip on something unseen, not wanting to crunch down on a noisy can or empty plastic container. 
 
    “Shit,” whispered Amelia, just as the stockroom security gate clanged softly. 
 
    I stopped, not understanding what had rankled her. 
 
    Amelia bumped into me, having come back a handful of steps before I could react. 
 
    “What?”  I whispered in the softest voice I could manage. 
 
    From up in the attic above the gated storeroom, I heard a sound that I’d have laughed at under different circumstances—a loud, trumpeting fart.  That’s when I saw Amelia’s wide eyes, and I understood.  Shroomheads were up in the storeroom. 
 
    Wasting not a breath, I turned toward the door just as a shadow blocked the light coming through.  Two Shroomies stepped inside and stopped, silhouetting their lumpy heads against the industrial tan color painted on the dirty wall behind. 
 
    I instantly knew what they were.  They didn’t know what I was.  Not yet. 
 
    Instinct took over. 
 
    I raised my pistol and fired twice.  Two heads exploded with twin bangs, seemingly louder than my pistol had ever popped before.  And for no reason I could think of, I asked myself, ‘Why headshots? Center of mass, you dumbass! That’s where you aim.’ 
 
    The bodies were still falling, and Amelia was already pushing me toward the door, panic tensing through her strong little hands.  “Run, you idiot!” 
 
    I don’t think she had cause to call me an idiot, but I didn’t think about that until later when I was deciding whether to be pissed about it or not.  In the end, I chalked it up to elevated emotions.  No biggie. 
 
    As it turned out, Amelia, to her credit, had pushed me all the way through the door, stumbling over the bodies of the two Shroomies as we went.  I caught an eyeful of sunshine and was holstering my pistol, raising my rifle, and jogging into the parking lot as Amelia rushed past me, willing to lead.  I was ready to follow. 
 
    “Run as fast as you can, old man!” 
 
    I tallied that barb up to panic as well as I ran after her, crossed the parking lot, and sprinted up a side street.  We were a few houses down when I heard the cries of the Shroomheads pouring out of the Walgreens. 
 
    From another direction, I heard more spore-twisted throats howl. 
 
    Amelia ran between two houses and vaulted over a sagging cedar-board fence before she disappeared into somebody’s backyard.  She was moving like a decathlete deer with an Olympic medal, and I was huffing and puffing to keep up.   
 
    I made a racket trying to emulate her move over the fence, but I’m nearly twice her weight, not to mention the age thing.  Boards broke, most of the fence fell to pieces, and caught me in a tangle as I rolled over splintering wood and exposed nails trying to get into the back yard. 
 
    “Shh!”  Amelia told me from her hiding spot just around the back corner of the house.  She cocked her head and listened.  She pointed toward the Walgreens.  “At least five that way.”  She cast a finger into the neighborhood.  “Ten over there.  Maybe more.” 
 
    I nodded, hearing the sounds, knowing there were already too many after us.  “You know another safe place?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and ran. 
 
   


  
 

 January 10th, fourth entry 
 
    We happened upon a well-worn Shroom trail through the overgrown backyards, and Amelia followed it, running at full speed.  Curving past a pile of rusting patio furniture, we sped through a gap in a fence and around a burned-out house. 
 
    We crossed a street without pausing to look, and tore through a passage between two houses, back on the trail. 
 
    The hungry voices of the Shroomheads seemed to grow more distant, but another bunch of them started in howling off to our right, not far away.  Amelia glanced over her shoulder with worry twisting her pretty young face. 
 
    She stopped against a brick wall, beside a big AC unit.  She listened and looked toward the street. 
 
    “We should split up,” I told her.  “You’ll be safe.  I can—” 
 
    “Don’t.”  She didn’t leave any room for negotiation.  “We stay together.  Do what I do.  Stay quiet.  Stay close.”  She looked me up and down.  “I won’t go too fast.”  She pointed southeast.  “There’s a target that way.  Maybe a half-mile.  If we get split up—if—meet me there.  Around back, there’s a ladder up to the roof.  The first four-lane, north-south road you come across will take you right to it.” 
 
    “Lead the way, boss.” 
 
    We ran across the street and down through some overgrown front yards, hidden from the road by the carcasses of a dozen burned-out cars.  Amelia followed the Shroom path to the left just before a big house sitting on a corner lot.  We tromped through what at one time had been a beautifully terraced and landscaped backyard.  From the top terrace along the fence, she jumped through a gap in a scraggly hedge to get to the next yard over.  I went through and tumbled to the ground, nearly three feet lower. 
 
    Amelia, thankfully, was already on her feet and out of my way, standing as still as a tree, staring at the back of the house. 
 
    I rolled out of my tumble, feeling GI Joe proud of myself to have come up on a knee with my weapon still in hand.  Damn good thing it worked out that way. 
 
    Across a lagoon-sized pool, half-full of green water and floating limbs, a dozen Shroomies stood among the remains of the patio furniture and flower pots, surprised into paralysis. 
 
    I didn’t need Amelia’s permission to figure the only way out of the situation.  “Sorry, shit suckers.”  I pulled my trigger and emptied a magazine as fast as I could aim.  Maybe half my rounds missed.  Enough of them found meat and bone, and in the few seconds my thunderstorm took to play out, all of the Shroomies who’d been living in that house were dead or down on the concrete deck on the other side of the pool.   
 
    Scanning for more targets, I dropped my empty magazine and popped another in, seating it just in time to shoot two more Shroomheads coming out of the house.  “Time to go!” 
 
    Amelia ran. 
 
    Through the ringing in my ears, I heard the howl of the Shroomies who had started the chase, all juiced up on a double-dose of fresh enthusiasm. 
 
    We tore across the street at full speed, cut between two more houses, and got back on the Shroom path. 
 
    Amelia cast worried looks to the sides as we came to gaps, and stopped full at every blind turn. 
 
    “No need,” I told her as I panted.  “Just run.” 
 
    “We won’t get that lucky again,” she argued. 
 
    “This was their territory,” I told her, referring to the Shroomies I’d just killed.  “I’ll bet it was.” 
 
    She nodded as she ran. 
 
    “The nearest Shrooms in front of us,” I said, “will be from the next territory over.  Probably across the big road.” 
 
    Amelia dashed up the trail and followed it as it turned to the right.   
 
    Between gaps and on the cross streets, I saw the north-south main road she mentioned.  Behind us, it sounded like we were increasing our lead on our pursuers. 
 
    “With any luck,” Amelia panted, as we paused before crossing a pretty wide neighborhood road, “they’ll find all those Shroomies you shot.  Maybe stop for lunch.” 
 
    “With any luck.”  I barely had enough breath to put the sentence together, but I cocked my head at the road to let her know I was ready to push on. 
 
    She smiled and sped ahead. 
 
   


  
 

 January 10th, fifth entry 
 
    We had put two more blocks behind us when Amelia stopped running.  We were in a stand of pines divided by a steel fence, black and dusty, but sturdy like it might stay for another hundred years, keeping two backyards separate for neighbors long dead.   
 
    Amelia listened. 
 
    I did my best to control my breathing so as not to interfere.  Still, my raspy wheezing drowned out all but the loudest Shroomheads. 
 
    “I think we shook them,” she said. 
 
    I nodded as I leaned over and put my hands on my knees, supporting all the weight of my ammo and supplies. 
 
    Amelia’s attention settled on me, evaluating me from toes to nose.  “We’ll go quiet now.  Slow.  Will you be okay?” 
 
    Fatigue made my machismo too hard to prop up.  “I’m not used to this.” 
 
    “I know.”  She took a long look at the nearest house.  It stood two stories tall, every window broken.  “We can go in there if you want.  Take our chances.” 
 
    With my breathing settling down, more Shroomhead howls came to my ears.  “No.  Lead on.” 
 
   


  
 

 January 10th, sixth entry 
 
    We could have been anywhere by the time Amelia stopped again.  We’d crossed a dozen streets.  Crawled through shrubs and dodged past countless rusting autos.  She waved me forward to look through a hedge which was keeping us hidden. 
 
    I bulled through into a gap that was plenty wide for her, but too small for me. 
 
    Through the bushes, I saw a field covered in brown grasses and weeds standing tall among burned-out cars, a dumpster, and an overturned tractor-trailer.  On the other side of the field stood a big-box, tilt-wall behemoth of a store—a Target Super Center.  Most of the red plastic covering on the ten-foot-tall sign letters had broken away.  The roll-up doors on the loading dock looked to have been blasted open.  Black scorches, large and small, spread across a wall pocked by bullets.  The charred remains of a Humvee sat on blackened rims near a doorway with a missing door. 
 
    “Jesus.”  I’m eloquent when I’m surprised. 
 
    “They made a stand here,” said Amelia.  “When things got bad at the end.” 
 
    “Did it work?”  I asked, trying to guess how long the people inside held out against their attackers, wondering how many Shroomies and desperate normals died here. 
 
    “Impossible to say.”  Amelia’s eyes never stopped moving.  She was scanning for any bitey-monster-bastard who might possibly be looking this way when we crossed the field behind the stores.  “This place was empty when I found it.  The Shroomies had long since cleaned out the corpses.”   
 
    She pointed at a ladder leading up to the roof.  A cage meant to be locked over the ladder to keep it from being climbed by the unauthorized hung open, probably frozen in place on rusted hinges.  “We’ll take that up.”   
 
    Before I had a chance to express my reservations about going to hide on a roof with one way up and one way down, Amelia was running again. 
 
    What could I do? I followed. 
 
    Crossing the field, we were off the path immediately.  I tripped twice on junk overgrown in the grass at my feet, but only fell once.  Amelia did little more than glance back to make sure I hadn’t injured myself into immobility.  We reached the ladder without catching any attention. 
 
    Before climbing, she ran a finger over the few lowest rungs, testing the accumulated dust for evidence of hands and feet having recently been on the ladder.  I guess she was satisfied with the result.  She climbed the creaking metal and hopped onto the roof. 
 
    I followed her up, eliciting louder groans from the anchor bolts and aging welds. 
 
    Once up top, she peeked over the parapet wall to see the path we’d followed across the field and into the backyards of the last row of houses we’d passed. 
 
    I said, “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    She nodded but continued to look for followers. 
 
    Leaving her to that task, I turned to scan the roof.  Big HVAC units dotted two acres of worn, white roofing.  I’d seen plenty of those from this perspective.  What I hadn’t seen before was a roof turned into a battlefield.  No other explanation accounted for the debris, the scorch marks, the stains, and shreds of clothing flapping from pieces of metal here and there. 
 
    On the backside of the Target, a squat bunker sloppily welded from scraps of metal filled one corner.  A similar structure stood catty-corner across the roof on the front, overlooking the parking lot.  Each appeared to be bigger than my house.  Both sported rifle ports enough for dozens of shooters. 
 
    Crouching as she ran, Amelia led the way toward the bunker at the front.  “Step lightly if you can.  In case any of our friends are in the store below.”   
 
    I tried my best not to stomp.   
 
    We reached the bunker in moments.  Amelia went straight to a door I didn’t realize was there until she yanked on an inset handle.  Hinges squealed so loud I feared we’d attract the attention of every Shroomy in the area.   
 
    “I need to grease that,” she told me by way of an apology. 
 
    Hunching over to follow her inside, I received a noseful of ash and old death as my eyes adjusted to the dim light slanting down through the gun slits.  She closed the door behind us with another screech. 
 
    “This is it,” she told me.  “It’s safe.” 
 
    The floor was covered in trash and hidden things soft with rot.  Empty cans and bullet casings lay everywhere.  Broken glass sprinkled through it all, making any thought of sitting or kneeling a dangerous proposition.  Bent over like I was, not able to stand straight up beneath the low ceiling, apparently unable to get on the floor, I decided I hated the place. 
 
    Amelia crossed what I quickly realized was one of several rooms inside the bunker.  She stepped through in interior doorway to a room at the corner of the building, so two sides concrete.  At least the first three feet was concrete.  Above that, the walls were extended with steel cut with gun slits facing two directions, some toward the parking lot in front of the store, the others with a view over the roof of the attached strip center. 
 
    Thankfully, any debris that had been on the floor had been shoveled out into other parts of the bunker, leaving the floor clean, as much as that word can be used in a world decaying under the grind of time.  A cot sat along one wall, as did a sagging bookshelf stacked with canned goods.   
 
    “This is your place?”  I asked. 
 
    “One of them,” she told me.  “I stay here when I’m in this part of town.” 
 
    “Do you move around a lot?” 
 
    Amelia checked the cot’s mattress for nesting rodents and biting insects.  “As much as I need to.” 
 
   


  
 

 January 10th, seventh entry 
 
    I lay along a wall beneath the front-facing gun slits.  Pieces of glass duct-taped in place over the openings let the light in but kept the wind out.  I adjusted my backpack, trying to find a soft spot for my head.  “You’re sure we’re safe here?” 
 
    “They don’t come to this place,” said Amelia, rolling to her side on the cot to look at me.  “Almost never.” 
 
    “Somebody cleared out the bodies.”  How long the battle raged between humans and monsters, maybe normal people against other normals, or bandits, or however bad people labeled themselves, I could only guess at.   
 
    “They’ll do almost anything when they’re hungry,” said Amelia.  “Now there’s no food.  They avoid it.  I think a lot of them were killed here.  In their way, they probably think it’s bad mojo.” 
 
    I wasn’t comfortable on the floor.  I missed my thin mattress back in Bunker Stink. 
 
    Misinterpreting my squirming, Amelia said, “We have three exits.  The door we came in through, another leading to the roof over the strip mall, and one down into the interior offices.  Even if they come for us, they seldom coordinate in groups big enough or smart enough to cover all the exits.  We’re safe here.” 
 
    “I saw one of those big hordes last fall after I first came out.” 
 
    “You’re gay?” 
 
    “I didn’t come out of the closet,” I told her before seeing her smile and understanding she’d just made a joke.  “When I first came out of the bunker.” 
 
    “How many,” she asked. 
 
    “Thousands.  Moving through.” 
 
    “The rogue herds are pretty big, but you don’t see them like you used to.  Food is getting too scarce to support groups that big.  Mostly they’ve settled into territorial clans like the ones that live in the elementary school across from my parents’ house.” 
 
    “So it’s that way everywhere?” 
 
    “Mostly.”  Amelia’s face told a different story. 
 
    “What aren’t you saying?” 
 
    “The downtown area is different.  I haven’t been able to make sense of the Shroom social structure.  Thousands and thousands live there.  They aren’t divided into territories.  I can’t figure out how they sustain themselves.  I can’t imagine they’re still scavenging food from grocery stores.  Those have been empty for years.” 
 
    “And we have to cross through that?” 
 
    “We’ll skirt the area as much as we can,” she told me, “but the downtown horde ranges out into the suburbs when they get the urge to do it.  So, you never know when you’re going to come across them.  That’s one of the reasons we’re going to try and cross in the dark, to avoid contact.”  Amelia took one of her slow diagnostic looks at me again.  “You should try and sleep.” 
 
    “I am trying.” 
 
    “We have a long night ahead of us.  We’ll go slower, but when we stop in the morning, we want to be as far from downtown as possible.” 
 
    I rolled onto my side and closed my eyes, coaxing the fatigue of the morning’s efforts to turn into slumber.  Every gust of wind against the bunker’s creaky steel brought to mind visions of hungry monsters, scratching to get inside.  Each passing thought turned to counting the howls of hungry Shroomheads chasing us through the suburbs.  Light shining through the gun slits was too bright.  I saw its glow through my closed eyelids. 
 
    A question came to mind, so I asked it.  “How many times have you been through downtown since the collapse?” 
 
    “When was the collapse?”  asked Amelia. 
 
    “You know.” 
 
    “Was it when the first case was reported? When the TV stopped broadcasting? When the radios turned to white noise? When the water stopped running? When the police disappeared?” 
 
    “You’re being mean,” I told her.  “Let’s say, the last two years.” 
 
    “A couple times a year.” 
 
    “To check on your aunt?”  I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Amelia didn’t answer, so I rolled over again and looked at her.  “Is it the same reason you have safe houses on every corner?” 
 
    “You exaggerate.” 
 
    “You evade.” 
 
    Amelia sat up, fluffed her thin pillow, and leaned against the wall, obviously wanting to avoid answering. 
 
    “What is it you don’t want to tell me?” 
 
    “I’m looking,” she blurted. 
 
    “For?” 
 
    The first hint of vulnerability showed in her eyes, and she turned away from me. 
 
    Crap.   
 
    I raised three girls through high school.  I’d seen the look before.  I’d stepped on too many mines not to know when I’d trodden into the land of tender feelings and secret anxieties.  Mostly with my girls it had to do with a boy or some social thing with the other girls at school.  On academics, they kept level heads.  In that, they were each more pragmatic than me.  Dad mode came out of habit.  “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    In the sideways light, I saw tears glassed over Amelia’s usually hard eyes.  She asked, “Do you ever think about what’s out there?” 
 
    “Besides a crumbling world full of monsters?”  It was an obvious question with an obvious answer.  Amelia didn’t give me an answer, though.  So, I told her, “I’ve spent two years alone in my bunker.  I’ve been out for maybe five months now.  I’ve thought about it a lot.  What’s out there, I mean.  Are you asking about other people?” 
 
    Amelia nodded. 
 
    “Is that what you do?”  I push on.  “You move around town because you’re looking for people.”  Duh, I told myself.  Of course.  She’s a teenager.  She needs friends.  “You’re not looking for people, are you?” 
 
    Amelia didn’t respond. 
 
    “Not normal people.”  I may not be a genius, but I get there.  “You’re looking for…” I search for a better way to say what I want to say but can’t come up with different words than the ones stuck at the forefront of my mind, “for people like you.  Infected, but normal.” 
 
    Amelia takes a moment before admitting to it.  “Am I the only one like me?” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “You’re guessing.” 
 
    “Seven billion people on the planet?”  It’s math so easy I can run the estimate.  “There have to be more like you, right? Besides, it doesn’t matter, does it? There aren’t that many of us immune people left.  I don’t think anyone will care that you’re a little spore-infected know-it-all once they see you’re just as normal as they are.”   
 
    Amelia didn’t even smile at my feeble joke.  “That’s not what happens.” 
 
    “You mean that’s not what happened to you?” 
 
    “It happened to me once.” 
 
    The next guess was easy.  “You think because Aunt Millie chased you off, everybody else will.” 
 
    “It’s worse than that.” 
 
    I sat up and leaned against a wall.  “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    Amelia sniffled, and in the light, I saw rogue tears on a young girl’s face trying too hard to push her hurt into a dark place where she wouldn’t have to feel it anymore. 
 
    “I had three daughters,” I said.  “You knew that, right? They’re all through college so you wouldn’t have gone to school with any of them.” 
 
    Amelia nodded.  “Kate babysat me when I was little.” 
 
    The memory makes me smile, like every resurfaced memory does, carrying an emotional trap with it.  “I’d forgotten that.  Yeah.  Kate, my oldest.”  And then a tear sneaked up on me and a few more followed quickly behind.  And then I was the blubbering idiot sniffling snot off my sleeve.  “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “She died?”  Amelia asked after giving me a moment to put my burly, hard-man mask back on.   
 
    I nodded, because I knew if I said another word, my disguise would fall away under a cracking voice and another dangerous wave of tears. 
 
    “You want to talk about it?” 
 
    I shook my head and managed to say, “I was the one trying to comfort you.” 
 
    “You’ve been alone for two years.  Maybe you need to tell someone.” 
 
    And so I did.  I blabbered about my three girls, how each of them had died, how Kate and her two kids had bitten it while trying to ride out the collapse in the woods of East Texas.  And I cried, a lot at the beginning, a little at the end, when the tears were running dry.  I felt like a big pussy about it, but I felt better, too.  Like maybe, one day, the death of my children, all my friends, everybody I ever knew, even the eventual ex and her twerk-happy boyfriend, might not hurt anymore. 
 
    After Amelia gave me enough time to come to the end of the stories piled inside my head that had been waiting for a friendly ear, and after I stared at the rusty wall long enough, she said, “Aunt Millie married a millionaire.  She was a young beauty queen.  He was older.  She was a trophy wife before that was a thing.” 
 
    “Trophy wives have been a thing for a long time,” I informed her.   
 
    Amelia shrugged.  “Aunt Millie got married a long time before I was born.  That’s just what my mom and dad said about it.” 
 
    “A millionaire?”  I asked.  “Hard to go wrong with that, unless he was a douchebag.  He wasn’t, was he?” 
 
    “Mostly not,” said Amelia.  “They had a big house up in Plinko Ranch North.” 
 
    I shivered. 
 
    “They had a yacht they kept docked at a place they owned on a canal in Miami or somewhere down in Florida.  They used to invite us to spend time there for the holidays.”  Amelia laughed as one of her memories came to mind. 
 
    “What?”  I asked. 
 
    She waved a hand as she shook her head.  “It’s nothing.  Just a stupid story.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    Amelia collected her memories for a moment, started, stopped, and then started again.  “I don’t remember what holiday it was.  Christmas, Thanksgiving, I don’t know.  There aren’t any seasons in Miami.  It’s always the same down there.  Warm with a chance of rain in the afternoon.  I was in the kitchen because I’m a girl.  That’s the way it was.  Girls do the cooking.  Boys in the living room watching football or drinking beer in the backyard letting the little kids run wild.”  Amelia laughed again like the funniest thing was on her mind.  “Aunt Millie was making dinner for everyone, but she didn’t want to.  There had to be—I don’t know—fifteen of us there.  She didn’t want to spend the whole day in the kitchen.  Their kitchen had this big island in the middle, and me, and my mom and a couple of the cousins were sitting around it, watching Aunt Millie as she took some cans out of the pantry and started opening them up.”  Amelia laughed again.   
 
    “Cans of what?”  I asked. 
 
    “Tamales,” she answered.  “Hormel canned tamales.”  She laughed again.  “They had this toxic burnt-orange sauce and lumps of congealed grease.  They looked so disgusting when she dumped them into a baking dish.” 
 
    “Kind of like the SPAM of Mexican food,” I joked. 
 
    Amelia laughed at that, too.  “She made up a few dishes and heated them in the oven.  When we all sat down at their big dinner table, my uncle took one bite and loved it.  He went on and on about what a great cook she was and how he wanted to make sure she saved the recipe and that she should share it with the family.  Aunt Millie never told him they came out of a can.  None of the rest of us said anything about it, either.  We just looked at each other and tried not to laugh.” 
 
    “Were they good?”  I asked. 
 
    Amelia shrugged.  “What you’d expect, but Uncle Amon sure loved those tamales.”  She laughed again, and that slowly went away as she nodded at another memory.  “He hadn’t turned yet when I went to stay with them.” 
 
    “Both Amon and Millie were still fine, then?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Uncle Amon kept talking about arranging a flight to Miami.  He wanted to take us out on the yacht and stay there until everything blew over.”  Amelia shivered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “His yacht was gorgeous.  I don’t know how long it was, but it slept ten people, easy.  He had a captain and a lady—the captain’s wife, I think—who cooked and made the beds and stuff.”  Amelia’s voice turned soft then, like she was telling a family secret.  “He had pictures up behind the bar in the main salon—if that’s what you call it—three pictures, big poster-sized prints of Aunt Millie from her Playboy days.” 
 
    “Wait.”  That was unexpected.  “He had nude pictures of your aunt hanging on the wall in the yacht?” 
 
    Amelia nodded.  “He was proud.  He wanted everyone who came on the boat to know he married a Playboy centerfold.” 
 
    “And a cheerleader.” 
 
    “He had her cheerleader pictures on the wall of his office at the house in the Woodlands.” 
 
    “That seems a little weird.” 
 
    Amelia agreed.  “Mostly Uncle Amon was good to Aunt Millie, but I saw the way he looked at mom when he thought nobody was watching.” 
 
    That makes me feel guilty.  “Like me?” 
 
    “No,” Amelia shook her head.  “A lot worse than you.  It worried me enough that I stopped going to visit them if Mom and Dad would let me stay home.  He looked at me, too, in the same way he looked at mom.” 
 
    I shudder.  “He’s gone now?” 
 
    “Dead,” said Amelia.  “They didn’t come out and admit it, but I think he was already infected by the time they took me in.  No planes were flying.  Crossing state lines was impossible.  Everything was quarantined by then.” 
 
    “That’s why you stayed in Texas?”  I asked. 
 
    Amelia nodded.  “I think Uncle Amon’s yacht captain stole his boat and sailed off to wherever.  As Uncle Amon got worse, he complained about it sometimes when he was ranting for no reason at all.  He complained about a lot of things.” 
 
    “How long ago did he die?” 
 
    “Nearly two years ago,” said Amelia.  “Not long after I moved in.  Just after we left Plinko North.” 
 
    “Where’d you go?” 
 
    “Some of Uncle Amon’s friends bought or stole some barges anchored in the Houston ship channel, or somewhere along there.  Uncle Amon figured if he couldn’t get to his yacht then he’d ride out the pandemic on an island made of barges.” 
 
    “Just the three of you?”  I asked. 
 
    Amelia answered with a shake of her head.  “There were nearly twenty of us at the beginning.  I think four or five were already infected.  Once that came to light, they were voted off the island.” 
 
    “Evicted?” 
 
    “For those who’d go, the men rowed them to shore.  For those who wouldn’t, they were thrown overboard.” 
 
    Trying to imagine how easy it might be to board a barge from the water, I asked, “Couldn’t they climb up the anchor chain or something?” 
 
    Amelia shook her head.  “Before we got there, some of the men had mounted big disks on the anchor chains.  There was no way for someone to climb up the chain and get past the disk.” 
 
    “Like the ones they use for rats on cruise ships?”  I asked. 
 
    “That’s what they called them, rat traps or something.  Bigger, though.  And the sides of the barges were straight up and down.  No way to climb up from the water.” 
 
    “And boats?”  I asked.  “Did you have trouble with people trying to come aboard? Thieves, or whatever?” 
 
    “Some,” said Amelia.  “Individuals.  Some groups.  Never many at once.  I think five was the most that ever tried to board.  Usually, a few gunshots or a warning to stay away was all that was needed.”   
 
    “And the adults, the men who bought these barges didn’t accept any, I don’t know, refugees?” 
 
    “No.  They didn’t see people that way.  Other people were disease-carriers and moochers.  The ones who paid for the barges stocked them with food, water, and ammunition for their families and friends.  For their survival.  Not for anyone else.” 
 
    My thoughts ran pretty quickly to judgment as I imagined how hard it would be to turn away a pair of frightened parents with small children or any stranger looking for a hand, but I realized, I did pretty much the same thing when I hid Bunker Stink in my backyard and then locked down the hatch when things turned bad.  I’d shut out the entire world.  What did that choice make me? “So when you turned, you were evicted, too?” 
 
    “Not right away.  It got so people would try to hide it when they got the lumps, but nobody could for long.  Their behavior always gave them away when their minds started to go.” 
 
    “But not yours? You stayed rational.” 
 
    “I think I got smarter.  I can’t explain it, but I understand things now I couldn’t before.” 
 
    “You’re getting older,” I told her.  “You were probably already a genius, you just didn’t know it.” 
 
    “You think I’m a genius?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “You say things sometimes that make me think you’re pretty smart.  Too bad this spore came along, I’ll bet you’d have grown up to be a rich doctor or lawyer or something.” 
 
    Amelia smiled weakly. 
 
    “How’d they find you out?” 
 
    “It was just me and Aunt Millie at the end.  She’d taken to wearing her gas mask by then.  Never taking it off, not even to eat.” 
 
    “How’s that possible?” 
 
    “She used to mash her food and suck it through a straw she tucked under the edge.” 
 
    I shuddered, and hoped Aunt Millie at least took off the mask to brush her teeth.  On the back of the three ‘o clubs, she had a beautiful smile.  “I wonder if she’s immune like me? Or do you think the mask saved her from the spore?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Did she ask you to leave? Or did she make you go?” 
 
    “She caught me showering.” 
 
    “How’d that happen?” 
 
    “We had a shower set up in a stall on the deck of one of the barges.  We put water in a black plastic barrel above it to warm it up in the sun.  Aunt Millie just walked in one day and saw my lumps.  She freaked out.” 
 
    “Freaked out?” 
 
    “Literally.  She had a rifle, and she tried to shoot me.” 
 
    “Inside the shower? She didn’t let you get your things together and leave in peace?”   
 
    “She had the safety on when she pulled the trigger the first time.  It confused her for a second.  That was my break.  I ran and dove over the side.  She shot at me in the murky water.  She’s not a very good shot.  At least not with the gas mask on.  I guess it messed up her aim.  Or she knocked it cockeyed when she raised the rifle.  I don’t know.  I got away.” 
 
    “With nothing.” 
 
    “No food.  No weapon.  No clothes.  Not a thing.  She didn’t ask me if I was okay.  Nothing.  She saw the lumps, and that was it.” 
 
   


  
 

 January 11th 
 
    Amelia woke me in the dark. 
 
    “What time is it?”  I asked, seeing the billows of my breath condensing in the air between us. 
 
    “Nearly eight o’clock.” 
 
    I pulled myself up to sitting, feeling stiff all over, feeling my knees ache.  “Did you just wake up?” 
 
    Amelia shook her head. 
 
    “You should have gotten me up when you woke up.” 
 
    She smiled.  “You needed the sleep.” 
 
    I stretched and yawned.  “Thanks.  Do you think we can make it through downtown? Should we try to go wide, maybe take the long way around?” 
 
    “Let’s see what kind of pace we can keep.” 
 
    I rolled up to my knees and started checking my gear.  “I can be ready to go in five minutes.  You?” 
 
    “I’m ready now.  Don’t rush.  A few minutes won’t make a difference.”   
 
   


  
 

 January 11th, second entry 
 
    Even with the sun down, it didn’t feel as frigid outside as it did when we started the journey.  Houston never stays cold for long. 
 
    With most of a moon overhead to light the way, and a cold fog obscuring the world, I was able to see a hundred feet.  We made our way to highway 10 and made good progress hiking its paved lanes.  Given the conditions, it was the safest path.  There was no good reason for any Shroomhead to be on the highway.  What remained of any corpse trapped in a car had long been picked clean.  Every abandoned automobile and overturned truck had been ransacked a thousand times over by people making their escape from the great city on foot. 
 
    Nothing remained but metal car bodies and frames, waiting for the paint to flake away so they could rust back into the soil. 
 
    For a regular Joe born in the twentieth century, a guy who learned to drive on American’s modern highway system, walking on I-10 was painfully slow.  It seemed to run in an endless straight line.  When it did turn, the curve was gradual, fading into the fog as to make me wonder sometimes if we’d been trapped by a mean-ass God and set to walk through the night in endless circles. 
 
    Not really.  But it did cross my mind. 
 
    On the rosy side of things, walking at a steady pace on the smooth concrete was easier on my knees than all the squatting and sneaking that made the first leg of the journey suck so much.  And the highway designation signs painted in the traffic lanes, ten feet long and eight wide, served to remind us at regular intervals we were on the right path, Eastbound I-10. 
 
    Keeping our tactical silence as we trekked for hours and miles, I completely missed downtown.  The tall buildings mostly south of the highway were obscured by the fog and the dark.  It wasn’t until Amelia stopped for a drink that she pointed and said, “The old fairgrounds should be over there.” 
 
    “What?”  I didn’t believe it.  “We already passed downtown?” 
 
    “The worst of it’s behind us.” 
 
    I checked my watch.  “Still plenty of dark left.” 
 
    She insisted.  “I have a place in one of the exhibition buildings down there.  It’s a good place to stop.” 
 
    “Lead the way.” 
 
   


  
 

 January 12th 
 
    I woke up to gray afternoon light shining in through a row of skylights.  This one of Amelia’s safe houses had been an office for accountants or clerks or people doing esoteric, oddly-named jobs, the kind that make no sense to anyone outside the industry.  The office room was one of six lined up on the second floor of a small administrative building inside an expansive show barn that spanned enough dirt-floored acres for old Sam Walton to build a few of his discount marts inside.   
 
    The office wasn’t large, so it didn’t take much effort to notice Amelia was gone.  That didn’t worry me.  Not at that moment.  I figured if she’d decided to abandon my slow ass I couldn’t blame her.  The more likely guess was that she was out searching for a meal, or just rummaging through the acres and acres of craft booths still standing in rows down on the main floor. 
 
    I gathered up my stuff and stepped out of the office, double-checking that the latch clicked home to keep the door closed.  Locking wasn’t necessary, but a closed door kept the larger varmints out. 
 
    A metal-grate catwalk made up the hallway behind the six upstairs offices and led to a steel stairway down to the main event floor.  In the other direction, a doorway led to a staircase outside.  Halfway down, the catwalk had a T-intersection leading to a wall and a ladder that ran up through a roof hatch.   
 
    We had three escape routes.  That was something I figured I could learn from Amelia—how to select a place to crash for the night when out in the wild, definitely a place with multiple exits.   
 
    I walked down the catwalk hall and came to a lounge area, really just a section of the second floor that had never been walled in.  A microwave sat in a cupboard built against the next office wall.  A table stood empty with no chairs beside it.  There were two couches along the railing where the missing wall opened up a view of the dirt show floor under the endless metal roof. 
 
    Wading through shredded foam on the floor, torn by mice and rats from the cushions on the couches, I took up a spot leaning on the rail for a view over the show barn interior. 
 
    Most of that bare dirt was lined with booths owned by people who’d still been optimistic enough to think customers would show up to the Semiannual Americana Scamarama Craft Show—not the real name, but what the fuck—despite the way the world was turning into Shroomageddon outside.   
 
    So many acres.  So many dreams.  So many wasted dollars. 
 
    I’m kind of an ass about it.  Unfairly, I know.  Plenty of real artists sold actual, real, attractive shit they’d crafted themselves.  Maybe if the eventual ex had scraped our bank accounts of the last of our disposable dollars to buy that kind of stuff, I might have had different feelings about the place.   
 
    But that’s not what happened.  Ever. 
 
    Before she’d set up housekeeping with Mr. Golfyballs Glimmer-Teeth, she used to drag me on her pilgrimage to the Scamarama in the spring, when the temps were already in the nineties, and the dirt floor was at least fifty-percent farm animal shit from the last blue-ribbon pig festival, or whatever the hell they used the show barn for.  The place smelled like scented candles, candied pecans, and sweaty goat assholes. 
 
    Me and Miss Double-E—eventual ex for those you not keeping up—would stay all damn day.  Hell, it cost ten bucks to get in unless she had a buy-one-get-one coupon out of the paper.  It felt like you were cheating yourself if you left early.  Kind of a wicked joke when you think about it, because the longer you stayed, the more of your money stayed, too.  We always remained long enough for my clothes to steep in that smell, and then it would get in my car on the hour-long drive home and every time I got in to go somewhere for the next week, the baking funk would make me think I’d stepped in a pile of shit left by some hipster chick’s foofy purse-pooch.   
 
    And that was just the spring event. 
 
    By the look of the booths with signage and decorations still up, I was gazing down on the Thanksgiving show, the one with all the Christmas crap.  An extra handful of real artists showed up for that one every year, but so did twice as many kitchen-table entrepreneurs evangelizing multi-level-marketing dupe-bait, and the real go-getters who’d geniused their way through a Google search and discount-bulk-purchased-nickel-a-piece whatchamathingees they’d found on a Chinese plastics manufacturer’s website on the way to fulfilling their 10,000%-return-on-investment dreams.   
 
    Five bucks each, or three for ten.  Slap Rudolph on the ass and pull that moving van.  We’re buying a big house in Plinko Ranch.  Yippee-ki-yay, Santa Claus! 
 
    Nutmeg-scented, stripper-dust glittered pinecone crucifix sculptures stood mostly undisturbed at the end of the nearest aisle below me.  Past that, living room-sized wall art framed in recycled cedar fence boards showed colorful Christmas elves dancing across black & white photos of famous European cityscapes.  The third booth must have been stocked with a tasty treat of some sort.  It had long since been obliterated, sorted through, and re-sorted by starving scavengers.  Most of the booths had been more than rummaged through, they’d been vandalized by frustrated hands, looking for something that might give them one more day of life in a world that didn’t seem to like people much anymore. 
 
    Life gets hard when God turns off the Starbucks spigot. 
 
    The bottle cap necklace booth went relatively unscathed.  Everything near the network-marketing mushroom coffee-and-opportunity booth looked to be in order, like maybe the smell was enough to keep all creatures at bay.  The singing Christmas tree booth halfway up the aisle looked to have fared well.  Most of the trees were still standing.  It made me wonder if those worthy gifts were just as ignored by shoppers when the show was still open. 
 
    And there was Amelia moving through the debris down one aisle, just past the caroling trees. 
 
    Not wanting to call out, I slipped my knife from its sheath and tapped the back of the blade lightly on the metal rail three times.  It wasn’t a loud sound, and it wasn’t the kind of sound that would attract a Shroomy, but it carried through the space, echoing off the vast sheet-metal roof. 
 
    Amelia looked up, saw me, and waved me down. 
 
   


  
 

 January 12th, second entry 
 
    Shuffling through the debauched Christmas market, I couldn’t help but think how much it looked like a Walmart the morning after Black Friday.  All in my imagination, of course.  I haven’t been to a Black Friday sale in over twenty years.  Maybe since before they even called it Black Friday.  I mean seriously, waiting in line overnight to wrestle-mania my way through a horde of grabby shoppers trying to be the first to reach the $299 wall-sized flat screen TV in the ad, knowing there’s only one there, and knowing it’s hidden somewhere in the back of the store behind the double-priced toaster ovens or some such shit, but believing the store is a trove of price-saving treasures, anyway.  Nope, not for me.  I’d rather stick my dick in a light socket. 
 
    “Hey, Mr. Grumpy Gills.” 
 
    I looked up from the mess on the floor.  A little bit offended.  “You’re the surly one.” 
 
    “Whatever.”  Punctuated with an eye roll. 
 
    Teenagers.  Ugh! 
 
    “Find anything?” 
 
    Amelia kicked her way through boxes of remote-control cars.  All still packaged up.  Most of them, anyway.  “Nothing yet.” 
 
    “You sleep alright?” 
 
    “Yeah.  You?” 
 
    I drew a long comfortable sigh and admitted to both of us, “Yes.  Yes indeed.” 
 
    “You sound surprised.” 
 
    “I’m feeling a little antsy about sleeping in the wild so far from home.” 
 
    Amelia kneeled down to examine a piece of jewelry she found beneath a box.  “You get used to it.”  She looked up at me.  “I guess.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  My eyes followed my curiosity across the floor and into the booths nearby, looking at all the stuff, and trying to figure out what it was about everything that seemed off.  “This place.” 
 
    “Yeah?”  Amelia stood up and went back to shuffling through.  “What?” 
 
    “It doesn’t give me the creeps or anything.  But something’s not right.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    I spotted a stepladder and waded through the wares on the floor of a booth to get to it.  I climbed up two steps.  Adding that to my substantial height, I was able to see across the endless floor, remembering what the market looked like when it was thrumming wall to wall with shoppers hunting for that most special of special dick-socket deals.   
 
    Nothing moved.  Not even one of the eye-popping trees in a double booth on the next aisle over.  They were covered with so many ornaments, all handmade by Maggie Brown and her “Secret Elves,” that you could barely see the fake green pine needles on the branches underneath.   
 
    I said, “I can’t quite—” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    That’s when it occurred to me.  The place looked to have been scavenged, more than once, but not by Shroomheads.  I hopped off the ladder.  “That’s weird.  Every house I’ve been in.  Every store.  It’s like Shroomies like to tear stuff up.  They shit everywhere.  Piss on things.  If I didn’t know better, I’d swear none of them have been in here.  This doesn’t look like their doing.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Amelia told me.  “It’s why I chose this place.” 
 
    I looked toward a bank of metal doors on one wall, all closed, thinking of the old carnage outside the Target where we’d stayed the day before.  “Outside last night.  I don’t remember seeing any signs of a battle.  Was there one here, too, that makes the Shroomies afraid to revisit?” 
 
    Amelia shook her head.  “I don’t know, but I have a guess.” 
 
    “About a big fight?” 
 
    “No,” she answered.  “I don’t think anyone made their stand here, but I wondered the same thing when I found this place.  Why wasn’t it destroyed by the infected? There was no battle.  Nothing I could think of except for something ridiculous.” 
 
    That piqued my curiosity.  “What?” 
 
    “You’ll say it’s stupid.” 
 
    I spread my arms wide to take in the acres of the unexplained.  “This has to be this way for some reason, right?” 
 
    Amelia stomped away from the boxes she was rummaging through and said, “C’mon.” 
 
   


  
 

 January 12th, third entry 
 
    Amelia led me to the door we’d entered through the night before.  It was one of only a few that weren’t locked.  That was a surprising fact all by itself.  Shroomies hated doors.  In my experience, they liked to break each one they came across—usually.  No rule ever seemed to stand fast in the spore-twisted mind.   
 
    Stepping outside, I paused.  The sky was still lost in the mist above me.  It was an hour or two before sunset.  Fog still blanketed the land.  Visual details in the distance faded to gray.  Way out across the endless asphalt, some cars sat, lonesome and dusty.  A few windows were broken, yet they hadn’t been mauled like most others parked in driveways or abandoned on roadways.  Through the chain-link fence on the other side of the parking lot, and out on the road, across the street and in the trees and bushes, I didn’t see a thing moving. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Amelia told me.  “It’s not just the show barn.  They don’t come into the parking lot.  They don’t climb the fence.  They don’t cross the road to this side of the street.  They avoid this whole area.” 
 
    “Why?”  I asked, sure that I’d see something out there, maybe a Humvee with a fifty-cal mounted up top and a mountain of spent casings piled around it, evidence that a slaughter had happened.  Maybe a big, burned spot in the parking lot, the remains of a pyre where the infected bodies had been torched, leaving a perma-stink on the place that kept the Shroomies away.  But nothing like that.  It might as well have been a Sunday morning at the fairgrounds on a weekend with no events planned.  Just a huge, empty space, waiting for people to show up. 
 
    “That’s what I think it is,” said Amelia. 
 
    I turned to see her pointing at a thirty-foot-tall fiberglass Santa Claus standing in the parking lot just outside the entrance on this side of the building.  It was layered with a few years of dust.  The paint was chipped and faded.  Nothing unusual about that.  It always looked that way.  Every year I saw it here with the eventual ex tugging me past to pay our ten bucks at the ticket window for the privilege of going inside.  The only time Santa looked jolly and clean was the season after a fresh coat of paint, which happened every five or six years. 
 
    Amelia said, “There’s a snowman this big by the entrance around the corner, and an elf on the other side of the building and—” 
 
    “And a giant Rudolph on the other,” I finished.  “You think the Shroomies are afraid of Santa and his helpers?”  I laughed out loud.  Too loud, considering we were out in the open in Indian country. 
 
    Amelia stomped past me to get back through the door.  “Asshole.” 
 
    I grabbed her by the arm and immediately let go as she swatted my hand away with a karate move and spun around to glare at me. 
 
    “No,” I told her.  “I’m not laughing at your theory.  I’m laughing because if you’re right, you gotta admit, it’s funny as hell.” 
 
    Amelia surveyed the parking lot quickly and softened as she said, “We should get back inside.” 
 
    I followed her in.  “You really think that’s it?” 
 
    “I don’t have any other explanation.” 
 
   


  
 

 January 12th, fourth entry 
 
    I’d found a booth that was in pretty good shape, which as I’d learned in an hour of scavenging, usually meant everyone who’d come before me knew at a glance how worthless the contents were.  The banner pinned above declared: 
 
      
 
    HOMER’S CHRISTMAS CAVERN 
 
    HOME OF THE ORIGINAL INFLATABLE YARD DECORATION 
 
    WE LEAVE THE CHRIST IN CHRISTMAS 
 
      
 
    I had no guess as to what Homer’s cavern had to do with the holiday season, and found his claim to being the Home of the Original Inflatable Yard Decoration to be dubious at best.  But you never know.  Homer might have been a consumer products genius.  The Made in China labels on every package made me doubt it.  Maybe he was just a flea market conman looking for an angle. 
 
    Oh, and I didn’t see an inflatable Jesus.  Maybe Homer was sold out of those. 
 
    On the pagan side of the scoreboard, I found inflatable Santas, and elves, and trees, and presents.  A sleigh, beach-ball-sized tree ornaments, various reindeer—some lit from the inside, others not.  And an out-of-place rubber chicken with a Close-out Sale! sign on it.  Homer had boxes of electric air pumps, all rated for outdoor use.  Not an Underwriters Labs label anywhere to be seen.  Plenty of Chinese small print on the boxes, though.  And odd descriptions like: 
 
      
 
    HOLIDAY FUN MAKE REINDEER TOY. 
 
    OUTDOOR FOR YOU ABODE TODAY FUN HAVE FOR CHILDREN SMILE. 
 
    DOG ANTLER PET. 
 
    FUNNY SHRILLING YARD CHICKEN. 
 
    HOLIDAY! 
 
      
 
    All written in big letters, right on the front of a box over the face of a Rudolph with a glowing, green nose. 
 
    Green? 
 
    Maybe it was an easy mistake in translation.  What do I know? 
 
    I was sorting through the packages, trying to find the biggest one, trying to guess whether the sound of an electric inflator would draw more Shroomies than an eight-foot happy snowman would frighten away.  Or would it have to be thirty feet tall? 
 
    “A-tisket, a-tasket, Amelia finds a basket.” 
 
    I looked across the aisle intersection to where Amelia was smiling at me, apparently having found a prize while rooting around the remains of Grandma White’s Homemade Soups booth.  That booth covered a square the size of four normal-sized vendor booths.  I was familiar with Grandma White, and I despised her the way only a working man on a budget can.   
 
    Grandma White was a netherworld succubus who lured in many ‘o unsuspecting housewife with her charade of soupy-warm love for women grasping at an illusion of having her shit together by putting a home-cooked meal on the table once a week.  You know, the modern-family equivalent of the unachievable Leave-it-to-Beaver dream.  Multiple packets displayed in a clear plastic shopping bag was some sort of weird status symbol among the housewife shoppers. 
 
    I overheard Grandma talking once to another vendor about how she recently had a slow weekend in one of her five booths in statewide shows—it only brought in forty thousand bucks. 
 
    What the eventual ex never realized when she queued up—and yeah, there was always a line—to drop a hundred bucks on packets of soup mix that would ring in at eight bucks a pop, was that she wasn’t buying what she’d just been given a mouthful of.  She’d just been scammed, and she never caught on to it.   
 
    She was a true believer, and that blinded her.   
 
    Grandma White’s big square booth was built like an ancient fortress.  A tall square table ran around the perimeter like a stone wall.  It was lined with three dozen crock pots, each bubbling with ladle-fulls of her own grandmother’s family recipe of heartwarming, rib-sticking, creamy, chunky, wholesome, healthy, homemade, family love.  Fucking soup.   
 
    Stone soup.  That’s what I called it.   
 
    Each crockpot was manned by a happy black man wearing a crisply ironed white shirt and  bowtie—It sounds like BS, but I swear to God, you can’t make this shit up.  I saw it with my own eyes.  It was like it came from an era sixty years earlier, and that she was daring the world to say something.  It made me uncomfortable, but every Scamarama Saturday, there they’d be, strapping, young black men making minimum wage at Grandma White’s Soup Plantation.   
 
    Damn, they were a friendly bunch, though, always smiling and all but shoving samples into your hands, urging you to luxuriate in aromas that smelled like your own granny’s kitchen, seducing unsuspecting housewives to let that creamy love flow over their lusty tongues. 
 
    And it worked.   
 
    The eventual ex loaded up a grocery bag full of packets of seasonings and dehydrated vegetables—with a big maybe on the veggie part.  To make the soup, you simply had to plop the thirty-five cents worth of seasoning that you just paid eight bucks for into a pot with butter you bought somewhere else, chicken stock you purchased at the grocery store, chicken or ground beef you bought at your neighborhood market, a pound of cheese, cream, a gallon of milk, and fresh veggies.  All things you had to add yourself. 
 
    I argued with the Double-E about that one time, asking, you know, ‘What the fuck?’ She had all those seasonings in the spice cabinet at home already.  She could download a recipe off the Internet.  And why was the damn packet so expensive if you had to add all those other ingredients yourself? Hell, for the final cost of a few steaming bowls, I could have taken her to the Outback Steakhouse and bought a couple of steaks instead of having fucking soup for supper. 
 
    “But, that makes it homemade,” she told me.  All those ingredients she added.  That’s what she meant.  It’s like the argument that biscuits made with Bisquick are homemade.  Horse shit. 
 
    Ugh! 
 
    Double fucking ugh! 
 
    Maybe Grandma Whitey is still around.  I need to add her to my list of dipshits along with the Toe Fungus Fuckers who I hope to run into during my apocalyptic travels.  I’d love to stomp her dentures on the asphalt and stick the broken pieces up her ass. 
 
    “Are you paying attention?”  asked Amelia. 
 
    “What?”  That’s such a useful word when you’ve been daydreaming and need to get back in the game.  “What’d you say? There’s an echo in here.”  I waved a hand at the metal roof twenty-five feet overhead. 
 
    Amelia looked around like I was maybe a little off-kilter.  “I found a package of soup mix.” 
 
   


  
 

 January 13th  
 
    Amelia stashed a few handfuls of Grandma White’s soup packets in her bag.  Out of spite, given my strained financial relationship with Grandma White, I passed on the offer to take my share.  Amelia stashed the rest of the box in a steel-doored utility closet that appeared to be one of her remotely located pantries.  There looked to be enough food inside to sustain her for a few months. 
 
    The more time I spent with her, the more it seemed she was going to do well in the twilight of humanity’s dominion.  Following on that, it occurred to me that staying with Amelia wasn’t just about the company, she was a survivor, good at this shit.  Together, we’d both live longer.  If I couldn’t convince Aunt Millie to take her back in, a new choice was going to come up for me. 
 
    Well, maybe in my mind it was like that.  I was completely discounting the fact that Amelia so far hadn’t said anything about wanting to stay with me long-term.  And who knew what Aunt Millie was going to want? Amelia said Millie was alone, but maybe she’d already baited her honey trap and caught a burly neanderthal stud bred for survival in a rough-and-tumble world of apocalyptic monsters. 
 
    The night’s hike wasn’t bad.  The temps had settled out on the cold side, cold enough to make hiking long miles comfortable.  The fog thinned out the closer we came to dawn.  We didn’t look for shelter, though.  We exited the highway, which had proved an excellent route for nighttime travel, and made our way south following Old River through neighborhoods of shitty little houses that had the crap beat out of them in the last hurricane.  Flooding had left debris piles as tall as me.  Cars and boats lay scattered across the land when the water receded.  Tank farms, possibly still brimming with petroleum in various states of refinement, stood at the waters edge.  When our path took us close to the river, I spied rows of barges, some safely at anchor where they’d been stored after their last use.  Others had run up on the land, carried by the storm surge and dropped when the winds grew too tired to torment. 
 
    One item we came across was a two-seat plastic kayak, yellow on the bottom, sun-bleached white on top.  The plastic seemed brittle to the touch and I had my doubts when Amelia suggested we pick it up and take it with us.   
 
    “It’ll probably sink,” I told her. 
 
    “You can swim, right?” 
 
    Of course.  I nodded. 
 
    “Then who cares?”   
 
    With the height difference, it turned out it was easier for me to carry the kayak myself than to share the load with her.  Still, I knew we weren’t far from our destination, otherwise we’d have had to make other arrangements.  Carrying that heavy hunk of plastic for a mile wasn’t something I had the stamina for.  Luckily, she also found a broken canoe paddle and a warped, gray board that would serve the purpose.  We didn’t have far to go. 
 
    Reaching shore near a small tank farm where Old River dumped into the Houston Ship Channel, we found a sheltered place among a grove of wind-tortured oaks and stopped.  Amelia directed me to put the kayak in the water.  I tied a ragged rope to a tree and let the plastic turd drift in the current.   
 
    “It’s nice out here in the winter,” she said, as the sky was finally starting to shed its dark mantle.  “No mosquitoes.” 
 
    Listening to the sound of the water lap on the rocks.  I agreed.  “Not many Shroomheads out this way? I don’t hear any.” 
 
    Amelia pointed back toward the highway.  “A group of twenty or so lives up there in a warehouse.  Another small clan stays across the highway.  They’re both daytime clans.” 
 
    “I guess they’re not up yet.”   
 
    As the light grew in the sky, I saw the Battleship Texas anchored across the channel, a hundred year-old dreadnought that served in two world wars, ending its utility to the humans who made it by giving tourists a watered-down taste of war as it rusted its way into the silt.  Standing a hair taller than the Washington Monument, the obelisk of the San Jacinto Monument stood tall in the sky at the center of a park on the far shore.  In between, the ship channel was littered with boats and barges, some anchored in the deep water in the middle, others aground on the shore.  More than a few had sunk in the shallows, and one was standing in the deeper water—bow down, stern up with a row of pelicans perched across its transom. 
 
    Amelia pointed across the channel.  “Those two barges there.  That’s where we’re going.” 
 
    “Weren’t there four?”  I asked, sure she’d told me that. 
 
    Amelia showed me a barge stuck on a sandbar far from the pair she’d pointed out.  “That’s one of the original four.  It broke off and drifted away.”  She stood up and surveyed the other floating hulks.  Each was distinct in its own way, but uniform and interchangeable at the same time.  How she told one from the other, I couldn’t guess.  “I don’t see the fourth.” 
 
    I shrugged.  No big deal, for sure. 
 
    “We’ll wait until she’s up and around,” said Amelia.  “We don’t want to surprise her.” 
 
    “Makes good sense,” I agreed.  No sense in showing up like a burglar. 
 
    “You can paddle out and talk your bullshit at her then.” 
 
    “I can paddle?” 
 
    Amelia pointed at the broken canoe paddle and the board.  “One of those should work for you.” 
 
    “You’re not coming?” 
 
    “I guided you here.  That was my deal.” 
 
    Not the way I remembered it.  “You should come,” I told her.  “I’m not going to abandon you.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s the hero thing, isn’t it? I’ve done fine on my own.  I’ll be okay without you watching over me, Batman.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that,” I argue.  “We can make this work.  You, me, and Aunt Millie, we’re the last three normal people left in the world.” 
 
    “Normal?”  asked Amelia, pushing her hood back to display her warts. 
 
    “Those don’t matter.  If you don’t come with me, I’m not going.”  Miss Three O’ Clubs danced through my imagination, bouncing her tits and caressing her curves, reminding me how stupid my ultimatum was.  She was what I’d be giving up.  “We can hike back to Katy and maybe I’ll build my farm on the football field.  Others will come along.  There have to be more who survived.  We don’t need Aunt Millie.”   
 
    “You’re an idiot.”   
 
   


  
 

 January 13th, second entry 
 
    Sometimes obstinance pays off.   
 
    With Amelia using the half-length canoe paddle in the bow, and me pushing the warped board through the water at the stern, we had the leaky kayak sloshing toward Aunt Millie’s barges.  We knew she was up, having caught a few glimpses of movement.  We didn’t intend to board.  Instead, we planned to come in close enough that we could call out to her, and hopefully—fingers crossed, rabbit foot rubbed, four-leaf clover plucked—she’d invite us aboard.  Past that, I had no plan. 
 
    The pelicans lined up on the boat stern watched us push clumsily through the cold, brown water, not the least bit spooked.  Gulls flew overhead, coming in for a close look, and laughing as they flew off.  At least that’s what their squawks sounded like to me.  Snarky fuckers. 
 
    With a hundred yards to go, maybe a bit more, I saw the form of a thin person come out of one of several shacks built on the upper deck of the barge.  I squinted, realizing suddenly that my eyes weren’t quite as good as they once were.  As I watched, a naked, thin person in a gas mask, I assumed Aunt Millie, sauntered to the starboard side of the barge and turned around.  Unfortunately, my vision at that distance being a tad blurry, coupled with my unfamiliarity with the jerry-rigged purpose of the different things onboard, left me at a loss to guess what was coming next.  Too bad about that.  On reaching the rail, she spun around, seated herself on a board suspended over the side of the barge, and relieved herself into the brown water ten feet below. 
 
    I was too shocked to turn away.  I heard the tinkle of her piss echo, and I heard a dull plop-splash, followed by a second. 
 
    Ack! 
 
    Just like that, Aunt Millie was off the board and headed back inside her shack. 
 
    Double Ack! 
 
    Sure, it’s natural.  Of course it is, but damn, it wasn’t the kind of thing I ever wanted to see.  Never.  Not once. 
 
    Amelia looked over her shoulder at me, a big grin on her face.  “Aunt Millie.”  She giggled as she turned to face forward, digging the paddle into the water to move our little boat toward the goal. 
 
    “Be careful, where you put that paddle,” I warned, because it was the only smart-assy thing I could come with up through my mortification.  “I’m not going to clean it off if you get it soiled.” 
 
   


  
 

 January 13th, third entry 
 
    At twenty yards, Amelia suggested we stop.  “Any closer, and she might hit us if she comes out shooting.” 
 
    “If she does shoot,” I suggest, “swim for it.  I saw it on a show once.  Bullets can’t travel that far through water.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Amelia glanced at me, took a deep breath, and called, “Aunt Millie!” 
 
    Millie heard.  She moved around noisily inside one of the shacks on the deck. 
 
    “Aunt Millie?” 
 
    Quiet followed. 
 
    “Please, Aunt Millie.  I found someone.  He’s normal.”  Amelia hesitated and then added, “Like you.” 
 
    I expected it, but still, it startled me when a thing burst from a door and ran—and I hesitate to use that particular word, because there’s no verb I can think of that explains just how it clickity-clacked its way across the deck to brandish a shotgun over the railing.  But that wasn’t even the worst of it, not by far. 
 
    It was wearing a gas mask.  It had a pair of pink kiddie sunglasses with white polka dots affixed over the eyeholes.  A scraggly main of gray hair stuck out impossibly far from its scalp in every direction.  I think something in my head popped a fuse trying to match up voluptuous Miss Three O’ Clubs from the back of that card with the ancient spider skeleton draped in wrinkled grandma skin waving a gun at me.   
 
    My God, it has to be a thousand years old! 
 
    “I told you,” its mean, thin voice rasped over the water, “get the fuck out of here and don’t come back!” 
 
    “Aunt Millie,” Amelia pleaded.  “I’m fine.  I told you.” 
 
    That’s Aunt Millie? For real? 
 
    “Who’s that retarded hillbilly? You fuckin’ him? You like ‘em old, don’t you, you little sniffy cunt? I always knew you and Amon were humpin’ like rabbits in the washroom when you thought I was asleep.” 
 
    Retarded hillbilly? 
 
    “He looks mean,” Millie cackled on. 
 
    “Ma’am,” I said, “I’m…normal.” 
 
    To Amelia, I whispered, “Please tell me that isn’t Aunt Millie.  It isn’t, is it?” 
 
    Amelia looked at me like maybe I did have a learning disability.  “You couldn’t get that from the context?” 
 
    Millie shouted at us.  “What are you whispering, you little bitch?” 
 
    That didn’t stop me from asking Amelia, “What happened to her? I thought you said she was my age.” 
 
    She looked at me, and then glanced back at Aunt Millie.  “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “What?”  I shouted, as my ego shriveled down to the size of a desiccated rat testicle.  Millie had to be at least thirty years older than me.  “How can she be your aunt?” 
 
    “I never said she was my aunt.”  Amelia shrugged.  Small misunderstanding.  No biggie.  “She was my mom’s aunt.  I just always called her Aunt Millie because that’s what my mom called her.” 
 
    “If you think you’re going to play pokey-pokey with me,” shouted Millie, “you’ve got another thing coming.”  She pointed the wavering barrel of the shotgun at us. 
 
    I pushed my board through the water, pulling the kayak back.   
 
    “You better go,” Millie shouted.  “I’ll shoot you so full of holes—” That’s where she lost me.  She screeched a string of word-like babbles I couldn’t decipher.  The shotgun boomed across the water.  A thousand water birds jumped out of their roosts and flapped into the air.  Even the disinterested pelicans decided it was a good time to go. 
 
    Luckily, the shot didn’t splash the water anywhere near the kayak.  Neither me nor Amelia felt the need to dunk ourselves in the frigid water.  We did double our efforts to put some distance between us and Aunt Millie’s pleasure barge. 
 
    Aunt Millie shouted insults at us and fired the shotgun a few more times as we retreated.  We didn’t try talking to her again. 
 
    When we neared the shore, Amelia said, “We probably shouldn’t pull out here.  The infected will be coming.  The shotgun will have them interested and out looking for breakfast.” 
 
    With water pooling a few inches deep in the bottom of the boat, I reluctantly agreed.  “Where to, then?” 
 
    “Not to Aunt Millie’s,” Amelia laughed. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh, too.  As much as my post-apoc princess dreams hinged on Miss Three O’ Clubs, I couldn’t help but see the stupid venture across Houston for what it was, a unicorn chase.  Maybe it was time for a new plan.  “Have you ever been to the Caribbean?” 
 
      
 
    Dusty will return. 
 
      
 
    CLICK HERE FOR DUSTY’S DIARY, BOOK THREE. 
 
    Please report any corrections to http://www.bobbyadair.com/typos 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Did you like Dusty’s Diary 3? 
 
      
 
    If you liked Dusty’s Diary 3, I would be more than appreciative for a quick review where you purchased the book. It can be as simple as clicking the star rating, or if you’d like to share a little about what you liked (or didn’t), feel free to write something.   
 
    It helps new readers find my work, and my dogs are appreciative because it keeps them in dog toys.  And allergy shots…yeah, our little Labrador/Pointer rescue, Beezle, is actually allergic to us.  And grass.  And dandelions.  And trees.  The wool carpet.  Cheap dog food.  And everything else on the planet.  For your help in keeping him itch-free, Beezle says, “thank you.” 
 
    CLICK HERE TO LEAVE A REVIEW FOR DUSTY’S DIARY BOOK THREE. 
 
    CLICK HERE TO LEAVE A REVIEW FOR DUSTY’S DIARY BOOK TWO. 
 
    CLICK HERE TO LEAVE A REVIEW FOR DUSTY’S DIARY BOOK ONE. 
 
      
 
    I LIKE BOBBY'S STYLE…Can I "Like" him on Facebook? (YES!) 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Other Bobby Adair Books… 
 
      
 
    Slow Burn Series (9 books, complete), a best-seller!
Click here to check out Slow Burn. 
 
    Slow Burn is Bobby’s flagship post-apocalyptic zombie series, but so much more than a zombie book.  Follow the adventures of Zed as he wakes up one morning to find that something’s a little different in the world.  As the world is going to shit, Zed meets up with Murphy, and they try to navigate their new reality through a world of the “slow burns” before they are completely consumed by the virus.  Great reviews, with over a million books sold, readers LOVE this one. 
 
    Freedom’s Fire (series, others coming)
Click here to check out Freedom’s Fire. 
 
    Bobby’s first love is Sci-Fi, so this post-apocalyptic space story features an everyday guy-turned futuristic fighter who is on a mission to take down the Grays, an alien race that partnered with North Korea to rule the solar system.  A space story with a touch of Bobby’s signature humor. 
 
    The Last Survivors Series (6 books, complete), a best-seller
Click here to check out The Last Survivors. 
 
    A collaborative series with fellow zombie author T.W. Piperbrook, this series has a little more of a Sci-Fi feel, popular with folks who like Game of Thrones.  It explores what happens 300 years in the future after the apocalypse, when man has rebuilt and gone back to an almost medieval society. 
 
    Ebola K: A Terrorism Thriller (trilogy, complete), a best-seller
Click here to check out Ebola K. 
 
    A really great terrorism thriller with awesome reviews.  It focuses on the devastating Ebola outbreak and the possibility of weaponized Ebola by terrorist organizations and nationalized resources like blood with Ebola antibodies.  A more in-depth and complex observation of the real world.  This series follows an American college student teaching in Uganda as the country comes under attack from the deadly virus as he tries to make his way back to the safety of his family back in the United States.   
 
    It’s also historically and medically accurate, so you’ll learn a little about the history of the disease as well…did you know that Ebola has been airborne in the US in the past?  Or that it can survive in semen for 90 days or more after a person is declared “Ebola-free?” (This is Kat’s favorite!) 
 
    Black Rust (series, others coming)
Click here to check out Black Rust. 
 
    A newer series from Bobby that also deals with a different post-apocalyptic reality.  Christian Black is a bounty hunter charged with hunting down the infected…a “Regulator.”   When caught in an unsanctioned kill, Christian sets about to clear his name.  A fairly deep character, whose flaws are an important backstory to his adventurous life. 
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