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    January 13th   
 
    The air smelled like an old gas station, one built on a mound of rotting seagrass. 
 
    Amelia pulled her paddle against the brackish water, the kind we were warned about in recent years that contained flesh-eating bacteria. 
 
    Half-assed waves slopped against the kayak and left a diesel film where the water slid away.  Catfish bobbed on their backs, their tails lolling in the sickly current, offering their bloated white bellies to the flies and worms and leaving a scent in the air so oily I could taste it in the back of my throat.  The current inched out of the San Jacinto River, sludged through a few miles of Bear Lake, and crawled under the I-10 overpass which spanned the narrows ahead of us.   
 
    The bridge above was heaped with rusted, hulks, packed tight, making it hard to tell one from another or even guess what most were.  Escalades and Hondas, big Ford trucks and SUVs, even expensive European imports corroding like every other hunk of useless metal piled on the bridge. 
 
    I spotted the outline of a Humvee with its front end driven up on top of another car, tires burned down to the rims, steel skin crackling to rust, the ashes of somebody’s uniformed son, caked into the driver’s seat.  It was just like what happened on so many bridges over natural barriers near so many cities—somebody with a pocketful of local authority tried to block the way into their community back when people believed that barricades and green zones still mattered.   
 
    The thing most wannabe-Davy Crockett dipshits never understood was that by the time anybody had a clue that a quarantine might protect anyone, it was already too late by a year or two. 
 
    The toe fungus fuckery was already everywhere. 
 
    A long line of abandoned cars and trucks clogged the eastbound lanes as far as I could see—people who had been trying to get out of Houston, cars loaded down with bottled water, sloshing gasoline cans, as much food as they could scrounge, and the kids all stuffed in the back.  Another line jammed the westbound lanes, escapees from New Orleans or the ‘gator-infested swamps of the sportsman’s paradise.  All of ‘em, headed to a faraway somewhere covered with greener grass, friendlier wartheads, and well-stocked 7-Elevens on every corner. 
 
    None of them counted on a local Poobah sending his gold-badged dick-wringers back across the highway, telling them to go home—shelter in place, it’ll all blow over, stay calm, let us guvment adults handle this.  Translation: we got ours, now you go fuck yourself. 
 
    It’s not hard to understand the desperation of a cat-lady who’s just seen the neighbors barbeque bony Mr. Morris and all his skinny-kitty littermates.  It’s not difficult to see the anxiety in the eyes of parents who had to dig up the caladium bulbs from the garden to feed the kids.  But people see what they want to see.  They hear mostly their own loud mouths when the yelling starts.  Fold in a generous serving of guns and Molotov Cocktails, bake in the Texas sun through a long summer afternoon, and you get a five-star suburban corpse-ucopia up on the bridge clogging the lanes in both directions for as far as you can see. 
 
    And that’s the funny thing about people.  Sit a modern man in front of a computer for twenty-three years, commute him an hour each way to work five days a week, stuff him with take-out grease burgers ‘n fries while he watches Wheel of Fortune on the TV with his wife, and when the shit comes down, without a hint of hesitation, he sheds every shred of civility and unlocks every violent tendency in his little ratfuck soul to grab that last chicken wing on the platter. 
 
    That’s the kind of shit right there that makes Darwin proud. 
 
    Amelia glanced back at me from the front of the kayak.  “What are you looking at?”  
 
    Not wanting to explain all the dark shit running through my head, I said, “Shroomies.” 
 
    She turned and scanned the abstract silhouettes across the length of the bridge.  Her face went pale.  When she spoke, her voice was hushed.  “Did you see one?” 
 
    “Just being careful.” 
 
    Back over her shoulder, she looked at me again.  “Why’d you stop paddling, then?” 
 
    I realized that the warped board I was using for a paddle was dragging uselessly through the soupy bay.  “Sorry.  Shit on my mind.” 
 
    “The Caribbean again?” Amelia turned forward as I saw a flash of annoyance on her face.  You know the look.  It’s that one most boys are first introduced to in junior high—the one that screws up a pretty girl’s face when—horror of horrors—the gangly kid with the sloppy buzz cut and too-short jeans finally gets up the guts to talk to her.  You know the one, right?  
 
    Okay, maybe that example was too personal. 
 
    Short version—sometimes Amelia’s not a nice person.   
 
    She pointed at a thin sandbar well ahead of the bridge.  It just barely crested the surface, stretching twenty or thirty yards and running in the direction of the current. 
 
    “Let’s pull out up there and dump the water.”  
 
    That’s when I noticed four inches of salty yuk inside the kayak and realized our quest to find crazy Aunt Millie’s bimbo barge had ended so badly after so much pent-up horniness and so many long miles that I was having trouble keeping my head in the game.   
 
    We needed to keep moving.  Aunt Millie had fired that double-barrel shoulder cannon at us, sounding like God’s dinner bell clanging down from heaven, waking every infected nitwit in a five-mile radius.  Now they were out there, poking around and trying to find us, me and Amelia. 
 
    Safety meant moving upriver, but we couldn’t afford to sink. 
 
    So, we paddled. 
 
    Petroleum tanks—some tall and thin, and others enormous, squat circles—stood along one side of the shore.  Two of them had burned.  Steel structures collapsed in the center of an ashen smudge where nothing had grown, even three years later. 
 
     A trio of trailer homes stood half-submerged in the channel down the shore from the burned out tanks.  Judging by the state of their decomposition, the chemical cocktail contained in the waves of the river had not been kind to them. 
 
    “You see those?” Amelia was staring down into the water. 
 
    Not knowing what to expect, I glanced. 
 
    We were floating over rows and rows of sunken cars.  The roofs of the vehicles were just three or four feet beneath the surface, still visible through the murk.  All were perfectly lined up, wheels down, glass intact, as though they’d been parked there.   
 
    “How do you suppose that happened?” she asked. 
 
    “Barge?” I shrugged and peered into the brown water, willing my eyes to see deeper. 
 
    Amelia squealed. 
 
    I looked just as a young dolphin with milky eyes floated belly-up past the boat.  Its boney head was deformed with warts, much like the ones Amelia kept hidden under her hoodie.  I lifted my paddle out of the water, grossed out by the idea of touching the contaminated thing.  “I hate this place.” 
 
    Amelia spat into the water.  “Nasty.”  
 
    Moving quickly and silently, we made our way past the submerged cars.  We skirted an island of two-by-fours and plywood, still nailed to one another in walls and roof fragments.  Mixed into the angular mound were appliances, couches, and mattresses—all washed out of Houston by the floods dumped on the city by hurricane squalls.  Water sloshed through the jumble.  Seagulls smart enough not to take their rest onshore sat perched on the dry spots, painting them white with their droppings.   
 
    “What do you know about the Caribbean?” Amelia asked, bringing the subject back up as she tested the depth of the water beneath our kayak. 
 
    “Why, do you think it’s a bad idea?” We were finally closing in on the sandbar Amelia had selected. 
 
    “Can you sail?” 
 
    “I can’t not sail.” 
 
    Amelia laughed at my confidence as she lifted herself out of the kayak and stepped into the ankle-deep water. 
 
    Poking the edge of my board into the silty bottom, I dragged the kayak sideways until the keel scraped into the narrow sandbar beneath my end.   
 
    “People have been sailing for thousands of years.  It’s not like we have to invent it or anything.” I heaved myself out of the kayak, feeling stiffness in my back and knees from sitting so long.  “We don’t have to build a boat.  We just need one that’s seaworthy and big enough to sail across the Gulf.  I’m sure we can dig up some how-to books on sailing somewhere.  You know, teach ourselves.” 
 
    With my feet gooped in malodorous, black mud, I dragged the kayak onto the sand until Amelia found a place that passed for ‘just-right’ in her overly-selective brain.  Together we rolled it over to dump the brown water. 
 
    “If we capsize and drown?” asked Amelia.  “You think there’s a how-to book on that?” 
 
    “Better than being eaten alive for staying at home.”  
 
    We turned the kayak right side up.  Amelia stretched her back and surveyed the chaos on the bridge.  “Let’s say we make it across the gulf without drowning, then what?” 
 
    For no reason other than the Gulf of Mexico was far south of us, I looked in that direction.  “Don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t have an island picked out?” 
 
    “There are plenty down there, right?” 
 
    “That’s not the point.  We can’t just pick up a book and learn how to sail any more than we can just paddle across to Mexico and pick whatever island appeals to us.” 
 
    I yawned and wished I had a cup of coffee.  “Why are you busting my balls over this?” 
 
    She turned to me and met my gaze, all serious.  “Trying to understand your plan, that’s all.” 
 
    No, she wasn’t.   
 
    I knew enough about women to know that tone when I heard it.  She was just as muddy and exhausted as I was and looking for someone to punish.  I shoved the empty kayak back into the river and made the effort to climb into the wobbly thing unassisted.  She stepped into the water and steadied it for me anyway.  It took a moment to carefully lower my weight into the back seat and fold my long legs to fit.   
 
    Amelia looked me over once I settled into position and then hopped into the boat with the ease of a gymnast. 
 
    Fucking kids. 
 
    January 13th, second entry 
 
    We shoved off from the sandbar and paddled silently into the current. 
 
    I cleared my throat a little too loudly.  The sound bounced off the graffiti-tattooed concrete of the bridge, frightening a single pigeon up into the cloudless sky. 
 
     “I don’t have a plan," I said, watching the rhythm of her shoulders as she paddled.  Her head drooped a little.  "I have an idea.  That’s all.  Something to think about.  Completely different thing.” 
 
    She paused for a second.  Her paddle dripped where it hovered above the murky water.  “So, no island picked out, then?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Have you ever been to the Caribbean?” 
 
    "My parents always ditched me with Aunt Millie and went by themselves.  They called it ‘our time.'" Amelia tensed up but didn't look back at me.  "Our time?" 
 
    “Is that why you hate it?” 
 
    She turned back to me, an accusation in her eyes.  “Who said I hate it?” 
 
    “Just guessing.”  
 
    The junk caught in the bridge’s concrete legs blocked all but a single, narrow channel beneath the center span.  I skipped a paddle stroke and reached for the butt of my pistol, assuring myself it was still in its holster.   
 
    Amelia and I both decided it was a good time to stop talking.   
 
    The lap of little waves echoed off the concrete supports overhead.  Wood and steel on both sides creaked with the rising and falling of the water, making it impossible to distinguish an innocuous noise from something—or a bunch of toothy somethings—hiding in the debris. 
 
    In silent consent, we paddled faster.   
 
    Once in the bridge’s shadow, out of the breeze, mosquitoes swarmed us.   
 
    I dug deep in the water with each stroke, driving the kayak faster while pushing it off course.  It veered closer to the junk piled to our left.   
 
    “Fucking—,” snorted Amelia, paddling hard to right our course, as the bow of the kayak floated out of the bridge's shade. 
 
    I switched sides, and after a few more strokes, we were past the bridge.  I realized I was panting. 
 
    Amelia looked back at me.  She didn’t have anything mean to say, laying her paddle across her lap to catch her breath instead.  “I guess we felt the same way about that.” 
 
    I nodded, and took a few moments to rest before I started paddling again at my regular pace.  “You got a place picked out up here?” 
 
    “There’s a tugboat stuck on a sandbar.” 
 
    “Close to shore?” I asked. 
 
    “Out in the lake pretty far.  It’s safe.” 
 
    “One of your places?” 
 
    “I’ve never stayed there.” Amelia pointed across the water. 
 
    I looked to see the far shore was crowded with barges and industrial junk.  “Things sure went to shit down here.  Which boat is it?” 
 
    “Way up past that toppled oil rig.  Out there in the water.  Like I said.” 
 
    I scanned across the lake.  All I saw was junk ringing the mucky brown water.  Nothing stood out.   
 
    “I’ve checked it out before,” she told me.  “Seagulls and pelicans roost there.  The pilothouse is clean and dry.  Plenty of room for us both.” 
 
    “Spend the day?” I asked.  “Leave at sunset? Is that the plan?” 
 
    "It worked for us on the way here." She took to paddling at a pace in rhythm with my strokes, and we slowly pushed our way into the wind blowing across the water. 
 
    After a long while, as I was settling into a comfortable silence and starting to have nervous thoughts about how exposed I was to be out under God’s oversized sky in the middle of a lake where anyone or anything could spot me from miles away, Amelia said,”You know it’s not how it looks on those travel shows—beachside bungalows, tanned titty-skanks, margaritas, and coconuts?” 
 
    “I’m not seven years old.” 
 
    Amelia turned and gave me a stern look.  She was good at it, like maybe too many years of solitude had aged her sweet teen heart into a bitter granny’s soul.  “Mosquitoes and centipedes,” she explained.  “Malaria.  Zika.  Dengue Fever.  It’s tropical.  The bugs don’t die off in the winter.” 
 
    “Are you used to talking to stupid people?” 
 
    As she turned her insulted back to me, she said, “I’m not used to talking to anybody.”  
 
    The vulnerability of her honesty triggered my instinct to wrap her in a hug and protect her from a world brimming with abrasive cruelty.  It made me miss my daughters, spritzed tiny tears of sissy juice in my eyes, and threatened to turn me into a blubbering buffoon.   
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I dug deep in the water and paddled through my emotional shit. 
 
    My thoughts wouldn't stay silent, though.  They tormented me with my anger over how the world had turned into a turd-sprinkled Shroomy zoo, where every dream I’d ever had the gall to entertain didn’t have the slightest wispy hope of coming true.  And let’s not get started on the fantastical shit I’d always figured was waiting in the future—cutsey lubed sex bots, personal-sized Captain Nemo subs, Star Trek holodecks, flying cars and— 
 
    Fucking flying cars!  
 
    Why the hell didn’t we ever get flying cars?  
 
    Fuck George Jetson, and fuck all the industrious nerd-geeks who could have built them for us instead of betting their careers and stock options on genetically engineering that goddamned toe fungus bullshit. 
 
    “What’s got you riled up?” asked Amelia. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “You seem mad.” 
 
    “I’m just—” It didn’t matter.  Nothing mattered.  I stopped paddling, leaned back, and looked up at the sky.  All those bleak, desperate thoughts from back in the bunker, from those last days before I opened the hatch, washed over me in a riptide wave, and I wondered if going to all the trouble to keep my big ass alive had been a dipshit move.   
 
    Was Amelia a mistake? Was she too damaged to hitch my emotions to? Was she the final stark smudge of proof the universe had been trying to pound through my thick skull my whole life long?  
 
    Maybe that was it.   
 
    The earth had tried to get it right with the prehistoric fish things, with the dinosaurs, then with the Neanderthals, and now with us, Homo-Fucking-Sapiens.  She’d sat back and watched while we shat all over our beautiful green world, killed one another on such a horrific scale in war after war after war, until we’d finally figured out a way to fuck ourselves all to hell for the sake of the quarterly bonuses of some bunch of rich assholes in the boardroom of Toe Fungus Fucker, Inc.  And that’s where it was.  Where I was.  The last of the humans on the planet, cursed to watch the world die in the company of a surly little twat with a smart mouth and a pair of mean eyes. 
 
    In a million years humans would be nothing but fossils and rust stains in the rock.  Just another mystery for a distant tomorrow’s curious mind to obsess over, and nothing I did today, tomorrow, or until the moment I finally breathed my last breath would make a diddley-squat of a difference. 
 
    I felt so lonely. 
 
    I felt like crying out loud, and to hell with whatever the prickly, twat-mouthed sprog had to say about it.   
 
    But I didn’t. 
 
    I rubbed my eyes to hide the shame of letting all that bubbling shit find its way to the surface. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” she asked. 
 
    “I just need to rest a minute.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    January 13th, third entry 
 
     After giving me a few minutes of silence and peace, Amelia pointed across the brackish brown water.  “There.  That one.” 
 
     I spotted it—a tugboat listing hard to starboard, stationary in water far from the shore.  Looking for anything to keep my thoughts out of the dangerous pitfalls in my head, I asked, “What do you imagine island life would be like in the Caribbean?” 
 
    “I’m not the one selling this turd,” she snapped, completely in character, of course.  “Why don’t you tell me how you think this idea will work?”  
 
    I went with the pitch I’d been perfecting in the conversation I’d been imagining over and over.  “You seem to have plenty of book smarts.  I have a big dose of natural DIY in my blood.  I know how things work.  Lots of things, and I can fix most of ‘em.” 
 
    “You’re exaggerating.” 
 
    “Probably, but not on purpose.” 
 
    “Whatever that means.” 
 
    It was hard not to let her draw me into an argument.  “My point is, skipping over all the details of learning to sail, finding a boat, stocking it, and navigating across the deep blue sea, there have to be hundreds of islands out there, right?” 
 
    “Over seven thousand.” 
 
    That number seemed general, but weirdly specific and unrealistic at the same time.  “Are you serious?” 
 
    Amelia glanced back at me with a face I couldn’t decipher.  “I don’t know why I remember that.  I saw it once on a geography show on Nickelodeon when I was six.” 
 
    Trying to guess whether she was fucking with me, I said, “You’ve got a good memory.” 
 
    Amelia looked like there was something else there, but something she didn’t want to say. 
 
    I told her, “You probably didn’t know how smart you were because your teachers never challenged you.” 
 
    Amelia shook her head and she reached up to touch one of the most prominent warts hidden beneath her hoodie.  “I think sometimes—” 
 
    My laugh echoed across the lake. 
 
    She glared at me.  “If you keep that up, we’ll have to paddle all the way to New Orleans before we find a safe spot to stay the night.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I dug my fence board deep into the water to get us moving again.  “The warts make Shroomies crazy and stupid.  It’s like brain damage.” 
 
    “Maybe it made me smarter.” 
 
    “Doubtful.” 
 
    The tugboat slowly grew larger in front of us. 
 
    “With seven thousand chances,” I told her, “there’s got to be islands down there with nobody left alive.” 
 
    “Only because there’s no food or water on them.  You’ve got to keep in mind, wartheads can survive anywhere we can.” 
 
    “Okay,” I conceded the point.  “I’ll bet we can find an island where there are few enough left that we can shoot ‘em.” 
 
    “Shoot them all?” Amelia laughed in the mean girl way she does. 
 
    “Sure.  I have like forty-thousand rounds in my bunker.  Hell, we could float just offshore and pick ‘em off one-by-one until they’re all dead.” 
 
    “And they’re going to come down and let you do it?”  
 
    “You’ve seen how they behave,” I argued.  “They might.  Hell, they probably would.” 
 
     “I think they’d catch on eventually and stop coming to the shore.” 
 
    “So, we find an island with food and water and not that many of them.  We shoot as many as we can from offshore.  Then, we put your big brain to use and figure out how to exterminate the rest.  Voila! We’ll have a whole island where we can build a normal life.  You have to admit, that'd be better than waiting around here for a horde to wander through.” 
 
    Amelia took a moment before she answered, like she was giving the idea honest consideration.  “I guess this island thing isn’t the worst idea.  I can imagine about a thousand pitfalls, but hell, you might be on the right track.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll even find an island that’s already been cleared,” I said.  “One that already has a population of normal people.” 
 
    Amelia’s paddle stopped where she held it, dragging in the water instead of pushing against it.  Her head dropped, and she started to look back at me again out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    I haven’t been around other people for three years, yet I’m not so stupid I can’t read disappointment when I see it.  I made the guess that Amelia was thinking about her warts and what other people might think of them.  “Not everybody is like Aunt Millie.” 
 
    "Yes, they are." 
 
    January 14th 
 
    Technically, it’s not the 14th.  It’s the evening of January 13th—well, late afternoon on the 13th.  Since I’m back on the night shift, and half my night will be on the 13th, and the other half will be on the 14th, and I figure since I actually write in my diary about that night before I go to bed on the morning of the 14th, it’s the 14th.  You know, like anybody cares. 
 
    Anyways, Amelia and I slept through the day on the sloping floor of the tugboat’s wheelhouse with windows opening up an unbroken view in every direction.  I woke well before the sun had gone down, while Amelia was still asleep.  I laid there thinking about nothing, listening to the gulls squawking over more nothing, watching the light slowly change color in the sky.  I found myself staring at the crisscross of steel I-beams on the ceiling.  They’d all been painted white and were clean at one time.  Now, rust lined most of the seams, and the welds were blossoming to bright orange as the paint flaked away. 
 
    On the bulkhead over the helm, painted in six-inch gold letters using an old-timey font, was the name, Captain Jimmy Fontaine.  This must have been his boat.  I wondered about the day the name was painted up there, how proud Jimmy must have been? I wondered if captaining his very own tugboat had been his dream, the highpoint of his life? Did he take his wife and kids for a ride down the ship channel to show off his new toy? Did his business do well? Did he have trouble paying his mortgage? Was his wife a pretty young thing, or a snaggle-toothed harpy who ran him down in front of the in-laws when he had to work late and miss a birthday party? Did Jimmy love his kids, go to their soccer games, PTA meetings, and dentist appointments?  
 
    I wanted to believe Jimmy’s life had been perfect, and his future shiny-bright.  I don’t know why that was important to me in that moment, but it was, even as visions of Jimmy’s button-nosed tykes turned into wart-headed little gargoyles gnawing on the neighbors’ cat.   
 
    For no reason I could deduce, I started to worry about the kayak.  I had no cause to believe it would go anywhere.  I mean, who’d swim out and steal it? It might sink, though, so I fretted over the length of half-rotten rope tied to the kayak’s bow and wrapped around a cleat on the tugboat’s gunwale.  Would it break from the pull of the tide? Would I have to swim through that festering cold water to get to shore, and then walk all night with wet shoes? 
 
      
 
    My thoughts turned to Amelia and what she’d said that morning about Aunt Millie kicking her off the barge because of a few warts.  It didn’t matter to Millie that Amelia hadn’t been showing any sign of madness or mental debility.  Their blood relationship hadn’t swayed Millie to mercy, not in the slightest.   
 
    I wondered how I’d feel in that situation, how I'd react.  For a girl of Amelia's age to be tossed into a world where she surely had to believe she was going to be murdered, no wonder her defenses were so formidable.  No wonder she had such a difficult time trusting. 
 
    I needed to keep that in mind the next time her sharp words set to work grinding down my ego and turning me toward harsh judgments and silent decisions.  She was still just a kid, the daughter of one of my friends.  At the very least I owed it to Rollo to look after her. 
 
    She was snoring softly, maybe dreaming of school dances and Friday night football games with her friends.  Perhaps there'd been a cute boy on the third row in geometry class.  Maybe there was a song stuck in her head, one of those by that dancy chick with the twerky butt and the big voice.  I hoped that was the stuff of her dreams—that, or fantasies about the future she should have been living out in the suburbs, the one the Toe Fungus Fuckers ruined while we responsible adults were busy giving each other the stink-eye at Walmart and shitting all over each other on Facebook.   
 
    It’s no secret, I get a bug on my balls over that kinda shit.   
 
    And maybe all my bitchin’ about it will help me to one day get over it.   
 
    I don’t know.   
 
    Right now, my reality is simple—I live in a world of bones and monsters.  It stinks, and it wants to kill me.  And sometimes, I’ll admit, I want to let it. 
 
    All those long months in Bunker Stink, going through the motions of staying alive—it did things to me.  I think I learned something valuable.  Probably a couple of things, but the biggest was the importance of hope.  People need it like they need air and water.  When it’s gone, it doesn’t kill you, not right away.  The best parts of you die, and after a while, so does what’s left.   
 
    I’d so wanted Miss Three ‘O Clubs to be real. 
 
    I pulled in a deep breath and blinked away that sentimental shit before I had a big sissy moment.   
 
    I stopped staring at Amelia and instead looked up at the color of the sky through the glass.  It wouldn’t do me any good for Amelia to wake up and see me watching her with puppy eyes, not knowing that all I was thinking about was how things used to be, how they should have been.  This day marked the first time she’d been asleep while I was awake.  It meant, despite the gulf between us, she was starting to trust me.  I didn’t want to ruin that.   
 
    I heaved a sigh and decided to get myself moving.  It was usually an excellent way to get my mind out of the shitty bleak holes it sometimes fell into. 
 
    As quiet as I could, I got up on my feet, feeling my old knees creak and grind.  I pulled my pack up on my back.  Post-apoc American Express—never leave home without it. 
 
    I gave my rifle a long stare.  I was planning on rummaging around on the tugboat.  If I found something, the backpack was a good place to carry it.  The rifle, though, would only get in my way.  However, I did double check the Glock—in its holster, rounds in the mag.  Knife in the sheath.  Flashlight.  Matches.  Sturdy boots.   
 
    I was ready to rock the apoc.   
 
    Too bad there was no way to get a t-shirt. 
 
    I crossed over to the door at the back of the wheelhouse.  The steel door had four locking handles to keep it battened tight when the big waves came pounding.  I’m sure they have some nautical name, but whatever.  There aren’t any sailors left to teach me the lingo.   
 
    Three of the handles turned smoothly.  One of them creaked loud enough to startle the nearby gulls.  Their racket spread across the roosting flock, sending them all into a noisy frenzy as they flapped into the air.  An eye-stinging breeze of ammonia stench wafted past me into the wheelhouse as I turned to see if I’d awakened Amelia.   
 
    Nope.  She slept right through it, so I made my way out onto the platform behind the wheelhouse. 
 
    The steep stairs down were splotched with dry droppings and wet puddles of whitish yellow, each with a raisin-sized black lump at the center.  The wall behind me was streaked with the stuff, and the handrail was thoroughly painted.  Every time I grabbed it to keep my balance—it seemed—one of those fat squawkers had just dumped his morning load there. 
 
    Once at the landing, I wiped my hands on my pants and realized I’d just made a mistake.  Now the stink was going to stick with me until I had a chance to wash them. 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    Some of the gulls were settling back down on the rails, glaring at me and laughing. 
 
    I wondered if they tasted like chicken.  Seagulls aren’t part of the traditional American cuisine, but hey, it’s a new day.  New rules.  Could I smoke and salt gull meat into tasting like bacon? 
 
    I didn’t know, which told me I needed to find reading material on techniques for smoking meat for preservation.  I didn’t have anything like it in my insufficient prepper library back in Bunker Stink. 
 
    I found an open door leading to the tugboat’s hidden innards.  Peeking in, I saw a staircase zigzagging down to a narrow hall a deck below me.  A lot more of the tugboat lay below the waterline than I had guessed, Most of it, in fact. 
 
    Before going inside, I scanned across the surface of the lake, checking for potential dangers—habit.   
 
    Nothing out there but flat water and obnoxious birds.  I clicked my flashlight on and stepped through the bulkhead, setting my soles down as quietly as I could on crackly paint flaked up from the rust growing beneath. 
 
    Good! 
 
    That’s what I told myself.  Those big, crunchy flakes under my boots meant no feet had been that way in a long time.  Still, I drew my pistol.  Better to have it ready and not need it than the other alternative.  You know, getting munched by an unexpected bitey-bastard jumping out of a shadow. 
 
    Water had pooled along one side of the short hallway, there because the tug sat at an angle on the sandbar that had stranded it.  The water wasn’t deep, maybe a few inches, right against the wall.  The floor was dry along the other side.  Still, water inside a boat was never a sign of anything good. 
 
    At the end of the hall, another stairway cut down through the floor.  No sign hung on the wall to tell me what was down there.  No map of the boat’s interior told me what to expect.  That kind of shit existed in the realm of glitzy Hollywood action fables—you know, the exact doodad thingy the hero needs, always inexplicably at hand. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    I was no Hollywood hero.  I wasn't even stuck in a long-ass nightmare.  Just real life, and the crappy side of Murphy’s law regulating my reality.   
 
    I followed the stairs down. 
 
    January 14th, second entry 
 
    I found my feet on a steel mesh platform looking down into the boat’s dark engine room, breathing oily air rich with the metallic undertones of a salt mine and old decay. 
 
    At the bottom of the stairs, the water stood ankle-deep on the port side, knee-deep on the starboard.  I didn't spy any snappy crabs and there was no foul-tempered lobster.  The water sloshed in the most subtle way from one wall to the other as the tug rocked on its keel with the push of the tide. 
 
    Sci-fi horror memories of krakens and black lagoon creatures kept my feet dry on the platform.   
 
    Two diesel engines, monster-strong hunks of machinery, each the size of a car, crouched in their mounts, corroding in the salt water.  On the outside, anyway.  Inside, I figured they were coated with motor oil and diesel—unless they'd sprung a leak. 
 
    There was no reason both engines shouldn’t run, I guessed. 
 
    Yeah, I know, so many assumptions were wrapped into that guess it was laughable.   
 
    I had no idea what circumstances led to Captain Jimmy running his tugboat aground on a sandbar in brackish Bear Lake.  Could it be that Jimmy docked it one day after work and got munched by a Shroomy while stopping for a loaf of bread on the way home to the missus? Maybe the tug sat undisturbed at the dock until one of the storms tore it away from its moorings and left it stranded on the sandbar, waiting with full tanks of diesel fuel for me to arrive and chug off to my tanned-titty Caribbean paradise. 
 
    Clearly, that was the most optimistic set of circumstances.  Any one of a thousand possibilities would mean the fuel tanks had been drained.  The engines wouldn’t run.  And the hull would leak just enough that even if everything else magically worked, I’d sink three hundred miles out in the Gulf, far enough I’d have no chance of making it back to shore, not even in a lifeboat. 
 
    Oh yeah, there wasn’t a lifeboat up on deck, not one that I saw, anyway.  Not a deal-killer.  I figured any attempt to scavenge one would meet with success.  It’s not like the damn things all sunk.  Lifeboats are kinda designed to do pretty much one thing—to not sink, right? My bet was I could find ‘em washed up on the shore of the bay, or even still strapped down on the decks of hundreds of ships anchored in the channel.  The inflatable kind were probably all shit by now.  The big ones they tied onto the sides of cruise ships weren’t for me.  The ones that looked like rectangular donuts of foam wrapped in canvas with a nylon web bottom, those things had to be everywhere.   
 
    No, a lifeboat would not be a problem. 
 
    Still reluctant to wade through the black water, I stayed on the stairs and shined my light around the engine room.  I didn't spot any horny mer-men waiting to gang rape me.  No hungry piranha were peeking out of the dark water.   
 
    Thinking in sequence of what I’d need to fire those big engines up, I didn't see anything that looked like a bank of batteries.  I admit, though, I didn't know what I was looking for.  The image of a car battery was in my mind, with a positive and negative post, with a black and red cable leading to a starter.  But the batteries to kick off the starters for big diesel engines like the pair I was looking at? Holy crap, how big would those puppies have to be? The size of a couch, maybe? Or perhaps Captain Jimmy had a bunch of car batteries stacked in a cabinet all wired up in series? 
 
    Nothing like that showed in my light. 
 
    Fuel? Where the hell did that come from? I didn't see a tank in the engine compartment, none overhead.  Some lines led forward.  Others trailed aft.  Which were which? No idea.  Ducting overhead sucked out heat, more ducts funneled away exhaust. 
 
    That was about all I was able to learn from my dry perch as my Mr. Fixit superpowers felt like they were abandoning me. 
 
    I headed back up the stairs and decided to search out the aft section of the tugboat first.  Maybe my automobile intuition led me that way.  Every car I’d ever owned had a gas tank in the rear.  Well, except for that damn VW that never ran worth a shit. 
 
    The L-shaped hallway leading aft took me to a bunkroom with narrow, stacked bunks for six sleepers.  It reminded me of Bunker Stink.  A desk stood against one wall, and appeared—as far as I could tell—to be the place where Skipper Jimmy handled the admin tasks of running his tugboat business. 
 
    I found the head—that’s how boat people say commode—and a small RV-style galley with a fridge I declined to open.  A quick search of the cabinets yielded no food.  The boat had likely been ransacked long ago. 
 
    Back up through the hall above the engine room, I headed forward, getting comfortable with the darkness and the certainty that I was alone.  And then I stopped and reminded myself not to let complacency be the cause of my death.  Wariness was my friend.  The infected could be hiding anywhere. 
 
    REMINDER TO DUSTY: You’re a cheeseburger.  Act like it! 
 
    It sucks losing your place at the pinnacle of the food chain. 
 
    Flashlight to illuminate my way, and pistol at the ready, I moved again, cautiously. 
 
    I came to a door with a dark porthole that revealed nothing of what was inside.  Slipping the pistol into the holster, I had to manhandle the door to budge it a few inches open.  The hinges protested in loud, rusty squeals.  The dank air from inside poured out, and I caught a mouthful of death stench that sent all the alarms in my head ringing. 
 
    I jumped back, shined my light at the crack in the door, and drew my pistol, ready to shoot.  How many Shroomies could be inside? Had I found their den? What would they be doing out here in the water? How would they get to shore? 
 
    The smell in the hallway changed from algae and oil to human rot.  Of course, I knew it was human and not some pile of fish.  When you spend as much time around dead things as I have, you get to know which one smells like what.   
 
    I waited. 
 
    No sound echoed through the steel hull except the dull splash of lazy waves outside, and the slow slosh of water down below.  Nothing else moved. 
 
    Instant plan: Draw them out.  Kill ‘em one at a time coming through the door. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Nothing responded. 
 
    “Hey, down there.” 
 
    All I heard were water sounds. 
 
    I called again.  Three times is the magic number for everything. 
 
    Tired of hearing my voice, I stepped forward.  I pushed the loud door open, followed my light and pistol inside, and gagged on the smell. 
 
    I found myself on another expanded-metal floor in a room containing a giant cylinder the size of a septic tank, the size of Bunker Stink, only standing up on end.  A glimpse down revealed another metal-grate floor one level below, and yet another below that.  Each walkway ringing the cylinder was barely wide enough for a man to stand between the hull and the tank. 
 
    I looked at the thing for a moment, not knowing what to make of it.   
 
    Duh. 
 
    Double fucking duh. 
 
    I’d found the jackpot. 
 
    The cylinder had to be the fuel tank.  And it was huge.  Then again, it had to be.  Engines the size of the pair of behemoths I’d seen in the engine room had to guzzle diesel by the barrel.   
 
    Was the tank full? 
 
    I shined my light around to expose the secrets of every shadow inside the cylinder room.  The beam caught on something hideous, mostly human in shape, down at the bottom of a ladder to the right of the tank.  It didn’t move when the light hit it.   
 
    It took a moment for me to comprehend the shapeless mass of what I was looking at, and then I saw it.  Someone, maybe Captain Jimmy Fontaine, had been going down the ladder and had slipped.  He’d died with his foot caught in the rungs and his skull fractured on the metal floor below.  He’d been sealed inside for two years, maybe more, with plenty of humidity to keep the bacteria busy. 
 
    So, I was alone, me and a guy who’d died of something other than the toe fungus, or having been munched by a raving warthead. 
 
    I tapped on the side of the fuel tank and tried to guess what the sound meant.  I tapped again.  What would it sound like when empty or full?  
 
    Reluctantly, I moved around to the side of the tank and started down the ladder, tapping with the butt of my flashlight as I descended.  On my third tap, the sound changed—not much, but enough.  I reached up and tapped above, then below again to make sure I didn’t imagine the difference in the clang. 
 
    Hoping it was diesel, but knowing it might be water inside, I figured the gargantuan tank had to be about eighty-percent full.  I climbed quickly to the top of the ladder and all but ran down the short hall and bounded up the rusty stairs.  I couldn’t wait to tell Amelia what I’d discovered. 
 
    January 14th, third entry 
 
    I burst into sunlight on the tugboat’s rear deck and noticed immediately all of the noisy birds were missing.  I looked up, thinking the racket I’d made running up the stairs had frightened them off.  Only, no birds were in the sky above me. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Movement out in the water, maybe twenty yards off our starboard, caught my eye.   
 
    It was a rowboat.   
 
    Someone sat inside—a real-live, fully-clothed person gawked at me like they had something to say but couldn’t find the words. 
 
    I waved. 
 
    “Don’t move, asshole,” said a gruff voice from behind. 
 
    I did move.  Of course, I did.  Not by much, but a guy I couldn’t see had just startled the shit out of me. 
 
    “I’ll blow your head right off.” 
 
    I felt cold metal prod my neck.  I didn’t know then that it was a gun, yet the imagination has a way of making the leap on intuition alone.  You know, that, and taking the guy’s threat into account. 
 
    The guy behind me leaned in close enough that his hiss carried a mouth-stink of three years gone without a toothbrush.  “You got me?”  
 
    “Yes,” I gagged. 
 
    “Over there.” The gun barrel nudged me toward the stern. 
 
    Some other ass nugget of a man stepped out from behind the central ventilation housing.  He held a big Bowie knife with a rough edge in one hand, and a poorly maintained pistol in the other.  I'm not one to judge—well, maybe I am a little bit—but the man's ragged appearance made me think the freckles of rust on his dirty gun were his fault.  He hadn’t salvaged it in that condition.  He was a sloppy ass nugget with no respect for his shit.  That kinda pissed me off. 
 
    I know, weird things to think about when some prison-bitch salad-tosser is holding a gun at the back of your neck.   
 
    Raising the knife toward me like it was the most dangerous thing in the world, Ass Nugget smirked, stopped to think about things for a second, and then tucked the poorly-maintained pistol in his belt—you know, the way dumbasses do, with the barrel aimed right at their dicks.  With his empty hand, he reached over to take my Glock.   
 
    I knocked his hand away. 
 
    Mister Big behind me didn’t like that.  He poked me again with the barrel of whatever he was holding, and said, “Let go.” 
 
    Trying to spin up enough confidence to pull some action-hero shit, I did nothing while Ass Nugget reached in, took my pistol, and stepped out of bare-knuckle range. 
 
    “Over there,” said Mister Big.  “By the rail.  Turn around.”  
 
    I moved toward the bird shit-covered rail while Nugget fumbled incompetently with my pistol.  He didn’t stop until he lucked into ejecting the magazine, which he quickly examined before hillbilly-whooping loud enough to wake all the second-shift Shroomies napping onshore.  He told the other guy, “Full load.” 
 
    Careful not to trip on a rack where I guessed a lifeboat had once been tied down, I slowly turned and put my back to the rail.  That’s when I saw the weapon Mister Big had used to get the drop on me.  It was a shotgun, now pointed at my face.  At the other end of that shotgun, a wild-haired man with a rancid mouth and an alcoholic’s yellow eyes, looked to have no qualms about killing. 
 
    Ass Nugget popped my magazine back into my Glock, held it close to his body, and pointed it at me.  He raised the big ugly knife and started to look itchy about putting it to use. 
 
    Mister Big said, “Looks like you got a good layer of winter fat, old man.” 
 
    Old? I’m not that goddamn old! 
 
    I didn’t say that.  I went with, "Sorry, is this your boat? I didn't know." Of course, I knew it wasn't his boat, but I had to say something, right? 
 
    Lowering the shotgun to his hip, but keeping it pointed at me with a casual menace, Mister Big said, “Where’s your food?” 
 
    I glanced at my backpack, as though giving away the secret.  I shrugged my shoulders to slip the bag off my back.   
 
    Mister Big flinched, stepped away, and shouted, “Don’t!” 
 
    “Just taking off my pack,” I told him.  “I have food inside.  Stuff I scrounged.” I wasn’t about to tell those dumbasses about my horde back in Bunker Stink.  “You guys are immune?”  
 
    Ass Nugget answered for the both of them, “Does it look like we got the warts, asshole?” 
 
    “Just making conversation,” I told him.  “You’re the first people I’ve seen in, I don’t know, two years.” 
 
    “You saw that crazy old bitch on the barge,” countered Mister Big.  “We heard her shootin’ that shotgun at you this mornin’.” 
 
    “All the way down in Black Duck Bay,” added Ass Nugget. 
 
    Mister Big glared at Ass Nugget like he’d just given away the nuclear codes. 
 
    “Hey!” shouted the woman in the rowboat.  You know, the one I’d totally forgotten about, with the guns and knives threatening me. 
 
    We all looked over at her. 
 
    A gun boomed. 
 
    Mister Big’s head split open across the scalp.   
 
    Another boom, a fraction of a second after the first, turned Mister Big’s head into a puff of red and splattering gore.   
 
    I dove for the deck while Mister Big’s body was still trying to figure out why the messages from upstairs weren’t coming anymore. 
 
    Another boom turned Ass Nugget’s chest into a fountain of red, and sent him tumbling over the rail. 
 
    Mister Big’s hands somehow managed to drop his shotgun over the side as his body collapsed beside me.   
 
    A final shot finished off the wench in the rowboat. 
 
    It all happened so fast, I was still on my hands and knees.  I hadn’t even had time to get flat on the deck yet.   
 
    I looked up.  Amelia was standing at the rail behind the wheelhouse, smoke dribbling in lazy curls from the barrel of her Colt.  She said, “I like this gun.” 
 
    January 14th, fourth entry 
 
    I slowly got to my feet. 
 
    Mister Big Scary Hair was on his back, legs bent in a way that would have been painful if he were alive.  His trigger finger twitched, and blood spurted out of his head in rhythm with his still-beating heart.  Most of the contents of his skull were in the water beside the tugboat, and still, he wheezed.  His stained teeth, though, came through the trauma unscathed.  With lips pulled up, like maybe caught mid-yelp, I saw them all.  I’m not sure why, but I found myself wishing one of Amelia’s lead slugs had blasted him through the mouth.  There was something satisfying about the thought of those nasty, stained teeth sinking into the muck at the bottom of the channel. 
 
    That’s when the second-guessing came to pay me a visit.  Had Amelia done the right thing? Would those guys have killed me? Really? Or were they playing it cautious? 
 
    Seagulls were squawking and swooping down for a taste of the brain bits bobbing in the bay. 
 
    I looked up at Amelia.  “Thanks.” 
 
    She smiled in return—not a real smile.  It was kind of the same one a girl puts on after she turns you down for a date and doesn’t want you to try again.  She raised her empty hand and pointed starboard. 
 
    I looked out at the woman in the rowboat, not dead, but struggling to lift a paddle. 
 
     Amelia’s antique pistol boomed again.   
 
    The woman’s body jerked with the impact, and the rowboat rocked.  She slumped for the last time—one more corpse.   
 
    I stared, with my heart racing from my apparent brush with death, yet at the same time wrestling with the question of whether Amelia had done the right thing.  Everything had happened so fast.  I was in danger.  Ass Nugget and Mister Big were bad people.   
 
    At least, they looked the part. 
 
    And acted it. 
 
    I asked myself what I’d have done different if Amelia had been the one under the gun and I’d had to make the choice of whether to shoot those stinky fuckers down.  Would I have asked questions, gave them a warning? 
 
    A heavy plastic thud hit the back of the tugboat. 
 
    I glanced over the stern, not sure what I expected to see.   
 
    Half full of water, our kayak bounced against the tugboat’s hull.  “I should have pulled it onboard when we got here.  That’s probably how they found us.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Amelia didn’t care. 
 
    I bent down to lift Mister Big’s body.  His wheeze was starting to get to me, and I wanted to throw him overboard and put it to an end. 
 
    “Leave him,” Amelia told me as she came down the ladder to the main deck.  She crossed over to where we had the kayak’s rope tied off.  “You’ll need to help me with this.” 
 
    I was still looking down at Mister Big.   
 
    “Forget him.” Amelia was pulling on the kayak’s rope.  “There’s too much water in it for me to lift.  I can’t dump it by myself.” 
 
    I didn’t know what was wrong with me.  What I was doing, or wasn’t, or the thoughts racing through my head.  I think I was in some kind of post-traumatic daze.  Something unexplained.  Or maybe it was the hopes I’d carried with me from Bunker Stink all the way across forty miles of hostile Houston, crashing into reality and shattering to shitty wisps of what-the-fuck-is-wrong-with-Dusty? 
 
    I learned a long time ago, there was no such thing as Santa Claus.  No Easter Bunny.  No sneaky nighttime Tooth Fairy.  Puppy love didn’t last forever.  Even marrying that woman who’d infatuated me from balls to boners, who accepted me for who I was, who put her name on the county clerk’s contract and swore her eternal love before the preacher man and a handful of our relatives, that was a lie she didn’t even know she was telling.  Not at the time.  And I told it right along with her.   
 
    All of that was a long time ago.  My lessons had been learned.   
 
    After two years in the bunker, I’d had a conversation with just one person—Amelia.  I’d hitched my hopes to her and a dream of Aunt Millie’s antique nudie pics somehow materializing into my apocalyptic princess.  But she was a rancorous wrinkled loon, and now I’d traded a few belligerent words with Mister Big and Ass Nugget, and they were dead, too. 
 
    The rollercoaster of hope was hard to ride. 
 
    I knelt down to search for places to put my hands beneath Mister Big where his draining blood wouldn’t get all over me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” snapped Amelia.  “Stop.” 
 
    “I can’t leave him.” 
 
    “Why?” she laughed.  “It’s not like we’re ever coming back here.” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    She snorted. 
 
    “Then I will.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I told her about the diesel tank below deck.  “There’s got to be thousands of gallons in it.” 
 
    With an eye roll and a huff, Amelia stomped toward the doorway that led down into the ship. 
 
    I heaved Mister Big up and dropped his body into the brown water.   
 
    He floated there for a moment before ever so slowly sinking out of view.  I took a long hard look at the rowboat woman.  The lump of her body hadn’t stirred since Amelia’s second shot.  She needed no more assistance into the afterlife. 
 
    Looking myself up and down, I had blood on my pants and shirt, on my boots, and all over my hands.  I wiped them on my jeans, and leaned on my well-worn coping strategy—keep moving to keep breathing.   
 
    With Amelia still below, double-checking the results of my earlier search, I turned my efforts to the kayak.  One tug on the slimy rope made it clear that it now weighed at least twice as much as limp Mister Big.  The only way I was going to be able to deal with it was to roll it over in the water and dump it before pulling it onboard. 
 
    I tugged on the slippery rope, and couldn’t believe how heavy it was.   
 
    Leaning over the stern, I grabbed the rope closer to the bow of the kayak, and pulled harder.   
 
    After wrestling with it for a moment, the kayak seemed to slip suddenly free of the water's grip, and I jerked backward.  Just then, a giant crocodile jumped out of the water and snapped its jaws close to where my head had been an eye-blink before, so close, in fact, its cold snout nearly touched my nose. 
 
    With the snap of his jaws fresh in my ears, the croc slipped back into the water as I fell on my ass in the boat. 
 
    “Holy shit!” 
 
    "Are you okay?" asked Amelia, just coming back onto the deck behind me. 
 
    “Did you see that big fuckin’ croc?” 
 
    “It was an American alligator,” she told me.  “Their range has—” 
 
    “Alligator? Croc?” I know I sounded hysterical, yet at the moment, it seemed like the most proper tone of voice.  “It damn near bit my head off!” 
 
    Amelia was kneeling by my side before I knew she’d crossed the deck.  One of her cold little hands was on my face, examining me for wounds.  “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Me either.” 
 
    "From over there.  I swear, it looked like—” 
 
     “Like he bit my goddamn face off,” I finished.  “I know.  That’s what it looked like to me, too.” 
 
    “You’re fine.” She stood up as her eyes roved over the water’s dirty surface.  “If I thought we’d see one, I’d have told you.” 
 
    “Told me?” 
 
    “Before Aunt Millie kicked me out, we’d been seeing more and more ‘gators in the channel.” 
 
    I stabbed a finger at the deadly water.  “And we’ve been out there in a plastic kayak? And you thought that was a good idea?” 
 
    “They don’t attack boats.” 
 
    “You mean you haven’t seen it happen.  That’s what you’re telling me, right? You’re not a ‘gator expert all of a sudden, are you?” 
 
    Amelia shook her head.  “You’re making too big a deal of this.” 
 
    “I just checked a giant fucking ‘gator for cavities.  I think I can make as big a deal as of this I want.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that big.” 
 
    “Maybe not from where you stood.” And then I felt ashamed, because she was a teenage girl and I was a big strong man, and she didn't seem at all afraid of the ‘gator, and I was whining like, well, a girl. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I glanced out to the tug’s starboard side to see how far the rowboat with the dead woman had drifted.  That rowboat was a lot bigger than our toy kayak.  It had an aluminum hull.  It looked safe.  Yet there was no way I was going to swim across twenty yards of ‘gator-infested water—check that, man-eating, ‘gator-infested water—to get it.  We were stuck with a leaky plastic kayak that somebody’s grandpa bought for them at Toys ‘R Us, and the nearest dry land lay three hundred yards away. 
 
    Amelia went to work pulling on the kayak’s slimy rope. 
 
    “It’s too heavy,” I told her, pretending right along with her that the ‘gator attack we’d both just witnessed was an anomaly which wouldn’t repeat.  “Let me do it.” 
 
    And I did, all the while staring at the cesspool of the lake for any hint that the ‘gator might be coming back. 
 
    As I hefted our plastic toy boat into the tug, Amelia told me, "It's not diesel." 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The tank you found below deck.  It’s not diesel.” 
 
    And the ‘gator was forgotten history.  That easy? Whatever! But what choice did I have? "Water? Is that it? Did it leak in?" 
 
    Amelia shook her head.  “LNG.” 
 
    “Liquified Natural Gas?” 
 
    "There's a placard down there on the tank.  It's covered in crud, so it was easy to miss." 
 
    My ego deflated.  I was supposed to be the guy that understood those kinds of things.  “I didn’t know marine engines ran on, what is it, propane?” 
 
    “Methane, probably.  It’s mostly a new thing, I think.” Amelia looked at the sky, and then scanned the shore.  The light was starting to fade.  “We might want to get out of the area before we try going ashore.  The gunshots probably attracted the attention of the Shroomheads there.” 
 
    I looked at the kayak.  It seemed terribly inadequate. 
 
    Amelia shrugged.  “I can take the kayak over and fetch the rowboat.” 
 
    A man can be shamed into anything by a girl no matter how old she is.  “I’ll do it.” 
 
    January 14th, fifth entry 
 
    It was after midnight by the time we climbed a steep overpass embankment and stepped over the guardrail onto I-10.   
 
    Amelia said, “We should be able to make it to the fairgrounds before morning.” 
 
    I nodded.   
 
    “We’ll have to pick up the pace.  Are you up for it?” 
 
    I nodded again. 
 
    “You’re not talking?” She started walking through the maze of cars jammed on the highway. 
 
    “I’m not not talking," I argued.  "Just keeping quiet.  You know." I waved a hand at the dark suburb spread out below us. 
 
    “You’ve barely said a word since we left the tugboat.  Usually, I can't shut you up." 
 
    “I’m tired.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m lying.” 
 
    “Now you’re being petulant.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m petulant.” 
 
    “Why are you stewing?” 
 
    “Who said I was stewing?” 
 
    “Goddamnit.” Amelia planted her feet and spun around to scowl at me.  “Are you mad because I killed those people.” 
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
    “Not really? Are you kidding me? They were going to murder you.” 
 
    I heaved a big old sigh and squinched up my face.  “Probably.  I’m not as certain as you.” 
 
    “You saw the shotgun? The big knife?” 
 
    “I did.” I agreed.  “He had that shotgun pointed right at my face.  When you were deciding whether to shoot him, how’d you know his finger wasn’t going to flex, pull the trigger, and blow my head off?” 
 
    “Didn’t matter,” Amelia told me. 
 
    “Well,” I said, my voice rising to an unsafe volume, “my life matters to me if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “You know that’s not what I meant.” Amelia labored through a sigh.  “The shotgun wasn’t loaded.” 
 
    “There’s no way you could have known that?” 
 
    “I knew because of the seabirds.” 
 
    I laughed out loud, thinking maybe the spore had twisted her mind a lot more than I’d let myself believe.  Perhaps Aunt Millie had been right to kick her off the barge. 
 
    Amelia grabbed my arm to shut me up and hurry me along.  “You need to keep it down.” 
 
    We walked in silence on fast feet for a bit as I started to think through what I knew of Amelia, started to evaluate how crazy she might be.  “Seabirds,” I finally snorted, “what do they have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Both those guys and the girl in the boat were too skinny,” answered Amelia.   
 
    I patted my belly.  “We’ve all lost weight.” 
 
    “They were emaciated.” 
 
    “We did have an apocalypse thing happen.  You remember that, right? You know, everybody died.  Infected monsters all over the place.  Sound familiar?” 
 
    “How many birds do you think were on that tugboat?” snapped Amelia.  “Big fat seagulls and pelicans.  Seems to me, anybody with shells for their shotgun wouldn’t have any trouble putting a sea-chicken on the dinner table every night.” 
 
    I wasn’t ready to give up.  “They could have been saving their ammo for real danger.” 
 
    “Fasting for safety?” It was Amelia's turn for derisive laughter.   
 
    “Maybe they didn’t want the Shroomies to come get them after they fired the gun.  Everybody knows how they come out of the woodwork once you pop off a few rounds.” 
 
    “They didn’t get Millie,” said Amelia.  “They didn’t get us.  Boats come in handy for keeping away from the infected.”  
 
    “You have an answer for everything, don’t you?”  
 
    “They were going to eat you,” said Amelia.  “After the ugly one killed you with that big knife.” 
 
    "Eat me?" I didn't believe that either.  Or, that's to say, I didn't want to consider it. 
 
    “They were cannibals.” 
 
    “And how do you know that?” 
 
    “How sickly they were.” 
 
    “You said they were starving,” I argued.  “You said that was the reason you knew the shotgun was empty.” 
 
    “They were too diseased for it to only be starvation,” said Amelia.  “You didn’t see the sores on their skin? Their eyes? Their teeth?” 
 
    “You diagnosed them from way up there at the top of the ladder? Doctor Amelia, I didn’t know you were so super-magic good at doctoring.” 
 
    “Doctoring?” 
 
    “It’s a word.” 
 
    Amelia rolled her eyes.  “There's a reason people don't eat other people." 
 
    I laughed again, but I kept the volume down.  “I can think of at least a few.  Matter of fact, if I had a pencil, I could make a pretty long list.” 
 
    “Would it include disease?” she asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “If you’re a cannibal and you don’t cook the meat sufficiently, you catch any disease your victim had.  Pretty much anything.” 
 
    I stopped walking.  That had a familiar ring to it.  “Seriously?” 
 
    Amelia nodded.  “They think that’s how HIV was transmitted from the monkey population to humans.  Undercooked bush meat.” 
 
    I shook my head.   
 
    Amelia walked on past me.  “C’mon Bush Meat, we need to get to the fairgrounds before sunup.”  
 
    January 15th 
 
    Up early again.  Yay, me.   
 
    Dim evening colors glowed through the rows of skylights in the endless metal roof.  Below, the American Scamarama was spread in rows over the show barn’s dirt floor, waiting for the next scavenger to mess it up a little bit more.  Amelia was still snoring when I’d crept out of the office at the end of the row, the same place we’d slept on our trip from Katy down to Aunt Millie’s barge. 
 
    Back in the lounge area, I scooted one of the shredded couches around to face the main floor.  I brushed away most of the rat turds, leaned my rifle against the sofa, laid my pack on one cushion, and dropped my ass onto another.   
 
    I replayed the tugboat massacre in my mind, because I hate taking shit at face value.  That’s not to say a nickel isn’t a nickel most of the time, just that over my fifty years living among the denizens of Urban Sprawlandia, I learned that fuckers lie.  Shit isn’t always what it seems.  People who looked like the bad guys weren’t always bad.  Dipshits who looked like the good guys almost never were. 
 
    All that only got worse as the world fell apart. 
 
    As much as I didn’t want to admit it to myself, I had to face the possibility that my pride was hurt because Mister Big Scary Hair and Ass Nugget had gotten the drop on me, and if it hadn’t been for Amelia, I might be roasting over a pile of burning two-by-fours while Rowboat Skank sizzle-fried my mountain oysters in a skillet of rancid fish oil. 
 
    But Amelia did slaughter those bastards like they were Shroomies on the hoof, and she hadn’t shown a flyspeck of remorse.  She didn’t second-guess the choice.  Didn’t doubt it.  She was right, and if I didn’t agree, I could go fuck myself.  That was her attitude. 
 
    That kind of certainty always rubbed me raw. 
 
    Amelia reminded me of my oldest.  Kate was hardheaded like her.  Always right.  Always willing to argue until you just wanted to pound your fist through the sheetrock you were so mad.   
 
    The eventual ex said Kate and me were two of a kind. 
 
    Maybe that’s why we squabbled from the day she hit puberty until the day she got married.  At least it seemed that way.  We were still family, though.  There were plenty of hugs and pretend smiles along the way.  I told her I loved her, not every day, but you know, you do the best you can sometimes.  I told all three of my girls.   
 
    I hope they knew it was true. 
 
    I sniffled, and felt for a moment like I might tear up again, like all that black-shit reality of the world might squeeze my throat so tight I might never take another breath. 
 
    I don’t know why I never got over the death of my three girls.  Seems like it’s something that should have faded away.  Most times, I guess it did.  Yet it always comes back to kick me in the head when I’m not expecting it.  Maybe grief is like that. 
 
    January 15th, second entry 
 
    “Two days in a row,” said Amelia, as she stepped into the lounge area.  “You’re turning into an early riser.” 
 
    “Getting used to second shift,” I told her. 
 
    “It’s still light out.” 
 
    I glanced at my watch.  “We can leave in an hour or so.” 
 
    Amelia crossed the lounge area, brushed some crap off of a cushy chair, and took a seat.  She fumbled through her backpack and fished out a misshapen pear.  The pear didn’t surprise me.  Back before the collapse, it wasn't uncommon for people to plant fruit trees in their backyards.  Plenty survived without the help of automated sprinkler systems.  Amelia wiped the pear on her pants before taking a bite. 
 
    “Worried about pesticides?” It sounded like a criticism, so I smiled to make it a weak joke. 
 
    “Habit.” 
 
    “Is that all you’re having?” 
 
    She looked at me like she was trying to guess the reason I asked. 
 
    I went into my bag and found one of Punchy Bryan’s protein bars and tossed it to her.  “The label says it’s food.  Can’t tell by the taste, though.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She set the pear aside and unwrapped the protein bar.  Once she had it out, her curiosity was captured by the lumpy rectangle.  She gave it a sniff, and grimaced.  “Looks like a piece of tar.” 
 
    “Told you.” 
 
    She chanced a bite, and then chewed as she took a closer look at the ingredients fine-printed on the foil wrapper.   
 
    And she chewed some more. 
 
    I should have warned her about the way the protein bars stick to teeth.   
 
    “Have you ever read one of these labels?” she asked. 
 
    “I decided I was better off not knowing.” 
 
    “It says it was manufactured here, in Houston.” 
 
    I shrugged, sure it was a false location.  There’s no way Punchy would want his customers to know where he was once they tasted food that could last for a century on the shelf.  “I don’t like ‘em, but they’re what I’ve got.  Plenty back in my bunker, among other things.  Once we get down to the Caribbean, it’ll be fresh fish and fresh fruit every day.  We should bring some seeds for a vegetable—” Amelia was looking at me with an expression I couldn’t read.  “What?” 
 
    “I haven’t agreed to go to the stupid Caribbean.” 
 
    "That's fine." I shrugged like it was no big deal.  It was.  The Caribbean dream was starting to occupy most of my waking thoughts.  It was the answer to everything, the pot of gold over the rainbow.  "We can talk about it some more." 
 
    “And what’s with this we thing?” 
 
    “You and me? Us?” 
 
    “We’re not a thing.  Not a couple.” 
 
    “That’s gross.  I mean, you’re not— You’re pretty…uh…despite…the…uh,” I waved a hand at my head, trying not to say ‘warts.’ “What I mean is, you’re too young.  You’re like my daughter’s age.  I’m not, I mean—” I took a breath and tried to piece together what I was trying to say.  “I mean, we should stick together.  Work together, right? It doesn’t have to be more than that.  Friends.  Coworkers.  Not bed buddies.  Is that what you’re worried about?” 
 
    “I’ve been doing fine on my own.” 
 
    “You don’t think we’ll do better by sticking together?” 
 
    Amelia chose not to answer. 
 
    “I do,” I pushed.  “It makes sense, doesn’t it? 
 
    Amelia stood up and walked to the rail overlooking the dusty ground one floor below.  “You spent too long in your bunker.  You don’t know how the world works now.” 
 
    “Are we talking about Mister Scary Hair and Ass Nugget?” 
 
    “Scary Hair?” Amelia laughed. 
 
    “See?” I said, trying not to sound like I was begging.  “I’m good for a laugh, right?” 
 
    “The world isn’t the kind of place for people who laugh anymore.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re always pretending to be a hard-ass?” 
 
    “I’m surviving.” 
 
    “We’re a couple of years into this thing,” I told her.  “I’d say we’re both doing a pretty good job at that.  Maybe it’s okay to have some fun, too.” 
 
    Amelia turned her back to me and pretended to be interested in the remains of the Americana Scamarama.  “You’re too reckless.  You haven’t learned to be ruthless.  You’re going to get yourself killed.” 
 
    “And you think I’m going to get you killed, too.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about me.” 
 
    "Yes, you are, or we wouldn't be having this conversation." I took another moment to collect some thoughts into an argument.  “I sat in that bunker for two years because I thought staying alive was the most important thing.  Since I climbed out of that hole, I’ve come across plenty of infected who wanted to kill me.  I’ve met five real humans, one shot at me, three tried to eat me, and you think I’m a doddering burden.  I suppose I coulda been killed a dozen times already, but you know what? I learned something when I was sitting by myself in that hole.  Staying alive isn’t the same as living.  Matter o’ fact, it’s the opposite.  It’s nothing different than what I was doing before the fall, zombie-walking through life just to pay a mortgage on a house I didn’t like, getting blasted on the weekends so I could forget all the ass I had to kiss to make it from Monday to Friday, and closing my eyes and pretending my wife was somebody else when we were screwing on Saturday night.”  
 
    Amelia said, “Your life sounds like a country song.” 
 
    “Everybody’s life is a country song.  Everybody thinks they’re different—they're not.  You’ve been hiding in attics and drugstores.  Staying away from people.  You weren’t in a bunker, but you were every bit as isolated as me.  That’s not life.  That’s cowering.  Life is what happens when you’re living it.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s profound,” mocked Amelia. 
 
    I ignored the sarcasm.  “Life is laughing and crying and talking about each other and missing each other and loving and hating each other and stabbing each other in the back and saving each other from gangs of snaggle-toothed cannibals.  One day, you’ll figure that out.” 
 
    I realized I was on my soapbox, and my voice was probably loud enough to be heard outside the thin metal walls.  "Sorry.  I don't mean to yell at you.” I turned to face her.  “I’ve been out here thinking while you were asleep.” 
 
    “About?” Amelia asked. 
 
    “My daughters.  The world.  All the fucked-up shit, but mostly my girls.  I’ll be honest with you, I still cry over them,” and on queue, my eyes brimmed with tears.  “I even miss my ex.” I laughed.  “How fucked up is that? I miss your parents.  I miss—” I shook my head.  “It doesn’t matter.  You miss all the same stuff I do.  When I opened the hatch on my bunker and crawled out into the world, I did it because I wanted to live.  I’m not going to spend the rest of my life cowering.  My girls wouldn’t want that, and if they were the ones alive, I wouldn’t want that for them.  I’m not going to spend the rest of my days hiding in a hole.  I’m moving forward.” 
 
    “To the Caribbean?” asked Amelia.  “That’s what you were thinking about? How to sell me?” 
 
    "No," I claimed.  "Most of that, I just realized.  No, I realized it again when we were sitting here talking.  I’ve decided, I’m going to live, even if it kills me.  Even it if kills me because I’m naïve and stupid.  I’m going to try for the Caribbean because right now, that’s the best idea an ignorant old man like me can come up with.  You’re welcome to tag along, but you don’t have to.” 
 
    Amelia didn’t say anything.  She just stared off in the other direction. 
 
    I went back to chewing on the tar-flavored taffy. 
 
    Maybe ten minutes passed.  Maybe it was twenty.  Finally, Amelia turned and said, “This protein bar tastes like condensed aquarium water.” 
 
    “You should try a big bowl of Punchy Bryan’s bovine buttholes, boiled to buttery perfection.” 
 
    “You have to be kidding.” 
 
    “It’s like eating greasy rubber bands,” I told her.  “Just the way Punchy’s own grandma used to make ‘em.” 
 
    Amelia rolled her eyes and almost smiled. 
 
    “The label said it was something else, but I think Punchy’s a liar.” 
 
    January 15th, third entry 
 
    When we exited the show barn, Amelia passed the giant Santa and turned south. 
 
    I stopped walking and pointed north.  “Highway’s over there?” 
 
    “We’re not going to Katy.  Not just yet.” 
 
    I jogged to catch up.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We’re taking a different route.  You hang back a bit once we get into those houses up there.  Keep quiet.  Let me scout before I wave you up.  Lots of wartheads in there.  You don’t want to stir them up.” With that, she took off at a jog to put some distance between us. 
 
    Careful, slow, and quiet became the words of the night. 
 
    Just as promised, Amelia scouted the way.  I followed.  We had to hole up three or four times to wait for marauding gangs of the infected to do their thing and move on.  We had to detour twice before getting back on our trek to the south. 
 
    Eventually, we passed through the neighborhood and worked our way into a district of ugly, flat warehouses and enterprises that looked to be in the business of making things they knew would one day rust.  Plenty of inventory lay about.  Trucks.  Pipes.  Machines the size of train engines.  Augers, rails, fences, and frameworks.  And a least a hundred things I couldn’t name. 
 
    When we crawled through the gaps in a chain-link fence to get on the grounds of a massive tank farm, we stopped seeing Shroomies. 
 
    Amelia seemed to relax when we’d walked a few hundred yards in and I could see nothing in any direction except giant, circular oil tanks.  “They don’t come down here much.” She waved me to come and walk beside her. 
 
    Wary, I kept looking around.  “Why?” 
 
    “Nothing down here to eat? No shelter.  There’s nothing here they need.” 
 
    She seemed past her combativeness from earlier, so I asked, "Why are we here?" 
 
    “We’re headed to the ship channel.” 
 
    “The Houston Ship Channel?” 
 
    Amelia confirmed with a nod.  “It’s just the bayou.  You know that, right?” 
 
    “I never thought about Buffalo Bayou being the Houston Ship Channel, but yeah, I guess I knew that.  Why are we going there?” 
 
    “We need to find a boat.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’ll be the safest way for us to get downtown.  Remember all the stuff we saw along the shores over by Aunt Millie’s? The bayou is worse.  The channel isn’t very wide in most places now, because so much flood debris is piled along the levees.  That makes the banks dangerous to climb over.  And it makes it hard to see the water from up on the levees.” 
 
    “Assuming the ‘gators, water moccasins, and bull sharks don’t eat us first.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the muskrats,” snarked Amelia.  “The rabid ones will swallow you right up.” 
 
    She was hard to talk to sometimes.  "All I'm saying is, aren't we just trading one set of risks for another? Besides, none of this answers my question." 
 
    Amelia stopped and turned to me.  "If you want to rush off to the deep blue sea with your eyes full of hula dancers and Travel Channel wisdom, I'm not going to stop you, but you need to stop bitching about things, or I'm going to disappear into the city and let you whine the wartheads to death.” 
 
    “I’m not whining,” I argued.  “I just—” I caught my temper.  “Why downtown? Why now?”  
 
    “Since you’ve got Caribbean fever so bad, I’ve decided to help you get the information you need so you at least won’t die on the first day of your trip.” 
 
    “You know,” I joked, “I’m one of the top survivalists in the world right now.” 
 
    “Winning the lottery doesn’t make you a smart investor.” 
 
    “Unless you knew the winning numbers ahead of time?” 
 
    “What’s that even mean?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s your analogy.  I’m trying to stay on the same page with you.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Where are we going?” 
 
    “The central library.” 
 
    I was dumbstruck, yet got over it quickly.  “Downtown?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “The same downtown that’s infested with a giant horde of the infected.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “You’re trying to make a point.” I’ve dealt with teenage girls before.  I’m down with their tricks.  “You want to scare me straight.” 
 
    Amelia turned and started walking again. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    She was good.  I jogged to catch up.  “Why are we going to the central library?” 
 
    “Information,” she told me. 
 
    “We’ve got branch libraries all over town and—” 
 
    “Yeah, all over town.  And do you know which ones still have books inside?” 
 
    I was at a loss for words.  Why the hell would anybody loot a library? I knew the answer to that before I even asked it.  Shroomies would tear up anything for no reason at all. 
 
    “I haven’t seen a branch library yet that’s intact,” Amelia told me.  “The central library downtown, last time I went by there, was still in good shape.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why anything, Bush Meat? Who the hell knows?” 
 
    I didn’t have answers to any of that.  “I don’t think going right smack dab into the center of the city is a good idea.” 
 
    Amelia lightened up.  "The bayou winds through the city.  The central library is just a block off the bayou.  We can pull out at Sam Houston Park.  It's overgrown these days, so we can sneak through.  The library is on the other side.  If we're even a little bit lucky, the wartheads will never see us.” 
 
    “And you believe this risk for a bunch of travel books is really worth it? I mean, honestly worth it?” 
 
    Amelia scanned the shadows around the oil tanks for any sign of lingering Shroomies.  "I'm not going to stop you from going to the Caribbean if that's the big stupid idea you've married yourself up to.  Unfortunately, you're the most normal human I've come across in over a year, and I want to make sure you have the right information, so you don't kill yourself because of a bad choice." 
 
    “I think you’re making a big deal about nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing?” Amelia laughed a little too rudely, a little too loudly. 
 
    I scanned the darkness around us and listened for interested monsters.  Not hearing anything to worry me at that moment, I urged Amelia to start walking again.  “Why’s this information worth the risk? Sell me on it?” 
 
    “How are you going to pick which island to land on? Assuming you don’t sink the boat on the first day of your trip.” 
 
    I looked across the dark ground around us.  I didn’t like being out in the open where so many hidden eyes could see me.  I stepped up close to Amelia and made an effort to keep my voice low.  “I told you, we could—” 
 
    “Not we.” 
 
    I huffed.  “I could sail by real close, maybe anchor off the beach and—” 
 
    “Anchor off the beach?” Amelia laughed.   
 
    “Yeah.  What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    "You think every island is ringed with a wide, sandy beach, don't you? Just like in those resort commercials, they used to show on TV." 
 
    Yes.  I believed that.  Mostly.  “I’m not stupid enough to think every island is surrounded by a beach.” 
 
    Amelia shook her head.  “Some islands have rocky shores.  The ones where you’d want to live, the best ones, are surrounded by coral reefs, which you’d have to avoid so you wouldn’t rip out the bottom of your boat.” 
 
    “What if I didn’t want a coral reef?” I argued.  “Because I wouldn’t want to risk my boat.” 
 
    “Islands with reefs offshore have the most plentiful fish.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Tell me, Dusty, would you rather row out a few hundred yards to catch all the fish you want in an hour or would you rather row a few miles out to sea and spend all day hoping something bites?” 
 
    “I’ve been fishing before.” 
 
    “Deep sea fishing?” Amelia asked. 
 
    “It’s not like you’ve ever been deep-sea fishing,” I told her.  “You said your parents never took you to the Caribbean.” 
 
    “It’s not as easy as it looks on TV.” 
 
    “With everybody dead,” I argued, “I’ll bet the ocean is full of fish.” 
 
    “Really, Scientist Dusty? How long does it take for a fishery to reestablish after the boats stop scouring it clear with gill nets?” 
 
    “I don’t need to know that kind of stuff.” 
 
    “Months? Years?” Amelia was merciless when she thought she was right.  “Decades? What’ll you eat while you’re waiting for the fish to come back? Papayas? Iguanas?” 
 
    I forced a laugh because things were getting too tense.  “I’d eat an iguana.  I’ll bet they taste better than Punchy Bryan’s…uh…uh…anything.  Besides, verified by Mythbusters, everything tastes like chicken.” 
 
    “Which islands have iguanas?” 
 
    I clamped my jaw shut on that one.  Was it a trick question?  
 
    “You don’t know,” said Amelia.  “You don’t know which ones have native turtle populations.  You don’t know which ones are likely to have plenty of banana trees or lime trees or mango trees.  You don’t know which ones might have established farms where you might luck into finding some peas or Brussels sprouts or anything to keep you healthy when you realize you can’t just eat Punchy Bryan’s poop-sicles the rest of your life.” 
 
    “Punchy Bryan’s tastes better than Brussels sprouts.” 
 
    “And when you run out of Punchy’s hermetically sealed crap?” 
 
    “I have enough ammo to shoot a couple of sea chickens every day for the rest of my life, and those damn birds are everywhere.  So, I’m not going to starve.” 
 
    “You’re going to live on seagull meat?” 
 
    “If I have to.” I felt like I was walking into a trap. 
 
    “I guess nobody will be around to tell you how much you stink so you’ll never know.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I mocked, “because everybody know that eating seagulls make you smell bad.” 
 
    “Or you’ll just hallucinate your post-apoc porn queen.” 
 
    “Whatevs.” 
 
    “Whatevs?” asked Amelia.  “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “I’m down with the hipster lingo.” 
 
    “Nobody says whatevs.” 
 
    “Because nobody’s alive but us.  I think I’m safe to make the claim that we all say it.  Everybody in Houston.” 
 
    Amelia snorted. 
 
    “So really,” I asked, “are you trying to tell me people get high from eating seagull meat?” 
 
    “My God, Bush Meat, sometimes you amaze me.” 
 
    “I take it you don’t mean that in a good way.” 
 
    “You’ve heard of beriberi, right? And scurvy?” 
 
    “Argh.  Aye, Matey!” 
 
    “Is that supposed to be a pirate joke?” 
 
    I chuckled.  Of course it was.  “They’re pirate diseases.” 
 
    Amelia groaned.  “They’re caused by vitamin deficiencies.  Scurvy in particular, if you decide to have the iguana, seagull, and trash fish mixed grill for dinner every night—within months, your body will start to break down.  Your gums will putrefy.  You’ll start to stink.  You’ll have hallucinations—not the fun kind—and your capillaries will break down.  Old wounds will open up, and you’ll probably stroke out one morning when you’re trying to get your morning masturbation rhythm going. 
 
    I shivered.  “That’s scurvy?” 
 
    “With no vitamin C, a body can’t produce collagen and can’t maintain what it has, and everything falls apart.  You need your vegetables.” Amelia repressed a gag.  “Or Punchy’s vitamin-packed pseudo-food.”  
 
    I felt like I was getting jawboned by my ex, and it boiled up a lot of old anger in me.  Still, Amelia seemed so sure about all that shit.  How the hell could she know so much? 
 
    After some of the steam seeped out of the argument, Amelia said, “You’ve lived here in Houston most of your life, am I right?” 
 
    No.  But telling her I grew up in Detroit wasn’t going to help my case.  I knew she was setting me up for another trap that would end with her slapping me with another fat dose of my ignorance.  “Why are you convincing me to stay?” 
 
    “Convincing you to stay?” she nearly shouted.  “You’re so stupid! You don’t listen to anything.” She turned and stomped away. 
 
    I stood there for a time, watching her go, thinking about turning north, getting back up on the highway, and seeing myself all the way back to Bunker Stink.  The thought of sitting in the septic tank all by myself, watching the Shroomies on my closed-circuit video system, felt ominous.  It felt like a choice to give up on the Caribbean.  It felt like a choice to die alone. 
 
    Damn, Amelia was hardheaded. 
 
    I jogged to catch up. 
 
    January 15th, fourth entry 
 
    As I came up alongside Amelia, I said, “Sorry.” 
 
    “Who gives a shit? If you don’t, I don’t.” 
 
    “I do.  You’re right.  I need to know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “My god, wasn’t me just saying that enough?” 
 
    "Because you're a teenager who knows too much about everything for no reason I can explain, and I'm old enough to be your father, plus a few years, and you make me feel stupid." 
 
    Amelia huffed.  “Sorry.  I didn’t intend to.” 
 
    That was as close to détente as we were going to get, so I asked, “Can we really get in and out of the central library alive?” 
 
    “I’ve done it.” 
 
    “Can I?” 
 
    “I’ll get you in and out.” 
 
    “Promise?” I smiled widely. 
 
    “I’ll do the best I can.” 
 
    And that was the most I was going to get.  “What kind of information are we looking for once we’re there? I mean, we can’t just steal all the books we need and tote them out, right?” 
 
    “Geography, for one.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked. 
 
    “Think about an island like Aruba.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Would you like to settle there?” 
 
    “I know people who’ve gone.  They liked it.” 
 
    “Besides being ten miles off the coast of Venezuela, meaning it might have been a refuge for South Americans looking to escape the carnage on the continent, hence teeming with Shroomheads, it’s also one of the most arid islands in the Caribbean.  It only gets twenty inches of rain a year.  It’s mostly desert.  It would be hard to grow crops there.  So what happens when you suffer through a few years of drought?” 
 
    Drought? In the Caribbean.  Never crossed my mind.  “How do you know this stuff?” 
 
    “How do you not?” 
 
    “No, seriously, that’s a lot of detail about a place I’ve only seen in travel ads.  How do you know all that?” 
 
    Amelia examined the shadows again.  “I pay attention.  I remember things.” She turned and waved me to start walking with her again.  “Aruba is out.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed.  “So we need info on geography and weather.  “What about Jamaica? That place is beautiful.  I saw a Travel Channel thing about it.” 
 
    “Do you have two point eight million bullets?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s how many people lived in Jamaica before the collapse.  There won’t be that many now, but if your plan is really to shoot every monster in your island paradise, you should probably pick one with a smaller population.” 
 
    “Two point eight million? How do you know that?” 
 
    “We’ve been through this.” 
 
    “Okay,” I conceded.  “Jamaica is out.” 
 
    “See,” said Amelia, “it’s not hard.  We can rule out most of the islands before you sail down there.  If we go through the information we find at the library, we can probably come up with five or ten great candidates for you.”  
 
    “How long do you think it’ll take us?” I was thinking of my backpack.  I only had enough food for four more days. 
 
    “We can rule out most of them pretty quickly.  There are probably only a few hundred that are even big enough to consider.  Probably less than that.  The rest are too small or too risky.” 
 
    “What other kinds of risks are you thinking about?” 
 
    “Low elevation.  Not good when a hurricane comes with a big tidal surge.” 
 
    “I thought about that,” I told her.  “I figured the Florida Keys were out.” 
 
    “That’s good.  What about volcanoes, you can’t forget those.  Remember Montserrat? You were barely even an old guy when that happened.” 
 
    “I’m not as old as you seem to think I am.” I did remember something about it in the news years ago.  “Were you even born when that happened?” 
 
    “I told you, I pay attention.  That volcano wiped out half the island.” 
 
    Feeling defeated, I admitted, “Volcanoes never crossed my mind.” 
 
    “You'd have come across it if you were doing your research alone." 
 
    What was that? Kindness? I didn’t know how to respond.  Mostly, I didn’t want to jinx it.  I deliberately trudged in the direction of the ship channel.  “I hope there aren’t any big ‘gators in the bayou.”  
 
    January 15th, fifth entry 
 
    Even at night, everything I hated about the Houston Ship Channel festered its way up my nostrils and down my throat. 
 
    Every time a Shroomie took a dump in the street anywhere from Baytown to Katy, the next rainfall washed the turd into a storm drain that fed into the Bayou.  That was downtown Houston, most everything inside the 610 loop, and countless ‘burbs.  Six and a half million people used to live in that sprawl.  How many wartheads were left, who knew? Buffalo Bayou was their sewer, and it smelled like it. 
 
    Then there was the garbage.  Just like the turds, Styrofoam cups, plastic milk jugs, and every bit of crap in between that wasn’t biodegradable was pushed up in mounds on the levees and in the water.  And anything else one of the floods might have washed into the channel over the past few years—cars, shopping baskets, shipping containers, and televisions.  It looked every bit like a meandering landfill with a toxic river flowing through it. 
 
    The busy hands of underpaid workmen plugged the holes and kept the volatile fluids flowing through the infrastructure.  Without the workers, fertilizer plants, petroleum tank farms, chemical factories, and refineries were corroding away all along the shore, leaking everything into the bayou.   
 
    Amelia and I were on a concrete walkway, or dock, or whatever the hell the industrial nautical people liked to call it.  It was a straight section of the channel where barges had once pulled alongside to load and unload.  Big, rusty cleats were set into concrete.  Deteriorating rubber bumpers the size of water heaters hung over the side.  No ships were tied up, though, and no debris had collected in the water in front of the dock.  The water was probably too deep there, the wall too straight. 
 
    “Let’s take a break,” said Amelia, not waiting for me to agree.  She sat herself on the wall and dangled her feet over the filthy water six feet below. 
 
    I carefully scanned the dark water across the wide channel, but didn’t see anything moving.   
 
    It’d had been a long night of looking for a boat with nothing to show for it.  Dawn was only an hour or two away, and I was tired.  So I sat beside Amelia.  I didn’t dangle my legs, though.  I’d already had one too many experiences with wide jaws and chompy teeth coming out of the water after me.  “Maybe we should have used that lifeboat we saw awhile back.” 
 
    “It was too big,” answered Amelia.   
 
    Big enough to keep the ‘gators out.  I didn’t say that, though. 
 
    “It would have worn us out trying to row it.  And steering? Forget about it.  It wasn’t made for this kind of stuff.” 
 
    She was right, but I didn’t want to admit that, either.   
 
    Amelia took a bottle of water from her bag for a drink. 
 
    I watched the carcass of an unidentifiable animal bob in the channel.  “This water is foul.” 
 
    “You’re lucky we’re doing this now,” said Amelia.  “It’s been cold lately.  If this were summer, it would be impossible to breathe down here.  And the mosquitoes, don’t get me started.” 
 
    We were in the middle of winter, and were still being bit.  I didn't want to think about the swarms at the height of the breeding season.  “What does Aunt Millie do for fresh water?” 
 
    “The guys who set up the barge equipped it with three desalination units.  They use them on yachts.  You can run them on solar power.” 
 
    “They have panels on the barge?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    "But they only take out the salt, right? They don't filter out the other impurities, do they?" 
 
    Amelia thought about that for a moment.  “I never looked at them to gain an understanding of how they work.  So I can’t say.” 
 
    “So she pulls raw water right out of the bay, desalinates it and drinks it?” 
 
    Amelia nodded. 
 
    I shuddered.  “It’ll probably kill her, eventually.” 
 
    “I think Aunt Millie is too mean to kill.  She’ll probably live to be a hundred.” 
 
    “She’s not already a hundred?” 
 
    We both laughed.   
 
    It felt good.  Better than any laugh should have.  There had been so much tension between us, and so much of the world weighing us down.  I didn’t want it to end. 
 
    “I saw on the news once,” said Amelia, “that children growing up within a mile of the ship channel were fifty-six percent more likely to get leukemia.” 
 
    "You're a fountain of trivia, aren't you?" 
 
    Amelia shrugged.  “I told you, I remember things.” 
 
    “You don’t try?” I asked. 
 
    “No, it just happens.” 
 
    “Do you have a photographic memory?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.  Sometimes it seems like it.” 
 
    “Too bad the world went all to shit.  You probably could have made a lot of money being a doctor or lawyer or something.” 
 
    Amelia didn’t say anything.  I was learning that sometimes, talking about the way things used to be, or how they might have been, made her sad and quiet. 
 
    “Do you miss your parents?” 
 
    Amelia's mood changed in a snap.  "Do you masturbate a lot?" 
 
    Why lie? “More now than I used to.” 
 
    “I didn’t need to know that.” 
 
    “You asked.” 
 
    “I was trying to bait you into saying it was none of my business.” 
 
    “What?” And then I got it.  “You don’t want to talk about your parents.” 
 
    “I don’t want to think about them anymore.  I’m tired of Mazzy and Rollo and their swinger secrets.  I’m tired of Aunt Millie.  I’m tired of being sad about them.” 
 
    That’s something I understood.  So we sat for a while longer, watching dark water flow by, listening to the sounds of used-to-be humans far away in the darkness.  They were the only creatures bold enough to be noisy in Houston.  Well, besides the bugs, frogs, birds, and giant ‘gators grunting from time to time.   
 
    I finally said, “I wonder if I threw a match in, if the water would burn.” 
 
    Amelia laughed, but just barely.  “You could try.” 
 
    I fished around in my thigh pocket, where I kept my spare matches.  I pulled out a box with wooden sticks.  “You sure you’re okay with this?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “You better pull your legs up.  I don’t have enough first-aid stuff with me to fix you after you catch fire.” 
 
    Amelia rolled her eyes and pulled her legs up. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked.  “You wanna make a bet?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You don’t think it’ll burn?” 
 
    Amelia said, “I don’t honestly know.” 
 
    “You know, way back before you were born, the river running through Cleveland caught on fire.” 
 
    “Like you said, I wasn’t born yet.” 
 
    "It was full of industrial waste.  Maybe like the bayou here." 
 
    “Are you going to light the match? Because your attempt to build the suspense isn’t working.” 
 
    “You don’t like having fun, do you?” 
 
    “I don’t live in a fun world.” 
 
    I sighed, and looked around.  “You know if it catches fire, every warthead for miles is going to come to see what’s up.” 
 
    “I’m counting on it.” 
 
    “What?” I didn’t believe her. 
 
    “Don’t act so surprised.” 
 
    “Sorry.  It’s my usual reaction when I’m caught off guard.  Why do you want all the Shroomies to come?” 
 
    “A burning bayou would make a good distraction.  It would keep all the infected busy and make it easy for us to sneak downtown.” 
 
    I didn't need any more encouragement than that.  I struck the match, let it catch a good flame, and tossed it into the water.  I hit the surface with a tiny fizzle and went out.  I realized as I looked at the pale matchstick floating on the water how disappointed I was.  Apparently, my attempt to build the suspense had worked on me. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said.  “There’s plenty around here to burn.  We’ll find something.” 
 
    I looked around.  “One of these oil tanks would go up nicely.” 
 
    “I think I know something you might enjoy burning a little more than an oil tank.” 
 
    That’s when I spotted a canoe, not in the water, but leaning against a fence not fifty yards away. 
 
    January 16th 
 
    We spent the day sixty feet off the ground in the cab of an old crane built into the dock of an industrial yard.  The wind was howling most of the day, so the crane creaked, and the leaky seams around the door whistled.  The steel cables banged where there was no tension and kept waking us up through most of the day. 
 
    By the time I finally got to sleep, it was near sunset.  So when Amelia shook my shoulder to wake me for the final time, it was full dark outside. 
 
    “We should get going,” she said. 
 
    I sat up, irritable, hungry, and needing to take a major whizz.  My head felt like I'd whacked it with a hammer or drank too much tequila.  "What time is it?" 
 
    “Nine-thirty.” 
 
    “Jeez.  Sorry, I didn’t mean to sleep so late.” 
 
    "Coming up here to spend the day probably wasn't the best idea." That was as close as she was likely to get to an apology.   
 
    “How long have you been up?” 
 
    “A few hours.” 
 
    “You should have woken me.”  
 
    “You let me sleep the last few days.  Besides, we already have that canoe, and we don't have far to go."  
 
    I stood up and looked west.  In the moonlight, Houston’s skyline stood tall, clear, and generic.  I suppose it could have been Omaha or Phoenix.  Maybe even Denver.  Some office buildings stood off to the right, marking where I-10 cut through on the way to Louisiana.  A double-row of grain silos loomed into the sky between us and downtown, as did several old factory buildings. 
 
    “You see that one there?” asked Amelia, suddenly standing beside me and pointing.  “Second from the right?”   
 
    “The old Purina factory.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said.  “Dog chow and horse food and stuff.  It’s right on the channel.” 
 
    I was thinking BFD, but whatever, Amelia did love her trivia.  “Didn’t they close that factory down like ten years ago when they moved out to Conroe?” 
 
    “They reopened it.” 
 
    “Purina did?” 
 
    “No,” she told me.  “See the tall building with something painted there on the right side of it? It’s hard to make out in the dark.” 
 
    I squinted in a vain attempt to help my night vision.  “What am I looking for?” 
 
    "Where the big checkerboard used to be painted.  There's a new logo there." 
 
    “Your eyes are better than mine.  I can’t make it out.” 
 
    “That’s the building we’re going to burn,” said Amelia.  “It’s close enough to downtown to draw out the infected, and it’s big enough, it might burn for a couple of days.” 
 
    “You almost sound excited about this,” I said.  “Is this a pyromaniac urge coming to the surface, or are you buying into the Caribbean plan?” 
 
    “The Caribbean plan is idiotic.” 
 
    “You think I’m going to go off and do the stupidest thing in the world, don’t you?” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was the stupidest thing.” She muttered, “Somebody misses their coffee.” 
 
    "When my daughters were your age, they knew everything, too." I turned away from the skyline view and started gathering up my stuff. 
 
    “Why are you angry about this? I’m helping you find the information you’ll need in order to choose the best island.” 
 
    I pulled my bag up over my shoulders and out of habit checked my holster where my missing Glock should have been.  Nope, not there, Ass Nugget still had it at the bottom of Bear Lake, and that only added to my mood.  At least I still had my rifle.  "On the one-to-ten stupidity scale, where do you think I landed? Two? Three, maybe?"  
 
    Amelia snorted as a way to disengage. 
 
    “So what are you going to do?” I asked.  “Stay here in Houston?  Is that your long-term plan?” 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    “So what? Tell me? What’s your plan?” 
 
    Amelia worked the piece of rebar out of the trapdoor latch and swung it up so we could access the ladder down to the ground.  A chilly wind blew in.  “Why are you going to the Caribbean?” 
 
    “Apparently because I’m stupid.” 
 
    Amelia shook her head and started down the ladder.  “Remember when you get to that rung about halfway down.  It’s rusted through.” 
 
    Crap. 
 
    It was like I was arguing with sixteen-year-old Kate again.  And then both of her sisters.  I waited for Amelia to get down a ways before I started on the ladder, grumbling as I descended from rung to rung.  But as I went, and tried to blame Amelia for my anger, I knew it was all my fault.  I’d slipped into it out of some rusty habit formed from all my years of fighting with my girls when they were teens.  It had surfaced, and turned me into a giant asshole, and I didn’t even know why. 
 
    It’s hard being a dad.  And it might be harder to be a friend, sometimes. 
 
    January 16th, second entry 
 
    We canoed for some time in tense silence, keeping to the center of the channel, watching for dangers in the nighttime shadows along the shore, and pointing out to one another one when one of the lumps in the water appeared to move. 
 
     Our paddling stayed in sync, and we slowly gelled back into a team of two.   
 
    Finally, I figured I’d better suck up my pride and apologize.  “I didn’t mean to get angry.  I’m sorry.” 
 
    Amelia, to her credit, didn’t toy with me.  “I shouldn’t have said your plan was stupid.” 
 
    "That's okay.  You were being honest." 
 
    “Honesty doesn’t have to be mean.” 
 
    "I woke up in a crappy mood.  I think I took it out on you.  It was my fault." 
 
    That seemed to settle it, and we pushed past a low bridge, almost black underneath.  Around us in every direction, the city sounded like a jungle of noisy wartheads making their pointless hoots, and animals—both large and small—caught in unexpected struggles for life. 
 
    Amelia started the conversation again.  “Why don’t you tell me why this Caribbean adventure is so important to you?” 
 
    “It’s stupid.” 
 
    “Petulance is never attractive in a man your age.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to be.” I pushed the water with the blade of my paddle, trying to find the right words to collect thoughts around.  In the end, I failed.  “I think my reasons sound great when they’re shining bright on the billboards in my head.  Having to say them out loud, it feels stupid.” 
 
    “Are you talking about your ‘being alive speech?’ Is that why you’re going down there?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s more than that.  I feel like I have a duty to rebuild.” 
 
    “Rebuild civilization?” asked Amelia.  “Repopulate the earth? Is that why you wanted to meet Aunt Millie so badly?” 
 
    "Yes and no and everything in between," I admitted.  "I wanted to meet Aunt Millie because I thought she'd be beautiful and not crazy, and maybe my age or a little younger." 
 
    “So you want a pre-menopausal woman?” asked Amelia.   
 
    "That's what makes it all stupid.  The eventual ex had me fixed years ago.  So unless you know of a living microsurgeon who can perform a vasectomy reversal, I can't repopulate anything." I laughed then, and so did Amelia. 
 
    "I guess besides the staying alive part," I told her.  "And besides the being alive part, I think if I were a healthy person of reproductive age looking to rebuild somewhere safe, I’d go to one of the islands, because like I said, I could clear it of the infected.  I could make it into a safe place from all the monsters.  It’s the kind of place I think healthy people would go to.” 
 
    “You think you’ll find people there when you arrive, don’t you?” 
 
    “I hope I do.” 
 
    “What if you’re the first?” 
 
    “The first one to find an island worth rebuilding on?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I hadn't thought that through either.  “Then we’re going to do the research, aren’t we? We’re going to find the best island, and I'll start the process alone.  I may not be able to have any more kids—I can still do my part.  You think I’m old, but I’m strong.  I have a lot of good years in me.” 
 
    “What if nobody ever shows up to join you in paradise?” 
 
    “You don’t think I’m the last normal person on the planet, do you?” 
 
    “No,” answered Amelia.  “Aunt Millie and your friends from the tugboat are proof of that.  How long do you think you’ll wait before you go looking for more people?” 
 
    “I guess I’m proceeding with my plan thinking I’ll be right.  Otherwise, why take the risk of learning to sail.  Why cross the ocean in the first place?” 
 
    “The Caribbean isn’t quite an ocean.” 
 
    “It’s plenty deep to drown me.”  
 
    Amelia didn’t have a comeback for that, so we paddled on in silence again, Amelia thinking about whatever kinds of things tended to trouble her peculiar mind, and me putting more thoughts into her questions.  Finally coming to a reasonable conclusion, I said, “I suppose I’ll stay for a year or two.  Maybe longer.  I’m sure I’ll eventually start searching again.  People have to be out there.  They have to be getting together somewhere.  It’s human nature.” 
 
    “Humans are communal animals, not solitary ones.” Amelia glanced back at me from the front of the canoe.  “There’s a canal up here on the right.  Keep an eye out.  It’ll be easy to miss in the dark.” 
 
    “Why are we looking for it?” 
 
    “That factory is up that canal a bit.” 
 
    Getting back on track, I asked, “What about you? Seriously, do you plan to stay in Houston and spend the rest of your life alone?” 
 
    “What choice do I have?” 
 
    “Don’t get angry with me for bringing it up again, but you could come with me.  We could find civilization together.” 
 
    Amelia shook her head.  “I’m not a human anymore.  I’m a freak.” 
 
    "No, you're not." 
 
    “People won’t accept me.” 
 
    “We’ve had this conversation,” I told her.  “You won’t know unless you try.” 
 
    “Trying could get me killed.  You do remember how it was when everything was collapsing, don’t you? People were murdering the infected, their husbands and wives, even their kids.  Hunting parties used to roam the streets, killing anyone who looked like they might have a wart." 
 
    “It wasn’t just the infected they were after.  The downfall brought out the worst in us.” 
 
    “Even now,” said Amelia.  “You do remember all your rat traps at my parents’ house, don’t you?” 
 
    I noticed a change in the depth of the shadows on the right bank ahead of us.  “Is that the canal there?” 
 
    Amelia nodded. 
 
    We paddled toward the mouth of the canal. 
 
    “What about your own kind?” I asked.  “If there are people like me, then there have to be people like you.  Maybe thousands of them out there.” 
 
    Amelia was weirdly silent at my assertion. 
 
    I decided to go with another tack.  “You’re still young.  You could find a cute young fellow.  Have some kids.  Have a real life.” 
 
    Amelia turned back to face me as she pushed her hoodie back, exposing her red lumps in the moonlight.  “Could you look at this and still want me?” 
 
    Up to that moment, she’d been meticulous about keeping her head hidden under her hoodie.  I’d gotten used to seeing her face, easily ignoring the lumps hidden beneath the fabric draped over her skull, and seeing them in the dark, a muted yet raging red, the grotesque symbol of humanity’s demise, I couldn’t find a quick response in my tight throat. 
 
    Amelia pulled her hoodie up and laid her paddle across her lap as she seemed to deflate into tears, though I heard not a sound. 
 
    Shaking my head to protest to nothing but the darkness, I came up with a response.  “It’s—”  
 
    “No,” she cut me off.  “It’s on my back.  On my elbows and knees.  No man will ever look at me and feel love, let alone desire.  I’m disgusting.” 
 
    January 16th, third entry 
 
    We paddled into the narrow channel, and it felt unsafe.  The banks were far enough to either side that no Shroomie could hope to leap across the water and land on us, but the canal was partially blocked ahead.  Up there, it would be easy for the infected to mount an attack. 
 
    Keeping an eye on the hazard, I said, “Love is blind.” 
 
    Amelia turned on me with fire in her eyes.  “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” 
 
    That was all the help I needed to show me what an awful choice I’d made with that pointless bromide.  “I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” Amelia dug her paddle angrily into the black water. 
 
    “I just meant to say that people always find a way to fall in love.  That’s just the way we are.” 
 
    Amelia let my words hang in the air with the hardy mosquitoes for a minute before she said, “The last romantic in the world, and you're going to sail off in a boat you don't know how to operate and drown yourself in the Gulf before you get past the first drilling platform." 
 
    Taking the opportunity to follow her away from discussions about her chances at finding a boyfriend, I went with the Caribbean thing again.  “What would you do if you were me, then?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go to the Caribbean.” 
 
    “What then? How would you find safety? How would you rebuild? Would you stay in Texas?” 
 
    “I’d head northeast,” said Amelia.  “Up where the spring rains are dependable.  Where the dirt is black and rich, where the winter gets cold enough to kill the mosquitoes.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “I’d find a place far from the cities.  Maybe an old farm.  And if I could get some help, I’d find some heavy machinery, some tractors and concrete trucks and stuff, and I’d build a wall.  A tall wall.  Ten or twenty feet, and I’d encircle an area big enough that I could live with my new friends and build a little town, and keep our livestock and till our fields in safety.  No fungus.  No monsters.  No droughts.  No volcanoes or hurricanes.  Nothing but blue skies and green grass forever.” 
 
    I liked the sound of that, but my attention was on the heap of debris clogging the channel. 
 
    Amelia took great care to paddle quietly. 
 
    I reached down for my rifle, making sure I could snatch it up if something pounced out at us. 
 
    Nothing did.  We passed the clog without any trouble and continued up the canal. 
 
    When we’d gone far enough that I was about to start asking if we’d gone the wrong way, we came upon a long warehouse built right at the edge of the canal with half of the tin sheets torn off the walls.   
 
    “Just up here on the left.” Amelia nodded toward a cutout in the left bank, large enough for a few barges to dock within, but currently jammed up with the wreckage of three sleek boats.   
 
    As the overhanging trees parted, I looked up to see the factory Amelia had pointed out when we were in the cab of the gantry crane.  One tower stood ten stories tall, constructed of red brick that looked to be a hundred years old but probably wasn't.  Additions had been built, with smokestacks and chimneys, silos and tanks, some made of brick, others slapped together with metal siding, some looking like long warehouses, others like production facilities.  The old Purina factory had grown through the decades with no apparent long-term plan. 
 
    That’s when I spotted a familiar logo on a sign falling down near the water’s edge.  It was Punchy Bryan’s Hazmat Hamburger logo, and this place was the old dog food factory refitted to crank out Punchy Bryan’s indestructible meals. 
 
    January 16th, fourth entry 
 
    With the canoe tied off, we crossed a paved parking lot and loading zone scattered with burned-out police cars, wrecked pickups, a few Humvees, and a military-looking armored car, scorched down to the rims. 
 
    “Careful where you walk.” Amelia pointed at the tarnished brass bullet casings tinkling under my feet. 
 
    I looked down to see thousands of shell casings lying on the asphalt, piled against rims, and rolled into cracks.  “Jesus, it looks like there was a war here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” answered Amelia.  “Wait until you see inside.” 
 
    “You’ve been here before?” 
 
    “I stumbled on this place a few years ago.  When you gave me that disgusting protein bar the other day, I noticed the logo and made the connection.” 
 
    “After you ate that bar,” I asked, “is that when you decided this place needed to burn?” 
 
    “It was while I was chewing the first bite.” 
 
    I tried not to laugh.   
 
    We climbed the concrete steps beside a loading dock that spanned the backside of one of the connected buildings.  Many of the metal doors were still rolled down, though most of those had bullet holes—some a handful, others a hundred or more.  The concrete walls were all pitted from bullet strikes, and in some places, the concrete was blasted through.  Black streaks from old fires and explosions colored the masonry, metal, and concrete everywhere I looked. 
 
    “Some of Punchy’s customers must have wanted a refund,” I joked. 
 
    Amelia politely chuckled as she led me through an opening where one of the roll-up steel doors had been destroyed.  She turned on her flashlight. 
 
    “Is that wise?” I asked. 
 
    “The wartheads don’t come in here.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Amelia shrugged.  “I’ve never seen one here before.” 
 
    “How many times have you been here?” 
 
    She decided that was another question not worthy of an answer. 
 
    I made the intuitive leap.  “Still, we should be careful, right?” 
 
    Amelia agreed, and we proceeded across a warehouse floor that looked as much like a battlefield as the parking lot outside.  We silently passed through a pair of fire doors blown off their hinges, and headed into a stairwell at the base of the old tower structure.   
 
    My curiosity meter was pegged on max overload as I stepped over more brass casings and saw hundreds of pits in the bricks and holes in the wood.  “I’ve never seen this much—” I didn’t know the right word.  “Fighting? What was going on here to cause all this? Don’t tell me this was over Punchy’s food.” 
 
    I followed Amelia up the stairs past the second floor.  “I don’t know why they were shooting, but I know what they were fighting over.” 
 
    “You’re doing a good job of building the suspense.” 
 
    Amelia turned to me and rolled her eyes. 
 
    We finished the climb in silence and passed through another pair of blasted fire doors on the third floor. 
 
    Looking across the space, I saw moonlit Houston through banks of windows that ran the width of all four walls.  At least half the glass panes were broken out.  Thick wooden pillars stood at regular intervals across the floor supporting the upper level.  All bore the scars of the gun battle.  Barricades stood in several places on the floor, each set in position to defend against enemies coming up from the stairs.  There didn’t seem to be anyone in the building, though. 
 
    Amelia crossed the wide creaky floor to what I first thought was a bank of elevators, but when I saw office doors blown off the hinges, I realized I was wrong.  As I followed her, I noticed something else strange among the shell casings on the floor—paper money, American bills—tens, twenties, hundreds, and fives.  Some were torn, others were burnt.  Rodents and bugs had chewed the edges of many bills and shredded others entirely.   
 
    The scattering of bills grew into a leafy, paper carpet the farther in we went. 
 
    When we reached the walled offices in the center of the floor, Amelia stopped at a Mr. Kelvin’s door and shined her light inside.  She peeked for herself, and then waved for me to take a look. 
 
    I cautiously leaned in to see.  “Holy shit.” 
 
    Amelia giggled.  “I know.” 
 
    I stepped inside.  The bricked-in, central office area had at one time been walled to create six interior offices.  Those walls had been mostly torn away.  The office furniture removed.  In place of all that were stacks of cash.  Pallet-sized stacks.  Piles of it.  Most of it a mess.  The smell told me that rats and other critters had been inside, nesting, or rooting around for nesting materials.   
 
    It looked like the biggest pile of unrealized dreams I’d ever seen.  My throat went unexpectedly dry.  “There must be a billion dollars in here.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s an exaggeration.”  
 
    I’d spent so much of my life grubbing for tiny piles of paper money and digits to add to my bank account, being jealous of all the things money bought for those uppity snoots down in Plinko Ranch, forever wishing for that one winning lotto ticket to transform my life.  I couldn't take my eyes off the pile.  I had the terrible urge to stuff my backpack full, though I couldn't come up with a single rational reason why I should. 
 
    “All worthless.” It’s like Amelia was reading my thoughts, the rational ones, anyway. 
 
    I kicked at the brass casings on the floor, trying to guess how many thousands—maybe tens of thousands—littered Punchy Bryan’s factory.  “How many people do you think died for that pile of money?” 
 
    “Hundreds?” guessed Amelia.  “More?” 
 
    I stepped out of the office to shake the mesmerizing dazzle out of my eyes, to pull my irrational needs away from its heroine-habit siren song.  “So stupid.  But why?” 
 
    “This place was long picked-over by the time I first found it.  Most of the bones had been dragged away." 
 
    “You think they were stealing all this money back during the collapse?” I guessed.  “Like things were going to magically get better and leave them rich?” 
 
    Amelia headed across the open floor toward the windows that faced downtown.  “The money must have still been valuable when they went to war over it.  Otherwise, why? What was the point?” 
 
    I took up a spot by the windows with Amelia, and looked at my watch.  It was nearly midnight. 
 
    Amelia said, “I figure a dry match or two will set this whole place ablaze.” 
 
    “Do we burn it now? Do we have enough time to get to the library from here?” 
 
    Amelia shook her head.  “I think we stay the night and then burn it late tomorrow afternoon.  That way we can pull in the day shift and the night shift Shroomheads all at once.  We might empty out the whole of downtown for twelve to forty-eight hours.” 
 
    “That’ll be enough time?” I asked.  “To do our research?” 
 
    “Should be.” 
 
    January 17th 
 
    It was a cold day, and Houston's humidity put a bite in the air that made me shiver every time I stood by the windows on the north side of the office to look out.  The sun was sinking toward the horizon.  I guessed we had an hour and a half, maybe a little more, before sunset, before shift change in the Shroomy community. 
 
    I had a little fire burning on top of a piece of tin that lay across several bricks I’d found.  I didn’t want to chance the fire igniting the wooden floor below.  On the fire, I had my little mess kit plate filled with water, and in the water simmered two of Punchy Bryan’s foil packets. 
 
    Amelia had just finished her morning personal business and was crossing over to our little campsite in front of the offices that held Houston’s paper wealth.  “What are you doing?”  
 
    I'd used a broken-legged office desk to set up a table about eighteen inches off the ground, and I was sitting at the table cross-legged, Japanese-style.  "Dinner." 
 
    Amelia eyed the table with the right degree of apprehension.  “Did you clean this?” 
 
    I waved a hand over the surface.  “I can’t do anything about the bullet holes, but I scrubbed away the rat pellets and roach turds.  All is good in the Punchy Bryan dining room on the last day of table service."  
 
    Amelia rolled her eyes, as they settled on the foil packets sitting on her side of the table.  “If you’re expecting me to—” 
 
    I stopped her with a raised palm.  “I’ll be the first to admit that Punchy’s mother’s recipes are bottom-of-the-barrel disgusting, but—” I caught her eye to emphasize the importance of what was to come next, “—this is the product that started it all for Punchy, the Hazmat Hamburger.” 
 
    “With a name like that—” said Amelia as she shivered. 
 
    “I know,” I replied.  I tore open one of the packets and removed two dough-colored discs and sat them on top of the packet as I laid it back on the table.  “I ate one of these at Punchy’s booth at the survivalist show they have in the convention center every October.” 
 
    “You ate some of Punchy’s food, and you still stocked your bunker with it?"  
 
    "As I said, this is the product that started it all.  It's where the company logo came from." 
 
    “You’re a Punchy fanboy, aren’t you?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Maybe I was a fanboy back when I bought that pallet of food-like calorie substitute.  Not now that I’ve eaten so much of it...” I tried not to gag on the memories. 
 
    Amelia had stopped looking at me, she was transfixed by the two discs sitting on her foil packet.  They were slowly inflating into hamburger-bun shapes.  “I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Don’t be mean.  Punchy perfected a process to pull all the air and moisture out of the bread so he could vacuum seal it to preserve it.  It slowly rises as the air seeps back in.  “  
 
    “Sound delicious.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “The bun is a little dry—once you get the burger put together, you don’t notice.” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    I handed her a small tube and kept one for myself.  With mine, I tore the top off and squeezed the contents into a swirl between my expanding burger buns. 
 
    “That looks like shit.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “No, seriously.  That looks just like shit.  What are those lumps?” 
 
    "Okay." I understood the trepidation.  "I felt the same way the first time I saw it.  The lumps are bacon bits.  The rest of it is a mixture of mustard, ketchup, mayonnaise, and a veggie paste containing pickles, tomatoes, and lettuce." 
 
    “You have got to be kidding.  It looks like poop-flavored toothpaste.” 
 
    I put a dab on my finger and tasted it.  "Yum." I reached out to put a tiny dollop on Amelia's finger. 
 
    She recoiled with a grimace. 
 
    “Seriously.  Close your eyes and try it.  Please.  Trust me.” 
 
    She huffed and reached out her hand. 
 
    I dabbed her finger. 
 
    “Put it in your mouth.  Just don’t look at it.” 
 
    After several tries to put her finger to her mouth, she finally tasted a speck of the goop.  “Hmm,” she said. 
 
    “See?” 
 
    She put the rest of the dab in her mouth.  “Except for the texture, I have to admit.  It tastes like ketchup and pickles and stuff.” 
 
    “Squeeze the tube on your bun.” I fished the two packets out of the water pot and juggled them in my hands over to the table.  I dropped one beside my prepared burger and slid the other across the table to her, the Hazmat Hamburger logo facing up.  “That’s the patty.  Nice and hot.” I opened my packet and slid my patty out onto my bun. 
 
    Amelia sniffed.  “That actually smells like a hamburger.” 
 
    I nodded, proud.  “If Punchy had just put as much care into making the rest of his products taste good.” 
 
    Amelia put her patty on the fully expanded bun. 
 
    My burger fully prepared, I took a big bite.  Not concerned with manners, I said, “It’s not a Big Mac, but it’s not bad.” 
 
    “This little science experiment frightens me, but I guess they haven’t killed you yet.” Amelia finished building her burger.  She took a deep breath, chomped her first bite, and chewed. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Best burger I’ve had in years.” 
 
    January 17th, second entry 
 
    I gathered up my things while Amelia stared through one of the windows.  I didn't put the dinner fire out.  Not wanting to waste a precious match—actually, I’d lit it with my lighter.  Still, the fire represented one flick of my Bic, one tick toward the depletion of a non-renewable resource.  Sure, at the moment, finding perfectly operable lighters still wasn’t very hard, but a day would come. 
 
    I tested the temperature of the metal sheet I’d built my fire on and figured I could pick it up in gloved hands and hold onto it long enough to toss it through the door to the money room.  “Hey Amelia, what time do you want to—” 
 
    Amelia gasped and ran down to look through a different window. 
 
    I jumped to my feet, pulling my backpack on and looking around for any of my stuff I might have missed.  “What?”  
 
    Amelia didn’t answer. 
 
    “What?” I insisted, patting my empty holster, and missing my Glock.  I checked the magazine on my AR-15.  “Amelia?” 
 
    She turned away from the window, ran toward the stairwell doors, stopped, looking very distressed and at a loss for words. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    "The warehouse," she said it like she was making something up.  "It's full of packaging.  Paper.  Boxes.  You know.  We need to burn it, too." 
 
    I wasn’t sure which of the attached buildings she meant.  In fact, I had no idea.  “Why?” 
 
    Amelia looked at her watch.  “Give me ten minutes before you light the money.” She headed for the stairs. 
 
    “Wait!” I kept my eyes on her as I moved over to pick up my sheet of metal with the small fire on top.  “I’ll light this now and—” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    I stopped.  “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’ll light the warehouse.  Give me ten minutes.” She looked at her watch and tapped it.  “Ten minutes.  Light it up and head for the canoe.  I’ll meet you there.” She turned and ran. 
 
    With my feet frozen to the floor by my surprise, I stood there with my mouth open while she disappeared into the stairwell.  Ten minutes? What the hell? I heard her footsteps pounding down the stairs in an un-Amelia fashion. 
 
    Ten minutes.  I marked the time in my head and jogged over to the windows to see what had spooked her.  I wasn’t convinced that we suddenly had to burn the packaging warehouse.  Something else was going on.  That’s when it occurred to me, she was protecting me from something.  Or more accurately, she was mothering me, protecting me from myself.  She saw something out there she thought I’d react stupidly to. 
 
    The last window she’d looked through was facing into the glare of the setting sun.  The overgrown battleground three floors down lay in the shadows of trees and buildings, dappled with splashes of slanted light.  I scanned, looking for what had spooked Amelia.  Could it be more cannibals? Bandits?  
 
    Other people like me? 
 
    Could that be it? 
 
    Shit! 
 
    My mind was winding through a thousand guesses that grew crazier with each spin of the wheel. 
 
    I turned and ran for the stairs, stopped halfway there, cursed myself, and turned back toward the windows. 
 
    What if she was telling the truth? Did we need to burn the warehouse, too? Would it not catch fire from the one I was about to set? 
 
    I didn’t know. 
 
    I checked my watch.  Seven minutes to go. 
 
    Amelia was so secretive and stand-offish.  She liked to keep me at a prickly distance.  She didn’t trust me.  But she had risked her life to guide me across Houston to meet her Aunt Millie.  She was taking another big chance by helping me get the information I’d need to pick the best island in the Caribbean to start rebuilding the world. 
 
    I rushed back to the window.  I didn’t see anything.  I didn’t hear anything, at least nothing that sounded like hungry Shroomies coming to get me.  They were out there, no doubt, hollering and howling in the distance, Houston's new ambient noise, replacing the hum of tires, honk of horns, and growl of diesel engines. 
 
    I hurried over to look out the windows on the other side of the tower.  To the east, down by the dock, our canoe still sat there, undisturbed.  North and south, I searched and scanned, yet saw nothing. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    I checked my watch.  Three minutes to go. 
 
    Could I start the fire early? 
 
    I wanted to.   
 
    What if I did it too early.  What if it attracted attention quickly? What if a horde of Shroomheads lived in the fertilizer warehouse across the way? Could a hundred of them come tearing across the street in the three minutes Amelia would be thinking she had while she was down in the packaging warehouse? Down there with no windows she’d never know.  If I lit the fire early, it might mean her death. 
 
    Dammit! 
 
    I checked my watch again.  I paced.  I double-checked the magazine on my weapon, ensured that my backpack pockets were zipped shut, retied each boot, and tried to calm myself with several long, slow breaths. 
 
    Patience is hard when you’re in the dark. 
 
    I closed my eyes and listened.   
 
    Don’t light the fire early.  Don’t do something stupid. 
 
    I heard the wind blowing gently through the open windows.  Paper money rattled across the floor.  Tiny rat feet scampered over the floorboards on the level above me.  Somewhere, nine or ten blocks away, Shroomies were quarrelling, sounding like fighting dogs, with others yapping around them. 
 
    I opened my eyes and checked my watch. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    I was a minute late. 
 
    I picked up my metal fire tray, hurried over to the cash room, and took care to dump the embers at the base of a giant pile of cash.  Loose bills caught immediately, and the flames climbed up the side of the pile, flickering in a breeze blowing in through the blasted-open doors. 
 
    Stepping out of the room, I watched the fire grow.  I checked my watch.  Another two minutes gone.  I wanted to run, yet didn’t.  I couldn’t go until I knew for sure the fire wasn’t going to snuff itself. 
 
    Flames rose off the first pile and started to lick the ceiling.  The fire spread to the next pile over, and smoke poured out of the open doors.  Another stack of cash ignited, and I made my call.  It was time to run. 
 
    January 17th, third entry 
 
     I bounded down the stairs and came out into the loading bays, retracing my path from the day before.  As I ran through the jumble of debris, brass casings jingled under my feet.  I scanned left and right, looking for anything moving in the shadows that might need a bullet or two of discouragement.  I saw nothing. 
 
    Through one of the shredded metal doors, I burst into the late afternoon light and stopped for a quick breather on the loading dock.  Nothing stood in the parking lot battle zone except the rusting cars and trucks that were there the last time I’d passed.  There was no Amelia either, not running through the maze of vehicles, and not standing on the pier by the canoe. 
 
    Nearby, relatively speaking, maybe a few blocks away, a handful of Shroomies were making a racket. 
 
    Stepping to the edge of the loading dock where I could see past the overhanging awning, I looked up to see the result of my pyromania.  Smoke was flowing through the windows on the third floor, and was starting to dribble out a few on the fourth.  All those hundred-year-old wooden floors and the supporting structures boxed inside the ten-story brick façade were as dry as matchsticks.   
 
    More Shroomheads were responding to the calls of others nearby.  It sounded like the monkey house at the zoo waking up for the dinner feeding.  Things were going to get crazy in a big hurry. 
 
    I stayed on the loading dock, with a view of most of the back parking lot.  Still, I didn’t see Amelia. 
 
    I cursed myself for not going with her.  Separating had been a terrible idea. 
 
    On the chance she was over by the canoe already or hiding behind an overturned Humvee, I jumped off the loading dock, winced at the pain that shot through my knees, and I ran.  Rifle up, trigger ready, I hurried through the maze of junked cars.  All of Houston seemed to be coming alive around Punchy Bryan’s burning factory. 
 
    I stopped at the water’s edge.  The canoe drifted there, tethered to a cleat by a yellow nylon rope, empty of anything but the paddles lying inside. 
 
    “Dammit!” 
 
    I spun around with my rifle up and scanned the area as I moved to position myself behind the nearest bombed car.  I needed to see and not be seen.  Windows on three floors of the tower were belching smoke.  Flames billowed from the third floor, glowing brighter and brighter against the dimming sky. 
 
    Amelia, where are you? 
 
    I left my position and ran back toward the loading dock. 
 
    January 17th, fourth entry 
 
    I stepped through the loading dock doors as air sucked past me, flowing through the warehouse, toward the open stairwell doors.  The fire upstairs was hungry, and it was growing. 
 
    With all the noise outside, and the fire roaring overhead, I figured I had nothing to lose.  I hollered Amelia’s name into the shadows. 
 
    She didn’t respond, so I ran further in. 
 
    Past the stairs we’d taken up to the third floor, I entered a dark hallway.  I called for her again. 
 
    Twenty yards on, I came to several sets of doors cocked open, exposing a vast, dark space beyond.  I shouted through, and got the worst result.  Shroomies howled back. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    I ran on, poking my head in doorways and calling.  I passed through a breezeway between two buildings and got lost in the sprawling manufacturing facility as it came alive with wartheads around me. 
 
    Entering another building through the open doors, I spied a mob of the infected coming in at the other end, and that’s when I realized I couldn’t search anymore.  If the Shroomheads didn’t get me, the fire would.  I needed to get back to the canoe, and hope Amelia was already there. 
 
    Sprinting through the breezeway, I burst into the building I'd passed through a moment before.  In the hall ahead of me, seven or eight of them were running in my direction, thirty meters down.  With no time to consider what to do, I leveled my rifle and popped off a fast dozen shots, sending them tumbling.   
 
    Unfortunately, more were farther down the hall, amped up on gunshot noise and screaming for the hunt.   
 
    Cursing myself for what I’d just done, I turned and ran back out the door I’d just entered through. 
 
    Once outside, between the buildings, the noise around me grew to a frenzy because my gunshots had been heard over the roar of the fire above.  My chances to escape were going to collapse down to nothing in a nasty hurry. 
 
    I sprinted down to the far end of the building.  Panting, I threw my back against the wall when I reached the corner.  I peeked out to make sure the way was clear before I took off on my next run. 
 
    Fifty yards across a lawn overgrown with waist-high weeds, at a gap in a twelve-foot fence, I saw a handful of wart-covered nudies, standing still and looking in the other direction. 
 
    I pulled back around the corner and took a few deep breaths to steady my hands as I decided whether to shoot them in the back or to run past and around the corner.  The battle zone parking lot lay a few hundred yards away.  With a big enough head start, I could stay ahead of them if they gave chase.   
 
    I could make it to the canoe. 
 
    I had to. 
 
    With my rifle at my shoulder, ready to fire, I rounded the corner and kept my gun pointed at the group.   
 
    My luck instantly disappeared.  They turned as one, and looked at me, surprise evident on their crude faces.   
 
    That’s when I spotted Amelia, right there near them, by the fence, raising her hands and yelling at me.  I was already pulling the trigger, blasting out a rapid series of shots so fast that I couldn’t bring myself to stop until my magazine ran empty. 
 
    With my ears ringing I changed out my mag, and Amelia’s shout clarified through all the other noise.  She was yelling the word, “No!”  
 
    Not understanding, I waved her to follow, and I jogged slowly enough for her to catch up with me.  I scanned for targets, glancing back at her to make sure she wasn’t being chased.   
 
    The Shroomies I’d shot by the fence were dying noisily as they squirmed on the ground, their fungus-addled brains incapable of understanding the injuries quickly bleeding them out. 
 
    The infected were howling in every direction. 
 
    The flames in the tower were billowing out of several floors, and most of the windows were spewing smoke. 
 
    As soon as I reached the burned-out cars, I took up a defensive position to cover Amelia’s escape.  None of the monsters running through the grass was close enough to catch her.  That’s when I knew we were going to make it. 
 
    I spun and ran as hard as I could, wanting to make it to the canoe in enough time to loose it from the cleat so I could push off as soon as Amelia boarded. 
 
    Feeling my heart bursting from my chest from the exertion, I reached the wharf.  I turned again, scanning with my rifle for targets, and saw none worth wasting a shot on.  I dropped to a knee, keeping one hand on my AR-15 with a finger on the trigger,  and used my other hand to unwrap the nylon rope.   
 
    The sounds of running steps came up behind me.  I knew it had to be Amelia, but still, I looked, and saw the bottom of her boot coming at me. 
 
    With no time to dodge out of the way, Amelia’s kick caught me square on the shoulder and sent me tumbling into the murky water. 
 
    All I could think of were giant, hungry alligators as I splashed, dropping my AR-15 as I flailed to grab anything to save myself. 
 
    Coughing out a mouthful of muck, I surfaced. 
 
    Amelia was standing on the edge of the wharf, glaring down at me. 
 
    Swimming a few strokes to the canoe, I shouted, “What the hell?” 
 
    “You asshole.  You goddamn fucking asshole! I told you to meet me here.” 
 
    "What?" I threw a leg into the canoe, and it turned over, dunking me again. 
 
    Keeping my grip on the boat, I swam around to the iron ladder handles mounted in the concrete of the wharf.  I pulled myself partially out of the water, as I found a submerged rung with my foot.   
 
    Amelia was still cursing at me when I looked up to see her standing at the top of the ladder, with her pistol aimed at my face. 
 
    "What are you doing?" I shouted, angry, not caring what Shroomies heard me. 
 
    “They were my friends, you shithead.  You killed ‘em for no reason at all.” 
 
    “They were monsters.  I saved you.” 
 
    “People like you don’t understand anything.” Amelia shot a round into the water.  “If I ever see you again, I’m going to kill you.  Take your canoe and go!” 
 
    The fire was raging through the tower above.  Thousands of Shroomheads were yelling and whooping as they emptied out of the surrounding buildings and houses, all coming to see what the commotion was about.   
 
    I tried to turn the canoe over with one hand as I held the iron rung with the other.  “I lost my rifle.”  
 
    “I don’t care.” She looked to her right as the screams of Shroomheads from nearby told me all I needed to know about how fast everything was going to shit.  Amelia flipped her hoodie back to expose the warts on her head, then spat at me and stomped out of view. 
 
    I sank into the water, pulled my knife, cut the rope, and slipped into the air pocket beneath the upturned canoe.  I kicked my feet to push the canoe out into the channel as I prayed there’d be no reptilian predators on the prowl in the dark water. 
 
    January 26th 
 
    It’s been a week since I last saw Amelia, since I last saw the barrel of her Colt pointed down at me. 
 
    I doubt I’ll ever see her again.  I don’t know, because I don’t understand what happened.  All I have are my guesses and deductions.  Well, that and what she said.  That’s the part I don’t get.  I don’t understand how she could be friends with the brain-fried monsters.   
 
    No matter how I wrestle the thoughts around, they don’t gel into a consistent whole. 
 
    Unless Amelia was a whacked-out monster, too.  She was a hard-edged sharp-tongued pain in my ass, but she wasn’t that. 
 
    It took me five solid days to get from downtown Houston back to Katy.  Having lost my Glock and my AR-15, I had to make my way unarmed, which meant I had to be extra careful.  Care takes time. 
 
    Now I’m back in Bunker Stink.  Alone again, feeling like a new kid in school, not knowing whether my acquaintances like me.  Except the only person I know pulled a gun on me and threatened to kill me. 
 
    Well, both of them, I guess.  Amelia and Aunt Millie. 
 
    It sucks. 
 
    Like I’ve done a lot lately when the weight of loneliness has gotten me down, I move my feet, I get out.  I’ve been taking chances.  Not pointless chances, but risk with a purpose.  I decided I’m not going to wait on Amelia to remember where her allegiances should lie—with the normal people left on the planet.  I’m not going to wait for her to come around and apologize.  I’m just going to make and execute my plans. 
 
    I have a list of all the things I need to do to sail my landlubber ass across the Gulf of Mexico, and I’m working them through and checking them off.  It might take me a year.  Hell, it might take me two before I feel the warm white sand of my forever island home between my toes, but what else am I going to do?  Trap rats, kill Shroomies, and beat off to a deck of pornographic playing cards until I die of boredom? 
 
    No.   
 
    Just no. 
 
    Little Lyndon Johnson is not ready for the rest home.  The Caribbean calls. 
 
    As you know already, my first venture out of the ‘hood didn’t go as expected.  I ran into four normal humans, not counting Amelia.  A lesser man might think one foul-mouthed hag and three dead bandits was an adverse outcome.  All I’m taking out of that is optimism.  Four uninfected humans on my first trip? That implies I’m not the only fully human man left on the planet, and surly little Amelia is certainly not the only female.  There has to be at least one out there who’s close to my age, who needs a man to treat her right.   
 
    My post-apoc porn queen is out there, and I’m gonna find her. 
 
    So, big item number one on the list, get something to drive. 
 
    And so you laugh.  Why not? It sounds stupid as hell.  Where am I going to find a running vehicle two years after God flushed the commode? That kinda shit only happens on TV, right? 
 
    I say, no, my friend.  Well, yes, sort of, but mostly no. 
 
    I was watching this show one night a few years back, one of those shows where some pseudo-expert guy goes spelunking through the tunnels and rooms buried beneath centuries of development under some old European cities.  I know, interesting shit, right? 
 
    So the guy is in Germany and comes across an old WWII era generator, something left down there by Nazis trying to hide from the Allied bombs raining down every night. 
 
    One thing leads to another, ‘cause that’s the way those shows used to work, and they decide they want to fire up this old generator they found.  Long story short, yeah, it eventually sparked.  It took some persistence and running some fresh diesel through the system to get all the sixty-year-old jellied petroleum out, but once the engine sputtered for a little while, it smoothed out and ran like it was new. 
 
    Note to self: A good diesel can be your friend after the world ends. 
 
    So, I need a vehicle with a diesel engine.  Off the top of my head, that means maybe a Humvee, any one of several brands of big pickups, some Mercedes, and a few Volkswagens.  This being Texas, pickups are my best bet. 
 
    With a pickup—one with a trailer hitch—I can haul all my supplies down to the coast, so I won't have to start with nothing when I begin my quest to find a boat and learn to sail.  Of course, driving in this world presents a whole set of dangers, but that’s something I’ll have to risk. 
 
    January 29th 
 
    It’s official.  I’m staying on the night shift until further notice. 
 
    I don’t know if that makes me smart, or the biggest pussy on earth, too afraid to go out during the day and fight for man’s rightful place at the pinnacle of everything. 
 
    I want to go with smart, but I’m in a self-doubt mood today and thinking about how easy it is to lose your sense of self when you don’t have a social structure to anchor to.  You know, being you, according the expectations everyone else has, living up to a reputation you’ve spent your life building, whether you ever gave it half a thought or not. 
 
    I need to be around people. 
 
    I spend too much time inside my head, and it’s not healthy for me. 
 
    Maybe that’s why prisoners left in solitary for years on end go crazy.  We’re all interdependent social monkeys.  It was such the macho-chic thing back in the day for dudes like me to claim we were solitary creatures who interacted with the world because the world needed us, not because we needed it.  Like a drunk sitting in a bar telling his friends he doesn't need the booze.  That was me. 
 
    I didn’t need the ex. 
 
    I didn’t need my customers.   
 
    Not anybody. 
 
    Except for my girls.  I almost ruined those relationships by being such a hard-ass when they were growing up.  Maybe I was pushing them away for some Freudian motive I never knew was there.  Now I have a past just like everybody else, a card castle built of memories and regrets, waiting for Alzheimer’s to one day kick it down. 
 
    But maybe, from the carcass of the modern age, humanity can rise to seize a second chance, and perhaps, I can, too.  Do people learn from their mistakes? I mean, really? Do we? Or do we just learn to make better excuses for the assholes we grew up to be? 
 
    I’m hoping for better.  I’m praying for a second chance.  Most importantly, I’m marching toward my goal, one step at a time. 
 
    Move the feet, and breathe. 
 
    I found a siphon pump last night. 
 
    I know that sounds like a victory so minor it could go without mention, yet it’s a big deal.  I used to have one in the bunker.  It’s one of the things I stocked early on.  Unfortunately, to save money, I bought a cheap one.  It fell apart long ago.   
 
    If my plan for a diesel truck is going to work out, I need fuel to run it.  The odds of me finding a running truck with a full tank are zero.  I might as well wait for it to rain frogs that turn into lusty princesses after a delicate kiss.  I think I’ll be able to use my siphon pump to maybe find the last quart or two of diesel in tanks that were missed in a hurried theft attempt.  And if a truck was siphoned, rather than run dry, chances are the fuel lines still hold some liquid gold. 
 
    It’ll be a tedious process, but everybody has to start with baby steps. 
 
    I’ll need batteries—car batteries that is.  I’ve humped six of them back to Bunker Stink already, and I finally found one that would hold a charge.  That makes me think I need to keep searching.  A backup battery with a charge will be a good thing to bring on my trip, just in case.  So, that’s been added to the list. 
 
    As for trucks, I came across a good candidate in the fenced yard of a construction company named CoxCon not far from here.  Like all the trucks in the yard, the keys were hanging on a board inside the foreman’s office.  In fact, this particular truck was quite lovely.  I think it probably belonged to old man CoxCon himself.  You remember that corrupt school board cock jockey, Amanda Cox, the one whose brother-in-law built the stadium by the high school? That CoxCon.  Seems fitting I should take that truck since it was my property tax dollars that partially bought it. 
 
    Anway, it’s a big bastard of a truck, a four-wheel-drive dually, all jacked-up and stupid-looking, with a long bed and a double cab, big heavy-duty bumpers, and a bed liner.  The truck was designed by Ford to do some real work, but  this particular one—all tricked out in redneck pimp style—looks like it’s never hauled anything to a job site except Cox's fat ass, all comfy in climate-controlled, Corinthian leather.   
 
    The truck has less than twenty thousand miles on it, so if I can get it started up, it should dependably run for all the miles I’m going to need it.  That’s where I’m headed tonight when I go out.  I’m taking my fully-charged car battery, and I'm going to put it in that truck.  I know the truck won't start up.  I'll clean out the fuel system first, get under the hood, disconnect the lines, and run some filtered diesel through.  If I get it all put back together tonight, I'll try and crank it a few times.   
 
    The trick will be to crank a bit, and then wait for two or three hours for any Shroomies who come searching for the source of the noise to have time to get bored and wander off again.  What I’m saying is, it might take me three or four days, or maybe a week, before I crank the engine enough to make it run.  That’s okay.  I have time to do it right, and safe. 
 
    And if Old Man CoxCon’s truck doesn’t work out, well, Houston is full of trucks.  One of them will do the trick. 
 
    January 31st  
 
    It runs. 
 
    And I did something halfway stupid—if you like, I can go on to rationalize how my rash choice reduces my overall risk considering I need to load the truck, but I won’t.  That stuff crossed my mind, but I gotta be honest, that last time I fired up the engine, knowing the same seven or eight Shroomies were going to show up outside the fence in about ten minutes, and feeling the big diesel rumble and ping like those things do when they’re running normal, my fuck-it meter pegged at 100%.   
 
    I’d cleaned out the fuel system and gas tank.  I had four gallons of fresh filtered fuel onboard, and it was only a few miles to my house.  You know where I’m going with this.  I put the truck into gear, drove to the gate, and let myself out, careful to lock up behind.  No point in letting the lazy Shroomies wander into the construction yard and tear shit up for no reason at all.  That, and I’d been watching the locals come and go for several days, so I knew I had some time before the first of them showed up. 
 
    Long story short, I drove to my neighborhood as fast as I could.  I parked the truck by the curb down at the end of the block, jumped out, locked the door, and put a double-fast skiddadle on my ass.  I was back in Bunker Stink watching the truck through one of my solar-powered neighborhood cams by the time a handful of Rollo’s clan sauntered over from the elementary school to investigate.   
 
    That’s where my plan went to shit. 
 
    Because wartheads are assholes for no reason at all, they recognized the truck as something that wasn't there the day before, and they put a beatin’ on it.  They dented every piece of metal, especially the hood, which they had great fun jumping up and down on.  They broke out all the windows and one of the headlights.  By then, they got bored and went back to scratching their asses and scrounging for food. 
 
    I did my best not to get pissed off about it.   
 
    I mean, damn! That truck was a beautiful piece of machinery, right out of my naughtiest Tonka-truck wet dream.  It was a big, black bastard, mean and tough, with every option included.  It rode way up there above the traffic—even though there wasn’t any of that to deal with—and looked like it could run over anything.  In Texas, it was functional luxury, perfect for taking out to the deer lease, or driving the wife downtown to the opera.  Perfectly acceptable. 
 
    I imagined the pretty blonde from the back of the queen of hearts card wearing one of those silky, flowy, slinky numbers the hot starlets wear to the Oscars every year.  You know the ones, you stare at the TV when you see ‘em walk down the carpet because you just know a nipple is going to slip out, or that slit running so high up the side is going to give you a lucky glimpse of her ass. 
 
    She’d be on my arm as the valet drove my big truck off to park it, and every man at the opera would be staring at me, jealous in every way. 
 
    Oh, fantasies. 
 
    I’ve never been to an opera.  Double-E dragged me to a Broadway troupe doing Cats downtown one year.  It cost me an arm, a leg, and a nut for those tickets.  Before the show, we had to go to an expensive prime steakhouse downtown where she swooned over a crawdad-sized lobster, and I got gypped with a tiny ribeye that cost me a hundred and twenty bucks plus tip.  I mean, goddamn, the baked potato cost me twenty-two bucks by itself.   
 
    What the fucking hell? 
 
    That still bugs me.  But I’ll tell you what, if I had the chance to trade my left nut for that truck back in the day, I woulda done it. 
 
    February 1st 
 
    Vindictive bastards. 
 
    I’m watching my vids of the afternoon, checking out my truck and I’ll be damned, Rollo’s whole clan came back.  I don’t know why, but they hate that truck.  They tore out all the leather and padding on the seats, beat up the sheet metal some more, and pretty much broke everything they could break.  They even managed to pop the hood open, and they went after the engine, tearing out every wire and hose they could get a grip on. 
 
    Bottom line, the truck won’t run anymore, not unless I fix it.  And what good would that do? Rollo and his bunch of dipshit Shroomies will just tear it up again. 
 
    Time to revise the plan. 
 
    February 5th 
 
    Okay, so it took three days, but like all good schemes, this one took some scavenging and some doing—well, a lot of doing—to put it all together. 
 
    It’s morning now, real morning.  I’m pulling a late one today, having just finished up the night’s work.  I’m waiting for Rollo’s bunch to wrap up their morning necessaries and show up to harass my pickup.  They've been losing interest a little more with each passing day, meaning fewer show up and they don't stay as long.  So, it's a worry maybe they won't come around at all today, and I won't get to test my system.   
 
    I know, you’re probably wondering why I didn’t just go get another truck.  Well, I did.  I’ve been back to the construction yard.  After some trial and error, I found another that runs.  It’s not like my black beauty 4x4 dream, no, this one is white, scraped all to hell from years on the job, and has over a hundred thousand miles on it.  And you know what they say—at one hundred thousand miles a diesel is just getting broken in.  Inside, it's nothing to brag about.  It's caked with years of dirt, but the gauges all work and the windows aren't broken.  A few are cracked, but they'll do. 
 
    I’m going to bring it over and park it behind Black Beauty tomorrow if my experiment goes well today. 
 
    I know, I know.  I could leave the truck in the construction yard and haul my shit over there to load it, but the thing is, CoxCon lays to the west, which means I have to cross through the stadium clan’s territory to get there.  Or, go around.  Neither prospect appeals to me if I’m going to be hauling a squeaky-wheeled wagon teetering with my survival gear. 
 
    I don't know how many trips I'd have to take before my truck was ready, but I know that every time I make that trip, I roll the dice with my life.  I don't want to push my luck that hard. 
 
    So, I’m waiting, I’m watching, and it looks like seven of Rollo’s peeps have eaten their morning rats, dropped their loads on the playground where my girls used to play with their little girly friends during recess, and they’re on their way to teach my pickup another lesson. 
 
    I’m ready. 
 
    Tick-tock, tick-tock. 
 
    I have a freshly wired switch on my desk, waiting for me to flip it on.  The switch is just my backup system, in case the primary fails.  I want to find out if this is really going to work. 
 
    Tense. 
 
    The group of seven is making their way down to the end of the block, and rounding the corner to see the truck.  A few are jogging ahead, anxious to get to the day’s work. 
 
    Now the two are within forty feet, and the motion detector on one of my inflatables fires.  A fan is blowing air into a big inflatable Santa Claus, and giant Santa is rising right out of the grass, taking shape in front of the Shroomies. 
 
    They’re screaming and running. 
 
    I’m laughing my ass off. 
 
    Oh wait, that’s not the end of it. 
 
    Rollo’s friends have ginned up their courage, and they've decided to flank giant Santa and come at the truck from behind. 
 
    Too bad for them. 
 
    They’re close to the next motion detector now, and— 
 
    The snowman is inflating. 
 
    Rollo’s wartheads are running like their asses are on fire.   
 
    It’s just like at the Americana Scamarama.  My inflatables aren’t nearly as big as those fiberglass holiday decorations standing outside the old show barn, but they’re doing the trick, and— 
 
    Oh, shit! 
 
    There’s a clinking tap coming from the metal hatch above me. 
 
    I check the camera.  It’s Amelia. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    February 5th, second entry 
 
    “You’ve been busy.” Armed with the Colt I gave her, Amelia walked down the length of the bunker, past my bank of video monitors displaying views all over the neighborhood, including the frightened Shroomheads huddling near the elementary school.  She seated herself at my table, in my place, of course. 
 
    I thought about saying something, you know, letting her know that her side of the table was, well, the other one.  But butterflies swarmed through my stomach and left me silent.  I felt like I was on eggshells with her, worrying from one moment to the next that I’d say the wrong thing and chase her off into another forever. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re not going to shoot me?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  I guess some questions are too stupid to be answered with words. 
 
    I shook my head and walked over to my cupboard.  “You had breakfast?” 
 
    "I ate." She had her x-ray eyes on, and they were looking me over.  “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Nothing.” I opened a cupboard and started fumbling through, pretending to look for something.  I’d already eaten, too.  “You sure you’re not hungry?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, sarcasm ringing right through her words, “if you have another one of Punchy Bryan’s asphalt flavored protein bars—” 
 
    I laughed.   
 
    She did, too, and for a minute there, it felt like family.   
 
    It reminded me of one of those Saturday mornings when all three of my girls were in a good mood on the same day—rare enough—and the eventual ex wasn't ragging me about some stupid shit in the checkbook, and I was flipping pancakes on the griddle with bacon swimming in a hot pool of grease in the iron skillet, and they were all giggling at the table, sharing secrets, and laughing about the apron I always wore when I cooked bacon, because, you know, that grease splatters up on your clothes, and you smell like bacon all day if you don't. 
 
    I loved those mornings.  No matter how hard I tried, it seemed like we only had two or three a year.  The rest of the time, one of them would be off to an early soccer match or softball game, or sleeping late because they stayed out late at the movies, or one of them spent the night with a friend, or the eventual ex was making excuses to rush out of the house to get to a sale at the crap-mart, when she was just hustling out to get a handful of Mr. Glimmer Teeth's morning wood before he dragged his lazy ass out of bed. 
 
    “Dusty?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    "Sometimes, you slip off." 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You daydream a lot.” 
 
    I shook my head and pulled out a can of SPAM.  “I could fry some up.” 
 
    “Maybe for a special occasion.” 
 
    “Christmas is a long way away,” I told her.  “You don’t have a birthday soon, do you?” 
 
    “I was thinking maybe on the day we leave.” 
 
    That stopped me cold.  “The day we leave?” 
 
    “To drive that piece-of-shit truck to the coast to find a boat.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    Her smile was a gift.  “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “So it’s okay for me to say ‘we.’ Like we’re sticking together now?” 
 
    “As long as it doesn’t turn pervy.” 
 
    I raised my right hand.  "Swear to God.  We, like a family, we, a father-daughter thing." 
 
    “Just don’t think you can boss me around.  We’re equals, right? Are you good with that?” 
 
    Nodding, I said, “We need to talk about this Shroomy thing.  With your…” I had a hard time with the word, “friends I shot.” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    “I was only trying to protect you.” 
 
    Amelia simply said, "The world is complicated now.  A lot more so than you think." 
 
    “Will you promise not to shoot me for misunderstanding the complexities?” 
 
    “I don’t plan to shoot you, Dusty.  But I won’t make any promises.” 
 
    I smiled.  That was close enough. 
 
      
 
    Dusty will return. 
 
      
 
    Please report any corrections to http://www.bobbyadair.com/typos 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Did you like Dusty’s Diary 4? 
 
      
 
    If you liked Dusty’s Diary 4, 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 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, with a NEW novella coming in Summer 2019!
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. 
 
      
 
    Text copyright © 2019, Bobby L.  Adair & Beezle Media, LLC 
 
    ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.  This book contains material protected under International and Federal Copyright Laws and Treaties.  Any unauthorized reprint or use of this material is prohibited.  No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without express written permission from the author/publisher. 
 
    This book is a work of fiction.  Any resemblance to actual persons, places, or events is purely coincidental.   
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