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 Dusty’s Diary, Book 1 : October 11 
 
    Yeah, I know I wrote the title Dusty’s Diary on the front, but this isn’t a diary, not really. I mean, it isn’t one of those little books with a brass key and a lock that gets hidden under a mattress and scribbled in every day; not one of those seventh-grade girl’s googly-eyed crush storybooks.  
 
    I guess maybe this is a history. Sort of. My contribution to the future if anybody is around to read it.  
 
    I never thought I’d write any of this down. I ain’t that type of guy, you know? I didn’t do that well in school. I hated to read back in those days—high school, I mean. I didn’t read most of what they told me to, and I turned in just enough homework to get by. I got plenty of poontang, smoked lots of weed, and had a lot of fun. 
 
    You never know how good you have it when you’re that age. 
 
    My point is, this ain’t gonna be literature. Whoever digs this up a hundred or a thousand or a million years from now, if you’ve already dug up some Shakespeare and read it, don’t compare this to that. They say Shakespeare was a great play writer—whatever. I can’t even understand what he’s talking about. 
 
    Let me tell you a little bit about where this all takes place. I live in Houston, Texas. Well, not exactly Houston. A little suburb called Katy out on I-10 west of the city. Urban sprawl pretty much makes it all one big blob of houses and buildings near the southeast corner of Texas. I’m not going to go to the trouble to explain all that. If you found this book, then I’m sure you found other books or stuff that people left, pictures maybe. You might have even found some DVDs. If you figured out how to play a DVD, then you’ll see what our cities looked like. Those will make more sense than anything I can explain to you. Besides, it’s not like I’ve got all the time in the world to write this crap down.  
 
    I live in a bunker in my back yard. Ooh. Ah. “Bunker” sounds like some kind of reinforced concrete box with machine gun ports and ejector seats and shit. It’s more like a fiberglass septic tank with some bunk beds. Yeah, it’s tricked out a little. I’ve got some electronics, some supplies, and a shortwave radio. And yeah, it was pretty expensive back when money was still a thing. 
 
    I haven’t been outside in two years. 
 
    I don’t know why that’s important to say. I feel like it is. 
 
    I should also tell you, it’s dangerous outside.  
 
    Why? 
 
    Long story. 
 
    Yeah, that brings up something else. I’m not a scientist. Remember, I said I barely finished high school. I always knew I wasn’t the college type so I didn’t much apply myself to the high school gig outside of my previously mentioned social habits.  
 
    After school, I found my place in the world working in HVAC. That’s heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (look it up). AC is the best goddamn thing man ever invented, especially if you live in Houston where the air drips with humidity, and it’s always hot. What I’m trying to say is that I’ll explain all this as best I can, but it’s not gonna be scientifically accurate. Okay? Don’t sue me over it. 
 
    Another thing I’ll tell you. This is a weird time to be alive. I say that, but maybe I don’t know. Seems like things were simpler when I was a kid growing up back home in Michigan (that’s a place way up north where it gets cold as a bitch in the wintertime, and the wet nasty snow comes by Christmas and never seems to leave until spring. Sucks!) Anyways, back then you never had to wonder what was going on, you know, with the news I mean. There were just three channels and the local paper. If they all said the president was a douchebag, well, he was. If they all said we needed to get the hell out of Vietnam, then we probably did.  
 
    Nowadays, one channel says we need to get out of Iraq while another channel says it’s a damn good thing we did conquer Iraq, and maybe we need to invade Saudi Arabia too. And why did God give those camel fuckers all the oil anyway? It’s our soldiers that keep it secure from the other camel fuckers who are pissed because nobody shares the profits with them.  
 
    My point is, you never know anymore what’s what. Seems like everybody who knew how to sound smart and authoritative and looked good doing it had a nightly news show selling his own fucktard version of reality. Most of it boiled down to hate under a veneer of big words. 
 
    I’ll admit, I’ve done my share of hating people because they didn’t agree with me. You know, they watched a different guy on the news than me. Now I’ve figured out that most of what I saw on TV—back when we still had TV— was all bullshit of one sort or another. The truth got left out. 
 
    The reason I bring this up is, I think that was part of the problem when the red lumps came. Nobody knew the truth. Nobody knew what to do about it. And our government? Oh, my God, give me a break with those dipshits. They were so busy trying to win elections and steal our tax money they never were able to do anything to save us.  
 
    We The People were on our own. 
 
    Maybe we always were, and I just didn’t know it. 
 
    Let me tell you the story now the way I saw it happen. I’ll try to leave out the bullshit parts that I got from the news. 
 
    The first time I heard about the red lumps I was at a garage sale with my soon-to-be ex-wife. We went to garage sales on Saturdays and Sundays in those days looking for things to buy for nickels and sell for a million bucks. We had lots of TV shows about that back then. That whole fantasy was pretty stupid, by the way. Nobody ever really finds first edition Dickens novels worth a million bucks in a garage sale in Katy, Texas. We knew that. Just like we knew we were never gonna win the Powerball drawing. For us, it was just fun to pretend that we might. Cheap entertainment, you know? 
 
    Turned out we eventually did build a little business out of the garage sale thing by buying things we knew something about and selling those for higher prices, mostly. 
 
    I searched out power tools, fishing poles, and shit like that. Back in the early days of our garage sale shopping, it was easy money. Not get rich quick money, but steady income. We’d go to garage sales, and I’d pick up an old Skilsaw or maybe a drill for a couple of bucks, clean ‘em up, and sell ‘em on the internet for thirty or forty bucks, maybe more. It’s when I learned about antique fly rods that I really started to bring home some cash. Nobody knew what those were at the time, and for sure nobody knew what they were worth. I remember I picked up my first old fly rod in this nice wooden case. I didn’t think much of it at the time. The dude said the rod belonged to his mother’s father. He’d informally inherited it out of his grandpa’s garage after the old man died, because he liked the woodwork on the case. I pretty much picked it up for the same reason. The case was nice. Turns out, the rod was nice. It made me nostalgic for handcrafted, American-made stuff that lasted forever. The America that made that kind of stuff was gone long before the red lumps came. By then, the only things America made better than anybody else were rich bankers, lots of Walmart greeters, and a shrinking bunch of us trying to hold onto our place in the gap in between. 
 
    Anyways, the guy was tired of toting the fly rod and all of his other garage crap around, moving it from duplex to duplex every time the economy hiccupped, he lost his job, and got evicted. I bought it for something like twelve bucks. I dusted the rod off, lubricated all the metal parts, and made sure it worked. I polished up the wooden case, snapped a few decent pics, and threw it up on eBay. To my surprise, some Japanese businessmen got in a bidding war over it, and I sold the rod for almost two thousand dollars. 
 
    You future people probably don’t know anything about our monetary system, but take my word for it, two grand is a month’s take-home pay to the average American, a lot of money. 
 
    The Japanese businessmen were going nuts for antique American fly rods. Some kind of fad over there, I guess. I started searching the fly rods out at garage sales and estate sales. It seemed like nobody besides me was in the business, at least nobody around Houston. I used to pick up rods for next to nothing, maybe twenty or thirty dollars. I regularly sold them for over a thousand. Yeah, I know! Crazy, huh? 
 
    I put my girls through college doing that. 
 
    In that fly rod deal, I’d like to think I was a business genius. I wasn’t. I stumbled into a sweet spot in an underserved market. Underserved market, that’s MBA talk. A friend of my ex’s douchebag boss said that to me one day at a barbecue on the douchebag’s deck overlooking the golf course. That was before she turned from wife into ex. I was trying not to seem like a blue-collar dumbass, there hobnobbing with dudes whose cars cost more than my house. So, I bragged to the douchebag’s buddy about my fly rod business. Mistake! The guy stole my idea and became my competition. Eventually he made it damn near impossible to make a profit. 
 
    By that time, I’d made enough money to buy the “tornado” shelter in my backyard and the solar panels connected to it. My neighbors thought I was nuts. I tried to tell ‘em it was a septic system, but our neighborhood was on city water and sewer so nobody believed the story. Then the HOA got involved. If you’re in the future reading this, and you don’t know what an HOA is, well, imagine that whatever devil you believe in has some greedy, petty-minded little brats, and they grow up to live in your neighborhood, they’re always trying to make you do things you don’t want to do. We call that an HOA. 
 
    In the end, I won my battle with the HOA. I just stuck to my tornado shelter story. We don’t get many tornadoes in Houston, but out in West Texas they’re a big deal. It was an easy sell from that perspective. I just told the HOA I grew up in West Texas, and everybody out there had one. That’s the thing about HOAs. They’re not smart. They looked at me from behind their table in that meeting, all squinty-eyed and shit. They didn’t believe me. I talk more like a Canadian than a cowboy from West Texas. But what could they do?   
 
    I guess I got off my point. I tend to ramble. Maybe I smoked too much weed when I was in school. Maybe I drank too much beer in my twenties. Maybe I watch too much TV and have a short attention span. Maybe Twitter and the internet made me incapable of holding a thought in my head longer than a hundred and forty characters. Maybe I’m just stupid. 
 
    Or you know what? Maybe I’m just normal, and I feel like I need to apologize for writing in my own God damned diary just how I feel like writing because some bunch of dipshits wants me to feel stupid for not writing as clearly as they do, and another group of dipshits wants me to be pissed about it, and another group of dipshits wants to profit from my fears by making me vote for the dipshits that steal my tax money. 
 
    They all fuckin’ steal my tax money! 
 
    Sorry, I’ve got frustrations. 
 
    Anyways, like I said, I was at this garage sale one Saturday morning when some guy I met starts talking to me about the red lumps. I thought he was crazy at first. He seemed like a real tinfoil hat paranoid type. I didn’t think that much about it. 
 
     The ex and I finished up by lunch—all the good stuff at garage sales gets sold before noon, so there’s no point in making a full day of it. We went out for some barbecue at a little joint near our house. One of those places where the walls are turning black from the smoke, and the floor is sticky from old grease, but you eat there anyway because it tastes so damn good. I ate too much. I had a few beers. When I got home, I wasn’t up for mowing the lawn. Food coma. I laid on the couch and watched TV until I got so bored I got up and went over to my desk to start surfing around on the internet. 
 
    I looked up the thing about the red lumps. 
 
    Did I say I’m not a scientist? I think I did. So, I’ll try and explain this as best as I can. 
 
    Turns out the anti-GMO crowd and the anti-vaxers were whining up a storm about the red lumps. I don’t like any of those people so I didn’t think there was any truth to what I was reading. It was entertaining as hell seeing those folks get all worked up. I checked the status of all the stuff I had for sale on eBay and went to reading blogs. 
 
    Blog definition: a computer-based way to listen to your neighbor rant a bunch of bullshit at you over the fence. Only there’s no fence, and the ranting dude isn’t your neighbor. 
 
    The consensus story on the blogs seemed to be that some company was making an anti-fungal nose spray that turned out to have some unexpected effects. The anti-fungal was supposed to target other fungi that grow beneath toenails and turn them yellow. 
 
    That’s another thing. What the hell is up with that? I went my whole life without worrying about the color of my toenails. All of a sudden, I started seeing commercials on TV telling me I needed a new drug to kill the fungus under my toenails so they’d turn the perfect pinkish color. 
 
    Who the hell cares? I always wear socks and shoes. 
 
    The toenail fungus company started playing around with the genetics of something called Cordyceps. It’s apparently a fungus itself. Blah, blah, blah. They engineered this Cordyceps fungus to float through the air in a nasal spray. It was supposed to get into the blood and kill the target fungus under the toenails. At that point, all of the blog posts started to run off in different directions.  
 
    One story said that this new, genetically modified fungus evolved and decided to make itself into something that needed a little more fertile ground to grow in, namely us. 
 
    Another story said it was terrorists. Hell, what wasn’t blamed on terrorists back in those days? The thing most people don’t understand, and the thing that happens with every new technology, is that it always starts out to be really specialized and expensive. Nobody has it because nobody knows how to build it. Think back to the days of spears. Sure, everybody has them because they’re easy to make and easy to understand. Then one day a guy invents a bow and arrow, and now he’s more badass than the spear tossers so he’s the new king. Pretty soon everybody’s making bows and arrows, even better ones. Then there are long bows that can shoot like a half mile, and crossbows that can shoot through armor (I watched the history channel a lot, so I know some stuff). The thing is, the guy who made the first bow thought he was special. He didn’t know that everybody else was special too and pretty good at copying each other. 
 
    It was that way with guns. It was that way with tanks. It was that way with airplanes, and televisions, and smartphones. Yeah, pretty much everything that anybody ever invented. 
 
    When the dipshits decided genetic engineering was their own little thing and they could do spiffy, expensive things with it, you know, like making corn that grows in a desert, doesn’t need any pesticides and doesn’t get eaten by rodents, well, that was pretty special. Genetic engineering was open to everybody who liked to spend their time doing their homework rather than chasing poon and smoking weed. Know what I mean? 
 
    So the story goes, some terrorist guys got a hold of this new Cordyceps fungus strain. It was already aerosolized to work in the nose spray—transmissible by air. The toe fungus company made sure of that. Then all the terrorists had to do was make the new fungus target something more than toe fungus. They made it target us. 
 
    That was the other common thread in the stories. They all led back to us. They all led back to red lumps and crazy people. 
 
   


  
 

 October 12 
 
    I guess I probably need to explain what a terrorist is. They were kind a problem for us back before the Shroomheads became the only problem. 
 
    Terrorists are kinda like human-sized cockroaches that carry guns, like to blow themselves up, and spend too much time acting like dipshits. 
 
    Well, damn, I guess I probably need to explain what a dipshit is, too, since I keep using that word. 
 
    That’s hard. You know, context and all. I’m guessing if you’re digging this up a thousand years from now, and you’re trying to understand what happened to all of us, and there’s some hard-on back at the office who’s in charge of telling you what it all means, but he’s never gotten his fingers dirty digging through thousand-year-old muck, and he thinks he knows everything anyway, well, he’s a dipshit. 
 
    Dipshit is a pretty general term. As a matter of fact, you’ll find lots of shit in our histories about self-important pricks who are all dipshits. They tell folks they aren’t, but they’re all liars. Whenever you dig up something that lists somebody as a president of anything, a congressman—especially a congressman, anybody who works for the IRS, or preaches to folks on Sunday about giving everything to the church but lives in a big ass house and drives a Mercedes, all those people are dipshits. Our world was pretty much run by dipshits and HOAs.  
 
    Hell, that’s why we’re all dead, and you guys are digging through our petrified garage sale inventory. 
 
    Speaking of digging through our stuff, the last normal person I saw on the outside was the neighbor’s kid. He was always kind of a stoner-head little wanker, spending all of his time playing first person shooters (a type of computer game), surfing porn (he was a teenage boy with an internet connection, of course he was), and walking around the neighborhood dressed like a rapper. The kid had some kind of military-looking rifle. I think maybe it was an AK-47. By the way, terrorists loved that gun. If you dig around here and find a skull with a big nasty hole in it, it might be mine. The hole might be from that kid’s gun. He never liked me because I used to rat him out to his parents when he skipped school.  
 
    I saw him just before I closed the hatch the last time two years ago. If he hasn’t turned Shroom yet, he might shoot me just because. 
 
   


  
 

 October 13 
 
    Word of the day: pornography. 
 
    Allow me to reiterate. I don’t know when this is gonna get dug up in the future, so I’ll explain a little bit about what pornography is before I go on. 
 
    Different cultures throughout history view sex in different ways. Even people living in different countries or different counties see sex and everything else that happens between men and women differently. I won’t be surprised if you, being in the future, have weird ideas about me based on what I’m about to tell you about pornography. You may think I’m some kind of pervert or you may think I’m a prude. Don’t let that taint any other opinions you may develop about the fine Americans of Houston, Texas. People are just weird about sex. 
 
    Definition of Pornography: it’s just pictures, or movies, or stories of naked people, preferably having sex, or sometimes just showing off their naked parts. 
 
    That’s it. 
 
    We’re all schizophrenic here. Everybody wants to see each other naked, but we all pretend like we’re too good for that sort of thing. The upshot of all this talk about sexual mores is that I ain’t got no porn in my bunker. 
 
    I don’t know what I was thinking when I installed my solar panels, had that big-ass cistern buried in my yard, had my plumber buddy Manny tap my bunker’s sewer into the storm drain system, and stored up all those pricey survival meals and vitamins—all that rice, and all those beans. I picked up a bunch of old DVDs at the garage sales so I’d have something to watch on those sweaty, southern post-apocalyptic nights. I read books about preparing my survival bunker and how to package my stores so I wouldn’t wake up one day swimming in my trash. I read articles on the internet and watched TV shows about survival.  
 
    I thought I had a fully stocked, perfectly prepared hole in the ground. 
 
    I never thought about the thing that never gets mentioned in any of that literature or on any of those prepper shows: pornography. Maybe all the people that produced all that information thought they were going to have somebody of the opposite sex with them in the end. I don’t know, I guess I thought that too. You know, at least in my dream of it. My old lady and I split a while back, so I figured my fantasy apocalypse team might include a young stripper from that joint down on the highway. She’d come sashaying up the street looking for food and shelter and comfort. I’d rescue her, maybe let her dampen my shoulder a bit with her tears—for dramatic effect—and then we’d shack up here in the bunker, spending our apocalypse shooting zombies with guns that never run out of ammo and humping more than bored zoo monkeys. 
 
    Sadly, no stripper showed up. It’s just me and my Johnson with no pornography to inspire him to a little DIY relief. Damn.  
 
    Note for future preppers. Don’t forget the porn. You don’t know how necessary it is until you go a couple of years without. 
 
    Oh, DIY definition—Do it Yourself. 
 
    I suppose I could do a better job with the definitions and all. Hopefully, you’ll infer a bit from the context as I go along. 
 
    I spend a lot of time thinking about Mazzy Acevedo. Her and her husband Rollo lived a couple of blocks over across the street from the elementary school. They’re my age, kids out of the house, worrying about having enough money for retirement, and wondering why they never had enough money to take that dream trip to Paris. Know what I mean? 
 
    Rollo and me became buddies because we used to go to the HOA meetings, and we’d be the only two guys asking questions about how they were spending our dues. They were stealing it, but we could never prove it. That’s a long boring story though.  
 
    Now, where was I going before I got off track? Oh, yeah. I went to Rollo’s house one day with an expense ledger that I forced the HOA treasurer to give me. I’d been going over the ledger for days and couldn’t make heads or tails of it. I’m not an accountant. I fix air conditioners and refrigerators. 
 
    Rollo though, he went to college, so I figured maybe he took an accounting course.  
 
    When I got to Rollo and Mazzy’s house there were some extra cars parked in the driveway and a few at the curb—an HOA violation if they stayed there overnight. I knocked on the door, figuring they were having some people over for a barbecue. Nobody answered. I waited a bit and heard people laughing and talking and splashing. I figure they were all in the backyard around the pool, so I went around the house and opened the gate. 
 
    My jaw hit the ground—that’s an exaggerated way to say we’re surprised back in our time. 
 
    Mazzy was standing on the diving board over their swimming pool, naked as a jaybird and making no effort to cover the good parts. Matter of fact, she was proud, spinning around and showing things off to another dozen folks in the pool and on the deck, all naked. I recognized most of ‘em from the neighborhood, folks from the PTA meetings and soccer practice and stuff. They were my kids’ friends’ parents, nudists or swingers or something. 
 
    Nudists and swingers, hmm. I guess I need to talk about what those are. The more I think about it, the more I realize everything I know on the topic I learned from reading Penthouse magazines back in the day. By the way, a Penthouse magazine was an early form of pornography that pretty much became pointless when people realized they could pass around nudie photos on the internet for free. The thing with Penthouse, though, it’s not exactly a credible source.  
 
    So, nudists. Those are folks who like to run around naked all the time. They say it’s because they want to be natural. Everybody else believes they just like to see each other naked. On an interesting side note, I heard once that dudes get sunburns on the ends of their peckers because that’s one part of the human body that will never tan. Sounds painful. I’ll keep my pants on. 
 
    Swingers are folks who like to have sex with everybody despite being married to someone else. 
 
    Married… damn, this is a rat hole. I could on with definitions all day. Let’s get back to what I was talking about. 
 
    Rollo saw me standing there, came over, and said I should go home and get the eventual ex and come back. I told him the eventual ex wouldn’t dig that kind of fun, but the truth is I was kind of freaked out. Still, I couldn’t take my eyes off of Mazzy because she was smokin’ hot. I’ve always regretted not dropping my drawers and jumping in the pool that day. 
 
     Anyways, Rollo asked about the ledger I had in my hands. I told him what it was and where I got it. He started talking about debits and credits with his Johnson dangling in the wind like it was no big deal. I guess it wasn’t, but still. 
 
    A couple of weeks later the pool party came up in conversation while Rollo and me were having a burger at one of those beer and titties joints that were starting to pop up everywhere. He told me the neighborhood was full of swingers. I had no idea. Turns out, every couple who wanted to play got a pretty good-sized rock, painted it white, and put it in the garden by the front porch. Through the years, I saw plenty of the rocks around and occasionally wondered why anybody would want a single white rock laying out in the periwinkles. After that, I always felt kind of left out. Everybody in the neighborhood was having fun, and me and the eventual ex stayed home and watched TV because we were bored with each other and too lazy to screw. 
 
   


  
 

 October 14 
 
    Okay, two things on my mind today. 
 
    No, three.  
 
    I’ll try not to ramble too much, but like I said, I’m not the educated type. Don’t take me the wrong way. I’m not a dumbass. I just, you know, have read books and stuff in the past, and mostly writers sound like they… well, they sound smart. I reread some of what I wrote so far. I think I write like a rambling dipshit. Which led me to an epiphany. 
 
    Definition of epiphany. Hmm. Let me give this a shot. 
 
    An epiphany is what happens when you have a job, and you think, hey man, I like this job, and I think my boss is cool. Then comes that day when you figure out you were wrong about your boss being cool because in reality he’s a self-serving buttplug. Well, that moment when you figure out he’s a buttplug, that’s an epiphany. 
 
    I don’t know if that makes me sound smart, but I hope it does. 
 
    Anyways, the epiphany I just had was this. Maybe guys like me who write with bad grammar and all and sound like what you might think a dipshit should sound like, actually aren’t dipshits. We’re just regular Joes, makin’ the world go ‘round. It’s those fucks who talk and write so smooth and perfect that they make you feel like a dumbass because you don’t. Maybe they’re the dipshits. 
 
    You know what I think is the most important thing I think about dipshits right now? They pretty much fucked it all up for us. 
 
    That was one of the things on my mind. 
 
    I guess sometimes I just get angry about stuff. I’m sorry about that. I’ve been locked in my bunker a long time, with little to do but work out, eat, read, and watch old movies. That, and I think about how good things used to be back when I used to think things generally sucked. 
 
    The other thing on the list of things I was thinking was what if all of us die—normal people I mean—or we all turn into Shroomheads and hump each other into oblivion? There won’t be anybody in the future to dig up my remains and read all of this stuff I wrote. Then I got to thinking even more and realized, hey, humans evolved from monkeys, right? What if another species evolves and takes over the world after we die? What if one day a long time from now a bunch of evolved bumblebees working on a government grant and complaining about the rising price of honey are on an archeological dig and find themselves reading all this shit and wondering what the hell is he talking about? 
 
    I don’t know if there’s anything I can do to help those guys out. I don’t speak buzzy-buzz.  
 
    I hope some humans make it. 
 
    Finally, the third thing I’m thinking about is how stir crazy I’m getting, that and the needs of my lonely Johnson. You know, I talked about him a couple of days ago. 
 
    Lonely Johnson and the Four-Hour Erections—might be a good name for a rock band. 
 
   


  
 

 October 15 
 
    Did I tell you how long I’ve been down in my bunker?  It’s been damn near two years now since the last time I poked my head above ground. 
 
    I know! That’s like forever. 
 
    This whole Cordyceps thing started about five years ago. I’ll talk more about that tomorrow if I don’t get eaten by a Shroomhead. If there’s no entry tomorrow, here’s why—I think I’ve finally reached the limit of stir crazy.  
 
    Two fuckin’ years!  
 
    I know I keep whining about that, but damn! 
 
    Six months before I locked myself in, the power went out for the last time. Water stopped running, of course, the phone system went down, and the internet poofed out of cyber-existence. My shortwave radio still works. I mean, it seems to. The antenna is still up—I’m surprised it made it through the hurricane. Nothing seems to be wrong with it. I run it on the power from my solar array. I haven’t picked up a signal in a little over a year now. Hell, I might be the last man on earth. Charlton Heston, The Omega Man. Yeehaw! 
 
    I won’t explain who Charlton Heston is. It’s too much trouble, and not worth it at the end.  
 
    Well, maybe I will, a little bit. I used to watch his movies when I was a kid. I especially loved the one about the monkeys with the guns. And I don’t know, maybe he took that one to heart because when he turned into an old man, he spent all of his time trying to tell folks to buy more guns. He sounded authoritative, and he looked good doing it, like one of those congressmen, so he was probably a dipshit. Lucky for me, though, I listened to him. I bought more guns and ammo than I needed. Now I’m alive. I suppose none of my neighbors are. 
 
    Charlton Heston, I love you man! 
 
    What I’m getting at is this: I’m going outside today. I might get eaten by a gang of hungry Shroomheads, but you know what? I don’t care anymore. If my choice is to spend one more day in this fucking bunker spankin’ my wanker tool to half-nipple shots in some PG-13 ‘80’s teen comedy, or get eaten by a Shroomhead, well, I’d rather be dead. 
 
    I don’t care what happens when I get outside.  
 
    I don’t care what I do.  
 
    I just need to rev my heart up by a few beats.  
 
    I refuse to die of boredom. 
 
    Hell, maybe I’ll go out and all the Shroomheads will be dead. Maybe they’ve all eaten each other by now.  
 
    You know what? I don’t care! 
 
    If they’re all dead, then I’ll start bungee jumping off the overpasses. I’ll get me a big Caterpillar and scrape all the abandoned cars off Loop 610, find me a Ferrari in some rich dipshit’s garage, and race it ‘til the engine blows up. One hundred and fifty on Loop 610. If that doesn’t blow my hair back then I may be dead already. 
 
    With any luck, I’ll find some other people out there. With any real luck, I’ll find some nice lady—anybody with a vagina—that will help me with my Johnson problem. And I gotta tell you, right now, I am not picky.  
 
    Hey, you go two years without seeing a flesh and blood woman and see how picky you get, you judgmental bastard! 
 
    All I’m sayin’ is I’m so horny, even Justin Bieber’s skinny, hairless ass might look good if I saw him outside. 
 
   


  
 

 October 16 
 
    Well, here we are, the next day. 
 
    Lucky Justin. He wasn’t outside. 
 
    Lucky me, too. I might never have been able to live down the shame of jaloping that metro-sexual twerp, even if it was only me and him that knew about it. 
 
    Jalop—look it up in the Urban Dictionary if you found a copy. In truth, you’ll probably be happier not knowing. 
 
    Back on topic, let me tell you about my little outing. Well, not so little. In fact, it was the biggest thing to happen to me in two years.  
 
    I swear, I’m not a whiner. But two years? 
 
    I’ve got this little periscope thing. I run it up from inside the bunker and I can look in any direction to see what’s outside. Before this afternoon, I hadn’t looked through it in eight or nine months. I’m not really sure why. Maybe I didn’t want to tempt myself with something I knew I couldn’t have—outside. 
 
    I know what you’re thinking. I mean, if you future bumblebee people have spent any time digging through ancient layers of our rusty shit, you know we were crazy for electronics. All of us. I’m no exception. I’ve got closed circuit cameras all over my surface property: a few mounted up on the chimney, on the corners of the house, a few inside, and a couple in the backyard facing the bunker entrance. You know, so I can see—theoretically—anything that might be lurking outside my door before I emerge—I fucking love that word, emerge. It sounds so dramatic. 
 
    Turns out, I lost a wire in a windstorm a while back. That was well after the hurricane—which happened well before I locked myself in, just to give you a better idea of the time line. The windstorm knocked out the connection to my cameras. I was pretty PO’d at the time. Luckily, I had the good sense to install a mechanical backup system to the camera network—a sixteen-hundred dollar bunker option. It’s a periscope. Using it, I can’t see much besides the bushes growing up around the fake, green utility box installed over my bunker hatch. The view was better before the bushes got big. 
 
    Back to my outing. 
 
    Turns out, it was raining. That torqued me a bit at first. At first. 
 
    I got over it. 
 
    I realized, I wasn’t breathing stale air. 
 
    Nothing was around to eat me. 
 
    My backyard looked like shit. It’s early autumn and the dandelions are knee-high. The back fence fell, and the side fence is sagging. I guess the bright side of that is I can see into a couple of the neighbors’ yards. Same story, weeds and bushes outgrowing their spot in the landscape plan—pissing off the HOA for sure. Oh wait! Those dipshits are all dead or Shroomheads now. 
 
    Ah, karma. Yes, karma. 
 
    Opening the door and stepping out into the drizzle was pretty anticlimactic. No angels sang. No trumpets tooted. No confetti rained down. Just me, standing in the rain, getting wet, and thinking it smelled odd out there, but damn, it felt good to stretch my arms out and not touch a wall. I spun around a few times looking up and letting the rain fall on my face. You know, like a hippie under a rainbow. Then I lost my balance, fell on my ass, and got mud all over my jeans. 
 
    Seriously, it felt a little weird. Scary. I tried to remember exactly on which day I’d last been outside. I couldn’t. I still can’t. It’s been too long. I never consciously decided to stop going outside. I just went outside less and less as it became more and more dangerous—I did mention the Shroomheads and the neighbor kid with the AK-47, didn’t I? 
 
    Now I’m wondering if I’d stayed in my hole for another six months, maybe I’d never have been able to walk under an open sky again. 
 
    That thought kinda freaks me out.  
 
    I wandered around my yard for awhile, looking at the fence, looking at the house. Mostly the house was the same. The paint was faded a bit more. The doors had been kicked in though. That was new. Inside, the house had been ransacked. The damn Shroomheads can’t quite figure out that people keep food in their pantry and in their cupboards, not under the mattress or in the closets. Definitely not under the couch cushions. Fuckers. I never even made the last three payments on that leather couch. 
 
    The other thing about Shroomheads, they’re not potty trained. You know, even a dog knows enough not to shit in his bed. Shroomheads will shit and piss wherever they happen to be standing when they get the urge. Disgusting, stinky vermin. 
 
    I guess some of ‘em must have lived in my house for a while. Piles of disintegrating Shroom crap were scattered around the house. Piss stains on the walls. Anything that could have been broken, was. Outside of a few light bulbs in recessed lamps that survived, little in the house was worth salvaging. 
 
    After I got done looking around my place, I checked the neighbors’ yards and didn’t see one Shroomhead nor any sign of fresh Shroomhead turds. I didn’t see anything but a dog about a block down and some birds in the trees. Lots of birds, actually. 
 
    All in all, it was an uneventful little two-hour excursion. I’d like to say I was pretty bored and disappointed by the whole thing, but the truth is, maybe it was thrilling in just the right degree for someone who’s been in a giant fiberglass hotdog for two years. 
 
    The most surprising thing I found during my trip was the stench of my bunker when I tried to go back inside. God, the whole place smelled like farts and armpits. I guess being in it, I developed a blindness to the smell. 
 
    Note to self: shower every day. Ventilate. Maybe pee outside when the Shroomheads aren’t around. 
 
   


  
 

 October 17 
 
    Yesterday’s adventure left me lying awake last night chasing thoughts around in my head. I think I was reveling in the excitement over getting back outside.  
 
    Right now, I’m eating my dinner, and I have to brag a little because I went outside again this afternoon. I stayed out a little longer. I ranged a little further. 
 
    I know I mentioned yesterday that locking myself into the bunker wasn’t something that happened all of a sudden. It’s not like I got home from work one afternoon, saw on the news that the Shroomheads had eaten everyone, and then got down in my bunker. It was as far from that as you could possibly imagine. Turns out, it takes a long time for the world to fall apart. I guess maybe momentum kept it moving for a good while after the end was inevitable. 
 
    Back about the time the power went down for the last time, we were probably two and a half years into the Shroom-demic (I’m loving making up these words). Things got so bad so slowly you almost didn’t notice how shitty and hopeless everything really was. Even on that day, the power going out wasn’t a surprise. Outages and brownouts had been plaguing us for at least a year by then, getting longer and more frequent.  
 
    The Shroom fungus had to chip away at modern life for a long time before it collapsed. 
 
    Six months or so later, I locked myself into Bunker Stink—the new name for my apocalypse survival capsule. Things outside were wild then. It wasn’t just the Shroomheads you had to worry about. It’s like the people, some of those with guns anyway, started living out their Mad Max fantasies—probably an exaggeration.  
 
    People were robbing and raping by then. Sometimes killing each other for little or no reason. The police and the Army disintegrated during that time. At least the last time I saw a man in uniform doing anything to promote social stability was about a month after the power went out. 
 
    I spent a lot of time out in the dangerous world before I took my solitary vacation from the apocalypse. I did a lot of sneaking around back in those days. I shot my share of Shroomheads—not exactly legal at the time, but definitely condoned—and even used my rifle to scare away a few dudes who looked like they might want to make some of my shit into their own shit. I suppose they went off to find easier prey. 
 
    So if you’re starting to worry that I might get my inexperienced ass munched by a Shroomhead with this sudden desire of mine to go out into the world, well, you’re right, I might. That’s a chance we’re both going to have to take. I’d hate to leave you wondering what happened by dying before the end though. 
 
    Yesterday, I didn’t see any Shroomheads around. That must have been luck. Maybe they prefer to stay out of the rain, you know, they wouldn’t want to wash off their stink.  
 
    I meant that sarcastically, but it just might be true. 
 
    Today when I went out the sun was shining, the birds were singing, and the Shroomheads were lurking. I wandered around the neighborhood a bit, seeing them here and there, scrounging, humping, and generally just tearing shit up. It’s like they hate anything that was built or manufactured by normal people. Weird. 
 
    The Shroomhead count in the neighborhood seemed pretty thin to me. That made me wonder whether they’d all gobbled each other up or had gotten killed by the macho knucklehead poser boys back when there was still plenty of gasoline, guns, and bullets around. Or maybe they just moved on to meatier suburbs. 
 
    Wrong guess. 
 
    I found myself on a corner on someone’s lawn, hiding behind three century plants—they’re a kind of cactus. The cacti were the centerpieces of a rock garden that used to look nice enough to give an HOA president a woody. Now weeds are growing up through the rocks, and the tall stalks on two of the plants are broken and leaning into the street. It was a good place to hide while looking up and down the roads. From there, I saw down to Mazzy and Rollo’s house and across to the elementary school. I can’t say for sure why I’d wandered in that particular direction and why I was interested in the state of their house. Well, in truth, I’m just lying to myself. I was hoping that maybe Mazzy had survived and was down there waiting for a chivalrous knight to ride in and rescue her from the monsters. Expressions of gratitude would, of course, follow. 
 
    No such luck. 
 
    Their house looked as deserted as all the rest. What’s worse, the Shroomheads looked to have set themselves up in a little Shroom commune in the school across the street.  
 
    I watched for a little while, trying to get an idea of how many might be inside. Turns out, it was a bunch. The more I saw, the more nervous I grew, thinking of how many might be sneaking around that I couldn’t see. I felt inclined to get my big hairy butt back to Bunker Stink. 
 
    So, here we are. I’m scribbling crap on my paper, eating a bowl of rehydrated mush that doesn’t look anything like the picture on the package and tastes—I don’t really know what it tastes like—maybe lunch lady socks. 
 
   


  
 

 October 18 
 
    I spent a lot of dark hours last night staring at the bunk above mine, listening to the shadows, thinking about too many things to sleep. I thought about locking down my bunker hatch for another undetermined number of months on the unfounded hope that my Shroomhead neighbors would eventually leave. That line of thinking flew in the face of my desire—no, who am I kidding, my need—to blow my hair back.  
 
    Sitting underground in my fiberglass shell, I’m little more than a frightened hermit crab waiting to die. I’m in good health. I might last another thirty or forty years, but my supplies won’t.  
 
    Through all those ruminations, I came to my only real choice. I reaffirmed my decision to go out into the world. That led directly to the necessity of finding a way to take control of a Shroomhead infestation at the elementary school. 
 
    Somewhere before the dawn when I was dozing off and snapping back awake, I developed a plan. Nyuk, nyuk, nyuk.  
 
    Ok, that “Nyuk, nyuk, nyuk,” part is what we call onomatopoeia. My best childhood buddy, Curly Joe, used to say it all the time. You see, there used to be these things called black and white movies, and way back in the day… Oh, fuck it. Too much explanation required. I’ll keep it to myself from now on. 
 
    I just realized, I should at least tell you about onomatopoeia. It’s one of my favorite words. 
 
    When I was a little kid, I used to watch a TV show called Batman. Whenever Batman would punch or kick somebody, a colorful graphic would splash on the screen and say “Bam,” or “Blap,” or “Pow.” I remember hearing two teachers at school talking about it, and they called those things onomatopoeias—words that sound like the sounds they describe—and it kind of stuck with me. I repeated it to myself about a hundred times that day. At dinner I said it, and my mom washed my mouth out with soap.  
 
    Back on track with the infestation. 
 
    Did I tell you yet that I used to hunt? Yeah, well, I’ve got some guns. And I’ve got a shit-ton of ammo. Forty-three thousand of 5.56 rounds for my AR-15, six thousand rounds for my Desert Eagle, and ten thousand rounds for my 12 gauge. I’ve got a sweet pump-action Heckler & Koch FABARM. Then I’ve got a bunch of .308 ammo for my Remington 700 and a bunch of miscellaneous ammo for my other guns.  
 
    Here’s the point. I’ve got lots of shotgun shells, a whole lot more than there are Shroomheads in the elementary school. I know, I know, you’re thinking that I’m gonna go all Rambo on ‘em. Nope. Like I said, I’ve got a plan. That’s why I’m going to the hardware store later this morning. There’s a Home Depot two miles up the road and a Lowe’s across the street. I’m pretty sure I can get what I need at those two places, plus there’s a Walmart and a couple of grocery stores all in that area. I’m only shopping for one item, but I need all of that item I can get. Everything else I need, I’ve got here. 
 
    No wait, there’s one more item I need. Good thing I thought of it. I don’t want to hurt anyone. You know, in case I’m not the only normal person left in Katy, Texas. I need spray paint. Shroomheads can’t read. 
 
   


  
 

 October 18, entry number 2 
 
    Turns out, getting something done in the apocalyptic world is a lot like getting something done at the county courthouse, you know, replacing a license plate, filing a property tax appeal, applying for an unhappiness certificate, I mean marriage license. Everything involves waiting. Honestly, when I crawled out of Bunker Stink and felt the rain on my face yesterday, I figured my days of waiting around and doing a lot of nothing were over.  
 
    It didn’t turn out that way. 
 
    Stop laughing. I know everybody knows that. 
 
    A man can have his dreams, you know. Don’t be a hater. 
 
    I’m maybe a mile down the road, halfway between my house and the Home Depot. I’ve been careful coming down here. I coulda drove to Home Depot in five minutes, but then every Shroomhead in the ‘hood would have crawled out of the turd hole he lives in and chased me down.  
 
    Not a good plan, that one. 
 
    The bike up in my house in the garage? No fucking way. First, you gotta pedal. Well, now that I’ve lost like a hundred pounds, that’s not a big deal. I’m a muscley lean stealth machine now. Did I mention that I was a big guy, not just fat, but big? I’m 6’5’’. For a couple of years I was even a wrestler—part-time. I used to be on TV back here in my day. 
 
    Sorry, I forget who I’m talking to sometimes. For wrestling, just think of people dressing up to pretend they’re something they aren’t, and putting on a big show of fighting with some other guy in a different costume. It was all fake. We weren’t really fighting. We made money because people liked the show. Lots of shouting. Lots of name-calling. People got knocked down. The spectators paid and rooted for their favorites, like maybe their cheers and jeers would affect the outcome. They didn’t. We knew who was gonna win before we started. Kinda like politics. 
 
    Holy shit. I just had another epiphany.  
 
    By the definition I gave you, I might be kind of a dipshit. 
 
    I may have to update my definition. I’ll get back to you on that one. 
 
    Back to the bicycle thing. Bad idea. You can’t defend yourself when you’re on a bike. That, and when you get going kinda fast, the wind blows across your ears so you can’t hear anything. Then you’re so busy looking for shit in the road—roads nowadays always have crap in them that’ll puncture your tire or bust your wheel—that you don’t pay attention to what’s going on around you. You never know the places that a Shroomhead might attack you from. Bikes. They’re out. 
 
    That’s why I was on foot.  
 
    Right now, feet are the best transportation. Maybe later I’ll find a tank or something, and I’ll make a hobby of driving around town and running over Shroomheads. Come to think of it, that sounds like fun. 
 
    Note to self: There’s gotta be a tank lying around somewhere.  
 
    Anyways, I was walking down the road, sort of. I wasn’t out in the middle of it. More like I was staying close to the strip malls, oil change joints, and restaurants along the way, taking care to hide behind cars and overgrown bushes. It’s best not to let the Shroomheads know you’re there. If they see you, they’ll come after you, and they’ll call their friends. It’s kind of like a barking monkey sound—hard to describe. Then they gang up and find your ass. They’re good at it, too.  
 
    I remember seeing a documentary once about chimpanzees. Those bastards hunt little monkeys in the trees. Yeah, I didn’t know that either—chimps like meat. The thing is, when a dozen or more chimps got in on the hunt, they were 100% successful. They caught and ate the little monkey every single time.  
 
    Think about that. 100%. 
 
    It’s some scary shit. 
 
    Shroomheads are smarter than chimps—maybe—and they don’t eat meat as a supplement. Flesh is their primary food source. They eat any critter with meat on its bones: people—when there were a lot of us around—dogs, cats, squirrels, deer, cows, even rats.  
 
    Something I figured out early: Don’t be the little monkey. The Shroomheads will catch you and eat you if enough of ‘em get in on the hunt. 
 
    The point of all this—and there’s got to be a point, right?—is that I was about a mile down the road from my house at an intersection with a pretty good-sized road, and I saw a big herd of Shroomheads coming up from the east. I couldn’t cross without the ones in front seeing me. I would have liked to have gone back home at that point. But that wasn’t an option. 
 
    You see, I learned another thing early on. The Shroomheads by their nature are never organized enough to all follow the road in the same direction. The damn things get curious or restless. I don’t know, hard to tell. Anyways, if you see a bunch of ‘em on the road, well, there might be another half a bunch of ‘em kind of following along with the mob, on the side streets, or going through houses nearby, or just wandering around in the same general direction. The thing is, by the time I saw these Shroomheads maybe a quarter mile up the road, maybe a little more, I knew that mob was actually another quarter mile wider than the street on each side. What that means is, if I had started sneaking back home on the road I would have been going north, and the Shroomheads would have started coming out from behind the businesses across the street heading west. They would have flanked me. 
 
    I would have been the little monkey. 
 
    Fuck that. 
 
    I chose to hide. 
 
    Of all places, I’m holed up in a nail salon.  
 
    I found a storage space with a skylight built above the restrooms in the back of the shop. It maybe wasn’t supposed to be a storage space because it didn’t have a stairway, just an aluminum ladder—probably purchased at the Home Depot—leaning against the wall. The ladder gave away what it was. I pulled it up behind me. Now if the Shroomheads come in the shop, they’ll never know I’m up here. All I have to do is be quiet. I know, you’re thinking, I’ll have to be real still and hold my breath. No, not really. Shroomheads tend to tromp around and make a lot of noise. All I need to do is breathe normally and not accidentally bump a box or something while they’re in the shop. Like I said, I did this kind of shit for a while before I locked the door on Bunker Stink. I just need to wait for the herd to pass.  
 
    Luckily I thought to bring my journal along in my backpack. I say that, but it wasn’t luck. I planned for the possibility of having to get stuck waiting somewhere. I also know myself well enough to know that I get impatient. When I’m impatient, I start making stupid choices, like leaving the nail salon too early. That might lead to me getting munched and leaving you with an incomplete Shroomhead history. Writing in my journal keeps me occupied so I don’t stare at the wall and get impatient. 
 
    Let’s see. What to write about? Hmm. 
 
    Subject today: Let’s talk about those damn vaccines. 
 
    It’s weird how this whole thing went down, the thing with everybody turning into a Shroomhead. At first, it all pissed me off, you know, a toe fungus cure turning people into Shroomheads. Really? But what the fuck, we have a dickless government in the pockets of big corporations so they can make whatever bullshit they’re up to legal. I guess if some corporation decided it wanted to start robbing banks, hell I suppose they’d just buy some congressmen and make that legal too—for corporations, not normal people like me. 
 
    I won’t beat my dipshit point to death here. We’ll just move along. 
 
    People started turning into Shroomheads. Families screamed about it in the media. They sued. The company threw up a whole shitload— 
 
    Definition for shitload—that’s what you call a herd of dipshits. You know, like a flock of birds or a school of fish. Be careful. Shitload has lots of definitions. Here, think of it as a herd of dipshits. 
 
    —of experts with PhDs and fancy-sounding think-tank titles claiming that Shroomheads spontaneously evolved from people who ate too much organic food. I’m not going to get too far into that cluster-fuck. The bottom line is the dipshits running the toe fungus cure company made the Shroomhead problem worse with all of their bullshit counter claims. If they’d have just, you know, sold their big shiny yachts, fired all the prostitutes in their hooker stables, took responsibility, and tried to fix the problem back when there were only a few hundred Shroomhead cases, well, I wouldn’t be hiding in the storage attic of a nail salon, writing Shroomhead history and wondering where I can get some good pornography. 
 
    As much as I want to blame the toe fungus fuckers, I have to raise my hand as the only known living representative of still-normal humans from that time on this spheroid rock orbiting the sun—I stole that line from a show I saw—and admit that it was our fault too.  
 
    A short time after the tinfoil hat guy at the garage sale told me about the red lumps, I saw a story on the news about a guy with deformed warts on his head who attacked a cyclist on a hike-n-bike trail in Lompoc. (Another reason not to ride a bike!) The Shroomhead was lurking under a bridge and jumped the cyclist when he whizzed by. Witnesses called the police but because we’re pretty much a society of pussies—well, sometimes I think that—the bystanders didn’t do anything to stop the Shroomhead. By the time the cops got there, the Shroomhead had eaten the cyclist’s face off. The cops plugged a dozen rounds into the Shroomhead and shipped him off to a pauper’s grave. The cops said he was a homeless guy hopped up on marijuana with a bad case of the munchies. Nobody really looked into it. As a matter of fact, the whole thing was forgotten by the weekend. You know, with playoffs going on. Football is a big deal to us twenty-first century humans. 
 
    Unfortunately for the cyclist, medical science was able to save him. Seriously, he had no face. He ended up killing himself after his third month in the hospital. He got tired of looking at a monster in the mirror with the one lidless eye he had left. 
 
    By Easter a dozen similar incidents were enough to get people started asking questions. Nobody believed anymore that these were cases of deformed homeless people turning cannibal. Let me take that back. The toe fungus fuckers, TFF Inc. from now on, were already selling a new version of bullshit, and the bullshit they sold smelled pretty good to most of us. They gave up on the spontaneous evolution story and went with one about deformed homeless dudes leftover from a World War II government syphilis experiment gone wrong. Over time, the spirochetes—I know, another weird word stuck in my head from my sex ed class in high school—ate away the test subjects’ brains and misshaped their heads. Never mind that spirochetes don’t deform skulls, and all the homeless dudes were born well after World War II ended. TFF Inc. said the government was keeping the Shroomheads under wraps somewhere in Arkansas, and then budget cuts closed the facility and put ‘em all on the street. Resentment for their treatment, apparently the only motivating factor that survives brain rot, caused the Shroomheads to take revenge on an electorate who voted in the dipshits who’d done the dirty deeds that turned them into Shroomheads.  
 
    I admit. I bought the story when it passed my too-lazy-to-keep listening threshold. I didn’t think about it much after that. The Houston Texans were in spring training and Kim Kardashian was showing off her big bare ass in the supermarket magazines. I had more important things to think about. 
 
    Well, it looks like all the Shroomheads outside have moved on. I’ll just say this last thing about the whole Shroomhead invasion—I’ll tell you more later, but right now I’ve got to get to Home Depot, do my shopping, and get back to Bunker Stink before dark. Imagine you were being chased by an angry snail. You wouldn’t be worried, right? Even when the angry snail got his pissed off little friends to help him, it wouldn’t bother you. This whole Shroomhead thing was like that. Nobody gave a shit until they realized how damn relentless snails could be. 
 
   


  
 

 October 18, entry number 3 
 
    Well! I’m at the Home Depot now. I’m taking a break. Why not? I’m not on the clock. And besides, I’m tired. I broke a sweat today. Too many months in the hole. The day has turned out nice. The sun is shining and the breeze is blowing. The temperature is in the perfect air-conditioned range, you know, like those days that used to give you wood for no apparent reason back in your teens. Probably some kind of genetic code buried in your brain that says, hey, it’s spring, go fuck something. There’s gonna be plenty of food for a while. Only it isn’t spring. It’s autumn, but some of those days feel the same.  
 
    Anyways, I got me a load of what I came for: six cans of red spray paint, eighty-seven (just at Home Depot, there’s more at Lowe’s if I need them later) rat traps—yes rat traps, those big fuckers that’ll break your finger—some nails and a hammer. Actually, I put the nails and the hammer back. I’ve got a rechargeable cordless drill at home—I’ve got solar panels too, remember—and a bunch of screws.  
 
    I know you’re thinking, what the hell is this guy up to? 
 
    I’m not tellin’. 
 
    It’ll be a game for both of us. You can think about it while you read some more of my journal or search around in the dirt for the next page, because after a million years, who knows where it’ll be. Or you can pray to your Honeycomb Bee God that I didn’t get munched by a Shroomhead on the way back to Bunker Stink. In which case, you won’t get another page. 
 
    Remember when I told you that I was an HVAC guy? Yeah, you forgot, I know you did. Go look it up on page three or whatever. I’ll wait.  
 
    Because I’m in HVAC, like most blue-collar dudes I take my work home with me. Some guys, like car mechanics, well, they’ve got cars and shit in the yard. Some of them have engines hanging on a lift chain on a tree branch. The Lay’s deliveryman has a big Frito truck parked at the curb. The mailman, well, he doesn’t take his work home, so screw him for messing up my example. 
 
    Me, I’ve got a garage full of tools, and conduit, and jugs of Freon. I used to black-market that stuff after the government went all R22 on us—it was an ozone layer thing. I’ve also got a sweet welding rig, my soldering torches and tanks, and a shitload of copper tubing. I’m not talking about the quarter-inch shit, though I’ve got coils and coils of that. I’ve got that big stuff, fat enough to slip a sissy’s thumb inside of. 
 
    Okay, I just had some really inappropriate thoughts. I was going to make a butthole-sissy thumb joke but I’m not. First off, I’ve got nothing against sissies. Second, by the time you translate the joke into bee-buzz, it’ll probably lose the humor. Do bees even have buttholes? 
 
    I don’t fuckin’ know. I never saw a show about that on Animal Planet. 
 
    Anyways, it’s the big copper tubing that I’m talking about. The question is, can you guess what I’m going to do with it? 
 
    God, I gotta tell you, I’m cracking up over it. This is the most fun I’ve had in a long, long time. This almost makes up for me not finding a hidden porn stash in the Home Depot break room. 
 
    Well, here’s the deal. I’m not telling. I’m taking all my shit and going home now. I’ll put it together later and let you know how it works out. Until then, you think about it. 
 
    C’mon. Humor me. 
 
   


  
 

 October 26 
 
    Okay, I lied. I didn’t get back with you last week. I was sneaking past Best Buy on my way home from Home Depot and this amazing green goober of an idea gobsmacked me. 
 
    I was already carrying too much crap with my rat traps and spray paint, oh, and twine. Yeah, guess I forgot to mention that. I got a spool of that, a thousand yards. Does that help you with your guess? 
 
    I had to go back out the day after the Home Depot raid and get me several loads of stuff. In fact, I spent most of the sunny hours in the next two days hauling electronic crap back to my place. I actually stored a good bit of it in my old master bedroom closet. The roof on that part of the house is still holding out the weather. The kitchen leaks like a mo fo—I expect that part of the house to collapse in a couple of years. C'est la vie. I just threw that in so you’d think I’m smart. I picked the line up from an old (really old) Doris Day movie. I don’t really know what it means, maybe something like, “that’s the shit.” 
 
    I think getting out of Bunker Stink was better for me than I imagined it could be. I think maybe I was slowly turning into a lump. I put food in one end, processed, and then dumped it out the other. I went through a routine, working out every day, reading books, watching movies, pacing around in my twelve by fifty space, at least the floor space that was available, and I tried to contact people on the short wave radio. 
 
    The things I planned to spend my time on, learning Spanish maybe, figuring out all of those shortwave radio manuals old Winston Cherito gave me, reading about agriculture—well, I kind of just stopped. I’d planned to learn a lot of stuff. I’ve got all kinds of college books down there. I wasn’t learning. I wasn’t thinking. I wasn’t dreaming and I wasn’t hoping. I was just wasting away. 
 
    Now, I’m doing something and I feel more alive than I’ve felt in a very, very long time.  
 
    What have I been up to with all this renewed zest for life? 
 
    I pulled all the insulation out of the attic in my house. It’s that thick pink fuzzy shit that comes in wide, long strips. It’s been up there a while. I laid the pink stuff over the old blown-in crap about seven years ago to reduce my electricity bill. Anyways, I pulled out what wasn’t too moldy to salvage and I used my staple gun in my garage to cover the walls in thick layers of it. The thing about fiberglass insulation is that it insulates not just heat, but sound. Now, I could open up a disco in my garage and no Shroomhead walking down the street would hear a single thump. 
 
    Mind you, I’m not going to open a disco. Who would come? 
 
    What I’ve got out there is a shop. I can drill and cut and hammer until my heart’s content. No Shroomhead will ever know. 
 
   


  
 

 October 28 
 
    I admit it. I didn’t invent this shit. I just improved it a bit. I got this idea from something I saw on TV one Sunday morning when I was doing something else. It caught my attention, I watched for a few minutes, and then I got back to doing whatever it was I was already doing. I didn’t forget though. 
 
    Here’s the basic deal. 
 
    I told you I got those rat traps. Well, I put some of them to use for their original purpose, catching rats. This is harder than you think. Those little fuckers are smart. You gotta be patient if you want to win. I set out a couple of dozen in the houses close by and I eventually got me some fat juicy ones. Rats love the apocalypse, by the way. Them and the roaches. Well, roaches did at first. The damn things were everywhere. Now, not so much. They’re just back to being regular bugs trying to make an honest bug living without getting eaten by a bird or whatever naturally eats roaches. Hell, maybe it’s rats for all I know. Anyways, now that they don’t have a load of human trash in every house to freeload off of, the balance of nature has been restored. The circle of life is spinning. Cue the Disney music. 
 
    I caught me a half dozen rats. I put each of them in a Ziploc bag with a half a cup of water to boot, you know, just to give the stinkifying bacteria a little extra juice to grow in. I sealed them up—mostly. I left a little hole—I don’t know what bacteria need to grow—and I hung them out on the wall on the back of my house where the nasty little surprises could rot away until they were nice and ripe. 
 
    That’s my bait. 
 
    Are you curious yet? I’ll bet you thought I was using the traps to catch the little bastards so I could eat ‘em. Ick. I’m not that desperate yet. I’ve still got a couple years’ worth of vacuum pouch survival meals that look like baby shit and kinda smell like it, too. Why would I want to eat a rat?  
 
    My prototype Shroomhead trap was what I worked on while I was harvesting the neighborhood rodents. That’s the surprise I’ve been cooking on the back burner. 
 
    It really was pretty easy to make. It worked on the first try. 
 
    First, I pulled out a few boxes of those shotgun shells we talked about. Turns out, they fit—not perfectly—into the copper pipe I had stored in my garage. Think rifle barrel. Well, sort of. You wouldn’t want to use one of those copper pipes that way if you wanted to keep your hands stuck to the ends of your arms. 
 
    I cut off lengths of that pipe about four inches long, and measured the shells I planned to use. They were all three inches long. I figured the extra inch was enough to get my shotgun blast going in the right general direction. The shell slides into the pipe and the lip on the back of the shell keeps it from sliding through. You know, kind of like a shotgun when you crack it open and slip the shell into both barrels. 
 
    Note to future bee people: I’ll see if I can find a picture and leave it in my journal for you. Pictures of all this would help so much. 
 
    Next, I pulled the hammer back (yes, I’m now an expert on rat trap engineering). The hammer is that thick, rigid wire that the spring slams down on the rat’s neck when he stops by to get a bite of cheese. Did I say the metal and the spring on a rat trap are strong enough to break your finger? Well they are. Be careful with these things. Anyway, I marked where the hammer comes down on the platform and that’s where I drilled a hole big enough for my length of copper tube. The platform is made of wood, so easy enough to cut through. I soldered a short piece of wire on the hammer so it would land in the center of the hole—a homemade firing pin. I checked my copper tube and voila, it fit as snug as a finger in a… Well, let’s say nostril. 
 
    I attach the rat trap platform to my prototype test apparatus—the fence. It’s stuck on there with a screw. Remember the cordless drill and the boxes of screws? Yeah, a nail and a hammer would have put that thing on the fence in seconds but the banging would have attracted the Shroomheads from over by the elementary school. No hammers for me. 
 
    Note to bee people: don’t confuse the hammer (part of the rat trap) with the hammer (hand tool) for driving nails. Same word. Different things. Look at the pics. 
 
    The shotgun shell goes in the copper tube. The copper tube goes in the hole in the platform of the rat trap, held there by snugness only. Just for simplicity’s sake, I lined the copper tube up to stick through a knothole in the fence. For clarity, I’ve got the rat trap stuck to this fence board with the hammer and all the little rat trap hardware where I can see it. The back end of the shotgun shell is facing me, on my side of the fence. The copper tube and the business end of the shotgun shell are sticking through the platform and through the knothole. 
 
    You can see where this is going now, right? 
 
    I took a section of fallen-down fence and stood it up against some patio furniture about five feet on the other side of the fence, in front of the business end of my little Shroomhead booby trap. I did the same on my side of the fence. When the rat trap hammer comes down on the shell’s primer, kapow. I hope most everything flies out the business end. This isn’t a closed-breach weapon I’ve built here. I expect I’ll get some nasty metal bits flying out the back end too.  
 
    I set the rat trap. With a lengthy bit of twine attached to the rat trap catch, I went around the corner of my house. I’m thinking I’m far enough away with enough two-by-fours and siding to protect me from what’s going to be relatively low-velocity lead and shrapnel. 
 
    I yanked the twine and got my kapow. 
 
    It worked on the first attempt. 
 
    Yeah, I’m that good. Go blue-collar dudes. 
 
    Time suddenly became very limited. I needed to run over, assess the damage, and then hide back down in Bunker Stink before the Shroomheads showed up.  
 
    Well, the fence boards in my yard took a beating. I splintered one board and a few bits of the hammer are stuck in the wood. Good! The rat trap itself and the screwed-on board were obliterated. I don’t have time to look around for where all the pieces went or what they look like. 
 
    As I’m peeking over the fence though to see what my target boards look like, I hear Shroomheads screaming like hungry maggots—well, I know maggots don’t scream (do they?) but I felt like dropping in an imaginative metaphor—at least I liked it. The screaming Shroomheads tell me my time is short. 
 
    What happened to my target board on the other side of the fence? Let’s just say I love the smell of splintered cedar board in the morning. It smells like fuck-you-Shroomheads. 
 
   


  
 

 October 28, entry number 2 
 
    It’s dark now. I’m in the bunker. As expected, the Shroomheads came, smelled the cordite, I guess, and figured they found the place where the noise came from. They shit all over my yard. Some of ‘em ran a train on a female Shroomhead and they went home, back to the elementary school I guess. 
 
    Note to self: Prepare my traps in clusters. Shroomhead friends might show up. 
 
    I just finished watching a Kate Winslet movie. Kate always reminds me of my first daughter. Don’t know why. Watching any Kate movie in my collection leaves me feeling bad about how it all went down—unfortunately, the movies where Kate nudes up are a little weird for me.  
 
    I miss my kids, even though they aren’t—weren’t—kids anymore. You know you’re old when your oldest kid is in her thirties—she was the Kate Winslet. The second girl was getting close to thirty. The youngest, the unplanned one, was still in college. 
 
    Kate and her husband lived pretty close and I saw them all the time. We weren’t best pals when she was growing up. Too many arguments, you know. Her acting just like I did at that age, me acting just like my old man did. We both grew out of it eventually. She got married and popped out a couple of puppies about the time the TFF Inc. execs bought their first corporate yacht on the tax deduction dime. I hope those guys are alive and I find one of ‘em one day.  
 
    Note to self: Find a book on medieval torture techniques and devices, you know, just in case. 
 
    I tried to get my daughters to come to the bunker with me, but turns out, I should have planned better. Back when I started the thing, I built it for five. Me, the eventual ex, and the three brats. In my post-apocalyptic plan/fantasy, I didn’t figure we’d be down in the bunker longer than three or four months. My budget had a lot to do with my plan. More money pays for more eventualities. Like most folks, I had college to pay for, first cars to buy, prom dresses—holy crap those things cost—senior trips, the father of the bride thing for three girls, oh, and that divorce—ouch. In the end, you prepare for the apocalypse you can afford.  
 
    Bunker Stink is roomy for what it is, a fiberglass tube maybe the size of an RV. My backyard was barely wide enough for the hole. Did I say before that I paid for it with the fly rod money? That was kind of a lie. I just didn’t want to feel stupid again. I paid a good part of the bunker expense with the fly rod money but I took out a loan against the house to pay for the rest. We picked the house up dirt cheap after the savings & loan crash in the late ‘80s, and it was nearly paid for. The wife pitched a fit when she found out how much the bunker cost and how I financed it. Too bad for her it was already in the ground. 
 
    If the end had come then, we all would have been screwed. Having a septic tank modified to look like an RV inside is just a first step. Our place wasn’t stocked up with anything then. I kept some guns and a bunch of ammo down there but it took several years to build up my supply of dry goods and survival meals. 
 
    I know you’re thinking, wow, humans must not eat much food if I can store up several years’ worth in Bunker Stink and still have room for anything else. Well, it’s not as big a problem as you might think. If you’re a future bee, then take my word for it and skip to the next paragraph. If you’re a future person, then I’ll tell you a human could probably eat for about 5 years on a pallet load of fifty-pound bags of rice. Do the math. You’ll see. 
 
    I know you’re thinking that’s still a lot of room. Like I said, Bunker Stink is a twelve-foot diameter tube on its side. It’s got a flat floor. If you’ve got any kind of spatial imagination, you’ll know that a flat floor across the bottom of the tube leaves a bunch of awkwardly shaped empty space below. Perfect for storage—a whole lot of it. 
 
    After Shroomageddon started, like I already told you, nobody knew what was really going on for a long time. Nobody knew where it would lead though some of us got more and more certain the longer it dragged on. The ex and I went our separate ways pretty early into it; I think it was maybe around the time the first vaccines came out. Turns out, she was fucking her boss. Marriage being what it is, turns out, I didn’t give much of a shit. I didn’t hate her. Sure, the whole business hurt, we were married a long time. We were attached, but we were bored and tired of each other. I can’t fault her for looking for a little happiness. They shacked up together at his place, a condo on the golf course over in Cinco Ranch. An expensive place. He makes more money than me. At least he used to before they both shroomed out.  
 
    He went first. I remember when she called me up on the phone to tell me about it. She was upset and crying and telling me shit like she’d wished she never left me and how she was going to stay by his side because she wanted to prove to herself she was a good woman, a good person, a good girlfriend. Turns out, she already shroomed by then too, she just didn’t really know it yet. 
 
    That’s the thing about shrooming. It’s slow. It might take a few months. It might take a few years. First, you get these irritated, red scratchy patches, mostly on your scalp or along your spine. Sometimes they hit your elbows, knees, and wrists. They slowly grow into reddish bumps, all the way down into your bone. They’re solid too, just like bone.  
 
    People tried to have them removed with surgery and all, back in the day. It was a big business, people spending their life savings to have it done. Didn’t matter, though. Didn’t change anything. By the time you got the first of the red scratchies, the fungus was already in your bones, all through ‘em, slowly growing. You were already one of them, a Shroomhead. People back then always thought they had a chance. Because they weren’t crazy yet, they thought they could beat it. 
 
    Nobody did. 
 
    The more the red lumps grow on somebody, the more crazy they get. I remember my ex calling me all the time, talking dingbat shit while her old boss made ape noises in the background. To tell you the truth, it was almost hard to tell when she stopped talking ex-wife crazy and started talking Shroomhead crazy. Anyways, she got less and less coherent. The calls got fewer and fewer. Maybe six months passed between when she first told me about golf-stud’s lumps and when she stopped calling. 
 
    Needless to say, her spot in the bunker went unfilled. 
 
    Getting back to my daughter, the Kate Winslet twin, her husband had a cabin out on some hillbilly lake up along the Louisiana border. He took Kate and the two youngsters up there. Just not soon enough. They made it awhile eating berries and pinecones or however people survive out in the woods. For all I know, he had his own prepper stash, or maybe the Kroger in their neighborhood was still open. By the time they turned Shroom, the government had already pushed its fourth failed vaccine on those of us who weren’t yet tainted—still most of us in those days.  
 
    I think nearly everybody suspected that TFF Inc. had fucked us by then. The government provided the lube. 
 
    Kate called me when the twins got the red lumps, both about the same time. They were maybe two years old then. The fungus works slower on the kids most of the time, and that was the case with Kate’s family. While the kids were still lumpy, she and the husband both got it. They turned pretty quick. First, came the tears. Then came the denial. Acceptance rolled into town when the first few lumps broke the skin.  
 
    She used to send me pics of all of ‘em. Ick. Kate got it the worst. She was turning the fastest. 
 
    Then the crazy-talk phone calls and emails started. 
 
    The last I heard was from the husband in an email. He said he came home from deer hunting—not for sport by then, for food—to find Kate in the bedroom, covered in the blood of the two tykes. She killed them and was gnawing on a leg when he shot her. That was the last I heard from him. 
 
    I guess he either killed himself after that or finished turning Shroomhead. I suppose I would have shot myself. 
 
   


  
 

 October 29 
 
    I just read through my last entry. Depressing stuff.  
 
    You may be wondering why I’m not all emotional about it. I used to be. In Dusty time, it all happened a long time ago. I’ve had a lot of dark, quiet nights to think about it, you know, what I coulda done, what I couldn’t have. Second guessing. I think maybe in those unrelenting, tedious days sitting in Bunker Stink all by myself it occurred to me that life moves on, like that angry snail I talked about earlier. Sometimes you can see where it’s going and can try to do something about it. Sometimes, maybe most times, you can’t. The worst part is that in hindsight, everything looks so clear. 
 
    The more you think about the past, the clearer it becomes. So clear in fact that you forget that looking forward from back there, everything was just as black and confused by old emotions as the future is today.  
 
    For all I know, me going out later this morning to start installing my wireless neighborhood surveillance network will get me killed. When you—future man, or future bee, or whatever the fuck you are—find this diary and realize you just read the last page, you’ll say, “Hey, that dipshit should have stayed home.” And you’ll be right. 
 
    One day, I pretty much guarantee, you will be right.  
 
    I live in a suburb of Houston. Six million people lived within thirty miles of me before they started turning Shroom and killing each other. I don’t know how many of them are out there now. I do know there is a bunch, and every single one of them would kill me and feed me to his friends if he had half a chance. I roll the dice every time I go outside.  
 
    I… 
 
    I was going to write, one day the dice will come up and say, “Dusty, you’re Shroom meat today.” 
 
    That might be any day. I don’t know if I can change that. What I can change is the odds. If I live through the expansion of my surveillance system, then I weight the dice in my favor by a little bit. 
 
    I’ll be outside a good part of the day. Talk to you later unless my number comes up. 
 
   


  
 

 October 31 
 
    It’s Halloween. BFD. 
 
    Definition of BFD—Big Fucking Deal. It’s sarcasm. It really means nobody gives a shit. 
 
    Good day. I’m back in Bunker Stink. Speaking of Bunker Stink, good God, it’s like the body odor has permeated the fiberglass, and now it outgases between cleanings. No matter how much I scrub, the smell of the bleach water only lasts until the ventilation cycles. Then it’s back to the same, farts and armpits. 
 
    I started working up on my roof two days ago. The work didn’t go fast because of the nature of trying to do anything when Shroomheads are under foot. For every little bit of work I did, I had to stop and look around to make sure I didn’t catch the attention of the locals. A little more work. A lot more looking. A little more work. You get the picture. 
 
    I know you’re probably thinking I was up on my roof replacing shingles or something, but I wasn’t. I set up a prototype—yeah, I sound like I’m some kind of mad scientist now with my prototypes and shit. Fuck it, I feel pretty smart about it too. I set up a solar panel, a small one cannibalized from a guy’s house a few blocks over. I monkeyed a lot with the wiring. I won’t bore you with the details, but getting the voltage and amperage right was a trick. I built a little box, well, not little exactly, but it’s a box I can mount on the roof. In one end, I plug a solar panel. Out of the other end, I plug a Wi-Fi signal amplifier, a hub. I also power a couple of cameras—thanks Best Buy for the products. 
 
    Now, in daylight, I can sit in Bunker Stink and on my growing wall of surveillance monitors, I can see anything that would be visible from the top of my chimney. So, pretty much all the neighboring yards, and up and down the street. Not bad. It’s a far cry from being blind in the bunker, which is exactly the situation I was in last year after my camera cable broke. Now, I’ve got the yard, the house, and the immediate vicinity under surveillance. 
 
    It took most of the day to get that first one hooked up and to get the bugs worked out of the system. 
 
    Yesterday I went to the house across the street and set up a similar system but with just one camera which showed the front of my house from over there. Handy shit to have, I think. More importantly, the amplifier sends my Wi-Fi signal as far as the house on the next block over where I installed another solar panel, black box, camera, and Wi-Fi hub. I need an acronym or a name for this thing. I’m not going to hand write all that crap out every time I refer to it. 
 
    Fuck it. I’m not that imaginative. It’s a POD. 
 
    I got PODs installed on my roof and two other roofs. I have great visibility on my street now and the next block over, leapfrogging toward my goal. 
 
    POD—Perfect Observation Device. 
 
    Maybe I’m not as much of a dumbass as I thought. 
 
   


  
 

 November 1 
 
    Today I got a POD installed on the roof of the house behind me. That gave me a view of the street over there. My view of the world around me has grown from Bunker Stink, to the weed farm (my yard) to three full blocks—at least on the streets—around me. During the day, nobody can come close without me seeing them.  
 
    That brings up two drawbacks. I don’t have a way yet to see at night. Half the cameras I’ve picked up can see just fine in the dark in those hues of green and black. I need to rig up a battery, maybe several car batteries on each system so they can charge through the day and run all night. I’ll need to work that out but I’m thinking I can add a battery onto each POD later after I figure out how to make it all work. Right now, I’m kind of anxious to get my first Shroom trap set up. 
 
    You know, it’s what I’m excited about right now and it’s been so long since I was excited about anything. I’d like to surf the good feeling for as long as it lasts. 
 
    I also need to figure out some kind of motion activation alarm for my video system. Right now, I can see what’s happening outside when I’m looking at the monitors, which might really be all I ever need. I mean, I can just look before I go out, and I should be good. The only downside of that is with the possibility of some Shroomheads sneaking around when I’m not looking and taking a nap behind a bush or in somebody’s garage or something. Then I could go hiking down the street, searching for poontang and porn, feeling safe in my ‘hood that looks quiet through the monitors, only to get jumped by a Shroomhead that I never saw hide there. 
 
    It would be easy to get smug and sloppy. 
 
    I’ll have to upgrade as I go along.  
 
    Epiphany: I’m going to be stuck in Bunker Stink a good long time.  
 
    I need to start thinking long-term. I’ll eventually need to plant crops, build a fence—a real fence—and expand the bunker—eek, shovel and pick work—you know, in case I do find some other people.  
 
    It would be nice to find other people, not just a hot chick to indulge my carnal needs, but you know, anybody I could have a conversation with. God that would be nice.  
 
    I spend a lot of time wondering these days if there’s anyone else out there who is still normal. 
 
    I wonder if any of those vaccines worked. 
 
    Oh yeah, I didn’t tell you about those yet. It’s late, I’m tired. But you know, in a way, writing all this crap is kinda like talking to somebody. I have to laugh when I think about the irony of it. I do all the talking and you don’t respond, which of course you can’t, because you’re not going to be born or hatched until a million years after I’m dead and you speak in bee-buzz talk and I of course speak like a human. 
 
    The irony I’m talking about is that my ex, well, she said she talked to me all the time and I never said much in return, like she was talking to a wall—that’s a cliché back in these days—or writing in her diary. Yeah, I know, ironic, isn’t it? 
 
    Anyway, she went off to fuck golf course condo boy who could talk about his feelings until he started making monkey sounds. I got stinky Shroomheads for neighbors. I guess you and I are stuck with each other for now. 
 
   


  
 

 November 2 
 
    How about a history lesson today? 
 
    Somewhere along the road on TFF Inc.’s disinformation campaign, enough people got sick with the red lumps that the half dozen cases that showed up by Easter turned into thousands by Independence Day. Everybody was talking about it at work, on Facebook, Twitter, everywhere. By Labor Day, the numbers were in the tens of thousands and it seemed like everyone you talked to had a story about how they saw, or their friend saw, or their cousin’s friend saw a Shroomhead rip some guy’s throat out with his teeth. Pictures and videos were all over the internet. People were demanding action from the government. 
 
    Do you remember how I said the government was run by dipshits? 
 
    Yeah, I’m sure you do. I probably said it a hundred times by now. 
 
    Anyways, nothing really happened for a good long while, except endless hearings on Capitol Hill with TFF Inc. selling their bullshit, with congressmen wrapping fresh tortillas around the turds and asking for seconds. 
 
    It took about a year, from one Easter to the next for the Shroomhead count to hit a million just in the US. I think that was the tipping point. Something about that particular number seems really big to folks. It kind of made everyone start demanding that the bullshit end and that something be done about the problem. People were scared. 
 
    It wasn’t long after that when the government released Vaccine Number One.  
 
    Oh my God, the fallout from that one was the closest this country has ever come to armed class-warfare. 
 
    The government and all the propaganda channels—we call ‘em news—made a big deal about the vaccine coming to save all of our asses from the Shroom scourge. Of course, the fine print that nobody ever really caught or discounted out of hand was that the vaccines were going to be coming from the government in quarterly batches and that everybody would need to get on the program to get each vaccine when it came out. Kind of a subscription to the Pharma companies, with all the heavy lifting done by the government on the taxpayer dime. Unfortunately, when all you can think about from sun up to sun down is how much you’re afraid of turning Shroom, you’re not in the best negotiating position. The Pharma company says, “Hey, I wanna fuck you over,” and all you can really say is, “Here, fuck my sister too.”  
 
    Pharma companies—I know I haven’t given you a definition in a while. I’m hoping you’ll pick a lot up from context. Basically, if you sorted through your dipshits and found the greediest bunch of hateful, sneaky, grannyfuckers, and put them in charge of a company (full of people otherwise trying to do good) that always says “We’re helping you. We’re making life better. We’re providing necessities.” while at the same time financially ruining half the country, well, that’s a Pharma company. 
 
    Anyways, I got my vaccine like everybody else did. You see, you had to sign up on a government website to get your vial mailed to you. Supposedly, to make sure every American got his and nothing got black-marketed off to Mexico to make some corrupt bureaucrats rich. 
 
    Well, it turns out the vials got mailed. Everyone took his or her vial to the doctor or pharmacist (not to be confused with Pharma—different things in kinda the same business). The pharmacist lady at the local Walgreens took the vial, put it into some kind of air gun thingy, and shot the vaccine into your ass. 
 
    I didn’t mind that part so much. I think my local Walgreens pharmacist is (was) hot. Because I’m a guy, you know, always thinking with the wrong parts, I figured once she saw my big hairy ass with my pants down, she’d somehow decide that she needed a man like me to protect her when times got tough in the days ahead. I even told her I used to be a wrestler so, you know, I can pretty much kick anybody’s ass. 
 
    At least pretend you’re surprised when I tell you that she just said, “Next,” and injected the person in line after me. Then she put on the sweetest, big smile and sparkled her blue doe eyes at me and asked if I’d be kind enough to see my personal physician or another Walgreens pharmacist when my next vial in the vaccine series arrived in the mail. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    Enough about my problems with the cuties. 
 
     It turns out that some enterprising med students decided to analyze the vials the government sent them. Surprise! It was simple saline—basically salt and water. You can inject it into your veins and it does absolutely nothing.  
 
    The med students started making noise on the internet. Everybody accused them of being anti-vaxxers. They got death threats. They had to go into hiding. Then the strangest thing happened. Other people confirmed that their vials were the same thing, saline placebos. 
 
    Placebos! Are you fucking kidding me? 
 
    It was the fastest-growing political shit storm I ever saw. Next thing you know, the President, the Speaker of the House, and the Senate Majority leader are all standing shoulder to shoulder on TV with the head of the CDC. They’re telling folks that they just got this vaccine invented—or whatever word they use for that sort of shit—and they didn’t have enough time to manufacture enough for everybody. They randomized the mailouts, mixing in the good samples with the placebos, thinking it would at least make folks feel better about things if they thought they were taking something. 
 
    Okay, now that didn’t sit well with folks, but they accepted it and grumbled. I did. Sometimes there’s just not enough pie for everybody to get a slice. Life’s not fair. 
 
    It was when people started stealing vials allocated to important folks—rich people, politicians, movie stars and the like—and they tested those and found out that almost all of those vials contained something more—a lot more—than saline. 
 
    Holy shit! 
 
    Every blue collar Joe in the country got pissed. The way we all saw it was, we just got fucked by our government. People were in the streets rioting before you could say Jiminy Cricket has a cricket dick.  
 
    If you’ve never seen a riot, or worse, been in the middle of one, you don’t know what kind of animal frenzy comes over people. It’s manic, peer-pressure, crowd-condoned hate in a way that can only be felt from the inside, in the mob. No words can ever come close. People—good people—do things in a riot when the animal takes over that they’d never, ever do alone, on their own. It’s like you stop being yourself so much and become an appendage controlled by a swarm mind. It’s the weirdest, scariest fucking thing. 
 
    I thought they—I mean we, I was in it with my shotgun and my Molotov cocktails—were going to burn the whole country down, starting with the big mansions and the Mercedes and Lexuses. What is the plural of “Lexus,” anyway?.  
 
    I don’t know how things work in future Bee World, but back in these days, beehives have a queen who gets laid and makes babies all day. She’s got a bunch of drones who have sex with her and don’t do much else. All the rest of the bees do all the work, making honey, building the combs, generally working themselves to death. Just for your reference, if bees drove cars, the queen would have a Mercedes and the drones would each have a Lexus. 
 
    It took a couple of weeks before everyone burned off enough rage for things to settle down. I don’t remember how many people got killed. Lots of rich folks got it. Lots of cops took one for the team. Nobody counted the regular folks.  
 
    After that, the Army was almost always on the streets. The whole country looked like Fallujah. 
 
    On the second round of vaccines—delayed by a full month—they mailed them on the same date, everybody got the same thing, real vaccine, or at least something that tested to be something other than saline. Nobody trusted the government by then. Sixty percent—or so it was later reported, and I’ll get to that in a bit—of the vaccine vials were either thrown out by the people who received them or they were sold to Canadians and Mexicans on eBay.  
 
   


  
 

 November 3 
 
    Didn’t I just talk about getting smug and sloppy? 
 
    I mean, didn’t I? 
 
    Needless to say—wait, that’s an expression. Of course, I need to say. No, I guess I choose to say—you don’t know what time of day it is right now, in Dusty time. You’re reading this like a million years from now. By the way, how long does petrified paper last? Maybe I should go round up some stone tablets and learn how to carve.  
 
    Eh, thoughts for another day. 
 
    Anyways, I’m back in Bunker Stink early today. 
 
    I got up this morning, all gung ho and full of piss, ready to go out and set my first trap. I got enough PODs set up so I can get a signal to Mazzy and Rollo’s house, across from the elementary school. I was thinking I’d bring along a POD when I went out, set it up on Rollo’s roof, go down inside the house, set my traps, and wait for the fun to begin. 
 
    Well, it didn’t quite work out that way. 
 
    I ate my breakfast this morning and took care of my necessary functions. You know. During all of this, well the breakfast part anyway, I was watching my monitors. I’ve got six of them mounted on the wall. Several have screens split into four video windows. The developers wrote the software that way to control the camera PODs. I’ve got room to expand my video feeds with the monitors I already have set up, but I’ll need to go back to Best Buy eventually and get more. 
 
    I did my morning workout. I built up a good sweat. I feel like now that I’m out of jail, so to speak, I’ve got some motivation to push myself. I feel good. I feel strong. The point is, I went through all my morning routines, all the while watching the monitors, and I didn’t see anything moving on. I saw some squirrels and some birds. I even saw that dog again. No cats though. Either they all got ate by the Shroomheads or they went back to their roots, hunting at night and sleeping in the day when they can avoid most of the Shroomheads. 
 
    Shroomheads are weird about day and night. It’s like they work in shifts. Most of ‘em, like regular folks, prefer being out in the daytime. They do all their business when the sun is up and then they go home—like the bunch over at the elementary school—and sleep and hump and whatever they do at night. Others, they tend to form their little gangs or herds or whatever you call a bunch of Shroomheads—I’ll need to make up a word for it—they sleep during the day and go out to do their business at night. You know, second shift. The two groups don’t mix. The night crawlers in our neighborhood have a little Shroomhead commune over at the rec center. It’s not a whole bunch of ‘em, but enough to cause me trouble if I’m not careful. 
 
    I headed out carrying my POD, thinking the neighborhood was pretty clear, my ripe rat stink-bait and my Shroomhead traps in my backpack. I had my AR-15 over my shoulder and my Desert Eagle in hand. Nothing happened at first, which is exactly what I expected (hoped for). I crossed the street and snuck between the houses, the downed trees, and crumbling plastic playscapes. A lot of fences in the neighborhood are knocked over because of the hurricane a few years back, the same one that shredded the roof over my kitchen. Did I tell you about the hurricane? I can’t remember. I’ll have to go back and look over what I wrote. That hurricane worried me, I ain’t ashamed to tell you. 
 
    I crossed a bunch of yards, and I got to where I was going, almost. I crossed through a backyard with a downed tree full of weeds growing up through it, and I had to work my way through to get onto Rollo’s property. Once there, before I even saw it through the overgrown bushes, I smelled Mazzy and Rollo’s pool, the one that naked Mazzy stood above on that diving board that day, naked, glowing like a porn angel. Now the pool is nasty. It smells worse than my ripe rats. When I got out of the bushes and onto the deck by the pool, I saw why. 
 
    For starters, the pool was full to the brim. It rains a lot in Houston so we’re never short on water—and those damn mosquitoes. God, I hate mosquitoes. I was standing there on the pool deck, almost fascinated by the stench of the swimming pool turned stink pond. A layer of some kind of algae like a not-quite fuzzy carpet in the most brilliant spring green color you can imagine covered the pool. In a way, it was pretty. If I’d had a camera with me, I would have taken a shot for my collection—hobby of mine, pictures of the end of the world. At least I used to take a lot of pics before I closed the hatch on Bunker Stink two years back. If you find the pictures along with my stuff, you’ll see what all these things I’m talking about look like. If you’re a bee with your compound eyes and it all looks like shit on a computer monitor, don’t blame me. Blame God, evolution, or whatever you believe in your future insect world. 
 
    Anyways, I didn’t have my camera. You know, too many other items on the morning to-do list. 
 
    The weird thing I noticed was that the pool’s ultra-green surface wasn’t smooth. It wasn’t level. A big lump of something was floating in the middle. It took me a minute to understand what I was seeing because it wasn’t quite the shape it was supposed to be, but mostly it was. A Shroomhead—I assume—body was floating there, covered in a layer of green fuzz, fouling the pool, and stinking up the whole yard. Disgusting. Fascinating, but still disgusting. 
 
    I wondered as I looked at it if it was Mazzy, and the thought bummed me out.  
 
    I stared at the lump for a while, thinking about Mazzy and thinking about loneliness. I thought about all those naked people around the pool that day. Then a thought occurred to me. With Mazzy and Rollo being swingers and all, they probably had pretty liberal ideas about lots of things sexual. I figured, they probably had a collection of pornographic movies on DVD somewhere around their house and I was willing to bet they even had some homemade movies stored on DVD or a hard drive. When I say homemade, I’m not talking about Rollo’s blubbery ass; I’m talking about smokin’ hot Mazzy doing things that would make her mommy blush. 
 
    I set my POD down by the back door and went inside the house. No door in the neighborhood is locked. Shroomheads hate doors. They break ‘em down whenever they see ‘em. I guess they figure every locked door has delicious people behind it. I don’t know. The house, like most houses nowadays, was a mess. The Shroomheads fuck up everything. It’s like the parts of their brain that control abstract spatial relationships—damn that sounded smart—don’t work quite right anymore. The dimwits look inside of cabinets for edible people, in dresser drawers and under mattresses. Pretty much anything with any size space inside. Result, everything was a mess. I know I mentioned this before, they don’t know how to go outside to take a crap. They just drop their little presents wherever they happen to be standing at the time. 
 
    Which, looking back, was a big clue that just didn’t quite click. I was preoccupied as my turgid Johnson was dragging me through the house past a few fresh piles of Shroom turds, looking for Mazzy porn. The bedroom was the logical place to store porn. Why not? The bed was in there. They probably had a big TV in there too. It makes sense, right?  
 
    Well, I bounced on down the hallway with an image of Mazzy on my mind, swung open the bedroom door, and nearly shit my pants. Three Shroomheads were sleeping all curled up together on the bed. When that door hit the wall, the Shroomheads all jumped up and screamed. 
 
    And here’s a thing about Shroomheads that I didn’t tell you yet. They are jumpy motherfuckers. Like cats in a way. They startle easy and they always overreact when it happens. 
 
    The three Shroomheads on the bed were up and jumping through the windows before they finished their first scream. I suppose they might have said the same thing about me except I spun around—probably screaming—and ran back up the hallway, out the back door, and through the jumble of branches on that downed tree before I even spent a moment of thought on whether I really did shit my pants or not. 
 
    The other thing about Shroomheads, they know what people taste like. We are delicious to them. They’re generally too skittish to try and chase you down and munch you all on their own. When they’ve got a few buddies with them, they’re downright brave. The only reason those three in the bedroom ran away was because I startled them. It wasn’t going to take them long to realize that I was a Happy Meal on foot. Then they’d figure out there were plenty of them to chase me down and have me for lunch. I wanted to be back in Bunker Stink before that happened. 
 
    Definition time. Happy Meal: Imagine your larvae are squawking about dinner, and you don’t feel like spending fifteen minutes whipping up a pan full of Hamburger Helper to feed ‘em. You’ve had a long day in the honeycomb factory, and all you want is for them to shut up so you can veg in front of the TV for a while and watch a basketball game. So, you spend fifteen minutes getting the brats all wrangled up and seat-belted into the SUV, then drive another twenty-five minutes round trip to the local Mickey D’s to spend too much money on little boxes of crappy Crisco-flavored sandwiches and French fries that’ll turn ‘em all diabetic before they get out of high school, and somehow you think this is all a time-saving, easier way to feed them than cooking at home. But the reason you think all this stupid shit is because you’ve been brainwashed your whole life by a creepy redheaded clown, telling you every thirty seconds on TV that you need to pay him bargain basement prices for his grease-mush food and that if you do, you’ll get a big red perma-smile on your face, just like his.  
 
    Everybody wants to smile. 
 
   


  
 

 November 4 
 
    I’m back in the hole with nothing much to do today. You know, the Mazzy porn plan kinda didn’t go as I’d hoped. I can’t tell you how much that sucks. At least I got back to Bunker Stink with all of my bodily pieces intact. 
 
    I guess I’ll tell you guys how that whole vaccine thing worked out. It’s mostly a boring story, I think. You know, after the rioting not much vaccine related excitement followed. At least not until just after vaccine number four hit the streets. By then, it seemed like you could always buy a dose on eBay. The prices were high. Most of it was probably fake, but given what the government and the Pharma companies were doing with the real thing, it probably didn’t matter. 
 
    One thing the CDC said they were trying to do was to inoculate everybody right before a bloom. A bloom, you ask. What the hell is that?  
 
    I guess I’ll tell you that too. 
 
    First off, let me tell you about this hike me and my brother-in-law took up in the mountains one time. We were probably up around ten or eleven thousand feet, getting close to the tree line, when we came across some weird mushrooms. Hey, it’s not that kind of story, we didn’t eat them. My point is these big mushrooms were maybe the size of an upturned salad bowl. They were bright orange-red with funky weird-shaped white splotches. They looked like something you’d find on one of those seventies black light posters. I didn’t know mushrooms like that really existed. I thought all the real ones were that icky light brown color like artificial limb rubber. 
 
    Getting back to Shroomheads now, the ones who had the red lumps the longest started to grow the lumps on their head and face. Some of ‘em, maybe most of ‘em, eventually grew these big crests across their head. The weird thing is, the crests look kinda like somebody took one of those big mountain mushrooms, sliced it in half, and glued it across their skull. One side of the crest even has those little louver looking things, kind of a like a dirty air filter on your car. A couple of times a year those louvers shed spores. The spores infect other people. That’s how the Shroomheads were spreading the word, so to speak. That’s what the CDC was hoping to vaccinate everyone against. 
 
    Somewhere along the lines, with everybody pissed about vaccinations and arguing about what they were or weren’t doing, the numbers of infected got lost. I remember reading on the interwebs or seeing on the news or hearing rumors all in the same day of numbers ranging from three to thirty million infected Americans, somewhere between 1 out of a hundred and one out of ten. Anything in that range could have been right. Like I said before, turning from person to Shroomhead, from basic Shroomhead to cannibal was a slow progression. The number of Shroomhead cannibals was maybe a third of the total of people with red lumps. The problem of what to do with the Shroomhead cannibals they rounded up was turning into a big question that had folks riled up as hell. Half the country wanted to just shoot ‘em. The other half wanted to put them in big pens out in West Texas or Kansas. Like everything else in this country, we did a little of both with a lot of stupid in between. 
 
    Maybe I’ll talk more about all of that stupid shit later. I’m not in the mood to deal with it right now. Besides, I’ve got vaccines on my mind and that still kinda pisses me off.  
 
    So here goes. 
 
    After vaccine number four, I took mine just like I was supposed to, except at a different Walgreens, from a gruff bastard with halitosis shooting me in the ass. I sure do miss my sparkly-eyed honey at the Walgreens by the house.  
 
    A group of scientists out of—you know what, I don’t remember where they were out of, and I guess it doesn’t matter—out of wherever, were doing studies on spore infection rates. The basic question: How likely was a random person to get the red lumps over a six-month period? Somewhere along the way these guys got the genius idea to compare infection rates of people who’d been taking their vaccines with those who weren’t. That’s where my pissed-off part comes in. The infection rate for people taking their vaccines was fifty percent higher than for people that didn’t. 
 
    You can probably guess where things went after that. 
 
    Well, maybe you can’t. I’m thinking you’re guessing riots, and you’d be right, mostly. This time around though, the rioting was limited. It was like people wanted to riot. They wanted to go out and hate on the government. They were just too tired of it all. They were tired of all the bad news, tired of trying to keep their Shroomhead teenager from eating his little sister, tired of demented people wandering into traffic and getting run down, tired of the stories of a justice system that couldn’t change fast enough to deal with the question of how a family is supposed to handle a murderous cannibal living in the back bedroom. The riots fizzled out inside of a week. The price of vaccines for sale on eBay dropped to nothing. You couldn’t give that shit away. 
 
    I kept taking my vaccines though. Gruff halitosis man injected me all the way up through number nine. After that, I had to go into the store, find the injector, and do myself for numbers ten and eleven. No vaccines came after that.  
 
   


  
 

 November 7 
 
    Here I am back in the bunker again today. Since those three Shroomheads spotted me, they’ve been methodically working their way up and down the blocks trying to find my hiding place. I see them on the cameras. That leaves me stuck inside until they get bored and move on. Which sucks. 
 
    Now that I’ve taken a liking to breathing fresh, outside air, feeling the sun warm my skin, hell, even getting a goddamn mosquito bite or two, being cooped up is driving me doubly crazy. 
 
    I didn’t sleep well last night. I bounced around on my bed a lot. I guess bounce isn’t the right word. My bed is a long metal shelf stuck to the wall. On it lays a thin mattress. It looked and felt comfy enough when I bought it from the bunker manufacturer. I saw the whole getup at a Self-Reliance Show down at the convention center. By Self-Reliance, what they mean is Doomsday Prepper. 
 
    It was love at first sight. There on that big shiny floor, standing tall above all those camo-clad beer guts was my baby, apocalypse salvation on a price tag I could stretch my budget to buy. I told you about the fights with the eventual ex about how I paid for it. How can I say now it wasn’t all worth it? I’m still alive when it seems most folks are dead or turned Shroom. 
 
    All the systems seem to work fine, though the ventilation could be better, hence the name Bunker Stink. I don’t know what the mattresses were made out of, but damn! They didn’t hold up at all. Seems like I’d get about a month of use out of one before it was little better than a thick blanket. Now, years into this with me losing all my body fat and sleeping on a metal shelf, I get up in the morning and the skin on my elbows and shoulder blades is red from bumping sheet metal all night long. Now I don’t know if I’m getting the red lumps, or if I just need a real goddamn mattress. I don’t feel crazy yet, so I’m hoping it’s a mattress problem. We’ll see. 
 
    One of the things I like most about my bunker is the entrance hatch. First off, it’s covered by one of those big green utility boxes you sometimes see all over the place along the roads hidden behind the landscaping. You see ‘em but never really notice. It’s my camouflage. It’s better than that though, it’s not made of the flimsy sheet metal that those utility boxes are made of. Mine’s a quarter inch thick steel. It presents a nice obstacle to anybody wanting to break in. Inside the utility cube is my security door. It’s a thick, round, steel door like you might see on a hatch in an old submarine war movie. It sits flat and opens outward, and is actually about twelve inches higher than the surrounding grass, a feature that came in real handy during that hurricane.  
 
    That hurricane hit after the Shroom-pidemic, but before we’d given up hope. There were plenty of Shroomheads around, but the world was still trying to limp forward and solve the problem. The hurricane hit Houston directly. It made a mess of downtown, flooding everywhere and breaking tons of windows on all those snooty glass towers. 
 
    Out here in Katy, we had a bunch of downed trees that never got cleaned up, you know. The city didn’t have the resources. Most folks didn’t have the tools or were too apathetic to do anything about it. Half my roof blew off as did a lot of others in the neighborhood. Now my house is rotting away and will fall down in a couple of years. Since the roof is the fill system for my cistern, that’ll be a problem I need to resolve.  
 
   


  
 

 November 8 
 
    Four days have passed since I caught the fancy of the Shroomheads in Mazzy and Rollo’s bedroom. I think they’ve given up looking for me. I went out this morning to get back to work on Mission Shroom Trap. 
 
    Word of the day: Careful, dumbass. 
 
    Is it cool if the word of the day is two words? 
 
    Who the fuck cares? I might be the last man on earth who knows the difference. God, I hope not. 
 
    I scanned the video feeds for an hour before heading out. The thing that I felt best about, well, maybe second best about, after there being no Shroomheads looking for their lost fast food, was that my POD, as seen from the video camera mounted on the chimney of the house behind Mazzy and Rollo’s place, appeared to be untouched, leaning against the wall right where I left it. 
 
    I headed out with my backpack full of traps and stink bait, my pistol in the holster on my hip, my AR-15, and a pretty good load of ammo. Most importantly, I kept both hands on my rifle. No fucking around today. 
 
    I made my way along the path between the houses that I’d used the last time, once on the way out, not quite carefully enough, then on the way back, running like a looter with a TV. I passed the ultra-green pool and saw its rotting occupant floating in the same place it had been before. 
 
    Very quietly, in maximum sneak mode, I slipped through the back door. I worked my way through the house with my rifle up, checking each room as I went. The house was empty. I don’t know why those three Shroomheads decided to nap in Mazzy and Rollo’s bed that particular day. I wondered if my scaring them out of there had left such a negative impression that they were now afraid to come back. I filed that thought away for use on a later day. It might be good information, you know, knowing that I could use a little negative reinforcement to train ‘em.  
 
    It occurred to me in that moment why I’d come back to Mazzy and Rollo’s room in the first place. It occurred to me as I noticed, among the other crud scattered on and growing in the carpet, dozens, no, hundreds of silvery discs, DVDs, every one broken. 
 
    No! 
 
    I stepped across the room, careful to avoid the noisy DVD collection underfoot and glanced out each of the windows. Remember the word of the day? Nothing was outside either window.  
 
    I dropped to my knees to get a closer look at the DVDs. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    I picked up half a DVD with a title written in black Sharpie. I guessed from what I could read of the title that the video was Mazzy in her birthday attire doing the kinds of things I was hoping to see her doing. I had found the pot of gold I was looking for, exactly where I thought I might find it, just not in the condition I hoped it would be. I don’t know why someone had broken all of those DVDs. I can only assume it was some kind of Shroom motivated behavior by Mazzy or Rollo as the fungus slowly twisted their thoughts. In a world running short on wankable media, it was a shameful waste! 
 
    I’m not one to cry that often, but damned if I didn’t feel a tear well up. 
 
    Okay, enough with the emotional shit. 
 
    I checked outside each window again. 
 
    I spent ten or fifteen minutes shuffling my hands through the mess on the floor hoping to find just one DVD in one piece. 
 
    No such luck.  
 
    The porn quest had failed. 
 
    Oh, how I longed for the olden-pre-internet days when adult bookstores sat along the highway just outside the city limits of nearly every town. Most of those were out of business long before the Shroompocalypse. 
 
    I hauled my disappointment out into the backyard. 
 
    I pumped myself back up with a few big breaths and told myself the post-apocalyptic world would be no fun at all if every one of my little quests worked out on the first try. 
 
    Many adventurous days lay in my future. Other porn stashes were out there to be found. 
 
    Hell, porn might not even be needed. I might still find my post-A goddess somewhere in Houston, wearing a pair of Daisy Dukes, a push-up bra, and brandishing a big-ass machine gun. 
 
    I stacked the old patio furniture against the back of the house. It made a pretty good ladder for climbing up on the roof. Most of the houses in our neighborhood are single-story with low roofs. It doesn’t take much of a boost to get up there anyway. 
 
    Lucky for me, the crest of Mazzy and Rollo’s roof ran parallel to the street. The chimney was built at the peak. What that meant for me was that I could move around on the back half of the roof without being seen from the road, or to put a fine point on it, I could not be seen from the elementary school across the street. 
 
    It didn’t take long, as I had experience with the other PODs, to get it set up with cameras mounted on the chimney to give me views of the school as well as up and down the road. Sweet. 
 
    Fun time began. 
 
    I went back down to the house, checked it again to make sure it was still empty. Careful. 
 
    I took to setting up my traps. No rocket science involved. I had to punch—quietly—several holes in the sheetrock as my design required it. I mounted my traps on one side of an interior wall so they could shoot through to kill whatever was on the other side. I mounted a few eye-screws on the wall and ceiling so I could run a string from each trap’s catch to the tail of one of my stink bait rats that I hung from the ceiling at eye level. Any Shroomhead tempted by the smell who came in and grabbed the rat, would spring the trap, the shotgun would fire, and the Shroomhead would get a full load of lead shot at point-blank range, making an attractive noise and temptingly bloody mess for other hungry Shroomheads. They’d of course come to the house to investigate. They’d feast, and they always feast noisily, drawing in others. The house would get crowded, and more traps would spring as Shroomheads found more bait. That was the plan. I set five traps. I hoped to kill at least a dozen of the bastards. 
 
    Last step: I spray painted a message on the wall in case any normal humans were still around. DON’T TOUCH THE RATS. BOOBY TRAP! 
 
   


  
 

 November 8, entry number 2 
 
    I’ve been in Bunker Stink for most of the afternoon, watching the video feed from Mazzy and Rollo’s house. Oh, by the way, did I mention I set up a few of the wireless cameras inside the house? Some of my cameras record sound as well as video. I’ve got a live view with audio of all five traps. 
 
    I await entertainment. 
 
    On the camera facing the school, I see some Shroomheads across the street, sniffing the air. They smell the rats. They just aren’t sure where the appetizing odor is coming from. 
 
    C’mon, dimwits. 
 
    Two hours pass.  
 
    It’s getting near dark, and I’m starting to worry. I know my main purpose is to rid my neighborhood of Shroomheads by killing them with my—would it be too much of a stretch to say Shrooby traps?  
 
    Fuck you, you humorless bumble bee. It cracked me up. 
 
    What I’m trying to say is that as much as Mission Shroom Trap has put a tingle in my trousers, I find that I’m really, really looking forward to the video of the payoff, that moment when the Shroomheads figure out what happens when they yank on a stinky rat. 
 
    Oh wait. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Here they come! 
 
    Shroomheads are crossing the streets. Now wandering closer. One is brave, he’s hurrying up the driveway. He thinks he’s onto something. The smell has to be getting stronger. He’s actually salivating. He’s making an “oof” sound. 
 
    Maybe that’s Shroomspeak for, “I’m happy.” 
 
    From an interior camera, I see him coming in the front door. He sees the stink-rat hanging from the ceiling just inside.  
 
    Boom. 
 
    Ack. 
 
    Splat. 
 
    God, how I scream and laugh! 
 
    Yes, I am that twisted.  
 
    Still laughing. 
 
    Oh my God. You can’t tell that took a little bit, but let me tell you what happened. 
 
    The boom was obvious, that was the shotgun shell going off. The ack, I can’t describe what sound those fuckers make when they’re surprised, but that’s the closest description I can think of. The splat, well the Shroomhead reached and pulled the rat as he was stepping close, not quite close enough for an immediate kill, but he was in effective range. Most of the Shroomhead’s arm hit the wall and splatted on the floor. The Shroomhead howled again and fell down by his arm, writhing and I guess, trying to figure out what just happened. 
 
    The Shroomheads across the street all turned stone still, staring at the house. Then, on some silent cue, they ran. 
 
    After that, it took maybe ten minutes for the house to fill up with Shroomheads and Boom, ack, splat, repeated four more times, each just as funny as the first. 
 
    I think I killed or mortally wounded eleven. They were all in there feeding on their downed comrades when the sunlight grew too weak to power the cameras. 
 
    All in all, a good day. 
 
    I’ve got myself a good start on clearing the vermin out of my neighborhood and maybe making myself a little safe place in the chaos of Shroomageddon. 
 
    Anyways, I’m out of writing materials so this is all I’ve got to say. I’ll search the post-apocalyptic ruins of this great city—sorry, I had the urge to wax poetic—for more paper and stuff. If I get munched by a Shroomhead during the search, well, you can just carry the guilt of knowing it was your fault. Otherwise, I’ll leave you with an immortal quote from the greatest warrior-philosopher of my era, Arnold Schwarzenegger: Hasta la vista, baby. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Dusty’s Diary, Book 2 : November 12  
 
    It was a good morning in Bunker Stink.   
 
    I worked out.   
 
    I ate a bowl of multi-grain, high-fiber gruel with nothing to vary the texture except for itty bitty bits of seed things that make me think of bugs every time I got one stuck in my teeth.  I washed my clothes—plenty of extra rainwater in the cisterns, so why not?  Then I swept the place.  Tomorrow, I’ll clean the kitchen, and the little bathroom, such as it is.  One good thing about the apocalypse, there are plenty of cleaning products laying around in peoples’ houses.  Nobody thought to scrounge that kind of stuff when they finally saw where the world was headed.   
 
    Even the Shroomheads don’t care enough about containers of cleaning shit to break them open anymore.  Probably a Pavlov’s dog thing.  I’ll bet every single one of them tried to slurp up some Softsoap or scarf down a grainy handful of Tide at least once.  The Shroomhead brain isn’t smart enough to know at first sight the difference between a box of Captain Crunch and a bottle of Windex—they learn.  I know they don’t memorize all the wrappers, and they definitely can’t read, but I’ve seen ‘em give a sniff to anything they find in a house and toss away the things that aren’t food. 
 
    That’s a long way to go about saying ‘I’ve got plenty.’  
 
    If only I’d paid more attention all along to using a nice lemony-fresh disinfectant on the surfaces and floor of my underground fiberglass hidey-hole, it might not have earned its name—Bunker Stink. 
 
    Oh, that and regular use of a good deodorant.  Again, lots of that lying around in under-sink cabinets and among the discarded containers on bathroom floors.  As I said once before, Shroomheads look everywhere in a house for food.   
 
    I finished my morning chores, sat down in front of my monitor bank, and watched the screens.  It was still early, the sun was barely lighting the sky gray in the east.  I find now that I’m doing things, now that I’ve got a reason to get out of bed in the morning, I do.  Today, despite the excitement keeping me awake after last night’s success with the booby traps, I was out of bed the earliest in a long time.   
 
    Most of the cameras were waiting to power up.  I still need to scrounge some car batteries and wire them into each system to keep them running through the night.  I don’t see a glimpse of anything until I’ve got a little sun on the panels.   
 
    The one that showed the street in front of my house and the other pointed at my backyard warmed up first.  I guess because no trees block the sun between their solar panels and the horizon.  They each kind of flickered for five or ten minutes before they stayed on. 
 
    Those two cameras are the most important, I guess.  I need to know what’s going on close by outside at all times.  Yeah, not really.  I just need to know what’s out there before I risk an excursion through my hatch. 
 
    That all sounds important and shit, but truth is, I was waiting for the camera to come up at Mazzy and Rollo’s house.  I wanted to get a good look at the results of my handiwork.  With some sunlight shining in through the windows, I’d be able to get a solid count of dead Shroomies. 
 
    While I waited, I thought about hanging a whiteboard on the wall to tally my kills.  I thought about goal-setting and wondering how many was the most ever killed by a human.  Of course, that led me down an old path.   
 
    Am I the last human on earth who is still normal? 
 
    Four of my other cameras had awoken by the time I got my first flicker of life out of the one I’d mounted in Casa de Rollo.  That one showed a quick glimpse of a thin little Shroomhead standing in the shadows in the corner of the living room, back to the camera.  Then the device powered down again. 
 
    That was odd.  Not the system struggling to power up, the Shroomhead standing in the living room. 
 
    Early morning and right before the sun goes down are usually transitional times for the Infected.  Night-shift Shroomies like to be back inside before the sun comes up.  Day-shifters don’t like to roll out of bed until later in the morning.  They’re kinda lazy that way.  You usually get thirty minutes or so on either end of the day when there doesn’t tend to be a lot of them on the streets.   
 
    I stared at the blank monitor, waiting for the solar panel to generate enough amps to wake the camera back up.  You know, just another tiny bit of suspense to keep me engaged.  If the Shroomhead was gone, it was probably a Night Shift denizen and he’d headed on home.  If it stayed, then it was a Day Shifter. 
 
    That was the range of my expectations on the possibilities.  But hey, in a world where boredom is the norm, anything that provides the tiny mystery of an unknown outcome is entertainment. 
 
    When the camera powered up again, I saw something that surprised me, a pair of legs dangling out of the attic.   
 
    First off, I’d never noticed an attic access panel on the living room ceiling, though my thoughts were on other things when I was setting the traps in there.  And to be honest, back before the collapse, when I’d visited Rollo and Mazzy’s, I never looked at the ceiling.  I only had eyes for Mazzy and the way her ass fit tightly into her jeans and the way her tits seemed ready to spill out the top of any blouse she wore. 
 
    Secondly, who builds a house with an attic access panel in the living room?  I’ve never seen anything like that before. 
 
    Thirdly, Shroomheads almost never go into attics.  The exceptions happen when they see someone climb up ahead of them, or when a ladder is left in the attic access hole.  Otherwise, they’re just not smart enough to figure out that the rectangular irregularity in a ceiling isn’t just more ceiling.   
 
    The legs disappeared into the hole.  A moment later, a black blob of something dropped out onto the floor. 
 
    The camera cut off. 
 
    Dammit.   
 
    Hazy morning clouds had blocked the sun. 
 
    What the hell, I wondered, fell out of that ceiling?   
 
    I pictured it in my mind and tried to play the memory in slow motion, trying to figure out what it was. 
 
    The only thing it appeared to be was a backpack, which didn’t make any sense.  Shroomheads don’t need and don’t carry backpacks.  They prefer to face the world wearing nothing but the skin God gave ‘em. 
 
    When the camera came to life again, the front door was open, and I got half a glimpse of the thin person as they stepped out and ran into the bushes in the front of the house.  Into a blind spot for the camera I’d mounted on Rollo’s roof. 
 
    The thing that really stole my attention was on one of the walls in the living room.  Apparently, using one of the cans of spray paint I’d left in the house last night, someone had written on the wall: 
 
    FUCK YOU and your booby traps, 
 
    ASSHOLE!! 
 
    Thanks for nothing! 
 
    M. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
   


  
 

 November 16 
 
    Of course, my first thoughts went to my Mazzy fantasy. 
 
    Was it her?  Could she have been over there hiding in the attic, staying quiet as a mouse while I stomped around on the roof and installed my POD—my Perfect Observation Device, for you future bug people with short memories?  Was she up there when I rooted through all the broken DVDs in her and Rollo’s bedroom searching for her homemade nudie movies?  Did she hear me setting my Shroom traps, all the while keeping quiet, not knowing who I was or what I was up to? 
 
    Hell, I don’t know. 
 
    I spent a whole day scanning for some sign of her on my video feeds. 
 
    I snuck around another day, looking for anything that would confirm for me she was real and not just an artifact of my loneliness crossbred with my jerry-rigged video surveillance system’s quirks. 
 
    I found nothing. 
 
    Now I need to get my head on straight, wrestle up some supplies, and think this whole thing through before I preoccupy myself so much with it I step into a hole full of stupid and get myself munched.   
 
    Supplies.  That’s the word of the day.  Like I told you at the end of the last diary, I ran out of paper.   
 
    I know if you’re living in your modern bumble bee buzz-buzz world with your electric cars and Cuisinart honey dispensers in the kitchen, and you have time to waste digging through the ancient world’s artifacts, you’ve got what we like to call First World problems, and running out of paper to write on isn’t one of those.  For you guys, when you need paper, you just hop in the car and zip down to BuzzMart and load up.  For me?  Not so easy.  Houston is humid.  It’s full of Shroomheads who think anything built by normal people is something they need to tear up. 
 
    Paper is getting hard to find. 
 
    Nevertheless, Lady Luck smiled on me.   
 
    I was scavenging yesterday over in Plinko Ranch—you know, those big houses on the old golf course south of the highway.  We talked about the place.  Well, in case you didn’t dig up my last diary, I’ll just tell you, after my ex hit her max-Dusty-bullshit threshold, she shacked up down there with some pink-Polo-wearing Porsche-driving wimp-stud with greasy hair and bleached teeth. 
 
    All those folks down there had money.   
 
    Or maybe like most of us back in the twenty-first century, they had bigger paychecks to indenture to the criminal credit card companies and mortgage bank butt-suckers.  So they needed bigger houses for all their shit and larger garages to cram it into when it stopped being shiny-new enough to keep in the house because it got replaced by the latest fad-crap they saw on TV. 
 
    I know, I know. 
 
    You’re thinking, “BFD, Dusty, you’re rambling again.” 
 
    Yeah, I know! 
 
    I ramble.  I repeat myself.  I’m sure I’m starting to sound like that drunk uncle nobody wants to invite to the kiddies’ birthday parties anymore.  This shouldn’t be news to you.  I told you, I’m no Shakespeare. 
 
    But the thing you gotta understand is back when the ex and I went through some hard years, meaning the money coming in the door didn’t add up enough to cover the bills being dumped in our mailbox, we used to have to buy our necessaries down at the Goodwill store.  The one with the best shit was south of here, on the other side of the highway, across the street from—you guessed it—Plinko Fucking Ranch.   
 
    When those people run out of room to store their pre-throw-away crap, they donate it to places like Goodwill so they won’t have to feel like consumer addicts who get all bonerous and drippy from hearing the zing of their plastic through a credit card reader.  Instead, they tell themselves they’ve done something special to shine up their souls for Jesus by giving their yesterday’s fashion shit to the poor. 
 
    Best of all, when they drive up to the loading dock around behind the Goodwill store to donate their pre-trash shit, the unbathed reprobate Have-Not assisting the wanly smiling Haves with their donation loads always gives them a blank (tax) voucher because he’s too lazy to fill it out and will never earn enough money to have to worry about learning how to do it for himself with his own taxes.  And then the donation quantities get fudged, because why the fuck not?  We are all just humans.  Why be honest when nobody’s going to bust you in a lie.  So all that too-good-to-throw-away shit multiplies into two or three times as much—for tax purposes only—and turns into a write-off big enough to buy a delivery truck full of next year’s shiny new shit that gets rolled down the ramp into an oversized house down in Plinko Ranch. 
 
    And the most fucked up thing is slick-hair-homie-fuck down there pays less in his taxes by scamming the donation write-off, and my tax bill goes up because the government still needs its dime.  It doesn’t care where the dime comes from, it just wants it.  Do the math.  All that shit at Goodwill that me and the eventual ex picked up for a discount is shit I already paid for once.  Sorta. 
 
    It’s fucked up.  But that’s the way it is. 
 
    I know, I know. 
 
    I’m angry again.  You future people must think the only thing the hairless monkeys of the twenty-first century were good at was hating on each other. 
 
    Maybe I was just envious. 
 
    Dealt a bad hand for living prosperously in modern times. 
 
    Thing is, I worked hard all my life, and me and the eventual ex sent our kids to college.  We were always in debt.  We lived in a modest house (that means kinda small and shitty) in a modest neighborhood, and all I had to show for it was Bunker Stink buried in my backyard. 
 
    I was never lazy.  I worked six and seven days a week.  I labored long hours when I could, when I had to, which was most of the time.  There are things I was good at, and things I wasn’t.  I never did well on my tests in school.  I wasn’t that good at learning my grammar rules, and algebra never made good sense to me.  But I could cut a straight line with a saw and build something solid and square.  I could change my brakes, pull my shocks, and yank the transmission out of my car and drop in a rebuilt one.  I suffered the snakebites and the wasp stings and the fire ants chewing up my calves.  I always did the best I could with what I had.  But I never bought a Porsche.  Never took the eventual ex to Paris.  Never lived in a mansion on a golf course. 
 
    Why? 
 
    I think about that a lot. 
 
    I sometimes hate those people.  I’m glad they all turned Shroom and I now get to root through their shit looking for the good leftovers. 
 
    Sometimes, I’m glad they’re all dead. 
 
    Most times, I’m not. 
 
    What passed for an economy, back before the Cordyceps spore destroyed everything, left people like me scraping by every day and always worrying about making enough money to cover the rent at the end of the month.  I know that’s all my skills were worth in our fine capitalist system. 
 
    I just never understood why somebody who sat behind a polished desk and pushed numbers around on a computer screen all day was worth so much more than me to all the people who paid their money into the products and services that kept our economy humming. 
 
    I always knew life wasn’t fair, but I never understood why my sweat was worth so little and their mental anguish was worth so much?   
 
    And all the while, there was always some loudmouth asshole on TV telling me that my financial problems, my crappy house, and my broken down car weren’t my fault.  It was them.  Those bastards who voted for the other asshole were to blame for everything bad that ever happened to me. 
 
    Yeah, I know.  Total shit. 
 
    But goddamn.  After hearing that for years, after looking at the greener grass on the other side of the hill and knowing you can never climb the fence to feel it between your toes, it makes you feel cheated.  It makes you want to hate somebody. 
 
    Back before the collapse, there were plenty of people around my neighborhood who seemed to be just like me. I saw ‘em at the PTA meetings and involved in their kids’ lives, trying to get the best possible education for their kids, just like me. I saw them at the park watching the fireworks and waving flags on the Fourth of July  and heard ‘em sing the national anthem, just like me. I saw them at the grocery story pinching pennies to afford that cruise for the missus, just like me.  
 
    But the loudmouth on TV told me to despise them because they had different stickers on their cars, and they had “Vote For The Other Asshole” signs in their yards, and the dickheads down in Plinko Ranch had the same signs.  Half for my team’s political asshole, half for the other one.  Folks on my side, folks on theirs.   
 
    I’m clueless without a talking head television turd telling me who my enemy is.   
 
    My hate needs a date, and it’s got nobody to love. 
 
    So, me and the eventual ex bought our good stuff there at the Plinko Ranch Goodwill—jeans without any holes for ten bucks, five-hundred dollar shoes for twenty, shirts to wear under my blazer to the basketball-arena-turned-TV-church on Sunday.  Nobody down in Plinko buys the kind of shirts I wore to work, so there were never any of those to choose from. 
 
    The point I’m trying to get to is I figured all those houses down there infested with rich-folks-gone-shroom were chock full of good, unused stuff, just rotting away in the humidity, waiting for Omega Man Dusty to bounce down there and collect it. 
 
    Matter-of-fact, I was in a house yesterday—a mansion, really—where I had to wade through some faded birthday party leftovers, all pastels and pinks faded to near gray, with airless mylar balloons on the floor that might last longer than anything I ever stashed away for the benefit of you future archaeologists.   
 
    I found some fellow’s study.   
 
    A study—wow. 
 
    I guess I’m in a grouchy mood after not finding M and I feel like bitching, so let me tell you future people a little something about how things are back here in the twenty-first century.  If someone has a house so big they have an extra room they can call a study, well, they’re probably dipshits who scammed something outta somebody else. 
 
    Real people work for a living and mortgage their asses for normal-sized houses and put their kids in a shared room on bunk beds because they don’t have enough money to buy a mansion in Plinko Ranch with so many rooms they need to start making up special names for ‘em.   
 
    So when I was sitting in the dipshit’s study, looking at a wall of mahogany display cases with doors swung open and mouse turds everywhere, staring at a few hundred thousand dollars’ worth of guns, some as old as my great grandpa, slowly rusting away in the humidity, it pissed me right the hell off. 
 
    I mean, it’s gotta be my scammed tax dollars that paid for those guns, right?  Shroomhead or not, the dipshit who bought those beautiful old pieces shoulda took better care of them.  It nearly made me cry. 
 
    Not really, but it torqued my ‘nads. 
 
    Now, I can’t explain why all those guns were still in that house after all these years.  Maybe the guy who lived there lasted a year or two longer than most.  Maybe he put some of those guns to use shooting sticky-fingered creepers who thought they might sneak into his house, take his guns and food, and maybe rape his wife and daughters for the twisted jollies of it.  I don’t know.  I’m just guessing.   
 
    There’s got to be some reason all the guns were there. 
 
    Better yet, there had to be a good reason the closet in the room was stacked with cardboard boxes of bullets, all sagging and collapsing from the irritatingly constant moisture in the air.  Thankfully, casings are made of brass, bullets are made of lead, well, sometimes cased in other metals.  Point is, the cardboard was crumpled and moldy, but the bullets were all fine, just mixed up a bit. 
 
    So, I found me an old Colt Army Model 1860.  A gunslinger’s weapon from back in the cowboy and Indian days.  A six-shooter, probably not nearly as good as my Desert Eagle, and just an old POS compared to the Glock I’ve taken to carrying with me everywhere, but I liked the romantic idea of a six gun on my hip, strolling the rowdy streets of apocalyptic Houston, plugging Shroomies full of lead. 
 
    Ah.  Happy thoughts. 
 
    It’s the simple things that make life worth living, even if they are unrealistic fantasies.   
 
    I dropped the Colt into my bag, hoping I could clean away the corrosion enough to turn it back into a usable weapon. 
 
    Later on, as I was searching one of the upstairs rooms, a young girl’s room by the look of it— 
 
    And I gotta stop right there, because I know what you’re thinking, “Why go into a young girl’s empty bedroom?  What were you hoping to find?” 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    I had to ask myself that as I went in, crunching across the molded, then dried, then molded and dried again carpet.   
 
    I sat on the bed and looked at the dresser, painted in pastel colors with mismatched yellow and pink knobs.  A mural with a fairy castle and talking stuffed animals was peeling off the wall.  A pair of little pink tennis shoes sat beside the dresser after years spent waiting for some ten-year-old to come and slip them on before going outside to play. 
 
    It reminded me of my oldest daughter Kate’s room way back when she was young. 
 
    It made me think about a lot of things from a world that spasmed through its death throes while I was hiding in Bunker Stink, and hoping a tomorrow was waiting for me that would be something like all my yesterdays. 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    There was only that mansion and a million like it, crumbling museums, memorials to trivial lives that meant nothing to nobody except the people who lived them, and the families who loved them. 
 
    And then me, sitting on a little dead girl’s bed like a down-n-out troll. 
 
    It made me feel empty.   
 
    All three of my girls are dead.  The two grandkids, the same. 
 
    I live alone in Bunker Stink.  Two years inside without seeing blue sky and only the static on my shortwave radio to hear every day and remind me just how alone I am in the world.  And now I’m out.  I’ve seen the Shroomheads, and killed plenty of ‘em.  But I’ve yet to find another living, thinking, normal human being. 
 
    Maybe it’s just me, getting used to being alone. 
 
    And mostly, I am.  Used to it, I mean. 
 
    Sometimes, loneliness falls on me like a cinderblock, and I make the mistake of letting that emotional shit sink in and then my eyes turn all blurry with tears and it’s not just my girls, and the kid who lived in this room, and the dipshit who owned this house who didn’t take care of those fine antique weapons downstairs.  It’s everybody who seemed so intent on fucking up the mundane, drudge-soaked, paycheck-mongering life of football games and barbecues, late rent, and past-due credit cards.  My world. 
 
    But in that shit, there was always someone to talk to, and most times there was someone somewhere who liked you enough to share a pizza with, and even hug you once in a while, and say they loved you. 
 
    I sniffled up my bullshit and wiped my eyes. 
 
    Sometimes, I’m just a big sissy. 
 
    That’s when I saw it, the corner of it, really, sticking out from beneath a rat’s nest pile of clothes.  A cloth-bound pink book with some kind of artsy-fartsy colorful kiddy drawings on it. 
 
    Kicking the old junk out of the way, I spied an actual diary, labeled as such in big rainbow letters with a puffy-cute unicorn prancing happily across the front.   
 
    I stared at it for a long time before I knelt down to pick it up, not wanting to see the tentative cursive documenting some cute little girl’s life that ended long before it should have. 
 
    That’s not what I found.   
 
    When I brushed away the roach-egg casings and opened it, I saw the diary was empty, not one word written there, except for an inscription: 
 
      
 
    For Hannah, 
 
    I hope all your dreams come true. 
 
    I hope your life is full of love and smiles. 
 
    May your most precious memories live in here forever! 
 
    Happy Birthday! 
 
    Love, Mom 
 
      
 
    Well, Hannah never got a chance to have any memories.  Her party downstairs came to an early end.  She died in some horrific way.  Her bones gnawed down to dust by some Shroomhead who used to be one of the neighbors.  Her parents died in a pool of tears or turned Shroom themselves and killed all their children for a warm meal on a cold Saturday night. 
 
    Life at the end of the world is fucked up. 
 
   


  
 

 November 16, 2nd entry 
 
    I feel like I should say just a little more. 
 
    So, Hannah and Hannah’s mom, thank you.   
 
    The diary means a lot to me.   
 
    With no one to talk to, at least I have myself. 
 
    Oh, and whatever amphibious insect creatures in the future dig this up, and read it to learn what life was like for the previous owners of this fair planet—a bunch of hairless monkey bipeds known as humans.  I speak for us all. 
 
    Yeah, I know, being the only writer left on the planet, the historian to a dead race, I’m starting to take some poetic liberties with my prose. 
 
    Goddamn, sometimes I write some smart-sounding shit.  Maybe I missed my calling. 
 
   


  
 

 November 17 
 
    I spent a lot of time staring at the bunk above mine last night. 
 
    I know, you’re thinking, “Hey, man, you live in a sausage-shaped septic tank turned into a doomsday bunker buried in your backyard.  Isn’t it like, you know, pitch black in there at night?” 
 
    Well yeah.  Pretty much every time I button the place up and hunker down for the night, it’s just exactly that. 
 
    The thing is, I keep a nightlight on, a couple actually.  Always.  They don’t put out much of a glow, just enough.  I hate pitch black just as much as the next guy.  And I live in a world where I’ll never run out of bulbs.  I took the opportunity to stock up on them in the early days of Shroomageddon before I went down for my two-year bit. 
 
    That, and I have all the power I need from my rooftop solar array.  Hell, I could probably power two or three bunkers just like mine.  It’s just me down here.  I’d planned for four more people. 
 
    I keep other lights on a timer that dims them at night and slowly brightens them in the morning.  I manually adjust the timers once a week or so to match the day and night cycle outside.  It’s one of the tricks that keeps me sane. 
 
    Back to me staring at the bunk above mine. 
 
    You know what I’m going to say so I don’t have to write it, but I will anyway.  The enigmatic M.   
 
    Mazzy, I unrealistically hope. 
 
    By the coincidenciest coincidence, the slim woman—I’m guessing on the sex because of her slight build—was living in Mazzy and Rollo’s attic.  Lots of people back in the early days of the epidemic and the slow-motion collapse that followed took to hiding out in their attics.  A totally shitty idea for the unprepared.  The Shroomheads, as I’ve already told you, don’t ever think to look at those square holes in the ceiling covered with a layer of sheetrock that matches the rest of the ceiling.  They never climb up on anything to poke their noses through.  Their rotted brains just don’t ever make that imaginative leap. 
 
    The downside for an attic-hider is that it gets damn hot up there.  Lots of people died of heatstroke after spending the night in the attic after a particularly riotous evening in their neighborhoods, and then not coming down soon enough the next day.   
 
    If the attic of a house is going to be a hiding place, precautions need to be taken.  It needs to be ventilated.  It needs to be well-stocked with water.   
 
    If somebody’s going to live up there, well, then it needs a whole lot more stuff.  And that makes my next goal.  Now that I’ve got writing material enough to document my stupidity for posterity, I’m going out on my Arthurian quest.  I seek the mysterious M.   
 
    I’ll try not to get my hopes up too high. 
 
   


  
 

 November 18 
 
    Activity over by the elementary school—the herd of Shroomheads who lives there—was running a little too hot for me all day yesterday.  So, I watched my monitors, scanned the neighborhood, and as much as I wanted to follow my Johnson off to do something two grades below my standard stupid level, I didn’t.  I stayed put in Bunker Stink. 
 
    The morning’s powdered eggs and jerky bacon weren’t sticking to my ribs as well as I’d hoped they would.  Besides, I was bored, so I dug into my heaping stash of Punchy Bryan’s Armageddon-on-a-Budget® Ready-to-Eat Survival Meals and decided to pagan sacrifice a foil-packed, just-add-hot-water dinner of beef stroganoff—the Slavic word for baby shit, I’m sure—to Neptune, the god of the oceans and Vulcan, the god of fire and other crap. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Hell, I don’t know—I was trying to sound smart again.   
 
    I took a Greek mythology class in high school once, a long, long time ago, because you got an English credit for it, but it was right after lunch period, and I came to class with a righteous buzz more often than not.  Thankfully, my teacher was an ex-hippie, so she never ratted me out, though a week before school ended for the year, she offered to upgrade my D to an A if I hooked her up with my weed connection. 
 
    Done deal, Monty Hall! 
 
    My old lady—that’s a phrase that can mean mother or wife, depending on the context and what part of the country you’re from, in this case, my mom—was surprised when she saw my report card.  I’d never earned more than a B in English, not in eleven years of schooling.  With the unrealistic optimism peculiar to mother types, she thought I’d finally found my calling, and spent the whole summer after that reading mythology books and asking me questions about Olympic gods all in an effort to nurture my nascent interest. 
 
    Parents do funny things for their kids. 
 
    She should have just asked me what happened.  I’d have given her some watered down version of the truth and saved her a bunch of trouble.  But she didn’t, so I didn’t. 
 
    Life goes on. 
 
    Well, for one of us, anyway. 
 
    I poured some water in a cup and heated it in the microwave.  Not quite fire, but close enough.  The hot water went into my foil pouch.  Stir the goo and you’re ready for yum! 
 
    That’s called sarcasm.  Do you bee people have that in the future? 
 
    One thing I need to keep in mind next time I’m preparing for an apocalypse, I need to taste some of the survival meals before I purchase them by the discount pickup truckload. 
 
    You’d think that if you’re starving and the world has come to an end, anything would taste good.   
 
    Well, the thing is, I’m never actually starving down here. 
 
    Like I said, I planned for five—me, the eventual ex, and the three girls. 
 
    I’ve got plenty of food, and none of it tastes like what anybody would call good.  Maybe that’s the main reason I lost so much weight.  Maybe before Punchy Bryan decided to make his riches in the Armageddon-on-a-Budget® Ready-to-Eat Survival Meals business by running his smiling happy ass in all those commercials every time there was a high school shooting or some foreign dictator had to bolster his poll numbers by badmouthing Americans, he should have checked first that he had taste buds. 
 
    I don’t think he did.   
 
    Or maybe his old lady—mother or wife in this context, either works—couldn’t cook for shit.  You never know. 
 
    Because of all that, I crave real food.  Any kind of real food.   
 
    And I sometimes pray for a piece of luck from my Greek god friends that one day I’ll meet Punchy Bryan and his chef so I can beat the shit out of them, and ask them to answer one honest question—do people actually shit in these bags before they freeze-dry them? 
 
    Back to what I was saying before I distracted myself with Zeus and his Olympian buddies.  I don’t know if it was them or just Mother Nature doing her usual random thing,  but a front is blowing in from the north, and it’s turning cold.  The sky is covered in soft, gray lumps, you know the way the clouds blanket the world sometimes in November.  The wind is blowing out of the north and the drizzle is starting.   
 
    Shroomheads don’t wear clothes, so you can see why they’d prefer to spend their time indoors snuggling with their fungal love when the sky turns gray, and the wind has a cold bite in it. 
 
    Good for me.   
 
    I’m going to give them an hour or so to settle in, then I’m heading out to see if I can find some sign of my mystery lady. 
 
   


  
 

 November 18, 2nd entry 
 
    Made it back! 
 
    I was out the rest of the day.  I mean, all of it.   
 
    By the time I buttoned up the hatch when I got home, it was full-on dark outside.  With overcast skies, and no moon glow to speak of, I was fumbling in the dark, trying to find my way home by feel.  Mostly. 
 
    I have a red filter for my flashlight.  I clicked it on and off from time to time to illuminate my way back.  Dangerous shit, that is.  A light out in this kind of dark will draw the attention of any night-shift Shroomhead who’s dumb enough to be sitting on the porch freezing his ‘nads and staring at the dark. 
 
    Luckily, none were.  Or they were too lazy to come after me. 
 
    Either way, I made it home, scolding myself the whole way for venturing so far from home and not leaving myself enough time to get safely back to Bunker Stink before sundown. 
 
    Note to self: Round up some night vision goggles.   
 
    I don’t know where I’ll find those, but there’s got to be some lying around somewhere.  The military was all into setting up perimeters and manning roadblocks for awhile there as Houston was lurching day-by-day into chaos.  Maybe I can find one of their vehicles, maybe a few of them.  And, as morbid as it sounds, soldiers’ bodies, fatigues and bones by now, draped in their equipment, intact where they died, hiding under a tank or something. 
 
    You never know. 
 
    I mean I saw something up on Interstate 10 when I was going to down to Plinko Ranch the other day, but that highway scares me.  It looks like a battlefield.  Burned-out cars.  Wrecks.  Disconnected bones.  Suitcases, disgorged of their contents.  Anything you can name with wheels.  Anything anybody might have found in a Walmart or a living room before the crash.  All of it, scattered and broken, with weeds growing up through the cracks in the concrete.  Most of it demolished by the Shroomheads with their addiction to destruction. 
 
    But I’m rambling. 
 
    After getting out today and working my way to my destination, I started my search in Rollo and Mazzy’s front yard.   
 
    They had a dense hedge of red-tipped photinias they used to keep trimmed up all nice and square in front of their house.  Now the hedge has grown to near twelve feet tall with branches pointing out every which way like it wanted nothing more than for me to stand behind it and hide.  It was easy to peer through the gaps in the shrubs and spy on the elementary school across the street, knowing nobody over there could see me.  Hell, I could have been wearing a neon-mango reflective roadside work vest, and I’d have been invisible. 
 
    The weirdest thing happened while I was in there, looking out.  Mostly, the school looked abandoned, though I know there are at least twenty Shroomheads still living inside.  One of them came out to stretch his legs and sniff the air, and I’ll be damned if it didn’t look like Mazzy’s husband, Rollo, my old HOA pain-in-the-ass buddy and drinking pal. 
 
    I know, I know, you’re thinking, “Yeah, right.” 
 
    But I’m serious.   
 
    I’m not saying I know it was him.  Not for sure.   
 
    The Cordyceps gets in your bones and grows into red lumps that break through the skin in big, boney warts.  On the ones who’ve had the fungus a long time, they sprout bumps on their elbows and knees, breaking out all up the skin on their backs where the fungus has rooted into their spinal bones.  They especially get growths on their heads where the skin is so thin over the skull. 
 
    That makes most of the Shroomheads into ugly monsters, unrecognizable for the people they used to be. 
 
    So, if it was Rollo across the street, I wouldn’t have been able to make a positive ID.   
 
    The thing about Rollo, though, is he was unusual looking when he was a normal human.  He had that oatmeal-colored skin you see on some folks from South Texas.  Not brown, but pale.  Not anything really, I guess.  It’s just one of those things that used to set him apart from other people.  Rollo was a big guy.  Not as tall as me, but he had these big pigeon-toed feet, and he sported a round, balloon-shaped gut that gave the impression of an overinflated circus clown.  He had the biggest head I’ve seen, a huge watermelon of a thing, covered in thick, wavy black hair.  And he was always smiling, with endless rows of white teeth behind puffy pink lips that seemed a little too cartoonish to be on the face of a real live person. 
 
    Like I said, he was unique. 
 
    As a matter of fact, Mazzy and Rollo’s relationship never made any sense to me in the attractiveness compatibility department.  She looked like a MILFy bikini model, and he looked like a toad. 
 
    It makes me wonder if maybe when they met and she was young, a long time before Rollo packed on the pounds sitting behind a desk all day adding up the tax cheaters’ deductions, if maybe he was handsome.  Maybe when they met, Mazzy was one of those skinny, awkward kind of girls who hadn’t blossomed into her beauty yet.  Maybe they were a good match then, but as she only got prettier through the years, Rollo sagged out of his handsomeness, leaving the two mismatched in everything except their desire to explore their pervy swinger appetites. 
 
    Anyways, that Shroomhead across the street had the Rollo shape, mostly.  He wasn’t as portly as my friend used to be—nobody is anymore.  I guess.  He had the right skin color and the dangling Johnson, the same one I saw that time at the pool party.  The Cordyceps lumps on his head grew out through thick sprouts of hair, but his face was too distorted to make out anything recognizable except for that puffy-lipped smile. 
 
    He stood there in front of the school, ignoring the cold, pissing on the flagpole and grinning like a West Texas oilman admiring a new derrick.   
 
    I decided it was Rollo. 
 
    He went back inside the school after he got his fill of the weather. 
 
    Makes me think. 
 
   


  
 

 November 19 
 
    I microwaved something that was supposed to be eggs, and made me a reconstituted room-temperature smoothie to go along with ‘em—Punchy Bryan’s favorite fruit berry mix packed with antioxidants, more than twice as many essential vitamins as I’d get out of a slice of Wonder Bread, and plenty of complex carbs to keep me peppy and sharp for dodging terrorists’ bullets in the post-apoc world.   
 
    I guess with all that goodness packed in, there wasn’t any room left for flavor. 
 
    That was breakfast. 
 
    I’m watching my monitors while I eat, and I’m thinking.  As I was writing last night and babbling on about my old buddy Rollo, I never got around to telling you how my Mazzy hunt went.   
 
    Sorry ‘bout that.  You’ve been reading my diaries for a while.  You know how I am. 
 
    One thing I need to tell you before I get into the story of my quest to find Mazzy is, I’m no Indian tracker.  I mean, I’ve been hunting plenty of times, but hunting is nothing like what you’d see in the movies.  At least not the way me and my buddies did it.  You see, we shared a deer lease. 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    I just realized, I need to do some explaining. 
 
    A deer lease.  Hmm.  Basically, some guy who owns a bunch of land he’s not doing anything with rents the right to hunt on it for deer to other guys, guys like me who don’t own anything but a gun and have a noisy eventual ex at home they want a good excuse to get away from in the autumn.  So, we take turns going out to the deer lease all year long.  We have a feeder out there, and we keep it filled with corn kernels from the local Buc-ee’s mega convenience store—some things really are bigger in Texas.  The feeder is nothing but a 50-gallon barrel stood up on a metal framework six feet tall.  It’s got a timer built in and once or twice a day a little mechanism spins around and spreads the kernels across the ground.  The deer love the corn and get in the habit of coming by for breakfast and dinner. 
 
    When deer season comes ‘round, we set up a deer blind, basically a little hiding place where we can sit quietly and watch the feeder.  When the deer show up for breakfast, we shoot ‘em. 
 
    Hunting. 
 
    As far as Indians go, maybe I’ll tell you about those people later.   
 
    Back to Mazzy.   
 
    Going out and finding her wasn’t anything like deer hunting.  I had to hike through the ‘hood, look for clues in the landscape, and search.   
 
    I snuck my way up and down the street, thinking whoever it was I saw up in that attic would have had to work their way through from hiding spot to hiding spot as they made their escape.  I did the same thing, moving from the cover of overgrown bushes to a spot behind a rusting car, and then behind a tree trunk or whatever was there next.  Walking in plain sight with hungry Shroomheads around was never a good idea. 
 
    While I did my sneaking, I looked for shoeprints in the mud behind the bushes.  Shroomies aren’t fans of functional footwear, so any shoeprint I found would have to have been left there by the mysterious M.   
 
    They call me Sherlock! 
 
    I looked for things freshly knocked over, though there’s nothing conclusive about that kind of clue.  Anything can knock something over, but it tells me something passed by.  I looked for things that might have been dropped by a survivalist in a hurry.  An empty water bottle.  A bullet casing.  A dead battery.  Anything manufactured by real live human people in one of the factories that are now decaying under two years of dust and mud.   
 
    It went slower than I hoped, mostly because nothing was obvious. 
 
    I spent a lot of time in the thorny shrubs and weeds.  I checked backyards.  I looked in houses, searching for footprints in the dust on the floors.  It all added up to pretty much nothing, and I was getting discouraged by the time I finished, or thought I was. 
 
    I felt like I needed a clue on that one block between Rollo’s house and the elementary, because without that, the chances of me finding her sank quickly to nothing.  To start with, leaving Rollo’s house, she could have gone right or left.  Two choices.  At the end of the block, one was a T-intersection, the other was a regular cross street, meaning if I didn’t find a clue there, then I had to go and search five different blocks.  After that, the problem grew at each intersection by two or three more choices.  So my one-block problem turned into a five-block problem and turned into a twelve-block problem. 
 
    You can see where a man might get discouraged. 
 
    As it turned out, it was an accident I finally found something, and not anywhere near where I expected it to be. 
 
    I was making my way down the ninth street in my search grid, but still just two blocks over from the school, looking up and down for signs of Shroomheads before crossing over to the other side, when I noticed an odd pattern on the sidewalk.  It looked like a partial shoe tread pattern marked in mud and smeared by the drizzle in the air. 
 
    Crouching beside a broken utility pole, I scanned down the length of the sidewalk to a place where it looked like a heavy truck had driven off the road and cracked the concrete under its weight.  Large pieces of cement were mashed into the sandy dirt below, leaving muddy puddles on the surface.  A single footprint, a right shoe, marked the sidewalk at regular intervals from there all the way to my hiding place, each track a bit lighter than the one before. 
 
    I’m not good enough at the tracking business to know whether M was running or walking when she left those marks, but my first impression was that the footprints weren’t urgent.  She wasn’t sneaking or sprinting.  She’d just been strolling down the sidewalk. 
 
    That struck me as odd. 
 
    I pulled my boots out of the clingy vines bushed up around the base of the pole and dropped down on my hands and knees to look closely at what was left of the nearest prints.  They were definitely geometric.  They had to have come from a shoe. 
 
    All doubt poofed away like a shy genie.  It had to be M. 
 
    I made a guess about the general direction she’d been heading, and I searched the streets and bushes and houses in that direction.  It was slow, frustrating work, until nearly six blocks from the school, I saw something that knocked my socks off. 
 
   


  
 

 November 19, 2nd entry 
 
    Jesus.  Sorry about that. 
 
    I had a Shroomhead taking an interest in the entrance to Bunker Stink.  He was nosing around outside like he knew I was down here.  Being a reasonably intelligent human being with a strong interest in not ending up on a Shroomy’s dinner plate, I had to re-prioritize my activities. 
 
    I checked everything in the bunker for noise and light leaks.  At least all I could from the inside.  I’ll have to go out tomorrow and again in the evening to check.  Any noise, lights, or smells, picked up from outside, could get me in trouble.   
 
    Anyway, the Shroomhead eventually wandered away.  I don’t know where he went.  I don’t know if he lives in the neighborhood.  He might be a rogue.  He might have friends somewhere.  I only know that his sudden arrival bothers me.   
 
    Thinking what to do about it, I need to give some thought to maybe using my cameras to snap a pic of all the Shroomheads in the ‘hood.  I’m guessing the crests and warts on their heads, as alien as they are to me, probably make them easy to identify as individuals.   
 
    I’m starting to have second thoughts about killing all the locals, especially now that I think one of them is Rollo.  The problem puts the whole Shroom extermination plan on dubious moral ground for me.   
 
    For the moment, inspiration tells me that taking some time to catalogue the locals will help me understand which ones are which.  It could help me learn about their behavior, and it’ll help me notice when new ones come around.  Letting my local Shroomhead clan live might make me safer in the long run. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Okay, now that all that’s behind me, let’s pick up where we were when I so rudely closed the diary and refocused on the live muncher on my front porch. 
 
    The thing I mentioned before, the thing that knocked my socks off, had nothing to do with the footprints I’d found on the sidewalk.  It was something strange, pale and nearly hairless, except for some wiry sprigs here and there across its wrinkly curves.  In fact, it looked like a ball sack, a twenty-pound pinkish scrotum sitting up on meaty haunches as it worked its creepy little hands around a piece of shiny silver plastic wrapper, sniffing with its pointy snout and biting with its sharp little teeth. 
 
    After ball sack, I thought hairless rat.  But it was way too big to be a rat.  It was the size of a beagle. 
 
    Some kind of geriatric raccoon? 
 
    That was my best guess.  And as fascinating and freaky as it was to see it busily interested in that wrapper, it was that piece of shiny foil that pinned my attention.   
 
    I shot it with a beam from my flashlight just to be sure the dark wasn’t playing tricks with my eyes. 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    The four-legged ball sack was digging into the crevices of that wrapper to get at the last flavorful crumbs of goodness.  That meant the wrapper had to have been recently opened.  It was full of fresh goodies, or the nosy critter wouldn’t have been interested.  Any wrapper two years old would have long since been licked clean by a rat or scoured by the local ants.  Any silver lining would have aged itself dull and probably flaked away under the harsh Texas sun.   
 
    I moved in for a closer inspection of the evidence. 
 
    When I neared, it became clear enough that the creature had once been a fluffy-cutesy raccoon.  But everybody knows raccoons have a mean streak.  So, with what I deemed sufficient caution, I found a long stick and poked at it until it grew irritated enough to run off. 
 
    It was my turn to look closely at the wrapper and survey the scene of the crime. 
 
    The wrapper was coated in plenty of varmint spit, but it was as fresh and crispy as any I’d ever torn off a protein bar back in the day when such semi-flavorful delicacies could be acquired at the corner quickie-mart for a dollar or two more than they were worth. 
 
    In the gray light, I stood in the dead brown grass and looked at the porch of the abandoned house.  A beat-up patio chair, crusty with oxidizing plastic, stood upright just to the right of the door.  The dust on it had been rubbed away to leave a butt-shaped print in the seat and elbow drags marked the arms.  A clean outline of the sideways chair left an imprint on the porch, the place where it had lain for years before being stood back up to a useful position. 
 
    M had put it there and sat in it while she ate her snack.  The discarded wrapper had to be hers. 
 
    And kiddies, that’s what hard work and persistence will get you when you grow up.  It’s called success.  And it tastes like candy-coated happiness wrapped around a full-tongue kiss from a hot chick in a too-tight bikini on a perfect summer day with the wind blowing in off the surf and the gulls floating on the breeze squawking their taunts at you, “Grab some, buddy! Squeeze those naughty parts!” 
 
    Sorry, my mind wanders. 
 
    But never forget.  Gulls are bastards.  They’re greedy, and they never have anything nice to say.   
 
    With success fantasies burning sugar trails across my taste buds, I stayed out searching until much later than I should have.  While I dug through bushes and looked for more signs of M, another thought tickled my trigger for something to obsess over. 
 
    The raccoon. 
 
    Besides the skinny black dog I’d seen a few times, no other animal larger than a rat has trotted through the neighborhood. 
 
    Had the Shroomheads chased them all down and eaten them? 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    But that raccoon had made it.  So far.  And the more I thought about him squatting there with only the most meager sprigs of hair across his back, the more my memory makes his pimply pink skin look like one of those fat turkeys stacked in the refrigerator section at the grocery store before the holidays.   
 
    The question that tingled my taste buds after that was, what do raccoons taste like?  And if I caught it, how would I cook it without creating a cloud of yummy kitchen smells wafting through my neighborhood and drawing in every Shroomy in a ten-block radius? 
 
    And if I figured that problem out, then what other varmints might be around that would taste better than Punchy Bryan’s foil-packed Armageddon-on-a-Budget® Ready-to-Eat Survival Meals?  Not really ready to eat, by the way.  You almost always had to add microwave-heated water to bring out their textured baby-pooh goodness. 
 
    What about that dog?   
 
    Could I bring myself to eat a canine? 
 
    No. 
 
    Just no. 
 
    Tasty Korean stir-fry sauce notwithstanding, I’d owned plenty of pups through the years.  Often, they were better friends to me than the eventual ex or the guys at work.  No.  Dogs were off the menu.  They’d taste too much like barbecued guilt. 
 
    I could suffer through a lot of baby-shit flavored stroganoff before I’d consider eating a dog. 
 
    But cats? 
 
    I’ll bet cats taste like chicken. 
 
   


  
 

 November 30 
 
    Eleven days and no entries. 
 
    Sorry about that. 
 
    I got into one of my moods.  I was so excited about M.  I just knew she was Mazzy.  My hopes were up.  But even if she wasn’t, you know, if she was just somebody I could talk to that would have meant so much, a real live living human being who could tell me to fuck off and leave her alone or maybe invite me over for dinner to yak about the weather or the last book she read. 
 
    Two years in Bunker Stink listening to the world crumble outside was easy in a way.  I knew what I was getting into when I sealed the hatch.  I made my choice.  In a lot of ways, in pretending that I was saving myself for a future of green grass and sunny rainbows, I was giving up my last hope.  Torquing down the screws to keep the hatch sealed tight, I was telling the world it was going to die.  So was I, but I was going to outlast it. 
 
    I guess I never gave any real thought to the weight of the loneliness that would come. 
 
    Not while I was in the bunker, not when I stopped scanning the white noise on my shortwave set, not even after I first made my grand re-emergence. 
 
    It wasn’t until I saw M climbing out of that attic over at Casa de Rollo that I even considered I might really talk to another person besides you, future archeologist of some evolved bee species or some up-jumped gecko people. 
 
    Now, having let myself get all surprised by allowing hope to splash me cold in the face, M is all I think about.  And every day when I go out there and search for her, every day when I don’t find her, it puts me in a blacker and blacker mood and makes me hate the world.  Not just the way it is now—the place it used to be. 
 
    We had so much.  We literally could have turned our beautiful blue and green planet into heaven where no baby ever had to go to bed hungry, and every dream could be chased by anyone willing to run.   
 
    We didn’t do that.   
 
    We never built heaven. 
 
    We got so hung up on mine versus yours, us against them, and all-for-me so go fuck yourself, that we couldn’t help but flush it all down the crapper. 
 
    And now my daughters are just scattered bones that didn’t even get a burial.  You’ll never find a grave marker, Mr. Future Buzz Bug.  You’ll never puzzle over the runes carved into the stone and wonder what kind of human you found or what kind of life they lived.  It’ll be as if Kate and her two sisters only ever walked this world for a single bleak millisecond of geological time just to cry over the loves they’d lost and to feel the agony of a brutal death. 
 
    I’m now a father with no children, a husband with no wife, a man with no people, a solitary hairless monkey in a world of monsters, alone to witness the decay while I listen to all we ever built slowly crumble into the dirt. 
 
    I told you.  Black. 
 
    I had a cousin.  We grew up together, like brothers almost.  Our families always lived close.  Our parents took turns ditching me and him on the other’s parents so they could get away for a weekend or have a night to themselves to screw with the sheets on the floor while they screamed loud orgasms at God up in the clouds and they could pretend, at least for a night, like there was still some romance left in their lives.   
 
    I guess everybody likes to wax nostalgic for how things used to be. 
 
    Like most people, me and my cousin blasted through our twenties just hoping to get laid and trying to figure out life.  It’s a lot harder than it looks from the high school perspective when you can be all judgmental about people earning a living at a shit job while you’re getting free room and board from your parents.   
 
    We bounced into our thirties, scraping to make a buck, buy a house, pay for some kids, save for a nebulous future. 
 
    And by the time we reached our forties, I don’t know, maybe it’s a thing that happens to people when they finally have a minute to look up from working two jobs and a side-gig hawking overpriced scent warmers at church craft shows to pay the mortgage and trying to help kids with their homework and constantly worrying about how to pay the medical bills and praying the transmission in the car lasts until you get your tax return in the spring. 
 
    So you find yourself plopped on the couch after work, tired of watching the same old tired actors make the same old tired jokes in this season’s brand-new version of last year’s hit sitcom, and you flip to the news your dad used to watch because why the fuck not?  And the loudmouth there starts spewing shit about why everything wrong with your life is that other guy’s fault, and how you’re never going to get ahead, because that other guy is fucking you over at the ballot box, on your check stub, at tax time, and if only you’d vote for the dipshit behind door number one, he could fix it all, and the magic fairy of prosperity would float down and shit green grass all over your lawn and your bank account would overflow with pretty copper-coated zinc pennies and you’d never have to worry about getting fucked over again. 
 
    The thing is, my cousin, he started watching the noisy, prolapsed sphincter on another channel.  And that fucker told him the same damn thing except he was supposed to vote for the dipshit behind door number two. 
 
    I gotta be honest.  That’s some powerful shit to hear when you’re two months behind on your credit cards, and your bills are stacking up while your income isn’t growing, and all the while they keep telling you that some fuckers from Bumfuckistan on the other side of the world want to kill you and your kids and all the grandchildren you might one day have, and the only way you can stop them is not only to vote for the dipshit behind door number one, but maybe to hate the dipshit behind door number two enough that you can wrestle up enough blood-red passion to throw a rope over a branch and give him an old-fashioned neck swing.   
 
    That kind of rage, when it’s coursing through your veins, makes you feel like you’re doing something to change all the shit that’s wrong, all the shit that makes you have to work twelve sweaty hours a day, six days a week, even though it’s barely enough to cover the mortgage, while down in Plinko Ranch, those dipshits are buying expensive German cars, gifting their wives bigger diamonds, vacationing in Hawaii, and trying to one-up each other on the high-falutin’ colleges their kids are going to attend in the fall. 
 
    I get wound up when I think about that kind of shit. 
 
    But that was the whole point.  Looking back, I’m sure of it now.  The loudmouth turd-pellet, his twinkle-eyed news-floozies, and his expert conmen helper-elves on TV wanted me that way.  Probably because he knew once all that anger disconnected my brain from everything good inside my heart and especially the billfold in my pocket, I was more likely to not be thinking straight when I saw fast-talking, grinning Punchy Bryan’s commercial for his Armageddon-on-a-Budget® Ready-to-Eat Survival Meals available in pallet-sized bulk for your family’s security.  Order today for fourteen easy payments of too much money and receive a three-months’ supply of dehydrated breakfast smoothies for free.  You pick the flavor. 
 
    I did. 
 
    I paid my payments while getting another month behind on my mortgage. 
 
    I decided one day it was those fuckers down in Plinko Ranch who were to blame for all my troubles.  But the angry weevil in my oatmeal turned out to be something else entirely.   
 
    I used to work on those peoples’ air conditioners.  A lot of them were my customers.  We exchanged Christmas cards every year.  I watched football with a bunch of ‘em on Sundays at that little hot wing joint down on the highway.  Everybody was good people when we weren’t talking politics.  It seemed like we were all on the same side. 
 
    That never made sense to me. 
 
    But my cousin, me and him, used to talk about our votes and our country and our dipshit choices.  Then we started to argue about it.  Holidays would come and go.  And we didn’t sit on the back porch swatting mosquitoes and drinking cold longnecks, talking about all the stupid shit we did when were kids anymore.  We talked about why our political dipshit was better than the other one.  And why the other one was on a warpath to destroy our sacred capitalist democracy. 
 
    Like I really even gave a shit about what our governmental or economic system was.  I just knew I was supposed to love it and my cousin wanted to destroy it.  That’s what the sharp-tongued shithead on TV told me every night. 
 
    Long story short, it got so holidays and birthdays were so ugly with all the arguments and recriminations, we stopped doing them together.  A little at first, and then most of the time.   
 
    I woke up one day and realized I hadn’t talked to my cousin in years, and I didn’t feel bad about it.  In my mind, he’d stopped being the kid I grew up with.  He stopped being the young man who believed in the same things I did, who wanted the same things out of life for him and his kids as me.  He became just one thing, a supporter of the other dipshit.  We’d both chosen our life-teams.  We stopped being us, me and him, and turned into red people and blue people. 
 
    I’m ashamed to admit it, but I hated him for his choice.   
 
    Yet I convinced myself I didn’t hate him in my heart.   
 
    At least that’s how the Christians that used to come to my door with their white shirts and their bicycles would tell it.  As long as I didn’t feel the hate for him in my heart, as long as I didn’t label that complex jumble of emotions with that unmentionable word, I could pretend it was something else. 
 
    But I know, when I’m not disposed to lie to myself, hate isn’t about the label you stick on it, it’s not about the emotion you hide from yourself, it’s about what you do.  If you decide to push someone out of your life by the default of not inviting them over to share a Thanksgiving turkey, if you stop talking to your brother because of his chosen dipshit affiliation, that’s action.  That’s real, tangible hate, no matter what you call it. 
 
    No matter how much I wanted to hide all that shit from myself under layers of self-righteous bullshit, I had to admit I was a shitty person, just like everybody I liked to blame for all the world’s problems. 
 
    Our country divided into red people and blue people and we hated each other so damned much that when the end finally came, the Toe Fungus Fuckers, TFF Inc., were able to play us against one another long enough to avoid the blame for what they’d done, long enough for that goddamned fungus they created to destroy the world. 
 
    And now, I’d give anything if I could sit in a lawn chair in the backyard and talk to any one of them, drinking beer and swatting mosquitoes, remembering how good we used to have it back in the day when every one of us had air conditioning, five-hundred channels of shit on the TV to choose from, paved roads, safety to walk down the street, and the luxury of not having to worry about how we were going to feed ourselves when the refrigerator ran empty. 
 
    When the end finally came, my cousin and me hadn’t spoken in years. And now, with only a dead ten-year-old’s unicorn diary to keep me company, I know I should have called my cousin and apologized for all the shit I ever said that pushed him out of my life, and I should have invited him over on a Sunday afternoon to smoke a brisket and have a real talk about all the things that made us the same, the important things, the things we never should have forgotten in the first place. 
 
    God, I miss people. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 December 1 
 
    It’s cold again. 
 
    The Shroomies are holed up in the elementary school. 
 
    I haven’t killed a single one since the booby traps I set in Rollo and Mazzy’s house schwacked a dozen of them in the living room.  When it all went down, I was giddy with what I’d done.  As the days passed, I just felt guilty about it.  It started to feel less like self-defense, and more like some kind of murder. 
 
    I’m not a murderer, mind you.  These are monsters, and they’d kill me given half a chance.  But they were people once. 
 
    I don’t think I’ll kill them for sport anymore.  However, I won’t hesitate to shred them with my AR-15 if they come at me.  Just so we’re clear on that point. 
 
    Trying to work myself out of my mood, I’ve been keeping myself busy.   
 
    That thing I talked about with tracking all the Shroomheads in the ‘hood?  Well, I appropriated an inkjet printer from down at the Best Buy.  New, still in the box.  It was stacked up with some others on a high shelf.  Ignored by the Shroomies when they came in to ransack and destroy, ignored by looters who knew the closest it could come to being handy in the apocalypse was to print pretty pictures of the food they didn’t have in their pantries. 
 
    The printer works just like new.  I even managed to find all the ink cartridges I’m ever likely to need.  Paper was hard to come by, but I found a case of plastic-wrapped bundles, pristine as a prom queen’s panties.  Well, at the beginning of the night, anyway. 
 
    I’ve taken to capturing images of all the Shroomies in the neighborhood.  I have a few face shots, and a pic or two of their full bodies.  Each Shroomy profile takes up a full printed sheet with a name printed across the top, hanging on the empty wall above my computer monitors. 
 
    It’s weird now that I’ve named them, comforting in a way I can’t explain.  They’re my enemies, yet at the moment, they’re my family, too.   
 
    Rollo’s in charge.  At least I think he is.  When I watch them going out in search for something to eat, they all follow him.  Another one, I named Hairy Potter.  He seems to live a charmed life.  In general, Shroomheads have it hard, always getting bumped and scraped, often going days without a bite to eat.  Not so for Hairy Potter, he always seems to find something to satisfy his hunger.  He never gets hurt.  And I’ll be damned if he’s not nearly as hairy as a monkey. 
 
    On the opposite end of the scale, there’s a bumbler who never does the smartest thing.  When most of the Shroomheads walk around a patch of sand burrs in the grass, he’ll walk through and get them stuck to his feet.  When they stroll into a house and duck below a broken limb hanging across their way, the rest all duck.  He always bumps his head.  I named him Mo. 
 
    Another one who seems to want to hump everything he sees, and not just other Shroomheads—I saw him going after a half-rotten pillow last Friday—I named him Curly.   
 
    There’s a Ginger, Gilligan, and Mary Ann, a Mulder and Scully, and some others. 
 
    The names make them easier to keep track of. 
 
    The other thing I started doing again was spending time on my shortwave radio.  I fixed the antenna so now it’s standing up by the house, thirty feet tall.  I get on there a time or two every day and surf through the static, listening for anything that sounds like a voice, or music, or anything.  I talk to it, too.  I started out telling my anonymous audience I was in Katy, Texas and I’d be happy to meet up with them anywhere.  I got no responses, and I got tired of saying that over and over again.  Now mostly, I just talk about the weather and the state of the neighborhood—the news, I guess.   
 
    Talking on the radio isn’t a cure for loneliness and the pointlessness of staying alive, but it’s something. 
 
    Last of all, I figured out where that ball-sack raccoon lives, and I’ve decided I’m going to eat it.   
 
    Microwaved varmint meat doesn’t appeal to me, so I need to figure out how to cook the thing before I trouble myself to catch it. 
 
   


  
 

 December 2 
 
    Project Raccoon! 
 
    My ex used to do this thing with a chicken.   
 
    Stop.  I know what you’re thinking. 
 
    I’m talking about food here. 
 
    It was pretty easy, really.  She rubbed the skin with Cajun seasoning, used a can opener to cut the top off a beer can, and then sat the can on the smoker outside in the backyard.  The chicken, lucky it’s dead already, it gets the pleasure of sitting upright on the grill with the open beer can shoved up its ass.  Beer-in-the-butt chicken I used to call it.  Spicy and moist.  Damn, that was good stuff. 
 
    I’m thinking my ball-sack buddy would work out just fine cooked that way.  Real meat.  Fresh-killed, fresh-cooked.   
 
    That’s the goal. 
 
    And now, I’m thinking it’s December.  Spring is around the corner.  Maybe I need a vegetable garden.  Maybe I could grow me a crop of corn, too.   
 
    The idea of fresh food suddenly seems like the most appealing thing in the world.  Whatever Punchy Bryan did to make his food potable through the ages may or may not have worked.  I won’t truly have the answer on that one for a few more centuries.  What I do know for a fact is that Punchy Bryan has the magic talent of sucking every ounce of flavor out of any calorie that passed through is pickled turd factory. 
 
    A host of obstacles stands between me and my new number-one goal.  I’ve never grown anything in my life except a green lawn, so I’ll need to write up a do-list and draw out a plan.  And I need to calculate if the payoff will be worth the effort. 
 
    Oh, who am I kidding?  If I plan to stay around long-term, I’ll eventually need to figure out how to live off the land.  Better to make all my inevitable mistakes and suffer my crop failures now, while I still have several years of supplies hoarded in Bunker Stink.   
 
    I’ll root around in the Home Depot next time I’m down that way, and see if I can find some how-to books on planting a garden.  Maybe I’ll get lucky and find some seed packets, too. 
 
    Of course, fresh veggies implies a secondary need—canning.  I’ll need to learn how to preserve them.  I probably have a few books down in the bunker that cover the topic pretty well.  I never read any of those.  I always figured if I reached that point in my apocalyptic survival situation, I’d have plenty of time to sit around and do it then.   
 
    Well, here I am. 
 
    First things first, though.  I need to smoke that ball sack, which means I need to find a way to pipe the smoke a long way from where me and my roasting raccoon will be. 
 
   


  
 

 December 3 
 
    Well, after a long career of moving cold air around through ducts inside hot attics, I figure moving some hot smoke to somewhere down the block should be a snap. 
 
    An exaggeration, but easily done.   
 
    I’ve worked with the materials.  I can scrounge some squirrel-cage fans and blower motors out of some of my neighbors’ AC systems.  I can dig up some more solar panels.  The tricky part will be commandeering enough ducting from the HVAC wholesale supply three miles west of here and then finding a way to haul it all back here unseen by curious Shroomies.   
 
    I gave half a thought to also pulling the ductwork out of my neighbor’s AC systems, but I nixed that idea.  All old AC systems are coated inside with years of dust, and that doesn’t even take into consideration how many of my furry little rat buddies might have made a home in there, dragging their balls around and pissing scent trails, because like it or not, that’s what they do.  And the roaches—don’t get me started.  Result?  Blowing hot smoke through one of those galvanized steel tubes might be a fast way to start a fire.  That would, of course, flare up at the worst possible moment in the worst possible place. 
 
    Murphy’s law, motherfuckers.  Learn it.  Live it.  Love it! 
 
    But then again, maybe yanking out sections of ducting and cleaning them one at a time would be easier than hauling several truckloads a few miles across infested suburbia. 
 
    I don’t know if that’s the best solution, but it’s the part of the solution that lets me see the full path from where I am now to where I want to be.  I know how to make each step along the way work.  I only need to be careful and quiet. 
 
    Mr. Raccoon Wrinkleface, your days are numbered. 
 
   


  
 

 December 7 
 
    Pearl Harbor Day.   
 
    It makes me wonder if you buzzy-buzz bee people in the future will still have war.  What if you’re all a bunch of gecko-men instead of insects?  Will geckos with one color of spots wake up one morning and decide to bomb the shit out of a bunch of geckos with a different color of spots? 
 
    Is state-sanctioned murder just a human thing? 
 
    Is it still glorious for young men to dream about war?  Is it horrible for old men to lose sleep over nightmares of their dead buddies haunting them and asking them the endless why? 
 
    Maybe not. 
 
    Maybe one of the species that eventually evolves to rule the earth will get it right. 
 
    I remember watching a thing on TV about a bunch of baboons waging a primitive war against another baboon tribe over access to a grove of mango trees or some such shit.  Maybe every species that figures out how to band together for safety eventually figures out how to hate the monkeys next door because they have more food in their bellies. 
 
    I don’t know. 
 
    Just the kind of shit you think about when you have too much time, with plenty of work to keep your hands busy, but not enough complexity to keep your brain occupied. 
 
    My grandpa died at Pearl Harbor, killed by a Japanese bomb.   
 
    I never knew him.  My grandma eventually married a man who treated me like I was his own grandkid, but sometimes I’d see her when she thought she was alone, crying for my real grandpa.  That’s what December 7th always meant to me. 
 
    That attack dragged our country into a war—one we probably would have ended up in anyway—that killed so many people we had to guess the count.  Forty to sixty million.  My God.  So many dead fathers and brothers, and families unlucky enough to be trampled into the mud by humanity’s heartless steel machines of war. 
 
    Maybe the end of our world was inevitable.  Maybe human destiny was always racing to a day when there’d be just one soul left. 
 
    Maybe, that really is me. 
 
    I wonder what happened to M. 
 
   


  
 

 December 10 
 
    I’m sorry.  I’m not writing a lot lately.  I’m working on my smoker.  I’m staying busy.  But my mood is getting the best of me these days. 
 
    I don’t know what to do about it. 
 
    I want to smile at the sunshine.  And some mornings when I come out, and the frost has frozen the grass into a crunchy brown carpet, and the air is brittle and pure, and the sky is blue and pink and red and orange, and the earth feels like the most wonderful place in the universe, I feel good. 
 
    But the world is empty, too. 
 
    Maybe I’m wasting my time hiding safely in my hole and spending my days building a raccoon smoker.  Maybe I need to stock up on supplies and go on the road and find somebody.  Maybe life is still out there somewhere. 
 
    Surely I can’t be the last person on this whole goddamn planet. 
 
   


  
 

 December 15 
 
    It’ll be Christmas in ten days.  I hope I’m done with the smoker before that.  It would be nice to celebrate the holiday with a big roasted raccoon feast. 
 
    Right now, I’m eating mac-n-cheese, microwaved orange mush, really.  I don’t know where the picture on the front came from because it’s not at all representative of what’s inside.  It kinda tastes like cheesy lumps, but not really.  It almost smells like dirty feet, but only when the steam coming out of the pouch hits your nose just right.   
 
    In glowing quotes, in blue block letters right there on the front, Punchy Bryan tells us this is one of his favorite entrées in his line of fine products, his own lovely mother’s family recipe. 
 
    I think his mother secretly hated him. 
 
    Maybe tomorrow, I’ll have plain boiled rice.  It’s not a taste treat, but at least I know what’s in it. 
 
    All in all, it’s been a good day. 
 
    I went out this morning to gather more aluminum tape to finish the seals on my smoke duct.  It’s assembled, and runs from the smoker in my backyard, up to the roof of my neighbor’s house, and then down the row, all the way to the end of the block, following the curve of the road.  Another dozen houses down, I had the genius idea to run it to the community pool building.  The last galvanized tube extends off the roof of the manager’s office and out over the half-full pool, where it’ll empty the smoke into the air.  It’ll probably be cool by then.  That’s a long distance for the smoke to run, and I had to install six fans along the path to make sure to keep it flowing.   
 
    After I get it all sealed up, I’m going to give it a test.  I even extended my POD network with a camera near the pool so I could sit in the safety of my bunker and watch how many Shroomheads were drawn in by the tantalizing smells floating through the air.  If too many show up, I’ll have to abort the project. 
 
    I hope I don’t have to. 
 
    One of the benefits that came to mind as I was stealing Glaspy’s two-thousand-dollar smoker from two doors down and across the street—so much better than the rusty thing I owned—was the original purpose for smokers.  Assuming I can find more than just the one raccoon a few blocks over, maybe some rabbits and even some birds, I could hunt them and smoke their meats, drying them out into jerky.  If I could make that work, then I might never have to worry about running out of food, and I might one day dump all of Punchy Bryan’s foil-pouched-apocalypse puke in a hole and bury it. 
 
    But I’m off the point I was trying to make.   
 
    When I went out to find the aluminum tape, I came across a craft store.  It was one of those places the eventual ex used to go when she got the wild hair to explore her creativity to make up for the general emptiness in her life.  Our lives.  She tried beading for a while.  She painted abstract water colors one spring but stopped when she had to explain to me they were figurative—an actual, real world thing—and not abstract.  Oops.  She ran through a half-dozen other hobbies.  Each new creative outlet cost me what seemed like a week’s pay.  But what do you do?  You gotta try to keep the wife happy. 
 
    Anyways, I was in there and came across a bin of corrugated plastic board, basically frosty, translucent, quarter-inch sheets.  It’s the kind of stuff realtors, panhandlers, and get-rich-quick scammers used to make their signs out of.  Spotting them, and knowing there had to be hundreds of bottles of paint and whatnot laying in the rubbage on the floor, an inspiration sproinged into turgid happiness in my brain. 
 
    I’ll let you know all about it tomorrow night if it works out. 
 
    One thing I can tell you now, is it’s got me fired up a little, but I’m trying to manage my expectations because I don’t want to ride that roller coaster of hope up and then crash again. 
 
    Crashing is hard. 
 
    One other weird thing I should mention.   
 
    I’ve been doing my half-best to keep up with my Shroomhead identification effort.  I think there are eighteen of them left living in the elementary school.  They’re the day-shift bunch.  On the night-shift band, I’m not sure of the count.  I’m guessing ten or so.  I still don’t have my nighttime cameras working because I haven’t installed the batteries.  Too many projects.  Not enough time.  And what I used to think was a tolerant sharing of the neighborhood between the two groups isn’t.  From what I’ve seen on some video clips taken near dusk a time or two, the groups get belligerent toward each other when one group doesn’t stick to its sunny or dark part of the day.  I don’t know why.  I’m not entirely sure it’s true.  I might be misinterpreting their behavior.  But that’s my best guess so far. 
 
    Now that weird thing I was going to tell you about. 
 
    I don’t record much of this video, and what I do record, I rewrite over most days to save hard drive space.  Well, I noticed while I was having an early dinner that four of the day-shift Shroomheads from the school finished their day by sitting under the bare tree in Rollo and Mazzy’s front yard and staring at the house.  I say staring, because that’s really all I can tell they were doing.  But the longer they sat there, the more it looked like they were grieving.  Rollo was among the four.  I think he was crying. 
 
   


  
 

 December 16 
 
    I think Punchy’s mamma’s mac-n-cheese recipe gave me the shits.  Every time I turned around today, I had to squat and squirt.  My ass feels like it’s on fire and my guts have been cramping all day.  I don’t know if I’ll eat anything for a day or two.  Maybe just clear liquids and vitamins. 
 
    Maybe for three days. 
 
    If it’s some kind of stomach bug, that’ll help to clear it out. 
 
    On the bright side, I cut up my corrugated plastic, collected a bunch of old realtor sign frames rusting in the grass in front of the houses around the neighborhood, and I painted me a bunch of signs.   
 
    Why not advertise? 
 
    One said, 
 
    Hello, M. 
 
    I’d like to talk, if you want to. 
 
      
 
    Another said, 
 
    Hi, I’m Dusty. 
 
    Glad to meet you. 
 
      
 
    I got bored after a few, started channeling my inner fifteen-year-old, and wrote shit like, 
 
      
 
    Neener, neener, 
 
    I have a big wiener. 
 
      
 
    I figured it didn’t matter what I wrote, so long as I wrote something.   
 
    I put the signs in yards all through the neighborhood.  I don’t know if M is still around.  Maybe she’s long gone.  But if she or any other normal person comes across the signs, they’ll see that they are new.  They’ll know they aren’t alone.  And maybe, they’ll hang around long enough to contact me.  And maybe have a beer. 
 
    Fingers crossed. 
 
   


  
 

 December 19 
 
    I climbed up on my roof this morning.  It’s been a while since I’ve done that.  My foot broke through a rotten spot, so I need to be careful when I go there from now on.   
 
    I went up to sit with my back to my chimney and watch the sun rise.  This time of year, the nights get cold, down in the forties mostly, which is pretty chilly for this part of the country.  With most of the leaves off most of the trees, the branches all looked black, silhouetted against the reds and pinks in the eastern sky. 
 
    I’m no meditating yoga-hippie eating granola twigs and shitting paisley-shaped flower turds into my organic tulip and thyme garden.  So don’t get any ideas about that.  I like the solid heft of a steel gun in my hand, and when the cordite pops and the lead punches a hole through a target a hundred yards away, I don’t get a woody out of it, but I do enjoy pulling the trigger.   
 
    The peace of a quiet morning with just me and the birds, the crisp air, and the coming sun is something.  There’s a magic there that got lost in the world of six-dollar coffees, hour-long commutes, and quarterly self-evaluations. 
 
    Watching the sunrise is something I need to do more often.   
 
    I’m starting my burn today.  So, this might be the last time I spend outside for a while.  I can’t say for sure.  That’s just the way tests go.  If the burn draws in too many Shroomheads, I’ll need to stay in my hole until they all disperse again. 
 
   


  
 

 December 19, 2nd entry 
 
    It’s late in the morning.  Partly cloudy sky.  Cool temps.  Light breeze.  The weather is perfect for spreading a good layer of smoke over a wide area. 
 
    I loaded up Glaspy’s smoker with a good mix of dry and green wood.  I put in the green because I want it to smoke a lot.  And I want it to smell. 
 
    Now I’m sitting in front of my bank of monitors, watching the Shroomheads in the ‘hood, and paying extra attention to the monitor I have set on the camera over at my makeshift smokestack exit above the old community pool. 
 
    Unfortunately for the entertainment value, it’s pretty anticlimactic. 
 
    For the test, that’s a good thing.  Seeing nothing happen is exactly the best outcome I could hope for. 
 
    I see Shroomheads from another camera, the one pointing at the school.  Some of them are sniffing the air.  Nothing yet has them super interested.  Maybe that means my test is pointless.  Maybe they can tell the difference between straight-up wood smoke and succulent barbecued critter meat. 
 
    I’m bored. 
 
    Maybe I’ll watch a movie on DVD.  Or read my book on backyard gardening. 
 
   


  
 

 December 19, 3rd entry. 
 
    I admit it.  I dozed off. 
 
    I guess I was tired. 
 
    But now, well, things have picked up.   
 
    Most of the Shroomheads from the school are lingering down at the community pool.  Several have climbed the fence and are standing at the edge, looking up at the smoke coming out of the duct.  One is climbing up on the roof and trying to get a closer sniff.  The rest are outside the fence, some looking up at the duct and smelling the air.  Mostly the ones outside the fence are rooting around in the bushes and grass, foraging for edible roots and bitter acorns.   
 
    The back fence of the pool stands adjacent to a drainage canal a hundred feet wide.  We have a lot of floodwater mitigation engineering around these parts.  The topography is pretty flat.  That canal runs along a creek bed that cut through this area in the years before they built all the subdivisions out and it was still a farm.   
 
    I know, I’m rambling again. 
 
    The thing is, from my camera, I can see maybe thirty more Shroomies on the far side of the canal, standing and squatting on the levee like they’re waiting for something to happen.  I don’t know what.  Maybe they’re waiting for the local group to clear out so they can explore the source of the smoke.  Perhaps the drainage canal marks a border between two territories.  I do find it curious that the two groups seem to have no interest in getting close. 
 
    More info for my useless collection effort.  I wonder if I should record this in some formal way like a scientist would while studying mountain gorillas in Africa. 
 
    The surprise came about an hour into watching.  It was approaching noon, and way down the street, maybe four or five blocks from the community pool, I spotted M. 
 
    I guess it was M.  I can’t imagine who else it could have been. 
 
    She was in the street, looking toward the Shroomheads who were mostly interested in the smoke from the fire burning in the smoker in my backyard.  She was wearing a poncho, or just a blanket with a hole cut in it and a hood pulled up over her head. 
 
    The thing that amazed me, like the day I saw her tracks on the sidewalk in the drizzle, she wasn’t hiding.  She made no effort at all.  She just stood there in the road like she didn’t have a fright in the world. 
 
    Her bravery made me jealous.   
 
    I would never swim with sharks while a dumbass dive master dumped chum in the water to draw them in.  I would never bungee jump off a big glass building.  I wouldn’t skateboard down a curvy, steep road to race to the bottom of a tall mountain, and I would never stand in the middle of the road looking like fast-food waiting to be spotted by a few dozen Shroomies just down the street. 
 
    Some things are too far on the dangerous side of stupid to be considered. 
 
    But there she was.  M.  Standing there for no other reason than— 
 
    DOH! 
 
    Did she want me to see her?  Is that why she was taking the risk? 
 
    My local Shroomhead clan was still in and around the community pool.  The ones from the territory next door were still out.  I didn’t have any way to guess how many more Shroomies might be following their noses from other areas.  But this was the best chance I had for contacting M. 
 
    I had to go out. 
 
    No choice. 
 
    So, Mr. Buzzy Buzz Bee archeologist, if this is my last entry, well, you’ve heard this song before.  Just so you know, I’m not doing something outright stupid.  I’m taking a risk for a good cause.   
 
    Wish me luck. 
 
   


  
 

 December 19, 4th entry 
 
    Well, that was interesting.   
 
    Like I tend to do these days—whenever I load my backpack for an excursion that might last more than a few hours, you know, anytime I venture more than a block or two from the house, because you just never know what’s going to happen, whether you’re going to have to hole up in an attic or a storeroom for a day or two while things outside chill out—I packed my diary.  It’s part of my life.  I try to write whenever I can.  If nothing else, it keeps me busy when I find myself stuck somewhere in do-nothing mode.   
 
    So, I brought it along.  It’s not my bug-out bag, that’s a whole different deal.  In this one I have food enough for a few days.  Water for one, and some chlorine tablets to make more.  A warm jacket.  Extra batteries.  You know, my basic short-term survival load.  I’m not moving out of Bunker Stink, just being prepared for an uncertain world. 
 
    I took a circuitous route, walking/sneaking a mile and a half to come up behind M, who, as the crow flies, wasn’t more than a quarter mile from my house. 
 
    Fortunately, I didn’t come across a single Shroomy, and that did a lot to bolster my new theory of Shroomhead clan territoriality. 
 
    Ha! 
 
    God, I sound like one of those narrators on Animal Planet. 
 
    When I reached the corner house and peeked out past a stand of pine trees trying to grow up in the partial shade of a dead willow, I looked to the spot in the street I’d seen from a different angle on my video camera.  It was the place M was standing boldly, only the road was empty. 
 
    I looked both ways, and all I saw were weeds growing up through the seams between the street’s concrete slabs.  That, and junked cars left on the road. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I was disheartened. 
 
    I was tired of letting hopelessness win.   
 
    I think that’s what kills most people when the tornadoes are spinning and the turds are screaming in the wind, something logical in their heads tells them how hopeless things are, and maybe even asks, “Why suffer?  Why drag it on?  Why not just call it quits?” 
 
    That’s the shit I’ve been wallowing in a lot lately.  It’s a sticky trap that’s hard to pull free from.  But it’s one that leads to being dead.   
 
    I didn’t go into debt to dig a hole in my backyard, suffer the ridicule of my neighbors, and sit in Bunker Stink for two years just to give up when the carnival ride started to squeak.   
 
    Sometimes, I think I missed my calling.  If only I could condense my nuggets of inspiration into catchy aphorisms—that’s a smart-person word for witty-wisdom shit.  My cousin used to use words like that.  Maybe I could have been a motivational poster poet.  I’ll bet that was a cushy job back when there were still enough people around with shitty jobs who needed to read that kind of crap hanging on the wall above the time clock. 
 
    I guess that’s a long way to go about saying, when I noticed M had moved away from her spot in the street, I didn’t hang my head and go home. 
 
    I wasn’t hot on her heels, yet I was closer than I ever expected to be again. 
 
    So: 
 
    Guess number 1—she probably had no idea I was there looking for her and just went about her business of doing weird shit for no apparent reason. 
 
    Guess number 2—she probably figured where the smoke was coming from and she was following the pipes back to their source.  Like me, she would have to give the Shroomheads a wide berth. 
 
    I liked number 2. 
 
    I headed back to my place. 
 
    Throwing caution to the wind, I ran. 
 
   


  
 

 December 19, I’ve lost count… 
 
    I was huffing and puffing when I got back to my street, and telling myself my morning exercise routine wasn’t cutting it.  I needed to find a rowing machine or something to get some aerobic time in.  As it was, if I ever had to run for my life with a handful of meat-eating fungus-heads chasing me, I was going to be in trouble. 
 
    Between gulps of air, as I stood behind the fat trunk of an oak tree across the street and three doors down from my place, I spotted M a little farther down, coming out from between two houses on my side of the block. 
 
    I stepped out from behind the tree, pasting the biggest, friendliest grin on my face, and I waved. 
 
    She froze. 
 
    I couldn’t make out anything of her expression as she looked at me from inside the shadow of the hood over her head. 
 
    “Hello!” I called, as loud as I dared.  I stepped toward her, taking a cautious glance over my shoulder to see if anything else was coming up the street in my blind spot.  When I looked back at her, she was running.   
 
    I yelled as loud as I could, “Wait!” 
 
    I jogged in her direction.  “Wait! I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    She was already rounding the curve at the end of the street, running right out in the middle, not sprinting from shrub to shrub, not using burned out cars for cover.   
 
    The last I saw of her was a fast glance at me, and then she was gone, running right toward the Shroomheads loitering around the pool house a dozen houses down. 
 
    I ran for everything I was worth to catch her before it was too late.   
 
    How could she not know the Shroomies were down there?  How could she not see them? 
 
    I was panting again when I rounded the corner, slipping on the dead grass as I came around, and skidding down to my hands and knees.  I was back up in an instant, not giving a thought to the scrapes on my palms as I looked down the road.   
 
    M was gone. 
 
    A scream, or holler, or something I couldn’t make out echoed off the fronts of the houses, sounding like it was coming from three directions at once. 
 
    The Shroomheads who had been down by the pool house weren’t there anymore.  Not all of them.  Half were sprinting in my direction.  One of them screamed that Shroom-shit jibber-jabber and the rest of the loiterers by the pool figured it out pretty quick.  They dropped whatever twigs and roots they were trying to munch and decided I looked like a much better meal. 
 
    I don’t know where M went, but I knew where I was going, and it didn’t matter how winded I was.  Safety was a hundred yards away, buried under the weeds in my backyard, and I had to get there before the first Shroomhead rounded the corner and saw in which direction I escaped. 
 
   


  
 

 December 19 
 
    For a man on the old side of middle age, I gotta tell you, I’m proud of how fast I hauled my bones and wrinkles up the street, crossed over the open asphalt, slipped between the houses, and bounded past a few downed fences to get to my yard. 
 
    Out on the street, by the curve in the road, the Shroomheads were loud and frustrated, trying to figure out where I’d disappeared to. 
 
    I reached my fake utility box, took a quick glance around to make sure no prying eyes saw me open it up, crawled inside, lifted the hatch to my bunker, slid down, and buttoned things up tight. 
 
    Safe. 
 
    I was dripping sweat when I retrieved an orange-flavored bottled sports drink from my small fridge and guzzled it down, wiping my face on my sleeve when I paused to breathe. 
 
    I tell you, there’s nothing like running for your life from a band of man-eating monkeys to tingle your ‘nads and pucker your sphincter.  It reminds you how good it feels to be alive.   
 
    I laughed out loud, and quickly hushed myself down, and then giggled again, for being unable to control it. 
 
    Living! 
 
    After catching my breath, I dropped into my command console chair. 
 
    Command console.   
 
    Yeah, it’s getting to be something kinda special.  I have nearly nine feet of desk space with eight wide, flat panel monitors to watch my world in full-color, full-motion video.  I’ve got several feet of desk space down at the end dedicated to piecing together computer parts from machines I’ve salvaged from homes in the neighborhood.  It’s not that I need a ton of computing power, but I do want to increase my capacity to record video in case I need to go back and review an event that occurred more than a day or so in the past. 
 
    And so you ask, how does an HVAC man who barely made it through high school come to know so much about computers that I can take them apart and put them together? 
 
    Eh, it’s no biggie.  They’re like puzzles where all the important pieces in all the systems fit together in the same way.  It’s actually kinda hard to screw it up.  The difficulty comes in trying to mix and match hardware from different systems because on the software side they don’t always know how to talk to each other.  You used to be able to go out on the internet and download anything you needed to make one doodad work with the other thingamajig.  Now, with no internet, I stick with finding computers just like the one I own—they’re common, so it’s not super hard—that way, I’ve got all the software I need to make my hardware pieces play nice.   
 
    So, I was looking at the ‘hood from nine different views, and switching cameras on a few monitors to see parts that weren’t already visible.  I have more cameras than I have monitors.   
 
    The Shroomheads were running up and down my block with rapidly diminishing enthusiasm.  They started to search in groups of three or four, ranging through yards and across to other blocks.  A trio of them found their way to my backyard, and the smoker caught their attention.  Thankfully, one burned her fingers while touching my smoker and that was all it took to encourage the three to leave the confusing thing alone and wander on to more likely hiding places for their prey.   
 
    They didn’t notice the trampled down grass where I’d created trails through the yard on the way to and from my house.  I hadn’t noticed them either until that moment, with three Shroomheads wandering around too close. 
 
    I’d need to do something about that.  For anyone used to hunting critters in the wild, my trails through the grass were a sure sign that something big was around.  The fact that they all terminated at the fake green utility box was a dead giveaway as to my hidey-hole for anyone with a decent dose of deductive capacity left in his brain. 
 
    Funny how mistakes sit invisible right in front of you sometimes, until somebody stumbles by and kicks a turd in your face. 
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    The Shroomheads moved on, and I turned my attention to figuring out what happened to M. 
 
    I sorted my videos, searched by timestamp, and came across the one from a house down near the curve in the road that showed her briefly running around the corner. 
 
    That was good, because it told me exactly what time of day to look for her on the feeds from the camera I had mounted down by the exit point for my smoke duct.  Five minutes later, I was watching M run past the community pool. 
 
    Because of the angle, I didn’t see M pass any Shroomheads going the other way, so I’m at a total loss as to how she evaded them.   
 
    The mystery of the whole thing, like you haven’t guessed it already, even with your little bee-sized brain, is why the hell didn’t the Shroomies chase M?  Was it that weird scream I heard?  Did it frighten them away from her?  Was there something about that baggy poncho she wore that confused them so much about what she was that they didn’t see her as food?  Maybe to them, she looked like an empty garbage bag blowing in the wind. 
 
    I know, it sounds kind of stupid, but I don’t have a better explanation. 
 
    All I know for absolute certain is that she seems to have figured out a way to walk/run right past them and not stir up enough of their interest for them to give chase.  She’s discovered the secret to Shroom stealth.  And that explains a lot about her odd behavior, the footprints I found on the sidewalk, her standing in the road just down the street from my smoke duct exit point, without the slightest worry about the carnivores a hundred yards away. 
 
    I’ve whined a bazillion times about how much I want M’s company, and maybe a thousand times how much I’d love it if M turned out to be my promiscuous Mazzy with the luscious tits.  There’s one thing I know for sure, she possesses a piece of knowledge that’ll make my life completely different, and will probably save me one day.  She knows how to make herself invisible to the Shroomheads. 
 
    I need to find M more urgently than ever. 
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    Anxiously, I eyed the hunting Shroomheads and listened to the tick of the clock on the wall—yeah, I still have an old-fashioned, battery-operated clock the size of a dinner plate that softly ticks each time its big hands pass another minute.  The clock is a comfort I can’t explain. 
 
    At the moment, though, it was serving as a meter on my anxiety.  With each tick, the Shroomheads spread a little farther, making it safer for me to venture out.  Each minute that passed put M farther away on a trail that grew only colder. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    I tossed a big fuck-it into the air, took one last scan of my yard and the area around the nearby houses, marked the locations and the directions of the stalking Shroomheads in the ‘hood, and made for the ladder.  I grabbed my bag, you know the one with my overnight supplies and shit, and in seconds, I was through the hatch, out of the fake utility box, and standing on one of the beat-down trails through my backyard weed farm.   
 
    I paused, and listened. 
 
    Just to double-confirm. 
 
    Then I moved. 
 
    Running.  Quiet.  Stopping at the front corner of my garage, I did a quick scan of the street, and then bolted across. 
 
    Quickly getting through the area I had under surveillance was key.  The longer the time passed between my last visual of the Shroomies, the more time they’d have to move to an unexpected place. 
 
    I angled through backyards and over downed fences, using the dense backyard foliage to keep out of sight.  I sprinted to a catty-corner street crossing at the school and leapt over a bent school-zone sign to avoid a stand of overgrown prickly pears. 
 
    It’s always good to stay away from those things.  Their little thorns get under your skin and irritate for days. 
 
    I was looping around, and avoiding Shroomheads, and when I reached a corner on the far side of the elementary school, I was at the limit of my surveillance range.  My neighborhood clan of Shroomies was all behind me.  And I figured I still had several blocks to go, maybe all the way to the next major roadway, before I found the border of their range on the east.  That’s when I had to be double-sure-careful and sneak hard to evade the Shroomheads I was likely to find over there. 
 
    At first, the whole thing felt like a lot more work than it was, with adrenaline pumping and speeding up my heart and my breathing, it was hard to know the difference between needing to rest, and just being wound up.  After awhile, things settled out. 
 
    My ears were perked and listening for the sounds of anything nearby that might be bigger than a bird.  My eyes were scanning and then focusing on every movement of every bare tree limb and overgrown bush. 
 
    I made my way northeast toward Greenhouse and Saums roads without spotting a single Shroomhead.  I squatted behind a masonry wall and collected my thoughts and caught my breath.  I don’t know how far M went.  I was heading in the general direction she was moving when she passed out of my last camera’s field of view, and I had to decide how far I was willing to venture into territory I hadn’t entered since before the collapse.   
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    It took a good part of the afternoon.  The faint smell of burning wood was on the breeze.  My smoker.  I was a few miles from the house, and settling into the idea that I’d be staying the night away from home, so I started looking for places to bed down. 
 
    I was making my way up an alley behind a run-down strip mall.  In the spots where the layer of gravel had given way to the muck underneath, some of the mud had dried back to hard dirt.  Being a twenty-first-century, suburban man, the obvious sign I was searching for fell so comfortably into my outdated intuition that at first, it was invisible. 
 
    It wasn’t until I squatted beside a rusting dumpster to get a studied view of my surroundings that I realized the patterns dried into the mud were footprints—shoes—going in both directions.   
 
    I’d found the sign I was looking for. 
 
    M had passed through the alley, many times. 
 
    I made the secondary deduction that since the path was well-travelled, she had to be living nearby, probably her new home since I’d chased her out of Mazzy and Rollo’s attic. 
 
    More excited than I should have been, given that I was explicitly attempting to manage the height of my hopes, I headed north. 
 
    At a point where I reached the end of the strip mall behind a convenience store, where the asphalt was in pretty decent shape, I lost the trail.  Not a showstopper.   
 
    I looked back down the alley.  The back door of the convenience store hung on one hinge, leaning away from the frame.  The footprints in the mud had passed that entrance more than once without any apparent turn to enter or exit.  She wasn’t in there.  My Indian tracking skills told me that much. 
 
    Peeking around the corner of the cinderblock wall, I spotted a drugstore dominating the parking lot, built up close to the intersection where it could be seen from traffic coming from all four directions.  Its concrete walls stood twenty feet tall, and from all the time I’d spent on roofs servicing AC units up there, I knew the roof was probably three or four feet below the top edge of the outer wall.  In other words, a great place from which to observe activity for a long way in every direction. 
 
    I’d been inside that drugstore before, back before the collapse, back when the public was going bonkers over what the TFF, Inc.—the Toe Fungus Fuckers—had done to us, back when I had to drop my drawers halfway down to get the latest installment of the government inoculation in my hairy butt cheek.  This wasn’t the drugstore where the doe-eyed cutie pharmacist worked.  That one was closer to my house.  That’s the one she asked me not to return to. 
 
    Still, they were all laid out the same inside according to some corporate marketing planogram, with the entrance on one corner and the pharmacy counter on the opposite one, and in-between a gauntlet of impulse-buy As-Seen-on-TV bullshit along with every variation of sugar confection known to man wrapped in shiny titillating plastic and stacked at eye-level to convince people to pick them up. 
 
    I decided the drugstore would be a great place to hole up, and I bet myself a quarter M was in there. 
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    I sprinted from car to car in the parking lot, and came to a stop against the back wall of the drugstore, just a few long paces from its back door, which was altogether gone.  No sign of it anywhere. 
 
    Putting on my Indian tracker cap, I studied the concrete sidewalk that ran around the perimeter of the building and noticed most of it was bleached pale gray, though stains from years past spread out in places, dark and ominous.  My imagination spun those stains into pools of blood, and I envisioned the bodies of women and men, lying on the concrete just where my feet stood, though the bones had long been dragged off by hungry Shroomheads and nighttime scavengers.   
 
    I crept close to the open doorway and noticed curving trails of dirt on the ground.  No footprints visible, but like the trampled-down weeds in my backyard led to the entry to Bunker Stink, the patterns of dirt on the sun-bleached cement told me a story of feet coming and going.  Optimism more than good sense told me it was M who left the trails. 
 
    I peeked inside and saw the dim shadows of a back stockroom that ran the width of the building.  Down at the far end, part of the stockroom was separated from the rest by a metal fence, bolted into the walls, with a gated entrance.  Probably the area where they stored the drugs or whatever expensive shit they wanted to keep out of minimum wage employees’ sticky-finger range. 
 
    Inside, on the dark concrete floor, it was impossible to make out any dirty smudge trails.  Still, I made my guess and chose my direction in about two seconds.  Up came my rifle to point the way. 
 
    Careful about where I placed my feet, not wanting to crunch any of the scattered apocalypse trash on the floor, I stayed on what seemed to me to be a narrow path through.  Fat brown rat turds were scattered everywhere.  The smell of their piss told me one thing for sure, they liked living in the drugstore. 
 
    “Hello?” I called, not wanting to surprise M, not wanting to be startled myself by waking a gaggle of sleeping Shroomies. 
 
    No answer came back. 
 
    “Hello?” I repeated.  “If you’re in here.  I just want to talk.  I don’t mean you any harm.” Seriously, doesn’t every creep in every murder-thriller movie say something just like that? 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    “There aren’t many of us left,” I called.  “Normal people, I mean.” 
 
    Still no answer.   
 
    My optimism waned.  I couldn’t think of a good reason M wouldn’t respond if she were inside the ransacked drugstore. 
 
    Twenty paces from the doorway, walking the length of the back stockroom, my eyes were adjusting to the dim light.  The deep shadows were still obscured behind mounds of rotting boxes and whatever used to be inside before the moisture seeped in and the varmint-sized critters set up housekeeping.  I flicked on the flashlight mounted to my rifle barrel and swept it across the inky hiding places. 
 
    Spying a ladder leading up to a storage loft, I stepped through the gate on the security cage.  “Hello?” I called again.  “If you’re in here, M, I just want to talk.  I only have my rifle for protection.  You know how it is.” Why does everything sound like a lie when you’re in a weird situation? 
 
    I heard nothing but the skitter of little clawed feet running through some crackly something way up near the roof.   
 
    I figured I was alone in the drugstore.  Just me and the rats.   
 
    I sighed and lowered my rifle, and decided to give the place a good look around.  I might find some things I could use, especially overlooked drugs that would come in handy one day despite their expiration dates.  That, and I figured I might scope the loft out for a potential campsite for the night.  Using the drugstore as a base, I could probably spend another day or two scouting out the area. 
 
    I climbed the ladder, lifting myself slowly between patient steps, listening for anything of any size that might be lurking in the loft to pounce on me. 
 
    Just about the time I was poking my head through the upper level and flicking on my flashlight to look around up there, the gate that separated the two parts of the stockroom clanked loudly and clicked shut. 
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    After nearly dumping a load of warm soft-serve into my skivvies—that part of my gastronomical system not being entirely recovered from Punchy Bryan’s mac-n-cheese—I wrestled for half a second on whether to monkey climb up the ladder and try to disappear in the darkness or turn to face the coming Shroomheads with my rifle blazing, one-handed, action-hero style. 
 
    A few soft metallic clicks confused me as I looked down at a shadowy blob by the gate. 
 
    Finally, the math all added up in my dumbass brain. 
 
    The dark figure took off at a run as I all but fell down the length of the ladder, calling, “Hey! Hey! Stop! Please?” 
 
    I hit the concrete hard, and needles of pain exploded through my knees.  Still, I leapt across the security cage and grabbed onto the chain-link gate, rattling it loudly as I yanked. 
 
    Not only was it closed and latched, it was pad-fucking-locked. 
 
    Motherfucker! 
 
    “M!” I shouted, trying hard to keep my frustration tamped down.  “What is this?  Why—” 
 
    A small voice squeaked out of the dim light down by the door.  She was stopped there, her silhouette looking back.  “Why are you following me?” 
 
    You’ll never know how good it is to hear a real, live human’s voice until you’ve gone a few years without, until you’ve accepted a hundred times over that you’re the last normal human on the whole planet.  I gurgled a noise through some weighty emotions trying to bubble their way to the surface and said, “I just want to talk.” 
 
    “Go fuck yourself, Gomer Pyle.  And leave me alone.” 
 
    Gomer Pyle? 
 
    Sure I was wearing camo and had a gun, but I’m nothing like the doofus in the old TV series. 
 
    She hadn’t run off yet, but said, “If you promise to leave me alone.  I’ll tell you where the key to that padlock is.  If you don’t, you can just stay inside and cry until they come and find you.  Then good luck, Gomer.” 
 
    At that point, I was already thinking I could go back up to the loft, bust out through one of the skylights and get onto the roof.  I’d be free in minutes. 
 
    Maybe she sensed the gears turning in my head.  Maybe she knew danger was growing the longer she stayed.   
 
    I saw the shadowy silhouette of her baggy poncho step through the door, and in desperation, I shouted, “Mazzy!” 
 
    The shadow she cast on the floor froze stiff. 
 
    “Mazzy?” I called again. 
 
    She jumped back through the doorway and turned on me.  “Mazzy?” 
 
    I already knew it wasn’t her.  Mazzy had a sultry, luscious voice.  The girl in the poncho was young, mid-teens.  The angelic clarity of her mean little voice made that clear. 
 
    “How do you know that name?” she snapped. 
 
    “Mazzy?” 
 
    “You’re not a moron, are you?” 
 
    A moron?  Slipping into a junior high insult-trading protocol, I told her, “You don’t have very many friends, do you?”  
 
    “You are a moron,” she responded.  “We’re kind of running short on people, in case you haven’t noticed.  I’m betting you don’t have any friends, either.” 
 
    Having lost my first round of the insult fight, my first since just before the eventual ex turned into an actual ex and moved in with three-under-par-golf-ball-boy, I decided to try the maturity route.  I calmly asked, “How do you know Mazzy?” 
 
    “How do you?” she shot back at me.  “You were rooting around in her bedroom.  You set up all those traps in our house.” 
 
    Our house? 
 
    I’m not the sharpest tool in the shed sometimes, but I’m not an idiot, either.  I ran through some quick age-based math in my head and postulated my deduction.  “Mazzy was your mother?” Could M be her youngest daughter?  When was the last time I saw her?  “You’re Amelia?” 
 
    M took a step back toward the door and stopped.   
 
    “What’s with M?” I was grasping at anything to ask to keep her there. 
 
    “My nickname, dumbass.  Mom called me M all the time.”  
 
    Doh! 
 
    “I’m Dusty,” I explained.  “I live two blocks over.  Rollo—your dad—and me, well, you’ve seen us together.  We used to pal around.  You know me.” 
 
    “You’re the one who got divorced after your last daughter went off to college.” She made it sound like an accusation. 
 
    “Yes.  I mean, no.  It wasn’t like that.  She ran off with some dude.” I caught myself.  “Why am I explaining this to you?” 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked again.  “Why are you following me?” 
 
    “Well, like you said, there aren’t many of us around anymore.  You know, normal people.  Have you been living in the attic of your house this whole time?” 
 
    Amelia paused, clearly thinking about whether to continue the conversation. 
 
    “Please.” I didn’t mean for it to sound so pitiful, but sometimes the shit you say betrays you whether you like it or not.  “I just want someone to talk to.  Do you know of anyone else who’s still around?  I mean, if you made it this far and I made it, there have to be more, right?” In truth, I was hoping she was going to tell me Mazzy was alive and well and hiding nearby.  And why not throw in something about her pining for me all these years? 
 
    Hoping. 
 
    Maybe Amelia read my mind, but she got right to the heart of my hopes.  “I remember, you used to come over sometimes to pick up my dad to go drinking.  You were always staring at my mother with old-man-pervert eyes.  You’re gross.” 
 
    “Wait!” Taken aback, I started to come up with lies to defend myself.  I wondered how she even knew I’d been staring at her mother.  I thought I’d been careful with my lascivious thoughts.  In the end, I decided to go with honesty.  “You know what, you’re right.  I did look at your mother.  I gawked at her.  I lusted.  She was maybe the prettiest thing I’d ever seen.  I never did it in front of Rollo.  I never told anyone about it, and I never acted on my inappropriate thoughts.  I was never that kind of husband and I sure as hell wasn’t that kind of friend.” 
 
    She wasn’t convinced.  “Didn’t you get enough of her at those swinger parties they used to throw when they dumped me at my aunt’s house for the weekend?” 
 
    “No!” That accusation stung.  “I never, I mean, I walked into the backyard once, accidentally.  I saw them around the pool—your dad, your mom, a bunch of people from the neighborhood.  But I wasn’t, I mean, me and my wife weren’t into that.” 
 
    “But you wanted to be.” 
 
    “What are we talking about here?” I asked.  “None of that is important anymore.  My wife turned Shroom, her and her penny-loafer boyfriend both.  Rollo turned, and I suppose Mazzy did, too.  Why are we arguing about this?” 
 
    “So, what are you thinking?” she asked, acid in her tone.  “With Mazzy gone, maybe you’ll turn your old-man-perv on her daughter?  Maybe get you some young stuff?” 
 
    “No.” Ick! “I’d never do that.  Talk about gross.” 
 
    Amelia’s shadow stomped toward me through the clutter, snorting angry breaths all the way up. 
 
    Inexplicably intimidated by a girl half my size with twice my temper, I stepped back from the gate. 
 
    Once in front of me, she threw her hood back and said, “There.  Is that what you want, you dirty old man?  You want your wrinkly old dick to fall off?  Well, whip it out and let’s get on with it.” 
 
    As I stared, trying to take it in, trying to put the discordant pieces together in my brain, she added, “That’s right, Gomer.  I’m one of them.” 
 
    In the dim light, it took a moment, but I realized the misshapen dollops that had been beneath her hood weren’t mounds of badly groomed hair, they were red lumps. 
 
    She sealed it tight with, “I’m a Shroomhead.” 
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    Sometimes, the thoughts in your head hit you so hard they take your breath away and loosen your grip on the world. 
 
    I took another step back and dropped down to sit on a comfy stack of disintegrating Poise pads.  “What?  I don’t understand.” 
 
    “It’s not hard, Gomer.” 
 
    I looked at her, as my head slowly shook, the thoughts not wanting to settle in, like logic wouldn’t let them fit anywhere. 
 
    “The fungus infected me,” she explained.  “The lumps grew.” 
 
    “But—” It still didn’t make sense to me.  “You’re not—” 
 
    “Crazy?” she asked.  “Stupid?” 
 
    “You’re not very nice,” I managed to say.  “But you seem normal.” 
 
    “Because I am.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    “Does it matter?  It’s not like we’re going to be able to find a doctor to explain it, right?  Like everybody else, the doctors are all dead, or turned Shroom.  Or they’re floating on their yachts out in the gulf waiting for the world to un-fuck itself.” 
 
    “Are there any others like you?” I asked, a thousand other questions stacking up behind that one, desperate to get out.  “Is this how all of you turn out?” 
 
    “All of us?” she asked, taking offense.  “Like I’m an expert.” 
 
    “Sorry.”  
 
    Maybe something in my eyes, maybe something about the expression on my face, finally dulled Amelia’s edge, because she decided to apologize, too.  “Sorry.” 
 
    “Listen,” I softly asked, “are you going to leave me in here?  I’d feel better if the gate was unlocked.” 
 
    “I don’t trust you.” 
 
    “If I meant you harm,” I patted the rifle on my sling, “I do have this.  I could have just shot you if that was my plan.” 
 
    She looked down at the gun as though she’d forgotten it was there.  “I suppose.” She pointed toward the shadowy corner.  “Under that yellow bucket over there, you’ll find a key for the lock.  Put it back after you let yourself out.” She turned and started to walk away. 
 
    “Wait,” I begged, not moving from the mound of plastic-wrapped pads I was sitting on.  “Please, don’t go.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked, spinning on me, the venom back in her voice.  “You’re a human.  I’m a Shroomy.  What do you imagine happening here?” 
 
    “Before you go,” I told her, grasping for any way to bridge the chasm between us, “do you know what today is?” 
 
    It was her turn to get knocked off balance.  “What?” 
 
    “The day?  You know it’s December 19th, right?” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “It’s almost Christmas.” 
 
    She shook her head dismissively.  “What does that have to do with anything anymore?” 
 
    “I built a smoker,” I told her.  “I have my eye on a raccoon I found living a few blocks over from my house.  I’ve never tasted raccoon before, but I was thinking of maybe convincing him to come over for Christmas dinner and smoking him overnight.  It’s been a long time since I tasted fresh-cooked food.  I have plenty of other stuff, canned fruits and veggies, seasoning, even some soda, beer, and wine.  I don’t know if the beer is any good.  No pressure, but if you want to come over to my place for Christmas, I’d love to have you.  I’ll cook.  You don’t need to bring anything.” 
 
    She stared at me like I was crazy. 
 
    And maybe she was right.  It might have been the craziest thing I’d ever said, maybe the stupidest thing I ever proposed, inviting a talking Shroomhead into my underground home, not considering all the danger I was opening myself up to.  “You know where I live, right?  If not, you’ll smell the smoke.  Just follow the duct.  You’ll find the smoker in my backyard.  I have surveillance cameras out so I can see most everything for a few blocks around.  There’s no doorbell, but I’ll know you’re outside.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, and then she stepped away to head for the door. 
 
    “Think about it,” I called again as she disappeared on silent feet. 
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    I sat on the stack of pads, staring into the dark storeroom for a long time that day.   
 
    Talking Shroomheads?  WTF? 
 
    The world wasn’t what I thought it was.  Maybe it had never been. 
 
    I made my way home, careful as usual.  I was stunned but not stupid. 
 
    I climbed down the ladder into Bunker Stink, and I sulked.  I thought about whether I’d made a mistake.  I gave a thought to moving out of my bunker home and losing myself in the decaying urban sprawl.  I cleaned my favorite hunting rifle and put some thought into going after for every dangerous Shroomhead I could find. 
 
    Every five minutes, as I sat in the dark and listened to the ventilation fan spin and echo through the HVAC system, I imagined another scenario that might play out. 
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    Another day. 
 
    I woke up this morning as the lights came up.  I dragged myself through my calisthenics and quit halfway through, filling my head with excuses about being sore and tired and doing the smart thing by listening to what my body was telling me.  After all, I’m no spring chicken.  I’m pushing into the age range where I can’t pretend anymore that I’m a young stud bachelor at the peak of my prime.   
 
    I’m just a lonely man turning old in a tricked-out septic tank buried in his backyard, with a smoldering anxiety as I ruminate over all my missteps.  My life could have turned out so differently if only I’d done this or that or the other thing the other way.   
 
    Thoughts about all the people I’d wronged, accidentally on purpose, or just through plain old self-centered callousness, haunted their way through my empty head. 
 
    I was never a mean person.  Least ways, I never saw myself like that.  I was nearly always the biggest guy around, but never a bully.  I never beat my wife or my kids.  I was never mean to waiters or dogs.  I even braked for cats and those fucking dumbass squirrels when they ran across the road in front of my truck.   
 
    I always tried.  I worked hard.   
 
    Like everybody else, I fudged on my taxes when I needed the money and figured I could get away with it, but I was an honest person.  I never cheated my customers, never sold them more than they needed, never fixed shit that wasn’t broken, not even the douchebags who talked down to me because I had dirt under my fingernails and grease smudges on my clothes.   
 
    I never went to church that much, mostly when the eventual ex dragged me there on Sundays, but I always dropped a few bucks in the plate to help the poor…or the preacher finance his new ski boat.  I did my part for the Lord.  At least all I could afford. 
 
    I sent my daughters to Sunday school every week.  I taught them to be nice to people.  I paid for their college so they could one day sit behind a desk and push numbers around on a screen and make twice as much money as me for working half as many hours and be able to raise a family and take their kids to Disney World and have a nice honeymoon in Fiji and buy a big house down in Plinko Ranch and look down on people like me. 
 
    I think I did everything a man was supposed to do.  At least I did it the best I could with what God gave me. 
 
    All kinds of things bother me when I get down, and I can’t help but carry the blame for all the shit that I did wrong, all the times when I guess I could have worked harder to make things turn out better. 
 
    But in the end, the world was so busy fucking itself on a bed of hate and lies, none of my mistakes would have made any difference, except that maybe I’d have had the girls and the eventual ex down here in Bunker Stink with me.   
 
    I hate to sound like a grandma’s greeting-card plushy pet, but if we’d all just spent a little more time thinking of our neighbors like real people, you know, people just like us, if we’d spent less time tuned into the 24-hour loudmouth channels screaming hemorrhoid-popping snark hate at us, if we’d spent less time looking for some moron to blame for all the world’s problems and instead took a long uncomfortable stare at the dipshit in the mirror, you know, the one who voted all the assholes into office, if maybe we’d insisted on believing only what was true instead of what felt good to the angry ogre that lived in our hearts, then maybe things would have turned out different.   
 
    Maybe when the Toe Fungus Fuckers pulled their profit-sucking shit on us, instead of pointing our favorite bugger fingers at each other, we would have been able to work together, and fixed the problem before it got out of hand.   
 
    Maybe we would have stopped looking for excuses to nuke North Korea.  And maybe they would have stopped hating on us and started growing rice for their starving people instead of throwing all of their cash into building ICBMs.   
 
    Maybe the Russians would have stopped guzzling vodka by the gallon and changed their fucked-up political mistakes and stopped hacking every software system in our country and others and turning our machinery against us. 
 
    Maybe the Chinese would have stopped trying to genetically engineer big-brained superbabies to take over the world and maybe they’d have just loved the smiling little toddlers God gave them. 
 
    But we didn’t do any of that.   
 
    We decided that lies tasted so good, all we could do was ask for seconds. 
 
    The thing we never understood with all of our doomsday tech on the table and us rolling the dice and dancing with the Devil, was that one day that horned bastard was going to step on our feet, the dice were going to come up snake eyes, and we’d wake up in the morning with his big red pecker stuck up our butts. 
 
    So, be careful, buzzy-buzz bee people of the distant future. 
 
    If the sun ever comes up in a world where the truth has died because your stink-fuck political types and the screamy-faced pundits of every stripe have killed it, it won’t be the Toe Fungus Fuckers who do you in, they’ll be long dead by then.  But it’ll some bunch of corrupt maggot boners who are willing to trade the world for a handful of gold nuggets.  That’s when you’ll need to dig a hole in the backyard and let your neighbors laugh at you while you sweat, because a day is coming when all of that bullshit will erupt into your apocalyptic nightmares, and everyone you ever knew and everything you ever loved will die.  Then the best you can hope for is to pull your family close and hide in your bunker until all the shit blows past.  Maybe then you’ll have a chance to try again.  Maybe you’ll learn the hard lesson that bigmouths who build their power on mountains of hate are doing nothing more than running up a debt burden on your society that will come due in a hail of bullets, pestilence, and horror.   
 
    Don’t buy the shit like we did. 
 
    Do life the hard way.  The right way.  The good is never easy, and it’s never cheap.   
 
   


  
 

 December 23 
 
    Another morning.   
 
    I was awake early, staring at the bunk above in the glow of my nightlight bulbs, thinking. 
 
    I’m no Buddha, no Marcus Aurelius.  My thoughts don’t run that deep, but you know that.  You’ve read the shit I write.  I’m just a simple man.  But all the bullshit swirling in my head has finally convinced me of one thing, and it all turned crystal clear. 
 
    I rolled out of bed before my morning timer lit Bunker Stink in sync with the rising sun.  I sweated through my workout, scarfed some of Punchy Bryan’s swamp-mud-flavored oatmeal, and climbed out into the world, eagerly hurrying up to my roof to watch the dawn spread over the world through the winter-bare trees. 
 
    The birds too lazy to fly south made a racket, and the fucking blabbermouth squirrels chattered across the street. 
 
    Off in the distance, a Shroomhead howled, maybe sharing his morning wood with his ugly girlfriend, and feeling the joy of being alive even if he can’t form a thought more than two syllables long. 
 
    But that’s life, I guess.   
 
    It’s what you make it. 
 
    Last night in the dark, I decided to stop wallowing.  At least to try and stop it.  Some habits die hard.  I have a to-do list and a ball sack to catch. 
 
   


  
 

 December 25, Christmas 
 
    Fucking Christmas. 
 
    My cards are on the table.  I’m taking my chance today on hope. 
 
    If it turns to shit.  If Amelia doesn’t show, then so be it.  I’d love it if she would come and visit me on this glorious day, but one thing I know for certain now is that I’m not the only person left on the planet.  I’m one of many, and I’ve decided it’s my job to rebuild. 
 
    I’m starting this morning with hope that I can put together one relationship and do it right. 
 
    Yesterday, I caught the ball sack—the raccoon.  I don’t think he was diseased, certainly not with the Cordyceps.  That only infects humans, as far as I know.  I think the raccoon was just old, really old.  Maybe.  Either way, he’s on my smoker.  He’s been out there since last night with a beer can stuffed up his ass, God’s golden nectar evaporating and keeping the meat moist while the smoke cooks him ever so slowly. 
 
    I don’t know what raccoon tastes like—probably chicken, everything tastes like chicken—but he smells delicious. 
 
    I dug into the stash of apples that I found on a tree when I first came out of the bunker a few months back.  Apples don’t typically do well growing in Texas.  They tend to be tough and not very sweet.  I was hoping these might turn that way if I let them sit in my pantry for a few months.  Now, they’re in a pie tin swimming in a sugary cinnamon sauce in a crust I made myself.  I followed my grandma’s apple pie recipe.  The only wildcard is the smoker.  The only oven I have down here in Bunker Stink is the microwave.  So, I had to bake the pie up top.  I figure, another forty-five minutes before it’s done. 
 
    As for the ball sack, I can probably take him off anytime.  He’s done, but I’m waiting until Amelia arrives.  Or until dark, whichever comes first. 
 
    I have some instant mashed potatoes, still in the box, ready to mix up.  I’m going to round out the meal with some canned green beans and cranberry sauce.  Who knows, cranberry sauce on raccoon might taste pretty good.   
 
    Punchy Bryan wasn’t invited.   
 
    I ransacked one of the houses down the street for a frilly Christmas-pattern china set.  The table is draped with a cloth I found in the same house.  I had to wash it several times to get the mold stains out, mostly.  I have a vase.  No flowers, but I have some pine branches stuffed in with a few red ornaments dangling. 
 
    Linus would be proud. 
 
    To top it all off, I strung some Christmas lights and gave the bunker a scrubbing to clear out the last vestiges of man-stink. 
 
    Maybe the biggest thing I did, the most important thing I thought to do, was I took that 1860 Model Colt Army I found down in Plinko Ranch, and I cleaned it up and ran a test fire on it.  Damn thing works as well as the day it was made.  It’ll be a big gun for Amelia but if she walks down the street with that sexy beast in a holster on her hip, nobody will fuck with her.  It’s wrapped with a few boxes of slugs in some shiny foil paper I found when I was scrounging through a craft store over off Fry Road. 
 
    It looks like Christmas in Bunker Stink, like real Christmas. 
 
    I figure I’ll finish cooking everything after Amelia arrives, and then I’ll give her the gift while we’re making small talk and trying to figure out how to speak to a real person again, and maybe contemplating how to be happy in a world that has changed so much. 
 
   


  
 

 December 25, 2nd entry 
 
    The first time I realized I was obsessing over my watch, it was just past noon, and I’d run out of preparations.  My anxiousness was getting the best of me, so I sat down at my control center and watched my monitors.  On a last-minute inspiration, I thought to put an old Christmas CD on the sound system, and I hit the repeat button.   
 
    That made things perfect. 
 
    I watched the monitors, mostly keeping an eye on the community pool camera.  That’s where the local Shroomheads were congregating again, trying to figure out the yummy smoke thing.  Across the floodway, the neighboring clan was out, sniffing the air, and wanting to cross the territorial border, but not daring to. 
 
    Hoping to see Amelia down there as she started to make her way toward my place, I was taken by surprise when the metallic sound of something banging my utility box up top startled me so hard I nearly jumped out of my chair. 
 
    Turning to look at the camera facing my backyard, I saw Amelia’s familiar poncho lingering outside.   
 
    She’d snuck up on me.  She was better at being out in the world than I was, that was for sure. 
 
    I laughed and rushed to the ladder. 
 
    I climbed the steps in a flash, opened the hatch, crawled through, and swung the utility box door open from the inside.  “Merry Christmas, Amelia.  I’m so glad you made it.” 
 
    She smiled, and handed me a small gift-wrapped box.  “Merry Christmas, Dusty.” 
 
    Wearing the sudden grin of a ten-year-old on Santa’s lap, I accepted it, and she followed me inside. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Dusty’s Diary, Book 3 : December 26th 
 
    Amelia spent only a few hours in Bunker Stink.   
 
    We ate.   
 
    We stared awkwardly at the roasted raccoon on our plates while casting silent glances at each other over my fold-down dining table.  We shopped for timeworn small talk to prime the conversational pump while skirting horrid memories that haunted their way around everything we said. 
 
    We talked about my bunker in such dreadful detail I even bored myself, but for some reason she showed an interest when I first mentioned it so just kept yakking away about it, thinking that if I stopped, the post-Christmas boredom would set in and she’d bolt for the door.  Kinda like holidays at the in-laws’ house, I guess.   
 
    Or even at Mom’s when Dad was still alive. 
 
    At least when us kids grew out of our PJ-wearin’ years and figured out that the fun was going to end as soon as Dad got blitzed and opened up the vast thesaurus of gook slurs he picked up in Korea and ‘Nam.  And Mom would peck at him more and more with each passing minute—I told you not to use all that Scotch tape, when did you water the tree, it’s dying, I don’t think that string of lights is working, when’s your sister coming, I told you two o’clock, why can’t anybody be on time— 
 
    Ack! 
 
    It seemed like normal shit when we were kids.  Ten minutes to gorge yourself in a gifty fantasy hoping the next thing you open is that expensive sumpin-sumpin you wanted but know your parents can’t afford—knowing it’s not that thing—but hoping just the same.  Mom screeching about the paper and bows.  Your brother leaving the kitchen door open after he fed the dogs and there’s a cold draft in the house.  And grandma cooking bacon and eggs and yeast rolls in the kitchen, but coming out just long enough to watch us grandkids in our homemade flannel pajamas mainlining our first joy-gasmic rush of never-enoughism. 
 
    There was a time, lots of years ago, before I knew about anything in the world past the cracked concrete curb in front of my house, when I still believed in Santa Claus, when I glued myself to a three-channel, black-and-white TV in the living room to see stop-motion, puppet-animation Rudolph save everybody’s shit on the Island of Misfit Toys, that I thought Christmas was the most glittery-special time on God’s happy earth. 
 
    I sometimes wonder if the last time I was unreservedly happy was back then. 
 
    It’s the smells I miss most when I think about all those Yuletides since.  No matter how fuckin’ miserable Christmas was most years—the smell of breakfast I loved, and the pumpkin pies, and turkey stuffed with stale bread, sage, onions, and random bits of shit I could never identify, baking in the oven.  And of course, ham.   
 
    God, I love ham.  I wonder if ham will ever be a thing again? 
 
    And bacon. 
 
    What I wouldn’t do for a strip of crispy bacon. 
 
    The frying pan is sizzling with raccoon strips I marinated in maple pancake syrup and salt overnight.  It doesn’t look like bacon.  The closest it’s coming to smelling like peppery breakfast ambrosia is burnt.  And Punchy Bryan’s Armageddon-on-a-Budget® Ready-to-Eat Survival Meals reconstituted eggs—well, they look like somebody already ate them once and hoarked ‘em back into the pan.   
 
    My after-Christmas breakfast would mortify grandma, but that’s not what’s got me down. 
 
    Amelia left. 
 
    Last night we ate dinner and opened our gifts and she got tired of me talking about how I’d financed Bunker Stink and the fights I’d had with the HOA.  Mind you, she was polite about it.  She waited until we’d both run out of things to say. 
 
    The last two people on earth and we don’t have enough in common to talk for more than an hour or two.  What the hell does that say about people?  
 
    I don’t know.  I suppose I’m over-generalizing.   
 
    My food’s about done, so I’ll get back to writing this in a moment. 
 
    Deep breaths. 
 
    I know I sound like an idiot, writing this down like I’m talking to you like you’re here sometimes.  I can’t help it.  Loneliness does things to your head you don’t expect. 
 
    I dumped the blackened varmint strips on my plate beside the viscous puddle of eggs and poured the grease from the pan over everything.  The eventual ex would have had a coronary if she’d seen me do it.  The grease is full of calories I need.  It doesn’t taste exactly good, but it’s a flavor that didn’t come out of Punchy Bryan’s Taste Bud Terror House.  There’s that. 
 
    I moved to the table and sat in the seat where I’d parked myself last night, where I’d looked at               Amelia’s bright smile and cautious eyes.   
 
    She loved the Colt Army Model 1860 I gave her.  Of course, she knew before she ripped the paper off what it was.  I suppose anybody still alive in the world knows a gun when they have one in their hand, paper or not.  Her eyes lit up when she tore it open, and I think for a moment, she had a memory of pinecones and sparkle trees from back in her Santa Claus years.   
 
    The thing she didn’t know, not until she pulled the paper off, that it wasn’t just a killing tool I gave her, it was a piece of antique art, still dependable after more than a century, still capable of blowing the head right off a Shroomy with frisky hands and gritty teeth.  It was from a time when they made things like they used to make ‘em, a near priceless—well, that’s an exaggeration—hunk of perfect steel. 
 
    Amelia didn’t cry.  The world being what it is has made her too hard for that.  But her eyes got glassy, and a frog had crawled up into her throat when she tried to thank me. 
 
    It topped off my day. 
 
    I don’t know why doing something nice for somebody makes me feel good.  I never thought about it back when people in need of favors were on every street corner.  It never occurred to me that the eventual ex appreciated it when I brought home a half-gallon of her favorite ice cream on movie night.  Maybe it never crossed her mind, either.  I guess it must have been special once, a long time ago when I started it, before it turned into a habit, and then a chore.  Maybe the way that infatuation turns into love and turns into commitment and then a contract, until finally it’s just easier to stay together than to come up for air. 
 
    It’s easy to piss away the things you think you have enough of. 
 
   


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

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


  
 

 January 13th, third entry 
 
    At twenty yards, Amelia suggested we stop.  “Any closer, and she might hit us if she comes out shooting.” 
 
    “If she does shoot,” I suggest, “swim for it.  I saw it on a show once.  Bullets can’t travel that far through water.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Amelia glanced at me, took a deep breath, and called, “Aunt Millie!” 
 
    Millie heard.  She moved around noisily inside one of the shacks on the deck. 
 
    “Aunt Millie?” 
 
    Quiet followed. 
 
    “Please, Aunt Millie.  I found someone.  He’s normal.”  Amelia hesitated and then added, “Like you.” 
 
    I expected it, but still, it startled me when a thing burst from a door and ran—and I hesitate to use that particular word, because there’s no verb I can think of that explains just how it clickity-clacked its way across the deck to brandish a shotgun over the railing.  But that wasn’t even the worst of it, not by far. 
 
    It was wearing a gas mask.  It had a pair of pink kiddie sunglasses with white polka dots affixed over the eyeholes.  A scraggly main of gray hair stuck out impossibly far from its scalp in every direction.  I think something in my head popped a fuse trying to match up voluptuous Miss Three O’ Clubs from the back of that card with the ancient spider skeleton draped in wrinkled grandma skin waving a gun at me.   
 
    My God, it has to be a thousand years old! 
 
    “I told you,” its mean, thin voice rasped over the water, “get the fuck out of here and don’t come back!” 
 
    “Aunt Millie,” Amelia pleaded.  “I’m fine.  I told you.” 
 
    That’s Aunt Millie? For real? 
 
    “Who’s that retarded hillbilly? You fuckin’ him? You like ‘em old, don’t you, you little sniffy cunt? I always knew you and Amon were humpin’ like rabbits in the washroom when you thought I was asleep.” 
 
    Retarded hillbilly? 
 
    “He looks mean,” Millie cackled on. 
 
    “Ma’am,” I said, “I’m…normal.” 
 
    To Amelia, I whispered, “Please tell me that isn’t Aunt Millie.  It isn’t, is it?” 
 
    Amelia looked at me like maybe I did have a learning disability.  “You couldn’t get that from the context?” 
 
    Millie shouted at us.  “What are you whispering, you little bitch?” 
 
    That didn’t stop me from asking Amelia, “What happened to her? I thought you said she was my age.” 
 
    She looked at me, and then glanced back at Aunt Millie.  “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “What?”  I shouted, as my ego shriveled down to the size of a desiccated rat testicle.  Millie had to be at least thirty years older than me.  “How can she be your aunt?” 
 
    “I never said she was my aunt.”  Amelia shrugged.  Small misunderstanding.  No biggie.  “She was my mom’s aunt.  I just always called her Aunt Millie because that’s what my mom called her.” 
 
    “If you think you’re going to play pokey-pokey with me,” shouted Millie, “you’ve got another thing coming.”  She pointed the wavering barrel of the shotgun at us. 
 
    I pushed my board through the water, pulling the kayak back.   
 
    “You better go,” Millie shouted.  “I’ll shoot you so full of holes—” That’s where she lost me.  She screeched a string of word-like babbles I couldn’t decipher.  The shotgun boomed across the water.  A thousand water birds jumped out of their roosts and flapped into the air.  Even the disinterested pelicans decided it was a good time to go. 
 
    Luckily, the shot didn’t splash the water anywhere near the kayak.  Neither me nor Amelia felt the need to dunk ourselves in the frigid water.  We did double our efforts to put some distance between us and Aunt Millie’s pleasure barge. 
 
    Aunt Millie shouted insults at us and fired the shotgun a few more times as we retreated.  We didn’t try talking to her again. 
 
    When we neared the shore, Amelia said, “We probably shouldn’t pull out here.  The infected will be coming.  The shotgun will have them interested and out looking for breakfast.” 
 
    With water pooling a few inches deep in the bottom of the boat, I reluctantly agreed.  “Where to, then?” 
 
    “Not to Aunt Millie’s,” Amelia laughed. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh, too.  As much as my post-apoc princess dreams hinged on Miss Three O’ Clubs, I couldn’t help but see the stupid venture across Houston for what it was, a unicorn chase.  Maybe it was time for a new plan.  “Have you ever been to the Caribbean?” 
 
    The End, For Now 
 
    Actually, by the time most of you read this, Book 4 will already be out there in the cyberbibliosphere. Grab a copy. 
 
   


  
 

 Reviews & Signups 
 
    If you’d like to learn more about books I’ve written or get the first word on new releases, please sign up for my newsletter or Like my page on Facebook. 
 
    http://www.bobbyadair.com 
 
    http://www.facebook.com/BobbyAdairAuthor 
 
    On the subject of Reader Reviews, please know that they are very helpful to indie authors. If you have a moment, when you’re back on the website where you purchased this book, please take a moment and select a star rating and (if required) say a few words about Dusty’s Diary. Your feedback is appreciated! 
 
    And for any of you who read enjoy reading that sort of thing, I’ve included the original prefaces below from when I published each of these books individually.  
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 Foreword to Book 1 
 
    I hate to have to do this, but let me start with a WARNING. This is a short book. If you’re on the inter-webs and peeking at the sample before you spend your $0.99 (or whatever that converts to in the local currency) then you’re reading this, so please keep the length in mind. If it bothers you to spend $0.99 on a short book, thanks for looking, but you might move along to your next choice. You can buy a lot more words in some other books for the same price. (Though, personally, I do feel it’s worth your time AND investment!) 
 
    Moving right along. 
 
    I know, if you’re a reader of my other books, you’re either saying “What? Another series?” or “Yippee! Another series!” 
 
    Well, funny story about that. After the release of The Last Survivors, readers started asking, “What happened? How did the world get to that place three hundred years in the future where everything had gotten so different?” Dusty’s Diary was conceived to be a novella-length attempt to answer that question. Unfortunately, I started writing it with this character Dusty in mind, and everything took off on a path of its own.  
 
    While Dusty’s Diary attempts to explain those years when society was collapsing and people were turning into the monsters that live in The Last Survivors, it also—because sometimes my imagination just won’t behave—developed this character Dusty who, quite frankly, upstaged the rest of the story. He decided that his stupid little rants and his quirky humor were just as important—possibly more important—than explaining the history of the disease and the slow process of society’s disintegration. 
 
    Of course, after a few chapters I was on board and having a blast with the writing. Characters with no propriety filter on their thoughts are fun. So be careful with your expectations when you download a copy of this book. In tone and style, it isn’t anything like The Last Survivors; in fact, it’s much more similar to the Slow Burn series, with a bit more raunchy, twisted humor folded in.  
 
    I don’t know whether I will spin this book off into a series or not. Frankly, that depends. If it sells well and gets good reviews, what can I say? I’m a sucker for compliments and royalties. If you’d like to see the story continue, tell a friend about it, leave a review with the retailer where you bought it, sign up for my mailing list, or leave me a message on my Facebook page. 
 
    In closing, I’d like to say that Dusty’s Diary is a bit of a reaction to the weighty problems facing the characters at the end of Ebola K, Book 2. I literally started writing Dusty’s Diary the day after I completed Ebola K. I think I needed something to lighten my mood, something to have fun with. This book did the trick. It was a blast to write, as I channeled my inner “dipshit.”  
 
    I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. 
 
    — Bobby Adair 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Foreword to Book 2  
 
    After two years of losing hope, I’ll bet you never thought this would happen.  Dusty is back.  And there will be a book three, without the two-year wait. 
 
    For those of you who took the time to read the Foreword in book one, you’ll know that I was in a bit of weird emotional state when I wrote it.  And the thing about writing, at least the way I do it, is that I try my best to imagine I’m in the skin—in the life—of the character I’m writing.  It’s a weird sort of way to venture into someone else’s existence, to get lost in it for a while. 
 
    Another weirdness, and I think many authors probably experience it, is that when I finish a book, it’s hard to look back at it and see anything but its flaws.  I took some chances with book one, especially with the rough style, purposefully poor grammar, immaturity, and crass humor of it.  As more time passed, I grew embarrassed because it wasn’t my best, most polished effort. It was just too raw. 
 
    We casually watched the reviews come in on book one over the past couple of years and were surprised that it resonated with so many.  Still, I wasn’t sure if there would ever be a book two.   
 
    That’s the opinion that lived in my mind for a long time. 
 
    It wasn’t until several weeks ago, when very perceptive Kat saw some familiar frustrations bubbling under the surface, and she suggested I write another Dusty’s Diary…purely for therapy. 
 
    Without a thought, I told her, “No.” After all, she was the one who told me before I published the first Dusty’s Diary, that it would be the end of my writing career.  She wasn’t a fan.  But one night in July 2017, she turned it on in the car and started listening, and after a couple of chapters called to tell me there was a relevance she’d never completely understood, and that I needed to write another.  “It’s short,” she argued.  “You could write in within a week.” 
 
    Anyone who knows Kat knows how persistent she can be—a real pain in the ass, but extremely perceptive.  So, I sat down one Friday evening and read book one for the first time since I published it two years ago. 
 
    I was shocked.  It wasn’t the flaming POS I’d imagined it to be, it was raw, poignant, timely, and entertaining. At least to me it was.  That’s when I gave in.  Kat got her way. 
 
    So here you are, world—Dusty, opinionated, preachy, raw, raunchy, rambling, angry, lonely, and fun. 
 
    And if you like it, I’d be eternally grateful for a review if you have a moment. 
 
    —Bobby 
 
      
 
   


  
 

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