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Hello.  I should start with that I guess.  Hello.  My name is Daniel Alfredson.  I just spent 5 minutes starring at the page trying to decide what to tell you or what not to tell you.  Even my name.  I mean, I think you are going to know who I am.  Right?  Maybe not.  Should I start at the beginning or now?  Sorry another spell staring.  Remembering really.  I do need to write it down though. Both for you and for me.  Hope this helps.

The main reason I’m writing this down is that I caught a glimpse of myself in a mirror two days ago.  Shocking was one way to describe my appearance.  Scary might be another way of saying it.  Really, I simply did not recognize myself.  I just don’t look at myself in a mirror all that often any more.  I’m ashamed to admit it but in the split second I caught my own reflection out of the corner of my eye, this thought went thru my brain: “who the fuck is that crazy guy?”

I literally backed back into the bathroom and took stock.  Filthy.  Matted hair.  Ragged unkempt beard.  Clothes dirty and torn.  My hands?  I stared at my hands for 2 or 3 straight minutes.  I ate food with these hands?  I know I’d jut finished field duty but seriously...

Turning back to the mirror in our bathroom, I spent another couple of lifetimes looking at my eyes.  Still blue.  But when did they sink into my skull?  When did they start to look wild and haggard?  Lord knows they’ve seen things.  Sorry, another spell staring at the page.

I won’t burden you with God.  There is no God. Some people will try to tell you different, but they are wrong. God does not exist.  So when I use a phrase like “Lord knows” or “Jesus Christ” or “God willing”, just remember that these words are leftover from before times.  Those are just expressions that have no meaning.  There is no God.  Sorry.

Like I was saying, my eyes didn’t look good.  They matched the rest of me.  Not that I was some Adonis before, no sir.  Sorry staring again.  I’m going to have to come up with some symbol to let you know I’ve lost my train of thought.  Like right now.  Э This little backwards “E” means I’ve been staring at the page trying to figure out something.  Maybe I shouldn’t even put that kind of stuff in here.  But I think it is important for you to know what I struggle over.    

Stories are all slanted. Biased by the writer.  But this one is going to be difficult to tell you because we don’t have the shared background like we all did.  Your childhood will be completely different from mine. Completely different. So I am going to struggle to tell you some things.  And struggle to explain things in the way that I mean them. It is just that our shared vocabulary is all off.  For instance.  I said that I was no Adonis from the before times.  I want you to understand what I mean.  So I have to explain who Adonis was:  In short he was the Greek God of beauty. Now I have to explain “Greek”.  Greece is an ancient (old) country from before.  The people who lived there were called Greeks.  Adonis was a handsome boy who lived there.  And he was a God in Greek mythology.  But there are no and is no god.  It would take me 5 years to educate you enough to have a rational discussion about the Greek myths and their incorporation into the Judeo-Christian esthetic.  Э  See? Adonis was a handsome guy who live a long time ago.  I’m saying that I was average looking in the before times.  Shit this is going to be hard.  Ask me about trains some time.  I hope you know what a train is.  Maybe I should just tell it straight out.  Context is everything, though.  

Э  So I was no Adonis before and now I look even worse.  Mirrors do reflect the truth if you can see it and the truth is, I am not doing well.  I am alive but barely breathing so to speak.  Э  Ask an older person.

So I decided to do something about me.  I am not an animal. I cannot control much but I can control what I look like and I am not going to look like a mangy dog.  I have my off day tomorrow and Patrol the day after.  I stand a reasonable chance of staying clean for a few days.  At least until I have to take my turn in the fields again.  So be it.  

I’m going out to wash my hands and tomorrow damn it, I am going to be clean!  How I got to this state is something else again.  I mean we have an indoor shower.  I do have to move water if the three of us want to take a shower consecutively,  the tank only holds 600 gallons.  That’s showers and toilets, all the grey water.  It just seemed to be lately that every time I got to take a shower it required me to move water first.  If I am being 100 percent truthful, the main problem is laziness.  It just takes effort to wash, and move water and clean the tub, and cut hair, and shave.  After a full day in the fields, personal hygiene is the last thing I am thinking about. I think it happened to me slowly. I remember moving water all around those first years. Then?  Apathy I guess.  Maybe, maybe not.  Was this a form of the bleakness?  Kind of.  Did I miss hot water showers?  Fucking A right I did.  All I know is that it is my fault I look the way I do.

ЭЭ

Two days have passed.  I should do this:  Near as we can reckon it today is the 2nd of October, 2022 at 7:02 pm.  Sunday.  Or if you prefer the 2nd of October year 6 at 7:02 pm.  2022 is the old way of telling time.  I am old fashioned and I prefer the Gregorian calendar.  Shit, here we go:  Gregory was a Pope who invented a calendar that he forced most of the world to use, and we used to use it and some of us still do today.  Old habits.  In the Jewish calendar it is 5783.  Don’t ask me the months.  Tishlev?  Э No it is 5784.  Sara would want me to remember that.  Yom Kippur soon. The Day of Atonement.  Let me see. A Pope is a leader of a group of people who believe in a certain kind of religion that believes in God.  As I said, I don’t. Ask me about the Jews later.

So two days have passed since my mirror.  My hands are back to clean at least.  I scrubbed and scrubbed and they got dirty again but I took the time and now they are back to clean. Still. 

Friday felt really good. I woke up just before the dawn per normal.  Getting up early is habit now.  I eased out of bed to let Gabby and Viv sleep.  They need it.  When I went into the bathroom I noticed a small leak from the flush tank on the wall.  Got to fix that.  I made sure all the shit went down.  Ridex time? Got to remember to check that.  

I put on boots and coveralls and a shirt to start my chores.  Down stairs I started three fires:  Baking oven, cook stove and heat stove.  I left the heat stove fully banked.  Always a heat wave in the bay area for Yom Kippur.  Sara was right about that.  No need for the heat today.  I took the basket and the shotgun outside with me.  Daisy right on the porch waiting for me.  Love that dog.  

No traps sprung by the chicken coop.  29 eggs, no dead chickens inside and three ornery roosters. Check.  Water and feed for them.  We normally let them chase insects in the garden, but not today.  Hay, water, feed and other stuff for the cows, pigs, ducks, geese and turkeys.  Two dead ducks.  Hmm.  No marks.  Old age?  Did we miss culling these two?  

I am by no means the smartest farmer.  And I am certainly no vet.  So I buried them.  In the compost heap.  Milked the cows. 8 ½ gallons. We need butter. Robbie is coming over next week to milk all and make cheese.  Got to firm that up.  Protective fencing looked good around the 10 acres of crops I have around the house.  That’s what 7 ½ football fields long?  Shit.  Э Football was a game we used to play on a big field, about 100 yards by 50 yards wide.  

I’m just trying to tell you and whoever else may read this that it takes a while to run around my fence. All the out buildings looked good.  I moved water to the tanks.  Solar arrays up and running.  Sun already up and hot. Over the top of the east bay hills. Smoker locked.  Freezer house, and green house looked fine.  

I picked some veggies for this morning. Tomatoes and three big potatoes.  On the porch Daisy got her breakfast and a rub and fur brush.  The Australian sheep/border collie mix dog simply looked at me for more orders when I was done.  I sent her back to the cows and the sheep.  I swear the look she gave me was “of course I will watch them!  That’s my job!”  

The livestock looked appropriately bucolic on the hillside.  I looked around the lake south and east.  Smoke trails from Robbie.  Baskin, Jones, Mason, Cruz, Zhou, Abby, Zamora, Yee.  All good.  Check!  No other visible smoke from the north.  Got to check that.  Okay.  I moved back into the house with my morning set. Maybe I won’t die today.

When I got back inside Gabby and Viv were up and at them as always.  I gave Viv the milk, tomatoes, and the spuds.  Home pasteurizer humming away. I started in helping with breakfast.  The three of us made quick work of it.  

We sat to eat mostly in silence, in our little kitchen.  Four eggs for me, three each for the ladies.  The tomatoes were folded in to the scramble and a little cheese thrown in.  The potatoes were done as hash browns and we ate all of them.  A loaf of bread as toast was split as well as milk and orange juice.  Oh and we each had a leftover steak.  

I figured that meal for 4,000 calories.  Again ask me later what a calorie is.  Looking at Vivian and Gabby there didn’t seem to be an once of fat on either woman.  In fact they looked pretty good. They were clean. They cared about what they looked like. 

Anyway,  it didn’t seem to matter how much we ate.  We burned most of it off at work.  I helped with the dishes while we talked about the days plans.  The ladies were off to help Mary, Robbie’s wife.  They would be gone all day.  I promised to work on the fix it list around the house.  Mums the word on my secret plan.  I knew the ladies would take a bunch of stuff with them to Mary and Robbie’s.  But I also knew that they would bring dinner home.  Good for me.  This was the housewife barter system at its best.  They all did the canning, weaving or whatever and all shared in the spoils.  Gabby thought most of it up.  In fact she thinks up most of our stuff.  She just uses me as a mouthpiece.  Ask me later.  I loaded up their ATV’s with the goods flowing out of our farm.  Cloth, pies, nuts, apples, beer, eggs, and other things.  Just as much would be coming back.  Both women carried 9 mm’s.  “Before nightfall, we promise.”

It was only three miles around the lake to Robbie’s house, but still they had to be careful. Kisses all around.  They took off. I went upstairs and stripped off our bed sheets.  Might as well do them when I did my clothes.

I hunted and found an old toiletries kit.  Soap, brush, razor, scissors, and more.  Buzz cut on the hair?  Probably.  Dirty laundry?  Clothes old and new? Soap, tub?  Check, check and check.  I loaded my ATV for the run down to the lakeshore.  Its only about 500 feet along to the southwest where I went.  I whistled up Daisy.  10:00 am I figured.  Day was going to be hot.  80’s at least.  

The reflection of myself naked on the lakeshore was as shocking as the mirror.  I had an eight pack.  Crap!  Now I need a symbol for ask me later!  An eight pack is when you have abdominal muscles.  Chicks dig abs.  I didn’t always have abs.  I was still 6 feet 1 inch tall, same as back then, but now I carried a lean 165 lbs as opposed to the 239 I used to haul around. The post apocalyptic Paleo diet was working wonders.  “@” Now means ask me later okay?  

I looked ripped as they used to say but at what cost?  Staring at my body in the surface of the lake revealed the bruises and scrapes and cuts I got just crawling around the now times.  Ticks? Got to check for those.  Daisy splashed up next to me.  Yeah, Yeah.  I get the hint: do it already!  I eased into the 60 degree water of the lake.  My horrible farmers tan and the scar on my side started to pucker.  Lather rinse and repeat.  § 

See that joke is funny to about 104 people in this world.  Before?  I would have had them rolling in the isles.  Isles?  Islands. Aisles? Rows of seats.  Shit!  Who decided on English!?!

I washed again and got Daisy too in the process.  I started shaving my beard.  Really, I started cutting it with the scissors.  Brown, red, black, and white hairs all fell into the water.  White?  Shit again.  I’m 41.  My head hair followed the beard.  I again washed up all over.  The wash cloth I had brought did an excellent job as a loofa. @  

I got about 10 lbs of dirt out of crevices I did not know needed it.  I shaved down my face and head.  I just left a skim of hair on my head.  I blinked away the soap and cream.  There I was!  That is more like me!  Where had I been?  Where indeed.  

I laid out on the blanket drying, turning pink.  Clothes and sheets went into the tub after a few minutes lounging.  Soap, scrub rinse.  Daisy watched with interest.  Could I train her to do this?  She was that smart.  Saved my life more than a few times.  Two rattlesnakes alone.  I rinsed off the clothes and wrung them out as best as I could.  Daisy got one last brush and a tick check.  (Two fat ones off!).  I dried off the remaining water and put on my new clothes.  New underwear, Levi’s 501 jeans 29/34 thank you very much.  A checkered long sleeved work shirt. New socks and my new Carhardt work boots.  I did not look like the Brawny guy, I fucking was the Brawny guy!  Sigh.  @

The rest of that Friday was great!  I felt quicker, lighter stronger. I actually got most of my work list done around the house.  Sheets dried and went back on the bed.  I had lunch.  Three oranges and four Bacon Lettuce and Tomato sandwiches with fried eggs. I changed into old clothes and mucked out the barn.  I wasn’t supposed to do this but I got a jump on next weeks work.  I meticulously scrubbed up around 4:30 and put back on my new stuff.  

Last thing was the brew shed.  I rotated the beer barrels and the wine.  Year 5 in the bottles, with year six still in the barrels fermenting.  Another few months and they got bottled as well.  I drew off a full pitcher of beer.  The ladies liked a little drink after a hard day’s work.  I set the pitcher in the freezer with three mugs to frost up. Was I stacking the deck?  You bet your ass. 

I stood on the porch and watched them chug around the cove, and up the small slope to the house.  Daisy joined them for the final leg.  It is my own fault I suppose.  I unloaded the ATV’s and handed them each a cold mug and waited for, what?  Some reaction I suppose.  Oh, I got a reaction.  I was hoping for pleasant approval.  What I got was slack jawed amazement!  

“Shit, it is me,” I told them and drained off half my beer in anger.

There were tears in both women’s eyes as we moved into the house.  Two things I will say about that night.  One-  Why are there always tears involved when we make love? And two-  They didn’t have to be so God Damned Amazed that I washed the sheets! I do plenty of house work- Betcha!
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ЭЭ

Tuesday now.  Heats broke. Feels like we might get some rain.  That would be a good thing.  I am a little worried about fire.  Another day working in the fields.  Our little community has what? 600 acres under cultivation.  Terraced around Lake Chabot and the park.  Got to be near water. Permanent water I mean.  I washed up and shaved again after coming home from the fields.  With my shirt off and clean, I am getting the once over from Vivian.  That woman wants a baby.  Not sure how I feel about that.  I am conflicted.  On one hand a child with Viv would be fantastic, but it feels selfish and wrong to betray Sara and to bring a child into this fucked up world.  Still.  

I feel pretty good for having worked 10 straight hours harvesting wheat, corn, rice and other crops.  As a community we are almost done with our harvest.  I sat on the porch for a second, thinking about stuff.  

We got November barter coming up and our next Council meeting should see a reduction in field days.  That meant three more days work and I get two weeks to see to my own place.  I’d like to get some fish before the fall run starts.  Gabby don’t want that.  She is scared of the ocean a little.  Thinks I am going to drown out there.  I will make her see the light.

I want to tell you about my patrol day last Sunday.  Five of us from the community get a patrol day every other week.  It rotates around.  Robbie, Zeke, Zhune, Hector and myself all have the same schedule.  

We meet on the  Fairmont ridge at dawn. Rifles, field glasses, food, tools, and other stuff.  Mary made doughnuts.  Hector brought some of his hoarded stale coffee.  I damn sure took a cup.  Bless them for the kindness.  I took a ration of shit for my buzz cut and beard removal.  Robbie looked hard at me. 

“You okay, he asked.

“Better now than I was, I told him.  Robbie nodded, satisfied.

I thanked Hector for the coffee.  “Did you wash off those grump bugs with all that dirt and hair?”, he asked me.

“Mebbe so.”

We scanned the area we could see from the Fairmont ridge.  The bald ridge top ran as a spine down the east bay hills.  This particular branch of the ridge ran from the gap between San Leandro and Hayward all the way north to Piedmont.  We could see for miles in some directions at our spot on the south end.  Oakland, Berkeley, Hayward, Fremont and all the way across the bay. We could see the remnants of the highways.  580, down to 880 and off to the 92 across the bridge.  At least up to the top of the span.  

We weren’t really worried about the highways.  Too clogged with cars mostly.  We were worried about the surrounding hills.  That’s where the people were.  The danger.  Golden brown hills with green oak and manzanita dominated.  We could see into the upper San Leandro reservoir and the 37 or so smoke trails that marked the Leontine group.  Scattered single trails from the ruins of Hayward.  More smoke from north and south indicating other survivors.  We knew about all those.  No forest fires were evident, thank mother nature.  Come on rain!

We drew out the lots.  I got south.  Zapatas,  damn!  Robbie got north.  He would make contact with the groups we knew of in the Oakland, Berkeley, Richmond areas.  Hector drew east and Livermore.  Zhune got the trek into the city and the peninsula.  Zeke drew lucky and got the circle route. Bastard.  

He would get to visit all 29 households in our community plus look in on the Leo’s.  All the while eating little treats and passing on news and gossip.  Meanwhile, my draw would mean I got to make sure a group of former MS 13 gang bangers were not forming up to kill us. @  

No. No.  It was not his fault.  The draw was the draw.  Zeke looked at me for my usual complaint.    I shrugged.  “It has to be done, so let’s do it.”

Those fuckers did not have to gape at me.  I scowled back at them.

“The next person who looks at me in astonishment is going to have a real problem, I swear!”

The four of them fell all over themselves laughing.  Robbie actually said: “Thank god!  I thought someone kidnapped Danny!”  More laughter.

Zhune got us back on track.  “Okay gear check’, he said.  Each man checked his neighbors ATV.  Clean guns, Worn tires, extra fuel that type of thing. Tools all stored right.  An extra set of eyes is always helpful when you set off on patrol.  Robbie and I moved off with Hector and Zhune behind following.  Zeke split off to motor down to see the Leontine group and then back to home and the circle.

The four of us drove slowly thru the trees  down the slope and soon hooked up to the trails that led to Chabot park damn.  The damn Damn looked pretty damn good. Another good thing, the lake level was right because we didn’t know how to open the flood gates.  Four years ago, in what I think was an el nino year, we saw water spill over the top.  Good to go now.  Eventually we were going to have to figure out a new spillway and flood system. @  

Loads of deer and turkeys around.  I wondered about mountain lions.  I am sure they are here but I have not seen one in about a year.  The four of us dodged down tree limbs on Estudillo and joined up to 580. @ 

We waved as Robbie and Zhune continued down Estudillo to Davis and then to 880.  Damn it!  I’ll show you a map.  They would travel together until Zhune hit 80 and crossed the bay bridge.  Robbie would head up to the Okaland group. The last time I did that loop it was a touch scary.  Failing bridge.  Ruined city with skyscrapers ready to go.  Dogs and human scarecrows skulking around.  Then down the peninsula to look in on the groups we knew of over there.  Some larger communities around there.  Foster City had 450 people in it.  That is nearly three times our numbers.  

Meanwhile Hector and I drove together down the 580 south until he split off to go east and see Livermore. I waved him off.  Livermore was our biggest ally.  We needed them.  I went out onto the 238 dodging cars and trucks.  Cutting the corner since the flyover fell in the last big quake three years ago,  I ended up on 880 northbound traveling south.  One thin smoke trail caught my attention from a house that looked to be in Hayward off mission blvd in the hills.  

I fully admit I let myself be distracted from finding the Zapatas.  I exited the highway and drew my gun.  You just never knew who you were dealing with.  “A” street went straight east onto Foothill which became mission.  I glimpsed occasional scavengers moving around.  Dogs, coyotes, humans all poking thru the ruins of Hayward looking for something to eat.  They were all trying to survive.  Most would not.  I was getting close.  A left on alcorn brought me to the house.  

I pulled the ATV over and parked a ways from the house. Not much sound when the engine cut off.  Amazing once civilization ground to a halt that the earth was this quiet. I could hear waves crashing on the bay.  Crazy.  I walked up the middle of the street towards the smoke with my gun down by my side.

“That’s far enough!”  The woman’s voice came thru the door, a little panicky.

“Okay! Easy!  I’m stopping.”  I held my hands low to the sides.

“You come in last night?” I asked.  No response.  “Look I do not want to hurt you or anyone with you.  If you are new here I want to offer some advice!”

I could here others moving in the house.  Kids I figured.  Shit. A woman protecting kids could be crazy, unpredictable and dangerous.

“Listen. You picked a kind of no man’s land to bed down in. South of you in Fremont and San Jose are 400 loosely affiliated bad guys.  They are seriously bad news.  Gang Bangers.”  I think I had her attention.  “The Zapatas will just see the smoke and come to rob you of everything you have and maybe kill you.  Or worse...”  I let that hang out there.  I could hear voices discussing things but no response to me.

“Hey, the Foster City group across the San Mateo bridge will take you in if you have a skill:  weaver, doctor, dentist, blacksmith, nurse.”  More buzzing from inside the house.  “Our group is at Lake Chabot.  We will take you in whatever your skills.  All I can promise is hard work in exchange for food.”  I hoped this would generate interest.  It normally did.

I tried my last bit:  “If you head east on 580 you get to the Livermore group.  They will take you in as well.”

“Lady, Can you hear me?”

“Seriously, think of your kids!”  

Just a muffled “Go away” from the house.  

“At least put out your fire”, I tried to tell her but she was having none of it.  

“Go away!”  This time loudly and firmly.  

“Okay, take it easy.”  I dropped the small bag of fruit and sandwiches I was carrying.  The ladies always sent me out with food for an army when I was on patrol.  I left.

I had to find the Zapatas. It took me three hours but I finally spotted them clustered around Grant Lake.  I was positioned at the Lick Observatory on the 130.  @  

I used this spot when I could not get near the group any other way.  The whole south bay stretched out before me.  I was a little exposed here.  I saw them at Grant lake using the binoculars.  I had a good vantage point to watch them waterskiing, drinking and bar b queing. Maybe 250 people.  Damn it looked like fun.  Why didn’t we water ski?  I got three more days of field duty left and then two weeks of my own work and the fucking Zap’s are water skiing?  Probably the reason the woman was still alive.  Okay, no attack today or even tomorrow I thought.  Time to head home.  

The 130 winds east thru some real wild country.  Even wilder now.  It heads down into a valley and then hooks a left and goes north along that valley.  The chunk of land is a 50 by 75 mile area bounded by the 5 on the east the 101/880 on the west and the 152 south.  Lucky for me the 130 pops out north right at the 580 near the Wente vineyards where the Livermore group has its headquarters.  The middle of that land is a treed forest with maybe 700 or 800 people living in it.  I think.  

There may well be more.  But unfortunately they are not the friendliest of people.  Driven out of communities, driven mad. Lost. Dangerous. We called them Wilders. I was pretty safe on my ATV unless a pack tried to take me down. 

Last year a group of 20 or so tried me out on this stretch of road.  The tree they toppled down on the road didn’t quite span the lanes of 130.  I never stopped. I swung around the end of the log and sped up.  I saw ragged faces left and right as I went past.  I shot the oldest male I could see.  

The rest of the group, mostly men and younger kids, scattered.  I always shuddered when I approached the fallen log.  No one had bothered to move it.  As I puttered up the road, I pondered the Wilders in the woods.  I knew there were things to eat in there, just no civilization.  No showers and medicine and sanitary conditions.  How long would they last?  Would children born to them survive?  Would they regress back to cavemen?  Too deep for me.  I stopped to fill the ATV with gas.  I did it quick.  Not NASCAR fast but fast.  @  

As I said, the 130 runs right into Livermore near the vineyards.  The Livermore group is really headed by a husband and wife team named Arguello.  Paulo and Theresa.  They’d done what we all did in the beginning:  Grab everything you could grab. Э  More on that time later, maybe.  For now I am telling you about a nice ride I had on a beautiful day where no one attacked me, and I didn’t kill anyone or anything.  A nice day.  Paulo Arguello met me outside his house right on Stevens street as I drove past.

“Hey, Danny!  Hec left early.  He is headed up the Altamont to look over the valley.”

I nodded.  “I found the Zapatas,” I told him.  “They are at Grant lake partying.”

Paulo frowned at me.  

“Drinking, waterskiing, and bar b Que, the whole works,” I related.

The man relaxed.  “Our scout found them two days ago at the airport.  Shooting up the place,” he confided. “They are working up to hit someone,” he said.

I agreed.  “You and Hec go over the signals again?” I asked even though I knew the answer. Paulo nodded. “We’ll come running if they show up.”

“Us too”, I vowed. We shook hands as he looked at my altered face and hair.  He said nothing though.

I started the ATV and remembered something.  “Oh.  There is a lone woman with kids in Hayward. I tried to warn her and move her along to us or you or even the Foster City people.”  I concluded.

“We will take her in if she comes, I will send one of my guys out to see her tomorrow. Paulo said.

“Alcorn off Mission,” I told him at the end and took off.

I saw Paulo’s people working away in their fields.  They actually waved as I went by.  How wrong was it to hope the Zapatas went up the peninsula and hit over there and not us?  What we need to do was to stand together and hit them hard first, I thought.  Dodging cars, I joined the 580 west bound.  Trouble was we had no real proof it was the Zapatas that hit the Hayward group.  Just suspicions.  Shit!  People were going to die!  We needed to do something!

I got back to our headquarters about 3 pm.  Hector was already there with Robbie and Zeke.  Our headquarters was the Lake Chabot Park maintenance buildings.  The three large warehouses were big enough for all our pilfered equipment.  I will go over that story.  I am the hero in that one.  The shops also held our tanks of gas and diesel.  We actually had plenty of both.  There was only one tiny tiny problem:  The gas and diesel were breaking down.  The book says 8-10 years and it would be no good any more.  Even with the stabilizers we were putting in.  I will also tell you about the books as well.  Again I am the hero in that story.  You might notice a theme running thru this journal.  It will be the truth.  But it will be the truth as I see it.  With my biases.  Also I will not tell you everything.  Half of lying is just omitting the whole truth.  I will tell you most of it though. I owe you that.

So the four of us sat in the shop and swapped our intel.  Zapatas waterskiing, crazy women in Hayward.  Leo’s want to fish with us next week.  Richmond group wants weavers and tanners.  Nothing earth shattering.  I went over to the rain barrel and washed up.  I must have shamed Robbie and Zeke because they did too.  Hector was already pretty clean.  We talked over the fuel problem.  I favored clearing as much land with the bulldozer and back hoe as we could over the winter and spring. 

“Better use the stuff now”, I said.  “Once that diesel turns, the only option is to outfit the equipment with electric rigs.  Jon Jon thinks he can do it, but that means we would need to get into Tesla. 

Robbie nodded along with this but it brought frowns to the other faces.  Tesla was right were the Zaps hung out.  They were not likely to help us and they would most likely object to us taking equipment.  Object by shooting bullets at us.  

Zhune pulled into the building into the gloomy silence that idea brought on us all.  We brought him up to speed on the east bay.  

“How’s the City?” Hector asked him.

“Scary.  Like a zombie flick, he replied. @

We all grunted. We were living in a fucking zombie flick.  Zhune went on.  “Foster City is making me nervous. “  November barter is on their turf and it looks to me that they are making themselves too big for the Zap’s to hit.”  That forces them to hit us!” 

Damn it I hate it when Zhune makes sense. I floated the idea of us banding together and hitting the Zapata group first.  These men were tough but they did not want to kill.  They would defend themselves but they just wanted to be left alone.  I could not disagree with them, I  did not think the Zapata leadership would give us an option.  Zeke finally went over the rest of the circle news.  Melody’s baby was fine. Tom Mason’s boys, Zach and Keith,  wanted to ride patrol.  18 and 17 respectively. Those boys had more hormones coursing thru them than... I don’t know.  They were walking hard ons.  Robbie actually said it.  

I sighed.  “Maybe assign them to go out with one of us to learn the ropes awhile.”  Four grunts.  I think that meant that they would think it over and get back to me.  I did not want to think about it but those boys were going to want things over the next few years.  Houses, wives, children and other stuff.  They might actually want us to start listening to them.  That brought more grunts and silence.  

“Let them bring it up in Council and we will take it under advisement, Hector said.  He wrote up all the “news” and posted it on the board.  Everyone in the community would cycle thru here and read it.  There were plenty of  “I need...” and  “I want...” and  “I have...” cards already up there.  

Robbie and I were going to fish in the lake for an hour and catch supper.  We usually did on patrol days.  Hector clapped me on the back as we walked down to the shore together.  “Nice to see making an effort, Dan.  People look up to you and respect you”, he said.  I just glared back at him.

We kept our poles at the marina.  I used 80 lb line and a deep sea rod.  Robbie always smiled at the rig.  It was how we met.  At Walmart.  Looting the place.  The post apocalyptic fish were biting since the fishing pressure on this lake was reduced to our few people.  A seven pound small mouth bass soon wriggled on my hook. Robbie had three smaller ones and wanted one more for his brood.

“Tell Mary thanks for the doughnuts,” I told him.  “I will work on Gabby tonight and get her to let me go fishing”, I said.

Robbie just smiled and said, “yeah, you will work on her tonight!”  Asshole.

I chuckled all the way around the lake in my ATV.  A quick hi told the women I was okay and they were too. I gutted and cleaned the fish as soon as I got to our “outdoor kitchen.”  That is a fancy way of saying, “where I keep my bar b que and my smoker and a table for me to prep stuff on.” I did have water available, so that was nice.  Scales, guts and head and tail joined the compost heap.  Two big fillets.  Skin on I slathered on olive oil, sea salt, dill and lemon slices.  Right into the smoker.  I figured two hours.  A quick check around the yard told me all was well at the farm.  The ladies had been working inside all this time.  Now they joined me on the porch.  I was using the rain barrel to clean up for dinner.  I got more approving looks from Vivian and Gabby.  

Mary Beth, one of Robbie and Mary’s children joined us on the porch.  Every time I see one of the kids, I am struck anew by how unique they are:  A nuclear family all still together and alive.  That says a lot about Robbie and Mary in my eyes.  The odds?  I have no clue.

The women folk (don’t ask) wanted to know the news.  I relayed the waterskiing gang bangers.  Then we all had to explain to M.B. what waterskiing was.  I do not think she believed us. Come to think of it how will you know about waterskiing? How could she? She was only 12 after all.  She barely remembered before.  Were we all actively repressing it?  Too painful or depressing to dwell on? Is that what caused the bleakness?  @  I promise I will tell it, just let me do it my way.

Meanwhile M.B. sat on the porch in one of our Adirondack chairs and petted Daisy. She looked at me, hard.

“Damn it kid! Yes!  For the thousandth time. You get a puppy when she has the next litter.”

“Daniel!” from Gabby.  Viv and MB smiled while I grumped.  I hoped like hell Daisy had a full litter of eight pups this time.  She only had 6 that lived two years ago. We (by that I mean Lake Chabot) gifted those dogs like the gold they were.  Leontine and Livermore got one each. Foster City got two per the whelping agreement.  Richmond and Berkeley got the last two.  There were some hard feelings.  The value of a guard dog was enormous. Daisy woke me up at least six or seven times a month to deal with Wilders or hogs or mountain lions trying to get what is ours. I did a lot of shooting where she pointed me.

The book says every two years for the best breeding. I was taking no chances on her health.  She was only 8 years old.  Still might have one more litter past this cycle.  Need to read up on that.  I wanted to get a son or daughter trained up so I could ease her into retirement.  That damned dog had earned a spot on the porch woofing at the youngsters. 

November barter for the breeding equals a litter of March puppies.  Daisy would be with the kennel folks the whole time, until the pups were weaned and would survive.  So I had given in to pressure and agreed for MB to have a pup.  And now the ungrateful child would not let me forget!

Mary Beth and Gabby went off chattering into the house to finish chores and dinner prep.  Viv stayed on the porch and stroked my face.

“Good to see you again”, she said in a throaty voice.  

I played it my usual cool way.  “Yeah,” my voice cracked on the way up and down the scale.  Vivian is a very pretty woman, with a natural wild steak.  “Getting late.  I got field work in the morning”, I told her.

Let me say this:  I never had any say in our sleeping arrangements.  I never figured out how the woman planned them in advance or if they just decided on the fly.  All I know is that most nights it was the three of us.  Just like we started out: arms and legs wrapped around each other for mutual warmth, support and protection.  It was way, way more assurance, than sex.  Some nights it was one or the other or even alone.  As I told you, I had no say in the matter.  That night was just me and Vivian.  We tried like hell to conceive a baby. I hope we did. I would hate to think all that effort was wasted.  Not really wasted, just “not productive.” I was more than willing to keep trying.

ЭЭ

Been some days past by. Off day tomorrow.  Been some Wilders around. Daisy ran them off. I am afraid they will try to hurt her.  That would make me really mad.  We had one day of hard rain. We got the corn and wheat in just in time.  Fucking Farmers.  Always talking about the weather and the crops.      

We have Council in two days. Lots if items to discuss.  Barter, Zapatas, crops, fuel, wilders. Our little community needs to make some larger decisions.  I have no idea if it was the shaving, but I got the go ahead from Gabby on the Salmon fishing.  There may be three boats out there!  Maybe even nets!  Richmond, the Leo’s and us.  Raj is supposed to brief us all at Council.  I can not wait.

Э 

Tired.  The good kind of tired. I am sitting in the living room with Gabby and Viv.  The stove is going, providing a small amount of heat to the room to ward off the chill.  The lanterns are turned way up bright as we do our “inside work”.  We all have full, full bellies.  

The three of us did a mountain of work around the farm today.  Sunup to sundown.  Butchered a pig. Set the hams to curing in the shed.  Fresh bacon in the fridge. Yum.  Traded some of the pork around. Same with the beef from the steer we slaughtered.  The skin is even now staked out stretching.  I do all the killing and the bleeding.  The ladies do the grinding and the packaging.  We have ourselves a system.  

Three of those noisy, fat ducks got themselves killed and plucked.  We roasted one for dinner.  Duck fat potatoes! I think we ate 2 ½ pounds with dinner.  The duck itself and then fruit and some salad to round it out.  I broke out a bottle of year 3 to drink.  Sorry got side tracked talking about food.  When you have been hungry, you never take food for granted again.  

We smoked up the other two ducks.  Food preservation is always a concern. Pickling, salting, smoking, curing, freezing.  All have to be carefully considered.  The ladies and I turned to the fields after the meat was packed away and the birds cooking.  The “orchards” were harvested.  I say orchards even though we mostly have a few of each kind of tree.  I have maybe two acres planted with various nut and fruit trees.  We picked what we wanted or what other people had arranged barter for.  We three could never eat all of the produce of these trees, but neither I nor the ladies had a heartache sharing around if there was need.  We got back from most people, without resorting to leg breaking. 

Check the solar arrays.  Move water.  Always moving water from the lake to one tank or another.  Checked the filtration and purification rig we had on the main house tank.  I was very, very scared of bad water.  When you see someone die from listeria it stays with you.  

Compost heap got turned.  Plenty of wrigglers.  Grain storage bins checked.  Rat traps emptied and more cheese put on.  Stupid rats.  Eat us out of house and home.  We had three or four feral cats running around here.  Why don’t they eat the rats?  They did some. But we still had to set out traps.  I refuse to put down poison.  I don’t want Daisy getting into it.  So I cleaned rat traps.  

The three of us always save some kind of project for the inside after dinner.  We tend to go to bed early.  It is not like HBO has a new movie on or anything.  Sigh @.  

So tonight by the lantern light I am performing my monthly maintenance on the battery cells and oiling up the guns.  The big battery rig took over for the solar arrays when the sun was down.  My freezer room had six big laydown freezer units to store meat mostly. Those ran off the solar array sitting next to the building.  The array put out the electricity to the rectifier and the converter/control board.  A simple breaker box and a series of outlets inside the building ran the boxes.  The batteries provided power at night.  They recharged during the day.  Whenever I did work on the cells, like now, the generator was up and running thru the night to cover while I added water and cleaned the terminals for the big marine cell batteries.  It wasn’t hard work, just labor intensive.  I was slated to re install the batteries at first light.  I suppose the freezer could have stayed cold at night if we didn’t go in and out all the time, but I wanted to be certain.  Hence the batteries. 

I finished and stacked the cells near the door and turned to the guns.  I did quite a few each night.  I had all the supplies I needed.  I will go over that story as well.  God bless Richard Dalken.  The man was a nut case.  A well armed nut case.  And a great neighbor.  

While I oiled and clean the 9mm’s and the shotguns and other special guns, Gabby worked on her lists and Vivian would sew or bake or make something.  She was pretty handy.  When I say make something, I really mean she would make something basic like Ketchup.  Or vinegar. Or tortillas.  Or breadcrumbs.  Any one of a million things you need to have, BEFORE you started cooking. You will know all about making vinegar and those other things. It is not like that for us.  

Do you know how we used to get vinegar? We went to a store and bought a bottle.  We didn’t need 10 gallons on hand to pickle everything. For fucks sake we just bought pickles! And we threw out the brine when we were done.  I know that is going to shock you.  But that’s how we did it. We KNEW there would be more at the store next time we went. Yeah, that didn’t work out so well.

I can’t begin to tell you how many lives Viv and Gabby saved learning how to make those kinds of things. They shared that knowledge around and they setup a system where by the work was spread out.  So if you made tortillas, you made millions of them and each household got some.  That is the housewife barter system. Do you know how we did it before? Haphazardly. We would have these wild overages and shortages. Until Gabby took over that is. Anyway.  Council was slated for 9:00 am the next morning.  Gabby waved the two lists at me. She stared at me while I read over the lists.  One for Council and one for November barter. I am sure she patronizes me when I go over the lists.  There is simply no way for me to keep track of all the things we either produce or supply.  Gabby does it mostly in her head.  She just has the natural organizing talent.  Still, she lets me fake like I have a say in the matter and look over the lists.  

One things for sure, if she said we needed it or we had extra and could barter than damn sure we did.  I looked them over.  Between the green house and the garden and trees we didn’t lack for much.  Under the heading of what she wanted for barter she had:  Coca nibs, medicine, baking powder/soda, toilet paper, sea salt, cheese, cloth, needles, barrel rings, cotton seeds, flax seeds, and more.  The items we had extra was even longer.  Plenty of food stuffs.  Even my wine and beer were listed. Hey!  I shot G a look.  She dared me to say something.  Not a peep out of me. I stopped my self from asking if she had checked the warehouse.  I knew she would have.  One item did bother me.  

“Salt”? Was all I said.

“Foster had been drinking again”, she said staring straight at me.

“Do I need to speak to him about this?” I asked her.  We all depended on Foster to get our salt.  This was a problem.  

“You can if you can do it without killing him”, Gabby said tartly. 

“Of course, I”... I started.  

“Will take Robbie with me to talk to him”. Gabby finished.  I could hear Vivian’s smile from the kitchen.

“Yeah, okay!”  I looked back over the list defeated.  “Going to be hard to get some of this!”  Again if she said we needed it we did.  I tucked the lists into my shirt pocket.  “Can we get it all down on the ATV’s or do we need the truck?  I asked her opinion.  

Vivian piped up from the kitchen:  “Truck.”

Okay, if that’s the verdict then I will have it round back the kitchen early.  I finished up my work on the guns and stored them on the racks.  Handy to hand whenever there was a need.  

I took one shotgun and made my last nightly round.  One of the traps was sprung out by the fence line.  My traps were set to scare and ward off not to really injure anyone.  There was no blood around.  Likely the wilder had a bad bruise but nothing else. 

“Damn it!”  Stop stealing!” I yelled at the trees.  “There is plenty of forage!”  Just come in and you can live”!  I have no idea why I was yelling.  I could understand a person not trusting large groups of people, but man, I hadn’t been people hunting in these woods in a few years.  I did that a lot in the beginning.  I just wanted them to leave us alone.  As I said my 10 acres of fields have a side about 700 yards long.  That is just too much area for me to patrol.  Even with Daisy.  Between the wilders and the deer and hogs, I was going to have to do something. 

––––––––
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Э

God Damn wilders.  More on them in a minute.  Council meeting first.

First light I installed the batteries and turned off the generator. We would coast thru the short time until the sun was up enough to power the arrays.  The house would be without power this morning as well.  No matter- we took care of everything last night.  The ladies had the truck loaded by the time I finished.  Viv handed me two breakfast burritos@  She had a woven basket full of the things.  Must have weighed forty pounds.  How the hell many did she have?  Still.  It was good.  A little spicy for my tastes, but good.  OJ to wash it down.  We set out.

Council days were special in the community.  All 163 of us, now 164, members of the Lake Chabot Community met to hash shit out. And to trade. And to plan.  

We had a full agenda today.  New work roster coming out, dividing the harvest.  Barter plan, defense plan, expansion plans, planning plans.  You know, normal stuff.  The old folks came to make sure we were still together while the younger folks came to see each other and make eyes. 

We got to the headquarters around 8:00 am.  Overcast and foggy.  The place was already teeming.  Crap, when did 120 people constitute a crowd?  April of 2016, that is when. Would you believe me if I told you 100,000 people would crowd into the big house to watch the maize and blue?  No idea what I am talking about huh? Э  Back.  

G and V had the swaps done early and a pile of stuff was waitin on me to load in the truck, which I did. The ladies were effin organized.  I went to snag another burrito and came up empty. I looked around.  Every grubby child’s hand had a burrito in it.  Brats.

The maintenance shop held all the adults in our community as well as the teenagers.  MaryBeth got to be there because she was actually a 46 year old woman living in a 12 year old body.  I’ll explain later.  53 men, 55 women stood around with 11 teenage boys and 7 teenaged girls.  Thirty odd rugrats ran around outside screaming with some infants being held in moms arms.  MB settled down the kids quick.  Everyone was just naturally scared of that girl!  

I stood with Hector, Zeke, Robbie and Zhune.  The patrol groups tended to hang out together.  The ladies, V and G stood with Mary, Elisa Foster, Andi Mason (Tom’s wife) and some other formidable women.

Raj Gupta led the meeting.  He is our doctor and we were lucky to have him.  He had lists and numbers, ready to go.  He first went thru the harvest: Corn, wheat, barley, alfalfa, rice, beans, canola plants, sugar beets, potatoes, some veggies, all the things we grew as a community.  It had been a good year and we had worked hard.  “Give yourselves a round of applause!” Raj told us.  We complied dutifully.  “How bout a day off!” someone in the back yelled softly.  Chuckles swept thru.      

Raj grinned.  “Hang on, I am getting to that.”  He passed lists to the households.  Each person’s share.  Gabby got ours.  She looked it over and nodded. Raj visibly relaxed.  We should just let her do it. She does most of it anyway.

Barter prep and plan next.  Doctor Gupta went over the want lists.  Solar arrays, working ATV’s, Medicine or medicinal herb seeds, medical equipment. Welding gear, electric pumps and motors.  Shit, might as well ask for the moon.  Some of that stuff was out there but it was getting harder to find.  We need to be smarter.  More organized.  People buzzed about barter.  A chance to do something different?  Cool!  See new people?  Even better.  

New work hours followed.  Defense drill day added.  Only two field days to put in the winter crop.  Winter was much easier for us. We didn’t augment the rain with water from the lake. We let the weeds grow up and we just planted a cover crop of wheat and corn.  We harvested and then burned the chaff to get the fields ready for the spring.  Better. 

Raj went over the clearing schedule.  He did indeed take my suggestion about clearing away a bunch of land while the fuel lasted.  He said no more on this and I suspected Gabby had gotten to him to allow her time to figure out an approach to the problem.  No sense in telling everyone:  “hey use up the gas, we won’t have it soon”.  People would freak.  We need to have the “but” figured out before we talk to them. “Hey we are running out of gas because it’s breaking down, “BUT”....

Raj looked over the crowd and announced that we wanted 4 houses prepped for expansion this winter.  The ladies immediately huddled.  Oh lord this can’t be good.  Mary popped her head out of the group and said “ten!”

Ten?  Who?  Zach and Keith certainly. Laney and that Leontine boy named Silver, okay.  That Livermore couple who didn’t like the heat and wanted to live with us.  That was four.  Who else?

The ladies would not say.  Ten they insisted.  Raj started to object when Robbie spoke up.

“Raj, are we really going to say no?”  

That shut up everyone.  Yeah, no. We were in no way going to tell these women no.  Several females gave Robbie the approving looks.  

He preened and nudged me.  “That’s right ladies drink it in, he said sotto vocce @ Asshole.

So ten it will be.  Some smug looks on the ladies faces as I stared over at them.

Raj ended on good notes for general consumption.  The fishing trip was set for Wednesday if the weather held.  Hooray!  Also a group of Chabot people were going hunting on that same day for deer, hogs and turkeys.  Try to thin out the marauders a little bit.  Hooray!  Robbie especially was happy.  Those buggers were eating him out of house and home as well.  And finally the forage lists were passed out. Hooray!  This from the teenagers.  They loved it when we went poking thru the ruins of the old cities, looking for strange and mysterious objects.  I guess it was exciting for them.  Tromping on graves was the way I looked at it sometimes.  I certainly did my share of looting, but heading thru my neighbors houses (sometimes with their bodies inside!) was problematic.

The Knowletons (Robbie, Mary, MB, Peter, Paul, Patricia and Pearl) stood outside the headquarters building with G and V and I.  We bent heads and went over lists and firmed up plans.

I told them, “I need 30 min or so at my aux vineyard to prune it up.”  Heads nodded. No problem.  “I want to hit up 10 or 15 houses on Benedict and then we will meet up okay”

Robbie agreed, “The monument at 1:00?”  San Leandro had a WW I and WW II monument over on East 14th.  He was going over to his old neighborhood to run thru those houses.  We would drop the ladies and kids off and then meet to go over the industrial area of the town near Doolittle.  “Set”  Go team!  The kids all giggled when we high fived.

The wives and I dropped our trade items at home and took the truck and ATVs over to the hill above the lake.  Some nice homes in this subdivision.  I should know, it’s where we used to live.  The auxiliary vineyard was called that because the previous homeowners must have been a real aficionado (lover) of grapes.  They put in 35 or so nice cabernet and merlot vines.  I’d stumbled upon it 6 years ago and threw up the same netting I was putting over my own yard.  There was no reason to suspect this treasure was here so it went undisturbed. The netting kept the deer and birds out, so all I had to do was ward off the insects and reap the rewards.  

These vines were both tough and productive.  We visited three times a year: Pruning (now) after the harvest and the vines started to go dormant. A deep watering from the rain barrel, and fertilizer.  We cut back the vines and pulled up any encroaching weeds.  In March I would be back to water, fertilize and spray.  We trained the new growth then.  Aug or September saw whatever harvest the plants yielded. This year I got 42 bushel baskets full and that crushed to three barrels.  Plus some vinegar containers. I crushed and fermented and barreled at the farm.  I had no shortage of volunteers or bottles.  Corks on the other hand?  I need those.  Our cork trees would not see a harvest for another 3 to 4 years.  It never ceased to amaze me: didn’t people realize that I had white seedless grape vines by my house for eating and white vinegar but I had bottles full of red wine? No one ever said anything to me.  My grandfather would have been so proud of my wine!

The grapes didn’t take long.  40 min later we went to Benedict drive and the row of houses that stood alongside the 580 freeway.  

San Leandro had started life as a farming community.  It grew into a solid middle class bedroom community with great freeway access and nice affordable homes. Affordable for the bay area that was. A bedroom community means that people lived and slept here and worked somewhere else. Mostly San Francisco or Oakland or Silicone Valley.  Shit, now I have to explain Silicone Valley.  Fuck it.  Just accept that San Leandro was a nice suburb.  Over 100,000 people lived there pre 2016.  I grew up there.  We had hoped to raise our children there.  Gone now.  

We kicked in the door to the first house in the row.  We wore masks.  The moldy musty smell was bad. Bodies in the downstairs bedrooms.  I didn’t even notice anymore.  Yeah, who am I kidding? I noticed and they bothered me. We went thru quickly.  Nothing in the front rooms.  We never bothered with the kitchens except to see if the owner was into canning.  We could always use the jars and lids.  We found a few and they went into the bag.  The food by definition was bad.  

The rec rooms and the garages were usually the hotspots.  Some good stuff:  The owners were camping enthusiasts.  Nice tent, and lanterns.  Great.  Some good packs.  We can always use those.  A reverse osmosis water pump with extra filter cartridges.  Score!  This would go into one of the new homes and we would get extra food or free time.  That’s the way it worked. Find good stuff and get a reward. 

Some little propane bottles that looked good.  Some rust but not cracked yet.  A compound bow with arrows.  Nice!  The string was bad but I had some carefully stored extras.  

Another cabinet yielded liquor.  These old store rooms preserved well.  I hesitated.  I left it after some sniffs from the ladies.  We all stiffened as Viv pulled open a drawer and five boxes of 9mm ammo came out.  Shit where was it?  Likely in the bedroom but did I want to go up there?  Fuck no I did not.  I put the ladies outside and crept up the stairs.  Fucking Stephen King@ No it is not his fault.  

I went cautiously into the master bedroom. I didn’t have to pry it out of the guy’s hand.  He had dropped it after ending his own life.  I didn’t want to look at the other bodies.  There is no god.  Some rust but salvageable on the 9mm.  I got out of there quickly.  Not running but not dawdling either.  

As we went thru the other houses I thought about my neighbors.  Were they sick when they decided to end it all?  Were they desperate, scared, tired of living?  I remember being all of those things back in the day.  Morbid thoughts seemed to creep in as we went thru house after house, finding some empty and some filled with bodies.  Who had stayed?  Who had left to try to find some illusion of safety?    

I’m firmly in the camp of those who think that people just fled and then tried to grab what they could wherever they ended up.  I can’t tell you how many people wandered in off of 580 into this neighborhood and tried to take things.  Lots.  Most died.  Just like everyone else.  More morbid thoughts.  

What 7 million people in the bay area? Fifty percent dead initially.  I think A million and a half just tried to flee.  See all the lovely cars blocking the highways.  Not many survived the chaos that followed.  Maybe 50,000 that first winter.  

I figured by the next winter there were only 25, 000 in the whole region.  Maybe. Now?  15,000 tops.  Someone with more intel is perfectly welcome to come in and correct my figures.  Based on the community counts and the wilders we’ve seen that is my count.  Who knows?  

Houses finished off we hit up some of the fruit trees in the yards.  Fig, avocado, lemon, oranges and apricots.  Multiple sacks went into the ATV’s.  Someone could use the fruit.  We spent more time clearing away trumpet vine and ivy than picking.  These trees were losing the battle with the encroaching wilderness.  Again morbid thoughts. 

Mankind was kind of like those trees:  Losing the battle.  We were still back sliding.  Right on the brink of something really bad, I think.  I think we might have further to fall unless we can get ourselves together.  I’d say less than 50/50.  Again, who knows.  Maybe there is some group out there who is doing it right.  Advancing.  Banding together for the common good.  Not scrounging around and dealing with the Zaps like us.  It was depressing.  Fucking Stephen King.  Fucking Cormac Mc Carthy.  

No, said that before and it is not their fault.  It is ours.  It is all our own fault.  Mine, yours, everyone.  This right here is real original sin. @  

Sorry got off track.  I was telling you about our council day and the forage. It is late now, almost time.  Let me finish.

I split with the ladies as they headed back to the farm and I  went to meet Robbie.  I passed Mary and the kids heading back and gave them a wave.  Robbie was right next to the memorial.  He climbed into the F 350 and looked at me and cackled.

“Shut the fuck up”, I told him.

“Still makes me laugh”, he answered.

Okay, here is the dead truth about how I met Robbie:  I met him about a month after the real dying started.  To say it was chaos doesn’t begin to describe it.  Hell on earth was May of 2016.  There were simply no rules.  It was kill or be killed.  No law, no government, no mercy.  I did some really lucky things and some really smart things.  Smart:  I looted the library first.  I got to Evergreen Nursery before anyone else, and lastly I hid those keys.  Among the lucky things: I lived next door to Richard and I met Robbie.

I think it was May 7th or 8th.  Memory is kind of blurry.  Holed up listening to the gunfire was scary.  People roaming around, looting, killing, raping.  Fires and smoke all over.  I slept during the day, thinking that I would go out at night.  Safer.  

That was stupid. I actually had a shopping list after the library and Evergreen.  I needed more supplies.  A fucking shopping list if you can believe that.  The F 350 was new and a neighbors and stolen.  Most importantly it was a tank! It had to be to navigate the blocked streets. I often think that that is why I survived. No one could ever just cruise by in a car and spray bullets at me.  They had to come on foot and right at me.  That’s not good for them!  Sorry off track again.  

I approached Walmart from the back way.  Williams to West gate and around the back.  I rammed the truck into the block wall on the west side.  Walmart got shorted on the construction of their building because there wasn’t much rebar inside the blocks.  The wall crumbled and a large hole opened up.  I backed out and backed the truck to the hole.  I crawled thru.  Some flashlights in the front part of the supercenter showed competitors going for some food. You go ahead.  Get that useless food.  Just stay the fuck away from me, I thought.  

I stowed the shotgun I had on my back and I started chucking stuff out the hole into the truck.  Tarps, camping tents, Lanterns, propane bottles, coolers, Bows, BB guns.  I had a list but I was just looting.  My fourth trip or so I noticed the flashlights seemed to be gone from the front.  I exhaled in relief.  It was quiet.  I could take my time and really get what I needed.  Good. 

I looked over my list with a pen light in my mouth.  Batteries, check.  Fishing gear?  Okay.  I dumped line and reels and lures into a tote.  Tackle boxes and other fishing stuff followed. 

I’d just picked up a deep sea rod when a deep melodious voice behind me said: “What the fuck kind of fish you gonna catch with that rod?”

I am going to be honest with you.  I jumped about 10 feet in the air, screamed like a little girl and pissed myself a bit.  Fucking Robbie was on the ground laughing at me, tears streaming down his face.  He sobered pretty quick when I pulled the gun on him. 

He slowly got up and said, “Man, I could have shot you in the back.”  

I was pissed (literally) and ashamed but saw a little of the absurdity in the situation.  He had an open honest face. I should have shot the bastard. Instead I said, “I will let you live if you never mention this again.”

“Oh, I won’t, “ Robbie said right to my face.  Fucking liar. 

Anyway he looked around and says:  “You got a truck?”

And that was the start.  We could loot faster, safer together than we could separately.  As I dropped him in Estudillo Estates that night he looked back through the window and says: Costco tonight?”  Yep.

So that is what we did.  Costco, Evergreen again, Drakes Brewing company (where I got my supplies) Anderson feed and grain (Live baby chicks!) Evans Electric Supplies, Peterson Caterpillar, Sports Authority, Home Depot, Lowes.  Everywhere.  

We watched each others backs and split the take.  I killed my first man, in Kmart protecting Robbie.  Good times.  No, that
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