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    April 25
  


I’m shivering, and I can’t tell if it’s because something strange is going on or because of the dream I had or just because I’m in the kitchen, away from the warmth of the woodstove. It’s 1:15 AM, the electricity is on, and I’m writing in my diary for the first time in weeks.

I dreamed about Baby Rachel. I dream about her a lot, the half sister I’ve never met. Not that I know if Lisa had a girl or a boy. We haven’t heard from Dad and Lisa since they stopped here on their way west, except for a couple of letters. Which is more than I got from anyone else who’s left.

Rachel was about five in my dream, but she changes age a lot when I’m sleeping, so that wasn’t disturbing. She was snuggled in bed and I was reading her a bedtime story. I remember thinking how lucky she was to have a real bedroom and not have to sleep in the sunroom with Mom and Matt and Jon the way I have for months now.

Then in the dream the lights went out. Rachel wanted to know why.

“It’s because of the moon,” I said.

She giggled. A real little-girl giggle. “Why would the moon make the lights go out?” she asked.

So I told her. I told her everything. I explained how in May an asteroid hit the moon and knocked it a little closer to Earth, and how the moon’s gravitational pull got stronger, and everything changed as a result. There were tidal waves that washed away whole cities, and earthquakes that destroyed the highways, and volcanic eruptions that threw ash into the sky, blocking out sunlight, causing famine and epidemics. All because the moon’s gravitational pull was a little bit stronger than before.

“What’s sunlight?” she asked.

That was when the dream turned into a nightmare. I wanted to describe sunlight, only I couldn’t remember what the sky looked like before the ash blocked everything. I couldn’t remember blue sky or green grass or yellow dandelions. I remembered the words—green, yellow, blue—but you could have put a color chart in front of me, and I would have said red for blue and purple for yellow. The only color I know now is gray, the gray of ash and dirt and sadness.

It’s been less than a year since everything changed, less than a year since hunger and darkness and death have become so commonplace, but I couldn’t remember what life—life the way I used to know it—had been like. I couldn’t remember blue.

But there was Baby Rachel, or Little Girl Rachel, in her little girl’s room, asking me about how things were, and I looked at her, and she wasn’t Baby Rachel anymore. She was me. Not me at five. Me the way I was a year ago, and I thought, That can’t be. I’m here, on the bed, telling my half sister a bedtime story. And I got up (I think this was all the same dream, but maybe it wasn’t; maybe it was two dreams and I’ve combined them), and I walked past a mirror. I looked to make sure I was really me, but I looked like Mrs. 
Nesbitt had when I found her lying dead in her bed last fall. I was an old woman. A dead old woman.

It probably was two dreams, since I don’t remember Baby Rachel after the part where I got up. Not that it matters. Nothing matters, really. What difference does it make if I can’t picture blue sky anymore? I’ll never see it again, anyway, or yellow dandelions or green grass. No one will, nowhere on Earth. None of us, those of us who are still lucky enough to be alive, will ever feel the warmth of the sun again. The moon’s seen to that.

But horrible as the dreams were, they weren’t what woke me. It was a sound.

At first I couldn’t quite place it. I knew it was a sound I used to hear, but it sounded alien. Not scary, just different.

And then I figured out what the sound was. It was rain. Rain hitting against the roof of the sunroom.

The temperature’s been warming lately, I guess because it’s spring. But I couldn’t believe it was rain, real rain, and not sleet. I tiptoed out of the sunroom and walked to the front door. All our windows are covered with plywood except for one in the sunroom, but it’s nighttime and too dark to see anything anyway, unless you open the door.

It really is rain.

I don’t know what it means that it’s raining. There was a drought last summer and fall. We had a huge snowstorm in December and then another one later on, but it’s been too cold and dry for rain.

I probably should have woken everyone up. It may never rain again. But I have so few chances to be alone. The sunroom is the only place in the house with heat, thanks to the firewood Matt and Jon spent all summer and fall chopping. We’re in there together day and night.

I know I should be grateful that we have a warm place to live. I have a lot to be grateful for. We’ve been getting weekly food deliveries for a month now, and Mom’s been letting us eat two meals a day. I’m still hungry, but nothing like I used to be. Matt’s regained the strength he lost from the flu, and I think Jon’s grown a little bit. Mom’s gotten back to being Mom. She insists we clean the house as best we can every day and pretend to do some schoolwork. She listens to the radio every evening so we have some sense of what’s happening in other places. Places I’ll never get to see.

I haven’t written in my diary in a month. I used to write all the time. I stopped because I felt like things were as good as they were ever going to get, that nothing was going to change again.

Only now it’s raining.

Something’s changed.

And I’m writing again.

 


  
    April 26
  


I didn’t tell anyone it rained last night. When you share a room with three people and a cat, anything you can keep secret feels good.

This morning I thought maybe I’d dreamed the rain, the way I dreamed Baby Rachel turning into me and me turning into Mrs. Nesbitt (dead Mrs. Nesbitt, at that), but I’m pretty sure it did rain. When I made my bedpan-emptying run, it seemed like more snow had melted.

I never thought I’d yearn for mud and slush. Then again, I never thought I’d be responsible for bedpan emptying.

I wonder if it rained where Dad, Lisa, and the baby are. 
I’d rather wonder about stuff like that than wonder if they’re still alive.

Sometimes I ask myself what I’d give up to see Dad again or even to know how he is. Would I give up a meal a day for the rest of my life? Would I give up electricity? Would I give up my home?

It doesn’t matter. At some point the two meals a day will become one, the electricity will vanish, and we’ll have to leave here just to survive.

When that happens, I know I’ll never see Dad again, or Lisa, or Baby Rachel, who may not even exist. Because once we leave here, Dad will never be able to find us, just like we can’t find him, or any of my friends who left here hoping things would be better someplace else.

We stayed behind. I tell myself we’ve made it through the worst and we can face whatever will happen next. I tell myself what Mom always says, that as long as we’re alive, hope is alive.

I just wish I knew if Dad was alive also.

 


  
    April 27
  


It rained again.

This time it rained hard for most of the afternoon.

You would have thought it was raining food and sunlight and dandelions, everyone was so excited. Even Horton tried to get out when we went to the front door to check on things. Jon shoved him back in.

“We should get pails,” Mom said. “Buckets. Pans. Anything that’ll hold the rainwater.”

We raced around the house finding containers. We got soaking wet putting them outside, and none of them filled 
up all that much. When we poured the water into a couple of pots, though, it looked more impressive.

“Do you think it’ll rain again?” Jon asked after we’d dried ourselves off and hung the towels on the sunroom wash line.

“It rained a couple of nights ago,” I said.

Everyone stared at me. I couldn’t tell if that was a good thing or not.

“The sound woke me,” I said.

“You should have told us,” Mom said. “We could have put pots out.”

“I didn’t think of it,” I said. “I had a bad dream and I woke up and heard the rain falling. Or maybe I heard the rain falling and then I woke up. I don’t know.”

Mom sighed. It was her “Miranda is never going to grow up and be responsible and understand that when it’s raining she needs to let me know so I can put pots and pans outside and catch the water and make all our lives easier” sigh.

“What?” I said. “It was raining. I didn’t wake you up. It stopped raining. Now it’s raining again, and for all we know it’s going to rain every day for the rest of our lives and we’ll float away to sea.”

“What if the rain washes away the snow and then it stops raining?” Jon asked. “What would we do for water?”

“If the snow melts, the well will fill up,” Mom said. “As long as the pipes don’t freeze, we’ll be fine.”

“Running water,” I said. “Now that we have electricity sometimes, it’ll be a lot easier to do laundries.”

“It’s funny,” Mom said. “The things we used to take for granted. Water. Power. Sunlight.”

“We still don’t have sunlight,” Matt pointed out. “And we can’t count on power. Or water, for that matter.”

Mom looked at the pot with all the accumulated rainwater. “It’s a good sign, though,” she said. “A sign better things are coming.”

 


  
    April 28
  


It started raining again yesterday afternoon, and it hasn’t stopped since. A heavy, steady rain.

Mom decided to celebrate by giving Jon and me pop quizzes.

Jon flunked his. Mom got all scowly.

“What difference does it make?” Jon asked. “So what if I don’t learn algebra?”

“Someday schools will be open again,” Mom said. “Things will be more normal. You need to do your work now for when that happens.”

“That’s never going to happen,” Jon said. “And even if schools do open up somewhere, they’re not going to open up here. There aren’t enough people left.”

“We don’t know that,” Mom said. “We don’t know how many people are like us, holed up, making do until times get better.”

“I bet whoever they are, they aren’t studying algebra,” Jon said.

 


  
    April 29
  


I went upstairs to Mom’s room to find something to read. I’ve read every book in my room so many times, I can open them to any page and recite it from memory.

At least it feels that way.

Mom likes biographies, which don’t usually interest me, and given everything that’s happened in the past year, interest me even less. Sure, Mary Queen of Scots spent most 
of her life in prison and then got her head chopped off, but compared to me she had it easy.

How much volcanic ash did she have to breathe every day?

One good thing about those biographies, though, is I haven’t read them. Not all of them, not all the way through. And since I can’t go to a bookstore or the library to get anything new to read, I went up to Mom’s room to find something.

Mom expects us to keep our bedrooms as clean as possible, even though we’re rarely in them. I noticed right away that there was no dust on the furniture or even on the books. I pulled one off the shelf, looked to see if I’d find it even remotely interesting, decided I wouldn’t, and took another one instead.

I noticed something sticking out of the third book I looked at, a piece of paper about halfway in, and pulled it out. It was a shopping list. Mom had probably used it as a bookmark.

 


  Milk



  Romaine



  OJ



  WWB



  Butter



  Eggs



  Raspberry Preserves


 

That was it. That was the whole list, just seven items. It took me a moment to figure out that WWB is whole-wheat bread. It’s been so long since I’ve had any bread, let alone whole-wheat.

It’s been so long since I’ve eaten any of those foods. So 
long since I’d even thought about raspberry preserves or butter.

I can’t say staring at that list (and I couldn’t take my eyes off it) made me hungry, because I’m always hungry. The food we get every week is enough to keep us going, not enough to keep us full. And it sure didn’t make me nostalgic. Oh, for the good old days when you could actually breathe the air and put a little raspberry preserves on your whole-wheat French toast! Mary Queen of Scots probably missed French toast, assuming it was invented by then, but not me. I’m past all that.

No, it was the romaine that got me. Seeing “romaine” in Mom’s handwriting, written who knows when, made me think about who we were, who we used to be. We were a family that ate romaine. Other families ate iceberg, or Bibb, or Boston lettuce. We ate romaine. The Evans family of Howell, PA, favored romaine.

What about other people who ate romaine and raspberry preserves? Are we the only people left on Earth who did?

Somewhere there must be a place where people are eating eggs and drinking milk. I don’t know where, or how they get the food, but I bet somewhere in what’s left of America, there are places with food and electricity and lots of books to read.

The president had kids. The vice president had grandkids. Millionaires and senators and movie stars had families. Those kinds of people don’t subsist on two cans of vegetables a day.

I wonder if they make shopping lists. I wonder if they prefer romaine.

 


  
    April 30
  


I hate Sundays. And this one feels even worse because it’s the last Sunday in April.

Mr. Danworth brings us our bags of food on Mondays, along with a little bit of news and the sense that there are people still living in Howell. But every Sunday, even though none of us says anything, we worry that he won’t show up, that the food delivery will have stopped, that things will go back to where they were in the winter, with us all alone and slowly starving.

Only it would be worse now, because for a little while we’ve had food, so we’ve had reason to hope.

If I hadn’t started writing in my diary again, I wouldn’t realize it’s the last Sunday in April. There’s no reason to think things are going to change just because the calendar does, but it’s one more thing to worry about. Maybe the food deliveries were going to last only through April.

I hate Sundays.
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    May 1
  


There was no food delivery.

We spent the whole day waiting for it. Every sound we heard made one of us jump. After a while Mom gave up pretending that Jon and I were studying.

It’s never light, but with it being spring, it’s getting less dark later. Finally, though, we knew it was nighttime and Mr. Danworth wasn’t coming.

“We’re okay for a few days,” Mom said. “We still have food in the pantry. A week’s worth if we’re careful.”

I know what “careful” means. It means we eat one meal a day and Mom stops eating altogether.

“Just because we didn’t get a delivery doesn’t mean there isn’t any food,” Matt said. “Maybe Mr. Danworth can’t use the snowmobile anymore. Maybe they ran out of gas. I’ll go to town tomorrow and see.”

“You’re not going alone,” Mom said. “Miranda can go with you.”

“Why can’t I go?” Jon whined.

“Because you flunked your algebra quiz,” Mom said.

It’s funny. I’ve felt holed up here for so long, you’d 
think I’d be excited at the thought of going someplace, anyplace, even if it’s just to town. But it scares me.

What if there’s no one there?

 


  
    May 2
  


Mom made Matt and me eat breakfast this morning. She said she and Jon would eat later, but we all knew that meant Jon would eat and Mom would forget to.

We decided to take our bikes, riding them when we could and pulling them along when we had to. We used to bike into town last summer, but I stopped once I started getting scared about what I might see. Then, after the blizzard, we couldn’t bike anyway.

There was pavement for most of the trip. Some places, though, the rain and the snowmelt had left a layer of ice, and we walked and skidded there. Both of us fell more than once, but neither of us broke any bones.

That’s what constitutes a good trip. No broken bones.

“City Hall may not be open,” I said to Matt. “I think it’s only open on Fridays.”

“Then we’ll go back on Friday,” Matt said. “If it’s closed then, we’ll figure out what to do.”

“We’ll have to leave,” I said. “Maybe we should anyway. Find a school where Jon can learn algebra.”

“Mom wants us to stay for as long as possible,” Matt said.

“If there’s no food, we can’t stay,” I said.

“You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know,” Matt said.

“I’m sorry,” I said, even though I wasn’t. Sometimes I think Mom and Matt make all the decisions and don’t care what I think.

With the four of us cooped up in the same room together day and night, I don’t know when Mom and Matt have the time to whisper conspiratorially about my future, but I guess they still do. They probably talk about Jon’s future in algebra while they’re at it.

“I don’t know if I agree with Mom,” Matt said, which I knew was his way of apologizing. “But if we do decide to move, we’re better off waiting until summer.”

Summer used to be a time of blue and yellow and green. Now I guess it’ll be less gray. It’s like no broken bones. You keep your expectations low, and “horrible” is down to “merely rotten.”

“Where would we go?” I asked. “Have you and Mom talked about that?”

“Pittsburgh,” Matt said. “At least for a start. That seems to be the closest place we know is still functioning.”

“Do you think there are places where things are actually okay?” I asked. “I know it’s gray everywhere and cold, but maybe there are places with food for everyone. Running water and electricity. Furnaces. Schools and hospitals.”

“And twenty-four-hour pizza delivery,” Matt said. “Think big.”

“I bet there are places like that,” I said. “Towns set up for politicians and rich people and celebrities.”

“If there are, we don’t qualify,” Matt said. “But we know there are people living in Pittsburgh. If we have to, we’ll resettle there.”

Mom gets the Pittsburgh radio station almost every night, so we hear more about it than anyplace else. Mostly they read the lists of the dead, but they also talk about food handouts and curfews and martial law.

And I know it’s dumb, but we look awful. We’re thin and no matter how often we wash, our faces, our hands, our clothes are gray. A whole city of people looking like us sounds like a horror movie.

“Do we have enough food now?” I asked. “If we can’t get any more, and we have to move, say tomorrow, do we have enough food to get there? Pittsburgh’s got to be two hundred miles away.”

“Three hundred,” Matt said. “But we won’t have much of a choice.”

Suddenly all my dreams of living someplace civilized evaporated. “I don’t want us to go,” I said. “We’re okay where we are. At least for now. The longer we give the world time to recover, the better off things will be when we do have to go.”

Matt laughed. I couldn’t tell if that meant he thought it was funny I kept changing my mind or if he thought it was funny the world would ever recover.

The road cleared up pretty good after that, and we got back on our bikes and rode the rest of the way into town. We didn’t see anyone, but I was prepared for that. Most people in Howell had either left early on or died during the winter.

The City Hall door was unlocked, and when we walked in, we found Mr. Danworth. I was so relieved to see him, I almost burst out crying.

“We came to see about the food,” Matt said. I could tell from his shaky voice he was near tears himself. “Is there any?”

Mr. Danworth nodded. “We’re not delivering anymore,” he said. “You can take your regular amount home with you today.”

“Do other people know?” I asked. “Or didn’t you tell anybody?”

Mr. Danworth looked uncomfortable. “We were instructed not to tell,” he said. “Just stop the deliveries and whoever shows up gets food.”

“What about the people who can’t come in?” I asked. “What if they’re too weak to or it’s too far away?”

“It wasn’t my decision,” Mr. Danworth said. “And a few folks have come in. We’re keeping City Hall open all week for anyone who makes the trip. Starting next week we’ll only be open on Mondays.”

“How much longer will you be getting food in?” Matt asked. “Did they tell you?”

“I’ll tell you what I know,” Mr. Danworth replied. “A lot of the big cities—New York, Philadelphia, even Washington—they’ve been shut down. New York, I know, was hit hard by the waves. I guess the other cities weren’t safe, either. But the cities were getting food deliveries until everybody got moved out. There was some food left over, and it’s being distributed to a handful of towns. It’s all connections, and we were lucky that Mayor Ford has some. His wife’s cousin is married to the governor. We got our share, maybe even more.

“Only now they don’t want us delivering what we get. Maybe it’s to save whatever gas we have left, or maybe it’s to make sure only the strong get to eat. But the letter said we could expect food for the next few weeks at least, and we’d be told when it’ll stop. If anyone didn’t come in for their food, we could take that amount and give it to those people who did. Next week maybe you’ll get a little more than you’ve been used to.”

“That’s awful,” I said. “You’re going to let people die.”

“If it’ll make you feel any better, give them your food,” Mr. Danworth said. “I don’t know anyone else alive on Howell Bridge Road, but there are other places around town you could go.”

“We’ll take our food,” Matt said. “There are four of us. We didn’t all have to come in for it, did we?”

“No,” Mr. Danworth said. “One representative per family. Your bags are right here.”

We took them.

“I don’t like this, either,” Mr. Danworth said. “It gave me pleasure to see people’s faces light up when I’d bring them their food. But it’s the government. It makes the rules, and we have to follow them.”

“We’re lucky to have what we get,” Matt said. “And we appreciate your keeping City Hall open this week.”

“Maybe things’ll get better,” Mr. Danworth said. “All the rain. That’s got to mean something.”

“Let’s hope so,” Matt said. “Come on, Miranda.”

I carried out two of the bags while Matt carried the others.

“People are going to die,” I said as we loaded the bags onto the bikes. “Isn’t there something we can do?”

Matt shook his head. “I think you’re worrying about nothing,” he said. “The only ones left are strong enough to get to town. The sick, the elderly, they’ve either moved on or died. Take Mrs. Nesbitt. She was in great health before all this, but she couldn’t survive.”

“So it’s only people like us,” I said. “Young and healthy.”

“Probably,” Matt said. “Survival of the fittest. And the luckiest.”

It’s so hard to think that, with everything terrible that’s happened, we’re the lucky ones.

But we have food and we have shelter and we have family. So along with no broken bones and less gray skies, I guess that means we are.

 


  
    May 4
  


We had four hours of electricity today, smack in the middle of the afternoon. It’s the longest stretch of electricity I can remember and certainly the best timed.

Mom and I threw rainwater into the washing machine and washed all the sheets, then shirts and slacks, and finally underwear. The dryer stayed on long enough to dry everything except the underwear, which we hung on the sunroom clothesline. There was a time I would have found that embarrassing, but now I’m used to it.

We’re running low on laundry detergent, though. We’re running low on lots of things like that: toothpaste and tissues and shampoo. Now that I know we’re going to have food a little while longer, I get to worry about not enough soap.

Since the mattresses were stripped, Matt and Jon piled them up and Matt washed the sunroom floor. Then, to push my luck, I asked if we could take the plywood off the sunroom windows. Matt put it up when the temperature plummeted, and it may not be all that warm outside, but it isn’t below zero all the time.

Mom thought about it and then nodded. “Go for it,” she said.

Jon and I got two hammers and we pulled the nails out, and we have windows again. With the fire going, the rain in the background, and the smell of clean clothes and clean sheets, it’s positively cozy.

Usually when there’s electricity, Mom turns a radio on 
so she can listen to the news without using up batteries (we’re running low on them, too). But today she went upstairs, came down with a CD player, and put on some Simon & Garfunkel.

“I’ve missed music,” she said.

I can’t say I’ve missed Simon & Garfunkel, but it was nice to hear “Bridge Over Troubled Water” again. We sang it in middle school chorus about a million years ago.

When it rains, you can forget the sky is gray all the time. If you’re cold, well, that’s perfectly normal on a damp, dreary day. Bad weather = good mood.

Bad weather and electricity, that is.

 


  
    May 5
  


“I’ve been thinking,” Matt said at lunch. “About a couple of things.”

I’d been thinking, too, about nail polish. But I knew better than to mention it. “What?” I asked instead.

“First of all, if we’re going to stay here, Jon and I should start chopping firewood again.”

“I hate the idea of the two of you out there all day, hungry, doing all that work,” Mom said.

“It has to be done,” Matt said. “But I think before we start on it, Jon and I should try something else.”

“What?” Jon asked.

“We know we have food for a while,” Matt said. “But we could certainly use more. And I can’t remember the last time we had protein. The rain got me thinking. The shad run the Delaware River in spring.”

“They start in April,” Jon said.

“This year they might be a little late,” Matt said. “But it’s safe to bet the river ice has melted. I don’t know if 
there’ll be a lot of fish, but it’s worth going and catching what we can.”

“Could we go tomorrow?” Jon asked. “How long will we be gone?”

“Wait a second,” I said. “How come I can’t go, too?”

“Wait two seconds,” Mom said. “I haven’t agreed to any of this yet.”

Matt gave Mom a look. We’ve been together so much the past few months, we don’t have to talk anymore. We know each other’s looks to perfection.

“How long would you be gone?” Mom asked.

“A week,” Matt said. “Maybe less. We’re about fifteen miles from the Delaware, so Jon and I should plan on a day’s travel there and back. Then it would depend on how the fish are running, how long we would stay. We’ll camp out, or if there are houses we can use, we’ll sleep in them. Deserted motels. We’ll take some food with us, but if we’re lucky, we’ll catch some shad first thing, and eat that until we get home.”

“You’ll need rods,” I said. “And flies. And I still don’t see why I can’t go.”

“You hate fishing,” Jon said.

“You don’t like it, either,” I pointed out.

“Yeah,” Jon said. “But it’ll be something to do.”

“We have one fishing rod in the attic,” Matt said. “And Mr. Nesbitt used to fish. There’s a pretty good chance I can find his rod. If not, we’ll look for one in other houses around here. It shouldn’t take too long to find everything we need. When people scavenged this fall, they were looking for food, not wading boots. We have sleeping bags, so that’s no problem. Nobody’ll mistake us for professionals, but there probably won’t be much competition, either. If 
we can bring back a trash bag or two of shad, we could salt them and eat off them for weeks, maybe even months.”

“There’s so much I don’t like about this,” Mom said. “Including breaking into people’s houses and stealing things.”

“We’re not stealing from anyone who’s still here,” Matt said. “Mom, let’s say we leave at some point. Would you object if someone came in and took our firewood?”

Mom sighed. Matt grinned. Jon looked positively giddy.

“I still don’t see why I can’t go,” I said. “I can bike fifteen miles, same as you.”

“Mom shouldn’t be left alone,” Matt said. “And it would be easier for me to go with Jon.”

I knew I wasn’t going to win, and sulking and pouting would only make everybody mad at me. Which was a shame, because I used to be really good at sulking and pouting.

“I want to break into people’s houses, too,” I said. “I bet I could find lots of stuff we can use.”

“Like what?” Jon asked in his best “I chop firewood; I bring home fish” voice.

“Stuff you’re not civilized enough to care about,” I said. “Toothpaste. Deodorant. Shampoo.”

“You’re right,” Matt said. “We should all look around the houses nearby and see what we can find.”

“You can’t go before Tuesday,” Mom said. “Monday you and Jon can go into town to get our food. That’ll give both of you a sense of what it’s like to travel together. What’s today, anyway?”

We all counted back to Tuesday, the last day in our lives that had meaning.

“Friday,” I said, counting the fastest.

“All right,” Mom said. “That will give you the weekend to look for everything you need. Rods and flies and wading boots. How are we on trash bags?”

“We still have a few,” Matt said. “We haven’t been throwing out much garbage lately.”

“Horton will be happy,” I said. “The house will stink of fish.”

“We’ll solve that problem when we have to,” Mom said. “Along with any others that come along.”
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I love breaking into houses. I mean, I really love it.

We each took a neighborhood. Matt started at Mrs. Nesbitt’s and worked his way down Howell Bridge Road. Jon biked over to the Pine Tree section, and I went to Shirley Court.

It’s easy enough to tell if a house is vacant. No smoke from the chimney, nobody home. But I knocked on doors first, pretty comfortable that no one was watching. Shirley Court has a much more suburban feeling than Howell Bridge Road, but you could tell the whole neighborhood was deserted.

When we left the house after breakfast, Matt, Jon, and I discussed the best ways of breaking in. A lot of the houses, we figured, would be unlocked, because after the house was first left empty, the scavengers would have broken in, taken all they wanted, and not bothered locking up. But if we couldn’t find enough in the houses like that, we should break a window and let ourselves in.

This is the kind of discussion you have outside, where Mom can’t hear you.

We each took a trash bag, which seemed optimistic to me. Then again, I expected to find some half-full detergent containers, and they’re pretty bulky.

We told Mom we’d be back by 4:00, but we didn’t explain to her that we’d be going separately. You can never tell what’s going to set Mom off. She might have thought we’d be safer together, but then again, together we might run into a guy with a semiautomatic who’d take us all out—although my guess is the guys with the semiautomatics left a long time ago.

It’s hard to say what my favorite part of breaking and entering is. I love the adrenaline rush. Will there be someone in the house? Will I get caught? I never used to shoplift, but now I understand why some kids did it. When everything else is boring, there’s something to be said for risk.

But exciting as that is, it’s nothing compared to finding treasures. Bottles of shampoo, one of them almost completely full. Partly used bars of soap. Lots of detergent—so much I ended up pouring it all into an almost empty 150-ounce container. Fabric softener sheets, a luxury I’d forgotten existed.

And the toothpaste! A half-used tube here, a quarter-used tube there. Two completely untouched containers of fluoride rinse. One linen closet I ransacked had a half dozen brand-new toothbrushes. We might starve to death, but at least we’ll have good teeth.

Of course I checked the kitchen cabinets first, but I only found one thing there: a box of rice pilaf that had been lodged in a corner and gone undiscovered until me.

Most of my time I spent upstairs, going through bedrooms and bathrooms. It took me four houses before I remembered cosmetic bags, but once I began searching for 
them, I found lots of things. Travel-sized containers of shampoo and toothpaste. Hotel bars of soap, mostly untouched. Tissue packets.

I would have loved to find six-packs of toilet paper, but no such luck. Still, every house I broke into had a partly used roll in each bathroom, and I took all of them. I pulled out all the tissues from their boxes and shoved them into one of the empty cosmetic bags.

One house had a shelf filled with paperback mysteries. Another had an unused book of crossword puzzles.

Hidden in the back of one linen closet was a twelve-pack of batteries. A bottle of aspirin sat waiting for me in a medicine cabinet. There were two cans of shaving cream I took for Matt.

So much stuff. It’s amazing how much stuff people used to have.

After you’ve looted strangers’ medicine cabinets, you don’t feel much guilt when you go through their chests of drawers. I only took socks. I could have taken underwear, but the idea of wearing someone else’s disgusted me. Socks, though, were a whole other matter. If nothing else, Matt and Jon were going to need a lot of them.

The Shirley Court people didn’t seem to be too outdoorsy. No rods or reels or wading boots. I found a couple of ski masks, though, so I threw them in for Matt and Jon to use if they slept outdoors.

Every house I went into had a bucket, and I took a couple of them and put one on each handlebar. I filled them with the smaller things, figuring after we emptied them, we could use them to hold rainwater.

I know I found more stuff, but it’s hard to remember. Every thing was a treasure waiting to be discovered.

There is nothing more beautiful than half a roll of toilet paper.

The best thing about my brand-new career as a burglar was being alone. For eight glorious hours I spoke to no one. I bumped into no one. I looked at no one. And no one spoke to me or bumped into me or looked at me.

I couldn’t wait to show everybody all my loot. It was like trick-or-treating only a thousand times better. Even so, there was a part of me that was sad at the thought of giving up the quiet, unshared space.

But after eight hours I was cold, hungry, and tired. I made sure everything was securely in place and began the bike ride home.

Matt, Jon, and I had agreed to meet by the mailbox so Mom would think we’d stayed together. Matt was already there when I got back, and Jon showed up a couple of minutes later. All our bikes were loaded.

Mom tried to look disapproving, but I could see her eyes light up as we brought in our loot. After a while she got into the whole Christmasy feel.

“My brand of shampoo,” she said. “Oh, and look at this. I haven’t had a crossword puzzle to do in months!”

Of course we oohed and aahed over the rods and reels and flies and nets and wading boots and salt containers. Matt had also found an unopened bag of cat food for Horton and a cordless power saw that still had some power to it.

Neither one of them had thought to take the toilet paper or soap or any of the useful stuff I’d located. But I can always go back to the houses they went through.

As far as I was concerned, though, Jon found the absolute best thing. He was
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