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I suppose it’s time you know what happened. Yes, you’re old enough now. Mature enough, I think. But, you gotta let me tell the story my way, without interruption, because my mind isn’t what it used to be. So, shush now. Let’s see, where to begin...

He was a tall one. Must have been six foot seven, maybe six foot eight or nine, a stinky fella who reeked of urine and whiskey and, I don’t know, something that smelled sour and rancid—curdled milk maybe? His was the kind of foul you could smell a mile away, the kind to give you the creeps, warning you to stay clear long before your paths crossed. Mattered none to me. A cannibal’s a cannibal.

I hadn’t seen him at first. Only smoke. It drifted up from a bunch of rocks and boulders farther down the mountain. There’d been rain earlier, lots of it, and the smoke created a haze. When I reached that last foothill, the ground was still swelled and muddy, just like the cannibal’s eyes. When I came across the clearing, I saw the smoke came from a small brick oven. Near it, a teetering shack of a house had odd bits of modular furniture spilling down the front porch. Looked like it had vomited up the ‘70s. And that’s where I found the cannibal.

He likely had been a handsome man at one time, but thinning hair and the grey in his sunken cheeks told me he’d been older when he took his first bite of human flesh. He was the size of a man not to reckon with. Muscles like rocks. A clobber from him would hurl you back a hundred years; way before the day you were born, way before your mama’s birth too, maybe even your gran’s. Anyway, you certainly wouldn’t want to cozy up to this one. No, you’d want to hide.

Me, however, I’m not the kind to hide, thanks to my brother. Joel told me once, “You c-c-can’t be afraid of p-p-people, Laurie, or th-th-they’ll take advantage of you. Th-th-they’re happiest when they know they can p-p-push you around. Don’t let ‘em. If they don’t like it, t-t-tough!”

If not for his stutter, I wonder if Joel’s words would’ve stuck the way they did. Ha, who am I kidding? He’d punch me in the arm if I didn’t listen to him. He may have been scrawny, but he had a bit of height on him, and he packed a mean punch. Past first year of high school, he’d gone through all the bullies in our little town, had ‘em so scared they’d stand at attention when he walked by. He didn’t care. He just wanted to live in the world the same as anyone else, so he made sure of it.

Listen, it’s best to go out into the world with eyes open and arms flailing. Scream if you have to. Don’t let anyone beat you down or make you do anything you don’t want. And sure as hell don’t believe what they tell you about yourself. People’ll work their way into your head if you let ‘em. My brother taught me that and now I’m teaching you. So, it’s important you listen to what I tell you about that cannibal.

He had a wild look to him. Every once in a while, a glimmer of intelligence flickered in his eyes then drifted away, pulled back down into the muck of his mind. And his brain cells, I’m telling you, they were mucked up something bad. There’s no way he’d eaten proper, not since the day The Storms touched down south of the equator and hopped continent to continent, like little girls jumping hopscotch squares across the world.

You wouldn’t remember The Storms. You were probably just a baby when they came. Those storms showed no mercy; twisting and roiling and louder than all fuck. The first were cold storms. They destroyed forests and farms all around us. Ontario never recovered. They got damn near all the plants the whole world over, and, just when everything started to grow again, a dust storm engulfed the world, ate up the saplings and the seedlings and the topsoil till nothing was left. The Ads, the Apps, even out west, the Rockies, every mountain range you can think of, all stripped clean. The forests vanished too. Once all the plants were gone, animals started dying out, at first just the kind that eat only plants—

Oh, hey, don’t you worry any. It’s coming back, nature sure is. Promise. She’s just being real slow about it. Up there, in the north, the plants are coming back. You’ll see soon. The way the news on the radio used to say it, there’s plant life sitting underneath the snow and it’ll be just a matter of time before the snow melts. “It’ll take years,” they said. That’s why we’re heading North, instead of wandering all over in search of food. Suspect that’s where a lot of folks have headed.

No matter what happens, don’t veer off the path, you hear? Don’t stop, you just keep going till grass is beneath your feet. And stay clear of the cities like I told you. Remember? They’re all squares and rectangles, grey and shiny, mazes of empty and rot. Nothing lives in those places anymore. Grass don’t grow in concrete.
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