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Waste Not

The sun peeked over the horizon, sending its golden light out over the land. The beams danced on the water in the creek and flowed over the green field of corn. Even through the dirty hayloft window it was a beautiful sight, a lovely moment. Then he had to go and spoil it.

“You still in bed? Useless as yer pa! Git up. Those pigs won’t feed ‘imselves.” Grandpa’s voice, slurred already, drowned out the morning birdsong.

I rolled out of bed and got dressed, then wandered into the kitchen-area. He could scream all he wanted, I wasn’t going to run for him. If he was in such a hurry for the pigs to get fed he could do it his own damned self for a change.

He sat at the scarred table that I’m told had been in the family for generations. All’s I know for sure is that it’s heavy as sin. Damned thing had been a bitch to get into the hayloft when we’d moved out of the house to get off the ground level. I glanced in his direction and confirmed, as if there were any doubt, that he was drunk. It was there, in his liquid posture and glassy eyes. He’d always been a drunk, but it got worse after the ghouls came, and worse again a couple years back when he drank the county dry and had to start brewing his own poison.

I grabbed a couple cold biscuits out of the basket on the table and jammed them into the pocket of my overalls. Gran’s back was to me, but she turned as I put my arm around her shoulder, planting a kiss on her soft, wrinkled cheek. “Good morning.”

“Morning,” she said, her voice low so as not to draw Grandpa’s attention. He hadn’t done it recently, not since I told him anything he did to Gran I’d do back to him, but he used to hit her. A lot. “I’ll collect the eggs shortly, but do you mind milking the cow? My knees aren’t what they once were.”

“Of course.” I smiled at Gran, and after giving her shoulder one last squeeze climbed down the ladder into the barn proper.

I milked Clarabelle, then let her out into the field with her calf and our two heifers. I’d been separating her from the calf at night to start the weaning process and ensure some milk for us. I was just shutting the big door when Grandpa came down. He grumbled at me, nothing new, and then stumbled out the big door and into the field. I halfway-hoped he’d get into the bull’s field. Bataar had never been a friendly bull and having his field made so much smaller hadn’t improved his temperament. There wasn’t much I could do about it though. I had to keep everything of value, including him, inside the perimeter. I was the only one who could maintain it so the chain link fence I used to pen us in, and the ghouls out, only enclosed a fraction of the original farm.

Originally, the fence had been electrified, but power had run out long ago. Truth-be-told, I was halfway happy when it did. On my daily patrols round the fence line I found a lot more fried birds and bunnies than I did ghouls. Living out in the middle of nowhere had its perks. Less people meant less ghouls. I hadn’t even seen sign of one in weeks.

I was just finishing with the pigs when I heard him holler. I drew my pistol, not so complacent I’d stopped carrying it, and ran toward the sound. My boots sounded hollow against the hard-packed earth around the corrals as I ran toward the shell of the old farmhouse. The ghoul, a fetid, long-dead thing with barely enough of itself left to stand, held Grandpa up against the boarded-up picture window. The old drunk’s screams were constant, but rose in pitch as he saw me. Then, the ghoul buried its face in his throat and the scream bubbled away into a wet gurgling sound. I was too late.
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