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Stone Pizza
We hated visitors, and I hated working the gate. The best days on the gate were boring. Those days my big brother Charley and I sat at the old picnic table in the gatehouse — a converted school bus stop — played cards, and watched the leaves blow along the road. On good, boring days, we didn’t see anyone we knew, and we didn’t see anyone we didn’t know. The morning started out like that, but just past noon the cool breeze brought along an old woman. She was dressed for the road; layers and hoods flapped in the breeze. A banged-up aluminum cane supported her left side.
It was the second autumn since we’d walled-in the neighborhood and orchard, and we still had dirty, stinky survivors like her wanting to get in. Charley readied his rifle, and moved to stand behind our Unwelcome sign. I moved out of sight to the back of the gatehouse, behind the table, and pulled my pistol. I waited, shaking, for her to come back into view past the wall of the gatehouse.
“State your business,” Charley said, and she stopped right in front of the gate.
“I am a minstrel,” she said. She lifted a blanket and revealed a salvaged karaoke machine strapped to her back. “I sing and tell stories, and I bring news ‘round to the settlements.”
“We got radios, we don’t need you.”
“I’m coming from places east of the mountains,” she said, “places your radios don’t reach. And I cook.” I knew she would say anything to be allowed in to the safety of our neighborhood. It was already past noon, and she’d never make it the twelve miles down the road to Boone’s Hold before it got dark. Not good to be out after dark. She stood very still. Her left hand was planted on her cane, and her right she kept out in front of her, palm facing up.
“Don’t need a cook.” Charley said.
“I’ll make pizza.”
Pizza, just the sound of the word as she dropped it brought memories of tomato sauce, crisp crust and spicy pepperoni. I swallowed. Twice. I could barely remember my last pizza; it was back before The End of Things. Apparently it had power over Charley too. He never let strange visitors inside the gate to wait while the adults made up their minds about inviting them in or sending them down the road, but he opened the gate for her.
“Charley, no.” I’d said it too quietly. “Charley.”
“It’s okay,” he said and waved me out of my hiding spot.
“Step inside, but stay at the gate,” he said to the woman. “Mind Sis, she always hits what she’s aiming at.” He nodded at me. I brought my gun up from my side. He nodded again and stepped out the back of the gatehouse. I heard his steps on the gravel fade. I hated this part. It wasn’t fair to make a little girl stand alone at the gate. Not fair to make her hold a gun on a stranger.
Over the fence, I looked Pizza Lady dead in the eye. What part of “east of the mountains” did she come from, and how did she get all the way to Oregon with a bad leg? Why was her face not dirty? Nails clean? Hair brushed? Mine was always brushed because Momma insisted, said we still lived in civilization where good girls didn’t run around with tangles in their hair.
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