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Part One



Chapter One
On Sunday afternoon I went to the cemetery to visit my best friend Ralph. He died when we were ten. A car hit him and broke his head open and made a big mess on the road. I wasn’t there when it happened, but that’s how I figure it, anyway.
 They buried him in Pine Falls, which is right across the road from the high school. I’m not morbid or anything, but I liked to visit him every couple of weeks to clear my head. It was senior year, and things were getting pretty intense. Dad was on me about college and I didn’t know what I was gonna do after I graduated. Plus, classes sucked and there was this girl, so I had a lot on my mind.
 I sat on the grass over Ralph’s grave in my good clothes. I was eating a peanut butter and grape jelly sandwich. I don’t really like PB & J, but it was Ralph’s favorite, and I always made sure I brought a sandwich with me when I visited. Same reason I dressed up nice—you had to do that sort of thing right.
 It was some decent weather for November in Maine. The sun was out, the ground was dry, and you could hardly believe winter was coming. Ralph’s parents, they’d got him a nice tombstone. It had his name on it, Ronald Stevens Edward, and how long he’d lived. Plus “He Will Be Eternal In Our Hearts.”  His parents hadn’t stuck around for long after Ralph got planted. I can’t say as I blamed them. The whole thing had been depressing as hell.
 While I ate the sandwich, I talked to Ralph. It was probably weird to talk to a dead kid, but I don’t think he minded. It felt all right to me. I just told him a lot of dumb stuff about school, and about something Matt, my friend who’s alive, did when we were hanging out a couple weeks ago. Nothing really important. It felt good to talk, though. Dead or not, Ralph was a good listener.
 There are a couple hundred graves in Pine Falls, but that Sunday the place was mostly empty of people. There was an old woman a few rows down from me. She was on her knees in front of a statue of a cross stuck in a wide base. The base had writing on it, I think in Latin—it was for some guy who got shot in the army. It wasn’t even during a war or anything. The old woman had her hair up in a yellow bandanna, and she kept rubbing a spot on the cross with a rag. Probably trying to clean off some bird crap.
 The cemetery sat right on the road. It made a rectangle, with forest against the other three sides. Ralph’s grave was close to the middle, and past the old woman, the rows got closer together and the tombstones were newer.
 A little boy was wandering around between the tombstones and the first line of trees near the back. There was nobody else around him. He must’ve been about five years old, and he was playing some nutty kid game. I watched him for a couple minutes. He kept making these big loops around the graves. Sometimes he’d fall down, but he’d always get up. Then he’d stare at the sky with his mouth hanging open.
 The boy noticed the old woman, and his mouth closed. He started walking towards her, his arms out like he wanted a hug. I figured they belonged together, like she was his grandmother. She hadn’t seen him yet, but it was only a matter of time.
 I finished my sandwich. It left a gross taste in my mouth, but I didn’t mind. Somebody had left a bundle of lilies on one of the graves next to Ralph’s, and I swiped a couple. The flowers were mushy and brown, but when I propped them up against the stone, they made Ralph’s name and the dates below it look less lonely.
 My mom died when I was eight. It was a big deal, but I got over it. Ralph died a couple years later, and I yelled a lot and hit some people. They made me go to a therapist. The guy had hairs in his nose and every time I went into his office I wanted to sneeze. All he did was correct me. I’d say, “Ralph is my best friend.” “Was,” he’d say. “Ralph was your best friend.” The nose hairs must’ve eaten his brain.
 It was time to go. “I’ll see you later, man,” I said and patted the gravestone. One of my shoes had come untied, and I had to go down on one knee to retie it. I was sweating, and my shirt—a nice white shirt with buttons and a collar—stuck to my back. It was way too warm for November. Someone screamed.
 I lost my place in the knot I was tying.  There was another scream, and I looked where the sound had come from. The little boy was crowding the old woman. She’d dropped her rag and wrapped one arm around the cross part of the monument. The little boy had her other arm. His back was to me, but whatever he was doing, he was freaking her out.
 “Hey! What—hey, quit it!” I started towards them. The kid had pushed the old woman’s coat and sleeve far enough back to get to her skin. When I got close enough, I could see the little shit was actually chewing on her.
 I shouted something, I don’t know what. The old woman was trying to get free, but the kid had her at an awkward angle so she couldn’t bend her elbow the right way. Before I got to them, the old woman pushed off the base of the monument and jerked left. The kid twisted her shoulder right, and there was a loud crack. She shrieked—loud at first, then just a wheeze. The kid tore out a chunk of her arm. There was red everywhere.
 I reached out and grabbed for the old woman. All I got was her coat. It was thick and velvety, with big black buttons over the pockets. I yanked, and a button came off and I lost my grip. The old woman’s knees bent, and she slid to the ground. She whined, trying to hide behind the monument. The yellow bandanna on her hair had come lose. It stuck up from her head like a flag.
  I got the kid by the shoulder. Before I could pull him clear, he pushed in close and bit down on the old woman’s nose. I heard a crunch. Blood poured out between the woman’s face and the boy’s, running down to her coat.
 The kid wouldn’t let go, and I couldn’t hold onto him. So I punched him in the head, right on top. That knocked him loose, and then right away I hit him in the jaw as hard as I could. It hurt my hand like a sonofabitch, but the kid went spinning. He stumbled a couple feet across the row, tripped over a wooden bench, and fell to the ground still chewing.
 I hadn’t breathed in a minute, so I did that. Fuck.
 The sun hung midway in the sky, and the monument cast a long shadow. The kid lay half in, half out of it. He didn’t look right. His hair was greasy and full of sticks and leaves. His cheeks were pink. Bright pink. And he had make-up on, and where some of it had rubbed off, he had a black eye. His skull was bashed in on the opposite side of where I’d hit.
 I got scared then. What if he was messed up, like in the head? I’d just beat up a feeb. Fuck me, nice work. And the outfit he was wearing, some ratty black suit—it wasn’t just ratty. It was rotting and ripped right down the back. Great. I beat up the feeble-minded hobo kid.
 ”Oh,” the old woman said.
  Her coat had fallen open. Her dress had a lot of pastels. “Are you okay?” I said.
 It was a dumb question. She was really white, and she wouldn’t stop shaking. Her nose was a wreck. She tried to get the bandanna out of her hair, but her fingers wouldn’t close right. So I reached over and pulled the bandanna out, and put it in her hand. Without looking at me, she pressed it against her face. It soaked right through.
 Her bad arm hung by her side, the hand lying palm-up on the ground. Right below the elbow and above the wrist was a big hole. I thought I could see muscle and bone nearly, and suddenly I didn’t feel quite so bad for punching the little kid. It reminded me of a shark bite victim I’d seen on T.V. once.
  I didn’t know what to do. There wasn’t anything to use as a bandage. I could tear up my shirt, maybe, but it was a nice shirt. Although it was covered in blood, so it wasn’t that nice anymore. Jesus, what was I thinking, she was bleeding to death and I was worried about a fucking shirt.
 The old woman said, “Please,” and then she said something else but I couldn’t hear it.  Her eyes were watery, and she licked her lips and got blood on her tongue. The bandanna kept slipping off her nose, like it was too heavy to hold.
 I wanted to throw up. I had to fix her arm somehow. I started unbuttoning my shirt, but then I noticed the rag she’d dropped. I shook it out and went to wrap it around her elbow. She screamed when I touched her, and I said, “Lady, I gotta stop the bleeding, okay?”
 She didn’t say anything.
 “Okay?”
 I did my best. Her skin was really hot, and it felt thin, like paper. I finally got a knot that held, but it was a shit job. At least the blood stopped leaking so much.
     She was gonna die if I didn’t get help. “Lady? You need—I gotta call someone. I’ll be right back, I just need to-“
“Wha?” Her eyes closed.
I felt something and looked down. The little boy—he’d crawled over to us and started tugging at my pants. My shirt came untucked, and the kid pawed my stomach. His fingers were so cold. I swatted his hands, and he lowered his head and rammed into my side. It didn’t hurt much. “Jesus, what’s wrong with you?”
 The kid tilted his head to the left. That was freakier than anything else—it went a little too far. He had a tie on to go with his suit, a stupid little kid tie with Bugs Bunny on it. There were bruises all around his neck. The back of his suit hung off his shoulders, like it had been cut straight down the back. There were more bruises down his spine.
 He stared through me. Then his lips pulled back and I saw his teeth, black and green. He was grinning.
 ”Oh fuck me what isthis.” The kid clicked his tongue and jumped at my chest. Before he could reach me, I got hold of his neck. I felt the cloth of the tie, and the skin beneath it was cold, just like his fingers. Soft, too. Squishy.
  He squirmed, and I said “Quit it, okay, just stop,” but he wasn’t listening anymore. Maybe he never had been. I couldn’t keep holding him. He clicked and scratched at my stomach and I was going to lose him any second, and when I did- 
  So I squeezed his neck. It didn’t slow him down, but it made him easier to hold on to. I dragged him away from the old woman, across the main path. The kid’s shoes slid through the grass. We came to a tombstone with a bunch of angels carved into it, and a girl’s name, Melinda something. The little boy shook and fought, and I said, “Calm down? Please?”
 He bit at my arms and worked to get his feet under him, and no matter how hard I strangled him, he didn’t stop. I hit the back of his head on the tombstone. I tried not to break anything, but I gave it a solid pop, ‘cause I had to get him to quit.
 He stopped moving. His hands slid off my pants, and he slumped. I set him down real gently, and I expected he was faking it. But he didn’t jump me anymore. The grin never left his face.
 When I let go of his neck, he lay in a heap like some doll somebody had lost. I rubbed my fingers down my jeans and wished I was wearing gloves. Was the kid breathing? He must’ve been, only I didn’t hear-
“I’m….” the old woman said. I went over to her. She was beyond white—now she was gray, the same color as dust off an old carpet.  I had this urge, really strong, to ignore her and run like fuck. To get away as fast as I could. “…oh.”
She was gonna die if I didn’t help her, though. There was the phone over at the high school. “Can you walk?” I said. She didn’t answer me.
 I picked her up, and she didn’t say anything. She was light, and hot, so hot it was sort of freezing, although that didn’t make any sense. Her hair was white and thin and with the bandanna gone, it hung off her skull like cobwebs. She’d stopped moaning. That was probably a bad sign.
 I glanced back, and the kid was where I’d left him, sprawled in the sun. He hadn’t moved that I could tell.



Chapter Two
It was a ways to my car. Every step, I was waiting for the little boy to come at me. Or for the old woman to stop breathing. As light as she was, my arms still got sore and I didn’t think I could make it. I read the dates on gravestones, and I tried to walk faster. I was going to drop her. It was going to happen.
But then I got to the car. I opened the passenger side door and laid the woman on the front seat. To buckle her in so she wouldn’t fall out, I had to hold her in place and then reach around with my other arm. I could feel her bones under her dress and her heart, and I could feel how fast her heart was beating. Her voice faded in and out. She said she’d forgotten to turn the stove off. “I made tea … this morning,” she said. “I … if anyone goes inside….”
 “Don’t worry,” I said. I grabbed the seat belt and jammed it home. Everything was going too quick and too slow at the same time. I went around to the other side of the car and got into the driver’s seat. I stuck the key in the ignition, let off of the clutch too soon and stalled. It was my dad’s car, a ‘95 Ford, and I’m shit with a standard. I forced myself to go through everything slow and finally got the car moving. Then I drove straight across the street without checking for traffic.
 Waterside High was a one story brick building in the middle of a big paved lot. To the right were trees and a pair of tennis courts, with parking spaces all around. To the left, the school building, and then more parking, and behind all of that, a football field and a track.
 There was nobody around I could see, no cars or skateboarders. I would’ve even taken a stupid football game, but we were all alone. I parked right by the front doors where the pay phone was, knocking over a trash barrel and riding on the edge of the curb.
I didn’t have any quarters. The change tray was empty, there wasn’t anything in my pockets, and the old woman was actually making bubbles of blood in her mouth. I thought, emergency is free, right? It has to be free. It can’t be Emergency if it’s not free.
I had to jump over the trash barrel, and I made sure I didn’t go so fast that I did anything stupid. The pay phone was right where I knew it was. The receiver was right where it should’ve been, black and shiny. Only, the cord plugging into it was torn off the base of the pay phone, and there was a paper taped over the numbers that said, “OUT OF ORDER suckme.” The “suckme” was in pencil.
The next closest phone was at the Milk Room down on the corner. It wasn’t far, but it felt like fucking outer space just then.
“Lady, it’s-” I said, walking back to the passenger side of my car. “It’s busted. You gotta hold longer.”
She was leaning against the window and I couldn’t see her face. The top of her hair had ridden up on the glass, and I noticed she was wearing a wig. I could see her regular hair underneath, short and white like soap.
I tapped on the window. “Lady?” She didn’t move. Maybe she was sleeping.
I opened the door as gentle as I could. The seat-belt was the only thing that kept her from dropping onto the pavement. She hung there, and she was so small. I hadn’t realized that.
 The bleeding had stopped. It must’ve stopped right after I buckled her in, because there wasn’t much blood on the car seat that I could see. I couldn’t tell if she was breathing. She had to be breathing, though. It was just a bite. Even rabies wouldn’t kill you that fast, would it?
An awful smell was coming off her in waves—old lady perfume, which wasn’t too bad, but underneath it … fuck. It smelled like shit. Like she’d shit herself. Oh christ, please don’t let this woman shit herself and die in my car. That’s just too awful. Nobody should have to go out like that.
She wasn’t breathing. At least, I couldn’t hear anything. Then her arm moved. The one with the bite in it.
“Lady?” I said.
Without sitting back up, she raised her head. She stared right at me, and I realized her eyes were gray. I’d never seen anybody with gray eyes before.
She grinned. Her lips were Chapstick shiny, and they opened like she was gonna speak. I leaned in to hear her. It was stupid, but I had to. I didn’t care if she wasn’t breathing, she was moving and that meant she was alive. I saw her teeth and her tongue behind them.
When she snapped, she missed me by an inch or two. I jumped, and then swung the door shut, hard—she was half out of the car, so the door didn’t close. Then I tripped on my shoelace while I was trying to back away and went down on my ass.  
The old woman snapped at the passenger window and left drool on the glass. The door swung back, and she was this blue and pastel monster. She snapped her grin at the seat belt, and her hands followed it to her waist. Both arms were working fine now. She found the catch holding her in, and then stopped. Stopped snapping, even. Her eyes rolled around, and then she managed to push the button in the catch, and the belt slid off her.
I was still on my butt. It was the easiest place to be. When the old woman got out of my car, I pushed backwards, over the sidewalk and onto the small grassy area in front of the school. I kept scooting until I hit a tree. I knew I should stand up, but it was like something I was thinking, not something I could do. Do people actually stand up? Ever?
She came towards me, her hands opening and closing, her knees wobbling. The wig sat slanted on her head. Her whole face was blank, except for the grin. 
 “Go away,” I said. “Leave me alone.” There were roots under my butt and I crunched a soda can with my ankle. The old woman looked like some crazy old homeless person. The shit smell was everywhere.
 When she got within half a foot of me, something snapped, and I kicked at her legs, because she wasn’t going to touch me—her knees bent, and she fell. I got off my ass and ran for the car. I went in through the passenger side, and I felt the slickness of her on the seat still. I nearly threw up. The emergency break got in my way, but I climbed around it. I remembered to do the clutch right this time, and I shifted into reverse and backed off the curb. I shifted into first.
 The old woman stood there, directly in my way. I stared, and she put a hand on the hood of my car. The hole in her arm had gone black, and the rag I’d tied off above her elbow looked like part of her skin. She pawed at the hood of my car. Her other hand came up. It floated there. It reached for me.
 I hit the gas.
 The bumper got her below the waist. The car shook some, and then she folded and went out of sight. There were two bumps. I went out of the parking lot and onto the road without stopping. My clothes were all nasty. There was blood everywhere, and some drool, and the stink.   
 I kept driving. I don’t really remember much until I got home.
 *                      *                      *                      *                      *
At the house, there was a note from Dad on the kitchen counter. Melissa had had some sort of family emergency. She came from Chicago, so he was driving her to the airport. He’d explain more later.      
 I got out of my clothes and took a shower. Then I wrapped my bloody shirt in a bunch of plastic bags from the supermarket, and stuck it outside with the trash. I got hung up on the pants at first, because they were nice pants, but the idea of keeping them made me want to puke. So I wrapped up the pants and threw them away too.  I did my best to clean up the car—I used a sponge and soapy water, and it looked okay when I was done. There weren’t any dents in the front bumper.
 After I finished everything, I climbed upstairs to my room and fell into bed.
 I wasn’t thinking, at least, not like I knew thinking. All the stuff I did, driving and washing and everything, it was like typing sentences into a computer. First I did this. Then I did this. Then I did this. I guess it was being in shock, the way people get after an accident. I just didn’t want to deal with any of it. I wanted to believe nothing bad had happened.
 I lay in bed, staring out the window which looked out onto the lawn. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. The weatherman kept talking about snow, but it wouldn’t happen today. There’d definitely be school tomorrow. I’d have to go back.
 I wondered if I should be calling someone. About something. I didn’t know for sure.
 It couldn’t have been that long, lying there. I closed my eyes.
 “I’m home! Dave, you up there?” Dad was calling from the base of the stairs.
 “What?” I said. “Oh, sure. Yeah, I’m here!”
 “I got subs, if you’re hungry.”
 My legs were all right to stand on.
 Dad was unpacking food in the kitchen. There were two large sandwiches, soda for me and beer for him, and whoopee pies for dessert. People always say we look alike, but I never saw it. We have the same eye color (brown), and I guess there’s some resemblance, but he’s bigger than I am. Wider. He worked as a butcher for one of the local supermarket chains. He was always bringing home weird cuts of meat from work, junk stuff nobody wanted that he could pick up cheap. Whenever I smell hamburger, I think of him. Goofy as hell, but it’s true.
 I asked about the note he left, and he said everything was fine. Melissa’s brother had been mugged or beat-up by some crazy homeless guy, so he was in the hospital. It wasn’t serious or anything, but Melissa had flown out to see him. The only time I ever met her family was at her and Dad’s wedding. I tried to remember her brother (who was my step-uncle, I guess), and I figured he’d been the guy who shook my hand a lot and asked me what I thought about comic books.
      There was more going on than just her brother getting attacked, though. Dad and Melissa hadn’t been doing so well lately. I tried to pay as little attention to them as I could, ‘cause they’re both sort of psycho when they get upset. The past couple months, though, they’d been yelling at each other every time they were in the same room for longer than five minutes. It was hard not to notice.
 There were black olives on my sub, which I hate, so I picked them off. I always miss a couple. When Dad asked me how my day had gone, I thought of black and green teeth and a pile of gray hair. I could’ve told him, but there didn’t seem any way to say it. The clothes were gone, the car was all right, so… So maybe it hadn’t really happened. Maybe I just got confused about a dream.  
 I said, “Fine.”
 “Ralph still there?”
 “Yeah, Dad. Like always.”
 He nodded, and his face relaxed. “He was a good kid.” We chewed for a while. “I was thinking, next weekend, we could go and visit your mom?”
 “Sure.” Mom was in a bronze urn at her parents’ house in Quebec, but she had a memorial grave in Portland we went to once in a while.
 “It’s been too long.” He took a big slug of beer. “You miss her?”
 “Sometimes.”
 “Me too. Me too.” Then he turned on the TV, and that was it.



Chapter Three
On Monday, I skipped breakfast because my stomach was upset. We get the Portland Press Herald delivered every morning, and I checked local news, but there was nothing in it about old ladies or crazy little boys. Dad was still in bed when I left for school. He’d had a couple more beers after supper, and he didn’t work till the afternoon, anyway.
 My first period was Calculus, and second period was Psychology. I was awake for them, mostly, but I didn’t learn much. My head hurt, and my mouth was dry, and I thought about grins and torn suits. I told myself over and over that it hadn’t been real. It was just some crazy hallucination. If it’d been real, somebody would’ve found the old woman and there would’ve been cops and it would’ve been news. I was just going nuts about nothing.
 In Psychology, Mr. Burch said my name and I almost screamed.
 When lunch came around, I still wasn’t hungry. The cafeteria was serving chicken nuggets, which was the only thing they made that tasted close to actual food. I had my tray and my ketchup and a pile of the damn things, but I didn’t wanna touch ‘em. Just knowing they were there was too much.
 “Are you going to finish those?” Matt asked.
 “Nah. Here.” I pushed my tray over to him. Matt was the guy I ate lunch with. He was fat, and his ears stuck out from his head like handles. Whenever he tried to talk to a girl, his voice got really high, and he’d giggle and wheeze. Plus he read a lot and liked to answer questions in class. But he was cool, no matter what anybody said. He put up with me, and he was smarter than I was. And jesus, he knew everything.
 “What’s the matter? You look terrible,” Matt said. He drank his chocolate milk and made sucking noises through the straw. 
 “Ah, y’know. Same old, same old. Your mom took a lot out of me, and your sister took the rest.”
 “Oh right, the gruesome twosome.” Matt’s mom was in her fifties and weighed more than most couches. It was hard looking at her, but when she was in the room with you, there wasn’t any place else to look. His sister Joan was at college, and she was sort of not bad, but really fake. Like you kept expecting her to take her mask off fake. “I hope you left good money.”
 Matt finished the nuggets I’d passed him.
 “Do anything fun this weekend?” Matt popped a zit on his forehead.
 “Gross, man! What the hell?”
 Matt blinked. “Sorry. Sorry.” He did shit like that all the time. “But did anything happen?”
 “No. Only…” It’s not that I didn’t trust Matt. “Nothing.”
 I should’ve told him. I mean, I’m not saying I didn’t have my reasons, but he was my friend. Whether I believe it or not, I should’ve said something. The lunchroom was such a crummy place, though. The floor was puke green and the walls were cement bricks painted yellow. There were always guys laughing at each other. You can’t really talk in a place like that. You definitely can’t explain anything.
 Matt stopped asking. There’d been this special on TV over the weekend about the climate change and he went on about that for a while. His voice had a nice drone to it, and I zoned and nodded till it was time to go.
 Last period was physics, and my zoning act went over fine. Final bell was the sweetest sound in the world, and heading to my locker, I was actually in a pretty swell mood. I’d just been making a big deal about nothing. This was my life, and it was just where it should be. My locker didn’t open right off, but that was fine. It never opened right off. I figured one of the janitors kept changing the combination.
 After dumping my books and some bad tests, I found Matt talking to his history teacher, Mr. Decker. They were in this deep discussion about shipping lanes or Eskimos, or something. I let Matt know I’d give him a ride home, and that I’d be waiting by the parking lot. He lived forty-five minutes out of my way so I didn’t always drive him, but like I said, I was in a swell mood.
 I stopped at a water fountain by the exit doors for a drink. When I lowered my head, there was nobody else around, but coming back up, Stephanie was leaning against the wall by the exit, talking on her cell phone. I hadn’t seen her all day. She had on a plaid skirt I’d never seen her wear, and it stopped just above her knees.
As confident as I could, I went and leaned against the wall opposite her, over by the music room. I did my best not to stare. God, she was beautiful. Her skin was clear and she was a brunette and she had a terrific figure. When she said something right to your face it went up and down and inside you and made you shiver all over.
 She finished her conversation and put her phone in her purse. There were some terrifically awkward seconds. I tried to think of something I could say. My palms were damp. I didn’t wipe them on my jeans, and that was the only play I could manage.
 “Hey,” somebody said. Her boyfriend, Ethan, walked over. He was a jock, blonde with muscles, and all the girls at school were nuts about him. He hugged Stephanie, and then, with me standing right there, they started making out. Gross, right? I saw tongue. I wasn’t even looking that hard, I swear I wasn’t.
 I studied my sneakers. They were blue. They were utter shit.
 “Fuck,” I said. I nearly ran through the glass doors getting outside.
 It was overcast, and colder than Sunday. A breeze hit me when I stepped onto the parking lot, and it pulled at my coat. I stood there for a second, feeling it. I could see the cemetery from where I stood. It was empty, far as I could tell. The trees shivered in the wind.
 Most of the buses did their pick-ups on the other side of the building, but there were a few waiting in front of me. One of the drivers honked his horn. When I looked, he shouted something about me being in the way. I didn’t move right off, so he honked again. My hands made fists in my coat pockets, and I was so mad. I wanted to go over to the bus and punch it as hard as I could. Assholes. Everybody was assholes.
 I walked on, and I hunched my shoulders as the brakes on the bus hissed and he drove off. Past the buses were the regular cars. I saw Ethan’s Porsche, only it was too far away for me to spit on it. There were a dozen or so kids milling around, shooting the shit, smoking on the sly. I figured all of them were assholes. There was a midget over by the tennis courts, just standing there. A midget, what the hell? Somebody’s little brother, waiting to go home. Spent the whole day waiting around in his crappy old suit-
 Shit. Oh shit oh shit oh shit oh shit.



Chapter Four
I closed my eyes and opened them. He hadn’t moved. I needed to run. I needed to run so bad. But some part of my brain took over and made my feet move in his direction. I didn’t really have a choice. After all, he was staring at my car.
 People were talking and shouting, but louder than any of them were my sneakers on the pavement, and the wind. It was sharper out here, away from school, and my ears tingled. I stopped ten feet or so from where the boy was standing, making a triangle with me at the top halfway between him and the car. One of the kid’s pant legs was gone, and you could see his shin. He had a cut that ran up to his knee, but it hadn’t bled at all. I was surprised he still had the suit coat and shirt on. And the tie.
 I’d been careful, and I didn’t think he’d heard me. Only now that I was there, I didn’t know what to do. He was definitely watching my car. Did he remember it from yesterday? Was he even seeing it?
 I got a scratch in my throat. I ignored it, but it was pretty bad. So I coughed, and the kid heard me. His head turned stiffly, like it was a lot of separate moves built on top of each other. Again I got that dead eye, half grin face. His bare leg lifted and than came forward, but it went too quick and he nearly fell, catching himself at the last second. Then he started for me.
 I had no idea what to do. He didn’t walk fast, but he wasn’t that far away. I watched him, and part of me screamed to move, but I couldn’t. Maybe I blinked. His mouth was wide open and I barely had my hands up in time.
 It was all I could do to hold him off. He was stronger than yesterday. More determined, anyway. And he just wouldn’t stop, no matter how hard I twisted his arms. It was like getting at me was the only thing in the world that mattered. I had some job getting him under control. As soon as I was able, I started pulling him towards the woods. I figured I’d dump him there. I didn’t know what I’d do then, but I was desperate to hide him. Nobody could see this.
 We did a weird dance over parking spaces, kicking cigarette butts. The kid clicked and squirmed, and Bugs Bunny winked at me. When we got up behind my car, I couldn’t take it anymore. I yanked the kid’s arms as hard as I could (jeez did his grin just get bigger?) and then knocked his legs. He fell against the trunk, and I let go of his wrists. I had to get rid of the slickness on my fingers. “Wouldja lay off for one second you-“
 “David! David, what’s going on here?”
 Mr. Decker trotted across the parking lot, Matt trailing behind him. And behind them were Stephanie and Ethan, hand in hand, not following anybody but getting a good look regardless. My heart raced, and they were all just these figures standing out against the brick walls and the cars and the sky. Mr. Decker said my name again, and Matt did, and hey, what the hell, the gang’s all here.
 “What exactly are you doing?” Decker said. The trot had put him out of sorts, and he forced the words out in between pants. “What’s going on?” His face was red. You didn’t want to make a teacher’s face red.
 “Me? What?”
 Matt stood behind Decker’s shoulder. He had his backpack slung over one shoulder, and his parka zipped up almost to his ears. “Who’s the kid?”
 “Huh? Oh. Right.” Ethan and Stephanie were by Ethan’s car, and I gave ‘em a stupid little wave. “I have no idea. He was there when I came outside, and he didn’t look so good. I’d never seen him before. I went to talk to him and he just—went crazy.”
 Decker caught his breath and gave me this look I’ve been seeing on adults since I was ten. He knew I was lying, but he didn’t know how much. “I hope you didn’t hurt him.”
 “Hurt him, jeez, no way. But I didn’t want him biting me or anything, right?”
 “Well.”
 “Do you guys need some help?” Ethan and Stephen were joining in. Great. If we need anybody felt up, we know where to turn.
 “No, Ethan, I think-“
 “Where did he go?” While Decker and I were talking, Matt had gone past us and was now by the side of my car. He was checking in the windows, like the kid had gotten inside.
 “Last I saw, he was-” The kid wasn’t on the trunk anymore. “Oh fuck.”
 “Language, young man.” Mr. Decker scanned the area. “Did either of you see him?”
 Stephanie shook her head. “We were watching you.”
 “He could’ve gotten into the trees,” Ethan contributed.
 “He wasn’t moving fast enough to-“
 “I see him!” Stephanie shouted.
 I looked down, and there, under my car, was the little boy. He’d crawled under the engine and stuck his head out next to front passenger side tire. And he was watching us.   
 Before anybody could move, the kid’s arms jerked out and he grabbed Matt’s right foot. I noticed his pinky finger was broken. And then that face, that awful, paper-white face, leaned in and sunk its teeth into Matt’s Achilles tendon.
 Matt screamed. He hopped forward, shaking the leg the kid had bit into, still screaming. I caught him before he fell. The kid wouldn’t let go of Matt’s foot, even when he got pulled out from under the car. Mr. Decker was too … too … too fucking stupid to move, so Ethan reached in and yanked the little boy free.
 Matt pushed me away and took a few steps back. “He bit me. That little … he bit me.”
 “Are you okay?” I couldn’t tell how bad it was. There hadn’t been that much time, no more than ten, fifteen seconds, but you can get pretty deep if you bite hard enough.
 “What?” He stared at the kid snapping at Ethan, and wiped his mouth.
 “Are you—look, is there blood?” I was yelling some. I thought of the old woman, and how she’d changed. “On your foot, did he, are you bleeding?”
 “I … gosh.” Matt leaned against the hood of somebody’s piece of shit truck. I let him hold my shoulder when he bent his leg up. “I don’t think so. My pants are okay, but he tore my sock up. I don’t see any … blood? No. No, I don’t think so.” Not letting go of his foot, he groaned. “Mom is going to kill me when she sees this sock. He wrecked it.”
 “I got you, kid. Calm down.” Ethan was crouched down, holding the little boy in a chokehold. The muscles on his arms were straining, and the kid would not let up.  “Cool it, okay? Calm down. Nobody’s going to hurt you, you just need to calm down.” The kid whipped his head around. There was a decent chance he was gonna bust Ethan’s perfect chin.
 “Matthew, are you all right?” Decker twiddled his fingers at Matt’s leg like he didn’t dare touch it. “Do you need a bandage?”
 Matt straightened. “I’m fine, sir.”
 Decker nodded. “Good, good.” He moved to Ethan and the kid, who were still by my car. “Now, boy,” he said. He patted the pockets of his tweed jacket. “What’s your name? Where are your parents?”
 Ethan dodged a bite. “Mr. D, I’m not sure he can hear you.”
 “Maybe he’s having some kind of seizure,” Matt said.
 Decker ignored them and took the boy by the shoulder. “All right, young man, were did you come from?”
 The kid stopped snapping and grinned. He put a lot of effort into it, and the result made even Decker grunt.
 “Um, what if he’s sick?” I said.
 “Sick? What do you mean si-” Decker broke eye contact with the boy, and the second he did, the kid went for a mouthful of the old man’s thigh. Ethan grabbed him in time, but whatever switch had been turned off in the brat’s head was back on. “Ah.”
 “He’s wearing a suit. Sort of. Why is he wearing a suit?” Stephanie said.
 Decker pursed his lips. “Hmph. Well, we aren’t getting anywhere standing out here. Ethan?”
 “Uh-huh?”
 “Do you think you could bring him inside? He’s got a few scrapes that need tending, and I’ll need to make some calls.” The parking lot was near empty now. “I don’t think he’s safe to leave outside.”
 “Not a problem, Mr. D. Babe, you want to wait in the car?” He tried to let go of the kid with one arm, but it didn’t work. “Um, my keys are in my slacks, if you could …”
 “No, I’ll come. Can I help?”
 Ethan smiled. “Oh, cool. I think if we just take one side each, we should be able to manage.” Steph smiled at him. They smiled together. They were all looney tunes.
 “Be careful!” I shouted. Everyone stared at me. “You know, like I said. Maybe he’s sick.”
 “Of course, of course.” Decker shooed me with one hand. “Everything is fine, I assure you. I will see you in class tomorrow, David. Matthew.” He started to leave, then looked back at Matt. “Matthew, keep an eye on that ankle. You may want to ice it when you get home.”
 With us dismissed, Decker led the way back to the building. Ethan and Stephanie followed, carrying the little boy between them. The kid’s suit hung off his shoulders, and when Stephanie went to put it back in place, he tried to bite her ear. Decker held the door for them and they went inside, swallowed as though they were never there at all.
 “Let’s go, Dave.” Matt was waiting for me to unlock his door. I hadn’t told them about the old woman. I hadn’t told them anything. But they wouldn’t’ve believed me. Decker would’ve thought I was nuts. Anyway, it was out of my hands now. Everything was fine. Everything was- “Dave.”
 “Oh? Oh, yeah. Yeah.” It took me four tries to find the right key.
            *                      *                      *                      *                      *
Matt fiddled with the car radio. I didn’t have a tape deck, and the radio only ever got one station. All the station played were sappy love songs, ads for jewelers and some crap McCartney did after he quit the Beatles. So normally, I left it off. Every time I drove Matt around, though, he had to screw with the dial. Like he thought if he fooled with it long enough, he could get something worth hearing.
 We listened to static, then a few seconds of “My Heart Will Go On.” Matt turned it off. His parka was zipped up to his chin, and he had his backpack on his lap.
 The silence stretched. “Wow, huh?” My hands squeezed the steering wheel, and I had to concentrate to get the muscles to relax. “That was … that was pretty messed up.”
 “Uh-huh.”
 “I wonder what’s wrong with that kid, y’know?” I almost missed the first turn-off. Matt lived out in the boonies. There were about sixty different roads you needed to remember to get to his place, and none of them had signs. “It was crazy, him being out there alone.”
 “Are you sure he was alone?”
 “What? Yes! Yes, of course he was alone.” We drove by an old church. The paint was flaking, and there was a hole in the tower through the roof where a bell should be. The front door had swung inwards a few feet, and inside was all darkness. “I didn’t see anybody else, did you? Nearby, I mean.”
 “I wasn’t really looking.”
 “Oh. Right, of course not.” Matt stared out his window, and I couldn’t read his face. “So, is your foot all right?”
 “Uh-huh.”
 “Lucky you had your socks on, I guess.”
 He gave me a look. “Sure, except my mom is going to freak when she sees it.”
 “It’s just a sock.”
 “Try telling her that.” He frowned. “She hates buying new ones. Says it’s a waste of money.”
 “Well, jeez, just throw the thing away and don’t tell her about it.” He was getting on my nerves. I was half-convinced there was something waiting in the back seat to jump us, and he was freaking about a stupid tube sock.
 “But then the other one wouldn’t be a pair.”
 “Then throw them both away, duh.”
 “She counts them.”
 “What?”
 “My socks. She counts them whenever she does laundry.”
 “Ha! Oh, that’s just brilliant. What a nutca-“
 “Don’t say that!” Matt was close to tears. Crap.
 “Sorry.”
 “Forget it.”
 For a while, I didn’t say anything. The road got bumpy, and I did my best to avoid the bumps. Matt went through his backpack and pulled out this huge book and started reading. No matter how much the car shook, he didn’t stop reading, which meant he probably wasn’t reading at all.
 We were deep into the woods now, the houses coming half a mile or a mile apart. Matt’s place was only twenty minutes away. If I could keep my mouth shut till then, I could get through this shit.
 “Did that kid seem weird to you?” I said. It was all the silence. I couldn’t stand it.
 Matt put a bookmark where he’d been reading, and put the book back in his bag. “Sure.”
 “I mean, beyond the biting and stuff.”
 “Well … he didn’t blink.”
 “What? Really?”
 “Yes.” He picked at his nose. “Not once. I didn’t realize it till just now, though.”
 “Huh.”
 “And you know what? I don’t think he was breathing.” He gave me a chance to laugh, and when I didn’t, he said, “I’m probably wrong. But with all he was doing, he should’ve been breathing hard, and I didn’t hear it.”
 “Huh.” I listened to myself breath in and out. I could even hear Matt, if I paid attention. “Maybe he was just holding his breath.”
 “Really? I don’t—maybe. I guess.”
 There was more silence, and I got kind of panicky, so I said, “Something happened to me Sunday. Okay? This wasn’t the first time I saw that kid.”
 I told him all of it. I think it was because of his sock. Like I felt guilty that it was ruined. I nearly didn’t say anything about running the old woman down, but once I got going, the whole thing just came out. For the first time that day, my head didn’t hurt so much. “I don’t know what happened to the old woman. I shoulda told somebody, right, but it was just so nuts.”
 “Maybe. You did what you had to do, though.” He snapped his fingers on both hands—right, left, right, left. “Are you sure she was dead? Before she got up again?”
 “I don’t know. She seemed dead.”
 “Seemed.”
 “Well, I didn’t check if she was blinking or anything.”
 He stopped snapping. “All right. All right.” I made one last turn past a leaning birch tree. “There’s definitely some weird shit going on. Only…”
 “Only what?”
 “Not sure.” He shrugged. “Drugs, probably. Maybe there’s a meth lab out there.”
 I stopped the car at the foot of Matt’s driveway. His house—a one-story painted brown with an unpaved drive and a dead lawn—glared at us. There was a big bay window looking out on the street. Neither of us glanced at it or anything, but we both knew it was there. Matt’s mom was inside.
 “Lucky thing Ethan was there to help,” Matt said.
 “Yeah, just great.” I thought of the football guys I’d seen at the Milk Room. “Hey, why wasn’t he at practice?”
 “You didn’t hear? He quit.”
 “No shit. How come?”
 “The way I heard it, he and Stephanie are getting serious. He wanted to spend more time with her.”
 Normally, that would’ve been huge. Heart attack huge. As it was, I just felt like shit. “Oh.”
 “Sorry.”
 “Nah. Who cares.” Getting serious. Whatever that meant. “Good for them.”
 “Right.” Matt patted me on the shoulder. A shape behind the window moved. “I have to get going. I’ll see you tomorrow?”
 “Sure, man. And—I’m sorry. About what happened.”
 “No worries. Creep.” 
 He got out of the car. He bag was still unzipped from when he’d opened it before, and the weight of that mongo book he was reading pulled the whole thing open. He wasn’t ten steps up the drive before the book and a bunch of papers fell out on the lawn. Some of the papers got caught in the wind, so I got out to help catch them. It wasn’t as easy as you’d think. Matt couldn’t move so fast because of his ankle, and the wind was pretty sharp. In the end, we only got about half.
 When I drove off, Matt was climbing the porch.  I turned on the radio, because even the crummiest music in the world was better than thinking. 
            *                      *                      *                      *                      *
I saw a story on the news that night, one of those stupid human interest things they always do about cats that rescue their owners or kids that divorce their parents or whatever. This one was about a woman in Kansas who’d given birth to a stillborn infant.  Only, when the mother and father had taken the body home, the baby started moving. There was a shot of the three of them standing on their front porch—the father was fielding questions from a group of reporters, while the mother was next to him holding their kid. The father said they’d prayed and prayed and prayed and that God had seen fit to bless them with a miracle. They wouldn’t allow any of the doctors to re-examine the baby. The father said he and his wife were already speaking with an attorney about a possible lawsuit.
 The reporters kept asking their stupid questions, but none of them asked what I wanted to know. Like, why did the father keep nervously glancing at his wife? And why wouldn’t they let anyone get a clear shot of the baby itself?
 After the news, Dad wanted to “check in.” He asked me about school and my grades and all of it, and he told me I needed to buckle up, or something. Then he said some stuff about him and Melissa, and about Chicago.
 I said “Uh-huh,” a lot, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the white bundle in that woman’s arms. It had been moving. One of its hands kept reaching towards the woman’s chest. Every time it got close, the woman would wince like someone was pinching her.
 “So I can count on you, right?” Dad said.
 “Sure. Sure.”
 I wondered if the baby cried much. And I wondered if, had someone stepped forward and pulled the bundle out so we could all get a good look, if the damn thing would’ve been trying to grin. 



Chapter Five
I had Decker’s American Civil War class Tuesday morning. He came into the room as the last bell rang, still wearing the same tweed jacket from the day before. Same pants and shirt, too. His fly was unzipped, and his shirt was misbuttoned. But what really got to me was the bandage around the palm of his right hand.
 I didn’t hear anything Decker said for the next forty minutes. It was like all my blood was pumping into my ears. But I noticed how distracted he was. He’d get lost in his sentences. Near the end of the period, he started writing something on the blackboard and then froze halfway through. Somebody said, “Sir?” and Decker yelled at them to quiet down. Then he finished the word (“Reconstruction”), and sat down at his desk for the last five minutes.
 When class was over, I tried to talk to him. He’d wound what looked like a strip of bed sheet around his hand. Under the bed sheet were a couple of band-aids, covering the area around his thumb and index finger. One of the Band-Aids was all ragged, and I saw red and black on the skin underneath it.
 I said his name a few times before he noticed me. “Yes? What? Yes?”
 “Is everything okay?”
 “Of course. Of course everything is okay.” A girl walked past me to the door, and Decker watched her go. He licked his lips. “Why do you ask? Why should it be any business of yours?”
 “Your hand. Sir. What happened? With the kid. Did-” I swallowed. “Did he bite you?”
 “Oh, it’s nothing. Nothing.” Decker pulled a glass jar out of the bottom drawer of his desk. It was filled with red and white peppermints. “My fault, really. He just got away from me. I’m sure he found his way home.”  He took a peppermint, then offered me the jar. But the band-aids on his hand were coming off, and the hole underneath was deep and rotten. I got a whiff of something that made me never want to have candy for the rest of my life. I left him still sitting there, sucking.
 In the five minutes before next period, I went hunting for Stephanie and Ethan. I found them in a big group going in to lunch, and while I didn’t get too close, they both looked fine. No bandages that I could see.
 I couldn’t find Matt, though. He wasn’t there for AP English, and he wasn’t around for lunch. Then, halfway through music appreciation class, I got called down to the office. The secretary, a white-haired woman with a button telling me to “SAVE A LIFE GIVE BLOOD,” snapped her gum and handed me the phone. She said my dad was on the line.
 I put the receiver to my ear, and someone said, “Zombies. Fuck me, Dave, it’s fucking zombies.”
 The secretary squinted at me. I smiled at her, and said, “Hey, Dad. What’s up?”
 “It’s me. It’s Matt.” He was whispering. I heard Jerry Springer in the background, and crunching potato chips. “You were right, Dave. You were completely right.”
 “Oh wow, that—that’s lousy.” The secretary typed something, but I could tell she was listening.
 “Sure. I guess.” His mom shouted something, and Matt told her he was coming. “Look, can you come over here? Now?”
 “I think I can be there in a bit, if school lets me.” I looked at the secretary, and I made like I was thirty seconds away from crying. She started filling out a leave slip.
 “Good. Good. I need to—” Matt giggled and I heard fingers snap. “Jesus, this is just going to change everything.“ 
 I hung up the phone, held back my fake tears and told the secretary there was a family emergency and I needed to leave early. She said that was fine, and offered her condolences, but I was already running.
 Matt opened the front door before I got a chance to knock. He was wearing blue pajamas, a two-piece set with buttons and pockets outlined in gold thread. His hair stuck up in crazy loops. “Finally! You took forever.”
 He gestured, and I stepped inside past him. It was darker inside, stuffier. The carpet was gray with black flecks, and the first thing I did was I take off my sneakers. It was something I’d learned the hard way.
     ”Come on, come on.” We went down the hall, Matt leading the way. Going past the living room, I heard Oprah Winfrey on the television, talking about bad news.
 Couch springs creaked and a voice called, “Who was at the door?”
 “It’s David, Mom!”
     He jabbed me. “Um! Yeah, just me. Hi Miz Ashfield.”
 More creaking. The volume on the television went down.
 “How come you’re out of school so early?” Ms. Ashfield said. Her voice was real smooth and pleasant, like she was advertising a car.
     ”He had a study hall last period, so he just left. He brought my homework with him.”
 “Oh.” Drinking sounds. Loooooooong pause. And then the volume came back up. “Well, he can only stay a few minutes. You need your rest.”
 “Yes, Mom.”
 When we passed, I saw her for a moment. Just the back of her head, this big mop of orange hair—she dyed it—and an angry looking boil on the side of her neck. Then her head started to turn, and I walked faster.
 Once we got in his room and he shut the door, Matt said, “I didn’t get much sleep last night. Mom decided I was real sick and let me stay home.”
 There wasn’t a whole lot of space in Matt’s room. He had a bed and a computer desk and a dresser, and mostly, he had books. Just stacks and stacks of them, on the desk and the dresser and all over the floor. When Matt went to sit at his computer desk, he did it without looking down. The only place left to sit was on the bed, and I had to be real careful getting there so I didn’t tip anything over.
 Up close, Matt looked sick. Not like he was dying or anything, but tired and stretched out somehow. Wired up. “Great. Great. Do you want something to drink?” He stood up. “I can get something. From the kitchen.”
 “No, thanks.” The whole car ride over, I kept hearing the way he’d whispered into the phone. “What’s going on?”
 “Right. Right.” He sat back down, then spun around in his chair. It was a neat trick. With the stacks around, he had maybe three inches clear to move through. “I need a second to—anything happen at school?”
 “Huh?”
 “Did you see Stephanie or Ethan or Mr. Decker?”
 “Oh.” I was getting warm under my coat, so I took it off. “Yeah, I guess. Steph and Ethan are fine, but Mr. Decker … the kid bit Mr. Decker. Pretty bad, I guess—he had a bandage on.”
 “Right.” Matt nodded. “Right.”
 “It’s probably nothing, though. I mean, he was in school and everything.” Matt watched me. “Although it was pretty gross.”
 “Was it?”
 “Yeah.” I was still hot. The whole place was like a friggin’ sauna. “Look, all right, you called me. Okay? You called me. So what’s going on?”
 “Okay.” He dug behind one of his ears, nodding. “Before I say anything, I need to show you something.” His computer was already on, and Matt opened up the web browser and clicked on a tab. “You need to see this first.”
 The page took time to load, and I was getting nervous, so I got off the bed. So I was only half a foot from the screen when the picture came up. At first, I didn’t get it, mostly because I wasn’t expecting to—and the little boy in the picture looked so different. He wasn’t smiling at all, and his face was clean and he was sitting straight up. It looked like one of those portraits you get at Sears, and I couldn’t understand why Matt wanted to show me some stupid photograph.
 But the kid was wearing a Bugs Bunny tie. Once I saw that, I recognized him—it wasn’t that hard.
 The page was part of the Portland Press Herald online archives. Under the photo was an article, and the article started, “LARSON, CHARLES W.—Five years of age, Waterboro, ME.” I didn’t read anymore. It was an obituary. It was a little boy’s obituary.      
 I wasn’t exactly surprised. I wasn’t even scared. But my whole body jerked, and there were books stacked around me and I knocked them over. Paperbacks with soldiers and spacemen on their covers spilled everywhere. I went to pick them up, but Matt said, “No, no, jeez, I’ll do it.”
 He restacked everything and I sat back down on the bed. Charles Larson stared at me. I thought of how he’d gnawed at the old woman’s arm. How he kept coming at me over and over. I got a chill like you get when you figure out the big twist in a movie, and I shivered.
 Matt was excited. “I knew I recognized him from some place. He died back in October. It was all over the newspaper. His parents were trying to pass it off as an accident, but it looked like it was maybe abuse.” I didn’t say anything. “But really, I knew something was weird even before I figured it out. The way his suit coat and his shirt were ripped straight up the back. They do that when they bury people.”
 “Uh-huh.” The wallpaper in Matt’s room had space-ship blueprints on it. I wondered if they would fly away. “So, you’re saying he was buried alive? That he dug out of his grave and then he was crazy or something?”
 “No.” He rolled his eyes. “C’mon. Funeral homes embalm people before they stick them in the ground. And it was a violent death. There’s always an autopsy for violent deaths. If he wasn’t before, he was really dead after that.”
 “So that means-“
 “Yes.” He snapped his fingers. “It’s just so wild. We got attacked by motherfucking zombies.” He lowered his voice when he swore.
 “Holy shit.”
 “Hey, you should be happy. It means you didn’t kill anybody with your car.”
 “No wonder she wouldn’t stay down.”
 Matt clapped his hands. “Exactly!” A couple more books fell over, but he didn’t notice. “And whatever’s going on, it’s not just happening here.” He turned back to his computer, opened more tabs. It was tabloid stuff, mostly. Graves disturbed. A plague that made people in some small town in Europe act crazy. A lot of miracle shit. One woman thought her son was the reincarnation of Jesus because he’d come back home three days after he killed himself. Some old guy tied his sister to a bed because she wouldn’t stop biting him.
 There was more, but it all blurred together. “It’s everywhere.”
 “And these are just the stories in English, I’m sure there’s more in Asia and the rest of Europe that I just can’t read. Not to mention whatever doesn’t get reported. It’s a fucking epidemic, I’m telling you.” He laughed, then went red. “Hey, I’m not trying to gloat or anything. It’s horrible, it really is, but man. It’s just… it’s kind of cool, isn’t it?”
 “I guess.”
 “Do you need to throw up?” He reached for the trash basket and I shook my head, so he just held it between us for a minute, like he wanted to make sure. “It’s okay if you do. I did, last night. After five or six hours of that stuff, I had to. I think it’s why Mom was so easy about letting me stay home.”
 Five or six hours? “No, I’m fine.”
 “Right.” He coughed, then put the basket down and wiped his nose on his sleeve. “So….”
 “Yeah?”
 “I worked up a timeline.” He dug through a stack of paper next to the keyboard and pulled out a sheet covered with arrows and numbers. “See, the thing is, while I can’t be sure exactly when everything started, I can get a basic idea of the progression, and it’s definitely been getting worse.” There was a line right through the middle of the page, and Matt ran his finger along it, from date to date. “The first thing I can find, which I think is that Lithuania thing, was October 16th. For a while I thought maybe everything started there, but two days later, on the 18th there was a scientist in the Arctic who supposedly went crazy. Only if you read between the lines it’s the kind of crazy that made him stupid and violent and have no pulse. That can’t be connected with Lithuania, at least not directly.”
 The dots on the timeline came closer together. “By the end of that first week, there were five more cases I’ve identified as probables, with two or three possibles, and there’s no concentration to any of it. End of week 2, it’s up to fifteen probables, and twenty or thirty possibles, and end of last week, there were 374 probables, and I couldn’t count how many possibles—I stopped after I got to five hundred.” The dots were so close you couldn’t tell them apart. “374. With you, it was 375.”
 “Wow.”
 “With at least five hundred possibles, most likely more. I was doing this last night, and by four in the morning it was getting pretty hard to read.” Matt handed me the paper, but he’d written so small I couldn’t make out the words. Whatever it was, there was a lot of it.
 “Why isn’t anybody doing anything?”
 “Nobody is paying attention.” A coffee commercial was playing loud in the living room. “I told you I figured this all out on my own. And it’s not like if I told anybody else that they’d believe me. It’s just too ridiculous. There are people making the connections, but it’s just another crazy theory on the Internet, mostly. And it’s not happening all at once. Do you get me?” I shook my head. “Not all of the dead are coming back to life. It’s like—it’s like dropping a stone in the water. There are ripples, and they start at one point but they expand. I think the kid was dead for the longest before he came back. I’d bet he was in the ground four or five days at least.” Matt snapped his fingers. “It’s like a ripple, but it’s not getting weaker as it goes out. And if it keeps up like this, it’s going to get bad.”
 The microwave in the kitchen buzzed. Matt was already moving when his mom yelled. On his way out, the family cat dodged in between his legs and jumped onto the bed with me. It was Siamese, I think. When it lay on its belly and purred, I tried to pet it. But my hand must’ve shook too much, because it hissed at me and ran into the closet.
 When Matt came back into the room, he had two glasses of root beer. “Sorry about that.” He gave me a glass. One of his pajama legs pulled up enough for me to see the mark on his foot where the kid bit him. I asked him how his ankle was, and he said, “It’s fine. Just some bruises.”
 “That was lucky, man.”
 “Uh-huh.”
 We drank our root beer. I felt weird, so I stood up and went over to the window. Looking out over the front lawn, I could see down the driveway to my car and the road. I stared at the grass. The dead coming back to life—did that mean the grass would start growing again? “So what do we do?”
 We talked for a while, made plans. Matt’s big thing was his family, getting his mom and sister safe. Joan was coming home from college for Thanksgiving next week. I asked Matt if we had that long, and he looked surprised and said, “Of course. Definitely.”
 I said I had to tell my dad. I had to get Melissa back, too. She wasn’t my real mom, but I still liked her and everything.
 We talked about where we should go, what we should get for supplies. Matt was big on Canada. “There’s more open space, and the further away from cities we can get, the better.” He also figured we should hit up some of the big stores before we go, get as much canned food and bottled water as we could. “We could just charge anything. And maybe near the end, it would be all right to loot a little.”
 We’d need guns too, probably. When it came to the zombies, we figured a head shot would probably stop one. Like in the movies. “They have to be operating their limbs somehow,” Matt said. “It makes as much sense that they need their brain to do it as anything else does. Although the nerve pathways have to rot eventually, so…” He stopped in mid-snap. “We should see if we could find one this weekend.”
 “What?”
 “We should find one. To analyze it.”
 “Analyze it,” I said. He nodded. “Like with that pig fetus in bio last year.” He nodded again, but not quite so sure. “Okay. Great. That’s great. How the hell do we do that?”
 The phone rang in the living room. “I don’t know.” 
 “Right. Well, I guess it wouldn’t be that hard. I mean, if I could find two of them without even trying, maybe we just need to go hit up some cemeteries.”
 “Uh-huh.”
 “You and me, man. We can crank up the tunes, roll down the windows. It’ll be hot.”
 “In your car?”
 “Hey, it’s all good. My car is a zombie magnet.”
 Matt giggled. The giggles got real high-pitched, and with his ears, he was like this big pot about to boil. That made me crack up. I thought about explaining to my dad why we had a dead person cut open in the garage, and that made me laugh harder. When Matt’s mom called my name, she had to scream it before either of us heard. We shut up quick, and I stuck my head through the door. “Yes, Miz Ashfield?”
 “That was your father on the phone, young man.”
 “Oh?” I came out into the hall. “Does he want to talk to me?”
 “He told me to tell you to come home right now. He sounded … upset.”
 “Oh.” I turned to Matt. “I oughtta get going, then.”
 “Fine, yeah. Thanks for bringing my homework over.” He rolled his eyes at the living room. “I’ll see you later, okay?”
 “Sure, man. I hope you feel better.”
 “Hey, you’re leaving, so that’s a load off already.”
 I flipped my middle finger and he got to giggling again. Ms. Ashfield shushed me when I tried to say goodbye. Her back was turned, so I flipped her off too. Outside, I flipped off the house, my car, and then the sky. Then the house again, ‘cause I really hated that color.
 Matt pulled his window open. The sun was setting over the woods behind the house, and all I could see of him was the blur of his face and the way his pjs glowed blue in the light. “Hey! Remember what we talked about!”
“Sure, sure.” He was still watching as I drove away, leaning against the windowsill, head stuck in the open air like he was getting ready to climb out after me. It wasn’t funny, exactly, but I laughed some more. I get that way sometimes.    



Chapter Six
Dad sat at the kitchen table, a suitcase by his feet and his overcoat across his lap. His hands lay on the table top in a big fist, and when I came in the door, he didn’t turn around. He had on his dress shoes, which are black and shiny and expensive, and he hardly ever wore those. “Where were you?” he said. He didn’t look up.
 “Matt’s.” I took off my coat and hung it by the door. “Y’know? Where you just called?”
 “Why weren’t you here?”
 “Um.”
 “We talked about this last night.” He unclenched his hands and smoothed the table cloth down. “You were supposed to come home right after school.”
 “I was?” I got a cookie from a jar on the counter. “I’m here now, I guess.”
 “Two hours late.”
 That bugged me. “Jeez, Dad. Chill.”
 “Yeah, I guess if it’s not about you it doesn’t really matter, does it?” I went to walk past the table up to my room, and Dad said, “Hold it.” He frowned, and I realized he was wearing his suit. The brown suit he wore when he married Melissa. “We’re not done.”
 The conversation went downhill from there.
 He said I’d promised to give him a ride to the airport. He was flying out to Chicago to help Melissa with her folks, and we’d had a conversation about it the night before. Since I didn’t show up on time, he’d missed his flight, and had to lay out a shitload of money to reschedule. When he called the school to see where I was, they told him I’d ditched for an “emergency.” So now I was just this big selfish asshole because I had a life, or something.
 I tried to explain, but he wasn’t hearing me. He never did. His hair was slicked back, and the way the individual hairs stuck together, I could see the skin underneath. I could see the spots where his hair had thinned out, and I could see the gray. It was so pathetic. He didn’t know anything.
 So I started yelling. Dad yelled, too, but then when I got louder, he got quieter, like he was winning somehow. And that made me so mad because I was right, for fuck’s sake, I was right. I didn’t even know what I was saying.
 Dad slammed the table, hard enough to make the china in the hutch shake. “Stop it.” He stared at me, and I wished I was dead. “Grow up. All right? For once? It’s like if it’s not directly in front of your face, you don’t even care. I’m sick of it. I’ve told you over and over again. I’ve tried to understand, really I have.”
 I finished my cookie. It was stale and crumbly, and some crumbs fell onto the carpet.
 Dad shrugged. “I give up. I don’t know what else to do.”
     ”But-” He wasn’t even listening. He was too busy putting his coat on and getting his shit together. “Dad!”
 He sighed. “I don’t have time for this. I need you to be an adult now.”
 I shut up, and I got in the car and I didn’t say another word to him the whole ride. If he wanted to be an asshole, if he wanted to bring all this pointless crap up again—so what if my grades sucked, so what if I wasn’t thinking about colleges and I got fired from my last couple of part time jobs and I didn’t have any money saved up or anything, so what, none of it was that big a deal. All it was, was that I forgot stuff. I forgot the stuff that didn’t matter. And now, when something did matter, he didn’t have a fucking clue.
 We got to the airport by quarter of five. Dad had rescheduled for a 6 o’clock take-off, so there was no problem. Of course. The terminal wasn’t very busy, and I pulled right in under the sign for Southwest Airlines. 
 Dad unbuckled but stayed in his seat. I thought he was going to lecture me some more. “Look.” A taxi-cab came up behind us, and woman got out of the back. She had this huge purse she had to dig into to pay the driver. “I’m—I’m sorry. When you weren’t there today, it was as though … You should’ve been there. But I shouldn’t’ve been so angry. You’re a good kid.” The purse had white polka dots, and a gold clasp bigger than the woman’s wrist. “We’ll be back by the end of the week, all right? I left money for food on the counter, and a number where you can reach me. I have the cell with me, too.”
 A couple more cars went past. The woman was still searching her purse. Jesus, who would need to carry that much junk around.
 “Anyway, be good. I’ll call you tomorrow.” He gave me a clumsy across-the-seat hug, and I hugged him back. Then I popped the trunk, and he got out.
 Dad only had one suitcase with him. It had wheels on the bottom, and it was pretty beat up. He pulled it over onto the sidewalk, and there were other people walking around him, passing by through the revolving doors. Dad looked like he could be any of them. Like he was disappearing into some old photograph.
 Seeing him that way made me feel lousy, so I rolled down the passenger side window and yelled. He turned back, gave a wave, and—I dunno. I hadn’t warned him about any of the things Matt and I’d talked about, but there wasn’t any way I could now. I didn’t want anything bad to happen to him, but it would serve him right if he got freaked out a little. Maybe then he would pay attention when I said something. “Be careful!”
 “Sure! You be careful too!”
 “Say hi to Melissa for me.”
 “Will do! See you soon!” A big family came through and he was swept in along with them. When I drove away, the woman was still looking through her purse, and I didn’t think she’d ever find anything.
 On Wednesday, it got worse.
 Mr. Decker never showed up for school. During his class, the vice-principal wheeled in a TV/VCR and stuck a tape in the player. He left right after it started. The stupid thing had nothing to do with history. It was just this special about how teenagers shouldn’t have sex that we’d all seen in freshman health.
 Between periods, the halls were nearly empty. The warning bell echoed longer than usual. I saw a guy in front of his locker, arms at his side, crying. His locker was open, and a pair of gym shorts hung out like a gray tongue. A teacher tried to talk to him, and when he wouldn’t stop crying, the teacher slapped him. The guy wiped the snot off his face with one sleeve, and the teacher glared at me till I left them alone.
 I decided I had to talk to Stephanie. I had to tell her the whole situation. There was no chance during school, but after last class, I went around the whole building looking for her. I finally found her back by the exit doors where I’d seen her on Monday. Which meant it was fate, I guess.
 She had on jeans and a white parka over a white turtleneck. It fit nice. Her fingernails were covered in pink polish, and she chewed on one of them, made a face, and then chewed some more. I didn’t give myself a chance to think about it, I just walked straight to her. Somebody in the music room started playing “Chopsticks” on the piano, only missing a note every now and then, swearing, and starting over again. Fuck, I was nervous.
 “Stephanie?” 
 “Oh. Hi.” She smiled like a magazine cover. Her eyes were so blue.
 “Hi,” I said. Right. Deep breaths. “I wanted to … to talk. To you.”
 “Uh-huh?”
 “There’s-something-going-on-you-should-know-about.”
     ”Okay.”
 “Yeah. It’s—I mean, there’s this—um. Right.” Stephanie kept checking over my shoulder. “What happened Monday, I think it’s big. Me and Matt, we think the dead are-“
 “Oh, hey!” I didn’t see Ethan till he was right beside me. He was carrying an athletic bag with a Nike swoosh down the side, and when it hit my leg, it was heavy enough to knock me back a couple steps. “Oops, sorry, sorry. Total craziness Monday, huh?”
 He gave Stephanie a kiss and leaned against the wall next to her. The two of them held hands so natural, it was like that was what hands were made for.
 We all stared at each other, and it felt as if I wasn’t even there. I’d forgotten everything I was supposed to be telling Stephanie, but then she said, “Well…” and glanced at the exit.
 “That little boy, from before, I figured out who he was,” I said. “Or Matt did, anyway. He’s dead. There was an obituary in the paper from a couple weeks ago, and it had his picture.”
 “Really?” Ethan set his gym bag down on the floor. “Are you sure?”
 “That’s impossible,” Stephanie said.
 “Me and Matt, we don’t…. We think he was dead. We think the dead are coming back to life.” There was nobody around but the three of us, but I was still quiet. “He’s found all sorts of stories.”
 “Wow.” Stephanie lost her smile.
 “I know. It’s nuts, right, but it’s everywhere, it really is.”
 “Holy cow,” Ethan said.
 “Ethan, we’re going to be late,” Stephanie said.
 “The drive’s only twenty minutes, we’ve got time.” He kissed her again. “So, what, you guys think there’s going to be some sort of infestation?”
 “Yeah. I guess,” I said. The Chopsticks player hit two wrong notes. “Look, Matt is really worried, and I am too. We need to be prepared.”
 “I guess we should get out of town,” Ethan said. Stephanie was giving him some kind of look, her arms crossed under her chest. “My folks have this place up north on Lake Moxie. There’s miles and miles of forest. Plus you’d have at least one safe side with the water, and it would be easy to board up. It’d be perfect.”
 “That’s great,” I said.
 “Your mother would hate the mess,” Stephanie said, and Ethan laughed. “I need to stop by the drugstore, though, before-“
 “Oh. Damn, okay. You should’ve said.”
 “I did.” She rolled her eyes.
 “Matt said we should head north.” The conversation wasn’t going right. “That lake sounds great. But we need to get together a-and make plans.”
 “Sure,” Ethan said. “Later.”
 “I dunno how much time we have, though.” I said it straight to Stephanie. She had to take me seriously. “This could get really dangerous.”
 “We’ll see you, David,” she said.
 “Yeah, keep me posted on this, okay?” Ethan picked up his bag like it was full of air.
 They left holding hands. I wondered if I should run out after Stephanie. Take her away and explain everything on the road. But the two of them were gone, and the Chopsticks player kept hitting the same notes. “Knock it off!” I yelled, and he stopped. Then he started again.
 For supper that night, I went to the Chinese buffet in Biddeford. The food was greasy and hot, and while I ate, I stared at the people in the place with me. I tried to figure out a way I could tell them what Matt and I were thinking—a way that would make sense, that wouldn’t sound so crazy. But I couldn’t come up with anything. So then I thought of how they’d look if they were dead and still walking around. The families would be pretty gory, I decided. There was this cute hostess who kept bringing me bread, and I thought she’d be a hot zombie. The kind you see at Halloween parties.
 The lady at the cash register charged me for two meals when I paid my bill. I didn’t know why. When I asked, she didn’t understand anything I said.
 Dad hadn’t called home by 8:30, so I used the number he’d left. It rang a long time, but nobody answered. I called again, thinking I’d misdialed, but it just went on ringing. I tried Dad’s cell. The voice mail kicked in. I left a message. Then I just stood there in the middle of the kitchen, not sure what I should do. The microwave clock was blinking “12:00.” We’d lost power a week ago, and nobody knew how to reset it.
 The phone rang. 
 I grabbed it. The line hissed and Dad said, “Dave? Are you there?”
 He sounded like he was shouting from across a room. “Yeah! Dad, I can barely hear you.”
 “Things are really—,” The hissing got loud. “—to the hospital!”
 “What?”
 “We had to take Melissa’s parents to the hospital!” The hissing became a crackle, and then a squeal that hurt my ears. “-sort of brain damage!”
 “Brain damage?” The little boy’s grin. “Dad, I didn’t tell you before, but there’s something going on. You and Melissa have to be careful. Don’t let anyone bite you.”
 He’d been talking the whole time. “-tomorrow, David!”
 “What?”
 “We’re coming back tomorrow. The city’s insane, there are riots,” I heard a shot. The sound was crystal clear. There was another shot. Then Melissa said something, but the connection went bad again. My throat had gone dry. It sounded like she’d been crying.
 Dad came back on the line. “We’re flying home tomorrow.”
 “Do you want me to pick you up?”
 “It’s-,” Another shot. Somebody, maybe Melissa, screamed. But then she was talking normal again, so it must not’ve been her. “We’ll see you tomorrow. I-,” For a couple of seconds, there was no sound at all. “-you!”
 “Dad, you gotta make sure you don’t get-” but there was only silence on the phone.
 I re-dialed the cell, but I got Dad’s voice mail. I checked our home voice mail for messages, but there weren’t any. I called the cell a couple more times, and the number for Melissa’s parents. Then I got paranoid that somebody was trying to call me, so I waited. But the phone didn’t ring again.
  I was pretty upset. For a while, I wanted to get in my car and drive out to Chicago. I didn’t know how to get there, though. I used the computer to go online and check for directions. Except I couldn’t get a connection. Everyplace I tried, all that came up was “Page Not Found.”
 Matt had told me he would call around ten. I wasn’t supposed to call him. He had to talk to his mom, and he didn’t want me to interrupt. But I couldn’t wait. I was going to explode.
 Ms. Ashfield answered, and I said, “Can I talk to Matt please.”
 “David? Is that you?” Her voice shook.
 “Yes, ma’am. I need to talk to Matt.”
 “No.”
 “It’s really important. It’s, um, it’s about school.”
 “Are you two doing—are you on drugs?” She was pretty wound up. “Did you get my boy on drugs?”
 “No! Why-“
 “Don’t lie to me! He’s sick! And it’s not normal sick, it has to be drugs.” She made a hiccupping sound, like she was crying so bad she could hardly breath. “First he starts telling me crazy stories about, about dead people, and now he’s sick.”
 “That’s nuts! That’s, that’s not it at all!”
 “Don’t come over here again. You aren’t welcome in my house.”
 “Miz Ashfield, look, just put Matt on, just let me talk to him. For five minutes. I only need five minutes. Okay? Miz Ashfield-” All I heard was a dial tone. “Please?”
 I yelled at the phone, and then I slammed it down hard in the cradle. The microwave kept telling me it was midnight. I had no idea what to do. There wasn’t anybody left for me to call. The house was empty and my dad was out there, and he didn’t know—he didn’t know anything.        
 On Thursday, I skipped school.
 I’d been awake most of the night. I kept checking to make sure the doors were locked. For a while, I dozed watching infomercials. When I woke up around six, the cable was dead. But it was light outside, and I could think better. Dad had said he and Melissa were flying back home. The best thing to do would be to meet Dad and Melissa at the airport, then bring them to the Ashfield’s. Matt’s mom would have to let me in if I was with grown-ups, and we could explain everything. It could still work. I just needed to be smart.
 I was out of the house by seven. It was cold and cloudy when I left home, and it was cold and raining when I parked my car and ran inside the airport.
 The place was packed. The lines for the ticket counters went all the way back to the exits. If you didn’t have a ticket, you couldn’t get past security, but there was an area where people could wait for their family members. It had a couple fast food places, a bar and a small bookstore. The incoming and outgoing schedule was displayed on a couple of screens hanging from the ceiling outside the gates. I got a coffee and a paperback, checked the flight lists, and settled in to wait.
 And wait. And wait. There was a flight from Chicago coming in at 10, but it got delayed till 11, then till noon. Then it got canceled. The next flight wasn’t till 1:30.
 I had lunch. The lines were getting longer. Most of the people I’d seen that morning were still waiting, like me. A couple of little kids were running around, and a girl in a pink snow-suit tripped over somebody’s suitcase. She made a lot of noise about it. I was glad when her mother shut her up. The paperback I’d bought wasn’t any good.
 The second flight got delayed till 3:15. I used a pay phone to call Dad’s cell, but nobody answered. A fight broke out at one of the ticket counters. A guy with a red face was yelling, “I paid my money, dammit! I demand you, you-” then they shut him up somehow.
 I finished the book. It was part of a series, and I wondered if the next book was already done. Because if it wasn’t, it probably wasn’t ever going to be.
 The 3:15 flight got delayed, and then almost immediately canceled. There was only one more flight that Dad and Melissa could be on, and it was supposed to land at 6:25. Ten minutes later, the display changed to 7:45.
 I stood in line for the restrooms for ten minutes. Someone spilled their drink on the carpet, and a janitor came by with a cart of cleaning supplies. Before he could take care of the mess, he was surrounded by people who kept asking him all these questions. Like did he know what was going on, wasn’t there anything he could do. They got louder and louder. The janitor just kept his eyes on the spill and didn’t answer anybody.
 There were TVs set up in the lobby. I watched the early news, and none of it was good. The people in charge were finally catching on that something was wrong, except they were catching on too late. The things they were worried about—who did this, who’s fault was it that we didn’t see it in time—weren’t the things they should’ve been worried about. They were calling it, “Dead Storm.” Some of the channels had even worked up zombie graphics.
 At seven o’clock, the President gave a speech. It was reassuring, mostly.
 At 7:30, all incoming and outgoing flights were canceled. I watched as they switched over the board. The numbers went from white to red to black.
 There was a gasp, and then a shout. Then the whole place went crazy. People charged the help desk and the ticket counter. They were yelling about their wives and husbands and kids. A couple of guys made a run at the security area. One got tackled by a guard, but the other made it through into the main gates. More people followed him. One of the guards fired his gun into the air but they pulled him down.
 I got pushed out of my chair and over to the escalators. It was like getting caught in a flood. I tried to get back to the flight schedule, because maybe I’d read it wrong. Maybe the Chicago flight would still come through.
 But I knew it wouldn’t. The whole day, I thought I was waiting for an airplane, but what I’d really been waiting for was that moment when the thing I knew was going to happen finally did. Nothing made sense, but all of it connected.
 I ran for the exit. The crowd was thinner once you got passed the counters. Outside, the rain came down in sheets—it soaked through my jacket and made it hard to see. I got to my car before anybody else came out. Driving past the terminal, I could see people still fighting inside, and I heard another gun shot. But it was muffled, and distant.
 I had to get home. I didn’t know where Dad was, but there was a chance he’d left a message for me. And I had to pack my stuff, even if Dad wasn’t there, and get over to Matt’s. Fuck, why hadn’t I packed it last night and brought it with me? That was stupid. I had to start thinking better if I was going to get through this.
 The turnpike was jammed. There’d been a traffic accident off one of the bridges ten miles outside the city. A mini-van had broken through the guard rail and hung out over the river a hundred feet below. The cops were trying to grab this guy, and when my headlights hit him, I saw his whole right arm was gone and the look on his face-
 I took the first exit I could, into Saco. There were people on the streets now, bunches of them and I couldn’t tell if they were normal or not. Sirens wailed over the sound of my windshield wipers sweeping back and forth. I drove through every stop sign and every red light. I kept my eyes on the road and I tried not to hear too much.
 There was an ambulance turned over in a grocery store parking lot, a Hummer smashed into its side. Figures pressed against it, scraping at the doors.
 Past Biddeford, the sirens faded. There were fields and houses on either side of me, and there might have been things in those fields and those houses, but I had no way of knowing. It was dark all over. The last traffic light I went through wasn’t showing any signals.
 I left the car running when I parked outside the garage. The rain was freezing now, turning into sleet. Someone shouted down the street, and tires squealed. In the house, the microwave wasn’t blinking anymore, and none of the light switches worked.
 I needed clothes and a toothbrush, but I had to check our voice mail first. The phone was in the darkest place in the kitchen. I didn’t hear anything, but I wondered how hard it would be for something to be waiting for me in the hallway. Or in the dining room, just standing there, and when I put my hand out…
 I picked up the phone. When nothing ate me, I started dialing.
 There were three messages, but none of them were from Dad.
 First message, 3:13 pm: “Dave, it’s—,” cough, “—it’s Matt. I’m not doing so great, guess I really am sick after all. Did you call here yesterday? Mom won’t tell me. Anyway, she called for an ambulance to come get me. I don’t think I need it, but you know how she gets. I’ll try and call from the hospital, okay?”
 Second message, 4:16 pm: “Dave? Me again. Ambulance never showed up. I kind wish it would’ve. I’m dizzy. And it’s the strangest thing, but I’m cold and numb at the same time. Lousy time for the flu to hit, right?” Coughing, nasty coughing, a few hacks. “Cripes, I just got blood. Look, Mom’s going to try the hospital again. On the plus side, I think she’ll listen to us easier now. When you call an ambulance and it doesn’t show up, that has to mean something, right? Call me when you get this.”
 Third message, 6:07 pm: The hacking went on for almost a minute. When Matt finally said something, I could barely hear him. “Dave, it’s—oh fuck me fuck me, Dave, it’s, FUCK, it’s that goddamn rotten little—Dave, it was the fucking cat.” The noise he made was so bad. Like he was tearing up his organs one by one. “It clawed me on Monday after I got out of the shower, it got me a good one right on the back of the heel but I was late, so I didn’t put a band-aid on it. It was just this stupid fucking cut. When Larson bit me, he must’ve re-opened it, and some of his saliva got in. Now my whole leg is green and black and it burns … I’ve got it. Dave. What Larson had. I’ve got it, and I’m going to change.” He cried a little. “Oh jeez. I’m sorry. I screwed everything up. Mom still thinks I’m crazy, but I’m going to convince her to, to lock me up somewhere. So I don’t … I don’t … do anything to her when it happens.” The cat howled nearby, then screeched as something banged on the floor. “Fuck off! Dave, you need to get out here. I don’t know how long this takes. You have to be careful. I won’t be me anymore, you have to remember that.” He tried to take a deep breath, only he couldn’t. “Your dad, bring your dad, he’ll know what to do. You have to remember what we talked about! Take care of my mom, and my sister. Please hurry. I don’t … I don’t think I can last….” 



Chapter Seven
The sleet had turned to snow, and half a mile from Matt’s, I hit a patch of ice. I’d been doing sixty, and the rear of my car spun around to the front, then the back, then the front again. I must’ve slid a good fifty feet. When I went off the road, my side of the car dipped down, and the passenger side lifted, rocking back and forth as it slid. The ditch was steep, and I nearly flipped over before the car roof slid against a tree. I fell down my seat, and the door handle stuck into my stomach.  I heard a cracking sound, and watched a lines spreading out over the window under my cheek. Through the windshield, my headlights glinted off of broken glass and branches. Then the engine died.
 My seat belt was jammed under my hip. I had to pull up on the side of the other seat to get enough room to undo it. I climbed over the emergency brake and pushed open the passenger door. I could feel the car shift when I moved, and I could picture it crashing down while I was in mid-air. Very carefully, I got my legs under me and jumped to the ground. The car stayed where it was.
 I ran for a while, then I walked, then I ran again. My side burned, and the mess on the road made it hard to keep my balance. The last hundred or so yards, I got into this sort of jog-skip. I kept waiting to slip and fall but I never did.
 The Ashfield’s mailbox was broken, like somebody had hit the post and drove off. The house sat on its short hill, silent, watching me. A thin layer of snow covered the lawn, but there were no tracks through it. I called out Matt’s name, then his mother’s, but nobody answered.
 The front door was locked, but it broke after a couple of hits. Nobody yelled at me from the living room. I closed the door as neatly as I could, and took off my shoes. I thought about calling out again, but I didn’t. The silence was worse here. It was thick, the way the air gets on a really humid day. I imagined it plugging up my ears and filling my nose.
 I headed down the hallway. Everything was dim, so I went slow. Inside the living room were all these shapes. I found the couch and reached for the cushions. My fingers touched something damp and gooey, and I cringed. But then the smell hit me. It was just bean dip.
 I went to the kitchen next. The refrigerator door hung open, and the sink was full of dishes. Inside the bathroom, the tub was full of water. Joan’s old bedroom was empty, and so was Ms. Ashfield’s. And Matt’s. All those neat piles of books he’d stacked had fallen, and his suitcase lay on the bed, half full of clothes.    
 I leaned against the wall outside Matt’s room. I hadn’t expected it to be like this. There wasn’t anybody around. Maybe the ambulance had come, but wouldn’t Matt have left a note? Or called me.
 All of a sudden, I couldn’t be in that house anymore. It felt like drowning.
 Before I could leave, though, I heard a noise. It wasn’t very loud, and it came from down in the cellar. I couldn’t leave, then. I didn’t know what the noise was, but it wouldn’t let me go.
 The basement was darker than the rest of the house. I held onto the banister and touched out each step with my foot. The further down I went, the worse it got. It was like there was nothing else in the world, just me, and the darkness, and the stairs. And that noise.
 I came to the bottom of the stairs. My eyes were adjusting, and I could see some stacks and forms. One of the forms was moving, but when I tried to speak its name, I couldn’t think of the word. I found a flashlight lying on the bottom step, and it was very heavy in my hand. The noise kept going. Sometimes it was softer, sometimes it was louder, but it never went away. I waited for it to stop, but it wouldn’t.
 I turned on the flashlight.
 What must’ve happened was that Matt convinced his mother to lock him in the basement. Maybe he had a fever and he told her that lying on the cement would make him feel better. So she watched him go and maybe she really locked the door when he asked her to and maybe she didn’t. But at some point, he’d made a noise, and when she’d called his name, he hadn’t answered. And then she’d gone to check on him.
 And then.
 Ms. Ashfield lay on her back on the floor.  Matt was kneeling between her legs with his head buried up to the shoulders inside her stomach. He still had his pajamas on.
 I didn’t pass out. Didn’t scream or faint and I didn’t even piss myself. I saw everything. How her orange hair was almost pink in the flashlight beam. The way her arms jerked whenever he dug into something. The remains of the shirt she’d had on. I could see the edge of her bra. And there was blood. There was a lot of blood.
 Matt raised his head. I’m not sure he saw the light—I’m not sure he could see at all anymore—but somehow, he knew it was there. The noise I’d heard, the noise I was still hearing, was him chewing on … on his mom. There was junk covering his lips and chin and the entire line of his jaw.
 He tilted his head a little too far to the right. It wasn’t Matt anymore. He never would’ve grinned like that.
 I didn’t make a goddamn sound, but he found me anyway. He crawled over Ms. Ashfield’s corpse, hands skidding. I backed away until my ass hit the wall, and when he got too close, I kicked him in the face. He whined, and I scooted up the stairs. When he followed, I smashed his forehead with the butt of the flashlight. I only had to kick him one more time before he gave up. Then he crawled back over and into his mom.
 I watched him feed. He ate almost everything, although a lot of it fell out of his mouth while he chewed. If I live to be a million, I don’t think I’ll ever get over the sound it made. I flicked the light on and off a couple of times, but he didn’t look up again. He had his meat. The only question was what he would do when he finished with it.
 No, that wasn’t the only question.
 I wished my dad was there.
 I put it off as long as I could. I waited till Ms. Ashfield didn’t look like a person anymore. Once he finished with her stomach, he ate her arms and breasts. It was amazing how much he put away. I wondered how he digested it all. Was he even swallowing? Maybe he just keep gnawing at bits till they fell to the floor and then he’d gnaw on more bits. The smell so bad it was like that time we found a dead woodchuck by the road.
When I threw up, I ducked my head under the banister. The vomit went into an open box below me, and the smell got a little worse. My hands were freezing, but I was glad it was cold. It meant there were no flies. I got sweaty, though, just sitting there, so I took off my coat and put it down next to me.
 I did try to leave. Once I even made it to the top of the stairs. I couldn’t get farther than that, though. Matt was dead. And it was my fault, because I hadn’t told him everything when I should have. If I’d told him, or if I’d called the cops—but it was too late now. And I had to do something about it. If things had gone the other way, if I’d ended up all dead and moving around, Matt would’ve done right by me. I knew he would’ve.
 Finally, I made a decision. It was the noise that did it.
 There was a shovel leaning against an exercise bike that no one had ever used. Laying the flashlight on a step, I picked it up. My palms were slick with sweat I hadn’t even known was there. I held onto the handle as tight as I could, until I could feel splinters digging into my palms, and I got in close to Ms. Ashfield’s body. I raised the shovel to my shoulder like it was a baseball bat. I said, in a low voice, “I’m sorry, Matt.”
 He kept eating.
 I snapped my fingers. He looked up, and I swung into his head as hard as I could.
 There was a hard, flat thud that went right through me, and Matt went down. I didn’t get the follow-through right, and the shovel slipped out of my hands. When I tried to steady myself, I stepped in—something—and slipped. My right elbow knocked the flashlight out of place, sending the beam spinning, and I fell, landing half on the floor, half on whatever was left of Ms. Ashfield.
 I rolled off her, but when I tried to catch my breath, fingers crawled over my face and pulled at my mouth. Then Matt was on me. He weighed a ton. It took a while, but I finally got on top of him. I pressed my left knee into his chest. He clawed at the air, and when I put some weight on the knee, there was a crunch, but he didn’t notice.
 The way the light had fallen the beam ran over the side of his face. He looked like a black and white painting. I slammed him against the floor a bunch of times. Matt kept moving. My knee hurt, and my vision was blurry and there was something in my mouth that tasted salty. Matt kept moving. There was a cinder block next to the bottom step, maybe half a foot away. I pulled it over, raised it as high as I could. My arms shook. Matt grinned at me, and I smashed the cinder block into his face.
 He kept moving. So I did it again.
 He kept moving. So I did it again.
 And again. And again. His face was gone and I was shrieking. The fifth time I hit him, he finally lay still. I hit him once more, just to be sure, and then left the block where it was.
 I shook. My back hurt, and my arms, and I was sticky all over. I got my coat from the steps and laid it over Matt’s body. It almost looked like he was asleep—only no, it didn’t. At all.
 The noise had stopped. Everything was still. I cried, without really thinking about it, but I couldn’t wipe my eyes because my hands were nasty. The only thing I wanted to do was get out of the basement and lay down and sleep. I didn’t feel sad or upset anymore. Just very, very tired. 
 Somehow I climbed the stairs and made it to the living room. My last thought when I fell onto the couch in the living room was that I should’ve cleaned up first. Ms. Ashfield was gonna be mad when she saw the mess.



Part Two



Chapter One
My mother’s name was Adelaide, and she was the prettiest woman in the world. When she got cancer, they put her on chemo for a while. One day, I came into her room and I saw her putting on a wig. I screamed. Mom started crying, and Dad came in and yelled at me, but I kept shouting that she wasn’t my real mother. My real mother had hair.
 For a moment, I was there again. Standing in the doorway, screaming.
 Then I was at my mother’s wake. Only, this time I was the one in the coffin, and my mother was standing beside me. She wasn’t wearing her wig and her head was as bald as an egg. My feet were cold and my sides hurt, but it wasn’t so terrible. Kind of peaceful. And I had this idea that there was something out there looking for me. Something bad. Maybe if I was already dead, it would leave me alone.

It’s all right, David, my mother said. There was no color to her, and her eyes were black.  I’m here now. You’re safe. She laid a hand on my forehead. You’ll be fine. We’ll all be fine.  
 Outside the coffin, were flower arrangements and chandeliers swinging slowly from the ceiling. A long line of people waited to pay their respects. I saw Ralph. He had his bike helmet, and the helmet was full of brain and hair. Matt was there too, but he had turned away. Ms. Ashfield stood next to him, and they were hand in hand. There were others beyond them. I didn’t see my dad anywhere.
 Whatever was looking for me was getting closer, and the coffin wouldn’t fool it. It would smell me out.

Mom, I said, I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know how to be dead.

That’s all right, she told me. Neither does anyone else.

Can you take me home now?
I’m all alone and I don’t like where this is headed. There was a shadow in the room. It’s going to be okay, right Mom?
 When she spoke, a tone came out of her mouth that destroyed everything. The wake fell away, and my mother was all I saw and she’d become huge, impossibly huge. She took up the entire world and she was so beautiful that any second my heart would burst. When she opened her mouth, I tried to cover my ears. But I couldn’t find my head. She made the tone again. I woke up.
 I was lying on the couch. The tone was a car horn, coming from outside. Whoever was doing it wouldn’t lay off the damn thing. I wanted to go back to sleep. I had a quilt over me, and it hurt to move.
 HONK. I dug in under the quilt. I just had to wait it out.  Eventually they’d go away. No chance somebody would stand out there for the rest of the day, hitting that car horn and getting no answer. HOOONNK. I plugged my ears and waited to outlast the fucker. Either I’d be lucky and it would stop. HOOOONNNNNNNK. Or I’d be really unlucky and it wouldn’t.  
 I opened my eyes and sat up. There was light coming in through the windows, so it was morning. At first, I didn’t know for sure where I was. My legs were rubbery from the running, and my arms ached ‘cause of, of other things. There was gunk on my shirt and neck and it had hardened and dried to my skin. It crackled when I moved.
 I got to my feet and wiped some bean dip off my knee. The carpet under me was a shaggy gray, and there were stuffed puppies and crap set around the television. There was no gray carpet with black specks in my house, and no puppies. So I wasn’t at home, and that meant I was at Matt’s. And that meant I knew where the gunk was from.
 The whole thing came over me—Dad, the airport, the mess in the cellar. I wanted to cry, because maybe that would make it easier, but I couldn’t. My face was too stiff, and I already cried the night before. So I slapped myself a couple times, and I bit my lip till it stung. My eyes watered, but I didn’t start bawling or anything.  I just had to not think about it. That was all.
 “Hello? Anybody?” It was a guy’s voice, all stretched out and sharp. And nervous, like he didn’t want to yell too loud in case somebody attacked him.
 My legs were asleep, so I walked around the couch to get them going. I had goosebumps all up and down my arms, so I took the quilt and wrapped it around my shoulders, like a cape. It was hand-knit, or crocheted or whatever, so it had a lot of little holes in it. But it was better than nothing.
 I stepped on a fork. It hurt, and I got pissed off because I was walking around with Matt’s brains all over me, and there was a fucking fork on the fucking floor and now my goddamn heel hurt. What the fuck. What the fuck.
 “Hello?” The guy sounded closer than he had before. I went over to the bay window at the behind the couch, limping a little.
 A silver Ford with blue stripes was parked on the opposite side of the road from the house. It pointed the direction I’d come in from, and looked about three hundred years old.
 The truck’s owner stood in the middle of the lawn. He had a bright orange vest on over a jean jacket, the kind you wear when you go hunting in the back woods.  There were oil stains on his pants. He carried a shotgun, and it was black all over like a piece of stone.
 The guy was looking back down the road. I couldn’t tell what he was watching, so I tapped on the window. He turned around slow. He had a smooshed face, like someone had pressed down on his cheeks, stretching his mouth and putting his eyes off-angle. He blinked at me through a pair of glasses that were at least half an inch think.
 I waved to let him know yeah, everything’s fine, go away.
 He gaped. He had barely any lips at all.
 The first shot broke the window, passing so close my elbow tingled. I dropped to the floor before I knew what had happened, and the second shot went right where my nose would’ve been. I yelled, but it came out as a squawk. There were clicking noises outside, then another BOOM and part of the ceiling exploded. Pieces of plaster landed on my head.
 “Hey!” I sneezed on ceiling dust. “Stop shooting! Shit!”
 The guy said, “Hello?”
 “Yeah!”
 “Oh. Oh Jesus, I didn’t—did I get you, did I? Do you need help?” I checked over the window sill. The guy was coming up the lawn.   
 “No! No, I’m—look, I’m gonna stand up and come out there, so you, you just don’t shoot me, okay?”
 My sneakers were on the front mat where I’d left them. I’d really done a number on the door breaking the lock. When I stepped onto the porch and tried to close the door behind me, it wouldn’t fit in the frame.
 The sun was too bright. I had to rub my eyes before I could see much. There were patches of snow here and there, melting slowly. A few stubby icicles had formed under the eave of the house. One of them dripped onto the back of my neck when I walked under it. I had the blanket wrapped tight, but the water ran under it and made me shiver. 
 I met the truck guy halfway down the lawn, stopping on a patch of bare ground. The guy was an inch or so taller than me, and I’m six feet or so. There was a button on his orange vest with a Superman shield on it.
 “Morning,” I said.
 The truck guy stared at me. The glasses made his eyes too big—his nose and mouth were sketched in. He looked like an inflated version of one of the kids who ran D&D games after school. “Holy…,” he said. He cleared his throat. “Jesus fucking Christ, are you sure I didn’t hit you?”
 “Uh-uh,” I said. I looked down. All the gunk on my shirt looked even worse in the sun. “It’s not … it’s not mine.”
 “Oh. Oh, right.” He squinted. “You’re not her son, are you? Ms. Ashfield’s?”
 I shook my head.
 “Yeah, I didn’t think so. I do their driveway every winter. Nice lady.” He had a wool cap on, and he scratched under it. “Are they, um, around?”
 “They’re dead.”
 He stopped scratching. “Dead? Dead dead?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Ah fuck me.” The guy had a real nasal voice. “That’s terrible. That really is. I’m  sorry.” He shifted the shotgun in his arms and patted my shoulder.
 He kept patting. It got on my nerves. “I took care of it,” I said. My voice didn’t sound like me at all.
 “Took care of it?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Look, I don’t want to be an asshole, but when you say-“
 “Matt died, then he killed his mother and I killed Matt again so it’s taken. Care. Of.”
 “Oh.” The guy finally stopped patting me like a dog. “I’m Marty,” he said. He stuck out a hand. It hung between us for a while, then he let it drop. “Um. Well, I don’t know who you are, but I’m real glad to meet you. You’re the first person I’ve seen all day. Jesus, what a fucking mess this is. I was up half the night. Kept thinking I saw something.” A crow called, and Marty jumped. “Look, I don’t know if you need anything out of—out of the house, but I’d appreciate it if we could just get a move on here.”
 What? “What?”
 “They’ll hear the shots, is what I mean. Those things.”
 I looked at the truck, then at him, then at the truck. There was something wrong in my head, because while I understood what he’d said, I didn’t actually care. I knew I should care, but it just seemed like too much work.
 I turned around and started back the way I’d come. Marty said, “Hey!” but I ignored him. I was gonna go lie down on the couch again. Maybe if I got some more sleep, I’d be able to figure all this out.
 Marty grabbed my shoulder. His hands were bare, and the fingers were red from the cold.  “You’re in shock, that’s it. Take a deep breath. It’s okay.”
 I yanked free, but he grabbed me again. I took his hand and peeled it off. Then he got hold of my blanket and pulled at it. So I shoved him. He juggled the shotgun, and for a second it was pointing right at me. Then his glasses fell off. “Sonofa,” Marty said and bent to pick them up. He stepped in some mud, the shotgun tipped over, and then he slipped and landed on his ass.
 I cracked up. I laughed so hard I couldn’t breath and the only sound I could make were these wheezing hiccups. Marty got his glasses out of the muck and rubbed the lens on his vest, swearing under his breath.
 I hiccupped one last time and reached out a hand to the guy. He wasn’t paying any attention to me, though. He’d put his glasses back on and now he was sitting in the mud, staring back up the road just like he’d been doing before.
 The road was straight, so you could see a long ways down it. Maybe two hundred feet away, walking down the yellow line, was a woman. Her feet were bare, and the nightgown she had on was torn. You could see parts of her underneath. Her skin had gone gray all over, but she grinned anyway.
 I watched the way she moved. She wasn’t doing more than a quick walk. Every so often she’d veer right or left, but she always came back to the center line. The pavement was slick, full of holes and ice patches. She didn’t care. When she stumbled, she walked right through it. I could’ve watched her the whole time it took her to reach me and still be surprised when she tore my throat out.
 “Damn.” Marty got to his feet and raised the shotgun. “They always hear. Every goddamn time.”
 “Are you gonna shoot her?” I said.
 He squinted and aimed, even put his finger on the trigger—but then he relaxed. “Ah Christ.”
 “Come on.”
 He cracked open the gun barrel and blew on the insides. He didn’t look at me. “I’ve killed half a dozen of those shitting things so far. Or at least I think I did. They fucking stayed down, at least. I don’t have that many shells left, though. I usually keep more on hand, but we went hunting last weekend.” He closed the gun, and took his cap off. His hair was black and gray. It got thin at the top, and it was matted down with sweat. “And goddammit, I know these people. That’s Marcia fucking Tozier up there. I chopped half a cord of wood for her last August.” The woman had made it a third of the way closer. Maybe more.  “But she can’t outrun a truck. So to hell with her.”
 Marty rubbed his jaw. “Look, if you don’t want to come with me, that’s your look out. I got no fucking right to force anybody anyplace.”
 “Where are you going?” I said.
 “I heard on the news, back when they were still doing the news, that there was an emergency shelter at the Civic Center in Portland. That’s where I’m headed. I think sticking around here would be a big fucking mistake. But it’s your call.” He jammed the cap back on his head.
 My sneakers were soaked through, and I was getting a chill. The dead woman kept coming. Maybe she’d fall, she was walking so strange, but I knew even if she did fall, she’d keep coming. There were more out there, too. I felt them, like the ice water on my neck. The guy was right. It would be a big fucking mistake to stick around. And the more I thought about it, the less I wanted to go back inside. Matt and his mom were rotting in the cellar. It wasn’t that hard a decision, really.
 I didn’t want to take the quilt with me, so I left it lying over the broken mailbox at the foot of the driveway. Like a warning, I guess. Stay away from this house. There might be crocheting.
*                      *                      *                      *                      *
“Sorry about the mess,” Marty said. He’d left the engine running, so the truck was still warm. The Ashfield’s house slipped past us. Looking over my shoulder, I watched the woman on the road disappear into nothing. “Fucking maid’s day off.”
  The cab smelled like beer and hamburgers. The floor was covered with McDonald’s wrappers and junk mail. When I stepped on a pile, it squished. There were a bunch of cigarette butts stubbed into the ashtray, and whenever the truck shook, a few would fall down over the gear shift.
 The clock on the dashboard said it was 1:12. “Here’s what I’m thinking. We’ve got enough gas to check a couple more houses before we hit 201. I’d hate it to shit if we left now, and there was somebody who could’ve used the help.” He glanced at me. “Whattaya think?”
 “Okay.” 
 “Where do you live? I mean, your folks and all. Is there someplace we can meet them?” I didn’t say anything. “Fuck, man, it’s okay if it’s out of the way, we can figure it out.” I still didn’t say anything, and Marty let it go.
 It was a while before we got to the next house. Marty talked the whole way. His voice was like a drill. He lived alone, he worked as a janitor at Maine Medical in Biddeford, and the only family he had was a sister who lived in New Hampshire. “They were up for the week. She brought the kids to visit. They went to the fucking mall on Thursday, and that’s the last I seen ‘em.” He frowned. “She’s smart, though. Maggie’s fucking smart. I’m sure they’re all right.”    
  The shirt I had on was so gross, I couldn’t stand wearing it anymore. So I tore it off, rolled down my window and threw it out into the woods. I felt better, but even with the heater, it was chilly in the truck. The shivering got worse.
 Marty said, “I don’t get this fucking weather, I really don’t.”  Without taking his eyes off the road, he reached behind the seat and pulled out a brown sweater. “Feels like September, for chrissake. Wonder if that has something to do with all the dead people. All that global warming bullshit.”  He tossed me the sweater. It was itchy and there were holes in the armpits, but it was better than nothing.
 We stopped at a bunch of houses, but there was no one around. Marty’d honk the horn, and then he’d lean out the window and shout. When nobody answered, he’d get out of the truck and shout some more. I drifted. With the heater going, and knowing what was going on around me, dozing was the best thing in the world. The universe focused itself in to a cozy, comfy point. I just climbed inside.
 Marty slammed the truck door. He sat behind the wheel and wiped his mouth the back of his hand. “Fuck,” he said. The clock read 2:23. We were stopped in front of a house that looked like every other house we’d seen in the last hour. I was pretty sure we’d checked at least twenty places by then, maybe more. This one was off-white. “Fucking cocksucking asshole dickless piece of shit.”
 “Uh,” I said. I leaned my forehead against the edge of the window, and I saw a rusted metal swing-set out behind the house. There was a man sitting on the slide. Half his face was gone.
 “There’s nobody here. There’s nobody fucking anywhere.” Marty jammed on the horn. “Hello? Somebody? For God’s sake, we can’t be the only goddamn people out here.”
 “Um.” The man slid to the ground. He landed on his stomach and then he started crawling towards us on his elbows. “There’s-“
 “How could it be his fucking bad? Jesus, the nearest cemetery is in Waterboro. Did those things just walk here?”
The man found some grass. He dug a handful of it and chewed. Then he crawled some more. I closed my eyes.
 “Shit. To hell with it.” The tires squealed, and we were on the road.  I counted to fifty. Then I counted to fifty. When I opened my eyes, Marty was watching ahead. His cap was on the seat next to the gun. He was gnawing the inside of his left cheek, and he looked about a thousand years old. “Hell.”
 Neither of us said anything for a while. There were more houses, but Marty didn’t even slow down. I had no idea where we were. I could almost believe I was still sleeping on the couch, and that my dream had just gone on and on. We passed a dead dog, its guts spread out over the snow. The shotgun slid around, and I drifted some more. Dad drove me and Mom to Atlanta once. It took twelve hours. We ate breakfast at Denny’s, but I wasn’t really hungry.
 “I fucking tried, anyway,” Marty said. He’d taken off his vest and unbuttoned his jacket. He had a Boston Red Sox t-shirt on underneath. There was a pocket in the driver side door, under the window handle. Marty got a pack of cigarettes out of it. “I mean, we did our best, right? I’m sure everybody’s already gone.” He pulled out a cigarette, lit it, and took a long pull. “That’s gotta be it. Who the fuck would want to stick around here.” Marty took another pull. “Well, fuck it.” He rolled down his window and flicked the still burning cigarette into the wind.
 We drove some more. I finally started recognizing places. Not like I could’ve gotten anywhere if it’d been me behind the wheel, but I’d been in the area before. There was a baseball field where I used to play short-stop, and a house I’d egged once. I tried to figure out how far away we were from Portland. Another hour, at least. 
 “Motherfuck,” Marty said. “Moth-er-fuck.” 
 I sat up straighter.   
 “We’re gonna have to make another stop.” He laughed, like there wasn’t a funny joke in the world. “We need gas.”
 “What?”
 “I guess I lost track.” The needle on the fuel gauge was an eighth above the E. “With what we got now, we’d maybe make it to Saco.”
 Marty pulled into the next gas station. The sign said “STAN’S” and the building was in the shape of a big triangle, with the store part on the bottom floor and an apartment up top. It sat in one corner of a four-way intersection, with a big field opposite and a two-story house and garage across the other street. Another dead traffic light hung over the middle where the two streets crossed, swinging a little. I’d been there before, couple times. I think Dad knew the guy who owned it.
 There were two pumps in front, but Marty parked next to a lime green sedan near the edge of the pavement. As soon we stopped, he got out and went around to the rear of the truck. I stayed in my seat and listened to him digging around. When he found what he wanted, he came up between truck and sedan, right by my side. He had a length of rubber tubing and a red jug.
 I rolled down my window. “What are you doing?” Marty tried the front door of the sedan, and it was unlocked. He reached in and pulled a lever and the sedan’s gas cap popped open. The lid on the truck’s gas tank was already open, I noticed. Marty brought the tubing and the jug to the rear of the sedan.
 “We’ll just borrow some,” he said. “Easy as pie.” Marty stuck one end of the tubing into the sedan’s tank, and then sucked on the open end. After a second or two, gas gushed out, and he spit whatever had gone into his mouth onto the pavement and then stuck the free end of the tube into the jug.
 I had a pain in my stomach, and then I had to piss real bad. So bad I nearly did it in my pants right there. “Ugh.”
 “Yeah?” He spat again and wiped his mouth.
 “I gotta take a leak.”
 “Shit. Really?”
 “Yeah. Sorry. I’ll be right back.”
 I got out of the truck and went past Marty towards the gas station. Marty said, “Hey, where-” but I didn’t stop. I didn’t want to piss in front of him, or in front of the store. Anybody could’ve come by.
 Around back of the station, there were two big white tanks inside a chain link fence. The ground under the tanks was covered with gravel, and the gravel went beyond the fence to the pine needles and dirt at the edge of the woods. I made myself wait as long as I could, in case anything was around. But there weren’t any zombies hiding behind the tanks, or in the trees, as far as I could tell.
 I faced into the woods when I pissed. It took ages. The last time I’d gone was at the airport, and I didn’t think I’d drank that much since then. But god, it felt good.
 A branch snapped. I froze, and pee dripped onto my sneakers. This is it, I thought. I’m fucking dead. I went off on my own, and whenever anybody does that, they get dead. I shook off, zipped up, and said, in as deep a voice as I had, “Is anybody there?”



Chapter Two
     Another snap. It was right next to me. I backed up away from the trees, my hands raised like I was going to karate chop something. The deeper into the woods you looked, the less you could see. It was just brown and rocks and moss. If I ran, I’d fall, or else I’d run right into—whatever. I was so stupid.
 Someone said, “Dave? Is that you?”
 The voice came from overhead. I looked up and saw a fat girl crouching above me in a pine tree. The branch under her had a bunch of stumps on it, and as I watched, she moved and one of the smaller branches snapped off.  The girl was wearing a pink bathrobe and slippers, and she was very pale. Hidden behind all the pine needles, she looked like a really improbable elf.
 “Dave! Ohmigosh, I can’t believe it! I thought everyone was dead!”
 The girl went to climb down. She slipped a little, so I tried to help. Gravity did most of the work. I got my hand stepped on, her saying “Sorry” over and over again. She hung from the branch, the whole tree groaning from the strain. I said, “Maybe you should-” and she let go, landing on me. We both fell onto the gravel.
 “Gosh,” she said. Her breath was sour, and she managed to knee me in the crotch once climbing off. “Are you okay? I can’t believe I was all the way up there. It was really high.”
 I recognized her from school. Her name was Julianne. Julianne L-something. All I knew about her was she got excused from English once because they were doing Inherit the Wind, and her parents objected on religious grounds. She smiled and her teeth were covered in red and green braces. She had a round face, and big lips, and a little button nose. There was a large red mark on her cheek the size of her palm.
 “I wasn’t going to say anything, really I wasn’t,” she said. My crotch hurt, and while I did my best to get over, Julianne undid her hair. It was dull brown, like construction paper. “I thought maybe you were…. But then I made that noise accidentally and you said something, and I knew that meant you weren’t one of them, so it’s almost like that noise was supposed to happen, and I’m really glad you’re here.”
 The hurt had faded, enough for me to stand. Julianne gave me a big hug. Pitch and bark came off her bathrobe and glued to my sides. “Yeah. Hi. Um, how long were you in that tree, anyway?”
 “I dunno.” Her face pushed into my chest. She got snot all over the sweater. “What time is it?”
 Marty yelled from the front of the store. Julianne jerked, and then she hugged me harder. Marty yelled again. I got free of Julianne and ran back around the building, going so fast I nearly tripped over the air pump.
 An old guy was attacking Marty. The two of them were struggling by the rear end of the truck, and Marty was having a hard time. He could only hold the guy off with one hand, since he was pressing his other hand to his shoulder, right below the neck. Blood flowed under his fingers. 
 “Grandad, no!” Julianne screamed. The old guy was skinny, with a pot belly and wiry arms. The polka dot boxer shorts he wore showed legs like bent sticks. He grinned at Julianne.
 I didn’t stop. When I was close enough, I grabbed the old man and pulled. There was a bad moment when I was sure his whole arm was going to tear off, but then he let go of Marty. We spun around, and I accidentally kicked the tube out of the sedan’s gas tank, spilling the jug on the ground. The old guy and I kept spinning, like we were dancing. His undershirt smelled like bad cheese. He tried to bite me. I looked into his mouth and I shouted because his mouth was all fucked because there weren’t any teeth in there.
We spun some more. I was getting dizzy, and then we bumped into the gas pumps. There were two, the old fashion kind that somebody had to turn on before you could run them. I reached and lifted the nearest nozzle off its hook. It was rusted and heavy. I beat at the old guy’s face with it, ramming his nose into his forehead and breaking his cheek bone. But he kept biting, so I stabbed the nozzle into his stomach.
 He must’ve already been rotted somehow, because the metal tore through his shirt and stuck in his gut up to the handle. I let go, and it hung there. Julianne said, “Oh.” Grandad lunged in her direction, but the nozzle stayed stuck. The hose connecting it to the pump made a sort of leash. It pulled tight, and wouldn’t let him move far enough to reach anyone.       
 I took four or five steps backwards. Grandad snapped his gums at empty air.    
 Marty was gasping behind me. “Where the fuck-“ he said, and then had to stop so I could breath some more. “Where the fuck are his teeth?”
 “He doesn’t wear them all the time,” Julianne said. “They hurt him.” Other than the broken nose on Grandad, I could see the resemblance between them. Their lips were the same, anyway. “Shhhhh.” She patted the air. “Shhhhh.” The old man listened, and while he listened, he felt the nozzle in his stomach. Squeezing the handle, twisting the hose. He stood at the very edge of his range, trying to get free.
 “Get out of the way, Dave,” Marty said. He had the shotgun in one hand, and his other hand was still pressed against the wound on his neck.
 Marty pointed the gun. The barrel wavered, and I said, “Are you sure-“
 There was a bang and most of Grandad’s waist disappeared. The lower part of his undershirt shredded, and you could see flesh and some lumps that must’ve been organs. The gas pump nozzle slid out of the hole, dragging intestine with it. It hit the ground with a splat, and Grandad lost his leash. “Crud,” Marty said and dropped the shotgun.
 Julianne shrieked. Grandad went for her, his guts dangling. I picked the gun up, and I pumped it, just like my dad had shown me. I aimed at the dead guy’s head and I fired.
 Grandad was just a few feet away, and the shot hit his forehead. The skin split and the top of his skull blew back. He wavered, and then he tipped over to the side, brains and white bits spilling everywhere. Lying on the ground, he reached for Julianne. His fingers brushed one of her slippers. Then he lay still.
 My hands were numb. I went over and kicked the dead guy. My sneakers were really gross now. “Oh gosh,” Julianne said. “Oh gosh.”
 Marty coughed. “Fuckers,” he said. “Jesus, but they don’t fucking go down for anything.” He was sitting with his back to the bumper, holding his shoulder. One of the bows on his glasses had broken, and lenses hung by one ear, the lower one just over his mouth.
 He coughed again. Julianne, who’d been staring at the body by our feet, looked over. “You’re bleeding,” she said.
 Marty blinked. “Fuck. Yeah, I guess so.”
 “You should stop,” she said.
 “That would be an idea, maybe.” He started pulling himself up by the bumper. Julianne stepped over the body and got her shoulder under Marty’s free arm, helping him. “Look, there’s some napkins in the glove compartment-“
 “Are you okay?” I said.
 “I’ve been better. It’s not that bad, I guess.”
 “Yeah, but did he—it—did you get bitten? Did it bite you?”
 “Don’t think so. He got me, sure. But with his fingers. His fingers? No bite.” Marty wiped the spot he’d had his hand against, then twisted and pulled down his jacket to show me the wound. It was messy, but it didn’t look like a bite. Not exactly. “He didn’t have any fucking teeth. You saw.”
 “All right,” I said. “All right.” It wasn’t, really, and maybe Grandad had some kind of disease in his fingernails, but if there was no bite, it could be okay. I told myself we were going to a place with doctors and scientists and smart people, and they could figure out what to do. A scratch wasn’t so bad. I never heard of anybody dying of a scratch.
 “We just need to finish gassing up, ” Marty said. “Just, just give me a second.”
 The second didn’t help, so Marty told me how to check the tank and close everything up. Then we got back on the road.  Julianne wanted to bury her grandfather, but Marty talked her out of it. So she made Marty a bandage for his shoulder made of Dunkin Donuts napkins and duct tape. It didn’t work so great, but we didn’t have a lot of options.
 The cab of the truck was a tight fit for the three of us. With Julianne in the middle, there wasn’t much room. She kept getting in close to me, no matter how much I pushed away.  Whenever she moved, either she’d hit my side with her elbow, or she’d step on my feet. I don’t think she knew she was doing it, but I had a lot of bruises. 
 We passed empty neighborhoods, post offices, schools. Marty took another turn, and Julianne nailed me in the ribs with the butt of the shotgun. “This is wacky, this is just really crazy,” she said. “My granddad isn’t usually like that at all.”
 She told us her parents were in Florida. Her father had some sort of business trip and he’d taken her mother, “and they left me with Granddad. They couldn’t afford another ticket.” They’d been watching the news Wednesday night when things got really terrible. “Granddad said it was all special effects.” She went to bed with him still in his chair, and when she got up the next morning, he hadn’t moved. “I got really worried, because he had this heart problem and there were these pills I was supposed to remind him to take, but with all the special effects I’d forgotten.”
 She’d called his name a couple times, and then, “He attacked me. He didn’t say anything he just climbed out of the chair and he came after me.” Julianne wrapped her arms around her chest, whacking my shoulder. “He chased me out of the house and I didn’t know what I should do because what if he was sick? I couldn’t just leave him. I went next door because it was after nine, and Mr. Morris opens at eight. But there wasn’t anybody there.”
 “So you climbed a tree,” I said.
 “Uh-huh. I climb there all the time. Mr. Morris always lets me. Oh!” She craned her head back, but there was just road and woods behind us. “Oh. I wonder if he was there. I should’ve checked, but … can we go back?”
 I didn’t answer, and Marty kept his death grip on the wheel. I realized we weren’t going the way I’d thought we were going—the road to the turnpike had already gone by.
 Julianne frowned. “I wish you’d talked to Granddad first.”
 “What?” Frowning made her look like an unhappy volleyball.
 “He wouldn’t hurt anybody. You didn’t need to, to do what you did. If you’d talked to him, he would’ve stopped.”
 There were more buildings around us now, and more street signs. It was the back-end of Biddeford, and most of the businesses were closed up. Every place you saw needed a new paint-job, but that’s how Biddeford always looked. Whenever I saw someone wandering around, I stared at the gun in Julianne’s lap and counted to ten. I sort of hated that gun.
 Julianne leaned in and gave me a full-braces smile. “Where are we going?”
 “To the Civic Center,” I said. “You know? In Portland? Marty saw it on TV.”
 Julianne picked a stuck pine needle off her leg. “Oh. Neat.” She was wearing pajamas under her bathrobe, and she put the needle in her breast pocket. “Could you drop me off at my nana’s house? She lives in Wells. I’m supposed to call her if anything happened to Granddad. It’s easy to get to. I’ve been there a hundred times. Okay? I can give you directions.”
 “We can’t go there, honey,” Marty said.    
 “Why not?”
 “Julianne, we’re in danger.” He looked worse. Some of the duct tape had come loose. “We have to get to Portland, because there will be people there with weapons and food and a plan to protect us until whatever this is stops. Wells is too far. We could never get there and still make the city. I’m sorry. “
 Julianne snuffled again and wiped her nose on her sleeve. Finally, she said, “This is like a movie we saw in church” and she and Marty got into a religious discussion about what was happening (neither of them thought it was the Rapture, but Julianne was into it being a sign). I went back to dozing.
 We took Route 1 instead of the turnpike. There were other cars on the road. Marty honked at them, and they honked at us, but no one was willing to pull over and join forces. They were all going in the other direction, and I wondered if they knew something we didn’t.
 There were more and more dead people moving around. At first it was just one or two, but then it was small groups every couple of miles, stumbling into parked cars, haunting playgrounds. Sometimes they watched us going by, sometimes they just kept doing what they were already doing. Sometimes you could even see what they were doing. What they were feeding on.
 “Are they sick? Are they crazy?” Julianne stared at a nurse eating a red mess off the sidewalk. Her voice got shrieky and she struggled with her seat belt. “Oh gosh. Oh gosh. They’re people, aren’t they, they’re people and we should help them somehow, we have to help them they’re people they’re all-“    
 “They’re not people,” I said. “They’re dead. That’s all they are.”
 “Yeah.” Marty let go of the wheel with one hand and put an arm over Julianne’s shoulders. “Shhh, honey. Don’t look. Like Dave says, they’re not people anymore.”
 “But they’re everywhere.” Julianne stuck both thumbs in her mouth.
 We didn’t stop. Maybe if we’d ever seen somebody who was definitely alive and fighting back, we would have, but I don’t think we ever did. Every place we went, it was all over but the chewing.
 We got through Biddeford and passed into Saco. Fast food places lined the street, then an oil change garage, and hotels. A water park rose up on our left, a car dealership, a movie theater. And dead people. Everywhere. The further we drove, the worse things got. The groups got bigger, crowds of four and five doing that rapid, falling walk. Some of them chased the truck, but most were busy with other things. None of them gave us any real trouble. But it was going to be a problem when we stopped.
 Route 1 was all right going through Saco, but the further north we went, the more accidents we had to find ways around. It wasn’t all accidents, either—there was one station wagon parked in our lane, the doors all open, without any visible thing wrong. Marty put both hands back on the wheel. Julianne kept chewing on her thumbs. Marty had a plastic purple alien doll stuck to the dashboard, and Julianne stared at it like she thought it was going to tell her something.
 I wasn’t dozing anymore. I saw everything. There was an Amato’s sandwich shop and inside was a great mass of grinners. I tried to imagine what got them in there, and I could only come up with one thing. I thought about my dad, then pushed his name out of my mind, fast.
Marty had been doing the speed limit, 35 mph, but once we started seeing signs for Portland, he pushed harder. He kept muttering “Motherfuck, mo-ther-fuck” under his breath. You could hear shouting and breaking and tearing all around. I turned on the radio, but it was static across the dial. The only station I could find was playing “(Simply Having) A Wonderful Christmastime” on a loop. We listened to that for a while but Julianne was wigging out, so I turned it off. The fucking song stayed in my head, though.
 At 3:42, we got off Route 1 and headed through the suburbs of the city. In order to get into the part of Portland where the Civic Center was, we had to cross the Casco Bay Bridge. Before the bridge was a shopping center with a VIP Auto, a Blockbuster Video, a Shaw’s grocery story and a bunch of other places. We went past houses packed together, churches and an endless run of Laundromats. And then, before I knew it we’d turned onto a main road. We got our first good look at the shopping center, and one of us screamed. It might’ve been me.
 Apart from the buildings, the whole area was a mass of parking lots and median strips. There were at least a hundred grinners wandering through the lots and side streets that connected all of it together. Some of them were in work uniforms—blue and yellow video store shirts, maroon shirts for the grocery store, and brown and yellow for McDonald’s. Most were in normal clothes. I even saw a few in suits ripped up the back. They stumbled and shuffled and bounced into each other. There wasn’t anybody alive around, not outside. When the truck hit the main road, we could see them—and they saw us.
 Marty had long since stopped paying attention to traffic lights and stop signs. He was doing fifty by then, and he kept on doing fifty when he swerved to avoid a row of parked cars right across a five way intersection. We hit the curb with hard enough to make the shocks squeak, and then went through a small strip of grass and flowers before landing in the area’s biggest open space. “Hold on,” Marty said, and Julianne clutched my hand. It hurt, but I didn’t mind.
 As soon as the grinners knew we were there, they stopped wandering and honed in on the truck. Some of them were faster than others, but they all moved in the quick walk I’d seen earlier.  Within moments, there were ten or fifteen of the things blocking our path.  
Marty jammed on the horn, but they didn’t get out of the way. The first one we hit was a grocery store clerk with a split forehead. The guy had time to raise an arm, and then there was a thud. Gore splattered the windshield and down he went. I thought of the old woman at the cemetery, and I let out a whoop. We hit a couple of teenagers, and I started cheering. Julianne cheered with me, and even Marty was into it, shouting something I couldn’t understand. I can’t really describe how good it felt.
 We plowed through a big cluster. Some of them were kids. Marty wiped his forehead and Julianne got quiet, but me, I just cheered louder.
 It took us less than a minute to get through to the street on the other side, and once we were out of the parking lot, the crowds thinned out. Marty turned on the wipers to clear the gunk off and said, “Fuck! All right, we’re almost there. We just gotta get across the bridge, and then onto Congress Street.” We both nodded. “Good. Great. Just stay with me.”
 It was a sharp right onto the bridge, and Marty barely touched the brake before spinning the wheel. Julianne slammed into me, and then we were rising up over everything, the ground disappearing behind the concrete guardrails, the ocean roaring distantly below, stretching off into the horizon.
 There were four lanes, two on either side separated by low cement wall, and both sides were a mess. Grinners crawled and climbed and pulled themselves over the space. There might have been less of them than back at the stores, but the numbers didn’t matter. What mattered was, between the actual width of the bridge and the number of cars on it, if Marty made a mistake, if he got an angle wrong, we’d be trapped. And then we’d be dead.
 Black smoke piled and swirled, in some spots so thick it was like driving through sheets. Marty had to slow down just to make sure we didn’t fall into the ocean. I watched the speedometer fall from forty-five to thirty to twenty, and each line it passed, my throat got dryer. The dead swarmed on all sides. There were more kids Julianne and my age, broken, gray field hockey players. Faces and hands slid across the body of the truck, clawing the windows, licking the glass and leaving brown black smears. We were barely moving. Julianne pulled her pajama top over her head, but couldn’t cover her eyes. The shotgun slid off her lap, and I caught it.
 Marty’s bandage was peeling. He touched it, and his fingers came back red. “Ah shit. Dave, can you reload the gun? The shells are under the seat.”
 “Yeah.” To get the shells, I had to undo my seat belt and get under the dash. Hamburger wrappers stuck to my jeans. The truck rocked, and I hit my head twice before I found the box. There wasn’t much in it.
 Julianne unbuckled and climbed on one knee. “Stay still,” she ordered Marty and carefully re-set the napkins to his shoulder and jacket. He swerved, and Julianne fell backwards, kicking me in neck. “Sorry! Oh gosh, sorry!”
 I got back on the seat. The ammo box was nearly empty. Pointing the gun barrel at the floor, I loaded the last four shells we had.
 “Don’t shoot unless you have to,” Marty said. “Just in case. Fuck a duck.”
 It was 3:49. I saw a booth on the side of the bridge, marking the midway point.  A grinner threw a hunk of metal at the truck’s passenger window. The window held, but cracked in three places. Other grinners picked up whatever they could find in the wreckage and chucked it at us. Most of them weren’t good shots, but we took some hits. The windows weren’t going to hold forever.
 A yellow school bus had turned over on its side directly in our path. The front end was smashed in and the emergency door in back lay open. There was maybe ten feet of clearance between the bus and the guardrails. Marty sped up and turned the wheel towards the slot, swearing. We ran over a bump in the road that probably used to be a human being, and the passenger window finally shattered. Instantly, dead girls were reaching through the space, clutching at my hair. They made noises, but not words.
 “Shoot them!” Julianne screamed. I stuck the barrel of the gun into the middle of the group and fired. It was so loud all I heard was ringing. A spray of teeth and wetness hit my shoulder and the seat, and then the girls fell back. Before a new group could take its place, we got between the bus and the guardrails.
 The bus lay at an angle, which meant there was less room going out than there was coming in. At the tightest point we got stuck and I thought it was over. More hands came in through the window and I beat at them with the butt of the gun. Marty shifted all the way down and pumped the gas, jerking the wheel back and forth. Metal shrieked on metal—the driver-side mirror popped off—and we were through.
 There was more stopped traffic on the other side, but we had enough space to get through. The bridge veered to the left. We passed under a sign pointing towards Congress St, and then merged back onto the mainland without slowing.
 “Oh wow oh wow oh wow oh wow oh wow,” Julianne said. She pulled her top down. “Oh wow. Are you—did they get you or anything?” I shook my head. “Sir?”
 Marty patted her hand, but he kept watching ahead. The street we were on was very narrow, and the part of the city we were in was built on one long hill sloping down to the ocean. We turned and headed sideways across the hill. The buildings got taller and closer together, and there were more parked cars and wrecks. People we couldn’t see wouldn’t stop screaming. Stores burned. The street split down the middle, and Marty went right.
 “That was crazy! They were totally trying to kill us.” Julianne giggled. “Oh wow. I shoulda brought my camera. I have this great camera, my nana got it for me, but I always forget it.” She giggled again. I gave her a big smile, and I got the gun as far away from her as I could.
 It was 3:57. There were more and more pile-ups blocking us, and Marty went right and left and right and right.  I got dizzy trying to keep track of where we were. The streets were too narrow. I became convinced that it wasn’t just the grinners who were going to get us, but the buildings all around—the stone and metal and steel were going to squeeze us to death. Smoke and sound blew in the broken window at my shoulder, and I could hardly breathe. Marty was going too fast to be safe. Any second, we turn into something he couldn’t swerve by, and that would be it. But I wished he’d go faster.
 We left Congress Street and got onto the Franklin Arterial. That meant we were past the Civic Center, and we’d have to loop back around. There was a set of lights. At the next set, Marty made a hard right turn. We went past a bank, and then the town hall. The pavement gave over to cobblestones for about fifty feet. The truck ran over it and the bumps sent Julianne into my shoulder. The shotgun was stuck out my window, and when she hit me, I accidentally fired into the air. “Fuck!” I said. “What? What?” Marty said, and he had to slow down for a second, the brakes jerking his forward, and something reached in and grabbed my chin. Julianne shrieked and I couldn’t get the gun into position so I bit down on whatever was holding me and tore a thumb off between my teeth and god it was shit, all rotten, and the thing holding me let go and I shoved it clear and I spat the thumb out and I spit over and over but the taste wouldn’t go away, and did that mean I was sick now? The taste wouldn’t go away.
     No time. Marty hit the gas hard and the cobblestones became regular pavement again. There were stores and bars, metal wastebaskets, lamp-posts—and more wrecks, more bodies, more blood. A taxi had run over a mailbox, and envelopes soaked in the slush. The street was crooked in a way that didn’t make any sense. I thought again of squeezing buildings and spat out the window. I saw a parking garage, stacked like blocks.
 Marty stopped the car. A white VW Bug and a police car had smashed together, making a V-shape directly in front of us. There was no space on the sidewalks, and we didn’t have room to turn around. It was 4 o’clock. Out of the garage came at least fifteen of the dead people, and more were filling the alleyways behind us. Julianne said, “Oh,” and she started climbing up the seat, like she wanted to hide behind it. 
 “Shit shit shit shit.” Marty shifted into reverse and angled the truck around.  “Fuck me, here we go.” Before Julianne could sit back down, he floored it. The engine roared and we jerked forward.
 The truck hit the VW straight on. It spun off to slam into a newspaper stand, and we jumped in the air. A man with no eyes watched us from inside the police car. When we landed, there was a popping sound and a hiss. “Tire blew!” Marty shouted. The steering wheel spun out of his hands. He jammed the brakes. A store flew up in our way. The sign read, “Stuff of Dreams.” We rode over the curb and went through the store’s main window.  A display table flipped up over the hood of the truck, and incense sticks and crystal ornaments flew all over. My seat-belt pulled so hard across my chest it burned.  The truck rammed into a counter, and a cash register clanged. Julianne fell off the seat. Her head hit the dashboard with a crack. 
 The engine ticked. It was 4:01.
 I undid my seatbelt. It left a sore line across my chest. I was dizzy, too, but I took some deep breaths and that went away. 
 Julianne lay on top of my left leg. When I pulled my feet from under her, she didn’t move. The door handle wouldn’t budge, so I used the gun barrel to clean away all the bits of glass still sticking to the window frame. I dropped the gun outside the truck, and then climbed through the empty window. I must’ve missed a piece of glass, because when I was three-quarters of the way through the hole, I cut my hand. The pain made me lose my balance, and I fell the rest of the way onto a pile of scarves and tarot decks.
 The scarves stuck to Marty’s sweater like used tissues. The store was empty as far as I could tell—we’d plowed right through the middle of it, and the only place to hide was in the staff room behind the counter. The first couple steps I took on solid ground weren’t real sure of themselves. I nearly tripped, and steadied myself against the front wheel of the truck. The tire was torn, and a metal rim poked through the rubber.
 I heard a thump from the staff room. I couldn’t see anything back there.



Chapter Three
In the cab, Julianne lay on her knees. There was a split in her bathrobe, showing yellow fabric under the pink. Her hair hung over her ears like brown spaghetti. “Hey, come on,” I said. I reached in and nudged her. “We have to go now.”
 Marty had slumped on the steering wheel, arms at his side. He faced the other direction, so I couldn’t tell if he was breathing. His chin slid down to rest on the horn. The truck blared, but he didn’t move. Oh shit, I thought, he’s dead. He’s gonna turn now.
 I nudged Julianne harder. I hit her in the back right where the bathrobe split. I didn’t yell because I didn’t want to attract anything’s attention, but she wasn’t moving and the horn kept blaring and I was going to have to leave her, I was going to have to turn and run.
 Marty groaned. He raised his head and the horn cut off. The duct tape on his bandage was nearly all loose. The wound wasn’t bleeding anymore, though. His glasses were gone, but his eyes were clear. “Motherfuck,” he said.
 “We have to go,” I said. “She won’t—she won’t wake up.”
 Marty nodded, and gave Julianne a shake. “Hey, kiddo.” She stayed where she was. Marty grimaced, his lips disappearing completely. “Well, she’s breathing, anyway.”
 The driver side door was in tight against a wall, so both Marty and Julianne had to come through the passenger window like I did. It took some awkward maneuvering on both our parts, but we got Julianne through. She wasn’t unconscious, exactly. She stood on her own, and when you pushed her in a direction, she’d move. But she didn’t have any expression, and when she blinked, her eyelids stayed closed for longer than you’d expect.
 “Ah fuck me, can you see my glasses?” I checked the cab, but all I saw was the alien toy next to the gear shift. I told Marty. “That figures. Look, I’m pretty blind without the fucking things, you’ll have to—I can follow you. All right?”
 I heard something move back in the store. There was a shadow in there. It slid across the counter top. The top half was bent at a wrong angle, almost to an L. I walked through the gap in the storefront between the truck and the brick wall, and Marty brought Julianne behind me.
 The sidewalk in front of the store was covered in a million colored pebbles. The sun was setting, making the orange and greens gray. A man and a woman were face down in the slush nearby. Behind them, the police car had only moved a couple feet, but the VW had gone past the newspaper stand and into a Starbucks. By crashing through the two vehicles, we’d made more space on the street. A crowd of grinners filled the space—at least twenty of them.
 Marty took off his jacket and peeled free the last of his bandage. The day had gotten colder, but there was sweat all over his arms. “You’ll have to go first. I’ll make sure she stays with us, and I can follow you.” The Red Sox B on his T-shirt was a scar on his chest.
 We crossed the street single file. I was in front, and Marty went last, pushing Julianne by the shoulder. The crowd following us was getting larger. I thought about firing a shot back into them, but I didn’t think it would do any good. We were faster than they were, so long as we kept moving.
 Clouds came into the sky, covering the sun. Julianne’s tongue stuck out of her mouth. She and Marty were falling behind. I realized she’d lost a slipper, but it was too late to go back. 
 There was a big insurance building on our right. Beyond it, the street opened enough so I could see parking lots and a restaurant ahead. I waited for Marty and Julianne to catch up. Ice crunched as they walked.
 The grinners had reached the truck. Most of them kept going, but a few got into the cab. Like they could smell we’d been there. A frat boy in a polo shirt reached in and pulled out the purple alien. He put the whole thing in his mouth, and it made me mad. Something that stupid was a threat to us. I shot him without planning to, putting a hole in the middle of his shirt. Then I aimed for his head. He still had the toy in his mouth.
 Before I fired, Julianne groaned. She stopped walking, and when Marty nudged her, she lifted her foot up. The sole had been cut. There were chunks of glass mixed in with the dirty snow. The office windows in the building above us were black holes. A work desk leaned halfway out of one like a bad tooth.
 “Fuck, you can’t walk like that. Get on my back.” I couldn’t see Marty’s face, but I could hear him breathing hard. Julianne climbed onto him, and his breathing got worse. I nearly offered to take her myself, but that would mean giving him the gun.
 Polo Shirt and the rest were closer. They stumbled and crawled. Their arms reached whenever one of us made a sound.
 We kept going. The whole area is built sideways on a long hill running to the ocean. Midway up the hill is the Civic Center. It’s bigger than the other buildings near it, like a giant block somebody had carved out of the hill. “CUMBERLAND COUNTY CIVIC CENTER” was posted in big letters on the wall nearest us. I read it again and again.
 Without saying anything, I cut across and embankment and went diagonally through the parking lots. More cars, more wrecks. I had to go faster. I knew I had to go faster. But it was all some crazy dream, when you know something bad is rushing towards you, and you can never get out of the way in time.
 We crossed the lots with no trouble, and then through an intersection and another street. It started raining. The rain froze into not-quite snow, and the ground was slick. I watched my sneakers so I wouldn’t fall. I could feel across my chest where the seatbelt had cut in, but inside my chest was worse. It was panic. I was panicking. I said it to myself. I am panicking. As if I was seeing in another room what I was feeling.
 Then I got to the steps right outside the Center. There was a short staircase that topped off at a landing about ten feet above street level. To get to the main entrance, you had to climb up the front staircase, go over the landing, and then go down another staircase on the opposite side. You couldn’t see the entrance from the street. I don’t know why they built it that way. I jumped the steps two at a time, and I didn’t trip.
 When I got to the landing, I stopped. Below me was the down staircase, and then an open area in front of the main doors. There were blue rails stuck in the cement floor for making a queue line. Grinners walked between the rails. They filled the queue space, and all the space around it. Past the railing, the space was blocked by empty racks and metal bins and a couple of overturned janitor’s carts. The doors themselves were spray-painted black. I couldn’t see through them, but I didn’t really need to.
 Marty finally reached the landing, with Julianne still riding piggy-back. I didn’t look at either of them. I should’ve been happier, I guess. The barrier was man-made, and it hadn’t been broken through. So there were probably people inside the building. But it didn’t matter. I only had one shot left, Marty couldn’t see for shit, and Julianne couldn’t walk. There were too many dead people in front of us. We’d never make it inside in time.
 Marty leaned against the left wall of the landing. “Fuck me sideways,” he said in a low voice. Julianne rubbed her nose into his hair. Her knees wrapped around his chest like yellow sausages. “I’m not fucking seeing that, right? It’s just this goddamn blur, is all.”
 “Yeah. It’s a blur. Jesus.”
 “There’s got to be another way in. They wouldn’t just-” The wound on his shoulder was a black and red worm. He’d stopped sweating, and the skin on his neck was bruised.
 A grinner in an overcoat and loafers tripped and fell below us. Its chin smashed into the bottom step, its grin split wider and a couple teeth fell out. It lay on the ground, and other grinners walked over the body. They didn’t pay any attention. I heard its nose break, and its neck crack.
 Julianne screamed. I think it’s because of the way they walked over the body. I don’t know for sure, though. 
 The dead people below us stood still. Then they all turned their heads our way. Julianne screamed again, and I couldn’t really blame her. They were just people. Men and women, some dressed nice, some in sweatpants or shorts. None of them had died easy. And they all had that stupid, hateful grin. Like they’d heard a joke instead of a scream.
 They came for us. “Come on!” Marty shouted. Holding Julianne’s legs, he ran back towards the street.  A woman in pearls had reached the bottom of the stairs. I shot at her, but I missed. There were too many coming. So I ran.
 At the intersection, Marty turned left, away from the direction we’d come. I followed. The hill got steeper the higher we climbed. The road itself was mostly clear, but Marty must not’ve been thinking too great. When he came to a motorcycle lying on its side in the right lane, he tried to jump over it. The bike had flames painted on the sides and a bucket seat. Marty’s work boot caught on the metal loop over top the seat. He and Julianne fell mid-jump. Neither of them made a sound.
 I looked back. There were grinners everywhere. The parking lots, the street behind us, coming down the stairs we’d just left. I couldn’t count them there were so many. They filled the empty spaces. There were some clicking sounds, and a few grunts, but the rest was silence. A little girl sucked on the thumb of a hand with no arm. A man with no face came up the sidewalk. And more. I could out run one or two or ten of them. Hell, I could out run them all. But not forever.
 Julianne puked. Mushy Cheerios floated in a puddle between her hands. Marty couldn’t get free from the bike seat. He couldn’t even sit up enough to reach it. I knocked the toe of his boot out from under the loop metal. Then I lifted Marty to his feet. It was tough, because I didn’t want to let go of the gun.  His skin burned. He could stand, but only with me to lean on. “Sorry, man, it’s fucking … crap. Ah crap.”
 Julianne crawled through the muck. She made more sick noises from the back of her throat. Marty and I limped after her. I didn’t want to hit him anymore. I was close enough to the wound on his shoulder, I could see it wasn’t bleeding any more. It had gone black. Black lines ran down to his chest and across his neck. It looked like he’d swallowed a bottle of ink.
 There was another parking garage at the top of the hill where the street ended, and sports bar, and a movie theater. Maybe we could hide somehow. The panic hadn’t gone away—it was so bright, it shone through everything. All I thought was, a few more seconds. Keep going a few more seconds.
 Marty coughed. He coughed so long I nearly dropped him.
 “Hello! Up here, hello!”
 At first I didn’t understand what I was hearing. Then I saw them. A third group, fifty yards away, standing at the head of the alley behind the Civic Center. There were five of them. Four were in police uniforms. The other guy was waving at us and shouting. He was wearing a bomber jacket, the kind with a fluffy collar.
 In moments, the cops surrounded us, three men and a woman. One of the men got Julianne standing. Another one took Marty from me, and a third took me by the arm and guided me along. The fourth cop, the woman, circled us. She had her gun drawn, but she didn’t fire.
 The guy guiding me—he looked like Superman. He had blond hair, but he looked like Superman.
 We met the man in the bomber jacket. He was completely bald, and his eyebrows were white. “Quick,” he said, and pointed down the alley. It was full of police cars and vans, parked at angles that made it impossible to see past.  Without stopping, we went between the cars. The woman cop and Bomber Jacket went last. I heard her fire once, but I didn’t check to see if she’d hit anything. I was pretty fucked up by then. Superman had to shake me a couple times to stop me from falling.
 Julianne was in front, and I noticed the rip in her bathrobe had gotten wider. She disappeared, and I nearly shouted. But then Superman yanked me to the left.
 We were out of the alley and into an open space that was like sort of underneath and next to the building. It must’ve been the loading bay for the Civic Center, where bands could load in their equipment before a show. There were a couple golf carts off against one wall, plus some crates stacked to the ceiling. The concrete floor was covered in oil stains. Rising into the back wall was a ramp which stopped at two big red doors. Another cop was in front of them. He had a gun, just like the woman, and he swung it all over the place.
 Superman got me onto the ramp and then gave me a chance to breathe. Marty had bent over coughing. The cop holding him examined the gash on his shoulder. Julianne stood on her own. She smiled at me. It wasn’t really a nice smile—it was too big—but I smiled back. We were okay. There was a system set up, it was all organized. In a minute, they’d take us inside. We weren’t going to die. We were rescued.
 The woman and Bomber Jacket joined us. There was a short platform at the top of the ramp, just before the door. That was where the guard stood, and Bomber Jacket went up to him. I tried to memorize all of their faces. Superman, the red-head by Marty, the chinless guy with Julianne, the woman with frizzy hair, the guard with scarecrow arms.  
 Bomber Jacket was different. His bald head shined. The others all looked to him to know what to do. He had a solid jaw, with thick white eyebrows and a hawk nose. It was the sort of face you’d make if you were just starting out making faces and wanted to learn the basics before you tried anything fancy.
 He nodded to the guard, who stopped waving his gun. He turned to the group of us on the ramp. I thought he’d say, “Welcome,” or “Come on in,” or even, “You lucky bastards.” But what he said was, “Are any of you wounded? This is very important. Where any of you bitten or injured by those things?”
 Superman patted me down like he was searching for drugs. He even rubbed my scalp. I was too confused to stop him. “He’s clear!”
 Julianne giggled and squirmed. “So’s this one!” said Chinless.
 There was a pause. It went on for a while. Then the red-head guy said, “Jesus.” He cleared his throat. “We got a problem.”
 Bomber Jacket closed his eyes. “Are you sure?”
 “Yeah, it’s … it’s bad.” Red-head was a big dude, but I heard his voice crack.
 “What—are you talking…” Marty wheezed. “Fuck.”
 Bomber Jacket took a few steps down the ramp. “Were you bitten? When were you attacked?”
 I was getting scared. “You don’t understand,” I said. “He’s not, it’s not like that. I was with him the whole time. It’s just a scratch, is all. Check it, you’ll see.” Superman squeezed my shoulder. “Seriously—look, Marty, just tell them.”
 “Yeah,” Marty said. “Yeah. No bite. Nobody bit me. They said on the news—but I didn’t. Motherfuck.” He coughed, and there was a wet sound. “I’m not.”
 “Grandad got him,” Julianne said. I could’ve punched her.
 “All right,” Bomber Jacket said. “All right.”
 The cops were tensing up. The panic had me again. Maybe Marty was sick, but if we could just get inside, he’d be fine. They had to see that. “No teeth!” I shouted. I forced myself to talk slow. “He got attacked. Right. But nobody got bitten. Granddad didn’t have any teeth. It happened a couple of hours ago, and he just needs a doctor, just get a, a doctor.”
 Bomber Jacket raised his arms, palms out. He took another step, and he was between me and Julianne now. “Shh. It’s all right,” he said.
 Marty coughed and coughed. He held his stomach, and he moaned. “Ah shit. Ah shit. I’m sick, I think. I think I’m sick. I wanna lie down.”
 “Sir-“
 “Marty. That’s my fucking name. That’s—Christ!”
 “Marty…” Bomber Jacket gestured with his hands, like he was trying to apologize without saying it. “It’s all right. Everything’s fine.” He was only a few feet away from Marty now. Bomber Jacket pulled a handgun out from under his jacket. “I’m sorry. I’m very sorry.”
 “I’ll be fine,” Marty said. He was squatting, holding his stomach. “Tired, is all. Fuck me, but I’m tired.” He’d shit himself. I could smell it.
 “I’m sorry, Marty.” Bomber Jacket cocked the gun. “It’ll be over soon. Officers, please take the children inside.”
 “Don’t do that. Don’t,” I said. The panic snapped. I still had the shotgun. I jammed the stock into Superman’s stomach, knocking him back. I pushed clear of him till I was far enough away to point the gun at everyone on the ramp. “Stop! Don’t move. You guys are nuts! You can’t just shoot him!”
 “Oh,” Marty said.
 Bomber Jacket kept his gun pointed at Marty, but he frowned at me. “Put that down,” he said. “We don’t have time for this.”
 “Fuck you. Fuck. You. If you shoot him, I’ll fucking kill you.” The guard by the door moved, and I swung the gun towards him—then I swung it back towards the other cops. Marty’s skin was pure white. His big face was like a skull. “You need to help him. That’s why we came here, so you could help us. And you want to shoot him? Assholes. Jesus Christ, you don’t know anything.” I couldn’t keep watching everybody. It was like a game of Red Light, and I was losing.
 “Son,” said Bomber Jacket. “You need to calm down. Please. No one is going to hurt you. Your friend is infected. If we don’t take care of this, he’ll attack us.”
 “No he won’t. He’s the one who got us here. Why would he attack us?”
 “Put the gun down.”
 “Get up, Marty,” I said. “Julianne, help him.” She was playing with her hair. When I said her name again, she smiled and kept playing. “Come on!”
 “Son, I don’t believe you’re going to shoot me. You’re just upset. We all are. But you need to calm down, and let me do my job.”
  I shivered. “What’s your name?” I said.
 Bomber Jacket raised his eyebrows. “Excuse me?”
 “What’s your name.”
 “Abernathy. Thomas Abernathy.”
 “Mr. Abernathy. Please.” It was my politest voice. The one I used when my homework wasn’t done, or when I’d been driving too fast. The voice I used when Dad said, come say goodbye to your mother. It was my best voice. “Just let us go. You won’t have to worry about us. Marty got us here. It’s only a scratch. You can’t do this. You can’t.”
 Abernathy said, “There’s no time.” There was no doubt or fear in him. Just terrible regret. His pants were pressed neatly, the pleats in sharp edges. He put the handgun against Marty’s temple. The gun was black, like the shotgun, but darker. It was a professional gun.
 Marty stared at the ceiling. He sat on the ramp, leaning against the railing opposite me. I couldn’t hear him breathing anymore.
 Abernathy wasn’t going to stop. I had to find some way to make him stop.
 I pulled the shotgun’s trigger.
 Nothing happened. I was out of shells. 
 Marty’s mouth twitched. He reached out to Julianne and she stopped playing with her hair and reached back. Their fingers touched. Marty started to smile, and Abernathy shot him in the head.
 There was a bang like firecrackers in a garbage can and Marty fell to the side. Stuff splattered everywhere. Some of it got on Julianne’s bathrobe and she screamed. I thought I should do something, but before I could, the guard and Superman tackled me from the side. The shotgun flew out of my hands and I went down hard. Abernathy said, “Get her clear!” and I thought is he going to shoot me now, because I would be okay with that. My head bounced on the floor. Everything went black. I heard a shot. Julianne kept yelling. Then another shot. Julianne stopped yelling. You fuck, you’re crazy all of you are crazy, I tried to shout. Don’t shoot her. Shoot me. It’s my fault. Shoot me.
 But nobody did.



Part Three



Chapter One
It was dark.
 For a while, that was everything. Just dark.
 Then I thought, Jesus, it’s dark. I mean, there’s dark, and there’s dark, and then there’s just fucking dark.
 I wondered what it meant, everything being that dark. Like if it was nighttime, or if I’d had an aneurism or something. And then, because I was thinking about the darkness, that meant I was separate from it. That I wasn’t just a part of it—I was me. Soon as I realized that, I was awake.
 I looked around, but there was nothing to see. Just darkness. That spooked the hell out of me.
 I sat up. My head hurt pretty bad. I touched my forehead and all around to make sure I wasn’t cut. Apart from some bruises, though, I was fine. I waved my hand in front of my eyes. I thought maybe I saw some motion, but it could’ve been that I wanted to see it so badly I would’ve seen anything. I wondered if I’d gone blind. I didn’t think I had. No way to be sure, though.
 “Hello?” I said. Nobody answered. I got to remembering all the shit that had just happened—minutes or hours ago—and I wasn’t sure I really wanted anybody to answer. Marty was dead. And Julianne. She was probably dead. Maybe I was dead too. Maybe this was what it was like to be dead, with things the way they were.
 I heard humming from far off. It made me think of the buzzing you get in big buildings. I rubbed my eyes, and when I opened them again, I saw something. There was a strip of gray in the darkness, down by the floor. I scooted over to it, and put my hand out. I felt cold tiles, and then a crack, and then metal set at a right angle. The metal was a door, I figured. The gray strip had to be light coming from outside the room.
 The metal was cold, like the tiles. I ran my hand up it, stretching my arm till I found a handle. It was a big lever set sideways. I pulled, but the lever only moved a little. I pulled a couple more times, really putting some effort in. It wouldn’t go any further, though, and the door didn’t budge.
 The gray strip didn’t give off much light, and the darkness around me stayed dark. My mind got to filling in all the space. I had this idea that Marty was locked in with me. That they’d dragged his body inside, as punishment. I could picture him. He was wearing his orange vest, and he had his glasses back on. There’d be a hole in his forehead, and it would be full of his brains. It was a dumb idea, but that didn’t make me feel better.
 Still sitting, I pulled myself around the whole room on my butt, just to prove there wasn’t anything to be scared of. The place was longer than it was wide. I could lay out flat with my head toward the door, but when I turned sideways, my sneakers hit metal shelves. The shelves were filled with plastic bins. I had a bad moment when I reached into a bin and touched something squishy, but it was just food. I was in a freezer, like for a restaurant. The refrigeration unit must’ve turned off when the power died.      
 I got off the floor and walked a complete lap. There wasn’t anything else to find. Just more shelves and more bags of thawing hamburger. I sniffed a couple of the bins, but they smelled lousy. I wasn’t hungry, anyway. I walked around some more, but I kept running into stuff, so I stopped.
 I yanked on the door lever hard as I could. I didn’t expect it to open, and it didn’t. I wondered how they’d locked it. I was pretty sure that freezers were supposed to be open-able from the inside. They’d probably had to rig it up special to make sure I couldn’t get out. Maybe they were just going to leave me there.
 It was really hard not to scream.
 I chewed my fingernails. It’s not something I do, usually, but I’d heard about it. I thought it would help. It was kind of stupid, though. I thought about how I’d nearly shot that bald guy, Abernathy. Would’ve shot him. And then he killed Marty. The bald guy hadn’t fucking explaining anything, had he? Just started yelling and shit. Maybe he’d been right. Marty’d looked pretty bad at the end. But that didn’t give Abernathy the excuse to just, to just do what he’d done. He must be behind locking me up, obviously. He was probably trying to teach me a lesson.
 My fingernails tasted like salt.
 I lay down so I could sleep, but there was no way. The floor was uncomfortable and I was still wearing Marty’s sweater. I could feel tile through all the holes. There was that pitch on my side, too. I counted in my head, nearly to two thousand, but then I got lost.  I wasn’t sure if I’d done the 1400’s. I could sort of remember doing 1492, but that was probably just because of Columbus and everything.
 I rolled onto my back. I had to bend my legs to fit, so I stretched them up one at a time into the air for something to do. My dad shut me in the linen closet once. It’d been when Mom first got sick. She was at the hospital a lot, and Dad spent most of the time when he wasn’t working visiting her. While he was away from home, I got stuck with different relatives and babysitters. I never stayed with anybody very long, because I kept freaking out. All I knew was my parents weren’t around, and whenever anybody talked to me, they looked like they’d been crying.
 When Dad was home, he wasn’t real happy. He drank a lot. He never hit me or anything, and he didn’t even yell that much, but I knew when he was mad. I just didn’t care. This one day, I shouted for a whole morning that I wanted ice cream. So Dad grabbed me and threw me in the closet by the bathroom. It was small, smaller than the freezer, and really warm. There were towels and washcloths stacked straight to the ceiling. They smelled like laundry and soap. Dad didn’t come get me for three hours. I think he passed out or something. I pissed myself before it was done, so Dad had me take a shower and then he took me to Dairy Queen.
 Had I really hit Matt with a cinder block? Really?
 Everything was my fault. Matt and Marty and Julianne were my fault. And my dad, wherever he was, he was probably dead and that was my fault too. It was just like that stupid ice cream. I pushed and I didn’t think and things went to shit. I hadn’t even wanted any. Jesus, why was I thinking of ice cream? Everything was fucked, the whole world was fucked, and god I was dumb. I was so goddamn dumb. A cinder block, for fuck’s sake.
 I needed to calm down. I tried Dad’s breathing trick, but it didn’t help. I kicked a shelf and one of the bins fell on my knee and it hurt and that was when I started yelling.
 I yelled and I yelled and then I yelled “Help” and “I’m sorry” and “Please let me out.” When that didn’t seem like enough I banged on the metal door and begged and pleaded. Nobody answered. I got angry and started swearing. “Assholes” and “motherfuckers” and stuff like that. I begged and pleaded again. Then I screamed. No words or anything. Just screams.
 Eventually my voice gave out and my throat started hurting. When I screamed, it was like swallowing broken glass. So I stopped. I was sobbing. I hadn’t pissed myself, but that was about all I had going for me.
 It was probably four or five hours after that before anybody came. Maybe less, I don’t know. Nobody told me, and I didn’t ask. I’d stopped crying and was going through the bins to see if there was anything to eat when I heard footsteps outside. At first I thought I was hearing things, but then someone said, “Hello?”
 I said “Yeah?” I said it twice, to make sure they heard me.
 “We’re going to come in now. Try and stay calm, all right? Everything’s going to be fine.”
 Locks slid back, and something heavy scraped on the floor. Then there was a heavy click, and the door swung inward. A light hit my eyes. It made my head hurt worse. Then my eyes adjusted, and I could see what was in the bins I’d taken down—big jugs of mayonnaise and bags of lettuce, and a bunch of flat squares of meat, pressed like waffles. The meat was gooey. My stomach turned.
 “Come on,” someone said. I got up slow and came out of the freezer. The light was just a flashlight, but now that I was used to it, I could see where I was well enough. There were two big sinks set into the wall to my right, and in front me were some counters, a grill and a couple of big fry vats. Past them were cash registers and then an open space. There was more light out in the space, but I couldn’t see much.
 “No one is going to hurt you. Just relax.” There were two people. One of them had the flashlight, and the other one was talking. The guy with the flashlight was the Superman cop. I couldn’t see his expression, but I could tell by how tall he was and by the way he was standing. Abernathy wasn’t there, which was kind of a relief.
 “Are you all right?” That was the guy who wasn’t Superman. I didn’t recognize him. He had curly hair, and a stubby nose, and his eyes were big. His voice was so calm and nice I almost started bawling again. “I’m sorry you were in there for so long.”
 My knees wobbled. I opened my mouth, and a long, thin sound came out. It could’ve meant anything.
 “Here,” Calm Guy said, and put an open bottle in my hand. I drank it. It was just water, but my throat felt better. While I was drinking, I noticed that Calm Guy was wearing a Boston Celtics jersey. The guy was pretty short—he came up to about my chin—and the jersey hung halfway to the knees of his slacks. It was hard to tell how old he was without any good light, but the jersey made him look young. He had a stethoscope around his neck, though. 
 Superman hadn’t said anything. There were pots and pans stacked up by the sinks, and I wondered if I could grab one and bean him over the head with it. I didn’t really know what I’d do after that, but the longer he pointed that light at me, the worse I felt.
 When I finished my water, Calm Guy took the empty bottle from me and said, “Better?” I nodded. “What’s your name?”
 “David.”
 “David, I’m Dr. Tidewater, and this is Officer Lance. Lance is going to bring you to the main group, but before he can do that, I need to give you a quick check up. All right?” I nodded. “Thank you.” Tidewater put the empty water bottle on a counter. Then he pressed a hand against my back. With his other hand, he put the stethoscope disc on my chest. “Breath in. And out. And in. And out.” He moved the disc. “I’m sorry you had to wait for so long. Breathe in. And out. In. And out.” It went on forever and I got pretty sleepy.
 Tidewater touched the side of my head. “How’s that feel?” His fingers found a sore spot and I winced. “It’s not bleeding, at least. Are you dizzy?”
 “No,” I said. I sort of was, but it was probably just the way Superman (Lance? Was that his name?) kept staring. “Just hurts.”
 “Here. Some aspirin.” He gave me half a pill. I dry swallowed it. “Would you take off your clothes?”
 “Huh?”
 “I need you to strip down. Please.”
 Because he was a doctor and I was too tired to argue, I got undressed. Still holding the flashlight, Lance took the sweater and my jeans and stuck them in a trash barrel. I didn’t mind losing the jeans, but I felt bad about the sweater, it not being mine and all.
 While I undressed, Tidewater put on a pair of rubber gloves and got out a penlight and a Popsicle stick. “Just relax. This will only take a moment.” Then he examined me. He seemed like a decent enough guy, and he went fast, but it was lousy anyway. It was cold, with me being naked and all, and I couldn’t stop shivering, and every place he poked and prodded felt like a bruise. I tried to imagine what would happen if Tidewater found anything wrong. Would Lance shoot me right there, or would he bring me back outside to do it?
 Finally the doctor stepped back. “Okay, you’re all set.” He took off his rubber gloves and tossed them in the trash. The penlight went into a shirt pocket under his Celtics’ jersey. “You’re a bit beat up, but nothing some rest and time won’t fix.”
 “Excuse me,” I said. My teeth were chattering and I had to concentrate to talk. “Wh-what’s going on?” Tidewater looked over at Lance. “What’s h-happening? I need to call my dad.”
 “I-” Tidewater started, but then Lance cut him off.
 “It’s fine. We’re doing everything we can to keep the situation under control. You don’t need to worry. The outside lines are down right now, but it’s only a matter of time.”
 It sounded like something he’d said before. And it was weird, because he seemed kind of pissed off. I couldn’t tell if he was mad at me, or just at having to say the same crap over and over.
 “Right,” Tidewater said. “Only a matter of time.” He had a funny half-smile on his face. “Look, I need to get going. Lance can take care of you from here.” 
 Tidewater shook my hand and left. Lance pointed me to one of the sinks, and it was full of water, and there were paper towels and a bar of soap. I cleaned up as best I could, but oh god was it cold. When I finished, Lance handed me clothes—clean underwear, socks, a T-shirt and sweat pants. The shirt was green, and had a parrot on the front. The sweats were purple. They were too big, but I tied off the waistband and they fit okay.
 I got to keep my sneakers. They were a little worse for wear, but it was good to still have something that was mine. I realized I’d left my keys and my wallet in my old jeans, and I went to look for them. But my clothes were gone. Tidewater had taken the trash bag when he left.
 Once I was dressed, Lance led me out of the kitchen. Past the front counter with the cash registers was a wide hallway with a white floor and blue walls. The hall ran left and right and Lance went left. There were emergency lights stuck high up on the walls every twenty feet or so, maybe further. They covered everything with a freaky orange color, like being inside a pumpkin. There were darker patches where the lights didn’t quite reach. Whenever we walked through one, I held my breath and tried not to get any more scared.
 We passed a pay phone, an info booth, and some framed photographs and posters. Most of the posters were advertising “Sesame Street Live!” which is a show they do with people in costumes as Muppets. It comes around every year or so. It’d been a blast when I was six.
 “Do you have any relatives in the city?” Lance said.
 “No.” My mom’s family was from Virginia, and Dad’s parents were dead. Dad didn’t have any siblings, and he was in Chicago. I didn’t know much about Melissa’s family. “Marty. The guy I came in with.” I couldn’t talk for a while because I was mad and my head hurt. “He said he had a sister. I don’t know her, though.”
 “All right,” Lance said. “The girl was with you—what was her name?”
 “Julianne.” My head got worse.
 “Right. We’ve got her in the infirmary for right now. It’s probably just nerves, but the doctor isn’t taking chances.”
 I stared at his back. I thought of Marty’s head getting blown out, the splotches on Julianne’s bathrobe. I’d heard her stop screaming, and I’d heard the shots. She had to be dead. Lance was lying because they all felt bad about it. Probably thought I couldn’t take it.
 I needed to take a leak, so Lance let me stop in one of the restrooms we passed. He stood by the urinals, shining the flashlight around. Because the power was down, nobody could flush the toilets. Most of them were nearly full, and it made me think of the thawed meat back in the freezer. I pissed into one of the urinals without looking, and left in a hurry.
 We came to a short side tunnel on the right that ended in two metal doors with push bars. The doors were marked “C” in black paint. Lance had a walkie-talkie clipped to his waist, and before either of us pushed down on one of the bars, there was a flare of static from the talkie and someone said his name. Lance walked away from me, stopping under a D.A.R.E. banner that hung from the ceiling. He had a conversation with whoever was on the other end of the line. It got pretty heated. I heard him say, “Did you count before hand? You’re supposed to count-“ but then he must’ve realized I was listening because he was quieter after that.
 There was a map of the Civic Center on the wall by the doors, right next to a fire extinguisher. I did my best to read it, although with just the emergency lights it was hard to make out any of the details. It looked like there were four main entrances, and that we were opposite the two off the main lobby.
 Lance tapped me on the shoulder. “Look, I have to—just head straight down to the floor. There are two officers with the main group. They know you’re coming, so keep that in mind.” The walkie-talkie squawked again, but he ignored it. “Here,” he said, shoving the nearest door open. I saw rows of seats and a cement staircase, and I heard crowd sounds, like running water, only sometimes there were words.
 “You’ll be fine,” Lance said. The shirt of his uniform had come untucked, and his badge was pinned crooked. “Don’t worry about what happened before. This has been tough on everybody. Just keep your head down, okay? Oh, and there’s somebody you should see inside. She can maybe help you find your friend’s sister, if that’s what you want. You can’t miss her, her name’s-“
 Another burst of static from the talkie, and then we both heard a shout in the distance. Lance’s head jerked, and his skin caught the light. It shined, like he was covered in sweat. Before I could say anything, he was off running back the way we’d come. In a couple of seconds, it was just me, the banners overhead and the open door.
 The door was falling shut without anyone to hold it. I caught the side before it could close completely. I stood like that for a minute, because I didn’t know what I should do. The only reason I’d come here was because Marty wanted to. The idea of hanging out with a bunch of strangers, and of having to see Lance and more cops and that Abernathy guy again and again—that was fucked up. 
 But where else could I go?
 I went into the arena.



Chapter Two
   The space was really big. The light was different inside, so I had to get to used it, but even before I did I could feel the size of the room. Like there was more air pressure or something. I blinked a couple times, and tried not to get vertigo, or whatever. I couldn’t see the ceiling, and there was this second when I thought for sure I was falling.
   I was under an overhang on a cement platform. The platform turned into an aisle to the sides, and straight ahead it was steps that went down. There were seats all around, rows of brown and yellow that ran in a big oval around the whole room. In the base of the oval was the main floor, an open area about the size and shape of a football field. There were people down there. A lot of them. 
   I started down the stairs. Set up around the edges of the main floor were a bunch of small spotlights on stands. I counted ten of them, with cords running on the floor between each stand. There were more lights overhead, big ones shining from the score board hanging from the rafters. Where the lights focused, it was bright and clear, but once you got into the seats, things got dark pretty quick. From where I was, it looked like the people in the open space were stuck inside a big snow globe.
      At the bottom of the steps were a bunch of cafeteria tables. They were set up in rows of five, and filled about a third of the floor. Each table had folding chairs, four on each side, and about half had people at them. I saw an Asian guy in a business suit at one table, apart from everybody else. He had his head on his arms and a wallet open in front of him. I tried to see what was in the wallet, but it was too far away. 
    The Asian guy raised his head. His nose was smashed and swollen, and his eyes were red. He stared at me coming down the stairs, and his whole face lit up. 
   I looked over to the other side of the arena. There was a metal stage set-up, like the kind you get for rock shows. It had a set on it, a flat fake up of buildings with a fruit cart full of wood apples and a giant trash can. The colors were really loud and cheerful. A bunch of kids ran around the cart, yelling at each other, laughing like loons. 
   I tried counting how many people I saw altogether. It was guessing, but I figured about a hundred twenty, maybe a hundred fifty. Most were at the tables, plus the kids on the stage and a couple of adults watching them. The rest were in the gap between the tables and stage. That part of the floor was covered with green mats, and set out on the mats were all kinds of blankets and sleeping bags and air mattresses. There were folks lying down, and there were a bunch of families just holding onto each other.
   At the edge of the mats by the tables was a pile of blankets and pillows. A cop stood next to it. I recognized him—it was the red-haired guy who’d been guarding Marty. He had his thumbs hitched into his belt, his chin on his chest. A woman was arguing with him. He said something she didn’t like, and she threw up her hands and stomped off. 
   I reached the floor and I passed a bunch of kids my age. They were wearing wife-beaters and gold chains, and some had flannel shirts. One of them noticed me going by and nudged the others. Other people were noticing me. There was an older couple around Dad and Melissa’s age, holding hands. They stared at me, their heads moving with my footsteps. I could feel everybody watching me, and my face got hot.  
   “Tom! Oh Tom I’m so glad to see you-” The Asian guy stood up and ran over to where I was, knocking chairs out of his way. “Where’s your mother, is she with you?” He hugged me. I could feel his breath on my neck. He smelled like old paper.
   I didn’t mean to push him. But when a fucking stranger runs at you and hugs you and asks you about your goddamn dead mother, well, I guess I pushed him pretty hard. He crashed into a table, bouncing off and falling on his ass. He had a nice gray suit on. The coat and pants were rumpled, like he’d been wearing them a while.
   “Tom, it’s me, Mr. Tajiri? I work with your mother….” The guy—Tajiri, I guess—he used a chair to get to his feet. The cop with the red-hair was coming towards us.
      “Please,” said the woman of the middle-aged couple. Her voice was raspy, and there were purple and black bruises all around her neck. “Please, what’s going on outside?” The man with her rubbed her shoulder.
   “Yes.” Another woman now, coming from way on the right. She was round and pale and covered in sweaters. “Has there been some sort of change?”
      “Tom, please. I was at your house this summer. We played Trivial Pursuit.” Tajiri touched his nose. “I’m not bleeding again, am I?”
      “What’s going on here?” The cop had arrived, standing between me and the middle-aged couple. His uniform didn’t fit too good, and he sounded like a guy who was really glad he owned a gun. “What’s the problem?”
   “It wasn’t anything,” said the man with the bruised woman. “You should ask him what’s going on, though. We need to know.” 
   “Tom?”
   “It wasn’t anything, officer,” repeated the bruised woman. 
   “I’d like some information,” said the sweater-lady. She had a book of crossword puzzles, and she twisted it in her hands. “Nobody’s told us anything.”
   “Ma’am, we’ll let you know as soon as we do,” said the redhead. He smiled. His teeth were yellowed and crooked. “Everybody relax.”
   “Tom?” the bruised woman said. “Tom, are you all right? Do you need to sit down?”
      “Look, Tom, if you would just talk to me-“
   “I’m not Tom.” Everybody stopped. “That’s not my name. I don’t know who that is. I’m David.” 
   “David?” Tajiri said. “That’s your name? David?”  
   “Yeah.”
   “Oh.” I thought he was gonna cry. “Oh.”
   “I shouldn’t have—I shouldn’t’ve shoved you. Sorry. I don’t know you, though.” 
      The others had me surrounded. The redhead cop was near enough to grab me, and the sweater lady wasn’t that far off on the other side. Some dudes in white t-shirts came up, too, like it was some show they were watching. The middle-aged couple kept on holding each other. Mr. Tajiri sank into a chair and clasped his hands. He didn’t look at me anymore.  
   Another cop showed up. It was the woman from before, the one who’d been so good with the gun. She had the same uniform as the redhead, a short sleeve blue shirt with dark blue strips on shoulders, and navy blue slacks. Her skin was tan and leathery, and she reminded me of a lunch lady back at school.
   More and more people were noticing I was there. Not of all of them came closer, but enough did, and pretty soon I was stuck in this crowd of strangers. They all talked at the same time—”What’s going on?”“Where are you from?”“What happened?”“Do I know you?”“Did you see if”“She should’ve been outside waiting for”“All I need is a second to”“Dammit, say something, you only gotta” They reached out, and they poked my shoulder and shook my hand and patted my cheek and somebody even pinched me on the side, like they wanted to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. They were all strangers, everywhere I looked was strangers. But they called out names, all these different names and I shook my head again and again and I said, “No, that’s not me, that’s not me, that’s somebody else.” But they didn’t listen. Some of them even got mad. Like it was a lie I was telling them, like my face and my voice and my real name were some sort of trick I was playing. Mr. Tajiri sat there, watching his nice shoes. There was dried blood on the collar of his shirt.
   I got sick of everything. It felt like all the voices around me were coming from inside my head, not outside, and I had to get away from them. I elbowed somebody in the stomach and stepped on somebody else’s feet, and they got the message pretty fast. The two cops were talking with the sweater lady, and I didn’t say anything to them. I kicked a table walking off and it just hurt my foot. People shouted questions after me, and I felt someone touch my arm, but I ignored all of it.     
   At the edge of the sea of blankets was a pile of unclaimed sheets and quilts. There were bedspreads and comforters and sleeping bags, mixed together like a pile of weird colored leaves. I grabbed a blanket at random, not because I was tired or cold but because I figured I was supposed to. The one I’d picked was blue and frayed at the corners and it smelled like pot. 
   I found a spot to myself off to the side of the open area, away from everybody. The spotlights were pointing towards the center of the floor, and the people who’d set up camp mostly stayed right where the light was brightest. So I went to the shadowy part. The mats were only an inch or so thick, and when I sat on my blanket, I could feel the concrete under me. No matter how I moved around, my butt hurt. The few people I could see with air mattresses must’ve grabbed them pretty fast.
   Nobody bothered me, and I had nothing to do. I sat there and I waited for something to happen. There were extension cords behind me, and I touched them and they were warm. There was also heat coming off the spotlight nearest me. It buzzed. I could feel my teeth vibrate. 
      Because I wasn’t saying anything, people left me alone. The cops both gave me a look, like “Don’t fuck around, we’re ready for it,” and that was that. I watched the crowds. I thought I saw Mr. Decker, once, and it felt so good and I started to call out to him—but the guy turned around and it wasn’t him. I saw a black woman in a sleeveless orange dress at the tables. She had a notebook and a pen, and she was interviewing a man in a UPS uniform. She asked him something, and he turned away from her. He was crying, I guess.
   There was a lot of crying. There were smiles too, and I hated those. Guys smiled at girls and parents smiled at their kids and kids smiled at each other and it just made me think of the things outside. The grinners. Even with all the spotlights, you couldn’t look everyplace at once. You couldn’t be sure.
    Time passed. At some point, the cops started encouraging people to head towards the blanket area, because it was night time or something. Nobody argued, and anybody who didn’t want to go didn’t have to, but most folks did. Everybody was kind of dazed. They talked and moved around like a bunch of strangers having the same bad dream. 
   I stretched out under my blanket. The pot smell wasn’t that bad, really. I closed my eyes. There were whispers, and grunts, and a couple of babies cried. Then there was snoring, at least forty or fifty people. Behind the snores and the buzzing spotlights, I heard what I figured were the generators that kept everything running, wherever they were. 
   I couldn’t sleep. The lights stayed on, and the snoring was really annoying, but there was this tightness, too, in my chest and my stomach. I was hollow, and it hurt, like my guts were scooped out. I tossed and turned but it never went away. It just got tighter. It didn’t stop. None of it would stop. I almost wished I was back in the freezer, because at least then I could’ve looked forward to getting out. I wanted to go home. Home wasn’t there anymore. It was just me, and the world had ended, and there was no place left to go.
  *  *  *  *  * 
I must’ve I drifted off at some point, because my eyes were closed when the cafeteria lady cop started shouting about breakfast. My back hurt from sleeping on the floor, and I’d chewed on the blanket ‘cause there was gross fuzz on my tongue. 
   The Civic Center looked the same as it had looked the day before. The spotlights made it impossible to tell how early it was. I still felt like shit, and I was pretty suspicious of everything—I didn’t know why, exactly, but I needed to see how things played out before I jumped into any of it. I watched people move from the blankets towards the tables. This didn’t take too long, and even before everybody came over, I saw a group of cops wheeling in food on hand-trucks. They came in through an entrance on the floor, between the stadium seats. The entrance was probably for bringing in equipment, because it was huge. It dwarfed the hand-trucks, and the cops pushing them. One of the cops was Lance, the other the red-head guy, and then there were two I hadn’t seen before, one tall and skinny, one short and fat. 
    Coming in behind them, not pushing anything, was Abernathy. He wasn’t wearing the bomber jacket anymore, just a button up brown shirt with the sleeves pushed to his elbows. And a tie. That really got to me, him wearing a tie.
   The first two hand trucks had cardboard boxes on them, while the second two had plastic crates. Once the trucks were by the first table rows, on the other side of the room from me, the cops opened them and started passing out the food—granola bars, and cartons of milk from the crates. It was slow going. People waited in a line that ran through the tables and nearly up to the stage.
   Seeing the food made me hungry, so I got in at the end of line. A few folks nodded at me, but most everybody just kept their head down and waited. When I didn’t think anyone was looking, I tried to rub the fuzz off my tongue. God, but it tasted lousy.
   Eventually, it was my turn. Lance gave me the granola bar, and the big red head, who I heard was named Stan, handed me some milk. He fucked with me a little first—like, he stretched out the hand with the carton, and when I reached for it, he pulled back some. But then he just gave it to me, so I wasn’t sure if I was imagining things.
   Abernathy was right there, arms crossed. I kept waiting for him to give me the evil eye, but he didn’t, so I didn’t look at him either.   
   There was plenty of space to sit. I went to an empty table as far away from the cops as I could. Right after I sat down, Mr. Tajiri showed up and took the chair across from me. His suit coat was gone, and he only had a white undershirt on. I wondered if someone had pointed out the blood spots on the coat to him. He didn’t say anything to me, so the two of us just sat there, eating. The swelling on his nose had gone down some, I noticed.     
   Once the food was handed out, Abernathy, Lance and the fat and skinny cops left with the hand trucks. Stan and the lady cop stayed behind. She seemed okay, but Stan made me uncomfortable. He was big guy, and he kept rubbing the badge on his shirt like he wanted to remind himself it was there. 
   “You should eat slower,” Mr. Tajiri said. He was only halfway through his granola bar. “They’re very strict about rationing, and we won’t be getting any more to eat till lunch.”
   I shrugged. 
   “They’ve reassured us that we have enough food, and I don’t doubt it, but I wouldn’t mind something more substantial.” He swallowed some milk, and checked the expiration date on the cardboard. “These won’t last much longer. I hope they take that into account. Do you think I should mention it?”
   “I guess.” Stan was watching me. Whenever I looked at him, he looked away, but I knew what was going on. My stomach burned. He had his arms crossed over his chest, and I could just feel him deciding shit about me. I got nervous, and then I got sort of mad because of that. I should just ignore him, I knew. You ignored guys like that.
   “Excuse me?” Somebody had come up next to me without me realizing. I turned, and all I could see was orange. “Hi. Could I talk to you for a second?”  
   It was the black woman, the one in the dress I’d seen the night before. “Hi,” she said again. 
   “Hi,” I said.
   “Do you mind if-?”  The woman had a leather bag hanging from one shoulder, and when I didn’t say anything, she set it on the table and sat down next to me. There were ink stains on her fingers, and one of her wrists was bandaged. “Thanks. I’m Ceila.” She pronounced it “Seal-ah.” It sounded like a wave sighing.



Chapter Three
   “Uh, Dave.” 
   Ceila had a pen in one hand. She stuck it in her mouth and shook my hand. “Nithce to-” She took the pen out of her mouth. “Nice to meet you.” She nodded at Tajiri. He gave her a suspicious look. “Do you have a minute?”
Most everybody was done eating. There was a group a few tables away of people, the guys with bad goatees and gold chains, and some girls with too tight shirts. They were sitting around, and one of them got out a deck of cards so they started playing. “For what?” I said.
“I’m doing an informal census.” She flipped to an empty page in her notebook. 
 “Trying to keep track of who everyone is, where they’re from, how they got here.”
   “That’s horrible,” Mr. Tajiri said. He bared his teeth.
   “Excuse me?”
   Mr. Tajiri stood up. The wrapper from his granola bar was neatly folded, and he’d crushed his milk carton flat. “You don’t need to tell her anything. You are not obligated.” He stared at Ceila. “You should not do this,” he told her. “You have no right to invade on people’s, people’s lives. Especially not now. It’s wrong.”
   Ceila wouldn’t lower her eyes. They got into a staring contest, and it was really tense and uncomfortable. Finally, Tajiri left. He took his trash with him, and mine too.
   Ceila watched him go. She scribbled some notes down. She was using her busted wrist to write with, which must’ve hurt. Stan was hitting on some girls near the card-players. I flipped him off, only I kept my hands under the table while I did it. Man was I an asshole. I wanted Ceila to leave me alone. I wouldn’t’ve felt so much like an asshole if she hadn’t been there. 
   Finally, when she didn’t leave, I said, “If you wanna ask me some stuff, okay.”     
   Ceila looked at me. It always bugs me when people do that. Like I have enough to worry about without thinking about my face. “I’m working with the police on this. And Mr. Abernathy. I am—was—a grad student. At Orono? I was doing my thesis in sociology, and I’m good with keeping track of things. So I’m not just wasting your time. They need a headcount.  I mean, it’s informal, but it’s official informal. I’m not just trying to bug you.”
   “’kay.”
   “Good. Um.” She smiled. She wasn’t half terrible looking—her nose was stubby and her face was round, but she was cute. But when she smiled… It didn’t make her better looking. It just made her more interesting to look at. You could see her deciding to smile. “If you start getting—upset—let me know.”
   Ceila got my full name and my age and where I was from, and even asked me my social security number, which I couldn’t remember. She asked about any relations, and if they were around, and if I had any way of contacting them. I couldn’t remember phone numbers, which made me feel stupid. “Well, maybe you’ll remember eventually,” she said. “They’re letting people make calls, although they limit them because there’s no way to recharge any of the phones. I don’t know if anybody’s gotten through. I couldn’t.”
   “Where’d you call?”
   “Tennessee. My parents, anyway.” 
   She asked me when I first thought something might be wrong. I had to concentrate, because I wasn’t sure I wanted to tell her the truth. I wasn’t even sure I could. It was all jumbled up. So I just said that I’d been at a friend’s house and everything had gotten bad. It sounded like a lie.
   All Ceila said was, “I’m sorry. Did you come here with anybody else?”
   “Yeah. Two people.”
   “Who? And would you introduce me? It makes it easier if-“
   “They’re dead,” I said. I stared at the table. One of the cops was laughing, I think. “One of them got shot, and the other one, they say she’s at the infirmary, but I don’t believe it.”
   Ceila wrote some more in her notebook. “I’m sorry. But I’m sure your other friend is fine. They have a very good doctor here.”
   I shrugged.
    “Okay then. Thanks for helping me out, David. That should take care of it.”
    She was getting ready to go—putting her papers and pen back in the bag, pushing her chair back. I didn’t want her to leave, but I couldn’t ask her to stay. I couldn’t even look right at her, because if I did, she’d see how scared I was. Then she’d feel sorry for me and treat me like some stupid little kid.
   I stared at her feet. She was wearing brown pumps, and there was a long scrape on her left shin. I said, “How many people are here?” I risked glancing up. “In the Center, right now.”
   She didn’t blink. “There’s… one hundred and forty-seven. That’s with the cops, and Mr. Abernathy, and the rest of us.”
   “Where are they getting all the food? And the other stuff?”
   “Some it was already here. And some of it, people brought in.” Ceila pulled her chair back into the table and got her notebook out again. I saw charts and numbers and even some math. “There are a couple food places already in the building, and they had supplies we could use. Plus a gift shop, for some of the clothing. The blankets and the rest of the clothes, that’s all from the rest of us. Anything you have to spare, the police take and put it in the pile for everyone.”
    I thought about the yellowed mayonnaise. “I don’t think the food is gonna last too long.”
    “No kidding. But we’re in the middle of downtown, and there are plenty of stores within walking distance. So there have been a few trips outside for supplies. Mr. Abernathy thinks it’ll only be a few more days, besides.”
   “A few more days till what?”
   “Till we’re rescued.” I must’ve made a face, because Ceila said, “What?”
   “Nothin’. It’s just…” I didn’t know how to say it. It seemed too obvious to need to be said. “Those are walking dead people outside. Like in the movies. In the movies, nobody ever gets rescued from walking dead people.”
    “But this isn’t a movie,” she said. I nodded. I was right and she was wrong, but there was no way I could explain it that wouldn’t sound dumb. “You shouldn’t spread that whole ‘walking dead’ thing around, though.”
   “Why not?”
   “Not everybody thinks that’s the problem.”
   “Seriously?” Stan was laughing now. There was an argument between some of the card players. “Who’d be that dumb?”
   “Mr. Abernathy believes it’s a virus. So do the cops. They’re encouraging everybody else to go along with the idea.”
   “But that’s retarded! Look, me and my friend Matt, we actually found one of the fucking things’ obituaries, so don’t tell me that it-“
   “Calm down.”
   “Sure. Sure. But I can just tell them what we found, all right? They hafta know, they can’t just pretend that it’s some, some stupid bug or some shit.”
    “Listen,” Ceila said. She made sure we had eye contact. Her hair was a crinkled swirl around her face. “Don’t get me wrong. Most of the people here, they know it’s not just a sickness. It’s completely insane, but once you see one of those things moving around, you just know. But not everybody can handle it, all right? I’m not sure if I agree with Abernathy, but there are a lot of really freaked out people in a very small space, and if you start pushing them—if you start telling them that stuff that is supposed to be impossible isn’t really that impossible anymore—bad shit could go down. We all have to be very careful. So please, just… keep it to yourself.”
   I felt tired, then. And lonely. “All right. All right, fine.” 
   Ceila got up and shouldered her bag. She accidentally hit her bandaged wrist against a stray chair. When she winced, I wondered how much writing she’d done with that hand. How much she was going to do. “Thanks for the help,” she said. “I’ll see you around, all right?”
   “Yeah.” I gave a little wave, and then felt like a jackass. “Sure.” 
   After Ceila left, I stayed where I was for a while. I got bored, so I walked around the sea of blankets for a while. I found my blanket and tried to get some sleep, but the people all around kept me awake.  
   The cops did regular bathroom breaks. Every half an hour, one of them took a group to the restroom. There was a line and everything. I saw one guy trying to bribe redhead Stan to take him earlier, but Stan wouldn’t take the bait. That surprised me.
   Lunch was an energy bar, an apple, and a bottle of water. Dinner was two warm hot-dogs in a napkin, more water, and a handful of popcorn. When you weren’t eating or shitting, there wasn’t a whole lot to do. There were some paperbacks kicking around, but they’d already been grabbed up. There were a few iPods, too, but you had to wait in another line to use one. I waited twenty minutes to hear a song I didn’t like by a band I didn’t know. Apart from mealtime and talking with Ceila, it was the highlight of my day.
   I kept expecting someone to come in and tell us what was happening, but nobody did. I tried to recognize the strangers around me, hoping I’d see somebody I knew. It didn’t even have to be a friend, I would’ve settled for my gym teacher (Mr. Collins), my doctor (Dr. Gordon), the fucking mailman (I didn’t know his name). But it was just faces everywhere. Eyes and mouths and noses that I didn’t know at all.
   For a while, I hung out on the stage with some kids my age. Two guys, one girl. They were well-dressed, in a laid back sort of way. Lots of khaki. When they gave me their names, I didn’t remember them. They looked too much alike, even the girl. 
   We hung out by a big fake trashcan. It had gray and black stripes and there were fish bones painted on the sides. There was a platform on the back, for an actor to stand on, and I climbed onto it. “Hey, check it out,” I said, “David the Grouch.” 
   The three of them stared. They had fake tans, and both guys wore Dockers and those shirts with bands of color around the sleeves. The girl had straw blonde hair and high cheeks. I thought of Stephanie, and wondered where she was, and then I thought of Ethan. I hoped they were okay. 
   The blonde girl kept wiping her mouth. “Oh, like the show.”
   “Hey, that’s, that’s great,” said one of the guys. The girl shuddered, and both guys put an arm around her waist.
   “I can’t believe she’s gone,” the girl said. One of the guys lowered his head, and the other one whispered in her ear, and then they just stood like that. The girl didn’t even seem that upset, apart from wiping her mouth. She stared through me, and when she talked, I saw she’d lost one of her front teeth. She didn’t have any bruises or marks anyplace I else I could see. 
   Some smaller kids got to playing on the stage around us. They ‘d found Muppet costumes from the show, and they were just wearing the heads. It should’ve been silly, but it bothered me, all the colors and too-big expressions. One of them with a blue head on noticed me standing behind the trash can. It giggled, and the guy who’d lowered his head, he giggled too. It sounded like he was trying to copy something he’d seen on television. Then the blonde girl giggled, and the other guy giggled into her ear, and that was when I left. 
  *  *  *  *  *
I slept more that night, but the time I spent not sleeping was really awful. I couldn’t stop crying. I’d be lying there, not thinking about anything. And then my cheeks would get hot and everything would go blurry and my whole face would seize up. I’d curl into a ball and I’d start sobbing. I tried to be as quiet as possible, but you get to a point where you let some noise out because you really wish someone would come and make it better. Nobody did, though. I heard other people crying, in other parts of the arena. I thought that if we could all get together somehow, we’d feel better, but I didn’t want to move.
    Eventually I’d calm down, and I’d wipe my face off on the blanket. The pot smell stuck in my nose. I’d sleep some more, and then I’d wake up, and I’d think I’d see my father walking by, and I’d start crying again.
   There was maybe a half hour or so when I was crying so hard the only way I could stop was to think about Abernathy. Which is weird, I know, but I just pictured him, wearing that goofy fucking jacket, sitting in an office somewhere. Just waiting. Maybe he was cleaning his gun. I couldn’t really think of anything beyond that, but knowing he was out there pissed me off enough so I stopped crying for a while. But I couldn’t stay pissed off forever.
   At some point, probably early morning, I got an idea in my head. I’m not really sure where it came from. Maybe it was thinking about what the day was going to be like. That it wasn’t going to get any better if I didn’t find something to do. 
   During breakfast, I looked around for Ceila. She wasn’t hard to find, because the fluorescent light made the orange in her dress glow. I found her was eating with the scarf-lady and a few others. I didn’t go over to them. It was going to be hard enough talking to her, I didn’t want an audience.
   “Does this taste sour to you?” Tajiri asked. He had the milk bottle up to this nose. We were the only two people at our table again.
   “Yeah. Some.” It did, too. Not so bad you couldn’t drink it, but getting there.
   When Ceila finally got up, she went to one of the cops on duty. It was Officer Lance today. I was across the room from where he was standing, his arms crossed over his chest, but even I could see how tired he looked. His skin was the color of cottage cheese.
   He and Ceila talked, and Ceila handed him a sheet of paper. He folded it and stuck in his pocket. Then he said something, and they both laughed. 
   When Ceila left Lance, I left Tajiri still eating and I followed her. She was heading for the blanket sea, and I took a path that went directly in front of hers. When I got close, she was scratching under the bandage on her wrist while she walked. I was really nervous all of a sudden, and I didn’t know why. 
   “Hi,” I said. I blocked her way, so she had to stop. 
   “What? Oh, hi … Dave. Hi.” She stopped scratching. “How are you?”
   “I’m, I’m good. How are you?” 
   “Decent.”
      “Right. Right.” I could still taste the not-quite-sour milk on my tongue. “Listen. This is, okay, this is a silly idea. But do you need any help?” 
   “Help? No, I don’t think so.” Ceila waved at someone past my shoulder. I turned to see who, and when I turned back, she’d almost moved past me. I had to move again to block her. “Excuse me.”
   “Wait. Just wait.” I was totally fucking up. “I mean, you’re great at this whole interview thing. I just thought, maybe—maybe I could write things down for you. Because of your wrist.” 
    “Oh.” She raised her right arm, and both of us stared at the bandage. It was needed to be replaced, and the exposed skin was swollen and purpled. “I don’t know. It’s not that bad.” I didn’t say anything. Ceila looked at me, really looking like she’d done the day before. “All right, maybe it’s a little bad.”
   “It won’t get better if you keep using it, y’know?”
   “Can you write fast enough? It’s important to get down everything people say, and most of them will only say it once. If you can’t keep up with-“
   “No, I can, definitely. No problem.”  I nodded as convincingly as I could. I was getting in way over my head. But the thing was, I’d go nuts if I had another day of not doing anything. Helping Ceila was the only thing I could think of to feel better. “I’m always writing down stuff people say. Ask anybody.”
   “Well … all right.” She dug into her shoulder bag. “Actually, I could use some help.”
   “Oh, hey, let me-” I reached for the bag. Before I got close enough, Ceila yanked it away from me. I heard pens clicking against each other and rattling sounds. I froze, not sure what I’d done wrong. She held the bag against her stomach like it was part of her guts. “I just thought I could carry that for you. Sorry.”
   Ceila frowned, and then she shook her head. Her hair was tied back, but it still bounced a little. “No, no, it’s me, I’m sorry.” The frown faded—not like everything was okay, but like it might work out eventually. “I haven’t been getting much sleep.”
   “Oh man, you don’t have to tell me.”
   “Here.” She opened her bag and handed me a spiral notebook and a blue pen. “I’m meeting with somebody right now. You want to tag along, see how comfortable you are? Just be respectful, and let me do the talking.”
    “Yeah,” I said. “Sounds good.”



Chapter Four
 Ceila’s meeting was with a couple of roommates, Toni and Stella. They were sitting on some pillows, and when we met with them, Stella was painting Toni’s nails with glitter polish. Toni was wearing make-up, and it was very well done make-up. Like she was a princess. Stella’s face was plain. I noticed she had a hearing aid in one ear. I wondered if I should be writing any of this down.
 “Toni, Stella, this is my friend David. He’s going to help me keep a record of what you tell me, is that all right?”
 “Oh, of course,” Toni said. “Of course.” She smiled at me, and my knees went a little shaky.
 Ceila knelt down on an empty pillow next to Stella, tucking her dress under her legs. I sat on the floor a couple feet away, so I wouldn’t intrude or anything. I had to flip through the notebook for some empty space. Ceila’s handwriting was terrible. Mine’s not so great either, but at least when I write a word, you can see it’s made of real letters.
 I finally came to an open page. I wrote “TONI and STELLA” at the top. Then I underlined it.
 First Ceila got their full names and basic personal info, just like she had with me. They lived in an apartment on the second floor of a house on Indian Street, which was only ten or thirty blocks away from the Center. Toni was a librarian’s assistant, Stella worked in medical records. I managed to get all of this down without any problems.
 Then Ceila asked them how they’d got to the Center. That was when it got harder for me to keep up. Toni talked very fast, especially when she was upset, and I couldn’t ask her to slow down. She said some stuff about her landlord telling them there was a problem Thursday night, and that their building got overrun and they’d used the fire escape. The landlord got eaten, at some point. Also, he had a cat, and I think the dead folks ate the cat, too. Talking about the cat got Toni so upset she couldn’t talk for a while. 
 I got as much of it down as I could. I figured out real quick there wasn’t time to do whole sentences, just fragments.  When it was over, and we left Toni and Stella and their pillows, I gave Ceila back her notebook so she could read what I’d written. She took a long time.
 “I got as much as I could,” I said. “I missed some stuff near the end though. It’s just, her words were all jumbled together, and-“
 “No, this is good. Really.” She gave me the notebook back. “Thank you, actually. It was a lot easier talking to them without having to worry about the other part.”
 “Cool. Cool.” I was hopping back and forth and I couldn’t stop. “So, do I, um, do I get the job?”
 “Huh? Oh, sure. ‘The job.’ Heh.” She scratched under her bandage. “Let’s say you’re on probation.”
 We talked to a lot of people that day. I got better at writing things down. I made up short cuts, I didn’t put as much effort into getting direct quotes, that sort of thing. At first, I was just happy to have something to do. But it started to wear on me after a couple hours. My penmanship got worse, and I had to concentrate on keeping my hands steady.  Every story I listened to, it was like I had to relive all of my own shit. This one time, we were with an elderly couple and one of them mentioned a shovel. I forgot how to write a for a minute or two. That was the thing about being in the Center, really. You were always scared. It was only, most of the time, you forgot. 
 By suppertime, I was about spent. My fingers had red grooves in them from where I’d been holding the pen. Mr. Tajiri joined us at a table, as well as scarf lady, whose name turned out to be Linda, and a few others. Everybody was very friendly, and I didn’t feel quite so alone anymore. I didn’t say much, though.
 At one point, scarf-lady Linda asked Ceila about her dress.  It turned out she’d been on a blind date when everything went crazy. They’d gone out to the Olive Garden by the mall, and then a bunch of people rushed the building shouting about being attacked. Ceila’s date ran off, and she got stuck hitching a ride to the Civic Center with one of the cops—Maddy, the one who reminded me of a cafeteria lady. My favorite part of the story was that the bag Ceila carried everywhere was actually hers. She’d taken it with her on the date, notebooks and everything. I thought that was cool.
 The cops did a head-count during supper while everyone was eating. Somebody must’ve read the list Ceila gave them.
 I woke up just once that night. I’d been having this awful dream, so I was scared from that at first, but then I realized it was all a nightmare, so I felt better. But then I felt the spotlights on me, and I noticed I wasn’t in my bed and that my clothes had that hot and itchy vibe you get from wearing them too long.  Then I remembered where I was. It made my nightmare seem stupid, which was pretty funny when I thought about it. 
 There was another head-count at breakfast. Stan was back, along with an old guy who could barely keep his uniform standing. Before the food was passed out, Stan made a speech. “Folks, there’s a lot of work out there that needs to get done if we’re going to keep this place safe, and we need help. I need twenty able-bodied volunteers. There are barricades that need finishing, so anyone with carpentry or engineering experience would be appreciated.”
 A whole lot of hands raised into the air, some slower than others. Stan picked the healthiest of the lot, or at least the ones who didn’t look quite so tired as the rest. The food got passed, and we ate our awful power bars, and Ceila and I went back to work. Everybody we talked to depressed me, and I knew I was doing a terrible job with the notes. But helping out was still better than thinking about my dad, or anything, really.
 Families had taken over the blanket sea, pushing mattresses and blankets together and making these big islands on the floor where everyone could sit together and feel safe. Ceila and I spent the first half of our day there, going from island to island, being as polite and non-threatening as possible. Some people wouldn’t talk to us, but a lot of them did. There was a Korean woman on a Rainbow Brite sleeping bag. She had a baby in her arms and yellow barrettes in her hair, When Ceila went up to her, I thought for sure she’d tell us to get lost, but Ceila had a way of getting people to open up. The Korean woman breast-fed her baby and Ceila asked things in her calm, low-key way. I felt awkward when the woman unbuttoned her shirt and all, but neither of them seemed to remember I was there. So I just took notes and kept my mouth shut.     
 The families were probably two-thirds of all the people at the Center. Most of the rest hung out at the rows of tables on the opposite side of the arena. Ceila and I went through that area after lunch. The townie guys and girls, the ones in wife-beaters and too much lipstick, were really into poker. They’d found a few more decks of cards, and the cops let them move a couple tables together. There was a lot of shouting and the whole thing seemed really intense. Ceila made a couple tries at talking to them, but it went about as well as you’d expect. We did chat up a few people who were hanging out alone, though.
 The only other group was a bunch of kids my age who lived up on the big stage. The End of the World Players, I called them. They slept behind the over-sized sets at night, and they came down to the floor only when it was time to eat, or somebody had to use the restroom. There were ten of them, and they all had a shiny, scrubbed look, even the ones wearing leftover clothes. I think maybe they’d all been theater geeks before everything went bad, because a day after I showed up, they started putting on shows on the stage. They’d taken the Muppet costumes away from the littler kids, and, dressed like Elmo and Big Bird and Oscar, they’d run around doing pratfalls, singing the Alphabet Song and giving out big hugs. The toddlers really got a kick out of it, and a lot of the adults did too.
 Ceila and I didn’t talk to everybody that day, not even close. There just wasn’t time. But I filled a big chunk of the notebook. Everybody’s story mixed together after a while. There were all kinds of different people of different races and backgrounds, but when you broke it down, it was always just, “Something bad happened. We ran like fuck. Some of us died, and the rest of us are here.” It made you fell small. Like you were just a number on a graph.
 The word got out as to what Ceila was doing, and during supper some strangers came over and asked if we’d interview them. Ceila had me take their names and make a schedule for everybody, although since none of us had a working watch it was a really loose schedule. Mr. Tajiri didn’t say anything to either of us. There were sweat stains spreading across his T-shirt, and while he ate, he tapped on the underside of his chair over and over. When the fourth person came to talk to Ceila, Tajiri moved to another table.
 Just as everyone finished eating, the work detail from that morning came back in through the doors with “B” painted on them. They walked single file down the stairs, with Stan at the head. There were a few cheers, but I think most everybody was busy trying to count heads. The group seemed smaller than it had been that morning. When they joined us at the tables, there were handshakes and more cheers. One guy who’d been on the floor kept asking where his wife was, and Lance showed up out of nowhere and pulled him off to one side. Lance said something and the guy started shouting. When he wouldn’t stop, Lance took him out of the room.
 After supper, Ceila and I went up into the audience rows, away from the crowd. We sat in one of the middle sections, and she looked through all the writing I’d done. It was funny, because Ceila had been right—nobody was talking about zombies. Or grinners, or whatever. And the longer I stayed inside, the easier it was to just forget the whole thing. Maybe it was a virus, y’know? It wasn’t like I was a doctor. It wasn’t like I couldn’t’ve made a mistake.
 Everyone we’d interviewed had lost someone. One couple in their sixties couldn’t find their grandson. A father saw his daughter hit by a car when they were trying to get to safety. A wife made sure we spelled her husband’s name right (“T-E-R-R-A-N-C-E A-R-M-I-G-A-N”). She even made me show her the notebook to be sure. She wouldn’t actually tell us what had happened to him, but she wanted us to know his name.
 I hadn’t forgotten about Marty, and I hadn’t forgotten about his niece. Going around talking to everyone was the best chance I had for finding her, but…  Fuck, I dunno. If I did find her, what the hell would I say? He’d saved me, and Julianne, and then he got killed. Abernathy killed him. It was my fault, really, but at least I hadn’t been the one pulling the trigger. You heard people talking about Abernathy sometimes, like he was busy conferencing with the President on the best way to rescue us. Every time I heard that, I got angry. I’m not sure why, exactly. I knew I should just shut up, so I did, but that didn’t make me any less mad.
 Once we finished going over the notes, Ceila and me just talked. She bitched about her orange dress: “I feel like a goofball, walking around in this thing. I can barely take myself seriously.” It was pretty low-cut, and when she bent over to talk to people, well, you could see stuff. I didn’t mention it, because I was embarrassed that I’d been looking. But it was nice dress, even without the boob thing.
 “We could trade,” I said.
 “Ha!”
 “Hey, I could totally pull that off.”
 “Sure. Sure.” She poked the exclamation point on my shirt. “I don’t think I could work the surf-look, though. It’s a skinny white boy thing.”
 We talked about how much longer we’d be in the Center. The cops had gotten real good at not answering any of the questions you asked, and people were too spooked to really push them on it. Besides, there was always the chance they could tell you the truth—all of it. And who knew where that would end up. We ate what they gave us and slept when they told us to, and we waited. It was better than the alternative.
          *                      *                      *                      *                      *
A day later—I think it was Tuesday—Lance came and got me. Ceila and I had done our thing for another three or four hours, and it was pretty rough going, so we were taking a break. The End of the World Players was doing a skit about sharing, but I wasn’t in the mood. I didn’t want a nap, either. The poker game had grown bigger. The cops had started giving us candy with our dinner, little bags of Skittles and Twizzlers and M&Ms, and the card players were betting with them. I suck at cards, though. I always bluff, and nobody ever believes me.
 On a table in the last row before the blanket sea was a memorial for the fallen. Really, it was just a bunch of junk: a stuffed rabbit, a few purses, a beat up Stephen King paperback, a green sneaker, and more like that. Right in the middle was a steel walker with a bent leg, and a toupee. There were no signs and none of it was organized in any way I could tell. But it all meant something to somebody. You never saw anyone leaving anything on the table, and nobody ever took anything away, but you knew what it was about.
 I sat there, staring at the heap. I felt lousy. There was nothing there I’d brought. I should’ve grabbed the purple alien toy out of Marty’s truck, before that thing tried to eat it. Because the stuff that was on the table, it didn’t mean anything to me. I couldn’t get all weepy over a stupid shoe. The bad feeling sat in my chest and it just got heavier. I was thinking about Abernathy, which was something I was doing whenever I had too much time on my hands. It wasn’t smart, thinking about him, because it just made me upset. He hardly ever came down to the floor to see people. He was a coward, I figured. He must’ve shot more people than just Marty. Maybe some off the stuff left on the memorial table used to be own by people Abernathy killed. He was probably scared there were folks waiting for him with grudges. So he just sat up there in his office. Talking to himself or jerking off or whatever. Acting like he knew everything.
 The bad feeling got heavier. I waited and I hoped it would go away, but I didn’t think it would.
 Then Lance came up next to me and put a hand on my shoulder. “Come on,”
  he said. “Your friend’s waking up, and the doctor wants to see you.”



Chapter Five
 He led me up the stairs, out the C doors and into the main hall. Aside from bathroom breaks, it was my first time out of the arena since I came in. The air was different. Still stuffy, but it didn’t stink like sweat and bad breath. Lance walked fast, and I had a hard time keeping up. Moving so much made me hungry.
 We turned down a side-tunnel and stopped in front of a door marked “Private.” The tunnel itself was dark, but when Lance pushed the door open, the light that came out was so bright it hurt my eyes. Inside was a big room with desks built into the walls. The desks were covered in pill bottles and first aid kits, and each desk had a mirror over it. There were lightbulbs screwed into the sides of the mirrors, like in a dressing room. The bulbs were all out, but there was a standing spot in the right-hand corner of the room. The heat coming off the light was intense. I saw the reflection of a coat rack in a kid’s shirt standing next to Lance. It sneezed and I realized it was me.
 There were five cots set up on the floor, with sleeping people on four of them. Dr. Tidewater stood next to one of the cots. He still had on the basketball jersey, but now I could see it was green, with some dark spatters on the chest.
 Julianne sat on the cot by the doctor, her head almost in line with Tidewater’s shoulder. She was still wearing her pajamas, and her bathrobe was a pink pile on her legs.
 “Hello, David,” Tidewater said.
 My feet were sweating. “Hi.” I tried to be happy, or surprised. She was alive. I hadn’t even been thinking about her lately.
 She smiled at me, full braces. Her hair was combed flat, and it stuck to her head like paint.
 “Are you—how are you?” I wasn’t sure if I should get nearer, or give her space. Tidewater nodded at me, whatever the fuck that meant.
 She tittered. “I’m okay.”
 “Cool. Cool.”
 “Where’s Marty?”
 “He’s-” Julianne stared at a spot to the left of my nose. “He didn’t find his family here. Remember? His niece and her kids. So he left. To find them.”
 “Really? Gosh.” It was like she was running on a five second delay. “That was nutso of him, wasn’t it?”
 “I’m sure he’s okay.” I was lying and I didn’t know why. Why hadn’t Tidewater already told her what happened? Fuck, she’d been there, why didn’t she already know? But I didn’t want to upset her. “He said he’d come back when he found them.”
 “Oh. That’s nice.”
 Tidewater nodded. “Honey, I need to talk with David alone for a minute. Would that be all right?”
 “Okay.”
 Lance came and sat on the cot next to Julianne. He touched her elbow. “Remember me?”
 She concentrated, and then frowned. “Yes. Of course I do. You’re Lance. I’d like to go home now.”
 Tidewater nearly shoved me out of the room. Lance held Julianne’s elbow, and she started trying on facial expressions like she was checking to see if they fit.
 Tidewater took me down the hall far enough so we could talk quietly without being heard. It was hard to see after being so close to the spotlight. There was a big red blob floating at the edges of wherever I looked. “What the fuck is wrong with her?” I said.
 “Shhhh.”
 “Is she crazy?”
 “I don’t know.”
 “You don’t know?” The red blob faded into black. “How do you not know?”
 “It’s complicated.” Tidewater stuck his hands in his pockets. He looked like a kid waiting for his parents to come pick him up after practice. “This isn’t really my field. She’s healthy, far as I can tell. She eats what we give her and she remembers her name and the year. But like you saw, she seems—off. She tends to lose track of a conversation if you talk with her more than a few minutes.”
 “Crap.”
 “How long have you known Julianne?”
 “Huh?” How long had I known her? Not that long. There might’ve been a party we’d both been at, but probably not. “A couple years, I guess.”
 “What was she like? Before this.”
 “I dunno. She was just somebody who I saw between classes sometimes. Not like this, though. She wasn’t-” I couldn’t come up with a word, so I made a loopy sign at my temple. “You know.”
 “It’s probably just stress. I’ve seen it happen to other people, and it’s really not all that surprising given the circumstances.” He checked over his shoulder. “When you go back, I want you to take her with you. I’d like you to keep an eye on her.”
 “What, like a babysitter?”
 “She should be around other people. The only real thing wrong with her is that she’s alone and she needs a reason to keep going. You need to help her with that.”
 “Right.” I was getting worried now. “But what am I supposed to do?”
 “Keep an eye on her. Be her friend. That’s all.”
 “Sure. Sure.” I had a gerbil once. I forgot to close the cage one morning and it drowned in the toilet.
 “Calm down. She just needs a familiar face.”
 “Right. Familiar.”
 “If there are any problems, let Lance know, and we can bring her back here.” We heard Julianne laugh back in the room. Tidewater smiled with half his mouth. “It’ll be fine, I’m sure.”
 Ceila and I hadn’t interviewed Tidewater—we hadn’t interviewed any of the higher-ups, not even that cop she was friendly with. I wasn’t sure when I’d get a better chance to talk with the doctor. “So, um, does anybody know what’s going on now?”
 “You mean outside?”
 “Yeah.”
 “I’m not sure.”
 “Oh.”
 “It’s not great, I can tell you that much.” He pulled a pack of gum out of his pocket and offered me a piece. It was stale and snapped in my teeth. “Honest to god, nobody’s let me in on the big picture. I’m not even sure there is a big picture. The landlines are down, cell phones are basically useless, and we have no idea what’s happening in Washington. Abernathy has a radio, but no one’s answering that I know of. I’d like to believe that there’s still some kind of, that there’s a core out there, working to pick up the pieces. This is all so crazy, but it can’t have taken everyone by surprise…. I don’t know. I just don’t know. Nothing like this has ever happened before. We have no way of dealing with it.”
 “Right.” I did my best to remember what he said so I could tell Ceila later. “What do you think is happening, anyway? With all those people out there.”
 Tidewater tilted his head to the side. “It’s a disease. Some kind of biological weapon, most likely. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if it was home grown.”
 I thought of telling him about the obituary. He’d believe me. “But-“  
 “Look on the bright side.” Tidewater patted my shoulder. “We’re in here, we’re alive, and as long as we keep watching out for each other, we’ll figure something out.” It was cheesy, but the way he said it actually made me feel better. I decided to forget about the Charles Larson thing. In a weird way, it wasn’t even really my business.  
 Going back to the infirmary, I saw Tidewater had a gun stuck in the back of his pants. That made me feel worse again.
 When we got into the room, Tidewater and Lance went out into the hall for a moment, I guess to have a conference or something. Julianne and I stared at each other. She’d put her bathrobe on again, although it was pretty dirty. I wondered why they’d let her keep it.
 Tidewater and Lance came back, Tidewater whispered something into Julianne’s ear and gave her a hug, and then it was time for us to go home. Lance led the way. None of us said anything. Julianne took hold of my hand and wouldn’t let go. Her eyes were real wide, and every few steps she’d make some kind of noise, but nothing that mean anything.
 I tried to figure out how I should handle things. The more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea of having to take care of somebody. Julianne was from my life. My life before. We were never best friends, but I knew who she was, and I could remember seeing her in places that weren’t lit by yellowy arc lamps. We could talk about stuff, like old teachers and people we knew. About Matt, maybe. I’d tell her what had really happened to Marty, when she was ready for it. It wouldn’t be so bad, even if she was holding my hand a little tight. I was getting sick of all those interviews anyway.
 Lance brought us to the main doors, said “Good luck,” and jogged off. Before we went in, I gave Julianne a pep talk. I filled her in where everything was. I told her about meals, about bathroom breaks, about all the people inside and what we did to pass the time. (“Not much.”) I told her it was all going to be okay. “We have Muppets!”
 She smiled, but in a dizzy way. I think even through the haze or whatever was going on in her head, she was scared. We could deal with that, though. I’d help her.  When I opened the doors, the stink hit us like a warm, soggy pillow. I hadn’t realized it was that bad.
 Going down the steps, I wasn’t sure if I should take Julianne to meet Ceila first, or bug one of the cops to get her something to eat. The actors were taking a break, but as we passed the stage, I pointed out to Julianne the sets and the costumes. “This is where we sleep,” I said as we walked through the blanket sea. She hadn’t let go of my hand. People were noticing us, and I waved to them like I knew everybody. “And this is where we eat.” 
 There was a short, stocky woman at the memorial table. She was on her knees, head bowed. When we got within a few yards of her, Julianne stopped. I figured she was just spooked, and I tried to pull her but she wouldn’t move. Her mouth opened, and then it closed. The woman at the table turned towards us. She had on a flannel shirt and old jeans, and she was compact. The maximum amount of person in the minimum amount of space.
 The woman saw us, and she gaped just like Julianne. Then she shouted. She was really loud. She charged us, pushing me out of the way and ramming into Julianne hard enough to knock her hand from mine. They both started shouting, and I came close to tackling the woman before I realized it was happy shouting.
 The compact woman was Julianne’s nana. Julianne’s honest to god nana. What are the odds? I mean honestly, what are the fucking odds?
 I’m sure the woman had a real name, but I never knew it. She made everybody call her Nana, like the dog in Peter Pan. Ceila interviewed her back before I was around, so I didn’t know her story. Later I asked Ceila about her, and all Ceila said was, “She’s pretty intense.” Like I needed anybody to tell me that.
 I stood to the side, not knowing what to do. Julianne and Nana were hugging and crying. Nana kept saying Julianne’s name over and over. Julianne was holding on like she was afraid Nana was going to disappear. It was sort of a commotion, and it attracted a lot of attention. Bert and Ernie came to see if everything was all right, and a crowd built up quick. Lots more people started crying, and there were smiles and even some clapping, like it was all a big show. I guess it was the first good news most of us had heard in a while. You didn’t get a lot of reunions at the Center.
 Once things calmed down, Nana took Julianne over to where she’d made camp, a blue comforter in the middle of the sea. I followed and watched while they caught up on stuff. There was more hugging and crying. Julianne told Nana how she’d got to the Center, and she seemed a lot better than she had back at the infirmary. She even got through the bit about her grandfather without freaking out. When she finished, Nana took my hand. “Thank you so much,” she said. She didn’t blink, and it made me uncomfortable.
 Then it got religious. Julianne was a “miracle,” I was a “blessing,” our survival was a “gift.” Nana went on and on. People came by to offer congratulations, and some of them stayed to listen. After about twenty minutes, I was in the middle of a big circle made up of families and some of the townies, and even a Muppet or two. Nana told us about Jesus and promise and hope. Everybody just ate it up.
 I’m not really into that stuff. If it makes you feel good, great, but it never did much for me. So I left. I didn’t say goodbye or anything. Nana was really on a roll (“It will happen. There will be a reckoning, and we shall be saved, in this world or the next. Believe in Him, and you should have no worry.”) and I don’t think Julianne noticed me go.
             *                      *                      *                      *                      *
On Wednesday, I helped Ceila some more. I didn’t want to. My notes were getting sloppy, and Ceila wouldn’t ease off about it. “You have to get the chronology right. And he said it was their neighbor who attacked them, not his cousin.” Her wrist was nearly healed, so I didn’t know why the hell she needed me anyway.
 Nana had started giving sermons, or whatever you call it, over in the islands. She had a decent group of followers. She’d actually tried to get us all to say grace before breakfast that morning. Her voice was real piercing and big and you could hear it wherever you went. You couldn’t always make out what she was saying, but you could still hear it. She drowned out the hum of the generators and the lights. I told Ceila it was distracting, and that was why I was screwing up. Really, though, I was just having a hard time giving a shit.
 During lunch, Ceila said, “Dave, why don’t you go get some rest. You look tired.”
 “I don’t feel tired.” I still wasn’t sleeping so great. But I thought I was getting used to it.
 “Still.”
 “What’s wrong? Oh, look, I know it was supposed to be Sanford, but it’s not like Saco is that different. It’s hard to keep up, is all. You need to tell them to talk slower, y’know? Nobody can write that fast.”
 “Sure. Sure.” We were having oranges, Pop-Tarts, and apple juice, and Ceila was being real careful about how she peeled her orange. “But it’s not the notes. Not just them, anyway. I mean, did you have to get so mad at that little girl?”
 “Ah, come on.” I drank my apple juice. “I wasn’t mad. I only asked her to be quiet so I could hear her parents.”
 “You yelled at her. Did you even notice how her dad looked at you? I thought he was going to punch you. It was all I could do to get keep him talking.”
 “It’s not my fault everybody’s so wound up. Fuck. I wish they’d tell us what was going on outside. There’s going to be a riot if they don’t, I swear there is.”
 “There is?”
 “Sure. Sure. I mean, you need to pay attention to how people are acting. It’s really tense.”
 “Is it.” She looked at the people sitting around us, and I looked too. I guess they didn’t seem all that tense—somebody even waved—but I felt something, definitely. Maybe I was just itchy ‘cause I’d been wearing the same clothes for half a week without showering. “I talked to Maddy this morning,” Ceila said. “She told me Abernathy was planning something for tomorrow. I’m sure he’ll bring us up to speed.” Ceila stuck a slice of orange in her mouth. She winced when she bit down, and I could relate. After the stuff we’d been eating, all that sweetness burned your tongue.
 I snickered. “Sure. Sure, he’s gonna come down and there’s gonna be rainbows and everything.”
 I thought Ceila would laugh, but she didn’t. “Look, why don’t you hang out with Mr. Tajiri? He’s been sitting by himself all morning.”
 “But there’s still a couple more-“
 “It’s fine. I’ll take care of it.”
 “Oh.” I wanted to ask, am I being fired? Are you ditching me? But I was scared what she’d say.
 Mr. Tajiri was happy to see me, at least. It wasn’t like we were friends, exactly. I didn’t think Mr. Tajiri had friends. He ate at the same table as I did a lot of the time, and when Ceila and I got into a discussion with other people at meals, sometimes he’d join in. But he didn’t like Ceila much. And if you tried talking to him about anything too serious, he’d clam up. 
 I found him by one of the standing spotlights closer to the stage. He was wrapped up in a blanket, watching the show. I wasn’t sure how the cops and Abernathy kept the Center warm, but it had been getting colder. Most people stayed in sweatshirts, or kept close to their bedding during the day. The spots gave out some warmth, too. You’d see the older people clustering around them, pushed close together like some kind of weird, clothed orgy. Tajiri wasn’t that old, but he shivered sometimes, like he had a chill that never went away.
 His nose had healed wrong. When he smiled at me, he looked like a cartoon character. “Oh, David! Hello.”
 “Hey.” I sat on the floor. I could see Toni and Stella from where we were. The place they’d originally staked out had been taken over by Nana’s group, so they’d moved further out, closer to the first row of seats. Stella was doing Toni’s fingernails. There must’ve been an inch of polish on ‘em.
 “Aren’t you supposed to be working? I thought-“
 “I’m on vacation.”
 “Oh.” His smile faded, and then it widened. He got his arms free of his blanket. In one hand he had a deck of red-backed playing cards. “Would you like to play Go Fish?”
 Cards were a tough thing to come by, just like books and iPods and anything else you could use to kill the hours with. But the work details went out every morning, and if you went along, you got extra privileges. Tajiri had gone yesterday, and when the cops brought in a new batch of stuff to hand out, he’d had first pick.
 We played Go Fish. Tajiri had all these weird rules that he insisted we go by. Like if you had more cards in your hand than your opponent, you got two questions instead of one. And then, when you were down to one card, you put it face up in front of you and you didn’t get to ask the other player anything anymore, so it just became this race to see how fast you could draw to the card you needed. Oh, and if you managed to pair out that last card, your opponent gave you a card from his hand, and the game only ended when you paired that card out too.
 “Jeez, who came up with all this?” I’d lost fourth games in a row, because I forgot to make one set of three before dropping my last pair.
 “My son.” Mr. Tajiri said. He had five cards in his hand, and he kept switching the middle two around. “He’s quite young, but when I taught him the game, he thought it was too boring. So he changed it. Any diamonds?”
 “Yes.”
 “Do you have a seven?”
 “Go fish.” He drew a card, chuckled, and laid down a set of nines. I wanted to ask where his son was, if he had any family at all. But I was having a good time, even with all the weird rules, and I didn’t want him to get depressed. “So, hey, how was it? Going out there and working, I mean.”
 “It was fine. Do you have any hearts?”
 “Go fish.” Tajiri made another pull, and he got his twos this time. “What kind of stuff did they have you do?”
 “Any Queens?” I handed him a Queen of Spades. “We checked barricades—the ones by the front doors, and all the windows. It was frightening. I enjoyed seeing the sky again, but with those things out there so close, I had to concentrate very hard to keep moving. Do you have a four?”
 “Go fish.” Tajiri drew a card, but didn’t get anything. “Did you lose anybody?”
 “Yes. A man. I don’t remember his name, but he disappeared when we were pulling down food. They found him hanging by his belt in one of the freight elevators. It’s your turn.”
 “Holy—wow. Does anybody know why?” Tajiri didn’t answer. I had to check my hand to remember what I had. “Any eights?”
 “Go fish,” Mr. Tajiri said. I drew an ace, which I put on the floor next to the pair I already had. “He didn’t say anything, if that’s what you mean. He was … he had changed. By the time we found the body, the man had turned into one of—them. He had that expression they all get. That awful grin. He was trying to get the belt undone, but the officer with us shot him in time. Any hearts?”
 I lost my fifth game. We never finished our sixth. I had a Jack of Clubs and a three of diamonds, and I asked Tajiri about the three, because he already had two Jacks down, but he didn’t answer me. Something was happening. “Oh. Oh no,” he said.



Chapter Six
 I twisted around. I was surprised to see how far away everybody else was. Nana’s church, or whatever you want to call it, had gotten even bigger in the half hour I hadn’t been paying attention. The Muppet kids had lost most of their audience, and were taking a break from the show. Around where Tajiri and I were sitting, there was a wide patch of matting and a few stray blankets. Toni and Stella hadn’t moved, though.
 There was a fat man walking over to them. He was nearly as big as Matt’s mom. He had on huge slacks and a flapping blue checkered shirt. You could see his stomach pushing out under the edge of the shirt. He moved slowly, but he’d already reached the two women. Toni was reading a magazine. Stella was too busy polishing to notice anything.
 The fat man was dead. His skin was gray, and there was dried vomit stuck to his chins. I shouted—I don’t even know what I shouted. It was like I didn’t have a body anymore, like I wasn’t really there. If Tajiri had been louder, if I’d been quicker, if anybody else had been paying attention, it wouldn’t have happened. The man was really big. How could something that stupid and big get so close?
 The fat man wrapped its hands around Toni’s neck. Toni coughed and then she started to scream, but the grinner lifted her right off the floor. The thing opened its mouth and bit into Toni’s ear. It shook its head and pulled. The ear tore free. So did part of Toni’s cheek, and there was a spray of blood and I saw Toni’s teeth in her mouth and the white of her jaw. Toni made a noise. Then her eyes rolled back and she want limp.
 Stella jumped off the floor, howling. She got her arms around Toni’s waist, but the grinner wouldn’t let go. There was twisting and more howls, and I hadn’t moved yet, Tajiri and I were right where we were and we hadn’t moved. Toni’s nightgown hiked up to her thighs and she was wearing black underwear and I thought, jesus, what is wrong with me? I couldn’t move. Stella punched the dead man’s mid-section while holding on to Toni’s waist. Stan ran towards them, and his face was all red to match his hair and he was shouting for help, and Officer Maddy was running too, but before they got close enough, the grinner twisted Toni’s neck, and Stella yanked, and there was a ripping sound that made me think of Velcro. Stella fell back with Toni’s body, only the fat man still had Toni’s head. It had finished chewing on Toni’s ear, and it buried its face into the hole where Toni’s cheek had been.
 Officer Stan said, “Hey!” The man turned. Stan raised his gun and aimed it. He was ten feet away, and he shot the grinner twice. The first shot hit the thing’s shoulder with a thud, and the second shot went into its left eye. The thing took one step, and then it dropped Toni’s head. The head rolled a couple inches, and the dead man fell down.
 Maddy went to Stella. Stella wouldn’t let go of Toni’s body. Her face was covered in blood and she was shrieking. I hoped she hadn’t swallowed any of Toni’s blood, but I didn’t think it mattered. Maddy said, “Shhh. Shhh,” and Stella kept shrieking.
 It took three cops and a couple civilians to get the grinner’s corpse out of the room. They had a hard time finding volunteers. They took Toni’s body too, all of it. Stella went with them. Maddy had to slap her a few times to get her to stop screaming, and the only way they got Toni’s torso from her was by giving her Toni’s head. I watched them leave, we all did. Stella cradled the head to her stomach. Her nightgown had soaked through so it stuck to her like red skin. She was saying something, or maybe she was singing.
 Ceila tried to help. I heard her arguing with Stan. “I know them,” she told him. But Stan made her sit down.
 The rest of us stayed away. Kids were crying, and nobody said anything. We never saw Toni again. Not any of her.
 When we talked about it later—Ceila and me and Linda and a few others—we figured the fat man had probably killed himself. Ceila swore up and down we’d interviewed him. I didn’t remember if we had or not. I didn’t think it would make any difference if we had. A lot of the people we talked to weren’t really talkative even when they were willing to contribute. I’d say at least half of the interviews we did were all grunts and “Yeah” and “No.” Ceila got her papers out and spread them on a table, and we went through each of them. When we finished doing that and hadn’t found anything, we did it again. “He’s here. I know he is. There had to have been some sign. We missed it, and that was a mistake, but if we can find it, maybe we can keep it from happening again.”
 “Ceila.”
 “Just think. Try and remember.” But we never could. And all I could think was, Abernathy better have some kind of plan worked out.
                 *                      *                      *                      *                      *
On Thursday, they gave us Thanksgiving.
 For breakfast, we got a bottle of water apiece. “Don’t worry,” Stan said. “We’ve got something big planned for lunch today, and we don’t want to ruin anyone’s appetites. Now, who wants to help me out with a little project?”
 The project turned out to be clearing out the blanket sea for a game of touch football. I was tired and hungry and nervous as fuck, and I hate sports. It’s just some idiots running around hitting each other and being really happy at how stupid they all are. When Stan said, “It’s Thanksgiving, folks. You can’t have Thanksgiving without football,” there were a lot of big smiles. I couldn’t believe it.
 Nobody had a real football, so they used a soccer ball instead. The rules were real loose. Nobody tackled anybody, and players rotated in and out constantly, even in the middle of plays. There were little kids, and some of them had a hard time holding the ball in their hands, but nobody minded. The Muppet actors did cheering routines up on the stage, although you never could tell which team they were rooting for. A couple times I heard them shout out school names and mascots, like “Go Huskies!” Nobody kept score. It was just fun as anything.
 Ceila had disappeared—she’d said something about having to give a “presentation” later. I hung out by one of the stairways, as far as I could get from the game without going into the audience.
 Stella came back. I didn’t seen her come in, but I noticed her sitting by herself at a table. I made up my mind to talk to her and went over to her table.  There were candy wrappers on the floor that crunched when you stepped on them.
 Stella had an empty water bottle, and she kept popping the plastic sides in and out and in and out. “Hi,” I said, but she didn’t say anything.  “Hi,” I said again. No response. I noticed her hearing aid was gone. She must’ve taken it off at some point, and I decided that meant I should just leave her the hell alone.
 When the game was over, the players put all the blankets and sleeping bags back in place, and then everybody sat down on the floor in front of the stage. Everybody was really excited. I knew a lot of faces from the interviews, but there were some new ones. There’d been a head-count at breakfast, like always. We were up to a hundred and eighty-four people. It didn’t seem like all that many with everybody sitting together.
 The Muppet actors brought folding chairs onto the stage, setting them in a line in front of the big fake storefront in the middle of the set. When they finished, the actors sat together in a group on the far left, not leaving the stage. Some of them took off their heads.
 The doors at Tier B opened, and Officer Lance entered, followed by Tidewater, and then Ceila. Her orange dress was like a punctuation mark. Behind her came Officer Maddy, then some new people and the rest of the cops. They came down to the floor, climbed up onto the stage and sat down in the chairs.
 And then, after a pause, Abernathy came in. He stopped at the top of the stairs, and the doors closed behind him. It was hard to see him clearly, standing there. His head looked like a bowling ball with a moustache. People on all sides of me were rising to their feet. I stayed on my blanket. My hands made themselves into fists that wouldn’t let go. I just kept thinking of him sitting up there in his office, not doing anything, not saving anybody.
 I’d talked to Ceila about Abernathy. I wanted to know why he was the boss. He wasn’t a cop, far as I could tell, and it’s not like anyone voted him in. She said she wasn’t sure either, except he’d been in the military for a while. Also, he’d been at the Civic Center from the beginning. Ceila hadn’t been able to find anybody who’d been there before him, which could’ve just meant he was the fucking janitor or something, but nobody seemed to care. He’d started giving orders and the police had gone along with it, and that’s all it took, really.
 Abernathy came down the stairs and joined the others on stage. He took a chair next to Ceila. We used to get assemblies every couple of months in school. The teachers would file us in by class, and then we’d be quiet while the principal told us about head lice or Up With People. This was like that, except it didn’t feel real. Maybe it was the cartoon set, or the way the light didn’t hit everybody on stage just right. You wanted it to be real, you wanted it to be normal somehow, but it just—wasn’t.  
 Tidewater spoke first. He had a new shirt on, with a collar and everything. “Hi, everyone.”
 “Louder!” somebody shouted. There were a few laughs.
 “Sorry. Sorry!” Even yelling, Tidewater had a quiet voice. But it was very still—apart from the doctor, you just heard people shifting and the humming generators. 
 Tidewater talked about what had happened the day before. He said we should pay as much attention to our health as possible, and if anyone was feeling sick, they should let a police officer know immediately. All the wounded and infirm in his care were doing well, and any family members and friends who wanted to visit their loved ones would be allowed to just as soon as possible. While he said this, he pulled at the collar around his neck, like he was loosening a tie that wasn’t there.
 When Tidewater finished, Lance got up. He was in full uniform and he looked better than usual. Not great, but less tired, and not quite so pasty. He stood straight the whole time he talked, but he stumbled some on the words. There was a lot of stuff about “fortifications” that I didn’t completely get. Lance had everybody who’d done a work detail stand up, and we applauded. Lance said our food supplies were still strong. “There’s been some problems with getting supplies-” Abernathy gave him a look. “-but we’ve expanded our search perimeter, a-and we think you’ll be happy about today’s meal. A couple of ladies from the group came and helped with the cooking, all t-top secret, but let’s give ‘em our thanks for their hard work, okay?” More standing. More clapping.
 Then it was Ceila’s turn. “Hi everybody.”
 “Louder!”
 “Hi! Everybody!” The sound didn’t travel the way it should’ve. It got swallowed in the rafters, this distant voice coming to you from the next hill. “I’ve talked with most of you, so you know who I am, but if you don’t, my name is Ceila Blount. With some help from a friend—hi Dave!” People applauded me. I think they would’ve applauded Hitler, if he’d been around. “David and I have been collecting your stories. There’s a lot of us now, and from all over the state. Thank you to everyone whose talked with us.
 “We’ve been trying to get some sort of idea what it is we’re facing out there.
It’s a sickness of some kind. Anybody who’s infected, it doesn’t matter if they know you or if they used to love you—they’re crazy, and they want to kill you. And eat you. A bite from one of them is fatal, and we’re not sure how else the disease is spread. It seems to-” Ceila glanced at Abernathy. “-to mimic death, somehow.
 “It is possible to stop them. The infected will take more damage than a regular person, probably something to do with adrenaline. They’re stronger than they should be, too. But if you shoot them enough, they go down eventually. Individually, they’re dangerous but avoidable. The problem is, they group together. They move slower than a regular person does, but not always. We’re not sure … you can’t be sure about anything, really. Just that these things are violent and insane. And they grin, for some reason.
 “None of us know what’s going on. I think, though, that if we’re going to survive this, we should talk about it.  I know it’s hard. We’ve all lost people we love. And we’re all frightened. But the only way to deal with being frightened is to face this.” Silence. “Does anybody want to say anything?”
 More silence. There was a sneeze. I saw mothers and fathers clutching children to tightly, and some of the kids squirmed but not too hard. Some of them were crying. Ceila blushed but she didn’t back down. I wanted to help her so bad, but I couldn’t think of anything. I didn’t have any ideas.
 Scarf-lady Linda raised her hand. She’d lost most of her winter-gear, but there was one scarf left. It had red and yellow stripes, and it made her look like a wizard. “You think this is a disease?”
 “Well, nothing’s sure, but-“
 “It’s not a disease. How could it be a disease?” Linda was getting to her feet. “I mean, those are dead people out there. What kind of disease makes dead people walk around?”
 “We don’t know that anyone’s actually-“
 “Fuck!” One of the card-players stood up. He had a goatee. “That’s bullshit. I saw a guy get his throat torn out, and then he came after me, and you don’t just shake that shit off!”
 More people started talking all at once. I didn’t join in, because Ceila looked uncomfortable. I didn’t want to make it worse on her. “Hold on, just calm down, okay? Okay! Look, anything—anything is possible, right? At this point, anything is possible. So let’s-“
 “Thank you, Ms. Blount, for all your efforts.”
 “But-“
 “Thank you.” Abernathy came up behind Ceila in one smooth movement. She shut up fast. One of her hands was half-buried in her bag. Abernathy led her back to her chair. When she sat down, she rubbed her free hand against her side and stared at her feet.
 Abernathy took center stage. He had his bomber jacket unzipped, and the shirt he wore underneath looked ironed. I couldn’t tell if he had his gun on him. Most of the guys in the Center had beards growing by then and even I had some goofy peach fuzz stuff on my cheeks, but not Abernathy. His face was smooth. “We owe her and her assistant a great deal of thanks, ladies and gentlemen. And she is right. There are events occurring which need to be discussed, studied and understood. But not by us. Not now. Our only duty is to keep a level head and see through to the end. To not get lost in terrible fantasies.”
 Abernathy clasped his hands behind his back. “Ladies and gentlemen, today is a day of thanks. We have lost so much in these past few days. We have been assailed by a force we are still working to understand. But we are here together, struggling to hold on. Each day brings with it new challenges and new tragedies. The sacrifices of others have given us the opportunity to face this assault head on—face it, and ultimately triumph over it. If we are to survive, it will be through the memories of what we’ve lost, and the promise of what we may gain anew. Let us share a moment of silence for the fallen.”
 We did that.
 “Before the meal begins, I would like to answer any questions you might have about our current situation. My name is Thomas Abernathy. If there’s anything I can help with, please ask.”
 Linda hadn’t sat back down, but she raised her hand anyway. Abernathy nodded, and I thought she was going to push him on the whole dead-people thing. I wanted to her to.  But instead, she asked, “Is anyone coming for us?”
 Abernathy said, “Yes.”
 There was cheering, scattered applause, a few hallelujahs. Abernathy waited it out, then he raised his arms for quiet. The crowd shut up fast. “As you know, all phone lines are currently down. We were able to procure a radio, however, and after a few days trying, I managed to get in touch with the authorities. I have it on their word that, as soon as it is humanly possible, we will be sent for. In the meantime, we must simply hold tight and be patient.”
 There was a bit more cheering, this time not nearly as enthusiastic. How soon was soon?
 Then the hands started coming up. The questions went on for a while. There were requests for hygiene stuff and more reading materials. A woman wanted to get some sort of the school going for the children. One of the Muppet actors, a guy in a Big Bird costume who I guess was their spokesperson, offered to work on that. There were questions about the work details, about the infirmary, about the generators and how they were running and so on.
 Through it all, Abernathy was patient and reassuring. Like it all made sense, like all the panic and worry and fear we’d been feeling was only temporary. People started relaxing, laughing harder at jokes that weren’t really funny.
 I was furious. Beyond that, even. I didn’t even know why. Everything he said made me angrier. After a while I had to stare at the mats on the floor instead of watching Abernathy on stage. In my head, I saw Marty getting shot over and over. I could hear Abernathy lecturing us about “terrible fantasies.” I knew I shouldn’t be so angry, and I hated knowing that and I wasn’t making sense and I knew I wasn’t making any sense but god. I was messed up. And so tense. Really, really tense, and the pressure was so bad. There was a moment—just this one moment—when I nearly did something about it. There was a lull in the questions. All it would’ve taken was for me to raise my hand. I’d raise it, and Abernathy would have to call on me. I would ask him how many people he’d killed. How many he’d shot in the face, just like he shot Marty. I’d ask him how the fuck he could tell us about any kind of terrible fantasy when Matt and me had found proof of what was really going on. Abernathy would probably ask to see the proof because of course he wouldn’t trust me. And I’d say, how could I have the proof when Matt is dead and I had to kill him again after he died, and are you telling me he was just sick? That it’s all just being sick and that someday all this will be cured? And then he’d say yes, exactly. And I’d say, then why did you shoot my friend. You asshole, why did you shoot my friend.
 I could’ve done that. If I weren’t such a fucking coward, I would’ve done it. But I am and I didn’t, and the moment passed.
 Abernathy introduced us to the people on stage we didn’t know—there were a couple of EMTs and a fireman. Then he glanced at Stan, who left with a couple cops. In a few minutes, they came back in through the big doors on the far side of the room with handcarts. Behind them were two older women, and they were pushing handcarts too. Three of the handcarts were loaded with food. The last had boxes of water bottles. The food was huge. Big aluminum bowls stuffed turkey and corn and a ton of potato chips. There were paper plates and plastic forks and knives, and even napkins. Lots of napkins.
 Everybody went to the tables real orderly, like we had assigned seats. Some of the kids fussed a little, but their parents shushed them. I don’t know how they got the turkeys—were they storing them special? Anything frozen would’ve thawed out days ago, unless they had a freezer running. The meat tasted like cardboard, and the salt in the chips made the insides of my cheeks burn. The corn was mushy and bland. But I finished everything that was on the plate they gave me, and when they offered seconds, I really considered it. Just being able to use utensils again, even the plastic stuff, and getting to wipe my mouth clean after, that drove anything else out of my head.
 Abernathy didn’t eat with us. The cops did, and Tidewater and Lance sat at the same table as me, right across from Mr. Tajiri. I don’t know when Abernathy left. Nobody made a big deal out of it. 



Chapter Seven
Later, Tajiri and I were in the blanket sea playing one of our marathon sessions of Go Fish. The poker players were going at it, and Nana was competing with them for attention at the memorial table. She kept grabbing things and shaking them in the air. The Muppet actors were sprawled out across the stage asleep, and there were a lot of folks lying down, snoring. Dinner weighed in my stomach like a stone, and I’d had to go to the bathroom once already. The lines had been long. Getting into the restroom there had been at least ten other guys ahead of me. We were using buckets now instead of the toilets, and there weren’t nearly enough.
 Ceila came over to us. “Hi, Mr. Tajiri. I was wondering if I could borrow Dave?” Even sitting down I could smell turkey on her breath. I could smell turkey on everyone’s breath, and it was sort of wonderful.
 “Of course, of course.” Tajiri gave me a nutty smile. “Happy Thanksgiving to you both.”
 Ceila led me across the floor, past the tables, and then into the seats. We climbed up the aisle stairs to the A doors. “It’s okay,” she told me. “I checked with Maddy, and she says it’s all right so long as we don’t go too far.” I could see Maddy back on the floor, chatting with Stan while the two of them picked up trash. Stan said something and Maddy laughed so loud I could hear it. She brushed in close to him, and I thought hey, Big Red is gonna get lucky.
 I followed Ceila into the hall. The emergency lights made everything look the same color as Ceila’s dress. The D.A.R.E. banner I’d seen earlier, the one that Lance stood under when he’d first shown me in, had fallen to the floor in a black pile. It would’ve made an okay blanket. We were running short on that sort of thing.
 “Here,” Ceila said. We sat cross-legged on the floor a little ways down from the entrance, right under a glowing bulb behind a wire-mesh cage. Ceila stretched, putting a hand to her back and there was a crack loud enough to echo. “Damn.”
 “Ha,” I said. I stretched too. I’d been so long without showering or changing clothes that every time I moved, I felt like I was coated in garbage.
 Ceila set her shoulder bag on the floor between our legs. She opened it and pointed the opening towards me. I couldn’t see anything at first, just the usual junk. Then I saw a metal flask sticking out of one of the bag’s inside pockets.
 “It’s a secret,” Ceila said. She took the flask out, and I heard something sloshing inside. “I’m not a drinker. I hate booze. Hate it. My dad was a drunk, and my mom tried to ignore it, and I swore I’d never be like that. It’s hard, though. There’s probably something genetic inside me that makes me want to drink, even though I know I shouldn’t. When I turned 21, I went to a bar with friends and I had a Long Island Iced tea. You ever have one of those?” I shook my head. “Right, of course not. It’s strong, and when it hit me… I looked at all the booze behind the bar, and I thought, that wouldn’t be enough, y’know? There wasn’t enough booze in the world, but I wanted it all anyway, just to be sure. Fuck. I had to do something about that. Right there and then in the bar, I had to figure out a way to deal with all that wanting. So I decided, and this is weird, but I decided if I kept some alcohol with me, if I always could drink, I wouldn’t have to drink. It would be a choice. Every minute, I’d be making that choice. I’m not making any sense, am I?”
 “Um. No. I mean, sort of. Are you saying that’s got booze in it?”
 Ceila unscrewed the top off the flask. “The way I figure it, what does it matter now? It’s not like I’m going to get any more.” She took a swig, swallowed, and made a face. “Ugh. That is nasty.”
 Ceila passed the flask over. I had a sip, and she was right, it was nasty. It burned my mouth worse than the chips had, and it got me coughing. Ceila whacked my back a couple of times until I could breathe again. I felt light-headed. I’d had beer before, but never the serious stuff. It hit me pretty hard.
 We traded sips back and forth, and both of us got really drunk. It was easier going down the more I drank, and I got to like the way booze tasted. It was warm, like sitting in front of a fire on a cold day.
 The drunker Ceila got, the more she talked. Her voice started slurring, and her words got rounder, like she sucked on each one before she said it. She made me memorize her family’s address in Tennessee and giggled when I couldn’t get it right. Then she tried to teach me a song her brother had sung to her called “Drift Away” that I really liked. But I was so drunk by then that I kept singing, “Give me the Beach Boys, I’ll pay their toll.” That made her giggle more.
 I tried to talk about my family. About Thanksgiving with Dad and Melissa, how none of us were really cooks, and most times we had pizza and had store-bought pumpkin pie. There was one year when Melissa decided we had to go traditional, and it had been a big mess. “The whole kitchen smelled awful and it was there for weeks. You couldn’t cook anything without it smelling like burnt squash.”
 Ceila wouldn’t stop laughing, and pretty soon I was laughing too. When she stopped, she leaned in and kissed me. She had to sit awkwardly to get close enough, and our knees bumped. Her teeth clicked on mine, and her lips were warm and wet. When she pulled away, she said, “Oh,” like she wasn’t sure she’d done the right thing, so I went and kissed her back. I’d never done anything like that before, but I did okay. I even got the noses lined up right.
 So we made out for a while. We didn’t move from where we were sitting, and every minute or two one of us would nearly fall over, but it was nice. Not romantic, I think. At least it didn’t feel romantic. All I knew about romance was that it was supposed to be really intense and overwhelming and blow your mind. This was just—nice.
 Then it got to a point when it stopped being nice. Just out of nowhere, I started thinking how gloomy it was all around, all hazy and dim and you couldn’t really see that far wherever you looked. There was darkness everywhere, and I was feeling sort of sick from all the booze. I thought about Abernathy, how I’d been a coward, and how he was getting away with what he’d done to Marty. We were kissing so hard and so desperate and I got scared. I barely knew her, right? I didn’t know anybody.
 After a while, Ceila stopped kissing me. I was grateful, but I didn’t say anything. Her flask was still half-full, but I didn’t want any more to drink. Something in my throat came up, and I thought about how we smelled, how bad everything in the Civic Center just stank. I nearly threw up, but then I swallowed it. It would’ve made things worse, and besides, Ceila might have taken it the wrong way.
 She pulled out a band for her hair, making a bun against the back of her head, and she wasn’t meeting my eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said.
 “Huh?” Whatever I’d swallowed tasted awful, and I nearly had another sip from the flask to clean my mouth. But that probably would’ve made things worse in the long run. “Sorry about what?”
 “Just… Things. This. Fuck, I don’t know.” She shifted onto her knees. “That was a dumb thing to do. You’re, what, fifteen? Sixteen?”
 “Seventeen,” I said. It didn’t seem to be enough. “I’ll be eighteen in March.”
 “Jesus.” Ceila scratched one leg, really digging into her dress. She still wouldn’t look at me. “I shouldn’t’ve. I had no right to take advantage.”
 “Hey, that’s, that’s retarded. That’s just… what do you think I am?” Out of nowhere, I was pissed off. We’d just had this moment, right, the two of us, and maybe it hadn’t been the most spectacular thing ever, but it was something. And now she was just gonna treat me like some jerk-off kid? There was a Coke machine set against the wall across the way from us, and the front display was smashed in. I stared at it and tried not to think about anything.
 “I’m just upset. I’m not thinking clearly. Abernathy shouldn’t have cut me off like that. I know he’s trying to keep everybody calm, but people have a right to know the truth.” Ceila got to her feet. I kept staring at the machine.  “Lying to them isn’t going to make the problem go away. Things are getting worse.” She was pacing now, three steps forward, three steps back. “The last group that came in, one of them had heard something that… I don’t know. They shut him up quick, and he looked freaked so who knows what he thought he heard, only-” She stopped pacing. “It feels bad. You know? It feels terrible.”
 I didn’t really get her. Of course things were bad. That wasn’t news or anything. “Yeah, Abernathy is a fucking asshole.”
 “Mm.”
 “And did you hear him? That speech he gave. Jesus. I thought he was opening a mall or something.”
 “Heh.” Ceila scratched at her wrist. “It was a bit much, sure.”
 “A bit? Fuck! And the way everybody just ate it up. Bunch of morons. It’s like they’ll believe anything. I should’ve told them, I shoulda said what that bastard did to Marty.”
 Ceila looked at me. “I don’t know, David. Maybe you should someday, but right now? You said it before—people are scared. I don’t think it would help anyone.”  
 “Right. Right.” I was sober now, somehow. I could feel being drunk, like it was somewhere in the back of my head, but it didn’t affect me. I was just mad. “It’s so fucking pathetic.”
 “What-“
 “All of them. All of them are so fucking pathetic, with their stupid stories and the way they believe anything, and we should just leave.” I wanted to get up, but my left leg was asleep. I got on my knees, like I was getting ready to run. “I hate it here. It stinks and I itch all the time and the food sucks and everybody has all these, these stories about how they lost everything and I’m supposed to give a shit about all of it, I’m supposed to care for some reason, and I don’t. I don’t. I just want them to shut up and leave me alone.”
I was standing now, and Ceila hadn’t moved. I wanted her to understand. My head throbbed, and it was just absolutely important that she understand. “The fucking cops, they just stand around jerking off and frowning at people because it’s not like we can do anything about it. And Abernathy is the biggest creep of all of them. They’re supposed to be the good guys. They’re in charge, and it’s their, it’s their fucking job to be the good guys! Marty said that the police were here and that they’d know what to do. And then they shot him. They didn’t even try and find some other way! They just fucking shot him right there, and now I’m supposed to sit here and swallow their shit so fuck them. Fuck them. Fuck them.”
 I was yelling by the end. Even when I stopped, the sound seemed to keep going.
 “Wow,” Ceila said.
 I swallowed.
 “I didn’t know you were that upset.”
 “It’s…” I swallowed again, like that would help. “I’m just drunk, is all. Sorry. It’s stupid.” I wobbled a little, just to show her how drunk I was. “But I was thinking.”
 “Uh-huh?”
 “Maybe we should leave. Leave here, I mean. This whole place.”
 “David,” Ceila said, and stopped. It was so quiet in the hallway. I could even hear the blood rushing to my face. “Where would you go? It’s not safe out there.”
 “Never mind. Forget it. It’s stupid, okay? I’m stupid.” Ceila reached for me. Or maybe she didn’t, maybe she was just scratching. Whatever it was, I shrugged her away, because I couldn’t stand the thought of her touching me just then. “What the hell, we’re all gonna get rescued, right?”
 “Listen, it’s not—don’t say you’re stupid. That’s a dumb thing to say, and it’s not true. You were the only one who offered to help me do my interviews. A lot of people asked me about my wrist, but you were the only one who offered.”
 “Yeah. Great.”
 Ceila sighed. “I’m going to tell you something. You can’t tall anybody else, all right?”
 “…Okay.”
 “Not anybody. Not Mr. Tajiri or that girl from your school.”
 “I said okay.”    
 Ceila checked around, like she thought maybe somebody was hiding in the shadows. “You know what Abernathy told us? That he was in touch with the feds, that there’d be someone to rescue us eventually.”
     ”Right.” I’d been so pissed at the time, I hadn’t really thought about it. But it made sense. Zombies or not, this wasn’t the movies. Sooner or later things would get back to normal. That’s how life worked.
 “I think he’s lying.”
 “What?”
 “I think Abernathy lied about there being a rescue, and I don’t think he’s been able to contact anyone. He and Tidewater were arguing before we got on stage. They stopped talking when I got close, but I heard enough. He said something about having to protect us from ourselves. We’re on our own out here.”
 Ceila’s face was only a few inches from mine. There was sweat on her forehead, and her cheeks were smudged. There was nobody? Nobody was coming? “Why—why are you telling me this?”   
 “Because you need to chill out. I don’t know if Abernathy’s right. Maybe he’s wrong, maybe he’s making bad choices. But you can’t fuck around with this. You need to leave it alone.” She backed off and sighed. “And I guess, if you really want to leave, I thought you should know. If you’re thinking you want to leave, you should know as much as I do. I can’t leave here. I owe everyone to stick it through.”
 “I….” She was right. My stomach was acidy, and I was pretty sure I’d have to go to the bathroom again soon, and she was right.
 She kissed me, then, on the corner of my mouth. “I don’t think there are good guys and bad guys anymore. There’s just the living, and everything else.”   



Chapter Eight
A few days later, I was under a blanket, playing Hide and Seek with Julianne and a bunch of mouth-breathing first graders. It was a stupid game. Either you crawled under a table or the stage, or you went under a blanket, or you just stood there in the open with your eyes closed. The cops wouldn’t let anyone leave the main floor, so you couldn’t just go out in the aisles or anything. Tag would’ve been better, or Duck, Duck, Goose, but the kids wanted Hide and Seek, so that’s what we did. 
   Things at the Center had gotten weirder. Everybody had been happy after Thanksgiving, with the big meal and all the speeches, but then the hours started to stretch. The food we were eating was stale and there was less of it, and then one of the EMT guys disappeared along with one of the cops, and suddenly bathroom breaks were farther apart. The space wasn’t cozy anymore. It was cramped and everybody was either scared or pissed off all the time. 
    Nana kept on and on at you about constancy and faith, and there were more and more people listening to her every hour. It was creepy, because at breakfast you’d see them—she’d taken over the memorial table permanently—and there’d be twenty or thirty folks saying “Amen” and “Praise Jesus.” And then at lunch, you’d look again, and there’d be at least fifty. A middle-aged couple that ate meals with us, they joined up. I hadn’t even known they were religious.
   The worst was the way everybody kept watching everybody. For signs of depression or whatever. Tidewater had told us to stay healthy, and to make sure the people around us were healthy too. You got real paranoid, because it was easy as hell to read anything strange or anything you didn’t understand as being trouble. I got in a fight with a woman standing on line for a restroom trip because she said I was too quiet. Mr. Tajiri stopped doing work crews, and I was with him when a couple fathers came to talk. They asked if everything was all right, if he was feeling okay. Did he want to talk about it? 
    So Tajiri got into the big poker game. The way things were, you had to do something. The theater dorks had their audience, Nana had her group, and most everybody else played cards. They had ten tables, and there was a dealer at each table. There was a system, and Mr. Tajiri tried to explain it to me, but it was even worse than his nutty Go Fish rules. There were brackets and standings and some tables were higher ranked than other tables, and not every place was playing the same game. One of the tables, I watched for a while and I could’ve sworn they were playing War, which is just a stupid kid’s game.
   The players were really intense. You heard them talking about who was “on a run” and who was “tanking out” when they weren’t playing, about who was might be cheating and how this one dealer was totally hardcore. The winners, the people who managed to stay on top of the longest, got respect. You’d see people letting someone cut in line in front of them, and you’d know why.
   Tajiri did okay, although from what I could tell his heart wasn’t really in it. Me, I thought it was lame as hell. I tried to do more interviews with Ceila, but things were awkward. There was this new guy, Ed. He was closer to Ceila’s age than I was, and he was black, and that probably mattered. He wasn’t a bad guy, really. He used to work at a CD store, which was cool. 
      He had a lisp, though. It wasn’t huge, but you noticed it. This once when he wasn’t around, I imitated it for Tajiri and we both laughed our asses off. Ceila caught me, and she got mad. So I stopped going around with the two of them, because who needed that shit. 
   But that meant I had a lot of time on my hands, and that’s how I ended getting stuck playing with the little kids and Julianne. 
   It was Tuesday. Or Wednesday. Something like that. We’d been playing since breakfast (Snickers bar), and I was sick of the whole thing. I had decided as soon as some kid came to tag me, I’d jump up and scare the shit out of him. I might even make him cry. It wouldn’t earn me any points with the grown-ups, but at least I wouldn’t have to play the game anymore. 
   The blanket was shorter than I was, and my sneakers stuck out at the bottom. I heard someone coming towards me. I held my breath. A hand touched my head, and a woman said, “Davey?” I threw the blanket off and screamed, “BOO!” real loud.
   There were two people in front of me, a guy and a woman. Neither of them kids. The guy was a squat, muscled dude in khaki shorts and a Boston Red Sox T-shirt. His head was shaved, and he had one arm around the woman’s shoulder. There was a barb wire tattoo around his bicep, which was basically huge. His teeth were barred, and he looked like he was going to punch me. I wasn’t worried about him, though. I couldn’t stop staring at the woman.
   It was Matt’s sister, Joan. 
   The last time I’d seen her, she had yellow hair. Now it was purple with black highlights. She’d lost some weight, and there was a scabbed over hole in her nose where I guess a piercing had healed up. Her clothes were rumpled and holey, but she had make-up on and everything. She looked a million times better than anybody else around. 
   Back before, when things hadn’t gone to shit yet, Joan and me hadn’t been on the best terms. She used to treat Matt like shit, making fun of him and calling him names, and that always pissed me off. Matt loved her, though, and right then I sort of loved her too. 
   The guy got ready to swing at me, but Joan said, “Dave!” and hugged me. I wondered how greasy I felt. “I can’t believe it, I just can’t believe it. That large girl over there said she knew me and she said you were here, and here you are.” 
   “Oh wow.” 
   “It’s so great to see you.” She had her mother’s voice.
   “It is. It is.” 
   “This is Albert.” 
   Albert grabbed my whole arm and pumped it twice, real fast. “Hiya, Dave. Nice to know yah.”
    “Cool. Definitely.”
    “They took my gun, can you believe it? Those fuckers took my gun. I mean, what the hell is that?” He was smiling. “But fuck me, it’s good to see a familiar face! I mean, a familiar face for my baby here. This whole thing, it’s just been so crazy. I keep expecting to trip over a microphone or a hidden camera. Scroo-ey.” I laughed, and his smile got bigger. 
   “Is my mother here?” Joan asked. “And Matt?” 
    “…No.”
    “Oh god.” Joan sat on the floor next to where I’d dropped my blanket. Albert went down with her. “God, I was so hoping—have you talked to them? Do you know where they might have gone?”
   I wanted to run away, just for a second. But then I sat down, and I told her what had happened. I didn’t say it was well as I should’ve, but she took it all right. I left out the grossest parts. “But they were dead though, right? In the end?” she said. Albert hugged her shoulders and kissed the back of her neck. 
   “Yeah.” I imagined Ms. Ashfield. In pieces. “They’re definitely dead. I’m real sorry.” 
   “Me too.” I thought she’d cry then, but she didn’t. Albert pulled her in close, and she buried her face in his chest. I waited for her to start wailing, and I felt really crummy about all of it. But then she pushed free and looked at me again, and it was like she’d just moved on. Like her whole family had died years ago. “Ah well. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.” 
   “Um. Right.”
    Albert massaged her shoulders. “Hey buddy, how do we get some grub? ‘Cause I am starving.”
    The two of them had been undergrads at the same university where Ceila was doing grad work, although none of them recognized each other. For the last week, they’d been trapped in a campus building with some other students. “It was really grim,” Albert said, “although it’s not like I need to tell you that, huh?” One of the students had heard about the Civic Center over the radio, so when they ran out of food, they’d broken into the home of a faculty member with a reputation as a gun nut. After everybody was armed, Albert said, “we went our separate ways. It made more sense than going in a big group, we figured. I don’t see any of the others here, have you talked to-” I shook my head. “It’s a damn shame. Those were some solid people.”
      When I heard they’d gotten away on a motorcycle, it blew my mind. “Was it your motorcycle? Or did you, like, hotwire somebody else’s?” 
    “Dude!” He slapped his forehead. “Of course it was mine! I mean, I’m not rich, not by a long shot, but I bought myself a motorcycle. I earned that sonofabitch. And you better believe we were wearing our goddamn helmets.” I got this picture of the two of them zooming down the road, wind whipping their clothes, and I wanted that. I wanted to be outside. I wanted see the sun, to see anything beyond those emergency lights and hear anything beyond those fucking generators. 
   Next morning, Ceila was acting weird. She kept giving me these looks over breakfast, and smiling odd. When I asked her what was going on, she said, “You’ll see.”  
   After breakfast, the Muppet kids were doing their thing when Officer Maddy climbed on stage and shouted for everyone’s attention. “Everyone! Everyone, I’d like to make an announcement. I’m sure we all know about the problems we’ve had with the bathrooms here.”
    Everybody knew about the shit buckets. Everybody had used them. Without running water, we couldn’t use the toilets, so the cops had founds a bunch of blue buckets for people to squat over and do their thing. It was really nasty, but the worst part was the buckets would get full, and that meant somebody had to empty them. Piss you could pour down the drain, but the thicker stuff was the worst. You couldn’t just chuck it in the trash, and it wasn’t safe to use the loading doors for something that would build up and attract the dead things outside. All the windows were boarded shut, even the ones higher than the ground floor. 
   So somebody had to go up to the roof. The first time it happened, everybody acted like it was this big treat. You got to get outside again, got to feel the fresh air, who cared if it got messy? There was even a lottery to see who went. But the two guys who won, when they came back, they weren’t happy. Just carrying the buckets had been bad enough, but something about seeing the city the way it was now had done something to them. There were a couple more lotteries after that, but fewer and fewer people signed up, and the word that came back was always the same. Finally, the cops just started doing it themselves.
   Something had changed, though. Officer Maddy explained how it was getting harder to keep security at full, because people were having a harder time staying at attention. Us civilians were going to have to pick up the slack. “Luckily, David here has volunteered to take on the sewage dumping job,” Maddy said. “Let’s all say thank you to David.” A few folks applauded, and that was it. I was the new shit-dumper.
    I hadn’t volunteered for anything, but everybody was watching me like I was decent or something, and what was I going to tell them? It was Ceila’s fault. I cornered her, and she admitted she’d given my name to Maddy for the job. “It’s gross, I know that, but come on—you get to go outside. It’ll give you a chance to see how things look, if you’re still planning on leaving.” Ed stood there the whole time we were talking, and I swear to God I saw him smirk. 
    Albert offered to help. I wasn’t expecting that at all. He’d just showed up, and it wasn’t like we were best friends or anything. I wondered if Joan had put him up to it, but I couldn’t think of a reason why she’d do that. I decided to just be grateful. 
   Maddy helped us got a couple dollies out of one of the storage rooms, and Tidewater gave us plastic gloves. “This is much appreciated, guys,” he said. “When you get done, we’ll leave out some soap and water for you to wash-up, and a change of clothes.”
   “I like my clothes,” Albert said.
   “Sure, sure. This is some nasty work, though. You might change your mind afterwards.” Tidewater shook our hands and gave us each a paper mask. “Anyway, take as much time as you need.” 
   The masks didn’t really help much, and the gloves had hardly any grip to them. The shit buckets had thin metal handles, and some of them had labels on the side with soda names and flavors. I made the mistake of looking into a bucket before we got started. My stomach was as empty as it’d ever been, but the mess made me throw up anyway. There weren’t enough lids, so it was actually for the best I threw up right off. Albert checked one of the buckets, too. He sneezed a few times, and he got a little green, but that was it. 
   We couldn’t run the elevators off the generators, so we had to use the stairs. We had to lug all 25 buckets up by hand. It was only three flights, but it took forever. Because the buckets were so full, you couldn’t use the handles to carry them, you had to wrap your arms around the sides. Pretty soon, I had a stained shirt and stained arms. Not every bucket had a lid, and some trips, you were stuck with an open one. Carrying all that piss and crap less than a foot from your nose sucked. And you had to move really, really slow. Like, snail speed. Maybe slower. 
   The first load, I was seriously considering just jumping off the roof when I got there. But when I stepped out onto the gravel and into the sun, there was all opennes. I nearly forgot the stink. It was cold outside and I didn’t have a coat on, but it was almost better that I didn’t. Like having it be so cold made it real. The sky was that sharp blue it gets around winter time, like somebody dumped a bucket of paint overhead, and we were so high up it was as though we were in the blue, somehow. Swimming in it. I don’t know if that made it worth lugging shit up a three flights of stairs, but it was close. 
   Albert and I took what we had over to the edge, set the buckets down and just enjoyed breathing. My face felt tight. Maybe I was smiling, I dunno. Albert hadn’t been inside as long as me, but he seemed to get a kick out of me getting a kick out of it. He had a pack of cigarettes out and gave me one.
    “So how many days have you been here, anyway?” he said. It took a couple of tries with his lighter—a Zippo with a four-leaf clover on the side—to get both smokes lit. When I had a drag, I was very proud that I didn’t cough. “‘Cause me and Joan, we just showed up and already this place is driving me nuts.” 
   The smoke went into my lungs and I felt dizzy. “A week? Maybe more. I don’t know. It doesn’t come up a lot.” 
   “More than a-! Fuck me, man, that’s crazy, that’s just crazy.” The roof was a big flat space with a waist-high guard wall running around the edge. There were a bunch of seagulls hanging around the middle, and some big metal boxes with fans in them at one end that I figured had to do with the air circulators.     
   “Yeah. I guess.” 
   “Wow. You must be a pretty cool dude. I’da been climbing at the walls.”      “You get used to it.” No you didn’t. You didn’t fucking get used to it. But what was I gonna tell him?
   “Used to it. Yeah. Hell yeah.” Albert flicked his cigarette away. It hit a seagull near us, right on the beak. The thing screeched, and all the birds flew off.  
   Albert opened his bucket, and I opened mine. In the sunlight, what was in them didn’t seem nearly as bad. Albert lifted his bucket onto the wall and then stopped. “Oh man, you gotta check this out.”
   I set my bucket next to Albert’s. I could see the ocean down the hill, maybe a mile away from us. It was windy, and the waves were high. Closer to the Center were the parking lots Julianne, Marty, and I had run through. Beyond that were more streets and more parking lots and office buildings and storefronts.  There must’ve been a million broken windows, and car wrecks and dead corpses everywhere. I wondered how many people were hiding in the city, locked behind doors, hoping for the best.
   Albert was pointing downward. There was a building across the way taller than the Civic Center, and between us and the building was an alleyway with a couple of dumpsters on our side. There were dead things were all over the place. It’d been so long since I’d seen any that I nearly thought they were real people. But then I noticed the gory bits. I wondered if they knew we were in the building. They couldn’t find a way inside because they were stupid, but maybe they just had some kind of hunch.
   It was weird, though. It didn’t surprise me that they were down there—where else were they gonna go—but there was all this stuff they were messing around with. Like, junk they had to have pulled out of stores or apartments. The ground was covered with trash and broken stuff, and some of the dead people were carrying umbrellas and pillows and books and other junk. I saw a mailman holding a CD case, trying to gnaw through the plastic. Everybody was biting or ripping or beating at something. 
      A breeze picked up stacks of paper and empty plastic bags and tossed them into the air. Some of the dead people waved at the bags, bumping into one another, falling over torn body parts. They hadn’t stopped grinning. There was a little girl with no lips, and even from where we were standing, I could see her cheek muscles pulling at skin that wasn’t there.
   Albert snickered. “Oh man, that is so fucked. This is what’s keeping us inside, you realize that? They’re morons. We’re all locked up and we’re letting them take apart everything, and they’re fucking morons.“ 
   “Yeah.” They didn’t seem so scary from up high. Just pathetic. “Maybe if there weren’t so many, y’know?”
   Albert snorted and picked up his bucket. He tipped and shook the thing over the side until a wad of gray and brown gunk fell out. It hit the sidewalk near a grinner with a guitar case. The grinner went after the sound and stepped right into the mess, slipping and landing with his feet stuck straight in the air. We cracked up. “Dude,” Albert said, “bet you five smokes you can’t get closer to one of those things than that.” 
   “I don’t have five smokes.” 
   “Don’t worry about it, I’ll front you. If you lose, I get a free hit. In the shoulder or something.” 
   It sounded like easy money. I aimed for the guy who’d already fallen over. It hadn’t moved, but when the crap out of my bucket landed, it was ten feet away at least. Albert wound up his arm, and I tensed, but he just gave me a tap. “No worries, man. I’m only funnin’ with yah.” 
   We made thirteen trips, down and back again. By the time it was finished, my legs hurt and my arms hurt and I didn’t want to climb any more stairs for the rest of my life. Albert and I kept trying to land crap on one of the dead guys, but we didn’t have much luck. We talked about movies and women and stuff. Albert asked me if I was hooking up with Ceila, and I said no. “Keep trying, man. I mean, she’s bound to come around eventually.” He told me about his and Joan’s sex life, which wasn’t really something I wanted to hear. He was funny as hell, though. “Joan gets bored quick, and man, you ain’t had it till you been with a chick who gets bored like Joan does. You gotta keep coming up with ways to surprise her. It’s fucking exhausting, but it blows your mind. We’ve been doing bondage shit lately, like with ropes and S&M stuff. We got these special handcuffs online, just like the cops have, and Joan has ‘em everywhere. She used to show up at the library and just fucking dangle them in front of me when I checking my e-mail. It’s crazy.” 
   Albert went quiet on our last run. When I set the last bucket on the roof, he said, “Shit.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Shit is what it is.”
“No, man, that’s not….” The cold had stopped being fun, and I really wanted to go inside and clean off. Albert slapped his forehead once, twice. It should’ve been funny, but he hit himself pretty hard, like he wanted to leave a mark. “I’m a moron, man. I’m a total idiot.”
“Huh?”
“The lids. Right? We had lids.” 
“Yeah.”
“So what the fuck are we doing carrying open buckets?”
“There weren’t enough lids.”  
“Dude, why the fuck didn’t we just take the lids off the empty buckets and re-use them? Easiest thing in the world. Anybody should’ve seen that. What’s wrong with me. What’s fucking wrong with me.”
He hit himself in the forehead again. It was nuts. Sure, he was right, we’d been dumb, but the way he was talking, it was like the whole thing was ruined. Like we were going to have to go and get all the shit we’d dumped and put it back and do the whole thing over just so we could get it right. “Hey, we’re almost done anyway.”
“FUCK!” Albert screamed. The few seagulls left on the roof took off, and I could see the grinners below us hearing the noise. Some of them pawed at the wall. “I’m just, I always do this, I think I’m so goddamn smart and I always, I always just pull this dumbass amateur bullshit. I’m so sick of it, and-” He screamed again, with no words this time. 
   The grinners were totally freaking out. They stumbled around and bashed their heads into the bricks. It made me happy. Albert was freaking out for some reason, and that was a little scary, but seeing the thing below freak out… that was sweet. Even if they were keeping us where we were, we could still screw with them. I screamed, just to see what it was like. The sound went everywhere, spreading over the city. I screamed some more. So did Albert. It was me and him screaming together. I cursed out all the fucking cops and Abernathy and my stupid dad who had to go to fucking Chicago and leave me in the middle of all this. The dead people on the street were trying to climb on top of each other, and they kept falling in all the shit we’d dumped, and it was a huge mess. I screamed till my voice broke. 
Albert calmed down. He gave me a second to catch my breath, then he punched me in the shoulder. “Hardcore, man.” We had another cigarette, and Albert said, “That Abernathy guy is basically an asshole, isn’t he?” 
   “I guess.” My throat was sore from the screaming. The second cigarette didn’t taste as good as the first one had. 
   “He’s the one that took my gun when we came in. Didn’t even ask, just grabbed it and gave me some crap about the ‘common good.’ Jesus, huh? I mean, law and order is great, but this is fucking America, right?” 
   “He’s an asshole,” I said. 
   “Yeah. But he’s got this place under a pretty tight thumb, looks like.”
   “Oh man, it just looks that way.” My cigarette wasn’t halfway done, but I chucked it. “The other day, he gave us a big speech about hope and crap, but it’s all just this big lie. He fucking killed a guy I was with when we got here.”
    “He did what?”
   “He shot him in the head. This nice old guy that had given me and, and Julianne a lift into town, and Abernathy blew him away. Said he was infected, but that was total bullshit. The guy just had a scratch. Not a bite, just a scratch.” 
   “Whoa.” Albert flipped the Zippo against his leg, lighting it, then clicking the lid shut, then lighting it again. “That’s not cool.”
   “No.” I watched the lighter. I’d only ever seen anyone do that in the movies. 
   “Definitely not cool. But you know what? It doesn’t surprise me. It doesn’t surprise me at all. That’s how fuckers like that work. They tell you all this crap about making hard choices and how everybody’s responsible, but they’re just assholes, really.” Albert gave me another punch, a little harder than before. “But you and me buddy, we get it. We see through their shit. I knew that right off.” 
   The seagulls we’d scared off were swooping around and calling to each other. I figured they wanted to come back to the roof, but they weren’t sure if we were going to start screaming again.
   “So what do you think?” Albert said.
   “About what?”
   “About—well, shit, about everything. Did you lose any family?”
 ”My dad’s out there, someplace. And my step-mom. They could still be alive.” 
   “Sure, sure.” Albert got a new cigarette. “My family’s from New York. I’m pretty sure they’re toast. I mean, they gotta be.” 
   “Oh. I’m sorry.”
   “Whatever. No big loss.” He rubbed his head. It made a sound like sandpaper. “Man, you asked me three months ago where I’d be right now….” 
   “Yeah. I was just worried about passing all my classes.” 
   “Hey, I guess there’s a bright side to everything.”
   There was a wad of something in the last bucket, and I had to shake it to get it loose. When the wad came free, it landed right on one of the grinner’s heads, some dude with only one ear and bare feet. Albert applauded. “Hole in one! Yeesh, that’s nasty.” 
   “Oh wow, is he trying to eat it?” 
   “Aw maaaaan!” 
   I decided I wanted to smoke some more. The last cigarette hadn’t been so great, but you can’t have just two, right? I asked Albert, and he hit my arm in the same spot, and we finished the pack together. Who knew when we’d see another pack, but it was such an awesome time you didn’t want to worry about stuff like that. 
   Albert asked, “So what’s the plan?”
   “Plan?” 
   “You gotta have a plan. C’mon, you weren’t planning on staying here forever, right?”
   “No, definitely.” I hadn’t really thought about it since I’d talked to Ceila. There didn’t’ seem any point, because it wasn’t like I was going to leave on my own. “I don’t know. I mean, there’s still a chance we’re all going to get rescued.” I remembered what Ceila had said. “Fuck.”
   “What?”
   “It’s just … they told us someone was coming to rescue us. Abernathy did, on Thanksgiving. But I think he was lying.”
   “Why?”
   Albert was staring, and I felt pretty uncomfortable. “It’s just a hunch, really. The way he said it.”
   “Sure, sure.” Albert twirled his cigarette across his knuckles. He’d smoked most of it, and when it flipped over his fingers, the lit end brushed his skin. “But man, you gotta trust your hunches. You gotta think for yourself. Abernathy, the cops, they’re just in it ‘cause they want to be in control of everything. It’s not like they know more than the rest of us do. Besides, what we got here, we got a whole new fucking paradigm. Guys like them are just not prepared for it. I mean, who is, right? You can’t just count on them to save you. You gotta look out for yourself. I’m looking out for me, I’m looking out for Joan. You’re a smart kid. Keep your eyes open.” 
   Albert’s cigarette was a stub now. “Check it out.” He tossed the stub in his mouth, winked, then swallowed. When he opened his mouth again, the stub was gone.
“I did magic tricks at school sometimes. Kid’s parties. It’s good money, if you don’t mind all the running around. But anyway, what I’m saying. Like, okay—is there a place you want to be? I mean, is this really where you want to be the rest of your life?”
   “No.”
   “Exactly. Exactly. But where do you wanna be?”
   With my dad. But that would’ve been corny, and Albert thought I was cool. I tried to think of something else. I tried to remember the last time I felt good. I couldn’t think of anything, but for some reason, I thought about what Albert had said about him and Joan. “There’s this girl.”
   “The black chick?”
   “No, I mean … back at school, there was this girl. Stephanie. I was really into her, and I want to see her again.” I hadn’t thought about Stephanie in a while, but saying her name out loud, I realized how much I missed her.  
   “Nice. Nice. Was she into you?”
   “I dunno. She had a boyfriend and stuff.”
   “Right, but, well….” He shrugged. “Who knows what happened to him, huh?”
   “Yeah.” I thought of Ethan, and her, and the way they held hands. “Her boyfriend said his parents had a cabin up north. On Lake Moxie, he said, away from everybody else. That’s probably where they went, when things got nuts.” 
   “Huh. Lake Moxie.” Albert had a metal stud under his lip, like his chin was bolted on. He turned the stud around, thinking. “You know, that’s not a bad idea.”
   “Well, I haven’t seen her or her, her boyfriend since—a week and a half, I guess. They might … they might not have made it.”
   “Right. Right, anything’s possible.” He punched my shoulder. I was getting sick of that, but it wasn’t like he was doing it to hurt. “Anyway, that’s what I’m trying to tell you. You have to think for yourself. This whole thing, it’s awful, but it’s like an opportunity to go out on your own. No guys like Colonel Mustard giving you marching orders. All you have to do is hunker down, outlast those dead guys. You dig?”
   “Sure.” 
   “Good. Great. Just keep that in mind, and—we’ll see. We’ll see, y’know?”
   Albert went down the stairs first. I hung back for a second or two, trying to get as much clean air into me as I could. I heard something, then. The whole time we’d been on the roof, it’d been pretty quiet. You could hear the dead folks breaking stuff, and there was the wind and the ocean and the gulls yelling, but that was it.
   But I heard a new noise. It was far away.
   I crossed the roof to the far wall, past the air circulators and the gravel stained with bird shit. I looked over the streets and the lots and the hundreds of dead cars. I held the wall, and I closed my eyes, and my fingers dug in hard.
   The noise was still there. In the distance, but so clear it could’ve been right behind me. It was human, right? It had to be. But it made my eyes water, and my stomach hurt, and then I went numb. I ran. I ran for the stairs and I didn’t even know why I was running and my legs weren’t working right. So I nearly fell, but I didn’t, and I slammed the door behind me. Even going down the stairs two at a time, I could still hear it. 
    Somewhere out there in all that emptiness, somebody was laughing. 



Chapter Nine
I was asleep when the first generator died. I’d been dreaming of pastries, and Stephanie. Maybe Stephanie was eating the pastries or wearing them, I don’t know, but then I woke up and something was wrong. I lay on my blanket, blinking, trying to figure it out. I had new clothes, just like Tidewater promised, jeans and a polo shirt with red and white stripes. They felt funny, but that was just because they were new. My eyes weren’t working right. Everything was dimmer, for some reason. And the humming was quieter. Maybe my ears were fucked up, too.  
 Other people were waking up and moving around. Parents shushed babies that weren’t crying. Two of the standing spotlights across the floor had gone out. There was a patch of darkness over a section of the blanket sea, and the ones who’d been sleeping there were moving out of it in a hurry. None of the other lights had gone out, although I noticed a couple of the overheads flickering. They’d never flickered before.
 It took a few minutes before everybody realized what had happened. We all sort of figured it out at the same time, as far as I could tell. One minute, there was a lot of confused muttering, the next people were shouting and yelling and acting scared. Stan walked around the crowd, saying, “It’s only temporary, don’t worry, they’re working on it,” and sometimes, “Shut the fuck up.” There were too many upset people for him to handle alone, so Nana and Julianne helped too. I stayed where I was and pretended like I was still sleeping. It was the first time the lights had ever gone off at the Center, and it made you think unhappy thoughts.
 We had to wait a while. Mr. Tajiri came and sat with me. He was wearing a candy necklace he’d picked up during a poker game. The candy had stained his neck in pinks and purples that came out black in the haze. Joan and Albert were holding each other a little ways away, Albert whispering in her ear and making her laugh. I tried to remember what Stephanie had been doing in my dream. Albert hadn’t changed his clothes after the shit-buckets. He’d managed not to get any muck on him, which was pretty amazing.
 Ceila and Ed were with a couple Muppets, wandering among the families, patting shoulders and telling bad jokes. Ceila’s dress was glowing again. Edward said something to her, and she acted like it was the funniest thing ever.
 Nana preached. She stood on the table, using the walker as a sort of podium and shouted at us. Julianne stood on the floor like she was guarding the spot, arms crossed under her breasts. Nana told stories about the Baby Jesus and cows and stuff. The things on the table around her feet added a weird note to whatever she said. It was hard to picture Noah and his ark when there was a dead kid’s stuffed rabbit staring at you. But Nana managed to keep the people around her from getting too upset.
 I didn’t need anybody to make me calm. Tajiri got his cards out, and he played Solitaire on the mats while I watched. He had to cheat the Queens out.
 Lance came in after a while, and he gave us a pep talk. He said everything was fine but wouldn’t tell us what “everything” meant. Then he asked for engineers, and a couple of father-types got up. Stan took them away, but Lance hung around and made sure we weren’t going to riot or anything. People were scared, but nobody was saying much. Meals were getting smaller, and I’m not sure anybody had the energy to make a deal over it.
 When Stan came back, without the engineer guys, he and Lance and the other cops moved some lights around. The spots were cut down to ten, three on each side and two on the corners, and things looked a little better. They couldn’t get rid of the dimness completely, though. I got nervous, thinking about all that dark. Everything was so spooky and it was next to impossible to recognize anyone unless you were right on top of them. Faces stopped being real faces, they were just masks and I started wondering what was under all those masks. I realized I wasn’t thinking too good. I thought of the laughing I’d heard outside. I hadn’t told anybody about it because maybe I’d imagined it. If I was going crazy, I didn’t want anyone else to know.
  A fight started between a girl in black glasses, and a guy whose name I thought might’ve been Adam. I wasn’t there when it happened.  I just saw the girl ran up to Lance and shout something. She pointed at maybe-Adam and said he’d started groping her in the dark. He said it was just an accident. She’d scratched his cheek up pretty good, and you could tell he was bleeding. Tajiri looked them both over and shook his head. “He is lying. I’ve worked with him before, and he is not to be trusted.” The girl started, and I felt bad for her.
 Because of the guy’s cheek, and because there were a few other hurt people, they brought Tidewater in from the infirmary. I wondered where Abernathy was. Probably writing more speeches. Not-Adam got a bandage over his scratches, and Lance had a talk with him while Tidewater was fixing him up. The guy acted nervous afterwards, which was probably for the best. The girl hadn’t really calmed down, though. The two of them stayed as far away from each other as they could, which wasn’t very far.
 After Tidewater had looked over everybody, he took Lance aside. The two of them talked, and then Lance kissed him. It wasn’t the longest kiss, but it was definitely a kiss. I don’t know if anybody else saw it, but I did. Then they hugged. I felt a little ashamed to be watching, like I was spying on them, but I couldn’t help it. I needed to see something like that. The two of them fit together, and they had each other, in spite of everything. I needed to watch them kissing because too many of the lights had gone out, and I was scared and lonely, and I needed a way to get through that.
 The cops brought us each a hot dog and a bottle of water for the next meal. I wasn’t sure what time it was, or if it was breakfast or whatever. My stomach was making all kinds of noises, though. The hot dog hadn’t been cooked, and chewing it was like eating rubber. The water tasted stale. I didn’t know water could taste stale. It was probably only my imagination.
 More time passed, and then the cops told us it was bedtime again. There was some grumbling, but not much. It was nice having a schedule back.
 Next morning, things tried to go back to normal. We had breakfast, and Nana kept preaching and the card games went on, and the Muppet actors did their thing. But something had changed.
 There was a fight at lunch. I was at a table with Joan and Albert and Ceila and Edward, and I was trying to get Albert to teach me that cigarette trick, and out of nowhere somebody shrieked. I had my back to the main group, and something slammed into me, hard. When I turned around, a girl had hit the floor by my feet, one of the hip-hop girls with snazzy lip-stick and a glitter shirt. A woman kicked her in the legs and screamed “Whore!” and the girl screamed, “Bitch!” and I just wanted to get out of there.
 Albert climbed over the table and tackled the woman. I helped the girl to her feet. She was about my age, and once I got her wrists, she calmed down pretty quick. She mostly just looked confused.
 The woman was still worked up, though. She had limp black hair, and slacks and a nice blouse, and her hands were shaking. “You stay away from my son!” she screamed. “You stay away from him!”
 “Jeez, take it easy lady,” Albert said.
 “I was only trying ta-” The girl pulled away and I let her go. “Your kid looked hungry, and I just wanted ta give him my-“
 “Go to hell.” The woman pushed Albert off her. “You stay away from my family.” She stormed off.
 The neon girl left, too. I picked my chair up and it was like nothing had happened. I kept looking over my shoulder for the rest of the day, though, in case somebody else was going to plow into me.   
 There were more arguments, and a lot of bad vibes. None of the fights got serious, but the vibes didn’t ever really go away. Every time the cops broke up a fight, it wasn’t like they’d solved anything, or even that anybody had let off any steam. People were just wigging out, in this slow, steady way that you couldn’t really deal with. Over at the gaming tables, nobody was having any fun playing, and I kept hearing people accusing each other of cheating. Nana started living on the memorial table. Julianne brought her food, and she just kept saying the same stuff over and over, only louder and with more “hell” in it. On stage, the theater kids kept the show going. You didn’t fuck with the Muppets. You just didn’t.
 I didn’t want to play cards, or get preached at, and I wasn’t in the mood for a show. It was pretty lousy. I wanted to hang out with Albert, but he was heavy into the gaming. When Joan and I spent time together, there were a lot of awkward pauses, because I guess not even the end of the world can make it easier for you to get along with some people.
Ceila had finished her interviews, and she had some kind of project she was doing with all her notes. Her and Ed spent most of the time with their heads together, and they talked too goddamn fast. Mr. Tajiri had quit playing poker, and now he had a group of kids with him. He was teaching them Go Fish. I tried to help, but I couldn’t remember all the rules, and the kids kept laughing at me.
 Mostly I stayed on my blanket and I slept a lot. I waited for something. For anything. I told myself that help was on its way, but I didn’t buy it. It was too easy to imagine everything going on like this forever. I missed my dad. He would’ve figured a way out for sure.
           *                      *                      *                      *                      *
The blue one was the king. He was the king, and the red one was his wife, and there was a yellow one and a green one and they were his daughters. Only sometimes it seemed like the red one was also one of his daughters, and he was trying to give them something, except the yellow one wouldn’t have any of it. And then the yellow one and the red one would get to talking, like they were plotting something, and they were awfully affectionate, not like sisters at all, and maybe they were planning to do something to the blue one. And while the red one and the yellow one talked, the green one whispered in the blue one’s ear, and the next time the blue one and the red one got together, they were mighty suspicious of each other, although they did their best to cover it. You had to read between the lines. Then the yellow one and the green one and the red one got in a half-circle around the blue one, cackling and waving their arms around, but the blue one wasn’t scared. Not really. He was hungry, and they were making promises.
 It went on from there. The dialogue was hard to follow, and they didn’t always finish their sentences, and they’d switch characters mid-scene, and you could never tell who you were supposed to be watching, because a lot of the time everybody was speaking at once.  I wasn’t really in a state where I could follow much of anything. For breakfast, we’d got half a granola bar and a cup of water. And there wasn’t going to be lunch, you just knew there wasn’t. My head hurt, and whenever I turned my head too quick, I got dizzy. My throat was dry. Folks were napping and staying close to the lights and glaring at each other. You could hear babies crying, but it was quieter in the Center than it had ever been.
 I’d tried going to sleep after breakfast, but I couldn’t. My back was sore from laying down too long. So I’d gotten a seat in front of the stage. It was a nutty show. I’d be trying to decide if the red one had just poured something in the blue one’s ear, and then the yellow one would joke around with a couple of guys in the front row, and then the pouring scene would be over without me ever knowing if there had been any pouring in it at all.
 I don’t know how long I sat there. I was in the middle of an audience, but I didn’t pay any attention to the people around me. I just watched the show. Everything smelled like old cheese. I decided the blue one was flirting with me. I used to know the names for all the costumes, but they were too strange now. The blue one kept making eye contact. It was hard to tell because the eyes were plastic, but I was pretty sure.
 There was no reason to move. I didn’t have to go to the bathroom anymore, and I thought, well, that’s one good thing about starving. Was I starving? I didn’t know. I could feel my ribs easy enough through my shirt, and I could almost push a finger between some of them.
 The blue one kept flirting. I got a crazy idea that Steph was inside the costume. Which was impossible, I mean, I would’ve known if it had been her. I would’ve seen her before or else I just would’ve sensed it. But maybe I was sensing it now? She pushed the red one off her, and the red one hit the yellow one and they landed in a pile. Eventually, she’d have to take the mask off, and then I’d see. And if it was Stephanie, that’d be pretty great. It really would.
 It would be so great, in fact, that I decided it had to be true. The blue one had taken off her head, but I knew the truth. Albert had Joan, Ceila had Ed, and now, I would have Stephanie. That’s how it was always supposed to be. She’d come to the Civic Center, looking for me. Ethan was gone, either he was dead or even better she’d left him behind, and she’d come here and gotten into one of the costumes and was just waiting for the right moment to show herself. “Hey, Dave,” she’d say. “I missed you. I missed you so much, and now we can be together.” All I had to do was be patient. Nothing else made sense. How I could love her so much and she not love me? We’d be perfect together. She was gorgeous, and I was kind of a freak but I had a good heart, and we’d both be so crazy after everything that happened that we needed each other. We were all we had left. I knew her better than anyone. If only she’d take off the damn mask.
 She didn’t, though. After a while, I started doubting the whole thing. I felt even worse than before. But then, I knew where Stephanie was really going, didn’t I. Ethan had told me. Which was weird, that he’d told me, because he must’ve known that we were supposed to be together, so wasn’t he jealous?
 Then I realized it, and it made so much sense I cried a little. Stephanie had tricked Ethan into telling me. She didn’t want to hurt his feelings by breaking up with him, but she knew she had to let me know, so she made it seem like it was Ethan’s idea. She’d trusted me to figure it out. And I had. I just had to find some way to get to her.
 I watched the Muppets some more. Eventually I came to my senses and realized how silly everything I’d been thinking was. Except it wasn’t that silly. The more I thought about it, the more I didn’t know anything. All that made sense was, get to Stephanie. Everything would be okay after that.



Chapter Ten
Then came the day when there were no more granola bars. Maddy and Stan gave us cups of water, and when Scarf-Lady Linda said, “So that’s it then?” Stan scowled. He’d lost his badge, but he kept patting the spot on his shirt where it used to be.
 Albert got kicked out of the card games. He was fuzzy on the details. There was some punching and loud voices, and the only way everything got calmed down was by Albert promising he’d stay away.
 “I don’t know what I was doing there, anyway. I didn’t know anybody, and they all had this major stick up their asses.” We were doing a circuit of the floor. It was getting colder, I didn’t know why, and the best way to keep warm was to keep moving. I walked along the edge of the mats, and Albert followed the extension cords. There were other people walking too, but we kept a lot of space between us.
 “Everybody’s freaking out.”
 “Yeah. Yeah.” Albert rubbed his head. “I wish they’d tell us more. Dammit. I don’t like this, all this super secret bullshit.”
 Something bad had happened. Everybody knew that the cops and the firemen and the EMTs had to go on runs outside the Center sometimes, to get food, and to check for stragglers. The last few times hadn’t gone so good. There’d hadn’t been an official announcement or anything. You just had to look at how freaked the cops were getting, and how little food they were feeding us. A bunch of people had passed out from hunger, which was always scary because you never knew if they were dead. They woke up eventually, but it was really tense.
 Albert and I finished a lap and kept going. We kept going till we got past twenty. I was pretty tired by then, and trying to figure out some way to tell Albert I needed to sit down without looking like a wimp. The Tier B doors opened up, not forty feet from the two of us, and in came Abernathy.
 I hadn’t thought about him much since Thanksgiving. There’d been other things on my mind. Seeing him again was a shock. He walked as steady as he always did, but his coat was opened, and all he had on underneath it was a white T-shirt, just like Tajiri’s. It wasn’t a big change, but it bothered the fuck out of me. It was like seeing your grandfather naked.
 Abernathy stopped halfway down the stairs. Lance, who’d come in the doors behind him, shouted for attention. The actors quit doing their thing, and Nana quieted, but a lot of the gamers kept playing, even when Stan tried to get their attention. The problem was Abernathy was on a landing right behind the stage, so at least a quarter of the people couldn’t even see him. Plus the acoustics were terrible up there. I was pretty close, and even I couldn’t hear all of it.
 Abernathy told us they were planning another trip outside. “While we’ve had setbacks, the courage and resourcefulness of our city police and emergency workers has provided us with the material we need to survive.” Somebody tried applauding then, but Abernathy kept talking. “Unfortunately, we find ourselves with a shortage of manpower and an abundance of need. There are nearly two-hundred of us in this building, and four or five can’t transport everything without putting themselves at risk.” So this time, they were going to take volunteers from the civilians. “It will be dangerous, I won’t lie to you. No one will be forced. But those who volunteer will get to pick up a few extra pieces of food, and maybe some clothing, as payment for their services. This is not a game for children,” he said, “and we will not be taking everyone.” Then he said something I couldn’t hear, and “-willing to put yourself at risk for the good of the group, we can use you. Please.”
 Abernathy left then. Lance and the others set themselves up at a table, one right next to the one Nana was on. They got organized with pens and paper, and Stan said, “Anyone who wants to volunteer to go out on the next foraging trip, please line up.”    
 Nana jumped off the memorial table. “Put my name down,” she said. “Just write ‘Nana.’ Everyone knows who I am. Isn’t that right?” There was a big cheer. “God helps those who help themselves, and I am more than willing to put my faith to the test. I am not afraid! The Lord is my watchword.”
 There were long lines in seconds, one in front of each cop. Fathers and mothers—mostly fathers. A couple of Muppet actors decided to enlist. There were men and women from every group, some of them young but some of them as old as Nana. Everybody was smiling, more smiles than I remembered seeing in a while.
 I was pretty excited myself, even. We were doing something, finally. Sure we were desperate, but we weren’t that desperate, right? We were going to show those fuckers. Albert was right, they were hardly scary at all. They were too fucking stupid to be scary.
 Lance was the one I talked to. If it hadn’t been him, I might’ve turned around and left because I was real nervous. But when I got to the head of my line, he was the one sitting there, so I said, “I’ll go. Okay? David Cooper. I’ll go.” He wrote down what I said, right along with everybody else.
 Albert gave his name, too, and Joan right along with him. I saw Edward in the line ahead of me, but not Ceila. I didn’t see Mr. Tajiri either, but I figured both of them had already gone through or something. After everyone had their chance to talk to an officer, the cops went off with their lists. There was a lot of back-clapping and hand-shaking. People I’d never talked to before told me I was “the man,” and I told them they were too, even the women.
 Ceila was pissed. “You idiots. What were you thinking? This is crazy, you can’t go out there like this. Everybody’s going to get killed.”
 “Oh, come on,” Ed said. He looked confused, like he didn’t completely understand what Ceila was saying, but he wanted to be sure we all knew he wasn’t part of it. We were standing around on the edge of the blanket sea, where most everybody was standing. Ceila was practically yelling, and she’d already gotten some suspicious glares. “Ceil, you need to be more of an optimithst. It’ll be dangerouth, sure, but it’s not like a death sentence. It hath to be done, right?”
 “You signed up?” I asked him.
 “Yeah, he wouldn’t listen to me,” Ceila said.
 “About what?”
 “About—dammit, I tried to, I was trying to get all of this finished in time.” She pulled her shoulder bag around her side to her stomach and dug through it. I heard the flask sloshing inside, which I figured meant she hadn’t shared any of it with Edward. “Fuck! I can’t organize any of this for shit, all I have are these, these-” She shook a notebook under my nose. “The work we did, David, remember? I’ve been trying to track it, trying to find some sort of pattern, and there are all these hints of stuff.”
 Albert and Joan came over, and I was sort of embarrassed. Ceila seemed really wound up. “Oh, right. Hints.”
 “Look, I’m not saying what I have here is perfect or conclusive or whatever you want to call it, but there’s one thing, even if you ignore the hints, there’s one obvious goddamn thing, and that’s that the infected are attracted to large groups. Large groups, David. The people who made it through to the Center, none of them were traveling with more than four or five others, and that’s because anyone who was in a mass of people, they’re dead. The infected aren’t scared by larger numbers. That’s what they like.” Ceila was a couple inches shorter than I was, and she’d got in close to my face. Every word she said, I could read the lines on her forehead.
 “You’re being ridiculous,” Joan said. “Weren’t you paying attention back there? We don’t have a choice. What else do you think we should do? Just sit around and starve?”
 “I don’t know,” Ceila said. “You’re right, I don’t—I’m not saying that we don’t do anything. But this, this is insane. Nobody’s thinking clearly. Abernathy’s going to rush you all out there, and that’ll be the end.”
 “Ceil-“
 “I think you’re way off,” Albert said. He sounded pissed. “I think you’re just a coward, is all. I’m sorry to say it, and honestly, hon, I don’t think any less of you. Really. But for you to stand there and try and, and do what? Make us cowards too? Jeez. Fuck off. You’re just goddamn nutso.”
 Ceila stared at him. Albert thrust his chin out like he was daring her to take a swing, but she only stared. “Dave?” she said. She broke off staring at Albert, and when she looked at me, I really wished she hadn’t.  “It’s not too late. I’m going to see if I can meet with Abernathy. Maybe he’ll listen to reason. There’s got to be a better way. Come with me. You were there for most of the interviews, you’ve got to see what I’m getting at. If he won’t listen to the two of us, maybe you can get your name off that list.”
 My new jeans kept sliding down my hips. If I’d had a belt, it wouldn’t have been a problem, but I didn’t have a belt, so I had to keep pulling them back up. All of them were watching me. Albert and Ceila and everybody. I pulled my jeans up, and I stood as straight as I could. “I don’t want to take my name off. I mean, this is what we gotta do, right?”
 She didn’t say anything. She just turned her back on all of us and went in the direction of the nearest cop. Officer Stan listened to what she had to say, and then led her to one of the exits. I could’ve gone after her, I guess, but she just didn’t get it. This was something big that was happening. We were finally going to stand up for ourselves, and I couldn’t back down. 
 Whatever she told them, I don’t think they listened. She wasn’t gone long, and when she came back, she wouldn’t talk to any of us. Instead, she went off on her own, to a far corner where the lights were at their lowest, and she sat there with her head down.  
 I don’t know how long it took them to decide on who to take. It felt like forever. Finally Abernathy came back. His coat was zipped up, and this time he went all the way down to the floor. He had the list in his hand. When he passed by, I saw how neat his handwriting was, almost like you get from a computer. He stopped in front of the stage—he didn’t climb up on it, he just stood there, right in front of where the people used to sit to watch the shows. I don’t know if he was too tired to climb, or if he just wanted to stay down on our level.
 The names were in alphabetical order. A woman named Eliza Apland was called first. She looked pretty tough. She went and stood in front of everybody to Abernathy’s left. Albert was called second. He went and stood next to Eliza. Edward got called a minute or two later. The more people got called up, the bigger the group was, until there were more of them than there were cops. It was like watching a game show where the contestants get picked out of the audience. They seemed special somehow. Mostly it was men, maybe a third women, and the ages ran from a couple guys my age to Nana, who I figured as the oldest.
 Maybe a hundred people had volunteered, but in the end, they took forty.  You couldn’t blame them for the ones they chose, not even Nana. I don’t know if it was just the way their metabolisms worked or their age or what, but they were all pretty healthy. At least, they were healthy for a bunch of people who’d been eating old hot dogs for a week or so.
 When Abernathy got past the C’s without saying Cooper, I should’ve realized I hadn’t been picked. I mean, I did realize it, it was obvious, but it didn’t really hit me till the very last name (“Wyman”). I kept expecting that he’d misplaced me somehow. But then he finished, and there was a pause, and I realized I wasn’t going anywhere. I thought about just joining up anyway, in case there’d been a mistake, but that was stupid. There wasn’t a mistake.
 I should have felt relieved I wasn’t going to go outside. I’d tried, at least. Instead—fuck. I don’t know what I felt. Like the worst person on Earth, probably. For a second I got mad, because I thought Ceila had gotten me excused somehow. But Ed was up there, right by Albert. There was no way she would’ve gotten me off and not him.
 Really, I should’ve known right off they weren’t going to take me. Abernathy didn’t trust me. Probably he hated me. I knew he was a liar, and so he hated me. There might’ve been something else, but that’s what it came down to, really.
 “Thank you to everyone who volunteered,” Abernathy said. People applauded. “We will be leaving as soon as possible. You have a few minutes to say whatever you need to. When everyone’s finished, Officer Lance and Officer Stan will take the volunteers out to the loading bay. Those with weapons training will be armed. This is going to be a fast strike. I believe this is the minimum number we can bring with us and successfully achieve our goals. I will be leading the team myself. We’ll leave one officer behind to guard the doors. Dr. Tidewater will remain in the infirmary. He is in charge until we return.”
 There was some crying and more kissing. One of the toddlers started squalling and the rest of them followed soon enough. I tried to think up something to say to Nana because I sort of knew her, but when I got close, all I could do was shake her hand and say, “Good luck.”
 “The Lord is my luck,” she said, like it was a joke we were making. Julianne stood close by. She’d lost some weight, and her hair was tied back so the bangs didn’t get in her face, and her skin had cleared up. Most of the people around had at least a few zits on their noses and foreheads, but Julianne didn’t. She wasn’t in the group going out, and if she was worried for Nana, it didn’t show. “Julie, honey, you be good while I’m gone, all right?”
 “Yes, Nana.” Julianne smiled her braces smile.
 Joan and Albert were making out. And I don’t mean they were, y’know, smooching or holding hands or something. They were making out right there in the middle of everybody. Albert had his hand up Joan’s shirt, and he’d pushed it up so far I could see her bra. She licked his tongue stud, and then actually sucked on the thing, which I didn’t imagine was all that fun for either of them.
 There was a lot of emotional stuff going on all over, but when you actually looked at people, nobody seemed that upset. Abernathy hadn’t mentioned anything about rescue again, but it didn’t matter. We were going to rescue ourselves, and fuck whoever tried to get in our way. The Muppet actors who had volunteered, half the troupe was leaving. I watched them take off their outfits, blinking and rubbing their eyes like they’d been buried alive. They should’ve kept the outfits on, I thought. That would’ve been awesome.
 Ed made it a point of hugging me. “This is amazing,” he said. “I jutht wish Ceila wasn’t so down. I’ll thee you when I get back, right? Right.”
 Once Albert and Joan stopped pawing each other, Albert tried to cheer me up. “It’s all good, man. I got your back, don’t worry about it.” He leaned in. “Joan’s probably gonna flip out, so keep her cool, okay? She might need a whack or two, I dunno.” ‘Cause that’s me. I’m the guy who stays at home and slaps your girlfriend when you’re out saving the world. “I think this is our shot, man. They’re gonna give me my gun back, they have to, and we’ll just see.”
 “Stay frosty,” I said. It was all I could think of.
 “Smile, man. This is gonna have a happy ending.” The volunteers were heading towards Tier A, where Abernathy and the cops—all the cops—were waiting. “I’m real glad I met you, Dave.”
 “Me too, Albert.”
 He punched my arm so hard I winced, and then he joined the others.
 There was more applauding as the volunteers climbed the aisle. Together they were like a small army. I clapped so hard I thought I’d break my fingers. We cheered, we screamed, “USA! USA!” and then a thin, shaky voice started in on the National Anthem. A bunch of us joined in. It must’ve sounded really terrible. I wasn’t sure if America or Maine really existed anymore—it was just this place, now. Where the dead rose and the living joined them and long-term investments were a real bad idea. But man did we cheer.
 Joan was crying, mascara dripping in lines down her face, but she cheered loud as anybody. Her hair stuck up at crazy angles, the purple and black like crayon colored twigs. Abernathy shook the hand of each and every volunteer who went past him. After everybody had gone through the doors, he turned and gave us a big thumbs up. That drove everybody wild. Abernathy left, and the doors closed behind him. We kept clapping, like we were expecting them to come back for an encore. As if the whole thing was just a big test to make sure we were strong. But the doors stayed shut, and it wasn’t easy to stay excited when there was nothing to be excited about.
 “You know what the funny thing is,” Joan said. She was playing with her fingers, bending them and tugging at her rings. “I was going to break up with him. I really was.” She looked at the doors. “He’s a sweet guy, but he’s wild. I couldn’t see the two of us lasting together much longer. I was just going someplace he wasn’t. I’d been trying to think up a way to let him down easy, and then this happened, and it all went crazy. And suddenly, he’s the only person I have left. Him and you, Davey. My family’s gone, my friends are gone…. I don’t mind being a little alone, but not forever. Will I ever see him again? I will, right? Of course.” She nodded to herself. “Of course I will.”
 “Sure,” I said. “Yeah.” I didn’t know if I was lying.



Chapter Eleven
Julianne had a watch. I don’t know if she’d always had it, or if somebody had given it to her or what, but she was the only one around who had one. She sat on the memorial table with the watch on her wrist and she called out the half hours and hours as they passed. I think, in her mind it was supposed to make everybody feel better. It was sort of horrible, though. There were no card games anymore. And with a lot of the theater kids being gone, there weren’t any more shows. Nearly everyone was in the blanket sea. They sat quietly, mothers combing their daughters’ hair, old people leaning against each other and muttering without sound. They stared at Julianne like they were waiting for her to take over in Nana’s place, but she only read her watch. Every time she spoke, somebody jumped.
 There was more than enough room on the floor, but I needed space. I didn’t want the whole community vibe, I didn’t want to get touched or comforted or whatever. So I climbed on the stage. I kicked the brick wall backdrop, and the fabric shook. I could’ve taken the whole thing apart if I wanted to, but instead I lay down in front the general store. Like I was a hobo or something. I used one of the discarded costumes for a pillow. It was warm and damp from somebody else’s sweat. I closed my eyes, and I tried as hard as I could not to think about anything. I tried to make the moment I was in, that one moment with me lying on the stage and being cold and scared and alone, I tried to make that everything. If I could just hold myself in place, nothing could get worse.
 I opened my eyes, and Mr. Tajiri was there. He was standing only a few feet away from me, and he had his back to me, so I couldn’t see his face. I could see his feet, though. He wasn’t wearing any shoes, just black dress socks. I didn’t know how long he’d been shoeless. There was a blotch on his undershirt running from the base of his neck to his waist band, like a map with only one place on it.
 “I did not give them my name,” he said. He spoke quietly, and I was the only one who could hear him. “I could not volunteer. When Mr. Abernathy asked for our help, I couldn’t stand it, and I hid until all of them left. There is something very wrong with me, I think. I do not believe I would be any use outside. I am a coward. I recognize this fact. I do not deny it. I have done something—I am damned. I would like to tell you why I did not give them my name.”
 The last thing I’d had to drink was half a cup of water, and my lips stuck together. I wanted to tell him to leave me alone. What did it matter to me? But my lips stuck together, and I couldn’t say a word.
 “My son—I’ve told you about my son? He was eight. His name was Ishiro. My wife named him that. I wanted something more English, something his teachers would spell correctly without having to be corrected, but my wife insisted. It had been her father’s name.” Mr. Tajiri sat down cross-legged. He was very careful, and I still couldn’t see his face. “Ishiro was a very intelligent child. Smarter than I’d been at his age. Smarter than my wife. Almost frighteningly so. He wanted to be an actor. He had wanted to be many things, of course, but my wife loved to humor him, and I could not blame her for that. So I bought season tickets to the local theater company, and every few weeks, we would dress up and we would drive into the city, and we would attend a performance. On the drive home, Ishiro would recite lines to us from the play. He remembered things remarkably well.
 “On Thursday.” He didn’t say anything for a while. “We usually wait until the weekend, but this was a special show. A Midsummer Night’s Dream. I didn’t understand why they would do a play with such a title this close to the start of winter, but Ishiro was ecstatic. He insisted we read the script to him, and in the weeks leading up to the production, he would run around the house shouting entire scenes, performing each role in different voices. It all seemed very silly to me, and I wasn’t sure how he was able to understand some of the language. But he was happy. Ever since he’d started school, his happiness had become a rare thing.
 “My wife wore a wonderful dress, and a pearl necklace I had given to her for our last anniversary. I wore my suit. Ishiro wore a suit as well. It had been tailored specially for him. We arrived at the theater early, and took our seats, and while we waited for the play to begin, Ishiro talked to the people who sat by us. He asked them if they’d seen the play before, and if they said yes, he asked them what scenes they were most looking forward to. This—you must understand, this would not have been tolerable in a normal child. It would have been ill-mannered. But Ishiro was different. He had a way about him. No one minded.
 “It was a fine play, I suppose. I am not much of one for Shakespeare, but the sets were very impressive, and the performers enthusiastic. During the intermission period, there were police sirens outside, and I heard talk of some sort of accident, but it all seemed so impossible. The room was so brightly lit, and my son so polite. How could any harm come to us?
 “After the intermission, there was a scene … the play has fairy kings and queens and all assortment of creatures in it. During a scene where a beautiful woman was romancing a man with an ass’s head, there were a great number of actors on the stage. I noticed one, standing half behind a curtain. His make-up was distressingly real. It did not fit in with the light-hearted atmosphere, and the performer himself did not move or pay any heed to the other characters. He was watching us. Not just being an actor and pretending. He was actually watching us.
 “I strove to ignore him, but Ishiro…. He pulled at my shirt, and I did not answer, because I believe people who talk during theatrical productions are terribly rude. But he would not stop pulling. ‘Yes?’ I said, as quietly as I could.
 “‘That man,’ he said.’That man is wrong.’
 “‘It is only part of the play.’
 “‘No, it’s not.’
 “Then the man the came full onto center stage, and I saw a dark mass down the side of his temple, red and wet and pulsing. He grabbed one of the actresses playing a pixie and tore off her wings. The actor with an ass’s head attacked him, and the man broke open the actor’s chest and removed his heart. The audience was screaming, then. I still wanted to believe it was part of the play, because if it wasn’t, if it was real, what would that mean? This made no sense. It should not be.
 “Ishiro got us moving. He shouted and he prodded and he pulled us to the exits, and we were amidst a great rush of people all shouting and trying to run in as many different directions as there were doors. In the lobby, plants and display cases were knocked to the ground, but the chandeliers remained still. I noticed that, even with everything. The chandeliers did not shake.
 “Somehow, Ishiro was separated from us. He had small hands, and perhaps he saw someone who he thought needed his help, but one moment I had a hold of him, and then he was washed away in the press of bodies on all sides. My wife and I found ourselves on the street, and an ambulance roared past. It knocked someone off the street and kept going. Those—things—were everywhere. ‘We have to go back!’ my wife said. ‘Ishiro is still inside!’
 “I looked over my shoulder at the building. There was more noise coming from it, and more men and women jamming themselves together in an idiot struggle to get free. I saw smoke now as well, pouring out of the windows. I could not forget the man I’d seen on stage. What he’d done. I realized then that the man had been dead. It was not something I should’ve known with such certainty, but I could not forget it once I realized it. The man was dead, and he was murdering people. Knowing that—it changed me. Or perhaps I was always the man I am, and this only served to let me remember. ‘We can’t,’ I told my wife. ‘We have to keep moving.’
 “‘What are you saying?’ She was already going back in the direction from which we’d come. Back into noise and the chaos and the smoke. ‘Please come—I can see him! He’s only fallen!’
 “I did not see my son. I could still feel his fingers pressed to mine, but the fear was too strong, and I did not look. ‘We can’t stay here!’
 “My wife—we had been married nearly all of my adult life. I had been with her when our son was born, and I was there when she miscarried what would have been our daughter. Her eyes, nose, lips—I knew them intimately. I was sure that I had seen every expression she was capable of making.
 “I was wrong. The last I saw of my wife, her expression was unfamiliar to me. But I understood it. She despised me as I despised myself. I did not stay to see her die. I ran until I found others who were running, and I followed them, and there were things that happened before I arrived here, but I do not remember them. I remember my wife’s final look. And I remember Ishiro, pulling at my sleeve. I had hoped I would find them again at this place. Ishiro is resourceful, and my wife is a strong woman. But they were not here, and I was not surprised.”
 The sweat stain on Tariji’s shirt wasn’t a map anymore. It was a face. I was sure of it, and had the lights been any stronger, I would’ve been able to see who it was.
 “David, I am damned for this. I do not believe in God, at least not the God they speak of here, but I am damned anyway. When I volunteered for the work detail, I spent some time with the man who hanged himself. We did not speak, but I believe I am responsible for his death. I believe that my actions have cursed me in a way that will make those closest to me suffer. I tell you this now to apologize. You have been my friend, and I do not wish you ill. But I do not believe that wish matters. If I had gone with the others, I believe my presence would have doomed them. Or perhaps I simply say this because I am still so frightened.”
 He sighed. “In my dreams, both asleep and waking, I relive that moment. My wife has asked me a thousand times if I will come with her. She has pleaded with an eloquence that astonishes me. But each time, my answer is always the same. I could live a thousand years, and my answer would always be the same.”
 Tajiri laid down on the stage. The stain on the back of his shirt stared at me. I watched it until I couldn’t anymore, and neither of us spoke.
 “One and a half hours,” Julianne said. “It’s four o’clock.”



Chapter Twelve
There was this black kid at the Center who had a Spider-man T-shirt and wheels in his sneakers. He used to race around everywhere, and he’d run into people but nobody minded. After the volunteers left, the kid had climbed to the A doors exit and just stayed there. Nobody told him to come down. Then, just after Julianne had called out the end of the second hour, the kid screamed, “Hey! Hey! Hey, they’re, hey, it’s them!”
 He had to struggle to get the door open. Officer Lance came in first. Next to him was one of the EMTs. He had a blue short sleeve shirt with a white patch on his shoulder. He was limping and Lance had to prop him up on one side. The EMT’s left foot bent in towards his right, and whenever he put his weight on that leg, his head jerked.
Lance’s shirt was torn, and his gun was tucked into his waistband. He wasn’t bleeding that I could tell. It took them forever to make it to the bottom of the steps, and then even longer for Lance to help the man into a folding chair. The EMT slumped onto it. There were bright red spots on his cheeks and forehead, and his shirt and pants were ripped as bad as Lance’s.
 In all the time it took them to walk down the steps and cross the floor, no one else came into the room behind them.
 I listened to them breathing, and I saw the empty space around them, and I thought, is this a trick? Is Abernathy trying to teach us a lesson? The people around me had hardly moved. It was like the whole crowd was this huge blob, this huge entity with just this one staring eye. “Get the doctor. Please, somebody,” Lance said, and at first, I didn’t think anyone was going to move. Then Ceila ran for the exit, and there was this release, as if something had been decided, and now every body had to live with it.
 “Where are the others?” a woman said.
 Lance shook his head.
 “My husband?”
 “Denise?” asked one man.
 “Abernathy?” someone else said.
 “They’re gone,” Lance said. “They’re dead. All of them.”
 “Oh Jesus,” Scarf-Lady Linda said.
 The EMT tried to sit up in his chair, but he moved wrong and screamed very loud. Lance hovered over him, arms waving like he wanted to do something but didn’t know what. Or else he was just too scare to stop moving. I stayed on the stage next to Tajiri. Nobody said anything.
 Tidewater came in. He was wearing his jersey again. First he gave the EMT some aspirin. Then he checked the EMT’s leg, moving his hands over it. “Okay, this is going to hurt.” Tidewater pushed and twisted the leg, and the EMT shrieked. “Right. Right, just, hold on.” The EMT shrieked again, but the red spots on his cheeks faded, and he was able to pull himself into a better position. “We’ll have to get a splint on this. Give it a few minutes, and we’ll move you to the infirmary.”
 Somebody sneezed. Lance pulled his gun and fired into the empty seats.
 I held my breath. Tidewater got up and took Lance’s arm. He said, “It’s all right now. You’re here, Lance. I’m here. I’m right here.” 
 “What?” Lance looked around, saw everyone staring at him. “Oh.” He lowered his gun.
 “What happened?” Linda said.
 Lance shuddered. “I don’t know.”
 “You don’t know?”
 “It was so fast … everything was fine, and then we got inside the store and we were getting, we were loading up carts. And it was fine.” His voice hitched. “It was supposed to be straightforward. That was the whole point. The simpler the plan was, the harder it would be for anyone to fuck up.”
 The EMT groaned. “This can wait,” Tidewater said. “Right now, I need help getting-“
 “Where’s my nana?” Julianne said. “I want to know where my nana is.”
 “What? Who?” Lance swung the gun around. “Sorry. It’s just—sorry.” He leaned against on the tables and pulled the clip out his gun. He stared at it like he had his lines written on the bullets. “I’m okay. I can tell you … you should know this. You need to. Fuck. Fuck.”
 “Lance,” Tidewater said.
 “Right.” There was something wrong with Lance. His voice shook. I thought, maybe he’s turning, maybe he got bit and he’s turning right now, but that wasn’t it. It was like he had to keep reminding himself that we weren’t going to attack him. “The Hannafords on Congress Street. That’s where we went for food. The Hannafords.”
 “Stick together,” the EMT said. “Everybody stuck together.”
 “Uh-huh.” Lance nodded. “You should know that. You should be proud. We kept shots to a minimum. No casualties, not at first, we got there, and any dead things that got in our way, we put ‘em down.” He looked to the side. “Is there anything—no. Of course not. It doesn’t have to be so dark in here, does it? It shouldn’t be this dark.”
 “What happened,” Linda said. “If everything was going well-“
 “Just at first. Just at….” He licked his lips. “But then, once we got inside the building, there was, there were so many of them. They just kept coming, we thought we could handle it, but there were more. A lot more. And then there was this, this … laughter.” My mouth was open, and I shut it so fast I cut my tongue. It hurt.
 “Laughter?” Linda said.
 “Yes. No. It was—I’m not sure.” He rubbed his eyes. “I thought somebody had gone nuts. One of us. But the laughing, it just kept going. It just didn’t stop. It was like a machine, but not like that, it was too close.”
 “The fillings.” the EMT said. “In my back teeth. Vibrated.”
 “Maybe it was a recording?” a man said.
 “No,” Lance said. “You have no idea, it, it wasn’t anything like that.”
 “Was it … was it human?” Linda said.
 “It was something else.” A drop of blood leaked out of Lance’s left nostril and ran down past his mouth. He rubbed it away. “People were panicking. The sound was everywhere. Abernathy and the, the religious woman, the two of them were shouting and praying, but the laughing drowned out both of them, and I couldn’t even remember who I was anymore. I couldn’t even remember my name.
 “And then we saw it.”
 “Saw what?” Ceila said. She had one of her notebooks out, but she wasn’t writing anything down.    
 “It was thin. And gray. Fuck me, I don’t know.” Lance slumped, and Tidewater had to grab him. “Oh. Thank you.”
 “What was it?” Linda said. 
 “It had a head and two arms and two legs,” the EMT said, “but it was—like some kind of bug. Like a person shaped bug, only it didn’t have wings or anything. It bent its elbows in these impossible directions.”
 “Its face,” Lance said. His voice had gone hoarse. “The mouth was open, its eyes, there was nothing in the sockets, but it could see you. And it laughed. It tore them apart and it laughed.” Lance made a sound in the back of his throat.
 “Tore who apart?” Ceila said.
 “Didn’t you shoot it?” Linda said.
 “Yes!” Lance kicked a table leg. “Seven, eight times, and I wasn’t the only one. But it wasn’t enough. It was like shooting a tree. The laughing, it was so—it put ideas in your head. People just stopped moving. The thing, it attacked them, it—it was so fast.  I was screaming, I kept screaming at them, but they let it come.”
 “How did you get out?”
 “Abernathy. Saved me. Some of us weren’t completely gone yet, he got us moving somehow. The laughing thing, it was—busy. There were more hostiles at the exit, just the regular kind but we were confused and a lot of us were out of bullets. So they got Stan and Maddy, they pulled them down, and there were others. Only three of us who got to the vans, and Abernathy said, ‘Get back to the Center, and warn them.’ I begged him to come. I begged. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. He had a bite in his leg. He stuck his pistol in his mouth, and I tried to stop him, and he killed himself.”
 Lance reloaded his gun and put it back in his waistband. The EMT was unconscious.
 “All of them?” Linda said. “Everyone is … gone?”
 “My nana’s dead,” Julianne said.
 “Yes,” Lance said. “Maybe someone escaped, but I can’t see how it’s possible.”
 Nobody cried, not then. I was too scared to be upset.
 “You’re lying,” It was the girl with glasses, the one who’d slapped the guy for groping her. One of the bows on her glasses was busted, and she hadn’t found any tape to fix it, so they sat crooked on her nose.
 “Huh?”
 “You’re lying. They aren’t dead. There isn’t, there isn’t any boogeyman. You just got chickenshit. They’ll come in that door any minute now. You just ran, is all.”
 She pointed at the exit. A huge smile broke across Lance’s face. “You think so? That would be great. Oh that would be so great.”
 The smile convinced everybody, I think. Even the girl with the broken glasses. She shuffled her feet, and tried to set the glasses right on her face again. Finally she said, “So … what do we do now?”
 Lance’s smile faded. “I don’t know.”
 “We die,” Linda said. “That’s what we do. We just die.” Her last scarf was limp, pulled down over her chest.
 “Shut—shut up!”
 “Look, I’m not saying I want it to happen. But what else can we do? The guns are out there, the food is out there, and all we have in here is us, and those lights that’ll go out when the generators die. I mean, is there even anyone guarding the door?”
 “Yes,” Lance said.
 “That’s great, I guess that buys us some time. But how long? And what if that laughing thing comes here? What if there are more of them?” Linda counted out each point on a finger. “What if it followed you?”
 “It didn’t.”
 “But you don’t know, do you?”
 “We drove around,” Lance said. “In the van. That’s why it took us so long to get back. And we crashed, that’s how-” He waved at the EMT’s leg. “It didn’t follow us. We’d be dead if it had.”
 “But it’s still out there. How are we supposed to deal with that?”
 “She’s right. What the hell, she’s right.” It was an old guy with white sideburns.
 The girl in the glasses turned on him. I wondered if she was going to punch somebody, and I sort of wished she would. “That’s not it at all. I think you’re a, a bitch, and you! You’re a fucking coward, and you don’t even deserve to be here.”
 “I’m not a coward!” the old guy said.
 “Oh yeah?” This was another woman, one of the girls with the sharp nails. “So why didn’t ya go with the rest of them?” There was some scattered yeahs, and a few claps.
 “They wouldn’t take me,” the old guy said.
 “Bullshit.” The chick with sharp nails spat in his direction. It had been a while since any of us had any water, so it wasn’t much spit. “I saw one of the cops come near you, and you didn’t give them your name.”
 “I-“
 “Everyone needs to calm down,” Tidewater said.
 “You’re missing the point,” Linda said. She fingered her scarf.
 “I am? I am?” The girl with glasses got in slapping range of Linda, and nobody moved to stop her, not even the doctor. “‘Cause what I’m seeing is just a couple of, of chickenshits who are saying things just to scare everybody.”
 “I’m sorry. It came out wrong.” She let go of her scarf. She was shorter than the glasses girl, but she had more weight behind her. I wasn’t sure which one would win in a fight. “I’m scared, like you. I just think we need to consider the possibility.”
 “No! No, we don’t, we don’t need to do anything like that.”
 “I’m sorry, but I don’t see-“
 “No, you don’t, you don’t see.” The glasses girl, I hadn’t interviewed her, but she was probably as old as I was. Her eyes were wide and green. “Creeps like you don’t ever see. So why don’t you just, just shut the hell up! They died for you, all of them died for you, and the stuff you’re saying, it’s like you’re the ones who killed them!”
 Tidewater got to his feet. “Hey! Hey, cut it out.” The girl’s expression—this uber-pissed look with her forehead crinkled—lightened, then it got hard again. “Everybody, please. This isn’t the time.”
 “It’s never the time for people like them,” a woman said. A little girl clung to her pant leg. There was an empty space all around Linda and the old guy, as if the people close to them thought whatever it was they had was catching. 
 “Please, don’t do this,” Tidewater said.
 “Chill out, everybody, let’s just chill out,” Ceila said. She stood behind the EMT. I wondered if I should go over to her, but everybody would look at me if I did, and I wasn’t really okay with that.
 “We should go out there!” said the chick with the nails. “We should go, right now, we should run!”
 “That would be a bad idea,” Lance said.
 “There might be survivors at that store,” glasses girl said. “They could be wandering around, hiding or something.”
 “We’re sitting ducks here,” the mother said.
 “They’d tear us apart.” Linda was quiet, and it was almost like she knew it was dumb to speak up, but she couldn’t help herself. “You heard what he said. There are too many of us.”
 The glasses girl didn’t say anything. She just punched Linda in the stomach and Linda “oofed” and took a step backwards. The old guy stepped in front of her, so the glasses girl punched him too. The old guy tried to grab the glasses girl, and the chick with the sharp nails went to stop him. There were others moving too, people who hadn’t said anything, you could see them picking sides before they got close enough to do anything about it. Nobody was saying anything. Tidewater was busy trying to keep Lance from collapsing, Ceila was going for the glasses girl but she wasn’t going to get there in time and I thought, I should go over there, I should stop this somehow. Things were going to get really bad. But it was like the room was full of gas fumes and if I moved at all, I’d set off a spark. I didn’t know what to do. 
 “Hey.” Julianne said. “Hey!” She whistled, and everyone froze.
 “Huh?” The glasses girl had a fistful of Linda’s scarf.
 “Knock it off, all right? Stop being dumb.”
 “Er.” Glasses girl let go of Linda, and Linda lowered her fist. “I was just-“
 “Hush up.” Julianne pursed her lips. “Did you lose anybody?” Glasses girl didn’t say anything. “So hush then. My nana’s dead, and I think you need to hush.”
 Julianne was still sitting on the memorial table. She had her bathrobe pulled tight, but she didn’t seem upset or anything. “Do you know the story of Lazarus? Nana used to tell it to me all the time.” She picked up a teddy bear lying next to her, and started playing with its arms while she talked. “It’s basically about Jesus and this guy, Lazurus. And this guy’s very sick, and Jesus says he’ll come and visit and make him better. Only Jesus gets held up, doing Jesus-stuff, and when he shows up, he’s four days too late. Lazurus is already dead and in the ground. And his wife, she gets really mad at Jesus because he was so late, and now her husband is gone. And Jesus, he says, ‘Don’t worry. I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live: And whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die.’”
She put the bear back where she’d found it and crossed her hands like a teacher ending a lesson. “So they dug Lazarus up, and he was alive again, and just as good as new. Jesus did that. Nana said that it was another sign of God’s love, and she also said that it showed us that anything is possible. That power of God and Jesus can do anything, can overcome anything.”
 “You can’t possibly think this is God’s work,” Linda said.
 “I don’t know. I’m not that smart.” Julianne smiled, and her face was so bright. “I think we should pray, is all. Instead of fighting and arguing, which is stupid, we should pray, and ask for help, because anything is possible.”
 Somehow, that calmed people down. Instead of fighting and yelling at each other, they prayed. Not everybody, but enough people to make it impossible for anybody to get in an argument or anything. People just stood where they were and lowered their heads, and Julianne said some things that I didn’t completely understand, and it seemed to go on for hours. I thought Tidewater would’ve gotten the EMT out during it, but he was there the whole time. Him and Lance held each other, talking quietly. Joan kept crying, and she prayed along with everybody else. Ceila had the EMT’s hand in hers. She patted it over and over again. Mr. Tajiri had disappeared.
 I couldn’t figure any of it out. It was just so fast. Everything had been going okay, and in a couple of hours, it all got fucked. Ed was dead. He’d seemed nice enough, and he was dead now. And Albert, jeez, I couldn’t imagine anything killing him, but he was dead. Officer Maddy was dead, Stan was dead, and even if I hadn’t liked them, I hadn’t wanted this. Most of the card players. The missing Muppets. I was the only guy I could see who was my age. Abernathy was dead too. I had no reaction to that. I wasn’t even happy or anything.
 When the praying was done, there was a discussion about what we should do next. It was calm and polite, and Linda and the glasses girl didn’t kill each other, which was good. The problem was, there were roughly a hundred and twenty people in the Center, but only about fifteen of them took part in the conversation. The rest were keeping their children calm, or resting. There were too many little kids, too many old people who were so hungry they could barely walk, and we had no way to move them. Linda asked if the help Abernathy had promised was coming, and Tidewater said, “I don’t think we can count on anyone else.”
 We decided not to decide anything till tomorrow. Ceila and Lance helped Tidewater get the EMT to the infirmary. Then Tidewater came back with Ceila, and they were both carrying a couple cases of beer. The cops’ secret stash, I guess. Tidewater and Ceila went to each person in the room, and offered them some aspirin and a couple swallows of beer. “It’ll help you sleep,” he said. It took a long time, and I started helping after a while. Most everyone drank and took the pills, because Tidewater was very kind.
 Once that was finished and before he left, the doctor let Ceila and I into the supply area on the basement floor. The entrance was on the opposite side of the room from the stage, and the doors locked when they closed. All that was left were a couple bags of circus peanuts. Ceil and I passed out handfuls to anyone who wasn’t asleep already, and we tried to do it evenly, but we ran out before everybody got their share.



Chapter Thirteen
It was late. Without anybody telling us to go to bed I couldn’t be sure about it, but it felt late, anyway. The blanket sea was full again, and I had to step carefully to get through. I managed not to squash anybody, but I got whacked a few times when people turned over too fast. A woman grabbed my leg and I had to pull her fingers off one by one before she let go. She didn’t even wake up while I was doing it.
 Ceila was by herself at the tables. I could see how tired she was, how badly used. Her dress wasn’t as filled out as it used to be, and her brown-ness was ashy and faded. Seeing her there by herself reminded me of waiting for the late bus after school. You’d sit there in the cafeteria, wondering what you would do if the bus never showed—who you’d call, if anyone would give you a ride.
 Ceila’s bag was on the table in front of her, and all her notebooks were stacked up beside it. She was pulling the pages out of each notebook, and stacking them into two separate piles.
 “Hey,” I said, and pulled a seat across from her.
 “Hey.” We were whispering.
 “Whatcha doing?”
 “This?” She had a paper in her hand, and I recognized my handwriting. “I’m sorting. I thought I’d go through the interviews we did, and pull the ones with the people who went outside. In case the families wanted them.”
 “Oh.” I watched her put the paper on the left hand pile. The smaller one. “That’s nice.”
 “Is it?” She shrugged. “To tell you the truth, it’s been really fucking depressing. I don’t have copies of any of this. I don’t even know if people will want them, and I don’t know if I want to give them up. It’s the decent thing to do, to at least offer, but—these notes are important. At least I think they are. I mean, there’s got to be record of all this. For later, so we re-construct… Ah, fuck. I don’t even know what I’m saying anymore.” She scratched her arm. “It beats sleep, anyway.”
 “Right,” I said. Ceila tore out a few more pages. “Want some help?”
 I helped for a while. And she was right, it was really fucking depressing.
 “So I guess you knew what you were talking about,” I said. “Before, I mean.”
 “I guess.” She sighed. “Not really.”
 “I should’ve believed you, anyway.”
 “Probably.” Ceila flung an empty binder at a trashcan. She missed by a yard or so. “How’s Joan?”
 “Messed up.” She hadn’t wanted me around. I’d tried to make her feel better, ‘cause Albert would’ve wanted me to, but she just ignored me and closed her eyes till I went away. “I’m sorry about Ed.”
 “Can we not talk about that? If that’s what you’re going to do, I don’t really need it right now. Let’s just get this done, alright?”
 “Fine. I was only—fine.” There was one last notebook. I found Nana’s interview, but it was Ceila’s writing so I couldn’t read it. I put it on the dead stack, and that was the last of them. There wasn’t much there, really. I couldn’t imagine handing out those papers. What could you say? Or would we just put them by people while they slept, so they could wake up with the words in their hands?
 “Dave,” Ceila said.
 “Uh-huh.”
 “I screwed up.”
 “…huh?”
 “I screwed up. I didn’t tell Abernathy about any of— of this.” She waved a hand over the stacks. “I got up to his office, and I was all set, and then I couldn’t do it.”
 “Oh.” I didn’t know what to tell her. “Well, I guess it wouldn’t have-“
 “No, probably not. But we don’t know now, right? We’ll never know.”
 “Why didn’t you-” I cleared my throat. “Why didn’t you tell him? You seemed really sure.”
 “I don’t know. All of them were standing there, Abernathy and Tidewater and Stan and all the other cops. And they would’ve listened, I think. But there was a chance, there was this chance—if I said any of it….” She rifled through the smaller stack with her thumb. “I’m no good at this. I never should have asked them to let me do this.”
 “Come on. You’re the only one who could’ve gotten everybody to talk like you did. I mean, it’s not like there are that many sociology people just floating around.”
 “I’m not in sociology, Dave.”
 “But you said-“
 “I’m a computer programmer.” She bit her thumb. “I’m not even a student, I just worked in the tech department at school. I audited some classes, but that’s it.”
 “Oh.” I didn’t really give a shit, but she seemed upset.
 “I’m lousy with people.” One of the shoulder straps on her dress fell, and Ceila pushed it back into place. “They’re stupid, and they let you down, and they hardly ever make sense. But when all of this happened—it wasn’t like anything. It didn’t fit anything. I thought I was going to go crazy I was so scared. The only way to not be scared was to try and find some logic. So I thought of getting the whole story, as much of it as I could, and it would make sense then. I told them I wanted to keep track of the numbers and do interviews, and I thought if they knew who I really was, that maybe he wouldn’t let me.”
 “But it worked out okay.”
 “It didn’t, though.” The papers had those dangling bits on one side that notebook paper gets when you tear it out. Ceila picked a few pieces off. “It still doesn’t make sense. Not really. Maybe if I had more time. If I knew what I was doing.”
 “Maybe.” I was tired. I hadn’t been before, I’d been too scared and sad, but now I just wanted to lie down. “You tried, at least.”
 “I’m sorry I lied to you, David.”
 I didn’t have any reaction to what she was telling. She was still her, so why would I care? “Nah. I mean, like I know what an anthropologist does, right? Or a computer programmer, really. I wouldn’t know the difference. You could be a, a sky-diving paleontologist for all I care. “
 She smiled. It wasn’t as bright as Julianne’s smile, but I liked it more.
 We went to bed together. I got my blue blanket, and she got her sleeping bag and pillow, which was pretty goddamn posh. We found an open space by one of dead lights and we laid out and held each other. We tried the kissing thing again, but her lips were cold, and it was too awful, to kiss like that. She’d brought all the papers with her in her bag, and the flask was still inside. Neither of us had had any beer or aspirin, so we finished the booze in a couple of swallows. Ceila wrapped her arms around my stomach and put her head on my shoulder. Her breasts pressed against my elbow, and they were warm. She said something I didn’t understand, and then, “‘s’not funny,” and then she was snoring. Not very loud, though.
 I couldn’t sleep. I’d propped a pillow against one of the seats, and there was a cord running right under the small of my back. It was a dumb place to try and camp out, right over a cord like that. I sat there, and I watched Ceila sleep for awhile, ‘cause that was all romantic and shit, but it was boring too. Over and over it ran through my head—we were fucked. Everything was fucked. It didn’t matter what we decided tomorrow, we were all going to die.
 I stared out over the blanket sea. There were lumps everywhere. In some places, you couldn’t tell if you were looking at an actual person or just piled up junk. And the people you could see … crap. I wanted to feel something, but I barely knew any of them. It was like when I used to go to the mall and walk from store to store. There’d be strangers all around, and we were all together somehow, but not really. Everybody was asleep, like they’d all been cursed by the same witch, and they’d sleep for years and years and years until someone finally rescued them. Ceila drooled on my shirt. I could feel her heart beating, and the orange in her dress seemed to melt all over me.
 There were so many things to think about, but none of them were safe. I couldn’t think about Matt because of the cinderblock, and I couldn’t think about my dad because he was missing, and so was Melissa. I thought about Mr. Tajiri. I couldn’t see him in the crowd, but he was out there. I didn’t know why he’d told me what had happened to him. Was I supposed to forgive him or something? If that was it, I forgave him. I didn’t know his son or his wife, but he was a good guy, so I forgave him.
 I thought about Stephanie. It would’ve been nice, to see her again, but that had just been a crazy idea. People like that, you don’t get to be a part of their lives. You just get wish about it.
 I thought about Ralph. Good old Ralph, who got crushed by a car out on Route 35 and buried under the ground. He’d been a really crazy kid when he was alive. He was always daring me to do shit. Like there was this tree out back his parents’ house. You could climb a third of the way up, and there was a neat fort his dad had built. But for Ralph, the fort was for wimps. The top of the tree was what meant something. He’d climbed up there tons of times, he told me, and it was perfectly safe. He dared me to do it, so I had to at least try. I got halfway past the fort, and one of the branches I was standing on snapped. I hung there for ages, my legs dangling, thinking they’d have to get me a coffin just like Mom’s.  When I found a place to stand, I was done. I climbed back down. Ralph ranked me for a while, but I got upset, and he apologized. That was the part I remembered best. He apologized for ranking on me. He was only nine.
 The minutes turned in on themselves to become endless seconds, but time didn’t stop. Half of the remaining lights buzzed loud, and flickered, and then they went out. The humming sound was even softer. That probably meant the second generator was gone. One of the cops had told us, back at the beginning, that there were three generators. “So don’t worry, folks. We should have juice for as long as we’ll need it.” The third one would give out sooner or later. There were pools of light and shadow everywhere, and the arena felt smaller and bigger at once. Impossibly big. I tried to imagine what it would be like in the Center in pitch blackness, and I couldn’t. That last bit of whiskey from Ceila’s flask had really done me in. I closed my eyes, and I couldn’t open them again, that was just fine by me.
            *                      *                      *                      *                      *
There was something pressed against my mouth. I felt dirt on my teeth and I couldn’t breathe. I’d been climbing the tree again. This time I was going to make it to the top, no matter how scared I got. Had I fallen? Was that what this was?
 I tried to push whatever was pressing on my mouth away, but it pressed harder. I grunted. “Shut up,” it said. “Dave, I need you to be real quiet.”



Chapter Fourteen
Someone was crouching beside me. Ceila had rolled off my shoulder and curled in a ball to the right, and someone was crouching on my left. He took his hand off my mouth slowly, like he was expecting me to scream. At first I wasn’t sure, and I thought I was seeing things. But when the figure bent down, I saw the tattoos on his arm, and a bit of metal winking off his chin. “Albert? Izzat you?” I was sort of drunk.
 “Heya, buddy.” His face was out of the light, but when he talked, I could see his teeth, all white in a row. “You got a sec?”
 “Sure. Sure I do.” Some gunk from his palm had gotten on my tongue. It tasted like oil.
 “Cool. Cool.” He rubbed his head. His hair looked like needles sticking up from his scalp. “I need your help with Joan. I think I can—I can probably carry her myself, but it’d be easier with two.”
 “I’m on it. Definitely.” My legs wobbled when I stood, and I had to be careful not to wake Ceila. She needed her sleep, I knew. There was a—problem in my brain somewhere. Like a screaming voice in a box dropped down a well into the center of the earth. Albert was back, and that was a surprise. I couldn’t quite remember why it was a surprise, but it was definitely not a bad surprise. I was just going to roll with it for now. I’d been dreaming something. It hadn’t been going well.
 “This way.” He led me across the floor. I saw all those people asleep, some of them holding each other, some of them alone, and the alone ones made me sad, but I had to follow Albert. I kept close behind him. He was extra careful not to get too close to anyone else. Once or twice, we had to double back, and I nearly asked him if he’d gotten lost. It was possible. With that many lights out, you could walk right by what you were looking for, and never know you’d missed it.
 It was strange, though. There were others wandering around in the dark, just like Albert and me. None of them made any noise. They slumped and shuffled, and they seemed incomplete somehow. Like they were missing things. I thought I recognized them, but it was hard to tell in all the dark, and I didn’t stop to ask. I saw one fall on a sleeping woman and her baby. There was a noise, a kind of an “ungh” sound, and then all three of were holding each other and shaking. I thought, it must be the father, it must be the father come home to surprise them.
 “Albert?”
 “Yeah, Dave?”
 “I’m glad you’re back.”
 “Thanks.”
 I was, too. I really was.
 Joan was lying half under one of the tables. She didn’t move when we snuck up next to her. Albert leaned over to grab her wrists and I finally got a good look at his face. There were maroon streaks smeared across his forehead, and over his arms and shirt. “We gotta get going, Dave,” he said.
“Okay.” A shape passed by us, close enough to touch. Albert shivered. “We oughtta wake her up.”
“No, no, man.” He stroked Joan’s hair. “She needs her sleep right now. We’re gonna carry her outside. Plenty of time to wake her up then.”
“Oh.” I should’ve known that. But it was confusing. I kept thinking Albert was supposed to be dead, but here he was. I was dreaming still, maybe? It looked like a dream. Like when you’re in a city and you don’t know anyone and you can’t find your wallet and you look down and you see your insides coming out. You keep asking strangers to put you back together again, and none of them will stop. Maybe it was that kind of dream. Only I could taste the grit on my tongue, and my neck was sore from sleeping wrong.
 Albert pulled Joan out from under the table. Then he lifted her up by the shoulders. She had a black bruise on her left eye. I hadn’t noticed that before. Maybe it was some sort of make-up trick? I lifted her legs. She was wearing jean shorts over leggings, and the leggings tore some when I lifted. I had to hold under her knees, right where her cut-offs ended.
 “Fuck ‘em, y’know?” Albert said. He was staring past me at the crowd. “Fuck ‘em all.”
  “Sure,” I said. Joan wasn’t skinny, and I wasn’t strong. I hoped Albert was going to get going, ‘cause I didn’t want to drop her.
  When we finally started, Albert headed towards the nearest stairway. I could see the A doors above us, and they’d been propped open. Albert went backwards, and we moved around the edge of floor. It made me thinks of the laps we’d done earlier. And then Abernathy had come in and wanted volunteers. Albert had volunteered. I had too. My arms were getting sore, and I tried to shift Joan’s weight around. She hadn’t woken up yet. I hoped she wouldn’t be mad if she woke up and I was carrying her, because it wasn’t like I was trying to grope her or anything. But then, she’d probably just be happy we were leaving.
 We were right next to the front row of seats. Before we got to the stairs, I saw the Spider-man kid in one of the seats, sitting on a woman’s lap. The light hit them both very clearly. The woman was barefoot, and she was missing some toes. Some of her hair was torn out of her scalp, and I couldn’t see her face, because she was nuzzling the kid’s neck. The kid’s left arm dangled between the woman’s legs. She didn’t have any pants on. His hand was open, and as the woman dug in, the hand swung and hit against her knees. The kid’s sneakers were untied. The woman growled and pulled the kid in closer, and one of the kid’s feet kicked. A sneaker fell off.
 “No,” I said. I dropped Joan. “No. No. Oh fuck no.” I ran for the nearest working spotlight. The metal pole and base were heavy, but I yanked them off the floor. The light had been pointed directly ahead, making a white circle maybe ten feet across. I raised the pole and the light hit the dark center of the stadium and I could see. Everything.
The blanket sea was full of blood. The grinners covered the floor like ants, and they were folks I’d known, or used to know. Officer Stan straddled a corpse, his chin dripping and his left eye gone. One of the Muppet kids had climbed on the stage. He’d put a costume on backwards, and he was chewing on a foot. There were so many more.
 Blankets rose and fell and underneath them awful things were happening.
 I screamed. A grinner with a gold chain around his neck and the skin torn off his forehead charged me. I threw the spotlight at him. It hit him in the stomach, knocking him over and pinning him to an empty mattress. The other dead things turned to look at me, but I was already running. People were waking up, the ones that still could, and there were more screams.
 I had to get out of there. That was all I could think. The closest exit was the B doors and I went for them. I took the stairs three at a time and I didn’t look back.
 I made it out of the arena. The hallway was empty. I wasn’t sure where to go next. Tidewater, I thought. He’ll know what to do. He’s at the infirmary, and Lance is with him, and Lance has a gun.
 With so much power gone, there weren’t as many emergency lights working. Luckily the infirmary wasn’t too far away. I couldn’t hear what was happening back in the arena anymore. Maybe I was still asleep. Maybe none of this was real.
 Maybe something was going to come up behind me and eat my face.
 I took a corner I knew couldn’t be right at all, but then I recognized a water fountain and the infirmary was right there, the light spilling out into the corridor. The door was shut, and I opened it. I thought, Has Ceila woken up yet? Everything inside me froze solid.
 The EMT was unconscious on a cot, and a little boy was on the cot next to him. He had a knit hat on his head, one of those winter ones with the ball on the top, and he was wearing mittens. He was wheezing, and there were three pillows stacked behind him to keep him straight. When he saw me, his breathing got worse.
 Tidewater and Lance were sharing the doctor’s cot. They were spooning, and neither of them had heard me come in. The boy wheezed at me. “Shhhhh. Let them … sleep.”
 “Can’t. Hey! Hey!” I stood in the doorway. I didn’t know if Ceila was awake. I’d left her behind and that made it hard to go forward.
 Tidewater sat up and blinked at me. “It’s—they’re here,” I said. I forced myself to use words. “In the, back there, there’s, they got in somehow, those things, the people came back, they’re dead and they came back and now everybody’s dying and-“
 “What?” Tidewater said.
 “Those things. Are here.“ 
 Tidewater got off the cot and put his pants on, and Lance was coming around but they were moving so slow, so goddamn slow. People were going to die and Ceila was going to die, if she wasn’t dead already, and why hadn’t I woken her up? Why had I just run?
 It finally sank in. Tidewater said, “We have to move.” Lance reached under the cot and there was his holster and his handgun and he strapped them on.
 The EMT wouldn’t wake up, and he was too big to carry. The kid was freaking some, so Tidewater gave him a hit off an inhaler. I patted him on the shoulder, and that didn’t make it worse, so I did it again. “Lewis—David,” Tidewater said. “David—Lewis.”
 “Hi,” I told Lewis, and the kid breathed at me for a while. Lance barked questions about what I’d seen, and I answered best I could, although he was wasting time. Lewis wasn’t going to be able to walk anyplace, but he got more upset when Tidewater suggested we leave him behind with the EMT. So I squatted by his cot and the kid climbed on my back like he’d done it a thousand times. I could feel him blowing air down my neck. He weighed hardly anything.
 There was no more talk then. We went down the hall back the way I’d come, Lance with his gun drawn, me carrying Lewis. When we reached the B exit, we heard stuff. Shouting and screaming and the long silences in between where you couldn’t tell what had happened but you knew it was bad. Lance and Tidewater looked at each other, and then Lance plowed ahead. He was scared as bad as any of us but he went through the doors with his gun drawn. There were spare seconds, and then a gunshot, and another, and another. Tidewater went after him. I said, “Wait-” and Tidewater said, “Stay here,” and then he was gone.
 There was another shot. Then nothing. I wondered how many bullets Lance had in his gun.
 Lewis rasped louder. I got him off my back and set him against the nearest wall. We were under one of the few working lights, and Lewis was changing color. I didn’t know what color, exactly, but it wasn’t healthy. I shook his shoulder, and I said, “Hey. Hey, calm down,” and all I could think was, Ceila could still be asleep. I hadn’t warned her. I just ran, and she was inside, and I couldn’t do anything. I was going crazy. Tidewater had said to stay, and the kid was choking to death or something.
 Lewis mimed an action at me. He had to do it a couple times before I got it. “Your inhaler! Right, okay, let’s-” I didn’t have the inhaler. I couldn’t remember if Tidewater had it, or if he’d left it in the infirmary. 
 Lewis had his knees up, and he held on to them to keep himself bent forward. The wheezing was louder. I had to calm him down or he was going to strangle himself. “Kid—I mean, Lewis, it, it’s okay. Deep breathes. Deep breathes.” He wasn’t paying any attention. I had to distract him somehow. “Do you play video games?”
  I was pretty sure he nodded.
 “You ever play Mario Kart?”
 Another nod.
 “Cool. Cool, I love that game.” I rocked on my heels, trying to ignore the screaming in the other room. “A buddy of mine, we spent this whole weekend playing once, just to beat it on every setting. We got pretty good, but there was this stupid race in a castle, y’know?” I hadn’t heard a shot in ages. “We kept playing it over and over, but we couldn’t beat King Koopa, right. He kept knocking us off the track.”
 “I … hated him,” Lewis said. His voice was really faint.
 “So did we. I mean, I was hearing Matt saying stuff, I didn’t even know some of the words he was using.” More screaming, shouts. I thought I heard Ceila’s voice, and I wanted to puke. “There was this last race where I was so goddamn pissed off that I threw controller and I broke this lamp. And Matt said-“
 Lewis wasn’t wheezing anymore.
 “C’mon. Hey, come on.” I shook him, and this head rolled back. I could see his teeth and the roof of his mouth and he was staring at me. His eyes were wide, and he didn’t blink.
 The doctor was gone, and Lewis was dying. I took his mittens off and pressed his hands between mine and rubbed them together. It was stupid but it was all I could think of. I touched his cheek, real lightly, but that just made his tongue pop out.
 When I let go of his hands, Lewis slumped to one side. I couldn’t hear him breathing at all. Maybe he needed CPR. I stretched him flat on the floor and then I pressed down on his chest three times. I pushed his tongue back in his mouth to clear his airway—I remembered that part from health class, that the airway was important.
 Lewis’s eyes bulged. My hands trembled, and I slapped his face a couple times. He wasn’t breathing. The next step was for me to lean in and breathe air into his mouth.
 But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t get close enough anymore. He looked dead. Even if I remembered CPR, I didn’t want to touch him anymore because he looked dead and if he was dead, he was going to turn into a zombie. I didn’t want to be around when that happened.
 I had to get into the arena. I had to find Ceila. But what if Lewis wasn’t dead? What if I left him here and something got him? “Hey,” I said. “Hey, kid, c’mon. Wake up.”
 He didn’t say anything.
 I didn’t know what to do. There was a brave choice and an awful choice, and I didn’t know which was which.
 Someone yelled in the stadium, and I knew it was Ceila. Didn’t matter if I was shit, Ceila was in trouble. I kicked Lewis in the side to give him one last chance, and I kicked pretty hard. He didn’t move.
 I went through the B doors without looking back. 



Chapter Fifteen
The noise hit me first—it got turned up and punched me in the face.  No one was sleeping anymore. People were fighting and yelling and dying. Lance and Tidewater had gotten on top of the stage and were shouting for people to come to them. I saw Linda stomping on a grinner’s hand, and glasses girl pull a dead guy’s ears right off his skull. Lance ran back and forth and shooting anything that got too close.
 Julianne was on the memorial table. She swung the metal walker like a club, crowing every time she made contact. Mr. Tajiri was on the floor, and the grinners wouldn’t touch him. I couldn’t tell if he was bit, but he moved freely from place to place. I saw him pick up this one kid, and the kid was grinning, and Tajiri broke his neck. Julianne’s table was surrounded, and Tajiri pushed his way through and helped her to the floor. The two of them made their way towards the stage.
 I couldn’t find Ceila.
 Then she yelled again, and I followed the sound, and there was that dress of hers. She was at the place where we’d lying down, like she hadn’t moved at all. I got into the rows of seats and started for her, climbing on the backs of chairs and balancing from row to row. I went fast and I was sure I’d fall, but I didn’t, and then I was in the thick of things.
 I jumped off the last seat, arms waving. Something reached for me, and I shoved it away. Ceila was on the other side of the floor. I pushed towards her. I couldn’t see where I was stepping, I just stared at her dress. Why wasn’t she running? She didn’t have a weapon, anything she knocked away came right back at her. Something snapped near my hand and I elbowed it off me.
 I saw what was holding Ceila. The strap on her shoulder bag had split and her papers had spilled everyplace. She was trying like crazy to get them all back.
 “Hey!” I said. A woman in a Starbucks uniform pawed at my sneakers. I kicked her in the throat.
 “Dave! Help me! I’ve almost got all of them, I just need to-“
 Most of the grinners were concentrated on the stage. There were five, maybe ten around us, and for right then, we could hold them off. But there were corpses around us that were starting to twitch. I grabbed whatever pages I could, crammed them in the bag, and then pushed the bag into her arms. “Are you bit?”
 “What?”
 “Are you bit?”
 “No! No!”
 There was a crash from back the way I’d come, like metal hitting concrete.
 “Dave, where’s Linda? Is she with you?”
 Someone was laughing.
 I had to-
 Someone was laughing.
 I looked. The B doors were smashed open. There was a shadow that was gray, and it was coming down the stairs.
 You could hear it over the screaming and shouting. You could hear it like every other noise wasn’t even there. Nobody had ever laughed like that—there was no breathing in the sound, no pauses or changes. It made everything else still and dull and meaningless. It hollowed out the world.
 It had a human shape. Not like it was human, but maybe it used to be, a thousand years ago. It made you think of mummies and bad movies, but more solid. Like it hadn’t rotted, it had just been refined.
 It came down the aisle. It moved—it danced down the stairs. When it reached the second landing, it did a cartwheel, an actual fucking cartwheel. Then it flipped, landing on its hands and tipping its legs onto the next step. It was like watching mercury slide down a piece of paper. Before I had time to breathe much, it reached the floor and went behind the stage. I lost sight of it. But I could still hear it laughing.
 The other zombies were falling back, like they were just as scared as the rest of us. People stopped screaming, all except for Lance who was shouting and shrieking something. Tajiri and Julianne were two thirds of the way across the floor, and one second they were surrounded, and then in the next they were alone. Tajiri went to his knees with his hands over his ears. Tears poured down his face. Julianne prayed.
 The laughing got—it wasn’t louder, really, it couldn’t be louder, but it got closer. I looked, and I saw the thing coming out from underneath the stage, opposite the side it had disappeared. It looked at Tajiri and Julianne, and Ceila. It looked at me.
 Then it backflipped on to the stage. It got hold of Linda, it just wrapped its arms around her. The two of them fell into a heap, and Lance fired at the heap without really bothering to aim. There was more blood. At least a couple bullets must’ve hit the laughing thing, but it didn’t stop. It didn’t even seem to notice.
 I would’ve stayed where I was till the end of everything then. There’s just this point where the risk of running away, of drawing attention to yourself—you’d rather disappear. You’d rather have everything stop because if it stopped than that would be some kind of sense, and that would be easier than having to go on living and have this be a part of your life, these horrible things. It wouldn’t have even been giving up. It would’ve been like falling from a great height, and what’s more natural than falling?
 But Ceila grabbed my hand. She just pulled me forward—there was a clear path, straight past the tables and right to the still open A doors. The whole time, she was crying and saying Linda’s name and cursing, over and over. We couldn’t help Lance or Tidewater or Tajiri or any of them. They were on their own.
 I wouldn’t look back. I wouldn’t look back. Tears were coming down Ceila’s cheeks in rivers, but she had my hand and she squeezed it tight and I squeezed back. Up the steps, two at a time, pretending the steps were all there was to see. We were at recess, this was a game, and we were almost home. Past one landing, then the next.
 The last I saw of the arena was the concrete overhang before the exit and the stenciled A in black paint.
 The spell broke some once we were out in the corridor. I bent over and tried to get myself breathing right again. Ceila panted next to me. “Fuck,” she said. “That thing. It got Linda. Did you see? It—oh god.” She hiccupped once, twice.
 “Yeah. Yeah.” I wheezed. “We gotta. Get out of here.” I couldn’t run yet, but I took a couple of steps. I wasn’t sure which way to go. I tried to get my bearings.
 Ceila said, “That thing-“
 “I know. We can make it, we’re nearly there.”
 “That thing, Dave.” Ceila clutched her bag. “I can still hear it.”
 “Sure,” I said. “Sure, but it’s in the-” I listened. I really listened. And I could hear the thing laughing behind us, sure. But it was weird, because I could hear it real clearly too, as clearly as before, and it was getting louder. It was coming from way down the corridor to our right, and that didn’t make any sense, because it was also still coming from behind us in the stadium. It was like there were two different sources of the sound, like we were hearing it in stereo or else there were-
 -two of them.
 There wasn’t any more time to think, so we just ran instead. Our hands found each other without us having to look. We just went all out. We ran past soda machines and trash barrels and water fountains, and I had this pain in my side like you wouldn’t believe, but I didn’t slow down. Ceila’s bag swung from her shoulder like a pendulum. All I could think was, this whole place is one big circle. If we keep running, we’re going to be right back where we started.
 There were two gunshots, on top of the other, and they came from down a tunnel just to our left. There were hardly any emergency lights that way, but I turned towards the sound and pulled Ceila behind me.
 For a second we were running through pitch black nothing. It got colder, and the air tasted different. Then I saw light—a square off in the distance, so bright that I couldn’t look at it straight on.
 The light got closer, and my eyes adjusted. There were carts pushed against the tunnel walls, and signs painted in words I didn’t have time to read. The light got bigger, and I realized it wasn’t electrical light, it was outside light. I ran faster.  There was a body lying on the floor. He was wearing a cop uniform, but I didn’t stop to look. I needed the light. I needed to be out of that tunnel, and maybe I’d stop then, but not if I could help it.
 I came through into the open space, and the whole world went white. When it filled back in, I saw a big room that opened out on the street. I was standing at the top of a ramp with metal railings on either side. I could remember hitting my head against the right railing. I could remember watching Marty collapse on the ramp. It was the loading bay again. Ceila and I had found the way out.
 There was an RV parked in the middle of the bay. It was one of the really big ones with a bathroom and a bedroom and kitchen built inside. On the side I could see, right under the windows, was a picture of stars and a full moon over a lake. Above the picture written in purple was, “Midnight Rambler.” The RV had New Hampshire plates, and the motor was idling. It was so big and dumb looking, I didn’t think it could be real. But when I blinked, it stayed right there.
 There were bodies all over the floor. Most of them weren’t moving, and some looked like they’d been dead awhile. I didn’t see anybody alive, or with a gun. I wanted to keep running, but there was something wrong.
 Before I could figure it out, a grinner fell back from behind the RV. It was a little girl, nobody I recognized. It fell over one of the bodies on the floor and lay staring at me, biting.
 Albert came out. He had a gun tucked in his waistband, and his hands were in fists. He walked over to the dead girl and punched it in the head. He did this five or six times, and he didn’t say a word.
 I coughed. “Hey. Hey, Albert?”
He swung around and he was pointing the gun at me. He was going to shoot. Before I could say anything, he was going to just shoot me right in the head.
 Then Albert relaxed. “Dave?” He was covered in mud. He smiled, and his teeth were red.
 Ceila was tugging my hand, but I let go of her and went down the ramp fast. The cement was slick with blood, and I didn’t look at what I was stepping in too close. At the bottom of the ramp, I twisted my right ankle and nearly tripped. There was a flash of pain, but I ignored it. I limped toward Albert, making these gestures like it would somehow explain everything. “Behind us… there are… behind us…”
 You could still here the laughing, but it wasn’t as bad. When I got close to the RV, I leaned against it. I was having a hard time remembering how to breathe. It was supposed to be easy, but every time I tried, I’d cough. Maybe it was shock. Maybe it was shock I was having.
 Ceila had hung back at the top of the ramp. “Dave?” she said. “Are you okay?” She started to come towards me, but Albert aimed his gun at her. “No,” he said. “You stay right there.”
 “…huh?” My ankle really hurt. Whenever I leaned on it, even a little, it was like stepping on nails.
 “Dave—man. I’m glad to see you, definitely. No question. But she stays here.”
 “Excuse me?” Ceila was too near the doors. The darkness in the tunnel behind her was so close. “I don’t understand.”
 “We’re going on a trip,” Albert said. He walked over next to me and whacked his free palm against the RV. “Gotta get the hell out of here. Dave and me, we talked about this, didn’t we? You bet. I snagged some primo wheels, we’re gonna do this in style. But just us. Me, Joan, and Dave. I don’t care what the fuck you do, but you aren’t invited.”
 “Hey…” I said.
 “Albert,” Ceila said.
 “Shut the fuck up.” Albert nudged my shoulder with his gun and pointed at the RV door. “Get in. C’mon, we can’t hang around.”
 “But-” I couldn’t think straight. “I’m not going without Ceila.”
 “Dave. Dave, man—fuck her. She’s a fucking bitch. Get in the RV, okay? Trust me.”
 “You’re kidding, right? This is just a joke. Let’s go. Come on, Ceil. Let’s just get out of here.”
 Ceila stayed where she was. “Who opened the doors?” she said.
 Albert reached for me, but I pushed off the RV and limped away from him, one arm reaching towards Ceila. “Who? Look, it doesn’t matter, we need to go-“
 “These doors shouldn’t be open,” she said. “They’re never supposed to be open. Those things couldn’t break them down. Someone let them inside.”
 The laughing was getting closer.
 “Someone? Someone?” Albert waved the gun. “Fuck you. Oh, I get what you’re saying. Well fuck you.”
 “Albert… What did you do?” She hugged her shoulder bag, and stared at the floor. Like she was trying to work through some sort of problem. “You let them in here, didn’t you? You did. You propped open the doors and you let them follow you inside.”
 “Uh-uh,” Albert said. “No fucking way, no fucking way is that it. No. I had to get Joan, see? Dave, man, you get it. I had to get her out of there. And I was trying to get you too. I had to make sure we could get back to the RV. That’s all. Those things—look, if those things got in, that’s not my fault. It has nothing to do with me.”
 Ceila stared. We made this triangle, and I was trying to bring them together, I was the part that connected them, and they weren’t listening to me at all. “Do you know how many people are going to die because of what you did?” Ceila said to Albert. “How many are dying right now? Why would anybody-“
 “YOU LEFT ME BEHIND,” Albert shrieked. He stamped the ground and kicked and his arms swung in crazy loops. “We all went out there, we all agreed to do our best, and at the first sign of trouble, at the first goddamn sign of trouble, they ran! But I didn’t run. I held my ground. Then I saw the vans leaving, and I yelled for them to stop, and they didn’t. And I was stuck at that store, and do you know what I had to do to survive that? Do you have any idea what that’s like? I thought I was going to die, and I told myself that someone would show up, that they’d know I was still alive, and they’d find me. But no one showed up.” His eyes were wide. When he spoke again, his voice had gone soft. “That was how I figured it out. It was on purpose. That’s what this whole thing was about.  That asshole said it was about food, and I believed him, but it was really about bringing me out there and leaving me to die. Well, to hell with them. To hell with you. Bitch. You were in on it too, I know. All that second guessing, all those dirty goddamn looks. Well I showed you, didn’t I? You don’t get to kick me out of your clubhouse without getting a taste of what it’s like in the real world. You were just aching to get rid of me, but I beat you. Your whole plan is fucked, and I’m in charge now and you can’t do shit.”
 The laughing was closer. Ceila heard it too. I was standing between her and Albert, and the RV just seemed so safe. I could hide in there. We could get away. But Albert had his gun aimed at Ceila. “Ah god,” Ceila said. “Please. Let’s just go. I’m sorry. All right?”
 He wasn’t listening. When Ceila tried to move, he cocked the gun.
 “No,” I said. I went to block him, but my ankle gave out. Albert caught me before I fell. He held me with one arm, and I could feel his heart beating. Mud came off him onto me. He was terribly hot, like someone with bad sunburn.
 “Calm down, Dave,” he said. “It’s cool. We’re gonna get out of here. I promise you that.”
  ”Please,” Ceila said, “Let’s just go.”
 “She didn’t do anything,” I said. “She thought you were dead. Same as everybody.”
 “Right. Yeah, I’ll fucking bet.” But he lowered his gun. “Okay. Just shut up for second. Maybe it’s-“
 The laughing found us.
 Ceila was ten feet away. Her back was to the tunnel, and she was ten feet away and I could’ve nearly reached out and grabbed her, and if she’d only taken a few more steps, it could’ve been fine. But when the laughing got so loud—it had been quiet before, the thing must’ve snuck up on us. It must’ve known we were listening. When the laughter hit, she didn’t move. And the thing reached out of the darkness and took her
 I saw it up close then. It didn’t have any skin, and its muscle was old meat. Like bodies left in attics for years and no one knowing where the smell came from. It hurt your mind to see it. Its mouth was open and it didn’t have any teeth or a tongue. There was a skull’s hole for the nose and eyes. It hugged Ceila at the shoulders, and wrapped its legs around her waist.
 Her bag fell to the ramp. “Oh.” she said. I couldn’t hear her, but that’s what she said.
 The laughing thing took hold of Ceila’s right arm and pulled it out from her side. There was a crack, and then something like wet cloth tearing, and then her whole arm came off. 
 It was so small.    
 Ceila’s eyes rolled back in her head. Her knees buckled, and she fell. The thing crouched on top of her, and it laughed at us. And then it pulled Ceila back into the shadows where I couldn’t find her anymore. It kept laughing. The last I saw were Ceila’s feet—she was wearing loafers and one of them had fallen off and I could see the bottom of her foot and her toes—and then they were gone.
 I tried to go after her, but Albert wouldn’t let me. I struggled and pulled and yanked but he wouldn’t let me go. He dragged me into the RV. He shoved me inside, and I tripped over myself, yelling. The carpet was shaggy and gold and there were piles of crap all over it, beer and soda and chips and crackers and magazines and a knife and a frying pan and a lot of Chef Boyardee stuff.
 Joan was there. She was lying on a padded bench in the kitchen area and it looked like she was sleeping.
 Albert came in behind me. He shut the door and locked it. I tried to get past him, and he punched me in the face. “Just be cool, Dave, be cool,” he said. “It’s gonna be fine, we just need to, to get our asses in gear, right? Right.” I made another move, and Albert grabbed onto a big chunk of my hair and pulled me to the front passenger seat. I fought him, and he hit me again, and I didn’t stop, and then he hit me again and my brain couldn’t send out the signals anymore.
 Albert buckled me into the seat.  Then he got in the driver’s seat, and without putting down the gun, he shifted into reverse. The RV shook and then we were pulling backwards out of the building.
 Ceila was dying, and I couldn’t save her.
 The weight in the RV shifted as we turned. Some of the stuff on the floor fell over and rolled around. We went backwards down the length of the alley, and I could see the Civic Center above us, and then we were on the main street again.
 Albert spun the wheel and we started to turn. There was a book on the dashboard right under the windshield and when we went forward, the book slid off into my lap. It was an atlas for the state of Maine.
 Albert steered around parked cars and pile-ups. We took another turn, and then we were barreling up the Arterial. I looked out the window but I couldn’t see the Center anywhere. “We have to go back,” I said.
 “No chance, pal!” He swerved to avoid an ice cream truck. “Sorry, but that place is fucked. It’s all fucked, and it was a long time coming. But I’m glad you made it out! I wasn’t sure you would, you know. I wasn’t. I thought you were as bad as the rest of them. I gave you a second chance, but then you ditched me and I thought we were through. But hey, here we are and it all came out okay, right? I’m sorry about that girl, I really am. But she brought it on herself. They all brought it on themselves. You’re just too sweet a guy to see it.” A sign rose up that said, Route 295—North.  “Maybe it wasn’t their fault. That Abernathy really put the screws to them. But it had to be done, really. And who else would do it?” He glanced at the book on my lap. “Oh, cool, cool. I found that at the store.”
 “What?”
 “The atlas! Now we can find your girlfriend’s place on Lake Moxie!” Albert jammed his gun down on the wheel. The horn blared, and he hollered. “I toldja, Dave! We’re doing it! Check out this rig, isn’t it incredible? Like a sign, or something. A sign that we are going on a goddamn adventure.”
 The city was nearly gone. Buildings flickered and vanished and I had a hard time seeing them, because there was something very wrong and it was covering the whole world. “Ceila,” I said and reached for the wheel. Albert smashed my face with his elbow.
 “You don’t want to do that, Dave.” He frowned. “You’re a good kid. I came back for Joan, but I came back for you too. You are one lucky sonofabitch, you know that?”
 There was a color everywhere I turned. Over me and Albert and Joan in the back, and the RV and the turnpike and the sky. I couldn’t get away from it.
 “So, hey, maybe I went a little far,” Albert said. “I get in the moment sometimes, and, and I go a little far. But it was a crazy set-up you all had going there. The dead guys would’ve gotten in eventually without me doing anything, y’know?” He pressed the horn again, but his heart wasn’t in it. “You okay, Dave? I don’t think I hit you that hard.”
 I didn’t answer. My ankle hurt and my nose was bleeding and there was ash in my mouth. And all I could see was orange. 



Part Four



Chapter One
“…so there I was. Alone, abandoned and doomed, basically. Was I scared? Sure I was scared! You would’ve been scared, too. But I’m used to fear. I embrace it. I don’t let it control me. I fucking rule that shit. Anything that came near me, I took it down, and it was like a test. Like one of those vision quests that Indian braves went on. I was finding out just exactly my potential for excellence.”
 We were out of Portland. The RV’s windshield was huge, and I watched the highway roll under us, and the trees and fields go by.  Albert wouldn’t shut up. Sometimes he sang to himself, sometimes he hooted at things we drove past, but mostly he just told the same fucking story over and over and over again. About how he’d survived on his own, how’d he had to go all commando and shit to stay alive, and about how he’d found the courage to come back to the Center and get everyone killed. He’d crack up at his own jokes, and he bopped around in his seat like a four year-old on crack.
 I felt sick. The RV was too warm, and we were going too fast, and Albert was fucking insane.
 He said, “Do you know the odds of finding a vehicle like this, unfucking damaged, full tank of gas, the keys right in the ignition? They don’t make odds for shit like that. It’s too unreal. That’s when I knew I was going to be okay. You don’t find something like this for no reason.”
 “Hey,” I said. It hurt to talk.
 “Yeah?” Albert turned from the road, and I went for his eyes.
 I thought I was fast, but he hit me and it was like he barely even moved. I kept trying to hurt him, claw him, beat him, anything to make him shut up and bring me back to where I was supposed to be because he’d ruined everything. But I was buckled in tight and I could barely reach Albert, and he was so fucking strong. He just hit me over and over.
 Eventually I stopped jumping at him. Blood dripped in my mouth and I spit on the dash. “That’s gross, man. Roll down a window if you’re gonna to do that shit.” There was more blood in my mouth, but I swallowed it.
 Albert pointed the gun at me. “Dude. You need to chill out. I don’t want to, to do anything to you, but if you keep pushing me, I’m gonna have to make you stop. I won’t shoot you anyplace that’s real dangerous, but I can make it so you hurt really, really bad if you keep this up. Don’t make me do that.”
 Fuck him, I thought. Fuck him, if he’s going to shoot me, let him shoot me and we’ll just see if that stops me. We’ll just see.
 We passed a mile marker, then another. Albert put the gun in his lap and then he told me how he’d found Abernathy’s corpse in the supermarket parking lot. “I pissed all over that goddamn thing, and when I was done, I wasn’t finished, I dropped trou and I took a dump right on his righteous goddamn face. I mean, I tried to. He deserved it. But it was so fucking dark and cold, and—I did it, I totally did it. You shoulda been there.”
 Another mile went by. There was a knife in Albert’s belt, hilt up. If I could reach it, maybe….
 But he was too quick, and he’d hit me again and I didn’t want him to hit me again. He’d got me in the stomach a couple times, and I had an awful sick feeling. I didn’t know if I was going to throw up or cry or what. 
 “Why don’t you just let me off,” I said. I was a fucking coward. “You can just let me off anywhere. I’ll figure something out.”
 Albert clucked his tongue. “Dave, you gotta relax. It’s gonna be fine.” He punched my shoulder. “Seriously, I can’t just put you outside. Look at yourself. You’d be dead inside a minute. I can’t do that to you, man. You’re like me, you’re different. When the shit went down, you knew right where to go. Anybody else came through that door, I wouldn’t’ve brought ‘em along. I wouldn’t’ve taken just anybody. But you’re like me, you have what it takes, and I want to help you figure that out.”
 A big bottle of Coke had rolled across the carpet between our seats. Albert scooped it up the floor and unscrewed the cap. He downed half of the bottle, and while he was drinking, I could’ve taken the knife six or seven times and I could’ve sliced right through his goddamn throat. But I didn’t. When he finished, Albert offered me the bottle, and I took it. The soda was warm, but I was thirsty. We finished all of it, the two of us, and then Albert punched my shoulder some more, and I couldn’t even feel it.
 He went back to telling his story. It was impossible to follow what he was trying to say. He jumped around in time a lot, and he would get distracted mid-word sometimes, and there were a lot of contradictions. He said there were two kinds of people in the world, “doers,” and “don’ters.” The ones at the Center, they’d been don’ters. They’d seen how special Albert was, and they couldn’t stand it, so they ambushed him and left him for dead. “Which was their mistake, really. You can’t just leave a guy like me for dead. I’m not a quitter, I don’t have quitting in me, and if you come at me, you better be sure I’m done before you leave.”
 My nose kept bleeding so I leaned my head back and let the blood pour down my throat. Right over Albert and my seats was a cubby, like a small bed or storage space, and somebody had hung a plaque off of it. There was this cartoon guy on the plaque, standing at the shore of a lake, and he had a fishing pole, and there was this motto written next to him. I had to stretch pretty far to read the whole thing. “All Fisherman Are Liars,” it said, “Except For You And Me. And I’m Not So Sure About YOU.”
 “So what do you think, huh? I guess you probably knew about all of that. I could’ve used you there, buddy.” The needle on the speedometer hovered around at 75. “But then, I appreciate you keeping an eye on Joan. Anything happened to her, I don’t know what I’d do. She’s my rock, you know? She keeps me focused, keeps me in the moment.” Albert turned around to look at Joan. He didn’t ease up on the gas. “Somebody like that is goddamn crucial, especially now.” The RV veered right, and I hope we’d go off road, but Albert turned back in time. “I mean, this cabin, this place on Lake Moxie—which is a totally awesome name—the moment you mentioned it, I knew it was the right idea. And the fact that your girl is there, man, it’s beautiful. We hunker down for the winter, we get prepared, nothing will stop us. Just beautiful.”
 Albert got this little smile on his face. It was the second time he’d mentioned that stupid lake and the cabin. Stephanie was out there, Stephanie and Ethan. But I’d never even heard of Lake Moxie before. I didn’t even know if there was a Lake Moxie. “You’re crazy,” I said.
 My muscles tensed ‘cause I figured he’d hit me. But he didn’t. He rubbed his scalp and sucked his lips in, and then he sighed. “I don’t know. I wonder about that, sometimes. I’m confident, I always have been. It’s what makes me special. And if you’re confident, you can’t let yourself get bogged down by the way other people want you to be. But it’s damn lonely, Dave. Damn lonely. There are moments, like now, when everything is crystal clear perfect, and I can see everything and I get it. I just get it. And then there are times when I don’t believe in anything at all.”
 Albert tapped the gun barrel on his leg. He gave me a look, with his eyes narrowed, and again I thought he was gonna hit me, and again he didn’t. “I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you something, but you can’t tell anyone, all right? This is important to me. This is who I am. When I was at college but before I met Joan, I spent one February, the whole fucking month, in my room. I slept all the time. No dreams, just sleeping, and even when I was awake, all I could think about was being asleep again. It hurt too much to be awake, do you know that? I don’t get how that works. I don’t get how you’re fucking brain can do that to you.
 “I was in a dorm and we had a radiator that was always running. It made these fucking noises that would drive you out of your mind. One day I opened my window and I reached out—we were on the first floor—and I got a pile of snow in my hands. I put it on the heater, and I said, when this snow melts, I’ll cut my throat. I had a knife, I wasn’t scared to do it. It seemed like the right thing to do. So I watched the snow, and the whole time I watched it, I was trying to find some reason to stay alive, and I couldn’t, because I knew, I knew I wasn’t worth shit. The snow melted, and I got out my knife—although I think the knife was already out, I think I’d been holding it the whole time. I went in front of the mirror, because I had to look myself in the eye while I did it. I was so close, Dave. I get scared know, thinking about how close I was.
 “But then I thought, maybe I didn’t give myself enough time. The snow melted fucking fast. If I had to die, fuck it, I had to die, but I couldn’t just give up without being sure. So I got some more snow, to give myself time to think. And when that snow melted, I got more.
 “I did that for most of the day. After a while, there wasn’t a whole lot of snow I could reach from the window, and I was thinking I should get dressed and go outside for more, and then my roommate came home. He was pissed off, ‘cause the water was getting everywhere and he yelled at me—the guy was a total dickhead, definite don’ter. I realized I didn’t need the snow anymore, ‘cause if I’d sat there for three hours and I hadn’t killed myself, it didn’t matter if I couldn’t come up with a good reason to stay alive—I was meant to stay alive. Fate or whatever wasn’t going to let me quit.”
 We passed a wreck on the south-bound side of the highway. An eighteen wheeler was smashed into another truck, and the mess covered both lanes. There was a smaller car wedged in under the eighteen wheeler’s trailer, like it had tried to drive under without getting the height right. A few more cars had piled up behind the wreck. It all looked so old to me. Like it wasn’t really an accident at all, just part of the scenery.
 “Hey, you seem kind of out of it, you okay?” Albert punched my arm, and he kept punching till I knocked his hand away. There were scrapes on my palms and I wasn’t sure how I’d got them. I tried to rub a blotch off the inside of my wrist, but it was in too deep. “Jeez. Have some fun, man. Smile, wouldja?”
 I smiled. It hurt.
 We rode for a while and I counted the white lines. “So here’s what I’m thinking,” Albert said. He glanced back at Joan. “I’m gonna pull over, and you and me’ll swap places. I think you need something to do. Something to focus your mind on. It’ll help, trust me.”
 So that’s what we did. There were a few seconds when he had his back to me and I was out of my seat, when I could’ve done something. I could’ve grabbed the knife, I could’ve pushed him down and gone for the door. I didn’t, though. Where could I go, where he wouldn’t find me? 
 Driving wasn’t so bad. The pedals were longer than I was used to, but at least it was an automatic, so it wasn’t a big deal about my ankle. I had to be real careful steering. The wheel was huge, and it was harder to turn than a normal car. We were riding in a huge box going very fast and it wasn’t hard to imagine tipping the box over or losing control if I got stupid. But the road was clear and straight, so I didn’t have to worry much. 
 Albert sat in the passenger seat. The seat had a bead cover over the back. It hadn’t bothered me, but he swore at it and ripped it off the seat. He flipped through the atlas, then tossed that back on the dash and went through the glove compartment. “Shit, shit, shit,” he said, pulling out wads of tissue and pens and dumping them in a pile. He found a few packets of ketchup and mustard and squirted them at me. Some mustard got in my eye, and Albert thought that was brilliant.
 Once he emptied the compartment, he got bored. He tapped the dash with his gun and said “Go faster.” I did. “No, go faster.” I did. “Dave, don’t fuck with me.”
 The RV was doing over 80 miles an hour. “I don’t know if-“
 Albert pulled his knife out. He held it up, and it was one of those steak knives with a sharp point and a serrated edge. He tossed it, caught it by the handle, and then stuck the blade into my right leg, right in the middle of my thigh. It only went in about half an inch and at first I was too surprised to feel anything. But when he pulled the knife out, the hole it left bled, and my eyes watered. “Go faster, Dave.” I went faster.
 Albert wiped the knife on his T-shirt. Then he did it again. Then he did it twenty-five more times. His face was blank, and I thought he was just going to go on rubbing the knife on his shirt until forever. But then something turned on behind his eyes. He blinked, and put the knife back under his belt.
 He’d torn my jeans when he stabbed me, and the blood was coming out all over. Albert said, “Jesus, Dave, you gotta be more careful.” He got out of his seat and then disappeared behind me. I was scared shitless but I slowed the RV down some because I was having a hard time holding on to the wheel.
 When Albert came back, he had a bottle of Jack Daniels. “Open your mouth.” He stuck the bottle neck between my teeth and tipped the whole thing up. Booze poured down my throat. I gagged and choked and got real dizzy, and Albert took the bottle back. He had a swig of his own, and then he dumped what was left on the cut in my leg. It hurt like fuck and I screamed. My leg was on fire, there weren’t any flames or smoke but it burned and burned and burned. Albert tossed the bottle away and when I wouldn’t stop screaming he said, “Shh. Shh. It’s okay, I just sterilized the wound, that’s all, you’re fine now.” I screamed again, and Albert slapped me. “Dude, you’re going to wake up Joan.” I whimpered, and I hated myself. It was like I was some dog he’d beat.     
 Albert got some tissues off the floor and mopped up the mess on my leg. It hurt when he did it, but I didn’t make any more noise. I just bit my lip and watched the trees go by.
 When my leg was clean, Albert went into the back again. He whistled, and I heard him picking up stuff that had fallen over before. “Want some more Coke?” I didn’t say anything. There were no rearview mirrors, so I couldn’t see Albert except by sneaking looks behind me. But it didn’t matter. He narrated himself. I wasn’t sure if he did it for my benefit, or just ‘cause he liked the sound of his own voice, but everything he did, he’d say he was doing it, and he’d say why he was doing, and he’d say how nobody else in the world could do it quite like him.
 Inventory was his big thing. “You have to know what you’ve got, Dave, so you don’t get surprised when you don’t have it anymore.” I pictured that written on a plaque, next to a cartoon Albert with his crew-cut and tattoos, knife in hand and bodies stacked on all sides with X’s instead of eyes.
 He had a gun, “and it’s not my gun, those fuckers couldn’t even get that much right,” but it was something. Only he was almost out of ammo, and he hadn’t been able to find any more. “It’s cool, though. Not a problem. I mean, the first big store we see, we’ll stop and load up on shit. There’ll be bullets all over the place, I’m sure.”
 There was a lot food. “I probably could’ve gotten more healthy stuff, I’ll admit it, but I didn’t have a whole lot of time, okay, and I took what I could.” While he counted, Albert opened a bag of chips and finished off another bottle of Coke. He had ten more bags of chips, five more bottles of Coke, a case of beer. “Got us a frying pan. I figure, once we’re up north, we’ll be hunting for meat, and I made sure we’d have something to fry it on.”
 There were twenty cans of Chef Boyardee and fifteen cans of Campbells and ten cans of that stew stuff that football players eat. “And you better fucking-A believe I got a can opener. I’m not stupid, right?” I hadn’t said anything for a while, so Albert chucked a beer can at my head. It hit right over my ear. “Have some,” he said. He threw over a bag of Doritos. It was awkward with my leg and with me driving and all, but I ate the chips and drank some beer. I was actually pretty hungry.
 Albert went quiet for a while. I got nervous, but when I looked, he was with Joan. He was on his knees next to her, running his fingers through her hair. He kissed the bruise over her eye, and then he kissed her on the lips. And not just some Sleeping Beautiful kiss, he really mashed it on there. He seemed sad when she didn’t wake up.
 He told me about magazines. “Time and Newsweek and Rolling Stones, and a ton of puzzle books, and if you get lonely, I got Maxims. One of for each of us, right?” He tossed one up to me. It hit the windshield, and I saw a picture of some woman with her tongue out and her ass in a weird direction. Then the whole thing fell down between the passenger seat and the door.
 “Oh hey, you don’t want to let that one go.” Albert squeezed in next to me. He reached down where the magazine had fallen, but when he came up, he was holding the Maine atlas. “You must’ve dropped this,” he said. His gun stuck out of his pocket, and he still had the knife. He caught me staring. “I’m a jungle man now. Tarzan of the motherfucking zombies.” He opened another beer and sat down. “You better watch the fuck out.”
 295 turned into Highway 95. Albert flipped through the atlas. “Wellllllll, this won’t be too bad, not bad at all. We’re on 95 now, right, so all we hafta do is go up past Augusta and Waterville and take the Skowhegan exit, which is—” He circled the number with his index finger. “—133. Remember that, 133. Remember?” I nodded, and Albert pulled out the knife and pressed the tip on my arm, right under my sleeve. “Remember?”
 “133, sure. Skowhegan.”
 “Right on, man. You got it.” The knife stayed where it was so long I took my foot off the gas in case I hit a bump. When Albert noticed we were going slower, he pressed harder, and I pushed the pedal back down and the needle went past 70 and Albert took the knife away and went back to his map. “After the exit, we take Route 201 and keep an eye out.” He measured the distance with his thumb and forefinger. “Hell, shouldn’t take us more than three hours. We’re practically there already.” He flipped the atlas in the air and caught it. “I told you! I fucking told you, we’re doing it, man! We’re totally goddamn doing it!”
 “Doing what?” Joan said.
 She’d sat up and had one arm on the table by the bench, and she was rubbing her forehead. The only light in the RV came through the windows, and it made the purple in her hair blend in with the black. Joan looked at me and she looked at Albert. She looked at all the food on the floor, and the magazines. Then she smiled, like somebody waiting for a punchline.
 “Baby!” Albert said. “Oh baby I am so so glad you’re up. I mean, Dave here, great guy, but honestly, not much of a conversationalist. How you feeling? You look great. Really great. Good enough to eat, I’m telling you.”
 “Albert,” she said. She touched the bruise over her eye and winced. “Where are we? What’s going on?”
 Albert bounded out of his seat and went to her. He gave her a huge hug, lifting her in air and kissing her all over. She let him do it, but she didn’t hug him back. “You all right? Dizzy? Dave, stop driving like a maniac, wouldja? Don’t wanna make my baby sick.”
 “Why aren’t we at the Civic Center?” Joan said.
 “Oh jeezum, baby, you didn’t want to be there.” Albert grabbed one of Joan’s boobs, and she pushed him away, still smiling “Total fuckaroo. You remember, right, we all went to get supplies? It was total bullshit, the whole thing. Everybody goddamn disappeared—but I got out of there okay, and I found this totally bitchin’ RV and I even found supplies, which was the whole total point of the mission, right? But when I came back to get you, everything was falling apart. I guess they were rioting or something and somebody had popped you a good one. I was just in time. And then I found Dave, and we tried to get more people, baby, but it was all shit. It was just total shit. But that’s okay, ‘cause we’re here now, and we’re all going to see this chick Dave knows who’s got a cabin, can you believe it? We’re going camping, Joan! Camping!”
 Albert hugged her again, but Joan had stopped smiling. “You hit me. I’m not sure what else you’re talking about, but you hit me. I thought you were dead, and then you woke me up and when I asked you what happened, you hit me.”
 “No. No, I swear, that’s not it.” Albert shook his head so hard it could’ve come off. “I mean, maybe I needed you to calm down in a hurry so I might’ve used some, some oomph, but sweetie, please, it was for the best. I would never ever hurt you unless it was for the best, don’t you know that?”
 Joan frowned. She still had lines down her cheeks where the mascara had stained, and she looked like a really pissed off mime. “All right. All right.” A can of ravoli rolled against her shoe. “This-“
 “Baby. Baby, it’s cool, everything is-“
 “Shut up.” For the first time, she seemed to notice me. “Dave? You’re here too?”
 I nodded. There wasn’t anything I could say with Albert listening.
 “He’s fine, Joan. Honey, everybody’s fine. It’s nothing to worry about.  
 “Albert,” Joan said. She put a hand on his chin and he calmed down. “We’re going too fast. You’re going too fast. I want you to tell me very slowly what happened, and I want you to stop this vehicle. Now.”
 Albert kissed her, and then he came up next to me. I think he saw something in my eyes he didn’t like, ‘cause he leaned in real close and said, “Pull over.”
 I hit the brakes. The wheels screamed and everything in the cabin went forward. Albert rammed into the back of my seat, and Joan nearly fell. I hadn’t done it on purpose. I just didn’t want him to hit me again.
 Albert pulled a pair of handcuffs out of his pocket. “Got these off one of the cops.” He said to Joan, “Dave isn’t thinking to clear right now. I’m gonna make sure he doesn’t run off, for his sake.” Then he cuffed me to the steering wheel. “You stay here. Joan and I are going to have a, a dialogue.” He pulled the keys out of the ignition. “I’m taking these. Don’t do anything dumb.”
 He helped Joan to her feet and they kissed each other. Albert was more into it than Joan was, I could tell. “Honey,” he said, “Just gimme five minutes, okay? Five minutes, I’ll explain everything, and then if you want, we can turn around. I just think you need to understand the situation.”
 I was so sure she’d see right through him then. But she said, “Will you do your breathing exercises for me? I want you to be calm.” He nodded.
 Past the table and living area, the RV narrowed into a short passage with wooden paneling on both sides. At the end of the passage was a bedroom, with stuffed animals and frilly curtains. Albert went towards it, but he didn’t go all the way.
 Joan stretched and rubbed her back. Then she got up next to me. She ran a hand through my hair and said in a low voice, “It’s all right, Davey. Albert—has some problems. There’s medication he’s supposed to take, and when he takes it, he’s fine. He just has a hard time every now again, and his meds ran out a couple weeks ago…. Don’t worry.” Joan touched the chain on the handcuffs. “This is all for show. He’s a very dramatic person.”
 “Joan,” I said. Albert was listening. I couldn’t tell her anything. “He’s crazy.”
 “Oh, I don’t think so. He’s just upset.” She had a rose tattooed down the inside of her arm that I’d never noticed before. The rose was blue, and it curled when Joan touched my cheek. “Don’t worry.”  
 I said something else, but neither of us paid any attention. Joan picked a frying pan off the floor and put it on the table. Then she and Albert went into the bedroom.
 One of them slid the door shut. There was a cardboard turkey stuck to the door with a tack. It was a real crummy turkey. It had orange on it the same color as Ceila’s dress, and Ceila was dead, wasn’t she.
 When they started talking, all I heard was a lot of muttering and the occasional muffled raised shout. No words. For a while I tried to understand them, but it didn’t matter. It wasn’t going to make any difference anyway.
 There wasn’t much to see outside. We’d passed the Augusta exits, and there was a rise on our right. I could see pine trees on the ridge on top, and there were leafless trees, too, I didn’t know what kind those were. On the left was the guard rail, then a line of more trees, and the ground fell away until it hit the southbound lanes below. And past that were more trees. Lots and lots of trees. They were all bare except for the pines.
 I wondered what the temperature was outside. It was cozy enough inside, but with the engine off, it’d get chilly fast.
 A headache was building up behind my forehead. The door was still closed. It was such a shitty turkey.
 Albert had dropped the atlas down by the tissues and ketchup packets. I couldn’t reach it, but I still remembered the way. Exit 133, Skowhegan, Route 201. I pictured Stephanie in my mind. She was fuzzy as hell, but she was beautiful. I pictured Ethan, too. It was his camp, really, or his parents. I wondered what would happen if we got there and Ethan was with Stephanie—nothing good, probably.
 Albert said three hours. I needed to do something before then. Maybe drive us into a tree.
 Someone shouted, and I tried to see past the turkey. I was really scared. I hadn’t thought that was possible anymore. What was there to be scared about?
 The voices started again, and I relaxed. They were taking forever. Albert was convincing her he was right, I was sure of it. Joan had gone in there already half-believing him anyway.
 Clouds filled the sky, thick gray banks that meant a storm. We were going to get snow, most like. That could slow us down.
 There was a thud. Then quiet. The wind squealed, and the pine trees waved. I pulled my cuffed wrist, but I couldn’t get free. I got sort of panicky about it, because that thud was bad news, and I was trapped, and I couldn’t get free. I kept pulling for a long time.
 The quiet lasted longer.
 I had just gotten up the nerve to shout something, I don’t know what, and then the bedroom door slid open. Albert stepped out and shut the door behind him, but before it closed, I saw the bed again. Joan was laying on it, but all I could see was her hair falling over the edge.
 Albert’s shirt was off. He had it balled up in his fists and walking to the front of the RV he kept twisting it. He stopped next to the kitchen table, strangled his shirt a bit, and then threw it on the bench. He was covered in dirt, and he was sweating, and the sweat mixed with the dirt and made streaks. He had blood on his stomach, but it wasn’t his. The gun was in his pocket, and the knife was gone.
 “Huh,” Albert said. He came up and settled on the armrest of the passenger seat. This close, he stank. Like burnt toast. He took the gun out of his pocket and stared at it.
 “Joan?” I said loudly. She didn’t answer. “Jo-“
 Albert pistol-whipped me, and it wasn’t as fast as last time but he put more strength into it. I slammed against my seat, snapping the handcuffs tight. Albert jammed the gun into my leg right where he stabbed me, and I screamed, it hurt so fucking bad. He dug the gun in deeper. “Don’t say another goddamn word,” he said.
 My mouth was all kinds of messed up. A tooth fell loose on my tongue, and I swallowed it and told myself it was aspirin.
 “She’s sleeping. Jeez. She just—needed a nap.” He saw the red on his stomach, went to wipe it off, then didn’t. “Yeah.”
 Albert unlocked one end of the handcuffs, getting me free but leaving the other cuff clipped to the steering wheel. “Move.” I got out of the driver’s seat and Albert took my place, but when I went to sit in the passenger seat, he said, “No. I don’t want to fucking look at you.” I froze, and he reached up and grabbed me tight around the neck with one hand and pulled me to his level. “Dude, you fucked everything up. I know it was you. Joan was cool, and then you just-” He squeezed. “Stay away from the bedroom. Joan needs her sleep.”
 When he let go of my throat, I hopped backward, which was totally fucking stupid but I needed to get away from him. Albert started the engine and hit the gas while I was hopping, and the sudden rush knocked me over. I thought Albert would yell at me, but he didn’t, so I climbed up onto the bench behind the bolted down table. There was junk on the seat, magazines and a can of cooking spray, and I shoved it all to the side. I had to duck my head to fit in under the cupboards.
 Albert was gonna to kill me. He was bigger than I was and he still had a gun.    
 The frying pan that Joan had put on the table was close enough for me to grab. I could pick it up, and then I could hit Albert in the back of the head with it. He wasn’t paying any attention to me that I could tell. We were going so fast, though, that it would be hard to get around, and he had those amazing fucking reflexes.
 “Sorry, Dave,” Albert said. He was hunched over the wheel and his voice was quiet. “I shouldn’t’ve—that was wrong, me swinging at you. But you shouldn’t say shit like that.” The pan had a label stuck to the inside. It was called Fry-Ware. “You have to learn some things if you want to get by, especially now. You’ve got potential. That day on the roof, I saw it right off. I’m a lousy teacher, I guess.” It would only take a few seconds. I could grab the thing and beat his stupid face in without him ever knowing. “But we’re just going to have to work this one out between the two of us. You and me, buddy.”
 We passed a farm with horses galloping in big circles, and I wondered how long it would be before something got to them. If anything did.
 Back in high school gym, there was this rope that hung from the ceiling. They made you climb it and there was a bell at the top so you could ring it and tell everybody how fucking awesome you were at rope-climbing. I never made it that far. The highest I got, I was still at least a yard from the top, and I panicked when I saw how high I was and slid down so fast I burned some of the skin off one of my palms.
 That frying pan was less than a yard away. And it could’ve been screwed to the ceiling or stuck on the moon for all it mattered. I wasn’t strong enough to use it.
 The RV had a radio with a CD player, and there was console full of CDs. Albert went through them. “Oh wow, lots of crap here. Lots of crap. Celine Dion, fucking Lionel goddamn Richie, Phil Collins … Air Supply? What the hell is Air Supply? Totally fucking gay.” He flipped cases over his shoulder, and they made snapping sounds when they landed. “I should’ve tried to find some metal before—Ohh. You like Meat Loaf, Dave?” I didn’t answer. “Dave?”
 Meat loaf. “To eat?”
 “Ha. Good one. Real original.” Albert stuck a CD into the player. “Meat Loaf the singer. Jesus, don’t you know anything?”
 Music played. At first it was sort of soft, and Albert said, “Fuck that,” and he spun the volume knob all the way around. There was a lot of guitar and piano and drums. Somebody was singing about howling fires and a man in shadows and the singer was really in love or he wanted to fuck some girl, and then there was more guitar. Albert sang along at the top of his lungs. He even sang with the guitar stuff. The sound system in the RV was impressive, with speakers hidden all over the place. It was so loud I couldn’t hear anything else.
 So I didn’t hear the bedroom door open. But then I saw something moving and I looked—and there she was.
 Joan still had all her clothes on. The only thing missing were her shoes. I couldn’t tell how many times Albert had stabbed her. She’d bit her bottom lip so hard it bled, and she was holding her stomach in. There was more blood on her hands. She’d made it halfway through the RV and was leaning against the kitchenette. With her free arm, the one that wasn’t keeping her guts in place, she had Albert’s knife.
 When she realized I was watching, Joan watched me back, and her eyes were clear. I opened my mouth without thinking, and she raised the knife to her lips and made a shushing sign. Don’t say a word, whatever you do, don’t say a word.
 I listened to Albert singing. I held my breath and I didn’t say a word.
 The music covered the sound of Joan moving away from the sink. She stepped on CD cases that cracked under her toes. We were going crazy fast, and Albert kept swooping back and forth over the lanes in time to the song. When Joan got close to me, she set her hip against the table. The stuff coming out of her stomach dripped onto the carpet. She looked at me, and her skin was so white it was almost blue.
 “Love this shit, great shit, but Dave, you so gotta hear-” Albert pushed buttons on the stereo and the music cut out. I could hear Joan breathing and I sneezed to cover the sound. “Yeah, we used to do this all the time at karaoke and it was hot shit, lemme tell you.” He pushed some more buttons. “Here we go.”
 The music started back up. Joan pointed the knife at me and I thought she was so mad she was going to kill me too. But instead, she reached past me and got a can of cooking spray. Then she started to limp to the front. She wasn’t going to make it. How could she make it? Her guts were coming out.
 A woman sang, “Do you love me?” and Albert sang with her. Joan was right behind him. She raised the knife, and I got ready, but then she didn’t do anything. She was right next to him, his back was bare and there were a lot of places to hurt him, but she didn’t do anything. The song played. Albert belted out the high notes and he couldn’t sing for shit so he missed all of them. The knife shook in Joan’s hand.
 The song stopped, and I sneezed.
 Albert turned.  “Da—Joan?”
 She stabbed him in the back, right below where his neck and shoulder met.
 He screamed and then he let go of the wheel to try and pull the knife free and we went out of control. We veered off the road, and the whole RV shook going over the rumble strip, and then it was onto the grass and the tires thudded and we were going sideways so we skidded up against the guard rail. Metal scraped metal. I fell off the bench and onto the floor. A couple of soup cans rolled off the table and landed on my head. Things got fuzzy for a few seconds.
 The next thing I knew, we’d stopped.
 There was no more music. I lifted my head and looked forward. Joan was sitting with the driver’s seat turned to the side and Albert was standing next to her. The knife was in his back, and he kept going around in circles trying to get it free.
 “Bitch! What did you—bitch!” He reached for me. “Dave, hey, could yah help me out here, just, could you just get this thing out of my back, that bitch fucking stabbed me.” I sat up, but I didn’t move to help him. Albert swore and then went back to Joan. “Joan, baby, honey, please.”
 He got in close to her. Joan let go off her stomach and sprayed him in the eyes with the cooking spray. Albert squealed and clutched his face, and while he did that, Joan dropped the spray can and took the gun out of Albert’s pocket. She pointed it at him, and when he finally stopped rubbing his eyes, he looked confused. “That—that’s my gun. That’s my gun, Joan.” He reached for it, and she slapped his hand. “Joan, honey. You stabbed me.”
 “You stabbed me first,” she said. “You stabbed me first.”
 “Baby,” he whined. He face was puffy and his eyes were shot. He looked smaller than usual.
 The gun wobbled in Joan’s hand. Her stomach was a mess. Albert jumped her. There was a second when I was sure it was all over, but then Joan kicked Albert in the crotch and Albert went down. He grabbed the steering wheel to steady himself. Joan smiled real wide, took the empty handcuff dangling from the wheel, and clipped it onto Albert’s wrist.
 “Wha?” He looked at the metal loop. He pulled it, and the chain went taught, and it didn’t come free. He did that a couple more times, but it didn’t help. She’d got him in a spot where he could barely kneel straight. “Oh…”
 “Stay. You just, you just stay.”
 “I don’t—why—Joan, honey….”
 “I felt sorry for you. Do you get that?” Joan hadn’t lost her smile. She was sweating all over. “You were a cool guy at first, and you could be awful sweet, but it wasn’t going anywhere. I stayed with you ‘cause I felt sorry for you. You were a goddamn pity fuck.”
 “Bitch!” Albert went for her again, and she shot him in the leg and he went back down. The bullet went through part of his thigh, near the edge—I heard the sound it made when it hit the floor. Albert tried to yell, but his voice was all wheezy and old. “Bitch. Joan. You bitch. I was a pity fuck? Fuck that. Fuck that. I’ve got the key, you dumb bitch. That gun only has one more bullet in it, and I’ve got the key for the handcuffs, so you don’t have me, you don’t have me at all.”
 “I don’t believe you,” Joan said, and coughed.
 “Oh yeah? Oh yeah?” He dug into his pocket and pulled out something small and silver. “See that? See? You got nothing.”
 “God you’re dumb.” Joan took the key away. Albert blinked, and then snatched his hand back, but it was too late. Joan considered the thing in her palm and said, “To hell with you, Albert.”
 She swallowed the key.
 They made a picture, the two of them. Joan nodding forward, then snapping straight, then nodding forward again, and Albert beside her, chained to the steering wheel. He kept reaching for the knife in his back, then pressing against the hole in his leg, then going for the knife again. It was too much. Just too fucking much.
 I had to get up. It was harder than I thought it would be, but I used the table. “Joan,” I said.
 She cocked her head. When she spoke, she talked to the air to my side. “Matt?”
 “Um. No. It’s David.” There was a puddle on the floor matt under her seat. “Do you want a towel or something?”
 “Oh.” Joan went blank, and I watched Albert straining for the knife handle until she came back to Earth. “No, thank you. You should go, Davey. This-” She closed her eyes then opened them. The tulip on her arm wasn’t blue anymore. “I’m gonna die soon, I think. And when I do, I want Al to be here with me. You should leave. This doesn’t concern you.”
 “But….” I couldn’t finish. There are some sentences you can’t finish.
 “Did you bury Matt? You didn’t say if you did. Did you?”
 “Yes,” I lied.
 “Bullshit,” she said. Albert had almost got the knife out, and she ground her foot into his leg and he whimpered. “For fuck’s sake, Davey, I’m not stupid.”
 “Right.”
 “You’re not such a bad kid, though.” She smiled at me, which made it worse. “Get going. I’m sorry about all this, but then, I’m gonna be dead, so I guess I’m not really that sorry after all.”
 “Help me, Dave,” Albert said. “Please, you gotta stop her. She’s lost it.” There was food and soda all over, and I thought about taking some, but I wasn’t hungry, and I couldn’t imagine ever being hungry again. “C’mon, man. C’mon. You owe me, man. You owe me.” When I didn’t say anything, he lunged at me, but the chain snapped him back. “You fuck! You don’t want to do this, man! I’ll get you!”
 Joan kept smiling.
 Matt loved her. He’d always brag about her and what she did away at college. She was the first person in his family to go to school, he told me a thousand times, and she got on Dean’s List, I guess that was like being on the Honor Roll. I didn’t get it. Whether she was smart or not, she was fucking mean. She’d smile at you, and she’d talk like you were getting along, but underneath it, it was like she was taking notes and adding things up and sooner or later, she’d make her decision and that would be it.
 All of a sudden, I wanted to apologize for not liking her. I wanted to say thank you.
 Joan stared at nothing. “Are you staying, Davey? Are you? Davey?” She wasn’t smiling anymore.
 She was grinning.
 I couldn’t take it. There were four steps going down from the carpet to the door and I fell down them and I had to paw at the door handle before it would unlatch. When I felt the road under my sneakers, I ran. My ankle hurt, but I didn’t care. I just ran and I didn’t look back.
           *                      *                      *                      *                      *
I went north. It wasn’t exactly a choice. We’d stopped eighty or ninety miles out of Portland, and the last exit we’d passed was at least two or three miles away. Portland was where the laughing things were, and I wanted no more of that shit. Plus, there was Stephanie. And Ethan, of course. God, I needed to see them. Everybody was gone, everybody was dead, and I was alone. I needed to see somebody who knew me, who I loved. I had to go someplace.
 So north it was. I ran for a while, and when I couldn’t run any more, I walked. I didn’t have a coat, and I had to stick my hands under my armpits to keep them warm. My ankle was getting worse. I wasn’t sure how long I could keep going. If I came across any dead things, they’d have me, no problem.
 A sign rose up in the distance, and when I got close enough to read it, it said “Exit 133—one mile.” There was a hill, and I got to the top of it without having to crawl, although I almost didn’t. I stared at my shoes and my whole world was just my feet and the road and the cold.
 The clouds were all over, and the sun was going down. After a while, I passed another green sign, and it said the exit was half a mile off. I wondered if the signs were mocking me. I’d already gone a full mile. I mean, I had to have. Maybe I should just curl up and wait till they figured it all out.
 There was a black car in the emergency lane, the driver side door ajar. It was a Jeep Cherokee, and it seemed empty. I looked inside. There was an open duffel bag in the back seat with a pair of athletic shoes and gym shorts and a sports bra. There was some more crap, too, but there weren’t any keys.
 Next to the Jeep was a ditch, and the ditch ran parallel to the woods. The driver was in the ditch. Most of her. She still had her pants on, and I went through the pockets. She was squishy, but mostly dried out, and it wasn’t so bad touching her. I mean, I really wanted to get that car started.
 I found the keys eventually. The engine turned over easy enough—it was a good thing she hadn’t left the lights on or anything like that. I wondered what had made her stop. What she’d seen. I turned up the heaters and made sure the radio was off and I didn’t wonder very long.
 The exit ramp came into view soon enough, and I got off the highway and onto Route 201. It had started snowing, and I was finding it really hard to concentrate. I found a motel less than a mile from the highway. It was cozy and small, and there was a hand-painted sign out front that said, “Restful Landings,” which was pretty fucking lame. The parking lot was empty. I wasn’t even sure if I was awake anymore, so I decided to stop for the night.
 I broke into the main office. They had a couple of those quarter machines you can stick money in and get stickers and crap out of, and one of them had smashed on the floor and spilled out all over. The cash register was broken, the money gone except for a few loose pennies and nickels. All the passkeys were hanging on the wall, but before I took one, I got a cup and filled it at the water cooler by the back door. I drank it one gulp. I did that at least ten times, and I was still thirsty, but being tired was worse. I took the passkey for room 102, because I wanted to be in a room I could lock.
 There was no electricity, and no heat, but there was a bed, a nice twin bed with sheets and blankets and everything. Before I settled in, I broke into a couple other rooms and stole as many blankets as I could find. I went back to 102, and dumped them on the bed. Then I stripped off my clothes and climbed in under all the covers naked. It was colder that way, but I felt better with nothing on. Cleaner.
 I slept badly. I was out for half an hour, then I’d wake up and roll around for a couple hours, and then I’d be out for another hour. Or something. There was no way to tell time. The moonlight that came through the clouds made the whole world a ghost. The wind screamed. I kept seeing the look on Joan’s face right at the end. And then I’d see Ceila, as that thing grabbed her. Her one bare foot. Someone was going to start laughing any second. I knew it, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it.
 I thought I heard something go down the road once, something that roared with glowing eyes. I hid under my blankets and it didn’t eat me and I was okay with that. And then either I finally went to sleep, or I was already sleeping and it was just a dream, but the next thing I knew, the sun was shining through the curtains and my mouth tasted like cardboard.
 There was a mirror in the bathroom, and before I put my clothes back on, I examined my reflection. I didn’t expect I’d look much good, and I wasn’t surprised. It was weird seeing how much weight I’d lost. I didn’t really have a stomach anymore. There were bruises all over. The cut in my leg was sore, but it didn’t look infected, and even though my ankle had swollen a little, it didn’t hurt as bad. My face was a mess of black and blue from Albert hitting me. My hair stuck out all over, and I had to wet a finger to get the gunk out of my ears. I was a sight for sure.
 I didn’t want to put my clothes back on, but I didn’t have a choice. My underwear was gross, and my jeans were stiff from all the dried blood. Once I was dressed, the only thing I wanted to do was take everything off and climb back into bed, but I couldn’t do that. I had to get moving. My friends were waiting.
 It was bright outside. Everything looked sharp, and there were three or four inches of snow on the ground. The Jeep was this big white mound. I found a shovel in the main office, and an L.L. Bean coat and some gloves. Cleaning the snow off was easy, but the ice on the windshield took some doing. First I got the car started and cranked the defroster. Then I scratched at the ice with the shovel. It worked okay.
 I had to clear away the snow behind the Jeep’s rear wheels before I could get moving. Once I got back on the road, there was white everywhere. Some places it was hard to tell where the road was and where it wasn’t. I imagined I saw the tracks of the thing I’d heard the night before, but they were so faint I didn’t really believe it. Then the wind kicked up, and if there were tracks, they weren’t there anymore.
 I passed a general store early on, and I thought about stopping for food. But I wasn’t that hungry. I passed a drive-in, and the marquee was missing some letters: “C OS D FO   HE   EASON.” Then there were just houses and churches and even once a private school. Maybe I should’ve checked to see if there were people inside, but it was everything I had to keep the car from spinning out, or getting stuck. I was going to see Stephanie and Ethan. I didn’t have time for anything else.
 There were hills, and they were tough going. Every time the road slanted up, I didn’t think I’d make it to the top, and every time it went back down, I had to ride the brakes so I didn’t skid. The four wheel drive saved my ass. The clock on the dashboard had said 7:46 when I started, and when I finally made some headway into town, it said 9:03. It was a little warmer, and I’d seen grinners wandering around. Not that many, though, and none of them were laughing.
 There were more gas stations, and a bank and a big factory, and then I was going down another hill, very steep. The wheels went loose near the bottom, and I skidded into a four way intersection with a set of stoplights swinging in the wind. There was a sign that said 201 was to the right, and I turned there. I had to drive across a bridge over a dam. The water was very low. Then another bridge, and into what I guessed was Main Street or something, ‘cause there were business and buildings everywhere. Some zombies, too. They were interested in the car. I ignored them.
 The street was really confusing—you had to drive a couple blocks and then do a U-turn to merge back onto the main drag. The turn was tight, and I got held up by a snow drift, long enough for a dead kid to get close and bump his head on my back window. It did that again and again, and it grunted, and one of its eyes hung by his nose. My back tire caught on something and I had traction. I hit the dead kid with my bumper and ran over him. There was a crunching noise, and then a thud, and then I got moving.
 The road went left, then right, and then there were fast food joints, and this really tall wooden Indian—like, taller than most of the buildings around it. Going up another hill (this one pretty gradual), I thought I heard an engine blatting, but I couldn’t be sure. The sound faded before I could hone in on it. Maybe there was just something wrong with the Jeep.
 At the top of the hill was a grocery store and a Walmart. The gas gauge on the car was close to the red, and there were a few vehicles parked in front of both stores. Walmart would probably have plastic tubing, so I could stock up on gas. Also, I didn’t have any food with me, or supplies or anything. There’d be food in the grocery store, and, well, Walmart was crummy but if I went there now, I wouldn’t be oppressing anybody. I could check for clothes and maybe batteries and flashlights and a gun. After everything that happened, I didn’t really want a gun, but I knew I should have one.
 I parked in front of the grocery store. The combined lots for both buildings were big enough to fit a couple football fields. There were white mounds everywhere. When I got out of the Jeep I saw crows flying through the sky. They were the first living things I’d seen all morning.
 The day was warming up, so I took my coat off and left it on the seat. The grocery store was a Hannaford’s, which made me think of Lance’s story. I got this bad feeling, like I should just move on. It might be safer to try a general store after all.
 That was when the baby started crying.
 I had to listen for a bit before I could understand the noise. Snow melted over my sneakers, and my fingers went numb. The crying wasn’t laughing or anything like laughing, it was just this baby. It was somebody’s baby, and I had to do something.
 The sound was coming from over in the Walmart parking lot. I had a walk to get there. My ankle was flared up again, and my other leg was sore, so it hurt both ways.
 I’d passed the grocery store before I saw the baby carriage. It was just this perfectly ordinary thing, made of light blue plastic and metal. There was a brown truck across from it, with a pile of canvas in the open bed. It made me think of some really depressing photo you’d see in a museum after a bunch of people died.
 The closer I got, the stranger the crying sounded. It was thinner than it should’ve been, sort of tinny almost. But once I saw the carriage, I had to check it out. The idea of some poor kid being left alone … that bugged me. A lot.
 When I got to the carriage, instead of a baby, there was a tape recorder. It was playing a tape, and that tape was what was crying. I reached in and pressed the Stop button, and the crying stopped.
 The pile of canvas in the bed of the brown truck stood up, and there was a guy pointing a gun at me. It was a shotgun, like the one Marty had used.
 “Don’t move,” the guy said. His skin was terrible, all pockmarked and zitty, and the black hair on the sides of his head was shaved off. He wore a leather jacket with metal studs up and down the arms. He chewed on something while he talked, like he had a really big wad of gum going.
 “I’m not one of them,” I said.
 “Don’t move.” He hopped down from the truck. “Hey, Chris! We got the shithead!”
 A kid on a dirt bike came out of nowhere, and I had to jump to the side to avoid him. He did a couple circles around the baby carriage, and then stopped next to the guy by the truck. The kid, Chris, was young, with better skin and a better haircut, but he had on a jacket just like the other guy’s. The sleeves were so long he had to keep pushing them back to keep his hands free. There was something wrong with his upper lip—not like a wound or anything, just like it hadn’t filled in the way it was supposed to. “Great!” he said. “I told you I saw him.”
 “Yeah.” The guy spat out a brown wad. One of the teachers at school used to chew tobacco, and it always came out brown. “Nice catch.”
 The tobacco guy got a wad out of his pocket and stuck it in his mouth. His tongue was stained the color of shit. Christopher looked like he was trying to figure out the best way to light me on fire. I wondered if they were both nuts. I mean, I usually don’t assume that about anyone, but I’d been learning new things lately.
 Chris said, “So do we take him inside or do we just do him right here?”
 The tobacco guy spat. The three of us stood in the slush, breathing heavily like you do on winter days. He was going to shoot me—it was how he was holding the shotgun. It was just that sort of moment. But then the moment passed, and he thought a little more, and he said, “Nah. Come on, let’s bring him in. I think everybody should see this.”
 They pointed me towards the main entrance of the Walmart. Chris pushed the dirt bike along and when I stumbled over my ankle, he said I was faking the limp. The tobacco guy prodded me with the gun, but I didn’t go any faster. I was sort of scared, but to be honest, I was pretty annoyed, too. What the hell was their problem, anyway?
 There were no grinners around that I could see, although there were snow piles that could’ve been bodies. The front of the store was gray stone and block letters and yellow poles stuck in the concrete. Chris wouldn’t stop glaring at me.
 I tried to be reasonable. “What the hell do you want?”
 “Oh man, like you don’t know. Like you don’t fucking know.”
 “I don’t. I don’t at all.” Neither of them answered, and I didn’t ask again.
 The store had only one entrance and exit, right in the middle under the sign. The automatic doors were propped open, and a bunch of shopping carts tied together with bungee cords blocked the way inside. Chris undid the cords, and pushed aside a few carts so we could get through. It was trickier than I would’ve thought, and I made sure to remember how he did it, in case I had to do it on my own sometime soon.
 There was no greeter waiting for us. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been in a Walmart where nobody said hi to me when I came in the door. Tobacco guy made us wipe our feet off on the mats before we got onto the linoleum. The ceiling had skylights cut into it at regular intervals, and the light that came in made everything hazy and kind of sleeping looking. We passed a customer service station, and I smelled onion dip. Lots and lots of onion dip.
 A big square of carpeting past the check-out area had been cleared. In the empty space, four mattresses were lined up next to each other, and to the side of them was a recliner, and a boombox blasting something loud. The place was a mess, lots of wrappers and empty cookie bags everywhere. A blonde woman the same age as tobacco guy was walking around picking up wrappers and stuffing them in a trash bag. She wore a ton of jewelry that rattled as she moved. Her belly was swollen, and she kept patting it.
 A fire burned in a metal barrel in the middle of the square. Another girl, about Chris’s age, fed it newspapers. She was blonde too, and she had on an aqua dress made for somebody two feet taller and ten years older. She had to keep pulling on it to keep it from falling off.
 The only other people around were two guys sitting on patio furniture playing poker. One of them, the one with his back to me, had amassed a lot of cash. He had a visor on, a see through plastic one, and he was smoking a cigar. The other guy didn’t seem too upset he was losing. He wore an AC/DC shirt, and he had the same haircut the tobacco guy did, only his hair was bright red. The red made him look wasted.
 “Check it out,” Christopher shouted. “We got him! I saw him coming, and we were all set up and he walked right into it.”
 Everybody looked. The pregnant woman shoved a couple cans in the bag and stared, and the girl at the fire, she stared too, and the AC/DC guy leaned down to turn off the boombox and stared. The guy with his back to me, he took his time. He looked familiar.
 Then he turned, and even with the visor on, I knew it was Albert. I blinked, but it kept on being him. 



Chapter Two
He had a new shirt, still Red Sox but black and long sleeved. The way he moved, I could tell his shoulder where Joan had stabbed him was stiff, and I could see bandages poking out under his collar. There was a lump on his leg that was probably bandages too. The handcuffs were gone, but his left hand was stained with something. I wondered if the RV was outside. I wondered how the hell he’d gotten free.
 Albert tossed his visor off, pushed back the patio chair and walked very deliberately to where I was standing. He studied my face. There was something about how he did it—like he wasn’t so much watching me as letting other people watch him. He twisted his chin stud, then he raised a hand like he wanted to slap me. I closed my eyes, and he punched me in the stomach. It hurt, but I’d had worse.
 “It’s him, alright,” Albert said. “This is the guy who killed everybody at my last shelter, just like I told you. His name’s Dave. He did it. He’s a complete psycho, and if you don’t watch him, he’ll kill us all.”
 The girl at the fire looked about ready to burst into tears and the AC/DC shirt guy seemed sort of embarrassed. Christopher and the pregnant woman, if they could’ve cut my heart out with their eyes, that’s what they would’ve done.
 “Okay,” Tobacco Guy said. “Okay. You got anything to say for yourself, Dave?”
 “He’s lying,” I said. But I didn’t know how to explain. Tobacco guy had a gun, and everybody wanted me dead, and I was just so tired. Tired of Albert, tired of getting hit, tired of being hungry and cold and sore. Tired of everybody dying. I knew if I didn’t say something, I was dead. But that didn’t seem so bad, really. At least then I’d get to lie down. 
 I could tell Albert was enjoying the hell out of himself. He went to punch me again, and I caught his fist. Even shot and stabbed he was still stronger than me, and if he’d really wanted to, he could’ve broken my grip. He didn’t, though. I guess he liked that I stopped him. It was like I was living up to expectations.
 “Shit,” AC/DC guy said.
 “Shoot him, Tommy!” the pregnant woman shouted. “He’s lying, you know he is. Just shoot him.”
 “Do it!” Chris said.
 “I-” Tommy said. The pregnant woman made a noise and clutched her belly, and Tommy rushed to her side. “What is it, hon? The baby?”
 She smiled. “It kicked. I felt him kick.”
 Tommy returned the smile and let her guide his hand to her stomach. The other hand kept holding the shotgun. They stayed like that for a few minutes, and then the woman cried out and Tommy whooped, and the two of them kissed. The girl at the fire applauded.
 After the kiss finished, Tommy was all business. “Honey, I want you to take it easy. You shouldn’t have to be picking up all this shit, Billy can take care of it. Lucy!”
 “Yeah?” Lucy was the girl at the fire.
 “Help Dianne over to one of the chairs, okay? She’s gonna rest for a bit.” Dianne protested, but she went easily enough. Tommy took the garbage bag out of her hands, but then he dropped it, spilling most of it onto the floor.  “She’s eight months or so along,” he told me. “I mean, I don’t know what the hell we’re going to do when … but it’ll be fine. We just gotta stick together.” He remembered who he was talking to, and said, “Chris, get some more cords, okay? We need to talk through some shit, and I don’t want to have to worry about this guy going anywhere.”
 While Chris was gone, Tommy sat me down on a the mattresses, and AC/DC guy, who I assumed was Billy, he got the trash bag and tried to clean up the mess. He gave up soon enough and went back to where the cards were and pocketed all of Albert’s money. Lucy eased Dianne into a recliner. Albert whispered in Tommy’s ear. They stood by the barrel fire, Tommy warming himself and checking his gun and watching me like I had lasers in my eyes.
 He and Dianne were probably my age, which meant Albert was the oldest guy in the room. Where were the grown-ups? There’d been grown-ups at the Center, tons of them. I didn’t like a lot of them, but Jesus what I would’ve given for one of them to show up just then. Tidewater or Lance or Maddy. Even Bert. Even Abernathy.
 Chris brought four sets of cords back. He used two to tie my hands behind my back, but when he went to do my feet too, Tommy told him to chill out. The cords were tight, but whatever he did for a knot wasn’t all that solid. I tested it, as much as I could without giving anything away, and I figured if I got some time alone, I could get free. That made me feel better.
 “So what do we do now?” Chris said.
 Tommy scratched his shoulder. He’d set the gun down, and he seemed a little lost without it. “I dunno. I think-“
 “Shoot him,” Dianne said.
 “We could lock him up in the manager’s office,” Billy said.
 “Make ‘em fight!” Lucy said.
 “I’d be okay with that,” Albert said.
 “Oh jeez, grow up,” Chris said to Lucy.
 “I was just jokin’.”
 “Everybody shut up,” Tommy said. They did. “Look,” he said to me. “Do you have anything to say for yourself? Albert told us the story, and you sound like an asshole to me. But maybe we’re not seeing it from your side. Maybe you’re not the right guy. Just tell us what happened, okay?”
 My arms were numb. I didn’t say anything. I knew it was stupid, I knew I should try and defend myself, but—I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t tell them anything, I couldn’t explain Ceila to them, or Joan, or Mr. Tajiri. I couldn’t tell them my side. I stared at the fire.
 “Come on, guy.”
 “He’s not going to say anything,” Albert said. He wasn’t goofing around anymore, just watching me. “I… Look, I was scared and pissed off, and—what I said was the truth. He’s dangerous. But he’s kind of, y’know, fucked in the head? Kind of retarded.”
 Everybody took that in. “Shit,” Tommy said. “I can’t shoot a retard.”
 “Then what are you gonna do, Tom?” Dianne leaned back into her chair, pushing the foot rest out. “I mean, I don’t think anybody else is going to show up who can explain it better.”
 “Do you want to shoot him?” None of them would look at me anymore. “‘Cause I don’t think I will.”
 “We should take a vote on it,” Dianne said.
 “Sure. Fine. But honey, I’m not gonna shoot him.” Tommy had set the shotgun on the carpet. Albert gave it a casual glance. He didn’t move, though.
 “I vote we get it over with,” Dianne said.
 “Me too,” Chris said.
 “I say we wait,” said Tommy.
 “Me too,” said Lucy. Chris threw her a hurt look, but she didn’t back down. “I don’t want to kill nobody we don’t have to.”
 Albert raised his hand. “Do I get a vote? I mean, I understand if I don’t, but….”
 Tommy pulled out some more chaw and stuck it in his mouth. His teeth were yellow and the two front ones sort of stuck out over each other. “No, man. Sorry.” He chewed and spat into a tin can. “Billy? What are you thinking?”
 Billy was putting a joint together. There wasn’t much in the paper, and when he licked it shut, I wasn’t sure it would last long enough for someone to light it. “We’re almost out, T. I’m having to use the dregs as it is, and I don’t know where we can get any more.”
 “Billy.”
 “Oh. Right.” He licked his lips and reached for a box of matches, but Albert flipped out his lighter and lit the joint. “Thanks dude.” Billy took a long puff. He held it in for a while, and then he let it out in a long, breath. “Don’t shoot him. All right? Don’t shoot him. I don’t want to clean up the mess.”
 “Three to two. That settles it.” Tommy seemed relieved. Christopher sulked, and Lucy dragged him down onto the mattress and tickled the hell out of him. Dianne just nodded and ate some pickles out of a jar by her chair. “You’ll have to stay tied up for now,” Tommy told me. He talked slower than before, and louder. “If you’re good, we’ll untie you in a day or two”
 Lucy and Christopher started making out. Dianne had to give them a Look before they’d stop.
 Tommy and Dianne whispered to each other some. Then he pulled a handgun out of his jacket, this huge fucking Dirty Harry thing. He showed us all it was fully loaded. “Chris and I are gonna go back out and do some more perimeter sweeps. If you hear shots, Billy, get armed and come outside, Lucy, you and Dianne go the office and hide under the desk.” He squatted next to me and stuck the gun right in my face. “See? They’ll shoot you if you fuck around. Bang!” He gave the gun to Dianne, and then he and Chris left.
 Once they were gone, Dianne said, “Wow, it’s always heavier than I remember,” and she checked the bullets again. The whole thing was about the size of Dianne’s arm from elbow to fingertip. It was a wonder she could lift it.
 Billy went to turn the boombox back on, and Dianne said, “Let it alone. My head hurts.”
 “S’cool, s’cool.” Billy smoked his joint. He offered it to Albert, and Albert faked taking a huge hit.
 “Good fucking shit, buddy, good fucking shit,” Albert said, coughing. He passed the joint back before it burned away completely. Him and Bill got to playing cards again. Lucy hovered around, checking who had what. As the game went on, she got a bottle of tequila and took sips from it. She got tipsy real fast, and you could tell how drunk she was by how low her dress got. After a while, it was more skirt than dress. She was wearing three different bras, all different colors, all fancy. She wasn’t old enough to fill any of them out, so she’d stuffed in some tissue.
 I sat there, apart from the rest of them, and I did my best to look like an idiot. I had a knack for that.
 I watched Albert, too. I kept thinking about this stupid cartoon I saw once. It had a singing frog, and the whole gag was that the frog would only sing for one guy. Whenever the guy tried to show anybody else, the frog would just act normal, and the guy would be humiliated. It always bugged the crap out of me, how nobody else would believe that the frog was singing. I hated it, and I hated the stupid guy it sang for, ‘cause he just fell for the same trick over and over.
 The fire was getting low, so Lucy threw in some magazines. They must’ve been burning for a while, because there were soot stains high up on the ceiling. Smoke laid over the whole area, making my eyes water.
 The poker game lasted till Albert accused Billy of cheating. “What the fuck, man? You totally lifted that ace!”
“Wha … huh?” The joint was gone. Billy’s eyes were red, and he’d had some long swallows from Lucy’s tequila. He wouldn’t stop blinking. “Dude, no. I totally would never do that.”
 “Don’t fucking lie to me,” Albert said. “You knew you couldn’t beat my Queens, so you palmed an ace.”
 “Dude. Chill, man. Just be easy. You want?” Billy got a pipe off the floor and passed it to Albert, but Albert didn’t take it.
 “Look, it’s not a big deal, if you cheat,” Albert said. “I mean, it’s just a game, right?” He punched Billy in the arm.
 “Right,” Billy said, and rubbed where Albert had punched him. “I wouldn’t cheat you, though.”
 “Sure! Sure, maybe you regularly wouldn’t. But it’s tempting, right? And I’m the newest guy here—well, second newest guy—and everybody wants to fuck over the new guy am I right?”
 “Whoa, that’s not—dude.” There were eight cards face-up on the floor, and Billy had a pair of aces and Albert had a pair of Queens. Billy slid his ace over to Albert’s cards, like he didn’t want it anywhere near him. “See? See?”
 “Wow,” Lucy said.
 “Just admit it, Bill. Just respect me enough to admit it.” Albert picked up the ace and flicked it away. He had a big pile of money, and shoved it at Billy. “Here, take this. I don’t care. I just want to know where I stand.”
 “Wow, hey, he wasn’t cheating, I timed him the whole watch!” Lucy said. She belched, and said, “‘scuse me” in this kiddie voice that broke Billy up. Dianne, too, lying there in the easy chair. All three of them got giggling so hard they nearly choked.
 Billy clapped Albert on the back. “She timed me, Al! She timed my whole watch!” They chuckled some more, and this time, Albert chuckled too.
 Nobody said anything else about cheating. Lucy brought over Chutes and Ladders from a stack of board games behind the mattresses. All three of them played, and whenever one of them went down a chute, Albert made a sound like a fog-horn and Billy and Lucy laughed till they cried. Dianne had a book she was reading, so I guess I was the only one who saw how Albert wasn’t laughing. Lucy teased him sometimes whenever he fell behind- “You just keep on sliiiiiiiding along!”- and he’d smile like he got the joke, but he wasn’t happy. It wasn’t a happy smile.
 Dianne ate a Twinkie. She stuck one end in her mouth and broke it off, and I saw the cream filling and the cake around it, and my stomach rumbled. I hadn’t eaten anything in forever. I didn’t know if I should ask for anything, though. Billy and Lucy were in that drunk place where everything seems like a good idea, but Dianne had stayed off the booze because of the baby (she said that five or six times). She could get upset if I asked for something.
 Lucy was wandering around with a box of cereal. I had my legs stretched out and she nearly tripped over them. “Aw,” she said, and then looked at me. “Hey, I think he’s hungry. Are you hungry?”
 I nodded.
 “Dianne, can I give him some food?”
 “Sure, just none of the expensive stuff,” Dianne said. Whatever that meant.
 Lucy got on her knees next to me. “Here,” she said, and she started ramming handfuls of cereal into my mouth. There were oat chunks and marshmallows and they were all stale, like the box had been open for a couple days. I chewed as fast as I could. My mouth went dry, and it got harder to swallow. “Water,” I said.
 “He wants water!”
 Dianne had five or six bottles of Evian by her chair. “Not mine, I got special stuff. Billy, do you have any water left?”
 Billy was watching Albert do tricks with his lighter. “Huh? Sure.” He did a half-assed search through the piles of Budweiser cans around his chair. “I don’t—sorry, man. Oh, but hey!” He picked up a six pack of beer and carried it over to Lucy and me. “Here, you look like you could use some of this.” When he popped a can open, half of it fizzed out of the top and over his hand. He slurped up the mess with his tongue, and then poured the rest down my throat.
 “You’re not supposed to do that,” Lucy said.
 “Do what?”
 “Give thirsty people beer.”
 “A drink’s a drink, Loose.”
 “She’s right,” Albert said. He flipped his lighter into his pocket. “It’s dehydrating.”
 “Oh.” Billy frowned and tried to wrap his head around the concept. “Whatever.” He opened another can, but when he tried to get me to drink it, I wouldn’t open my mouth. After the first couple sips, the whole world had gotten real twisty. Twisty was not good. Albert was sitting less than ten feet away.
 “Aw, c’mon,” Billy said. “Just a sip? Just a little sip?”
 Lucy snickered. “He’s like a baby. Some big dumb baby.”
 “Baby doesn’t want some beer?”
 “Oh!” Lucy clapped. “I just got a idea.” Dianne had a pile of baby stuff, and Lucy pulled a bonnet out of it, a soft white bonnet with yellow checks. She tried to set it on my head. It was so small she couldn’t tie the straps. I shook my head, and it fell off, and she put it right back on. “See? Isn’t that cute? Isn’t that just the cutest thing?”
 Everybody was laughing again. “Awww, he really is a cutie pie,” Albert said.
 Lucy decided to feed me some baby food. She grabbed a jar from Dianne’s stuff, and then used her finger to spoon it into my mouth. I didn’t try and dodge. I was really, really, really hungry. It was mushy, like pudding, and it tasted like bananas. It wasn’t half bad. It was weird having her finger in my mouth, though. She was right next to me, and that close, I could see the layers of blush and lipstick on her face, like she kept putting on more without cleaning off the old stuff.
 It didn’t take very long to go through the whole jar, and by the time we were done, nobody was having any fun anymore. Lucy took off the bonnet and smoothed my hair down and wiped my mouth clean. “There. Is that better?” When I didn’t say anything, her face fell. “It was only teasing, okay? Only teasing.”
 “Okay,” I said.
 Billy gave me some water, and then he took me to the restroom, undoing my hands so I could pee. The place was a mess. None of them had thought of using buckets.
 There was another game of Chutes and Ladders, and Albert took a pass since he wanted to count the money he’d won from Billy. So they let me play. Lucy had to move my piece and Billy did everything else. Dianne hadn’t let go of her gun, and I was still tied up and everything, but Billy offered me a hit off his pipe, and Lucy even gave me a sloppy kiss on my neck when she reached the last square. Albert watched us the whole time. He didn’t say much.
 After a couple games, Billy got up. “I’m going for a walk. Anybody want to come?”
 “Sure,” Albert said.
 “Bring him with you,” Dianne said, waving at me. “Lucy and I gotta do some girl talk.”
 I thought at first he was taking us outside, but instead, we went further into the store, past the clothing departments and the outdoors section where they kept all the rakes and garden tools. We passed maybe ten different side aisles on our way, and it bothered me, having so many turn-offs I couldn’t see the end to. Billy didn’t seem to notice. He and Albert were talking, like they were taking up a conversation they’d been having for hours. “Morgan Freeman,” Billy said. “I’ll bet you he’s still around.”
 “What?”
 “Well, come on. Who the fuck would want to kill Morgan Freeman?”
 Albert looked at me from behind Billy’s back and rolled his eyes.
 We stopped walking when we got to the electronics section. That was where all the big flat screen TVs and the DVD players and home entertainment stuff was kept, and all the video games and movies and CDs. The whole area was set off from the rest of the store, and in front of it were two big bins full of DVDs. Billy went around to the cashier’s station across from one of the bins and pulled out a baseball bat. The floor was littered with chunks of broken plastic, and things had been smashed up all over. It was like somebody had been looting, only they forgot to actually steal anything.
 “I tried to set some this stuff up so it would work,” Billy said, “but I didn’t know how. I mean, we have batteries and shit, but the plugs are all weird. Tommy won’t let us touch the gennies. He says he’s saving them for an emergency, whatever the fuck that means. So I just started smashing shit.” He swung the bat at a cardboard cut-out of a pirate, and the thing crumpled.
 Billy swung the bat around some more. He hit display cases and one of those audio stations that play clips of new music. The only sound was what the bat made when it smashed into stuff. Albert and I watched, and I hung back so I wouldn’t get hit.
 Albert said, “Can I have a go?”
 “Sure.” Billy handed him the bat.
 Albert took it, but he set it against a bin. “Hold on, I got an idea.”
 The two of them lifted a couple digital TVs off the shelves and carried them out into the open aisle. They spent a long time getting them out of the box, and looking at the instruction manual, making like they were thinking about buying one. Then Albert picked up the bat. He screamed, “BANZAI!!!” and smashed into the nearest TV.
 The flat screen dented, and there were some weird colors, but nothing exploded. Albert hit it a couple more times, and then Billy had a turn on the other TV, but they weren’t as excited anymore. They went around opening DVD cases and flinging the discs at each other. Albert chucked a couple at me. I leaned against the counter and waited for them to quit. My ankle was throbbing, and it was just too stupid for words.
 Albert found some surge protectors, the ones with a socket base and a cord for you to plug into the wall, and he and Billy took two out of their packaging and started whipping them, using the cords to spin the bases into each other’s backs. “OW! Awesome,” Billy said when Albert hit him. Then he whacked Albert, and Albert said, “Damn!” I figured they’d get sick of doing it to each other after a while, and when they did, they’d start in on me. I was debating whether I should leave, and to hell with the consequences, when I saw the grinner.  
 It was just some teenager in his underwear. He came out of a row of fertilizer bags and sprinkler systems, and he was moving in a crooked slant, one shoulder slumped lower than the other. The lower shoulder was raw and rotted, and you could see where the arm bone fit into his torso.
 Billy had wandered into the video game section, and when he came around the corner, he saw the dead teenager. “Holy shit.” His face turned the same color as his hair. The grinner heard him and started toward us. “Teddy? Jesus, that’s Teddy. I used to sell him weed. Hey! Asshole! You’ll never stiff anybody ever again, you, you … stiff!”
 The grinner halved the distance between us. He walked right into one of the big DVD bins. The bin didn’t budge, and the thing bounced back a few feet. Then he walked into it again. He kept doing that. He reached out with his working arm. I was closest. He was reaching for me.
 Albert chuckled. “Dave’s got himself a playmate, Bill.”
 “Ha!”
 “Maybe we should leave the two of them alone, y’know? Maybe they want to get friendly.” Albert was looking at me, and there was no expression on his face at all.
 “We should, man, we should do that.” Billy giggled. Teddy’s grin opened and his tongue was a black slug behind his teeth. “Tommy said to take care of any of these things we saw, though.”
 “You always listen to Tommy?” Albert hit Billy with his surge protector.
 “Hey, quit it, man. Yeah, I do. At least when it comes to this shit.” Billy picked the bat up from where he’d left it, but before he could make a move, Albert stopped him.
 “Wait a sec,” Albert said. “I got an idea. Let’s see which one of us can get closest to the fucker.”
 “Closest-?”
 “Yeah. Whoever gets closest, without getting killed or anything, they win.”
 Billy tapped the bat on the floor. “Like, a bet?”
 “Sure.” Albert went into his pocket and pulled out a wad of cash. “I got maybe five hundred bucks here. I’m gonna bet all of it on my man Dave. I think he can take it.”
 “No way,” I said. The way Teddy was flailing his arms made me feel lousy. “No way am I getting near that thing.”
 “C’mon, man,” Albert said. “Don’t be a pussy. Billy’s gonna do it.”
 “Huh?” Billy clutched the bat. “I don’t know…”
 “Jeez, guys. You’re all wimps. Here, watch me.” Albert walked up to the bin, stopped a couple feet outside the grinner’s reach, and said, “See? Nothing to it. And I’m giving you guys this one, easy.”
 Albert came back, and gestured for Billy to take a turn. Billy hesitated, but I guess he was drunker than I’d thought, because he said, “Sure, that’s nothing,” and then he walked to the bin. He got half a foot closer than Albert had. The grinner groaned, and it stretched. Billy went pale.
 “Nothing to it, right?” Albert said.
 Teddy’s hands came so close to Billy’s face, he must’ve felt it in his throat. “Yeah. Uh-huh.” Billy backed away, real carefully.
 “Now you, Dave.”
 “No,” I said. “No fucking way.”
 “Dave….” Albert swung the surge protector around in a circle. He got it going pretty fast, and his expression was blank. “Just do it.”
 I didn’t want to get hit again, so I took a step. Then another. Teddy went on grunting, and his underwear was all grody, and his hair was the same color as mine, although mine was longer. I couldn’t tell how he’d died, if the hole in his shoulder had come from a bite or if it had just happened afterwards. Maybe he’d overdosed or something. There was a beetle burrowed under his skin, working towards his neck, and I thought, that must itch something fierce.
 I stopped where Albert had stopped. “That’s it, Dave,” he said. “Almost there.
 “I’m done,” I said
 “You can go a few more feet.” The spinning cord whirred, and my shoulders tensed for a hit. “I’m pretty sure you can.”
 “No, Albert.” I didn’t care if he swung it at me or not. I wasn’t his goddamn toy. “This is as far as I go.”
 He gritted his teeth, I could hear it without turning around. The whirring stuttered like he was winding up, but then Billy said, “Oh, hey, that’s cool. I mean, I know the guy, right? So it’s not so bad for me.”
 I didn’t think Albert would let me off that easy. But the whirring stopped, and Albert said, “Huh. Well, what the fuck, right? My own damn fault for betting on the wrong horse.”
 Teddy finally found the outer edge of the bin. He went around it, and his grin got a little wider. Albert elbowed me to the side and the surge protector whirred and the plastic sockets cracked into Teddy’s cheek. Teddy stopped, and Albert whipped him again. Then Albert got the bat from Billy, and Albert beat the shit out of Teddy until Teddy was just another mess besides the broken TVs.
 “Fuckin’ a, man,” Billy said. “He was supposed to call me. Like, two weeks ago, he was supposed to call me. And he never did.” Billy toed the mess, and a beetle scurried out.
 “What if there are more?” I said.
 “More what?”
 For fuck’s sake. “More dead guys walking around.”
 Billy scratched his scalp, and he scratched real hard, like he’d had an itch so long he didn’t even know it anymore. “Hey—no worries, man. Every once in a while, one of those things gets in. But it’s always just one of them, and it’s only happened a few times. Tommy’s been trying to figure out where they come from, but it’s not like a big deal.”
 “You fucking morons.”
 “Hey, now,” Albert said.
 “I mean, what if you’re sleeping?” I was madder than I’d been that whole day, worse than when I fell for the baby carriage thing. “What if one of them gets in while you’re all asleep?”
 Billy stared at me like I was an idiot. “Then we’ll wake up.”
 We went back to the main square. Dianne and Lucy were fine, and when Billy told them what had happened, they thought it was a hoot. They even made him and Albert act the whole thing out.
 When the sun went down, Lucy and Billy turned on some battery-powered lamps. There was one between the recliners, one by the mattresses, one next to the card table. With the fire still going, it was pretty cozy. Tommy and Christopher came in, and they hung up their leather coats on a clothing rack near the door. Tommy gave Dianne a kiss, and Chris did the same for Lucy. Billy had the boombox on again, real low, and he was finishing off the tequila. Albert and I stood to one side, and we didn’t say anything.
 Tommy dug into a cooler that was packed with snow from outside, and there were sodas and a couple packages of hot dogs. Him and the rest of them, including Albert, they cooked the dogs over the barrel and ate at a card table, with paper plates and cups and everything. I watched from the carpet, flexing my fingers just to make sure they hadn’t fallen off. When they all finished, Billy fed me some cut up dogs. They were cold by then, but I ate everything they gave me. I needed my strength.
 After dinner, there was more beer, and tequila, and wine. Christopher was giving me the evil eye at first, but the more he drank, the less he was able to keep it up. At one point Lucy asked him why he was glaring at her and that was the end of it. Chris and Lucy took turns flicking cards into the barrel. One of the cards caught a spark, and when it landed on the pile of newspaper, the whole thing started burning. Tommy had to stamp it out. Albert laughed the whole time.
 Billy told Tommy about the grinner we’d seen in the store, and asked Tommy if they’d found any more outside. Tommy said, “Nope. There might have been a few near the end of the day, but they were so far away I was probably just seeing things. We should keep a watch tonight, though.” Nobody said anything, and Tommy didn’t press it.
 They talked, all of ‘em except for Albert and me, and at first it was just old stories that made them happy until they realized that everybody they were talking about was dead. Then they got into the zombies. They all had theories about what was going on. Dianne and Tommy were in their recliners, and they both thought it was all the scientists’ fault. “People are always messing in stuff they shouldn’t be messing in,” Dianne said, and Tommy nodded like it was the wisest thing he’d ever heard.
 Billy blamed it on aliens. “Or, y’know, it doesn’t have to be aliens exactly. Maybe one of those meteorites hit earth and there was this crap on it that got into the soil. Shit like that happens all the time and nobody ever says anything about it.”
 Lucy thought it was a wizard. She was very serious. “Hey, don’t, don’t fucking make fun of me, ‘cause I know about this stuff. There are Wiccans, and they’re, they’re decent and stuff. But there’s gotta be bad people too, right? And they can do hexes and curses and stuff. And that’s what this is. Just some nasty curse.”
 When it was Christopher’s turn, somebody had to get his attention. He was holding a wallet and he sounded far away. “Maybe they’re just tired of being dead.” There was snot on his freaky upper lip, and he snuffled and wiped it clean. “That’s how I’d be, in the ground for that long.”
 “What about you, Albert? What do you think?” Tommy said.
 “Me? Oh, I think that’s a good point. A real good point.” Albert tore a beer off a six pack and tossed it to Chris. Chris caught it and smiled. “It’s always us little guys who get screwed in the end, really.”
 It went quiet for a bit. My legs and arms tingling and I had a chill, so I moved closer to the fire. The rip in my jean leg was a gaping hole. Where Albert had stabbed was scabbing over, but I’d have a scar there for sure. It pissed me off, how big the hole was. They hadn’t given me clothes. We were in the middle of this huge freaking warehouse of stuff, and they hadn’t even offered me some new pants so I didn’t have to sit around freezing.  
 I said, “Yeah. That’s a bunch of genius ideas. You don’t know shit.” I wasn’t even sure I was talking out loud. “It happened, and nobody knows shit, and we just have to deal with it. We might never know. But the way you guys are going, it won’t even matter. You’ll be dead by Tuesday. Whenever that is.
 “There are these things that are worse than just dead people walking around. These things, they laugh, and they don’t stop, and they’re fast. One of them got in here, it’d be all over. Maybe you could hold off some of the dead people for a while. Maybe. But a laughing thing would fucking ruin you. And you don’t even know it.
 I yawned. “Why worry about it, right? You’re all idiots. You’re all stupid. You’ve got a baby coming, and you’ve got these kids hanging around, and you just stay here and you fucking pretend shit. You’ll be okay for a while, I guess. But those laughing things… yeah. I wonder where they come from. What if they’re just somebody who’s been dead for a really long time? I mean, most of the dead things we see died pretty recently. Probably a lot of them were just people who died in the initial attacks. There’s got to be hundreds of thousands of graves out there. Millions. Maybe it’s just taking longer for them to wake up. Maybe they’re all gonna climb out eventually. The longer this goes on, the more laughing things we’ll have. And they might not even be laughing things after awhile. They might turn into something worse. And whatever it is, it’ll find you. It’ll find you hiding in your stupid store, and doing all your bullshit. Maybe it’s already out. Maybe it’s already coming. And you’ll all be sitting around like morons when it gets here. It’ll find you. In the dark.”
 No one said anything. I screamed, “BOO!”
 Lucy burst into tears. Chris jumped on me and Tommy had to pull him off. They all yelled at me for a while, and then at each other, and then at me some more. Dianne was really pissed. She told Tommy to shoot me, and when he wouldn’t, she said he had to take me someplace else, because “I just can’t look at him anymore. I don’t want him around the baby.” Tommy didn’t argue. The way he yanked me off my ass, I could tell he was upset too.
 Albert helped Tommy drag me away. With the two of them holding my arms, I didn’t touch the floor at all. They took me to the toy section on the far right side of the building, past the pharmacy and the dog food. It was close enough I could still see the fire in the square, but not so close that I could see the people around it.
 There was a little plastic house set out as a display in front of a row of bicycles. It had a plastic roof and a plastic chimney, and a plastic window box with plastic flowers.  It made me think of little girls and tea parties and asking Mr. Teddy Bear if he wanted one lump or two. “Get in,” Tommy said. The opening for the house was pretty small, but Tommy didn’t sound like he wanted to discuss it, so in I went.
 It was a tight fit. I had to stick my legs under me and my head was bent at a near 90 degree angle to my neck. “Ow,” I said.
 “What the fuck is your problem, guy? You really are retarded. A story like that, jeez. Calling everybody names.”
 “He was like this at the other place,” Albert said.
 “Great. That’s just great.” I could hear Lucy crying. I thought I heard Billy freaking out some too.
 “Look, you want me to keep an eye on him?” Albert said. “They need you back there. I’ll make sure he doesn’t do anything crazy.” He sounded sure, like a cop telling you where to cross the road.
 “Right. Thanks.” Tommy shook his hand. “Don’t hit him or anything, unless he hits you. Or if he gets going with that bullshit again.” 
 Tommy left. Then it was just the two of us. Me and Albert. Albert and me. And he was loose, and I was trapped in a hunk of cheap plastic that smelled like some kid had pissed in it ages ago and nobody had bothered to clean up the mess. I was sort of scared, but not really. Mostly I was curious what would happen next.
 Albert stood in the aisle, watching the fire. The light was so dim where we were, he was mostly just a shape. “How you doin’, man?” he said. I didn’t say anything. He turned. “Kind of like how you look in there. You want some dolls to play with? Maybe I should get you some dolls.”
 “Go fuck yourself.”
 “Dave, Dave, Dave.” He tsked. “You put me in a spot, you know. You really did.” He walked across the aisle to a shelf of basketballs, and he picked one of the balls up and took it out of its box. “I mean, man, do have any idea what you pulled? It was all settled, everything was fine and perfect and we were on our way. We were free. And then you said something to Joan. I don’t know what. Whatever it was, it made her go all freaky, so I had to, I had to do something about it. You made me do something about it. You made me hurt her.
 “And then you left. You left me. I’m so sick of people doing that.” He flung the basketball. The plastic house had a window next to my shoulder, and the ball bounced off the edge, so close I could smell the rubber. “I should kill you. You took my trust and you shit all over it. I was so mad. When I found these folks, I thought, I’ll just lay a little trap. I’ll just get some payback. I was so mad. You know how hard it was not to take you out, when you came in? How much I wanted you dead?” He grabbed another ball. “I could’ve done it, you know. There were five, six times today, I could’ve done to you what you did to Joan, and these folks would’ve thanked me.” He spun the ball on his finger, only he wasn’t any good at it. But he kept trying. “I didn’t, though. I just—couldn’t. Watching you, remembering the good times we had… I started thinking, you hadn’t done anything that bad, really. You’d just gotten stuff wrong. And who was I to blame you for that. It happens to everybody. It’s hard, sometimes. I can hear Joan in my head still, and most of the time, it all makes perfect sense, but every once in a while—I don’t know. Maybe I am the bad guy here. It’s too complicated for me. There are moments when I just want to—to-” Albert hit himself in the face with the ball, once, twice, three times. “But you can’t let yourself get lost in that shit. No hesitation, no second thoughts. The reason I didn’t kill you was I need you, Dave. I’m no good on my own. You’re not like them. You’re strong like me. We just need to stick together, to get through this and when it’s over, we can figure everything else out. “
 Albert held the basketball against his chest. I braced for another shot, but this time he just held the thing. He came closer to the house. He was so close and he whispered low and I heard every word. “Here’s what I think. We bide our time, right. There’s a lot of good stuff in this place, and once they’re willing to untie you, we should be able to get as much of it as we want. And then we can get back on the road. We’re almost there, Dave. I checked the atlas again. We’re only an hour away. Do you feel that? It’s the Emerald fucking City calling. Calling us.”
 “Albert….”
 “Oh, I know, I know. Why not just go now? They’re drunk, they’re tired, it’s wide open over there. And it’s tempting, man, it’s very tempting. But I gotta be honest with you. I had some beers myself. I’m pretty drunk.” He reached in through the window and pulled me closer till our foreheads touched. “When we do this, we’re gonna need our A-game. We’ re gonna need a hundred and ten percent. No mistakes. If anybody gets in our way, we’ll show ‘em. Nobody fucks with you and me, buddy. Nobody.”
 “No,” I said. He was sincere. He was nuts, he was responsible for the deaths of at least sixty or seventy people, and he wanted us to have a team-up.
 “Dave,” he said. He pulled me harder, really grinding our skulls together. “You know what I had to do to get out of there, Dave? Do you know how I got out of that RV?”
 “Uh-uh.”
 “No tricks.” A couple of tears dripped down his face and onto mine. “I couldn’t do a trick. Those were cop handcuffs. You can’t get out of those without a key, and the bitch swallowed the key. So I had to gut her. I had to gut my fucking girlfriend. That’s what you made me do. I had to cut her head off first so she wouldn’t bite me. And then I had to split her open and dig around her insides.” His stained fingers scratched my neck. “I want you to know that. I want you to know what I went through. Because I want you to know that’s how far you drove me—and it’s cool now. I forgive you. You can forgive me, right? ‘Cause I’m sorry, man. I really I am. About that black chick, and everybody.” He kissed my forehead. Then he let go of me and I shoved myself as far back into the toy house as far as I could. I didn’t want to be that close to him ever again.
 A beam of light shone on Albert, making him squint and stand up straighter. I looked out the window, and at first all I saw was the glare. Chris came into view. He had a flashlight and he was watching Albert from the middle of the aisle.
 “Hey buddy,” Albert said. “What’s up?” The basketball he’d thrown at me earlier was lying nearby, and Albert grabbed it. “Here, catch.” He tossed the ball, as hard as he’d tossed it at me, and Chris knocked it out of the air. “Nice reflexes, kid. Nice hustle.”
 “Tommy said you should go back.”
 “Who’s gonna watch Dave?”
 “Me.” I thought he was scared of Albert the way he said it, which was smart of him. But he wouldn’t come any closer to the kiddie house I was stuck in, so maybe he was scared of me, too.
 Albert showed his teeth in what I guess was a smile and stretched his arms behind his head. “Okay, bud. Just don’t get too close.” As he walked back to the square, he went all relaxed, but then he grabbed for Chris, like he wanted to give him a bear hug. Chris ducked back, and Albert left chuckling.
 For a while, the kid stood there, rolling the flashlight in his hands. I wondered if I should say something, but before I could, he started to march up and down the aisle in front of my house. Under his breath, I could hear him saying, “Hut, two, three, four, hut, two, three, four.” Laughter drifted over from the main part of the store, distant and phony.
 Finally, Chris turned on his heels and said, “I’m not a moron.”
 “…Okay.”
 “I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but I’m not.”
 He marched some more.
 “Hey,” I said, “that baby carriage thing, was that your idea?”
 “Uh-huh.” He kept marching, but he walked slower and he quit counting off.
 “That was pretty cool. I mean, you totally had me going.” My leg hurt. “Where’d you get the tape?”
 There was a pause, and I thought he wasn’t going to answer me, but then, “Billy’s sister. He brought her here, she was little and she cried all the time. She was sick, but we didn’t know what to do. Not even Dianne.”
 “What happened?”
 “She died.”
 “I’m sorry.”
 “Yeah, well.” He flicked the flashlight off and on a couple times. “She cried a lot.”
 I felt bad for the kid. I couldn’t help it. Maybe if I kept him talking, I could figure out a way to warn him about Albert. “What happened to all the people who lived here? What happened to the grown-ups?”
 Music came over from the square, slow and sappy. I moved my leg, and got stuck in an even worse position. “A lot of them left,” Chris said. “When things got bad, a lot of them just left. But my folks and Dianne and Lucy’s folks, they thought it would be better to stick around, to take care of ourselves, and there were a bunch of others who agreed. Tommy’s folks, I don’t know where they went. He stayed because of Dianne. Because she was pregnant. And Billy, he was friends with Tommy.”
 “So what happened to your folks?”
 There was some more silence. I could see Chris’s face some. The thing on his lip looked worse in the dark. “They went into town,” he said. “Tommy said they were dumb, so they made him stay behind. Billy too, ‘cause Dianne’s mom caught him smoking. So we stayed here, and then they went out and they never came back. My mom, she was having panic attacks which is why she stayed with us and she got upset when no one came back and said we had to go find them. She was my mom, right, so I went with her, and Tommy and Billy went, and we made it to town and to the bridge, and there were bodies on the bridge. Everybody who’d gone out before, they were all there. At least, I think it was all of them. You couldn’t really tell. Mom saw Dad, and she went to him even though he was dead, and this, this thing… It’s like what you were talking about. It was laughing and it came out from under a pile of bodies. It jumped on my mom and she screamed. Tommy said shoot it, and we all had guns and I’m a pretty good shot, but my mom, I think I shot her. I didn’t mean to.”
 “She was probably dead already,” I said. “Those things are wicked fast.”
 “I guess.” Chris stuck the flashlight in his pocket, and then he went and picked up the basketball Albert had taken down. He put it back in its box and then put the box back on the shelf.
 “How did you get away?”
 “We knocked the thing off the bridge. The bullets didn’t hurt it, but with the three of us shooting, we managed to push it over the side, and the river wasn’t frozen. We heard it splash, and it didn’t come out.”
 “Oh,” I said. “Sorry about your mom and dad.”
 “Thanks.” His nose was dripping, and he wiped it off with his sleeve. “Where’re your parents?”
 “I don’t know,” I said. “My dad and my step-mom, they were in Chicago last I heard.”
 “Chicago,” he said, like it was a foreign word. “They’re probably dead, I guess.”
 “Maybe not. They don’t have to be.” I was kind of annoyed. “My dad’s pretty smart.”
 “Mine was too.”
 “Right. Right. Sure.”
 Chris started marching again. “Look,” I said. “I gotta tell you something. Albert-“
 “I don’t want to talk anymore.”
 “It’s important.”
 “No.”
 So that was that. Chris marched and counted to himself, and there was more music from the square.
 My nose was bleeding for some reason. My ankle hurt, and my left arm was so numb it was like it wasn’t even there, and I could still smell pee. I needed to get out, not just out of that house but out of the whole store, away from all of the stupid shit I was stuck in. Away from Albert. I needed to get to Stephanie. I wished I had never told him about Lake Moxie. Things would’ve been a lot different if I’d never brought it up.
 I faked liked I was asleep, because I couldn’t think of anything better to do. I thought about Stephanie. I thought about her hair and her breasts and her amazing knees. There were blue eyes, and she had a nose and a mouth and all of that, but they were all scrambled and fuzzy and they wouldn’t go in the right places.
 Chris kept marching. I was going to have to knock him out if I wanted to get away. I didn’t have any problems hitting him—he seemed like an alright kid, but he was smaller than me. The problem was finding some way to grab him before he could yell. My legs were already stiff, and if I waited too long, I wouldn’t be able to move. I was still trying to work it out when Lucy showed up.
 .”Chris?” He hit her with the light. She’d changed her dress for a long shirt with a bunch of owls the front.
 “Oh, hey, you shouldn’t….”
 “Shhhh,” she said, and kissed him. “Everybody’s passed out.”
 “Really? Wow.”
 Another kiss. “Why don’t you come back? It’s kind of sad being alone, and we could keep each other company.”
 “I dunno, Tommy I said I was supposed to-“
 “Oh, jeez, Tommy didn’t mean it.” She took Chris’s hand and pointed the flashlight at me. I had my eyes closed already. “He’s asleep, he’s not gonna go anywhere. C’mon, it’s warmer by the fire.”
 She had to kiss him a few more times, but he gave in soon enough. The light of the flashlight led them away, and I heard their footsteps, and Lucy giggling, and then they were gone.
 It was weird, but for a moment I felt really jealous. Jealous of Chris because Lucy liked him, and jealous of Lucy because Chris liked her, and jealous of both of them because they had a place to go. She was right. It was kind of sad being alone. But then I thought, better off alone than with morons. Better off alone than with Albert.
 Besides, I had a place to go. And she was less than an hour away.
 I counted to five hundred. There were no more footsteps. When I was sure nobody was coming back, I pulled myself out of the house with my legs. I had to kick to get my knees to work, and that made noise, but not very much. Once I was out, I stretched out and rolled around till my arms were working. Then I worked to get untied. I almost panicked when one of the knots got tighter instead of looser when I tugged it, but then I realized I was pulling the wrong way, and after that it was a breeze. Once I was free, I jumped around some, just trying to wake up.
 I had to make sure they weren’t going to check on me, so I snuck in till I was close enough to see the square.  Everybody had gone to bed. Tommy and Dianne were snuggled together on a mattress beside the recliner, and Billy was flopped onto a bean bag chair. Dianne snored, and her belly poked out from the bottom of her pajama top.
 Chris and Lucy were the only ones still awake. They’d pulled a mattress so it was a little away from Tommy and Dianne, and Lucy was lying next to Chris. They were wearing their clothes, and they were kissing, but you could tell they were tired.
 I didn’t see Albert immediately. I panicked some, but then I looked past the square.  He was on his back on the floor off the carpet. His arms and legs were spread like he was making an angel in the snow. He was unconscious, near as I could tell.
 I was very patient. I waited a long time. But they’d forgotten about me, I think. They all looked really peaceful, even Albert. I had some time before they’d know I was gone.
 There were a lot of different kinds of aspirin in the drug section. It was difficult to read the boxes that far from the fire, and I should’ve gotten a light first, but my ankle and my head and my neck wouldn’t shut up. I took what I thought was Advil, or something like Advil, and I dry swallowed four or five pills. My stomach was so empty taking that many was probably a bad idea, but I had a lot I needed to do, and it’d be better if I could move around with screaming.
 Next was a flashlight and batteries. The aisle with the lights was near Gardening, and I had to walk over Teddy’s body to get there. I passed some rakes, axes and shovels, and then I found a bunch of camping stuff. The flashlight I took I had to chew the packing off before I could get it open. I turned it on, but it was so bright I turned it back off again. My eyes were getting used to the gray. So long as I could make out where I was going and what I was doing well enough, it was safer to do everything in darkness.
 Men’s Clothes was close to the square, close enough I could hear somebody—I guessed Albert—grumbling in his sleep. I found jeans and fresh underwear and socks. My ankle was still swollen, so putting a sock on over it was a bitch, but I didn’t want to leave it bare and go out in the snow. It felt tender and I probably needed to ice it. Once I got to Stephanie’s, that’s what I’d do. She’d make me a cup of hot cocoa and she’d set my leg on a chair and it would feel so nice.
 I found a backpack and put some clean socks and underwear in it. Then I changed my shirt, and put another shirt in the pack. There was a section of winter clothing, so I took some leather gloves and a hat with ear flaps. I went through a pile of coats and when I found one that I liked, I put it on and left it on. Away from the square, it was actually pretty chilly.    
 I needed something to eat. There was a section for snacks, so I packed away some food for later. Then I had a Coke and half a box of Cheez-Its. When I was finished with the soda, I had to piss, and I took a leak right where I was. When I was doing it, I thought I was being a bad-ass, like it was revenge or something, but after I finished, I felt sort of ashamed.
 My pack was almost full, so I had to think carefully about what else to bring. I wished I had a list. A list would’ve made it easier. I was having a hard time concentrating—the aspirin I’d taken was kicking in. I didn’t hurt as much, but whatever I was thinking about it was like the thoughts were coming from deep in the ocean a hundred miles away.
 I got a gun. A shotgun with a shoulder strap, at the counter in Camping. I took it because it was like the one Dad had shown me how to use. I was very careful about the ammo. I risked using the flashlight and I read all the boxes and when I’d narrowed it down to a couple, I tried loading each into the shotgun barrel, and only one fit right. I took two boxes of that kind of ammunition. There was a stack of road flares, and I shoved a couple in my coat pocket, because that seemed like a good idea.
 I thought about getting some books, maybe Stephanie would want something to read, or maybe I could get another pack, fill that up with more stuff. I almost did, too, but I was stalling and I knew it. Bad as I wanted to go, it was scary to think about being outside at night. I didn’t know what was out there. It would be so easy to keep getting more and more junk, but if I did that, morning would come pretty fast. The others would wake up, and I’d be right back in the same spot, only they’d probably get the knots right this time.
 So I headed for the front doors. Passing by the square, I saw Chris and Lucy had finally gone to sleep. The two of them looked so much like Tommy and Dianne together, minus the belly, that it was sorta sweet. They all looked sweet. Stupid and sweet and just so fucking peaceful I could puke.
 And then there was Albert. He’d rolled over on his side and stuck his thumb in his mouth. When I got close, I heard him sucking on it. Then he rolled onto his back. His thumb fell out of his mouth and he lay there with one arm at his side and the other across the red B on his chest. His eyes were closed and he wasn’t faking, I was pretty sure.
 I could see the front doors from where I was. I had my coat, backpack and gun all ready to go. I was sore, but the aspirin buzz made the soreness unimportant. My Jeep was right outside, unless Tommy and Chris had done something to it. I had everything I needed, and if there was stuff I’d forgotten, Stephanie would be so glad I was alive that it wouldn’t matter. She’d hug me. I could almost feel what that would be like, her hugging me.
 But there was Albert. Something had to be done about Albert.
 He’d follow me. I was almost sure of it—he knew where I was going, and sooner or later he’d find me out. Me and whoever else I was with. And then there would be problems, because that was what Albert did. He made problems. Maybe he’d see Stephanie and decide he wanted her for himself. Maybe Ethan would be at the cabin too, and Albert would attack him. Maybe he’d get suspicious or annoyed or lonely, and he’d decide someone was out to get him, and then he’d get everyone killed. Everyone except me. In the end, it would just be the two of us, and Jesus, that would be the worst.
 Albert snorted, and a bubble of saliva formed on his lips, then burst. I had a head start on him. I could get to the cabin before he did, and I’d warn whoever was there and let them figure it out. I’d earned that, right? I’d earned that. Let somebody else fix this one. It was too big for me. I was just this fucking kid, okay, this lame ass kid who was in over his head and the only reason I was still around was cause I was lucky, and if I started trying to solve things on my own, I’d screw it up. Dad had been right, I wasn’t an adult.
 Only maybe Stephanie and Ethan wouldn’t be so quick to see how dangerous Albert was. They might not listen to me. They might be humane and decent and noble, and that would be all he needed.
 I watched Chris and Lucy for a while. She had her arm around him, and every few minutes, he’d push it off. It was like he didn’t know how to deal with somebody holding onto him like that. But no matter how many times he pushed the arm away, it came back. I wondered which one would give in first.
 When I disappeared from the store, Albert would hurt the others. Probably not on purpose, but he would. They weren’t quick enough, or sharp enough or paranoid enough to watch out for him, and either he’d leave the doors open on his way out, or they’d catch him pilfering stuff and there’d be a confrontation and Tommy would hesitate and they’d all wind up dead. Except for Albert. Of course.
 And it would be my fault, because I’d run away. I didn’t like them much, and they’d treated me like shit, but that didn’t change anything.
 Albert hadn’t moved. I studied him, and he wasn’t threatening anymore. Even his tattoos looked peaceful. But I knew what he was capable of. I knew.
  There was an un-opened beer on the floor that somebody had dropped. I picked it up. It hissed when I opened it, and I drank it all in two gulps. I waited to see if it would make anything easier, but it was like I was drinking tapwater. So then I went to the Garden section to get an axe.
 I told myself I would just pick it up and see what it felt like. That was all. I wasn’t committing to anything, I wasn’t making any final decisions. Holding it wasn’t much, so I carried it back to Albert, and that didn’t feel like anything either. I stood over him with the axe in my hands. The handle was yellow, there was a price tag that I couldn’t read, and the head was painted green at the sharp end. I’d never chopped wood before, but I’d seen it on TV. I could picture the whole process in my mind, and I could imagine the motions.
 I would rather’ve shot him. The shotgun was loaded and from that range, I wouldn’t miss. But it would be so loud. The others would stop sleeping, and once they saw Albert with a hole in his chest, they weren’t going to want to hear my side anymore. I could probably out run them, but, well, I didn’t want anybody seeing me do this. I wanted to be secret. I couldn’t poison him because he was out cold, and I couldn’t strangle him or smother him because he was still bigger than me. I couldn’t give him a chance to, to fight back, or call out or anything.
 I stared at Albert’s face, at the dot of metal in his chin. I didn’t feel anything. I thought about orange, and I pictured each and every person Albert had gotten killed, even the ones I wasn’t completely sure about. Tajiri and Julianne and Tidewater and Lance and the rest. I thought about Ceila, hugging me in the dark. I pictured Joan’s face, and how she’d had to hold her stomach because he’d stabbed her so many times. Albert had fucking stabbed her, and that was just the kind of asshole he was. He’d do it again, if I gave him the chance.
 But he didn’t look so bad asleep. I wondered what sort of medication he’d been on. They’d put me on medication for a while, when Mom died, although it wasn’t like I went psycho or anything. Maybe he was a decent guy, before. There were bits of him that weren’t that bad, and he was great at making you feel smart and special. Things were different now, though.
 I was getting hot in my coat, and sweat stung my eyes. I wiped it away. I looked up at the skylights, and there weren’t any stars and I wondered if it was snowing again. Ceila, I thought. Ceila is dead, because of Albert. I got a little madder, and I thought about her wrist and how her voice got softer when she drank, and how that was gone forever now and it would never come back. But that made me sad again. I thought of Matt and my dad, and I tried to think of what they’d tell me to do, but I couldn’t.
 The fire was low. Somebody needed to throw in some newspapers. I got this idea. I’d wake everybody up. I’d put down the axe and the gun and my backpack, and I’d wake all of them up, even Albert. I’d get the fire going so we would be warm, and we’d talk. I’d be calm, and I wouldn’t swear or anything. I’d explain to them the problem and they’d understand me. Lucy might cry, but Chris would hug her. Tommy would shake my hand, and Dianne would hug me, and Billy would offer me another beer. Even Albert would get it. He’d apologize for what he’d done, and we’d all laugh at how crazy things had gotten that someone like me would ever think of doing what I was about to do. There would be pie and sunshine, and the grinners and the laughing things would come in and do a musical number and then Dad would come and tuck me into bed ‘cause this was all a terrible, terrible dream.
 I put down my pack and the shotgun, and I got a good grip on the axe. I raised it above my head. Albert snorted. My arms shook and my vision blurred and I remembered how he punched my shoulder, and how sometimes it hurt, and sometimes it didn’t.
 I wasn’t really going to do this, was I?
 The axe whistled through the air on its way down, and it crunched when I buried it between Albert’s eyes. That was a mistake, I knew right off. I should’ve gone for his throat because now he had a chance to scream—but he didn’t. One eye opened, and it rolled around and he said “uhng,” and he drooled and there was red spurting and his whole body flopped. I pulled the axe out—I had to really yank it—and the second swing I hit his neck, nearly cutting his head off. The flopping stopped. Blood pooled in his mouth and around his hair and in the jagged line where his face used to be. I raised the axe and swung it one last time because I had to be sure. There was another crunch and even more blood, and some other stuff I didn’t look at too close.
 Albert was dead, then. I didn’t check his pulse, but I didn’t really need to.
 I felt fine. Really, I did. Even the shakes were gone. But then everything went weird and jumbled like my life was all these moments that weren’t connected by anything. I put the axe down. I found another beer, and I drank half of it, and then I was going to throw up so I dumped the rest. Albert’s chin stud was gone. I spent some time looking for it, but it was gone. I hoped nobody stepped on it.
 It was time to go.
 The others slept on, and they weren’t real to me. Albert was a total ruin, and I could’ve left him where he was, so the first thing all of them would see when they woke up in the morning was his brains and skull and eyeballs. But I couldn’t. I had to be absolutely sure he was dead this time. He’d come back twice, and I needed to be absolutely positive he wouldn’t come back again.
 So I hid the axe and I took the body with me. I didn’t want to get near his head, so I got him by the feet and I dragged him. With the knapsack and the gun and my ankle, it was a pain in the ass. I’d nearly gotten past the edges of the light from the barrel fire when Albert’s head finally came loose. I tried to stick it back in place, which didn’t work and I thought about getting some glue, which was stupid. I tried to balance the head on his chest, but it fell off. So I got a plastic bag from under one of the registers and I stuck the head in that and tied the bag to my wrist. It was the same wrist he’d handcuffed me, I thought, and I didn’t know why I thought that.
 I didn’t have any problems clearing the exit. The moon had pushed through the cloud cover and it was full fat silver circle. It shone strong enough that I could see a small crowd of grinners ten or twenty yards away. I dragged Albert out onto the snow, and then I went back to pull the carts closed. I saw someone sitting up a fire. I couldn’t tell if they were awake really, or who they were. I gave them a chance to call out, but they didn’t, and then I wasn’t sure if I wasn’t just imaging it. I put everything back in place. It was like Albert and I had never gone inside.
 I pulled Albert over the snow and slush, and the bag with his head twisted around my wrist. The grinners started coming towards us, and I saw a lot of flannel shirts and large stomachs. When I figured I’d gone far enough from the store that no one would bother with the entrance, I dropped Albert’s legs and I opened the plastic bag and dumped his head. Then I went back a ways to observe.
 It didn’t take the grinners long to find him, and when they did, they tore him apart. One of them, a guy with buck teeth and hair in his ears, grabbed Albert’s head and chewed on it and pushed away anybody who came near. The others ripped away his clothes and bit off chunks of his chest and his legs and arms. I didn’t feel guilty. I didn’t feel scared or ashamed or disturbed or anything. His ribs poked out, and they snapped them free, and I laughed. I laughed and laughed, and it was like I was tearing out my own throat. But it was all too funny, really. Funny as hell.
 A couple grinners came towards me, but when they heard me laughing, they stopped. I turned my back on the Walmart and the dead people, and I laughed all the way to the Jeep. I laughed getting in and slamming the door. I laughed turning the key and driving out of the parking lot. Last I saw Albert, he wasn’t in the shape of a person anymore, he was scattered all over the place. I couldn’t breathe anymore, and my chest hurt, but I kept on laughing until I got on the road and the store was gone. Then I stopped.
     *                      *                      *                      *                                       The driving was worse than it had been that morning, but I drove faster than I should have. I knew it was wrong, and I knew I should slow down because I wasn’t completely sure where I was going, but I went fast anyway. It started snowing, and even that didn’t slow me down. I had to see Stephanie. I wanted it all over, and not just because she was hot and she was nice but because she was perfect. She was my life, she was all I had left. I wanted to be near somebody who was perfect. If she would let me in, if she would open the cabin door and I could just stand there and she’d smile, it would all be fine. All of it. I had to hold on to that.
 It must’ve been snowing for a while, and the world was a blizzard, so it was all I could do to make sure I stayed on the road. Once I went into a skid, but I pressed the gas and just drove on through it, and I was fine. I was invincible. If Ethan was at the cabin when I arrived, well, I’d figure out some way to deal with him. He’d be agreeable, when he heard my position, and if he wasn’t, I’d deal with that too.
 The road got hilly, with lots of tight corners and drops. I thought I saw a river to my left, far below me. The Kennebec, maybe. What did I know about rivers. I had enough momentum that I was able to drive upwards without much trouble, but downwards was tricky, especially on turns. But I was utterly relaxed. I saw Stephanie, and I saw her skirt and her knees and her neck and her smile.
 I got through the hills without crashing, and then I came to a side road and a sign that said “Lake Moxie—4 miles.” I went in the direction the sign pointed. It was a sharp turn, but I made it. The wind had pushed up piles of snow against trees, like small white cliffs. There wasn’t anybody around. I passed what looked like a hotel, and another sign that said “Moxie Falls,” and then there was just forest everywhere. I’d never been this far north before, and the trees seemed to reach out for me.
 Stephanie. The skirt was black, and it danced when she walked.
 I turned one last corner and drove under some power lines, and then the trees pulled back and I saw the lake. The water was frozen and there must’ve been wind, because the ice was only dusted by the snow. My road ended before the lake began, meeting another road a ninety degree angle to the left and right. There was a picnic area straight ahead, and to the left was a bridge. I could go that way, or I could go to the right, where the trees were closer and formed a tunnel under the sky.
 I had no idea which way to turn. I didn’t know how big the lake was, although it hadn’t looked that big in the atlas. There were probably a lot of cabins. I stopped where my road ended, and I did my best to see both ways, but it was impossible to see very far. In the end, I decided to go right. I wasn’t worried. If I went the wrong way, I could always turn back.
 The snow was really thick now.I had to drive with the window down so I could read the name on every mailbox I passed. The storm came inside the car with me and even with the heaters going, it was cold as hell. I couldn’t remember Ethan’s last name, but I was pretty sure I knew it, deep down. I didn’t know it to say it, but I’d recognize it if I saw it. The gas gauge on the control panel was buried under the E, but I ignored it. I had to be close now.
 I came to a place where a large tree branch had fallen across the road. It was too big for me to drive over, and when I tried to get around it, the Jeep’s front wheels hit a hole I hadn’t known was there, and I couldn’t get out. I pressed the pedal and I turned the steering wheel back and forth, but that didn’t help. Finally the engine coughed and died. I turned the key in the ignition a couple times, but it didn’t do anything.
 I got out of the Jeep. The wind tore at me. I had on gloves and a hat, but I could feel my nose and lips numbing. I should’ve brought a scarf with me. Real stupid not to.
 There wasn’t much to see from where I stood. Trees, always trees with bare arms and long necks, and the snow, and the lake. I stomped my feet, popped the hood on the Jeep, and I tried to figure out what was wrong. Only, it was the middle of the night and even with the moon, I couldn’t see the engine, and even if I had been able to see the engine, there wasn’t anything I could’ve done to fix it. I was going to have to walk.
 I’d left the shotgun under the dash. I grabbed it and I slung it over my shoulder and then reached in for the backpack, and I thought, why am I laughing again? This isn’t even remotely funny.
 But my mouth was near frozen shut, and I wasn’t laughing at all.
 The sound was coming from behind me, and it was close enough that I could hear it over the wind, but far enough away that I wasn’t dead yet. My backpack was under the seat and it had snagged on something. The laughing kept going, and I yanked the pack as hard as I could. There was a rip, but the pack came loose and I shouldered it over the gun.
 It was tricky getting over the fallen tree, but I made it, and then I was walking up the road as fast as I could. I wanted to run, but I was still stiff after sitting in that toy house for so long, and the ground was slippery, so I made myself walk. After fifty steps, my ears burned even under the flaps on my hat. Maybe I’d catch pneumonia. I’d fall into Stephanie’s arms and she’d nurse me back to health. Or else I’d just die.
 I made it a hundred steps, then two hundred. The snow got into my boots, and I could feel it soaking my soaks. I passed some mailboxes. Trevor. Goodwin. Edmonds. I used the flashlight to read them. Watkins. Jones. The cabins were all sizes, and they were spaced irregularly on both sides of the road. The more I walked, the more worried I got that I’d missed what I was looking for. Ethan Goodwin sounded kind of right. Ethan Edmonds didn’t, definitely, although maybe it did. I could’ve missed a cabin, too. I couldn’t see everything.
 The thing was getting louder.
 Stephanie was waiting. I thought of laying my head in her lap and her stroking my hair, and that did for me three more cabins (Howards, Atlee, Bakerson), but I was so cold. I said her name under my breath and I kept saying it, and then it wasn’t a name anymore, it was just this word I had to would keep me safe. I slipped on the road, so I took the shotgun off my back and started using it as a cane.
 Then I came out into a part of the road where the land fell away on both sides. There was a small pond on my right and the whole lake on my left. I saw the sky, the clouds across the moon. I stuck out my tongue and caught a snowflake. It didn’t taste like anything.
 The laughing thing was hunting me. I’d been hoping it was so far away that it didn’t know I was there, but it must’ve seen the car. The laughing was louder, and as it closed the distance, it got horribly specific. I looked back and for a moment I could nearly see it, although it was still far away. I raised the shotgun and I fired twice. The thing kept laughing.
 There was only one shell left in the shotgun. I reached for my pack to reload, and I saw that when I’d yanked it back at the Jeep, the front pocket had torn. I had my shirts and socks, but the boxes of ammo were gone.
 I tried to rub some feeling into my face, and then I hit myself, once, for being so goddamn stupid. There was no way I could get back to the Jeep in time, not even if I ran. The only way left was forward, and maybe I’d find Stephanie and shelter.
 But what if I did? Unless she had a fucking bazooka, the laughing thing would kill us both, and that would be my fault, as much as it would’ve been if I’d brought Albert.
 It was coming for me, and there was no way I could hide. I was trapped. But it didn’t know about Stephanie yet. It didn’t know where I was going. I was almost definitely dead, but if I played it smart, maybe I could keep anybody else from getting killed.
 I took my pack off and dropped it on the road. Then I went down the embankment and onto the lake.
 The ice groaned and I could feel it shifting under me. If I’d thought the wind was bad when I was on the road, I was wrong. Without anything to hold it back, it was like getting hit by waves  and every part of me that wasn’t covered went numb in seconds. At first I kept my head down, watching my boots so I wouldn’t fall. The ice was scrubbed clean and bumpy. Once I got the hang of walking on the bumps, I looked up. I could see so much emptiness around me, just the flat lake and the sky and nothing in between. I stopped when I was about a third of the way across. I didn’t want to go so far that the thing couldn’t find me.
Laughter hit the open space, expanding and filling the air. I looked, and off in the distance, I saw a dock stuck out from shore, frozen in the water. A figure danced across it. Then it hit the lake.
I wanted to make sure it saw me. I got a flare out of my pocket, set it alight and waved it over my head. It dripped sparks on my shoulders. The light was orange, and it blinded me, but anybody watching would know exactly where I was.
 I dropped the flare into the lake. The ice under it bubbled and melted. Which gave me an idea. Not much of one, but it was something. I had one more flare in my pocket, and I popped it and dropped it next to the first one. They burned a little pool around them. “I love you Stephanie,” I said. I started counting. “One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi, four-“
 I couldn’t see anything good, but the thing was coming. I had only one shot left, and I had to make it count.
 I thought of the laughing thing that had killed Ceila. Maybe this was the same one. Maybe it had seen me back at the loading bay, and I’d been marked, and it had just tracked me till we were here, till I couldn’t run anymore and it was just the two of us.
“Twenty-two Mississippi, twenty-three Mississippi, twenty-four Mississippi.”
Was Stephanie nearby? Was she thinking of me?
 A face rose up in front of me. Snow dotted it, filled in the holes, making it easier to look at. But it was still rotted and foul and awful. “Twenty-seven Mississippi, twenty-nine Mississippi, twenty-“
 The laughing thing jumped. As it flew threw the air, it looked like it was made of gold. It reached out to me, and I fired the shotgun into the ice.
 There was a crack, and then the lake under me shuddered. The laughing thing landed on me and it barely weighed anything, and it was so dry and warm. The ice broke and we fell down through the surface and into the water below.
 It was so cold that I was burning alive. My hat floated away and my coat soaked through and we fell in slow motion. The laughing thing hung from my shoulders, its legs around my waist. It squeezed, but the water slowed it down.  It tried to dig its mouth into my neck, and I pushed it away. I couldn’t see anything anymore. We sank lower. I dug my hands into the laughing thing’s chest and I tore through muscle and bones. It struggled, snapping at me and pulling at my arms. I dug deeper. I could feel bits coming off in my hands. And I found a small lump, buried deep in the thing’s chest. I put my fingers around the lump and it beat once. Twice. I felt a shock and my whole arm stung. I made a fist around the lump, and I twisted and tore until it came free and I had it. The thing laughed harder. I squeezed the lump as hard as I could. The shock went up my arm again and down my whole side and it was like I was grabbing an electric fence, I was grabbing it and I wasn’t going to let go. The laughing thing put its mouth to my throat, but I kept squeezing, and my glove melted and I was going numb and I couldn’t breathe but I kept squeezing.
 Then the laughing thing stopped laughing. Its hands fell away, its legs dropped off my waist. It lost its grip on me, and it dropped to the bottom of the lake like a stone.
 I had to breathe. Had to. I kicked and pulled upwards, towards the hole in the ice. When I came up out of the water, I swallowed all the air I could. If I’d thought I was cold before, I didn’t know anymore. I didn’t know what temperature I was. I was probably already dead and in hell.
 But I got back onto the top of the lake. At first I just beat at the edge of the ice and made the hole wider, but then I found a thicker patch and stretched my arms out and sort of slid and kicked my way out. I lay there for a while, and I could feel the water freezing onto my pants and my coat. A bit of my cheek stuck to the frozen lake, and I felt the skin tear when I pulled free. Then I got on my knees and crawled away from the hole, because I didn’t want to die by drowning.
 I crawled for a while. But I got sick of it, so I stood up. It took forever. I was so heavy. And the cold was so insistent. It told me to lie back down. It told me to tip over and die.
 But I stayed up, and I walked. Somehow I made it to the shore and found the road again. My pack was gone. I wasn’t even sure I’d found the same side of the lake. I had to keep walking, though. I was nearly there.
 The next cabin I came to, the mailbox said, “Parker.” I couldn’t remember how I got to it. I couldn’t remember if I had both my feet, but when I checked they were frozen chunks, and I wondered if I was a snowman. I read the mailbox again, and it didn’t change, and I tried to remember why I cared. I thought of a bright green football jersey, with the number 15 on the back and Parker over the number, and Ethan was wearing it. It was at a pep rally. We’d all had to go. Stephanie had been in the front row and when Ethan walked in front of her in his outfit, he’d winked. I’d seen that wink, and I wasn’t sure anybody but the three of us had. Parker was his last name, and this was Ethan’s cabin.
 There were no cars in the driveway. Oh god, I was so tired. I was so tired that I had to consciously think of what I wanted my body to do. Step forward, I thought, and ten seconds later, I stepped forward. There were two windows in the side of cabin facing me, and the shades were drawn and there was no light behind them. I got to the door, and there was a carving of a moose hanging from the outside wall next to the door and I reached for the door. The screen door opened but the wooden door behind it was locked.
 Knock on the wooden door, I thought, and fifteen seconds later I knocked. When there was no answer, I knocked again. No answer. Fuck. I pounded on the door, and I didn’t care if I startled Stephanie or Ethan or the whole place, but I’d done everything in the world to get to there and it was time to stop messing around. I beat on the wood and I barely felt it and then I was bashing the door with my side, and it shook, and the moose carving fell off its hanger. I looked down at it, and it wasn’t a carving at all, just a hunk of plastic. There was a slot in the back about the size of my thumb. The slot slid back and there was a key inside.
 It took me three tries, and I nearly dropped the key, but I unlocked the door. Then I opened the door and went into the cabin.
 It was a little warmer inside, but not much. The place was mostly one big room, with a kitchen and a living area and a fireplace and a table to eat on, and a loft above with a ladder. There was a couch, but all that was on it was a blanket, neatly folded. There was a bunk bed against the wall by my side, and a bed on the loft, and all of them were empty. No one said a word. No one asked what the hell I was doing. I stood by the door and all I heard was my breathing and my heart and the ice-water dripping off my clothes.
 There was no Stephanie waiting for me. No Ethan. Maybe they were dead or maybe they were some place else, but the cabin was the only place that mattered, and no one had been there for a very long time.
 “Bitch,” I said. “You bitch. I came! I came here just like you wanted to. I figured it out! Where in the fuck are you, you motherfucking deserting bitch!” I screamed every bad word I knew, and there weren’t that many, so I repeated myself a lot. My voice gave out, and I forgot I was freezing to death and I kicked the bunk bed, and I used the leg with my hurt ankle, and the ankle hadn’t actually been hurting too bad, but now it shrieked.
 Whatever I screamed, no one heard me, and almost immediately I was dying again. I sneezed, seven or eight times, and they weren’t like any sneezes I’d ever had before because it made me shudder, and once I started shuddering, I couldn’t stop. My hands shuddered and my arms shuddered and my legs shuddered, and my teeth clacked against each other. I concentrated, and I managed to make my legs calm down, but that just made the rest of me worse. I could feel my heart skipping beats and going too fast then slowing and then going fast. I had to get warm, or I was going to freeze to death.
 There was a metal bin next to the fireplace with wood in it. It was so far away, but I made myself walk there. My fingers were still messed up, so I pushed some wood to the floor and then nudged it into the hearth. I found a box of matches on the mantle, and I picked it up by using the heels of my palms. I dropped the box on the floor and matches spilled all over. I went down to my knees, and I thought, I’m never going to stand again. There was a well in my head, in my brain, and I’d fallen down the well, and it was so dark and it was warm and I could stay there. I just had to close my eyes.
 Getting a match was tricky. I had to strip off my last glove with my teeth. My hands were white fleshy mounds, but I stared at my thumb and forefinger, and I thought move, and they moved, and after a couple mistakes, I held a match. I struck it against the box, but it didn’t light. I struck the match again, and this time I broke it. I reached for another one. I realized I must’ve lost my right foot, because I didn’t feel it at all, so I checked and it was still there. I struck the second match. It lit, and the flame flickered and when I threw it on the logs, it went out in an instant.
 I lit another match, and the same thing happened. I was doing it wrong, I knew that, but I didn’t know what else to do. Stephanie said, David, come back to bed, I love you so much, and you can kiss me if you want to, and Dad said, go to her, it’s all right, you didn’t fail me. And Albert laughed and laughed and laughed.
 Someone had set a stack of newspaper beside the bin with the wood. I thought of Lucy feeding the barrel fire, and I grabbed a handful of paper and put it on the logs. The shuddering was much worse. I shook and shivered and I was going to go to pieces any second. 
 I put everything I had into staying still long enough to light another match. When it caught, as carefully as I could, I put it against the edge of the newspaper. At first nothing happened but then the newspaper started burning. The fire spread and it blossomed into orange, and the orange covered the wood and it didn’t go out. The sticks burned and the logs burned and it was so orange and it didn’t go out. It didn’t.
 The fire was warm. I took off my coat and my shoes, but that wasn’t enough, so I stripped off all my clothes, and I was naked. That still wasn’t enough, and I nearly climbed into the fireplace. But I didn’t, because if I had, I’d’ve put out the fire. I sneezed again, and it went on for so long, I thought I’d never stop. When I did, I got the blanket off the couch and wrapped it around me. I was still shivering, but it was easier to take. The feeling started coming back in my hands and my legs and everyplace. Jesus it hurt. I cried, it hurt so bad.
 There was a bureau between the bunk bed and the woodbin. Once I was dry and could move a little, I crawled over and went through the drawers. I found sweatpants and a sweatshirt. I put those on and then I got back under the blanket. I sat as close to the fire as I could. I chattered and I shivered and I was warm, and that’s how I stayed.
 It was hours and hours before the sun rose. It was the longest I’d ever managed to sit in one spot without closing my eyes or shifting or even thinking.
 It got brighter inside the cabin. I only really noticed because there were a couple of framed pictures on top of the bureau, but it wasn’t till the sun came up that I noticed them.
The first photo, the one closest to me, was of three people on a mountain top. The middle person was Ethan, although he was younger than I’d ever known him. The other two people were grown-ups, and I figured those were his parents. They all were fit and happy and I wondered who was holding the camera.
 The other picture had a frame with little stars in each corner, and it was Stephanie and Ethan from last year’s prom. She had on a purple dress, and he was wearing a tux and his bow-tie was crooked. Ethan was giving the camera a big thumbs up, and Steph had her mouth a little open like she was starting to laugh. They were holding hands in that way they had, and they were perfect for each other. There was no way you could see that photo and not realize it.
 So I killed them. It was a very easy thing to do. I just looked at them standing there, smiling, and I thought, you are both dead. You died horribly, and you shouted for some one to help but the monsters ate your pretty faces. It didn’t matter that you loved each other or anything. I could’ve saved you. But I didn’t, so you’re dead.
 The whole place was coming in clearer now that I had more light. I saw a half-done jigsaw puzzle on the kitchen table, and I was warm enough that I was sort of bored and I wanted to walk around. So I went over to look at it.
 It was a big puzzle, and the whole thing was just marbles. Lots and lots of marbles. I picked up a piece that had a yellow glass on it, and it was dusty. I rubbed the dust off, but that was just one piece. The rest of them were dusty too, and the puzzle wasn’t even done yet. That was dumb, somebody starting a puzzle and then going away without ever finishing it. I thought of Stephanie and Ethan putting it together and kissing and whatever. I swept the whole thing off the table. That got rid of the dust, at least.
 The people in the photographs were ashamed of me. I was messing with their nice neat cabin, and they couldn’t even stand to look at me. I cursed them, and they didn’t even blink. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” I screamed. “I got here on my own two feet and you didn’t and that’s your problem.” I knocked over one of the chairs by the table. “This place is such shit. It’s a total dump.” There were pans hanging over the stove, and I threw them down, and I took one of the pans and slammed it against the countertop. I was yelling pretty loud now, but I wasn’t using any words.
 The pictures made me feel bad, so I grabbed them and threw them in the fire. The mountain one landed on its face, but the prom picture landed face up. I could still see Stephanie and Ethan loving each other in it, and I watched the flames eat wood and the lick their faces, and as much as I tried, I couldn’t hate them anymore. They were too beautiful to hate—not the way they looked, but just them being together. I would’ve given anything if they’d come through the door right then.
 But they didn’t, so I reached into the fire and pulled out their photo. I burned myself, but only a little. The picture was fine. The frame was hot but just a little singed, and the glass hadn’t even broke. I hugged it—it was warm, like a hand pressed on my chest. I cried, and it was all so loopy. I could’ve cried forever. 
 I looked outside. It hadn’t stopped snowing. The drifts had risen by at least a foot, and I could barely see to the end of the driveway. I looked for a while, and I thought I saw something in the road. Some things. I hugged the picture tighter. A couple of my fingers still wouldn’t bend right, and I was careful not to lose my grip. Nothing had started up the drive yet, but they would. I didn’t have a gun anymore, and even if I was warm, I was sick and weak, and the grinners would show up soon. I just knew they would.
 I threw some more logs on the fire. Then I righted the chair I’d knocked over and set it in front of the door. It was old and it creaked when I settled into it. I waited. I studied Stephanie and Ethan’s picture for so long I would never forget their faces if I lived for a hundred years, and the longer I studied it, the more I loved them. I was going to die soon. There were grinners and the laughing things and they’d come for me, and I wouldn’t be able to keep them out for very long. There were at least four windows I could see, and there was a porch at the front of the cabin with more. But that was okay. I’d had a good run.
 It snowed for three days. It was the worst storm I could remember. I was awake the whole time. There was a window in the door, and I watched the snow banks rise. Sometimes it came down heavier, and sometimes it was more sleet than snow, but it never let up, and I always had to keep the fire going.
 Nothing attacked me, but even though I was basically crazy, that didn’t keep me from getting hungry. And thirsty. I found a bunch of water jugs under the sink and there was a box of Saltines on the fridge, so I drank and ate crackers. I found some canned spaghetti, too, so I wasn’t going to starve to death for at least a couple weeks.
 Things stopped making sense for a while. I got pretty sick, and I had a fever, and there was a lot of coughing and sweating and my nose ran constantly. My ankle hurt so much I thought about cutting it off. But nothing in the cabin seemed sharp enough to do the job, so I just found a plastic bag and filled it with snow and pressed that on the puffy spots. That worked all right.
 I apologized to Steph because I wanted to have sex with her, and I apologized to Ethan because I wanted to have sex with Steph, but then that seemed dumb, so I just told him he should grow up and be cool with having a hot girlfriend. But Steph was more than just hot, so I sang songs to her about how great she was. I talked to my dad, and I asked him how he and Melissa were getting on. I talked to Ceila and Matt, and the things I said to them weren’t really words, but bits and pieces of me I tried to give away. I told Ethan’s parents that they had a very nice cabin, and that I was sorry I’d destroyed their photo, and I swore I would pay them back somehow.
 I talked to Albert. He said I deserved to die for murdering him, and I agreed.
 But I didn’t die. Sometimes the sun was up, sometimes it wasn’t. I ate and I tended the fire and I didn’t sleep and I didn’t die. And the snow fell, on and on and on.
 It was the afternoon of the third day when it finally stopped. The drifts had risen high enough to cover most of the windows. When I was sure the storm had passed, I got my coat and hat, and I found a scarf and a pair of woolen gloves. Then I took the shovel by the door and I went outside.
 I had to dig my way out. It took some work, and I was still sort of sick, but once I got the area in front of the door clear, I could climb up onto the snow and I only sank down a few inches.
 Everything was so still. I enjoyed that, the stillness. To just be there in all that white, to see branches thick with it and everything so clean and perfect, and to feel the air going into the scarf over my mouth and then back across my cheek—that was good. I stuck the shovel in a snow bank, and I wrapped my arms around myself, and I just felt the stillness going through me.
 Then I saw the things at the end of the driveway, in the same place they’d been since I’d first seen them, and none of them were moving. I had to know why.
 They were grinners all right. When I got close enough, I could make out the heads and the legs, and I counted four of them at the edge of the road, their arms held straight, their heads bent forward. Past them, further down the road, I saw nearly a crowd, maybe ten in all, and there were even a couple in the forest, too.
 And all of them, every single goddamn one of them, had frozen solid.
 I didn’t believe it at first. I thought it was some kind of trick. The grinners weren’t smart enough for tricks, I knew that, but there was a whole mess of the damn things and I couldn’t understand why they weren’t moving. I waited, in case they were just waiting for the right moment, and when they still didn’t move, I edged up to the nearest one. His legs were stuck mid-step, with one knee bent and a foot in a dress shoe just hanging there. I stood in front of him, and I cleared my throat. He grinned, and that was all. I put my arm near his mouth. He didn’t bite me.
 I pushed him, and he fell without bending, knocking a puff of powder into the air.
 I was safe. I said it out loud, and no one contradicted me. There was no huge weight lifted from my chest, no joy, no anything. I said it a few more times, just to make sure I wasn’t missing something. It wasn’t a word I really remembered too well. It meant I could sleep and nothing would harm me. But it also meant I’d have to find something to do tomorrow. And the day after that. And the day after that. 
 I left the shovel in the snow bank and went back into the cabin. I put more logs on the fire, then I climbed up the ladder into the loft and lay down on the futon. I imagined the word “safe” hanging in the rafters over my head, and when it faded, I chased it into the darkness behind my eyes.
               *                      *                      *                      *                      *
I didn’t die of pneumonia and I didn’t get eaten. I did lose two fingers on my right hand and a toe to frostbite. At least, I think it was frostbite. The fingers and the toes just stayed numb no matter how much I warmed them up, and when they started turning a funny green color, I realized I was going to have to cut them off. I used a butcher knife, the sharpest I could find, and I laid newspapers all over the floor so I wouldn’t get anything stained. The hardest part was getting the angle right, especially for the toe, and then to keep going after I cut the first one off. It took me two tries to get everything, but I didn’t pass out, and I didn’t bleed to death.    
 There was an old calendar hanging in the kitchen and I did my best to keep track of the time by crossing out a day every night before I went to bed. It reminded me that where I was wouldn’t always last. There were a lot of X-marks on the calendar by the end, and as well as I could figure, I was in the cabin for a little over three months. 96 days, give or take.
 I read all the books in the place, and most of them I read twice. Some of them were romances, but there were some crime novels too, and those were pretty good. I found cabins on either side of Ethan’s, and when I got healthy enough, I checked them for food. I didn’t find much. I had enough to get by, but I wasn’t sure I’d ever be really full again. At one point, I got so bored that I picked up the puzzle pieces I’d knocked off the table and put the whole puzzle together. I was missing a piece at the end, which bugged me. I looked everywhere, but I could never find it. It bugged me some, but I got over it.    
 The cabin had a closed-in back porch, and in the morning there was a terrific view from it out over the lake. I got in the habit of eating breakfast in front of the windows, and at least once, I was up early enough to see the sun rise, and it was something.
 The grinners down by the driveway made me nervous, frozen or not. The cabin had a work shed, and one day I went in and got a sledgehammer. I used it to destroy as many of the frozen bodies as I could. When you hit them enough times, you were left with a bunch of scraps and chunks that were never going to get up again, no matter what happened. It was hard work, though and it took me most of a week to get through the ones I could find.
 So I got healthy, and I think I got sane, or whatever you want to call it, and it was rough, because the saner I got, the more friends I knew I’d lost. I cried every day, and I yelled a lot. It wasn’t fun. At the worst moments, like when I kept dreaming over and over what happened to Matt, or the hours I spent thinking about that song Ceila had tried to teach me that I still couldn’t remember, I thought about how easy it would be to take the butcher knife and cut my throat. But it just seemed like a waste, really. To go through all that, just to kill myself.
 I thought about Albert, and what I did to him, and no matter how much I thought about it, I didn’t know if I’d done the right thing. And I didn’t think I could ever tell anybody else to ask them about it. If there was a Hell, I was going to end up there eventually, but I didn’t think there was a Hell. I made a promise to myself that I would never hurt anyone again unless they were already dead. I even said it out loud, but it sounded stupid and impossible.     
 Every morning I’d check the thermometer by the sink. The temperature stayed low, but it wouldn’t always, and I had to make a decision. I could stay where I was, raiding other cabins for food, maybe even finding a car so I could get to a store. I could learn to live off the land, whatever that meant, and I would be alone for as long as I lived.
 Or I could leave. To go south the way I’d come, and just keep going.
 I didn’t want to decide. There were always other things to do, and I’ve never been much good at figuring long term stuff out. But then one day, it was one of those excellent mornings where I woke up and nothing was hurting that bad, and when I poured myself a cup of water with my half-hand, I didn’t spill a drop. I went out on the porch and I had some crackers and drank my water, and I could see down the hill and across the lake to the cabins on the other side. The sky was so blue, and everything was about as great as it ever had been.
 And I thought: I would break every bone in my body if it meant I could see my dad again. Or Melissa. Or anyone.
 It wasn’t so hard deciding after that.
 Four weeks passed. Then, on what the calendar said was a Friday but felt more like a Thursday, I came out of the woods zipping up my fly, and there was a grinner by the front door. It heard my zipper and turned, and it was this woman in a filthy apron. She moved through the snow like a drunk monkey. I reached up and broke an icicle off the eaves of the cabin, and when the woman got close enough, I stabbed her through the eye. While she tried to pull the icicle out, I went in the shed and got the sledgehammer. Swinging with two fingers gone was tricky, but I did the job quick enough.
 It was warm enough for the dead things to move around again. I’d waited for the weather to change, because it would be easier to travel in the spring, but too much longer and I’d have other problems to worry about. If I wanted to go, I had to go now.
 I threw together clothes and some food and I said my goodbyes. I thought about taking the prom picture with me, but in the end, it just seemed too forward, so I left it on the bureau where I’d found it. I put the fire out and closed all the cupboards, but I left the puzzle finished with that one missing piece. So you could tell I’d been there. There were skis in the shed that I’d gotten some practice on, and those would take me quicker back to the main road than just walking. When I left, I locked the door behind me, and I even put the key back in the moose carving.
                   *                      *                      *                      *                      *
It took me a few days to get to Portland. I mostly followed the same path I’d taken in December, but this time I was on foot, so I didn’t move as fast. The snow was melting quick, and the further south I went, the less there was. I had to ditch the skies before I got to Skowhegan. I stayed away from the Walmart. Dianne had had her baby by now, I realized. I wished them well, but I didn’t care too much.
 The first night, I stayed in somebody’s house off 201. There was no car in the garage, but I found a ten-speed bike. I oiled the gears and pumped the tires, and while the brakes were soft, it was better than nothing. 201 led back into 95, and I made real good time then. Sometimes I rode and sometimes I walked, and the closer I got to Portland, the less time I spent on the bike. I told myself it was because the road was so slippery, but I think I was just buying time. I could smell the ocean, and it was warm enough that I could take off my coat and tie it around my waist.
 The Civic Center was just where I’d left it. The grinners had thinned out, but they weren’t gone. I stayed out of sight and I was quiet, and nothing bothered me. I didn’t know if the zombies here had frozen like the ones by the lake had, but the city was a wreck. Even the buildings looked like they were ready to collapse.
 Around back of the Center, the loading bay was empty. I stood at the base of the ramp and listened very close, but I didn’t hear anything. Just the occasional sound of something breaking far away. I’d got another shotgun, this one older and harder to pump, and I made sure it was loaded. Then I left my bike on its kickstand and went inside.
 The laughing thing had left Ceila’s body a few feet down the tunnel. It had done a very thorough job, and what was left didn’t look anything like the person I’d known. Her dress was just a heap, and the rest of her—I don’t know. She was dead, that was all. She’d said she was from Tennessee. All of a sudden, I was so mad, seeing her like that. She’d been smart and she’d been decent to me, and she’d been a person, and she deserved better than to die hundreds of miles away from her home.
 The papers she’d worked on were scattered around her bag. I stacked them together, ignored the blood stains, and put them in my knapsack. I thought about trying to take her body outside, but I didn’t want to touch her like that. So instead I took a piece of her dress. It was hardly stained. The color had faded some, but you could still see it was orange. I put the piece in my pocket, and then I cried for a while, and I don’t want to talk about that anymore.
 The route I took back to the highway brought me past the front of the Civic Center. I was wheeling my bike, watching in every direction, and I almost didn’t see it. But something made me look at the front entrance when I passed it, the one Marty and Julianne and me hadn’t been able to get inside. There was a word spray-painted on the building, over the main doors. Somebody had climbed on top of the blockade and written, “BOSTON.”
 The more I thought about it, the more I thought that it was the sort of idea Tidewater would’ve dreamed up. He was a smart guy.
 Ceila said that the only way we were going to get through what had happened, that the only hope any of us had to be people and to keep being people, was to try and make sense of things. I’m not sure that’s possible. I think there’s a point that it gets so bad that you can’t really figure it out. But maybe the trying could be enough. Even if it’s something so big, so awful that when you thought about it you couldn’t really put it into words—maybe you could be okay, somehow. That the world could end, but that wouldn’t have to be the end of everything.
     I want that to be true.
 *                      *                      *                      *                      *
Waterside High didn’t look so bad. Broken windows, like everyplace, but there weren’t many corpses lying around. I rode around the whole building, just to be sure. A couple of dead kids hung out in the tennis courts. They watched me, but they didn’t move. I didn’t get too close.
 Pine Falls was pretty fucked. A lot of the graves had been dug up, and there were some bodies, but I didn’t see anything moving. I was just glad Ralph was still there. There was muck on his tombstone, and I cleaned it off. The grass on the plot was really long, but apart from that, it looked okay.
 I got out some crackers, and the peanut butter and jelly I’d swiped from a gas station. The ground was mushy, but I sat in the mush and I had the closest thing to a PB & J sandwich I could put together.
 “Sorry I haven’t been here in a while,” I told him. “Things have been nuts lately, although I guess you know that. Or maybe you don’t. Anyway, I’m going to be leaving again, and this time, I’m pretty sure I won’t be coming back. I gotta do this, I think. I may not last very long, and that scares me, and if I find people, I may lose them, and that scares me more. But what scares me the worst, what I didn’t even realize till a month ago, is the idea that this is all there is. So I’m going, Ralph. I got this neat bike, and I’m going to ride it as far as it will take me, and we’ll just see, y’know? We’ll just see. Anything could happen.”
 I finished my PB & J. The sun was low in the sky, and it was going to be dark soon, so I’d have to find someplace to stay. Tomorrow, I’d get back on the highway again. Depending on how bad the roads got, I could make Boston in a couple days. Maybe less.
 I got to my feet and wiped the muck off my jeans.  And then, because I had to know, I got on my knees and put my ear to the ground. At first, I didn’t hear anything. But just when I was about to give up, there was a noise. A scratching sound. Like someone patiently scraping away tough earth.
 There was another noise, too.
 I don’t know why a grinner grins or a laughing thing laughs. Maybe it’s to scare you. Maybe it’s because they’re so stupid, and that’s all they can think of to do. Or maybe they’re just trying to be friendly.    
 I don’t know. Maybe it’s some other reason.
 When I put my ear to the ground, I heard Ralph digging his way to the surface. And as he dug, he was sobbing.
The End
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