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   In all I do, everything is dedicated to the love of my life, my soul mate, also known as, the only person who could put up with me until death do us part. 
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   August 3rd
 
    
 
    
 
   From his favorite bench in Central Park, Floyd Parker watched the sun dip closer to the horizon.  The brilliant blue sky, speckled with puffy white clouds that showed the faintest tinge of pink, would soon display vibrant colors of a summer sunset. Sunlight glistened off the lake, dazzling his rheumy eyes. He tried hard not to notice the wide arc joggers and sightseers took, as they passed him.  He knew it was the stench that made them veer as far away as they could.  Further down the path, a pair of uniformed policemen strolled nonchalantly along their beat.  
 
   “C’mon,” Floyd muttered to his pals.  “Let’s beat it.  The cops will be makin’ their way up here and tell us to move along, anyway.”  
 
   Stooping to pick up the two tattered sacks which held all of his worldly possessions, Floyd’s joints crackled as he groaned.  He brushed a few errant strands of greasy hair back under his grimy cap and started on his way. Long ago, he and his companions had stopped caring about the looks of disdain and wrinkled noses of the masses. Occasionally, a sympathetic gaze fell their way accompanied by some spare change, or perhaps a leaflet of scripture, but usually folks hurled insults from a safe distance— typically up wind.  
 
   “I’m figurin’ it’s about time we try to find a shelter.  If I can smell us, we must really be ripe.  Besides, my old, weary bones are achin’ to sleep on somethin’ softer than a park bench.” 
 
   Floyd chuckled at his own joke but his friends remained silent.  Berta and Hal had been his sidekicks for the past few years.  They were his sole source of companionship on the hard city streets.  He imagined that, in her youth, Berta had once been almost pretty but it was hard to tell through her filthy, matted hair, scars, and rotting teeth.  They never spoke of how they all ended up on the streets. As time passed, it grew harder to remember when or why they ever began traveling as a group.  
 
   They trudged on in silence to the seedier side of the city, toward The Mission, in hopes of a meal and a safe place to sleep. The line already stretched several blocks and Floyd mumbled that it must have been later than he had realized. As the line inched along, Floyd’s tension grew.  He worried; will we make the cut off?  
 
   He, Hal, and Berta had gotten close enough to see a kindly minister in the entrance, welcoming downtrodden souls to his shelter.  Just a handful of homeless stood between Floyd and the doorway.  His stomach grumbled in anticipation.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” a mammoth of a man stepped forward; his arms outstretched.  “We’re full.” 
 
   A chorus of disappointed groans rose from the line, as they scattered in hopes of finding someplace else to stay for the night.  Floyd remained frozen in his spot.  They had been so close. 
 
   “Couldn’t you just squeeze us three in?” Floyd pleaded with the giant man.
 
   Baffled, the man looked at Floyd for a moment before shaking his head.
 
   “I really am sorry, man.  If we violate the fire code, they’ll shut us down for good.”
 
   Floyd muttered that he understood and motioned for his friends to follow as he shuffled away—head down and shoulders slumped. Safely out of earshot, Floyd remarked that it was a sad day when they had to hire bouncers at the mission.  Again, he was the only one to laugh at his own joke. 
 
   “Tough crowd,” Floyd quipped.
 
   He glowered back at the onlookers, who scowled in disapproval. In general, people seemed less sympathetic during the summer months but he, Hal, and Berta had grown accustomed to it. When all else failed, they always fell back on their old standby: snatching a few bags from the nearest fast food restaurant’s dumpster after dark.  
 
   It never ceased to amaze them how wasteful society had become.  Perfectly good burgers, nuggets, and fries were tossed away without a second thought. Floyd wagered that the entire country’s homeless could be fed solely from discarded fast-food that was ‘too old’ yet still entirely fit for human consumption.  
 
   ***
 
   With their stash in hand, Floyd and his companions trekked to another favorite haunt. Far from the harsh glare of streetlights and disapproving society, the three huddled under a dilapidated overpass and rummaged through garbage bags for their dinner. In the flickering glow from an oil drum fire, they dined in silence. The only sounds came from zooming cars above or the crackle and hiss of greasy burger wrappers, or empty fry cups, igniting. With half-full bellies and a half-full bottle of rotgut whiskey to share, the evening had shaped up better than they’d hoped after Floyd’s shelter plans fell through.  
 
   ***
 
   The echo of a distant moan drifted on the wind, making Floyd’s skin crawl.  His sleeping friends did nothing to offer him comfort.
 
   “Hmm, I wonder what kinda tortured soul can make a sound like that.”  Floyd chuckled nervously.  “Givin’ me the creeps!”
 
   As the sound grew louder, he rose to find the source.  No need to wake the others, Floyd thought as he staggered to the alley for a peek. There was something peculiar about the sounds gurgling from the ragged body stumbling toward him. Despite balmy summer temperatures, Floyd felt chills ripple up his spine. He decided to head back to his friends and hope the groaner would sleep it off in the alley. Most importantly, he hoped the guy would leave them alone. We don’t need no trouble, thought Floyd. He tiptoed back to the guttering fire and tried to rub away the goose bumps. Draining what remained in his bottle, he waited for warmth to spread through his limbs and numb his mind.  
 
   When Floyd opened his bleary eyes again, the fire had gone out and he wondered how long he’d been asleep. The sounds of shoes, dragging on pavement, made him guess that the groaner was moving closer but it was too dark to see. He fumbled for a pack of matches in his deep pockets, and hoped for a few extra wrappers left to burn. Without bothering to look, he dumped the remnants from the garbage bags into the rusty oil drum and tossed the match on top.  The smell of singed paper filled his nostrils and Floyd chuckled at his own silliness.  After all, he told himself, there’s no reason to be afraid. Musta been the cheap booze messin’ with my head.  
 
   He turned to address his friends but before a word could escape his lips, a pair of thick hands clamped around his neck from behind. Floyd tried to scream but his windpipe was crushed in a vice-like grip.  Blood filled his mouth as the attacker’s fingers tore through his throat.  In his panic, Floyd tried to warn his friends. With all of his might, he kicked the oil drum hoping the noise would wake Hal and Berta. The attacker’s teeth plunged into Floyd’s neck and ripped away a mouthful of flesh.  
 
   In a rare moment of clarity, Floyd looked at their makeshift campsite. There was no Hal.  There was no Berta. His companions had only ever been a figment of his imagination. Had it not been for his excruciating pain, he might have laughed at the absurdity of trying to warn imaginary friends. Regrettably, Floyd knew when the creature had its fill; he would die as he had lived.  Alone.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Flashback
 
    
 
    
 
   October 23rd
 
   Dear Diary,
 
   I finally did it! For months I’ve been saying that college is a total waste of my time and that I wanted to quit so I could move to New York. Well, now it’s done … I am officially a college dropout. I want my dream now, not later! My drama coach always said I have real potential so why wait? Sandra Bullock quit college to move to New York and look at her now!  Shirley MacLaine and Julia Roberts both moved to New York right after graduating high school.  Heck, look at Madonna!  If they can do it, why can’t I?  
 
   So, I did a little research online and found an apartment, nothing fancy but it’s a start, right? The online application took forever to fill out but they do same day approval. The bank confirmed the transfer of my first month’s rent and security deposit so I called the landlord. He said I can move in this weekend, if I want. Mom isn’t speaking to me but Dad said he’ll get her to lighten up. If she doesn’t, I won’t thank her in my acceptance speech when I win my Academy Award!!  
 
    I have a little money saved and Gram said she would loan me some too. That’s why I decided to take her last name as my stage name. (That and she has always been my biggest supporter) Dad thinks it’s a great idea too.  I was afraid he’d be disappointed, like, he’d think I was snubbing his family’s name but he said Cassandra Taylor has a nice ring to it! I think so, too. I never would have had the courage to chase my dream without him and Gram in my corner. I wasn’t supposed to see it but Dad hid an envelope stuffed with cash in my bag to help me get a start on my big break. In the meantime, I’m sure I can find a job waiting tables or something.  More later!
 
   Love,
 
   Cassie
 
   ***
 
   October 25th
 
   Dear Diary,
 
   Yesterday, Mom and I had a huge fight. She completely flipped out because I quit school so I packed up my stuff, tossed it in my car, and drove to New York. I think I liked it better when she was giving me the silent treatment.  
 
   Anyway, it was pretty late by the time I got here.  Driving over eight hours practically nonstop was brutal! I was too beat to write, especially after I lugged all my boxes and bags up to the 4th floor!  I can’t believe the elevator was out of order.  My landlord said the repairmen are coming next week but that didn’t help last night. I set up a bank account today and at least my phone will be installed tomorrow. (It’s more professional to have both a landline and cell phone to put on my resume) 
 
   I’ve been looking through the want ads. There’s not much that looks good but, thankfully, I have a little money to hold me over. Things sure are different here in the city. It’s so noisy and there are so many people! Everyone’s always in a hurry (except for the lonely guy who wanders up and down the streets all day wearing a sign that says REPENT, THE END IS NEAR) I really thought that was only something you’d see in the movies. Anyway, I’m going to a couple of open auditions tomorrow so wish me luck!!
 
   Love,
 
   Cassie
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   september— Eight Years Later
 
    
 
    
 
   The audience sat with baited breath, waiting, as the presenter flashed a brilliant smile for the cameras.  
 
   “And this year’s Academy Award, for Best Female Lead, goes to…” Again, the presenter flashed her toothpaste ad smile, and paused for a gratuitous photo-op, while slowly opening the envelope. “Cassandra Taylor!”
 
   A chorus of gasps and thunderous applause resonated through the room. Cassie rose from her chair; her lavish jewels sparkled under the spotlight. Awash in the bright flash from paparazzi cameras, she floated through throngs of well wishers to the stage. After a quick air-kiss to the presenter, Cassie took her place at the podium then waited for the cheers and applause to die down. The audience was chanting her name, Cassie, Cassie.
 
   “CASSIE!” Paulie Greco growled, as he flicked her shoulder with a damp dishtowel.  “Quit daydreaming and get back to work.  Table six needs their check; nine wants more coffee, and the geezer brigade just sat down. So, you’d better get it in gear or I’ll can your ass!”
 
   Cassie gave a wan smiled and winked at her boss.  He’d been threatening to fire her since her first day on the job, eight years ago, but Paulie’s bark was worse than his bite. Paul Greco, Jr. and his late wife Trudy had opened Greco’s Diner in the late seventies and each year it drew more customers. Considered a local landmark, the diner was always packed and boasted a steady stream of regulars.  
 
   Every Tuesday and Thursday morning at nine-thirty, a group of elderly gentlemen that Paulie affectionately referred to as the ‘geezer brigade’ came in for breakfast. The senior citizen widowers had been coming every week for as long as Cassie could remember. They ate little but tipped big and always sat in her section.  Each visit, they quizzed her on classic Hollywood trivia and pried for details from her latest auditions.  
 
   With a wistful smile, Cassie grabbed the coffee pot and headed to table nine. She tried to push the daydream from her mind and remove the mournful expression from her face.  Some day, she assured herself.  Thankfully, she thought, my regulars are rarely in a hurry. To Cassie’s dismay, she noticed they were one member short.
 
   “Good morning, boys. Are we sticking with the usual?” Cassie asked, grinning as she poured a round of coffee for Paulie’s geezer brigade.  “Hey, where’s Eddie today?”
 
   The mood turned somber as the men explained that their pal, Eddie, was back in the hospital, again. After breakfast, they would visit their ailing friend and try to raise his spirits.  Cassie sighed and shook her head as she took their order to the kitchen. Poor Eddie, she thought, this is his third hospital stay in the last two months. She selected the largest, most decadent looking cinnamon twist from the case, packed it in a to-go box, and added it to the tray for the geezer’s table. 
 
   “This is for Eddie,” Cassie said as she set the box on the table. “Send him my love and tell him not to get used to delivery.  He’d better get back in here to see me real soon.”
 
   The old men managed melancholy smiles at Cassie’s gesture. Cinnamon twists had always been Eddie’s favorite. Not many waitresses would remember, but then they didn’t really think of Cassie as just their waitress.  She meant more to them.  There were plenty of diners and coffee shops in the area but it was Cassie’s warm smiles and charming conversations that kept them coming back. She always made time to chat and never tried to rush them along, unlike other establishments, only interested in turning over their tables.  In a busy, hustle and bustle city, it was rare to find anyone willing to spare a few extra minutes to fuss over a bunch of lonely old men.  
 
   “You’re a good girl,” Artie Gladstone said, patting Cassie’s hand.  “Eddie will appreciate this.  That hospital food is terrible!”
 
   Cassie smiled and gave Artie’s hand a squeeze. He was her favorite of the brigade because he reminded Cassie of her grandfather.  The rest chimed in their appreciation between bites or sips of coffee.  
 
   “Okay, we’ve got one for you,” a member of the brigade challenged. “In the 1941 film Citizen Kane, who was Rosebud?”  
 
   “Nice try, guys!  Rosebud is a what, not a who.” Cassie chuckled. “And that’s an easy one. Rosebud was his sled. Think of a harder one and I’ll give you boys a chance to redeem yourselves.” 
 
   Cassie flashed a radiant smile and winked as she skipped off to another table.  Let the games begin, her inner voice declared. The gentlemen of the brigade always started off with a ridiculously easy question and, through the course of their meal, they would increase in difficulty. Sometimes Artie and his pals would sit for hours sipping coffee, nibbling toast or pastries, and quizzing their waitress with trivia. After clearing a few tables and topping off beverages, Cassie circled back to the brigade’s table.
 
   “So, whaddya got for me?” she challenged.
 
   “Who played Mother Superior in The Bells of St. Mary’s?”  One asked.  
 
   “No, no, that’s too easy,” argued another.  
 
   A third man chimed in with a revised question, still about The Bells of St. Mary’s, causing a squabble at the table.  
 
   “Forget The Bells of St. Mary’s!  Go Sci-Fi.  We all know she knows nothing about sci-fi.” Cassie heard one whisper.  
 
   “Okay, okay.  Settle down.” Cassie chided.  “The Bells of St. Mary’s happens to be one of my grandmother’s favorite films.  I’ve seen it a million times! Ingrid Bergman played Sister Mary Benedict, a.k.a. Mother Superior and, of course, Bing Crosby played Father O’Malley.  I’ve got the entire plot memorized so you’ll want to pick a different movie. By the way, Sid’s right. I’m not really a sci-fi fan so you’ll probably stump me every time.” 
 
   “Now I’ve got you.  Who played Gort in the 1951 release of The Day the Earth Stood Still?” Sid queried as his eyes danced with a devilish gleam.
 
   Cassie paused; her brow furrowed as if deep in thought.  Feigning surrender, she crouched down and rested her chin on the table.  Sighing, she tapped her finger against her temple and looked up at the ceiling as if hoping someone might have written the answer up there.  She smiled at Sid then blurted “Lock Martin, and he was over seven feet tall in real life.” Artie exchanged a conspiratorial wink with his cohort and Cassie beamed back at him.  
 
   “No fair!” Sid bellowed.  “Artie, you gave her the answer.  I know you did! Just because the battery’s low on my hearing aid doesn’t mean I can’t hear what you’re up to! I’m calling shenanigans!”
 
   Laughter erupted at the table punctuated by a few good-natured jabs at Sid. Cassie leaned over the table and planted a kiss on Sid’s cheek but as she did, she felt a firm slap on her backside.  Startled, Cassie yelped and she heard a deep, seductive voice cooing from behind her.  
 
   “Hey, gorgeous.”
 
   Spinning around, Cassie’s eyes were level with a broad, muscular chest. A familiar pair of mischievous, dark eyes hungrily appraised every inch of her curves.  Cassie rolled her eyes and tried to hide her annoyance.  
 
   “Samir is looking for you.  Are you late on your rent again?” He asked.
 
   Cassie groaned, shrugged her shoulders, and gave a weak smirk to her neighbor Vic Vinetti. Though he rarely spent much time there, Vic had an apartment just across the hall from Cassie. She often wondered why he bothered to keep the place since he spent most of his time at The Bungalow. Vic was co-owner and bouncer of one of the most infamous strip clubs in the city.  If the rumors were true, Vic’s partners had mob ties but that didn’t stop celebrities and politicians from patronizing his club.  Vic’s jet black hair was gelled perfectly in place and as always, his designer clothes were immaculate.  
 
   “Since when are you Samir Bhatti’s errand boy?” Cassie teased.  
 
   Their Pakistani superintendent wasn’t one of Vic’s favorite people so she suspected there was an ulterior motive behind the message.  Vic’s eyes danced above his lascivious smile.  
 
   “I don’t understand why you waste your time slinging slop over here when you could come to work for me. You would make enough cash in one night to cover rent.  Hell, after a couple of months you could save up and get some implants; then you’d really be raking in the dough.  Ya know kid; dancers have a pretty short shelf life so I wouldn’t play hard-to-get for too long, if I were you.  Thirty is just around the corner and it will be here before you know it.”
 
   Cassie’s brow furrowed; the thought of turning thirty made her stomach turn. Vic’s really upping the ante; he’s never gone for such a low blow before.  She decided that, if she had a nickel for every time Vic asked her to work for him, she’d never have to worry about the rent.  Resisting the urge to say precisely that, she shook her head.  
 
   “I appreciate the offer Vic but you know I can’t accept,” was Cassie’s polite but curt reply.  The money was tempting but she couldn’t possibly break the collective hearts of her family, especially her grandmother.  
 
   The gentlemen at her table were appalled. They could not believe anyone, not even a thug as vile as Vic Vinetti, would dare to suggest anything so degrading to their Cassie. Artie refused to stand idly by and allow such disrespect to continue.
 
   “How dare you speak to Cassie this way you, you…” Artie paused searching for a disgusting enough name. “You smut peddler!”  
 
   “No one’s talking to you old man so you’d better sit down before you hurt yourself.” Vic replied with a sneer.  The curvy vixens flanking their boss giggled.
 
   Paulie poked his head out from the kitchen to see what all the commotion was about and threw a stern look at Cassie. Her eyes widened and she shrugged, making it clear to Paulie that she was uncertain how to contain the situation. Paulie huffed, wiping his hands on a towel as he came to her aid. Over in the corner, a pair of regulars in their NYPD uniforms rose and appraised the situation.  Paulie waived to show he had it under control.  Nodding, the officers sat back down to resume their meal.  
 
   “Hey there, Vic, long time, no see.” Paulie’s tone was casual; he hoped to avoid a scene at all costs. “There’s a nice corner booth over here for you and your lady friends. Follow me.”
 
   “Hello Paulie.” Vic answered coolly. “I’d rather sit in Cassie’s section. That’s if you don’t mind, of course. There’s a table right over here that suits me just fine.” Vic winked at Cassie and offered an obnoxious smirk to her over-the-hill defender.  
 
   “When you’re finished with Gramps, how about bringing us some coffee, babe?”  He gave Cassie’s bottom a pinch before motioning for his entourage to follow him to their table.  More giggles erupted from his vacuous cohorts as they followed their boss in blind obedience.  One of the girls winked and blew a kiss to Artie as she passed by.  
 
   A disgruntled murmur rose from the geezers’ table and a nervous smile tugged at Cassie’s lips. Paulie watched Vic and his babes take their seats and shook his head in disbelief.  Wondering if he was getting too old to put up with this kind of nonsense, he stalked back to the kitchen muttering under his breath.  
 
   “Give me just a sec and I’ll get you guys your check.  I know you’re anxious to get over to the hospital to see Eddie.  You’ll send him my love, right?”  Cassie’s eyes pleaded with her regulars for understanding.
 
   She hated giving her favorite customers their cue to leave but it would be best for all involved if the ‘geezers’ were on their way. Once Vic knew he had gotten under someone’s skin, he was like a shark sensing blood in the water. He would continue to torment the old men and anyone who got in his way. 
 
   Cassie dropped the check on their table then marched over to grab a pot of coffee for Vic’s table.  Taking a deep breath, she approached Vic and his female companions.  The fake smile she forced to dance across her lips looked more genuine than she would have imagined, given her current mood.  It was a trick she learned long ago, covering her mood with a big smile.  She wanted to charge over there and give Vic a piece of her mind but she was relying heavily on tips and no one generously tips a crabby waitress.  She could hear them mocking the geezer brigade and it set Cassie’s teeth on edge.  
 
   “Heh, did you get a load of that guy?” Vic laughed.  “Smut peddler, hmm, I kinda like that.  I think I have a new status to add to my Facebook page and it’s totally going up on Twitter and Instagram right now.”
 
   More laughter erupted from his table as Vic pulled a shiny iPhone from his pocket and circulated his new favorite tagline. He forced Cassie to wait for their order until he had finished.  She dropped the order ticket in the kitchen for Paulie and waved as the geezer brigade filed out the door.  Pulling double duty to cover for their sick bus boy, she shuffled over to clean up the table.  As usual, the brigade’s check was paid to the exact penny then there was a separate pile for her tip.  The tip pile looked thicker than usual, no doubt brought on by Vic’s taunts.  She picked up the wad and gasped.  A crisp, one hundred dollar bill was tucked discreetly among the stack of singles and cloaked by a few fives.  Cassie dropped her rag and ran for the door.
 
   “Hey! Wait!” Cassie shouted.  “There’s been a mistake!”  
 
   She sprinted down the block and caught up to the men waiting at the bus stop.  Alarmed, they all looked at her with wide, puzzled stares.  All except Artie.  Cassie’s brow furrowed and an accusing finger pointed at her favorite customer.  Artie looked at the ground with a sheepish grimace, feigning innocence.
 
   “Artie, I think maybe there’s been a mistake,” she chastised.  
 
   Wide-eyed and slack-jawed, Artie stammered his surprise but Cassie knew better than to fall for his act. She was touched  but the cash wasn’t a mistake. She knew Artie had done it to help.  Regardless of how much she needed it, guilt would not allow her to keep such a lavish gift.
 
   “I appreciate it, Artie; I really do but I can’t accept this.” Cassie spoke gently, not wanting to hurt his feelings.  “C’mon now, put this back in your wallet.  I can’t thank you enough for your kindness.  You totally made my day.” 
 
   She leaned in and placed a kiss on his cheek as the grandfather-like man tucked the bill back inside his wallet.  Smiling, she playfully nudged him with her elbow. 
 
   “You know, Artie, you really should leave the acting to me.  You’re innocent act isn’t very convincing.”
 
   Artie chuckled, draped his arm over her shoulders, and gave her a friendly squeeze.  Cassie smiled and winked at him before scurrying back to the diner.  
 
   The air was much cooler than she had expected for September.  So much for global warming, Cassie thought. A smug smile tugged at her lips as she tried to rub the goose bumps from her bare arms.  Paulie wore a grumpy scowl on his face when she breezed back inside.  
 
   “You’re order’s up!” He growled before letting out a heavy sigh. “I shouldn’t have to hunt you down to pick up your tickets, Cass.  How long have you been here?  You should know better.  You’re lucky I’m so big hearted or I’d show you the door.  Don’t even bother with an explanation and quit giving me that look.  Just go take care of your section, would ya?  One of these days, I really am going to fire you, girl.”
 
   Cassie picked up her ticket and scurried to deliver it. Though she would never say it aloud, she wished she could get through one shift without the threat of being fired. Waitresses, as Paulie claimed, might be ‘a dime a dozen’ but finding an employer willing to work around her auditions were few and far between. She hated the thought of having to start over someplace else if Paulie’s threats weren’t idle talk.   
 
   It was easier for Cassie to breathe once Vic and his friends left.  Too bad Vic didn’t leave that hundred dollar tip instead of Artie, Cassie grumbled.  She would have kept Vic’s money without the slightest bit of remorse. Sometimes having morals sucks, she thought as she looked at the paltry crumple of wadded bills in her apron pocket. Tips had been light that morning and having to leave early for an audition meant there would be nothing more. Cassie worried that she might have to find, yet another, part time job to supplement her measly income if the flu epidemic didn’t let up soon.  Too many people were actually cooking at home to avoid catching the newest resistant strain of swine flu or bird flu or whatever new names the media tossed about to stir up fear.  
 
   Dismayed, Cassie remembered that she never got the chance to tell the brigade about her audition later that afternoon.  Yet another reason to be annoyed with Vic, she decided.  Maybe, by Thursday I can tell them I got the part.  The clock ticked slower than ever but butterflies fluttered in her stomach with zeal. 
 
   At 12:45 Cassie ducked into the ladies room to change into the new outfit she’d purchased. Given her nearly-depleted bank account, Cassie knew she’d have to play the old switcheroo. She carefully tucked the tags inside and planned to return the items after the audition. She’d double-checked with the sales clerk at the costume shop before purchasing it.  As long as she had the receipt and the tags remained attached, they would accept a return.  It would be worth the hassle— if she got the part.  
 
   Cassie glanced over her script for the audition one last time.  The Zombie’s Revenge—it’s not exactly art but it’ll pay the bills, she decided.  After all, Jamie Lee Curtis got her start in horror films. Her inner voice reminded her that Johnny Depp’s first movie was A Nightmare On Elm Street.  She knew she just needed to get her foot in the door.  
 
   Cassie scrutinized herself in the mirror and wondered if she could pass for a high school student. She was auditioning for the role of ‘Shayla Bynes’, a Catholic High School senior with a sketchy reputation.  The character embodied every cliché in the book but Cassie thought it would be a fun part to play.  She hoped the ‘Naughty Schoolgirl’ costume she’d picked up would help the director envision her in the role. After a quick touch up to her makeup, she pulled her hair in a ponytail and Cassie slipped out of the ladies’ room expecting to find her replacement already covering her section.  
 
   “Where’s Sherry?” 
 
   “She called out sick,” Paulie bellowed from the kitchen.  “Would you get over there and take table five’s order already?  They’ve been waiting for an eternity!”
 
   Cassie stormed back into the kitchen, her eyes glinting with anger.  
 
   “Sherry’s sick?  She called a replacement, right?” demanded Cassie.
 
   “No, I told her not to worry about it.  We’ve been slow.  I don’t really need four girls on this afternoon. I’m not made of money,” Paulie chuckled at his last statement then did a double take.  “Geez, what the hell are you wearing, Cassie?”
 
   “Sherry has to come in … I’m leaving in five minutes.  I have an audition!” 
 
   “Not today kiddo.  We can’t manage with only Jamie and Carole.  You should’ve called in a replacement.” Paulie insisted.
 
   “I did!” Cassie raged. “Sherry was my replacement and you told her not to worry about it!”  
 
   After bickering back and forth about who was at fault and whether or not Cassie could leave, Paulie finally laid down an ultimatum.  
 
                 “One of these days you’re just gonna have to accept that not everyone can be famous.  If you’d take this job seriously, for once, I’d be able to consider you for a management position but you’re always cutting out for auditions.  It’s time you made up your mind.  If you leave now, don’t bother coming back.”
 
   “Fine!” Cassie spat before storming out the door.
 
   ***
 
   After transferring from two different buses then walking twelve blocks, Cassie found the location and signed in for her audition.  She looked around at the diverse faces all waiting for their turn and her stomach sank.  Hours passed and the waiting room had thinned out, leaving just a handful of weary actresses.  Trying to keep busy, Cassie studied her script.  When she next surveyed the waiting room, including herself, there were only two actresses remaining.  A perky blonde with a clipboard entered and called out “Cassandra Taylor”. Leaping to her feet, Cassie followed the blonde and tried to force the drama at the diner far from her mind.  
 
   The hours of waiting hardly seemed to justify the brief time it took to tell the casting director a little about herself and perform her scene.  Cassie glanced at her watch and sighed. Trying to get across town at rush hour would take forever. Opting to wash off some of the makeup and let down her hair, she ducked into the ladies room.  Well, since I’m here, Cassie thought and slipped into one of the stalls. While fighting with her twisted pantyhose, Cassie heard the door open and two female voices were in mid-conversation.
 
   “God, I thought this day would never end.  Every time the waiting room thinned out, a fresh wave of hopefuls flooded the place.”
 
   “Tell me about it.  I swear, if I had to listen to one more pitiful sob story about how it was some dead relative’s dream that she go into acting. Seriously? What do they think this is, American Idol or something? Like I give a crap that your dying grandmother’s last wish is that you’d make it big someday. Ugh, give me a break!”
 
   Two stall doors closed and locks snapped into place but the chatter continued.  Cassie smiled as she tiptoed out of the stall.  She was thankful that she’d had better sense than to try the old tearjerker routine.  Safely locked behind their own stall’s doors, the women continued complaining.  While washing her hands, Cassie couldn’t help but notice an open folder resting on one of the sinks. Notes from the casting call were scrawled over resumes and glossy headshots. Cassie was overwhelmed with an insatiable curiosity.  Completely overtaken by the need to know, she edged closer to the stack of papers.  
 
   Cassie’s fingers rifled through the pages as her heart pounded so heavily she was sure both ladies in the stalls could hear it. Oblivious to Cassie’s invasion, the ladies continued complaining.  Just a couple of pages from the top, Cassie found notes paper clipped to her resume and headshot. Scarcely breathing, she scanned over the sloppy, scribbled notes.  
 
   Looks: pretty but generic— a bit too run of the mill & possibly too old.  Body: excellent but too developed to pass for high school.  Scene: unconvincing but energetic— cute costume. Sister Marguerite??
 
   Cassie’s eyes clouded over and stung with salty tears.  Unconvincing.  Too old?  She tucked the notes back into its folder and bolted from the room.  Her shoes clacked on the linoleum floor but Cassie’s pace didn’t slow until she was outside on the sidewalk.  
 
   The earlier sun ducked behind thick, dark clouds and a damp chill hung in the air.  As she trudged to the bus stop, a light drizzle fell.  Really, could this day get any worse? Cassie muttered to herself.  As she turned the corner, the bus was already pulling away from the curb.  Even though Cassie sprinted after it, waving her arms, the driver did not stop.  She ran full speed for two blocks with nothing to show for it.  She was too late and there was no chance of catching up to the bus.  Yeah, I guess it can get worse, Cassie decided.  Bitter tears poured down her face and mingled with the steady rain that soaked through the scratchy cardigan of her costume.  Cassie checked her purse and sighed.  A cab would use up all of her tip money but she just wanted to go home.  No, not home, Cassie thought; I need to see Royce.  
 
   Royce Winthrope, the man who embodied everything she had ever dreamed of in a boyfriend. He’d stolen her heart the day she met him with his confident smile and determined, steel gray eyes. Handsome, successful, and intelligent, Royce was one of the youngest partners in his law firm. Unlike most of her previous beaus, he was cultured and loved to take her to art exhibits, the theater, and museums. Cassie was convinced he could even make an insurance seminar fun and romantic. 
 
   Royce will make it all better, she decided, still sniffling back her tears. To shut out the hurt, she allowed her mind to wander. She imagined Royce taking her wet clothes and giving her something dry. He’d open a bottle of wine and they’d make love by the fireplace until it all felt like a terrible dream. She whistled down a cab and rattled off the address to Royce’s swank Manhattan condo.  
 
   The cabby’s considerable knowledge of the city impressed Cassie.  He wove in and out of side streets avoiding heavy rush hour congestion. She felt guilty knowing she had little, if any, money for a tip. Cassie hated stiffing anyone, especially someone who worked so hard to please his customers. She had firsthand experience in that area and being dependant on tips left her disheartened. Shafting a fellow underpaid member of the service industry broke her heart but her near-empty wallet showed there was nothing she could do about it.  
 
   The meter ticked away as a suffocating uneasiness twisted her insides.  With more than ten blocks to go, traffic was at a complete standstill. Cassie thrust her money at the cabbie and insisted she would walk the rest of the way.  At first, the driver’s scowl told her he was insulted. He opened his mouth to tell her off but for the first time he looked at his customer. After one glance at Cassie’s attire and embarrassed expression, he gave her a sympathetic smile then turned off the meter.  
 
   Rain was falling hard as she stepped out of the cab.  Cassie’s golden hair hung in mousy strings that lashed her face in the whipping wind.  She found comfort in knowing that Royce wouldn’t be able to tell she’d been crying because the rain had streaked what was left of her mascara.  She was cold, wet, and utterly miserable by the time she reached the lobby of Royce’s building. Soon, she told herself, I’ll be warm and dry and in the arms of my man.  
 
   While the elevator chugged to Royce’s floor, she pulled a compact from her purse and tried to smooth away the streaks.  Not wanting to look like a complete disaster, she pulled a comb through her hair, tugging out the knots. Cassie knocked on the door and waited. She wondered why Royce had never given her a key.  He often spoke of it and yet he’d still never actually given her one.  The lock turned and Cassie sighed in relief.  As the door opened, a scantily dressed woman with shimmering, strawberry blonde hair stared at her.
 
   “Can I help you?” the woman asked.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry.  I must have the wrong door.”  Cassie’s voice trailed off as she looked at the numbers on the door.  1023.  
 
   “That was quick, even for the Golden Wok.” Royce’s rich baritone called from inside. “Here, give him an extra ten for … Oh!”  
 
   Royce had reached the door wearing only a towel swaddled snugly around his trim hips.  
 
   “Buying Girl Scout Cookies?” the attractive woman scoffed, mocking Cassie’s attire.
 
   “Meredith, could you give us a minute?” Royce asked, eyeing her seductively.  
 
   In one fluid, sensuous movement, Meredith slid back placing a kiss on Royce’s neck. Still eyeing Cassie, she nuzzled his ear and murmured, “Don’t keep me waiting or I’ll start without you.”
 
   Cassie gawked at the two lovers as her heart shattered to pieces.  No wonder he never gave me a key, she thought.  
 
   “I’m sorry you had to find out this way, kid,” said Royce. His voice took on a patronizing tone, as if he had been planning his speech for a while.  “You must have seen it coming though. I mean, we’ve had a great time together but we’re very different people from completely separate circles. Our lives are in such different places. We want different things and have different aspirations.  Besides, it’s not like we could ever get married. It’s not like I could … anyway, like I said, it’s been a long time coming and I’m sure you saw it too.”
 
   Cassie shook her head violently, no. She hadn’t seen it coming at all.  In fact, she was certain he was on the verge of asking her to move in with him.  In her naivety, she had pictured a wedding and a family, a whole future as Mrs. Royce Winthrope.  Royce dropped a kiss on Cassie’s cheek and muttered; “Take care of yourself, kid” as he shut the door.  
 
   Dumbfounded, she stared at the door, her feet still frozen to the exact spot.  Her mind replayed his words over and over again.  For such an educated man in a far superior job, he seemed stuck on the word ‘different.’  Am I really that ‘different’, Cassie wondered?  
 
   She remained paralyzed until the delivery guy from her favorite Chinese restaurant exited the elevator. Recognizing the man, Cassie forced her legs to move. There’s no way I’m going to be standing here when that woman opens Royce’s door again. The humiliation would be too much to endure. She stepped into the cover of the elevator just as she heard knocking on apartment number 1023.
 
    Outside, the temperature had dropped but it felt nowhere near as cold and empty as her heart. Cassie stumbled around aimlessly in the dark for what seemed like eons. When she finally looked up, none of the landmarks appeared familiar. People on the street were harried and irritable.  She couldn’t get even one person to stop when she tried to ask for directions. The crumbling buildings and litter-strewn sidewalks seemed to scream ‘unsafe’ but not a single cab was in sight.  Regardless of not having cab fare, it was disconcerting not to see the familiar, bright yellow, cars zooming by.  
 
   A strange shuffling noise echoed from the nearby alley making Cassie’s steps quicken.  A creepy feeling that she was being followed made her intensely aware of her surroundings.  On edge, she glanced over her shoulder every few steps.  A grungy, and presumably drunk, homeless man ambled behind her, moaning.  In the dark, Cassie couldn’t see him too well but she could smell him and was anxious to get away.  
 
   “Whew, he smells like a dead cat wrapped inside a dirty diaper”, she muttered.  
 
   Though she sped up, the man’s pace never changed. She breathed a sigh of relief and decided that he wasn’t chasing her.  She smiled and chalked it up to her overactive imagination.  Brighter streetlights were ahead, signaling a more civilized part of the city was just around the corner. She breathed a sigh of relief, eager to get back to familiar surroundings. Cassie chastised herself for being so foolish. Wandering unfamiliar streets alone, especially at night, was a recipe for disaster.  
 
   As she turned the corner a hand reached out, glanced off her shoulder, and tangled in the straps of her bag. Without thinking, Cassie clenched her hand into a fist. Summoning all her might, she spun around and connected with her attacker’s nose.  With the other hand, she ripped her bag from the thief’s clutches. The attacker, knocked off balance, stumbled back as he fell over boxes and trash littering the street.  
 
   Not waiting for her uncoordinated attacker to get up, Cassie raced full speed toward the streetlights. Still watching behind her, she almost ran straight into oncoming traffic. She felt herself teetering on the edge of the sidewalk and stopped.  As she tried to catch her breath, flashing lights and sirens from a police cruiser caught her attention. The cruiser slowed, and then pulled over next to her. Oh great, what’s next? Assault charges? She muttered under her breath.    
 
   “Miss, are you alright?” the officer questioned through a crack in his window.  
 
   He shined a bright flashlight directly into her face.  Shielding her eyes, Cassie confirmed that she was fine, physically anyway.  She looked back and her attacker was groaning while still struggling to get up. He reminded her of a turtle stuck on its back.  The officers politely but firmly reprimanded her for being alone in that part of town.  
 
   Cassie’s head hung in shame as she admitted she was lost, and then the whole humiliating story about what happened at Royce’s condo tumbled out in one breath. Even with sopping wet hair, hanging like strands of seaweed, and streaky makeup Cassandra Taylor turned men’s heads. Wandering around in the rain had drenched her clothing. Her white shirt was almost transparent and clung alluringly to her breasts and firm, flat stomach.  The officers were quick to insist that she get in their car and they would see her safely home.  
 
   “After all, it’s our job to protect and serve.”   
 
   In the warmth of the police cruiser, Cassie again yanked a comb through her knotted, wet hair and smoothed away the raccoon eyes from her runny makeup.  With a little lip-gloss, she could have been posing for a sunscreen commercial.  
 
   The squad car pulled over in front of her apartment building and Cassie gushed with gratitude.  The officers insisted it was just part of the job so Cassie waived as they pulled away.  She took one look at the door and sighed. She needed another way. With my luck, Samir will be waiting right inside to badger me for the rent. Thanks to the cab ride, I don’t even have any cash to hand over. After the day she’d had, Cassie didn’t want to add eviction to her many woes.  She slipped around back and opted to use the fire escape.  
 
   The first time she’d tried it, her heart was in her throat but, thanks to a less than mediocre income, she’d become adept at using an alternate entrance to avoid her superintendent.  As quietly as possible, she pulled the lid down on the dumpster and climbed on top.  With a running start, she leapt off and reached up to snag the bottom rung on the ladder for the fire escape. The metal bar was cold and slick from the earlier rain and but she squeezed her grip tighter until her fingernails dug into the fleshy part of her palm. 
 
   She sucked in a deep breath to fuel her lungs for the climb. Ordinarily, four flights wouldn’t be so tiring but she was exhausted—physically and mentally. As she climbed, she longed for the ease and comfort of riding in the elevator. Blood pulsing through her body thudded in her ears, drowning out her grunts and groans. Panting, she paused to catch her breath which, she imagined, tasted how city air smelled. The window leading to their rarely used stairwell was always unlocked because she made a regular habit of unlocking it.  Climbing through the window into the fourth floor hallway, her skirt caught on an exposed nail and ripped.
 
   “Fabulous”, she muttered.  “Another fifty bucks down the drain.”
 
   There was no chance of returning a damaged item to the costume shop.  Convinced she’d had the perfect ending to her day; she sloshed down the hall toward her apartment.  Two doors down, a queen sized box spring blocked her path.  Peering around the obstruction and through the open door, Cassie saw a man struggling to dislodge his box spring from the doorframe.  Despite being red-faced and cursing like a drunken sailor, Cassie felt a flutter in her chest. 
 
   His brown wavy hair poked out from underneath a backward baseball cap and his rich, hazel eyes were gleaming with determination.  Cassie noticed his muscular arms flexing as he tried to twist the frame and when that didn’t work he shoved his broad shoulder forcefully against the edge. The frame had moved marginally but not enough to please him.  The man sighed in frustration and leaned against his door. He rested for a second before catching sight of Cassie in his peripheral vision and letting out a startled yelp.  Cassie jumped and backed away.
 
   “Sorry!” his voice called from inside the apartment.
 
   He popped his head out from around the box spring and smiled.  “I didn’t know anyone was there.  Guess I’m your new neighbor.”
 
   Cassie’s eyes narrowed as she watched him climb over the obstruction and out into the hall.  With his right arm extended, he introduced himself.
 
   “Hi, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Ryan McCallistar and, clearly, I’m blocking your way. I’m sorry about that.  Hmm, I hate to ask but do you think you could give me a hand.  I’m at a bit of a disadvantage.” Ryan raised his left hand, which was in a cast up to the middle of his forearm.  
 
   Cassie grinned, “Are you some kind of a serial killer?
 
   “Huh?” Ryan asked then looking at his cast he smiled.  “Oh, I get it.  Nah, my last name’s McCallistar not Bundy.  Unless, of course, you’re a Silence of the Lambs fan and you were referencing ‘Buffalo Bill’ in which case … the answer is still no.”
 
   “Pity,” Cassie muttered to herself and took her position by the box spring.  
 
   She smiled at her new neighbor’s reference to one of her favorite films. After a little maneuvering, they shoved the box spring inside the apartment amidst piles of boxes and the remaining furniture that was scattered through the room.  
 
                 “Thank you so much, you’re a real life saver. I would have been fighting with that thing all night if you hadn’t showed up.” Ryan gestured to the stack of boxes on his coffee table.  “Would you like some pizza?  A couple of interns from the office were supposed to come and help me.  I made sure I was stocked with beer and pizza but they never showed.  Not that I’m surprised, they don’t do any work at the office either.” 
 
   He smiled at his own joke and continued. “I was lugging stuff in piece by piece and it was taking forever.  I don’t think I wouldn’t have been able to get everything in if it wasn’t for that huge guy down the hall. I didn’t think he’d want to mess up his snazzy suit but his girlfriend said she liked it when he showed off his muscles.  He didn’t look too happy about it but he gave in and lugged most of my crap up here.”
 
   “Snazzy suit, huh? Ah, I see you met Vic,” Cassie groaned.  “Trust me, that wasn’t his girlfriend.  Employee probably.”
 
   “Wow, what kind of business does he have?” Ryan asked, wide-eyed.
 
   “Really? Oh, you must be new to the city.” She rationalized
 
   “Nope. New Yorker, born and raised. Why?”
 
   “I thought everyone knew Vic Vinetti,” she said.
 
   “No way, really?  That was Vic Vinetti?  He lives in this dump?” Ryan blurted out then regretted it immediately. “No offense, I mean it’s not that bad.  Obviously I don’t think it’s that bad since I live here.  Wow, I completely stuck my foot in my mouth, huh?  Sorry, I guess I just expected him to live in some flashy penthouse.”
 
   “Relax.  I’m not offended. I used to wonder why he lived here too, but he doesn’t really live here. Don’t get me wrong, that’s his apartment, but he’s hardly ever here so I think he has other places around the city to stay.  I’m pretty sure he uses this to recruit new, shall we say, talent. In the last year, three other tenants had your apartment. They were all young, moderately pretty females and now they all work for Vic. Bet he’s pissed at Samir for renting this place out to you.”
 
   “Well, thanks a lot. I know I’m no beauty queen but did you need to be so cruel?” Ryan said laughing as he winked at his new neighbor. “So, are you ever going to tell me your name or will I have to try to peek at your mail?  A federal offense is a pretty steep price to pay but I’m willing to take my chances.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. You must think I’m so rude. Cassandra Taylor, but please, call me Cassie.”  
 
   She blushed at her lack of manners and held out her hand to shake again. Ryan felt like someone had knocked the air out of him. He thought Cassie was absolutely stunning and then she blushed. Already a beauty, the flush of color to her cheeks made her a full-fledged bombshell.  Ryan took her hand and gazed into her crystal blue eyes.
 
   “The pleasure is all mine, Cassandra Taylor,” said Ryan in his best attempt at being debonair.  
 
   “Well, I really should be going.” She blurted awkwardly.  
 
   “Really? ‘Cause I’ve got a ton of pizza and beer. You’d be doing me a favor if you had some.”
 
   She offered him a weak smile, convinced she wasn’t fit company for anyone, especially not a new neighbor.  Not after the day I’ve had.  
 
   “Maybe another time,” Cassie said as she walked to the door. She’d opened it a crack then jumped back inside and slammed it shut. “On second thought, everyone loves pizza, right?”  
 
   Her face blanched and Cassie’s eyes were wide and panicky. Through the walls, Ryan could hear someone pounding on a door further down the hall. Then Samir Bhatti’s thick Pakistani accent bellowed aloud.
 
   “Miss Taylor, open the door! I must have your rent!”
 
   Cassie closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the door, completely humiliated.  
 
   “Sausage or pepperoni?” Ryan asked as if he hadn’t heard a thing.
 
   He pulled paper plates from a plastic grocery bag and handed one to Cassie. She picked at the coagulated cheese as she shifted from foot to foot. 
 
   “Please, have a seat,” he offered. 
 
   “I’d better stand. I don’t want to ruin your furniture.” 
 
   A flush of red burned on Ryan’s cheeks. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t noticed that she was soaking wet but his eyes had never moved from her beautiful face. Her once-white shirt achieved transparency and clung to every curve of her body. Cassie’s short skirt revealed long, shapely legs rippled with goose bumps. Way to go, space cadet… she’s probably freezing to death. Ryan sighed, disappointed by his oblivion.  
 
   “I’m sure I can find you something dry to put on,” he muttered, digging through a duffle bag on the floor.  
 
   “No, please, I don’t want to be a bother.  I’m sure Samir will go back downstairs soon.  Really, I’ll be fine.” 
 
   Ryan stood to protest but a loud knock at his door interrupted him. Startled, his forehead creased in a perplexed expression; Cassie guessed he was not expecting company.  She slipped behind the doorway into his kitchen and was out of sight before Ryan opened the door.  
 
   “Good evening Mr. McCallistar, I trust you are settling in.” There was no mistaking Samir’s heavy accent. “I was wondering if you have seen anyone going into the apartment down the hall.”
 
   “Nope, no one has gone into that apartment since I’ve been here.” Ryan said. It’s not lying, he told himself. Cassie never made it down the hall.  “If you want, I can let them know you’re looking for them. You know… if I see anyone.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. McCallistar, but that will not be necessary.  I will be waiting for her to return.” Samir gestured to the folding chair and newspaper he had tucked under his arm.  
 
   “Well, good night then,” said Ryan before closing the door.  
 
   A smile flickered across his face, one that he forced away before turning around. Without a word, Ryan popped open a suitcase, fished out a pair of sweatpants, a tee shirt, and thick pair of socks then tossed them to Cassie.
 
   “It looks like you could be here a while.  You might as well get comfortable. I think the last tenant left a hair dryer in the bathroom. You’re welcome to it.”
 
   She smiled uneasily. Cassie was uncomfortable with imposing on a complete stranger but, seeing no other choice, she accepted his gracious offer. Recognizing the floor plan that matched her apartment, she knew exactly where to go. She slipped into his bathroom to change.  
 
   Cassie assumed that the hot pink hair dryer had, in fact, been left behind.  She found a round brush stuffed in the bottom of her bag and set to changing her locks from the look of frazzled straw to a glossy, molten gold. After a quick makeup retouch, she pulled the too-large clothing on to her slim frame. The remains of her costume were left hanging over the shower rod to dry.  
 
   When Cassie returned, Ryan felt his heart skip a beat.  The ex never looked that good in my tee shirt and sweats, he mused.  He grabbed two beers from the refrigerator, opened them, and handed one to Cassie.  
 
   “So, would it be okay if I asked you a personal question?” asked Ryan.
 
   Cassie’s brow furrowed. She suspected he would ask whether or not she was single but being in his debt she agreed. 
 
    “Did I hear you correctly?  After you asked me if I was a serial killer, it sounded like you mumbled ‘pity’. You didn’t really say that, did you?”  
 
   “After the day I had, being slashed to bits by a serial killer would have been the highlight.” Cassie replied, laughing. 
 
   She hoped her lighthearted answer would gloss over the truth and how miserable she felt.  She took a long draught from her bottle and the influx of alcohol into her empty stomach sent tingles up her spine. Enjoying the tingles, she took a few more gulps before throwing a coy glance at her host.                
 
   “So, would it be okay if I asked you a personal question then?”  Her eyes glistened like sapphires. Warmth spread through her limbs both from the beer and Ryan’s comfortable, dry clothing.  Not waiting for a reply, she continued. “What did you do to your hand?”
 
   “It’s kind of embarrassing, really. But, I guess you could say I got into a fight.”  Ryan began, then noticing Cassie’s surprised expression he laughed. “I got into a fight with a wall, and sadly, the wall won.”
 
   They both laughed and after a few more gulps, drained their bottles.  Ryan jumped up, grabbed two more beers, and gave another to Cassie.  
 
   “So what did this wall do to you?  Does it owe you money or something?” Cassie asked, still laughing.
 
   Ryan sighed and his mood was somber. “I punched the wall the day my divorce was finalized.” Pausing, he raked his good hand through his hair and looked at the floor. “Stupid really, but I…” 
 
   His voice trailed off and he gave a feeble smile to Cassie.  “It’s supposed to mean forever, you know, when you stand before a minister and your family and say ‘till death do us part’, right?  Ah, who am I kidding?  I mean, seriously, no one stays together anymore.  My parents got divorced when I was just a kid.  Practically everyone I know is a product of a broken home with divorced parents.  Most of them are divorced too, for that matter.  It’s a sign of the times, I guess.  I’ll bet your parents are divorced too right?” 
 
   Cassie’s sympathetic smile softened the blow when she told him no.  Her parents were still married and oddly enough they were still happy after thirty-plus years together.  Ryan shook his head in disbelief. Not wanting him to think she lived in a perfect, sweet, fairytale world, Cassie told him about her day: being fired, the audition, Royce’s condo, the mugger, everything poured out.  
 
   “Well, I’d say we could both use another drink then,” Ryan decided and grabbed two more beers from the fridge.  
 
   “I hate to impose. I’ve wasted enough of your time already,” Cassie said but Ryan shushed her.  To cement his point, he poked his head out the door.
 
   “Samir’s still out there so you might as well stay put.  Besides, it’s nice having company.”
 
   Ryan’s warm smile was genuine and Cassie had to admit it, despite her earlier objections, she was glad she was there.  
 
   “Well, the least I can do is help you unpack. Bad enough you’re stuck with me, I shouldn’t be holding up your progress.”  She grinned at her host then added. “Especially since I’m drinking all your beer.  So where should we start?  Which boxes go where?”  
 
   “I don’t know.” Ryan admitted. “To tell you the truth, I threw random stuff into the boxes just to get it done. I didn’t really separate it into rooms.” His lips pressed together into a firm line. “Guess I should have thought of that before.”
 
   She giggled and told him not to worry.  Each box they opened was a surprise, making Cassie laugh even more.  The ex would have had a fit, Ryan thought. What a relief to have such a fun, effervescent, beautiful creature in my apartment, making me forget that I should be sulking.  In a playful tone, she mocked him for packing a toaster in the same box with bed linens, CDs, and toiletries.  
 
   “At least all of your electronics and DVDs are together,” she said, praising him whenever possible to counter-balance her teasing.  “Wow!  These pictures are amazing.  How did you get to meet all these people? Derek Jeter, Alex Rodriguez, Michael Strahan, Hakeem Nicks, oh my God, Michael Jordan, Wayne Gretzky, Mario Lemieux. Is that Martin Brodeur? This is unbelievable!”
 
   Ryan’s jaw dropped. She actually knows who all those athletes are.  
 
   “I’m a sports writer for the New York Neighborhood News.” He replied, still stunned that she recognized the faces in his cherished photographs.  
 
    “Your job must be so awesome,” Cassie gushed. “So, what are these guys like? Were they cool? Did they give you an autograph too?”
 
   Ryan’s mouth formed an oval, hanging open as he listened to her talk about how she grew up watching sports. 
 
   “My older brother was more into music and his band so I spent a lot of time camped out in front of the TV watching games with my dad. To tell you the truth, I was tempted to demand a different tee shirt but I didn’t want to seem rude.” Cassie’s eyes danced as she teased.
 
   “Oh, are you a Mets fan then?” Ryan asked, disheartened.  He had given her his lucky Yankees shirt.
 
   “Eww! No way!  I’m not from New York so don’t expect me to root for your stupid teams just because I live here now.” Her eyes narrowed in a mock scowl.  
 
   “Okay, I’ll bite.  Where are you from?”
 
   “Ohio.  My family still lives in Marietta.”
 
   “Hmm.  So would that make you either a Cincinnati Reds fan or, God help you, a Cleveland Indians fan?”  He scoffed.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean, God help you?”
 
   “Well, there’s my answer. The Indians, huh?  Don’t look at me like that; I’ve got nothing against the Indians.  I like to call them the A.L. farm team.  We love scooping up your best players after they’ve been trained.  Oh please, tell me you’re a Browns fan too!”
 
   “Isn’t that just like a New Yorker?  Never mind scouting or actually developing from within.  Oh no, we’ll just steal everyone else’s best players ‘cause we have more money.  And no, I’m not a Browns fan or a Bengals fan for that matter.  Since you’ll only make fun of me I’m not even discussing my favorite football team with you.”  Cassie crossed her arms over her chest and tried to remain stoic but her laughter escaped too quickly.  
 
   “C’mon, I swear I won’t laugh. Not even a smirk, hand to God.”
 
   “No way!”
 
   Pretty please?”
 
   After much pleading and vehement promises that there would be no mocking, Ryan finally persuaded her to talk. His curiosity was piqued and he assumed there was an interesting story behind her unique choice.  He tossed her another beer, hoping to loosen her tongue; the suspense was killing him.  She took a long sip and blurted out.
 
   “The Miami Dolphins.”
 
   “Why?  Did you used to live in Florida?” Ryan pondered.
 
   “I picked my team when I was five, okay?  My brother, Johnny, is four years older than me.  He had boxes of trading cards in his room: baseball, football, you name it, because my dad tried really hard to get him into sports.  So, this one day he’s in his room flipping through the football cards. He must have been really bored, ‘cause he practically never let me in his room but this day he did.  After flipping through the cards for a while, he asked me which team was my favorite.  I looked at the pictures on his cards and finally picked my team.”  She paused for another sip.  “Well, I was five so … I picked the team with the best helmets.  Teal and orange with a dolphin on the side. C’mon it’s a no-brainer.”
 
   Ryan downed the rest of his beer to keep from laughing out loud.  
 
   “You promised!” Cassie protested. “During the Marino years it wasn’t so bad but, hey, at least I’m loyal.”
 
   “And clearly a masochist!” he replied, laughing.  “Wait, let me guess you’re also a Toronto Maple Leafs fan. I figured you must like hockey. Lots of people can recognize Gretzky but you also knew Lemieux and Brodeur; you must know hockey.”
 
   “Actually, I love hockey. It’s too bad the Blue Jackets weren’t around when I was a little girl. It would’ve been cool to see a game in person but Detroit was too far to trek. They’re our closest Original Six team.”
 
   Ryan gaped at her again.  He wanted to shout, where have you been all my life? He was pretty sure he’d never met a girl who ever referenced the Original Six before. His ex-wife hated all sports.  Even though she knew Ryan was a sports writer and his job depended on it, his ex resented every moment that involved any type of sporting event.  
 
   “You’ve never been to a game? We’ll have to do something about that!  If you don’t mind press seats, that is.  I’ll be working but we’ll just hang a camera around your neck and pass you off as my photographer. I’ll check tomorrow to see when the Rangers play Detroit again. I left my laptop at the office or I’d check right now.”
 
   For the first time in years, Ryan felt alive. The weight of his floundering marriage, then the pending divorce had crushed the life out of him.  Finally, that weight was lifting.  Cassie’s fascination with Ryan’s work snowballed as she pressed him for more details.  It had been so long since anyone showed that much interest in his job that Ryan found it uncomfortable.  Fearful that he was dominating the conversation, he turned the tables and peppered Cassie with questions about her work.  He was shocked to learn that Cassie held a menagerie of jobs, despite losing one of them earlier that afternoon.  
 
   In addition to waiting tables at a few local establishments, two nights a week Cassie was part of an office building cleaning crew and she sometimes worked the graveyard shift for a credit card company’s call center.  All that in addition to auditions and the occasional local cable company commercials; Ryan wondered when she found time to sleep. 
 
   It seemed as if no time at all had passed as they moved from one topic of conversation to another.  He had just finished setting up the entertainment center when Cassie unearthed a bag with all of the remotes. 
 
   “You’re such a guy,” she joked. “Even your remote controls have a remote control
 
   “Ha-ha, very funny. Well, let’s see if I set this up right.” Bowing, he handed Cassie the remote control. “Would you do the honors, M’lady?”
 
    She’d never met a man willing to turn over the remote and her face showed it. Her finger skimmed across the power button and the television was aglow in high definition picture.  At Ryan’s request, she flipped through a few channels to make sure the cable company had included all of the sports packages he had ordered. When she cycled back to the local channels the evening news was in full swing. 
 
   “That can’t be right,” Cassie insisted. “It’s eleven o’clock already?  Oh God, I’m the guest who never leaves!  I can’t believe I’ve imposed on you this long.  I should go.”
 
   She gathered her things but Ryan stopped her.
 
   “Hold on now, let me take a peek out into the hall and, at least, make sure the coast is clear.” He poked his head out and looked down the hallway toward Cassie’s apartment. Samir must’ve given up, he determined; there was no sign of him or his chair.  “Nope, no good,” Ryan lied.  “He’s still there but he looks pretty sleepy. He’ll probably take off soon so we might as well have another drink and wait it out.”
 
   Guilt and shame gnawed at his insides like a hungry rat but Ryan hated the thought of her leaving. He’d been having so much fun but the apartment would be drab and lonely when she left. Ryan could tell Cassie was on the fence, debating whether she should stick around for a little while longer or face Samir instead. Helping her decide, he slipped another bottle into her hand and guided her back to the couch.                
 
   “We’ve done enough unpacking for one night.  Come, sit down, and put your feet up.” Ryan insisted as he tucked a throw pillow behind her back.  “As it is, I’m permanently indebted to you for all of your help.”
 
   ***
 
   The body that once housed Floyd Parker staggered up and down the alleys.  An enticing aroma floated on the breeze, setting his feet in motion to find the source.  Stray cats hissed as he passed. Frightened, the critters that made their homes in the city’s sewers and dumpsters scurried away as fast as their little legs would carry them. Still, Floyd paid them no mind as he shuffled along. Nearing the culvert, two homeless men huddled over a small fire as they passed a bottle back and forth.  When he was still Floyd Parker, those two men had names and familiar faces but Floyd’s memories had been replaced with a burning desire. Now, they were nothing more than sustenance.  Meat did not have names like Abe or Buck.  
 
   “Floyd!” Abe shouted; his voice slurred. “Where have you been you old so-and-so? Come have a drink with us.”
 
   “Ha! From the way he’s staggering along, Abe, it looks like Floyd must have started without us,” the other chimed in, nudging his pal in the ribs.
 
   “Like you have room to talk, Buck.” Abe scoffed.
 
   Ignoring the crack, Floyd’s legs churned toward the drunken pair.  Jumping to his feet, Abe, the one who had extended the invitation, held out a bottle for his fellow street dweller.  Floyd’s arms rose slowly but instead of grasping the bottle, his hands clamped onto the other man’s arm. Taken aback, Abe didn’t have a moment to scream before he was pulled toward Floyd’s open mouth.  The screams came when a bloody chunk of flesh was torn from his face.  Horrified, Abe shrieked for his friend to help while Floyd chewed the oozing meat. Numbed by his drunken stupor, Buck stood frozen, watching as Floyd went in for another bite of his friend.  
 
   “HELP ME!” 
 
   The words echoed throughout the drain tunnels.  Spurred into action, Buck tried to help his old pal.  He jumped onto Floyd’s back, hoping to restrain the maniac eating Abe alive. No matter how hard he squeezed, the chokehold did nothing to bring Floyd down.  Buck lost his grip and fell to the ground, wishing for once that he hadn’t drank so much. When Abe’s body fell into a puddle, bloody and lifeless, Floyd turned his attention to the other sack of fresh meat. Buck hunched over his friend, sobbing.  
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you, Floyd?” he bawled.  “You tore Abe’s throat out!”
 
   Realizing that he was in mortal danger, Buck rose and tried to run. Floyd’s teeth plunged into his shoulder, making Buck’s knees buckle. His stumble was enough to throw the flesh-eating street dweller to the ground so Buck was able to scramble away and run. Floyd clawed his way back to Abe’s side and he dug his fingers into the fleshy part of his victim’s abdomen.  Under the moonlight, he was left to dine on the remains of his friend.
 
   ***
 
   Cassie woke to the sound of a gentle tapping from across the room.  Still groggy, she opened her bleary eyes and glanced in the direction of the noise.
 
   “Good Morning,” Ryan cooed while lingering in the doorway.  “I wasn’t sure if you were a coffee, tea or juice, kind of girl so I brought you all three.”
 
   Cassie bolted upright and looked around.  She was definitely not in her bed or in her bedroom.  She tried to chase the cobwebs from her brain and remember what had happened the night before.  Oh God, this is so embarrassing, she thought.  The last thing she could remember was waiting for Samir to go back to his apartment.  As her eyes refocused, she noticed her costume was neatly folded on the nightstand but the sweatpants she had been wearing were in a ball on the floor.  Not a good sign. Ryan had already showered and dressed for work.  She had no doubt he was anxious to be rid of her.  
 
   “Look, I know this sounds really cliché, but I swear I’ve never done anything like this before.” She explained.  “I’m really not that kind of girl.”
 
   “Well, I should hope not or I doubt you’d get too many invitations for a return visit,” Ryan teased.
 
   Aghast, Cassie felt the blood drain from her face.  Great, she thought, not only did I sleep with a complete stranger; apparently, I’m not any good at it.  Oh God, is that why Royce dumped me?                
 
   “I mean one minute you’re in mid-sentence and the next, boom, you’re out like a light.  Completely passed out.  I may be partially to blame though.  I probably should have made you eat more.” 
 
   “So you mean we didn’t”, she sputtered. “I thought we … then, hey, why are the pants you lent me on the floor?”
 
   “I have no idea!” Ryan insisted as he threw his hands into the air.  “I promise; they were still on when I carried you in here.  What you did after that, I really couldn’t say.  I tucked you in first then I spent the night on the couch.”  
 
   “You spent the first night in your new apartment on the couch?  Oh God!  I am so sorry. I’ll grab my stuff and get out of your way. Bet you can’t wait to get rid of me!” Cassie leapt out of the bed and scrambled for her things.  
 
   “Hey,” Ryan said gently taking Cassie’s arm.  “Don’t worry about it.  I was glad to have the company.”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” she scoffed.  “You’re just being polite.”
 
   “Can I make a confession?” He hesitated, not wanting to ruin her opinion of him.  “The truth is, Samir had left way before you passed out.  I lied.  I didn’t want to be alone.  Honestly, I hadn’t had that much fun in a long, long time and I didn’t want it to end.”
 
   They both laughed and Cassie accepted a cup of coffee as a peace offering.  She yawned then took a sip of her coffee before asking Ryan what time he had to leave for work.  His brow furrowed as he looked at his watch: 5:45am. Not knowing how long it would take to get to his office, Ryan wondered if he should leave soon.
 
   “Oh no!  Its quarter to six already?” She gasped.  “I have to get moving if I’m going to make enough money for rent today.”
 
   He knew he shouldn’t pry but before he could stop himself, Ryan blurted out, “How much do you still need?”  
 
   “Um, pretty much all of it. I think there’s like twenty-five dollars in my checking account. I don’t have a savings account.” She didn’t want to admit that she’d drained the savings account long ago.  
 
   Ryan’s face paled and he wondered aloud how she would ever be able to come up with nine hundred and fifty dollars in one day. “So, I guess you work for Vic then too,” he muttered.
 
   Cassie tried, unsuccessfully, to hide her anger at such an accusation. 
 
   “There are plenty of ways to make money in this city without taking your clothes off.  Thank you very much!  And yes, they’re legal so you can wipe that scandalous look off your face!”
 
   Ryan was intrigued.  He wondered how she could possibly come up with that kind of money in one day, legally.  
 
   “Okay, I give.  How?” Ryan asked.  
 
   Cassie’s eyes sparkled with mischief and, giggling, she said, “I could tell you but then I’d have to kill you”.  
 
   Since she still needed to get to her apartment, Ryan peeked down the hall to make sure there was no sign of their superintendent.  
 
   “So, as a journalist, I feel obligated to investigate, you know, sort of bear witness to these ‘legal’ acts— for posterity sake and all.”
 
   Cassie shrugged in an attempt to appear noncommittal but was unable to hide her smile. 
 
   “I thought you were a sports writer though.”  
 
   She unlocked her door and invited Ryan inside. “I’m just going to take a quick shower then we can get going.  Make yourself at home.”  
 
   Ryan looked around. The layout of her apartment was the same as his, but it looked warmer and more inviting. Her furniture was a combination of hand-me-downs and IKEA but it had style.  Making himself comfortable on the sofa, he automatically reached for the TV remote.  A static ‘snow storm’ raged on the screen leaving Ryan to assume she hadn’t paid her cable bill either.  
 
   It seemed like an eternity had passed before he heard the water turn off in the bathroom.  Ryan checked his watch; forty-five minutes had passed. He chuckled to himself, so much for a ‘quick’ shower. Hoping that she’d be coming out any second, Ryan stood, smoothed the wrinkles from his pants, and straightened his tie but there was no sign of his neighbor. Another hour passed and still he sat, not too patiently, waiting for Cassie to return.  Pulling the cell phone from his pocket, Ryan decided to call the office and let his boss know he would be late.  
 
   Grant Jansen was not only the Editor-in-Chief but also a good friend. All Ryan needed was a plausible excuse and he could avoid being reprimanded for ditching their weekly staff meeting. He felt only the faintest hint of remorse as he dialed Grant’s number. While Cassie applied a fine mist of hairspray, she listened in as Ryan lied to his boss.
 
   “Hey Grant, it’s Ryan.  Yeah, I’m not sure if I’ll make it in today.  What?  No, it’s not the flu.  No, I’m fine, really.  I’m going to follow up on this rumor I heard about.  Huh?  Nah, not from my usual sources but— yeah, I know we’re having a staff meeting today but … hey, if you think our monthly reminder to label our food in the break room fridge is more important than the Giants losing LeRoy Fanning then … well, that’s what I heard. I’m sure it’ll be fine if we’re the only paper not reporting on it.  We’ll let The Times take care of it instead.”
 
   Ryan smiled as he hit end.  As he had predicted, his last remark about The Times sealed the deal.  Cassie had slipped into the room behind Ryan and shook her head in disbelief.
 
   “Liar, liar pants on fire.” She sang playfully.  
 
   Realizing he’d been caught in the act, Ryan grimaced as he turned around to face Cassie.  With theatrical panache, he looked at his watch; his eyes narrowed in mock accusation.  Ryan hadn’t been prepared to wait two and a half hours but it was well worth it.  
 
   Cassie’s long hair shined like spun gold, rich and glossy, cascading past her shoulders.  The deep blue of her lightweight sweater matched her eyes and its low v-cut showed more than a little cleavage.
 
   “Sorry I kept you waiting,” Cassie said smiling her most dazzling smile.  “Since we’re getting a late start, we can skip the docks. It’s kind of a shame though.  They pay cash to unload the fish for the markets.  Oh well, at least we won’t reek of fish all day.  All set?”
 
   “What’s this ‘we’re getting a late start’ business?  I was ready three hours ago,” Ryan quipped as he followed Cassie down the hall.
 
   She rolled her eyes and sighed.  It had been a long-standing joke in her family to mock her for taking an eternity to get ready. They had been doing it since she was in junior high so she was used to it.  Laughing, she pushed Ryan out into the hall and toward the elevator. Cassie had been so engrossed in Ryan’s stories; she forgot she was supposed to be avoiding Samir.  As she stepped out from the elevator, she heard him shouting at her about the rent.
 
   “I’ll have it for you tonight, Samir, I promise!” Cassie vowed.
 
   “But that’s what you said last week.  Why should I believe you now?” Samir asked.
 
   “Because this time I’m telling you the truth!” Cassie waved as she dashed out the front door, dragging Ryan with her.
 
   The morning air was cool and crisp as they scurried down the crowded sidewalks and wove in between cars at the traffic lights.  After several blocks, Ryan silently pledged to resume his gym membership.  He had been an athlete all through school and also in college, feeling winded after a mere half-mile was humbling.  
 
   An odd sight flashed in his peripheral vision forcing Ryan to stop and peer down an alley.  He saw a haggard homeless man crouched beside a dumpster.  Man, I need to get to bed early tonight. Either I’m still asleep or it’s lack of oxygen but I could’ve sworn that homeless dude was gnawing on a leg … a human leg. Feeling silly, he blinked hard and chalked it up to being out of shape.  Just to be sure, he peeked again.  This time the filthy man, minus the bone, lifted his head and groaned.  Shaking his head, Ryan trudged on without any outward signs of discomfort.  He watched Cassie glide through the city streets turning heads as she went.  
 
   “So are we walking to Jersey or what?” Ryan joked.  
 
   “Two more blocks,” Cassie laughed. “We’re almost there.”
 
   Pressing through the morning commuters, she forced her way to the corner building and pulled open a heavy door.  The name BioLabs Technology was stenciled on the glass.  Inside, a chunky woman in scrubs was attaching forms to clipboard and paid no attention to the new arrivals in her lobby.  
 
   “What is this place?” Ryan whispered.
 
   “I think they do some kind of medical research,” she whispered back. “But they pay $180.00 for plasma donations.  Don’t look so worried; it doesn’t hurt— much.”  
 
   Ryan scowled as he watched her march up to the front desk and sign in.  A young tech in a lab coat greeted Cassie like an old friend and took her into the back.  A little red flag went off in Ryan’s mind.  He vaguely remembered reading an article about BioLabs Technology and their less than ethical ‘research’ which was why they paid so much for donations.  Other plasma companies only paid between $30-60 for a single donation.   
 
   “Well, are you gonna sign in or what?” the receptionist asked.
 
   With a sigh, Ryan approached the desk.  He filled out a release form and moments later a bubbly redhead emerged from the back to escort him to a room.  She reviewed his medical history, took his vitals, and handed over a stack of forms for him to sign while she entered his information into their database.  He followed her to one of the donation rooms and, at her direction, sat in the recliner while trying to pretend he wasn’t the least bit nervous.  Ryan turned his head as his perky tech inserted the needle.  She handed him a magazine and a call button if he needed any assistance.  
 
   Stretching out, Ryan half-heartedly flipped through the magazine and waited.  Before he knew it, he was being shaken awake and the needle had been removed.  His tech handed him a cup of juice and asked him to wait for a few minutes before trying to get up.  He inquired after Cassie and the tech scowled. 
 
   “We’re not allowed to discuss other clients. All I can tell you is that she’s still in one of the donation rooms.”  
 
   The tech was relieved she didn’t have to tell Ryan that, because Cassie skipped breakfast, she experienced dizziness and nausea.  To be safe, the staff decided to keep her in the recovery room until she felt better. When her discomfort passed, Cassie found Ryan waiting for her in the lobby.  
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked, rushing to her side.  “You look a little pale.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine. I need some fresh air though.  Let’s get paid and get out of here.”
 
   The coordinator handed each of them an envelope and thanked them for their donation.  Without thinking, Ryan draped his arm over Cassie’s shoulders as they made their way to the sidewalk.  She smiled at his concerned gesture and rested her head against his chest.  Once she was outside in the cool air, Cassie felt more like herself and the color returned to her cheeks.
 
   “Here, I want you to take this,” Ryan insisted as he stuffed his envelope in her hand.
 
   Cassie tried to protest but he refused to take the money back.  Instead, he insisted that he owed her the money since she had unpacked most of his boxes and helped him organize. 
 
   “A moving company would have cost way more than two-hundred dollars and they wouldn’t have washed my dishes before putting them in the cabinets,” he insisted.
 
   “Hey! Wait a sec, how did you get two hundred?” Cassie demanded.  “I only got one-eighty.”
 
   “Well, while I was waiting, I made another donation.  So, they paid me an extra twenty dollars.” he replied.
 
   She looked up and Ryan’s cheeks blushed scarlet. Before she could question him further, his entire face turned beet red.  It only took a moment for her to figure out what he had donated.  Her eyes darted to the hand he’d draped over her shoulder.
 
   “What? I washed it.” He exclaimed but laughed when she blushed.  “Anyway, it was for a good cause.  So, that’s three hundred and eighty down, five seventy to go.  Not bad considering it’s only half- past nine. So, what’s next? ”
 
   “Well, I can’t go pick up my last paycheck from Greco’s until after the breakfast rush is over and the pawn shop doesn’t open until eleven so, next stop is Beckett’s advertising.  If we don’t get there soon, they’ll have given away all the best locations.” 
 
   Ryan’s eyebrow rose. He wondered what he’d gotten himself into but he followed as she led the way.  While they walked, Cassie explained that Beckett’s hired walk-ins to hand out flyers for local businesses.  
 
   “If you get there early enough, you get to pick better locations. We seasoned recruits know that the best places are subway stations, near bus stops or in the park. What’s wrong?” Cassie asked, noticing the worried look on Ryan’s face.
 
   “I can’t exactly be seen handing out flyers when I’m supposed to be following up on the Fanning situation,” he admitted.  “Too bad I don’t have a disguise.”
 
   “I can take care of that.” 
 
   Her toothy smile stretched until laugh lines crinkled in the corner of her eyes. Before he knew it, Ryan had been stuffed into a giant taco suit with a mask that looked like a dollop of sour cream. Laden with a sack full of flyers for a new, Mexican restaurant, he followed Cassie out to the sidewalk.  
 
   “This is humiliating!” Ryan grumbled.
 
   “I thought you wanted to join me, you know, posterity sake and all that,” she teased.  “Of course, you could always go to the office, tell your boss you’re a dirty little liar, and catch the end of your staff meeting. Or, you can play hooky with me.” She watched Ryan stew for a minute then, winking, told him, “Consider it penance.”
 
   Even through the tiny eyeholes in his mask, Ryan could see a devilish gleam in her big blue eyes.  Though he expected the work to be long and tedious, Ryan was pleasantly surprised that time seemed to fly.  Cassie’s engaging personality and lively conversation even made it enjoyable.  She mocked Ryan mercilessly as he waddled about in his ridiculous costume. Their laughter was cut short when he accidentally backed into a street vendor’s display table.  
 
   A miniature ‘I love NY’ snow globe shattered on the pavement, unleashing a tiny river of glittery water to pool around the owner’s feet.  Ryan whipped around and almost fell into oncoming traffic as he apologized.  Already feeling guilty, after reading the vendor’s sign he felt even worse.  The banner hanging above her table read, “Charity Work” while the sign affixed to the table stated, “100% of proceeds go to Charity”.  
 
   “Oh geez, I am so sorry,” Ryan said as he tried to dig through the costume for his wallet.  “I’ll pay for that!”  
 
   The woman behind the table smiled, secretly believing that there was a sucker born every minute.  She stepped just a little to her left to avoid tapping the lever near her foot.  By her own design, when she pressed the lever a bumper would extend from the edge of the table to nudge unsuspecting bystanders. Once she bumped a mark, she would use a ruler to push one of the many touristy trinkets to the ground. On any given day, countless porcelain Empire State building replicas and city skyline water globes shattered on the sidewalk below. 
 
   “That would be really kind of you,” the woman said, still smiling. “You’d be amazed how many people walk on by if they break something.”
 
   Her victim’s initial response to a broken tchotchke was the gauge she used to determine how much money she’d be able to milk from him or her.  She could tell ‘taco man’ would be a windfall.  
 
   Finally able to retrieve his wallet, Ryan stuffed a few bills in her hand and apologized again for his mistake.  By the time Cassie had joined Ryan at the table, the vendor had convinced him to buy a tacky, cheaply-made frame for thirty dollars, along with a pair of snow globes.  If it hadn’t been for the sign, Cassie would have tried to talk Ryan out of the purchase. Knowing that the proceeds were going to a charitable organization kept her quiet
 
   “I think it’s wonderful that one hundred percent of your proceeds go to charity,” said Cassie.  “Which one do you support?”
 
   The woman’s smile faded for a brief second as she wrapped the frame in tissue paper and stuffed it in a bag.  She regained her cheery disposition the second Ryan’s cash was safely tucked into her lockbox.  She turned to Cassie and answered the question.
 
   “My favorite one, of course!” 
 
   Her bubbly laugh was infectious but Ryan’s journalistic curiosity was piqued.  
 
   “And which one is that?” he asked, his voice taking a serious tone.
 
   “Me!” the woman answered gleefully.
 
   “Hey! That’s fraud!” Cassie accused.  
 
   “No it isn’t,” she responded.  “See.”
 
   She pulled out her driver’s license and solicitors permit both with the name “Charity Work”.  
 
   “My parents thought naming me Charity would be so cute.  Well, I fixed them.  After I moved to the city, I changed my last name to Work.  So there you have it, there’s nothing fraudulent about my signs.  One hundred percent of the proceeds do go to Charity and that Charity is me!”
 
   Both Ryan and Cassie stared at her with burning incredulity. There was no point in arguing semantics; Charity’s business, albeit deceiving, was legit. Infuriated, Ryan tried to return the frame.
 
   “Sorry, taco man.” Charity replied, her smile even broader.  “Read the sign: ‘All sales final, no returns’.  It’s all there in black and white, buddy, clear as crystal.” 
 
   Ryan scanned at the sign and, of course, it was right there. The print was practically microscopic but still, it was there.  There was nothing he could do but walk away, shaking his heads.  All the way back to Beckett’s he and Cassie talked about the sign and Charity’s play on words. Terms like ‘scandalous’, ‘thief’, and ‘con artist’ volleyed between them.  
 
   Once they reached Beckett’s, they pocketed their pay and trudged off to the next stop.  Cassie checked her reflection in the plate glass window before crossing the threshold to Prince’s Pawn & Sports Memorabilia Shop.  Flashing a brilliant smile, she greeted the dour man behind the counter while fumbling in her bag.  She fished out a plastic case and set it on the counter.  Curious, Ryan inched closer to the counter for a better look.  
 
   “Oh my God, that’s a Cal Ripken, Jr. rookie card,” he exclaimed.  “Practically mint condition too!”
 
   The man at the counter grumbled that it was far from mint and offered Cassie one hundred and seventy-five dollars.  
 
   “Are you kidding me? Don’t take that, Cass.  I’ll give you four hundred for it right now,” Ryan insisted.
 
   The man glowered at Ryan and increased his offer to four hundred and twenty-five dollars.  Despite his earlier claim, the owner knew it was in immaculate condition and it would fetch a pretty penny from collectors.
 
   “Sold!” Cassie replied immediately, preventing Ryan from making a counter offer.  
 
   She already felt guilty that he had given her his earlier earnings.  The last thing she wanted was for Ryan fork over any more of his hard earned cash.  After a quick count, Cassie stuffed the cash in her front pocket and skipped out the front door.
 
   “You’re not very good at bartering are you? You could have gotten a lot more for that card.” Ryan said. “I know you need the money but you really should have held on to it.  A card in that condition will only increase in value.”
 
   Laughing, she told Ryan not to worry. “I’ve got three more at home and they’re in even better condition. Now, if I can get my paycheck today I should have the rent covered,” she said.  
 
   Returning to Greco’s to pick up her last check was something Cassie had been dreading.  She had grown to love that place and its motley band of regulars.  As much as she hated to admit it, Paulie had become like a surrogate father to her since she moved to the big, bad city.  
 
   She knew she needed to get there before the lunch rush yet her feet seemed to drag as they moved closer to the diner.  Peering through the window, Cassie saw a couple of waitresses scurrying about with loaded trays and pots of steaming coffee.  The bells on the door jangled as Ryan nudged her across the threshold.  For a moment all heads turned toward the door then settled back to what they were doing before.  
 
   “It’s about time!” Paulie barked from the kitchen. “Where the hell have you been?  We’ve been swamped over here and Sherry’s still out sick.  Good thing Gina agreed to help out ‘til you got here.  Shake a leg kid, we ain’t got all day!”
 
   Gina, Paulie’s daughter looked up and grimaced.  Her frustration with her father was clearly written on her face.
 
   “Agreed? More like I was bullied,” Gina scoffed.  “Wow, am I glad to see you, Cassie.  I really need to get back to my bakery; poor Beth is ripping her hair out over there!  I only stopped in to drop off a few fresh pies and got shanghaied into covering.  I don’t know how you’ve put up with him for this long.  You must be pushing for sainthood or something.  Is he always this miserable?”
 
   “I’m just here to pick up my final paycheck,” Cassie muttered. 
 
   “You’re quitting?” 
 
   Paulie popped his head out from the kitchen and glowered at her.  He hated to think of losing one of his best employees even if she did drive him crazy most of the time.  
 
   “You’re not even gonna give me a two week notice?” he accused.
 
   “Wh-What?”Cassie sputtered. “You fired me yesterday, remember?”
 
   “Sweet Mary, mother of God!  I fire you every day.” Paulie growled.  “That never stopped you from coming back before!  Now quit acting all offended and get to work.  I don’t have time for your crap today.” 
 
   Cassie stared at him, completely dumbfounded. Paulie had never given her an ultimatum before and she was certain he’d fired her.  
 
   “Well, maybe you should be a little nicer to your staff, Pop,” Gina scolded.  “If you didn’t bark orders at everyone and threaten to fire them all the time then, maybe, they’d want to stick around.”
 
   Paulie’s brow furrowed. Snapping his towel at Gina, he told her to, “Refill table five’s drinks and keep your yap shut.”  
 
   Muttering under her breath, Gina stalked over to the table while shooting dirty looks at her father. Paulie sighed and motioned for Cassie to follow him as he shuffled back to the kitchen.  
 
   “Is it a raise you’re after?” Paulie asked.  “Is that what this is all about?”
 
   “You should give her a raise!” Gina growled, poking her head through the door.  “If today is any indication of how you’ve been treating your employees then she deserves it!”
 
   “I thought I told you to get back to work and keep your big mouth shut,” he snapped.  
 
   “Fine! Next time one of your waitresses doesn’t show up for work, and believe me it will happen again, don’t bother calling me.  I have my own business to run.  I don’t need to come here and be treated this way.  Cassie, if you do decide to stay make him give you at least two dollars more per hour. Maybe five!” Gina said as she yanked off her apron and threw it down on the counter before storming out the front door.  
 
   Paulie raked his fingers through his thinning hair and shook his head. “Her mother, God rest her soul, always said Gina had my temper. Trudy wasn’t kidding. Ah, I’ll call her tomorrow and she’ll be fine but … what about you?”  His shoulders sagged as he waited for Cassie’s response.
 
   “I really did think you meant it yesterday,” she muttered. “You’ve never given me an ultimatum before. Look, I appreciate the offer for management, Paulie, but I’m not giving up on my dream.  If you’re willing to accept that, then I’ll stay.”
 
   “Ah, come here.” Paulie chuckled pulling Cassie into a bear hug.  “You’re a good kid.  I’ll see what I can do to work around your auditions and maybe even squeeze in a raise.  Now please, get to work!”
 
   When Cassie emerged from the kitchen, Ryan noticed she was wearing an apron.  
 
   “So, does that mean you got a raise?” Ryan teased, pointing to the apron.
 
   “How’s that any of your business?” Paulie growled through the kitchen door then addressing Cassie he asked, “Who the heck is this guy?”
 
   One of the customers at the counter, who had been quietly sipping his coffee and reading the paper, looked up to see what all the fuss was about.
 
   “Hey! That’s you!” he stammered, pointing to the picture of Ryan above his article.  “I read your column every day.  I’m a big fan.”
 
   While Ryan exchanged pleasantries with the customer, Paulie snatched up the sports section and eyed the picture.  
 
   “Ya know … you could show the Mets a little love once in a while instead of slobbering all over the Yankees every chance you get. ESPN has that angle covered.” Paulie grumbled.  “But, at least you give the Jets a fair shake so, that makes you okay in my book.”
 
   The men shook hands and chatted about sports while Cassie tended to the needs of the other patrons.  Paulie himself poured Ryan a cup of coffee as they debated the best contenders for the World Series. With Cassie safely out of earshot, Ryan told Paulie about her rent troubles.  Paulie nodded and excused himself.  Without hesitation, he opened the register, pulled out a stack of bills, and stuffed them in Cassie’s apron.  
 
   “Consider it a signing bonus,” Paulie joked while making eye contact with Ryan.  “Just take care of your rent.” 
 
   Before she could argue, Paulie disappeared into the kitchen.    
 
   “Did you have something to do with that?” Cassie whispered to Ryan as she passed by to top off his coffee.  
 
   Ryan merely shrugged as if to say he had no idea what she meant.  Slipping a plate with a huge slice of pie in front of Ryan, Cassie smiled at her new friend.  
 
   “Here, Gina makes the best pies and you could probably use a little sugar in your system after making your two donations.” She quipped. “Have you ever been to her shop, GG’s Bakery?  It’s not too far from your office.”
 
   “That’s where I know her!  She’s GG.  I thought she looked familiar and it was driving me crazy.” Ryan answered.  “Oh yeah, I’ve been to her shop before.  I’ve been lugging around ten extra pounds, thanks to her.”
 
   Ryan patted his mid section and grimaced. Cassie’s plan for a witty retort was cut short by the shrill ring of the diner’s telephone. She excused herself to answer it, leaving Ryan to indulge in his pie. As she spoke, color drained from Cassie face and her eyes widened. Ryan mouthed, ‘are you okay’ but she shook her head. The moment she hung up the phone, Cassie dashed straight back into the kitchen.  With nothing but worry to keep him company, Ryan polished off his pie before she returned.
 
   “Everything okay?” Ryan asked, knowing it wasn’t.
 
   “It’s one of the other waitresses,” Cassie’s voice was a strained monotone.  “She just took her mom to the hospital.  They think she might have … the flu.”
 
   She whispered the last syllable, as if saying it made her vulnerable. Flu. The word hung heavy in the air.  Every local television network, newspaper, and radio station had been fanning the flames to the point of near-panic over the most recent outbreak of the ‘swine flu’.  Fear had gripped the city and the mere mention of the word flu sent people scurrying for antibacterial hand gel.  
 
   Cassie had been kind enough to agree to cover part of her coworker’s shift and one of the late shift girls said she would come in early to make up the rest.  
 
   “But what about Samir?” asked Ryan.
 
   Cassie scowled; she knew her landlord lacked patience and she had already pushed him to the limit.  Chewing her lip, she tried to come up with a new plan.
 
   “I could take the money over to Samir on my way back to work,” Ryan offered.  “It’s on my way.”
 
   “Really?  Would you?” she exclaimed throwing her arms around his neck and hugging him tightly.  “You’re a life saver!  How can I ever repay you?”
 
   “How about dinner tomorrow night?” he blurted out then instantly wished he hadn’t been so brazen.
 
   “Hmm, I’ll be working here all day tomorrow then cleaning in the evening.  Could we make it the next night? That’ll give me enough time to pick up some groceries too.” She tried to keep the eagerness from her voice as she replied. 
 
   “I didn’t mean I wanted you to cook for me,” Ryan laughed.  “I want to take you out to dinner.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense.  How would you taking me out to dinner be a way for me to repay you?” Cassie wondered aloud.  “No, I’ll take care of dinner, besides it’s been a while since I got to cook for anyone.”
 
   “Yeah, there’s a reason for that,” Paulie laughed. “No one likes food poisoning.”  
 
   Cassie swatted her boss playfully as he ducked back into the kitchen.  She handed her rent money to Ryan and thanked him again. This time, her hug lasted just a moment longer and she pecked a kiss on his cheek. Ryan felt his face flush as he mumbled, “no big deal” while he stuffed the cash in his pocket. Mentioning, yet again, that she would be waiting tables at the sports bar/restaurant near Ryan’s office, Cassie suggested that he drop by after work.  Trying to sound casual, Ryan said he’d check his calendar when he got to the office but promised he’d try.  
 
   Ryan felt like he was floating on air as he left the diner and made his way back to the apartment building to find Samir.  In addition to Cassie’s cash, Ryan wrote Samir a check for an extra month on Cassie’s rent.  He begged Samir to keep it a secret but he wanted to give Cassie a cushion if she came up short again.  Ryan justified the act in his mind since Samir accused him of being crazy. Rent in my new apartment is less than half of what I paid on my mortgage. Between the cash from selling the house, my salary and not having to foot the bill for my shopping-addicted ex-wife, I have plenty of cash.  It made him feel good to help out someone who worked so hard but had trouble making ends meet. Ryan wasn’t taking any chances that his new friend might be evicted.  
 
   ***
 
   By the time Ryan made it to his office, their staff meeting was long over.  He felt almost no remorse for his earlier fib, completely out of character for him.  He was too enamored with his new neighbor to allow guilt to take root. Cassie’s smile and fun-loving attitude was still fresh in Ryan’s mind and it was a struggle to stay focused on his next article. He stared at the blank computer screen while his mind drifted, yet again, to his captivating new neighbor.  
 
   Jolted back to reality by the harsh buzzing from his phone, Ryan snatched up the receiver and tried to sound pleasant.  Grant, his boss, had not made the same attempt when summoning Ryan to his office.  
 
   “So, how did the whole ‘Fanning issue’ turn out?” Grant barked before Ryan had even lowered himself into a chair.
 
   “It turns out that the rumor was a fake,” Ryan muttered, finally feeling the shame.  
 
   “Well, you can imagine my surprise when … no sooner had I hung up the phone with you, I turned on the TV and saw this.” 
 
   Grant paused for effect as he turned his laptop around and started the cued video.  A grinning LeRoy Fanning leaned into the microphone expounding his love for New York and the Giants organization. Grant’s jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed as he glowered at Ryan.  
 
   “So, is it safe to assume that you won’t be accepting any more tips from this so called source?” 
 
   Ryan grimaced and before he could stop himself he blurted out the entire story. Stunned, Grant couldn’t decide between venting his anger or laughing. The mental image of Ryan stuffed in a giant taco suit was too amusing and laughter won. When the amusement subsided, Grant felt obligated to warn his friend to be cautious.  
 
   “After all, man, the ink on your divorce papers has barely dried, and you know nothing about this chick. She could be a gold digger … or worse.”
 
   Ryan listened patiently and thanked Grant for his concern.
 
   “But you’re not going heed my advice are you?” Grant accused.  “I mean c’mon, she lives two doors down.  You’ve heard the expression, ‘don’t shit where you eat’. Well, do yourself a favor. Don’t shit where you sleep, either.” 
 
   “Tell you what,” Ryan interrupted. “I’m stopping by to see her after work. She’s waiting tables tonight at that sports bar around the corner. Why don’t you come along and you can meet her?”
 
   Positive that Grant would be captivated once he met Cassie, Ryan excused himself so he could finish his article.  As additional penance for his earlier transgressions, Ryan stayed late to get his expense forms up to date.  After work, he and Grant headed over to the bar, their earlier tension long forgotten.  
 
   “Ugh, maybe we should come back another night.” Groaning, Ryan pointed to a group of interns entering the bar.  
 
   Grant shrugged it off and they proceeded inside.  Ryan had been too busy searching for Cassie to notice the interns had circled back. Oh great, they’re here to suck up to the boss, he thought. Still bitter that they hadn’t helped him move, Ryan tried to shoo them away. 
 
   “Yeah, the last thing he needs is you punks hanging around when I get to meet his new girl. You’ll make him look bad,” said Grant.
 
    Though the interns hadn’t been working at the paper for long, they’d never heard Ryan mention any females, not even his own mother.  Office gossip had been pretty slim; the interns couldn’t resist seeing Ryan’s girlfriend for themselves.  Reluctantly, Ryan pointed her out and Grant’s eyebrows rose in approval. The interns laughed.
 
   “You are so out of your league, old man,” they teased. “Just sit back and watch how it’s done.”
 
    With the all the arrogance of fraternity brothers on the prowl, the interns strutted over to Cassie and unleashed their best pick-up lines. She stared at the boys for a moment before bursting into laughter.
 
   “Seriously?  Does anyone ever fall for that?” She laughed so hard, she could barely get out the words.
 
   At that moment, she caught a glimpse of Ryan and excused herself. She was still struggling to contain her laughter as she maneuvered through the crowd. She made a bee line for Ryan and threw her arms around him.
 
   “Hey! You made it.”Gone was the polite smile of a waitress at work, Cassie’s face lit up at the sight of him. “You should have heard the lame pick-up lines some punks just tried to use. Unbelievable. Their mothers must have dropped them on their heads when they were babies. C’mon, I’ll get you a table.”
 
   She led Ryan and Grant through the crowd to a table in her section. Responding to a sharp jab in the ribs, Ryan remembered his manners and introduced Grant to Cassie.  They chatted for a moment before she scurried off to place their drink order.  By the time she returned, Grant completely understood Ryan’s irresponsible behavior. Within minutes, he’d been enchanted by the magic that was Cassie. She set a large platter of nachos between the guys and winked.
 
   “They’re on the house,” she insisted when they both reached for their wallets.
 
   Refusing to listen to their protest, Cassie disappeared again only to return with a pitcher of beer and two frosted mugs. Even though the place was packed, she circled back to her favorite table as often as possible. She was in stitches when Grant revealed that the punks with the lame pick-up lines were interns at his paper.  His recap of the television interview and his confrontation with Ryan left her gasping for air. Even Ryan had to laugh at the ridiculousness of the situation, even though he was embarrassed to be caught in such a blatant lie. To help him save face in front of his boss, Cassie told Grant how Ryan had saved her from eviction.
 
   “Okay, maybe it’s just the beer talking but I think she’s being generous with her compliments,” Ryan confessed. “I didn’t do anything heroic.”
 
   Later, as the two men settled their tab, Grant made a play for one last laugh. 
 
   “Alright, McCallistar, we’d better say good night to the pretty lady. I expect you at work on time tomorrow. No more ‘LeRoy Fanning issues’ … got it?”   
 
   As Grant bid Cassie farewell, he placed a gentle kiss on her hand. Ryan’s goodbye was less of a production.  He tried to play it cool and not come off as desperate. She gave him a hug but as he turned to leave, Cassie caught his arm.    
 
   “You may not think so but you really did do something heroic and I appreciate it. Are we still on for dinner Friday night?” she asked.  
 
   “Can’t wait,” Ryan said with a wink, and he meant it.  
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   Huddled near the culverts, Buck flushed out his wound with what little whiskey remained in his bottle.  He had been scouring the area, looking for the scraps of Abe’s body.  Exhausted and aching, he stopped to take a break.  His shoulder throbbed and the fear of infection burrowed into his brain like a maggot tunneling through rotted flesh.  A splash of alcohol should help, he decided. More had gone into his mouth than onto his oozing shoulder.  He dabbed at his injury gingerly and waited for his head to stop spinning.  No one had believed his story.  He had expected his fellow street people to support him. Instead, they laughed. 
 
   “Hittin’ the ole pipe again, huh Buck?” The accusation, by one of his own, angered him.  
 
   Distress won out over personal pride. Buck sucked it up and went to the police station to notify the authorities. In general, he tried to avoid the cops but seeing Abe ripped to shreds and narrowly escaping himself had changed his mind.  The first officer Buck spoke to was more interested in how much Buck had to drink that day. 
 
   Eventually the complaint was passed off to a rookie.  Buck explained his story, yet again, to an acne-scarred kid just out of the academy.  The rookie listened with polite interest despite the overwhelming stench emitting from their street dwelling victim.  
 
   “Would you be able to show me where the body of your friend is now? Abe, wasn’t it?” The young officer asked, looking over his notes.  “If we take a ride out there, we are going to find a body, right?”
 
   Buck had led the officer to the culvert where Floyd had attacked him but Abe’s body was gone.
 
                 “It must have washed away,” Buck muttered, cursing the rain.  
 
   After a stern lecture from a kid young enough to be his son, Buck wandered off, alone.  He made every attempt to avoid the group hangouts for fear of ostracism.  The other homeless mocked him when he claimed Floyd was a vicious flesh eating murderer and he hated them for it. Since the culvert was where he and Abe went when they wanted privacy, that’s where he went to seek solace.  Grieving his lost friend, Buck decided to rest a while before resuming the search.  
 
   When Buck opened his eyes again, he was alone and shivering. Despite the record high temperature and elevated humidity, Buck was freezing. His head throbbed. In the deep confines of his memories, he recalled his younger days.  
 
   “Dad used to take a shot of whiskey when he was sick”, Buck muttered.  
 
   Knowing he couldn’t afford medicine, he drained the last few drops in his bottle before falling into a fitful sleep.  Hours later, two ladies Buck occasionally sought out for comfort noticed him, huddled alone under some tattered blankets and old newspapers.   
 
   “Hey Buck,” the seductresses hailed.
 
   The sun had gone down and they were looking for a little romp. Typically, Buck was game for whatever tickled the fancy of his lady friends.  They were shocked, and a little insulted, when he didn’t respond. Since they’d missed out on the latest gutter gossip, they didn’t know to avoid Buck or, at least, be on guard. Together the ladies stormed over to where Buck was resting, demanding to know why he’d slighted them.
 
   “He ain’t movin’, girl.  Maybe he dead,” the older of the two women said.
 
   “Lemme see,” the other replied, running her hand up the inside of Buck’s thigh.  “Oh crap, I think you right. If he ain’t responded to that then … he dead.”
 
   The women looked at each other and shrugged.  Their motto had always been, ‘waste not, want not’ so they rummaged through his bags.  As they removed the loose change from his pocket, Buck’s head flopped to one side.  
 
   “We should go.  Dead bodies freak me out,” one said.
 
   “Quit being such a baby!  He ain’t got nobody else so we might as well take what we can get. We was good to him so I think he’d want us to have it. You check inside his jacket, I’m already getting his pants pockets.”  
 
   Buck’s eyes popped open.  He reached out, catching both women by their hair.  They tried to explain, hoping he’d laugh at them for thinking he was dead.  Buck did not laugh.  He did not speak nor comprehend what the women were saying.  He had only one interest, fresh meat, and there was plenty of it dangling from the end of the hair he clutched in his hands.
 
   Buck’s stained and rotting teeth sank into the women’s weather-beaten skin. They shrieked and struggled to get away but no one heard their cries for help.  The younger girl reached deep into her cleavage and pulled out a dull and rusty pocketknife.  With all of her strength, she buried the blade into Buck’s throat but it did not break his grip.  His hungry mouth continued to rip away huge chunks of bloody flesh. 
 
   The creature that was Buck paid no attention to their pleas for mercy.  Fearing for her life, the girl continued to slash and stab at her attacker, to no avail.  With no other choice, she took the blade and tried to cut off Buck’s fingers so she could break free from his grasp.  Frantic and dizzy from blood loss, she managed to sheer away the hair from her scalp, leaving Buck with a matted clump of filthy hair in his atrophying hand.  Her friend was a blood soaked mound of dead meat by the time she had cut free from Buck’s grasp. She tried to run but could not stand.  Instead she raked her hands across the gravel trying to pull her body away from the madman.  
 
   Exhaustion crashed over her and she closed her eyes for just a moment.  Later, when her lids popped open, they revealed filmy, unfocused eyes. Her mangled body rose and teetered on wobbly, uncoordinated legs.  A delicious scent floated on the breeze, beckoning her to hunt down the juicy, fresh meat.   She fell in step next to Buck.  As they wandered, the creature others called Floyd emerged from a side alley.  And then there were three.  
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   In the month following their introduction, Ryan and Cassie spent every free minute together.  Despite warnings from his coworkers that he was in danger of permanent entrapment in the ‘friend zone’, Ryan hadn’t made any attempts at a physical relationship. The first day they met Cassie told him her break up with Royce had been both painful and humiliating. One thing Ryan knew for sure: he didn’t want to be her rebound guy.  If and when the time was right, he wanted their connection to last.  Besides, I don’t want to be typecast as the stereotypical divorced guy chasing anything in a skirt. I’d have to run right out and buy myself a mid-life crisis car. His affection for Cassie flourished but he refused to set himself up for heartache later.
 
   Ryan’s cheating ex-wife had left him gun shy. He encased his heart in armor to protect against other women looking to stomp all over it. He preferred taking his time getting to know Cassie and enjoying her company. Secretly, he worried that their age difference might be an issue so he avoided the topic. The only other subject that remained off limits was Ryan’s ex wife.  As far as he was concerned, the mere mention of her existence was taboo. 
 
   All of his friends and family knew the rule: no one mentioned her name in his presence. So, it was with great trepidation that Grant called Ryan into his office to share some disquieting news.  Ryan slid into a chair, alarmed by the somber look on his boss’s face. Grant raked his fingers through his graying hair and sighed.  
 
   “Look, there’s no easy way to say this so …”
 
   Grant slid a sheet of paper across the desk to Ryan and waited. The muscles in Ryan’s arms tightened and through clenched teeth he hissed, “You’re not really running that, are you?”  He crumpled the paper into a wad and tossed it on Grant’s desk.  The pre-print copy of the New York Neighborhood News’ weekend society page, bearing the engagement announcement of Ryan’s ex-wife, landed in Grant’s lap. The attached photo of his ‘soul sucking ex’ and the ‘home-wrecking, hotshot lawyer she’d been screwing around with’ landed in the trash.
 
   “You know we really don’t have a choice,” Grant muttered.  “If you ask me, it was in very poor taste for them to—”
 
   Grant stopped mid-sentence, groping for the right thing to say.  In his opinion, running an engagement announcement in the newspaper where your ex-husband works was the lowest of low blows.  But to Grant, everything about Ryan’s ex was in poor taste and he had never been subtle about voicing that opinion.
 
   “I know and you’re right. I’m sorry. I completely overreacted and, really, I’m glad you showed me first. That couldn’t have been easy for you, Grant.” Ryan said.
 
   “There’s no reason to apologize, buddy. In fact, why don’t you go ahead and take the rest of the day off.”
 
   Sensing a trap, Ryan questioned his boss’ motives.  The paper had been short staffed for weeks due to the flu epidemic and they were plagued daily with no call/no shows. Staff members who had called out sick in the previous weeks still hadn’t returned to work. Most of them hadn’t even bothered to call in with an update.  
 
   “Okay,” Grant sighed, throwing his arms up in exasperation. “I was going to wait until tomorrow but, since you’re such a cynical bastard, I might as well just get it over with. I swear to you, if there was anyone else I wouldn’t ask, but there’s just not. Jeannie’s on maternity leave.  Carlos and Liz haven’t shown up in days. I tried to call and there’s no answer. Bill is still recovering from his emergency appendectomy and—.”
 
   “I already know all of this,” Ryan interrupted. “Spit it out, would you?”
 
   “I need you to cover the new exhibit at the Goldman Gallery.” 
 
   “No way!” Ryan bellowed.  “You do it!”
 
   “Look, I haven’t seen my little girls in weeks.  If I don’t show up to their ballet recital on Saturday night Leslie is going to get my visitation rights decreased, maybe even revoked.  Her lawyer told her it’s ‘emotionally damaging’ our daughters to have an absentee father. Apparently paying for their clothes, shoes, school, dance classes and everything else doesn’t mean a thing.  Somehow, I’m supposed to pay for everything but still be available every minute of every day just on the off chance Leslie calls and wants me to take the kids. That lawyer of hers is a piece of work.  The miserable bloodsucker would love to have another custody battle.  Hell, he made a fortune on the first one.”
 
   Grant’s voice was strained and Ryan had never seen him look so close to tears.  It was out of pity that Ryan agreed to the assignment. He hated the thought of setting even one toe inside the Goldman Gallery; the ex Mrs. McCallistar, curator for the gallery had put the new exhibit together herself.  That new fiancé of hers will be there too, no doubt. The thought of seeing either of them left Ryan nauseated.  
 
   “I’m sorry to do this to you, Ryan. If there was any other way.” 
 
   Ryan held up a dismissive hand so Grant stopped. There was nothing he could say to make the assignment any easier on Ryan.  
 
   “You should ask Cassie to go with you.” Grant said as a wicked grin stretched across his haggard face. “You two have been inseparable for the last month.  Show that bitch of an ex you’ve traded up for a younger, prettier, far superior model!” 
 
   Ryan nodded and left the office without saying a word.  Grant hoped, for once, Ryan would take his advice. 
 
   ***
 
   For the third time, Cassie repeated her question that, yet again, fell on deaf ears.  Ryan had barely touched his dinner and was uncharacteristically sullen.  Exasperated, she picked up her plate and carried it into the kitchen, wondering why he had bothered to invite her for dinner. Clearly, he’s not in the mood for company.  She rinsed the dishes and stacked them neatly in the dishwasher, in silence.  She sighed heavily, snatched up her purse, and stalked to the door. 
 
   “Hey, wait! Where are you going?” Ryan asked, finally snapping out of his funk. “Please, don’t leave.”  
 
   Cassie tossed her bag on the sofa and flopped down with a huff. Even with her brow furrowed and her lips pressed in a firm, angry line, Ryan was convinced she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. He paced back and forth, occasionally glancing up at her and wringing his hands.  
 
   “I-I have a huge favor to ask you,” Ryan muttered. “It would require summoning every ounce of your acting ability.  If you don’t want to do it, I’d completely understand.”
 
   “Do what?” Cassie snapped.  “Just spit it out already.”
 
   “I was wondering if you’d come with me on an assignment Saturday night?  I have to review the new exhibit at the Goldman Gallery and it would be a huge help to me if you could act like we’re a couple … instead of just friends.” 
 
   Ryan sank onto the sofa, buried his face in his hands, and shook his head.  He muttered a barely audible, “never mind”, before standing to walk away. Cassie caught his arm and demanded that he explain why he was so upset. Still staring at the floor, he rehashed his afternoon meeting with Grant to explain.  
 
   “I just thought that it wouldn’t be so humiliating if I showed up with someone as amazing as you.  The last several weeks have been wonderful and I’ve loved spending time with you.  Look, if this is too weird for you, I’d understand.  I know you’re not ready for anything more than friendship and I’m probably too old. Heck, I’m probably not even your type but if you acted like you were crazy about me, then, I wouldn’t feel so pathetic when she’s parading around with that prick.”
 
   Before he could continue, Cassie cupped his face in her hands and looked deep into his eyes. 
 
   “I wouldn’t have to act,” Cassie said. 
 
   Cassie leaned forward and her lips brushed against his.  Her kiss was gentle at first, then more demanding until the rhythm of their breathing quickened with desire. Ryan’s fingertips delicately traced the curve of her face, down the length of her neck, and trailed her arm before intertwining with her dainty hands. Their bodies pressed together, no longer needing words to express their longing. Without effort, he lifted her and, cradled in his arms, he carried Cassie to the bedroom.  
 
   Easing her onto the bed, Ryan knelt beside her and questioned with his eyes. A sultry smile graced her lips and she curled her finger, beckoning him to join her.  Needing no further encouragement, his body slid over hers, molding to her contours.  His mouth caressed the soft skin of her neck. Caught up in the passionate expression of pure emotion, there was no fear and no remorse, only the joy of finding that one person that completed them.  The missing piece to their puzzle was found; two halves made whole.  For a moment, they remained still. Wrapped in Ryan’s strong arms, Cassie smiled.  
 
   “Wow,” he gasped as he nuzzled her neck to inhale the strawberry scent of her hair.  
 
   Cassie’s giggle reminded him of wind chimes tinkling in a spring breeze.  Then, with a look of determination, she rolled over, throwing her leg over Ryan’s body, and looked down as she straddled over him.
 
   “So, what’s with all that ‘too old for you’ nonsense?” she demanded.
 
   “I saw your driver’s license; you’re only twenty-six.” He grumbled. “I’m thirty-two. And speaking of your license, how are you the only person in the world who looks ravishing in their picture?  It’s extraordinary.” 
 
   “Well old timer, you didn’t seem to have too much trouble keeping up with a kid like me.”  She replied with more than a hint of sarcasm, “but we’d better make sure.” 
 
   Smiling, she guided his hands up the length of her torso as she leaned down, pressing her lips to his.
 
   ***
 
   Ryan awoke at the faintest hint of dawn and smiled. He could feel the warmth of Cassie’s body snuggled against his own, proof he hadn’t been dreaming.  He switched off the alarm before it sounded, slipped out from under the covers, and tucked them around Cassie as she slept.  Detouring into the kitchen, he started a pot of coffee brewing before scuttling off to the shower.  He stood under the warm, steamy spray and wished he could climb back into bed. The shower curtain parted seemingly of its own accord and Ryan felt a chilling draft.  
 
   “Mind if I join you?” Cassie cooed and wrapped her arms around Ryan’s waist. 
 
   “Not at all,” he murmured, the warmth from her body chased away the chill. 
 
   Ryan couldn’t help but chuckle.  He had never taken a forty-five minute shower before and despite the pruned fingers he was convinced he could get used to it.  Later in the kitchen, as he tossed a couple of bagels into the toaster and poured them each a cup of coffee, Ryan noticed his fingers were still wrinkled.  
 
   Cassie padded around the kitchen with bare feet wearing Ryan’s lucky Yankees tee shirt and nothing else.  Convinced nothing could be sexier, Ryan watched her completely bemused.  Then, as if startled, he dashed from the room. 
 
   “I almost forgot,” he called from the living room. “I bought you something yesterday.”  
 
   Squealing with excitement, she raced to join him. Ryan handed her a bag from one of the premier upscale boutiques in the city.  Wrapped carefully inside tissue paper was a stunning silk cocktail dress.  
 
   “Oh my God, that’s an Armani,” she gasped.
 
   Unimpressed, Ryan shrugged.  “I guess; that’s what the label says.  The sales clerk said it is the quintessential little black dress.” He mimicked the haughty tone and accent of the clerk then laughed. “Whatever that’s supposed to mean.  Anyway, I saw it in the window and knew you’d look amazing in it.  It looks like it was made just for you, doesn’t it?” 
 
   Certain that the dress probably cost more than she made in an entire month, Cassie attempted to protest.  Despite her best effort, she had already fallen in love with the garment and desperately wanted to keep it.  
 
   “I want you to keep it, Cass. Besides, it’ll make up for having to go to this stupid exhibit.”
 
                 “But—”
 
   “There’s no point in arguing.  I insist! Personally, I think Goldman’s artist, whoever he is, will be very disappointed. No one is going to be looking at his work. All eyes will be on you, gorgeous. Then, after I’m done, we’ll go out someplace special.  Anywhere you want.” 
 
   Cassie gazed into his eyes, caressed the fabric of the dress, and conceded. 
 
   “This material feels so exquisite. I can’t wait … I have to feel it against my skin.”  
 
   She stripped off her tee shirt and slipped into the dress. Giggling at Ryan’s wolf-whistle, she felt her cheeks flush. Though she’d never considered herself vain, as Cassie twirled in front of the mirror she was convinced. Ryan was right; I do look amazing in this dress.
 
   ***
 
   Cassie spent most of Saturday afternoon getting ready, attempting to do justice to her new, gorgeous garment. While she fussed with her hair and makeup, Ryan watched TV and took a nap. Thirty minutes before they had to leave, Ryan jumped in the shower, shaved, and was dressed with time to spare.  He knocked on Cassie’s door and hoped she’d be ready.  We’ll go and knock out the worst part of our evening as fast as possible, he thought; then I can relax. When she opened the door, Ryan’s jaw dropped. He could barely breathe as he drank in her beauty.  I can’t believe I was lucky enough to move next door to a goddess.  
 
   “My God, you are breathtaking,” he breathed, making Cassie blush.  “But I think you’re missing something.”
 
   Cassie looked down at herself in confusion.  Dress? Check. Shoes? Check. Makeup and hair—done.  Her puzzled expression remained until Ryan pulled a small gift box from his pocket. Before she could object, he removed a sapphire and diamond pendant, hanging on a dainty gold chain.  
 
   “It matches your eyes,” Ryan said as he fastened the clasp around her neck. “I lost the receipt so you’ll just have to keep it. You know they won’t take it back without a receipt.”
 
   “But I have nothing to give you,” she whispered, her head hanging in shame.
 
   “Are you kidding? You’ve given me everything,” Ryan insisted.  “You have no idea how miserable and alone I was, until I met you. You changed all that, Cass. You should know by now, there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you.  I just want to make you as happy as you’ve made me.” 
 
   Touched by his outpour of emotion, Cassie kissed him passionately, clinging to his broad shoulders.  
 
   “Maybe our time would be better spent if we skipped the exhibit altogether,” Ryan murmured in her ear as he pulled her closer.  She playfully swatted his arm and tugged him out into the hall.
 
   “Let’s get this over with,” Cassie insisted flashing him a brilliant smile. “We have better things to do later tonight.”
 
   In an attempt to keep Ryan’s mind occupied, Cassie’s superfluous chatter filled the cab for their entire ride. In spite of the heavy weekend traffic, it still seemed that they made it to the gallery in no time.  Hand in hand they walked to the entrance. Cassie took a deep breath before crossing the threshold.  
 
   Ryan had never been much of an art buff but he detested abstract art.  He groaned loudly at the first grouping of paintings.  
 
   “Oh good, a less talented Jackson Pollock wannabe,” he muttered. “Grant’s youngest daughter does finger paintings that look better than this.”  
 
   Cassie stifled a chuckle and they moved on to the next pairing. They weren’t any better.  Deciding that they both could use a drink, Ryan went in search of the bar while Cassie observed an odd looking sculpture.  
 
   From across the room, an appreciative pair of eyes was studying her curvy figure.  Already on his third drink, the man’s enormous ego had kicked into high gear.  He strutted over to see if the lady’s face was half as alluring as her backside.  
 
   “So, what do you think of it?” the man’s rich baritone voice slurred just slightly from the alcohol.  
 
   He deliberately stood directly behind the mystery woman so that she would be forced to turn around to speak with him.  Startled, Cassie whipped around and was face to face with her former lover.  
 
   “Cassie?” Royce croaked. “What are you doing here?” 
 
   Caught completely off guard, Cassie stammered trying to find her voice.  She searched the room, wishing Ryan would return and take her away.  
 
   “Look, kid.  It’s sweet that you went to all this trouble to get my attention but it won’t work.  I’m engaged now.  We had some good times, heck you’re great in the sack, but I can’t exactly parlay that into a justifiable relationship with some waitress from Idaho. My family has expectations. Grandmother would disinherit me, for God’s sake.”
 
   “Good heavens. Can’t upset Grand Momma,” Ryan interjected sarcastically mimicking Royce’s snobby tone.  “And she’s an actress from Ohio, not a waitress from Idaho, you ass!” 
 
   “Idaho, Ohio, same thing.” Royce spat back, glowering at Ryan.  
 
   “I’m pretty sure the fine people of those respective states would disagree,” Ryan corrected before turning to Cassie.  “Is this guy bothering you?”
 
   Cassie introduced Ryan to the man she addressed only as her ‘ex boyfriend.’  She hoped Royce would leave once he realized she wasn’t alone.  Though she did not say it aloud, Cassie found it over-the-top egotistical, even for Royce, to assume she came there to win him back.  
 
   The men glared at each other, neither one willing to back down. Ryan couldn’t put his finger on it but there was something about the guy that he didn’t like. It wasn’t only that he was obnoxious and smug. It wasn’t even that he had been Cassie’s boyfriend and at one point had broken her heart. Ryan had the strange feeling they had met somewhere before. He was still trying to puzzle it out when a voice called out to Royce, attracting his attention. 
 
   “Royce darling, I’ve been looking everywhere for you. There are some people here you really must meet.”
 
   Cassie recognized the sultry strawberry blonde from Royce’s condo.  The woman Royce had referred to as Meredith tapped foot impatiently waiting for Royce, then suddenly she froze, jaw hanging open as if in utter disbelief.
 
   “Hello Mare,” Ryan said coldly.
 
   “Oh honestly, Ryan, would you please stop calling me that? My name is Meredith. I’m not a horse.” She sneered with contempt. “What are you doing here anyway? You hate abstract art.” 
 
   “I never called you a horse, Mare, just a nag.” Ryan enjoyed watching her face burn with anger. “Anyway, you’re the one who sent an invitation for the Neighborhood News to cover your event, so here I am.”
 
   “Grant’s a bastard!” she hissed. “I don’t need some overgrown jock with no taste, let alone no art background, mocking our exhibit. Where’s Jeannie?”
 
   “Jeannie is on maternity leave and there was no one else to cover.  Isn’t that just classic you? No respect for the unbiased craft or my journalistic integrity. This is an assignment, not a devious plot to destroy your precious exhibit.  If you’d prefer, I’ll leave and there’ll be no coverage by our paper.  Funny, but I didn’t see anyone from The Times or The Post here either.  I can’t imagine Mr. Goldman would be too pleased with you if none of the major papers did a review but, hey, if that’s how you want it.” Ryan turned toward the door with a snide smile.
 
   She hated to admit it, but Meredith knew Ryan was right.  If none of the papers had reviews of the exhibit she’d be kissing her career goodbye. The flu epidemic wouldn’t be an acceptable excuse, valid or not.  Through clenched teeth, she politely requested that Ryan proceed with his review.  
 
   Cassie stood dumbfounded gawking at them.
 
   “What are you starting at?” Meredith spat. “Who is this?”
 
   “My apologies,” Ryan said. “I seem to have forgotten my manners.  This is my girlfriend, Cassandra Taylor. Cassie, this is Meredith McCallistar. Although I understand it will be Winthrope soon.”
 
   “Van Buren,” Meredith interrupted coldly. “I took back my maiden name the very second our divorce was finalized.”
 
   The irony of the situation had not escaped Ryan though it didn’t seem to have truly registered with Meredith and her new fiancé. His ex wife was about to marry Cassie’s ex boyfriend. 
 
   “For the life of me I can’t fathom why you’d pick that,” Ryan said to Royce, gesturing toward his ex-wife, “over someone as amazing as Cassie but I’m sure glad you did.” 
 
   “No, I’m sure you couldn’t.” Royce said, matter-of-factly. “But there’s about four point five million reasons.  A number you’ll never see in your lifetime and I wasn’t about to throw it away for a college dropout/waitress.”
 
   “Actress,” Ryan corrected, again.
 
   “Really?” Royce sneered as he turned to Cassie, “What have you been in?” He lashed out with every ounce of hate. 
 
   Cassie glared at him but remained calm.
 
   “Well, it just so happens I was offered the lead in an off Broadway production.  I’ll be playing Juliet.  Not that you’d ever remember, but playing Juliet has always been my dream.” 
 
   Royce’s cruel sneer softened. “Good for you, kid,” he muttered. He brushed a kiss on Cassie’s cheek before taking Meredith’s hand and leading her away.
 
   “Oh my God, that’s great Cass!  I can’t believe we’re wasting time here instead of celebrating.  When did you find out?” Ryan gushed and snatched two flutes of champagne from a nearby waiter.  “To your big break.  C’mon, I think I’ve seen enough here to write up an article.  Let’s go celebrate!” 
 
   “Maybe we should put the champagne back on ice, Ryan,” Cassie sighed.  “I’m not taking the part.”
 
   With his glass still raised in a toast, Ryan stared at her blankly, completely baffled.  She pulled him off to a corner to explain, not wanting Royce to overhear.  
 
   “Off Broadway was a huge exaggeration.  I was offered the role of Juliet only … it isn’t Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet.” Cassie whispered. “It’s Vic’s attempt to get me to work for him.  His new marketing ploy: Totally Topless Theater. ‘Making stuffy theater productions more pleasing to the masses’. It’s his twist on a timeless classic. He’s calling it Romy and Juliet. I’m sure you can see where he’s going with this.”
 
   Jaw agape, Ryan stared at Cassie and did not speak.  She could tell he was grasping for words that would not come. Humiliated, she drained her glass of Champagne. Then, while waiting for Ryan to recover, she drank his too.   
 
   “Did you hear that? I swear, I just heard William Shakespeare spinning in his grave. Vic is turning an immortal classic into Skin-a-max trash.” Ryan gasped then looked at his now-empty flute. “I’m definitely going to need something stronger to wash that down. Let’s go.”  
 
   Ryan placed the empty glasses on a table and took Cassie’s hand. He motioned toward the door and she nodded in agreement. Without a word, they slipped into a cab and Cassie snuggled up to Ryan to keep warm. Still planning to keep his promise, he patted her knee.  
 
   “Okay, now that work is done, the city is yours, my sweet. Where do you want to go next?”
 
   Ryan hoped she would pick some place spectacular since the evening had gotten off on the wrong foot.  Instead, Cassie declined.  
 
   “I’d rather just go home. It’s already been a long, unbearably embarrassing evening.” Though disappointed, Ryan understood and gave the cabbie their address. He gently stroked her hair, kissed her head, and whispered an apology. They said little in the cab and Ryan worried that he had done irreparable damage to their budding relationship.  Inside, he was silently cursing Grant for sending him on such a stupid assignment.  
 
   When they reached the apartment building, Ryan stuffed a wad of bills into the cabbie’s hand before helping Cassie from the car.  His heart broke as he looked into Cassie’s brilliant blue eyes, now filled with sorrow. He sprinted ahead to open the door for her and she managed a weak smile.  As the elevator chugged slowly to the fourth floor while Ryan groped for something to say to try to alleviate the heaviness hanging in the air.  
 
   “I’m so sorry, Cassie.  I shouldn’t have dragged you into this mess with me.  It was completely selfish and I can only promise that I’ll never put you through anything like that again.  That is, if you ever want to see me again.”
 
   Ryan expected that she would be angry. He anticipated a refusal to accept his apology but what he hadn’t prepared for was her laughter. Gasping for air between fits of laughter, she tried to explain.  
 
   “Sorry about that. It’s just … Royce had always been so critical of my acting career that I guess I just got used to being belittled. So, naturally, I assumed you’d be disappointed in me for my pathetic lie. Honestly, I was afraid you’d never want to see me again.”  
 
   Ryan pulled her close and promised she wasn’t getting rid of him that easily.
 
   “What kind of a person would mock someone for following their heart and pursuing their dream? I took Royce for a fool before but I think I was giving him too much credit. If you’re half as spectacular on stage as you are in real life, you’ll knock ‘em dead!  Just hang in there.”
 
   Cassie was touched by Ryan’s show of support. As they talked it out, Cassie realized the fragility of her own self-confidence. It was Ryan who reaffirmed how lucky they were to find each other. With their relationship strengthened, Ryan lay next to her, holding Cassie close until he heard her breathing become slow and shallow.  
 
   He scribbled a note and left it on her nightstand, letting her know he went back to his apartment to write his article. Tip-toeing, he crept from her apartment and bolted down the hall to his own door. Ryan checked his watch; he had exactly forty minutes to write his review and email it in to make the Sunday entertainment section. When he finally finished writing, he was thoroughly drained. Crawling to his room, Ryan flopped into bed. Sleep came almost immediately.
 
   Cassie woke to the bright rays of sunshine streaming through her window. Seeing Ryan’s note on her nightstand made her smile. She took her time showering and pulled on a comfortable pair of jeans under one of Ryan’s tee shirts.  Still clutching her large mug of coffee, she decided to pop in on Ryan to see how his article turned out.  
 
   Her neighbor’s copy of the newspaper was still rolled and banded outside his door. She slipped the rubber band off and unrolled the pages, searching for the entertainment section.  Gasping, she clutched the paper and knocked on Ryan’s door. After several minutes and repeated pounding, Ryan opened the door. His hair was disheveled and his clothing rumpled. Cassie took one look at his bleary, bloodshot eyes and knew he had just rolled out of bed. 
 
   “So much for unbiased, journalistic integrity,” she chided, tapping his chest his rolled up copy of the entertainment section.  
 
   Ryan’s cheeks burned scarlet but he pulled the door open and beckoned her to enter. Grinning, she kissed Ryan’s cheek as she crossed the threshold. The playful wisecrack she’d planned for Ryan, for sleeping late, was cut off by the shrill ring of his telephone. Ryan groaned and groped for the receiver. He barely uttered a hello before the shrieking was unleashed.  
 
   Now wide-awake, Ryan wished he had taken a moment to look at the caller ID before answering. His ex-wife screamed at the top of her lungs about how he had ruined her career—on purpose.  Profanities peppered her well-rehearsed speech but Ryan rolled his eyes and hung up the phone. Cassie found it comforting that Ryan, like her, still had a landline phone with an answering machine.  She was beginning to think she was the only one on the planet that still had such an antiquated system.  A split second later the phone rang again. This time he was smart enough to let the machine pick it up. Meredith’s voice took on a strange, almost hysterical tone as she screamed insults, curses, and threats into Ryan’s answering machine.  
 
   “It might be quieter if we spend the day at your place,” he hinted.
 
   Cassie agreed. Sitting there, waiting for him to get ready, Cassie realized why no one bothered with landline phones wired to external answering machines anymore. Too noisy. In less than ten minutes, Ryan had showered and dressed. When he returned to the living room, his ex was still ranting into the machine. He shook his head and apologized to Cassie. 
 
   “Still?” He laughed.  “I’m sorry you had to hear that.”
 
   “She’s got quite the vocabulary,” Cassie joked. “And a lot of perseverance, this is her fifth or sixth call, at least.  I don’t know; I’ve lost count.”
 
   “Bet old Roy-boy’s grandmother would absolutely love that.  Maybe we should save the messages.” Ryan said laughing. “And Meredith said I’m the one with no taste. Royce is an idiot.  I can think of more than four point five million reasons to want to spend the rest of my life with you.” 
 
   With her heart melted by Ryan’s kind words, Cassie launched herself into his arms.  They kissed all the way down the hall to her door, pausing just long enough for her to fish her keys out of her pocket.  
 
   “Well, well, what have we here?” teased Vic as he exited his apartment. “All this time I thought you weren’t into dudes, Cassie. Who knew?”
 
   Startled, she and Ryan broke from their intimate embrace and spun around. Vic grinned and made a few lewd comments before thanking Ryan for his article. Cassie face scrunched into a puzzled expression while Ryan’s turned beet red.
 
   “I can’t believe you found a way to mention my place. Dude, you rock! I’m gonna frame this and hang it up in the club,” Vic gushed before announcing that he would leave the couple alone so they could get ‘back to business.’ 
 
   Cassie rolled her eyes at the insinuation but Ryan chuckled. They watched Vic round the corner and disappear from sight. 
 
   “Okay, so what was he talking about?” Cassie asked. 
 
    Although she hadn’t thought it possible, Ryan’s face turned a deeper shade of red. Since she’d only read the first paragraph, before banging on Ryan’s door, Cassie pulled the crumpled pages of the entertainment section from her pocket and smoothed them as she read. After a few gasps and even more chuckles, Cassie directed a disapproving frown at Ryan and shook her head.  
 
   “You’ve seen better art on the bathroom walls at The Bungalow?” she scolded.  “I can’t believe you wrote that! Besides, when were you at The Bungalow?”
 
   Ryan’s weak attempt at explaining had Cassie laughing despite her best efforts to appear affronted. They were still laughing as she unlocked the door and crossed the threshold.  
 
   An echoing voice coming through her answering machine’s speaker stopped Cassie in her tracks. Sonofa … if Meredith weaseled my phone number from Royce, I’m gonna kill him, she raged. However, the woman’s voice on the machine was cool and professional not shrieking like a crazed banshee. 
 
   Cassie dashed to the machine but the caller had completed the message before she reached the phone.  Ryan flopped onto the sofa and waited as she played back, what seemed like, a week’s worth of messages. Most of the messages never got past the introduction before Cassie skipped forward to the next one. Ryan said nothing, but he worried because most of them sounded like bill collectors.  
 
   The final message was from the casting director’s assistant for The Zombie’s Revenge.  Both Cassie and Ryan held their breath as they listened. Certain she had heard wrong, Cassie replayed the message but it was the same the second and the third time. The director wanted her to come back on Monday and audition for a different role. Cassie jumped up and down, squealing with delight. 
 
             For the rest of the day, Cassie poured over her script while Ryan helped her run lines. He deleted a text message from Grant, not wanting Cassie to worry. Yet the message caused Ryan more concern than he cared to admit. MEETING: MON 9AM W/LEGAL. DON’T BE LATE! All caps, Ryan thought, that’s not a good sign. Maybe Meredith will get her revenge after all.  
 
   Brushing aside his worries, Ryan took Cassie to the mall.  The costume from her last audition didn’t survive beyond that first night.  The rip in her skirt was bad but, after a tumble in the apartment building’s savage washing machine, it was torn to ribbons. Though they had called it an early night, Cassie found herself wide-awake into the wee hours of the morning.  
 
   Eventually, she grew weary of tossing and turning and trudged off to the bathroom. Showered and ready hours ahead of schedule, Cassie tried to skim through the script one more time but her stomach twisted into knots. The clock on the wall seemed frozen as she waited for an appropriate hour to knock on Ryan’s door. Though he had given her a key, Cassie was hesitant to use it. She was pleasantly surprised when, twenty minutes later, Ryan tapped on her door. 
 
   “Good morning, gorgeous! I had a feeling you’d be up.  Did you sleep at all?”
 
   Cassie evaded the question by pressing her lips to his. She pulled him into a passionate embrace.  Lingering for just a moment, Ryan detangled himself from her arms.  
 
   “Believe me, there’s nothing I’d rather do than stay here, with you, but I absolutely cannot be late today or Grant will have my head.” Ryan explained. “I’m actually heading in early today and thought you might like to share my cab. Your audition isn’t too far from my office so after I get dropped off you should have plenty of time to get where you’re going.”
 
   Cassie smiled. She knew it was Ryan’s way of making sure she’d have a safe ride to her audition.  She had no doubts that he’d pay the cab fare and tip to get her downtown.  Knowing him, she thought, he’ll probably arrange a car to get me home too. Her love for Ryan grew stronger every day but it was little endearing gestures like those that melted her heart.  
 
   As they walked, hand in hand, to the elevator, Ryan heard an eerie moan resound from the stairwell. He wondered which of their unfortunate neighbors was regretting a weekend of partying. Their apartment building housed people of all ages and walks of life but the largest demographic comprised of young adults between nineteen and twenty-five. They partied every weekend and paid the price on Mondays. 
 
   At that moment, Cassie’s stomach housed an entire hive of angry bees. She was too preoccupied with her own worries to care about the groaner’s suffering. As they climbed into the cab, both had forgotten all about their unfortunate fellow resident moaning in pain. Ryan gave Cassie’s hand a reassuring squeeze and brushed a kiss across her forehead. She rested her head against his shoulder and tried to clear her mind of worry as the cab wove through the oddly- barren city streets.  
 
   “Man, it’s really dead out here today,” Ryan remarked to the cabbie. “Is today a holiday or something?” 
 
   “No English” followed by some words in the cab driver’s native tongue was the only reply.  
 
   Ryan shrugged and leaned back again in his seat. They weren’t going to get any answers from the driver. The ringtone from Cassie’s cell phone broke the silence. She dug through her purse, looked at the number then answered. Never uttering a word in reply, she simply pressed end when the voice stopped speaking.  Cassie tucked the phone in her purse and turned her head to stare out the window. Despite her best attempts to prevent it, tears streamed down her cheeks.  
 
   “Hey, what’s wrong?” Ryan asked, as he brushed away her tears and pulled her into an embrace.
 
   “My audition was cancelled.” She muttered, barely above a whisper.
 
   Ryan tried to console her but was interrupted by the sharp ring of his own cell phone.  Muttering curses, he pulled the phone from his pocket.  
 
   “Grant, I’m about ten minutes from the office.  I’ll talk to you when I get there,” he blurted into the receiver and hung up.   
 
   As he turned back to Cassie, Ryan blinked and did a double take.  For a moment, he thought he saw a man lunge from the alley and grab an unsuspecting commuter. By the time he turned back no one was there.  As if in response to what Ryan had seen, the cab lurched forward slamming the passengers back in their seats.  
 
   “Hey! Slow down!” Ryan bellowed, but the cab driver remained oblivious to his fare’s wishes and stomped harder on the gas pedal.  
 
   Amidst tires squealing, and the driver’s barking what appeared to be curses in a foreign language, Ryan’s phone rang. This time, the voice on the other end commandeered the conversation before Ryan could even say hello. Cassie watched the color drain from Ryan’s face and she felt a cold chill creep up her spine.  
 
   “So, what they hell are you saying? Are you firing me?” Ryan growled into the phone. He listened intently for a moment before a soft gasp escaped his lips. “Are you sure you’ll be all right?” he croaked.
 
   A loud blast of static crackled from the phone and then the line went dead. Cassie didn’t need to utter a word, the question was written on her face.  
 
   “That was Grant. He said until further notice the paper has been shut down. Well, commandeered sounds more accurate,” Ryan explained. “He said he was on his way to the office for an early start when he got a phone call from the printing facility.  A squad of Marines had burst through the door and ordered them to stop the presses, said they were doing a reprint.”
 
   Still in a state of disbelief, Ryan couldn’t believe the words coming from his mouth.
 
   “The employees weren’t going to scrap their work without the proper authorization from management so they called Grant. A small squad of Marines actually drove out to where he was and brought him to the building. They handed him a single page stating that the Governor had declared a state of emergency and, basically, the entire state is under some kind of quarantine-slash-martial law for this flu epidemic. People are ordered to remain in their homes and streets are blocked off. All airports and harbors are closed … no one is permitted in or out of the state. Apparently, it was all over the news this morning.  Of all days, can you believe I never turned on the T.V. this morning?”  
 
   Before Cassie could say a word in response to the dire news, her phone rang. A fresh wave of tears streamed down her cheeks while she tried to stifle her cries. By the time she hit end, she was seriously tempted to throw her phone out the window. It had brought her nothing but bad news. 
 
   “My grandfather is sick,” Cassie bawled.  “My mom said I need to get back home now if I want to see him before he… dies.” Her voice was lost in the sobbing. 
 
   “I’ll get you there. I promise,” Ryan vowed.
 
   “But how? If the airports and streets are closed, there’s no way I’ll get through.”
 
   Ryan ordered the cabbie to take them to the airport, immediately.  For the first time, the driver turned to face them. Shouting in a language the passengers didn’t comprehend, he pointed at the windshield.  Only then did Ryan and Cassie realize they were no longer moving. Their cab was locked in an endless line of traffic.  
 
   The driver barked into the radio to his dispatcher but his eyes shifted nervously from the passenger side window and back as if on the lookout.  Without warning, the driver threw down the transceiver, bolted from the cab, and ran down the street screaming.  Dumbfounded, Ryan and Cassie stared at each other. 
 
   “C’mon,” Ryan said as he threw open the cab door. 
 
   Cassie scooted across the seat and hopped out next to Ryan.  Hand in hand, they made their way through the streets.  
 
   “We’re only a few blocks from Greco’s. Maybe we should stop in and see what’s going on.” Cassie suggested.
 
   Ryan nodded in agreement.  He had tried, more than a few times to reach Grant but to no avail. They needed to know what was going on and hoped Paulie would have some details. With new direction, they dashed toward the diner.  
 
   “The blinds are drawn,” Cassie noticed.  “That’s odd.”
 
   Much about this day had already been odd; Ryan kept that thought to himself. When the front door wouldn’t budge, they crept around to the back. The knob turned freely but something had been wedged against the door, keeping it from opening. Jamming his shoulder hard against the door, Ryan threw all of his weight behind the motion. He forced the door open wide enough for them to squeeze through.  
 
   Ryan entered first and reached back to help Cassie through.  With one leg inside and one still out, she wriggled through the small opening wishing that someone had left the lights on inside. The back room often looked creepy, even with the lights, but in the dark it reminded Cassie of a set in a horror film.  
 
   “The light switch is across the room on the left,” Cassie offered, noticing Ryan groping at the walls.  
 
   He flipped the switch and Cassie breathed a sigh of relief.  She was silently chiding herself for being such a scaredy-cat when she felt a hand clench around her ankle. She shrieked in terror before realizing it was Paulie. Slumped against the door, covered in his own blood, her boss was holding a dishtowel against a gaping wound in his neck.  
 
   “Oh God!  Paulie, what happened?” Cassie gasped as she dropped to her knees beside him. “Who did this to you?”
 
   “You have to get out of here; it’s not safe,” Paulie croaked. “They come back. You think they’re dead but they come back.” 
 
   With all of the energy he could muster, Paulie lifted his head and looked into Cassie’s eyes.
 
   “Hey now, don’t get yourself all upset, Cass,” Paulie mumbled. “I’m gonna see my Trudy soon. I want you to take the cash in the safe and get as far away from here as you can.  Go on now so I can have a private word with Ryan.”  
 
   Choking back her sobs, Cassie rose and went behind the storage shelves to the closet housing the safe.  She ducked behind the shelves to regain her composure, having no intention of touching the cash in Paulie’s safe. When she was safely out of earshot, Ryan crouched next to Paulie to hear his faint whispers.  
 
   “Under the register, there’s a handgun and bullets.  I need you to bring them to me but be careful.  I can’t guarantee all the bodies out there are really dead.”
 
   Ryan’s brow furrowed for a moment before he dashed out to the front counter like Paulie asked. Bodies littered the floor oozing thick globs of viscous fluid.  An eerie moaning filled the room making Ryan’s skin crawl.  He was still digging under the cash register when one of the bodies rose and shuffled toward the delicious scent of Ryan’s living flesh. Dumbfounded, he snatched up the gun and ran, locking the door behind him. Cassie was still applying pressure to Paulie’s wound and pleading with him to go to the hospital when Ryan burst in, panting.
 
   “What the hell happened out there?”
 
   Surrounded by mounds of blood-soaked dish towels, Paulie fought to remain conscious in spite of the copious amount of blood he’d lost. Ryan and Cassie leaned closer to listen.
 
   “I’d heard on the news that we were in a State of Emergency but that’s never stopped me from opening before. I figured it would be slow and I’d handle the handful of people who might drop in for a bite to eat, without dragging in my waitresses. Gina stopped by to make sure I was okay and … oh God, my baby girl.  I should’ve sent her home. Why didn’t I send her home?” 
 
   Paulie raked his fingers through his thin gray hair; unshed tears glistened in his eyes as he drew a ragged breath. 
 
   “One of my customers sitting at the counter … he dropped like a sack of potatoes. Gina started giving him CPR while I tried to call 911. I kept getting that blasted recording ‘all circuits are busy please try your call again later’ every time I dialed. G.G. went on with the CPR until I finally told her to stop, nearly fifteen minutes later. There she was, still kneeling on the floor next to this man, when all of the sudden he reaches up, grabs her, plunges his teeth into her neck and rips out her throat.  Before I knew what was happening, he had torn off her jaw and half of her face. I grabbed my baseball bat, the one I keep under the counter, and bashed him in the face.  I heard his jaw break but it was too late. She’s gone now … or maybe not. I thought that guy was a goner too. I’d set the bat down and tried calling 911, one last time. That’s when he got me.”
 
   Ryan stared at Paulie, his jaw agape in horror.  The man who made his living on words could think of nothing to say. No words could express the turmoil he felt at that moment.  Instead, it was Paulie who spoke.
 
                  “You two need to leave, immediately!” 
 
   Cassie was like a second daughter to Paulie and he had already lost one daughter. He couldn’t bear to lose her too. It took some persuading but Ryan and Cassie left, locking the door behind them. Ryan had never given much thought to the afterlife but he hoped Paulie was right about being reunited with his late wife Trudy. 
 
   He and Cassie trudged to the corner with feet as heavy as their hearts. It was quiet, too quiet in fact, and the unfamiliar silence in the city that never sleeps was unnerving. Ryan wrapped a protective arm around Cassie’s shoulder. 
 
   Thud. A body flung itself against the thick plate window, tearing down the blinds as he fell back. The noise made both Ryan and Cassie jump back.  Ryan was surprised that a frail old man could generate that much force. Again and again the body crashed against the glass.  
 
   “Oh God!” Cassie cried. “That’s Artie. Ryan, we have to help him.”
 
   Her favorite of the Geezer Brigade pounded against the window, clawing for fresh meat. Though recognizable, Artie’s skin had taken on a pasty, graying pallor and his eyelids hung heavy on flat, unfocused eyes. It was the cavernous wound in his abdomen that caught Ryan’s eye. Artie’s conservative, button down shirt had been ripped to shreds revealing a gash that Ryan estimated to be around eight inches long. The blood had congealed, caked thick and dark, on the flaps of skin clinging to a coil of intestines hanging below his belt.  
 
   “We can’t help him Cassie.” Ryan muttered.  “No one can.”  
 
   He grasped her hand and pulled her far away from the window.  Their pace quickened though they were no longer sure where they were headed.  After several blocks in silence, a faint rumbling sound reverberated through the alleys. As the sound drew closer, the unmistakable growl of a high performance engine proved to be Vic’s BMW M5 Twin Turbo.
 
   “Are you two nuts? Get in here,” Vic ordered as his car coasted to a smooth stop.  “Where ya going?  Today isn’t exactly a great day for a stroll.” 
 
   The curvy young blonde in his passenger seat giggled.  Cassie thanked Vic for stopping as she slid across the supple leather backseat. Ryan echoed her sentiment when he climbed in beside her.  
 
   “No worries, sweet cheeks. Look, I have no intentions of being trapped in this city. I’ve got places to go and things to do, none of which involve following orders and staying home. I’m going to Atlantic City and have some fun. You two want a ride outta New York?” 
 
   “Do you think the flu spread this aggressively throughout the rest of the country,” Cassie wondered aloud. “I’ve never heard of quarantining an entire state because of the flu.  
 
   “Ha! You’re not really buying that flu story are you?” Vic sneered.  “I don’t know what’s going on but I’ll bet it ain’t the flu.  You two can do what you want, but I’m not sticking around to find out.  One quick stop off at the club, then I’m outta here. ”
 
   Vic’s shiny black BMW flew through the empty alleys at top speed.  Cassie gripped the armrest so hard her knuckles turned white as she held on for dear life.  The car skidded into the parking lot and was barely in park before Cassie threw open the car door and sprang out. Heaving, she sucked in gulps of cool autumn air while wishing the churning in her stomach would settle. Ryan scooped up her hand as they followed Vic inside.  
 
   Without the harsh glare of colored neon lights, Vic’s club looked gloomy. A gray haze of stale cigarette smoke loomed overhead. Then, the young blonde hopped up onto the stage and playfully twirled around the pole.
 
   “So, do I get my audition now?” she pleaded in a sultry tone.
 
   “Your audition was last night, honey. I already saw what you’ve got, and then some. But, Cass, if you wanna give it a spin, feel free. You’re certainly dressed for it.” Vic laughed  
 
   “Hey! Don’t talk to her like that,” Ryan growled. “She’s dressed for a movie audition.  I really think we should forget about dancing and focus on getting out of the city.”
 
   “Okay, okay I was just kidding, man. Relax, we’ll be out of here soon,” Vic answered.
 
   “But I didn’t get to dance,” the blonde pouted.
 
    Vic rolled his eyes and dashed into his office not bothering to dignify the girl with a response. Meanwhile, Ryan and Cassie lingered close to the doorway anxious to get moving. The blonde was still leaning against the pole; her arms crossed over her chest and bottom lip curled out, pouting like a spoiled child.  
 
   Behind her, the curtain parted and a partially naked woman staggered out. Covered only by a hot pink thong, pasties, and stiletto heels, her skin had the same greenish-gray pallor as Artie’s and the other bodies littering the floor of Greco’s Diner.  Congealed blood had dried in streaks, from the gaping wound in her shoulder down to her abdomen. Her twisted arms stretched out, reaching for the pretty blonde. Ryan shouted a warning.  
 
   Before Vic’s lady friend could move, the walking corpse had grabbed a fistful of platinum hair and plunged her long, ruby red nails into the blonde’s firm, bronzed skin.  Shrieks bounced off the stage as the two grappled and fell to the floor. The undead stripper buried her bleached white teeth into the young girl’s face, tearing away half of a cheek. Frozen in fear, Cassie and Ryan watched the horrific carnage.  
 
   “What the…” Vic stormed out of his office slamming the door.  “Brandi?”
 
   In response to the shouting, Vic’s former employee lifted her blood-drenched face. What was left of the victim’s ear fell from the voracious mouth of her attacker. Vic reached inside his jacket, pulled out a pistol, and fired two shots into Brandi’s head.
 
   “Get in the car,” Vic ordered as he sprinted toward the door, shoving Cassie ahead of him. “We’re getting the hell out of here, now!”  
 
   The three scrambled to the car and dove inside. Tires screeched as they pealed from the parking lot.   
 
   “I don’t understand what’s happening.” Cassie whimpered.  “That stripper, she was eating the other girl alive. That is not a flu-like symptom!”  
 
   Though she was being quite serious, Vic couldn’t help laughing at her last statement.  “No,” Ryan agreed, “Cannibalism can’t be cured with a dose of Nyquil.”  
 
   “If you ask me, I think this is some kind of a government experiment gone terribly wrong.” Vic insisted.  
 
   Ryan didn’t vocalize any of his opinions but government conspiracy definitely ranked in his top three explanations. While he pondered possible theories, his cell phone rang. Ryan strained to hear Grant’s voice over the rumble of Vic’s engine.  
 
   “I can barely hear you. Why are you whispering?”
 
   In hushed tones, Grant tried to relay as much information as he could in the brief time he had. The Marines refused Grant’s request to make to make phone calls but, as he hid inside a stall in the men’s room, he whispered into the mobile phone his captors had overlooked.   
 
   “Look, I don’t have much time.  If I get caught in here with my cell that Sergeant Romero guy is going to bust my head open.”  Though whispering, the fear was evident in Grant’s voice.  
 
   “They’re targeting people from the window, Ryan. They’re literally picking people off from my office window. If you can find a way, get the hell out of New York now.  I’m going to try to get out myself.” 
 
   Ryan heard shouting followed by an explosive bang, like gunfire, before the line went dead. His throat constricted and Ryan feared his good friend had met an untimely demise. Cassie took his hand in hers and gave it a reassuring squeeze.  
 
   Vic wove in and out of side streets with such ease that Ryan suspected this was not the first time he zoomed through the city on a quick getaway.  He seemed to know more back alleys and side streets than the most experienced cab drivers in the city. Vic knew how to avoid traffic and had a knack for getting out undetected.  As they rounded a corner, Cassie tapped Ryan’s shoulder and pointed out the window.
 
   “Ryan, look! It’s Charity. Remember, Charity Work?”  
 
   Staggering along the side of the road, the once-vivacious Charity Work stared blankly at the speeding car.  Gone was her radiant smile, instead a bloody sneer was etched on her clawed face and a gnarled stump hung where her arm used to be.  Her once beautifully styled hair was filthy and matted, her clothing stained with dried blood and revolting yellowish-green slime. From the state of her appearance, Ryan determined Charity had turned into whatever it was that Vic’s former employee had become.
 
   “Cass, there’s nothing we can do for Charity.” Ryan said.
 
   “Hang on a sec,” Vic laughed. “Are you telling me that mangled chick’s name is Charity Work? That’s classic, gotta remember that one. Looks like she could use a little charity herself.” Still laughing, he continued. “Nothing we can do for charity … nice phrasing Ryan. No wonder you write for the paper, man. You crack me up!”
 
   Cassie glared at Vic but held her tongue.  It’s his car, she reminded herself, and he’s not obligated to help us so keep quite! Despite his best maneuvering, it wasn’t long before Vic’s shiny Beemer was idling in the vast wasteland of deadlocked cars. They weren’t the only ones trying to leave the state, in spite of strict orders to remain at home.  
 
   In a torrent of profanities, Vic yanked his keys from the ignition and sprang from the car with Ryan and Cassie in his wake. They trudged along in silence, counting the abandoned cars, for what felt like twenty miles. Eventually, they found the problem.  Police officers had set up blockades and were detouring people far away from the tunnels and bridges.  
 
   “C’mon,” Vic said with confidence.  “I’ll get us through.” 
 
   Pushing and shoving, he forced his way through the multitudes that gawked at the officers. Halfway through the crowd, he stopped abruptly and turned to face his cohorts.
 
   “Here, I need you to hold these for me,” Vic ordered.  
 
   Reaching deep into his messenger bag, Vic stashed something in the pocket of Ryan’s trench coat. Before Cassie could object, he stuffed a second unseen item down the front of her shirt.  It was not by accident that Vic’s hand cupped her breast on the way out. She glowered at him and attempted to slap the smug smile from his face. Vic chuckled and gave her a playful wink before he spun on his heels to resume his objective.  
 
   The barricades stretched far and were guarded by local police as well as the National Guard. Vic continued walking, looking for someone he could influence, anyone he felt he could persuade to let him through. Each guard looked surlier than the one before. Vic, Ryan, and Cassie continued walking until they could see the entrance to the Lincoln Tunnel.  
 
   “You two get as close as you can to the entrance.” Vic whispered. “I’m gonna chat up that lady cop over there. I’ll just work my magic and we’ll be on our way in no time”.
 
   Appalled by his audacity, Cassie rolled her eyes and huffed indignantly. Finally, when Vic was well out of earshot, she grumbled about his enormous ego as they slipped, unnoticed, through the angry crowd.  Drawing closer to the tunnel entrance, Ryan remarked that the crowd escalated from annoyed to irate.  
 
   Emotions ran high and it seemed that the tiniest spark would ignite a powder keg of rage from the mob of stranded travelers.The guards closest to the mouth of the tunnel were heavily armed and snarled at the onlookers. Ryan and Cassie avoided direct eye contact with any them.  Instead, they kept their gaze fixed on Vic who was having a few words with a female officer. Though they couldn’t hear the exchange, her body language suggested it was not going according to Vic’s plan. Vic continued, convinced he was irresistible to all women.
 
   “You give a whole new meaning to the term New York’s Finest, honey.” Vic said, flashing his most brilliant smile.  “Covering up a body like that with a baggy uniform ought to be illegal.”
 
   “Please step away from the barricade sir,” she replied curtly. “It would be best for you to return to your home and stay there until the quarantine has been lifted.
 
   “Well, you know I’d like to but, you see, I’m meeting some friends later and I really can’t keep them waiting.”
 
   “Not today you’re not,” she interrupted. “Now I suggest you get back in your car and return to your home, sir.”
 
   “Look, lady,” Vic shot back. “My friends aren’t exactly the type you blow off. You obviously don’t know who I am.” 
 
   Again Vic was interrupted.
 
   “I know exactly who you are Mr. Vinetti, but your so called friends can’t help you now. No one, I repeat, no one is permitted in or out, and that means you. Not even the President of the United States would be allowed through so get back in your car and head back to whatever rock you slithered out from under. Now I suggest you take my advice and get out of here before there’s trouble.”
 
   “Who do you think you are?” Vic sneered. “You have no right to keep us trapped here. This is a free country, lady!”
 
   The restless crowd behind him chimed in their agreement.  Bolstered by their shouts of encouragement, Vic launched into a tirade against the officer, the government, and anyone else who was ‘trying to keep the working man down.’ The officer’s attempts to calm and quiet Vic only enraged him more. The rabble had pressed forward, flanking their new spokesperson; they egged him on and fueled his rage.  
 
   Frenzied, they hurled insults, jeers, and trash at the guards. Sensing the situation was spiraling out of control, the officer called for backup which only incensed the crowd more. The mob’s hostility ignited and Vic was in his element. His voice thundered and the crowd cheered when the backup squad filed into place.  An additional troop came sprinting out of the tunnel to offer support. Vic’s face lit up like a kid on Christmas morning as he spat insults at the lady officer who had the nerve to reject his advances. 
 
   “Sir, please,” she begged. “Please keep your voice down and try to control yourself”
 
   “Yeah, you’d like that wouldn’t you, sweetheart? How about you shutting up, permanently?” Vic smiled smugly and reached into the breast pocket of his sport coat for his cigarettes. 
 
   “GUN!” she bellowed as she yanked her pistol from its holster and fired.  
 
   As if in slow motion, Vic’s head jerked back and his body fell to the ground, cigarette pack still clenched in his hand. Cassie screamed and Ryan’s hand clamped over her mouth. The angry crowd stampeded toward the officer, prepared to rip her apart. Her fellow guards leapt forward, rifles shouldered and ready. The commanding officer fired a warning shot into the air demanding that everyone stay back. 
 
   “Everyone stay back or we will open fire.  EMT’s are on the way. Clear the area and give them the room they need to work.” 
 
   The officer in charge held the crowd’s attention. With their ringleader gone the angry mob was hesitant. Those who were too afraid to stampede stayed behind snapping pictures with their cell phones. Ryan, however, grabbed Cassie and pulled her, kicking and screaming through the entrance to the tunnel. With his hand still pressed over her mouth they crouched behind a delivery truck.   
 
   “Shh, Cass nothing we do could possibly help Vic. You have to calm down and be quiet! If we get caught now we’d be squandering, what might be, our only chance to sneak past the guards. Look, this is probably the only self-sacrificing, noble, thing Vic’s ever done, even if it wasn’t exactly intentional. Don’t take that away from him. Besides, I promised to get you back home and I will do whatever it takes to make that happen.” Ryan whispered.  “For now, we need to stay hidden; so, I think we should crawl under that truck and wait for things to settle down.” 
 
   Cassie wiped the tears from her cheeks and nodded. They scrambled underneath the trailer of an eighteen-wheeler and huddled close together, hoping to remain unnoticed. The putrid stench of old exhaust fumes, oil leaks, and urine mingled into a repulsive potpourri that stung the nostrils. Neither spoke for fear of being discovered. Ryan wrapped his arm around Cassie’s shoulders and kissed her cheek. Meanwhile, his mind was spinning with unanswered questions. What had happened to Grant? Had Vic been killed or merely injured? Would they manage to escape and, if not, would their fate be worse than Vic’s?  
 
   Thunderous clacking of boots on the macadam interrupted Ryan’s silent pondering. Cassie drew in a sharp breath, her eyes wide with fear. Seconds later, a dog’s snout poked under the trailer, sniffing. The dog snarled and barked wildly.
 
   “What is it boy? What do you smell?” a voice called through the tunnel.
 
   Roused by the commotion, a reanimated corpse trapped in the next car hurled its body against the window. Startled, the voice shouted a few choice profanities before dragging the dog away and out of the tunnel. Ryan guessed the K-9 unit and their dogs were at the mouth of the tunnel but their words carried clearly.
 
   “There’s a few of ‘em trapped inside cars but other than that, the tunnel’s clear.”
 
   The sound of crunching gravel faded and both Cassie and Ryan sighed in relief. They hid under the trailer for over an hour before they dared to make a move. Taking great care, Ryan poked his head out from under the trailer and looked around.  
 
   “There’s a door about twenty yards up on the right,” Ryan whispered. “I think we should go for it.” 
 
   “I’ve always wondered what was behind those doors,” Cassie replied and gave him a wink. “Let’s go.”
 
   Ryan peered down the length of the tunnel before scrambling out from under the trailer.  Kneeling beside the rear bumper, he offered a hand to Cassie as she slid out behind him.  They dashed between stranded cars, leapt over the rail, and were out of breath by the time they reached for the doorknob. Ryan jiggled the knob but nothing happened.  He pushed and pulled with all of his might. Forgetting his own advice about remaining quiet, he jammed his fists against the frame, in hopes of knocking it loose but still the door would not budge. In desperation, he threw the weight of his entire body against the door. When it still didn’t move, Ryan spat another round of profanities.  Sensing they were out of options he collapsed against the door raking his hands through his hair.   
 
   “What are we going to do?” Cassie whispered. 
 
   Without warning, the door opened and Ryan stumbled through the threshold. A dour looking man in coveralls scowled at them.  
 
   “Are you insane?  Get in here and keep quiet.” He growled. “With all that racket, you’ll wake the dead.”
 
   Ryan and Cassie slipped through the door without making a sound.  The man motioned for them to follow him down a narrow hallway. A guttural moaning, similar to what they’d heard in Greco’s Diner, filled the dimly lit corridor.  
 
   “Excuse me, but—” Cassie said.
 
   The man in coveralls whipped around and clamped his thick, calloused hand over her mouth. His eyes were as wide as saucers.  He shook his head no and held his index finger to his lips.  They paused for a moment as the man listened intently to the silence. Cassie watched him lean back against the wall, slowly exhaling as he dabbed his forehead with a rag.  
 
   BANG! Like setting off dominoes, one by one, bodies crashed against the doors of the offices lining the hall.  
 
   “Great, you woke them,” the man grumbled. “Just what part of keep quiet did you not understand? 
 
   “Sorry,” Cassie mumbled.
 
   “Woke who?” Ryan demanded. He was outraged by the way the stranger spoke to Cassie.
 
   “The dead,” was his weary and sarcastic reply.  “What did you think I meant? I suppose you thought I was just being witty?”
 
   Stepping forward the man reached out and flipped a bank of light switches to the on position. The fluorescent lights flickered to life, illuminating the offices. Inside, decaying bodies milled aimlessly as they moaned. Some pounded against the glass doors, reaching out for what was just beyond their grasp. Cassie drew a sharp breath and took a step back. For the first time, the man looked at her with sympathy and apologized. He realized the couple didn’t understand what was happening.  Introducing himself as Bob, he summarized what had been happening in the tunnel. 
 
   “A couple of days ago an inspector from Port Authority came by for a routine inspection. He looked a bit under the weather but I didn’t think anything of it until the guy collapsed. I ran to call 911 and my buddy, Steve, starts giving the inspector CPR. That’s Steve, over there.” 
 
   Bob pointed to the second office but refused to look through the glass. His shoulders slumped and his head bowed for a moment before he continued.
 
   “When we couldn’t revive the inspector, Steve and I covered him up and waited for the ambulance. Well, after awhile, we were getting creeped out having a dead guy just laying there like that so … we decide to move him into one of the offices. I grabbed the guy’s feet and Steve took his arms. We were carrying him into the office when, all of the sudden, the dead guy turns his head and bites Steve’s wrist.”
 
   Cassie’s face contorted into a mask of disbelief. Unlike Ryan, she hadn’t seen a dead body rise up from the ground. Unaware, Bob’s story continued.
 
     “Steve dropped the guy and our inspector’s head split open on the linoleum. We chucked him into an office and locked the door.  When the ambulance finally arrived they tried to make Steve go with them, but we’ve been short staffed down here. Steve refused. By the next day, Steve was looking pretty rough and before I knew it, he keeled over too.” Bob scowled but continued.
 
   “This time I didn’t wait around. I tossed his butt in an office immediately and, just like the inspector, he woke back up. Only, he’s different. It’s like he doesn’t know who any of us are. He looks at us with that blank stare and he can’t seem to talk. He just moans. Same thing happened to a couple of the other guys.”  
 
   Bob paused and fumbled in his pocket and retrieved a pack of cigarettes. He grimaced and tossed the pack down on the table.
 
   “Maybe I should quit.” His words dripped with sarcasm. “Damn things will kill ya. I guess I don’t have to tell you two, not after what happened to your friend. He was your friend, right?  I was watching on the surveillance cameras. I could swear I saw you two talking to him.”  
 
   The blank faces staring back at Bob clued him in; he had lost them.  He motioned for them to follow as he led them to a monitor. Each section of the screen showed live feeds from different cameras stationed in and around the tunnels. With a few clicks of the mouse, one segment enlarged to fill the entire screen.  
 
   “Right here,” Bob said pointing to the screen. “That’s you two. And that guy, the one who caused the diversion so you could get into the tunnel; he was with you, right?”
 
   Both Ryan and Cassie leaned in to get a better look at the screen. Sure enough, the video showed both of them speaking to Vic. They watched him sauntering over to the female cop and Cassie gasped. The camera’s placement gave them a bird’s eye view of the entire exchange. She wished there was a way to rewind life the way Bob had rewound the tape.  Even without sound, there was no confusion as to what was taking place. Bob paused the playback with Vic sprawled out on the ground, dead, still clutching his pack of cigarettes.  
 
   “If you ask me, the Ad Counsel should use this for their next anti-smoking campaign. One way or another, cigarettes kill.” Bob quipped. Noticing the tears streaming down Cassie’s face, he wondered if he should have been more tactful. “Too soon, huh?”  
 
   Ryan glared at Bob while he stroked Cassie’s hair and kissed her head. 
 
   “Yes, definitely too soon,” Ryan growled.
 
   Bob tried to apologize but the damage was done. Cassie sniffled and wiped her eyes but the awkward silence didn’t last long. Muffled voices and boots clacking on the linoleum sounded in the hall. For a brief moment, Ryan feared police and military forces guarding the tunnel had discovered them. Instead, a handful of civilians ranging in age, from early to late-twenties, stomped in, looking for an explanation from Bob.  
 
   “Who are they?” the oldest male demanded as he pointed at Cassie and Ryan. “We can’t take anymore with us, Bob. I thought I made that clear.”
 
   Bob made quick introductions but the leader, called Desmond, scowled. The others in the group smiled and either waved or extended their hands in greeting. Despite their matching fatigues, Brian, Andy, and Todd did not object to the addition of the new couple, unlike Desmond. The three girls, Gabrielle, Alexandra and Jules— sisters from Philadelphia, were just trying to get home when they encountered the guys in Desmond’s group.
 
   “C’mon Des, lighten up. Two more isn’t a big deal.” Brian insisted. “Besides, with their numbers, we might be better off with a couple of extra pairs of eyes.”
 
   “Fine,” Desmond rolled his eyes and sighed. “But if you two are coming with us, you have to follow our rules. First off, I’m in charge. You do what I say, when I say it, and you just might live. Second, no drugs and/or alcohol.  If you’re carrying, give it to me now or get out. And last, but certainly not least, no sex.  Everyone needs to stay focused and you can’t do that when you’re worried about getting into someone’s pants.”
 
   “I think we can handle that,” said Cassie. “Say, aren’t those pretty much the same rules from the movie Scream?”
 
   “This isn’t a movie, sweetheart.” Desmond shot back.
 
   “Yeah if it was, the Statue of Liberty would have blown up by now.” Andy joked.  
 
   The others laughed but Desmond was not amused. He berated them for not taking the situation seriously and ranted about the need to remain vigilant. Of course, Des was quick to remind everyone that if he hadn’t had the foresight to prepare for such an occasion, the rest of them would ‘most likely end up dead.’ Desmond was convinced that only his planning and preparation would be their salvation, and in exchange he expected their undying appreciation and respect.  
 
   Desmond’s plan was to wait until dark and safely slip out through the emergency exit into New Jersey.  Ryan found it hard to believe that Desmond wanted to be worshipped for the old ‘sneak out the back door’ routine but Des was convinced they would have no trouble getting to safety. To his knowledge, none of the other states had been quarantined, at least not yet. Once they reached freedom, they could all go their separate ways, but for the time being they would unite for a mutual goal. Pouring over schematics, blue prints, and maps, Desmond plotted out each step of their escape. Bob had been ordered back to the monitors to keep watch for unwelcome visitors.  Cassie and the other girls were sent off to scrounge up whatever food and beverages they could find.  
 
   “According to Bob, there’s a break room down this way,” Cassie suggested.  
 
   The tiny refrigerator had little to offer, but the vending machines were well-stocked.  Cassie fished around in her purse for some change.
 
   “What are you doing?” Alexandra, the middle sister, asked snickering. “Put your money away. We’ve got this.” 
 
   She reached into the messenger bag she’d slung across her side and pulled out a metal cylinder. With a flick of her wrist, the cylinder extended into a sixteen inch nightstick.  
 
   “Batter up,” she called out and handed the weapon to her older sister.  
 
   Slack-jawed, Cassie watched Gabrielle square up into a batter’s stance and take a swing.  
 
   “Hey, I want a turn,” Jules said, laughing. “Who knew all those years of playing softball would pay off?”
 
   After a few swings, the front of the vending machines cracked open. The girls picked through plastic shards to remove the contents then stashed it into their bags.  
 
   “Andy gave it to us,” Alex explained. “I’m not sure where those guys got all their weapons. They’ve got everything from shotguns to baseball bats. It’s like they’re gearing up for some kind of a standoff.  If you ask me, I think they’ve gone off the deep end with all that ‘zombie apocalypse’ talk, but what can you do? We just want to go home and they can help us.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, did you say zombie apocalypse? Seriously? Zombies, like in the movies?” Cassie questioned.
 
   “Well, what would you call them?” Brian demanded.
 
   The girls jumped; no one heard Brian slip into the room. Behind his amused expression, his eyes looked tired and weary. Cassie attempted to stammer out an explanation but she couldn’t think of one. The whole idea of zombies seemed outrageous to her. 
 
   “Look, I know Desmond is kind of intense but he knows what he’s talking about.” Brian added, “You haven’t seen what we’ve seen. Anyway, c’mon, you’ve been gone for a while and the guys were getting worried.”
 
   Followed by four ladies, Brian led the way back to the control room. Cassie and the three sisters divvyed out food from the vending machines. While they ate, Desmond laid out their preferred escape route and a few alternate routes. Again he reminded them of his number one rule: do what he said when he said it, period. Cassie could hear Ryan’s teeth grinding while Desmond spoke but he held his tongue.  
 
   “What’s your plan for those things Bob locked in the offices?” Todd asked, barely keeping the condescension from his voice. “We can’t exactly leave them in there. You and I both know that, eventually, they will break through the glass. It’s inevitable. If we don’t take care of it now, this whole mess will start all over again.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Cassie interrupted. “They’re sick. They need a doctor. Why wouldn’t you call an ambulance?”
 
   “Don’t tell me you’ve actually bought into this whole ‘flu’ crap!” Desmond scoffed. “Never under estimate the stupidity of the masses.”
 
   “Hey! She’s not stupid.” Ryan snarled, leaping to his feet. 
 
   He’d sensed dissention in the ranks when Todd questioned Des, giving him all the encouragement he needed to speak out against the budding dictator’s regime. 
 
   “Who do you think you are? You have no right to treat people like that. We’re just trying to survive here, like everyone else, so you can shove your sanctimonious bullshit right up your ass!”   
 
   Stunned, Desmond took a step back. It was easier for him to think without Ryan’s finger poking into his chest. None of the others had bothered to question his authority and Desmond preferred it that way. He blamed Todd for the new guy’s outburst. Des took a hard look at his opponent. Ryan was several inches taller and had, at least, a twenty or thirty pound weight advantage. 
 
   Still grappling for the right words, Desmond looked around to see if any of his friends were going to come to his defense. Instead, it was Cassie who stepped in between him and Ryan.  Desmond knew that later the humiliation would set in, but for now he was thankful to be rescued, even if it was by a girl. Sensing Ryan had reached his breaking point, Cassie escorted him down the hallway toward the break room. She listened as Ryan vented his frustrations.  
 
   “Don’t pay any attention to him, he’s completely insane,” Cassie insisted.  “He actually thinks we’re in the middle of some kind of zombie outbreak.”
 
   “Well, if he thinks I’m going to stand by and let him talk to you, or any of the other girls like that, then he must be insane.” Ryan’s tone was solemn as he continued. “But Cass, seriously, he’s not wrong about what we’re facing.  I know it sounds crazy but there’s no other word for what those things are. Those people died, their bodies reanimated and now they’re seeking to feed on human flesh.”  
 
   Cassie’s eyebrows knitted together and her jaw dropped.
 
   “You’re looking at me like I’ve lost my mind, but hear me out,” said Ryan. “We had these interns at the office and they were always talking about this book they’d read, written by a guy who claimed he’d survived a zombie uprising. I thought they were nuts too, day after day always yapping about the best weapons, escape routes, and being ready on a moment’s notice. Everything they read about is happening right now. It kind of makes me wish I had paid more attention.Who would have thought those idiot interns actually knew something useful?”  
 
   Cassie took a minute to let it all sink in; it hardly seemed possible that zombies could be real. Sure, she thought, they made an excellent villain for a horror movie but to accept that they’re actually roaming around New York City eating people is a tough pill to swallow. She reached into her bag, pulled out the script for The Zombie’s Revenge, and flipped through the pages looking for a hint of realism.
 
   “They say art imitates life,” Cassie muttered. “I don’t know that I would have considered this art per se, but maybe there are a few pointers in here.”  
 
   Ryan was relieved to see Cassie taking the news so well but by accepting that the flu propaganda was just a cover up meant soon she would realize her grandfather could be worse off than she’d imagined. 
 
   “So, the script has us doing all sorts of crazy things to kill the zombies.  Let’s see, one guy drops a safe on a zombie’s head.  Sounds like a Bugs Bunny cartoon if you ask me.  Then another student lures a zombie into the woodshop classroom and shoves its head under the drill press. Do you think any of this would really work?” Cassie asked. “Most of the other violence seems to revolve around decapitation. Is that all we have to do, chop off their heads?”
 
   “Not exactly,” a voice called from behind them. “You need to destroy the brain not just chop off their heads. Otherwise, they can still bite.”
 
   Cassie jumped. Whipping around she saw Brian in the doorway.  
 
   “Must you keep sneaking up on me?” she demanded. “My God! You’re going to give me a heart attack.”  
 
   Brian’s sheepish grin stretched across his crimson cheeks. He and Todd strolled in and took at peek at Cassie’s script.  Flipping through the pages, his brow furrowed. 
 
   “Wow! This script is just … horrible.” Brian said, laughing.  “Guess we’re all fortunate it won’t make it to the big screen. They could have at least made it somewhat realistic.  I mean, seriously, a love scene with a zombie?”  
 
   They all laughed, including Cassie.  
 
   “If I didn’t need the money so badly I probably would have passed but then again, I’ve seen far worse scripts,” said Cassie.
 
   Brian was kind enough to offer some tips on the correct way to kill their enemy. He explained ways to penetrate the skull to reach the brains.
 
    “I know it sounds gruesome but I think it would be best if you newbies took a crack at it in here. It will be safer in a controlled environment with backup from those of us with some experience.” Brian suggested. “We can’t leave those things behind and at least you’d have some idea of what you’ll be up against out there. Regardless of what know-it-all Desmond seems to think, you can’t plan for every single scenario … no matter how much you try but you can practice the basics. You guys need to learn the basics.” 
 
   Reluctantly, Cassie agreed. It went against her peaceful nature and everything she believed about treating others with dignity and respect. Yet, she felt as if she ought to be prepared, for whatever they would be facing after they left the safety of the tunnel. She trudged behind Brian and Todd toward the offices. Despite the warmth of Ryan’s supportive embrace, Cassie felt an icy chill creeping up her spine. 
 
   The sisters from Philadelphia, Cassie, and Ryan stood outside the glass doors and awaited instruction. Armed with an array of crowbars and nightsticks, the newest inductees lined up to destroy the monsters locked in the offices.  
 
   “Okay, on the count of three I’m gonna open the door. You club the suckers in the head until their brains are mush. That’s pretty much all there is to it. Just make sure to stay out of arm’s reach and, under no circumstances, should you get close enough for them to bite you.” Andy instructed.
 
   Although his directions were brief and to the point, it wasn’t quite as easy as he made it sound. Desmond insisted that Cassie go first since, in his opinion, she had bypassed naïve and waved goodbye to common sense in her rear view mirror. As she choked up on her crowbar, Ryan gave her the thumbs up signal while Brian initiated the countdown. When he reached zero, Andy yanked open the door. 
 
   The creature inside staggered forward. With it, the stench of rotting flesh punched Cassie in the gut but the true horror sank in when the pus-sack reached out to grab her. Instincts replaced fear and she swung with all of her might. The zombie didn’t respond to pain like she’d expected. Her first swing did not penetrate directly into the brain so it kept coming. She hefted the crowbar again and planted the sharp end into the top of its skull. 
 
   “Once more!” Brian’s voice barely registered in Cassie’s mind but he continued to encourage her. “C’mon Cassie, you can do it. One more swing and you’re through.”
 
   Pure adrenaline gave her the strength to drive the bar through the zombie’s skull on the third swing. Bits of bone fragments and blood splattered the wall but Cassie didn’t stop, not even when the lifeless body fell to the floor. Each impact sent up a spray of cranial fluid, blood, skull fragments, and chucks of brain matter. A dark, viscous fluid oozed from the wound and pooled onto the floor but the blows kept coming until Ryan placed a restraining hand on her shoulder. She turned and fell into his waiting arms. Her body trembled but she did not cry. Ryan suspected she would save her tears for later.
 
   Each of the ‘newbies’ took their turn, smashing skulls of the undead into a bloody pulp.  By the time they had eliminated all of the zombies from the locked offices, the sun sank until only a sliver hovered above the horizon. 
 
   They cleaned up and prepared to put Desmond’s plan into effect. Huddled around the monitors, everyone watched the streetlights flicker to life and cast a hazy glow on the street below. Occasionally, a helicopter zoomed overhead with its blinding spotlights scanning the city.  Desmond recapped the plan, yet again. It was much simpler than he let on. The instant they stepped outside, they were supposed to scatter and get as far away from the main roads as possible.  
 
   “The trick is to sneak through the shadows. Slip past patrols, unseen, and whoever wants to continue on with us should meet us at the rendezvous point just outside of Weehawken Water Front Park,” Desmond reminded them.
 
   Everyone was free to make their own choice whether to continue on with Des or to set out on their own. Armed with their crowbars, nightsticks, baseball bats and the select few with rifles, they marched single file down the inner halls of the tunnel toward its New Jersey side. Cassie clutched Ryan’s hand and, for a fleeting minute, she contemplated turning back.  Venturing into the unknown seems reckless, her inner voice reasoned, but if I want to get back to Ohio I have no other choice.  The plan was simple, or so they thought. Yet, from the moment the first foot fell onto New Jersey soil, everything went wrong.  
 
   With a flash, a huge bank of spotlights turned on, illuminating the entrance. From overhead, angry voices barked into bullhorns demanding that they stop immediately. More helicopters converged and canisters of tear gas scattered across the asphalt. Those in the back of the tunnel pushed forward, forcing the others outside. They all scrambled to find cover.  
 
   At the same time, a flood of bodies spilled down from the overpass.  Frightened citizens ran in every direction trying to get to safety. Desmond’s cronies weren’t the only ones waiting for the cover of darkness to spring into action. Through the chaos, Ryan kept a firm grip on Cassie’s hand as they wove through the deluge of screaming people. Orders from the police bellowed through helicopter intercoms. 
 
   “Remain where you are!”  
 
   On the ground, shrieks of panic and hysterical cries drowned out the commands, making the words barely discernible.  Ryan caught sight of the three Philadelphia girls and pulled them toward the guardrail. They were still climbing over the rail when the first shots rang out. Live rounds of ammunition whizzed through the crowd shredding limbs and sending sprays of blood and gore through the air. Ryan had no idea who fired first and no intention of sticking around to find out. The girls shrieked as they tumbled over the rail. Gravel gave way and all five plummeted down the slope into the barricade below.  
 
   “Is everyone okay?” Ryan gasped; sucking in gulps of air to replace what was knocked out of him.  
 
   With the exception of a few scrapes and bruises, there had been no damage. Still shaky, they crept behind the barricade of barrels supporting orange and white striped fencing. Clinging to the shadows, they prayed to remain unseen. The police focus seemed to remain above; as those who hadn’t escaped were corralled by the authorities and stuffed into paneled vans.  Below, Ryan led the women along a path toward the Weehawken Water Front Park. They managed to find the rendezvous point even after getting off track a few times.  
 
   They were the first to arrive but, they hoped, not the only ones. Though no one said it, they were all wondering if they had been the lucky few to escape. At the time, setting the meeting point near the park seemed to be a good idea. After seeing the authorities swarm, Ryan worried that they were setting themselves up for capture. Without saying a word, he motioned for the ladies to follow as he led them into a grouping of trees and bushes.  
 
   “We can watch from here and see if anyone else shows up.” Ryan whispered as they crouched behind the shrubbery. “It’s best if we stay out of sight.” 
 
   A soft breeze sent dried leaves skittering across the path, making Cassie’s heart leap into her throat.  Every slight sound seemed magnified as they listened for the rest of their group. In his mind, Ryan tried to plot out their next step. If no one else joins us, I’ll need to lead. Wishing he had paid closer attention when Desmond rattled off his plans, Ryan racked his brain for their next move. He felt certain that using side roads would attract less attention but without a map it would be difficult to plot a true escape route. Our first official step will be locating a gas station or convenience store so we can get maps.  
 
   Before Ryan could voice his thoughts, he noticed figures stirring in the shadows. His body tensed. If it’s the police, we’re screwed, was the first thought that came to mind. The girls heard the snap of twigs under someone’s feet and turned to look. Wide eyed and holding their breath, they waited for a sign. 
 
   “Looks like everyone made it,” said Desmond. 
 
   Despite Ryan’s low opinion of Des, a wave of relief washed over him when he realized Desmond and his companions had made it. Hugs and handshakes abounded and in no time they set off on their leader’s predetermined course. Todd and Des took the lead while Andy and Brian brought up the rear. They wanted to be sure that those with more proficiency surrounded the newest members of their group.  Soon, the park was a distant memory and ahead of them, a broad expanse of parking lots and manufacturing plants.  
 
   Whenever possible, they ducked between parked cars or the occasional oasis of trees and shrubbery for cover— remaining out in the open felt too risky. Suddenly, Desmond signaled for them all to stay low and keep quiet.  
 
   “Shh, someone’s coming out,” Brian whispered. 
 
   “Just an employee,” said Des. 
 
   Terrified screams carried on the breeze leaving them with no doubt of the trouble ahead.  A few of the employees ran at top speed to their cars, leaving their coworkers to the zombies.  Andy, Brian, and Todd sprinted across the parking lot to help. Wielding their weapons, flurries of skull crushing swings were unleashed on the hungry ghouls. They continued smashing until the zombies no longer moved and a thick, black fluid oozed from their shattered heads.  One of the victims had been shredded almost to the bone and left in a pool of his own blood. The other’s ragged breathing resembled a death rattle. She looked up at her rescuers and begged them to help her. Still clutching her car keys, she pressed the button on her remote, unlocking the doors on her minivan as she tried to crawl to her vehicle.  
 
   “Please,” she whimpered before collapsing against the asphalt.
 
   “She’s dead,” Brian said, after checking for a pulse.  
 
   Andy grimaced then plunged his crowbar through the heads of both victims, making sure they wouldn’t reanimate. With the minivan keys in hand, they dashed back to the rest of the group.  It didn’t take long to remove the back seats then everyone piled in the van.  It was a tight squeeze but, as Bob pointed out, ‘it’ll sure beat walking.’ Restless backseat drivers urged Desmond to drive faster but he stayed well below the speed limit. He had no desire to attract attention while they were in a borrowed vehicle.  
 
   The van puttered down the streets, unnoticed, though its passengers kept a wary eye open.  Safely out of the wharf area, they cruised past a quaint residential area and they were all able to breathe a bit easier. They were getting much further than they would have on foot and, so far, they had remained off the radar. Cassie rested her head against Ryan’s shoulder and let her heavy eyelids close. Whether she had drifted off for a moment or for an hour she couldn’t say, but flashing lights and police sirens jolted her awake.  
 
   “Oh God,” Cassie gasped. 
 
   Des held his breath as he pulled over and put the van in park.  A pair of police cruisers increased speed and flew past the minivan, sirens screaming.  Cassie chuckled at her own silliness and soon the rest joined her. Though they hadn’t voiced it, everyone had feared for their freedom. They’d witnessed innocent citizens, rounded up like cattle and stuffed into vans. No one wanted to share that fate. More at ease, Desmond guided their vehicle back onto the road, keeping a safe and legal speed. This time no one razzed him about going slow. 
 
   For several miles, they rode on without seeing another soul. Then, up ahead, it was clear where those cruisers had been heading. The flashing lights from a squad of police cars, ambulances, and even a couple of fire trucks was blinding. Rescue personnel scurried about while shouting into radios.  
 
   “It could be hours before they get this mess cleared up,” Desmond muttered. “I’m going to have to find another way around. I guess the good news is the cops are pretty busy so maybe we’ll be able to sneak around them.”
 
   He cut the wheel, making a hard right and continued several blocks before trying to get back on course. This time, there were barricades and guards blocking the roads that would lead to the highway. Not ready to give up yet, Des turned again and went a few more miles before trying to cut back. The road ahead of them looked more like a parking lot than an urban street. An unending line of cars and trucks blocked the way. Angry and frustrated, Desmond pounded his fists on the steering wheel then slammed the gearshift into park.  
 
   Gathering their gear, everyone filed out of the van.  Ryan looked around and wasn’t pleased with their new surroundings. They were no longer in a cheery residential area. The old buildings loomed high above with fading facades cracked by age and elements. Ragged moaning rose above the streets as the shuffle of dragging footsteps drew closer. Quickening their pace to a brisk jog, the group hustled down the street hoping to distance themselves from the cluster of corpses that had caught their scent.  Instead of leading them away from danger, each turn brought them face to face with more of the undead.  
 
   “Damn!  They’re everywhere.” Todd shouted, bashing his crowbar into the skull of the nearest zombie. 
 
   They sprinted at top speed down the street and ducked into another ally. Gripped with fear, Cassie ran as fast as she could. Every couple of feet, she dared to glance behind her to see if they had outrun their foe. She looked back again and accidentally barreled straight into Bob. Ryan’s strong arms caught her before she hit the pavement. Bewildered she looked up; the group had come to a stop. At the head, Desmond and Todd were shouting at each other.
 
   “I’m telling you, it’s this way you stubborn ass!” Todd snarled.
 
   “No, it’s this way!” Desmond snapped back and gave Todd an angry shove in the ‘right’ direction. “I planned the route, I should know.”
 
   Their bickering raged on, while the rest of the group stood dumbfounded, watching their leader fall to pieces. Thinking he could bring an end to the dispute, Ryan pushed forward and asked them for the map.
 
   “He was responsible for one thing.” Desmond sneered, pointing at Todd. “Just one thing. His only job was to pack the maps and the genius forgot them! A lot of good they’re doing us sitting on the table in the freaking tunnel, you useless, idiotic, moron.”
 
   “Screw you!” Todd spat back. “Somehow I was magically supposed to know you took the maps out of my pack. Why didn’t you put them back where you found them? You’re the dumb ass that unpacked them!”
 
   “Hey!” Ryan interrupted. Name calling won’t get us anywhere and neither will standing around arguing about it. Look, I’m sorry, Todd. Desmond spent a lot of time going over those maps. I think, maybe, we should follow him.”
 
   It was a quick but unanimous vote. The entire group decided to follow Desmond.  Abashed, Todd’s head hung low. He dropped behind Ryan, Cassie, and the girls. Meanwhile, Bob seized the opportunity to move into the front with Desmond, adding insult to injury. Still convinced he was right; Todd trailed at the back of the line, avoiding eye contact with everyone.  
 
   He had contemplated striking out on his own but he was certain the others would eventually need his help. Todd knew; once Desmond realized he’d put them on the wrong path, he would crumble. Someone needed to be magnanimous and Todd was man enough to let the slight go. Vindication will come soon enough. 
 
   They sprinted down side streets, dashed through empty lots, and wove through alleyways until Desmond came skidding to a halt. A tall chain link fence topped with coils of razor wire blocked the narrow alley. Muttering a few choice profanities, Desmond kicked the fence and raked his fingers through his hair, angry that no one had thought to bring bolt cutters.  
 
   “Okay, no big deal,” Desmond announced. “We’ll circle back, cut over a few blocks to get around the fence and we’ll be right back on track.”  
 
   No sooner had the words left his mouth, the moaning started. Behind them, a wave of rotting flesh moved in sync toward their prey. With their escape route cut off, they had no choice but to take their chances with the razor wire.  
 
   “Quick! Desmond, Andy, gimme your jackets.” Ryan ordered as he hatched his plan. “I also need the two biggest backpacks.”
 
   “We’re not the only ones wearing jackets. Why ours?” said Desmond, sounding reluctant.
 
   “They’re leather.” He replied. 
 
   For a moment, everyone stared blankly at Ryan.  
 
   “Today, people. Move!” Ryan barked at them, snatching Bob’s backpack.  
 
   Taking a running start, Ryan leapt into the air and crashed halfway up the fence, twining his fingers through the links. He forced the tips of his leather oxfords to wedge into the gaps between the chains and climbed closer to the top. With one arm he flung the backpack on top of the razor wire. Starting to understand the plan, Brian handed his bag to Ryan and motioned for Andy to hand over his jacket. Begrudgingly, Desmond handed his jacket to Ryan as well.  
 
   With the packs balanced on the top of the wire and the coats draped over the bags, there was a chance they could climb over without being torn to shreds.  Ryan hung on, clinging to the fence with one hand and holding the cover in place for the others. Desmond volunteered to go first. He sprang onto the chain link with ease. With the exception of a snag in his pants and a scraped knee, he made it across unscathed. The others lined up, first Todd, and then Cassie, followed by Andy, Bob, the sisters, then Brian.   
 
   “This is taking too long,” said Ryan, his voice heavy with concern. “You need to double up or those things will be on us before everyone gets over. They move slow but not that slow.”
 
   The group moved faster and scaled the fence in pairs. The last two, Brian and Alexandra, were near the top waiting for Bob to slide over to the other side when the backpack wobbled. Trying to keep his balance, Bob’s legs flailed out behind him. His steel-toe combat boot connected with the side of Alexandra’s head, knocking her to the street below. Ryan tried to reach out and catch her but his arm wasn’t long enough. Simultaneously, her sisters and Cassie screamed. Bob cursed as he flipped over the fence and landed safely on the other side. Alexandra remained motionless on the ground. Her sisters ran back to the fence, about to climb when Desmond grabbed them.
 
   “Forget it.” Desmond’s words were as cold as his expression. “You’ll never get to her in time and, even if you did, you’d never be able to get her over the fence. All three of you would be ripped apart.”
 
   “We can’t just leave her there,” Cassie gasped, horrified.
 
   “We can, and we will.” Desmond ordered. “We don’t have enough ammo to drop all of those zombies—not that I’d waste it all now if we did. We still have a long, rough road ahead of us. I’m sorry but sometimes you have to know when to cut your losses.  Brian, get your butt over the fence and let’s get out of here.”
 
   Furious, Gabrielle whipped around; her arm cocked to slap Desmond’s face. Andy caught her arm mid-swing.
 
   “Let me,” he said, grinning, before he planted his fist squarely on Desmond’s jaw. 
 
   Des stumbled backward and landed on his backside, clutching his jaw. For the first time, he was frightened.
 
   “Screw all of you then,” he bawled while scrambling to his feet.
 
   Desmond took off running with Bob in his wake. Brian and Ryan dropped to the ground to help Alexandra.  She looked up at them both, groggy and confused. Attempts to get Alex on her feet were futile. Her ankle had swollen to double its normal size and Ryan suspected a fracture.  
 
   “Ryan, climb back up to the top. I’ll lift her up then you can help her over the wire. Andy can catch her on the other side,” Brian said.
 
   There was no time to argue. The horde of undead shuffled closer every second. Ryan scrambled to the top of the fence as Brian lifted their wounded friend. He tried to raise her up to Ryan but she couldn’t quite reach.  
 
   “Okay, plan B,” Brian sighed. “Ryan, can you climb back up with her on your back?  If someone climbs up on the other side they can hold the packs and jackets in place. Andy, we still need you to catch her as she comes over to the other side.”
 
   “And what about you?” Ryan demanded.  
 
   “I’ll be right behind you, so do me a favor and be quick about it,” Brian’s tone wanted to be light but fear betrayed him.
 
   Ryan dropped down and Alexandra held on tight as he climbed back up to the top. Her sister had already reached the top on the opposite side and was holding the protection in place. Ryan clung to the upper part of the fence with one arm while trying to help Alexandra get up and over with his other arm. Brian was waiting, as patiently as possible, at the bottom while keeping a watchful eye on the approaching threat.  
 
   “Oh my God! You guys have to get your asses over that fence now!” Alexandra shouted as she dropped to the other side and into Andy’s waiting arms. In her descent, Alex saw how dire the situation was for Brian and Ryan. The zombies were nearly within arm’s reach.  
 
   The zipper on one of the jackets snagged Alexandra’s clothing and, as she dropped, it fell down along with her. Their protective covering slipped and fell to the ground before Ryan had managed to get himself to the top. Without hesitation, Todd caught the bag and coats then leapt onto the fence. 
 
   The constant weight of so many people climbing up and over the fence had weakened the brackets. When the weight was only on one side, it pushed the fencing against its support but having weight on both sides caused too much pressure. Three grown men clinging to the chain link proved to be just enough stress to cause the fence to pull away from its braces. Brian dropped down to the ground and the links eased back into place again as Ryan toppled over to the other side.   
 
   “What are you doing?” Ryan shouted.
 
   “The fence is going to give. It won’t offer any resistance against a horde of zombies. The only way you guys will make it out of here is if I hold them off for as long as I can. Don’t look at me like that! Seriously, how fast do you think you’ll be able to go carrying an injured person on your back? Razor wire won’t stop them; they can’t feel pain.  They’ll push right through and you’ll be overrun. You have to go. Now.”
 
   Ignoring their arguments, Brian pulled his nightstick from the holster on his belt and charged toward the mob, swinging.  Andy wished he’d snagged Desmond’s rifle after decking their pathetic ex-leader. He cursed himself for not thinking of it when he had the chance. Though reluctant, with no other choice, the others bolted down the alley without Brian. Todd took the lead as they navigated their way through the dim streets. Andy carried Alexandra piggyback, flanked by her sisters and Cassie. Ryan covered them from behind; weapons were drawn and ready.  They’d only made it a few blocks when they heard anguished screams echo through the streets.  
 
   For a brief moment, Brian thought that maybe he would make it out alive. He had inflicted a great deal of damage to his foes and their numbers were decreasing with each swing. Fueled by his progress, he caught a second wind. He swung his nightstick hard, too hard, and threw himself off balance. Trying to regain his footing, he set his foot down on the ground but the thick sludge of brain tissue, blood, and cranial fluid was slick as ice.  
 
   Fighting for his life, Brian kept swinging with all of his might even as he fell to the ground. Brian battled but it was only a matter of time until the reanimated dead overtook him. From every angle, hands clawed at his flesh, ripping and shredding. Ferocious teeth plunged through muscle and tendons, tearing away mouthfuls of bloody meat. Horrified, Brian saw the monsters tear through his abdomen, spilling his intestines onto the ground. Blood poured from his open wounds and pooled beneath him in a dark, glistening puddle.  
 
   Finally, there was no more pain.  The rotting faces of his attackers blurred into a brilliant light as Brian drew his last breath.  Oblivious to his death, the zombies continued shoveling flesh and organs into their voracious mouths until they picked his bones clean.  
 
   Though the others hadn’t witnessed the attack, the horrible screams of agony told them Brian’s tragic fate. The girls wept, grieving their brave friend’s demise.  
 
   “I think we should find someplace safe to crash for the night,” Todd proposed. “We’ll get a fresh start in the morning.”
 
   It had been a long, exhausting day and the added sorrow of Brian’s death weighed heavily on them all. They trudged ahead, searching for a place to rest. Andy pointed out a dilapidated, old building that had once been an apartment complex. All that remained was a burned out husk with busted windows and charred walls.  
 
   “Are you crazy?” Cassie scoffed.  “That place is a disaster.  It looks completely abandoned and probably isn’t even safe for human occupancy.”
 
   “Exactly.” Andy said, grinning. “If no one has been living there then there won’t be anyone, or anything inside.” Understanding swept through the group and they all smiled as if they had just figured out the punch line to a joke.  
 
   Todd and Ryan decided to scout the building first. Inside, the walls were blackened and warped from both flame and hose. The air was heavy with the scorched smell of smoke mingling with mildew from stagnant water. Gutted and crumbling, there was only a shell remaining. The second floor was much like the first, but the third floor seemed to have taken less damage. There was a slight remnant of interior walls left and most of the water had drained down into the lower levels leaving considerably less mildew.  
 
   “This could work,” Todd muttered. “It ain’t the Plaza but we might just get through the night.  We’ll have to sleep in shifts but some sleep is better than none.”
 
   After getting Alexandra settled in a secure corner, Ryan and Andy took a look at her ankle. With years of sports injuries piled up between them, the consensus was a severe sprain but the potential of a hairline fracture still remained. Meanwhile, the rest agreed to pair up and take watch in shifts. Despite claims of being ‘too stressed to sleep’, in no time Todd and Gabrielle, who had drawn the first watch, were serenaded by snores. Digging in his coat pocket, Todd fished out a candy bar, split it in two, and gave half to his partner.
 
   “Desmond is such a jerk.” He grumbled.  “If he would have listened to me, we wouldn’t have made that wrong turn. Your sister wouldn’t have gotten hurt and you might be sleeping in your own bed tonight, instead of this disaster. I’m sorry we didn’t get you home tonight.”
 
   “What kind of a person would tell someone to leave their sister behind to get eaten alive? Cut your losses,” Gabrielle sneered.  “He’s sick.”
 
   “I can’t believe he actually said that to you.  Come to think of it, I probably shouldn’t be surprised.  He would have left his own sister behind in a heartbeat.” 
 
   Hours passed and the next pair on lookout took their posts. Unable to sleep, Cassie took Jules’ place, allowing the youngest girl extra sleep. Distant moans carried in on the breeze sending a ripple of goose bumps over Cassie’s arms. Darkness hung like a shroud keeping her from pinpointing the location of the flesh-eaters. Every sound had the potential to be an undead mass moving in to surround them. Fear kept Cassie from drowsing like the others. 
 
   By sunrise, Cassie would have given everything for a hot shower and clean clothes.  Instead she yanked a comb through her hair and pulled it back into a ponytail. She and Ryan had the final watch together and they were anxious to get moving. Though it had been a long time, Cassie found herself saying a silent prayer of protection. As she petitioned for their safety, she included her family back home. She missed them so much it hurt and she feared she might never see them again. Wondering if her grandfather was actually sick or if he was turning into a monster plagued Cassie most. The thought sent shivers up her spine so she snuggled closer to Ryan for warmth.  
 
   By the time everyone was up and moving, the sky was a brilliant blue and the hint of frost had melted into glistening drops on the scorched grass. The streets were barren and Ryan wondered aloud if the same quarantine edict had been issued in New Jersey.  Even the gas stations and convenience stores were empty.  
 
   The nearest quick-stop shop doors were unlocked and much of their stock had been removed from the shelves, but there was no one inside. The hotdogs on rollers were withered and hard but that didn’t stop Andy and Todd from scarfing down a few. Wrinkling her nose, Cassie went in search of granola bars or trail mix. To her relief, she not only found a suitable breakfast but some travel toothbrushes, toothpaste, and soap. The employee restroom was grimy but it had running water, clean paper towels, and toilet paper. She washed up quickly so the others could have their turn.  
 
   After stocking their bags with what food, drinks, and maps remained; Ryan suggested that they head out. He knew it was a useless gesture, but he waved a couple of twenties at the security camera. Then, he stuffed the bills underneath the cash register to pay for the items they took. Ryan’s conscience was clear. Sure, someone might steal it but that’s the case anytime you buy something at a convenience store. At least I’ll be able to look at myself in the mirror and know I did the right thing. 
 
   Todd and Andy were adamant that they avoid highways, which was easier said than done. Andy joked that it would be more difficult to get to Philadelphia without highways than for Ryan and Cassie to reach Ohio. The sad truth was that their group would soon split and go their separate ways. Together, they endured overwhelming tragedy in such a short amount of time; it was hard to imagine continuing on separately. Yet once they found the correct junction, Ryan and Cassie would head west and the others would go south.  
 
   Until then, they scurried through the streets together and watched for potential dangers lurking behind every corner. The streets were as empty as the convenience stores but the zombie’s trademark moaning was everywhere. Even the Emergency Response Barracks and the Fire Station were barren. Ryan wondered if the fire trucks and ambulances were still on the scene they had witnessed the night before.
 
              “Hang on a sec,” Andy announced.  “I gotta get something.”  
 
   He shifted Alex onto Todd’s back and stretched. Before he could dash off, Ryan caught Andy by the arm and demanded to know what he had planned. Barely masking his annoyance, Andy explained that there was a better weapon available in the firehouse. 
 
   “The rule is, no one goes anywhere alone,” Ryan stated. 
 
   Andy shrugged so Ryan followed along. He was curious about the weapon Andy referenced. 
 
   “I didn’t know fire fighters carried weapons,”Ryan whispered as they peered into the station.
 
   “It’s called a Halligan Tool or sometimes they call it a forcible entry tool but either way, it’s bad ass. I think it would be the ultimate zombie-killing weapon. It can punch through walls so imagine what it would do to a skull.”  
 
   The tool was lightweight but sturdy and Ryan agreed; it looked like it could inflict ample damage. One end was pronged like a crowbar but the other end formed a sharp spike that jutted out from a flat, hammer-like head.     
 
   “You want one too?” Andy asked as he stuffed a couple into his pack.
 
   A wheezing moan from the adjoining room interrupted them. Andy’s eyes lit up in anticipation as he gripped his new toy.  In one smooth, fluid motion he imbedded the spike end through the creature’s forehead into its brain. He hurled the lifeless body to the ground.  
 
   “Maybe I should get one of those after all,” said Ryan.
 
   Andy beamed, knowing he had given an impressive demonstration of the tool’s attributes. The others weren’t as enthusiastic about Andy’s new weapon, despite his best attempts to sway them. Ryan was the only one who had agreed to take one but without a backpack he was beginning to regret his decision. He made a mental note to pick up some kind of bag as soon as possible. As he wondered where he could find a messenger bag, like Alex’s, the all too familiar serenade of moans drew closer.  Not wanting to give the zombies a chance to catch up, the group picked up the pace.  
 
   “Quick, we can cut through that park up there.” Todd instructed.  “Keep your eyes open and stick together.”
 
   Midway through the park, the moans were drowned out by shouts. Frightened residents ran at top speed, screaming. Two squad cars, with sirens blaring, tore through the grass. Ryan wondered if the cops were chasing the zombies, or the humans. A team of officers sprang from their vehicles with weapons drawn, shouting for everyone to freeze. The living scattered and the undead continued shuffling toward the fresh meat covered in patrolman’s blues.  
 
   “Stop or I’ll shoot,” one of the cops shouted at the dozens of corpses staggering toward him.
 
   The zombies paid no heed to the order and true to his word; the officer fired a warning shot into the leg of the closest perpetrator. The bullet ripped through his decaying flesh releasing a spray of cartilage and dark, almost black fluid. Still, the body continued toward its prey, unfazed. Dumbfounded, the patrolman fired another round into the monster’s other leg, to no avail. 
 
   “In the head!” Ryan shouted.  “You have to shoot them in the head!” 
 
   Years on the force had trained them for almost every situation but a zombie uprising wasn’t one of them. It was inconceivable for him to fire headshots at unarmed citizens. While the brotherhood in blue conferred on how to handle what they assumed were rioters, insatiable undead bodies continued to draw closer. Like a scene from a bad action movie, one hotshot rookie rushed toward the mob to take control. With his arms outstretched, he demanded everyone’s attention. The corpses obliged.  
 
   In mere seconds they overtook the young officer, grabbing, clawing, biting, and ripping. The monsters snarled over scraps and entrails before turning their attention to the rookie’s colleagues.  Only one cop had the good sense to run. The rookie’s partner screamed into the radio, “Officer down, Officer down” while the third vomited beside the squad car. The ever-hungry mob converged on the grief stricken patrolmen until all that remained was bone and scraps.  
 
   Though a surge of panic-stricken residents had briefly separated them, Ryan and Cassie caught up to the others in the swarm of confusion. Fear had spread like wildfire and people ran from the approaching threat. From all sides, zombies lumbered toward the living. Todd led the group up a steep slope, to the overpass. Loose gravel made the climb tricky— especially for Andy who carried Alex on his back— but it prevented the flesh-eaters from following.  
 
   While persistent, the zombies were too uncoordinated to scale the steep slope successfully. Frightened people from below scrambled up the hill, clamoring to get over the guardrail. All hoped to escape the hungry mouths drooling for living flesh but there were plenty of zombies milling around on the overpass seeking their next meal.  
 
   To Todd’s dismay, the overpass was not as empty as he had hoped.  From the corner of his eye, he saw something that made him stop and do a double-take. Running at top speed, Desmond was pushing others out of his way to avoid the zombies.  Ryan and Cassie stared as Desmond accidentally plowed into Andy, knocking Alex to the ground.  Her sisters were there in an instant to help her up again. Stunned, they watched their nemesis push down another body. Angry, Andy spun around then froze. Surprise had momentarily rendered him mute.   
 
   “Get out of my way,” Desmond sneered.
 
   Without a word, Andy drew his Halligan tool and with a mighty swing he buried the pronged end into Desmond’s kneecap.  Blood and bone fragments splattered on the pavement as Des dropped to the ground, writhing in pain.  
 
   “That one was for Alex,” Andy growled as he planted his foot on Desmond’s chest to yank the metal bar from its lodging. “And this one’s for Brian!”
 
   Desmond’s other knee shattered with a sickening crunch. He could barely breathe from the pain as he lifted his head to look at his attacker.  Desmond’s face bore a blend of agony and terror.  
 
   “Please, you can’t just leave me here!” he cried.
 
   “Ya gotta know when to cut your losses, right?” Andy whispered. 
 
   Without a second glance, Andy spun around, scooped up Alex, and herded her sisters away. Still sobbing, Desmond tried desperately to drag his body across the asphalt and away from the approaching horde. Clawing to gain purchase, his fingers raked at the unyielding pavement, reducing them to bloody stumps. His lifeless legs left a trail of bloody streaks but he could not move fast enough to avoid the impending doom. Blood-curdling wails filled the air and Ryan moved to block Cassie’s view of the carnage.  
 
   Todd had managed to push the barricade aside far enough for a compact vehicle to slip through and two cars were idling.  
 
   “Ryan, Cassie, c’mon.” Todd called. “You have your maps, right?  After our car squeezes through the barricade, you two will follow in this car.” He tapped the hood of the vehicle idling next to him. “Your exit is the third right.  The rest of us are headed south to Philly. Good luck and I really hope you make it safely to Ohio.”
 
   Cassie hugged and kissed everyone goodbye and wished them well.  Ryan shook hands with the guys and found himself smothered in hugs from the three sisters.  Goodbye and good luck seemed empty things to say in light of everything they had endured. Cassie dabbed her eyes as she slid into the passenger seat of their borrowed Honda Civic.  
 
   Ryan opened the driver’s side door and gaped at the mangled front dash.  Part of the panel had been ripped open and wires hung haphazardly; the ends stripped and twisted together.  
 
   “You hotwire cars?” Ryan gasped.
 
   “Misspent youth,” Todd chuckled and clapped Ryan on the shoulder.
 
   “Todd, thanks again for all of your help. I was wrong. We should have listened to you. We’re lucky you were such a good sport about it. We’d probably be dead or stuffed into those paneled vans if it wasn’t for you. Good luck.” Ryan said in earnest.
 
   Todd’s Nissan slipped through the barricade and took the first exit headed south.  Ryan beeped and Cassie waved to their new friends for the last time. As instructed, Ryan took the third right 
 
   and hoped the worst was behind them. 
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   Cassie recognized the tree-lined street immediately. Two doors up on the left was her grandparents’ slate blue Victorian style house. She didn’t bother to wait until the car was in park before leaping out and sprinting to the front door. Feeling like a little girl again, Cassie was certain she could smell cookies baking. She called to her family but the only response was a blood-chilling moan.  
 
   “No”, she whispered, “please, let them be okay”.  
 
   With heavy, almost leaded legs she struggled to reach the kitchen. Her family was seated around the kitchen table and her grandfather was carving, what she assumed was, a chicken. Yet, as she looked again, the paperboy had been roasted and trussed like a Thanksgiving turkey and her corpse-like family was drooling and tearing into the meat with their bare hands. Horrified, Cassie screamed. 
 
   “Cass! Wake up!” Ryan said, shaking her shoulder.
 
   Her eyes snapped open and for a moment she had no idea where she was. Slowly, it all came back to her.  She was still in the hotwired Civic traveling through New Jersey— not far from the exit where they’d split from Todd, Andy, and the girls. Never in her life had she been so happy to see the Garden State.  
 
   “Nightmare?” 
 
   Her cheeks burned scarlet as she muttered a barely audible acknowledgement. Suddenly interested in the view, Cassie stared out the window and tried to push the image of her zombified family far from her mind.  
 
   “You crashed about two seconds after we took the westbound exit. I was hoping you’d have sweet dreams but I guess not. Do you want to talk about it?” Ryan asked and gave her hand a squeeze. 
 
   She shook her head no. Cassie knew he meant well but she wasn’t in the mood to be patronized. Undoubtedly, his response would be, “it was only a dream.” Staring out the window, into the gloom, she could rationalize that, in fact, it was just a dream but the underlying fear could not be denied. She could chalk up the roasted paperboy to an overactive imagination but the real truth was that her grandfather was sick.  
 
   They had said he might have the flu, which apparently is code for turning into a flesh-eating, walking corpse, she thought. Cassie feared he and the rest of her family had been exposed to whatever was causing the outbreak, or worse, that they had turned into zombies as well. The thoughts in her head were more than she could bear. She reached over and turned on the radio, hoping for a distraction. Static. Cassie fiddled with the tuner but the only station coming through had an Emergency Broadcast System warning issuing a state of emergency for the tri-state area. She left the station on for a few moments expecting an update but the only information offered was that they were in a state of emergency and to remain indoors.  
 
   “Well, that was helpful.” Cassie grumbled before switching off the power. “I thought the whole point of those stupid warnings was to be informative.”
 
   Ryan doubted they would get useful information from any media sources after what had happened at his office. It’s so surreal, he thought, that our Constitutional Rights could be swept under the rug so easily. But Ryan trusted Grant wholeheartedly. If Grant said the paper was shut down then it had to be true. Again, he found himself wondering if Grant was alive. As much as he wanted to believe his imagination had run amok, the sound he heard through the phone could only have been gunshots.  
 
   “Ryan!  Look out!”
 
   Lost in his thoughts, Ryan hadn’t noticed a child had wandered onto the road. The tip of her hot pink knitted hat was barely visible over the car hood. With a stream of profanities, Ryan slammed on the breaks. The squealing tires locked and their car skidded to a halt as a pink blur skimmed across the windshield.  
 
   “Oh God, you hit her,” Cassie gasped.
 
   Slumped by the side of the road the little girl’s mangled body was sprawled over a pool of dark blood. Stunned, Ryan reached for the door handle but Cassie grabbed him. She pointed to the girl. The child rose, slowly. Jagged bones jutted through the girl’s bloody denim overalls as she lumbered toward the car. Each grotesque step twisted her pint-sized body into a horrific pose. Ryan guessed she had been wandering for several days; her skin was the hue of moldy cheese.  All at once Ryan felt both relief and heartbreak.  
 
   “We can’t just leave her out there,” Ryan muttered. “But I don’t think I have it in me to club a little kid in the head.”
 
   Instead he revved the engine and thrust the gearshift into drive. This time the girl’s head split open like an overripe summer melon when the force of impact threw her to the ground.  Just to be sure, Ryan slammed the car into reverse. The right side of their vehicle rose and descended over the undead body. There was no question; the child would not get up this time. Their tires slid as the car pulled away, making Cassie’s stomach turn.  
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
    Ryan always thought that someone ‘turning green’ was just an expression but Cassie’s pallor had taken on a greenish tinge.  He rolled down the windows to let cool air flood the interior as they sped away from the squashed corpse.  
 
   “Feeling better?”
 
   “As long as I don’t think about it,” Cassie replied. 
 
   “Why don’t you try to get some sleep? You must be exhausted.” 
 
   Every time Cassie closed her eyes, she saw skull fragments and brain matter littering the road surrounding a lifeless, child-size body. Instead, she stared out the window and watched the gray clouds roll in as a light drizzle misted the windshield.  
 
   Hours passed and Cassie drifted off again, lulled to sleep by the steady motion of the car. It was the lack of motion that woke her. When she opened her eyes, the car was parked next to a gas pump; the engine was off and Ryan was nowhere in sight. For a brief moment, she felt a shock of panic and feared she had been left behind. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw Ryan strolling back to the car.  
 
   “The pumps are off and we’re running low on gas,” he said. “I tried to find the switches but, to be honest; I have no idea what to do in there.” 
 
   Cassie chuckled and volunteered to take a look. Having worked in more than a few convenience stores and gas stations in her life, she was confident she could turn on the pumps. After fiddling around with the switches, she was pretty sure she had figured it out.
 
                 “Try it now!” She yelled from the front door.  
 
   Ryan swiped his credit card at the pump. When it didn’t register, he pushed the pay cash option and the gasoline started to flow. When the tank was full, Cassie turned off the pumps and returned to the car. Ryan was in the driver’s seat, chewing on his thumbnail—a telltale sign he was upset. 
 
   Still fretting over his inoperable credit card, Ryan hated the thought of taking what he hadn’t paid for but they needed the gasoline. A dark scowl on his face matched the gloom in his heart. I always swore I would never be one of those guys, taking what isn’t mine simply because I can. Cassie cupped his face in her hands and kissed him.
 
   “Don’t worry,” she said tossing him a bottle of Coke. “I paid for the gas. I also got us some food and drinks. I forgot I had this.” Grinning, she reached inside her shirt and pulled out a wad of cash.  
 
   “Vic stashed it there for safe-keeping before he went off to charm that lady cop, remember? I kept wondering what was wrong with my bra. The whole time it’s been poking me.I thought the underwire came loose but, low and behold, there was a small fortune stuffed in my cleavage.”
 
   Curious, Ryan fished around in the pocket of his trench coat to see what goodies Vic had hidden there. Wrapped inside a brown paper bag he found a 9mm pistol and an ample supply of ammunition. Cursing, he stuffed the gun back in the bag and shoved it into his pocket.  
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Don’t you see?  If I had found this sooner, maybe Brian would still be alive.” Ryan groaned.
 
   “Hey, you can’t blame yourself for what happened to Brian.”Cassie replied. “If anyone is to blame, it’s Desmond.  Besides, do you even know how to use that thing?” 
 
   Sheepishly, Ryan admitted that he’d never held a gun before in his life. “But how hard can it be?” he muttered.  
 
   If uneducated street thugs could do it, Ryan assumed he could too. But Cassie assured him it wasn’t as easy as it looked on TV. His male ego took a bruising as she regaled him with stories of target shooting in her youth.  
 
   “I had an ex-boyfriend who used to take me with him to the shooting range.”  
 
   Ryan wasn’t sure which he found more appalling, his girlfriend being a junior Annie Oakley or, that in some circles, taking a girl to a shooting range was a perfectly acceptable date.  Disconcerting as it was, Ryan decided he should be thankful that at least one of them knew how to shoot. He kept that thought to himself as he pulled away from the pumps and back onto the road.  Oblivious to Ryan’s discomfort, Cassie snuggled close and rested her head on his shoulder as they cruised along.  
 
   Shortly after crossing over the Pennsylvania border, Ryan could no longer ignore his drooping eyelids.  As if on autopilot, the car rolled to a stop near a cluster of trees. While the car idled, Ryan stepped out, stretched, and let the chilly autumn breeze wash over him. Joining him, Cassie pulled her thin sweater tight across her body as her flesh pebbled with goose bumps.  
 
   “You must be exhausted. Why don’t you let me drive for a while and you can get some sleep?” Cassie offered.
 
   Ryan nodded in agreement then pulled the maps from his pocket. Spreading them across the hood of the car, he pointed out their current location.
 
   “Okay, we’re right here on River Road in Upper Black Eddy. That’s in Bucks County, Pennsylvania. We’re going to stay on River Road until we get to Easton Road, which is also Six-Eleven.” Ryan said as he traced the route with his finger.  “Then we swing up this way toward Quakertown. We’ll head west through most of Pennsylvania before dropping south.  It looks like this road here will later become Route 50 which takes us through Maryland and West Virginia then straight on to Ohio.”
 
   “Piece of cake,” Cassie scoffed.  
 
   On paper the distance didn’t seem as insurmountable and Cassie felt as if a great weight had been lifted. Smiling, she eased into the driver’s seat. Ryan did not share her feelings. He couldn’t shake the dread of impending doom hovering over him like a dark cloud.  In spite of his worries, or because Cassie was singing softly, Ryan drifted into a deep and dreamless sleep. Hours later when he awoke, the sky was dark and Cassie was no longer singing.  
 
                  “Hey, sorry about that.” Ryan murmured.  “How long was I out?” 
 
   “Several hours.” She answered curtly.
 
   “Is something wrong?  
 
   “No, something isn’t wrong. Everything is wrong.” Cassie’s voice was tight with panic. “I managed to screw it all up in just a few hours. We’re lost, Ryan.  I’ve been trying to find the way back but I can’t and now we’re almost out of gas.”  
 
   “Shhh, baby it’s okay. Just pull over and we’ll figure it out.”
 
   Cassie eased the sputtering car off the road and onto the grass. Their little Civic gave a final shudder before the engine cut off.  The low fuel indicator flashed red; Ryan wondered how long it had been that way. He reached over and disconnected the mess of wires hanging from the front console. He saw no point in draining the battery since they were stuck until morning.  
 
   Thick, towering trees lined the road on both sides and there was not a single streetlight in sight. Having lived his entire life in or around the city, Ryan had never been in complete darkness.  He was accustomed to having at least some manner of artificial light. Even in a power outage there were backup generators, battery operated lanterns, or flashlights. Their only light was from the sliver of a crescent moon and a galaxy of stars above.  
 
   “Well, there’s no point in wandering around in the dark when we have no idea what’s out there. We’ll just have to wait until morning,” said Ryan as he leaned over and locked Cassie’s door. “We still have the food you picked up earlier. We might as well eat but we should probably go easy. I don’t know about you, but I’d rather not have to go traipsing into the woods in the dark.”
 
   Cassie agreed.  Regardless of the darkness of night or midday sun, she didn’t relish the thought of urinating in the woods.  Adding hungry zombies to the mix made her dread the idea of being in such a vulnerable position.  Still too upset to think about eating, she stewed about how she got them lost. It had all seemed so clear when Ryan showed her the route on the map.  The thought that tormented her the most was that she had put their lives in jeopardy. She knew in the darkness an entire mob of hungry zombies could have them surrounded before they knew what hit them. She tried to push those thoughts from her mind but panic had seized her heart.  Her eyes darted nervously from the windshield to the rearview mirror then out the windows, watching for any sign of movement.
 
    “You’re awfully quiet.”
 
   Cassie turned to face Ryan. His calm baffled her. He ought to be concerned for our safety or, at the very least, angry that I screwed up and now we’re stranded.  Instead, he polished off the last of his chips and brushed errant crumbs from his shirt. His brow furrowed then he took another sip of soda before reaching for the door handle.
 
   “What are you doing?” Cassie gasped.
 
   “I guess I have to go into the woods after all. I should have kept my big mouth shut but once I said it, my full bladder was all I could think about,” he joked. “So, I might as well get it over with.”
 
   Overcome with fear, Cassie grabbed his arm and held tight, begging him not to get out of the car. He stared at her incredulously for a moment, wondering what had her so upset.  
 
   “C’mon, we haven’t seen any zombies in a long time, Cass. What’s gotten into you?”
 
   Without waiting to hear her answer, he threw open the car door and got out.  He tried to ignore her pitiful pleas as he stomped off behind the closest tree. Seconds later he was back inside the car. Cassie dabbed her eyes with the corner of her sleeve.  
 
   “Okay, do you want to tell me what that was all about?” Ryan said, wrapping his arm around Cassie’s shoulders.   
 
   Though her voice wavered, Cassie tried to explain.  
 
   “It’s my fault we’re here. I’m so afraid that, because of my stupidity, you’re going to be eaten alive by zombies. I couldn’t bear it if something happens to you.” 
 
   Ryan pulled her close and kissed her. He felt guilty for being so brusque. Cupping her face in his hands, he promised her that everything would be fine. Ryan assumed that if he got killed, it would be because of his own stupidity. Somehow, I doubt hearing that would make Cassie feel any better.  
 
   “Hey, look at me,” he whispered. “No one is going to get killed. We’ve got each other’s back, right? Once the sun comes up we’ll refuel and be back on track.” 
 
   Cassie hoped, more than believed, that Ryan was right but she felt safer snuggled in his arms.  Even though the world had been turned upside-down, with Ryan holding her, Cassie relaxed.
 
   ***
 
   Shooting pain jarred Ryan from his fitful sleep. Between the gearshift gouging his leg and the kink in his awkwardly-twisted neck, he wondered how he had managed to fall asleep at all.  Peeling his cheek from the window, he felt another stab of pain as the blood returned to his numb arm.  In an act of chivalry, Ryan forfeited his coat and his claim to the backseat. He felt a pang of jealousy as he eyed Cassie’s sleeping body stretched out under his jacket. Even with unwashed hair and mascara smeared into the bags under her eyes, he was still convinced Cassie was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.  
 
   He watched her sleep as the sky turned a vibrant blue. Not wanting a repeat of the previous night’s panic attack, Ryan crept out of the car and made a trip to the woods before shaking Cassie awake. Shielding her eyes from the rays of sunshine streaming through the window, she gave Ryan a sleepy smile then stretched the stiffness from her limbs. Completely out of character, Cass took no care in her appearance. She gathered her things and then they set off to find help. The morning air was brisk but the picturesque trees and sparkling lake almost made them forget to watch out for unwanted company.
 
   “Look!” Cassie exclaimed.
 
   Up ahead, a wooden sign read, Nockamixon State Park.  Ryan pulled the map from his pocket and smiled. He showed Cassie where they were and that they hadn’t gone too far off track. They only needed to find fuel then rewire their borrowed Civic. 
 
   They strolled along the path, hand in hand, beneath a canopy of colored leaves. Under different circumstances, a walk in the park would have been an ideal date. Cassie wondered if they’d ever get past the threat of being eaten alive; if one day they’d forget the fear and visit park like a normal couple. The idea seemed impossible.
 
   After a few miles, they finally reached the visitor center. Cassie sprinted to the door and dashed inside as Ryan shouted words of caution to her. Once inside, Cassie wished she had heeded Ryan’s warning.  A gruesome, mangled body wearing a blood-soaked ‘Park Staff’ shirt was sprawled in a pool of her own blood while a zombie stuffed its mouth with her innards.  Unwillingly, a loud gasp escaped Cassie’s lips.  
 
   The monster lifted its head, snarled, and then staggered toward her.  Before Cassie could scream for help, someone dashed in front of her and fired two shots into the zombie’s head. The stranger discharged a third shot into the brain of the young staff member, sending a spray of blood and brain fragments flying. 
 
   From a distance, Ryan saw a uniformed man with a rifle running after Cassie. Panic seized his heart as he ran to protect her from the gun-wielding man or possibly something worse.  Ryan reached the doorway just as the second shot was fired and he pulled Cassie into his arms.  The gunman turned to face the couple.
 
   “Are you alright, miss?” the park ranger asked.
 
   Cassie assured him she was not harmed and thanked him for his help.  Ryan echoed her gratitude and offered introductions. The ranger, Rick Tolland, introduced himself and shook Ryan’s hand.
 
   “Ranger Rick, huh?” Ryan chuckled.
 
   “Yeah, I never heard that one before,” Rick groaned, rolling his eyes.  
 
    After checking the newcomers for zombie bites and scratches, he motioned for them to follow him.  Ryan and Cassie followed the quiet ranger to the park office where he offered them some coffee and access to the bathroom. Cassie was grateful for the chance to wash up and called first dibs. Ryan took the opportunity to coerce as much information from Ranger Rick as possible.  
 
   “New York and New Jersey aren’t the only states being overrun by the undead.  Before the television and radio blackouts, there were reports of the so-called flu outbreak reaching most the east coast plus a few cases in California and Texas.” Rick explained. “It’s like living in a freaking horror movie. I don’t know how it started but I wish to God it would end already. I figured out by trial and error that shooting them in the head is the only thing that stops them.”    
 
   After both Ryan and Cassie had washed up, they explained their predicament and inquired about the possibility of obtaining fuel. Ranger Rick stocked one of the park’s trucks with food, water, and a spare fuel canister before tossing the keys to Ryan and wishing them luck. Then the weary ranger climbed into his Jeep and went in search of other park staff members. Knowing what he might find, Ryan did not envy Rick’s position.  
 
   Anxious to get back on the road, Ryan turned the key and they drove away. With a bit of luck, Ryan mused; we just might make it to Marietta by nightfall.  With a heavy foot on the pedal, he sped from the park while Cassie dug through the provisions for some breakfast.  
 
   “Oh thank God, coffee.” Cassie sighed and lifted up a thermos. “I’ve been going through caffeine withdrawal.” After a large gulp of the warm liquid she said, “While you were washing up, I was looking at the map. I noticed that we’re only about twenty miles from Lehigh Valley International Airport.  Flying would get us to my parents’ house in a few hours— assuming they haven’t closed down, of course.  Thanks to Vic we have more than enough money for tickets and a rental car once we land in Columbus.”
 
   “Yeah, about that … I really don’t think—” Ryan’s words tapered off, she looked so desperate that he didn’t have the heart to say no.  He figured, worst-case scenario, if the airport was a bust they would turn around and go back to his original route. Cutting their travel time down to a few hours versus ten to twelve hours of straight driving sounded ideal but his hope was short lived.  
 
   Heavily armed guards backed by massive military convoy vehicles blocked off the intersection of Airport and City Line Roads. A surly corporal marched forward, barking orders for Ryan to turn around and vacate the premises. Overwhelmed with emotion, Cassie leapt out of the truck planning to appeal to the guards. 
 
                 “Cassie, No!” Ryan shouted as he threw the gearshift into park and jumped out after her.  Several of the guards had already converged on Cassie and were dragging her back to the truck.
 
                 “Hey! Let her go!” Ryan demanded.
 
   In two short strides a young sergeant was nose to nose with Ryan. Sensing his opponent’s hesitation, Sergeant Hayes raised his rifle and pointed it directly at Ryan. Hayes had a sneaking suspicion that a dramatic show of force would be enough to scare the couple into leaving. With his safety engaged he knew there was no real risk of firing but a little scare might keep the emotional pair from getting themselves into trouble later.
 
   “Get back in your vehicle now!” 
 
   Ryan slowly raised his hands in the air and took a step backward. The soldier lowered his weapon and watched as the civilian did exactly as he was told.  Cassie had been dumped into her seat before Ryan climbed back inside the vehicle. Without a word he shifted into reverse, backed into a three-point turn, and returned the way they came. Tears of frustration and rage leaked down Cassie’s cheek. She swiped at them angrily with shaking hands, hating that her body had betrayed her by allowing tears to escape.  
 
   “Did they hurt you?”
 
   She shook her head no and tried to squeak out an apology but her voice wavered as she choked back a sob. Stopping in the middle of the barren street, far from the guards’ line of sight, Ryan gathered her into his arms.  
 
   “Cass, honey, you can’t go running off like that anymore. I thought you would have learned after what happened at the park.” Ryan paused to choose his words carefully. “Look, this is not the time to let your emotions control your actions. I can’t protect you if you don’t stay close. Please, promise me this won’t happen again.”
 
   “I promise,” she mumbled. “And I’m sorry.”
 
   Ryan kissed her cheek and whispered, “I love you,” before driving off again. Taking full advantage of the empty roads, his speedometer needle hovered close to seventy. They were both eager to put as many miles as possible between them and any military guards. Ryan had tried, unsuccessfully, to spark up a conversation but Cassie’s only reply was miserable scowls. The next hour of driving passed in uncomfortable silence.  
 
   When Cassie finally stopped sulking, she assumed the role of navigator. She examined the map to alert Ryan of upcoming route changes. Though they still had a long road ahead, seeing their progress on the map made Cassie feel a sense of accomplishment. Each town left in the rearview mirror got her one step closer to home.
 
   “Whoa, do you see how low that plane is flying?” Ryan remarked. “From the size of it, I’d say it couldn’t be much bigger than a four-seater. It’s got to be landing close by.”  
 
   Ryan pulled off the road and examined the map.  
 
   “Look, this must be where it’s headed, Pottstown Municipal Airport.” He said pointing to the spot on the map.  “If it’s landing, that must mean no one has shut them down yet.  Let’s give it a shot.  Who knows, maybe the pilot is interested in making a little cash.”
 
   Still nervous after their last airport visit, Cassie left the decision entirely up to Ryan.  He figured there was a good chance that smaller municipal airports weren’t surrounded by the military. It couldn’t hurt to take a look, as long as Cassie stays in the car. With cautious reserve, Ryan rerouted and sped toward their new destination.  
 
   If not for the sign, they might have driven right past the airport’s obscure entrance. It was much smaller than Ryan expected but the lack of guards made it appealing. Upon closer inspection there didn’t seem to be anyone around at all.  He drove straight to the hangar without raising suspicion. Eventually, he spotted the pilot and the small plane they’d seen.  
 
   The pilot, Deb, had short salt and pepper hair, a firm handshake and a deep throaty laugh. From behind, she looked so much like a man; Ryan almost addressed her as sir. Cassie liked Deb instantly and even more so when she seemed open to giving them a ride. Deb was genuinely touched by Cassie’s struggles to get home to her family and the nightmares she and Ryan had endured along the way.
 
   “As soon as I refuel, I am headed to Knoxville, Tennessee.  Ohio is a bit out of my way but…” Deb paused, looked at her onboard navigation system and then at Ryan’s maps. “This could work though,” Deb said, pointing to the map. “Right here. North Central West Virginia Airport in Bridgeport, West Virginia. Look, you can pick up Route 50 in Clarksburg and it will take you to Ohio.”
 
   “That would be perfect,” said Cassie.  
 
   Ryan loaded their things into Deb’s Cessna Skylane and took a deep breath before climbing aboard. He was accustomed to flying in large jets so the thought of flying in a little four seat, single engine propeller plane set his heart palpitating. Cassie, on the other hand, was elated. Not only would they eliminate several hours from their travel time, Deb had offered to let her sit up front in the co-pilot seat.  Ryan strapped himself in and closed his eyes as they taxied down the runway. Deb had warned them that, in a smaller plane, they would feel more turbulence than on large jets. To Ryan, each air pocket felt like King Kong was trying to bat their plane out of the sky.  
 
   “You okay back there, handsome?” Deb called out. “You’re as white as a ghost.” 
 
   Ryan waved his hand dismissively, never once opening his eyes until they reached a safe cruising altitude. When he finally relaxed, the plane had leveled and they were soaring through a crystal blue sky. From their lofty elevation the world below looked peaceful and serene.  It was hard to believe that, on the ground, hell had been unleashed. To prove it, Deb expressed that she had seen her fair share of chaos on her harried trip.  
 
   “So, I’ll bet you’re wondering what I’m doing so far from home. It’s a long story but we have plenty of time and I have a captive audience.” Deb chuckled at her own joke and continued. “I keep my baby here in the hangar at Knoxville Downtown Island Airport.”  
 
   She tapped the front console affectionately to signify her ‘baby’.  “I stopped in to chat with a buddy of mine.  He’s one of the mechanics. We were gossiping over a cup of coffee when a distress call came in. Some corporate bigwig in a beautiful Citation Ten was pitching a fit up there. The pilot said he was denied clearance to land at three other airports.  He said either they could land or they would crash, but either way, his plane was coming down.”  
 
   Deb chuckled, remembering her astonishment. “Being the nosey-body that I am, I decided to stick around and see what was wrong.  Besides, I wanted a closer look at the Ten.  She’s a beauty but, sadly, way out of my price range.  From the distress call, we assumed they were having mechanical trouble but as it turns out the co-pilot was sick.  They neglected to share that little tidbit in the distress call.  By the time they’d managed to get the plane on the ground, the co-pilot was dead.  With all the flu panic going on, those corporate guys were freaking. As it turns out, the bigwig is a huge germaphobe and he was dousing himself with hand sanitizer the whole way down. He wasn’t interested in waiting for the ambulance to show up or for a back up co-pilot to be called in. As soon as he gets off the plane he offers me ten thousand dollars, cash, if I agree to fly him to Toronto right away.  Well, if I had known what I was getting myself into, I would have told him to forget it!”  
 
   She paused only long enough for a big swallow from her water bottle and to wipe her mouth with the back of her hand.  
 
   “The rest of the corporate guys were still squabbling over who would get to come along when the hotshot with the cash grabs my arm pulls me toward my plane. He demands that we leave immediately— just him, his curvy blonde assistant, and me.  Blondie opened a briefcase and started counting out bills. She stuffs them in an envelope, hands it to me, and insists that we board at once. Sugar, I had an envelope full of cash so you’d better believe I had us in the air before those other guys knew what happened.”
 
   Ryan felt his throat constrict. Vic had left them with cash but nowhere close to ten thousand dollars.  He had been so anxious to get in the air that he hadn’t thought to ask how much Deb charged. If the same thought crossed Cassie’s mind, she showed no signs of it.  Instead, she pressed their pilot to continue the story.  
 
   “We were about twenty minutes from Toronto when Mr. Bigwig starts going into convulsions.  The blonde is squealing like a demon, demanding that I do something. So, I ask her if she knows how to fly a plane. Real snotty like, she tells me no, that’s what they’ve paid me for. Then I tell her that they paid for a pilot, not a doctor.  So unless she wants to take a shot at landing, I said, she’d better handle the sick guy. Not like it would have done any good, but I tossed her the first aid kit.”  
 
   “I radio to the ground crew to have a doctor standing by but control tower tells me they are refusing to grant me clearance to land.  I figured I had nothing to lose at this point so I tell them I’m either landing or crashing but one way or another we’re coming down. After all, it worked for the Citation Ten. Why not for me, right? They finally gave me clearance and while I was lowering the landing gear Blondie screams that her boss is dead.”  
 
   “Ha! Her boss, yeah right.” Cassie interjected, making Deb laugh. 
 
    “Anyway, she’s trying to give him CPR while I’m landing the plane. Thankfully, there was an ambulance waiting when we landed. What freaked me out was the EMTs—they were all decked out in some kind of biohazard suits. As they’re hauling the dead guy out of my cabin, he sits up, grabs the blonde chick, and damn near tears her throat out.  Before I know it, the authorities show up and say they’re impounding my plane. They had a whole team of guys in those biohazard suits crawling all over the cabin taking samples and I guess disinfecting it. I was stuck in a hospital in Toronto for three days, locked in isolation.  I was poked, prodded, and probed until they finally decided I wasn’t infected.”
 
   “What happened to your passengers?” Cassie gasped.
 
   “I have no idea,” replied Deb. “They wouldn’t tell me anything while I was in isolation. One minute there’s a nurse putting something through my IV and the next I’m waking up in my cockpit.  I assumed that meant I was cleared to leave so I took off and didn’t look back. I was denied clearance to land pretty much everywhere between the U.S border and that little airport in Pennsylvania. I guess we can both be glad there was only one controller willing to let me land.  He must have had himself locked up in the tower because I never saw hide nor hair of him.”
 
   “I can’t thank you enough for helping us,” Cassie reiterated.  “I just hope that we make it in time for me to see my grandfather.”
 
   “I hope so too, child.” Deb said and gave Cassie’s shoulder a reassuring pat. “When was the last time you heard from your family?”  
 
   “It’s been a couple of days,” she admitted. “The battery for my cell died before we got out of New York.”
 
   Ryan was still pondering a tactful way to ask Deb about her fee when they hit turbulence. He pulled the seatbelt as tight as possible and wished he was in a harness instead of a lap belt.  Gripping the armrests with white knuckles, he closed his eyes and waited for it to pass.  
 
   “Hold on back there,” Deb shouted. “Things might get bumpy.”
 
   Ryan’s mind flooded with scenes of horrific plane crashes, fiery chunks of twisted metal falling from the sky, and explosions with diesel tankers upon impact. In spite of his fear, Ryan found himself shaking his head. He had always accused Cassie of being overly dramatic but at that moment, he was the reigning drama queen. He cursed his affinity for action films and resolved to get a grip on his emotions. After all, it’s just a little turbulence.  
 
   Like a seasoned pilot, Deb had her plane leveled out in no time. She and Cassie picked up their conversation right where they left off while Ryan waited for his blood pressure to ease back to normal. It’s no wonder I always have a couple of pre-flight drinks, Ryan thought. He would have been in an alcohol-induced haze long before take-off had they been on a commercial flight. Cassie turned around to check on Ryan but he assured everyone he was fine. Mercifully, the rest of the flight was smoother. With Cassie and Deb chatting away it seemed like no time before Deb was radioing the tower for clearance to land.  
 
   “That’s music to my ears, Deb.” Ryan joked.  
 
   Cassie smiled at Ryan’s lame joke but Deb was stoically silent.
 
   “Hey, I was just kidding. I didn’t mean anything personal. You’re the last person I’d want to offend.” Ryan apologized.
 
   “Oh now sugar, you didn’t offend me,” Deb replied.  “It’s not you. It’s just, well, I didn’t get a response from the controller.”
 
   Deb tried again, and then a third time but still no answer. She double-checked her instruments and everything was working just fine on her end. Her instincts said to keep flying but her passengers’ pleas won; Deb began the descent despite her better judgment.  As they drew closer to the landing strip she tried once again to reach the tower but there was still no response.  
 
   “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Deb muttered as she lowered the landing gear.  
 
    The plane jostled and bounced as it touched down.  Without direction from the tower, Deb planned to let Cassie and Ryan out as soon as she came to a stop. She was still decreasing speed when the first body lumbered onto the strip.  
 
   “Look out!” Cassie squealed but it was too late.
 
   Deb’s propeller churned through the rotting corpse sending chunks of flesh, bone, and debris flying. Part of an arm flew up onto the windshield oozing a putrid sludge all over the glass. Deb let loose a torrent of profanities as she tried to steer through the mess. Peering through a clear spot, she saw scores of corpses shuffling across the landing strip. Her wing caught a handful of zombies and hurled them to the tarmac. Inspired, Deb accelerated and took out a few more before whipping around and buzzing her propeller through yet another. The wheels rose slightly then slammed back down to the ground again as she ran over even more bodies.  
 
   “I don’t think my baby can take much more of this,” Deb grunted. “Are you sure you want to get out here?”  
 
   Cassie’s eyes pleaded with Ryan and he confirmed they would disembark. Deb looked at them both as if they had lost their minds then threw up her hands in surrender. 
 
   “Okay, if that’s what y’all want then who am I to stop you,” she acquiesced. “But be quick about it. I don’t want to hang around here any longer than I have to.” 
 
   Ryan was already gathering their things as Cassie unbuckled her seatbelt. On impulse, she threw her arms around Deb and thanked her before climbing into the back. At Deb’s signal, Ryan opened the door and hopped down. Before exiting, Cassie tried to offer Deb some money but she refused.
 
                 “Just get yourselves home safely and that’s payment enough for me!” Deb insisted. “Go on now.”
 
   Cassie slung her bag across her shoulder and jumped down into Ryan’s waiting arms. There was so much she wanted to say but there was no time. Ryan latched the door and with a waive Deb was off. Feelings of loss had to be put aside as Cassie and Ryan fought their way through an onslaught of the undead.  
 
   “Keep your back against mine so they can’t sneak up behind you,” Ryan ordered. “And keep clubbing until we get to the terminal.”  
 
   Cassie gripped her crowbar and Ryan, his Halligan Tool.  Mangled and bludgeoned bodies lay strewn all over the tarmac.  Still, Cassie kept swinging until she couldn’t lift her arms anymore. The ground glistened with corroded blood flowing in globs from the rotting cadavers. Ryan grabbed Cassie’s hand and they sprinted to the door. Once inside, he wondered aloud if they had jumped out of the frying pan and into the fire.  
 
   “I guess this is why no one responded to Deb’s call,” Cassie sighed.
 
   The place was crawling with undead in various stages of decay. Some wore airport personnel badges others did not but all were hungry.  A chorus of moans arose as the creatures caught the scent of fresh prey. Wide-eyed, Cassie looked to Ryan and mouthed, “outside.” Ryan threw open the door knocking a few zombies to the ground.  They dashed back outside and ran as fast as they could.  Since neither of them was familiar with the layout of the airport, they just ran and hoped for the best.  
 
   “Look!” Ryan said. “There’s a parking lot over there. It has to be the way out.”
 
   They hustled to the parking lot, avoiding the ravenous corpses on the prowl. Breathless and exhausted, they cut through the rows of parked cars, searching for a live person. Ryan wished he’d had the time for Todd to teach him how to hotwire a car.  Foolishly, he had hoped they’d be renting a car at the airport but the overwhelming number of undead put a damper on his plans.  
 
   It frustrated him to know, just inside the terminal, car rental kiosks held the keys to their escape. Ryan knew there was no point in dwelling on the disappointment when it was impossible to ever make it out of the building alive. Even with Cassie beside him they wouldn’t stand a chance against a horde of that size.  
 
   An ear-piercing scream cut through the air, shaking Ryan from his thoughts. Just a few rows down, a pair of zombies were ripping a telephone company repairman to shreds and devouring him alive. Without hesitation, Ryan rushed to the technician’s aid. He buried his Halligan tool deep into the spongy brain tissue of the monsters. With their brains destroyed, the corpses fell to the ground with a thud. All that remained of the repairman was a shredded, blood-soaked uniform that barely covered his mangled form. Just to be safe, Ryan smashed the bloody skull into pieces to prevent reanimation. 
 
   He snatched the tech’s lanyard with the van’s keys then wiped the blood and gore from his hands. With the push of a button, the van doors unlocked and Cassie scrambled to the passenger side. Once safely inside the van, Ryan used an ample amount of antibacterial gel from the bottle he found tucked into the cup holder. He unfolded his map and plotted their next move. 
 
   Weaving through the parking lot and onto the street proved trickier than Ryan expected. Not only did the clutch stick, the undead flocked to the sound of the engine.  At every turn more bodies shuffled toward the vehicle.  For each body that fell or was crushed under the van’s tires, more stepped in to take their place.  From all sides, rotted corpses hurled their bodies against the van.  
 
   “Oh God.  Ryan, do something!” Cassie bellowed as the van wobbled from the impact. “They’re going to tip us over.”
 
   He slammed his foot down on the gas pedal and gunned through the horde.  Limbs and bodies flew in every direction. The tires skidded and spun over the sludge of viscera and decayed flesh. The rancid stench made them gag but still Ryan plowed through the deluge of decay. Ryan breathed a sigh of relief once the airport was behind them and he turned onto Route 50. 
 
   At first, Ryan thought they had made a wrong turn. The winding road certainly didn’t resemble a highway but signs confirmed they were on the right track. If not for the inordinately large number of undead residents, they would have considered Bridgeport to be a quaint little town. They couldn’t help but wonder where all of the zombies came from since, according to the most recent census, New York City’s population was eight times larger than the entire state of West Virginia. It seemed like the undead had overrun the entire state.   
 
   “Oh look, the welcoming committee,” Ryan scoffed as he pointed ahead.
 
   A cluster of zombies meandered down the middle of the road as Ryan drove closer to the business sector of Bridgeport. He accelerated until he felt his tires crunch over decaying bodies.  Local businesses appeared closed, much to Ryan’s dismay. He wanted to believe that the plague had not spread so far and he longed to find an open restaurant or some shred or normalcy. It had been days since he and Cassie had a decent meal or slept in bed.  
 
   “Hmm, look at all these abandoned vehicles and charred remains littering the streets, I’d guess there’s been more than a few encounters with the undead around here.” Cassie mused.
 
   Ryan guided the van carefully through the debris. He wove in and out to avoid colliding with stranded cars abandoned on the road. Cassie’s stomach growled as they cruised past yet another closed restaurant. She pulled the last of their food from her bag and gave half to Ryan. Granola bars, crackers, and a bag of peanuts did little to slake their appetites. Instead, Cassie reminded Ryan that they weren’t too far from Marietta and her grandmother would feed them until their sides burst. He allowed her the optimistic hope that her family was still alive and untouched though he suspected she was keeping up appearances for his behalf as well as her own. 
 
   “If I’m reading this map right, we should make it there in two … maybe three hours, max.” Cassie estimated.  “Assuming we don’t have any more delays.”
 
   With wistful yearning, she looked out the window and longed for home.  It was so close and yet still so far away. Lost in the daydream of a home cooked meal, Ryan coaxed the van along a little faster. Hope and denial were opposite sides of the same coin but he didn’t care.
 
   If there were any survivors left in Bridgeport, they remained well hidden. Along the side of the road, crows and turkey vultures gorged on the rotting carcasses. As the van drew near, their raucous screeching rattled Cassie’s nerves. Angry, they flapped their wings at the intruders.  
 
   “At least the birds are well fed,” Cassie joked, then turning serious she asked, “Do you think birds can carry or spread this flu-virus, thingy or whatever it is that is turning people into cannibalistic monsters?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Ryan answered after pondering the question for a moment. “I sure hope the C.D.C. is looking into it though.”
 
   From a journalistic standpoint, Ryan wondered what research the C.D.C. had been doing and for how long. He was convinced there must have been signs. Is there a “patient zero” locked up somewhere, being studied like a lab rat? He wondered, are they trying to formulate a cure?  Is there a cure? Had the virus been some kind of terrorist threat or germ warfare? His mind reeled with questions to which he would find no answer. 
 
   Cassie listened with fascination as Ryan rambled on, expressing his thoughts.  He posed theories ranging from plausible to ludicrous and over the top but Cassie didn’t mind.  It kept her thoughts away from the one topic she wanted to avoid, the state of her grandfather’s health.  
 
   The closer they drove to Ohio, the more she worried. Listening to Ryan’s conspiracy theories and random musings was a welcome reprieve. As Cassie read signs for the I-79 exit, a shrill siren startled her. Ryan muttered a curse and he tried to swerve out of the way. They had no time to brace for the impact. In a clash of twisted metal, a police cruiser slammed into the side of their van sending them into the guardrail. Pinned between the two vehicles, an undead teen snarled. The officer sprang from his car to assess the damages. Wearing a local insignia, the man signaled for Ryan to roll down the window. Ryan complied.
 
   “Are you okay?” the officer panted.
 
   “We’re fine, thank you, but you’re bleeding.”
 
                 With the sleeve of his uniform, the officer gently dabbed at his forehead, revealing a small laceration. Cassie rummaged through her bag for Band-aids when Ryan shouted. Seemingly out of nowhere, clawing hands raked the officer’s face dragging him away from the van. The cop fought valiantly against one of his fallen brethren. For a moment, the blur of blue uniforms made it difficult to tell which one was human and which was not. Finally, the officer pulled his sidearm and fired two shots into the head of the monster. For good measure, he put another bullet into the head of the adolescent zombie pinned between the cruiser and Ryan’s van.  
 
   “Oh my God, I think it bit you.” Cassie gasped, pointing to the officer’s bleeding ear.
 
   He angled the side view mirror on the van to take a closer look. A chunk of earlobe was gone and blood poured from the wound.  The police officer looked up at the passengers in the van with frightened, bewildered eyes. His jaw clenched as he steeled his nerves. The officer swallowed hard and nodded before he whipped the pistol from his holster pressed the barrel to his temple and pulled the trigger.  
 
   “NO!” Cassie and Ryan cried in unison.
 
   The body dropped to the ground splattering blood and brain matter everywhere. Cassie leapt from the van, unable to control her body’s flight response. Ryan exited too and caught her in his arms.  
 
   “Don’t get too close, Cass.” Ryan said.  “We don’t really know how this thing spreads.”  
 
   She nodded in agreement though she hated the thought of leaving law enforcement bodies in the middle of the street. There was no time to consider alternatives to abandoning the officer’s body. From far off, rotting flesh moved in shuffled step toward the loud sounds that caught their attention. Ryan considered just getting back in the van and running over whatever got in their way but a strange rumbling sound distracted him. 
 
   The noise seemed to be drawing closer so he leaned against the guardrail to take a look. From the overpass, he had a clear view of the interstate below. An old and noisy pickup truck barreled down the highway. The loud engine chugged but the truck moved surprisingly fast for its age.  
 
   “We should warn them not to get off here,” Cassie insisted. “There’s plenty of time before those rotting monsters can get near us.”
 
   Ryan grimaced but agreed. They scrambled to the onramp shouting and waving in an attempt to warn the strangers to stay away.  The truck seemed to slow so they pointed and flailed their arms more aggressively.  
 
   “It doesn’t look like they’re going to heed our warning,” Ryan noticed. “We’d better get our weapons from the back of the van before those things get any closer.” 
 
   They sprinted back to the van to retrieve their tools. Ryan yanked open the sliding side door and searched for their clubs of choice. He was still fumbling with an overturned toolbox when the pickup screeched to a halt and three teens exited. To Cassie’s surprise, the kids were wielding rifles and sent a flurry of gunfire into the mob of zombies. One by one the corpses fell in a spray of gore and viscera. The vile stench of rotting meat mingled with the hazy discharge from their rifles, making their eyes water.  
 
   Ryan and Cassie crouched behind the van and waited for the firing to stop. After a few minutes, only the rumble of the pickup’s engine could be heard. When doors slammed, Ryan got curious. Cautiously, Ryan crept around to the back of the van and peeked out for a better look. He pressed his index finger to his lips, motioning for Cassie to keep quiet.  Still hidden, they heard a little girl’s voice cry out followed by a mature woman’s voice.  
 
   “Evan, there’s more coming from the other direction,” the voice called out.
 
   “Bring Lucy over here, Mom. She’ll be safe in this police car,” a male voice shouted back.
 
   Another volley of live rounds whizzed through the air sending bodies thudding to the macadam. Cassie covered her ears with her hands and waited for what felt like an eternity, before the blasts ceased again. Ryan wrapped his arms around Cassie.  He wondered if it would be safer for them to remain hidden until the gun-wielding teens left. In the few films he seen about West Virginia, it never seemed to bode well for the city-folk. The movie Wrong Turn sprang to mind in an instant.  Even though Ryan knew Deliverance was set in Georgia he couldn’t seem to get the phrase, “squeal like a pig” out of his head. The echo of gunfire finally faded and the only sound was the crunch of footsteps on the asphalt below.  
 
   “We should thank them for helping us,” Cassie whispered. “Folks from around here aren’t like New Yorkers; they’re polite. It’s the least we can do.”
 
   Ryan would have preferred to remain under cover until the strangers left but he knew if he didn’t thank them, Cassie would.  As he peered out from behind the van, he saw a total of five people strolling back to their truck: three teens, one little girl and a woman who appeared to be her mother. Ryan decided that they didn’t look threatening; assuming he chose to overlook the rifles.  Cassie was nudging him so he had no choice but to step out and meet them.
 
                 “Who are you guys, the Manson family?” Ryan called, laughing, as he stepped out from behind the van.
 
   “You’re welcome,” the teenage girl with dark hair spat back with biting sarcasm. 
 
   Two teenage boys flanked the girl; one had his arm wrapped around her shoulders the other bore a family resemblance.  The motherly woman stepped in front of the little blonde girl to shield her. All but the little girl held rifles at the ready and watched with wary eyes as Ryan stepped out into full view. He moved slowly, raising his hands to show he was unarmed.  Cassie slipped out behind Ryan, smoothing down the wrinkles in her skirt.  Ryan wished Cass had remained hidden until they knew the strangers’ intentions.  
 
                 “Hey, I didn’t mean any offense,” Ryan apologized. I tend to make bad jokes when I’m uncomfortable.  Sorry about that. We just weren’t expecting a family of zombie slayers to appear out of nowhere and open fire.”
 
                 “Well, you flagged us down, what were you expecting?” One of the boys asked.
 
                 “We didn’t flag you down,” Cassie responded. “We were trying to warn you to stay away!” 
 
   “Well, anyway, we’re lucky they didn’t. Thank you for your help, we certainly needed it! My name’s Ryan McCallistar, this is Cassie Taylor and we are in your debt.”  
 
   Ryan stepped forward and extended his arm to shake hands.  The closest boy obliged then draped his arm around his girlfriend.
 
                 “Okay, let’s introduce the Manson’s,” the boy quipped.  “I’m Evan; this is my mom Kate and my sister Lucy, my girlfriend Emma Wexley and her brother Matt.”
 
                 “But Mommy,” the girl named Lucy whispered. “Our last name is Stone not Manson!”
 
   Laughter erupted but poor little Lucy did not get the joke.  Ryan couldn’t help but ask how they knew what to do. The teens were quite knowledgeable and managed to eliminate the flesh eating monsters with great speed. The girl, Emma, fished around in her backpack, pulled out a book, and handed it to Cassie. Ryan read the title over Cassie’s shoulder, Journal of the Undead: A Survivor’s Guide by Dr. G.E. Mitchell. 
 
                 “Here, this will help.” Emma said. “Oh, and you’re gonna want to rethink that outfit … and your hair.”
 
                 “Well kiddo, I think I have more important things to worry about than the fashion police.” Cassie snapped back and rolled her eyes. “Teenagers.”
 
                 “No, that’s not what I meant!” Emma stammered apologetically. “Look, there’s a whole section in here about what’s safe to wear. Baggy clothes or ties, and especially long hair, gives the zombies something to grab onto. Trust me, I saw this girl in my class get hauled in like a marlin by her long hair. Then they ripped her to shreds. I really didn’t mean to offend you. Your outfit is cute and all but it’s not very safe. Besides, your legs are probably freezing. Here, you can have a pair of my jeans. They’re clean.”
 
   “God, I wish I could fit in your jeans. What are you, a size zero?” Cassie laughed. “And I’m sorry I snapped at you like that. You were only trying to help.”   
 
   Emma and Cassie laughed about the misunderstanding.  Meanwhile, Ryan asked more about the book. He was amazed to learn the author was also Evan’s godfather. In fact, the Stone family and their friends were on the way to meet up with the author himself.  
 
   “You guys should come with us,” Evan offered. “You’ll be safe there and we can teach you how to survive.”
 
   “We appreciate the offer,” Ryan replied. “But we are on our way to Marietta, Ohio. Cassie’s family is there and her grandfather has been in poor health. We can’t abandon them, especially not with these flesh-eaters on the loose.” 
 
   “Well, if you can’t come along then I should at least give you a few pointers,” Evan insisted.
 
   Such genuine concern displayed by complete strangers mystified Ryan. He decided if Evan and the rest exemplified what West Virginians were truly like, Hollywood had it all wrong. As a whole, the teens were knowledgeable on the subject of zombies; however, Evan had stood apart as the most informed. He had all of the training but none of the condescension Desmond had. 
 
   Ryan was grateful for the advice and asked plenty of questions. Kate had been kind enough to offer Cassie some of her clothing so they slipped off behind the cover of the utility van, allowing Cassie to dress in privacy.  
 
   “I can’t thank you enough,” Cassie called from inside van as she tugged off her shoes.  
 
   Her legs had been cold for so long that wearing a pair of comfortable jeans felt better than the finest silk.  
 
   “I could braid your hair for you, if you’d like.” Kate added. “I only just learned so it might not look perfect but it would certainly be safer. Listen, I can’t blame you for wanting to reach your family but I really wish you would come with us.  I have a feeling things are going to get much worse and you two don’t seem to…”
 
   “Have any idea what we’re doing,” Cassie filled in when Kate paused.  
 
   Kate laughed and insisted that she would have found a more tactful way to phrase it. As soon as Cassie was suitably dressed, and warm, she pulled a brush from her bag and handed it to Kate. While she was working on Cassie’s hair, Kate extended the offer to join them again only this time she modified her pitch.
 
   “I’m going to give you directions. Once you find your family, I want all of you to come to our cabin. We have plenty of room and you’ll be safe there. George is an excellent doctor so if your grandparents have health issues they’ll get the care they need. Now, please, promise me you’ll come.”
 
   Eyes shrink wrapped in tears, Cassie hugged Kate and thanked her.  She promised that once she found her family, they would come. With all her heart, Cassie hoped that she would be able to keep her promise. She wanted to be able to get her family to safety more than anything. When they rejoined the others, Ryan was tossing his trench coat into the backseat of the police car.  
 
   “Are you sure you won’t reconsider and come with us?” Evan asked.
 
   Ryan smiled but politely declined.  He had promised to get Cassie safely to her family in Marietta and nothing was going to change his mind. Evan respected Ryan’s resolve and wished them luck.  Kate took a folded piece of paper and tucked it into Cassie’s hand before embracing her.  
 
   “You and your family will be in our prayers,” Kate whispered. “Be careful.”
 
   Kate and her family piled back into their pickup truck and waved goodbye. Ryan had decided to commandeer the police cruiser so Cassie tossed her bag in the back and climbed in beside him. As he maneuvered around the abandoned vehicles and dead bodies, Lucy waved goodbye. Ryan chuckled and flickered the lights in response. Cassie smiled and waved, hoping their new friends would arrive safely at their destination.  
 
   “What a nice family,” Ryan said as they rolled along Route 50. “That Evan sure seems to know his stuff. You should have heard him. It sounds like they’ve got some kind of compound up there, not a little cabin in the mountains.  They’ve been preparing like they knew something like this would happen.”
 
   “It sure was nice of them to give us a copy of that book. We need all the help we can get.” Cassie added.
 
   While Ryan drove, Cassie thumbed through the book. She marveled at the author’s attention to detail.  
 
   “Looks like there’s a section on just about everything in here,” Cassie murmured. “Clothes, weapons, transportation, safety, you name it, he covers it.”
 
   “It just floors me that something like this has happened before and hardly anyone knew about it. I mean seriously, one of the Kardashians has the sniffles and the whole world knows about it instantaneously.  All of humanity is at risk of annihilation by the undead but, oh no, we can’t tell anyone about that.” Ryan ranted.  
 
   Cassie eased her seat back and prepared for one of Ryan’s tirades. 
 
   “Why wasn’t his book on the New York Times Best Seller List or recommended by national book clubs? Every time I turn around there’s another reality show giving vapid, untalented hacks their fifteen minutes of fame. Why didn’t this Dr. Mitchell guy have a camera crew following him around every minute of the day instead? At least then we might have learned something valuable instead of glorifying the dregs of society.” 
 
   Cassie sat quietly and waited for Ryan to finish. After several minutes of ranting, Ryan stopped mid-sentence, looked at Cassie, and blushed. His muttered apology was met with a grin.  Cassie scooted closer, kissed his cheek, and rested her head on his shoulder. Sensing Cassie was patronizing him; Ryan suggested that she read the book aloud. 
 
   “We still have much to learn, grasshopper.”  
 
   “My goodness,” Cassie declared.  “It’s a wonder we made it this far. We’ve been doing practically everything wrong. We have no provisions and no place safe to stay. We weren’t even dressed properly.” She leafed through the book silently for a moment, consumed in her own thoughts. “I don’t know what I was thinking, Ryan. I’ve been so selfish to drag you across the country like this. I should have sent you along with the Stones. You shouldn’t be risking your life for me and my family.”
 
   “Okay, first of all, I wouldn’t have left you on your own to go with the Stones—not even if you told me to.” Ryan said as he pulled the cruiser off of the road and onto the shoulder.  
 
   “And second, if we’re as close to death as you’re making it out to be, then there’s something I need to tell you. I guess I’ve been meaning to say it for a long time now but I chickened out. You need to know: I love you, Cass. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Whether that’s ten minutes or ten decades, I want every second of it to be with you. While there is still breath in my body and my heart is beating, I’ll do everything I can to make you happy. Right now, I think nothing would make you happier than being reunited with your family so I am going to take you there. We’ll figure out the rest as we go.”
 
   Overwhelmed with emotions, Cassie threw her arms around Ryan and pulled him close. Between kisses she murmured, “I love you”, over and over again.  She pressed her body firmly against Ryan’s while sliding her leg across until she was straddling him.  Their embrace grew stronger and kisses more demanding as Cassie slowly unbuttoned her blouse. For a moment, the world and everything in it had been forgotten until a ragged and rotting band of moaning zombies launched their bodies against the car.  
 
   Cassie screamed and Ryan cursed as he slammed the gearshift into drive. He’d floored the gas pedal before she had the chance to get back to the passenger side. When the threat of danger passed and the zombies were a distant blur in the rearview mirror, Cassie looked at Ryan and laughed.
 
   “I guess we should have paid more attention to Desmond’s rules. No sex.” Cassie said, mimicking Desmond’s voice. “You can’t stay focused when you’re worried about getting into someone’s pants.” 
 
   Ryan laughed but he also agreed; they had to remain alert.  He laced his fingers through hers and suggested that she continue reading.  
 
   “Since there isn’t a chapter on celibacy,” Cassie teased, “I’ll pick up where I left off. Hmm, this is interesting. It seems that zombies have an extremely powerful sense of smell. That’s how they keep finding us, Ryan. They can smell us. Apparently, they can hear really well too. How is that even possible? They’re dead. Well, kind of. It just doesn’t make sense to me. I can’t wait to meet Doctor Mitchell and ask him. I’d imagine that if anyone knows, it must be him.”
 
   “Um, did I miss something?” Ryan asked. “When and where are you planning to meet Doctor Mitchell?”
 
   Baffled, she stared at Ryan before realizing she hadn’t told him about her conversation with Kate. She explained what had happened while she was changing her clothing in the van and how Kate made her promise to bring everyone to their cabin. She pulled out the hand written directions and handed them to Ryan. He looked it over and smiled. Stifling his distrusting and suspicious nature, for the first time, Ryan felt a glimmer of hope. It was the first bit of good news they’d had since the outbreak and Ryan didn’t want to ruin it with negative thoughts. Even if only half of what Evan told him was true, his family had plenty of provisions and they were well-protected. 
 
   “Come to think of it, I have a multitude of questions for the good doctor too.” Ryan added. “But until we get there, his book will have to suffice.”  
 
   As Cassie read, they learned how to secure their environment during an outbreak.  After a few pages Ryan noticed yawns punctuated Cassie’s words. Her eyelids fluttered as she fought to stay awake but eventually she drifted off and Ryan didn’t have the heart to wake her. He drove on in silence, admiring the scenery. 
 
   According to the signs, they were approaching a town called Salem so Ryan unfolded the map to gauge their progress. He was disheartened to find they were closer to Bridgeport than they were to Marietta.  Even worse, he knew it would be getting dark soon.  Ryan was exhausted and with no knowledge of the surrounding area, he contemplated finding some place to sleep.  As his internal debate carried on, Ryan estimated that, in theory, they were probably about two hours, maybe one and a half if he ignored the speed limit away from Cassie’s grandmother’s home.  Assuming it’s a straight drive with absolutely no surprises along the way, he reminded himself. If our journey thus far could be used as an indicator, avoiding surprises and delays will not be the case.  
 
   At every turn there was yet another obstacle to overcome. The least of their worries had been abandoned vehicles littering the highway but the worst could be anything from closed roads and barricades to a fully massed army of the undead. If they met with any kind of disaster, Ryan knew they had no provisions. He and Cassie had eaten the last of their snacks and only a few sips of water remained in the last bottle.  
 
   Ryan’s sight blurred; the open road had a hypnotizing effect on his vision. He had no choice but to seek shelter as soon as possible. The cruiser breezed past a couple of exits. Ryan resolved not to depart from Route 50 unless he had a clear view of what was ahead. All he had seen were trees, deer, and occasionally a few scattered homes. He wanted to be sure that wherever they stopped, it could be secured. It’ll be pointless to break for the night if we can’t sleep without fear. He wondered if such a place existed anymore.  
 
   As he drove, a gas station sitting just off the highway caught his eye. It has potential, Ryan decided as he slowed down to get a better look. Like any gas station, it had a convenience store but there was also a family diner in the adjoining parking lot.  What really attracted Ryan’s interest was the flat roof spanning across the entire length of the station and its convenience store. If Cassie and I stood on top of the squad car, we’d be able to climb onto the roof. There’s no way any zombies could get up there. Ryan pulled off the highway and did a surveillance lap around the parking lot before pulling the cruiser around to the back of the building.  
 
   “Where are we?” Cassie asked through a yawn. 
 
   “According to the map, we are just outside of a town called West Union, West Virginia,” Ryan replied as he popped the trunk and pocketed his keys. “I’m sorry Cassie but I really think we need to stop for the night. I just can’t keep my eyes open.”
 
   Ryan went on to explain his rationale and although Cassie was disappointed she accepted that it was the right decision. She retrieved her bag from the back seat while Ryan dug through the trunk. He found a first aid kit, a rifle, and a bag with some blankets, along with the standard spare tire, jack, and jumper cables packed in the cruiser’s trunk. Smiling, he realized that usurping the squad car was one of his better ideas. Ryan slung the gun across his back and Cassie tucked the blankets into her bag.  He took Cassie’s hand as they strolled to the front door.  
 
   Both businesses were empty but the front doors remained unlocked. Driven by hunger, their first stop was the diner. Once inside, their primary objective was to find the keys and lock the doors. After that, it was straight to the kitchen for some food.  Since the power supply was still in working order, Cassie fired up the flat top while Ryan formed some ground beef into patties. Feeling fortunate, he commented on their luck. Finding all of the utilities still operational, and the refrigerator stocked was more than he could have hoped.  
 
   Salivating, they hovered over the sizzling meat waiting for it to cook. Ryan found all of the necessary condiments in the refrigerator along with a tub of potato salad. In the past, Cassie had never been particularly fond of rare meat but she was too hungry to wait a moment longer. They stuffed the burgers and potato salad in some to-go containers along with plastic utensils. Ryan loaded the containers, a few packets of deli meat along with a loaf of bread, some fruit, and several bottles of water into a large cardboard box. When he looked up, he noticed Cassie had disappeared. She returned a moment later with a mischievous grin, carrying a pie and a decadent chocolate cake from the dessert case. Ryan chuckled and packed them into the box as well. Carrying the box in one hand, he reached for a bucket with the other.
 
   “What’s that for?” Cassie asked, pointing to the bucket.
 
   “Well, we aren’t climbing down from the roof in the middle of the night to use the toilet.  Speaking of which, we should probably go now while we’re here.”
 
   Cassie grimaced at the thought of having to do something so personal on a rooftop right in front of Ryan.  She stepped into the ladies room while Ryan guarded the door. When she was finished, she returned the favor and stood watch. Moments later, Ryan emerged he had an armload of toilet paper rolls that he tossed into the bucket. Cassie scribbled a thank you note on an order pad and taped it to the cash she slipped through the gap in the register drawer. Ryan looked at her and smiled.
 
   “This isn’t a national chain,” Cassie said. “This is a little mom and pop restaurant, like Greco’s. I can’t just take food from them. It would be like stealing from Paulie.”
 
   Her face clouded as she remembered Paulie’s last words. Ryan changed the subject to keep her from sinking into despair. 
 
   “Now for the tricky part,” said Ryan as he peeked out the window. “You take the rifle, since you’re the one with experience, and I’ll carry the rest. So far it still looks clear out there.  First, I want to turn off those signs for the gas station. The lights are way too bright. We don’t want to be seen on the rooftop. Then we’ll head around back. I’ll help you get up on the roof and hand off the supplies to you, okay?” 
 
   “I still think we should just stay in here,” Cassie argued. “We have electricity, food, running water and a roof over our heads. Did I mention a fully functional toilet instead of a bucket?”
 
   Ryan reminded her, yet again, of the many risks associated with staying inside the diner. It seemed apparent that he had paid closer attention to the book when Cassie was reading, than she.  
 
   “Not only do we need to consider breaking and entering charges, there is little to no protection inside this diner. If we stay in here, we’d have to sleep in shifts to keep watch.” He said.
 
   Before Cassie could voice her objections, he continued, ignoring her exasperated sigh.  
 
   “A zombie could easily break through the glass door or windows, Cass, and in such tight quarters there would be practically no chance of running to safety.” Ryan reiterated, “There’s absolutely no way they could attack us on the roof.  I even have a plan for keeping the vehicle safe.”
 
     Cassie rolled her eyes and muttered ‘whatever’ before stalking out the door.  They walked across the lot and into to the gas station, neither speaking a word.  It only took a moment for Ryan to turn off the bright signs before they were back outside. The climb onto the rooftop wasn’t quite as easy as Ryan had anticipated but they eventually made it. He spread the blankets and his trench coat out on the entrance side of the roof, near the furnace exhaust duct. Still sulking, Cassie stood there waiting. Since she hadn’t bothered to ask, Ryan offered an explanation.  
 
   “I remembered what you read about zombies having an extremely powerful sense of smell. Well, it got me thinking about when we were hiding under that truck in the Lincoln Tunnel.  Remember how that dog caught our scent and went straight to the side where we were hiding? So, if while we are sleeping, some zombies also pick up our scent they’ll come to this side of the building. Don’t you see? We can just run to the other side of the building. Because they’re so slow, we’ll be able to jump down and get in the car before they can shuffle around to the back. We’ll have a safe getaway.” 
 
   Cassie shrugged and turned her attention to the box of food.  Ryan, who was more than a little annoyed with her attitude, snatched his food from the box, and ate in silence. Eating an actual meal, instead of granola bars or chips, under an awe-inspiring sunset served to change their attitudes. Cassie put aside her earlier resentment and realized how lucky they were to be alive.  If it hadn’t been for Ryan, she knew she would not have made it out of New York.  
 
   “That was gorgeous,” Cassie breathed as the vibrant colors of sunset melted into an inky indigo blue sky. “I’m sorry I was being so bitchy before. You really thought this thing out and it’s a good plan. Besides, it’s a really pretty night and being next to these ducts we’ll stay nice and warm.”  
 
   Refusing to give in to pettiness, Ryan accepted her apology along with another slice of apple pie. They stretched out on the blanket and looked up at the multitude of stars. Without competition from artificial lights, the shining stars sparkled brighter than Ryan had ever seen before.  
 
   “This reminds me of camping.  When I was a little girl our family went camping every summer.” Cassie murmured her voice thick with sleepiness.
 
   “Don’t laugh, but I’d never camped out before tonight.  Not unless you count the other night in Pennsylvania when we slept in the car, that is. As a kid I only ever went to sports camps.  I went to football camp, baseball camp, and even hockey camp but they were indoors and most of them weren’t overnight. My mom wasn’t exactly what you’d call outdoorsy. Her idea of roughing it was staying in a three star hotel with no day spa. Not like we ever had family vacations anyway.”
 
   Cassie knew Ryan’s relationship with his family was strained so she kept her comments to herself.  It broke her heart that he was willing to trek across the country to help her find her family, whom he’d never met, but had not even considered trying to reach his own parents.  She fell asleep wishing she could help them reconcile before it was too late.  Even in her dreams, she struggled to get Ryan and his parents, who had recently joined the ranks of the undead, to put aside their differences.  Neither seemed willing to comply.  Ryan kept trying to bash them with a crowbar; meanwhile, his parents were trying to devour him. 
 
   ***
 
    Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked and Cassie woke with a start. Ryan was still sleeping so she closed her eyes and tried to rest.  The world around them was dark and almost desolate.  She wondered if there was anyone, alive or undead, in the homes on a nearby hill. There had been no lights, not a flicker from a television, not even the soft glow of candlelight. She snuggled closer to Ryan, burrowed under the blankets, and imagined she was camping again with her family. This time her dreams were plagued with masses of hungry, rotting, corpses blocking her every step. There were so many zombies that their chorus of moans shook the mountains and made buildings crumble. 
 
   Cassie bolted upright just as a hand clamped over her mouth. Ryan’s face was inches from hers, his eyes wide and determined.  
 
   “Shh,” he hissed in her ear as he slid his hand from her mouth.  
 
   For a second, Cassie couldn’t tell if she was awake or dreaming. Ryan seemed real but she could still hear the moaning from her nightmare. Ryan pressed his index finger to his lips then motioned for Cassie to follow him. She pulled the blanket around her and rose. 
 
   Cassie realized her new nightmare was a reality.  On the ground below, somewhere close to two-dozen zombies milled around the front door of the diner. Cassie motioned to the ghouls below then pointed to the other side where they had parked the car. Ryan understood; she wanted to know if there were zombies on the other side as well.  Ryan smiled and shook his head no.  If they were quick, they could get to the car before their slow-moving nemesis was able to catch them. 
 
   “Can you get down by yourself or will you need my help?” Ryan whispered.  “If you can do it on your own, I’ll stay over here and keep their attention.” 
 
   Cassie felt every muscle in her body tremble.  She didn’t want to try to climb down by herself. Too much could go wrong.
 
   “C’mon, you can’t possibly be afraid of the climb.” Ryan said. “You used to take a flying leap off of the dumpster and climb four stories up that rickety excuse of a fire escape just to avoid Samir. This is nowhere near as high.”
 
   “I have a better idea,” Cassie replied.
 
   She stalked to the edge of the roof with purpose and looked down at the gathering below.  Nodding, she did a quick head-count then, without explanation, she walked back over to the box holding their supplies. She grabbed the rifle, strode back to the ledge, and opened fire. Chunks of brain tissue, hair, and splintered skull fragments scattered haphazardly on the breeze. Ryan stared slack-jawed at the pile of decaying flesh sprawled across the parking lot below. With the current threat eliminated, Cassie packed up their things in leisure.  
 
   “We’re definitely taking this with us,” Cassie said pointing to the chocolate cake.  
 
   Her devilish smile made Ryan grin as he carried the boxes to the edge. On his belly with one leg dangling over the ledge, Ryan eased himself down toward the roof of the squad car. His toes stretched for the roof of the car when a vicious growl came from below. Scrambling, he clawed his way back to safety and scanned the parking lot for more zombies. To Ryan’s surprise, the only corpses for miles were riddled with lead and sprawled out in front of the building.  Instead a scrawny, malnourished dog snarled at the pair on the roof.
 
   “Well, what are you waiting for, Quick-Draw?” Ryan demanded as he pointed at the animal.
 
   Aghast, Cassie smacked his shoulder and declared that she would not shoot a defenseless puppy. Despite Ryan’s insistence that the grisly mutt was hardly a puppy, Cassie’s emphatic refusal would not be swayed.
 
   “The poor little guy is probably starving,” she said in the same tone she reserved for babies, kittens, or anything cute and cuddly. “What if its owner was one of the zombies we just killed?”
 
   Ryan resisted the urge to denounce her use of ‘we.’ Instead, he asked her how she wanted to handle the animal. Since shooting a dog was out of the question he wanted a game plan.  
 
   “Well, if you can manage to climb down without help, I’ll distract the puppy.” She teased. 
 
   She reached into the box and snatched up the packets of deli meat and lobbed a slice of ham to the hungry dog. The starved pup leapt into the air to catch it.  
 
   “If footballs were still made of pigskin that mutt would make one helluva wide out.” Ryan joked.  
 
   Holding the animal’s undivided attention, Cassie dangled a strip of meat as she moved away from their vehicle. Whimpering, the dog followed and Cassie rewarded him with another morsel. 
 
   “What are you waiting for?” Cassie whispered. “Go get in the car. I’ll be down in a couple of minutes.”  
 
   The dog was torn between the promise of food or investigating the racket Ryan was making. Food won and Cassie continued to feed her new pet.  Ryan had managed to get all of their things, and himself, into the car before Cassie could empty the first packet of meat. Though it seemed likely the dog would be friendly, especially since she’d just fed it, Cassie knew better than to take a chance. With all of her strength, she launched the second packet of meat as close to the street as possible. The dog tore off after the food while Cassie hustled to the edge of the roof and hopped down onto the car. She’d safely buckled her seatbelt before the dog gulped down the last of the bologna.  
 
   “I was able to save the pepperoni.” Cassie grinned as she pulled the packet out of her pocket. “It’s probably too spicy for a puppy anyway.”  
 
   Ryan rolled his eyes but kept his mouth shut as he pulled back onto Route 50. Only a few miles down the road, Ryan sighed and pointed out Doddridge County High School. The two-story school perched up on the hill had a clear view of the highway below. Ryan cursed himself for not pressing on a little further the night before. If they had found the school, they could have slept indoors on the upper floor. Cassie kissed his cheek and gave him a squeeze. 
 
   “But if we’d done that, you would have missed out on your very first camping trip.”  
 
   While Ryan drove, Cassie slapped a few pieces of the deli style pepperoni between slices of bread. She made a couple of sandwiches for each of them and divvied up the fruit. Ryan had no reason to fear driving with only one hand as he ate. He had a clear view of the road and its surroundings. 
 
   For miles there was little to see but trees. After miles of greenery, Ryan decided he was sick of trees. Not that he was anxious for another run in with zombies but he’d had his fill of Mother Nature. A city-boy at heart, Ryan missed tall buildings as far as the eye could see and the buzz of constant traffic. Cassie decided to read aloud again, to help pass the time. Ryan chuckled when she reached the chapter on hair and clothing. 
 
   “I know what you’re laughing at and it’s not funny.” Cassie protested.  “How was I supposed to know?”
 
   “I’m sorry, I can’t help it.” Ryan said trying to regain his composure. “For what it’s worth, I do miss the schoolgirl uniform. It was hot.”
 
   Cassie delivered a playful slap on his shoulder before she resumed her reading. Between Ryan’s trench coat/tie combination and Cassie’s skirt and long, flowing hair it was a miracle that they hadn’t fallen prey to the countless zombies they had encountered. Cassie’s blood chilled at the thought of Emma’s story about the girl in her class who had been, as she’d put it, ‘…hauled in like a marlin, and ripped to shreds.’
 
   Still, Cassie balked at the idea of either of them cutting their hair. The book recommended short hair but she figured that since Kate, Emma, and even young Lucy all had their hair French braided then she could live with that. She hated the idea of Ryan cutting off his thick, wavy hair but if it would help keep him alive she would insist that he do it.  
 
   “What are you staring at?” Ryan asked, feeling self-conscious.  
 
   “I was trying to picture what you’d look like with your hair buzzed off,” she answered.
 
   “Just think how much time you would save getting ready if you had a crew cut, Cass.” 
 
   Cassie sighed and rolled her eyes.  It seemed no one ever grew tired of teasing her about spending so much time doing her hair and makeup. He’ll fit right in with my family, she thought to herself. Thoughts of hair led to shampooing and soon Cassie was lost in a daydream of soaking in a long, hot shower. She wondered if an hour under a steamy spray would be long enough to wash away the griminess. Not that she expected to have that luxury ever again.  
 
   After everything she’d seen, Cassie would gladly settle for finding her family alive and her grandmother’s home standing. Though she continued to read, she had stopped paying attention. Her thoughts were on her family and she worried about their safety.  
 
   Ryan noticed a change in her voice and wondered what had caused it. He was about to ask when she squealed loudly. Startled, Ryan jerked the wheel and the car fishtailed between both lanes of the highway. Horrified, he scanned the surrounding area for another zombie child staggering along the shoulder. 
 
   “Look, the sign says eight miles to Parkersburg,” she exclaimed.  
 
   Ryan looked at her as though she had lost her mind.  His eyes said ‘so what’ even though his mouth didn’t.
 
   “Well, we don’t actually to go into Parkersburg.  It will be faster if we get off of Route 50 and get on I-77 instead of staying on Fifty and going through Parkersburg. I just got excited because it’s the first name I actually recognized. And that means we are almost at the West Virginia border. Then we just cross the river and we’re in Ohio.” 
 
   Cassie’s excitement bubbled over but Ryan refrained from expressing his concern.  He had serious doubts regarding the ease of their crossing any bridges. It only made sense to restrict crossing the borders on both sides. That’s what I’d do if I was in charge. I’d make sure that no one could enter or exit the state and, without a doubt, all bridges would be closed. He saw no need to share any of this with Cassie though. For the moment, she was smiling and it had been a long time since he had seen her smile.  
 
   Instead, he tried to formulate a backup plan if his suspicions proved correct.  With no knowledge of the surrounding area, that particular feat proved to be next to impossible.  His attempts to review the map while driving had not escaped Cassie’s attention. When she questioned him, Ryan decided to stop. If they ran into trouble he would just have to improvise, just as they had been doing all along. It got us this far. Ryan hoped it would see them through to Marietta. 
 
   As they drove on, Ryan could tell they’d finally reached densely populated area.  A vast array of vehicles had been abandoned on the road and the number of walking corpses had increased exponentially.  What little hope he’d had that the outbreak hadn’t spread to Ohio was squashed but Cassie’s thoughts were more happily engaged.  Each passing mile marker brought her closer to her loved ones.  
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   Ryan found himself wondering why he’d been so worried. He had no trouble weaving through the scattered cars forsaken during the initial uprising’s panic. The walking corpses they’d encountered along Route 50 did not fare well when confronted with the front end of a rapidly moving vehicle. The bridge crossing into Ohio stretched ahead of them and once they crossed, it would take minutes to reach their destination. Finally the end is in sight, Ryan thought then breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
   Their car had barely crossed the first truss of the bridge when the proverbial phrase, ‘don’t count your chickens before they’ve hatched’ sprang to mind. Less than halfway across, a blockade of military trucks spanned the width of the bridge.
 
   “Ryan, turn around.” Cassie whispered. Her voice was strained and panicky.  
 
   He glanced over and Cassie’s face had turned pale as milk. Her earlier experience with a military blockade had left a lasting impression.  
 
   “It’s too late,” he replied pointing to the pair of guards headed toward their vehicle. “They seem friendly though.  Look, they’re waving.”     
 
   Two brawny men wearing police issue flak jackets hailed the car; they called out to their brothers in arms. As police officers, they had expected fellow officers to be driving a squad car. Ryan muttered a few choice profanities before rolling down the window. The cops did a double-take, shocked to find a civilian driving a squad car and they did little to hide their astonishment. For a moment they gaped at Ryan and Cassie before demanding an explanation. Their smirks and rolling eyes proved they did not find Ryan’s story plausible. The smaller of the two cops pressed his fingers to his earpiece and motioned for silence. Without warning, he drew his weapon and pointed it directly at Ryan.
 
   “Get out of the car now!” barked the guard.  “Both of you.”
 
   Ryan felt like someone had just punched him in the stomach.  He slowly lifted his hands to shoulder level and tried to catch his breath.  Frightened and trembling, Cassie’s heart pounded as she reached for the door handle. The second officer had moved into position covering the passenger-side door and offered his hand to Cassie as she exited the vehicle.  
 
   “Miss, are you being held against your will?” he whispered to Cassie.
 
   Still too scared to speak, she shook her head no.  Unconvinced, the guard asked her again reiterating that they would protect her. This time Cassie found her voice, thin and wavering as it was, she insisted she was not being held against her will. She told him Ryan was her boyfriend and he had been risking his life to bring her home to her family.  
 
   “Please,” she sobbed.“We’ve come so far and been through so much and now, when we’re almost there, you have the way blocked. I just want to go home. Please, just let me go home.”
 
   “I’m afraid we can’t do that miss.  Interstate travel has been prohibited.”
 
   Cassie dissolved into tears. The awkward attempt by the guard to console her only produced more sobs. Embarrassed by her outburst, Cassie pushed past the guard and yanked open the car door but before she could climb back in, the officer slammed it shut.  
 
   “We can’t permit civilians to commandeer squad cars. The vehicle stays here. Consider yourself lucky you aren’t being brought up on charges. Grand theft auto, impersonating a police officer, you two could be in a lot of trouble. Now I suggest you hightail it out of here before we change our minds and don’t even think about trying to cross this bridge again. Got it?”
 
   Speaking up before Cassie had the chance, Ryan assured him the message was received, loud and clear. Knowing he was taking a big risk, Ryan requested permission to remove their personal items from the cruiser before they left and, surprisingly, his plea was granted. He was careful to keep the shotgun concealed under their blankets and his trench coat as he lugged their things out of the back seat.  
 
   Cassie snatched her bag and stomped off still glaring daggers at the guards. She and Ryan walked silently, side by side, until well out of earshot. Glancing surreptitiously behind them, Ryan saw that the guards had already turned their backs and were returning to their squad. He motioned to the guardrail and told Cassie to climb over. The slope wasn’t too steep and it led to an open field with a cluster of houses on the other side. Ryan was formulating a plan but he needed a safe place to look over the maps to get a mental image of the city’s layout.  
 
   “I promise you, we did not come this far in vain,” Ryan insisted. 
 
                 She followed Ryan’s lead despite her feeling of hopelessness. When the all too familiar tune of guttural moaning filled the air, they took off running. The closest shelter was a tree house in the lofty branches of a tall oak tree. Ryan boosted Cassie up the ladder before scrambling up himself. She was reloading the rifle when shots rang out dropping the zombies to the ground.  Staying low, they tried to peer through the gaps in the wood to see if they were safe. 
 
   “Are you two insane?” an angry male voice called out from below. When no one responded, he changed tactics. “Hey! You’re trespassing on private property so come down out of there.”
 
   “Dad, just let me handle this.” A second male voice responded. 
 
   Ryan poked his head out and looked down. An elderly man scowled at them while a middle-aged man, with a kind expression, smiled. 
 
   “You can come out now. It’s safe. My name is Richard Ellis and this is my dad Rich.”
 
   Ryan made introductions and apologized for trespassing on their property.  
 
                 “Please, don’t give it a second thought. Besides, I think Ricky would have liked that his tree house saved someone’s life. The carrions got him as he was walking home from the bus stop. They ripped him to shreds. When he didn’t come home from school, I went out looking for him and … I found what was left.”  Richard swallowed hard, cleared his throat, and continued.
 
                 “Well, you get the point.  Anyway, if there’s anything I can do to help, just say the word.  For now, we’ll all be safer inside. Please, join us.”
 
   “Carrions?” repeated Cassie, her voice inflected question.
 
   “Oh sorry,” Richard replied.  “It means dead or putrefying flesh.  I figured it was as good of a name as any for those things.”
 
   “Always the English teacher,” his dad, Rich, quipped. “I hate to break it to you son, but school is definitely out.”
 
   Both Ryan and Cassie expressed their sympathies for Richard’s loss and thanked him for his help. Ryan shared his and Cassie’s story from their harrowing escape through Lincoln Tunnel to what just happened on the bridge moments earlier. Richard set out a plate of sandwiches and a pitcher of iced tea while Ryan told his and Cassie’s tale. They all gathered around the kitchen table as the story concluded. Even grumpy old Rich softened after hearing what they’d been through.  
 
   “So what are you going to do now?” Richard asked. “You can’t give up. Not when you’re this close.”
 
   “Well, I figured we could wait until dark. There are probably some boats docked down by the river.” Ryan speculated.
 
   “That won’t work.” Rich interrupted. “The minute you start up the engine you’ll have cops or those National Guard gatekeepers down on you quicker than you can say jack rabbit.”
 
   Ryan scowled.  He hadn’t thought about the noise attracting attention. Once again, Cassie saw her glimmer of hope fizzle and it made her stomach turn.  She pushed her sandwich aside, struggling to keep her composure. If she had been a stronger swimmer, Cassie would have suggested swimming across under the cover of darkness. The men tossed around ideas between bites of turkey and Swiss but Cassie had already given up in despair. She stared blankly out the sliding glass door. 
 
   “Um guys, I think we have a problem,” interrupted Cassie as she reached for her rifle.
 
   She pointed out the door to a pack of walking corpses, or ‘carrions’ as Richard had called them, milling around in the backyard. Richard placed his hand on the muzzle of Cassie’s weapon and assured her that they would take care of it. Rich paused to reload but his son was already targeting the creatures through his kitchen window. 
 
   In just a few minutes the father and son team had taken out the enemy.  It seemed odd to them that Cassie, not Ryan, had been the one to reach for the gun. Richard had too much tact to make mention of it. His father did not.
 
   “In my day, a man would protect his lady, not the other way around. Do you always let your girlfriend fight your battles for you?”
 
   “Dad! That’s hardly any of your business. Besides, modern women are liberated and more than capable of protecting themselves.” Richard scolded. Then turning to Ryan he said, “You’ll have to forgive my dad. He’s trapped in a nineteen-fifties mentality and a far cry from politically correct.” 
 
   “As a child I wasn’t raised in a home with guns. I never had exposure to them and as an adult I never had an occasion to need one … before now.” Ryan explained. 
 
   Given the circumstances, the Ellis men decided it was high time Ryan learned how to handle a gun. Years of teaching high school English made the junior Ellis a patient and helpful educator but his father had none of those attributes. Richard’s first order of business was to get his dad out of their hair. While Ryan got a quick overview of the basics, Cassie and Rich spent some time reviewing her book for ways to secure his home.  
 
   “For starters,” she said, “we need to do something to reinforce the sliding glass door, not to mention the windows.” 
 
   The garage and basement seemed the best places to look for materials. Rich and Cassie managed to unearth sheets of plywood, two by fours, along with countless boxes of nails and screws leftover from little Ricky’s tree house.  
 
   “This might be useful,” Rich grunted, huffing and puffing from the exertion.
 
   Tucked in a corner of the basement under boxes of holiday decorations, he found a kit for building a backyard shed.  Together they carted all of the supplies into the living room then took a break to check on Ryan’s progress.  In the time they were gone, Ryan learned the basics: safety and care of the weapon. When they entered the kitchen he was working on targeting. Cassie wasn’t sure who was more proud, the student or the teacher. Richard tacked a bull’s-eye to a tree outside and Ryan improved with each shot.  
 
   “That one almost hit the center!” Ryan sounded as giddy as a child on Christmas morning.
 
   “Great shot!” Richard encouraged. “Now remember, hitting a stationary target with time to aim is different than landing a headshot on a moving zombie but I’m thrilled with your progress.” 
 
   Even Rich spared a compliment before resuming his work boarding up the windows. The combination of incessant hammering and thundering gunshots attracted attention from a mob of hungry flesh-eaters. Ryan’s opportunity to practice on the real thing presented itself. He found a moving target challenging, despite the zombies’ slow, ambling gait.
 
   After a few tries he managed to take down his first monster. Cassie cheered when the last decomposing body fell to the ground. Then came the daunting task of gathering up the bodies to set aflame. Richard pointed to a freshly dug hole in the neighboring yard and said they could burn the bodies there. They took extra care to make sure that each corpse had a bullet through the brain first before attempting to touch it.  
 
   The stench of rotting flesh was unlike anything Ryan had ever smelled before but burning the creatures made it so much worse. Like a thick, putrid fog, the foul smelling smoke hung heavy in the air and clung to their clothing. More than once Ryan felt his stomach churn but miraculously his lunch stayed down.  
 
   “Somehow I don’t think this is what the Robinson’s had in mind when they built this barbeque pit,” Richard muttered before pointing to one of the corpses.“That one, in the red flannel shirt, that was Bill Robinson. I think that was his wife Patty over there. Since most of her face was torn off, I can’t be sure. They were planning a big cook out for next weekend.”
 
   For the first time, it struck Cassie that their enemy had a name. Once, the rancid sacks of rotting meat had been someone’s neighbor, a friend, a husband, or a wife. Once, they were alive.  Until recently the poor souls had been living their lives, making plans, dreaming of the future, and holding their loved ones. Cassie’s guilt weighed heavy on her mind. Only moments earlier, she had been callous enough to cheer at their demise but, in the not too distant past, the creatures had been people that Richard knew. Richard removed his hat and said a few words in memory of his fallen friends and neighbors. After a moment of silence, they trudged back to the house, sad and solemn. 
 
   ***
 
   Rich took a step back to admire his work.  He complimented himself on boarding up the entire first floor’s windows while the others were off having a zombie roast.  Smirking, he considered that maybe it should be called a zom-b-que. Rich found amusement in his play on words and made a mental note to share the pun with his son.  Though the boarding did little to enhance the aesthetics of their home, he hoped it would provide added security.  
 
   Wiping the sweat from his brow, Rich eased into a lawn chair then cracked open a beer.  Since moving in with his son two years ago, there had been little cause for him to engage in physical labor. He’d done more in the last hour than the entire year combined and he was feeling it. Rich knew by bedtime his muscles would ache something fierce but for the moment he enjoyed feeling useful again. He sat in the sun, sipping his beer, and watching the others as they strolled through the yard. 
 
   “Dad!” Richard shouted. “You know you aren’t supposed to drink beer. The doctor said.” 
 
   “To hell with what the doctor said,” Rich grumbled. “You just flambéed the doctor. Not drinking beer didn’t help him outlive me, now did it? So I say ‘let’s eat, drink, and be merry for tomorrow we may die’. Recognize that quote, Mister English teacher? There’s more beer in the fridge, so feel free to join me.”
 
   Sighing, Richard massaged his temples and shook his head in disbelief. He hated to admit it, but his dad had made a valid point. Their chances for survival were slim at best so perhaps his dad adopted the better attitude.  Still, in his heart Richard couldn’t be so flippant about life and death.  The loss of his son was still too fresh, the wound too deep.  Rich, however, didn’t mind that no one else wanted to join him for a drink.  
 
   “Suit yourself,” he said, savoring each sip as he basked in the warm sunlight. “Just means more for me.” 
 
   Richard enlisted Ryan and Cassie’s help to board over the sliding glass door, allowing his dad to take a much-needed break. Rich leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. While the others chattered, hammered, and picked off unwelcome visitors, he was dreaming of better days.  
 
   The image in his mind seemed so real, Rich didn’t realize he had drifted off to sleep.  Instead of sitting in his son’s backyard, Rich was strolling arm and arm with his young, beautiful wife Nora.  She called to a prepubescent boy. At first he assumed it was his grandson, Ricky, but it was his own son, Richard, as a child. Giggling, young Richard ran to his parents squeezing in between them. Nora took one hand, his father the other and the boy beamed as they walked to the ice cream shoppe. 
 
   Like an early morning fog, mist clouded his vision and swallowed his family until they were gone. Before Rich could lament the loss, another scene unfolded. He and Nora were much older peering through the hospital nursery window at a soft, pink, newborn. This time it was Ricky, their healthy, perfect, grandson. An echo-like voice, similar to his own, reminded him that Nora would only live another six months from that day.  Her battle with cancer would come to an end. The voice again reminded him that Richard and his wife would divorce a few years later but on that particularly perfect day, there was only happiness. Rich wanted to stay in that moment forever but, exactly like life, it passed too quickly.  
 
   Next, he saw Ricky and Richard in the yard playing catch until the neighbors, Bill and Patty Robinson, called them over. With an exaggerated panache, Bill flipped back a tarp to reveal his newest toy: a two-person kayak. He and Patty rambled on about how they were going to get in shape by rowing on the river. To Rich’s knowledge those two had never once taken their kayak on the river. Just like every other gadget, gizmo or fad Bill rushed to buy; it ended up collecting dust in his shed. As much as he liked to complain about how frivolous the Robinson’s had been, Rich knew he was going to miss them. They had been good neighbors even if they were a bit flaky from time to time.  
 
   He expected the mists to swirl in again but this time he felt as if a great, dark shadow cast over him and he could no longer feel the warmth of the sun. His eyes snapped open in time to see a body hovering over him. Startled, he yelped and tried to get away but only managed to knock himself backward. Both he and the chair toppled onto the grass.  
 
   “Oh my God!  Are you okay?” Cassie gasped. “I’m so sorry.  I didn’t mean to startle you. We’re all headed back inside and I came over to wake you up.”
 
   Feeling foolish, Rich admitted that nothing but his pride had been hurt. Scowling, he brushed himself off and returned the chair to its upright position ignoring his son’s guffaws. While he slept, the glass door had been sealed off so the only entrance on the ground floor was the front door.  Heavy steel construction with a dead bolt lock was enough to keep out burglars, but whether it would hold up against a horde of the undead remained to be seen.  
 
   “I was thinking about your situation,” Rich said to Ryan and Cassie.  “I just might have figured out a way for you two to get across the river.”
 
   “I suppose that’s what you were doing earlier,” Richard teased. “And here we thought you decided to skip out on the rest of the work to get drunk and take a nap.”
 
   Not amused by his son’s jest, Rich wagged his finger and narrowed his eyes. He was not in the mood for jocularity.  
 
                 “One beer certainly isn’t enough to get drunk on anyway”, he grumbled.  
 
   Cassie stepped in to smooth things over. She was interested in hearing any plan that might get her to her family. “So, what’s your plan?”  
 
   “The only way you’re going to get across that river is by boat,” said Rich.
 
   “But you said we couldn’t use a boat,” Ryan argued.  
 
   “No, I said you couldn’t take one of the motor boats docked down on the river.  I think the answer you’re looking for is next door in Bill’s shed.” Rich pointed to his neighbor’s back yard.  
 
   “Bill and Patty bought a two person kayak a while back. They never used it, of course, but it should be in the shed along with the paddles and a pair of life jackets. We can help you two get it down to the river. After dark would be the best time to go. They keep the bridge lit up so it’ll help you stay on course …the lights will blind unfriendly eyes from seeing you.”
 
   “Dad, that’s brilliant!” His son gushed. “I should give you beer more often.”
 
   Cassie threw her arms around Rich, hugged him, and covered his cheeks with kisses. Both she and Ryan praised his ingenuity until the old codger shushed them. Still blushing from Cassie’s attention, and in a rare moment of humility, Rich told them to hold their thanks until they were certain the plan would work.  
 
   “First, we need to find that kayak,” he said. “Grab your weapons, kids. We’re going on a field trip.”
 
   Since Ryan had completed his training session and successfully targeted the enemy, Richard handed him a rifle from the gun safe.  Each of them also wielded a non-firing weapon.  Ryan still had his Halligan Tool. Cassie had her crowbar and the others carried Ricky’s baseball bats. After scanning their surroundings, they sprinted across the yard to the Robinson’s property. Rich asked Cassie to borrow her crowbar and he squared off in front of the shed door. Before he could wind up and take a swing, his son reached out and grasped the weapon.
 
   “Wait! Dad what are you doing?” Richard asked.
 
   “We need to get into the shed. What do you think I’m doing?” Rich scoffed.
 
   “The key would be a quieter and less destructive method.” He replied, dangling a set of keys. “Bill lets me store our fishing gear in here so he gave me a key.”
 
   Inside, the building had a dank, musty smell. Boxes of abandoned gadgets were scattered haphazardly on the floor and cluttered the shelves. A thick layer of dust coated every surface like a blanket while tiny motes danced in the sunlight streaming through the window. As she peeked inside, Cassie joked that the Robinson’s shed was bigger than her apartment. 
 
   Her job was to stand guard at the door while the men dug through the clutter to find their prize. If she spotted any flesh-eaters, she promised to let them know right away. Grunts, muttered curses, and the occasional crash of toppled boxes could be heard from inside.  
 
   “How’s it going in there?” Cassie whispered through the door. 
 
   Ryan gave the sad report, “So far, we’ve found only one of the paddles, but there’s still a mountain of clutter that we need to sort.”  
 
   Cassie had hoped they’d be further along; being left out in the open made her feel vulnerable. Eventually, they unearthed the kayak, the second paddle, and both lifejackets. Their momentary relief was replaced with a greater worry— getting everything down to the river unseen. They also needed a safe hiding place at the river’s edge until the cover of darkness could conceal Ryan and Cassie.  
 
   Small bushes and trees clustered in tiny groups all along the riverbanks. Richard believed the best place to hide the kayak was in amongst the shrubbery, camouflaged in a mossy oak tarp they’d found in the garage. With some scattered leaves and branches over top, it was possible the hidden treasure wouldn’t draw anyone’s attention but first they had to get it to the riverside.  
 
   “It’s too far, not to mention too dangerous, to walk down carrying the kayak,” said Richard. “My Prius is too small for the task … so is dad’s beat up Saturn, and neither has a roof rack.” 
 
   “Too bad you don’t have the keys to Bill’s pickup on that ring of yours,” Rich grumbled to his son.
 
   “No, but I do have their spare house key. Good thinking, Dad,” Richard answered. “Bill and Patty usually asked me to feed their cat and water their plants when they went away on vacation.”
 
   Key in hand, they carted the kayak through the yard, leaving it just outside the back door.  Inside the Robinson’s home, there was an eerie silence. Even though the owners were dead, Cassie felt wrong rifling through their things but it was a necessary evil. Richard checked on the pegs by the door, in the drawers, and out in the garage but he could not find any keys. At Cassie’s suggestion they even checked in the ignition of the pickup and under the visors. Since real life rarely worked like a movie, their search was futile. They split up between the kitchen and living room to expand their search.
 
   “Maybe the keys were in Bill’s pocket,” Ryan suggested. “Which means, at the moment, they’re ablaze in the funeral pyre burning the in backyard. But there might be a set in here.” 
 
   Ryan lifted Patty’s purse and carried it to the kitchen to show the Ellises.  Cassie was affronted.  Digging through the shed and the garage was one thing but looking through woman’s purse was an invasion of the most personal kind. The men simply didn’t understand Cassie’s reluctance but she decided it was better her, than one of them. Trying to be as discreet as possible she gingerly fingered through each compartment.
 
   “Gimme that, silly girl,” Rich snapped and yanked the purse from Cassie’s hand. “We don’t have all day.”
 
   He dumped its contents onto the kitchen counter for all to see. Sure enough, nestled in with a compact, her cell phone, a few tampons, and a hairbrush sat Patty’s key ring. Richard carefully plucked the keys out of the pile avoiding contact with the personal hygiene items. Cassie suspected he would be a ringer at the game Operation from his deft and steady hand. Yet, she found it ridiculous that big, strong men, who didn’t blink at bashing in a skull or putting a bullet through a brain, would act so skittish around an unused, factory packaged, feminine hygiene product. The mere mention of such items turned men into squeamish little boys but an actual sighting sent them running for the hills. She rolled her eyes and placed Patty’s belonging back in their proper compartments while the men scurried out to the garage.  
 
   Cassie strolled to the living room to return the purse to its resting place when she heard a loud thump from the end of the hall. Her heart pounded violently, as if it would rip through her chest and land on the floor. She knew the others wouldn’t have heard the thud over the truck’s engine or the loud clanging from the opening garage door. She took a deep breath and crept down the hall, hoping it was just her mind playing tricks on her. What if it’s one of those undead monsters in there? Any number of those things roaming around the country could have found its way inside the house. The Robinson’s sprawling ranch-style home had an open floor plan except for the back half, which Cassie suspected housed the bedrooms. She heard her own voice whispering a plea.
 
   “Please God, don’t let there be any zombies back here.”  
 
   Her rifle was shouldered and ready as she listened closely for any sounds.  After counting to ‘ten Mississippi’ there was only silence. Relieved, she leaned against the wall and finally released the breath she was holding. A loud, dull thud came from the back room and Cassie nearly lost control of her bladder. Scratching at the door followed yet another thud. This time she knew it wasn’t her imagination running amok. 
 
   Slowly, Cassie turned the doorknob until it unlatched then she took a huge step back before kicking the door open. She mentally prepared to come face to face with another walking pile of rotten flesh. Instead, a blur of gray fur sprang from the bed, hissing. The frightened cat bolted down the hall. Startled, Cassie jumped back and her head slammed against the wall. Trying to remain upright, she accidentally pulled the trigger. The sound of gunfire and shattering glass sent the men running to her aid.  Red-faced and humiliated, Cassie shrugged and gave them an apologetic smile.
 
   “Stupid cat,” was all she could manage to say before excusing herself and ducking into the bathroom.  
 
   She splashed cool water on her face and hoped the men had gone back to the garage. When Cassie opened the bathroom door, Ryan was standing there waiting for her. His brow furrowed and worry-lines etched deep all around his eyes. 
 
   “What were you thinking?” Ryan demanded. “What if that hadn’t been a cat? You promised me you weren’t going to do anything rash.”
 
   Frustrated, Ryan raked his fingers through his hair and bit his tongue rather than finish his rant. He was on the verge of lashing out and saying something hurtful. Insinuating that she had acted rashly, or more to the point stupidly, would not help. It’s not the time or place for an argument, he rationalized. He escorted Cassie to the truck while silent fury burned inside his brain.  
 
   The Ellis men had already loaded the kayak with its accessories into the truck bed and pulled the vehicle out onto the street. Richard was in the throes of a heated discussion with his dad because Bill’s regular cab pickup truck could barely seat three comfortably; four was out of the question. Richard’s solution was for his dad to stay home and hold down the fort. Rich, however, was insulted and accused his son of trying to keep his old man sidelined as a thinly veiled attack on his manhood.  
 
   “Tell you what,” Ryan interrupted. “Cassie can ride up front with you two and I’ll jump in the back.  That way I can keep the kayak from sliding all over the place.” 
 
   Before anyone could respond, Ryan hopped over the tailgate and settled beside the small watercraft. He needed more time to cool down and sitting back there all alone was best for everyone. Firmly gripping his Halligan tool, he pressed his back against the cab and kept a watchful eye to each side. At that moment, Ryan almost wished there was a zombie nearby for him to release his frustrations. Bashing in a skull would have been a welcome distraction.  
 
   Richard could see the anger in Ryan’s eyes and decided not to interfere. He waited until everyone settled in then shifted into gear. Cassie’s attempts at conversation were met with terse replies from both Ellis men, leaving her to sit in uncomfortable silence. She was seated right in the middle of a family squabble. Cassie was relieved when they reached the riverside.  
 
   Except for a few ambling bodies off in the distance, the grassy banks along the river looked deserted. Even the nearby buildings appeared empty. Ryan hoped no one was watching as they unloaded their cargo and stashed it amongst the shrubbery.  If anyone discovers our cache, Ryan thought, Cassie and I will, quite literally, be left high and dry. 
 
   They were piling back into the truck when a police cruiser rolled up next to them. The officer rolled down the window and eyed them curiously.
 
   “You folks should be indoors. What are you doing down here by the river?”
 
   “The cat got loose and we were trying to find him before dark,” Cassie blurted without thinking. 
 
   Scowling, the patrolman insisted that they go home at once and stay indoors. He considered issuing a citation for having a passenger riding in the bed but didn’t bother. Writing it up would require more effort that he was willing to exert. Williamstown was crawling with, what he’d been told, were flu-addled residents and the officer had no desire to risk exposure.  Getting sick is the last thing I need, Officer Blakely decided. Especially since we’ve been short staffed at the station. Convinced that the general public had absolutely no common sense, the officer watched the Ellises, Ryan, and Cassie get back in their truck and pull away. To be certain they heeded his warning, he followed the pickup until it pulled into a driveway. When the garage door opened seemingly of its own accord, Blakely determined that they had, in fact, gone home.
 
   “Hey!” he shouted out the window. “Your cat … is it gray and white?  If so, he’s up in your tree.  You all stay inside now, okay?” 
 
   Cassie smiled and waved to the officer. She strolled out to the tree pretending to coax the cat down.  When the squad car disappeared, Cassie left the cat and followed the others back to the Ellis’ home. Inside, Richard complimented Cassie on her quick thinking.  Her lie about searching for their cat seemed plausible and, more importantly, it fooled the patrolman.  
 
   ***
 
   Waiting for the cover of darkness proved agonizing for Cassie. She had gnawed her fingernails down to little stubs; a habit she hadn’t engaged in since she was eleven. Jokingly, Rich told her she was going to wear a hole in his carpet with her pacing but his quip was met with stoic silence. In her mind, Cassie had envisioned at least a dozen different scenarios each more horrifying than the one prior. What if the police catch us down by the river again? She wondered. Or worse, if after so much planning, we’re caught by the military trying to cross the river.  Her worst nightmare was finally crossed the river only to learn that her entire family was either dead or had become the living-dead. 
 
   Each time her thoughts went to that dark place, Cassie’s heart broke a little more.  After fifteen minutes of watching Cassie worry, pace, and worry some more, Ryan had enough.  On her next lap, he caught Cassie in his arms and held her close.
 
   “Cass, honey, you have to relax. You’re going to wear yourself out if you keep this up.  You’re going to need your energy later.” Ryan whispered. “Why don’t you tell me what’s bothering you.”
 
   She stared at him incredulously; shocked that he would even need to ask. Isn’t it obvious, she wondered? Yet, trying to put it into words proved harder than Cassie could have imagined. Her voice wavered and sometimes cracked completely. Ryan cupped her face in his hands, kissed her, and promised that everything would be all right. Cassie knew there was no logical way he could make such a promise but hearing it strengthened her resolve. More than anything she was grateful a caring, supportive, man like Ryan was willing to risk his neck to help her get home.  
 
   With Cassie calmer and finally seated, Richard pulled out a map and showed them the quickest way to the riverside. All agreed; it was best to stay off the road whenever possible.  Richard’s initial plan involved him and his dad accompanying Ryan and Cassie to provide cover, but Ryan refused.  Placing a restraining hand on her love’s shoulder, Cassie attempted to soften the blow. 
 
   “We can’t ask you to do that.  You’ve already done so much.” Cassie added, “You took complete strangers into your home without even a thought of what you could get in return. You fed us; you taught Ryan how to shoot, for crying out loud.  Besides, it’s far too dangerous for you to be out there at night. If something happened to either one of you I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.”
 
   The debate waged on at considerable length. Although Ryan was tired of arguing he was relieved that it had distracted Cassie.  At least she isn’t pacing the floor, he decided.  In the end it was Cassie’s impassioned plea that won Richard over and their hosts agreed to remain in their home. Not wanting to seem ungrateful, she told them about the encounter with the Stones and even requested that Richard and his dad join them on their trek to the compound. Neither of the Ellis men wanted to leave their home.  They were certain the added reinforcements to their house made it secured. 
 
   “We’ll weather this storm right where we are, sweetheart, but thanks for the offer.” Rich said.
 
   “I have to admit,” Cassie replied, “as naïve and foolish as it sounds now, I really thought once I got home everything would be okay.  I’ve always equated my grandmother’s home with security.  Growing up, her house seemed like the safest place on Earth. You know, I almost threw away the directions Kate gave me because I was positive we wouldn’t need them. Clearly, I was in denial.”
 
   The men chuckled but Cassie paid no attention as she continued her speech. 
 
   “We’ve been through four different states already. “This plague, or whatever, is everywhere. I figure our only chance at survival is teaming up with people who know what’s going on. Kate’s family already prepared for the eventuality of an undead uprising.  I’m getting my family and taking them straight to that cabin even if I have to bound and gag them. It’s just not safe here. We could easily swing by and pick you two up on the way. Won’t you please, come with us?”
 
   “Well, I wish you’d make up your mind,” Rich teased.  “First you didn’t want us tagging along to the river. Now, you want us to leave the safety of our home and trek into the mountains with you.  Richard is a grown man and he can do as he pleases but I am staying right here. If I’m going to die, it will be at home not wandering around God’s Country looking for a cabin full of strangers.  I appreciate the offer; I really do but … no thanks. I truly hope you make it there safely but this is where we say goodbye.”
 
   Richard held the same sentiments as his father. When darkness fell, they would say farewell. 
 
   “Maybe one day, when it was all over, we’ll survive to meet again.” He said.  
 
   Cassie’s heart ached at the thought of leaving them behind. She would miss Rich, especially—he was old and cantankerous but he reminded her of Paulie. It’s like losing Paulie all over again. Still, they’d disregarded her heartfelt petition and no amount of tears would sway them. Richard had complete confidence that he had secured his home to endure whatever came next.  
 
   “One way or another it would all be over soon enough,” said Rich. 
 
   Cassie kept quiet but she and Ryan had seen enough to know that it was just the beginning. Even if Richard and his dad had managed to make the home secure against the local undead, there were more massing every day, and zombies weren’t the only monsters out there.  
 
   Cassie witness first hand, the human element could be just as dangerous, if not worse. Since live humans had both functional motor skills and the capacity for logical thought they were a double threat. When it came to survival, some people, especially ones like Desmond, were just plain ruthless.  
 
   Finally accepting that their appeals fell on deaf ears, Ryan and Cassie dedicated the rest of their time to reviewing the book for any tidbits that might help their friends survive. Richard jotted down a few notes for future reference, mostly to appease Cassie.
 
    “Not that I’m trying to kick you out,” said Rich, “but it looks like the sun has finally gone down. If you’re still set on trying to get across the river, I suppose you should get a move on.”
 
   “We’ll cover you from the upstairs windows since you won’t let us see you safely to the river’s edge,” Richard added.  “Just remember to stay off the road and keep out of sight. Once you’re on the water, let the bridge be your guide. If it doesn’t look like you’ll make it, or if someone stole the kayak, just come straight back and we’ll figure out a new plan. Above all, be careful!” 
 
   The time had come and there was nothing left to do but say goodbye and wish each other luck. Downcast, Cassie embraced the junior and senior Ellis men while Ryan shook their hands and wished them well. Richard pressed a box of ammunition into Ryan’s hand and insisted that he keep the rifle too. 
 
   “It’s best if you’re carrying a gun since you’re striking out into the unknown,” he said.  
 
   In a fatherly tone, he recommended they both use the bathroom before setting out on their journey. Though Cassie chuckled, she followed Richard’s advice. His recommendation sounded like something Gram would have said, making Cassie all the more anxious to get moving. When they stepped outside into the chilly night air, Cassie was glad she had taken Richard’s advice.   
 
   On the second floor, Rich and his son were armed and prepared to release cover-fire if necessary. A distant moan floated on the breeze and reminded them that even though the coast was clear, the threat was ever-present. One final wave goodbye then Ryan and Cassie dashed off, slipping behind the cover of trees, cars or anything that would hide them from patrolling police.  Bearing in mind the powerful hearing capabilities of the undead, they made every effort to keep their footfalls soft and use nonverbal communication. 
 
   Pointing to a neighbor’s backyard, Ryan took Cassie’s hand and they slipped through an open gate. Crossing the lawn, they dodged the clutter of kid’s toys: balls, plastic trucks, scattered action figures, and a couple of bicycles that had tipped over onto the grass. 
 
   Cassie spotted the Robinson’s cat skulking near the tool shed and did her best to ignore it. She tried to convince herself that the cat would fare better outdoors than locked away in the back bedroom. Still watching for the cat, she hadn’t noticed the Matchbox car on the ground until she stepped on it and lost her footing.  
 
   Ryan reached out to steady her, preventing a fall.  He didn’t say a word; he didn’t have to, his face said it all.  His eyes were wide with worry. She mouthed ‘sorry’ and pointed to the tiny car.  Ordinarily her clumsiness would have been occasion for a few good-natured cracks and a couple of laughs but much had changed in their world over the past week. A sprained ankle could be the difference between life and death. Resolved to be more careful and remain alert, Cassie watched every step.  
 
   More than once, the pair had to duck behind a row of hedges or a parked car to avoid being spotted by a passing vehicle.  Whether it had been a patrol car, one of the nearby residents, or perhaps someone just like them trying to get home, they would never know. Neither was willing to risk being spotted just to get a good look at the transport. When the sound of the motor faded away, they crept out and continued their course. With each step, the moaning seemed to draw closer making the couple pick up the pace.  
 
   In the darkness, hunted by predators, Cassie realized their scenario resembled a movie script where, at any moment, the filmmakers would trick the audience with a cheap scare.  Any second now, Cassie imagined, a dog will lunge out at us, snarling, or a cat might leap down from a tree limb, hissing.  She always fell victim to the cheap scare in a horror film. Even when she knew it was coming, inevitably, she always jumped. It made Cassie wish she and Ryan were curled up on the sofa watching a horror movie on television, rather than living one.  
 
   Ever so delicately, Ryan crept over a gravel driveway and motioned for Cassie to go ahead into the next yard.  Finally past the loose, crunching stones, she was relieved to step onto the soft grass. Suddenly, floodlights flicked on and the entire yard was awash in bright lights.  Cassie let loose a squeal as she jumped back to duck into the shadows. Ryan sprang to her side and clamped his hand over her mouth. Huddled near the bushes, they waited in silence but no one appeared. With her imagination still running wild, Cassie expected someone to storm through the back door with a rifle and start blasting.  
 
   The light flickered then faded and they both exhaled. Ryan rose and offered Cassie a hand. She started to take a step forward but he pulled her back. Puzzled, she let her quizzical expression speak for her. Ryan pointed a few feet away from them at a gray lump waddling toward the yard. At first glance Cassie suspected it was the blasted cat again but on closer examination it had a long, rat-like tail instead of a fluffy one and it lacked catlike grace. The opossum scuffled into the same yard and again a flood of light illuminated the lawn.  
 
   “Motion sensor,” Ryan whispered.  
 
                 The opossum didn’t seem to appreciate the cheap scare either. It turned tail and ran back the way it came. The repetitive flicker of lights attracted unwanted attention. From all sides, the guttural moaning grew louder and closer. Frustrated, Ryan muttered a few curses, angry that they couldn’t seem to catch a break.  
 
   “We’ll just have to run for it, Cass,” said Ryan, no longer bothering to whisper.
 
   He took Cassie’s hand and broke into a run as a handful of zombies staggered out after them. They dashed through less-than-manicured lawns leaving more walking corpses in their wake. Cramping and out of breath, they finally reached the riverside hiding spot.  Ryan thrust his hands into the branches and briars while praying the kayak was still there.  
 
   “Oh thank God!” He breathed uncovering their vessel.
 
   Cassie helped him drag the kayak to the water’s edge and tossed their things inside before donning her lifejacket. As Richard promised, both bridges were well lit but it was the Marietta-Williamstown Bridge that they would use to keep their bearings.  A lone zombie shuffled out from behind a tree, moaning and drooling at the scent of fresh meat.  
 
   “Get in the boat Cassie,” Ryan ordered.  “I’m going to push you out a little deeper then I’ll hop in too.  Paddle as hard as you can. The current looks strong.”
 
   The water was icy cold but Ryan tried his best not to think about the numbing effects on his legs or his chattering teeth. He pushed the kayak until he was chest deep in the river. The water felt like a frozen vice-grip clamped around his chest, crushing the air from his lungs. Ryan scrambled into the seat behind Cassie and tried to rub some feeling into his legs. Their salivating predator continued the pursuit with no regard for the chilly, rapid-flowing water.  Decay had sloughed off much of the flesh on the zombie’s face making it hard to tell whether it had once been a man or a woman. Regardless of its sex, the creature was ravenous and there was no chance it would drown.  
 
   “Row harder, honey,” Ryan pleaded as he plunged his paddle into the water.  
 
   The creature was barely thigh deep in water when the swift moving current knocked it off its feet, dragging it downstream.  For a few moments, its head bobbed up and down while its body floundered before finally sinking into the murky depths. Though Ryan was relieved to see the hideous monster was no longer following them; however, he did find it disconcerting that zombies could be swept downstream, or even out to sea. There was no telling where it would wash up next.  
 
   Ryan feared that a multitude of flesh eaters might have floated down river and drifted right to the exact place where their kayak would land. The possibility of crossing right into a horde of the undead, freshly deposited by the current, terrified him. In the midst of his newest fear, Ryan was struck with the most absurd thought. Is horde really the correct term? 
 
   Years in journalism fostered an obsessive insistence for grammatical accuracy.  He was fully aware that sheep traveled in a flock. There could be a herd of cattle, a murder of crows, and a gaggle of geese, so he wondered if the correct terminology should be a ‘horde’ of zombies. It is entirely possible that I have completely lost my mind, his inner voice lamented.  Refusing to give in to insanity, he cleared his thoughts to focus on the task at hand: rowing.   
 
   The kayak listed to the side and floated closer to the bridge. If they continued to drift, it would increase their risk of being spotted by the military guards stationed on the bridge.  Powered by a fresh surge of adrenaline, Ryan rowed hard and fast but Cassie’s strength was waning. Instead of pushing the kayak forward, he managed to kick the back end out and they ended up perpendicular to the bridge rather than parallel, and fighting against the flow.   
 
   “Hey, we need to get in sync or we’ll never get to the other side,” Cassie whispered.
 
   It took more than a few tries to get the boat righted. First, one end would spin out then the other.  Once they even managed to turn in a complete circle. Cassie found their predicament regrettable yet also undeniably funny. She had to force herself to stifle the giggles that threatened to bubble over for fear of infuriating Ryan.  His frustration simmered just below the boiling point but it faded once they were back on course. Moments later, they rowed together in complete synchronicity. Their paddles skimmed with grace through the water, making a whispery sound.  
 
   They rowed until Cassie’s arms ached and eventually made it close enough to the shoreline that, even in the dark, she could make out the docks jutting from the land into the water. Ryan scanned the river’s edge for anyone or anything that would stand in their way.  He wanted to believe that the worst was finally behind them but past experiences taught him otherwise. Still, he couldn’t see any signs of immediate danger and that was a relief.  
 
   When the bottom of their kayak finally hit land, the scraping of the boat against the rocky soil was the most beautiful sound Ryan ever heard. Although Cassie’s shoes sank into the soft, muddy ground she felt the urge to jump up and down and cheer.  
 
   “We made it,” she breathed, her voice thick with emotion.
 
   Ryan draped his arm across her shoulders and placed a kiss on her cheek. Finally, he thought, we finally made it. They gathered their things from the kayak and trudged through the thick mud, anxious to get their feet on firmer ground. They scrambled up an incline, not far from the Ohio Riverfront Park, where the streets of Marietta lay ahead of them.  Cassie breathed a sigh of relief. Soon, she thought, I’ll be reunited with my family. The second her feet touched the macadam, spotlights flooded them in bright, blinding light.  
 
   “This is the police. Stay where you are!” A voice barked out at them. “Drop your weapons and get your hands in the air.” 
 
   Oh, what fresh hell is this? Ryan thought to himself, this feels painfully familiar. To come so far only to have it all fall apart seemed grossly unfair. They had traveled through four states, running, driving, flying, and finally boating, as they shot, clubbed, and plowed over zombies. The anguish of reaching their destination, only to be stopped by the local police, was too much to bear. Cassie refused to go quietly.  
 
   “No,” Cassie sobbed, unable to hide her breaking heart.  “You can’t do this. Not now, not when we’re this close. I have to get home. I have to see my family.” Losing all control, she shrieked, “I WANT TO SEE MY MOM AND DON’T YOU DARE TRY TO STOP ME!”
 
   Ryan put a firm, restraining hand on Cassie’s shoulder and hoped she would regain her composure. Still hidden behind the blinding lights, the voice mumbled into his radio, requesting backup.  Ryan groaned; requesting backup was a bad sign.  
 
   “Look, miss,” the voice said as he lowered the spotlight.
 
   Without the harsh glare beaming in their faces, Cassie’s eyes slowly acclimated to their surroundings. She expected to see a squad of officers but instead there was only one, lone cop, and his squad car. Cassie took a step closer her eyes penetrating through the dark, focused on the sole officer. Ryan thought he saw a spark of recognition flicker across her face.
 
   “Brody?” Cassie called out and took another step forward.  
 
   The spotlight flashed into their faces again and Ryan shielded his eyes.  
 
   “Cassie, is that you?” the voice asked.
 
   “Damn it Brody! You scared the crap out of me!” Cassie shouted.  “Get that light out of our eyes and get out of the way. I’m going to Gram’s and if you even think about trying to stop me I’ll…” She paused a moment to think of how to finish her threat. “I’ll tell your mom!”
 
   Ryan stared at her incredulously; convinced that she may have uttered the most ludicrous and utterly ridiculous statement he’d ever heard.  Before Cassie could find out if her threat had any effect, Brody’s backup arrived. A second squad car rolled up, allowing its lights to flicker red and blue for just a moment before turning them off again. Ryan was glad the backup was smart enough not to use the siren. Bright lights were bound to draw more than enough attention from the undead and he didn’t want to rouse more. The backup had his rifle out and aimed at the perpetrators as he strutted to join his fellow officer.  
 
   “Nick, what the hell are you doing?” Cassie demanded.  “Put that thing down right now. Don’t you know it’s illegal to impersonate an officer, you moron?” Then glaring at Brody she said, “What idiot gave him a gun, anyway?”
 
   “Yeah, good to see you too.” Nick shot back sarcastically.
 
   He barely had time to lower his weapon before Cassie sprang forward smothering him in a bear hug. They looked at each other, laughed, and simultaneously said, “You suck.” Completely dumbfounded, Ryan stood there slack-jawed and gaping at the two.  
 
   “Oh, Ryan I’m sorry. This knucklehead right here is my little brother, Nick.” Cassie said as she ground her knuckles into Nick’s scalp. “And that is Officer Brody Kimble. When I left home Brody had just been accepted into the police academy. Since he’s the only one in uniform, I assume that means he passed.”                 
 
   Out of habit, Ryan reverted to normal social convention.  He stepped forward with his hand extended and said, “Nice to meet you.” Brody grunted and shook Ryan’s hand. Nick, the more congenial of the two, shook Ryan’s hand and gave him a friendly pat on the back.
 
   “So, you must be the big shot lawyer I’ve heard so much about.” Nick said, grinning.  
 
   “Nope, I’m the down-to-earth sports writer you’ve clearly heard nothing about.” Ryan joked.
 
   Cassie slapped her brother’s shoulder and glared at him.  Though her calls home hadn’t been as frequent since she’d met Ryan, she told them all about her split with Royce and the new man in her life. Annoyed that her brother would make such a colossal mistake, Cassie threw an extra punch at his arm.  
 
   “That’s assaulting an officer, cuff her Brody,” Nick quipped. “Maybe a night in the slammer will teach her to be nicer to her favorite brother.”
 
   “Okay, enough clowning around.” Brody grumbled. “Nick, you promised you’d take this job seriously or I never would have considered deputizing you. I could lose my job letting these two through. You know I’m supposed to take any boarder-jumpers down to the station. The chief will probably send them on down to the military base.”
 
   The mere mention of the military made Cassie’s hair stand on end and her insides turn to water. They’ll recognize us. Fear visibly etched into her face as she gripped Brody’s arm and pleaded with him not to turn them in to his superiors. Brody looked at her with longing but said nothing as he debated his course of action. Nick chuckled and reminded Brody that Cassie was from Marietta and, ergo, not a boarder jumper.  
 
   “You’re right, she’s a local,” Brody said as if he was trying to convince himself. “But he’s not. Take your sister home and I’ll take care of this guy.”
 
   “Oh no you don’t!” Cassie shouted, throwing her body between Ryan and Brody. “I wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for Ryan. He saved my life so many times I’ve lost count. I haven’t lived here in almost a decade Brody so I’m hardly a local. If he goes, I go. Then you can explain to my family why I never made it home.”
 
   Staring at Brody with her arms crossed defiantly over her chest Cassie was daring him to try it. Her feelings for Brody had died when they broke up in high school but he still wasn’t over her. Nick had suspected for a long time that Brody still had repressed love for Cassie now his suspicions were confirmed.  
 
   “C’mon Brody,” Nick pleaded.“You know what will happen to them if you turn them over.  Don’t you think my family has lost enough?”
 
   Cassie’s face crumbled and her lower lip quivered. She had feared that her grandfather would pass before she got home and now she knew he had.
 
   “Pop-Pop?” Cassie choked.  
 
   Nick nodded and put his arm around his sister as he broke the news. Pneumonia had taken their grandfather but while visiting him at the hospital an infected nurse attacked and bit their mother.  
 
   “When mom turned, dad couldn’t accept it. It’s like he refused to believe mom wasn’t in there, somewhere. We argued about it for a long time, but you know how he is. He wouldn’t listen.  He was convinced that there had to be some kind of antidote so he kept mom locked in their bedroom.  Finally, I left.  I couldn’t take it anymore so I moved in with Gram. As you can imagine, some of the neighbors didn’t take kindly to harboring one of the infected. They stormed the house and dad tried to fight them off.  He took out the Hammond boys and Mr. Rhodes before the rest got to him.”
 
   Cassie paled.  She stared blankly at her brother, wobbling on weak and rubbery legs. Fearing she was about to pass out, Ryan caught her around the waist for support. Her mouth opened and closed but no sound came out.  She was terrified to ask, but needed to know, what had become of their older brother, Johnny.  Swallowing hard, she tried to make her vocal chords obey.
 
   “Johnny?” she squeaked.
 
   Nick’s jaw clenched and he shook his head. He couldn’t bear to tell her what had happened. It was far too gruesome and she had already heard so much bad news.The details would completely devastate her. Both Nick and Brody could see she was hanging on by a thread.
 
   “Nick, take Cassie and her friend home. If anyone asks, I never saw you.” Brody ordered, then turned on his heels and jumped into his car. “And tell Gram I said hi.” 
 
   Ryan led Cassie to the car, practically carrying her.  She was still reeling from the news about her family. Recognizing just how close he came to being turned over, Ryan was relieved to see the tail lights of Brody’s car disappear in the distance. Nick wove his squad car through the streets, deliberately plowing into a pair of zombies that had staggered onto the road. To pass the time and also fill the uncomfortable silence, Ryan asked Nick to explain how he managed to get deputized.  
 
   “After all,” he joked, “We’re not living in the old west, and Brody certainly isn’t a sheriff rounding up a posse.  
 
   “More than half of the force is gone,” Nick confessed. “There’s still a few of them shuffling around on the streets. They recently joined the ranks of the undead. Like most of us, they believed the news reports that this was just a flu epidemic.  By the time we found out we’d been lied to, it was too late. Brody, and the two other cops that were left, needed some help so they decided to recruit me and two others. Now each real cop is teamed with a civilian partner for his shift.”  
 
   Slowing the car to a crawl, Nick turned his head to look at his sister.  As kindly as possible he said, “Hey Cass, we’re almost there. You gotta pull it together and dry your eyes. Gram doesn’t need to see you like that.”
 
   Cassie nodded and swiped her sleeve across her glistening cheeks. It seemed almost surreal to finally be on her grandmother’s street.  She’d wanted to get there for so long that she feared, at any minute, Ryan would shake her awake and the dream would fade with her miles away from Marietta. Instead, it was simultaneously muttered curses by Ryan and Nick that jarred her from her thoughts.  
 
   Nick cut the wheel hard, sending the car spinning to the side as he reached for his rifle. By the time Cassie shouldered her weapon, Nick had rolled down the window and dropped two zombies. The blast from Nick’s shot rang in Cassie’s ears. Ryan hopped out of car to help Nick take out the rest. Though it was too dark to see, Cassie knew an inky-black sludge poured from the bodies onto the street.  
 
   Part of her wanted to join the fight but the other part couldn’t help but wonder if she had once known any of them. When the last corpse splattered to the pavement with gaping holes through his forehead, Ryan returned to the safety of the car. Nick nodded to Ryan in approval before getting the vehicle back on course.  
 
   “It figures, you finally date someone Dad would have liked and he’s not around to see it.” Nick muttered. “I should have known. It’s one of the many signs of the apocalypse, isn’t it?”  
 
   Ryan expected a new wave of tears from Cassie but instead she snorted derisively and threw another playful punch at her brother’s shoulder. It’s going to take me a while to get their family’s dynamics figured out, Ryan thought as the car turned onto a quiet, residential street.  
 
   Something seemed odd, almost out of place as Nick slowed in front of a charming Victorian house but Ryan couldn’t put his finger on it.  Not until Cassie opened the car door did it hit him— everything was dark.  Not a single streetlight was lit and not even a flicker dared to stream out from behind the darkened windows of the surrounding homes. As if sensing Ryan’s thoughts Nick offered up an explanation. 
 
   “We shot out the streetlights a couple of days ago.  It didn’t take long to figure out that light and sound helps to draw those things in.  After that, all the neighbors worked together, helping each other black out or board up windows and stuff. Any of the houses that were emptied, or worse, filled with the undead we cleaned out and turned off all the power.  Some folks decided to team up, others keep to themselves but we all watch out for each other.”
 
   Cassie and Ryan were still unloading their things from the car as Nick unlocked the front door and went inside.              
 
   “Hey Gram,” he called out. “You’ll never guess what I found. Come see what the cat dragged in.”
 
   Cassie caught Ryan’s hand and pulled him to the house.  She was so excited she was practically sprinting to the door.  
 
   “Oh Nick, thank goodness you’re home safe and sound.” Gram called from the kitchen. “Now what’s all the shouting about cats?  If you think I’m taking in a stray cat you’ve got another thing coming.  Bad enough that dog of yours is…”
 
   Helen Taylor, better known as Gram, stopped mid-sentence as she shuffled in from the kitchen. Her hands fluttered to her face as she gasped.  
 
   “Is that my baby girl?”
 
   Time had been good to Helen Taylor. Her seventy plus years had earned her a fair share of wrinkles and crown of silvery-gray hair but she was a vibrant and strikingly beautiful senior. The crocheted afghan she had draped over her shoulders slid to the floor as she rushed forward to embrace her only granddaughter. Happy tears trickled from her wizened eyes as she cupped Cassie’s face in her hands and kissed her cheek. After several minutes of hugging, kisses, and tears of joy, Gram managed to get control of her emotions. While she had believed with her whole heart that Cassie would make it home safely, the overwhelming reality of having her precious granddaughter standing right in front of her evoked a roller coaster of emotions. 
 
   “Well, now let me have a good look at you. Sweetheart, you get more beautiful every time I see you.” Gram said as she brushed an errant tear from her cheek. “You’re too skinny though.  You’d better come with me to the kitchen and I’ll get you and your friend something to eat. Are you going to introduce me or shall I just assume that this is the Ryan you’ve told me so much about?”
 
   Smiling, Ryan stepped forward and extended his hand.  Gram clasped it in both of hers pulling him in for a hug.  
 
   “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” Ryan said.
 
   At her insistence, Ryan agreed to call her Gram. Everyone else did, including all of Cassie and Nick’s friends, even most of the neighbors. Gram herded everyone into the kitchen; she always felt best when feeding her family. She pulled some dishes and silverware from the cupboards and handed them to Cassie while she reheated a pot of rich gravy and sliced some roast beef. Ryan’s mouth watered after one whiff of the delicious aromas in the air.  Also drawn by the tantalizing scent, Nick’s energetic Rhodesian ridgeback, Bailey, came bounding in, sniffing the air.  
 
   “Some guard dog you are.” Nick laughed as he scratched Bailey behind the ears. “You didn’t even wake up when I came home. Go give your Auntie Cass a big sloppy kiss.” 
 
   ***
 
   Gram sliced thick slabs of homemade bread and set them out on a plate next to the butter dish. In minutes, her kitchen table was filled with food: creamy mashed potatoes, tender roast beef with gravy, glazed carrots, corn, and green beans from her garden.  Despite her protests that Nick’s dog didn’t belong in the kitchen while they were eating, she filled Bailey’s bowl with bits of beef and carrots, drowning in rich gravy. As always, Gram said the blessing. Grace was short and sweet since she knew her family was famished. While everyone else ate, Gram sipped a cup of chamomile tea laced with honey. She said a silent, more thorough, prayer of thanks for her granddaughter’s safe return. 
 
   At Nick’s behest, Cassie told the entire story of their dangerous expedition. She started from the moment she got the phone call, telling her to come home, until she washed up on the river’s edge.  Ryan interrupted more than once claiming Cassie had exaggerated his contributions but she insisted he was only being modest. To her, Ryan had been beyond brave—heroic even— and he was the only reason she was still alive. 
 
   After eating two large platefuls of food and almost half a loaf of Gram’s homemade bread, Ryan was positive his belly was about to burst; yet, he couldn’t refuse the large wedge of freshly baked apple cake when it was placed in front of him. Cassie promised that they’d be well fed at her grandmother’s and this was one time she hadn’t exaggerated. They sat around the kitchen table talking, joking, and laughing. For the first time since their ill-fated cab ride, Ryan felt a sense of normalcy. The only thing missing was a hot shower and a good night’s sleep. Overwhelmed with exhaustion, Cassie yawned and suggested turning in early.  
 
   “Nick already claimed the middle room but I’ll put fresh sheets in the back bedroom for Ryan. Cassie, you can share my room.” Gram said as she rinsed a lace of dish soap down the drain. 
 
                 Cassie knew her grandmother held fast to her old-fashioned morals but she hadn’t expected to be separated from Ryan. She flushed with embarrassment and worried Ryan would be offended. Geez, I’m not a blushing teenager with a high school crush. I’m a grown woman and too old to be sharing a bed with her grandmother. Her innermost thoughts ranted but she respected Gram too much to blurt it out. Besides, Cassie thought, Gram is more likely to respond to a softer approach.
 
   “Oh Gram, I can’t hog your room,” Cassie cooed. “Ryan and I will share.”
 
   “Cassandra Marie, last I checked I wasn’t invited to a wedding. Since I don’t see a ring on your finger, I’m guessing you two didn’t run off to Vegas to get hitched either. Now, I’ve watched you grow from a pretty, pink newborn to the beautiful young woman you are today.  If there’s one thing I know, it’s that you’ve always had a gift for getting your way.”
 
   Gram’s finger wagged as she spoke, “You aren’t worried about … how did you say it, ‘hogging my room’. Baby girl, you may have had all of us wrapped around your finger from day one but when it comes to values, no matter how much I love you, I won’t bend. What you did in New York is your own business but as long as you are in my house I will hold you to my rules. That means you two won’t be sleeping together unless you’re married.” 
 
   Gram’s voice was firm but not unkind. Backpedaling, Cassie tried to play innocent but it was Ryan who resolved the conflict. He was mortified that Cassie would dare to suggest they’d share a bed in her grandmother’s home. Ryan never knew his grandparents, they had died when he was just a baby, but Gram embodied everything he imagined a grandmother to be. He couldn’t bear the thought of upsetting or insulting her. Instead, Ryan insisted that Gram keep her room, Cassie would sleep alone in the back bedroom, and he would be more than happy to claim the couch.  Of course both of the women voiced their displeasure but in the end, Ryan had his way. He hugged them both and placed a kiss on Cassie’s forehead before excusing himself to take a shower.
 
   “Yeah, if you want any hot water you’d better call dibs on the shower before Cassie gets in there.” Nick quipped, dodging a slap from his sister.  
 
   Nick provided Ryan with a clean pair of sweatpants and a tee shirt—the first clean clothes Ryan had since the day of the uprising. With a full belly, clean clothes, and pruned fingers from his hot shower, Ryan felt human again. Gram had already done up the couch with fresh sheets and a thick quilt by the time Ryan came back downstairs. He settled into the cloud-like softness and was asleep before his head hit his fluffy pillow.  
 
   Cassie stood under the warm shower spray letting it soothe her aching muscles. She didn’t care how much her brother teased her; it would take a long time to feel like the grime had washed away.  In the middle of her second application of shampoo, she snickered. Nick was fond of telling blonde jokes and one of his favorites was that Cassie got stuck in the lather, rinse, repeat cycle of shampooing and that’s why she took so long in the shower. She imagined him laughing and telling Ryan, ‘if there is a full bottle of shampoo, Cassie will be in there all night.’
 
      Cassie was pleased that both Nick and Gram seemed to like Ryan. Before the outbreak, she used to daydream about bringing Ryan home to meet her family. Nick was right, Dad would have liked Ryan. Just the thought of her father made Cassie’s eyes mist. She still couldn’t believe both of her parents were gone. As she toweled off, her thoughts turned dark. I’m an orphan now.  
 
   A soft rapping on the door drew Cassie from her thoughts. She wrapped the towel around her body and cracked the bathroom door to peek through. Gram was standing in the hall with a bundle of clothes.
 
   “After Nick came to stay, I had him gather up some of the things from your bedroom at home and bring them over. I just knew you’d make it back.”
 
   Cassie tried to say something but the lump in her throat got in the way. Instead she threw her arms around Gram and sobbed. When she was all cried out, Cassie wiped her eyes.  
 
   “Feel better now?” Gram asked. She stroked Cassie’s damp hair, just as she’d done when Cassie was a little girl. “Sometimes, you just gotta let it out, baby girl.”
 
   Sniffling, Cassie nodded so Gram left her to dress. The old fleece pajamas bottoms Cassie had left in the dresser at her parents’ house were looser than she remembered but they’d been freshly washed and smelled like her favorite fabric softener. Nick even packed her old fuzzy, bunny slippers. Cassie put them on and shuffled down the hall toward Gram’s room. Her slippers made a soft, swishing sound on the hardwood floors.  
 
   The door was open and Gram was sitting up in bed, reading. A cup of chamomile tea sat on her nightstand. Seeing Cassie at the door, Gram set her book down and patted the spot next to her.  
 
   “Come on in, sweetie. Come sit with me.”
 
   Still emotional, Cassie rattled off a list of apologies. For blubbering like a little girl, to the bedroom situation, and everything in between, Cassie asked forgiveness for all of it.  Gram’s eyes were full of love as she assured her beloved granddaughter that there was no need to apologize.  They sat and talked until Cassie could no longer keep her eyes open. As she walked back to her room, Cassandra wished she’d be sharing her grandmother’s room, after all.  
 
   ***
 
   Ryan’s eyes snapped open; something was wrong. The room was pitch-black but he could hear a scratching, shuffling sound coming closer. His first thought was, somehow, zombies found a way into the house. His second thought was wondering where he had left his weapons. He reached down, fingers fumbling over the floor, searching for either his rifle or the Halligan tool. The sound drew closer and over the pounding of his own heart, Ryan heard ragged breaths, almost like panting. His hand, finally feeling cold, hard metal latched on tight. With the Halligan tool gripped firmly in his hand, Ryan sat up. Something warm and slimy slithered up the side of Ryan’s cheek and he recoiled.  
 
   “Ugh, Bailey. Gross.” Ryan groaned. 
 
   Though Ryan couldn’t see it in the dark, Bailey’s tail wagged before he leapt up onto the couch and snuggled in next to Ryan. Despite his best attempts, Ryan couldn’t get Bailey off the couch. He resigned to let the dog use his hip for a pillow. The next time Ryan opened his eyes, a corner lamp bathed the room in a soft, pink glow. Bailey’s body sprawled out to cover most of the couch and Ryan as well.
 
   Cassie and Nick stood over them, stifling their giggles, while the rich smells of brewed coffee and sizzling sausage links filled the air. Nick dangled a scrap of sausage near Bailey’s face and laughed as the dog’s nose twitched. With his eyes still closed, Bailey lifted his head, snatched the morsel from Nick’s hand, and flopped his head back down again. When Nick and Cassie burst out laughing, Bailey eyes popped open. He stretched and glowered indignantly at his master before bounding into the kitchen in search of breakfast. Ryan yawned and stretched his cramped legs while waiting for the feeling to return to his feet before trying to stand.    
 
   “Looks like you made a new friend,” Cassie teased.
 
   “Geez, how much does that beast weigh?” Ryan joked as he rubbed his legs to encourage circulation.  
 
   Gram called from the kitchen that breakfast was almost ready so Ryan excused himself to wash up first. When he returned to the kitchen, the table was laden with plates of juicy Canadian bacon, sausage links, thick slices of French toast made from Gram’s homemade bread, juice, and coffee. Ryan thought he’d still be stuffed from the night before but his stomach rumbled in anticipation. Just like the night before, Gram said grace, giving thanks for their safety, her grandchildren, and her new guest. Ryan blushed at his mention in the blessing.  
 
   “Now don’t be shy, Ryan, dig in.” Gram said as she piled food onto his plate.  
 
   “Gram won’t be happy until you get so fat you can’t zip your pants,” Nick interjected before shoveling another forkful into his mouth. 
 
   Ryan laughed but suspected there was a bit of truth to Nick’s statement. He wondered how Cassie and Nick managed to stay thin. The mood was light and laughter came so easily that for a few brief minutes they forgot all about the horrors outside. It was the sound of heavy footfalls clomping up the stairs to the backdoor that put Ryan and Cassie back on their guard.  
 
   A gentle knocking set them at ease; zombies didn’t knock. Brody popped his head in with a congenial ‘good morning’ and in no time Gram had ushered him to the table. She loaded his plate with food, completely ignoring his protest of not wanting to intrude. Cassie still hadn’t forgiven Brody for what he was planning to do to Ryan. Her cold glare across the table sent chills up his spine.  
 
   “I didn’t mean to interrupt your breakfast,” Brody said as syrup dribbled from his fork to his chin. “I just wanted to make sure everyone here was safe.  There was an issue last night over by the college.”  
 
   “What happened,” Nick asked.
 
   A bunch of underclassmen got drunk and decided they were going z-hunting. Kelly’s brother, Tim’s cousin, and all their stupid, little drinking buddies were there. Apparently, the idiots piled into the back of a pickup and went looking for their quarry. I guess they thought they’d go all Left For Dead on some zombies, but they were overrun. Most of them had been ripped to shreds before backup arrived. Then those military guys showed up and opened fire. Their top-dog says they’ll be patrolling the streets from sundown to sunrise from now on and will shoot to kill anything out after dark, undead or alive.”
 
   The breakfast table was silent. Cassie felt like someone had punched her in the stomach. She’d known those kids, even babysat most of them when they were little. 
 
   “That’s it … we have to get out of here,” Cassie insisted as soon as she found her voice.  “It’s not safe here.  I don’t trust those military guys.”
 
                 “You’re just mad because they wouldn’t let you cross the bridge yesterday but they were doing their job.” Brody interjected. “You don’t understand, Cass, without them here, it would be complete anarchy. We owe them our gratitude and a whole lot of respect. Besides, no place is safe anymore. I hate to break it to you, honey, but those things are everywhere.” 
 
   Brody’s voice was so smug and patronizing it made Cassie want to punch him. She threatened to do just that if he ever called her ‘honey’ again. She had been hoping for a better opportunity to present her pitch for going to the Stone’s cabin but time was running short.  
 
   While she explained her plan, the others listened without interruption. She had expected Nick to make some smart-ass comments or for Gram to object to leaving her home but they remained silent. Once Cassie pulled out her copy of Journal of the Undead: A Survivor’s Guide by Dr. G.E. Mitchell, not even Brody could knock it. Going to a compound, structured by a known survivor of an undead uprising sounded pretty good, especially the way Cassie explained it.  
 
   “There’s one small problem though,” said Nick. “There’s no way for us to cross back over into West Virginia. All bridges are under constant surveillance and there’s no way we’re taking Gram across the river on a raft like you two did.”
 
   “First of all, it wasn’t a raft,” Cassie shot back. “It was a kayak and I wasn’t suggesting that we take Gram on the water, anyway.”
 
   Cassie pulled out the maps that had been tucked inside her book and spread them out on the kitchen table. She believed there had to be another way to cross the border and she was determined to find it. Each path she suggested was shot down either by Nick or Brody. Her frustration boiled over more than once and Gram had to step in to settle everyone down.  
 
   “Look, Brody and I have to go patrol our shift.” Nick sighed. “We’ll talk more about this tonight, Cass. Don’t worry, we’ll figure something out.”
 
   In a rare act of concern, he draped his arm across her shoulder and gave her a squeeze. Not to be too sentimental, he then proceeded to pull her into a headlock and grind his knuckles into her scalp.  
 
                 “Hey Ryan, I know you guys didn’t have time to pack.  If you write down your sizes for me I can stop somewhere and get you some clothes. You’ll need sneakers or hiking boots too.  Those dress shoes can’t be too comfortable,” Nick added while he continued to annoy his sister.
 
                 “I can’t guarantee what will be left. I think most of the stores have been looted but I’ll try not to stick you with anything too embarrassing. My sister informed me that I needed to make sure everything matches. Does she say annoying crap like that to you too? The world is coming to an end but, oh no, we can’t leave the house if we aren’t color coordinated.” 
 
   To ease his sister’s and Gram’s worries, Nick promised he would be back before dark. He gave Bailey a scratch and some leftover scraps from his plate before ducking out behind Brody.  
 
   “That was really nice of him to offer to pick up some clothes,” mused Ryan.  “He didn’t have to do that.”
 
   Cassie and Gram exchanged knowing smiles hidden behind their coffee cups making Ryan wonder what they had been conspiring. Cassie finally admitted that she might have had something to do with Nick’s kind gesture.  
 
   “Well, one way or another we had to get you some clothes. I need some too. The stuff Nick brought over from my parents’ house is too big. I did say he didn’t have to do it. I mean there’s no reason you and I couldn’t have gone out ourselves. I just happened to ask him what stores were still around and he threw a fit. I swear, sometimes he forgets I’m the older sibling.”
 
   Ryan rose from the table and gathered the dishes. It bothered him that Nick didn’t think they could handle a quick trip to the store.  After all, he thought; I managed to bring Cassie home, safe and sound, all the way from New York. The more he thought about it, the more it nagged him. Maybe he’s right. Until yesterday, I’d never fired a weapon before and Cass is a much better shot than I am. His lack of confidence in his abilities left him wondering if he’d been rendered obsolete in the new, zombie-filled world. 
 
   He was so caught-up in his concerns; Ryan didn’t hear Gram insist that he should leave the dishes for her. When she finally caught his attention, Ryan made a grandiose bow. He took Gram’s hand in his and kissed it, much the way he pictured Clark Gable doing in one of his films.  
 
   “Hands that can cook like yours,” he insisted, “should never be subjected to the abuse of dish soap. No! Gram, you will not have dishpan hands while I have any say.”  
 
   For the first time ever, Cassie saw her grandmother blush from a compliment. At Ryan’s insistence his two ‘favorite ladies’ went into the living room to catch up on girl talk leaving him to his thoughts and a mountain of dishes. As he scrubbed, he stewed. A while later, Cassie returned to the kitchen.
 
   “Okay, what’s eating you?” she demanded.  
 
   While she appreciated the alone time with her grandmother, Cassie could tell something was bothering Ryan so she came back to confront him. He felt silly trying to explain why Nick’s gesture bothered him. Being deemed incapable by a punk kid playing cop was emasculating but trying to explain his feelings felt worse. 
 
   “He wanted to take you with him,” Cassie said, taking a guess at Ryan’s problem. “He just didn’t want me tagging along.  I don’t know when he started with all this macho bull-crap. It’s probably from hanging out with Brody but somehow leaving the house has become ‘man’s work’. When I told him we were a package deal he decided we could both stay here.”
 
   Oddly, Ryan felt better knowing it wasn’t a prejudice against him.  Still, he didn’t want to admit such a thing to Cassie. He flashed an innocent smile, kissed her, and promised that nothing was bothering him. It’s partially true, anyway, his inner voice insisted. He even went so far as to insist that he volunteered to do the dishes solely to show his appreciation to her grandmother.  Gram, who had just walked in to put the teakettle on smiled and her cheeks tinged scarlet. 
 
   “This one’s a charmer,” Gram laughed and gave him a wink.  “Reminds me of your grandfather about a million years ago when he and I were both young.”
 
   Ryan had just rinsed the final suds of dish detergent down the drain when the kettle whistled its merry notes. Gram puttered about making her tea, all the while pressing Ryan to tell her more about his job and interests. The more she heard, the more she liked. He even charmed her into pulling out the old photo albums and telling stories about Cassie when she was a little girl. Cassie played the part of being outraged and embarrassed when the photo albums came out but she loved hearing her grandmother’s tales.  
 
   She especially loved hearing the stories about Gram and Pop-Pop in their days of courting. They sat in the living room looking at old photos and listening to Gram reminiscing. To Cassie, there was something so romantic about the old days, like watching a black and white movie. Somehow, when Gram started talking about her youth, scenes from Casablanca and Roman Holiday danced through Cassie’s mind. Her grandparent’s love story would have made An Affair To Remember seem dull, had it ever been made into a movie.  
 
   Lost in a time gone by, Gram was shocked when she looked at her watch. She had been chattering away for hours though it certainly didn’t feel that way.  
 
   “If I don’t get moving, my Nicky will be home, and dinner won’t be ready.” Gram fretted.  
 
   Cassie and Ryan were so captivated by her stories they followed Gram into the kitchen and begged for more.  Although he was still full from breakfast, Ryan’s mouth watering as Gram prepared another made-from-scratch meal. After Gram popped the food in the oven, she joined Ryan and Cassie at the table. As they sipped iced tea, they talked and laughed. Ryan joked that he should have given Nick a larger pant size when Gram basted her honeyed ham with more glaze.  
 
   Their laughter was cut short by a deafening blast that rattled the windows and shook the floorboards. Bailey bolted from his favorite napping spot in the hallway into the kitchen and cowered under the table. Cassie and Gram tried to soothe the dog while Ryan dashed out the front door, hoping to find out what had happened. At first, all looked peaceful and serene up and down the tree-lined street. He leaned against the porch railing and that’s when Ryan noticed a billowing black cloud of smoke rising over the rooftops. The house across the street had initially blocked his view but within seconds there was no hiding the darkness that hung like a death shroud over the town. Ryan guessed that the source was probably a few blocks away even though it had felt like the explosion had happened right next door. He wondered what had happened and how much it would impact their safety.  
 
   The explosion had drawn the attention of both the living and the undead. Zombies staggered in the direction of the noises, their dire moaning blending together like a horrid, off-key, choir. Sirens wailed and military trucks growled in their approach. For the first time in days, residents on the outskirts of Marietta stepped outside of their homes. The fear of being eaten alive was momentarily put on the backburner for the new horror of the unknown. The few wary neighbors that ventured outside raised a nervous hand and waved a greeting. Old habits die hard, Ryan thought ruefully. The people around here wave hello to their neighbors.  He imagined that, before the outbreak, it had been a friendly neighborhood where the neighbors all knew each other.  He could just picture it. These were people who gave their neighbors tomatoes from their gardens and sat on each other’s porches ‘chewing the fat’ over a glass of iced tea or lemonade.  He imagined that they had neighborhood barbeques and Christmas carolers that went door-to-door singing in the snow. That was before the gates of hell spit the dead back out and polluted their Norman Rockwellian community. Dismayed by the injustice, Ryan stalked back inside and locked the door. Gram, Cassie, and a trembling Bailey huddled in the kitchen waiting for his report. 
 
   “The power went out.” Cassie said, stating the obvious. 
 
   After an explosion like they’d heard, they counted themselves lucky a power outage was the only damage they had sustained. Ryan told them what he had seen outside. He was surprised to see the color drain from Gram’s face.
 
   “Oh my goodness,” Gram croaked.  “Nicky’s out there.”
 
   She slid off her chair onto the floor and Ryan dashed to her side, fearful that she had fainted. Instead, she knelt right there on the kitchen floor. In one hand she clutched Cassie’s hand and in the other Ryan’s as she prayed for the safe return of her grandson and for Brody. Feeling awkward, Ryan shifted his weight from one foot to the other.  He, himself, had never given much thought to ‘The Man Upstairs.’ He’d been raised in a home where religion was merely considered a good idea, but never practiced. Yet, at that moment, he envied Gram in her firmly rooted faith. In her hour of need, she had no doubt where to turn which, Ryan decided, must have been a comfort for her.  
 
   Gram continued, asking for protection, wisdom, and finally a safe passage to the mountains of West Virginia. Even Cassie seemed surprised; she had never expected Gram to want to leave her home. When she concluded, Gram rose, dusted off her knees, and set to gathering candles, flashlights, and lanterns. It was still daylight but evening was coming and when it did, they would be ready.  
 
   “Good thing I have a gas range,” said Gram. “Otherwise, our dinner would be ruined.”
 
   Their meal was still baking as if nothing had happened. In an effort to stay one step ahead, they filled every available pitcher and all extra bottles with water. The town’s water and sewer systems hadn’t been disrupted but there was no point in taking a risk. The old adage ‘better safe than sorry’ was all the more relevant in their apocalyptic world. Fortunately, most of the family’s camping gear had been stored in Gram’s enormous basement. She had several four and five gallon vats available for water, not to mention average size jugs and even canteens. Once filled, the vessels were lined up on the floor of Gram’s rarely-used formal dining room.  
 
   With their work finished, there was nothing left to do but sit and wait for Nick’s return. Even Bailey was tense; whimpering often and pacing back and forth from the front door until finally Cassie shouted at him to ‘lie down.’ With a sigh, the handsome Rhodesian Ridgeback flopped down at her feet and looked up with sad, disdainful, eyes. The grandfather clock in the hallway ticked and tocked, counting off each minute as they waited. In turn, each of them strolled over to the window and looked out hoping, at any second, there would be some sign of Nick’s return.  
 
   The sun began its lazy descent toward the horizon and even Cassie started to worry. Nick had promised to be home before dark and he was dangerously close to breaking that promise. Ryan’s mind worked overtime as he tried to remember the layout of the town from the maps he’d reviewed. He looked at his watch again and made a decision. If Nick doesn’t walk through that door in exactly five minutes, I’m going to go out after him. It’ll cause a kerfuffle but I’m willing to accept the consequences.  
 
   As Ryan plotted his rescue mission, he realized couldn’t to tell Cassie or Gram that he was going. They’d never let him leave. He would need to find a reason to excuse himself, like needing to use the bathroom. It would give him a few minutes to leave a note and sneak out the door. He knew they’d be furious that he left and upon his return, there would be a great deal of yelling, served with a steaming-hot side of guilt, but they would forgive him.  I owe it to Cassie and her family. 
 
   Four minutes and twenty-three seconds later, Nick and Brody crashed through the back door. Nick tossed bags stuffed with clothes and a new pair of sneakers to Ryan before he was bowled over by Bailey. Gram and Cassie rushed in behind the dog; relieved to see both Nick and Brody alive but they were still upset.  One minute the boys were being smothered in hugs and the next, they were getting chewed out for being late.
 
   “What took you so long!” Gram chastised. “You said you’d be back before dark.”
 
   “Shame on you for making Gram worry!” Cassie scolded. “You’re so inconsiderate!”  
 
   As Ryan suspected, their anger died out quickly and soon Gram was calling everyone to the table for dinner. This time Brody didn’t bother with the pretense of not wanting to intrude. He smiled as Gram heaped food onto his plate. Dinner by candlelight had a certain ambiance but brighter lighting would have made Nick’s story easier to digest.
 
   “I’m guessing you guys heard the explosion,” Nick muttered between forkfuls. “You must have.  We were all the way on the other side of town and we heard it. So, needless to say Brody and I hightailed it over to see what was going on.  Geez, you should see the mess.  There’s a freaking crater over where the Miller’s house used to be.”
 
   “Used to be?” Cassie choked almost spitting out her ham.
 
   “Yeah, it’s gone now. Pretty much that whole block is gone now, and most of the surrounding streets.” Nick said, rubbing his temples. “From what we found out, the military brought in a truckload of C-4 and they were planning to destroy all of the bridges except for the one on I-77. I guess they figured it would be easier to man just one bridge. Somewhere along the line, someone let the cat out of the bag.  Eventually the news got back to some of our concerned citizens and they weren’t too happy about it.” 
 
   Brody chimed in, giving Nick the opportunity for a few more bites. “In accordance with their first amendment rights, they organized a peaceful assembly and marched to the compound to protest demolition of our bridges. As it turns out, some of our city officials weren’t too pleased with their little demonstration. One of the head honchos, comes out and orders them all to disperse— or else.”  
 
   “Hey Cass, do you remember Mr. James, the tenth grade social studies teacher?” Nick asked. “Well, he was there and he starts giving the councilman a lesson in constitutional rights.  Then he proceeds to tell them they have no right to cut us off from the world. They’d leave us with no way to escape these monsters and he said that all Americans are entitled to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, putting extra emphasis on liberty. At least four witnesses said one of the mayor’s armed guards shoved the barrel of his machine gun right between Mr. James’ eyes and tells him to get lost or he’s gonna open fire.”
 
    “Well, there was no way Mr. James was going to put other people’s lives at risk so he convinced everyone to leave.” Brody said. “Instead of going home, a bunch of them meet up at the VFW to come up with a new plan to protect the bridges. I don’t know if you know this or not but Mr. James is a Vietnam Vet— 9th engineer battalion.  They did demolition in the war and he knows all about explosives. Him and a few of the other vets snuck down to the makeshift barracks. I guess no one expected a bunch of civilians to try to steal the truck because it wasn’t even guarded.”  
 
   “To make a long story short,” said Nick, “they stole the truck, set off the C-4, and disappeared. The C.O. over there is pretty pissed. They’re starting house-to-house searches. They’ve declared Mr. James, his accomplices, and anyone harboring them … terrorists.  Things are gonna get ugly around here real soon.” 
 
   Cassie was speechless. Mr. James had been one of her favorite teachers. He was no more a terrorist than she.  
 
   “I’m sorry it took us so long to get back here,” Brody added. “We stopped to check in on my mom first. She doesn’t have anyone else and I knew she’d be scared.”
 
   “Brody, you should have brought her over here.” Gram answered. “I’ve got plenty of room for her too.” 
 
   “She wasn’t really up to socializing.  To tell you the truth, she was kind of a mess.  She gets upset pretty easy ever since Dad left her. The doctor gave her a prescription for Valium when she has one of her spells; so, I gave her a pill and sent her to bed. I think she’ll do better after we get out of here. Cassie was right; we can’t stay here anymore. In fact, I’ve been thinking about it all day. I have an idea.  It just might work to get you across the bridge, but I have one condition. Mom and I get to come with you too.” 
 
   No one had any objections; though Gram was a little insulted that Brody had even harbored a doubt about being welcome. She did, however, insist that everyone finish their dinner before working on the escape plan. Cassie made up a plate for Brody to take home to his mother; she had always been fond of Mrs. Kimble.  Brody smiled in appreciation and thanked her on his mother’s behalf. Gram beamed; she had taught Cassie well.  Even Nick and Ryan gave her nods of approval. In such uncertain times, old differences had to be put aside. They all needed to work together if they were going to survive. 
 
   After everyone had eaten their fill and the plates cleared, they all settled in to hear Brody’s plan. Gram had brewed him a nice cup of chamomile tea but what Brody really wanted was whiskey— on the rocks.  With the power being out, there were no rocks to be had. Ice was being used to keep the food from spoiling.  Brody strongly doubted there was any hard liquor, especially whiskey, in Gram’s house anyway. To be polite he took a sip of the tea before launching into his plan.
 
   “I’ve become friendly with a few of the guards on the afternoon shift.  We shared a couple of beers other night after their relief came on duty. They’re good guys and I think they believe I am trustworthy. It makes me feel a little guilty especially since I’m sitting here plotting but, by the time they figure it out, hopefully we will be long gone. Anyway, I’ll be in full uniform and drive my squad car up to the blockade. Nick will follow in the department SUV.  The rest of you will be hidden under blankets in the back of the SUV.”  
 
   Cassie opened her mouth to interject but Brody held up his index finger, signaling her to wait.
 
   “The story I’ll tell them is that we are taking supplies over to the Williamstown police department.  I’ll say our police chief is a cousin to one of their county commissioners.  Most of the guards think we’re all inbred hicks out here anyway so no one will bother to check.  Williamstown is setting up a shelter … at least that’s my story and we are contributing spare blankets, donated clothes, maybe a few flares— nothing the military would care about if we gave away. I’ll stir the pot a bit, complain that it’s a complete waste of time and why should we care about those West Virginia rednecks and so on to let ‘em know I’m pissed. Maybe I’ll add in if the chief wanted to send them supplies, he should be the one carting them over, blah, blah, blah.”
 
   Brody paused to take a sip of his tea and was surprised to see everyone leaning in to hear what he had to say. 
 
   “I’ll iron out my speech later.  Anyway, there’ll be a few boxes in the back of my squad car so they can be seen through the window of the SUV.  In the boxes, hidden under blankets, we’ll actually store all of our supplies. Once we’ve crossed the bridge and we are completely out of sight, we’ll ditch the squad car.  Everyone can come out from undercover and we’ll follow those directions Cassie’s got to the cabin in the mountains. We’ll just keep driving straight through. Between me, Nick, Cassie, and Ryan we can switch off driving if we get tired.”
 
                  After talking until his mouth went dry, Brody stopped and waited for their response.  His audience stared at him, jaws gaping.  
 
   “That’s brilliant,” Ryan said earnestly.   
 
   Brody eyeballed Ryan, unsure if he was supporting the idea or mocking it. The last person he expected to back him was the man he considered to be his competition. It was Cassie who spoke out against the plan, breaking Brody’s heart, but Ryan threw his support fully behind it.  
 
   “C’mon Cass,” Ryan pleaded. “The mild discomfort of four adults being crammed into the back, albeit like sardines, would only be temporary and well worth it in the long run”.  He argued. “Tell you what, I’ll even stow away in the trunk of Brody’s cruiser to make you ladies more comfortable. It’s only for a short time anyway.”
 
   “Hang on a sec,” Nick interrupted. “What about Bailey? Where’s he gonna sit?”
 
   “Bailey’s riding shotgun, of course.” Ryan answered, scratching Bailey behind the ear. “At least until we cross the bridge. No one would think it’s odd for you to take your dog on a quick supply run. We can hide his food easily enough under some blankets. Come to think of it, Cassie and I had passed a veterinary hospital on Route 50 in West Virginia. We should stop there and get some supplies for Bailey, you know, just in case. We don’t know if Dr. Mitchell has medical supplies for animals.”  
 
   Nick was appeased so long as no one expected him to leave Bailey behind.  The next order of business was figuring out what to pack. Everyone seemed to have their own opinion of what was considered a necessity, drawing passionate and heated arguments from all parties.  Though they all agreed they needed weapons, the number and type also spurred debate. Finally, Gram had enough of the bickering and put her foot down.  
 
   “This is the time for everyone to work together, not to be squabbling over every minor detail.” She insisted. “And I want you all to start treating each other with more respect. That means you’d better quit the name calling right now because I’ve heard just about enough.” 
 
   Shamed into behaving like civilized adults; they managed to accomplish more. Gram volunteered to jot down the list of items they would need to pack: three complete sets of clothing per person, one alternate pair of sneakers or hiking boots, medications (prescription and over the counter), toiletries, rain gear, flashlights, lanterns, and only because Cassie threw a huge tantrum— everyone was permitted one zipper sealed bag filled with photos. Since Ryan had no photos, he offered to donate his bag to Cassie.  She was pleased with the prospect of doubling her selection. They would already have plenty of blankets and sleeping bags because of their ruse so they had no worries about bedding. 
 
   It was agreed that each of them would have two guns. Everyone would carry a rifle and also a pistol. Additionally, they would each have one non-firing weapon. Ryan clung to his Halligan Tool but for the rest crowbars, nightsticks, or baseball bats would suffice. Nick was responsible for packing Bailey’s food, leash, and any other necessities. For the sake of space he agreed to leave Bailey’s toys behind. Nick appeased his guilty conscience with the promise of finding new toys for his pal after they were settled in at the cabin. Until then, tossing sticks in a game of fetch would have to suffice.  
 
   When Ryan suggested taking the water jugs they had filled earlier he was met with protests, primarily from Brody. So much for working together, Ryan grumbled but proceeded to defend his logic.  
 
   “In theory the trip should only take four,  maybe five hours but … we learned the hard way that it just doesn’t happen like that. There are too many variables, too many factors we couldn’t possibly plan for,” he insisted. 
 
    Ryan’s proof was simply pointing out how long it had taken for Cassie and him to get to Marietta.  He was quick to point out that it would have taken even longer if they hadn’t happened upon an airplane to fly them part of the way. After a quick recap of the disasters they had encountered between New York and Ohio everyone agreed to take the water and plenty of food.  
 
   Plastic tubs filled with freeze-dried and dehydrated camping food were retrieved from the basement along with the first aid kit and a couple of battery operated lanterns. Nick found another surprise packed in with the camping gear, a box of water purification tablets. They unanimously agreed to take the tablets along as well. Cassie was surprised, yet pleased, that they’d reached their first official unanimous vote.  Smiling, she decided that perhaps there was hope for them after all.  
 
   Other boxes were filled with vegetables and fruits that Gram had canned from her garden. Her kitchen became an assembly line.  Full boxes were moved into the dining room and stacked next to the water jugs.  In the morning, everything would be loaded into the vehicles.  The plan was for Brody and his mom to arrive at Gram’s just before noon.  By the time their supplies were loaded in the vehicle and everyone, other than Nick and Brody, had been safely concealed from view, the afternoon shift guards would be in place.  It was late by the time they had stacked the last box in the dining room and Brody bid everyone a good night.  He thanked Gram again for dinner and tucked the plate Cassie had made for his mom under his arm.  
 
   After Brody left, Gram decided to call it a night as well. Nick went upstairs to pack his clothes and Ryan was on the couch sorting through the packages Nick brought him. Finally equipped with a spare backpack from the basement, Ryan removed tags from his new clothing and packed them with care.  His new blue jeans were stiff but Ryan knew they would break in easily. After spending consecutive days in his dress shoes, the new sneakers felt like walking on clouds. He was relieved; they were more comfortable than he had expected and would only get better with wear. The rest: tees, sweatshirts, socks, and underwear were standard, and thankfully nothing too flashy.  Cassie had remarked that she was relieved Nick hadn’t stuck him with a bunch of flannel shirts but Ryan didn’t care about things like that the way Cassie did. The only criteria Ryan had for his trekking apparel was that they were clean, the correct size, and comfortable.  
 
   Packing had only taken Ryan a couple of minutes so he offered his assistance to Cassie.  She was upstairs sorting through the things Nick had brought her from home and the bag of new clothes from the store.  Sensing she wanted some time to herself, Ryan kissed her goodnight and went back to the couch.  Bailey groaned before he moved over, consenting again to share the couch with Ryan since Gram had banned pets from the bedrooms.  
 
   Cassie tried on all of the clothes to see which felt the best and, even though it shouldn’t have mattered, which were the most flattering on her.  A little voice in her head insisted she was being vain, shallow, and even a bit self-absorbed but she rejected the notion.  Even in the midst of a zombie apocalypse she saw no reason not to look attractive for Ryan.  At least that was what she told herself, that it was for Ryan’s benefit— not her own vanity.  
 
   She wanted to smack Brody and Nick for only allowing three sets of clothes. In a moment of weakness, she considered sneaking in an extra set or two but she suspected her dear brother would check her pack. He’ll make sure I play by the rules. Cassie hoped that once they’d settled in the mountains of West Virginia they’d permit her to acquire a larger wardrobe. Until then, she’d have to make the best of what she had.  
 
   She folded the clothing she was leaving behind and placed them in the dresser drawers.  It seemed to be a futile gesture but, in her heart, Cassie wanted to believe that one day they would be able to come back.  When that day came, when she finally returned home, there wouldn’t be clothes scattered all over Gram’s floor.  
 
   In the bottom of the box from her old bedroom, Cassie noticed a collection of scrapbooks and photo albums. Touched by Nick’s sentimentality, she flipped through the pages and selected some favorite photos to pack.  She found a great shot of her parents at their thirtieth anniversary party and placed in her plastic Ziploc bag. Also making their way into the bag were photos of her with her two brothers from Christmas, her parents’ wedding picture, her grandparents’ wedding picture, the whole family surrounding her as she blew out the candles on her sixteenth birthday cake, and a funny one from a summer camping trip. The pictures were sandwiched between cardboard for protection and sealed in the bag. 
 
   She gathered the albums to stack on the shelf and noticed another book in the bottom of the box. Its soft pink cover with silver edgings and shiny lock brought back memories. Cassie remembered that she had tossed away the key years ago when she learned that the lock could be opened with a bobby pin. Scouring through the drawers and medicine cabinet in the bathroom, Cassie finally turned up a hairpin and dashed back into her room, closing the door behind her.  She fumbled at the lock until it finally clicked open.  
 
   Flipping through the pages, she was sixteen again.  It seemed comical to her as she read, that she once believed trivial high school drama was completely life altering. She read her own words depicting how an argument with her best friend was the worst thing that could ever happen to her. She remembered being devastated back then yet Cassie knew the two of them hadn’t spoken since graduation. Funny how people eventually grow apart, she muttered to herself.  A few pages later sixteen-year-old Cassie was sure that she and Brody would be together forever. She had filled pages with sappy drivel about undying love and lifelong commitment.  
 
   Not long after, Cassie’s hurried scrawl declared that Brody Kimble was “the stupidest, most chauvinistic, immature pig” she’d ever met and she couldn’t “fathom how Johnny could pick such a jerk for his best friend.” A burst of laughter escaped before Cassie clamped her hand over her mouth.  Relieved that she hadn’t woken anyone up, she decided it would be best to fast-forward to her senior year of high school to avoid another outburst.  
 
   October 4th
 
   Dear Diary,
 
   Have I mentioned that being a senior ROCKS?!?! Nominations for the Homecoming Court were announced today. This year’s Marietta High School Homecoming Queen is, drum roll please…. yup, it’s me. Guess what else, not only are we having our yearly school play, the drama club is putting on its own production too. Mr. Banks wrote, what he called an homage (only he pronounced it OH-majh) to Shakespeare. He can be kind of snooty for a teacher but I just might have the chance to play Juliet, Lady Macbeth and Katherine all in the same night.  This is going to be the best year ever!  
 
   Cassie read her old entry and smiled.  She had landed the lead in both productions that year.  At the time, she believed high school theater productions mattered and it would somehow be impressive when she went off to college. It hadn’t mattered there, it didn’t matter in New York, and, if she was being perfectly blunt, it certainly didn’t matter in the midst of the apocalypse. Bitter tears stung Cassie’s eyes. It seemed that nothing in her pretty pink diary mattered any more; old friends, football games, plays and proms. Survival tactics, undead hordes, and weapons had replaced those things.  
 
   The last entry in the diary was the night before she left for Ohio State University. She had wanted to go to school in New York but her mom managed to win that particular battle. Not that winning did Mom much good; she thought. In the end I quit school and moved to New York anyway. Even though Cassie was pleased with her choice to leave school and move to New York, she knew it had always been a point of contention between her and her mother. Their relationship had never completely recovered.  
 
   More than anything she wished her parents and older brother were still alive.  There was so much she wanted to say to them but she’d never have the chance. She placed the diary up on the shelf with her scrapbooks and photo albums but stopped.  No, she thought, I should keep writing in it and keep a record of what happens.  She flopped down on the bed, fished a pen out of the nightstand drawer, and opened to the next blank page. At first, her mind was swimming with the events starting from that fateful cab ride and ending with the discovery of her old diary.  It seemed like an entire lifetime had passed in those several days. Yet once she put the pen to paper her thoughts, feelings, hopes, and fears poured onto the page.  
 
   ***
 
   Dear Diary,
 
   If I had any idea what today’s date is, I would write it down but, honestly, I have no clue.  It has been almost ten years since I wrote in this particular book. I guess I forgot it in my old bedroom when I left. I wonder how Nick found it. (I’ll have to remember to ask him!) When I moved to New York, I just went ahead and bought a new one.  That one is (or I should say hopefully is) still safely tucked away in the closet of my apartment in New York.  
 
   When I left home that morning I had no clue that I may never return.  I wonder if anyone other than Ryan and I made it out alive. I know for sure Paulie, Gina, Vic, Artie and the rest of the “geezer brigade” didn’t.  We doubt Grant (Ryan’s boss and good friend) made it.  We lost so many along the way too.  Brian gave his life to protect us. Desmond, well I suppose he got what was coming to him even though I don’t personally condone what Andy did. I wonder though, did those three sisters ever make it home to Philly? Are they still alive? What about Ranger Rick or Deb or Rich and Richard Ellis? I will probably never know what happened to any of them but I will never forget them either.  
 
   I keep thinking that, at any time now, I will wake up from this horrible nightmare and everything will be back to normal. Mom, Dad, Pop-Pop, and Johnny will still be alive and I’d be planning to invite Ryan to come home with me for Thanksgiving. Nick was right; Daddy would have liked Ryan a lot. I can just picture them all sitting around the table, stuffed to the gills from Gram’s Thanksgiving feast then later trying to stay awake through the football games.  I guess I should be thankful that I am still alive when so many are not. I should be thankful that I still have Gram and Nick and Ryan. I should be thankful that Brody was the one who found us crossing the river and not some other cop or military guards.  
 
   I should be thankful that we have a plan and a place to go to weather the storm but, to be honest, I am angry. I’m angry that my parents are dead. I’m angry that my brother and Pop-Pop are dead. I’m angry that we went through Hell to get here and I didn’t even make it in time to say goodbye to any of them. But most of all I’m angry that things will never go back to normal.  No matter what happens we will never get back what’s been lost. Even if this cabin in West Virginia turns out to be the most super secure, impenetrable, zombie proof fortress ever conceived, when it’s all over, what will we be going back to? 
 
   Maybe I’m just tired and things will probably look brighter in the morning. That’s what Gram always said when I was little, “things will look brighter in the morning”. God, I sure hope so because they can’t get much bleaker, can they? At least we will all be together and I’m glad Brody and Mrs. K are coming too. At first, I thought it would be weird but I think once Brody gets over himself, he and Ryan could actually be friends. Well, maybe not friends but perhaps civil acquaintances. Maybe we’ll find him a girlfriend along the way and he can stop looking at me with those sad, puppy eyes. He’s almost as bad as Bailey! Well, I’d better get some sleep.  Tomorrow is going to be a busy day.  Wish us luck, we’re gonna need it! More later.
 
   Love,
 
   Cassie
 
   ***
 
   Cassie stuffed the diary and a spare pen in her backpack.  It may not be on the approved packing list, she thought, but I’m taking it anyway and no one is gonna stop me!  She stretched out on the bed and dimmed the lantern. The last thought in her mind as she drifted into unconsciousness was, ‘I’ll never be able to fall asleep tonight.’  
 
   When her eyes fluttered open the room was dark as pitch.  At some point, while she slept, she’d kicked off the blankets leaving her skin pebbled with goose bumps. Her hands groped in the dark for the covers.  Annoyed and cold she hauled her weary body out of bed and tiptoed to the window. She slipped a finger between the slats of the binds and lifted one just wide enough to peek through. There was a faint hint of light on the horizon and Cassie wondered what time it was before determining that it really didn’t matter. Time was a worry for a different girl, in a different world.  
 
   As she stepped back toward the bed she felt something soft and thick under her toes. At least I found my blanket, she thought as she wrapped the quilt around her shoulders. What she really needed was a hot cup of coffee and another long, luxurious shower. A nagging voice in the back of her mind pointed out that without power there would be no hot water.  Her first instinct was to sigh and accept defeat but a stronger, more empowered voice resounded in her mind, reminding her that long before there was electricity humans had steamy coffee and hot baths. Sure the world has, as the saying goes, gone to Hell in a hand basket but resourcefulness will be what wins out in the end. Cassie made a mental note to put that in her diary— after she had her coffee.  
 
   She slipped silently into the hallway and toward the stairs. Growing up, she spent almost as much time in Gram’s house as her own and she didn’t need lights to navigate. Her bare toes stretched out and felt for the lip of the top step. Ten down, she thought then carefully skip over the step with the creaky board, to avoid waking Ryan, and four more to the bottom. She shuffled to the kitchen, proud of herself for not waking anyone in the process or falling, since she had a klutzy side. 
 
   The soft glow of a kerosene lantern illuminated the stovetop revealing that a pot of coffee was already made. Only then did Cassie realize that there was a figure in the shadows. Startled, she sprang back and gasped for breath.  
 
   “Good morning to you, too,” Ryan teased.  
 
   “It appears my stealth was unnecessary,” said Cassie when she found her voice. “I take it you couldn’t sleep.” 
 
   Ryan had already washed and dressed. He was waiting for everyone else to wake when Cassie appeared.  Although he had thrown his full support to Brody’s plan, in truth, he was more than a little nervous about it.  In the words of Grant, his dauntless editor and friend, the plan ‘had more holes than Swiss cheese.’ A sly smile crept across Ryan’s face as he thought of his old friend but it faded when he considered the possibility that Grant was dead. Cassie poured herself a cup of coffee and savored the warmth.  
 
   “I have some water heating if you want to take a shower,” Ryan whispered.  “Who knows how long it will be until you can take another.”
 
   Not fully awake and still a little on edge, Cassie’s reply was not as polite nor as quiet as it should have been. 
 
   “And how exactly am I going to do that?”
 
   Ryan pressed a finger to her lips and motioned for her to follow. Still clutching her coffee mug, Cassie followed as Ryan padded to the bathroom. He turned on the battery-operated lantern and pulled back the shower curtain proudly. Ryan had rigged up the camping shower kit in the bathtub so all they needed to do was fill the bag with warm water.
 
    “Presto! Instant shower. I found it while we were gathering up the supplies in the basement. You’d better get in there … especially since we want to leave sometime today,” Ryan joked.
 
   Yeah, Cassie thought, Dad would have loved him. Not wanting to be subjected to more mocking, Cassie rushed to gather her things and locked the bathroom door. The last thing she needed was Nick and Ryan ganging up on her. Even a camp shower is better than no shower at all, she thought as she scrubbed. 
 
   Downstairs, the kitchen was bustling with activity. Gram was determined to use up as much of the food in the refrigerator and freezer as possible. She disapproved of waste and knew that whatever she couldn’t use would have to be thrown in the trash. Nick yelled up to his sister and demanded that she come downstairs immediately. Gram wouldn’t let him eat until Cassie joined them and Nick was tired of waiting.  
 
   When Cassie took her seat, Gram said grace then the feeding frenzy was free to commence. Nick was too busy eating to bother ribbing his sister. Cassie marveled that she had a healthy appetite for such an auspicious morning. Since it might be a while before they’d have real home-cooked meal again, they were making the most of it. 
 
   They ate in silence. Everyone’s thoughts focused on what was yet to come. Nick shoveled the last forkful in his mouth and dashed off to take advantage of Ryan’s shower installation. Ignoring Nick’s insistence that it was a useless waste of time, Cassie boiled water to wash the dishes. Ryan and Gram busied themselves cleaning everything out of the refrigerator and freezer. With each item they dumped, Gram sighed and her face pursed in a grimace. When they finished the only thing left on the shelves was a box of baking soda.  
 
   Nick resurfaced a short time later and slid into a chair. Ryan checked his watch but it was only half past nine. He had a bad feeling that the morning was going to drag. All three of them were packed, their bags waited in the dining room with the rest of the supplies, and all trash had been removed from the house. Yet the clock hardly seemed to move. At five minutes before ten, a loud crashing noise in the backyard set Bailey barking as he lunged at the door.  
 
   “Bailey! Down!” Nick bellowed. “There’s nothing out there.” 
 
   He froze mid-sentence as a shadow passed the window. The doorknob turned and Brody half staggered, half fell through the door. He was pale, sweaty, and his breathing was ragged.  
 
   “We have to go,” Brody said, his voice strained.  “Right now.”
 
   No one was convinced Brody was even capable of walking so they had serious doubts that he was ready to leave for their excursion. Cassie filled a glass with water and handed it to him. He waved it away and again insisted they must leave immediately, only this time his voice was more emphatic.  Determined to get them rolling, Brody pushed past Nick and Ryan to start loading the supplies.  
 
   “What is going on?” Nick demanded. “And where is your mom?” 
 
   Ignoring the questions, Brody hoisted two boxes of supplies but his knees buckled under the weight.  Annoyed but also a little worried, Nick snatched the boxes from Brody’s trembling arms which sent the officer flailing.   
 
   “C’mon, we don’t have time for this, man.  I don’t know how much time I’ve got left and I have,” Brody paused then, looking straight through Nick, his eyes met Cassie’s. “I have to make sure you’re safe.”  
 
   Ryan and Cassie exchanged furtive glances. He nodded and motioned with his eyes for Cassie to step in and find out what had happened.  Placing a restraining hand on Nick’s shoulder, Cassie moved forward and stepped between him and Brody.
 
   “Brody, you’re scaring me. What do you mean you don’t know how much time we have left? What’s going on and where’s your mom?” Cassie asked.
 
   Brody’s face crumbled and his breathing came in fitful gasps. Cassie took his hand, cupped it between both of hers, and led him to a chair. He allowed her to lead him then he collapsed into the chair and raked his fingers through his short hair.  
 
   “She’s dead,” moaned Brody in a barely audible whisper. “She’s dead and it’s all my fault.”  
 
   “Oh God,” Cassie gasped.  “I’m so sorry … but Brody I’m sure it wasn’t your fault.”
 
   Brody looked up at her, wanting desperately to believe what she said was true. He shook his head knowing that, if there was blame then, surely it was his.
 
   “You wouldn’t say that if,” Brody’s voice broke. “Oh Cass, I shouldn’t have left her alone last night.  I don’t even know when it happened.  Thinking back, maybe it happened before I came here for dinner. I thought she was just having one of her spells. I figured she was all freaked out by the explosion but what if I was wrong? What if it was something else that got her so upset?”
 
   “Brody, I’m not following you. What are you talking about?” Cassie asked. 
 
   “Mom was bit. I don’t know exactly how it happened.  Either she went outside after the explosion or after I left to come here. Oh God, what if she staggered outside last night, all looped out on her meds, because she was looking for me? I’d lost track of time because we were working out all of the details but I stayed here really late last night. I shouldn’t have left her all alone,” Brody agonized.  
 
   “When I got home the house was dark. I figured she was asleep so I just went to bed. When I got up this morning I heard a banging noise coming from her room. Sometimes, the morning after she takes those pills she’s, well, it’s like she’s hung over or something. When I heard the crash, I rushed up there. I knocked but she didn’t answer so I opened the door. She staggered forward, sort of groaning and I reached out to help her.”
 
   Brody stopped talking. He looked into Cassie’s eyes with longing; he wanted to hold her one last time.  Instead, he slipped his arm out of his jacket, undid the top buttons of his uniform shirt, and pulled the collar back.  The gauze pad Brody had taped to his collarbone was soaked in a thick, dark-red fluid. There was a collective gasp of horror from everyone. They all knew what the wound meant. What none of them knew was how long Brody had left. Even the book, Journal of the Undead: A Survivor’s Guide didn’t have a clear-cut answer.  
 
   Dr. Mitchell wrote that, like any other virus, some people would succumb faster than others, but in the end no one was immune. Those with a weaker autoimmune system could die and reanimate within a few hours from initial infection. The strong could last several days, even a couple of weeks, before the virus ran its full course— depleting the host of life then bringing the corpse back for a never-ending quest of living flesh.  
 
   Ryan grabbed a stack of boxes and started heading outside.  He motioned for Nick to follow. “Let’s give them a few minutes,” Ryan whispered.
 
   Nick did a double take; shocked that Ryan would suggest giving his girlfriend some time alone with a dying ex-boyfriend.  He stood frozen, mouth locked in a wide O, until Ryan nudged him with his elbow. Nick grabbed some boxes and followed Ryan outside. In the kitchen, Gram attached Bailey’s leash and held tight to keep Nick’s dog inside the house. 
 
   Cassie stared at Brody, silent tears trickled down her cheeks. She wondered when the senseless loss of life would end. Though she no longer had intimate feelings for Brody, she still considered him a friend. Since friends were becoming scarce and harder to come by, Brody was one she didn’t want to lose. Cassie leaned in to hug him but he stopped her. 
 
   “It would be safer for you to keep your distance, Cass. I couldn’t bear it if you got infected because of me. No matter what, I promise I will get you over that bridge even if I have to bite every last one of those guards.” Brody muttered. “Hey, I was just kidding! Don’t be upset, I’m not gonna bite anyone.”
 
   Cassie faked a smile for Brody’s sake. She wasn’t upset about the joke, even though she found it in poor taste. Instead, she was distraught that he would eventually become a monster. Though he told no one, Brody had no intention of allowing himself to change. Once they were all safely across the bridge, and away from the guards’ line of sight, Brody was going to send the others off without him. With Cassie and Nick gone, Brody would ensure that he’d never reanimate.  
 
   The prospect of taking his own life had never occurred to Brody before but in this case, he felt he had no other choice. The brain had to be destroyed and there was only one way for him to do that.  He knew Cassie would have to be far away.  If she started crying, Brody would lose his resolve. Not wanting to focus too much on the dark thoughts that pervaded his mind, he got up and shouldered a couple of boxes. With Ryan, Nick, and Brody lugging supplies to the vehicles it didn’t take long to get everything loaded. 
 
   Bailey could scarcely contain his exuberance. Someone made the mistake of saying, ‘ride’ and he loved going for rides. His tail wagged so fast, and with so much force, his whole backside shifted from left to right and back again.  It was beyond Bailey’s comprehension that his human, and the others, wouldn’t be overjoyed to be going for a ride.  
 
   Once all of the supplies were loaded, it was time to hide the stowaways. The Marietta Police Department’s SUV had a spacious cargo hold equipped with a divider that would safely conceal the hidden passengers.  Cassie slid in first then lined the bottom with another blanket to cushion Gram.  Ryan and Nick stepped forward to boost Gram in but she shooed them away, insisting that she could do it herself. Once she was settled, Ryan realized if he tried to fit in there with Gram and Cassie, he would crush them.  
 
   “Tell Chief Brody we’re gonna need a bigger boat,” Ryan joked. 
 
   “Nice Jaws reference,” Nick laughed. “But seriously, don’t do that in front of Brody. It pisses him off.”
 
   “I couldn’t help it.” Ryan confessed. “You do know your sister watches that movie every single time it’s on, right? And let me tell you, it is on a lot!  Thanks to her, I think I know the whole movie by heart.”
 
   Still chuckling, Ryan and Nick concealed the ladies behind stacked boxes and blankets before closing the back hatch.  More than once, Gram and her granddaughter insisted that there was plenty of room for Ryan to fit.  He declined, knowing that it would be too cramped for them if he was in there. Try as she might, Cassie’s protests were not only overruled but completely ignored as the doors slammed shut on her plea. Once Nick got Bailey settled into the passenger seat, Ryan sauntered over to Brody. 
 
   “Looks like it’s you and me then,” Ryan said, smiling. “Try to go easy over the potholes … if you can.”
 
   Brody popped the trunk and Ryan climbed inside. As the lid lowered and latched into place, a claustrophobic panic momentarily seized him.  Already on the verge of hyperventilating, a horrifying mental image permeated Ryan’s thoughts. He could see the trunk closing only, in his mind; instead of the hatch to a car’s trunk it was the lid of a coffin. Unable to shake the image, his mind raced with one terrible scenario after another. He imagined what would happen if Brody started to change on the way. Ryan thought, what if Brody loses control of the car? What if we go over the side of the bridge and crash into the river? Or, what if Brody changes while the others are getting out of the SUV and he attacks them? What if?  Ryan slapped his own cheek and muttered, ‘Get a grip.’  
 
   He pushed the ugly thoughts from his mind and refused to let his mind wallow in such a creepy place. He felt the vibrations of the engine rumbling to life and then the car rolled forward.  Even the slightest imperfections in the road surface felt like a crater and the first pot hole jostled him so hard his head smacked into the lid of the trunk.  Ryan muttered a slew of curses. Seconds later, Brody shouted, ‘Sorry.’ Ryan sighed. I sure hope Cassie and Gram are faring better with Nick driving than I am with Brody, he thought as they hit another pothole.    
 
   Nick eased his vehicle carefully over speed bumps and went out of the way to avoid potholes. His speedometer had barely gone above five miles per hour but Nick wasn’t taking any chances. He had precious cargo hidden in the back and he wasn’t going to jostle his grandmother around just to get across town faster. More than once, Brody brought his cruiser to a complete stop in the middle of the road as he waited for Nick to catch up to him. Nick ignored the furious gestures and what he assumed were dirty looks cast into the rearview mirror by a visibly agitated Brody. Again, Brody’s car disappeared around the bend but Nick’s foot was lighter than a feather on the gas pedal.  When he finally caught up, Nick expected Brody to drive off again but this time Officer Kimble put the car in park, got out, and walked over to Nick’s window.  
 
   “What the hell is your problem?” Brody growled.  
 
   “Look, I know you don’t give a shit about what’s in your trunk but I happen to care very much about the cargo I’m carrying.” Nick snapped. “I’ll keep going slow to protect my family whether you like it or not. I won’t let Gram get hurt.”
 
   “You’re not protecting them, Nick.” Brody sighed. “If anything you’re drawing unnecessary attention to your vehicle.  If you keep driving like that, those guards are going to wonder why.  If they start to wonder, they’ll insist on a search.  Just what do you think they’ll do if they find passengers hidden back there?  And yeah, maybe I don’t really care about that Ryan guy, but how dare you suggest I don’t care about your family? 
 
   Brody’s face burned with anger as he ranted, “Your brother Johnny and I were best friends since kindergarten and I’ve spent more time at Gram’s over the years than at my own grandmother’s house.  I’ve only been in love with your sister since puberty and you’ve been like a little brother to me since you were born, you little shit.  In case you forgot, I no longer have a stake in this little mission so the only reason I’m doing this is to get all of you to safety.” Brody’s voice grew louder and more resentful. “So damn it, if I tell you to drive faster you’d better damn well listen or I’ll kick your punk ass clear across West Virginia!” 
 
   “Nicholas,” Gram’s muffled voice called from the back. “We’re just fine back here so you do as Brody says and drive faster. He’s right; we don’t want to attract any unwanted attention.  And the both of you had better clean up your language or I’ll wash your mouths out with soap. Is that understood?”
 
   Nick and Brody both muttered an apology.  When Gram spoke with authority even adults reverted back to feeling like little children. She demanded that they shake hands, make their peace, and then get their butts in gear. Although he felt like he’d been run over by a freight train, Brody managed to chuckle and playfully punched Nick’s shoulder before accepting his hand.  Nick agreed to keep pace and Brody agreed to take it easier on poor Ryan.  Bailey let out a happy bark as Nick put the vehicle back in gear and they were moving.  
 
   “Rides are more fun when we’re actually moving, huh boy?” Nick said and patted Bailey’s head.  
 
   Nick’s calm demeanor was replaced with a queasy gnawing in the pit of his stomach as the bridge came into view.  
 
   “Hey, Cass … Gram? We’re almost at the bridge so stay real quiet, okay?” Nick whispered.
 
   All they could do was hope and pray that Brody could be convincing.  
 
   Brody felt awful by the time he reached the bridge.  For the first time he understood why the media had portrayed the epidemic as a flu virus.  He was experiencing painful flu-like symptoms. His muscles ached, his head throbbed, and the heat radiating from his skin had Brody guessing that he was running a high fever. Just out of curiosity, he angled the rearview mirror so he could take a look at his face.
 
   “Boy, you’re not looking too hot there, are ya?” He muttered to his reflection.  
 
   Rolling down the window, Brody let the cool breeze wash over his burning face and clear his fevered mind. The needle of his speedometer dipped closer to zero as he approached the barricade of military convoy trucks. Brody forced a smile on his lips then he waved and waited for the guards to approach his window. Three soldiers that came to his window but Brody only recognized one.  
 
   “Hey, guys! How’s it going? I don’t suppose our chief bothered to let your C.O. know about this fool’s errand he’s sent us on, did he?” Brody called out, his voice thick with sarcasm.  Sighing heavily, he continued. “No, I’m sure that would be too much to ask.”
 
   The guards were puzzled. They flipped through the pages on their clipboard but there were no notes about clearance for the local police to cross. Brody snorted loudly and slammed his fist against the steering wheel.  
 
   “Son of a…” Brody took a deep breath before beginning his speech. “If this doesn’t beat all.”
 
   “Man, you look like hell,” the familiar guard remarked. “You feelin’ alright?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll live,” Brody sniggered. “I’ve got a wicked hangover though.  Last night I ran into an old flame, a smoking hot old flame to be exact. We had a few drinks and then a few more.  I was supposed to be off today so, we got wasted. Then … one thing led to another, if you catch my drift. This is where it goes south. Can you believe, at the friggin’ crack of dawn my captain shows up at my house, pounding on the door? 
 
   The guards groaned in sympathy, spurring Brody to continue. 
 
   “He tells me I have to get my partner and we’re lugging a bunch of donated crap over to a shelter in Williamstown, West-freaking-Virginia.  Apparently our Chief of Police is related to one of their county commissioners or some stupid thing. We have boxes of blankets and clothes and crap like that. Look, as much as I’d love to go back home and sleep it off, if I don’t get this stuff delivered my captain is going to chew me a new one. The sooner I get over there and dump this off the sooner I can crawl back into bed. I promise; I’ll be back before anyone knows you let me through. Whaddya say? Can you cut me a break here?”
 
   Brody wiped his sweaty forehead with his sleeve and held his breath as the guards deliberated. Though Ryan couldn’t see Brody, he heard every word and was convinced Brody missed his calling. He would have made an excellent actor. The guards bought his story, hook, line and sinker. It was just a matter of whether they should risk letting Brody through without clearance. 
 
   “Look, I can vouch for this guy,” one guard muttered to the others. “It’s not his fault his superiors didn’t get him clearance.  Shit, for all we know they did get him clearance and no one bothered to update our list. Take a look at him. He wouldn’t be here if he didn’t have to be and there’s no reason for him to want to stick around over there.  It’s not like anyone wants to be in West Virginia, right?  He’ll be back before our relief comes on. I say we let him go.”
 
   After some grumbling, the others agreed. Brody gave them a weak smile and thanked them. It only took a minute for the guards to move their blockade enough for the two vehicles to pass. They waved Brody through, and then signaled for Nick to follow. From the dark and cramped trunk, Ryan breathed a sigh of relief, as the car rolled forward. Convinced that Brody deserved an Oscar for his performance, Ryan regretted that the others didn’t get to witness it.  For the first time, he was glad he’d been stuffed in the trunk of the cruiser. Otherwise, Brody’s talented portrayal might have been lost. Ryan vowed that he would remember to share Brody’s accomplishment with the others.  
 
   Brody had to blink hard several times to clear the blurriness in his eyes. The parallel lines in the center of the road had warped and twisted into one thick smear. In stark contradiction to the river of sweat dripping from his hair and down his back, Brody’s teeth chattered as he shivered from fever-induced chills. As he drove, the guards on the bridge shrank to tiny specks in his rearview mirror.  Once he cleared the curve which put the bridge out of sight, Brody pulled his cruiser off onto the shoulder and popped the trunk. He had intended to get out and say goodbye but he only managed to pop the trunk and push open the driver’s side door.  He was stuck, slumped in the driver’s seat waiting for his head to stop spinning.  
 
   Adjusting from the darkness in the trunk to bright sunshine, Ryan had to shield his eyes. Nick was just pulling off the road as Ryan climbed out of the trunk.  
 
   “Hey, I’ll help Cassie and Gram out of the back.” Ryan whispered to Nick. “I don’t think Brody is doing too well and I’m probably the last person he wants to see.”
 
   “Yeah, I was starting to get worried.  That last half mile he was all over the road.” Nick replied.
 
   He tossed Ryan the keys and went to go check on Brody.  It was worse than Nick had imagined. Brody was drenched in sweat despite the cool autumn temperatures. His pallor had taken on a pasty, skim milk hue except for the blaze of red burning through his cheeks. Brody’s heavily lidded eyes were glassy and unfocused but what scared Nick the most was the ragged, raspy breaths rattling in Brody’s chest.  
 
   “Brody?  How ya doing, buddy?” Nick asked.
 
   He remained out of arm’s reach just to be safe.  Nick didn’t know how much longer Brody had for the world of living or how long it would take between Brody’s last breath and his reanimation. In response to the garbled sounds he heard, Brody’s head flopped to the side and he tried to speak.  
 
   “Nick,” his tongue felt thick and wooden. His slurred words were barely audible. “B-Before … you go … pistol.”
 
   “Just try to take it easy, Brody.” Nick whispered. 
 
   Nick couldn’t understand a single word Brody had said and it frightened him.  He cast a nervous glance over his shoulder. Ryan and Cassie were busy reorganizing the boxes of supplies.  Nick suspected Ryan would do his best to keep Cassie from seeing Brody in his present condition. Wish someone had done that for me, Nick thought sullenly. He was sick of watching family and friends die.  His mind ran through their deaths over and over like an instant replay reel stuck in a loop.  
 
   Just then, Brody erupted into a spasm of coughing and hacking bringing Nick’s focus back to the present. The gravel behind him crunched and the warmth of a familiar hand pressed Nick’s shoulder. Gram was at his side. She unscrewed the cap on a bottle of water, leaned in, and pressed the bottle to Brody’s lips.  Brody’s eyelids fluttered open for a moment and a wan smile tugged at the corner of his lips. A trickle of water poured out from the bottle; most of it dribbled down his chin and the rest he swallowed.  
 
   “Thanks,” he panted before tipping the bottle over his head.  
 
   Brody almost expected to hear sizzling, like cold water poured into a searing hot frying pan. He snorted when there was none. Brody caught Gram’s hand and gave it a squeeze. Without words, he was saying goodbye. She patted his hand while thanking him for his help.  
 
   “We couldn’t have done this without you, Brody.” Then Gram whispered, “May the Lord bless you and keep you.  May the Lord make His face shine upon you, be gracious to you, lift up His countenance upon you, and give you peace.” 
 
   Brody smiled; he hadn’t been to church in years but he found comfort in Gram’s words. We could all use a little peace, he thought and wondered if he had said it aloud.  Mustering what was left of his energy; he forced his eyes open and turned to face her.
 
   “Thanks, Gram.” His speech was labored and slow. “You go now. Take Nick.  Keep Cass away.  Need to … talk … Ryan.”
 
   Gram nodded. She wrapped her arm through the crook of Nick’s elbow and led him back to the SUV. Cassie had Bailey out to do his business but it he was walking her, instead of the other way around. Gram was pleased to see Cassie otherwise engaged or she might have been inclined to follow Ryan over to the cruiser. They all knew letting Cassie see Brody in his pitiful condition would be disastrous. Gram whispered Brody’s request to Ryan and watched him slip away.  
 
   Bailey bounded through the grassy patch on the side of the road dragging Cassie behind him as she shouted for him to heel.  Nick and Gram would have laughed if their hearts weren’t so heavy with grief. Ryan stole surreptitious glances over his shoulder. He watched Bailey’s innocent frolic and envied him. Brody’s body had slumped low in the driver’s seat.  
 
   Brody was so still and his breathing so shallow that Ryan feared Brody had already passed. Ryan stepped closer and gravel crunched beneath his shoes. Brody didn’t bother wasting his energy to look.  He knew it would be Ryan and that he’d be alone.  Gram would keep Cassie away as he’d asked. 
 
             “Promise you’ll take care of her,” Brody grunted. “She’s …”
 
   “Yeah, I promise, Brody.” Ryan vowed. “I will protect her, keep her safe, and if necessary, give my life for her.  I know you still love her and I can’t blame you but I love her too.  There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her.”
 
   Ryan turned to leave; the macho-melodrama was just too much for him to endure. 
 
   “Wait,” Brody breathed. “Need…gun...can’t lift.”
 
   Ryan froze. Brody was trying to catch his breath. His standard issue police department side arm sat on the seat next to the dying officer. With every breath depleting what little energy Brody had left, he no longer had the strength to lift the weapon, hold it in place, and pull the trigger. When Ryan recognized Brody’s predicament, he sighed heavily and muttered a curse. 
 
   “Are you asking me to do it for you?”
 
   Brody shook his head no. As much as he wanted to take the easy way out, Officer Kimble couldn’t bring himself to admit it.  He also wanted Cassie and her family to be well on their way so that they couldn’t interfere. Knowing Gram’s strong religious convictions, Brody was pretty sure she would take exception to a planned suicide, even though he had been infected with the zombie virus. 
 
   Ryan never said it aloud but he was relieved he didn’t have to be the one to pull the trigger.  If Brody had asked him to, he would have done it. Ryan felt it was the least he could do but he knew Cassie would never forgive him. If Brody’s eyes were open, he would have seen Ryan’s brow furrow as he tried to formulate a plan. Ryan reached for the rifle he had slung across his back. If I can wedge my rifle in here, Brody won’t have to lift anything—gravity will do the work. Ryan reached inside the vehicle and depressed the side lever, sliding the driver’s seat another inch away from the wheel. Next, he forced the seat back upright so that Brody’s body was pushed forward. After adjusting the steering wheel, Ryan braced the rifle between Brody’s knees, barrel end up and secured on all sides. 
 
   “Okay, I think this will work,” said Ryan. “When you’re ready, all you have to do is lean forward, rest your head against the barrel and … well, you get it.” 
 
   Ryan balled Brody’s jacket up and stuffed it behind Brody’s back to help pitch his body forward.  
 
   “Thanks,” Brody gurgled. “Get…Cass…away.”
 
   “You’re very brave.”
 
   Ryan left without saying another word.  What else could I possibly say? He wondered. “Thank you” seemed trite, “take care” would be pointless and “good luck” was grossly inappropriate. He walked over to meet Nick who had just corralled Bailey. Straining, Nick tried to drag his huge pup back in the vehicle. Though Brody wasn’t a friend, Ryan’s heart was heavy. Gram took his hand and gave it a squeeze.
 
   “Nick, you and Ryan take the front. Cassie and I will sit in the back seat and this time Bailey can sprawl out in the cargo hold.” Gram said as she wrapped her arm around Cassie’s shoulder, steering her toward the vehicle.  
 
   “But wait, what about Brody?” Cassie asked pulling away. “We can’t just leave him here alone on the side of the road.  He deserves better than that.”
 
   In turn, they all tried to soften the blow for her but Cassie refused to believe there was no other way.  This time, no matter what she said, or how much she pleaded, not even Ryan would take her side.  Frustrated, angry, and hurt she shoved Nick out of her way and started running toward the squad car. Sprinting, Ryan caught up to her before she reached Brody’s car. In one deft move Ryan’s hands circled her waist, lifted her up, and tossed her over his shoulder like a sack of grain.  Before Cassie knew it, she was being stuffed into the back seat like a child and the power locks snapped into place. It reminded her of a time when she was a child and her daddy hauled her out of a department store for throwing a temper tantrum. In her mind she knew they were right, Cassie only wished someone would let her heart know.  
 
   Nick stomped his foot on the gas and the SUV pulled away scattering a spray of gravel in its wake.  He sped past the cruiser as quickly as possible. No one said a word. Miles down the road, Cassie noticed Gram’s hand firmly clutching hers. She wondered if Gram was offering moral support or if she thought it necessary to hold onto Cassie to prevent an escape attempt. Do they really think I’m that fragile, Cassie wondered? Looking back, she knew she had behaved childishly. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Cassie muttered though she didn’t feel like apologizing. “But you could have, at least, let me say goodbye to him.”
 
   “That was his choice, Cass, not ours.” Ryan replied. “He didn’t want you to see him like that.”
 
   She hated to admit it but that sounded just like something Brody would have done.  
 
   ***
 
   Brody heard his car door close and the gravel crunch under Ryan’s feet.  He wondered if his hearing was keener because his eyes were closed but it seemed as if every sound was magnified. Bailey’s panting and Cassie’s squeals were so clear, as if they were sitting in the seat next to him instead of, off in the distance, running through the grass.  
 
   Somewhere in the trees, a bird sang a melancholy tune and Brody was lost in the melody.  A nagging thought, like an itch he couldn’t scratch, reminded him there was something he was supposed to be doing—something important. Distracted this time by Cassie’s voice, Brody wished for one more chance to hold her but  he told himself, ‘that ship sailed long ago.’  He could hear Cassie’s voice growing shrill, a clear sign she was upset.  
 
   Brody feared she would come looking for him if Ryan or Nick didn’t get her out of there soon. Then he heard footfalls coming hard and fast, drawing closer. She can’t see me like this, he tried to say, but no words escaped his lips. A second pair of feet ran in pursuit, faster than Cassie, and Brody smiled.  He knew Ryan was chasing after her and would stop her before she reached the cruiser.  He heard Cassie shrieking at Ryan to put her down.  Her voice retreated, the sound fading away, and Brody was relieved. Then, a car door slammed and her voice was silenced.  
 
   Brody heard an engine rev to life then a spray of gravel plinked against his window.  A single tear slid down Brody’s cheek as he leaned forward.  The metal barrel of the rifle felt cool against his burning skin. It’s almost time now, his inner voice reminded him.  He could no longer hear the rumble of the SUV’s engine.  Brody assumed they would soon be far enough away for him to do what must be done.  He tried to keep his mind focused.  It was important that he remember what he had to do and not let himself get distracted. 
 
   “Brody, c’mon.  What are you waiting for?”
 
   Startled, Brody fought to open his eyes and lost. The voice was familiar, calling him back to another time.  A summer sun was shining and there on his back porch was twelve-year-old Johnny, Cassie’s older brother, with his fishing pole and tackle box in his hand.  
 
   “Never mind your chores, they’ll still be here when we get back,” he’d told Brody. “The fish are biting and it’s a gorgeous day.”
 
   Years ago, Brody went with Johnny. Young Brody suffered the wrath of his father later that evening. How he wished he could go along this time but there was something pressing on his mind. There’s something, something very important, I have to do.  Brody’s mind had gone hazy and he was struggling to remember. 
 
   “What was it I need to do? Damn!” Brody muttered.  “I knew it a minute ago.”  
 
   What he really wanted was sleep. Could that be it, he wondered?  He kept trying to think, to remember his agenda. Just a quick nap, to shake the cobwebs from my mind, Brody thought as his mind wandered again. Off in the distance he heard a ragged, guttural moan but, in his delirium, it sounded more like a lullaby. His head lolled to one side and a shock of icy cold metal brushed his cheek, jarring his senses.  It felt like he was piecing together a puzzle.  The cold thing was long and metal. Why would I be resting my head on a cold metal tube? His mind drew a blank for just a moment.
 
   “Barrel…gun.” Brody whispered, though no one was there to hear it. 
 
   He remembered and felt strangely proud. In one final moment of clarity, Brody remembered where he was and what he needed to do.  The coolness of the barrel felt soothing on his forehead. Even better than a pillow, he decided. Though his fingers felt thick and stiff he was able to locate the trigger. 
 
   “Go on, you can do it!”
 
   Little Johnny was back.  This time he was pointing to the ramp they’d rigged up in the park.  Just as it had happened almost two decades prior, Johnny challenged Brody to jump his bike over it.  A crowd had gathered to see if he would chicken out or not. All of his friends were there and even little Cassie, they were egging him on to jump. 
 
   “Bet ya he won’t do it!” one sneered and a few others chimed in, agreeing.
 
   Back then Brody didn’t do it.  He had been too afraid but Johnny stuck up for him.  He even punched Kenny Chandler in the nose for calling Brody a chicken.  “Next time”, Johnny had said to bolster Brody’s confidence. “You’ll be able to do it next time”.  Now, years later he was getting a second chance to prove his bravery.  This time, he decided, I won’t let Johnny down.  In his heart he knew it wasn’t about jumping bikes. This time the stakes were much higher.  Brody Kimble vowed he would not chicken out; it was too important and there was too much on the line.
 
   “You can do it Brody. I know you can,” a young, dream-like Cassie cheered.
 
   “For you, Cassie.  I’ll do it for you.” Brody slurred.
 
   He pressed down on the trigger with all of his might and for Brody everything went black. The window was awash in vibrant, red blood with bits of brain and chunks of skull fragments—little  islands in a sea of red mapped out on the glass.  Brody’s lifeless body had flopped back against the seat, drenching the headrest in blood.  Off in the distance the same bird was singing her tune.  
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   Nick could no longer see Brody’s car in the rearview mirror and even though a strained silence hung in the air he knew he wouldn’t hear when, or if, Brody’s gun went off.  He felt like a heel for leaving Brody behind, like road kill.  He worried, maybe Cassie was right.  Brody had been their friend, practically part of the family for as long as he could remember.  Guilt set in as Nick decided that Brody deserved better than being cast aside, scraped off and left for dead.  His foot eased back on the gas and the needle of the speedometer dipped. Ryan put a reaffirming hand on Nick’s shoulder.
 
   “You’re doing the right thing, Nick.”  
 
   The lump in Nick’s throat prevented him from answering so he shook his head.  Cassie snorted derisively but said nothing as she glared out the window. Bailey whined and flopped down in the back. Cue the chirping crickets, Nick’s inner voice moaned.
 
   “He’s right, Nicky. Even Brody himself said so.” Gram insisted. “There was no other choice.”
 
   Using the rearview mirror, Nick could see the concern on Gram’s face— not that he needed it. She only called him Nicky when she was worried.  She’s been calling me Nicky an awful lot lately. He drove on in silence for several miles wondering if there could have been another way.  Lost in thought, Nick barely noticed he was rapidly approaching a long line of abandoned vehicles clogging the road. He stomped hard on the brakes. The vehicle jerked to a halt pitching its passengers forward and knocking over boxes in the back.  
 
   “Sorry,” Nick muttered as he wove between the obstacles.
 
   “You’ll want to keep a sharp eye out, there are blockages like that all over the place,” said Ryan. “And, of course, any number of zombies can pop out from … anywhere.” 
 
   To prove Ryan’s point, just across the median in the opposing lane another cluster of vehicles ditched by their owners lay in wait. Drawn by the engine’s rumble, corpses in varying stages of decay emerged from the tree line and ambled toward the road. Bailey growled and bared his teeth. His hackles rose as he snapped at the window.  
 
   Nick wove through the scattered debris and plowed over any of the undead that ventured into his path.  Gram gasped.  She had heard all about how the dead were walking but this was her first time seeing them up close. In her worst nightmares she had never imagined anything as horrid as the real-life monsters before her. One had narrowly escaped the heavy grille of the SUV and hurled its body against the side panel, smacking right into the window. Plastered up against the glass, every decaying cell in its rotting face was close enough for inspection. From the gray-green hue of its putrefied skin pulling away from the bone to the milky film coating the zombie’s eyes, Gram had a front row seat.  Bailey snarled and snapped at the window. Nick hit the gas and cut the wheel hard while Ryan rolled down his window to take aim. With two shots the ghoul dropped to the ground; its eternal quest for living flesh finally ended.     
 
   “Dear God, have mercy,” Gram breathed.  
 
   Cassie caught Gram’s hand in hers and squeezed.  Nick shifted into park and turned around to check on Gram.  Even Ryan looked on with concern.  
 
   “Don’t go making a fuss over me,” Gram insisted. “It was just the initial shock but I’m over it now. Trust me, I’ll be fine.  We should probably keep moving though, don’t you think?”
 
   Agreeing that it was safer to keep moving, Nick got the vehicle rolling again though he continued to keep an eye on his grandmother in the rearview mirror. True to her word, Gram showed no reaction to the next group of zombies that crossed their path. Though her insides felt like they’d turned to jelly, on the outside she appeared calm and cool.  
 
   It took several miles and loads of rotted corpses passing by before Gram was able to view what the world had become without flinching. Honestly, she thought, I’m pretty impressed I managed not to soil my underclothes when that first one slammed against the window. She was just starting to relax enough to close her eyes when Nick pulled off the road and into the grass. In unison, Ryan, Cassie, and Gram all asked what was wrong.
 
   “Relax,” Nick laughed. “I just have to pee.” 
 
   “Well, one of us is going with you!” Cassie insisted.
 
   “Look, I know you’ve been away for a long time, sis, but I’ve been able to go to the bathroom all by myself for quite a few years now.” 
 
   Nick was overruled. As he stalked off behind a tree, Ryan and Bailey trailed in his wake.  Thrilled to be free to stretch his legs again, Bailey bounded from tree to tree leaving his mark.  Content to water only one tree, Ryan finished quickly and went back to stand guard. One minute Bailey was frolicking, the next he was crouched, primed for attack, and growling like a savage. Ryan shouldered his rifle and shouted for Nick. 
 
   Dried leaves and twigs rustled and snapped. Assuming it was Nick, Ryan turned his back to the trees and tried to coerce Bailey back to the vehicle. Still snarling, Bailey refused to budge.  Ryan reached out for his collar and Bailey snapped, drawing blood from the fleshy part of Ryan’s hand. Ryan jerked his hand back and Bailey lunged forward. All at once Ryan heard Cassie’s scream, Bailey’s angry growl, and Nick’s voice, bellowing. The sounds muddled together into an incomprehensible blast and for a moment, time seemed to stand still. 
 
   Ryan braced for the impact.  He expected to feel the full force of Bailey’s muscled body launch into him before the clamp of his powerful jaws latching on in a vice-like grip.  Instead, Bailey streaked past him like a rocket and collided with a zombie.  Both Bailey and the corpse fell to the ground as their jaws snapped at the other. The zombie’s hands locked onto Bailey’s legs pulling him closer. 
 
   Finally grasping the situation, Ryan looked for a clear shot at the zombie’s head. None could be taken without the threat of injury to Bailey. With no other choice, Ryan leapt forward and kicked the zombie with all of his might. The corpse tumbled to the ground away from Bailey. Ryan slammed the butt of his gun into the monster’s head until he plunged through the skull into its spongy brain tissue. With a whimper, Bailey limped away from the mound of rotting flesh. Kneeling next to Bailey, Ryan tried to assess the damage. Sprinting from the tree line, Nick reached Ryan’s side, gasping.  
 
   “No bite marks, and no open wounds,” said Ryan to Nick. “He’s favoring his right leg though. I think, maybe, he twisted it but with a little rest I think Bailey will probably be okay.” Then Ryan turned to face Bailey and scratched behind the dog’s ears. “Right boy?  Who’s a good dog?”
 
   Bailey’s tail wagged; he knew he was a good dog. He licked Ryan’s wounded hand by way of an apology.  Nick popped the hatch and together he and Ryan lifted Bailey into the back.  Rummaging through the boxes, Ryan retrieved a package of treats and gave a few to Bailey. Again he scratched Bailey behind the ears and offered a few words of praise and appreciation. If it hadn’t been for Bailey’s quick reaction, I might have joined the ever-growing ranks of the undead.  
 
   Safely inside the vehicle, Ryan and Nick looked at each other and laughed. It seemed like the only way to release the nervous energy that had built up during their scare. Cassie stared at the two incredulously before punching her brother in the shoulder, hard.  
 
   “Ow! What the hell?” Nick grumbled.
 
   His outburst won him a slap, this time from Gram, along with another warning to watch his mouth. Cassie proceeded to ream out her brother for disappearing into the woods and putting everyone’s lives in danger, including his own. Sensing there was no way to reply and keep his tongue in check, Nick clenched his teeth and jammed the key into the ignition. He made a mental note not to take the keys with him next time. The others would have been stranded if that walking corpses had attacked me. He was frustrated that they’d been caught off guard.  A zombie wandered right into our midst and everyone but Bailey missed it. No moaning, no nothing.
 
   “I don’t understand it.” Nick blurted out, breaking the silence.  “Why didn’t that thing make any noise?  Where was the moaning?”
 
   “Its throat was torn out.” Ryan answered. “I got a good look at him while I was bashing in his skull. There was a gaping hole from here to here.” Ryan raised his chin and ran his finger across his throat to point just below each ear. “Up close, it made a weird whooshing sound.  It kind of reminded me of Darth Vader only not as loud or as mechanical sounding.  Even when it was right behind me I didn’t hear a thing. If it hadn’t been for Bailey…” 
 
   Ryan’s voice trailed. Cassie and Gram had witnessed the entire thing; no need for them to hear the replay. As a distraction, Cassie fished around for more treats to feed Bailey. Pleased with all of the attention, Bailey gobbled his cookies then curled up for a nap.   
 
   “And Gram thought he was spoiled before,” Nick quipped.  “Be careful, he’s a ruthless beggar.” 
 
   “I hate to say it, especially since he saved my skin, but it might be safer for Bailey if we keep him on a leash from now on.” Ryan said. “He could have been seriously hurt and, well, I’ve grown quite fond of the big lug.”  
 
   “He has that effect on everyone,” Gram replied as she slipped another treat to Bailey.
 
   “Aw c’mon now!” Nick objected. “If everyone keeps feeding him, he’ll need to be walked again in no time.” 
 
   For the first time since leaving the house, they all laughed.  Though no one said it aloud, the earlier situation threw into sharp relief how desperate and fragile their lives had become. Life was too short and too precious to waste it being angry with loved ones. Talking and joking made time pass quickly for them.
 
   For many miles there was nothing but wide-open road and trees as far as the eye could see. Ryan remembered, on their trek to Marietta, he hated seeing so many trees. This time, he was wiser and considered the trees a relief. They signified a decrease in population, which correlated to fewer zombies. Next Arbor Day, Ryan vowed, I’m going to plant as many trees as possible.  Plans to be a modern-day Johnny Appleseed were forgotten when Cassie handed him sandwiches, a cookie and a bottle of water.  
 
   The sun was shining, some of the trees still held their autumn-colored leaves, and there was not a zombie in sight.  Ryan decided it was almost possible to imagine they were out for a leisurely ride to enjoy the scenery instead of running for their lives from flesh-eating monsters. Nick was halfway through his second sandwich when the view through the windshield was no longer rosy. He tossed the rest of his sandwich onto the center console and groaned.
 
   “Everybody buckle up. This could get ugly.” 
 
   Miles ahead, cresting at the top of a steep hill, something dark, almost wavelike rippled and blurred the horizon line. At first, Cassie couldn’t tell what it was. As Nick drove closer, she could see a mass of the undead, larger than she had ever seen before, shuffling straight for them.  
 
   Nick and Ryan debated whether to try plowing straight through the horde or to backtrack, hoping to find a secondary route around them. It was a gamble to venture off course when they had no practical knowledge of the area. Nick didn’t like the idea of rolling the dice then praying they didn’t get lost. With the push of a button, he engaged four-wheel drive and a sly smile spread over his face.  
 
   “Nick, I think this is a bad idea!” Cassie shouted over the roar of the engine. “We have no idea what’s on the other side of that hill.”
 
   Completely disregarding his sister’s advice, Nick flew full force toward the deluge of rotting flesh. The SUV cut through the first few rows like a hot knife through butter. Severed limbs and viscera splattered the windshield and lodged in the grille. From all angles the undead hurled their bodies against the vehicle. Driven by the urge to get at the sweet meat inside, impact from the hungry zombies was so forceful it rocked the vehicle from side to side.  
 
   Horrified, Cassie watched the needle on the speedometer drop lower and lower. She knew if Nick couldn’t pick up speed soon, they would be overrun. The windshield wipers made a stomach-churning, squelching sound as they streaked through the thick sludge. Smearing more than they cleaned, the wipers gummed up the glass making visibility almost nonexistent. Nick struggled to push through the horde but without a clear view he drove tentatively.  
 
   Another surge of zombies pressed in against the driver’s side lifting the tires off the ground. Cursing, Ryan slid across the center console and stomped his foot down on the gas pedal crushing Nick’s foot in the process. The vehicle lurched forward skidding and fishtailing over decayed body parts and rancid fluids.  
 
   “Have you lost your mind?” Nick shouted, shoving Ryan back to the passenger seat. “I can’t see a thing. We could be driving right off a cliff for all I know.”
 
   “If you don’t keep your foot on the gas they’re going to flip us,” said Ryan. “You keep the pedal down and I’ll see what I can do to clear the windshield.”
 
   Ryan uncapped his bottle of water and popped the moon roof open just enough to slip the top of his bottle through. A cascade of water poured off the roof and down the windshield combining with the spray of washer fluid. A small patch of streaky glass provided enough clarity to keep Nick from steering into a ditch.
 
   “It’s working,” Nick said. “More water, we need more water.” 
 
   Cassie grabbed a couple of small bottles and handed them to Ryan. The clear spot didn’t last long. Increasing their speed also increased the spatter of thick ooze that clung to the glass. Several miles passed and many bottles of water were emptied before the herd thinned. 
 
   “That was unreal.” Ryan whispered. “Even in New York we didn’t see masses that big.”
 
   In the back seat, Cassie and Gram huddled close together, comforting each other and Bailey. The vehicle managed to bulldoze through the gigantic horde and, for the time, outrun them but the ever-hungry mob followed. With the road free of abandoned vehicles they were able to put some miles between them and the trailing monsters. Cassie looked out the back window and the zombies were little specks on the horizon.
 
   “Pull over, Nick.” Cassie pleaded. 
 
   He was about to argue but he caught a glimpse of his sister in the mirror and obliged. Whey-faced and shaking, Cassie leapt out, leaned over the guard rail, and vomited. Ryan fished through Cassie’s bag for her toothbrush and travel sized tube of toothpaste she packed. He waited for the retching to stop before he got out and checked on her.  
 
   “Are you okay?” Ryan asked as he handed her a bottle of water and her toothbrush.
 
   Cassie nodded and gave him a weak smile. While Cassie brushed her teeth, Nick and Ryan doused the windshield with a spare bottle of cleaner and more water. Together they had managed to rinse away most of the filth. Still pale and queasy, Cassie climbed into her seat and waited while Nick walked Bailey. This time he kept his dog close to the vehicle on a very short leash, there was no playing. When Nick hopped back into the driver’s seat there was still an ample cushion between them and the ghouls.  
 
   “Feel better?” Nick asked his sister.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine.” Cassie muttered. “It was just so … gross.  I mean the whole truck was covered in slimy, stinking, rotting filth.”
 
   “Seriously?” Nick scoffed. “The queen of horror movies puked from too much gore?  This is from the girl who’s seen The Texas Chainsaw Massacre like fifty times? Not to mention every single one of the Saw movies. That’s all you and your friends did every single weekend. It was a nonstop marathon of horror movies, the grosser the better.”
 
   “Yeah well, it is different when you know the gore is just colored corn syrup or gelatin. Not only was this real, it smelled horrible,” Cassie replied. “It was the smell that did it.”  
 
   The mere mention of that stench made her gag again. Nick laughed and continued to tease his sister until Ryan told him to cut it out. Cassie was still pale and Ryan didn’t want her to throw up again. 
 
   “Geez, you sound like my dad. What’s next?” Nick scoffed and lowered his voice in deep, mocking tone. “If you two don’t knock it off I’ll turn this car around and we’ll go straight home.”   
 
   “I could send you to your room without any supper or, there’s the always popular, you’re grounded mister,” Ryan added without missing a beat.
 
   “Oh my God! What are you, like, fifty?” Nick laughed.
 
   “Now that’s enough, Nicholas,” Gram interjected. “Behave yourself.” 
 
   “Ooh, now you’re in trouble,” Cassie chimed in. “She called you Nicholas. You’re not her ‘Nicky’ now. Keep it up and you’ll be in deep trouble.”
 
   Gram frowned and wagged her finger at Cassie but she couldn’t keep a straight face.  After what they had just been through, a little levity was a welcome reprieve. The unspoken truth was, in spite of their elevated mood, they were all waiting for the figurative other-shoe to drop.  The next calamity was always just around the corner, lurking, waiting to pounce.  
 
   No matter how fortunate they had been or what hope was in sight, Cassie’s mind always circled back to feelings of dread and despair. Worry gnawed at the pit of her stomach like a dog with a bone.  Even if we manage to defy the odds and make it all the way to the opposite side of the state, what guarantee do we have that we’d really be safe? What if the Stone’s cabin has already been overrun?  What if Evan, Kate, and the rest of them are infected?  As always, there were just too many ‘what ifs’ and Cassie was overwhelmed by the unknown.  A rising swell of moans in an unharmonious chorus interrupted her terror cycle.
 
   “Oh goody, round two.” Nick grumbled as another horde reared their collective ugly heads. 
 
   Though notably smaller than the first mass, the sheer number made Gram gasp out loud.  Nick slowed for a moment to consider their options.  If he plowed through the new throng of corpses, there was a very real possibility that Cassie would vomit in the vehicle. He was certain no one wanted to be trapped in a car with a pile of puke. 
 
   “What are you waiting for?” Cassie asked. “Just do it.  I’ll keep my eyes closed and hold my nose until we’re through.”
 
   Nick nodded and accelerated while Ryan gathered more water bottles to prepare for the inevitable splatters. Cassie squeezed her eyes shut so tight that her cheeks and eyebrows engulfed her eye socket. With one hand she pinched her nose closed and with the other she held Gram’s, clasped in firm support.  She could hear bodies thudding against all sides of the SUV and the squish of putrid fluids gushing onto the glass.  
 
   The sounds were almost as revolting as seeing the rotting flesh pummeled against metal, splitting open from the impact as blackened blood erupted like a geyser from their wounds. What made Cassie open an eye was a sound she wasn’t expecting: gunshots. A pair of ATVs zoomed up the onramp as the passengers, riding pillion, blasted away at the huge gathering of zombies.  
 
   “Oh crap, watch out.” Ryan warned, pointing at the new arrivals. He was proud that he had managed to censor his exclamation rather than offend Gram.  
 
   Nick swerved to avoid colliding with one of the four wheelers. A thick layer of blood and guts formed a slick-as-ice coating on the asphalt.  Even in four-wheel drive, their tires slipped and the back end fishtailed through the sludge, making it difficult to steer. Again the ATV cut too close and Nick had to jerk the wheel hard to avoid hitting it. The second ATV circled back, guns blazing, to keep the zombies away from their friends. 
 
   One of their shots blew out Nick’s front tire sending him careening out of control down a steep hill. Cursing, Nick wrestled with the steering wheel as the vehicle swerved from side to side crossing over the median and into the opposing lane. The remaining three tires squealed as he pumped the brakes. Their speed had decreased somewhat before the front quarter panel lodged into the guardrail.  
 
   “Is everyone all right?” Nick asked; his voice trembled. 
 
   He was relieved to see that everyone was uninjured but they had a bigger problem. The remnant undead horde continued to shuffle toward their immobile SUV. Ryan climbed out to take a look and assess the damage to their vehicle. The front tire on the driver’s side was blown but the other three appeared to be in good shape, in spite of the wear and tear. On the passenger side, the front quarter panel crumpled upon impact and the headlight was smashed. Other than future resale value, if there could be such a thing in the new world, Ryan determined the damage left no lasting problems.  
 
   The pair of ATVs, picking off zombies on the way, sped toward the stranded SUV to offer assistance. Nick ordered Cassie and Gram to stay put as he snatched up two rifles and joined Ryan. They kept the rifles pointing down, but still in clear sight, projecting the message of well armed but not threatening—unless necessary. The ATVs came to a stop a few feet away.  As the engines idled, one of the drivers pulled off his helmet.
 
   “Gosh, I’m sorry about that.  Is everyone okay?” A sandy-haired boy of sixteen asked. “We can help you get that tire changed, if you want.”
 
   Ryan noticed the others had removed their helmets too.  All of the youths appeared to be between the ages of fourteen and seventeen, ranging in size and build, but all with the same sandy hair. He couldn’t help but wonder where the kids’ parents were and why they’d be out riding at such a time. Resisting the urge to tell them they were too young to be running around with guns, Ryan chose to introduce himself and Nick to the boys. 
 
   He skipped over pleasantries and got everyone organized. Nick and three of the boys formed a semicircle around the vehicle. He instructed them to keep firing until the undead were finished off or he’d changed the tire, whichever came first. Ryan and the oldest of the ATV boys would first remove the spare, mounted across the rear hatch, then dig under all of the supplies for the jack. 
 
   Between the approaching corpses and the arrival of four strangers, Bailey’s ferocious bark was unlike anything Nick had ever heard from his boy. Gram tried to calm a frantic Bailey while Cassie, who wasn’t interested in sitting around while the men did everything, dug through their supplies for the jack. When she found it, she had to squeeze through the smallest crack in the door while shoving Bailey back so he couldn’t escape.  
 
   “Cass, get back in the car.” Nick bellowed over multiple gunshots before firing straight into a zombie’s head. 
 
   Cassie glowered at her younger brother before turning her attention to Ryan. She handed him the jack and Ryan noticed a triumphant smirk on her face. 
 
   “You’re not getting back in the car, are you?” Ryan asked, though he already knew the answer. “Here, take my rifle if you’re going to hang around. I don’t want you to be unarmed.”
 
   Under normal circumstances, Ryan would have had wedges secured behind the back tires, which helped to prevent rolling, but there was nothing normal about their current situation.  Since there were no wedges in the jack case, Ryan proceeded without them.  He put the jack in place and hoped for the best while the boys at his back continued to plug away at the reanimated corpses. 
 
   Cassie joined in the shooting gallery taking great delight in pumping zombie brains full of lead and infuriating her brother at the same time. The acrid smell of gunpowder enveloped the living and protected them from the vile stench of rotting flesh. Much to Ryan’s relief, he managed to change the tire without incident and they were ready to get back on the road. Again, the boys apologized for accidentally shooting their tire in the melee.  
 
   “You ain’t gonna arrest us are you?” one of the younger boys asked. The child’s eyes dated back and forth from the Marietta Police Department insignia emblazoned on the side of the SUV.
 
   Nick toyed with the idea of putting a scare into the kids but decided to cut them some slack.  He assured the boys there would be no legal ramifications, provided they went straight home and stayed off the highway with their ATVs.  
 
   “Glad that’s over with,” Nick muttered as he eased into the driver’s seat.
 
   Returning to the road and making up for lost time, a collective sigh of relief filled the vehicle. They encountered scattered zombies, here or there, and the occasional abandoned vehicle but everyone appreciated the reprieve from massive hordes of undead corpses.  
 
   Shortly past the next on ramp, they uncovered the reason for the massive undead legions they’d encountered. Three charter buses had flipped over on the opposite lane. Pools of infected blood littered with body parts baked in the afternoon sun. Behind the first wreckage, an additional pair of buses met the same fate as their predecessors. Gram shuddered just thinking of the tragedy. 
 
   Less than a mile away from the veterinary hospital on Route 50, they reached a unanimous agreement to stop and pick up any available supplies for Bailey. Gram volunteered to stay in the car as a lookout while Cassie, Ryan, and Nick went inside. She promised to sound the horn if she saw anything suspicious. Ryan, Cassie, and Nick had their weapons shouldered and prepared for anything. They tried the handle and were pleased to find the front door unlocked. A merry tinkling of bells jingled as they crossed the threshold. A harried woman in her mid-twenties poked her head out from the back. Cassie was the first to break the ice as she lowered her weapon and signaled for the others to do the same.
 
   “Hi,” she said, waving her free hand.  “My name is Cassie, this is Ryan and Nick. We were hoping we could get some medications for our dog.”
 
   “Are you or your dog injured?” the woman asked. When she learned they were not, she breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank God! I’m busier that a one armed paperhanger in here and I don’t have any help.”  
 
   “If you don’t mind me asking,” Ryan said. “What’s keeping you so busy that you stayed open? Don’t you know what’s going on out there?”
 
   “Well, I don’t really have a choice. We have animals here that need attention. My boss, the owner, went home sick a few days ago but never came back. Not only that, some people around here also needed medical help. The closest hospital is at least thirty-some miles away and no one knows what’s between here and there. Besides, I’m still holding out, hoping that some of the owners will try to come back for their pets.  Can you imagine how you’d feel if you braved the mess out there and couldn’t even get in the door?”
 
   Ryan shook his head in amazement. Dedication to the job is one thing but he felt she had taken it to a whole new level. Animal people are a different breed, he decided.
 
    “My name is Maddie, by the way.  Once upon a time there were three of us vets here and a handful of techs but now, I’m the only one left.  Follow me to the back and I’ll see what we can spare. What kind of dog do you have?”              
 
   Nick was mid-sentence, telling Maddie about Bailey, when the words froze on his tongue. In the back exam room, an unconscious young boy lay stretched out on a table. A web of tubes connected the child to different machines. Bound in thick gauze, the boy’s left arm oozed deep crimson fluid and his cheeks burned a fiery red.  His weary and distraught parents hovered over their son, nervous about the newcomers and ready to protect him if necessary. Their striking Irish Setter, Scout, was on high alert, ignoring the cast on her front leg.  
 
   Maddie introduced the new arrivals to the Travis family. Scout, the Irish Setter, had sustained a broken leg while fighting a pack of zombies, in an attempt to protect the young Travis boy, named Seth. Seth hadn’t escaped unscathed either.  In an effort to stave off the infection, at the parents’ request, Maddie amputated the boy’s arm just below his elbow. None of them had any idea whether it would work but it seemed worth the risk to try. Seth had survived the surgery and initially showed signs of improvement but still remained unconscious.  Ryan suspected that the Travis family resented their intrusion and, since he was anxious to get back on the road, he tried to hurry.  
 
   “I’m so sorry about your son. It’s a good thing Scout was there. I sure hope the surgery is a success.” Ryan told the Travises. Then turning he said, “ Maddie, if we can just get those meds we’ll be on our way and out of everyone’s hair.”
 
   Maddie turned to pull some items from the shelf when Mr. Travis voiced his objection.
 
   “What meds do you think you’re taking?” He demanded.  “We need whatever she has for our son and our dog.”
 
   Maddie tried to assure the man that there was plenty to go around especially since his son certainly didn’t need any heartworm pills or flea and tick repellant. Having his initial argument ignored, he launched into a loud, long tirade. As he ranted, his wife tugged at his sleeve in an attempt to draw his attention.
 
   “For God’s sake woman, what is it?” Mr. Travis bellowed.  
 
   “It’s Seth.  I think he’s waking.” She breathed.
 
   His mother was giddy with anticipation but it was not Seth that woke.  The boy’s heavily lidded eyes separated just enough to reveal a milky white film covering the irises. His mother spoke gently and lovingly as she smoothed her son’s hair back from his face.  Before anyone could warn her to step back, the corpse that once held her son turned and sank its teeth into her arm. Maddie dropped the bottle of pills and snatched a tranquilizer gun from the shelf.  In one deft move, Maddie turned, aimed, and let the dart loose. The barb sunk into the soft flesh of the boy’s neck.  Outraged, Mr. Travis charged at Maddie.  She tried to duck out of his way but slid on the spilled pills and fell, arms flailing, into the table where Seth was waiting with open arms and an open mouth. The altercation also knocked Mr. Travis within biting distance and Seth took full advantage.  
 
   Ryan and Nick had seen enough.  They raised their weapons and opened fire.  When the smoke cleared, Maddie, Mr. and Mrs. Travis and their son Seth bore matching bullet holes in the center of their foreheads. Blood flowed freely from the pile of deceased flesh and poured onto the floor. With an urge to get moving, Ryan, Cassie, and Nick dumped a handful of boxes and bottles into their bags. When their sacks were full, they headed for the door.  
 
   From the car, Gram and Bailey heard the gunshots and she feared the worst. Gram was climbing out of the vehicle when she saw her grandchildren scurrying toward her. They popped the back hatch and loaded up their supplies. In the interest of protecting his dear pal Bailey, Nick decided to grab a spare box to get more supplies and that’s when he saw her. Scout had hobbled out behind them in an effort to get away from the diseased pile of blood-soaked flesh.
 
   “Cassie!” Nick shouted. “Grab Bailey’s collar and pull him onto the seat next to you.”  
 
   Once Bailey was in his new spot, Nick and Ryan went to Scout’s aid. Armed with a box of treats, they managed to gain the dog’s trust. They lifted her gently and, after laying out an additional blanket, set Scout in the back.  
 
   Bailey’s tail wagged back and forth and he whimpered in excitement, anxious to meet his new friend. Scout reciprocated his eagerness with her own whining. Her tail beat a staccato rhythm against the humans lifting her into the SUV. Once Scout settled into the nest of blankets, Bailey leapt into the back and nuzzled his new sweetheart.   
 
   After Gram hugged all three of her humans, she gave the four-legged ‘grandkids’ some treats. She said a silent prayer of thanks that none of them were harmed while Ryan climbed behind the wheel, giving Nick a much-needed break. The clock on the dashboard reflected a time much later than Ryan had expected.  Between the ATV fiasco and the misadventures at the veterinary hospital they were running far behind schedule. As he backed out, Ryan noticed a puddle of oil had collected in their parking spot.
 
   “Hey Nick, do you remember seeing that oil spot before we parked?” he asked.  “I really hope that wasn’t from us.”
 
   No one was certain whether the spill was there before or if the SUV was leaking. Not wanting to take any chances, they decided to keep their eyes open for a gas station to get some extra oil. Not too far up the road, they noticed a small convenience store with a few gas pumps.  When they pulled into the parking lot, the lights inside the store were off.  
 
                 “I wonder if the power is out,” Ryan mumbled.  
 
                 “There’s only one way to find out.” Nick replied.  
 
   With his trusty rifle at his side, Nick hopped out and walked across the lot. He tried the door first but it was locked. Winding up, Nick took a crack at the door with the end of his rifle.  When it didn’t break, he scowled and tried again. Ryan grabbed his Halligan tool and sprinted over to Nick.
 
   “You’ve seen too many movies,” Ryan teased.  “Here, let’s try this.”
 
   With a mighty swing, Ryan buried the pointed end into the glass, creating a spider web of tiny cracks. After a few more swings, there were able to get inside.  Nick reached out and flipped the row of switches. Overhead, fluorescent lights flickered to life. Leaping over the counter, he turned on the pumps as well.
 
   “While we’re here, we might as well fill up the tank.”
 
   Ryan agreed and signaled at Cassie to start pumping while he grabbed several cases of oil and a few jugs of windshield washer fluid.  With fresh oil added and a full tank of gas, their vehicle was ready for action. Cassie also filled up their red emergency canister as a backup. Ryan dashed back inside and turned off the power. Feeling remorse for the damage and pilfered goods, he placed a wad of cash inside the cash-drop slot with an apology note quickly scrawled on an envelope.  
 
   “Dude, what are you doing? This is an emergency. Screw the owners! They’ve got insurance for this kind of stuff.” Nick shook his head as he tried to reach into the slot to retrieve the money. 
 
   “First of all,” Ryan stated in a tone reminiscent of a sitcom dad. “I’m not going to use this situation as an excuse to loot and steal. That crap happens all the time in the city and, to be blunt, it pisses me off. I don’t care if you think I’m crazy … heck, maybe I am but I want a clear conscience. If this thing is as big as I suspect it to be, do you really think paper money is going to mean a damn thing anymore? The real currency is in supplies—food, clean water, gasoline, those are the new gold.” 
 
   Nick shrugged and walked out, still shaking his head. When Ryan climbed back into the driver’s seat, he handed Cassie her favorite candy bar and Gram got a bag of root beer barrels.
 
   “These are my favorite,” Gram exclaimed.  “How did you know?”
 
               “I remembered they were in your candy dish,” said Ryan.
 
   Cassie beamed, knowing Ryan was racking up brownie points at every turn.  Gram was more impressed that he had paid, not only for the goods, but also the damage.  She was not comfortable with breaking the law even in the worst of circumstances.  Anxious to make up for lost time; Ryan revved the engine and got back on the road. His foot pressed hard on the gas pedal as he urged the vehicle up a steep hill. The increase in speed did not last long. Accidents had left abandoned cars and overturned trucks littering the road. More often than not, there were zombies trapped inside the vehicles struggling to escape. 
 
   As the sun began its slow descent, Ryan’s frustration rose. They hadn’t made anywhere near the progress he’d expected. Checking the map, they weren’t even to the halfway point. When the sky darkened, he noticed the streetlights were out.
 
   “Looks like they’ve lost power.” Ryan said, wishing the outbreak had occurred during the summer months when the sun would shine late into the evening.  
 
   He remembered his earlier assessment of the SUV and how he assumed the damage wouldn’t affect anything other than its resale value. Ryan realized that he’d made a grave error. They had lost one of the headlights also.  
 
   Memories of his camping trip with Cassie sparked in Ryan’s mind. He remembered how dark it had been when they had slept on the roof and there was absolutely no artificial light.  Without the assistance of streetlamps it would be virtually impossible to see, let alone avoid, the obstacles ahead. After a group discussion, they agreed to seek shelter for the evening. As they ventured, slow and steady, on route 50, Ryan pointed to a motel set back from the edge of the highway. Nick’s gut reaction was to object. 
 
   “No way am I taking my grandmother to a place like that.”
 
   Parts of the building not decimated by fire didn’t look much better than the ones that were. The projected image resembled a cross between fleabag-dive and burned down crack house, making it one hundred percent unacceptable in Nick’s eyes. Ryan ignored Nick’s rant and pulled off into the parking lot.  
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?” Nick demanded.   “Did you hear what I said?  We are not taking my grandmother there!”
 
   “Nick, settle down.” Cassie said. “I know the fire damage looks bad but, trust me, this is going to be the safest place for us.  Think about it; if no one was living there before the outbreak then there won’t be any infected bodies in there now.”
 
   Nick paused for a moment to reflect on Cassie’s words. As his mind wrestled between safety and acceptable accommodations for his grandmother, Cassie talked. She explained how she had to learn the same lesson as she and Ryan traveled from New York.  Finally, it was Gram who made the decision.
 
   “Well, if it’s zombie-free then it’s for me!” Gram declared, making the others chuckle. “C’mon, let’s get settled in while there’s still a bit of daylight left.”
 
   Ryan and Nick swept the perimeter before allowing the others to get out of the vehicle. Cassie tried to hold her laughter until they’d gone. She found it funny to hear her little brother say things like ‘sweep the perimeter.’  Once they’d issued the all clear, everyone else was free to exit. The men handled most of the heavy lifting while Cassie and Gram tried to make the best of their room.  They all agreed to select a room on the second floor hoping the stairwell would be a deterrent to any zombies wandering in the area. 
 
   They also voted to leave half of their supplies in the vehicle. The other half would be in the room. Trying their best to think ahead, they planned for the possibility that they could end up separated from their vehicle. It would be detrimental to lose all of their supplies assuming they had to make a run for it.  
 
   “Not to mention, someone could hotwire our car,” Cassie interjected.  “Then steal it!”
 
   Ryan chuckled and he thought of Todd. He hoped the others were still alive. As he hauled the last of their things to the second floor, he prayed all of them had fared better than Brian.  
 
   After setting out bowls of food for the dogs, the four adults settled down to their own evening meal. Moments after Gram said the blessing, the dogs went wild. They barked, whined, and clawed at the door. Ryan and Cassie assumed the dogs caught the scent of more walking corpses but Nick pointed out that they weren’t snarling and baring their teeth. Even their barking didn’t have the same tone and they were bouncing around in excitement.  
 
   Curious, Nick clipped the leash on Bailey and decided to take a look. Ryan went along as Nick’s backup and he asked Cassie to sit by the window with her rifle ready. Nick had barely opened the door and Bailey shot out, dragging his master behind him. A minute later, Nick and Ryan returned. They had discovered the second floor wasn’t entirely uninhabited. A few doors down, two little girls were hiding from the real-life nightmare on the opposite side of their door.  
 
   Try as they might, Nick and Ryan could not manage to get the girls to come out. Cowered in the corner, the girls clung to each other in fear. Cassie and Gram gathered up some food and headed to the girls’ room. Even the two ladies had trouble getting the young ones to trust them. Instead, it was Bailey’s exuberant kisses that broke the ice so the young girls followed Cassie and Gram to the room.  
 
   The amount of food the children consumed proved they hadn’t eaten in a couple of days. With full bellies and some warm blankets, the girls finally opened up and told Gram their names. The oldest, Bethany was only nine years old and her little sister Kyra had turned six a few weeks before the outbreak. They admitted that they had been staying at the motel with their mother and were waiting for her to return.  
 
   “Mommy went out to get us some food.” Kyra said as she stroked Scout’s rich coppery coat.  
 
   “She told us to wait for her here and to stay out of sight.” Bethany sighed.  “But that was a few days ago.” 
 
   The four adults gazed sympathetically at their new charges.  There was no way they were going to abandon two little orphans.  Without saying a word, Gram, Ryan, Cassie, and Nick each decided there was room for two more in their vehicle. While the dogs kept watch, their humans settled in for some rest. Ryan slept fitfully, checking his wristwatch each time he woke. He had just read 2:45am when a low growl rumbled from Scout. Bailey joined her. As Ryan tiptoed to the door, he tried to shush the dogs so the others could sleep. His attempt proved futile since a moment later a loud crash woke them all. 
 
   From the parking lot below, loud metal music blared over the backfiring engine of an old Trans-Am. The car had smacked into a dumpster with a resounding bang. An angry man sporting a leather jacket and a mullet fell out of his car, shouting at the trashy bleached-blonde on the passenger side. Still groggy, Ryan hoped he was dreaming because the scene below looked like a bad eighties movie.  He watched the pair stagger toward the stairs. Nick joined Ryan outside and both had their rifles ready, just in case.  
 
   Stoned out of their minds, the eighties throwbacks stopped to rest on the landing between the ground and second floor. After a pathetic attempt at foreplay, the pair passed out on the landing. Ryan and Nick went back inside, confident that the losers had passed out and it seemed unlikely that there would be any more trouble from them.  
 
   Safe and warm, in their second floor room everyone else slept until daybreak. Gram was putting breakfast together while Ryan and Nick carted their things down to the SUV.  Noticing that, yet again, there was a small dark puddle underneath the vehicle, Nick topped off the oil and hoped the hole wouldn’t get any bigger. Cassie stood guard with her eyes locked on the disgusting, half-dressed couple sprawled out over the landing.  She was glad that there was a second staircase for Ryan and Nick to use without having to maneuver around a human obstacle course.  
 
   Once the vehicle was loaded with their supplies, everyone sat down to eat. The little girls sat wide-eyed as Gram said grace, they had never seen or heard anything like that in their lives. After everyone had eaten, Cassie and Gram explained to the girls that they needed to gather up whatever they wanted from their room because they would have to leave soon. Little Kyra started to cry, soft sobs escalated into hysterical bawling. Trying so hard to be brave and protect her little sister, Bethany refused.
 
   “No!” Bethany shouted. “Our mom said to wait here. We have to wait here for her!”
 
   Both Cassie and Gram tried to calm the girls down but the noise grew louder. Between Kyra’s crying and Bethany’s shouting, the couple outside roused from their slumber. The man hurled curses at the woman as he stalked to his car and fired up the engine. As gravel sprayed from his tires, mullet man shoved his fist out the window and extended his middle finger.
 
   “Bethany! Kyra!” a raspy female voice shrieked from below. “I swear if you two don’t shut the hell up, I’m gonna beat your asses raw!”
 
   The girls froze. They knew the voice and immediately obeyed.  When Gram asked the children if the voice belonged to their mother, they nodded, yes.  
 
   “Mother of the year,” Ryan scoffed.  
 
   A moment later the bottle blonde stomped down the hall to the vacant room where she had left her daughters.  
 
   “Dammit!” She slurred. “Where are ya, you little brats?”  
 
   Frightened, the girls scurried down the hall to their mother. After a profanity-laden tirade, the angry mother delivered hard slaps to both her girls. Outraged, Gram stormed down the hall and rapped on the door, her grandchildren trailing in her wake.  
 
   “And what the hell do you want?” the woman sneered, as she squinted from the bright sunlight.  
 
   “Since it seems highly unlikely that you’ll clean up your act, and your mouth,” Gram replied calmly. “I’ll settle for your children. You know as well as I do, you can’t take care of them.  If you let them leave with us today, they will be fed, clothed, and loved.”
 
   The woman stood there dumbfounded, struggling to formulate a reply. Meanwhile, Cassie leaned in for a closer look at the vile woman. Underneath her frizzy, bleached bangs and smeared mascara hid two puffy, bloodshot eyes. Yellowed, broken teeth remained concealed behind swollen, bloodied lips. Despite the chilly temperatures, she wore a skimpy, micro-mini denim skirt and a stained halter-top. Most alarming was the trail of fresh needle tracks running up and down her scrawny arms. A spark, representing cognitive thought, flickered on the mother’s surly face.
 
   “Screw you, lady! They’re my kids and I’ll do with them as I please,” the junkie spat, just before slamming the door in Gram’s face. Furious, Cassie lunged forward but Gram caught her.
 
   “Let it go, baby girl.” Gram insisted. “We tried. It’s out of our hands now.”
 
   “She’s right.” Ryan agreed. “Besides, we really need to get on the road.”
 
   With heavy hearts, they all piled in their SUV while wishing they had found a way to take the little girls with them.  Their somber mood channeled through the dogs’ whimpers. 
 
   ***
 
   Nick cruised along at a fair clip while weaving in and out between the abandoned vehicles. As the number of abandoned cars grew, their traveling speed slowed. Just then a herd of deer dashed out from the tree line and sprinted across the road. Nick slammed on the brakes and jerked the wheel hard to avoid a collision. Idling perpendicular to the road, they had a front row seat for the new chaos.
 
   “Oh, great! Now what?” Ryan muttered as he watched wildlife burst from the trees out to the road.  
 
   Thick black smoke billowed from the bright orange flames dancing over the bark and fallen leaves, consuming everything it touched. Dried leaves on the ground served as kindling and sparks carried on the wind soon turned into long fiery tongues. For a moment, they sat in the SUV staring at the fire and wondering how it started. Their answer came soon after.  Men decked out in head-to-toe camouflage sprinted to escape the billowing smoke and deadly inferno.  
 
   Behind those men trailed more of their foolish buddies, hauling heavy loads which impeded their speed. Some of them carried their fallen friends, beating flames from their bodies as they ran. The rest were pulling carts laden with gas cans and large bottles of grain alcohol. Behind the foolish fire-starters came the zombies, some charred, some aflame but all were hungry.  
 
   The men in camo had tried burning the zombies before destroying the undead brains. They learned the hard way that their plan was doomed from the start. Fire raged out of control but the walking corpses trudged right through it and spread flames as they went. Overrun by zombies and fire, the camouflaged men ran screaming. Rather than run through the median, the men ran straight up the road blocking Nick’s path.  
 
   “I swear; if these dumb rednecks don’t get out of my way, I’m going to throw this thing in four-wheel drive and run right over them!”
 
   Cassie could tell her brother was teetering on verge of losing his cool. Before she could talk him down off the ledge, Nick slammed on the horn and rolled down his window.               
 
   “Get out of our way you morons!” Nick screamed. “You heard me, get off the damn road!”
 
   The man closest to Nick’s window turned and flipped him the bird. Furious, Nick cut the wheel hard and gunned the engine. As soon as his back tire hit the grass in the median, he spun the tires to spray grass, gravel, and mud all over the rude man.  Thinking he was tough, the filth-covered man charged at the vehicle but stopped dead the instant he noticed Ryan and Nick both had rifles pointed straight at his head. The man’s face blanched before he turned and ran to the opposite side of the highway.  
 
   “Nicky,” Gram chided. “That wasn’t a nice thing to do.”
 
   Nick apologized to his grandmother but inside he didn’t have an ounce of remorse. Anxious to get far away from the flaming horde and spreading fire, Nick wove through the littered road as fast as possible. He only managed to proceed another half mile before their route was blocked yet again. 
 
   Before them, a logging truck and a tractor-trailer had collided thereby trapping the surrounding cars in the middle. Both eastbound and westbound lanes of Route 50 were completely blocked. The overturned trailer covered two lanes but massive logs which had broken free from their restraints during the crash, cut off the rest. With no around the wreckage, not even on the shoulder, they needed a new plan of attack.  
 
   “Now what?” Cassie asked. “Walking is out of the question, especially with flaming zombies and those charred, camouflage-wearing rednecks roaming the streets.”  
 
   “I hate to say it but I don’t think we have any other choice. We’ll have to go back the way we came and try to find another way around this mess,” said Ryan. “I’ll check the map and see what I can find. Go ahead and turn around, Nick.” 
 
   After some searching, he did find another way. Nick grimaced and they all settled in for a long trek backward. Each twisting road seemed to pull them farther from their intended destination and road signs were nowhere to be found. 
 
   ***
 
   Several hours passed bringing them farther from the Interstate and Ryan feared they were lost.  
 
   “Why are there no road signs in this God-forsaken state?” He grumbled. 
 
   Though Ryan had no intention of being funny, the others laughed.  They too had been looking for signs and felt his frustration when there were none. Sensing that their morale plummeted to a new low, Gram suggested that they pull over and break for a long overdue lunch.  
 
   “Things will look brighter after you’ve had something to eat and you get to stretch your legs a bit.” Gram said, smiling.   
 
   Ryan smiled back and marveled at her unwavering optimism. Often cynical himself, he couldn’t wrap his mind around a positive outlook on the present situation. Gram’s suggestion, being the only one offered, seemed to be a good idea. Nick pulled off onto the shoulder and everyone climbed out of the SUV. Stretching the stiffness from sore muscles, while munching on sandwiches was just the thing to help Nick and Ryan get back on track. While they continued to map out their route, Cassie leashed the dogs and let them wander.  
 
   Though the sun was hiding behind heavy clouds, the air was still warm and the empty road beckoned her to walk the kinks from her cramped joints. The dogs trotted beside her, thrilled to sniff and explore their new surroundings. Except for the occasional gusts of wind rustling dried leaves, a serene silence enveloped her and Cassie felt a fleeting hint of peace.  Lulled into a false sense of security, she convinced herself the virus couldn’t have found its way into the secluded mountains. We’re in the middle of nowhere; there can’t be any zombies all the way out here.  She looked back toward their vehicle; Nick and Ryan were looking at the map spread across the hood. Cassie sighed.  
 
   “They’re never going to figure out where we are.” She muttered to the dogs.  
 
   As she strolled, she noticed a cheery cottage set back from the road. It was the only home she’d seen for ages. She wondered how anyone could live so far removed from civilization. In deference to Scout’s leg, she walked slow and stopped often but both dogs seemed pleased to be outside. Each step brought them closer to the little cottage and since she they hadn’t seen a walking corpse in over an hour, she hoped that someone inside would be able to give them directions.  
 
   Energized by her plan, and forgetting about everything she had read in Dr. Mitchell’s book, she walked up the long, gravel driveway. A newer model pickup truck sat parked in front of the garage, an encouraging sign that the owners might be home. As she moved closer to the front door both dogs froze.  A low growl rumbled from the pair.  The more she tried to drag them along, the more they tried to pull away.
 
   “C’mon you two; cut it out!” Cassie chastised. “There’s no reason to be afraid.  We haven’t seen a single trace of the zombies since Route Fifty. I think we’re safe and it would be nice to figure out where the heck we are.”
 
   Cassie tugged hard on their leashes and pulled them along.  She stretched her arm out as far as it would go, attempting to reach the doorbell. At the same second her finger pressed the button, Ryan looked up and realized what she was doing.
 
   “Cassie, No!” He shouted.  “Don’t!”
 
   He was too late. Inside the tiny home, the bell ding-donged while Cassie turned and looked back at her sweetheart. His voice muffled on the breeze but Cassie thought he had called her name.  She squinted, trying to read his lips. The dogs whimpered and pulled her off balance. They were still trying to get away from the house when the first corpse slammed its body against a large, bay window. Startled, Cassie took a step backward and realized why the dogs had been so upset. 
 
   The gravity of her current situation registered as more bodies crashed against the glass.  An entire zombie family hurled their rotting frames at the succulent meat on the other side of the window.  Cassie turned to run when a decomposing head broke through glass. The dogs barked wildly as shards fell to the walkway below. A moment later the monster’s arm broke through but Cassie and the dogs ran to the road.  
 
   By the time the zombie family had fallen through the shattered window and landed on the ground, Ryan and Nick had raced up to help Cassie. Gunshots echoed through the trees, startling birds from their perches. Once all of the zombies were put down, the three of them walked back to their vehicle in silence. Bailey sprang into the back hatch, ready to go for another ride but Cassie opened the rear passenger side door with dread. 
 
    Both Ryan and Nick had remained quiet on the walk back but she could tell it was just the calm before the storm.  They were angry and she knew it. Once everyone settled inside, the barrage of lectures began. It was only out of respect for Gram that they carefully chose their shouted words. 
 
   “What the… What was that?” Ryan demanded, struggling to avoid profanity. “Have you lost your mind?  First you went off without a single weapon and then you do the exact opposite of everything in the book.  Maybe you need to read it again to refresh your memory!”
 
   “Seriously!” Nick interjected.  “Are you deliberately trying to get yourself killed or are you just plain stupid?”
 
   The ranting continued. Cassie had hoped Gram would come to her aid. Instead, Gram chimed in, berating her granddaughter for being so foolish. Cassie stared out the window, occasionally brushing an errant tear from her cheek. She wanted to explain but she knew any attempt would only bring more tears.  Sensing her sadness, Bailey nuzzled her cheek with his nose.  When she didn’t respond, Bailey dragged his slobbery, wet tongue across her face. Sloppy dog kisses might not have been what Cassie hoped for but it did lighten the mood. The others let up after laughing at Nick’s silly dog. 
 
   Their cheer didn’t last long. A moment later, dark clouds rolled in and the sky opened up, pouring down buckets of rain on the dry earth below. The sheer volume and force of the downpour was so strong, Nick could no longer see and he was forced to pull over.  
 
    “I’m sure it will pass soon,” Gram said with a smile.  “Downpours like this usually blow over quickly.”
 
   Much to everyone’s dismay, Gram was wrong. The torrential rain poured violently for almost twenty minutes until it slowed just enough so that Nick could see through the windshield.  As he pulled back onto the road, the tires skimmed across the slick roads. They drove on but the rain continued to fall and collect in deep pools. More than once, the roadway was completely flooded.  Nick had to back up into a driveway and cut across peoples’ yards. Once he cut through a church parking lot. Cassie kept watch out the window, expecting an angry homeowner to charge after them, screaming at them for turfing the lawn.  
 
   “I still don’t see anyone,” she announced. “I’m not sure if they’re all walking corpses or if they’re just too busy building an ark to be bothered.”  
 
   Keeping with the joke, Ryan added if the rain didn’t stop they should hijack a boat and row to the cabin. Cassie worried that there was a touch of truth to Ryan’s words, the abundance of rain had caused too many problems, and there were no signs of stopping.  The next couple of hours spent in the SUV yielded little progress and the clock ticked closer to sunset.  Though no one said it, they all knew their plans would have to be put on hold for yet another night.  
 
   “If we’re really on the right track,” Ryan said, breaking the silence. “We should be seeing signs for the Watters Smith Memorial State Park, very soon. Keep your eyes open.”  
 
   Minutes later, they spotted the first sign for the park and Cassie let out an excited squeal. Even though they would have to stop for the night, again, figuring out where they were had been a good omen. After a heated debate, they decided to take shelter in the park. Cassie secretly hoped they would encounter another kind park ranger like Ranger Rick.  
 
   In a slow venture through the main gate, their tires sank into the thick mud.  Determined that he could extract their vehicle from the sinking bog, Nick revved the engine, sending a spray of soupy brown sludge jetting out from the spinning wheels.  
 
   “Hang on a sec,” said Ryan. “I’ll get out and push. Cass, Gram, please keep an eye out and shoot at anything that moves.”
 
   ***
 
   Freed from the mire, Ryan hopped back inside the vehicle, shaking mud from his shoes. Once he settled inside, they drove straight to the park office. Though the sky was dark, not a trace of light could be seen inside the office. Ryan and Nick peeked through the windows but no one, and no ‘thing’, was inside the room.  
 
   Unlike Cassie, Ryan paid attention to the book and tapped ever so lightly on the front door. He waited a few moments then knocked a bit louder. When the trademark moaning of zombies didn’t greet them, he and Nick breathed a sigh of relief. They contemplated setting up camp in there but the museum seemed to be a more accommodating location. Following the same practice, Nick and Ryan scouted the area surrounding the museum and ensured their safety before allowing Gram or Cassie to exit the vehicle.  
 
   “Looks like we’re in good shape,” Ryan said, opening the door for Gram and extending his hand to assist her.  
 
   Smiling, she took his hand and slid out from the seat. He popped an umbrella open and held it over her head as he escorted her to the front door. Once Gram found a place to sit, Ryan joined Cassie and Nick as they unloaded the supplies. After the dogs were walked and fed, the humans prepared their sleeping quarters. 
 
   The museum contained antiques and furnishings from the original settlers but no one wanted to risk damaging any of the artifacts. Ignoring repeated requests, Gram insisted on sleeping on the floor just like everyone else. Her grandchildren assured her that she could not possibly weigh enough to damage any of the furnishings but she stood firm. To appease them, Gram accepted Nick’s offer to bring in additional blankets for extra cushioning.  Once they finished, food was divvied out from their supplies.  While they ate, Cassie took advantage of a rare opportunity to look at the map. Usually Nick and Ryan, or both of them together, monopolized the maps. 
 
                 “Hey Ryan,” said Cassie, attempting to sound casual.  “Do you remember if the book said anything about cemeteries?”
 
   Puzzled, they all looked at her, curious about what was behind her odd question.  
 
   “I was looking at the map.  See, we’re right here.” She stated, pointing at the map. “The park is sandwiched right in between two cemeteries so I was wondering what, if anything, the book said about the corpses in cemeteries.  I know in the movies, zombies claw their way out of their graves.  Is that what’s going to happen?  In the morning, when we wake up, will we be overrun by corpses from the graveyard?  
 
   The more she spoke, the less casual it seemed. Cassie’s voice sounded as if she was at her breaking point.  Ryan wished he had an answer for her but, as he leafed through the chapters, he couldn’t find anything pertaining to cemeteries. They added yet another question to the ever-growing list they’d created for Dr. Mitchell once they reached the cabin.
 
   “Look, I don’t know for sure but I think that’s just something Hollywood made up.” Nick insisted. “There were plenty of times Brody and I were patrolling either near Oak Grove or Mound Cemeteries. Believe me; we would have noticed if flesh-eaters were crawling out of the ground.”
 
   Cassie forced a weak smile and gave her brother a hug.  Afterward, she curled up in her blankets and tried to sleep.  The dogs had positioned themselves in front of the door and Ryan wondered if they deliberately chose the spot to stand guard. In the back of his mind, Ryan decided he would stay awake to keep an eye on things and keep everyone safe.   
 
   Hours later he awoke to barking and snarls from the dogs. Sunlight streaming through the windows proved he had failed in his unspoken mission. He had no time to berate himself. The dogs had sounded the alarm; they were in danger. Leaping to his feet, Ryan grabbed his rifle and scrambled to the window. Joined by Nick and Cassie, they planned their next move.  
 
   “There’s got to be at least four dozen zombies out there,” said Ryan. “Maybe more. Bet they came from the campground.”
 
   With no other choice, they blasted away at the rotting corpses that milled around the building. The dogs continued to bark like savages. Hindered by her aging eyes, rather than join in the shooting, Gram was responsible for keeping the weapons loaded. When a gun was empty, the shooters would grab the spare while Gram replenished the ammunition in the previous one. 
 
    It seemed that there was no limit to the number of decomposing bodies shuffling toward them. Once the closest ghouls were put down, they went to work on the steady stream of rotting flesh pouring in from behind the trees. There was no time to stop, not even for a minute to massage shoulders aching from the rifle’s kick. When the path to their vehicle was clear, they grabbed their things and made a dash for the safety of four-wheel drive.  
 
   Nick and Ryan fired at monsters while Cassie loaded the dogs into the back. Once she and Gram were safely inside, the men made a break for it. This time Ryan was behind the wheel. He revved the engine to life and slammed it into gear just in time to plow over more zombies.  
 
   “Hmm, I have a strange feeling of déjà vu,” Ryan muttered as he bounced over dead bodies, jostling the other passengers.    
 
   Nick, accustomed to driving, found being stuck in the passenger side was sheer torture. He wanted to help but they needed to reserve their ammunition. With no guarantee that they would reach their destination anytime soon, he couldn’t even target the monsters from the window.   
 
   Excluding the occasional skid through the mud, Ryan was able to guide the vehicle out of the park with little difficulty. He and Nick agreed that once they were in the clear, they would check the oil but the priority was to put as much distance between them and the zombies as possible. The smooth feel of asphalt under the tires brought a smile to Ryan’s face. Angling the rearview mirror, he checked the passengers in the back. Expecting to see them smiling with relief, Ryan was disheartened to see Cassie’s clouded eyes.  
 
   “Is everyone okay back there?” He asked.
 
    Gram chimed in that she was fine and even complimented Ryan on his expert handling of the SUV. Cassie merely nodded, biting her lip to keep from making a sound. All eyes fixed on Cassie, wondering what was wrong.
 
   “Cassie, is everything okay,” Gram asked.
 
   “No!” Cassie blurted out. “Everything is not okay.  As if being hunted by the living dead wasn’t bad enough, let’s throw in some more obstacles. First we had rogue, prepubescent gangs blasting away at us with guns. We’ve used our only spare tire so if anything else happens we’re totally screwed. If we do break down, we can’t even get out and ask anyone for help because they’re all flesh-eating monsters! Forget about finding a safe place to sleep because clearly they don’t exist anymore. Oh yeah, let’s not forget, we’re leaking oil. We still have, God only knows, how many miles left to go and who knows if Kate and her family are still there or if
 
   they’re still alive so what’s there to be okay about?”   
              “Cassie, honey,” Gram interrupted. “It will all work out just fine. You’ll see.”
 
   “How can you say that?” Cassie muttered. “How can you possibly think it will be okay?”
 
   “Oh, baby girl,” Gram said as she cupped Cassie’s face and looked lovingly into her granddaughters big, blue eyes. “You just have to have faith.”
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   Dear Diary,
 
   I still don’t know the date, but it has been a couple of days since I last wrote. I still can’t believe we finally made it! I have to admit; there were times (far too many to count) that I didn’t think we would. Along the way we encountered so many zombies that I was beginning to wonder if there were any living, breathing human beings still left in the world. 
 
   I seriously considered skipping over the whole journey. I didn’t want to write about everything that happened along the way, mainly because I would rather forget it ever happened.  But now that we’re here, I think it is important to keep accurate records for the future.  If Dr. Mitchell hadn’t taken the time to write down all the stuff he wanted to forget, we’d all be dead.   
 
   In his book, Dr. Mitchell explained that, depending on the person and their immune system, the time span between becoming infected and reanimation of the corpse differed greatly.  We learned first-hand that the virus has a vastly unpredictable incubation period.  Brody started showing signs within hours but with others it took weeks. Even though I no longer had romantic feelings for Brody, it still broke my heart leaving him behind. I felt so guilty, imagining him wandering around on the highway trying to eat people.  It wasn’t until after we made it here that Ryan told me the whole truth.  Brody had a plan in place to make sure he would never reanimate.  It made me sad but there is a part of me that is really proud of Brody for being so brave.  He put us first and without him, we never would have made it out of Ohio.  
 
   To tell the truth, I was naïve enough to think we would have made it to the Stone’s cabin before nightfall on the very first day. I’m so glad I didn’t tell that to anyone else! Hard to believe after everything Ryan and I went through that I could have been so stupid.  Just like the journey to Marietta, we encountered tons of walking corpses and had our run-ins with the authorities.  
 
   This time we also had to deal with power outages along the way.  Most of the streetlights are gone now.  It might not be so bad in other states but believe me, with no light, trying to twist and turn through the winding country roads of West Virginia, without being able to see is a huge risk.  It was virtually impossible to see what horrors might be hidden, just around the bend.  That’s why we had to stop so often but at least we’re here now.  
 
   Well, it’s dinnertime but I’ll be back soon. I don’t have much else to do while we’re in quarantine.  (I’ll explain all about that after I eat)  
 
   Love, 
 
   Cassie
 
   ***
 
   Dear Diary,
 
        Okay, I’m back.  I know “quarantine” sounds pretty harsh but it’s actually a really smart policy. To protect the community, outsiders are confined to the hospital wing for a minimum of three days.  During that time they administer tests and keep us under observation to make sure there’s no infection.  Not only are they making sure we aren’t about to turn into flesh-eaters, they’re checking for other diseases that could affect their community.  
 
        Oh yeah, did I mention there’s an entire hospital wing here? This place is unbelievable!!  I have to admit, when we first showed up and all I saw was a broken-down, old, beat up trailer I thought I was going to cry. All I kept thinking was, “We must have made a wrong turn”. That or, “Please God, don’t let that nasty trailer be the place!” Then, all of the sudden, the whole side of the mountain rolled back and out comes Kate and her son, Evan, wearing what looked like hazmat gear. They gave us masks (like the kind they wear in the hospital) and took us straight into the hospital wing.  
 
   It is absolutely incredible in here. They have exam rooms, an operating room, a small pharmacy, and even an x-ray machine.  The doctor, Dr. George Mitchell, is the one who wrote the book.  Everyone here calls him Doc.  Once they’re sure we are healthy we will be permitted to see the rest of the place but for now we are confined to the two back rooms of the hospital wing.  There’s a bulletproof glass, motorized, key entry partition that separates us from the rest of the hospital area.  From what I can tell, only Doc and his assistant have the door code.  Nick and Ryan are sharing one room, Gram and I the other.  The testing isn’t too awful.  They drew some blood and had us pee into cups after Doc examined us and made charts with our medical history.  Emma (the girl who gave me her copy of Doc’s book) assists the doctor.  She’s been busy documenting our health history, allergies, and stuff like that.  
 
   In the meantime, we have electricity, running water, and they’ve fed us almost as much as Gram! Once we’re allowed to join the others we can sign up for jobs that best suit our talents.  Needless to say, Gram already volunteered to work in the kitchen.  I’m not really sure what I can do to contribute here. There’s not much need for an actress or a waitress/bartender.  I guess if I’d had even the slightest clue that the world would be overrun by flesh eating monsters, I might have chosen a different career path.  It’s weird to think that something I wanted so desperately before has no purpose, no validity, and really no meaning anymore.  Before the uprising, I spent every waking moment working toward and preparing myself for my big break.  Acting was the only thing that mattered to me.  Even though it drove a wedge between me and mom, I still kept after it.  Now it’s as obsolete as VCR’s or cassette tapes.  The sad thing is, I can’t get it out of my mind. It’s been my dream for as long as I can remember.  
 
   Nick told me that, maybe if I’m lucky, the outbreak wiped out most of the celebrities and after everything gets rebuilt I’ll be the most in demand actress in the country.  Oddly, I think he was trying to cheer me up.  It’s just a really bitter pill to swallow. Knowing that everyone here has something to contribute to the betterment of the community, except me, totally sucks. Wow, now I feel even worse than before.  I think maybe I should take a break.  More later.
 
   Love,
 
   Cassie
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Dear Diary,
 
   Last night, after I ended my entry, Doc came by to check our vitals and draw some more blood.  He said I shouldn’t worry so much about what jobs I can do.  In fact, he said that there is a purpose for everyone and I was just as valuable as him.  He may have been exaggerating (just a little bit, right?) but I feel a lot better.  I guess what it boils down to is if you’re still alive you’re not useless.  He also encouraged me to keep documenting whatever pops into my mind about the journey. He said it serves two purposes.  One, I get it out of my system— so it is cathartic. Two, I might have the misfortune of encountering another uprising so, if need be, it will refresh my memory.  I think I’ll let this entry be my catharsis because I have a few things I want to get off my chest.  
 
   Ever since we left that crummy motel just outside of Clarksburg, I’ve been so upset about those two little girls, Bethany and Kyra.  I know Doc said no one alive is useless but he didn’t meet that disgusting crack whore who abuses her kids! Bad enough she let them go hungry while she was shooting poison into her veins. She also left them alone, to fend for themselves, in the middle of the zombie apocalypse. The worst part is she pretty much handed down a death sentence to her own daughters! Why is it that someone like Brody or Mrs. Kimble dies from a zombie attack but trash like her survives?  
 
   If only we had gotten there a day sooner. I’m betting we could have convinced those girls to come along with us. Anything would have been better than what they’re stuck with. Venting didn’t make me feel any better but at least I got it out of my system. Gram always says, “Nothing chases the blues away like counting your blessings”.  Guess I’d better get counting then…. 
 
    1) I’m still alive & not a rotting mound of skin and bones who feeds on human flesh.  
 
   2) I still have Ryan, Gram, and Nick.  
 
   3) We have a roof over our heads and food in our bellies. 
 
   4) We have clean water and access to healthcare.  
 
   5) There’s a whole community of survivors who are willing to take us in and make us part of their family.  
 
   Wow!  It really works.  I only got to number five and I feel so much better.  I guess I need to put an end to my pity party and focus on what I have, not what’s been lost. I’m gonna go hug my family.  More later. 
 
   Love,
 
   Cassie
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Dear Diary,
 
   I’m still amazed that we weren’t warned about the zombie situation ahead of time. The more I think about it, the more it shocks me.  So many people (me included) thought zombies were just something on TV or in the movies.  How many lives could have been saved if only we’d known?  I think it really hit me after we escaped the Watters Smith Memorial Park.  When we were finally able to get back onto the interstate, there were so many cars and trucks scattered all over the road with zombies trapped inside.  
 
   Until that moment, I hadn’t even considered that there were probably thousands— maybe millions of people who had been infected but still believed it was ‘just the flu’.  I wonder how many were on their way to see a doctor or maybe heading to the hospital when they changed.  We’ve spent so much time smashing in their brains that I often forget, once they were regular people just like us.  After becoming infected, they were out and about doing everyday things like normal people thinking it was just the regular old flu.  
 
   It’s weird but the one nightmare that keeps replaying, every time I close my eyes, is being stuck on the highway. We’re trying to weave through a never ending line of traffic but all of the drivers are zombies. I think it’s because that last stretch on I-79 felt like it took forever.  We were barely able to get above ten or fifteen miles an hour.  The hours passed so slowly and we had so little to show for it that our nerves were grated raw.  There was an awful lot of bickering and more than once Gram had to intervene.  Eventually, it got so bad that we all just stopped talking for a while.  
 
   Once we exited the interstate I really hoped that things would run smoother but that’s where it completely fell apart. Somewhere along the line, as we mowed down every zombie in our path, what started out as a tiny hole in the oil pan grew to the size of a small crater.   Whenever it was safe, we would stop long enough to add more oil.  After a while, we came to a place where we couldn’t stop even though we really needed to.  We had been traveling on Route 33 for at least a couple of hours.  It seemed so scenic and serene that it would have been easy to assume that the plague (or whatever it is) hadn’t reached the majestic mountains of West Virginia.  I fell for that once before and I wasn’t going to fall for it again!  
 
   For much of the drive there was only Mother Nature to keep us company, which was just fine with me.  The chaos began as we drove through a small town.  I think, back in the day, it would have been called a “one horse town”.  I know I’ve become more accustomed to the city but I think even country-folk would consider it a stretch to even call that place a town.  That’s probably why I can’t remember the name.  Anyway, I think the entire county’s population had turned and they were all wandering around, just waiting for a hot meal.  Of course, just when we reached the center of town, right when the zombies started to swarm, that’s when the “check oil” light popped up.  Needless to say, we just kept plowing through rows upon rows of the undead.  We had just driven through most of the bodies and were almost to the end of the mob when the engine gave a tiny shudder.  I looked over and I could tell Gram was praying really hard.  
 
   Nick stomped the pedal down to the floor and we cut through the rest but we had serious doubts that we would make it too much further.  On our way out of town, the engine seized up.  No longer able to control the vehicle, we crashed into an old pickup truck with Pennsylvania plates.  
 
   As quickly as possible, we grabbed what we could carry in our backpacks, got the dogs and took off running.  I was really worried that Gram wouldn’t be able to keep pace but she impressed all of us.  Once we were pretty confident that we had a decent cushion between us and them, we slowed down to a walk.  Almost at the same time, Ryan and I said the truck we hit looked a lot like the one Evan had been driving the day we met him and his family.  
 
   It felt like years passed since our trek to Marietta but seeing that truck convinced us we were heading in the right direction.  I didn’t say anything then but I was so afraid it meant that Kate, Evan and the others were dead— or worse, undead.  Still, we trudged along, picking off scattered zombies as we went.  Eventually, we’d gone so far that the roads weren’t paved.  I wasn’t crazy about the gravel but it was even worse when the gravel ended.  We sloshed through mud, dead leaves, and God knows what else but we finally made it! I think I can safely say  one of the happiest moments of my life was finally getting here.
 
    
 
                 I know I’ve said it a million times but I was having some serious doubts that we would ever make it.  At least we are all safe and still in one piece. (too bad I can’t say the same about the truck!)  It’s been a couple of days and I still can’t believe we’re finally here.  I guess Gram was right after all.  She always says, “You just have to have faith.”  I’m exhausted so I’m going to sleep now.  More later.
 
   Love,
 
   Cassie
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   February 11th
 
    
 
   Dear Diary,
 
   Something awful happened today and the whole community is in an uproar. Little Lucy (Kate’s daughter) disappeared. We think she went outside on her own to prove she can kill zombies like the big kids. Now, it’s dark and she’s all alone. She’s only nine years old! Poor Kate is devastated. Lucy’s brother, Evan, was furious and a fight broke out in the common room because protocol is ‘no one leaves the cabin after dark.’ Please, God, let her be okay. More later …
 
   Love,
 
   Cassie
 
    
 
    
 
   February 12th
 
   Dear Diary,
 
   Well, I have some good and bad news … Lucy has been found. She was out in the woods and she’d fallen into one of the zombie pits. There were no bites on her but Doc is worried she might still be infected. She was scratched up pretty bad and Emma said the poor kid was covered in zombie blood. For now, Doc has Lucy in quarantine and we’ll just have to wait and see. I can’t imagine how hard this must be for Kate. At least she did get one more piece of good news. Major Stone has returned, safe and sound! Obviously, he’s still in quarantine too but Kate’s prayers have been answered; he’s home. Now, we just have to stay positive and hope Lucy isn’t infected. More later … 
 
   Love, 
 
   Cassie
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