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ONE – SHELF LIFE

Time passes slowly when the world around you is suddenly void of everything precious. It felt as if it had been a year since I walked into that store, the cashiers all too familiar with me, waving a hand or saying. “Hey, Laney.” when they saw me.

I was a fixture then, shopping for my family far more often than I needed to.

Those were the days when I loaded a cart full of senseless items, whipped out the debit card and worried about overspending later. Justifying to myself it was food. It wouldn’t go to waste.

A pound of ham, a pound of bologna, oh is turkey on sale?

Yes, frozen pizza is buy one get one free!

Really, get out of self-checkout if you don’t know how to use it.

The store was a familiar place.

Yet, it had been a while.

Maybe a year.

A year? They would remember me. Maybe.

Now I shopped for me and there was no one to remember me.

No lines, no money involved, just walking in, and taking what I needed.

Only what I needed. I didn’t hoard, there was no reason to. Nobody else was going into the stores. Those days were long gone. If they did, I never saw them, and they probably did what I did.

Only took what they needed.

Today it was crackers and canned chili. That’s what I went there to get.

The crackers wouldn’t last long, they would be one of the first to go stale, then the cereal. Of course, according to the ‘best use by’ date, I had another six months.

Bread and rolls, what remained was long since hard, and not quite in that green mold phase. There wasn’t much there, the deliveries for bread and milk stopped arriving shortly before people stopped going out. I never missed bread because it was something I could make.

I probably could have gotten more than the crackers and chili, but I liked going there, it was the only sense of old normalcy there was for me. Even without people in there.

Six months.

It had been six months since it started and three since everything just stopped.

I wasn’t around though when all that happened. Another story.

Quiet took over for several reasons.

Some places were safe. Friedman Market was always safe, at least inside.

That was until this day.

It was going to be a quick in and out. The items I needed were two aisles away from each other.

The shelves weren’t bare, still so much remained. I didn’t grab a buggy; I didn’t need to. Just a bag as I cut through the checker area.

I went to Friedman’s so much that I knew when anything was out of place.

The canned goods were fine, but as I stepped into the cookie and cracker aisle, I saw boxes of crackers on the floor, along with a couple packs of cookies.

It could have been an animal that did it. More than likely it wasn’t.

It irritated me.

Toppling things and not picking them up, who does that?

I reached down to clean up and paused.

If it was a person, I had to be cautious.

The three-day rule.

I retracted my hand and grabbed one from the shelf, placing it in the bag with the chili. If the items were still there in three or four days, I would replace them.

Had I not pivoted my body away from the spillage and grabbed what I needed and left, I probably wouldn’t have noticed the other thing not there two days earlier.

The smear at the other end of the aisle.

The grocery store floor still had a semi shine to it, it wasn’t dulled over by dirt and dust yet.

So, it stood out to me.

A dark brown spot the size of a salad dish, and a smear that led away from it.

A flat small mound, thick like mud, but it wasn’t mud. I had seen it before and knew what it was. I could tell by the even darker dried ring around the edges and streaks through it, that it was vomit.

The dark spots were blood, I could smell the sour odor coming from it, and the reflection of the light showed it wasn’t dried out.

It wasn’t that long ago that it had happened.

I turned the bend of the aisle, the smear thinned out, creating a trail, as if a shoe had dragged through it.

Looping the strap of the bag over my arm, I reached to my back pocket for my hammer. Nothing fancy, just a plain hammer, that was all I needed if I ran into trouble.

I wouldn’t if I were quiet.

Following the smear, took me toward the freezer section, where it ended.

It made sense, if it were me, I’d go there as well, something cold, someplace cold.

Something to soothe the burning caused by the deadliest, twisted virus mother nature ever tossed at us.

From the looks of the floor, someone with the virus was in the store.

The vomit told me it was late stages, so they weren’t going anywhere. Probably crawling in pain.

I’ve seen what it did to a person, before, during and after.

I had no choice but to see what it did.

I suspected I would find someone sick, laying by the ice cream. Not much took me by surprise, but when I turned that bend, the vision shocked me so much that I froze.

Everything in my body shut down when I saw them.

Them.

By the open freezer door, on the floor, what could only be the mother, was a woman sitting there with a small child draped over her lap. She held him, hovering over as well in a protective way.

The child was infected before her, and there they were.

Full infection and it hadn’t been that long.

The nickname for the virus was the Vesuvius Virus, because when full infection had taken place, the victims looked like the bodies unearthed in Pompeii.

Just as the bodies of the Pompeii victims remained in the same position with the same expression when the pyroclastic flow hit them, the Vesuvius Virus victims remained frozen in the same position, and the same expression when the virus fully took hold.

This mother and child where done, fully encompassed or close to it. Unlike the cast statues of the Pompeii people, every detail was visible on the Ves-Vi victims.

Their skin was gray, scaly in some parts, cracked like a drought ridden landscape in others. The mother’s sorrow was frozen on her face, the child in agony.

But unlike those who died thousands of years earlier from a volcano, they were not statues encased in ash and plaster. They weren’t hard as stone, they only looked like it.

Their final moment, their death expressions were not forever, nor was the position they were in.

That would change in an instant and with any loud sudden noise.

A noise I made by accident when my hammer dropped from my hand, creating a loud ‘clunk’.

I winced, slowly bending down for the hammer.

The child’s fingers moved and instead of a painful whimper, he sounded like he released a deep purr like a cat.

The mother lifted her head, softly screaming in pain from the movement.

She opened her eyes, looked at me, her skin had not settled into the final state of the virus and she bled with each movement when her skin cracked.

Black blood.

It seeped slowly across the corners of her mouth as her lips parted.

“Help us,” she groaned weakly through a tightened jaw. “Help.”

I backed up, shaking my head. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I can’t.” I turned and looked back. “I’m so sorry.”

There was nothing I could do. I couldn’t even put them out of their misery. That wasn’t for me to do. My only option was to leave.

I did. Leave and don’t look back, but I would because I always looked back and I don’t think I’d ever stop.


Letters Home

November 1

Dear Kevin,

Short letter. It’s getting cold.

It’s still not over.


TWO – LOOKING BACK

I missed it all.

I missed the end of the world. No. I missed the end of the world with my family.

I was chasing my dream, while a horrendous fate chased everyone else.

Before the Vesuvius Virus or VesVi, before I went dream chasing, I lived an everyday normal life.

I worked for the public transportation department, from seven in the morning until three. I worked in a booth selling tokens. I felt like Sandra Bullock in the old movie, ‘While you were Sleeping’. That was often the joke of friends and family old enough to know the movie. I’d say I was waiting for my prince charming, but everyone knew I had him.

Even though I had to drive to work, I liked my job. I was out early enough to get home in time for my three kids to arrive back from school. Plenty of time to stop at Friedman’s, get dinner groceries, then head home.

The workers at Friedman’s knew me. They didn’t know me as the booth worker, they knew me as the woman that came in, chatted with everyone, and spent no less than thirty dollars each trip.

Because of my daily grocery store stop, my three children were home before me. My sixteen-year-old daughter, Elly, was so responsible. She waited on my ten-year-old twins, Jeremy, and Jenson, to get home from school, had them doing homework and even fed them a snack before I got there.

My husband Kevin worked in insurance after he was laid off at the factory. He would get home hours later and like some old sitcom, like it or not, we all had dinner together at the table. No electronics allowed.

That was life.

That was normal.

We worked like a well-oiled machine.

I loved to cook, no wait, I loved to bake. Anything that went into the oven, whether it was savory or sweet, I did it.

We always had fresh baked bread or rolls. Cookies were a given. When I saw something, I’d make it,

When Elly was younger, she used to ask why I didn’t make chocolate chip cookies like the other parents.

I was proud of my baking and thought I was good. My dream was to get on one of those reality baking competitions. There were so many of them, between networks and streaming, I had to eventually get on one, right?

We filled out so many audition applications and a few asked for a video, but after years of trying, and rejected by no less than twelve shows that seemed hopeful, I gave up,

Then it happened. Elly filled out an application after I made this enormous unicorn cake for the neighbor’s sixth birthday. It wasn’t one of the small shows either, it was a big one.

One that required four weeks of my time. Four weeks of being sequestered, no phone, no internet. There would be limited television as well.

I had done my research before ever applying, I knew the downfalls, and we were a bunch of home bakers and semi pros, so I didn’t imagine any well-known famous bakeries would be knocking on my door.

The problem was, they didn’t give much notice. I kind of thought I was the last pick or something or a fill in. Two months seemed like a lot, but not when you have a family and job.

Kevin was ecstatic, he said it was a no brainer. The kids were supportive and excited.

I had been in transit for so long, vacation time was available and they allowed me to schedule it. I was doing it. I was going.

I had two months to prepare. Two months before VesVi became known.

In the weeks leading up to my participation, I took care of everything that I could, not to mention I baked a lot. Everyone threw challenges my way.

My time off from work started a few days early so I could spend that time with my family.

I was as ready as I could be.

Research on cooking show participants revealed it could be mentally tough. If eliminated, I couldn’t tell my family, according to the contract, I was able to speak to them once a week.

They understood. They didn’t seem fazed. “Mommy was going to be on TV and win the big prize.”

They were confident and proud.

I had no doubts they’d be fine. But before I stepped through security at the airport, I said my goodbyes, gave my hugs and kisses and passed out the letters I wrote each one of them as if it was the last time I’d see them.

Never in my wildest imagination or in the depths of my soul did I think it would be.

There was no predicting the grim future, the pain and sorrow everyone, not just me, would go through.


THREE – ACTION

The first day there, I felt like a teenager. No, a kid at summer camp. We were at some big, beautiful condo in New York City. Twelve contestants, four bedrooms. Although as we would get eliminated, we’d move to the condo a floor below.

I didn’t see that happening to me. I envisioned making lifelong friends and surely, the drama on the show wasn’t real.

Boy, was I wrong. They were cutthroat. A couple of them weren’t, but they didn’t say much.

Like jurors in some big case, we were sequestered.

We were given a flip phone that was programmed only with a few allotted numbers. We kept our IDs and were given one production debit card. I was glad I brought some cash.

The inability to call my family and tell them everything was one of the things that drove me nuts. That’s when I decided to use the journal production gave me to write letters home. Even though they wouldn’t see them until I returned, it would be my way to talk to them.

At least the producers informed them I made it safely.

The first two days were rules and regulations, learning how things were going to go and baking classes. The third day in New York was the first day on set. A few miles drive that took forty minutes in massive traffic. Followed by ten hours of standing around learning things, doing interviews, then a practice bake off. The competition filming would begin the next day.

I still hadn’t unpacked and planned to do so, but I was exhausted, excited, and optimistic. Just not optimistic enough to unpack. I saw what the others were doing and making. I tasted their food and politely told them their baked goods were wonderful when they weren’t.

No way, no how I wasn’t making it to the final four.

It didn’t matter how good I thought I was, someone would always be better. Like Cynthia Connor at Kevin’s office, no matter what wonderous creation I made, she rolled in with her peanut butter buckeyes and that was all people talked about.

In the case of the baking show, eleven people were better than me.

The first day came and went, and so did I.

Eliminated.

Maybe I jinxed myself not unpacking. No, it was the eggs. I was so nervous that when I was breaking the egg, not all of the ones went into the bowl. Instead of starting over, I tried to gauge by adding some of another egg. That had to be it.

Or maybe I forgot vanilla.

Either way, it was dense, and bad, and the one judge nearly choked.

It was embarrassing. I cried and wanted to call my husband.

It was mentally tough.

Moving into the elimination condo was deflating and depressing. In the first couple hours I was there, I had already plotted my escape.

I mean, really, what would they do to me? Not pay me? I could leave, pick up a burner phone, call my husband, and escape from New York.

I was in a strange city, alone, and even though I was allowed over in the main condo, I didn’t feel welcome.

I wanted to go home.

In the beautiful loser’s loft, there was plenty of food and I could either stream television shows from the early 2000’s or the news.

That first day, I watched the news briefly and I heard about the virus. I didn’t think anything of it, it was in another country from what I understood, and I went on to watch 'Lost' that first night.

I think I binged six episodes.

We were allowed outside and around town for three hours a day and were given a stipend. A production assistant named Josie went with me. She was young, no older than twenty-five.

We didn’t match.

If we were supposed to ‘look’ like two girlfriends out and about on the town, we were polar opposites. She was young and pretty, her hair was just naturally blonde and perfect. She wore perfect natural make-up and false eyelashes. I had no idea how she blinked with those things.

Me, not that I was unattractive, I mean, I did cut and color my hair before the show, but I was plain. That was by choice. Jeans and a tee shirt type of woman.

Even though I wasn’t, I felt frumpy next to this upbeat and polite young woman.

And Josie was nice. The one thing I liked was I could say anything. I could ask about things, talk about how I felt, how I missed my family. I just couldn’t say it to anyone else outside of production.

“It sucks, I know,” Josie said as we walked down the street. “This is my third season, the first elimination is the hardest and trust me, what you feel is validated.”

“Worthless.”

“You’re not worthless.”

“I miss my family. I know, that sounds dumb, since I’m only gone less than a week.”

“Nope.” She shook her head, sipping her high-priced iced latte. “You miss them and need them because you’re down. I can tell them anything, I just can’t tell them you were eliminated.”

“Can you call Kevin and tell him I miss him and love him?”

“Yes. I can even text him if you want.”

I nodded. “Please.”

“I’ll do that.” She paused on the sidewalk. “Did you want to get lunch?” She pointed to a tiny restaurant along the street. It was one of those older buildings attached to others. “They have great sandwiches. And they won’t ask questions.”

“Why would they ask questions?”

“Because they know I’m one of the people with the show,” she replied. “We came here a lot during pre-production.”

I glanced again at the diner. It looked homey and nothing fancy. I couldn’t figure out what theme the place was, the little menu had a mixture of everything. It was a good idea and a diversion.

Josie tossed her latte in the garbage can. We walked inside, it was long and narrow. It wasn’t a dive, but it wasn’t fancy either. After the small hostess station, there was a six-seater bar to the right, four booths on the left and a few four-top tables in the middle.

A television played with the news and we sat down at the booth.

“That allowed?” I asked, pointing to the television.

“The news is allowed,” Josie replied as she texted. “Sent. I told your husband.”

“Thank you.”

She set down the phone, smiled at me, looked over to the television and the smile dropped.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“That virus is scary.”

“They aren’t saying much about it,” I said. “Why are you scared? Are you reading stuff online?”

“There’s a lot more online than the news is saying.”

“It’s all the way over there,” I stated.

“I heard it’s here. I heard there’s cases in San Francisco already.”

Two menus plopped down on our table.

“And Maine,” said the man who dropped the menu. “Can I get you something to drink?”

I looked up at this stranger, this waiter who interjected into our conversation, then moved on. He didn’t look like a waiter, in fact he looked more like he reluctantly rolled in off the street and got trapped into working.

Suddenly, Josie’s demeanor changed, almost flirty with the man nearly twenty years her senior, then again, I could have been wrong. “Oh, hey Moss,” she sang.

“What’s up, Josie,” he replied.

“Your dad guilt you into working again?”

“Yep. Drinks?” he asked.

We both told him the water was fine and he turned and walked away.

“A man of little words,” I said.

“He is. He’s a firefighter and comes in and helps his dad on his day off.” Josie glanced down at the menu. “I love their meatball subs.”

“That sounds good.”

Moss returned, placing the waters on the table. He glanced back at the news, then to us.

“Moss?” Josie said his name. “You said something about Maine. Did you mean this virus?”

“Yeah,” Moss replied.

“It’s not just in San Francisco?”

“No, it’s not. And if you’re listening and reading the same sources I am, it’s bad.”

“Have you seen any cases?” Josie asked him.

“Here?” Moss shook his head. “If we had, it'd be a mad house the way this thing spreads.”

I shook my head. “That can’t be right. The news said it’s overseas and contained. I heard nothing about it being here.”

“The news isn’t telling you everything,” Moss said. “By the time you hear about it being in the states, it’s going to be too late to do anything. Let’s just hope you’re out of New York and back with your family by then.” He whipped out a little notepad. “Now what can I get you ladies?”


Letters Home

April 29

Dear Kevin,

Day Three. I’m here. I suck. I got eliminated. But then, by the time you read this you already know. Maybe I’ll make you and the kids read this letter before I tell you anything.

Nah, I won’t be able to hold back the fact that I didn’t make the cut. I’m depressed, this is horrible. I want to come home. I miss you guys and I haven’t even been gone for a week.

I think I’ll get drunk.


FOUR - ROLLING

What was the virus? Locked away in the elimination house, my choices were limited to what to watch, so without a doubt I opted for the news.

Josie offered to tell me what she had read about it, but I didn’t want to know. I really didn’t. To me, her and Moss were conspiracy hunters on the same lines as the flat earth people and the moon hoax. They wanted it to be more than what it was.

That was my mindset over my meatball sub, glass of water and my walk on the streets of New York.

I popped by the house of the contestants to say hello. They weren’t allowed to tell me too much and obviously they hadn’t filmed the elimination.

According to one of the producers, I’d be in the elimination house alone for three nights. Then after that I could expect a new housemate in a day.

Going to the main house or rather condo was like being that uninvited person who showed up to a party. No one wanted to say anything, but everyone treats you differently.

Me, they acted like I had some sort of contagious disease and that was before elimination.

Like I wasn’t part of this clique.

I didn’t get it. I tried to be nice and finally I gave up and asked a man named, Larry, why people weren’t talking to me.

Larry was from New York, a big guy that owned his own bagel shop. He was eating a hot dog and I just bluntly asked him. “Why do people not talk to me?”

To which he bluntly answered, “You’re not a personable or likeable person.”

Wait. What? Did this man just say that to me? Talk about blunt.

I was highly offended. Why wasn’t I likeable or personable? Was it because I was quiet? But was I quiet? I figured this guy was honest to a fault so I asked him to elaborate.

Admittedly, I stammered my words. “What do you mean?”

“Come on, Laney. Or Melanie. You came in here with a holier than thou attitude, miss know it all, when what? You work as a Sandra Bullock wanna be token taker and then what? You got eliminated.”

“Jesus.”

Not that I usually gasped that out, it slipped, I was in such shock.

“Did I say something to someone? I don’t recall talking to anyone.”

“Exactly.”

“Everyone feels this way?” I asked.

“Yep.”

“Including you?”

“Yep.”

“Well, you people suck. I won’t stay.” I started to leave, stopped and just to make an immature point, I swiped a bottle of wine from the kitchen counter and left.

No one, not even Larry, said goodbye.

What the hell?

When I arrived back to my condo one floor down, I kept looking up at the ceiling as I paced. Things I should have said went through my mind. I was angry, then what made matters worse was I had no one to talk to.

Wait. I did.

Immediately, I called Josie.

I told her what happened, she apologized that I had gone through that and stated, ‘people can be mean.’

Feeling a little bit better, I asked, “So I’m not that bad. I’m not unlikable and not personable?”

She paused.

Silence.

“Josie.”

“You’re a little hard to take, but I like you.”

Wow.

I had been married to Kevin for nineteen years and my husband never said that to me. My co-workers never mentioned it once.

When that thought hit me, I realized no one really talked to me at work. It was pleasantries, it was a hello or a nod.

I didn’t mean to be standoffish, my mother always told me to be friendly at work and not make friends, so I didn’t.

Maybe I wasn’t surrounded by unkind people and assholes, maybe that was me.

Sort of like when a person can’t get along with their bosses and keep quitting jobs, it’s the not boss after three times.

What was it about me? I didn’t talk much, I never did. Raising my voice was a rarity.

Other than being told by my mother to be friendly and not make friends at work, she embedded it in me to never say anything unless I had something nice to say to someone.

Why compliment someone on doing what they’re supposed to do?

Show strength even when you feel weak.

Never cry in public.

Those sorts of things.

As much as I wanted to blame my mother for creating a cold, unlikeable monster, I had only myself to blame if I actually was. Not being involved, not caring, was like a shield that would always protect me from pain.

I didn’t believe I was that way with my kids or husband.

No, I know I wasn’t. They probably were the only people on the earth that liked me, and that was what mattered most.

I had the notes they wrote me. I took comfort in those. But I couldn’t read them all night or the next two days when I was in the elimination house alone.

Sitting in that condo, I had nothing to do but think. Think about and reexamine who I was, watch an old show or the news.

I opted for Lost.

I should have paid closer attention to the news.


FIVE – CUT

How long does it take for the world to fall apart?

It’s a pretty big world. Billions of people, technology.

I once heard we are all three meals away from anarchy, or was it nine meals? That quote was based on what stores had on the shelves and the threat of no more deliveries. Would it even be three meals in the event of mass panic shopping? I had seen photos of empty shelves, and shopping carts full of toilet paper.

Shelves that were empty in one day.

Government assuring people more was coming, but what if there wasn’t. In my mind I envisioned all those over-the-top people that bought exorbitantly, excessive amounts of stuff and would find themselves assessing the neighbors.                                                                                 

But was it panic shopping, when they knew there was something unknown, something coming?

What if there was no warning? How long would it take society to devolve into chaos? A day? Two? Maybe a week? When does the clock start counting? When the world threatening event occurred? That would be easy to determine if it was a meteor, but what if the event was something silent? Something that started here and there, hardly known, slipping through the cracks of society or the population until it exploded and it was too late.

The VesVi was that event. The singular thing that would bring mankind to its knees. Yet, no one knew about it, how deep it ran, until it was too late.

Sure, some people like Moss at the deli were up to date on it, following it. The average person however, like myself was not.

I couldn’t wrap my head around it and what it was or what it was doing. I had a disconnect because I just didn’t think it was anywhere near me.

My gravest mistake was waiting until I had a half bottle of wine in me before watching the all-night news.

I just finished the first season of Lost a little after two in the morning and drinking wine, I started watching the reports. They had panelists on talking about the virus, and since I wasn’t a drinker, it was way too much wine and I passed out on the sofa.

The sound of breaking glass woke me up and I thought it was part of a dream, that it wasn’t real. My head pounded and I rolled to a sitting position.

There was a huge throbbing in my temples and eyes. A bottle of water sat on the coffee table and I reached for it.

As I gulped the water, I realized the room didn’t just look dark, it felt dark. It was also hot and sticky as if the air conditioning was off.

Obviously, the power was off.

My senses were off, I felt hungover and I grabbed my burner phone.

Swell, I slept past noon.

I didn’t see any alerts and I knew I had to get my wits about me and shake the hangover. I took a quick shower and thought about coffee.

Making my way to the kitchen, I realized the coffee was out, but I knew there were those canned espressos in the fridge. They were still cold, which told me the power hadn’t been out for long. I popped one open and the liquid along with the caffeine started my awareness.

From that post drunk, hangover fog to awake, I heard the sirens outside. It wasn’t just one vehicle, sirens blaring as they raced down the street. There were many and they seemed to come from all over. Some sounded close, some far.

I set down my canned drink and walked toward the balcony doors, the second I opened it the noise was even louder.

I was on the eighth floor and my view of the New York City skyline was limited by the building across from me, but I could see smoke. Trails of it here and there, like signals being sent. I looked left, right, and down. Below me told a story in itself. I felt as if I joined a movie sometime after it started, things were unfolding but I couldn’t figure out why.

Traffic lined the roads, people honked, impatient and angry.

More breaking glass.

Down below, a woman got out of the car she had been driving. She went to the back, grabbed a toddler from a car seat, shouldered a bag, looked behind her and started to walk briskly.

Where was she going?

“Hey!” a man shouted, stepping out of his car. “You can’t leave your vehicle. Hey!”

He honked angrily a few times, got back in his car, slammed the door, and drove, slamming into her car. He did it three times. Backing up, then striking the car.

Yeah, that will help.

What was going on?

Angry man wasn’t the only one with amped up road rage.

He started a chain reaction and so did the woman with the toddler. People just immediately started arguing and fighting as if that would make traffic move faster.

It was chaos, pandemonium, something big had happened, I kept going back to a terror attack.

I needed to find out.

For a second, I forgot the power was out, I retreated back to the living room, thinking maybe something was on the news. That was futile. Picking up the phone and checking was also out because not only was there no Wi-Fi, it was a flip phone.

As I was about to toss it to the couch in defeat, I remember that Josie was not cut off. Surely, she would tell me if something was happening.

I flipped open the phone, selected her number and called. Just as it started ringing, I heard screaming from outside.

Second ring, no answer, I headed back to the balcony. The screaming didn’t stop.

Third ring, I stepped out.

What was happening?

“Hi, this is Josie, leave a message.”

Beep.

“Hey, Josie, this is …” My words trailed and I just, without thinking, hung up when I saw a wave of people leave their cars and race down the street as if a monster was chasing them.

“Shit.”

I realized I shut the damn flip phone and raced back inside.

I sent a text, not easy considering it used the old T-9 method. It was simple.

“Did something happen?”

A few seconds later, I got a response. ‘Driving. Ask Pete’.

Pete? It took me a second and I remembered Pete was one of our drivers.

Why would I ask our drivers?

Perhaps she didn’t understand what I meant. I sent another text asking for Pete’s number and figured I needed to find out what was going on.

Knowing it was more than likely futile, and that everyone else was probably on set, I decided to head up to the main condo. It was one floor above me and I took the stairs.

I hit ‘send’ on my text and entered the stairwell. I was barely up a couple steps when a man carrying bags, barreled by me. His belongings nearly knocked me over.

He said nothing, no apology, he just kept running.

I made my way to the floor above and turned the bend for the main condo.

My phone rang.

It was Josie.

“Why do you need Pete’s number?”

“You said to ask Pete.”

I paused before the main condo door. It was partially open.

“Hey, Josie, why—”

“Aren’t you with him?” she asked.

“No.” I pushed open the door. The foyer table was knocked over and it was dark. Stepping inside I knew instantly no one was there. In the kitchen, all the cabinets were open. “Josie, where is everyone?”

“Jesus, Laney, aren’t you with them?”

“No, I’m in the condo.”

“Oh my God.”

“What?” I asked.

“They evacuated hours ago.”

“Wait. What?”

“You have to get out. Try. You need to get out of the city.”

Click.

No goodbye. Nothing. She just hung up.

Get out of the city?

How?

I had no car, no transportation, no credit cards, a little bit of cash, and no means to call my husband. That was something I had to do. Find a way to contact him.

For that moment I had to absorb the shock and disbelief.

They left hours beforehand and no one came to get me.

Something big happened and I was left behind.


SIX – A VIEW

I never thought about having any survivor sense or skills. If it was one of those apocalypse movies, the audience would be yelling at my character on screen.

“What are you thinking?”

The main condo told a story of rushing and self-preservation.

A lot of personal belongings were still there, but they took food and water.

My best option was to try to find a phone, call my husband and check on my family, after I found out what was going on.

But should I leave the condo?

I hadn’t looked outside since I was on my balcony, was it still mayhem out there? Obviously, I would have to leave on foot, but where? I had no idea where I was in the city or how to get anywhere.

Taking a cue from the contestants that fled without even thinking about me, I had to pack a bag and take food.

That made sense. They were planning and so would I.

I could still hear the beeping outside, but it seemed farther in the distance. The sirens hadn’t ceased and were replaced by faint sounds of gunfire.

Still, I was curious as to what people were running from. Leaving their cars and blocking the street made matters worse for anyone trying to drive.

That didn’t matter to me, I would be on foot no matter what.

Since I no longer could hear the mass traffic chaos outside my building, I assumed things had calmed down.

Instead, I stepped out to what I could only describe as silent horror.

No movement, cars and trucks were just left there, doors open.

At first, I didn’t see them or recognize what they were, but my heart sped up and thumped in my chest when I saw the bodies.

I thought maybe it was some sort of chemical attack until I saw the blood. From where I stood above them it was hard to determine where exactly on their bodies the blood originated but faces and chests were saturated. Some looked as if they were pulled from their car, half hanging out from the seat onto the road.

What happened? Unintentionally holding my breath, I gripped the balcony railing looking down when I heard the running footsteps.

It came from my left and I searched for the person running.

Was it one or two?

The steps drew closer and faster and I heard the woman’s voice, weeping out as she ran, “Help me. Someone help me.”

Finally, she came into my view, still calling out for help as she ran.

“Hey!” I shouted to her.

“Help me, please! Where are you?”

“Up here”

As she nearly passed my building she looked up.

“Eighth floor!” I told her. “Just get inside.”

She changed direction, looked over her shoulder then disappeared beneath me. I could only figure she was coming in.

I was about to back up and find her when I saw him.

Someone else running. I spotted him in the distance. A man. Was he chasing her or running from something? He hadn’t reached my building and he ran focused, staring forward and moving unnaturally fast.

I debated on calling out to him, too. But something just told me not to.

Then just as he passed me, he stopped cold, turned his head and with a near robotic movement, he pivoted and ran to my building.

“Shit.”

I hurried to the front door and debated, really debated on whether I should go get her at the elevator.

Then I remembered, no power, no elevator.

Stepping out of the condo into the hall, I walked toward the stairs and I could hear the fast running on the metal steps.

Closer.

Closer.

More than one person was running, that man, it had to be him. It sounded like two drums playing out of synch.

Thump, thump, thump, thump.

Closer. She was almost there.

Scream.

An ungodly scream rang out and I heard four bangs against metal, the railing maybe.

Silence.

I stepped back.

Thump, thump, thump, thump.

He was coming. It had to be that man that ran after her.

Ready to turn to go back to my condo, the stairwell door flung open and he charged out, arms at his side like a mad man.

I didn’t get a good look at him, I just spun, bolted to the condo, and slammed the door in the nick of time.

As I latched it, it was as if his whole body slammed into my door as a means to stop him. It jolted on the hinges.

Then he started pounding, banging, and banging and it didn’t stop.

All three locks on the door were secured and there was nothing else I could do but hope he didn’t get in.


SEVEN – POUNDING

“Who are you?” What do you want?” I asked, standing at the door.

He didn’t make a verbal reply. He just kept hitting that door.

I looked through the peephole once early on, his head was down. A slender man I would guess was in his twenties. Fierce and determined to get through.

But why?

Immediately, like any sensible person would do, I needed to call for help. This man outside was dangerous., I used my flip phone to dial 911. It was a programmed and allowable number.

Surprisingly, after getting a hold message, someone answered.

“911, where is the location of your emergency,” the female operator asked.

That was odd to me, why didn’t she want to know what was happening. Then again, it was probably the second time in my life I called for help. I told her the address.

“And your name?”

“Laney. There’s a man outside my door, pounding. He won’t say anything. He ran from the street; I think he killed some—”

“Ma’am, do not open that door.”

“Oh, I won’t.”

“I mean it, do not engage with that man. I have your address, I’ll forward it to the queue and hopefully, there will be a unit in the area. I can’t guarantee that. But I promise you, I have you logged. Good luck.”

Click.

Good luck? Logged? What did that mean? No assurance that help was on the way, just that it was logged in and maybe someone would come.

But that man’s pounding was relentless.

I wanted to listen to music, to block him out, but I couldn’t. So, I went out to the balcony and listened to the war sounds in the distance.

The smoke in the sky still billowed across the skyline.

Four hours and twenty-seven minutes.

It had been that long since I woke up from my wine induced slumber, and nearly that long that the man pounded on my door.

In the meantime, madman kept pounding. As if he had nothing better to do than to beat on my door. It did start to slow down. It went from the tempo of some rave punk song to maybe disco and God willing, it would eventually slow down and stop.

Bang … Bang ….

A long pause, then … Bang.

It had been a while, the sky was starting to turn that early evening dark before it did, I wanted to look out the peephole.

He was lacking the momentum, head still down leaning inward to the door, using his fist to strike in a slow beating way. It wasn’t like in the movies, where the bad person on the other side of the door gets a psychic sense and suddenly a creepy eye is looking back at you.

I was ready for that, what I wasn’t ready for was for him to step back when his entire body shook in a mild convulsion. This happened for a few seconds, then he turned sideways, faced the hallway wall, threw back his head, and when he brought it forward, he vomited.

It was like an eruption, dark red blood shot from his mouth, hitting the wall, and creating what looked like a massacre scene.

Like it was nothing, when he was done, he returned to the door and that’s when I saw his face.

Something was wrong with him. Obviously. But more than madness and sickness, physically, something was going on.

I only saw it briefly, the right side of his face, from the chin, over the cheek and eye to the forehead, was covered with this thick gray patch of skin. Like a sore, or maybe a chemical burn, but it was gray, the color of concrete, raised in some spots, but cracked like a sidewalk as well.

I backed away from that door.


Letters Home

April 30

Kevin,

I don’t know what happened if it’s just here or everywhere. Maybe it’s just New York, but they evacuated the contestants and no one came to get me.

I woke up to find everyone gone.

There was insanity outside, traffic blocked the streets. I want to leave and find out what happened, but there is some crazy guy outside the door. He keeps banging, trying to get in. I think he killed someone in the stairwell. Yes, I called the police. I got through, but they said I had to wait. That was hours ago. I don’t think they’re coming.

He is still out there and it’s getting dark. I think there are two candles here. I’ll wait to light them.

I can still hear gunfire, but the sirens stopped along with the screaming and shouting. For the most part it’s quiet. How can a city this big be so quiet?

I’m scared. I hope you and the kids are alright. You’re probably watching the news and worried about me. I’ll be okay. Eventually, I’ll get out of here.


EIGHT – CONDO

More silence.

I guess that was what woke me, that and finally the light of day coming through the open drapes of the condo.

I slept on the couch again; this time I didn’t drink myself to sleep. I should have.

The police never came and I did really think they would.

I called 911 four more times. Twice I got an answer from a frazzled operator telling me the same thing.

If help could come they would.

The third attempt it just rang.

And the last time I called, nothing. Not even a ring.

I tried to reach Josie, then Pete the producer, allowable numbers added in my phone.

There was no answer. Then my flip phone died. Without electricity, I couldn’t even charge.

How I wished it was decades earlier when I could find a pay phone.

Landlines were uncommon, yet they still existed and I knew from my youth, they didn’t need power to work.

Other than the night my mother died; it was the longest night of my life. And that was by far the longest. That night in the condo was similar. Instead of in a basement listening for the sound of another tornado, I was listening for the sounds of chaos.

A long frightening night of uncertainty.

Waiting in the darkness, the occasional loud sound from outside causing my heart to jump and skip a beat.

Until I was tired, I spent the night packing items. Food, water, a change of clothes, other things I needed. I put on my best survival thinking cap, remembered things from movies and I grabbed what I could. Then I made sure I had the pictures I brought with me.

If and when I ventured out, I would be like those in the contestants’ condo. Leaving my stuff behind.

I thought a lot about the contestants. My anger about them leaving me subsided. I was mad, they just left. Not a single one of them thought about me. A surefire sign they really didn’t think I was likeable. Or maybe I wasn’t even a thought, out of sight, out of mind, because I was in the loser condo.

Given the situation, we were all losers now.

Not even enough to make sure I got out of the city.

Did they?

It was so hard to sleep, I needed to and wanted to, and eventually did.

But I was scared out of my mind.

Closing my eyes, seeing, then dreaming of that man outside my door, what kind of life he led before whatever happened to him happened.

He was wearing a casual business outfit. It was Friday, he probably was on his lunch break when it all went down.

But what went down?

I was still in the dark.

All I knew was that woman was screaming for help and he was chasing her, killed her then came after me.

There were dead people on the street.

Were there more like him out there? There had to be.

The espresso in a can was warm, but it did the trick to give me that caffeine I needed.

Before going outside, I double checked everything I packed, so I was ready to leave when I could. Not that I knew when that would be.

Soon.

It had to be soon.

Did I go out on my own or wait for a rescue?

I would be lying to myself if I said I wasn’t scared to go outside and look. Frightened of peering over that balcony and seeing all the bodies gone because they rose from the dead like some zombie apocalypse.

I was living the scene I had seen many times in movies and television.

A world suddenly turned upside down, people like myself confused and stupid as raging maniacs ran down the street and attacked.

There were no dead rising.

Biologically, that was impossible. I knew that. I wasn’t a doctor. I mean, a person doesn’t have to be a rocket scientist to know that.

But here I was scared that it was happening. Scared to look outside.

I found myself overthinking, going through those films and shows as if they were some sort of job training, I was trying to recollect.

After I finished my espresso in a can, I took a few gulps of water and a deep breath, then opened the balcony doors.

I felt the tremble of fear hit my body and I stepped out.

Nothing had changed.

The bodies were still in the street. The cars and trucks still abandoned.

No one was running or screaming.

Even the gunshots stopped. It was as if I were the last person in the city, clearly I wasn’t because madman was outside my door.

However, he stopped pounding.

I waited all night for him to stop completely. Not just take breaks. It took a long time for me to doze off for that to finally happen. I was up for two hours and heard nothing.

It was time to check.

I walked slowly and quietly to the peephole and looked out.

I didn’t see him. The blood smear from his vomit was on the wall but he was gone.

Or at least I thought he was.

Was it clear to leave?

I cringed at every sound I made as I undid the locks. The security door guard was on the door and it allowed me to open it and stay safe in case he was ready to pounce.

The door creaked as I opened it and, heart racing, I peeked through the slight opening.

I saw his legs.

They were extended and not moving.

Pushing myself as best as I could against the wall, I was able to maneuver enough to see that he was on the floor, back against the wall and his head slumped to the side.

His chest was covered in blood, like it spilled on him.

Was he dead? He wasn’t moving.

Prepared to slam the door, I called out softly. “Hey.”

Nothing.

A little louder. “Hey.”

He didn’t move.

Without being quiet, I closed the door and immediately checked the peephole.

He didn’t jump up.

Madman was either sleeping or in some sort of unconscious state and I knew it was my sign to leave.

Get out. Find out what was happening and contact my family.

I made the decision there and then to leave. To chance it.

I had a large backpack filled and to be on the safe side, I grabbed a knife and meat tenderizer mallet from the kitchen. Both of which I hooked onto my belt.

My pack was heavy and I put it over my shoulder.

I took a moment to say a quick prayer and gather some courage.

Then I opened that door.


NINE – BARELY OUT

It was three minutes after nine in the morning, a time in the city when it was usually wide awake and bustling, and I was about to venture out into the complete opposite.

A scent wafted out at me with the wide opening of the condo door. It wasn’t an unfamiliar smell. I had been exposed to it before. Bodily fluids of all types, mixed together to create a foul perfume.

It wasn’t death. I smelled that before, too.

The odor came from the man in the hall, his expulsions prior to and it looked like after he passed away.

I was certain he was dead, not long enough to create that putrid smell.

My plan was to step over his legs, head to the stairwell and make my best run for it.

Then I saw him. I really looked at him.

That gray patch of whatever it was had spread. It no longer was on the side of his face, but his whole face. I could see it on both his arms. He looked like a statue I’d see in a museum.

Holding my meat mallet ready to go, I nudged him slightly with my foot. He didn’t budge. When I did so it felt like I was nudging a wall. He was solid.

“What the hell?” I said aloud.

It was stupid, I know, but I crouched down to look at him.

His eyes were gray, no color, just like his skin.

I didn’t want to touch his skin, so I reached out to a covered part of his body. That was when I heard the squeak of the opening of a door.

I looked up, my hand still extended and a man came out of the next door condo carrying a box.

I could see the Ritz crackers package balancing on top.

He looked at me. “Don’t touch him,” he said abruptly. “Don’t. Back away.”

I don’t know where I got my common sense from, but instantly instead of thinking there was something dangerous about dead madman, I thought the guy with the box knew him.

“I’m sorry, I wasn’t hurting your friend.”

“What?” He shook his friend. “I don’t know him. I'm serious. Get away from him. What are you? Stupid?” Another shake of his head he turned away from me and walked to the stairwell.

“Hey.” I stood, adjusted my pack on my shoulder, clipped the mallet to my belt and hurriedly followed him. “Hey,” I shouted, but he went into the stairs.

It was a habit to look back and I did, once more to madman on the ground, then I pushed through the stairwell.

It was so dark, I stopped before I took a step.

I swung around my backpack and grabbed one of those small, round battery operated lights, the ones used for closets and dark hallways. They were the closest thing there were to flashlights in the condo. I had picked them up one time at Walmart when we had a power outage. 

I didn’t remember how powerful they were until I grabbed it and it turned on without any effort. Startled, I fumbled the light and caught it before it smashed to the ground. It lit up the entire area around me and I saw what happened to the woman that ran down the street screaming for help. There she was, as I had thought, dead.

Her body lay on her side on the landing between the seventh and eighth floor. Her head bludgeoned so badly her face was hard to recognize, it was smashed in.

I couldn’t let that stop me. Even though I wanted to pay respects to this stranger, I kept going, racing down the stairs, trying to make my pace faster than the sound of his echoing steps.

I wanted and needed to catch him.

When I emerged from the stairwell, I saw him darting across the lobby.

There were bodies in the lobby, the doorman, another two men, I couldn’t pause to look, I had to chase him.

He was by the main door and I wasn’t far behind him. I saw him turn right and when I exited, I did the same.

Not five steps out the door, he stepped in front of me, as if he were waiting and hiding for me to come out.

“Quit following me!” he blasted.

I winced and stepped back. He didn’t look quite as frazzled as I felt and he was angry? Why was he so angry? A young man carrying a box.

“I wasn’t … I didn’t mean to. I mean, I saw you and,” I spoke in circles. “I need help.”

“It’s not my problem.” He turned and started to walk.

I followed. “I’m not from around here, I don’t know where to go. Is there a place—”

“Stop.” He looked back quickly then continued walking.

“If you can just tell me where to go.”

He stopped. “You are not my problem. “

“You don’t need to be so mean.”

He shook his head. “I don’t mean to be this way, but it can’t be groups. Alone is the way, okay. You move faster alone.”

“Why?”

“Oh my God.” He pivoted and started walking. “Don’t you pay attention?”

“To what? I haven’t talked to anyone, I’ve been sequestered.”

Again, he stopped, only this time he faced me. “Like a juror?”

“Sort of.”

“Lady, I’m sorry. Just stay inside and keep your eyes open.”

Keep my eyes open.

At first, I was confused, then I realized what he meant when behind him, I saw a man running down the street toward us. Like Madman in the hallway, he ran unnaturally fast.

I wanted to back up and run, but I had to warn him,

“Run.”

“Yes.” He nodded. “When you need to but hide is—”

“No, run!” I started to turn when the running man lept out and landed on box guy’s back. The box topped to the ground and box man went face first to the pavement.

I grabbed for my mallet, but it was happening so fast, there was nothing I could do.

Running man was on the back of the box man, he grabbed his head from behind and repeatedly and rapidly smashed him into the sidewalk.

Oh my God, I was next.

The running man was consumed with smashing Box Man’s head. He was on a mission, to destroy it, bang, smash until nothing was left to smash.

I took off running.

I had to get inside and I couldn’t go back to the condo. Maybe he wouldn’t see me and I could safely hide.

I wasn’t as fast as running man, if he decided he was going to chase me next, I was done.

Half a block down the street, on a whim, I pulled on the door of a flower shop.

Locked.

I looked back, Box Man was still being pulverized and Running man was still preoccupied with this death delivery.

I could barely catch my breath, there was a lump in my throat from fear and a weird feeling of adrenaline rushing through my veins. Cold, electrifying.

Using that I pushed forward.

Hide.

I tried the next store front, nothing, then the next.

A donut shop.

Open.

With wheezing breath and beating heart, I slipped inside.

There was a bolting lock on the glass door and I turned it and backed up.

I had to get out of sight.

Walking backward, I blindly bumped into a table.

That was it, turn over a table and use it as a shield to hide behind.

Flipping the table, I prepared to dive down, when I felt a hand grab on to mine.

It was a young voice that spoke.

“Hurry. Come with me.”

She yanked me just as I saw running man appear at the glass door.

I saw how relentless he was, and if he spotted us and wanted us, that glass was no match or barrier for him.


TEN – CINNAMON SWIRL

When she first touched my hand it scared me. In a short span of time, I started not to trust people.

Box man was dead.

Maybe if he didn't feel the need to berate me and tell me how much he wasn't going to help. Maybe if he didn't think it was every man for himself, he'd still be alive.

Where did Running man come from.?

Did he hear us? See us? Both?

I was certain he saw us in that donut shop. Maybe I was wrong. Despite it being daylight it was dark in the shop.

“This way,” the little girl tugged my hand toward the back and to the kitchen. I followed her, she obviously wasn't like box man and she knew a good spot to hide.

The poor thing was probably scared when she heard me come in.

She couldn't have been any older than ten or eleven. Her dark blonde hair was messy, it hadn't been brushed, not that mine looked any better.

“Thank you,” I told her. “If I would have stayed there, he would have broken in.”

“He's been here before,” she replied. “The last person that came in. He chased her.”

“Is she back here?”

She shook her head. “No, she left this morning when it was quiet.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Since yesterday.”

I glanced around the kitchen, some food was on the counter, not much.

“We can stay back here. Emily said it was a break room.”

“Was Emily the woman with you?”

The girl nodded.

“How did you hear me come in from all the way back here?” I asked.

“I didn't. I went up there for a donut.”

“Good thing for me,” I said, then stopped at the walk-in freezer. The door was closed, it had the latch bolted and a shelf with a microwave was in front.

“Don't open that,” she warned. “Please.”

Just as I was about to ask why, there was a bang against that refrigerator door.

“Who ... what is in there?” I asked.

Sadly, the little girl pursed her lips. “My father,” she replied then walked farther to the back.

I stayed there for a second, the banging became steadier. I wasn't worried about him getting out, I was worried about the little girl.

She led me to a small back room across from an office. In between those rooms was an exit door.

“Have you gone out there?” I asked, pointing to the exit.

She shook her head. “They're out there. And even if I could leave.” she looked beyond me toward the refrigerator. “I won't leave him” She turned right into the room.

It was a break room.

Four lockers, a table, a vending machine, and a couch.

It wasn't very big. The little girl sat on the couch; she pulled a smashed donut from her hoodie pocket.

“What is your name?” I asked her.

“Nika. What's yours?”

“Laney.” I sat down at the table, placing my heavily packed bag on there. “Did you eat any real food or only donuts?”

“They had pepperoni rolls.”

“Well, that's real food. If you’re hungry let me know.”

Nika nodded. “I will. Do you have kids?”

“I do. Three.”

“You look like a mom.”

I didn’t know how to take that. I just gave a gentle smile.

“Are they dead?” she asked.

Her question took me back. “What? No. They aren't. I mean I hope not. I'm pretty far from home. I just want to get back.”

“We left home. It happened to my dad and we were trying to get help. Then we got stuck in that traffic out there and we came in here when a ton of them ran down the street.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Are they ... zombies.”

She looked at me and snickered. Yeah, a child thought I was being silly. 'There’s no such thing as zombies. They're sick. Like my dad.”

“Did you know about the sick people before your dad got sick?'

Nika shook her head. “Emily told me. She helped me put my dad in the freezer.”

I heard the sound of crashing and breaking glass.

Almost as if it didn’t faze her, Nika said, “Oh, wow, he finally got in.”

Then she closed and locked the door.

“Shh,” she whispered. “He’ll go away. That’s what Emily said.”

My eyes glued to the door, I could hear him out there, rummaging, banging, it then caused her father to bang on that freezer.

If it weren’t so frightening, it would be comical, they weren’t coming for us, they were going after each other. The madman that crashed through the window banged on the freezer door thinking it was us, as did Nika’s father from the other side.

I had so many questions, but Nika was a child, a little girl, around the same age as my twins. What would she know? Plus, hadn’t she been through enough? Asking her to tell me what she knew could be traumatizing.

Again, I wondered what the hell was going on.

One day I’m the big loser in a national baking competition, the next some eruption of deadly violence.

It was and felt the closest to those zombie movies I had seen, but without the dead rising. They still lay in the street and in stairwells.

And it wasn’t like there were hordes of them. One randomly racing down the street, finding its target, beating them senselessly.

They were infected, obviously, but how and with what? If it was that virus that I thought was overseas, there was no mention of violence or head bashing.

That guy Moss at the diner didn’t mention it either and he was all about it, so was Josie.

Nika didn’t seem scared, she was a lot braver than me. It didn’t seem like an act, she was too young for that.

I stayed at that door for a while, then turned around. She was on the couch, picking at that smashed donut she pulled from her pocket, I could smell the cinnamon from it. I asked in a whisper if she had water or anything to drink and she told me did.

Emily made her.

Who the hell was this Emily? Why did she leave a child alone?

I’d wait to ask Nika questions, even though I hated to do it, she was my only source of information.

Something inside told me, she was way more knowledgeable about what was happening than I was.


Letters Home

May 1

Kevin,

I got out of the condo but didn’t make it too far. I saw another one of those crazy people. He came out of nowhere. I was arguing with some guy, I just wanted his help and before I knew it, he was dead.

Murdered

I’m not processing it. I’m too scared, but I also want to get home.

A little girl named Nika is helping me hide from the crazy guy outside, but the sad thing is her father is sick, too. She had to lock him in the freezer.

She is so brave.

She is a little older than the twins. She’s my sign that you guys are okay. She’s looking at me like I’m silly for writing in this. I told her what I was doing. Maybe I am doing this because I want you to know what I went through or it’s my way of writing it out of my system.

I don’t know. At the very least, it passes time.

I miss you all. I will get home.


ELEVEN – CHATTY CATHY

“I have it,” Nika said softly.

It had been an hour, maybe two of saying nothing, watching her eat that donut and listening to the back and forth pounding on the freezer door not far from us. Other than learning she was going to be twelve in four months, the only conversation before that was.

“What is the notebook?”

“I’m writing letters to my husband.”

“Why?”

I replied with a shrug and a simple answer of, “I’m not really sure.”

That was it.

I wrote a brief letter, ate some crackers, tried to mentally put a song to the banging exchange while hoping it would stop or slow down at the very least.

It didn’t.

Then after the quiet, she said about having it.

“I’m sorry, Sweetie,” I replied. “What do you have?”

“It.”

“It?”

“The sickness. The same as my dad and that guy out there,” Nika replied.

“Hardly,” I quipped. “You don’t seem like a raging lunatic to me.” I paused. “I’m sorry, not that your dad is a lunatic. He’s sick. I’m sorry.”

She shook her head. “No. I have to have it.”

“Why?” I asked.

“They say it’s very con…” she paused. “It means you can catch it easily.”

“Contagious.”

“That’s the word.”

“Did you hear this on the news? What?” I asked.

“Emily.”

I huffed. “So, this woman runs in the bakery, here, right? You hide her and she leaves you and she says you have it.”

Nika nodded. “I’m not scared though.”

“You shouldn’t be because I don’t think you have it. What all did she tell you about this sickness?”

“That it’s a virus. That no one is safe. That a bunch of people got it and they’re trying to figure out how,” Nika explained. “But it spread because it spreads easy and fast. If you touch the skin where the sickness is, you’ll get it right away. Hours. If you touch their throw up it can take a day.”

The skin where the sickness is.

That had to be the gray sores.

“Did she tell you anything else.”

“Yeah, she said it fast, I don’t remember it all.”

“What made her think you had it? I mean did you touch the sickness on your dad?”

Nika shrugged. “I don’t think so. But he threw up on me.”

“When?”

“Yesterday.”

“And she told you a day to get sick?”

Nika nodded.

“Well, again, I don’t think you have it. And where did she get all this information from? The internet, the news?”

“No. She said she was a doctor and she had to get to the hospital.”

“And she still left you.”

“Don’t blame Emily, she was nice. I didn’t want to leave my dad.”

“So, she tried to get you to leave?” I asked.

“She didn’t say anything. She stayed with me after my father went into the freezer.”

“Was she with you before he went in?”

Nika nodded. “Yes. She told him it started with a fever, then he’d start feeling really sick, and once the rash started, he would get violent and couldn’t control it. But he already had the rash.”

“And she knew this much about the sickness that he believed her.”

“She was right. Look at the sick people out there. The guy that’s out there now. Emily was right.”

“Still.” I stood and paced.

“You can leave if you want.”

“I’m not doing that. I’m not.” I waved out my hand. “We’ll figure something out.”

“She said he won’t last long,” Nika said sadly. “If the sickness doesn’t kill him, they don’t eat or drink anything and they die in a few days.”

“Oh, this Emily sounds like a gem.”

“She was nice.”

“So, you said. Look.” I walked closer to her. “I know you said you’re not scared and that’s great. But I am. And I’m gonna stay here with you until we figure out how to get out of here and get to that hospital. Obviously, it’s not that far if Emily ran there.”

“It’s not. We almost made it, but my dad got too sick and there was traffic so we came in here.”

“Good. We’ll find a way to get you there. If you have it, they’ll make you better.”

I heard her huff a laugh of disbelief.

“What? What did Emily tell you?”

“She said no one who gets it lives.”

“Oh my God,” I gasped. “Did she know you were a child? Not even a teenager? Of course she did.”

“She said it didn’t matter. I had to know.”

I felt really bad for Nika. Envisioning my own children, my oldest daughter at her age. So innocent and lacking the knowledge to comprehend how bad things actually were.

I was angry. I mean really angry with a woman I never met.

I pictured in my mind some young, smug, fresh out of residency woman. Not enough life experience to give her the needed compassion and bedside manner.

Both of which she apparently lacked.

Doctor Emily gave a dose of hard truth to a girl that was barely twelve.

A girl alone with a dying father.

I tried to determine why she would be so blunt to Nika. What did she have to gain? And believing Nika was sick, she still left her.

Maybe she figured it was faster on her own and she planned on coming back.

All those answers lay with Emily who probably was lying dead in the street bludgeoned by one of her sickness victims.

For the time being we were stuck in the donut shop break room. It gave me time to figure out what we were going to do next.


TWELVE – SLOWING BUT NOT STOPPING

To me it was a matter of common sense.

Time was our friend.

Hunker down and wait it out.

The human body can’t really survive too long without water. Those infected weren’t eating or drinking. And knowing that when I was in the Condo my door pounder didn’t last long before he died, this virus, this sickness that was extremely contagious would burn out.

It had to.

A week or two.

Heck, I did close to that when we faced the tornado.

The problem wasn’t with hunkering down, it was where I wasn’t.

I wasn’t home.

There was no way to call my husband. I tried that landline in the breakroom, it didn’t work. What would Kevin want me to do? Would he tell me to stay put or come home?

If it was global, if my own hometown was struck then I just didn’t need to be home, I wanted to be home.

Nika was a reminder of what was important.

She was a child no matter how grownup she tried to be. I had to help her.

“Your mom?” I asked her. “Where is your mother?”

“I don’t know.” Nika shook her head. “I haven’t seen her in a while. Jail maybe?”

“Jail? Did your father say something about that.”

“No. But he didn’t say she died. What other reason would she have not to be around.”

Obviously, there were other reasons, all of them painful and none of them her father wanted to share.

“Okay, so, when it’s quiet and safe,” I said. “We’ll get our things and we will run to the hospital.”

“What about my dad?”

“We’ll wait.”

“Until he dies?” Nika peeped out the question.

“We will wait until it’s alright to go.”

That was all I could tell her, I still walked on eggshells. I just didn’t want to upset her, but I wondered if it was me who was not wanting to hear the truth.

We shared a can of pasta that was in an employee locker. Again, we really didn’t speak much and eventually, it grew quiet and she fell asleep.

I was tired and I wanted to sleep as well, but the lack of noise told me a few things.

Both Nika’s father and the man that chased us in were more than likely dead.

It had been at least an hour since they made a noise.

No sound meant it was probably safe to leave.

But it was night.

There was a single glass block window and not a single light shone through.

It wasn’t safe to leave. We’d never see an infected coming.

I knew my round push lights wouldn’t last long, they’d start to dim just about the time it was daylight.

I had one on the table to give us some light. I thought about turning it off to conserve, but I was probably more scared than Nika was.

I gathered what I could, organized what I could in that break room because we would be leaving.

As soon as the sun came up, as soon as I checked that it was safe.

We would make a run for it.


THIRTEEN - STILL HAVING DONUTS

The third day reality hit Nika.

She didn’t say anything, but I could tell by the look on her face. I was awake when she woke. She sat up with a start from lying to sitting and a realization hit her.

The silence.

Suddenly, her features were drawn and pale and she just stared outward.

I didn’t say anything, I let her wake up and process everything and just as I was about to speak, she jumped up from the couch.

“Dad?”

She moved toward the breakroom door.

“Daddy?” she called out louder, then again, more emotionally. “Daddy!” She repeated his name over and over, her voice screeching with sadness.

I had to bodily stop her from opening the door.

I knew right then and there that none of what happened was registering real to her. That somehow the man she locked in the freezer would suddenly be better.

It was her father, of course, she wanted with all of her heart for him to get better. Perhaps she was hoping Emily was wrong when she told her the truth about the sickness.

The sickness.

I was getting secondhand information. All I knew about it was the words of a young girl and what I saw.

I witnessed the ‘after’ they turned violent, the stage that occurred following the rash. I assumed the rash was the gray patches of skin that slowly took over a lot of the body. Still, I didn’t understand much about it, how could Nika?

“Hey, hey,” I spoke soothingly. “Listen.”  I placed my hands on her shoulders. “I’m going to go check, okay? If it is clear, we need to go.”

“My father.”

“I’ll check on him. I promise. I just need you to stay in here.”

She nodded her agreement.

Before I opened that door, I gathered all of our things. The backpacks and items we would take with us when and if we left the donut shop. They were ready for us.

Grab and go.

I’m not sure when I became brave, because I really wasn’t.

I didn’t want to open that breakroom door, but knew I had to.

Before doing so, I listened.

Upon not hearing anything, I pounded on the door. I knew the noise would cause a reaction even in Nika’s father in the freezer.

Still nothing.

I glanced back at Nike, reiterating to her to wait in the breakroom, then I unlocked the door and slowly turned the knob.

It was so much like that moment in the condo when I stepped out into the hall. The only difference was that I was slightly more informed and knew about the dangers that could jump out at any moment.

Was I ready? No.

It was something I had to do.

As if it made a different I tensed my face as I unlocked the door and it clicked.

I hit it a couple times, waited then slowly opened it, telling Nika to stay put.

Hating to peek out head first, I had to. After seeing nothing I stepped out cautiously.

On my second step, clearing the doorway, I saw legs. By them was the microwave that was perched on the cart.

A sour smell hit me as I inched my way through the donut shop kitchen. The closer I drew to where the freezer was, the man on the floor came clearer into focus.

It was the man that killed box man and crashed through the donut shop window. He lay on his side, his body kind of twisted, one leg behind him, back arched and he was covered with that gray rash.

His mouth was open and unlike the man by the condo door, there was no vomit. His eyes were wide open and I thought he was dead until …

He shifted them my way.

I jumped, ready to run, when I realized as much as he wanted to, he couldn’t move. He groaned slightly, but his arms and legs never budged. Almost as if that gray rash was concrete poured over him and it looked it.

There was one thing that frightened me more than that man on the floor. The fact that the freezer door was wide open and when I looked inside, Nika’s father wasn’t there.

<><><><>

“Where my father?”

I knew that question was coming, I didn’t want her to walk past the freezer and see he wasn’t there. I told her in the break room while we gathered our things.

“Did he get better?” she asked. “Is he looking for me.”

“I think, honey, he may have gotten fully into the violent stage. I don’t know.”

“Should we look for him?”

I inwardly cringed. If her father was pounding on the door and he got out, then he wouldn’t be looking for her and we didn’t want to find him.

He was out there and that scared me.

I didn’t have a good answer, so I did my best.

“Maybe he went to the hospital,” I said. “We’re going there right now. Right?”

Nika nodded.

“Okay, let’s go.”

We gathered our things, carrying everything we could on our backs. When we stepped outside into the kitchen, that was when I saw the box of gloves. Clear gloves for food prep. While they probably weren’t the best, they would be better than anything for any surface we would touch.

I paused to grab that box and shove it into my backpack.

“Is that what happens to them?” Nika asked.

I knew she saw the man on the ground.

He was still alive, barely groaning, eyes shifting.

“I think once the sickness takes hold, that’s what happens.”

“Is he suffering?” she asked, staring down to the man.

“I don’t know. We just have to move.”

Making our way through the donut shop, I saw blood on the floor. I wasn’t an expert or some tracker and I didn’t know if it was from the man that crashed through the window or her father.

When we reached the broken glass of the door, I stopped. “Are we going left or right?”

“Left. It’s a few blocks up. Our cars out there.”

“So are a lot of others. Listen, when we go out, we need to keep an eye out. Look around, they come out of nowhere. Understand.”

“Yes.”

I looked out first and didn’t see anyone. We needed to be quiet. I told Nika that. Don’t say a word. Don’t make a sound unless we had to. Maybe that was how they spotted us. Box man was nearly yelling at me on the street.

We crept out and turned left, staying close to the buildings in case we had to run. Not that any buildings would be open. We probably stood a better chance hiding in a car. There were so many. Eventually we would move by the traffic, ahead of it and with luck find a car.

From under her hand, muffled, Nika gasped. “What’s that smell?”

It hit me too, and like her I covered my mouth, responding to her with a shake of my head and a soft, “shh.”

Her voice squeaked with fear, “Is that bodies? Are they what smells?”

“Shh.”

Please, I begged in my mind, please no noise.

We had to keep moving.

My hopes were that we would find help.

A rescue station, the police.

Surely there were ‘safe’ places out there that I could take Nika.

I moved like some sort of graceful dancer down the sidewalk, turning left and right, constantly looking for one of them to come out. We kept our pace steady, but not racing. We didn’t need to be winded if we actually had to run for our lives.

Maybe it was over.

Maybe they all turned into what the infected looked like in the kitchen of the donut shop.

One block.

We made it one block and nothing popped out at us. I felt a sense of relief when I saw the blue sign and ‘H’ indicating the hospital was ahead.

Feeling a little better, less on edge, I took in my surroundings.

The last time I was on the street, I was too busy arguing with Box guy then running. From the balcony of the condo, it looked bad, but it was nothing compared to being in the middle of it.

What happened, did a wave of infected plow down the street? I couldn’t recall if I even saw them, if I did, from above the infected probably looked like the ones they were chasing.

There was so much blood on the street, on the vehicles. Car doors were open, showing that people had run. Some didn’t make it.

Bloated bodies lay twisted on the ground, most if not all looked like head injuries, although I only glanced. I tried not to look and hoped that Nika did.

How horrible for her to walk through that, smell that.

Every time I looked to check on her, she looked more pale, her hand so tight over her nose and mouth I worried she was suffocating herself.

Near the end of the second block, there was a ‘hospital traffic keep left’ sign and I knew we were even closer. I looked back at Nika, wanting to show her the sign when I saw she had enough.

She wasn’t in control and I saw that. Turning her body, she heaved forward and vomited.

It wasn’t the sickness that she feared she had, it was because she couldn’t hold it in. The emotions, the sights, and smells.

The mother in me walked over to her, moving her hair, and placing my hand on her forehead.

“It’s okay,” I whispered. “I know it’s a lot.” I looked around to see if there was somewhere we could sneak into, somewhere open so she could sit down and have some water.

Nika wretched, but nothing else was coming out, dry heaving over and over.

Her eyes were glossy as she glanced at me. “Do I have it?"

“No.” I shook my head. “You don’t.

Again, I looked, there were shops across the street, but making it across the congestion of cars seemed like a wide river we had to cross. Stepping back, I got a view of the buildings we were in front of.

A law office, an entrance to an apartment, we were in front of a pawn shop, maybe that door was open. If not, it had this, deep, almost alcove style entrance before the door and one of those rolling gates, it wasn’t shut so it was possible. That would keep us safe.

Nika backed away from where she had thrown up, her head was still down.

“Hey, let’s go take a break,” I told her. “This is a lot.”

She nodded, lifting her head and her eyes widened with almost a gleam of happiness. “Dad?”

It took a split second to register and I noticed she was looking behind me. As she moved away from me, she called out.

“Dad. Daddy? Over here.”

Every ounce of my being tensed up when I looked and saw him. He was up the street, on the next blook in the direction of the hospital.

How did she even see him?

Was it her father?

The man stopped walking and turned.

Nika smiled brightly. “See, Laney, I told you he was looking for us.”

Frozen, scared, even if for a split second, my mind screamed, ‘Oh my God’, when I saw her father barreling our way. I knew it wasn’t a reunion, he wasn’t running to us in gratefulness. He didn’t know her and we were targets. As he ran to us, three women and another man came and joined him.

It was the first time I saw more than one.

With one thing on my mind and that was to get her to safety, I pivoted my body to grab for her when out of nowhere, from the direction of the traffic in the street, raced a man.

He was a blur, he was so fast, I didn’t have time to register what was happening.

He came in from the side and snatched her up, continuing in stride, never missing a beat. He ran with her to the pawn shop.

She didn’t have time to scream and as I felt that expulsion of vocal fear coming from me, my hand was grabbed and I was yanked into the deep pocket entrance of the pawn shop.

The man, wearing a thick green, duffle style backpack, leaped forward, grabbed the security gate and rolled it closed with a slam.

Quickly, he secured the lock, extended his arms, pushing us back just as Nika’s father and the four others came.

They pushed on the steel gate, trying to push their hands through the tiny holes.

They couldn’t.

We were safe for the time being.

Obviously, the man that snatched us up in the nick of time, wasn’t infected.

Who was he?


FOURTEEN – THE STRANGER

That huge backpack on his back still obscured a lot of my view. He wasn’t an exceptionally tall man, but he was taller than my husband, and Kevin pushed six feet.

His frame looked large, but it was hard to tell with that pack.

He stayed an arms’ length away from that gate, staring at Nika’s father and the others who tried to push through. The one woman kept shoving herself into the gate like authorities trying to burst into a door.

They were angry, raging. Trying to squeeze an arm through a too small opening and not caring if it cut them or tore back their skin.

The gray rash formed on their faces and fingers. They didn’t look mindless, they looked determined. We angered them and they were trying to get us.

“Daddy?”

“Stay back. Don’t touch him,” the stranger said in a deep voice. His back was still facing us.

After a beat, he backed up and turned, nearly swinging that giant backpack into me.

“Okay. We’re good,” he said then walked to the front door of the pawn shop, unlocking it.

“Thank you,” I told him. “Thank you so much.”

He didn’t respond, he only opened the door.

Nika didn’t move, she just stared at her father.

“Come on,” I whispered and gently took her arm. “Let’s get inside.”

I heard her whimper, eyes never moving from her father until we were inside the pawn shop and closed the door.

“This way,” he told us. “The apartment is in the back.” He led us to a door next to the counter and opened it.

I really didn’t worry about this stranger trying to harm us, maybe I should have, but he saved us.

“Is this your place?” I asked.

“My uncle’s.”

We stepped into a really small entrance way. Straight ahead of us was a kitchen, bright and yellow. And that was where he headed. He put the bag on the table. Moving quickly as if he didn’t want us to see him.

For a second, I feared he maybe was hiding the gray rash.

“Thank you again,” I told him.

“Why were you out there, standing there and yelling for them?”

“It was my father,” Nika replied quietly.

“Actually, we stopped because she was sick.”

When I said that he glanced over his shoulder at me, I worried he got the wrong idea.

“Not with whatever they have,” I clarified. “It’s seeing all the bodies and smelling them.”

“You’ll have that.” He finally turned around and had a bottle of water. He cracked open the cap and handed it to Nika.

When he said that I noticed he had a dialect or accent, a slight one, Russian maybe but it wasn’t thick.

“Drink it, you’ll feel better. I think I have crackers,” he said. “Where were you headed?"

“The hospital,” I told him.

“You don’t want to go there.” He proceeded to take items out of his backpack. Food items and put them away. “Please sit.” He indicated the table. “Why were you going there?”

After pulling out a chair for Nika, I whispered to her to drink the water then I sat down as I answered him. “There was this woman, Emily, that was with Nika when it all began and she left her to go to the hospital. She’s a doctor.”

“The hospital isn’t where you want to be.”

“Aren’t there people there?” I asked.

“Oh, there’s people, but not the kind you want to run into.”

“So, you’ve been there?”

“I made that mistake.” He gave a package of crackers to Nika, then set down two glasses on the table. When he sat, he had a bottle and he popped the cork. He pushed a glass to me and started to pour.

I stopped him. “Oh, it’s nine in the morning.”

“And your point?” He cracked a half smile. “Rules are different. Stress is higher. Besides it’s brandy, it doesn’t count.” He poured some. “Sip.”

Relenting, I nodded and allowed him to pour some in the glass. I looked at him, a bigger guy in build. Thicker build, but his face was narrow, a lot of lines around his eyes and mouth. It looked like he had dark hair, but it was hard to tell with the baseball cap that he wore.

“Thank you,” I said. “I’m Laney, this is Nika.”

“Jed.”

“Like Clampett?”

“Who?” he asked.

“Clampett. You know, Jed Clampett.”

“Never heard of him.”

“Never mind.” I waved out my hand. “I swear I’m the only one anymore that knows the Beverly Hillbillies.”

Sweet and tired, almost timid, Nika spoke up. “I do.”

I glanced at her with a gentle smile.

“Then you can tell me who they are,” Jed stated. “How are you feeling?” he asked her.

“Okay, I guess.”

“I am sorry about your father.” He reached out and placed his hand on hers. “I lost my father and mother to this. My uncle as well.” He then looked at me. “I’m sorry about your husband.”

“Oh, she’s not my daughter,” I replied. “And I hope my husband is still alive. My kids, too. I’m not from around here. That’s how we met. I was trying to get home and I … well, I had to hide and she was there.”

“Where’s home?”

“Solon. It’s in Ohio, just outside of Cleveland.”

“Ohio?” he whistled. “You’re a long way.”

“I know. So … why were you at the hospital?”

“Like a lot of people,” he replied. “This sickness just came to a head, you know? My parents had the fever, throwing up, I took them to the hospital. No one tells you on the news that it affects your brain. It makes you nuts, violent. If they weren’t so damned contagious, I would like to capture one.”

“Why?”

“I want to know if they’re in pain, if they know,” he said. “Because I don’t know if putting them down is putting them out of their misery or adding to it. If they know what they’re doing—”

“They can’t possibly, can they?” I cut him off. “I mean, they’re …”

“Bashing heads?” he asked. “As if they’re mad at us for not being sick.”

“Did you parents get that way?”

He nodded. “Oh, yeah, they did. I left. I came back here and Uncle Len, he was sick.”

“Did he … turn into one?” I asked.

“A head basher?”

“Head basher?”

“That’s my name for them,” he said. “Can’t keep saying sick or infected, basher is better.”

“No, really it’s not.” I took a drink of my brandy.

“It’ll catch on.” He winked. “Like zombie, you know.”

“What did you do with him?” I asked. “Your uncle, I mean.”

“I let him chase me out and I came back in,” he replied. “I don’t know where he is. Like with my parents, I assume he passed. They seem to go quickly. Until they all do, I am staying put. Out there.” He motioned his arm. “What happened out there were people trying to get away and those from the hospital came through. And you have to figure, this is New York, small areas are probably just getting started.”

“I have to get home. I have to figure out how to help Nika. She has no one.”

“She has you,” he said, then looked to Nika. “Do you have any other family?”

Nika shook her head. "Just my dad.”

“I can’t just take her,” I retorted. “I mean, there are laws. There has to be like, safe camps or something.”

“If there is, I haven't heard,” Jed said. “My uncle has an old radio, I’ve been listening. Then again, this thing was going on days before that mess out front. “Last I heard they were evacuating people out of the train station and bus station. But that was a couple days ago.”

“What caused all the traffic?” I asked. “I slept late and when I woke, I saw it.”

“The governor issued an evacuation in the morning a few days back. I was at the hospital so it wasn’t an option for me to leave. But no one was able to get out.”

“Maybe the people in the train station?” I stated with question.

“Maybe.” He paused in taking a drink, his mouth hovered the glass. “Is that where you want to go?”

“I need to get home. If there’s somewhere to take Nika, or at least find out if I can bring her with me, then we both need to get out of the city.”

“You can wait,” he said. “Honestly, we listen to the radio, we wait.”

“Wait for what?”

Jed shifted his eyes to Nika. “Wait.”

“I wish it were that simple,” I said. “I have a husband, three children, I need to know that they’re okay.”

“I know this is silly to ask, but have you tried calling?”

After an exhale, I explained everything to him as best as I could. How I was in a cooking show, sequestered and the phone was blocked from making certain calls.

I did try the landline in the condo, but Kevin’s phone never rang. It did nothing.

“So, you never got a hold of them?” Jed asked.

I shook my head. “No. I haven’t talked to them in nearly a week.”

“This thing started about four days ago here, maybe five. But that’s here,” he explained. “I think suburbs like Solon are not hit yet.”

“You think?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged.

Nika spoke up, “You said you had an old radio. Did you hear anything on that?”

“No. But …” he lifted a finger. “I wasn’t listening for other areas. We can try. I have a battery. We can hook it up and try. See if we can find anything out.” His eyes shifted to me. “I just think you need to wait it out. A couple more days and I think you can get out of the city.”

“What makes you so sure?” I asked.

“Because the sickness lasts no longer than five days. That’s what I heard. Yesterday it was bad out there. More than I could count. This morning, I was able to go out and get supplies. It’s getting better.”

My drunken slumber that first morning caused me to miss the evacuation. I never saw the wave of infected hit those in traffic and as far as ‘Yesterday’, I was in a break room with Nika.

I had to take his word for it.

The fact remained, even with his radio and being at the hospital. None of us knew anything concrete, it was guess work and speculation based on what we heard and saw.

What I knew as fact and from seeing was those infected were dangerous. Head bashers was a blunt but true term. Contagious and dangerous, and if I wanted to get back home, find my family, I had to do so when it was safe.

When that would be remained to be seen.


Letters Home

May 5

Kevin,

Hard to believe it’s been a couple days and I made it only two blocks. This is crazy. I just want to get to you and the kids. I tried calling again. Nothing.

I’m in a pawn shop. A man named Jed helped me and Nika. Like I said, we didn’t make it too far. We were on the way to the hospital. To get help.

Kevin, it was so sad.

When we left the donut shop her dad wasn’t there. He had been in the freezer, and I guess he got out or was let out. I knew he was out there. Nika saw her father, and just started calling to him.

You can guess what happened next.

Maybe not. Maybe you don’t know anything about it.

I hope. Because if you don’t know, that means you’re safe.

Be home soon.


FIFTEEN – AT THE WINDOW

It was more than just a single radio that his uncle had in his pawn shop. Everything was old. The one AM radio looked like it was from the fifties, a transistor one that ran on batteries. And the other was one of those broadcasting things, that people communicated with other radio people.

Or rather ‘Operators’ as Jed told me.

That was the radio he worked on. He really believed if he could get it working, after that he wasn’t sure. But watching him work passed the time. Even though we’d only been in there a few hours, it seemed longer.

I agree to give it a couple of days. Just two and if it seemed quiet, then we would leave.

Nika’s father and the others were still out there. Even though the windows of the shop had the blinds drawn, I peeked out.

Somehow, I felt they sensed I was looking.

I checked every hour and every hour I watched that gray rash grow.

As odd as it sounded, I took notes.

The thought of doing that didn’t dawn on me until Jed had said if they weren’t so contagious he'd catch one to learn about them.

Why were they so contagious? How did we even know that? Was it the news or did Jed learn that from being at the hospital?

Their behavior was strong, unwavering as if they were so damned determined. I wanted to believe they were like zombies, but I knew they weren’t. Other than the fact that they weren’t dead, they knew something, I could see it in their eyes.

Like they were on acid, living in some hallucinogenic world.

Out of it.

I had a friend who told me he had tried mushrooms and he was so scared, seeing himself in some version of the Vietnam war which was far before he was even born. Yet he was there and his friends found him in the bushes hiding.

The sickness they had was their drug, only would it wear off?

The rash spread.

By evening, they were still out there, and so was it. I watched them for a while. They were like my television. Four times Nika’s father vomited. He hadn’t been eating and the nearest I could figure was he was throwing up bile and blood. Unless his insides were breaking down.

It was sad and scary.

“How long are you gonna watch?” Jed asked me. His voice startling me some as he came from behind.

I jumped a little and turned around. “I don’t know,” I told him. “I guess in a way I’m studying them.”

“Are you learning anything?”

“I don’t know. I really don’t. They seem ... so mad at us. Like they are determined to get us. A vendetta. I can’t figure it out. It just seems insane to think that.”

“I read a book once,” he said. “Where everyone had some sort of viral version of Alzheimer’s brought on by a vaccine.”

“That sounds dumb.”

“Right?” Jed smiled. “My point is, as outlandish as it seems nothing is beyond the realm of possibility. We can stand here and say that no virus can make someone behave like that, yet less than a hundred years ago people were saying that there’s no way anyone can go to the moon.”

“Hmm,” I groaned. “I still don’t know if I believe that.”

“Me either. I’m just saying that just because we don’t understand it or it sounds farfetched doesn’t make it untrue.”

“That’s a valid point. Not sure I’ll ever buy the Alzheimer virus. What was he thinking, the author I mean. That’s like almost cruel.”

“It was a she and who knows.” Jed shrugged. “Are you learning anything?”

“Looks like they throw up in cycles,” I said.

“What do you mean?”

“Okay …” I reached down for my notebook. “Nika’s dad has vomited, like clockwork, every forty-five minutes. Lady in Blue sweater the same. A lady in eighties jean jacket, again, every forty-five minutes. But the dude in the tie dye, he has more of the rash and is now vomiting every sixteen minutes on the dot. Oh, wait.” I looked down at my watch. “Here he goes again.”

And as predicted, right where he stood, Tie Dye guy arched back and vomited. It came from him and he didn’t miss a beat.

“They’re slowing down in their aggressive behavior,” I said, then looked at him.

Jed just stared at me.

“What?” I asked.

“You’re taking notes?”

“I am.”

“Why?”

I sighed with a shrug. “To know what this is. To know what we’re dealing with. How long it takes them to …” I didn’t finish.

Jed did. “Die?”

I nodded.

“I just wished I knew what the early symptoms were. What’s the warning?”

Jed walked away without saying a word.

That shocked me.

Did I offend him?

Just as I was about to shrug it off, he returned with his trusty bottle of brandy that ‘didn’t count’.

“Just like that you needed a drink?” I asked.

“It’s five o’clock somewhere, right?”

I partially smiled then squinted my eyes and tilted my head. “My God it’s dark."

“It’s evening. Looking out at them for hours didn’t clue you in?” he joked sarcastically.

“It didn’t dawn on me.” I paused. “You brought one glass.”

“You haven’t eaten. I don’t need you to get drunk.”

“You said brandy doesn’t count.”

“It still can get you drunk. I made canned chili. I have a bowl for you. I can watch and …” he cleared his throat. “Take notes if you want to eat. I’d say you can eat while you watch but I wouldn’t want to eat chili and watch people vomit.”

I chuckled airily. “True. Did Nika eat?”

“She did. She’s working on a puzzle.” He took a sip of his brandy. “Fever. Low grade. Some vomiting. Not like they’re doing out there. Slightly graying skin around the eyes or nose. That turns into a rash in maybe eight hours and starts to spread. They feel really bad.”

It took me a second to catch on to what he was talking about. How he changed the subject from eating chili to the sickness. “You mom and dad?”

Jed nodded. “The nurses said the ones that caught it in circulation, whatever that means, don’t lose their minds for two days. I never got to see it happen to my parents, they were locked away, on the fourth day I was told they died. That was the day everything went nuts.”

“So, it was there you learned how contagious it was or did someone tell you?"

“Both,” he replied and took another drink. “I saw it in my uncle. See, when you catch it from someone, wherever you touch their rash or get vomit on you, that’s where the rash appears first. My uncle was helping my father and he got it on his arm. That’s where the rash began. You know they tell you not to rub your eyes and nose or mouth, and clearly that’s an entranceway for the virus.”

“Then it spreads.”

He nodded. “As we can see.”

“So, the rash, it comes the closer to death.”

“And it keeps changing,” he said. “I saw one woman dead on the street with only a small bit of rash. Yet, tie dye shirt man is nearly covered and he keeps going.”

I took a moment to think about what he was saying. I wasn’t sure if I was understanding anything really about the sickness, then again, it had only been two days since I saw it up close.

“How did you know it was safe?” I asked him. “I mean, you left to get supplies. How did you know it was okay to go out there? This view is limited.”

“I went to the roof. It’s four stories high, you can see pretty well. When you are ready to leave, we can check a good route. But right now, I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“I need to get home.”

“I know.”

“Anything on the radio?”

Jed shook his head. “Nothing.”

“I feel defeated. I need to get home. I should have never left to do that competition.”

“I’m sure your family is as worried about you as you are about them. Probably more because you’re in New York.”

“True,” I said with an exhale. “Alright, I’m taking a break from window watching. I think I’ll do that puzzle with Nika.” I closed my notebook.

“If you don’t mind.” He pointed to the notebook. “I will take a break from the radio and watch. I’ll take notes.”

I handed it to him. “Be my guest. And Jed, thank you for everything.”

“No problem.”

I gave a nod to him, then left to find Nika.


SIXTEEN – IN THE DISTANCE

We were lucky. We could have been at the donut shop or somewhere else, but Jed opened his hideaway to us and he made it comfortable.

After helping Nika with the puzzle, she went to sleep. I had made a cup of tea, splashed a little of his ‘doesn’t count’ brandy in it and tried to sleep. That didn’t work.

I did get some sleep, but by the time I was pacing, Jed woke up.

He showed me the way to the roof and assured me that the floors above were empty and no one would jump out at me.

His uncle had great plans to renovate them.

He offered to go with me, but I just didn’t feel comfortable. Leaving Nika alone downstairs. Even though she was secure, what if she got scared? Along with a really bright LED flashlight and a pair of old binoculars, Jed gave me specific instructions. To go to the third floor and once there go down to the end of the hall, and that would be the door to the roof.

It was still dark. Even though it was on the cusp of sunrise there was absolutely no light, except for the one I carried as I walked down the hall. Even though Jed assured me that it was free of anyone that was infected, it was still in the back of my mind. The realization that I was out of shape came to me when I hit the second floor and had to take a break. I guess sitting on a stool and doing a job forty hours a week didn’t help that. I needed to get in shape. Especially if we had to run a lot from the infected. It was funny. When we were actually running, I didn’t feel winded. But yet going up the stairs, my legs were like jumping. My side started hurting from running out of air. And after a few moments, I pushed forward.

I had to be careful, watching out for items on the ground made it like a maze. As I shone my light around, I could tell by the items someone was inspired to do renovations, but never made it very far.

Buckets of paint, a ladder, a toolbox …

When I saw that in the beam of my light, I stopped.

The box was open and I looked through as best as I could.

Not that I was building anything, but surely there was something I could use as a weapon. There was. A hammer, of course. I took it and slipped the handle of it in my back pocket.

The hallway reminded me of an apartment I had lived in with my mother when I was young.

It was a time when her and my father had split up. I wasn’t quite sure what happened to him. He just disappeared. For the longest time I believed in the back of my mind that maybe he went to jail. I didn’t want to think that my father just left my mother, no one ever spoke of where he went. I asked. I was told not to worry about it. That corridor was like a walk down memory lane. The narrow passageway, the old wooden doors marking the apartments. I wondered if they were the same. Small living room, a kitchen that was open. No matter where in the living room I was, I could see what my mother was doing and cooking. There were no walls in that kitchen, so no matter what she made, the smell permeated the room.

Half of the living room was a small hallway with two doors that led to two bedrooms. It was a long apartment. Not big, I think we were happy there. My mother never showed if she was scared or upset. Somehow, I wish we had stayed in that apartment, because when my father returned, we moved into the house. We were there maybe two years when the tornado hit. So much of what was going on reminded me of that moment. Confusion, fear, the unknown, and trying just to be safe. Again, memory lane. I didn’t want a repeat of the tornado night. When I lost the most important person in the world to me. My mother. Watching her die, being swept away, sucked into the sky. I will always remember that look on her face. That fear. That horrendous fear I hoped my children and my husband were not feeling. Did I have fear? Absolutely, I didn’t know what was ahead of us. All I knew was I wanted to get home, but I couldn’t leave until I knew it was safe. And the only way to do that was to go to the roof. Peer out. Look what was around us. Could we leave? I hated, absolutely hated that I didn’t know what was going on out there. I knew less about the sickness than I did about algebra and my knowledge of that was short.

I made it to the end of the hallway and took the stairwell up to the roof. When I opened the door, I could feel the chill of the air. Even though it was summer, it was cold. There was a smell in the air. Burning and sour. It carried on the breeze that hit me the moment I stepped outside and returned with the odor on cue, like a perfectly timed song.

It was a big roof. Not at all what I was expecting. I could see the sky as it turned that amber color. Waiting for the sun to come out. That hint of beauty at the edge of the horizon. All around me was New York. It was breathtaking. But for as great of a view as it was, I was uncertain what I would see.

Four sides of a building, four views to take in.

North. South. East. West.

I started with the west. At the edge of the rooftop, I could see my condo in the distance. I wondered about the contestants. Most certainly they were home. There wasn’t much I could say, I didn’t even bother lifting those old binoculars because it was still dark. I’d wait. Taking in all that was around me. The sights, smells, and sounds. Or rather lack of sounds

In the dark of the city just before dawn I could see the dances of light. Candles burning, fires. People were alive. Me, Jed and Nika weren’t the only ones.

But those small dances of light were all I could see.

Seeing a clear pathway or anything else for that matter was impossible.

I would just have to wait.

After exhausting my time of peering out from the roof, I sat down, back against the wall next to the stairwell door.

I dozed, but it wasn’t for long.

The smell of tea and warm sensation under my nose woke me. I felt cold and when I opened my eyes, I saw Jed standing there. He handed me a mug and draped over his arm was a black hooded coat.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

“Yes. Thank you.” I used the wall to help me stand and I took the mug of tea. “This was nice, thank you.”

“I thought you might be cold.” He showed me the coat.

“I am, thank you.” I exchanged the mug for the coat until I placed it on. “Where is Nika?”

“Sleeping. She’s fine. I promise you. I locked the doors.”

“What if she wakes up?” I asked.

“She’s snoring,” he replied. “She’s out.”

“She’s twelve.”

“She still can snore.” He stepped away from me. “So. Anything?”

“No. I was …” It was at that moment I realized the sky had lightened. “I was looking, it was too dark and I fell asleep. Have I been up here long?”

Jed shook his head. “No. About an hour.”

Stretching some, I sipped my tea and walked toward the street facing a portion of the roof. “Hopefully I can see more now.”

While not much lighter, it was bright enough to see what was below. Nothing had changed. However, I didn’t see any infected on the street at all.

“How are our four outside?” I asked. “Have you looked?”

“I did before I came up here.”

“And?”

“Two are dead. Just laying there.”

“The other two.”

“Still going. But not as strong.”

I nodded and as I turned and moved to my left, I noticed the flashing lights. Red and blue, police lights perhaps.

They weren’t there an hour ago, because surely, in the dark the lights would have really stood out.

“Jed,” I called him as I lifted my binoculars. “Come here. Can you see this?”

He joined me and I handed him the binoculars.

“What am I looking at?” he asked.

“The police lights.”

He brought the binoculars to his eyes. “It’s really far.”

“How far?”

“A few blocks maybe.”

“I don’t know the city,” I said. “Where is that?”

“I can’t see anything but the glow of the lights,” he replied. “It’s definitely a lot of emergency lights. And judging by the direction, that looks like it’s just before the bay, past Langone Hospital, maybe pier four.”

“Okay,” I said. “I have no idea what that means.”

“It means it could be a police set up by the Pier.”

“It wasn’t there earlier, I swear.”

“I believe you,” he said. “We need to check the radio. See if an announcement is playing.”

“Could that be an evacuation?” I asked.

“It could be. Hard to tell.” He handed me the binoculars. “We’re not high enough to see what is going on. Again, my opinion, let’s listen to the radio, see if we pick something up.”

“And if we don’t?” I asked.

“If we don’t,” he paused, then looked out toward that area. “It might be worth checking out. It could be your one chance to get off this island and back home.”


Letters Home

May 5

Kevin,

We’re waiting for them to die, there’s no other way to say it. You’re probably like, ‘who to die’. The remaining two are outside the pawn shop, still trying to get in. They’ll die soon, and hopefully it will be safe to leave.

I went to the roof and I could see so far, then suddenly, I saw emergency lights. Police, fire, they were there.

Jed thinks we should check it out, that maybe, finally, it’s a rescue or evacuation.

I can’t remember what movie it was, you and I were watching, and people were waiting for a rescue, and I said that was stupid, they have to help themselves. Suddenly, I am that person I complained about in the movie.

I hope it is a rescue and that we can safely get there. It’s been nearly ten days since I have seen you, Elly, Jer, and Jenson. I miss you guys so much and I am trying, I am really trying to get home to you guys.

In my heart I believe you are safe, and seeing the evacuation, or at least what I think is an evacuation, gives me hope that it’s not everywhere.

I’m coming home. I love and miss you all.


SEVENTEEN – LONGEST DAY

We weren’t the only ones following the lights and the voices.

Nothing was on the radio, and we decided to go. It had to be something and it had to be a good thing.

I didn’t think Jed would come. He made a home in that pawnshop, albeit just for a few days, but it belonged to his uncle.

I was under the assumption that he would get us to where we needed to go and then head back.

Before we even left, we did one thing. We moved the body of Nika’s father.

He was there, covered head to toe in that rash, his body was like a stature, unmoving, looking solid. We wore thick gloves and then used garbage bags over our hands, duct taped to our arms.

Maybe it was my imagination, but he felt like stone.

Not a limb moved or bent. Rigor mortis perhaps but hard, and the one thing I noticed, even though he had just died, it was warm out. Where was the smell? We didn’t move him far, just out of the way and out of sight.

Nika didn’t have to see him. She saw the others, and I could tell by the look on her face, she wondered where her father was.

The streets were clear, and we kept a tight grouping close to buildings for quick cover. Backs to each other, often times walking backwards, we moved quietly and quickly in the direction of the lights.

It wasn’t that far, a few blocks, but a few blocks in New York wasn’t like home. But there was something about it that screamed ‘every city’, the way the buildings looked and the sidewalks.

New York was a major metropolis, but it was still a town, with people, sick and those desperate for help.

Just like every other city.

Every time we crossed a street or moved away from buildings, I felt a sense of vulnerability and fear. Nothing came for us. Nothing came running out of the buildings or down the street like a vengeful madman.

But as we drew close the distinctive sound of a voice over a loudspeaker carried to us.

Where we were, the words were hard to discern, but as we drew closer, it was clearer.

A part of me kept thinking, it’s over. They’re gathering people, it’s only New York, and that I’ll make it back to my family.

“Keep moving,” said the male voice. “Be prepared to be screened. The ferry leaves every thirty minutes. Stay calm. Violence will not be tolerated. “

It paused then another announcement came on. “Once inside the gates, you are safe. Do not panic.”

Every once and a while a shot would ring out. Nothing rapid or massive, almost as if they were shots of protection.

I remember looking at Jed and pulling Nika closer to me with a sense of ‘Finally’ and relief.

The voice grew louder and we started to see people. But they weren’t moving at a leisurely pace, they ran. They ran toward the direction of the voice.

Did they know something we didn’t?

Then I started, wondering if maybe they believed there was only one ferry. No, the voice on the loudspeaker was reassuring. He didn’t sound urgent. Maybe I was reading too much into it or rather listening with my heart instead of my head. We’d find out soon enough.

“Should we run?” Nika asked.

“No.”  I shook my head. But she moved from my hold, she wanted to run with the others, inching until she was an arm’s length away.

“But look, they’re running. They don’t want to miss the boat.”

“They won’t,” I replied.

“Maybe they’re excited.”

“Nika,” I called.

I wanted to grab onto her again. Lean forward and grab her hand. I understood. She was excited. I could see that on her face. Hopeful to get somewhere, anywhere, out of the city. It was nice to see that on her face when previously, when we left the pawnshop, she was drawn. I was about to tell her we would pick up the pace when it all started.

It happened so fast. My eyes gazed ahead instead of in front of me. That was my mistake. Why did I let go of her?

Up ahead, where the throngs of people were running towards the park, They came.

From the left, and from the right, dozens of them. It seemed so orchestrated, as if it were a trap. They headed toward those trying to get to the park, barricading them in with their violent bodies. They were knocking people down, tackling into them. I didn’t have time to react, neither did Jed. Before I knew it, one of them slammed into Nika. Coming from my right, so blindingly fast, tackling into her, and sailing her with him about ten feet from me and down to the concrete.

Nika didn’t know what hit her. She was either in shock, or unconscious from the hit.

I ran. I ran as fast as I could that ten feet to her. With everything I had I charged fourth. I watched the madman lift his arms then bring them straight down, hitting Nika so hard in the face that I felt it in my soul. In my quick route there, before he could deliver another blow to her, I pulled out that hammer that I grabbed from the tool kit. With the momentum of my run, not knowing the strength that I actually had, maybe it was a protective mother in me, I hit him.

One swing. Like a cricket player scooping the ball. I swung down and up into the back of his skull. I hit him so hard, with such a force I didn’t know I had in me, that his eye shot from the socket like a ping pong ball before he teetered and dropped to his left.

I didn’t think. I didn’t worry if one of them were coming for me, I dropped to the ground for Nike.

“Baby,” I said, leaning over her.

Her hands grabbed for me as she wept.

The left side of her face was bleeding. The power of his rage hit was too much for her delicate face.

“Let’s go.” Jed swept her up before I could do anything else. “This way.”

With Nika in his arms, I stood and saw the madness around me. Those things that went after the people heading for the ferry, they were relentless.

“Lane!” Jed shouted.

I glanced to my right and then before I knew it, he was already twenty feet ahead of me. I had to catch up, he had Nika and seemed to have direction.

I wanted to believe he knew where he was going. I just followed Jed blindly, even when he ran toward the hoards.

The screams of those being attacked were loud. Others got away when some were dragged right back into the massacre.

We were an afterthought. The infected had enough victims to keep them busy.

Shortly before the mass hoard of people versus the infected, Jed veered right. He slipped into a narrow alley way between two buildings.

He didn’t slow down; he just ran with Nika in his arms and I followed.

Only once did he slow down and that was at the end of the alley and he paused to look out, like looking both ways for cars when crossing the street.

He turned left.

We were then running down a barren street, No infected, no people. As we ran, I could hear the man on the loudspeaker getting louder. We were getting close.

Had I not been focused on watching Jed, I would have seen that we were a block from Pier Four. That Jed had taken a less direct route in.

The flashing red and blue glow of the emergency lights was a welcome sight. I didn’t see any police or soldiers.

I started getting winded and slowing down.

In the blink of an eye, Jed vanished from my sight. When I made it to the end of the street, I saw Jed. He was with two police officers and a soldier. They were checking on Nika in Jed’s arms.

The three of them were guarding a fence. The place I assumed we were headed to had we just stayed straight and weren’t attacked.

Just beyond the fence were throngs of people, all moving down a long dock and headed toward the two ferries that were docked.

“You alright?” Jed asked me when I finally arrived.

“Yeah.” I nodded, catching my breath. I glanced down to Nika, she didn’t look good.

“This way,” one of the police officers said, and he led us around the perimeter of the fence.

What I saw when I caught up to Jed was a thick line of people walking toward the ferry. What I didn’t see was there was another line.

It was the line for the injured or sick.

I watched a woman being screened and as she headed toward the main line, her bags checked, and a metal detector wand wove over her. She was pulled from the main line and put in the other one.

There weren’t nearly as many people in the sick line.

“There’s doctors on board the med ferry,” the officer told us. “Get in that line, take her there.”

“Can we go with her on the med ferry?” I asked.

The officer nodded. “Yes, but it’s at your own risk.”

He didn’t need to explain to me what that meant, I understood.

The sick and injured line leading to the Med Ferry. The virus was hyper contagious, just us boarding to get emergency care for Nika was risky.

Not to mention, more than likely, Nika was now infected.

But she was a child in need of help.

The ‘sick’ line was sparse and moving quickly, almost like a steady walk.

The people on the other side of the fence stared at us as we passed them. They trudged slow, barely inching along.

We arrived at the ramp to the med ferry where an officer wearing a mask and gloves did a quick assessment. “Ves Victims to the left,” then pointed for us before turning to wait for the next couple of people.

I didn’t know what a ‘Ves Victim’ was, but I gathered that was a name they gave the infected.

As we edged up the ramp and turned right, we heard what sounded like a foghorn right before a loud chorus of screams and shouts erupted.

The other ferry was pulling out and the ramp was going up.

Buried beneath the crowd noise and chaos was loudspeaker man, “The ferry will return. Please remain calm. Remain calm.”

Yeah, they weren’t hearing that. People jumped for the ramp in a panic. I understood that they probably thought it was their last hope.

I could see the entrance to the fence, since we walked by all that, they were heavily guarded. The military and police weren’t going down without a fight and that was clear.

“This way,” I heard a man say, and I fully stopped staring at the train wreck of the ferry pandemonium.

How long, I wondered, would it be before they took their chances and came for the sick ferry.

Jed walked ahead of me, with him carrying Nika, I couldn’t see what was in front him. We moved down a very narrow passageway, so narrow, we nearly had to walk sideways.

No one checked our bags or did the wand thing to us, nor did they screen us for sickness. I guess that didn’t matter.

“Ves injuries this way,” a woman’s voice called out.

Jed turned a bend, ducking down as he entered a smaller doorway. When I stepped inside after him, I saw the injured in there. They lay on cots and some on tables. There had to be at least twenty people. Some were being treated by the two or three medical personnel or emergency workers in there. The ones not being tended to appeared to be bandaged and some had IV lines.

“Right here,” the woman said. I finally saw her. An average sized woman, maybe in her thirties, wearing hospital scrubs. Her dark brown hair pulled into a ponytail. She pointed to a table with a sheet and blanket. She pulled a small cart toward the table. It was filled with supplies. “Just lay her …” she stopped speaking as Jed laid her down.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. Oh, God, please, no. I thought, was Nika dead? I swore I just heard her crying.

The woman gasped. “Nika.”

“You know her?”

The woman nodded. “Yes. I met her a few days ago. We were hiding together.”

It hit me. Not only did I realize who she was, but out came all that anger I had toward a woman I never met. “Are you fucking Emily?” I asked hard and with a snap. And swearing like that wasn’t something I did often.

It shocked Jed. “Whoa. Whoa. Whoa. Wait.” He held up his hand. “What was that, Lane?”

“Are you?” I asked again.

She looked at me with shock. “I am. How did you know?”

“Oh my God, really?” I questioned. “Are you surprised to see her? That she is still alive? That she didn’t ‘Have it’ like you said.”

“Laney,” Jed tried to stop me.

“Or are you surprised someone didn’t bash in her head? Oh, wait they did.”

“Laney.”

“No.” I Shook my head. “This woman left this child, alone. And to make it worse, she left her to think she had the virus.”

“She didn’t want to leave her father,” Emily replied.

“I don’t care,” I snapped. “I want to get home to my family, but I didn’t leave her. You don’t leave a child and you certainly don’t leave them with a dying father while they think they’re dying, too.”

I expected a ‘You’re right’ or something. Instead, she just inhaled and exhaled loudly and gave her attention to Nika.

That was fine. I needed to know how Nika was.

“Nika,” she spoke softly and comforting her. “Nika, honey, can you hear me?”

I watched as she leaned closer to Nika, examining her gently.

Nika cried. “It hurts.”

“I know,” she replied. “Do you know who I am?”

“Emily.”

“That’s right.”

When Jed inched closer to me and whispered, “Stop.” I didn’t know what he was talking about until I realized that I huffed.

Emily grabbed items from the tray. “There’s a wait room back outside the door and to the left. I’ll be there when I’m done.”

Sarcastically, I said. “Is it okay to leave her with you? You’re not going to walk away, are you?”

“Lane,” Jed again, said my name like a father. “Let’s let her do her thing.”

I opened my mouth to speak and before I could, he cut me off.

“No more sarcastic comments,” he whispered. “Let’s go.”

I followed and walked with him with slight resistance, getting irritated with him. Scolding me and why was he already shortening my name?

The room wasn’t far and it was less a room, than a walled deck with open windows. The sign on the door said reserved.

Inside were two padded benches and a table all facing the deck and water.

No one else was inside the room, but there were bottles of water. Jed set his bag on the table, then I did.

“I get why you’re upset with her,” said Jed.

“Do you?”

“Yeah, Laney, I do. I know you’re a mom, and you look at that kid as one of your own. And what’s probably going through your mind is how you would feel if Emily left your own child behind.”

“She told her she had the virus,” I retorted as I sat down.

“She probably thought she did. She’s a doctor and right now, she’s the one helping Nika. So, until we know things, just be cordial. Besides.” He sat down. “We want answers. Answer about this virus, what’s going on, details we don’t know.” He opened his bag. “She can give it to us. Plus, she can have us thrown off this boat. So, wait until we get the answers, get to the other side, off this ferry. Then you can give her shit.”

Jed pulled out a bottle, it actually looked like an unopened bottle of Brandy. He showed it to me.

“Dude, it’s not even eight in the morning.”

He looked at me.

“Oh, yeah, that’s right.” I took the bottle. “It doesn’t count.”


EIGHTEEN – AT BAY

I heard the chaos before our own ferry moved. It was ten minutes at most before we had gone into that waiting room, when we jolted and moved.

No one said anything to us, we cruised out and stopped. Not far. We were facing opposite of the dock, and I couldn’t see what was happening. I could hear.

Screams and shouting, shots fired.

My guess was we moved away so people wouldn’t board.

Then I saw the other ferry pass us.

It kept going. Making its destination across the bay toward New Jersey.

Finally, after close to a half an hour and not long after the ferry landed across the bay, Emily came in.

“The x-rays showed nothing is broken,” she explained. “I thought for sure she had a fracture of the orbital socket, but nothing. I don’t see anything that would indicate a brain bleed, maybe a concussion, but we can’t see that on what equipment we have here.”

Jed asked. “So, she’s going to be okay?”

“I believe so.”

“What about the virus,” I questioned. “Do you think she has it … again?”

Emily exhaled. “You have to realize, I know how this virus works. Or at least have seen it work. Hours, I mean hours after exposure, symptoms start. Nika’s father had vomited and it got on her arm. I cleaned her up, but I knew, or at least I thought I knew, she’d get infected. Excrement is like getting an injection of the virus. May I?” she indicated to the table, as if asking permission to sit.

I nodded. “Yes.”

“Would you like some?” Jed showed her the bottle.

“I would love some,” she replied. “Right now, I am on duty until ten. Maybe then, thank you. As I was saying. Nika should have gotten the VesVi.”

“I’m sorry, the what?” I asked.

“VesVi, that is the name the French scientist gave it,” Emily replied. “For two reasons. One because it turns the skin gray and hard, and when complete, the victims are like statues and resemble the Pompeii plaster bodies created from the eruption of Mount Vesuvius. The other reason is that was what it was designed to do. The French doctor believes it was a biological weapon designed in 1993, a variation of the Black Pox invented by the Russians. If this is it, and he believed it was, it is a form of pox that infects the brain as well as the body.”

“How do you know this?” Jed asked.

“Two months ago—”

“Two months!” I cut her off in my shock.

“Yes.” She nodded. “It’s been going on over there for two months, it just got out of control. Two weeks ago, we had our first case in New York, and it multiplied per day. We tried to keep it from the news, hoping it could be contained. But it couldn’t. I mean, it went haywire, because the incubation period is so fast. But it all depends on how you get it. If you catch the virus, by contact and it doesn’t start with the rash, the delirium takes three days to start. If you are touched by excrement or come in contact with the stone rash, I’ve seen it start in twenty-four hours.”

“Back to the original question,” said Jed. “Do you think she has it now? You didn’t answer.”

“I do not. I don’t know why and I could only guess,” Emily stated. “I’d like to have her picked up when we dock and have her taken to another facility. A military facility”

“It’s madness out there,” I said. “What happens when that falls.”

“I’m not saying it won’t, but if she isn’t sick by dock time tomorrow, that girl is more than likely immune and can hold answers to stopping this.”

“How bad is it?” Jed questioned. “How far did it spread? Is it only New York?”

“It’s been in New York for weeks. I came from overseas. New York is a major travel hub. A hundred thousand people fly in and out of New York each day. What do you think? There’s hope in smaller towns, but bigger cities … no. I’ll be honest, I haven’t checked or even know. My work is here.”

“Working on a ferry,” I said. “Is this where you were headed when you met Nika?”

“No, I was headed back to the hospital, I left to check on my parents, but they weren’t in their apartment. I looked and that’s when I ran into Nika and her father. When I made it back to the hospital they were prepping for this. One sick ferry, one well ferry. It’s been going on two days.”

“We just saw the lights,” Jed said. “We didn’t see them before.”

“I didn’t go to the roof, did you?” I asked. “I mean they weren’t there at night.”

“They put them on two days ago at dawn and turned them off at night so as not to attract the infected. They’re smart. They aren’t mindless, they aren’t. Just delusional in a maddening way. Getting one to study is useless because they’re not that way for long. The virus takes over and they become like stone. That’s our saving grace as a species. It ends fast. Otherwise, we could be facing an extinction event.”

“The stone effect,” Jed said with question. ‘Do we know what happens when they turn gray, do they die? They’re alive, so what happens after?”

“The stone look.” Emily replied. “Isn’t death, not from what I have seen. They’re alive until their body is completely void of any fluid, they dry out, or that is our guess. It’s slow and they can’t tell us if it’s painful. They don’t move, and the ones I’ve seen in a complete state, are no longer delirious.”

“Sounds cruel,” Jed shook his head. “Nature is cruel or this weapon is cruel. While they are sick, they aren't aware, but when the worst hits, they are? That’s what you’re saying?”

Emily nodded. “Again, who is to say. A year from now they’ll be dead or crumble.”

I interjected. “You told Nika they die in three days without food.”

“True, I did if they aren’t overcome by the rash, they won’t survive without food. We’re working on it, we’re learning it.”

“And this military facility,” I said. “The one you want to send Nika to, where is it?”

“They can pick her up tomorrow, they’ll take her to Maryland.”

I shook my head. “No, I’m sorry. I can’t let her.”

“She’s not your child,” Emily snapped. “As cruel as that is. She isn’t your child. She is an orphan.”

“But she’s not,” Jed interjected. “Her mother lives in Ohio. A town near Cleveland, that’s what she told us.” he snapped his finger. “What’s the name of that town Laney. It began with an S.”

I knew he was lying. I shifted my eyes to him. “Solon.”

“Yep. That’s it.”

I then looked at Emily. Waiting for what she’d say. I wondered if she saw it, that nervous fiddling Jed did with his brandy bottle label.

Did she know he wasn’t telling the truth?

“Do you know how to get in touch with her mother?” Emily asked.

“No,” Jed hurriedly replied. “She just said that’s where her mother was. She never was there, but knew her mother lived near an um … um …”

“A grocery store called Friedman’s,” I finished his sentence.

“And we were going to take her because coincidentally Laney was trying to make it home to Ohio as well. She’s not an orphan, so you can’t claim her.”

“It’s not a matter of claiming it’s a matter of stopping this thing. Anyone exposed that didn’t get it is important. I can’t stress how vital it is that they test her. I was already in touch with a scientist at Bethesda. I’ll see what I can do to get transport there or try to find her mother. Until then.” Emily stood. “There is a twenty-four-hour quarantine period if you want to get off across the bay. You can go back to New York, but if you want to get across and leave, you have to run with the twenty-four-hour period. It’s noon every day. So tomorrow. And I’ll try to get some answers in regard to Nika’s mother and what we can do.”

“Can we see her?” Jed asked.

“Yes but …” she looked down to her watch. “You have to leave her before noon and go into the quarantine room if you want to disembark tomorrow.”

“Got it” he gave a thumbs up.

“Give me a few minutes, then you can come in.” Emily stated, then moved to the door. “And I’ll have some of that brandy later, thank you.”

Once she walked out, I turned to Jed. “You …”

He placed his finger to his lips as a sign to tell me to be quiet. He then stood, walked to the door, peeked out and returned.

“What made you do that?” I asked. “You know … the mother?”

“Because she can’t go to a military facility in the middle of all this,” he nearly whispered. “She goes, she’s alone and that facility falls, what is she going to do?”

“What if Emily is going right now to ask Nika about her mother?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think she is.”

“That was actually pretty fast thinking on your part.”

“My parents would say I’m a natural.” He stood, placing his brandy bottle back into his backpack. “But in case she does ask Nika, we need to go talk to her.”

“Jed.” I stood as well. “What if she is immune? What if she is a key to stopping this? Are we wrong for not just turning her over?”

“Hating to say it again, but I don’t know if we’re wrong, but I do know this. Looking out there at New York, I’m pretty sure,” Jed said. “Nothing is going to stop it.”


NINETEEN – NEW OLD FRIEND

Emily didn’t ask.

And she wasn’t there when we went in to see Nika.

The ferry started moving again, this time toward the Jersey shore. I figured it was to drop off those who had waited their twenty-four-hour quarantine, but I wasn’t sure. I just knew we didn’t have much time to spend with Nika.

They were getting ready to move her to a patient quarantine section so she could leave the ferry the next day.

Nika looked better, she wasn’t crying, and she was sipping on juice when Jed and I walked in.

A few stitches were above her eyebrow, the only thing she complained about was a headache. Which would make sense if she had a concussion.

“We aren’t going anywhere,” I told her. “They are having us stay in a quarantine room so we can get off the ferry tomorrow.”

“Can’t you leave now?” she asked.

“We can,” I replied. “But only to New York. It’s okay, I can leave the ferry tomorrow. It’s faster than walking out on foot.”

“And not as dangerous,” Nika said. “I’m still coming with you, right?”

I glanced at Jed.

Jed nodded, then dropped his voice. “We lied. They wanted to take you to a medical facility in Baltimore. Away from Laney. We said we were taking you to your mother. Unless you want to go to that facility, you have to tell them your mom is alive in Ohio.”

Nika nodded. “What about you, Jed? Are you coming or going back to the city?”

“I think I’ll go to Ohio.” He winked. “Make sure you ladies get there.”

“Laney saved me,” Nika said. “I saw.”

“What? You don’t need me?” Jed joked. “You got Laney.”

Before Nika had to find an awkward response, I stated. “We want him along, right. He’s stronger than us. But we have to go now. We have to find this quarantine room, so we can all get off this ferry together.”

“Don’t leave without me,” she said. “Please.”

“I won’t. I promise.” I leaned over and kissed her forehead. “Get some rest.”

I didn’t know how I would keep my promise, but I’d try. Once we left her, no one was there to show us where this quarantine room was and we had to ask.

A woman in a military uniform directed us to a room, she was the only one to give an explanation that the ferry would pull from New Jersey and return the next day. If we were examined and found to not have any symptoms, we were free to disembark.

I was fine with that and believed we were infection free.

I was just worried about how we’d get back to Nika. The female soldier said we could catch up with her because everyone that was able to, left the ferry at the same time.

It was organized for now, but I wondered for how long.

If this was indeed the downfall of man’s existence, then this organized exodus would only last a few more days.

With our bags in tow, we made our way to the quarantine room. It was on the top floor of the ferry.

We were kept back to wait on the deck while a dozen people were let out and began their descent to the pier.

We were told to wait a few minutes on the deck while the clean-up crew went in. It was longer than a few minutes. I knew that because I had a front seat staring over the railing and watched everyone, including those on stretchers leave the ferry and walk to the pier.

Unlike in New York, no one was waiting to get back on.

After it was clear we went in. That was just about the time the ferry moved away from the dock.

The door was labeled ‘private’ and when I stepped inside, I realized it was probably a reserved space for rich people. A private party room.

But they had rearranged things. Folding cots were in the center of the room, the tables had been moved to the side. There was bench seating, but those too were moved.

A refreshment stand was there with water and snacks. Clean plates were stacked on a counter next to paper cups.

For a brief moment I thought Jed and I would be the only ones in there, but we weren’t.

One gentleman, an older man sat at a table, he hadn’t been on the deck with us and he looked comfortable at the table. A white cup was before him. His elbow was on the table and his head rested in his hand, making his hair stand on edge.

“Make yourself at home,” he said. “I’m not contagious. I just didn’t get off yet,” he said. “I’ll wait for the next one.”

I was content with his answer, figuring he just didn’t know anyone on the other side of the bay, and was possibly waiting for someone to help him. He wasn’t young, not at all. He could have been scared to be alone. But Jed was curious.

“Why?” Jed asked. “Why are you waiting another day?”

“Waiting on a big fella like you to help me.” He smiled. “Nah, I’m kidding. If you saw the likes of what was in here with me, you wouldn’t want to be lingering in Jersey with them. Cutthroat. Have a seat.”

Jed did. “I’m Jed.”

“I’m Harold and you smell like booze.”

“We had a little brandy,” I said as I joined them at the table. “Jed said it doesn’t count.”

“Is that so?”

“Are you alone?” I asked.

Harold looked to his left and right. “Don’t see anybody else.”

Jed questioned, “So you came to the ferry alone? From where?”

“Park Slope.”

Jed whistled. “That’s a hell of a haul. Alone?”

Harold nodded. “Alone. Dodging them things.”

“How?” I asked. “How did you move past them? Did you have a car?”

“Nope. My scooter.” He pointed to it across the room.

I expected to see some sort of high-end motorized wheelchair, but instead I saw a motorized scooter, like people rent on the streets. A skateboard with wheels and a tall handlebar. I couldn’t balance on one of those to save my life, yet Harold was claiming he used one to outrun the infected. “You rode that?”

“I did. I’m good. They go nineteen miles an hour. The average man runs about eight. Unless you’re Usain Bolt.”

“Who?” I asked.

Harold flung out his hand at me. “World’s fastest man or the one on record. Doesn’t matter. I will say the infected would give anyone a run for their money.”

“I wonder,” Jed spoke. “If anyone has seen them wear down?”

“They get winded,” Harold replied. “I saw it. But they keep going, throwing up, coughing, usually they get to where they need to be before they drop.” He shrugged. “Only thing I learned making my way here the last couple days.”

“Where are you going to go once you get off the ferry?” I asked.

“Don’t know. I’m positive I don’t have family left. I’m hoping maybe there’s a camp I can go to.”

There it was. I knew it. He had nowhere to go. One of the reasons I bet he stayed on the ferry. Not that the people weren’t cutthroat, but he didn’t want to be alone. We’d see when we docked the next day.

For the time being, we weren’t going anywhere.

We would take time to eat those snacks, gain our strength, get to know each other, and of course, have some more of that brandy that didn’t count.


Letters Home

May 9

Kevin,

I have nothing but time right now and I am taking advantage of that to write to you and the children.

I am another day and another mile closer to making it home. I am hopeful right now that I have found a leg in this journey that will get me back to you and the kids.

Again, I tried to make contact. This time trying and reaching out by radio to the state police and Wadsworth Police.

No one answered. I didn’t know if that was because no one was there or the radio signal wasn’t strong enough.

Right now, I am on a ferry sitting across from the Jersey shore.

Tomorrow at noon, as long as I am not symptomatic, they’ll let me off the ferry. They have to be careful and watch that those infected don’t spread it.

I’m confident I don’t have it, just as I am confident you and the kids are fine.

Nika, the little girl that helped me, got hurt.

We were following the emergency lights and sounds that told us that some sort of help was out there and she was attacked. She’ll be alright. You’ll like her Kev, the kids are going to love her. I know right now, you’re worried. Like I am. I’m trying to get to you guys. I am.


TWENTY – SCOOTER MAN

Nika was in her own quarantine, she would be released to our little room an hour before we docked.

By three in the morning, Emily was convinced that Nika wasn’t sick and she was fine. She emphasized again how important it was that Nika get to the military station.

I acknowledged her request, but apparently Nika told Emily that she couldn’t wait to get to Ohio to see her mother.

I slept for a little until Emily came in, then I was awake the rest of the time.

Sitting with Harold close to the window, waiting for the ferry to move and for us to be able to go out on the deck.

They fed us dinner, some sort of beef stew that tasted like it came from a can, I was fine with that.

Harold complained about the food, but that was only because he was a chef before he retired and he worked until he was seventy-five. He had yet to tell us how old he was or how long ago it was that he retired. It didn’t matter. He was tougher than me and could ride that scooter.

It was charging on the ferry, after that I wasn’t sure.

While he never really said why he didn’t get off the ferry the previous day, my guess was he didn’t want to be alone.

I asked if he wanted to come with us. I expected him to say he didn’t want to slow us down, etcetera.

But he didn’t.

“Well, thank you,” Harold replied. “Can I let you know later? I want to see how I feel when we dock.”

“Okay,” I replied.

“It’s nice of you to offer.”

“What do you want to see?” I asked.

“It’s hard to explain. I saw it yesterday and that’s why I didn’t get off.”

“Are you going to tell me?”

He looked at me. “Not really. No. If I get off with you and travel with you for a while, then I’ll tell you.” He grunted. “Boy that beef stew is a log in my belly. I can’t live off canned foods. I need a lake to fish. Then food will be fresh.” Another grunt and he stood. “I’ll be back. I need something to drink. You need anything?”

I lifted my water bottle. “I’m good.”

I went back to staring out the window, listening to his footsteps and then I heard them stop. I glanced over my shoulder thinking he was getting water, when in fact he had a flashlight shining on a sleeping Jed.

He caught me studying him. Harold turned off the flashlight, nodded and walked to the mini fridge for his water.

When he came back, he said, “I wasn’t creeping.”

That made me smile. “I didn’t think you were.”

“I was checking him.”

Nodding, I said, “Makes sense. Did you want to check me?”

“No need. I don’t feel like you have it.” He sat down next to me.

“And you feel like Jed does?”

“Got a gut feeling and I wanna be on top.”

“Did you feel like this before?” I asked. “With the last group?”

“I did.”

“And were they infected?”

“Not on the boat.”

I didn’t say it, but in my gut, I was like, “okay”. But a part of me was worried that maybe Harold had some sort of psychic inkling that no one else had. He didn’t get off the ferry and though he didn’t tell me why, I was thinking it had to do with his ‘gut instinct.”

“Tell me about them,” Harold said. “Your family.”

“Well, I have three kids. A teenage daughter Ella, who just started driving, and my twin boys. They’re ten.”

“Twins?” Harold whistled. “Bet they’re tough.”

“They are.”

“Why are you so far away from them?”

“I left home to be a contestant in the Master Baker cook off.”

“Really?”

“Yep.”

“Are you good?”

“I thought I was,” I replied.

“Baking is a different beast, let me tell you. How long have you been in New York?”

“Not long. Filming had just started when everything happened and they evacuated the contestants.”

“If the contestants were evacuated and you’re a contestant, why weren’t you?”

“They forgot about me.”

“That’s horrible.”

I shrugged. “It is what it is.”

“Weren’t you in the same house as them?”

I shook my head. “No, I was the first and only eliminated contestant.”

“Again, that’s horrible. Maybe you’re a winner after all and they all died.”

“That’s funny and sad. You know the last thing one of them said to me was I was hard to like.”

“That tells me they left you on purpose.”

“Are people really that mean?”

“Yea, Laney they are. Well.” He patted my knee. “You’re alive and that’s what counts.”

“But do you know what really sucks about this all?”

“What’s that?”

“They took my phone. I haven’t been able to talk to my husband or kids. I tried with a land line and couldn’t get through.”

“You’ll make it home. I believe it.”

“Harold, if something should happen to me …”

“Nothing is happening to you.”

“If it should, I’ve been writing letters to my husband Kevin. Can you make sure he gets my notebook”?

“Laney, I don’t know if I’m going to Ohio.”

“I believe you are,” I said.

“If I do and the case arises, I will see that your husband gets that notebook.”

“What about you?” I asked. “You said you were a chef? Are you married? Have any children?”

“I was happily married, but my wife wasn’t.” He sipped his water. “I was also married to my work and she just didn’t like that. I can’t blame her. We never had kids and after she was gone and left, I just threw myself into my work.”

“Where were you a chef at?”

“A lot of places,” he replied. “My last job was teaching. After that I felt useless. Nothing to do when I woke up. I didn’t stop cooking though. Even if it was just for me.”

“What were you doing when you found out things were going to hell?”

“Making eggs.” Harold nodded. “Saw on the news that the virus was in New York. First thing I thought was how the hell was I going to get out of the city. I’m still here.”

“You’re sort of trying,” I said.

“What do you mean sort of?”

“You could have gotten off the ferry.”

“Yep and I wouldn’t have made it far. Mark my words. Things are bad on that side now.”

“Well, what are you gonna do? I mean the ferry isn’t going back. At least I don’t think. We haven’t moved. There has to be something better on the other side.”

“I don’t think so kiddo. I’m hoping whoever is captaining this vessel will have a plan. Because I just don’t think we’re gonna be able to get off. This thing spreads so fast; a safe place one day is not a safe place the next. This boat … has about three days and it won’t be safe anymore.”

I didn’t know why he was thinking that way. The ferry must have been communicating with those on shore. Emily had mentioned they had been in touch with that military place.

I hoped that Harold was only a rambling pessimist because if he was right, I was never getting home.


TWENTY-ONE - WAITING

Harold fell asleep.

Just before it got light, he passed out. Arms folded, legs extended and head tilted toward his shoulder. I didn’t sleep anymore and just watched the shore, waiting for us to move.

They brought us in breakfast and coffee. More than they realized I appreciated the coffee. The muffins in plastic not so much, but it was good. I put it in my bag.

Time seemed to crawl by. Finally, around eleven in the morning, an hour before we were supposed to dock, they opened the door and told us we could wait on the deck. Not long after we stepped out of there Nika showed up. I gave her the biggest hug.

Jed was sluggish. I asked him if he was alright and he said he was fine. Harold’s prediction kept running through my mind.

Twenty minutes past eleven the ferry began to move toward shore. I knew it wouldn't be long, I envisioned getting off the boat, being greeted by buses or trucks or something. They would take us across the bay and say good luck, but would they?

I knew when I saw the first body that everything I hoped for wasn’t going to happen.

There was one body, then two. And before I knew it there were hundreds of them. All floating like someone had dumped them.

“Don’t look,” I told Nika.

“They’re gray,” Jed spoke up. His hands gripped the railing as he peered over. “Look they have the rash.”

“The question is,” Harold stated. “Did they fall in, jumped in or were they pushed ...” His words trailed to a whisper and he went pale.

“Harold?” I called his name. “What is it? Are you getting motion sickness?”

“No,” Harold replied, still staring down. “That man. The body in the blue striped shirt.” He pointed. “He was on this ferry yesterday. He was one of the ones that got off.”

Immediately my heart dropped to my stomach and without thinking I looked at Jed.

“What?” Jed asked. “What is it?”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Why are you asking again?”

“You just seem peckish.”

“Peckish?” he replied. “I look hungry?”

“Huh?” I was confused.

“You said I look peckish,” Jed said.

“Yeah.”

“How does someone look hungry?”

I shook my head and just when I was about to ask what he was talking about, Harold nudged me and whispered.

“Wrong word. You mean peaked.”

“Sorry not peckish,” I corrected. “Although you may be, that muffin wasn’t very inviting. Peaked. You look peaked.”

Jed nodded. “I feel … peaked. Probably because I finished off that brandy and am hung over.”

“How can you be hung over from something that doesn’t count as alcohol?”

Jed grumbled.

Harold whispers again, “You might wanna stop while you’re ahead.”

Just as I nodded the ferry stopped.

Harold held out his hand. “See I predicted we weren’t going to the bay, things are bad.”

Nika spoke up. “Maybe a body is caught in the engine.”

We all looked at her.

She shrugged. “I saw it on a tv show.”

We only paused for a moment then the ferry turned, it didn’t head back to New York, it was moving south as if looking for another place to dock.

“Why aren’t we going there?” I asked out loud.

I watched Jed grab his backpack, unzip it, and frantically reach inside.

He pulled out binoculars and peered out. “Take a look.” He handed the binoculars to me. “You’ll see why.”

I brought them up to look through and when I did, I got sick. A gnawing sick feeling hit my belly and I handed the binoculars to Harold.

Harold said that it was going to be bad there and he was right.

The infected were everywhere, fighting each other, trying to get to us, running into the water as if they could swim or skim across the top.

“If they’re there.” Nika pointed. “Where are we going to go?”

“Some place safe.” I put my arm around her. “Hopefully there is somewhere safe to go.”


TWENTY-TWO – LOOKING TO DOCK

We changed direction. Instead of going west directly to the Cape Liberty Cruise Port, we were now headed south.

That scared me.

Because I felt we lost control of Nika.

Emily was the one that told us. She said, “We are headed to Atlantic Highlands Harbor in New Jersey, which is closer to the military set up. They’ll meet us there tomorrow and are on their way to clear the harbor.”

There it was.

How perfect it was for them.

Emily wanted Nika for research and now we were headed right toward them, expecting to thank them and go willingly.

There weren’t that many of us.

Since we didn’t return to the pier, no one was waiting to go into quarantine.

Just me, Jed, and Harold.

The crew and medical personnel were on board along with about thirty patients. Nika being one of them.

Despite the plan to transport and evacuate, we were now on the last ferry out.

For three days they sailed seamlessly back and forth until we boarded. A part of me felt like the characters in some television show, waltzing into a perfectly running post apocalypse town, then being the bad luck catalyst that caused the fall of the town.

I didn’t think we caused the problems on the ferry, it just seemed like it.

Bad timing.

Timing.

It all sucked.

Because we had to be conscious about saving fuel, it would be another day on the water. Another day of waiting and another day without seeing my family.

I needed to get home, I started to get anxious.

I did everything wrong.

Facing the prospect of never getting home I started to reexamine how I was as a mother.

Even though it was with my family’s encouragement, I left them. I left them to pursue a pipe dream. Something that would never come to fruition. What was I expecting? Even if I won, which clearly I wasn’t going to, I was never going to be that star baker chef that people read about in the ‘where are they now’ internet searches.

That prize money, after taxes would have been used to pay off bills, not start a business. I would continue to bake, but I wouldn’t give up my job.

I had tenure, a pension, and a 401k. All of which would be far more in the long run than the prize money or a failing bakery business would bring.

I was a realist.

So why did I leave them?

Harold’s prediction about what was ahead on the shore of Jersey was right, but as the hours passed, Jed started to feel better. He was nursing his hangover, nearly dispelling Harold’s fear that he was infected somehow or would be.

Nika was feeling better and joined me on the deck, watching the water as we slowly moved down it.

Her head didn’t hurt that bad anymore, but now the whole side of her face was a color wheel of shades of blue. I suspected it would get a lot worse.

We leaned against the railing, nibbling on crackers while Jed sat in a chair.

Occasionally a body would float by nothing like we had seen earlier in the day.

“What happens next?” Nika asked me. “Once we get to your house?”

“Well, you’ll stay with us,” I replied. “I mean, we’ll probably have to locate someone in authority. I’m sure there’s a plan for kids like you.”

“You think?”

“Oh, for sure. I mean what are the odds that the entire country shut down in ten days? We’ll probably have to go to court and file a legal petition or something like that. I don’t know, but we’ll find out.”

I heard a soft scoffing laugh come from Jed.

I turned around to look at him. “Did you mean for me to hear that scoff?”

“I didn’t care. “

“Why did you scoff?” I asked.

“Do you really think they’ll be some government office where you can go and register Nika as your own now?” Jed shook his head, then took a drink from his bottle of water. “Nothing, at least for a while will be running the way it was. No authority, no laws, bad people will do bad things and good people will start to follow suit.”

I mimicked his scoffing sound. “I have bigger faith in humanity, thank you.” I returned to looking out at the water with Nika. “I’m glad I’m with you. You’re helping me.”

“I am?” she questioned innocently.

“Yes.” I nodded. “I miss my family, and I’m worried. I’d be all alone or dead if it wasn’t for you.”

“What about Jed?”

“Well, we met him because of you. I was with you. You stopped. He came out.”

“How’s he going to get back?” She looked over to him. “Jed, how are you going to get back?”

“It’s the apocalypse,” he replied. “There is no going back, only going forward.”

“Oh, please, it’s not the apocalypse.” I chuckled. “You’ll see once we get out of the area.”

“Well,” Harold’s voice rang out. “You two look like you’re relaxed.” He approached us. “Him, not so much. Any one check for a rash or fever there Jed.”

“I’m fine.” Jed paused. “Emily took my temperature twice. She offered me an IV, I turned her down. I don’t have the sickness.”

“Right now.” Harold said.

Jed seemed offended. “What the …”

“Hey,” I stopped him. “He’s playing around.”

“Yeah, that’s it,” Harold stated less convincingly. “Just playing around.” He exhaled. “So, what are you ladies doing?”

“Talking about home,” I replied. “Thinking about my family.”

Harold nodded. “Are you thinking about how you are every overused trope in survival fiction?”

“I’m sorry?” I asked, confused.

“Lost. Far away from home and family when a big event hits. Making your way home through bad stuff,” Harold explained.

“Or traveling,” Nika added. “They always have to travel.”

“No where in the bible, do I recollect,” Harold said. “Where the end times are a road trip story.”

“Not true,” said Jed. “The two witnesses in Revelation 11. They traveled like fourteen hundred days.”

Harold whistled. “So, you know your scripture.”

“I should. I was almost a priest.”

It blasted from my mouth in such shock, “What?”

Jed nodded.

“No, way,” I retorted.

Nika asked. “A priest?”

“Now I’m gonna have to change my prediction,” Harold said. “God will strike me dead predicting death on a priest, even an almost priest.”

“How far did you get?” I asked. “Like a semester?”

Jed softly laughed. “No, I actually made it through the seminary, all four years, and was doing pastoral service at a parish in Little Rock. I was about two months from ordination.”

“You met a woman,” Harold stated.

“No,” Jed corrected. “My mother got sick. My father couldn’t work and take care of her so I quit, worked to support them, and then … met a woman. Which didn’t work out. I never went back. I thought about it. Anyhow, that’s my story.”

“Wow,” I said shocked. “Really, for a man who was going to be a priest I would never have guessed. I would imagine seeing you pray all the time.”

“Just because you don’t see me.” Jed reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a pair of rosary beads. “Doesn’t mean I’m not praying.”

It was a ‘Wow’ moment. Not that I knew much about Jed, I didn’t. But suddenly finding out that he was almost a priest changed my perspective of how I saw him.

But did I really see him? Did I bother to see him? All of it was part of my pattern when I focused on what was in front of me and what I wanted instead of those around me.

I wasn’t Catholic, but I didn’t need to be Catholic to know what a priest meant.

Although the brandy was a red herring that threw me in a different direction with Jed. I assumed he was some sort of criminal, collecting stolen junk to sell in his uncle’s pawn shop. It very well may have been that way. Not that he gave any indication, just the way he looked and acted screamed someone totally different than someone who almost led a life of God.

“How long ago was this?” I asked.

“Twelve years,” he replied. “My mother got better, I met Jeannette and never went back. I was pretty young when I joined. I changed.”

“Yeah, I bet.” I was going to say something else, but it slipped my mind when I heard the scream.

Jed stood up. Harold, Nika and I all turned toward where the sound of the scream came from.

We were in the middle of the water. It was frightening to think it came from the Ferry. Not only that, it was closer than we wanted it to be.

Not far from us, from one of the doors, a man flew out backwards, obviously in the grips of an infected. She banged his head off of the railing, then banged it again and again.

Visual and horrifying, how could seeing something like that not cause Nika to scream.

She did, but her scream was cut short by Harold. He put his hand over her mouth.

“This way,” said Jed.

Back into the quarantine room, I didn’t know how well that would hold up. The walls were windows from the halfway point up, even the door had a window. I was the last to run in there, and that was just after the infected woman, tossed her victim over the railing into the water and ran our way.

Jed slammed and locked the door but it was a second before the VesVi woman slammed into it. As if she thought it would be open for her as well.

Nika grabbed on to me, her arms around my waist, and her head buried in my midsection.

“It’s okay,” I whispered, as I backed up with her.

Another came, then another, they banged against the glass, tried for the door. Nika didn’t need to look to know there were more out there, the sounds of the banging were enough. She gripped tight squeezing in fear, her nails embedding into my back.

We stood there facing the windows, we didn’t really have a choice, our quarantine room was big, but everywhere we went we could see them.

A couple more showed up.

That glass wasn’t going to hold.

“What now?” Harold asked. “Should we chance going out the other door. I mean, where did they come from? Did they swim or turn?”

“Both,” Emily’s voice rang out.

We had been so consumed with what was happening, we didn’t know she was in the room.

“Both,” she replied. “This morning four turned, we thought we had them contained, they broke free. And we are not that far from shore, a few made it on board when we were near the dock, we just didn’t know until it blew up on us.”

I finally looked at her, she was covered in blood. Her face, arms, the scrubs that she wore.

“Are you hurt?” I asked.

Jed stepped to her.

“Stay back.” She held up her hands. “I’m not hurt, but I’m positive I’m infected.”

Harold tossed up his hands. “Oh, great, now we’re locked in here with her.”

His words shocked me. “Harold,” I nearly scolded.

“What? I’m saying what we’re all thinking or will be thinking.”

“I won’t turn into that yet.,” she pointed to the window. “Just don’t touch me. Don’t take a chance.”

I moved closer. “No offense, Emily, but you’ve been wrong before. You were wrong about Nika.”

“I’m not wrong about this.” She lifted the sleeve to her scrub shirt exposing a patch of the gray rash. “It happens that fast. It does. I have time, right now.”

Jed pointed to the windows. “By the looks of it, I don’t think any of us have much time. How are the halls, the other side of that door?” He motioned to the only other entrance across the room. “I take it that’s how you came in?”

Emily nodded. “It is. I came to get you guys. I knew you were near the commotion.”

“We are now,” Harold said.

“Grab your things,” Emily instructed. “Get water, snacks, whatever you can carry and follow me. You may be here for a while, but help will come.”

Help? What kind of help? At that point I didn’t have a choice. Emily said she had a way out and we had to trust her.

What choice did we have?


TWENTY-THREE – CALLING SHORE

The passageway was narrow and Jed, with the bags, had a hard time. I couldn’t carry anything because I had Nika literally attached to my hip,

Emily led us into the room next to the quarantine area. It was a galley, the quarantine room was a party room at one time. The kitchen was safe and that was when she led us into what looked like a closet.

It wasn’t, it was a long narrow passage that led to a step and an even more narrow staircase.

If ever something could be called a secret way out, this was it.

After the climb was another door.

“I’m going to look out. If it’s clear, we’ll leave here and move as fast as we can across the upper deck to the next staircase. That will take us to the bridge,” Emily explained. “The windows are high up, they can’t get in there and the door is steel. Ready?’

Did we have a choice?

Slowly, she peeked out, nodded at us, then took off.

We followed, but Jed waited for us to go ahead so he could hold up the rear.

It was hard to take in anything, to look to see if we were being pursued, all I focused on was Emily, and getting Nika to safely.

We made it to the top and to that door. I looked behind me finally and Harold was there as well as Jed.

Below us, not far was a group of infected, six of them and we were spotted.

Why wasn’t the door opening?

Emily pressed the button next to it, hollering to “Let us in.”

Finally, the door opened, and Emily rushed inside.

I followed, then Harold, and finally Jed.

A woman in a captain’s uniform shut the door.

“Were they close?” the woman asked Jed.

“They’re coming up now,” Jed answered.

“We’re safe, they can’t get through,” the woman said stepping back. “We don’t have a lot of room, but it’s safe.”

The woman looked to be in her forties with thick short brown hair and she seemed unrattled and strong.

There was another man and woman in there, they didn’t look like crew, and they sat off to the side. The man’s head was bandaged and the left side of the woman’s face was swollen, bruised with stitches, clearly like Nika she had been attacked.

“Sharon,” she introduced herself then pointed to the opposite side of the bridge. “Emily, you know what I said. Over there.”

Emily nodded. “Do you have them?”

“I do,” Sharon replied.

“Have you been in contact?” Emily asked.

“I have. It might be tonight,” Sharon replied. “But they promised to rescue us.”

“Who?” I asked.

Emily answered, “The people from the base who were supposed to meet us.”

Maybe it was the wrong time, but once again, I fretted facing the military people. I worried we were going to be taken prisoners and Nika was going to be some experimental rat.

“Make yourself as comfortable as you can,” Sharon said. “It may be a while.”

“We grabbed what we could from the snack table,” I stated. “It’s not much.”

“We’ll be fine.” Sharon walked back over to the controls and peered out, then down. “See this? It’s a camera outside the door.”

I inched over and looked. There were four or five infected at the door.

“Can’t even hear them, can you?” Sharon asked. “We’re good.”

“Are we?” Harold spoke up. “Because she has it.” He pointed to Emily. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Emily said. “I have time. You’ll have a warning. The fever will come next, I’ll start to get really ill, unable to move or do things. I’ll mutter incoherently, and then when I start convulsing, you have about two minutes before I turn.”

“Do you want us to put you down?” Harold asked. “Before that happens?”

“Oh … my God.” I faced him.

Jed stated. “That’s a valid question, Laney, maybe I would have phrased it differently. But I’d want someone to … put me down.”

I glanced around the bridge. It wasn’t that big. “So, we have two minutes before she could kill us? In here, there’s nowhere to go.”

“We put her down,” Harold stated. “Sorry, I mean, we bring her peace.”

“No.” Sharon shook her head. “We restrain her before that.”

“Nope. No.” Harold shook his. “She said she tried that with the others and they got loose.”

“I only locked them in a room,” Emily said., “I didn’t think they would get out. But they think, they reason. They plot.”

“And you’ll plot.” Harol wagged a finger.

“It won’t matter, I’ll be restrained and drugged. She reached into the back pocket of her pants and handed two vials and a packaged syringe to Sharon. “You hit me with that when the convulsions start, secure me and keep me sedated.”

“How do you know it will work?” I questioned.

Jed spoke softly. “She’s done it before.”

Her mouth and eyes said more than her words. She blinked several times and pursed her lips before shaking her head, no.

I knew it was a lie.

Jed requested to see the restraints and to me, I was glad he did. What would make a restraint good enough that Jed would trust it?

Sharon lifted a box and placed it on the counter before Jed. “Years ago, we transported Harko from Staton Island to Rikers, I was a quarter master then.” She must have noticed my confusion and she explained. “Harko was a killer with a violent temper prone to outbursts, he also was seven feet tall. Other than the crew, and a team of correction officers, he was the only one on board. He was restrained in a chair, circled by guards. He was extremely dangerous and even I was nervous having him on board. Anyway, these shackles restrained him.”

Jed reached into the box and lifted one of them out. It was thick leather, there were chains as well. Even though I knew how violent an infected was, it seemed inhumane.

They also seemed as if they’d hold her. Emily wasn’t a big person and she would be sedated.

“I’m gonna try,” Emily said. “To convey everything. Hopefully, we’ll be rescued before I get bad, but I need to make sure everything is documented if we’re not. If I am aware, I’ll try to let you know. These are all things we need to know.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think that will be possible. None of them have spoken.”

“Not true,” Emily retorted. “They try to speak at the end when the delirium passes, but of course they’re hard to hear because they’re stiff in the final stages. Hopefully, I’ll be at the facility when that happens.”

Her time was short. I didn’t need to be a doctor to know this.

I wondered about this military hospital or facility as she called it. Was it everything horrible that every movie, book, or documentary portrayed?

A structure with soldiers, armed, our freedom to move about hindered by a false sense of security. All while they picked us off one by one to experiment on.

Did they have infected? If so, like the boat, how long until everything fell apart?

Then I had the road to worry about. I didn’t really think much about traveling until Harold likened me to an apocalyptic novel trope.

In the corner of the bridge, I debated whether to go outside. It was hot. A little door led to a narrow outdoor walkway. It was safe, others took turns going out., But if the stench carried in when others went in and out was any indication of how badly it smelled outside, I’d deal with the hot stuffy room.

I felt alone with my thoughts and notebook on that bridge. My pen writing things down as my mind wandered.

What were the other tropes? If I were one, I'm sure the others were real. The military strong hold, marauders, gangs of horrible people. My only weapon was a hammer and even if I had a gun, I wouldn’t know how to use it.

“Pretty cool, huh?” Jed’s voice snapped me out of it. “It goes pretty deep.”

“I’m sorry?”

“You were looking at the digital sonar image, right?”

“No, I …” I noticed the screen in front of me. “Is that what that is?” I pointed.

“Yeah, it shows what’s beneath us. But you weren’t looking at it?”

“I was actually pretty deep in thought.”

“Anything you wanna talk about?” Jed asked.

“You’ll think it’s silly.”

“No. I won’t. I promise.” He lifted his hand.

I took a second before telling him timidly. “I was wondering if all those writers and movie makers were maybe psychic, and the books about stuff like this are predictions.”

“No, that’s silly.”

I gasped. “You said you wouldn’t think it was silly.”

Jed smiled. “I’m teasing. What aspects are you concentrating on? The zombies?”

“No, because they’re not zombies. I’m talking about me being far from home and having to make it back and running into all sorts of bad things. The military being bad. Gangs and violence. Marauders and worse, the worst worry is me making it home and my family … my family isn’t there or they, you know, didn’t …” I stopped speaking because it was hard to get the words out.

Jed whistled. “That’s a lot of thoughts. It’s not silly thinking, maybe they aren’t psychic but insightful. They did research, they learn how people are. Being far from home. Every day someone is far from home. It’s silly to even think that everyone would be safely tucked in their homes when a big event hits. A lot of people are far from home. You aren’t the only one. As far as bad things happening along the way, it’s not a summer vacation or a road trip with planned stops. Things are upside down right now. We will run into bad. We just need to do our best to handle it.”

“You’re right.” I closed my notebook and set down my pen.

“Writing another letter?”

I shook my head. “Sort of. I was making a list. Including it in the letter.”

“A list of?” he asked.

“Just you know, tropes that could happen, I figured in my letter I can cross them off or—”

“What?” Jed cut me off. “You can’t manifest things.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Making a list is manifesting them.”

“It’s not a list it’s sort of things, tropes that could happen.”

“That you’ll cross off.”

I didn’t reply.

“Can I see?”

“It’s personal.”

“Laney.”

“Fine.” I handed him the notebook.”

Jed glanced down and huffed. Shaking his head, he mumbled the words. “Kevin, things are going as I hoped.”

“Oh my God, this is so personal,” I said.

He continued. “Harold mentioned I was a bad trope in every novel, being stuck away from home …”

“Jed.”

“So, I decided to make a list. I promise to cross them off as they happen. Hopefully, they won’t. I didn’t include the things that already happened.” He looked up at me. “And here it is.”

“Really, Jed.”

“Let’s see what you manifested,” Jed said.

“Do you really believe that?” I asked.

“Yeah, I do,” he replied. “When you think it, write it, imagine it, you’ve manifested it.”

“So, before all this if I wrote that I won a million dollars, it would have happened?”

“Yeah, maybe you should have written you didn’t get eliminated.”

I gasped.

Jed looked down at my notebook. “Now I have to prepare. Except there’s nothing I can do for this second one. You’re on your own.”

“What do you mean?”

“For your sake. If this all happens.” He shut the notebook and handed it back. “I hope you can swim.”


Letters Home

May 12

Kevin,

Inching my way home. I know it won’t be long until I am there. It seems like an eternity. Right now, the ferry is inching its way down the water to a new port. Locked on the bridge with so many infected outside on the decks. The military will be waiting for us.

That’s a scary thought, right?

We’re headed to Atlantic Highlands Harbor in New Jersey. Which is supposed to be close to the military set up. I’m not sure what it is, because Emily, the doctor, is in contact with them and they wanted Nika.

Maybe they’re America’s last stand, or I’m hoping, they’re set up on the edge of infection, keeping the rest of the world safe. Nika is doing better and we met this older man named Harold. He says he’s not sure if he is coming with us or not, but I think he will.

Boy, we’re going to have a house full, aren’t we?

But we will welcome them, take care of them and as a group we will work.

I still hold hope that everything is okay outside of New York, with no phones there’s no way to know.

Harold called me a trope to every apocalypse movie or novel. So, I decided to make a list of other tropes, then come back to this page and cross them off if they happen. I am hoping they don’t, but so far, everything has. Like me being far from home, us being chased, cornered …

SPOILER ALERT – If you get here, and read the list, and something is crossed out, you know what’s coming. I know you like that because you always looked up info on movies and shows online while we were watching them because you hate suspense and not knowing.

I only hope my story, our story has a great epilogue and a happy ending.

I will see you all soon. I know you are caring for and loving our children.

This was a long letter, I know, but I need something to pass the time, something to take my mind off of how crowded and hot this room is and how scared I really am.

Here is my list.

Emily will turn and the restraints won’t work, we’ll have to escape.

Something will happen to the ferry and one of us will end up in the water with the floating dead.

Something will happen to me and I will suddenly black out and wake up missing all the events after my ‘accident.’

One of our core group will die.

One of our core group will be taken hostage.

Marauders will steal our food.

I’ll make it home and face the unimaginable.

PS - Let’s hope I don’t end up in the water.


TWENTY-FOUR – SPOILER ALERT

Whoosh!

I sunk.

There was no ‘down and back up’ bobbing action. The sound of effervescent water surrounding me didn’t fill my ears. It went from noise to muffled noise, then silence and my own beating heart.

I knew exactly how I ended up in the bay, the events that led up to it. I just wasn’t sure how I’d get out of this mess, but I would.

I was grateful I could swim. I just didn’t know which way to go.

Thirty minutes earlier I was certain I was close to getting home.

We were supposed to dock. We were doing it. So close I could see the dozens of soldiers, the military ambulances all waiting for us.

A scary greeting party.

I watched the virus unfold close up and in real time as it took hold of Emily. Her fever raged, the gray rash started creeping across her skin, and that was only a few hours after locking ourselves on the bridge. When she started rambling incoherently, we restrained her. Then Emily, who had been sedated, came to and she did so with vengeance. Those Hanibal Lector style restraints were no match when she freed her leg. Sharon rushed over and Emily kicked her so hard, she flew into someone else who flew into the controls. A whole mess of a chain of events which pushed the ferry back and we couldn’t move.

Someone, I don’t know who, ended up hitting Emily again with a tranquilizer. The rescue stalled only until a small motorboat came our way. That was after numerous radio calls between Sharon and the shore.

They were really serious about the rescue as if we had the president or someone important on board.

It had me thinking, were people that big of a commodity now?

Was someone on that bridge super important?

I grew ‘sus’ as my teenage daughter would say about Harold. Maybe he was a world class chef or someone important. No one else on board looked like they were. Not that Harold did, he was just the likely suspect.

Just as the Emily situation settled and seconds before all hell broke loose, I asked Harold, “Are you a dignitary or something?”

He chuckled at me for a second when the rapid gunfire broke out. It was too close for comfort.

There was a bang on the door along with a voice identifying himself as a US soldier.

Jed opened the door and four soldiers came in, locking the door again.

“Okay here’s the deal,” the soldier said. “We’re gonna get you folks off, but it’s going to be the hard way.” He walked over to the door that led out to the upper narrow deck, opened it then pointed at Emily. “Is that Doctor Rosen?”

Sharon replied. “It is.”

The soldier nodded to the others and they fixed her restraint and lifted her.

They were taking her first?

The sound of the helicopter drew closer and as I looked through the windows of the bridge, I saw a line lowering with a basket.

It took all four of them to put her in the basket, then two stayed with her as they lifted her off.

“Here’s the way it will go,” said one of the remaining soldiers. His name on his uniform said ‘Stevens’. “We will take three trips. Two or three at a time. We'll airlift you back to shore.”

Nika asked. “Why can’t you just shoot all the infected and put us on a boat?”

“Doc doesn’t want us to kill them all,” he replied. “He wants as many of them as he can get. Don’t ask why. I don’t know.”

He probably didn’t.

He didn’t look much older than my daughter. Maybe he was old enough to drink.

“Well, you’re not gonna get the answer now,” I said.

Stevens looked at me. “What are you talking about?”

“You said the Doc didn’t want you to kill them all. You meant Emily, right?”

He crinkled his brow and drew up a look of annoyance. “I said ‘he’, ‘he’. He wants as many as he can get.”

Jed mumbled. “He did say he.”

“Okay. Okay.” I lifted my hand. “I’m sorry. All these doctors and military and medical.”

“Feel like you’re in a bad apocalypse movie or book?” Stevens asked. “Which one of you is far from home?”

Harold pointed at me.

I huffed out.

“Okay, here’s the plan,” Stevens said. “When the chopper comes back. Next out are you …” He pointed to Nika. “You, and you.” He then pointed at Sharon and Harold.

Sharon shook her head. “Nope. Captain goes down with the ship. Last to leave. “Take that younger woman. She’s injured.”

I didn’t want Nika to go without me.

Harold must have seen it on my face. He turned to me. “I’ll watch her like she’s my own, no worries.”

Well, I did worry. Not that he wouldn’t do all that he could, but when I saw how they were being lifted, I was concerned.

The basket was just that … a basket, held by a line. The only one truly safe from going over the edge of the basket was Nika. It came to her chest.

The three of them walked outside the bridge to the deck and the basket lowered, a soldier was inside. It came down enough for him to help Nika, Harold and the woman inside.

I stepped outside to watch.

Nika never stopped looking at me. Locked in Harold’s arms for protection, I watched them lift the basket containing them as it swung back and forth.

I worried because it swung too close to the deck on the other side of the bridge, the one we couldn’t reach, the one with the infected. Though Stevens and the others shot them, several more came, I could hear them clamoring at the door.

It seemed like it took forever for the helicopter to return. I watched it fly to shore, lower and I listened for it to come back.

Jed, the other man, and I were next. Stevens, the other soldier, and Sharon would take the final flight to safety before the soldiers returned to capture the sick.

Then they broke through.

I don’t know, but at that point we were forced to take refuge on that small deck.

Four of them came through and that was enough.

Stevens shot one and I kept thinking, just shoot them, shoot them all. Instead, he joined us on the narrow deck as the chopper returned.

Stevens was saying something on his radio, I couldn’t hear him with the helicopter noise.

When the basket lowered, he signaled to Jed. “Go first,” Stevens shouted. “It only holds four and I need you up there to get the others in.”

Jed glanced at me unsure.

I nodded for him to go ahead, handing him my backpack. I felt better with Jed in that basket rather than me.

Jed climbed up with the help of the soldier in there, together, with Stevens below, they lifted the injured man.

Then Jed leaned over and reached down his hand.

I looked behind me for one second to see what the infected were up to, fearful they would crash through the windows they pounded on, and when I turned back around, Sharon had grabbed for his hand.

Seriously?

What happened to the Captain was the last to leave?

Technically, she sort of was.

Stevens gave a push to get her in, all the while I feared Jed was going to tip over the other side of the basket.

“Now you!” Stevens yelled, “Let’s go, Hurry!” He crouched down, grabbing me low and hoisting me to Jed’s extended arm.

Jed had me. I just had to lift myself up with the momentum of his pull.

What I wasn’t expecting was for the chopper to start moving before I was in.

Desperately trying, legs kicking in the air, trying to get a footing on something, and then the chopper tipped sideways.

Gunfire rang out, mixed with wind and chopper noise. I looked up to Jed and saw him shouting.

I think it was ‘Hold on’, I couldn’t tell.

Yeah, I wasn’t letting go.

And I didn’t.

But as I feared when I watched Nika lift off, the basket flew close to the other deck and there was infected there.

One superman jumped for me and it didn’t matter how tight I held on, or how much Jed gripped me, when he sailed into me, I let go.

The hit was hard and for that second or two I imagined myself dropping to the deck and being swarmed by the infected.

But fortunately, I dropped into the water.

Whoosh!

I held my breath not because I was hitting water, but I was bracing for impact with the surface of the deck.

Not that hitting water was any less painful.

I didn’t hit legs first, I went in sideways and sunk straight down.

Eyes open, all I saw was water movement, at first, I could hear gunfire, it was muffled along with the helicopter and then as I sank that all went away.

It was silent.

My heart thumped in my ears and for a few moments I couldn’t figure out why I felt so heavy. Then I realized, the infected that knocked into me, had my foot.

I kicked and kicked, trying to get to the surface and by the grace of God my shoe slipped off.

I was freed.

Kicking to get to the surface, the infected didn’t follow.

Did he not know how to swim or did he lose all knowledge?

It wasn’t easy making my way to the top. Not that I wasn't close to the surface, but there were so many bodies in the bay.

It was like swimming in a children’s bathtub floating with toys, only the toys were staring at me.

Dead. Some infected, some victims. Flesh peeling from their faces from being in the water too long or having been beaten.

I saw each one, no matter how hard I tried not to, and as my ability to hold my breath started to leave me, I emerged to the surface and gasped.

It wasn’t any better on the surface and I was disoriented on where I was. Turning left and right as I tread water, I finally spotted the ferry behind me and then I saw the helicopter flying to shore.

I or It wasn’t that far, it really wasn’t. I could swim to shore. It would take a lot out of me, but I worried I’d wear down and drown.

The smell was horrendous and I didn’t know if it was my imagination or if the water really felt sluggish.

My goal was to aim for shore, get there. I wasn’t an Olympic swimmer, but I wasn’t bad.

I could do it.

Casually swim, pause, swim some more, take my time.

I saw the dock, the military was there, I had a focus.

So did the infected.

The ones from the Ferry not far from me, started jumping in.

I couldn’t see if they were swimming toward me or not, I just moved as fast as I could.

Breathe. Swim. Breathe.

Live.

As I neared the shore not knowing or looking if I were being pursued, I worried.

What if they thought I was infected? What if they thought I was one of them?

Pausing, I finally looked behind me. I didn’t see anyone or anything swimming, yet still I was frozen in fear.

Afraid to move, afraid to swim, afraid of getting shot.

How long could I tread water? It was gross. It felt warm and weird, runny gelatin against my skin.

I started thinking about my children, my husband, grateful my notebook and letters to Kevin were safe in my backpack. Confusion took over, I didn’t know what to do. Was it fear? A dreadful premonition?

I was so scared of dying, of drowning. Maybe if I found something to float on or hold on to.

Would they look for me? Or did they think I was already dead?

Neither Harold nor Jed knew me well enough or long enough to fight to find me, to feel that I was alive,

Maybe Nika, but she was just a child.

I tread water in that same spot for maybe ten minutes.

Long enough for a boat filled with soldiers to head to the ferry.

I tried. I waved, yelled, signaled, but no one saw me.

How was that possible? I was maybe a hundred yards now from the ferry. There was no helicopter noise.

Just me, screaming, “Hey! Over here!”

Then as I thought about the motor on that small boat, I realized they didn’t hear or see me. I was dead to them.

Dead in the water.

I moved from treading to floating. It had to have been hours I was out there. I could feel my skin wrinkling from the water.

I found a suitcase that was floating and I held on to it.

Kicking my feet slowly to get to shore, listening as the sounds from the ferry grew quiet.

Twice I watched two boats speed away from the ferry. Not one looked for me, not one even tried.

Driven by my desire to survive and get to my children, I was going to make it.

Hundreds, no thousands of bodies were in that water with me.

I was a needle in a haystack.

Until I wasn’t.

Someway, somehow, someone didn’t give up on me.

It was early afternoon when the rescue first began, and the sky started to lose its light when I heard that splashing.

It wasn’t a motor on a boat, it was oars moving against the water.

It wasn’t night. Not yet, but they had a light, shining it back and forth.

I felt like Rose from the movie Titanic. Holding on, floating, hoping to live, but unable to call out.

“Laney! Laney are you there?”

I didn’t recognize the voice calling me, and I was going to be damned if the only noise I made was a squeak.

The water was warm, I wasn’t frozen. I was just in a state of exhaustion and shock.

“Here!” I hollered out, hitting my hand against the plastic of the suitcase. “Here!”

“Keep calling.,” the voice instructed.

How did they not see me? Then again, I realized, the needle in the haystack. So many bodies around me, who was alive? Who was infected and who … was me?

I started reciting the alphabet, it was the only thing I could think of. Alphabet letter then hit my hand on the suitcase.

When I got to the letter M, the light hit my face.

The boat was twenty feet from me.

I was saved.


TWENTY-FIVE – SAFE SLEEP

Three men were in the boat that pulled me from the water.

I started to shiver, my cold clothes sticking to my body. They placed me in the back of a van with four soldiers, gave me a blanket and took off.

Where was Jed? Harold? Nika?

Even ‘Last to go down with the ship’ Sharon?

No one said anything to me as we drove for a while, my body ached with every bump in the road. I asked where my friends were and was told they were fine and I would see them soon.

I didn’t know if I believed them or not.

It was still light out and I was able to watch the world roll by through the two small windows on the van doors.

They whisked me away. We went from a pier to a highway and finally from the windows I could see we rolled through a small town. Knowing how long we drove, and that we arrived in the evening, we had to be in Pennsylvania.

Things grew darker on the other side of those little windows. There was no power, no people, just shaded and shadowed destitute.

We stopped briefly for a moment, I could hear voices then we moved again.

This time bright lights were behind me.

Finally, we stopped.

Hours of silence. Maybe I should have asked more questions.

I was taken from the van and led into a building where I was given a set of clothes in a bag and instructed to shower. It was a gentle instruction, but I knew I had to smell. As I dried off my skin felt slimy.

Getting clean wasn’t a bad request.

Honestly, it was welcoming. It had been a long time since I immersed myself in clean water.

The shower was hot and comforting and I scrubbed every inch of my body, washing my hair twice.

I dressed and stepped from the shower room, where a female soldier waited. She was kind and led me down the hall.

“My friends?” I asked. “I was with people on the ferry.”

“They’re being accommodated. You’ll join them shortly,” she replied as we walked.

“Where am I going?”

“You fell into the water from a helicopter, infected water, the doctor wants to see you.”

Infected water?

I didn’t think of it that way. We emerged from a hallway and left the building, crossing just a few short feet into another building.

Clearly, this building was a medical facility.

I was taken to a corner with a privacy curtain, sat on a cot and it was only moments before a woman came in and took blood, told me the doctor would be with me shortly, and left.

I waited.

And I waited some more.

I waited so long my mouth was dry from thirst and my stomach grumbled and twinged with hunger.

Finally, two people came in wearing scrubs, they said nothing, just examined my skin. I suspected they were looking for the rash.

Just as I was about to give up and go to sleep, the doctor walked in.

He looked like he had just woken up. His hair a little disheveled, eyes puffy, and he introduced himself as Doctor Pace.

“Good news,” he declared. “There is no sign of the virus in your blood. No lesions. No broken bones.”

“I wasn’t X-rayed,” I replied.

“Do you feel like something is broken?”

“No.”

“Then no need.”

“Where are my friends?” I asked.

“The people from the ferry?”

“Yes,” I nodded.

“Building A4. Probably sleeping, it’s after midnight.”

“Do they know I’m okay?”

“Yes, they were informed.”

“Are you him?” I asked. “Are you the doctor who wanted to keep the infected alive? Or is that some scientist somewhere on the base?’

He chuckled and wagged his finger “Funny. No, I’m him.”

“Do you have a cure?”

“Hardly.”

“So why keep them alive?”

“Why not?”

“They’re deadly,” I said.

“They’re sick. If one of them were your brother, father, sister … would you want us to just put them down?”

“Um, yeah.”

“Really?” he asked in disbelief. “Because at this point we don’t know if it can be reversed. We don’t know if they feel, hurt, or are internally crying out for help.”

“So, it’s a humanitarian thing to not kill them?”

“No.” He shook his head. ‘It’s scientific. We have to learn them. And we just can’t learn them watching from afar.”

“You’re collecting them. What if they get free?”

“Then we’re screwed. Hopefully, that won’t happen.” He stepped toward me. “I’d like to just examine you if that’s okay. Not for just the virus, but for injuries.”

I nodded. “Can I ask what you know about this virus?”

“Not much. It hit fast, spread fast, was here before we knew it. I was actually on my way home from Europe and studying it there when I got news it was here.”

“Here in New York? Jersey?’

He paused before answering. “Everywhere.”

My heart sunk to my stomach. “The whole country.”

“Everything is in a state of chaos. I assure you, we are trying to keep it together.”

“We?” I asked.

“Military, government, health officials.”

“What about Ohio?” I questioned.

“It’s there. Why do you ask?”

My head lowered. “My family is there. I wasn’t home when this started.”

“Is that where you’re headed?”

“It is.” I nodded.

“Then we need to get you home, right?” He smiled gently. “But first, let’s check you out.”

Doctor Pace examined me, asked a nurse to get me water and a sandwich and finally, told me I could go.

On one condition.

For the general good of everyone around me, stay on base twenty-four hours before I left.

For the sake of those I’d meet and even my family, just to be sure, he asked that I stay put.

He promised he’d find me a way home. I doubted that and a part of me felt like a prisoner.

Reluctantly, I agreed, but I really needed to see Nika, Jed and even Harold.

After being led from the medical room, a soldier took me to Building A4.

Up two flights of stairs, the occasional smell of coffee hitting me, I arrived at a big room. It was lined with cots. A few nightlights gave some illumination, but it was quiet, and people were sleeping.

My watch had stopped working and I asked my escort what time it was.

He told me it was three am and to find an empty cot.

I felt lost when I stepped in there, until I saw Jed across the room.

He was sitting on a cot and stood as soon as he saw me.

I sighed out in relief and made my way to him.

“You are okay,” he said. “They told me you were. I didn’t believe them.”

“I am.”

Surprising me, he embraced me. Speaking softly. “Laney, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t hold tighter.”

“It’s okay, it’s not your fault.”

He released the embrace.

“Nika?” I asked.

He pointed to a cot where Nika was sleeping. “Harold, too.” He pointed across the room. “We’re all fine. I’m glad you are.”

“Infection free.”

“How was it?”

“Scary, but I’m exhausted.”

“I saved you a cot.” He indicated the empty bed next to Nika. “And ...” he walked back to his cot, bent down, and lifted my backpack. “Yours.”

“Thank you.” I took it.

“Notebook is in there,” he said. “Thought you might want to write one of those letters home.”

“I will.” I unzipped it.

“What are you gonna do when you fill that up?”

“No, I’ll get home before that. And by some chance, if I don’t, I have two others in here.”

“Good. And Laney. The water thing happened,” he said. “No more predictions.”

I lifted my notebook from the backpack. “No more predictions. I promise.”

He was right, maybe I was jinxing myself. I wouldn’t try to predict a trope again.

In the meantime, I was with Jed and Nika. I had my notebook and I would tell Kevin about my ordeal.

Even if a part of me felt like a prisoner, I still felt safe.

After writing home, I knew I would get a good night’s sleep.

The first good night’s sleep in a while.


Letters Home

May 13

Kevin

It won’t be tomorrow but the next day when we’ll be leaving. You’re probably wondering who ended up in the water. I raised my hand. It was me. Good thing I swim well.

I won’t get into it, I’ll save it for when I have nothing else to write and I’m not so tired.

We’re on some military base, but I don’t know if it’s a real base. It’s dark, I can’t see anything around us.

We’re in voluntary quarantine, which is a good thing. I don’t want to bring anything home to you or the kids. Then again, by the time I get there, if I have it, I won’t be getting there.

No more trope predictions.

Thinking of you all.


TWENTY-SIX – PIG EAT PIG WORLD

It was a temporary housing building and we weren’t prisoners or locked in one room. We were free to move about the building. There weren’t many people there, but more than I expected.

Doctor Pace came and checked on me and told me I looked pretty good.

Sarcastically I asked him how his experiments were going with the infected and he replied, “If you’re curious, I’ll show you.”

“Are you serious? I can see what you’re doing?”

“Yep. It smells, but that’s up to you.”

“Yeah, I would love to. Is Emily there?”

“She is, but she won’t be with us much longer,” he replied. “Find me after you have your breakfast.”

Breakfast? Heck, I wanted another one of those showers.

But Jed, Nika and Harold had already gone down to eat and I made my way there with a nice woman from our cot room. Of course, she went her own way after we entered the makeshift cafeteria.

It looked like a library with the exception of a food table set up.

Harold waved to me as if I wouldn’t see him in that room with twenty tables.

I went to the food table first, grabbed some scrambled eggs, a piece of bacon and coffee, then went and joined Harold, Jed and Nika, who were sitting with the soldier from the ferry.

“Morning,” I said as I sat.

“How are you feeling?” Jed asked.

“Surprisingly not sore. How about all of you?” I questioned.

They all mumbled they were good.

“Harold, did you decided what you’re doing?” I asked. “You coming with us or finding something elsewhere?

“I haven’t decided,” replied Harold. “I might stay here. See where I can help out. I’d get good medical care, I’m old you know and I need that. Plus, my brother went here.”

That confused me. “Your brother?”

Harold nodded. “This is a military academy. Haven’t you noticed the obscure number of young soldiers here? That’s why I may stay.”

“Sir,” Stevens said. “We welcome you, but if you want to go, I really believe, that yes, now things are down, but they aren’t gone. It’s not out of control, we still have working systems, it may be a year or two but things will get back to normal. Including healthcare.”

“A couple years wait in healthcare, at my age?” Harold smiled. “I do think after that falling off the chopper incident, Missy here needs someone to look after her, hold a bit tighter. No offense taken to the big fella who dropped her.”

“Offense taken,” Jed said defensively.

Harold shrugged and was going to say something else, but his eyes locked on my plate.

“What?” I asked.

“That’s all the bacon you got?” Harold pointed. “Good Lord woman, get some more. It’s gonna be a while before we see bacon.”

“I’ll survive. I’m not a bacon lover.”

As if I said something sacrilegious to a group of priests, everyone looked at me so offended.

It was amusing. “Sorry. Besides, Harold, you’re a chef, can’t you make bacon?”

“I actually can. Find me a pig.”

“That might be hard …” Stevens the soldier interjected. “Pigs are the only animal that get as infected as us.”

“Eh,” Harold waved out his hand. “We can make anything taste like bacon.”

“Pigs?” Jed asked. “They’re getting it?”

Stevens nodded. “They are.”

“Hold on,” I lifted my hand. “Do they turn gray with a rash?”

“They do.” Stevens nodded again. “They get sick first. Same as humans, the only animals we’re seen so far that do.”

Nika asked. “You’ve seen them?”

“Oh, yeah,” he replied. “They run in packs, like wild dogs.”

“Do they get the delirium, the rage like humans?” I asked.,

“They do. Only pigs, they’re carnivorous. They won’t beat you, they eat you.” He took a bite of his food. “And in case you’re wondering, Yeah, I’ve seen that too.”

Silence.

I stood up.

“Where are you going?” Jed asked.

“To get me some bacon to eat,” I said. “Call it my preparatory payback.”


TWENTY-SEVEN – NEWS NOT WANTED

They allowed me to use a phone to try to call my husband, but I couldn’t get an answer anywhere. And I tried several numbers that I knew from memory.

Which was limited. That was the cons of living in the cell phone, just hit the name era.

The tour of the research facility wasn’t for everyone. Harold and Nika opted out. Jed came, but said it was more to make sure I was all right. I wasn’t even sure why I was curious, but what else was there to do?

I needed to know more about VesVi. I was always curious about anything, going down the rabbit hole to learn about something new. Usually though I never ended up where I started.

Unlike my husband who couldn’t watch a movie without lifting his phone to see if he could find out what happened. Especially with television series. I hated that, but he said it didn’t count because the shows were already done.

He needed to meet Jed and the brandy didn’t count thought process.

I wondered about Jed. He didn’t say if he were going all the way to Ohio with us, I just assumed, but he hadn’t talked much about it.

I started to worry, not that we needed him, but I didn’t want him to be alone. Maybe he would stay with Harold. Plus, I kept thinking of how. How would we get home?

We were definitely in Pennsylvania. So, I was at most eight hours from home.

Doctor Pace stated he had to get us home, but he didn’t say how and believing that they were gonna take me to my door, seemed like a pipe dream.

“Where do you want to start?” Pace asked us.

“What do you mean?” I questioned.

“I mean, we have every stage. What stage do you want to start?”

Jed answered. “The beginning. Take us to the beginning.”

“That’s the other end of the building. This way.” He brought us down a long hallway. As we walked, I noticed the signs placed on the doors.

Autopsy.

Testing.

They were new signs, probably made in Word and printed out, hung over whatever the signs were for the military academy.

At the end of the hall, we paused. There was a cart outside and he had us put on gloves, a mask, and some yellow gowns to cover our clothing.

“They aren’t isolated,” Pace said. “They’re receiving medical care. They’re ill. So, suit up.”

It wasn’t like in the movies, I didn’t feel that protected, then again, I had been around those who were sick without any protection.

I donned the yellow gown, tying it as best as I could, and after that, we all entered the area.

He wasn’t kidding that they weren’t isolated.

We stepped into a huge room, cinder block walls, makeshift partitions of blankets surrounded cots that lined the walls on my left and my right.

Each patient looked as if they were being treated with the best of medical care available. Oxygen, IVs, monitors. As if they were in a hospital and not some practice room in a military academy.

“When the virus first presented itself overseas,” Pace explained. “It was a fever, it was viral, people felt achy, not well, but we didn’t expect that they would suddenly become violent. That was how it started to really spread. Catching the actual virus now accounts for maybe ten percent. The rest are all from contact.”

“Bet it took you by surprise.” Jed commented.

“The violence?” Pace nodded. “Yes. One, two, maybe even three, but when it was everyone, we knew we were dealing with something we had to cure or control. Neither of which we’ve accomplished. We were so focused on that rash. Sometimes it spreads before the violence, sometimes it doesn’t. But they have these shaking seizures before violence. And that occurs usually around the twenty-four-hour mark. Only very few from the early days made it forty-eight hours before turning.”

“It is the virus that causes the violence?” I asked.

“Could be,” Pace said. “Or whatever is causing the skin to die and calcify could be happening to the brain or …” He paused in walking. “The fever causes it. Ever have a fever dream. I keep going back to those. Truth is. We just don’t know why. We do know what will happen.”

“And they know?” I waved out my hand.

“Yes, they do,” Pace said. “All of these people volunteered when they got the virus. One, they want medical care, two they don’t want to hurt anyone and lastly, they want to help find a cure, or at least an understanding enough to fight it.”

“Can we?” Jed asked.

“Eventually, yes.” Pace walked with his hands behind his back. “And eventually, we’ll win. Are you ready for the next phase in the tour?"

“Yes, please,” I told him, well aware of what the next phase was.

At the end of the room was a door and that led to a stairwell.

“As you can guess,” Pace spoke as he led us. “We sedate them before we bring them in. But before I take you through there, I want you to see something.” He opened the door.

Inside was a room, and a man sat behind two large computer monitors, each held a closed camera image of different people.

They were all in a small room, a mattress on the floor. Some just stood like statues, not moving. Some sat motionless on the floor, all of them weren’t moving.

“These people,” Pace explained. “Are our violent ones.”

I thought he was joking and even laughed a little until I realized he wasn’t kidding.

“How?” I asked. “How are they the violent ones, they’re so still?”

Jed spoke up, “because there’s nothing setting them off.”

“That’s not true,” I said. “We saw them attack each other. So, they can set each other off.”

Pace shook his head. “Only if one of us is there. They only fight each other over us.”

“So, sound and sight set them off.”

“Somewhat,” Pace answered. “They have to know or sense someone is there” he tapped the man watching the monitors. “Will, feel like taking a walk through?”

“No,” Will replied. “You can be the demo.”

“That’s fine, but you’ll need to explain … buttercup.”

Oh cute. Pet names in the apocalypse.

“Fine.” Will stood. “I’ll do the display.”

“Thank you,” Pace said, then as Will exited, he faced us. “You’ll enjoy this. Watch the monitors.”

Raising an eye brow I glanced at Jed. Then looked at the screens.

As I expected, as soon as Will entered the infected went insane.

Will walked slowly and almost as if he were annoyed.

The infected threw themselves at the plexiglass walls. Charging forth and jumping.

They were like animals in the zoo.

“Now watch.” Pace reached down and pressed the space key on the keyboard.

There were a couple piano notes, a pause and a trio of voices brought it into a song. When I heard it, I realized Pace hasn’t given Will a pet name.

“Is that?” Jed asked in reference to the song.

“Yes.” Pace replied. “My Little Buttercup.”

The moment the vocals started singing “My Little Buttercup.”

Every single infected person in that chamber stopped and calmed down. They were mesmerized and remained still.

“Music calms them?” I questioned.

“Not just any music, this song. Not sure why. We all tried every song in our phone.”

Jed cleared his throat. “And someone had My Little Buttercup on their playlist?”

“Yep.” Pace pointed to the monitor, indicating that it was Will.

“Is it only this version?” I asked. “Or can it be sung?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Pace answered. “We haven’t tried that."

“I think he’s tired of being there.” Jed indicted to the monitors.

Using a microphone near the computers, Pace spoke to Will. “You can come back in.”

He stopped the music and immediately the infected went violent again.

“I’m curious as to why a military academy had cages made of unbreakable plastic,” I said.

Pace laughed a little. “We built them last week. These were storage units.”

“I don’t see Emily,” I said.

“She’s in the next phase already. Which is sad because the transition happened really fast. We have to go back upstairs for that. I’ll take you.”

Will returned to the room, irritated. “Hope you enjoyed the show.”

Jed raised an eyebrow. “Not as much as My Lttle Buttercup.”

He seemed disgruntled, then again, I would be too if I were stuck in a room all day watching the infected.

We made our way back upstairs, passing the sign again that read, ‘Autopsy’, Pace gave us a warning that not only was it not pretty but it didn’t smell very good.

He didn’t exaggerate. In fact, he downplayed it.

I had smelt them before, seen them in all their glory. I watched them go from violent to the next day dead.

I missed the in between. What was in that room was the in between.

The odor in that room was every bad smell imaginable mixed into rancid soup, the aroma of which filled every corner.

There were only four people in there and we had to keep our distance.

Up until that point I hadn’t heard any of the infected make a noise. No growling, snarling, or talking. But in that room, bodies, gray, wretched and immobile, the soft, strained, cries of pain and for help could be heard.

It was a reminder that they were people, not monsters and they were feeling everything.

They were laying, blankets on top of them they couldn’t feel, it was gut wrenching to see.

“They’re suffering,” I whispered.

“Yes, they are. This is where they transition when the VesVi rash takes over sixty-five percent of the body. At this point their faculties returned, they know what is happening, they can’t vocalize it, drink water or eat,’ Pace explained. “It’s hard to find a place to medicate them. Even if it looks like we found a patch of untouched flesh, underneath is like a hardening sponge. We can’t help them.”

“How do you autopsy them, then?” Jed asked. “I saw the sign.”

“It’s not easy,” Pace replied. “They turn almost to stone but become fragile after a day or two. All organs and flesh, it’s almost like they’re mummified and dried to a brittle state. It’s really upsetting.”

“If I get this virus, I don’t want to get to this point or the one before,” I told him.

“These people are only at this point because they knew they were being studied,” Pace said, “They are given the option to peacefully opt out, you can say before the violent stage. But they know to beat this, to save humanity we have to understand it and cure it. We have people in Bethesda that might get close with the right information.”

“Is that why you want to find the immune?” I asked.

Pace nodded. “People are immune, there are people that don’t get it.”

“Like Nika,” I stated. “I know you want her, but she has to get to her mother.”

With a ‘ah huh’, Pace opened the door and led us out into the hall. “Laney, I know you want to protect Nika, but you’re forgetting, the world isn’t completely shut down. We have access to information. She has no mother in Ohio, according to her records, her mother has never been in the picture.”

I found it curious and a bit surprising he had that information. “She’s twelve. How do you get information on a child?”

“Hospital records,” he answered.

Jed folded his arms defensively. “Why would you even have her hospital records?”

“Because when she was injured and being treated, Emily saw a port-cath.”

“I’m sorry, a what?” I asked.

Jed answered. “It’s what they put in people that are getting chemotherapy.”

“No.” My heart sunk, then for some reason, I thought he was lying. “No.” I shook my head. “If she did why didn’t she say anything?”

Pace shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe when she asked for the girl, she figured you wouldn’t put up such a fuss. Her white blood cell is through the roof. I examined her, Laney, that catheter was placed in a few days before everything fell apart. I asked her about it and she knew. She’s very bright. She was going back for treatment. She had been in remission for a few years. She’s no stranger to this. It’s obviously back.”

I stammered my words. “What … wh…”

“Leukemia. She’s not immune, she’s dying,” Pace said softly. “She is the third person we have seen with a form of cancer that did not get the virus when they should have. We don’t know why.”

“Did Emily know this?” I asked.

“She should.”

Jed groaned softly. “She has Leukemia. I mean, what happens now without treatment?”

“Without treatment,” Pace answered. “She doesn’t have long. Four months maybe. The outlook isn’t good, usually they pass due to neutropenic infections, bleeding complications or leukostasis.”

“So, she lied to us,” I said defensively. “She lied and said that Nika could be used to save the world. Why would she lie to us?”

“Sometimes the truth is painful. I believe Emily wanted to try to help her.”

“Can you?” Jed asked.

“We can try. I mean, we can get the means to try and give her treatment,” Pace replied. “Out there, no.”

“Were you going to tell us?” I asked.

“No, not unless it came up,” Pace answered. “She’s a child. A child who lost her father. This world isn’t a kind place right now. You wanted to take her, give her a home, I looked at it as let her have family, happiness. This isn’t my field, she would have to go to Bethesda and she’d be getting treatment surrounded by strangers and alone.” He looked at me. “You need to get back to your family. Are you willing to stay the six to eight weeks?”

Before anything came from my mouth, Jed spoke,

“No, she can’t. She has to get home. She has kids. I’ll stay. I’ll go with Nika,” Jed faced me. “She needs a fighting chance and she won’t be alone.”


TWENTY-EIGHT – IT WILL BE OKAY

It was a tough pill to swallow and I was in absolute shock and denial about it. I didn’t know how to feel. Did I have the right to be so protective over a little girl I had just met not long before? To feel so sad? Nika was alone, scared, and I couldn’t leave her.

Could I leave her now?

Jed knew her just as well as I did, which obviously wasn’t that well since we didn’t know she was sick. I understood his decision to want to stay behind.

Like Nika, he had no one.

Jed informed Doctor Pace that it was a no brainer and Pace said he would set things in motion to get her the care and treatment she needed.

But what about Nika?

I wanted to talk to her.

What did she want?

Yes, she was a child, but was she old enough to tell me.

It was a subject and conversation with her I didn’t want to breach but had to.

When I returned to our sleeping quarters, Nika was sitting in a chair, staring out the window.

Harold was relaxing on the bed not far from her, reading something.

Nika heard us return, looked over her shoulder and smiled. The sunlight from outside lit up the bruise on the side of her face. It was still physically evident the pain she endured. “Did you know they played a silly song to rescue Martha and a bunch of others from an old person’s home?” she asked.

“Who’s Martha?” I stepped to her.

Nika pointed across the room to an older woman who dozed off in a chair.

“Isn't that funny? And it’s one song,” Nika said.

“Buttercup,” I replied.

“Yes. That’s it. Stevens told me. How was your tour?” she returned to looking out the window.

I glanced at Jed before answering. “It was good, we learned a lot.” I pulled up a chair, noticing as I did that Harold suddenly perked with attention.

“Nika.” I placed my hand on hers. “Baby, why didn’t you tell us you were sick?”

Nonchalantly she shrugged, continuing her stare out the window. “Does it matter?”

“Yes, yes, it does,” I told her.

“There’s nothing they can do, Laney. All the hospitals are broken and closed.’

“That’s not true. Doctor Pace said they can help you in Bethesda,” I said.

“No.” She shook her head as if I just suggested broccoli for dinner. “No, thank you.”

“What do you mean no thank you?”

“I don’t want to go. I want to go with you, Laney,” she said. “I want to meet your kids. I didn’t have brothers or sisters. I want a big sister.”

Jed interjected. “And you will. You get better, I’ll be right there with you. You get treatment and get better. We find Laney.”

“But Jed,” she lowered her voice as if I couldn’t hear her. “What if she gets home and they aren’t there? She’ll be all alone.”

“Aw, hell,” Harold groaned and set down his book. “She won’t be alone. I’ll go to Ohio with her. You stay and get taken care of little one.” Harold swung his legs over the bed. “Georgia will have to wait.”

“What’s in Georgia?” I asked.

Grunting as he stood up, Harold shrugged. “Hot muggy weather. It was just the first place I thought of.” He placed his hand on Nika. “So, you’re sick, huh?”

“I don’t feel sick. Not yet. Not like before,” she replied.

“What do you have?”

“Cancer. Leukemia.”

“Well, that sucks, but hey, you have the government saying they’re gonna hook you up. I bet you get the good suff.” He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead then turned. “Jed, if you want to get her to Ohio, I can stay back with her.”

“As much as I would like to see Laney get home to her kids and husband, they’re gonna put me to work while I’m there.”

“Speaking of work, that’s where I’m headed.” Harold walked slowly across the room. “I don’t get that stock on now, the soup will taste weak.”

“You’re cooking now?” I questioned.

“Came out of retirement for the apocalypse, I guess. I can’t sit around all day. Well, I can, but I won’t.” He paused for a second. “Laney, we’ll find a way to get to Ohio. Look for a car tomorrow. We’ll get there.”

“I know.” I nodded.

As he approached, Stevens stepped in through the door.

“Afternoon, sir,” he spoke to Harold. “Got you those fresh vegetables, I am looking forward to that soup.”

“It’ll be good,” Harold replied. “What brings you up here? Seems like an awful waste of energy to come and tell me about vegetables.”

“No, sir, actually two reasons. Colonel and a crew are leaving for Bethesda first light,” he said. “Doctor out in Bethesda needs a few tests run to get ready for Nika. I’m gonna take her down now.”

“I’ll go with her,” I said.

“Me, too,” Jed added. “I have some questions, you know.”

“Oh, yeah, another thing.” Stevens snapped his finger. “There’s a truck headed out to Cincinnati either tomorrow or the next day. They’ll take you home, Laney. I just don’t know when it’s leaving and it could be last minute.”

“Thank you,” I replied humbly. I curbed the enthusiasm that bubbled inside, I didn’t want to have Nika think I was happy to leave her. She knew I was glad to go home, she didn’t need my display of exuberance as she went off for more tests.

Home.

It felt real now.

And I was wrong. It wasn’t every trope of bad that was going to happen.

My list in my letter to my husband would forever only have two things scratched off.

I believed that. If what they were doing at the academy was any indication, things would eventually be okay.


Letters Home

May 16

Kevin,

The delay this time isn’t that big. I have so much to tell you and the kids. So much I don’t want to write. Before, I felt I had to write almost everything because what if something happened to me?

I’m not worried. I’m going to make it home to tell you.

Nika won’t be with me. Neither will Jed. I wanted to write down why, but it’s hard. It’s something I’ll tell you. Just know he went to Bethesda.

Yes, I know things are bad out there, but I really feel you and the kids are safe. All of you are so hardheaded and determined, and strong. I miss Elly, Jeremy, and Jenson so much. I know Elly is probably taking care of you just as much as you are taking care of them.

I’ll be there soon, I really will.

I miss you all so much and love you all so much.


TWENTY-NINE - MANIFESTING

Saying ‘So Long’, not goodbye, to Nika was going to be harder than I thought. The night before we stayed up talking and I told her more stories about the kids and how Elly would probably at first throw a fit about sharing a room, but she, like Nika always wanted a sister.

It was the crack of dawn and I was able to get Nika to eat some breakfast. I was told the Cincinnati truck would leave around ten. Jed and Nika had only a three-hour drive. God willing, they’d be there safe and sound, and I’d know before we left.

Our trip wouldn’t be long either. Make one stop to gas up and get supplies, then I’d be home by evening.

They even spoke about camping out there for the night.

Seven hours from home. That was it.

Our little group who traveled from New York was splitting up, but we’d be together again.

I knew it. I also knew my house wasn’t going to be big enough. I made that comment and Stevens half joked, “I’m sure not all your neighbors survived, find a bigger house or have Harold and Jed move into one.”

“That’s sad.” I shook my head. “Although I always liked the Murray house.”

Plans were being made.

And it was time for Jed and Nika to go.

A huge black Humvee pulled up with six doors and a hatch. It was one of those three row cars. Jed and Nika would be driving in style. Although it would be nice for me and Harold, I didn’t care if we rode in a pickup truck.

“Check your pack,” Jed told me. “Have everything you need in case you get stuck on the road. You never know what will happen.”

“You, too.”

“Already have it. Listen, land lines are working in most parts. Stevens told me they check everywhere they go. I have no doubt there will be a landline working in Solon,” Jed said. “He’ll get you the number. They said I should be able to talk to you and give you updates on Nika.”

“I don’t have a landline,” I said. “I don’t think now is the time to install one.”

“Look for one,” Jed stated. “You’ll have time. And keep an eye on …” He nodded his head toward Harold. “He’s looks a little … peaked.”

“Is that the right word?” I smiled. “But, yeah, that’s because he’s tired. He was playing poker until three in the morning.”

A voice called out, “It’s time to go.”

He wrapped his arms around me. “Laney, listen, I believe in my heart you will find your family. And when me and Nika get there, I expect that you’ve figured out how to bake again, because I’ll want a cake.”

“I’ll make you one.” I pulled back, turned my head, and saw Nika in Harold’s arms. It was breaking my heart to leave her, but she was in good hands with Jed. And she needed the treatment.

I walked over to her and Harold. “My turn.” I held out my arms.

Immediately, Nika ran into my embrace. “I’m gonna miss you, Laney.”

“I’ll miss you. Jed said the old phone lines are working. We will talk. I promise.”

“Can I talk to your kids?”

“Absolutely.” I kissed the top of her head. “Stay strong. Get well, I’ll be waiting.”

“And I’ll be there.” She pulled back and looked up at me. “See you.”

“See you.”

Behind her, Jed loaded their bags into the back of the Humvee. He closed it. He and Nika were the last to get in.

They both looked at us one more time before they slipped into the back of the vehicle.

“She’s gonna beat this,” Harold said as they pulled out. “Not everyone gets their medicine when things fall apart.”

“I guess she’s lucky.”

But was she? We stood together, watching them leave. I knew it was for the best, it was what Nika needed, but I started my journey with those two, and now they were gone. Even though I had Harold, a part of me still felt alone.

<><><><>

It was time to go. They called for us to go down toward the main building. The grounds were so beautiful, I hadn’t really noticed them earlier. The buildings looked like they were built in the early eighteen hundreds.

Our ride wasn’t there yet, Harold and I sat on the staircase waiting. Me with my large backpack, Harold with his little gym bag. He didn’t have his scooter anymore, but I knew a place in Solon where I could get him one.

We were leaving and all we knew was a team of four was taking us and we didn’t have time to waste because they didn’t want to be on the road after dark.

“You should be in a better mood,” Harold said. “More upbeat. You’re going home.”

“I know. I just shouldn’t have been here in the first place, you know. And I failed at the reason I came. Now here I am, the world is a mess. A virus has raged everywhere and I haven’t spoken to my family since April twenty-fourth. I don’t know what I’ll face.”

“You feel guilty. I get it. And you’re not gonna tell me that you aren’t worried about that little girl, too.”

I sighed. “Harold, I kept telling her about my kids. How they’d get along. I let her down as well.”

“Nah, she has a goal. She wants to get well and get to you. Jed will get her there.”

“What if she doesn’t?”

“She will.”

“Harold,” I spoke softly. “In a letter to my husband, I made a list.”

“The one that Father Jed was bitching about?”

I laughed. “Oh wow. I almost forgot he told us he was almost a priest. And yes, that. I made that list, things that happen in every apocalypse movie and novel, and two of them happened.’

“Okay.”

“I wrote one of us would die.”

“Good Lord Woman, why would you do that?”

I shook my head.

“You think you jinxed us?”

“I do.”

“No such thing. And if you’re worried about Nika. She’s gonna live. I have a gut feeling. She’s lucky, she’ll have Jed to hold her hand and wipe her head through her struggles, but she’ll make it. Forget about that list.”

I nodded. “If only I could forget about how I left my family to come here.”

“You were following your dreams. So, what, you got eliminated first. Someone has to be the first. That’s the nature of the beast. Did your family beg you not to leave? No. They encouraged you, right?”

“They did.”

“They’ll be happy when you come home.”

I gave him a gentle smile of thanks, then looked up when a gray van approached. It looked like a police van, and it stopped before us.

“If that’s our ride,” I said. “We got the bargain mobile compared to Nika.”

“It’s a ride.”

The van stopped and the back two doors opened. Stevens stepped out.

Harold looked up with surprise. “Are you taking us?”

“No. I wanted to,” Stevens replied. “But I can’t. I came to say goodbye.”

“Well, you can find us in Solon.” Harold stood from the step. “We might be easy to find.”

“It’s been good to know you, Harold.” Stevens shook his hand. “Even if it was brief.”

“Good to know you too, son.”

Stevens grabbed Harold’s little bag and widened the back door. “I’ll help you in.”

“That’s very kind of you.” Harold stepped toward him and grabbed the door for support. “Too bad you …” he paused and his eyes closed. His face tensed up.

“Harold?” I asked.

“Harold?” Stevens repeated.

“Uh … yeah,” he said with a struggle. “I don’t think I’ll be going.”

“What’s wrong?” I hurried to him.

Harold lifted his head. His face was pale and gray, a thin line of sweat formed on his brow and his arm dropped from holding the door. His balance teetered, Stevens lept forward to grab him.

“Hey, we got to roll,” a female soldier came from the front of the van. She looked at Harold. “Is he okay?”

“No,” Stevens answered. “I have to get him to the infirmary.”

“We’re rolling, we’re on a schedule,” she said.

“Obviously he’s not going,” said Stevens.

“Ma’am.” She looked at me.

Struggling, Harold locked eyes with me. “Go. Go home.”

“No, Harold,” I moved to him. “I have to know if you’re okay.”

“I’m okay. Go.”

“Ma’am?” the woman called for me again. “He’s in good hands. We have to go.”

“Laney,” Harold said weakly. “I’ll be fine. I just need my meds, that’s all. Go.”

What was happening? First Nika and now Harold? What was I to do, watch him fall ill, wave my hand, and get in the van.

“Ma’am?”

“Laney,” Steven said. “Go. I have him.”

And then he didn’t.

Surprising even Stevens, Harold’s legs buckled and down he went.

My ride was there waiting to take me home. To take me back to my family. Harold had told me to go. Was there really a choice? Harold was a stranger up until a few days earlier. I didn’t know him like I knew my family.

If I were to get in that van, absolutely, I’d be back with my family before sundown. And Harold, he would be alright. He had medical care, people around him.

Stevens wouldn’t leave him, would he?

I probably made the wrong decision, possibly one I would regret.

But from the time I spent being humbled in that baking competition to fighting to survive, I found a sense of humanity. One I never knew I had to find.

Harold looked frail and helpless on the ground. Others rushed over to help him. But would they hold his hand and wipe his head in his struggles? Words he told me about Nika.

I couldn’t leave. I told the female soldier to go. And I held Harold’s hand.


THIRTY – A LIFE THAT IMPACTS

The beeping.

It was steady. It was slow, too slow.

The glow of the digital numbers on the monitors were the only light in the dark room of the infirmary. The beeping was the monitor counting every beat of Harold’s heart. Six hours. Six hours since Harold collapsed and nothing had changed.

He hadn’t opened his eyes or said anything. Of course he wouldn’t.

Doctor Pace said he had a massive stroke.

“As sad as it is,” Doctor Pace said. “He’s eighty-seven. I can only say he knew this was coming.”

“What do you mean?”

“I was able to access his records,” said Doctor Pace. “He was on heart medication, high blood pressure and medication to control his sugar. My guess is that he hasn’t taken it in a week. He probably escaped from wherever he was without it.”

“He mentioned something to Nika about being able to have medicine.”

“Harold probably didn’t want to bother anyone with it. Maybe that was why he got on the sick ship. The truth is, he needed it. A week out without it, his body gave in. People aren’t thinking about their maintenance medication.”

“Even if a person can they get it at the pharmacy. I’m sure looters aren’t taking blood pressure medicine.”

“Would you know what to look for?” asked Pace. “Unless you do it might as well all be a foreign language.”

“Can anything be done?” I asked. “Will he get better?”

Suddenly, bluntly, and not what I was expecting, Pace simply said, “No. We can only make him comfortable. The rest is up to him.”

I wasn’t giving up. With a heavy breath, I pulled up a chair and sat next to Harold.

He looked so helpless and old, not at all like the man I had met nearly a week earlier. I spoke to him, but he didn’t move or blink. His monitor didn’t change, not a flinch or sound.

I kept thinking back before it all happened. Did he look pale? Did I miss anything? Jed didn’t. Jed brought up that Harold looked off.

I brushed it off to his late night poker party. Why didn’t I ask him how he felt?

Was this the way he wanted to go out? Was he feeling pain? Was he ready to move on?

Doctor Pace, as nice as he was, just seemed resolved to a negative outcome.

It is what it is, sort of attitude.

Not me.

Now I felt helpless. All I could do was be there, hold his hand and wait.

I prayed, too. It wouldn’t hurt.

Prayed that whatever was best for him was the outcome that would happen.

There was so much sadness in my being over what was happening to him. How horrible that he didn’t have his medication. Tragic that he lost everyone in his life and had no one. Alone, dying.

But he wasn’t alone, I was there.

Did it make a difference.

It did to me.

It didn’t cross my mind that I missed my ride to my family, that I would have to find another way home.

I was close.

I’d get there. I would have that chance. Harold wouldn’t. Harold couldn’t die alone, that to me, was so horribly sad.

I knew in my heart that when I told Kevin the reason for the delay, my husband would tell me, he’d be pissed if he found out I didn’t stay.

Each person I met … Nika, Jed, Harold, Stevens, Emily, Doctor Pace … everyone made a difference.

Some saved my life physically; some brought me emotional salvation and knowledge.

Harold was wise and brought comfort. At least I could do is give comfort to him, even if he didn’t know.

It bothered me that I never asked him why he was on the ‘Sick Ferry’, was he exposed, did he bring someone?

What a piece of work I was, a selfish piece of work that never delved farther into his life.

All I could do was be there.

I moistened his lips, held his hand, and talked to him.

Hope upon hope that someway he would give me a sign. I didn’t know what kind of sign I needed or wanted, but I waited.

Other than using the restroom, I never left his side.

Stevens came in a few times. At one point he walked in and laid down five playing cards near Harold’s hands. “We have a poker game going,” he said. “I’ll bid for you.” He turned one over and left.

He kept coming in, turning a card over each time. The fifth time, Stevens smiled exhaustingly, and said, “Huh, how about that. You won.”

He folded the cards, placed them on the nightstand. “It’s been an honor, Harold.”

Then he looked at me and left.

A farewell?

I felt it premature, especially, after he left, Harold squeezed my hand.

I gasped out an ‘Oh’, moved closer and squeezed his hand tighter. “I’m here, Harold. I’m right here.”

His head didn’t turn, but his eyes opened and he shifted them to look at me.

His facial expression didn’t change, but there was something about his eyes at that moment.

Peaceful, content?

He squeezed again, this time weaker and I watched as a single tear welled in his left eye before falling slowly down his cheek.

Eyes never leaving contact with me.

Once that tear crossed his lips, his fingers released mine and his eyes closed.

I didn’t need that single, lone beep of the heart monitor to tell me.

Harold beat the virus and the violence that ravaged our world, sadly he couldn’t beat nature.

Harold had gone.

He passed.

<><><><>

Four rings. The phone was answered by some woman and eighteen minutes later, Jed was on the phone. A number Stevens had given me to a direct landline. Fearful of losing it, I immediately embedded it to memory. It was the third call between Jed and myself that day. The first was from him telling me they arrived and it was the line to call.

The second one I called him to let him know about Harold’s stroke.

The third, well …. He knew.

“Were you sleeping?” I asked,

“I was. Nika just went to bed,” Jed replied. “She has testing in the morning.”

“Tell her I’m thinking of her.”

“I will,” he replied. “Laney, someone came and woke me. It’s important. What’s going on?”

“It’s Harold.”

I heard his long and heavy exhale as if he knew. I spoke to him earlier, so did Stevens.

After a second or two, I told him. “He passed.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Me, too. Will you be easy about telling Nika, does she know he got sick?”

“Yeah, she does,” Jed answered. “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. They have a chaplain here, he came to see me. They’ll bury him here.”

“You, Laney, you. What are you going to do?” Jed asked.

“Go home. At least try to. It’s really not that far if I can get a car.”

“I hate the thought of you going alone,” Jed said.

“What else am I going to do?”

“Wait it out. Seriously, you could wait it out.”

I huffed out a breath that was more of a small, amused laugh. “Oh, yeah, I’ll stay, when they ask why, I’ll tell them. I’m waiting for the world to die.”

“That’s not gonna happen.”

“I feel a sense of urgency Jed, like I have to get home. I’ll get there. I just don’t know how.”

We stayed on the phone for a few more minutes. I was overwhelmed with sadness and feared that was some sort of premonition feeling about what waited for me at home.

The world as we knew it was on pause and it wasn’t just the virus or the infected that could get us. It was everyday things that we didn’t think twice about. Like going to the pharmacy for our medication, a cough, a cold. All that now was deadly, or at least until things got back to normal. If that ever happened.


THIRTY-ONE - HAROLD

It seemed surreal waking up alone in a small dorm room. I was out of the ‘holding’ building, which was the same one as the infirmary.

The night before was a blur, actually the whole day before was.

Because it was so much of a chance for disease and infection, they buried Harold early in the morning, just after breakfast. The chaplain said a prayer, Stevens and a few others were there.

I didn’t get the rush to bury him, after all they had VesVi there, but I guessed there was no reason to hold off.

The colonel in charge, Marrissa Walker, was understanding and compassionate and said another truck would be going out west in a week to ten days.

She would love to get me home sooner, but couldn’t use up the resources to do so, and I could catch a ride on the next truck.

I couldn’t wait the ten days, I couldn’t.

After breakfast, I asked to leave the academy grounds. I was told I wasn’t a prisoner but cautioned that it wasn’t safe. There were still infected out there.

I wasn’t going very far, just a block or two to try to find a working car. One with half a tank of gas at least.

I didn’t think much when I crossed through the gate alone. Except for the fact that when I was in that Condo, I hated the thought and was begging some man on the street with a box to help me.

He died.

I didn’t.

My journey not only took me far from home, but it had given me strength, a sense of bravery I didn’t know I had. It was driven more by my need to get to my family.

The grounds of the academy were fenced in and there wasn’t much outside of it. I made it about a block when I realized it was just houses. I’d have to venture farther to find something, a parking lot with cars, a body shop, or a car dealership.

Thinking, “Who am I kidding? I’m not brave enough to walk that far alone with nothing but a hammer.”

I turned, I would give up or at least find someone to go with me.

My quest to go back was cut short when a small blue car pulled up, a really small car.

The window wound down and it was Stevens.

“Hey, I borrowed my buddy’s car, get in,” he said. “Let’s see if we can find you something to drive.”

“Thank you,” I said with gratefulness, opened the door and went inside. “Thank you.”

“This thing only has an eighth of a tank so, we can’t go too far.”

“I get it. I understand.”

“Laney,” he said seriously. “They cleared this area, pushed the cars aside to make room for the trucks. I’m not sure we’ll find anything. But we can try. At the very least, it got you off the grounds. You needed that.”

“I need to go home.”

“I know. Just … I know what’s out here.”

“You mean infected.”

“They’re still here and there. But I know you aren’t gonna find a random car. We’ll check the lots of the businesses. There’s not a lot, this is a small college town.”

I nodded. “Are you from around here?”

“Me? No. I was on a ship down in Norfolk when it all happened. I was moved up here.”

“Are there a lot of set ups like this?” I asked.

“Not as many as you would hope, but enough. Enough to try to get things together after all the infected in the world die.”

I chuckled softly.

“What?” he asked.

“Jed wanted me to wait it out here until that happened.”

“Pace estimates with the new infections we’re looking at a year.”

I groaned. “I can’t wait that long.”

“You’ll get home. The longest you have to wait is ten days, right?”

“Yep.”

I looked out the window, I knew we had to be approaching the business section soon. The cars had been plowed to the side of the road, smashed together to clear a path.

“What did your husband do?”

His question took me by surprise, it was odd. “Why do you ask?”

“Just curious. Because it’ll give me a good idea of how he’s handling this.”

“Oh.” I waved out my hand. “I don’t worry about him. He sells insurance, but was a Boy Scout up until he was too old to be one.”

Stevens laughed.

“No, it’s not funny, those Boy Scouts know some serious survival shit.”

“I agree.” Stevens slowed down the car and pulled it over. “This might be a good place to start.”

I looked out my window. We stopped between a small market and a huge fast food chicken place. Every time I ever went by one of those restaurants, the line of cars was wrapped around the building.

The line was still wrapped around, only the doors were open on the cars, it reminded me so much of the street below my condo, something happening and people having to run.

There was blood on the windows of the restaurant, some of the windows were smashed.

“I don’t think any of those cars are going to be any good,” I said. “They were probably running.”

“No, I’m thinking the grocery store.” He pointed. “There are cars in the lot. Not many.”

He moved the small car slowly, almost drifting and turned slightly into the lot.

There were four cars there.

Holding his finger to his mouth, he signaled me to stay quiet as he opened the door.

I did as well. Quietly, creeping and leaving our doors open in case we had to hurry back in.

I listened as we walked, listened for the sound of them, hoping that Stevens had some sort of version of Buttercup on him. I doubt it.

The first car … locked.

Second … locked.

Third ... locked as well.

But that fourth car was open and I jumped in.

I felt relieved as if I hit the jackpot and by some miraculous happening that car would work. After all, the dash lights came on.

The car was dirty, it smelled like cigarettes and there were beer cans on the floor. No keys in the ignition, so I searched.

Console, glove compartment, under the seats, the visor. And when no keys magically dropped, I checked again, then again.

“Laney.”

In frustration my head dropped onto the steering wheel. “There’s always keys in a car in a movie.”

“This isn’t a movie and who does that? Who leaves keys in a car?”

I lifted my head. “Can we hot wire it?"

“This isn’t 1995, hot wiring a car isn’t that easy. And no. Even if I could, you can’t shut off the car.”

“Okay, let’s keep checking.” I stepped from the car, that's when I heard it.

Running. Fast running, and that only meant one thing.

“Let’s go," Stevens grabbed my arm and yanked me in the direction of the little blue car.

It wasn’t far and we ran fast, but the infected, driven by something were closer than I expected and getting closer.

By the time we got in the car and slammed the door, there were eight of them surrounding us. The car was so small it didn’t take much for them to rock it back and forth. How much longer before they broke the windows?

Stevens couldn’t drive forward or backwards.

There was a woman, a young woman, maybe twenty. Her face covered completely on one side with the rash, only the left side of her face made movement and I could see the rage, the anger. Her mouth contorted like an out of control person yelling at someone.

She was yelling at me, but no words came out.

What did she see when she looked at me?

Her blouse was bloody and torn. She had a deep scratch across her chest. I saw an infected, but I also saw someone’s daughter. Was her mother alive and worried, I’m sure she was.

“I’m sorry,” I said to Stevens. “I’m sorry you came for me.”

“Wind down your window a crack,” he instructed.

“What?”

“Wind it down.”

I did as he asked, opening it a little and fingers immediately tried to reach through. When I turned my head to ask why, I saw him plugging in a phone.

For a split second I thought he was making a call and the cell phones worked, until he turned the radio loud and from the phone the song Buttercup blasted.

Instantly, just like when Pace did the demonstration, the infected stopped.

“How did you have that?” I asked.

“It’s Will’s car.”

The infected paused enough for Stevens to back up fast and speed out of there safely.

I remained quiet during the short ride back to the academy.

We pulled through the gate and Stevens informed them about the infected not far from us. They acknowledged it as if it were a regular occurrence, which it probably was.

He pulled over near the main dorm and I got out. “Thank you.”

“I’m sorry it was a bust,” he said. “We can try again.”

I shook my head. “No. And it wasn’t a bust. It showed me that it’s still happening out there and every day I wait, is another day something could happen to my family. If it already hasn’t. But thank you. I mean it.” I closed the door.

“Laney,” he stepped out. “You’ll get home and they’ll be fine.”

Did he believe that, really? If such a small town like the one we were in could fall so fast and be wiped out, I was pretty certain our suburb outside of Cleveland would be worse.

He was trying to be comforting.

I knew exactly what was happening to the world. Who was I kidding? Instead of hoping for a happy reunion, it was time to prepare myself for a different kind of homecoming.

One I feared.

One that was more of a reality than my kids running to greet me at the door.


Letters Home

May 19

Kevin,

I don’t know if I’ll ever get home. Or even why I am writing these letters anymore. I’m so discouraged, I’m sorry.

I know I can’t give up. But it’s been two days since I should have left. Two days since Harold died. And there are other things I haven’t even mentioned yet.

I worry that it’s taking me too long. In eight more days, it will be almost an exact month since I left you guys.

I’m facing another night without you guys.

The world is bad. Stevens and I went out twice to look for a car and both times we were chased by the infected.

The secret is not to stop and to be quiet.

Or ride in a big military truck that they can’t —


THIRTY-TWO – THE ROUSE

“Laney.” Without knocking, Stevens entered my room. “Oh, good you’re up. You wanna go home? We have to go now.”

His abrupt entrance at five in the morning threw me into a tailspin.

I was awake because I hadn’t been to bed.

The Colonel had sent me some of her wine, she knew after our brief conversation over dinner that I was having a hard time with everything and I appreciated it. I didn’t speak to her much, but she asked about my family. What their names are, what they are like. I wish I had my phone to see their pictures, but Josie from the television show had confiscated it. I tried not to think too much about that because it upset me.

The wine was supposed to help me rest, but it didn’t. It made me slightly buzzed, depressed and I ended up writing out this elaborate plan on how I would get home before the trucks headed west.

Just as I started to get tired, I realized I hadn’t written a letter to Kevin and that would be the last thing I did before I fell asleep.

Sleep, then wake up to another day of waiting to go home.

I sat at the little desk in my dorm room, notebook open, jotting down my thoughts. I was mid letter when Stevens came in.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“That van that went to Cincinnati? It can’t return with the supplies or the people it’s supposed to bring because it snapped an axel and we have a replacement. The truck leaves now. Get your things. Hurry,” he said.

“I’m going home?” I asked.

“Yeah, if you don’t hurry you won’t. Grab your shit. Let’s go.”

He was serious. I was leaving and the urgency in his voice and tone was enough for me.

I hadn’t unpacked. I was living out of my bag since I thought I was leaving days earlier. Not that I had much. A few clothing items the academy gave me and survival gear.

It was packed in my open backpack. My shoes were on, I wasn’t even in my bed clothes, I swiped up my backpack and zippered it on the way out.

Stevens hurried me out of the building, almost sneaking me, as if I weren’t supposed to go. When we arrived at the front door, he looked out, checked around, then led me to the awaiting van at the bottom of the steps.

The late spring air was chilly, I didn’t have a jacket and Stevens rushed me to the back, opened the doors and helped me in.

“Buckle up.”

“Okay. Thank you.” I got inside, placing my pack on the floor. There were two bench seats on each side of the van. No one else was in there. “Stevens, thank you for everything you—”

“You can tell me later.” He cut me off.

“You’re going?”

“I’m driving.” He closed the doors.

I heard them latch and with that, I grabbed the lap seat belt and fastened it.

It was a whirlwind, everything moved so fast. I left my room as if it were an emergency evacuation. No time to think or process anything.

That was the only explanation for how fast we bugged out.

Unless I was being kidnapped, but why would Stevens kidnap me?

It was quiet and things moved fast.

My belt was barely clipped and in the early morning hours, the wine was still buzzing in my head, the sun barely risen, the van pulled out quickly from the parking spot.

My neck hurt, even though I wasn’t sleeping long, I did pass out. The lack of sleep, wine, and noise from the van caused an effect similar to what happens every time I take an early flight.

It wasn’t the van stopping that woke me, it was Stevens opening the door. I felt the kink in my neck when I looked up.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

“Yeah, are you?”

“Thought you might wanna stretch your legs, use the bathroom.”

“Oh, that would be great.” I undid my belt, and hunching, I walked to the edge, and accepted his hand to help me down.

“Water is in the first tent. Coffee too. We’re filling up.”

“Where are we?”

“A stop station just north of Harrisburg. And uh, Laney,” Stevens dropped his voice. “If you go into a tent or even run into anyone, don’t say anything.”

“What do you mean?’

“Don’t say like, ‘oh, they’re getting me home’. If anyone asks, you’ll be working at the Midwest Base.”

“Okay, can I ask why I’m lying?”

“Because you’re not supposed to be here,” he replied. “We grabbed you and snuck. You wanted to get home and they weren’t going to take you.”

“Today.”

“Ever.”

“What?” I asked, shocked. “They said the next truck … am I not allowed to leave?”

Stevens shook his head. “You could leave at any time, but they weren’t taking you. Strict orders from the top are no vehicles are to go near the greater Cleveland area. It’s a Red F.”

“What’s a Red F?”

“Dead zone over run, too dangerous.”

His words stumbled me back and took my breath.

“They were going to tell you, but the repair run came up and Colonel made the call to sneak you out. She figured you were going to go anyway and she asked if we’d take you. Actually, the other soldier bailed. I wasn’t supposed to go. I volunteered.”

“Cleveland is dead?” The words got stuck in my throat squeaking as they barely escaped my mouth.

“You live on the outskirts, right?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

“I’ll get you there. If it’s too dangerous to get close to Solon, you come with us on the safe route to Cincinnati and we wait until the Red F is lifted. They lift in a week.”

“Was it a Red F before?”

Again, he shook his head. I could tell by the sympathetic look, he saw my pain. “No, but that doesn’t mean the outbreak just hit there, it means someone tried to go through and couldn’t. Laney, I’m sorry, I know this isn’t what you wanted to hear. I just figured we'd take you. Maybe we were wrong. Maybe we should have told you before we rushed you out. If you want, we can skip—”

“No. If we can try, let’s try. Please.”

He placed his hand on my arm. “Go get something to drink.”

I was thirsty, and my mouth dried instantly when he told me about Cleveland.

I wondered how many other cities were Red F’s, I stepped away from the van and looked around. We were in a small town, smaller than the college town we left.

There wasn’t much here. Large Tents were set up in the middle of the street. The stores looked closed, but otherwise not destroyed. I saw a police station and across from that was a playground.

There was something very sad looking about it.

Would children ever long for a playground date?

Would those who were little even know what one was?

My heart ached for my hometown and all those in it.

My family, my poor family, what they must have endured.

Please, I begged in silent prayer. Please let them be alive.

It was staring at that playground, aiming in my walk for that first tent that it hit me.

The children.

Other than Nika, I hadn’t seen a single child. Not one. Did I not notice them or were there none? They couldn’t be a match for the strong, adult, infected. Then again, a VesVi enraged child could be worse.

At that point I started looking around, there were absolutely no children, not even teenagers around.

My curiosity started taking it as some bad sign. No children. What about mine?

And as I neared the first tent, off to the side of the road by a closed repair station was a charcoal gray, four door Chevrolet sedan. It was just like my husband’s car parked there. It was wrecked from what I could see, the back end pushed in, the hood crinkled.

Bad signs.

I went inside the tent. Soldier and civilians sat at tables.

No children.

I grabbed a coffee, sipped it as I took a bottle of water and packaged donut.

That coffee must have been a needed commodity in my body because I drank it fast, then I saw Stevens. There was a woman with him, she looked familiar. They were talking, maybe she was the other soldier that was in the van.

“Hey,” Stevens waved and walked over to me. “We’ll be leaving in less than ten.”

“Thank you. I’ll find the bathroom before we do,” I replied.

“Latrine is by the playground.”

I paused. “What happened to all the kids?” I asked. “I haven’t seen one other than Nika.”

He hesitated for a moment, then breathed heavily outward. “They have a hard time with the virus. Fortunately, they don’t get into the rage stage. They just get sick and rash up, then, well …” He exhaled again. “The ones that don’t are either hiding, I hope or they can’t defeat the VesVi raged.”

Pursing my lips, I nodded, thanked him, and walked away.

Finishing my coffee on the way out of the tent, I tossed the cup and searched out the bathrooms.

I hated that I had to see that playground close up, it made me sick.

After I finished, I made my way to the van. We still had a few more minutes before we were leaving. I didn’t see Stevens, and it was getting warm, so I left the doors open.

Thinking I would write a quick and hopefully, final letter to Kevin, I grabbed my backpack and unzipped the front.

Nothing.

My notebook wasn’t there.

Frantically, I searched the entire bag, thinking my hands were missing it like trying to feel for my keys at the bottom of my purse.

It wasn’t there.

Then I remembered. I was writing in it when Stevens barreled into my room. I got ready, grabbed my stuff so fast, I left it on the desk.

A sickening feeling hit my gut. All my thoughts and emotions were in there. Kevin would never see them. After wallowing in my own self stupidity for leaving it behind, I realized, it didn’t matter.

We were four hours from home.

I would just tell my family everything.

I had to believe with all my heart, despite the fact that Cleveland was a dead zone, my family was fine and they’d be there to listen to everything I had to tell them.


THIRTY-THREE – ROAD CLOSE TO HOME

Such a simple name, I didn’t believe it at first.

Mary. It just didn’t feel real that someone in her twenties was named Mary, yet that was her name. The soldier that rode in the van with Stevens.

Oddly enough his first name was Joe. Something I didn’t know either.

I thought it was cute, they didn’t get it.

Both were in their late twenties, which made me feel old because they looked like they could have graduated high school not long before. I scooted toward the front of the van, having a conversation with them when Stevens said we were about an hour out of Cleveland.

My stomach jumped with butterflies.

Still, I was realistic about what would lie ahead.

In that short ride, I found out a lot about them. Stevens was never married, his life was the service.

Mary’s story on the other hand was more tragic.

She had a two-year-old in Hinesville, Georgia. Like Stevens and me, she too wasn’t home when it all went down. Immediately upon getting back to the United States she went home. Her daughter wasn’t there, neither was her husband.

She had been searching different places when she joined up with the Academy base. She wouldn’t give up looking, but figured having contacts and working with the military rebuild would give her more opportunity to find her child than if she were on her own.

Mary understood my plight.

More than anyone else. She, like me, was away from her family when everything broke loose.

There was no GPS and they relied on my memory to get them home. Of course, I knew the way, I had lived there a long time.

The house belonged to my father. We moved in with him and when he passed, we stayed there.

Nervously, I indicated the exit.

It was free and clear to get there. No traffic on the road, no infected that came for us.

No marauders like I feared. I did see infected, but we were moving so fast they could only chase us for a moment.

For the most part it was barren, desolate, and sad.

It was my turn to give directions. I wondered if they could hear the quivering of my voice, my nervousness and apprehension to go home.

I was so scared, so unbelievably scared of what I would find.

“Were you rich?” asked Mary after we got off the exit.

I understood why she asked, the first sections of homes we passed were the rich ones, expensive ones and rolling into the center of town everything was trendy.

One thing I noticed was that it hadn’t been destroyed. Friedman’s looked normal but dark. A few infected were on the street, I tried not to look at them in fear I would recognize them or worse, see my children or husband.

I explained to Mary. “No, we aren’t rich. We probably couldn’t have afforded the house had my dad not left it to us. Up here,” I pointed to the second street up ahead on the left. “That’s me.”

I knew before Stevens said anything that turning on my street was not an option. Just before the turn on Edgemoore there was a group of infected. Not a ton, but enough that I didn’t want them following us to the house. My home was only two blocks down, they could watch and see us.

“That’s not happening,” commented Stevens, “let’s take another way.”

“What about leading them away from the street?” Mary suggested.

“Laney?” Stevens called my name. “Where to?”

“If we want to lead them away, make a right, it goes to the park and we can circle.”

Stevens nodded. “Let’s play pied piper then.”

He inched the van up to where we would turn and stopped.

He then, which I knew was a mistake, honked the horn.

We were so focused on the ones by my street, we didn’t see the ones on other streets. I heard the first bang of hands coming from the back doors.

“Shit.” Stevens peered into the side view mirror and slammed his foot on the gas, ejecting the van forward.

I held my breath fighting the urge to scream and cry, that many infected, how did my family stand a chance?

We got ahead of them then slowed down to lead them farther from my street and when it was a safe enough distance, we sped ahead.

I took Stevens the other way to my street, coming up from the west, a few extra blocks from my house.

The moment we pulled on to Edgemoore, I knew my home street was not immune.

The wide street with houses on both sides looked like a war zone.

There were cars abandoned in the streets. A black truck had hit into a telephone pole, the driver’s door was open and a man’s body hung out. It was badly decomposed.

There were bodies on lawns, broken windows, boxes, food, clothing scattered on the streets.

“Where’s your house?” Stevens asked.

When he said that I wanted to tell him to keep going, even though I hoped as we made it to the next block, things would look better.

They didn’t.

“Next block,” I told him. “Fourth house on the left.”

He drove slowly and we made it to my block.

I lowered my head. “I can’t look. I can’t see my house like the others. If it’s bad, keep driving.”

“I will.”

Eyes closed, head down, every inch the van moved my heart pounded from my chest, my gut twisted and ached. We had to have passed it. We had to. It was bad.

“Well, this looks encouraging,” Mary said.

The van stopped.

“Yeah, it does,” Stevens agreed. “Laney, is this your house? It looks encouraging like Mary said.”

Hating to do so I lifted my head, ‘Please let the encouraging house be mine’, and turning my head I looked out Stevens’ window.

My house.

There was no garbage strewn across the lawn, no bodies, just high grass that hadn’t been cut, but the encouraging part had to be the windows.

Blue Slates, which looked like from a fence, were placed like bars over the first-floor windows.

“Oh my God, they boarded the house,” I said.

“I take it they weren’t on there when you left?”

“No.” I inched up to the front to peer out the windows. “They took the blue fence from the house two doors up.”

“I say we go in.” Mary reached for her rifle, then handed Stevens his. “Stevens?”

“Yeah.” He took it. “Laney, you want us to check it out first?”

“No, I’ll go. I need to go.” I climbed up and got out of the van through the front seats.

We were quiet, that walk across my small front lawn took an eternity and my heart felt as if it were going to jump from my chest.

At the front door, both Stevens and Mary raised their weapon as I reached for the handle.

Locked.

Stevens mouthed. “Do you have keys?”

I shook my head, then held up a hand signaling them to follow me to the back.

We had a hidden key.

He moved ahead of me to look out, staying close to the structure. At the end he peeked out and waved us an all clear.

The key wasn’t under a rock or anything. It was hidden. I walked to the tool shed and reached for the top of the door frame. At first, I didn’t feel it, then my finger hit it and it flew to the ground. I picked it up and turned around to go to the house.

The first floor in the back was boarded up as well with plastic, wood looking fence posts.

I made it to the back porch, slowly opening the screen door so it wouldn’t squeak.

Stevens took the key from me and put it in the lock, he turned the knob and pushed the door open.

He was first to step into my kitchen, then me and finally Mary.

Stevens closed the door. “No smell,” he said softly. “That’s a good sign.”

Our kitchen wasn’t big. An L shaped counter ran along one side and the round table was on the other side.

It was clean. No dishes in the sink, no food on the counter or pans on the stove.

There wasn’t a sound in the house either.

Obviously, they had been there, they had secured the home.

I led the way from the kitchen to the dining room. Stevens must have seen me get ready to yell, because he shook his head, whispered, “Stay quiet. Just in case.”

Then I heard the first sound.

A chirping. Like a bird.

“Do you have a parakeet?” asked Mary.

“No.”

The chirping continued.

“You have a bird in your house,” said Stevens.

“That’s not good,” I commented. “It’s such bad luck.” I sighed out. “Where is everyone?”

Suddenly, a familiar sound that sent me into a post traumatic shock frenzy. My stomach felt like it dropped when I heard the running and thumping on the stairs.

Just like when that madman ran up the stairs in the condo.

Running, fast, closer, more than one.

“Step back,” Stevens told me, stepping before me. “Don’t look.”

Stevens and Mary raised their weapons aiming toward the living room and the direction of the sound.

I couldn’t look, if my family had turned, I couldn’t look. Obviously, Stevens was thinking the same thing.

The running stopped.

“Oh my God,” Mary gasped.

“Mom?”

Elly.

It was Elly’s voice.

My eyes widened and every bit of anxiety and fear shot out of my body when I saw my daughter and sons standing there.

I don’t recall if they rushed to me or I rushed to them, it had been so long since I saw them and hugged them, I wasn’t letting go.

All three of them held on to me, my daughter taller than my twins coming right to me mid chest.

We all cried, we couldn’t help it.

“This is awesome,” said Stevens. “I’m so happy for you.”

“These are my kids.” I stepped back, then kissed each one of them. “Look how good they look. Look how …” My eyes shifted. “Elly, where’s Daddy?”

A shivering breath came from my daughter and she just stared at me.

I was home, but there was one person missing … my husband.


THIRTY-FOUR – QUESTIONS UNANSWERED

Stevens and Mary decided they were going to spend the night before heading to Cincinnati and wanted to do a perimeter of the block, but Elly assured them it was best not to. Things were calm … sort of and don’t get them stirred up any more than we had already.

They gave the boys the candy from a few MRE’s.

Me, I didn’t want to let my kids go. I wanted to hold them, but once Jeremy and Jenson had their chocolate, they were done with my homecoming.

“Where is the food? Where is everything?” I asked Elly.

“Dad said to bring out only what we were gonna eat and hide the rest, just to be safe,” she realized.  ?

With the boys not in the room, I felt it was finally time to ask her. “When did he get sick?”

“Who?”

“Daddy.”

“Mom, he didn’t get sick.”

I groaned out. “Was he attacked. I hope he didn’t suffer.”

“Mom, he wasn’t attacked. He left,” Elly explained. “It was a while ago.”

“He left you guys?” I asked, shocked.

“Yeah, to find you,” she explained. “When things fell apart in New York, we watched it on the news. That lady Josie from the show sent dad a text saying they were evacuating the contestants. That was four weeks ago. When he didn’t hear back by the afternoon, he got ahold of her and she told him you were left behind.”

“You knew I didn’t make it out?”

Elly nodded. “Then things started to get bad here. Dad gave it a few more days, started prepping the house for us and he took off. He went to find you. He knew the phones were down and we only had landlines, so he did that.” She pointed to the kitchen window and on the sink was a landline phone. The cord ran out the window. “We stole it from the Brinkers. They evacuated so they didn’t care.”

“Has he called?”

“Twice. Last I heard he was outside of Pittsburgh.”

“When was that?” I asked.

“Two days after he left. The phone hasn’t rung since.”

I took a moment. Nearly three weeks he was gone and unheard from and he did it to find me.

“Why?” I asked more rhetorically. “Why would he leave you guys? Why?”

“He said you needed someone. You were alone. You probably needed help. Mom, he expected that you would have stayed put.”

“I expected him to do the same.”

Stevens, who had been silent, spoke up. ‘Laney, maybe we should pack up the kids and take them to the camp tomorrow?”

“No. No. We have to stay put for when he comes back.”

Elly asked him. “Louisville or Cincinnati?”

Surprised that she knew, Stevens replied. “Cinci.”

“That’s where a lot of people went,” Elly said. “A week or so after Dad left, Mayor Walker told us about it. Wanted us to go, but we didn’t. We had enough supplies, Dad made sure of it.”

“Mayor Walker knew you guys were here.”

“Most of the people evacuated. The ones that weren’t sick. The virus hit pretty hard here and fast and we got a lot of people from Cleveland that were passing through. It made a mess. The Mayor didn’t leave. He’s still here. He said the captain goes down with the ship.”

I chuckled softly. “I heard that line before.” I then looked at Stevens. “What ever happened to Sharon the ferry captain? I didn’t see her at all at the academy.”

“She was there. They recruited her,” Stevens answered. “I think she’s down in Norfolk.”

I returned to Elly. “So, the Mayor is still here?”

“Yes. And there’s rules. We all follow them. Most about what we can and cannot take from the stores. When it’s safe to go out and what to do. I only had to go to Friedman’s once.’

“I take it Dad stole the neighbor’s fence to make bars?” I asked.

“He did, that was when it started here. Right before he left. I mean at one point there were so many infected, it was scary.”

Mary lifted her hand. “How did the hammering not attack the infected?”

“It did. But since Dad figured out the bird call, we didn’t worry. I mean everyone in town was grateful.”

I asked. “The bird call thing?”

“The bird whistle he had. He learned by accident. There were a lot near the house and he only had that on his key chain. He figured he’d blow it to get their attention, soft enough not to attract them from a distance, but close enough to get the ones in a group. And they froze. They didn’t move. It stopped them and kept them still for about thirty seconds. Now the few of us who are here, have them for when we go out.”

Stevens snapped his finger. “I thought I heard a bird.”

“That was me,” Elly said. “I blew one of the whistles in case you were infected. I figured it would buy us time to get out, then I heard your voice.”

“See?” I nodded at Stevens. “Insurance man or not, that Boy Scout Survival stuff stays with you.”

Sitting at our kitchen table for the first time in a long time, I felt grateful.

I was surrounded by love and pictures of everyone that had been in my life.

Even though my husband wasn’t there, I didn’t feel alone or scared, my mama bear protection instincts kicked in. How I wished Harold would have made it. The kids would have just adored him.

I would tell them all about those I met on the way.

I couldn’t wait to tuck my kids in, stay awake to watch them. It still wasn’t safe out there.

I was so unbelievably proud of Elly and how well she did. I never stopped telling her, she probably got tired of hearing it because she kept repeating that she couldn’t have done it if Kevin hadn't given her a crash course.

She told me how for three days after New York went dark, they still had power and news and cell phones. I guess I just didn’t have a signal. They were able to get informed about the virus, how contagious it was and to watch in real time as it moved and spread everywhere.

In the early hours of that first chaotic day, when Kevin got the message I was being evacuated, it was before the news had broken that things were shutting down. He went to the big home store, maxed out the credit card and got a low-end solar generator and a few other things.

Elly used it only to cook and heat water.

He did what he could to secure the house and I honestly believed he thought he’d be back.

I didn’t say anything to Elly about the car I saw outside Harrisburg, the one that looked like my husband’s. But when she told me that the last time she heard from Kevin was when he was outside Pittsburgh, that wrecked car at the stop station was all I could think about. Why didn’t I check that car, or at least look inside? It didn’t even dawn on me that it could be my husband’s. Now a sick feeling hit my gut thinking about it.

Like he didn’t give up on me, I couldn’t give up on him.

I wasn’t sure how long we’d wait, but we would. We’d wait until we knew we couldn’t.

But where would we go?

Would things fall apart even more or would they rebuild?

Chances were in a month or two nothing would be out there.

We had to think homestead, long term, whether in our home or somewhere else.

After things had quieted down, I found that old yellow phone that Kevin had taken from the Brinkers and I called Jed.

The desk lady answered and I knew by how short it took, that Jed and Nika were waiting to hear from me.

But instead of Jed, it was Nika.

No, ‘Hello’, Nika just blurted out. “Did you get there? Did you?”

Jed’s voice was in the back “Nika, what did I tell you?”

“I made it,” I told her. “Tell Jed.”

“Jed, she made it.”

“Give me the phone.”

“Laney, did …” Nika sounded apprehensive. “Were they there?”

“Nika,” Jed said. “What did I tell you?”

That made me smile. “Nika, you have two brothers and a big sister waiting to meet you. Now, how are you feeling?”

“Tired. They started the chemo today.”

“I know.”

“Eight hours. I was a little sick, I know it will get worse. Been there, done that, right?”

“Yep,” I replied. “And you’ll beat it again. I know.”

Jed in the background, sounded slightly irritated. “And the doctor said rest. Sit back in the wheelchair, I’ll take you back after I talk to Laney.”

“Okay. I’m glad you made it, Laney. Call us again.”

“I will.”

“I love you.”

My lips quivered when she said that. “I love you, too.”

“Give me the phone,” said Jed. “Sit.”

“Fine.” Nika’s voice faded.

“Hey,” Jed got on the line.

“She sounds good.”

“Yeah, she’s a trooper. She wanted to talk to you and they let me bring her. So, you got there and what?” Jed asked.

“Kids are great.”

“Oh, Laney, I am so happy for you. Everyone is healthy?”

“Yes.”

“Your husband did a good job.”

“Yes he did.” I paused. “But he’s not here.”

“What?” Jed asked, and I could tell by his voice he wasn’t letting on that I told him something bad. “What … I mean did he …”

“No, he left, Jed. He prepped the house, got the kids situated and left to find me.”

“When?”

“Three weeks. And Jed,” I dropped my voice to a whisper. “I think I saw his car wrecked on the side of the road. I didn’t even think it was his car at the time.”

“Laney, stop. It wasn’t his.”

“And Jed, I feel so bad. I left in such a rush I left my notebook there, my letters to him.”

“You know what?” Jed asked. “I’ll get it for you. I’ll get a hold of Pace tomorrow or the Colonel okay? In the meantime, you have that spare. Keep writing.”

“I feel defeated on that.”

“You shouldn’t. Now I’m gonna get Nika back to bed. You go enjoy your family. Be strong.”

“I will.” He couldn’t see my face, couldn’t tell that I fought the emotions that had been building in me. The happiness and sadness. “And Laney, no matter how you feel right now, remember, you made it.”

“Yeah,” I replied softly. “I made it.”


Letters Home

May 20

Dear Kevin,

I’m home.


THIRTY-FIVE – EVERYTHING IS OLD

For six months we held on and held on strong. We waited for my husband. However, the temperature dropped and we as a family unit decided that with the harsh lakeside winters coming our way, that we had to have a deadline. As hard as it would be to leave without Kevin, he would want us to survive, and that just wasn’t feasible in the dead of winter without heat.

We planned that we would leave a note for Kevin and catch the last truck going through to Louisville.

We made arrangements with Stevens when he came through in early October. He said he would be on that last truck and he’d be there November 4.

Down to days, we had started to pack what we could. The walls looked bare and I opted to take more memorabilia than clothes.

The virus was still a threat, it was becoming impervious to time. It was surfaces for days. No longer were we able to catch it only by contact with a victim, it was contact with anything they touched.

I wondered over the past few months if it was still around because I hadn’t seen an infected in a while, only hearing about them.

Jed assured me constantly they were out there, flocking like rats to areas. There was talk about bombing the areas that were flooded.

To me that didn’t make sense. Eventually it would die out.

The solution was simple.

One week.

One week people lock down and don’t leave. Let them die off.

Then again, I heard they tried that.

Maybe we were meant to go out with this virus, knocking us off one by one until we were all gone. I wasn’t going down without a fight.

Like Nika. She was a warrior. The first round of chemo was tough on her, but nothing compared to the second round.

I talked to her less and less because she wasn’t feeling well. A part of me thought Jed was protecting me from the truth, by saying she was gonna beat it.

I believed that even more when I hadn’t heard from him in days.

We spoke every night.

But it had been three days. Not only was I not speaking to him, but there was also no answer at all for the one line in Bethesda.

It was the only number I had and I hoped when Stevens showed up, he’d have another.

“Can we have chili?” my son, Jeremy asked.

I had the phone in my hand and his request took me by surprise. “What?”

“Chili,” he repeated.

Jenson was there. “Elly said you look for any reason to go to Friedman’s, do they have chili?”

“In a can, yes.” I replied.

“With crackers?” Jeremy asked.

“I’ll try. I’ll go. Yeah, I’ll go.” I looked at the phone receiver in my hand and set it down.

“Still nothing?” Elly walked into the kitchen.

“Nothing,” I replied. “The base should have answered.”

Jenson said. “Maybe they were overrun. Stevens said that happens.”

“Dude,” Elly snapped. “Really. Stop. Not cool. Maybe the lines are down, Mom.”

“It’s ringing and I’m … I’m going to go to Friedman’s.”

Jeremy nudged Jenson. “Told you.”

“Mom, you don’t have to go every day,” said Elly. “We have food.”

“It takes my mind off of things,” I said, moving across the room to grab my bag. The one I always brought. It had my mask and gloves. I wore my bird whistle around my neck. Then again, I didn’t need it. I hadn’t seen a rager in a long time.

“Be careful,” Elly told me.

“I will.” I kissed her on the cheek, then the boys.

“Mom?” Elly called my name as I headed out. “Did you want me to try to call?”

“Please, thank you.”

A part of me knew any attempts would be in vain, but I’d keep trying.

I knew the longest I had to wait was a few days when Stevens returned.

Then as I walked, I hoped Stevens would return. Paranoia set it, thinking about everything that could have happened, what we were going to do if the truck didn’t show up.

I took my time walking to the store. It was something I did daily now.

An old daily routine before the world fell apart became one after it was on its way out.

We were the last remaining in town.

At least that’s what I thought. The Mayor begged us to leave with him the month before, he took several survivors. Since that truck left, I hadn’t seen an uninfected soul.

I learned it was far from over and we in the small community were not spared from the virus.

Inside Friedman’s I always felt safe but on guard, this day was no different. After getting Jeremy’s chili I followed the smear that led me to the mother and child.

Completely encapsulated by the VesVi virus, the mother held her child on her lap.

Were they in the store the entire time before her delirium hit, that would explain the disheveled shelves. But I would have seen them, I was in there the day before. No, they made their way in, finding lucidity and pain at the very final stages.

The mother tried to comfort her child, but he was gone. And as she whimpered out a weakened cry for help, I left.

There was nothing I could do for them. It was heartbreaking.

At least her child had his mother’s arms around him, unlike so many.

I kept looking back, did I know them? Were they strangers that sought shelter in our town?

This virus was cruel. It tore families apart.

It made some of us stronger.

I was fortunate enough to still have my children, and like that mother on the floor of Friedman’s, I wasn’t letting go of them.


Letters Home

November 1

Dear Kevin,

Short letter. It’s getting cold.

It’s still not over.


THIRTY-SIX – FINAL PARTY

I jotted down a letter to Kevin on the back of a pink, ‘While You Were out’ message slip I found in the police station. I didn’t even think anyone used them anymore. It was one of many notes to my husband I had written over the previous six months. No longer was I restricting myself to the pages of a notebook. I just stuffed my little notes in there.

I folded the pink paper and placed it in the bag with the chili and crackers, then once more I picked up the phone from the sheriff’s desk and attempted to call Jed and Nika.

One ring.

Two.

I let it go to fifteen and I hung up.

I had to resolve myself to the fact that something had happened at Bethesda. Something terrible had happened.

This wasn’t the same world, no one was safe.

It was time to go home and make that canned chili for Jeremy.

The streets were empty, I didn’t hear any infected. I paused by Friedman’s and thought about the mother and child in there.

I wouldn’t go back.

I didn’t need to.

My fleeting moments of old-world normalcy were over.

I was a different person now. I no longer baked goodies; I built fences. No longer did I go to bed when I was tired, I stayed up all night, catching little bits of sleep when I could.

Never did I want to be off guard if the infected came to our door. We never knew when the bird whistle would stop. The virus mutated, one day so would our tactics.

When I turned the bend to my street, I spotted a van, one of those military vans I arrived in. Even though it was a block ahead, I knew what it was and that it was near my house.

I picked up the pace thinking Stevens had arrived early.

The back doors were open to the van and curiously I inched around just as Jed stepped out.

“Oh my God.” I felt my knees buckle. “I thought you were dead.” I raced to him. As my arms went around him, Nika stepped out of the van.

My embrace with Jed didn’t last long because Nika barreled into me.

She looked frail and pale but her grip was strong.

“How are you feeling?” I asked as I stroked her hair.

“Better now.” She hugged me again.

“I’ve been trying to call you,” I said. “I was so worried. No one answered.”

Jed explained. “When we left, they stopped answering the phone. I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would take us this long to get here. We got held up at Bethesda when we stopped for your notebook.”

“Did ... did you get it?”

Jed nodded.

“We’re leaving here as you know,” I told him.

“That’s why we wanted to get here and why we left Bethesda, so we could be with you. All of us together.”

I smiled. “This is such a surprise.”

“We’re not the surprise, Laney,” Jed said.

I muttered out a confused, ‘what’, when I noticed he was looking at the house.

Turning around I nearly collapsed in shock when I saw Kevin walking out of the house with the kids.

He was alive. How was it even possible?

“He’s so nice,” Nika looked up to me.

Slowly, in shock, I released my hold of Nika and hurried to my husband.

He was so thin, if possible, he looked more frail than Nika. As I rushed to him, I noticed he moved with a horrible limp.

The closer I drew to him, I saw the scars on the side of his face and I grabbed on to him.

“You’re alive.” My hands could feel every bone in his back. What happened to my husband? How was it even possible he was here? It was nearly seven months since he left the kids to look for me.

He was weak, but tried to put on a front. His voice quivered as he spoke in my ear.

“I never gave up on you, Laney. Never.”

There was so much confusion in my happiness. How did he end up with Jed?

Jed stepped toward our reunion. “Trust me, when we found him, it was as much of a surprise to us.”

“I was at that academy when he showed up,” Kevin explained. “I was in an accident. A bad one. They were treating me outside of Harrisburg and flew me to a base in Georgia. I was there for months. When I was well enough, I headed north to get back to the kids. I asked everyone I met, everyone I saw about you. I got sick and a convoy picked me up and took me to Norfolk.”

“Sharon,” I whispered the name.

Kevin nodded. “Yeah. I met her there. She heard I was looking for someone that was in New York. She was part of getting people out. She found a way to get me to the Academy.”

“I was gone.”

“That’s fine, I knew when they told me you left that you had been back with the kids for a while. But they had your notebook,” he said.

Nika spoke up. “It was funny when we showed up for it. Jed and him got in an argument.”

Jed shrugged. “How was I supposed to know he was your Kevin?”

“I’m sorry about Harold,” Kevin said. “I wish I had met him. I read every letter.”

I embraced my husband again, then when I pulled back, I looked at my children.

They smiled.

It was a bright day in a really dark world.

Our troubles and struggles were far from over, the virus was still out there, society was collapsing, but we were all together. All of us, including the newest members of our family, Jed and Nika.

Coming home from Friedman’s Grocery with a can of Chili, I didn’t expect to see Jed and Nika, let alone my husband.

I never thought I’d see him again and with him back, I felt we could conquer anything that was ahead of us.

We had all survived.

For weeks I wondered and worried that I was going to be like every trope in every apocalyptic novel, movie, or show.

On the road, facing hardships and obstacles, getting home to find everyone gone or dead.

That wasn’t the case.

My whole entire story could have ended tragically,

It didn’t and I had to believe it wouldn’t.

I didn’t know what the ending of our story would bring, I did know, for that single moment in Solon, Ohio our ending was a happy one.

THE END
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Jolly Copper is one of the few people who know the world is on the brink of cataclysmic destruction.... not because he had any scientific knowledge or prophetic dreams, but because he is nosey and read what was on a fellow bus passenger's phone one day.

He learns there will be an unprecedented series of natural disasters, and the expected grand finale disaster is predicted to be a tidal wave massive enough to swallow half the globe.

His discovery leads him to exhaust all his funds making relentless preparations, transforming Jolly into a modern-day Noah. However, only those closest to him believe him, while others around him see him as delusional.

That is … until it all begins.
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