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THE RAGED 



 
Jacqueline Druga




ONE – NOT HOME

He was gutted intentionally.
Not even halfway through his life, his neck had been sliced and he was cut from groin to sternum. His body hung like a prized stock animal in the doorframe of the building. A trail of blood led to him. It was obvious the trail of blood was deliberate. It didn’t come from dragging the body, there was too much. The blood was poured from something.
Whoever did it, drained the man first. He was completely white, no blood pooled at his feet.
Gravity had yanked his insides and most of them hung from the wide open cavity of his torso.
The infected didn’t do it, people did.
It wasn’t a punishment; it was a sacrifice.
The man probably committed no crime or wrongdoing.
The desecration of the man’s body looked like a sloppy field dressing. It wasn’t meant to be neat. Its purpose was an odorous calling card, and like a backyard barbecue, the scent carried to those meant to smell it.
A means to lure the infected away from the living.
‘Here … here’s your supper, come and get it!’
Is this what we had become so quickly? Such little time had passed and so many were savages. It was survival of the fittest.
The hell with the weak.
I stared at that poor soul hanging there, secured with wire. Did he see it coming, know those who did it to him? Or had he just been the victim of circumstance? Wrong place at the wrong time. A part of me hoped he had done something horrible. Maybe he was a rapist, robber, murderer, and this was his punishment. But I couldn’t fully believe that.
It was an ‘escape or be eaten’ situation.
I wondered if I would have it in me to do something so vile to save myself or my family.
To mutilate and hang a human being was cold.
Although several times I’ve seen people throwing others to the front of the buffet line, creating a distraction while they made their getaway.
I had to give it to whoever hung the man.
It was a novel idea, the proverbial dangling carrot in the form of a human body. After all, that body was the dinner bell for the beings that took over everything so fast.
I thought about taking him down but then I heard them coming,
Footsteps pounding on the pavement fast and furiously, racing at top speed, a large group no doubt.
I had to move away quickly. The body of the man in the doorway was put there for a purpose and within seconds, he served that purpose for me.
I darted out of sight, my scent camouflaged by that of the hanging man.
It gave me a chance to get away while those things tore into him. Fighting for a piece of flesh, climbing over each other. Taking him apart until there was nothing left.
Time to go. Seize the chance and make it to the next place of safety.
I never considered myself a bleeding heart or humanitarian or someone that thought about the greater good.
That wasn’t me.
Nor was taking someone’s life with such brutality.
All that could change. It was still early in the post-infection phase.
There was still a lot to face and decisions that, undoubtedly, would have to be made.
I didn’t want to make decisions or be responsible for anyone else’s life but my own, despite the fact that I was in that position and didn’t know why.
I wasn’t a leader. I wasn’t a hero or some guy that was fueled by macho bravery.
I was just a man who wanted to get the fuck out of the city alive.
That was my goal.
That was it.




TWO – THE BEFORE





FIVE DAYS EARLIER

“Name?” the man asked. He was an administrator or so I guessed. It wasn’t my first time through the process, but I was nervous, and I didn’t understand why.
“John. John Fichtner.” I began to spell it out and stopped when he glanced up at me.
“I’m not writing it down,” he said. “I’m seeing if you’re on the list.”
“You mean invite? No.” I shook my head. “I’m not on the list.”
“Okay.” He handed me a clipboard. “Fill out the registration and—”
“I printed the one from the website. I filled it out already.”
The clipboard was still extended my way. “Is he a minor?”
“I’m .. I’m sorry, is who a minor?” I asked.
“Your son. That’s who you're here for, right?” The man pointed.
He wasn’t pointing at me so I looked over my shoulder. A young man, maybe eighteen, stood behind me.
“Oh, him,” I said. “No, he uh, he’s not with me. It’s me. I’m here for the try-outs.”
“Fill out the form. Turn it in down on the field. Then you can warm up.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“Don’t call me, sir, we’re the same goddamn age.”
“I don’t—”
“Next.”
After a nod, I lifted my gear bag and stepped away from the check-in table, taking another look back at that man.
There was no way we were the same age. Maybe he had a hard life or maybe I didn’t look at young as I thought I did. Technically, I could have an eighteen-year-old.
But I wasn’t too old to be there.
There wasn’t an age limit. Nobody was ever turned away. Major League baseball try-out camps were open to all and the Scouts had their way of whittling out the good from the bad.
It had been years, though, since I had been to a try-out camp.
It was all the same. Not as many guys as I usually saw, which shocked me. While I hoped that I could get picked, I didn’t hold any high expectations.
I’d make it to the second round, I was certain of that. But that would be as far as I would get. I enjoyed the process. It let me know I was still alive and still had it.
I made my way down to the field, assessing those I saw. Once I hit the green, I set down my bag and plopped down to fill out that form.
Name. date of birth, home city ….
Got that.
Position
Centerfield
I went through all the questions that I had answered on the online form, finished up and searched around for someone to give it to.
Never had that happened. Usually, I’d hand over the form at the check in table, hit the field, put on my cleats, and get ready for the sprints and so forth that they threw at us.
Once finished, I stood and looked around. I saw an older man, who looked more like a high school gym teacher and made my approach to him.
“Hey, sir, sorry to bother you. Do you know who I give this form to?” I asked.
“What position?”
“Centerfield.”
“Ah, that would be me.” He took the form.
“Not many today, huh?”
He looked beyond me to the field. “Yeah, it’s kind of slow. But still, at least a hundred here.” He glanced back down.
“Thank you.” I turned, walking away.
“You played majors. Cincinnati.”
“Yes sir, three years.”
“Fich,” he said. “That’s you.”
I nodded. “That’s me.”
“What the hell happened to you? I played for the Pirates back then. You were touted as the next Babe Ruth. Power hitter. I don’t recall you getting injured.”
“No. It was, you know, family stuff.”
I didn’t need to get into it, and I was sure he wasn’t wanting to hear about it.
I had left my dream. My father needed me. My mother passed away and he was a mess. Everything was going to go to shit if I didn’t take the time to be there.
Not that my mother physically helped out on the farm, but she was the brains behind the business. Something I had to learn fast. It wasn’t my intention to stay away for fifteen years, I just couldn’t leave my dad.
“Have you played since?” the man asked me.
“Minor leagues. Here and there. Just didn’t make the cut.”
“Good luck. Be interesting to see what you got.”
My conversation with the man was hopeful. That sort of thing, talking to an official, it just didn’t happen. During try-out camps they didn’t buddy up to you or even look at you unless you had something to offer.
Bottom line, I was old for the game, but I knew I still had it in me.
The young ones could run circles around me, but I was confident I could wield a bat better than anyone.
I was warmed up and ready to go, they divided us in groups and lined us up in rows for sprints. Five rows deep, on the right field foul line, dashing to the center.
Scouts from the Major League Scouting Bureau ran the try-outs. There was one positioned at the line, one by second base and three at the end, sixty yards away.
I was pumped up and ready, everybody was.
The whistle blew and the first line of guys sprang across the field.
Through the corner of my eye I saw the guy next to me. I noticed him before, a young guy, prime age, and he wore a number eight shirt.
He jerked his head from left to right, and as the line in front of us took off running, his face grew more intense.
I thought, ‘Man, this guy is serious’. He wasn’t as big as me, he was leaner, and that told me he could probably run.
He moved from left to right, bouncing and then the whistle blew.
Like I expected, he took off running, yards ahead of me and everyone else, then he paused, like he skipped, and suddenly instead of running toward the end, he veered left toward the infield.
In a maddening way, fiercely focused, he charged for and pounced on the Scout that was standing near second base.
What the hell happened?
Number Eight was vicious, attacking the Scout with the force of a long awaited vendetta. His fists didn’t just flail, they struck down, grabbing as if he were swimming.
The other guys were in ‘run for the end’ mode; I raced over to help, to do something.
The Scout on the ground wasn’t ready for the attack which left him physically at a disadvantage. He was on a bloody defensive. All he could do was lay there, holding his arms in front of his face.
Just as I reached them another player shot our way. I thought for sure he was coming to help, instead he jumped on my back. It was reaction, not talent or skill, that I flipped him over me and onto the ground, and he jumped up and ran.
A different direction.
I couldn’t even think, couldn’t process, did he think I was in on the attack?
That thinking couldn’t be my priority.
I reached down for Number Eight, pulling him off the Scout. He wiggled and shook, trying to break free of my hold. It took all that I had to throw him down and take a protective stance over the Scout.
Number Eight rolled over and sprang up, arms extended with a maddening look in his eye.
“Buddy. Stop. What the hell?” I tried to reason.
There was no reasoning.
He lunged toward me, and just like I would swing for a ball, I swung my fist, nailing him as hard as I could.
He flinched but bounced right back and I hit him again, then again.
Number Eight still wasn’t stopping or going down.
It took hoards of players to race over to grab him, stop him. I had never seen that much strength in one human being.
It took four players to hold him back and he still fought them, shaking his head in a mad-dog way.
I lowered down to the Scout; blood poured from the gaping wound in his neck. Immediately I applied pressure, feeling his warm  pulsing blood seep over my fingers.. “Is help coming?” I shouted. “Someone call for help!”
Two trainers ran over, dropping to the ground.
They weren’t expecting to see him like that.
“We got it,” one said, placing a towel near my hand. “Let go. I got it.”
That towel wasn’t going to do it. His neck wasn’t the only thing bleeding. I couldn’t gauge where all his wounds were, he was saturated.
Slowly I stood, trying to process the massive confusion. Number Eight still struggled, and he wasn’t the only one being held back.
Another player, the one who jumped on me, was being restrained as well.
My hands were covered with the Scout’s blood; I wondered if anyone else was hurt.
So much was going on.
It took another minute or two and the police arrived full force, driving onto the field.
Four squad cars tore up the turf as they screeched to a halt.
They weren’t ready.
Didn’t they see it took four ball players to hold back one man? One police officer placed one cuff on Number Eight and as he cuffed his other hand, Eight took off running.
Twenty feet maybe, he found another unsuspecting soul, but the moment he jumped on them, the police fired.
One shot, two.
A third and fourth shot rang out, striking him before he finally fell over and stopped.
Not for long.
Despite how many hits he took, Number Eight got back up and ran.




THREE – THE DURING

Typically, only the best of the bunch were invited back the second day of try-outs, but since everything rightfully stopped cold, everyone was told to come back.
I wondered if it was even possible to come back mentally from what happened at the field.
The Scout died, bled out. I knew he was a goner when I saw that neck.
I didn’t expect them to insist I go to the Emergency Room. I never figured out why. I went, but I didn’t stay. There was an accident in the city or something and the ER was packed. I cleaned up as best as I could in the bathroom of the hospital. The last thing I wanted was to walk into the hotel looking like I had massacred a dozen people. I had blood on my face, arms, legs, and hands.
The hotel was nice. Center of downtown, near the river. It was close to the field. Walking distance. I probably would never have stayed in such a nice place had my cousin Artie not given me his family discount.
It was by far one of the nicest hotels I had stayed at. It certainly had more floors than any I had been to.
I was glad to get back to the hotel, a part of me just wanted to forget the next day’s try-out and just head back home to Virginia. I’d think about it. It was a hell of a day and I just wanted to have a drink or four, a bite to eat, and watch television. That’d be my big night.
After a shower, I grabbed some food and a six pack from the hotel bar, then from the gift shop a couple bottles of soda and a pint size whiskey.
Crazy as it was outside, it was pretty calm in the hotel. By the time I had gotten back it was dark, most guests were settled in.
My room was on the sixteenth floor a good way down the hall from the elevator. I thought about getting ice on the way back to my room, but my hands were full. So I put the beer in the fridge, set my food and soda on the dresser, and grabbed the ice bucket.
The hallway seemed to get a little longer each time I walked it.
I hadn’t noticed a man standing three doors down from me. He was standing there facing the door. Not thinking twice about him, I got my ice and headed back to my room.
He was still there. Only his head was leaning against the door. He was probably drunk or lost his key. He never glanced up at me.
When I opened my door, I realized what was going on with the hallway man. He was arguing with someone, because the second I slipped into my room he started banging on that door.
He wasn’t gentle either, he pounded relentlessly. It wouldn’t be long before security was up here.
What the hell was wrong with the city?
I took a swig of my whiskey and cracked a beer, chugging it a few times, then opening the top to my take-out container.
After seeing the time, I grabbed my phone, sat on the bed and called my dad.
“Hey …” my father answered. “I was worried. I hadn’t heard from you.”
“Hey, Pop.”
“How did it go?”
“It didn’t..” I said. “Well, it started but they postponed it until tomorrow.”
“Why?”
“Two guys went nuts. Cops said they were on something. Probably got a hold of some bad stuff.”
“Or bath salts.”
“Bath salts?” I asked with a laugh. “Like the smelly stuff you put in your tub?”
“No, what the hell is wrong with you? Bath salts. Look it up, it used to be something, a drug,  that made people go nuts.”
“Oh, wait, yeah, okay, I remember now. That stuff faded out a while ago,” I said. “I forgot all about that.”
“Never fades from memory. Ask the family of the man eaten in Miami on that bridge.”
“Stop, I'm about to eat.”
“I’m just saying. Everything makes a comeback. Look at LSD. It came back.”
“I don’t think it ever left. Whatever it is, a lot of people must be taking it,” I said. “Some guy down the hall is banging on the door to his room. Probably fighting with his wife. Still pounding out there. I can hear him. Now … wait, yep, I hear a woman yelling.”
“Why don’t you call security?”
“Nah, they’ll figure it out. I’m done dealing with crazy people today.”
“Whole world’s crazy. Last couple days, I don’t know what’s been happening. I’m watching the news now about the riots in Sweden.”
“Riots in Sweden?” I laughed. “No one riots in Sweden.”
“They are and it’s bad. Watch the news.”
“I’ll pass,” I said. “I have my burger. I want to eat it.”
“You do that. Call me tomorrow.”
“I will. Night.”
“Night.”
Shaking my head, I smiled about the ‘riots in Sweden’. My father had to be mistaken. I stood to get my burger and charger. The man was still pounding and more yelling ensued.
If it kept up, I’d call the front desk, but I probably wouldn’t hear it after I ate and had some more to drink.
It wouldn’t be too hard to sleep.
I connected my phone to the charger, propped some pillows behind my back and stretched out on the bed with my burger and beers.
A few bites into my dinner, and still hearing the commotion in the hall, I turned up the television to drown out the noise.




FOUR – PERTURBED

Even in my dream state, I was ready to kill my father for putting that bath salt shit in my head. Something I hadn’t even heard a word about in over a decade, yet there I was dreaming about it.
Maybe it had a lot to do with the players going nuts on the field, but I still dreamt about it.
Instead of the players going insane and attacking, it was the bartender and hooker I saw at the hotel bar. The one that tried diligently to pretend she wasn’t a prostitute. In the dream I watched her and the bartender tear apart some random guy.
“It’s bath salts,” I yelled in my dream.
What the fuck?
Hooker girl took a bite out of the guy’s neck and that caused me to wake up. However, the loud ‘bang’ at my door not only caused me to jump, but roll out of bed with a hard thump to the floor.
“Are you shitting me?”
The banging was constant. Thump, bang. It sounded more like someone fighting in the hall.
I had only been asleep about an hour and was still pretty buzzed from drinking more than I should have. Not always a smart move before try-outs.
I lifted the phone and pressed Zero for the front desk.
It rang and rang, no answer.
“What? Does no one work the front desk at night?”
Another double bang against my door, I slammed down the phone, turned on the lamp and stormed toward the door. “Son of a bitch.”
I wasn’t in the mood. I not only woke up to the noise, it knocked me out of bed. Whoever was out there didn’t want to deal with me. I was in that ‘just crossed the crest into angry drunk’ mode.
I should have looked through the peephole. But why did I care? Right? I was a strong man, big, a couple drunks in the hall was nothing. I was a volunteer deputy in our town, I had dealt with that before.
Grabbing hold of the doorknob, my blood boiling, I flung it open, blasting out in my deepest voice. “Knock it the …”
The words never made it out of my mouth. Before I could even say them, a woman and two men in the hall raged toward me. There was something completely off about them, yet familiar. The enraged and maddening look in their eyes, the same I saw on player Number Eight.
One of them I could fight off … three .. no way, not in my state. I did the only thing I could think of and slammed that door. But it didn’t shut, not all the way. Like out of some freakish horror movie, their arms reached through the opening no matter how hard I pushed. Snarling, reaching, trying to grab onto something.
Bracing my back against the door, I put all my weight into holding them back. My feet scraped against the carpeting as I struggled to maintain a foothold.
Then it stopped, they backed off and the door slammed shut.
I heard the footsteps as they ran and it was followed by a gut wrenching scream.
“No, please no! Someone help!”
Another shriek and that was it.
The running footsteps returned and they were back at my door.
I turned the latch, then flipped that lock bracket and walked backwards, staring, wondering ‘Could they get in? Could they break down that door?’
I backed up until I hit the bed and I stumbled some before racing to grab my phone. Immediately I saw ‘no signal’ and again, I reached for the landline of the room.
I dialed nine to get an outside line, but that only gave me a squealing sound.
No phones.
Lifting the remote, I turned on the television. A cable movie played. I scrolled through the channels only seeing preprogrammed shows. No news networks to be found. The noise from the TV caused the pounding on the door to intensify. I shut it off and tossed the remote to the bed.
I made my way to the window and peered out. It didn’t have that middle of the night peaceful look. Red and blue flashing lights darted the streets below and orange glows of small fires were sporadic as far as I could see.
What the hell had happened in those few hours I was in my room?
Whatever was going on wasn’t just the isolated incident at the field, it was even bigger and more widespread than just the hotel.
For the time being, I knew I was stuck and going nowhere.
The aggressors were outside my door and they wanted in.
That wasn’t going to happen, and if it did, I wasn’t going down without a fight.
I retrieved my gear bag from the floor and pulled out my Thirty-two ounce Louisville Slugger.
Bat in hand, I slid out the desk chair, grabbed one of my remaining beers and waited it out.




FIVE – THE AFTER

It scared the shit out of me.
Sometime during the night, the pounding at my door turned into some sort of rhythmic white noise effect and I nodded off. It was that or the booze. But when that room phone rang it nearly jarred me from my skin.
The chair rattled and shook and just about tipped.
The phone was working. That was a good thing. I walked over to it and before I could even say, “hello’, the recorded voice on the line began.
“At this time,” the recording said. “All hotel guests are asked to go to the lobby. For your safety, please proceed to the lobby. Avoid all stairwells. Thank you.”
“No shit,” I said.
But the phone call was misleading. Was my floor the only one that had the crazies? Was it safe? Why were we all being drawn out of our rooms into the fray? Still holding my bat, wearing only sweats, I walked slowly toward my door, listening. No one was pounding, the hallways sounded quiet. Unlike before, I looked through the peephole. No one was there.
I reached for the door handle, I was only going to look out, up and down the hall. If it really did look clear, then I’d grab what I could and leave. Go to the lobby for God knows what reason.
As I pushed down the handle, I heard the closing of a door carry from the hall. Someone else was leaving. No sooner did I start to open my door, I heard running footsteps. I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me that it was anything more than people running for the elevator. I knew that wasn’t the case when I heard a man scream just before the deadened thump and screeching snarls.
While I wasn’t sure what those people were, or how they came to be like that, I knew they were dangerous, deadly, and still I rushed into the hall to help that man.
My intention wasn’t to be some sort of hero, nor was it my intention to let my door slam shut.
But it did and there I was in that hall.
Not fifteen feet away, two of those people tore that man apart. I recognized one. It was the man that was pounding at the door, three rooms down.
The dying man was at their mercy.  His leg twitched like a dying animal. Was he even able to be saved or was it a matter of taking those things out to get to the elevator?
Would I even need to? They were occupied with him. Didn’t see me or care about me. I thought about quietly creeping by them when I heard the snarl. It came from behind me.
I spun around and there she was.
Hair mangled, wearing bloody bed clothes. Her mouth distorted as she made this angry snarl and lunged for me.
It was instinct.
Operating on sheer panic, motivated by shock, it was a kill or be killed situation and I acted.
Her head was the fastball coming my way and I swung my bat with all of my strength.
I connected.
Never had I hit another human being in the head with a bat; I never thought about what the pressure of the swing along with the weight of the bat would do.
It wasn’t pretty.
A blast of bloody content shot out, her head flung to the side and she sailed into the wall, dropping. Instant dead.
The side of her skull folded and the bat left an indentation.
When that happened, doors opened and people raced out.
Did they think she was the only one?
There were still two of them in the hallway Eater One and Eater Two dined on the man who lay on the hallway floor.
To get to the elevator, people had to run by them.
Some tried.
Those things … they were fast.
As a woman raced by the dining duo, Eater One grabbed for her.
It bit into her leg, latching on. She screamed and Eater Two moved away from his intestinal feast to get her, only to be distracted as a man tried to get past him.
I didn’t want to do it; I still didn’t know what I was dealing with. But I was there and the only one that could help them, or rather, the only one willing.
At that moment, that precise second, I wasn’t scared.
Everything that was happening was frightening enough, surreal even.
There wasn’t enough information to know exactly what was going on.
The bitten woman was going down, fighting to free her leg as the other man fought unsuccessfully as Eater Two clawed away at him.
I flipped the bat around and using the handle, I slammed it into Eater One. It wasn’t as strong of a hit as when I swung the bat before and it didn’t do the same damage. It was enough to stun, and it released the woman. Not enough to kill it.
I threw Eater One down, then with more force I hit him again with the handle. It took three strikes to get him to stop moving.
Too much effort and too much time.
They were fast and I had to be as well.
Just as out of control as they were, I moved with the force of every pound of my body.  Returning to form, bat gripped by handle, I swung out and nailed Eater Two.
There was no thought, no guilt, I just … did it.
Like the pajama raging woman, it took only one hit.
After that, things came into focus.
All the blood, the guts.
There was confusion and chaos. People running, screaming … dying, and I didn’t even have my shoes on.
I had seen three innocent people attacked in a matter of a minute.
But within a few seconds, with the exception of bodies, the hallway was empty.
People ran for the elevators and stairs.
I was half dressed, barefoot, the only thing I had was my bat, and knew the only option I had was to make it to the lobby.
I couldn’t get back in my room.
Even though I was confident that I was safe for the moment, mentally I prepared myself for anything to jump out at me.
The click of the door opening caused me to jump, lift my bat and look for which door was opening.
It came from the room three doors down from mine. The same one that the man pounded against.
Slowly I inched my way back there.
The door was covered in blood, chunks of flesh and hair were splattered on the surface. It opened almost cautiously.
I thought I was ready for anything. I wasn’t ready to see two kids sheepishly make their way out.
I lowered my bat.




SIX – ESCAPE

The Jurassic Park kids.
The moment I saw them, when they stepped out of the hotel room, I thought of the Jurassic Park kids. The older sister, younger brother. I wasn’t sure how old the Jurassic Park kids were, but the ones in the hall, staring up at me, looked close to the same age, maybe younger. I didn’t know.  Only they appeared more like siblings than the kids in the movie. The boy was smaller than the girl. They both had light brown hair, the same nose and big brown eyes.
Kids weren’t my thing.
I had no brothers or sisters, no wife, so no kids, no nieces or nephews.
I was always too busy either playing ball or working for my father.
“Are you here to help us?” the girl asked.
“No,” I replied. “I mean, I will.”
“The message said to get to the lobby,” she said.
“I know.”
“Dad,” the boy said with a gasp, pointing to Eater Two.
“I’m sorry,” I told him. “Stay close, let’s go.” I stepped from the door and headed down the hall.
“Where are your shoes?” the boy asked.
“In my room, with my phone.”
“They don’t work anyhow,” the boy said. “We tried to call our mom and .,..”
“Shh,” I cut him off abruptly. “No talking. Quiet. Let me focus.”
“Okay.”
“He said not to talk,” the girl told him.
“I was only saying ‘okay’.”
“It’s still talking.”
“Shh!” I blasted the universal quiet sound. “Jesus.” I gripped the bat, trying to listen, walk, and be ready for anything to jump out. I kept turning to look behind us. The elevator wasn’t much farther but it seemed miles away.
Every few steps I would feel my foot touch upon something wet, I could only imagine what that was. I just wanted to get off that floor, get in the elevator and to the lobby.
I didn’t need it to make me feel safer, but it was better than being stuck in some sort of real life video game, and going to the lobby would provide me with answers.
What the hell was happening?
We arrived at the area with the six elevators. I reached for the down button. It was covered with blood and I used the end of the bat to light it up.
“Can we take the stairs?” the boy asked.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I replied. “I just don’t. “
I could hear the elevator approach and I instructed the two to stay back, just in case something jumped out. The alert of the elevator dinged, the doors opened and the young girl screamed.
It wasn’t any of those things, but the body of a woman was in the elevator.
“I’m not getting in there,” she said, her voice shaking.
I actually thought about letting it go until I heard the familiar sound of running. Feet pounding on the floor could only be one thing.
“Get in!” I yelled.
“No!” she shouted.
I stepped in front of them knowing damn well, one of those things would be upon us.
The second the boy realized what was happening, he jumped by me to the elevator. “Dai, Dai,” he called her. “Get in!”
She screamed again, it was happening so fast, I swung the bat, nailing the thing before it could attack and as soon as it dropped, I backed into the elevator grabbing the girl and dragging her with me.
I had to be losing my touch, because as the doors started to shut, that thing jumped up.
“You gotta be shitting me.”
It was insane, the girl kept screaming, the boy continuously pressed the ‘L’ button as if that would make the doors close faster.
That thing reached us as the doors connected.
I sighed out in relief.
We were in, we were safe. At least that was what I thought.




SEVEN – ALMOST ANSWERS

I was confident that we had made our escape from the horrors of our floor. Safe and sound in the elevator. The carriage jerked and moved down. I kept watching the floors. I was ready for when the doors opened, not wanting to be taken by surprise.
The girl calmed some, stifling her cries as her little brother beckoned, ‘come on, come on’ to the moving elevator.
It wasn’t a pretty sight inside that carriage, the woman’s insides were exposed and part of her leg was nearly eaten to the bone.
“Be ready,” I told them. “Stay back just in case.”
“In case what?” he asked.
“In case …”
The girl screamed. She screamed incredibly loud and shrill, then the boy screamed as well. I turned around, wondering what could have possibly happened, and saw the two of them huddled together in the corner as the woman on the floor started to get up.
The woman rose sloppily and ridged, fighting to find her balance as what remained from her gut spilled out to the floor.
Shoving the woman back, I grabbed for the kids, yanking the two toward me.
Ding.
I wanted to usher them toward the door, but I had no way of knowing what was on the other side when the doors opened.
Instead of backing to the other corner by the floor panel, I shielded them with my body and raised my bat.
The door opened.
The woman stood straight and reached out.
Bang.
The gunshot was close and the woman took a shot directly to the forehead.
“Don’t shoot,” I called out. “I’m not one of them.” I was sure the shooter had to see at least part of me and had to know I was in there. I extended the bat like a white flag. “There’s kids. I’m sending them out.”
“Come on,” a woman’s voice replied. “It’s safe.”
Stepping out, I didn’t know what to expect. Who was the woman calling out that it was safe? It was a safe assumption that she was the one that shot the woman. She stood outside the elevator, wearing tan pants and a dark blue polo shirt with the word, ‘Security’. She aimed the revolver as we stepped out.
“Are you hurt? Bit? Scratched?” she asked.
“No,” I replied.
“You can drop the bat,” she said.
“I’d rather not.”
She pointed us in the direction of the lobby and said to follow the signs to the Ballroom Wing. She stayed put, watching those elevators.
Another man, dressed the same as her, was there.
“Do you guys know what’s happening?” I asked.
“Sir, just join the other guests in the ballroom,” she replied, focused on those elevators. Only glancing a split second my way, enough for her to make the comment. “You should have worn shoes. There’s a lot of glass.”
“They’re in my room.”
“They may have a pair in Lost and Found.”
“So .. I won’t be able to get back to my room.”
“Not any time soon,” she replied.
“And you still want to say you don’t know what’s going on?”
“Sir, take your children to the ballroom.”
“They aren’t my …” I stopped, not wanting to explain, and moved onward.
“Are you stepping on anything?” the boy asked.
“I don’t even want to think about it,” I replied.
We entered the lobby. I guess a part of me expected it to be chaotic, people scared. I mean after all, the shit that was going on was off the rails and still it was a mystery as to what it was.
A ton of questions raced through my mind. Was it just the city, did it go farther? My father mentioned Sweden, was it the same thing?
Would I get my shoes?
We crossed the lobby, it was semi quiet. Furniture had been moved and stacked against the windows. Sirens from outside carried in, along with glass breaking.
I swore I heard more of those … things, but it came from outside.
Definitely they were out there. But how many could there be? And if there were that many, how did it get to the point it was so bad, so fast.
It had to be an isolated thing.
There didn’t appear to be any guests in the lobby, just some poor hotel workers suckered into dangerous positions because they happened to be on the night shift.
I didn’t see myself as a leader or protector of the kids. I didn’t even know their names or anything about them, yet they stayed close to me.
That was fine. I wouldn’t be responsible for long. They mentioned briefly about trying to call their mother. So they had one. Just not in the hotel.
The ballroom was a gathering place for the guests. The hotel had a plan and it probably included kids that were left alone.
That had to be the case. As cruel as it sounded they weren’t my problem or my responsibility.
Sure, if they were by me I wasn’t going to let anything happen to them, but that went for anyone.
I just wanted to get information so I could figure out what my next move would be.
Two men stood at the first set of double doors. One had a gas line wrench, the other some sort of pipe.
“Is this where we go?”  I asked them.
Wrench Man looked at me and had a sort of smile. “Yeah, look at you, ready to defend and protect. Wanna take a shift at the door?”
“No,” I replied. “Not really.”
“Sure. You’re probably not wanting to leave your kids. But if you change your mind …”
“I doubt that.”
“Where are your shoes?” he asked.
“In my room.”
“What are they doing there? You should have put them on.”
“I didn’t think. I rushed out to the hall and the door slammed,” I told him. “Now can we go in or …”
“Man.” He shook his head. “You have to be better than that. You have to think one step ahead.”
“Okay, it was my shoes.”
“Now you don’t have any. You’re a big guy and you won’t find your size just off any dead body.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?”
Wrench man shrugged. “Just giving you survival tips.”
“You’re … giving me … survival tips? Why?”
“To survive.”
“Survive what exactly?”
“End times. Book of Revelation, Apocalypse, whatever you want to call it.”
“Oh my God. It’s a fucking crisis, it isn’t the end of the world.” I grabbed the ball room door handle and turned it.
“You don’t think.”
“I don’t think. We don’t go down that easy.” I opened the door, let the kids go first and I followed them inside.
The moment I stepped into the crowded ballroom I realized if those things made their way inside, our ballroom sanctuary was a death trap. No windows. No means to escape.




EIGHT – THE BANQUET THAT WASN’T

I wasn’t counting heads, but there were a lot of people in the ballroom. If I were to guess, maybe sixty. The Jurassic Park kids seemed to be the only kids in there, I didn’t spot any others. It was slightly chaotic. People finding places to sit. Hotel maintenance bringing blankets and pool chairs. Others moved tables out of the way. Tables that were set for some sort of event.
It looked like an awards ceremony. There was a table of trophies.
People were scared and confused, I got it.
Across the ballroom, by a set of double doors, I saw two women setting down large serving dishes. A short man, maybe about fifty, came out of the doors with an armful of paper plates and other items. He dropped them on the long table. He wasn’t dressed in a uniform. He wore slacks and a button down shirt with the sleeves rolled up. I watched him move his arm about, talking to staff.
I was willing to bet he was the manager.
“Stay here,” I told the Jurassic Park kids.
“Where are you going?” the girl asked.
“I want to talk to the manager.”
“Can we come with you?” asked the boy.
“No.”
“What if those things come in?” the girl questioned.
“Run.”  I walked away, paused, saw they were following, and turned around. “Stay put. I mean it. Don’t follow me.”
I made my way over to the table and to the shorter man.
“Excuse me. Are you the manager?”
He turned around. “I am. And no worries big guy, we’ll be bringing out the food from the banquet that wasn’t. Plenty of food. Trust me.”
“Oh, no, that’s not what I need…”
“I can tell you what you don’t need.” He pointed. “That bat.”
“You don’t think?” I asked. “I’ll hold on to it in case we need it.”
“Where are your shoes?’
“In my room. I got locked out. That’s what I wanted. Do you have a lost and found? Someone said there might be shoes in there.”
“There are, I doubt they’ll fit you,” he said. “You can try, but it’s behind the front desk and you have to cross the lobby.”
“Those things didn’t make it in, right?” I asked. “So I’m good.”
“Plus you have that bat.”
I lifted it. “I do.”
“If you don’t find any shoes, I maybe have an idea. So let me know,” he said.
“I appreciate it.” I reached out and shook his hand and that was when I saw the dinosaur tattoo on his arm. “Ironic.”
“What is?”
I shook my head. “Nothing. Just … You a big Jurassic Park fan?”
“Like you wouldn’t believe.”
“You wouldn’t by chance remember the name of the boy and girl in the first movie, would you?” I asked.
“Absolutely, Lex and Tim.”
I snapped my finger. “Thank you.”
“Why?”
“No reason. I’m gonna go try and find shoes.”
“Good luck with that.”
After giving him a nod of gratitude, I headed to the doors where we had walked in.
“Wait!” a kid’s voice called out. “Wait.”
I stopped sighing in frustration before turning around. “What?”
Jurassic Park Boy stood with his sister. “Wait for us.”
“Wait for you for what?” I asked. “I’m only going to find shoes in the Lost and Found.”
The girl asked, “Can we come with you?”
“No. Absolutely not. Stay put.” I opened the door and stepped out.
I had no idea why they had this weird attachment to me, but it had to stop. I made a mental note to ask that manager guy if they had an orphan corner.
“Whoa, hold on,” I heard a voice call out to me.
It was the security guy who was giving me survival tips.
“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.
“Lost and Found to find some shoes.”
“Yeah, it’s across the lobby. You may not want to go there.”
“Why?”
“It’s not pretty,” he said.
“After what I saw upstairs, I can deal with not pretty.”
“Okay, then it’s not pretty and you wouldn’t want to walk across there in bare feet.”
“Is it safe?” I asked.
“Somewhat.”
“Then I’ll chance it.”
I walked down the hall back toward the elevators, I could hear the occasional gun shot following their ding.
I had seen about five security people, and I had a hard time believing they were so well trained that they created a ‘not pretty’ scene in the lobby. Because to me, that implied there was a lot of blood and bodies.
The security chick who fired into the elevator when we arrived on the first floor spotted me.
“Hey, where are you going?” she questioned.
“Lost and found. I need shoes.”
“It’s around the bend across the lobby,” she said. “It’s not pretty.”
“So I’ve been told.”
“Okay, so you’ve been warned.”
“Any of those crazy people gonna jump out at me?” I asked.
“Only if they come through the windows.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
I hadn’t seen much of the lobby when we got off the elevator, but enough to know they had the windows barricaded.
Turning the corner into the lobby, I didn’t see the massacre I expected. Execution of the crazies by some top notch hotel security force. There were more bodies killed by the elevator chick than in the lobby.
But they were right, it wasn’t pretty.
It looked like two bodies of crazies with dead-on head shots lay among remains. Arms, legs, guts smeared and spread about the marble lobby floor. At a quick glance it looked like three people had been killed and torn apart.
I groaned because I knew I had to cross that in my bare feet to get to the front desk. As I started to step, I heard the loud bang against the windows. Something hit them from outside. I couldn’t see. Anything and everything was piled up in front of the doors and windows.
Side stepping, I carefully made my way to that barricade of furniture, leaning against an overturned couch and the table on top of it. A small enough opening for me to see outside.
Police lights flashed, I could hear sirens and screaming. There was some movement, not much, and I peered closer.
Just as I was about to step back, a man leapt at the window, smashing his face against the glass. His eyes were wide and maddening, his mouth covered with blood.
He let out a squeal, almost a calling card, because within seconds, more of them came to the window, crowding and clawing.
I stepped back out of sight.
Yeah. I saw it, and realized at least for the time being, we weren’t getting out of that hotel, not any time soon.




NINE – SLOPPY SECONDS

For sure I needed shoes. And after my lobby journey, I’d also need to wash my feet. Walking barefoot, across a destroyed and post battle lobby during a vicious rage outbreak, yeah, that’s not ideal.
My biggest concern was the broken glass and there was a lot of it. The moment I took a step farther into that lobby and some thick, squishy substance oozed between my toes, I knew. I had to think fast. Broken glass, blood … I could easily get infected if I cut my foot.
It wasn’t that far, I had about twenty feet to go.
There was a body of a man on the ground, he lay on his side wearing a suit jacket. I thought, ‘cool, shoes’, but he wasn’t wearing any. Taking a closer look, I saw a single bullet wound in his forehead and was confident he wasn’t going to jump back up at me. I reached down for his jacket and finagled it from him.
I tossed that on the floor and used that as my own personal rug. I dragged it under my feet with each small step I took. Once I reached the front desk, I peered over it.
It was clean and I jumped over, catching a glimpse of my blood covered feet when I did.
I held my bat ready as I walked to the small office behind there. The door was open, and I hit the bat on the frame.
Nothing or no one jumped out at me, and I stepped inside.
Sure enough on the file cabinet was a brown box with the words ‘Lost and Found’ written in permanent marker. Reaching for the box, I grabbed it and set it on the desk.
Immediately on top, I saw a roll of duct tape. My first thought was it didn’t belong there. Who would even come back for a roll of tape, it was probably a worker that tossed it in there by accident.
Their loss, my gain. It was nearly a full roll and that would come in handy.
There were a lot of items in the box, but it was obvious there wasn’t a pair of men's shoes in my size.
There were a couple pairs of kid’s shoes. A tee shirt that was dark blue and looked large enough to fit me. I sniffed it then shoved most of it in the pocket of my sweatpants. Aside from shoes, I wished there were pants in there. I didn’t see any.
The only adult footwear in there was a pair of women's night slippers. They weren’t even the type worn around a house, nothing my mother would have worn.
More like something a starlet from the fifties would wear with some long satin robe. They were pink with a two inch square heel and a pink furry top that covered where the foot slipped in.
They were big for a woman’s shoe, size ten. They had a hard bottom and that would have to do.
I only needed to cross the lobby again. Or at least wear them and look at bodies with possible shoes I could switch out.
After sitting in the chair, I squeezed my foot into the slipper, my toes crunched with only my big toe making it through the top and my heel extended over the back. Using the duct tape, I secured my right foot in that slipper, then did the same for the left.
I stood and when I did, it was odd, like I was standing on aching toes.
“My God,” I said out loud. “How do women wear these things?”
Could I even walk?
I could. A little faster and easier than shuffling that coat across the floor. Even though they were only two inch heels, I didn’t jump back over the check-in desk. I climbed. I didn’t want to land wrong and break an ankle.
It was a journey from hell. Through some sort of oversized, awkward process I click-clacked, slipped, and at times shakingly, made my way across the lobby back to the ballroom.
I even ignored the security chick’s comment of, “Sweatpants, baseball bat, and pretty pink duct taped slippers, that’s a good look for you.”
The moment I opened the ballroom door and stepped in, the Jurassic Park kids flew my way, screaming their relief and hugging me like I was a long lost relative.
“We’re so glad you made it,” the boy said.
“What are you wearing?” the girl questioned.
“Hey big guy,” I heard the manager call out and follow it with a whistle.
I lifted my head, peeling the kids from me.
The manager walked over, he held a large pair of high top tennis shoes. “I have something for you.”
“You have tennis shoes and you let me go out there?”
“Well, I wasn’t sure they’d still be there. They’re worth a lot. Or were. Not now.”
I took the sneakers. “Wow, these look big enough.”
“They should be. They were donated years ago by Magic Johnson,” the manager said. “Even autographed. We had them in a case. Not sure that’s necessary now.”
“You’re giving me shoes Magic Johnson wore?”
“What? You have a problem with that? You’re the one walking around like Audrey Hepburn on a bender. Wear the shoes.”
“I will, thank you. What .. what is your name?”
“JR,” the manager answered.
“JR, thank you. Do you need any help?”
“Actually, yes. Yes, I do. Security has things covered out there for now, I could use some help getting the food and stuff for these people.”
“Whatever you need.”
“Let’s um …” JR nodded down to my pants. “Find you something less bloody to wear. It might be chef pants or security.”
“I’ll take whatever.”
“Are you gonna lose the bat?”
“Nope.”
“Didn’t think so. This way.” JR waved his hand and walked toward the long table he had been setting up.
A few steps following him the Jurassic Park kids were attached.
“Hey,” I told them. “Relax. Sit down.”
“You’re not leaving us are you?” the girl asked.
“I’m helping. And when I’m done, we’ll figure out a way to get in touch with your mother. Okay?”
The kids nodded.
“Sit.” I instructed. With the Magic Johnson shoes in hand, I started to follow the manager. But the first step when my ankle wobbled, I stopped.
I dropped to the floor, ripped off the duct tape slippers and put the sneakers on. The last thing I wanted to happen was an outbreak in that ballroom and I had to run for my life not only with two kids but bad shoes.
Running for our lives was a reality I had to face, and it would happen sooner than I was ready for.




TEN – YOU DON’T KNOW JACK

The second place ‘Best Women's Bowler Trophy was the perfect size. Not too big or small. It fit nicely in my hand and was solid. The woman on the statue had an arm raised high with a bowling ball like the Statue of Liberty held her torch. It would impale nicely.
Although I couldn’t recall ever seeing anyone hold a bowling ball above their head.
It was late, probably closer to dawn. Things had quieted down. It had been over an hour since I heard a gunshot.
Some of the security guards were coming into the ballroom to rest and eat.
JR had left the buffet table up with all the food. People picked at it constantly. Stress eating I suppose.
The Jurassic Park kids were sound asleep, finally. I wanted to sleep, but that was impossible with everything happening. Plus my buzz had worn off.
At least I was comfortable. I put on that blue tee shirt I found, the chef pants were comfortable and clean, and I liked the Magic Johnson high tops.
I had sat on the floor, black against the wall facing the door.
Maybe I needed something to eat or drink.
In a corner of the ballroom, away from the buffet, a portable bar was set up. It was probably there for the banquet. I didn’t recall seeing anyone there, but who knew, maybe a bottle was hidden.
I could use a drink.
Tough Security Chick was making a sandwich at the buffet, grabbing items that weren’t usually sandwich items and stuffing them into a bun, like rice pilaf.
I nodded in acknowledgement as I passed her and walked to the bar.
Just as I peeked behind it, I heard her voice.
“You won’t find booze there. It’s in the kitchen though.” She brought her sandwich to her mouth.
“Thank you.”
I then noticed her name plate. It was an odd name. ‘Asia Burke.’
“Asia,” I said. “Different name.”
“It’s pronounced A-see-ya. But lots of people call me Asia. Or Burke. My father was stationed in Korea when I was born. Hence, the name.”
“Military brat. Makes sense. You’re pretty tough out there. Impressive shooting and reaction time.”
“Thank you,” she said. “Nine years infantry. Sharpshooter.’
“I’m even more impressed.”
She smiled. “How about you?” She brought her sandwich back to her mouth. “Did you serve?”
“Yep. Four years. Navy.”
“I’m sorry.’
I laughed. “You know, you’re pretty dedicated to your job standing ground here.”
“Ha. Well, I’m dedicated to living. For now, barricaded in here is our safest bet. It’s quieted down a lot out there. I’ll stay until it’s no longer safe to be here or it’s safe to go. My kids need me alive more than dead.”
“How many?”
“Two. My husband is hopefully on his way to West Virginia and the mountains.”
“He’s not waiting for you?” I asked.
“He better not. Our kid’s safety is first. We have a contingency meet up.”
“Wow. You have it together. I just wish we knew what was going on.”
She tilted her head. “Maybe we can … listen.”
I did, and faintly I could hear what sounded like the news playing.
“It’s coming from the kitchen,” she said, “Let’s go.”
“Can you find me that booze while we’re there?”
She chuckled as a response. I took that as a yes and followed her.
I had been in the kitchen before when I helped JR with the food. But here he was sitting by the prep counter with an iPad, propped against a bag of onions, watching the news.
“Anything?” Asia asked him.
“Yeah, they’re saying some sort of biological attack,” JR answered. “Not saying who did it.”
“Where is that booze?” I asked.
Asia pointed to a white door next to the freezer. “Storage closet right there. You’re not watching the news?”
“I can listen.”
“You’ll need this.” Eyes glued to the iPad, JR lifted a cardkey. “That’ll open it.”
“Is this a master key?” I asked.
“Yeah,” JR said, focused on the news. “Go get your booze.”
I did. After setting the trophy on the counter, I tucked my bat under my arm, walked to the closet, swiped the key, tucked it in my front tee shirt pocket, and propped open the door.
My eyes looked around. It was dry storage, a cart with glasses was in the middle and on a shelf to my right was an array of booze. A note on it read ‘Bridgeville Bowling League’.
The big, brand-new bottle of Jack caught my eye and I grabbed it along with a glass from the cart.
Stepping from the closet, I could hear the newscaster speculating on biowarfare and who had the capabilities to create such a virus.
Then I heard the word ‘Switzerland’ and thought immediately of my father.
I placed the bottle of Jack on the prep counter as I stood next to JR. I set down the keycard, pushing it his way. “Thanks.”
“No problem.”
“Did they say Switzerland?” I asked, cracking open the bottle.
“Yeah, can you believe that? Who in the hell would hit Switzerland, I mean …” JR looked at me, the bottle, then the glass I poured. “Drink much?”
“Yes.” I answered, lifting the healthy glass of whiskey to my lips.
“Are you an alcoholic?”
“Probably.”
“I am a recovering alcoholic, look.” He showed me the tattoo on his other arm.
“What is that?” I asked.
“Serenity prayer. Been sober for six years.”
“That’s good, man,” I said. “But if you’re trying to inspire me to quit drinking, now is not a good time to be sober.”
“True,” JR said.
“What did we miss?” I asked.
Asia filled me in. “They are telling people to stay put, stay inside. When the weapon was released it affected thirty percent of the population. The military is coming in to try to contain it, then they will rescue.”
“You believe that?” I asked.
“I guess. I don’t know.”
“Have you seen the military?”
“Not really. At first, I did,” she replied.
“Are they evacuating?”
Asia shook her head. “They said to wait for the rescue.”
“Sit around and wait?”
JR slammed his hand. “What is with the questions? I’m trying to hear what is going on. If you weren’t in the closet you would have heard what was going on.”
“I did.”
“No, you didn’t,” JR argued. “Or you wouldn’t be asking questions.”
“Enough,” Asia barked. “Stop, okay. Bottom line is it was calculated, and the hits were delivered within an hour of each other.”
“Not really,” JR said. “Paris was hit almost a full day before everyone else.”
“How many places were hit?” I asked.
JR shook his head. “Not sure. Here in the US, a dozen.”
“Only a dozen cities?” I questioned.
“Only?” JR laughed. “That’s a lot.”
“Yes and no.”
“What are you, nuts?” JR scoffed. “Yes and no? What kind of response is that?  It’s a lot. Enough that if they don’t stop it, it can be some apocalypse shit.”
“Exactly.”
“Have another shot,” JR said. “You’re not making sense.”
“I am. Yeah, it’s enough to start the apocalypse.” I poured a shot’s worth in the glass. “But it’s only twelve cities. Can I have that master key back.”
“Why?”
“I’m getting my stuff.”
Asia asked. “You’re going back to your room?”
“I am. I want some of my stuff. Especially if I have to trek through this city.”
JR shook his head. “You’re supposed to stay put. They’re going to contain it.”
“Yes they are. Like I said, it’s only twelve cities. Easy to contain, and I’m getting out of here before they do.”
JR crinkled his brow, deepening the lines on his forehead as he handed me the key. “Wait. Are you suggesting they are gonna blow us up?”
“Yep. They aren’t evacuating? Sit and wait.” I chuckled. “Twelve cities. Twelve nukes. Contained.”
“That’s insane,” JR commented.
“Probably.” I downed the rest of my drink, clutched my bat, grabbed that trophy and left the kitchen.
Absolutely what I suggested sounded insane, but I wasn’t waiting around to find out.




ELEVEN – BREAKING UP

I’m not sure why, but those Jurassic Park kids were heavily on my mind when I decided to head back up to the room. I had the master key and I knew that their phone, the only means they had to contact their mother, was in their room. If I made it up, if the floor was secured and I was able to, I would hit that room as well.
I had my bat and that trophy. I was ready to take on that journey alone, but surprisingly, Asia wanted to come along.
“It’s your break,” I told her. “You’ve been at this stuff all night.”
“Eh, I’d rather be doing something. It takes my mind off of my kids and the worry. I just need to hear from my husband that they made it safe to our meeting area. “
“That makes sense.”
I didn’t have kids, or a spouse. It was hard for me to imagine what she was feeling or going through. I did have my father. But in my opinion, if this thing hit way out there on his farm, there was no saving the human race. I didn’t worry about that. I was strongly convinced that if the news reports were correct, and I believed they were, it was only twelve cities. Twelve cities infected with the virus and needing containment. I knew if it were me, I knew how I would do it.
No evacuations. Secure and block off all exits in and out of the city.
One bomb.
Boom.
Threat gone.
As harsh as it was, eliminating the threat was most important. The good of the many versus the good of the few. Sacrifices had to be made.
Brilliant plan or not, I did not want to be caught in that sacrifice.
On the way to the elevator, Asia told me that there were at least nine unaccounted for guests from my floor. I assured her that six of them were already dead. At least.
But we were ready. And I was glad she was with me. I actually couldn’t think of a better person to have my back.
In the elevator lobby, the bodies were still there. They hadn’t been moved since they were put down. The infected chick from the elevator, the one that Asia shot, lay half in one of the carriages, her body blocking the door that kept opening and shutting.
Even though it wasn’t wise to take the elevators in case the power went out, it was less wise to take those stairwells.
I reached down to the elevator chick, pulling her from the doors. They shut before I could stop them, and I pressed the button.
Pistol extended, Asia was ready for when the next elevator arrived. I had my bat in hand, but I knew she’d be faster if something lunged out. Nothing did. The doors to the carriage opened, and it looked like a massacre.  In fact it had been, the walls and the floor were plastered with blood and guts.
We stepped inside and I pressed the number 16.
“You really getting out of the city?” Asia asked.
“I am. I hope to wait until dawn. But I don’t know.”
“If they’re gonna blow the city, we may not have time to get out,” she said.
“I know. I think we’ll see signs, if they’re gonna do it.”
“I don’t. They just need to call it in.”
“They just dial up a nuke?” I asked.
“You’re thinking nuke?”
Ding.
Weapons ready.
The elevator doors opened, and nothing jumped for us. I extended my foot in the door, holding it open and giving it a second.
Nothing.
When we stepped out we could hear one coming. The running footsteps, the snarling sound.
Asia lifted her gun and looked at me. “You or me?”
“Me.” I left my bat. “We don’t need the sound to call anymore.”
I felt the same kind of nerves in my gut that I did when I stepped to the plate for an important game. I knew I had to swing with everything I had. I needed to take it down with one hit.
Ready for it to come, the infected came around the corner and though I started to swing, I couldn’t. It was like passing on a bad pitch.
I couldn’t do it.
The infected was no older than thirteen.
He was just a kid.
Without a doubt he was infected, face bloody, his graphic tee shirt splattered with innards.
“I can’t.” I dropped the bat and the kid jumped at me. “Shoot it.”
I could see through the corner of my eye, Asia aimed.
She couldn’t do it either.
At least not at that moment.
“Are you gonna shoot?”
“I can’t.”
Struggling with the super strong kid, I swung him around, pushing him face first to the wall by the elevator.
I was much bigger than him and was able to twist his arm behind his back, securing him there. His jaw chomped at the wall, trying to snap at nothing. “Hit the elevator button.”
Asia did because immediately, the elevator we had gotten off opened and after swinging him around, I shoved him in hard.
He hit against the rear wall of the elevator and fell to the floor.
Before he could scurry up, the doors closed.
“You might want to radio down and give them a heads up,” I said.
“No one is going near the elevator. And we know they can’t get off. That elevator is stalled right there,” she said. “It’s our problem when we leave.”
“Then we’ll cross that bridge when we get there.”  I crept ahead and peeked down the hall. “Nothing,” I whispered.”
“That makes seven out of the nine.”
“Maybe the other two are in the stairwell.”
I moved toward my room, down that long fucking hallway. Asia turned left to right, walked backwards.
Neither of us said anything from that point forward.
As we neared my room, I saw the father of the Jurassic Park kids. He lay in the hallway not far from their door.
“Here,” I said almost inaudibly, lifted the master key to the door and it turned green. I opened it.
We both hurried inside.
Immediately I lifted my duffle bag and tossed it on the bed, rummaged through and grabbed a pair of socks,
I lifted my jeans from the floor and threw them on the bed as well.
I’d change into them and get my own shoes, even though the Magic Johnson ones were cool.
“Smells like a brewery in here,” Asia said.
“Speaking of which.” I opened the little fridge and grabbed what remained of my beer. There was a minuscule amount left in my bottle. I swiped that up and finished it. When I did, I saw my container with my burger.
A portion of it remained and I brought it to my mouth as I walked to the nightstand, grabbed my phone and my charger.
“Full charge,” I said.
“Good. Let’s get off this floor before the other two find us.”
“I have to go next door. The Jurassic Park kids’ stuff is there. I want to grab their …”
The loud explosion cut me off and it felt as if the whole building shook. I ducked as if it were right there.
“They don’t sound large enough,” Asia said. “To wipe out the city.”
“They don’t.” Slowly dropping my charger into my bag I walked to the window.
Another explosion rang out and I opened the curtain.
I didn’t hear it the first two times, but I certainly did then. The engine sound of the jet as it soared over. I couldn’t see the bomb drop, but I watched the explosion. A huge fireball over the river.
“Oh my God,” Asia gasped, standing next to me. “They’re blowing up the bridges.”
“Yep,” I said, “Sealing us in.”




TWELVE – HEADING BACK

I had retrieved all that I needed from my room. My charger, phone, shoes, one pair of fresh clothes, other items, and I finished the hamburger.
“Has your father called you?” Asia asked. “You need to check in and let him know you’re fine. I know you said he’s on a farm somewhere.”
“You’re right. You heard from your husband yet?”
Asia shook her head. “Not yet.”
I nodded and hoped she was right.
Scrolling through the phone, I hadn’t seen a missed call from my father. He probably was sleeping, but since I didn’t want him to worry if he did watch the news, I thought I’d call. Before I did, I heard a message alert.
Asia nervously fumbled her phone as she took it from her pocket and lifted it to her eyeline.
“Oh, thank God,” she gasped out. “They made it out.”
“What’s it say?” I asked.
“Made it out. We’re safe. No roadblocks. On Seventy-nine now. Free and clear.”
“That’s good. That’s where I need to head, too. So it’s not spread and they aren’t stopping people. Good sign.”
“Yeah, it is. I just … when they get to the cabin, I won’t be able to reach them. There’s no signal there. So I’m just gonna …” her fingers began to move. “Tell them I’m escaping as well.”
A bleep let me know her message went through. Then I called my father. It rang three times and went to voicemail. I didn’t worry too much that something was wrong because according to Asia’s husband, it was fine outside the city.
“Hey, Dad, it’s me,” I said. “There’s some sort of crisis here. You probably know that. I’m fine. I’m making my way out of the city. Stay put if you can. If you leave, leave word. I’ll be alright. I love …” I lowered the phone when I heard three quick beeps. Glancing down, I saw the words ‘no signal’. “They cut the networks.”
“Are you sure?”
“At least the cells. Check your phone.”
Asia looked at hers. “No signal.” She walked to the room phone and lifted it. “Inner hotel phones work.”
Lifting the remote, I aimed it at the television. There was a signal and news but the quality was terrible. Clicking off the television, I put down the remote. “Let’s go.”
First I checked the peephole, then carefully I opened the door, looking both ways. “Clear.”
With my bag and bat, I slipped out and went three doors down.
Their room was messy, but the lights were on. Without hesitation, I started looking around. I found a phone. It had to be the girl’s. I put it in my bag.
I looked for other items, just a few things they would need.
“Listen,” Asia spoke to me gently, almost too ‘motherly’, “I don’t know what your connection is with Daisy and Luke, but …”
“Who?”
“Daisy and Luke.”
“Why are we talking about the Dukes of Hazzard?”
“We’re not, we’re talking about the kids. The ones from this room.”
“Oh, Lex and Tim.”
“That’s not their names!” she said.
“Neither is Daisy and Luke. At least I picked a name that goes with them.”
“John, what are you talking about? Those are their names. I asked them.”
“Why?” I asked.
“Because,” she replied with a laugh. “I wanted to know their names.”
“Oh, well. No way. Not their ….” I reached for the dresser and that was when I saw it. It looked like a makeup bag, but clear. Inside were a few bottles of medication and an inhaler. I lifted the bag, seeing the date of birth on a label and the name Lucas Stewart. “Would you say he’s about ten?”
“Yeah. A small ten.”
I placed the medication case in my bag.
“Is that his stuff?”
“It is.”
“Good thinking.”
“For you,” I told her.
“Why me?”
“They’ll be with you.”
She laughed. “And you.”
“I’m terrible with kids.”
“I think you’re better than you give yourself credit for. And we all leave together. Okay?”
“I think if we kind of split up it might be …”
“John,” she cut me off.
“What?”
“We leave together. I mean, if you want to go solo, fine.” She shrugged. “I’ll take the kids. But I don’t think they’ll leave your side.”
“Maybe. Let’s just hope we have time to get out of the city.”
“We need to see if there are any military out there. They may leave us, but they won’t leave kids,” she said.
“Good point. And maybe if they are out there. They’ll give us a countdown.”
“If,” she said. “They’re blowing us up.”
“When they’re blowing us up.”
I finished grabbing everything I needed from the room and was ready to head back down to the lobby.
There were so many bridges in the city, the amount of explosions was like a bad Fourth of July celebration, nonstop noise that blended in the background.
There was a lot we didn’t know. We didn’t know how much of the city was closed down. If we could find a way out without needing a bridge, or even if they’d let us out.
But we weren't learning the answers to any of that while we were on the sixteenth floor.
It was time to go back down.




THIRTEEN – SOLO

Adolescent elevator infected was primed and ready when we pressed the down button. Of course, he raged out at us. His face was even more bloody than when we last saw him. I could only imagine he stayed inside that elevator plowing to the doors only to bounce back.
The second he barreled out at us, we were ready. We had a plan.
I grabbed on to him as Asia raced into the elevator. Then holding him, I shoved him as hard as I could toward the hall. Once I saw he landed on his side, I hurried into the elevator with Asia.
His running footsteps drew closer as the doors closed.
I didn’t think they’d close in enough time.
They did.
“We’re gonna have to forget they’re kids,” I said. “I mean, they’re infected.”
“You know, you see it in movies. Yet, no one ever faces a child.”
“It’s one of two reasons. Either all the kids just weren’t fast enough to only get bit and turn or it was a network decision.”
Ding.
Lobby.
We arrived.
While I was pretty sure nothing was going to jump out at us, I didn’t take a chance. I stood off to the side of the opening doors until I knew and then I stepped off.
I wondered if those in the ballroom heard the explosions. If they did, were they even wondering what it was?
When I passed the hallway for the ballrooms, Asia called out to me.
“Where are you going?” she asked.
“I need to see what’s going on out there.”
“I’ll come with you.”
“No, why don’t you see what they know in the ballroom. See if JR got any more news.”
“You sure?” she asked.
“Positive.”
We parted ways there. She turned down the hall toward the ballroom and I kept going straight to the lobby.
“Hey,” a security guard called to me. “You got shoes.”
“I did.”
“Nice.”
“Thanks,” I said. “Anything going on out there.”
“To be honest, I haven’t looked,” he replied. “I’m staying here in case anything comes in.”
“Did you hear any explosions?”
He nodded. “I did. I don’t know what they are.”
“I do.”
“What was it?” he asked.
“They blew up the bridges.”
“They what?” he blasted. “If they blew up the bridges, how are we supposed to get out?”
“We’re not.”
I made my way to the front of the lobby and to the huge wall of windows barricaded with chairs and tables. It was our vulnerability and if there were enough of the infected, the couches and chairs weren’t keeping them back.
Before happening upon the stacked furniture I listened, trying to hear what was going on out there.
A faint siren was all I heard, it wasn’t even close.
No gunshots, no sound of commotion or the infected.
I inched toward the barricade looking for a spot where I could peek out and not be seen.
I did.
It wasn’t much of an opening, a few inches, not like I had before, but enough for me to see outside.
The exterior hotel lights lit up the valet circle outside of the building. There were only a few infected meandering around out there. Unlike like what I had seen earlier. My guess was they followed the sound of the explosion.
I couldn’t see any fires, the outside lights hindered that.
The police presence was gone.
It was somewhat quiet.
I watched for a few minutes then made my way back to the ballroom.
The question of whether the people in there heard the explosions was answered when I walked in.
They were all sleeping before, now they huddled around the television that JR had rolled out.
The second I stepped back in, the Jurassic Park kids rushed to me, both of them flinging their arms around me.
“You made it,” the girl said.
“Yeah. I did.” I peeled her arms from me. “I got your phone and some of your things.” I reached into the bag. “But there’s no signal.” Blindly I felt inside the bag until my fingers touched it. I pulled it out and handed it to her.
“That’s okay,” she said. “I have pictures of my dad on here.”
“Where do you live?” I asked. “I mean, where’s your mom?”
“Orlando,” she replied. “My dad brought us with him. He had baseball try-outs.”
“Your dad was trying out?” I asked.
“No.” she giggled. “He’s a Scout.”
“Small world.”
“Huh?”
I shook my head. “What’s going on with the television?”
“I don’t know. Something about evacuation.”
“They said that on the TV?” I asked.
She nodded.
The word ‘evacuation’ was not something I expected to hear. “I’ll be right back.”
I walked across the ballroom to the large group huddled around the television.
Not surprisingly, the Jurassic Park kids were on my heels.
I approached Asia, whispering, “What are they saying?”
“They announced they sealed off the city,” she replied.
“We knew that.”
“Yeah, but they said it was a means to control the infected getting out. They’re setting up evacuation boats at the wharf.”
“What the hell is a wharf?” I asked.
“Edge of the river,” she said. “They’re supposed to start evacuating tomorrow. They’re telling people to stay put and inside and wait until your area is called. They don’t want people rushing to the river.”
I glanced at the television. The man on there was distorted by bad reception.
“Did they say how long?” I asked.
She shook her head. “Not really. No one knows. They’re saying it could take a few days.”
“We don’t have a few days.”
“Maybe we do,” she said. “I mean, what choice do we have, John? We can try to get out there on our own and make our way out or we wait for the boats.”
“And we’re supposed to know it’s time to go to the boats, how?”
She pointed to the television. “The news.”
“We can barely make out what he’s saying through the bad reception. I have a hard time believing they aren’t just stringing us along until they bomb us. We should just go.”
“Okay, but wouldn’t it be better to go once we know exactly what we’re facing?”
“We don’t know what we’re facing in this fucking hotel let alone a block away.”
“Exactly,” she said. “So, we wait until we hear something.”
“No, we don’t.”
“Do you see another option?” Asia asked.
“Yeah, I do. In a couple hours at dawn.” I glanced at my watch. “I go and take a look.” I turned, glancing at the Jurassic Park kids. They looked scared and tired. “I’ll find a way out.”




FOURTEEN – DAWN

I knew his name wasn’t Tim, but it just stuck with me, because he reminded me so much of Timmy, one of the Jurassic Park kids.
Then again, calling him Jurassic Park Boy worked just as well.
Maybe it was my subconscious way of not getting too close to them.
At that point, that early, I didn’t even know myself if I would be leaving them behind at some point.
But Jurassic Park Boy … he was a thinker, either that or just a complete movie buff.
He was so young. I kept thinking, ‘why did he watch so many movies’?
I was one of those people that after I watched a movie, it kind of just went to the back of my mind.
It was probably why I didn’t think of it until Tim brought it up.
Kitchen towels and duct tape.
They were my armor.
“You can’t just go out there,” Tim said. “You have to be ready. They go for the arms and legs. Be prepared, like Brad Pitt.”
How did he even know who Brad Pitt was? Then I thought about that Zombie movie he was in and it made sense. It was the first undead film I had seen where someone thought to pad their arms and legs.
I wondered why that was never thought of before.
My plan wasn’t to venture out and far, it was to see what was close and where we could go.
JR gathered towels from the kitchen and duct tape from maintenance. We padded my forearms and shins, wrapping them with towels and securing it with duct tape.
Going out the front entrance wasn’t an option. Not that there was anything out there, it just wasn’t wise to move the barricade of furniture.
“Here.” JR handed me a radio. “If you stay close to the hotel, a couple blocks, we should be able to pick you up if you call for help.”
“I won’t need help,” I said.
“Take it anyway,”
I placed the radio in my back pocket. “I plan to go out, see what’s happening and get right back in here.”
“Still, you never know,” JR said.
Asia extended her pistol. “Here, take this.”
“No.” I lifted my bat. “I have this. And you need that in case something happens here. I won’t be long. Hopefully.”
“So here’s the plan,” JR explained. “We’re going to try the kitchen service entrance first. If it’s clear, you’ll go out that way, down the alley and it will bring you to the boulevard. You’ll be out in the open.”
I nodded.
“But,” he said. “If we look out and those .. things are there, we’ll have to take you through the garage.”
“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. Something creepy about that situation,” I said.
“Yeah, I’ve seen that movie, too,” replied JR with a swat to my arm. “Ready.”
I nodded.
Jurassic Park Girl wrapped her arms tightly around my waist as I took a step toward the kitchen. “Be careful, come back.”
“I will.” Not sure what I was thinking but I patted her on the head like some dog. I was about ninety percent confident I would be back, but before any of us could leave the hotel and try to make it out of the city, I had to see what was going on out there.
JR led the way from the ball room to the kitchen, then to a small service area with a metal door. There was no way to see what was on the other side other than to open it.
Logic told me those things hung out where they knew there were people. It was quiet in the back and chances were only one or two would be there. Until the noise of the door called to them.
Slowly I pushed on the bar so as not to make a squeak. Once it was completely depressed, I added pressure to open the door.
It wasn’t that easy, it needed a shove, when I did that, a short metal against metal sound rang out. I paused then peeked out. It looked clear.
“Have someone stay here and wait for me,” I said. “This is where I’ll come back.”
“Someone will be here,” JR said. “Good luck.”
“Thanks.” I opened the door a little wider and peered into the alley. Nothing came running from my right or my left. At that point it was clear, and I stepped out.
JR was careful not to let the door slam.
As soon as I stepped out in the alley the smell of smoldering fire carried to me and mixed with the smell of something rotting, like garbage baking in the sun.
Following the directions JR gave me, I made my way down the alley, continuously looking behind me.
Four bodies were there on the ground. Their clothes were soaked in blood, and faces held that madman expression of the infected. Around each body was a puddle of blood. They had been executed.
Someone made their way through there cleaning up, taking out the infected. The military or police. We had been inside the hotel with no means to see the war that raged outside in the span of twenty hours.
Now I did.
It was quiet. No screaming, a lone gun shot here and there. Nothing like I expected. I continued on to assess. Maybe, just maybe, getting out of the city would be easier than I had originally thought.




FIFTEEN – BARNEY AND FRIENDS

Was it over? Had the military and police handled and eliminated the threat of the infection outside? From my walk down that back street, it looked to me as if it were worse in the hotel than on the street.
A part of me even wondered if maybe they blew up the bridges and evacuated a lot of the area and we were forgotten about.
It just seemed and felt so empty.
JR said it was an alley and for all of two seconds I was shaded between the hotel and another building. The next block of the walk on that back street, I passed through an area of small courtyards. I felt vulnerable and out in the open. I stayed on the paved road. The man-made parks with city beautification trees were on both sides of me.  I could see another main street to my left, it was in the distance. I couldn’t see any movement. There were bodies in the grass.
Strangely enough, they were covered.
After getting through the courtyard, I was back in between buildings, and it was so much like the allies you see in the movies.
Having been a country boy, it was not familiar surroundings.
Then I heard the motor sound. It sounded like a larger truck and not long after, at the end of my path I watched a huge military dump truck roll down the boulevard.
The military was still in the city, that was a good sign. They weren’t detonating a bomb over us any time soon.
I picked up the pace some, hoping to catch them, and no sooner did I step foot onto the sidewalk of the main drag, I heard a shot. Instinct caused me to duck down and back, doing so just as the bullet hit the brick above my head.
“I’m not one of them,” I called out. “I’m not one.” I extended the bat and waved it. “I’m not one of them,” I repeated, then stood straight and cautiously stepped out from that alleyway.
When I emerged, I was immediately greeted by four soldiers all aiming their rifles on me. They looked as if they were dressed more for riot control. BTU’s with thick vests, arm padding and helmets with a clear shield.
“Drop the bat,” the one ordered.
“No. I’m not one of them and I’m not leaving myself vulnerable.”
“You think that will do it?” the same soldier asked with sarcasm.
“Look at my bat. It’s helped me so far.” I lifted the bat again to show them the blood.
They lowered their weapons.
“Is it over?” I asked.
“Hardly,” he answered. “Did you miss the boat?”
“Is that a euphemism or are you being literal?” I asked.
He laughed. “I’m being literal.”
“Then I guess I did,” I replied. “Because from what we picked up on the news…”
“We?” he asked. “You’re with a group.”
“A large group …” I looked down to the name stitched on his jacket. “Sergeant Barney. And …” I nodded at the purple dinosaur pin he wore. “I am pretty sure that’s not reg.”
“No, it’s not. Who cares, right? Where is your group? We’ve been clearing this four block area.”
“Not very well.” I pointed back to the hotel. “We’re there. Barricaded in the ballroom. Waiting on news of a fucking boat. I came out to see what was going on.”
“I’ll give you a heads up,” Barney said. “They’ll make the announcement that the boats will start loading about six tonight. Four ships. One ferry, three from the Gateway Clipper. They’re going to evacuate twice a day for the next couple days. Take you down river to a refugee center. If you miss the boats or don’t get on one, they return at six a.m.”
I nodded. “Thank you. I appreciate that. Where do we go?”
“Mon Wharf Parking. There’s a landing there where the boats will dock. It’s a good eight blocks so give yourselves enough time. How many are there?”
“A lot.”
“You said you’re at the hotel,” he said. “Are there any infected in there?”
I scoffed a laugh. “It’s like a video game on every fucking floor. They just don’t take the elevators.”
Barney smiled, as if the news delighted him. “Sweet.” He held his hand to the ear position of his helmet. “Command, this is Red Team. We’re headed to the Pittsburgh Grand Hotel. Survivors are inside with floors of infected that could threaten their safety.” He paused. “Roger that.” He waved his hand to his team. “Red Team, we're headed to the Grand.” Barney glanced at me. “Can you take us there?”
With a nod and ‘absolutely,’ I turned and led the four man team down the back street to the hotel. I was pretty positive we weren’t in any danger, but I was glad the teams were coming to help clear the hotel. Just in case the infected got smart and learned to use the elevator.
Barney told me two more teams would be joining them.
I guess my next job would be to inform JR and figure out how all those people in the ballroom were going to move out. Barney said the area was clear, but a large group of survivors could attract a large group of infected.
We arrived at the back entrance, it was locked and I knocked once.
JR opened the door. “That was fast.”
“I brought a clean up crew.” I pointed back with my thumb. “Meet Barney and friends.”
“Are you serious?” JR opened the door wider. “Barney and friends.”
“I’m Sergeant Barney.” He introduced himself. “We have teams coming to help clear the floors.”
“Thank you,” JR said, stepping aside “And John,” he said to me. “Thank you.”
“If you can show us where to go,” Barney requested.
“This way.” Stepping back, JR motioned his hand for them to follow.
“Barney.” I called out. “Hold up.”
He stopped, informed his team to go with JR, then waited for me.
“You gave me a heads up about the rescue boats,” I said. “How about another heads up?”
“On?”
“When they are bombing the city.”
“What? What are you talking about?”
“Come on. They blew the bridges. All escape routes,” I said. “I’m not dumb. When are they blowing it?”
He looked over his shoulder as if someone could be listening, then he spoke softly. “They’re trying their hardest to get people out of all twelve infected cities. Blowing the bridges is just one way to try to stop the infected from getting out. If they haven’t already. There are a lot. I mean … a lot.”
“So there is a bomb coming.”
“Possibly.”
“When?” I asked.
“If it looks like we can’t contain it,” he said. “You have four days … to get at least ten miles out of the city.”




SIXTEEN – CLEAR

I guess I really didn’t know what to expect when the Army came invading the hotel. They pulled up the fire escape map studying the layout of the floors before handing JR a radio and twelve of them headed toward the elevators.
Two master keys went to each squad leader.
I gave them the heads up about the kid on Sixteen.
Barney said, “Noted.”
Then I tagged along.
They didn’t want me there, especially since I wasn’t armed … at first. Then Asia got a pistol from one of her security guys, gave it to me and I was golden.
I still had my bat.
The radio was  to let the ballroom know if they were sending survivors down. Asia could wait by the elevator.
I didn’t even consider that there were people still remaining on the floors. They evacuated through the evening and there were far too many infected for all the healthy guests to not be in the ballroom.
Three teams of four would go up. Starting on the twentieth floor, each team would take a floor. Red Team went to Twenty, Green Team went to Nineteen and Blue Team hit the eighteenth floor. When all was clear, the teams would go down, skipping the two floors below them. Meaning I joined the Red Team, and we’d go to the seventeenth floor after we finished with the twentieth.
The red team and I rode elevator two by ourselves. When we arrived on the twentieth floor it was a slightly different set up. There were less rooms and they all were suites.
After giving a master key to another soldier, Barney sent three men down the hall to the right, while he and I went to the left.
The plan was to take out any that came for us and check each and every room.
“United States Army,” Barney called out. “Anyone need assistance? United States Army.”
The loud call of his voice caused me to flinch, I was surprised he called out so loudly. I listened, waiting for any of those things to come.
None did. The last door in the hall was the presidential suite.
“Maybe the privileged didn’t get infected,” I joked, pointing to the room.
“You might be right. Get the door when it unlocks” He swiped the key over the door, it clicked green. Barney held his rifle steady.
I lowered the handle and when I did, Barney pushed the door open with his foot.
“United States Army,” he called out. “This room is clear.” He stepped in. “One of those things would have raced out.”
I couldn’t believe the room. I wasn’t even sure anyone had even been in there, it was so neat and clean. No luggage, no drink glasses, no blood.
It was a beautiful room. A great place and safe place to hunker down and wait the crisis out had there not been a nuke set to  arrive.
“Hello!” Barney yelled, then tilted his head. “Clear … oh, wow fresh fruit.”
“Huh?”
He walked over to the bar where there was a huge fruit basket. He grabbed an orange and tossed it my way. “Enjoy.”
“I will.” I put it in my inside jacket pocket. “Thanks.”
Then there it was.
The running footsteps, the snarling, it was coming our way. I turned slightly to look over my shoulder. The door to the suite wasn’t completely closed,
“Sounds like one,” Barney said, raising his rifle.
I lifted my bat and barreling through the door came an infected man. As if I were some sort of chopped liver, he totally bypassed me and went straight for Barney.
My new soldier friend was ready and fired one single shot. The infected went down and out.
It wasn’t even a few seconds after that shot, my eyes cast down to the body, when we heard more running and snarling.
“This is going to be fun,” Barney said sarcastically, stepping over the body and walking to the door. He stood just outside the frame. “We can retreat there if needed. Don’t let the door …”
He cut his sentence short and began firing when six of them ran our way. There was something different about them. They looked infected: white face, strange bruising on their cheeks, neck, and around their eyes, but they weren’t bloody. They hadn’t been bit and turned or even feasted yet. Those six were directly infected by the weapon.
Barney was fast, he didn’t fire aimlessly either. He knew where to aim and how to do it efficiently.
About eight shots were fired and they all went down.
“Wow, you didn’t need me,” I said.
“You never know.”
I could hear another coming. Lighter footsteps, I was betting it was a female and it was. She appeared from around the bend, charging our way.
“I got this.” Barney lifted his rifle. Nothing happened. It was jammed.
She was closer and he reached for his pistol, but before he could lift and fire, I stepped forward swinging my bat, imagining she was that fast wayward pitch, and I connected.
Blood splattered out when the bat hit the side of her head and like a fly ball, she sailed to the left, smacking into the wall.
She wasn’t dead. Not then. The moment she moved, he shot her.
“Nice hit,” he said.
“Not enough.”
“You’re gonna have to hit them more than once and you may not have time for that.” He put away his pistol and worked on his rifle to clear the jam.
I nodded, staring down at her. My problem was, I didn’t aim to hit and kill, just to stop them. Barney didn’t hesitate, he didn’t look at them like they were people. They were a threat he had to eliminate.
There was a lot to be learned from him at that moment.
And I was about to put that new lesson to task when we heard more coming and shots fired from the rest of Red Team in the other hallway.
“Your team is firing.”
“I hear. There could not have been that many guests on this floor,” Barney raised his rifle. “Where are they coming from?”
And then I heard it. The closing of a door and it hit me.
“Fuck, they’re coming up the stairs. They’re taking the stairs now.”
“Get on the radio.” Barney tossed it my way. “Tell everyone to secure the stairwells.” He started firing.
I lifted the radio to make that call. My mind kept going to those in the ballroom. The infected were no longer just running up and down the halls chasing their dinner, they were now seeking it out. No longer mindless savages but rather predatory ones.
We had to clear the floors and get those people out, because if we didn’t get the infected, it was only a matter of time before the infected got to the people in the ballroom.




SEVENTEEN – BUDDY SYSTEM

“They’re thinking,” Barney said.
“What? You’re nuts,” I snapped back. “They aren’t thinking.”
“The ones that are infected but not, you know, dead and risen infected.”
“Maybe.”
“They are. They came for us, man,” Barney said.
“And they’ll come for the people in the ballroom if we don’t get them out.”
“That’s the plan. Hopefully, we got enough of them.”
That was the conversation he and I had before we got on the elevator after our last floor.
It took three hours for us to return to the lobby level. We would meet the other squads there.
JR rushed our way the second we walked through the doors. “What’s going on? What happened?”
“We cleared the floors,” I replied. “What did you do with my bourbon?”
“Really?” JR pointed to his tattoo. “I’ve been in your place.’
“Yeah, well not during a zombie apocalypse, I can pretty much fucking guarantee that.”
“Okay, yeah, you have a point. It’s in the kitchen.”
“Thanks.” I turned and headed to the kitchen. Sure enough my bottle was sitting on the counter and I lifted it, pouring some into the glass that was there from the night before.
“That bad?” Asia asked as she walked in.
“It was bad.” I downed my drink. “But that’s not what I’m worried about.”
“What are you worried about?” she asked.
“Yeah.” JR’s voice entered the kitchen, then I saw him walk closer. “That’s what I want to know. Drinking this early, something is on your mind. Or, you just have the shakes.”
“I don't have the shakes.” I poured more. “Barney believes the ones infected, the ones that didn’t die to get infected, he says they’re thinking.”
“Why wouldn’t they?” JR said. “I mean they aren’t dead, right? They’re probably just not thinking clearly.”
“Obviously.” I brought my drink to my lips. “I’m worried about …”
“John,” Jurassic Park Girl came into the kitchen. “Hey, that soldier guy wants everyone in the ballroom.”
I nodded and holding my glass I headed back out of the kitchen.
I heard JR say something about me not saying what worried me, I’d tell me after we heard what Barney had to say.
The moment I stepped back into the ballroom, Barney looked at me.
“Okay, everyone is here?” he asked. “Listen up. Murphey here …” He pointed to the security guard, the one that was giving me survival advice. “Murphey did a head count. He says there are now sixty-five of you.  We need to get you all to the boats that are going to be at the wharf at six.”
I couldn’t help it. I kind of snickered.
“What?” JR asked. “What’s funny?”
“That word. Wharf. You don’t think it’s funny?”
“No.”
“It sounds funny.”
“We have two hours,” Barney continued. “It’s a good walk. The military has done a good job of clearing the area of the infected, but I am not going to sugar coat it. They’re out there. They’re in buildings. The infected aren’t all gone. So here is what I propose. I have three squads, that’s twelve soldiers. Where are my armed security guards?”
I shifted my eyes to Asia as she raised her hand and I looked around. That guy Murphy raised his hand and there were two more.
“Good, that’s four,” Barney said. “I want to divide all of you into six groups. Ten in one group, eleven in the others. Two soldiers will escort each team with security backing them up in four of the groups. We will leave in intervals of five minutes, spreading us out. You will be safe, I promise you. John … do you want to escort a team, too?”
“No.” I shook my head. “I’m good. I’ll be part of a group.”
“Alright,” Barney said, “The boats will take you down and across the river, where buses will get you out of the city. It is my hope we get all of you on the first ferry. But just be prepared. Have water, food on you, just in case. First group leaves in fifteen minutes. Get your gear.”
I glanced over to JR. “Let’s go hit your dry storage to see what we can take.”
“Sounds good. Just know, whatever group you’re in, I’m in that group.”
“Why? I can’t possibly make you feel that safe.
“No,” JR said. “You’re a big dude, which means you’re a big target. Any of those things come after us, they’ll spot you first.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” I said.
“Of you being a target?”
“No. Of us all being targets. You asked what was worrying me, this trek to the boat is. Right now, the streets are quiet, no one is out there. These things left the front of the hotel because they couldn’t see us, hear us ... smell us. But the moment the sixty of us take to the streets, whatever infected are hiding in the shadows are gonna sniff us out.”
“They’ll pounce,” JR said.
“Yep.” I nodded. “They’ll pounce.”




EIGHTEEN – NO VENTURE NO GAIN

Back when I was about thirty, I dated a preschool teacher. We broke up for a really stupid reason, and she and her class came to my mind as we started prepping people to leave.
Not that the infected reminded me of preschoolers. Okay, maybe in a way they did. The way they moved about super fast, made strange noises like the infected, and couldn’t control their bodily functions, also like the infected.
The pure infected, the ones hit with the weapon … smelled. Not only did they exude the scent of rotting flesh from their victims, they reeked of piss and shit.
It was just not a pleasant thing to be around and there was no getting used to it. However, before long it would be a good thing because we would know they were coming before we heard or saw them.
So, there we were, the first group had just walked out, we were prepping the second group and I thought about Alison the preschool teacher.
Just the way everyone lined up and held on to each other reminded me of when Alison would take her class to the park.
It wasn’t like the four year olds were all holding hands, they were all bound together with some weird rope with foam wrist handcuffs, while Alison held this spooling ring to release and tighten tension on the thing. The kids would each get a cuff, put their hand in and be connected with every other kid.
I told her it wasn’t a very responsible thing to do and tying them together showed carelessness.
“If one of them were my kid,” I said to her. “I’d be fucking pissed.”
“Why, John?” she replied, offended.
“You have them tied together.”
“It’s for safety reasons.”
“They’re tied together like on a leash.”
“For safety reasons. Kids run, it keeps them together.”
“Oh my God,” I blasted. “That’s my point.”
“What are you talking about? What if we’re crossing the street and one lags behind.”
“What if …” I said. “You’re crossing the street and the one on the end gets hit by a car.”
“That’s dark.”
“Exactly,” I said. “One of them gets hit, they’re all going flying like the tail to a kite and you’re holding the string thing.”
Suffice to say that didn’t go over well.
My point was valid, just like my concerns in sending the groups out, all holding on and staying close. If one person gets attacked, they’re all going down.
We were the last group out.
I stayed behind for two reasons. I wanted to make sure nothing came down from upstairs and I wanted to see if the other groups were immediately attacked.
Neither happened.
JR was the manager, so like the captain of a ship, he waited, along with Asia. The Jurassic Park kids refused to leave without me, and an older couple joined us. Actually, I’d say elderly but in great shape. Herman and Rina were married sixty years.
The fact that they still smiled and liked each other after all those decades was impressive.
Our best and fast bet to get to the boat was walking out the main entrance, but to do so, not only would we have to remove the barricade, but we'd have to walk through the lobby.
I didn’t want to take down that barricade. What if we had to retreat?
We hadn’t heard anything on the radio from the previous teams. Barney, who walked with us, was in that ‘no news is good news’ mindset.
Like the other teams, we left through the back banquet door.
“Stay tight but not too tight,” I said. “We don’t need to be trapped if they come for us.”
“How exactly would we be trapped?” JR asked.
“Too close, one person gets it, another will too,” I explained. “And you two may not want to hold hands.”
Herman and Rina were in front of me and just gave me the dirtiest look.
“Just saying,” I shrugged.
Jurassic Park Girl tugged on my arm. “Are they coming for us?”
“I don’t know.”
“We’ll be okay,” Asia spoke assuredly.
I wasn’t so confident. It felt weirdly quiet as we made it down the alley to the main street. Barney led the way. At the end of the alley, he lifted his hand in that soldier ‘hold up’ manner.
We all stopped.
“John,” he spoke softly. “Give me your bat.”
“What? No. Why?”
Barney pointed. I made my way to him and looked.
It was like something out of a movie. An infected female knelt above a body, her hands digging into the mid-section of a corpse, lifting insides and bringing them to her mouth. The guts weren’t whole, it was as if she were picking the leftovers.
She wasn’t a pure infected, she sported her own gaping neck injury. It wouldn’t be long before the man on the ground got up as well.
JR whispered. “What is it?”
I peered back at him. “Your security guard.”
“Fuck.”
“I know.”
Barney said. “I don’t want to fire and call attention to more.”
“Anyone else?” JR asked.
“What?” I questioned.
“Anyone else from our hotel?”
“Can we …” Barney said. “Discuss this later. The Infected is occupied. Give me your bat.”
“No. Trust me.” I stepped forward. “I’ll swing a lot harder than you.”
“But you won’t  kill it. You swing wrong,” Barney said.
“I swing wrong?”
“You swing for the head like it’s a ball. Which is fine when they’re standing but she’s kneeling. Careen down on the top of her head.”
Rina, irritated, spoke up. “Can one of you do it so we can pass her.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I replied politely, gripping my bat. I moved slowly to her, she wasn’t far. More than likely she ran out at the group. I recognized the security guard. He was in the group before us.
Bat held in my hand, I lifted it high. It took two good strides to get close enough and on the second one, I brought that bat down.
Like Barney suggested, I delivered that blow with all my might, landing on the top of her head.
I felt like that comedian from decades earlier, smashing a watermelon with a sledgehammer. Her skull didn’t explode, in fact, the bat dented it, cracking it with enough force that blood splattered up at me.
Everything about the infected woman just froze. Her hands, mouth, body … for a split second she didn’t move. Then she just toppled over to the side.
“Let’s move,” I heard Barney say.
My eyes were transfixed on what I had done.
“John.” Asia tugged on my arm. “Now, let’s go.”
I nodded and turned around and caught up to the rest of the moving group.
The kids found their way to me, staying close.
“John,” the girl said. “I’m sorry you had to do that.”
“Thanks.”
“You think it’s okay now?” she asked.
“I don’t know.”
And I didn’t. I also didn’t want to lie to her and tell her we’d be fine, when we didn’t know what was ahead of us.
It was the body of one person from the hotel. Chances were, while they were being killed, the rest took off running. Allowing his mauling to be a diversion.
But just because we didn’t see any more bodies didn’t mean a trail wasn’t ahead of us.
We had a ten minute walk through the streets of hell.
Anything could happen.




NINETEEN – CROWD SURFING

I knew boarding wasn’t going to be easy when we could hear the throngs of people before we could even see them or get close.
Their voices carried, yelling, arguing, pleading …whatever. Massive evacuation crowd noises of desperate people all trying to get onto three boats.
We saw one more body on our way to the wharf. It wasn’t one of ours, which led me to believe the rest of the hotel people made it there safely.
One would think since the hotel was close to the river, that we’d follow it there. That wasn’t the case. It was shorter to cut across the city streets to a road, ridiculously called the ‘Parkway’. It was the city’s freeway and a section of it ran through town. While it was street level with us, it was like an overpass highway just above the wharf.
Asia said there was a ramp down to the docking area below..
We just needed to get there.
I saw the sign and the ramp, and when we made it to the ‘Parkway’, which was a road people drove and not parked on, we started to hear the crowds.
Cars were just left abandoned on the road and like some sort of apocalypse movie, our group had to weave through the cars to get to that ramp.
I took in my surroundings, just in case. We had crossed four lanes of roads to get to that section of the highway. We stood as a group, right at the intersection by the ramp.
We were in a strange position. Behind us were older office buildings. Some looked as if people hid in them and made an escape. Others looked as if the infected tore their way through it. So many broken windows.
In front of us was the river and we were right smack between two bridges they had blown up.
We didn’t see any infected, but two more lanes over on the overpass were two soldiers keeping guard while three were positioned with RPGs at the railing ready to launch. My guess it was just in case. From where I stood, I could see the tops of the three boats. They were docked and waiting.
I walked across the two lanes to the edge of the road and to the railing to see what was going on down below us on the wharf.
Just as I expected there were so many people below. They didn’t line up waiting, they hoarded to get on the boats. Pushing and shoving, trying to get past the military that diligently checked every person for infection.
There were a lot of people, but the three boats were good sized, I didn’t see any reason why everyone couldn’t get on.
They just had to be patient.
The ramp wasn’t far, I could see it ahead of us, but something screamed in my gut not to go.
“Pretty insane down there,” the one soldier said to me.
“Yeah, it is. Looks like there is plenty of room for everyone. Maybe we should wait.’
“That,” the soldier replied. “Is a really good idea. Wait until it thins out.”
Nodding my agreement, I returned to my group.
“What did they say?” JR asked.
“It’s crazy. I mean it looks insane,” I said. “I think we should wait. Not for another boat, just until it thins out. We can move closer to the soldiers or wait here at the top of the ramp.  What do you think, Barney?”
“I say we wait right here,” he replied. “Did you see any from the hotel down there?”
I laughed. “If you look, there’s no way to tell one person from the next, they’re so crammed.”
Jurassic Park Boy asked “Can we go see?”
I debated. I still wasn’t convinced even being close was all that good of an idea.
The people.
The noise.
I knew.
In a city filled with infected that hungrily sought out living beings, that humongous crowd clamoring below was nothing more than a sounding alarm that dinner was ready.
Finally, I relented and told the boy, “Yeah. Stay close.”
We hadn’t taken a single step when the crowd noise suddenly became screams.
“Stay here.” I told the boy, and Barney and I ran over to the railing.
It only took a glance to see the mass hysteria that happened in an instant. People rushed for the boats, shots were just being fired left and right. The infected were lunging through the crowd taking them down. It looked like they were body surfing.
“Shit.” I backed up when I watched two infected rush on the boat.
“Can’t let them leave,” one soldier yelled. “Fire at will.”
It was loud. It was fast.
Three deep, resonating ‘pops’ and a whooshing sound all in a row. I backed up even farther when trails of smoke sailed behind the explosives towards their targets.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
Targets were hit.
I watched the flames shoot up and I didn’t know how to feel at that moment. Turning to look at the group, I heard it.
It sounded like a stampede. Running footsteps, amplified as it bounced off the concrete of the empty city.
The running was close. I couldn’t determine a direction, but I knew we had to get somewhere.
“There!” I yelled pointing at a building across the street. I raced for our group. “Let’s go. This way.” I led them across the four lanes to the seven story building on the corner.
It had one of those old fashioned fire escapes, running up the center of the building from the roof to the ground.
The bottom portion was lifted some, not all the way.
All the windows on the first floor were busted out. In fact, any of those buildings on the street wouldn’t work because of all the windows. Too vulnerable..
As soon as we arrived at the building, I knew the running was even closer and I looked over my shoulder.
Hundreds if not thousands of them raced down the street toward us. They were a good two blocks up the street, but moving steady.
They had to have heard the firing and screaming.
The soldiers from across the street ran over to us as well, weapons out and ready.
“John!” Jurassic Park Girl cried out.
Backing up, I got a short running start and leapt for the bottom rung of the fire escape, pulling it down.
With a pivot of my body, I grabbed on to the boy and lifted him. “Climb! Hurry!” He started as I grabbed the girl, helping her up. She hadn’t climbed even a rung, when Asia climbed up with JR behind her so they could help Rina, then Herman. “Keep climbing. Go. Go.” I ordered.
I couldn’t believe how fast the older couple moved.
Barney was next, then me. I stayed on the first landing, helping up the soldiers, while watching the racing massive hoard come our way.
Two more soldiers to go.
We were gonna do it. We were gonna beat the infected.
The infected were close, fifty feet…I knew.
As the last soldier reached for the ladder they were too close.
“Raise it!” Barney called out, then reached around me.
“Your guy …”
“Get ready to help me, John.” He grabbed the top of the ladder. “Jump!” he told the soldier.
At the second the soldier’s hands reached the bottom rung, both Barney and I pulled it back and up.
I believed for a second we saved him.
Then he cried out, screaming in pain. They got him.
He tried to hold on and we tried to get him.
We were not only pulling his weight, but against the infected that pulled at him.
It was a fatal game of tug of war. We lost.
The struggle ended and tension released as the soldier dropped to the ground into the infected. Both Barney and I fell backwards when the momentum of our pull brought the ladder all the way up.
Scurrying to my feet, I looked below.
He was just swarmed by them. His one arm reached up as if we could grab it. His fingers clenched in a plea for help as his wide open eyes begged for something, anything.
He was still alive.
Not for long.
A single gunshot rang out, landing directly in his head.
The hoard quickly enveloped and consumed him. I could no longer see that young man.
I didn’t look to see who delivered the shot of salvation into him. Right then and there I had to think. I knew the twelve of us couldn’t stay on that fire escape indefinitely and we certainly couldn’t just go right into the building. We didn’t know what was inside.
At least for the moment, we were safe.
There were many names that came for them. At first they were the infected, the sick, then as days passed they were eaters, D’s, deaders, Z’s. Before all that, though, they were family and friends. They were people we knew, laughed with, fought with. Then in a blink of an eye they became something we didn’t know.
Then just as fast, those not infected fractured off as well.




TWENTY – BETTE MIDLER

While none of us were really ‘infected experts’ we all knew: out of sight, out of mind, and those things would move on. They only chase what they can see, smell and hear.
Right then and there, they saw us pretty well on that fire escape.
They all looked up, reaching as if they could get us. Some even kept trying to jump.
We just needed to get out of sight for a while.
We were all on different levels of that escape.
“Tim,” I called up to Jurassic Park Boy who was near the top. “Tim.”
He didn’t answer or look back. He was engrossed looking in a window.
“Tim!” I yelled louder.
“Who are you calling?” Asia asked.
“The boy.”
“His name is Luke.”
“Oh.”
“Luke,” she called him. “John’s calling you.”
“Oh, sorry,” he said.. “I didn’t hear you.”
“That’s okay,” I replied. “What do you see? Anything?”
“No. It’s kind of dark, but there are none of those things.”
“Good. Thank you.”
Barney glanced my way. “What’s the plan?”
“Why are you asking me?” I asked.
“Because you got us here, led us to safety. So I thought I’d ask,” Barney said.
I thought for a moment. I knew going anywhere was going to be hard, at least for the time being, and it would be dark soon enough.
“Let’s check out the roof,” I told him. “If it’s clear, we bring everyone up there, then we’ll clear and secure the top floor.”
JR spoke up. “It’s a college building. I’m gonna guess no one is here.”
“Let’s not bank on that until we know.”
I squeezed my way through and passed each person, climbing the fire escape to the roof. Barney and two of the soldiers followed.
That left Asia and the other two to make sure everything stayed secure on the fire escape.
The roof was clear, but it was hot. The sun heated the tar surface making it nearly unbearable.
It would cool down at night, until then I needed to get people inside, out of view of the infected and out of earshot.
We took the stairwell cautiously then made our way to the top floor. JR was right. It was empty, no one was there. We checked every room and closet.
Once I was confident it was fine, I signaled for everyone and we led them in.
We made camp in one of the classrooms, broke into the vending machines and made a meal out of some of the stuff we took from the hotel.
We were good, but it wasn't sustainable for the long term. I wanted out of the city the next day.
Whether that would happen remained to be seen.
I managed to catch a couple hours of sleep, then I made my way to the roof.
Two of the soldiers were up there on watch and I walked to the edge and stared out. There I stood with a fifth of bourbon I’d swiped from the hotel, drinking it like a beer, as I looked out. I had a good visual. Beyond the immediate city, it didn’t look like any apocalypse event. It looked peaceful, quiet, normal.
It was dark and the power was still on. I could see street lights and building lights. The triangular top of one building in the city was lit up blue. The infected were dispersing. I suspected they’d be gone by morning.
I must have been lost in thought, because I didn’t even hear JR approach until he spoke.
“You okay, big guy?” he asked.
“Yeah, just thinking.”
“After all this,” JR said. “You and I are gonna talk about that.” He pointed to my bottle.
“What did I tell you, now is not the time to preach.”
“You’re right.” He lifted his hands in surrender. “So, what are you thinking? About where we’ll go?”
“Yeah, that and Bette Midler.”
“Bette Midler?” JR said in surprise. “Why her.”
“She did some song. And I kept thinking from a distance everything looks good.”
“Ah, yeah, from a distance, the world looks blue and green and the snow capped mountains white,” he said.
“The world does. I don’t see the mountains.”
JR laughed. “No, that’s the words to the song.” He then dropped his voice and sang those lines.
Just when I was about to say something, from across the roof, a soldier sang, “From a distance, the ocean meets the stream.”
“Okay, alright, thank you,” I said. “I get it.”
“Great song,” that soldier said.
“God is watching us,” the other sang.
“Okay, I get it.”
“Do you?” JR asked. “God …”
“Don’t sing.” I held up my hand. “But I get it. I’ve been looking, thinking I don’t know this city. How the hell are we gonna get across the river?”
JR answered. “They didn’t blow up every bridge on the Monongahela. And I know this city. They only blew up to the Rankin Bridge. We get past that we can take one of the railroad bridges across and not only be on the south hills of the city, but out of range of that bomb.”
“How do you know all this?” I asked.
“I talked to one of the soldiers. I told him I needed to know how far away they blew the bridges.”
“Why didn’t they take out the railway bridges?”
“Because as of right now, that’s an evacuation route.”
“Wow, thank you,” I said. “Thank you for getting that information.”
“Call it habit. I’m management. I ask questions.”
That made me laugh.
“You know, back at the hotel, when I first met you, you didn’t strike me as the type that would be part of or lead a group. You even mentioned going solo.”
I nodded. “I did. But …” Exhaling, I looked at the door. “I kind of feel like we’re all in this together now.”
“The reluctant hero.”
“Ha!” I laughed. “I’m no hero. So, how far away are these railway bridges?”
“About ten miles,” JR answered.
“Oh my God. How are we supposed to get two kids and two elderly people ten miles through Infected?”
JR reached up and gave a swat to my arm. “You’ll figure it out. I know you will. I’m going to go back down and try to sleep. I’ll leave you to your bottle, your view, and your thinking.”
“Night.”
“Night.”
I lifted the bottle to my lips and took a drink. He was right, I would figure it out. I had all night to think about it.
On the roof, bourbon in hand, I peered out hoping the answer would come to me and that somehow, someway, that song would get out of my head.




TWENTY-ONE – NO BREAK

I thought for sure by sunup those things would have dispersed.
They didn’t. They still massed all around us. The building was part of the college and located on the corner of Wood and Fort Pitt.
We learned fast that the rooms we stayed in were study areas and the remainder of the building was dorms.
The infected seemed to gather at that corner. They no longer reached for the building or fire escape. They just meandered. I needed them to meander elsewhere.
I spent a lot of time on that roof. I had a good view.
Behind us, where the hotel was, seemed clear. I couldn’t see any infected. But we couldn’t go back.
We needed to move forward and get out of the city.
A part of me just wanted to go. I was certain, on my own, I could make it out of the city.
I knew I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t leave the group.
From my rooftop post, I could see the stadium or at least a hint of it. My entire reason for being in the city was that stadium. My stupid dream of being a ballplayer.
Had I just listened to Maryanne at the post office, I would have been home with my father.
Maryanne was one of those practical people. A crass old lady who didn’t believe in following dreams.
‘Do what makes you money now,’ Maryanne would say. “Life is too short to keep getting let down’
Although it was a fucked up thing to say to someone who had dreams of bigger and better things than farming, I wish I would have listened.
Staring at that stadium, I thought of my father. I was glad he wanted me to do it and I was also glad to know he was safe.
My father. He was such a great guy. Supportive, funny, a hell of a cook. I always wished he had found someone after my mother died.
Maybe he still would get that chance.
Even though it was morning, I could already feel the sun beating down on me. I wanted to go inside, but someone needed to keep watch on the roof and I didn’t want to get roped into doing dorm searches.
Barney thought it was a good idea to look for food since we were stuck a little while longer.
He and a couple soldiers decided to go to the other floors to check for food. I kept telling them they wouldn’t find much.
They were college kids. Which meant … Ramen.
I wasn’t a big fan of Ramen.
Examining the area, I knew I had to talk to JR.
Wood Street looked clear. I could see parked cars on the road. If we made it to one of them, perhaps we could jump the car and get it moving.
Although twelve people in one sedan wasn’t going to cut it.
JR and Asia were from the area. They had to know what was close, where we could get a van or something.
“John,” the tiny voice called to me.
I turned and saw Jurassic Park Boy in the stairwell door.
“Hey,” I said. “What’s up?”
“I brought you breakfast.” He walked over to me. “Barney found one of those portable cooking stoves. Called it a hot something.”
“Hot plate,” I said.
“That’s it. I told him I haven’t seen you eat so he made this.”
He carried a coffee travel mug and cradled it with both hands. I thought maybe it was oatmeal or even coffee.
“Thank you,” I said and took it. “What is it?”
“Ramen.”
“Um, yeah, thanks.”
“I love Ramen.”
“I bet.”
“So what do you do up here?” he asked.
“Well, Tim. I just kind of …” I stopped when I heard him laugh. “What? What’s so funny?”
“You keep calling me Tim. My name is Luke.”
“You know what? I know that. Habit I guess.”
“It’s fine. You should eat,” he said.
“Thanks. I will. And to answer your question. I’m just looking out. Waiting for those things to move so we can get out and find a vehicle.”
“Are you gonna take us all the way to Florida?” he asked.
“We’ll get you there.” I reached out and rubbed his head. “Right now we need to focus on…”
I never got to finish.
This horrendous scream came from a distance, bouncing off the buildings. With the cup in my hand, I raced across the roof to the direction it came from.
The scream continued. It was definitely a man crying out, loud and shrill.
“What is that?” Jurassic Park Boy asked.
“I don’t know.” I lifted the binoculars and looked.
“Hey, John.”
“Yeah?”
“Look down.”
Lowering the binoculars, I looked down to the street.
The screaming man was a calling card and the hoard in front of our building just followed it.
“They’re leaving,” he said.
“Yes, they are.” I smiled. “Yes, they are. Go down and tell everyone we may be heading out.”
“I will. Eat your Ramen.”
“I will.”
After Jurassic Park Boy walked away, I looked back down to the street. The infected were moving toward the noise.
I didn’t know who it was, or why he was screaming, but I hoped he didn’t stop.
If he kept it up they would all be gone and we would have our escape.
That’s what I wanted.
We needed to get out. Get moving,
We only had four days remaining.




TWENTY-TWO – FIRST LEG

Moving down the fire escape would be loud and clunky, shoes against metal would make the noise that could call back the infected.
All shoes were off until that final landing.
From the rooftop vantage point, we saw a clear path for at least a few blocks.
We’d head east through the city. The infected seemed to be following the screaming man north.
“Wood Street is clear,” Asia said. “At least for a few blocks. We move quietly and turn down Third.”
“Where is Wood Street?”
“As soon as we drop off this fire escape it’s right there around the bend.”
“Were you able to see Third Avenue from the roof?” I asked.
“A little, yeah. But there are a lot of buildings we can duck into if needed.”
“Okay.” I exhaled, then looked across the four lane road. A few infected meandered by the railing. I didn’t want to think about what was down below on that wharf where all those people were attacked trying to get on the boat.
“John, it’s clear now,” Asia said. “So we have to go … now.”
“And you know where we’re going, right?’
“I do,” she said with confidence.
“Alright, let’s do this. Shoes on everyone.” I turned and signaled Barney.
There was no way we were able to lower that final portion of the fire escape, at least without drawing attention. The plan was, Barney and the soldiers climbed to the sidewalk and with me on the landing, we could get the others down.
It went as planned. One soldier, Wayne, stayed on the corner of Wood Street watching for infected. My eyes kept shifting across the street to the six infected over there.
I’d secure arms, as they lowered feet first to Barney and another who was waiting to grab them.
The first two down were the kids. As I helped JR, I saw how they looked at me. They were worried, maybe even scared, and peered at me for assurance. At least it looked that way.
A part of me wished they didn’t.
After everyone had made it to the sidewalk, I handed down the bags. They were supplies we needed.
I was the last. Barney raised his arms to help me.
I half smiled. “Get the fuck out, I got this.”
Turning my body, I climbed down feet first and jumped the few feet of distance between my shoes and the ground.
I was fine, but my weight and force of the jump caused the fire escape to make a short, metal squeak.
Everyone froze and looked across the street.
The six infected didn’t notice.
I released the breath I held and Wayne waved out his arm that it was clear.
We moved as a group, quickly and quietly, down the street.
Remnants of chaos was strewed across the road. It looked worse on the ground.
Bodies on the sidewalk had been eaten to the point they couldn’t reanimate. Infected had been shot and left there.
“Don’t look,” Asia told the kids. “Just don’t look.”
“What?” I asked in a hard whisper. “Let them look, they’ll see worse.”
“John,” she scolded.
I waved her off and hurried to the front with Barney and Wayne.
Three blocks was a lot longer on foot through a city with deadly infected than I originally thought.
We arrived at Third Avenue.
Peering around the corner, it looked clear, at least a few blocks. The group moved in that direction.
Third Avenue was a narrow two lane road that looked more like an alleyway. Rear entrances of a lot of buildings and dumpsters lined the road.
At the end of the first block I checked both ways. It was clear. “Keep going straight?” I asked Asia.
“Yes. We need to stay out of the heart of downtown. This is the best way. Keep going.”
I hated the next block. There was nowhere to run and hide if a hoard came. I guess Asia forgot that parking garages lined both sides of the street. The hollow buildings caused such an echo effect, even gently walking was noisy.
It was clear.
Like a video game, we approached the end of the level, or rather block, and I could see the next part of Third Avenue was blocked by the collision of a bakery and a moving truck that looked like they were both barreling side by side down the narrow road.
We could walk around the wreck, but we couldn’t see what was on the other side.
Barney did some hand motions to me that I actually understood. Pointing to himself, then Wayne, he indicated they’d go ahead and look beyond the wreckage.
I nodded then stopped him and held up my hand to halt the group because I saw it.
On the corner was a huge puddle of blood. More blood than I had seen yet in all of the craziness.
“What is it?” JR whispered.
Again, not answering, I held up my hand, then pointed to the blood.
Back against the building I inched to the corner to peek around. A hoard of twenty was less than a half block away to our left and I could see more to our right. I mouthed the word, “Shit.”
Barney pointed to the wreckage, then he and Wayne took off.
The infected seemed occupied. Maybe they had killed the person on the corner and dragged the poor soul a block as the victim tried to crawl away. It looked it because there was a trail of blood that led to the group and a long splatter went in the direction of the wreck.
Barney gave the signal that it was clear.
I faced the group behind me and mouthed the words, “Quiet and quick.”
They all nodded and after checking once more, we took off to cross that street.
Asia and another soldier stayed up front with Herman and Rina. JR was close by. Behind me were soldiers and the Jurassic Park kids were right in front of me.
We were all almost there, when for some God unknown reason, maybe because he was a kid, I don’t know, Timmy stopped, then innocently and curiously spoke in a normal volume.
“Is that a leg?”
We all stopped.
Before I could even react to what he had just done, I saw the leg. Sock and shoe still on the foot, it was perfectly perched against a telephone pole. It didn’t look like it was pulled off, it looked cut off.
Drawing my attention away from the limb was Rina. She surprised me, blurting out a quiet, “Fuck.”
It was her way of letting us know the infected saw us.
We took off running.
They came for us.
We had to find a place to go, to hide. Maybe there was a way into the moving truck for safety.
That was an option. We needed to do something.
They were gaining on us.




TWENTY-THREE – WITH SOUP

We caught a break. Someone upstairs was watching out for us. I thought for sure with Jurassic Park Boy’s leg comment, we’d be done.
They chased us but for some reason, once we got beyond the wreckage, they couldn’t figure out how to reach us. They weren't climbing or even going around.
Still, we couldn’t count on them not figuring it out.
I backed up. There were more infected a few blocks down, they didn’t see us or come for us.
Not at that moment.
The question was, should a few of us go ahead to see how bad it really was?
I wondered how hard it would be to get that bakery truck free and use that to get everyone out of the city.
Standing there in thought, I caught a whiff of it. It was a welcoming smell, one that wasn’t fire or the dead.
“What is that?” I asked. “Do you smell that?”
Asia sniffed. “I do.”
Jurassic Park Boy spoke up. “Smells like eggrolls. Maybe they’re open.” He pointed.
I turned to where he pointed behind me.
The tall narrow building housed a restaurant. The red Asian archway outside worked fittingly with the name, ‘Chinatown Inn’.
“I doubt they are,” I said. Looking at the building reminded me of some old Kurt Russell movie.
“Where’s the smell coming from then?” Timmy asked.
“Probably left over.”
“Hey, John.” Barney called out standing close to the window. “The windows are boarded up from the inside. Bet someone is in there and if they are …” he indicated the white Chinatown Inn van. “Maybe keys for that are there.”
It was worth a try. And as the first infected made it through the wreckage, we didn’t really have a choice. One of the soldiers hit the infected with his rifle.
Shooting would draw more and we didn’t need that.
I watched Barney try the door. It was locked. He spun his rifle and used the butt to break the glass on the left door. He reached in slipping his hand beneath the plywood, after a few seconds he opened the door.
“Let’s go. Let’s go. Let’s go.”
Jurassic Park Girl pulled on my arm. “Come on, John.”
“Get your brother in there. Go!” I ordered.
My eyes shifted from her and before I realized it, there was an infected right in front of me.
I nailed it hard with the bat, hit it again when it was down, then after two steps backwards, I spun for the entrance to the restaurant.
Barney held the door and I slipped in, and then he pulled it closed, leaning against the plywood.
There we were.
All twelve of us crammed in that little entrance area between the front doors and the main interior doors.
There was no breaking glass on the inside ones. They were dark thick wood and they were locked.
We could hear the infected outside.
“Someone has to be in there,” I said.
Asia stepped to the door. “Maybe they think we’re infected.” She knocked strongly on the door. “Hello! Is anyone in there? Can you help us?” she knocked again.
A male voice came from the other side. “This is my restaurant. Go away.”
“Please. We have children and elderly.”
After a few seconds, the door unlocked. Was it that easy?
A man around my age stood there. He wore a white tee shirt and held a rifle. It wasn’t an expensive one. It looked like one of those hunting rifles from Walmart. But it was a rifle nonetheless.
He looked at Asia, then to the rest of our motley crew.
“Edwin,” a woman called from behind. “Do not aim at the children.”
He lowered the rifle, opening the door wider, then reached for the Jurassic Park kids, allowing them in first. Then Rina and Herman.
After everyone but Barney and I were in, he pushed a box toward us with his foot.
“You and you.” He pointed to us. “Fix the door.”
“Yes, sir,” Barney said. “Absolutely.”
He went back in and the interior door closed.
The box had wood and a hammer. Barney and I immediately did our best to secure the door.
“What are we doing?” I asked.
“Securing the door.”
“But we can’t stay here. You know that right?”
“After tonight we have three more days to get ten miles out of the city. We can do that, you know.”
“This is the second day since we left the hotel and can’t make it ten blocks.”
“Oh, stop, we did like fifteen.”
“And let me do that.” I grabbed the hammer. “You don’t want continuous pounding. Drive it in with one or two hits.”
“Be my guest.” Barney stepped aside. “And you’re forgetting, John. That man, Edwin? He said it was his restaurant. Which means that is his van.” He paused while I hammered. “That’s our way out of the city. We just need to make it to those railroad bridges.”
I finished the last nail. “How many people do you think that van can hold?”
“Well, there’s twelve of us. There’s a woman in there. I think we can squeeze fourteen in the van.”
“Done.” I put the hammer in the box. “Let’s get in there.”
Barney nodded and opened the interior door. I followed and locked it.
“Okay, scratch that,” Barney said. “We may need another vehicle.”
I turned from locking the door.
“Look, John,” Jurassic Park Boy said happily as he sat at a table. “Told you I smelled eggrolls.”
I forced a smile. The kids were immediately seated at the large round table and food placed in front of them. But they weren’t alone.
Edwin and a woman around his age stood by the table, but seated with the Jurassic Park kids were another four kids around the same age as them and an elderly couple.
“Swell,” I grumbled. “Our group is now daycare meets the AARP.”
“We’ll be fine,” Barney chuckled and walked farther in.
I wasn’t even sure if the new people would join us, news of the bomb or not. Hell, there was a chance they’d hightail it and not let us use the van. I doubted that. Not when they opened the doors and fed our kids.
If they did join us, we would no longer be a group, we’d be our own hoard.
And without vehicles, I had no idea how we would all get out of the city. After the challenge of just a few blocks, making it on foot was an impossibility.




TWENTY-FOUR – PLOTTED OUT

Laughter.
For some reason, everyone laughed. I didn’t know what was so funny. Then again, I was across the room at the bar.
The round table had one of those Lazy Susan things that spun and there was plenty of food spread out for everyone.
Edwin’s wife's name was Lyndsay, they had been married since they were eighteen.  She was really nice and she and her mother kept going in the kitchen to make more food.
While it was unnecessary, it was welcome. No one really had a hot meal in days.
Lyndsay and Ed gave me their blessing to visit the bar and that was where I was, watching, listening to them laugh.
I lifted a bottle of scotch. It was dusty and I uncorked it. I knew if there was a cork it was good stuff. Sniffing it, I heard my name.
“John.”
I turned around. Jurassic Park Girl was at the bar. She had a plate of food.
“Hey,” I said and poured a drink. “Did you want one?”
She giggled. “You’re silly. I’m fourteen.”
“Yeah, well, it’s like a law-free zone. Just thought I’d ask.”
“I’m good.”
“Fourteen. I thought you were like twelve.”
“I just turned fourteen. Here …” she pushed the plate to me. “You need to eat.”
“Wow, look at you being motherly.”
“You’ve been good to us.”
“No, I haven’t.”
“Yes, John, you have. My mom is going to be so happy.” She inched the plate closer. “Please eat. It’s really good.”
“It does look good.” I glanced down at the plate that had rice and noodles, along with vegetables and, it looked like, shrimp.
She held up a fork.
I downed my drink and took the fork. “Thank you, Lex.”
She laughed. “My name is Daisy and I know you know that.”
“Yeah, but it’s so hard to call you that. I keep thinking Dukes of Hazzard.”
“And Jurassic Park Kids is better?” she asked.
“Oh, yeah, a lot better.” I dove into the plate and took a bite. “Okay, this is really good. Did they say why they are being generous?”
“Some people are nice. They’re nice. Plus, they have to cook the food, or it will go bad.”
“Makes sense.” Another bite and I poured another glass.
I looked up when I heard JR.
“Oh my God,” he said. He shook his head as he walked by. “You just don’t stop.”
“Are you kidding me? It’s the apocalypse.”
Jurassic Park Girl gasped. “Is it?’
“Yeah, it could be.” I downed my drink.
Another shake of his head and JR said, “She’s a kid, can you have a bit more tact?”
“No. She watched her father die. After he ate someone. I’m pretty sure she can handle it.”
JR grumbled a “hmm. Daisy, we’re having ice cream. Why don’t you step away from the drunk?”
“I do want ice cream,” she said and smiled at me. “John, thank you for helping us. Even if you can’t get us home to Florida, we are happy you’re getting us out of the city.”
“I’m sure once we’re out, we’ll be able to call your mom,” I told her. “We’ll figure something out.”
Jurassic Park Girl nodded and walked away.
I really tore into my food, washing it down with the scotch.
“I’ll take some of that,” Edwin approached the bar, then dropped his voice. “But don’t tell the wife.”
“Absolutely.” I grabbed a glass and poured him some.
“Cheers.” He held it up.
I clinked his glass. “Cheers.”
“So, what’s going on? The soldier said that we all need to leave tomorrow. That we have to figure out how to get everyone out. He didn’t say much more because the children were around. But I know my mother-in-law plans on cooking for the trip.”
“Other than the van, do you have another vehicle?” I poured him more.
“I have my SUV. Between the two we can all fit.”
“Good. Because we need to get out of the city. Like ten miles out and across the river if we can. Past something called the Ranking Bridge.”
“Rankin. Yeah. What’s going on, John?”
I double checked to make sure no one was listening. At least not the kids. “They’re nuking the city.”
His eyes widened and he downed his drink. “Seriously?”
“Yep.” I refreshed his glass. “This city and eleven others contain the infection. Apparently they’re setting up refugee camps or something. I don’t know.”
“This is going to be impossible,” he said. “I tried to get out. When I saw the bridges blow, I knew something was up.  We couldn’t get past Mercy Hospital. The crazies are everywhere.”
“I don’t know where that is.”
“The way we have to go,” he said. “So, we came back. This is our home. We live upstairs, work here. This is all we have.”
“Well, you aren’t gonna die here.”
“And our choices are … go to a refugee camp?”
“I’ll tell you what. You help us get out of the city my friend, you and your family come with me,” I told him. “I have a farm. Lots of land, lots of room.”
“Why would you do that for strangers?” he asked.
“I could ask you the same thing. Why did you help strangers? You took us in, you fed us.”
“It was the thing to do,” he replied.
“Well, bringing you guys with me is the thing to do. Besides, this fucking food is awesome. My father will be in his glory if your mother-in-law will cook.”
“Deal.” He lifted the glass. “We have to really plot out a route. There are a lot of them.”
“Then we plot.”
“So, you’re confident we can get out?”
“I’m confident,” I said with an inhale. “That we don’t have a choice.”




TWENTY-FIVE – THE FORTUNE

Just after dawn, Wayne and the three other soldiers … left. They were on the overpass that fateful boat day and said they were going ahead to check things out.
Edwin even gave them the red SUV.
By nine in the morning, they hadn’t returned.
I wanted to think the best of them, that they were killed. Not that being killed was the ‘best’ thing, but I hated the thought that maybe they just left and took most of our weapons..
I didn’t know what it was about the Chinatown Inn or the apartment on top, but the Jurassic Park kids and Rina and Herman felt safe. They slept. In fact, when I climbed to the roof, they were still sleeping.
Trying to get a glimpse of what was below and ahead, I was looking over my shoulder when I heard the squeak of the door.
Asia stepped out. “Anything?
I shook my head. “I can’t see past the end of that bridge up there.” I pointed.
“Not far from that is where Edwin says we won’t be able to go.”
“There has to be another way.”
“Maybe Wayne and the others found it,” she said.
I grumbled. “Fucking can’t believe they left and didn’t come back.”
“I don’t think they’re dead.”
“I don’t either. Not sure how we get everyone out now. We still have sixteen people.”
“And six of them are kids,” she replied. “We take the van. It’s long. We remove everything from it and get everyone inside.  We can do it. Heck, people cram more into a van that size crossing the border. We’re doing the same thing. Sneaking out, and we don’t really have that far to go.”
“We have to go soon. Like start now,” I told her. “We are running out of time.”
“I know. Actually, we’re packing up now,” she said. “Edwin and Barney are going out to clear the van.”
“I’ll help them.”
“Before you do.” She held up a fortune cookie. “You didn’t do any last night.”
“I didn’t see the point.”
“It was fun.”
“I heard. You guys were laughing.”
“Because, John, it was fun. You know what fun is.”
“Not in a zombie apocalypse.”
“Exactly.” She pushed the cookie closer to me.
The night before everyone was having a good laugh, opening fortune cookies and adding the phrase, ‘in a zombie apocalypse’, to the end.
They laughed at every one they opened, as if it were the funniest thing.
Everyone agrees you’re the best… in a zombie apocalypse.
Focus on your health and well being, it’s important now… in a zombie apocalypse.
Lead by example, not by words alone …. in a zombie apocalypse.
Love is around the corner …. in a zombie apocalypse.
Ha, ha, fucking, ha.
“Go on, John, maybe it will tell us what’s ahead.”
“Fine. Fine.” I squeezed the plastic covered cookie in my hand until it crumbled.
“I have never seen anyone open a fortune cookie like that.”
After ripping the package, I pulled out the slip of paper and looked at it. “What? What the hell?”
Asia reached up, took it and read, “See a penny pick it up, all day long you’ll have good luck … in a zombie apocalypse.”
“That doesn’t even make any sense.”
“Who knows.” She shrugged. “Maybe a penny will save your life.”
“I highly doubt that.”
Asia laughed and backed up. “See ya downstairs.”
“I’ll be right there.”
Why was she laughing? Why was everyone so happy? I didn’t get it, we could die at any second, a bomb was not that far from landing, plus we were pretty much stuck in a city with no way out.
It was going to take far more than finding a penny to get us out of the situation we were in.




TWENTY-SIX – UM, NO

I stayed on the roof for a little bit longer, watching for infected to see if they were nearby. The ones from the day before had moved on.
Down below, I saw Edwin and Barney getting the van ready.
Passing through the upstairs apartment, I stopped to help the ‘Inn Mother-In-Law’ load a bag. I was looking for the Jurassic Park kids when I noticed that ‘Inn Kid’ one, the oldest, was prepping his tablet and packing a carrying case for it.
“Do you really need to bring that?” I asked.
“Yeah, this is information,” he replied. “Because if we never come back, there’s stuff I want and need to take.”
“Copy that. Have you seen the boy and girl that were with me?” I asked.
“Yeah, they went down for breakfast.”
“Thank you.”
As soon as I hit the stairs I heard Jurassic Park Girl screaming. I mean, she was hysterical. Voices carried to me. It was Asia and Lyndsay trying to comfort her.
After hurrying from the stairs, I stepped into the restaurant and she raced to me, wrapping her arms around my waist. She held tight. Crying, sobbing.
“She’s dead, John, she’s dead. What am I gonna do? What are we gonna do?” she cried.
A part of me wanted to say, ‘there, there’ and pat her head, but she was holding too tight. Being sought out for comfort, especially from a child, was not something I was experienced in.
“Who?” I asked.
“Our mom.”
I stepped back. “How do you know? She’s in Florida.”
JR spoke to me with a lowered voice, as if the girl holding on tight couldn’t hear. “She decided to try the landline. She got through to her mother’s phone. I guess the mom was trying to get up here. The police actually answered it.”
“What happened?”
“There was an accident on Ninety-five.”
“Oh, gees,” I said. “I’m sorry. I’m sure there’s someone else out there though. A grandmother or something.”
“John!” Asia scolded me then reached for the girl. “Come here, honey. I’m so sorry.” She wrapped her arms around the girl.
I looked for the boy. He sat on a chair, alone, head down, hands folded. I walked over to him. “I’m sorry about your mom. I know what it’s like to have a mom die. We’ll figure it out.” I rubbed his head and walked to the door.
I wasn’t good at being sensitive and staying there felt awkward so I walked out to help where I could.
The infected had cleared from around the restaurant and I couldn’t see any ahead of us. We loaded everyone into the van. It was a tight squeeze, but we managed.
Edwin had said he hadn’t made it far, not even near the hospital. I wasn’t sure where that was, but I was hopeful maybe the infected moved on like they did in front of the restaurant.
I wasn’t sure exactly where we would go.
Edwin drove. I was in the front passenger seat and Barney crouched down in the middle between the two front bucket seats.
I always wondered when I watched a movie about survivors trying to make it somewhere, why they never made it far.
In the one season of that zombie television show, for eight months they covered a couple miles.
Eight months.
I didn’t understand how that was possible until we stopped after ten blocks.
Ten blocks. That was all we made it.
It all made sense. Every avenue in the apocalypse was a roadblock.
The one we faced was literally a roadblock.
Just as we saw that, we saw something else.
“Hey, that’s my SUV,” Edwin said, pointing to the red vehicle just abandoned.
Before that, there was a long line of traffic, all abandoned vehicles. No one inside.
Apparently, Wayne and the others happened upon the same roadblock.
It was more than a roadblock, it was this monstrous wall of storage containers three across and two high. They were placed there to block off Forbes Avenue. My guess was so people could evacuate.
Edwin stopped the van.
I swung a look his way. “When you said you couldn’t get through, you said nothing about a barricade wall.”
“I just assumed ….”
I growled in frustration, “Have the kids stay in the van until we figure this out.” After grabbing my bat I opened the door, stepping out.
I cringed. The line of empty cars all went into an eerie looking, medieval design, old tubular tunnel system. Both sides had traffic leaving the city.
The containers weren’t placed tight, there were spaces in between and not only could I hear the infected, I could see the arms as they tried to reach through.
I walked up to the red SUV. There was no damage, no signs of struggle.
Barney approached. “They found a way,” he said. “They had to.”
“I know.” I looked around and saw Asia, Edwin and JR walking our way. “Pittsburgh people, what are our options right now?”
“Well,” Asia said. “All these cars were probably headed to the bridge to get out. Stopped when it was blown.”
“Okay, so what other options do we have?” I asked.
JR spoke up, “We can backtrack, go cross town, get on the highway and go … son of a bitch.”
“What?” I asked.
“Never mind that. The Veteran’s bridge would have been blown.”
“It was,” said Barney.
“Fuck,” I said. “Not that I know what a Veteran’s Bridge is.”
“Again,” JR said. “Our best option is to get to the Rankin Bridge. Follow the river.”
“How the hell are we supposed to even get near the river?” I asked.
It was a question I really didn’t want answered. And JR, Barney, Asia, and Edwin answered. All of them turned their heads and looked at the tunnels.
“No.” I shook my head.
“Look,” Barney pointed at the red SUV. “They aren’t here, right? They found a way. I’m willing to bet they went into the tunnels.”
“And died,” I added. “They went into the tunnels and died.”
“We don’t know that,” Barney said.
Asia stated. “I don’t see anyone in these cars. If they were infected or attacked, the cars would show it. I think all these people walked through.”
“I think all those people died,” I argued. “And no, absolutely not. Those tunnels are dark.”
Edwin tossed out his hand. “They may not be. Power in the city is still on, so those lights in there might be, too. Although they aren’t really bright. That’s beside the point. It’s not even a half of a mile. It’s like thirteen hundred feet.”
“Thirteen hundred feet is a fucking long-ass journey,” I said. “Especially through dark, old tunnels. I am not Larry Underwooding this.”
Asia, JR and Barney looked at me with a ‘huh’ expression. But not Edwin, he laughed.
“What is so funny?” I asked.
“Well, just … you made the Larry Underwood reference about these tunnels,” Edwin replied. “Making Larry a verb. Which is really funny but also because these tunnels …” he pointed. “Are the exact tunnels they used to film the original 1994 mini series. Right here. In fact, this looks so much like the set, only no dead bodies.”
I knew it looked familiar and I thought it was just my imagination.
“John,” Asia said. “If we want to get out of the city, that may be our only option.”
I hated to admit it, she was right. I cringed internally looking at those tunnels, knowing that it wasn’t going to be long before I would have to walk through them.




TWENTY-SEVEN – NOTHING BUT AIR

It was the oddest thing to see.
I’m not sure how I spotted it. Maybe it was my hesitation in going into that tunnel.
“No, go ahead. I’ll hold up the rear,” I said.
Barney led the way.
I had no qualms admitting he was a braver soul than me.
But as the Chinatown Inn Elderly walked by me, I saw it on the ground. Not sure why, superstition maybe, but I picked it up.
“See a penny,” Asia said. “Pick it up. All day long you’ll have good luck.”
I stared at the copper coin. “In a zombie apocalypse.”
Rina turned around. “Only if it’s heads up.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“It’s only good luck if it’s heads up when you find it,” she said. “Otherwise, it’s bad luck.”
“Well, I wish someone would have told me that, like, I don’t know, years ago.”
She shook her head. “Which was it? Heads or tails?”
“I don’t know.” I dropped the penny.
“Ha!” Asia lifted it. “Now it’s on heads.”  She put it in her pocket.
“Let’s go everyone,” Barney hollered as he moved deeper into the tunnel.
“Why is he yelling?” I asked.
Barney led the way. Edwin was behind him with that K-Mart Rifle. The four Chinatown Inn kids were sandwiched between Edwin and his wife. Behind them all the elderly, then JR and Asia.
The Jurassic Park kids insisted on staying close to me. I was the last, hating every second that I had to walk in that tunnel.
It wasn’t right. It was, without a doubt, the epitome of horror.
We didn’t have to zigzag through the cars like Larry Underwood. There was a walkway in the tunnel with a railing, like anyone would really walk through that tunnel under normal circumstances.
We all stayed on that walkway and remained quiet. One long line of people, moving at a steady pace.
Barney announced every few feet it was clear.
The tunnel was dark, and the dim orange lights every twenty feet or so did very little to light the way.
“Why are their bodies in the car?” Jurassic Park Boy asked, then oddly coughed. “Are they infected?”
I was confused by what he meant. I hadn’t looked at the cars. I was too busy staying focused on watching everyone ahead of me and looking back every few feet.
Traffic had stalled in the tunnel. Cars jam-packed in there. I turned and looked to see some of the cars had bodies in them. They looked like they were sleeping.
“Carbon Monoxide,” Asia replied. “They died from carbon monoxide.”
Jurassic Park Girl asked, “How do you know?”
“I don’t,” she replied. “Just thinking logically. All the fumes from running cars. That had to be it.”
“I see light,” Barney announced.
I looked up. There was a bend in the tunnel and I could no longer see Barney, then Edwin made the bend, followed by his kids one by one.
Finally, the light at the end of the tunnel was a literal thing.
The Jurassic Park Boy started coughing.
Asia turned around. “Are you okay?” she asked him.
He nodded, walked a few steps and coughed some more.
“A little farther,” I told him. “We’ll get you some water when we get out of here.”
“Everything alright back there?” Barney asked.
“Yeah,” I answered. But it wasn’t.
The boy’s coughing grew worse and it seemed as if he couldn’t breathe.
“No, no, no,” Jurassic Park Girl said, panicking. “His asthma. It’s his asthma. Luke…” She reached for him and glanced at me. “His medicine. He needs it. We had it at the hotel.”
“Hold on, calm down,” I said. “I have it.”
“You do?” she asked with relief.
“I do.”
The boy started making this noise, like he was struggling to inhale.
“John,” Asia said. “He sounds bad.”
“He is bad,” the girl panicked. “He gets really bad.”
“Hey.” I snapped. “I got it.” I rested the bat against the wall, slipped the bag off my shoulder and put it on the ground. “Go on. We’ll catch up.”
Did those words actually slip from my mouth? I would ‘catch up’, stay behind even for a second in that dark tunnel?
I remembered where I put that plastic bag of medication. It was in the front pocket of my bag. I unzipped it and pulled out the bag.
“The inhaler,” his sister said.
“I got it. Go on.” I put the medication back in my bag and handed him the inhaler.
He shook it and brought it to his mouth.
“He needs a nebulizer,” Jurassic Park Girl said.
“I don’t know what that is, but right now, we don’t have it.”
“This …” Timmy coughed. “Will work.”
Then I heard a noise. My first thought was the boy was making this strange breathing sound until I realized it came from behind me.
It wasn’t a breathing noise, it was a snarl. A single sound turned into multiple ones as I heard the infected enter the tunnel.
“Run. Go. Go now,” I told the girl.
She hesitated, but Asia grabbed her, pulling her as they ran..
My eyes shifted from the boy taking his inhaler to the infected behind us.
I could hear them running, making that noise of hunger, anger. The banging sound as their feet pounded on the metal of the cars when they climbed over them at a faster rate than I thought they could move
“This was my exact fucking fear.”  I jumped up, grabbed the bag, tossed it over my shoulder and lifted the bat.
From what I could make out of the outlines of their bodies, there had to be a dozen of them.
Glancing down to Jurassic Park Boy he was stalled in fear. His eyes wide and glossy as he stumbled into a stand.
There was no way just me and my bat was going to cut it against those things.
I had one option and that was to run.
Lifting the boy, I wrapped my arms around him and I took off.
As fast as my feet would take me I charged forth. I ran faster than I ever did in my life. But it just didn’t feel fast enough.
My body felt out of my control, moving on pure emotions and adrenaline.
After the bend in the tunnel, I saw the light at the end and the shadows of Barney, Asia, and Edwin standing there.
I could hear them yelling, like fans in a game, “Run, John, run!”
They weren’t cheering me on, they were begging for me to move.
The infected were close. I could smell them, hear them right on my heels. I didn’t want to look behind to see, I just had to keep going.
With the boy clutched in my arms, I aimed for the light off the tunnel. I had no idea that it was that close until I leapt for the freedom of the tunnel’s end and a shot was fired.
It was so close it caused my ears to ring and everything to suddenly seem surreal.
I felt the pressure hit my back, sending me forward and I spun on my heals to catch my balance and stop myself from falling.
It was an infected. It dropped to the ground, his hand hitting against my leg.
It was inches from me and the boy. Inches.
I don’t know who fired that lifesaving shot, but I was forever grateful.
Gunfire was erupting around me. It was a moment of loud chaos. The Inn kids stayed close to their mother. Rina and Herman covered their ears. Standing there, facing the tunnel, the boy in my arms, I caught my breath and could do nothing but watch. Watch as the trio of Barney, Edwin and Asia effectively and quickly took out the infected as they lunged from that tunnel.




TWENTY-EIGHT – MOVING FORWARD

The last shot was fired and the last infected went down. I was finally able to breathe and take in what was happening. I didn’t realize how out of breath I was or how fast my heart was beating out of control.
I tried to process everything.
I was so out of sorts, I barely acknowledged Edwin when he said, “Dude. Do you know how close you were to getting pummeled?”
I shook my head ‘no’, but I actually did know how close I was.
Jurassic Park Boy was still in my arms, and I set him down asking, “Are you alright?”
He nodded, but he looked pale and was doing this forced breathing thing where his shoulders lifted high every time he inhaled.
Jurassic Park Girl rushed to me and hugged me. “Thank you. Thank you for saving my brother.”
“It’s all good,” I told her. “All good.”
She stepped back and hugged her brother and I looked around some more.
Where were we?
We raced from the tunnel to … nothing.
Ahead of us was a bridge that was destroyed. The explosive hit so close, every car that had stopped in that line of traffic was charred.
At least the people had been moved before the bombs. I hoped.
A road ran over the intersection and I was surprised that it was still intact.
To the left and right it was nothing but roadway. Cars jammed together trying to get on that bridge.
But the line of traffic didn’t extend very long. The roads were empty as if most cars turned around and just left, opting for another outlet.
A few scattered here and there but not many.
I knew we were late to the game leaving the hotel, I just didn’t realize how late we were until I saw the emptiness.
It was wide open. We were exposed and the last remaining targets for the hungry infected that were out there.
“We should get moving,” Barney said.
“Where?” I asked.
“East,” he replied. “As planned.”
“Like on this road?” I asked. “There’s nowhere to run. No cover.”
“There’s cars ahead,” Barney stated. “We can hide in them if need be. It really isn’t that far. Stay on this road until we get close to Oakland then we cut down to the Heritage Trail.”
I shook my head. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Asia explained. “Oakland is crazy under normal circumstances, we need to avoid that. Heritage Trail runs along the river. It’s probably safer. We need to find transportation.”
“I think I know how,” JR said. “I may have a plan.”
I hurriedly looked at him. “You have a plan?”
“I can have a plan,” he replied. “There’s a hotel by the river a few miles from here. Right off the trail. They have shuttles, parked in the lot right out front. Keys would be at the front desk.”
“It’s a hotel,” I said. “It could be overrun.”
“I doubt it,” JR replied. “It’s closed this week for major repairs. I think it’s bed bugs, who knows.”
I cringed. “Bed bugs?”
“Really?” JR snapped. “You’re worried about bed bugs?”
“No.” Suddenly I found myself itchy and scratched my arms. “No. How far is it?”
“A couple miles. Not far,” JR answered. “Who knows, maybe one of the cars ahead can be more than a place to hide. One could have the keys. We just need to start it. Hell, we can drive on fumes if need be.”
That would be my goal. To look in every car for keys. Get everyone off the road as fast as we could.
We gathered everyone and began our journey.
This time, unlike the tunnel, we weren’t in a line. More of a group, clumped together.
I put my hand on the boy’s head. “Look, if you get tired or have trouble, let me know. I’ll carry you.”
“Okay. Thank you.” He nodded and sipped from a bottle of water.
“You …” Edwin walked over to me. “are a good man, John Fichtner.”
“How did you know my name?“
“Recognized you,” he said. “By the way …Nice running out of that tunnel. I haven’t seen you run like that since you made the all-stars your rookie year.”
I did a double take. “Wait, you remember that?”
“Even more so,” JR spoke up. “You actually know who this guy is?”
“Hell, yeah,” Edwin replied. “The Fich. This guy was a power hitter. So much power behind his swing. Hence why he kicks butt with the infected with that bat. They said he was supposed to be the next Babe Ruth.”
“What happened?” JR asked. “Injury?”
Before I could answer, Edwin did. “Family stuff. Totally understandable. I did the same thing. Not baseball. A scholarship. I was needed with the business. I’d do it again. Wouldn’t you?”
“Nah,” I shook my head. “Probably not. I’d get my dad to hire an accountant.”
Edwin laughed, so did JR. I paused to peek in a car.
No keys.
We moved on. I knew the boy wasn’t feeling well because he just moved too slow and focused a lot on that bottle of water.
I kept thinking about what JR said. How our destination wasn’t that far and maybe we’d find a car.
Maybe … just maybe we wouldn’t need one. I didn’t see any infected other than the ones that came through the tunnel. There weren’t any ahead that I could see. We hadn’t been lucky so far, the odds were bound to be in our favor eventually.




TWENTY-NINE – DIVERSIONS

I didn’t understand the reasoning behind the names of the streets in Pittsburgh. The road we walked was called Second Avenue and it ran parallel to Forbes Avenue on the other side of the tunnel.
Where was First Avenue?
It made no sense.
We were in the open, wide open, and it felt vulnerable. Not far after the tunnel was a parking lot. We stopped to check every car.
No keys in any of them and we continued on.
Second Avenue ended up being more of a safe haven than I thought.
Right after the parking lot, the three lane road narrowed to two and was surrounded on both sides by high concrete walls.
JR explained to me that roads were above us. Pittsburgh was a pretty hilly area and the walls helped prevent any landslides.
It prevented the infected as well.
By my estimate we made it a good mile, the longest distance we had gone.
After the concrete walls, we were protected by a stretch of overpasses and eventually it opened up again. No protection. Vulnerable.
There were cars abandoned and Barney jogged to them.
I would have joined him, but I noticed Jurassic Park Boy wasn’t looking all that good.
“Asia,” I called her. “Can you look at him? You're a mom.”
He staggered to the side of the road and sat down on a grass hill, shaded by the end of the overpass.
“It’s not far,” JR said. “Another mile to the hotel.”
Jurassic Park Girl sat next to her brother. “He needs a nebulizer,” she said. “His medicine is in the bag, but he needs the nebulizer.”
“I don’t know what that is. Where do we get one?”
Asia replied, “A hospital. Pharmacy. Any of those places.”
“We’re in luck, sort of,” JR said. “There’s a hospital about four blocks from the hotel.”
I nodded. “Good. We’ll figure something out.”
The elderly four made their way to the grass to take a break, and by the looks of them all, I knew we had to find a vehicle or rest in a protected area.
Edwin, Barney and Lindsay were checking the cars and I walked over their way.
“Got one,” Lyndsay called out after peeking in the passenger window of a car. “I see keys.”
Barney had his hands on both sides of his face as he looked in another vehicle. “I think I have keys here, too.”
Something was wrong.
The entire roadway, not a car had keys. As if the drivers were actually fearful someone would steal their car. Then all of the sudden, two vehicles, one SUV and one sedan were sitting there with keys magically in the ignition.
It was too convenient not to be suspicious.
I held up my hand and picked up the pace the rest of the way there. That was when I saw it.
Blood.
It was a long smear on the ground.
“John?” Barney called my name. “What is it?”
“Blood. A trail on the road.” I indicated to the smear that headed off to the embankment. I looked around and saw another smear near the car by Lindsay. “It came from there.” I pointed. “The body was dragged.”
“By the infected,” Barney said. ‘Yeah.”
“So the infected pulled a body from that car,” I pointed at the one by Lyndsay. “And just to be courteous .. shut the car door?”
“Fuck,” said Barney.
“Yeah, this was human-doing, not infected,” I said.
“What the hell for?” he asked.
“I haven’t a clue.”
“Maybe they attacked them to get their cars and the infected came.”
“Who knows, but let’s not take the chance. Hopefully the cars will run long enough to get us to that hotel.”
Barney opened the SUV door. The bell dinged because the keys were in the ignition and he quickly closed the door. “Battery is still alive.”
I walked over and tried the one by Lindsay. It didn’t ding, but the dashboard lights illuminated.
“Let’s get everyone in these cars and get them out,” I said.
Barny nodded.
I signaled to those sitting in the grass and waved them over. I placed my finger to my mouth to let them know to be quiet.
They all made their ways to the vehicles and began to cram in when Edwin waved his hand for me.
He was a good twenty or so feet ahead of the vehicles and I hurried his way.
“What are you doing this far away from everyone?” I whispered.
“I wanted to see what was ahead. Look at the road.”
It was on a bend and hard to see at first; I had to take a few steps forward. It looked like a broken fence had been placed across the road. “What the hell?”
“Looks like they barricade the road for people to safely get out,” Edwin said. “Hold back the infected.”
“The infected broke through the fence,” I stated.
“Or,” Edwin added. “Someone let them out so they could get through. This is the way to get to the bridges that weren’t blown. Maybe they knew they had to get past the Rankin Bridge. They could be headed the same way we are.”
“That makes sense.”
“Which leaves the question: Where are the infected?”
I turned away at that instant, telling him to get to the car as I went back to the blood trail.
It was familiar to me and my mind immediately went back to the leg that was propped up in the middle of the downtown sidewalk.
I let everyone know I’d be right back and I followed the direction of the blood trail. It was smeared and obviously a body had been dragged.
Wide and still fresh, the trail thinned out as it crossed the road and through the grass. I didn’t need to go any farther. At the edge of the road I could see down to the other side near the river. A fence surrounded a construction site.
But it wasn’t the hundreds of infected on the other side of the fence that caught my attention, it was what they were fighting for.
On the fence were the remains of two people. I didn’t know if they were male or female. Not much was left. Dangling remains that the infected picked through, animals at a feed, looking for scraps. I knew those people were put there deliberately. The untouched bound hands of one victim were still tied to the fence and the infected kept jumping to get them.
“Oh my God,” Edwin whispered behind me.
His voice made me nearly jump from my skin.
“You were right,” I said.
Edwin looked in shock. “Someone lured the infected out.”
I nodded. “And used those poor people as a diversion.” I swatted my hand back to him. “Let’s go before they see and hear us.”
Edwin agreed and together we hurried back to the vehicles.
Someone had viciously created an opportunity to clear a path and move forward out of the city by any means necessary.
Wrong or right, we had to use that opportunity they created and get through that fence. I knew once we started those vehicles the engine sounds would grab the attention of the infected who were finishing their meal and probably ready to move on.
We just needed to hightail it and make sure they didn’t see us and follow.
.




THIRTY – STALLED

What was it with our group and the three block mark? I knew without a doubt that the cars were traps. The plan to get out of the city by whomever or whatever group was doing it, while inhumane, was a good plan.
Confirmed right there in the middle of, The Boulevard of the Allies.
Man, Pittsburgh and its street names.
Would I do it?
No.
To move ahead through the infected, the infected had to be diverted. What better way to do so than to have them chase the thing they craved and needed.
Food.
Get a helpless victim, create a blood trail from them, hang them like gyro meat, lead the infected to him or her and take off.
It probably took more than one victim. That much blood required the remains of at least two.
The cars were left for unsuspecting souls like us. If they didn’t get us at the cars they would have gotten us when the cars broke down. Then again, there were a lot of us with guns, they probably ignored us.
If they even needed more victims.
The fence was open, the roadway clear.
We took the opening as well.
Then as usual, three blocks in, something happened.
The tire on the SUV popped. It drove ahead of us and stopped.
“Fuck,” I stepped from the sedan.
The back door of the SUV opened, and Timmy ran out, Lindsay followed, then Edwin. But Ed stayed closer to the SUV.
“Why is everyone getting out?” I asked. I knew Tim fought with me about going in the other vehicle, but we could squeeze more kids in the SUV than adults.
Maybe he thought he could take the opportunity and ride with me.
“Stay put,” I ordered, stepping out. “Until I figure out what …” It was at that moment that I saw Timmy vomiting ten feet from the SUV with Lindsay behind him.
“He’s very ill,” Lindsay said. “We need to stop for a while. My parents aren’t feeling well and neither am I.”
What the fuck? I thought. Does everyone have the flu?
Jurassic Park Girl ran to her brother.
“Great.” I tossed out my hands. “Everyone is out in the open.”
Lindsay asked the girl, “Is this normal with his asthma?”
“No, but it is with his diabetes,” she replied and looked at me. “John, where is the medication bag? His pills are there.”
“Wait.” I lifted my hand. “He’s asthmatic and a diabetic?”
The girl nodded.
“He’s been with me for days. He hasn’t taken any medication at all!” I stated in shock.
His sister shook her head.
“Fuck. The poor fucking kid. Hold it, if he has all that wrong with him,” I looked at Lindsay. “What’s wrong with you?”
She didn’t answer, instead she looked at Edwin.
“Okay never mind, don’t tell me without your husband’s permission. I’m getting his meds and we go.” I went over to the car and reached in the passenger side.
“Can we get out?” Rina asked from the back seat.
“No, stay put,” I told her. “We’ll be moving in a minute.”
Asia opened the back door. “Well, I’m gonna see if he needs help.”
“What the hell?” I tossed my hands up.
“Should have put on the child locks,” JR suggested.
I grumbled, grabbed my bat, tucked it under my arm, then opened the side pouch of my bag, lifting the medication.
JR was still in the driver’s seat. “The kid okay?”
“Yeah.” I nodded. “Hey, how far is that hotel?’
“We make a right, not even three blocks.”
“Good. Then the SUV can roll on the rim.”
“By the way,” he said, pointing. “That big red building… that’s the closest hospital if you need to find a nebulizer.”
“Thanks.” For a moment I thought about it. The hotel was three blocks away, the hospital right there. Maybe I’d get them going and just hit the hospital.
I walked from the car and looked at Barney when I saw two of Ed’s kids outside the vehicle by their father. “Why are they out?”
“They’re overlapping in there,” he replied.
“Well get them back in. The hotel is less than three blocks. We’ll ride on the rim.”
“Okay.” Barney gave a thumbs up.
I made my way to the sidewalk where Asia and Jurassic Park Girl sat with the boy. Asia was being motherly, wiping his head.
Lindsay wandered ten feet or so from everyone. She stared out. She must have seen something.
Handing his medication bag to Asia, I turned to Lindsay. “Don’t go too far.”
She didn’t answer.
“Lindsay, do you see something?”
Again, nothing, she just stood there with her back to us.
“Ed,” I called him. “Why is your wife not answering?”
His answer wasn’t verbal. I heard the rack of the rifle, a slight groan and his oldest say, “Dad. Please. No.”
Eyes wide, I looked over his way. Edwin had his rifle raised and aimed. “What the fuck?”
Snarl.
An infected.
Instinctively, I turned toward the sound of the infected, fearful for Lindsay because she stood so far away. Until I saw it was … Lindsay.
She didn’t appear dead; her face was pale and eyes dark with a maddening look as she raged my way, sprinting the short distance.
I heard the rifle go off. The round hit her in the shoulder.
It stopped her for a second, then she came at me again.
I was glad it was me instead of the kids. I didn’t know what anyone else was doing. Did Asia get the kids in the car?
The sound of Lindsay’s own two children crying out made me fearful that it would call more infected.
I raised my bat, she lunged.
Yet, I couldn’t do it.
I couldn’t hit her.
Instead, I turned the bat sideways and placed it against her mouth to stop her from biting me. I just wanted to push her, shove her to the ground and get away. She held onto that bat and was strong for a little woman.
The struggle seemed to last forever, but it was only a few seconds before Edwin came over with the rifle, close enough so he wouldn’t miss again, and fired.
Lindsay fell to the ground.
I saw it on Edwin’s face, the pain, the instant heartache. But he knew, like I did, we couldn’t stay there, we had to go. With the screaming, crying, and shots fired, it was a matter of minutes before the infected were upon us.
His face tensed up as he looked at her once more and ran for the SUV.
We had to go.
All of us.
We did just that, hightailing it out of there.
.




THIRTY-ONE – NO VENTURE NO WAYNE

The noise.
There were few mechanical things I knew in life, but for sure one of them was driving on a flat tire. It happened once in my youth and I got in a shitload of trouble over it with my father.
I learned it wasn’t easy to drive on a flat. I couldn’t go fast or slam the brakes and … it was loud.
Maybe decades earlier it wasn’t loud in a normal world filled with everyday sounds of life, but it was loud as we tried to go those three blocks to the hotel. Trying not to be heard, that squeak and thud sound carried like Fourth of July fireworks.
We couldn’t go any farther and risk the infected following the sound to the hotel.
After only a block, Barney stopped. He knew it was loud and it would be the ice cream truck, but instead of being enthusiastically followed by kids, we would be followed by infected.
When Barney stepped out of the SUV, he shook his head looking around.
Snarls, squeals and cries of the infected were out there, easily heard.
It was a heavy moment with confusion and sadness over Lindsay, but that would have to be dealt with once we got to the safety of the hotel.
If indeed it was safe.
With Herman driving the sedan with Rina, Edwin’s in-laws and Tim, they sped the rest of the way to the hotel while the remainder of us ran.
I wouldn’t be honest if I said I wasn’t fearful that the second we arrived at the hotel it would be surrounded by infected.
Thankfully, that wasn’t the case.
We ran through the side streets lined with rowhouses and artsy remodeled old buildings until we arrived there.
My first thought was, ‘Fuck, we should have stayed on Second Avenue,’ because it was located right off of it.
Even though there were modern buildings on both sides and across from it., it was still close to the river and seemed isolated.
There were no signs of a struggle or chaos.
It was untouched, or as JR suggested, empty when everything went down.
There was a covered entrance turnabout that was long and extended to the parking lot. The door set back and everyone waited there.
They were locked and breaking them wasn’t an option.
The hotel still had power, I could tell by the interior lights inside.
JR made the suggestion that we go to the side door to the stairwell and try that.
Leaving the others at the entrance, JR, Barney and I walked around to the side.
I saw the door he referenced.
It too was locked, but it had a small panel of glass. Small enough, if broken, to reach in and open the door.
We didn't have a choice. It was either stay outside and be exposed or make a noise to get inside.
It took one hit with the handle of my bat and the glass shattered.
Carefully, Barney reached in and opened the door.
We checked to see if infected were coming, then darted in.
It led to a stairwell and we immediately made our way out of the stairs. When we emerged, we were a few feet from the elevators and the lobby was ahead.
The hotel sounded empty and felt it.
Staying focused and vigilant, the three of us crossed the lobby to the front doors.
JR knew exactly how to unlock them. He reached to the top of the right door, fiddled with a latch, then slid them open.
Everyone rushed in and I helped JR lock them immediately.
We had the group back up deep into the modern looking lobby. I swore we all stood there forever in silence, holding our breath, watching the door. Waiting for the infected.
They didn’t come.
We were safe.
We would check out the first floor of the hotel, find a safe place to recoup, along with a plan B for escape if the infected did show up.
At that moment though, I had to know. Everyone, more so the Chinatown Inn kids, had  been through a traumatic experience.
What was going on? What caused it?
Why wasn’t Edwin surprised when his wife turned into an infected?
“Ed, I need to know what happened,” I said. “What happened with Lindsay.” I looked over my shoulder to the sound of his kids sobbing. “She said she didn’t feel well.”
“She didn’t,” Edwin replied. “She tried to stay strong.”
“She also said her parents weren’t well,” I added.
Edwin nodded. “They aren’t.”
“Is it a flu? A bug?’
Barney stepped forward. “Were they exposed to the bioweapon?”
“No.” Edwin shook his head. “Two days ago. The day before all of you came … we tried to leave the restaurant. We … we barely made it back. We were attacked. Lindsay was bit. It was a small bite., barely a scratch. We cleaned it, but we knew there was a possibility. Honestly, John, she was fine up until we left again. Then I saw the veins around the wound had spread out like spiderwebs. And the bite seemed to grow.”
Barney spoke up, “You should have told us.”
“I know,” Edwin said. “She and I knew if the time came, I would take care of it. I should have told you.”
“No,” I said. “You did what you needed to do. I’m sorry you had to deal with it. Now, what about …”
“John,” Asia called my name.
I continued my questioning of Edwin. “Your in-laws? Lindsay said they were sick.”
Edwin nodded.
“John,” Asia called me again.
“What’s wrong with them?” I asked.
“They … Mother was bit and Pawpaw was scratched.”
“Fuck,” I blurted out.
“John.”
“What?” I turned.
Asia pointed to the front doors. “Wayne.”
<><><><>
“Thank you.” Wayne’s hands shook out of control as he drank from a bottle of water. “Thank you.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I thought it was you guys. I thought I heard John. I followed the noise. I’m glad I found you.”
“Why did you leave?” I asked. “You took off with weapons.”
“We tried to come back,” Wayne said. “But the infected. They chased us through the tunnel. We couldn’t turn back.”
Barney questioned. “Where are the other soldiers?”
Wayne shook his head.
“Infected?” JR questioned.
“No,” Wayne answered. “This group of survivors. They shot them. Maybe they thought they were infected. I don’t know. I’ve been laying low. Hiding. Just hoping to find you guys.”
Rina was comforting. She grabbed his hand. “You did. You’re safe.”
I watched Wayne. Maybe it was me, but something didn’t seem right. He seemed to be forcing an Academy Award, ‘woe is me’ performance.
I didn’t trust him. Then again, it could have all been because he and the other two took off.
Asia spoke up. “We still have another problem, John.”
“Yeah,” I said. “We need to figure out what to do with Edwin’s in-laws so they’re contained when they turn.”
“That and …” Asia turned and nodded Tim’s way. “He needs that breathing machine, John. He’s really sick. He’s trying to be a trooper, but he needs it.”
“I know.”
“The hospital is close,” JR said. “Magee. You can find a nebulizer there.”
Asia explained. “Magee is a women's hospital. Mainly, you know, for maternity.”
“Fuck, seriously?” I asked. “I have to go to a hospital with infected babies and mothers.”
“No.” Barney shook his head. “Hospitals were evacuated first. We just need to find Respiratory Care or Pharmacy.”
“It’s three blocks away,” JR said.
“I’ll go,” I said. “But I don’t know what this nebulizer is.”
“I’ll go with you,” Barney stated. “I do. I know what to look for.”
“No.” I shook my head. “I need you here for protection and to, well, figure out what to do with our infected elderly.”
“Then me,” Asia said. “I can go.”
“Let me,” Wayne spoke up. “I know the city. I know what you need to get. I’ll take you, John.”
I agreed. Without hesitation, I accepted his offer. Not because he was the best option, but because after his ‘run, take off and show up alone’ stint, I didn’t trust him. I had a sinking feeling about Wayne and was suspicious.
If my gut instincts on Wayne were wrong, then no harm, no foul. But if I was right, and he couldn’t be trusted then I didn’t want him with the group, especially with all those kids.
He’d go with me.
Away from everyone.
If he was up to something, then for sure, out there in the city of infected, I’d find out soon enough.




THIRTY-TWO - HANGING AROUND

Falling in line with the dinosaur theme, Barney handed me a ‘Land of the Lost’ kids’ bookbag as we stood near the bar.
“I know it’s small, but that’s what you need,” Barney said. “Something you can strap on and run. You may have to run.”
“I know.”
“The nebulizer comes in different sizes. Try to find a small one. Wayne says he knows what they are.”
“Any clue about this hospital?” I asked.
“Not really.”
Asia stepped toward us. “I do. Let me go with you, John.”
I shook my head and lifted a glass from the bar. “Nah, I’m good. I’ll be back.” I poured a little whiskey in a glass and left the bottle on the bar.
“The main hospital building has an entrance. As soon as you walk in you’ll see a directory,” Asia said. “Pharmacy is on the first floor. They’ll have what you need.” She glanced at Barney. “Can John and I have a minute?”
“Sure.” Barney nodded. “Good luck, John.”
“Thanks.”
Once he walked away, Asia looked over her shoulder. “What are you doing?”
“Going to get that breathing thing for the Jurassic Park boy.”
“John, I don’t ...” she lowered her voice. “Trust Wayne. You don’t think it’s a bit suspicious that he just showed up?”
“Nope,” I lied. I didn’t want her to know I was suspicious.
“There were people put on that fence and … and that leg.”
“Wayne was with us when we saw that leg. I don’t think he had anything to do with either.”
“I think he sacrificed the other two.”
I lifted the bag and put it over my shoulder. “And that has what to do with me?”
“You’re right. I’m being paranoid. But I wish you would take a gun. I mean that bat …”
“Okay.”
“I’m sorry, what? Did you say you would take a gun? You never say that.”
“I’ll take one. Can I have your automatic handgun? I know you have two.”
“Um ….” She reached behind her waist. “Sure.” She placed the handgun on the bar. “The safety is here and the …”
“I know. I got it. Don’t worry.”
“You’re lying,” she said.
“Excuse me?”
“You’re lying. You are worried. You are concerned about Wayne. The fact that you’re taking a gun tells me that. If you are worried, why are you taking him?”
“Because I’d rather him be out there with me than here with all of you.” I slipped the weapon into the front of my pants and covered it with my shirt. “That’s why.”
Wayne walked closer to us. “John, you ready? We want to be back before it gets dark.’
“Yep. Let’s go.” I slipped from behind the bar.
Asia grabbed my wrist. “He needs that nebulizer, John. Please get it.”
Wayne replied. “We will. Don’t worry.”
She would. I could see that on Asia’s face. As I walked by her, I tried to give a look of confidence to her, that I was going to be fine.
For some reason, I don’t think she bought it.
Did I?
<><><><>
The ‘reading room’ was a back area that had colorful furniture and art on the wall. I stopped there to tell the Jurassic Park kids I would be back and for Lex to get her brother’s medication ready.
I felt a little bit guilty for not trusting Wayne. What if he was truly on the up and up? That he was wandering out there alone and was relieved when he heard us?
Never in my life did I have a problem trusting people, in fact I was pretty opposite.
We left the reading room and made our way to the stairwell and out that back door.
I led the way, crossing the grassy area, and made a right.
“John, wait, stop,” Wayne quietly called out. “Where are you going?”
“Back the way we came.”
“You can’t.”
“Why?”
“The infected are up there.”
“Up where?” I asked.
“Where Lindsay’s body is,” Wayne said. “They didn’t touch her, but they’re sniffing around up there. They may have moved, but I wouldn’t chance it. We’ll go another way.”
“Wait,” I said. “They’re only three blocks away from the hotel?”
Wayne nodded.
“Like you said, maybe they moved.” I started walking in that direction. But just in case he was right, I stayed quiet.
A block before that area, I could hear them. Together in a mass, they sounded like rabid animals.
Back against the wall of a building, I inched closer until I could see.
Wayne was right. They had gathered there and were just meandering in the area, waiting for something.
“So you know another way?” I asked.
“This way.”
Wayne knew where he was going. On the way he told me how he spent a lot of time in the area and went to college there as well.
Backtracking two blocks, we returned to Second Avenue. That was when I heard what I thought was a scream. A short scream, male.
“Did you hear that?” I asked Wayne.
“I heard something.”
It came from a distance and not the direction of the hotel.
My first thought was that the infected had got someone and that bought us more time.
We walked down Second Avenue for a block then cut up through an old residential street, before crossing through a tree-lined area.
We emerged in a parking lot and the hospital was clear as day across the street.
Wayne pointed to a cream colored building and decided to give me a history lesson about how it used to be a big ice cream place.
I didn’t care.
We were back on that Boulevard of the Allies Road and as we crossed and made it to the other side, I didn’t see the infected, but I saw something else.
Blood.
Fresh blood.
A familiar site. Another trail.
“Fuck,” I said, looking around.
Wayne was with me, so I quickly eliminated him as the culprit.
“What is it?”
“A trail to lure the infected. Someone has been doing this all along to clear an area.” I followed it.
“Are you sure?”
“Positive. How do you think you got through the barricade?”
“I didn’t,” Wayne replied. “There were too many infected.”
“How did you get past it?” I asked.
“I went around to Forbes.”
The trail thickened as I followed it up the side that ran alongside the hospital. I didn’t have a good feeling, not at all.
And I was right.
A body hung in the door frame of the small security building directly outside the main driveway to the hospital.
He was a young man, gutted from the neck to the groin. He was pasty white, all the blood had been drained from him and his insides not only dangled, but formed a buffet at his feet.
“He’s not the man that screamed. He’s been dead for a while and it took a while to do this.”
“Then who screamed?” Wayne asked.
Just as he asked that question, another scream broke the silence. It was close and so was the single gunshot that rang out right after it.
“This isn’t safe, John,” Wayne said.
“We need the nebulizer.”
“I know where we can get it. Come on.” Wayne took off running.
The hospital was a doomed site whether Wayne was with me or not. It was all part of some plan to get the infected away from something. I was grateful because luring the infected in the direction of the hospital was luring them away from the hotel.
Wayne stopped a half block up and loudly whispered my name.
It was time to go. The infected were coming. I could hear them.
I had no choice but to follow Wayne.




THIRTY-THREE - DECOY

It probably was the oddest and strangest thought to have right there in the middle of everything, but the second I saw that red design on the fast food restaurant sign, I just couldn’t help but say, “Man, I love Arby’s.”
Instantly, I had a craving for it.
A strange thought to have especially when my mind kept going to what had occurred near the hospital.
It was such a set up.
One man hanging to occupy the infected while they sacrificed another to lure them.
I didn’t quite understand why someone needed that section of the Boulevard clear of infected.
I feared it was so they could get to the hotel.
We moved fast.
I just wanted to get back.
Wayne not only got us away from the infected but to a huge pharmacy not far from the hospital.
Two blocks away on Forbes Avenue it stood like a beacon.
Two blocks wasn’t that big of a distance between us and the infected.
I wondered at first how a drug store was actually going to have this nebulizer machine, until I saw how big the place was.
It was more than just a neighborhood chain pharmacy, it was a twenty-four hour place that served all the area hospitals.
The store front windows had all been broken. Items and garbage from the store had spread out across the sidewalk and out front.
Inside the store was a security gate. It was open, and once we went inside, I slid it over as a source of protection. But it didn’t close all the way and it wasn’t safe.
The store had been picked clean and ransacked.
The few emergency lights lit up how chaotic it had been there.
There was no doubt in my mind that the pharmacy had been raided, but what we came to get probably wasn’t on a priority ‘grab’ list.
Halfway through the store, I heard another gunshot. It was as close to us as the last one.
It sounded as if it came from right outside.
“Shit,” I said. “The infected will be coming.”
“I hear them,” Wayne replied. “There has to be a back door. Has to be.”
The pharmacy was far in the back and I ran there, looking back as I got to the counter.
A few infected had arrived and pushed against the gate.
I was right when I saw the pharmacy. Shelves had been cleared, boxes lay on the ground.
“John,” Wayne said. “Go see if there’s a back door, I’ll look for a nebulizer.”
I agreed. There wasn’t much time and it wouldn’t be long before the infected were in.
Leaving Wayne in that pharmacy area, I found a back hallway. At the end was a door with the exit light above it. Before announcing that I found our escape, I walked to that door and listened.
Carefully and slowly, I pushed on the bar and inched the door open. I didn’t see anything through the crack in the door, so I pushed it open wider, enough for me to peak out.
It was an alley and there wasn’t an infected in sight.
Quietly, I closed it and headed back down the hall.
“Found an exit,” I announced.
“Found a nebulizer,” Wayne held up a box and tossed it to me.
I grabbed it, looked at it. It was small and the word ‘nebulizer’ was on the box. “Sweet. Good job.” I turned, put my bat on the counter, slid off my bag and placed it next to my bat. I unzipped the Land of the Lost bag and in doing so, I saw two prescription bottles on the counter. I wasn’t a doctor or pharmacist, but recognized the name of the drugs as antibiotics.
As I shoved them and the nebulizer in the back pack, I heard the rattling of the gate.
“We have to get out,” I told Wayne. “Back way is clear.”
“Good,” Wayne replied. Then, eerily calm, he said my name. “John.”
I didn’t move.
“I’m sorry, John.”
Standing there, my back facing him, I cringed. Internally, I shouted, ‘Fuck’ because I knew. I knew without looking at him, by the way he said, “I’m sorry’ that it was that backstabbing moment that I dreaded.
Playing dumb, I said, “What do you mean? You've been helpful.”
“Don’t worry about Luke not having that Nebulizer,” Wayne said. “I’m not about kids dying.”
“That’s good to know.”
“I’ll get that to him. But … I want on that boat. I like you John. Nothing personal here. They’ll let me on that boat if I help them clear the Heritage parking lot.”
“What are you talking about?”
“The boat. It’s in the lot. There are too many infected there. I guess people went there trying to get out with their boats. John .. turn around.”
“Wayne, listen …”
“Don’t touch that bat, John. Don’t reach for it. Just please turn around. I don’t want to take you down from behind,” he said.
“Your plan was to kill me all along?” I asked.
“Kill you? No. The infected prefer the living.”
A loud crash from inside the store was the audible sign the infected were making progress.
“John!” Wayne blasted. “Turn around and give me that bag.”
I was doomed. If I grabbed the bat, he would shoot me. When I turned around … he would shoot me anyhow or something.
I turned around.
But Wayne didn’t know I had the gun that Asia had given me.
The moment he’d calmly said my name, I’d pulled it from my waist.
When I finally faced him, I had it in my hand and I fired the second my body turned.
I didn’t aim to kill, I aimed to get out.
I hit him once in the arm and the other in his gut.
He dropped his rifle and doubled over.
The infected were coming, I knew it. In a matter of minutes if not seconds, they’d take over the pharmacy and I needed to get out.
Wayne looked at me helplessly, his hand going to his stomach wound and after putting the weapon back in the waist of my pants,  I grabbed on to him before he hit the ground.
Then I dragged him.
“John, no. No!” He shouted, panicked.
His pleas caused the infected to get louder.
“John!” he shrieked.
I pulled him from behind the pharmacy counter into the main body of the store.
He fought me, twisting and swinging, kicking every time he stumbled.
I was stronger and he was injured.
Ten feet from the check out lane and not far from the gate, I gave it my all and tossed him to the floor.
I looked at the infected at the gate. Dozens of them, the moment they saw me they grew more diligent in their efforts to get in.
The gate began to open, and I backed up.
Wayne rolled to his stomach. His hand reaching to me. “John, please, don’t do this. Please.”
For every step I took, Wayne crawled my way.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
The gate opened.
I didn’t have time to watch what happened. I didn’t need to. Wayne’s screaming told me all I needed to know. I raced back to the pharmacy area, grabbing my bat and my bag before fleeing to the back hallway.
He was still crying out as I pushed on the bar of the exit door.
I hoped no infected were in the alley because I didn’t have time to check.
It was clear, unlike my conscience which immediately grew heavy over what I had done.
But I didn’t have time to wallow in it. Not then. I had to go. I ran as fast as I could, as careful as I could, to get back to the hotel.




THIRTY-FOUR – PARTY TIME

Wayne wasn’t alone.
That thought didn’t hit me until I was a good block away from the pharmacy.
He mentioned, ‘They’ would let him on the boat.
‘They’ meaning people who’d bartered with Wayne, and I as the payment.
From what he said, they needed another decoy. I was that decoy.
I had a really good sense of direction and could figure out the best and fastest way back to the hotel, but I didn’t go that way.
I ran about, darting in and out of residential blocks, up and down, looking for people, hoping not to be followed.
Gunshots rang out occasionally. Never a cluster, just a lone shot here and there. A scream or two.
Wayne mentioned a parking lot with a boat and how people were trying to get out with their boats.
That left me hopeful that maybe we, too, could find a boat.
Finally, I made it back to the hotel. I was confident I wasn’t followed, but upon my return, I made Barney aware.
“Where’s Wayne?” he asked.
I didn’t want to get into the entire story, or tell him how Wayne was planning on using me as bait.
I just told him, “He didn’t make it. There are people out there. We need to watch.”
Barney immediately did.
I took the nebulizer to the reading room and Jurassic Park Girl immediately went into action. She knew what needed to be done.
Rina watched the boy, keeping a nursing eye on him, while Barney, Asia and I kept a diligent lookout for Wayne’s cohorts.
Wayne wasn’t with them from the beginning, I knew that. He joined up and I was confident that the two victims we saw on that fence were two of the soldiers.
Wayne’s sacrifice to live. His initiation into the boat club.
I didn’t mention the story to Asia or Barney. Nor did I tell them about the plan to clear the area so the group of people could get a boat.
We just kept watch.
The day faded and evening came. No one tried to get us. I felt comfortable going inside.
Jurassic Park Boy was doing better. His coloring was good. Whatever transpired, whatever I did, was worth it when I saw he was getting well.
Barney told me that he had placed Edwin’s in-laws in a small meeting room not far from the elevators.
I found Edwin sitting outside of that room. His children were sitting on the floor by him.
“How are you?” I asked him.
Edwin nodded and stood.
“How are they? Your in-laws?”
“Same,” he answered. “They don’t want to go when we leave. They know.”
“Are we sure?” I asked. “Are we sure they are infected?”
“My mother-in-law is. She has the vein thing happening. My father in law … I’m not sure.”
“Well, let’s not make any decisions. JR said there is plenty of food. Make sure you all eat.”
“We will.”
“I’ll be back.” I turned.
“John,” Edwin called me.
I stopped.
He walked up to me. “Listen, you have done a lot and I know it’s a lot to ask. But .. if something should happen to me, I really want you to make sure my kids are okay. Will you do that?”
Instinctively, I wanted to immediately blurt out, “No.” but I didn’t. Instead, oddly, I said “Don’t you think Asia would be better at that?”
“I think you would be.”
“Thank you.” I reached out, placing a hand on Edwin’s shoulder. “But it won’t come to that. It won’t.”
After giving him a reassuring look, I turned again and walked away.
I wasn’t in the mood to be put on the spot about taking care of four kids. I believed what I said, it wouldn’t come to that.
I needed a moment or two.
It had been a long day. A crazy day. One filled with events I kept deep inside.
After seeking out that bottle I left on the bar, I went to the one place I knew I could see what was going on.
The roof.
Unlike every building I had been in, the roof of the Indigo Hotel was set up to be a party place.
Tables and chairs sprawled out across the rooftop. Had it been any other time, it would have been a really cool place to hang out.
I stood at the railing, bottle in hand, facing the river.
Yes, I had gotten Jurassic Park Boy his machine, but I wasn’t proud of myself.
I had done something I would have to live with the rest of my life.
I sacrificed a human life. It didn’t matter that he wanted to kill me. What I had done was so beyond my character that it bothered me.
Drinking straight from the bottle, I glanced out. The river was calm. There were lights on the other side. I wondered if all was well over there or if they were evacuated as well.
“Is this a private party?” Asia asked. “Or can anyone join?”
I looked over my shoulder to see her walking my way.
“Did you want to be alone?” she asked.
“No, It’s fine.”
“What happened John? What happened with Wayne?”
I shrugged.
“Something did. I know it.”
“It’s all good now.”
“Are you alright?”
“I will be.” I brought the bottle to my mouth. As the liquor crossed my lips, I nearly choked at the blasting of the fog horn, or rather boat horn.
“What was that?” she asked.
I turned my head to the left and saw it. A larger boat, it was lit up and it moved slowly across the river.
Then the sound echoed, carrying through the quiet night. Crowd cheering. It came from that boat not so far from us. How many people were on that boat?
Enough to make a lot of noise. Cheering, happy, joyful.
No regrets. No guilt.
“Fuck you, Zombies!” A male voice shouted and it sounded as if over a megaphone. “Fuck you! Ha!”
Asia snapped a look to me. “They’re getting out.”
“Yeah, they are.” I brought the bottle to my mouth and took another drink.
“If they did it, John … so can we, right?”
“Right.” I gasped after the last drink of my booze, my eyes gazing out to the boat slowly making its way across the river. The megaphone man didn’t stop. He sounded drunk and excited.
They were getting out.
Heavily, I carried the dread and despair over what had transpired with Wayne. And I vowed, like those people on the boat, we too would eventually get out. I believed that. But unlike those people, it wouldn’t be at any cost.




THIRTY-FIVE – YOU THERE?

Funny how Bette Midler kept popping into my mind. On that roof, I could see a good distance. The rooftop was a great lookout place for infected.
The area around the hotel was clear. I couldn’t see the ‘parking lot’ that Wayne talked about or where the boat had launched. I had no idea where the decoy group, as I thought of them,  diverted the infected to.
They weren’t in the vicinity.
Man, a part of me wanted to hear that song. Everything looked really normal.
It wasn’t.
Not out there or inside of me.
The few hours I did sleep were marred with bad dreams about Wayne.
They weren’t nightmares because they were flashbacks of reality.
Only, in my dreams, he asked me why I was doing it.
In my dreams I told him because he was going to do it to me.
Then I’d hear my mother’s voice, “That doesn’t make it right.”
My father was a different beast. He would have found another way.
I wondered if I took the easy way out, basically feeding him to the infected.
“Take a break,” Barney announced as he stepped out on the roof. “Get some breakfast. JR cooked.”
“Do I want to eat JR’s cooking?”
“Do you want to eat?” Barney asked with a laugh.
“That’s true. So, by your estimate, when do the bombs come?”
“Tomorrow.”
“Fuck.”
“I know, right?”
“How the fuck haven’t we made it ten miles?”
“That whole body of water out there.” He indicated the river. “That’s our problem. I mean we can keep going. Be out of the blast zone. But our goal should be on the other side. See those hills?”
Across the river large hillsides blocked any view from seeing what was on the other side.
“We need to get there, over those hills.”
“To do that, we need a boat,” I said. “Alright, I’m gonna go get my breakfast and I’ll be right back up.”
“I told you to take a break.”
“Look at this roof top. It’s a nice place to take a break.”
“You do that. I’m gonna try the …” he held up his radio. “From up here. It’s charged. Maybe I’ll get something.”
“I hope.” I walked to the doors and stopped. “Barney, we can’t be stalled, you know that right?”
“I know.”
“Tim’s better. I know the Chinatown Inn family is grieving, but we have to move them all. I’ll say something to Edwin, see what he says.”
“That’s a good idea. Just remember, we don’t have a plan. We need a plan or we’re going to be right back where we are. Waiting it out at the next safe place. Until …”
“Until.” No other words needed to be said. The single word, ‘Until’ encapsulated it all. I opened the door and walked down from the roof six flights to the lobby. I actually could smell waffles when I opened the stairwell doors.
I also heard Edwin’s voice as I walked to the lobby.
“It’s just what we need to do and face,” Edwin said to his children who sat with him in the lobby. “I know we’re all sad and things will get worse. But we will have to move forward. And should something happen to me, I need you guys to listen to John.”
The youngest child spoke up, “But he’s mean.”
I would have been offended by that, but in a sense it was true.
“No, he’s not mean,” Edwin replied. “He’s just strong. Ralph …” he looked at his oldest child. “If I am not here, you make sure the children listen to John.”
“What does John have to say about that?” Ralph asked.
“He agreed.”
I almost blurted out a ‘Ha’ but didn’t. I waved as I passed the family and went to get my waffles.
The Jurassic Park kids were seated at a table eating.
“You guys okay today?” I asked.
The girl looked up. “Yes, thank you.”
“Thank you for getting my breathing machine,” Timmy said.
“I’d do it again,” I replied.
“Too bad Wayne died, huh?” Timmy said.
“You’ll have that,” I commented.
“Oh, big guy,” JR walked toward me with a plate. “I was just bringing this up to you.”
“Man, thanks.” I stared down to the perfect waffle, three pieces of bacon and sausage.”
“Eat up. We have a journey ahead of us today,” JR said. “Right.”
“Let’s hope it gets us to where we need to be.” I thanked him again for the breakfast and made my way back toward the stairwell.
When I walked by Edwin and his family, I stopped. “Guys, I know your dad is prepping you. But I believe he’ll be fine. He’s pretty strong and brave himself.”
That’s all I said and kept walking. I didn’t want to get into a conversation and have my breakfast get cold. In fact, I took the elevator because I wanted to eat a warm meal.
The elevator didn’t go all the way to the roof, I still had to walk the last flight of stairs. When I stepped out and onto the roof, I heard Barney talking.
He made contact.
Finally. Answers. Maybe we’d find something out about the bombs.
I set my plate down on a table and rushed over.
“Okay, come again,” Barney said into the radio.
“Dude, can you hear me now?”
I tilted my head. That didn’t sound like any military radio protocol that I knew of.
“Yes,” Barney replied.
“This is the hotel people, right?” he asked.
I knew the voice. It was the megaphone man from the boat.
“We saw you over there. Are you the hotel people?” he asked.
Barney looked at me. “Do I tell them?”
“If it’s the boat people, they’re far away and they know we’re here anyhow,” I replied.
“Yeah,” Barney spoke into the radio. “We are. Why?”
“Because if you’re the hotel people, you aren’t that far,” he said.
“Far from what?” Barney asked.
“A boat.”
When I heard that, my heart dropped to my stomach. He had to be lying.
“Are you sure?” Barney asked.
“Oh, yeah, we passed it. It’s a nice size,” Megaphone Man said. “There are infected on it. Kind of wandering the deck. Looks like they tried to take off but the infected took over. Not a lot. Draw them off or take them out.”
“Where?” Barney asked. “Where is it?”
“About a mile and a half from you. Follow the trail to the railroad yard. It’s there. Once you see the barges, you’ll see it. The trail is clear of infected.”
“Why are you telling us this?”
“To be nice,” he replied. “I guess. We heard you have kids there.”
“Well, I’ll be nice in return,” Barney said. “Where are you?”
“We just docked.”
“Then do what you can to get as far away from the city as you can. Because this time tomorrow, the US government will be turning the city into dust.”
“Dude! For real?”
“For real.”
“Man, I’m glad … “
Static.
“Hello?” Barney called. “Hello?”
Nothing,
“We lost them.” Barney stated.
“But hopefully we got valuable information.”
“He could be lying,” Barney said. “It could be a trap. We all could be walking into a trap.”
“We could. That’s why we won’t go as a group. It’s a mile and a half away. It’s close enough and early enough to check it out before we all hike it there.”
I nodded with a so-there look and went and grabbed my breakfast plate.
Barney said we needed a plan … we now had one.




THIRTY-SIX – FAMILY MATTERS

“Tell me again, why am I going?” JR asked.
“Yeah,” Asia repeated. “Tell me why he’s going and not me.”
JR placed his hands on his hips. “I’d like to know that.”
I huffed. “You’re going. Asia, I need you to get everyone ready to go once we get back. We’ll move the shuttle then and take that.”
“I know the area, John. We can’t take the shuttle down the trail. You’ll need to find another way from there,” she said.
“We will.”
“I am the most qualified to go,” Asia argued.
“She is.” JR pointed.
“What the fuck, JR? Man up. You’re going.”
“Can you at least give me a good reason why him and not me,” Asia said. “When I’m more skilled than you or Barney.
“Because I don’t want to be the one to tell your husband and kids, ‘Oh, hey, sorry your mom can’t be here, she was using those skills and got fucking eaten.’” I raised my eyebrows. “You have a family, safe, secluded, and waiting on you. We already are taking chances when we move as a group. Don’t take any more.”
“Fine. Fine.” She lifted her hand. “You’re right. I’ll get everyone ready.”
Rina spoke up. “You know I can go. Doesn’t matter if I get eaten. I’ll be fine.”
“That’s a hard no,” I told her.
“What about Edwin’s infected in-laws?” she asked. “They haven’t turned.”
“Let me think on that one.”
JR spoke up. “Why don’t we take a shuttle, that way we can check out the route, the main road, because we can’t see that from the trail.”
I shook my head. “We have one shuttle. I am not chancing anything happening to it. We run. Okay?”
JR tossed out his hands. “Okay.”
And just like that we took off. We headed the half block to the river and to the trail, which was more of a wide concrete path.
It was nice, it felt safe. The river on one side, trees on the other. We stayed quiet and kept a good pace. Not too fast in case we had to run from infected.
I was glad I told JR we couldn’t talk much or else I was pretty sure he’d bitch the whole way. I didn’t know much about him. He didn’t wear a wedding ring or mention kids, maybe the kids were all grown.
The farther we walked, the trees started to thin out and the railroad tracks came into view to our left.
“There,” JR whispered. “That’s where we will pull the shuttle in. That is the closest place for at least another mile.”
“I see barges. Where the hell is that boat?”
JR shook his head. “I can’t see how a normal boat would launch from here. We’re at least fifteen feet above the river. There are no docks.”
“Son of a bitch.” I bit my lip. “They lied. Look for a trap.” I pulled out the pistol.
“No, they didn’t. Look.” JR picked up his pace, arm extended.
I didn’t see what he was talking about or pointing to. I wondered if he was having some sort of apocalypse hallucination. Soon he was a good ten feet in front of me and walking down a gravel road.
It not only led to an orange building, it led to a barge dock. Or at least that’s what I thought it was.
It was a large metal dock that extended to the river. The paint was chipped, it was old. As soon as I saw that, I saw a portion of the boat.
It was tied to the dock, but it was below it.
Careful not to make too much noise walking on the metal, JR and I moved to the edge of the dock. Like the river it set a good ten feet or so below us and a rope ladder hung from the dock down to it.
A few infected meandered around the deck. They didn’t see us. I counted six. They moved about aimlessly, tripping over boxes and suitcases.
We could take them out easily.
I looked at JR with a smile. “Bingo.”
We were amped up when we returned to the hotel. The moment we hit the safety of the area, we started talking with low excited voices.
“They were ready to leave,” I said. “Someone was infected on that boat.”
“Yep. Good thing for us.”
“You know the road, right?” I asked. “You know the road to take?”
“I know the area really well. It’s not far. Minutes when we drive there. We’ll be there in minutes.”
“And you found the shuttle keys.”
“Big Guy, I not only found the keys, I checked. There is plenty of gas.”
“Yes.” I clenched my fist. “We are getting out of the city.”
“We pull that shuttle to the front, load up and take everyone to the yacht.”
“That was a yacht?”
“Yeah. A Forty-six foot Harbor Master four hundred C,” JR spewed the info forth like I spat out baseball stats.
“Wait. What? You know the type?”
“Hell, yeah. My father ran the Fox Chapel Yacht Club. We’re boaters.”
“Oh my God, you can get us out?”
JR nodded. “Head down the mon, dock just before the dam near Kennywood.”
“I have no clue what that means, but hey, you do.” I gave him a swat to the back as we approached the side door to the hotel. “This is great. Perfect.”
It was the wrong word to say. I jinxed us.
The second we reached the door we heard screaming and crying, and it sounded like it came from kids.
Barreling through the door, I raced toward the sound.
It came from the meeting room area where Barney had placed Edwin’s in-laws.
In the hall outside the meeting rooms, all of Edwin’s kids cried. Except for Ralph, the oldest. He was trying to hold them back.
Rina and Herman attempted as well.
The door to the meeting room was partially open. Commotion came from there.
“What’s going on?” I asked Rina.
“The mother. She turned.”
I didn’t understand the reasoning for the noise and chaos. Edwin’s mother in law had turned. He had no issue putting his own wife down, and quickly, too.
What was the problem in the meeting room? Whatever happened mentally tortured his kids.
I went inside and saw why.
Asia tried to hold the older man back, but all he wanted was his wife. Edwin, with a towel on his arm as protection held back the mother-in-law as she tried diligently to attack.
“Ed!” I called out. “What do you need?”
“Get him out. I have this,” Ed said, struggling.
“Are you sure?”
Edwin nodded.
Asia was having trouble with the older man because he was determined to get to his wife.
I wasn’t having any of that.
“Baba, go,” Edwin told him. “Go.”
“My wife,” he said. “Just let me be with my wife.”
I walked up to the father-in-law. He was smaller than me in size and mass and without issue, I picked him up and carried him outside to the hall.
“Asia, leave,” Edwin blasted. “I have this. Shut the door.”
I held on to the father-in-law until Asia stepped out and closed the door. After I released him, I bodily blocked the door so he couldn’t get back in.
He tried.
“Look at your grandchildren,” I told him. “They need you.”
“I am a dead man, John Fichtner.”
“You aren’t dead yet.”
His grandkids immediately embraced him, holding on to him, crying.
It was a level of emotion I wasn’t expecting.
Edwin was in that meeting room. I heard some thumps and bangs and just as I was about to say, ‘screw it’ and go in and help, the door opened.
Edwin stepped out and closed the door. “It’s done.”
“I’m sorry, man,” I said.
Edwin walked to his children, embracing them. He looked over at me. “Did you find the boat?”
“We did,” I answered. “It’s there.”
Edwin nodded. “Take my children, John. I’ll stay with my father in law.”
Every single one of his kids cried out, ‘no’ and grabbed on to him.
“No, Edwin,” I said. “We all go.”
“But he’s infected,” said Edwin. “For the group we can’t take that chance.”
“He hasn’t turned yet,” I told him. “He goes with us. Maybe he won’t turn at all. I’m not leaving him behind and I’m not leaving you.” I stepped back. “I’m sorry all of you are going through this. I am. But we need to go. Get your shit. We leave in five.”
As I walked away, Asia stopped me. “Are you sure, John?”
“Yeah, we got this.” I looked at Ed and his kids. I couldn’t fathom leaving any of them behind, even an infected older man.
I felt bad for Edwin. He was handling his family situation and I knew it had to be hard on him.
But that would be nothing compared with staying behind as his kids left.
We needed to get to that boat.
Leaving anyone behind …was not an option.




THIRTY-SEVEN – FOLLOW ME

The moment should have been an exciting one. We were getting out of the city.
We would be safe.
Take the boat down river for awhile, dock, then find the car dealership not far from there.
Be far enough away that we could watch the explosion over the city at a safe distance.
The reason for celebrating was overshadowed by sadness from the Chinatown Inn Family.
The two strong females, mother and daughter. Gone.
The kids were in emotional disarray, Edwin put on a strong front, and the father … I saw it in his eyes.
He had something he was thinking about.
What it was, I didn’t know.
We loaded into the shuttle and we took off. I thought about my father a lot, that it wouldn’t be long before I saw him.
Our farm was about three and a half hours from Pennsylvania. If all went well, I would see him by the next day.
He had to be worried about me. He always said it didn’t matter how old I got, he’d never stop worrying. I saw that first hand with Edwin’s family.
His father in law lost his child and wife, that man was hit hard and facing his own demise, which he believed was not far off.
I wasn’t convinced. I saw the scratch on his arm. It didn’t have the look that the bites did. It looked as if it were healing, something Barney said didn’t happen.
Barney, who had seen more than I had, was hopeful about the mother. Most people with a bite turned in an hour.
Then again, Lindsay and her mother both had such minor bites, that was probably why it took a few days to turn them.
JR drove the shuttle and it didn’t come as a shock when he stopped …. Three blocks from the hotel. Maybe it was more than three but it was fast.
“This, right here, is why I wanted to take the shuttle the first time,” he said.
“Infected?” Asia asked.
“Oh, yeah, lots.”
“Fuck.” I stood and walked to the front of the shuttle. JR had slowed down so gradually and kept a distance, that the infected hadn’t seen us.
Not yet.
There had to be a few dozen of them on the road. The remains of a large dog was what kept them there. Not much was left of the poor animal and they still fought over the slim pickings.
Barney joined us up front. “We can’t plow through them,” he said.
“No shit,” replied JR. “We need to go right there. See that? It’s not even a hundred feet. We have to be really careful what we do right now.
I added to his statement, “It’s too close to the boat.”
“Exactly. We not only have to take the ones out on the boat,” JR said. “We have to climb down. We need time once we get there. And they’re already too close.”
“How the fuck did this happen?” I asked.
JR answered. “They were probably nearby. Maybe they saw us or maybe the infected on the boat did some weird zombie call out shit.”
Barney looked at me. “What do you want to do?”
“It’s only a matter of time before they see us,” I said. “If they come after this shuttle, we’re screwed. Can we go around?”
Asia answered that as she also came forward. “No. We can’t. We can’t chance it. We know what we need to do.”
I nodded. “We need to divert them. So that’s what we’ll do. I’m probably the fastest. I’ll slip off the shuttle quietly, head in another direction and call them. Get them to come for me. Once they are clear from the road, go to the boat. I’ll circle around.”
Asia asked. “Are you sure?”
“Oh, no complaining it’s not you?” I said sarcastically. “But yeah, I’m sure.”
I wasn’t surprised when it happened. Not at all. Everyone else was though when Edwin’s father in law stood.
“I will go. It has to be me.”
The moment he said that, all four of his grandkids verbally protested.
“No. Please no.”
“Pop-pop, no.”
Edwin glanced up to him. “Baba, it’s fine. Sit down.”
“It’s not fine,” the father argued. “It’s not. I am the logical choice. I lived a full life.”
“Sir,” I walked toward the back. “I have it. No worries. You don’t need to do this.”
“Yes. Yes, I do,” he said passionately. “I couldn’t save my wife. I couldn’t save my child. Let me save my grandchildren.”
I wish I could say that was a defining moment, that we all were so moved by his impassioned words that we stepped aside.
That wasn’t the case.
The kids erupted against it. Edwin argued with him. He grew more insistent and it didn’t register with any of us that the shuttle grew louder.
Not until JR blurted out, “They see us. They’re coming.”
It was seconds, mere seconds and they were all around the front of the shuttle.
“Barney,” I called him. “We go through the roof hatch. Try to take them out from up there.”
Barney nodded and moved to the center of the shuttle with me.
Hands of the infected banged on the shuttle, their demonic noises soon mixed with the screams of the Chinatown Inn kids.
“Baba, no,” Edwin shouted.
“Calvin, don’t.” Rina pleaded.
I looked back. It was too late.
He had left through the back emergency door. Gently, he closed it and looked once more at us.
His hand remained on the glass long enough that his grandchildren lunged for the door, touching it, crying and then he backed up and turned.
Without hesitation, I jumped, pushing the roof hatch open and I pulled myself up.
From the roof of the shuttle, I saw that the infected surrounded us. He lucked out because they hadn’t reached the rear of the vehicle.
I watched him cross the street quietly. He was spry and before long he was on the other side of the road.
“Here!” he shouted. “Over here.”
I wasn’t sure that would cut it until I saw he had Edwin’s K-Mart rifle.
He fired it once in the air …. Then again, shouting the entire time.
Soon every single one of them was drawn to his noise. They moved as a pack, slowly leaving the shuttle alone and then suddenly they all ran for him.
He waited. He waited until they had left, cleared the shuttle, and were near him, then he waved and took off.
A pied piper of the infected pulling a hero’s move to save his family. A lump formed in my throat and I slipped back inside.
There was a tremendous amount of sadness in that shuttle, I felt it too.
Looking through the windshield, I didn’t see the infected.
“Take it slow,” I told JR. “And go.”




THIRTY-EIGHT – FALLIBLE ARMOR

The gravel crunched beneath the tires as the shuttle drove slowly down the driveway to the barge dock.
We had the kids, along with Rina and Herman, stay behind in the shuttle, while JR and I led the others to see.
The six infected were still on the boat. Not that I expected them to go anywhere.
With the mob of infected still at a close distance, I knew firing any shots would draw them back.
“Once we clear the boat,” I said. “JR, you go down, do what you need to do to get it ready to launch.”
“I’ll pull the anchor and save the line for last,” he said. “I’ll need a few minutes. Just get everyone on board.”
Before that could be done, we had to get rid of the infected on the boat.
Barney had one silencer, not that it would completely silence the shots but it would make them less loud.
The honors went to Asia. She was the best and fastest shot.
Ed and I went back to the shuttle. He would get the kids and the elderly ready to go. I retrieved my bat, bag, and a few other things that I could grab.
Asia was ready. She took out three with ease. Climbed half way down the rope ladder and took out two more.
She went on to the boat to take out the final one.
“I’ll look for more,” she said.
“Be careful,” I told her. After JR climbed down, I dropped the bags to the boat, signaled Ed to get everyone, then Barney and I climbed down to move the bodies from the boat.
“All clear,” Asia said. “No others that I can see. I went below. It is stocked. You’ll love it.” She walked by me to help JR by untying the lines. “Lots of booze.”
I made a face as if she were being ridiculous or silly, but I was happy to hear that.
While JR prepared the boat for take off, Barney double checked the boat while I stayed to help the others down.
Rina was first, then Herman. They didn’t move as fast as they did on the fire escape that day. But the rope ladder moved a lot.
The Jurassic Park kids didn’t have a problem.
Timmy smiled brightly when he stepped off the ladder. “This is cool,” he said.
“Yeah, it is.”
The girl asked, “How long will we be on?”
“I don’t know. A few hours maybe.”
Three of the four Chinatown Inn Kids made it down without a problem. The youngest was only about two or three.
I watched Ed crouch down to talk to her. There was a deep sadness in that family. I could see it on Ed’s face, and every time I thought about his father in law, I pictured him running. Maybe making it and hiding in that old ice cream store. I didn’t want to picture anything else happening. The thought of it made me sick.
“Okay little one,” Ed said to his daughter. “I want you on my back and you are gonna hold on as tight as you can when I climb, okay?”
The little girl nodded. Edwin turned his back and the girl climbed on.
“I’m right here,” I called up. “I got her if she falls.”
Edwin thanked me but didn’t need me. The little girl held on tight and just as they made it to the bottom, the engines started.
I smiled.
JR really did know what he was doing.
Just in time, too.
We had pulled from the spot only a few feet when the infected appeared on the dock.
A few fell in, but they sank and didn’t swim.
I wondered if that would make a difference. Would they show up somewhere? Walk across the bottom of the river?
I kept watching the water, Ed did as well.
His kids sat quietly with the Jurassic Park kids on the deck, while he stood off to the side, alone.
I walked over. I knew it was a bad day for him.
“Good job,” I told him. “JR says a couple hours we will be at the Kennywood thing. But it might be dark and we may just wait until morning. We’re far enough away.”
“What does um … Barney say about the other side.”
“He thinks it is evacuated. We just need to grab a vehicle and head south. Away from the radiation.” I waited for a response. “Man, you are really into that river.”
Edwin lifted his head and turned to me. He looked pale, really pale.
“Do you have motion sickness?” I asked.
“No, John. It’s much worse,” he said. “And I have a favor to ask. A big one.” Cringing he removed his hoodie. I realized that the towel he had on his arm wasn’t for protection, it was for the blood. A huge gaping hole was in his forearm and another wound was on his shoulder. “I’ve been bit. I’m infected.”




THIRTY-NINE – SINK OR SWIM

“No.” My answer was firm.
“Listen, John, I can’t … I can’t let my kids see me like this.”
“I know, Ed. I know. But you need to be honest with them. Especially Ralph, he’s like thirteen. He can handle it.”
“He’s sixteen.”
“Holy fuck. Then pull him aside and you tell him. Tell him you were bit.”
Ed shook his head. “I can feel it, you know. I can feel it course through my veins. It burns, my heart beats and it burns. I can tell it won’t be long.”
“Then pull your oldest aside, say goodbye to your kids and go below. We will handle you when you turn.”
“I would just rather not have them see me turn. That’s why I need you to do this. Please, John, can you do this?”
The request was really far-fetched. He must have thought about it while staring at the river. It wasn’t going to work. I just had a gut feeling that something was going to go wrong.
Edwin wanted to create an illusion for his children. Allow them to know he had died without knowing the real reason of how or why.
I understood not wanting them to see that.
But it was the reality. They were about to see a lot worse in the world.
I just couldn’t wrap my head around what he wanted.
Edwin had a plan.
“I can’t swim,” he had said.
“Okay.”
“My kids know I can’t swim. I want to hang out with them, pretend I’m fine and pretend to fall in the river.”
At first when he said that, I thought it was some weird suicide.
No.
He wanted to take it one step farther.
“When I fall in, once one of my kids says that I can’t swim,” Edwin said. “Then you jump in. You find me. You … .end it. Okay?” He reached into his back pocket and handed me a thick screw driver. “I have it all planned.”
I looked down at the screwdriver as I took it, then placed it in my back pocket. “Let me get this straight.” I told him. “You want to get every moment you can with your kids then you want to let them see you drown. No. No, Ed. No. It’s better they know the truth. Plus, this isn’t as easy as it sounds. It’s water. Tell them.”
“They watched it happen with their mother, their grandmother. They can’t watch it happen to me.”
Those poor kids. They were going to suffer any way it was dealt.
I never liked kids, yet suddenly I felt really bad for every single kid on the boat, including the Jurassic Park kids.
What a world they had to witness.
The fucked up horrors dealt to them.
Would I do as Ed asked, yes, but I hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
Despite looking like shit, Edwin put on his hoodie again, along with a smile and joined his kids on the deck.
For an hour they talked. He got the depressed kids to smile, made sure they ate, and hugged each one of them.
Everyone but JR ended up on that deck.
Did they see what I saw? That Ed was really sick?
I hoped he wouldn’t go through with his insane plan. And for a minute, it looked as if he wouldn’t. That maybe he’d take my advice and go below.
But Edwin stood up and told the kids he wanted to get a drink.
I knew.
I fucking knew it.
He was so pale and pasty, he was gray.
A few steps into his walk he teetered and fell overboard.
His kids screamed.
In fact, everyone stood up.
Then Ralph said it, “He can’t swim. My dad can’t swim. Help him!”
Edwin’s arm extended upward, I saw his head bounce up. Probably some sort of defensive move to stay alive despite what he wanted.
I dropped the bat, and even though I was fast … Barney was faster.
With a thump-thump of his boots on the wooden planks of the boat, Barney dove into the water.
Internally I screamed, “Fuck!” I knew it. I knew his plan was faulty.
I jumped in, hoping to get to Edwin first.
Even if I got to him, how was I supposed to take him out with a screwdriver under water? It was insane and clearly a plan thought of by a man that was not thinking clearly.
The water was cold, deep and disgusting.
It was a river.
A crud-filled one at that.
There was no way to see anything. Once I submerged, I tried to see, but everything was cloudy and murky. I could barely see my own hands.
I went topside to get air, then dove back down.
The feeling of panic took over me because I couldn’t find him.
Another minute passed, I came up again for air and I saw.
“I got him!” Barney said, he had Edwin in his grasp, swimming back to the boat.
How far had we drifted in the search for Edwin? Ten, fifteen feet, from the boat.
Edwin couldn’t swim. His plan was for me to take him out, but instead he drowned. Barney pulled him to the boat.
“No,” I said, but I was unheard and I swam as fast as I could to get back on.
The kids were at the railing, beckoning Barney. Help their father. Help him. Asia was there and she helped pull Edwin on board.
“No,” I called out again.
Perhaps they thought it was my emotions. But it was my warning.
They pulled Edwin’s lifeless  body to the deck and I climbed on board.
Barney had taken a life saving position over Edwin. He pressed on his stomach a few times, causing water to come from his mouth.
“No,” I called out. “Stop.”
Barney ignored me.
He listened for breath sounds, putting his ear close to Edwin’s mouth.
Why wasn’t he hearing me? Why wasn’t he heeding my warning?
Then Ralph spoke up. “Barney, no.”
The teenager pointed at his father.
“Barney,” he said. “Look at his arm. He was bit.”
There was a lot of confusion and adrenaline. So much so, Barney was focused on saving Edwin.
Edwin lay there lifeless, unresponsive. But the moment Barney placed his mouths to Ed’s to deliver air, Edwin reanimated.
His eyes opened, his hand went to Barney’s head and his teeth clenched and bit down against Barney’s mouth that had been connected to him.
A groaning muffled scream escaped Barney. Fighting, he pulled back. All the skin from around his mouth pulled like silly-putty and Barney screamed.
Edwin sat up. His head turned and his eyes had lost all color as he looked at us all. Blood dripped from his mouth as flesh dangled from between his tightly clenched teeth.
Barney’s hands went to his own mouth, and he fell backwards. His body rocking back and forth in pain until he started to twitch.
I knew what that meant. He was turning and turning fast.
I raced forward to Edwin, blasting to Asia to, “Get Barney.” And in my run, I grabbed on to Edwin.
There were so many screams it was like background music.
I hated that his children had seen that. They were horrified and crying.
It was a risk to grab Ed, but I needed to give him his final wish. For his children not to see him like that.
While they already had, they didn’t need to see him die.
He fought me. He twisted and turned, his mouth constantly trying to bite, while his arms wildly flung out.
I was able to pull him to the other side of the boat, away from the view of everyone, and I tossed him hard to the deck.
He slammed down and instinctively tried to get back up, but I used my foot and my weight behind it to push him back down.
It was hard to hold him there. He had such incredible strength. I heard the shot fired and knew Asia had taken care of Barney. Reaching back, I felt the screwdriver wedged in my back pocket.
I grabbed it and with all of my strength, I brought down the pointed end, driving it into Edwin’s forehead.
It took a second for it to kill him. His eyes connected with mine and for an instant, I thought he was back. That he knew me and what he was doing. That somehow he was conveying his thanks. There was life there and then it was gone.
Breathing heavily in the after-moments of putting him down, I just wanted it all to end. All the madness to stop.
We were so close to our escape.
Close to salvation and we lost two more.
We left the restaurant a group of sixteen and now floated on the river a group of nine.
I was done. That was it.
As I stood over Edwin’s body, listening to the sobs of his children, to the cries of everyone, I vowed no more. We would lose no more lives.
We couldn’t.




FORTY – FLOAT ALONG

There was a lot of crying. It was a bad situation after losing Barney and Edwin.
I hated it. I hated every single moment that happened on the boat. It was a reality I didn’t want to face.
The original plan was to take the boat only a little downriver and dock by some amusement park. But when we saw up ahead that the boat docked there was the one megaphone man and his people had, docking there suddenly wasn’t a good idea.
The mindset and the mood on board wasn’t conducive to stopping and venturing out again on foot. Especially if they were there, they could be a potential threat.
There were other places to dock, and we would keep cruising by.
I felt like Edwin, hugging that railing, looking into the water. I was sick, too, not in the same way. I threw up twice over the side of the boat. I didn’t know if it was jumping in that river water or just everything.
But standing there at the rail gave me a prime vantage point as we passed the megaphone man’s boat.
I saw it. I didn’t think anyone else did because it wasn’t mentioned.
Blood.
There was blood all over the railing of that boat.
I knew something was up on the other side of the river. There was no movement, no cars, no sounds.
Had the infection spread there?
If so, were the bombs for nothing?
I felt better enough to get changed and cleaned up. Below deck in the berth, there was a shower. It was small and I barely fit. But it worked and I cleaned up. I had a change of clothes in my bag. After putting them on, I sought out that booze Asia talked about and poured a healthy glass.
There was a knock on the door frame. Asia poked her head in. “Hey, sorry to bother you.”
“It’s okay.”
“JR wants to have a meeting. He says he has a plan.”
“I’ll be right there. I need to put my shoes on. How are the kids?”
“They’re all upset. I think not getting off the boat yet was a good move, but staying on the boat will make it hard for Edwin’s kids.”
“I know.” I took a sip. “I’ll be right up.”
I finished getting dressed, put my shoes on, and with my drink stepped up to the deck.
I didn’t know where JR wanted to meet, but I assumed it was on the bridge. When I passed the open kitchen area all the kids were in there.
I paused as I walked by; they all looked at me. It made me wonder if Edwin’s kids saw me as a monster. I don’t know why it mattered, I did what I needed to do.
The bridge area was bigger than I expected. Herman and Rina were up there as well.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“I found a map.” JR had it partially folded and on a small ledge table. “Now we have enough fuel to go south. I don’t want to push it and be dead in the water. I think our safe bet is to dock in Belle Vernon. It’s twenty-four miles out of the city. It shouldn’t be evacuated.”
“It should make it easy,” I said. “For us to find the transportation we all need.”
JR nodded. “I can’t get the radio to work or I’d be on it. I say stall outside of Belle Vernon, dock in the morning. Agreed?”
I nodded. “Way to take a leadership position, JR. I’m proud.”
“Okay so if everyone is good with that …” JR said. “We move on to the conversation. We’ve all avoided it. Where is everyone’s destination?” He looked at Asia. “I know you’re going to meet your family down in West Virginia.”
Asia nodded and leaned over to the map. “Holly River, but I only need to get to here. Buckhannon. The van was left for me behind Trinity church.”
Rina spoke up. “You had it all worked out.”
“Apocalypse plan.”
“Okay, so …” I leaned over her shoulder, pointing at the map. “If you’re going here. If we have to, we can ride together, you get your van and I take whatever vehicle we had and go east on Forty-Eight. That’s if we don’t get two vehicles.”
JR turned to Rina. “What about you guys? Where can we get you?”
Asia stepped back from the map. “They’re going with me.”
Rina nodded. “Herman and I know that area so well. We asked Asia, she said she’d love to have us. JR, what about you?”
“Yeah,” I said. “What are you doing? Do you have family to look for?’
JR shook his head. “No, I’m the last one. It’s fine. It’s been that way for a while. Technically, I am still gainfully employed by Grand Hotels. Once we hit Belle Vernon and civilization, I’ll give corporate a call. They’ll put me up somewhere, transfer me.”
“Well, you look me up if you’re in Virginia. I’ll give you all my information,” I told him.
“I’ll do that,” JR nodded. “Now the biggie. The kids. We have six kids out there.”
Herman interjected. “They’re a nonissue. That’s probably the wrong word.”
Hearing him speak surprised me. “Oh my God, you talk. I wondered if you did.”
“Of course, I talk,” he said. “I just didn’t have anything to say. I spoke enough my whole life and when I didn’t …” he pointed to Rina. “She did enough speaking for me.”
Asia laughed. “That’s funny. Why are the kids not important? Do you not like kids?”
“Oh, I love kids,” Herman replied. “All of those kids are great. And for as much as John wants to take them all …”
“I never said that,” I interjected.
“He can’t,” Herman continued. “No one can. They aren’t ours. It may seem like the apocalypse, but downriver it’s not. So unless the laws have changed since I sat on the bench, I’m pretty sure there are no squatters rights to kids. You can’t just take them over.”
I huffed in confusion. “This was a big event. It shook the country, there has to be a contingency for kids, a place to take them.”
“Oh, yeah,” Herman said. “They’re called orphanages.”
“What?” JR blasted. “These kids lost everything and we’re gonna drop them off with the state?”
“It’s the law,” Herman reiterated. “Now, granted John might be right in a sense. These are extreme circumstances. Because there may be an extraordinary amount of orphans, they may make special circumstantial exceptions. Take into account what the kids may want. I can guarantee though, the authorities are not going to let you take them to West Virginia or Virginia.”
“Well, the Jurassic Park kids are from Florida,” I said. “What if I said I was driving them there?”
Herman chuckled. “You don’t even call them by their real names, John. I’d like to see a judge give you permission to do that.”
“Man, for a guy that didn’t say three words as we battled the infected,” I stated, “You have a lot to say now.”
“I was a family court judge.” Herman shrugged.
“Well,” JR exhaled. “We can’t have that. I’ll do what I can for them since I am staying behind. I’m sure they have family out there. We’ll find them.”
There it was.
Authorities. Family Court. Orphans.
Not once did I give any thought to the normalcy that awaited us after our escape. When the Jurassic Park kids would tell me they wanted to stay with me, my response of playing it by ear was moot.
There never was a choice.
Not in a normal world. While I doubted it would be completely normal it would be different than what we had been living with.
It would be a shellshock. A twisted mashup of The Truman Show meets the Walking Dead.
No more infected. No more crazy people trying to make you bait.
I welcomed it.




FORTY-ONE – SO WISE

We drifted.
As the evening set in, and we were close to Belle Vernon, JR cut the engines.
It hadn’t been more than six hours since the Chinatown Inn kids lost their father. None of us felt comfortable turning them over yet.
We had food and water.
The river police hadn’t come over to us so we were good.
I found myself avoiding everyone. Especially the kids. It wasn’t my intention. But over dinner, Jurassic Park Boy was overzealous, which excited his sister.
“What is your dad like?” he asked. “Is he nice?”
“Does he look like the farmers we see in movies?” asked the girl.
“Will he make us milk a cow?”
Those were just some of the questions. They flowed one right after another. I excused myself claiming motion sickness and went outside.
When I retrieved that bottle and saw how much had been taken, I thought either someone else was hitting it or I had more of a drinking problem than I cared to admit.
I stood at what I called the ‘Edwin’ spot on the deck. Against the railing, staring out to what was called Belle Vernon.
I didn’t hear anything. It was a quiet night and calm. No screams of the infected in the distance or gunshots.
“Mr. Fich,” the young voice called to me.
I turned my head. Edwin’s oldest son, Ralph walked up to me.
Admittedly, I was worried. I hadn’t spoken to him. I had no idea what he wanted or why he was walking up to me. It was eerie though because he looked so much like a younger version of his father.
“I just … I wanted to thank you,” he said. “Thank you for handling my father. I know that was hard.”
“I am so sorry,” I told him. “I am. I’m sorry.”
“No.” he shook his head. “I knew. Not for sure, but a part of me knew he was bit and he wasn’t saying anything. Did he fall in the river on purpose?”
“Yes.” I nodded. “His plan was to fall in. I was supposed to go in after and take care of him. But Barney jumped in too fast. How are you doing?”
He shrugged. “We’re doing. I thought maybe you were mad at us.”
“Who, me?” I took a drink. “No. Not at all. I … it … was hard because of what’s going to happen.”
“What do you mean? You mean about the bomb?”
“No. I mean…” I paused and looked at him. “Okay, you’re old enough to understand this. When we dock, you guys … we don’t have a choice on what happens with all of you kids. Herman used to be a judge and he said we need to turn you over to authorities.”
“That sucks.”
“Yeah, it does. JR though, he said he was going to try to keep tabs, you know, try to maybe even wrangle you guys together.”
“Wrangle?” he asked. “Is that a farmer word?”
“I don’t know where that came from.”
Ralph smiled. “It’s okay. The only thing I worry about is the fact that they’ll separate us. We’ll go into the system and go to different places.”
“Maybe not.”
“Who’s gonna take on four kids?”
“Someone might. But you know what? If they don’t … you’re sixteen. My father and his two sisters were orphaned when his parents died,” I told him. “My dad was your age and when he turned eighteen he got his siblings. If they separate you, then you vow to do the same.”
“I will,” Ralph said. “Your father sounds like a nice guy.”
“My dad is the best.”
“What about Luke and Daisy?” he asked. “You call them the Jurassic Park kids.”
“I know who they are. We have to hand them over as well. What bothers me …” I looked at him. “Your father asked me to take care of you guys.”
“You don’t owe my father,” Ralph said. “You barely knew him.”
“Man, you are wise. And I know, but I kind of think, your dad and me … we didn’t consider that there was a normal world out here,” I said. “We fought the infected and just, you know, thought the world was going to be like in the movies. A wasteland.”
“Everyone dead, fighting or infected?” he asked.
“I think we both assumed that.”
“And you really think it’s normal?”
“As normal can be,” I replied.
“No, I mean … everything is fine, no infected, a system you can turn us over to,” Ralph said. “People going to Starbucks. You think that?”
“You don’t?” I asked.
He shook his head. “No. Because if everything was normal.” He pointed to the shore. “Why is everything so quiet and dark?”




FORTY-TWO – ALL ASHORE

The light of day also brought something else. The light of realization.
The realization that things weren’t what we expected or predicted.
Smitherman’s Marina was empty.
Not that we expected it to be booming in the early morning hours, but there was no movement whatsoever. Not even dock maintenance.
Yet, beyond the docked ships, cars were in the lot.
“Still feeling confident in job security?” I asked JR.
“You know what this is, don’t you?” JR said. “This is the Dawn of the Dead remake.”
“What is that?” I asked.
Rina groaned. “A movie. They took the boat, docked and died.”
“Is that the end of the movie?” I asked.
Rina nodded.
“And you couldn’t say spoiler?”
“No,” She snapped. “I don’t need to say spoiler on a movie that’s decades old.”
JR held up his hand. “We still don’t know that they died in the movie. It was kind of ambiguous.”
“All movie stuff aside,” Asia said. “What the hell happened here. Here, not the movie?”
“Either they evacuated or … the infection is farther than we think,”  I said. “JR, what do you know about this place?”
“Not much.” JR shook his head. “It’s a popular marina. But I can say this, we are like minutes from the highway. We get that Access bus in the parking lot, that’s all we need.”
“What is an access bus?” I asked. “You mean that vehicle that looks like the hotel shuttle?”
“Yes. Access is a transportation system,” JR replied. “Never mind. It’s not important. The highway is. You can see it.”
I looked where he pointed. The overpass roads crossed not far from the Marina.
“That will take you to Seventy-Nine,” JR said. “That’s the only highway you need.”
“There’s something different about all this,” I said. “I can’t put my finger on it, but there is something different. There’s only one thing to do. I’ll go look. See if that Access bus has a key.”
“Can I go with you?” Asia asked.
“Yes.”
“It’s about time you said yes,” she replied. “So we go, look, check it out, then let everyone off the boat?”
“That’s the plan.”
It was a good one too. One thought of on the fly.
Once Asia and I deemed it safe and we found means of transportation, we would unload everyone from the boat. Go back to the original plan, evacuate and hit the highway. Get as far away from the city and area as we could.
That was of course, if we weren’t overreacting to an early morning vacant marina.
<><><><>
The moment I saw the body I knew we weren’t overreacting. The man’s body was twenty feet from the outdoor patio seating. His legs were twisted under each other as he lay on his side, one hand still clutching a beer bottle, while a cigarette had burned all the way down to his fingers on the other hand.
“He wasn’t infected,” Asia said. “He wasn’t attacked either.”
She was right. There was nothing about his face that showed signs of infection. No wounds. He was one of many bodies all either on the ground or in the outdoor seating area. They sat at chairs, heads plopped to tables.
A buffet table was set up and flies swarmed not only around the bodies but the remaining food.
It was a party. It looked as if everyone just died instantly in the middle of it.
“John?” Asia asked, looking around. “What happened to all these people?”
<><><><>
“Gas,” Rina stated as she looked around the bodies.  Since it was safe, we asked her to come ashore. After all, she was the only medical professional we had. “This is poison or a gas. There is no sign of struggle or trauma. They were eating, drinking, smoking and they all just died. There’s no blood.”
“Do you think this was another terror attack?” I asked. “Like the virus they hit downtown with only this one was stronger?”
“No, I think this was prevention,” she said.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“I think while we were dallying in the city, darting here and there trying to get out, the infection broke boundaries. Or they thought it did,” Rina replied. “And this was their way to keep it here.”
Asia asked. “Who is we? Do you think we did this to ourselves? That these people were risk elimination?”
Rina shook her head. “I’m just guessing. But there is one way to find out. We go. We move forward. Find people. Eventually life is out there. Get on the highway and…”:
She never finished her sentence.
A bright, white flash illuminated us all. It was blinding, whiting everything out. A silent flash that was soon followed by a tempered boom.
The first reaction was to duck. I grabbed on to Rina and brought her down to the ground. There was a vibration, like an earthquake followed by ten seconds of a violent blast wind that rolled over us.
My heart raced out of control. I didn’t know what caused it, fear … worry. There was something sickening about seeing that flash.
In an act of terror a virus was dropped, in an act of desperation we were destroying ourselves to try to contain it.
I didn’t know what caused the sudden death of those people in the marina, but I knew we didn’t have time to try to figure it out.
The bomb had been dropped.
We had to get out.
Time was of the essence.




FORTY-THREE – THIS IS WHERE WE …

When we first started our journey it seemed as if we couldn’t make it a few blocks without trouble, now we drove fifty miles without even speaking.
There was a dream we had, at least I know I did.
One where we left the craziness of the infection and emerged into safety. Into a world waiting for us with wide open arms.
A safe world.
No bloodthirsty beings. No more racing to get away or staying silent so as not to draw attention.
I didn’t have a clue what type of world we emerged into but I knew one thing.
It was a quiet, motionless world.
We secured that Access Bus which was parked in the marina lot. The driver was dead at the wheel and I had to pull him from the vehicle.
The keys were still in the ignition. The clipboard near the dash had a check in passenger list from Spring Haven Senior center.
The minibus had three quarters of a tank of gas. It would get us somewhere with help.
After loading the bus, we took off. Our plan was just to get on the highway and drive. Look for help, signs of life.
There was none.
No military, no police, not a soul on the road.
On the positive side we didn’t see any infected.
In the rearview mirror the sky burned red. The reflection of the flames that ravaged the city.
JR was right, the highway was minutes away.
We cruised down that highway without any problems.
JR’s confidence in a job was gone. There was no job. There were no authorities to take the kids, at least not in the Belle Vernon area.
There were some cars on the highway, not a lot. Most had crashed into each other or guardrails.
It was apparent the world, at least where we were, had fallen apart. Where was everyone?
Not long after leaving Pennsylvania, the first car zipped by us on the highway. It sped by going at least ninety. No way we were going to catch it.
But I took it as a good sign.
Not everyone was dead. Perhaps it was just the area.
A small rural gas station off an exit just before Morgantown still had power.
No one was manning the station and we were able to grab snacks and fill up the tank.
The kids were quiet for most of the trip, everyone was. Fortunately, the farther south we drove, the more cars we began to see.
We finally arrived at Buckhannon, it was the first town that was functioning.
Traffic crawled on the main strip and a side street became a parking area near the Red Cross set-up in the Dollar General parking lot.
It took three hours and a hundred and seventy miles to find people alive.
I could see it on Asia’s face. She was anxious, yet relieved. Her family wasn’t far and seeing people was encouraging.
Trinity Church, the place of her contingency vehicle, wasn’t far from us.
It was two in the afternoon.
Plenty of daylight left to burn. Asia could make it to her family in Holly River and I could make it to my father’s farm.
Before all that, I knew I needed to get information.
I parked the minibus two blocks away from the Red Cross set-up. I told everyone to hang tight, I was going to find out what I could.
JR went with me and we walked toward the congested area.
The line of people formed in front of the store and extended down the sidewalk. They looked like we did, confused, displaced.
We joined the line.
“Do we know what they are doing?” I asked the man in front of me.
“Just helping those who don’t have anywhere to go. The evacuees.”
“We just escaped Pittsburgh,” I told him.
“I heard it’s dust up there,” he said.
“It is. Can you tell us what’s happening?” I asked.
“The infection spread up north. Minimal cases down here. They’re having everyone go south for safety.”
Was there anything that line or the Red Cross could give that we needed?
What little answers were to be given we had received.
The vain attempt to control the infection failed.
“We should just go,” JR said., “We don’t need to wait in line.”
He was right. We needed to get Asia to her hidden van, then I needed to head to my father’s farm.
Turning and walking from the line, we heard the familiar sound of it.
Chaos, screams ….
It came from the camp and that told me it could only be one thing … infected.
We had run from one area of infection to another.
Was there really any place free of it?
We hurried back to the minibus and said nothing to anyone else.
“They’re just handling evacuees,” I said. “That’s all.”
Everyone accepted that explanation and we rolled.
Just before the Trinity Church was a Gas n Go and I filled up one more time. It would be enough to get me to my father’s farm, which was all I needed.
The blue older minivan was parked in the back of the church lot near the lone picnic bench.
Asia let out a moan of relief when she saw it.
“Are you sure?” I asked. “Are you sure your family will be okay, and there?”
Rina answered. “I know the area, John, her family is more than safe there.”
She was ready to go. To get in that van and find her husband and children.
“Any of you are welcome to come with me,” she said to the bus of kids. “Any of you. If we have to, we'll take this shuttle.”
“Will you be mad if we stay with John?” Jurassic Park Boy asked.
“No.” she shook her head. “But maybe you need to ask John.”
“John?” he looked at me. “Can I go to the farm with you?”
“Yeah, Luke,” I said. “You can.”
He gasped. “You called me by my name.”
“Don’t get too used to it,” I told him, then looked at Ralph. “What about you guys?” I asked him.
Ralph held his youngest sister. He looked at his other siblings. “John, our father wanted us with you. If it’s okay, we’d like to stay with you.”
I didn’t verbally answer. I nodded in an annoyed, yeah it’s fine, sort of way.
“Wow,” Asia turned to me. “Who would have thought? Are you alright with six kids?”
“He’s fine,” JR said. “I’m with him.”
Quickly, I turned to JR. “You’re going with me?”
“Sure. Why not.”
“So we’re gonna have three single men handling six kids,” I said. “Oh, yeah, we’re good.”
The conversation was great, but it was time to say goodbye. To go our ways.
I walked with Asia, Rina and Herman to the van. The familiar sound of gunshots rang out in the distance.
“Head straight there,” I told her. “Don’t stop.”
“You, too, John.”
I gave her the address and directions to the farm with an open invitation for her and her family to come if they wanted. She did the same with directions to Holly River.
The first time I met Asia she saved my life in that elevator. It was hard to believe it was a week before; it seemed as if I knew her a lifetime.
The goodbyes were warm but they had to be brisk.
Danger loomed, it just hung over us and we could feel it.
It was heartbreaking saying goodbye to her, Rina and Herman. New friends I didn’t want to lose or leave.
Life left us no choices.
A group that had been formed now was a group that divided.
I hoped the best for all of us.
After our goodbyes, I returned to the Access Minibus and we departed.
The journey to my father’s farm would take three hours and fifteen minutes.
I talked to the kids a lot about how the farm was, how my father was.
In the back of my mind I worried. What if the virus had reached there? What if my father was infected?
State Road Forty-Eight had a lot more traffic than any other road I had seen. It had a sense of normalcy but not too normal that I had to turn over the kids.
They were counting on me and I needed that.
With an eighth of a tank of gas remaining, we left the highway, took two side streets and ended up on the long gravel road that led to my father’s farm.
The crops were in full bloom and they lined the sides of the road.
When I left the farm a week earlier that road led to the grassy yard area where the barn was to the right and the house straight ahead.
It was different. When I pulled up there was a fence. A new erected fence that encircled only the yard around the house.
I stopped the minibus just before the gate.
“Is this it?” JR asked.
“Yeah. The fence is new. Really new.” I grabbed for the handle of the door and when I did, I saw my father emerge from the house with a shotgun.
He held it high and aimed.
Before I stepped out, I hollered. “Dad! It’s me!”
“John? John, is that you?”
I glanced over my shoulder to everyone. “It’s fine. We’re good.” Then I opened the door and stepped out.
My father hurried down the walk, across the yard and to the fence.
“John,” he said my name with relief. “My God, you’re alive!” His hands shook as he undid the padlock. He swung open the gate and raced to me.
My father’s embrace was something that felt so good. I felt like a child again.
“I thought you were dead.” He placed his hands on my cheeks, I saw his eyes gloss over. “I thought you were dead.”
“All I could think about was coming home,” I told him. “You’ve been busy. The fence.”
“Well, can’t be too careful with the sick ones, right? It’s not done, but with you here …” his eyes drifted and he stepped back. I knew he was looking at the bus, or rather the occupants that stepped out.
“These are my friends, Dad,” I said. “We all left the city together.”
JR stepped forward, extending his hand. “Sir, thank you.”
My father muttered out, “You’re welcome.” But I saw his focus was on the six kids that stepped off the bus. “Holy young ones, John.”
“Well, you said you always wanted grandkids,” I told him.
My father looked at me and smiled. “It’s good to have them all. Bring that bus in here.”
“You got it.” I faced the kids and JR. “Go on in.”
Jurassic Park Boy wrapped his arms around my waist, placing his head to my stomach. “Thank you, John.”
The girl walked up behind him and hugged me as well. “Thank you, John.” She looked at my father. “And John’s dad.”
Ralph, holding his sister on his hip, and the hand of his brother, walked by me, the final sibling trailing behind.
“Thank you,” Ralph said, then looked at my father. “Thank you.”
My father nodded, then with a tightly closed mouth smile he looked at me. “You did good. I’m proud of you and glad you are home safe.”
Me too.
After all the craziness, the death, the running. It all seemed so far away.
It didn’t matter that the world was still insane. It didn’t matter that the infection broke boundaries.
Not at that moment it didn’t.
I made it.
We made it.
We were safe and finally … I was home.




FORTY-FOUR – ONE MORE

SIX MONTHS LATER ….
I couldn’t take another second of their bickering.
My father and Daisy were at each other like an old married couple.
He complained about the way she folded his socks and she complained that he just flicked his cigarette ashes everywhere.
I got a glimpse of what it would have been like if I had a sister.
There was a weird sense of enjoyment in the bickering, it was as if they both needed it.
“I’ll fix lunch today,” I announced. “Give me an hour.”
I knew the intense new fighting was a product of the final harvest. We were all exhausted. We not only had harvest, we had canning and for the first time because of everything happening in the world, we had excess crops that would go bad if we didn’t figure out where to take them.
The next town of Nepal was the reasonable choice but it wasn’t that easy to get to.
I left Daisy and my dad to fight over how many spoons of coffee make the best full pot and I walked outside. I needed to check to see how things were going in canning.
JR was pushing a small cart. “Six dozen, John. It stinks in there. Worse than usual.”
“You’ll have that.”
“What are we gonna do with all these eggs? The kids really are getting tired of eggs.”
“I know.”
“You gonna take a chance and cross deadlands?” JR asked.
I grumbled. I hated crossing deadlands, as we called it. An area highly populated with infected. It occupied a stretch of road between us and the next town. A town that needed any food that we could give.
“Probably.”
“John!” Luke called my name and raced to me. “I got three liters today. Three liters of milk by myself. Call me the milk master.”
“You are the milk master,” I told him and rubbed his head.
We had a canning division set up in the barn. Our food preserver, and we needed that. My father’s farm had become a safe haven to those of us who lived there. We built that fence high, wide and strong.
An older couple and their two teenage kids joined us months earlier when I found them fighting the infected in the deadlands. I brought them home. They were a good addition and worked canning food for us all to get us through the winter and spring.
The first winter was upon us.
There were days the farm seemed like a zoo. Kids running amuck, so much noise and life that it was hard to believe that such a threat lived so near us.
I knew what lurked not far from us.
That wasn’t my problem.
I worried about keeping those inside the fence safe.
“Hey, John,” I heard Ralph call my name.
I paused walking to the barn. “What’s up?” I asked.
“A camper is pulling up to the fence.”
“A camper?”
“I saw it drive up the road.”
No sooner had Ralph said that, I turned toward the fence and saw the camper
“What the hell?”
“Funny how they found us,” Ralph said, “We’re in the middle of nowhere.”
“Yeah, that’s strange.”
I carried a pistol with me always, and walked to the gate ready to hold it up, aiming when the door to the camper opened and Asia stepped out.
“Oh my God,” I raced to the gate.
My first thought upon seeing her was that everything had turned bad for her. That she had sought us out in desperation.
As soon as I walked through the fence, I rushed to her and hugged her.
“John, you’re here.” She said and kissed me on the cheek. “I was hoping you were.” She backed up from the embrace and looked beyond me. “Wait, there are a lot of kids there,” she said looking at the children in the front yard.
“Yeah, well, some guy in the next county keeps dropping them off. We’re like the state orphanage here. We manage though.”
Asia laughed.
“That’s funny?” I asked.
“Yeah, it is, knowing you wanted nothing to do with kids and now you have a ton.”
“What’s going on?” I asked. “Why are you here? Are your kids okay? Your husband?”
“Oh, yeah, we’re fine. All of us. My parents. Kids. Husband, Rina and Herman. We were safe but we realized we just don’t have the resources to make it through the winter. You gave me your address and I was hoping….”
“And you are welcome here. Everyone is good?”
“Everyone is great. Do you have room, do you have enough?” she asked.
“We have plenty of everything,” I said. “We can use the help here. Welcome.”
She placed her hand on my cheek and smiled once before getting back in her camper.
Over the previous six months I thought about Asia a lot. I always wondered how she was doing. Did they survive? Did they face infected? I never expected her to show up, yet here she was.
As the camper rolled by me, Rina peeked out the window and waved.
It was an amazing feeling to see them again.
Reunited.
We were bound together by a common tragedy and goal.
What we faced was far from over. In fact, the threat of the infected was never far and I assumed it wouldn’t be long before we battled it close to our security fence.
At the moment, we were far enough away that we could pretend it didn’t exist.
The world was incredibly different and getting worse by the day.
But on the farm, at least for the time being, we were together, we had our new sense of normal, and we were fine.
Together we survived a trek through the unknown, the infected, and out of the city.
I had no doubt that together, we would survive whatever came our way.
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