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For my brother, Ian, who would cross a broken bridge to save me,

although he probably would’ve tossed me off when we were kids.


Chapter 1

Sylvie

My mother is dying.

I’ve waited years for this day, anticipating the relief I’d feel when she finally did herself in, but the day of reckoning has come and there’s nothing but a clinical detachment and an overall sense of unreality. When I arrived at the hospital last night, they said she had a few hours at most. But, being my mother, she’s hanging on to life in the face of all odds. And not in a good way—in a you’ll never be free of me way.

Her breaths are so abrupt and ugly that I think each may be her last. Her teeth are rotted away, her flesh flabby and yet wasted. She was pretty once, with her deep brown eyes and glossy dark hair. That woman is long gone, replaced by a visage that could be a hundred years old instead of fifty-one. People used to say we looked alike, but I’ll be damned if I’ll ever resemble this wreck of a woman on the bed.

All I’ve said is, “Hi, Mom. I’m here.” And that’s all I’m going to say. I’m not in the market for deathbed absolution. I’m here to make sure she’s gone for good, and then I’m getting on with my life.

Her dragging, snore-like struggle for air is reminiscent of the years spent listening to her passed out, from the age of seven until I moved in with Grace’s family at seventeen. As a child, I prayed she’d live, that she’d make it through the night. Eventually, I prayed she’d choke to death in her sleep. Not very kind, I know, but it would have meant escape. I was a prisoner of war in my mother’s battle with herself, and the only liberator was death.

After a soft rap on the door, Grace enters and then stops at the sight of my mom. Her eyes fill and she makes a sympathetic noise. “Oh, Sylvie…”

“Don’t,” I say firmly, and stand to hug her.

Grace lets out a gust of air, equal parts understanding and exasperation, but she doesn’t argue, only drops her bag on a chair and tightens her wavy blond ponytail. She wears her usual off-duty outfit of jeans and a blousy, hippie shirt, which matches her Earth Mother vibe. But looks can be deceiving, as the patients in her therapy practice often find. Grace will clear your chakras and then tell you to get your head out of your ass all in the course of one session. I like the disparity. It keeps her interesting. Interesting enough to be my only real friend—my only real family.

“Thanks for coming,” I say. “You really didn’t have to cancel all your appointments.”

Grace gives me the head-tilted, slightly disbelieving look I often invoke. “Of course I did, idiot. My mom sends her love. She wanted to come, but I told her no.”

“Thanks. She called last night.”

As much as I love Grace’s parents, the juxtaposition of her mother and my mother in the same room would only serve to reinforce the huge gap between their parenting styles. Mom is reminder enough. I draw a breath. Now that Grace is here to distract me from the incessant breathing, I can finally absorb some oxygen.

She picks up my mother’s hand. Her touch is gentle, gentler than my mother deserves. “Hi, Ruth. It’s Grace.”

She presses her lips together and glances my way for permission. I shrug. She has every right to say goodbye. I said goodbye years ago, but Grace always held out hope it wouldn’t end this way.

“I’ll make sure Sylvie’s okay,” Grace says barely above a whisper. “I’m sorry you couldn’t.”

It’s not that my mother couldn’t, it’s that she wouldn’t. I curl my fingernails into my palms and try not to regress seventeen years in the span of a second, into a ten-year-old holding back tears over the woman who doesn’t love her enough, or at all.

I walk into the bathroom so I can’t hear more. Old snapshots of my mother stare back when I look in the mirror. Although, from what I remember of him before he took off, my Italian father is as responsible for my appearance as my mother. In any case, my eyes are only slightly pink. I won’t cry over Ruth Rossi ever again.

When I reenter the room, Grace sits in a chair with her feet perched at the edge. She manages to make the most awkward positions look comfortable, and even when she’s moving she exudes a stillness and calm. Graceful, like her name. She doesn’t blunder through things the way I do.

“Done?” I ask.

Her head tilt returns. Grace wants me to be present. To deal with my emotions in a healthy way. But after almost fifteen years of friendship, she knows it’s unlikely.

My mother moans. Grace’s feet drop to the floor, while I calmly press the button on Mom’s morphine pump. The hospital is short-staffed and leaving the button-pushing up to me. I know better than to skimp; I want my mother to be out of it just as much as she wants to be out of it. Maybe more.

“You know she’s loving this, right?” I say, hooking my thumb at the machine.

“God, Sylvie,” Grace says, but she laughs.

When my mother’s breathing gets to be too much, I put on the TV. Bornavirus LX is the hot topic of every news channel. It’s been around for a week—a virus spread through bodily fluids. It started somewhere in Asia, moved to the western U.S. and now, the newscaster says, it’s here in New York City. She tells us that a few cases have been identified throughout the five boroughs, including our borough of Brooklyn, and that air travel from the west was suspended last night. She runs through the whole spiel again: The virus leads to aggression in the infected, who attack their caregivers and spread it further. But the city is safe, she assures us with a vehement nod that doesn’t produce a single twitch in her blond helmet of hair.

“Did you see Facebook?” Grace asks.

I raise an eyebrow. She pulls out her phone with a dramatic sigh. “Sorry, I forgot Facebook is the beginning of the downfall of civilization.”

It feels good to joke. My mother’s presence has chipped away at my sense of humor.

“Weird, it’s not updating.” Grace’s fingers move on her phone before she gives up and hands it over. “But you can see the older stuff.”

The hours-old posts promise videos of infected people, but the links don’t transport me anywhere. The word zombie is bandied about in one. People love zombies. Every sneeze that spreads past ten feet means the zombie apocalypse has arrived. Another post says the rogue virus is a product of the U.S. government, which I find a little easier to believe.

On TV, a balding man yells about California and Oregon and an epidemic. A different balding man talks over him, saying all is well. Everything is blown out of proportion, every story rehashed with such fervor by newscasters that they all blend into one gargantuan never-ending crisis that never happens. One day we’ll all be blindsided, since the news is the equivalent of the Boy Who Cried Wolf.

I switch to a home-buying show. The hours go by, in which we watch inane afternoon television while listening to my mother’s respiration. I pick listlessly through my bags of chips and candy, and then I force Grace to eat the sandwich I bought for her earlier—whole grain bread, of course.

I hold up a Snickers. “You want?”

“I’m trying not to eat processed sugar.”

I peel the wrapper down slowly, a chocolate bar striptease. Grace watches, green eyes narrowed. I take a big whiff. “Mm…chocolate.”

“I hate you,” she says, hand extended.

I drop it in victoriously. Why she tries to deprive herself of delicious things is beyond me. Something about living longer. But I don’t want to live to be a hundred if it means a hundred years of healthy eating.

“I got my period two days ago,” Grace says. She chews a bite of Snickers and keeps her eyes glued to the TV like it’s no big deal.

“Shit, I’m sorry.”

Grace and her husband Logan have been trying for a baby for the past year. Every month she spends far too much money on pregnancy tests, obsesses about every symptom, and cries when her period shows up like clockwork.

“I think we’re going to a specialist. They say to give it a year first. I’m going to call next week.”

I pat her shoulder from my chair. “Good. Who knows, maybe it’s something minor they can fix. And then, boom, you’re knocked up.”

She sniffs and nods. I don’t know what else to say about the lack of a baby. I do know, based on my entire life’s experience, that I’ll probably say the wrong thing.

“Sorry,” she says. “I didn’t mean to make it all about me. I’m a jerk for bringing it up now.”

“No, you’re not. What else are we going to do, discuss my feelings?”

Grace kicks me with her Earth Shoe. On TV, two house-buyers decide whether the wall color of a house’s living room is a valid reason to not buy said house. Grace sighs. “Dumbasses. Because you can’t repaint.”

I put a finger to my chin as I pretend to check out a house. “It’s just perfect! Shit, except for that light fixture. Oh well, we’ll keep looking.”

Her smile falls and her face works to stay neutral. Or doesn’t work—I can read Grace’s every emotion.

“You okay?” I ask.

“I have to stop torturing myself. Logan’s getting tired of me jumping him for ten days straight every month.”

“Somehow I don’t think Logan is going to get tired of sex. Your butt has a dent in it from all his manhandling.”

Grace lets out a small laugh followed by a big shrug. “Whatever’s supposed to happen will happen, right?”

I want her to get her baby, not wait for the universe to provide her with one. Once started, Grace can wax on about how the world is beautiful if one only stops to look. How we get out of the universe what we put into it. I’ll admit it over my dead body, but I sometimes like to hear it even though it’s a load of crap. Lives end in horrible, unjust ways every day. Sometimes life just sucks and then you die.

“But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t call the specialist,” I say. “Maybe don’t depend entirely on your naked full moon fertility rite.”

Grace shifts her eyes my way with a crooked half-smile. “You know I have one.”

“You do, don’t you?” I shake my head and shut off the TV. “Seriously…”

“Syls, I’ll call. I’m not—”

My mother snorts. We jump. I watch her chest until it moves and, when it does, I hate the relief I feel. I do want our tenuous connection cut. I imagine a heavenly pair of shears snipping the thread that keeps me bent toward my mother. Once severed, I’ll stand upright. I don’t need a session with Grace to break the news that I’m behind in my evolution toward Healthy Adult Human.

We sit as the evening comes and the spaces between my mother’s breaths lengthen. They’ve told me to watch for this—it could mean the end. After a particularly long breath, I wait for the next one. Thirty seconds pass. One minute. Two. I clutch the arm of my chair. Grace stands when I do, but I wave her back down.

At three minutes, I force myself to the bed. Her eyelids are slightly parted, cracked lips agape, chest sunken. She looks vacant and ruined, which isn’t a huge departure from her usual appearance. It’s an unkind thought to have when your mother is dying—is dead—but it runs through my mind at four minutes. The five minute mark passes with Grace’s sniffles the only sound. At six, I’m sure she’s gone.

Grace’s hand settles on my shoulder. “I’ll give you a minute,” she says quietly.

I don’t want the minute, but I hear Grace’s unspoken warning. It says I’ll regret not saying goodbye once my anger has cooled. And I might have regrets; I often do. I rest a finger on the back of my mom’s hand. The loose skin bunches under my touch. It isn’t as cold as I expected.

“Bye,” I whisper.

Where there was life, there was the opportunity for something—an apology, sobriety, a declaration of love. I thought I hadn’t held out hope, but the heavy feeling in my chest suggests that isn’t true. It’s over, and it ended the same way it’s gone for the past two decades. My mother will never make amends, will never be held accountable. She’s died just as selfishly as she lived.

I contemplate kicking the bed. I go as far as lifting my foot but then imagine the rabbit hole of anger I’ll fall into if I give in to my wild urge. I won’t let my mother get to me. Not now, not as the very last thing she does in her miserable life.

Eleven minutes. There’s no long, plaintive beep that would alert the hospital to her death. I have to find a nurse and find out what comes next. They’ll know what’s in store for her body, if not for me.

I step inside the bathroom. Grace looks up from where she washes her hands, eyes bloodshot. “I guess that’s that,” I say, and lean against the wall with my fists clenched behind my back.

“I’m so sorry, Syl—”

“Should I press the call button, do you think?”

Grace dries her hands on her jeans and wraps her arms around me. I give her a perfunctory pat and pull away. “It’s okay to be sad,” she says. “It doesn’t mean you forgive her.”

Damn right I don’t forgive her. “Right now I just want to find out what we need to do and leave, okay?”

I stow the leftover food in my messenger bag without looking Mom’s way, then throw in my phone and coat, not-so-secretly happy to be escaping this room and my childhood. Grace glances at my mother’s still form, but I don’t look back.


Chapter 2

The corridor is empty and the nurses’ station unmanned. A patient groans softly from behind a partially open door. Grace and I wait for five minutes, hands clasped on the counter. It feels unreal. I’m not standing in a hospital corridor less than thirty minutes after my mother has died. Her body is not on a bed down the hall. I should be feeling something other than this nothingness and an overwhelming desire to run.

I wonder what would happen if I cut out. Would they hunt me down and force me to take her body, or would they bury her in a potter’s field? I won’t do it—I’m not heartless. I have money saved, enough for a nice funeral, but I’m not spending it on a fancy box for my mother. That money is so that I can quit my copywriting job, and Ruth Rossi is not taking that away from me the way she took countless other things. Cremation is my plan, although I don’t want the ashes, and the only places I can think to scatter them are a liquor store or her favorite flophouse.

Five more minutes pass. Still no nurse—only quiet, tiled corridors with fluorescent lights above. I tap my fingers on the counter and stare at a large dark stain on the beige floor tile down the hall. Someone should really clean that up.

That patient groans again, like he’s dying. I guess he is dying, since he’s on this part of the floor.

“Let’s go downstairs,” I say. “Maybe we can ask someone at the information desk.” Grace nods.

We continue toward the elevators. I hear a rustle from inside a room and peek in the open door. The bed curtains are drawn and the lights are off but for a dim light over the bed. Bright pink Croc-clad feet show in the gap between curtain and floor. Crocs mean nurse. Socked feet stand beside them. A patient. The feet don’t move. They’re up to something, though—I see shadowy movement. It smells like shit and something rotten. I do not envy the nurse’s current endeavor.

We lean on the corridor wall and wait to nab the nurse on her way out. Finally, when the urge to escape overrides politeness, I poke my head into the room. “Excuse me? Sorry, I just…I’m waiting for someone to help me with my mother. No rush, we’re just in the hall.” The feet shuffle, but there’s no response. I move away and lean beside Grace. “I don’t know if she heard me.”

“She has to come out at some point.”

I let my head fall against the wall. Half a minute later, we straighten at footsteps from the room. A woman in rumpled blue scrubs limps through the door, her face turned away. Her hands are covered in what could be blood, and her brown ponytail is knotted and scraggly. Something about her is off, but she’s clearly a nurse and can tell me what I need to do to get the hell out of here. I clear my throat again.

She turns. Her mouth is ringed with blood that dribbles from her chin and coats the front of her scrub shirt. Her strange silvery-blue eyes fix on mine, violent and angry but somehow also lifeless. My mother went crazy a few times—drug-induced psychosis—but, even crazy, her eyes were wild and angry and alive. Not like this.

Something is more than off. Something is extraordinarily wrong. I stumble backward into Grace just as two patients in blood-drenched hospital gowns enter the hall behind the nurse. Their eyes are pale, as if the color’s been sucked from the iris, and their skin is waxen. All three move toward us on jerky marionette legs.

Grace whispers my name, but I can’t take my eyes off the creatures coming our way. Guttural sounds, part hiss and part groan, emerge from their open mouths, and the buzz in my brain becomes a whole-body hum of fear. They’re not angry—they’re feral. And they’re coming for us. There’s no doubt they are.

Grace tugs my sleeve, pulling me back a foot. “Sylvie!”

Grace, the rational one, should be talking me down, but her green eyes are circles of fright. I don’t care if this is an honest mistake we’ll laugh off in a few minutes. My gut screams to flee, and I trust it. We stumble the first few steps and then run for the elevators and stairs in the adjoining hall.

We pass that stain on the floor. Still wet. Dark red. I felt disconnected before, midway between normalcy and my mother’s death, but now I’m fully present, adrenaline zinging and lungs just short of collapse.

We round the bend to find an empty hall. Grace’s eyes are huge. “Is it the virus that—”

She drags me back mid-step, nails digging into my forearm. Down the hall, a man has limped from the open elevator doors. His polo shirt is untucked, khakis torn, graying hair slicked to his temple with blood. Blood is smudged from his lips to his cheeks. His mouth issues that animal hiss. More people spill out with the same crazy eyes and angry snarls, and they all stagger our way. The stairs are past the elevators. We’ll never make it.

I think I scream. My throat feels as if I’ve screamed. I don’t know if I yank Grace or she yanks me, but we run back to my mother’s corridor. The nurse is still advancing, with the two patients behind her. At a distance, I take in every detail I missed before. A clotted beard of tissue hangs from her chin. Blood bubbles down her lower lip. A tear in her scrub shirt reveals a savage hole in her torso in which ribs flash white and muscles flex. An organ, connected deep inside by a rope of flesh, bounces off her quadriceps with every step. Her pants are soaked red. No one could survive that, virus-crazy or not. It should be impossible she can walk at all.

But she is. Her Crocs leave two ribbons of blood in her wake.

Zombies.

The thought is crazy, and I focus on our continued existence rather than entertain it. We can push through these three, maybe, and get to the double doors at the far end of the hall. We could hide in a room, but the patient rooms don’t lock. Grace’s head whips side to side. There are three in front and close to a dozen behind us. We don’t need to speak to know we should run. And our only way out is through.

“The doors,” I say. My voice barely registers in my own ears, but Grace nods and takes my hand. Hers is as cold as mine.

Shoe soles tap-drag behind us. Polo Shirt. Grace moves first, running for the nurse and patients, and pulls left when the three join ranks to meet us. She slams into the wall but doesn’t stop. They spin as we pass, and I shudder at the touch of a hand on my sleeve. Then they’re behind us, though I can feel them coming. This is every dream where I’m chased, where I fall and freeze as the monster closes in. The panic exploding in my chest is the same—no, worse—because this isn’t a dream. But we can run. We can leave the monsters behind.

My mother’s room goes by in a blur. We crash against the push bars of the double doors. Locked. We pound the windows. Someone must be in the world that lies beyond—a sane, quiet world of empty hallways and clean tile floors—but no one comes. We spin with our backs to the door. The nurse and patients are almost at the nurses’ station half a hall away, and the others aren’t far behind.

Hiding in a room is our only choice. A bad choice. Even if the bathrooms lock, we’ll be trapped. There’s no one on this floor to rescue us. Maybe there’s no one anywhere. My already overtaxed heart seizes at the thought.

An elderly woman shuffles out of a room down the hall, her heels barely rising from her lavender slippers. Her hair is a fuzzy shock of white and her shoulders are stooped. She swivels her head toward the nurse and patients. She’s not one of them—she steps carefully, befuddled and blinking and, I’m pretty sure, about to die.

The group veers toward her. “Go in your room!” I scream.

She turns our way and shuffles another step, mouth hanging and eyes squinted in question.

“Go back inside!” Grace screeches.

The nurse seizes the elderly woman from behind, then pushes her to the wall and buries her face in her neck. The woman steps out of a slipper in her effort to escape on spindly, pale legs. Her thin, high wail rises above the hoarse groans that fill the hall, and her bony arms push once, twice, then hang limp. She slumps to the floor. The infected are down in seconds, faces plunging to her legs and arms and abdomen. The nurse raises her head, jaw working. She’s chewing. Eating.

The virus. They said it made people violent. They didn’t say it did this.

But there’s no mistaking it. And we’ll be next if we don’t hide. I don’t think they’ll be occupied for long. My mother’s room. I’m almost positive the bathroom locks. I drag in a breath. Grace trembles at my side. She whimpers, or maybe it was me.

Another door opens, closer to us but just past the nurses’ station. A man enters the hall. “What’s happening out—”

The crowd looks up. Stripped flesh hangs from mouths. The man stands unmoving for a long moment before he ducks back inside and slams the door. Polo Shirt and some others stagger to their feet, and Grace and I freeze like prey in sight of a predator. My muscles quiver and sweat tickles my back with the effort it takes to be still, to not run or scream or cower. Don’t see us, don’t look at us, I beg silently.

Polo Shirt rams the man’s door. A tall woman in a blood-streaked peach suit pushes, her head shuddering and teeth bared. Her sheer determination is scary, and her frenzy is terrifying. She’s heated. Hungry. The others swarm the door. It gives an inch and slams shut. They thrust again. There’s no sign of cooperation between them, but they’re a relentless force.

A high-pitched shriek comes from inside the room, followed by a man’s deep yell. The door opens. Shuts. Again and again. Now’s our chance, while they’re focused on the door. And on that poor man and whoever else might be in there with him. It’s an awful thing to be grateful they’ve found another distraction but, if they hadn’t, we’d be dead.

My legs are jelly. I don’t have enough oxygen to run. We’re going to die, heaped on the floor in a pool of blood like that old lady.

“My mother’s room,” I whisper. Grace’s head jerks in a nod.

But we don’t get the chance—the double doors behind us swing back, depositing me and Grace on our asses. Hands lift me to my feet by my armpits. I kick at what turns out to be a living, breathing, cherubic-cheeked man in his mid-forties. His broad frame fills out his scrubs and his brown hair waves across his scalp to gather in a short curly ponytail at the nape of his neck. He backs away with his hands in the air, one of which holds a shiny meat cleaver. Two uniformed NYPD officers, one young, one older, flank him. The baby-faced cop moves to the doors while the gray mustachioed one stays back.

The young cop motions down the hall. “What’s happening?”

All the infected are at the man’s door now, although the nurse has started our way, organ bouncing.

“Someone’s in there,” Grace says tremulously.

Another shout. Another slam. The door opens three inches this time. The young cop strides down the hall, gun lifted. An ear-splitting bang rips through the air. The top of the nurse’s head erupts in a splatter. I duck at another roar and my eardrums thrum.

“Kearney!” the young cop shouts.

The older cop brushes past, raises his gun and follows his partner. I cover my ears as the shooting begins. A few of the infected head toward the guns. Toward us. The bullets hit a chest, a neck, and the impact knocks them back, but they don’t stop moving. One’s head bursts, and it goes down for good. The man with the ponytail waves us behind him, then moves to the double doors with his cleaver at the ready.

Before the cops are close, the door gives and the infected pile into the man’s room. Screams roll down the corridor. The cops turn and run back our way. Once they’re through, the double doors wheeze shut, the noise of the hall recedes, and we stand in the sane, quiet world, watching the nightmare approach. An old man slams his mouth against the window. A long brown tooth dislodges and travels down the glass in a frothy river of pink foam. A doctor with glazed eyes hits the glass hard enough to break his nose.

The ponytailed man turns from the doors. “We have to go.”

My relief is so great that I stumble more than walk. He leads us along the hall and through a set of windowless double doors to where an elevator waits. It’s bigger and its sides are marked with black streaks—the service elevator. Grace and I back into a corner.

He spins a key in the panel. The doors close and he looks us over with kind, if anxious, light brown eyes. The tag clipped to his maroon scrub shirt lists his department as Environmental Services and names him as Jorge. “You guys okay?” he asks.

Now that we’ve left them behind, I’m sure I must have been wrong. There has to be a reasonable explanation—it’s the virus, obviously, but there’s a non-zombie explanation for how someone could walk around with an organ hanging by a thread. I must have imagined those eyes and dull pallor. I was scared out of my mind. Out of reason.

The older cop, Kearney, pushes a button and the elevator jerks to a halt. He points his gun our way. “Did you get bitten?” His accent is all Brooklyn, and his eyes are narrowed as though he won’t believe us no matter what we say.

We shake our heads and huddle closer. I didn’t think the weapons were for us, but my world has begun to spin in a new direction in recent minutes. I have rules for unfamiliar places and people. The first is to avoid the unfamiliar, especially people. Wear my bag at all times. Walk down a dark street with my longest key clenched between two fingers. Always look behind me. Pay attention. Don’t get trapped in an elevator with strange men, especially ones who look ready to slaughter me.

Grace says I have trust issues like it’s a bad thing.

“What was that?” I try to sound forceful, but it comes out a breathless whisper.

“Zombies,” Kearney says. His mouth is almost a sneer under his gray mustache.

I stare at him. So much for a reasonable explanation.

“What?” Grace whispers.

“Zom-bies,” Kearney says, extra slowly and completely devoid of patience.

He reminds me of the cop who once came with Child Protective Services. That guy hadn’t had time to explain to a nine-year-old why she was being taken from her apartment to a waiting car. Like then, I dislike him immediately and feel meek in the presence of authority with a gun. I force myself to straighten my shoulders—I’m no longer nine years old and I haven’t done anything wrong.

“Stop pointing your gun at us,” I say. Grace squeezes my arm, and I bite my tongue. The old key-between-the-fingers trick makes me feel safer, but I’m certain it wouldn’t be very effective against a bullet.

“Everyone just chill out,” the baby-faced cop says. He’s in his thirties, with a nameplate that reads Clark. He motions at Kearney, who holsters his gun unenthusiastically.

“Can someone just explain this?” My voice has taken on an annoyingly desperate note. “Where are we going?”

Kearney sets the elevator moving again with a jab of his finger. “This has taken up enough of my fucking time.” He turns to Jorge with a snarl. “That was the last time I leave the basement. I could’ve been killed trying to help those people. Wasted bullets trying to get a headshot for no good reason.”

Judging by his uniform, helping is the better part of his job description. I know Kearney’s type. He likes to wield his power—how little of it he has—but he won’t do anything to earn it.

“Hey, I didn’t send you up there.” Jorge turns to me. “We’re going to the cafeteria. The street and a lot of the floors are full of infected. We can’t leave until the cops clear them out.”

“Thank you,” I say to Jorge, although his words don’t fully sink in until Grace whispers, “We can’t leave?”

“Not yet,” Jorge says. “But we will.”

The elevator is freezing, but that isn’t why I shiver. I have to ask the question, even if it’s preposterous. I keep my eyes on Jorge. “They’re really dead? The zom—infected?”

Obviously, the infected attack others, maybe even eat them, but they can’t be zombies. They can’t be dead. That would mean we’ve morphed from reality into a full-scale horror movie. And that’s about as likely as Superman saving us from the zombies.

Jorge blows out a breath. “That’s what they say.” I can see how reticent he is to admit it, how a little bit of crazy—alive crazy—flashes behind his gaze.

“And no one in the basement knows that except for the staff,” Kearney says. “So keep your mouths shut.” His gray eyebrows rise in challenge. He doesn’t look like the kind of guy who jokes around. Maybe the kind of guy who tortures kittens, but definitely not the class clown.

The hamster on the wheel in my brain dashes to keep up with this new information. They’re dead and they want to eat us. It’s called a dawning realization for good reason—the prickle of horror starts at my feet and rises until my entire body is flooded with it.

The elevator thumps to basement level. Jorge holds a finger on the Door Close button. “We don’t want everyone to panic. They’re going to find out, but we want them to find out after the cops get here. So keep it quiet for now. All right?”

The elevator doors slide open. I step from the recessed area of the elevator bank and into the hall on numb feet. At the other end of the corridor, a nurse bends over one of the gurneys that line the wall near the visitor elevators and a stairwell door. A few people sit on the floor. Every face is washed-out, no matter its previous skin tone.

“Come sit down in the cafeteria,” Jorge says, and lifts his ID tag. “I’m Jorge, although you probably figured that out.”

Grace and I mumble our names and stagger through the wide cafeteria entrance down by the gurneys. The large room has been cleared by pushing the tables to the walls of the windowless dining area, leaving an open space where over twenty gurneys sit in rows. The off-white walls are hung with posters promoting New York City services and a few prints done in cheap motel style.

Nurses tuck patients into their beds. One table holds medical supplies, another food and cups and pitchers of water. A few people in street clothes sit on chairs beside patients, and almost every one of them lifts a cell phone and listens before dropping it to hit redial. A man in a blue jacket with FEMA emblazoned across the back is bent over a silver briefcase in the corner, a chunky phone pressed to his ear. His expression makes me think he isn’t getting good news, but it does look as if he’s getting something.

Jorge points to the food service area. “You want a drink?”

My throat crackles when I swallow. Grace and I nod and make our way into the serving area. A woman with bottle-red hair stares into space behind a glass-fronted counter full of hot food, her fingers curled around a serving spoon held forgotten in mid-air. Refrigerated shelves display pre-packaged salads and sandwiches. Metal racks hold chips and baked goods. Soda and coffee machines and a long row of beverage refrigerators sit against the wall by the registers.

I reach into one for water and a soda, then wait while Grace, who without a doubt has some sort of stress-relieving tea bag on her person, fills a cup with hot water. We plunk it all on the counter and wait until a small woman in an orange sari appears. She waves away the ten-dollar bill I fish from my jeans pocket and says, “No charge.”

I sit on the floor against an empty wall in the far corner. Grace drops beside me and pulls her knees to her chest, her skin tinged a green that can’t be attributed to the fluorescent lights. I poke around in her big purse until I find her tea tin, drop a bag in the cup, stick on the lid and set it in her hand.

She sips with her eyes closed, then snaps out of her daze and pulls out her phone. “I’m calling Logan and my mom.” She dials as unsuccessfully as everyone else and then sets it on her knee. “It won’t go through. Do you think they’re okay?”

“They’re not at a hospital, so I’m sure they’re okay.”

But I’m not sure. Based on what I’ve seen so far—zombies and complete mayhem—I’m sure of nothing except things aren’t looking up.

“But then why can’t I make a call? All the lines shouldn’t be blocked if it’s just the hospital.”

I want to believe it’s a simple matter of moving the infected away from the hospital doors, but I don’t think it’ll be that easy. I pretend not to be concerned and dial Logan and her mother on my phone. Fast busy signals. I try a text that hangs. Data is useless. That could be the basement, but my phone worked down here early this morning.

“Logan should be home by now.” Grace examines her phone as if it holds the answer to everyone’s whereabouts. Which, in reality, it does. “He wasn’t going out tonight.”

“He knows you’re here, right?” I ask, and Grace nods. “I’m sure he’s home waiting for you. He’s probably trying to call you, too. We’ll go straight to your house when we leave.”

She taps her fingers on her phone, then winces and rubs at her left elbow.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“Nothing. My arm bent weird when I hit the wall.”

“Let me see.”

Grace lifts her sleeve. It’s slightly swollen and pink, but she pulls the fabric down with a shrug before I can look close. “Syls, I’m scared. This is crazy. How can they really be…” She dips her head and her fingers dig into her forehead, as though massaging her overwhelmed brain.

Soda sloshes in my stomach. “I don’t know. But you saw them. They were…” Dead. Zombies. I don’t want to say either of those words. “Not normal.”

I have a handle on my emotions much of the time—hell, I have them in a straitjacket—but this is too much. I put my arm around her while I think, unsuccessfully, of something comforting to say. The wheel still spins, but the hamster has kicked the bucket.

“We have to get out of here,” Grace whispers.

“We’ll get out, Gracie. Even if we have to steal that idiot cop’s gun and blast our way out.”

Grace sniff-laughs. She may tend toward the sensitive side of the emotional spectrum, but Grace is tough, and she won’t lose her sense of humor without a fight. We watch nurses scurry and people battle with their phones. The FEMA man has hung up his and now stands staring into space. He’s gone monochrome. Skin gray as his hair. Gray as a zombie.

At least it’s quiet.


Chapter 3

Ten minutes later, the quiet is broken by screams from the hall. An ashen nurse runs into the cafeteria. Grace and I jump to our feet and press ourselves to the wall. There’s nowhere to go except the food service area, and you couldn’t pay me enough to go near the hall. I know what to do with zombies—everyone does: Get the head. But I don’t have a weapon unless you count the miniature Swiss army knife in my bag that can barely slice cheese.

The cops and a security guard rush for the entrance. Gunshots blast far away enough that I retain what’s left of my hearing. Jorge strides for the hall, cleaver in his swinging arm. Things crash and bang. A deep voice yells a command. People shriek.

“Lock the door!” Kearney calls.

Grace and I edge to the hall in the silence that follows. Most of the people who were in the hallway now lie on the floor in gallons of blood. They’re dead, but freshly dead. Sprinkled amidst them are paler bodies with black-edged wounds and exposed viscera. All are still but for two who struggle on their backs in slick fluids. Kearney kicks one in the head and jabs his collapsible baton into its eye. Clark does the same with the other, sans the kick.

The cafeteria entrance is mobbed with nurses, visitors, the patients who are able to get out of bed and a few who might drop at any second. Kearney stands in front of us with his hand on his holster. “Listen up! Anyone tries to open that fucking door again, I swear to Christ I’ll shoot you. Understand?”

Heads nod. Hands go to mouths. The FEMA man slides through the muck. He gives off the vibe of being in charge and, seeing as how his shirt and jacket are covered in FEMA logos, I guess he is.

“Some dumbfuck opened the door,” Kearney says to him.

FEMA frowns at Kearney and then turns to us. “It’s very important that we not—”

Fresh screams erupt as one of the fresher bodies on the floor, a middle-aged woman, sits up stiffly. She could almost be alive if it weren’t for her twisted neck and the river of blood that spilled from a tear above her collarbone. Clark cracks his baton over her head once, twice, and then a third time, until her skull cracks louder than the impact and hits the floor with a thud. Kearney gives the crowd a thin-lipped grimace.

People shout. FEMA raises his hands for silence and then points to the stairwell door. “Make sure it’s locked this time.”

“Don’t have that key,” Jorge says.

FEMA sighs. “All right, they can’t get in if it’s closed. Someone guard it until we can get tables in front for a barrier. We have to clean this up first.”

A burly, bearded man in a hospital gown limps to the front of the crowd. “You tell us what’s happening!” he yells in a Russian accent. The blond woman next to him—his wife, maybe—links her arm through his and murmurs in a soft voice.

FEMA nods to Jorge—now stationed at the stairwell door—and leads us into the cafeteria. “I’m Bart Capra. I work for FEMA. I know you have a lot of questions, and I’m going to answer them. Was about to before…” He gestures to the hall and waits for us to gather.

There are fewer than ten visitors total, including me and Grace. Three nurses, the cops, security guard, and a few other hospital employees like Jorge and the kitchen staff. Most of the patients have returned to their beds, but all give him their attention. A hum fills my ears as I wait for the inevitable announcement. Grace and I are one step ahead of those who will hear it for the first time.

Bart clears his throat. “The virus, Bornavirus LX, kills everyone who contracts it. Everyone. One hundred percent mortality. That means if you get it, you die. And you will get it if you’re bitten and, possibly, scratched by someone who’s infected.”

His eyes move around the room, gauging our reactions. No one has freaked out yet, probably because he hasn’t broken the worst of the news. “But, once they die, their bodies don’t stop the way they should. They’re not…dying. Most of you know the hospital is surrounded. We shut down the visitor elevators by the stairwell after they got onto the patient floors. The police were coming to take care of it.”

Bart gulps air, which puts a little color in his cheeks. “But they’re not coming. They can’t.”

A buzz ripples through the crowd. There’s a shout, followed by another, until voices bay like dogs. Bart has to mean they aren’t coming in a timely fashion, not that they’re not coming, period. I rock back on my heels from a surge of wooziness. If I look anything like Grace, then I might be about to faint, and I feel a lot like Grace looks.

“Please! Let me finish!” Bart yells. The room quiets. “We have to stay put for now. I know you have families—I have a family—but we’re at ground zero here.” He points to the hall. “Now that you’ve seen them, you know what I’m saying is true. It’s like nothing seen before. I can’t explain it except to say that the virus works with a parasite to act on the nervous system. The infected continue to attack after they’re medically dead, and the only way to kill them is to destroy the brain. If you get bitten, you will become one.”

More shouts—a few the Z word—are quieted by Kearney, who leaps to a chair, hand on his gun.

“It’s spreading too fast to contain,” Bart says. “They predict many, many casualties in the next few days. They’ve decided the best course of action is to quarantine—close off—the city in order to protect the surrounding areas. As of tonight or tomorrow, they plan to quarantine New York City by blowing up the bridges and tunnels.”

He’s said the last part in a rush, maybe hoping we’d miss it. There’s an awestruck hush, a moment where we stand in astonishment, contemplating how completely fucked we must be for New York City to be taken out like that.

Then someone wails. Shouts drown out Bart’s next words. A young nurse with a long brown braid grips a patient’s hand, eyes bulging. Maybe she knew what was happening, but it’s plain she didn’t know what was coming. Grace is frozen, phone clasped in her hand. With the addition of this news, there could be two reasons why our phones don’t work: the outside world is the same as the hospital or they’ve shut off service entirely. Cutting off cell service is nothing if you plan to blow up bridges.

“Shut the fuck up!” Kearney yells.

They do. A man in his thirties, with short brown hair and a round face, turns for the hall. Clark blocks his path. I don’t want anyone near that stairwell door, especially not a guy who looks as jumpy as this one.

“Where’re you going?” Clark asks. His hand sits loosely on his holster, and his light blue eyes are sympathetic but wary.

The man slouches, defeated before he began. “I have to get home. I have kids. I wasn’t even supposed to be here. I need to get home. I can’t—”

Bart moves forward to rest a hand on the man’s shoulder. “What’s your name?”

“Craig. My name’s Craig. I have to—”

“We can’t leave, but we can warn our families.” Bart holds Craig’s gaze but speaks loud enough for everyone to hear. “Everyone can use my phone. It works on a different system from your cell phones, so you have a better chance of getting through. Craig is going to go first, all right? Let’s make a line.”

Bart steers him to the silver laptop and hands him his phone. Once Craig dials, Bart approaches those of us who are on our feet. “I need your help. The hall has to be cleaned before someone gets infected. Can anyone here help with that? I promise you’ll get a turn with the phone.”

Grace and I raise our hands, as do a middle-aged couple, both of whom wear Giants jerseys. An old man wearing a fedora does as well, but he barely looks able to hold on to his cane. Grace brings her arm down and rubs at her other elbow.

“Let me see,” I say.

She shows me an elbow that’s turned lavender and swelled enough to lose its shape. “It’s fine.”

“Yeah, that looks totally normal. Too bad we’re nowhere near a medical professional who could look at it.”

“I think everyone’s a little busy right now.”

I cross my arms. “Fine, but you can’t help. Go get in line.”

“I should—”

“Call Logan and your parents. And your brother. That’s the only thing you should do, okay?”

She gives me the glimmer of a grateful smile and leaves to take a spot by Bart’s phone. The last thing on Earth I want to do is walk into the hall. I can still smell it, even if I can’t see it. I pull a pair of latex gloves from the box a nurse offers. The first dead body I ever touched was my mother’s, and now, not much later, I pull limp arms and dead weight along the smooth tile. I lift them onto gurneys and deposit them behind thick steel doors at the far end of the hall. The corridor beyond leads to the morgue, but we can go no farther—the morgue has zombies. Shadows move in the light that pours from a window set into a door down the way.

The chill of the zombies’ skin makes it through the latex. It gives just a bit under my fingers, like partially cooked steak, and makes my skin crawl. I grab the arms of a heavyset woman and pull with no success until Jorge takes one arm. We drag her the whole way and unceremoniously dump her beside another body. By the time we’re done, my mouth is pasty and my head throbs. We shove the gurneys through and Jorge locks the doors, then we head back to stand in the liquid of the bodies we moved.

The stairwell door rattles. A face with chewed-off lips peers through the oblong window. The tattered cheek of another presses to the glass, teeth gnashing and one eye protruding from its socket. It’s unbelievable. All of it. The virus and the bombs and the dead not dying.

I know this disbelief I feel, the disbelief on the others’ faces, is a survival mechanism. You draw a line in the sand and say you won’t cross it, you won’t believe or do a particular thing. But once you’ve grown accustomed to the unbelievable, or you’ve done what you’ve sworn you’d never do, you redraw the line a little farther back. You let the waves wash the first away like it never existed. But disbelief is insubstantial. The things at the door are real as can be, made of flesh and bone and teeth. All I have to do is believe in zombies.

I’d be an idiot not to when they’re banging at the door.

“We should probably start on this.” Jorge points to the floor and the murals of splatter on the walls. His shoe makes a sucking sound as he walks to the edge of the mess. “Be right back.”

He returns with a janitorial cart, an extra mop, spray bottles of industrial disinfectant and giant rolls of paper towels. It takes a while, and approximately ten changes of the water in the mop bucket, but between us and the Giants jerseys couple, the floor is now spotless and the cream walls gleam but for a possible pinkish hue. We’ve filled two garbage bags with things I don’t want to think about ever again.

Jorge tosses a mop in the bucket. “I’ve cleaned up a lot of crazy shit in this place, but that…” He puffs his cheeks, head moving side to side. “Thanks for helping out.”

“What else would I do?”

“Call your family?”

I look to the line in the cafeteria. A nurse rocks from foot to foot. An older Asian man in a hospital gown stares straight ahead, hand to his chest. I can just make out the top of a raw pink incision on his sternum. No one shoves anyone else out of the way. Order has been established. Or maybe fear reigns.

I shrug in answer. The only people to call are Grace and her family, and she’s on it.

Jorge says quietly, “Me neither.”

He removes his latex gloves and squeezes my shoulder. I don’t like people in my bubble, am never sure how to react, but I smile to cover my unease. After we’ve cleaned our shoes, we push heavy tables into the hall to form a barrier from the door to the wall. Even if they manage to get the knob turned and the door swings into the stairwell, they won’t get past.

I surgeon-scrub my arms in the bathroom until my skin is rosy. My reflection in the mirror is round eyes and stunned expression. I stare at the new version of me but can’t get her face to register any other emotion, so I leave.

Grace sits with our stuff, right hand cupping her elbow. I sink down beside her. “Did you get them?”

“Voicemail,” is all she says.

“How about Josh?” Josh is her older brother by seven years, who lives in Atlanta. She shakes her head, and I sigh. “They might get the messages.”

Fat tears hang on her eyelashes before they make the move to her cheeks. She doesn’t bother to brush them away. I wish Grace wasn’t apart from her family, but I can’t help but be glad I’m not alone. It figures that doing the right thing by my mother would be what puts us at ground zero in the middle of an already hopeless situation. Good old Mom, still ruining lives even after death.

A nurse crouches beside us. She tugs at the short brown hair that falls to just below her ears, framing an attractive heart-shaped face with small nose and gold-flecked brown eyes. Close up, the lines around her eyes suggest she could be in her early fifties, but she has a youthful appearance.

“You girls okay?” she asks in a voice tinged with a soft Spanish accent. We nod. “Did you use the phone?”

“Yes,” I say. “Thanks.”

“I’m Maria.”

We introduce ourselves and I point to Grace. “Can you look at her arm? She hurt it upstairs.”

Grace shakes her head. “I’m sure she has better things to do than—”

“Let me take a look,” Maria says. Grace holds out her arm while Maria gently prods and asks questions. “You might have sprained it. We don’t have a doctor down here, or an MRI machine to see if you tore a ligament, so we’ll put it in a sling and ice it.”

Maria leaves and returns bearing a bag of ice, ibuprofen and a piece of bedsheet. “We did the best we could. It’s not fashionable, but it’ll work.” She ties the fabric around Grace’s neck and then nestles the ice inside in a competent but tender manner. “Keep that on there about fifteen minutes. Be sure to come see me if it feels worse, but I’ll check on you later.”

“Thank you,” Grace says. She uses her good hand to move her phone to her leg where she can keep an eye on it. “Just in case my husband calls back.”

“Did you get through on Bart’s phone?” Maria asks.

Grace shakes her head. “I left messages.”

Maria’s eyes skip between us. “I told my girls we were safe here. Don’t worry too much. We’ll be okay.”

She attempts a smile, but it’s gone before she stands. I can’t help but think she’s trying to convince herself.


Chapter 4

I wake to soft moaning and sit up, head swiveling until I confirm nothing is coming to eat me. It should probably become a habit. At least for the next thirty days, which is how long the zombies are expected to live, according to the last phone call Bart received. The news that an end is in sight calmed some people down, including me and Grace. Others, like Craig, grew more frantic when it became apparent we’re on lockdown for a month, or for as long as the exits are blocked.

They dimmed the lights so we could rest, and most people still sleep. My phone says three in the morning, and I turn it off after I’ve checked the time in order to conserve the battery—I forgot my charging cable in my haste to leave my mother’s room. I would like to resume unconsciousness for a few more hours, but I know from a lifetime of experience this is all the sleep I’m getting.

I make my way to the hall bathroom. The toilets still work, thankfully, and I use the travel toothbrush I keep in my bag. Back in the cafeteria, Maria and the young nurse with the braid stand beside a gurney. The moans I heard must have come from the security guard, who lies under the sheet, face flushed and chest hitching slightly. Maria sticks a syringe into a bottle, then a different bottle and another, taking up a bit of each. She deftly turns the guard’s head and places her fingers at the base of his skull.

“Right here,” Maria says. The needle slides into his hairline, the contents injected with a push of her thumb. She picks up his hand and uses her stethoscope to listen to his chest, then gently sets his hand down and nods at the young nurse. “Keep watching but don’t worry.”

Maria sees me watching and pads close. “You’re wondering what that was about.”

I’m fairly certain I’ve just watched them euthanize a human, and it doesn’t upset me as much as it would have yesterday. I’ve seen the alternative. “He was bitten?”

Maria nods. “A small bite on his arm. We didn’t want to scare everyone. We’ll move his body to the freezer in the kitchen.”

Whatever was in the morgue is now in the hall where we left the bodies. The doors are locked and have no windows, but if you knock you get an answer, although it’s more of a body slam. I make a mental note not to eat anything frozen. “Won’t that…infect the food?”

“No, we’ll wrap him up first. He won’t touch the food.”

I imagine them laying him on a counter next to one of those industrial-sized rolls of Saran Wrap and spinning him around. It’s completely inappropriate and hysterically funny at the same time—in the hysteria sense of the word. I bite my lip so I don’t laugh aloud.

“That injection is how we took care of them once they finally told us there was nothing else to do,” Maria says. “It destroys the brain stem so the virus can’t take hold. They waited too long. If they’d told us sooner, maybe…” Her shoulders raise and drop almost imperceptibly. “You should rest.”

“I can’t sleep. I can help, if you want.” It’ll be better than sitting and thinking. I’m not much of a joiner, but I like to pitch in.

“You can check on the patients, give them water, and get one of us if they need something. It would be a big help. Thank you.”

I remember she’d said something about her girls. “You have daughters? Did they leave the city?”

“Two, about your age. They should be gone already. They had somewhere safe to go. I hope they listened.”

She clasps her hands so tight her fingers whiten. It must be nice to have a mother who worries about your own welfare more than hers. Who calls to keep you safe rather than to ask for money.

“Why wouldn’t they listen?” I ask.

“My younger daughter is…stubborn. Her sister will make her go.”

“I’m sure they left.” I don’t say it just to make her feel better—I can’t imagine why one wouldn’t get the hell out of New York if they could.

Maria rests the back of her hand on her forehead and closes her eyes. “I hope so. I’m going to get some sleep.” She pats my arm and walks to where the nurses sleep in shifts on the floor.

I spend the next hours touring beds with the young nurse, Olga. I bring patients sips of water while trying to ignore things like surgical wounds closed with staples. Although, after today, I’ll take an open wound on a living person over a zombie. People once boasted about how they’d be super-fighters and run around cracking heads when the zombies came. But now that the once-fictional creatures are a reality, I’m pretty sure most of the world isn’t doing anything of the sort. They’re either dead or running or hiding.

“Nurse?” a voice asks.

It belongs to a teenager. I thought he was older from a distance, but up close I see he’s eighteen at most, with a skinny face and dark eyes that look the tiniest bit sad with the way they turn down at the corners. He wears scrubs and looks healthy enough until I notice the sweat beaded on his temples and along the part shaved into his fade. His arms move to clutch his midsection and he breathes shallowly.

“I’m not a nurse, but I can get one for you. Are you okay? You don’t look okay.”

“I’m all right. I just need some water.”

“That I can do,” I say. “What’s your name so I can find your cup?”

“Everyone calls me Lucky. But I think it says my last name, Michaels.” I run to find his cup and then watch him drink. The sheen of perspiration on his face is already drying by the time he hands it back. “Thanks.”

“Are you here by yourself?” I ask.

His eyes seek out the visitors who sleep on the floor beside gurneys, but he shrugs. “Yeah.”

“Did you get in touch with anyone?”

“Nah, I couldn’t get through.”

I don’t want to pester him, but he’s just a kid. He needs a mother or a father or someone to be with him. “I’m Sylvie. Why are you here?”

“Kidney stones.”

“It looks like it hurts,” I say. “Maybe they should call you something other than Lucky.”

He finally smiles and, when he does, his eyes turn up and he looks like the kid he is. “It’s a little better now.”

“Well, that’s good.”

“Yeah.”

“Let me know if you need anything else, okay?”

He nods. A deep rumble penetrates the subfloor of the hospital. Another follows. I take hold of a gurney, scaring the shit out of its old-lady occupant. The next two tremors aren’t as strong, and by now the entire cafeteria has woken. I run to Grace, who sits with her good hand braced on the wall, eyes unblinking.

“Oh, my God,” she says.

I sink to my hands and knees as the floor shakes again. There’s nothing to grab onto in any sense of the word. Nothing to stabilize the shaking of the room. No clinging to hope that the plan will change. They’ve done it. They’ve really and truly just killed us all.


Chapter 5

The nurses hand out food that was made yesterday. I’ve barely eaten, but I’m full after one bite of a tasteless sandwich. The rumbling and shaking finally stopped, and it’s been quiet in here ever since. I don’t imagine it’s quiet outside, though. I imagine it’s anything but quiet.

Across the room, Jorge talks to Bart. He points to the ceiling and then jiggles his keys. Bart sets down his phone. It was attached to his ear all night, but the same people who were supposed to get him out of the city couldn’t—or wouldn’t—answer his pleas for help. Godspeed and good luck, they said, before they stopped answering.

“Excuse me, everyone?” Bart calls. It was close to silent, but now you could hear a pin drop. Or a bomb. “We’re going to go up to the roof to check out the situation. We’ll give a report when we come down.”

“Can I go?” Craig asks, though he’s already heading for the hall in his jacket.

After a moment’s hesitation, Bart nods. I jump to my feet; if he gets to go, then we get to. Grace is with me on this, I know, because she has her coat in hand. The Giants jersey couple is up, too.

Bart looks to Jorge, who says, “All right, we’ll take the people who are well.”

Maria confers with a few nurses, then places her stethoscope on a table and joins our group.

Jorge unlocks the service elevator call buttons. As we rise, he tells us that most of the top floor and the last few flights of the closest stairwell are clear. We step from the elevator into a hall with a few office doors. It ends at the same type of double doors as on my mother’s floor.

There are several elevator banks, positioned in different hospital wings, and Grace and I were lucky enough to be in a part of the hospital where we could be rescued. Others weren’t. The hospital’s layout confused me when I arrived to find my mother, as it varies floor to floor, and now it feels like a labyrinth of death. But, as long as I stick close to Jorge, I suppose I’m safe.

Jorge motions us up the staircase to the roof. The muffled whup whup of helicopters makes its way through the thick door. When Jorge pulls it open, the sound thumps like a second heart in my chest and the acrid aroma of electrical fire stings my nose.

I’m afraid to see, but afraid not to. Maybe the world isn’t ending, though it sounds and smells as if it is. Either way, I want to know—I need to know. My shoulder presses to Grace’s as we walk to the center of the roof. I’d envisioned a helicopter pad, but the roof is only vents and tar paper, with a large, round wooden water tank and metal rectangles that house mechanical things.

Smoke drifts above our heads. Something pounds from a distance, like a giant hammer beating at the city. Helicopters swing and dip over the water. Gunshots pop. Car horns bleat under it all. It mixes into a disharmony that makes my heart misfire.

We trail Jorge and Bart to one end of the roof. I stand well away from the edge and look to the wide expanse of water a block away. New York Bay stretches for a few miles, I think, until it hits the shore of northern New Jersey. And every inch of it is full of boats—small boats and yachts and ships, and the bravest of souls in kayaks. They must be trying for Jersey or open water past the Verrazano, but no one in the jam of boats has gotten far.

A ship loaded with containers blows its horn. Ant-sized figures run and wave on the smaller vessels, but the ship stays on course. The figures jump into the water before the metal plows through, leaving fiberglass and wood and bodies in its wake. A yacht bursts into flames and a solid wall of black envelops the scene. Maybe the ship couldn’t stop, or maybe it wouldn’t. Either way, people just died in front of my eyes. Again. My hand rises to my mouth of its own accord, as shaky as my breath.

To the right, boats attempt to dock on the crowded shores of the oval of Governors Island. Farther upriver, swirling dust and smoke hide Manhattan from view. Bart bends to the street below and shakes his head. Grace does the same and comes toward me, eyes tearing from the particles in the air or the hopelessness of the view.

“They’re everywhere!” she yells in my ear.

A prickly, awful kind of awe spreads to my limbs and numbs my brain. We’re trapped—in the hospital, in the city, in this world that barely resembles the world of yesterday.

A plane roars overhead. Seconds later, thundering explosions send me to the tar paper, arms over my head. When I’m brave enough to stand, the bay smolders. Another bomb—it had to be. The remaining boats bob and tip until they flip or slip beneath the waves. A man overboard swims amid the wreckage. He struggles atop an overturned hull and then plunges back into the water when the spinning, fiery yacht reduces the hull to shreds.

I search the choppy water, willing him to surface, but he doesn’t. They’re killing him. They’re killing everyone. This is a war zone, a genocide. A populicide. I’ve never put much faith in the government to look out for the little people, but this brazen murder has me icy with shock. Grace clutches my arm. Every bang makes us flinch. Nothing would stop them from dropping a bomb here. In fact, the hospital might be the best place to bomb.

A helicopter hovers at the other end of the roof, where the rest of Brooklyn spreads into the distance. Maria and Craig wave their arms, hair whipping in the air currents of the rotors. It swings and lowers. Maybe they’ll evacuate the sickest patients. Save some of us. Tell us what to do.

Grace and I force our frozen legs that way. It’s only when we near, after Maria’s and Craig’s arms drop, that I see the man who trains a camera on us from above. A news copter getting a close up of the people left to die, to play for someone, somewhere. Bart said the virus is everywhere, but if they’re still feeding off our misfortune, it can’t be as bad. Not yet.

I want to lasso the helicopter and send them down to the zombies, where they’ll find out what it’s like to have no way out. They’ve always been vultures, but now they really do circle the dying animals, awaiting our deaths. I walk to the edge of the roof as if the camera doesn’t exist. I won’t give them their footage of the desperate, pleading woman on the rooftop. Neither do the others, I’m happy to see. In time, it swoops away for more exciting subjects.

Brooklyn burns in places. Something explodes in the distance—a flash of brilliance and then billowing smoke and orange flames. People stand on far-off roofs to watch the streets. I grip our roof’s waist-high ledge and look below. Hundreds of zombies mill in the street. The bodega and few stores have shattered doors and windows where their security gates aren’t down.

A sedan turns the corner. It swerves around the wandering dead and plows under the rear of a parked delivery truck. The wheels spin until they smoke, but the car doesn’t budge. The doors fly open and the couple inside make a run for it. Only ten feet into their sprint, the man stumbles and falls. He’s buried by zombies in seconds. The woman reaches for him even as she backs away, but the infected advance and she disappears around the corner.

Another explosion comes from the water. The sun is blocked by a swirl of black that makes us cough and cloaks our vision. It’s too dangerous, even up here. I was glad to escape the basement, but now I want to go back. I’m no longer uncertain—the end of the world isn’t nigh, it’s now.

Grace and I link arms as we choke on whatever it is we breathe in—brick, concrete, metal, bodies—and make our way to the door.


Chapter 6

Maria comes to where Grace and I sit in silence in our cafeteria floor spot. We’ve barely spoken, and my leftover adrenaline isn’t enough to get me to my feet. I can circle the room like a caged animal or I can sit here, so I’ve chosen to sit. After we left the roof, Grace was a shade of white I’ve never seen. Now, it’s possible she’s meditating with her eyes closed and her hands resting on her knees. That I attempted to follow along made it clear I’d lost my mind, and I stopped when all it did was make me light-headed.

“I have a favor to ask,” Maria says. “Most of the cafeteria staff was sent home. We have to feed everyone on the pediatric floor and down here. Can you help with the cooking?”

“Sure,” I say.

I’m not much of a chef, but I doubt she means gourmet meals. While on my candy-striper shift, I wondered how long our food will last, how long forty-odd people can live in this hospital before self-interest and panic rear their ugly heads. I didn’t come up with a reassuring answer. I want something to do, and a job in the kitchen will allow me to ensure equal distribution of food.

“I’ll help,” Grace says.

“You can’t,” I say. “Your arm sti—”

“Sylvie, I’m going to fucking lose it if you say another word.”

I shut up. Maria brings us through the door behind the serving area to where Jorge and the woman in the orange sari, Prisha, work in a huge kitchen. Moveable stainless steel counters sit in the center of the space. Stovetop burners and ovens and fryers line one tiled wall, with sinks and industrial microwaves on the wall opposite. Two stainless steel doors lead to what may be the refrigerator and freezer. I swallow excess saliva at the thought of the security guard. I’m not touching that freezer with a ten-foot pole.

“This is the cafeteria kitchen,” Maria says. “The main kitchen is in the other building.”

Maria introduces Dawn, the plump, orange-haired older woman behind the serving counter yesterday. But Dawn runs a finger along a steel counter and stares into space without a flicker of acknowledgement. Dawn does not appear to be adjusting well to our situation.

“Maybe you have an idea of what we should make, Dawn,” Maria says.

“There was no delivery this week,” Prisha informs us when Dawn continues staring. “They were supposed to come yesterday.”

She opens the freezer door. A slew of boxes stamped with labels—chicken breasts, hamburger patties, French fries—sits on the wire shelves. I don’t see the guard. Either he’s hidden or they put him elsewhere.

What I thought was a refrigerator is a pantry of canned vegetables, soups and beverages. The refrigerators are in a wide corridor behind the far wall. Glass doors offer a view of fresh fruits and vegetables, milk, margarine and yogurt containers. I don’t feel hungry, but my stomach growls as if it knows better. To our right, the hall slopes up to the outside door, where deliveries came in and garbage went out. Now it keeps us in and zombies out.

Jorge has changed from his bloody scrubs into a button-down shirt with jeans—maybe his off-work clothes. He rubs his chin, fingers rasping on new-grown stubble. “How many people do we have to cook for?”

“I’ll make a list,” Maria says. “Why don’t you look through the food while I check with pediatrics?”

“We’ll make eggs and sausage,” Prisha says. No one argues. I couldn’t care less what we make and, although she’s tiny, her no-nonsense manner is huge.

Prisha leaves for the freezer while Grace and I stare through the glass doors. For some reason, the yogurts are getting to me: little cups of normality lined up in bright-colored rows. Cows were milked, yogurt made, fruit added, and then tiny printed cups were filled, lidded and sent here on a truck. A bunch of small things that happened seamlessly to get yogurt behind this glass, and none of them is happening now. They might never happen again.

Grace’s shoulders shudder violently before she bursts into tears. Jorge folds her in his arms and looks at me for assistance. I pat Grace’s arm in a helpless fashion.

“We’re safe here,” he finally says.

“But how about everyone else?” she sobs. “My husband, my family…everyone?”

Jorge exhales. “I don’t know. I’m praying hard.”

She nods against his chest. I have acquaintances and work friends, but no one to worry about the way she does. I’m worried about her family, but I know it’s not the same as if they were my own. For once, I’m glad.

***

Jorge tells us that after the city power goes out, we’ll have the hospital generator, but no one knows how long it will run. Well, someone does, but they’re not here. Bart says a week, usually.

I turn on a gas burner. “How long will the gas last, do you think?”

“I know it’s under pressure,” Jorge says. He finishes arranging an entire loaf of bread on a tray and slides it into an oven to toast. “But that’s all I know.”

Grace cracks eggs one-handed into a humongous bowl. I drop a chunk of margarine into the largest frying pan I’ve ever seen and find a whisk hanging on a hook. I beat the eggs, dump them into the pan and add cheese slices. Jorge fills a pot I could practically bathe in with containers of soup.

“Everything’s so big,” I say. “Like we’ve wandered into a giant’s castle.”

Grace has only sniffled occasionally after her crying jag, and now she giggles. “Jorge’s spoon is as big as an oar.”

Jorge paddles the soup two-handed and hums “Row Your Boat.” I like Jorge, and not just because he saved my life, though that doesn’t hurt. He seems like a teddy bear of a guy, but I have a suspicion there’s a solid interior under the fuzzy exterior.

“Smells good,” Maria says when she and Bart enter the kitchen.

“We have nineteen to feed upstairs,” Bart says. “Plus down here.”

Prisha glances up from where she places cold cuts on bread. “Do you think they’ll come for us?”

We know who she means: The government, the police, the they who could rescue a bunch of civilians. Bart runs a hand over his head. His thinning hair is a gray cloud from all the head rubbing. “I wish I knew. I’ve told you all I know.”

“This food will be gone in two weeks.”

“It doesn’t matter, we’ll all be dead,” Dawn mumbles, still attempting to polish the counter with a finger. We ignore her.

“Get everyone fed for today,” Bart says. “It’ll improve morale. After that, we’ll ration the food. I want to thank you all for helping. I know this is hard, but you should be proud of the way you’re pulling together. We can hold out here until this is over.”

He looks each of us in the eye as he speaks. It’s an obvious pep talk, but I can feel myself falling for it. Next I’ll be singing folk songs.

“Maybe we should hang a sign out a window for rescue crews, to let them know we’re here, and put something on the roof,” Bart says. “Is there a two-way radio anywhere in the building? Kearney’s and Clark’s radios are dead.”

“Yeah,” Jorge says. “But you’d have to ask security where it is.”

I glance at the walk-in freezer. Security isn’t talking. I haven’t told Grace what’s in there. I want to do something ordinary like cook, although it isn’t my typical ordinary—my expertise starts and ends at scrambled eggs. I don’t want to remind her of what’s outside, which is stupid. None of us can forget for a second.

***

Jorge and a few others bring our finished meal upstairs via elevator while Grace and I serve the basement.

“Thanks, Sylvie,” Maria says when I hand her a tray. “Why were you at the hospital? Were you visiting someone?”

“My mom.”

“Is she—”

“She died. Not from the virus,” I say quickly. “Before that.”

“I’m so sorry. I wouldn’t have asked you to cook if I knew.” Maria’s fingertips brush her heart. Her tone is soothing.

“We weren’t close. I don’t mind cooking. Anyway, we have to do inventory now.” I know how callous I seem, but I don’t want sympathy. Mainly because I’ll cry, and I’ve sworn to never shed another tear for Ruth Rossi.

“All right,” she says. It’s obvious she wants to say more. I leave before she can.

My stomach roils the whole time we do inventory and then start on the next meal. I don’t know which makes me angrier—that my mother died without a speck of remorse or that I’m here because of her. We could be at Grace’s parents’ house or her apartment, figuring a way out of this mess. We’re safe for now, but her family might not be, and there’s no way to know, thanks to Mom. I take deep breaths so I don’t throw something across the kitchen.

“Is this lunch or dinner?” Grace asks.

“Linner,” I say. “Or dunch. Since we’re only making two meals.”

Jorge chuckles and lifts fries from the oil to drain. “I think it’s good you girls are keeping up your spirits. We’re better off than a lot of other people. We’ve got a plan for now.”

“You mean Operation Someone Save our Asses?” I ask. “I don’t know about that. You saw what’s happening out there. Who’s going to save us?”

Jorge’s head bobs in agreement; I knew he was smarter than that. “So you think it won’t happen?”

I knock on my head. “They don’t pay me to think.”

Jorge grins, but I’m not kidding. If I think about it all—my mother, Grace’s family, the world—I’ll end up like Craig, who might be better off on the psychiatric floor.

I had every intention of having a drink to send my mother’s spirit on her way. I hoped to finally sleep all night with no worries about a 2 a.m. phone call—because out of all the things drugs erased from my mother’s memory, my number wasn’t one of them. I had no illusions I’d suddenly get married and acquire two kids and a golden retriever, but somewhere I harbored hope that I’d meet someone. Someone smart, with a sense of humor, someone who wasn’t offended when I lovingly told him to go the hell away and give me some space.

It’s been almost two years since Matt, my one and only long-term boyfriend, told me to look him up when I got my shit together. He was tired of my mother’s calls and my nighttime rambles through the apartment. I had no plan to look him up, but I thought I’d do better next time. Next time seemed so close, and now all I have ahead of me is another round in the commercial kitchen and an assload of dishes to wash.

I should’ve freed myself from my mother years ago, but if I didn’t answer the phone she might show up. That was my excuse, at any rate. What may be closer to the truth is that I spent so many years fixated on my mother it’d become a habit I couldn’t quit. A habit I wanted desperately to be free of, although I’m sure you could say that about every addict. Perhaps even my mother.


Chapter 7

There’s no news, no nothing, for the next two days. Bart’s phone is officially non-operational, and the transistor radio they brought to the roof played only emergency broadcasts that urged us to head to Safe Zones we can’t reach. When Jorge, Kearney and Clark came down from the roof yesterday, the day after the bombs, Grace fled to the bathroom upon their report that New York still burned.

Basement living isn’t all that taxing, but I’m tired. I’m tired of cooking and spending nights awake and reminding Nancy, the old lady with dementia, of my name for the hundredth time. I’m tired of imagining what exactly is going on outside. And I’m particularly tired of Dawn, who has finally come out of her trance to boss us around the kitchen.

Her loud laugh is tinged with sarcasm. “You beating that soup or stirring it?” she asks Grace, who makes a face behind her back.

“That’s the way I did it before,” she says to Prisha, who cooks the French fries as per Dawn’s instructions but is somehow off the mark. “You got a problem with that?”

Prisha mutters something in another language. The words are foreign but the sentiment is quite clear. So, when they ask for help with the signs, Grace and I volunteer.

“I swear I’m going to beat her if she says one more word about my cooking,” Grace says.

I laugh, relieved to be out of the kitchen. They’ve set sheets on the hallway floor along with every pen they could find. I outline large letters with a Sharpie while Grace fills them in. The lights flicker for a moment and then burn steadily, albeit a touch dimmer.

Jorge walks into the hall a minute later. “That’s the generator kicking in.”

We’re now on borrowed time. If we stay the thirty days, we’ll have to move to a safe spot on a floor with windows before the generator dies, or else be thrust into darkness in the basement. Once we relocate by elevator, we’ll be stuck until the stairwells and lobby are full of motionless dead bodies rather than moving ones. Our other option is to leave the hospital by the kitchen loading door, outside of which there are hundreds of zombies. And, beyond that, millions more.

Craig is slumped against the hallway wall, silent as usual. He drums his fingers on his leg. “I’ve got to get home.” Well, Craig is silent except for that one sentence, repeated in various permutations throughout the day.

Grace squats in front of him and puts a hand on his shoulder. “You’ll get home, Craig, but you’ll never make it home right now. Just focus on getting there when we can leave. If you picture it, you can make it happen.”

Next she’ll have him create a vision board—she loves those glorified collages. But it’s better to see her this way, and it works because Craig wipes his nose on his sleeve and looks more upbeat. “I want to go to the roof again. I might be able to see my house.”

The basement is a giant sensory deprivation tank. Even the window of the stairwell door has been papered over to keep zombies from banging at the sight of us. That was a welcome upgrade, but the lack of outside exposure could almost convince me the city isn’t as destroyed as it is. I’m afraid if I don’t see it again, I’ll be tempted to throw open the kitchen door to check it out.

“I’m coming if he does,” Grace says.

“Me, too,” I say.

“All right,” Jorge says. “We’ll drop off the food on the pediatric floor, then hang the signs and go up.”

We fold the finished sheet signs and load the prepared food on a cart. I throw five chocolate bars in because I know kids like candy, but that’s about all I know. Having been a kid myself should’ve given me some experience in how to interact with them, but they usually flee for their mothers after a minute of conversation.

They kept nine of the sickest kids up there. The rest were sent home with their parents, as were all the ambulatory patients. The patients in the basement are the lucky few who made it downstairs via service elevator when their floors were overrun. My mother’s section—inpatient hospice—was supposed to be emptied of visitors by a nurse in the hours before my mother died. It was Jorge who insisted they check when that nurse never returned.

One hall of Pediatrics is painted with a mural of animals romping in nature. Another wall has an outer space theme. They’re well done, rather than the usual primary-colored, slightly frightening crap you see on the walls where children congregate. In the corner it reads By the Children of Sunset Park Community Center.

They’ve moved the patients to the rooms closest to the nurses’ station, and the hall beyond that ends at double doors with papered-over windows. Pediatrics is a small part of this floor, and beyond it roam zombies in a maze of hospital departments and corridors. They debated whether or not to move the kids downstairs, where, theoretically, it’s safer, but a few need access to various lifesaving machines and minimal germs.

We hand out trays to kids who look miserable, a few of whom have parents on the wrong side of the hospital door. Where they are is unknown, although we all could take a wild guess. I set a tray on the table of a dark-haired boy who looks to be around ten. He greets me pleasantly, but his eyes are dull in his unnaturally puffy face.

“You get half a chocolate bar,” I say.

“I like chocolate.”

“You’d be crazy not to.”

“I don’t think I’m allowed.” He wants it, though; that’s clear enough by the way he gazes at the bar.

“Let me go find out. I’ll be right back.”

The grandmotherly nurse in the hall gives a sad nod when I ask. “It’s okay. I’m sure his mother would agree.”

“She’s not here?”

“She had to go to work or else lose her job and his health coverage. She always came back in the evenings, but she didn’t… Usually we’d say no, but we can’t do anything for him.”

It takes a moment for the words to sink in, and then they end up somewhere in my chest, chipping at my heart. “He’s that sick?”

“Without dialysis, he only has a few days, maybe a week. The doctor didn’t think it was permanent, but if we can’t support him through the renal failure, he’ll die. We’re making him as comfortable as possible.”

I stare at her, unable to come up with a response. That kid is going to die. It’s unfair that people like my mother—people who don’t give a shit—get to live for fifty years, and little boys who want to live don’t get to.

I clench my hands by my sides. “Are dialysis machines portable? Can we bring one here?”

The nurse shakes her head. “They are, but that part of the floor has…infected on it.”

“What floor?”

“Third.”

I nod and return to his room. “What’s your name, kiddo?”

“Manny.”

“Well, Manny, it’s your lucky day. You can have chocolate.”

He wastes no time stuffing it in his mouth. He doesn’t look like a kid who knows he’s dying, but he’s going to figure it out sooner or later. The thought of that moment is in the running for something worse than what waits outside.

I dig in my bag for one of the chocolate bars I bought on my way to the hospital. I’m not stealing from our rations—this is all mine. I tuck the Kit Kat under his blanket and raise a finger to my lips. “Don’t tell anyone. And don’t you dare share it.”

Manny grins then, luster in his eyes. All he needs to bring it back for good is a stupid machine that’s only floors away. I think about patting his head before I leave, but I’m pretty sure he’s too old for head-patting. I don’t even know. But what I do know, even as I try to talk myself out of it, is that a visit to the third floor is very likely in my future.


Chapter 8

The sheets say HELP, PEOPLE INSIDE. Jorge found a can of paint that we’ll use to write the same words on the roof. Hanging the sheets is easy once Jorge devises a plan that involves broom handles and allows us to stretch the stapled-together sheets from one busted window to the next in a waiting area.

I peer into Manny’s room and zip my lips on our way to the elevator. He does the same, cheeks puffing out, and pats his blanket.

“What was that about?” Grace asks.

“Manny and I have a secret.”

“Really? You hate kids.”

“You know I don’t hate kids. I just…don’t always like them.”

It doesn’t sound much better, although I plan to be a great auntie to Grace and Logan’s kids. Kids I know are okay, some are even adorable. Kids who have runny noses and sticky hands and no manners, which seems like the majority, I can do without. I don’t plan to pop out any myself; better to know I’d be a horrible mother than to have them because I think I should. Having had a horrible mother, I’ll die before I become one.

We take the elevator to the top floor and climb to the roof. A droning murmur filters up the stairwell from the lower floors. We’ve been debriefed in what zombies can and can’t do—as much as anyone knows. They like noise and movement. It’s possible they’re attracted by smell. One nurse says they can crawl up the stairs if they have enough impetus, but doorknobs are out of their capabilities. Elevators are not, since they managed to travel via the visitor elevators before they shut them down. It wasn’t deliberate, of course, but if you put a bunch of zombies in an elevator and let them bang around for a while, one of them will manage to press a button or ten.

We step outside, into air that still reeks of electrical fire and smoke, but the commotion is gone. No helicopters, no horns and no bombs. Jorge sets down the paint and points to the huge wooden water tank that stands on metal legs. “We won’t run out of water. There’s thousands of gallons in there.”

It’s a reassuring thought. We have food and water. Our lights will go out and we’ll eat cold food, but we won’t die of thirst.

Craig jogs to the end of the roof that overlooks interior Brooklyn. Grace and I head toward the water. Smoke hangs in clouds from the fires that still burn in both the city and across the water in Jersey. The once sleek and shiny skyscrapers of lower Manhattan are dulled and black. And from what I can see through the haze, the squared edges of some roofs are jagged.

Dust streams into the air where the Brooklyn Bridge meets Manhattan. It’s impossible to see what’s left, but it doesn’t appear to be much. The Statue of Liberty’s head appears for a split second before it’s shrouded once more. Every surface is covered with a layer of ash. The devastation is so complete, so dramatic. I thought I was prepared, but this is a city demolished.

Grace points to the water without a word. It’s possible some boats made it to safety, but most are destroyed and bobbing in the current with countless bodies. They haven’t drifted out to sea the way I expected. I grip the roof edge with both hands. In the middle of a roof, I’m good. At the edge, I’m convinced that either someone will shove me or my body will fling itself off without my consent.

Hundreds of zombies still mill on the street. I move away and put my arm around Grace’s shoulder after she retches. The loss of all these lives, the sheer terror they felt, makes me feel as if I’ve swallowed a tennis ball.

“They’re not alive,” Grace whispers. She wraps her arms around herself, her gaze locked in the direction of Brooklyn Heights, where both she and her parents live. “I know they aren’t.”

“Don’t say that,” I say. “You don’t know that.”

She takes a few uneven breaths and nods. We move to the other end of the roof. Brooklyn is smoky and smoldering in places, but it isn’t blanketed with gloom like Manhattan. Block after block of attached houses made of brick and brownstone and limestone spread into the distance. Taller apartment buildings are sprinkled between these three- and four-story houses, many with water towers on their roofs. If you don’t look down, you could almost pretend nothing’s changed. But the life I’ve made for myself, as unremarkable as it was, is gone. There’s nothing left. Nothing to look forward to. I envision standing on the ledge in the cool breeze. Allowing myself to dive into the crowd below so I won’t have a brain left to turn. No one would blame me.

I shake my head to clear the histrionic thought. I would blame me. My only framework for life has been to try to do the opposite of what Mom would do whenever possible. And she would’ve taken a header off the nearest roof once the alcohol and drugs ran out. I squeeze Grace’s good arm. She wouldn’t take a header, either. She’s not the type.

“It didn’t look so bad by Brooklyn Heights, did it?” she asks. And there she is—Optimistic Grace.

“No worse than the rest. Didn’t you tell Craig to envision it? That’s what you need to do.”

She turns her face to the smog-filled sky and inhales the horribly-scented air. “I know,” she says with a sigh.

“So do that shit. Practice what you preach, woman. That vision board isn’t going to Mod Podge itself.”

She laughs and gives me a shove. “You are an asshole.”

“I know, let’s go paint.”

We grab brushes and get to work painting our plea for help on the roof.


Chapter 9

“It’s a bad idea,” Bart answers when I ask if it’s possible to get to a dialysis machine. I haven’t told Grace my plan, knowing she’ll say the same thing, especially since her arm prevents her from coming. But I thought Bart would be fine with it. All he has to lose is another mouth to feed.

He sits at his table in the corner, overseeing the gurneys and his useless communication devices. Bart is a nice guy. He works in the kitchen and checks on everybody twice a day. He’s doing his best and has the circles under his eyes to prove it, but at the moment he’s a pain in my ass.

“We can’t let him die,” I argue. I should have gone straight to Jorge, Keeper of the Keys.

Bart strokes his beard. “Even if you did take the chance, once the elevator doors open, you’d have nowhere to go if they’re right outside.”

“They haven’t made it to the service elevator on the other floors. If it’s the same layout, it’s away from the main corridors.”

“It’s too dangerous. You can’t go alone, and I don’t know that anyone’s going to go with you.”

“How about the fourth floor? That’s empty by the elevators. Someone could take me up and I could walk down the stairs and get the machine.”

“You can’t carry it back upstairs.”

Here I am, trying to do something heroic, and Bart is making it as difficult as he possibly can. I grind my teeth. “Okay, if it’s safe, I’ll move it to the third floor elevators. Then I’ll run back upstairs and we’ll take the elevator down and roll it inside.”

“What if it doesn’t have wheels? How will you move it? Do you even know what you’re looking for?”

I shrug. I’ll find the renal department and go from there. In the movies, dialysis machines look like a medical version of an old-fashioned tape recorder. It probably has a name like Kidney Saver 3000.

“I know where they are,” Maria’s voice comes from behind. “And they do have wheels. I’ll go with her.”

I turn, more than a little relieved to have support with this mission. “Really?”

“I’m not letting a little boy die if we can save him. That’s bullshit.” Maria leans close to Bart’s face with pursed lips. Her accent has deepened. Up until now, I thought she was soft-spoken, but in front of me is someone with a backbone of steel. And she’s on my side. “Figure it out, Capra, because we’re going.”

I stifle my laugh when Bart sinks a few inches in his chair. “All right. Give me thirty minutes.”

He leaves, muttering to himself under the rustle of his FEMA windbreaker, and Maria winks. “I’ve worked with doctors for almost thirty years. Sometimes you let them come to a decision themselves, and sometimes you make it for them.”

Jorge and Clark insist on coming once Bart lets them in on the plan. Jorge has his cleaver and Clark his gun and baton, so Maria and I visit the kitchen, where we choose sturdy knives over Dawn’s protests.

“We’ll bleach them,” Maria says curtly. Dawn backs down.

Now that I hold a thick, shiny knife in my latex-gloved hand, I realize this has gone too far. I’ve gotten everyone hopped up on playing Hero when most likely we’ll be playing Recently Turned Zombies. I find Grace by our plastic mattresses—they brought some down for those of us without gurneys. “Why the knife and gloves?” she asks.

“I’m going upstairs.”

“Where upstairs?”

“We have to get a dialysis machine for that kid, Manny.”

She stands, her face pinched. “Sylvie, no.”

“Grace, he’s going to die. He can make thirty days if he has one. Without it, he’s dead in a week.”

“Really?” she asks. I nod, and she frowns. “I’m coming, then.”

“Um, no you’re not. You need both arms for this.”

“I can go. I’m not staying here while you go up there.”

Grace removed her sling yesterday, but her arm is still tender and the bruise has turned a purple-yellow. I get it. I would want to go, too. But if she dies because of me, I’ll never forgive myself. And Logan will murder me.

“Let me see your arm,” I say.

She holds it out. I poke her elbow with my finger. “Ow!” she hisses.

“Looks like you’re only good enough to get bossed around by Dawn.”

“God, no.” She bangs her head against the wall. “Anything but Dawn.”

“Sorry. Besides, it’s a suicide mission. I don’t even know why I suggested it.”

“Because you’re a good person. And you care, even if you try to pretend you don’t.”

“I’m a king among men,” I say with an eye roll. “Promise you’ll kill me when I’m a zombie.”

“Just please be careful.”

“I will. I’m leaving my bag here. You can have the Twix in there if I die.”

“You have a Twix and didn’t tell me? Now I’m not sure whether to hope you die or not.”

I laugh. She’ll spend the entire time we’re gone pacing and dosing herself with Rescue Remedy, but right here is why I love Grace. “I have two. We’ll split one upon my triumphant return.”

She gives me a hug and then pushes me toward the elevator. “Then hurry the fuck up, woman.”


Chapter 10

Kearney catches up to us at the elevator, metal pipe in hand. “Want some help?”

“The more, the merrier,” Jorge says, way too cheerfully in my opinion.

I can’t fathom the reason Kearney’s volunteered. In the past days, all he’s done is stalk the room and cast the evil eye at people. He killed the zombies outside the cafeteria with no shortage of courage, but that was to save his own life. I don’t think he cares all that much about anyone else’s. He doesn’t cook, he doesn’t clean up. He seems to think being a cop in a room full of sick people who can barely stand contributes enough. Clark, on the other hand, is his polar opposite. He doesn’t talk much, but he’s helpful and sociable when he does. I think Olga the nurse has a crush on him even with the wedding ring he wears.

It’s a short ride, but it gives me plenty of time to berate myself for insisting on Operation Dialysis Machine, also known as A Sure Way to Die. My mouth is arid; every drop of water in my body has converted into icy perspiration. To call myself shaky is an understatement—I’m vibrating with fear. Maybe I’ll have to face the zombies at some point, learn to kill them before our thirty days are up, but I’m all for putting that moment off as long as possible.

At the fourth floor, we walk down the corridor. The stairway door reveals an unoccupied fourth floor landing that’s almost disappointing. If blocked, we’d be able to say we’d done our best and return to the basement. An image of Manny rises in my mind. I sigh. There’s no way I could look into his puffy face if I didn’t try. I clench the handle of my knife and file into the stairwell.

Clark is first down the stairs. We turn at the landing between the floors, and, at his noticeably shaky thumbs up, tiptoe halfway down the next flight. Kearney takes short breaths. Maria’s eyes are gigantic. I feel better I’m not the only one who’s nervous, but I’m definitely not feeling any smarter for getting us into this in the first place.

There are five silent winces when the third floor door squeaks. We’re ready to bolt until we’re sure nothing has noticed. The door clicks behind us.

“This way,” Maria whispers, knife held in front of her like a serial killer.

We stop at the doors to the main corridors. Unfortunately, these have no windows, and everyone takes a turn pressing an ear against them and shrugging.

“To the left,” Maria says, “then through the waiting area.”

I feel ridiculous when I lunge into the corridor with my knife aloft only to find it empty, although I’m not the only one who does. We creep past doors and stop where the hall widens into a waiting area. Jorge peers around the corner and then turns with a nod that says we’ve reached zombies. His hand comes up, all five fingers extended, and I think not so bad. Then he raises all five again, drops them, and adds one more for good luck.

Eleven.

I try for a breath, but my hammering heart takes up all room in my chest. It’s not too late to turn back, but I’ve never backed down from a fight. Not even in eighth grade when Esmeralda, who by all appearances should’ve been in college, called my mother a crackhead. I jumped her after school, and she deserved every bruise she got. I got more than my share, too. Mom didn’t notice my black eye until it’d turned yellow.

We step into the room. Eleven corpses stand among uncomfortable-looking chairs set into square groupings. A U-shaped reception desk sits against the right-hand wall. A man with a long beard, now coagulated into a bloody dreadlock, looks up and grumbles. It prompts all eleven to walk in our direction. Jorge barrels toward the groaning crew, and his cleaver slices into the side of one’s head. Brown liquid sprays into the air. He climbs over a chair and swings again while I circle a group of chairs to avoid the man and woman coming my way.

I can’t take them both at once. Esmeralda had me on height and girth, as do these two. I scramble onto the reception desk much as I did a park bench in eighth grade. The man, wearing only underwear with intestines spilling over top, hits the edge of the desk. His corroded purple lips head straight for my thigh.

My knife hand shakes. I use my left hand to steady it and bring the blade down two-handed. It bounces off his skull and almost out of my grip, but it also drives his head away before his mouth connects. Zombiehood hasn’t softened his skull any. He lunges. I stumble back, almost off the desk.

I knew I’d have to kill them, but I couldn’t foresee the reality. Up close, the stench is pungent. His intestines leak shit. His skin is cracked and veined. The idea of touching him is revolting, but I have to—and I have to do it before the woman’s presence makes it impossible.

On his next lunge, I push at his forehead with my left hand and shove my knife into one of his yellowed eyes. The steel grates on bone. I yank it out before it gets stuck, sure I haven’t gone deep enough and dreading a repeat performance, but he collapses as though I’ve flicked a switch. One down.

The woman digs her fingers into my leg. My first instinct is to shake her off, but I wrap my hand in her long hair and yank back to raise her face. She gurgles, cracked lips leaking black liquid. I send my knife toward her uvula. The crunch when my knife breaks through the back of her throat travels straight to my gag reflex. But I hack deeper. I don’t back down from fights and I’m not about to start now, when the stakes are so high—one tiny cut and I’m dead. The woman drops. The thud of her chin on the desk is loud in the now quiet room.

Maria rises from her knees. Her face is speckled with brown. Eleven bodies in various stages of decay leak reddish-brown fluid from their heads. Jorge spins slowly, the same fluid dripping from his cleaver. “Everyone all right?” he asks.

Everyone is, and we step over the bodies toward our goal. Now I know I can kill them if necessary, but I’ve had enough for today—for a lifetime—and I fervently hope those are the only ones. I’m disappointed but not surprised at the sight of more in the next corridor. They stand between us and the Promised Land: a room with an overhead sign that reads Dialysis.

Kearney mutters, his nostrils flared and mouth meaner than usual, and then races toward them. He stops at the closest zombie and swings his pipe with such force its skull is crushed down to eyeball. He rams it into the next one’s eye. His yell is vicious, but nowhere near as vicious as the damage he inflicts.

He’s using it—the frustration, the anger, maybe even the fear. All the emotions that give me pause have spurred him on. I don’t like him, but he’s on to something. This isn’t going to get any easier if I pussyfoot around the creatures that want to eat me alive.

I run for a tall doctor with horsey teeth. I hate those teeth. I hate his noises. I hate his smell. I hate that he scares me. I sidestep his hands and grip under his chin, repulsed by the feel of dead flesh through my glove, then shove my knife upward—a move I regret when copious amounts of muck gush onto my arm and shoulder.

Hands tug my arm. The woman attached to them spins me around. I elbow her to the floor, pleased by how easily I can, and then kneel to shove my knife under her chin. This time I pull back faster. When I stand, Jorge, Clark and Maria have taken care of the others.

We run for the dialysis room. Lights hum over the line of empty beds, each with its own large rectangular machine by its side. Jorge rolls one to the door.

“We need these.” Maria hands the rest of us translucent jugs of liquid from a closet. “Okay, let’s go.”

A few zombies amble down the hall, but we’re faster. Kearney and I trot backward, jugs sloshing, and turn once we’re through the double doors. Jorge runs upstairs for the elevator while distant thumps on the doors become a steady bassline.

The elevator doors open to reveal Jorge. His hair is half out of its ponytail and his clothes in complete ruin, but his face glows under all the muck. We pile in with our loot, and he pats the dialysis machine with a wild laugh. “We did it.”

Maria leans against the wall with a grin. Clark lets out a whoop. I forget Kearney’s a jerk and beam at him, and he responds with a smile that looks out of place on his features. I don’t care—I’m so happy I could kiss that jerk.

We’ve saved Manny. We can’t do a thing about the other nine million problems that wander around outside, waiting to steal our futures. But, at the very least, Manny has a chance at one.


Chapter 11

After a marvelously hot shower on the pediatrics floor—which alone makes killing zombies worth it—I change into the stylish outfit of a long-sleeved shirt under scrubs, then stop in Manny’s room. My euphoria has faded to fatigue. I’ve averaged a few hours of fitful sleep a night and the crash is coming.

I put a hand on his bed so I don’t topple over. “Hey, buddy. I didn’t bring you a chocolate bar this time, but I promise I will next time.” I look to where the nurses ready his machine and whisper, “But you can’t tell them.”

A nurse titters. The grandmotherly nurse squeezes my arm and then crosses the room to open one of the jugs. She stares down at the liquid, shoulders quaking. It takes me a moment to realize she’s crying, and then I have to blink a whole lot in order to stave off my own tears.

“Thank you, Sylvie,” Manny says. His eyes are so lively now, even before dialysis, that I have a hunch he might have known his fate and not let on. That spark is even better than my hot shower.

“No problem. Just get well. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I give his ankle a squeeze and leave for downstairs. I tell Grace what transpired while I eat my half of the Twix, then curl up on my thin mattress.

When I wake, I’m starving for the first time since I came to the hospital. I wash up and find Grace in the kitchen. “Good morning,” she says.

“Seriously?”

“Yeah, it’s tomorrow. You slept all night. You needed it.”

I know I needed sleep, but anything could have happened while I was comatose. As much as I hate insomnia, being awake means I don’t miss anything important.

“Everything’s fine,” Grace says. “When we brought up breakfast this morning, Manny looked so much better.”

I sit on the counter and try not to be too pleased, but I want to jump in glee and high five everyone.

“Could you get off my counter?” Dawn asks.

Except for Dawn, who will get a punch instead of a high five.

“Could you get out of my business?” I ask, which sends her to the fryer after mumbling what sounds like bitch. It isn’t the first time I’ve heard it, so I don’t bother to reply. Nothing can bring me down.

“Don’t start fights,” Grace whispers while she cuts apple slices. “She’ll spit in your food.”

“The problem with people like her is that they think they can get away with being dickheads,” I say loudly, “but they only can if you let them. She’s a kitchen dictator, and this, my friend, is a democracy. We shall rise up against our oppressors and fight for our freedom.”

“Nice speech, Che Guevara.”

I pop an apple slice in my mouth and raise a fist. “Power to the people. What else is there to eat besides apples?”

“What, too healthy?” Grace hands me a bowl of cold French fries and gravy. “I saved you breakfast.”

“This is breakfast?”

“It is now. The gas is off. Everything is now microwave or fryer. And no more hot water.” I heat the bowl in a microwave and, while I eat, reflect upon my luck that I had a shower yesterday. Grace chops her apples and asks, “Are you proud of yourself? You should be.”

I concentrate on my fries. I am proud, but it’s not as if I’m in line for sainthood. And I had a lot of help. “Maybe a little.”

The chopping stops. I look up and into Grace’s smirk. “I know you are. God, stop bragging and get to work, Che. You think this is a hotel or something?”

I whack her on my way to the knives. After we’ve finished, I bring our second meal upstairs to find Manny looking a good deal less puffy. I can see cheekbones. His eyes are round and brown, and I hope the light in them is as permanent as the nurses seem to think. He licks his lips at the Hershey bar I tuck under his blankets, and I don’t feel the least bit guilty about taking it from downstairs. Kearney will probably lock me in the slammer if he finds out.

“Feeling better?” I ask.

“They let me get up to play today. I got to play with the Xbox.”

“What’d you play?”

“Resident Evil.”

“They let you play that here? What kind of hospital is this?”

Manny giggles. “They tell us to imagine it’s our disease and we’re beating it.”

I pat his shoulder; he’s one of those kids I like, snotty nose or not. “You’re beating it. In fact, you’re gonna kick its ass.”

Score one for humans.


Chapter 12

The week we’ve been in the basement feels more like a month. Twenty-three days to go. I repeat it like one of Grace’s chants. Twenty-three days until freedom. I don’t know what that freedom will look like, based on the fact that the view from the roof is the same, only less smoky, and the emergency broadcasts have stopped. But, with the zombies gone, we’ll collect Grace’s family and figure it out. Maybe we’ll stay in the city. Maybe we’ll go to the country, which is where Maria’s daughters are supposed to have gone.

The cooking and washing of dishes seems never-ending. There’s another number: forty-six. Only forty-six more meals to cook, now that we have only First Meal and Second Meal, both of which have gotten smaller. My scrub pants are a drawstring waist, so it’s hard to tell, but I think I’ve already shaved off a pound or two. This wouldn’t be the worst news in Normal World; in Zombie World I wouldn’t mind those extra pounds as a hedge against starvation.

Four more patients have died. We put their bodies on the third floor since the morgue doors still knock back. We have a plan: In the next couple of days, we’ll move everyone to the top floor and hunker down before the generator quits. We’re microwaving up a storm to get things cooked, and the freezer is full of containers of ice we’ll pull out at the last second to keep perishables cold.

It could be so much worse, but close quarters with people, no matter how agreeable, wear me down. Whenever my crankiness intensifies, I visit Manny; he may be a person, but he never wears on my sanity. The lethargic little boy has become a happy, animated boy who gives video game zombies a run for their money. I played yesterday only to find I do better with real zombies.

Grace, Jorge and I bring First Meal up to Pediatrics. We push the cart through the double doors into the corridor. The patient rooms are quiet—the kids spend much of the day in the playroom, virtually killing their diseases. We’ve shut off every light we can reach to conserve fuel, but they won’t have the video games much longer. Even Kearney voted that they be allowed to play until the generator quits. Maybe the apocalypse is turning him into a normal person.

“I’ll get the kids,” Grace says, and leaves for the playroom.

Jorge and I set to work. I’m in Manny’s room when I hear a shriek. I think it’s the kids being rowdy until it comes again, shrill and scared, not the happy yell we normally hear.

I meet Jorge in the hall, and we run for the nurses’ station across from the playroom. Grace stands on the desk, one hand gripping the light that hangs above. She kicks at what were once nurses and the parents who thought themselves lucky to be here. The kids’ hospital gowns hang limp and brown. Their small hands barely reach the high surface and they trip the adults, which is the only reason Grace is alive. They haven’t made it behind the desk yet, but they will, and then she won’t stand a chance.

“Grace!” I scream.

Grace’s eyes dart our way, white all around. I start forward. I don’t have a weapon, but I don’t care. There are people for whom you fight to the finish, and Grace is one of my people. Maybe the only one.

Jorge’s hands clamp on my shoulders. He drags me into a room and throws an IV pole into my hands, then lifts the wooden visitor’s chair. “I’ll get them away. You get her out.”

One end of the pole has two round metal projections for IV bags, the other four casters. The casters are attached to an X-shaped metal brace that might do damage. It’s heavier than I thought, and it’s better than nothing. I run back to Grace, sure we’ll find her in shreds, but all those years of yoga are paying off. As soon as one nears, she slams a foot into its chest and sends it into the others. It keeps their teeth away but doesn’t provide a path of escape.

“We’re coming!” I scream over the hissing.

A few of them turn for us, the more attainable meal. Jorge knocks the first parent out of the way. The little girl with cancer—chunk missing from her scalp and dried streams of blood on her cheeks—is a tiny wisp of a thing. Jorge sends her flying. I smash the casters into a preschool boy’s freckled face and hope whoever is in charge of Heaven will forgive me.

“Hey!” Jorge yells. He lets out the kind of short, loud whistle of which I’ve never been capable.

They turn when he whistles again. Jorge fixes his attention on the coming crowd and tosses the first kid against the wall. Grace moves to the edge of the desk while he draws them away, then she leaps into the opening and snatches up a nearby chair. I push my pole at the ones who’ve edged behind. Jorge and Grace wield their chairs like lion tamers.

Someone hits my back. Arms hug my waist. I look down and see kid-sized hands flaked with dried blood. A head nuzzles the small of my back and tries to burrow through my shirts. I kick, but it hangs on tight. For a little zombie, it’s strong. I wrench away and whirl around with my pole.

Manny stares back. His shy smile is gone. His dark brown eyes are now the color of weak tea. I can’t use the pole on him. Not until he attacks, and then I slam down the metal of the caster end hard enough to peel off half his forehead. He keeps coming, a thick slice of inside-out flesh covering one eye and his visible eye so horribly vacant that I can’t move.

A chair flies through the air and takes Manny down. Jorge drags me down the hall and through the double doors alongside Grace. I look back before the doors close. The mob is coming, Manny at the rear. Jorge propels me into the elevator.

Grace inspects my back and front, frantically pulling at my shirts. “Are you okay?” she practically screams.

I don’t answer. Nothing is okay.

Jorge takes my shoulders. “Sylvie, did he bite you?”

I shake my head dumbly. Grace’s hair is in disarray and her mouth in an O. But she’s alive, unlike Manny. When the elevator bumps to a stop in the basement, Jorge moves straight for Bart’s desk while we hang back at the cafeteria entrance. Maria rushes to them, listens for a moment and then turns to us with her hand to her chest.

Jorge can explain what happened. I can’t. I have to get out of here. Grace calls, but I continue down the hall. The bathroom is blessedly empty. I wash my hands and face methodically in an attempt to block out the last ten minutes. Grace enters and stands at the sink beside mine. Her mouth opens twice, but both times she closes it without a word.

I dry myself off with a paper towel, making sure to get every last drop. I will not cry. I won’t cry over this. What are nineteen more deaths in the grand scheme of things? They’re nothing. I have to believe they’re nothing.

I turn from the garbage can to find Grace a foot away. “Are you okay?” she asks softly. She knows I’m not—she wants to know how not okay I am.

I try to say I’m fine, but a sob breaks through the ache in my throat and the tears follow. Manny is dead, and he’s supposed to be alive. He was going to have a future, to stay alive for his mother—the mother who juggles work and the hospital to keep him healthy at any cost. A good mother. His survival was supposed to be her reward.

But who am I kidding? She’s as dead as he is.

“There was no point,” I manage to get out between gulps and sobs. “In any of it.”

I don’t want to see Manny’s face anymore. I wish I’d never met him. I wish I’d never cared whether he lived or died. But I did, and now I’m paying for it. The crushing weight would send me to the floor if Grace didn’t gather me in her arms.

“The point is that you tried,” Grace says, voice so sure it makes me wish I believed her. “You cared enough to try. You fought for that kid.”

A fuck of a lot that did for him when all was said and done—he got to live a few extra days in a miserable world. I bury my face in her shoulder. The tears won’t quit. This heavy feeling won’t quit, either. “How does that make it any better? I lost.”

“It does.” Grace strokes my hair, our roles reversed for one of the few times in our lives. “It just does, Syls.”


Chapter 13

The next day, I do what’s asked of me and ignore the whispered conversations. No one knows how it happened, and we weren’t up there long enough to figure it out. Maybe one got in through a door someone opened. Maybe it was in a closet, although they did an extensive search after they cleared Pediatrics of infected. Maybe there was infected blood somewhere and one of the two toddlers transferred it to their mouths. In the end, it doesn’t matter how. All that matters is that their futures were stolen.

I cook the frozen stuff that isn’t already cooked and let my rage cook along with it. Tempers have flared throughout the basement, and I’m leading the charge. Most people take the hint and leave me alone. Those who don’t will live to regret it.

When Dawn screams at me for pulling chicken nuggets out of the fryer thirty seconds too late, I say, “The times, they are a’changing, Dawn. Keep up or die.”

She drops her hands on the counter between us and leans in, ample bosom squished between her arms. “I’m really tired of your smart-ass comments.”

Composure will drive Dawn crazier than outright confrontation, so I give her a sweet smile. “Well, I’m really tired of your everything.”

“I should smack you, talking to me like that.”

I want an excuse to pummel someone, especially Dawn. I crook a finger. “Give it a whirl, Dawn. See what happens.”

“Sylvie!” Maria calls from the kitchen doorway. She doesn’t sound pleased. “Can you come here for a minute?”

I keep my eyes on Dawn’s beady ones. “If Dawn can finish up, I can.”

“Dawn?” Maria asks.

Dawn curls her lip but nods, unhappy to finish my work, to say the least. I saunter over to Maria, who takes my arm like I’m a toddler and leads me to a cafeteria table.

“Sit,” she orders.

I may be looking for a fight, but the spark in Maria’s eyes tells me I’d lose. Besides, she’s one of the few people with whom I don’t want to fight. I fold my hands on the table like a good little toddler. She stares at me for a full minute while I gaze back, expressionless. Finally, she sits beside me and exhales.

“You remind me of my younger daughter, Ana,” Maria says.

“Is that a good thing?”

“Sometimes, maybe. Right now? No.” I shrug in answer. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-seven.”

“And she’s younger than you.”

I pretend to ponder the information. “She must be mature for her age?”

Maria’s cheeks redden. I think she’s about to blow, but she falls back in her chair and laughs until she wipes tears from her eyes. “Not quite.” She gives a final snicker and then reverts to her stern expression. “Listen, Sylvie, I can’t have you running around starting fights. You have to stop acting like a teenager. You hear me?”

Finishing Manny off with the IV pole would’ve been terrible, but now all I picture is him roaming the hallway, face flap hanging. I’ll never leave anyone I know in that state again, no matter how hard it is to end it.

I nod in answer and watch Clark talk to the old man with the fedora. He was here visiting his wife, who died two days ago of natural causes, and his face sags as though he wants to join her. I’ve offered him a cup of tea or coffee several times, but he only grasps my hand in his trembling one until I worry he’ll never let go. There’s so much pain in the world, in this very room, that it would be unbearable if you let it all in.

Maria covers my hand. “Sweetie, I get it. I know Manny…and your mom…”

“I told you, we weren’t close.”

Maria waits for me to say more. I resume my blank expression until she sighs. “Fine. I know this is hard, but you’re making my life harder, and I don’t need that. Fighting isn’t going to make it easier.”

“I’m sorry,” I choke out. I suck at apologies. I’ve almost convinced myself that I don’t care if people like me, but I can’t deny I want Maria to. I hate when I want someone to like me. “I’ll be good, I swear.”

“Thank you. We’re done. Take the rest of the afternoon off. Hang out with Grace.” One of her eyebrows arches. “Dawn can cook, since she thinks she’s the only one who knows how.”

She returns my grin before she leaves. I wander over to where Grace sits on our mattresses.

“What were you and Maria talking about?” Grace asks.

“My stunted emotional growth.”

She cocks an eyebrow. “I’m surprised it was such a short conversation, then.”

I kick her shoe and sink beside her as she pulls out her phone. Every day, a few times a day, Grace sits on our mattresses and checks for messages, even though her phone says NO SERVICE where it once said Verizon. After verifying it still doesn’t work, she scrolls through her pictures and texts from Logan. It’s the same every time—she looks hopeful, then despairing, then crushed, one after the other before she shuts off her phone to conserve what little battery is left.

“That’s the first place we’re going,” I say for the hundredth time, after she’s gone through the motions. “Straight to your house.”

Teardrops blink onto her cheeks. I rest my hand on her knee and we stare into space until loud voices come from Bart’s table. Kearney and Clark stand on either side of Jorge, who holds the transistor radio and points to the ceiling.

“Should we see what that’s about?” Grace asks.

We could use some good news. By the time we arrive, a crowd has gathered and Jorge holds the radio to his chest with a downturned mouth. It’s not good news.

“I heard a broadcast,” he says. A little cheer goes up and then peters out at his head shake. “It was someone on the AM band. They said it was all a lie. The infected aren’t dying in thirty days. It could take months or years, no one knows. It spread through the whole world. There’s nowhere safe, except for maybe the Safe Zones.”

The crowd’s noisy replies grow distant as my brain kicks into high gear. The creatures outside are here to stay. The plan was to leave when there were no zombies, and that’s no longer an option. It never was. Locked upstairs, we’ll starve to death. It’s possible the broadcast is wrong, but I don’t doubt that thirty days was a lie to keep the masses calm. We have to leave, even if we die trying.

“No one’s coming,” Jorge says. “We’re on our own.”

Craig, who’s been even quieter since the last trip to the roof, falls to his knees. The Russian guy, Igor, yells from his bed. His wife attempts to soothe him, but his yells drown out Bart’s voice.

“Shut up, man!” the kid Lucky calls from where he’s perched on the edge of his gurney, legs dangling.

Igor throws back his covers and lumbers toward Lucky. “You tell me to shut up? You shut up!”

“Settle the fuck down!” Kearney yells. He’s leapt to a chair, gun in his hands. Igor stops. Kearney swings on Lucky with a snarl. “Don’t say another word.”

Lucky raises his hands resignedly. “I’m not the one screaming.”

“Watch your mouth,” Kearney warns.

Lucky doesn’t argue, probably because he has a gun on him. Kearney sneers under his mustache like the jerk that he is. The cop we all know and love has returned. I hate Kearney’s face, the way he thinks his gun gives him power. Maybe it does, but that he likes that power so much is the number one reason it should be taken away.

“Put down your gun,” Bart orders Kearney. “This isn’t necessary.”

“Lucky didn’t do anything,” I say. “He didn’t even get off his bed.”

Kearney scowls at me. “I didn’t ask you.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize I could only speak when spoken to.”

Prisha laughs, as do a few others. Kearney’s lips flatten. There aren’t enough bullets for all of us. Grace nudges me, but what I said before holds true: let someone get away with this kind of shit, and, before you know it, they’ll be running the world.

“Just put it away,” Clark says. He rests a hand on Kearney’s arm.

“Get your fucking hand off me.” Kearney stares until Clark backs away, deferring to him as he has the whole week. They have the good cop-asshole cop thing down pat, although it’s not deliberate. Kearney holsters his gun and scans the room with narrowed eyes before he steps from his chair. “Just settle down.”

Bart lifts his hands. “All right, everyone take a breath. This is bad news, we all got a little upset. But we have to discuss what we want to do. I think it’s safe to say that if we go upstairs, we might not be able to come down again.”

“There aren’t as many outside,” Jorge says, casting a glance toward the kitchen. “We might be able to run it.”

“What about the patients?” Olga asks.

Those of us who were well to begin with and the now-mobile patients turn to the beds. The eight bedridden patients wear varying degrees of desperate expressions. Except for Nancy, whose blissful smile makes me think dementia might not be such a bad way to go.

“I’ll stay,” Bart says. “They’ll be taken care of. Anyone who wants to leave, please come and speak with me now.”

Craig is there in an instant. Most everyone follows, including me and Grace. The suggestions thrown out are all modified forms of Open the Door and Run. Simple and, truthfully, our only option. How to feed out the door calmly and with equal opportunity to remain uneaten is the tough part. Our working theory is that the first people out have the element of surprise—before the zombies can converge—and the last ones will be zombie snacks.

The discussion goes no further once most people clamor to be first. Bart digs his fingers into his eyes. “We shouldn’t leave until the morning, anyway. We’ll work out a system tonight.”

“I need to get home,” Craig says. He has one arm in a coat sleeve, as if we plan to stroll out the door posthaste.

“You will,” Bart says. “Tomorrow, I promise.”

Craig nods unhappily and walks to his mattress, where he mutters to himself.

“We’ll sleep down here tonight and move the last of the food and the patients to the top floor in the morning,” Bart says. “Then we’ll open the door down here.”

I’ve killed zombies. I know their weaknesses, at least more so than others in the basement. Brooklyn has a population of 2.5 million, though, and their weaknesses don’t seem all that great when one is confronted with sheer numbers. Add in the population of Queens, and starving to death upstairs starts to become an attractive option.

“Next stop, Brooklyn Heights,” I say to Grace, and pretend it’s not an alarming thought.

“It’s seventy blocks. Do you really think we can do that?”

Grace’s arm is close to healed. If we stick to the lower avenues, where there might not be as many, we have a chance. Not much of one, but better than nothing. I forcibly remove my tongue from where it sticks to the roof of my mouth. “What else are we going to do?”

Grace chews her cheek. Lucky is beside us, hand tucked in the waistband of his scrub pants. “Are you going to be able to run tomorrow?” I ask him.

“Yeah, I think the last stone passed yesterday. I’m good.” He glances at where Kearney does his usual Sheriff at High Noon impersonation. A muscle in his jaw twitches.

“He likes that gun a little too much,” I say. “He’s an asshole.”

Lucky’s reticent smile breaks through. “Yeah he is. See you later.”

I watch him walk away. There’s something poignant in his tough guy walk. He’s just a kid, maybe alone, and doesn’t seem like the type who’d ask for help. “Lucky,” I call. “Do you have somewhere to go?”

“My aunt lives nearby.”

“Okay. Get yourself a weapon in the kitchen. And remember to get them in the head. Be careful.”

He presses his lips together and dips his head once. “You too, Sylvie.”

We help move the non-refrigerated food to the elevator. I imagine living on the top floor and watching the food supply dwindle. Counting down the days I have left based on the number of calories that remain. There’s a finite lifespan right here. Outside, I could be dead in five minutes or five weeks, but there’s always the chance it’ll be five months. Five years. Five decades.

We package a small snack—a granola or candy bar, a bottle of water, chips or nuts—for each person to bring tomorrow. It’ll get us started on our way. After that, we’ll have to find our own food and water. Once we’ve laid them on a table for morning, I walk to where Maria packs medicine vials in a small bag. “Are you leaving?”

“I’m going up in the morning. My girls should be out of the city.” She points to Olga and the other nurse. “They have families. I hope you’re leaving.” I nod. “Good. I’ll try to get out once the patients…” She shrugs.

It’s too close to giving up. I know this is different—noble, even—but being noble to keep people alive so they can ultimately die in a few weeks is pointless. If anything, we should wheel them up the streets of Brooklyn to give them a fighting chance.

“But you have a family,” I say.

“They have young kids. People they need to take care of.” She drops a roll of gauze in the bag. “I can’t leave sick people here. It’s the right thing to do.”

“Wouldn’t the right thing be to stay alive for your daughters?”

“They’d understand why I stayed. Anyway, they’re gone.” The last part is more a wish than a statement.

“You’ve seen the streets. Are you sure they left? What if they’re still at home waiting and you don’t show up?” I feel guilty at the way the skin around her eyes goes soft, but I’m sure her daughters want their mother alive. And, against all odds, she is alive. I’d bet a lot of New York City, and the world, aren’t. “Even if they did leave, they’ll want to see you again.”

Maria twists the gold chain around her neck. “Why do you care so much what I do?”

I care because of her daughters and because I like her and because I can’t stand the thought of one more senseless death. But I’ll cry if I try to articulate any one of those reasons, and I have no business arguing with a decision that should be hers alone. I look away with a shrug. Across the room, Grace performs the second daily systems check of her phone. If Logan and her parents are dead, I think—I hope—it won’t destroy her. I don’t want to find out.

“I’ll talk to Bart.” Maria touches my arm. “I’ll think about it, Sylvie. Okay?”

I nod and head for Grace, who has tossed her phone to the side and closed her eyes. As I near, she opens them. “My phone is dead.”

“Mine has some battery left,” I offer. She shakes her head. Maybe she’s come to terms with the fact that phones are a thing of the past. Another line in the sand washed away. “We’ll see them soon.”

Grace nods unconvincingly. Whether she isn’t convinced of us reaching them or of her family still being counted among the living, I’m not sure. Both possibilities have the odds stacked against them.


Chapter 14

Second Meal is decent: Fries, cheeseburgers and a soda. I ignore the canned corn because I barely eat vegetables when they’re fresh, which makes canned vegetables a sacrilege. We eat at pushed together tables and pretend it isn’t our final meal before the electric chair.

Bart holds his drink in the air like the best man at a wedding. “I want to wish everyone good luck tomorrow.”

I clink my plastic bottle on Grace’s. Maria watches the wall, deep in thought. I haven’t asked her what she’s decided because I’ll get angry if it’s the wrong answer, and I’m sane enough to know she doesn’t need that.

“I don’t want to go last,” Craig says. Now that he’s going home, he’s taken to repeating this.

“I’ll go last,” Jorge says.

The diners’ eyes cruise around the tables, possibly measuring up who can be shoved to the side in order to get out first. This is never going to work.

“How about we draw straws?” I ask. “Or numbers?”

“That’s fair. Does everyone agree?” They do. Bart hurries off for paper and then returns. “How many numbers do we need? Raise your hand if you’re going.”

Maria’s hand edges halfway up, lowers, and then commits to the air. Bart nods. I catch her eye, and she gives me a look that says it’s my fault she’s going to die tomorrow. Or maybe I’m projecting.

Bart scribbles on the paper, then rips it into squares and dumps them into a paper bag. “Okay, one is first, obviously, and twenty last, since Jorge will be twenty-one.”

The Giants jerseys go first. The woman holds up her number. Three. Her husband is ten. “I’ll trade with someone who gets nine or eleven,” she says.

The bag makes its way down the table under the scrutinizing gaze of the number pickers. When it reaches me, I take a slip of paper quickly. Eleven. Grace is next, and I wait to see what she gets before I offer to trade with the Giants lady. She pulls out five.

“I’ll trade with you so I can go with Grace,” I say to the woman before whoever gets nine can beat me to it. Grace exhales. Three and five. I’ll let four go in front and we’ll be together.

Craig shouts in dismay when he sees his twenty. “Will someone trade with me? I have kids. I have to get home.” I shake my head in apology, which is more than a lot of people do, although I feel guilty. He holds out the square of paper. “Please? I can’t be last.”

Lucky picks a number and grimaces, then lifts his chin at Craig. “I got fifteen. Not much better, but I’ll trade.”

Craig practically throws himself across the table to snatch Lucky’s paper. “Thank you. Thank you so much!”

“Yeah.” Lucky pushes back his chair, sticks his paper in his shirt pocket and strolls away.

Once the trading has finished, with Maria at number seven, the mood grows more somber. We’ll run straight into a world of zombies tomorrow. And, although dinner is decent, I can’t choke down the last half of my burger before bed.

***

I wake to a shout in dim light. Grace kneels, still half asleep. I get to my knees beside her while my brain fights to comprehend the dozen zombies in what was the safety of the cafeteria. More feed out from the serving area. Coming in through the kitchen. Our escape.

Igor yells in Russian. His wife screeches. He wraps his arms around her and drags her to the wall, but she’s a siren calling the zombies their way. I lose sight of them behind bodies, then hear his screams add to hers. A gun goes off in a corner of the room. Zombies head that way.

The knife I used upstairs is in my bag. It was stupid to think I shouldn’t keep it handy while I slept. It was stupid to think we were safe. I dig through my things with unsteady hands and try not to scream when the cold steel eludes me.

We’re low and across the room from their entry point. We haven’t been noticed yet. Cafeteria furniture scrapes across the floor. Fast-moving figures sprint amid the slower ones. On a gurney nearby, Nancy beats liver-spotted hands at the man bent to her abdomen, her mouth gaping in agony. Her eyes are unclouded. She’s back in this world again, and it’s a terrible place.

We can’t get through the thickest part of the mass to reach the kitchen, but we have to go somewhere—two women, both dead, have spotted us from ten feet away. We stand. They’re five feet away now. Brown and blond-haired. An alternate version of Grace and me.

Grace points toward the hall. Deeper into the hospital. Safety for now, not later, but now is more important. We race past bloody gurneys where zombies eat, we dodge filthy hands, and then we halt at a group who advance in a line. The hall is just behind them, but there’s hardly a chance we’ll both get through unharmed. The zombie directly in front of us drops to the ground mid-stride, just as its neighbor’s head explodes with the help of a bullet. Jorge and Clark stand in the open space, and we run through before more bodies block our escape. Maria, Bart, Dawn and Kearney stand on a table by the hall entrance.

“Anyone else?” Jorge yells to them. Their eyes rove the room and four heads shake. “Let’s go.”

We make it to the elevator bank with no trouble, as the hall is still empty. Jorge fits the key in the panel and jabs at the call button. I poke my head into the hall to watch the cafeteria entrance. Dozens of zombies stagger in our direction.

“They’re coming,” Grace calls.

Jorge slams a fist on the doors and curses. Another ten seconds pass with no elevator. They’re twenty feet away. We’re out of time.

“The bathroom!” Jorge yells.

The men’s bathroom is in the direction of the zombies, and, by the time we reach it, the gap has closed to less than ten feet. Jorge holds the door open and readies the key. Grace enters first, running so fast she stops herself two-handed on the back wall. I’m just behind. The others follow us in, and Clark and Jorge push at the door.

A finger snakes over the doorjamb before it slams. The appendage drops to the tile—a thick gray worm that twitches once before it goes still. Jorge turns the key and falls against the door as it shakes from the zombies’ assault.

I take in the bathroom. It might as well be a coffin. This is where we’re going to die.


Chapter 15

They still pound hours later. Jorge sits with his back to the door, his big body moving forward a millimeter at every crash. His mouth is set and eyes downcast. Jorge is nothing if not optimistic, and to see his expression only cements my belief that we’re waiting to die. Kearney holds his gun in his lap, ready for the inescapable wave of zombies that will come through the door soon.

Craig slipped out early. He didn’t wait for Bart to try to distract them from above, as was the plan. When he ran, he opened the door so wide it stuck open and allowed the zombies to make their way in. This is according to Jorge, who managed to shut the door and then came back in to save who he could. That he closed it means we don’t have an endless number of zombies in the cafeteria. That he closed it and didn’t take off himself means Jorge is one of the best people I’ve ever met. That’s twice now he’s saved my life.

Grace and I huddle against the back wall. There are three stalls. Three sinks. Two urinals. It doesn’t smell great, but it smells better than what waits in the hall.

Maria runs a jerky hand through her hair. “You okay?” she asks in a low voice.

I shake my head. I’d like to be brave and say I’m fine, but I’m not. Not at all.

Maria squeezes my arm. “We’ll find a way out.”

I don’t want to burst her bubble, so I focus on a sink instead of laughing uproariously at what has to be a joke. Clark takes over door duty so Jorge can examine a grate on the ceiling. Bart joins him a few moments later, and they stand beneath it with their arms crossed like a couple of dudes on a construction site. I watch them with a detached kind of interest—it’s clearly too small for someone to pull the crawling-through-a-duct-to-freedom trick.

Dawn hasn’t stopped crying. “I should’ve gone home before,” she whisper-whines. “I should’ve left when I could.”

She’s right about that. We all should have left. We also should have preemptively built zombie-proof bunkers and stocked them with a decade’s worth of food. Assembled our armories and practiced our kung fu. Whining about it now won’t help. If I’m going to die, I’m going to face it. I won’t be like my mother, killing herself in increments like it wasn’t her own damn fault. I’ll fight back, but I won’t pretend it’s not banging at the door. And the first step of this fight is to get out of here.

I pat Grace’s knee before I join the construction team. “What are we looking at?”

“The vent,” Jorge says.

“Right,” I say, and watch the dust-covered metal. “It’s a nice one, as vents go.”

Jorge lets out a short laugh. “I like you, Sylvie.”

Even now, it makes me feel good. I don’t usually inspire outright admissions of like. “The feeling’s mutual. Wish I could’ve gotten to know you better.” A particularly loud crash on the door makes me jump.

“We’re not dead yet,” Jorge says.

Yet being the operative word. We’re close to dead. And I have to pee. Which, considering the circumstances, is going to be awkward. I decide to hold it. If we don’t die in the next half hour, I’ll have to go. Kearney steps closer. That makes four people who stare at the dropped ceiling.

“Does the ceiling go through?” I ask.

“Only to the wall,” Jorge says. He steps onto the sink counter, lifts a panel and peers inside. “Dark.”

I retrieve my phone from my bag and turn on the flashlight app. He uses it to peer around and shakes his head, then runs a finger along the thin metal frames that hold the ceiling tiles in place. “Maybe we could make something out of these runners, but I think they’d bend too easy.”

“Make what?” Bart asks.

Jorge jumps down and hands me my phone. “Weapons for when we leave. Who has one?” Me, the cops and Bart raise our hands.

“We can’t leave!” Dawn practically screams. It’s followed by a round of shushing from the rest of us.

“We have to try,” Jorge says. “We’ll die in here.”

“Then give me the key when you go,” Dawn demands. “I’m not leaving. Whoever wants to can stay here with me.”

That’s a fate worse than death, in my opinion.

“I’m going to try for Jersey,” Bart says. “Where would I find a boat?” He’s seen the state of the water, which makes his plan foolhardy at best. It’s full of wreckage and zombies, and I doubt there’s a boat left anywhere in the five boroughs. Bart answers our incredulous stares with, “Just tell me where.”

“It’s far, but you could try Sheepshead Bay,” Jorge says, without the addition of if you want to die. It’s clear we all think it.

“Does everyone have somewhere to go?” Maria asks.

“I have to go home,” Clark says. “My wife’s waiting for me. She’s seven months pregnant.”

That brings the conversation to a halt. I can’t imagine being pregnant before this, much less right now. Grace frowns and fingers the pearly white stone she wears around her neck—a moonstone, said to boost fertility. It could be that she’s envious, but Grace isn’t an idiot. It’s more likely she’s glad not to be in the same situation.

I wonder if Craig got out. We agreed to a plan, and then he ruined it for everyone. He killed the people who now roam the cafeteria, possibly himself, and probably us, with his selfishness. He wasn’t the only one who had a family. I didn’t see Lucky in the cafeteria, but that could be because I barely saw anything.

“Did anyone see that kid Lucky?” I ask. “Kidney stones?”

Everyone shakes their heads except Kearney, who says, “Nope.” He doesn’t sound broken up about it.

“Where are you going?” Maria asks me and Grace.

At our answer of Brooklyn Heights, she gives us the same disbelieving stare she gave Bart. It’s far, but it’s not as if we have a plethora of choices. And it isn’t nearly as bad as Bart’s plan.

“Maybe we can find a car,” I say.

“You’ve seen the streets,” Maria says, throwing my own line back at me. “I’m going to my daughter’s friend’s apartment. There are things in the basement—food, camping gear, water. I don’t know what’s left, but it’s not far. Come with me. Anyone who wants to come is welcome.”

Grace pulls at her bottom lip. Maria leans in. “It’s not thirty days, but what if it’s only a few months? We don’t know. If I were your mothers, I’d want you to find somewhere safe and stay there.”

Obviously, she never met my mother. I decide to throw her own line at her. “Why do you care what we do?”

“I hope that someone would help my girls if they needed it.”

Grace’s eyes have been ping-ponging between us, and now they settle on me. “Maybe we should go there first. We can always leave.”

“Are you sure?”

I keep my face impartial while I wait for her answer. I don’t want to try for Brooklyn Heights. Then again, I don’t want to go somewhere unfamiliar. All I want is to go to my apartment, pull the covers over my head and wake up tomorrow in a normal world.

Grace nods.

“I’ll come with you, if that’s okay,” Jorge says to Maria. “I didn’t keep a lot of food in the house. I don’t know where my son’s living now or I’d go check on him.”

“Of course,” Maria says, then turns to Clark. “You get your wife and bring her to us, okay? I can help when she has the baby.”

Clark’s blue eyes moisten. “I will, thank you.”

Kearney declines Maria’s offer. I can’t say I’m disappointed. Dawn sniffles and wipes her nose with her arm. “I don’t want to stay here by myself,” she says.

“You know you can’t stay here,” Maria says, gentle but firm.

Dawn nods as if she’s been waiting for someone to direct her next move. “I have go to my son’s. He didn’t answer the phone, so I don’t know if—” She rubs at her small eyes that have turned to puffy slits. “I don’t want to die.”

Neither do I. We have that in common, if nothing else. She looks so wretched that I can’t remember why I disliked her. She’s human and, in contrast to zombies, that’s pretty great. “We’re not going to die,” I say.

Her eye slits almost close in suspicion. I do my best to look friendly. After another big sniffle, she says, “Okay.”

“We’ll go when it sounds like they’ve moved away from the door,” Bart says.

It’s something to hope for and something to dread at the same time.

***

Bart’s watch says it’s after lunch, but the bathroom is a black hole devoid of time. I’ve finally peed—with the help of a running faucet—and thanked my lucky stars I wasn’t very hungry last night. Pee I can do, but poop is a whole other story. I’m famished now, though. I go through my bag and pull out a bag of chips, the other Twix, a package of gummy bears, and Twizzlers.

I open the chips. “Everyone good with splitting them?”

I sort them onto paper towels I lay out on the bathroom counter. They’re barbecue, my favorite, and we each get the equivalent of a few potato chips. I split the gummy bears evenly, but I make mine all orange flavor. I take my pile and bring Grace hers. The others follow suit.

“Thank you,” Jorge says, his chips already gone. “How much crap do you have in that bag?”

“A lot,” I say. “But, unfortunately, no more food. We can eat the Twix whenever everybody wants.”

“Let’s save it for later.”

Night comes. Dark streets filled with zombies will be next to impossible to traverse, so we settle in for morning and eat the Twix and Twizzlers. Grace swallows the final bite of her Twizzler and whispers, “Well, if we die, at least your last meal was candy.”

I didn’t think I’d find a reason to smile before we made our escape, but one comes anyway. “Sorry I didn’t have any raw nuts or nutritional yeast in there.”

She chuffs and then lays her head beside mine on my bag. “If I die, promise that if you find Logan you’ll tell him I love him.”

I stare up at the lights and will them to stay on for a few more hours. That’s all we need, or we won’t have a shot. “Grace, you’re not dying.”

“Okay, but promise.”

“I promise.”

She breathes out and rolls on her side. “Thanks.”

Every thud or bump or brushing sound makes me stiffen, until my entire body is rigid with tension. I’ve always envied Grace’s ability to sleep. I’ve tossed and turned many a night while Grace snores away. I can tell she’s drifted off when she plants her butt in my side. It’s oddly comforting and I close my eyes, although I’m sure I won’t sleep with what’s outside the door.

***

Maybe all circuits were on overload and I went comatose instead of slept, but when I come to in early morning the banging has tapered off. It’s possible they’ve forgotten about us. Maybe we can get a head start before we remind them with our presence.

Bart presses an ear to the door. “We should go now. While we still have lights.”

My phone is almost dead, not that I would want to depend on my phone to provide the light to escape a dark room full of zombies. I’ll need both hands to push them out of the way or whatever insane thing it is we plan to do. I tell myself I’ve got this. I’ve killed them, so I know to go for the softer spots. They’re slow and can be outrun. They’re stupid and can be faked out. If I get up high, they can’t follow. All helpful bits of information that make me feel no more prepared.

Jorge inspects a stall door. “I can use the door like a shield if we can get it off. A screwdriver would help.”

I go into my bag, find the little pouch that holds lotion and tampons and toiletries, and pull out my Swiss army knife. “Will this help? It’s got a screwdriver on the end of the nail file.”

Jorge takes the two-inch knife and pulls out the file with its tiny flathead tip. “Better than nothing. This isn’t what you were talking about when you said you had a weapon?”

It’s a puny thing, even more so in Jorge’s big hand, and I almost laugh at the idea someone could consider it a weapon. I show him my kitchen knife and he says, “That’s more like it.”

It takes a little while, but with the help of my dinky screwdriver, two stall doors are off their hinges. Bart agrees to carry the other, and we all move to the bathroom door.

“Stay close,” Jorge says. “We’ll get up on the tables on the right wall ‘til we get near the registers, then we run for the kitchen. Everyone got that?”

“Stay with me,” Maria murmurs to me and Grace.

She’s given us the address of our destination, but I don’t plan to stray from her side. I loop my bag across my chest and clutch my knife. Calming breaths elude me. Calming anything eludes me. Living out the rest of my life in the bathroom with Dawn is beginning to sound like a truly delightful state of affairs.

Jorge and Bart step into the hall first. The rest of us stick close to their backs, with Clark and Kearney bringing up the rear. Jorge swings his door on a woman in a torn blue dress. The thwack of metal on meat is necessary, but the hallway fills with hoarse sounds in seconds. Most are in our path to the cafeteria, a few are behind us, and all are moving this way.

Bart and Jorge pick up speed, though it’s not as fast as I’d like. My heart drums in time to the way my feet itch to pound the floor. The noises ramp up. There’s a bump here and there when Bart or Jorge uses a door to shove a zombie away. Fifteen feet later, multiple bodies ping against our defense.

“Here they come!” Jorge yells.

A wave hits. Dirty hands reach over the metal and grope their way around the sides. Capillaries and veins run like black rivers up pasty forearms. Bart and Jorge steamroll forward with matching grunts, and the downed zombies grab at my ankles. I jump to narrowly escape a rising mouth, come down two-footed on another’s stomach and use it as a springboard. I skid in entrails on the smooth tile. Grace leaps them two at a time. I don’t use my knife. That would involve stopping, and I’m not stopping, ever.

One of our former patients—a mid-sixties post-surgical bowel obstruction with grandkids and a golf habit—slips past our improvised wall with an unsteady gait. Her torso sags to one side above the missing half of her abdomen. A second wave blasts a space between the doors. Dawn screams. Clark shouts. A plan is good until it isn’t, and this one isn’t anymore.

“Go!” Jorge yells, and throws his door at the crowd.

I pull Grace after him. We can make it if we stay in his shadow. In the cafeteria, Prisha, now a small, gnashing zombie, blocks our way. Jorge tosses her aside and motions us onto a table, just out of reach of rotted fingers. We shuffle sideways, backs against the wall. They moved these tables to make room for the gurneys, and now it’s saving our lives. But only five more tables and then we’ll have to cross the floor of the serving area.

At the end of the line, Jorge points at the twenty or more infected between us and the kitchen. They’re gathering, becoming denser, and the ones from the hall will join them. We have to move. Jorge jumps into the throng. One meaty arm shoots out and sends three to the floor. His cleaver takes down Igor. He’s clearing a space.

“Now!” he shouts.

Grace jumps down. I leap before I can think better of it and push at one coming on my left. It tangles with another and they land on the floor. There’s no time for my knife. If I stop for anything, I’ll be cut off.

Just ahead, Jorge doesn’t bother with his cleaver. He grapples with arms and kicks out legs and throws one into the next. He’s the reason we make any headway. Maria grunts behind me, Grace shoves to my right, and I push at anything that gets close. A hand grips my shoulder and I’m eye to eye with Nancy. Her neck is torn open and abdomen a hole. I rear my leg back and crunch her brittle knee with my sneaker, then push her down with a ferocity that might have once scared me. But I want to live. I’ll fight like a panicked animal in a trap; I’ll chew off my own leg to be free.

We make it behind the food counter, disheveled and panting but alive. Jorge pushes a metal rack into the open space, enters the kitchen and leaves the door swinging behind him. I know Jorge well enough to know he didn’t leave us to fend for ourselves. Sure enough, by the time we catch up, he stands over two bloody heads.

“No more,” he says, chest heaving. He hurries to the knife block and hands Grace a long, thin blade. Maria grabs what looks to be an ice pick.

Bart, Clark and Kearney burst through the swinging door. “Is everyone here?” Bart asks, and then answers his own question with, “Where’s Dawn?”

All eyes shift to the cafeteria door.

“She didn’t make it,” Kearney says. Clark opens his mouth but closes it at his partner’s sharp look.

Metal screeches and shadows move at the door window. They’ll be in any second. We race up the sloped hall to the outside door. Jorge rests his hand on the push bar. “Ready?”

No one is, but the door flies open and we fall into daylight.


Chapter 16

Wind blows off the water—the chilling New York City wind that slips through sweaters to reach your bones and whips your hair into your face. The smell is worse than expected. On the roof we were above the masses, but on the concrete it’s a whole new olfactory experience. We’ve come out near dumpsters that reek of spoiled food, into zombies that smell of rotten teeth and shit, and, underneath it all, the fishy, brackish water of the bay.

It takes a moment to get our bearings. An offshoot of the hospital to our left, dumpsters to the right, street straight ahead. If we can get past the zombies in the narrow loading area, we’ll be able to dodge the ones on the street.

Kearney shouts from where he wrestles with two zombies by the dumpsters. Jorge bends one of them, a zombie doctor, by her hair and slams his cleaver in the base of her skull. The other’s hands dig into Kearney’s face from behind. I cover the five feet and yank it away by its filthy jacket.

It turns with a growl. I draw back my knife, but Kearney fires under its chin before I can strike. Chunks of brain rain down. The sound echoes off buildings and ricochets in my skull. The zombies in the street, who were minding their own business, fixate on us, and the closest crank up their speed to form a pack in our narrow exit. Clark moves to one side with his gun. “Go! I’ll keep them over here!”

Kearney jogs forward and shoves his partner between the shoulder blades. Clark stumbles, arms pinwheeling, and hits the first of the pack. A squat woman with short hair drags him in. Jorge moves to help, but the bodies circle around, heads lowered to Clark’s shoulders and neck and arms. His upturned face is open-mouthed agony, and his sharp screams are chilling until they cut off abruptly and the infected follow him down. The sudden silence might be worse.

We watch in shock as Kearney disappears through the gap that formed when they veered for the bait. Maybe he’s headed home or back under his rock, but Clark isn’t going home to his pregnant wife, and Kearney gets off scot-free. Jorge recovers first, motioning to the gap with his hand. They’ll be done eating soon, and a few are already coming. Clark is gone. There’s nothing to do except use his death to our benefit, even if it feels shitty to do so.

We slink past the eating crowd to the asphalt. Bart turns toward Bay Ridge, while Maria, Jorge, Grace and I round the corner for the upper avenues. The first block is empty but for industrial buildings and blown trash. On the next, ten zombies stand outside a vinyl-sided house. We keep low on the other side of the street. The breeze still blows, but I’m immune to its chill. Skin soaked and mouth dry. Lungs burning with every breath.

The overpass of the Gowanus Expressway looms above Third Avenue. Even from below, I can see it’s blocked with cars and crawling with zombies, as is the avenue beneath. I search for a safe route through the sea of metal that reflects back the spring sunlight. Nothing looks promising. We have a few blocks over and almost two avenues up to travel, and as the avenues rise in number, so does the population.

From the hospital roof, the number of zombies was more than a bit worrisome. On the same level, it’s unreal. Pull-a-blanket-over-your-head-and-suck-your-thumb kind of unreal. But reality stands in front of us—lurches in front of us—and a garbage can clangs from behind. Those ten zombies are coming. Our reality is that we have to run.

Our movement gives us away by the time we reach the curb. A dark shape plummets from the overpass and crashes to a car roof only feet ahead. It struggles to drag itself down the windshield into our path. We make it past just as others plunge off the road—a quick succession of thuds and shattering glass. I swallow back my scream. More wait in the shade of the overpass. Our only chance is to stay on the cars.

Adrenaline and fear combine into a thoughtless kind of terror. Grace and I run across one car and leap to the next. An SUV that’s too long a jump forces me to the ground. What I thought was six feet of easy travel is curtailed by the sudden appearance of an old man with a hole chewed in his torso.

I stop short. Grace slams me from behind. The man moves closer. I move closer, although not of my own free will. I hear Grace hit the ground with a gasp. She’s Kearnery’d me, although she didn’t mean to. My arms rise. My knife clatters to the street.

I shove my palms into what were once living muscles and organs. He stumbles backward. I push again, screaming though I know I shouldn’t. I can’t stay silent at the feel of rib bones and cold, spongy tissue on my bare skin. His hands wrestle with mine in an undead version of patty cake, and his bony fingers catch my wrist.

I can’t twist from his grip. I kick him, but I’m too close to garner much force. He’s stronger than I anticipated, probably stronger than when alive. His other hand reels me in by the hem of my shirt. His sunken mouth opens to reveal gums that hold few teeth, but enough to do damage.

He has me. I have to give in to get away. Close up, his mouth becomes my world and avoiding it my sole objective. I duck to slam my shoulder into his torso. He releases my wrist and stumbles a step, but a second later he’s back in my face. Grace pushes me aside and rams him hard enough to send him under the SUV, and then she pulls me to the hood of a sedan.

Jorge and Maria have circled back to help. Now that we’re okay, they wait for us to catch up. When we do, Jorge puts a hand on my shoulder. I nod that I’m fine, but I don’t have the breath to say so or to thank them. It’s every man for himself out here, or I thought it was, and I wouldn’t have blamed them if they left us far behind.

We gallop up the side street, past vinyl-sided houses with flame-licked black holes for windows. A small boy in crusty Transformers pajamas reaches an arm through a front gate. Maria falters for a moment and continues on.

My body is worn out. We have an agreement: Junk food for reasonably good health. It usually does what I ask, but I’ve never asked it to run uphill through zombies in a state of constant terror. Grace, on the other hand, is nowhere near as winded as I am.

Fourth Avenue is next. Six lanes of dead cars and dead people. The aftermath of a collision sits in the intersection. Car doors hang open. Zombies move under store awnings on the sidewalks and gather in front of a stone church like smokers after an AA meeting. This is our final avenue. We’re practically home free, as long as said home hasn’t burned to the ground. I’m not banking on it, based on the previous block, but it’s a distant worry compared to what’s before us.

It starts with a cocked head on one, an interested grunt from another, and becomes a chain reaction. The hundred or more zombies weave through cars and trip down sidewalks toward our corner. The only plus is that they don’t fall from the sky.

That collision was a death sentence for people on the road, but the mangled cars surround a space of uninhabited asphalt that could be our savior. If we reach it, we can see what’s behind the truck that blocks our view. I ask my body to do this one last thing. I’ll deluge it with vitamins and minerals if it only gets me through.

We make it up and over a red sedan to the center of the box truck, SUV and multiple other cars. A woman leans across a Jeep with a growl, her fingers squeaking on the shiny hood. Her black suit has seen better days, and it’s more than likely she once had two arms.

Behind the truck, cars are jam-packed to the side street. Safe passage to the corner but for the couple dozen zombies who wait at the end. Jorge climbs atop a Prius and whistles. They stagger forward to join the hundred other zombies who surround our barricade. They’re dressed for work, for hanging out on a spring day, and a few are dressed for a long trek in the wilderness, which may have been their plan had they gotten out.

We run along the cars once our route clears and the noise reaches a crescendo. The zombies trail us, but we make the side street ahead of them. We race past brownstones and brick homes with bay windows, gated front yards and stoops to the parlor floors. Much to my relief, they’re unburned.

Near the top of the block, Maria sweeps through a low iron fence, lifts the mat at the side door in the stoop, and grabs a shiny gold key. I peek from behind the neighboring house’s stoop. Much of Fourth Avenue walks our way. We’ll run if we can’t get in, but Brooklyn Heights is ten times the amount we just traveled. I don’t think we’d make it.

The wrought-iron entry gate swings open, followed by the inner door. We bustle through the tiny vestibule to stand in the foyer of the brownstone’s ground-level garden apartment. I droop against the wall, slick with sweat. The groans grow in volume. Maybe they can’t get past the gate, but they can lead every zombie in Brooklyn to our hiding place. The noises stop close by and linger. Maria dares a look through the door window and then gives a relieved shake of her head. It can’t be possible we’re holding our breaths—I, for one, don’t have any breath to hold, and Jorge is tomato-colored—but the hall fills with our sighs. We made it.


 

 

Eric


Chapter 17

Eric

Rachel is pissed. I don’t need the Magic 8 Ball I had as a kid to suss that out. All Signs Point to Pissed, from her tight lips to the way her eyes have gone hard. Rachel is the girl you see in an advertisement for healthy living—loose limbs, white teeth, long dark blonde hair, comfortable in her own body, confident of her own strength—but right now her shoulders are by her ears and her torso folded protectively where she sits on the forest floor.

“Just leave, Eric,” she snaps at me.

“Rach, I’m not leaving you—”

She cuts me off with a harsh laugh. “Look out everyone, Steadfast Eric is going to save the day! Just. Leave.”

I sigh. She’s frustrated. I’m frustrated. I’m used to being dirty and risking my life, although in a less dramatic manner, but nothing has properly prepared me for being hunted by zombies. I’m better off than most—we both are—though you wouldn’t know it by the way we act.

If you want to see how fast a tenuous relationship can fall apart, just add in a dash of apocalypse. Our romance burned out in the past year, long before zombies, but the last of our friendship went up in smoke days ago. After we broke up, we agreed we’d finish out the remainder of Rachel’s final year of grad school in our house and then go our separate ways with no hard feelings. Of course, I hadn’t envisioned separate ways to mean my girlfriend of many years heading into Philadelphia on her own. Philly is crawling with zombies.

“Just let me get you to your brother,” I say. “Then I’m gone. You’ll never have to see me again.”

When we first started out from our house in rural Pennsylvania, the plan was to meet up with my sister, Cassie, at our parents’ log cabin in upstate New York. That plan fell by the wayside when Rachel informed me she was going to Philadelphia to find her brother, Grant. It’s dangerous, to say the least. And Rachel, the person who has climbed mountains beside me, who planned to join the Peace Corps, has now reached her breaking point. She’ll never make it in by herself, not with the way she cries over scratches like a baby. I want to shake her, not because she’s afraid—I’m afraid, and with good reason—but because she’s being a bitch. It isn’t my goddamn fault the world has gone to hell.

She closes her eyes and leans her head against the rough bark of a tree. “I’m sorry. I’m just really scared.”

A tear slips down her cheek. I kneel to brush it away, annoyance dissipating. Girls’ tears have that effect. “So come with me to the cabin. Wait with me and Cassie until it’s safe. I promise we’ll come back then.”

“Eric,” she says, eyes still closed, “you don’t really think she made it out, do you?”

I don’t, although I hope. I last spoke to my sister a little more than twelve hours before they blew up the bridges into—and, more importantly, out of—New York City. Cassie said she’d leave Brooklyn for the cabin if Bornavirus LX worsened. It did get worse, and quickly, but they didn’t give anyone in New York time to figure that out before they cut off access.

We watched the fires on television. The bodies on the streets and the boats trying to cross the water. The crowds of people on roofs, screaming at the news helicopters for salvation that didn’t come—one did try, and the entire copter was taken down by the weight of desperate people hanging from its skids. Rachel shrieked when it crashed to the street to start a new conflagration. And then the news went dark. Phones stopped once and for all. The internet became a memory.

“I’m going to check the apartment first,” I say. It wasn’t a fully-formed plan until this moment, and, judging by the way Rachel’s eyes pop open, it isn’t a good one.

“You’re crazy,” she says. “You’re going into Brooklyn? In this?”

I raise an eyebrow. “Oh, excuse me, Ms. I’m-going-to-stroll-right-into-Philly-in-the-midst-of-the-zombie-apocalypse.”

Rachel giggles. It becomes a laugh and then moves into hysterics territory. She holds her stomach, cheeks wet, and howls at the treetops. This is more like the Rachel I know, the Rachel I loved. Even if the romance is gone, she’s still counted among my closest friends, and that means I’ll see her to safety.

“Okay, maybe we’re both fucking crazy,” she says when she’s finally calmed. “Jesus, this is the last place I thought we’d end up.”

“Now, that’s crazy,” I say, and lower myself down. “We’ve spent half our lives in the woods. How is this any different?” I point to the evening sky between tree branches. “It’s a lovely day for a ramble.”

She sighs. “Just promise me you’ll be careful. You can get pretty stupid sometimes if I’m not there to stop you.”

“Scout’s honor,” I say with two fingers in the air. “I’ll miss your nagging, though.”

She turns, face close to mine. “I’ll miss you, too.”

It’s pointless, even now, to think of trying again. She’s found someone else, which is the other reason she wants to go to Philly, although neither of us has mentioned it. I was glad, if slightly jealous, when she met Nathan in a joint research project at UPenn. She began to spend the week, and then weekends, in Philly. It was only a quiet space in which to finish her thesis that put her at our house when this went down.

I’ve gone on a few dates and had a few hook-ups since our breakup, but no one’s made it to consistent dating status. And I haven’t told my sister about us yet—she’ll be devastated by the news. I figured I’d drop the bomb once school was over and Rachel was gone.

“Should we set up camp?” Rachel asks. “We’ll make Philly tomorrow.”

The weather is nice enough that we don’t need the tiny backpacking tent, but it keeps us out of sight of undead eyes. We appear to be in the woods, but looks are deceiving, as we’re only a half-day’s hike from Philly. This patch of woods is surrounded by zombies and suburbs.

We erect the tent and cover it with debris and branches, then eat trail mix in our sleeping bags as it grows dark. Tomorrow we’ll say goodbye. We both wanted out, but not like this. I wanted to imagine her life as a series of events—the career, the husband, the house, the kids—and to remain friends with a social media buffer, so I could see the pictures as it all happened. Now, once I walk away, I’ll most likely never know if she’s even alive. I have no illusions about how bad it is. The world is over.

“We can get Grant and take him upstate,” I say, about her brother. She chews her lip, so I lay out the big offer. “Nathan’s welcome, too. You guys can head upstate while I go into Brooklyn.”

“Really?” she says. “You’re amazing. You know that?”

“I’m well aware of my amazingness.”

“Too aware,” she says with a laugh. “Let’s get into Philly first. But thank you.” She brushes my cheek with gentle fingers. “I wish…I’m sorry that we…”

A longing for the old days floods in. To have the two of us and a tent be all we need. I think that if I kissed her now, she wouldn’t say no. I could feel her move against me one last time. But it’s a bad idea; she’d never forgive herself, or me. “Me, too. But we’re friends, right?”

“Always,” she says.

***

In the morning, we see plenty of cars for the taking, but no roads on which to drive them. Like the people who fled Philly into the suburbs and the suburbanites who fled the suburbs for the country, we abandoned our car many miles ago at stopped traffic, although by then the cars were empty and the zombies were thick on the ground.

They’re thick here, too. We make our way between houses through giant yards, looking for bicycles. We find them locked inside a three-car garage at a brick house set back from the road by a curved driveway.

Rachel stands on her toes and peers at the street through the thick shrubbery. “If we break the glass, they’ll come.”

I nod. “We need a wire hanger.”

“Why?”

I point through the glass windows at the red cord that hangs from the door mechanism. “See that cord? If we pull that or the latch above, the door will unlock.”

But wire hangers are not plentiful on suburban lawns, even immense ones like these. I use my knife to cut a green stick that will bend without breaking and pull the duct tape from my pack along with my tin cup. The folding wire cup handle snaps off the side easily—too easily for a cup with a lifetime guarantee. “This thing cost fifteen bucks. Did you see how the handle broke off, no problem?”

Rachel, who’s standing watch, glances back. “Really? I’ll get you a new cup.”

I tape the curved metal to the stick and use a thicker stick to open the seal on the garage door’s upper edge. Easing the metal through the space, I say, “I’m just saying, they don’t make things like they used to. My dad had the same tin cup his entire life. He camped with it, cooked in it—”

“Shh,” Rachel says. Her shoulders have loosened, though, which is why I said it in the first place. The way she stood, tense and ready to scream at the first sign of trouble, made me think she’d lose her shit at the next squirrel that frolics by. I’ll get her to Philly, but I have no intention of dying.

I manage to get the stick to the lever. Now is the moment of truth. I used a lot of duct tape, but if I shit around too much, the end is bound to come off. Goodbye, cup handle. I fit it carefully over the latch and give it one good tug. The latch drops and the door comes up with a yank. Luckily, the house is new or well-maintained enough that it doesn’t squeak.

We enter the garage and lower the door, watching out the window to see if we’ve attracted attention. We haven’t. Rachel nudges my side playfully, happy for the first time in hours. “Do I want to know how you knew how to break into a garage?”

“Paul,” I say.

I last spoke to Paul, my oldest friend, the day I spoke to Cassie. He lives in Brooklyn still, with his wife and son. He’s a firefighter and he didn’t know anything more than I did; they were as tight-lipped with the FDNY as they were with everyone else. I managed to extract a promise that he’d come to the cabin if need be, but he was on duty and almost certainly didn’t get out before the bridges blew.

“Of course.” Rachel rolls her eyes and crosses to the bikes. “This one looks—”

One of them, a zombie, stumbles into her from behind an upright freezer. He died in his boxers, and the dark hair that covers his chest and stomach is matted with blood. Rachel goes down with a screech. My hand goes for my knife without thought—I stopped keeping count somewhere after thirty—and I cross the space before he can fall after her.

My knife has become my best friend. The Swedish-made, black handled knife doesn’t look like much, but, as they say, you should never judge a book by its cover. It set me back a few hundred dollars years ago, and it was worth every penny then. More so now that it’s kept its edge through skulls and eye sockets. We have guns, but we quickly learned guns are the last resort. If you make noise, you get zombies, and the whole object of the game is to avoid them.

I let the man take my jacket when I near. In order to get a good strike, you have to get close. Close enough to smell their stinking mouths and see the thin, dark blood vessels on gray skin. Close enough to count their brown-stained teeth and wonder how the world has gone downhill so fast.

I bring the blade into the side of his head. Rachel is up, knife out and red-faced, before he reaches the ground. Her knife doesn’t lower. I ask, “You okay?”

“Behind you!”

The connecting door to the house is open. It was hidden by the freezer, and I’m an idiot for not checking immediately upon entering. The rest of the family feeds out—a woman and two girls, maybe ages five and three. I’ll let the girls nip at my legs and waist; I wear a waxed canvas jacket and jeans lined with long johns, and I have a bigger problem coming my way. Mom hits me belly-first, sumo wrestler-style. I draw her head back by the hair to expose the underside of her chin. A long enough knife, right up the side of the trachea, works like a charm.

Rachel has backed onto the hood of the sedan. There’s no way she’ll get into Philly alone. She hates to kill them. Hates to touch them. She’s done it when push has come to shove, but I know why she hasn’t this time: kids are different. Even bloody and growling, they retain an air of innocence—feral kittens that could be tamed if you tried hard enough. I try to think of them as little zombies. They’re just as ferocious as their parents. They’re already dead. They’ll kill me just as dead.

The girls head for Rachel, the small one’s pink nightgown swinging around her frail calves. I ram my knife through the base of the older sister’s skull. I tell myself I’m doing her a service, a mercy. It doesn’t feel like it. I take the little one by her long dark hair, and her socked feet scrabble on the smooth concrete. I slide my knife into the same spot as I did her sister, lower her to the floor, and then move to shut the door.

When I turn, Rachel is in tears. It’s the tenth cry of the day for her, and it’s the final straw for me. The tears that usually soften my heart only annoy me more. I bend to wipe my knife on the mother’s shirt and tell myself not to say it. Don’t say the words.

I look to where she trembles. “Thanks for the help.”

Fuck.

“I’m sorry I can’t kill them the way you do,” she sputters. “You don’t even care. Look at this fucking world, Eric! You don’t even care!”

It’s a new manifestation of the same old conversation. Now, it’s that I don’t care. Before, I was too brutal. Before that, she hated to see my face when I killed them.

Anger zips through me like electricity. I miss electricity. I walk closer, sliding my knife into its sheath so I’m not tempted to use it on her. “What do you want me to do? Bury them and say a prayer so I can be eaten while I do it? Get a fucking grip, Rachel. I don’t have time to care because I have to kill them while you sit and cry on a goddamn car!”

She wraps her arms around her legs. “Yeah, maybe because I’m still fucking human.”

The words hurt. The snarl on her face hurts. My arms hurt from shoving my knife through bone. My legs hurt from the endless walking, the spurts of running, and from being tense every second of the day. When you hike, when you climb, you have downtime and stories around camp, jokes to exchange. There’s no downtime now. Not ever. Not until I’ve gotten home, and maybe not even then.

I’m trying to keep this together, keep her together. I’ve offered to escort my ex-girlfriend to her new boyfriend—to live in the same house as him, for fuck’s sake—and I’m not human.

I step over the girls’ bodies and grab the man’s bike. It looks fine, and although I should check it more thoroughly, if I have to spend one more minute in this garage I’ll kill Rachel. I carry it to the door and keep my eyes on the window. “Ready?”

A few moments later, she wheels her bike over.


Chapter 18

Rachel’s brother, Grant, lives by the art museum on the west side of the city, on a street of well-maintained attached brick houses, also known as rowhomes. The bikes cut our half-day hike to an hour or so—without zombies. With zombies, it’s a circuitous route of back streets that dead-end and circle until we find a map in a glove compartment and a quiet street on which to plan a route.

I study the roads. We’re getting there, but the streets are deadly and turning deadlier as we close in on Philly. So many people lived, and died, and now live again that avoiding them is impossible. It doesn’t bode well for Rachel, or for Brooklyn. I put it out of my mind and point to the railroad tracks that lead to where multiple bridges cross the river into the city. Philly isn’t an island, so I think there’s a good chance the bridges still stand.

“See the train tracks here?” I point to the map. Rachel doesn’t turn. “It’ll be a bumpy ride, but I’m game for a little cross-country cycling if you are.”

Rachel stands astride her bike and nods into the distance. Her hair is a mess, her pants are ripped, but she hasn’t cried since we left the garage. She hasn’t spoken to or looked at me, either. Not crying is enough. Her words have repeated in my mind until I’ve reached the point where I can’t wait to be rid of her.

“This isn’t funny, Eric,” Rachel says, lips barely moving. “Stop trying to make light of it.”

Rachel has a sense of humor, but it’s more of the conventional kind. It makes me miss my sister even more. Cassie was beaten down by the deaths of our parents in a car accident three years ago and checked out of life for a while, but she hasn’t lost her sense of humor. She might choose beer and a board game over rappelling down a cliff any day of the week, but I’m positive she isn’t freaking out. It’s impossible not to freak out a little, at least at first, but once you wrap your head around the craziness, you have to stay sane somehow. Dark humor is in our genes. I can die having laughed every chance I got, or I can die having been miserable. Either way, I’ll be dead. Besides, I didn’t mean it as much of a joke.

I start off without a word. Rachel catches up quickly. We ride east as far as possible, sticking to a two-lane country-ish road filled with cars. Our bikes are silent and maneuverable, and the large front yards give us room to pass around clumps of corpses. We make it into a small town full of useless shops in quaint red brick buildings. They were useful when one needed jewelry, boutique clothing or children’s books, but those things are no longer on my list. We brought along dehydrated food and, with the supplemental food we’ve found along the way, we don’t need to venture into the bagel shop.

The children’s books remind me of Leo, Paul’s son. Blond-haired and sweet, though with that devious side little boys have—maybe always have. Whenever I visit, he climbs all over me and talks my ear off. I hope he’s still talking, at a lower volume. He is if Paul has had anything to say about it.

Past the shops, Rachel brakes when the train tracks cross the road ahead on an overpass. “Great idea, Eric. So how are we going to get up there?”

I plant my feet on the ground and take a calming breath. This woman wants to die by my hand. “At the train station just around the corner. If you’d actually looked at the map, you’d know.”

She scowls. I ride ahead, seething. The parking lot is full of cars. I can’t recall if train service stopped immediately or if they continued running in order to get people off to less-populated areas, but a train is stopped down the tracks, doors open, surrounded by zombies and, blessedly, in the direction we don’t have to travel. We stay out of sight on the platform until we hit the other end and can lower our bikes and ourselves down.

My mountain bike’s tires are knobby, as are Rachel’s, but pedaling over rocks leaves a bit to be desired. A lot to be desired. The railroad ties are no better. I pump my legs and bend over the handlebars when I hear the group behind us, which was quiet, come to life. Come to life—that’s pretty funny. I’m sure Rachel would get a kick out of that one, but I decide to keep it to myself.

The clatter of spraying rocks is followed by a wallop that brings me to a halt. I look over my shoulder. Rachel has wiped out and lies under her bike, watching the sky. I’m not too worried about the zombies coming down the tracks—the few hundred feet will take a minute or two—but when Rachel makes no move to stand, I drop my bike and run the ten feet back to her.

“Rachel, you okay?” I lift her bike and extend a hand. She tears her eyes from the sky, looks at me blankly and then resumes sky-watching. I yank her arm, but she’s gone limp the way Leo does when Paul says it’s bedtime. It’s a joke they share, and Paul is a big guy who can lift Leo no problem. But this isn’t a joke, and I can’t carry her, two packs and ride two bikes. Without the bikes, we won’t make it.

“Rachel! Get up!”

She shakes her head. I look down the tracks. They’re making progress. Sweat forms a pool beneath my pack. If she doesn’t get up, I’ll have to leave her. I’ll have to.

“Get the fuck up!” I shout. “They’re coming!”

Her head idly rotates in that direction and then swings back. No expression.

I kneel. “Do you want to live? If you do, get the fuck up, Rachel.”

They’re seventy feet away. I’ll leave. I’ll give them to twenty feet and then I’ll leave. I squeeze Rachel’s arm so tight she squeaks. I don’t care. I lean close and growl, “You are going to die, Rachel. In one minute you are going to die.”

That does it. She pulls herself to sitting and then gets on her hands and knees before she stands. She takes the handlebars. The zombies are at fifteen feet, but I make sure she’s on her bike and pedaling before I run to mine.


Chapter 19

I don’t want to toot my own horn, but taking the train tracks was a great idea. Once they widen, we ride on the grass alongside the rocks and ties until we have to bump across the overpasses. The fences kept the zombies out while the noises of all hell breaking loose from the residential areas ensured that they stayed where the action was.

Other people had the same idea; I can tell by the remnants they’ve left behind—food wrappers and a whole lot of human excrement. The usual pack it in, pack it out rule doesn’t apply. I wonder where they’ve gone and what they’re doing now. If they’re the bodies we see on the streets below in ripped clothes and a crackled coating of brown blood.

It’s almost too much to think about at length. If I try to estimate the number of people who’ve died and, therefore, my chances of survival, it looks pretty grim. A thousand to one odds might give me a chance, but I think they’re more along the lines of a million to one. Forty million to one. Cassie, cabin, Cassie, cabin. It’s my mantra. Get my sister and head for our parents’ house. There’s food—a lot of food—and solar and seeds and land.

I know John, our only neighbor in the woods of upstate New York, was already constructing a perimeter around his house. John doesn’t fuck around. I managed to get a call through to him over 24 hours after the bridges blew and before every phone line went kaput. If Cassie left Brooklyn before that, she’d had almost 48 hours to make the four-hour drive, but John said she wasn’t there. I’m currently riding a bike to Philly on train tracks, so I’m well aware of what can go wrong while driving, but the roads hadn’t yet been clogged. The panic began the next day. She should’ve arrived.

Any doubt I have dissipates—I’m going to Brooklyn. Cassie will kill me when I arrive. She’s overprotective of me, her younger brother by just under two years. It doesn’t matter that I was taller and able to beat her up by the time we reached our early teens. So what? So she’ll kill me—there’s no point in living without people, without family.

Rachel is hanging in there, her breath catching only slightly when we come upon a stray zombie. We’ve reached the city, and now the tracks run in an open trench below the streets. Its earthen banks are littered with trash that preceded the apocalypse.

When the tracks join a few more rails and the very top of the Philadelphia skyline comes into view, I brake and point to the map I unfold. Rachel looks this time. “We take the tracks until they meet the road to the museum. We’re going to have to move fast.” She nods. “You sure you’re ready? We can rest for a little while.”

“I’m fine,” she says. I must look doubtful because she rests her hand on my arm, face resolute. “Really. I’m sorry about before.”

“Just don’t do that again. You scared me.”

“You got scared? That must have been weird, huh?”

I snort. Rachel likes to say I’m fearless; so does my sister. Anyone who’s fearless right now is an idiot. I’m never completely fearless when I climb or whitewater raft or even hike in the backcountry, forget in these circumstances. Lack of fear leads to carelessness and stupid mistakes.

We continue on. We’ve run into a few zombies so far, but now there are a couple every 500 feet. They’re easily avoided, especially if I stay to one side. When they move my way, Rachel shoots ahead on the opposite side of the tracks and then I follow before they can change course.

We come around a bend where the tracks closely parallel the highway and skid to a stop. Wandering carcasses cover the tracks. The highway is full of stopped vehicles. These might be the people who escaped the cars on the highway and, obviously, some didn’t make it far.

We back out of sight without a word. Rachel turns to me, eyes blue pools of panic. I spin my bike, wait for her to do the same, and we retreat a couple hundred feet to look at the map. A lower roadway also crosses the Schuylkill River. It’s bound to be packed, but Rachel agrees we should try.

“Let’s get our bikes over,” I say quietly.

The only suitable spot to get bikes across requires that we be in sight for as long as it takes us to crash through the underbrush and emerge onto the road. Then we’ll cross the upper highway to the lower one. If we can’t take that road, we’re screwed unless we swim the river. I’m sure I can do it but not so sure about Rachel. And I can’t swim it with a pack and a bicycle, so it’d have to be a last-ditch attempt to save ourselves by leaving everything behind.

We round the bend again. I give the crowd one glance to estimate the time we have and then wheel my bike into the brush that grows along the road. Pockets of zombies move between cars. Some stand in the sunlight. I lift my bike onto the asphalt and rest it against the short concrete wall, then get Rachel’s bike over.

The noise from the tracks increases. The zombies on the highway perk up. I take in our goal that sits six lanes, a divider and a wall drop away. It’s doable. I point out a route between several cars and step onto the road. Rachel doesn’t hesitate, even when one of the cars she threads past bumps from the ones trapped inside. We jump the median and navigate the next three lanes to the wall. I lower myself and our bikes, then catch Rachel by the waist on her way down.

My heart pounds as if I’ve just run a marathon. This road isn’t much better zombie-wise, but the sidewalk for foot traffic is almost clear. Rachel is on her bike first, weaving through cars to the sidewalk like a madwoman. The river flows alongside the road, bodies from somewhere upstream visible in the current. A few are stuck in the small dam, and their arms wave as we pass. Water doesn’t kill them. Only head shots—whether by bullet or blunt force. I’m discouraged but not surprised.

One or two zombies now. Maybe there were more and they left. Maybe not. I don’t care what the reason is; I’m thankful for the reprieve. The road curves to cross the river and we fly up a pedestrian path onto the main road, past the Eakins Oval and the Rocky Steps of the art museum. We ran them as a joke years ago, not caring that we looked ridiculous. Now, people who might have mistaken their height for safety topple down at the sight of us.

A zombie climbed those steps. Maybe it crawled or slithered its way up, but it made it eventually, and then it made more zombies. Their sheer persistence cannot be underestimated. I can never forget that they don’t stop. If I do, I’m dead.

The short distance goes by quickly. The streets narrow to blocks lined with brick houses, but, aside from avoiding a few dead people, we have no trouble. We stop at the corner of Grant’s block. Nothing lurks beneath the trees that line the narrow street or between the quiet rows of cars. The window boxes of the meticulously-maintained homes sprout hardy spring plants. I recognize English ivy and the tulips just beginning to bloom, of course—my mother was crazy for gardening.

Grant called Rachel to say he and some neighbors were sticking together until the streets died down. Whether they left when it quieted is unknown. I’ll give Rachel two chances—one for Grant and one for Nathan—and then we’re out of this city. We wheel our bikes along brick sidewalk that matches the houses. This is old Philly, where the warped glass of the tall, skinny windows is considered quaint and the shutters are painted in shades of Colonial blue and green.

Grant has done well for himself. I can appreciate the beauty of his block and the antiquity of the houses, but I always think of what the money he spent would buy in the country—a self-sufficient house with plenty of acreage, and with money left over for good measure. Plus, he gave the majority of his free time to a corporation to get it all, and I’d live in a yurt in Outer Mongolia before I did that. Truth be told, I might like to live in a yurt in Outer Mongolia, for a couple of months, anyway.

Nothing is smashed or broken. No bodies, either. It’s as if we’ve stumbled into the old world. Everywhere we’ve been, except the woods, has had some glaring reminder of our new world. In a city like Philly, money insulates you from the realities of the dilapidated houses and hopelessness. And, apparently, in this neighborhood it kept away some of the realities of the apocalypse, too.

“Don’t say it,” Rachel whispers. Her cheeks have turned a rosy shade I haven’t seen in days. She’s excited, hopeful, and the white teeth straightened by braces in her youth gleam.

“Say what?”

“How this was all bought with blood money.”

I smile. I joke around, but Grant is a good guy. I rib him about selling his soul and he calls me Prat, short for proletariat, every chance he gets, making sure I’m well aware it rhymes with brat.

Rachel has made a joke. It’s good news. I want her optimism at the empty street to be justified. To all outward appearances, the apocalypse hasn’t touched it, but it feels as though it has. I can sense it in my bones and in the way my skin tingles with apprehension.

We pass another set of marble steps. These have a smattering of dried brown drops that could be blood. I tighten my grip on the knife I clench against my handlebars. At Grant’s house, we lean our bikes against the brick and I look through a window. The living room is dark and the furniture all in place. Rachel unzips a small pocket of her pack. There’s no sense breaking in when she has keys. I’ve brought my keys, too. I keep the Brooklyn apartment and cabin keys on my dad’s old keychain—a compass-slash-thermometer—that they pulled from the wreckage of my parents’ car. Someone cleaned it, although the perpetrator of that simple kindness remains a mystery. When Sam, the sheriff, handed me the envelope with their things and I pulled it out, it shone like it hadn’t in years.

Rachel opens the door to a silent foyer. Grant’s coat hangs by the hall mirror, shoes on the floor, and his other coats hang in the closet. He’s well-ordered and only leaves out the things he wears daily. He hasn’t left if he’s kept to his same habits.

We walk past the silent living room. The kitchen’s marble counters and Thermador Pro appliance suite—I still have no idea what that is, except that Grant was thrilled about it—are the same as ever. The only thing out of place is the back door, which is held open about five inches by a magazine wedged under the bottom. The small landscaped yard is shady and vacant. Grant has a cat, Kiki, and he’s left many large bowls of water and cat food on the black and white-tiled kitchen floor. He never lets Kiki outside, too afraid she’ll be hurt by a dog or car, but she often darts out before he can stop her. It’s possible he fled for safety and was unable to take her with him. Maybe this was his attempt to keep her alive until he got back. But it doesn’t explain the coat and shoes.

The office room, once a pantry, is in order. I follow Rachel to the stairs by the front door. There are two more floors to check.

“Your knife,” I whisper, gesturing to her bag by the stairs.

The pink in her cheeks pales some, but she does as I say. I curse the creaking treads while I climb to the second floor, but the bedroom is empty, the bathroom with its large soaking tub—still not clear on that one; I’m pretty sure all tubs are for soaking—is spotless.

Rachel’s shoulders drop at Grant’s made bed. Her chin trembles. She’s pinned her hopes on her brother, just as I’ve pinned mine on Cassie. A vacant apartment, an empty cabin, will mean I’m alone in the world. My parents are dead, but I’ve always had my sister. Rachel’s parents are on vacation in England, and, barring a miracle, I don’t see how we’ll locate them in the next decade.

I have no idea where Grant might have gone. No comfort to give. There isn’t a way to find him. There were treatment centers and Safe Zones at first, but they fell quickly. Either zombies or—as we saw in the news footage—people, broke in, leaving the Safe Zones defenseless against the zombies that followed.

I brush her cheek with my thumb, curling my fingers under her chin. Each blink of her eyes brings a new tear. I overlook how angry I was only hours ago. Maybe Grant is out there, maybe Cassie is, but right now all we have is each other. “I’m sorry, Rach.”

She closes her eyes. Her tears make tracks on her cheeks like a little kid who’s fallen in the dirt. I draw her close and she nestles her head into my chest. Her hair smells of dirt and death, but I rest my cheek on it anyway and let her warmth soak in. It’s familiar. She’s familiar. I can pretend all the nights when we tried to see a way to a future together, and failed, never happened. I can almost believe we’re somewhere else: hiking, camping, anywhere but in an abandoned house in a dead city. It’s the old days. I need those old days.

A creak comes from the floor above. Rachel doesn’t hear it over her sobs and doesn’t notice how I stiffen. It could be Kiki. I want it to be Kiki. But even a creaky 200-year-old house doesn’t creak that loudly from an eight-pound cat.

When the footsteps begin, Rachel pulls back with a strangled sound. I raise my hand for her to stay put and move to the stairs. The previous owners installed a door at the top of the third floor. Grant uses the floor for storage and a guest space, so he left it there for privacy.

I stare at the dark wood door that matches the rest of the house’s woodwork. A rectangular white shape is stuck to the middle. Between the dim of the partially-walled stairs and the distance, I can’t make out what it is. The wood squeaks under my boots. Rachel whimpers from the base of the stairs, but I don’t turn. I’ll stop if I do. Bad news waits at the top of the steps, I know that much.

I’m quiet but not quiet enough. The footsteps reach the door and shadows move in the gap between door and floor. A brushing sound. A grunt. I close the final three steps and squint at the sheet of paper taped to the door. My flashlight is in my pack. I carefully pull it off and creep down to Rachel.

I hold it out—it’s her right to read it first—but she backs away. It reads:

 

To whom it may concern:

 

If you hear something behind this door, don’t open it. I was bitten on the arm. I took every pill in my house before I locked myself up here, but I’m afraid it won’t work. I would’ve used a gun if I had one. If you can, if I’m one of them, please kill me. I can’t imagine hurting anyone. I don’t want to hurt anyone.

 

If my cat, Kiki, is still here, please take care of her. If this is Rachel, I love you. Tell Mom and Dad I love them. Don’t be afraid to finish it. I don’t want to be like the people out there. Be safe and know that I thought of you all until the very end. You are the best family I could have hoped for. I love you all so much. So much.

 

Grant

 

“What does it…?” Rachel asks. Her voice carries up the stairway. A hollow moan filters through the door.

Grant. Sweat streams down my back and legs. I stare at his handwriting. It’s hastily scribbled, especially toward the end, where the letters wobble and slant. As if the words aren’t bad enough, I can see his heartache.

“Read it,” she whispers through stiff lips.

I can’t. I can’t say the words and I can’t chance that Grant will hear and moan louder. In what has been a week of horror and misery, Grant’s plea for death is the most horrible thing yet. Even if you kill yourself once infected, you’ll turn. If you have an intact brain, you’ll turn. There are no signs of struggle. He’d known not to leave. And they still got him. Maybe he went out looking for Kiki. Maybe it was a neighbor. Maybe—

Thump. Rattle. It doesn’t matter how.

Rachel takes the paper from my hand. I don’t think she notices when she lets out a moan eerily similar to her brother’s. The paper glides to the floor and slides a few feet before it hits the baseboard. Her chest bucks soundlessly.

As I feared, her eyes dart to the door and then to me. I recognize the blue gaze that entreats me to do something. I always have in the past. I’ve painted the house, cleaned the bathroom or went to her parents’ social gatherings rather than do something infinitely more fun. I didn’t mind. She did the same for me many times. Maybe I have my own please-do-this-for-me expression.

But this is too much. It isn’t a simple chore. And, even as I shake my head in refusal, my knife hand rises. I can’t leave him like that.

“Don’t watch,” I say. My voice is gruff and sharp.

Rachel steps down the hall, out of sight. I make my way up once more. His shadow is by the door. Listening. He might groan, but the sound is drowned out by my racing thoughts.

I grasp the doorknob. The door opens inward. I’ll use it to push him down. It’ll be easy except for the fact that it’s Grant. If I could close my eyes and do it, I would. I throw my weight into the door. After the initial resistance, he drops to the refinished plank floor. I squeeze into the wide area of the hallway where he lies.

Grant and Rachel share similar features: The dark blond hair and skin that tans golden. The perfect nose and blue eyes that mark them as WASPs—nice WASPs, but still WASPs. His golden skin has gone gray, rippling around his cheekbones and mouth. His gnashing white teeth remind me of an old man with too-large dentures. His eyes are yellowed, the blue colorless, with no hint of recognition.

Because it’s only an arm bite, so far he lacks the ragged holes so many have in their faces. Eventually, I’m sure, his skin would tear and rot somewhat. But for now he’s still Grant, and that makes it worse.

He catches my leg with a hiss. I pull myself free and kneel. His arms wind around my thigh to drag himself closer. I want no room for hesitation, no room to back out. I want to have to choose between my life and his undead one.

I tell myself he isn’t human, isn’t Grant. He’s as faceless a monster as the ones outside. He’s nobody.

I push my knife in just below his ear. A crunch followed by coarse vibration. His head drops with a soft thunk mid-hiss. I don’t want to pull out my knife, but it’s a good knife. A great knife. I need it. I close my eyes and yank out the steel, reliving the way in all over again.

I take the steps slowly, feet heavy. It doesn’t matter: there’s no longer any reason to be silent. Rachel stares with bloodshot eyes and her hand covers her mouth. She uses the other to touch my sleeve as I brush past.

The memory of the crunch, the vibration, makes me queasy. My mouth is so dry, but there’s no way my stomach will accept a drop of water. I entered a void when my knife hit Grant’s head, a black space where I had to retreat so as not to contemplate my actions. Now that I’m back, I can see how it would slowly erode one’s humanity to have to kill those you love. I might have to do it to someone else. To Rachel. To Cassie. Maybe I’ll meet other people, grow to love them, and have to do it over and over again. Until the black space becomes a crevasse so deep I can’t climb out.


Chapter 20

I fill our water bottles from the hot water heater. It looks as though Grant already tapped into it: a bowl is set at the low spigot. He laughed good-naturedly at my suggestion he store food and water, but he must have read the short handout I gave him. A government-sanctioned handout that recommended the bare minimum of three days. But, somewhere in its recommendations—in an aside I thought far too casual—it mentioned using hot water heaters as a source of emergency drinking water.

He didn’t follow my suggestion of a gun, either. Rage boils up and I hurl the bowl to the floor, where it shatters into cobalt shards.

If he’d had a gun, he could have blown off his own fucking head.

Rachel makes a shocked noise. I’ve said it aloud. She stands by the basement steps, arms wrapped around her waist and face swollen, as gray as her brother in the sparse light of the basement window.

I should apologize, but I can’t. Grant set me up and Rachel forced my hand. She won’t kill a regular zombie, much less a zombie brother. But Steadfast Eric will do her dirty work for her. Then he’ll bring her to her fucking boyfriend and feed them at his cabin. Maybe he’ll tuck them into bed at night, too.

I stomp toward her, hating the way she shrinks from me. She’s already shrunk in the past days, is weakening before my very eyes. A shell of herself. But she doesn’t know what a fucking shell is. A fucking shell is what you are after you kill your almost brother-in-law.

“You have to get your shit together, Rachel,” I say. “You’re not holding up your end. Do you want to get to Nathan?”

She gives a slight nod, unsure.

I mimic her nod in a cruel way and practically shout, “That is not an answer! Do you want to get to Nathan?”

New tears spill. She nods again. This nod says anything to get away from you. I don’t care what her motivation is. I am not going to be put in a position where I have to drive a sharp object through her skull like I did Grant’s, even if hating me is what gets her ass in gear.

“So let’s go.” I wave a hand at the stairs. “Ladies first.”

I feel guilty by the time we reach the front door. I almost apologize, but her mouth is determined. Her eyes are narrowed. It’s how she should’ve been days ago, so I hold my tongue.

Rachel marks the address on the map. It isn’t far, but we have to go further into the city. I don’t mention my unease, just shoulder my pack and get on my bike.

The houses we pass grow increasingly damaged by looters. Glass covers the sidewalks. Doors are forced open. In most cases, we can whiz past the zombies, until we come upon a few streets so packed that we resort to the main avenues, which have zombies but more room for navigation. The short houses turn to apartment buildings, and then the office buildings of downtown loom ahead. We ride through small parks when we can, keeping out of sight as much as possible.

I hope that in a city as spread out as Philly, we won’t run into much in the business areas. I want nothing to do with a city unless it’s New York, and, even then, I wouldn’t go within fifty miles of Brooklyn if I didn’t have to.

We ride the circle around an uninhabited Logan Square. Cars sit abandoned and the usual suspects lurk, but it’s in good shape. A block later, on streets of apartment buildings, the apocalypse is in full force.

The buildings that were once gray stone and glass are now blackened. Charred bodies lie in heaps at their bases—maybe jumpers from high apartments. A thick, fatty smell hangs in the air and coats my taste buds. At a third floor window, a figure with crackled dark skin watches us go by. The only thing not burnt are its teeth. I know Rachel hasn’t seen it since she rode past without a peep; it was almost enough to make me scream. Killing yourself with an intact brain doesn’t work; fire, unless burnt down to the brain, doesn’t work.

Broad Street lives up to its name; the lanes and median allow us to move hither and thither to avoid the clumps of ragged people. Rachel slows when, a block ahead, police barriers cordon off a building with a circular glass roof. The performing arts center must’ve been a Safe Zone.

It isn’t anymore. Hundreds of zombies surround emergency vehicles and a tank within the barriers. As soon as they spot us, they figure out a way under and around the wooden sawhorses printed with POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS. They’re crossing the line, all right.

We head east down the closest alley and hang a right on the next residential block. Their moans follow us. Maybe their bodies do, too, but we don’t stick around to see. We dodge down narrow streets. Rachel pulls ahead. She knows where she’s going and I don’t, not without a stop to read the map.

Rachel’s legs pump, her head down. Without using our agreed upon turn signal, she whips around the corner onto a narrow street. I sail past and turn my bike with a curse. We have rules for a fucking reason.

A scream echoes. My heart skips. We’ve heard screams in the past week. Terrible screams. Some distant, some not. We made our way to several only to find we were too late—the screamer was on the ground, surrounded by a crowd of kneeling, eating zombies. I pray that won’t be the case this time.

The street is more of an alley the width of one car, lined with old brick rowhomes and tall trees whose leaves are concentrated at the very top. Behind a tree down the block is a group of about ten, all intent on a house. Rachel screams again, and I speed toward the sound. I still can’t see her.

I slow at the final tree and let out a breath. The last house of the alley sits behind the backyards of the perpendicular street. Its attached one-story carriage house has been turned into more living space, with a deck built on the roof. Rachel has abandoned her bike, climbed the paned window and now hangs from the deck rail. It’s better than I thought, although one has her by the boot.

I drop my bike and run. My vision shakes with every blow of boots on concrete. She screams as it tugs, and I push the others out of the way to get that one first. They haven’t seen me coming and go down without the arm wrestling they usually try. The one holding Rachel’s boot turns with a hiss. If I drag him away, she might fall. I drive my knife into his eye, wait for his hand to release, and push him into three more. Rachel’s feet find purchase on the brick and she scrambles onto the deck.

I spin to deal with the others. I don’t want to use my gun, but they’re too many and too close for my knife. I slip my 9mm from its holster and fire at one after the other. I’m splattered with chunks of brown gelatin, cloaked in the scent of rotten brain and blood, but getting a headshot is child’s play.

The three I knocked down are up again. I turn to them, but two get a bullet in the head before I can fire, and the last is floored by a chest hit. I use my knife to finish it off. Rachel stands at the edge of the deck with her .22 pistol. She hasn’t used it once since we left our house, but she’s always been a good shot.

“Thanks.” I glance up and down the alley. All clear, but not for long. “We’d better get out of here before more come.”

She shakes her head, and I give a short laugh. God, she chooses now to joke. It’s only a matter of minutes before the gunshots draw everything our way.

Rachel sets her gun on the rail of the deck. “His house is just around the corner. I’ll go through the yards. Why don’t you leave before we’re surrounded? I’ll be fine. I’ll have Nathan.”

Her inflectionless voice and distant eyes trigger a tingling in my chest. “Rachel,” I say in a voice that holds no trace of my distress, “you’re both coming with me. That was the deal. So let’s find him and get out of here. Please.”

I reach for her, high above my head, and she ignores me—a fucked up version of Romeo and Juliet.

“The deal’s off. I can hear them coming. Can you hear them coming?” Her head tilts. I hear the approaching sounds of who knows how many. “Go find Cassie. I don’t need you.” She disappears from view. My jaw drops. She’s lost her mind. Lost. Her. Mind.

My childish instinct is to storm to my bike and pedal out of the city, away from Rachel’s words and the coming group. Instead, I plant a foot on the window and grasp the deck rails, then heave myself up and over. A planter falls and spills its dirt on the decking. For a second I think she’s gone, but then I spot her behind a deck chair with her head on her knees.

We can find more bikes. We have our packs and can make our way along the roofs to escape. Let the zombies gather below and yowl all they want. I drop my pack and lower myself beside her.

“Rach, please.” I hesitate before I touch her back. She’s shied away from me all day, but to my surprise, she leans in. “Let’s see if Nathan’s there. I won’t leave unless I see for myself that he’s okay, you know that.”

She nods, head down.

“But I will leave after that, if you really want me to.” I hug her to my side. “Now, can we go before we’re turned into zombies? It wouldn’t be a good look for you.” I flash to Grant’s face and flinch at my joke.

Rachel raises her head. She’s going to do it. I nod encouragingly, as if we have all the time in the world and the feet shuffling closer on the asphalt don’t exist. Her eyes are sad, worse than when she heard about my parents or read her brother’s note. She shifts to show me her right side. The arm of her jacket and shirt are ripped through, and bright red blood seeps into the fabric from her bicep.


Chapter 21

I can’t stop shaking my head. Shake-shake-shake. The wound is a scratch, a tear—not a bite. It can’t be. I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.

“One of them bit me,” she says softly.

“No,” I manage.

She covers the torn spot with her left hand and nods. Calm. Where the hell was this composure when we hiked for miles, when we fought over stupid insignificant shit, when she turned the corner on her bike with no fucking hand signal and rode straight into zombies?

Shake-shake-shake.

“You have to go,” she says.

I don’t reply. Footsteps close in. A grunt here and there. They’ve lost the scent. I stand and peer off the back of the deck. Yards sit to the right and, just below, a door into the house that belongs to this deck, with a brick patio just outside.

“Where’s his house?” I ask.

Rachel points to a yard five houses down the perpendicular block. Our deck has a door into the second floor of the main house. I use my knife handle to break the glass, reach through to turn the lock and enter a bedroom. I take the stairs down and through a small dining room, then into the room under the deck. The carriage house is now a living room, with a couch and chairs, a TV in an armoire, and various antiques.

I unlock the door to the patio and crash through ivy vines as quietly as possible. These are barely yards, and only a couple are fenced. I stop at Nathan’s back door. Wrought iron covers every inch of glass, bolted tight to keep out the criminal element. I knock like a vacuum salesman on a weekday morning. Just a friendly visit to see if you’re alive and let you know your girlfriend is becoming a zombie.

Through the door glass is a kitchen table laden with newspapers and manila folders. A sink full of dishes, one of Rachel’s biggest pet peeves. I knock louder. The zombies are on the street, but they can’t see me.

Nathan isn’t home. It’s just as well. I wouldn’t hand Rachel off to him and leave her to her fate. Back at the deck, I stand over her, hand extended. She doesn’t ask about Nathan, only nods and pulls herself to her feet. I figured I’d set her up on the bed, but she continues down the narrow stairs into the living room and sinks to the couch.

I hand her a water bottle. She sits with it in her lap and watches me dig through our packs for food. I’m not hungry, but I pull out our tiny stove and a bag of dehydrated food to have something to do. A project. If she’s hungry, I can fix that. Besides, so far she’s okay. Too okay.

The white curtains on the two street-facing windows are drawn and every so often a shadow passes by. Rachel’s eyes flick that way every time one does. Finally, she whispers, “Please go.”

I take a deep breath. “You might not be infected.”

“Eric…” Rachel looks as if she pities me. “I knew it would happen. I did. I half-wanted it to, I was tired of waiting for it.”

That’s her calm. The worst has finally happened. I rip open the bag of pasta and try not to choke on the lump in my throat. How can you want to die, no matter how bad it is? I never want to reach that point. Don’t think it’s possible.

“Hey,” she whispers, “look at me.” She wears a gentle smile. The one from years ago. Her cheeks are flushed, her eyes bright. “I don’t want to live like this. My brother, my parents, Nath—I don’t want it.”

A band works its way around my chest, tightening and tightening until I gasp for oxygen. Rachel stands and leads me to sit on the couch. Her arm snakes around my waist, her head on my chest jostled by my short sobs. It’s impossible that she’s given up. That being one of them is preferable to the promise of life. Of something.

We hold each other as the street becomes shadowed, the air grows chilled, and Rachel grows warmer. “Eric?” she whispers. I make a noise and she continues, “I don’t want you to do it. To me. I’ll do it.”

As much as I don’t want to consider it, I’ve done nothing but that for the past hours. Waiting until she dies, if she dies, is the only way. Maybe there’s a moment between death and rebirth. I’ll wait. If not, I’ll take care of her after she turns.

She winces when I shift. She removed her coat as the fever rose and, when I check, even the dim light is enough to see the dark purple skin around the wound.

“Before I’m too weak,” she says.

“No, I will, when…” I say, and search for words that say she’s dying without actually admitting it. There are none. I’m not protecting her from anything she doesn’t know, but I still can’t make it real.

She tenses but says, “Okay.”

***

I keep an ear on her breathing as the night passes, my hand on her side to feel the expansion of her ribs. She’s so hot. Burning up and letting out a soft moan from time to time. It seems painful but also peaceful, at least this way.

Eventually, morning light fills the room. I ease out from under her, and she opens her eyes. “Bathroom,” I say.

She nods and pulls herself to sitting with an effort. Sweat has darkened her hair to brown. “Hand me my bag?”

I place it by her on the couch. “Are you okay for a minute?”

“Of course,” she whispers.

When I reach the door, she whispers my name. Her eyes are shockingly blue from the blush of her face. “Remember how I said you were amazing and loyal?” she asks. I shrug. “Well, I said some other stuff, too, and I’m sorry for that. Don’t ever change, no matter what. You’re one of the best people I’ve ever known, Prat.”

I choke at the nickname. It’s a thank you for Grant. She closes her eyes. “Go, before you pee your pants.”

A small laugh escapes as I walk into the yard, although I can’t find my voice. I want to tell her that she’s a good person, too. That I’m sorry we parted ways, even if it was for the best—even sorrier that we have to part this way.

Soon enough, she won’t understand a word I say. Dread weakens my legs at the thought of those blue eyes turned pale and hungry. I’ll tell her now. We’ll talk until she can’t and then I’ll hold her until she’s gone. I refuse to envision the step after that—I’ll deal with that then.

I’m on my return when a shot echoes out the back door. I freeze in the silence that follows, in the moment before the groans on the street resume in earnest, and then drag my feet to the doorway. Maybe she did it to save me from the chore. Maybe because of my angry words in Grant’s basement. Because of them, I’ll never get to say my final words. The important ones.

The already dim room goes black. I want to jump the fence to the street and tear the heads off the motherfuckers that moan and pace, safety be damned. But revenge only works with humans, and they aren’t human. I kick the doorjamb and scream. The zombies gurgle and choke even louder.

“Fuck you!” I scream, my throat burning. “Fuck you, motherfuckers!”

She died alone while I pissed in a backyard in Philadelphia. It doesn’t make it any better that she wanted it this way. The mess that covers the wall behind her and the thought of her trembling finger on the trigger are infinitely worse than putting her to rest quietly. And, worst of all, I didn’t say goodbye.

I didn’t want to do it, but I would’ve. And now I know that it would’ve been preferable to the crushing guilt that whispers for me to find Rachel’s gun and follow her lead. But I won’t—even surrounded by death, I want to survive. I don’t want to be alone, no matter if it involves people and loss and hard choices. I won’t shrink from this choice again. I won’t let them see my doubt. I’ll say what I want to say before it’s too late.

I try to hold back the sobs that threaten to escape, try to forget Rachel is in there. But the zombies on the street won’t stop; they won’t allow me to forget. Their hisses rebound off the old brick and through the yards until it becomes a cacophony. I sink to the patio with my head on my arms and cry—for Rachel, for Grant, for myself, for everyone else. Maybe the zombies can hear me over their own noises. Maybe they can’t. It doesn’t matter—it’s either cry or turn the gun on myself.


Chapter 22

I’ve sorted all the essentials into my pack without looking Rachel’s way. I want to bury her, but the yards are the hard-packed dirt of the city. Even with my small spade in soft earth, it would take hours to dig a hole large enough. I consider burning the house down. But I don’t know who, if anyone, hides nearby, and smoking them out of their hidey-hole and into the arms of zombies would be a dick move.

In the end, I wrap her in a sheet from upstairs and set her deep in the ivy to let the earth do its job. That’s what she would have wanted, anyway.

I want to say I’m sorry, Rach. I want to thank her. But, if she can see me from wherever she is, she already knows. Tears well up, but I’m done crying. Done with the guilt. She’s given me a gift. I’m sure she knew it was, and I’m going to accept it. I would have done the same to myself to spare her the job, and I would be pissed if she wasted it whining about the fact that she didn’t get to kill me. In her last act, she’s rescued me the way I spent the past days rescuing her.

I clip the buckles of my pack and test its weight. Heavy, but I’ve carried heavier. I find my way to the roof and walk from house to house until I’m down the block, then turn back to where dozens of zombies wander the narrow street near my bike.

I clear my throat. “Hey!” Gray heads swivel. I knock a stick on the side of the building. “I’m going to leave now, on my bicycle, so if you’d all move down here so I can do that, it would be much appreciated.”

Feet shuffle my way. Their eyes lock on me, mouths agape. “Yes, yes, I know, delicious human up here. Come and get it.”

I think of Rachel. She wouldn’t have liked my joke, but now that I know why, I think it’s even more important that I make them. If you live waiting to die you will die—a self-fulfilling prophecy.

I wait until they’ve assembled below and then hightail it back across the roofs to the carriage house. I pad through the quiet rooms and hardly breathe as I click the locks. Once outside, I’ll have to move until I’m out of Philly. I need to cross the Delaware River at some point, so I’ve decided to do it sooner rather than later. Philly’s western bridges still stand, which leads me to believe the ones in North Philly do as well. New Jersey is a crapshoot, so I want to be on the right side of the water. Brooklyn is a known quantity in terms of bridge destruction, but I’ll have to see the extent of the damage before I can make a decision of how, or if, I can get onto the island.

I ease the door open. My bike is where I dropped it on the brick sidewalk. The zombies keep watch on my previous rooftop perch. It won’t be long until they notice movement. Sometimes it seems as though those translucent eyes see just as well as they ever did. Maybe better. Possibly because they’re on the hunt for one thing—they’re not distracted, they don’t fear anything. Movement is where it’s at. Any movement that might mean a meal.

Ten feet across the cracked brick sidewalk, one bend for the handlebars—slippery in my sweaty hands—and then I’m seated and pedaling before they’re on their way.

***

My dad always said I had a good sense of direction. It comes in handy, for sure, but what good is it if the zombies block you from going the way you know you should go? I want to head northeast, that much I can remember from the map in my pack that I can’t stop to peruse at the moment. Northeast means a couple of bridges to get me to the Jersey side of things. But a block over and two blocks up is all zombie. Five blocks north is all zombie.

The day is sunny and warm. Warm enough to heat the layer of rotten air over the city. There must be clear, fresh air up near the clouds, but it doesn’t break through the thick stench that saturates everything. The main avenues are full of roamers shambling in the broken glass amid cars. My backpack is glued to my back. Everything aches. I’m so thirsty. What I need is a good night’s sleep. But, first, I have to get away from the smell, the death, Rachel.

I pedal along streets embedded with metal rails, past discount stores in old buildings that face newer, uglier construction. I don’t know these neighborhoods, but I know north. Eventually, I’ll either be eaten by a zombie or cross the Delaware River. Come hell or high water, respectively.

A laugh sounds over the whir of the bike’s crank. Up ahead are a few dead, who aren’t known for their sense of humor, and a whole lot of ground to cover. I glance back for the source—there’s no one. Me. I’m who laughed. I’ve lost my damn mind.

The stores are upscale now. The cross streets widen. This street becomes a short tunnel under a stone and glass building. You don’t have to be a genius to know that tunnels are a bad idea. My hand brakes squeal at the intersection, and I scan left and right. The bodies that look up with interest are certainly worse than a short tunnel. I can see daylight at the other side. The light at the end of the tunnel has finally appeared—and here I thought things were bad.

At least this time I know the laugh is mine.


Chapter 23

The neighborhood changes to parking lots and chain-link fences, mismatched rowhomes and old industrial buildings that will never be converted to luxury condos. Trash-strewn lots where the trash was strewn before the virus. I can see what’s coming on the next corner, and the answer is not much. It’s time to look at the map and regroup.

I stop on the steps of a church. If only these were vampires, repelled by crosses and holy water. But that would suck, too. Vampires are smart.

“Shut up,” I mutter to myself. Debating the merits of vampires over zombies, even silently, is another sign I’m losing it.

I’ve moved a tad east, a good bit north, and I’ve missed the first bridge. On the map, the river is a thick blue line that grows progressively thinner until it reaches the next bridge. I’d bet I could swim the river if it’s not too loaded with bodies, as long as I can float my pack on something. The triathlon I did last year involved just over a mile of swimming, and I doubt the Delaware is a mile across in that spot.

I hop on my bike. The neighborhood seems to change street by street, from run-down to well-kept. Finally, after cruising down a street patched with six different shades of aged asphalt, I hit the industrial area. The long access road is clear. The river sits to my right. Shipping containers and fences block my view, but it’s there. The bridge is just ahead. Bridges, really, since there’s also a railroad bridge.

I stop just before the Betsy Ross Bridge, which was supposed to be deliverance but upon closer inspection looks more like certain death. It’s chock-full of stopped vehicles and the roving bodies of the people who drove them. To my right is an inlet. One quick jump and I could be in the river, swimming, but one quick jump and they could be, too. Not to mention the bodies already in the water. I can’t afford wet gear, wet guns or the possibility I’ll lose both in the current. I’m a good swimmer, but those are risks I’ll take when my life depends on it.

Cassie would be proud. For as long as I can remember, my sister has been on me about risk assessment. If she wasn’t an artist, she’d work for an insurance company. Why climb to the roof of the treehouse and then so far above the forest floor that one false move would mean a long fall? Why climb a mountain when you could be safe on the ground? Why trust your life to a rope, an axe, crampons? I’ve never found a good answer, but I always invite her up to see the view, to which she replies she’d accidentally kill us both on the way up. It’s true; if anyone could manage it, she could.

Once again, the train tracks will have to come to my rescue. It’s either that or try my luck with the next bridges. I turn back. A bird in the hand and all that. I carry my bike up the metal stairs set into the grassy incline of the railroad tracks.

I planned to walk the bike rather than jounce across the river on the ties, but as I near the bridge, I see the metal grate that spans the area between the tracks. It’s an empty half mile across the bridge, with no hidden spots for a zombie to lurk. For the first time in hours, maybe a week, I take a deep breath that isn’t strangled and then hop on my bike.

It’s like flying, or as close to it as I’ll get for a long time, maybe the rest of my life. American Airlines won’t be up and running anytime soon. The metal trusses whip by and the wind cools everywhere but under my pack. The Delaware runs below. Philly stands in the distance. The clouds float in a blue sky. I stop mid-river and turn my back on the Betsy Ross Bridge, where I’ve caught the eye of several dozen of them. Their moans are faint, just reaching me on the wind. If I don’t look down at the floaters in the river and concentrate on the trees, the low houses, and the skyline, I could believe this is all a dream.

I like heights. Maybe that’s the answer I could give Cassie if, when, I see her: I like the view it affords, the way it makes big things seem small—whether it’s an actual physical thing or a problem that looms so large you can’t find perspective. After we scattered my parents’ ashes at the cabin, I took off for the mountains. I made my peace with their absence; it was easier to do under a wide-open sky, with no one to hear when I cursed and cried. I don’t know that it lessened my grief, but it made it easier to handle. When I’m close to the stars, when my mind is as clear as the breeze that dries my sweaty clothes, I’m sure there’s a Heaven. And even if Heaven on Earth is as close as anyone ever gets, it’s okay—I’ve already been there.

 


Chapter 24

Who knew I’d ever be so happy to step foot into Jersey? I’m kidding, really, but I have to uphold the old New York-New Jersey beef. I might be the only person left to do it. It sure seems that way—the streets are quiet in this stretch of 1940’s suburban homes. A few standalone businesses dot what was probably once the main thoroughfare, now supplanted by the highway. The grass isn’t yet overgrown and spring flowers are in evidence. The lack of broken windows makes it look as though everyone just up and disappeared. Only a scrap of leaflet—that holds the handwritten message SAFE ZO—is proof that zombies do exist.

That, and the zombie that’s now moving toward me from a driveway between two houses, his tan t-shirt torn and dirty. He trips off the curb with a grunt and raises an arm. It’s because he wants to eat me, but I wave as I roll past and say, “And a good day to you, sir.”

It’s strange to have left a city teeming with them to arrive here. I don’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth, but it seems impossible that this can last. A block later, a low sound overrides the rush of wind in my ears. A crowd. The street ahead is still barren, and the side streets I passed were the same. I don’t stop pedaling, but I tighten my grip on the handlebars, ready to swerve.

Once I pass the trees that block my view, all questions are answered. A rusted chain-link fence encloses the giant green lawn of a warehouse and offices. And it also encloses what could be everyone from the surrounding area. This is the SAFE ZO. Was the SAFE ZO.

I reach the intersection. How long have they been waiting for something edible to happen past? I have no idea, but I’ve incited a riot. The fence clangs and metal squeals. The zombies at the rear push against the ones at the fence. The metal bulges. I don’t wait to see what happens next.

The grass turns to a parking lot of tractor trailers with a fence that’s bent to the ground. The entry point for whomever infected these people, possibly, but also the exit point for today. They spill out in front of me at the same time as the fence behind me gives way in a screech of steel. I figure it’s pointless, but I still risk a glance to see if my rear is any better.

The fence is down. Hundreds limp my way. Yup, definitely pointless.

To my right is a factory with an iron fence and a sea of cars in the lot. I don’t see any zombies. That’s about as much as I can ascertain, and it’ll have to be enough—the ones ahead, post-retirement age folks, are closing in. An old lady snatches at air when I pull my bike away just in time.

Up until now, I’ve been calm. But, old folks or not, they’re here to kill me, and every nerve in my body is electrified. I run the bike to the fence and toss it over top. It drops with a clatter that doesn’t sound good. I fit my boot between the slats on a cross rail and yank myself up, and then I’m on the other side.

They hit a second later, but the iron holds. I scurry under their reaching arms for my bike and pedal away. That was close. Too close. The breeze from the bike can’t cool me down. Even my knees and elbows are sweaty. Rachel would’ve freaked. I imagine standing on this side of the fence watching her be eaten. Or her, watching me, because I would’ve sent her over first. It’s a good thing I only have to look out for me, I tell myself, even though me and myself know it’s a blatant lie.

It’s one thing to want to be alone, and an entirely different thing to be cast into a world that’s empty but for you. Part of the fun of a close call is having someone with whom to laugh it off. Alone, it can magnify into something to be feared. Intense fear paralyzes, and I can’t afford paralysis.

I ride through the lot and past the factory building, paralleling the road. I’ll hop the fence again before they get down the street. This lot ends at a chain-link fence, behind which rises a long, high mound of grass. It could be a park, but it doesn’t quite look like one. When it’s time to hit the pavement, I carefully transfer my bike to the road and resume my travels.

That grassy mound runs alongside my route. Fir trees sprout from its top. It stretches on until the road turns up ahead. Not a park, but something familiar that I can’t put my finger on. Finally, I reach a gate with a sign: Sanitary Landfill. Of course. Right in the middle of town.

I laugh and shake my head. Fucking Jersey.


Chapter 25

The bike lasted maybe seven more miles. After an ominous clicking noise began with each rotation of the pedals, I knew it was giving up the ghost. But hope springs eternal, and I pushed it until the chain popped. It’s between 50-60 miles to Staten Island, and then I have two bridge crossings. Blown-up bridge crossings. I try not to think about it as I sit under a tree in the park across from an empty yacht club. Hell yes, I checked—not a single boat.

There are a few zombies in the parking lot past the baseball diamond. They weren’t there before I used the port-a-potty set back in the field and I’m lucky that they didn’t see me and come visit while I used it.

A car would be good. A motorcycle would be even better once I get to the traffic in north Jersey. I saw it on TV before it cut out, and there’s no way all those cars found somewhere to go. Cassie might have been in one of them, if she and her friends managed to find a car, as she said she would if it looked bad. But how bad did it look? Probably not that bad until it was too late.

I heave myself up. All the climbing and running Cassie teased me about is serving me well now. Mentally, I’m exhausted. Physically, I’m okay. I’ll find transportation and go as far as is safe before I find somewhere to sleep for the night.

If I stay within the tree line at the edge of the field, my buddies across the way won’t notice, as they’re now chasing a bird. The bird lands to peck at the grass and, when they get close again, it flaps another ten feet and lands. I think it’s fucking with them.

“Nice work, Bird,” I say, and head down the side street.

Except for the few zombies, whom I avoid by walking faster, it’s a pleasant jaunt around the corner. I stop at the first house I see that’s far enough from tagalong zombies and has a vehicle out front. A Jeep Cherokee. Not great on gas, but I may need the 4X4. I can always trade down, or up, depending. There might come a point when I need a bulldozer. You never know.

The keys are likely inside the house, which is a weird 1960’s combination of pale brick and stucco. Like they ran out of brick and figured they’d finish the top half in whatever was laying around. I prop open the screen door and knock with the hand that doesn’t hold my knife. Nothing answers. I try the knob. Locked. It’ll take a lot of noise to open the door. Less noise to break a window. I head around back and find the back door has a window, which is easily cracked with my knife hilt. One twist of the lock and I stand in a sunny, spotless kitchen with a round oak table and a wooden spice rack on the wall.

“Hello?” I call softly.

I’ve broken into enough houses in the past week that I should be used to it by now, but I can’t shake the feeling that any moment I’ll hear sirens and be arrested for Breaking and Entering. I wish I could be arrested. It would mean the world was still in order.

The living room is full of furniture as dated as the house, but well taken care of. I’m robbing someone’s grandma. But Grandma’s not here. Maybe that woman seven miles back was Grandma, and she wasn’t baking cookies. The foyer has a key rack that says Home Sweet Home above the hooks. I liberate the Jeep keys and check the street—zombie ETA of two minutes—then I’m out the door. The Jeep rumbles to life with a full gas tank, a map, and sucking candies in the glove compartment to boot. Which is why you should always steal a car from Grandma.


Chapter 26

There are a lot of rivers in this world, and we don’t ruminate on them unless the bridge is large or long. Those roads that move seamlessly from one side of a small river to the other are unobtrusive, but they’re important. It wasn’t that long ago that every river required fording or a ferry, no matter how small. Now, every road on the map that crosses a blue line is a spot where I could get caught up. Not only is there the chance they’re destroyed, but there’s also the chance I’ll hit an impediment. They’re bottlenecks. Where before there were numerous streets, I now have four points at which I can cross the next river. One is I-95, possibly the most heavily traveled route in the east, and likely the worst choice. I choose a road that looks big but not too big. The four-lane bridge is crossable with some maneuvering, and I breathe a sigh of relief on the other side.

A promising road starts off suburban-country and, except for gunning it past a high-school-turned-zombie-hangout, I don’t hit much. I relax when it turns to real country, with trees that display their first buds and brown fields waiting for seed that may never come. I pass over a small creek in the blink of an eye. Case in point: If the road hadn’t been built on a culvert pipe, I might be walking right now.

The first abandoned cars aren’t a big deal, until I come to a collision in a stretch bordered by trees and have to turn around. It’s going to be a long backtrack past all those fields to the last road I saw. I brake at the power lines that cross the air above the road and affix to an immense steel utility pole. The woods around the poles are cleared for access, and, I’m thinking, for guys who need to escape in the zombie apocalypse.

The Jeep bounces across the field to the line of poles, where it’s a short trip to a truck depot surrounded by an impassable fence. No go. But tucked away in the corner of this field is an opening in the trees that leads to a field behind. It’ll do, if I don’t mind a few scratches in the paint job. Grandma might, but I don’t.

The next field connects to another, which leads me to the back of an auto parts store, and then I’m on the road again. The question is: What road am I on? The map is not proving useful for small streets and the roads are increasingly crowded and blocked. After I pass the same yellow house for the third time, I pull to the curb in the neighborhood of older homes I feel I’ve come to know well.

The bodies on the lawns and the smashed windows and doors tell me this neighborhood did not fare well in the days immediately following the virus. I thought I saw something move in a house that I passed, but I stopped and idled for a full minute, even called out the window, and there was no response. I’m sure they’re scared. They probably think everyone is out to get them, to take what’s theirs. I don’t blame them for thinking that way, but I refuse to believe it.

My parents were preppers; they stored food and supplies for an emergency, whether it was the loss of job income, a weather-related catastrophe, or—and most improbable—something apocalyptic. But they weren’t the hunker-down-and-shoot-your-neighbors type of preppers. They believed in self-reliance, in gardening and raising animals and sharing what you had with those neighbors. They believed people would work together in times of crisis, that there was an essential goodness in humanity. Of course, that didn’t mean they didn’t have guns—both my liberal-minded parents grew up hunting and were comfortable with weapons. There’s always someone who wants to stir the pot, my mother would say. Better to have a gun and not need it than to need a gun and not have it.

I have two handguns, including Rachel’s. My rifle was lost during a scrape that involved a large group of zombies, a flimsy barn door and Rachel, whose job it was to carry the rifle from the barn while I cleared a path. So far, I don’t miss it—it was too heavy and cumbersome for this type of travel. The sound carries for miles, a radio call broadcasting your location to everything within earshot. I haven’t thought much about using it on a human. I will if I have to, but I can’t even find a damn human, much less someone who deserves a bullet.

I drink from my water bottle and inspect the street for the house that would most likely contain a detailed road atlas. I’m well aware this is ludicrous—there’s not a specific road atlas-type house. Or maybe there is.

I roll down to a house with both a U.S. and a USMC flag waving proudly in the breeze. The bushes are perfectly symmetrical, the lawn edged to within an inch of its life. This is the house of a person who has all his ducks in a row. Maybe that’s sexist. Maybe she has all her ducks in a row.

The house is pale blue clapboard with a porch and white trim, like a tiny farmhouse. I sit for three minutes and then ease out of the Jeep. After all the hours spent going in circles, my legs are tight. My shoulders ache. It’s afternoon and I feel no closer to Staten Island than I did four hours ago. I am closer, but the distance traveled is discouraging. It’s happened before—I think I should be farther along than I am when hiking or climbing or whatever else. Rachel says it’s because I set impossible goals.

Said.

I take my gun from its holster, which I should have done before I left the Jeep. I’m tired. Thinking about Rachel makes me tired. I push her from my mind because any moment now I’ll see that room in Philly. I walk the path by the driveway and step up the porch’s side entrance to tap on the door. Still nothing. A window is cracked, which means an easy entry. It’s so quiet that I immediately hear the footsteps from across the street.

A zombie couple walks down the driveway of the house directly opposite. I watch them cross the asphalt, step onto the lawn, and head for where I stand. The woman reaches the wooden railing first. Her grimy hand opens and closes. I’m not too concerned—all I have to do is trot down the steps, which they haven’t figured out exist as of yet, and get in the Jeep. I do need an atlas, though. Chances are I’ll run into something no matter where I stop. I could go inside and deal with them on my way out, but they might cause a stir and I’ll find more than I want to deal with by the time I’m done inside.

I set my gun on the wicker table and pull out my knife. They look to be my age. The kind of my age that pays a mortgage and chases kids around, rather than pays tuition and chases adrenaline. The minivan in their driveway has decals stuck to the back window. Five figures, varying in height: Mom, Dad, two kids and a cat, from what I can see. Dad wears a Hawaiian shirt and looks like he’d be good at the grill. Mom has knotted blond hair and a gold heart necklace swings from her neck.

I’m above and they’re below, with a convenient railing in the middle. I move close and plunge my knife into an eye of her upturned face. Her husband steps over her fallen body without a glance. In life, he’d protect her. In death, he doesn’t notice. Maybe he’s the one who bit the chunk out of her shoulder. Another ram of my knife and he falls on her, arms out, as if protecting her now.

I enter through the window. It’s neat as a pin, like the outside, and filled with photos of children and grandchildren. There’s a grinning kid everywhere I turn. I find the car keys and hit pay dirt in the well-maintained car in the garage: a New Jersey road atlas, along with several other maps. I stick New York City in my pocket and tuck the large atlas under my arm. I’m good on water, but I open the fridge—spoiled milk and juice, as well as a single can of beer. I take it and leave by the front door.

I can’t see the couple I killed, but I can smell them. I ponder whether they ate their kids and the cat as I head for the Jeep. The kids could be in the house, either finally dead or zombies. If the latter, I’d think they’d be outside with their parents. But there’s always the possibility they managed to lock out their parents and are in there now—alive, human, and terrified of what their parents became.

I toss the maps into the Jeep, drop the beer in the cup holder and stand by the open door. It can’t hurt to check. The last thing I need is two kids and a cat, but I have to know or the possibility of two little kids dying of starvation will haunt me. Rachel would shake her head at Steadfast Eric. Or she’d take it as proof I am still human. Maybe, after that last thing she said, she’d urge me on.

Rachel loved kids. She already heard her biological clock ticking at the ripe old age of twenty-seven. I never disagreed with her prediction that we’d have three of our own, but I said I wasn’t ready and couldn’t say when I would be. She said I needed to grow up and be responsible enough to tie my life to someone else’s. Only after we broke up did I realize it wasn’t tying my life to a kid that had given me pause, it was tying my life to Rachel, though I hadn’t known it at the time.

I step past the minivan. The backyard gate is ajar, and I move through the vacant yard to the open patio door. Dried blood is smeared on the kitchen counters, the table, the walls. Pink sneakers mottled with brown peek out from under the table in the adjoining dining room. They ate enough of her that she didn’t turn, which, in a terrible way, is a blessing.

Tiny footsteps and a barely audible grunt give me an idea of what I’ll see before it arrives, but I hope I’m wrong until a little boy comes into view. Five or six, maybe, with sandy blond hair and a bloodstained mouth. He reminds me so much of Leo that I return to the patio, slide the door shut behind me and walk away. He hits the glass with a bang. I should open it and kill him, but I don’t want to. I stop after another few steps. If he gets out, he might eat someone else’s daughter or son. I’ll be out of here in one minute, so the noise won’t matter, and I really don’t want to use my knife this time. Rachel’s .22 will be enough.

I open the door. It’s finished before he’s out. As I drive away, I tell myself I’m lucky: I could never get two kids across destroyed bridges. I’d have to feed them and protect them. I’d have to tie my life to theirs, and that could prove impossible when sustaining my own life is a major pain in the ass. There are so many reasons it’s better this way. But I’m still disappointed.


Chapter 27

Sylvie

The foyer of Maria’s safe house is littered with random items—a backpack, an empty plastic bin, and discarded clothing. It isn’t a pigsty of epic proportions, but someone left in a hurry. A door on the right leads to a bedroom. The two windows let in enough light to see dark wood furniture, framed prints and close to four thousand pieces of paper tacked to a corkboard. A desk in the corner is covered with more papers, and I assume the hump of clothes that sits before it has a chair somewhere underneath. Whoever lived here was not anal retentive.

The turquoise hutch by the front door holds a stack of unopened mail. Coats hang on a row of hooks beside a radiator. Most brownstones were built as one-family homes, and the foyer narrows to a hallway where the old staircase has been walled-in for privacy between tenants, although an access door is set into the end. If it’s the same as most garden apartments I’ve seen, the basement door will be on the other end of the enclosed stairs, where the hall opens to the remainder of the apartment.

I look over the framed photographs on the walls as we follow Maria down the hallway—a dated one of a brown-haired boy and girl, a family standing in front of a log cabin, school pictures of the same two kids through the years until they wear high school caps and gowns.

Sure enough, we pass the basement door at the far end of the hall. The bathroom is straight ahead and the living room to our right. Colorful throw pillows decorate the couch and chairs, and a striped area rug covers the wood floor. Two bookcases hold so many books they’ve been crammed in at crazy angles. The TV sits in a wood entertainment center whose shelves display various tchotchkes—a candlestick shaped like a gnarled tree, old glass bottles and tins, and another picture of that same family. Despite only one window in the corner, it’s bright and cozy and comfortable.

Pocket doors to the right of the living room lead to a small room inhabited by a desk, an easel and racks of paint tubes and brushes. An artist lives here. I’ve surmised by now that the friend of Maria’s daughter is female. And not doing too badly in the money department. You can’t afford to live alone in an apartment like this, even in the Sunset Park neighborhood, unless you have money to blow on rent. Especially not with the backyard I can see through the window.

“Penny? Ana?” Maria calls softly, although it’s obviously empty. She moves across the living room and into the kitchen at the rear.

Two windows over the sink look out on a small backyard with a shed in the corner, all accessed by a paned glass door on the right wall. A backpack sits in a kitchen chair. A folded sheet of paper is on the table, the word Mama written across the front. Maria wipes her hands on a paper towel and brings the note to the door.

Her shoulders quiver as she reads, then she refolds the paper and lets out a sob. Grace moves to touch Maria’s shoulder. “It’s from your daughters? Did they leave?”

“She said the streets were okay,” Maria whispers. “They got a van and were leaving right away.” She lifts a hand to her mouth, then appears to think better of it when she sees the filth on every finger. “I think they got out.”

“I’m so glad,” Grace says with a soft smile.

Maria’s expression shifts from relief to grief and back again. She’s overjoyed her daughters may be safe, but I think there must be a part of her that wishes she could hold them. Her knees buckle and she buries her face in Grace’s brown-speckled hair.

This is always the part where I take off. Ostensibly to give the person privacy, but really because the more broken-down someone is, the more awkward I become, until I’m cracking jokes and invariably insulting someone. I inch into the living room, past where Jorge stands watching with damp eyes. A black, gooey string of something dangles from his collar. My fingers are coated in the dried contents of that zombie’s abdomen, and my scrubs are streaked with blood and brown chunks. I carefully pull the shirt over my head. My long-sleeved shirt beneath is damp with sweat and possibly zombie fluid, but it doesn’t have actual pieces of entrails clinging to it.

I stink. We all stink. I walk to the bathroom and turn the tap. It’s dry, and my relief that we’re here turns to fear. I return to the kitchen, where Maria and Grace stand with their arms around each other’s waists, catharsis complete.

“How will we get water?” I ask Maria. I don’t mean it to sound accusatory and attempt to soften it with, “I tried the bathroom but the water is off.”

“There should be water in the basement, but I know there’s a barrel out back from when they had a garden.”

“Let’s clean this off before we touch anything.” Jorge inspects his hands and then uses a crusty finger to point to the yard. “You think anyone’s out there?”

It isn’t a revelation, but seeing Kearney in action has brought home the fact that zombies aren’t the only thing to fear. When cops are feeding innocent people to zombies, who do you call? Especially when there are no phones. And no cops.

A basement hatch is set into the concrete outside the kitchen door. Two steps lead up to where the yard widens into a concrete patio with outdoor furniture and, beyond that, a grassy area and the blue shed. A wooden fence encloses the yard, and the trees in neighboring yards promise more privacy once their leaves open. It’s impossible to see anything but the windowed backs of the three-story brownstones across the yards.

“We have to go out there sooner or later,” Maria says.

“All right, let me go first,” Jorge says. He opens the glass door and the screen door behind it, cranes his neck around, and then steps outside with a shrug. After a peek under the lid of the barrel beside the basement hatch, he turns with a round-cheeked grin.

Water. Maybe fifty glorious gallons, based on the size of the barrel. I don’t care who’s out there, we have water. Life-giving water. Maybe a week’s worth, two weeks’ worth. I have no idea how much water we need to live, but it has to rain soon. It always does in the spring. I leave Maria rummaging in a cabinet and meet Jorge outside.

“It’s not the cleanest water I’ve ever seen,” Jorge says, “but it’s water.”

“I don’t care if it’s swamp water,” I say, and he laughs.

Maria and Grace come out bearing bowls, hand soap and dish towels. We each get a bowl of water to clean up. I lather the lavender-scented soap and wash my face and hands, soap up the grossest parts of my hair and then rinse everything off over the yard drain. I might happily sacrifice someone to the zombies for a hot shower, but a clean face and hands feels wonderful.

I do my best to wash the brown gunk out of Grace’s hair. She towel dries it and sniffs the ends. “It’s better. Thanks.”

That black string still hangs from Jorge’s collar below the freshly-scrubbed skin of his neck. “You’ve got a…thing on you there,” I say.

He looks down with a grimace, then plucks it off with two fingertips and drops it in the outside drain. Using water to wash has made me thirstier. I’ve acquired a bad case of cotton mouth, and with it comes the realization that I have to ask for water, that my continued existence is dependent on the generosity of others. “Do you think we can drink that? I’m a little thirsty.”

“We should boil it first, right?” Jorge asks.

“Probably,” Maria says. “Let’s see if there’s something in the fridge.”

In the kitchen, she sets bottles of warm root beer and brewed iced tea on the table, then grabs the backpack on the chair. “They left some of my things. I’m going to change. Be right back.”

I drink half my iced tea in one gulp. Jorge and Grace do the same and then we stand awkwardly in a strange kitchen, nursing the rest of our beverages. The refrigerator is covered in magnets and photos and notes under notes, much like the corkboard in the bedroom.

“The clothes in the bedroom will fit you two,” Maria says to me and Grace upon her return in a clean outfit, and then she shifts her focus to Jorge’s attire. “There might be some men’s clothes in the basement. We should wash yours out.”

“Let’s see what there is first,” Jorge says. “I don’t want to waste any of the water.”

Maria finds a small flashlight in a drawer and leads us to the basement door.

“So, whose house is this?” Jorge asks.

“Penny’s best friend, Cassie.” Maria turns to me and Grace at the top of the stairs. “There’s enough light to see in Cassie’s bedroom. Why don’t you change first?”

Cassie’s bed is unmade and, inside the large closet built out from the wall, clothes hang with no apparent rhyme or reason. Shelves hold jeans and sweaters that are folded but still manage to look untidy and precariously balanced. I stare at the clothes, unable to motivate myself to look through.

After she’s taken a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved shirt for herself, Grace hands me a pair and drops a black shirt on top. “Look, your favorite color.”

She finds a pair of underwear and a bra in the dresser, then peels off her old clothes. Grace is petite, so she cuffs the too-long jeans at the bottom, buckles a belt to keep them up and sits on the bed with a sigh while I stand clutching a strange girl’s clothes.

“Syls, you all right?”

“Yeah,” I whisper.

But I’m not. It’s possible I’ll never see my stuff again, never have anything that’s truly mine. I like having things that are mine. Things that aren’t suddenly lost to an eviction notice ignored too long. Things that aren’t stolen and sold by my mother for easy cash. Things that aren’t left behind because I have to move in with my best friend’s family in order to finish high school.

I’ve spent years amassing things that are mine and mine alone. Years not depending on anyone. And now I have to ask for food, for water, for clothes. There’s no end to the amount of stuff I’ll need to survive. I’m happy to be alive, but no matter how I tell myself to be grateful, I think I’d rather be dead than be at someone’s mercy ever again.

I inspect the underwear drawer. Pretty but comfortable, with a few racier things thrown in. The bra is close enough to fit. I put on my new outfit. It’s almost like wearing my own clothes, but it still feels as if I’m disappearing one article of clothing at a time.


Chapter 28

Grace and I descend the stairs to a basement that’s nowhere near as creepy as I expected. Two camping lanterns illuminate smooth, dry concrete walls. Ziploc bags cover a ping pong table. Plastic storage bins were opened, gone through, and left with their lids off in front of additional bins stacked against one wall. It’s reminiscent of the bedroom.

“Go look at the back,” Jorge says. They must have found him some clothes, because now he’s outfitted in a clean shirt that strains at the seams.

Wire shelves line two-thirds of the long space and are loaded down with the contents of a bodega: cans of tomatoes, beans, pineapple and even some cans that claim to be brown bread. A clear plastic bin filled with boxes of pasta. Jars of sauce. Peanut butter. Crackers. A line of bags of just-add-water pancake mix. Glass mason jars full of fruit and maybe jam. Mason jars of something chunky. Lidded white buckets sit on the floor, carefully labeled. One says sugar, another flour, the others wheat and beans and rice.

It might be more food than I’ve ever had in my house. Not all at one time—ever.

A plastic barrel with a spigot is in the corner, with a few cases of bottled water stacked alongside. The opposite wall holds old kitchen cabinets. The open doors display neat rows of shampoo, conditioner, soap and mouthwash. Ample boxes of toothpaste are stacked beside packages of floss and extra toothbrushes.

I catch Grace’s gaping mouth in the lantern light before it turns to a smile. “What is this place?” she asks.

Maria waves a hand. “This is nothing. You should see what they have upstate. This was in case they couldn’t leave the city. I think it’s enough for four people for a month, maybe two. Some of it’s probably expired. Cassie added back what she took but, mainly, I think she didn’t touch it.”

“But why did she have it?”

“Her parents were preppers. People who store food and things for emergencies.”

“I’ve heard of them,” I say. “Like Y2K, right?”

“Yes, but they did it before that, too. They were back-to-the-land kind of people. Always growing and canning things.”

“Does anyone else know about this?” Jorge asks.

“No. Abby and Pat were very careful.”

“I thought Cassie lived here,” Grace says.

“She does. But her parents lived here before.” Maria points to the barrel. “That’s water, we checked.”

It won’t last forever split between four people, but this food means a chance to figure out our next step. We won’t have to do something stupid just to stay alive until we leave for Grace’s. We won’t die of thirst within the week. If Maria is willing to share, that is.

Since this happened so quickly, there might be food in stores and houses. We can put out containers for rain, like that barrel under the downspout, and use the rainwater. I come up short after those ideas—that’s all I have in the survival tactics department. I wish I knew anything at all that would earn me a right to this food. But I have nothing to offer except another mouth to feed.

The others’ excitement grows with each pass of the light over the shelves. Grace discusses dinner plans with Maria, as though she’s settling in for the long haul. I have nothing to offer in the cooking department, either. I make the excuse that I’m chilly and leave for the bedroom, where I throw a hoodie over my shirt and sit on the bed. I don’t like new people and new situations. I don’t like figuring out how I fit in. Very often I don’t, even if I try.

Cassie’s stuff calls to me from her dresser. I crumple a pile of receipts and toss them in the wastebasket by the desk, since I don’t think she’ll return anything to the store anytime soon and the majority are for milk and random purchases. I examine a wooden box adorned with a cat wearing a feathered hat. It’s something a grandmother would own and doesn’t fit in with the rest of her things. Maybe it was her grandmother’s. I’d like to have something of my grandmother’s.

A word-of-the-day calendar peeks out from under a book on the desk, still on January instead of our current month of April. I have one on my kitchen counter, although I rip the page off every morning. I won’t rip these, but I can pretend this one is mine. A little piece of home. With my own calendar, I play a game where I use the word at some point during the day, whether aloud or in my head. Aloud is worth more points, but since I’m the only player I suppose I always win. I fasten a paper clip to today’s word: Rebarbative—repellent, irritating.

I inspect a framed picture of that family. Both kids appear to be in their twenties at the time it was taken. I assume the grinning girl with long brown hair and pretty hazel eyes is Cassie. Beside her stands a tall, good-looking guy with the same eyes and hair color, although his is a tousled medium length. His relaxed stance, easy smile and hint of scruff make him look as though he stepped from the pages of an outdoor catalogue. Their mother has a few lines and hair going gray, but it’s obvious from whom they got their features. The broad, bearded man next to Mom looks like the kind of dad who doesn’t cut out on his kids, probably even likes them. The perfect nuclear family.

I’m used to looking at other people’s family photos by now. For years I was consumed with jealousy, but I’ve seen too many instances where pictures don’t necessarily tell the true story. The coworker who posts on Facebook about her romantic weekend cries at lunch on Monday because she suspects an affair, or the father who proudly displays his family on his desk goes home to ignore them all night. Or worse, slaps them around.

Cassie and family look happy, but it’s possible they’re not. It’s likely one or more of them is rebarbative. Of course, they could be similar to Grace’s family—they have small problems like everyone else, but they love and respect each other. They laugh together. The kind of family that still makes me envious.

I know I’m allowed to poke through her drawers for my own use, but not in the way I do now. I want to know what was wrong with them. Under the tank tops sits a plain black journal. Cassie might be the kind of girl who puts hearts over the letter I, which is most definitely rebarbative.

I hold the book by my side when Maria walks in saying, “I need a sweatshirt or something.”

“She has plenty.”

Maria waves at the desk. “Cassie never throws anything out. She’s not the neatest person, as you can see. There are probably clothes from high school in that closet.”

“What does she do?” I ask. “Is she a painter?”

“She did paint,” Maria throws a couple of sweaters on the bed and then gives a sad sort of smile, “but she stopped after her parents died in a car accident. They died three years ago this month. Her work was beautiful.”

“Oh.”

That happy family isn’t exactly happy anymore. Cassie wouldn’t have pictures of them everywhere if she didn’t love them.

“Cassie does art programs with the kids at the Community Center. It’s the only time she still paints. She grew up in this apartment. The landlady’s gone most of the time, visiting her grandkids in Chicago, so she let her have the apartment cheap as long as she watched the upstairs. Cassie and her brother got some money after Abby and Pat died, but they decided to use it to pay off the house upstate.”

She pulls on a sweater and looks at me intently. “Cassie would like that you’re here. She’d want you to wear her clothes and eat the food. I feel better that my girls are with her.”

I can tell she loves Cassie, maybe loved the whole family, and I don’t think Maria pretends to like people. She leaves the room, and leaves me feeling small and petty for wanting them to be as miserable as I was. As miserable as I still am, possibly, since I take to doing things like rifling through drawers in order to curb my envy. It won’t make my childhood any better for hers to have sucked, too.

I open the journal, no longer looking for faults. I don’t know what I’m looking for now, except maybe to know this girl whose life I’ve stepped into. The first page is dated less than three years ago, which would’ve been after her parents died, but the writing under the date has been blacked out. The next pages are the same, and all that remains of another few are the torn edges where they were ripped from the spine. The date skips a few months ahead, then six months, the short paragraphs all solid black. Every single word has been redacted.

The last, undated page says only: FUCK THIS. It’s underlined twice. No exclamation point, no heart over the I—just a simple statement. It’s pretty much the way I feel about journals, about feelings in general. I understand the sentiment, but I wish I didn’t, and I feel a bit better about myself when I wish she’d never had to understand it either.


Chapter 29

Maria and I stand over the camping stove outside, where she heats jars of soup and I watch the houses across the yard. Evidently, the fumes from a camping stove used inside can kill you. Another thing I didn’t know. Even Grace knew that, and she regaled us with a cheery story of a family who died while trying to heat their tent. I’m beginning to think I’d be dead in a day if left to my own devices—I would’ve fired it up in the kitchen without a second thought.

The houses’ windows are empty, but I have the disturbing sensation of being watched and jump every time the wind rustles tree branches. “There’s nothing we can do about it if someone’s here,” Maria says. “We might as well let them know we are. The more people we have, the better.”

I make a noise that isn’t quite disagreement. People are unpredictable and dangerous. Plus, more people means less food. Less food means the sooner we have to find more or die trying. More people also means more, well, people.

“All right, we’re good,” Maria says, and lifts the pot to bring inside.

Once we’ve served ourselves soup and sat in the living room, I take a tentative bite of the vegetables and chunky chicken. I promised my body vitamins, so I’m planning to take one for the team, but the soup is surprisingly tasty. I keep the information that I had no idea you could can your own soup to myself—I knew about fruit and jams, but I thought soup and stuff like that had to be canned by a factory—but I do say, “This is really good.”

Maria nods. “I haven’t had Abby’s soup in years. It’s old but it tastes fine.”

“I brought up that bucket and put it in the bathroom,” Jorge says of the five gallon bucket with a toilet lid that attaches to the top. These people thought of everything, whereas my cabinets at home are close to empty and my fridge littered with the remains of various takeout dinners.

“We’ll have to do something else soon. Bad sanitation kills millions of people every year. We’ll need somewhere to put it.” Maria turns to me and Grace. “You girls can have the bedroom since you don’t mind sleeping in the same bed.”

Grace and I object, but Maria holds up her hands. “Don’t argue. I’m too tired to think about it. The couch folds out, and tomorrow we’ll bring down a mattress from upstairs.”

We eat the rest of our soup quickly in order to beat the setting sun. We won’t put on a lantern until we’ve blocked the windows and know who or what is nearby. Jorge goes outside to close up the stove, and I turn on the tap before I remember that it will only mock me with its aridity.

Maria laughs. “I’ve done that five times.”

“I flick on the light every single time I go into a room,” Grace says.

The garden apartment is darker than a higher floor, but fewer windows mean fewer entry points. And, with the locked wrought iron gates on the front windows, someone is less likely to attempt entry.

“Old habits.” Maria shakes her head as she wipes out the bowls with a dishtowel. “We won’t wash them until we have more water.”

“The food would last a lot longer by yourself,” I say.

Grace frowns at me before she leaves for the living room. I thought it while I watched two jars of soup disappear. Our one meal could’ve been two days of food for Maria. She doesn’t seem disturbed, but that could be because we have a lot of food at the moment.

“But who would I have for company?” she asks. I shrug and turn to leave, but Maria catches my arm. “I’m glad you’re here. I don’t want to be alone.”

Her eyes flick between mine so sincerely that I think she means it, at least for today. But I owe her my life and any living I do in the days to come. “Thank you. I’ll pay you back somehow.”

“There’s no need f—”

“I’ll pay you back.”

She drops her hand. “All right. Fine.”

When everything is as clean as it can be without water, we brush our teeth and Grace and I settle under the covers in Cassie’s room. After a hospital mattress and a bathroom floor, the queen mattress is bliss.

“We’ll go to your house and your parents’ as soon as we can,” I whisper.

“Do you think they tried to leave?” Grace asks.

She knows I’ll tell the truth. Her parents have a car and enough money to hole up out of the city. They don’t have a stocked basement, but they usually have a large amount of food. Her brother may be out of reach, but they’d starve to death before they left Grace behind in a city full of zombies.

“No,” I say. “They’ll wait for you. They’d never leave.”

“I know Logan wouldn’t.”

Logan is a hulking financial whiz who thinks the sun rises and sets on Grace. He’s kind and funny in a goofy way, and he rolls his eyes at the nutritious, health-craze-fad-of-the-week meals Grace forces on him but eats them in good humor. He might’ve gone looking for Grace, but he would never leave. I won’t mention that he might have come to the hospital.

“No way would he leave.”

She exhales. “I know.”

I picture Maria’s daughters in a van on their way to that log cabin and hope they made it. I want Bart to be cruising off to his family. I want Grace and Logan to be reunited, and for her parents to be safe and sound. I truly want all of these things, even though I have no one with whom to reunite. Maybe I’m done begrudging people their families. Misery might love company, but a world of family-less people is far too miserable of a thought.

“We’ll find them,” I say. “They might have left for a Safe Zone, but we can find them there once we figure out where they are.”

“You don’t have to come,” Grace says. “I have to go, but you can stay.”

She thinks she has to say it, but she also knows it would never happen, just as there was no way she’d leave me alone at the hospital while my mother died. I might not have been the best daughter, but I’m not a shitty friend. My mother put me in the center of it, and, by doing so, she put Grace there, too. I’m used to my mom fucking with me, but Grace is off limits.

“Are you crazy? Like I’d let you go by yourself. When do you want to try?”

Grace is silent but for a few deep breaths. “I don’t know. I want to go right away, but maybe Maria’s right—we should wait a little while. We almost died like twenty times today. There’s no point if we die before we get there.”

“I’m ready when you are. I don’t want to eat Maria’s food any longer than necessary.”

“Is that why you’re acting so weird? Maria’s nice.”

“I know, but I think nice may be directly related to the quantity of food left. In a week or two, she’ll be slitting our throats in our sleep.”

Grace makes an exasperated noise. “No, she really won’t. I’m going to sleep. Love you, crazy person.”

“Love you, sane person.”

She laughs and rolls to her side. I swear she’s snoring in seconds. Jerk.

***

I wake at a noise from the street. Grace and I leap out of bed and smash into each other on our way to the window. Jorge enters a minute later, flashlight pointed to the floor, with Maria just behind. “Where are they?”

“We don’t know,” Grace whispers. “Not right out front.”

The sound of hard wheels on concrete nears. Jorge turns off the flashlight and pushes aside a curtain. The moon highlights his silhouette, but he’s invisible to the street. We rush beside him at a shout from outside. No matter how dark the city seemed, light always seeped in from somewhere—streetlights, houses, cars. Now, the moon and starlight are just enough to glint off the steel of a shopping cart and pick out four figures around it. The cart rolls halfway up the curb across the street, a flashlight flicks on, and the people disappear into the dark.

Glass shatters. There’s no one to stop them breaking into houses to look for supplies. I can’t blame them, but they’re loud. The last time we checked, the zombies from Fourth Avenue were down the street, and they’re probably on their way up right now.

I would warn them, but for all we know they’re murderers. If that’s the case, I doubt they’ll say sorry and go on their merry way empty-handed. We watch as they return, things clatter into the cart, and then the figures recede again. I hear the moans and slow footsteps before the zombies come into sight. The easiest to see wear light clothing, and there are plenty more who don’t.

The cart jumps from the curb. A flashlight beam wobbles in the dark. “We gotta go!” a boy yells, voice still high enough to be mid-teens or younger. “Lucien!”

The cart rolls up the street with his dark shape bent over the handle. He calls for his friends but he doesn’t stop, and I don’t blame him for that, either. The zombies reach the spot where he stood half a minute before. Bodies move and sway, but the details are lost in the night.

A flash of light and the crack of a bullet make us jump. More shots follow. What looks to be a male in dark clothing breaks through the crowd. He turns for a moment, reluctance in his backward steps, and then runs after the cart. Screams filter through the pack, rough screams, followed by high-pitched, agonized shrieks, followed by silence. It’s better not to have to see someone torn apart, but hearing is almost as ghastly.

I push my damp hair behind my ear and pull my sweaty shirt from my back. They should’ve stayed in that house. It was stupid to run. We stand by the window a while longer. Some zombies have followed the cart. The wet, chewing noises must be the others eating. Eventually, it tapers off into sounds we can barely hear.

Maria turns to us with eyes that shine in the gloom. “I have a gun at my apartment.”

“Maria Diaz has a gun?” Jorge asks.

“Believe me, I don’t use it. Pat gave it to me a long time ago.”

I don’t know the first thing to do with a gun except accidentally pull the trigger and shoot off my own face, but those kids had guns. If someone with a gun gets in here, and we don’t have one, the fight would be over before it began.

Jorge keeps his gaze out the window. Finally, he lets the curtain fall and says, “We need that gun.”


Chapter 30

I stare at the dark ceiling until it turns gray. Sleeping is hard enough under normal circumstances. Inevitably, I wake somewhere between two and three in the morning to wait for the call from my mother that came without rhyme or reason—sometimes every night for a week and sometimes not for weeks—and fall back to sleep around five. It doesn’t matter if I’ve turned off my phone, or, apparently, if my mother is dead; I still wake. Adding a million zombies and some looters into the mix makes even five in the morning pass with me blinking into the dark.

It took me years to learn to give in. Rather than lie in bed and crave sleep, I read or write or surf the internet or watch TV until my brain powers down for those last hours before the alarm. And all of those time-killers are now impossible in my non-electric world.

When I can see the shapes of furniture, I rise and peek out the window. The same lines of parked cars. Zombies are still clustered in the street and on the opposite sidewalk. Fewer than the night before, I think, but the thirty that are there guarantee I won’t step foot outside. No way, no how.

The floorboards creak on my way to the bathroom, where I pee in the bucket and use as little water as possible to brush my teeth. On second thought, I swallow the minty foam. Water is water. I eye the bookcases in the living room. A book sounds like heaven after so many hours with unpleasant thoughts.

I tiptoe toward the closest bookcase on the right, past where Maria sleeps on the sofa bed and Jorge on the office floor, and continue on my mission when no one stirs. I give Cassie a nod of approval at the assortment of titles and pass over horror—we’re living in a horror novel. I’m about to ease out some easy to handle women’s fiction when the shelf below catches my eye.

The books have names such as Edible Plants, How to Stay Alive in the Woods, and Survival Training. It’s the wacky prepper bookshelf, but it’s also the shelf that offers me a way to contribute something. I pull out four books and head to the kitchen, where the espresso machine taunts me from the counter. I give it the finger, sit at the table and open the first book.

Maria shuffles into the kitchen a couple of hours later. I look up from my pad of notes. Her eyes are barely open, the right side of her hair has gone horizontal, and she has a hand to her forehead. She does not look the tiniest bit like a morning person.

“What are you doing in here so early?” she asks. I hold up a book. She nods but then raises the hand that doesn’t clasp her forehead. “Wait, I still don’t know what you’re doing.”

“I was reading about sanitation.”

“Okay.” She drops into a chair, eyes closed. “Why?”

Disappointment floods in. I’ve been studying this shit, no pun intended, for hours, and thought she’d be impressed, especially since Maria is the one who brought up sanitation. This is why I don’t try to make people like me: I become that kid who seeks approval and is crushed when she doesn’t get it.

“Because we don’t have a bathroom?” I answer in a clipped tone.

“True.” Maria opens her eyes and pats my hand. “Sorry. One thing you need to know is that I don’t speak until after coffee. You need to know this so I don’t kill you.”

“Or so I don’t kill you.”

She rises from the table with a laugh. “That, too.”

“Does this mean we get coffee?” I ask. I’ve restricted myself to water and not much of it.

“Listen mama, if we don’t get coffee, every one of us is going to die because I’m going to kill us all.” Maria raises a finger. “At least for today. Maybe I can deal without it tomorrow but, today, I’m going to have me my fucking cup of coffee.”

She pulls a bag of ground espresso from the kitchen cabinets, stares at the espresso machine as if it’s a spaceship that just touched down, then rustles around in a cabinet above the fridge before she victoriously pulls out a French press. “Cassie doesn’t like coffee. Just that fancy shit. But I knew she’d come through. It’s probably Peter’s.”

“Who’s Peter?”

“Her boyfriend. He’s an asshole, but he likes coffee.”

“Well, he can’t be that bad, then.” She mutters another oath, and I grin. “You curse a lot in the morning. So, how are we going to heat the fucking water?”

“On the fucking stove,” she says. “And God help anyone who tries to stop me.”

***

I’ve dumped powdered milk and several spoons of sugar in my mug. If this is the last cup of coffee I’m ever going to drink, it’s going to be good.

“You want some coffee with your sugar?” Jorge asks. He sits at the kitchen table hunched over his cup. If I have to be holed up with people, I’m glad it’s with a bunch of caffeine addicts.

I point at him. “You’re not much better, Mister. I saw you dip that spoon into the sugar bowl a few times. But I’ll admit it’s possible I have a slight sugar problem.”

“Sylvie doesn’t eat real food,” Grace says. She’s drinking hers black, since there’s no soy milk, raw milk, or minimally processed sugar.

“There’s milk in here,” I say. “That’s real food.”

“It’s powdered. And cow’s milk is for baby cows.”

“And soy milk is a travesty of food products. How is it even milk? How can you milk a bean? Do they have little boobs?”

Grace holds an invisible soybean in the air and pretends to milk it with two fingers. “Right underneath. They’re invisible to the naked eye.”

Maria snorts. Jorge examines us over his mug, brown eyes twinkling. “You ladies are whack jobs.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I say.

“You should.” He gestures at the book-laden table. “What’s going on here?”

“I was reading while you all got your beauty sleep. I think we need to dig an outhouse. It says to dig it far away so you don’t contaminate everything.” It suddenly seems presumptuous that I’ve suggested it at all. “That is, if you guys even want an outhouse. It’s just an idea.”

“It’s a good idea,” Jorge says, and crosses to the window. “I thought I might end up in a lot of places, but I never thought I’d need an outhouse. I can knock some fences down, make a bigger yard. I’d put it on that end, since the street slopes.”

I’m gratified at the animation in his voice. Helping out doesn’t mean I can’t cut and run at any time, although I don’t want to cut and run yet; it’s been a pleasant breakfast so far, even if it is expired peanut butter, jam and crackers. They’re nice and they’re caffeine addicts.

“Won’t people know we’re here if we pull down the fences?” Grace asks.

“They’ll know we’re here if they see an outhouse,” Jorge says, which is a good point. “If we dump it on the street, they’ll see it. We could store it in one of the basements for a while, but that will attract bugs and animals. Let’s see what’s out there and then decide.”

We agree the first step of any course of action is to check for neighbors, whether alive or dead. Jorge says he’ll make noise in the yard while we watch windows. “I get shot at, you run,” he says with a laugh, hammer in hand.

We follow him out and watch in our assigned directions. I’ve heard that if you want to see movement over a wide area, you should keep your eyes unfocused. I try it, feeling vaguely ninja-like, but after Jorge begins to hammer on the shed there’s no need for spy techniques. It’s obvious who’s home, and they’re no longer human. We note the windows that don’t remain empty, of which there are more than a few but not as many as expected.

We go inside before we excite them into window-breaking and start on the next step—a visit to the roof and a mattress from upstairs. Like I thought, the door in the foyer hides the staircase to the second floor of the brownstone. It also hides every item Cassie decided she couldn’t part with—which could very well be everything that ever crossed her path. Once we’ve tripped over assorted boxes and bags, we step through the doorway and into the parlor floor.

The floor-to-ceiling windows brighten the room the way the ones below can’t, and they give a much better view of what’s on the street—still zombies, and a lot of them. The furniture is old but nice. A mantel sits on one wall, but the fireplace area has been sealed by drywall, with a few logs artfully stacked in the remaining space. It’s a good thing we don’t need heat in the spring. After this comes the sweltering New York City summer, and maybe by winter we won’t have to worry about zombies at all.

I stop with my hand on a side table. Even if every last zombie rots away, it’s not as if I’ll be happily ensconced in my own apartment this winter, paying ConEd for my electricity and luxuriating in my radiator heat. I try to envision what it will look like, but I genuinely can’t. I don’t know how to stay warm in the winter, how to grow food, how to raise animals. I don’t know how to do those things in the country, for fuck’s sake, much less in New York City, where there is no farmland, no livestock, and no abundance of trees to cut for firewood—not that I have a fireplace in which to burn it.

I’ve been scared up until now, but it’s been a moment-to-moment kind of terror: Leaving the hospital, getting past zombies, how to get to Grace’s family. I’ve thought about food and water in the day-to-day and even week-to-week sense, but any food will run out eventually. There will be no truck deliveries. No factories, no supermarkets. The life that stretches out before me is full of things I haven’t the slightest idea how to do. And, if I don’t figure them out, I’m a dead woman. Icy tendrils of panic start at the back of my neck, curling down and around until they reach my chest and spread to my limbs.

Maria pauses at the staircase to the next floor. “Sylvie, you coming?”

Grace moves to my side. “Syls? You all right?”

I manage a weak smile. “This is the part where I start screaming, ‘We’re all gonna die!’ ”

“Even your freak-outs are lame. Can’t you just have a good cry and be done with it?”

My fingers begin to regain feeling. I can do this. I have to read every book on that bookshelf downstairs. We have to comb the area for as much food and water as we can find, like those kids last night. And we should do it before they do. In my hours of sleeplessness, I decided they had to be kids. They sounded young, and only teenagers would do something as idiotic as leaving a kid out front with a cart.

But some of them aren’t kids any more. I don’t want anyone else to die, especially idiotic teenagers, for whom I have a soft spot, having been a teen of the idiotic variety myself. Unless they want me dead, in which case we’ll have to kill them first.

“We need better weapons,” I say.

“How did we go from freak-out to weapons?” Grace asks.

“Freak-out’s over. Now we need weapons. Jorge’s right. We should get that gun.”

I still don’t plan to shoot the gun, but I could scare someone with it. I’d shoot someone if I had to. I spot a poker among the fireplace tools. Heavy metal, poky end. Thin enough for an eye socket, maybe.

“Let’s see what’s outside first,” Maria says.

I nod, but I still grab the poker and set it by the stairs on my way.


Chapter 31

There are two ways onto the roof—a ladder on the fire escape out back and a ladder in an upstairs bedroom closet that leads to a hatch. We choose the closet, much to my relief—if I fall off inside, I’ll survive the seven-foot drop. Jorge pushes up the hatch, showering us with paint chips and dust, then disappears into the square of daylight.

I reach the tar paper roof after Grace and Maria and immediately start to cough. The smell isn’t bad in the house or the yard, but up high the aromas of burnt plastic and electrical fire mingle with decay. Roofs stretch to the other end of Brooklyn, many still intact. The clouds are tinged a yellow-brown from the smoke or ash or dust that Manhattan drifts into the breeze.

The little I can see of the distant Manhattan skyline is missing chunks. The stone supports of the Brooklyn Bridge appear to support something, although the hanging debris suggests it isn’t roadway. The Statue of Liberty plugs along just fine—a green monument to the huddled masses yearning to breathe free.

Maria hacks beside me. No one here is breathing free at the moment, whether from dust, the smell, or the tension that hangs in the air with them. We walk from roof to roof and climb three feet onto the higher roof of the store on Fifth Avenue. I trail the others to where it slants up at the front edge, with no barrier to keep us from tumbling off, and give silent thanks when Jorge and Maria creep on hands and knees to avoid detection. I won’t have to go into a whole spiel about heights and why I’m incapable of walking upright within ten feet of the edge.

I lie on my belly beside Grace. No one is cruising down Fifth Avenue anytime soon, but you could almost weave a car through. The block contains the usual assortment of stores for this stretch of avenue—pizza, cell phones, discount clothes and shoes, pharmacy, shoes, fast food, shoes. I’d love a new pair of shoes, preferably boots. My sneakers are crusted and waiting to be washed at an indeterminate time in the future and, and although I borrowed a pair of Cassie’s, they’re too large.

The sidewalk glitters with broken glass from the store windows. Food is probably not as plentiful as shoes. Houses may be a better source, although I assume most people would’ve left only when their food dwindled to nothing or they had to search for water.

The clothing of fully dead bodies flutters in the breeze. Zombies lurk, but not as many as on the lower avenues—three on the corner, two window shopping for cell phones, and two loners. Maybe most wandered down to Fourth Avenue during the chaos. We heard the honking from the hospital roof, so they would’ve heard it, too. New Yorkers like to voice their frustration with their horns, and I can only imagine the frustration of that particular traffic jam.

“People on a roof over there,” Jorge says quietly. “In the south.”

I scan the roofs moving only my eyes. I’m definitely going to end up dead—I don’t know which way is south in my own city. I look to where everyone else’s heads have turned. Far off, maybe five blocks down, people stand on a roof.

“Should we wave?” Jorge asks.

“I don’t know,” Maria says.

We stay down. I wish we were invisible. Zombies stumble your way while trying to eat you, which isn’t something I relish, but they don’t concoct plans and stratagems. God, I sincerely hope they don’t concoct plans and stratagems. People can be astoundingly wily. I didn’t think Kearney was a standup guy, but I also didn’t think he’d feed his partner to the zombies.

It takes ten minutes for the people to leave, and then we crawl back the way we came. Grace and I drop to the houses’ roofs. Maria curses from above. “There’re more people. They saw me.”

We scramble up. Figures stand in what I now know is north-ish. They’re indistinct but near enough to see their arms wave as though thrilled to have spotted us. Jorge waves back.

“Why are we smiling?” I ask Grace out of the corner of my mouth.

“Because we’ve been up here for fifteen minutes and we’ve already seen two groups of people.” She purses her lips. “That means people are alive, Sylvie. It’s a good thing.”

That’s partly true. It means her parents and Logan might be alive. I’m worried about everyone else. I want to believe people are mostly good, most of the time, but I’ve met too many who aren’t to have it be a given.

They wave a minute longer, but without any other means of communication that’s all we can do. The figures point and mime things in a game of Rooftop Charades. We can’t discern their meaning.

“Are there any binoculars in the basement?” Maria asks.

“Didn’t see any,” Jorge replies. “It looks like they have a pair. If we find some, we can write notes to each other.”

We wave one last time and head for our hatch.


Chapter 32

In the afternoon, light floods through the open hatch at the back of the basement and illuminates the shelves. I’m sure it seemed outlandish to all who knew about it, but the stored food was a stroke of genius as far as I’m concerned. The freeze-dried food is the best part—instant meals, almost like takeout. Maria says they stored most of the items that require thorough cooking at their cabin.

“Where exactly did they go?” I ask Maria. “Cassie and your daughters, Ana and…”

“Penny,” Maria finishes, looking up from her clipboard. “Upstate New York. It’s a log cabin with, I don’t know, a year’s worth of food. There’s a picture of it in the hall.”

“I saw it. It looks nice.”

“It is. When we can get out of the city, you girls could come there with me.”

I concentrate on a can of black beans, wondering if she means it and if I’d go. “That makes thirty cans of black beans.”

I imagine skipping around in the woods, although there might not be much skipping going on with zombies. I like the woods just fine, but I’m a city person. Grace’s family took me camping a couple of times and I had fun building a fire and sleeping in a tent, but it’s been a long time since then. I’m not some underprivileged kid who’s never left the city—I saved all that work money in college and used it to backpack in Europe with Grace one summer, but those were all cities, too.

“Twenty-seven cans of pintos,” I say, and kneel to start on the pasta bin.

“I can’t figure you out, Sylvie,” Maria says.

I raise my shoulders. “I can’t figure me out, either.”

“One minute you’re starting fights and the next you want to get a dialysis machine for a kid you just met.”

I can’t talk about Manny or his mother without crying. I elect to give her an honest, if brief, answer. “I don’t like for things to be unfair.”

Maria nods as if it’s enough, which makes me like her more than I already do. She’s tough, but not at the expense of being gentle and compassionate. I want to be like her when I grow up.

I tally up more food and almost hit the ceiling at a car alarm from the street. Most likely a zombie has bumped into a car, but something is moving out there, and that something could be alive. “Maybe we should bring some of the food upstairs,” I say. “Make it look like we have it all up there and hide the rest in case we’re robbed.”

“You always think the worst,” Grace says as she counts jam jars. “You’re so cynical.”

“I’m a cynical optimist,” I argue. “I think that maybe people aren’t bad, but I’m fully prepared they will be. That way I’m not disappointed.”

Maria raises her eyebrows at Grace, who responds with a don’t look at me shake of her head.

“I have to use the bucket,” Maria says. She sets down the clipboard and stops at the top of the hatch stairs. “Being prepared to be disappointed is fine, but not if it means you don’t trust anyone.”

She nods at her own wisdom and makes her exit. Grace eyes me. “What?” I groan.

“What she said.”

“Okay, I’ll embrace the zombie-ridden world.”

Grace pulls on two clumps of hair to tighten her ponytail and then straightens her shirt. Her therapist face materializes—lips in an almost-smile, eyes squinted but concerned. “I’m serious. You have ACE and probably PTSD.”

I write down the number of pasta boxes. “That does sound serious. Do I also have XYZ?”

“You’re such an ass. I’m trying to talk to you and you’re doing your usual avoidance tactics.”

I sit down with a sigh. She must miss her patients. “Okay, what’s ACE?”

“Adverse Childhood Experiences. It can lead to social and emotional impairment, social problems and high-risk activities. And early death.”

I stroke my chin in a professorial manner. “I won’t argue with most of those, but I think the playing field for early death has been leveled.”

“Sometimes I really hate you.”

“All right, fine. Psychoanalyze me for the nine-billionth time. Mother issues, father issues, everything issues.”

“You never learned to trust anyone.”

I cross my arms. “That is not true. I trust you.”

“It’s been almost fifteen years. I would hope so. Who else do you trust?” I shrug. She’s pretty much it. “People have to prove themselves to you over and over, and still you don’t trust them. Take Matt, for example.”

I let my head fall back; Grace is bringing out the big guns. “Could we not bring up Matt?”

“Why? He was a good guy. But no matter what he did, you didn’t trust him. You lived with him, for God’s sake, and when he moved out he said he felt like he barely knew you.”

“When did he say that?”

“When he called me. Crying.”

I stare at the shelves, hoping the light isn’t bright enough for her to see the color that rushes from my toes to my face. I might’ve been a little harsh when I told him to deal or get out, but he chose the latter, thereby losing any trust I had in him. And once he was gone and I didn’t miss him, I knew we’d both made the right decision. Still, it wasn’t my finest moment in a life brimming with moments that could stand a do-over.

“You test people,” Grace continues. “You push them away to see if they’ll come back, and, even if they do, you push until they don’t. You pretend not to have feelings. Getting you to say anything but a joke or angry words is impossible.”

Even when I want to let them out, words cling in my throat like barnacles. And, after I’m invariably disappointed, I’m glad I haven’t given my true feelings away. But maybe it’s because I haven’t said them that I’m invariably disappointed. I’m sure I’ve caused my share of disappointment to the people who’ve waited for words instead of my signature wordless stare.

I attempt to swallow. That I create my own problems isn’t a bombshell—Grace has said it for years—but I always thought there’d be time to get my act together. That one day I’d meet someone for whom it was worth scraping out those barnacles. And now I sit in a basement, measuring my life in boxes and cans on a clipboard. I’ve missed my chance to even reminisce about a once-normal life.

“I didn’t mean to make you cry,” Grace says gently.

“I’m not crying,” I say, even though it’s a ridiculous thing to say while obviously crying—and the crux of my problem, in a nutshell. I swipe at my cheek. “It’s just hard to swallow and my eyes sting.”

“That’s called crying, dumbass.” I laugh as she picks her way between bins to sit beside me. “There are so many good things about you. You’re honest to a fault—”

“The word fault kind of negates that as being a good quality,” I say.

“Shut up. In a good way. You’re loyal and funny and caring and smart. But you need to let other people see it. Let them in.”

“Grace, there are hardly any people left in the world.”

“So let in the ones who are.”

I exhale through my mouth since my nose is stuffy and swollen. Another reason not to cry. “I’ll do my best to scupper my defenses.”

“What your defenses?”

“Scupper: to defeat or put an end to.”

“This is that stupid calendar, isn’t it?”

“I get an extra point if I use it aloud.”

Grace sighs. “Just tell me you hear what I’m saying to you. Really hear it.”

“I hear it,” I say grudgingly, and smack her hand when she pats my head.


Chapter 33

I’m the first awake once again. I find a book called Tom Brown’s Field Guide to City and Suburban Survival and open to the section on water. I’m obsessed with water. It’s something I haven’t thought about much in my life. It comes out of a faucet, it falls from the sky on occasions when you’d rather it not, and it’s fun to swim in. That’s about it. But I’ve gone water-crazy. I want all the water in the world and I can’t have it. I’ve divided the water we have between us and, based on what another book has given as a minimum gallon a day benchmark, we have less than a month’s worth. And that doesn’t include washing up after major zombie altercations, which we have planned for later in the day—our neighboring houses need to be cleared of their occupants.

My new book tells me how much water I need and how important it is. Thanks a lot, Tom, wasn’t aware of that one. It discusses home water systems, which is interesting in a plumberly sort of way, but we’ve gotten nothing from any taps, whether upstairs or down. The next paragraph makes me jump up with a squawk, sleeping people be damned. I pace the kitchen. I can’t wait. They have to wake up now.

I decide to brew coffee to soften the blow. It uses water, but we have water—we just didn’t know it. I light the camping stove on the teak backyard table and hide under the umbrella while I switch between watching the lidded pot and rereading the paragraph to be sure I didn’t imagine it, then pour the boiled water into the French press and set it on the counter.

I poke Grace first. She leaps out of bed to her feet, arms flying every which way, before she freezes with her legs spread and hands in what I presume is a fighting stance. I laugh while she blinks and lowers her arms.

“What the fuck?” she asks. “That’s not funny!”

“It was like a combination of jazz dance and martial arts.” I jiggle my hands in the air. “Jazz hands!” Her pillow hits me in the face. “Sorry, I didn’t know you were going to go all Cabaret Kung Fu on me. Go pee while I wake up Maria and Jorge. I have good news.” She goes still. I shake my head—she probably thinks I’m going to say the zombies are dead. “It’s about water.”

“Oh. It’d better be good.”

“It is.”

I rouse Maria and Jorge. They come to the kitchen disheveled and half-asleep. Maria stops grumbling when a hot cup of coffee is shoved into her hand.

“What’s all this about?” she asks.

“Hot water heaters still have water in them. It doesn’t flow out when the power goes off,” I say, and fight the impulse to do jazz hands. “There’s a valve on the bottom to drain the water. Like, from twenty to eighty gallons worth.”

“The houses have water in their basements,” Jorge says. He slaps a hand on the counter and shakes his head. “Of course they do.”

“We would’ve died of dehydration surrounded by water,” Maria says. “Good God.”

“We have a tankless water heater in our building,” Grace says. “Don’t forget, some might have those, too. They don’t hold any water.”

I remember Logan talking my ear off about the energy savings on their co-op maintenance and try not to contemplate what that might mean in terms of his survival. “But if only twenty of the houses in this square block have a hot water heater, and even if they’re the smallest capacity, which I doubt, that’s still four hundred gallons of water. That’s three months of water at a gallon a day for each of us. We’ll get rain before that runs out.”

Jorge’s deep laugh fills the room. “Damn, I can’t believe I didn’t think of that. Never once occurred to me.”

“You might’ve just saved our lives, Sylvie,” Maria says. I know she’s said it to make me feel good, but I’m a sucker—it works.

“And wherever we go, we can find water,” Grace says, beaming. “It’ll be less to carry when we leave.”

I nod, although I can’t reach the same level of enthusiasm. Days ago, I feared we’d die no matter what, but now a few months of life dangle before me like a carrot on a stick. And we’re going leave the carrot for miles of zombies.

“You’re not going anytime soon, are you?” Maria asks.

Grace looks to me, but I say, “That’s up to you.”

“I don’t know,” Grace says. “My arm feels okay. I guess once we know what’s happening, we’ll figure out when it’s safe to go. I know we should wait, but I don’t want to wait too long. They could be out looking for me.”

Maria’s face tightens, but she doesn’t say a word.

While we eat breakfast, Jorge pulls out the battery-powered radio we found. Every station was static yesterday, but Jorge optimistically moves the tiny bar up and down the radio dial and then switches bands. Static, more static, and then a man’s recorded voice:

“...lower Manhattan below Canal Street. Do not attempt to walk the tunnels. Stuyvesant Town Safe Zone entrances are located on First Avenue and 16th Street and Avenue A and 14th Street. The Grand Central Station Safe Zone is closed due to flooding. St. Patrick’s Cathedral, located on Fifth Avenue and 51st Street, is accepting refugees, as is the New York Public library located on 42nd Street. Madison Square Garden is no longer accepting refugees due to infection. I repeat, Madison Square Garden is closed due to infection. All other designated Safe Zones in all boroughs are no longer in operation. Please be advised that there is limited food at all locations, and that all persons wishing to enter a Safe Zone will be searched and quarantined. All of New York City should be considered extremely dangerous for travel.”

I barely breathe so I don’t miss anything the muffled voice says. It sounds almost bored as it tells us that most of the city is crawling with dead people.

“FEMA food drops are unavailable. We estimate survivors to be one-half to one percent of the population of New York City. We have not been able to determine a date by which the virus will end. Reports of the infection’s length range from months to years. Please stand by while this message is repeated.”

A long beep sounds before it starts again. The part we missed warns there are no safe bridges and the water is unsafe due to zombies, pollution and crushing debris. It advises us to avoid flooded subway tunnels.

We listen to the whole loop again before Jorge turns it off. “A half to one percent. Almost nine million people.” He leans against the counter, calculating. “Anywhere from 45,000 to 90,000 left.”

It doesn’t look as though that many people are alive from our admittedly small corner of the universe, considering that Brooklyn was home to around 2.5 million. “That means Brooklyn might have around 25,000 people or half that,” I say.

If the broadcast is correct, there are a lot of hungry people out there vying for limited resources on islands surrounded by zombie-filled water. Of course, the broadcast could be days old. More people might have died, but they’re hungry in a different way. It’s a lose-lose situation.

“I can’t believe those are the only Safe Zones,” Maria says. “There were over fifty treatment centers on the list, and Bart said they were switching them to Safe Zones. They chose the safest places in the city.”

“So they brought healthy people to where they were quarantining the infected?” I ask. I’m not the director of the CDC, but even I see the gaping hole in that plan.

“They were supposed to kill them first, but…” Maria shrugs. We all saw the hospital, so we know how easily it can get out of hand.

“They’re full of infected,” Grace whispers.

She’s taken the radio news well, considering, but now her lips tremble. Once food ran out and water stopped flowing, her parents might’ve risked a Safe Zone, if only to check for Grace. Even if they didn’t go there, they could’ve left to find water. Getting to a river is no walk in the park. A walk in the park is no longer a walk in the park.

Grace stands, head down and hands pressed to the table. Maria and Jorge look to me for guidance. I touch her shoulder. “Gracie?”

“I just need some time, okay?” she says faintly, and leaves for the living room.

We listen until her plodding footsteps reach the hall and fade away. Sunlight pours into the kitchen. The windows of the other houses are empty again, since the zombies have forgotten about yesterday’s entertainment with the hammer. I take advantage of their stupidity and go into the yard.

Everything is dead, possibly even the hope Grace harbored. It’s four of us against a gazillion zombies. I think about the kids in the street, the people on the roof. Maybe we should try to befriend them. It’s not my usual instinct—wanting people around is a disturbing new trend.

Maria steps into the garden area. The dandelions and grass are thick, but when she pulls a few, the soil is a soft, crumbly dark brown. “We should get seeds so we can have a garden. There’s a garden store in Bay Ridge.” She says it matter-of-factly, as if she hasn’t had the impossibility of reaching her daughters confirmed.

She walks into the shed. I hear something drag across the floor and the rattle of gardening tools. A curse is followed by three solid thuds. I rush to the door, thinking she’s hurt herself, but Maria leans on the shelf built onto one wall, breathing hard. A garden trowel is jammed half an inch into the wood next to two V-shaped gouges. She’s fine, or as fine as you can be when you’re upset enough to attack a shed with a trowel.

I back up, hoping she hasn’t seen me, but she says, “Sorry.”

“I once threw a dresser drawer into my wall. It happens.” It isn’t a particularly helpful comment, so I add, “Well, I’ll leave you to it.”

I’ve taken two more steps when Maria says, “I’ve always done one thing right, and that’s take care of my kids.” She removes the trowel with a vicious tug and drops it on the shelf. “And now they’re God knows where. The worst part is that I don’t know.”

She stares into the distance as though it offers a clue. When it doesn’t, the look of utter misery that crosses her face makes me want to both comfort her and escape. I move closer; Grace would be proud.

“You did take care of them,” I say. “You told them to leave.” I’m sure it won’t make her feel better, but this is when normal people say something consoling. Plus, it’s true. “You did the best you could do.”

“I should’ve had them leave earlier, without me. I didn’t know they were going to blow up the bridges, but I knew…” She looks me in the eye. “I knew the infected were zombies. I knew for hours. I wanted them to wait. I told them to get ready to leave, but I didn’t tell them to go. I kept them here for me.”

If there has ever been someone who doesn’t need to beat herself up for selfishness, it’s Maria. I’m living proof of that.

“You say Ana’s a lot like me, right?” I ask. Maria nods. “If you were my mother, I would’ve waited until the last possible second. I wouldn’t have listened unless I had no choice.”

“That’s Ana,” Maria says with a small, reluctant smile. “Penny wouldn’t have, either. It would be the one time they’ve ever agreed on anything. They didn’t want to go when I called, but I made them promise.”

“See? And they did. They’re lucky to have you.”

Her eyes are still sad, but the anger has abated. I hope the blame has. For once, I’ve made someone feel better instead of worse. Maria comes to the doorway and gives my shoulder a squeeze. “Thank you.”

“De nada,” I say.

“Oh, we’re speaking Spanish now?”

“If all we ever say is thank you, you’re welcome, and hello, then sure. Oh, and a few curses I picked up here and there. Yiddish might have curses, but all I know is tuchas.”

Maria smirks. “Butt? Ooh, tough girl.”

I suck my teeth. “I’ll pound that tuchas if you don’t watch out.”

Maria’s laugh is loud as we move toward the house. An answering moan from the street carries over the buildings. “Vete pa’l carajo, motherfuckers,” Maria mutters, and then glances at me. “That means go to hell. I think you know the last word.”

I repeat the words with a laugh. It’s a lot more satisfying than tuchas. Look at what you learn when you stick around.


Chapter 34

Jorge is on the fire escape, plotting the yards on his hand-drawn map. I’m in the kitchen, assessing Cassie’s knife collection. They look to be good-enough knives, but they’re made for cutting through carrots and cheese, not skull. The skinny knives feel flimsy and the weighty ones are too wide for an eye socket. I swung the poker around for three minutes before admitting defeat. It’s too long, too heavy, too un-pointy.

I open a drawer filled with cooking implements—I can whisk them to death. I look through a small drawer that contains assorted junk and a few basic tools. That’s when it hits me: I’m an idiot. I pick up a long screwdriver. Like Maria’s ice pick but thicker and sturdier. The slim metal will plunge into eyes and mouths and ears, and it’s the same length as a knife. I’ve been thinking kitchen utensils and hunting gear when it comes to weapons, but it’s time to get creative.

“Can I use this?” I ask Maria.

She stands at the counter and dumps pasta into a pot of water to soak. The theory is that it cooks faster, thereby limiting fuel usage and time spent in the yard. We’re saving the freeze-dried food because it’s light and so easy to prepare that we can take it with us if we leave.

“Of course,” she says. “Why, you have a loose screw?”

“I have a screw loose,” I say. She laughs, probably in agreement. “No, I think it’d be a good weapon.”

“It’s all yours.”

Grace walks into the kitchen, eyes puffy. I show her my screwdriver. She takes another for herself then turns it over in her hands.

“You okay?” I ask.

“Do you realize I haven’t killed one yet?” she asks, ignoring my question Sylvie-style. “How do I think I’m going to get to Brooklyn Heights when I haven’t even killed one?”

“We might be able to find a zombie for you to kill. I can’t make any promises, but maybe if we look hard enough…”

Grace gives me a light stab with the screwdriver, along with a slight smile. Outside, we climb the ladder Jorge sets by the fence and drop into the next yard. It’s mostly grass, like ours. Ours—the word makes me cringe. None of this is mine.

We have an idea of what lurks on the upper floors of the houses, but the garden apartments are a mystery. Jorge knocks on the back door a few times before he breaks the glass, and we walk into a kitchen that hasn’t been remodeled since the 70s. Avocado green everything.

“Hello?” Maria calls.

It’s silent as a tomb. Which is a horrible metaphor for this world, and I pledge not to use it in my head ever again. We open the kitchen faucet, as both Tom Brown, Jr. and Jorge recommend, then walk through the tidy apartment and call into the basement. I go first, screwdriver raised, with Grace shining the flashlight over my shoulder. An eighty-gallon water heater sits beside a furnace in a roomed-off area in the musty basement. The valve turns with the help of my trusty screwdriver for leverage, and water spills into my cup. I give Grace a V for victory. Eighty gallons is twenty more days of water.

The next few houses are fairly empty of food, but we find more water heaters, clothes for Jorge, and batteries. The two yards at the top of the block parallel the backs of stores on the avenue. One of the yards ends at a brick wall. The other has two tiny courtyards behind its fence—back entry to a couple of the stores.

“I think we can get into those stores from here,” Jorge says, after he takes a look. “You know what else I’m thinking? If we clear out the houses on the blocks around us, we’d only have to cross the street and then go through the yards to get to the next block. We could make a whole route to get around the neighborhood.”

It’s brilliant. Cross the street into a building, walk the block through the yards, then cross the next street and do the same. Less opportunity to get eaten is always the superior choice.

“Jorge, I think I love you,” I say.

He lifts his shoulders. “We’re gonna check those houses for food anyway, right? We might as well.”

“It’s a great idea,” Grace says. Jorge waves away her praise.

“All members of the Jorge—wait, what’s your last name?” I ask.

“Rivera.”

“All members of the Jorge Rivera fan club, raise your hands.”

Maria and Grace stick their hands in the air. Jorge’s cheeks go ruddy. “All right, all right, let’s keep going.”

We scale the fence—lugging the ladder around is more trouble than it’s worth, and we need practice scaling fences if it’s to become our main mode of travel. The next house has two raised garden beds that are empty of plants but full of dirt. Maria mentions the garden store again.

“That’s a better idea,” Jorge says. “You know how to grow stuff?”

“A little,” Maria says. “We’ll get some books. Sylvie will read them, take notes, and tell us what we need to know.”

“I don’t know if putting Sylvie in charge of vegetables is the best idea,” Grace says.

I stick out my tongue. “I won’t kill them on purpose as long as I don’t have to eat them.”

Jorge tries the knob of the door, then knocks a few times. A woman in her early twenties, with short bangs and a hideous blouse that should’ve stayed in the 1980s, hits the glass. Grace yelps, but I manage to withhold any sound. I’ve transitioned from frozen in terror to somewhat horrified at the sight of a zombie. It’s a step in the right direction.

A guy appears beside her, his beard, shirt and suspenders caked with brown. Suspenders. Hipster zombies. The glass of the door shatters under his fist—he’s strong. The sounds that were muffled now waft through the air, as does the smell. Hipster Zombie’s arm is through the glass to his shoulder, and, predictably but fascinatingly, he’s untroubled that his biceps are being sliced to ribbons. Black fluid drips from the slashed flesh. This couple’s blood has darkened over time—it smells worse, too—but it no longer gushes red.

We have to kill them. I don’t know what else to call it—off, finish, end, destroy, terminate? It doesn’t matter, but since they’re already dead, a better word might be in order.

“It’ll never be easier than through a door window,” I say to Grace.

She nods even as she pales a shade. Jorge knocks at the shards of glass stuck in the frame, since he wears men’s leather gloves we found in the basement. Cassie is a mitten girl, which is great for winter but not for dexterity. The Hipster Zombies snap at Jorge’s fingers whenever he comes close, and once the glass is gone they lean over the frame, arms extended and mouths wide. Everything about their gray-lavender skin is appalling—from the way it’s gone grainy and sunken, defining all the bones you know exist but don’t want to see, to the way it darkens around their eyes. Their eyes are atrocious: yellowed whites and irises that have lost their color so that they nearly glow. They resemble dead fish in a seafood market. Angry, ravenous dead fish.

“How—” Grace begins, then swallows. “How do I get close with their arms in the way?”

Jorge stretches the guy’s arm tight by the wrist so that the mouth can’t reach and mimes a knife blow into its ear and eye. He releases the arm. “Hold up.”

He hands his gloves to Grace, who shakily dons them over the latex gloves from the medicine bin in the basement. She grabs Hipster Guy’s arm and swings for his head. The screwdriver glances off skull above his ear. She curses. On her next, more energetic swing, a few inches of screwdriver disappear into the side of his head.

Hipster Guy sags over the door. Hipster Girl uses the opportunity to take hold of Grace’s shoulder, and Grace spins with a shriek. She takes Hipster Girl by the hair and brings the screwdriver into her cheek, then yanks it out and strikes again, this time aiming toward the brain. She does it again. And again. Globs of pinkish brown jelly hit the ground. Hipster Girl is completely dead, but Grace doesn’t stop. Her lip curls so that her teeth show. At strike six, I call her name. She turns, panting and eyes wild.

“Think you got her, there,” I say.

The left side of Hipster Girl’s face is obliterated. She hangs out the door at an angle, fingers of one hand brushing the concrete doorstep. Grace opens her mouth and lets out a squeak, then bends to allow her breakfast to splatter to the ground.

I pat her back. “You did great.”

She groans and throws up again, then spits. “Sorry. I can do it, I know I can.”

“You did do it,” Maria says. She rests an arm around Grace’s shoulder. “It takes some getting used to.”

“I’ll move the bodies to the front,” Jorge says. Once he’s put on his gloves and dragged the girl away, we step over the guy and into the kitchen. They have food in the cabinets. Trader Joe’s and Whole Foods kind of food, including soy milk that hasn’t been opened.

“Look, soy milk,” I say. “Your reward for a job well done.”

“Don’t. I’ll throw up again.”

I open the fridge and grimace at the rotten smell. Grace lifts a vitamin-type bottle from the door. “Ooh, those are the best probiotics. I’m taking them.”

“You find probiotics and suddenly you’re fine?”

She holds the bottle up and gives me a cheesy smile. “Good for the digestive system even before you take them.”

I laugh. “Probiotics are your version of my finding a box of chocolates, and there’s something very wrong with that.”

Jorge returns for the guy’s body. “You should see the front.”

We walk past IKEA furniture to the splintered front door. An almost fully-consumed body lies in the hall. Someone broke in, and they ate him. “Zombies would make good guard dogs,” Jorge says, which gives us all a good, if tasteless, chuckle.

Jorge drags all three bodies to the front patch of concrete and ducks back inside, then consults his homemade map. “We didn’t see one at the windows upstairs, but we’ll check when we can. Too many of them out there right now.”

We know not every zombie made it to a window, and we plan on a thorough search of each house, but this garden apartment has no way to access the top floors of the brownstone without a trip up the stoop—out of the question today. We have a look through the goods in their bedroom and find clothes in Grace’s size, including some vintage stuff that’s useless except for a pair of opera-length leather gloves that fit her perfectly. I’d do a whole lot and then some for a pair of gloves like them.

We score another water heater in the basement and leave for the next yard. Grace breathes deep outside the house, screwdriver at the ready, and she and Jorge take care of the couple upstairs. Grace’s gloves have emboldened her—no gagging and no hesitation.

In another house down the line, Maria and Jorge check upstairs while Grace and I head for the basement. I’m crouched and wrestling with the water heater’s spigot when a cockroach skitters across my latex glove. I leap to my feet with a scream that would wake the dead if they weren’t already up, then hit at an itch on my leg and jump around, hoping to shake off what I know in my right mind are imaginary bugs. But roaches don’t put me in my right mind.

“Check my back!” I yell to Grace.

Grace raises her flashlight and, in doing so, illuminates three more roaches on the wall. Their antennae vibrate as they scurry away in streaks of brown. I hold in another scream and run upstairs, where I slam into Maria and Jorge in the dim hallway.

Jorge dashes to the basement. Maria takes me by the shoulders. “What happened? Where’s Grace?”

“She’s fine.” I smack at my arm. The roaches were in the basement, but where you see four, there are twenty million more. “There were roaches.”

“You mean cockroaches?”

She’s unfazed by the news, and I wish I hadn’t freaked out. “I don’t like roaches. Like, really don’t like them. It’s kind of a phobia.”

Grace enters the hallway shaking her head. Jorge follows, red-faced. “Roaches,” he gets out, and then loses the battle with his sense of humor and collapses against the wall. I watch the ceiling while they get in a good laugh at my expense.

“Okay, okay,” I say. “I know. It’s their color. That brownish golden shiny—” I shiver. “And when they run, they rise up on their horrible legs like a tiny car lift. Their legs fold. And they skitter. And they’re fast.”

I’ll gladly take a giant spider outside. I’ll even let it live in my house, especially since it might eat a roach. Give me a tissue and I’ll squish a centipede without a second thought. I don’t even need a tissue for little ants. But I live in fear of roaches—everywhere I’ve ever lived as an adult has been thoroughly sprayed by an exterminator prior to my moving in, and monthly thereafter. The thought of a roach or, God in Heaven, a waterbug—the American Cockroach, a roach on steroids—is enough to send me straight to the looney bin.

“Girl, you live in the wrong city for a roach phobia,” Maria says.

“Tell me about it.”

“She won’t eat dates,” Grace says, “because they’re the same color as roaches.”

This elicits more laughs. I doubt I’d eat dates with abandon anyway, but their color keeps me far away.

“Did you know that roaches live in the engines in the back of the bus?” I ask.

No one knows what to do with this bit of information, as shown by their puzzled expressions. Unbelievably, no one seems upset. We aren’t hopping on the B75 anytime soon, but roaches live on the bus. It’s the reason I avoid buses. If I absolutely have to take one, I stand in the front and hold a pole rather than sit. One summer night I saw an army of waterbugs spilling from a grate in the sidewalk and I never walked down that street again. They hide behind dumpsters and under things and between things, and if I think too much about it I’ll die.

“It’s called katsaridaphobia,” I say. Again, blank stares.

I know why I hate them. Growing up, we didn’t live in the most opulent of accommodations. I can still see the dark spots floating in my mother’s forgotten drink when the sun shone through our plastic cups. I would stick bits of toilet paper in my ears while I slept so none could decide to call the warmth of my ear canals home. I was terrified to pee in the night. First, I’d put on shoes. Always shoes. Then I’d stumble my way to the bathroom. I didn’t want to watch the dozens of roaches race across the tile floor when I pulled the light cord, but I had to know if one was near the toilet. It’s the reason I left almost everything behind when I moved in with Grace’s family. They wanted to pick up my stuff but I refused, making sure I washed and dried every article of clothing at the laundromat first. I checked every shoe and every book and then sprayed them with poison for good measure. I felt pitiable enough taking them up on their offer without bringing an unwanted houseguest or thousand with me.

“Let’s switch jobs,” Jorge says. “If there are roaches in this basement, they’ll probably be in the next house, too.”

I thank him and smack at a tickle on my thigh, then roll my eyes at their snickers.

“I bet you didn’t scream that loud when you first saw a zombie,” Maria says.

The others continue to jest, but I don’t pay attention. I can’t see any bugs, but they’re here. They’re in the walls and floors, crawling and waving their hideous feelers and doing whatever awful things it is that they do. I won’t let down my guard until I’m far, far away. I lift my ankle as if I have an itch—I do, a phantom roach itch—and surreptitiously give it a smack-scratch.

“Let’s go,” I say.

“Why?” Grace asks innocently.

I do an about-face and stroll down the hall, scanning the walls the whole time. I want to tear ass out of here, but I’ll never live that down. This was the first and last time I’ll ever step foot in Roach House. “Are you all going to torture me about this forever?”

All three say, “Yes.”

Once we’ve cleared fifteen houses total, killed eleven zombies, and found more water than our lowest estimate, it’s time for a break. We wash up, still sparingly, and eat a lunch of beans. Just beans. Which makes me hate the apocalypse more. They’re not terrible, but by the end I feel as if I’ve eaten a bowl of paste. I put down my empty bowl with a small involuntary groan.

“You don’t like beans?” Maria asks.

“Beans are great,” I say. “When wrapped in a tortilla with cheese and salsa and lots of sour cream.”

“We can make tortillas with the flour,” Grace says. She turns to Jorge and Maria. “Sylvie can’t cook.”

“I can so cook,” I say. “Macaroni and cheese, eggs, pancakes, peanut butter and jelly…I cooked all the time when I was a kid.”

“That’s why all you can make is kid food,” Grace says. “You heat up a mean chicken nugget, too.” I pretend to stab her with my spoon.

“Your mom didn’t cook?” Jorge asks.

“Nope. Unless you count cooking up a shot of heroin.”

I laugh, though no one else does. Jorge nods slowly and I look down at my bowl. I haven’t forgotten about her, exactly, but there have been too many other things to think about. Now I see her again, wasted and wrinkled in her hospital bed. And, in a similar milieu, only alive: Nodding out on the couch with her works—a needle, some cotton, a spoon and lighter—displayed on the coffee table like a bowl of M&Ms put out for guests, as though it was the most normal thing in the world. I would walk past her as I left for school and hope she’d be dead when I got home.

My old friend Resentment floods in, along with a heavy abdominal sensation that’s more than the beans. After all the years spent wishing she’d end the misery, I shouldn’t care that she’s dead. She would’ve died from the virus anyway, just as millions, billions, of others have. And I would bet ninety-five percent of those people deserved to live more than she.

I return to the conversation that’s gone on without me. It has something to do with coffee, and I don’t like the sound of it. “What?”

“No coffee tomorrow,” Maria says. “We should save the propane for food.” She doesn’t look happy about it.

“Why live in a world without coffee?” I ask.

“There must be something else to live for.” Maria takes a bite of beans and chews thoughtfully before she makes a face. “Maybe not.”

“Seriously, though, it’s your decision. This is all yours.”

I mean it more as a joke, or think I do, but Maria sets down her bowl. “How many times do I have to say it’s ours?”

“It’s not ours. You’re sharing, which I really do appreciate, but that doesn’t make it ours.”

“Jesu—” Maria takes a deep breath. “And I thought I liked coffee.”

I saw the moment when she decided not to argue, where it seemed she pitied me, and it’s worse than fighting. I point across the yards. “So, that house next?”

Without waiting for a response, I walk to the back of the yard and scale the fence more nimbly than I could only this morning. As long as I can grip the top, I’m able to use my feet and arms to get up and over. The trick is to do it fast and use your momentum. I clamber over a few more to the next house. The closed blinds block my view of whatever rattles around in the kitchen at my knock.

I lift my screwdriver and try the door. Locked, but it’s decades old and flimsy with dry rot. One kick with my too-large sneakers cracks the bottom out of the frame. Another kick and there’s a wide enough triangle to fit through. Not for me to fit through—it may have been foolish to leave the others, but I’m not stupid. I click my tongue on the roof of my mouth and watch the opening.

A hand appears first, the long nails painted sunset orange and surrounded by desiccated gray skin. Gold bangle bracelets are embedded in a small bite mark that widened into a black-edged sore on her forearm. Her head is next. I yank the snarled dark hair to expose her neck, then slam my screwdriver into the Base of Operations at the bottom of her skull. She drops on the concrete with her hand extended.

I kick in the door the rest of the way and push until the body slides with it. She’s around my age. Pretty. Still dressed in capris. Maybe she was bitten and came home to recuperate. I change my assessment when I find a man with a smashed head and a wedding band lying on the floor of the living room. I walk back to check her left hand. Her band is there, along with a diamond engagement ring.

He’s a mess. She probably nursed him until he took a chomp, and then she battered his head into a mass of goop. That’s what the side table of useless over-the-counter medicine and the bloody cast iron pan next to him suggest, in any event. She didn’t leave him when she knew. She had to know—I knew they became aggressive and had to be brought somewhere else, even if I didn’t have anywhere close to the whole story. A day into it, it was obvious there was no hope, and yet she stayed. Maybe she let him live, thinking it wouldn’t happen to him, to them. You have to love someone a lot to hold out that kind of deranged hope. Love isn’t only blind, it’s stupid.

I catch sight of myself in the full-length mirror outside the bathroom door, and I don’t like the person I see. Her greasy chin-length hair is tucked behind her ears. Her brown eyes flash. Her mouth is a line. She stands with her feet spread and shoulders hard. She is a captious human being. Today’s word is captious: an ill-humored tendency to stress faults and raise objections. The word-a-day calendar is totally fucking with me.

I’m heading up the enclosed staircase when I hear voices. “Sylvie?” Grace calls.

“Yeah?”

“Just checking.”

She and Maria follow me to the empty upstairs, silent about my abrupt exit from the yard. I’m still angry, but I no longer want to kill something. Maybe because I did kill something. Grace should add zombie-killing to her psychoanalytical bag of tricks. The only problem is that now that the murderous urge has passed, my chest aches from holding back the emotions that threaten to take its place—grief, despondency, frustration with the new world and, maybe most of all, frustration with my captious self.

The next houses are more of the same: water heaters, a few zombies we chuck into the street, and a little food. Grace sighs when all I do is nod at the ten boxes of Girl Scout cookies we find in an upstairs hall closet. At the end of the day we’ve found water for over six months, another week of food, sneakers closer to my size, more clothes than we know what to do with and buckets for collecting rainwater. There are a lot of basements with a lot of tools. I was looking forward to sifting through them for something superior to a screwdriver, but somewhere along the way I’ve lost my motivation. If the point of survival is to coexist with other humans, then I should pack it in and feed myself to the hungry dead folks outside.

“I’ll make dinner,” I offer. They look at me in surprise. “What are we having again?”

“That pasta on the counter,” Maria says. “Can you do that?”

Maybe she doesn’t mean it as an insult—I’m sure she must not—but it serves to remind me of all my deficiencies. “Yes, I can boil pasta. I’m not a total idiot.”

I walk away cringing at my tone, but it’s the only way I won’t cry.


Chapter 35

Awake since three, I’ve recited every poem I know by heart, which took five minutes, and then resorted to song lyrics. I miss music. From the time I got my first Discman to the glorious smartphone era, I’ve always had music to drown out the world. Pop in earbuds, open a book and it’s as if the world ceases to exist. I could use that now.

And, if I wore earbuds, I wouldn’t have heard the gunshots. They were far off, but something was going on out there and it didn’t sound inviting. I would have woken the others had the noises been closer, but they were barely audible before they stopped. Besides, no one would’ve wanted to keep me company after yesterday. Emotions get the best of me every time. I burn my bridges and alienate everyone, so caught up in the moment I forget that after it’s been reduced to embers and ashes, I’ll be remorseful.

There are two ways this can go: I can make everyone miserable or I can put out the fire and we can skip across the bridge. Maybe skip is the wrong word, but we can trudge. I could also not start a fire in the first place—an idea that isn’t mind-blowing but seems unattainable. Not for the first time, I could use a manual on human interaction.

I wander into the kitchen at first light. Last night, I surreptitiously dumped the pasta water from dinner into the French press to brew coffee. It isn’t going to be the best coffee ever due to the fact it’s been sitting for half a day, but it should be better than nothing. It’s an apology for being a jerk yesterday, which stretched into the evening, when I watched Maria and Jorge play dominoes with a set he found and then went to bed without saying goodnight. I pretended to be asleep when Grace came in to avoid a heart-to-heart or lecture.

The others stir a few hours later. I set down my latest survival book and wait, hands clammy, until Maria enters the kitchen. “Good morning! Two things,” I say, jumping to grab the coffee container off the counter. She eyes me warily. “Yes, yes, I know you’re not a morning person, but look!”

I pour her share of coffee into a glass and add the milk I’ve reconstituted. She looks it over while I pour my own. “I don’t know how good it is. I made it with pasta water last night.”

I stir in sugar and take a sip. Cold, but deliciously crunchy with granules of sugar, and it doesn’t taste like rigatoni. I watch her swallow some as if my fate depends on her response.

Maria smiles. “It’s good. Thanks.”

“I’m glad it’s okay.”

I want to apologize for being so taciturn, but the words don’t come. Coffee will have to do. Maria squeezes my shoulder, and I get the sense she knows. Maybe her daughter is the same way.

“The other thing is that I was reading about solar ovens,” I say. “We can make coffee in one, if we can get it hot enough. We can cook all kinds of stuff and save the propane for winter, although we might be able to use the oven in the cold as long as it’s sunny. I can make one from cardboard boxes and tin foil and a picture frame.”

Maria sits, nursing her cup. “Sounds good. Don’t you sleep?”

“Not really.”

“What do you do?”

“I sit in the dark until it’s light enough to read.”

“We have lanterns.”

“I don’t want to waste batteries or candles, and the winding is too loud.”

“Why don’t you go upstairs or to the basement and wind it?”

I’m afraid to leave this floor alone at night, but a minute of fear for fifteen minutes of light would be worth it. “Okay. I will tonight.”

The others enter and enjoy their coffee. Jorge winks as if I’m not a jerk, which makes me feel better. Grace knows I’m a jerk, of course, and she’s already forgiven me, but she still bumps me with her hip. I tell them about the noises from last night.

“Fifth Avenue was pretty empty yesterday,” Jorge says. “I think we should get the gun from Maria’s if it still is. I’ll go alone if you want to finish up the houses here.”

“I need to show you where I live,” Maria says.

“Give me the address, Maria. I think I’ll be able to figure it out from there.”

“We’ll have to break in. I don’t have keys on me. Cassie has a set, but I haven’t seen them anywhere.”

“Do the first floor windows have gates?” Jorge asks. Maria thinks for a moment and then shakes her head. “All right, that’ll make it easier.”

“I’ll come,” I say. “Jorge might need protection.”

Jorge chuckles. He doesn’t need me to protect him, but I want to show them I’m not the angry, irritable person they saw yesterday. Not always, anyway.

“I’m not letting you two go to my house by yourselves,” Maria says. “You might steal all my valuables.”

“Then I’m coming,” Grace says.

“We can’t all go,” Jorge says. “Someone has to stay here for the plan to work.”

“You can die next time,” I say to Grace. She rolls her eyes.

***

Jorge circles his head to crack his vertebrae. I wear Cassie’s light jacket made of brown canvas-type material that I hope will keep teeth out of my skin. I hold my screwdriver, though I have a spare and a bottle of water in my messenger bag, which is otherwise empty to carry things back. Maria has her ice pick and wears a backpack. She insists on checking me again for anything hanging while we wait for Grace to initiate the plan. We don’t want to give zombies something to grab.

A clanging comes from outside, where Grace beats a pot against the edge of a roof down the block to distract the zombies. It’s a great idea for this end of the trip, although how we’ll get into Maria’s building is not as thoroughly outlined.

They stagger past the door window for the noise. It stops and is followed by three loud bangs—the signal the corner is clear—and we step into the front yard. We’re hidden by stoops, but once on the sidewalk and moving, we’re committed. The zombies gawk up at Grace on the roof’s edge—dozens of bodies with mouths hanging and arms reaching, too dumb to know their arms aren’t thirty feet long.

We run across Fifth Avenue and slow to save energy on the next unoccupied block. The cool spring air feels wonderful once it makes its way through my jacket; in my clothes, it’s the prickling humidity of August. Inside one limestone house, a woman with long red hair presses her mouth to a window. Her hands leave a wet, squeaking trail on the glass, but her arms are too feeble to break it.

It’s unnerving to be out in the open. But we can always head up a stoop and through a window, then out the back or to the roofs. The city is full of hiding places, although that could work to our detriment as well. We have no clue what’s going on or who’s around us, and our only lifeline, the radio, has once again reverted to static. Today’s word is quidnunc: a person eager to know the latest gossip. I’ve never been one, but I am now. I’m as quidnunc-y as they come.

On Sixth Avenue, we crouch and scurry behind parked cars to avoid a group across the sun-dappled street. I’m last in line and so wholly concentrated on keeping my feet quiet that I spot the approaching feet between bumpers a moment too late. I look up into the face of a guy, once my age, whose skin has sunken along his cheekbones and rippled into the hollows of his cheeks like a mummy. His head vibrates with his hiss and his hands reach in slow motion, black crescents under every fingernail.

I scramble back and fall on my ass. My screwdriver flies from my hand and clacks against a car, then rolls into the street. I’m on my feet before he is, but between the noise and my being upright, I’ve managed to summon everyone to join Operation Gun Retrieval.

We run. The zombies on our block follow. The ones ahead start our way. We’re the meat in a zombie sandwich. It was bound to happen at some point, but I’d hoped it wouldn’t be my mistake that set it into motion. The next block is a series of dodges and feints, but we make it through. Maria points out her apartment building around the corner, but we have a problem—twenty problems, in fact, heading up her block, and no time to force open a door or window.

The fire escape ladder is partially lowered, and Maria leaps into the air and travels up the rungs. Jorge waits for me to close the final feet. The metal is rough and covered with years of flaking paint, but nothing has ever been as welcome as the possible tetanus I might contract. There isn’t time to be scared of heights, even when the ladder swings from Jorge’s weight beneath. I reach the second floor balcony, glance at the group gathered below and sway on wobbly legs—now there’s time to be scared of heights.

Maria peers through the window, then raises it and calls into the apartment. No answer. We follow her into a living room with a couch and striped chairs and a painting on one wall that reminds me—in color and style if not subject—of the one covered with a cloth in Cassie’s studio. Maria places her ice pick on the coffee table and sits on the couch, hands clasped between her knees. This is her apartment. The entertainment center is glass, with framed photos and crafts made by children a decade or two ago. It’s nothing fancy—I don’t think Maria was rolling in money—but it’s homey and comfortable.

Maria stands. “Sit. Let me see if we have something to drink besides water.”

“I don’t want to ruin your furnit—” Jorge begins, but Maria’s laughter stops him mid-sentence. He smiles sheepishly and sits on the couch, pulling out his hair tie and smoothing the stray curls into place before he refastens it.

“We have warm soda, warm beer and warm juice,” Maria calls from the kitchen.

I’d love a beer, but I can’t afford to lose any smarts. I go with soda. It’s extra fizzy, being warm, and the bubbles cut through the grime in my mouth. I miss sweet. I miss candy. The stores we passed are most likely stripped bare, not that there was time to shop.

“Sorry for almost killing us all,” I say.

Maria shakes her head. Jorge swallows a gulp of soda and says, “Aw, mami, it could have been any of us. Shit’s gonna happen—we have to be able to handle it, you know?”

I nod, thankful they’re so understanding. “No beer?” I ask.

“I don’t drink anymore,” he says.

I think about asking him if he’s in the rooms, but there’s a reason they call it Alcoholics Anonymous. “Thanks for letting me go first up the fire escape. You didn’t have to wait.”

Jorge toasts me with his can. “I’m a gentleman.”

I toast him back. “It’s nice to know chivalry isn’t dead. Even if everything else is.”

“I bet Ana’s clothes would fit you,” Maria says. “She’s the same shoe size. You should go into her room and take what you want.”

“That’s okay. I have clothes.” I don’t know how to say that it feels weird to go on a personal shopping spree in there. Like ransacking a dead child’s room in front of her parents. Even if Ana is alive, for the moment it’s all Maria has of her.

Maria gives me her pursed lips, eyebrows up expression. “I’m telling you to do it. Do you want shoes that fit or not?”

“You’re really bossy sometimes.”

“Get used to it.”

Usually, the more authoritative someone becomes, the more stubborn I get, but I don’t mind Maria bossing me around. Grace would chalk it up to some sort of absent mother complex: AMC, maybe.

Ana’s bed is a mess of clothes. Everything else—her dresser, her television stand, her comfy chair—is fairly tidy, so I assume it’s from when she left the city. Maria picks up a tank top made of golden-brown lacy stuff. “She probably tried to bring this with her. God only knows what she packed. Look around while I get my things.”

I open drawers and take two pairs of expensive jeans. Her sweaters are so soft that I check the labels: cashmere. I find a leather coat in the back of her closet. It’s a dark brown that’s almost black, fitted and soft as butter, but it should stand up to teeth.

I can’t carry much, so I change my dirty jeans for a new pair and put the other in my bag. I throw in a sweater and, at the last second, take the tank top. It’s barely a wisp of fabric, pretty with its thin straps and straight neckline. Completely impractical, but pretty.

I sort through her many, many shoes. Heeled boots, flats, and sandals of all types. They’re my size, although they’re as impractical for running as the lacy tank top is for everything except a date on a summer night. Plus, I’m not a ballet flats or stiletto kind of girl. Ana and I may be alike in temperament, but we’re not soul sisters when it comes to wardrobe. I grab a pair of sandals to wear in the yard and don a pair of cute, trendy sneakers that fit perfectly. They’re clean, unlike my old ones, and it’s a shame I’ll probably destroy them.

Maria walks in. “You found some stuff?”

“Yeah, thanks.”

“Ana worked as a clothes buyer.” She speaks in the past tense, but it isn’t Ana that’s past tense; it’s the old world and jobs in the fashion industry. “She was planning to move out in a few months, but before that she spent every cent on clothes. She got a lot for free, too.”

“How about Penny?” I ask.

“She’s my good girl. Too good. She teaches preschool. After my husband died, Penny tried to take care of everyone.”

“I didn’t know,” I say. “I’m sorry about your husband.”

“It was a long time ago. Almost twenty years,” Maria says, along with a nod that acknowledges my sympathy. I wonder if she’s dated since then. I can’t imagine she wasn’t fighting off suitors—Maria is eye-catching now, and no doubt she was gorgeous back in the day. “Ana pretended it didn’t affect her. It did, but she’s tough.” She picks up a dangly pair of earrings from the dresser and watches them sparkle in the sunlight. “She just has to get out of her own way.”

I’ve heard the expression countless times—from my brief forays into Al-Anon to Grace—but it’s only now that I hear it, as Grace would say. I’m my own worst enemy. It’s great to recognize the problem. How to stop doing it is the biggie.

Maria sets the earrings down. “Listen, I was thinking we could split our food into four parts. That way you have some that’s yours.”

The crazy part of me wants to agree, to have something be mine alone. But, if I do, I’d be separating my food, and thereby myself, from them. Maria is willing to give me a quarter of the food to quell my insanity. The gesture says I belong, or that’s what I hope it says. My taking it would say I don’t want to belong, and that would be a lie.

My throat is tight, but I push out, “I’m sorry for…everything. I don’t want to split it.”

“You sure? We can.”

I shake my head. “I just want cookies sometimes.”

Maria laughs softly. “Me too, sweetie. So help us plan what to eat, and we’ll fit cookies in there. I didn’t think you were interested.” She probably calls half the world sweetie, but that doesn’t stop my pleasure at the word. She nudges my arm. “Let’s see what else we have.”

We empty her cabinets into bags. It isn’t a lot, but Jorge is ecstatic at the spices and jars of sofrito. We pull bags of crackers from their boxes to conserve on space. Maria explains the shriveled, sprouting potatoes will be good for planting.

“I thought potatoes came from seeds,” I say.

“I thought they came from the store,” Jorge says with a wink.

Maria reaches into her backpack and pulls out a revolver. I’ve never held a gun. I’ve never even seen one up close, unless you count in a cop’s hand. “I have three boxes of ammunition. I know how to use it, but I haven’t in years.”

She places it in Jorge’s outstretched palm. He opens what I think is called the chamber and nods when he finds it loaded. I can see that much from the corner to which I’ve retreated.

“Sylvie, it’s not going to bite,” Jorge says.

“No, it’s going to shoot. And even Maria won’t be able to save me.”

“I don’t have a holster. You want to hold on to it?” Maria asks Jorge after an amused glance in my direction. He sticks it in the back of his jeans. People really do that, I guess.

We check through the peephole of Maria’s front door before we leave. Once Jorge has killed the one zombie on the landing, three of the other five apartments on her floor are quiet when we knock. Jorge slams a beefy shoulder against one door, then kicks it low and hard. It bursts open, a chunk of door attached to the frame.

“Cheap-ass doors,” Maria mutters.

Jorge leans an elbow on the doorjamb. “Really, Mimi? Not, Ooh, Jorge, you’re so strong. Look at how you bust down doors.” He’s put on a falsetto voice for the last part. I crack up—Jorge’s flirty in a friendly way, but he doesn’t normally flirt with Maria.

“Just get in the apartment, Jorge,” she says.

He salutes before he heads in. I turn and catch a faint trace of her smile. “Mimi?” I ask.

She glances heavenward and shoves me inside. We pass a vinyl-covered flowered sofa on our way into the kitchen, where we find a few boxes of Rice-A-Roni and some canned tuna. The next apartment has coffee and a package of vanilla sugar wafer cookies about which, I admit, I get a little over-excited.

Maria lifts the flap on my bag and drops them in. “Tonight,” she says with a wink.

The third apartment is thick with the scent of decay, and we gag through our inspection of the bare cupboards and empty fridge. There’s not so much as a condiment to be found. A blanket covers two bodies on the bed. Maybe they ate everything and then died, or maybe they offed themselves. They could’ve gone into Maria’s apartment and found food, but it’s possible they decided a few more days of life with zombies wasn’t worth it. I can sympathize in some respects, but no matter my struggle to coexist with other humans, I at least want to try.

We leave the two occupied apartments alone. We can’t carry much anyway, and we can always return if we need to. Whatever’s in there might keep someone else from entering until we need to. Guard dogs.

Every third floor door is destroyed. Two bodies lie in the center of the landing, one on top of the other. The uppermost one is twice the size of the one beneath and looks to have died while human—bloated and fly-covered and half of its head eaten. I stick my nose into my new coat. I could use a bath, but I don’t smell dead.

The bottom body jolts. One black-rimmed eye peers out from under the top body’s shoulder. Its hand scratches on the linoleum. Jorge brings his cleaver into its forehead and then moves for the two plastic bags by the exit door.

“Food.” He lifts them to his shoulders and hands me a hunting knife that was hidden beneath. “Sylvie, you want this?”

“Thanks.” They wait while I attach it. My knife from the hospital was nowhere near as good as this one, which snaps into a sheath that threads onto a belt. I still prefer my screwdriver, but since I sent one flying on the way here, it’s not a stretch to imagine I’ll send my spare flying at some point.

The top floor has been plundered, and we appear to hold the spoils in the plastic bags Jorge carries. An old woman in a housedress lies half out her door, slippers still on her feet. I can’t tell how she died due to decomposition, but the bugs make it obvious she didn’t turn—bugs avoid zombies. It might’ve been the person downstairs, maybe with the knife I now own. I don’t feel bad for him if that’s what happened.

“Mrs. Hernandez,” Maria says through gritted teeth. “What the fuck is wrong with people?”

Jorge and I shake our heads. Maria marches to Mrs. Hernandez’s living room windows and stands there for a full minute. “They’re still out there,” she finally says, about the zombies on the street. Her voice is unsteady, but when she turns there’s no trace of it in her expression. “Help me move her?”

We drag Mrs. Hernandez as far as the living room, leaving a trail of slime along the floor. Maria settles a pink and green crocheted afghan over the body and stares down. “She babysat Penny and Ana when they were young. Looked out for them when they were teenagers and I was at work. I don’t understand why someone…”

Jorge fills the silence with, “I’m sorry, Mimi. Sometimes people…” The silence returns. There’s no good reason to kill an old woman for the trivial amount of food in the plastic bags.

“Suck,” I say. “Sometimes people just really fucking suck.”

It’s not much of a eulogy, but Maria dips her head and makes the sign of the cross like I’ve uttered the Lord’s Prayer. “You’re right, they do. Let’s go.”

We take the stairs to the roof and make our way toward a house that has a ladder down to the fire escape. Not every house does. Some have fire escapes that end at the top floor windows, and some don’t have a fire escape at all—only a hatch locked from the inside. The bigger buildings, like Maria’s, have a small room that juts from the roof with a full-sized door. The tallest buildings have that and a water tower. Unfortunately, there isn’t one of those nearby, not that I could schlep a water tower back.

Maria and Jorge travel down the ladder as though unconcerned they could die any second, then I step onto the ledge, turn backward, and clutch the rails. My bag and the two small duffel-type bags on my shoulders swing haphazardly. I imagine my fingers uncurling, the mad scrabble for a handhold as I fall down, down, down. Even if I hit the balcony ten feet below and don’t fall through the ladder hole and tumble to the lower balcony, I’d still be injured. When my feet reach the flat metal bars of the balcony, I let out my breath.

We break into the house and leave through the front. It doesn’t take much energy to outwalk the few zombies who didn’t follow us to Maria’s, but being ever-vigilant saps what’s left of mine. By the second to last corner, my body has had enough and my shoulders ache from my load.

Maria picks up speed to check the corner and then spins on her heel. Six zombies round the building, inches behind, and she flies back with a gasp. The closest has her backpack, and his mouth approaches her neck. Another holds her arm, and the dead teenage girl closing in means she doesn’t stand a chance. Even if Maria can wrestle free of her backpack, she won’t get far. I drop my bags and take off for the first, then slam my screwdriver into its eye. I whirl for the other, praying it hasn’t gotten her yet, but Jorge’s cleaver is already in its face. Maria shoots forward but stays on her feet.

The teenager sinks her teeth into my shoulder, but my new coat does its job admirably. I push the screwdriver up and under her chin. It gets easier every time I do it, but the initial puncture of skin, followed by the slide into flesh and bone, is still repulsive. Between the three of us, the remaining zombies are dispatched in less than a minute, but the ones who were following have caught up. We retrieve our bags, then race along the avenue. Grace bangs from her perch with renewed vigor when we appear; she’s kept the ones on the block busy while we were gone.

In the foyer, I lower my bags to the floor. My jeans stick to my legs with sweat. My hair is soaked. My latex gloves are torn, I note with a little disquiet, but I’m too exhausted to be all that alarmed.

“Thank you,” Maria says between gulps of air.

We nod. If you’d asked me a week ago, I might’ve thought I’d spend at least a second of deliberation on whether to help if it meant my life was on the line. But I didn’t deliberate—I barely had time to be scared, although now I shudder at how close Maria came to their teeth. And I know that unless it’s a lost cause, I’d never leave Maria or Jorge to the zombies.

“Why didn’t you use the gun?” Maria asks Jorge.

“I forgot about it.” Jorge’s hand goes to his back, and he gives a flabbergasted shake of his head. “What a dumbass.”

Maria stares at him, chest heaving, and then gives over entirely to the laugh that bubbles up. It’s contagious, and, by the time Grace finds us, we’re in tears.


Chapter 36

It takes another two days to clear the houses and dismantle the majority of fences down to Fourth Avenue. We’ve decided to build the outhouse. It’s necessary, unless we want to fill an entire house with bags of poop. The plan for a garden also influenced our decision—if someone sees a garden, they’ll know we’re here, but if we don’t garden we likely won’t have enough to eat. The probability of starvation outweighs the possibility of trouble.

“Come have a look,” Jorge says the afternoon of the third day. At the low end of our new Westchester-sized backyard is a deep hole lined with fence boards to prevent collapse. “I dug it under a tree so it’s in the shade. I’ll build a platform out of that wood we found, attach the toilet seat, then we’ll set up a tent and be good to go until I make walls and a roof.” When we praise his skills, he raises his shoulders in an aw, shucks gesture.

“I read you can burn the toilet paper so it doesn’t fill up as fast,” I say. We have a lot of toilet paper, which we use sparingly, but what we’ll use when it’s gone is a question I believe has no heartening answer. I’ve heard the old-time stories about corn cobs and Sears Roebuck catalogs, and I want them to remain old-time stories.

“You can compost human waste somehow—did you see that in any of the books?” Grace asks me. “It’s called humanure. We could use it in the garden.”

“Thankfully, I have not seen that. And you want me to eat those vegetables?”

“It’s environmentally responsible. Better than flushing it all to a sewage treatment plant and then using fossil fuels to process it. This is kind of cool.”

I circle my finger by my ear. “Who wouldn’t want to flush the poop away and never see it again? Grace, that’s who.”

“It is much better for the environment,” Grace argues.

“I didn’t say it wasn’t, just that you’re crazy.”

Grace sticks out her tongue. We head back, thinking of dinner, and freeze at a deep yell that carries into the yard from above. We crane our necks and spin around, but the surrounding roofs are unoccupied.

“Hello?” a man’s voice calls. “On the roof across the street! We saw you the other day?”

We wait for Jorge to grab the gun and then, after a quick discussion, we file out of the hatch five houses down from our brownstone. Two young guys move to the roof directly opposite. The big one has short dark hair, a trim beard, and is almost as broad as Jorge, but he’s made entirely of muscle. His gaze takes us all in, moves to the street and then rises again, calculating risk. He puts his elbows on the roof’s edge and then leans closer. “Holy shit, Maria?”

Maria squints. “Guillermo?” she calls, and then, in a low voice, “I know his mother.”

“What are you doing here?”

“Same thing you are,” she calls. “Surviving.”

“Fucking right! Sorry. I mean right.”

Now that he’s a kid watching his mouth around his mother’s friend, the tension eases. Guillermo asks her a question in Spanish, and the conversation moves on in Spanish from there. Maria stiffens when Guillermo says Penny, and her fingernails leave white marks on the stone of the cornice as she throws out a question. Guillermo shakes his head and says a bit more, gesturing to the lower avenues.

Finally, Maria translates, “There’s a group of people over by the park. They have the Key Food under guard. He says there are eighteen people.”

“Do you trust him?” Jorge asks.

“Absolutely.”

“Have them come over.”

All the yelling has attracted the zombies below, making it hard to hear. Jorge gestures that they come to our side, and Guillermo points to a clear spot down the block. “We’ll come across there. Can you open that house?”

Five minutes later, they’re in our yard. Guillermo is early twenties, with a dark brow that looks perpetually furrowed in thought. But my brow is perpetually furrowed these days, so his might be the same. His facial hair is more of a well-developed and shaped five o’clock shadow than full beard. There’s not a stray hair anywhere, which makes his apocalyptic grooming abilities extraordinary. The best I can do is tuck my greasy hair behind my ears and slap on a layer of deodorant.

His buddy—a kid with a baseball cap and sleepy looking eyes—glances my way and removes his hat, self-consciously smoothing his bangs until they lay flat on his forehead. He’s no more than twenty, if that, as his sparse goatee attests.

“Hey,” he says, giving me a too-long stare that I think is supposed to be sultry.

Guillermo cuffs the side of the kid’s head. “Carlos, get your helmet on and get back in the game. And take off your shoes before we go inside.”

“You want something?” Jorge asks once we sit in the living room.

“We’ve got water. Thanks.” Guillermo pulls a crinkled plastic bottle from his jacket pocket and takes a sip. “I can’t wait to tell my moms you’re alive. Until we saw you on the roof, we thought there was no one else, except for those other groups.”

“What groups?” Jorge asks.

“There’s one, they’ve been going around smashing houses,” Guillermo says. We tell him about the kids we saw our first night. “That sounds like them. Everyone needs food. Can’t blame them for that, you know? Then there’s a group over in Chinatown. They’re all right. We made a deal with them that they get everything Eighth Avenue and up, we’re from Seventh down. There were a few more—gone now—Lexers got them.”

“Lexers?” Jorge asks.

“That’s what they called the zombies at the National Guard tents. They set up in the park the second day, inside the pool fence. It’s for the LX in Bornavirus LX. Lexers.” He shrugs. “We got tired of saying zombies.”

I’m tired of saying zombies. Zombie this and zombie that all the time gets old. I’m not sure Lexers is any better, but I’m willing to give it a try.

“Is the National Guard still there?” Jorge asks.

“Nah, most of them pulled out, we think for Safe Zones. Took a bunch of people with them. The guys that stayed inside the fence were dead. Lexers got in there.” Guillermo pauses, head dipped in a moment of silence, then looks up with glinting eyes. “But we got their guns. You should see what they had. You need one?”

“We have Maria’s.”

Guillermo raises his eyebrows Maria’s way. She leans back on the couch with an enigmatic curve of her lips, and I try not to laugh. He whistles when we tell him about the escape from the hospital. “It looks like you’re doing good.”

“Yeah, we have food and water for a while,” Jorge says. “Just built an outhouse.”

“No shit?” Guillermo asks.

“Yes shit,” I say. “In the outhouse.”

He laughs, smacking his thigh. “You need anything, you come by the Key Food. My guys are on the roof twenty-four seven. They’ll take you to the houses we’re at. Maybe we should dig an outhouse. Can I see?”

We give him a tour and explain the logistics of the outhouse while Guillermo examines it with shrewd eyes. I offer to loan him the book, which he accepts with thanks. We tell him about our plan to travel the neighborhood using yards and rooftops, and he nods. “That’s what we do when we can. We should make a route between our places. For real. Let’s do it.” He claps his hands like it’s all settled. “I’ve got big plans. We’re gonna be a Safe Zone once we get walls up.”

“It’ll take us a few days to get to you,” Jorge says. “We haven’t cleared out those blocks yet, and we’re going to check out a couple stores on the avenue first.”

“Careful in those stores,” Guillermo says. “Some of them are full of Lexers, and most of them don’t have shit. Okay, we’ve got to get back.” He raises his chin at the outhouse hole. “I’m going to build me one of those. If I don’t see you by the end of the week, I’ll come looking.”

“Don’t worry, we’re coming,” Maria says. “Say hi to your mom.”

Once they’ve left via the opposite side of the yards, with instructions on how to get back in using the key hidden in the front, I ask Maria, “What’d he say about Penny?”

“He saw her at our apartment, with Cassie, but it was before I spoke to them. He said the traffic wasn’t bad until the next day. If there was a roadblock, they would’ve come back here.” She’s been tapping her finger on her lips, but now she smiles in response to mine. “Guillermo’s a good kid.”

“A mensch,” I say.

“What’s that again?”

“Yiddish for a stand-up guy.”

“That’s Guillermo.”

I no longer feel like we’ve been shipwrecked on a deserted island in an ocean of zombies. Of course, Guillermo and company are an island, too, and the waters are rough, but we aren’t alone.

God, I sound like Grace.


Chapter 37

The poop bucket wasn’t spectacular by any means, but the outhouse takes some getting used to. I prefer locking, soundproof doors, so sitting in a bottomless tent listening to branches wave above was disconcerting. Now there are walls, a roof, and a locking door from inside a house, but even more disconcerting is the dark hole in which you can imagine almost anything lurking if you have a mind to. But it works, and it doesn’t smell as bad as I expected. To keep it that way, we sprinkle dead leaves into the hole and burn the toilet paper in a metal can every day—not my favorite job.

We’ve set buckets under every downspout, although the weather has been beautiful and dry. Once we have rainwater, we’re going to take cold baths, but I don’t care about temperature as long as it’s enough water to dump over my head. Right now we get a quart to clean up with every few days. It’s enough to lather up a washcloth, wash your stinkiest parts, and rinse away the soap.

The only useful store we could access from the back was the pharmacy—the cell phone store is as far from useful as one can get. We found feminine hygiene supplies and some medicine Maria deemed useful. Predictably, the strong stuff was gone and my dream of a full night of valium-induced sleep was dashed. Worse still, the candy display was bare.

At night, we eat our allotted sugar wafers while Jorge teaches us to play dominoes, which usually ends in friendly name-calling before we head to bed. Maria and Jorge beat the pants off me and Grace at first, but we won last night.

Guillermo’s presence has given us something to work toward. We use our days to clear the houses en route to Key Food. We open doors—either by force or Grace’s unexpected skill with a credit card on certain locks—and houses are vacated of zombies and tallied for supplies. We’ve found another few weeks of food and the water heaters are plentiful.

I wouldn’t go so far as to say it’s fun, but it’s worthwhile. My job had no worth besides a paycheck, and for all the hours I worked, I was less than proud of what I accomplished. I sold out when I took a job I knew I’d hate, to sell products for companies I loathed. And I continued to sell out in small, yet significant-to-me ways: when I pretended that any of it was worth a shit, when I wore pantyhose, when I used the word dialogue as a verb. Actually, I never used dialogue as a verb. That line in the sand is so deeply drawn even the highest tide can’t wash it away, but I didn’t snicker when someone else did, which is bad enough.

Today we’ll reach Guillermo’s, and I can’t help but be proud we’ve made it this far. There are fewer Lexers close to the park, although more bodies lie in the streets and the houses that didn’t burn are emptied of food. This part of the neighborhood took a beating. Maybe it isn’t such a bad thing to be surrounded by zombies—it appears to have kept people out, even though it’s only a half mile away.

We stand on the roof of the house kitty-corner to Sunset Park—the park for which the neighborhood is named. It’s a steep hill of green that runs three blocks across and two avenues up, surrounded by a tall stone wall. A chain-link fence forms another ring of protection inside the stone. The only open points of entry into the park were stairs, and they’ve been closed off with additional fencing. Sunset Park, one of the highest points in Brooklyn, looks like it’s also one of the safest, as long as the zombies were cleared out. I have no doubt they were.

Key Food is a one-story building on the corner across the avenue from the park. Relocated cars form a barrier around the store and at the crosswalks. The spaces between and beneath are filled in with a jumble of metal and concrete to keep out walking or crawling infected. Two figures sit on the roof of the supermarket in lawn chairs, one of whom gets to his feet and points a big gun our way.

“We came to see Guillermo,” Maria calls. “He told us to come. My name’s Maria.”

The guard nods and speaks to the other guy, who hasn’t left his chair. The lazy guy rises and ambles down a ladder, then heads up the side street to the houses that face the park. He can afford to go slow, since the cars enclose the entire intersection, but I don’t think Guillermo would approve of the lackadaisical attitude.

Three minutes later, Guillermo jogs down from the houses. We leave the roof and cross the street in our usual way—each person assigned a direction to watch, weapons at the ready. Jorge kills the one Lexer in our way with a quick strike, and we scramble over the barrier to the asphalt beside Guillermo. I know we’re safe within the cars, but I still have an urge to run for the nearest house.

“You guys are tight,” Guillermo says, and dips his chin in approval. He introduces us to the two men on the roof, both in their forties. “They’re welcome anytime. You got that?” The men nod and head back to their posts.

Guillermo jumps onto the wall of the park and encourages us up, then points out the next two intersections. They also have car barricades and one is half-filled with a wall of brick.

“We’ll do the other one next, then every intersection around the park. We’ve got to demo some houses for more bricks. Have to work out more mortar, too. If we could get to Home Depot or Lowes we’d be set, but it’s crazy down there. It’ll be a fortress when we’re done.” He looks into the distance, wind ruffling his dark hair. “Until the food runs out, but we’re working on that. My mom had us run down to the live markets a couple weeks ago. We got some goats and chickens.”

“Real live goats and chickens?” I ask. I’ve passed those live markets in the past but haven’t given them a thought. The animals would’ve been dead by the time we left the hospital, but we should’ve thought of it, at least. I picture myself trying to control a crazed goat or flapping chicken and acknowledge they’re probably better off with Guillermo.

“They were almost dead, but they’re fine now. Idiots wanted to eat them right away. Because they can’t think ahead.” He taps his temple. “We have four goats. They can make goat babies, you know what I mean? We got two roosters with the chickens. Why would you cook them up when we could have more chickens? I’m telling you—people.” He shakes his head.

“We were thinking of trying to get seeds in Bay Ridge,” Maria says. “We’ll get some for you, if you want to plant in the park.”

“Hell yeah we want. We can come—just let me know when.”

Maria nods. Guillermo jumps from the wall, leads us around the corner to the limestone three-story homes that face the park, and bounds up the steps of one.

He leads us through rooms similar to our parlor floor: living room, a smaller room, and then the dining room alongside the kitchen, although his has a back door onto a deck. The fences have been razed and the yards are a checkerboard of grass and concrete like ours. Close to twenty people clear debris or hammer on the two outhouses being built at one end. Two chickens peck under a table. The goats are penned in one yard by repurposed fencing, although Guillermo tells us they bring them to the park to graze.

An older woman with long brown hair waves and comes our way. Maria walks down the deck stairs to hug her and then does the same to a teenage girl with the same full lips and light eyes as the woman.

“This is Lupe and her daughter Marissa, Guillermo’s mother and sister,” Maria says once we’ve joined them. She turns to Lupe. “Guillermo’s really taken charge.”

Lupe nods and then says, “He’s a real estate mogul now. Thinks he owns all these houses, don’t you, mijo?” She pinches his cheek, which has reddened slightly, but it’s obvious she’s proud.

“Hey, they came cheap, Ma,” he says.

Lupe gives him an indulgent smile and says to us, “Make yourselves at home. Are you hungry?”

We decline her offer of food and wander the yard. Guillermo points out the barbecue areas, where they’ve set up cooking stations, and brings us to a heavyset man who fusses with a rectangular black and yellow contraption that must be a generator. Guillermo explains who we are, and the man’s already sun-wrinkled face creases in welcome.

“Name’s Gary. USMC, retired.”

“Gary’s getting the generator working,” Guillermo says.

Gary nods and pulls his sweaty t-shirt away from his ample stomach. “Lot of gas in the cars out there. You can cook by throwing a little gas on sand and lighting it up, but you could also blow yourself straight to hell. With this, we could cook on hot plates. Maybe get some lights going.”

I’m immediately jealous. We need a generator. Jorge must agree, because he eyes it as if it’s a pinup girl.

“You’ll figure it out,” Guillermo says, and claps Gary’s shoulder. “I’m keeping my eyes open for another. If we ever get to that Home Depot, we’ll have more generators than we know what to do with.”

We continue the tour. I sometimes think we make an unlikely foursome, but this is a cross-section of Brooklyn. Older people, younger people, a spectrum of ethnicities and types—from an older woman with a headscarf to a young guy with a fauxhawk and skinny jeans. They’re up to thirty-two residents now.

“Did all these people live on this block?” Grace asks.

Guillermo shakes his head. “Most went with the Guard. Sixteen of us are from my apartment building. We stayed there until it died down some and then we moved here together. Didn’t know all of them before, even though I saw them all the time.”

I knew all my neighbors before my father left and we moved around too much for me to get to know anyone. Nowadays, you nod hello and get into your apartment as fast as possible. Or I do.

“You should move here,” Guillermo says. “All of you.”

“Well, Grace and I are going to Brooklyn Heights soon,” I say.

Grace flashes me a grateful look. Maria goes still. She is not happy about this, which is partly why I reminded her. I have a feeling no time is going to be a good time for Maria. And the truth is I don’t know if I want to leave, but we will at some point, so I remind myself of that fact every time we find an unopened box of cereal or can of soup. I try not to think about how I’ll miss Maria and Jorge when we do.

“Think about it,” Guillermo says in the awkward silence and waves his hand at the yard. “Maybe we’ll be a Safe Zone like Stuyvesant Town soon.”

“What do you know about that place?” Jorge asks.

“Not much,” Guillermo says. “But I bet they have walls. You ever been there?” Jorge nods and the rest of us shake our heads.

Guillermo continues, “I have a friend who lives there. Big apartment buildings with their own streets. Playgrounds and stuff. The city had water when we didn’t. You know it’s all gravity-fed? Manhattan might still have it, but have you seen the bridges?” This time we all shake our heads. “Fucked up. I mean, maybe you could get across, but I’m not trying that shit.”

I agree with that statement wholeheartedly. Guillermo introduces us around, and either Guillermo’s lucky, people suck less than I think, or the zombie apocalypse has motivated everyone to get along, because every last person is exceptionally friendly.

Micah, the kid with the dark fauxhawk, is twenty-two and from somewhere out west. He tugs on the legs of his skinny jeans. “Can you believe this? It’s totally crazy.” His voice is slow and languid even as he rocks nervously on the balls of his loafer-clad feet.

“Yeah, it’s pretty crazy all right,” I say, to which he nods emphatically.

“So, are you guys, like, staying?”

“No, we’re just visiting. We’ve got our own place.”

“Cool.”

I move two steps and he follows. I back up and he keeps pace. I don’t think he has the hots for me; he’s a lost puppy. “Do you know anyone here?” I ask. “From before?”

“No. My roommate went to his girlfriend’s. I didn’t want to go, and then it was too late. I’ve only been in Brooklyn for two months. I wish I’d stayed in Oregon.” His brown eyes moisten and he gnaws his lower lip.

I look around for Grace, but she and Maria stand with Lupe and Marissa, having what appears to be a normal conversation. Why Micah decided to seek solace in me, of all people, I have no idea. I pat his head and then realize I’m patting his head as though he is a puppy, but he seems to like it and I don’t know what else to do. “Hey, you don’t know what it’s like out west. It hit there first. You might be safer here.”

“You really think so?” he asks in a small voice.

I give him an extra-good pat and drop my hand. “Definitely. This place is great.” Jorge circles his finger in the air. “We have to go. But hang in there, okay?”

Micah nods and throws his arms around me. I pat his back and look to Guillermo, who watches us with a giant grin. When I’ve extricated myself and we’re out of earshot, Guillermo says, “Sorry ‘bout that. Micah.”

“I didn’t expect a hug, that’s all.”

His laugh is full and loud. Everything about Guillermo is exuberant and enthusiastic in a way that makes you want to be a part of it. “Micah hugs everyone. He’s all right, though.”

Carlos comes up from behind. “He needs to grow a pair.”

Guillermo speaks to Carlos in rapid-fire Spanish, and, by the end of it, Carlos studies his shoes. Guillermo winks at me. “I asked Carlos who pissed his pants first time he killed a Lexer.”

I hold up a hand. “Don’t tell me. Lemme guess. You?”

Guillermo roars with laughter and glances at Carlos, whose cheeks burn with mortification. “That’s right. Me.”


Chapter 38

I haven’t yet gotten around to building the solar oven. Maria and I have conspired to design a dinner menu that requires we boil water, in order to brew coffee for the morning. But, as we run out of pasta and the weather warms, we should use that sunshine to cook food and, one hopes, brew coffee. Even if most edibles are gone from the surrounding houses, the coffee remains. And there are boxes of cake mix in the basement that have just passed their expiration date. So far, Maria has resisted any attempt to make cake on the stove, but she’ll have no excuse with an oven. I want cake so badly I can taste it. Or I can’t taste it, which is the problem.

Armed with my instructional tome, cardboard boxes, duct tape, glue and tinfoil, I sit in the upstairs living room. Jorge comes down the stairs from the third floor, where he was checking the roofs. “You need help?”

“I don’t think so. It looks pretty easy.”

He sits on the couch anyway, watching me fit one box into the other and shove newspaper into the empty space between the sides. “Insulation,” I say, and tape the space closed.

I glue tinfoil into the oven space inside the smaller box. I’m not a big fan of fake flowers and hot glue guns, but survival crafting is fun. I can already smell the coffee brewing.

“Let me do something,” Jorge offers.

I hand him the pieces of cardboard I’ve cut to size, along with the roll of tin foil. “These need to be covered on one side. They’re reflectors.”

He pulls out a sheet of tinfoil. I’m happily gluing when he says, “I was a junkie and an alcoholic.”

I press down a bubble before I look up. Jorge watches me cautiously. “Okay,” I say. “I figured it was something like that.”

Maybe I’m supposed to run screaming from the room, but it seems as if half the world was an addict at one point or another. The Jorge I know is what’s important.

“That’s why I don’t know where my son is,” Jorge says. “I fucked up his life and he never forgave me. He wouldn’t talk to me.”

I nod. His kid is a better man than I am. “How long sober?”

“Ten years. Today.” He pulls a bronze-colored coin from his pocket. I know those Anonymous coins that mark length of sobriety well, although Mom only ever reached 60 days. “Looks like I won’t get my ten-year coin, though.”

“Congratulations. And he still wouldn’t talk to you?”

Jorge shrugs, but his eyes are as shiny as the foil he’s unknowingly crumpled in his fist. “I was a shitty father. Left him and his mother to fend for themselves. I stole and lied. I did whatever I needed to do for my next shot. I couldn’t see past my addiction, but I never stopped loving him, not for one minute.”

My pulse speeds up and I accidentally tear a rip in my foil. If this is an attempt to get me to see things from Mom’s perspective, it won’t work. She doesn’t deserve a perspective. “Maybe that’s true in your case, Jorge. But, honestly, I don’t give a shit if my mother loved me when she locked me out for the weekend when I was nine, or when she sold our food stamps and I had no dinner for a month.”

I clomp to the hall for the picture frame I plan to use, pull out the print and drop it to the floor. What I need is the frame and glass. What I also need is people staying out of my business. I take a few deep breaths and reenter the living room as Jorge tosses his crumpled foil into a wicker basket across the room.

“Two points,” he says with a peacemaking smile. “Hey, I’m sorry. I was telling my story, not your mom’s. Believe me, I’ve seen some parents who couldn’t care less about their kids. I’ve been wanting to talk to you since you said that about her cooking up a shot. I asked Grace, and she said she died an addict. I guess I wanted to check in.” He gives a short laugh. “But I’m not doing a good job of it.”

I remind myself that I’m angry at one person, and that person is not Jorge. He only told me so I’d know he gets it. I’m sure he wants to celebrate his ten years with someone who would understand what an accomplishment it is. It took nerve to tell me about his past, knowing what he knows about me, and I gave him shit in return. Jorge doesn’t deserve that.

“I’m sorry, Jorge.” He lifts his hands as if no apology is necessary, but I find that this one is easy to make. “No, it wasn’t fair of me to jump down your throat. It’s a bit of a sore subject, as you’ve probably gathered. I know you always mean well—I’d be dead if not for you.”

“We all help each other out.”

I think of Kearney; that’s not true in the slightest. “But we all don’t run back into a hospital full of zombies to save people we hardly know.”

“We all don’t get a dialysis machine for someone we hardly know, either,” he says, eyebrows lifted, and I shrug. “You should’ve seen me—down to a hundred-twenty pounds, living on the street—it’s a miracle I’m still alive. When I got clean, I promised myself I would try to do the right thing to make up for all the wrong I did. The rest of my life felt like borrowed time. I didn’t want to waste it.”

“I think you’re more than even. The hospital alone has to be worth a couple past murders.”

Jorge’s shoulders jump with a laugh, but his eyes don’t lose their sheen. “I thought he’d forgive me one day. I could wait him out, even if it took twenty years. But now,” he shakes his head, “not much point.”

Jorge hides his pain, and shame, well. I sink to my knees beside him. It would be futile to say his son might be alive, waiting to forgive him—the chance of that is infinitesimal.

“The point is you. And you don’t know—maybe he would’ve forgiven you eventually.”

“Would you have forgiven your mom?”

“If my mother had gotten ten years, I…” I stop to consider. “I don’t know, really, because I can’t even imagine ten months. But I like to think we would’ve worked things out eventually. She had her mean moments, but she was more of the neglectful type. Did you…” I try to imagine Jorge hitting a wife or son. I can’t, but, as he said, people do whatever they need to for that next shot.

“God, no. I stole and lied, but I never hurt them that way. Neglectful is a good description.”

“And an awesome childhood experience,” I say brightly, and bump his knee when he tries not to smile. “C’mon, if we can’t joke about child neglect, what can we joke about? At least he had his mom, right?”

“Thank God for that. She forgave me, at least. I tried to do right by them when I got clean.”

“But you’ve been doing the right thing for you, not just for him. And what you do matters because you’re still here.”

“I know.” Jorge pats my shoulder. “Here I am, wanting to check in with you, and I made it all about me.”

“That’s all right. I think you needed a meeting.”

“I did. Thanks.”

“We’re not done yet,” I say. “Hang on.”

I find a stray piece of cardboard and go to work with the scissors, foil and glue. When I’m finished, I have a circle of cardboard covered with silver foil, about the same size as his old coin, but a lot less attractive. I scratch a 10 into the foil with the tip of the scissors and ask, “Anyone here have ten years?”

He raises his hand. I pass it to him and then applaud while he turns my artwork over. “I know, it’s pretty hideous,” I say, and it’s only when he meets my eyes that I see his mouth twitches from withheld emotion.

“Thanks, Sylvie.”

I shrug as though I spend all my time creating meaningful gifts, but I’m astonished that I managed to dampen the fire of my knee-jerk reaction. And then, instead of second-guessing every word that came out of my mouth, I let them flow and it didn’t end in tears and recriminations—a first. I go for broke and say, “Any time you need a meeting, I’m here. I can’t promise my sobriety, God willing we can stock up on alcohol in this godforsaken world, but I can talk about it.” I point at his uneven, slightly lumpy coin facsimile. “And, obviously, I’m quite a crafter.”

Jorge laughs his big laugh, places it atop his other coin, and slides both into his pocket. “It’s my favorite so far.”

“Maybe you’ll let me make the eleven year one, too.”

If there’s anything I know, it’s that you can’t force someone into sobriety, but perhaps if he has someone to hold him accountable, he’ll have another reason to keep on. I want him to keep on so badly that my chest tightens. He did what my mom couldn’t: found the strength to love himself. And there’s a lot about Jorge to love.

“Count on it,” he says.

“Some lucky junkie got to the opiates before us, anyway. So you’re shit out of luck in that department.”

Jorge guffaws. “I don’t know how much of it was your mother, but you turned out all right, you know that?”

“Jorge, I’m messed up beyond belief, but it’s nice of you to say.”

“If nothing else, it made you a survivor.”

“Eurytopic,” I say, and answer the question on his face before he can ask. “It was yesterday’s word, means able to survive in a wide range of environments. It’s more like an animal or plant that can tolerate different habitats, but I think it kind of fits us now.”

“It does. Don’t sell yourself short, Sylvie. A lot of kids would be out there following in their mother’s footsteps.”

“My mom could barely walk straight. That’d be much too difficult.”

Jorge chuckles at my levity. I responded with a joke, but his saying that means a lot to someone who’s spent her life branded as far from all right, and I don’t want this moment to end on that note. I hesitate, feeling silly, before I hold out my hands. “So, I feel like we should say the Serenity Prayer or something? If you want.”

Jorge nods. His hands are warm and solid as we recite the familiar request for serenity, courage and wisdom. And, for the first time I can remember, they’re not just words.


Chapter 39

Eric

Where the hell is a motorcycle when you need one? Nowhere, that’s where. I’ve cut east, which will put me at the Outerbridge Crossing, a bridge connecting Jersey and Staten Island, early tomorrow—if I can find a motorcycle, and all the motorcycle-less garages I’ve encountered aren’t making me optimistic on that score. If I can’t find one, it’ll be two days on a bicycle. There’s no way I’m walking with all these bodies. No matter where I go, there’s a zombie. I always knew the suburbs of Jersey would kill me, though I’d thought it would be the crushing monotony that did it.

A neighborhood of large houses (and overpriced, according to the asking price of one For Sale sign) looks promising. I park in the middle of the block to start my search. I’d say maybe two out of every eight garage doors have windows, and a few have a window on the side wall, but the majority have neither. It would be time-consuming to break into every house to see what’s in the garage if someone hadn’t already done it for me.

I traipse through the shattered doors of houses that have been cleared of food. A few have bodies. Dead, unmoving bodies. It makes for a nice change. Finally, in lucky house number thirteen, I come upon an old Triumph. It’s a beauty; I know enough about motorcycles to know that much. The chrome gleams—it’s either been restored or babied.

I always harbored a fantasy of being a motorcycle kind of guy, but my mother forbade it, as I suppose any sane mother would. All through college I insisted I should have one. She said as long as she paid my tuition, I would drive my shitty car for which she also paid the insurance. Flawless logic. And, as it turns out, by the time I left college and supported myself before grad school, I was more of a modify-my-diesel-pickup-to-ride-on-vegetable-oil kind of guy. It’s cool.

And so is this bike. I find the key on the keyring of the dead guy in the living room and lift the garage door. My gear is ready to throw on my back, but I want to make sure it starts first. Now comes the part I’m glad no one is around to see. Drew, a friend in college, had an old Triumph and spent many an hour fussing with that thing to get it started. I can barely remember the sequence, and coming at this as someone who rode his friend’s bike only a few times, I’m bound to get it wrong.

I take a minute to stare at the bike and envision the steps. There’s the fuel line and the carburetor and the choke and the kickstart and the hope the battery isn’t dead. I run through them all, one by one, and then I give the kickstart lever what Drew called a mighty prod. I try it again and again. Nothing.

I circle the bike. I might have missed something. It takes me a full minute to figure out what it was. “You are a moron,” I say, and turn the key in the ignition.

In my defense, I did put the key in, but Drew always waited until just before the final kick to turn it. Which is what I was planning to do, until I forgot. A couple kicks later, she roars to life. By the time I’ve reached the Jeep, I’ve gotten the hang of it again. I throw on my pack and sunglasses, although I won’t need the sunglasses for much longer. It’s time to find a place to sleep before the sun goes down.

“Sorry, Mom,” I murmur under the engine, and ride my new bike north.

***

When I said rivers were a pain in the ass, I wasn’t on a motorcycle. The small bridges are packed with vehicles this far north, but it’s an easy weave through traffic. Avoiding zombies is a bit more difficult. I almost skid out twice but manage to hold my shit together, which pleases me to no end. I don’t think my mother would be as thrilled.

Near the Outerbridge, I slow to peer down streets of close-set houses on tiny lots, looking for an empty street and the perfect house. I find an unassuming brick and vinyl-sided one, pull through the unlocked gate and shut off the bike in the backyard. It’s great to travel fast, but I can’t hear a thing over its rumble.

A distant groan sounds from the next street. Another from down the block. I wait for the dragging footsteps, the closing in. When they don’t come, I step onto the back deck and chance the sound of breaking the door glass. No one is home and the tap is dry. I find the water heater in a closet, where I fill my bottles from the drain at the bottom. I’m hungry. Starving. I forgot to eat most of today and I’m not sure if I ate last night. I recall opening a freeze-dried meal with Rachel, but I can’t remember after that. It will have to remain a mystery because I’m not thinking about Rachel.

I haven’t seen the Outerbridge yet, but I’m sure I’ll need a good reserve of energy to cross it—if it’s crossable. That means food and sleep. I set up my backpacking stove on the granite counter near an open window, and the freeze-dried chili mac goes down easy, although it isn’t the steak and fries I’d like. I scrape the final bite from the bag, brush my teeth and settle on the leather couch with a blanket from the bedroom.

I stare into the fading light and say what one could call prayers—that Cassie is okay, that I make it to Brooklyn in one piece, and that this ends soon. They’re all selfish petitions to whatever is up there, I realize, which might work against me. It would be to everyone’s benefit if the zombies dropped dead tomorrow but, as an added bonus, I throw in the old standby: world peace. The universe has to have a sense of humor—it threw zombies at us.

I miss Rachel. I miss people. The world outside feels huge, and not in a good way, as it does on a mountain or in the woods or an expanse of desert. This world is a giant void waiting to swallow me up, with no one left to hear me scream. Fear claws its way up my throat before I tell myself to chill the fuck out. I acknowledge the fear because it’s real, and because fear is sneaky like that: if you don’t let it be heard, it finds a new way in. But I won’t let it control me.


Chapter 40

I must have been insane for thinking this was doable. This is Crazy with a capital C. There are zombies everywhere. There’s no time to get my water bottle from my pack. I drank a good bit this morning before I left, but my mouth is dry and all these zombies aren’t helping that situation any.

Route 440 sits below the streets, and it’s from my vantage point on the only zombie-free overpass crossing the highway that I get a drink of water and full confirmation of the Crazy. Traffic is stopped in both directions. Cars sit at angles on the shoulders and grass where they tried to skirt around. I assume many passengers fled up the exit ramps, whether turned zombie or not, but plenty of the zombie kind are still there. I turn off the motorcycle and the silence fills with the roar of hisses and moans from upturned heads. They’ll call everything my way as sure as the engine will.

At some point the road rises to become the bridge, and I’ll have to find the very last entrance rather than commit suicide by sharing the road with this number of zombies. First, though, I want to see the condition of the Outerbridge. If it looks impossible, I’ll head for the Goethals Bridge.

I take the streets to the river, which has the slightly foreboding name of Arthur Kill, and stand under the highway that rises up on concrete supports until it curves into the bridge. A gated industrial area houses giant cylindrical storage tanks and a road that leads to the water. I use the Triumph’s seat to scale the fence and walk down the road. It doesn’t look good as I close in, and, when I finally get a full view, I come to a halt.

There is no bridge. The middle is gone, obliterated. All that stands are two pillars of concrete that once supported the road and the steel trusses above it. That steel is now intricately twisted metal that hangs to the water. I’m going to have to try the Goethals or find a boat.

But, as I stare, a route begins to emerge. I drop my pack to the ground and pull my small monocular from its pouch. If I can get to the end of the roadway, assuming it doesn’t collapse under me, I can make it down the metal. There’s a lot of floating debris, including something wide and metallic—an overturned boat or submerged car, maybe—that could support a brief walk to the next section of hanging trusses, where I’ll climb up the Staten Island side. If it doesn’t crush me, at worst it’ll mean a swim in the polluted Arthur Kill. What’s a little industrial waste compared to zombies? I don’t see the point in worrying about the radioactive waste that might have leached out of nuclear power plants and fuel rod storage areas. If it’s in there, it’s in the air, and I’m already a dead man.

There are a thousand things that could go wrong, a hundred ways to hurt myself. I’d give anything for a boat to cruise around Staten Island and dock in Brooklyn only blocks away from the apartment in Sunset Park. If I could make a single call, it would be to Cassie. Where are you, Cass? Tell me where to go.

I jump the fence at the water and walk down to the shore, just to be certain there’s not a boat handy. Long brown grass stretches up to dark water. Shipyards stand empty. A few bodies are partially submerged—something else I’ll have to look out for.

The longing for human contact sits heavy in my chest. If I can’t find my sister, I hope I can find someone. The Jeep radio was all static, but people have to be out there, banding together. I know they are.

***

The traffic doesn’t reach the bridge. In fact, the road from the final entrance ramp onward is clear but for the occasional zombie. After it blew, you didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to know not to head toward the smoking metal drop-off, and, since the drop-off is my destination, I might just be an imbecile.

I stop the bike fifty feet from the crumbling edge and give it a pat before I walk away. A few zombies follow in the distance, but if I wait to kill them, then the ones just behind, and the ones behind them, I’ll spend the rest of my life fending off a never-ending stream of New Jersey zombies.

I stay to the side of the road, a hand on the steel trusses, and work my way to the metal and chunks of concrete where there used to be bridge. It’s about 100 feet down, give or take. The cascade of broken trusses will work like a ladder, except I have no idea how much weight it’ll hold before it shifts and crashes down on my head.

I stomp on the bent metal that stretches down to the water. It seems solid. A man wearing only bloody khakis is a hundred feet away. Time to go. I lower myself onto the metal and follow the line of a single truss to be sure I don’t step on a loose piece in the web work of bent steel. Fifty feet down, I hear a grunt from above and look up just in time for a piece of concrete kicked by the zombie to hit my forehead. I don’t come close to letting go, but I let myself hang until the momentary stunned feeling passes. The sharp pain is followed by stinging and the dull pound of a burgeoning headache.

Right over my eye, too. It hurts, but it could’ve hit my eye, and, if the concrete hurt, imagine what his whole body could do. I climb out to the side, where I don’t trust the metal as much, because I trust the zombie even less.

And with good reason: when I’m twenty feet lower, the khaki-clad zombie crashes into the metal and bounces off on his way down. He hits the water with a small splash and is held up by the debris. My debris. My path to the other side of the bridge. I might have to stop to kill him before I pass, in case he decides to take grip of my ankle. Asshole. But now I know the debris will hold weight, as I hoped.

Pebbles of concrete tinkle on the steel to my right. Grunts come from the roadway. I won’t look up again. There’s nothing I can do about it, and I’d rather concentrate on getting myself down. Twenty feet to go. The groan of steel mixes with the zombies above. I get a nice lungful of the dust that sifts down from their feet and cough. It’s answered by a few very dramatic moans.

The water laps just below my feet. Shirtless Zombie lies on the first debris island in the chain that spans the twenty feet to the other side of the bridge. He’s alive—or undead or whatever—but his now-broken arms are about as threatening as flailing noodles. Even zombies need bones.

The ones up top, now numbering five that I can see, are dangerously close to the edge. I step sideways along a wide bar of steel. One jump and I’ll be with Shirtless. I choose a likely spot—concrete and metal—and aim for the metal, which appears to be attached to the bridge still.

I’m going to have to hope that the weight of my pack doesn’t hurt my joints. It’s a six foot drop, even with my own six-foot-one frame dangling. I let go and bend my knees as I land. There’s no soft spot and nowhere to roll, but I’ve placed it perfectly. The metal gives a little and cold water rushes over the top of one boot before it springs back to just below water level. Shirtless turns for me, inches away, but I eye my next step: the top of what I can now tell is a car roof, submerged an inch or two below the surface four feet away.

I push off and land in a skid, but regain my footing as the surface dips once, twice, and then levels out. Next up: six feet to where concrete, rebar, flotsam and jetsam have collected against the other end of the bridge. A standing long jump. Even with my pack, I think I have it. I squat and swing my arms back just as something crashes from behind. A body, and then another. The wake they kick up sends the car into a slow, sustained tilt that sends me ass over teakettle into the stinking water of Arthur Kill.

My arms are out to catch the car before my head goes under, but my backward slide means I miss. I’m going in. Mouth closed tight, I spread my arms to the side and bring them down as I hit in an effort to keep my head above water. My boots, my pack, will weigh me down, but I need them both. Only absolute certainty of drowning will make me relinquish either.

The water is cold but bearable. I kick to make progress and my upper shin bone slams into something below the surface hard enough to make me gasp. Water fills my mouth. Something tugs on my pants. It could be anything, it could be my imagination, but I swear there’s a pull. Something wants me down there.

I kick back instead of forward. My pack hits my original jumping-off spot. A teenage boy hangs off the debris, face half immersed and one black-rimmed eye above water level. His free arm swings my way with filthy nails that will kill me as sure as his teeth if he breaks the skin. The woman who’s landed on Shirtless crawls forward, hair dripping. I push off through the water and pull myself onto the car roof. If the others drop when I stand and there’s another wave like before, I’ll end up where I started. I may as well swim it the rest of the way. I’m already soaked.

I push off the car and glide to the remains of the opposite side of the bridge. Once I’ve dragged myself onto the metal, I climb two feet above the water, then seven, then twelve. My pack feels like it’s almost tripled in weight, but it lightens as the water drains. The sun above is blinding, so I’m unable to gauge the welcome I’ll have at the summit. Seven zombies have joined Shirtless down below, however, and I’m lucky to have escaped unscathed. Again.

I scramble to the road and jump to my feet only to be greeted by empty asphalt, then stay close to the rail until I’m sure the road will hold beneath my feet. One zombie farther down is easily dispatched with my knife. The sun is warm but the wind wicks my body heat away. I’m not in danger of hypothermia, although I could be if I’m not dry before night sets in. I used my single dry sack and what was left of the gallon Ziploc bags from last night’s house to repack the most important things—ammo, Rachel’s gun, flashlight, phone, socks—but I have a feeling the garbage bag with which I lined my backpack hasn’t done much against total immersion. It wouldn’t be this heavy otherwise.

The road is four empty lanes separated by concrete dividers. A school bus glints in the distance, a roadblock. I’d bet behind that school bus are a whole lot of zombies, so I plan to get off the highway when it drops closer to sidewalk height. I’m in the clear for now, and I’m in Staten Island.

I’m in Staten Island. It’s not unexpected, seeing as how it was the whole purpose of that exercise, but it still hits me with a jolt. I’m so concerned with zombies and wet socks creating blisters that I haven’t congratulated myself on being one borough closer to my goal. One more bridge and I’m home.

I sit on the divider to take stock of my bag. Sure enough, the garbage bag holds pounds of water and water-soaked clothing. I stick the bag in a pocket, then wring out my clothes and toss them back in. My Ziplocked gear is dry, however, and I change my socks and chew on some trail mix. This is as peaceful as it’s going to get for a while. I should take care of business.

As the road slopes lower, I jump onto the roof of a conveniently parked backhoe, then backtrack in the shade of the highway to the first side street under the bridge. I’m curious as to what’s behind that roadblock, but I fear I’ve used up all my luck for today.


Chapter 41

I have a bicycle. It’s not the great beauty the Triumph was, but the quieter ride has worked in my favor so far. I’ve almost covered the twelve miles to the other end of Staten Island in the course of a full workday, which is kind of depressing when you think about it. Of course, my full workday required crossing a broken bridge, killing sixteen zombies (I kept count), finding the bike and dry clothes (harder than one would think), and pedaling more like twenty-five miles with all the crisscrossing I had to do. I stuck to the boundaries of the island as much as possible, both to look for a boat and with the hope there would be fewer lurkers, and came across a gated community of homes that had to cost well over the million dollar mark. The gates were reinforced and the streets were quiet, but I’m sure I heard a generator buzzing away. I almost stopped just to hear another person’s voice. At various times I could’ve sworn there were eyes on me. People are hiding—they have to be, but I still can’t shake the empty feeling from last night. It’s ironic that I spend half my life in search of peace and quiet and now a jackhammer would be music to my ears.

I harbored a fantasy in which I reached Brooklyn by late afternoon, but I’ll have to find a place to sleep for the night and tackle the Verrazano tomorrow. At times, I can see the tall towers of the bridge well enough to see they’re upright and the main cables are intact. Whether or not that’s true of the whole bridge is what I need to know before tomorrow morning, and I know the place to get a perfect view: Fort Wadsworth.

When my friend Paul got married at the ripe old age of nineteen (because that’s what a good Irish kid from Bay Ridge does when he knocks up his girlfriend) we took the wedding party photos in the park that houses the old fort. Sadly, the pregnancy didn’t last, but the marriage did, and then Leo came along a few years later. The fort was built sometime in the early 1800s, which is all I remember of its history, but I could never forget the view. The Verrazano arches into the sky from inside the park to cross the water of The Narrows before it dips to land in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn—Paul’s neighborhood, and only a few miles from the apartment.

I can spend the night high on the fort. I traded my expensive yet sopping sleeping bag for the Coleman Kmart special in a musty basement. It promises comfort to thirty degrees, which I don’t buy, but it should only dip into the forties tonight. No matter what, I’ll sleep like a baby if I know I’m out of zombie reach.

The streets have been house after house, store after store, and zombie after zombie so far. I almost needed my spare wet underwear when I accidentally turned into a strip mall and half of Staten Island stumbled toward me in the lot. But I’ve made my way back to the edge of the island, where the beach and houses have turned to a stretch of road surrounded by budding trees and packed with cars that were heading away from the Verrazano before they stopped heading anywhere. It was the right idea—getting to Jersey meant the freedom to travel to any destination—except that the bridge they wanted to cross is the mess of tangled metal I climbed this morning.

I stick to the sidewalk, although I have to swerve around the cars that tried to use it as road. It got out of hand at some point, as demonstrated by the multiple collisions and the way the cars’ positioning changed from straight lines to a jumble of angles. Clothes and food packaging blow in the near-constant breeze off the water. A stuffed pink dog with floppy ears and jeweled collar lies forlornly by one open door.

The road is unoccupied but for the occasional wandering body and the frequent eaten ones. It’s difficult not to imagine the scene when it’s basically spelled out for me, but I do my best to keep my eyes on the tower of the Verrazano above the trees a couple of miles away.

In all my various apocalyptic imaginings, I never truly thought zombies would bring down the world. An EMP, a war, or even a virus of some sort, but never this. And, in all my apocalyptic imaginings, I was fairly capable. I can start a fire with next to nothing, grow food, hunt, and know my way around a gun. I’m no Navy SEAL, though I have a halfway decent skill set for this kind of shit. But I was going to be in the woods, with people, and only have other people to worry about. Zombies have changed the game. In the course of the past week, I’ve learned they’re dumb and even predictable. When you can see them. But they lurk everywhere. They don’t die. They don’t want your supplies; they want you, and they won’t stop unless you stop them first.

And with billions of zombies in the world—the largest army ever assembled—I have to assess my chances honestly. That at some point I’ll slip up is almost a guarantee. A small mistake will turn deadly fast. Something as trivial as a barely twisted ankle could take me out of the running, literally. Food poisoning, a dull knife, an accidental noise—the possibilities are endless. I have to use my head. Cassie likes to say I’m annoyingly competent, which I play up for her amusement, but the fact is that I don’t do stupid shit. Well, I seldom do stupid shit, but that’s because I give things a lot of thought. I read, I plan, I learn. And I’m lucky. Sometimes I think I was born under a lucky star. It’s not a bad thing, but I can’t ever forget that lest I get too confident.

A hand comes from under a pickup a few feet ahead. It’s followed by a shoulder and then a long skeletal face with yellow teeth. Crawling zombie at twelve o’clock. I skid to a stop. That would have been bumpy, at best. The universe might be saying, That’s right, Eric, don’t get too comfortable.

I back up and roll among cars in the street. An SUV’s windows are cloudy with smeared innards, but not cloudy enough to stop whatever’s inside from beating on the glass at my passing. The road curves ahead and houses come into view, along with zombies who watch my approach with interest. I veer across lanes, through a gap in the guardrail and hop the curb into a parking lot that was commandeered as an emergency road, resulting in the same gridlock.

The lot is almost as bad. I scan the maze of cars and zombies ahead. All it’ll take is one to catch me as I fly past. I ride toward the beach in order to lead away a group that’s coming my way. There’s a boardwalk, which could be useful if zombies hadn’t availed themselves of the ramp to stroll the wood planks. I come to a halt at its base.

As much as I’d like to haul ass out of here, I have to wait until the ones both behind and ahead close in, until the ones on the boardwalk start down the ramp, and then cut toward the street. They tighten in formation as they stagger through the cars, and I try to bide my time without shitting my pants.

A path opens to my right. I wait a few seconds longer so the ones who have moved out of my route won’t have time to move back, grab my handlebars and take off. A woman’s putrefied fingers just miss my sleeve on the way through, but I hit the street and veer right, leaving them in the dust. That was too close. I wipe my palms on my shirt one at a time and contemplate stopping to retrieve the water bottle in my pack. I’m not thirsty enough to die. Not yet, anyway.

Maybe the universe is really saying, Your luck has run out, friend.


Chapter 42

But I’m still lucky enough to hit the barbed wire-topped fence that surrounds Fort Wadsworth without being eaten. A few zombies linger outside, and I’ve learned enough about my multi-tool in the past days to know its limitations. No matter what they say, it’s not cut out for barbed wire; I’ll spend the entire time the zombies advance struggling to either climb over or slice it. I have a sturdy pair of fence pliers on my post-apocalyptic shopping list, but I haven’t come across them yet.

My bike has to come with me—I might need it tomorrow for the approach to the bridge. There are a couple of gates into the park, but I don’t know where they are. If someone’s in the park, the gates might be guarded, and I’m not looking for permission to enter.

I move fast enough to outrun the zombies but slow enough to watch for an inconsistency in the fence. As it turns out, I hardly need to look. The fence surrounding the park ends at another, higher fence that cordons off a separate building’s lot, and the second fence is not only free of barbed wire, but it’s also built into a slope with a wood retaining wall at its base. It’s practically begging me to go over. I step onto the wall, hook a boot in the links, lift my bike one-handed and drop it to the grass.

The noises from behind grow louder, more urgent, as they close in. I can tell how close they are by the speed and intensity of their hisses, like a game show where the music speeds up as the allotted time runs out. I scramble over the top. They reach the fence and rattle the metal. It’s loud in the quiet, which makes me hope it’s a common noise around these parts and I haven’t given myself away.

The grass still has brown patches, but spring has indeed sprung. I bike on the path through the trees instead of on the road. As long as I follow in the general direction of the Verrazano, I’ll end up at the fort and be afforded a good view. Which, of course, might afford whoever’s here a good view of me.

And I think someone is here. It feels recent. It’s alarming how quickly the world has taken on a dead feel, but there’s a pulse this side of the fence. I trust my instincts. They don’t yell run, not yet, but they do say beware. On my right and through the trees and brush, which I wish were leafier to provide better cover, is a grouping of buildings that look burnt. I steer clear and get on the now-hidden bike path. Old stone walls—what’s left of the batteries of the fort—sit among the vines, surrounded by trees.

The bike path ends at a wider path and open expanse. I stop to listen. Wind in the branches, that’s all, but the pulse has sped up. I stay in the tree line and circumvent an empty parking lot until a break in the trees provides me with the information I need. The bridge curves across the water, tall and graceful as ever, with one significant change—a long stretch of roadbed in the middle of the span is gone, and sunlight streams through where there was once upper and lower roadway. A car couldn’t cross it, and neither could a zombie, but it’s possible someone on foot could travel along the cables or sides that look intact. I suppress my whoop of joy. I didn’t realize what a weight the unknown was until the warm sunlight on my shoulders is a comfort rather than a sweaty punishment. I can’t see the Brooklyn or Manhattan skyline from here, but it doesn’t matter. I’m going. Unless Brooklyn’s burned completely to the ground, it’s my next stop.

Just before I throw my leg over the bike, something gives me pause. A tickle, a niggling feeling that I’m not alone. There’s no clear sign, but it’s there nonetheless. Run. But I don’t. This isn’t a zombie, and running won’t help. The pulse pounds in my ears. It’s stealthy and watching from the trees behind me and in the stand of trees to my left.

I lean my bike against a tree trunk, bend to poke at my bootlace and slip my pistol from my holster. I thoroughly dried, reloaded it and wasted one bullet to be sure it works, but I don’t want to have to use it, especially on a human. I do my best to give off an oblivious to my surroundings vibe and hope they can’t see how my hand shakes. Maybe I look relaxed, but my brain jumps from thought to thought, all the while expecting a bullet in the back.

I catch movement to my left. A man, crouched and watching. Between him and the ones behind, I’m outnumbered. If I can move his way and purposely put a tree between me and the ones at my back, I might get a chance to speak before they blow me away. And they must be entertaining the idea or else they would’ve said hello or freeze or something.

I rise and take my handlebars, blocking the gun in my right hand with my body, then wheel my bike left along the road toward the fort, just past the man. Once there’s a tree between us, I drop my bike and rush into the foliage. A moment later, my gun is pointed at the back of his blond head.

“I have a gun on you,” I say. It comes out scratchy and rough, a voice mostly unused for days. “I don’t want any trouble. I just want to get to the bridge.”

He doesn’t answer and he doesn’t move. Ever since I was a kid, Dad drilled the rules into my head: Never point a gun at something you don’t mean to shoot. Treat every gun as if it’s loaded. Never, ever point it at another human, even as a joke, even if it’s unloaded and you’ve checked it 100 times. It’s nearly an effort of will to aim at the high and tight haircut. But I will shoot him. If he means to kill me, I’ll kill him.

Feet stamp on the path. Silhouettes of two men moving fast. I keep my eyes on Blondie.

“We got you, Blake,” one says. They’re behind me. If I shoot, then they shoot. No one wins. Well, I guess they do, but Blake and I lose. “Drop the gun.”

“I only want to cross the bridge,” I say. “My sister is in Brooklyn.”

“Then you should drop your weapon.” The voice is forceful but quiet.

I’m out of options, although I’m not going to drop anything. This gun is mine. I tuck it into my holster, then raise my hands. They’ve stopped shaking—on the outside, at any rate.

“Turn around.”

I do. Two guys stand with their weapons drawn. One is Asian and almost as broad as his five foot nine, the other white and a couple inches shorter with buzzed dark hair. They wear a uniform of blue pants and shirts under black tactical vests emblazoned with POLICE. The embroidered white lettering on their shirts is covered except for the word GUARD, and both uniforms are in serious need of a wash.

U.S. Coast Guard, I’m guessing. Their expressions are as identical as their uniforms—brows lowered, mouths tight—but they don’t look infuriated enough to kill me. Aggravated, maybe. Definitely suspicious. But I can’t fault them for that.

Twigs snap behind me until Blake is at my back. “Move out,” he says.

I step to the paved path and await my next instructions. Blake comes close, his thin lips tight and light blue eyes icy. “I’m taking your weapon. Do you have another?”

I look him in the eyes as he pulls my pistol from my holster. “A .22 in my bag, along with a Swiss Army knife and another hunting knife. Knife on my belt. Multi-tool in right jacket pocket. Knife on inside of left boot.”

Blake raises his blond eyebrows, and I could swear the corner of his mouth flickers. I could’ve tried to leave out the boot knife, which has a thin but deadly tip, but he would’ve found it and all trust would’ve been blown. Besides, my brandishing a knife would only result in a dead guy—me—holding a knife and riddled with bullets. These guys have uniforms, as though they still trust in civilized society, and, while they’re screwing up my day, I don’t think they have plans to kill me unless necessary.

Once he’s stripped me of my pack and everything remotely weapon-like, Blake steps back. The Asian guy has spoken into his radio, although I couldn’t hear what he said. The three of them stand, waiting for something.

“Sorry about that, man,” I say to Blake. “I wasn’t going to shoot you. Unless you shot at me, of course.” My attempt at humor lands on deaf ears. If there was a flicker of a smile of before, there’s none now. “Can I lower my hands?”

The short, dark-haired one nods. All three are in good shape. Well-trained in the way they keep their eyes on me while they also watch the surrounding area. We can’t be in danger of zombies or else we’d be on the move. They gesture me back twenty feet, where the trees on my left end and I get a view of a large field. In the middle, the triangular concrete anchorage of the bridge slopes up from the ground to meet the roadway, with the main cables disappearing somewhere into its cavernous space. The angle of the slope is such that I could’ve easily walked up, met the road, and been on my way. I was so close, and I try not to despair at how far from crossing the bridge I am now.

A clopping sound like horse hooves starts distant and moves closer. I think it must be my imagination until a horse and rider appear on the path. As it nears, the rider comes into focus—mid-sixties, with a white mustache and white hair that waves in the breeze. He looks the part of a sea captain, and the grooves on his brow deepen when he hops from his horse and hands the reins to the dark-haired guy.

After a short conversation with the Asian guy, he steps in front of me, hands behind his back and head tilted. He wears civilian clothes, but there’s no mistaking his authority. “You pulled a gun on my men?”

“They were hiding in the trees behind me.” I make sure not to sound pleading. He nods as if it’s as good a reason as any, then waits for more. “My name’s Eric Forrest. My sister’s in Brooklyn. I have to cross the bridge to get to her, but I wanted to see it first to make sure I could. I didn’t know anyone was in here.”

His eyes shift from my face to my bike to the bridge, then back. “You can’t ride across the bridge.”

“No, sir. But I can ride as far as the break in the road and walk, I think.”

“Where’re you coming from?”

“Pennsylvania. I went down to Philly for family and then came up here.”

“Did you find your family in Philly?” he asks. I shake my head. I lost family. “How’d you get on the island?”

“The Outerbridge.” His white brows rise, and I add, “It’s blown to shit and I had to take a swim, but I got across.”

He nods and waves his hand at the three men behind him. “Give Mr. Forrest his weapons.”

I’m sure I’ve heard him wrong. “You’re letting me go?”

Blake hands me my gun. I stow it in my holster before he can change his mind and take my knives and multi-tool. They’ve left the others in my bag, which I sling on my back.

“I’ll do you one better. You’ll stay the night here and we’ll get you onto the bridge in the morning.” He holds out a hand, and I shake it after I’ve moved my knives to my left hand. “Name’s Jerry Strand. I’m Chief of Police. You can call me Jerry.”

Between the horse, the Coast Guard and now his being the Chief of Police, I’m confused, which is probably obvious. “Horse is the Park Police’s. Behind me are Petty Officer 1st Class Blake Rush, whom you threatened to shoot,” he points to the Asian guy, “Assistant Chief of Police Ren Homma, and, next to him, Petty Officer 2nd Class Warren Johnson. We’re the Coast Guard Police at Fort Wadsworth.”

He takes the reins and raises his chin at the opposite end of the field. “Let’s head back. It’s safe out here for the most part, but there’s always one of those bastards somewhere.”

We cross the grass toward the bridge anchorage. The guys don’t look displeased at the turn of events, but they also aren’t clapping me on the back. I’d pictured more of a family reunion-type atmosphere when I ran into my first people in a week. I think of a million things to say, but I inspect the park instead.

When we reach the anchorage, I glance up at the underside of the bridge. It’s high even here, and this is just the beginning. We continue up a rise and pass a patch of asphalt that contains shipping containers. It’s surrounded by fence posts that are missing their fencing.

“How’d you get through the fence?” Jerry asks me. “Do we need to repair it?”

“You’ve got a spot where two fences meet, and the taller one doesn’t have barbed wire.” I explain the area, and he eyes his three officers. I’m not making any friends here.

“Where’d you get the guns?”

“They’re mine,” I say. “Not that it matters now, but they’re registered and I have a concealed carry permit in Pennsylvania.”

“You one of those militia guys?” Ren asks. “Maybe we should check you for a swastika tattoo.” He stops to assess me with cold, dark eyes and a slight curve to his lips that suggests he’s enjoying this line of attack.

I stop walking, but I won’t rise to the bait. “Nope,” I say with a shrug.

Blake and Warren stand on either side of Ren, bookends in blond and brown. Jerry and the horse plod on. I don’t look to him for help. Obviously, we four have to have it out in some sort of agonistic behavior ritual, like dogs fighting to be Alpha. I lower my bike to the ground and straighten up.

“That permit isn’t recognized in the state of New York,” Ren says. He puts out a gloved hand, palm open. “I’m going to have to confiscate your weapons.”

The other two rest hands on the guns at their hips. Mine curl into fists. I wouldn’t mind Jerry’s intervention now, but he’s busy murmuring to the horse and putting distance between us.

“Good luck with that,” I say. After the past days, I’m ready to beat the living shit out of someone, and here I’ve found someone who deserves an ass-beating.

“Failure to obey a police order could put you in jail,” Ren says. “I don’t think you want to be in a cell right now. Hand it over.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I use all my might to not pull my gun, although my hand spasms with the urge.

“Yeah,” he says. And, slowly, the straight line of his mouth curves upward. “I’m just fucking with you, man.”

I’m so furious that it takes a moment to absorb his words. Blake and Warren clap Ren’s shoulder while they all have a terrific laugh at the new guy.

“Sorry,” Ren says, hands raised and still smiling. “Couldn’t resist. You seem cool, just needed payback for pulling that gun on my brother here.”

“You and your brothers need a lesson in stalking if you don’t want a gun on you. I could hear you a mile away.” I let out my breath through a clenched jaw and relax when they all hoot as though there was never any animosity.

Blake steps forward and shakes my hand. “No hard feelings. It’s good to see another living soul. How was Philly? I’ve got a second cousin there.”

“It’s empty,” I say. He nods at the ground as if I’ve confirmed his expectations.

Ren and Warren shake my hand. Jerry turns and calls, “You done kissing and making up? We’ve got a shit-ton of work to do.”

“Yes, Chief,” they call.

Warren insists on wheeling my bike while I walk in the center of the three, who pepper me with questions. I answer as best I can, hating to be the bearer of fucked-up news, but they take it in stride.

“All right,” Jerry says, “let the man have a private thought. Galley’s open soon, so how ‘bout you clean up and then meet us there?”

“You have water?”

“So far, so may as well enjoy it. It’s cold as a witch’s tit, though.”

A man and woman stand at the intersection of two park streets up ahead, obviously keeping watch. Nothing lurks outside the block-long brick building behind them except someone having a smoke. I seriously consider bumming one, like I used to bum one of Cassie’s after a beer or two, but I imagine no one wants to part with their precious nicotine at this point. We cut left and head for a rectangular grouping of brick buildings, and now I see where that missing fence went—it’s in the process of being erected around this area.

Jerry hands off the reins to a man with another group of soldiers—Coast Guard, Park Police or who the hell knows who—and points at where a mishmash of fencing is going up down the way. “Not pretty to look at, but it’ll be fence number two. We’re going to make this whole area a fort, even if we have to dismantle the fort and bring it up here to make it happen.”

“Why don’t you leave? Don’t you have boats?”

“You’d think,” Ren says, voice inflected with anger or sarcasm or both.

Jerry sighs. “After they blew the bridges, every boat and raft in New York was on the water, trying to get across to Jersey. Who do you think went out to try to keep order?”

“You guys,” I say, even though it’s unnecessary.

Jerry’s face is stone, but his eyes spark. He stops at the entrance to the rectangle of buildings. “They bombed the water to keep them from reaching shore. Between the explosions and the rough water and the collisions, they didn’t make it back.” He holds up one finger. “One boat. That’s all we have.”

“Jesus,” I breathe. Bombing the unoccupied bridges was one thing, but taking out civilians in boats was mass murder. They didn’t show that on the news.

“I’ll serve my country until the day I die,” Jerry says, “but I won’t serve a government that kills its own citizens. We’ve taken in everyone who comes here, and we won’t stop doing that. But if the president or a senator shows up, they can take their chances on the streets.”

“Who’d they think was on the boats, anyway? Zombies?” Ren asks me with a growl, although it’s not a question. “It was already too late. Jersey was full of Lexers.”

“Of what?” I ask.

“That’s what we call them. For Bornavirus LX. The Army guys started it. It stuck.”

“Anyway,” Jerry says, “we don’t talk much about it inside. Some of the spouses are here with their families, and they have enough to deal with without reliving it again.”

I nod as we walk into a small lobby. Offices have been converted to bedrooms with blankets on the floors. The people who sit on the blankets—children and parents and old folks—look up almost disinterestedly as we pass. They remind me of war refugees with their vacant stares and ill-fitting clothing. Ren tells me that they arrived when there was nowhere left to go.

“I saw some buildings when I came in,” I say. “Does anyone live there?”

“That’s Coast Guard housing, where I lived with my wife and daughter,” Ren says, “but it burned, so now we live in the offices.” His eyes shift to the end of the long hall.

“Go on,” Jerry says to him. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”

“But I’m supposed—”

“Get the hell out of here and have dinner with your family.” Jerry points to me. “Unless you want to watch the new guy shower.”

Warren and Blake chortle. Ren thanks Jerry and takes off. Jerry turns to me. “He’s barely slept since this started. Works all day and then stays up half the night watching for Lexers. We were all right until a wave came through the third day. Knocked the gates to the ground and got to the apartments. Maybe a candle went over, but we couldn’t fight the fire. Had to watch it burn. Ren’s wife and daughter made it out, but most didn’t.”

We turn a corner and pass more doors and people before I realize we’re in a different building of the rectangle. The dimly lit, white-painted halls look the same, but the view out the windows has changed from grass to a parking lot. Jerry leads us back outside through a door at the end of the hall. We’ve made it to where they’re erecting that fence, and now I can see the hodgepodge up close. Wood, corrugated metal, chain-link and, I can’t help but think, a whole lot of optimism.

Jerry frowns at the fence. “I’m not kidding about the fort. We’ll break it apart and move it up here, or we’ll figure out how to make it livable if we need to. We don’t have enough manpower to do everything and keep watch, so it’s been slow going.” He motions to the small square building in front of us, which boasts a giant propane tank sitting on the back of a flatbed out front. “That’s the galley. Got this from not too far away. There’s another one, too. We’ll have fuel longer than we’ll have food to cook with it.”

“How many people are here?”

“Well, we had some people here already. Plus Army Reserve and Parks Service. Seems we get new people every day.” Jerry eyes Warren and Blake. “What’re we up to now?”

“We started with four hundred, went down to fifty, and now we’re over a hundred again,” Blake answers.

“What are you doing for food?” I ask.

“Besides what we had on hand? We’ve cleared out what was left of two supermarkets and every store and restaurant nearby. Should keep us going for more than a few months at least. We’ll branch out to other stores, I guess.” He points at the Verrazano. “Fort Hamilton is right across the bridge. They have a big commissary—a full size supermarket—and an exchange. Might still be stocked, since no one’s alive to eat it.”

“What happened to them?”

“The VA hospital. You been to any hospitals in your travels?”

“I avoided them,” I say. Hospitals are full of zombies—Lexers. Inside, outside, everywhere. I don’t think a single person who was inside a hospital could have survived. I know one person who works in a hospital—Maria—and I’m sure she’s with Cassie, who is best friends with her oldest daughter, Penny.

“Right. Well, they took in the infected and that was the end of that. Fences went down. We radioed and shot off flares to signal anyone hiding in the fort, but we got nothing.”

“How about the rest of Brooklyn?”

“Fires, and the last I heard before we lost comms was that the water was out. A lot of Manhattan burned. Gas lines, maybe. There are still parts of it left, and a few Safe Zones. Someone was broadcasting, but they didn’t answer our radio calls. What they’re doing for food, I don’t know.”

“Are you going to plant any food?” I ask.

Jerry pulls at his mustache. “I guess we’ll get around to it. We’ll walk you back to the barracks. Like I said, we still have water, though the pressure’s gone down. Must be a break in the lines somewhere. You know New York City water is gravity-fed?”

I nod. I did know that, although it didn’t stop my parents from storing a barrel in the basement of our garden apartment. I want to sit him down and tell him exactly what I think he needs to do: fill cisterns because if there’s a leak in the line somewhere, water might run out soon. Even if it doesn’t, the pipes will freeze in the winter. Get that fence built while the rest of the residents tear up grass for gardens. Find seeds somewhere, anywhere. It’s spring, so it shouldn’t be hard. If they’re heirloom seeds, great. If not, try to find some for next year and focus on food for this one. Maybe the Lexers will be gone by then—maybe not—but, either way, winter is going to be cold and people will be hungry. But he doesn’t strike me as a dumb guy, so I bite my tongue and follow him across the grass of a courtyard in the rectangle.

I can’t stop thinking about it, though, and I lose the battle with silence. “If you don’t start preparing the ground now, the harvest might be too late in the fall. It’ll take a lot of work to rip up that grass. The soil probably isn’t great, but if you can fertilize you might get a decent yield.”

“We’ll get to it,” Jerry says offhandedly. Blake’s eyes slide my way as if he has something to add, but he doesn’t speak.

Summer is the time to eat what grows and can’t be preserved. All that food with far-off expiration dates should be saved for lean times. But it’s not my place to lecture him. I want a shower and a good night’s rest, that’s all.

“Eric will bunk with you,” Jerry says to Blake. “Try not to kill him in his sleep, Petty Officer Rush.”

“Yes, Chief,” Blake says.

Jerry shakes my hand. “I’ll see you in the galley.”

I thank him and follow Blake a few steps before I turn back. “Why’d you let me have my weapons? I could’ve been lying about my sister.”

“Son, when was the last time you looked in a mirror?” Jerry asks. I think about it and then shrug. He shows teeth as white as his beard. “You look like a fellow who spent the week trying to get to his family. You’re a goddamn mess, now go clean up.”


Chapter 43

I saw what Jerry meant when I looked in the bathroom mirror. That chunk of Outerbridge left a gash and bruise on my forehead. My hair is so greasy it’s no surprise I stopped having to push it out of my eyes days ago. I haven’t been short of food, but my dirty, newly-bearded face looks leaner. Overall, not so bad. Except for the gash, I could be backcountry hiking.

The shower was cold, but the soap lathered enough to shave and everything rinsed down the drain. It’s probably feeding into the water that surrounds New York now that the sewage treatment plants are offline, but I’d be more concerned about the untreated sewage going straight out to sea. I prefer not to think about what was in the Arthur Kill this morning.

I put on the clothes I found on my way here. After considering the effluent in the Arthur Kill, I plan to toss the clothes that got wet. I can always find new ones, and it’ll lighten my pack for tomorrow.

Blake rests on his bed and drops his issue of Maxim when I emerge from the shared bathroom. The room reminds me of a college dorm: institutional single beds, though one has been removed and given to their refugees, desks and dressers and assorted pictures and posters tacked to the wall.

“What you said about the gardens,” he says, arms folded behind his head, “you’re right. But the Commander is more concerned with getting the fence up.”

I pull soggy clothes from my pack and pile them on the floor. “So why aren’t you out there digging?”

“Dude, I just got off a fifteen-hour shift. I’m eating and going to sleep. But I’ve been thinking about the best places to plant.”

“You know about gardens?”

“I’m a farm boy. Born and raised in Iowa. Did a lot of weeding for my mom.”

Blake rises from his bed and walks to his desk. He hands me a sheaf of papers covered with drawings of the park, including where the new fences will stand. Inside and outside the fences are sketched-out areas labeled with plant types. It’s a thoughtful effort that considers incline and sunlight and access to water.

“Did you show these to Jerry?” I ask.

“Nah.”

“You should. You couldn’t do much better than this.”

“What do you know about gardening?”

“I’m a city boy who did a lot of weeding for his mom. It looks great. Don’t forget you’ll need some good-quality inputs—I’m sure the soil is poor. You might want to add in the possibility of using fish as fertilizer, since you’re near the water.”

Blake cocks his head. “That sounds like more than someone who did some weeding.”

“I’m interested in that stuff. I took a few years off to travel, so I started late, but I would’ve had a doctorate in Environmental Science one day.”

“One day?”

I hand him back his papers. “Pretty sure I won’t have a chance to defend a dissertation.”

Blake’s laugh is hollow, and he sits at the edge of his bed. “Yeah. We’re pretty much fucked.”

“But we’re alive. Fucked, but alive.” I pick up my clothes. “You guys have a laundry? Someone may want these clothes once they’re clean.”

“We can throw them in the pile on the way to the galley.”

Blake leads me down the hall. The rooms hold men, mainly, but I catch sight of a few women here and there. I think of Rachel when one with a knot of dark blonde hair looks my way. I could’ve left Rachel here while I went into Brooklyn. She would’ve been safe.

Blake punches my arm. “C’mon, loverboy. An hour here and you’re already looking for some?”

I didn’t realize I’ve stopped to stare. She’s cute, but now that I’m clean I barely have the energy to walk to the galley, much less woo someone into my bed. A bed I don’t have. I shake my head. “She reminded me of someone.”

We walk in silence to the front door. My boots are bogged down by the thought of Rachel. It’s a failure I’d rather keep to myself. As archaic as it might be, I felt duty-bound to protect her, and I didn’t. There’s a fine line between being called chauvinist and chivalrous these days, but Dad was old-fashioned that way. He never doubted my mother and Cassie could kick ass—he just made it clear he would do everything in his power to ensure they didn’t have to. It rubbed off on me somewhere along the line, and since Rachel—a feminist down to the tiniest bone in her body—never complained, I must not be a total jerk.

Blake shows me a large bin in which to dump the clothes and we make our way to the end of the line outside the galley building. Jerry beckons us to where he stands with another man, this one wearing a full Coast Guard uniform.

“Damn,” Blake says, “the Commander.”

“What’s wrong with him?” I ask.

“Nothing. He just scares the shit out of everyone.” I laugh and walk on.

“Commander Riley,” Jerry says, “this is Eric Forrest. He came in today and is leaving tomorrow for Brooklyn.”

The long-nosed, pale-skinned man evaluates me with a raised brow. “That’s a dangerous trip.”

“I know it is, but my sister’s there.”

“Coming back here when you’ve found her?”

“We’ll head upstate to where our parents had a house. It’s set up with food and water.”

“I suggest you come here and wait until it all blows over. The roads are bound to be impassable.”

This guy is commanding; I’d be a little afraid to disagree with him if he were in charge of my life. Since he’s not, I say, “I think it’s the best place for us, and we’ll plant a garden right away. Speaking of which, Blake’s drawn up some plans for a garden that I think you should see.”

Blake’s eyes turn circular, and he gulps when they turn to him. I continue, “He has plans for where specific plants would thrive. You could probably find seeds and soil amendments at the closest home improvement store. It’ll help you get through winter.” I eye the line growing behind us. “You’ll need it.”

The Commander takes in the quiet crowd and then fastens shrewd eyes on Blake. “Have those plans on my desk at 0800 hours,” he says. “I already ate, so I’ll leave you to it.” He strides away, long arms swinging.

“Fuck,” Blake says to me with a groan. “You threaten to kill me and now you do this?”

“What?” I ask, already well aware. But Blake needed a nudge, as did the Commander.

“I’m going to be up all night. So much for sleeping.”

Jerry pounds Blake’s back with a square hand. “You’ll be fine. I’ll give you time off for a nap tomorrow.”

“You’ve got solid plans,” I say. “Just clean them up a little. Make them pretty. He probably doesn’t even know what he’s looking at.”

“You’re not sleeping tonight, either,” Blake says, finger to my chest. “No fucking way are you leaving me alone with this.”

“Well, I did get you into it. Who needs sleep?”

Blake punches my arm. “Good man.”

The galley is a circular white room set with windows, which is a nice contrast to the darker halls and rooms. After I’ve settled in a plastic chair at a row of tables, I find the food isn’t bad, either. The meat is fresh, thanks to the generator, but I’m not that hungry. Maybe it’s the thought of tomorrow, or Rachel—both weigh heavily on my mind.

Blake and I discuss his garden plans and his family, most of whom live in Iowa. Or did live in Iowa; he’s no longer sure. “If you find your sister,” he says, “give her a big hug from me.”

“I will.”

“You don’t have a girlfriend or anything?”

“No.” I push my plate away. I hate to waste it, but his question has dropped a stone into my stomach. “You want to finish this?”

“Are you kidding? They’re starving us here.” Blake inhales my food in three bites and then stands. “Okay, let’s go, Dr. Forrest. You have a lot of work to do.”


Chapter 44

Blake and I were up late. And the sleep I did get until dawn—a floor with a blanket—did not make for a restful night. I’m tired but not tired enough to call off my trip. I had to force down my breakfast of toast and peanut butter. Maybe it’s nerves.

The Verrazano looks extremely long and high from the top of the concrete anchorage, where I stand with Blake and Jerry. They climbed the rise of the triangle to keep me company and say goodbye. I appreciate feeling as if I’m not entirely alone. Someone, at least, knows I’ve made it this far.

Where only the upper roadway is gone, the lower roadway is covered by rubble, like scree on a mountain, only much more likely to bury me under a mountain of metal and concrete than a talus slope is to bury me under loose rock. I don’t have a solid plan yet. I won’t know until I see the damage close up. Wadsworth blocked off the roads to the bridge to stop what they call Droppers—Lexers that meander onto the bridge roadway and fall to the park below—so I don’t have to worry about being eaten until I get to the other side of the hole in the bridge.

“Have you seen Manhattan?” Jerry asks.

Between helping Blake and the almost-shootout, I haven’t had more than a short look. I saw enough on TV. But I take his binoculars and attempt to see past the haze that shrouds the city. It’s still on fire or is blowing ash. The tops of some buildings are shorn off. Things that were once square are now rounded. We’re upwind, however, so I’m left to imagine the smell. Probably similar to 9/11, times a thousand, with Lexers mixed in. It isn’t as easy to see the effects on Brooklyn, since it lacks skyscrapers, but a haze hangs over it as well.

It’s only concrete and steel, and it goes against the natural order from an environmental standpoint, but it’s my city. I took class trips to the World Trade Center and Empire State Building. I roamed the halls of The Met and The Museum of Natural History with my sister. When we weren’t upstate, I grew up among the trees and plants in Prospect Park. I ran there, I played baseball and Frisbee and made out with girls there. It’s one of my most favorite places in the world—an oasis of green in a desert of concrete.

It hurts somewhere deep, maybe because it’ll always be my childhood. I take a breath. Everything else can be burnt to a crisp and I’ll get over it, but I want my sister.

I hand the binoculars to Jerry and shake his hand. “Thank you.”

It’s thanks for the night’s accommodations and the MREs they gave me for the trip, but most of all it’s thanks for his humanity. Just as I thought, people are banding together, and that’s given me more energy than a night’s sleep and food ever could.

“Come back here if you can’t get close,” Jerry says. I nod, and he inspects my face with a frown. “You sure you’re all right? You look tired. Brooklyn will be there tomorrow.”

“It might not be,” I say, and watch the dust clouds. “I’m fine. Your officer had me burning the midnight oil, that’s all.”

Blake slaps my back. “Thanks for the help. You’ve got a job here if you come back—digging.”

“How could I resist that? You’ll do great today. Good luck.”

“Thanks. Be safe.”

I jump to the six lane road. The asphalt is patched and the metal pockmarked with brown rust stains. The bridge’s paint looks more gray than blue now that I see it up close in slow motion. The first of the two towers looms ahead and, close to a mile behind that, is the second. Approximately a third of the distance between the bridge towers is the long stretch of no roadway. But the bridge still stands. I don’t know much about suspension bridges, but I think they’re meant to sway and move; the main cables are the real workhorses. I look over the edge as I walk. Vertical cables connect the swooping main cables to the roadway and attach in groups of four to the short steel beams that jut perpendicular from the bridge. Those perpendicular beams are connected by another beam that runs parallel the length of the bridge. That beam is intact to the Brooklyn anchorage, and it may be my only choice for travel up ahead.

That would make this easy, except the parallel beam sits five or so feet away from the roadway. Where the perpendicular beams attach to the parallel beam, I’ll have a handhold or a way off the bridge. The fifty feet between those points means a tightrope walk on a thick beam hundreds of feet above water. The gentle breeze down below is a strong wind up here. One gust and I could be done.

It’s either along that beam or up onto the thick, round main cables. Those have ropes to facilitate walking, but they also involve a 600 foot climb, where I’ll hit a dead end unless there’s an open door into the tower, which I highly doubt. On the bright side, I’m able to entertain the possible ways I could die without zombie involvement, since the road is barren.

I turn, but Blake and Jerry have gone down to start their day. My footfalls and the wind are the only sounds. Past the first tower, the road is cracked, and I rest a hand on the guardrail. The first missing piece of road comes up, but I make it around the gaping hole on the metal base of the rail. The road is chewed and cratered where it’s not gone entirely. I don’t trust it to hold me.

The water is barely visible beneath the wreckage that floats and bobs a couple hundred feet below. A container ship hit the bridge broadside and beached itself on the base of the tower—lucky it didn’t take the bridge down. Another ship is on its side at the other tower’s base, as stationary as the first and locked into metal that looks a lot like pieces of bridge. Smaller boats, or chunks of them, float around and inside the twisted metal. Some sort of fibrous stuff—rope or sails or fiberglass, maybe—has locked many of the capsized boats into several large islands of debris.

A solid sea of wreckage stretches up the harbor toward Manhattan and Jersey. Small splashes, possibly bodies, flash white and disappear. Maybe the debris islands obstruct it all from washing out to sea. Whatever the case, the open water beyond the bridge is only dotted with wreckage. Crossing the bay by boat looks dangerous if not impossible.

The sun shines on Manhattan, but it must be dark below the smog. Eventually it’ll settle, and I wonder what will remain under that. I look back at the fort, a stone edifice built into the hillside near the water, and wave. I think I see the sentries who stand up top wave back. They may be the last humans I see for a while.

I know it’s coming, but it’s still nerve-wracking when I hit the spot where I’ll have to leave the safety of the road. Ten feet ahead, the guard rails are gone. Some of the cables in the distance appear to have separated from their attachments. I ignore the question of how many have to give before the bridge collapses, step onto the perpendicular beam and force my grip to loosen on the cables. Maybe this part is doable, but the fifty feet of beam I’ll walk along until the next handhold makes my stomach clench. I take a breath and remind myself that I don’t suddenly fall to the side when I walk in a straight line, so why would I do it now, even on a beam hundreds of feet above the water? It’s a reach as far as logical arguments go, but I won’t head back to the fort with my tail between my legs.

I think of Cassie and lift a foot to the other side. Another lunge and I’m looking down at the water while I rest my back against the grouping of cables. The parallel beam is only steps away. Zombies and dead bodies float in the water. I can’t tell which is which from this height, but Jerry said the Lexers wash up on shore and move inland, hence the need for sentries on the old fort. It’s a far enough drop that if I do go down, I’ll be dead before the ones in the water can eat me—a depressing yet comforting thought.

I move forward to test the wind. It’s enough to send me off balance, particularly with my pack. My stomach upends itself. Breakfast is still in there, undigested, and I’d like it to stay in there. I’ll crawl along the beam. It’s not as heroic-sounding or looking, but it’s a hell of a lot safer. I sink down. The rivets of the beam dig into my knees. A hand, a knee, another hand, the other knee, and I’m three feet from the perpendicular beam. I don’t look at the water, only the length of beam to travel.

A gust of wind smacks against my pack and pushes me sideways. I grip the metal edges and fight nature’s attempt to murder me. That would’ve sent me over had I been standing. The wind abates and I move forward thirty feet. Finally, I hit the next perpendicular spot. One down, many more to go. I was planning to stop for a drink, but I want to get this over with. I promise myself water at the next intersection and crawl on.

The second fifty feet is easier, and I don’t even entertain the idea of water. The third expanse is a piece of cake. Still, my stomach is not enjoying the ride, which is ridiculous—it’s impossible to fall when crawling, for God’s sake. I’ve stood at the edge of higher cliffs and not batted an eye.

I take a quick drink at the next beam crossing and stand to survey the bridge. Approximately twenty more beam lengths before I can walk on solid road. They pass quickly until I reach the end of beam seventeen, where I lean against the cables and pull my water from my pack’s side pocket. I think I’ve sweated out every ounce of water in my body; my mouth is desiccated.

I’m a little dizzy, and I don’t get dizzy. When the hand I swipe across my forehead comes away soaked, I know something isn’t right. But only three more beams to go. I glance down at The Narrows. Still zombies and debris. My stomach heaves when the bridge sways, and my upper body swings out over the open water for one terrifying moment.

“Fuck!” My yell is ripped away by the wind. I grip the steel under me with both hands, back against the cables. It sways again, rocking in time to the water beneath. I close my eyes and the bridge spins. The bridge can’t spin. It’s my head.

I open my eyes. The smoky city and the blue sky tilt before righting themselves. The bridge isn’t swaying, either. My stomach is somewhere up near my throat, threatening to send peanut butter toast spewing. I have to hold it the fuck together for three more beams. The road here hasn’t been blown away entirely, but if I came all this way only to fall through some broken asphalt, it would be pretty stupid.

A chorus of moans comes from the bridge. Lexers, maybe fifteen of them, reaching over the guardrail. I get back to crawling, but my fastest is slow enough that they can follow along. This won’t work at all. I reach the intersection where I planned to rejoin the road, get to my feet and peer around the cables.

A woman who reminds me of Cassie, hair a greasy blond instead of brown, opens her mouth wider than I thought possible. I take my knife from my belt and stab into one of the greenish-gold irises in the sunken black circles of her eyes, then twist her shirt in my fist and pull. Nothing. I lean closer for the loop of her jeans and yank, but the ones behind have her pressed to the rail. I’ll never get her out of the way.

The next one’s face is a mess of fresh blood around shriveled lips. He grabs my arm at my attempt to get my knife in his mouth. I can’t build up enough speed to get through skull at this distance, so I wrest it free and crouch to check the lower roadway—same deal. I’ll have to crawl the beam the whole way to Brooklyn. It wasn’t a completely unanticipated turn of events, but it is very much an unwelcome one. I get back on my hands and knees. How many more beams until the bridge ends? A lot. What if the beam ends before I find a safe spot? With the way the crowd follows, cheering me along, I’m dead or heading back to Wadsworth.

I stop counting at twenty more beams because it’s too discouraging. The distance I have left doesn’t seem to have changed in length. This is the longest suspension bridge in America, a fact proudly touted by people whose teeth I’d love to kick in right about now. The sun is hidden behind the clouds and my teeth chatter. I’m cold even with all this exertion. Bent over this way, my breakfast will make an appearance any second now.

I sit up with a leg on either side of the beam to let my internal organs rest in their correct positions for a few minutes. It might be exhilarating to be up here on any other day, but the constant noises from the road are enough to drive me batty. Every once in a while, they get so excited that one falls over the side and slams into the metal on its way to the water.

“Will you shut the fuck up,” I mutter at them, which only sends them into a tizzy but is still satisfying. I turn back to where half of a giant ship bobs in the distance. They really did a number on the harbor and it didn’t stop anything on the mainland. I can attest to that.

With my stomach resettled, I move on. My hands are sore from the rough metal. I forgot my climbing gloves at home—a stupid as shit move—which would have been useful for both this and keeping zombie germs off my hands. Antibacterial gel has worked so far, but when I find a pair of gloves big enough, they’re mine.

By afternoon, the Brooklyn anchorage is six beams away. It’s the twin of the one I climbed in Fort Wadsworth to get on this godawful bridge, and the beams head straight into the anchorage same as on the Staten Island side. The Lexers are noisy as ever and nowhere near as tired as I. My neck and knees hurt and my stomach is back to its old tricks.

I’m so close. I could stretch out and touch the concrete if not for the gate meant to keep people like me off the bridge. I haul myself to my boots and climb the gate up to the round main cable, then a hop, skip and a jump and I’m at the fence on top of the anchorage, looking at a Brooklyn far less hazy than from a distance.

To my right is Fort Hamilton, where Lexers wander around the brick buildings and between the trees. I ignore the ones on the road and take a long drink of water. The bridge tilts. This time I know it’s me, and I close my eyes to concentrate on the spaces between the waves of nausea. Mouth open. Deep breaths. Cold sweat. I lean forward and let my breakfast up when I lose the fight, then wipe my mouth with my sleeve. I focus on the wavering metal lines of the gate, which should be straight, and swallow repeatedly.

A sharp cramp gurgles and churns in my stomach. I will not shit my pants up here. I climb over the gate and sink to the concrete at the next spasm. My intestines are in a vise. Sweat drips from my nose, my chin. I need to lie down right here—curl up, more like—but I inch my way down on my ass as fast as I can manage.

The anchorage is surrounded by a small park. By the time I’ve reached the grassy bottom, the cramps have eased. I’m in my element now. I have three miles to go. I was thinking of going to Paul’s first, but now I think it’s best that I get to the apartment and then check on Paul once I’ve sorted myself out. I climb the fence and stay under the elevated highways, then jog past the handball and basketball courts. The Lexers on the streets to my left follow.

This time the cramps knock the wind out of me. I can run three miles no problem. I can run ten miles no problem. But this, this is a problem. I’m not running anywhere. After a minute, the intensity lessens, but they’ll be back. I turn for a street that’ll take me to the Dyker Beach Golf Course, where I can rest and figure out what’s happening in my body. We used to sneak onto the golf course in high school and have bonfires in the stands of trees. Back then, we knew exactly where the hole in the fence was. Today, I’m going over.

Dozens of Lexers are ahead. A sign labels the buildings as a satellite of Downstate Medical Center. But the right and left are just as bad and behind me is no good now that I have a following. I speed up, feet announcing my arrival to every gowned patient.

I race around an NYPD mobile command center and into the mix. The basic idea is that I’m an unstoppable force, so fast they can’t get a grip. The reality is that I’m pulled in all directions. Faces, hands, teeth come in close and then fall back as I frantically twist and shove. But all the while I move until I burst out the other side in view of the golf course fence.

I get across the street, up and over the fence, and onto the grass. My stomach contracts. I beg it to hold off, but it hits again with a wave that makes my fingers curl through the chain-link. I hang on and watch the Lexers approach, then unclench my fingers and lope doubled over for a stand of trees. Out of sight is out of mind, and enough of them could take down the fence if they have me as inducement.

I fall on a bed of leaves in the trees. It’s as quiet as the real woods now that city noises have been eradicated. A squirrel scratches somewhere for a spring meal. There are enough early leaves on the bushes and brush to keep me hidden. I won’t sleep—I’ll wait it out. I can’t make it any farther; I can’t think. There’s nothing but this excruciating pain. I press my cheek to the ground and close my eyes.


Chapter 45

When I open them again, the shadows have lengthened to late afternoon. I fell asleep. Or, if not asleep, into a dream world of pain and delusional thinking—Rachel was here, but she’d turned. Below my waist is cold and damp. I’ve crapped my pants. I’m slightly disturbed but not as horrified as I should be, or would be under normal circumstances. Whatever this is, it’s one hell of an illness.

My few seconds of peace are interrupted by roiling intestines. I remove my pack and make it to a bathroom tree just in time. My pants are wet but not full of crap—a small victory I’ll gladly take. When I’m done, I pull on a dry pair of jeans from the fort and sink to the ground, then drag my pack closer for my water bottle. It’s empty, which solves the Mystery of the Damp Pants. I didn’t screw it tight enough, and it must have leaked from its pocket onto my clothes as I lay on the ground.

“Fuck,” I mutter.

That leaves another two bottles. I drink half of one to combat the expelling of fluids. My muscles and bones hurt down to my pinky toe. I put my damp jeans under my head and curl up in the silver emergency blanket I traded for my bulky sleeping bag at the fort. I hear the faint rattle of the fence, but I don’t think any zombies are inside. It’s great news because, for the time being, this is all I can do.

***

The pain is so total that I dream a zombie has ripped into my abdomen with his teeth before I wake soaked with sweat. Appendicitis is my first thought, followed by the thought that if I don’t move quickly, I will shit my pants.

I crawl to a tree and hang on. It’s worse than when I got giardia. Worse than any cramps or pains I’ve ever had. I go back to my blanket and shiver until they strike again. And again. I watch the sun rise from my makeshift bathroom. Crapping outdoors is something I’ve had to master and usually doesn’t bother me, but this is in a class all its own. The sun angles under the budding leaves and then, in what seems like five minutes, the stars shine overhead. A day has passed. Maybe two. I can’t be sure.

I know I’m not right. I want to be alarmed when I see the blood on my next tree visit, but all I can do is lie down. I drink water. Half a bottle left. Not enough, but I don’t know how to fix it and don’t care enough to try. In the afternoon, when I vomit blood, I sit on the soft ground and think, chin in hand. My head is so heavy. This is not good. Of course it’s not good. I need a doctor. I need a hospital.

Doctors are at hospitals. I should go to a hospital, but that’s a bad idea. And there’s a really good reason why it is, but I can’t work it out. Sleep reaches into my brain with tiny black fingers that weave their way through my thoughts. Thinking is too fucking hard.

A piercing scream comes from somewhere nearby. I jump when it happens again and doesn’t stop, rising into the sound of absolute terror. The slow thud of footsteps head for the noise. The screaming cuts off. Zombies.

I smack my cheek and whisper, “Get the fuck up.”

I’m venturing into La La Land, and that scares me more than the blood did. Every muscle is exhausted, every bone and joint, but I know how to push through. I force myself to my feet although I can’t straighten up all the way. It takes me five minutes to wrestle my pack onto my back. I’m not breaking any land speed records here. I chew a dry MRE cracker and eye the tube of peanut butter with the remembrance of the taste of peanut butter vomit. I’m not sure I’ll ever eat peanuts again.

After an hour of wandering, I find the reed-bordered pond I remember. I remove my boots and wade into the water without stirring up muck or misdirected golf balls, then scoop some into my bottle and find my UV filter. It takes batteries, and I hate to rely on electronics, but it’s fast and I have a backup. I dip it in my bottle, swish, and wait for the light to go out. I guzzle it all and do it again, then rest in the trees.

I think it’s safe in here. I’ll wait for tomorrow and head out. I’m already improved from the water. Not up to par, no pun intended, but clear-headed. I drink more and wait for the inevitable bathroom break. I’m not disappointed.

***

I’m now officially weaker than a zombie. A development that was made crystal clear when my knife barely pierced the skin of the one who surprised me after I scaled the golf course fence to the street. At this point, I’m only slightly faster than them and, possibly, only marginally smarter. My brain is filled with sludge. The water’s assistance was short-lived, possibly because I expelled it from anywhere water can be expelled along with what I hope was less blood than it appeared.

I jog—if you can call a limp-trot a jog—down the sidewalk, holding on to the brick fences of the narrow semi-detached, two-story homes that line Bay Ridge. A driveway in New York City used to be a dream. A driveway now means I trip on my boots until I fall on the next fence. This neighborhood was always quiet, and it still is. Even the zombies are quiet. These upper avenues are just my speed, and by that I mean no speed.

Two miles to go. Cassie will help. We have medicine. Maybe I need antibiotics. I shouldn’t be out here in this state, but I’m afraid of what will happen if I stay on my own. Being alone means there’s no one to keep you alive. No one to hold your hand while you die. When it comes down to it, that’s all I want—someone to hold my hand while I die.

I concentrate on each milestone. Tree. Next tree. Stucco house. Brick house. Car. Sidewalk square. I make it past one and strive for the next. Paul’s house is closer, but if I make it and he’s not there I don’t know what I’ll do. It’s across avenues and stores and so, so many zombies.

There goes one now. An old guy wearing shorts and white socks pulled to mid-calf. They’re still pretty white, which is quite an achievement. He spins to join the few tagging along at my rear. One more doesn’t matter. That there are any at all means I can’t stop. Stop and I’m dead.

I could break into a house. I just passed a good one that had a few stairs up to a metal gate with more stairs up to the door. But I’m not sure I can manage the complexities of a gate right now, forget forced entry, and my gang is only ten feet behind me. The gang that will moan and groan outside any house until I’m completely surrounded and unable to leave. My best bet is to get home. For a place that had a lot of people, I’m lucking out in the zombie department, my rearguard notwithstanding.

The map in my head still works, and now it reminds me that the subway tracks cut off the streets ahead, so I turn left and stay on my feet using the fence along Leif Ericson Park. He was a Norse explorer who landed on something, somewhere. I can’t remember. All brain cells have been diverted to more important operations. Please check back later.

Tennis courts are at the end of the park, but I can’t hang on those fences—they’re full of zombies. They could’ve been put in there. They could’ve gotten infected behind the fence. I don’t know. All I know is that it never fucking ends. The misery is everywhere. Behind fences and on the street, at house windows and inside cars. Every-fucking-where.

I’m thirsty. No time to drink. I still can’t straighten up. The abdominal pain is my constant, zombies my variable. More zombies now that I’ve moved to the lower avenues, but I have no choice. Cars are scattered on the street outside two gas stations, trying to leave before they realized a full tank of gas would get them nowhere.

I have to run now. Stumble-run. Strunble. The stores end. So close. Four blocks left. Houses turn to limestone and brick. The little park—what’s its name?—where we played all the time as kids. I trip and the sidewalk comes up fast. My palms rip from the skid along concrete.

Up. Get up.

There’s a hand on my sleeve. Nails that have separated from the nail bed by deep fissures in dead skin. That old man. Didn’t think he had it in him to be head of the pack. I push at him and rise to my knees. Grab the iron fence to get to my feet. Shake off someone else and go through the open gate of the playground. The play structure is different, higher, and that’s good. I bend a knee and pull myself up one level and then up again. A big jump takes the last of my energy, and I collapse on the highest level. I’m surrounded but safe. A spiral slide is the only way up besides the climb.

I pant against the orange bars of my Safe Zone and fumble for water. Maybe Cassie will happen by. I’m sure she’s out for a constitutional right now. I’ll have to wait the night, until just before dawn, and try for the last few blocks.

***

It could always get worse, but, short of dying, I’m not sure how. Water is gone. One bottle rolled right down the slide and into the dark, where a few shadows shuffled after it. I think some have left, since I’ve been quiet as a mouse when not doing stupid shit like rolling bottles down slides. But not enough have left, possibly because they smell the blood. What I had to do up here—let’s just say children should not play on the structure until it’s hosed down.

The sky says almost dawn. Light enough to see shapes. I hold my house keys in one hand and gun in the other. Not just for zombies. For me. If I’m bitten, I’ll blow my head off. I won’t make Cassie do it. I won’t be the zombie brother. One last surge of strength is all I need. It’s getting light fast. I slink down through the blood to the concrete, gather the last of my strength, and push through the bodies to the gate.

One last run. You might not make it, but you’ll die trying. I want to cry when the familiar brownstone looms ahead. It feels like home—it is home. Two tries to fit the key in the lock and open the gate. First try on the second door. It smells like home, too. I push the door closed and drop to my knees. I’m done for.


Chapter 46

Sylvie

I once read that when people lived by sunrise and sunset, there was an in-between time during the night. A first sleep and a second sleep, split by a period of calm wakefulness. In those hours they would talk or read or pray or have sex or even visit their neighbors. The sex part is not happening now. Neither is the wakeful calm. I don’t pray, and my neighbors are zombies. So reading by the light of the windup lantern it is, although every once in a while I do get back to sleep.

I’m floating in that half-asleep point when a noise from the foyer thrusts me into wakefulness. It could be Jorge or Maria, or the tail end of a half-formed dream, but I reach for my newly-sharpened screwdriver on the bedside table. A thump is followed by a low groan. A zombie. There’s a zombie in the house. I resist the urge to hide under the covers and rise from bed, then carefully step on the floor in the spots that by now I know don’t creak.

A man in soiled clothes kneels on the entry rug, gray in the dawn light that comes through the door window. His head is dipped and his face hidden by hair as filthy as the rest of him. The smell of blood and death is overpowering. I raise the screwdriver and step into the hall. I’d like to scream for assistance, but it would draw his attention and this should be easy. He’s on the floor, and one quick strike of my screwdriver through his temple or eye will do it. I’ve done it plenty by now, but I feel more vulnerable while dressed in pajamas in the hall of my borrowed home.

He looks up, and I’m taken aback at how human he appears. Close to my age under all the grime, with solid facial structure and light eyes. But his eyes are dazed. Fresh blood is smeared around his mouth and across his cheeks. Maybe he’s a new zombie who got in through the yard. Maria and Jorge. I would’ve heard them scream. I know I would’ve.

I raise the screwdriver. His arm comes up, a black gun in his hand, barrel pointed at me. He’s worse than a zombie, and although he looks feeble, it can’t take much to pull a trigger. He’ll kill me, then Grace, then Maria and Jorge if I don’t stop him.

He mumbles and blinks as if blinking takes effort. Maybe he’s dying. Good. His hand dips to the rug, and I use the moment to grab our gun from the hutch shelf, where Jorge put it so everyone had access. I laughed when he did that, never dreaming I would actually want the heavy, cold piece of metal in my hand. Jorge said you aim and pull, no safety. I’m pointing it the right way; I hope that’s all I need to know.

His mouth moves under blood and stubble. I can’t tell if he wants to speak or get in his last breaths.

“Just get out,” I say. My voice is shaky. The pistol quivers in my hands. “There are other people here. They’ll kill you if you shoot me.”

Noises come from the street. There’s no way he’ll willingly go into what’s out there. I wouldn’t if I was hurt the way he is. I’d die this way rather than that. His arm moves, but instead of raising the gun, he drops it to the floor.

“Jorge!” I scream. “Help!”

The guy closes his eyes and falls back against the door, but I’m too afraid he’ll rally one last time to lower my guard. Jorge’s footsteps pound from the other side of the house. The bedroom door flies open behind me. “Sylvie?” Grace calls.

“Stay in there!” I scream.

Grace races into the hall anyway. Jorge takes the revolver from my hand and shoves me behind him. The guy doesn’t stir or open his eyes when Jorge moves his gun out of the way with a socked foot.

Maria pushes through us and stops short. “Oh my God, Eric!” She drops to her knees. His head lolls in her hands. “Help me get him to the bedroom.”

He can barely stand. I strip the blankets off the bed and they lay him on the sheets. Sheets we’ll have to burn after this—the smell that wafts off him is eye-watering in its intensity.

He blinks up at Maria when his head hits the pillow and whispers, “Hola, Maria.”

Maria lets out a soft laugh. “What’s wrong, sweetie? Were you bitten?”

“Sick. Maybe river.” He spins onto his side, entire body shuddering. Bloody liquid spews from his mouth to the blue sheets. The smell of shit hits the air, and I gag along with him. Grace tries for stoicism, but she covers her mouth with her hand and backs to the hall.

“Shh,” Maria whispers, smoothing his hair from his forehead. “It’s okay, mijo. You’ll be okay.” Without looking up, she says, “I need scissors, hot water, towels and soap, and the medicine bin. Sylvie, get a quart of drinking water and add six teaspoons sugar and a half teaspoon salt, then bring it to me with a spoon.”

He’s something to her. Mijo means my son. I throw things around in the kitchen, repeating her instructions in my head until I find a pitcher with a quart measurement. Jorge is outside getting a pot of water on the stove, and Grace is already down the hall with the medicine bin from the basement. I add in the salt and sugar, then head back. Maria takes the pitcher with a nod of thanks. “He has to drink. He’s very dehydrated. Prop him up a little?”

I gently lift his head and wedge a pillow in the space. My hand comes away covered in dirt. Maria holds a spoonful of liquid to his mouth. “Eric, you need to drink.”

He feebly slurps at the spoon. I watch as Maria does it repeatedly, intent on only him, and I finally ask, “Can I do anything else?”

“Here.” Maria stands and hands me the pitcher and spoon. “You can take over while I look at the medicine. Just one spoonful at a time.”

I perch in her spot on the edge of the bed and put the spoon to his lips. I do want to help, but I’d love to help in a different room. Zombie-tinged air will smell delightful after this stench. The liquid trickles out of the corner of his slack mouth. I turn to Maria. “I think he’s asleep. Who is—”

The bed shakes. Warmth soaks into my legs. I would like to pretend he did not just throw up on me, but one glance at the dark liquid on my jeans and I want to throw up on me, too. Maria’s eyes are big brown circles when they meet mine. “All right, Sylvie, wash that off. Take off your pants in here and I’ll throw them out. Use some of the warm water if it’s ready, with soap and antibacterial gel. It could be contagious.”

It seems as though all I’ve smelled in the past weeks is blood: fresh blood, old blood, dried blood, congealed blood with meaty organs thrown in and, now, vomit blood. I take off my pants and head for the backyard in my underwear and shirt. It’s like a bathing suit, and Jorge is like a big brother.

Jorge whistles when he sees me. “Looking good, mami.”

“Shut up. He puked on me.”

Jorge groans, though his grin stays in place. “Damn, that’s harsh. The water’s warm. You want some?”

I head for the bathroom with a bowl of water and clean off in the tub. I want to dunk myself in a vat of antibacterial gel and then drink what’s left. When I return to the bedroom for new pants, Maria once again spoons liquid into his mouth. She now wears latex gloves. Too bad we have no latex pants.

“Is he getting any?” I ask as I pull on a pair of jeans.

“Probably. If they throw it up, you’re supposed to wait five to ten minutes and then give them more. Some will soak in.”

“Did you find any medicine?”

She glances at the bin. “It could be anything if it’s from the river, but if it’s a specific kind of E. coli, then antibiotics could make it worse. His kidneys could fail, especially if we put him on antibiotics.”

Jorge and Grace enter with the water and soap.

“Let’s clean him up,” Maria says. She points to the box of gloves. “Everyone wears those and everyone washes hands after.”

She cuts his pants with the scissors and peels the dirt-crusted fabric from his legs. I didn’t think it could smell worse—I was wrong. Grace bends to catch her own puke in her gloves. I pat her back; she has the touchiest gag reflex ever.

“Grace, why don’t you go put on some more water?” Maria asks. I watch with envy as Grace leaves the room coughing. I could swear I saw Maria gag. “Sylvie, go help her. I only need Jorge.”

I bound from the room and find Grace in the yard. Her lips are pale and curls damp. “God, I can’t do shit like that. It’s the smell.”

I add water from the barrel into the pot on the stove. “Who do you think he is?”

“He’s Cassie’s brother, Eric. Maria told us while you were washing off the puke. I don’t know how you didn’t throw up after that.” She shudders.

It’s the guy from the photos. I can see that now. Shaggy brown hair and hazel eyes just like his sister. My hand rises to my mouth with the realization that this is his house, and I threatened to shoot him. I tried to send him out into the zombies. I hope a side effect of his illness is amnesia.

“What’s wrong?” Grace asks.

“Oh, nothing, I just pointed a gun at him and told him to get out of his own house.”

Grace bursts out laughing. “Welcome home, Eric! Nice work, Syls.”

“Shut up.”

Jorge steps outside, rubbing antibacterial gel into his hands. “Sylvie, Maria wants to talk to us.”

“How about Grace?”

“Nope, and if you throw up, she’ll know you’re faking. We cleaned him—it’s not so bad now.”

Maria jumps to her feet when we enter. “We need to get IV fluids into him.” She’s close to tears and as frantic as I’ve ever seen her. It’s less in her voice and more in the way her eyes bounce around the room, as if looking for something that will save him. “There’s an animal hospital a mile away. You don’t have to go, I don’t want to have to ask b—”

“Of course we’ll go,” I say. I would go anyway, but now that I know who he is, I want to save him for Maria’s sake as much as his. And Cassie’s—he’s all she has left, if she’s alive.

“You don’t have to.”

“We’re going,” Jorge says. “Tell us what to look for.”

“Those clear plastic bags with solutions in them. The kind you hang from an IV pole. Sodium Chloride or Lactated Ringer’s Solution are both good. Bring back anything you see like that. Also, we’ll need needles: 16, 18 or 20 gauge. Get all of them if you can. And tubing.” She looks to Eric, then me, then bites her lip. “It’ll be better if I’m there. I know what I’m looking for.”

It could be she’s afraid no one will watch him as carefully as she will. It’s gross, but at the end of the day, it’s only bodily fluids. The bodily fluids of a live human being, for a change. “I can stay with him.”

Maria rubs at her creased forehead.

“Just tell me what to do. I promise I’ll take good care of him,” I say. I owe her that much and a lot more.

She tries to smile through a jaw clenched with worry. “I know you will, sweetie. Keep on with the liquids. Try to catch the vomit in a bowl. I’ll have Grace mix up some more water. I put a garbage bag and towel under him in case—I don’t think we can get him to the bucket or outhouse in time. Put everything in the big garbage bag if it’s soiled.”

My knees give a little bit at the thought of that chain of events, but I take the spoon from her hand and sit on the chair she’s moved beside the bed like I have everything under control. “Don’t worry. He’ll be okay until you get back.”

“I know he will.” Maria pats my shoulder and then turns to Jorge. “Let’s go.”

***

Grace insisted on going to the animal hospital, so it’s just me and Eric. A mile can be a long way, even on bikes, and especially with zombies. I work extra hard on getting the liquid into him. I promised Maria he’d be okay. He is not allowed to die on my watch.

Eric has thrown up once more, in the bowl. Thankfully, I haven’t had to change the towel. The sheet sticks to him even though the room is cool. He’s clean-ish, and from what I can see over where the sheet is pulled up, a nice physique was hidden under all that dirty clothing—muscular and athletic but not I live at the gym. I can’t help noticing, even though it feels creepy to have noticed at all.

“All right, sir,” I say. “I’ve got another treat for you. This one is flavored with the essence of sugarcane and lightly dusted with Himalayan salt.”

I raise the spoon to his lips. I think I saw a flicker of lucidity when I made an airplane noise before, so I’ve begun to make ridiculous comments every few sips. It’s so quiet, too quiet, and I have to break it up somehow. Otherwise, it’s just me and the urgent need to keep Eric alive a little bit longer while I worry that the others will never return. If he dies and they die, I’ll be alone. I could always go to Guillermo’s, but they could all die, too. The thought of being on my own in this world is distressing, to say the least—absolutely terrifying is more apt. I’ve always liked being alone, but that was when there was a world going on around me. When it was an option.

Eric writhes in a way that makes it clear he’s in agony. His muscles are corded and clenched.

“Holy shit,” I whisper.

The smell comes next. Holy shit is right. Or holy blood. I do my best to clean him up without looking beneath the sheet too much. I would hate for this to be me, so I distance myself from the job like a good nurse. Jorge brought some old towels from a neighboring house, and I put one under him over a fresh plastic bag. That done, I wash up and try to get some more liquid in. He bats at the spoon, eyes closed.

“Don’t get all lively on me, Mister,” I say. “You have to drink this, and you’re going to drink it. You can die when Maria gets back, but I’m not taking the fall. So drink.”

He does and then lapses into sleep. I hope it’s sleep. I watch his chest rise and the flutter of his heart in his neck. He probably needs rest, too, so I’ll let him have twenty minutes. I read my latest survival book and make sure he’s alive every ten seconds.

He groans and pukes, but I’m there with the bowl even though it involves tossing my book on him. “Thought you could beat me? I’m too fast for you. Fastest puke bowl in the east.”

I wipe the pink liquid from around his mouth with a wet rag and decide it’s a good sign it looks thinner and lighter than before. His eyes flicker open. Hazel golden-green for sure, with dark eyelashes that are completely wasted on a guy. His lips move.

“What?” I ask.

“Next time,” I think I hear him whisper. He shows me a tiny glimpse of bloody teeth. It’s cute in a vampiric way.

I laugh. “Did you just say next time?”

His eyes are already closed. I watch him a minute more, but he doesn’t answer. I spoon water into his mouth, which he obediently swallows, and look at the watch I found in a neighboring house. It’s been three hours since they left and the morning has become another bright day. It just won’t rain. I’m going to have to ask Grace to do her naked rain dance.

Eric groans and twists, necessitating another bed change, which I handle with aplomb. I feel like a nurse; nothing can faze me. Bring it on. I spoon in more liquid and make silly comments. I think he can hear me. Maybe he likes it. Maybe it’s driving him crazy. But I find it entertaining, and he can’t complain.

Just when I’m feeling super-efficient, Eric whimpers, arms rigid by his sides. His eyes open enough for me to see the irises roll back, and his entire body tremors. I jump to my feet. I am not a nurse, and he’s dying. He’s dying in front of me. I rub his arm with my gloved hand and make useless noises and try not to scream for Maria. Finally, his body eases. I plop in my chair, as covered in sweat as he. Maybe more. His hand searches for something across the bedsheet.

“What? What do you need?” I put my ear near his lips, desperate for him to tell me what to do. If he does that again, I think he will die.

“Hand,” he mumbles.

“Your hand is right here.” He shakes his head. I take it in mine. “See? Right here.”

Eric pulls me close. “Hold…please.”

I pull off the latex and take it up again. It seems wrong to grant what could be his last request while wearing a glove. I didn’t hold my mother’s hand. I barely touched it. It’s possible that I’m an absolute piece of shit to have let her go that way, as selfish as she always said I was.

My sob is all the louder for being unexpected, and his eyelids lift just enough to peek at me. “You’re okay,” I whisper through my tears, even though it could be a lie. “Just hold on. I promise I won’t let go. Plus, you still haven’t beaten me with the puke bowl.”

He squeezes my hand weakly before he fades into what I hope is sleep. I watch his neck flutter and will him to live. In my book, anyone who makes a joke on his deathbed deserves to live.


Chapter 47

I wake on the pullout couch where I sleep with Grace and then head to the bedroom. A bag of liquid hangs from the long nail Jorge pounded into the wall and runs into Eric’s arm the way it has for twelve hours now. The veterinary hospital was looted of anything resembling a painkiller, though what we needed wasn’t in high demand. Maria is in the chair, chin drooping to her chest, but she leaps to check on Eric when I enter. “I just fell asleep.”

“Maria, you’re exhausted. Go sleep with Grace and I’ll watch him. I’m up, anyway.”

“He hasn’t thrown up, but he might—”

“I cleaned him while you were gone, remember?”

“I know, but you can wake me if—”

“Go. I’m fine. I’ll get you if he does that convulsing thing, though, believe me.” It hasn’t happened again, thankfully. I held Eric’s hand until Maria set up his IV and only left when she took my place.

“I can’t let anything happen to him, and he’s so…” She looks old in the lantern light. A tear creeps down her cheek.

“He made a joke, I think,” I say, in an effort to give her some hope. “I talked to him a bunch while you were gone. When I said I was a quick draw with the puke bowl and he couldn’t beat me, it sounded like he said next time.”

She gets to her feet and I move to let her pass, but she wraps her arms around me instead. “That sounds like him. Keep talking.” I nod and wait for the hug to end. She steps away, eyebrow raised. “It wouldn’t kill you to hug back.”

“It might.” I point at Eric. “That guy’s a walking germ factory.”

“Keep talking to him. He’ll wake up just to get rid of you.”

“Hey!”

She brushes his forehead and leaves the room with a tiny laugh.

I settle down with a book. Now that I’m supposed to talk, I have nothing to say. Maria told us he’ll turn twenty-seven soon, lives in Pennsylvania where he goes to grad school, and that he likes to do things outdoor catalogue people do. That doesn’t give me much to go on. I can talk about being a few months older than him, maybe mention the Liberty Bell, and tell him about the two times I’ve been camping—all very exciting topics.

“All right, I’m reading a book about survival. I have a feeling you know something about that, since this is your house. Sorry if it’s old hat. And I’m sorry for telling you to get out of your own house, although I’m hoping you don’t remember that part.” I read out loud from the chapter on water purification and set the book down. “We dug an outhouse. Feel free to use that instead of the bed next time.”

He’s stationary as ever, no response to my joke. “Too soon?” I ask.

I tell him about the solar oven and water heaters, then the details of Guillermo’s setup. More details than he needs to know. “Maybe Grace and I will go there now that you’re here. You probably don’t want us eating your food. Which is fine. I don’t blame you. I might take my solar oven, though. I really want to make cake, and Guillermo has a whole supermarket.

“They won’t let me make cake,” I whisper, leaning close. “What’s that about? We’re all going to die and there’ll be boxes of cake mix sitting in the basement. It’s a tragedy. They’re yours, so if you eat them I guess that’s fine, but I can’t bear the thought of all that processed sugar just…sitting. And there’s icing. Icing. What if no one ever eats them and they become archeological evidence ten thousand years from now? My final thought as I die is going to be I should’ve made cake.”

I’ve run out of steam, so I read from the book in an Irish accent for my own amusement. I wish I could watch TV. TV could do the talking for me, or I could pester him with comments about it.

“If someone told me that I could only watch Murder, She Wrote right now, I would watch every single episode of every single season, and not only would I watch them, but I’d fucking love it. I’d be all up in Angela Lansbury’s crime-solving business. And if that doesn’t say something about how desperate I am, I don’t know what does.”

He doesn’t answer. “Not a fan?” I ask, which cracks me up.

After that, I read some more and then go on a stream-of-consciousness bender until I lean back in my chair. Incessant talking is exhausting. I’ve spoken more in the past three hours than in the past three years. I’m sure it’s the fluids rather than the talking, but he’s improving—the dark circles around his eyes have faded and his gauntness has filled out some.

“Based on my absence of any knowledge on the subject, I think you’re going to be okay. You look better already. Now you only have to kick those kidneys into high gear and get out of bed. I think you should demand cake as your first meal, but that’s just me.

“I hope you know I’m kidding. Maria is great, even if she does have a firm No Cake rule set in place. She brought us here from the hospital. My mother was there. She died. She was a shitty—let’s just say she wasn’t the best mother.”

I regret saying it, especially since my voice hitched at the end. I hope he doesn’t remember me crying. “Anyway, me and Grace—Grace is my best friend, who you made throw up, by the way—got stuck in the basement with Maria. Even if we don’t go to Guillermo’s, we’re going to Grace’s house, so I won’t eat your cake. I can’t bring the solar oven to Brooklyn Heights, but I guess I can make a new one.”

The thought of that trip makes me edgy. I get up and draw aside a newly installed blackout curtain. “The sun is up. You don’t want to miss today. The forecast is sunny with a one hundred percent chance of zombies.”

A noise comes from the bed. His eyes are still shut, but his lips are curved. I move closer and then say, “Really? That terrible joke is what makes you laugh, out of all the clever things I’ve said?”

His eyes move under his lids before they pry themselves open. Tiny crinkles appear beside the hazel. “It was really bad,” he whisper-croaks.

I laugh, and his cheeks crease. He looks like shit but, even with that, he’s easy to look at. Maybe it’s the disarming smile or bright eyes, but he’s striking in a way that makes my chest catch for a second.

“Maria will kill me if I don’t wake her,” I say, and head for the door. “Welcome back. I’m Sylvie, by the way.”

“I know,” he murmurs. “Thanks for not shooting me.”

I turn with a wince, but he’s drifted off with the corners of his mouth still lifted.


Chapter 48

Eric

I thought I was a dead man, but I couldn’t have asked for a better person to be at the apartment. Maria took care of me and Cassie after our parents died. She made sure holidays weren’t lonely affairs and loved us like a mother when we most needed it. Once I saw her, I still thought I might die, but I knew if there was any chance of my pulling through, Maria would find it.

And she did. I’m alive. I’m fucking alive. And it’s all the more exhilarating for just how dead I almost was. You can get in a tight spot, escape zombies and be tremendously happy you’re alive. Or you can get in a tight spot, escape zombies while half-dead yourself and be blown away that you’re alive.

The disappointment I felt when Maria told me Cassie isn’t here was outweighed by the relief they might have gotten out, and that I’m alive to find them. The cabin is the only place left to check. But Maria has to let me out of bed first, and that’s not looking likely in the near future. She’ll relent sooner or later, if only because she wants to know what’s happened to Ana, Penny and Cassie. Maria has always looked ten years younger than her age, but her worry about them has shaved about five years off that gap.

Maria says Dad’s guns are gone from the basement, so I know they have weapons. Their friend Nel was with them—he’s a big, comical guy who knows his way around a firearm—along with another guy from their work, and possibly Cassie’s boyfriend, Peter. I hope not; Peter’s a douche. If the apocalypse puts an end to that relationship, then it can’t be all bad.

Maybe they’re at the cabin. Maybe they never made it. Either way, we need to know. I wouldn’t have made it to the cabin in this shape. Of course, I wouldn’t have taken a swim in the Arthur Kill had I gone straight there. Raw sewage will get you every time. I’m not sorry I made the trip, though. I assumed Maria was with them, but now I’ll bring her there myself. And Paul, if I can find him. He should be here, knowing what he knows about the basement, but I won’t go upstate until I check his house and make sure Maria is set for while I’m gone.

I feel like a toddler when Maria peers inside my pee jug and smiles as though I’m finally potty trained. “Eric, stop with that face. You’re peeing, which means your kidneys are working.”

“I hate to be a bother.”

She makes a dismissive noise, as if my shitting the bed wasn’t bothersome. Knowing her, it probably wasn’t. “You don’t know how happy I am to see you.”

I do know. She treats me as if I’m going to keel over at any second. Over her protests, I managed a trip to the outhouse. No one but me is ever wiping my ass again.

Sylvie enters with a bowl. It was bad enough when I thought she was a nurse. Now that I know she’s not, I try not to think about how she saw me in the worst condition of my life. How she—to be blunt—wiped my ass. I remember almost all of it, although it has a dreamlike quality. Sleeping soundly when you’re shitting blood doesn’t come easy.

“There she is,” I say. “Whatcha got for me?”

“Grace’s oatmeal-flaxseed concoction, full of Omega-3s and vitamins.”

Sylvie sets it in my hands, makes sure I’ve taken hold, and then steps away with a polite expression. Maybe flirting with the guy who crapped his pants isn’t her cup of tea. Can’t say as I blame her. She moves to the dresser, where she carefully lifts up a page of Cassie’s calendar and slides it into a paper clip with the previous days’ pages. “How are you feeling?”

“Better,” I say. “Thanks for breakfast. And for nursing me. I’ve never been so sick in my life. You got me through a rough spot.”

After a moment’s hesitation, her lips twist into the suggestion of a smile. Nice lips. Shapely. Not too thick or thin. “Gives a whole new meaning to the phrase eat shit and die, huh?”

I burst out laughing, and her smile turns full. Getting well enough to go upstate is foremost on my mind, but I’d have to be comatose not to notice that Sylvie’s pretty with her chin-length dark hair, guarded chocolate-colored eyes, stiff shoulders that scream keep away, and, whether she likes it or not—and I think not—a softness underneath all that. Maria and I watch her leave, although I think Maria watches a different part of her.

Maria turns my chin so I don’t miss her no-nonsense gaze. “Don’t even think about it. That girl’s baggage has baggage.”

She knows about me and Rachel. Or the lack of me and Rachel. Maybe four months ago Maria called to check in and it all slipped out. Maria’s good at making you want to talk about things you’d rather not discuss.

“Maria, I wasn’t thinking anything,” I say.

She humphs. “Sylvie’s mother died in the hospital. She was a drug addict who basically ignored Sylvie all her childhood. She needs friends. Be her friend. Don’t stare at her culo.” I choke on my oatmeal, and she pinches my cheek. “I’ll check on you in a little while.”

A few minutes later, Sylvie and Grace appear. “Sorry, we just need to get some clothes,” Sylvie says.

“Go ‘head.”

Grace grabs some stuff from the closet and turns to me. She’s petite and has a tranquil presence about her, though those qualities don’t make her appear fragile the way they might on someone else. “How are you feeling?”

“Better. Thanks.”

“I’ve been sending you healing energy,” she says, completely serious.

Sylvie turns from the closet and grins apologetically over Grace’s shoulder, but I’m all for healing energy when I can get it. “I guess it worked,” I say.

Grace spins at Sylvie’s snort. “Sylvie, you’re the freaking worst! They did studies and proved that prayer and healing ener—”

“I know, I know,” Sylvie says. “You sent me an email all about it. But you just throw things like that into conversation like they’re normal. You don’t even consider that people might think it’s weird.”

“Eric doesn’t think it’s weird.” Grace raises her eyebrows at me, arms crossed. “Do you?”

I shake my head. Normally, I wouldn’t take sides, but it’s clear they’ve had this argument before and that they both enjoy their role in it.

“I bet Eric doesn’t think it’s weird to use human poop as compost, either,” Grace continues.

“Humanure?” I ask. “It’s pretty cool, actually.”

Grace claps her hands. “Yes! Do you know how to do it?”

“Not off the top of my head. But you know the file cabinet in the basement?” She nods. “There’s a drawer full of information on stuff like that, and there could be a printout of the handbook in there. The author posted it online.”

Grace shoots Sylvie a victorious look. Sylvie shakes her head. “Great, now there are two of you.”

I laugh. “It is better for the environment. The human nutrient cycle stays intact.”

Sylvie groans. Grace squeezes my arm with her free hand. “I am so happy you’re here. You just made my week.” She sticks her tongue out at Sylvie. “I’m going to change and then look for the handbook.”

Grace practically dances out of the room. I turn to Sylvie. “I guess you lost that battle. Sorry I had a hand in it.”

“You’ve created a monster,” Sylvie says, though she’s smiling.

She takes a shirt from the closet, then opens a dresser drawer. I try not to stare, especially at her culo, but I’m bored. I hate sitting still. “Are there enough clothes here for you and Grace?”

“Yeah. That’s one thing we don’t need.” She raises the shirt. “Thanks. I’ll move some clothes out of here later so we don’t have to bug you all the time.”

“You’re not bugging me. You and Grace can have this room. I’ll stay upstairs.”

“No, this is your house.”

It’s not rudely said, but it’s clear the discussion is over on her end. “Not really,” I say. “It’s my sister’s now. We used to share this room. When we were older, my parents put up a wall and made it into two rooms. I had the window side. Cassie would sleep until noon on weekends, so she didn’t care.”

“And you were the morning person?”

“Still am. I know, we’re annoying. Which are you, morning or night?”

She looks at the ceiling. “I like to go to sleep late but then I wake up in the middle of the night and can’t fall back to sleep. I’m a grudging morning person, I guess.”

“My mother was a morning person. We’d have breakfast together and be done with half our day by the time Cassie and my dad rolled out of bed.”

“That sounds nice. I’m sorry about—Maria told me about your parents.”

“Thanks. I’m sorry about your mom. You said your mom was at the hospital.”

Sylvie blinks. The shirt is balled up in her hand. “Yeah, thanks. I have to change.”

Out of all the possible topics of conversation in the universe, I chose to bring up mothers after what Maria said about hers. I shouldn’t have brought up her mother, or any mother, for that matter. I call her name after she’s through the door. She stops, back to me. “I mean it. I want you to keep this room. I’ll be out of here in a couple of days.”

“No, but thanks.”

She disappears with fast footsteps. She might need friends, but I’m not sure she wants them.

***

Later in the day, my four housemates congregate in the bedroom to hear my story in more detail. I call Rachel a friend, which is true, and I leave out my breakdown. After I’m done—and I don’t rehash the part where I shit the bed—Jorge asks, “Did Wadsworth know who was broadcasting from the city? Or if Stuyvesant Town is still a Safe Zone?”

“Not as far as I know,” I say. Maybe it was a fluke they could broadcast at all—antennas were probably damaged from fire and, without electricity or a generator, nobody is broadcasting anything.

“So there aren’t any boats,” Maria says quietly.

“Boats aren’t the only way out. I got across the Verrazano. Maybe I can take the Triborough or Whitestone upstate.”

Maria pulls at a corner of my sheet, straightening what’s already straight. “We won’t talk about that until you’re better.”

I wouldn’t get more than a few blocks at the moment, so she’s right in that respect, though if we talk about it now we’ll have a plan in place. My brain is full of energy while my body lags behind. But I lucked out again. Take that, universe.

Grace leans forward eagerly. “I know you came from the other direction, but do you think we can get to Brooklyn Heights?”

“I wouldn’t go without a bike, but I think you could make it.” Maria’s hand rests lightly on the blanket over my foot, and now it tightens. I amend my statement. “That doesn’t mean it’ll be easy. You shouldn’t go until you know you can get there.”

Grace may be into healing energy, but the only energy coming off her at this moment is a solid wall of frustration. I think my earlier impression—that Grace’s delicate exterior masks a tough interior—was spot on. It’s good. She’ll need it to reach Brooklyn Heights.

“But there’s no way to know that, is there?” she asks.

“There isn’t,” I say. Maria will be pissed at what I plan to say next, but she can’t make everyone on Earth stay in bed. “Sooner is probably better than later.”

Sylvie glances at Grace. My impression is that Sylvie wants people to think she doesn’t give one iota of a shit about anything, but anyone paying attention would see that she does, especially when it comes to Grace. And I know she does, because I listened to her talk for hours on end. I know a lot more about her than she’d like.

Grace nods as if her thoughts have been confirmed and turns to Sylvie, who gives her a nod that says whenever you’re ready, I’m game. But, when Grace looks away, Sylvie’s hand trembles as she tucks her hair behind her ear.


Chapter 49

“So, it’s a wacky, mixed-up day,” Sylvie says when she enters the bedroom. “Soup for breakfast. We had it leftover in one of the jars from last night. Maria says you need the vitamins.”

“Thanks,” I say. Sylvie hands me my bowl and then moves the paper clip on the calendar. “Keeping track of the days?”

“Yes and no. It’s a dumb game I play. I try to use the word at some point in the day, even in my head. This one’s not easy.”

“What is it?”

“Tonsorial: of or relating to a barber or the work of a barber.”

She plays word games. I have a feeling she’s good at them. So am I. I have a feeling she hates to lose. Me, too. “Can I play?”

“Sure,” she says. “But I’ve never played with anyone before. I guess then we have to use it aloud, and it has to make sense.”

“I wish I were skilled in the tonsorial arts so I could cut my own hair.”

Her hands come to rest on her hips. “You can’t just up and use it like that. Anyone can do that. It has to flow naturally. In regular conversation. Not that tonsorial has much of a flow.”

“Fine, fine. Just seeing what I could get away with.”

“Nothing,” she says.

“I can see that. I’d better get out of bed if I’m going to be around for a conversation where I can slip in the word.”

“You shouldn’t get up yet.”

“Why?”

“Because Maria says so.”

I make a face. “Maria’s not the boss of me.”

Sylvie giggles and perches on the desk chair. I’d forgotten there was a chair under Cassie’s ever-present clothes. I’d forgotten that the world holds pretty girls whom I can make giggle, even when they don’t seem the type.

“I’m going to tell her you said that,” she says.

I raise a finger to my lips. “Please don’t. I talk a good game, but I’m no match for her.”

“No one is. The decision is yours, but I’m warning you that you get up at your own risk.” She moves for the door, then stops and tucks her hair behind her ear. “I’m really sorry I pointed a gun at you and told you to get out of your own house. I didn’t know who you wer—”

“You already apologized.”

“I did? Oh, you heard that?”

“Yep. You sure can talk, not that you’d know it now.”

I smile at the color in her cheeks. Rachel said I was the worst, and the best—although I might’ve inferred she meant the latter—when it came to bugging the shit out of someone until I put them at ease. It comes in handy when someone freezes on a climb or in a tight spot. I can’t help it; I don’t like tension.

“Is there a plan?” I ask, although I’m sure they would have told me if there was. Maybe it’s because I got used to the sound of her voice, or I like talking with her, or I’m enjoying having people around me after many days spent alone, but I don’t want her to leave.

“What kind of plan?”

“I don’t know. A what-to-do-next plan?”

“Like a mission? Of course. We’ve named it Operation Zombie Storm,” she says, deadpan. Soup spills off the spoon when I laugh. She hands me my napkin, dark eyes alight.

“Well, you have the most important part down. It’s all in the name. Does Zombie Storm involve leaving the city or anything like that?”

Sylvie’s gaze shifts toward the windows. “Leave for where? I don’t know where we would go. They’re everywhere.”

“There’s Fort Wadsworth.”

“That trip involves a very long tightrope walk over water. I’m not doing that to go to Staten Island, of all places.”

“But then you could get to Jersey. I’m sure you’re dying to go to Jersey.” She laughs and shakes her head. “It wasn’t that bad. I crawled across. Are you afraid of heights?”

“I’m definitely scared of giant broken bridges, so I’m stuck here for now. It’s better than plummeting to my death.”

“How about a garden? Do you guys have a watch set up?”

“We don’t have any seeds. Maria says there’s a seed store in Bay Ridge. We’ve heard people, but no one knows we’re here except for Guillermo, so we don’t keep watch or anything.” Her shoulders lift. “Grace and I will be gone soon, anyway.”

She runs her fingertips along the dresser top, then moves a jewelry box to a corner as if that’s where it belongs. She probably knows where things go better than Cassie does. I get the sense she’s comfortable in this room when I’m not here.

“How soon?” I ask.

“Whenever Grace says.”

I know she doesn’t have a mother, but she might have a father or siblings to find. A boyfriend. Friends. I would ask, but I don’t think she wants me to. “You can stay here as long as you want. I’ll be going upstate soon to see if they made it.”

“It looks like a nice place.”

“It is. Once I make sure it’s safe, I’ll be back for Maria and anyone else who wants to come. My friend Paul and his family, if I can find them. You’re welcome to join us.”

“I’m sure it’ll involve a bridge, so no thanks,” she says, joking, but her eyes are distant. “I have to go wash dishes. Maria’s heating water so you can wash up. We’ll let you know when it’s ready.”

I’ve lost her somewhere. Either she’s a tough nut to crack or I’ve lost my touch. “Thanks. Hey, I’m sorry that you had to—” I wave a hand at the bed because I’m not sure how to complete that sentence in a non-repulsive way. “Thank you for…”

My voice fails as I flash back to the loneliness that plagued me on my way here. The surety I would die. The hope someone would be with me at the end. I haven’t felt that lonely since my parents died, and never before that. Sylvie was funny but tender, and no amount of inscrutability can make me forget the kindness in her eyes when she took my hand and promised not to let go.

My eyes sting. Rachel’s death and Cassie’s absence and the whole fucking world being in the shitter have come to rest on my shoulders. I’m going to cry. First I crap myself and now I’m going to cry. Great.

Everything about Sylvie unstiffens, from her lips to her ramrod straight legs. Her fingers come within a few inches of my arm before she pulls them back, and I have to restrain myself from taking her hand; it worked to stop this feeling once before.

“I’m glad I was here,” she says softly. “I’ll check on the water. I’m sure you want to get cleaned up.” I nod—I don’t trust myself to open my mouth without bawling. She stops at the door with an earnest expression. “I’m no tonsorial artist or anything, but even I can see you could use a shampoo.”

It’s so unexpected that my laugh explodes from somewhere deep and scatters all that heaviness to the winds. Sylvie winks and heads into the hall, saying, “Sylvie, one. Eric, none.”


Chapter 50

I’m bursting with energy when I wake. My cold shower at Wadsworth wasn’t that long ago, but yesterday’s pot of hot water was sorely needed. I would like to never again reflect upon the last few days, a desire reinforced by what I rinsed off. It’s early yet, so I tiptoe down the hall and past the sofa bed to the kitchen. Sylvie leans back in a chair, one foot on the edge of the table. A book is on her knee and she taps a pen to her mouth while she reads.

“Morning,” I say.

Her leg drops. “Hi.”

“Carry on. Just wondering what the usual morning is like around here.”

“You’re looking at it. They wake up around eight, sometimes later.”

“Slackers.”

She smiles, glances at the table and then scrambles to shove her scattered papers into a pile. “Sorry, I made a mess.”

“No problem. Leave it.” I give her my friendliest smile. One minute she’s sociable and the next aloof, but I’ve made it my mission to get her talking. “I heard something about coffee yesterday. Please tell me it’s true.”

“It’s true. We heat the water on the stove and make it in the French press. We tried the solar oven, but it doesn’t make good coffee.” She chews her lip. “Or maybe it does, but we can’t wait that long. We have to put dinner in for the rest of the day or else we’d brew it the night before. So we keep using propane even though we shouldn’t. Sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?”

She brings the papers to her chest and lifts her shoulders. I drop into a chair and look around the kitchen. It’s tiny, but it holds a lot of memories: cramped but fun family dinners, where a friend was always welcome to squeeze in at the table and happy chaos reigned, good food, my mom and dad talking at the kitchen table late into the night in quiet voices.

They made each other laugh. You could see their connection in the way they looked at each other, as if they knew what the other person was about and loved them because of and, sometimes, in spite of it. They each had their faults, but they understood and complemented each other. Rachel and I were friends, but not in that way. I feel bad thinking it now that she’s gone, but it’s not an ill thought—just a fact. I hope she had it with Nathan, even if it was for a short time.

Sylvie edges toward the doorway. “Where are you off to?” I ask.

“I was going to go read in the…somewhere.”

“I don’t remember there being a somewhere in the apartment. Is it upstairs?”

She gives a little laugh. “I don’t want to be in the way.”

“In the way of my sitting in a chair? I’m going to think you’re avoiding me. Sit.”

She places her pile on the table and lowers herself into a chair, hands on her knees. “So, how do we make the coffee?” I ask. I could figure it out, since I have half a brain, but if I take over she’ll probably head for the hills.

“Outside, on the stove.”

“Let’s do it.”

Sylvie brings a pot of water outside and I fire up the stove. Now that we have a task, she seems less tense. While I was sick, she told me about Guillermo’s aspiring Safe Zone and I’ve seen what they’ve done to the yard, which is pretty impressive. I know Sylvie had a hand in it.

“Maria says you’ve read all the survival books in the house.”

“Not all, but a lot. I like to read.”

“So do I,” I say. “So does my sister.”

“I can tell. She has a lot of books.”

“She has a lot of everything. She’s not the neatest of people, but she’s great.”

“I can tell that, too.” The corner of her mouth edges up, as if she and Cassie have a secret. “Shouldn’t you be in bed? I can finish this and bring you a cup. I don’t mind.”

“I’m healthy as a horse. I’ve spent half my life in that bed, and even Maria can’t make me get back in there.”

I lean against the table. The trees are almost full-leafed now. What made sense before—a tree in the corner of a yard—looks haphazard with the fences down. A shed here, a barbecue there, a random patio, a pile of junk against the back of one house.

“Where did you grow up?” I ask.

“All over Brooklyn. We moved around.” Sylvie motions at the house. “You lived here your whole life?”

“My parents moved here when I was a baby. The rent was cheap and the neighborhood was good. So they stayed and saved their money for the cabin. Where’d you go to school?”

“I went to too many schools to count, up until high school. I even went to Catholic school for part of junior high.”

“Paul went to Catholic school before high school and told me all about it, so I’m sorry,” I say, and she laughs. “Are you Catholic?”

“I’m a mutt,” she says. “Jewish, I guess.”

“You guess?”

“My dad is Italian. He insisted I be baptized. My mother was Jewish, so she said I was Jewish, probably to annoy my father. It’s not like she was religious. But my grandma was Jewish, and I celebrated the holidays with her before she died, so…” She shrugs, although there’s fondness in her voice. “I only remember the Hanukkah prayer.”

She does have a father. I wonder where he is. “How’d you end up in Catholic school?”

“My teacher in fifth grade made me apply for a scholarship. She thought it would straighten me out. It didn’t work.” She peeks under the pot lid, shakes her head that the water isn’t ready, and then watches the backs of houses.

“So, how was Catholic school?” I ask, once it’s clear she has no intention of elaborating on the subject.

She considers the question for a full minute. “It started out great,” she says, with sarcastic emphasis on the great. “On my first day, we had a religion test. I forgot there were Ten Commandments. I thought there were twelve. So I wrote down the ten I remembered and then, on the bottom, I explained I couldn’t remember the other two.”

“No, you didn’t,” I say, imagining the nuns’ reactions at the heathen in their midst.

“I did. I’d been to a lot of AA meetings with my mom, which didn’t straighten her out, either. But, you know, Twelve Steps, Ten Commandments—they got mashed together in my sixth grade brain. Sister Jean Marie almost plotzed.”

“Please tell me you also said plotz to Sister Jean Marie.”

“You don’t want to know the things I said to her. They weren’t very Christian.”

I laugh, not only because the story is entertaining, but because I’m standing in a yard having a normal conversation. The kind of conversation I would’ve had a month ago, where there’s no talk of killing or supplies or viruses. “What did you say?”

“You’ll think I’m evil.”

I nudge her arm. “C’mon. Tell me.”

She twists her lips. I wait her out, and she says, “Okay, think of every evil teacher nun you’ve ever seen in a movie, and that was Sister Jean Marie. The only difference was she wasn’t allowed to smack us with a ruler. I got straight A’s even though she hated me, which made her hate me more. But she couldn’t get rid of me. Not until I got into a fight with her in seventh grade and they kicked me out.”

I stare at her wordlessly. I think she might be insane. In a good way, possibly, but still crazy. “You punched a nun?” I finally ask.

“No, I didn’t punch a nun!” Sylvie screeches at a low volume. “She was a bully, so I told her off.”

“What’d you say?”

“You have to know the backstory,” she says. “Sister Jean Marie had a scapular—that’s a special religious necklace—and she loved to tell us how we were all going to Purgatory when we died, but she would go straight to Heaven because of this stupid necklace. She’d pull it from her blouse and wave it at us and gloat. It was like she wanted us to suffer in Purgatory.

“She picked on this kid, Kevin, all the time. He was one of those small, quiet kids. One day she was screaming at Kevin over nothing and her face was bright red and there was spit flying everywhere. He’d sunk down in his chair and I could just see his will to live ebbing away. She seemed like she was getting bigger, like she was sucking all the life out of him. Feeding on him, you know?”

Her voice is heated; she still feels sorry for Kevin, and I think she wouldn’t mind taking a swing at Sister Jean Marie. I grimace at the image, so lost in the story that it’s only now I realize Sylvie is talking without coercion.

“I couldn’t take it anymore. I got up from my desk and yelled at her to stop. She screamed that I wasn’t Catholic and I was going to Hell. So I said that her scapular would burn just fine in Hell, because that’s where she was going, and I’d see her down there.” She cocks her head. “Oddly, that didn’t go over well. The next day they sent me back to public school.”

The whole thing is awful, but I can’t stop smiling at the image of a seventh grader telling off a bully nun. My mother, champion of the forgotten and downtrodden, would’ve loved Sylvie. From what I heard, Mom was a tough cookie in her younger years. By the time we came around, she’d mellowed out for the most part, but if she got riled up about something, you did not want to be on the opposing side.

“That’s not evil. She deserved it. But I can’t believe you told a nun she was going to Hell. That might be worse than punching her.”

Sylvie plops in a chair, spent from reliving Sister Jean Marie’s trespasses. “She was, if there is a Hell. Or at least Purgatory for a million years. So, how about you? Religion?”

“Agnostic humanist.”

“Is that a thing?”

“I don’t know, but I like it. The humanists haven’t come after me with pitchforks yet. I think I’m safe.” Steam escapes from under the pot’s lid, and I jump to turn off the stove. “We wasted some fuel. I won’t tell if you don’t.” Sylvie casts an anxious glance at the propane tank. “Don’t worry, I just came up with a plan. Soon we won’t need to use the fuel and you’ll still have hot coffee every morning.”

“What is this plan?” she asks.

“I’m calling it Operation Caffeine Strike.”

Sylvie laughs. “It’s all in the name.”

***

I know they’re gunshots and they’re close by. It’s dark in Cassie’s room, but I’m on my feet, pistol in hand, before I’m fully awake. A pounding comes from above and I step into the hall as the door to upstairs flies open. The light blinds me for a moment before I make out Sylvie holding a lantern and staring at my gun, pale as a ghost.

I lower it immediately. A few more shots come from outside, still close but farther now. I move forward to put my arm around her shoulders. “You okay?”

She nods, still stiff. “Where are they?”

“Not sure.”

Jorge, Maria and Grace come down the hall and into the lantern light. We wait for the next volley, but nothing comes. It could be people against zombies, but it could be nothing as innocent as that. Sylvie’s breaths are tiny puffs of fear, and I think it’s more from my gun than what’s outside. I had it ready for whatever was coming, but I have the control not to shoot blindly at any movement.

“Guess they’re gone,” Jorge says in the silence.

“How close were they?” Grace asks. She crosses her arms and shivers.

“Maybe five blocks the second time,” Jorge says. “Not too close.”

“How can you tell?” Maria asks.

“You grow up in the projects in the ‘80s, you learn these things.”

Maria laughs. “Well, I’m not getting any more sleep tonight. I’ll make coffee.”

Grace and Jorge follow her down the hall. Sylvie steps out from under my arm, and I say, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“This is why I hate guns,” she says. “What if you’d shot me?”

“I wouldn’t have shot you.” Her face makes it clear she doesn’t believe me before she lowers the lantern to her side. “My finger was alongside the trigger. I didn’t know you were up there.”

“I go upstairs to wind the lantern. Just so you know not to shoot me next time.”

I look away. It’s stupid, but I’m insulted she doesn’t trust me. She steps on my foot playfully. “Hey, it’s okay. I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t shoot me.”

“Only pretty sure?”

“You never know.” She lifts the lantern and peers into my face with wide eyes. “There are at least a few people who wouldn’t mind taking a shot at me.”

I hold in my laugh at shuffling from the street. They must be moving toward the gunshots. The gate at the sidewalk rattles when a body brushes against it. Sylvie switches off the lantern. The chance that they’ll see through the entry gate, then at an angle into the window of the inside door and notice the dim light is slim, but I, for one, feel no need to test out that hypothesis.

“Want to look at our word?” Sylvie whispers. “Since the new day has dawned.” She turns on the lantern in the curtained room and lifts the page with the paperclip.

“Why don’t you tear them off?” I ask.

“It’s not my calendar.”

“My sister wouldn’t mind.”

“It’s bad enough I’m wearing her clothes and eating your food,” she says. “I’m not going to start tearing calendars.”

“Well, tearing calendars is pretty offensive, but I think Cassie will find the strength to go on.”

“I’m serious. I don’t take shit that’s not mine. I know I owe you.”

Her eyes are shiny in the light, and I decide that her sense of humor must be absent when it comes to this topic. I don’t see what the big deal is, but bugging her about it will probably only make it worse. “So, what’s our word?”

“Esurient: hungry, greedy.”

“All right, I’m ready,” I say. “How about some coffee? You know Maria probably has it finished already. She’s pretty esuri—”

“Don’t even!” Sylvie whispers. “You’ve got to wait a minute or three.”

She frowns and walks away muttering something about people who point guns at other people and then try to cheat. I follow with a grin.


Chapter 51

Later in the morning, I inspect the patches of green yard interspersed between concrete. I’m no longer convinced the city is the worst place to be in a situation such as this. It’s not my first choice, but it isn’t as bad as I expected. One could remove the fences in the yards of adjacent blocks for more garden space. Rooftop gardens could work as well, though locating and then carting all that soil up would be a Herculean task.

Water is an issue, but water is an issue anywhere there’s not a natural source. The average house sheds a lot of water from its roof, even in a light rainfall, and we’re surrounded by roofs. There’s plenty of water in water heaters, even accounting for the ones blocked by sediment. Getting water from a water heater is so basic it’s laughable, or it would be if so many people hadn’t died. The water tanks on buildings are a great source as well—thousands of gallons already in storage.

But it’s the buildings I like most of all. The houses on a city block remind me of a fort or the walls of a castle—a rectangle of brick and concrete that protects the central yard. Try recreating that in the country without tons of concrete and a hundred workers. Even Fort Wadsworth is more susceptible to zombies than your average city block, unless they transfer the fort. If it were any other type of apocalypse, I would prefer the country, the woods, a farm—and I still might—but I’m kind of digging this right now.

Granted, we have a leg up in terms of stored food and water, as well as the knowledge of how to get more. It doesn’t make me want to stay here forever, but, if we can’t get out of the city for a while, we’ll be okay. We’ll need more food, especially if I find Paul, Hannah, and Leo. I plan to head to them tomorrow, now that I’m well enough, although I haven’t yet told Maria. That part might be trickier than fighting off zombies for two miles.

Jorge comes out the back door and joins me. “When would we need to plant?” he asks.

“A week ago.”

“Great.” He sighs, but there’s a quiet laugh in there. Jorge finds humor in everything—something I can get behind.

“It’s a longer growing season than upstate. If we can get seeds now-ish, we should be good. My friend Paul doesn’t live far from that gardening store, so I thought I’d run by there when I go.”

Jorge glances behind us at the empty yard; Sylvie, Maria and Grace are in a house somewhere, sorting through clothes. “I’d ask if you want some company, but I don’t want to leave them alone after last night.”

“For the record, I agree. But don’t let them hear you say that.”

“You kidding? I wouldn’t say that to those three. I don’t want to die.” Jorge’s warm eyes match his smile, though, and there’s no question he likes them. “Thanks for this place. Anything you need me to do, I’m happy to help out.”

I raise my hands. Sylvie thanked me for breakfast after our talk this morning, then for water, to drive home the point that she owes me, I suppose. I almost offered her a notebook so she could write down exactly how much she owed, but I was afraid she’d jump on the idea.

“Listen, the food was my parents, the apartment is Cassie’s and I’m just glad someone’s putting it to use.” It comes out more defensive than I’d planned. “Sorry, Sylvie’s driving me crazy saying she owes me for the food.”

“She’s got a thing about that. But she’s good people. Did you hear how she had us get that dialysis machine at the hospital?”

I haven’t, so Jorge tells me a story of how Sylvie was going to go alone if she had to, fight off no one knew how many zombies, even though she hadn’t killed a single one prior to that. I try to reconcile that person with the one from this morning and, maybe not so unexpectedly, it fits.

She wants to help, especially someone helpless—like Kevin or this boy Manny—but she doesn’t want assistance. She doesn’t want to take shit that’s not hers. Knowing what little I know about her life, I wonder how many times she’s had to wish for things I never once had to wish for, how many times she’s gone without. She probably prides herself on not needing anyone. The only problem with that is that we ordinary people like to feel needed, if only just a little.

A sharp, loud whistle rings out. I put my hand on my holster, which I plan to wear at all times after last night, but Jorge says, “That’s Guillermo.”

A big guy, a few years younger than me and dressed in shorts and a long-sleeved shirt, walks out the back door of what’s referred to as the Hipster Zombie House. He waves and then trots over, first shaking Jorge’s hand and then mine after Jorge introduces us.

“So this is your place,” Guillermo says to me.

“My parents lived here, then my sister. I came in to find her, but she’d already left with Maria’s daughters.”

“That’s who was with Penny. She has long brown hair, right?” I nod. “We killed some Lexers on the street outside Maria’s. Your sister leaned out the window to thank us. Sorry you missed her, man. But it’s good she got out.”

“I’m glad she did,” I say. “Most people didn’t.”

Guillermo looks to Jorge and tilts his head my way, eyes popped. “And this crazy motherfucker came in. You’ve got to tell me that story one day.”

“You got it.”

“You come alone?” Jorge asks.

“Yeah, just wanted to make sure you were all right over here.” Guillermo gazes over my shoulder. “Look at that, the three prettiest ladies in Brooklyn.”

Maria, Grace and Sylvie meet up with us, every one of their eyes rolling. “Quiet, Willie,” Sylvie says.

“Love this girl.” Guillermo flashes a smile and then just as quickly frowns. “You hear those gunshots last night?”

Jorge nods. “Was that you?”

“Some of it. Someone decided to pay us a visit. Don’t know who it was. Shot at the Key Food and up our block. Gary says he thinks they wanted to see what we have, where we are, all that shit. We chased them off. I would’ve come sooner, but we didn’t want to lead them to you. They’re gone now.” Guillermo rubs his dark scruff with his knuckles. “No one knows you’re here, right?”

“Don’t think so,” Jorge says.

“I said it before, but you should come live by us. It’s safer.”

“Um, Willie,” Sylvie says, “they’re shooting at you. Why would we want to come there?”

“They’re not getting in, you don’t need to worry about that.”

“I’d like to see your place,” I say. “I hear it’s pretty cool.”

“And getting better every day,” Guillermo says, rubbing his hands together. “Come by tomorrow.”

This isn’t the time to bring up tomorrow’s journey. “I will in the next few days.”

“What’s going on over there?” Guillermo points at where I’ve collected some supplies for my coffee-making operation. It’s not imperative that we have coffee, but it is imperative that they have some way to cook besides a solar oven. The reality that I might not make it back from upstate is woven under and through every thought I have, and I plan to leave them in good shape in case I don’t.

“Something I’m working on. Want to see?”

I lead him over and explain the design. Guillermo is more than interested and says the aforementioned Gary will understand my drawn-up plans, so I sketch out another set.

Guillermo tucks the papers in his back pocket and shakes my hand. “Appreciate it. All right, just wanted to make sure you all were okay.”

Then, with a tip of an imaginary cap to the women, he’s off the way he came. He has a gun, a knife, a small backpack and a whole lot of confidence. I have a feeling it’s well-earned. I hope it’s well-earned enough to keep out whoever wants in his Safe Zone. And if there are people out there who want in, Maria and the others need more than a stove. They need to keep watch and know how to use their weapons.

“That was Guillermo,” Jorge says to me.

“I like him.”

“He’s a mensch,” Maria says, and winks at Sylvie.

***

Sylvie walks me through the basement with a clipboard like a corporate PR person, in an unnecessary attempt to justify what they’ve eaten. I’m humoring her, but how many times can you tell a person she’s welcome and have her ignore you before you lose it? I have a suspicion I’m going to find out.

“Maybe we should’ve saved those two cans of beans,” she says, “but we needed the calories. When Grace and I find her family, we can go to Guillermo’s if there’s nowhere else.”

I don’t know what to say to that, so I remain silent and stifle my compulsion to shake her. She tucks her hair behind her ear. She does that when she’s something: nervous, uncomfortable, upset, edgy, angry. I have no idea.

“Here’s the baking stuff,” she says. “We didn’t eat any of it.”

I look over the baking supplies, and that’s when it occurs to me—you can’t go toe to toe with Sylvie. If I push, she’ll shove. But maybe I can sidestep her defensiveness the same way she sidesteps any attempt to get through those defenses. She likes cake—she’s dying for cake—and that’s my way in.

I have no problem locating the cake mix. My mother baked cakes from scratch much of the time, but she wasn’t above a quick cake when we begged for one. Cassie and I would bring a box to the kitchen and leave it on the counter as an unsubtle hint. I pull out a box of yellow cake.

“Do you like cake?” I ask.

“Of course. Who doesn’t like cake?” she says, inspecting canned peaches as if she didn’t perform a monologue about cake days ago.

“There’s icing, too. Icing.”

Her narrowed eyes dart my way. “Are you fucking with me?”

“I am not fucking with you,” I say, but I can’t keep a straight face. “Let’s make cupcakes in your solar oven. They’ll cook faster than a big cake, and there’s enough sunlight left in the day.”

I hold out the mix. She takes a step forward with her hand out and then drops it by her side. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do you want to bake a cake?”

“Because cake is delicious?”

I’ve made her smile, sort of, and it only took the same effort as summiting a mountain. “Okay,” she says. “But we don’t have eggs.”

I shake my head sadly. “Well, this is the part where we’re going to have to be somewhat healthy. We have the oil, but we’ll have to use applesauce for eggs.”

“Soda.”

“What?” I ask.

“You can mix a cake with a can of soda and bake it. It’s good. My mom did it a couple of times. We found some soda in the other houses.”

“Soda is full of high fructose corn syrup. The mix already has sugar. You might go into a sugar coma if you’re not careful.”

“You sound like Grace,” she says with a sigh that suggests this is not something to aim for. “Are you really that concerned about corn syrup? I mean, out of all the things in the world to worry about right now, is that high on the list? Like, first is corn syrup, then zombies, then water, then food?”

“Well, no.” I turn my attention to the box I hold, feeling like an uptight health freak. I thought she knew I was teasing, although high fructose corn syrup isn’t something I seek out due to my mother’s hatred of the stuff. “If you want to use soda, we can. It’s not that big of a deal, obvi—”

I hear a snort and look up to find her eyes shining with mischief. She’s fucking with me. I wiggle the box. “Do you want cake or not, woman?”

Sylvie reaches for the mix, but I pull it away just before she makes contact. She clasps her hands behind her back and laughs. “You know I do. That’s why you’re torturing me with it.”

“Well, grab a can of high fructose corn syrup and let’s do this.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. I know you’re esurient for cake.”

Her jaw drops. “That’s why we’re having this conversation, isn’t it? So you could use the word. You’re diabolical.”

“I wish I’d thought of that, but it just happened. And I’m hardly diabolical—this is the first one I’ve gotten. We’re making cake because it’s the least I can do for you nursing me.”

“God, could we just forget about that already?”

“Then don’t thank me for every bite of food you eat,” I say. “We could waste another hour with you saying you owe me for this food and me reminding you that you helped save my life. Saving my life is a much bigger deal, which means if anyone owes anyone, I owe you. Can we just make some damn cake and enjoy it? Or maybe you want to argue until there’s not enough sunlight left to bake a cake. Which is it? Cake or arguing?”

“Cake,” she says. “Thank y—”

“Really? You’re thanking me? Now I have to remind you that you saved my life.”

Her laugh is loud and genuine. However reserved she may be, there’s no question she has a sense of humor—and appreciates one. Appreciates mine. Which, I admit, is a point in her favor.

“Fine,” she says. “I’ll never thank you for anything ever again.”

Before now, she was pretty. But like this—eyes sparkling, smiling and receptive—she’s more than just pretty. Dad would’ve called her a knockout. And it’s an apt term, at least in my case, because my next thought strikes with a wallop and leaves me a bit unsteady—while I’m eager to check on Paul, I can’t wait to return and see more of Sylvie.

“I guess I helped save your life.” She bends for a can of Sprite, then straightens with a thoughtful expression. “But, had I known I was going to get cake, I would’ve tried much harder.”

I lean against the shelves with my laugh. Whatever I expected to find here, I never imagined this smart, funny, compassionate, standoffish, slightly maddening person who throws me a wicked grin before she mounts the hatch steps to the yard, soda in hand. And it doesn’t hurt that the back view of her is as pleasant as the front. It’s only been a few days, but Sylvie’s thrown me off balance in more ways than one.


Chapter 52

Sylvie

I’m eating cake. I’m eating cake and it’s so delicious I might die of joy, even if it is slightly chewy. It’s so sweet my teeth hurt. White icing coats my mouth. Yellow cake with white icing is like going to church to find God and He’s sitting in the front pew saying, “Hey, Syls, want some cake?”

“Good?” Eric asks.

I nod and chew. I’ve chosen to believe what Eric said about owing me—I can’t refuse cake. “It’s like I’m mainlining sugar. The icing. Is so. Good.”

“A woman after my own heart,” Jorge says, and lifts his fork my way. I salute him with mine. I know ex-junkies crave sugar the way I do, hence my mother baking soda cakes during brief spells of sobriety. Shockingly, there were no eggs in the house.

“Sylvie fed us all candy when we were trapped in the bathroom at the hospital,” Maria says. “You should’ve seen what was in her bag.”

“The bag she takes everywhere?” Eric asks.

“Why do you take it everywhere?” Jorge asks me.

“She’s always taken it everywhere,” Grace says. “She used to take it from room to room. She’s done it forever.”

They all look my way. I swallow my cake and shrug. “You never know when you’ll need something: lip balm, gum, book, lotion, candy…”

“You can always go get your bag,” Maria says.

“But then you have to get up.”

They laugh. Laziness isn’t the only reason—I feel naked without it. It started as a way to keep my mother from my most important things, which is why it traveled everywhere with me. In high school, it contained a shirt and a spare pair of underwear in case I stayed the night at Grace’s—always a welcome treat. Like cake.

“So, what was in there?” Eric asks me.

“A Twix bar, Twizzlers, gummy bears and potato chips.”

Eric pushes back his hair, eyebrows up. “That sounds like a kid who spent all their allowance at the corner store.”

“I like candy.”

“Obviously.”

“Especially orange.”

He makes a face. “Who likes orange best?”

“Me. Plus, all the people who don’t like orange share their candy with you.”

“Oh, is that how it works?”

“Yup,” I say. “But I’m an equal opportunity candy eater, except for blue. Blue candy is a crime against nature.”

“I like blue. How can you not like blue raspberry?”

“It makes your teeth blue, it’s gross. There’s no such thing as a blue raspberry.”

Grace waves her fork at me. “When has whether or not a food exists in nature been your criterion for eating it?”

Eric laughs. His skin has returned to a healthy glow as in the photographs—sunburn or windburn on his cheekbones, shallow lines around his eyes from squinting at the view from the tops of mountains or whatever outdoorsy people squint at, and a wholesome smile that would be annoying if he wasn’t scruffy and brimming with sarcasm. But, mostly, he’s nice. Normal. I can’t tell if he’s flirting, teasing or just friendly. But he’s so easygoing that he puts me at ease—or as easy as I get, anyway.

He turns to Maria. “I’m going to Paul’s tomorrow. I don’t think they left Bay Ridge. When I get back, we’ll decide what we want to do about going upstate. I can go and check the cabin, then bring you there if it’s safe. If it’s not, we’ll figure out something else.”

Maria frowns. “You’re not ready for either one of those things.”

“Maria, I’m fine. His house is less than two miles. I’ll take a bike.”

“And just how are you planning to get out of the city after that? Especially since you got sick coming in.”

She waits for his answer with dual arched eyebrows and a set to her mouth that suggests there’s no correct answer. Eric’s healthy glow pales a shade. Not scared of Maria, my ass. “I’ll check the bridges first—”

“You want to get killed?”

“I thought you’d want me to go,” Eric says quietly.

“I don’t want you to die. I won’t send you off to die.”

“How about he goes to get his friend and then you discuss it?” I ask. “He has to at least go there. Paul has a kid.”

Maria crosses her arms, but she knows she’s been outplayed. Eric winks at me. Earlier, while we mixed the cake batter, he said he wouldn’t have been able to build a better solar oven out of the same materials, which pleased me more than one would expect. It’s bizarre that someone complimenting my solar oven has become high praise.

I know I was driving him crazy about the food, but just when I thought everything was settled, Eric appeared. Maybe this food wasn’t originally Maria’s, but the majority of it genuinely belongs to Eric. As does this house, the bedroom, the books and all the other things that have kept us alive for the past weeks. But I’m fairly certain he doesn’t mind us here, and I’m trying to hold fast to that certainty the way a rational human would. Operation Sane Sylvie has been put into effect.

Grace swallows her last bite—even Grace can’t say no to cake—then sets down her plate and stares at the floor while pulling her lower lip. Years of friendship tell me she’s working up to something big. Finally, she meets my eyes. “I was thinking…maybe we could go to my house tomorrow, too.”

I freeze with a mouthful of icing. There’s only one answer I can give here, especially since her attempted poker face is one step away from tears. I knew this was coming, although I wasn’t prepared for it now, when I’ve been lulled into complacency by cake.

I swallow. “Okay.” That response lacked the required level of enthusiasm, so I add, “You’re right. We definitely should.”

It makes sense. Eric is rounding up new people. The longer we stay here, the less I’ll want to leave when it’s time. And it doesn’t matter how much I want to stay when Eric, Maria and Jorge are leaving at some point. Everything is up in the air. I don’t need retirement and a pension, but I’d like some inkling of my future. I need an inkling. I’m not good with the unknown when it’s entirely out of my control. I spent my entire childhood in the unknown, and I haven’t been back since.

“Now you’re leaving?” Maria’s eyebrows are almost to her hairline. “What is wrong with everyone?”

“You knew we were going,” Grace says, without guile and in a sensible way, as if that’s going to work.

“You just decided to leave!” Maria sputters. “How are you getting there? What are you taking with you? When will you be back? Do you have a plan?”

Grace and I eye each other. I rally and say, “We’ll work all that out tonight. We’ll ride bikes, too.”

“Oh, you don’t want to rush into anything with the planning. It’s how many miles to Brooklyn Heights?” Maria flaps a hand in the air; she’s on a roll now. “Why make a plan? Maybe you should leave now, in the dark.”

Eric clears his throat. “It is really dangerous. You need a good plan. Why don’t you wait until I’m back and can help?”

“You’re the one who said sooner is better than later,” Grace reminds him. “I think you were right.”

Eric’s eyes flash, but he can’t argue with his own words. The fact that he’s also leaving gives him less of a leg to stand on, in my opinion, and I don’t think he’s going to have any earth-shattering ideas. The plan is simple: ride bikes, kill zombies, maybe die, the end.

“Have you made a single plan that went smoothly since this started?” I ask. He opens his mouth and then shakes his head. “Right. We’ll figure it out. Don’t worry about us.”

His jaw bulges. Maria looses a string of Spanish. I have no idea what she said except that it wasn’t good. A lifetime of rebukes has inured me to all but the most serious outbursts, but Grace is a softie. Maria exhales at the sight of her rounded shoulders and damp eyes. “I know you want to find them, Grace, but what good is it if you can’t get there?”

“I’m coming,” Jorge says. His arms are crossed and his face resolute.

“I really do appreciate it, Jorge, but no,” Grace says. “What if we find them and stay where they are? We’ll come back if we can’t make it.”

“Even if you find them, bring them here,” Eric says, and then turns to me. “Don’t go to Guillermo’s like you said.”

Every eye in the room is on me, and none of them are thrilled. “You were going to go to Guillermo instead of us?” Maria asks in a quiet, wounded voice that’s worse than a shout.

Heat blossoms from the collar of my shirt to the roots of my hair. I’d rather be here than anywhere else. I said we’d go to Guillermo’s to give Eric an out. I like to give people an out; otherwise I’m never sure they meant what they said. Although I’m not entirely sure even after they don’t take the out. Admittedly, it’s not the best strategy.

“I just thought, if we found them…” I say, and reach for something that will exonerate me without having to explain what makes no sense and has the added benefit of making me seem crazier than I already appear. I go with the usual: defensive. “You’re all leaving for upstate at some point. Eric’s bringing people back, and they’ll need to eat. There’s more food at Guillermo’s. He wants to be a Safe Zone. If we can get across the water, there’s always Stuyvesant T—”

I stop at Maria’s muttered curse. Grace does the Head Shake of Disbelief my way and says, “Maria, I have to look for them before it’s too late. I need to know. But we’ll do our best to come back with or without them.”

“Okay, sweetie,” Maria says. She squeezes Grace’s hand and lifts her chin to give me an icy glare. “Someone has the sense God gave them.”

I look away first. I’ve fucked this up, as usual, and it makes the sweet aftertaste of cake sour in my mouth.


Chapter 53

I plan to sleep on the parlor floor couch. That way I can wind the lantern all night and avoid the people who are pissed off. Grace and I have plotted and planned for the past couple of hours: taking the higher avenues, which means a roundabout route, but Guillermo says they’re less congested; packing food for three days, even if it should only take one day to get there; making sure we leave our sanity here, although I’m fairly certain sanity flew out the window when the plan came to fruition.

We’ve done all we can without knowing what lies ahead, but the hollow feeling in my stomach cancels out any pleasure that we might find Logan and her parents. Jorge still likes me. Maria and Eric will barely look my way. I wouldn’t admit I want to return, so I had to argue and then mention Stuyvesant Town as though I couldn’t wait to breeze across a bridge. I could really use a do-over.

“What’s going on with you?” Grace asks.

“What?”

“You heard me.”

I fold up the map and tuck it in my messenger bag. “Why wouldn’t you let Jorge come?”

Grace blinks a few times. She didn’t expect me to turn it around on her. “It’s too much to ask him to risk his life to find my family. And nice try, but I didn’t forget my question. What’s going on with you?”

“I didn’t mean to make them angry.”

“They’re not angry. They’re hurt that you said you didn’t want to come back.”

“I never said I didn’t want to, only that we didn’t have to. And then I insulted them by offering to not eat their food so they die a few months later than they would otherwise? They should be thanking me.”

Grace shakes her head so hard her hair bounces. “Why is it so difficult to believe that people might want you around?” I’m about to remind her that history has shown this to be a pattern, starting with my own mother and father, when she adds, “Forget it, don’t answer.”

I brace myself for another alphabet lecture, but she kisses the top of my head and departs for the downstairs couch. I re-wind my lantern, throw a blanket over my head to block the light and open my book. But even one of my favorites, Watership Down, is no match for the deafening thoughts in my head.

A hand brushes my shoulder. I fling off the blanket and jump to my feet, sending the lantern across the floor. Eric chases after it and picks it up. “Sorry, it’s only me.”

I hold a hand to my thumping chest. “You know there are zombies, right? Is it a good idea to sneak up on people in this day and age?”

“I whispered your name. You didn’t answer. I thought you might be asleep.”

“What if I’d had a gun?”

This is not a frightening thought, as is plain by the way his eyes glitter with mirth he’s smart enough not to express aloud. “I’ve seen you with a gun. You have no idea what you’re doing.”

“I could shoot someone standing in front of me.”

“I’m not sure you could,” he says. I could shoot him right now with the big jerky smile he wears. He settles on the couch and pats the cushions. “What’s up?”

I stay on my feet. “Am I supposed to answer with what’s actually up or do I just say what’s up back? Does it mean hello or how are you? I hate that greeting.” The second it leaves my mouth, I wish I could take it back. He’s here, which might mean he doesn’t hate me and wants to talk, so I went ahead and criticized his opening words.

“I think you’re giving it entirely too much thought,” he says with a chuckle. “It can mean whatever you want it to mean.”

I was sure he’d storm off in exasperation like any sane person would, but, so far, Eric defies all expectations. I sit on the opposite end of the couch. No matter what I tell myself, I want to leave things on a good note. “I give everything too much thought. Open-ended is no good. What if you only want me to say it back, but I go into a whole spiel about how work sucks and how I had to take my dog to the vet and I’ve contracted measles?”

Eric leans away. “You have measles? Do I need a cooties shot?”

“No, I don’t have measles,” I say with a laugh. “I don’t have a dog, either. Those were examples.”

“How about work? Did work suck?”

“Doesn’t most?”

Eric gives a thoughtful nod but then shakes his head. “Mine didn’t.”

“Well, then I guess you didn’t write copy so corporations could sell useless crap to unhappy consumers.”

“Can’t say as I did. I was getting my doctorate. I taught undergrad classes in environmental science.”

I envy him—he did something he loved. After a long day and the prospect of work the next, I couldn’t stand the sight of another word-processing program. I turned words and phrases over in my mind that never saw the light of day. My hope was that one day I’d sit down and it’d all come out in its most perfect form. Eventually, I acknowledged that was a slim hope, but I vowed I wouldn’t be that person who never got off her ass and did what she wanted to do. And, if writing didn’t work out, I would do something else. Something admirable.

Quitting was only a few short months away. I wasn’t going to waste any more time—only it turns out the time I shouldn’t have wasted was the time spent working for a bonus and saving every now-worthless penny.

I push down my rush of regret. There’s nothing to do about it now. “So you weren’t a sellout like me.”

“I don’t think you’re the kind of person who sells out.”

“You’re right, my plan was to bring down The Man from the inside,” I joke, to which he grins. “No, I got the job easily and then I had money. I’d never had that much money. I could afford my own apartment. I wanted to be an adult.”

Eric points a finger. “Well, that was your first mistake right there.”

“Tell me about it. Why? Have you not reached adulthood yet?”

“Putting it off as long as possible. Were you good at selling useless crap to unhappy consumers?”

I shrug, although I was great at it. “Unfortunately. You have to find the weak spot and run with it. The worst part is that it can be used for good, but I used it for evil.”

Eric scoffs, but he never sold out, doesn’t understand that it creeps up on you. Another line you cross. Another corner you back yourself into.

“You’re lucky,” I say.

“I know.” It’s not a brag, just a simple, appreciative statement. “How long have you known Grace?”

“Since the first day of high school. We’ve been best friends ever since.”

“I can tell. It’s good of you to go with her.”

“They took care of me a lot growing up.”

“Can you fit your solar oven in that bag of yours?”

I’m mystified as to why he’d ask something so odd, until I recall I mentioned bringing my solar oven when I thought he was unconscious. “Did you hear everything I said?”

“Most of it.”

I hardly remember what I said. I’m sure it all will return to haunt me at some point, which is an excellent reason to stay in Brooklyn Heights. I change the subject. “It’s good of you to go for your friend. Paul.”

“He’s like a brother. A little rough around the edges but a great guy.” I nod. The silence spins out until Eric asks, “Are you scared?”

I don’t want to think about tomorrow. When I do, my heart accelerates and I forget how to breathe. Breathing may be involuntary, but once I concentrate on my lack of breath, I’d swear I’m asphyxiating. “Am I scared to leave here and travel through zombies with a screwdriver as a weapon? Nope.”

“Why would you be? But, I have to ask, why a screwdriver?”

“Or my chisel. It doesn’t get stuck in the bone like a knife. I don’t like guns.”

“There’s nothing to be scared of,” Eric says. “A gun’s a tool, like a screwdriver.”

“Except a screwdriver won’t accidentally blow my head off.”

“Neither will a gun, if you know how to use it. I can give you lessons when you get back.”

I run a finger along the smooth fabric of the couch. “If we get back.”

“That’s why I came up. To make sure you’re coming back. Bring whoever—Grace’s parents, her husband, her neighbors—just come back.”

“Why?” It’s needy and possibly borders on pathetic, but it doesn’t feel that way to ask it of Eric. It feels honest and straightforward, like him.

He watches the dark windows while he contemplates. When he turns to me, his eyes shine as they did the morning I made him laugh instead of cry, which didn’t backfire the way it so often does. I don’t know what it is—a mixture of sorrow and bleakness, maybe—but it’s quickly replaced by something bright and anticipatory.

“Do you know how many people I’ve seen in the past few weeks? Maybe two hundred, total. Out of millions. We need to stick together. And Maria will kill you if you don’t. You yourself said Maria was great except for the cake thing, remember?”

I remember. And I remember that Jorge is as even-tempered as Eric. Except for one brief spell at Grace’s, I’ve never lived with people who are joyful because it’s their baseline. They start from happy, whereas it takes me a step up to get there. I want to acquiesce, but I can’t so easily. If they knew how much I want to be here, or how badly I want for them to rub off on me, they’d know how pathetic I really am and ask me not to return.

“Plus, I owe you more cake,” Eric says, to which I roll my eyes. “Stop pretending you don’t want cake. Your cover’s been blown.”

“Fine. I’ll make a deal with you. Stop bringing up things I said when you were supposed to be unconscious and I’ll come back.”

“How is that a good deal for me?”

“Honestly, it kind of sucks for you.”

He lets go of a laugh. “I’ll take it. I think you’re getting the short end of the stick, though. I’m getting my way.”

“I have a feeling you’re used to getting your way.” Eric is sure-footed, both mentally and physically. He does everything so fluidly he reminds me of water. When it comes to human interaction, I don’t think he breaks a sweat, and I’m sure he doesn’t do a mental instant replay of every moment in his life until he wants to punch himself.

“Not always.” He squints one eye, head tilted. “Well, most of time. But not right now.”

“None of us is getting our way right now. Welcome to the real world, Golden Boy.”

“Glad to be here,” he says, his grin so wide and white that I’m surprised there isn’t a ting of light. Golden boy, indeed. “Are you going to your apartment?”

“There’s nothing there. Grace is the closest thing I have to family.”

Eric taps his fingers on his leg. “Can I ask you a question?”

I know where this is going, so I answer before he can ask. “My father left when I was seven. I never saw him again. Last I heard, he was still alive. I’m an only child.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

“Why not?”

“I have no idea,” I say, and laugh at how ridiculous it sounds. “It’s what I always say. It usually gets people to stop asking me questions.”

Eric grins. “But then I come along…”

“But then you come along, undeterred by my standard brush-off.”

“Okay, I’ll stop. Ask me anything. It’s only fair.” He cracks his knuckles and looks at me expectantly. “Unless you want to pretend to be unconscious and let me talk for a few hours.”

“No thanks, although I’m sure it’d be riveting.”

He moves to push my shoulder, and, in doing so, edges into my bubble. He smells good—that indefinable man scent under soap and toothpaste. It’s been a while, if you don’t count that one-night stand a month before Zombie Day, and I don’t count that particular night as anything but an error in judgment and alcohol consumption. I’ll take a guy home, but the reality is I never want to see him again, and I make certain I never do. But I want to see Eric again. I don’t remember ever meeting someone with whom I clicked with this easily, except for Grace. I don’t click. I clash.

“You really should ask me something,” he says. “This is a one-time deal.”

I highly doubt that. I think he is flirting with me and he hasn’t moved out of my bubble, and I don’t mind either of those things. “Oh, really?”

“Yup. Get it while the getting’s good.”

I decide to see if he is a mortal human like the rest of us. “Okay, here’s my question—are you scared?”

“Anyone who isn’t needs to have their head examined.”

If Golden Boy is afraid, then I should be petrified. The distraction of the past few minutes vanishes, and now I am petrified—stomach boiling and chest taut. “I’m terrified,” I whisper.

“That’s because it’s terrifying. Just promise you’ll be careful.”

I nod. But I’m terrified of so much more than zombies. I’m terrified of wanting to be around people, and I’m terrified of the inevitable moment when I’ll find out they don’t want to be around me. And I’m especially terrified of this guy, these people, who make me want to be around people.

“So you’re coming back?” he asks, looking so hopeful that I can’t disappoint.

My smile comes without forethought. It’s impossible to act as blasé as I would like. “Yeah.”

He beams in return and sets the lantern beside me. “Good. I’ll see you in the morning for Operation Find Our Families.”

“I like it. See you in the morning.”

Eric departs for downstairs with a wave. I’m not sure what just happened other than he got me to do what I wanted to do while making it seem it was a favor for him. He gave me my do-over.

He’s good.


Chapter 54

In the morning, I’m filled with so much nervous energy that I can’t eat, even when Maria plops a cupcake in front of me on the kitchen table. Grace touches my shoulder. “Syls, are you sure you want to go?”

Her hair is pulled into a ponytail, emphasizing the flush of excitement on her cheeks. Grace can bend with the wind unless she’s made up her mind, and then nothing will stop her. She’ll go alone if she has to, so I’m going. But I have to get it together. This is what happens when you start to want things. You get afraid of losing them. Of ruining them. And then, in the end, either you ruin them or they ruin you. I zip up my coat and shove the cupcake in my mouth.

“You could give it a few days,” Maria murmurs. “Maybe we could all go when Eric gets back.”

Grace shakes her head.

“So let me come along now,” Jorge says.

“You know how Maria won’t send Eric to die?” Grace says. “It’s the same thing for me.”

Maria’s eye twitches. “That’s not—you can’t use what I said. It’s different.”

“No, it’s not. And if you try to follow, I’ll come back and then sneak out.” Grace’s voice is firm and her eyes flash emerald. “I am not getting anyone killed.”

“Only me,” I say through my cupcake. “Sylvie can be killed, the rest of you are off limits.”

Grace whips around. “Thank God,” she says. “I thought you were losing it on me.”

“Nope.” I wash the sugar down with water. “I’m ready.”

Eric walks in the back door wearing leather hiking boots, a brown jacket with pockets, a knife and a gun. He slides another thin knife from the counter into something on his boot, then pulls his jeans over it.

“You’re a regular Boy Scout,” I say.

“That’s insulting. I’m an Eagle Scout.”

“Ooh, excuse me, Eagle Scout.”

Eric follows me into the living room. He’s a little tense around the eyes but otherwise seems chipper. “Did you sleep?”

“Enough, I guess.”

“Can I see what you have? Your weapons.” All traces of humor have left his expression. “Grace, you too.”

Grace holds up her knife, then pulls Maria’s ice pick from her pack. I show him my screwdriver, knife and the long, thin chisel we found in a basement, which I sharpened with the guidance of a survival book.

“This knife is no good,” Eric says, turning Grace’s in his hands. He leaves for the hall without a word.

“What was that about?” Grace asks.

“He knows what he’s doing,” Maria says. “Listen to him.”

Eric returns and pulls a hunting knife from a sheath. His regular knife is on his belt—of course he has a spare. The steel is matte, except for a deadly-looking shiny edge and point. He hands it to Grace. “That other knife you have will probably bend or break. Put it on your belt.”

She gets to work unbuckling her belt. Eric turns to me. “You’re good. The chisel and screwdriver will work. Your knife isn’t the greatest, but it’s full tang.”

“It’s an orange-flavored breakfast drink?” I ask.

He smiles and holds out his hand. After I place my knife in it, he runs a finger along the handle. “See how the metal of the blade is one solid piece all the way to the end? That part is called the tang. Partial tang means it only goes midway into the handle. It isn’t as strong, and when you hit something solid the blade might pop out. You want full tang. Your screwdriver is one. The chisel looks old, so it’s probably well made.”

He hands it back. Grace pulls on her opera gloves. “Where are your gloves?” Eric asks me.

“I haven’t found any leather ones yet. Where are yours?”

He slings on his backpack, which holds far less than it did when he arrived. “I don’t have any either.”

“Hold up.” Jorge heads for the hall and returns with the gloves he wears when we go out, which he hands to Eric. “Here. I didn’t know you didn’t have any. They’re yours anyway.”

Eric thanks him and slides them on, then looks to me. “That doesn’t solve your problem.”

“I was going to wear latex gloves, but we’re out.” I don’t mention we’re out because we used them all to avoid his poop germs.

“My sister doesn’t have any?”

“We can’t find them if she does. Only mittens.”

“She’s always freezing,” he mutters. “Hang on.”

He disappears again, this time to the basement. Things bump and scuffle down below. He reappears five minutes later, purple leather gloves in hand. “Here. These were my mom’s. I thought they were in a bag somewhere. Maria, I left the basement a mess, but I’ll clean it when I get back.”

Maria shushes him. “I’ll get it.”

“Thanks.” He holds out the gloves. I take them hesitantly. If he kept them, they must have meant something.

“Are you sure?” I ask.

“I’m sure. Put them on.”

They fit perfectly. Hands are front and center and probably going to get nipped by a zombie at some point. Having gloves makes the rest of me feel twenty times safer. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He turns for the backyard door and then wheels around. “Wait, we almost forgot our word.”

“We can’t play if we’re not together.”

“Even better. I’ll definitely win,” he says with a wink. I trip down the hall after him, slightly giddy that he likes playing our game as much as I do. He lifts the page to today’s date. “You are not going to believe this word.”

“What is it?”

He holds up the calendar. It reads:

 

mordacious \môr’dāSHes\ adj 1: (of a person or animal) given to biting

 

My mouth drops. It’s a real word, and it’s the perfect adjective for everything that’s wrong with the world. “This has to be a freebie. We both get a point.”

“Deal.” Eric rips off the page and tacks it on the bulletin board. “That one deserves to be ripped out.”

We file into the house closest to the corner. My bike has a popping-over-to-the-farmer’s-market-for-some-fresh-bread basket on the front, and I impale the woven part that faces me with my screwdriver and chisel for easy access. There are some zombies, but pedaling around them will be easy. Jorge and Maria stand at the front door, both so despondent that I want to invite them to be killed along with us, and I can’t help but be a little glad that they care enough to worry.

“I’ll go up the avenues with you,” Eric says. “Then I’ll have to turn the other way.”

Jorge’s mouth moves downward, hands opening and closing by his sides. I wish we’d taken Jorge up on his offer. But Grace is right—it’s a lot to ask. Too much.

“We’ll be fine, Jorge,” Grace says. “We’ll see you tonight, maybe tomorrow.”

He tugs at his ponytail and frowns some more. Maria hugs Eric, then Grace, then me. I return her squeeze—if I don’t, she’ll feel me tremble. “See you when we get back,” I whisper.

Maria pulls away with a stern look, but her lips are pressed to keep from smiling. “You’d better get back.” She opens the door. “Be careful, now. All of you.”

We’re on our bikes and moving before the zombies can assemble. Eric must be holding back in order to stay with me and Grace, who huff and puff up the middle of the street. At least I’m not the only one feeling the burn. Pedaling uphill sucks. Unless you’re Eric.

“Just go,” I call.

He shakes his head. A couple of avenues later, he speeds forward to check out the corner, then stands astride his bike and waves us on.

“Yeah, yeah. We’re coming,” Grace mutters under her breath.

My laugh is more of a gasp. A film of sweat already resides between denim and skin. If this is how hot I get in spring when dressed in full zombie regalia, I’m spending the summer inside. When we reach Eric, I glug down water; I don’t know when I’ll next have a chance for a drink. He says something I don’t hear, and I lower my bottle to find a gun at eye level. It’s pointed at the ground, but I jump anyway.

“One of you take this,” Eric says. We don’t move. He shifts it my way. “Please take it. Use it to scare someone if you have to. It’s a .22, but it’ll hurt.”

“I have no idea what—”

“I’ll show you.” Eric scans the streets. Zombies march up from our starting point, but they’ll be a while. “It’s simple. The magazine is full.”

He shows me a button near the trigger, pops out the magazine—I’ve seen enough movies to know this—and then clicks it back in. He pulls another magazine from his jacket and sticks it under the flap of my bag.

A few zombies amble toward us along the avenue. Eric spares a second to look and says, “Shit. Okay, this is the safety. Back and up to take the safety off.” He slides his thumb forward on the tab. “It’s on again.”

They’re closer. A block away. Grace’s toes tap the ground. I say, “I don’t think this is—”

“Pay attention!” he commands. I try to focus. He pulls back the top and I hear that little cha-chick that, in movies, means you’re fucked. Everything I know about guns I learned from movies. “That was the slide. I chambered a bullet. Turn off the safety, point the gun, and pull the trigger. Pull it again to fire again.” His voice is staccato and sharp. “I should’ve done this at the house. I’m sorry. I know you don’t want it, but you may need it.”

He fits the gun into my palm. Now that it’s not covered by his hand, I see the grippy part of the handle is purple. It matches my gloves. I would ask why he has a purple gun, but I’d rather live. I won’t waste time arguing, either. I’ll stick it in my bag and pretend it doesn’t exist.

“Got it?” he asks. I shake my head. I won’t remember a single thing he said—there are zombies coming, for crying out loud. Eric stoops to my height, eyes firm. “Yeah, you do. I’ll distract them. Go. I’ll see you back at the house.”

He waits for our nods, then rolls in the direction we’ll travel and stops twenty feet from the zombies. They move faster, intent on where he stands. He walks his bike backward steadily and raises a hand when we ride by. I check my mirror to be sure he’s okay and am relieved to see him turn his bike and head on his way.

The store awnings advertise in both Chinese and English, and their windows are shattered the way they are on every other avenue. But the sidewalks are remarkably vacant of everything except many Lexers with bashed-in heads. Someone has taken to the streets with a whole lot of knives and bats and pipes—maybe that Chinatown group. We do our best not to ride on broken glass while swerving around the very occasional walking zombie.

Grace turns back, but her gaze diverts over my shoulder and her face slackens. I glance in my mirror, though I know what I’ll see—the occasional zombie has become a gigantic group. I remind myself to breathe. On bikes, we’ll leave them in the dust.

Our street ends at a large cemetery and zombies who spring to attention at our arrival. If the cemetery gates were closed a few weeks ago, it’ll be safe inside, but there’s no time to scale the tall fence with bikes. We bump onto the sidewalk and parallel the cemetery to the corner. It seems quiet inside—grass and tombstones and winding roads. The thought of all the dried, decayed corpses underground used to creep me out. Now I wish there were time to travel through a place in which the dead stay where they belong.

Two Lexers block our escape through the traffic jam at the next intersection. One is huge. The Incredible Hulk of zombies. I’ll never reach his head. Neither will Grace, and the numerous zombies behind us and on the opposite corner are worse than this single giant. I grab the chisel from my basket, lower my bike to the ground and dart forward to kick his leg—the only thing I can think to do that will get him to our level. My sneaker hits his kneecap with a solid crunch that bends his knee the wrong way. He slams onto a car hood and topples to the asphalt.

I bend to The Hulk, who should be writhing in pain but instead is dragging himself and his teeth closer, and stab him in the temple. Grace has taken care of the other, and she holds our bikes with no trace of imminent puking. We roll them over Hulk’s body and continue on. We’re both short of breath, both gory, and I know we’re both scared, but we don’t remark upon killing two bodies that got in our way. We don’t even say, “Whew, close call there, huh?”

We’re getting used to this. Just another day at the office.


Chapter 55

I want to marry my bicycle. A simple ceremony, just us proclaiming our love for each other. I never rode a bike around the city. I knew I’d be too lazy to ride home at the end of the workday, and being the person whose bike takes up space on the rush hour train could be worse than being the person bleeding out in the street from a collision with a cab.

But it has officially become my preferred mode of travel. Without bikes, we never would’ve made it to Prospect Park, and we certainly wouldn’t have cut through the park so easily. The entrances were blocked to cars, which made biking a dream on the empty road. The lake had some floaters, the Long Meadow many undead occupants, and we flew past them all.

I’d love to brag that from there we kicked zombie ass, but mainly we’ve managed to outrun them or zigzag from one block to the next in a rambling and erratic journey—but it beats dying. The burned blocks are the best, as they’re vacant, blackened swaths of building façades. I guess most zombies don’t stick around when there’s no food. If I don’t think about the people who lived there either fleeing into zombie arms or burning to death, I can appreciate the break it gives us.

Here and there are signs of life: A ring of rubble that protects a stoop. Empty bottles and food wrappers piled below a high window. A nauseating combination of human waste and toilet paper that appears to have been flung from houses as in medieval times. A parking lot full of dog carcasses suspended from rope with their flesh carved to bone. I want to be angry at the thought of defenseless animals being consumed, but people need to eat. Most animals likely ended up as zombie food anyway. I would want Grace’s family to eat dogs or anything else to stay alive; I’m sure I would eat almost anything when it came down to it, no matter how repugnant.

It makes me wonder how I could have refused, even half-heartedly, Eric and Maria’s request that we return. The city is bombed-out. It’s death and ash and famine. It’s a different place than our yard of sunshine and shadowed house—this is darkness in every sense of the word. I can feel it creeping in, and I remind myself that this isn’t my reality. It doesn’t have to be.

We speak in murmurs. Our bike tires hum on the concrete. I think I hear someone hush a child as we pass an apartment window. Zombies gurgle and moan and grunt. Gone are the horns and voices, the machines and rumblings; New York has become a city of whispers and groans.

And, a few times now, high-pitched and hoarse screams. Raw. Blood-curdling. Desperate. Keening. I can’t find the proper adjective to describe the sounds a person makes while being torn apart, or the arctic chill it sends through you. How you want to help but also run. It can go on for a minute that seems like hours, until you stop wishing for their survival and hope the Lexers hit an artery to put the human out of his misery.

From what I’ve seen on nature shows—and it’s begun to seem as if far too much of my knowledge on a great many subjects comes from movies or TV—predators kill their prey before eating, if only to stop them fighting back. Unlike most predators, zombies don’t care about flailing limbs or shrieks or anything except sinking those dull teeth into flesh.

We make our way through the neighborhood of Boerum Hill, hoping to cross Atlantic Avenue closer to the water, where the streets are quieter and more residential. Court Street used to be your typical Brooklyn thoroughfare, lined with stores on the ground floor of three and four-story brick buildings. Now it’s shattered windows and trash, the same as by us, but worse. Dead—really dead—bodies are almost as plentiful as broken glass, and they cover the concrete for blocks. The stench is unbelievable and the street is impassable by bike. The three zombies that wander nearby haven’t noticed us yet.

The main entrance of a church sits on the opposite corner, with its length running the side street. That zombie-free street is our destination. We take our handlebars and walk our bikes as fast as possible. The three zombies spot us, but they can’t move over obstacles as quickly as we can. I do my best to avoid bodies with my feet, but my bike rolls over legs and torsos and through dried puddles of viscera. The hem of a coat tangles in my spokes and I bend to yank it free. Because of decomposition, it’s impossible to tell if they were men or women unless you inspect their clothes. I raise my eyes. I don’t want to know.

The seafood market behind us adds a rotten ocean odor to the mix that makes me gag along with Grace. It’s in my mouth and nose. It seeps into my pores. I turn at a scuffing sound to see zombies streaming from the market’s open door. They’ll trip over bodies to get to us, but they’re on the move.

“Shit,” I whisper. “Go, go, go.”

We reach the end of the bodies and hop on our bikes. My sneaker is untied, but I can’t stop now. I glance down as I pedal to make sure it won’t tangle in the chain and thud into something solid that wasn’t there before. The world tilts. My hip and knee hit the concrete first, and then I skid along the pavement in a screech of metal. My leg will hurt later, but Ana’s coat has saved my arm.

“Sylvie!” Grace screams.

Whatever sent me down was yielding and human-like. Alive or dead, it’s bad news. I scramble from under my bike and struggle to my knees for a weapon, but there are wide holes in the wicker where my chisel and screwdriver were. Grace swings a man into the church’s iron fence by the hem of his black coat. He lands on his knees, shouting above the oncoming groans. A person.

Grace is doing her best, but I don’t think either of us is a match for a good-sized man with a weapon. I open my bag. Like Eric said, the gun could scare someone. That someone is probably only going to be me, but if you want to kill me, I’ll do my best to kill you first. I don’t remember where the safety is or how to turn it off, but I aim it two-handed at the figure in black.

Grace pulls me to my feet. He staggers up and turns around—a man with a clerical collar and two hands in the air. A priest with raven hair and vibrant blue eyes. “Come inside! It’s not safe.”

We were already aware it’s not safe. I drop the gun in my bag and pick up my bike—I have no intention of going inside—but the chain hangs, the wheel is bent and the zombies have passed the corner. My hip aches and my knee stings.

Grace looks from my bike to the priest, who gestures at the driveway of a narrow brick building attached to the rear of the church. “We have to,” she says.

I hate rectories and I hate convents and the only way I would ever step foot in one again is if zombies were after me. We allow him to lead us into the driveway and latch the gate. He turns and hands me my runaway chisel, maybe as a gesture of good faith.

“Leave your bikes here,” he says. We follow him up brick steps that rise to the second floor and through the open door.


Chapter 56

We stand in a kitchen with old wood cabinets and a gold Formica counter. The priest locks the doors, then draws the chain for good measure. I can barely hear the hissing. Only the jangle of metal makes its way through the thick old wood.

He turns and wipes his face with a handkerchief he produces from somewhere. “I’m sorry. I thought you were looking for help and—”

“We weren’t.” Grace stands with fists at her sides and cheeks striped red. She looks like a volcano about to burst. “We were trying to get home. But now we can’t, thanks to you.”

The priest’s mouth curves down in apology. All the priests I’ve ever known were middle-aged or old. This one is somewhere in his mid-thirties, handsome with his symmetrical face, thick dark eyebrows and a cleft in his chin. His dark hair isn’t short, as I thought, but pulled into a low ponytail. He’s probably one of those priests who attempts hipness in order to lure young people into the fold.

“Sit down, please.” He gestures at the door to a living room furnished in stodgy old-fashioned furniture. When Grace doesn’t move, he walks past and stands at the couch. “Please?”

I don’t trust the clergy for the most part, but he gives off a benevolent vibe. Grace stalks into the room and perches at the edge of an armchair. I lower myself to the couch slowly; the sting on my knee has become fiery. My jeans are ripped and the hole edged with blood. I can’t remember the last time I scraped a knee—on the playground, maybe.

He folds into the chair opposite, elbows on his knees and eyebrows curved like apostrophes. His pants are shredded up one leg from Grace tossing him to the sidewalk. “I really am sorry. I’m David, the priest here. We’ve been trying to rescue anyone who passes by the church. That was the first time we’ve had to rescue someone from ourselves, though.”

Grace glares, unmoved by his joke and the small laugh that accompanies it. Father David’s eyebrows move up and down in distress. “If it’s only the bike, we can replace it. Are you hurt?” His gaze lands on my knee. “Oh. Let me get something for that.”

He leaves quickly for the hall that connects this room to somewhere else. I take in the fireplace, old writing desk and pictures on the wall—a pastoral landscape, the Virgin Mary, and Jesus with Sacred Heart, amongst others.

Minutes pass with the ticking of a clock, Grace’s barely controlled breathing and the steady throb of my scrape. Rivulets of blood tickle my shin. Jesus’ Sacred Heart is on fire, and mine burns with resentment we’re here. Father David returns with an older woman who wears a nubby brown and white habit instead of the black and white of Sister Jean Marie. She kneels at my feet without a word and opens a first aid kit.

“This is Sister Constance. She’ll clean you up,” Father David says and disappears.

“Remove your pants, please,” Sister Constance says in a voice barely above a whisper.

“I can do it myself,” I say in a tone that could stand to be a little nicer.

The nun hands me the kit, stands with a nod, and leaves the room as quietly as she entered. I pull up the leg of my jeans, tear open a cleansing wipe and place it on my scrape. “Christ!” I yell at the burn.

Grace giggles. I look up to find her pointing at Jesus on the wall. “Yes, right here. Now you’re in trouble. Maybe you should add in the others so they don’t think you took his name in vain.”

I laugh, dab at my scrape and point to the image of the Virgin Mary. “Holy Mary, Mother of God!” Then I point to the landscape and add, “Bucolic landscape!”

Grace belly laughs. “Decorative plates!” she says, while pointing at some very hideous biblical plates, then gestures to a painting of a robed man with a long beard. “Bearded dude who…isn’t Jesus?”

I lose it. I don’t care if the zombies outside hear. The absurdity of this happenstance and the tension of the dead city and the disappointment at where we’ve found ourselves have combined into a jumble of emotions that have to come out somehow. I point at a small frame on the desk—a Precious Moments drawing of a creepy, big-eyed angel and puppy on a pink cloud, but I can’t speak through my laughter. Grace howls. The wipe slips from my hand and I put my head to my knees to stifle my hysterics. We quiet at a loud, deep laugh from the hall and stare at each other, wide-eyed.

“The bearded dude who isn’t Jesus is Saint Paul,” Father David’s voice comes from out of sight. “Are you decent? May I come in?” We say he can, and I brace myself for disapproval, but he strides in smiling. He’s changed into a brown monk’s habit with a rope knotted around his waist.

“Decent,” I say, “but, obviously, not decorous. Sorry.”

“I used to curse like a sailor. No one was safe, not even Jesus. I’ve had to get creative these days.” He turns to Grace. “I am truly sorry. I have another bike being brought up now. You can leave as long as it’s safe.”

Grace slumps—she’s terrible at holding a grudge. “It’s okay. You thought you were helping.”

He bows his head in gratitude and lowers himself into a chair. “Like I said, I’m David, and you are?”

“I’m Grace. That’s Sylvie.”

“Nice to meet you both, although I’m sure the pleasure is all mine,” he says. I laugh and the cleft in his chin deepens. He must lure the girls in, at least. “Where were you heading?”

“We’re trying to get to my family in Brooklyn Heights,” Grace says.

“I’m not sure you can get near there right now. It’s full of Eaters from the hospital.”

Grace looks away. My heart sinks. If her parents and Logan are surrounded, we’ll never get in and they’ll never get out.

“But you could try going around,” he says. “No one here has tried it, but a scout came from Grace Church in the Heights, said she got past okay.”

“A scout?” I ask.

“A small group of people are living in Grace Church. They have food for a few months. The woman from the church said Brooklyn Heights didn’t have as many fires, but it was tricky getting in and out.”

“That’s not so bad,” I say to Grace, whose expression has lightened considerably. “Maybe we can get in.”

“I have a list of names. People who are at Grace Church. Do you want to check it?”

Grace Church isn’t far from Grace’s house—her family could be there. Grace nods and taps her fingers on her knee as he shuffles papers on the desk, then scans the paper he hands her. It quivers before she gives it back with a shake of her head.

“I’m sorry,” Father David says to her, then points at my knee. “I think we should bandage that. You don’t want to smell any more human than you already do. I’m not sure it makes much of a difference, but you shouldn’t take the chance.”

The cut that wasn’t so bad has opened up again. I press gauze to it. Figures that the Catholic Church would trip me up.


Chapter 57

My knee is bandaged and we drink iced tea, sans ice, which I have renamed tepid tea. It’s close to afternoon, and if we don’t make it to the Heights soon, we’ll be heading home in the dark unless we find somewhere safe to stay. I tap my finger on my wrist. Grace nods and says, “Well, I guess we should be going.”

I stand; my knee feels stiffer than the size of the cut would have led me to believe. My hip must be bruised. Twenty minutes of ice would help, but there’s no ice to be found in this world. I haven’t really thought about that, and now that I have, I realize we’re doomed to lives of lukewarm drinks like tepid tea, except in winter when we won’t want cold ones. The apocalypse is the gift that keeps on giving.

“Your leg hurts,” Father David says.

“It’s fine.” I throw him a look that says to shut up. I’m sure once I’m moving it will loosen up, and I am not ruining Grace’s trip.

Grace stops with her hands on the buttons of her jacket. “Can you ride a bike?”

“I’ll be fine.” I walk a few paces. I’m not limping, but I have to get off the leg quick. I open my arms. “Ta-da!”

“You’re limping,” she says. “Just tell me if it hurts too much and we’ll wait.”

“It’s fine.” She looks at me steadily; Grace can tell when I’m lying. “Grace, I was specifically not limping.”

“So you admit you want to limp?”

“I admit nothing. Look into my eyes: I’m fine.”

Grace opens her jacket slowly, one button at a time, and drops it behind her on the chair. “We’re staying for now.”

“I am not fucking this up for you.” I look to Father David. “Sorry.”

He shrugs off the curse. “It’s one night. Stay here and you’ll have all day tomorrow to travel.”

Grace settles into her chair, which makes me want to cry. “Grace, we can really go. Let’s go.”

She shakes her head, mouth in a line. I plop on the couch and wonder if Eric’s been waylaid by a well-meaning priest or if he sailed right to his friend’s house. I’m sure Golden Boy sailed.

“This is my fault,” Father David says. “I wish I could fix it, but the least we can do is feed you and make you comfortable for the night.”

“We have food,” I say, unable to hide my irritation. “And we had knees and bikes that worked.”

“Well, you’ll save your food for your trip. I can’t do anything for your knee except apologize. And I am very sorry.”

He does look sorry, and tired, and beleaguered by another thing that’s gone wrong. I take a deep breath and let it out slowly to calm the jumping, angry impotence inside, and to stop the tears that sit behind my eyes. Grace’s normally creamy skin looks rough and her eyelids have a pink cast. She turns her head to the side, studying the artistry of the Precious Moments angel.

“It’s okay to hate me,” I say to Grace. “I would.”

“I think I’d be the better choice,” Father David says. He raises his hands. “Don’t be afraid to hate me just because I’m a priest.”

Grace sighs. “I don’t hate anyone. I’m just…really disappointed.”

“Grace doesn’t hate people,” I say. “It’s the Buddhist in her.”

“An admirable quality,” he says. “Grace, how about I give you a tour while Sylvie rests her leg?”

The only thing worse than being trapped in this room is being trapped here by myself with religious icons staring me down. “I’m coming.” They start to argue, but I cut them off, “I’m hardly dying. It’s a scrape and it’s a little stiff. Let me take the tour and I’ll sit if it feels worse.”

They give in. Grace and I follow him through the rectory and into a hall past offices and meeting rooms that contain bedding and the aroma of body odor, and then into the back of the church, where we come out by the altar. The cavernous space smells okay, although close to forty people sit in the pews that have been moved to form areas more like living rooms than spectator benches. Almost half the people are elderly and the rest are families.

The chandeliers are dark, but it’s bright with the windows, white ceiling and gold gothic arches that span the space. I can appreciate the beauty of a church, even the sanctity, if not the dogma, and this one is gorgeous. People look up at our approach, smiling at Father David, who, rather than act all priest-like, jokes with them and describes how he made me crash to the street.

“So, all in all, I really messed up their day by trying to save their lives,” he says, and even I have to smile.

He excuses himself to attend to something while Grace and I wander past the church’s stained glass windows. “I’m sorry,” I say. “If I’d actually been looking where we were going, we wouldn’t be stuck here.”

“And we would have ridden right into zombies on Atlantic Avenue,” Grace says. “That would’ve been a good time.”

“Stop trying to make me feel better.”

“Okay, you suck. Why don’t you look where you’re going next time?” Grace pushes me with her hip. “Stop being a martyr. There aren’t enough in here for you?” I laugh as she points to a window. “That one’s beautiful.”

It’s Mary, surrounded by green vines and leaves that are striking against the blue of her robes, with golden rays at her feet. “It’s the Assumption of Mary into Heaven,” I say.

The next window is Jesus, kneeling beside a boulder with his hands upturned to an angel who offers him comfort. “The Agony in the Garden,” I say. “When Jesus knew the Romans were coming for him. He was afraid, and an angel came to comfort him.”

“You know your stuff,” Father David says from behind us.

“Not really, but I always liked that story. Even Jesus had his human moments.”

His eyes meet mine, shining with a light that could be a reflection of the glass. “Jesus was very human. Some argue that he didn’t fear, but I think he was afraid. He was going to suffer mightily, and he knew it. He went through with it because he was willing to sacrifice himself for the good of mankind.”

Sister Jean Marie screamed at me when I said Jesus was fearful, although I didn’t see it as a weakness. I thought it made the story better—in order to sacrifice, you need to lose something, to hurt in some way. I’m not running out to join the church, but knowing a priest agrees makes me dislike it a little less.

“Wow, what’s going on there?” Grace asks, pointing to a window of a heart on a cross, topped by flames and wearing a crown of thorns. Rays of light burst from behind it, lit bright orange and yellow by the sun.

“The Sacred Heart,” Father David replies.

“I never really got that whole thing,” I say.

“The fire represents Jesus’ love for man, so total his heart burns with it. The cross and blood are how he suffered for us. The thorns how our sins pierce his heart.” I snort, and Father David asks, “Not a believer?”

“I feel guilty enough without worrying about whether or not I’m sticking a thorn into Jesus’ heart.”

His laugh echoes through the arches, and he puts a warm hand on my shoulder. “It’s love. All of that aside, it’s how we should strive to emulate that love for mankind. That’s all.”

I could improve in that department, but I’m still better than Sister Jean Marie, whose heart was a shriveled old ball of hate.

“You don’t want to get into a theological discussion with Sylvie,” Grace says. “She’s not a fan of religion.”

“Is that right?” he asks.

“Catholic school beat it out of me,” I say. “I’m a hybrid—baptized Catholic, Jewish mother, practice nothing.” I’m considering agnostic humanism, if Eric doesn’t mind me joining his sect.

“This is where I’m supposed to talk you back into the Church,” Father David says. He glances at the windows and then cups a hand to his mouth. “But I have more important things to do, like figure out where we’ll get more food.”

“You can’t turn a few loaves of bread into a thousand?” I ask.

Grace makes a Shut Up Sylvie cough, but I think Father David will be amused. As expected, he chuckles. “Still working on feeding the multitude.”

“Well, maybe soon. You do have a beautiful church.”

“It’s not my church—I’m not a diocesan priest. I’m a Franciscan monk. Father Brennan is…gone, and I was asked to step in. I was visiting from Boston along with Sister Constance.”

“How much food do you have?”

“About a week. We’ll find more.”

He looks so sure that I don’t argue, although I think he needs a better plan than that.

“Father David—” Grace begins.

“David or Dave, please,” he says. “Or Brother David if you want to be formal, but I’m all for fewer syllables when there are Eaters outside. I was only just ordained, and I can’t quite wrap my mind around the Father thing yet.”

“Why do you call them Eaters?” I ask.

“Revenants seemed a little pretentious.” We laugh, and he winks. “The elderly folks find zombies a bit…jarring.”

I suppose it’s the same as Lexers. More to the point, too. “We’ll call you Brother David.” Maybe it’s the Catholic schoolgirl in me, but I can’t call a priest David.

“I’ll leave it up to you,” he says. “How’s the leg?”

“Not too bad.” It really has loosened up, so I turn to Grace. “Honestly, I think I can go. If we leave now, we might have enough time.” Grace scrunches her nose but doesn’t say no. I glance at Father—Brother—David. “We can always come back here, right?”

“You know where to find us.”

“C’mon,” I say to Grace. “C’mooon. It’ll be fun. Do it for me.”

“You’re sure?” I nod, and Grace’s tentative smile widens.

We say goodbye to Brother David after giving him Guillermo’s location as well as ours. He takes a weapon—a knife that’s been fastened to a short pole with duct tape—and leads the way into a small courtyard, then helps to hoist our bikes over a fence into the yard of a house that will put us a block over from the church.

“You can get through there. Head over and then across Atlantic. After that, I can’t tell you where to go, since I’m not that familiar with this area, but come in this way if you need to. I’ll be in the rectory all night and keep an ear out for you.”

“Thank you,” I say. “It was nice meeting you.” And it was, aside from being knocked from my bicycle. I think Brother David’s heart is burning quite nicely with a love of humanity.

“I’m glad to have met the both of you,” he says. “I hope I see you again. Don’t hesitate to come if you need help, or even if you need company.”

“We can debate the finer points of Christianity,” I joke. Grace throws her head back, eyes closed, as though she’s given up on me forever. I’m surprised it didn’t happen sooner.

He grins, ocean-blue eyes alight. I don’t think he’s been having too much fun in recent weeks, even for a priest. “I’m looking forward to it, Sylvia. Godspeed.”


Chapter 58

We have to backtrack and then swing wide to find a promising entry into Brooklyn Heights through the tall buildings of Downtown Brooklyn. The thoroughfare to the Brooklyn Bridge has few cars on its six lanes until we round a bend to find the road packed. Why someone would’ve headed to Manhattan is beyond me, as is why the powers that be blew up the bridges connecting Manhattan and Brooklyn. The exits to Jersey and upstate make sense, as they’d allow nine million people to leave, but all these bridges do is connect two islands full of people who are completely screwed.

We turn at an imposing white marble building to reach Cadman Plaza—an expanse of walkways and grass that, with other small parks, forms a mall from the municipal buildings to the bridge. Brooklyn Heights is edged on one side by the plaza, by the Brooklyn Bridge on another, and Atlantic Avenue on the third. The fourth side, and one farthest from us, is the East River.

Zombies line the flagstone of the mall. The bodies stretch for blocks, ending at the marble columns and tall steps of Borough Hall. They trip on the grass and rustle the bushes that line the flagstone, separated from us by a short two-rail fence that might as well not exist with all the capability it has to keep them penned in.

“Which way?” I whisper as we draw to a stop.

Grace looks ahead, then left and right. I thought if we were motionless we’d have a minute before we were noticed, but the closest fall over the top rail, hit the ground, and rise on the concrete. The walkways don’t have a fence, and both sides of the mall are on the move. Their clamor rebounds off the tall buildings and vibrates in my eardrums. My chest hums along, heart drowned out by the hundreds, if not a thousand, grunts. I’ve never heard it like this.

Grace turns right. I follow, squelching the fear that we’re backing ourselves into a corner. They’ll close in and we’ll be trapped. My bag slaps my hip with every turn of the pedals. I know this neighborhood well; Grace knows it like the back of her hand, and she races two blocks up, turns left under a pedestrian bridge and then down another side street. It ends in zombies. We wheel back the way we came, hit a store-lined street and dodge around a pack.

They’re ahead and behind. We can’t go back to the plaza. We can’t go further in. We’re trapped.

Two high-rise apartment buildings sit above sidewalk level just ahead of the next group. Grace pulls a sharp right after a produce market’s shredded green awning, jumps off her bike and carries it up a short flight of stairs to the buildings’ concrete quadrangle. I’m just behind, sure that any moment something will catch hold of my bike or bag. Two cupcakes and some cookies in a couple weeks is practically a juice fast as far as I’m concerned, but it’s done nothing to ease my breathlessness at the thought of adding my own screams to the ones we’ve heard.

There’s no respite; they’re up here, too. Grace leads me past a building, through a square, and over the pedestrian bridge we rode under. We whiz past the backyards of smaller houses, where only a few zombies stumble, then around the back of another high-rise and into a rectangular concrete courtyard which, thankfully, is empty.

The courtyard ends at a chain-link fence overlooking a street. But we’re not cornered as I feared—the courtyard is on the second-story level, and the second floor balconies are more like patios. We can hop the short concrete wall and get into the apartments through their sliding doors, then exit the building at ground level. Assuming nothing inside eats us.

Grace leans her bike against the fence and hugs her waist. “We need to go back. I shouldn’t have made you do this.”

It’s costing her to say it, though. The happy rosiness of this morning is gone. I think of Logan, of her mom and dad, and then I want to tell her that we should keep going. But it’d be insanity. There are too many. We’ll die.

“We’re going,” I say. “We can make it.”

Fuck it. So we die. It’s not that big a deal.

Grace peers over the fence at the sidewalk below. The street curves back to Cadman Plaza, and many of the zombies are still on the move to where we stood fifteen minutes ago. The other end of this street is out of view, but, if it leads to zombies and the ones at the plaza follow, we’ll be surrounded.

I won’t be the one to say it. I gnaw on my cheek and wait for Grace. A few Lexers stumble into the courtyard and pick up speed when they see us; they must have forgotten we were their mission in the first place. I move for the woman wearing a sparkly tank top and stop, one hand out at chest level. She stumbles into my hand, clawing the air, and I slam the chisel into her face. A preteen boy in a LEGO shirt, hair plastered over one eye, is next. The knife Eric gave Grace must be sharp because she pierces the space beside a man’s ear in one smooth motion, then takes out the next in the back of the head after she’s knocked it to the ground.

They’re down, but the groans of unseen zombies grow louder and nearer. Grace looks up from her last body and says, “Home.” I wait, unsure of what she means until she adds, “Sunset Park.”

We drag our bikes to the balconies. When nothing comes to the sliding doors of one, we break the glass and walk through an apartment scattered with the odds and ends of a hasty departure. One flight down and we’re in the lobby, watching the zombie parade on the plaza from behind tinted glass doors. A tattered paper on the floor directs people to a food drop location somewhere in the plaza, which could explain the parade.

“There weren’t any food drops, right?” I ask.

Grace has sunk against the wall with her head on her knees, and she nods without raising her head. I try to decipher why people would’ve gone when there was no food and come to the conclusion that they needed food so desperately they went outside to wait. It’s as good an answer as I’m going to get, so I turn it into historical fact.

I sit beside Grace. A couple hours pass. We eat the food Maria packed—peanut butter and jelly sandwiches with cold pancakes serving as bread. “Should we stay here the night or try to leave?” I ask Grace.

“We shouldn’t try for Sunset Park. Maybe the church?”

I stand to look out the glass. We can probably make it. Many have moved, and those who linger are busy doing things such as staring at nothing and walking in circles. I understand Dawn’s desire to live in the bathroom forever because I sure as shit don’t want to retrace our steps. She should’ve stayed in the bathroom for all the good running did her. A thought occurs to me—one I probably should have had before now.

“Do you think Kearney killed Dawn, at the hospital?” I ask.

“Why?” Grace squints into space. “Clark tried to say something about her but Kearney didn’t let him, right?”

It’s a chaotic jumble of memories, but I’m pretty sure that’s how it happened. “I think he did the same thing to her he did to Clark, or else we would’ve gotten hit from behind. That’s his MO. He Kearneys people to get away.”

“What a dickbag,” Grace says, awestruck. She pushes her shoulders back and cracks her neck, then stands. “All right, let’s try for Sunset Park.”

“Right now? What changed?”

“I’m going to Kearney you if we get stuck somewhere. Seems to work great.”

“Not if I Kearney you first.”

***

Because of our circuitous route, it’s almost dark when we reach the neighborhood, and we stop at the closer safety of the park. Guillermo welcomes us with open arms. Literally. After he’s done hugging me, I straighten my clothes and offer a hand to Carlos, who looks like he’s coming in for one, too. Micah pulls me in anyway. Grace drops her bag on the ground with a long exhalation.

“To what do I owe this honor?” Guillermo asks, hand on his heart.

“We went to Brooklyn Heights,” Grace says. “We couldn’t make it in, so we came back, but we didn’t want to go the rest of the way in the dark.”

Guillermo watches Grace for a moment, then touches her arm. “Maybe next time, you know? Everyone’s inside. We were sitting out. You can sit with us or I can find you a bed.”

It’s a lovely spring night and a few candles are lit in the yard. Grace points to a grouping of candlelit outdoor chairs and heads that way. “Be right back,” Guillermo says.

I drop in a chair beside Grace. “We’ll go again. Maybe we can move them somehow. Maybe they’ll move on their own.”

She lifts her shoulders as Micah and Carlos join us. “You went all the way down there by yourselves?” Micah asks me. His and Carlos’ eyes widen at my nod. “That’s badass.”

“Yeah, we’re pretty badass. How far have you guys gone?”

“I’ve only been a few blocks so far,” Micah says.

“He’s doing good,” Carlos says. “We’re going out again soon, right?”

Micah nods, and they do one of those complicated handshakes I always fumble. It looks like this unlikely duo have become friends, and I think it’s to both their benefits. Micah could stand to be bolder and Carlos could use a little common sense.

Guillermo appears from the shadows. He sets down a twelve pack of bottled beer and a stack of cups, then spins a big crystal bottle in his hands. The cuts in the glass sparkle and throw off soft light. “Special bottle of Absolut. You know how much it cost?” We shake our heads. “Thousand bucks.”

“Seriously?” I ask. “Didn’t people have anything better to do with their money?”

“Not rich people.” Guillermo pulls up a chair. “Beer first.” He hands out beers to me, Grace and Micah.

“Let me get one?” Carlos asks.

Guillermo leans back in his chair, lips puckered. “You’re not legal, son. I’m not giving you my beer.”

“What? That’s not right!” Carlos yells, and beefs up his shoulders with a glance at me and Grace. “C’mon, G.”

Guillermo relents. Grace guzzles her bottle, throat moving rhythmically. In the time that I take three sips, she finishes, sets it down with a belch and says, “Thanks.”

Her nonchalance is met with three incredulous expressions.

“Grace can drink,” I say. “I don’t know where she puts it. We went to the Heineken Brewery and she won the chugging contest against a gigantic German guy.”

Guillermo hands her another. “Do that again.”

He rests his chin in his hand to watch. When she’s finished, he rustles at his feet and produces another. Grace drinks half of the new bottle and says, “Okay, I have to pace myself.”

“Damn,” Guillermo says. “I wanted to see if you’d keep going all night.”

We sit in silence while I drink my second beer and Grace finishes her third. Guillermo cracks open the crystal bottle and sets the cups in a line. “Time for shots.”

I count the cups and nudge him with my sneaker, then tip my head at Carlos. Guillermo sets out another cup and says to Carlos, “Only because Sylvie told me to.”

Carlos looks self-conscious, then thrilled, and I pray he doesn’t try to hug me again. Micah takes his cup and holds it aloft. “What should we drink to?”

Guillermo raises his cup Grace’s way. “To family.”

Grace blinks long and slow, then nods. The vodka burns on its way down. We laugh as Carlos chokes. “A thousand dollars and it still tastes like rubbing alcohol,” I say. Guillermo agrees, but that doesn’t stop him from lining up the cups again.

My mother loved vodka. I have no idea why, except she thought it didn’t stay on her breath the way other liquors did. She smelled like a distillery, so it’s not clear where she got that idea.

We clink and drink. It tastes better the second time and, after a few minutes, my limbs loosen. The third is almost tasteless. My knee is no longer stiff and the discouraging events of today begin to seem very far away—more than likely the reason Mom loved vodka.

“So, do you guys do this every night?” Grace asks, face aglow with candlelight and alcohol.

“I wish,” Micah says.

“We need clear heads,” Guillermo says. “But Grace needed a cloudy head, so we’re helping her out.”

Grace bangs her cup on his. He takes it and pours more in. “You sip that one, though.” Grace nods, tosses the whole thing down and holds it out again. He dumps in another shot with an admiring shake of his head.

“Grace is on a bender,” I say. “Which means I’ll be holding back her hair at some point tonight.”

“What?” she yells, affronted, then holds up a finger. “Liquor then beer—wait, no. Beer then liquor, never been sicker…oh. Shit.” Our laughs bounce off the backs of buildings.

“Anyone want to play charades?” Micah asks. We turn to him, speechless. “What? I like charades.”

“Fuck it,” Guillermo says. “Let’s do this right. Carlos, go get something to mix with this. We’re gonna need another bottle, too, especially if I have to play charades.”

Carlos leaps to his feet and moves into the darkness. A moment later, we hear a crash and a thud. “I’m all right,” his voice comes, which sets us off again.

“Carlos,” Guillermo says, and closes his eyes briefly.

“He’s a good kid,” I say. Carlos means well, he’s just young. I lean to tousle Micah’s hair. “How are you, buddy? You seem better.”

“I’m okay.” Micah forms the words with concentration. “I was totally freaking out for a while, but I like it here.”

“That’s really great.” He’s a good kid, too. Grace stares into her cup. I wish I knew the right words to say to her. Maybe there aren’t any. “I love you, Gracie.”

She rests her head on my shoulder. “Love you, Syls.”

“I’m sorry we couldn’t get you home. I swear on everything we’ll try again.” I cross my heart and take a sip of my newly-refilled cup. “Don’t let it ruin you. You’re the best person in the whole world. Isn’t she the best person in the whole world?” I ask Micah. He nods. “See?”

Grace raises her head and tries to focus—something that’s proving difficult on my end, too. “No, you’re the best. You came all that way with me.”

“Of course I did. Because I love you and your family. Just promise me you won’t lose hope. You’re the one who says the world is beautiful no matter what and I’m the one who tells you not to do naked fertility rite dances, but you do them anyway and I love that about you.”

Grace gives an extra-solemn nod. She looks ethereal in the dim light with her corona of blond hair and the dirt on her face. “I won’t. I still believe that.”

“That’s my Grace.” I pat the side of her head a little too hard. “Ooh, sorry.” She hiccups.

Guillermo is busy pouring drinks for everyone while his own waits to be consumed. Just like he created this place and took people in when he could’ve kept the Key Food for himself. I don’t know if anyone has remarked upon his selflessness, or told him how impressive it is that he manages to keep his beard meticulously trimmed while he does it all.

“Willie!” I shout. He jumps and knocks over an empty cup. “You are amazing. How many people would do this? You’re making a Safe Zone. A Safe Zone. All by yourself! And your beard is so tidy.”

Micah’s head bobs. “Guillermo’s the best.”

“Right? Everyone’s the best.”

Micah points at me, and I give him the double point back. Guillermo bends toward Grace. “Uh-oh. We got ourselves a friendly drunk over here.”

“Sylvie’s the best drunk!” Grace says with a cackle. “All the things she won’t say in real life she says when she’s drunk.”

I cross my arms. “Not true. I would totally tell you all that I love you any day of the week.” Upon further deliberation, I know I probably wouldn’t, but it feels true in that drunken way where all your problems seem easily solved. “I could if I wanted to. I should want to. I definitely will. This week.”

Grace and Guillermo laugh riotously at what they know is a bald-faced lie. I would argue more, but reality has set in. Though I can’t stop myself now, I’ll regret this tomorrow. It’s just that, like earlier today, tomorrow seems so far away. But it’ll be here in the morning, and there’s no way I’m proclaiming my love for anyone but Grace when it arrives.

“You guys know I won’t, right?” I say. “So don’t go asking me to.”

Guillermo falls from his chair. Micah’s grin goes from ear to ear. Grace winks and says, “I do love you, Syls.”

“And I you, missy.”

We cheer as Carlos stumbles back into the light holding a bottle of tequila and tequila mix. The mix is sloshed into cups along with liquor and we toast to ourselves, then to all the poor schmucks who don’t have alcohol.

Grace turns to Micah. “Why did you move to New York?”

“I just thought it’d be cool. The music scene and stuff.” He stares at the boots he now wears instead of loafers. “And my dad. He’s…he doesn’t really like me, and I thought I’d be far enough away that I wouldn’t care.”

“There’s never far enough away that you don’t care,” I say, and his eyes dampen. “But we like you, so fuck anyone who doesn’t.”

“We loooove you, right Sylvie?” Guillermo says.

I feign tossing my cup at Guillermo’s head but then see how Micah has brightened at our exchange. “Yeah, we do,” I say, and raise my glass Micah’s way.

Grace gives him a sloppy cheek kiss and Guillermo tousles his hair. Micah shrugs and picks at his jeans, but he practically glows. Micah’s cute in an emo sort of way. With his dark hair and eyes, he could be the younger brother I always wanted. When I was older, I was glad no one else had been subjected to my mother, but it would’ve been nice to have someone with whom to commiserate. It seems Micah could commiserate nonetheless.

“I loved my dad,” Carlos says, and all eyes turn to him. He’s drunk as the proverbial skunk; his bloodshot eyes are apparent even in the dark.

“He was a good man,” Guillermo says. Carlos’ eyes redden even more.

“I’m sorry,” Grace says. “Is he…”

“My sister got home first and found my mom and dad. The neighbors’ kid, he…she, you know, took care of…” Carlos swipes a fist across his face. “A couple days later some others got Rosa. Guillermo was her boyfriend.”

Guillermo turns away, hand scratching under his chin. Everyone carries around this shit, more so now than ever, and our apologies to both of them come nowhere near easing the heartache. Guillermo releases a breath and says, “They used to say God took the good ones first. Now he just took everyone.”

We sit in silence for a few minutes and then move on to the things we wish we could do. Hot Shower wins by a landslide, with Watch a Movie close behind, although Go for a Walk is popular. And then, when it’s either cry or laugh, the conversation devolves into drunken teasing until we realize midnight has come and long gone. We stumble toward the houses.

“Thanks, Guillermo,” Grace slurs. “I needed that.”

“I’m glad we broke out a bottle,” Guillermo says, hand gripping Carlos’ shoulder to stay on his feet. “We gotta do this more often. I need to hear Sylvie say she loves me again.”

“I love you, Guillermo. I love all of you.” I’m laughing as I say it, but it’s still kind of true. I’ve found my burning love of mankind, or at least a few guys, with the help of a bottle of vodka.

You have to start somewhere.


Chapter 59

Eric

I shouldn’t have left them. Once Sylvie and Grace disappeared from sight and I was ten blocks away, I turned back, thinking that if Paul was safe, he’d still be safe in a day—the man is a brick shithouse. But they were gone. A crowd of zombies stood outside the cemetery. I waited as long as I could, scanning for freshly eaten bodies on the ground or fresh blood dripping from faces, and, when I saw none, left before I was a freshly eaten body.

Now, as I near Paul’s house in Bay Ridge, I hope for the hundredth time they made it over that fence or down the block. Not helping isn’t quite the same as hindering, but sometimes it feels close.

I can almost hear my father: Eric, you let them go alone? What if it’d been Cassie?

Dad, they didn’t want anyone along. This is the 21st Century, not 1880. I gave them the gun.

The imaginary voice of my father is not impressed. I swear I hear his sigh in the breeze. The I expected more of you, Eric sigh. My dad wasn’t a hard-ass; he barely raised his voice. He was just so honorable, and so full of faith his kids were as well, that the slightest loss of light in his eyes made me squirm. Mom was the same. I was raised by two hippies who practiced what they preached. Sometimes it’s a lot to live up to.

Dad, you weren’t always an angel, and you didn’t have the fucking zombie apocalypse to deal with. Cut me a break, maybe?

Now he would’ve laughed and given me one of his big hugs, then sent me to the basement for some home-brewed beers. What I wouldn’t give for one more beer on the cabin’s porch with my dad.

I concentrate on the streets instead of the hole my parents’ absence left. An old four-story brick school sits on the next corner, enclosed by a black iron fence, with the new addition of razor wire looped through the top rail. Bodies are piled behind a stopped truck halfway down the block. Someone here cleaned up at some point. I stop at a muffled thump to my right. It sounded as if it came through one of the long metal doors of a brick garage with space enough for five vehicles. More than five, if it’s subterranean the way it seems. The garage is attached to a four-story brick building behind it, which is itself attached to the church that takes up the lower half of this city block.

I wheel closer to listen. But, after another couple minutes of silence, I coast to the corner and stop beside a sign that reads Sacred Heart of Christ Church. The church that rises above the nearby buildings looks like a museum with its grand side staircases and columns of stone. The stairs are enclosed with tall iron gates, and behind those gates are Lexers. A lot of them. They move forward at my arrival and hang on the metal, ragged arms out. Maybe they sought refuge here, though it doesn’t seem they found it.

I move on to the lower avenues. Maria warned me about them, so I’m ready for the flood of bodies and the garbage and cars. I’m ready for the Droppers off the BQE. And drop they do, in sick, heavy thumps to the asphalt behind me. The weather is sunny but cool enough that a bike ride doesn’t work up too much of a sweat, even with a pack.

We need rain. They have plans for gardens and, while water heaters are a start, all that securely stored potable water would be wasted on a garden. I didn’t mention to Maria that I plan to stop at the gardening store—I don’t have a death wish. My plan is to help them set up a garden, get Paul settled, and then go upstate. I’d leave sooner, but I want to be sure they have enough food. I can only imagine Ana, Penny, and Cassie’s distress if I say I left Maria without a way to survive long-term, and my father’s voice would never let me off the hook.

The streets are industrial, the Brooklyn Army Terminal to my right—a complex of warehouses and businesses that runs for blocks. It would be a perfect fortress except for the fire that left the façade standing and all the joists and floors and ceilings in a heap inside. Burned bodies lie in the gated lot, some still moving.

I cross above the train tracks and hit the residential area, where the streets remain clear enough to drive a car. Maybe we can use Paul’s truck for part of the return trip. Semi-detached brick colonials line the quiet street and there are fewer parked cars than usual, which could explain the Droppers on the BQE and the vehicles that line the streets to the Verrazano. There are plenty of zombies, though. No sooner do I get past one slavering group than I’m dodging another, until I hit one so large I have to plan a new, roundabout route.

The houses here are brick and stucco and wood, with terracotta roofs and built-in garages at street level. More like a suburb than Brooklyn. I turn left at the big houses by the water and skid to a stop at a glimpse of the Verrazano. If I hadn’t crossed it myself, I wouldn’t believe the two bridge towers stood a week ago. Now, the one on the Staten Island side has folded into the water. Hundreds of feet of metal, with cables still attached, is visible just above the waterline. The other tower has bent toward its mate, roadway hanging in a cracked sheet. The Brooklyn side of road has come loose to float in The Narrows. It’s no wonder nothing more has washed from the bay than when I saw it last—it won’t until the Verrazano washes away.

It was my backup plan in case the other bridges are a bust: I could go to Wadsworth, make it into Jersey and head upstate. All of a sudden, Brooklyn feels very small and I feel very trapped. I take a breath and pedal onward, hoping to leave the feeling behind.

Two more blocks to Paul’s house. When I’ve been asked why I’m still friends with Paul, mainly by Rachel, all I say is that he’s like a brother. Paul has my back and I have his. That’s the way it’s always been. He plays up his tough guy side, but underneath is a solid good guy who’s a lot smarter than he likes to let on.

Paul’s block is the same as a lot of Bay Ridge—no architectural wonder but comforting in its familiarity. Two-story homes with enclosed porches. Brick first floors and stucco or vinyl on the second. The occasional grotto on the tiny lawn out front. Working class homes that house working class folks, or did when I was a kid, before they more than quadrupled in price. Paul’s dad sold him his childhood home for a fair price before he retired to Arizona.

Many of the houses at the bottom of the block have broken doors and blood streaked on the concrete walks. A body is folded over a white fence in an advanced state of decay, burst flesh almost melted into the metal. The street is quiet now, but it wasn’t at some point.

Leo must have been terrified. Hannah, too. She’s a tough Brooklyn girl, but I just rode past a lot of tough Brooklyn girls turned zombies. I pedal faster until I see Paul’s house remains untouched. I drop my bike at the base of his three brick steps and pound on the door. No sense being delicate, not with the Lexers up the street who’ve spotted me.

“Paul!” I yell. “Hannah!”

Five zombies, ten houses down. Maybe one minute until arrival. I lift my bike over the fence in the driveway between houses, thankful Paul’s dad had the good sense to put in the gate. A waist-high barrier is better than nothing. The detached garage sits in back, a basketball hoop lowered to Leo height on the concrete parking pad. I mount the tiny wood deck of the postage stamp backyard and try the door. Locked, and Paul’s not stupid enough to keep a key hidden outside.

Footsteps stop at the gate. They can’t see me, but if they decide there’s something here worth chasing, I’ll have to jump to the next yard. A small scrape comes from ground level, where steps descend to the basement door. It eases open before someone steps through and says, “What the fuck’re you doing here?”

I know it’s him, but it takes a second to see Paul in the haggard face and leaden blue eyes. He’s a big guy, but he looks weakened somehow, lips cracked and legs unsteady. He hasn’t shaved in weeks. I don’t think he’s slept. Whatever has happened, he’ll be okay. Paul has it in him to be okay.

I jump to the steps. “That’s what you say when I come all the way to the ass-end of Brooklyn to find you?”

He blinks in the sunlight and looks around, then tips his head toward the driveway. “Bro, you gonna come inside or wait until they eat your sorry ass?”

He pushes me over the threshold on my way. I knew Paul was in there somewhere.


Chapter 60

The basement rec room has been unchanged since the 1960s. Same striped couch and paneled walls and shag rug. Hannah wants to renovate, but she hasn’t gotten around to it yet. Growing up, Paul’s basement was a treasure trove of old records, a real record player on which to play them, dusty bottles of liquor and the requisite forgotten Playboys.

Dim light filters through the high rectangular windows. Paul locks the door behind us. It smells strongly of old socks and faintly of zombies. My body temperature drops by degrees in a split second—I don’t see Leo. There may be no bringing Paul back from that. I turn to Paul’s dark silhouette against the basement door window and catch sight of a glowing head of blond by his hip.

Leo steps out and comes running. “Uncle Eric!”

I’ve never been so happy to see someone, and not only for Paul’s sake. I raise Leo into the air to make sure he’s in one piece before I lower him to my chest. While Paul has his gruff moments, Leo is a five-year-old ball of love. He rests his head on my shoulder and wraps his arms around my neck, legs kicking.

“Hey, Little Lee,” I say. “I am really, really glad to see you.”

Paul moves toward me with a grim smile. I set Leo down and brace myself for one of Paul’s hugs. When it comes, it’s strong as ever. Maybe it’s my familiar face, but he already looks livelier.

“So, what the hell are you doing here?” he asks.

“Long story. I came in because I thought Cassie was here, but we think she left the city. You remember Maria, Penny and Ana’s mom?” Paul nods. “She’s at the apartment with some other people. I came to bring you back. My plan was to stop for you on my way in, but I was sick.”

Paul digests this information while absently scratching his cheek. It’s hard to tell, but I think his face is thinner under his beard. Leo looks healthy as can be. No surprise there: Paul would cut off his own flesh and feed it to Leo piece by piece rather than let him starve.

“I brought some food.” I drop my pack to the floor and pretend not to see the way Paul watches with keen eyes. “What do you say we eat?”

I pull out an MRE from Wadsworth, a few bags of dehydrated food, and powdered milk. I toss the MRE Paul’s way. “You know what to do with that. Got any water?”

He nods and tears open the outer packaging, then one of the brown plastic packages inside. He walks to the old wooden bar and sets out two bowls.

“That’s all you,” I say. “I have another for Leo.”

His head dips, and I turn to Leo over the sound of Paul gulping down beef and beans, followed by whatever else is in the bag. “You hungry?”

Leo considers the question, face screwed up. “Well,” he says, drawing out the word the way he does, “not that hungry.”

“I guess you don’t want a cupcake, then.”

His goofy smile shows a gap where he had a front tooth when I saw him three months ago. “Of course I want a cupcake!”

I hand him the container with a laugh. He opens it and then sets his big eyes on me. Leo has bright blue eyes people stop to remark upon.

“Do you want some?” he asks.

“No way, buddy. I saved that one just for you. We can bake more when we get back to my house.”

While he digs in, I walk to Paul at the bar. A drink mix and piece of tortilla are all that remain of the MRE.

“When did you last eat?” I ask. He shrugs his big shoulders. I have an inch on Paul, but he’s half again as wide as I am. “You’re not doing Leo any favors if you starve yourself.”

The tortilla disappears into Paul’s mouth. He chews it slowly, nodding. Paul has cried three times that I know of—at his wedding, when Leo was born, and when my parents died—but his eyes water. He swipes at them with his arm and then drapes it over my shoulders.

“God sent you here, bro. I asked for a miracle, and He sent you. What the fuck was that about?”

I elbow him. “I missed you, asshole.”

***

I check the phone book to be certain the address is correct, and, after I extract a promise from Paul that he and Leo will head to the apartment if I don’t return, I leave behind everything but a bottle of water, Paul’s bolt cutter and my weapons. I need an empty pack as well as Paul’s bike panniers for the gardening store, or I hope to need them.

Fifth Avenue is a little tricky, but no more so than anywhere else. Stores looted, bodies on the asphalt—the usual. I’m growing accustomed to this horror show, but it’s not as if I have a choice. Acclimate or die, just the same as when you climb Everest. Not that I’ve climbed Everest. I prefer to stick to the quieter mountains, or at least ones most humans can climb without supplemental oxygen. It’s fun to test Mother Nature’s patience at times, but it seems there are some places she doesn’t want us to go.

I scope out the storefront from the side street. So far, no one has thought the gardening store worth their time. That’ll change if anyone is around to get hungry once all the food is gone. There’s still food in the city, even if it means a house to house search. There’s a supermarket stocked and waiting in Fort Hamilton, and that can’t be the only place people have missed or can’t reach.

I once heard—and maybe I’m wrong—that the average large supermarket holds enough food to feed a single person for about 50 years. Perishables will rot, so that cuts into the supply, but the rest will last a while. Maybe until after these creatures finally die, whenever that is—years, tomorrow, never.

The metal hatch set into the sidewalk out front is a good way in, but once in the basement with the hatch closed behind me, getting out will be tricky if zombies congregate on the sidewalk. I need a way out. It says they have a nursery out the back door right there on the store’s sign. That’s my best bet.

Other cities have alleys, which provide another route for travel or escape, although at this point they may be zombie highways. Where there should be an alley in New York, there’s an additional store or the side of the building or a gate that leads to the backyard of the corner house. On this street, it’s a one-story shoe repair/key maker/tailor shop—talk about covering your bases. I set my bike behind the gate of the apartment house next door, throw the panniers to the shoe repair’s roof and climb up after them via the stoop’s railing.

At the edge of the roof, I stop at the sight of a few hardier plants on the metal shelves set in the store’s yard of pea gravel. It hadn’t yet been warm enough for vegetable starts to survive the night when the virus hit, and any inside will be dead from lack of water and light. I lower myself to hang from the roof and drop. Rocks crunch under my boots on my way to the back door.

It’s unlocked. Someone is in there. Definitely dead, by the smell, although that’s no sure indicator of whether or not I’m in danger. The light coming in the store’s front window allows me to see a shadow move. I use a terracotta planter as a doorstop and step back with my knife. The woman, older than me with long, dark hair and chin so torn apart it hangs four inches lower than it should, trips over the doorjamb and falls to the gravel. I get her in the back of the head, thankful I won’t have to see her mangled face again, then wipe my knife on her shirt, pull out my light and walk inside.

It’s the motherlode, apart from the dead plants and one dead body. Seeds, so many seeds. Fertilizer and hydroponic systems. We have no electricity, but a passive hydro system works well with greens and would allow us to save the soil we do have for tomatoes and fruiting plants. I run a hand over the jugs and containers as I walk through the jam-packed aisles.

“Holy shit,” I whisper.

I can’t get it all home. Not the large containers of nutrients nor the vermiculite or stones or anything else I may need. I don’t know all the ins and outs of hydroponics, but the books on the shelves must. I shove the three that appear most intensive in my pack. If we return, I’ll know exactly what we need.

I grab many packets of seeds but stand undecided about whether or not to take every last one. I now have enough in my pack for a few years—most are non-hybrid, which means the seeds from their fruits can be saved and replanted—but I still want them all. Not only would they be good for barter, but these paper envelopes mean life. Food. Survival.

Other people may show up at some point, desperate to grow food, only to find an empty rack. I could’ve shown up to an empty rack and left disappointed. In the end, I leave a few of each type, which gives me more than enough to share with Guillermo, as well as for bartering, and then drag myself away from the rack. This is what happens when the future is uncertain—you want to take it all. It never feels like enough. But this is enough.

I grab small boxes of fertilizer for the undernourished soil of the yards and the smallest bag of soil for starting seeds. Some good, well-fitting leather gloves which can be used for gardening and zombie killing, unlike the loose canvas we have at the apartment, and a few other incidentals go in before my bags are full. I linger over the large bags of soil amendments. They’re for another day. Another day with a truck.

The couple in here had a supply of food and, although most of it is empty packaging, I find candy at the bottom of one bag. Starburst, Skittles, gummy candy and a Blow-Pop. The dark hair of the woman, and the candy, make me think of Sylvie. This is probably what her survival food would look like.

I find my way back to Paul’s, where they’ve cracked open the other MRE. I wave away Paul’s offer to share and crunch on peanuts, which I manage to get down without gagging. I won’t ask about Hannah in front of Leo, and, since he’s glued to my side, I haven’t. She must be dead or missing—she would never leave Leo. Hannah’s tough, but I also see her in Leo’s mildness and gentle spirit. His obsessions with ninjas and spies and superheroes is just as endearing, although somewhat obsessive and definitely not Hannah’s influence. I put an arm around him and he beams up at me, chewing like a cow.

“Were you raised in a barn?” I ask. He shows me his chewed food and then laughs until he chokes.

The sun has dipped low. We’ll stay the night and take Paul’s truck as far as we can in the morning. The seed store took longer than I thought, and I’m tired enough that I don’t trust myself to get Leo through the worst of it if I don’t have to. Paul looks better already, but he could use a night to fully digest the food that sits unsettled in his stomach.

After dinner, I dump the candy I found on the couch. Leo’s eyes grow round. “I thought you might be able to help me,” I say to him. “I have a friend who loves candy. And she really, really loves orange candy.”

“I love red candy,” Leo says. “Orange is okay, but it’s not my favorite.”

“You have good taste. What we need to do is to open all these packages and pick out the orange ones. Maybe some other flavors, but no blue.”

“Why?”

“She hates blue.”

“I love blue!”

“That’s what I said, but she doesn’t like it. Can you help?” Leo nods, gaze locked on the bright-colored packages. He’s taken to stroking a bag of Skittles with his index finger, too well-mannered to ask what I’m doing with the remainder of the candy. “Oh, I almost forgot—you can have what’s left.”

He squeals with happiness.

***

Leo sits on the couch with his toys and candy while Paul and I pack their things. Clothes, mostly, along with a few pictures and weapons. Paul produces a black baseball bat from the side of the bar and swings it through the air, then passes it to me. “Check this out.”

It’s just under three feet and made of heavy plastic, with a weighted striking end. It could definitely do some damage. White lettering on the side says BROOKLYN SMASHER.

“Polypropylene,” Paul says. “Guaranteed unbreakable. I kept it by the bed for self-defense. Works great. One good swing and—” he makes a squishing sound while he swings an imaginary bat at a head. “Got a Halligan, too.”

He produces a steel tool about two-and-a-half feet long. I’ve seen it at the firehouse and know it’s for prying doors, but I didn’t know its name. On one end of the central bar is a slightly curved two-prong fork. The other is an adze, with a spike jutting out at a 90 degree angle. He trades me the bat for the Halligan. After the lightweight bat, my hand dips with the Halligan’s bulk.

“Heavy,” I say.

“About ten pounds, but that ten pounds works to your advantage on skull.”

“I’ll bet.” I hand it back and point to the Glock 19 on the bar. “Where’d you get that?”

“Off a dead cop. I have a SIG, too. You know how many guns there are out there? NYPD had about forty thousand officers, and even if they weren’t on duty, they sure as shit had their pieces on them.”

That could make for a brutal war, at least until the ammo is gone. I’m surprised I haven’t heard more gunshots. But, then again, I haven’t seen many people.

We manage to fit everything into Leo’s school backpack, a backpack of Paul’s, and a duffel bag. The duffel bag holds things that can be left behind if necessary, and I notice Paul carefully tucks a couple of pictures of Hannah in his pack. By the time we’re done, Leo is asleep on the couch. Paul says he wakes easily these days, so we’ll have to share the mattress on the floor unless I want a kid bouncing off the walls into the wee hours. We sit on the mattress, where he shines the flashlight on Leo to be sure he sleeps, then says, “Thanks, bro. I think I’m finally full.”

“Why didn’t you go to the apartment? You know there’s food.”

“I wasn’t sure it was still there. Wasn’t sure I’d make it with Leo. After Hannah—” He chokes on her name and rests his forehead on his fist.

I want to ask where she is, but part of me doesn’t want to know. I lay a hand on his shoulder. He drags in a few breaths and pats my arm with his, then raises his head and continues, “I got home Saturday morning, after the bridges were down. Once that happened, we all left the firehouse. No one was going to leave their family unprotected. Fuck that. We’d just made a Costco run, so we split the food. I got home, filled the tub with water and went out for some supplies. The streets were nuts. Cars everywhere. People looting and cops shooting and shit. I got some more food and figured I’d go out again once it quieted down.”

He gazes at the door, where faint remnants of orange are visible in the sky above the garage. “Next day was pretty quiet. We still had radio, but the power was out in some neighborhoods. They said there was flooding all over Brooklyn and they were shutting off water but that even if they didn’t, we were losing pressure, so to fill your tub and every container you could find. You know they said there’d be food drops?”

“I know it didn’t happen.”

He gives a short laugh. “Nope, and they promised us water trucks. Didn’t happen either. I told the neighbors about their water heaters,” he shrugs, “but we heard them a couple days later. Fighting each other. I went outside. Some of them were out of food, so I said I’d help out. Mrs. Connelly and Mr. Henry were too old to go for themselves, and I was thinking I’d get some more for us while I was at it. Stupidest fucking idea I ever had.”

His fist connects with his thigh. His teeth crunch.

“Paul, you did what—”

He shakes his head, almost snarling, though it isn’t directed at me. “I was talking to this one neighbor, Ricky, about how much food we had left. No big deal, everyone was, and I lowballed it. And then half of us got stuck behind some zombies. By the time I got back, Hannah was gone. The front door was open and there were zombies in the driveway. Leo said Ricky knocked on the door and said I’d sent him, that I was hurt. She put Leo in the basement and told him not to move while she checked. He was our neighbor—of course she believed him.”

His voice has sped up, trying to get this over with. “Leo won’t tell me what happened, says he doesn’t know, but when I got back she was gone and all the food was gone and the fucking blood…”

His big shoulders quiver. I pull him close, glad I only ate those peanuts with the way my stomach tightens. Hannah, possibly torn apart, most likely a zombie, over food she would’ve shared with the guy if he had only asked. The same way Leo offered to share his cupcake. And now Leo doesn’t have a mother. Paul’s mom died of cancer before I met him, and I know he has to be feeling this on many levels. It’s just him and Leo the way it was just him and his dad. My mom always gave Paul extra attention—a big hug, advice, a kind word, and a kick in the ass when he needed one. He even called her Ma. Leo doesn’t remember her, but she spent plenty of time doting on him when he was a baby.

“God, Paul, I’m so sorry.” I have to force the words through my tight throat.

He wipes his face on his sleeve. “I should’ve let them all die.”

“Paul—”

“Don’t fucking say it, bro.”

I shake my head, although I want to shake him and scream that it’s not his fault. I know Paul, he’ll only get pissed. He’ll figure it out at some point, but he won’t do anything if forced.

“I fed him to the zombies.” His top lip curls. “I found Ricky the next day and tied him to a fence. Blew a whistle until they came, and then I watched and took that bat to his head when they were done.”

Instead of a sick feeling at the image of that body on the fence down the block, satisfaction courses through me. Ricky had only himself to blame. “Good.”

He nods once. “Everyone left for one of the Safe Zones after that and never came back. We were waiting in case Hann…” He shakes his head. “And that’s the story. I’m not going to talk about it again, all right?”

“All right. I’m so sorry, Paul. You know how I loved—”

“I do.” He gulps from a water bottle, sets it down, and his eyes clear for the first time since I arrived. “Thanks for coming, bro. I wasn’t kidding. You coming here was a miracle.”

I half laugh.

“No, really, it was. I was going to drop Leo off at the monastery. Maybe tomorrow, maybe the next day. I don’t know. I kept putting it off.”

“What? What monastery?”

“You know, the one with the nuns and the wall.”

Close by is a monastery where a group of nuns live and teach. It takes up an entire city block, with the church building and school in front and I have no idea what in the back. A wall, maybe twenty feet high, starts at the buildings and circles the block at the sidewalk—a little piece of the Middle Ages that time traveled to present day. When we were young, we’d wonder what the nuns did in there while we played handball against the wall.

“They have food, but they only take in kids. There’s a whole group who’ve been separated from their parents. It was only temporary, ‘til I could figure something else out. I just…I couldn’t watch him go hungry, you know? And I couldn’t go out on long searches without him. I can’t leave him alone.”

He sneaks a glance at me, waiting to hear he’s a terrible father. It would’ve killed him to do it, and I’m not convinced he would have. If he was seriously considering it, things were worse than he lets on.

“You’d do what you had to, Paul, and then get him back. How’d you find them?”

He squeezes my shoulder hard enough that I wince. “Leo and I were checking the place out. I thought it was empty. This old nun comes out and tells me about it, says they’ll give Leo a meal if he needs one. Says she can’t offer me any, but I didn’t care. So I went in with him, watched him and all these other kids eating real, warm food. They were fucked up, yeah, ‘cause they have no parents, but they were smiling and laughing, too. I asked how they had so much. She said that when their food got low, they’d prayed for a miracle. Next day, some guys showed up and now they bring food sometimes. So I prayed for one for us.” He punches my arm. “You showed up a week late, man. Nuns got their miracle in a day.”

I punch him back. “My apologies. Did you try to get in with those guys?”

“Haven’t seen them, but I think I’ve heard them. Loud, like they’re not scared. I hear gunshots sometimes. I figured if I dropped Leo there, maybe I’d meet them, then I’d head down to Cassie’s and go back for Leo.” He closes his eyes and, when he opens them, he plasters on a smirk that only just covers his grief. “All right, now tell me what’s up with you. I’m gabbing like a teenage girl at a sleepover. Next I’ll want to try out some new hairstyles.”

Good old undemonstrative Paul has returned. I can tell he’s exhausted, so I give him a brief rundown. Although there was no love lost between Paul and Rachel at times, he’s sincerely distressed when I tell him her fate. It was less that he didn’t like her and more that he didn’t like her for me.

“That took some balls,” he says when I’ve run through it all. “I can just imagine you on the goddamned Verrazano. Can’t believe it’s down now. That must’ve been what I heard the other day.”

“Yeah, well, I’m going to have to do it again to get upstate. That’s not going to be easy.”

“Impossible, bro, not just not easy. Every bridge is down. Nine million people tried to escape on, what, a few thousand boats? You do the math. Our Marine Division was no more the morning they bombed the bridges. Either they went under or someone took them. I thought about building a raft, like Huckleberry Finn or some shit, but you’d be crushed by the garbage or sunk by the zombies. I thought maybe it’d be easier to find food in Jersey.”

“The Chief at Wadsworth said there’s a supermarket commissary in Fort Hamilton,” I say. “Probably still stocked because the VA hospital was overrun. Have you been over there?”

“Yeah, I was over there. Might be easier to get out of the city than get into Fort Hamilton. Place is mobbed. Thousands of them, no joke.” He shakes his head. “When are you leaving?”

I cross the supermarket off my mental list for now. “I don’t know. Maria keeps saying to take my time, but she wants to know where Ana and Penny are.”

Paul nods. “How about those girls? Sandy and…”

“Sylvie and Grace.”

“They’re cool?”

“Yeah. They’re really cool. You’ll like them.”

I think about adding more. About how they fought their way to the house, how Sylvie’s managed to learn more about survival in weeks than most people ever learn, and how she helped save my life. I might’ve died without the fluids, but I’m pretty sure Sylvie kept me alive until I got them.

“That candy for one of them?”

“Yeah. For Sylvie,” I say casually, and lean off the mattress to busy myself zipping my pack. Nothing has happened, but it feels wrong to bring up anything even remotely romance-related after Hannah.

Paul is silent. Finally, he says, “All right, bro, I’m going to sleep. Try not to hump me during the night.”

“That’s not what you said last time, but I’ll do my best to resist.”

Paul laughs and flops on his side. Within minutes, he’s asleep. I lie awake and hope Sylvie and Grace make it back. If they don’t, I’ll never forgive myself for letting them go alone—and Dad will never let me forget.


Chapter 61

Sylvie

Micah and Carlos look about as dandy as I feel when Grace and I finally emerge from our overnight accommodations. I didn’t have to hold back her hair, but she’d probably look better if I’d had to—yesterday’s events and the liquor have left her with swollen eyes and a grim set to her mouth. We sit at a picnic table and eat our breakfast of stale Entenmann’s coffee cake. It’s still delicious and makes me insanely jealous of having the contents of an entire Key Food under one’s control.

“How’re you ladies feeling?” Guillermo asks. He’s a bit pale, but all in all he’s metabolizing the alcohol well.

“Like the vodka dried my brain to the size of a walnut and it’s rattling around in my skull,” I point across the table at Micah and Carlos, “but better than them.”

I still haven’t seen Micah’s face due to the fact it’s firmly planted in his hands, and Carlos is a shade of green-tinged brown that’s reminiscent of an acorn toward the end of autumn. He moans. “I drank too much.”

“You wanted to play with the big kids.” Guillermo smacks his shoulder and looks to me. “When are you guys leaving?”

“As soon as we’re done with our cake, which, let me say, makes me want to live here with you. The only thing stopping me is that you’re far too cheerful for someone who drank the night away.”

Guillermo leans in, hand cupped at his mouth. “You’ve got to drink water before bed. No hangover. Let me make sure you get home okay.”

After yesterday, we can manage this comparatively easy trip even with hangovers. I look to Grace, who lifts a rounded shoulder, and then say, “We’re fine, thanks. But we might leave our bikes here so we don’t have to carry them in and out of houses on our way.”

“Okay.” He places the plastic bag full of produce he carries onto the table. “For you,” he says to Grace. “I know you miss the fresh stuff. It’s apples and carrots and things that didn’t go bad yet.”

Grace dredges up a smile. “Thank you.”

“Sure. All right, I have to check they’re working on the wall, but I’ll see you soon.” We say goodbye, and he smirks under his beard. “What happened to I love you, Guillermo? What’s up with that, Sylvie?”

I give him my best death-ray glare.

“I didn’t forget,” he says, and taps his temple. “I don’t forget anything.” And, with that, he claps his hands and walks away laughing.

We finish our breakfast, wish the two hungover boys good luck, and leave for home, as Guillermo called it. It does feel like home, and I can’t quite wrap my rattling walnut brain around that sentiment.

Our journey up stoops and over fences is slower than usual, but we reach our yard alive. Before we make our presence known, I say, “We’ll try again.” Grace nods and strips off her gloves without making eye contact. “Grace, say something. If you don’t talk then I’m going to have to, and I know no one wants that.”

“It’s my civic duty?”

“You know it is. Without you to smooth me over, they’ll kill us and eat us in no time.”

“You’re deranged, you know that?” she says with the hint of a smile.

As we reach the back door, we hear a child’s voice and an unfamiliar deep voice, followed by Eric’s. I never had any doubt he’d get back in one piece, but that doesn’t stop my heart from galloping at the sound. He’s leaving soon and there are more important things to think about, so I attempt to ignore how glad I am he’s here.

The living room is dim after the brightness of outside. Maria and Jorge sit in the chairs, and a big guy sits on the couch with Eric. The new guy has slicked-back brown hair and a square jaw and muscles everywhere—Paul.

A little blond boy lies on the rug, busy with paper and pens. “…because this one shoots out lasers and—” he stops and looks up at us.

He’s adorable, with big, black-lashed eyes and chubby cheeks. He crawls across the rug and Paul pulls him onto his lap.

“Hi,” I say, which comes out squeaky. We’re back, as promised, but it’s occurred to me that they might’ve realized how nice it was not to have me here. There’s no indication they feel that way, but my brain still whispers that it could be true—that it’s possible, even likely. My brain is an asshole.

Maria is up in an instant. Her eyes flick to the barren space behind us, and she pulls Grace into a hug, then puts her arms around me. I give her a little squeeze. Jorge is next, murmuring an apology in Grace’s ear. He smiles his wide, plump-cheeked grin and then mushes me into his warm chest. It’s heartening and comforting, and I hang on for a second longer than normal.

Eric rises to his feet. “Did you make it there?”

“We had to turn around just after Cadman Plaza,” I say. “There were so many and we didn’t know if we’d be able to get out once we were in. We’ll try again.”

“I’m sorry,” he says to Grace, who gives him a hug. He flashes his high-wattage smile at me, and I wear a ridiculously wide one in return. “I’m glad you’re both okay, though.”

His arms are loose and sort of welcoming, as if he anticipates a hug, but I don’t move and the moment passes. Now it’s weird that I didn’t hug him and Grace did. I’ve put far too much thought into a hug and will probably spend the next three hours torturing myself about it.

He introduces Paul and Leo. I know Paul has a wife, but we don’t ask about her. Paul looks like a man who has been through the wringer—his face is unshaven and he nods as if it’s all he has the energy for.

“We got back a couple hours ago,” Eric says.

Maria serves drinks while we recount meeting Brother David and the rest of our trip, omitting the part where I proclaimed my love for everyone.

Eric tells us about the Verrazano. Maybe I had no intention of crossing the bridge, but a rush of apprehension comes anyway. Knowing I could cross it if necessary was more important than I realized. He lets that sink in for a moment before he tells us he found plenty of seeds. I’m sure he purposely did it in that order to buoy our spirits, and it works, except for the part where I envision myself having to eat large amounts of spinach.

“Do you want to get cleaned up?” Maria asks Paul.

He rubs his chin. “Yeah, that’d be great. Thanks.”

“I’ll put on water,” I say.

In the yard, I pass the time at the stove by attempting to change myself into a sane person with socially acceptable reactions. I’m all aflutter about Eric and unsure if I’m still welcome and uneasy that the bridge is gone and worried I’ll have to eat vegetables. In order, I should be: unconcerned about a guy, confident the people who seem happy to see me really are, fine with the bridge since I wasn’t going anywhere, and glad we’ll have food—even if it is vegetables.

Everyone joins me outside. Leo, Grace and Maria head off on a mission for toys in the other houses. Paul sits in a chair and lets his head fall back.

“Your water’s almost ready,” I say.

“Thanks,” he says.

“Sure. How was the trip here?”

Eric appears at my side. “It was nothing. We drove most of the way and left the car at Third Avenue. We got out, Paul set off the alarm’s panic button to distract them, and then we cruised up here.”

“Better than surprise zombie bombs dropping on your head, which is what happened to us. I can’t believe the bridge is gone.”

“You weren’t going to cross it anyway.”

“You never know,” I say. “With the right impetus, I might have.”

“Like orange candy on a stick?”

“That could work.”

“I’ll have to remember that. Paul, I’m stealing some of your water.” Eric dips a bowl into the pot, then lathers up his hands and face. He walks to the drain in the next yard and rinses off before he comes back. “I’m going to work on Operation Caffeine Strike.”

“Aren’t you tired?”

“Not now that I’m back. I started it the other day. Don’t you want coffee to go with your cake?”

“Sadly, I believe the cake is gone.”

“Well, we’ll just have to make some more, won’t we?”

I fight every instinct I have that wants to say I don’t care. I do care. I want cake. “I guess we will. Thank—” I close my mouth.

“Nice save. I moved my stuff upstairs with Paul, so you and Grace are back in Cassie’s room.”

“You didn’t have to—”

“Be awesome? Can’t help it.”

And I can’t help my laugh, so I push him. “That is definitely not what I was going to say.”

“Pretty sure it was,” he says. “I also checked our word: mulct. To punish by a fine. Or to attain by theft or fraud. So put on your thinking cap.”

He places an imaginary hat on my head and buckles it under my chin. He’s so ridiculously jovial that it buoys my spirits the way spinach never will. “You’re a dork,” I say. “Like, from the Planet Dorkatron kind of dork.”

“You’ve been? Nice place, right?”

He chucks me under the chin before he walks to his pile of assorted junk a few yards down. I watch him pick through pieces of metal and what looks to be part of a metal garbage can. This must be Eric one hundred percent better—goofy, strange, and so amiable I don’t know how to react except to wish he hadn’t walked away.

“What’s this word thing?” Paul asks.

I turn back to the stove. Paul watches me, although it feels more like an appraisal. “We have a word-of-the-day calendar and we try to use the word in conversation. Whoever uses it first wins a point.”

He nods as though it’s the most uninteresting thing he’s ever heard. There’s no reason for him to be excited by this breaking news, though it still makes me feel stupid.

“So you’re Eric’s best friend,” I say, in a feat of brilliant repartee.

“Yup.”

“I’m glad he found you. Leo’s really cute.”

“Thanks. I heard you were at the hospital. How come you didn’t go home? I’m sure you’d rather be there than with strangers.”

I’m struck with the idea that somehow he can see into my mind and wants to use my insecurities against me. But that’s Crazy Sylvie talking, and Sane Sylvie is on the scene today. “Well, we did just try. But we were coming back anyway.”

He grunts. “Eric told me about your mom. Sorry.”

It’s the last thing I expected to hear, and I wonder what else Eric told him. “Thanks, but we weren’t very close,” I say, and try for an expression that implies I don’t need sympathy although I appreciate the thought.

Paul nods, his blue eyes cool above his stubbly cheeks, and it’s clear I haven’t nailed this particular reaction. But he also looks like the quintessential Brooklyn brawler, and that type is happy only when getting into a fistfight at a bar. I try not to take any of the conversation personally after the few weeks he’s probably had.

“Your water’s done,” I say. He rises. I feel dwarfed, and not in a good way. “There are towels in the clo—”

“I know where towels are. I practically grew up here.”

He lifts the pot and walks past me to the house. And I thought I was brusque around new people.


Chapter 62

We sit in the yard to eat Second Meal. The food will go faster with seven of us, and I assume Second Meal is here to stay. The calorie obsession is creeping in again, not that it ever left completely. I point to the large cylinder of metal on which our dinner was cooked. It’s a stove of some sort, the product of Operation Caffeine Strike. “What is that exactly?”

“A rocket stove,” Eric says. He points to a metal tube that juts out of the cylinder near the bottom. “You put the fuel in there, on the fuel shelf. You can use twigs to cook an entire meal. The insulated combustion chamber and vertical chimney mean you lose almost none of the heat. It’s pretty much complete combustion.”

“So what you’re saying is that it’s magic?”

Eric leans back in his chair, eyes twinkling. “That would be the shorter explanation.”

“And how did you make this magical thing?”

“You know, I just rolled up my sleeves and did a bunch of manly stuff.”

I roll my eyes even as I appreciate the vision of him doing manly things with his sleeves hiked up.

“You cursed a lot,” Leo says. He sits with his knees bent and feet splayed out behind him in a position only a five-year-old could find comfortable.

“That I did. But you’re not supposed to mention that part.”

I smile at Leo. When he grins back, it becomes apparent why they call them the apples of your cheeks. There’s not a booger in sight. I’m not sure where his mom is, but Paul has shaved, accentuating eyes that carry enough luggage for a grand tour of Europe, so I think wherever she is can’t be good.

“We need to get to any food before someone else does,” Paul says. “Bay Ridge is getting cleaned out. Whoever’s doing that might move this way next. Maybe it’s that group supplying the monastery, and they’re storing it somewhere.”

There’s no reason I should be wary. After all, here we sit, a group of people surviving on stored food. But I still don’t like the sound of it, or the fact that Paul said he heard gunshots on a regular basis, or that one day we might be in a race for food or it’ll become so scarce that people are willing to kill for it. I think of Mrs. Hernandez—they already are willing to kill for it.

“There are other people around here, too,” I say. “One group seems young. We heard them outside our first night. Some of them got eaten, but we don’t know how many are still around.”

Paul frowns and then tilts his chin to where Leo sits, listening with rapt attention. I’m about to apologize when he stands and lifts Leo under one arm like a football, disapproval radiating my way. “Let’s go check out that bike Jorge found, buddy.”

I should’ve known not to discuss this stuff with kids around, although it didn’t seem any worse than what Paul has said so far. Another reason I’d be unfit as a mother—I’d read them Stephen King books at bedtime or something equally terrifying.

“Sorry,” I say to everyone else, since Paul has moved out of earshot, “I’m not used to having a kid here.”

“It wasn’t a big deal,” Eric says. “Don’t worry about it.”

Jorge sets down his bowl. “Eric, does Paul think that group in Bay Ridge is dangerous?”

“He doesn’t know. Maybe they’re not all bad if they’re supplying nuns with food. We could try to meet with them at some point, make a deal, like that deal Guillermo made with Chinatown. But they could be the ones from the other night and, if they are, I’m thinking they don’t want to make friends. We should have someone on watch all night.”

Jorge nods. “We should make this block look abandoned. Crack windows and doors like someone broke in and cleared it out. The other side, too.” He points at the houses whose backyards are now ours. “I thought it before, but after Guillermo came by all I could think was how obvious it is they’ve got supplies. If I was gonna hit anybody, it’d be them, but if they know we’re here…”

“It’s a great idea. We should’ve done that before now.”

“Jorge is full of good ideas,” I say, “but he likes to keep them to himself and drop them in at random moments like little bombs of good sense.”

Jorge opens his hands. “Still waters run deep, mami.”

“That’s what I hear, papi chulo.”

Jorge’s booming laugh fills the yard. I’ve been waiting for him to call me mami again, hoping he’d be amused by the response. Maria shakes her head but laughs along with everyone except Paul, who has returned and put his feet up on the table, completely at ease with his bowl of rice and beans in a way that makes me envy his level of security.

“We’ll start the watch shifts tonight,” Eric says.

“How are we going to see anything?” Maria asks. “The block is huge and it’s pitch black.”

“We’ll listen. It’s better than nothing.”

“I can do early morning,” I say. “Since I’m up anyway. And I have a book that says—hold on.” I run into the house and return with my latest survival book.

“When All Hell Breaks Loose,” Jorge reads when I hold it up. “I think it has.”

“What’s that on the cover?” Maria asks.

“Just a piece of paper,” I say.

“There’s a picture of a roach on the cover, so she taped a piece of paper over it,” Grace says, altogether too pleased to alert everyone to my insanity.

“Really?” Maria asks, and bursts into laughter at my nod.

“I couldn’t touch it.”

“It’s a picture,” Maria says.

“Doesn’t matter.” I tried it uncovered for a day, but it made me have to smash imaginary bugs on my legs, so it had to go. If it was my book, I’d cut it out. “But this is a good one—it even has a section on how to wipe your butt with your bare hand.”

“Now that’s a survival book,” Eric says.

“Gross,” Grace says. “I am not wiping my butt with my bare hand. No matter what, there has to be something else nearby that’s better than that.”

“But it’s eco-friendly,” I say, to which she flips me the bird. I open the book to the chapter on self-defense. “It even gives defensive moves.”

I show the page to Grace, who pretends to do the illustrated open-handed strike on me. It’s basically a face mash with an open palm and, assumedly, a bit more force. “Now imagine if I’d used my hand to wipe,” she says.

“Poop strike!” I say. We crack up, as does Leo, which serves to demonstrate our level of maturity. I clear my throat. “It talks about having a signal so the other people in your group know something is wrong without giving it away to others, and maybe a safe room or an exit strategy, and—” I stop yapping. “Well, you get the idea, but you never know when someone will try to mulct our supplies.”

Eric levels his finger at me. “You. You.” I bat my eyelashes and he shakes his head good-naturedly. “But it’s true, they might.”

“Anyway,” Paul says, “how are we on food?”

“We need more,” Maria says. “We have maybe a couple months if we ration it. We already aren’t eating enough, and plants will take a while to grow.”

“So we should go out looking. Eric and I can start tomorrow.”

“We’ll come?” Grace asks me. I nod.

“That’s all right.” Paul gives a small laugh. “You should stay here and…”

He trails off when Grace straightens, hands gripping the arms of her chair. “And what? Bake you cupcakes?”

I glance at Leo to see if he’s noticed his dad is about to be taken down a notch, but he’s happily throwing dirt in the air with explosive noises. He’s going to be a mess later, but that’s not my problem, thankfully. Maybe Paul expects us to babysit his kid for him while we bake those cupcakes.

“We’ve been going out all the time,” Grace says in a voice that’s both soft and deadly. “And we can show you the best route because we made it. We went farther yesterday than anyone else here except Eric.” Her eyes are steely. “Do you think we should stay because we’re women? If so, I’ll tell you right now that is not happening.”

The yard is silent except for Leo’s small explosions. Jorge coughs into his hand. Finally, Paul raises his hands in a placating fashion, though he looks more annoyed than apologetic. “Okay, sorry.”

Grace nods, limp blond ponytail flopping like a cheerleader and completely out of context with her demeanor. She gets up from her chair. “I’m going to the roof. Maybe I’ll even keep watch. Although I am a woman, so I might get confused and go shopping.”

When I pictured Eric’s best friend, I imagined a laid-back guy who smelled faintly of weed. The kind of guy I wouldn’t be surprised to come upon playing hacky sack in the yard, or a guy who said things like dude and awesome and had a carabiner hanging from his belt loop that he referred to as a biner. Likeable and funny and even a tiny bit exasperating in the same tree-hugging manner as Grace.

I watch Grace stalk into the house, and then I turn to Paul. So far, I’m not impressed. He couldn’t be more unlike Eric if he tried. “She’s a little pissed. You should stay out of her way.” Paul’s eye twitches. I give him a saccharine smile before I follow her in.

Eric’s bag is now in the bedroom that holds the closet ladder, and I hope he doesn’t mind that I will forever be using his room to access the roof. I find Grace facing the general direction of her home, wiping at her cheeks, and I sit without a word.

“What a dick,” she says. “You know what the worst part is?”

“That there are forty people left in the world and he’s one of them?”

Grace snorts. “Well, yeah. But no. It’s that I can’t contact them. I don’t know what’s happened. If there were a way to know, then I’d be o—No, I wouldn’t be okay, but at least I’d know how to feel.”

“I never know how to feel, so I can’t help you there.”

“You feel good, though, don’t you?”

“What?”

She glances at me quickly, lips twisted in a quarter smile, before she returns her gaze to the view. “You like it here.”

I shrug. I don’t want Grace to feel worse. I wish with all my heart we had her family with us, but I am happy to be back.

“Syls, you’re allowed to like it. It’s okay.”

“Everyone’s nice,” I say, and think of Paul. “Well, maybe not everyone, but I like everybody else. How about that?” I prod her with my elbow. “I like people.”

“You know what’s happening? You’re having corrective emotional experiences. That’s where—”

I groan. “No, we are not having a Psychoanalyze Sylvie session on the roof. We’re making fun of Paul and possibly shopping, not discussing correctional emotions or whatever.”

Grace laughs. “Okay.” She mutters under her breath, “But you are having them.”

I yank her ponytail.


Chapter 63

We start off the next day smashing windows. The streets are full of zombies—not a good day to go out looking for food unless we want to be food. We open a few front doors to give the appearance the houses have been broken into and cleaned out, but wedge pieces of wood beneath, both to delay people and any zombies who might make it up the stoops. I’m more worried about people than zombies.

Eric knocks a window with a bat to create a starburst pattern, then pushes out the glass in the hole with gusto. “This is every ten-year-old kid’s dream.”

“Ten-year-old boy’s dream, you mean,” I say.

“I take offense to that,” he says, but his grin says otherwise.

“My brother once broke a car windshield with a baseball by accident,” Grace says. “So what did he do? He kept throwing the ball against the window until it shattered completely. When they asked him why, he said he’d already broken it, so he wanted to see how many throws it would take to obliterate it.” She looks pointedly at Eric. “He was ten.”

“I’ll never win against you two. Paul, help me out here.”

Paul starts to speak, but Grace cuts him off with, “Time for the next house.”

Grace hasn’t warmed to Paul since yesterday, and he’s keeping his distance from her, but she still manages to knock him with her shoulder as she passes. Paul stands utterly still for a moment before he follows, head down. Eric turns to me with an oh shit expression.

“Don’t piss off Grace,” I say. “She’ll One Love you ‘til she’s blue in the face, but once you’re on her shit list, she’s got no love for you.”

“I’ll be on my best behavior.”

“You will if you know what’s good for you,” I say, and give him one of Grace’s shoulder swipes on our way to the next house.

It would be nice to sweep up the litter and pull the dead bodies off the sidewalks because there’s plenty of stink from flesh that oozes and opens and leaks, but a well-kept street means a lived-in street. Once it looks post-apocalyptic enough and I’ve regained my appetite, I dream about my non-existent lunch. Grace must feel the same, since she asks, “Remember when we used to eat that meal in the middle of the day?”

“Barely.”

“I guess I’ll plant something that will be lunch eventually. Only three months to go.” She pumps a fist and leaves to help Maria and Leo plant seeds in tiny pots.

I turn over the earth in the yards. Except for our original yard and the raised beds of the Hipster Zombies, the non-concrete patches are years’ worth of interlocked roots that must first be dug up, broken apart to save the dirt, and then discarded. We’re composting it, along with any food left uneaten, although there’s none of that so far.

“I didn’t picture you as a farmer,” Eric says.

He leans against a lawn chair in jeans, a black T-shirt and his boots, arms crossed. In the past twenty-four hours, I’ve done my best to look forward to spinach, feel likeable, and disregard the Verrazano, but I’m having a harder time not concerning myself with this person who is not only always here, but also happens to look really good in a black T-shirt.

“Join the club,” I say.

“I’ll get a shovel.”

I point to the shed. “There’s everything you need to be a farmer in there, as I’m sure you’re aware. Except a tractor and a hat.”

“Nary a straw hat? Forget it, then.” He makes a V for victory at his use of today’s word.

“You suck,” I say. “I was just planning how to use it.”

“Ah, but you didn’t.”

He jumps to avoid the clod of dirt I toss at him on his way to the shed. Once back, his shovel goes in, his boot tamps it down, and a chunk of earth double the size of mine flips over. The muscles in his arms move in alternating patterns. I try not to, but I can’t help a couple of surreptitious glances. On my third glance, Leo has appeared at the border of the yard.

“Hi,” I say.

“Hello,” he says. “Can I dig?”

“It’s hard work.” He nods. I search for something his size in the shed. We’ve rounded up every garden implement in the yards, but the shovels are taller than him. I bring back a trowel and the shortest shovel we have. “The shovel’s kind of big.”

“That’s all right.” Leo stabs repeatedly at the grass and doesn’t make a single dent, but I respect that he gives it the old college try.

“Why don’t you use the trowel?” I ask.

Leo frowns. “I want to use a real shovel.”

I shrug and continue digging. A few minutes later, the shovel handle clunks on Leo’s head and then clatters to the concrete of the adjoining yard. “Stupid shovel! I hate that shovel!” he screams.

Eric kneels by Leo with a trowel. “Hey, bud, it’s okay. It’s a little big for you. We’ll try to find you a smaller one soon but, for now, maybe you should use—”

“It’s not a shovel!” Leo yells, fists at his side and shoulders by his ears. Tears are already present. He’s gone from happy to tantrum at breakneck speed—a sequence of events I know well. Eric attempts reason, assuming Leo is into rationality at the moment, but he’s wrong about that. Who knew I had so much in common with a five-year-old? Everyone, probably.

I walk to the shed for another trowel, then return to the grass and use it to dig up some roots. It’s a pain in the ass. “Hey, squirt,” I say.

Leo turns to me with little angry eyebrows that force me to smother a laugh. “What?”

“I’m using a trowel over here and it’s so much better. Shovels suck big time.” Eric shakes his head. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that last part. Live and learn.

“It is not better,” Leo says.

“Okay.” I sit on the ground with my back to him. “Sure does work, though. I’ll just be over here digging with my trowel. Happily, I might add.”

Eric gets back to digging. Two minutes pass. After another minute, Leo asks with a sniff, “Can I use one?”

I turn. He’s edged closer, still pouting but done with the melodrama. “I don’t know. Are you going to work?” He wipes his nose on his sleeve while he nods. It’s disgusting, but I’m getting somewhere. “No more screaming like a banshee?”

“No,” he says.

“Then get over here.”

Leo kneels in the grass beside me. It’s not much of an improvement over the shovel, but little bits of grass fly up when he gets it a millimeter under the surface. And now that I’m kneeling, I’m at perfect height for conversation. He starts with a discourse on bugs and then switches to weapons. This kid is armed to the teeth with imaginary bows and guns and even a flying vehicle. I find that as long as I make the appropriate response noises, I can zone out until there’s another pause.

“Want to hear about what my new bow can do?” he asks.

“Sure.”

“So, one has a laser beam. Wait, no, it only has a laser beam when it shoots your heart. So it goes into your heart and then shoots laser beams. And it can follow your heat so you can’t run away.”

“That’s quite a weapon,” I say, and go back to thinking about the absence of lunch. I liked lunch. Lunch was great, especially when it was pizza.

“And there’s another one that shoots fire. But only when I shoot it at the bad guys.”

“That’s definitely who you should shoot.” I listen for another ten minutes and then stand. “Hey, Leo, my back is breaking. I’m going to use a shovel while you tell me about your arsenal.”

“What’s an arsenal?”

“All the weapons you own are called your arsenal.”

He prattles on. With Eric’s help, this small patch of ground is turning from green to brown quickly. I take a break to sip from my water bottle.

“Can I have some?” Leo asks.

It probably makes me a horrible person, but I don’t want his mouth on my bottle. Little kids are always sick with something. I’m about to offer to get him his own when Eric hands him his. Leo wraps his entire mouth around the spout and tips his head back, which results in anything he didn’t swallow falling back into the bottle when he lowers it.

“Keep it,” Eric says to Leo. “That bottle is now officially yours.” Leo places it by his side and goes back to digging.

“What? You don’t like backwash?” I ask.

“I love the kid, but some things are just too gross to be overcome by love.” He bends to break up a large chunk. “I have something for you when we’re done.”

I assume he’s talking to Leo, but he taps my foot with his shovel. I look up from the last patch of green. “You mean me?”

“Yeah, you. Don’t you want it?”

The thought that he has something for me makes me warm all over, but, while I like presents, I’m not very good at receiving them. “I guess.”

“Don’t get too excited, now. We wouldn’t want you to keel over.”

I concentrate on digging. “What is it?”

“It’s a surprise.”

“I don’t like surprises.”

“Why doesn’t that surprise me? Don’t worry, it’s good.”

I dig up another clump with a nod. I should say something that makes me seem less ungracious. “Sorry. I…I don’t like to not know what’s coming. How things end. Sometimes I have to read the end of a book before I’m done or look up the synopsis of the next episode of a TV show because I can’t take it. And, yes, I’m aware that it’s crazy.”

“Is that why you love Murder, She Wrote? Because Jessica Fletcher always gets her man?”

My laugh comes without warning, but I still wag a finger. “You have just broken our agreement. And, if you’d remembered correctly, you’d remember that I said I would even watch Murder, She Wrote. As in it was not my first choice.”

“Oh, right. That was Unsolved Mysteries.”

“Don’t joke about that show,” I say. “I loved Unsolved Mysteries.”

“But that makes no sense. There is no end. They’re unsolved mysteries.”

“It was different. We knew going in there was no end, but we could work together to find it, and then Robert Stack would give us the update and it was the most satisfying conclusion ever.”

“You are a very strange bird,” he says. I throw dirt on his boots.

When we’re finished, I change out of my digging pants that are so stiff they can practically stand on their own. Once it rains, we’ll do laundry. Once it rains, I’ll be clean. I’ve never wanted rain so badly in all my life.

There’s a knock on the bedroom door. “Come in,” I say.

Eric strolls in with one hand behind his back. He feels looming in this room now that it’s mine again. Not in a bad way—in a Hi, I’m a man in your room way. He holds out a small brown paper bag. “It’s not a lot, but I saved them for you. I had to share with Leo.”

I take the bag and hold it by my thigh. “Thanks.”

“Aren’t you going to look inside?”

“Now?” He nods. My stomach flips while I inspect the bag that holds no clue as to its contents. “I don’t like opening presents in front of people. Even if I like it, I get weird. Then I convince myself the person thinks I’m only acting as if I like it. It’s awkward for everyone. It’s better to give me a few minutes to get the reaction right.”

He leans against the doorframe with his hands in his pockets. An eyebrow rises along with a corner of his mouth. “You have some serious issues, you know that?”

“This is not news.” I grip the bag in my palm. Maybe I can figure out what it is before I look inside. Prepare myself. But all I can feel is a jumble of little hard things and maybe something soft. “Is it rocks?”

“Why would I bring you rocks?”

“Fine. I’m going to open it.”

“And I’m going to watch you like a hawk.”

I tip the bag toward the window light. Inside is a mixture of Starburst and Skittles and Gummi Savers—almost all orange. My mouth drops. “They’re really for me?”

“No, I’m just showing you my orange candy. Now give them back.”

I move the bag behind me. “Never! Thank you. You didn’t have to do that.”

“I know.” He cuts his eyes skyward with a dreamy sigh. “That’s what makes me so great.”

I burst out laughing.

“See?” he asks. “You did fine. I know you like them. You do, right?”

I nod and take another peek inside. It’s a bag of candy, but it’s more than that, at least to me. It means he thought of me and remembers something about me and then, in the state of our candy-less world, saved them for me. I don’t have to tell him all of that, but I should do more than nod. “Honestly, it’s the best present I’ve gotten in years.”

His face lights up. It’s that simple. Only a few words. “You’re easy to please.”

I check to make sure no one has appeared on the dresser over my shoulder. “Hi, my name is Sylvie. I think you’re confusing me with Grace.”

“And I think you misjudge yourself.” His smile grows broader, highlighting the faint beginnings of what will someday be laugh lines. He walks into the hall. “Enjoy it.”

I clutch the bag and wait for the punchline, but he’s gone. It’s just me and my candy, which was given to me by a seriously pleasant guy who professes to think I’m easy to please. He must be blind, and I must be crazy, because I almost believe that he believes it.


Chapter 64

Eric

There are new people to feed and a longer wait for the outhouse the last couple days, but no one seems to mind. Everyone loves Leo, especially Maria, who dotes on him, dropping chocolate chips into his oatmeal and reading him books she found in nearby houses. It has to be torture, not knowing where Penny and Ana are. Every time I think about what might have happened to Cassie, I force myself to think about something else. Anything else. There’s a lot to do but not much distraction from your own thoughts. Digging up grass isn’t brain surgery.

The streets in the direction we planned to look for food are still full of zombies. I suggest going to Guillermo’s instead. “I haven’t seen his place, and we should bring them the seeds. Paul wants to see it, too.” Sylvie and Grace practically throw their shovels to the ground. “Don’t want to force you or anything.”

“Oh, I’d rather dig,” Sylvie says. “I’m going for you and Paul.”

“You hear that?” I say to Paul.

He thrusts his shovel into the dirt with a grunt. She’s tried twice today to include Paul, and he is less than responsive. I’ve tried to chalk it up to losing Hannah, but he’s nice enough to Maria and Jorge. To Grace and Sylvie, he’s been quiet and grumpy. I can’t blame it entirely on Grace telling him off because I sensed a change in him the minute he met them. I think he wants to dislike them, and it kills him that Leo thinks they’re the cat’s meow.

“We’ll change,” Grace says, and ruffles Leo’s hair on her way to the back door. Leo follows them in, rambling on about something, and Paul stabs the earth again.

“What’s up with you?” I ask him.

“Nothing.”

“Don’t give me that bullshit, Paulie.”

He straightens, face stony and chin jutting, then bends to dig again. “This is it, bro. Life. Right here. This is what I’ve got.”

“You have Leo,” I say.

His mouth tightens; it was the wrong thing to say. “Thanks for the reminder. I know I have Leo. Another fucking thing to worry about. While you…” He shakes his head.

“While I what?”

“Forget it.” Paul drops his shovel and walks away. I let him. Paul won’t discuss it until he’s ready, and going after him will only make him dig in his heels.

***

Sylvie stands in our exit house, chisel in her gloved hand and leather coat hugging her waist. It’s Ana’s coat, and Ana knew exactly what would flatter a figure. “The purple really livens up your outfit,” I say.

Sylvie sets her hands on her hips and cocks her head. I can’t put my finger on it, but something’s changed. She’s at ease in a way she wasn’t before—still skittish but less guarded. Possibly because I plied her with candy. “That’s exactly what I was going for. It’s all the rage this seas—”

“Let’s go,” Paul says. Sylvie opens her mouth and then closes it. She and Grace exchange a look and walk out the gate.

Paul keeps his distance inside the houses but moves close on the streets to keep Grace and Sylvie between us. I don’t think they notice—probably a good thing with the way Grace reamed him out—although I’m grateful he’s not acting like a total dick.

Sylvie and Grace are up stoops, in and out of houses, and through yards efficiently. They stay together and, though it’s obvious they know this route, they’re vigilant. I don’t think they needed me to follow them to Brooklyn Heights. If they couldn’t get through, I’m willing to bet it had nothing to do with their abilities. But that doesn’t mean I won’t follow them if they decide to return while I’m still around.

Finally, we stand on the roof across from Key Food. Paul ducks when the men on the roof swing their guns our way.

“Don’t worry,” Sylvie says. “They’re friends.”

“I wasn’t worried,” Paul mutters. “Anyone would duck when a gun’s pointed at them.”

“I didn’t duck,” I say. He shoots me a dirty look. “That was a joke. Remember those?”

Paul ignores me and leads the way out of the building. A couple of easily avoided zombies wait in the street, but Paul swings his bat into both their heads. I jump out of the line of splatter. “Damn. Did we insult your manhood or something?”

Sylvie laughs. Paul’s eyes land on her then flick back to me, impassive. “Good one, bro.”

He jumps onto the cars that cordon off the streets surrounding Sunset Park. Sylvie and Grace are already over and walking for the houses. “I’m only fucking around,” I say to Paul. “You used to have a sense of humor, especially where your manhood was concerned. I mean, you have to have one. Especially where your manhood is concerned.”

A small crack appears in his granite expression. “I’m gonna kick your ass one of these days, Forrest.”

I grab his head in the crook of my arm and give him noogie. He punches me in the gut just hard enough that I let go. “All right,” he says, “let’s go see this place.”

Sylvie and Grace lead us up the steps and through the parlor floor of a three-story limestone house. Sylvie stops on the deck, finger pointed to where Guillermo talks to a man beside a larger version of our rocket stove. “Hey, that looks like our magic stove.”

“That’s because I gave them the plans. I guess they built it.”

Guillermo raises his chin our way and finishes up his conversation by the time we get there. “Hey, what’s up? You like our stove?”

“It’s awesome,” Grace says.

Guillermo offers Paul his hand. “I’m Guillermo.”

“Paul. Nice place.”

“Thanks.”

I pull a Ziploc bag from my small backpack and hand it to Guillermo. “Seeds. I wrote instructions.”

Taking all those seeds was a good thing. Guillermo has close to fifty people now. They’re going to need the plants, and now I don’t feel as if I’ve stolen food from other people’s mouths.

“Thanks, man. We really appreciate it. What do you want for them?”

“Nothing. I guess you owe us a favor.” I’m kidding, although it never hurts to have a little extra goodwill coming your way.

“Two favors now, with the stove. You sure you don’t want to move here? I’ll hook you up. Whatever house you want, first dibs on the shitter in the morning.”

“As great as that sounds, I think I’ll stay where I am for now.” I glance at Sylvie, who’s been listening, half-amused, while she watches people line up near a pot of food, and then return my attention to Guillermo.

“Right,” he says. “Why don’t you eat while you’re here? One of the stupid-ass chickens broke its neck, so we’re having my mom’s asopao de pollo.”

I had meat at Wadsworth, but it seems like a distant memory. The others have gone even longer. There are cans of tuna in the basement and some dehydrated stuff, but once meat’s been dehydrated I’m of the opinion it can’t be called meat anymore. We thank him.

“No problem,” Guillermo says. “I’m glad to see the two of you over at Maria’s. I know Jorge, so I don’t worry too much, but still…”

“Willie!” Sylvie groans. “Don’t tell me you’re a chauvinist.”

He cowers. “Aw, c’mon Sylvie. I just think the more men someone sees, the less they’re going to try something. I know you could kick my ass.”

“Guillermo, I couldn’t kick your ass if you were hog-tied.”

“You can hold your liquor, though. Sort of.” A faint blush creeps up Sylvie’s neck. He straightens up with a laugh. “Nah, but I do wish you would all come here. I could use more people who know what they’re doing.”

“Maybe when our cake runs out.”

“How did I know you were gonna say that?” Guillermo puts an arm around her shoulders, and she wraps an arm around his waist. It’s so unlike her that I’m tempted to ask him his secret. “Why don’t you go get some food before it’s gone? Maybe I’ll give you some cake for dessert.”

I hand Sylvie a plate from the stack when we get in line. Paul attempts to hand Grace one, and she stares at it for a moment before she leans past to take her own. I shake my head at Paul while we’re served a scoop of the meal. He shrugs, but I know it’s getting to him.

Sylvie waves to two guys washing dishes at a table in a concrete yard. They motion her over, but she points to her plate while we find chairs under a couple of trees. I take a bite that has chicken and carrots and recall how much I enjoy fresh food. No one says a word, only shovels it into their mouths, so I guess they all feel the same.

“That was good,” Paul says, once he’s inhaled his food. He leans toward Grace. “I’m sorry, all right? I shouldn’t have said that about you staying.”

Grace shifts her eyes his way, then gives a short nod. “Fine, just don’t do it again.”

“Friends?” Paul sticks out a hand. Grace sets her fork on her plate, shakes his hand with her delicate one and says, “Friends.”

“Thank God,” I say. “I thought I was going to have to choose sides. It wasn’t looking good for you, Paul.”

Paul punches me in the shoulder. Maybe he’s coming around. I cringe when his gaze skips over Sylvie. She doesn’t seem to notice, but I don’t think much gets past her.

Grace leaves for the outhouse, stopping to talk to Guillermo and a couple others on the way, all of whom greet her warmly. “You guys seem to know everyone here,” I say to Sylvie.

“What’d you expect? That we’d sit in our house crying for some men to save us?”

“That’s not what I—”

She stretches out a leg and taps me with a sneaker. “Kidding. For someone who jokes all the time, you don’t know when I’m joking?”

“Maybe because you’re not funny,” Paul mutters. It’s possible it was supposed to be inaudible because he looks startled when we both turn to him.

I open my mouth, but Sylvie speaks first. “Excuse me?” Her voice is clipped, her cheeks reddening.

“Nothing,” Paul says. “It was a joke.”

“Well, I guess I’m in good company, then.” Sylvie’s eyes are dark and flat, but something like hurt lurks underneath. “Because you’re not funny, either.”

“What the fuck, Paul?” I say. “You—”

“Stop.” Sylvie’s voice is sharp, as if I’m the enemy. “I don’t need you to protect me.”

She rises and stalks toward the dish-washing guys. Not sure whether it’s a good idea to follow, I turn to Paul. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“She’s a bitch. She doesn’t even give a shit that her own mother died. What kind of person is that?”

I take a breath. “You’re so wrong, Paul. You don’t know anything about her or her mother. She—”

“I call it like I see it.” His big shoulders rise and fall once, and his impenetrable expression makes it clear he doesn’t want to see anything but what he’s decided is truth.

My words are probably wasted on him, but I say, “Then you’re fucking blind. You can be a real asshole, you know that? She’s been nothing but nice to you. Say something like that to her again and I swear—”

“Got it, bro.”

I glare until he looks away, then I remember what he said in the yard. He’s hurting, angry and maybe jealous. He just lost his wife; I have to cut him some slack. I loosen my fists and force myself to walk away. I won’t punch him now, but I won’t cross it off my list just yet.

Guillermo stops me on my way to Sylvie. “Hey, man. Have a question for you.”

He proceeds to ask me something about the seeds, which I answer while I watch Sylvie talk to the two guys. One has a fauxhawk and tight jeans, the other a Caesar haircut and an amusing attempt at a swagger. Both no more than early twenties.

“We went up to Chinatown this morning.” Guillermo leans in, voice low. “We usually see that group around, but we hadn’t seen them for a while. Their place was emptied. Broken doors and windows. A few Lexers were in there. Don’t know if they got attacked or what. Their food was gone, but they left all their clothes and stuff. It didn’t feel right, you know what I’m saying?”

I nod. It doesn’t sound right, either. But you can source most personal things anywhere—it’s food that’s harder to find. Depending on how personal the items were, however, you’d think someone would’ve gone back for them. If you had to run, you wouldn’t have time to take all the food. Although it is possible someone took it after they were gone. I would.

Still, that pulse from Wadsworth starts up again. Only this time it whispers fight.

“Listen, Guillermo, there is something I want.”

“Name it.”

“I’m leaving for upstate once I get them set at the house. Maybe in a couple weeks. They’re going to need someone to check in on them. And we need ammo. You have some, right?”

Guillermo nods. “Yeah. You need guns?”

“Paul brought a couple, but I wouldn’t mind another. They need to learn how to use them.”

“I offered them some a while ago. They didn’t want them.”

“Things have changed,” I say. “People are going to start coming out of the woodwork now that things are settling down. Can you help me out?”

“ ’Course. That’s not a favor, though. You’re our neighbors.”

“Same goes for the stove plans and seeds.”

Guillermo tips his head. “All right, true enough.”

I seek out Sylvie again. The fauxhawk guy hugs her with soapy hands while the other guy smooths his blunt-cut bangs, preening like a bird. Sylvie’s hair swings as she leans in to say something, and they laugh. They think she’s funny.

“Who are they?” I ask Guillermo.

“Not competition, that’s for sure.” He chuckles. “I can tell you’ve got a little thing for her. Sylvie’s great.”

If it’s obvious to Guillermo, then it must be obvious to Paul. And right there is part of the problem. Maybe I need to tone it down, although I’d say I’m using an epic amount of restraint. I already feel as if I’m working against time—to get the apartment into shape, to find Cassie, to live another day—and I don’t want to go in slow motion with anything. I’m a fairly calm person, but everything is moving at a snail’s pace. Adding another thing to the list might push me over the edge.

“You should get her drunk,” Guillermo says. His laugh booms at my sharp look. “Not like that. Damn, what do you think I am? It’s just funny when she drinks. You’ll see.” He claps me on the arm, still grinning. “I’m done talking your ear off. Go rescue your girl.”

I think Sylvie would balk at being referred to as my girl, but I don’t argue. Maybe it’ll get these two off her back. I want them to back off, and not because they’re annoying her—from what I can see, she finds them entertaining—but because I’m slightly jealous. It’s an unexpected and juvenile emotion but also completely accurate.

Fauxhawk is talking and doesn’t stop when I arrive. “…and Carlos is showing me how to fight. I killed four Lexers yesterday all by myself.”

“Congratulations,” Sylvie says. “Carlos is quite the warrior.”

“I lost count at two hundred,” the guy who must be Carlos says, smoothing down the hair that can’t possibly get any smoother. “I just walk up and I’m like hwaah!” He thrusts a soapy knife into the air.

Sylvie steps back and catches my eye. Hers are bright with silent laughter. “I wouldn’t mess with you on my best day. Anyway, I think we’re leaving. Just wanted to drop off my plate and say hi.” She points to me. “By the way, this is Eric. This is Carlos and Micah.”

They say hello and face Sylvie again. I can already tell I won’t get a word in edgewise. “When are you coming back?” Micah asks Sylvie.

“I don’t know. Maybe you should come to our place one day. We don’t have thousand-dollar vodka, but we can hang out. Play games or dominoes or something.”

“Really? We could totally do that. Right, Carlos?”

Carlos gives a smug nod. I have a feeling if Micah asked him about going to the moon, he’d probably give the same nod. “I’m good at dominoes.”

Sylvie sticks a finger in his chest. “I’m great at dominoes, so you’d better bring your game.”

Carlos laughs, looking less like an awkward horny teenager and more like a kid. “All right, now it’s on, Sylvie.”

“Tell Carlos to teach you that, too,” Sylvie says to Micah. “And we’ll play charades.”

“I love charades!” Micah says.

Sylvie throws an amused glance in my direction. “I think you mentioned that once before. Okay, I have to go, but I’ll see you soon.”

Guillermo hands Sylvie a box of donuts on our way out, and she plants a big kiss on his cheek. It’s a good thing he’s not competition, or I’d have to step up my cake game exponentially. We walk up to the deck after we say goodbye. Carlos and Micah elbow each other. If those two make it to our house, it’ll be miracle.


Chapter 65

Sylvie

When I hear the raindrops an hour before sunrise, the only thing that stops me from waking everyone is the knowledge that they’ll kill me for it. I put down my book and peer out the parlor floor’s kitchen window to make sure buckets are filling, but it’s too dark to see. I could go out with a lantern, but entering dark, open areas while alone is still scary, no matter how enclosed. I think most everyone feels the same, which is why the poop bucket has become a chamber pot.

Just as the sky lightens, Eric rounds the banister to the third floor dressed in wool socks, jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. “Hey.”

“It’s raining!” I whisper-shout.

“I saw.” He smiles and runs a hand through his untidy hair, which flops right back to where it was. I don’t know if he’s perfected the look or if it does it naturally, but it adds to his out-of-doors/just-out-of-bed appearance.

“Do you want to see if the buckets are filling?” I ask. “Also, won’t it be easier to plant now? Should we build a cistern? I was reading about cisterns. We can water the seeds that way.” He blinks a few times, and I remember that he just woke up. “Sorry. You probably want to brush your teeth before we start on cistern building. It’s just that I’ve been sitting here for the past hour waiting to tell someone it’s raining.”

“Wow.” He looks me up and down. “You’ve actually out morning-personed me.”

“Sorry. I’m a little excited.”

“I like it. It suits you.”

I smile in response and he brightens, possibly at the lack of a cynical comment. I think he likes me, at least in the general sense, and by now I’m positive Paul doesn’t. Leo does, however. I’m sure Paul thinks that I encourage Leo in order to piss him off, but the truth is that I think Leo is a delightful miniature human. Pissing off Paul is the cherry on top.

“Do you want coffee?” I ask.

“We usually make it later. I can wait.”

“But if I make it now you’ll want to go outside with me, right?”

“I’d follow you anywhere.” It’s jokingly said, but that doesn’t stop me from losing my train of thought. Eric pulls his toothbrush from his back pocket. “We’re out of water upstairs. Let me brush my teeth and then I’ll be out.”

I grab a raincoat in the downstairs hall and tiptoe through the living room. Jorge still sleeps on the couch instead of moving upstairs. It’s obvious he doesn’t want to leave us women down here, which I could find offensive, but it’s comforting to have his presence and the congeniality of his big laugh. I know firsthand how hard it is to have a drug-addicted parent, but I could smack his kid for not giving him another chance. Though if he had, Jorge wouldn’t be here, and I don’t want to give him up.

Outside, the rain is a gentle patter on the concrete. I take dry twigs from the bin and feed them into the little shelf inside the rocket stove, as Eric showed us, then watch the rain pool on the dirt while the water heats. It’s not the next Great Flood, but one peek in the barrel confirms it’s already full. Eric steps outside wearing a gray rain jacket. Thin and probably Gore-Tex and infinitely more practical than the long slicker I wear.

“It’s full!” I practically scream, then cover my mouth when he startles. “The barrel, I mean. It’s full.”

Eric stops inches away. I’m not quite sure how to arrange my face when he’s so close he could kiss me. He lifts my hood and pulls the drawstring until my vision narrows to an oval, like I’m a three-year-old.

“You’re getting soaked,” he says. “You’ll be freezing in ten minutes. Be right back.”

I watch him walk to the outhouse, heart slowing, then loosen my hood and lift my face to the rain. It’s just as well. I’m no good at romance. I’m barely good at friendships that don’t involve Grace. I like Eric too much to lose him as a friend or to make him miserable, and my relationship track record assures me both are distinct possibilities if not absolutes.

When he returns, we check buckets and pails and garbage cans to find only a few require small adjustments. We’re full up on water. This means baths and clothes washing and plant watering and, most importantly, a little more security.

We bring our boiled water inside to use the French press. “I looked out the window before I came down,” Eric says. “They’re waterlogged.”

“What is?”

“Zombies. The ones with a lot of clothes are moving even slower. Maybe we should go out looking for food while they’re wet.”

“Okay.” The kitchen is homey and cozy with the sound of rain outside and the smell of brewing coffee, and it feels especially so when I look out at the cold, gray rain. “I like rainy days.”

“Me, too.”

“Sunshine all the time is too damn happy,” I say. “It makes you feel like you have to be productive, but rain is lazy. It means you can curl up under a blanket and read a book or watch a movie. You can order in because who wants to go out in the rain if they don’t have to?” I heave a dramatic sigh. “Of course, the zombies have now fucked that up for us, since we have to go outside today.”

“Figures they’d rain on our parade.”

I smile as I fill two mugs, then pour the excess coffee into a thermos and start a new pot. We’re going to run out of coffee one day, and I’m going for a long walk with the zombies to get away from Maria on that morning.

“Thanks,” Eric says. He leans against the counter and watches me stir in sugar and powdered milk. “You take it sweet. Like you.” I snort. “I’m laying it on a little thick, aren’t I? Too thick?”

I hold my index and thumb an inch apart. He says, “What if I do think you’re sweet?”

“Then you’re out of your mind.”

His laugh is cut off by Paul, the bane of my existence, entering the kitchen. I’ve tried not to let him bring me down, but the minute he appears it’s as if joy is a bird that’s been dropped from the sky via shotgun blast. I know Eric can feel the tension in the room with the way his eyes skim between us. It may not be like me to back down from a fight, but I have been for Eric’s sake.

“There’s coffee,” I say.

Paul grunts and moves for a cup, his chiseled, blocky face unresponsive. You’re welcome, Paul.

Leo comes in blinking, hair in twenty different cowlicks. “Good morning, Syls.”

He’s heard Grace call me Syls, and now he does, too. “Morning, squirt. Looking for breakfast?”

He sets an elbow on the table and crosses his legs at the ankles while he mulls it over. I don’t know if every kid is this entertaining or it’s just Leo, but his grownup mannerisms kill me. “Will you make me oatmeal?”

I look to Paul and Eric, but they’re paying us no mind while they talk. It can’t be that hard to make oatmeal. You pour boiling water over oats and there you have it. “Sure.”

I lift the big glass jar of oats from under the counter and pour some into a bowl while Leo pulls over a chair on which to stand, then I add water from the hot water thermos and stir it with a spoon.

“That doesn’t look like oatmeal,” Leo says, one golden eyebrow lowered.

“Maybe you have to mix it more,” I say. “Here, you take over.”

Oats float and spin in the cloudy water when he stirs. After a minute, I poke the mixture with another spoon. “They’re softer, I think. It could be I added too much water?”

Leo shrugs. “Well, if they’re softer, maybe they’re ready. Can I eat it?”

It doesn’t look quite right but, with a little sugar, they’ll taste fine. I turn over the sugar bowl to dump in a little, but end up with a lot. I raise my finger to my lips. Leo’s eyes gleam with merriment.

I glance at Eric and Paul—still talking. Leo takes a bite. A thoughtful look crosses his face before he chews. And chews some more. He shakes his head, still chewing, and then swallows it down. “It tastes mostly okay, but it’s kind of weird.”

I’ve messed up the most basic breakfast food on Earth. I’d love to throw it out before anyone sees my blunder, but it’s precious food, so I amend the plan to my eating it for breakfast. I look to the bowl and then him. “Leo, my man, I think I royally screwed this up. We’ll make you something else.”

He giggles. Paul comes over just as I’ve nudged the bowl away from Leo, who now uses his tongue to retrieve the oats stuck between his teeth.

“Whatcha doing, bud?” Paul asks.

“Sylvie made me oatmeal, but it’s weird.”

“What do you mean weird?” Paul eyes me as if I’ve given Leo a bowl of cyanide. “Are you okay?”

Leo nods. I explain, “Something went awry. We put in hot water, but it didn’t get soft.”

Eric guffaws. “You just dumped the water on the oats?”

“Hot water.” He nods, lips quirking, but clearly he knows something I don’t. “Okay, Chef Eric, what did I do wrong?”

“You have to cook it. In a pot, on a stove.”

“But I’ve never cooked oatmeal in my life! You open the packet, dump in the water, and, voila, oatmeal.”

“That’s instant oatmeal. Then there are quick oats and regular oats.”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“Who knew?” I ask. He raises his eyebrows. “Everyone but me, I guess.” I turn to Leo. “Sorry, squirt. That’s going to be the last time you ask me for breakfast.”

Paul catches Leo as he jumps from the chair. “Why didn’t you ask me for breakfast?”

“Syls asked me if I was looking for breakfast. So I asked for oatmeal.”

Paul spins to me, Neanderthal brow lower than usual. “I’ll make my kid breakfast.”

“Sorry,” I say, “I didn’t realize I was spoiling your grand breakfast-making plans. I was only trying to help.”

“Well, don’t,” Paul says. “Since you obviously can’t.”

If he weren’t holding Leo, I would let fly with a string of curses. Leo is watching me, though, so I say, “I’m not funny and I can’t cook oatmeal. What other faults do you think I might have?”

Paul tenses, mouth ajar. I’ll bet he has a list. A numbered one. Eric glances his way. I’ve never seen Eric look anything but friendly, but his eyes hold a gold, glacial warning. Paul moves to the cabinets with Leo in his arms.

“What do you think about going out today?” Eric asks me.

“Fine,” I say. “I’ll go change.”

Usually, I can pinpoint what I’ve done wrong. I might not want to publicly acknowledge it, but I’m aware of how I brought it on myself. With Paul, the specifics are a mystery—I’m just unlikeable.

Grace is in the bedroom, and when I tell her the day’s plan she puts down the clothes she holds and pulls out dirty clothes, then ties her hair up in a bun with not so much as a blink. I like that I don’t have to worry about her, but I don’t like the way the soft lines of her face have sharpened, whether from diet or disappointment. She’s still Grace, but no matter our drunken conversation, I think she might be losing hope.

“Is there coffee?” she asks.

“Yeah. Hey, did you know there are three different kinds of oatmeal?”

She looks up from her socks. “I guess. I mean, yeah. The instant in the packets, the quick cooking and then old-fashioned. There’s steel-cut, too, which is kind of like old-fashioned.”

I drop to the bed on my back. “I am officially the only person who doesn’t know that.”

“Is that really something you need to know?”

I tell her about Leo’s breakfast, and, when she’s done laughing at me, she says, “I don’t get it. Why was that such a big deal?”

“Because Paul hates me, that’s why.”

She lies down beside me and stares at the ceiling. “He definitely has a problem with you, and, I have to say, you get points for not stooping to his level. Karmic points.”

“I wish they were brownie points. Real, actual brownies. I can’t even be mean to him because of what happened to his wife. Even if it’s only for Leo’s sake.”

“I can. I’ll hate him for you.”

It’s so unlike Grace that I twist my head and see how her anger boils just beneath the surface, heating her cheeks. “No, because you hating someone would mean the world has really ended.”

“Can I fuck with him, just a little?” she asks. “No one messes with my best friend.”

I laugh. “Just a little.” I know she probably won’t, but I like that she’s willing to.

She pats my head and leaves for coffee. The anger has subsided and now I’m drained. It’s less that I want Paul to like me and more that I don’t want to be somewhere I’m not liked. I’ve done enough of that for one lifetime.

 


Chapter 66

Maria offers to stay with Leo. I don’t think she minds, but she also wants to supervise our every movement, so she buzzes around reminding us to tie our shoes and button our coats and whack zombies in the head.

“Maria,” I say with my hand to my heart, “I promise we’ll obey all your orders even if you’re not there to give them.”

“Smart-ass. Just be careful.” She hugs me, and I hug her back without thinking. “Did you just hug me?”

“Whoops,” I say.

She takes my hands and moves her feet in a complicated pattern while I watch her with a raised eyebrow. “I’ll have you dancing soon,” she sings.

Maria—after coffee, of course—spends the rest of the day running on what I’ve come to believe is an endless fount of energy. She cooks and gardens and plays with Leo, and she does it all while humming and dancing. I escape her attempts to make me her partner because I don’t dance, though I do like that she tries. I don’t like when her playfulness fizzles out and she stares into space with heavy shoulders. Often she shakes it off, but sometimes she leaves and returns later with puffy eyes.

“Crazier things have happened,” I say, “but I wouldn’t hold my breath.”

Maria swats my arm. “What are you waiting for? Get out of here already.”

I grin and head out the back door. Eric catches up with me in the yard. I’ve decided to keep my distance. As I dressed to go out, I realized that whenever Eric and I are together, especially if we’re joking, Paul turns hostile. I refuse to be in the middle. If Paul wants him, he can have him—it’s a battle I can’t win. Grace would never lose out to a guy for me, no matter who he was. Then again, Grace wouldn’t sabotage me either.

“What’s wrong?” Eric asks.

“Nothing.”

“You were so happy an hour ago it was scary. What is it?”

His eyes are gold-flecked green instead of brownish, even with the gray sky. Arresting. This is what they mean by arresting eyes. They’ll give you a heart attack if you’re not careful.

“Nothing.”

“Is it Paul?”

I take a deep breath. Yes, it’s Paul. “I can handle Paul. He can’t call me anything worse than what I’ve already been called at some point in my life.” Eric frowns and I frown back. “Stop trying to rescue me. I’m fine.”

“I can punch him.”

“Not on my account,” I say. “Although I wouldn’t blame you if you did it just for fun.”

“It’s…he is a good guy. Really.”

“You keep saying that. It doesn’t make it true. Paul is your friend. I don’t want to make your life harder.”

Eric pulls me to a stop by my sleeve. “Why do I feel like you just unfriended me?”

“I didn’t do anything except make it easier for you. For once in my life, I’m trying not to make things harder for people. Maybe you should let me.”

His hand tightens. “I—”

Something white flashes along the fence that separates us from the backs of stores. I can’t tell what it is before it disappears under the wood. A cat, maybe. I haven’t seen anything but a single live squirrel and dog carcasses in weeks. And roaches, but I’m pretending they don’t exist. I tug myself from Eric’s grip and walk to the peeling fence. Low to the ground, I can just see into the dim space.

A cat sits against the cinderblock of a store, eyes reflecting in the shadows. Black and white, with a messy black blotch on its face and wet, spiky fur. I make the usual pss pss noise, but it only presses its back more firmly against the wall.

“What is it?” Grace asks.

“A cat.”

“Really? Let me see.” I scoot over so she can join me, and it runs out of sight. Grace gets to her feet. “I guess it doesn’t want to say hi.”

I try to see where it went without success. The thought of that cat wet and lonely and hungry gives me a hollow feeling in my stomach. I hate to see stray animals—stray anything, really. “Do you have any food?” I ask Grace.

“Just some nuts.”

I hear a zipper and then Eric kneels beside me, tearing something in his hand. “Beef jerky.”

He takes the time to make sure the jerky is shredded small enough for a cat and places it just inside our yard, close enough to entice but far enough that it will have to come through to eat it. If it returns, I’ll feed it part of my food every day. That way no one can object to its presence.

“Thanks.” I stand and start to move away.

“Don’t unfriend me.” Eric kneels in the mud, his bottom lip in his teeth and his plea in his eyes. I’m bewildered at the idea of him—this normal, funny, kind-hearted human who appeared out of nowhere and, for some mysterious reason, thinks the crazy person is worth knowing.

“Who are you?” I ask.

“I’m Eric Forrest,” he says, hand extended. “Who’s going to be your friend whether you like it or not.”

I yank him to his feet.

***

The gentle rain turns to a downpour when we’re blocks from home. The zombies who are dressed, especially the ones still in coats, are weighed down by sopping clothes and shoes, and we’re using the opportunity to visit stores away from our safe passage of houses. The rain and thunder mean not only that Lexers can’t hear us as long as we stay out of sight, but also that anyone with guns might decide to stay inside.

It also means we’re soaked. Even running between houses was enough to drench me. I should’ve put shampoo in my hair before we embarked and let nature do the job of rinsing. We have a list of the supermarkets, restaurants and stores on the avenue. According to Guillermo, the stores without zombies are bare. The stores with zombies may have something inside, but they also have zombies. However, we’ll starve without more food, and now we have enough people to do unwise operations like fight off a store full of zombies.

We stay low on our way up to the avenue. Whether it’s the rain or not, the streets are pretty clear. Paul asks, “Where are we going?”

Jorge points to the next block down, past a group of dozens of Lexers, where a pizza place’s boarded-up windows suggest someone is either living or undead inside. My mouth waters. Just one slice of Brooklyn pizza, that’s all I ask. To go back in time and buy one more slice. To have the pizza guy throw it in the oven, making it so crunchy and hot that you almost can’t taste the first bite off the triangle and the crust cracks when you fold it.

“…good?” Grace elbows me. She blinks to keep the rain out of her eyes; it slants to find us even under the corner store’s side awning.

“What?”

“Paul’s going to distract them.”

I wipe my forehead. Water drives into my face with each push of wind. I wanted rain. Be careful what you wish for. “How?”

“Not sure.”

I shrug. I don’t want him to get eaten, but better him than me. Paul nods once, pounds Eric’s back and heads straight for a shiny Hummer parked at the curb a block down. He rocks it with two hands and the alarm sounds. A month ago, no one in the city cared about a car alarm except to bitch at its owner for it blaring in the first place. But it’s not too loud mixed with the din of the rain, which would defeat the purpose—we want to call the nearby zombies away, but we don’t need to invite new ones.

Paul waves us back. We press ourselves against the wall while the corpses on the pizza block trudge past. Another car alarm peals, this one farther off. I’m hiding behind garbage cans watching dead bodies walk up the street. Zombies, sneaking around the streets, possibly starving to death, New York a wasteland—a single one of those things is unbelievable. Altogether, they’re fucking insane.

“What?” Eric whispers from my other side. His hair is plastered to his head. Rain drips from his chin and drops perch on the end of his eyelashes.

“Didn’t say anything,” I whisper.

He wipes his face with his equally wet sleeve. “You said fucking insane.”

Before I can answer, Jorge says, “Okay, go.”

We follow him around the corner. Aside from the large group that now follows Paul, only one straggler lurks on this block. Jorge waits for it to close the last two feet and then brings his cleaver into its head. Our visibility is down to a couple of blocks due to the rain, but those blocks are vacant.

Eric clears out the broken glass of the pizza place’s doorframe and slams his shoulder into the wood behind. It shifts. Jorge gets a go, and the corner dislodges, then Eric goes again. I can just make out the distant bodies clustered around the Hummer through the mist the rain throws up. Either Paul keeps setting off the alarms, or the zombies do, or they’re those car alarms that never stop and tempt you to hunt down and strangle the owner.

The wood crashes to the floor and reveals a pitch black interior. Grace flicks on her flashlight. Rotted faces peer back, already moving toward the light of the street, and we withdraw to allow them room on the sidewalk. Rain moistens the dried blood once they’re out. It runs in streams over their faces and down their clothes. Rehydrated gore smells just as bad the second time around.

I back away from a man who has 200 pounds on me. His shirt is gone, his hanging stomach a mass of ropy gray-black innards. I’d hand him off to someone bigger, but Jorge and Eric are busy, and he’s coming for me with the flesh of his outstretched arms jiggling. If I run, he’ll go for Grace, who has her back to me while she fights another. I slant my chisel under his chin and his dead weight falls forward, arms locked on my waist.

It’s either allow myself to go down with him or go down anyway, only with two snapped legs. I drop with my bottom half under his weighty torso and extricate myself quickly, but the damage is done. My jeans are covered with rotten liquid and entrails, all of which the rain ensures will run down my legs and into Ana’s cute sneakers once I’m on my feet.

Something moves at eye level. A girl, maybe four. One side of her face is normal zombie and the other is skull with a staring round eyeball. Whatever made her faceless had to be brutal, but it didn’t remove the sequined pink headband with an offset bow. It perches over the skeletal side and makes her a contender for Worst Thing I’ve Seen So Far.

I twist her Disney princess shirt in one hand and bring the chisel into the side of her head. The eye is a better target, but I can’t bring myself to puncture that orb of yellow jelly. She was someone’s kid, like Manny. Like Leo. The thought of this happening to Leo is so awful—instant cold sweat awful—that I feel a little sympathy for Paul. Not much, but a little.

The other residents of the pizza place are finished off. I slowly lower the girl to the sidewalk and get to my feet. Grace moves beside me, her gaze on the bow. “That is…”

“I know.” I drag her into the store and away from the scrawny, sprawled limbs of the little girl.

Our flashlight beams cross over the empty counter. Bodies lie between red plastic booths. The door to the storage room is on the back wall, but I don’t have high hopes now that I’ve seen the number of people who took refuge in here.

Eric and I guard the front door while Grace and Jorge check. Grace comes rushing back. “There’s a ton of food. Oil and canned tomatoes and flour. Come look!”

I leave Eric at the door. Large cans of tomatoes are stacked on the shelves along with metal cans of olive oil. Jorge opens a cabinet to reveal more large bags of pizza flour than we can possibly carry. All the ready to eat foodstuffs—mozzarella cheese and meats and drinks—are eaten or rotted away.

“How do we get it all home?” I ask.

This is more than we anticipated, and more than our bags and two folding metal carts can hold. We thought if we found a lot, we’d take what we could carry and return for the rest. But now that I’ve seen all this glorious food, I can’t bring myself to leave a shred of it here. Not a grain of flour, or whatever you call flour. A sifting? A powder? It doesn’t matter—it’s coming with us. I’ll stay to guard it if I have to. It might be gone if we don’t.

Jorge cradles a can of tomatoes in one arm and runs his other hand along the cans and bags while he sizes them up. Based on his caress, I’d say he’s as reluctant to leave as I am. “The streets are clear enough to roll it home, if we can get more of these carts.”

“How about a discount store? I’ll see if there’s one nearby.” I run to the front and stick my head into the rain. There, on the next block, is a store that’s bound to have them.

“What’re you looking for?” Eric asks.

“We need more carts to bring it all back. They should have them in there.”

“I’ll come.” Eric watches in the direction Paul traveled. There’s no sign of his friend, although an alarm still sounds in the distance. It’s a good trick, one we can use until car batteries die. When they do, we can use something else that makes noise—a boombox, maybe. It could be a viable plan for when we return to Brooklyn Heights.

Grace slides the wood into place, and Eric and I step into the rain. He yanks me down between two parked cars so unexpectedly my back slams into a bumper. I swallow my yelp of pain.

“Sorry. Six coming,” Eric whispers, and points to the street side of the car. “Get ready to move.”

He’s coiled and crouched, knife in his hand on the bumper ahead of us. When he leans past me to check their progress, the soft skin of his neck, cool with rain but warm underneath, rests on my lips. I feel a single beat of his pulse before he pulls back and motions to the road.

I scuttle behind him to the opposite side of the car. Footsteps grow close then fade away. We run on the diagonal to the next block and step through the broken glass of the discount store’s window. The contents of shelves and bins have been tossed around and the candy aisle is a memory, as is any scrap of food. The party aisle is untouched. Understandably, no one’s been throwing parties.

Something crashes at the end of an aisle, and we freeze on our way to the far side of the store. Feet shuffle. A fuchsia and white marbled rubber ball rolls out of a center aisle, bumps off a hair dryer box and continues toward the door, making cheerful little bounces on its way. It’s almost as creepy as that little girl.

“Maybe it wants to play?” I whisper.

Eric shushes me. It’s coming anyway; we might as well speed up the process. The front of the store is a gloomy gray and the rear borders on charcoal, but it sounds like only one set of feet.

“Oh, just come out already,” I say in my normal voice.

“Geez,” Eric says with a shake of his head, but he’s resorted to his normal voice, too. “Don’t you know to be quiet?”

“So it can sneak up on us? If you’re going to have to deal with them, you might as well call them out. I do have some experience with this, you know.”

He huffs. Footsteps drag. A dark shape grows lighter with each successive step until a tiny, hunched old lady comes into view, probably moving as fast as she did in life. Eric steps in front of me and plants his knife in her forehead as if it takes no effort. Foreheads take a lot of effort.

“Through the skull,” I say. “That’s pretty impressive.”

“I do have some experience with this, you know,” Eric says in a high voice that’s supposed to mimic mine. I trip him on our way to the baggage aisle.

We grab the metal carts. I don’t want to waste any more time, but since the health and beauty products are up for grabs, I shove a few boxes of tampons in my bag. Eric looks away.

“Don’t tell me you’re one of those guys who grow faint at the sight of pads and tampons,” I say.

“I’ve bought many a tampon in my time, I’ll have you know.”

“Many a tampon? Like, how many? A thousand? A million?”

He blatantly ignores me. We head for the pizzeria with carts still in their packaging. Eric gives a human-like knock on the plywood, and it slides over to reveal Paul. He thumps Eric’s shoulder as we enter. “We’ve got a few minutes ‘til the alarms stop.”

The food fills the carts and a couple of backpacks. There have to be forty large cans of tomatoes, hundreds of pounds of flour and a whole lot of olive oil. I don’t know the calorie count, but I’m guessing it’s pretty high. I give my assigned cart a tentative push. The cans of tomatoes, garbage bag wrapped flour bags, and oil are heavy, but I’d push a ton of food home singlehandedly if I could find it. And it’s better than carrying a hundred pounds on my back, which is what I’d have to do otherwise.

The rain has lessened. We move at a steady pace for the first few blocks, although the grinding of wheels on sidewalk is louder than I’d like. Another few blocks and we run into our first zombies. I grab my chisel, but Jorge strides forward with his cleaver while Eric and Paul make quick work of the other two. Even with the rain, their blood is thick, a viscous black. Aged zombies.

Two blocks from home, my cart wobbles for a couple feet before a front wheel splits and it tilts forward to rest on its metal axle. Grace stops beside me, brow furrowed and wet hair stuck to her face. “Just leave it.”

“No way. We can’t leave all this food. Let’s at least bring it to a house.”

Eric pushes his cart toward Paul. “Can you get two? I’ll help carry it, you go ahead.”

Paul arranges the two behind his back to pull instead of push. “Maybe we should leave it.”

“I am not leaving this cart.” I tilt it and roll another fifteen feet on its rear wheels before one of them goes with a solid crack. I want to scream, but I mutter, “Stupid made in China piece of shit.”

“All right, all right, just wait,” Eric says.

He wraps a hand around one of the uppermost bars and lifts the front into the air while I raise the handle. We move slowly, as two people attempting to move in sync with an unwieldy cart are wont to do. The lower end swings into my shin and then the handle takes a turn on my rib cage with every step. I’m dripping with warm sweat, cold rain and an unreasonable amount of rage directed toward a red metal cart and my now-defunct country’s trade agreements. After the tenth jab in my gut, I want to drop the stupid thing.

We only have to get it into a house—any one of our safe houses will do—and then we can pick up our dry food later or tomorrow. If we leave it out here the flour might be ruined, or stolen, and this flour could be what keeps us alive in the not so distant future.

But the next side street has zombies and our house is only a zombie-free block away. At the rate we’re going, the last block feels more like a last mile, and that’s with Eric taking the brunt of the weight. Nine zombies spill from a bakery’s recessed entrance. Paul and Jorge pull ahead, carts rattling on the concrete. Eric lowers his end and jogs to help while Grace and I watch the corner we passed. The Lexers are wet, but they definitely saw us and must be on their way. In no time at all, the bakery zombies are dead.

“Should we have helped with that?” Grace asks.

“We’ll bake them cupcakes,” I say, and she snorts.

Eric returns for our load. The rain turns to a deluge once again. Grace catches up to Jorge, who holds his thumb in the air at the corner to convey that our block is safe. Around the bend and we’ll be home. They wait for us to cover the half block, but Eric waves them on. After a moment’s hesitation, they disappear from sight. No one wants to chance wet, ruined flour.

Rain pelts my head and runs down my back. I turn to look behind us. A single Lexer has rounded the corner. The others can’t be far behind.

“Forget it,” I say.

“What?” Eric yells over the rain.

“Let’s leave it in the bakery,” I yell back.

Eric looks over my shoulder, where three more have joined the first, and nods. He doesn’t look worried—maybe a little concerned, but not nervous. He turns into the bakery entrance and stops short. The front of the cart drops with a crash and the handle slams into my gut hard enough that I gasp.

“Don’t do it!” a voice shouts. A teenager no more than sixteen stands in the open doorway, dull black pistol in his hand. He’s dressed to the nines in new sneakers, a leather coat and perfect cornrows in his hair. His round cheeks still have baby fat and he has round eyes to match. He doesn’t look tough, but his gun does.

Blood roars through my arteries, filling my brain with a steady thunk louder than the rain. Eric’s hand drops. Another kid steps out from behind the first and pulls Eric’s gun from his holster. This one has a pale skinny face, spiky dark hair, two gold chains and a colorful tracksuit. He couldn’t be more Brooklyn Italian if he took a time machine back to the 1990s. If his name isn’t Vinnie, I’ll eat my wet sneakers.

“Bring it in here,” he says in a heavy Brooklyn accent, and opens the plate glass door.

Eric is expressionless except for very pissed off eyes, and he motions that we do as they say. We carry our load into the bakery followed by the two kids. The glass cases have been smashed, the shelves behind them picked clean. All that remains are the plaster models of tiered wedding cakes for order, although one has been sawed into pieces, possibly by someone so hungry they thought it worth a try.

We set down the cart. Any minute now Paul or Jorge will come to see what’s taking so long, and, when they do, these kids will be sorry. I console myself with that thought until the Italian kid says, “Take it in back.”

Eric lifts his end with a calm nod in my direction. I think he’s telling me to bide our time. We walk through the raised section of counter and into a kitchen with enormous mixers and ovens. The floor is tracked with the dirty, pasty remains of flour and sugar, but otherwise empty of food. Once in, Baby Fat lets the door close and stands in front of it with his gun.

Paul and Jorge call from outside. They might hear if I scream, but Eric wraps his hand around my wrist until my fingers go numb. Their voices are frantic over the drumbeat of rain.

“Don’t make no noise,” Italy says. I swear his voice cracks.

With the two windows of frosted glass on the back wall, there’s enough light to see Italy and Baby Fat exchange a look of delight when they inspect the cart’s contents. This is our food, and they think it’s theirs. I suppose the guns make that the case, but we earned this food, not them. I’m covered in pieces of rotten intestine and gristle. We’ve spent weeks clearing out houses and working for the acquisition of this broken-down metal cart.

“Why don’t you just take our food and let us go?” I ask.

It kills me to say it. If they didn’t have guns, I’d scratch their eyes out. I had no patience for bullies and thieves before zombies, and I have even less now. I don’t care if these kids are both that—kids. If they want to play with guns and rob people, they’ll be tried as adults.

“Girl, what don’t you understand about don’t make no noise?” Baby Fat asks, cheeks puffing.

We listen to Jorge call for another twenty seconds before there’s a shout and then silence. The zombies from the side street have arrived.

“Now what?” Italy asks Baby Fat. Baby Fat shrugs.

“How about now you let us go?” I ask.

Baby Fat lifts the gun. “Shut up.”

“Did you hear that? That was our friends looking for us. Did you hear why they left? Zombies. If you shoot, the zombies will come in and then we’re all dead.”

I’m scared of the gun, but the way these geniuses take my advice under serious consideration makes it clear they have no plan. Eric raises his gloved hands as if he’s the most sensible person in the world, or the room, which very well may be the case.

“How about you take it all and let us go,” he says. “You guys disappear, we disappear. No hard feelings.”

His jaw is as square as Paul’s. It must be taking all his willpower to stay calm—willpower I’m sorely lacking. I open my mouth, but Eric shuts me up with a low grumble. Baby Fat and Italy almost look relieved someone’s told them what to do. The fact they’re still alive must prove the existence of a benevolent God.

“Sit,” Italy says.

I move until my back is against an oven and lower myself to the floury floor. Eric follows me down, hands dangling from his bent knees and looking unperturbed as can be, but his hand is only inches from where he keeps that knife in his boot. I hope he has it today. They didn’t think to take my chisel, but it’s a useless piece of equipment at the moment. Eric may be right that I should learn to use a gun. Or maybe not, because right now I’m so angry I’d start shooting and get us blown to Kingdom Come.

“Lemme check.” Italy goes through the kitchen door and is back in less than a minute. “There’s a lot of them outside. We’ll go when they’re gone.”

Eric nods. I nod. Baby Fat nods. And then we wait.


Chapter 67

Eric

Thirty minutes after Sylvie and I take a seat on the floor, the chubby kid tires of rocking foot to foot and sits against the wall across from us, gun in his lap but aimed our way. The Italian kid finds an old dishrag and carefully wipes a spot before he joins him. The longer I sit here, the more I’m convinced they don’t know their asses from their elbows.

“Where do you live?” the Italian kid asks.

“Around,” I answer.

He looks at Sylvie, who’s turning out to be as brave as I could’ve hoped and a bit nuttier than I’d like, at least in these circumstances. “You heard the boss, Italy,” she says. “Around.”

I cough to cover my laugh. Italy plays with the chain around his neck, unsure if it was an insult. “It looks like you have a lot of people,” he says.

“Why, how many do you have?” I ask.

“Seven,” the chubby kid says.

Italy smacks his head. “What the fuck, Jayden? Why’d you tell them that?”

The kid, Jayden, mumbles, “I don’t know.”

We revert to silence. I could reach the knife in my boot. But bringing a knife to a gunfight is a bad idea, as they say, especially with two kids this nervous. It could go either way: I get close enough that they give up, or they impulsively shoot us with every last bullet they have. Or I have—and I am not getting shot with my own weapon. But, if I can get them talking, maybe they’ll let down their guard.

“What were you guys doing in here?” I ask.

“Looking for food,” Jayden says.

“Why just the two of you?”

Jayden starts to speak, but Italy cuts him off with, “Shut the fuck up, Jayden.”

My ass hurts from the tile floor. I shift a little and raise my hands when they both start. “Just getting comfortable. This floor is hard.”

Sylvie sits quietly as though all the fight’s left her, but her eyes comb the room. I’ve covered it five times with my own—there’s nothing that will help us. I think they’ll let us go. If not, I’ll figure something out. This situation could be much worse, and I want to keep it at this level for now. What pisses me off most is that we killed the zombies that had them trapped in here, and then, to top it off, hand-delivered them a cart full of food.

“Sorry,” I murmur to Sylvie.

“For what?”

“I should’ve known the Lexers were outside because someone was in here. It was stupid.”

“None of us thought of it.”

“I should’ve.”

She leans her head against the oven. “I know you’re Golden Boy and all, but that’s ridiculous. You aren’t responsible. I’m the one who wouldn’t leave the cart.”

“Okay, so it’s your fault.”

Sylvie laughs; Rachel would’ve punched me. She draws her knees to her chest and wraps her arms around her legs. Her lips are pale. I was warm from exertion, but now the damp has descended to my bones. The temperature is in the forties or low fifties, but she’s wet and that can be dangerous. We don’t always get enough calories versus our activity level, and there’s not a lot of extra padding left on her, if there ever was.

“I’m going to put my arm around her shoulders,” I say to Italy and Jayden. “She’s cold.”

“How do you know I want your arm around me?” Sylvie asks through chattering teeth.

“What girl wouldn’t?” She snickers and edges closer. I take an arm out of my coat and pull her against me, then wrap my coat and arm around her. “Better?”

She nods and, after a few minutes, stops shivering. I’m not glad that we’re being held hostage in a bakery or that we may be on the verge of hypothermia, but Sylvie’s body is warm, and soft where it should be soft. She smells terrible from the zombie that landed on her, but if I move my face to within an inch of the top of her head, I can smell her. I know there’s some biological or chemical reason why women smell so good, but that doesn’t make me enjoy it any less.

The next two hours take about three days to pass. Jayden hums under his breath until Italy tells him to stop. I entertain myself with thoughts of which of the two kids I would punch first. Sylvie gets tenser and tenser, until she feels like a bowstring ready to snap. Finally, Italy speaks. “You have a lot of food?”

I’m silent. He points my gun with his upper lip curled and bony face even sharper. He now officially looks crazy enough to use it. “I asked you a question.”

Sylvie sits up. I throw my arm in front of her like Mom would in the car. God only knows what she’ll say. “No, we don’t have a lot of food,” I say. “And if your next question is about where we live, you might as well go ahead and shoot.”

Italy and I are now embroiled in a staring match, but I can outlast him. Something moves outside the door. I slide the knife from my boot as we all jump to our feet.

“Yo, Jayden,” a voice says. “You in here?”

Jayden opens the door. “Yeah.”

A guy enters. My height and around my age, with flawless brown skin. I know a good-looking man when I see one, and this one’s cheekbones and dark eyes probably make women swoon. He looks relieved until he spots me and Sylvie, then he drops his head. “What is this?”

“We got their food, Eli,” Italy says. He rubs his chin with a jittery hand. I step in front of Sylvie because his gun hand is just as jittery.

“Yeah, I see that. I also see you got them.”

“Are there any zombies outside?” I ask.

Eli shakes his head. “I got rid of them.”

“We made a deal. You take our food and we go home. But I want my gun. You can keep the ammo.”

Eli looks from me to Sylvie and then turns to the kids. “We have to bring them back.”

Sylvie sucks in her breath. I take her hand. They’ll have to lead us there at gunpoint. “We’re leaving.”

She matches my first few steps, and then we halt at the gun Eli produces with an almost apologetic grimace. “I’m going to have to insist you come with me.”


Chapter 68

Eli is an agreeable jailer as he follows behind me and Jayden, who carry the cart in the drizzle. Sylvie walks beside us, eyes straight ahead and arms crossed. Eli took her chisel, and she almost flipped out when he did, but she could be made of stone with all the emotion she shows now. There are times when a poker face comes in handy—you don’t let them know whether you’re scared or about to go apeshit on them. I wish I knew which Sylvie is because if it’s the latter, I’ll have to intercept if at all possible. I get the sense that once you’ve pushed Sylvie too far, all patience goes out the window, and we need to wait for the right moment.

Eli takes out the two Lexers we come upon with a grace heretofore unseen. He reminds me of a ballet dancer or boxer with the way his long knife glides in and the way his feet move quietly on the concrete. You can now add perfectly conditioned to the perfect face I’d like to smash with my fist.

Italy unlocks the door to an apartment building and holds it open until we’re through. Eli orders us to drop the cart in the lobby. I stand next to Sylvie and wait for our next instructions. I’m thinking the right moment will be here soon, maybe when we’re herded to wherever he plans to take us and before we’re separated.

Eli stands in front of the glass doors, gun aimed in our direction. “Are you the ones who fucked with my boys?”

Sylvie turns to me, two angry spots of red rising on her cheeks. I’m as confused as she is, but I can only imagine what will come out of her mouth if I don’t speak first. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say. “Pretty sure you’re the ones fucking with us.”

His eyes skate between me and Sylvie, then, finally, he nods. “I believe you. We’ve run into some unfriendly people, and I wanted to make sure you weren’t them.”

I don’t need to ask what he planned to do if we were them. His icy expression makes that very clear. “Well, we’re not.”

“I can see that. So, I’m sorry.” He drops his gun to his side. “I’m not going to shoot you, all right? We brought you here to talk, that’s all.”

Sylvie curses. All the pent up tension threatens to send me flying at him, but I push it down. He will shoot me if he has to, that I don’t doubt, but only if he has to.

“Give me my gun,” I say.

Eli’s impeccably groomed eyebrows lower. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. You look pretty angry, for which I don’t blame you, but putting a weapon in your hand is probably not my best move at the moment.”

“Then we’re leaving.” I take Sylvie’s arm. I’ll come back for my gun, and they won’t like when I do.

Eli moves to block the door, then slides his gun into his holster and shows us empty hands. “Please. Just hear us out.”

“Why?”

“We need allies.”

“You might have better luck finding allies if you don’t rob people and hold them hostage.”

“Right,” Eli says with a pointed glance toward his two comrades. “All I’m asking is that you listen to what we have to say. If you want to go after that, you go.”

He motions to the kids. Italy hands me my gun, which I don’t holster, although Eli’s stance—relaxed, hands up—supports his words. Sylvie is rigid beside me. “You should’ve talked to us at the bakery,” she says. “But, instead, you take us on a long, mysterious trek and make us think you’re going to kill us at the end?”

“I needed to make sure you wouldn’t hunt us down if we let you go. Because I’d want to hunt down these two if they did to me what they did to you.” Eli glowers at Jayden and Italy, who have become incredibly interested in the inlay on the marble floor. “Would I have given you back your weapon if I wasn’t telling the truth? I brought you to our block. Now you know where to find us.”

Sylvie crosses her arms, though she must see he makes a good point. We all need allies, and, based on what he said, they aren’t the ones who took a few potshots at Guillermo. It’ll work out better for everyone if this area doesn’t become a contest of who can get more in less time.

“We’ll talk,” I say.

Eli’s hands come down. “Thank you. And I apologize agai—”

“What?” Sylvie yells. “What the f—”

I take her arm and whisper, “They know things we don’t. It can’t hurt to have people we trust. Like Guillermo.”

“Guillermo didn’t kidnap us,” Sylvie hisses, then mutters something I can’t hear before she says, “Fine. I want my chisel.”

Eli pulls it from his back pocket and walks it over to Sylvie. She snatches it from his hand. “Interesting choice of weapon,” Eli says. “You might want to consider some sort of holster for it. Or something more lethal.”

Sylvie tilts her head slightly and stares at him, expressionless. Eli, who so far could be the most self-possessed person I’ve ever met, furrows his brow after a full minute of her gaze. Sylvie’s lips curve, but there’s a glimpse of something cold and dangerous behind her brown eyes. Holy shit, she is pissed. “Thanks for the advice. It means a lot coming from people who can’t find their own food.”

Jayden and Italy bristle, but I catch Eli’s smile as he turns and motions toward the end of the lobby. “Come on. It’s just through here. Boys, get that cart.”

We follow him into a concrete courtyard. I keep my hand on my holster, though I’m almost positive he meant what he said. Eli removes a wide section of fencing and leads us into a small backyard, fitting the panel into place once we and the cart are through. He does this on each subsequent fence until we reach the yard of a brownstone.

“This is us,” Eli says.

The back door leads into a kitchen. Two kids in their teens stand from the table. One could’ve just stepped off the boat from County Cork with his ruddy cheeks and blond hair. The other is Asian, with a stocky build and buzzed head. Eli’s the oldest so far.

“Go find India,” Eli says, and the two scurry into the hall on the left. He guides us through pocket doors into a living room with tall windows and an elaborately carved mantle, then points us to a comfortable couch and perches on the arm of a chair. “Do you want some water?”

“No, I want a ride home and my food back,” Sylvie says.

I close my eyes briefly. We should’ve gone home. I could’ve come back without her.

Eli might laugh, based on the rise of his chest. “Well, I’m thirsty. I’ll get you both water.”

He leaves us on the couch. Sylvie is no longer cold. She can’t be with the way her eyes burn. “Will you be quiet?” I ask.

I recoil when she turns on me with a snarl. “No, I will not be quiet. People think they can take what’s not theirs and force us to travel to Peter Pan’s hideout and I’m supposed to sit here and be quiet?”

She moves as far away as possible on the couch, then uncrosses one arm and points at me. “And you know what? If you ever, ever tell me to be quiet again, I will kill you myself. And I won’t lead you on a mysterious trek first.” A laugh rises in the kitchen. “That goes for all of you,” she calls in that direction, “not just him.”

To think I worried about her out alone in the big bad world. I can see how this somewhat entertaining, slightly frightening anger could transform to serious rage. I would not want to be on the receiving end of that rage. I’m considering a way to make peace when Eli returns with three glasses of water and stands in front of Sylvie. “Choose one. That way you know it’s not poisoned.”

She glares and takes a glass, drinks the entire thing down and sets it on the floor. Eli hands me mine and sips from his before he sets it on a side table beside his chair. “You’ve probably figured out that I’m Eli. What are your names?”

“None of your business,” she says.

“Eric,” I say.

Eli nods. “All right. That was Tommy and Harold in the kitchen.” He points to the two kids from the bakery who now sit on the living room floor. “You met Jayden and Vinnie.”

Sylvie bursts into laughter. We turn her way. “Private joke,” she says sweetly.

I grind my jaw. Eli flashes me a sympathetic look. “You can leave, but I’d like you to wait for India. She’ll want to talk to you.”

“She?” Sylvie asks.

“She’s in charge.”

“You have a Tinkerbell?”

Eli shakes his head in a way that’s both exasperated and slightly approving. “Are you always like this?”

“Like what?” she asks.

“So…” Eli begins, lips pursed while he looks to the ceiling.

“Attritive?” I fill in. I couldn’t have designed a better flow of conversation for today’s word if I’d tried. Sylvie curses under her breath. I’ll pay for it later, but it’s so worth it right now. “Kind of like abrasive. Wears you down with friction.”

Eli touches his nose and points his other finger at me. I like this guy even more than I hated him just before.

“Like those sponges my mom used to buy,” Jayden says. “What’re they called again?”

“Scotch-Brite,” Vinnie says.

I laugh with the others. Eli leans back in his chair with a slight smile, although I don’t think Eli is ever truly at ease—he strikes me as a hard guy to surprise. He turns to Sylvie and raises his eyebrows as though still pondering his initial question.

“Only when I’m kidnapped at gunpoint,” she says.

Eli’s teeth flash. “Touché.”

One corner of Sylvie’s mouth curves then straightens at new voices in the kitchen. Eli excuses himself. After a whispered conversation, a woman about Eli’s age enters the living room. The similar bone structure suggests they’re family, but where he looks sculpted and statuesque, her pretty face is open and welcoming. Her mass of short black hair ends in springy curls that bounce on her way toward us.

“Hi, I’m India,” she says. “Let me say first that I’m sorry about all this.”

I shake her proffered hand. Sylvie does the same, then refolds her arms. India sits in a chair and leans forward, elbows on knees and chin in hand.

“All right, here’s the deal: These boys shouldn’t have taken anything from you. What I’m thinking,” she cuts her eyes their way, “is that they got so nervous they forgot what they were supposed to be doing. Which was what, Vin and Jay?” She circles her hand at them.

“Getting our own food and staying away from people,” Vinnie mumbles.

“Now you remember.” India gives Sylvie a look that says you see what I’m dealing with here, right? “Did you apologize?”

They shake their heads. India waits until they murmur an apology and then turns back to the couch. “So, Eric and…”

“Scotch-Brite,” Eli says with a wide smile.

“Sylvie,” Sylvie growls.

“Eric and Sylvie,” India says, “I’m sorry, too. We were looking for people who want to help each other out. Maybe trade. But we had an incident a while ago, and it scared everyone. I don’t blame you if you don’t want a thing to do with us, but I’d like it if you did.”

My answer would be yes, but after Sylvie’s death threat, I’ve learned not to make a decision that involves her without prior discussion. “We can talk it over with our people,” I say.

“That’s all I’m asking.”

“What kind of incident?” I ask.

“A few of the boys went into a store up by 70th Street,” Eli says. “Bunch of people were in there, so the boys tried to talk and got shot at for it. Jayden’s arm was grazed, but they got away.”

Jayden blinks a few times. Now it makes a lot more sense that they took my gun straightaway and held us hostage. If those were the kind of people I’d met so far, I’d probably do the same.

“Do you know where they came from?” I ask.

“No idea. Haven’t seen them again, but we also haven’t gone back that way.”

“Why haven’t you gone to Guillermo?” Sylvie asks. “You must have seen him by the Key Food.”

India nods. “We’ve seen it, but we’ve heard shooting from over there, too. We saw them chasing people one night.”

“Somebody went after them,” Sylvie says. “Maybe those same people. They were defending themselves.”

“So they’re all right?”

“They’re great. And Guillermo says anyone’s welcome to live there, as long as you don’t mind work.”

“No one here minds work. And, if they do, they get over it quick.” I’d bet on it, judging by India’s amused yet firm expression.

“We can introduce you if you want,” Sylvie offers. The Sylvie who, three minutes ago, was about to explode, has just offered to take India to Guillermo’s. She even smiles. My head spins.

“We’d appreciate it.” India stands and calls, “Lucien, get in here and meet these people.”

A teenager walks into the room. His bland expression changes to bulging eyes at the sight of us. Sylvie leaps from the couch with a squeal the likes of which I never thought I’d hear come from her mouth.

“You made it out!” She claps her hands, even more excited by this kid than the rain this morning. “You really must be lucky.”

“I thought you all were dead.”

“We got stuck in the bathroom, but we got out eventually. What about you?”

“I followed that guy Craig into the kitchen,” he says. His voice is soft, almost a mumble, but his shock has turned to a smile. “I thought he was going for some food. Next thing I knew, there were zombies all over the place. I hid in the pantry and got out after most of them went into the cafeteria.”

Everyone has been watching this discussion in varying states of confusion, but I’m at a total loss. Sylvie turns to me bouncing on her toes, death threat forgotten. And I might be a chump, but I can’t find it in me to hold a grudge.

“This is Lucky. We met at the hospital. He was there for kidney stones.” Sylvie turns back to him. “I was looking for you. I hoped you got to your aunt’s house, but I didn’t think it was possible.”

Lucky spreads his hands. “Here I am.”

Sylvie looks to India. “You’re the aunt?”

“The one and only,” India says. “Lucien’s my nephew. Eli’s my twin brother.”

“Lucien,” Sylvie says, deep in thought. “So was that you on the street with the shopping cart a few weeks ago? You had some people with you who…”

He studies his shoes. “Yeah.”

“We’ve learned a lot since then,” India says. She frowns at Vinnie and Jay. “Or some of us have.”

“Who else got out?” Lucky asks.

Sylvie rattles off names I know and a couple I don’t. “Remember Clark? Kearney killed him on the way out. Pushed him into a group of zombies so he could get away. We think he pushed Dawn, too.”

“For real?” He shakes his head. “Damn, that’s cold. He’s not with you?”

“No, thank God. He ran the other way.”

“And he’s still around?” I ask.

“I hope not,” Sylvie says.

I turn to Eli. “Did you see that group that shot at Guillermo? Were they the same ones as the store?”

“Bunch of guys in the dark, that’s all we saw,” Eli says.

“Guillermo knew a group in Chinatown. They disappeared with their food, but not their things. He’s not sure if it was zombies or people.”

“This is exactly why we want allies,” India says, forehead creased. “We already know more than we did ten minutes ago. There was another group we met about a week in, but they’re gone now. We don’t know what happened to them.”

After we’ve told them more about Guillermo as well as ourselves, we make a plan to meet India and company at a house on one of our routes in the morning. Not our brownstone; I’m almost positive I trust them, but I’m not stupid.

“I won’t hold you up any longer,” India says. “The boys will help carry your cart home and make sure you get there safe.”

Eli says his goodbyes and leaves for a house down the block. India sends the Asian kid, Harold, up to the roof to check the streets and then motions us into the kitchen. “The first week, it was crazy out there. People were getting eaten right outside.” She points to a water cooler that has a five gallon jug set on top. “Thankfully, we didn’t have to leave. We got five jugs delivered at a time, and we had a lot of food. Eli and I bought this place a year ago. He lives upstairs and I live down here.”

Harold sticks his head in the back door. “Street’s crawling, Indy. We’ll tell you when it’s clear.”

“Thanks, Harold.” India turns to us. “I should feed you. Lucien, see what we’ve got.”

We sit at the long wooden table. The wood floors, counters and antique porcelain gas stove gleam. India runs a tight ship. The cupboards Lucky opens are pretty bare, especially for a group of teenage boys who can eat half their weight in food in a day.

“What’d you do for a living before this?” Sylvie asks.

India rests her elbows on the table and shows us perfect teeth. “I was an actor. And I had a food blog—it was pretty popular.”

“A food blogger? This must suck for you.”

“It’s the seventh circle of Hell,” India says with a theatrical groan.

“How’d you end up with these kids?” I ask.

“They’re from the neighborhood. My brother and I volunteer at the teen center on Fridays, and we knew some of them would show up even though it was closed. We were going to make sure they got home, but we got caught in a group from the hospital and ended up bringing them here. By the time we could get outside, everyone was gone. Dead or at Safe Zones—which are probably the same thing now.” India’s gaze lands on Lucky, who’s selected a few cans from their paltry stash. “Lucien’s our older sister’s son. I thought there was no way…I saw him Friday morning at the hospital and said I’d be back later. Eli tried to go there a few times but couldn’t get close.”

“Where’s his mom?” Sylvie asks in a low voice.

“God only knows. My sister’s an addict. She managed to stay clean most of her pregnancy. After that, not so much. He stays with us most of the time.”

Sylvie watches Lucky the same way she watched the cat under the fence this morning. I probably wasted that strip of beef jerky on a cat who won’t return, but Sylvie slumped when the cat took off. She looked so resigned to the disappointment that I had to try something.

Lucky heads to the backyard balancing the cans on a pot. Sylvie waits until the door shuts and asks, “What did Lucky tell you about the hospital?”

“Not much,” India replies. “He said you had food and water and that people were nice. And how he got out, of course.”

“Did he tell you about how we chose numbers?”

“Numbers? Oh, yeah, he said you chose numbers for the order you were going to leave, right?”

Sylvie nods. “That guy, Craig, picked the highest number and freaked out—he had kids and didn’t want to go last. Lucky gave him his number and said he’d take his place.”

India blinks as she watches the yard through the window. “He didn’t tell me.”

“He’s a good kid.”

India turns to Sylvie. I’d swear both their eyes are moist, and India reaches out to squeeze Sylvie’s hand. “I know. But thank you. I don’t get to hear that often enough.”

Lucky sets the pot on a camping stove and opens a can, oblivious to our observation. “I’m not very hungry,” Sylvie says. That can’t be true. She didn’t eat anything this morning after she left her uncooked oatmeal in the kitchen.

I’m less than eager to take India’s food after seeing what’s behind their cabinet doors. Every bite we eat puts them one bite closer to having to scavenge again. I can tell these are decent people, honest people—excitable teenage boys notwithstanding. I don’t want to send a bunch of frightened teenagers into the world any sooner than I have to.

“Me neither,” I say. “We should get back. Everyone’s probably worried.” If we wait much longer, my stomach will start a racket that’ll belie my words. “We can leave from the other side of the street.”

“It’ll mean an extra block with that cart,” India warns.

Sylvie catches my eye, looks to the cart and then flicks her eyes India’s way. I have an idea of what that cart of food means to her, and she’s willing to give it up. She beams when I nod. If Paul could see this, he might be a little kinder, and he might realize that he and Sylvie are more alike than either of them would care to admit.

“Why don’t you keep that?” I say. “We got a lot today.”

“No.” India raises a hand, palm out. “No, we are not taking your food.”

“Well, you were going to steal it,” Sylvie says, and India laughs even as she cringes. “Please take it. You need it.”

India eyes the cart. She wants the food. She doesn’t want to seem helpless or needy, especially on our first meeting.

“Allies help each other,” I say. “Think of it as a food drop in war-torn country.”

“Great, so we’re the third world?”

“Operation Chowhound,” Sylvie says and, when I laugh, shakes her head. “It was a real operation in World War Two where the U.S. dropped food in the occupied Netherlands.”

“That makes the zombies the Nazis,” I say. “Sounds about right.”

“Take it!” Vinnie yells from the living room.

“Shut up, Vin.” India rubs her forehead. “We could really use it.”

“Think of all the things you, a food blogger, could do with it,” Sylvie says, waving her hand at the food. “Cheese-less pizza. More cheese-less pizza. I’m out of ideas. Just take it.”

India bows her head. “We’ll take it, but we’ll pay you back somehow. I don’t like to take without giving.”

“I get that. We’ll say you owe us one.” Sylvie grabs the messenger bag she insists on using instead of a backpack and pulls out a box of tampons. “I’ll bet you could use some of these.”

“That I won’t refuse. You believe these boys are still too embarrassed to carry a box of tampons? They don’t even have to pay for them and they still won’t do it.”

Sylvie sets the box on the table. “You should ask Eric. From what I hear, he’s bought more tampons than every other man in the world combined.”

India raises an eyebrow at me. “Good for you?”

I laugh despite the fact that Sylvie is a royal pain in my ass. The more I get to know her, the more of a pain in the ass she becomes, but the more I like her, too. It’s not the normal course of events, although most things that have to do with Sylvie don’t fall into the normal category.

“I’ll take you across the yards,” India says. We head into the yard, where Sylvie and Lucky exchange a sweet but awkward half-hug, and then India leads us through fences to the corner house. She touches her hand to her heart. “Thank you for the food. I don’t know that I seem as grateful as I feel. For them and me.”

“All that testosterone flying around can’t be easy,” Sylvie says.

“And I never wanted kids.”

“And now you have, what, six?”

“If you count Eli.” India closes her eyes. “And, believe me, you have to sometimes.”


Chapter 69

Sylvie

Eric and I leave with our weapons and nothing but the knowledge that a few more people have our backs, which is more reassuring than an extra cart of food. I have no doubt India could fend for herself, but she has the added chore of keeping a Lord of the Flies situation at bay while she feeds a bunch of teenage boys. I’m not giving them my orange Skittles or anything, but I don’t want them to die. Especially not Lucky. Or India, who didn’t want kids but stepped up to mother her nephew before the zombies and then added four more to her brood after. She shouldn’t have to do it alone.

Partway down the next block, Eric says, “I hope they come.”

“Me, too.”

I clutch my chisel tighter at movement ahead, but it’s only a body stuck on a fencepost, loose shirt billowing in the after-rain breeze. The next block is empty. Maybe they all left for the car alarms. It would be a comforting idea, except now it seems I have to be on the lookout for people who shoot teenagers, which is worse than zombies. Eric’s eyes haven’t stopped roving our surroundings since we left.

“This is almost like a regular stroll down the street,” I say. “Except for the murderers and zombies lurking in the shadows.”

Eric produces a small smile at my bad joke. “Don’t worry, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

I glance at him, but his attention is focused on our route. He said that so easily, almost offhandedly, like it goes without saying. My natural inclination is to balk at the idea that I need protection—and it’s doubtful Eric could fight off a group of gun-wielding men on his own—but I like that he’s watching out for me. I feel the same about everyone in our house. Although I might have to weigh my options when it comes to Paul.

“Want to hit a bar on the way home?” Eric asks.

“God, yes. I’m going to get the kind of plastered where you make out with sorority girls to impress the jocks and dance on the bar.”

“Somehow I don’t think that’s your kind of plastered,” he says, and side-eyes me. “Maybe more of a laugh uncontrollably before you pass out kind of plastered? Or maybe you’re a crier?”

“I am so not a crier.”

“Whatever it is, Guillermo says it’s a sight to see.”

I envision the mix of burning love for humanity with attraction for one guy and conclude that drinking with Eric is not a good idea. “Well, you’ll never know, will you?”

Eric laughs. He doesn’t seem angry about earlier. I should probably apologize for threatening to kill him—for the second time, if you count our first meeting—but I decide to leave it alone.

We enter our yard. Grace looks up from where she pours a smaller bucket into a larger, lidded one, and drops the empty bucket with a shriek. She runs to grab me in a hug and yells, “Where the hell were you guys?”

“We were kidnapped, sort of,” I say.

“What?”

“It’s fine now—”

Before I can say more, Jorge spins me around. I can hardly breathe in Maria’s embrace. Leo leaps like an overexcited puppy, and even Paul mutters something that sounds faintly agreeable. Eric takes it as his due, as if it’s customary to be congratulated on being alive, but I’ve never been so warmly greeted in all my life. I focus on how Maria clutches my arm and how a laugh bursts out of Jorge every couple of seconds as though his gladness can’t be contained. Even my brain can’t claim they’re faking this.

We sit in the yard under newly blue skies. The rain has dampened down the dust in the air and washed it from most surfaces. We eat Girl Scout cookies while we tell them about India and Eli and Lucky, whom they are astounded and happy to hear is alive. They’re a bit less joyful about the men by Bay Ridge. They explain how they went looking for us, which we heard in the bakery, and how Jorge and Paul have just returned from another search.

“We hoped you were hiding somewhere,” Jorge says. “You scared the shit out of us.”

“Sorry,” I say.

“Don’t be sorry,” Maria points a finger, “just don’t do it again, or else you’re grounded.” I laugh, although being grounded sounds pretty good.

“Is everyone cool with taking them to Guillermo’s?” Eric asks. “Sylvie and I can do it.”

“You’re sure we can trust them?” Jorge asks.

“I’m sure.” Eric glances at me for confirmation, looking as exhausted as I feel. At this point, only dirty trumps tired, although hungry battles for a place at the top.

“Yes,” I say. “But you can decide for yourselves tomorrow.”

“Hungry?” Maria asks. Everyone nods. “I’ll make dinner. The first pot of water is probably hot for whoever wants to wash up.”

***

A few hours later, I’m the cleanest I’ve been in weeks. I mixed cold water into the boiling water and stood in the bathtub while I soaped myself up, hair included. I made friends with a razor again. And though not the equivalent of a steamy shower, I have that luxurious all-over clean feeling that used to be part of daily life. Grace’s hair has dried to her natural blond instead of greasy blond-brown. We wear pajama pants because there’s no reason anyone should ever not be in pajama pants when they could be.

Leo races from the bathroom into the living room, buck naked and dripping. Paul calls to him, but Leo is too busy jumping around to care. “Hey, squirt, you an exhibitionist or something?” I ask.

He stops, head cocked. “What’s that?”

“Someone who likes to run around naked.”

“Yep, I’m an exabintinist!”

Grace laughs. “Your daddy’s calling you. You should go back in there before you get in trouble.”

“All right.” Leo runs back to the bathroom. “Hey Daddy, I’m an exin—” The door closes as he mangles the word again. When they emerge a few minutes later, the exhibitionist and his dad wear clothes. Leo throws himself between me and Grace on the couch.

“Glad to see you’re dressed,” I say.

“Clothes suck big time,” Leo says.

Paul frowns. “Leo, watch that mouth. Where’d you hear that?”

Eric stands in the kitchen doorway eating a Second Meal tortilla, and his eyes are trained on me. It could be worse, but it’ll score no points with Paul if he finds out.

“Daddy, sucks isn’t a bad word. Aidan at school says shit!”

“Leo!” Paul says in a deep voice, but Leo only grins. “I’m going upstairs for a minute, but when I come down, it’s bedtime.”

Eric shoves the last bite of tortilla in his mouth, waits until Paul is gone, and winks at Leo. “Don’t tell your dad where you heard that and I’ll give you a treat, okay?”

Leo points to me. Grace rolls her eyes. “Of course it was you.”

“This is why I should never be put in charge of kids. When I was a teenager, I worked in a store when everyone else babysat. I know my limits. Kids don’t like me.”

“I like you.” Leo’s pouty bottom lip says he’s offended I think otherwise. He leans close and whispers, “Maybe you can teach me more curse words.”

I tousle his damp hair. Of course that’s why he likes me. “It sounds like you’ve already heard them from Aidan.”

“I know almost every curse word in the world. And I have every superpower in the world. You want to hear them?”

If this is anything like the weapons soliloquy, we’re going to be here all night, so I close my eyes and listen to his assortment of superpowers until Paul returns during the riveting discussion of Leo’s Finger of Fire. They head upstairs after a lengthy goodnight process that involves blowing kisses and pretending to eat them. I feel like an idiot doing it, but Leo says he can’t fall asleep if he hasn’t had one from everyone.

I stand from the couch with a groan. The energy renewal from my bath is gone, but the dishes should be washed before it’s dark. I bring them and what’s left of the warm water outside. Soapy water goes down a drain, but rinsing water is reserved for the garden. I’m rinsing the last of them when Eric sits in a chair at the dish-washing table.

“I don’t believe kids hate you,” he says.

“Believe it.”

“Leo likes you, and he doesn’t like everyone.”

“There’s no accounting for taste.”

“Leo likes me,” he says.

“Which only goes to prove my point,” I say. He dips his hand in the tub of water and flicks it at me. I duck. “You walked right into that one.”

“I did. It feels good to be clean. I haven’t felt this clean in a dog’s age.” He leans back in his chair with his eyes closed. “This was a long day.”

“It was a crazy day.” I take the moment where he can’t see me to admire the way the last of the light accentuates his cheekbones.

His eyes pop open. “Yeah, it was pretty crazy, and you…”

My face is warm, and not only because he caught me watching. “You can say it—I was crazy. But I don’t like to be tricked, and I don’t like people stealing from me. Or from anyone, for that matter.”

He waits for me to say more. I’m aware it’s a therapist tactic, but my mouth opens itself nonetheless. “My mother used to steal my money. She’d sell my CDs to music shops and try to pawn anything that was worth something. I finally put my money in the bank account my grandma opened when I was a baby, but I didn’t know she could get to it. One day it was all gone.”

“That must’ve sucked. I’m sorry.”

I shrug and finish stacking the plates, although the memory of another thing Missing, Presumed Sold still smarts. Of the day my hard-earned money was gone and my mother said she deserved it for putting up with me. That my father had been the smart one because he left first.

I try for indifference. “It’s not the worst sob story in the universe. My point is that I know what it’s like to be stolen from, and it sucks.” I don’t think I nailed the indifference, so I try to lighten the mood. “Anyway, I’m sorry I threatened to murder you in your sleep and stuff.”

“I thought I was a goner for a minute there,” he says, playing along, though his eyes are full of compassion.

“Well, you did make the decision to stay without asking me what I thought. And then you told me to be quiet.”

“You’re right, I should’ve asked. And I’m sorry I told you to be quiet, although I still would’ve thought it.”

“I’m sure you think it a hundred times a day.” He zips his lips and tosses the imaginary key, and I flick water at him. “I don’t like when people take advantage of me or use their power indiscriminately, and I can’t keep my mouth shut when they do. And then, to top it all off, you used our word. That was unscrupulous. There’s only so much a girl can take.”

“All’s fair in love and word games.”

“You’re going to be sorry you said that,” I warn. Eric gives an overdone shudder. He’s making this too easy; it hasn’t been much of an apology thus far. “I am sorry. And you were right—I’m glad we stayed.”

“You wanted to but you didn’t want to give in to them. You could teach a mule a thing or two about stubbornness.”

“Where do you get these sayings? Goner, a dog’s age, stubborn as a mule, all in the course of three minutes. I think you might be a sixty-year-old man in a twenty-six-year-old’s body.”

“My dad was fond of them,” he says.

“I don’t think your dad was the only one who was fond of them.”

Eric laughs. I dump the remaining soapy water down the backyard drain, wipe out the bin with a dishtowel and set the dishes in to bring to the kitchen. He comes around the table to stand beside me. “Thanks. For telling me about your mom.”

I nod and busy myself drying my hands, surprised that he gets it. For most people, sharing those details would mean nothing, but for someone who plays everything close to the vest, it feels as though I gave away a part of myself. Cold air whistles through the small hole it left in my armor; a way in for a dagger. But Grace says this is how you do it—you hand them the dagger and trust they won’t use it.

“I guess we should go in,” I say.

We bend for the washtub at the same moment. I’m not sure if the crack of our heads bashing together is audible to the rest of the world, but it’s deafening in my skull. I curse. Eric clasps his forehead. “I knew you were hardheaded, but damn.”

“That was so your fault!”

“My fault?” Eric asks. “How was that my fault?”

“I can’t remember because I have amnesia now.”

“Think you’re funny, do you? Okay, I’m going to pick up the dishes. Don’t move.” He bends cautiously, grabs the bin and jumps back. He’s still grinning at his own antics on our way to the back door.

“You also seem to think you’re quite the comedian,” I say.

“Maybe we should take our act on the road.”

“I hear Madison Square Garden is a packed house.”

Eric sets the washtub on the kitchen counter and turns to me with creased cheeks and crinkly eyes. I can’t tell if he’s amused or thinks I’m out of my mind but, even if he is laughing at me, it’s not mean-spirited. I don’t think he has a mean-spirited bone in his body. He makes it very hard not to like him. I’m growing alarmed at how much I like him.

“We thought maybe you got kidnapped again,” Grace calls.

We enter the living room. They’ve put up the blackout shades and lit a lantern. Going to bed early is depressing, so we’ve been splurging on an hour or so of light. Good light—not windup lantern light.

Jorge looks up from the dominoes he shuffles on the coffee table. “You in? Grace wants to play.”

“Sure.”

“Why don’t you play?” Maria asks Eric. “I’ll watch.”

“I don’t know how.”

“None of you gringos know how,” Jorge says. “Especially this way. Sit down. Ladies against gentlemen.”

It’s easy enough in theory, but winning requires both strategy and luck. We take turns matching up our tiles—or, as Jorge calls them, bones. I can’t talk to Grace and have no idea what tiles she has, but how quickly or slowly she throws down a tile gives me hints. I watch Eric deliberate too long over a turn and on my next turn play a tile that forces him to pass. Grace and I cheer at his bad luck.

“So not cool,” Eric says.

The rounds only get more cutthroat from there. By the end of the game, Grace and I have whooped their asses. Maria leaps from the couch and does a little dance before she gives us both high fives. “That’s my girls!”

“All right, you won fair and square,” Jorge says.

“How does it feel to be beaten by a couple of gringas?” I ask him.

Jorge pounds his chest, which is just as broad but definitely more solid than it was. “I’m man enough to take it.”

“You forget that they’ve known each other for years,” Eric says. “They probably communicate psychically.”

Grace holds her forehead and squints at me. I nod and turn to Eric. “She said, Don’t try to make excuses for sucking so bad you lost.”

Maria hoots while Grace and I dissolve into laughter. “I also said it’s your job to clean up, as the big, fat losers of the game,” Grace adds.

Jorge and Eric return the tiles to the box while grumbling. “Just because the women are better than you is no reason to be a couple of sore losers,” Maria says.

“You should see Maria play,” I say to Eric. “She’ll school your ass.”

“Your ass is grass tomorrow,” Eric says. “Right, Jorge?”

“You kidding? You never have to ask me twice.”

Once everything is packed up, we get ready for bed. Eric walks down the hall with me and stops at the base of the stairs. “That was fun.”

“Except for the part where you lost,” I joke.

“Even the part where I lost.” He leans in with a smile. “Goodnight, Sylvie.”

I think I say goodnight, but it’s possible I move my lips and nothing comes out. All I can hear is the way he said my name—soft and fond, as if he likes to say it. Which is a ridiculous thought, but I can’t help thinking it.

I listen to his footsteps up the stairs and wonder what would happen if I followed him to his room. I haven’t forgotten the feel of his neck on my lips or the time I spent in the bakery with his arm around me, and it’s hard not to imagine how good he must smell now that he’s had a date with a pot of hot water. I drag myself from the door and get in bed with Grace.

“You and Eric seem like you’re getting along just fine,” she says after she’s switched off the flashlight.

“Why wouldn’t we? I am capable of being a civil human being.”

She makes a noise in her throat. “You’re so annoying when you do that. He spends half his time watching you and the other half talking to you whenever humanly possible. And you spend way too much time not watching him.”

The only reason I can ask my next question is because it’s dark. “He watches me?”

“Like you’re primetime television.”

My stomach leaps, but it’s quickly followed by a flood of trepidation. I can start things, and I win awards at ending things in an explosive fashion, but it’s the middle part—the hardest part, the most important part—at which I suck. Big time.

“He’s funny, he’s totally good-looking,” Grace says. “Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about it.”

“He’s funny and attractive. That doesn’t mean I want to sleep with him.”

“That always means you want to sleep with someone.”

“Thanks a lot,” I say. “Was that a thinly-veiled slut accusation?”

“That’s funny, it wasn’t supposed to be thinly-veiled.”

I elbow her. “Well, I don’t want to sleep with him.”

“Right.” Grace draws out the word.

“Okay, fine.” My face is on fire. Of course Grace knows. I might as well admit it. “But what would happen if I did, therapist lady?”

“You’d run in the other direction. Except there’s nowhere to run, so it’d be awkward and then you’d hardly speak to him.”

“Exactly. And I don’t want to never speak to him again.”

Grace is silent. Just when my sweatiness has subsided and I’m sure she’s asleep, she whispers, “Wow, you really like him, don’t you?”

“As a friend. Okay, session over. Goodnight.”

Grace giggles. “A friend you want to sleep with.”

“Shut up.”

“You want to do the nasty with that there friend. You want to get all up in your friend’s pa—”

“Shut. Up.”

The bed shakes with her laughter. “You want to engage in some gland to gland combat with that good fr—”

“Gland to gland combat?” I ask with a laugh. “Really? Where the hell did you hear that one?”

“Logan. That guy Brent at his work says it.”

“Is Brent the one who accidentally rubs his pelvis against women when he walks past?”

“Yup.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

Grace’s giggles turn to sniffles. She hasn’t mentioned Logan, so neither have I. Honestly, I’m not sure it’s better that way. She examines every zombie she sees, and I think it’s to make sure it isn’t Logan or her parents.

“I know you’re doing what you have to do to get by,” I say, “but it’s okay to have some hope.”

“Sylvia Rose Rossi, is that you?”

“Yes, it’s me.”

She squeezes my hand before she flips on her side. There’s nothing more to say.


Chapter 70

The next day, everyone but Paul waits for India at the appointed house. Someone had to stay with Leo, and he watched us leave with hands tight by his sides. That’s another thing about kids: they cramp your style. Though I will admit Leo is sweet and says amusing things, both of which I attribute to his mother, since Paul has the personality of a rock. And I wish his mother were here, for Leo’s sake and Paul’s sake and even, possibly, my sake. I can’t help but think Paul would be nicer if she were. There has to be a reason Eric likes him.

Now that Grace has brought it to my attention, it’s obvious how Eric seeks me out to joke around and bother me twenty times a day about insignificant things. I can’t pretend I don’t want him to, not even to keep the peace with Paul. The only thing I can do is not rise to the bait Paul dangles in front of me, and that’s difficult enough.

The meeting house has exposed brick and modern furniture in the tradition of gentrifying yuppies everywhere. Maria turns from the window where she keeps watch. “They’re coming.”

Seven people trot down the block and up the stairs to the door. After they enter, India moves to Maria, hand out. “Hi, you must be Maria.” She smiles at me and Eric. “Thanks for coming.”

The five boys and Eli stand behind her. India introduces them, and Maria does the same. When she gets to me, Eli says, “Hey, Scotch-Brite.” The rest of the group titters.

“Long story,” I say to Maria’s curious look.

We lead them to Guillermo’s, where Eli kills the one zombie in our way with a strike that looks more like a knife sliding through butter than a hack into bone. I raise my eyebrows at Grace. She fans herself with a hand. Eli has the bone structure of a god, expressive lips, and eyes that are warm when they want to be but cool and pragmatic when not. Even his voice is smooth. Apparently, he was a lawyer, and I’d bet anything he was a good one.

When we reach Key Food, we wave to the sentries and hop the car wall. Guillermo has added more brick to the intersections farther down. They’ll have all of the park walled off soon. India’s charges take in the sights, laughing and shoving each other on our walk to the main house. The Jayden and Vinnie who pointed guns at us bear no resemblance to these grinning, goofy teenagers.

India mutters under her breath and stops short. After a deep inhalation, she turns to the boys. “Please, please don’t say anything stupid. Do you hear me?” They quit with the horseplay and stand at attention. She bows her head, hands in prayer position. “Thank you.”

“What’s up?” Guillermo asks, jogging down the stairs. “Why didn’t you come in?”

India steps forward before we can explain. “I’m India. Eric and Sylvie told us about you. That maybe you could help us out.”

Guillermo gives her his undivided attention. India doesn’t need makeup, but I’m pretty sure she’s applied mascara. Her dark eyes match the hair that frames her face in a halo of puffy curls, and she’s approachable yet sexy in her vintage brown leather coat and tight jeans.

Right off, she tells Guillermo where they live. “We’ve been okay, but I’m having a hard time keeping up. Sylvie said you were thinking of expanding.”

Guillermo finally drags his eyes away to inspect the boys. “You live here, you work. You do what I say, no complaints.”

“Same as my house.” India rests a hand on his arm, and Guillermo’s posture softens at her touch. I should take notes—her way is much more effective than mine, which basically shouts fuck you.

“Let’s talk in the yard,” Guillermo says.

We follow him through the house while he lists his expectations, which are mainly not to be a jerk or a thief. Once out back, a crowd gathers around Guillermo and India. I pick out Carlos and Micah, along with other faces that have become familiar, but there are new ones in the mix. The trees in the yard have filled out, and they’ve one-upped us by building a greenhouse out of salvaged windows. Our plant starts now live in a greenhouse made of clear plastic.

“Looks like it may work out,” Eric says from behind me and Grace.

“I hope so,” I say.

I look at the sky. Dust-streaked clouds float in brown-tinged blue above the buildings. The wind has stirred up our ruined city again, and New York hangs above us in a billion particles of destruction. It’s warm and getting warmer every day. The cold seems far away, and I wonder where I’ll be this winter. Grace hasn’t yet mentioned a return trip to Brooklyn Heights. All she has to do is say the word. I feel guilty for not bringing it up, but I’m scared—of the zombies and of leaving here. We might never get back.

“It’s going to be cold this winter,” I say.

“If they freeze, we can live anywhere,” Grace says. “I don’t see how they won’t freeze. They’re still bodies.”

“Dead bodies that walk around, so who knows? But we’re going to freeze.”

“Oh ye of little faith,” Eric says. “Don’t you think I have a plan for that?”

“Won’t you be upstate?”

“We’ll all be upstate.” He raises his eyebrows. “Right?”

I look to Grace, who for once manages to wear an unreadable expression. I can’t answer that question unless she does. “When are you going?” I ask the ground.

“After we plant the gardens, I’ll see if I can get out of the city. Then I’ll be back to get everyone.”

“So we’ll talk about it then.”

He frowns and points to the generator Gary uses. “If all else fails, we can find a generator and use electric heaters. All those abandoned cars have a lot of gas. We should use it up before it goes bad.”

“Gas goes bad?” Grace asks.

“Eventually.” He describes something having to do with oxidation, while Guillermo’s speech ends and the crowd breaks up. India and the boys talk with those who linger.

We make our way over. “So, it’s a go?” I ask India.

“It’s a go,” she says. “Now I just have to keep my kids from fucking it up.”

“Good luck with all that.”

She laughs and raises a finger to where Guillermo waves her over. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. Okay, looks like I’ve got to go charm someone.” She takes a couple steps and turns back. “Hey, call me Indy.”

I watch her stroll away and decide I should work on walking like her, too. Eric pulls his hand from behind his back and holds out three dandelions. “A nosegay. For you.”

I make no move to take them. “You’ve sunk to a new low.”

“Sylvie!” Grace admonishes.

“Nosegay is our word,” I say to her, and then turn to him. “Do three dandelions even count as a nosegay?”

“The definition is a small bunch of flowers.” He takes my hand, pries it open, and folds my fingers around the stems. “And that, my sweet, is a small bunch of flowers.”

“Fucker,” I mutter.

“She doesn’t like to lose,” Eric says to Grace.

“Tell me about it.”

I hate to lose, and I’ve had a lead thus far, but he’s closing the gap. Maria walks over. “We should get back and work in the yard. Nice flowers. You have a secret admirer?”

“No, I have an opponent who’ll stop at nothing to win.”

Eric’s laugh fills the yard. He rests an arm on my shoulders as we walk to say goodbye. “I would’ve given them to you anyway, as your not-so-secret admirer.”

“Are not,” I say because I’ve regressed to the word skills of a kindergartener. I keep my eyes on my yellow flowers and wonder if he means it. Because even if my nerves jangle and I can barely fight the fear that rises at the thought of acting on the feelings I keep tamped down, I really, really want him to mean it.

He leans in. “I admire you very much, Scotch-Brite.”

I kick him.


Chapter 71

Less than a week later, we’ve potted every last seed and some of the first have sprung two tiny leaves. The gardens where seeds were sown directly into dirt look greenish at certain angles. I have absolutely no idea what anything is or how much food it will create or any interest in eating three-quarters of it, but it still makes me happy to see—there’s something satisfying about creating something new out of almost nothing.

Grace finishes watering a patch and hooks the hose to the side of the barrel. Eric bolted a barrel to a rolling cart and attached a hose with a shower head to the spigot on the bottom. We roll it around the yard to water, which is both ingenious and much easier than dumping buckets of water without destroying the delicate plants.

“What’s that going to be?” I ask Grace.

“Spinach.”

“Ah, my old nemesis.” She doesn’t reply. “I’ll bet you’re excited for spinach. You can sprinkle it with those dried cherries and walnuts and have your big old salad.”

She raises a shoulder. We’ve found more food: someone had a stash hidden in their basement, probably acquired sometime after the madness began. They had water, too, so why they left is known only to them. Possibly to find people—we have both food and water but Grace is as unhappy as ever, maybe unhappier, because of her missing people.

Guillermo was near Downtown Brooklyn the other day. Although Grace didn’t ask him to check, he did and was sorry to report that Brooklyn Heights still looks bad. We did, however, ask him to bring food to Brother David, and Brother David sent back his regards along with the Precious Moments picture, out of its frame and rolled in a tube. Leo admired it so much we let him put it in his room. The look on Paul’s face when he realized he would never talk Leo out of hanging up the cute puppy was worth getting thrown from my bike a million times over.

Brother David held a special mass and gave Guillermo their improvised Communion wafers to bring home to his mother and sister. Not sure that was kosher, but I have a feeling Pope Zombie the First won’t mind. Upon Guillermo’s insistence, Brother David said they’d relocate to Sunset Park if we can figure out a way to move the church’s residents.

“Hey, want to meditate?” I ask Grace.

Her eyes narrow into the look of subtle irritation she wears much of the time. “No. And neither do you. Stop, okay?”

I turn my face to the sun instead of answering. When I open my eyes, Grace is gone and Eric watches me, head cocked. “You’re not Grace,” I say.

“Good to know you can still tell us apart. What are you doing?”

“Enjoying May.”

He tilts his face to the sky. “It’s pretty enjoyable,” he says, eyes closed. He opens them again. “Or did you want to enjoy it alone?”

“No, you’re good.” He’s so good that enjoying May with him is even better than doing it alone—and I don’t feel that way often.

“I wish we could enjoy May somewhere else. Go someplace.”

“You could, but I wouldn’t recommend it,” I say. If he spends all his spare time hiking and climbing things and gauging his distance in miles, our closed space must resemble a cage. “Where would you go? If you could go anywhere?”

“Anywhere in the world?” he asks, and I nod. “Besides the cabin, I’d go to Prospect Park.”

“I’ve just given you free rein to go anywhere in the world and you choose the park two miles away?”

“It’s one of my favorite places. Especially this one part.”

“Which part?”

“It used to be a formal garden with a fountain, but the plants have taken over. It’s like an abandoned ruin in the middle of the city. The water is full of algae and the trees hang over the pools and walkways. It’s so…lush.”

Grace and I used to roam Prospect Park when the weather was too lovely to attend high school, and one day we happened upon a place that sounds similar. “I think Grace and I were there once.”

“Really?”

I close my eyes, drawing out the memory from wherever it’s been hiding. And with it comes the remembrance of being a teenager. The freedom of charting my own direction, even if it was just for the day. The belief that I could do whatever I wanted with my life. I would never work a job I hated just to pay my bills. I’d have a husband who stuck around and, possibly, kids I cared for. I wouldn’t hold back. I’d never be my mother.

I miss that girl.

“You walk down steps to the round fountain,” I say. “It’s surrounded by those zigzag red bricks instead of concrete. There are benches to sit and watch the pool. Except there wasn’t any water when we were there.”

“It’s dry if it hasn’t rained,” he says softly.

I nod with my eyes closed, picturing the sun-dappled walkway. The fountain filled with greenery that had spilled over from what were once carefully-planned beds. The trees that moved in the wind and silenced the noises of the city. “No one came by the whole time we were there. It felt enchanted. We tried to find it again but we never could. I asked a few people, but no one knew what I was talking about. I thought maybe we’d suffered a mass, two-person hallucination.”

I open my eyes to find him lit up by more than the sun, as if we’ve stumbled upon the magical place together, and I have the absurdly fanciful longing for it to have happened that way. If I’d found it again and he’d been there, I might’ve met Eric years ago—that girl might’ve met Eric.

“I can’t believe you know it,” he says. “It’s called the Vale of Cashmere. From a poem, but I don’t remember which one.”

“That’s a pretty name. Vale means valley.”

“I know that, thank you very much,” he says haughtily, and then pokes me in the shoulder. “But I had to look it up.”

I laugh. “I wish I could see it again.”

“I’ll take you when the zombies die.”

“So, never?”

Eric’s next words are drowned out by Paul, who sticks his head out a back door and yells, “Bro, I need you.”

Eric doesn’t respond. Paul comes puffing into the yard. When he nears, Eric says, “We were just discussing the Vale of Cashmere. Sylvie knows it.”

“That old fountain?”

“Yeah. We’re going when the zombies die.”

Paul’s eye twitches. “That’s great. I need your help.”

“All right.” Eric leaves with him, walking backward for a few steps. “It’s a date.”

I’m flustered enough that Paul’s scowl doesn’t inspire outright hate, though I do turn to the garden and make a face more suited to a six-year-old than an admittedly immature twenty-seven-year-old. From what I can tell, the spinach doesn’t appear offended, but it doesn’t deserve that.

“I’m sorry,” I say to the plants. “I don’t want to eat you, but I’m not mad at you.”

“Who are you talking to?” comes from behind. Thankfully, it’s Leo’s voice.

“The spinach.”

“You’re cuckoo in the brain,” he says, and for a five-year-old he sure does have his sanctimonious face down pat.

I bend to tickle his sides. “If you can have imaginary weapons, I can talk to spinach, right? Right?”

“Okay, okay!” he gasps out, and then goes still. “Sylvie!”

I follow his gaze to the bowl of cat food by the back fence, which we refill with a bag of kibble I found in a house. Every morning it’s gone, and up to now I thought it might be squirrels, but that black and white cat is crouched with his head in the bowl.

The cat looks up as we edge closer. Leo is picking up speed, so I say, “Don’t make any sudd—”

Leo’s off and running. The cat streaks under the fence. Leo stops, shoulders drooping, and by the time I catch up, his eyes are wet and his lips are set in his harbinger-of-tears pout.

“Don’t cry,” I say. “You scared him, that’s all. I’m sure he’ll be back.”

He shakes his head, ripe for a breakdown. I give him a mock incredulous face and put my hands on my hips. “Seriously, squirt, what’d you expect? He’s eating lunch and all of a sudden this giant monster the size of eight cats comes running toward him like a bat out of hell.”

Leo keeps his sad face in place, milking this for all its worth. I continue, “What if you were sitting in the yard, eating cupcakes happy as can be, when a giant came bounding toward you? Would you say, Hey, a giant who might kill me, that’s cool, or would you run for your life?”

He finally cracks and, with a laugh, jumps and screams, “I’d say Aaaaaah, a giant! Run for your life!”

What I like best about Leo is that he’d rather be cheerful than sulking, and the most effective way to change his course is to call him on his drama. However, his volume control could use some work. I hover a finger over his lips. “There’s not really a giant. You didn’t have to give me the full dramatization.”

Paul comes out the back door and moves toward us. He probably heard the scream. Leo giggles, then climbs a chair and holds out his arms. “Pick me up, Syls.”

“Aren’t you too old for that?” I ask.

He flings himself so I have no choice. At least with Leo I don’t have to coo and make noises. Whenever I’m handed a baby, I suspend all movement until they take it back again. He hangs by my shoulders to look into my face. “Do you think he’ll come back?”

“I do. Everyone needs food and, if you have some, they’ll want to stick around. Same thing for cats.”

Paul removes Leo from my arms. “True. You’re still here. It must be the food. Or is it that you have nowhere else to go?”

There are things I could say—I’ve added to our food, I only take my share—but I’m shocked into a silence where none of that matters. I’m still the girl who relies on others. Free school breakfast and lunch, free clothes, free school supplies where the pencils lose their lead and the notebooks are so flimsy they tear when you erase, a free home with my best friend’s parents. The kid with nothing and nowhere to go. I’d thought I left her behind, but she’s caught up with me.

I turn for a house—any house—and end up in the one where the pretty woman lived with her husband. The cast iron pan and bodies are gone, but I can see it all anyway. The stupid girl who hoped for something better, only to be bitten by the person she loved. A cautionary tale if ever there was one.

Eric strides in, shoving his hair from his face. “Did Paul say something to you?”

I press the power button on the dead TV. I don’t expect it to play Murder, She Wrote, but I don’t want to face him. “No.”

“He did. What did he say?”

There’s no way I’ll tell him. The chink that’d leave in my armor would be far too large. “He didn’t say anything. Sometimes people just want to be alone, Eric.”

“I can’t help you if you don’t tell me.”

“I don’t need your help.”

He exhales noisily. “Leo won’t tell him if he saw anything happen to Hannah, but he has nightmares every night. Both of them are having a rough time of it. I’m sorry if—”

“Don’t apologize for him. He’s not sorry. You can’t make people like you. Or maybe you can, but I can’t.”

“I just want you and Paul to get along.”

I push down my rising frustration. Paul times his jibes for when Eric isn’t around, so Eric doesn’t know that every time I speak to Paul, which isn’t often, I walk away feeling weak and blinking back tears. “Do you think I don’t? I’m trying. It may not seem like it, but I am. It’s hard for me to back down from a fight.”

“I think I might’ve picked up on that.” He gives me a smile I don’t return. “I know you are. I tried to talk to him, but, believe it or not, you’re more reasonable. He’s been through a lot.”

“You don’t have to keep reminding me of that. I’m not a heartless bitch.” My voice is weary. I’m tired of people thinking they know me, or what I feel or think or anything else. They don’t. Probably because I don’t tell them, which makes it my own damn fault.

“I never for a second thought you were.” He takes my arm. “I know you’re angry, but—”

“I’m not angry.”

I free myself from his grasp. He studies me, fingers in the air as if still curled around my bicep. “No, I guess you’re not. You’re sad.”

I fight the tears that threaten to spring forth at his gentle tone, at the fact that he’s cut to the heart of it. “In case you forgot, Grace is a therapist. I’m covered in that department.”

I look everywhere but at him. This room is full of little pieces of life: Photographs, knickknacks, books, all the things that were theirs, that meant something. I don’t have those anymore, and I’ve never had them with someone. It’s always been mine, never ours. I was so happy to have things that were mine that I didn’t miss the shared things enough to change it. But it’s not the things that are important—it’s the people and memories they represent. And now, with all my things gone, I’m lacking in the people and memories department.

“Okay. Got it,” Eric says. “The saccade of your eyes made me think you were upset.”

“You have no shame. None.”

Saccade: a small rapid jerky movement of the eye as it jumps from fixation on one point to another. I shake my head in wonderment that he would slip it in now, although I welcome the subject change, which I suspect was deliberate. I should probably thank him.

“C’mon, you can’t blame me,” he says. “It was perfect. When else was I going to have that opportunity? You can have my point.”

“I don’t want your point, jerk.”

He smiles, but it’s swapped for a frown a second later. “I’m done making excuses for Paul. Either he’ll come around or I’ll bring him around.” I open my mouth to object, but he raises a hand. “Yes, I know you don’t need help. Or want help. Or know what the word help means. But sometimes you have to accept help. Do you think I wanted to show up here and have people take care of me? So don’t argue, or I’ll knock you into the middle of next week.”

I burst out laughing, and he asks, “You like that one? There’s plenty more where that came from.”

“How’s the weather on Planet Dorkatron?”

“Sunny, with a zero percent chance of zombies.” Leo calls my name from the yard. Eric takes my arm and leads me outside. “Don’t try to tell me that kid doesn’t like you.”

“Fine, but I don’t know why.”

He glances at me and then away just as swiftly. “I do.”

My heart quickens. Eric lets go when Leo races for me. I have no idea what’s happening between us or what my life will look like past today or if I’m up to the task of pulling off a new life, but I also can’t think of a single thing I want from my old one.


Chapter 72

I enjoy May from the comfort of a chair while I wait for the others. We’re heading off our usual route to collect food Paul and Eric found yesterday but couldn’t bring back in one trip. Apparently, it’s a motley assortment of food products, but I’m used to that by now. I don’t think I’d blink if someone told me we were having crushed tomato pancakes with salad dressing masquerading as syrup for breakfast.

Although I don’t particularly like the idea of going out on the street, we need food. There’ve been no more sightings of men with guns, so while I can’t put it out of my mind, there’s not much to do about it except hope Lexers ate them. The good thing and bad thing about zombies is that they don’t care who they eat, so they might have taken care of that problem for us.

Leo climbs into my lap. I’m never sure what to do; usually I keep my arms on the sides of my chair. “Will you draw with me when you get back?” he asks.

“You don’t want to see me draw. It’s horrible. My people look like horses and my horses look like aliens.”

“Uncle Eric can draw really good.”

“He can?”

“But not as good as his sister. He says that’s the only thing she does better than him.” I snort, and he asks, “Are you going to die?”

“This is an easy trip. We’re gonna zoom there and back.”

Leo soaks that in, nods, and says, “But you could still die.”

How we got from drawing to dying is beyond me, but I won’t lie to him. Kids aren’t stupid. I was lied to for much of my childhood, and even if I didn’t know the absolute truths, I knew enough to recognize a lie. “I hope not. I’m not planning on dying, but I don’t know.”

“I don’t want you to die. Like my mommy did.”

His voice is small and sad. I look around for assistance. I’ve never wanted to see Paul so badly in all my life, but he’s avoided me like the plague since our last encounter. Grace is inside. I think Eric is in the outhouse. Maria is God knows where. I need some people, stat.

“I’m sorry. You must be really sad.” I roll my eyes inwardly. You must be really sad is the understatement of the century. Although it’s almost certain she’s dead, no one knows for sure, so I add, “She might be okay.”

“I saw them,” he whispers, and hesitates before he adds, “They ate her.”

Shit. There’s our answer. I can’t tell Paul. I’ll tell Eric.

Tears collect on his bottom lids and pour over. A pat on the head isn’t going to be sufficient. When I was young, all I wanted was to feel safe, and for a little kid that usually means a hug. I wrap my arms around him the way my grandma, Bubbe, would do for me. She died when I was six, but my memories of her are of hugs and laughter and the scent of the rugelach she baked because it was my favorite.

I don’t smell like cinnamon and perfume these days, but I can try for the comfort. “I’m so sorry, squirt. I’m sorry that happened. But your daddy loves you so much, and Uncle Eric, too.”

I stroke his silky hair. His tiny heart beats out a rhythm against my chest. I’m sure parenting is next to impossible, but this part—where I hold him and he’s warm and I can feel him relaxing by the second—isn’t bad. I hug him tighter. I don’t know this pain, but I know loss. And I know it’s better to get it out. If you don’t, you end up like me.

“What’s going on?” Paul asks.

I look up. The sun above leaves his face dark, but he sounds about as happy as I would expect. “Nothing, he was—” Paul snatches him from my arms, which sets Leo sobbing with his arms out for me. I stand to take him, but he’s locked in his dad’s embrace. “Paul, please stop.”

Paul sets Leo down with a grunt, the victim of a flailing foot to the crotch. Leo takes off for the house yelling, “Meanie butt! I hate you!”

I had no idea they yelled that at five. I am never having kids.

Paul glares at me, eyes frostier than usual. “What’d you say to him?”

I remind myself I’m a better person now. I’m more reasonable. I could wait for Eric, but this isn’t my secret to hold. I wouldn’t want it kept from me.

“Nothing. Paul, he told me about…” I can’t do it with his eyes on me. No matter how much I dislike him, I don’t want to tell him this. “All I did was hug him and tell him that you loved him.”

“What did he tell you?” I open my mouth but no sound emerges. “What did he say?” he screams, face mottled.

“His mom,” I whisper. “He said he saw them…eat her.”

For a split second, I see Paul as he might be: hurting and lonely and horrified his son saw his mother that way. But even with all of that, he doesn’t look surprised. He knew she was gone.

“I’m so sorry,” I say. “He came to—”

He cuts me off with a growl. His nostrils flare. “Knowing you, you probably told him that mothers don’t matter anyway.”

It’s a shot in the heart. More than anyone around here, I’m aware of how much they matter. Everyone thinks you get one automatically, but I know that’s not the case. I swallow to keep the tears at bay. This is why I fight—so I don’t cry.

“Apologize,” Eric’s voice comes from behind me, low and menacing. “I’m serious, bro. Say you’re sorry. Now.”

Paul scowls over my shoulder and stays silent.

“Forget it,” I say. “It’s not a big deal.”

“A-pol-o-gize,” Eric says slowly, as if I haven’t spoken. “I’m giving you one chance.”

I move out of the path of testosterone. Eric steps an arm’s length away from his friend, feet spread and hands clenched at his sides. Paul’s face spasms, but he doesn’t break eye contact. “You’re going to punch me over her?”

Eric’s fist comes up so fast and hard that one second Paul is standing and the next he’s bent over, hand to his face. “Yeah, I guess I am,” Eric says. He shakes out his hand and inspects his knuckles.

I edge toward the back door. Eric calls my name, but I’m already inside. Jorge stands at the window. Maria is beside him, Leo in her arms. “What was that about?” Jorge asks.

I shake my head. Paul straightens up. I’m sure he’s going to pummel Eric, but instead he lays a hand on Eric’s shoulder. Eric puts an arm around him. There’s a minute-long huddle where they talk before Eric pulls Paul into a hug. And, in that moment, it becomes apparent that I will never, ever understand men.

Paul sits in a chair and closes his eyes, gingerly poking at the flesh on his cheekbone. Eric comes toward the back door, and we all pretend to be busy. He peers through the screen at where I straighten the single piece of paper on the table. Obviously a very important job.

“Sylvie, can you come here for a second?”

I walk through the door, my stomach in upheaval. Paul opens his eyes when we get close. “Sorry, Sylvie. I shouldn’t have said that.”

It’s the first time he’s said my name to my face. I do an awkward nodding-shrugging thing and turn to make my escape. There’s no surer way of making someone hate you even more than by forcing them to apologize. Now Paul will want me dead.

“Sylvie,” Paul calls, “I mean it. It was a total dick thing to say. I’m sorry I haven’t been very nice. It wasn’t fair.”

“Fine, okay.”

“Hey, you want to punch me?” Paul calls. “I’ll give you one free one.”

I spin around. I would refuse, but the truth is that I do want to punch Paul. A lot.

He raises his chin and opens his arms. “Have at it.”

Paul is so sure of himself. He is in dire need of an ass-kicking. But I’m going to have to do this right. He’s a side of beef and I’m not Rocky Balboa.

“Where do you want it?” he asks. “Face? Stomach?”

I look to Eric, who shrugs but is obviously enjoying this immensely. I think back to what Esmeralda taught me in the months after our fight—because she and I became, if not friends, then people with a genuine respect for each other. Her mom was a crackhead, too, but she had an uncle who boxed.

“Stomach,” I say. “I like my hand bones.”

Paul stands, arms by his sides. He tenses his abs, though not as much as he should, and smirks at the little lady who he thinks will give him the equivalent of a tap. I move my left foot forward and make a fist, hand slightly bent so my first two knuckles lead, and go for just above his bellybutton. I bring every bit of force I can muster, throwing with my torso instead of my arm, and the impact is everything I wanted it to be.

Paul lets out a gust of air and folds over. “Jesus!”

I step back, hoping with all my heart that Esmeralda is still alive so I can thank her one day. Eric watches Paul catch his breath and says, “I don’t think I’ve ever been this happy. You all right, Paulie?”

Paul looks up, eyes glittering, and I move out of reach. His mouth works before he says, “Nice one. I don’t hit women, but I might make an exception for you. You don’t punch like a girl.” He comes forward, one hand on his stomach and the other out for a shake, which I cautiously give. He towers over me, but it’s different than his usual intimidating way. “We square?”

“Are you done being a dick?” I ask.

He still looks like a brawler, especially with the bruise flowering around his eye, but, with this smile I’ve never seen before, he could be handsome. If you were into brawlers.

“Done.” Paul puts an arm around my shoulders. “Where’d you learn to throw a punch?”

I tell him about Esmeralda, which sets him laughing as if we’re best friends. It’s a little bewildering how quickly this has happened. I’m not sure I can trust it.

“I swear Leo just started talking to me,” I say. “I didn’t ask. We were talking about drawing and then he—”

“He likes you.”

“I don’t know why.”

“Me neither,” he says with just enough lightness to tell it’s a joke. “But if my kid likes someone, I guess I should, too. Admit it, he’s great, isn’t he?”

“He’s pretty cool, even with having you for a dad.”

Paul wraps his arm around my neck then messes my hair with his other hand. “You’re not half bad, Sylvie.”

“God, you’re making me blush, Paul. Maybe lay off the compliments a little so I don’t get a big head.”

He lets me go with a chortle and glances at Eric. “I’ll meet you here in a few. I want to talk to Leo before we go.”

After he’s gone, I turn to Eric. “What the hell was that and why do I feel like I’ve just been adopted as Paul’s little sister?”

“He knew it was coming, and he knew he deserved it. It’s what we do.”

“What?”

“We have a deal. Whoever’s being a dick gets a punch to snap them out of it. I’ve been punched once and I’ve punched him twice. Now three times.”

I wait for him to say he’s kidding. When he doesn’t, I laugh anyway. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“It works, does it not? And he let you punch him, too, which is unheard of. Welcome to the inner circle.”

“Does that mean I get to punch you?”

Eric backs away, hands up. “I saw your punch, I’m good.”

“What’d you guys say after you punched him?”

“Nothing important.” He pulls his gloves from his pocket, then puts them on and flexes his fingers. “He finally saw sense. What little of it he has.”

“One punch and suddenly we’re cool? I don’t get it.”

“Paul’s a simple guy in a lot of ways.”

“But I really don’t understand.”

“You don’t have to understand,” he says. “Just enjoy it. Once you’ve made it into the inner circle, he’s loyal to the death.”

The back door slams open. Paul holds it for Grace and then walks past with a grin. “Come on, dipshits.”

***

I’m wary of Paul as we ride our bikes over and up the avenues. I know what Eric said about Paul’s famous inner circle, and he seemed confident, but I don’t see how he could’ve switched gears so quickly. This has to be a trick of some sort, although I can’t figure out the specifics. He shadows me in the street and makes sure Grace and I are through a tight spot before he follows. Eric does it, too, but I’m 99.99 percent certain he doesn’t have a plan to Kearney me. I’m not so certain about Paul.

The houses are a mixture of semi-detached houses and small apartment buildings. We can’t travel from yard to yard or roof to roof the way we can on our streets, which is one reason we rode bikes. The other is that we each tow a child trailer in which to carry the loot home.

“It’s just ahead,” Eric says.

The car-free streets are great because they don’t block the passage of bikes. However, nor do they block the passage of zombies and close to twenty are moving toward us—too many for the four of us to ride through. We dismount and rest our bikes on their kickstands. Paul opens the front gate of a semi-detached and we move inside the concrete front yard. If they were fewer, we could take them on the sidewalk, but even then there’s no reason to give Lexers an advantage. If there’s a fence around, you can bet your ass I’m going to stand on the other side of it.

We wait for the torn-up people to bang into the metal. The fence is just over waist-high, so it’s an easy kill. All I have to do is get close enough to let them touch me, then go for a soft spot. The zombies have deteriorated a little, their skin cracking and opening, but we’re past the thirty days they promised and they’re strong as ever. I’m still not used to the way their fingers grip tight when they catch hold, and I’m convinced I can feel their chilled skin through my coat, though it’s impossible.

My sharpened chisel makes its way through small openings and chips through edges of bone that might stop, or at least dull, a knife. It glides into the soft spot under an old woman’s chin, punctures the eye of a tween, and penetrates through the cheek to the brain of a cop still in her uniform. Grace works beside me, grunting every time her screwdriver finds its mark.

When they’re down, Eric checks the cop’s holster and shakes his head. But he pulls off her belt with its assorted hanging pockets and tosses it in his trailer. We roll our bikes through the gate and cracked front door of a lone, narrow four-story apartment building in the middle of the next block.

The lobby is small, with a doctor’s office on the ransacked first floor. It wasn’t always a walk-up, but it is now, so we climb the stairs to the top floor, bypassing bodies on our way. The apartment runs the length of the building, with two bedrooms in the rear and a glassed-in balcony streetside.

Boxes and cans and bags of food are stacked against the living room wall. Everything from Pop-Tarts to Spam to cereal to mayonnaise and soup—as though someone walked down a bodega aisle with their arm out and scooped off an entire shelf, which is a distinct possibility.

We’ve brought along plastic bags. It looks like we’ll need them. “Can we fit it all?” I ask, already imagining possible ways I can balance it on my head to get it home.

“We’ll fit it,” Paul says.

“We can take stuff out of its packaging. That’s what we did when we went to Maria’s.”

“Good idea.” His voice holds no sign of sarcasm. “Anyone care if I eat a Pop-Tart?”

Grace opens the sliding doors to the balcony and shakes her head before she steps out to keep an eye on the street. Eric kneels to pack bags. “Nope, go ahead.”

“You want one?” Paul asks me.

“Sure.”

Paul tears open a box and hands me a Pop-Tart from the foil package of two. I sit on the couch, split mine in half and eat from the middle. Paul lowers himself beside me. I glance over and see he’s done the same thing.

“Corners?” I ask.

“Best part,” he says.

They’re better toasted, but Pop-Tart corners are the best part. He takes a bite of one half, encompassing almost the entire thing, places what’s left of the end on his knee, then inhales the second half, followed by the corners. He must need a shitload of food to feel full. If I’m hungry, he’s hungrier. I split my uneaten half in two and set one piece on his knee. By the time I finish my Pop-Tart, Paul still hasn’t eaten it.

“What’s this?” he asks, eyes on his knee.

It’s a peace offering. It means I’d rather be friends than fight. It means I remember the loneliness and hurt I saw on Paul’s face, and I’m going to trust that Eric’s right about him. It means I don’t like to see people hungry, which might also mean I’m turning into my grandma and will insist everyone have a nosh every ten minutes.

“I’m loading your trailer with all the heavy shit,” I say. “You’re going to need the calories.”

Paul elbows me. I elbow him back. He swallows the piece in seconds. “Thanks.”

I’m about to rise and help Eric when Paul says, “Sorry.” It’s so quiet I think I imagined it, but he watches me with a tight expression that conveys regret rather than dislike. “I’m really bad at apologies,” he says. “Eric can tell you.”

“I’m really sorry about Hannah. I wish you and Leo didn’t have to…” I’m not sure where I’m going with this, so I shake my head.

Paul blinks a few times. His eyes are moist, but I’m pretty sure Paul would rather rip out his toenails one by one than cry in front of people, which I wholly understand. “That’s part of why he likes you, you know. You remind him of her. She could always make him laugh in the middle of a tantrum. She called him squirt sometimes.”

Sweat crops up everywhere. No wonder Paul couldn’t stand the sight of me. “God, I’m sorry. I didn’t kn—”

“Don’t stop because I told you. He likes it. I wanted to explain, but it’s not an excuse. You didn’t deserve to be treated like that. I got carried away with my own shit, but it was never you who did anything wrong. It was all me. I mean that.”

It’s more than I’ve ever heard Paul say. He hasn’t broken eye contact for the whole speech, and now he waits for my response with the same intense gaze. I shift uncomfortably. I’m as awkward at accepting apologies as I am at making them. “It’s fine. We’re good. Don’t worry about it.”

“All right, thanks.” Paul claps my shoulder with his big hand, then lifts his brows. “So that was my full apology. How’d I do? I thought it was pretty good.”

I laugh. I think Paul and I are similar in some ways—number one being we can only take so much profound discussion before we have to break it up somehow. “It was pretty great, actually—I’m terrible at apologies. And I’ve been known to get carried away every once in a while, so I get it.”

“You can’t be worse than me.”

“She got kicked out of Catholic school for telling a nun she was going to Hell,” Eric says from the other side of the living room, though he doesn’t look up from where he sets jars in a bag.

“You’re kidding,” Paul says.

“It’s true,” I say.

“Oh, man, I wish I’d had the balls to do that.” Paul’s deep laugh is full of white teeth. “You must be fucking crazy.”

“That’s what Grace says, and she’s a therapist.”

“All right, you win this round.” Paul stands, still grinning, and then pulls me to my feet. “Let’s pack this up and go home.”

Minus the packaging, we fit it into bags that will squeeze into our trailers, and then I step onto the balcony. Grace leans on the railing and gazes into the distance. Anyone who doesn’t know her would think she’s fine, but beneath the calm countenance burns some serious resentment, as evidenced by her opaque eyes. I bump her with my hip. “So we came all this way for Spam and Pop-Tarts. You must be overjoyed.”

The gust of air from her nose might be a laugh. “If I’m doing something dangerous, then it’s going to be going home.”

“Guillermo said it’s not—”

“Nothing’s safe, Sylvie. They move around all the time, and he only saw the side by the bridge. The only way to know is to go. I want to go.”

I think of good reasons to wait, but none outweigh Grace’s need to finally get home, so I focus on a surefire plan to get us there and back alive. I come up short.

“I’m not asking you to come,” she says.

“Grace, I’m coming.”

“No, I know you don’t want to. I wasn’t going to ask. I won’t let you.”

I grab her arm. “Look at me.” She does, and without a flicker of emotion. “We’ll make a plan tomorrow and go the day after. I’m coming with you. And if you think you can not let me, then you’re sorely mistaken. I mean it.”

She nods, but her eyes remain that polished jade.


Chapter 73

I’m beginning to think there’s some law of physics that won’t allow everyone in this house to be happy at the same time. Grace sits in the chair by the living room window and stares into the yard. I’m trying to change, but she’s changing, too, and not for the better. I have hope that once we’ve gone to her house, she’ll go back to her old self eventually, no matter what we find. I’m not sure if that hope should be considered optimistic or delusional.

“Sylvie,” Paul says, snapping his fingers in my face. “You going or what?”

Jorge and I are teaching Paul and Leo to play dominoes at the coffee table while dinner is made by someone who isn’t me. I’m now 94 percent sure Paul won’t toss me to the zombies. I even kind of like him. It turns out that when he’s not intolerable, he’s obnoxiously amusing. And he likes Pop-Tart corners.

I throw down my tile, which blocks him from his next turn, and exchange a high five with Jorge. “Careful what you wish for.”

“You suck big time,” Paul says.

“Daddy, you shouldn’t say that to Sylvie!” Leo yells.

“Why? Sylvie’s the one who taught it to you.” Leo’s eyes get big, but Paul tousles his hair and smiles. “Aidan says shit, right? You can say sucks big time.”

“Yeah, sorry about that,” I say.

Paul shrugs his muscular shoulders. “He’s heard worse.” Eric enters with dinner, and Paul says, “Finally, some grub. Were you growing the wheat for that pasta?”

“You need a fourth punch?” Eric asks.

“I got a fourth.” Paul rubs his stomach. “She punches better than you do, Forrest.”

Paul grins and holds out his hand for a fist pound, which I manage not to screw up. Eric looks from me to Paul with a sigh. “I have a feeling I’m going to regret this alliance.”

Paul shakes his head sadly. “Careful what you wish for, bro.”

***

After dinner, Leo and I sit by the back fence. A black and white cat face peeks under the wood and then disappears. Two white paws lift indecisively and the face returns.

“Why can’t we sit closer?” Leo asks. “We can grab him before he runs away.”

“Do you not remember what happened last time? Patience, Grasshopper.”

“Why’d you call me grasshopper?”

“It’s an expression. We have to be quiet and calm. Not hoppy like grasshoppers.”

The cat brings its head all the way through. I rest a hand on Leo’s jumpy leg. “Don’t go charging over there like a crazy person.”

Leo stills as the cat inches into the yard. Its gaze skitters around and then lands on us with pupils so huge its eyes are black. Kitten eyes. It stands stiff-legged and ready to bolt, but also interested.

“It wants to come,” I whisper to Leo. “I think it was a housecat, but now it’s afraid.”

“Why?”

“Maybe someone hurt it. Or maybe it’s just shy.”

I hope no one hurt it. Between the worried dark eyes, the ears that are slightly too large and the big splotch of black on its face, I don’t know how someone could want to hurt this misfit of a cat. But people do, and that’s why people suck. The cat lowers its head to the food. Its ears spin like satellite dishes while it crunches the kibble.

“See?” I say in a singsong voice. “It’s delicious, cat. We have more, but you have to be our friend to get it.” I make a silly face and shake my head at Leo, because I’ll give the cat food no matter what.

It scans us between every bite, and then, when we don’t move, it switches to every other mouthful. It finishes the last of the food without a glance. Once the bowl is empty, it faces us and lets out a squeaky meow as if it hasn’t spoken in weeks. Maybe even cats know not to make noise around zombies.

“He said, More, please,” I say.

I grab a handful from the bag and toss a few pieces five feet away. The cat moves a foot, then another, sinking low after each step. He eats those, and I drop the rest just within arm’s reach.

“Will he eat it?” Leo asks. The cat looks up warily at the sound.

“We’ll see.”

After many starts and stops, it reaches the food and gobbles it down. I run a single finger along the spiky fur on its head, and it gives me a furtive glance before it resumes eating. I use two fingers the next time. “Yes, you’re a good kitty. We have a nice, safe yard for you here, all you have to do is agree to stay.”

The cat leans in when my fingers get behind its ear. I scratch under his chin and feel the rumble of a purr.

“You want to try?” I whisper to Leo, who nods. “Let’s get him closer so you don’t have to move.” I hold out a finger and it edges near, then I rest my hand in my lap. “Let it come to us.”

It circles around. We don’t react as it bumps my arm, rubs along my back, and then does the same to Leo. After another circuit, it rubs its head on Leo’s chin. Leo scratches its neck. I can hear the purr from where I sit.

Leo laughs. “He’s nice.”

I peek under its tail. It must be neutered because it definitely isn’t a girl. “Yes, and it is a he. But still, be gentle.”

Leo’s calmer than I thought a weapons-crazed kindergartener could be. There’s a gentleness, a sweetness that makes being with him easy. I don’t know that I was ever that way as a child. The cat winds around in our laps, falling all over himself and our hands.

“Look at him,” I say. “He sure wanted love.”

“Then why was he scared?” Leo asks.

“Deep-seated kittenhood issues, quite possibly.”

I turn at a laugh from behind. Eric sits in a chair watching the evening’s entertainment. I didn’t know he was there, or that anyone could hear me, but I smile.

“What’s seated kitten issues?” Leo asks.

“It means he wasn’t sure he could trust us. If we forced ourselves on him he might’ve been too scared, and then maybe he wouldn’t have come back.”

Leo is in ecstasy, both hands stroking the cat and kissing its head when it butts his chin. “I love him so much.”

I slide my hand down the black and white fur. I think we have a cat. A cat who could use a serious brushing, since even dry, his fur is spiky. But I kind of love him, too. “What should we name him?”

“Dark Paw?” Leo asks.

“That sounds like a bad guy name,” I say in a diplomatic fashion and try not to laugh. I’m thinking letting the five-year-old name the cat is not the best idea. “Besides, his paws are white.”

Leo nods seriously. “I’ll have to think about it.”

“Let’s call him Cat while we decide.”

Eric still sits behind us. I’ve mulled over all the possibilities and come to the conclusion that I need to ask for help, even though I don’t want to. After a few minutes, when moving won’t scare Cat, I make myself walk to Eric’s chair. “It’s the Cat Whisperer,” he says. “Nice work.”

“Isn’t he cute?”

Eric scratches his jaw, eyes on Leo and Cat’s lovefest. “I’m not sure cute is the best word to describe that particular feline specimen.”

“What are you trying to say about my cat?”

“He looks like someone threw a can of black paint at a white cat and then called it a day. In the cutest possible way.”

I laugh because it’s true. “Okay, but he’s still cute. In a nonconformist cute sort of way. Look at his big ears and his eyes. He’s unique.”

“He most definitely is that.”

“I didn’t come over here for you to insult the most handsome cat who ever walked, I came to ask for help.”

“You? Help?” I give him a slow blink, and he raises his hands. “Okay, sorry. What’s up? Meaning tell me in detail what you need and I’ll do my best to oblige.”

This guy is a real smart-ass. “Grace wants to go home. I promised we’d go the day after tomorrow.”

He straightens up while his brow lowers. Everyone will want to talk Grace out of this, but they won’t be able to. Besides, she’s waited long enough.

“I have to,” I continue, “but I was wondering if you and Jorge…” I was going to ask them to come, but this is no small favor. And it puts him in a situation where he seems like a jerk if he says no. I wouldn’t blame him if he said no—it would be the rational choice. Eric stands, about to speak, but I cut him off. “Forget it. Can you forget that? Seriously, I’m not—”

“Sylvie, stop talking,” Eric says, loud enough that I do. “I almost said be quiet, but I thought better of it. Of course I’ll go, and I know Jorge will. I don’t know about Paul, but if Maria stays with Leo, I’m sure he’ll come.”

The heavy, troubled fog that’s followed me all afternoon lifts. I’m not sure I have the right to ask them to risk their lives for us, but I’m so grateful they will. “I really appreciate it. A lot. And Grace will, too. I owe you big t—”

Eric rests his hands on my shoulders. “Breathe.”

I fill my lungs. The warmth of his hands spreads to my feet, and it kicks meditation’s ass. He moves close, eyes vivid enough to send me into cardiac arrest. “I still owe you for saving my life.”

“Now you’re just being ridiculous.”

“This isn’t for you—it’s help for Grace. Therefore, I still owe you.” I shake my head. He nods. “I like to owe you something.”

“Who likes to owe people?”

“Me.”

I could argue, but I can’t think of a good argument when he’s so near. Plus, as Eric probably says, you shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth—especially when it’s offering to fight zombies alongside you and give you processed sugar. So I say, “I take payment in cupcakes.”


Chapter 74

Jorge doesn’t so much agree to go as insist. When I tell Grace about their offer just before bed, her lips tighten. “I didn’t want anyone to come.”

I try not to lose my patience with her, since this is something I would say—would’ve said—and she’s put up with me for years. I manage, but it’s difficult. She probably deserves a thank you card or something. “They want to, so too bad. Grace, this is a good thing. We have a much better chance with more people. We can make a plan. They can move them out of the way for us to get through.”

“Fine,” she says, and hops in bed without another word.

It takes me longer than usual to fall asleep, but I still wake fifteen minutes before my watch shift, which is the most unpopular time of night and happens to coincide with when I’m already up. It’s pretty much the same thing I did before—listen obsessively for sounds that mean imminent death while reading—only now it’s deemed productive instead of bonkers.

I hear a noise in the yard at dawn. It’s a quiet clunk, but I rush to the back windows of the parlor floor. It’s probably Cat, who wouldn’t come inside no matter how I cajoled.

It’s Grace. She wears a pack and rolls a bike toward Hipster Zombie House. I grab my bag and sneakers and tiptoe-run as fast as I can down the stairs, through the garden apartment and into the yard.

“Grace!” I whisper.

She stops, shoulders hunched, and then faces me. Her nose is pink and her eyes are glassy. I make my way over. My socks are getting damp from dew, so I slip on my sneakers.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“Going home.”

“But—”

“I need to know, but I don’t need to get everyone killed. I’m going right now. Even if you wake everyone up, I’ll be gone before they can stop me.”

I want to throttle her, but I say, “That’s…insane. Why are you doing this?”

“Because I have to. Don’t make this all dramatic, please.”

“I’m not the one making it dramatic. I’m the one making it undramatic. You’re the one sneaking out to get yourself killed. Grace, listen to yourself. No one wants you to do this.”

She shrugs and wheels her bike a few feet. I grab it by the seat. She looks back. “Let go.”

“No.”

“Syls, I’m serious. Let go.”

“Nope.” There’s only one way this can go. She’s made a decision and woe unto the person who tries to stop her. I won’t argue with the assessment that I do dumb shit or am ruled by my emotions to my own detriment, but Grace doesn’t. Grace is the sane one, and she’s lost it. After all these years she knows how to handle me, but I have no idea how to handle New Grace. I look back at the house, then at her. “I’m coming. Wait for me to get my stuff.”

“No.”

“Did you at least leave a note?”

She nods. I won’t have the time, and I don’t want to leave without them knowing why. I sprint for the house and grab my coat which, thankfully, hangs on the back of a kitchen chair. Her note is on the table beside a pen. I scribble on it without reading her words, then race back to the yard. Grace is gone. I snatch my bike and find her in Hipster Zombies’ house with the front door already unlocked—she had no intention of waiting.

“Why are you doing this?” she asks through thinned lips.

“Because.” There are a lot of reasons, but first and foremost is that she’s my best friend. I’m afraid she’ll get hurt or never return. I have to be there if she doesn’t find them, or finds them as zombies. She might not make it back if that happens. I’m not sure she’ll want to.

I’m unprepared, mentally and supplies-wise, except for what I have in my bag. Which, thankfully, includes my chisel. I take my gloves from my coat pocket and slip them on while Grace carries her bike to the sidewalk. I have a faint hope she’ll change her mind when she sees I’m serious, but we mount our bikes and set off around the few zombies without a word. We already know the route, and, with a few changes for zombie migration, it gets us to Atlantic Avenue by mid-morning.

It’s no longer packed, and it’s wide enough that we can zigzag from one side to the other to avoid who’s left. We dodge Lexers past stores that have been here as long as I can remember—Key Food, a Laundromat, the Middle Eastern grocers—and the newer, more upscale stores, although Brooklyn Heights has always been a pricey neighborhood.

I sideswipe a car with my funny bone when a man almost grabs hold of my bag. My arm grows numb and my brain buzzes with the knowledge that every near miss is an opportunity to take a hit on our return trip. That man will be here. So will the group of five teenage boys who limp after us, their pants hanging lower than they did when alive. So will the woman who was lying under an empty, bloody baby carriage and now drags her chewed-off legs across the sidewalk to flop down the curb. And that’s not all, but in order to keep moving I have to see each of them as an obstacle to avoid rather than a deadly monster that stands in the way of what should be the simple act of taking my next breath.

We turn well before the hospital. The first block into Brooklyn Heights is lined with brownstones. A few are burnt, but they haven’t suffered the large-scale fires of other neighborhoods.

Double wooden doors swing faintly in the breeze under decorative arches, shredded where they once had locks. Clothing and trash have collected at the curbs, the bases of stoops and under car tires. Someone has ripped open garbage bags and smashed car windows in what I assume was a search for food. It must have been before everyone took off. Now, the street is mostly uninhabited. Brooklyn Heights might be surrounded by zombies due to the bridges and hospital, but the interior isn’t bad so far.

Grace and Logan’s apartment is first. Lexers are scattered between us and the tall building at the end of the block. We stop behind an abandoned delivery truck whose metal rolling door has been twisted open for access to its cargo. Grace takes her house keys from her pocket and clenches them in her fist to minimize noise. Her pale face stands in stark contrast to the dark hollows around her eyes. I’ve never seen her so frightened, not even when we made the trip from the hospital.

“I can go,” I say. “You wait here.”

She shakes her head. Inhales through her nose and sends the breath out her colorless lips. Grace, who believes in karma, who does her best not to hurt a fly—she’ll trap it and release it out a window, whereas I smash it with whatever I can find—deserves to find her family. But nothing is fair now. The world wasn’t beautiful before, and now it’s downright ugly.

“W-we can go to the s-side entrance,” she stammers.

I put a hand on her arm. It’s already gory, so the added muck on my glove doesn’t make a difference. “It’ll be okay.”

I don’t know if it will be okay. Grace walks around with an open heart, almost begging to be hurt, and what we find could do her in. We bike down the next street over, going the long way in order to give the zombies little time to spot us before we get in her building. This block burned with a conflagration that took out almost every house and dropped to feast on the vehicles. The odor of charred wood and rubber is welcome after the rotten scent of everything else. The world even smells ugly.

We coast to her corner. Grace’s pale brick apartment building sits across the street. The glass windows and lobby doors are cracked, and a tall, broad-shouldered zombie wearing a tailored jacket stands under the awning. His brown hair hangs in spikes and his arms dangle. He watches the doors, his back to us. I almost expect to see him check his watch.

Dread tingles from my spine out to my hands. I grip my chisel. The gray skin of his neck gives no hint as to his skin tone before. The shoulders, the hair, the clothes—it could be Logan, but the stance is off. Logan always seemed aloof in his big body, about to burst at the seams in an endearing way, and this man has the same slump-shouldered, off-kilter stance as every other zombie.

Turn around. Don’t turn around. I don’t know what to wish for. Grace’s mouth opens. Her keys hit the ground, loud in the silence, and he turns.

A completely different face—squashed nose, small eyes, beard. It’s not Logan. Grace drops her bike and staggers back. She snarls at the man, as though livid he dared impersonate Logan, and swoops to pick up her keys before she runs for him. I watch in astonishment before I drop my bike to fly after her.

She leaps to the brick wall that borders the flowerbeds around the awning, knife in hand, and waits for Not-Logan to come for her. I slide between parked cars as she allows him to fumble on her coat. His fingers curl around her left forearm, and her knife rises as his mouth dips. One yank and Grace will be on the ground beneath him, but she knows they go for the simple bite, the shortest path, not the long game. By the time I reach her, he’s on the ground and Grace stands on the wall like a warrior, knife in the air.

Ted, the doorman who never failed to crack a joke, lies on the lobby floor, his head and once-gleaming wood counter both dented by a blunt object. That’s what I think, anyway, judging by the bashed-in metal vase in the dried puddle of blood. We reach the stairwell past the elevators. Grace throws open the door and starts up. Out on the street, two zombies move toward the awning. There will be more to fight through on our way out, perhaps with Logan to help. But I don’t think the Logan we want will be in the apartment. Either he’ll be dead or turned, or he’s gone. When things burned, when the water vanished, he would’ve had to leave.

Grace’s flashlight wobbles as she scurries up the stairs, illuminating a blood streak here and an abandoned shoe there. A chunk of something like dried-out meat. A dark stain.

“Grace!” My voice is high and screechy. “Wait, there might be a—”

A yelp comes from the flight above, followed by sounds of a scuffle. The flashlight rolls down the steps one by one—gadunk, gadunk, gadunk—like the Slinkys of my childhood never did. I pull myself to the landing and start to mount the next flight, but I can’t see a thing. I only hear hisses from a zombie and grunts from Grace.

I spin for the flashlight and take the stairs in twos and threes. Grace is pinned to the third floor door, arms straight against a woman’s chest to hold back her mouth. I jam my chisel in the base of the woman’s skull, directly under her chignon, and she crashes to the landing. Grace wheezes her thanks and bends over, hands on her knees.

“Don’t do that again!” I yell. “We stay together. It’s really freaking simple!”

“Sorry,” she gasps. “I just wanted to get—”

“Killed? Because that’s what almost happened.”

This is not the time or place for reprimands, but she took off without any regard for her safety, or mine. And maybe I’m hurt that she wanted to get upstairs so badly that she would leave me on the corner without a second thought. It’s an emotion that I want to pretend doesn’t exist. Of course she wanted to get to her husband, and she knows I can handle myself, that I’d be right behind her.

Grace touches my arm. “I’m sorry. I—”

“It’s fine. Can we just stay together?”

“Of course.” She surveys the lady on the floor. “That’s the bitchy woman from the co-op board.”

“The one who asked Logan if he used that foul-smelling curry?”

Logan’s father is of Indian descent. Logan stared bitchy co-op lady down until she excused herself from the room while the others apologized. They got the apartment, which they would have anyway, but no one would dare turn them down and risk a discrimination lawsuit after that question.

Grace nods. “I wish I’d killed her.”

“Consider it a gift from me to you.”

“Thanks.”

We reach the eighth floor in peace. A brief check of the hall shows it’s empty. Blood paints the walls and tile floors, the expensive wall sconces. Our footfalls are loud in the silence. Grace raps three times on her own apartment door and then stands with her fingers splayed against the wood as if she can feel what’s happened inside.

Finally, she tries the doorknob, and the door swings open to the foyer. Everything is neat and orderly, the hardwood floors shiny. She hurries into the dining area, calling, “Logan?”

Her footsteps stop abruptly. I rush forward, but she stands at the table with a sheet of paper stiff in her hand. Other sheets are stacked in a pile on the wooden surface.

“He went to my parents’ house,” she whispers. “He left to check for me, but said he’d be back. He wasn’t sure where I’d go.”

I look from what must be the latest note to the stack beside it. She starts at the bottom and reads each sheet in order. A tear plops to one and slowly sinks in to make a darker splotch. I want to know what they say, but I don’t ask.

Finally, she holds out the first paper she read. I take it gently.

 

Had to go out for some more food and to check on your parents. I hope you’re there, but if not, I’ll be back.

I left a bottle of water and a can of food in case you need it. I love you, Gracie.

Logan

 

It’s dated the day after we tried to make it to Brooklyn Heights the first time. We would’ve found him if we hadn’t turned back.

Grace moves for the kitchen with a sob. I scan each paper quickly. It’s a rundown of Logan’s weeks: He went to her parents’ house. They were there. He and Grace’s father tried to get to the hospital but couldn’t. Logan brought food to the apartment and waited some more, while they stayed at their house to wait. Then he went out for the last time, only weeks ago.

I set down the papers and move to the kitchen. It smells of urine, with a small ring of yellow that’s collected around the drain in the porcelain sink. Grace runs a finger along the water bottle and a full can of beans, then picks through the empty food wrappers in the garbage can—chocolate bars and chips and opened cans of everything from meat ravioli to carrots at the very top. All are scraped clean.

“Logan hates carrots,” Grace says. “But he didn’t leave them for me.”

I nod, although she doesn’t look up. I want to go back in time and arrive before he left. Before he forced himself to eat the carrots he hated in order to give himself more time. Before he was gone for weeks. This might be worse than if he’d been a zombie, than if he hadn’t left a note, because we know he was here, and that we could have been if we’d only pushed on.

“Let’s go to your parents’ house,” I say. “Maybe they’re all there.”

“Yeah.” She sounds as if she doesn’t believe it.

“Do you want to get some of your stuff first?”

She leaves the kitchen without answering. I hear drawers open in the bedroom and walk to the living room windows. This view of the city was the sole reason they dealt with the bitchy co-op lady. It’s not worth what they paid for it now. Some of the dust has settled, and, now that it’s visible, I see lower Manhattan is severely scorched. Many buildings are black, at least those that still stand. A city of ebony.

I think of Logan’s notes and wonder what happened when they found our note at the house in Sunset Park. If they’re worried. If it was clear I never would have left on my own. Another broad-shouldered man wanders the street. A Logan. I press my forehead to the window, my breath fogging the glass, but it’s not him—this one’s hair shines blond under the grime.

“Let’s go,” Grace says. She wears her own clothes and boots, and her pack is full.

“Okay. I’m sure they’re—”

She raises a hand. Shut up, Sylvie. I do.

We leave from a first floor apartment’s window and make it to our bikes while the crowd that’s formed at the building’s entrance watches the doors. By the time they turn, we’re gone. Grace’s legs pump, her head is down. I follow behind praying, Please let them be there. Let them be home.

In high school, Grace’s house was like another world. Not only because of its occupants, but also because of its graceful, curved brownstone stoop and its floor-to-ceiling windows, its mantels and glowing wood floors and small backyard in which ivy grew rampant and green. Everything, down to shower curtain rings, the spoon that stirred a pot and the cup in the bathroom had been chosen with care. There was an intent to make things beautiful in a way I’d never experienced. To me, a spoon was a spoon, and if it stirred a pot, then it was good. But Grace’s mother, Lorraine, is an artist, and she made things special without seeming ostentatious.

It takes only a few minutes to get to the narrow street. Lexers loiter down the block. Grace stops short, her eyes trained on the remains of her parents’ brownstone and a few on either side. They’re charred black as Manhattan. Gone. All of her mother’s lovely things are gone. The people are gone, whether they were inside or escaped, and they might as well be dead with all the hope we have of finding them.

“Mom!” Grace screams. “Dad!”

The zombies start forward. She screams again, her eyes skimming the windows of the unburned houses. The brown boots she’s changed into dent the hood of an SUV as she climbs to its roof. She spins in a circle above my head.

“Logan! Mom! Dad!” It’s throaty and frantic and hurts to hear. Like she’s ripping apart inside.

I watch the street. More zombies make their way from the corner, trapping us in the middle with the first group. One is coal come to life, features melted by fire and hair gone, but it still manages to trail behind the others. I’ll never convince her to leave in time. I climb up and stand beside Grace. I can’t find my voice, but she screams for the both of us. The houses remain quiet. Every door is ajar, a few windows smashed. The air is heavy with the scent of fire and death.

I felt as though I breathed a different kind of oxygen in that house—clean and soft and quiet. I envied Grace, never enough that it poisoned me, but with a longing that made me feel awkward and out of place. Once I moved in, I’d make up reasons to stay out after school. Did they really want me there—the dark, brooding girl who their sunny daughter liked so much? I was sure I didn’t fit into the peaceful landscape, like a roach that had wandered onto the butcher block counters in the immaculate kitchen.

I was there less than a year, and in that time Lorraine almost managed to convince me that she’d chosen me. As if I were another beautiful thing she’d taken into her house and treated with care. I thanked her, but I never told her that. I fought the temptation to ask if she truly felt that way; she would have said yes, and I was scared I’d see the lie in her eyes if it wasn’t true. I never revealed how often I’d considered opening a bottle of my mother’s illegally obtained prescription drugs and taking them one by one until it was empty. I never told her that when I felt like that roach, I would think of her and imagine myself as something valuable: something simple like that hand-carved wooden spoon, or maybe something flawed like the blown glass bathroom cup with the uneven edges. Valuable even with my imperfections. Every so often I’d believe it might be true.

The SUV shifts when the bodies hit. Grace doesn’t care. Maybe I should, but I feel responsible for this. It was my mother who put us here, and I’ll do whatever Grace wants, even if it’s to stand screaming until we’re surrounded by every zombie in Brooklyn. I owe her that much. I owed it to Lorraine to come here the first chance I got, to push on, because she was valuable enough that I should have.

Hands slap on the roof. Black smears and blood. Fresh blood, maybe. Grace stops screaming, shoulders wilted. The SUV rocks, and we clutch each other so as not to fall.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper in her ear.

She pulls away and wipes her cheek, leaving behind a streak of brown. “We have to go.”

Between thirty and forty surround us, our bikes stuck in their midst. It’ll take a while, but we can kill them one by one, the same way you’d down pills in a bottle. I kneel at the edge of the roof and Grace drops to her knees on the other side.

I raise the chisel above the charred one’s head. I was afraid it was Lorraine, but it’s tall and broad. A man. It still wears a gold chain from which dangles a cornicello—the twisted horn-shaped charm Italians wear to ward off the evil eye. My father had one. I suppose this could be him. I bring down the chisel and fell it in one stroke.


Chapter 75

Eric

Sylvie isn’t on the parlor floor when I wake. I figure she’s gone out to see Cat, but a quick look out the window tells me she’s not in the yard. I head downstairs. I like our early morning time, where we make coffee and read and talk at the kitchen table. I sneak peeks at her while she’s intent on her book. Her face relaxes, her shoulders come down and, if I say something, she looks up with an open expression. Her guard is dropping even when her nose isn’t in a book: she asked for help. She didn’t need to—had I known Grace’s plan, I would’ve offered in a heartbeat. That Sylvie didn’t realize makes me think she doesn’t know how I feel about her, and I think that needs to change.

Paul and Sylvie are getting along like a house on fire, and all it took was a punch. Which, for the record, he deserved a week ago. Maybe weeks ago. I told Sylvie that Paul and I didn’t say anything important afterward, but that isn’t true.

“Fucking third time you’ve punched me, bro,” Paul said, hand to his cheek.

“Maybe third time’s the charm,” I said. “Don’t make me choose here, Paul.”

Paul raised his brows. “She’s no Rachel.”

“You hated Rachel.”

He put his arm around me. “I know. It’s a point in Sylvie’s favor. You really like her?”

“I do. And so will you, if you stop being an asshole. I really need you to do this for me, man.”

“You in love with her?”

I shook my head and shrugged. I don’t know what I am with Sylvie, except certain I want more than sex, to which I’m also amenable. I’m following Maria’s orders—friends first—not because I’m scared to defy an order from Maria, which I absolutely am, but because she was right: Sylvie needs friends.

“You will be,” he said. I must have looked surprised, and he smirked. “I know you, bro, and I’m happy for you. Sorry I was a dick about it. I just couldn’t…” His mouth screwed sideways and he looked away.

I knew what he wanted to say. He and Hannah were the couple no one thought would last, but they did, and now she’s gone. Gone and still wandering around somewhere, which is worse. Paul was jealous and angry, but, mainly, he was sad. Paul doesn’t do sad well, so he gave the other emotions free rein.

“I heard what Sylvie said,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”

“I knew.” His voice cracked, and I pulled him in for a hug. He held on tight for a moment then clapped my back. “All right, go get her for me. I want to apologize.”

“Paul Maloney wants to apologize?”

“Just go get her, bro. Don’t be an asshole.”

Paul is not known for his apologies, and he did it twice in one day—a record. They were for her, but the punch was for me and I love him for it.

Downstairs, the bedroom door is open and the room is unoccupied. I pad into the kitchen to find it empty as well. A note sits on the table:

 

Hi everyone,

I went to Brooklyn Heights. I promise if they’re there I’ll bring them back. Or I’ll be back myself. I hope you’re not too mad. I’m sorry I did it this way, but I don’t want anyone to die because of me.

Love, Grace

 

Down in the bottom corner, scrawled so quickly it’s almost illegible, is:

 

She’s leaving now. Had to go. –S

 

Just once, I want a note to give me good news. I sit in a chair to reread it, my brain trying to work its way around the words and my chest already pained at their meaning. Sylvie didn’t want this—her relief when I agreed to go was plain to see—but Sylvie would never let Grace go alone. It’s one of the things I admire about her.

I trudge to Maria’s bedroom and slide open a pocket door. Maria sits up in the dim light, blankets clutched in her hands, and takes in my face. “What? What happened?”

“They’re gone,” I say. She flips on her lantern and reads the note. Her face drains of color.

“Everything all right?” Jorge asks from the sofa bed.

The bedsprings creak and then he’s at the door. Maria hands him the paper and runs a hand through her hair. “They’ll be back. Tonight or tomorrow,” she says, but the worry on her face is at odds with her words.

“Maybe we should go…” I don’t know where to go. I don’t have an address. “Do you know where Grace lives?”

“They wrote down the addresses when they went the first time, but it’s gone.” Maria’s eyes move in concentration beneath her closed lids. “I know I looked at it, but I can’t remember what it said.”

Jorge sets the note on Maria’s bed. “Grace wasn’t looking so good the last few days. I didn’t think she’d do this, though. Not after we said we’d go with her.”

“Why didn’t Sylvie wake us?” Maria asks.

“It looks like she caught Grace leaving and there wasn’t time.” Jorge puts a hand on her shoulder, and she blinks up at him. They could be two anxious parents discussing their children’s whereabouts. “They’re smart girls. They know what they’re doing. I’m sure they’ll be back soon.”

At breakfast, I say, “We should go. They might hear us if we ride around the neighborhood and call for them.”

Paul drops his fork with a piece of pancake still attached. “Bro, that’s the dumbest idea I’ve ever heard. Let’s scream while we travel through zombies? Brooklyn Heights is too big for that. We’ll end up killing ourselves and them.”

He’s willing to go. In fact, the minute he heard they were gone, he asked when we were leaving. Even though I want do something, anything, instead of sit and wait, I have to admit that that plan is all kinds of stupid. Waiting is smartest for now.

We get the last of the plants out of their pots and into the ground before dinner. And now I should start packing my bag to leave for upstate. I want to go, but—and I can barely admit this to myself—I’m not as gung-ho as I was. I want to find Cassie, but I’m worried I won’t make it back. Before, I had nothing to lose. Now I’m afraid I’ll be lost in the void again, and leaving all of this behind makes the void seem that much darker.

It’s only been a day. Last time they were gone overnight. They could be with Brother David. Sylvie and Grace seemed to like him and, judging by the picture he sent, he likes them back. I think Sylvie’s problem isn’t that she can’t make people like her; it’s that she automatically thinks no one will, so she doesn’t give them the chance. If she could see how we barely eat and sit glumly until the sun goes down with no sign of them, she’d know how wrong she is. Jorge, Maria and I stay on the couch after Paul takes Leo to bed, the only sound the winding of the lantern every fifteen minutes.

“They’re waiting for tomorrow,” Jorge says confidently. “They won’t come in the dark.”

I hope he’s right.


Chapter 76

Distant gunshots wake me and I sit up, heart racing, and then jump from bed to peer into the pre-dawn gloom. It couldn’t be Sylvie and Grace, since they left Rachel’s .22 here, but it could be someone shooting at them. The shots don’t come again, though I sit with Jorge on the parlor floor until dawn, all the while silently cursing zombies and firearms. I might never have met Sylvie if the world hadn’t ended, but now it’s the very thing that keeps me from finding her.

Later in the morning, Guillermo stops by. When we tell him they’re gone, he sighs. “You should’ve seen Grace when they got to my place after that other time they went. I thought she would’ve gone back by now, even if it was crazy down there, but I didn’t want to bring it up.”

Neither did we. We should’ve offered sooner. Made it a priority. Maria must feel the same because she dips her head at his words.

“They’ll be back,” Guillermo says, and pats her arm. “Did you hear those gunshots earlier?”

Jorge nods. “They shot at you again?”

“Nah, over a few blocks, but we went out after them. Found some people and followed them to that church by 60th Street.”

On another day, the news would be disturbing, but it’s more than distressing today. Sylvie and Grace are out there with murderous people, though they traveled in the other direction. I remember the big church I rode by on my way to Paul’s.

“Sacred Heart of Christ Church?” I ask, and Guillermo nods. “There were zombies out front when I passed a while ago.”

“Still there,” he says. “They went into the side entrance. We found the ones who got shot on the way back. All in the chest, no bite marks. Don’t know who attacked who, or if they had anything to do with it. Eli, Indy and I are going up to talk to them. I came by to see if any of you want to come.”

“I’ll go,” Paul says.

Jorge puts a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll go, or I’ll stay with Maria while you go. You decide.”

Guillermo, for all his residents, doesn’t have a lot of people who are comfortable on the street. People to man the roofs and follow directions, sure, but not people he trusts to be self-sufficient. Plus, there’s always the chance the group at the church might have seen Sylvie and Grace. There’s always the chance they’ve hurt them, and I want to see their faces when I ask.

“Let me get changed,” I say.

***

We take a route through the houses and then walk the final block to the stone church. It’s as large and imposing as I remember. The two front staircases that ascend to a wide stone landing are still gated and now locked with chains, with Lexers roaming behind them.

Guillermo points down the block at the side entrance—a stone staircase to a second story walkway and arched wooden door. A few bodies meander on the grassy area beside the church, kept in by a low iron fence, and even if we wanted to sneak past, between the ones in front and these, they’ll clamor until we’re noticed.

“We walk out like we’re friendly and want to pay a visit,” Guillermo says.

“Are we not friendly?” Indy asks.

“We’re as friendly as they allow us to be,” Eli says. Indy nods, mouth set. With that expression, she and Eli couldn’t be taken for anything but twins.

Everyone I’ve met along the way has been friendly, but it can’t last. New York has a lot of assholes, and even if only thousands of people remain out of millions, the ratio of assholes to decent people means we probably have more than our fair share.

We turn the corner. The tall gate at the base of the side stairs is latched but unlocked. Guillermo knocks on the door several times, but there’s no answer. The zombies on the grass are now at the stairs. They don’t have a chance in hell of climbing up, but they’re making a lot of noise. We head back to the sidewalk and pass the rectory set back behind a small lawn, all window blinds drawn.

The next building is newer brick, with a tall fence that encloses each bank of first floor windows in a gated rectangle. It would keep zombies away from the windows and offer some protection to the occupants, except for the half dozen Lexers that occupy the spaces and reach for us through the bars. It can’t be coincidence, and I don’t see how they could’ve wandered in there themselves. It could be they were put here to stop people entering those windows, or to alert those inside, or both.

I hold my pistol, as do the others. A muffled bang comes from around the building’s corner. Sacred Heart Elementary School sits at the top of the block, and its rear connects to this newer brick building. The whole block must be church property, and likely all connected inside.

The fence becomes a gate, behind which a tree-lined concrete walkway leads to glass doors at the junction of the buildings. The entry gate is wrapped with chains and locked. Paul wiggles the metal. “Go over?” he asks.

Another thump comes from inside. It could be zombies or it could be people, and there’s only one way to find out. Eli answers by jumping the fence in a swift motion. Guillermo shrugs and the rest of us follow. As we near, one door opens and a man exits, followed by two men with rifles. We come to a halt five feet away.

He’s in his fifties, with gray hair and a gray mustache, and dressed in a blue polo shirt and jeans. A cop’s belt and holster is threaded through the loops, same as Paul wears. “Help you?” he asks in a strong Brooklyn accent. His expression is one of someone who’s just tasted something terrible.

“Name’s Guillermo. We’re from Sunset Park. Thought there was someone over here and wanted to introduce ourselves.”

The man waves at the two men, and they lower their weapons. Guillermo holsters his and we follow suit. The man’s cool blue eyes move across our faces, down to our feet and then back up. The fine lines around his eyes tighten and his lips pucker under the mustache.

“Joe,” he says. He points his thumb at the two men behind him. “Emilio. Kirk.”

When it becomes clear that’s all Joe is planning to give us, Guillermo says, “We heard some shooting real early this morning. Found five people dead, two of them teenagers. And someone’s shot at us a couple times. You know anything about that?”

“Nope. Don’t know anything about that.”

More thumping noises come from inside, along with voices. It’s a lobby, but it’s dim inside and impossible to see anything while standing in the sunshine. I edge to the shade for a better look.

“Who’s in charge?” Paul asks. “Is there someone who would know?”

“The Reverend’s in charge,” Emilio says, and grins under his dark, bushy beard. Joe glowers and Emilio’s smile shuts down fast, though he smirks when Joe turns back to us.

“You have a priest here?” Guillermo asks. “We know of another in Brooklyn Heights.”

“No, there’s no priest,” Joe says. “We’re all in charge. And we didn’t shoot any teenagers or anyone else. Heard the shots, that’s all, didn’t see who did it.”

From my new angle, I get a glimpse into the lobby. To the left is the wide entrance to a school gymnasium, in which people cart boxes around. Plastic-wrapped pallets sit in front of closed bleachers, waiting to be unwrapped. In the lobby, stacked boxes are printed with their contents: cereal, energy bars, and canned goods, to name a few. Another large stack is printed with Chinese characters, making their contents a mystery, and other boxes are an open jumble of items that must have been cleared from houses and stores.

Guillermo moves for a better look inside and then frowns. A man comes from the right, rolling a hand truck of boxes. He nods at us and continues on his way. The garage I passed on my way to Paul’s would be underneath the buildings to our right, which means what I heard from inside could’ve been them.

“How long have you been here?” I ask.

“Not long,” Joe says. “There were people here before us. Don’t know where they went.”

“How many people do you have?” Guillermo asks, obviously as frustrated with Joe’s terse replies as I am. I can hear Paul’s teeth grind beside me.

“Couple dozen.”

“That’s a lot of food for a couple dozen people.”

Joe shrugs. “It’ll last a while. I have things to do, so if that’s all…”

“Why the bodies out front?” Eli asks.

“Keeps more zombies away.”

I have a feeling it’s to keep people away, or to announce their arrival, and Eli looks skeptical as well. Joe’s eyes narrow, but he shrugs. Either he has something to hide or he couldn’t give a shit whether or not we’re on good terms. Both options make him dangerous.

“Did you see two women yesterday or last night?” I ask, though I’m not banking on a truthful answer. “Late twenties, one with short dark hair and the other long and blond.”

Joe shakes his head. “Nope.”

Emilio watches me for a long moment, and I think I see a small bit of sympathy in his eyes. He lifts his chin. “What are their names? If we see them, we’ll tell them you’re looking.”

“Sylvie and Grace.” Joe’s head swings my way as if startled, but, when I meet his eyes, he wears the same hostile expression. “I don’t think they came this way, but I figured I’d ask.”

Joe folds his arms across his chest. “Like I said, we didn’t see them.” I search his face. I don’t think he’s lying, but I do think he doesn’t care enough to even feign sympathy the way any normal person would.

“We didn’t say you did,” Eli says in a quiet but menacing tone. “We only asked a question that needed answering.”

“And I answered.” Joe draws himself to full height, which is still inches shorter than Eli, but his stance says he’s used to people backing down. “I hope you find your friends,” he says to me tonelessly.

Maybe it’s his complete lack of concern, but I’m filled with the desire to rip into his face and stomp his torso until he gasps for air. Paul steps up, shoulder barely brushing mine and jaw tight. He doesn’t need to know my reasoning—he’ll help pound the shit out of Joe if I say the word. I fucking love Paul.

Joe’s hand grazes his holster. My hand moves to my side and the others do the same, eyes skimming our surroundings. The barrels of Emilio’s and Kirk’s rifles rise a few inches. The people in the gym continue with their work, but we’re seriously outnumbered if they decide to jump in.

Eli has been shielding Indy with his body this whole time, much to her obvious annoyance, and now she pushes past him with a small laugh. “Relax, little brother. I’m sorry, Joe. I think we forgot our manners back at the park.”

She lightly punches Eli’s arm, and he lets it drop to his thigh, though his teeth remain gritted. Indy’s eyes sparkle as she smiles at Joe, who doesn’t exactly smile back but doesn’t give her the same scowl. His stance eases slightly, and I force myself to do the same. This is escalating quickly, and we don’t have the upper hand.

“We just wanted to give you a heads up that we’re here,” Indy says. “You don’t want to be shot at and neither do we, right? Can we agree not to shoot each other?”

“If we see you out there, we’ll back off. That work?”

“That’s more than fair,” Indy says. “Thank you.”

“We don’t want any trouble. You leave us alone, we leave you alone. You tell your people that.” He directs the last part of his statement my way, so I nod and hold his stare until he turns away. “Emilio, get the gate for them.”

Emilio strides down the walkway. Joe gives the five of us a single nod and goes inside, allowing the door to close without a backward glance. Apparently, this meeting is over. Kirk holds his rifle aloft as we head for the gate.

“It’s all clear,” Emilio says, and swings open the gate. “Reverend Joe could use some better people skills, but he does what he says.”

“He’s the Reverend?” Guillermo asks.

Emilio grins. “That’s his nickname. He hates it. We call him that ‘cause he’s always in the church.” He closes the gate once we’re on the sidewalk and re-wraps the chain. The lock clicks shut. “Maybe we’ll come down to Sunset Park sometime. Boring as shit here.”

“Anytime,” Guillermo says. His handshake is friendly enough, but if you know his usual outgoing demeanor, you’d notice the tightness in his jaw and the lack of friendliness in his dark eyes.

We head for the corner, and I turn just before we’re out of sight. Joe has come out to stand at the gate with Emilio and Kirk. I can feel his cold stare blasting through the warm May sunshine from here. I don’t like our new neighbors. I don’t like their weapons or their food or the fact that they have a complex the size of a city block that’s more fortified than ours. And I absolutely don’t like Joe.

We stop in a house five blocks away, after we’ve made sure we’re not followed.

“You trust them?” Guillermo asks.

“As far as I can throw them,” I say, and Eli and Paul murmur agreement.

“I couldn’t wait to get out of that place,” Indy says. She stands beside Paul, arms crossed, and shivers.

“I thought you and Reverend Joe were besties now,” Paul says.

“That’s why they call it acting.”

“I knew you couldn’t be that dumb. You deserve an Oscar.”

Indy punches him and then points at the four of us. “You all need to learn how to sweeten people up. If we’d kept going the way we were going—”

“You need to stop calling me little brother,” Eli says. “You were born four minutes before me.”

“Four minutes is four minutes,” Indy says, and stands on tiptoes to pat him on the head. “You are, and forever will be, my little brother.” Eli shoves her away with a smile.

“Did you see all those boxes with Chinese writing on them?” Guillermo asks. “They could be different ones, but they had a lot of those over in Chinatown, and those guys didn’t let shit sit around. If there was food anywhere in their neighborhood, they had it.”

“I heard something in the church’s garage when I passed that time,” I say. “They could’ve been there for longer than they say. Obviously, they’re not broadcasting their location.”

“Right now, we act like we’re friendly and think they are, too,” Guillermo says. He walks to a window and looks out at the street. “But I’m thinking they’re not.”

The assholes have finally come out of the woodwork, and they live less than a mile away. It’s a sobering thought that makes me want to leave everyone behind in the city even less. Paul and I return home, where Maria and Jorge still wait for Sylvie and Grace. The sun goes down without their arrival, and my heart sinks along with it.


Chapter 77

We wake to a droning sound and follow the noise to Fourth Avenue. We stand in an apartment that overlooks the wide street while the windows vibrate with the crowd of a thousand Lexers that marches past. I spend an hour viewing the procession before I can’t take the bodies or noises or the thought that if Grace and Sylvie ran into this, or people with guns, there’s no hope for them.

The next day, the mob has passed. Maria yanks at the gold cross around her neck and peers out the parlor floor windows twenty times an hour. I make excuses to go to the roofs. Once to show Leo, another time to check out Manhattan, again to make sure the downspouts aren’t clogged. The streets are quiet. No gunshots or voices, but I feel a steady pulse coming from the church blocks away.

I rip every finished page off the calendar up until the day they left. Sylvie might be angry when she returns, since she didn’t want to disrupt anything or leave her mark. But she has left her mark, and I’m tired of the calendar looking as though she hasn’t.

Leo has taken charge of feeding Cat, who’s come inside a few times. He gets nervous when the door closes behind him, but he’ll sit on the couch, paws tucked and giant eyes surfing the room. At first he flinched when I pet him, but now he melts into my hand and purrs while his dark eyes entreat me to be kind. When I think of what Sylvie said to Leo in the yard—that Cat wanted love but wasn’t sure he could trust us—I realize she could’ve been talking about herself. Maybe she was.

They didn’t come yesterday or this morning. Maria has stopped checking out the window and now stares into space in the kitchen. She’s barely sipped her coffee. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s because when you meet people in a situation like that you make a bond. Maybe it’s because they remind me of…” She turns her head away.

Jorge steps in from the yard and watches Maria wipe her cheeks. His natural jolliness has been replaced by sorrowful eyes and a downturned mouth. He pulls something from the pocket of his jeans that might be a lump of tin foil.

“Sylvie made this for me, for my tenth year sober,” he says. Maria and I look from the foil to him, confused. “It’s my ten-year coin. I had my anniversary a little while ago. You get a coin for every year you’re sober and, when I told her, she held a meeting and made it for me.” He tucks it back in his pocket and turns to the window.

“I don’t think they’re coming back,” Maria says. “We should stop waiting.”

Now that she’s said it aloud, my chest constricts more. Maybe it’s absurd, but it feels like grief for something I almost had before it slipped away. Something I could’ve had if I’d only said or done something different. I thought I’d learned my lesson from Rachel: say the goddamn words when they come to you, before it’s too late. But I dropped the ball again.

Maria’s right, whether the reason is that they didn’t want to come back, or they couldn’t. And she’s right that we should stop waiting—waiting here. I’ll search Brooklyn Heights block to block until I find out what prevented their return. I’m about to say as much when Maria pushes back her chair and walks outside without a word. A minute later, a scraping sound comes from the yard. We find her at the compost pile.

Her shovel plunges into the mound, then she throws the scoop onto the concrete and digs through it with her fingers. “We might’ve composted the note they left last time. It was yellow. Grace wrote it on a yellow Post-it note.”

Jorge shovels a quarter of the pile onto the concrete. We don’t have much to compost yet, so it hasn’t had time to generate enough heat to eat away paper. I crouch and sift through the muck of plant odds and ends, old coffee grounds and other assorted items.

Thirty minutes later, Jorge stands, carefully smoothing a soggy yellow square with a missing corner. He squints. “There are two addresses on here.”

“That’s it!” Maria jumps to her feet, wipes her hands on her pants, and peers at the paper. “Grace’s apartment and her parents’ house.”

A steady rhythm of hope beats in my chest, and I see the same optimism on Jorge’s face when he turns to me. “Want to go for a ride?”

“Do I ever.”

He disappears to get his gear together. I move through the living room for upstairs.

“I’ll be ready in ten minutes,” Maria calls from her bedroom. I stick my head in to find her throwing clothes around. The color has returned to her face, and she looks ten years younger again. “Yes, I’m going. Paul can stay with Leo. You might need someone to boss you around out there.”


Chapter 78

Sylvie

We came back to Grace’s. It’s where Logan and her parents should be; where they’ll come if they can. They weren’t among the zombies we killed. Maybe it would be better had they been. Now we’re in limbo—or maybe it’s purgatory—sitting in an expensive apartment where Grace won’t speak to me. I sleep on the couch and she stays in her bed, although I hear her leap for the windows at every noise from outside.

She had enough water for two or three days and now we’re almost out, though we rationed. Killing zombies makes you thirsty. I’ve checked every relatively safe spot of every floor except one, and so far there’s no water to be found. Grace shows no signs of leaving. I remind myself that this is my fault. I’m not big on Confession, but I’m doing my best to perform an act of contrition worthy of my sin.

I read a book and eye the water in the bottom of my bottle. Two inches left. I tiptoe into the bedroom. “Grace?” The mound of blankets on the bed moves, sighs. “I’m going to see if I can find some water again, okay? We don’t have enough to stay much longer.”

A hand comes up through the striped duvet cover and waves me on my way. I don my gloves and leave for the hall. I want to scream, or at least mutter to myself, and neither one is a good idea. Grace is killing us both. Maybe she wants to die, but I don’t. I want to go home.

It’s starting to feel unreal. Like my belonging anywhere was a fantasy I cooked up in a barren, lonely world. “They’re real,” I whisper.

I’m talking to myself. This is not good. I’ll give Grace until tomorrow and then insist we go. We can leave a note.

***

The third floor is the only remaining floor I can get onto without dying immediately. The hall is bare, as are most of the apartments, of both zombies and food. I’m sure Logan visited every one of these at some point, barring the one at the end of the hall. I knock on the door and something slams back. It sounds like only one. I can take one.

I steel myself and turn the knob, thinking it’ll be locked, but the door moves inward and is pushed shut again. I give the now-wild zombie a minute to calm and shove open the door. It falls to the floor—a teenage girl about my size, with dyed black hair and an extra helping of black eyeliner. My chisel sinks through the center of her face in a sick crunch that jars my neck; I was aiming for her eye until she moved.

I spin at a hiss from my left, but the coming body slams me to the wall before I can run. He’s older than the girl, bigger, with preppy blond hair that swoops over his forehead and high cheekbones that peek through putrefied flesh. I duck out from under him, but he blocks the door. I amend my plan and run for the couch far across the large room, where I can strike from above.

Halfway there, my foot catches the edge of the large area rug. I trip forward, spinning my arms to stay upright. My chisel flies from my hand. I’m going down, but if I land facedown with him on top, I’m done. I manage to twist and hit the floor back-first with a thud that jostles my brain. His head smashes into my stomach and he slithers up my torso. I wedge my left forearm under his chin before he reaches the exposed skin of my neck and face and buck to no effect. He has extra weight and more strength and no fear to slow him down.

My right arm is pinned at my side. His elbow grinds into my biceps until my hand goes numb. His mouth gapes above my arm, his teeth chinked with flesh he didn’t swallow, and it’s close enough to taste his rotten breath. If I had a weapon, this would be over. My chisel isn’t far—the handle peeks out from just under the couch with the dust bunnies—but it might as well be a mile with all the hope I have of reaching it.

He lifts his head and sinks his teeth into my forearm. Pain blossoms all the way to bone, even without breaking skin, but enough grinding and they’ll make it through the leather. Maybe they already have. A shriek builds and then rips from deep in my chest. More follow, one after the other, as keening and desperate as any I’ve heard. I can’t make them stop.

I’m going to die. Right here, right now. This screaming and the roar in my ears and my utter powerlessness are the horror of being eaten alive.

He shifts. My right arm frees. I use my weakened hand to push at his forehead until his teeth come loose, then I twist out from under him and drag myself to my knees. There’s no time to get to my feet. No energy to get to my feet. I crawl for my chisel and he crawls after me—prep school boy turned nightmare.

I can hardly breathe for the fear I’ll miss my chisel. I’ll go for the handle with my numb hand and it’ll skitter all the way beneath the couch. My purple-gloved fingers reach out, and I will them to get this right. I’m dead if they don’t.

They curl around the wooden handle. I take it up two-handed and hack into his head with more screams, though I’m not sure I ever stopped. I bring my chisel down over and over, until there’s more brain on the rug than in his skull, and then sink to the floor beside his body. I can’t summon the strength to move. I’m sure Grace doesn’t miss me. My eyes roam over the pictures of the girl and boy with their parents. She was blond as a little girl, like the rest of them.

In the end, thirst gets me to my feet. A gallon jug of water sits on the kitchen counter. Maybe they were waiting for their parents. I remove my gloves, open the top and gulp down the liquid. That was the most scared I’ve ever been, alone and struggling with that boy on the sisal rug, wondering if I’d die. And if Grace would care if I did. If anyone would.

I head into the girl’s room. Everything is black—the clothes, the comforter, the shoes, the Bauhaus and Siouxsie and the Banshees posters. She was Goth in a big way. I find a pair of broken-in boots in my size. Black, of course, with silver buckles and steel toes. New jeans and an extra shirt. I don’t think I’ll have need of the fishnet stockings or black corset, so I take the jug of water, their jar of peanut butter and bag of stale pretzel sticks, and leave.

In the apartment, Grace has come out of hiding to rest her head against one of the large living room windows. She doesn’t ask where I’ve been or why I’ve changed clothes.

“I found water,” I say, my voice raspy from my raw throat. “Are you hungry?”

Her head squeaks on the glass as it moves back and forth. I dip a pretzel into the peanut butter. Grace doesn’t move. Finally, I tire of watching her at the window and open a book.

***

I wake before dawn and listen to Grace in her bedroom. Every sob is an accusation. The sky turns gray, then yellow-orange, then a dusty blue with ugly yellow clouds. I pull the blanket over my head, already aware I don’t have the courage to ask her to leave today. I shut my eyes. If I fall asleep, I won’t have to think about it.

When I wake again, the sun is overhead. The battery-run clock says one o’clock. Grace was up; the can of beans has been opened and now sits in the sink. She’s eating. I use the toilet in the apartment next door, since we can’t flush, and read. Next time she ventures out, I’ll tell her we have to leave tomorrow.

Finally, at seven o’clock, she resurfaces. Her hair is knotted and her puffy eyes move over me without interest. She uses the apartment bathroom and shuffles toward her bedroom.

“Grace?” Her pajama-clad legs stop and she stands with her back to me, waiting. “I wrote a note about Sunset Park so they can find us. I think…we need to leave tomorrow. We don’t have enough water, and we’ll need some to get back.”

Her slight shoulders rise and fall. Then her head moves up and down before she walks into her room and shuts the door.

At first light, I’m ready and wondering if Grace will show when she comes out in her clothes and backpack. She walks to the table and sets a piece of paper facedown next to my note.

“They’re not alive,” Grace whispers. She wraps her arms around her waist and keeps her eyes on the table. “I know they aren’t.”

People are alive. We’re alive. Maybe in a week, a month, a year, she should decide they’re gone, but not just yet. I touch her shoulder. “Don’t say that. You don’t know that.”

She pulls away with a look of such loathing that I shrink from her. “Don’t tell me what I know.”

“I just meant that—”

“If I hadn’t been at the hospital with you, I would’ve been with Logan. I would be with my parents.” Her voice is venomous and she gives a harsh little laugh. “You don’t have anybody, Sylvie. You never have. You don’t have any idea what this is like.”

Everything—the eagerness to go back, the belief that I belong there—coalesces into a rock in my stomach. Even if I’ve thought it, even if I told myself that she thought it, I don’t know that I believed she did. I didn’t trick her into coming to the hospital. I never would have done that to her, even if she is all I have.

I tell myself this is grief coming out as anger. I’m an easy target. But she’s taken the one thing that hurts more than anything and used it against me. I want to say a million awful things, but I will the tears from my eyes and open the door.

She follows, not that I wait to see.


Chapter 79

The way back is a blur. I’m not sure I want to go there, but we don’t have a lot of choices. I wanted to believe that I could be different, but this is what happens when you do away with your armor. After all these years of holding that particular dagger, Grace has rammed it home.

If Grace had been with Logan, with her family, she’d be where they are, and it doesn’t look as if they’ve made it. But Grace is right: I don’t know how it feels. Maybe she’d rather be dead. Anything, as long as she’s with them. The fury makes the uphill ride easy. I zip past the remains of houses, zombies and motionless bodies—blur, blur and blur.

We cross the final avenues and wheel our bikes and ourselves into the yard. I jump at Grace’s hand on my shoulder. I’ve barely looked at her except to make sure she’s alive. She stands behind me, tear-stained and wiping her nose with a balled-up tissue. “I’m sorry, Syls. I didn’t mean that.”

I want to forgive her, but she’s crossed into no man’s land. I’ve always been painfully aware that no one loves me best. I know it and she knows it, but sometimes your sanity is predicated on pretending something isn’t true, and to have her say it aloud is the ultimate betrayal. It says I deserved my shitty mother and absent father, that no one else has ever loved me. That I’m unlovable—that my biggest fear, and what I’ve always suspected, is true.

At least I’m used to the feeling. This is new for Grace, and a small, mean part of me wants her to know how badly it hurts. I focus on the wall I can put between me and the hurt. Grace doesn’t have that wall. “You were right,” I say with a shrug.

She shakes her head. “I—”

“You were. Not a single person gives a shit if I live or die. And now you know how it feels.”

Grace flinches from the wound I’ve inflicted. Her face crumples. I stalk toward our brownstone, already regretful but unwilling to apologize. If you hurt me, you get hurt. Self-preservation is something I’ve mastered.

The back door slams open and everyone spills out. Maria, Eric and Jorge wear coats and gloves. Leo runs to grab my legs in a hug. I pat his head and don’t look at the others. I don’t like myself very much right now, and I know they wouldn’t like me either—this me, the real me. I gently disengage from Leo’s grip. “I have to go, squirt.”

I sidestep everyone and head to the roof. I don’t want to use the outside ladder, so it involves going through Eric’s bedroom, where I want to laugh at having entertained the thought I could have a normal relationship. It’s those tricky middles—I did have a middle with Grace, a long one, and I still managed to tack on an explosive ending.

I watch the city skyline while I hold back tears. I’m not sure if they’re tears of anger, sadness, or frustration. Maybe all of the above. Footsteps sound on the tar paper and then Eric sits beside me, arms on his knees.

“I like to go up high to think,” he says. “A new perspective, you know?” I don’t answer. “I guess you didn’t find them.”

I shake my head and keep my eyes on the view. I need to get away from here. I could live at Guillermo’s, but that might not be far enough. Maybe I can get to Manhattan somehow. Stuyvesant Town. Find people who don’t know anything about me and be a different person.

“What’s going on with you and Grace?” he asks. “You shouldn’t be fighting now.”

The last part is said in a helpful fashion. Like I don’t already know this and decided to pick a fight with Grace for fun. I turn to him. “I’m not in the mood for a lecture. You can sit here or you can leave, but don’t talk about shit you know nothing about.”

I’d hoped it would make him retreat, but he shows no sign of movement, or even annoyance. “Duly noted. Don’t talk about Grace.”

I go back to imagining who I could be. A marine biologist, maybe, but then they’d want all kinds of fish expertise I don’t have. A maker of artisanal cheese because they can’t possibly have cows. But they might, and I’d be screwed. Maybe a party clown—they’d never believe that one after a minute in my company.

“So, what can I talk about?” he asks.

“I don’t care.”

“You do care, obviously. So, before I make another social gaffe, I was hoping we could cover all the unmentionable topics.”

He’s doing it again—finding a way past whatever wall I’ve thrown up. But I want to stay back here for now. I close my eyes. “Eric, please, just go away.”

“No. I’m bored. Maria’s with Grace, Jorge went to Guillermo’s to tell them you were back, and Paul isn’t as sparkling a conversationalist as you.”

“What are you, three years old? Read a book. Dig up some grass. Build a bridge out of the city using popsicle sticks. I’m sure you can find something to do.”

Eric’s chuckle takes me by surprise. I try not to smile. I think there might be a gate in the wall with his name on it, and only he knows the location. “We were coming to look for you and Grace,” he says. “In fact, if you’d been ten minutes later, you would’ve missed us.”

They were coming for us, for me. “Why?”

“Because we were worried. Because we want you here.” He pauses a beat. “Because I want you here.”

His words fill me with promise at the same time as they make me want to run far away. I want to hide from the middle part even though—and maybe because—I want it more than anything. This could be my final opportunity to make something good; I don’t want to fuck it up. I don’t think I could stand to fuck it up, and in that case it’s better not to take the chance. I can’t fail if I don’t try.

I have no response, witty or otherwise, so I ask, “Did you look at our words?”

“Only the one on the day you left. It was Peripeteia: a sudden or unexpected reversal of fortune or turn of events. Like all of us ending up here when we should be dead.”

“Except it’s usually in reference to a tragic literary work. The turning point where everything goes to shit.”

“Really?” he asks with a groan that’s equal parts laugh and sigh. “Well, that’s not what it means for us.”

I think we’re likely heading for the tragic definition, but I hope not. I care what happens to these people I’ve known for such a short time. Somewhere along the way they’ve lit a flame in my heart, and while I’d appreciate a shot of vodka right about now, I don’t need it for that.

“Did you use it?” I ask.

“It wouldn’t be any fun without you.”

“You and Paul could’ve played.”

I wish I didn’t have to argue. To be so needy. I can receive confirmation that something is good, believe it’s good, and then a minute later it’s as if it never happened. Grace was right when she said I test and test people until they give up. I don’t mean to. I don’t want to be given up on.

“Paul isn’t into word games,” Eric says, his voice light. “But, you know, he’s like family.”

“That’s nice.”

“It is nice. Which is why you and Grace shouldn’t be fighting. You need each other, especially now.” He raises a hand at my warning glance. “I know I’m not allowed to discuss it, but I had to say that.”

“She doesn’t need me.” I press my lips together once the words slip out. Written words can be edited and polished and thrown away without ever seeing the light of day. Spoken words are different—once they’re drifting out there in the breeze you can’t call them back.

“Yes, she does. I’ve been watching you. Whenever she looks upset, you make her smile. I don’t think you know how much she depends on you.”

“You’ve been watching me? That’s creepy.”

Eric elbows me. “What happened out there?”

I’m silent.

“Right. Unmentionable. Oh, random question I wanted to ask. You never told me—do you write stuff that’s not for corporations?”

I give him the blank stare. Eric is not to be deterred, this much is obvious. He throws out a smile that assures me he knows just how annoying he is and asks, “Is this another one of those unmentionable topics? Maybe we should backtrack. Start at the other end and lay out the mentionable topics first.”

I look away, but I can feel his gaze. I wrap my arms around my knees and inspect my new boots. “Every part of your body screams go away,” he says. “Even a zombie wouldn’t mess with you right now.”

“So it’s working?”

“It’s not. I’m still here.”

“Oh, I hadn’t noticed.”

His deep laugh rings out. “We’re going to be friends, Sylvie.”

“I don’t need friends.”

“Everyone needs friends. And family.”

“But not everyone has them,” I whisper. There go some more words out into the universe. It started with the night I had to talk to him and now I can’t shut my mouth.

“No, not everyone does,” he says quietly. “But you can make them. Jorge showed us his coin. I don’t think you know how much it means to him. And Maria was beside herself when you were gone.”

I don’t answer, though a tingly warmth flows through me. There are threads between me and the others, and I want to see where they go. Maybe, like a spider spinning a web, I can create more and more until they’re sturdier and intertwined. It strikes me that for the first time ever, I have something when Grace doesn’t. She has this, too, but the loss of what she had before might be too great to appreciate it. There’s no satisfaction in getting a leg up on her. I want her to be part of this. I want to hold on to this feeling and not revert to thinking I mean nothing to them, or to anyone.

“That’s why we wanted to find you. You’re family. I missed you. Actually, I was kind of beside myself, too.”

I tear my eyes from my feet. It may be the first time I’ve seen Eric look shy, but his gaze is steady. I open my mouth and close it again. I can’t say it back, but I can tell him something else. I look away. “You were right—what you said a while ago.”

“About what?”

“I…could stand to be happier.”

His warm palm grazes my hair. “You will be.”

“Happiness is just around the corner?”

“Yep. Right behind the zombies.”

I laugh. I want to cry, but I laugh—the story of my life. “You were right about something else.”

“What’s that?”

“We could be friends.” I fiddle with a boot buckle, insides churning with the familiar feeling of the search for a playmate on the playground of my new school.

“We already are.”

I hear his smile and know he can see mine, although I can’t meet his eyes just yet. I want to tell him what happened with Grace. I’ve already told him far too much. What’s one more thing?

“We made it to Brooklyn Heights,” I say. “They were gone. All of them. Grace’s parents’ house burned down at some point, but we know they were okay for a while because Logan waited for Grace in their apartment. He left a note every time he went out for food or water or to check on her parents, then he’d come back and leave another when he went out again. The last note was dated the day after we tried to get there, when you went to Paul’s.” Eric winces, and I nod. “So we waited for him at the apartment. She finally agreed to leave, but then she said something.”

“What did she say?”

I don’t answer. Eric’s arm comes to rest on my shoulders. He smells good. I don’t want to think about how bad I must smell. You could cook French fries using the grease in my hair.

“You don’t have to tell me,” he says.

I want to. I’m tired of disliking myself and feeling as though others dislike me. Eric says he’s my friend, and I’m going to take that at face value. I do need friends. If I don’t have Grace, that leaves me with nothing. I don’t want to have nothing.

“I said that maybe they were okay. I didn’t know what to say and I didn’t want her to lose all hope, you know?” He murmurs agreement. “She said she’d be with them if it wasn’t for me. That I don’t have anyone—that I never have—so I don’t know what it feels like to lose them.”

“Ouch,” Eric says, arm tightening almost like a hug. “I’m sure she didn’t mean it.”

Here’s the part where I tell him the rest. I can’t hold back if I want to be sure he likes me, warts and all. I’m handing him a dagger and tossing my breastplate to the ground. “When we got back, she tried to apologize, but I said something really shitty.”

He waits, face impassive.

“I said she was right, that no one cares if I live or die, but that now she knows how it feels.”

I wait for his arm to drop, feel for the tiniest bit of recoil, but he only nods. “You were hurting.”

“So was she. We were only blocks away from Logan, and we left. Do you know what that’s doing to her? All she did was cry the whole time we were gone. And then I said that, after I told her not to give up hope.” My throat tightens when I recall her face at my words. I’ve never been a shitty friend, but that winning streak has come to an end.

“You were both wrong. You both have people who care. Sitting right next to you, in fact.”

His words smooth down the prickly ball of insecurity that lives in my chest. It’s unfamiliar to be accepted for who I am, no changes required—or, more realistically, only a few changes. I try to commit it to memory: This is the feeling of people liking you. Try to get used to it.

“Maybe you and Grace need to punch each other,” he says.

I can’t hold in my laugh, which I’m sure is what he’s going for. “That’s a great plan. Thanks.”

He turns to me with a grin. Only inches away. Thank God I have that toothbrush in my bag. “Happy to help.”

“You never said what you did to deserve your punch from Paul.”

Eric glances behind us. “I’ll tell you another time. It looks like Grace wants to talk.”

I turn. She stands by the hatch, swollen and sad-eyed. Eric pats my shoulder and then pats Grace’s on his way down. I try to smile at Grace, who gives me a pained one in return before she drops beside me.

“I’m sorry,” I say quickly. It doesn’t matter how many other people I have in my life, I still want Grace.

“No, I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. It’s…God, Sylvie, it hurts so much.” Her voice is evidence of that—as if she’s taken a hit to the stomach. She closes her eyes until she continues, “I wanted someone to blame. It’s hard to be angry at the whole world, so I took it out on you. What I said was unforgiveable, but I hope you can forgive me anyway.”

Grace has always been there for me. And even if they haven’t been directed at Grace, I’ve said my share of words I didn’t mean. I understand how it happens, how you try to break others when you’re broken inside, and how remorseful you feel afterward. At least she’s stellar at apologies.

I prod her with my boot. “It’s okay. You know I’ll always forgive you.”

Grace rests her head on my shoulder. “Maybe that’s why I thought I could say it. But that doesn’t make it okay. I just felt so…alone.” I nod. It may be true I can’t quite fathom her particular pain, but I understand loneliness all too well. She exhales. “How did you do this all your life and not jump off a roof?”

“Maybe I didn’t know what I was missing. And then I had you and your mom. I never told her…” My voice fails because I should have—they were words she deserved to hear.

“She knew, Syls, and she loved you so much. And I am so glad we’re together. I hope you know that.”

“You sure have a funny way of showing it.”

She jabs me in the side. “You know what I was thinking? That your mom saved our lives. If we’d been home, we wouldn’t have met Maria. We’d probably be…like everyone else. The last thing your mom ever did, even if she didn’t mean to, was protect you. That’s pretty amazing.”

“Ruth Rossi finally came through?”

Grace sucks her teeth. “About fucking time.”

She joins in my laugh, then sits up and twists her wedding ring around and around on her finger. “I don’t think they’re alive, you know. You think I’m all puppies and rainbows, but I’m sure they’re gone.”

I won’t try to convince her otherwise, but I won’t agree with her, either. “We’ll try again.”

She crosses her legs under herself and breathes in slowly, hands resting on her knees. Peace suffuses her body—I swear she filters it out of the air somehow. “Maybe,” she says.

“What do you mean maybe?”

“I mean that looking for them isn’t worth us dying. Not when the chance is so slim and we have no idea where to look. They’ll come for me if they see the note. It will happen if it’s supposed to.” She opens her eyes and a small smile plays on her lips. “The world is still a beautiful place.”

“Oh God, don’t start with that,” I say.

“It is, my pessimistic friend. We have people. You have people. Good people, right downstairs. It’s ugly at first glance, but if you’d let yourself see the beautiful things, Syls, you’d know it’s true.”

I want it to be true. I want to see the world as she does. But, even if I never get there, I do see the beauty in the people downstairs, who’ve made the unknown far less daunting than it’s ever been before. That has to count for something.

“I’ll tell myself they’re dead so I’m not disappointed,” she says. “So I can go on every day. Because, for some stupid reason, I do want to go on.”

“It’s not stupid. You have me to entertain you. Who wouldn’t want to go on?”

“You are pretty entertaining.” Her eyes glisten when she searches mine. “Are we okay? I’m really sor—”

“Stop already. It’s done. Don’t walk around feeling all bad and moping. It’s even worse than insulting me. And don’t even start crying.”

Grace wipes her eyes with a sob-laugh because she was already well on her way. I hug her close and wrinkle my nose. If I smell anything like she does, it’s worse than I thought. “Love you, Gracie. Even though you stink.”

“I love you. But, and I mean this—you smell like ass.”

Our laughter carries across the rooftops. Grace links her arm through mine and pulls us onto our backs to watch the sky. The dust clouds have finally dissipated, at least until the next strong wind blows, and storybook clouds float in bright blue. I try not to think of it as a cheesy metaphor for our situation thus far, but, cheesy or not, it feels that way. I’m bound to create more dust storms, bound to screw something up. Right now, though, I feel as light as those puffy clouds.

“It’s pretty,” I say.

“It’s beautiful,” Grace whispers. “It really is.”

Maybe she’s right.


Thanks for reading!

Stay tuned for the next book in The City Series:

Peripeteia (book two) coming in 2017

 

Want to read more?

The Until the End of the World series is on Kindle

Until the End of the World, Book One

 

Visit www.SarahLyonsFleming.com

Like me on Facebook

Join my spam-free mailing list

 

Sarah Lyons Fleming is the author of the Until the End of the World series.

She’s also a Laura Ingalls devotee, wannabe prepper and lover of anything pre-apocalyptic, apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic—or anything in between. Besides an unhealthy obsession with home-canned food and Bug Out Bag equipment, she loves books, making artsy stuff and laughing her arse off.

 

Born and raised in Brooklyn, NY, she now lives in Oregon with her family and, in her opinion, not nearly enough supplies for the zombie apocalypse. But she’s working on it.


Acknowledgements

I like book acknowledgments, and I’ve always read them. Why? I like to see what went into the creation of someone else’s work because although we writers live in our heads much (the majority?) of the time, there are always folks who help us out with advice and reading and rereading and a boot in the butt when we need it. They deserve thanks because many—most—of them do it out of the goodness of their hearts, at least in my world.

 

So a big-ass thank you to my beta readers for the genuine goodness of their hearts.

 

First, my author-readers:

Rachel Aukes, Lindsey Fairleigh, Rachel Greer, Denise Kawaii, Rain Stickland, and Julie Tuovi.

I so appreciate your input and respect your opinions. You know I’m here for your next drafts!

 

Second, my other beta readers. And by others I mean Most Awesome People on the Planet:

Jessica Gudmundson, Danielle Gustafson, Jamie McReynolds, and Tracey Nielsen.

 

Third, my parental readers: Mom and Dad and Mama P and Big La. Y’all hunt for errors and dumb stuff and reread the book and are, as always, insanely supportive of me. Love you!

 

And thanks to Will, husband and editor. No book is done until Will says so. It’s pretty cool that I have an in-house editor, but, honestly, I couldn’t pay for better service. His edits are a labor of love and spot on every time.

 

cover.jpeg
\méor'dasHos\ adj
person or animal) given to biting






