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      I hear the soft thumps of boots closing in and imagine his muscles tensed to strike. Any second now, he’ll grab me from behind in a grip almost impossible to escape. I’ll have to fight him off. Finish him. Save myself.

      If I ever stop giggling.

      The footsteps stop. “Are you planning to laugh me to death?” Tom asks.

      I spin around. His dark eyes are silvery with amusement. “Sorry,” I say. “I’m ready.”

      Tom arches a brow when a laugh bursts through my clamped lips. “Pop used to chase me when I was little,” I say between snorts, “and I always laughed so hard that I couldn’t run away.”

      I breathe out the last of my hysterics. Tom’s smile morphs into a calculating expression, and a second later his fist shoots toward my face. Without thinking, I raise my left arm to deflect his attack at the same time as I lightly mash his face with my right.

      In a real fight, I’d strike with my palm or gouge his eyes, but today I drop my hand to find Tom wearing his half-smile. The one that carves a deep C in his cheek and makes my chest flutter. “Nice. Good reflexes, Red.”

      “Unless you’re sneaking up behind me. We should post a sign on my back that says All attackers please come to the front.”

      Tom chuckles. “Just keep a wall at your back at all times. You want to try again?”

      I nod, though the thought fills my chest with the promise of giggles. “One more time. But stop sneaking up on me, the suspense is too much. Just grab me and have your…”

      I’d planned to say have your way with me, which I’d jokingly say to anyone but Tom. The warmth in my cheeks spreads into full-body heat. When we started these self-defense lessons two weeks ago, my self-conscious blushes-turned-hot flashes were frequent. Now I can go an entire lesson without one—barring any accidental double entendres.

      “Have my what?” Tom asks.

      “I forgot.” I fan myself with my shirt and turn around. “Okay, ready.”

      A moment later, his arms lock around my torso. His chest presses to my back. Dwelling on our proximity is bound to bring on a full-fledged hot flash, so I pull down his arms and duck, jutting my hip to the side. At the point where I should step backward, I trip over his boot and hit the museum’s polished concrete floor ass-first. I flop onto my back and stare up at the ceiling, feeling slightly dumb and wholly incompetent. If I’m ever attacked from behind, I’m toast. On top of it all, a muscle in my lower back spasms briefly, reminding me that I’m no longer twenty years old and it can fuck with me at any time.

      Willa leaps from her perch on an antique chair to slobber my face. I grab her barrel-chested pug body and hold her at a distance. “No kisses with that breath. Where’s your mousie? Go get your mousie!”

      She bolts for her favorite stuffed toy, certain a game of Mousie is imminent. Tom peers down at me. “You all right?”

      I exhale dramatically. “Just trying to decide which is bruised worse—my pride or my butt.”

      He laughs and stretches out a hand. I allow him to pull me to my feet, at which point our hands swiftly disconnect. We’d barely touched before lessons began, and though by now his hands have touched much of me, we’re both careful to keep it business-like. Something simmers between us, but we don’t acknowledge its existence, much less act on it. At least I think it simmers. Twenty years of marriage have not improved my game. Just the thought of a first kiss—the slow lean-in, that awkward initial connection—is enough to cover me in a panicky sweat.

      “Again?” Tom asks.

      “I think it’s a lost cause for to—"

      Three bangs sound from outside, loud through the museum’s walls. After two weeks where we’ve avoided making noises that would alert the surrounding swarm of zombies to our presence, someone has fired a gun. My heart kicks into high gear, and my alarm is reflected in Tom’s eyes. The kids are out there, not to mention Pop, Craig, and Mitch. My fear is that a fence will go down, and I’ll be unable to find them in the vast expanse of the fairgrounds. That they’ll be trapped or eaten and there won’t be a thing I can do.

      More shots echo as we exit the museum into the small parking lot, Willa at our heels. Even in the warm sunshine, I shiver at the noise in the air. The thousands of undead outside our barriers haven’t exactly been quiet, but the gunshots have stirred them into a frenzy. Hisses, growls, and moans blend into a maddening drone that vibrates my eardrums and buzzes in my skull. A distant clang comes, then shouting, followed by the rattle of the gate only a block away. Tom draws the Army-issue pistol he wears. I pull my knife from its sheath. It won’t do shit against a wave of Lexers, but neither will a gun. At that point, you run and hope for the best.

      The shouting and gunshots came from the west. We move that way, past the huge Events Center building, where faces press to the glass doors, straining to see but under orders to stay inside. Straight ahead is the Auditorium building that holds food and supplies. On its other side, the asphalt path turns to a parking lot that comprises much of the fairgrounds. The Expo Halls—our residence—sit far across the lot to our left.

      The round Pavilion building is ahead. A group of people stands outside the glass doors, watching where more than twenty soldiers and civilians have stationed themselves near the northwest gate. Another fifteen arrange reinforced folding tables on which they’ll stand to kill zombies over the fence. It’s an odd use for tables, but they’re sturdy and portable, and portable is essential when you have a mile of fencing to defend.

      I spot Holly’s auburn curls and Clara’s chestnut waves in the group outside the Pavilion. Before I can pull Tom toward them, the girls meet us in the lot. Clara’s eyes are round, and she holds her knife in a fist. “Some got through. They told us to go inside, but we’re waiting for Jesse.”

      “Where is he?” I ask. Holly points to the northwest gate, and my mouth goes dry.

      “Inside or out?” Tom asks.

      “Inside,” Holly says, and follows it with a half-smile—the first I’ve gotten since I left Ethan. “He’ll be okay.”

      If the fences hold, I think but don’t say. I search for Jesse as the incoming hisses louden. Though the chain-link is covered, it’s easy to see when the bodies hit: the fence sections bulge inward with the pressure. Because of the coverings, I can’t tell if it’s a hundred or a thousand. The former number is surmountable, the latter likely not. No matter how many, the plan is to defend the fence. I’m no military strategist, but I’m pretty sure if thousands of Lexers reach the fence, we’re fucked.

      One chain-link section sags dangerously. I head that way, Tom and the girls behind. I joke that I’m a badass, but the truth is I’m scared. I used to watch TV characters kill zombies and imagine myself doing the same, but I couldn’t truly imagine the all-consuming stench, the terror of grappling with a dead person who wants to eat me, and the force required to send just one to the ground.

      Fear or no, I’m not about to wait here and watch Jesse be eaten. I continue toward the fence, where the guards now stand on tables. There’s no space in the long line, and we stand back, ready to assist. Two pickup trucks, their beds full of people, roll past to exit the northeast gate. My heart slows—they’d only send trucks to the avenue if the pack is small enough to hit from behind.

      “Go to the hall,” I call to the girls. They’re only feet away, but the hissing and jangling fence almost drown out my words.

      They shake their heads as expected; they won’t leave Jesse, either. I finally spot him on a table in the center. His hair is longer than most of the soldiers, but he manages to disappear in their ranks when he wears an Army hat and T-shirt as he does now. He jabs a long spike downward on the other side of the fence, then lifts his arm and does it again. My breaths shorten at his lack of protective clothing. He could get scratched by a tall zombie or accidentally jabbed with another guard’s blood-covered spike. He could lean too far over and fall headfirst into the pack; without a coat, he wouldn’t have a chance.

      The bowed fences begin to flatten, and though the thrum from the outlying streets continues, the closest sounds diminish. When it ceases entirely, Jesse jumps to the ground with the other guards, and I allow myself to breathe. Their long spikes go into a pile to be cleaned, and the tables left in place to be wiped down.

      After using the hand-washing station, Jesse walks over. “What the hell?” I ask him. “Why aren’t you wearing gloves and a jacket?”

      He laughs, shaking his head. “I knew you were going to say that. There wasn’t time.”

      “There’s always time for safety,” I say. Jesse flashes the smile that’s melted my heart since I first saw it at six weeks old, but I resist his charms. “Don’t make me ground you.”

      “Next time, I promise,” he says.

      I grumble, and Tom asks, “What happened?”

      “A fence panel went down behind a house. A few got onto the avenue that way, which wouldn’t have been a big deal, but someone shot at them and a hundred-fifty more followed. The cars kept the others back.”

      Before the swarm arrived, we spent days moving cars to form barriers in the surrounding streets. Some—like this hundred-fifty—have managed to snake their way between vehicles, but most roam the other side, which is likely why we’re still alive. For today, anyway.

      “Winter!” a soldier named Marquez yells.

      Jesse nods and holds up a hand, then turns back to us. “I have to help with cleanup.” I open my mouth, and he adds, “Once I’m wearing my coat and gloves, of course.”

      “Smart ass,” I say. He grins before he takes off. Clara watches him go while pretending to scan the crowd. I’m not the only one whose heart melts at his smile.

      “If that was a hundred-fifty, I’d hate to see what a thousand could do,” Tom says.

      We listen to the zombie pandemonium a couple of blocks away. I flinch at a distant crash. It’ll take them days to forget what they heard and settle down, if they don’t break in before that. The two Thirteenth Avenue gates—Gates 13-East and 13-West—are the weakest spots: they have no car barrier in case a quick exit is necessary. Thankfully, anything that makes it through those must also breach the fairgrounds’ fence.

      Tom eyes a man in full camo walking our way: one of Sergeant Boone’s supporting jerkoffs, Vann. He’s a young guy, well-built with smooth bronze skin, and he’d be good-looking if he weren’t an asshole. Beside him are two soldiers, Duncan and Stephanie.

      “Let’s get to the hall,” Tom says.

      Vann closes in faster when we begin to move, then snaps his fingers twice, like we’re uncooperative dogs. “Back to your residences if you’re not on guard,” he says.

      Tom growls, much like that uncooperative dog. Vann stops a few feet away and frowns beneath his new goatee. Most soldiers were clean-shaven in the old Army, but certain regulations have fallen by the wayside with the collapse of civilization. Unfortunately, it hasn’t yet affected the hierarchy of this place. Sergeant Boone is still in charge, and this guy could make our lives harder.

      Duncan and Stephanie stand at his side. Both are in their early twenties. Duncan is short, wide, and ruddy-cheeked, and he wears the same dour expression as Vann. Stephanie’s brown hair is in its usual ponytail, her shoulders squared like the other two, although the bend of her mouth is more sympathetic.

      “We were on our way,” I say in my cheeriest voice. I add a motherly smile, as Vann is late twenties at most. “You stay safe out here.”

      He grunts. “Fitz will make sure you get there safely.”

      At a twitch of his chin, Stephanie steps forward. Her presence isn’t to guarantee our safety, but to remind us who’s in charge. Clara yanks Tom by his arm while Holly and I walk alongside them. Stephanie follows ten feet back.

      “Ever heard of catching more flies with honey than vinegar?” I ask Tom.

      He casts a dark look over his shoulder. “Vann’s an asshole. Why would I be nice to an asshole? If I had enough vinegar, I’d drown him in it. No one would miss him.”

      “I think you missed the entire point of that expression,” I say. “Plus, you could just as easily drown him in honey.”

      Tom chuckles. “But then what would you eat with your peanut butter?”

      Clara rolls her eyes. “And he says I have an answer for everything.”

      “You come by it honestly,” I say.

      A conspiratorial look passes between them. Two months ago, Clara and Tom couldn’t inhabit the same room without a fight; now she’s a burgeoning daddy’s girl. I glance behind us at Stephanie, whose cheeks redden before she looks away. “Sorry,” she says. “I have to follow you, or I’ll get in trouble.”

      “It’s fine,” I say, though it isn’t. We’re grown-ass adults being monitored by someone almost half our age. But she seems apologetic, and it’s not like she has a choice, so I smile. “Just let us know when it’s time for recess.”

      Stephanie laughs. As we near Expo Hall Seven, our current home, Pop strides through the main doors of Expo Hall Six. His eyes smile as we near, though his jaw remains tight under his white beard. “I was looking for you. Any idea what’s happening?”

      “A hundred-fifty made it through to the fence,” Tom says. “They finished them off, but it’s got the others in an uproar.”

      Pop squints that way before he clasps my shoulder. “Where’s Jess?”

      “He’s all right,” I say. “Helping clean up.”

      Stephanie waves and turns the way we came. I nudge Pop as the rest of us walk inside. “Daddy, you know the rule is to wait here and not go running out after everyone. Why were you outside?”

      He lifts one gray eyebrow. “That’s your rule, baby doll.”

      “It’s not my rule. It’s everyone’s rule.”

      “Fathers don’t have to abide by it when daughters aren’t in the building.”

      “Is that so?” I ask.

      “Yup. Bylaw six-point-fourteen. But daughters must always abide by it.”

      I laugh and loop my arm through his. “I must’ve missed that part. You hear that, Holly?”

      Holly doesn’t reply, though she smiles in Pop’s direction. My plan is to speak to her normally even if my every olive branch is snapped in half. The reason for this is twofold: first, she can’t be angry forever; second, I’m sure it annoys her, and I have to get my kicks somewhere.

      We walk the righthand corridor of Expo Hall Six, past makeshift rooms constructed of blue trade show curtains suspended from a framework of metal poles. Each ten-by-ten room houses between one to four people, depending on the family, and they’re filled with residents waiting to receive the all-clear. Tom relays the news as we pass, and most folks visibly relax. For this minute, at least, we won’t be eaten by zombies.

      The seven Expo Hall buildings are connected; you can walk from one end to the other without stepping foot outside. It’s a handy feature now that we’ve been trapped indoors for weeks. We turn into Expo Hall Seven, where the same curtain rooms stretch to the end of our hall. Against the back wall, furniture liberated from nearby homes is arranged into living areas—a leap up from our original metal folding chairs. Plenty of light enters the windows of the monitor roof, which runs almost the entire length of the hall. Though it accentuates the sorry state of our peeling walls and pitted concrete floor, neglected and bright is preferable to neglected and gloomy.

      Most of our hall’s residents sit on our plundered furniture. We’ve done a lot of sitting recently. Craig, standing with Mitch at the rear rolling door, pushes his black-framed glasses up his nose. “That’s almost everyone,” he says. He’s put a bit of weight on his tall, skinny frame since arriving at the fairgrounds, and though he smiles, his typical nervous energy is apparent in the way his eyes flit around the room as though assessing danger. It’s not a new trait—a childhood with a volatile father will do that to a kid—but it’s an essential one these days.

      Once we’ve explained the situation, I join Craig and Mitch at the open rolling door and peer outside. The covered storage area attached to our building holds stacks of steel animal pens and wooden pallets, as well as assorted fairgrounds machinery. Past that is the service road that parallels the fairgrounds’ fence. Beyond the fence is Amazon Creek and a field that separates us from zombies in the streets, though we can’t see either through the hodgepodge of sheets, rugs, and plastic that covers the chain-link. It keeps us invisible from undead eyes, although the maddening hum comes through just fine.

      “I hate that sound,” I say.

      “If you listen hard enough, you start to hallucinate sounds in it,” Mitch says. “Conversations and shit.”

      We fall silent as the cacophony washes over us. It rises and lowers, one minute sounding like a stadium crowd, the next like people babbling in tongues, and then, eerily, like spirits come to take revenge on the living.

      “Thanks, Mitch,” Craig says. “Because we needed it to be that much creepier.”

      Mitch grins while she ties her shoulder-length dark hair into a low ponytail. “Anytime, Craigy.”

      Even joking, their faces are taut with worry and fatigue. Escape isn’t likely when you’re surrounded by thousands of zombies, and the weeks spent waiting for the worst to happen have taken their toll. I wake at every noise throughout the night, certain the fence is coming down. I’m not the only one.

      “We checked the streets from back here,” Francis says. “Nothing’s moving.”

      He and the others who traveled here with Craig—whom I refer to as Craig’s People in my head—sit on the nearest arrangement of furniture. His light brown eyes are striking against his dark brown skin, and though he’s nothing but pleasant, they often seem sad. I’ve heard about his wife, who died to save him, and think that must be why. Daisy stands from the couch and paces. She’s petite like Holly, but she’s made of muscle and badassery. Whenever I’m tempted to blow off practice with Tom, I think of Daisy. My forty-two-year-old self will never look like her again—if I ever did—but we all need something to strive for.

      “You’d hope a dumbass thing like shooting off a gun would move them around a little,” Troy says, his Texas childhood evident in his drawl. “At this rate, we’ll never get out of here.”

      Glum nods come from all around. I want the zombies to move as much as anyone, but even if they do, I’ll be stuck here. Ethan made it plain he has no intention of coming along if I go, and the kids won’t leave without their father. I want the zombies to die out for many reasons, the most selfish of which is that I could get the hell away from my former husband.

      Unfortunately, what we once believed—that the zombies would die in ninety days—was a lie meant to keep us calm. They aren’t going anywhere until we kill them, or the black mold eats them away. It could mean years here. Years of Ethan hating me. Years of awkwardness. Years of curtain rooms and little privacy and over-processed food.

      I am so over the zombie apocalypse.
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      I finish field stripping and reassembling my M9 a full minute after Holly, who replaced the barrel, recoil spring, and guide rod without fumbling the way I did. I finally seat the magazine and set the pistol on our table in the Pavilion, where we’ve been learning about weapons for the past week.

      “Have I ever mentioned how annoying it is to be in a class with you?” I ask Holly.

      “Only since the first week we met.”

      Holly is an overachiever. Before zombies, she volunteered at an animal rescue, took honors classes, and didn’t mind studying on a Friday night. If she had an A, she strived for an A-plus. If the teacher asked a question, she’d supply the answer. Or, in the rare case she didn’t know, she’d look it up. And she didn’t do it just for grades. She actually likes learning, which is the mark of a true nerd. If you mention a topic she finds interesting, she’ll read every book she can find on the subject. For fun.

      The past weeks of our unofficial Army 101 course have been no different. Holly now knows every gun and its ammo, the different ranks of the Army, how to drive a Humvee (theoretically, at least), and a thousand other small details it didn’t even occur to me to learn. I caught her practicing hand signals the other day, though she tried to play it off like she was stretching.

      “Try being the older, dumber brother of the biggest nerd in school,” Jesse says. He sits at her side of the table and smirks when she smacks him.

      “You’re hardly dumb,” I say. “Neither am I, except around her. Maybe we need to ditch her, surround ourselves with dumber people.”

      Holly laughs. Her auburn hair is tied back, her small features relaxed until Nora steps to my side. Then her eyes widen like a startled deer, her lips get weird, and she studies the table as though it’s a test she needs to ace. Nora’s our main Army 101 teacher, and though Holly excels at almost everything, flirting is one subject at which she fails miserably.

      Nora smiles at me, though her eyes dart to Holly. “You both were fast.”

      “You don’t need to make me feel better,” I say. “I’m a big girl. Holly’s perfect, and I’m adequate. The story of my life.”

      “Holly may be perfect, but you’re more than adequate.”

      I wink. “Talk like that some more, and you might have me switching teams.”

      Nora’s grin wrinkles her freckle-dotted nose. She’s tall and thin, though thinking she’s weak would be a mistake. Her arm muscles are well-defined, she can strip a gun in a millisecond, and she hits a zombie in the brains pretty much every time. Holly and I haven’t yet fired our new weapons, but I pray I don’t embarrass myself when it’s time.

      “Keep me posted,” Nora says, returning my wink. “Our ranks have taken a hit as of late.”

      I laugh as she strolls away. “Really?” Holly asks. “Now you’re flirting with Nora?”

      “I’m joking with Nora. But the more time I spend with her, the cuter she gets. I’m keeping my options open. Why? Jealous?”

      “No,” Holly says, though her cheeks acquire a rosy glow. She checks her watch. “I have to go. I told Dad I’d be there at one.”

      Holly works with Ethan as a nurse-in-training. With the state of the world being what it is, veterinary school is off the table. This is the next best thing, and it keeps her close to her dad, though she barely talks about him or her mom since the big breakup.

      “Have fun,” Jesse says.

      “You could come.”

      “I’m not cut out for nursing. But we’re having dinner with Dad tonight, right? I’ll see you then.”

      Holly nods and says to me, “You should have dinner with us, if you want. My dad said to invite you.”

      “Sure,” I say, though I feel like a traitor. I’m firmly on Rose’s side of this situation—a detail I don’t volunteer. “Where?”

      “We usually eat in the infirmary.”

      She tucks her M9 in her shoulder bag and takes off for the glass doors. Jesse taps his fingers on the table and stares after her. At a neighboring table in the round room, Amber flirts with a few soldiers, tossing her dark hair behind her shoulder and blinking her big doe eyes. She playfully pushes Harris, a soldier with deep brown skin and a whole lot of muscles, then plants herself on his lap. I may flirt, but I don’t drape myself over everything with testosterone. Marquez, who enjoys annoying the shit out of me whenever possible, winks and then gestures at his own lap as if inviting me to join in. I roll my eyes.

      “What are you doing now?” Jesse asks me.

      “I don’t know. Nothing.”

      “Want to come somewhere with me?”

      “Where?” I ask, like I actually care. I’d go if he invited me to a port-a-potty.

      “It’s a secret.” He pulls at my sleeve. “Don’t forget your gun.”

      I place the pistol he pilfered from the armory in my small pack and follow him out the doors toward the Events Center. The huge building houses the Performance Hall and infirmary, as well as two hundred people in the Exhibit Hall. When we enter the side doors, one of Boone’s favorite soldiers, an older guy named Gus, narrows his eyes. His chest inflates like he’s gearing up to scold me for being outside, then he catches sight of Jesse and nods instead. Civilians have been trapped inside for weeks to minimize noise, though soldiers have free rein.

      “Aren’t you special?” I whisper to Jesse.

      He smiles and tugs me into the Exhibit Hall. The giant space is lined with many more curtained rooms than our hall. Bright lights burn high above in contrast to our natural light. It doesn’t smell wonderful, either, due to unwashed bodies and clothing, but the building has nicer bathrooms, air conditioning, and more space for people to congregate, both in the Performance Hall and the rec room.

      We walk past a wailing toddler and shushing mother, an elderly couple sitting on folding chairs, and then what sounds like people having sex behind a closed curtain. I peek at Jesse, who tries not to laugh, and stifle my giggles. At the end of the row, we spill out the rear doors into a wide corridor, where we crack up.

      “At least someone’s getting some,” I say.

      “More power to ‘em.” Jesse glances right, where the corridor turns and runs past the infirmary to the front lobby, then he opens a door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY.

      I follow him into a room filled with metal poles, rolling dollies, and janitorial supplies, then into another, smaller room of humming machinery. He stops at a metal ladder bolted to the wall that rises about fifteen feet to a ceiling hatch. “I’ll go first,” he says, and begins to climb. At the top, he opens the hinged hatch into daylight and moves through. A second later, he waves me up.

      I emerge onto a low roof at the back of the Events Center building, behind and below the towering glass atrium in the center. The rest of the building’s roof extends from either side of the atrium’s base twenty feet above our heads, each side accessed by a ladder. I have a feeling we’re about to climb one of them, which would be a firm no if they weren’t surrounded by a protective metal cage to prevent us from plummeting to our deaths.

      “One more floor,” Jesse says. He motions at the ladder to our right. “You first.”

      “Why me?” I ask. “So I die first?”

      “Yes, so you die first, Clary.” Jesse rolls his eyes, half amused and half exasperated. “Or, maybe, so I’m behind you if you fall and then you don’t die?”

      I laugh and begin to climb. He follows me up to the giant white roof, where someone’s arranged chairs, a table, and a gymnastics-type mat under a sun canopy. “What’s this?” I ask.

      “Marquez,” he says. “When they first made the Safe Zone, they stationed people up here as lookouts, but you can’t see much now that the trees have leaves, so they stopped using it.”

      “This is where he brings girls?” Marquez is a flirt, and it works with most of the ladies. The few ladies of our age, anyway. “I have no doubt Amber will be up here at some point.”

      “Pretty sure she knows this place well.”

      “Maybe you’ll get a chance to bring her up here,” I say, as though I’m teasing and not plumbing him for information.

      “That’s a hard pass,” he says. I hide my smile. “Not many people know about this place, so don’t go mouthing off about it.”

      I push his arm. “I’m no snitch.”

      “That’s why I brought you.”

      We sit on the mat under the canopy. It’s hot in the sun, but the shade is a perfect temperature. The canopy’s legs are bolted to the roof so it won’t blow away in the wind, though the white fabric top looks like it’s taken a beating.

      Jesse reaches into his rucksack, pulling out two sodas and a bag of chips. He hands me a can. I thank him, then take a sip and sigh with pleasure. Lukewarm root beer tastes glorious when I’ve had only lukewarm water for weeks. “I should join the Army,” I say. “What other perks do you get?”

      “That’s about it,” Jesse says. “Aside from being first to die when zombies make it inside.”

      “Super jealous of that one.” He chuffs, and I ask, “Do you like it? Being all Army Man?”

      “Not really. I mean, it’s okay.” Jesse takes a long swallow of his root beer, looking out over the parking lot. His legs are bent in front of him, arms resting on his knees. I try not to stare at his muscles and the fine golden hairs on his forearms. At the fingers I’ve imagined on me only a half-million times. “The camaraderie’s nice. So is not feeling like a total noob with a gun. But I’d rather be at school finishing my thesis and playing guitar.”

      You can add that to the list of things I like about him. I don’t doubt his willingness to throw a punch if necessary but, unlike a lot of guys I’ve known, he doesn’t act like he has something to prove. “You should play more, now that you have a guitar here,” I say.

      “Kind of frowned on with zombies outside. You should sing more.”

      “You mean at all?”

      “I was thinking recently about what you said back at the house—how you haven’t found something you’re good at. You do have something you’re good at, you just don’t do it. What’s that about?”

      I shrug and stare past the roof. Far across the lot, a dozen people leave the ice rink. Soldiers on a shift change, probably. The loud zombie hum finally died down last night, and today we’re back to a faint hum that carries on the wind. For now, we’re safe behind our fences.

      “That was an actual question,” Jesse says. “Not a rhetorical one.”

      “I’d need more than a semester-and-a-half of psych to figure that out.” Jesse is silent, waiting, and I add, “I don’t know. I guess I don’t think I’m that good. Your mom always went on about me, but you know she’s the queen of positive reinforcement. If I said I wanted to be an elephant, she’d try to convince me I could do it.”

      “You just have to envision your nose growing into a trunk, and it might happen.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, you are that good, and my mom didn’t only say that to you. She used to tell me you should sing. I think she had this whole fantasy where we were in a band together.”

      He thinks I am that good? I tuck the compliment away for later, pretending I’m not screaming inside. “I love your mom, but she’s nutty as a fruitcake.”

      Jesse laughs. “She’d be the first to agree with you on that.” His eyes match the sky when he turns my way, and he’s so freaking close that I have trouble swallowing. “She’s right, though. Maybe you should sing with me one of these days.”

      “Maybe I will.” It’s meant to be offhand, playful, but it comes out a whisper. In recent years, with us both away at school, Jesse and I didn’t see each other often. He became a man somewhere in there, and it’s having the dual effect of scaring the shit out of me and making me want him more. I clear my throat. “How’s the whole split custody thing going?”

      “Fine.” He shakes his head as if rethinking his answer. “Really fucking weird, actually.”

      “I’m sure. So, is your dad…okay?”

      “If you mean Is he high? I have no idea. He isn’t when we’re around, as far as I can tell. But I couldn’t always tell anyway. He’s pissed off, of course, and I spend most of our time together trying not to bring up the past.” Jesse pauses a beat, then raises an eyebrow along with the corner of his mouth. “But my mom seems happier. So does your dad.”

      I choke on incoming soda. Jesse thumps my back while I sputter. I set my can on the mat and wipe my tearing eyes. “You okay?” he asks.

      “I’m fine.” I cough a few times. “What about my dad?”

      “My mom. Your dad. Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed.”

      “I have,” I say, unsure where he’s going with this.

      “And you’re okay with it?” Jesse asks. “I mean, it hasn’t been that long since your mom…”

      His voice fades uncertainly, and his head tilts while he scrutinizes me. No one shaves every day, since cold water and used razors aren’t ideal, and his lips twist sympathetically under a few days of scruff. I try to put my feelings for Jesse out of my mind as much as possible, but it doesn’t make it easy when he looks at me this way. Like he cares. Really cares. And he does care, the same way he cares about Holly.

      “It’s kind of weird,” I admit. “And if it were anyone but your mom, I might not be okay with it. But they both deserve to be happy. Oddly, they seem to do that for each other.”

      “I never would’ve thought it, but your dad’s pretty cool.”

      “I was as surprised as you were, believe me. The world’s gone as nutty as your fruitcake mom.”

      Jesse grins and rips open the chips, then passes me the bag. I take a few, pass it back, and watch him wrangle a fistful into his mouth the way only guys can. After he swallows, he asks, “Has Holly noticed?”

      “Not that I know of. I’m not sure she’d tell me if she did. She’s almost as hard to read as you these days.”

      “I’m not hard to read.”

      “Yes, you are,” I say. “You could be plotting to murder me, and I’d have no idea. People only see what you let them see. You’re the definition of cool, calm, and collected.”

      “I could say the same about you.”

      “Then I guess we’re destined to be two enigmas.”

      Jesse shakes his head. “I’m an open book. I’ll always tell you the truth, Clary. All you have to do is ask.”

      His eyes don’t move from mine, as though daring me to put his words to the test. For one heart-thumping moment, I imagine asking if our kiss all those years ago meant anything to him. If he even remembers those few minutes, or if he never tried again because he thought it a mistake. My breath grows short at the idea of answering that question once and for all. But then I’d know, and maybe I don’t want to know. The unlikely possibility that something could happen is better than the knowledge that nothing will.

      “I’ll have to remember that.” I stretch out my legs and lean back, feigning composure. “Thanks for bringing me to the roof. It’s nice to get away from everyone.”

      Jesse leans on his elbows beside me. “Thanks for coming. It’s better with you here.”

      I want to ask if he means that, but I’ve always made a point not to seem needy. Not to ask for reassurances or declarations or, God forbid, commitments. So I think of what he said—I’ll always tell you the truth, Clary—and try to convince myself it’s true.
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      The north side of the fairgrounds runs for six blocks along Thirteenth Avenue. In both the east and west intersections, the Army cobbled together gates of corrugated metal on wheels, known as 13-East and 13-West. Theoretically, they allow for coming and going, though they haven’t been opened since installation a few weeks ago. The perpendicular side streets that meet with Thirteenth are blocked by vehicles we moved when the zombie swarm was on its way.

      Jesse, Barry, and I stand in a pickup bed outside the fairgrounds’ northwest gate, where the truck’s height affords a view of 13-West, yet it’s far enough away to avoid attracting attention. When the swarm first traveled up I-5 from California, we’d hoped it’d leave soon. But with nothing to tempt the zombies to continue on, and our accidental noises to sustain their interest, we might never be rid of them. Before they arrived, a small group of soldiers—what they called a removal squad—was sent outside to lead the swarm away. The squad hasn’t been heard from since.

      Of the forty-some soldiers left, about half are under thirty years old. Their families are gone. Their lives are gone. Hell, the whole world is gone, and they’re expected to keep plugging along like nothing’s changed. A few went AWOL before the swarm arrived. I don’t blame them; I’d have set out for home long ago.

      Especially if under the command of this moron, Boone. I was able to keep my distance before, but now that we civilians have some of the same responsibilities as soldiers, he’s a regular presence in my life. I watch his frog-like lips flap and pay almost no attention to what he says about lengthening our watch times by an hour. He’s sweating in the sun, beads rolling from his dark hair to his collar.

      “And don’t forget it’s an automatic suspension if you fire your weapon,” he says, as if he hasn’t reminded us constantly.

      We nod. The soldier who shot at the zombies, thereby causing the uproar, will be cleaning bathrooms for a while. It’s an unpopular job normally assigned by lottery—our residents are not known for their scrupulous bathroom habits—but it’s better than what Boone wanted to do, which was lock the kid up for a week. Barry put his foot down, and Boone backed off the idea.

      Boone mops his face with a handkerchief. He doesn’t wear a wedding band—no surprise there; no sane human would marry the man. I finger my own ring, and Sheila pops into my mind. I only get a brief flash of her face before the image of Zombie Sheila rises, and I shut that down quick. I can barely picture her before. The after, where she’s dead on the kitchen floor and reaching for me with hunger in her eyes, is always one awful thought away.

      “Anyone have a problem with that?” Boone asks.

      “No, sir,” Jesse says while I shake my head.

      “No problem, boss,” Barry says.

      After a moment of squinted suspicion, where Boone tries and fails to find sarcasm in our replies, he nods and moves away. We watch his stocky frame walk to the northwest gate. When he reaches the soldiers on duty, he leans forward menacingly, and it’s obvious someone’s getting reamed out.

      “I’ll tell you what I do have a problem with,” I say, tipping my head toward Boone.

      “He has a streak of mean in him,” Barry says. “My mother used to say you could tell by two things: how a man treats his subordinates and how distrustful he is of good motives.”

      “He’s not exactly nice to me,” Jesse says, “but you should hear what he says to the others. He never does it to you.”

      “Fortunately, not only does he not outrank me, but I’m not really Army anymore,” Barry says. “Like you, I don’t have to take his shit.”

      Barry doesn’t mention that he’s almost twice the size of Boone—inches taller than my six-two and broader to boot—which likely makes Boone wary, if not terrified. Barry’s a laid-back guy, but beneath that exterior is a sharp intelligence and strong will you’d be stupid to underestimate. In addition, he keeps things running smoothly. This place would fall apart without him, for soldiers and civilians alike, and Boone knows that as well as I do.

      “How’d you join up?” I ask.

      Barry was Army years ago, at the age many of these young soldiers are now. With his short ponytail and easygoing manner, he seems more likely to protest a war than join one. Rose tells me he’s loaded. Or was loaded. Toilet paper is about the only use for money these days.

      “Post-teenage rebellion.” Barry leans against the pickup’s cab. “My mom was a big hippie. Hung out with Ken Kesey and worked on a crew at Fair every year.”

      Country Fair—the hippie festival that takes place every July—is called “Fair” by its participants. I loved Fair when I was young, before I left for L.A. After I returned to Eugene, I convinced myself there wasn’t time for frivolous things, though Sheila took the kids every year.

      “My dad died in Vietnam when I was a baby,” Barry continues. “As you can imagine, that made war, and the military, a dirty word. I grew up with free love and The Grateful Dead. My mom was great, but she wasn’t very structured, and we had no money for college.”

      I know that drill. College loans, which I finally paid off, were a pain in my ass—and wallet—every month. It was one of the reasons I worked so hard: I wanted Clara and Jeremy to leave college debt-free, unlike myself.

      “So how was it rebellion?” Jesse asks, inspecting the block before he watches Barry again.

      “Mom said the universe would figure out how to pay for college. She said that about everything, which was infuriating, even if it was usually true.” Barry winks. “And she was un-shockable, no matter what I did. I bummed around Europe and the U.S. after high school. Most parents would’ve lost their minds—she said I was learning more in one day than in a year of school. I sold weed, and she said The Man’s drug laws were completely arbitrary. Then she sold my entire stash to a friend and gave me the proceeds so I wouldn’t get caught.”

      “Don’t think my mom would be as cool about that,” Jesse says.

      “With good reason. One day I happened past a recruitment sign, which provided the dual means of paying for college and shocking Mom. Stupid me, thinking I’d spend a few years in the Army, learn some neat tricks, and then go on my merry way with college paid for, decides to join up before the Gulf War.”

      He shakes his head, and his wide smile sets me and Jesse laughing. “Mom flipped out, but it was too late. And then, when I was sent overseas, she almost lost it. Held drum circles and lit candles until my ass hit the homeland again.”

      “How was that?” Jesse asks. “The war?”

      “I saw some things I wish I hadn’t. But, as wars go, I did manage to get sent to one that ended quickly.” Barry folds his thick arms and looks to the gate. “Guess there’s not much difference between soldiers and civilians now. We’re all fighting this war.”

      Our vantage point gives us a view of the avenue past the gate. Zombies fill the asphalt for blocks. With binoculars, we’ve seen the black mold—the one organism that decomposes zombies—on a few bodies. Just a small patch on a cheek or shoulder, but it’s still a big deal; it means the mold is spreading. I lift the binoculars when a louder hum comes from that direction, relieved to find the thousand bodies on Thirteenth Avenue still shuffling aimlessly or standing in a daze.

      It hasn’t escaped my notice there’s no evacuation plan in case the swarm gets through. With five hundred people—of whom about a hundred-fifty are elderly—nowhere near enough vehicles to carry them, and zombies on every side, the only defense is to hold the line. If that fails, our plan is to head for Rose’s house, collect our hidden supplies, then meet at Barry’s spread in the mountains. Assuming we can make it out, that is.

      “How about you?” Jesse asks me. “Any rebellion stories?”

      “I did the opposite of Barry. Dropped out of high school, moved to L.A., and hung out in the music scene for a few years.”

      “That would’ve been more fun,” Barry says. “Where were you when I needed a plan?”

      “It was the punk scene. Your mom would’ve approved. My dad didn’t, which is why I didn’t join the Army. He loved my tattoos, as you can imagine.”

      I got them because I liked tattoos, though it didn’t hurt that they pissed off my father, who was outraged his Jewish son would mark himself that way. They served as an indelible Fuck you, Dad without uttering a word.

      Barry chuckles while Jesse lifts his brows. “Does Clara know you dropped out?”

      “I never hid it, but I never sat her down and told her exactly what I did instead. You know her, she might’ve decided it was a good idea. And when she gets an idea in her head, she can be pretty stubborn.”

      “Just a little,” Jesse says with an amused yet wary expression that confirms his firsthand experience.

      I smile. Clara’s softened in the past couple of months, as have I, and our contentious relationship has turned into something I never thought possible. Zombies may have brought death and destruction, but they also gave me my daughter. Rose played no small part in that, and though I consider her a friend, I’ve stopped denying I’d like her to be more. That thought is enough to send my stomach into a tailspin, complete with sparks of anticipation and waves of guilt. There’s no rush—that’s what I tell myself when we’re alone, when I’m tempted to start something from which there’ll be no going back.

      Over by the gate, Boone has moved on to another victim, this one a young father who willingly takes on extra shifts and doesn’t deserve Boone’s bullshit. “Someone needs to toss him to the zombies,” I say. “I’ll join the Army for that.”

      Jesse and Barry laugh. “You never call the zombies Lexers,” Barry says. “Any reason?”

      When this began, Lexers became the nickname for those infected with Bornavirus LX. Perhaps because zombies seemed too unbelievable. While I don’t dislike the word Lexer as much as I did, I still think disbelief is dangerous.

      “They’re dead people,” I say. “They don’t need a cute nickname to make us feel better. I don’t want to forget what lurks around every corner.”

      “It’s just another name,” Jesse says. “I call them Lexers sometimes, and, believe me, I haven’t forgotten.”

      I cross my arms, dipping my head to acknowledge his point. “Maybe it’s not that bad, but I’m still not saying it.”

      Jesse fights a smile. “Hm, I wonder where Clara gets that stubbornness.”

      “You’re too smart for your own good, kid,” I say, and laugh along with him.
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      There are two concession stands in the Events Center’s long lobby, and I’m assigned to one for today’s dinner. The fairgrounds never served elaborate fare—mainly pretzels, nachos, and hot dogs—and therefore had no means of cooking food. To save on outside noise while surrounded by zombies, they installed electric stoves and refrigerators where once there were only cheese dispensers and hot dog rollers.

      Cooking meals in the food trucks isn’t bad, as you’re tucked away and don’t hear people bitch about the food. In here, we’re subjected to every complaint as the meal is dished out. Craig and Mitch stand at the long serving counter, preparing to dispense dinner, while Gabrielle stirs an immense pot of bean chili. I dump steaming rice from a giant rice maker—a find at a nearby restaurant—into a chafing dish. A limp, frizzy curl has escaped my hair clip, and I bat it aside. The ventilation system may be running, but it’s not cooling us down.

      “Mom!” The second oldest of Gabrielle’s five kids, a ten-year-old girl named June, stands in the lobby and peers over the counter. “Mom, Matthew says I can’t have the tablet. I told him that it’s my turn, and he said to shut up!”

      Gabrielle spins from the stove. Her long blond hair is tied back, dark with sweat at her forehead, and her cheeks are pink. It’s the fifth time in two hours that one of her five children has demanded she settle a sibling squabble, and, judging by Gabrielle’s scowl, she’s fed up. “I seem to recall you having a father. Remember him? Brown hair, ponytail, glasses?”

      “Mom, I know,” June says. “But Matthew won’t share!”

      “I’m going to toss that tablet in the garbage if I have to hear one more word about it. Ask your father or work it out yourselves. If not, it’s garbage.”

      “But Mo—”

      “Garbage.”

      June stamps her foot and flips her ponytail before she stomps away. Gabrielle drops her head back. “What was I thinking, having five kids? Was I crazy?”

      “Yes,” Mitch says.

      “Kind of,” Craig adds.

      Gabrielle laughs. “The worst part is that they begin every sentence with ‘Mom.’ Mom this and Mom that. Like, we’re already in the middle of a conversation, why are you saying Mom again? I. am. right. here.”

      “Remember when you told the kids they couldn’t call you Mom?” Craig asks me.

      At Gabrielle’s inquisitive look, I explain, “I couldn’t stand it anymore, so I told them I’d only answer if they called me Joe.”

      “Did it work?” she asks, a note of hope in her voice.

      “For about a week, then Joe got just as annoying. And, for the record, my kids were no different than yours. Their dad could be standing in the same room, but they’d break into the bathroom while I was showering to complain about the other one.”

      Gabrielle leans against the stove with a sigh. “Tell me again how they grow up and become self-sufficient people.”

      I pat her shoulder. “They do. They will.”

      I make a silent wish after I say it. There was never a guarantee they’d grow up, but now there’s less of a chance. I picture Jesse outside the fence and distract my brain by handing my rice pan to Mitch, who places it on the counter and checks her watch. “Five minutes. Prepare for the onslaught.”

      Gabrielle passes Craig her pot of chili, and then the two of us pull the simmering pots on the back burners to the front. Feeding the three hundred people who eat in here is a job, even with another concession stand at the other end of the lobby. I open a can of chilies and toss them into my pot of green chili, hoping to make it a little more exciting. There’s a lot of food in the fairgrounds, but all of it is canned, packaged, or dried.

      Murmuring comes through the open doors of the Exhibit Hall. After the first few days of eating inside, where diners jumped the line and caused havoc, someone finally managed to implement order. That someone—Adele—arrives at the counter a moment later.

      “Ready?” she asks, scratching at her blond bob. She wrinkles her nose at the food, though she keeps her mouth shut. If she bitches about our lack of organic, paleo, BPA-free food again, Mitch might douse her with boiling chili.

      “Go for it,” Craig says.

      At her wave, a line of people files through the doors. They already hold their plate or bowl, and they stop for Mitch and Craig to fill it before they move on to dine in the Performance Hall. There’s no more dish cleanup, except for pots and pans. Much like our water bottles, each resident is now in charge of their own personal dish, bowl, and utensils, which we’re supposed to clean either by using filtered water from the barrels situated throughout the fairgrounds or by disinfecting in one of the sanitizing stations after using tap water.

      At murmurs of Chili again? and beleaguered sighs, I face the stove. Though we do our best with what we’re given, I know the food sucks much of the time, and I also know it’s not just the food the residents protest. The whole world sucks, and we have no control over the zombies outside, the food inside, or the man who runs this place. Yelling at the Lexers is not an option, and Boone is a vindictive jerk, which makes our food the scapegoat for their discontent. I’m too tired to be seriously annoyed, though, and today’s diners seem more subdued than usual; sitting around awaiting your possible death is exhausting. When the swarm arrived, their hisses increasing in volume as they closed in, we held our collective breath. We have yet to let it out.

      Squeals come from the lobby, where Gabrielle’s kids fight with each other in the dinner line. She shoots eye daggers toward her husband, Alan, who guiltily shushes them. “They shouldn’t even be in here,” she mutters. Gabrielle’s family lives in Hall Seven with us, and a few food trucks feed the Expo Halls.

      Alan holds their youngest, Lucy, repositioning her on his hip while he smiles at Gabrielle. He’s so calm that it’s hard to imagine him angry. His crystal blue eyes are disarming behind his round wire-framed glasses and, when he views his wife, full of a subtle heat. Gabrielle’s grunt of annoyance is weak, and it’s followed by the brief flicker of a smile.

      “Now I know why you have five kids,” I whisper.

      She turns to the stove with a giggle. Once upon a time, Ethan and I were similar. After many years and two kids together, our relationship wasn’t the fiery passion-fest it was at first. But familiarity is the other side of that coin, and I didn’t mourn the loss of that initial thrill when the tradeoff was friendship, security, and contentment. Still, all it took was a look across the room to remind me why we’d come together to begin with. We were each other’s favorite place for so long that I felt adrift when that changed. When he changed.

      I bring Mitch the pot of green chili, followed by more rice. After twenty minutes, the line is dying down, and I lean on the counter beside Craig. “How’s your own room?” I ask.

      “Awesome,” he says. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

      He shared Mitch’s space upon his arrival. Mitch, who wakes at everything, complained about his inability to sleep soundly, and she moved into my room a week ago. I traded the air mattress I shared with Ethan for a cot, and Mitch’s cot takes up the other half of our space. “You owe me,” I say. “She actually yelled at me this morning because I didn’t make my bed fast enough.”

      Mitch waves her ladle. “Three hours is not a timely fashion.”

      “You’re not supposed to trap all your sweat under the blankets right away. Do you understand how many hot flashes I have a night? Sometimes I have to change my clothes because they’re soaked. It’s disgusting.”

      Craig grimaces. “I am so glad I’m not a woman.”

      “Two hours, tops, is acceptable,” Mitch says.

      “Feel free to—” I begin, then stop when I spot Ethan’s tousled blond hair in the back of the line.

      Normally, I’d make myself scarce, but I can’t move, not when my ex-husband has his arm around another woman, and definitely not when she rises on tiptoe to kiss him. It doesn’t matter that I’m the one who left him or that I suspected he and Eva would hook up. Seeing my ex-husband with his tongue in another woman’s mouth is something I definitely could’ve lived without, and it hits like a hammer to my chest.

      Thankfully, the kiss is brief enough that Mitch only has time to hiss two four-letter words. My plan to bolt for the storage room is foiled when Ethan notices me. I can’t run now, and the only thing that makes it bearable is that he seems taken aback by my presence, maybe even apologetic. His jaw tightens a moment later, his handsome features stiffening as they do whenever I’m nearby.

      Eva pushes her blond hair behind her ear and turns toward us. I spin to the stove before I get a view of her sullen, pretty face. Though she’s bitchy in general, she has a special expression reserved for me. It wouldn’t surprise me if she kissed him hoping I’d see. I open the oven door with a shaky hand. My four loaves of bread are nicely browned, and I set them on the counter beside the stove. Then I busy myself wiping the stovetop, my face hot and the back of my neck on fire. This moment has to end before I melt or burst into flames.

      “Hey, Craig,” Ethan says quietly. “Mitch.”

      Craig and Mitch murmur in response. Mitch would rather fling a ladleful of hot chili in his face, but she’s under orders to be civil. I wipe the same spot for the tenth time and wonder if Ethan looked my way or if he got his food without a glance.

      I’ll beg Barry never to put me on work detail in here again—I’ll scrub toilets with my toothbrush before I repeat this experience. After what seems a year but is likely only a minute, Craig appears at my side. “They’re gone, Ro.”

      I exhale. And though I thought I’d be okay once the moment passed, my eyes fill. Craig follows me to the storage room, where I stare at the stacks of canned and boxed food while blinking rapidly. He puts his arm around me.

      “I know I shouldn’t care,” I finally say. A tear tickles my cheek, and I wipe it away. “I’m not even sure why I’m crying.”

      “Because it hurts.”

      It does. Every bit of it—from Ethan’s addiction, to his lies and cruel words, to losing the relationship I thought would last a lifetime. No matter how done I was, it stings that he’s hooked up with someone so quickly. So easily. And that the someone is almost fifteen years younger than I am bothers me more than I want to admit. It’s shallow, it’s petty, it’s insecure. It’s all the things I should be above after forty-two years of life but, apparently, am not.

      “It could’ve happened on a good hair day, at least,” I say. “Is that really too much to ask?”

      Craig laughs and pulls me closer, where I rest my head against his shoulder. Through the years, people have mistaken us for a couple, and though that was never the case, I love him in a way I can’t easily define. More than a friend, sort of like a brother, and with my whole heart.

      “Love you, Craigy,” I say.

      He squeezes me tighter. “Love you, Pipsqueak.”

      The nickname started in high school, since I spent half my life peering up at my two tall best friends. Mitch is almost as tall as Craig, which has always made my average height feel petite in their presence. “I can’t believe those two,” Mitch says from the doorway. “I’m sorry, Ro. If I’d had the time, I would’ve spit in their food.”

      She walks in, lip curled in jest but brown eyes narrowed. Mitch isn’t cuddly like Craig, but she always has my back. “I wouldn’t put it past you,” I say. “Especially since you used to lick your spoon and swirl it in your pint of ice cream so you didn’t have to share.”

      “I did that once!” she says. “And that was only because Craig had already eaten his ice cream and was eyeing my Toffee Heath Bar Crunch.”

      “Because you’d eaten half of mine,” Craig says.

      “Whatever helps you sleep at night.”

      Craig shakes his head, his eyes crinkling behind his glasses as they continue their argument. He’s always described himself as plain, but there’s nothing plain about his kindness, his pleasant features, and his brown hair that stands in tufts when he runs a hand through it in exasperation as he does now.

      “I’m Switzerland in this war,” I chime in. “But you did eat his ice cream.”

      “Traitor!” Mitch yells.

      Craig hugs me to his side. They’ve argued this way since we were fifteen. Back then, we had no idea what was in store for us, but we promised each other we’d be together. And here we are, against all odds. My chest floods with warmth, with love, for my two best friends.

      “I love both you jerks,” I say. “Even if one of you doesn’t share ice cream.”

      Craig laughs. Mitch stomps my foot.
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      “I am officially bored out of my mind,” Troy announces from where he lounges on a couch in our living area.

      “Join the club,” Lana says. She sits in a chair reading a book—the same book I saw her finish last week. She drops it to the coffee table with a sigh. “Want to play a game?”

      “I hate board games,” Troy says. “A drinking game would be a whole other story, though.”

      “Good luck with that.” Lana stands and makes her way to where Gabe and I change the water in our sanitizing station. Once at the table, she leans one round hip against it and scratches at her wavy brown hair. “What I’d like is a shower. The last shampoo I used irritated my scalp.”

      We get access to the shower tent every five days. By the time your slot comes up, you almost enjoy the weak stream of water from a solar-heated bag. On day three post-shower, my frizzy hair ends up in buns or braids. Curly hair is far too fussy for the apocalypse.

      “I can heat water to wash your hair,” I offer.

      “I can wait until tomorrow, but thanks. Where’s Willa?”

      “Off with Tom, being a social butterfly.”

      Lana smiles. She’s five years older than me, with a round face and small features, and though she’s exceedingly nice, I suspect she likes dogs more than people. Willa adores her in return, especially since Lana always saves her some dinner.

      “You ready?” Gabe asks.

      Gabe and I each grab a side of the rubber tub we fill with a bleach and water solution. We walk it out the rear rolling door, which is open to let in the breeze, then dump the water near the fence that divides the fairgrounds from the field to our south. I peek through a tiny hole between a rug and sheet. A line of cars blocks the field’s edge. Beyond that, I can make out over fifty zombies in the mid-June sunshine. I can’t see any farther, but I’m told there are thousands more on Eighteenth Avenue.

      “Still there?” Gabe asks.

      “Still there.”

      Gabe nods, his usual good humor dampened by the news. He’s a year older than Jesse, and he’s an absolute sweetheart. I might be biased, though, since he’s the only one who doesn’t call my insistence on water filtration obsessive. The fairgrounds’ water comes from an underground storage reservoir over a mile away in the South Hills. Though its water was once safe to drink, any that made its way in during the days after the water treatment plant workers became zombies—and before the electricity died—could be tainted. The toilets flush to an undetermined location, but so far they haven’t backed up into the fairgrounds.

      “I know you want to get home,” I say to Gabe, “but I promise your mom would want you to wait until it’s safe.”

      He’s from Maryland, three thousand miles away, and was hiking the Pacific Crest Trail when Bornavirus happened. He plans to find his mother back east, and I won’t be the one to tell him it’s likely a lost cause. His big hazel eyes are far too hopeful for that.

      “I know.” He gathers his long locks at the nape of his neck and dips his head. “I just miss her.”

      At the crack in his voice, I set the tub on the concrete and hold out my arms. Gabe enters them willingly. “She’d be so glad you’re safe,” I whisper, imagining his mother’s horror when she realized the world was ending with her son thousands of miles from home. I don’t know if it’s because I lost my own mother at sixteen, but the kids without parents break my heart. Even if they’re old enough to be considered adults, they’re too young to be alone in the world. “I’m glad you’re safe. Who else would tell me I’m not insane about the water?”

      Gabe sniffle-laughs and pulls away. “They’re the crazy ones.”

      “True. If you need anything, even just a hug, I’m always here.”

      “Actually, I was wondering if I could charge my phone with your cord and charger. I lost my cord, and the ones they have are always taken. I want to show Lance some pictures.” He shrugs shyly. “I also want to see my mom.”

      “Sure. You can borrow it whenever you want.”

      We fill the tub with the hose out back—likely where they filled animal troughs during the county fair—and bring it inside. Gabe measures out bleach and dumps it into the water while I retrieve the small hunting pack I found before we came to the fairgrounds. I always keep it nearby; I want it if we have to run, and though thievery isn’t a huge issue in the fairgrounds, enough things have gone missing that I won’t chance losing the few belongings I care about.

      I find the green solar charger Tom gave me and hand it to Gabe, then say to the rest of the room, “Last call for plates and bottles.”

      Dinner is over, and the best part of the sludge that passed for a veggie stir fry was that I didn’t have to cook it. I’m still hungry, since I could barely get down half of the canned vegetables drowned in soy sauce. I would’ve made myself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, but the bread I baked the other day was gone four minutes after it reached our hall.

      I start on the stack of dishes that were washed in the bathroom. Though I’ve seen plenty of people wash their plates and water bottles in the sink with no ill effects, I can’t throw caution to the wind the way they do. The last thing we need is to be bedridden with a waterborne pathogen when zombies break in.

      I let the first batch of dishes soak for two minutes, then place them on the table to air dry. Jesse arrives bearing more plates and wearing a hopeful expression. “Maybe you’ll make dinner tomorrow?”

      I smile. “It was pretty bad. And, yes, Barry put me in a food truck for the next week. There was a schedule mix-up.”

      Barry switched me after I explained the Ethan and Eva situation as best as I could without dying of humiliation. There’s no way I’ll tell the kids about their dad, though if Ethan and Eva are kissing in public, it’s only a matter of time before everyone knows. Holly works in the infirmary most days, so maybe she already does.

      She sits in a square of couches with Clara and Lance—the latter Gabe’s boyfriend—and I shoo Gabe and Jesse away to join them. Holly laughs at something Gabe says, then sees me watching. I venture a smile, and her lips flicker in response. It’s better than the frowns I’ve gotten up to now.

      After the plates, I soak bottles in the bleach water and leave them on the table to be filled with filtered water by their respective owners. The image of Ethan and Eva enters my mind, as it has a hundred times since the other day. No matter how much I admonish my brain to let it go, it peppers me with questions: How long has it been going on? Were they already hooking up? Is the sex good? Better? You can’t measure up to a twenty-eight-year-old, not anymore.

      That last one isn’t a question, but my brain likes to throw it out there in case I’m feeling relatively attractive and need to be brought down a peg. I force my mind to power off. The heavy weight in my chest, however, is harder to dispel.

      Tom rounds the end of our curtain row with Willa. She trots my way, harness jingling, and he follows. “Want me to soak your water bottle?” I ask, and pat Willa’s head. “And did they feed you on guard?”

      Tom hands me his bottle from his small pack. “Thanks. And yes. It wasn’t bad.”

      “I suppose that means it wasn’t stir-fry slop?”

      “Macaroni and cheese slop.”

      My smile is half-hearted. It was fun, as well as petrifying, to imagine the possibility of something with Tom, but now it seems ludicrous. There are twenty-eight-year-olds out there, ones without baggage and kids and wrinkles, and I need a romantic entanglement like I need a hole in the head. My hormones may not agree with that assessment, but my heart and brain have vetoed the plan that we allow Tom into our pants posthaste. I’ve buried the hormones under a solid layer of resolve, though they try to wriggle through the cracks.

      I fill my bottle from our jugs of clean water, noting how many we’ll have to refill with filtered water tomorrow. Then I fill Tom’s and hand it to him. “Thanks, Red,” he says.

      “Sure.” I head for the circle of overstuffed chairs in the far corner’s quiet area. It’s almost impossible to escape people in the fairgrounds, but at least there’s a spot where you can tell them to shut up.

      I watch the room from my chair. Nora sits with the kids, glancing at Holly constantly. I wouldn’t have interrogated Holly about Nora before, since Holly’s always been tight-lipped about her love life, but I’d certainly get no answer now. I’ve considered telling her about Ethan, but at this point it might do more harm than good. Anything I say would be seen as vindictive—and, honestly, I’m not dying to reveal I let him treat me that way, to admit how long I stayed silent.

      I have faith that my sensitive, anxious daughter will come to terms with it the way she usually does—with plenty of examination and analysis, and, ultimately, with compassion. It’s why she would’ve made a great veterinarian, and it’s what makes her a wonderful person. None of that means I haven’t been tempted to smack her silly, though, because my wonderful daughter is acting like a jerk.

      Willa makes a running leap onto my lap as Tom stops at the chair beside mine. “Mind if I sit?” he asks.

      “Of course not.”

      He settles beside me. I play with Willa’s silky-soft ears while I think of twenty inane things to say but say none of them. After a couple of minutes, he asks, “Everything okay? We haven’t had a lesson in a few days.”

      “Everything’s fine.” I try for a better smile. “Just stupid life stuff. It’ll pass.”

      “You’re not upset with me?”

      A deep groove has formed in his forehead, like the thought bothers him. If he only knew how not upset I am. “Not even a teensy bit. Where’d you get that idea?”

      He shrugs. “I did knock you on your ass the other day.”

      It feels good to laugh. Not even Craig and Mitch have lifted my spirits the way they usually can. “I knocked my own self on my ass, thank you very much. Don’t try to take the credit.”

      His smile and soft chuckle cause the fault line in my resolve to shift a tiny bit. Not a big shift—1.5 on the Richter scale, maybe. When we moved out West, I was apprehensive about earthquakes. But after Mom died, and my worries flourished, my fear of earthquakes intensified. The world was so unpredictable that even the ground beneath my feet couldn’t be trusted. It could swallow me whole, the way cancer swallowed my mother. I’d sit in Earth Science, missing Mom and staring at the Richter scale infographic on the wall until I had it memorized. Zero to 1.9 can only be detected by seismograph, and now my internal seismograph registers a tiny tremor, one that’s—thankfully—invisible to the naked eye.

      Tom gazes into the room, following my line of vision to the kids. “Holly will come around.”

      “She never had an official teen angst phase, so she’s making up for it now. I’d loan her my black eyeliner if I had any, but she’s not getting my combat boots.”

      Tom laughs again, though when I turn to him, he searches my face. “Sure we’re good?”

      “We are. I’m sorry if I made it seem otherwise. Let’s get back to our lessons, if we can find a new spot. Now that I don’t cook in the Events Center, I can’t get close to the museum.”

      “All right.” He pulls a bag of Reese’s Pieces from his jacket pocket. “I was going to bribe you with these, but it looks like I won’t need them.”

      Instead of handing them over as I expected, Tom returns them to his pocket and gives it a little pat. He’s a good-looking man—olive skin, strong features, bottomless dark eyes—but when he teases like he does now, he’s alarmingly attractive.

      “Well, now I kind of hate you,” I say.

      Tom laughs as he digs in his pocket, then drops the bag into my lap. And though I fight it, the fault line cracks a little more.
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      A few hours into our inventory shift, Craig and I take a break. The Livestock Arena is jam-packed with supplies acquired before the swarm arrived. Pallets of boxes and cans sit in the dirt where horses and other animals once paraded. It still smells of barn, but barn is better than the scent of decay that floats on the outside air. The encircling swarm is baking in the sunshine, and no matter which way the wind blows, the stink crosses the fairgrounds.

      Craig sits on a folding chair and guzzles from his water bottle, his clipboard on a nearby table. I do the same, though water sucks when lunchtime has been canceled until further notice and you’re surrounded by food. Boone has made it clear any civilian caught pilfering will be tossed out on their ass, and though I wouldn’t mind leaving this place, it’ll be on my own terms. Things like the Reese’s Pieces I gave Rose are either traded for or given to me by the soldiers, who have no compunction about liberating supplies.

      “Hungry?” Craig asks.

      “What gave it away?”

      “You’re practically undressing that pallet of chips with your eyes.”

      “Who knew food could be sexy?”

      “That’s about the only thing I find sexy,” he says.

      I laugh. A couple of weeks around Craig have only improved my opinion of him. “It’s torture in here around lunchtime. At the gates, they’re always passing around a snack.”

      “I wouldn’t know.” He says it wryly, with a shrug of his shoulders. Craig makes no secret of what he thinks are his shortcomings. Rose says years of being told he was lacking sank in deep. I can relate: from what I know, we had different circumstances and different after-effects, but similar dysfunctional fathers.

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” I say. “Troy weaves a great story about you saving his life.”

      Craig pushes his glasses into place with his index finger, then taps his hand on his leg. “I still think about those people. I’d do it again, but…”

      Jeremy and Sheila surface in my mind. And Nick, the boy Clara brought home that night. At least Jeremy and Sheila were no longer human. Nick was on his way to becoming a zombie, but he wasn’t sick yet. I placed a hand on his shoulder to calm him, told him it would be okay, then choked him out quickly, followed by a neck snap. It wasn’t like in the movies—that two-handed twist is pure Hollywood bullshit—and I wasn’t sure it’d work as I’d been taught. As it was, the amount of force required might’ve done me in had Nick been larger. I followed it with a knife to the brain, and I can still feel the crunch.

      The arena is cool, but that doesn’t account for my shiver. “You did what you had to. That’s more than many people can say.”

      Craig nods noncommittally and gets to his feet. “You want to finish up?”

      “Sure.” I like working with Craig. He appreciates order, likes things neat. He created a spreadsheet of our stored food on the computers in the museum office, then printed them out for easy inventorying.

      He points to a nearby pallet. “Salmon. I know someone who’s going to hate tomorrow.” He marks the boxes with tomorrow’s date in Sharpie marker. “Rose hates fish.”

      “Hates fish, gloppy rice, blended yogurt, and sometimes eggs.”

      “That’s just the tip of the iceberg. But you’ve gotten to know her pretty well.”

      He says it from the other side of the pallet, and that I can’t see him is the only reason I say, “She’s seemed…off the past few days. Is she okay?”

      Silence. I berate myself for acting like a middle-schooler seeking the inside scoop on his crush. Instead of waiting for a response, I lift a large bag of rice and drop it near the salmon. Another bag and a half will make enough servings for everyone with the salmon as protein, along with a vegetable. After I’ve moved those, I go for the oats. Two bags will feed everyone for breakfast. I like oatmeal as much as the next guy, but we have two hundred bags in reserve from a trip to Grain Millers, and that’s a lot of damn oatmeal.

      When I turn, Craig stands behind me, looking uncomfortable. “Sorry,” I say. “It’s none of my business.”

      “We saw Ethan and Eva together at dinner the other day.” When I cock my head, he adds, “Together. Kissing while they were waiting in line.”

      “Oh.” I wonder if Rose’s quiet is regret over her decision to leave Ethan. It’s not as though I have any claim on her affections; if anything, I’ve been holding back. But now I wish I hadn’t.

      “I’m only telling you because she never would. She probably wouldn’t have told me except I was there. It threw her for a loop, for various reasons. None of which is because she wants him back.”

      I nod, and though my disappointment lifts, my sympathy deepens. It can’t be easy to see your partner of twenty years with someone else. I’m not blind—Eva’s pretty—but she acts as young as she is, if not younger, and she’s not winning any awards for congeniality.

      “Eva, huh?” I ask, then remember when we were trapped at the pharmacy. I suspected Ethan and Eva were in cahoots about something, though I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. “I guess I’m not surprised.”

      Craig rolls his eyes. “Classic mid-life crisis move right there. You’d think he’d try to be a little less predictable.”

      I can’t help my laugh, though somberness quickly returns. “Thanks for telling me. I won’t mention it to Rose.”

      “I made an executive decision. I think Rose would want you to know even if she wouldn’t tell you. She doesn’t talk a lot about her problems.” Craig’s voice has softened with the profound love I’ve seen between them, and his set expression is fiercely protective. It makes me wish I had a friend like him in my corner.

      Our conversation is brought to a close by the arrival of soldiers pulling the metal dollies they use to transport food. They leave the carts at the edge of the concrete and enter the dirt arena. Marquez points to a pallet of soup. “This today’s dinner?”

      “Yeah,” Craig says. “Will you take the lentil soup to Rose’s food truck?”

      “Sure.”

      We help Marquez and the other soldiers with boxes. Once the dollies are full, they roll through the glass doors to deliver dinner to various kitchens and food trucks in the fairgrounds.

      “Some of tonight’s meal is clam chowder,” Craig informs me. “She’s going to be disgusted enough by the salmon tomorrow.”

      I motion at the aisles of food. “I saw a pallet of clams somewhere in there. That’s not going to go over well.”

      “Nope. But as long as it’s not tuna, I’m good.”

      I laugh. The story is that after Craig put down his first zombie, he puked up a mixture of tuna and maraschino cherries, and has since sworn off tuna for life.

      We walk to the south end of the building, where the exit doors put us nearer to the Expo Halls; the powers that be get cranky if you wander outside on unofficial business. Once we’ve stepped onto the concrete below the bleachers, a muffled shout comes from our right. The wall at this end of the building contains a long strip of windows, through which we can see into what was called the viewing room back when there was livestock to view. It’s now the radio room, where they house communications equipment.

      Boone sometimes stands at the glass, looking over our goods and likely waiting for someone to screw up, while soldiers sit at the radios behind him. Today, however, he and a few soldiers are gathered by a table where a blond-haired male soldier sits with Stephanie, both talking at once. On one end of the table, a khaki-colored box houses a radio unit with multiple screens, dials, and dozens of buttons. Several laptops sit along the table’s length, interspersed with a few handheld radios. Stephanie offers a handheld to Boone. He snatches it from her while shaking his head, then fiddles with it and tosses it to the table.

      The male soldier speaks quickly, argumentatively. One look from Boone is enough to quiet him, though his mouth opens in surprise. Like many of the soldiers, he now sports facial hair, and his skin has paled enough to match his scraggly white-blond beard. Stephanie tugs at her ponytail nervously, though she doesn’t seem as shocked.

      “What do you think’s going on?” Craig asks quietly. He edges into the shadows, and I follow. This is something we’re better off not seeing—or better off that no one knows we’ve seen.

      “Whatever it is, Boone doesn’t seem happy about it. Could be someone at the gates or something from farther off.”

      Any outside news would be good news, even if it’s bad news. It would mean there’s more out there than small pockets of survivors and a few Safe Zones. But there’s been nothing, or nothing Boone tells us about, though Jesse fills us in on what he hears through the grapevine.

      When Boone stalks toward the windows, we head into the sunshine. Mid-June is when the Willamette Valley usually turns from rainy spring to summer, and today is sunny and breezy. The food trucks have been moved closer to the Expo Halls for ease of food distribution indoors, and Rose sticks her head out of one’s serving window as we near our hall. Her auburn hair is in two braids, and her cheeks are flushed from the heat inside the truck.

      “Psst,” she says. “Thanks for giving me the lentil soup.” She wrinkles her nose as a particularly pungent breeze blows by. “Not that I want to eat when all I can smell is zombie.”

      After a glance to see if anyone’s watching, Craig and I walk to the window. Behind her, Gabrielle opens can after can and dumps them into a pot. Rose seems in better spirits, wearing a real smile instead of a forced one. My stomach flutters a little in return, as if I’m that middle schooler of before.

      “Tomorrow’s the salmon you’ve been dreading,” Craig says.

      “Thanks for the warning. I’ll save some of tonight’s dinner for Holly and me.” Craig stares at her, eyebrow lifted, and she groans like a teenager. “Yes, I should let her fend for herself, but what if we had to run for our lives and she starved to death first because of the meal she missed? I can’t be responsible for that. Plus, it’s fish, and I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.”

      I laugh along with Craig. “I didn’t say a word,” he says, smirking.

      “Your eyebrow said it all. Tell everyone inside it’ll be twenty minutes until dinner. Soup, crackers, and canned fruit.” Rose leans on the counter, accentuating her creamy, lightly freckled cleavage. You won’t hear me complaining—it’s a great view. “Did something happen? I saw Vann run into the ice rink, and then Boone went racing to the arena like his pants were on fire.”

      “Looked like a call on the radio,” I say. “But we couldn’t hear what.”

      “Well, Jess will tell us if there’s something to tell.” She glances behind her, where Gabrielle works the can opener. “I should do something productive like help, but I’ll see you for dinner.”

      “We still on for tomorrow?” I ask. We both have a guard shift near the museum in the afternoon, and we’ve planned to sneak in a lesson beforehand.

      “We are. I’m gonna knock you on your ass this time.”

      I laugh. Her eyes shine in return, and I bask in the glow until Craig elbows me. “We should get inside.”

      Rose waves us off. As we walk to the door, I say, “She seems better.”

      “She’s better around you.”

      I shrug, hoping it’s true. After all, she does the same for me.
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      The third week of June rolled in hot, and it’s stayed that way for days. I’d expected to be home this summer, working a random job and hanging out with Holly as much as possible when she wasn’t working at an animal hospital. We’d planned a two-week road trip up the coast to Canada, where we’d hang out in British Columbia for a few days before heading south again. Jesse talked about bringing a friend to meet up with us, and I’d been insanely excited about that, as long as his companion wasn’t a girlfriend.

      I’m no survivalist, but I like camping and road trips. I don’t even mind being dirty, but dirty while camping is different than the kind of dirty I am now, which is sweaty and sour-smelling and on the third day of my period. Vagerms or not, I could kiss Rose for sharing her menstrual cup because a maxi pad stuck to my skin would be more than I could stand, and the supply area is out of tampons.

      I scratch my head. It’s been itchy on and off for days, which only adds to the feeling of general filth, along with my job at the moment: laundry. At first, the residents were given a cloth napkin to wash along with their bowl, plate, and water bottle, but food-covered cloth attracts ants and rodents. Now, all napkins are handed in when dirty.

      I use the term napkin loosely, as they’re made up of washcloths, bandanas, and squares cut from t-shirts and blankets. Paper napkins are kept in reserve for when the toilet paper runs out. To keep that from happening anytime soon, each family is given a weekly allotment of toilet paper, and most people carry a bundle in their pocket in case nature calls when they’re not near the family roll.

      “Maybe we should join the Army,” I mutter. “They don’t have to do this shit.”

      Brenna, my partner in laundry, giggles. We’re in the maintenance room at the back of the Events Center, where a slop sink serves as our washing machine. I swish the bleach water with a broom handle, then fish out the napkins and drop them in a bucket to be wrung out and thrown into a dryer they hooked up. Fortunately, we don’t have to hang five hundred napkins to line dry.

      There’s a bang from the machinery room to our left, then Marquez, Harris, and Jesse come through the door. “Hey, girls,” Marquez says with a wink.

      They were on the roof goofing around, which is annoying enough when I’m on the last of six loads of laundry, but to swagger past like he’s king of the fairgrounds is annoying. To be called girls is maddening.

      Brenna giggles again. She’s a year older than me and everything I’m not: fair-haired and fair-skinned, with soft gray eyes and an undemanding manner. Amber sleeps with everyone, but Brenna is the sweet girl—the kind of girl Jesse probably likes. It makes me want to hate her, though I can’t find a good reason to.

      I nod as the guys near. “Ladies.”

      Jesse and Harris laugh. Marquez shakes his head. “Do you let anyone get away with anything?”

      “Nope, she doesn’t,” Jesse says.

      Brenna struggles to lift one of our buckets of wet napkins, releasing a cute little grunt. Usually, she leaves them for me—Dad’s self-defense lessons are paying off in arm strength if nothing else.

      Jesse takes it from her. “Where does it need to go?”

      “Just on the chair by the sink,” she says. “We have to wring them out first. Then we put them in the dryer.”

      Jesse flashes his winning smile. I swear she sighs. It’s hard not to have a crush on him, unless you’re not into guys who are gorgeous and nice and play guitar like an angel sent down from heaven. Because who likes any of those things?

      I take a wad of napkins from Jesse’s bucket. I twist them over the sink, water splattering everywhere, and then drop them in an empty bucket. Jesse sets the full bucket on the chair and grabs a handful.

      “You don’t have to do that,” Brenna says to him.

      “I don’t mind.”

      Brenna’s pink lips spread into a smile. On second thought, I totally can hate her. I grab more and wring them out violently, wetting Jesse’s shirt, pants, and boots in the process. “Oops, sorry,” I say in a sing-song voice.

      He watches me for a second, face impassive, then lifts his dripping wad of napkins over my head and twists. I squeal as cold water runs down my scalp and into my shirt, then snatch another handful and fling them at his chest.

      Jesse’s jaw drops as they hit the floor. “That’s how you want to play?”

      I laugh and bend for the bucket, but he snatches it out of reach, using his other hand to seize a bundle of wet cloth. “Shit!” I screech, backing away as he advances.

      “Shit is right,” he says.

      My back hits the wall. There’s nowhere to run, so I scrunch my eyes and wait for the deluge. It doesn’t come. I crack open an eye. Jesse is eight inches away, one hand full of sodden napkins, and the other planted against the wall over my shoulder. His eyes are so blue, his lips so close, his scent so near.

      I. Am. Dying.

      For one completely irrational second, I think he might kiss me, and my heart batters my rib cage. Then he lowers his handful of cloth, taking pity on me.

      “Chicken,” I say.

      His laugh is dumbfounded. “You really don’t know when to quit, do you?”

      “I don’t,” I agree. “But you’re still chicken.”

      He plops the napkins on my head, grinding them in so water cascades down my face and back, while Marquez and Harris chortle. I splutter and wipe my eyes, then open them. Jesse’s still here, though his grin has softened, and he uses his free hand to move a wet clump of hair from my cheek. I slump against the wall at the touch of his warm fingers, my entire body melting into goo. I swear this is a moment. It is.

      “Winter!” Harris calls. “We have to go. If we’re late, we’ll be stuck on a gate all night.”

      Jesse nods, not taking his eyes from mine. “You need to go,” I say, like an idiot. Like I want him to leave, which couldn’t be further from the truth.

      “Let that be the last time you call me chicken,” he says, brows raised.

      He’s reverted to older brother mode, and I answer in kind. “Don’t chicken out, and I won’t have to.”

      Jesse grins. “Bye, Clary. See you later.” He dumps his wet cloths into the bucket on his way out. “Bye, Brenna.”

      “Bye,” she says with a sweet smile.

      I wave at Marquez and Harris, then wipe myself with the few dry portions of my shirt before I join Brenna where she wrings napkins. “You know Jesse really well,” she says, though it’s more like a question.

      “Since I was eleven,” I say. “That’s when Holly and I met.”

      “You guys are funny. Like brother and sister.”

      I don’t think she means anything by her comment, but it still crushes any hope that the previous few minutes might have inspired. “I already had a brother. He turned into a zombie, and we had to kill him.”

      Brenna sucks in a breath, eyes circular. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by that. I’m really sorry about your brother.”

      Sometimes I’m such an asshole. I drop my head. “It’s fine. I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

      We wring the remainder of napkins in silence. At the dryer in the hall, we remove the dry napkins and throw in the wet load. As we fold—a job I don’t give my all because they’re going to be filthy in a matter of hours—Brenna asks, “Did Jesse have a girlfriend? Before?”

      “Nope.” I leave it at that because I don’t trust myself not to say something horrible.

      “He’s really nice.”

      “He is. When he’s not dumping wet napkins on your head.”

      Brenna giggles. I refuse to be one of those girls who hates other girls just because we have the same crush, but this is a true test of that vow. I remind myself it’s not her fault if Jesse doesn’t like me in that way. It’s my own fault I’m not any of the things he likes.

      I sigh and fold another cloth. Holly walks toward us with a brooding expression, though she’s immediately distracted by my appearance. “What the hell happened to you?”

      “Water fight.”

      “Looks like you lost. How long until you’re done? I need to talk to you.”

      “After this load,” I say. “What’s wrong?”

      Holly shakes her head. “I can get the last load,” Brenna says. “Go ahead.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Of course. It’s no big deal.”

      “Thanks,” I say. “I’ll get you back next time.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      I grab my bag and wave to Brenna. If Jesse hooks up with her, at least she wouldn’t treat him like his last girlfriend, Super Bitch, did. He deserves that much.

      Holly leads me away from the infirmary and through the back of the Exhibit Hall. “Aren’t you supposed to be working?” I ask.

      “I told my dad my stomach hurt,” she says. We head through the doors into the atrium, where people bask in the sunlight that pours through the glass ceiling, then into the Performance Hall, where more people hang out at the tables and a group of small kids plays on the stage. Holly groans. “Is there any privacy in this place?”

      I drag her the way we came and into the machinery room, where I climb the ladder and pop the roof hatch. Holly follows me up, taking in the lower roof. “Cool.”

      “It gets better.”

      Once we’re on the taller roof with the canopy and chairs, she gapes. “How do you know about this?”

      “I just found out. It’s Marquez’s little secret.”

      “Along with almost every girl over the age of eighteen and under twenty-five.” She turns to me, eyes squinted. “Wait, how do you know about this place?”

      I laugh. “Not through Marquez. Jesse told me about it.” I don’t tell her that he brought me here; I couldn’t play it off as no big deal, and Holly would see right through me. “Anyway, what’s wrong?”

      Holly sits on the mat. I do the same. “I saw my dad and Eva,” she says. “I was early this morning, and you know how he sleeps in that room by the infirmary?” I nod. “Eva came out and did the walk of shame down the hall. She didn’t see me. Then she came back twenty minutes later and acted like she wasn’t there this morning.”

      “Eva?” I ask. “Are you sure? She’s…”

      “She’s closer to our age than his! And she’s just…”

      “A bitch?” I ask.

      “She’s nice to me. Suspiciously nice, and now I know why. How can he be with someone like that?”

      We both know how: sex. The adult thing to do would be to shrug our shoulders and say it’s none of our business, but I imagine Dad with someone Eva’s age, with Eva’s personality, and say, “Fuck. I’m sorry, Hols.” I bump her shoulder with mine. “Maybe he’s lonely.”

      “I work there so that he doesn’t get lonely. I eat dinner with him all the time. All I do is try to make him feel better.”

      “I mean grownup lonely.”

      “You mean horny. Ugh, my dad and Eva.”

      “Being horny together.”

      Holly covers her ears. We giggle for a minute, then she sighs deeply. “Gross. But my mom won’t have anything to do with him even though he’s not using anymore.”

      “Are you sure he’s not?”

      “He says he isn’t, and I believe him.”

      “You know it’s not your job to cheer him up, right?” I ask. “I thought you were done being Nice Holly.”

      “Someone has to be nice to him. He’s so sad, Clars.”

      Her voice is a whisper, her eyes damp and worried. I’d be scared, too. I never stopped loving my dad, even when we fought constantly. Even when I wished Ethan—fun, kind, funny Ethan—were my father. “I know. But I think he’ll be okay.”

      I don’t know any such thing, but Holly nods, sniffling. She’s a peacemaker, a fixer, like her mom, which is why she’s drawn to medicine. But trying to save everyone takes its toll; she picks at her left index finger, where the cuticles are already an angry pink, then sticks her hand under her leg when she sees me watching. “I’m not telling Jess about Eva, so don’t say anything,” she says. “He’d probably get angry, though it isn’t my dad’s fault.”

      The implication is that it’s Rose’s fault. I want to blurt out the truth about Ethan’s treatment of Rose, if only because I feel like a shitty friend. Holly and I used to be open. We said what needed to be said. Now I’m keeping secrets, walking a tightrope between her and Jesse, when what the Winters need to do is come clean.

      I nod again, scratching at my damp hair, which itches like a bitch. The bags in the shower tent suck at rinsing out conditioner. “Speaking of horny,” I say, “Nora’s a good teacher.”

      “Now you’re horny for Nora?”

      I elbow her. “You know what I mean. We could all die tomorrow. Just get with her already.”

      “I can’t forget what she did in middle school. Maybe that’s what she’s really like.” She says it automatically, with no real conviction. It’s obvious Nora isn’t that person anymore, if she ever truly was.

      “People do shit they regret, Hols. I’ve done plenty.”

      Holly sighs, though she’s smiling. “You’re not allowed to be nicer than me. It’s against the rules.”

      “Then go back to being nice. Maybe you should give her a chance.”

      She shrugs, and I leer her way. “I didn’t hear a no. Guess your dad’s not the only one who’s horny.”

      She punches me. Hard. Dad’s self-defense lessons are paying off for her, too.
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      It’s strange to be home again. It’s even stranger to be living in the fairgrounds, where as a kid I visited the county fair and attended gun shows with my father. Dad would lift a gun in his palm, taking in its heft, then sight down the barrel. Inevitably, he’d ask, What d’ya think, Craig? and I’d murmur something weakly affirmative. He’d laugh and say to the burly man behind the table—it was always a burly man, often with a voluminous beard and a gut to match—This one doesn’t go in for guns much, but my other son’s a keeper.

      I wonder if my brother Mike is alive. We had twice-yearly phone calls—guilt-alleviating duty calls. I sent his kids birthday and Christmas gifts though I barely knew them, sent him and his wife birthday cards, but we seldom saw each other before Mom died.

      The last time was at her funeral over a year ago. His hair had thinned considerably, and a middle-aged paunch had set in. He talked about his full workload, about eating Tums like they were candy, about blood pressure medication and the cost of college and how he had no time for fun. It might’ve depressed me more than the actual funeral. Mike had always been the one raring to go. The keeper.

      I hope he’s okay, though the man I saw was tired. He was no longer the kid who wanted to camp one more night, take one more shot, hike one more mile. He’d also been the kid who’d shove me in the bedroom closet if Dad were looking for a fight and take the brunt of it himself. The kid who bought me an ice cream with his own money when I dropped mine and Dad admonished me for blubbering like a girl. We aren’t close, we never fully understood each other, but I love him.

      I shake my head to clear my thoughts when Troy asks something I don’t hear. “What?”

      He sits opposite me on a couch in our hall, waiting expectantly for my answer. “When the zombies move, what’s the plan?”

      I’ve been dreading this question, though I don’t think my new friends will be surprised at the answer. Disappointed, maybe, but not surprised. “I won’t leave until Rose does, and her kids won’t leave without their dad. And he’s made it clear he’s not going anywhere.”

      Francis props his boots on the coffee table between us. “It’s not so bad here. Could be a lot worse, Atlas.”

      Troy grunts, unconvinced. Lana, on the couch beside me, says, “Right now, being trapped somewhere without food would be worse. We even have electricity. How many people have that?”

      “This is a nanny state,” Troy grumbles. “Have to ask permission for everything. If this were Tex—”

      Daisy groans from a neighboring chair. “Don’t even start with the ‘if this were Texas’ crap. No one’s heard a word from Texas. They’re as dead as everyone else.”

      As long as the subject’s been broached, I might as well finish it. “If they move, and you guys want to get a head start on finding a place or going to Barry’s house, you can.”

      “Jesus, Cherry, have we not discussed the martyr thing?” Troy asks. “Besides, what’ll we do? Give you a call when we find a decent place?”

      “We could meet at Barry’s,” I say. “It’s the only place we all know of.” From what Barry has said, it seems his house is close enough to the mountains that zombie swarms might miss us.

      “And that’s why we should stay here as long as we can,” Lana says.

      Troy raises his salt-and-pepper brows. “A man should be able to make his own way in the world. Life, liberty, and the pursuit—”

      “Who’s stopping you, Troy?” Lana asks. “They’ll let you walk out the gate anytime you want. I don’t like some things here any more than you do, but we can’t be sure it’s better out there. Even trapped in here, we have food and water. You got to keep your guns. We have fences. It’s the same as everywhere else—safe until it’s not. We’ve learned that much so far, haven’t we? Walmart, the house by Lake Isabella, Fresno, the campground at San Luis…should I continue?”

      Troy opens his mouth, then closes it and dips his head. Lana flashes me a victorious smile—nothing pleases her more than shutting Troy up. “Let’s take a vote,” she says. “All in favor to leave?” Troy’s hand rises, though his head doesn’t. She ignores it. “All in favor to stay until something changes?”

      I raise my hand, as do Lana, Daisy, and Francis.

      “You’re outvoted, Atlas,” Lana says. “But feel free to go pursue your liberty. We’ll miss you, but we won’t stop you.”

      We would stop him, and every one of us knows it. Troy lifts his head with a grin. “Poochie, you’d miss me? I didn’t know you cared. Is it my sparkling wit or my rugged good looks you’d miss most?”

      Lana emits a throaty laugh. “Neither. I’d miss your guns.” Troy flexes his arms, and she snorts. “Your actual guns. Not those cap guns.”

      The rest of us laugh as Troy kisses each biceps in turn. Then he leans back, arms folded. “I guess y’all are right. For now. But, first sign of hell breaking loose, and I’m outta here.”

      “With you on that,” Francis says. They bump fists.

      “We’re all with you on that, ex-husbands be damned,” I say.

      “They should all be damned,” Lana mutters.

      “I have four ex-wives who’d agree with you,” Troy says.

      Our building-mates enter. One of the halls doubles as a basketball court when it’s not holding livestock, and with the doors closed, the sound of a bouncing ball doesn’t carry far. Everyone was either attending Tom’s self-defense class, playing basketball in the space they cleared out, or watching one of the two. Entertainment is in short supply, but I’d rather watch paint dry than watch sports.

      Rose sets her pack on the floor, then sits on my other side, drawing her feet onto the couch after she kicks off her boots. She dangles a damp socked foot in front of my face. “Feel how sweaty my foot is.”

      “Gross. No.”

      She laughs and sticks it under her. “I should’ve brought sandals.”

      Mitch drops into a chair, her hair sticky with sweat and jeans stuck to her legs. “And gym clothes.”

      “How’d class go?” I ask.

      “Mitch kicked ass,” Rose says.

      “Did you?”

      Rose shakes her head. “I watched.”

      She doesn’t talk about her private lessons, and I don’t bring it up. Mainly because Rose tries very hard not to look at Tom. Tom does the same, though not quite as successfully. Mitch says he was an ass until Rose changed him somehow, and now, in his unguarded moments, he watches her with a mix of amusement and tenderness. It’s one of the reasons I like him.

      “You should go,” Rose says quietly while the others talk.

      “Yeah, imagine me doing that stuff.”

      “You would’ve said ‘Imagine me walking around with a pistol’ a few months ago, and now look at you. It’s simple once you break it down. Come to the museum with me when we’re allowed over there again.”

      I appreciate that Rose is willing to include me in her lessons, but I don’t do athletic things in front of random people, and that includes Tom. “Maybe you can teach me when you’re an expert.”

      “I will if you feel my sweaty foot.”

      I bat her foot away while she laughs. Tom, standing at the water table, glances at the dark windows. Since the sun doesn’t set until close to ten p.m. in June, it’s late. “Kids not back yet?”

      Rose turns in her seat like they’ll appear if she searches hard enough, then bites her lip when they don’t. Sam lowers himself into a chair with a groan. “They’re probably hanging out in the Pavilion, Rosie. They’ll be back any minute.”

      He’s sweaty himself. No spring chicken at seventy-two, he still does his best to exercise. But he’s aged in the past few years, likely from his bout with prostate cancer, and it makes me sad. Sam is the father I never had—loving, cheerful, slow to anger and quick to cool down.

      Tom hands Sam a full water bottle and then takes a seat. Rose smiles and does her not watching thing, then sits up as the kids round the row of curtains murmuring in shocked tones. Jesse, tan from hours outdoors, appears wan. “Did you hear someone was killed a few hours ago?” he asks. “A soldier.”

      We shake our heads. My heart jumps. It’s hard to forget what surrounds us in here, but this news makes the Lexers seem closer than blocks away.

      “Who? What happened?” Rose asks, her eyes huge over the hand she’s raised to her mouth. The thought that it could’ve been Jesse doesn’t only scare her. Holly and Jesse are my niece and nephew in a way that my brother’s kids aren’t.

      Holly, Clara, Lance, and Gabe sit on nearby couches. Gabe offers a puny smile, his skin sallow under the lights. You live within an illusory bubble of invincibility in your early twenties, but these kids have constant reminders of how easily the bubble is popped.

      “Daniel,” Jesse says, still standing. “He was at the cars by Twelfth Avenue. They said he went to check on something, got too close on a car, and was pulled into the Lexers.”

      Stunned silence greets this news. I’m not sure if everyone else’s brain is supplying a graphic image of the event and a screaming soundtrack to match, but mine is.

      “What the hell was he doing there?” Daisy asks. “You’re not supposed to go that far down. They won’t let me past Thirteenth.”

      “They don’t usually,” Jesse says. “We can only go halfway down the block, and only if we absolutely need to.”

      “Who was Daniel?” Mitch asks. She’s spent years perfecting her I-don’t-care veneer, but her voice quavers just a tad. “I didn’t know him.”

      “Young,” Rose supplies, her eyes glassy. “He had blond hair. Almost white. He was really…young.”

      “Thin beard?” Tom asks. “Worked in the radio room?”

      Jesse nods. “He was on the radios most of the time. He was the only one who really knew how to use them.”

      I glance at Tom the same moment he turns my way. Daniel was the kid in the radio room, the one who argued with Boone. Maybe his death was an accident, but my previous brush with murderous assholes didn’t bolster my confidence in the kindness of the human race.

      Tom relays the story from the other day. When he finishes, Francis asks, “You think maybe he heard something he shouldn’t have?”

      “What the hell’s left to hide from anyone?” Troy asks. “And something worth killing over to boot? Everyone knows the zombies aren’t dying and the shit has officially hit the fan.”

      “If Troy, who lives for conspiracy theories, can’t find one, then the rest of us aren’t going to figure it out,” Lana says, and gets a few laughs.

      “I can ask around and see if anyone heard about a radio call,” Jesse says. Rose shakes her head, and he adds, “Just a couple of people.”

      “I’ll ask Barry,” she says. “If anyone knows, he does. You stay quiet and mind your own business.”

      “Your mom’s right,” Sam says to Jesse. “Keep under Boone’s radar.” Faced with the combined force of two sets of steely blue eyes, Jesse nods in capitulation.

      Conversations pick up around us. Rose leans her head on my shoulder and says, “I know this place sucks. I’m sorry we’re stuck here.”

      “No need to be sorry, Rose,” Troy says in a courtly drawl. I half expect him to tack a ‘little lady’ on the end; he can lay on the charm when he wants. “Being trapped somewhere without food would be worse. We even have electricity. How many people have that? What are the chances it’s better out there?”

      “You probably said that to make me feel better, but it worked.”

      Troy tips an invisible hat. “Lana, now, she wants out. I was telling her to cool her jets not ten minutes ago.”

      Lana screeches and tosses a couch pillow at his head.
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      Today’s breakfast was pancakes. Lots of pancakes. I adore bread products, including pancakes, but at this point I’d kill for food that doesn’t have to be removed from plastic packaging, rehydrated, or unsealed with a can opener. I’m aware this is a whiny thought when most of the world is dead or struggling to survive, so I keep it to myself and shovel in my final bite of just-add-water pancake doused with maple-flavored corn syrup.

      “Ready?” Gabrielle asks, chewing the last of her breakfast on the other side of our food truck.

      We wash down the griddle, then clean the mixing bowls and utensils, preparing the truck for our dinner shift later today. When Barry arrives at the serving window, I smile until Boone appears at his side with a brown shopping bag in his arms. He drops it on the serving counter with a heavy thud. His lips purse. “Mrs. Winter, I hear you’ve been baking bread.”

      A scolding is imminent. Sweat instantly forms on my back, tickling its way down, and my heart begins to pound. I joke that I don’t like getting in trouble, but the truth is I hate it. I avoid being singled out as much as humanly possible. It’s nice and safe under my rock, and I only emerge when the coast is clear.

      I swallow. “Sometimes,” I say, my voice high. “If I have extra flour.”

      Gabrielle and I commandeered the food truck with an oven as our assigned workspace, and we save small amounts of ingredients from other meals when we can, using them to make things like bread and cake. Once the yeast was gone, I made sourdough starter. I give loaves of bread and other baked goods to the soldiers, and they bring me illicit bags of flour. Though I won’t give up my sources, I now wish they hadn’t broken the rules.

      “This is more flour,” Boone says, his thick fingers patting the bag. “I had some of your bread the other day, and I’d like to order two loaves every other day.”

      His lips spread to show teeth. I think he’s actually smiling. And though the result is slightly frightening, I remember what I said to Tom about honey and swipe my hand across my brow melodramatically. “Phew, I thought I was in trouble for a minute there.”

      Barry, standing behind Boone, chuckles. Boone joins in, and for a moment he almost seems human. “Of course I’ll make you bread,” I say. “Is tomorrow okay? I’ll set it to rise today.”

      He nods. “Is ten pounds of flour enough?”

      Clearly, the man has no clue about baking bread. Ten pounds is enough for many loaves, but I’m not sharing that information if I don’t have to. “That should be fine. Thank you. It’ll be ready by dinner tomorrow, if not sooner.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Winter.”

      “Call me Rose,” I say. “I’m not really a Mrs. anymore.”

      His smile has faded, and he watches me with no expression. “I heard. Thank you, Rose.” He spins on his heel and walks toward the ice rink.

      I tell Gabrielle to get going now that I have to mix dough for tomorrow. After she leaves, Barry leans an elbow on the counter. “Scared you, huh?”

      “I was picturing myself tossed into the streets and eaten by zombies.”

      “I wouldn’t let that happen.”

      “My hero.” I bat my eyelashes and grab the large jar I use for my starter, along with a bowl. “Do you want some bread tomorrow?”

      “I always want bread. Especially yours.”

      I eye him, unable to hide my smile. “You, my friend, are a flirt.”

      He grins amiably. Mitch is a moron. She has a smart, funny, good-looking man interested in her, and she acts like he’s an ogre. I shake my head while I measure out two cups of starter. It smells good—yeasty like fresh-baked bread and not too sour. I pull the ten-pound bag inside the truck and unroll the top, then scoop out a few cups to mix into the bowl along with water and salt. Once that’s done, I cover the bowl with a spare plate, refresh my starter with more flour and water, and wipe down the mess I’ve made.

      “Done.” I stash the bag in a cabinet. Having this much flour at my disposal makes me feel rich, and I’m not giving anyone the opportunity to steal it.

      “That’s it?” Barry asks.

      “That’s the levain, some call it a sponge. Once it gets going, I’ll add the rest of the flour, let it rise, and then proof it overnight. You can get really fussy with sourdough, and I’m going to, because Boone will bring me more flour.”

      I wish for my scale and Dutch oven, but this should be good enough. Barry’s eyes gleam. “You didn’t need anywhere near that much flour, did you?”

      “Nope.” I raise a finger to my lips. “Have you spoken to Tom or my dad about what happened in the radio room?”

      “Haven’t seen them. What about the radio room?”

      I explain. Barry listens intently, then taps his fingers on the counter while he stares into the distance. “I haven’t heard anything, and I think I would’ve. Daniel was a good kid. I don’t know that I’d put anything past Boone, but I can’t think of why he’d hide something or have it in for him.”

      It affirms what we were thinking: it was a terrible accident. “That poor kid. I can’t imagine.” For a moment, I do imagine, and I’m filled with sadness for him, for anyone who might be alive and praying for his survival. A bolt of fear isn’t far behind. It could’ve been one of the kids. “Maybe you shouldn’t let any of the younger ones go down the block.”

      Barry smiles kindly, obviously restraining himself from saying what I already know—my request is completely ridiculous. Eighteen-year-olds were sent into battle all the time, and that isn’t changing anytime soon. “You remind me of my mom,” he says, “and it’s not just the hair. She was an elephant like you.”

      “Forget what I said before. You’re a terrible flirt.”

      His laugh lines deepen. “She used to say mama bears were great and all, but she was a mama elephant. They’re just as fierce, but they keep all the babies safe, not just theirs. I get the feeling you’re the same.”

      “You redeemed yourself this time, Sergeant Wright,” I say, and he winks. “Don’t elephants have a matriarchal society? We probably wouldn’t be in this situation if women ruled the world.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      I exit the food truck. Barry waits outside, feet shuffling. I think he doesn’t want to leave, but he also doesn’t want to invite himself inside. “Come into our hall,” I say. “Unless you have to work?”

      “I’m free. It gets a little lonely now that everyone’s inside all day.” He chuckles and pats my arm. “Don’t look at me like that. It sounded more morose than intended. If I don’t watch out, the mama elephant might try to adopt me.”

      “I just might.”

      Barry holds the door open, and we walk to the bustling living area of Hall Seven. Holly and Gabe soak the breakfast dishes in what I assume is fresh bleach water while Lance and Clara set them to dry on another table.

      “Putting the kids to work, I see,” Barry says.

      “It’s the number one reason to have kids.”

      We take a seat at a grouping of couches with Mitch, Craig, Troy, and Tom. “Good breakfast,” Craig says.

      “It wasn’t oatmeal for a change,” I say. “I asked, but Barry didn’t hear anything about a radio call.”

      All eyes move to Barry, who says, “As you know, we hear stuff over the radios, but we haven’t had recent contact with anyone but the folks down in Grants Pass. Daniel knew how to communicate on the high frequency bands. With him gone…” Barry shrugs, hands lifted in a helpless fashion. “Sat phones are useless. Portland’s still offline, same with Timberline and Seattle. Nothing from Carver or anyone with him.”

      When we arrived at the fairgrounds, First Sergeant Carver was in charge. A radio call from Portland, begging for assistance, led him and half his soldiers on a rescue mission one hundred miles north. No one held out hope for their survival, especially once the swarm of zombies traveled up I-5. Carver was a good leader—friendly and fair—and I’m not the only one who wishes Boone had gone instead.

      “How are they in Grants Pass?” Craig asks.

      “Good last we heard,” Barry says. “Plenty of food and water. Just hanging tight for now. Most of the Lexers have moved on.”

      Craig nods, smiling. He and his friends stumbled into the facility on their way here. It was there that a science teacher gave them the black mold. It’s being propagated in the ice rink, and they’ve been tossing it on nearby zombies in the hope it will spread across our area, then the country, and then the world.

      “Wish they’d move on from here.” Mitch pushes her hair behind her ear, then scratches at the nape of her neck. “Did they hear from the removal squad?”

      Barry seems to shrink into the couch. He’s so cheerful that to see him even semi-despondent is disheartening. “Nothing.”

      The soldiers who were sent to move the zombie swarm have disappeared as completely as Carver’s group. And though I’d like to head to the woods as we’ve discussed, the fact that everyone who leaves is never heard from again gives me pause. If heavily armed soldiers can’t make it, what are our chances?

      “If there’s no way to charge batteries, no solar, or no generator, there’s no way to keep in touch,” Troy says. “They might be waiting for an opening in the swarm.”

      After a moment of silence where we all doubt the veracity of this idea, Mitch says, “I’m glad my shower is tomorrow. I need some dandruff shampoo.”

      Clara, on a couch nearby, groans in commiseration. “So do I. My head won’t stop itching.”

      “You, too?” Lana asks.

      She scratches her head as Holly does the same. Watching Holly dig into her scalp rekindles memories of the hours I spent wielding a fine-tooth comb on her curls when she was young. “Shit,” I say. “Maybe we should check you all for lice.”

      Mitch turns to me, aghast. “I do not have lice. I’ve never had lice in my life.” Craig, sitting beside her, edges away on the couch cushions. She whacks his arm. “Really?”

      “I’m not sitting next to you if you have cooties,” he replies.

      “I do not have cooties!”

      A tickle skitters across the back of my head. Another itch springs to life above my ear. One mention of lice and I get itchy, though my head was fine five seconds ago. I remind myself of this fact, get to my feet, and crook a finger at Mitch. “Come.”

      She crosses her arms, muttering, and then follows. A table against the wall holds books, paper, and drawing supplies. I grab two pencils and a folding chair, then set the chair in the sunshine at the rear rolling door. “Sit.”

      Mitch does, still grumbling. I use the pencils to part her hair, checking the nape of her neck, along her ears, and the crown of her head. Right away, I spot what look like nits—tiny dots, a lighter brown against Mitch’s dark strands—and pull at a few. They’re stuck tight.

      “Well?” she asks.

      I sigh, picturing all the heads in the fairgrounds. All the bugs leaping from person to person. This is going to be a huge pain in the ass. “I regret to inform you that you have cooties.”
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      Once Mitch conceded that she did, indeed, have cooties, I began checking the heads of everyone in our hall. Gabrielle’s five kids have more than acquainted her with the scourge of lice, and she’s set up her own lice reconnaissance station beside me. Thankfully, her kids are lice-free, as is Jesse. Mitch, Lana, Lance, Troy, and Barry have lice so far. I’ve already been pronounced cootie-free, after which my hair went into a bun, where it will remain until this is over. I’m doing my best to ignore the phantom itching all over my scalp.

      “Of course,” Holly says when Gabrielle spots nits in her hair.

      “Holly’s a lice magnet,” I say. “If there’s a louse within a mile radius, it finds its way to her head. I can’t tell you how many times we treated for lice when she was young.”

      “Remember when you had lice in high school from babysitting?” Clara asks Holly.

      “That’s why I want to work with animals,” Holly says. “Humans don’t catch fleas.”

      “If any human catches fleas, it’ll be you,” I say.

      Holly grins, and for a moment it feels like it used to between us. Clara takes the seat in front of me. “I know I have them. The itching is driving me crazy.”

      I barely need to check. Nits line the nape of her neck, as though they’ve been working double-time to set up a colony. “Sorry, hon. You have a small city back here.”

      “Great.” Clara laugh-sighs and rises to her feet.

      Tom is next in my chair. He smells good. I wonder how that’s possible, since no one in our hall has showered in four days, and decide my hormones are stupid. He shivers lightly when I part his dark hair with the pencils. “Gives you chills, right?” I ask. “I used to love when they did lice checks in elementary school. Until they said I had lice.”

      Tom chuckles. His eyes are closed, and I have an urge to run my fingernails down the soft tan skin of his neck. I’m pretty sure he’d like it. I force myself to stop thinking about Tom shuddering in ecstasy and actually do my job.

      “Uh-oh,” I say when I spot the first nit. Tom groans, not at all in ecstasy, as I check further. “You don’t have a ton, but you definitely have cooties.”

      “How is that possible? You gave me a cooties booster shot.”

      I hear the smile in his voice and laugh, remembering that day in the food truck after he brought Jesse home safely. “Looks like I suck at giving cooties shots. Sorry.”

      Tom stands. He lifts a hand as though to run it through his hair, then lowers it. “Now what?”

      “We should check the rest of the fairgrounds. Otherwise we’ll keep reinfecting each other. Starting with us, we should put all bedding through a cycle in the clothes dryer. Or maybe we could stick it inside some of the vehicles. It might get hot enough in there with the sun beating down.” I turn to where Barry sits with the other infected. “I don’t suppose there’s lice killing stuff anywhere?”

      “Not that I know of,” he says. “No one even considered this as a possibility.”

      “It doesn’t work half the time, anyway,” I say. “Oregon has super lice that are immune to the poison. The last time Holly had them, we used a dimethicone treatment. I’ve heard you can use mineral oil.”

      Gabrielle nods. “You can use food oil, too. You leave it on overnight and then comb it out.”

      “We have plenty of oil,” Barry says.

      “But we need lice combs,” I say. “It won’t work unless we can comb out the nits. We could try picking them out by hand, but a comb would be easier and work better.”

      “We can check the houses around us. How likely is it that one of them has one?”

      “If they had kids, pretty likely. Most lice treatments come with a comb, and I always kept them.”

      Barry nods. “Tell me what I’m looking for.”

      I describe the various types of fine-tooth combs, including flea combs, which I assume will work on lice. When I begin to wax on about where people might store the combs, and where baby oil, mineral oil, and lice treatments might be, Barry holds up a hand. “I think it’d be easier if you came.”

      “Am I allowed?”

      “I’m guessing we’re not the only ones with lice, and you’re the expert. We’re going to need everything we can find.”
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      I’ve been given a gun, which is amusing—I’d accidentally shoot myself before I hit a zombie head. But it makes me feel safer. Not that there’s a chance of feeling unsafe, since Pop, Tom, and Jesse all came in what I assume is a chivalrous bid to protect me. Barry is a small giant and would be protection enough, but I don’t argue. They’ll be useful for carrying back any interesting things we find.

      Once we’re standing on the empty street, my heart accelerates as much from excitement as nerves. I haven’t been outside the fairgrounds in over a month, and I swear I breathe easier on the other side of the gate. It’s as though the tedium, and Ethan, suck away my sense of freedom inside.

      Multi-story senior apartments sit past a parking lot to our left. Single-family homes with overgrown lawns sit to our right. Two blocks west are vehicles we moved to keep the swarm at bay. Bodies wander somewhere past there, though we can’t see them from where we stand.

      Pop takes my elbow and scans the street. “I’m capable of walking,” I say. “I have killed a few zombies, you know.”

      I wriggle in his grasp, and his grip tightens. “Baby doll, if you think I’m letting you go after that stunt you pulled at the house, you’re dead wrong.”

      “Are you ever going to forget about that?” I ask. “I jumped over the fence one time.”

      Pop steers me toward the houses like I’m four instead of forty-two. “Nope.”

      “Stop being so overprotective.”

      Jesse huffs at my other side. “You’re exactly like him.”

      “Do I have you in an iron grip? I let you go outside the gates.”

      “You let me?” Jesse smirks. “Mom, let me remind you that I’m twenty-two.”

      “You think you’re old, but you’re still my baby. I, on the other hand—”

      “Are still my baby,” Pop says.

      I smile. Pop has always been my fiercest protector, my safe place, my cheerleader. He doesn’t grip me because he doubts my abilities; he only wants me alive. And we all know I’d have Jesse on a leash if I could get away with it.

      The houses have an X spray-painted by their front doors, meaning they’ve been cleared of both living and undead. Unfortunately, as evidenced by the odor in the first house we enter, that doesn’t mean they were cleaned. We may smell due to sporadic showers and bird baths in cold water, but we don’t smell like death.

      I cover my nose and mouth with my shirt, then head to the bathroom. Nothing in the cabinets or under the sink, or anywhere else I can think to look. I return to the living room, where the others wait. “Let’s try to find houses where kids lived. And the senior apartments might be a good place for mineral oil. Don’t you old folks use that for stuff?”

      I direct the last part at Pop, who laughs and says, “Never too old for a spanking, baby doll.”

      The next house is empty of bodies, and the two children’s bedrooms prove me right: under the bathroom sink, I find a half-full bottle of lice treatment and a fine-tooth comb. I take a bottle of baby oil covered in sticky dust, likely left over from when the kids were younger.

      We move in and out of houses. The front doors are already breached, and it’s easy work. The hard part is ignoring the stench and trying not to ponder the absent residents’ fates. Especially in the homes with nurseries and toy-filled rooms. At first, I try to rifle neatly, respectfully, but the truth is that no one is coming back. If they do, their worst problem won’t be a few missing items or the clutter I’ve left behind.

      In one house, I find a pair of sandals in my size and shove them in my pack. At another, I find a pair for Mitch, along with several shirts and jeans in her size. I take the Ziploc bag of Halloween candy I find squirreled away in a dresser drawer, grab a box of tampons, and get overly excited about a jar of expensive face cream—Mitch and I have almost finished the jar I brought from home.

      As I sit on the floor, ransacking a bathroom, Tom stops in the doorway. “Have you seen a pair of clippers?”

      I open a bottom drawer of the vanity and point to silver clippers I saw a minute ago. “You’re in luck. Why? Want a haircut?”

      “It’s gotten out of control. Maybe I should shave it off. It’ll take care of the lice.”

      He touches the dark waves that have taken on a life of their own. Though he’s loosened up, Tom is naturally neat and precise. A shaved head would suit him; he’s handsome enough to pull off any style. But I like the way his hair defies any attempt at discipline, as though the parts he doesn’t readily show—his humor, his softness—have found a way to escape through his scalp.

      “I think it looks good,” I say, trying for a casual air. Instantly, my cheeks heat and give me away. My vascular system is a total jerk. “But either way would look good, really. I can shave it for you. You should do whatever you want, of course. It’s your hair.”

      I finally get myself to stop talking. Tom’s smile makes an appearance as he bends for the clippers and weighs them in his hand. “I’ll see if we can get rid of the lice first.”

      If murdering those lice gets his hair to stay, then I plan to become a serial killer.
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      I’m exhausted, and there’s no end in sight. The first round of heads were greased up, combed, and washed, followed by a new round the next day, then another round. The nearby houses have electricity, and their clothes dryers have been going nonstop in an effort to kill lice on bedding and clothing. In all, three hundred people had lice, and we’ve depleted much of our supply of hair conditioner and cooking oil.

      I’ve combed hair for hours. My eyes hurt from squinting and my neck and back ache from stooping over. I’ve been thanked by people who’ve never dealt with lice, most of whom seem even more beaten down than they did a month ago. And then there are the elderly folks, many of whom are frail and have health issues. No one needed this on top of everything else they’ve endured.

      An older woman sits in my chair now, though Mrs. Knight doesn’t come across as sick or frail. “Call me Lily, dear,” she says. “Besides, I’ve gone by Ms. since the Seventies. Mr. Knight was ruffled by that at first, but he came around.”

      “Is your husband here?”

      “Oh, no. He died a long time ago.” She pats her chest. “Bad heart. Well, good heart, but it went kaput.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you.” She tilts her head, scrutinizing me with a smile. Even aged—somewhere in her mid-seventies—I can see the beauty she was. It’s in her facial structure and her kind eyes, even with the oily hair that lays flat on her scalp. “Tell me what you did before this craziness.”

      “I was a realtor.”

      “Aside from that.” Lily swishes a hand in the air. “What did you do? Someone with your hair had to do something interesting. They don’t dole out hair like yours to just anyone. And those of us with flower names are always a bit peculiar.”

      I laugh. “I’m not that exciting, but I guess I had a lot of hobbies. Jack of all trades, master of none, as they say.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true.” She rubs her hands together. “Tell me about them.”

      I touch on my various diversions while Lily asks questions about soap and candle making, woodworking, pottery, and concrete. When she probes deeper, I get into my childhood in Brooklyn. She’s the type of listener who makes you feel like you’re the most fascinating creature she’s ever encountered, which can’t possibly be the case.

      “Well, that’s me,” I finally say. “How about you?”

      “I was raised out West, in Oregon and Idaho. We lived in the woods, and we made most everything ourselves. But my father wasn’t an uneducated hick—he insisted we read everything we could, and he packed me off to art school in New York City when I was seventeen.”

      It explains her clothing—black and simple, yet flattering—her colorful enameled jewelry, and the jaunty beret I’ve seen her wear in the past. Not many people can pull off a beret, but Lily can. Her silver hair is streaked with dark brown on the bottom, and, when not oiled to within an inch of its life as it is now, falls gracefully to her chin.

      “When did you come back home?” I ask.

      “In my mid-twenties. I met Mr. Knight, and we decided to become the hippie version of my parents. Living off the land, raising our kids in nature.”

      “That sounds nice.”

      “It was nice, but I’d forgotten about the shit. Everywhere you go in the country, there’s shit of one kind or another to deal with. Your own, the animals, the garden, vermin. It never ends.”

      “It still sounds nice.” I love wacky old ladies, and Lily definitely qualifies. “Aside from the shit, of course.”

      “It’s a fact of life. Where there’s life, there’s shit. And don’t get me started on the bullshit you encounter.”

      “Tell me about it.” I finish the last of her hair and peer into the cup of soapy water. “Not too bad. No bugs and only a few nits we might’ve missed the first time. We’ll check you again in about a week, but I think you’re good.”

      “It’s a date.” Lily stands and takes my hand in hers. “Until next time.”

      “You’re welcome to visit us whenever,” I say. “You’re in these buildings, right?”

      “Hall Four. They tried to stick me in the Events Center with the other biddies, but I said, ‘Why would I want to hang around with a bunch of old people? They’re no fun.’ ”

      I laugh and squeeze the hands that hold mine. “Come visit. I insist.”

      “You’re a sweetheart. I will. Now, I’m off to wash this rat’s nest.”

      She pats her head and moves away while I wonder where her kids are, if she’s lonely. Before I can give it any more thought, loud voices advance toward the hall. For a moment, I picture the fences collapsing under the weight of a thousand bodies, but the tone is pissed, not alarmed.

      Boone comes through the wide doorway, face screwed up in annoyance. “Have you checked everyone in here?”

      He directs the question to me, and I have a feeling there’s no good answer. “Almost,” I say. “Only a few need to be retreated.”

      “Over half the Events Center still has lice.”

      They cleared out this section of Hall Three for lice detail, with another in the Events Center. I don’t know who’s in charge there, but obviously they suck at lice removal.

      “Every head with nits needs to be shaved,” Boone says. “That’s the only way to take care of the problem.”

      I almost laugh, thinking he can’t be serious. But he is. His bulbous lips press together as though hiding a smile—not a ha-ha smile, but one that would reveal the pleasure he receives imposing his will on people.

      I’m exhausted, and sweaty, and I have zero patience for assholes who mistreat the people they should protect. “No,” I say, surprising myself as well as him.

      “No?” he asks, thick eyebrows raised.

      Though my hands grow clammy under Boone’s glare, I can’t back down. The residents have lost so much—their loved ones, their homes, their once-sound belief that the world wouldn’t eat them—and to take more unnecessarily would be cruel. Maybe it’s only hair, but it’s not only hair. It’s normalcy and identity and feeling human when so much of the world isn’t.

      I dig my nails into my palms so he can’t see how they shake. “You can’t force them to shave their heads.”

      “I can do whatever I like, Mrs. Winter.”

      His lips curl. He’s called me Rose the times I’ve baked him bread; now we’re back to Mrs. Winter. Twenty people have gathered on the sidelines, obviously enjoying the show, and my lungs clench under their stares. I wish I’d shut my mouth and gone to Barry.

      I try for a deep breath and search for the words that’ll give him a graceful way out. Boone doesn’t like to be challenged, and he doesn’t like to be wrong. He pretends to be magnanimous, might even think he is, but he’s more like a schoolyard bully or a toddler mid-tantrum. If I fight him, especially with an audience, he’ll never concede, and past experience has proven me a lousy fighter. “Almost everyone in here is lice-free,” I say quietly. “The few who aren’t are being treated. There’s no need to shave anyone’s head.”

      Boone continues to glare. More people have joined the fray, and they murmur as the first spectators relay the events. Pop appears at my side. “Rosie, what’s going on?” Boone bristles at the warning in Pop’s voice, though he keeps silent. Pop may be decades older than Boone, but I wouldn’t fuck with Sam McGann on a dare.

      “It’s fine, Daddy. I was just telling Sergeant Boone there’s no reason to shave anyone’s head. The lice are almost gone.”

      At my words, the murmurs multiply. I rest a hand on Pop’s tensed arm, thankful Tom and Jesse aren’t around, though Francis, Daisy, and Troy are circling the crowd, eyes moving between Boone and Pop. This is getting out of hand.

      I smile at Boone to ease the tension. It feels false and my lips tremble, but his stance eases. “What if I come to the Events Center?” I ask. “I’m sure we can get rid of the lice if you let us try.”

      Boone has taken note of the crowd’s outrage. He might not care about them, but he cares about a burgeoning rebellion. “You have five days.”

      I nod, mouth dry. The two soldiers behind Boone—Vann and Duncan—follow him from the hall. My hands shake with unused adrenaline, and my heart jackhammers in my chest.

      “I tell Jesse to steer clear of Boone, only to find you facing him like the sheriff on Main Street at high noon.” Pop’s words are disapproving, but his tone is amused.

      I exhale a squeaky laugh as Lily comes to my side. “Good for you,” she says. “I don’t have many years left, but I’m sure as hell going to hold on to what hair I have while I live them.”

      Pop laughs, and I introduce the two. Lily dips her oily head. “You raised a lovely daughter.” She squeezes my arm. “Remember what I said about bullshit? You threw it right back in his face.”

      She winks before she disappears into the surrounding people, most of whom are dispersing to their respective halls. Pop watches her for a moment. He’s still handsome, and if he hasn’t noticed the interested looks the older ladies give him, I have. He dated on and off over the years, but he always ended those relationships amicably, with neither drama nor a great love story.

      Years ago, he said my mother was the love of his life, and no one could reasonably expect that twice. It made me sad then, but now that my own love story—one I thought would last a lifetime—has ended, the thought is downright depressing.

      Pop catches me watching him watch her, and he wags a finger before I can speak. His smile fades. “I don’t want you making an enemy of Boone.”

      I throw a hand in the air. “You say that like I go around making enemies all the time. He said he was going to shave people’s heads, and I didn’t think before my mouth opened.”

      “Maybe you should do that more often,” Pop says, and pulls me close. It’s no secret I suck at standing up for myself, that I weigh my words to my own detriment. But at least when it comes to others, I actually have a backbone.

      “What’s this I hear about you challenging Boone to a round of fisticuffs?” Mitch says from behind me.

      I turn to find her standing with Craig, Troy, Daisy, and Francis. “Hardly. He was about to shave off your hair, so I told him I’d make sure the lice were all gone.”

      “He was pissed, though.” Troy says it cheerfully, with an approving nod, as though he was aiming to piss off Boone. “Nice work, Rose.”

      I laugh in a half-successful attempt to cover my tension, and Craig rubs my shoulder. I can hide my nerves from some people, but if anyone understands nerves, it’s Craig.

      “Thanks for saving my hair,” Mitch says. “I owe you.”

      “I’m glad you think so. Because you’re helping me comb out nits in the Events Center for the next few days.”

      Mitch groans.
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      They set us up in the Performance Hall, where I learned the reason for the continuing lice epidemic: Adele treated herself, her son, and some others with apple cider vinegar. As is often the case, the purported magical properties of apple cider vinegar proved overblown. It’s great stuff, but you’d think it’s the Second Coming of Christ with the number of ailments its disciples insist it heals. After decades living in Eugene, I’ve heard them all.

      Craig signed on to help along with Mitch, though Mitch bowed out for laundry detail, and he hasn’t combed a thing. I finish a little girl’s hair, send her to her mom, and then turn to where he sits beside me. “Feel free to help whenever.”

      “I’m not touching those things. I’m here for moral support.”

      I make a face, though I appreciate the support. I’ve seen Ethan four times in the past two days, and Craig has tried to distract me with mindless conversation every time. Successfully, for the most part.

      Rhonda the nurse works the chair to my left. She’s in her sixties, with a big smile, graying red hair, and tons of energy. After she releases her latest victim, she sets down her comb and points to her watch. “I’m on at the infirmary soon and was hoping to wash up before.”

      “Go ahead,” I say. “We’re making good progress now that we’ve put the vinegar back in the pantry.” Craig snickers, and Rhonda hides her smile. “And thank you. I know you’re working a double shift.”

      “Reminds me of when I was a school nurse. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I wave to the next person in line, then look to see who it is. Holly half-smiles before she plods forward and sits down. Though we’re on speaking terms, she avoided my comb the first time, which is likely why she still has lice. “Hey,” she says.

      “Hey, Holly-Bird. What’s up?” Craig turns his chair to face her. She points to her head, and he smiles. “I remember your mom doing this all the time.”

      I section her hair with a disinfected comb. Like me, she has a massive amount of fine hair, and it requires combing from every possible direction to remove the nits. It also breaks easily, like mine, and I work as gently as possible. “Seemed like every week,” I say.

      “It was the worst.” Holly winces when the comb catches on a snarl. “Maybe I should let Boone shave my head. Think I’d look badass?”

      “You’re gorgeous no matter what,” Craig says. “How’s the nurse thing going?”

      “Good. I did a few stitches yesterday.”

      “Gross.”

      “Sticking the needle in was the worst part. It, like, popped through the skin.”

      Craig makes a puking sound, and Holly laughs. “It was cool after that, though. I’m getting better at finding veins. Dad’s good at it. He can find a vein on anyone.”

      Craig doesn’t look at me, but I know he hears my thoughts. The first time I walked in on Ethan shooting up was not a good day. I rarely called people in tears—I rarely called people at all—but Craig was the lucky recipient of that phone call.

      “Yesterday, we had a broken ulna,” Holly continues. “That was so cool. It took two of us to do the reduction—that’s where you set the bone.”

      “Someone broke their arm, you know.” Craig shakes his head, though his glinting eyes belie his stern tone. “You don’t have to sound so happy about it.”

      “I’m hoping for a broken leg next. Maybe I’ll wait for someone to walk past and—” Holly pushes out a foot like she’s tripping someone. “Whoops!”

      Craig barks out a laugh. “Nurse Ratched is in the building.”

      I smile at Craig over her head, and he winks. He and Holly have always had a special relationship, but he’s doing this partly for me. It’s been so long since Holly’s sounded like her old self, and I comb quietly while I listen. It could be she wants me to hear as much as I want to hear it. Holly may keep her love life under wraps, but she usually came to me for support, advice, or just to chat. I miss it.

      “How about the other training?” Craig leans forward conspiratorially. “I hear you’re packing heat. My sweet Holly, packing heat. Crazy.”

      Holly motions to his shoulder holster. “My Uncle Cray, packing heat. That’s even crazier.”

      “What the actual fuck, right?” he agrees. “But I wouldn’t run behind me if zombies are coming, unless it’s because you want me to be eaten first.”

      Holly’s head moves when she giggles, and I release the hair I hold so it doesn’t pull. “Love you, Uncle Cray.”

      “Love you more,” he says.

      I lift the last section of hair and then freeze at a familiar voice to my right. Boots appear in my circle of vision on the floor, and I glance up at Eva before I resume combing as if she isn’t there. “Hey, Holly,” she says in a friendly voice I’ve never heard. “Have you seen the alcohol preps? Can’t find them.”

      “They’re in the cabinet in the way back. The green one.”

      “Thanks. Your dad says you’re eating with him later. Mind if I join you guys?”

      Holly stiffens for a split second. “Of course not. See you later.”

      “Cool. Bye.”

      I can’t believe the need for alcohol preps was dire enough that Eva had to find Holly immediately. Nor do I think her mention of dinner was offhand. Maybe she wants to stake some sort of claim on Ethan, or maybe she’s just a gigantic bitch.

      My stomach roils and my eyes fill with angry tears. I hold it together through the final swipe of the comb, then pat Holly’s head. “You’re good, sweets. Maybe you should wear a swim cap until this pestilence ends.”

      Holly rises to her feet and looks at me, likely because my voice cracked. I busy myself dipping the comb into disinfectant. “You know about Eva,” she says quietly, and I shrug. “Why don’t you do something about it, then? The only reason he’s with her is because you left him.”

      All concern has fled her expression, leaving accusation behind. I release my breath, annoyance joining my anger. “Your father can do whatever he likes. I couldn’t control his actions before—believe me, I tried—and I certainly don’t want to now. If you don’t like what he’s doing, take it up with him.”

      “If you could just understand what he’s going through, maybe actually care, he wouldn’t do this. He told me how sorry he is, and—”

      “Shut up!” The words fly out before I can stop them, and Holly’s mouth snaps closed in shock. I never tell my kids to shut up, but anger writhes in my gut and sends jolts of energy to my arms. I want to punch something, someone, and, if she doesn’t stop speaking, I’m afraid it might be her. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Holly. You need to stop. Right now.”

      I wonder what else Ethan has said to her. If I cared, if I could just understand, then he wouldn’t have to use drugs, or put me down, or twist something innocuous into an accusation. I’ve heard it all before, and I am so fucking done.

      Holly’s eyes glisten. “When did you become such a bitch?”

      “About the same time you did, it seems.”

      I’m not proud of my words, but I’m too furious to care. She spins on her heel, eyes spilling over, and heads for the lobby while I take in the stares of the people in line. Maybe they didn’t hear the first part of our conversation, but they definitely heard the last.

      “Break time,” Craig says.

      He grabs my elbow, steering me through the Exhibit Hall and into the back of the building. The infirmary is just around the corner. I picture Ethan in there, talking shit about me day after day. I ended my marriage, but, as usual, I didn’t say what should have been said. I shouldn’t have to put up with his bullshit anymore, but I still let him run the show. That’s going to end right the fuck now.

      “Give me a minute,” I say. “I need to find Ethan.”

      “Ro—”

      I leave before Craig can stop me, before I can weigh my words, and head for the infirmary. The heat of anger is cooling to remorse, but I shove Holly from my mind. Ethan breaks off talking to Rhonda when I walk in the door. There’s no patient in the infirmary, no Eva, and no demand for alcohol preps that I can see. Gigantic bitch it is.

      “I need to talk to you,” I say.

      Fury comes off me in waves. I can feel it. I can see it in Ethan’s startled expression and the way Rhonda glances at him like oh, shit. “I’m running to the bathroom,” Rhonda says.

      She moves past, eyes straight ahead, and I step farther into the room. “What are you saying to Holly?”

      Ethan backs up a step. “Nothing. What do you mean?”

      “I’m trying to make this situation easy for you, though God only knows why. I’ve said nothing about you, Ethan. Nothing. But somehow, according to Holly, this is all my fault. I’m a heartless bitch, and you’re the one who never did anything wrong.”

      “I never said that. I admitted I took some pills, but you wouldn’t forgive me. I can’t help it if Holly sees that.”

      I swallow back looming tears. Anger leads to crying, and cry-fighting is the absolute worst. “Is that all, Ethan? Just some pills? Or did you also accuse me of cheating and cut me down all the time?” The last words come out on a half-sob, but if I don’t call him on it, he’ll continue to pretend it didn’t happen. “I was afraid to do anything that would upset you—wearing makeup, going out with Mitch, even working—in case you’d find something to attack. Half the time I was afraid to look at you because I’d have to beg your forgiveness for whatever bullshit thing you thought you saw.”

      Ethan’s lips open in surprise before they thin. “I said some shitty things, but I always apologized. You were the only thing I had, and you left. What do you expect? I’m going to canonize you for sticking around a few years?”

      My laugh is sharp, bitter. “It was always me and never you, and now our daughter says the same thing. I haven’t told her because—”

      I stop when his eyelids lower in a slow blink. His body sways as though a gentle breeze has blown through. His bag is on the table, ready to head out for the day now that Rhonda is on duty, and whatever drug he took is kicking in.

      How could I have loved him so deeply only to feel nothing for him now? Nothing but this terrible and overpowering disgust. He’ll never cop to his side of things, not as long as he’s using, and maybe not even if he were clean. He never has before.

      “You’re high,” I say. “I hope you’re not treating patients like this. You could hurt someone.”

      “I’m not high, Rose,” he spits out, but even this denial lacks strength.

      “You know what? I don’t care. I’m done being responsible for you. Just don’t turn our daughter against me, Ethan. That’s all I’m asking. Have that be the one fucking respectable thing you do in this whole mess. I’ll be over here holding everything else together the way I have for five years.”

      I know he hears me because he stares, Adam’s apple bobbing, and I see the pain in his eyes. Maybe guilt. A week ago, a day ago—hell, fifteen minutes ago—I might’ve cared a little, but that door has slammed shut. His pills will soften the blow the way they always do, and he’ll continue lying to himself.

      I stalk from the room. Craig waits in the hall, far enough not to eavesdrop, though he must have heard everything. He shoves his thick-framed glasses up his nose as I approach, then takes my arm and yanks me around the corner. “Holy shit, Pipsqueak. Tell us how you really feel.”

      I laugh before I burst into tears.
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      I find Holly by the shower tent with freshly washed hair and bloodshot, wary eyes. We’ve never been at odds like this, and much of it is my fault. I didn’t trust her to be strong though I’ve spent her entire life telling her how strong she is. It drives me crazy when Pop does it to me, yet I continued the tradition anyway.

      “Can we talk?” I ask.

      She nods once, inching around the corner of the shower tent and under the shade of a clump of trees in one of grassy islands interspersed throughout the fairgrounds’ parking lot. The sound of water hitting ground comes through the thick white sidewall, and sudsy water runs underneath to pool in the cracks and crevices of the asphalt. You barely feel cleaner when you leave, but I’ve gotten used to it the same way I’ve accepted the world will never be the same. It’s frustrating, it’s unenjoyable, but it’s reality.

      Holly waits. I understand her anger that I didn’t tell her about Ethan’s relapses. I treated her like a child, and it’s no surprise she responded like one. Finally, I say, “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Dad using again. I thought I was protecting you. I know that’s a terrible excuse, and I should have trusted you to be able to handle it.”

      She takes a breath, blinking rapidly. “But I don’t understand why. Why can’t you give him another chance?”

      I picture Ethan swaying gently, eyelids lowered. The thought of being with him is repugnant on a cellular level. “A lot more than drugs can ruin a marriage,” I say. “There’s the drugs themselves and the loss of trust. But addiction changes people in other ways, too.”

      My mother used to say I was lucky to have inherited Pop’s dark eyelashes along with his dark auburn hair, and I’ve told Holly the same. Teardrops cling to them now, framing the caramel-brown eyes that are so striking against her pale skin. “He knows he messed up. He’ll apologize. He said he would.”

      “He always apologized, but then he did it again. He hurt me, Holly. Badly enough that I don’t love him anymore, no matter how sorry he says he is.”

      I don’t want to give more details; I can’t find the right words to explain. Holly’s shoulders wilt. “But if he’s clean…”

      I realize I’m wringing my hands and clasp them together, then notice Holly picking at her cuticles. Like mother, like daughter. “I don’t think he is clean,” I say quietly. “I saw him earlier, and I’m pretty sure he was high. I don’t know what he’s telling you, but—”

      Holly inhales sharply, any empathy in her eyes swept away by a current of panic. “He says he’s clean. Why are you trying to make me hate him?”

      Ethan’s the one who ruined our marriage, and yet I’m the one who’s easy to hate. My sigh sounds as frustrated as I feel. “I don’t want you to hate him, which is half the reason I didn’t tell you about his relapses. I’ll take the blame for my mistakes, but I won’t let you blame me for his. Or call me a bitch for standing up for myself. And I won’t let your father blame me, either. I’m done with him.”

      Holly stiffens while angry tears well in her eyes—a trait inherited from yours truly—and I know we’ve lost any ground we’d gained. “Fine. Just like I thought, I’m the only one who cares if he dies.”

      “Holly—” I begin, but she stalks away.
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      Over a dozen people and two bottles of hard liquor sit in the Pavilion. I don’t know where the bottles came from, but I never turn down free alcohol. I don’t even care that this will likely be the night zombies break through the fences. My nose is already numb and the rest of me is pleasantly anesthetized. At least I won’t feel them eat me.

      The hoopla quiets when Vann strides in with another soldier, Lewis, in tow. They’re only in their twenties, but Boone’s closest soldiers stick together, rarely breaking ranks to hang with us peasants. Vann looks over the two tables we’ve pushed together, eyes on our alcohol and a smirk under his goatee. As Boone’s right-hand man, he’s as big of an asshole as you would expect. “Look at this,” he says to Lewis. “I know someone who’d be interested to see what’s going on in here.”

      Lewis laughs like the jerk he is, checking the front of his hair to be sure it stands at attention. According to the soldiers who aren’t jerks, he hoards all the hairspray. Craig calls him Vanilla Ice, which never fails to crack everyone up. “Yeah,” Lewis adds, because he’s also not the sharpest knife in the drawer.

      “Ice, ice baby,” Holly whispers under her breath beside me, and I snicker.

      Harris is already on his feet, an unopened bottle of whiskey in hand. “Here you go, man. Saved one for you.”

      Vann takes the bottle. “Nice doing business with you. Keep it down so I don’t have to come back.”

      Lewis walks ahead, but Vann turns on his heel only after giving me and Amber the once-over. I pretend not to notice, but Amber stares back defiantly. She grimaces at me when he’s gone, and I shudder dramatically in reply. If Amber won’t flirt with you, you know there’s a problem.

      “That’s over with,” Marquez says in the silence. “Now we can party.”

      A few quiet cheers sound. Holly and I clink our drinks, then sip. Dalton, the blond-haired soldier from the Dakotas, appears and sets two bags of vegetarian gummy bears in front of Holly. His eyes are almost crossed, and he stumbles over words that sound like, “I thought you might want something sweet.”

      He started bringing her little treats a while ago, though he hasn’t made a move the way I anticipated. Once he drops them off, he goes on his way, and we can’t figure out his ulterior motive.

      “Thanks,” Holly says. She bites her lip, then blurts out, “Why do you keep giving me stuff? I mean, it’s nice, but…”

      Dalton runs a hand down his face. His eyes dart around the room. “Um, I don’t know? I’m sorry. Sorry.”

      Holly winces as he staggers off. “I hope I didn’t hurt his feelings. Was that bitchy?”

      “Only you would think that was bitchy. I’d say you nailed it with your mom earlier today, though.”

      She snorts and slurps from her cup of whiskey and lemonade. Holly plus whiskey is not the best idea; she’ll be seriously hungover in the morning. Whiskey and myself isn’t the greatest idea, either, but I’m doing my best to finish every drop.

      “This is all so fucked up,” she says, drunkenly dramatic. “All of it.”

      Ethan with Eva is fucked up, but Rose is hardly to blame for that. Jesse knows now, along with everyone else in the fairgrounds, and he took the news with his usual stoicism. He’s at the next table down, feeling pretty good as far as I can tell—he laughs at whatever Marquez says with a looseness I haven’t seen in a while. When he sees me watching, I cross my eyes to make him smile, then return to Holly’s ongoing spiel.

      “…and that’s why she’s the bitch.”

      I nod rather than argue. If I can’t tell her the facts that might change her mind, I’m washing my hands of the situation. “I thought you wanted to be a bitch. Mission accomplished.”

      “You’re right.” Holly glugs her drink. “You’re totally right. Why do I even care what she thinks? I don’t.”

      For all her protestations, her eyes are glassy from more than whiskey. She cares a lot, and no one was more surprised than she when Rose finally lost her cool. “You never told me what she said later on.”

      “Typical mom guilt trip,” Holly says, though her lack of eye contact makes me think it was more. She’s been quiet since this afternoon, and her cuticles are shredded.

      “Your mom’s rad,” Gabe says from the closer end of the table. “I know you’re angry, but you can’t let that fester, man. It eats you up inside, you know?”

      Holly flashes him a drunken grin. Anyone else would’ve earned a glare for those words, but it’s completely impossible to be mad at Gabe. “How are you so nice? You’re like…like a hippie fairy come down to Earth.”

      Gabe laughs. “I wasn’t always. It’s just, why not be happy if you can be, you know? That’s what my mom says. Make the best of it.”

      “Your mom sounds cool,” Lance says. With his muscles, coiffed hair, and sporty t-shirts, I would’ve pegged him as a douche, except he’s quiet and spends most of his time looking at Gabe the way I wish Jesse would look at me. “She really didn’t care that you’re gay?”

      Gabe shakes his head. “When I finally told her, she said she’d known for years, ever since she found the Calvin Klein underwear ads I hid under my mattress when I was eleven. She’d wondered why all her magazines had ripped pages and called the company to complain.”

      We crack up. Lance turns to Holly, almost desperate. “How about your parents?”

      Holly shrugs. “They basically said ‘Love is love’ from the time I was born. So when I was eight and said I was going to marry a girl when I grew up, my mom said it was great news and then made dinner.”

      Gabe drapes his arm over Lance’s shoulders. “It’ll be fine,” he says, then turns to us. “Lance is worried that when we go to Iowa and find his parents, they won’t be okay with it.”

      “They won’t be,” Lance insists. The drunker he gets, the more miserable he appears. “You guys are lucky. My dad thinks gay people are unnatural. He says they can do whatever they want, but he’d rather die than have a gay son.”

      “Parents can change,” I say. “My dad and I didn’t get along at all, and now we do. All we did was fight.”

      “Really?” Gabe asks. “I never would’ve thought that.”

      Holly leans toward Lance, face flushed with whiskey and outrage. “Lishen,” she slurs. “If your father, in the middle of the zombie freaking apocalypse, finds out you’re alive and is still mad you’re gay, then he doesn’t deserve you. You come back to Oregon and be our family.”

      Lance blinks a few times, nodding. Holly pats his hand, more like Rose than she’d like to admit. Nora, who’s been listening quietly across the table, says, “My dad barely spoke to me for a couple of months after I came out. He didn’t know what to say, but he figured it out eventually.”

      “How old were you?” Lance asks.

      “Seventeen. I almost came out in middle school, but that didn’t go the way I wanted.”

      Nora glances at Holly, then peers into her cup. It’s the first reference she’s ever made to The Event in middle school. Holly shoots a frown Nora’s way, then looks to me. “I have to pee. Do you have any toilet paper? I forgot to get more.”

      I pull my wad of TP from my jacket pocket, peel off a generous amount, and hand it over. She rises from her chair and totters for the bathroom. I consider following, as I’m not sure she’ll make it back without falling on her face. Nora stands as though considering the same, then circles the table and falls into Holly’s chair.

      She studies her cup like she’s contemplating drowning herself in it. I groan. “This is supposed to be fun, people. Can we have a little fun before we’re eaten alive?”

      Down at the other table, Marquez and Harris encourage Dalton and Kevin to take another shot. Alcohol poisoning is imminent, but at least they’re laughing. Once again, Jesse catches my eye. I mouth Help me. He grins. Brenna has taken the seat to his right, and I’m pleased to note her hair is greasy. Yes, I’m a terrible person.

      “Clars,” Nora says. “Can I call you Clars?”

      “Sure.” I watch Dalton do another shot. “Hey, do you have any idea why Dalton keeps giving Holly stuff? He has to know it’s not going anywhere.”

      Nora sips her drink, then nods slowly. “I give it to him to give to her. I know she won’t take it from me.”

      I stare in astonishment. She likes Holly enough that she doesn’t try to take the credit or use it to get on her good side. “Really? That’s…nice.” I want to say it’s depressing, but somehow I don’t think that’s what Nora needs to hear.

      “Why does Holly hate me?” she asks.

      “She doesn—”

      “Yes, she does.” Nora’s gaze is steady, almost sober. “Why?”

      I down the remainder of my drink—between the direction this conversation has taken, and the way Brenna is eyeing Jesse, I need it. “She doesn’t hate you. In fact, I think she likes you, but…” I pull over the whiskey bottle and dump some in my cup, then follow it with the pitcher of lemonade.

      “But what?” Nora’s face pinches with angst. “Every time I think she might like me a little, she suddenly acts like I’m the most horrible person ever.”

      I drop my head back. Fuck it. I’m tired of being the keeper of secrets. “Do you really want to know?”

      “Yes!” Nora yells, then shushes her own self.

      “You can’t tell her I told you.”

      “I promise I won’t.”

      “Remember when you asked her out in seventh grade?” Nora nods, and I continue, “Well, she came to school the next morning and heard you making fun of her parents’ car. It was missing a back window, and everyone was saying it was a piece of crap. I don’t think you said anything, but she saw you laughing. That’s why she broke up with you.”

      Nora’s cheeks turn a shade of pink that rivals Holly’s deepest blushes. “Oh.”

      “You probably don’t even remember. It was a long t—”

      “I do remember. I’d liked her since elementary school. It took me all that time to get up the nerve to ask her out because I was afraid for people to know. But Holly, she was just like, I’m gay, get over it.”

      “I think that’s how she introduced herself to me.”

      Nora offers a tiny smile at my joke, but her eyes are big brown pools of regret. If Holly saw, there’d be no way to hold on to her grudge. “I mean, she didn’t go around shouting about it, but she didn’t hide it, either. I was so nervous that morning. All I could think was that, by the end of the day, I was going to be Nora the Lesbian. And when Pierce, who was an asshole, by the way, started making fun of their car, I was afraid not to laugh. Like, it would be one more thing that would make me different. I felt bad because she was supposed to be my girlfriend, and I didn’t want to laugh. But I did. I should’ve punched him.”

      As I suspected, Nora isn’t a jerk. She was insecure and afraid, just like everyone else. “We’ve all done things we’re not proud of. But you wouldn’t laugh now. I’m pretty sure you’d punch him.”

      Nora shrugs. “But Holly wouldn’t have laughed. She was shy, but she was so nice. There was this kid, Jeffrey. He had, like, those leg braces and crutches, you know? They had a class together after lunch, and she would take the stairs one at a time, then wait while he made his way up, talking the entire time. Every day, even when everyone else in her group went on ahead.”

      In high school, Holly befriended random people—the quiet ones, the loners, the “weirdos” others overlooked. It’s not that I wasn’t nice to those kids, but I had to go out of my way to do it. For Holly, it was just a regular day.

      Nora smiles. “One time, Pierce said something about Jeffrey as he walked by, and she tripped him. He slid down the stairs on his ass.”

      I laugh. Even Holly has her limits. Nora scans the room with whiskey-fueled fervor. “I have to apologize. Right now.”

      “But you said you wouldn’t tell—”

      “I’m going to find her.” She announces this as though I haven’t spoken, plants her hands on the table, and lurches to her feet. “Thanks, Clars.”

      “But—” I give up as she moves away, then drop my head to the table and close my eyes while the Formica cools my overheated cheek.

      “When’d you become such a lightweight?” Jesse asks.

      I open my eyes. He’s sitting beside me, arm propped on the table. I stare at where his biceps travels under his t-shirt and imagine licking my way from that spot to his lips before I get ahold of myself and sit up. “I just told Nora why Holly doesn’t like her, but only because Nora promised not to say anything. Then, the minute I was done, she hopped up to find Holly and apologize.”

      “So it went well,” he says with a laugh.

      I jab his chest. He deserves it, but mainly I want to feel his chest. “Shut up. If you’d seen her face, you would’ve done the same thing.”

      “No, I wouldn’t have. Because no one will tell me why Holly’s mad at Nora.”

      He lifts his eyebrows expectantly. I level my finger an inch from his nose. “And they still won’t.”

      Jesse motions across the room. “Looks like Nora found Holly.”

      I venture a glance. With the round room only partially lit, they stand in shadows by the bathrooms. Holly stares up at Nora, who motions emphatically with her hands while she speaks. After a minute, Holly nods and sinks to the floor with her back against the wall. Nora follows. They both stare straight ahead, but their mouths move as though having a real, if awkward, conversation. Holly isn’t storming in my direction, which is a good sign.

      “I’m done with drama for the night,” I say. “At least until Dalton and Kevin die of alcohol poisoning.”

      “Nah, they cut them off.”

      “Is Kevin okay?” I ask. “Aside from alcohol poisoning?”

      Kevin has set his head on the table in his folded arms, his brown hair not fully covering his reddened eyes. I think he’s been crying. Marquez shrugs at Harris and then pounds Kevin’s back in that stupid way guys do—buck up, Champ.

      “He’s pretty depressed,” Jesse says. “His dad, you know?”

      Kevin was one of the guys on the radio that first night—the ones who warned us of zombies and likely saved our lives—and his police officer father rescued many of the people at the fairgrounds. His dad died a week later, eaten while Kevin watched. His mother and brother went missing the first night; they never came home from a basketball game.

      “Everyone in your family just…gone.” I shake my head, more grateful for Dad than I ever thought possible. And not just Dad—the Winters are family, too.

      “I know.” Jesse frowns over his shoulder until Amber pulls Kevin to sitting and plops into his lap. When Kevin grins like a moron, Jesse snickers. “Looks like he’ll be okay. But he’ll be hurting tomorrow.”

      I’m pleased to see Jesse’s eyes skim past Brenna, who sits by his vacated chair while she talks to the others. She casts him a stealthy look, then goes back to her conversation and her cup of straight lemonade. Mine, I think. He’s mine.

      “How about you?” I ask. “Hurting tomorrow.”

      “I’ll be fine. Hungover, but fine. You’ll be wrecked. I’m calling it now.”

      I grin. My body is loose and warm, like my bones have softened. I want to ooze onto Jesse’s lap and curl into a ball. “A girl needs to find her kicks where she can.”

      “Marquez has plenty of kicks he’d like to share. He hasn’t stopped drooling over you since we got here.” Jesse’s smile is joking, but his eyes are serious. “If I have to listen to him say how hot you are again, I’ll…”

      I wait for him to finish, but he doesn’t. Annoyance flits across his face, filling me with a wild hope before his expression eases into an indifference that smarts a little. Okay, a lot.

      “Thanks, but I’ll stick to whiskey,” I say, because if there’s the chance that one tiny cell in Jesse’s body might be jealous, I want it to know it has zero competition. “What were you going to say? If you have to listen to him, you’ll what? Puke? Guard my maidenhead?”

      Jesse tosses his head back, laughing with abandon. I love when he does that, and it’s even better when I’ve caused it. “Your maidenhead?” he asks. “When’d you last see that?”

      “Please. How about you? How many people have you slept with?”

      “Not as many as you’d think.”

      “I think a hundred.”

      “Okay, so it’s more than you think.” He wears his sarcastic smile. I know of six for sure, and, honestly, that’s all I want to know. He looks past me, then does a double take. “Um, Clary?”

      I turn. Holly and Nora still sit in the shadows, though now they’re twisted toward each other, locked in a kiss. I face Jesse with a quiet screech. “They were just talking three minutes ago! I guess this means they worked it out?”

      “Or it’s the magical powers of alcohol.”

      “You know your sister only hooks up with people when she’s drunk. I can’t wait to bother her about this.” Jesse laughs while I peek again. Definitely full-on making out. Nora holds Holly’s face like it’s a precious piece of china, like she can’t believe her luck, and I sigh happily. “But she likes Nora when she’s sober. She just didn’t want to like Nora.”

      “You really won’t tell me what it was?” he asks, and I shake my head. “Why’d you tell Nora?”

      “Because I’m tired of keeping secrets from people who should know. I can’t tell Holly about your dad, I couldn’t tell Nora about Holly, I couldn’t tell you about—” I cut myself off. Stupid whiskey.

      “Tell me what?” Jesse asks.

      I grimace; this is not the first time my drunk mouth has gotten me into trouble. “About Eva. Holly found out first, and I wasn’t allowed to tell you. Sorry.”

      “It’s fine. Well, my dad and Eva is—let’s not go there. But if Holly made you promise, I get it. I asked you to do the same thing. We both know you don’t go around blabbing about everything.”

      “I might soon. The secrets have to fly. It’s unhealthy to hide all this shit from each other. If Holly knew about your dad, maybe she wouldn’t be so pissed at your mom, you know.”

      Jesse shrugs resignedly. “I wanted to tell her, but I promised I wouldn’t. Anyway, at this point, she’d be seriously pissed that I didn’t tell her before.”

      “Can you really blame her? And here I thought my family was dysfunctional. You guys are catching up.”

      “We put the fun in dysfunctional,” Jesse says with a wink. “When did our Clary turn into a therapist?”

      “I did have one-and-a-half semesters of undergrad psych, you know. I’m practically Sigmund Freud. Do you have any secrets I should know? Might as well get them out there.”

      Jesse shifts his eyes back and forth, then leans forward. His lips brush my ear, and his breath makes me shiver when he whispers, “I switched our pillows last week. Yours was better.”

      My peal of laughter escapes before I can stop it, and I ignore the shushing from the other end of the table. “You’re such an asshole! Give it back.”

      “I was fully prepared to, but you didn’t even notice. The statute of limitations is up. It’s mine now.”

      Jesse’s smile is so shiny, so brilliant, that my body aches with longing. Maybe if he knew he has my heart, he’d want to keep it, too. But that’s my secret, and I will never, ever let it fly.
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      Pain explodes in my nose. A gasp-inducing throb is next, along with the numbness and watering eyes that come when your nose takes a hit. I drop my head while the throbbing ebbs far too slowly for my liking.

      “Shit, I’m sorry!” Rose says. “Shit.” I open an eye. She stands in front of me, half her lower lip caught in her teeth the way it does when she’s nervous. “Please don’t tell me I broke your nose.”

      “I’m all right. But I don’t think we need to practice the open-hand strike anymore.”

      Rose laughs, though her eyebrows remain two worried parentheses. “I didn’t mean to actually hit you. I got a little carried away. I’m sorry.”

      “Did it help?” I ask.

      “Help what?”

      “Get out the frustration.”

      “I’m not—” Rose offers me a rueful smile. “No, it didn’t help. Probably because I hit the wrong person. Is it that obvious?”

      “A little,” I say, though it’s very obvious. Rose has kept to herself the past couple of days. Still friendly, but that connection I look forward to is all but gone. I’ve heard about her argument with Holly. You’d be hard-pressed not to, since this place is a gossip mill, but I think there’s more than that.

      “How about a break?” I ask. “We can check me for brain damage.”

      “Ha-ha,” Rose says. “I was trying to make the most of practice, since we’ll have to stay in our hall. As of today, everyone in the Events Center is officially de-cootified. I think Boone was disappointed he couldn’t wield the clippers on old ladies and babies.”

      “I’ll bet he was.” I push my hair from my face. The length can be annoying, but Rose said she likes it, and that holds more weight than I want to admit.

      Rose sits on the floor, back against the wall, and drags her pack close. She pulls out a half-loaf of bread, a jar of something, a Tupperware container, and two small packages. “I brought a snack. An apology for whacking your nose.”

      I sit beside her. “I knew you’d planned that.”

      She grins, handing me a piece of bread. The container is full of bean salad, and she passes it to me, along with a fork. I take a bite, then move the beans around as though searching for something.

      “What’s wrong?” Rose asks.

      “Where’s my prize? I think I deserve a hair after today’s events.”

      “I’m sure you’ll get one next time.” She laughs and lifts the jar she brought. “I’m eating this, but there’s plenty if you want.”

      The label on the glass jar says Salted Maple Pecan Butter. Rose dips in a spoon, then spreads a healthy dollop of the chunky mixture onto her bread. She takes a bite and closes her eyes while she chews. “You don’t even understand how good this is. Taste it.”

      I dip the spoon into the jar and put some on a corner of my bread. It’s good—crunchy, salty, and sweet—but hardly the euphoric experience she makes it out to be.

      “Not impressed?” she asks. “Better than kombucha, at least?”

      “It’s ambrosia compared to kombucha. What’s with the food? Won’t you get in trouble if they know you took it?”

      “I figured fuck it. What’re they going to do to me?”

      “You did?”

      She shoots me an incredulous look. “You know I didn’t. For whatever reason, Boone doesn’t have it in for me. Whenever he gets his bread, he tells me I can take something from the ice rink pantry along with more flour. So I do.”

      Rose’s bread is tasty, but I can guess why Boone gives her this perk, and it isn’t her baking skills. I wouldn’t say I’m jealous, since the man is a lousy excuse for a human, but I don’t like it. He doesn’t seem the type to ask for something he wants—more the type who takes it.

      I keep those thoughts to myself. My nose is still sore, and I have a feeling she’d hit Boone even harder if he tried anything. After which I’d kill him, if there were anything left once Sam got through with him.

      Rose tilts her head. “What were you just thinking?”

      “Nothing.” I take a bite of bread. The crust cracks, giving way to chewy dough. On second thought, her bread is definitely worth extra pantry items.

      “Liar!” Rose stares me down while I ignore her. “You think Boone has designs on me, don’t you?”

      “Why else would he give you stuff?”

      “Because he likes my bread. You think no one is allowed to give anyone anything unless they want sex?”

      I remember the gifts I brought her from Bi-Mart, but I’m not going there. “No, but—”

      “Is my bread not delicious?”

      “It is.” I take another bite, my face warm. Her eyes shine with restrained laughter, like there’s more, and I sigh. “What?”

      “Boone’s gay.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Gabe said he can always tell. Gaydar. Secret gang signals. Whatever.” Rose waves her hands in a cross between gang signs and voguing—the woman is out of her mind. “But I think Boone loves power more than people. And he only has designs on my bread.”

      I take another bite and lift my hands in surrender. She pats my knee. “But thank you for defending my honor.”

      “How do you always know what I’m thinking?”

      “Mitch says I’m psychic, but never about anything awesome like lottery numbers.”

      I smile at her joke, but I want to ask how she understands. Why, no matter what I say, she gets it. I could tell her that if it were anyone but her who saw through me, it’d drive me crazy. I didn’t expect to find a friend, and the last thing I expected was to find something more. I’ve told myself there’s no rush. I try to think of Sheila, but any memory of Sheila brings to mind the tiled kitchen floor, her dead eyes, and the knife I planted behind her ear.

      I can’t do this yet, though I can let Rose see how much I want to. Like a promise I plan to keep. Maybe she’ll wait for me, wait with me, if I do. I take a breath, exhale. “I think it’s pretty awesome, like you.”

      Rose murmurs something I can’t make out, her cheeks suffused with color and eyes on the other side of the room. I like making her blush, but she might blister with embarrassment if I continue. “Some more practice?” I ask. When she nods, I get to my feet and pull her up. “You have to promise not to break my nose, though.”

      She arches a brow. “No promises.”

      We run through kicks, punches, and stances. When I take her neck in a front choke, I feel the tempo of her heartbeat beneath my hands. I imagine my lips there instead, and she surprises me when she steps back, arms up, then twists and traps my hands. She follows it with a fast elbow to my face. I grin when she stops short of my nose, then does the same with her other elbow, then the first again, before she shoves me down.

      “Knee, knee,” I say, as each nears my face but doesn’t strike. She’s doing what I taught her: attack without ceasing until they’re on the ground. Finished. It’s not pretty, but it’s effective. “Good. Again.”

      This time I push her against the wall. Rose’s arms spread at impact, keeping her head clear of what could be a debilitating hit against plaster or brick. Panic flares in her eyes before her right arm rises and her left shoulder dips. She spins to the side, right arm slamming down to break the choke, and then she’s a flurry of elbows and fists. Not hard enough to bruise, but hard enough that I know she could.

      “Didn’t expect you to do that,” she says when she’s stepped clear.

      “You have to—”

      “Be ready for anything,” she recites. “Fight dirty. Inflict damage, not just pain.”

      I nod. It suddenly feels imperative that she understand. That she be able to protect herself. Maybe because I’ve finally acknowledged how much I want her around. I close in, and she settles into a fighting stance—legs spread for balance, one foot forward, knees slightly bent, loose fists protecting her face. She deflects my first punch, then my next. When she kicks my leg, I hold up a hand. “Other hip rotates. Let me show you.”

      I wait for her to resume her stance, then take her waist and spin her slightly to the left. I’ve touched her before, but not like this, with my hands spanning her hips and fingers pressed firmly to flesh. A tremor runs through Rose before she stills, only her chest rising and falling. The warmth of her skin burns my fingers, and the scents of lavender and fresh-baked bread fill my nose.

      Her lip catches in her teeth. When she releases it, her bottom lip is fuller, pinker, to match her flushed cheeks. I imagine this is how she looks in bed—plump lips, heated skin, eyes this same deep blue. She must hear my swallow, as it fills my ears. They probably heard it in Washington.

      I drop my hands. “Like that.”

      “Okay,” she whispers.

      I didn’t think this through. Didn’t take into account how she’d respond, nor how her unfocused gaze and parted lips would make me respond. I concentrate on the museum’s antique vehicles, at a loss for what comes next. The moment stretches out until Rose’s fist connects with my side. I spin to find her smiling. Slightly confused, definitely self-conscious, but smiling.

      “Gotcha,” she says. “Mr. Be Ready for Anything.”

      She’s defused the tension with a joke—one at my expense, no less. It’s another thing I like about her. “I’ll get you back for that, Red,” I say. “Maybe with a song, since we won’t be in here for a while. Listening to me play should be punishment enough.”

      It takes Rose a moment to get my meaning. Then she claps, lifting onto tiptoes. “Really?”

      I nod, hands already damp at the thought. Though I’ve practiced the guitar a good bit, and at times like what I hear, I’m still nervous before an audience. But I want to show her this piece of me—the part she helped me reclaim. That missing part might be why Rose annoyed me so much in the past: she reminded me of everything I’d cast aside. She never let the world change who she was, and I was jealous. This revelation doesn’t feel good, but it feels true.

      “No laughing,” I say.

      “Like I’d laugh.” She heads for the Model-T, where I keep the guitar in the backseat. I haven’t brought it to our hall for fear that someone will ask me to play. “I’ll sit up front and not look at you.”

      She climbs into the front seat and closes her eyes, releasing her ponytail and shaking out her hair so that her auburn waves hang over the backrest. I sit in back with the guitar in my lap and barely suppress the impulse to wrap a curl around my finger. “Any requests?”

      “Nope. Surprise me.”

      I consider my options, then smile to myself and begin playing “Wave of Mutilation.” After a few seconds, she laughs. I still the strings. “You said you wouldn’t laugh.”

      “You’re trying to make me laugh. You know I have that song playing in my head half the time. Now it’ll never leave.”

      “Okay, here’s a different one.”

      I choose a song she’ll recognize. One that, if she wonders if the lyrics are for her, she’ll be right. When I begin to sing “Head On,” she claps twice and then quiets. The song is meant to be loud, but I practiced it late at night so often that it became soft in my mind. And I sing it that way, like a ballad.

      I mess up at the beginning, but halfway in, my critical brain quiets. I’m sixteen again, playing quietly because Dad doesn’t approve. But I don’t care. Fuck his approval. I like that kid. For the first time in years, I feel like we’re the same person.

      A few times, I hear Rose sing along. When the last notes evaporate, she lets out an enormous sigh. “Oh, thank God you don’t suck,” she says in a relieved rush. “Before you started, I was trying to think of how I could encourage you without telling you how bad it was.” She grins over her shoulder, eyes bright. “You more than don’t suck. That was amazing.”

      “Let’s save amazing for something I don’t mess up,” I say, though a ripple of pleasure runs through me. “It was decent.”

      “Don’t tell me what to think, jerk.” Rose sticks out her tongue and then faces forward again. “Play something else.”

      “All right.” I strum a few chords. “I heard you singing. You have a nice voice.”

      “I can carry a tune, but I can’t hit the high notes anymore. Though that doesn’t stop me from trying, as everyone whose eardrums I’ve damaged during karaoke can attest.” She wiggles in her seat. “More, please.”

      I oblige. And when we leave for our hall, I bring the guitar with me.
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      No one was as surprised as me to find my name on guard duty for today, and I reach my assigned gate before sunrise to find Troy leaning against the fence. “Early enough for ya, Cherry? I asked for it special. My favorite time of day is before the morons wake up. ’Course, it was better when I had coffee to keep me from killing all the morons when they do wake up.”

      “This was you? I figured it was a mistake.” I cover my yawn. There goes fixing said mistake and crawling back into my cot. “Why?”

      “I didn’t want to be lonely.”

      “Funny,” I say.

      Tom and Francis appear on the path, talking in low voices. Great. Not only am I on guard, but I’m on guard with three of the most masculine men in Oregon. When the two reach us, neither acts surprised at my presence, which makes me feel a little better.

      The kid on the east gate swings the iron bars open. He’s not really a kid, but I can’t quite shake the feeling that our lives are in the hands of people who’d rather be at a kegger. Unnerving though it may be, I’m sure any one of them would be a better choice to guard the street in my stead.

      We step into the large side parking lot. It’s unfenced, though its perimeter is lined with sheet metal-reinforced vehicles. Our job is to stand in a pickup on the avenue, watching and listening for anything that portends our deaths. Two men wait in the truck’s bed for us to relieve them, and a man and a woman appear from their inspection of the area as we arrive.

      “How’s it going?” one of the men asks. He steps aside so Troy can jump up, then lifts his backpack. “Quiet last night.”

      “Quiet’s good,” Troy says.

      The other guy grunts in agreement. He’s on the smaller side and wiry, but he projects a toughness I never could. “Name’s Austin.”

      “Javier,” the other says.

      There are nods and introductions all around, though Tom hesitates before introducing himself, then stares intently at Javier. The two men join the others on the ground and head for the gate while we climb into the truck.

      “They just did a sweep,” Troy says. “We’re good for a while.”

      Almost a block ahead, the street is empty but for Gate 13-East. Beyond that, I can just make out the shadowy heads of Lexers roaming the street. If anything broke through the gate, we’d have more than enough time to get inside the fairgrounds. But try telling that to my nerves.

      “Javier.” Tom blows out a long breath. “Shit.”

      “What about him?” Francis asks.

      “Maybe a month before we came here, we stopped at a house on our way home from a food run. A woman was there with her kid. Said her husband Javier had gone out for supplies, and she wouldn’t leave with us. We gave her some food. She showed up weeks later, with her son, but we didn’t get to them before the zombies did.”

      The four of us look toward the fairgrounds entrance, where Javier has disappeared inside. “Are you gonna ask if it’s him?” Troy asks.

      “How can I not?” Tom turns away, shadows not quite camouflaging the sheen in his eyes. “I had to finish off his kid, Mateo. Three years old.”

      “Christ,” Francis says.

      “Don’t think I’ll tell him that part.” Quiet murmurs of agreement follow Tom’s hoarse words. After a minute in which he composes himself, he says, “Look at the trash.”

      We follow his gaze to the rear of the farthest side lot, where large mounds of boxes and cans reflect the gray-blue of the sky. Our garbage. We make a lot of it, considering all our food is packaged, and we can’t cart it farther away until the swarm leaves. Small dark shapes race from the mounds to under the cars and then scurry back again.

      “Rats,” Troy says. “At least they’re in the garbage heap and not in the food.”

      “If we get enough of them, they will be,” Francis says. “Remember that place south of Oakland?”

      “It was crawling with rats,” Troy tells Tom and me, then lets out a low whistle. “Thousands of ‘em. Looked like the ground was moving.”

      I’m grateful I wasn’t treated to that experience and hope that I won’t be in the future. “If the zombies ever move, maybe we need to find rat poison.”

      Troy nods. “Good idea. Someone remember to tell Barry.”

      My nerves are calming, though I’m not sorry when Troy and Francis volunteer for the first perimeter check. “I’ll ask Rose to talk to Javier with me,” Tom says once they’re gone. He leans against the pickup’s cab, his slumped shoulders silhouetted against the brightening sky.

      I’m surprised it’s affecting him this much, then realize I shouldn’t be. Rose likes him, and though she appreciates good looks as much as anyone, she’s turned off by bad personality no matter the packaging.

      An increasing hum comes from a couple blocks down. I feel for my gun to make sure it hasn’t magically disappeared, then watch in that direction. Sometimes I can’t believe this is real life, or that I made it five hundred miles to Rose and Mitch in the midst of it. This could be a fevered dream, a parting gift from my brain, as I starve to death in my Oakland condo.

      “He reminded me of my son. Jeremy.” Tom’s words cut through my thoughts. He’s turned the same direction as me, though he doesn’t glance my way. “That kid, Mateo. I had to do it to Jeremy, too. He was infected and killed my wife. I’m sure Rose told you.”

      “She did. I’m really sorry.”

      “I wasn’t the best father…before. Took after my own father in a lot of ways. I’m not sure I would’ve changed without Rose’s help.”

      I don’t know how to respond, but Tom doesn’t seem to want anything, not even sympathy. It’s as if he’s giving me a rundown. Being interviewed. His fingers tap the roof of the cab, then scratch at his cheek, and it hits me that he’s nervous. About me. If this weren’t so serious a conversation, I would laugh.

      “Her friendship means a lot to me,” he continues.

      “Pretty sure she feels the same.”

      Tom exhales, and I don’t miss his quick smile. “I hear you used to play drums.”

      “Yup. The perfect instrument for the zombie apocalypse.”

      Tom chuckles, meeting my eyes. “True. But maybe we’ll get to play together one day. Rose also says you know more about music than anyone she’s ever met, even Jesse and me. She said we should talk about it sometime.”

      I think this is an overture of friendship. Tom shrugs the way I would’ve, as though already apologizing for the imposition. It makes it easy for me to say, “That’d be cool.”

      He nods as Troy and Francis approach. Shafts of golden light peek over low buildings to the east, and we do our best to watch in that direction without burning our retinas.

      “Looks fine,” Troy says. “It’d look even better if the Lexers would get the hell out of here. If I can’t leave for good, at least I’d be able to go on a run for some ammo.”

      “Are you ever not looking for ammo?” I ask. Francis shakes his head, answering for Troy.

      “Why can’t you leave?” Tom asks.

      “I was convinced, by someone who shall remain nameless, that it’d be a stupid move. At least until it’s stupider to stay.” Troy pats his gut. “And I do enjoy eating on the regular, as the kids say.”

      “It’s not bad,” Francis says. “There’s a lot of white people, but they’re all right so far.”

      I crack up, and Tom laughs loud enough that I fear the zombies might break in. “Try growing up here,” he says. “Some people thought I was Italian or Greek, but I got more than a few comments about being half A-rab.” He pronounces it the way a racist asshole would. “At least until I could kick the shit out of them.”

      Francis grins. “I hear that.”

      I wish I’d been able to take down a few of my bullies. My response was more of the take-your-lumps-and-nurse-your-wounds type.

      “It’s not a bad place, though,” Tom says. “Right now everyone’s more concerned with staying alive, but if you need me to jump in, you know where to find me.”

      Troy punches Francis’s arm. “I may be a cracker, but I’ve got your six. Craig, too.”

      “Hey,” I say. “I may not look it, but my mom was half Mexican. You’re the only full-bred cracker here.”

      “Hablas Español?” Troy asks. “I minored in college.”

      I shake my head. “Only what I remember from high school. My dad didn’t like when my mom spoke Spanish, so she didn’t. You probably know more than I do.”

      “My mother wasn’t allowed to speak Arabic,” Tom says. “She did when my father wasn’t around, but I’ve forgotten most of it.”

      There’s a flash of understanding in his eyes, in the way his shoulders tighten. I’m sure his previous admission that he took after his dad wasn’t easy, especially with the dislike plain on his face. No matter how much I’ve disliked myself, at least I never emulated my father, whom I disliked even more.

      Francis laughs his deep, mellow laugh, lightly punching Troy’s shoulder. “You know the world’s ended when a Spanish-speaking cracker from Texas has my back.”

      Troy grins. “Francis, you’d better—”

      A low rumble comes from the west. We spin in that direction as the rumble turns to thunder, though the sky is a clear blue. The piercing wail of a fire truck’s siren comes next, loud at first though lessening as it moves away. At our end of the avenue, 13-East’s metal rattles on its posts, and the sea of Lexers in the street beyond begins to shift our way.

      My hand goes for my pistol. My spike is on my belt, but this is a time, as Troy says, when it’s Gun and Run. Though my heart has picked up and my lungs are tight, I feel no more panicked than the others appear. How could you not be alarmed when several thousand zombies are moving en masse?

      The surge continues, pushing forward until the bodies are packed so tightly that the gate stops rattling. At first, I think I’m imagining the increasing space between metal panels, but the half inch turns to one inch. Two inches. Then three. With only days to prepare for the swarm, it’s possible the gates aren’t as sturdy as they could be—or maybe no gate could take this amount of pressure. When the gap hits four inches, the first zombie arms reach through, ragged fingers blindly clawing at air. Five inches. Six.

      Okay, now panic is rising.

      “Fuck this,” Francis says. “Let’s get inside.”

      Troy lifts his gun, eyes on the bending metal. “Seconded.”

      Another siren comes from the east, howling over hisses, groans, and growls. Maybe it’ll pull them away from the gate, maybe it won’t, but we’re not sticking around to find out. I hit the asphalt just behind Tom and force myself not to run ahead. But when the crash of metal hitting ground echoes from behind, we all begin to sprint.

      I look over my shoulder when we reach the fence. Gate 13-East hangs open, and the first fifty of what could be thousands of bodies are through. Troy pounds on the iron bars of the fairgrounds’ east gate. “Open up!”

      The gate doesn’t budge. Francis reaches through and rips aside the cloth coverings. No one is there, likely because they’ve headed west toward the first siren. They made sure to lock up, though, and the razor wire atop the bars discourages any attempt to climb.

      We jog to where the iron fence becomes chain-link threaded with black privacy strips. The strips don’t make climbing easy, but thousands of zombies are all the impetus I need to fly over top. The others thump down beside me, and we make our way toward the Events Center’s rear service entrance, where three guards stand at the metal doors.

      Deb, a sturdy woman with cropped hair, holds a rifle at the ready. “Gate came down?” she asks, not seeming half as unnerved as I feel. We nod, still panting. “Let’s get inside.”

      We spill into the Events Center. The side hall is full of people dressed in pajamas with sleep-creased faces and panicked expressions. A little boy leans against the wall, face streaked with tears, and I stop to help until a woman scoops him into her arms.

      Ethan steps into my path outside the infirmary. “Craig, what’s happening?”

      “Someone’s moving the swarm, but a bunch broke through 13-East.”

      “Shit. Where’s Jess? Do you know?”

      I shake my head. “I’m on my way to Rose. She’ll know.”

      We wade through the mob of people, all of whom have been ordered to stay put and are doing nothing of the sort, then leave the front lobby through a set of glass doors. Whatever the hysteria inside, no one follows, and their noises are muffled by the increasingly loud drone of the undead.

      Dozens of soldiers and civilians cross the lot to take posts along the fences. With six blocks’ worth of fence to cover on the north side alone, we might need more than that. Outside our Expo Hall, Rose stands by her breakfast truck with Mitch, Clara, Holly, and Sam. Rose’s hand rests on her knife sheath, shoulders tensed, while the others have the dazed look of people thrust from sleep into a real-life nightmare.

      “What’s going on?” Rose asks.

      Tom yells an explanation over the discordant hisses and moans from the avenue. The north fence clangs, but the Lexers can’t see in as long as the coverings hold. If they can’t see in, and we stay quiet, they won’t know we’re here.

      “Where’s Jess?” Ethan asks, panting.

      “Inside,” Rose says. “On the west gate.”

      Ethan releases his breath. Across the lot, the northwest gate opens to admit four soldiers. Once they’re inside, five people push against the gate, but close to two dozen Lexers enter before they slam it shut. One of the inbound soldiers leans over to catch his breath, hands braced on knees, and a zombie tackles him. Two of his comrades raise their guns, and though their shots blow off the zombie’s head, they also blow our cover.

      “Ah, fuck,” Troy says. “We’d better get over there.”

      Over twenty zombies are loose in the fairgrounds, however, and we stay back as a barrage of gunfire takes down the first ten. The rest have moved too far into the lot to shoot safely, and, of course, they’ve spotted us. I unhook my spike from my belt. Rose pulls her knife. The others ready themselves, all traces of sleep vanished, as the Lexers advance.

      I walk forward and grab the man coming for me. His jaw is completely unhinged on one side, barely attached by a grisly rope of ligament on the other, and I ram my spike through his palate into his brain. Around me, I hear a series of grunts and the clunks of metal hitting meat and bone. Between all of us, they’re down in seconds.

      Rose points across the lot, where the chain-link bulges and ripples. One by one, coverings fall—a sheet here, a rug there—and are replaced by rotted hands and faces. There’s no time to set up tables, and since the coverings are coming down, there’s also no point. People push against the metal while others stab through the links. If the Lexers get in, we’re fucked. Well, it’s possible we won’t be fucked if we can pull off our exit plan, but the old people and children in the Events Center will be.

      Daisy and Lana arrive, arms full of spikes; once Barry saw how well they worked, he tasked us with making more. Rose takes one, as do the others, and we race to an ominously bulging section of fence, where we begin hacking through the links. “Uncover the fence!” Tom yells. “Spread them out!”

      It’s not as though we can hide any longer, and spreading out the zombies’ force might keep the fence from going down. We rip the coverings off the adjacent section. A woman throws herself against the metal, her putrid mouth wide. Four more crush her to the fence. I slam my spike into her staring eyeball and then stab the man beside her. I didn’t miss the gore or the fear, and I could definitely do without the smell, but I’ve killed enough that autopilot takes over. And because they’re pressed to the fence, offering themselves up for sacrifice, I don’t have to touch their grimy clothes or allow them to grab hold of me.

      Jesse, Nora, and dozens of others do the same to the east. Holly uses what looks like a baby version of my spike, which takes out the zombies just as well. She rips off more coverings to the west and calls the zombies toward her. Rose follows, fitting her spike into eyes and mouths.

      Knives are great, but in this case, nothing beats a pointy spike. Mine slams between links easily, dropping Lexers as I move down the line. Every fence section is crammed with bodies. All it’d take is one downed fence, one gate breached, to turn this into an Unsafe Zone.

      I plow my spike into one, then the next, and the next, until my arm goes numb, my biceps tremble, and I can’t remember a time the world didn’t reek of rotten meat. Slowly, the chain-link straightens, bowed only by the weight of unmoving bodies. Voices become audible over the groans and hisses. Eventually, the final Lexers crawl over the mass of corpses and end up as dead as the rest.

      The distant sirens fade while we wait for another wave. After five minutes, a soldier pronounces the street clear, and relieved murmurs begin. Rose stretches her arms and rotates the wrist of her spike-holding hand. Her shirt is spattered with brown, and she pushes sweaty, frizzy hair from her face with her forearm. “That was fun. Let’s do it again soon.”

      “It’s a date,” I say. When I try to release my spike, my hand refuses to uncurl. “I think I’m broken.”

      Rose wiggles the spike from my gloved hand, though my zombie juice-coated fingers stay curled. “I’m in love with this spike,” she says. “Do I get to keep it?”

      “Of course,” I say, and finally get my fingers to cooperate.

      We wash our gloves of gore at the raised barrels that serve as hand washing stations, then gather round, our clothes still flecked with brown globs and brain jelly. Rose inspects Sam, who inspects her in return, both smiling tiredly. Nora takes Holly’s hand. “You’re all right?”

      Holly nods, gazing up at Nora with the adoring expression usually reserved for puppies and kittens. She sees the rest of us watching and promptly turns magenta. Mitch and Rose share an amused glance before our attention is diverted by the arrival of guards from the east. Though Jesse is speckled with brain matter, Rose draws him to her side.

      Barry finds Ethan in the crowd. “We’ve got a few injuries headed to the infirmary,” he says. “Mangled fingers, mostly. Can you check them out?”

      “Sure.” Ethan motions at his gory clothes. “Let me wash up first.”

      “Want help?” Holly asks. At his nod, she smiles at Nora and follows him across the lot.

      “Now what?” Francis asks.

      “We’ll move the bodies, but that can wait until 13-East is repaired,” Barry says. He did more than his share of zombie killing, if his gruesome outfit is any indication. “I have people to cover the fence while the rest of you clean up. Anyone who wants can use the ice rink showers.”

      The ice rink has real hot water, with actual pressure, and most everyone moves that way. “There goes all the hot water,” Mitch says. “I’m using the tent, but I’m demanding two shower bags.”

      “That can be arranged,” Barry says. “Thanks for helping out.”

      “It was either that or die. Who wouldn’t have helped?”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      As if to prove Barry’s point, Boone appears. His clothes are spotless, and he surveys ours with distaste. He’s been edgier in the past week. Shouting when he wants something done, even if that something hasn’t been stated aloud. Storming to and fro. Turning an impressive shade of puce on a regular basis. There’s nothing like reliving your picture-perfect childhood.

      We turn wary eyes in his direction, but he focuses this particular frown on Barry. “Did you see who did this?”

      “I’m guessing it was the removal squad.”

      “They were supposed to warn us.”

      Barry folds his arms over his chest, his expression chiseled from granite. “Maybe they couldn’t, but all’s well that ends well. No one was seriously hurt. They should be back tonight or tomorrow.”

      Boone’s frown deepens. “How’d the Lexers get onto the avenue? Did someone let them in?” Troy laughs, and Boone fixes him with a glare. “Is something funny?”

      “We were on that gate, and we sure as hell didn’t let them in. What kind of imbecile would do that?” Troy shakes his head like there’s only one imbecile in our midst. “They broke your shitty gate. A thousand zombies can do that, you know.”

      Boone reddens, nostrils flaring. “You can’t speak to me that way. I’m in charge.”

      “Maybe if you’d been at the fence with the rest of us, I’d have figured that out.”

      Troy wears a half-smile, like he’s been waiting to bait Boone for weeks. He probably has; Troy has no love for authority figures, especially asshole authority figures. Francis seems amused at this new development, though Lana watches him open-mouthed, like he’s the imbecile.

      After a glance around the group, Boone steps closer. “You’ll figure it out when you’re outside the gates. As long as you’re here eating my food, you live by my rules.”

      Beside me, Rose sucks her teeth. It takes a lot to piss her off, but when she reaches her limit, you’d better watch out. And she’s not the only one—Boone’s assertion that it’s his food has not made him any friends.

      Troy’s mouth opens, and Lana elbows his stomach hard enough that he gasps. “All right,” she says. “That’s more than enough. Let’s chalk this up to tensions running high and go shower.” Troy grunts, arms crossed. She looks to Boone. “You wouldn’t put anyone outside the gates. After all, you’re here to protect civilians, aren’t you?”

      Boone wears a cold expression. The kind that makes you want to check over your shoulder. Lana’s smile doesn’t falter, but her eyes harden until he turns to Barry. “I’ll send a team out looking for whoever it was,” he says.

      “Figured I’d go out, too,” Barry says. “The more people we have looking, the more likely they get back okay.”

      Boone’s eyes flash with anger or annoyance. After a long moment, he nods, spinning on his heel and heading to where a dozen soldiers stand.

      “What an asshole,” Troy says, watching him go. “Some people—”

      “Need to learn when to shut up,” Lana finishes. “What the hell is wrong with you, Troy? Are you trying to get killed?”

      “I didn’t know you cared, Poochie-kins.”

      After a long-suffering sigh, Lana walks toward the shower tent. Troy follows, saying something that elicits an exasperated noise from Lana.

      “He shouldn’t get on Boone’s bad side,” Nora says. “He might kick him out.”

      “It’s impossible for Troy to stay on anyone’s good side,” Daisy says, and those of us who know Troy laugh. “But I’ll pass along the message.”

      “Can’t you do something about Boone?” Tom asks Barry.

      “Wish I could. I spend half my day smoothing over his bullshit.”

      “Maybe he could go missing,” Mitch says. “I mean, honestly, who’s going to look for him? There are no cops to investigate a little old murder.”

      Barry’s smile lacks humor. “Seriously debating it. But Nora’s right. Keep away from him.” He swivels his head as if checking who’s near, then leans into our circle. “I did a little more asking around, and only Boone’s people saw Daniel head for the boundary. He’d never done watch with them before. The first day he did, he was dead.”

      All eyes go to the ice rink, where Boone disappears through the doors, and Mitch’s joking words take on an ominous meaning. No one’s here to investigate anything.
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      The bodies have been moved, the ever-present groans are gone, and we’re free to roam again. There’s been a holiday atmosphere in the fairgrounds the past days, and while I still wish we were home, it’s better now that we can spread out in fresh non-zombie-scented air. Though the swarm was blocks removed, their presence was stifling, both mentally and physically.

      I lean on the food truck’s counter and watch Gabrielle’s youngest, Lucy, play with another toddler girl on the asphalt. The game involves sticks and a mound of dirt, but Gabrielle doesn’t seem to mind, and I’m not the one who’ll have to clean them up. Holly and Jesse spent their childhoods playing in dirt at parks and campgrounds. But unlike Gabrielle, I was able to dump them in a bathtub every night.

      Residents eat under the tents, reveling in the warmth and gentle breeze. There are a hundred-fifty elderly people here, and it seems every last one of them is outside after being stuck in the Events Center for weeks. Mr. and Mrs. Powell, a cute couple rescued from the senior apartments, hold hands in their folding chairs. He always brushes off her chair before he allows her to sit, no matter if it’s clean, and she always thanks him like he’s saved her from some terrible fate.

      “What are you smiling about?” Tom asks from my right, where he’s appeared at the side of the truck with Willa.

      “Old people, summer, messy toddlers, the usual.”

      His eyes smile along with the rest of him. Ever since that day in the museum, he’s been very present. Not that I mind, but I don’t know where he’s going with this, and ruminating on it makes my nervous system go haywire. I’m overthinking, as usual, so I banish all thoughts except the one where I’m glad to see him.

      “What are you up to?” I ask.

      “You said you had to bring bread to Boone today. Thought I’d come with you.”

      “To protect me or because you’re nosy?”

      “Both.”

      Whoever led away the zombies hasn’t returned, and I’d chalk Boone’s foul mood up to worry about the missing soldiers, except it’s hard to believe he gives a crap. Along with Boone’s men, Barry has gone out with his own search teams. Once with Jesse along for the ride, much to my chagrin. Mitch got tired of watching me pace and forced me into a game of the original Trivial Pursuit, which she loves to play because she memorized almost all the answers when we were teenagers.

      “Give me a few minutes?” I ask, and Tom nods.

      I wipe down counters while Gabrielle sweeps the floor. “Have you seen your youngest daughter?” I ask. “She’s an unholy mess.”

      “It’s Alan’s night to clean her up,” she says with a semi-evil glint in her eye. I laugh, and she adds, “My IUD strings have disappeared.”

      “Shit. What does that mean?” I have a brief moment of panic when I realize the last time I checked my IUD strings was never. But I got a half-assed period a week ago, so unless there’s an immaculate conception thing happening, I’m good.

      “I think it means that either the strings have migrated into your uterus, which isn’t a big deal, or that the whole thing came out.”

      “Uh-oh,” I say. “You’d better stay away from that husband of yours.”

      “Lucy and Finn have been sleeping with us on our queen air mattress. I don’t think it’ll be an issue.”

      “Ah, young kids,” I say. “Best contraceptive ever.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      She heads outside. I put two loaves of bread in a brown bag to bring to our hall, stick the other two loaves in Boone’s big Ziploc bag, then grab my pack and step into the early evening sun. Tom leans against the truck, arms folded over his chest while he gazes into the lot. The combination of his dark hair, the dark t-shirt that hugs his arms and chest, and his full-sleeve tattoos makes me want to check my IUD strings just in case. Willa leans against his leg, tongue lolling while she grins up at him. She’s a sucker, too.

      My cheeks heat when he catches me staring. “Ready?” he asks.

      He’s doing it again. The thing where he looks straight at me and his eyes say, Hey, I like you. YOU, in caps. My heart races. My hands tremble. A 3 to 3.9 on the Richter scale: some people feel the tremors, and objects inside begin to shake.

      “Ready to enter the lion’s den,” I say. “Or the frog’s den, as the case may be.”

      Tom barks out a laugh, then insists on taking my load, though I draw the line at my pack. “You wear that thing everywhere,” he says. “Isn’t it heavy?”

      “It has good weight distribution,” I say. My pack is more of a vest, with large pockets on the front that balance the load in the back. It’s not huge, but it holds my phone and charger, lip balm and lighter, a Swiss army knife, fire starter, a few pieces of that Halloween candy I found, and water purifying tablets. My water bottle fits in the MOLLE pouch on the left side, and a gun would fit in the holster on the right, if I had a gun. For now, it holds the spike Craig and Daisy made.

      “Plus, my phone and charger are in here,” I say. “I don’t want to lose those if we have to leave fast.”

      “The worst that could happen?”

      “Of course. People are cool and all, but the stuff on my phone is irreplaceable.”

      Tom grins as we near the ice rink entrance. I open the door before he can beat me to it. “Stay, Willa,” I say, and she rests on her haunches. “Good girl.”

      Her tail bonks the ground. Boone doesn’t like her, which only reinforces the notion that he’s a terrible person. I didn’t want Willa at first, but at least I felt guilty about it. She’s impossible to dislike with her alien pug face and easygoing nature.

      To the right of the lobby is the glassed-in office where Boone does whatever he does all day. Tortures small children, most likely. I knock on the door, and he waves me in from where he sits at a table with six soldiers. One is a man named Javier, who we were happy to discover was from California and not Mateo’s father. I was dreading telling someone I killed their family, even if they were zombies.

      I take the bag from Tom, who follows me inside. “Bread delivery,” I say in a chipper voice. “Where should I put it?”

      Boone’s gaze moves past me, and he purses his purply lips at Tom. “Set it down anywhere.”

      I leave it on the table closest to the door, which is filled with radio equipment. Broken equipment; a power surge in the Livestock Arena blew out almost every radio the other day. I back up and bump into Tom. He catches me mid-stumble, dropping the brown bag on the floor to do so.

      “Sorry,” I say as he sets me on my feet. “Though that was your fault.”

      He bends for the bag by the table. Boone watches, unamused. “I guess that’s it,” I say. “I’ll be back in two days.”

      Boone nods curtly. Stephanie, at the table with Boone, says, “Thanks. I love your bread.”

      “Sure,” I say. “Thanks.”

      Boone may like my bread and allow me to take pantry items, but he rarely thanks me with actual words. When I turn to leave, Tom is at the table lifting one of the handheld radios. “I’m pretty good with electronics. Want me to see if I can fix it?”

      A couple of the soldiers quickly look to Boone. His eyebrows form a V. “If we can’t do it, you can’t.”

      Tom shrugs, expressionless in a way that makes me suspect he’s up to something. “Figured I’d offer. Guess we’ll have to find new radios now that we can go out again. I hope your guys are looking for some.”

      Boone’s lips compress, and the chill in his eyes is murderous enough that I take an involuntary step back. “Of course they are,” he snaps. “Is that it? We’re in a meeting.”

      I drag Tom into the lobby, then push him through the glass doors to the lot. “Are you trying to get murdered? Did you see his face?”

      Tom grins, maddeningly amused at my agitation. “I’d like to see him try. I wanted to see what he’d say about fixing the radios.”

      “And what if he said yes? Since when do you know anything about radios?”

      “I don’t.”

      I click my tongue at Willa, and the three of us walk toward our hall. “So you were fucking with him for no reason.”

      “Nope,” Tom says. “I had a reason. I’ll show you around back.”

      “What reason could you possibly—”

      Tom steers me around our building, then into the covered storage area behind our hall. No one is outside the rolling door, but he still motions me into the shadows behind spare animal pens and fencing. He opens the brown paper bag and pulls out a handheld radio like the ones inside Boone’s office.

      “You stole a radio?” I whisper as he presses a button. “Are you cra—”

      The radio beeps to life. Even he grimaces at the loud chirp, which seems to echo for miles. The static of the empty bands is the usual static one would hear. Boone said the radios were dead—unusable dead.

      Tom raises his eyebrows while I gape at him. “Those fucking liars,” I say.
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      I barely slept last night. If there were any doubt Boone is up to something, there isn’t now. It seems he wanted that radio call kept quiet badly enough that he killed Daniel. It could’ve been Jesse—a fact that didn’t escape Rose’s notice, and she made certain he had no upcoming shifts with any of Boone’s cronies.

      After we get word that Barry has entered the gates early in the morning, Sam, Troy, and I find him outside the ice rink. He looks ready to drop, but he comes to our hall without complaint. I pull the radio from under my cot, explain how I got it, then turn it on and place it in his hand.

      Barry stares for a few seconds, blinking slowly. When he looks up, his bleary eyes are hard. “Who else have you told?”

      “No one,” Sam says. “We were waiting for you.”

      “Jesus.” Barry runs a hand down his face, tugging at his chin before he looks up. “He’s got a good bit of soldiers on his side. I might need help with this, once I figure out what this is.”

      “If it involves bringing Boone down, I’m your man,” Troy says.

      “I’m thinking more like a murder charge.” Barry powers off the radio and slips it into his small pack. “I’ve got to talk to a few people, but where will you be if I need you?”

      “We were heading to breakfast,” I say. “Any luck finding whoever moved the swarm?”

      “Nope. We hope they’re just taking a while to circle around. There must be a solid half-mile of zombies to the west.”

      We head to the dining tent, where Barry grabs food from the serving table and leaves for the ice rink. Once Sam, Troy, and I have filled our plates, we find seats with Mitch. She watches in the direction Barry walks, then raises her brows at us.

      “Don’t know yet,” Troy replies. “But it’s gonna feel good to take that asshole out.”

      We say no more. Rose works in her food truck fifteen feet away, and I hear her laugh through the open serving window. Though she’s never far from my mind, it keeps her front and center. I shove aside the guilt it brings. Focus on the here and now, as I’ve been doing.

      We finish breakfast and wash our plates in the provided filtered water, then set them in a bleach bath to soak for two minutes. Now that we eat outside again, those who don’t care what plate they use grab whatever’s available at the next meal. Those of us who will have to listen to Rose’s lectures on water filtration, and her distrust of other people’s cleaning abilities, bring ours to her food truck, where we retrieve them at the next mealtime.

      She blows a kiss to Sam, who leaves for a gate shift with Mitch, then leans out the window to whisper, “What’d Barry say?”

      “He wasn’t happy, to put it mildly,” I say. “But we don’t know what he’ll do yet. Waiting to hear.”

      She nods pensively, pulling our stack of plates inside the truck. Then she sniffs her plate of hash browns and takes a bite. Much like the way she always smells her food, she always uses the same small plate with a small salad fork. One day, when her small fork went missing, she regarded her replacement dinner-sized fork like it was ruining her life. Discovering these peculiarities makes me more certain of her general nuttiness—and more certain that I like it, and her.

      Troy sets a hand on his hip holster, then nudges my arm at the sight of Barry coming our way.  “Things are heating up,” Barry says when he reaches us. “Any chance the two of you want to come on a ride looking for something? I have people I trust watching Boone, but I want to keep this as low-ley as possible. If I pull anyone off a fence, it might draw attention. I’ll explain more in the truck.”

      “You don’t have to ask me twice,” Troy says. “I’ll get Francis, too.”

      Rose looks from Troy to me, lines forming between her brows. My attempt at a comforting smile only deepens them. “Of course,” I say.

      “Thanks,” Barry says. “Meet at the northwest gate in five?”

      We nod, and he strides toward the vehicles in the west lot. Troy leaves for our hall, mumbling about ammunition. “Guess I should suit up,” I say to Rose. “Tell Clara where I went?”

      Rose nods, still mute. I’d like to tell Clara myself, say I love you just in case, though with the way Rose looks at me as though I’m half dead already, I’m pretending it’s no big deal. A few more minutes to wrap my brain around the situation would be preferable, but Barry would only ask if he needed us. If he says time is of the essence, I believe him.

      “What’s the worst that could happen?” I ask.

      “It’d take me more than five minutes to name it all.” Rose’s smile wavers at the edges. “Just watch out for those randomly exploding gas tanks.”

      My laugh is as flimsy as her smile. I nod and set off for our hall.
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      Jesse, Nora, and another soldier are on Gate 13-West, and they’re already down the block when we emerge from the fairgrounds. Nora comes to Barry’s window when we stop for them to swing it open, and he smiles. “Looks like Marquez told you already. Keep this trip quiet if you can.”

      “We know.” Nora eyes him with genuine concern. Barry cares for the young soldiers like a father figure, and they return his affection. “Be careful.”

      Barry nods and waves as we drive through 13-West. Troy, who knows his way around a firearm, sits shotgun—with a pistol, rifle, and actual shotgun beside him—while Francis and I sit in back. We pass a block of residential homes before Barry says, “We’re looking for Boone’s search squad. I heard one of his trucks on that radio you gave me. They’re up to something over to the west, by Royal and Bertelsen.”

      “An intersection northwest of here,” I explain to Troy and Francis, then ask Barry, “What do you think they’re doing?”

      “Said they were waiting on something, or someone—the reception was shit and we couldn’t hear which—and that they’d check in soon. But they didn’t elaborate.”

      The road is littered with tattered items of clothing, some shoes, and even a few random body parts—an arm that finally detached, a foot that gave up the ghost, and the better part of an abdominal cavity. Whoever moved the zombies did it well enough that we only pass a few, most of which are crawlers.

      Barry turns north, then swings left onto First Avenue a half mile later. “They were coming from the east and north, so we’ll go in from the south. Try to get the lay of the land. If we see them, we’ll say we’re looking for the removal squad.”

      We pass the Bi-Mart distribution center we cleaned out, then the turnoff to Always Ready—the survivalist warehouse—where I hope the food we left behind still waits in case of emergency. I concentrate on the road to distract myself, but my apprehension mounts. It could be nothing, but people who murder without compunction aren’t usually up to nothing. We could be driving straight into a fight—a gunfight—and I’m not young enough or crazy enough to look forward to it. Even Troy, crazy bastard that he is, has gone silent and watchful.

      The radio crackles on the console between the front seats. “They’re in the barn. We’ll smoke ‘em out, then take ‘em down.” The voice belongs to an older soldier, Gus, and it brims with a triumph that makes me ill and pisses me off all at once.

      “Who the hell—” Barry mutters, then steps harder on the gas. “They must mean Petersen Barn?”

      “That’s what I’m thinking,” I say, then explain to Troy and Francis, “It’s a community center. Sits in a park with not many trees for cover. Whoever’s in there doesn’t have much of a chance if they’re surrounded.”

      “I like those odds,” Troy says, finally cracking a smile.

      Barry stops before the Royal Avenue intersection. Francis and I exit the truck and walk to the corner. Petersen barn is four blocks east, set back in Petersen Park and blocked from our sight by houses along the avenue. A Humvee sits half on the sidewalk and half pulled into the open field, likely waiting for their victims to emerge.

      Jeremy took art classes at the barn. When I brought him on nice days, I’d hang out in the park, and I recall that the dead-end street diagonal from this intersection will put us at the field northwest of the barn. A line of trees might keep us partially hidden, albeit briefly, but it could provide enough time to get our bearings and formulate a plan.

      We return to the truck with our report, where I mention the dead end. “But if we pull onto Royal, they might spot us,” I finish.

      “What’s the other option?” Troy asks.

      “Down and around. But too far west could put us near the swarm, and they might see us coming from the east.”

      “We don’t have enough time anyway,” Barry says. “There was talk on the radio while you were gone—they’re not waiting much longer.”

      “We could chance it,” Francis says. “If they’re watching the barn, they might not see us on the street.”

      “I’m willing to try if you all are,” Barry says.

      Once we agree, Barry enters the intersection at a steady pace, making a wide turn that puts us onto the lawn of a house across the avenue, where we can’t be seen. We wait for a gunning engine, a shout of surprise, but the road and radio stay silent. Barry eases across lawns and onto the dead-end street, then speeds past the houses.

      Francis ducks in his seat to peer out his window. “Guess they weren’t kidding about smoking them out.”

      A dark plume of smoke billows into the sky. Barry hits the end of the street, circumventing the bollards meant to keep vehicles off the park’s path, then rolls onto overgrown grass behind a few fir trees. The red barn sits diagonal across the field. A black pickup is parked in the grass at its northwest corner, allowing its occupants a view of the north and west sides, while the Humvee on the avenue covers the south and east. Except for the orange-red flames crawling up the barn’s front exterior, all is still. I don’t see anyone skulking in the trees, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t.

      “Movement inside by north window,” Gus’s voice comes on the radio.

      I imagine the people inside deciding how they want to die. Possible death by running versus certain death by fire? I’m sure they’ll run. Almost everyone would choose hope.

      I grip my M9. I’ve had practice with it, if you can call a few point-blank zombie kills and a lot of dry firing practice. My hands are clammy inside my gloves. I can’t pretend I’m not scared, if only to myself, but I won’t allow innocent people to be burned to death. If it means getting rid of Boone in the process, all the better.

      “How do you want to—” Troy begins, though he’s cut off by a shout from the radio.

      “They’re out and heading west for the trees!” Gus yells. The black pickup revs its engine as three figures break from the few trees behind the barn, heading for a cluster of trees to the west. It’s their best chance; if they make it, they’ll have cover and an opportunity to escape over the backyard fences of adjacent houses.

      “Carver?” Barry’s voice is low with disbelief before he hits the gas, then he shouts, “Fire on the truck when we’re close!”

      The black pickup spins its wheels, sending clods of grass arcing into the air, and tears after the figures. I recognize Gus when he leans out the passenger’s side window, pistol in hand, and opens fire. One of the three escapees—the shortest, possibly a woman—stops to fire in return. The pickup slows, deviating from its path to avoid the bullets, then resumes course.

      Our truck bounces across the grass while I pull air into my lungs with difficulty. I’ve never shot at a person. Zombies, sure, but not a living human. I hang out my window and aim my M9 at the pickup, as do Francis and Troy. Gus ducks inside, and the pickup curves away. The M9 beats my .357 in terms of accuracy, and though I don’t expect to hit anyone from a moving vehicle by any means but pure luck, my reluctance to shoot humans—these humans—has subsided. I get off a few more shots before a bullet thuds into the side panel, leaving a hole behind. When the next hits the doorframe inches from my abdomen, I drop inside the cab.

      The shots came from the Humvee, which now flanks us with a rifle barrel extended from its side window. Another barrel appears behind the raised metal gun shield on the roof, its owner hidden but for the very top of his crew cut. Barry swings right, away from the Humvee and toward the trees, cursing—or maybe praying. He said Carver when we first saw the escapees, and though I didn’t get a good look, one was tall and thin like First Sergeant Carver.

      “I have to slow down so they can get in!” Barry yells as he lowers his window, one hand gripping the wheel. “Cover them.”

      Francis and I turn in our seats as the pickup nears the trees. Barry waves his arm through his window, then honks the horn. “Carver! Over here!”

      I catch movement in my vision’s periphery. People running through the trees, closing in as Barry draws alongside and the three of us squeeze off shot after shot at the trucks. Troy’s rifle echoes, and he hoots when steam rises from the pickup’s grill before he ducks inside to evade the bullets they send his way.

      “Hold your fire!” Barry yells. “Let them in!”

      The three people leap for the truck and throw themselves facedown into the bed while bullets pound our tailgate and crack our back window. “They’re in!” I shout.

      Barry guns the engine and turns to head out the way we came, circling a pack of zombies on their way to investigate the racket. He whips out of the park and around the corner of the dead-end street, which sends Francis and me sliding to one end of the bench seat like we’re on the Tilt-A-Whirl at the county fair.

      Engines roar behind us. Boone’s people aren’t giving up, and why would they? If they get rid of us, no one will find out Carver is alive. No one will know how we died. Fuck that—fuck them. I’m not dying because some bully and his lesser assholes want to rule a Safe Zone.

      I lean out and fire at Gus, who’s reoccupied his spot at the pickup’s window. He disappears. The pickup’s windshield cracks with my next bullet, but my subsequent trigger pull results in a click. I slide my spare magazine from my jacket pocket while I release the empty. The new one seats smoothly, and I rack the slide then resume my spot at my window, finished before I fully thought the process through. Muscle memory is a beautiful thing; it’s why I practiced, and practiced, then practiced again.

      “On the way back…get…ready…leave…” The radio bursts into life, though I only hear snippets before it slides to the floor.

      Barry flies down Bertelsen as fast as he dares now that we dodge bodies in front as well as bullets behind. The commotion might’ve drawn the western swarm into town, and I hope they head north toward the barn rather than east for the fairgrounds. The Humvee pulls alongside the pickup, which is bad news. The roof shield protects the gunman, allowing him to fire at will, though the good news is he holds a rifle rather than a giant mounted machine gun. Still, my heart pounds in time to the barrage that hammers our truck.

      “Motherfuckers,” Troy growls.

      He leans out with his rifle cradled in his arms as Francis and I raise our heads. Our truck vibrates with the blasts, and Troy whoops when the Humvee swerves into the other lane, though it straightens out a moment later. Behind us, the black pickup edges close enough to kiss our bumper. I can just make out the shape of the driver’s head through the fractured glass of their windshield, and I aim for dead center. Whether or not the bullet penetrates the glass, the web of cracks that forms obscures my view—and his.

      The pickup slows, veering for the roadside, but the Humvee continues gaining on us. Barry punches the gas once we turn onto Thirteenth Avenue, and we pull ahead—Humvees aren’t known for their speed. In our truck’s bed, the three escapees shoot when possible, lie low when not. A spray of bullets hits our pickup with a dozen deep thuds, taking out our back window and sending the three to their bellies. Francis and I hit the floorboards, glass crunching beneath our knees.

      Now four blocks from the fairgrounds, Barry lays into the horn. “Open the gate!” he yells out his window.

      Jesse’s head peeks over top of the metal, then drops from sight. I didn’t think it possible, but my tension heightens—with Jesse on the gate, I need to make sure they don’t follow us inside. The rear window was a much-appreciated layer of protection, but now that it’s gone, I can fire with ease. Francis, Troy, and I empty our magazines as the Humvee slams to a stop and turns around, plowing down hedges on a lawn, before it tears west.

      Barry screeches to a halt inside the open gate. Jesse and Nora run the gate closed, then turn to stare with open mouths when we leap to the asphalt and head for the truck’s bed. Crouched on the metal are three people long since given up for dead: a female soldier named Hicks, her son Kamil, and First Sergeant Carver. Carver’s brown skin is ashen, his eyes bagged with exhaustion. He was a thin guy to begin with; now he’s skeletal, whether from lack of food or a hellish journey. Or both.

      “Who’s that?” Francis asks quietly.

      I turn to where he stands with Troy. “Sergeant Carver, who went to Portland. He was in charge before Boone.”

      Carver steps to the ground on long, unsteady legs, where Barry gently pounds him on the back. “What the hell’s going on?” he asks.

      “Boone,” Carver says, breaths short. “We need to take him into custody. There was no one in Portland. He sent us there to die.”

      It’s appalling enough that Boone likely murdered Daniel, but to have sent his fellow soldiers to an almost certain death is beyond the pale. Barry looks stunned for a moment before he locks down his expression, though a vein throbs in his temple. “Jesus. You’re all that’s left?”

      Carver nods. Hicks and Kamil step down from the truck. Hicks may be petite, but I wouldn’t fuck with her, especially not now, when her eyes burn with a deep, festering fury. “Please give me the honor of taking that motherfucker dow—”

      A short but steady stream of gunfire erupts inside the fairgrounds. We move for the northwest gate, and Barry raises his hand when Jesse and Nora follow. “Stay here. They’re still out there.”

      At another burst of gunshots, we run.
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      “I thought you never wanted to be on guard again,” Lana says when I report for guard duty at the southwest gate.

      I shrug, depositing my bag on the table that comes in handy for belongings as well as for peering over the covered fence. Most gates have wooden viewing platforms—more a tall box to stand on than a platform—but the tables are movable. “I figured it can’t get any worse than a thousand zombies breaking in.”

      Daisy groans. “Now you’ve jinxed us. It’s gonna be two thousand today.”

      “Probably, knowing my luck,” I say. “You can thank me later.”

      Happily, there are no longer two thousand zombies out there to break in. Of course, that could change at any moment—something I heartily dislike about this world—but for now the swarm is to the west and east, thanks to our anonymous swarm-relocating benefactor.

      Leaning against the table, I notice Daisy holds a large claw hammer, though it’s been altered somehow. “What’s that?” I ask.

      She flashes a devilish grin and holds it out. The hammer head’s smooth surface has been filed into several raised points, and the two prongs on the claw side have been joined and elongated into a spike. “Cool,” I say. “Why’d you change the hammer head?”

      “Concentrates the force into those points. I used a torch to get the claw to fuse, but I didn’t know what I was doing.”

      “It looks like you knew what you were doing,” I say.

      Daisy shrugs. “I always wanted to learn how to forge. I wish I knew more about it.”

      “They have a lot of hammers to practice on,” Lana says. “They got a bunch at some point, thinking they’d be good for zombies. Then they realized cracking open skulls was harder than they thought.”

      I’m grateful my skull does such a good job protecting the tender gray matter of my brain, but it sucks that it does the same for zombies. You can get through with the right tool, like a war hammer, but there aren’t many war hammers laying around. With Daisy on the job, that might be about to change.

      “Looks like it has a decent handle, so you don’t need me unless you want help grinding.”

      “They’d be better with longer handles,” Daisy says. “And I want to make a spike on the top so you can use it for thrusting, too.” She bumps me with her shoulder. “Of course I want your help.”

      I bump her back, smiling. Daisy isn’t the cuddliest human I’ve ever met. Even her appearance—dark hair with blunt-cut bangs, black tattoo winding up her neck, fitted clothes and shitkicker boots—screams I don’t need anyone, but every now and again affection pops through. I know there’s more in there, but she holds it back the way she does most details of her life before, and I don’t push. I understand avoiding what’s painful. I wish I were better at it myself.

      “Anything new out there?” I ask.

      Lana shakes her head. “The usual few on the street, but all quiet on the western front.”

      I stand on the viewing platform for a look. The southwest gate is closest to our hall—about a hundred feet diagonal from the rear storage area—and our preferred gate if we ever need to bug out. It opens to a short service vehicle bridge that crosses Amazon Creek and provides access to the small field and streets just beyond. Two Lexers meander the sidewalk. When they spot a small, fluffy orange cat eating something in the grass, they shamble after it. Because zombies are not the most cunning of creatures, the cat sees them coming a mile away. It’s gone in an instant, and I watch them follow until they’re blocked from view by the trees bordering the creek.

      “There was a cat,” I say, stepping to the ground. “Lexers chased it, but it got away.”

      “That fluffy orange one?” Lana asks.

      “Yeah. Almost the size of a kitten, but I don’t think it was.”

      “That’s the one. I tried to get her over here earlier—at least I think it’s a her—but she ran away. I threw her a piece of jerky.” Lana traded a spike for a decent-sized bag of jerky, and she keeps pieces in her pocket for Willa.

      “Maybe she’ll come back.”

      “I hope so,” Lana says. “I hate to think of her all alone out there.”

      So do I, and I try to put the little cat out of mind. Dwelling on it will only make me sad.

      Daisy, Lana, and I chat while we stand in the morning sunshine under a cloudless sky. After an hour of sweating my ass off, I give the sun a dirty look. It’s just after breakfast, and it’s already hot. Say what you will about endless rainy days, but rain doesn’t stab you in the eyes for five hours straight.

      Rose appears in the road between the ice rink and our hall, carrying a box in her hands and a bag over her shoulder. At this distance, with her hair down and her jeans rolled up over combat boots, I could be looking at the Rose from high school.

      “Breakfast,” Rose says when she arrives. She sets the box on the table and removes plates, a container of what looks like bread, and a bottle of syrup. “Sorry it’s late. I had leftover bread from yesterday, so I made you guys French toast using powdered eggs and condensed milk.”

      “You’re awesome,” Lana says. Daisy and I agree, and then we all dig into the French toast, which is sweet even without syrup. Leave it to Rose to find a way to make her bread even more delicious. I make a noise of satisfaction, and she smiles happily. “I made it extra cinnamon-y for you.” She shades her eyes with her hand and makes an irritated noise. “Could it be brighter out here?”

      “Nature’s overhead light,” I say, remembering how I meant to share that thought with Rose on my way north, since she hates overhead lights.

      Rose cracks up. “It really is. How did I never think of that?” She pulls her phone from her bag to check the time. “Do you know Troy and Francis went out with Barry? Tom went, too.”

      We pause in our attack on the food. “They did?” Daisy asks. “When?”

      “Maybe an hour ago now? A little more?”

      “They didn’t tell us,” Lana says. “What the hell? Why didn’t they ask us to come?”

      “In their defense, it happened fast,” Rose says, then glances around furtively. “Barry said he wanted to look for something out there but was leaving the soldiers he trusts to watch Boone. They had five minutes to get ready.”

      “I guess we won’t have to kill them this time,” Daisy says, her laugh a little too high-pitched. Her feelings for Francis go beyond friendship, though she’d rather be eaten by zombies than admit it.

      “He didn’t say what he was looking for?” Lana asks.

      Rose shakes her head. “He said he’d tell them on the way.”

      I wonder what Barry had planned. Unlike Lana and Daisy, I’m not disappointed I wasn’t invited, and I’m sure Troy, Francis, and Tom are more than equipped to handle whatever it is. Rose leans to peer between the hall and ice rink for the tenth time, and I realize she’s trying to see the northwest gate, where they’ll likely re-enter.

      “I’m sure they’re fine,” I say. “That truck is so full of testosterone it barely needs fuel.”

      They laugh, and Rose lifts Daisy’s new tool from the table. “This is cool. A war hammer?”

      “Yeah. It’ll have a spike coming out the top eventually,” Daisy says.

      “Clara’s going to want one for sure.” Rose’s head shakes in amazement. “How do you do this stuff? And how do I get one?”

      “You have to be friends with the manufacturers,” I say. “Luckily, you are.”

      “Well, I was planning to ditch you, but I’ll wait until I get my fancy new weapon.” I pretend to punch Rose’s chin. She begins to playact going down in slow motion, then quickly straightens to watch between the buildings, hand shielding her eyes again. “Something’s happening.”

      I move beside her. A few soldiers race around the parking lot past the ice rink, large backpacks in hand, which they toss into a Humvee and the back of a pickup. I recognize short, squat Duncan and tall Vann, then the figure of Boone marching for the Humvee before he climbs in. A few others scurry behind, jumping into the vehicles as the engines rev to life. At the same time, gunshots pop far outside the fairgrounds, followed by a distant horn. Insistent, staccato blasts of honk, honk, honk come from the northwest and close in.

      “What the hell?” Daisy asks, drawing her gun. Lana and I do the same.

      In the parking lot, Boone’s trucks begin to roll, then turn in our direction and speed toward our gate. Marquez, Dalton, and Harris rush from the side lobby of the ice rink and follow on foot. I don’t know what’s going on, but I know it’s not good.

      “Get back.” I push Rose behind me. She doesn’t carry a gun, and I’m thinking that spikes won’t cut it in this situation. My heart races up my throat. My stomach twists. I wonder if it always will, if I’ll always want to run. Probably, but I force myself to stand my ground.

      The Humvee stops at the gate with the pickup idling behind. Vann, in the driver’s seat, snarls out the window, “Open the gate!”

      I exchange a look with Lana and Daisy, both of whom seem as undecided as I am. If Barry is keeping an eye on Boone, I doubt he wants him to leave. Marquez, Dalton, and Harris appear, boots slamming the asphalt, and stop in front of us, guns drawn.

      “You’re not leaving,” Marquez says, panting. “We have orders to keep you here.”

      Vann bares his teeth when he smiles. “All right, tough guy. We’ll open it ourselves.”

      The back door opens, and the soldier I call Vanilla Ice steps onto the asphalt, sauntering toward the gate. Forget his personality—his hair alone is offensive.

      “Don’t,” Harris says, voice low with warning.

      Vann laughs uproariously—a distraction from the hand that brings his pistol to window level before he fires. I grab Rose’s arm and drop behind the table with Lana and Daisy. The three soldiers hit the ground, but only Marquez rises, scrambling for the gate in a crouch. We suspect Boone killed Daniel, but I know he killed the two soldiers—kids—who lie on the ground in pooling blood. Even if he didn’t pull the trigger, it was him. And now he’s driving away, just like the bastards who killed Tanner and Josh in California.

      Anger propels me to my knees. Marquez has taken cover behind the viewing platform, firing at the Humvee until he drops his empty weapon and spins for where Harris’s gun lays on the ground a foot from his limp hand. As the pickup pulls through onto the service bridge, Vanilla Ice rises from the truck’s bed and aims at Marquez.

      I jump to my feet. I don’t flinch when I fire, and I don’t stop until Vanilla Ice falls backward into the bed. Maybe dead. Definitely injured. I notice Lana and Daisy beside me, guns raised. Maybe we all hit Vanilla Ice, maybe he’s riddled with bullets. The thought brings a sick satisfaction. The trucks fly across the field, Marquez running behind. We follow, but one of the soldiers opens the metal gate built into the car barrier, and the trucks are gone before we have a chance in hell of catching up.

      “The gate!” Lana yells.

      Over a dozen Lexers are coming. We swing the metal closed, then run for the fairgrounds. To my surprise, Dalton is standing when we return, balancing on a blood-drenched leg. But Harris is still down. Unmoving.

      Rose kneels on the ground beside him, her hand on his chest, then turns to us. “He’s alive!”

      Holly and Clara race from the back of our Expo Hall. Holly kneels beside Rose and presses her hands to Harris’s bloody side. “Someone get my dad or Rhonda!”

      Daisy runs for the Events Center. Harris may be alive, but he lies in a puddle of blood, his breathing fast and shallow. Rose strips down to her tank top, then folds her shirt, and Holly briefly lifts her hands so Rose can press the cloth to the wound.

      A crowd has gathered, and I turn when I hear Troy’s voice among them, saying, “Excuse us. Move out of the way!”

      Francis, Troy, and Tom push through the crowd along with Barry and three other people: a man and woman in Army gear, along with a boy in his late teens who could be their son. At the sight of them, the crowd’s murmurs turn to gasps. I hear someone say, “Holy shit, it’s Carver,” and guess that’s who the man must be.

      “What happened?” Troy asks.

      “Boone happened,” Marquez spits out. He holds Dalton upright, his eyes on Holly and Harris. “He got out.”

      The man—Carver—rushes to inspect Dalton’s leg. “You good?” he asks. Dalton nods, though his face is tense with pain, and Carver kneels to rest a hand on Harris’s chest. “Hey, Andre. Don’t you go anywhere now. And, yes, that’s an order.”

      His voice is low but strong, and Harris’s eyes flutter. Sweat rolls down his cheeks like tears. Holly motions for Rose to take over the pressure while she checks Harris’s hands and lower eyelids. “He’s going into shock.” Holly’s voice is fraught, and she pushes her hair back while looking toward the Events Center, leaving a swipe of blood on her pale cheek. “Can someone get a blanket or sleeping bag? And we need to lift his legs.”

      Tom leaves for our hall. Clara sits on her heels at Harris’s feet and lifts his legs onto her lap. “Like this?” she asks.

      Holly nods and takes Rose’s place at the wound again. By the time Tom returns with a sleeping bag, the crowd is parting for Ethan, Rhonda, and Deb, who rush forward with a stretcher held between them. They drop it to the ground, briefly gawking at the sight of Carver, then kneel beside Holly.

      “He was shot?” Ethan asks.

      Holly nods. “I think he’s in shock.”

      Ethan and Rhonda do a quick examination. Less than a minute later, they roll him onto his side and move the stretcher beneath, then strap him down. Holly and Deb help to lift the stretcher, and the four move quickly for the infirmary, leaving only the puddle of blood behind.

      Carver stares after them. “Goddammit—” He takes a breath through his nose, jaw tight enough to crack teeth.

      “What do you want to do, boss?” Barry asks. “We can chase Boone down.”

      Carver thinks for a moment, and I get the sense his is a shrewd, decisive mind. “He’s got a hell of a head start. Most important is to keep Lexers away so we’re not trapped again. Two teams to check if they’re heading east. If they are, get them west again. If we find Boone in the process, then it’s our lucky day.”

      “You’re staying here,” Barry says. “Ethan and Rhonda need to check you three out. I’ve got it.”

      Carver shakes his head, though he wavers a bit on his feet. I know what the road is like, and if he spent all this time traveling down from Portland, I can only imagine how tired and hungry he must be. The woman and teenager, too. All three have pronounced cheekbones and weary eyes.

      “We’ve got it,” Marquez says. “How about you take Dalton to the infirmary, Top?”

      Carver releases something between a laugh and sob. “Missed hearing you call me Top, Marquez. All right, Barry, get going. Be careful.”

      He takes Dalton’s arm from Marquez, looping it over his shoulder, then moves slowly for the Events Center. The woman and teenager follow along with half the crowd. Barry tells Rose that Jesse is safe on 13-West, then leaves to round up soldiers while the rest of the crowd disperses in excited clumps.

      Tom hugs Clara, smiling at Rose over her head. I sink against the table, hands shaking and legs wobbly. There’s been almost no time to think, to feel, and now it’s here with a vengeance. Circuit overload. Rose wraps an arm around my waist. “Holy shit, Craigy. You scared me. I thought you were going to get shot.”

      Her voice is laced with worry but full of admiration. I would answer, but my teeth want to chatter and the only way to stop it is to tighten my jaw. Troy is recounting their adventure to Lana and Daisy with great animation and a dash of pageantry while I tremble against a table. Seems about right.

      “You should change,” I say when I notice Rose’s blood-soaked jeans.

      “I will in a minute,” she says. I rest my cheek on her hair, glad she refused. Rose always knows when I need her, the same way I know when she needs me. She gazes toward the Events Center. “It didn’t look good for that kid, Harris, did it?”

      I shake my head. Tom and Clara stand with us, listening to Troy’s story. Troy mimes firing his rifle like he holds an Uzi, and Tom leans close. “Believe about half of what he says.”

      We laugh. Rose brushes a few squares of auto glass from Tom’s coat collar, then leans closer to inspect his neck. “You’re bleeding. You should go to the infirmary.”

      “I’m fine,” Tom says, smiling when Rose rolls her eyes at Clara, who says, “I tried to get him to go, too. Of course he won’t.”

      Daisy and Lana recount our tale in return, and when they get to our firefight, they make a big deal of me being the first up to save Marquez. Rose butts in with how I saved her life by throwing myself in front of her and then dragging her to the ground, which is a stretch. I shake my head. “Believe about half of what they say.”

      Troy gives a long, low whistle, then raises and lowers his arms as though in worship. “Cherry, I hereby bequeath you the revolver I loaned you way back when.”

      “Well, I don’t care if you have a freaking machine gun,” Daisy says to me. “I’m never working a gate with you again.”
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        * * *

      

      Fortunately, Barry and his volunteers managed to head off any zombies and reroute them west. Unfortunately, there was no sign of Boone. Now, hours later, we stand in the Performance Hall with hundreds of people, waiting for the Safe Zone meeting to begin.

      Carver mounts the steps to the microphone at the front of the stage. He looks better than he did—fresh clothes, a shave, and a decent meal can work wonders—but his face is still sunken from hunger and grief. He clears his throat. “Hi. It’s good to see you all.”

      At that, the crowd cheers. Feet stomp. On stage, Carver grins, then laughs, raising his hands for quiet. The crowd complies, and he asks, “Did y’all forget there are zombies out there?”

      He gets a laugh from people now wearing giant smiles. His own fades before he says, “Many of you know that Andre Harris was shot when he tried to stop Boone from leaving earlier today. I’m very sorry to say he died of his wounds a few hours ago. He died defending us like the brave soldier he was. May he rest in peace.”

      The crowd’s gasps of dismay are followed by angry mutters. I see Harris lying on the sidewalk, his blood draining onto the asphalt. The red smeared on Holly’s face. She’s cleaned up and stands in a group of young people to our left, one hand clenching Nora’s while the other swipes at her cheek. She took Harris’s death hard—the first patient she couldn’t help.

      “What you may not know is that Sergeant Boone sent us to Portland with false information,” Carver continues. “There were no trapped soldiers, no civilians to rescue. From what we know, he sent us in the hope we wouldn’t return.” The angry voices resume until he lifts a slim hand. “I understand, believe me. I watched my soldiers die because of him. When he’s found, punishment will be meted out accordingly.”

      His voice chokes on either sorrow or rage—possibly both. I can imagine what that punishment will be, and Boone will deserve every second of it. The woman who entered the gate with Carver touches his arm as if to comfort him. He motions her way, clearing his throat. “For those of you who don’t remember, this is Drill Sergeant Joy Hicks. She and her son Kamil survived the trip with me. And not just survived—Hicks saved my life more than a few times.”

      At a round of quiet clapping and a few low yells, Hicks’s lips move up a centimeter, like smiling would require more effort than she has left. Still, under the fatigue, I get a glimpse of drill sergeant in her squared shoulders and tight ponytail. Kamil stands beside her, almost a foot taller than his mom, though he keeps his eyes down so that we only see his dark hair.

      “The point of this meeting is to explain what happened and to choose new leadership.” Carver nods at the surprised buzz that fills the hall. “Army chain of command is why Boone was left in charge. I hope you’ll accept my apology for his behavior and for my error of judgment in his character. I am truly sorry.” Carver looks around the room as though giving people a chance to berate him. When no one does, he says, “Between my mistakes and the loss of so many soldiers, I believe the days of this being a military-run Safe Zone have come to an end. Barry’s going to handle that part of it, so I’ll give the mic over to him.”

      Barry, on Carver’s other side, steps to the microphone. “We have to decide how we want to do this. Should we form a council or board of some sort? Do we want to nominate people and hold an election?”

      “Barry Wright for president!” a man in the crowd yells.

      “Thanks, but no thanks,” Barry says with a chuckle. “Maybe we can come up with a list of names and go from there.”

      “How about we start with three of the people on stage?” a high voice asks. Heads swivel to find the source, and the person speaking waves her hand—an elderly lady wearing a black beret. “I nominate Carver, Barry, and Hicks. I trust all of you, and I have no doubt you’ll do your best.”

      Barry shakes his head as someone calls, “Seconded!”

      “Thirded!” comes another voice.

      “Quadrupled!” yells someone else.

      Multiple voices call out at once. Rose said Carver was a good leader, and I see that same belief reflected on surrounding faces.

      “Okay, okay,” Barry says once they’ve hushed. “We can put that to a vote. But let’s choose a few others who—”

      He quiets when the older woman mounts the stairs to the stage. She moves to the microphone and gazes over the crowd. “Let’s cut the bullshit, shall we?” she asks. A wave of appreciative laughter fills the hall. “I don’t need any paper ballots if you don’t. If you want to go through the rigmarole of an election only to choose the same three people, raise your hand.”

      Everyone swivels their heads, searching for uplifted hands, and finds none. The woman nods. “Everyone who wants these three in charge, put ‘em up there.”

      Hands shoot into the air, including mine. There might be one or two that stay down, but I don’t see them. Although I don’t know Carver or Hicks, I have nothing but respect for Barry. The woman grins, then tips her beret at the crowd. “Majority rules. Congratulations to Barry, Carver, and Hicks.”

      Clapping ensues, silencing when Carver raises a finger. He looks us over with a small smile, his eyes glistening in the light. “Thank you. I’m truly humbled. But this won’t just be the three of us. Together, we’ll do our best to keep our home safe. Because that’s what this has become—your home, my home, our home.”

      The fairgrounds haven’t felt like a home—a place to protect for a reason other than saving my own skin—until this minute, and I think everyone feels it. The people who looked beaten down under Boone have come alive with shining faces and proud smiles. Even Troy gives a quick nod.

      “Barry is working on a new schedule, and he needs help with guard duty and supply runs. If you feel you’re able, you can sign up over there.” Carver points to where Marquez and Jared stand behind a clipboard-covered table in the corner. “We’ll hold information and refresher sessions for everyone who signs up. I don’t want to lose anyone else.” He breathes deep, scanning the crowd so that it seems he makes eye contact with everyone. “Thank you for putting your trust in us. I won’t let you down.”
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        * * *

      

      We join the long line that’s formed at the table. Troy watches Carver talk to a few soldiers, then shakes his head in admiration. “He could just about get anyone to sign up for anything.”

      Rose motions at where a tiny gray-haired lady stands in line. “It’s true. But he means what he says. I didn’t know Hicks before, but if Barry and Carver trust her, then I do.”

      “I trust them both, no question,” Sam adds. “Plus, Carver’s fair. He let us keep our guns when we got here, even though it was against the rules.”

      “A man after my own heart,” Troy says.

      “It almost sounds like you want to stay,” Daisy says to him.

      “That remains to be seen, but I’m willing to give it a go.”

      By the time we reach the table, the Performance Hall has almost emptied out. We put our names down for anything they need and return to our hall. At Rose’s urging, Barry joins us, where he sits hunched on a couch with his elbows on his knees. “Boone took some of the radios,” he says. “Rifles, ammo, that kind of stuff. The people who left after him took more. They didn’t come here with Boone. We didn’t think they were loyal to him.”

      Aside from the soldiers who left in the trucks, and the ones who tried to kill Carver, another few soldiers, and some civilians, quietly made their way through the gates in the hours after he left.

      “What do you mean, come here?” Rose asks.

      “Boone was originally stationed in California. He and his people made it north once it fell. He was used to being in charge by then, and he wasn’t pleased to learn Carver outranked him. More displeased than we knew.”

      “All that to be in charge,” Mitch says. “I like bossing people around, but sheesh.”

      Barry does his best to laugh, though it dies out quickly. “Stephanie came clean. We know for sure they killed Daniel. The radio call you two saw that day?” He looks to me and Tom. “That was Carver, letting us know he was alive. Boone tried to get rid of him before anyone found out.”

      “Who’s Stephanie?” Troy asks.

      “Soldier in her twenties. Brown hair, usually in a ponytail. Once Boone left, she told us everything, including how he threatened that she’d end up like Daniel if she talked. She said she didn’t know about Portland until after the fact.”

      “You trust her?” Tom asks.

      “She could’ve left with the others, but she didn’t.” Barry watches the floor between his feet. “Frankly, I don’t trust myself to know if I should trust her. I should’ve seen what Boone was doing.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up,” Troy says. “No one knew Boone was anything more than your garden-variety asshole.”

      Barry nods noncommittally. “Thanks for signing up for more work,” he says. “We’re going to need it, especially if Boone’s competing for resources. If he had any sense, he’d find somewhere else to set up shop, but someone who’d do this… I don’t understand his motives, so I can’t anticipate his next move. We can’t let down our guard.”

      “We’re here for whatever you need,” Francis says.

      “Thanks.” Barry gets to his feet. “I’m off to bed.”

      We watch him shuffle out the door. “Poor guy,” Rose says once he’s gone. “I don’t envy that job.”

      “Agreed,” Troy says. “Really wish they’d caught Boone, though. If he sticks around, it’s bound to turn into a shitshow at some point.”

      Lana sighs, tucking her feet under her. “For once, I agree.”
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      I stick my gun in my new holster, where I can wear it for all the world to see. Now that Carver is in charge again, they’re officially training civilians. Yesterday’s class was about what to expect outside the gates and how to behave in a zombie-filled world, which was basically a bunch of reminders not to be an idiot. Holly took notes like a nerd.

      Though a few zombies wander our barriers, the swarm hasn’t returned. Carver says the ones they led east crossed the river into Springfield. The ones to the west are at the end of town, with vehicles positioned to slow down reentry.

      I grab my war hammer from under my cot as Jesse walks into our room. Holly has already left, likely to make out with Nora before we leave. The two of them are cute, and annoying, because they act as if they’re the first people to like each other in the history of the world.

      “You ready?” Jesse asks. “We’re supposed to meet Holly and Nora by the trucks.”

      Because he’s dressed in a mishmash of Army and regular clothes—his own jeans and boots, with an Army t-shirt and camo jacket—he looks like someone else. A someone else who’s not nervous the way I am, though I’m not nervous enough to stay behind. I don’t want Jesse out there alone any more than Rose does.

      “You’re wearing that?” I ask about his coat, throwing on my leather jacket. “Will it protect you from teeth?”

      “They say it does. And it’s not as hot.”

      On the right breast, where the cloth name tape was absent, a new khaki patch reads WINTER in black thread. Though it’s not machine embroidered the way the real ones are, it’s still neatly done.

      “Fancy,” I say, motioning at his chest. “Did you learn how to sew?”

      Jesse fingers the letters. “Brenna made it for me, as a surprise.”

      I’m glad he doesn’t see my face before I bend for my bag. How am I supposed to compete with fucking embroidery? I would’ve scrawled his name with a Sharpie and called it a day.

      I straighten with my bag on my shoulder. “She did a good job.”

      He nods and looks me over, one eyebrow quirked. “You do have water and a knife, right? I know you’re War Hammer and all, but you should have something else.”

      I glare at him, mainly because of that stupid name tape he had nothing to do with but is somehow responsible for. “I’m not an idiot. I didn’t ask you to call me War Hammer, and so what if I want to bring it?”

      Jesse steps back, palms up. “I was kidding. Remember jokes? You used to like them.”

      “It helps if the person is funny.”

      As soon as I say it, I cringe at how mean it came out. Jesse turns away. “Whatever, Clary. Are you ready?”

      I’m anxious about our trip, being catty about Brenna, and now I’ve hurt his feelings. I let out my breath and search for the words that’ll make everything okay. “I’m sorry. I guess I’m kind of nervous. You’re not funny, but I didn’t mean to be a bitch.”

      Jesse’s shoulders jump with a quiet laugh, though he faces me with an anxious frown. “Apology accepted, even though it sucked. You don’t have to go, you know.”

      “I want to.” I try to soak in his tranquility. Maybe that’s why I like him so much—opposites attract. “Aren’t you nervous? At all?”

      “I’m nervous every time I go out there,” he says. “I’m not an idiot like you.” I laugh, and he winks before he tugs me through our curtain. “Come on, War Hammer.”

      Across the lot, a dozen trucks wait by the northwest gate. A flurry of people moves in and out of open doors, checking fuel and gear. Barry watches them, his ever-present clipboard in hand. Most are civilians—our age and older—since the majority of soldiers will stay at the fairgrounds in case Boone tries to retaliate. If he does, it makes sense for those who know what they’re doing to guard the fence.

      “That’s a lot of civilians who are willing to die,” I say.

      “You think you’re hot shit,” Jesse says, “but the truth is that we’re expendable.”

      I elbow him. He elbows me back as we reach Holly and Nora. Holly’s auburn hair is pulled into a messy bun, and she wears a leather coat along with a gun and knife. Her faint smile betrays her anxiety, and her tired eyes are proof of how late she stays up reading by lantern light.  Since Harris died, she studies medical textbooks in every spare moment, cramming her brain full of information that might keep her next patient alive.

      “We’re in your truck,” Nora says, pointing at the pickup we brought from the house. “Scoping out stores.”

      “Where?” Jesse asks.

      “Oakway Center. The Albertsons across the street is empty, but no one’s checked Trader Joe’s or the other stores. They led the packs away yesterday. It should be clear.”

      The shopping center is more of a lifestyle village and, aside from Trader Joe’s, contains various stores and restaurants. Even if there’s no food, there must be useful items no one’s yet looted.

      Marquez strolls up. “Why’d you bring that?” he asks about the hammer at my side.

      “In case you annoy me.”

      He laughs as if it was the answer he expected. “Deb, Jared, and Amy will be behind you guys in one box truck, and Kevin and I are in front in the other.” He winks my way. “Unless you want to ride with me.”

      Since Harris died, he’s been over the top with his come-ons. I think it’s a way to distract himself from grief, and I play along. “Do you ever stop flirting?”

      He ponders that for a moment and then shakes his head with a wide grin. Marquez is on the short side, though you barely notice with his big personality. In another time, I might give him a go, but there’s no space in my head, or heart, for anyone but Jesse.

      All bets are off if Jesse hooks up with Brenna, however, who’s currently inching toward us with a shy smile. “Good luck,” she says to everyone, though her eyes land on him the longest.

      “Thanks,” Jesse says, and the others chime in with a similar response.

      “It looks good on your jacket.”

      Jesse peers at his chest and then shoots her his winning smile. “It does. Thanks again. That was really nice of you.”

      Brenna laughs and plays with the end of her blond braid. “It’s not like there’s much to do.”

      “You should come out with us next time,” Marquez says. “I’ll protect you.”

      Brenna aims her smile at him, where it becomes friendly but reserved. “I don’t know what I’m doing. But maybe I can learn.”

      Jesse is watching Rose and Dad make their way across the lot, so he doesn’t see Brenna’s hopeful glance, but Marquez does. He smirks. “Nora’s the best to learn from. Between me and her, you can’t go wrong.”

      “Maybe. Okay, so…good luck.”

      She leaves for the Events Center. Marquez punches Jesse’s shoulder. “I’ve been working on Brenna for a month. You do nothing, and she’s practically kneeling at your feet.”

      Although not pale like Rose and Holly, a blush shows just fine on Jesse’s cheeks. He mumbles something and turns to Dad and Rose, now only feet away.

      I glare at Marquez, who I want to punch, then notice Holly watching. “What?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “Nothing.”

      “You guys ready?” Rose asks. She’s dressed in her canvas coat and a bun to match Holly’s. “You’re coming to Costco, right?”

      “Oakway Center,” Jesse says.

      “Oh.” Rose chews her lip, eyes briefly flaring with distress. “I thought we’d be at the same place. We’re Costco.”

      “We’ll be fine, Mom. It’s just over the bridge.”

      Rivers are great for tubing and hydroelectric power, but they make travel difficult. The Willamette River weaves its way through Eugene, cutting off the northeast quadrant—which contains both Oakway Center and Costco—from the rest of town. The Ferry Street Bridge was barricaded before the world went crazy and now that it’s open, it’ll take us straight to Trader Joe’s.

      “Be careful,” Dad says, and I nod.

      “See?” Jesse says to Rose. “That’s all you need to say. Take a lesson from Tom.”

      “Tom schmom.” Rose waves a hand. “What does he know?”

      Dad smiles in her direction, then turns to us. “Barry said they’ll keep an ear on the radio. We might be close enough to hear each other.”

      “Let’s do this!” Deb calls from the vehicles. She’s somewhere in her early sixties, though with her cropped hair, muscled arms, and take-charge attitude, she seems closer to Dad’s age.

      Rose hugs everyone. Holly endures hers stiffly before she walks away, leaving Rose to stare after her in consternation. After my hug, Dad takes my arm, and I meet his firm but worried gaze. “If anything goes wrong, you, Jesse, and Holly take care of each other.”

      “Of course,” I say. “But we wouldn’t leave the others.”

      “I know. They’re not my concern, though. Be just as stubborn out there as you are everywhere else, okay?” I smile, and though Dad does the same, his eyes shine perilously close to tears. “I love you, Clare-Bear. You’ll do great, like always.”

      My eyes sting. It’s hard to swallow. Nothing I ever did was great. Maybe passable, on a good day. “Love you, Dad.”

      He holds out his arms, and I sink into his strong embrace. Now I wish he were coming with us. There’s no doubt I’m safer when he’s around. “All right, go,” he says. “You don’t want to piss off Deb. Even I’m afraid of her.”

      I laugh and scurry for our truck. Once Jesse and Nora sit in the front of the pickup, with Holly and me in the back, we pass through 13-East. Behind us, Deb’s truck roars. Ahead, Kevin leads our vehicles along Thirteenth Avenue while Marquez rides shotgun, weapon at the ready.

      “I’m surprised your mom didn’t get on our team,” I say.

      “Oh, she tried,” Jesse says. “I told Barry no way.”

      “My mother’s the worst,” Holly mutters.

      “Your mother isn’t the worst,” Nora says. She doesn’t turn from her watch out the window, but her voice is sad. Maybe it reminds Holly to be grateful she still has a mom because she sets a hand on Nora’s shoulder and whispers, “Sorry.”

      Nora pulls it into the front for a kiss before she releases it. I can see both their faces from this angle, and Holly’s smile is only slightly less goofy than her girlfriend’s. We hang out in the Pavilion every evening, though Holly and Nora always manage to escape for a while. Or, like last night, for hours—after which Holly crept into our room late. I haven’t gotten to grill her about her disappearance, and I’m looking forward to it after years of her torturing me.

      I look out my window. Eugene’s downtown is pretty much over before it begins, but every restaurant and small store is trashed. Cars sit abandoned, preventing passage, and the asphalt glitters with broken glass. Bodies are everywhere—on the road and sidewalks, hanging from broken windows, draped across vehicles.

      The Park Blocks plaza whizzes past, its grass overgrown and its fountain dry. Trees shade over a hundred bodies lying on the concrete. The downtown massacre started here, at a small concert. The stage still stands, though the lighting hangs to the stage floor and the banners have torn. Three zombies trip toward us over the corpses. Behind them, two more appear from the sloped entrance of an underground parking garage.

      “Not too many Lexers,” Nora says. “It’ll make the way back easier.”

      Holly turns from the window and raises her eyebrows to ask if I’m okay. I nod that I am and silently ask her the same. She takes a deep breath, then nods. We’re both nervous—today is as much a test as anything else, and neither of us wants to fail.

      After a few more blocks, we turn onto the wrong side of the Ferry Street Bridge and roll through the cars, at one point straddling the low median. Under the steel truss bridge, the Willamette River flows quickly, though not quickly enough to wash away the garbage collected by its shores. A woman in a ripped sweater lunges against the railing that separated pedestrians from traffic. Her mouth is open, dirty teeth exposed, though her hisses are drowned out by our engines.

      “She’ll follow,” Nora says. The bridge deposits us onto Coburg Road—a wide road that travels north out of Eugene to the small town of Coburg, passing Costco along the way. Marquez’s truck slows at a gas station on our right, and Nora opens her door as we stop. “They want us to check the tanks for gas. I’ll get that Lexer from the bridge.”

      Jesse joins her as she strides toward the back of the pickup with a long knife in hand. Nora’s freckles and short brown ponytail make her appear sweet, but her face is set to ten on the kill-o-meter. Holly and I hit the street to keep watch. That was another thing covered in class yesterday: always have watchers. Packs of zombies can be anywhere, at any time. One could be in a quiet stupor around a corner, only to be roused by an accidental noise.

      Holly and I face each other, giving us a 360-degree view of our surroundings, just as taught. “She’s sweet and tough,” I say, gesturing at Nora’s retreating form. “You really hit the lesbo jackpot with that one.”

      Holly snorts, though her eyes stay on the street. “Are you seriously trying to steal my girlfriend? I know it’s been a while, but most of us can go a few months before we die from lack of sex. And if you’re at death’s door, Marquez will be happy to revive you.”

      I laugh. Contrary to popular belief, I didn’t sleep with every guy I hooked up with, but I did find someone to fool around with on a regular basis. “Girlfriend, eh?” I ask. “So where’d the two you go off to last night? Or maybe I should ask how the two of you got off last night?” Twenty feet away, Marquez and Kevin pry up a fuel tank cover that’s set into the ground a short distance from the fuel pumps. I scan the street for movement, then look at Holly. “So? Don’t even deny me details. I tell you everything.”

      “That’s not because I want to know everything. I’m totally fine with never hearing about another penis for the rest of my life.”

      “You know you’d miss penises.” I nudge her. “Please. I’m desperate.”

      Holly’s cheeks bloom like two pink roses. “We went to the roof. It was nice.”

      I whine in disappointment, then survey our surroundings. Marquez isn’t looking so bad right now, actually, as he wrestles with a thick hose. “You suck. Wait, was there any sucking involved?”

      “God, you’re so gross.” Holly laughs quietly despite her words. “There was everything involved. Are you happy now?”

      “Everything?” I ponder that for a few moments, squinting to decide if the something moving by a distant car is a zombie or flapping fabric. I settle on fabric. “Who brought the strap-on to the fairgrounds, you or Nora? Frankly, I’m surprised either of you used packing space for that.”

      This time, Holly’s laugh is loud. She covers her mouth with a gloved hand. “You are the absolute worst. Everything does not have to involve a penis, real or otherwise.”

      “I know. But if you won’t give me details, I’ll supply them myself. So, you guys had the strap-on—I’m picturing you wearing it, by the way—and then what happened?”

      “I hate you,” she says. “It was just…really nice. I like her. A lot.”

      I pretend I’m focused on the road instead of Holly’s rosy face. “She’s practically in love with you, you know. Or maybe she is in love with you.”

      Holly inspects the ground, remembers she’s supposed to be watching, and her head shoots up. But she won’t look at me, and her small features work as though rehearsing different responses. Ultimately, she stays silent, but her expression says it all.

      I push her arm, and she shoves me. “Stop smiling. I hate your devious grin.”

      “You love my devious grin. Maybe not as much as you love Nora, though.” She ignores me. “Fine, maybe not love, but like. You have to admit that much.”

      “I really, really like her, Clars.”

      Holly’s voice is almost inaudible. I feel a prick of envy at her glowing demeanor, her obvious pleasure, but not the kind of envy that poisons you—more the kind where you want a taste of the feeling yet don’t begrudge the person their happiness.

      “I’ve been waiting ten years to hear you say that,” I say. “All it took was the zombie apocalypse and a gallon of whiskey.”

      Holly giggles. “I’m still waiting for you to say it.”

      “Oh, please. Who haven’t I liked?”

      She gives me the knowing look she does too well. “Not someone you exchange bodily fluids with. Someone you actually like.” I shrug, and she says, “Here comes Jess.”

      It’s not so much what she says as how she chooses to say it. Nora and Jesse are both walking our way, but she only mentioned him. Coming as it does on the heels of her perceptive look, I grow sweaty in my leather coat. She wouldn’t tell Jesse. If she does know, she also knows how much I like him, and she’d never put me in that mortifying position.

      Marquez and Kevin meet us on the sidewalk. “There’s a bunch of gas in there for later.” Kevin pushes his brown hair sideways. “Ready to move on?”

      Deb, Amy, and Jared stand on their truck’s running boards. At Deb’s finger circling the air, we duck inside our assigned vehicles. The road is quiet, with a few stopped cars before the overpasses ahead. We’ve been warned about zombie bombs—when zombies launch themselves at you from high places—and it’s almost disappointing to sail under without a single thump.

      Oakway Center has a couple dozen cars in its large lot. This section is an L shape, with Trader Joe’s at the top of the L, Bed, Bath and Beyond at the center, and Old Navy and a few other stores making up its bottom line—with a wide passageway between the two that leads to an interior courtyard. Debris litters the lot, and the previously sculpted hedges have cowlicks the way most people do now.

      We pull up to Trader Joe’s and wait for any nearby Lexers to appear. Thirty seconds later, a man shuffles around the building and past Trader Joe’s cracked glass doors. His pants are now raggedy shorts, and his torn shirt exposes a mutilated shoulder. An old woman creeps behind him, back hunched as it was in life, her hair a tangled white cloud. She’s followed by four more.

      Deb hangs from her truck window and gives a low whistle. They shamble toward her, and she readies what looks to be a machete above their heads. “When they get close, come at them from behind,” she instructs us, speaking loud enough to be heard over the moans. The longer they carry on, the greater the chance more zombies will hear.

      I take a breath and ready myself, then sneak up behind a shorter man and bring the blunt side of my hammer down hard enough to dent his skull. Sometimes, it’s enough—shards of bone damage the brain and finish them off—but not this time. I flip the hammer and slam the spike side into the dent I made, gratified the impact doesn’t hurt my arms the way it once did. I close my mouth tight against the brown fluid that sprays in all directions. Ethan says we should wear face shields, but no one’s found any yet.

      No sooner are those down than Deb points behind us, throws open her door, and lands with her machete raised. A small pack is approaching. Jared rounds the back of their truck with Amy, Deb’s wife, at his side. Though Amy is small and quiet where Deb is big and outspoken, she’s just as badass. Her light brown braid whips over her shoulder when she takes the first two zombies with two strikes of a long-handled spike.

      The others begin hacking away. I’m closing in on a woman with bright pink hair when something grabs my arm. I spin, hammer raised, but it’s Deb, watching six new Lexers come from behind. “Help me out,” she commands, then yells to Jared and Amy, “Watch our backs!”

      I slam my hammer’s spike into a lurching man’s ear. Next is a woman who resembles my kindergarten teacher, Miss Barbara, followed by a small guy dressed in jeans and work boots. Deb’s three are down quickly, and we turn to find the other Lexers on the ground, limbs splayed and heads leaking brown jelly. I take a grateful gulp from the water bottle Holly hands me.

      Deb claps my shoulder. “You’re not bad with that hammer.”

      In Deb-speak, a nod is a ringing endorsement, and her words make me feel like a superhero. I clean my hammer on a Lexer shirt that’s slightly less disgusting than the rest, then we sanitize our gloved hands and weapons with a jug of bleach water before we step into Trader Joe’s.

      I haven’t been in a supermarket since zombies, and my brain stupidly pictured aisles full of food. But the shelves are empty, the floor strewn with crumbs and packaging. The sharp smell of urine stings my eyes. Though it’s likely a lost cause, we locate the storeroom across the debris.

      Once we’ve ascertained that it’s free of zombies, Jesse covers his face with his arm to block the stench and walks through the door. He returns quickly, subtly retching behind his hand. “Don’t do what I just did.”

      I walk through the swinging door, flashlight in hand. The storeroom shelves are empty, boxes ripped open. In a corner, I’m greeted by the sight of a plastic wastebasket full of dried-out poop. The floor is stained orange-brown from what was likely a long time trapped inside and many wastebaskets’ worth of bathroom activities.

      I can taste the stench, and my stomach attempts to leave through my mouth. I escape just before I hit the puking stage, then hang on empty shelves to dry heave. When I raise my head, Jesse leans beside me. “Do you ever listen?”

      My laugh is weak. “You know I don’t. It’s part of my charm.”

      “Is it, though?” he asks. I punch him.

      “Waste of time,” Deb says, nose wrinkled. “We need towels and clothes. Let’s hit Bed, Bath, and Beyond, then Old Navy. We’ll do the courtyard after that.”

      No one has made a latrine out of Bed, Bath and Beyond, where we get towels, washcloths, and sheets, along with large pots and pans. Jesse slips in a Dutch oven and a bread stone for Rose, then we pack it all into plastic storage bins—also useful—and load them into the truck.

      Old Navy is full of sorely needed summer clothing. Most people came to the fairgrounds with only the clothes they wore; if they had time to grab anything, they packed for rain and chilly weather. We round out our supplies in Nordstrom Rack, where we collect clothing along with every sandal and sneaker they have.

      “It’s not food,” Deb says as we load the items. “But this is good stuff. We’ll need the second truck for sure.”

      The pickup will remain empty; its purpose is to carry us all if we have to abandon the box trucks. Once we’ve loaded our spoils, we leave to explore the rest of the area on foot; because noise invites Lexers, we won’t move the vehicles unless there’s more to load.

      “Imagine being trapped in Trader Joe’s?” Holly asks as we pass between buildings into the courtyard.

      I shiver at the thought of the dark, stinking store. We were lucky. Between our two households, we had enough food at first, and our neighborhood school supplied us with more. Then Always Ready set us up for months. What the Army didn’t take is still in Sam’s RV, along with what’s left at Always Ready, and we have no intention of sharing that information unless necessary.

      “My parents kept about two weeks’ worth of food in the house,” Nora says, walking beside Holly. “After that, they would’ve been out here with everyone else. A few of the old people at the apartments were already hungry. They only bought what they could afford each week.”

      “But you were there to save them,” Holly says, her voice all melty.

      Nora’s smile is shy, though she swaggers a little. I swoon, hand at my heart, and Holly smacks my arm. I like to bother her, but the truth is that if I could make Jesse look at me the way they do each other, I’d die happy—after we did the deed a few dozen times, of course.

      He walks in front of me with Marquez and Kevin, halting where the brick-lined pathway widens into a patio. The courtyard rises a few steps above the patio, surrounded by tasteful brick and stucco buildings. Tall weeds have taken over the grassy areas, and iron tables and chairs wait for customers who will never again sit beneath the trees listening to free concerts. A woman trips down the steps, her moans echoing off the buildings until Jesse quiets her with his knife.

      We scrutinize the businesses that enclose the courtyard. A Mexican restaurant ahead, a bar and grill to our right, a chocolate company farther on. A sushi place and a Latin kitchen, along with Café Yumm, which sold tasty bowls full of rice, beans, and vegetables.

      Spring rains washed away any blood on the concrete before our dry summer began, but there are suspicious holes in the grass where everything has died. The stench makes it clear what resides within, but I still feel the need to inspect the nearest one. One glance at leathery skin and collapsed body is more than enough.

      Holly peers in, nodding sagely. “It must’ve dried out fast when the rain stopped. With dead bodies, the fluids leak out and kill the grass. But there’s a ton of nitrogen, so next year it’ll grow back healthier than ever.”

      “You’re getting weirder,” I say. “How do you know that?”

      “Remember that book about The Body Farm I said you should read? There was a documentary, too. It was a place down in Tennessee where—”

      “Maybe save the lesson for when we’re not about to be eaten?” Jesse asks.

      “Don’t you people want to know things?” she mutters. “How can you not want to know things?”

      “I want to know things,” Nora says eagerly.

      They smile at each other, lost in their own world. Deb shakes her head, a hint of amusement behind her stern expression. “All right, let’s finish this. Baby dykes with me, Amy, and Jared on this side. You four check the other places.”

      Jared’s short laugh is the first sound I’ve heard him make today. “Would you leave them alone?” Amy swats at Deb’s arm while she smiles at Holly and Nora. “Ignore my wife, please. I do.”

      Deb chuckles at her own self while Holly and Nora roll their eyes, then she herds them toward their first restaurant, where Jared stations himself outside.

      “Looks like it’s you and me,” Marquez says to me. “It’s practically a date.”

      We step through the Mexican restaurant’s broken glass door and into the lobby, where a sign insists we Please Wait to be Seated. “This place had the worst food,” I say. “Figures you’d take me here.”

      Marquez laughs and says to Kevin, “You stand guard.”

      Deeper inside the restaurant, windows provide enough light to see the tables and chairs, the empty booths with place settings. The door to the kitchen is just past the bussing station. Jesse knocks twice, then swings it open. A zombie lies on the tile floor beside a stainless-steel counter, its skull obliterated. And though the brown fluid and chunks of brain matter aren’t wet, they don’t have the desiccated appearance of months’ old tissue.

      Marquez walks past, but Jesse bends for a closer look. “It hasn’t been dead that long. There’s probably nothing in here.”

      Sure enough, the walk-in pantry is empty. Jesse runs a finger in the dust on a shelf, then taps several dust-free circles the size of large food cans. “Whoever took the food did it recently.”

      “We’ve got Sherlock Holmes up in here,” Marquez says. It’s a good-natured joke, and Jesse’s answering tight smile is unlike him.

      After we take the only thing left—corn husks for tamales—we make our way to the courtyard. The next restaurant is empty but for four dead zombies. Across the hall is a running store, where we find boxes of sneakers and sportswear we’ll return for.

      Marquez nods to a bikini on a rack. “Bet you’d look good in that.”

      “Too bad you’ll never know,” I say.

      He grins over his shoulder as Jesse and I follow him to the fish place. Kevin dutifully waits out front. Having had a cop dad means he’s decent with a gun, though the way he stares at the sky doesn’t fill me with optimism regarding his observation skills.

      “Why’s he looking up?” I whisper while we move past tables and chairs to the back of the restaurant. “He knows to watch for zombies, not aliens, right?”

      Marquez guffaws. Jesse frowns, though he quickly covers it with a blank expression. I poke his arm, and he spares me a deadpan glance before he shines his flashlight around the kitchen. “Nothing,” he says. “That’s everywhere.”

      “Gotta piss.” Marquez indicates a corner of the kitchen. “Be out in a second.”

      I almost ask why he doesn’t use the bathroom, then realize I’m standing in a room full of rotted food and corpses. Urine will hardly ruin the ambiance. Jesse and I wait by the bar, which is also barren. We aren’t encouraged to bring liquor home instead of food calories, but there are no calories to be found so far.

      I motion at the empty bar shelves. “Too bad.” Jesse barely looks that way, answering only with a grunt. “What’s your problem?” I ask.

      “I have no problem.”

      I huff at his obvious lie. “I thought you’ll always tell me the truth. You have a serious problem right now. Are you mad at me?”

      Jesse’s expression doesn’t change from that irritating nothing he does so well. “I’m not mad at you. I just wish you and Marquez would take this seriously.”

      I’m being chastened, and I hate being chastened. “How are we not taking this seriously? Because we’re joking? You joke all the time. It’s not my fault you don’t want to right now.”

      Jesse breathes in, chest expanding, then releases it. “You’re right. Sorry.”

      “It’s fine.” After years of fighting with Dad, it’s practically a letdown to be told I’m right and apologized to immediately. Who does that? “You could join in, you know.”

      “Do you want me to discuss how good you’d look in a bathing suit? Or maybe I should allude to us having sex seventy times.”

      “You’re protecting my honor? Since when? Aren’t you the one who insulted my maidenhead not too long ago?”

      “It was your lack of a maidenhead, many times over.” Jesse finally looks at me, a glint in his eyes. “I like Marquez, I really do. But he has a big mouth, and I don’t feel like hearing every gory detail after you sleep with him. I want to be able to eat again.”

      I push him, though I laugh. “That won’t be an issue, asshole. Don’t you think I know his type? He’s only half-serious. If he throws out enough lines, he’ll get a few bites. I like playing with the sparkly lure, but I’m not biting.”

      “A fishing analogy? Have you ever gone fishing?”

      “Yes. It was horrible and boring.”

      Marquez emerges from the kitchen. “All right. Where to now?”

      “That’s it on our side,” Jesse says, heading for the door. “Let’s see what they’re—”

      The three of us freeze at the blast of a car horn from outside. The honking continues in a regular rhythm, and we relax a little. A car alarm. Probably set off by a zombie. It happens every once in a while, even months into this, though most vehicle batteries have died from disuse. In the courtyard, Kevin and Jared stand under a tree, heads swiveling to locate the source of the sound. Jesse waves to catch their attention, then lifts his hands: Where is it? Jared shakes his head. The honking rebounds off the buildings, but it seems to come from the main lot where our trucks are parked. Not good.

      Across the courtyard, I catch a flash of pale skin and auburn hair behind a clothing store’s window before Holly, Nora, Amy, and Deb emerge. We join them in the courtyard under the trees.

      “We should go!” Marquez yells.

      The alarm stops, leaving his final word to reverberate in the sudden silence. No, not silence—hum. I recognize the sound immediately; once you’ve heard hundreds or thousands of zombies in concert, it’s unmistakable. Maybe it’s dread, maybe it’s fear, but a ball of something lodges in my throat. Holly’s eyes are round and dark, and she grips her gun in a white-knuckled hand.

      Deb tilts her head toward the parking lot, where the small slice of visible asphalt is empty. “Let’s get to the trucks.”

      Jared nods. “I can check it out first. See—”

      He breaks off, gaze locked over my head. The courtyard isn’t fully enclosed—there are multiple outlets to reach parking lots on the periphery—and a dozen Lexers have stepped through the upper entrance. Down below, on the far side of the brick pathway, more bodies appear. Nora said they moved some packs yesterday; this could be them returning.

      “Trucks, now,” Deb says, voice controlled but emphatic.

      Sheltering in a store is an option, but we’d be trapped for who knows how long, and all the stores have glass windows. We gallop toward the main lot but stop short when we round the corner. Lexers encircle our trucks outside Trader Joe’s, another pack makes its way around Old Navy, and more walk Coburg Road beyond.

      Jesse points to the only clear path—across the lot to a standalone building that houses a burrito place and burned-out Starbucks—and we race in that direction. Holly pulls ahead, reminding me how fast she runs. In high school, our PE teacher begged her to run track.

      I dodge a car with open doors as the pack veers toward our diagonal route. Past another car, some bushes, an oak tree. Starbucks is out in terms of shelter, but even with its glass front, the burrito place offers some degree of safety.

      The glass door is unlocked, and we pile inside. Deb lifts our radio. “This is Team Two, anyone copy?” Static answers. “Anyone there? This is Team Two. We’re at Oakway, trapped in Bueno Burrito, and need someone to distract the pack.”

      She curses at more static, then returns the radio to her belt. “We’re on our own.”
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      Our group is larger than I anticipated, enough to form a caravan on the highway. They think they’ll need many hands to empty Costco of zombies and whatever food lurks inside. Pop wasn’t pleased to watch us drive off this morning, but his back’s been hurting and even he couldn’t convince Barry he’d keep up if we had to run. I’d hoped we’d travel Coburg Road, since Costco is on its north end, which would take us past Trader Joe’s on its south end, but Barry said a mile-long traffic jam prevents passage between the stores.

      I sit beside Tom on a bench seat in a passenger van, with Mitch and Craig on the seat just ahead. When we pass the mall, Mitch turns to me. “Let’s stop there while we’re at it.”

      “Really, the mall?” Craig asks. “Have you never seen a zombie movie?”

      She ignores him. “We could go to Sephora.”

      “I wish,” I say, then shrug at Craig. “We’re not actually going, but the thought of all of those moisturizers and hair products there for the taking…” Mitch and I sigh in unison. We like fancy moisturizer as much as we like cheese boards, which is to say we spent more money than we should’ve on both. “When the zombies die, we’re so there.”

      “We’ll never look a day over twenty.” Mitch leans over the back of her seat, eyes alight. “Ro, guess what I got this morning?”

      I think for a second, then ask, “Weed?”

      She drops her head back. “I really hate you sometimes.”

      “Only mind-altering substances make you this excited. Besides, you know I can read your mind.”

      “She really can,” Mitch says to Tom. “She just knows things. But she never knows anything good.”

      “My grandma said it was the Irish in us,” I say. “Where’d you score weed?”

      “Apparently—and unsurprisingly—our Gabe is a pothead. Now we just have to figure out where to smoke it.”

      “Someplace where I won’t encounter my children. You know I can’t hold my shit together when I’m stoned.”

      At Tom’s chuckle, Craig leans over the seat. “You think she’s kidding. Rose has the worst ideas that she thinks are awesome until you tell her how bad they are the next day.”

      I flick Craig’s ear. “Fine, but I stand by my restaurant idea.”

      “What’s that?” Tom asks.

      “You know the Donner Party? The pioneers who got trapped on a mountain pass all winter and resorted to cannibalism?” Tom nods, and I continue, “I wanted to open a sandwich shop and call it The Donner Party. Every sandwich would have a person’s name, like Bob or Emily or whatever.”

      Tom stares. I can practically see his brain working to formulate an acceptable response. “That’s…weird,” he finally says.

      Craig and Mitch snicker. I flip them the bird. “Did I mention it was a vegetarian sandwich shop? No flesh whatsoever.”

      “Still weird,” Tom says, deep laugh rumbling. “But it’s funny, I’ll give you that.”

      “Funny works.” I turn to my friends. “See? Tom would eat there.”

      “I didn’t say I’d eat there.”

      I poke him, and he bumps me with his shoulder. Mitch’s chin rests on the seat back, and her eyes flick between me and Tom before she settles on me, raising her eyebrows impishly. “Anyway, where can we go to hang out?”

      Now that we’re free to wander, Tom and I practice in the museum again. I think about offering it as a hangout, but then people would be in there at all hours. It’s considered off-limits by most, and I like it that way.

      “We could go to the Events Center roof,” Tom says. “The kids hang out there. They have a table and chairs, a sun canopy, and some other stuff set up.”

      “Those fuckers!” Mitch crosses her arms. “They already have the Pavilion. No wonder they’re in such good moods all the time. They probably get stoned every night.”

      “No one’s stopping you from smoking every night,” I say. “I bet Barry would join if offered.”

      Mitch gives me a half-lidded glare. “You’re hilarious.”

      “Craig thinks I’m funny. Right, Craigy?”

      “You know it,” he says.

      I kiss his cheek, knocking his glasses askew, and then straighten them. “There you go. Handsome as ever.”

      His lips bend into the same warm smile of the day we met. He was so quiet—shyer than I was—which made me brave enough to draw him out of his shell. Once I did, we were immediate best friends.

      Mitch clasps her hands at her heart. “Craigy, you’re the most amazing person in the world and do everything the best,” she says in a saccharine tone that’s supposed to be me. “No, Pipsqueak.” Mitch has switched to a terrible Craig voice. “You’re the best in the world and the most perfect person ever.”

      I laugh loudly enough that Barry turns from the driver’s seat. I wave in apology and say to Mitch, “You’re just jealous of our mutual admiration society.”

      “It’s sickening,” she says. “I’d tell you two to get a room, but…”

      “Been there, done that,” Craig says. “And never again.”

      At Tom’s baffled expression, I laugh almost as loud as before. “Not with me.”

      Craig’s first foray into sex was also his last. A college friend who liked him suggested he give it a go, and he decided to satisfy his curiosity. He was thoroughly unimpressed by the whole affair. “Thank God it wasn’t you,” he says. “That image would haunt me forever.”

      I smack him. Craig and I may have a mutual admiration society, but that doesn’t stop us from making fun of each other.

      The van turns onto the Beltline Highway, our tractor-trailers roaring ahead. From here, it’s one exit to Coburg Road and a block north to Costco. I should be nervous—I am nervous—but I also feel like myself for the first time in years. I have my best friends, and though I can’t avoid Ethan all the time, his resentful glares don’t bother me the way they did.

      It doesn’t hurt that every time I see Tom, he smiles like he’s been waiting for me, or that he teases me with kindness in his eyes, or that his touch is somehow courteous and indecent at the same time. I hate to base even a fraction of my self-worth on a man, but I can’t deny he makes me feel good. However, I’m doing my best not to read into his actions. It’s possible I’m so starved for attention I’ve constructed an elaborate fantasy starring a man who only wants to be my friend.

      We exit onto Coburg Road two miles north of Oakway Center, and I peer out the window in an absurdly futile attempt to see the kids. Tom watches in the same direction, brow slightly furrowed. “I wish they were with us,” I say.

      “Me, too.” Tom’s wrinkled brow is the equivalent of one of my mild freak-outs, though he follows it with a soothing smile. “They know what they’re doing. They’ll be okay.”

      I’m worried about Holly most of all. I didn’t think she’d be running into the streets anytime soon. Not Holly. But once she puts her mind to something, she goes all in, and it seems her newest hobby is zombie killing. Though we’re at odds again, I can’t downplay her very real fear that she could lose Ethan to addiction. She loves her father, and if anyone understands that deep, unshakable bond, I do. I sigh, looking southward a final time. Two things I admire about Holly—her loyalty and persistence—are working against me at this moment, but that doesn’t make them any less admirable.

      Costco appears on our right. We turn into the lot, passing the gas station and loading docks on our way to the main entrance at the far corner. The advance team—who discovered the zombies inside—moved the parked vehicles to the edges of the lot, both to make room and to act as a barrier. All that remains is a line of pickup trucks a hundred-fifty feet from the rolling entry doors.

      Barry parks by the pickups, then spins to view the van’s occupants. Troy sits beside him in the passenger seat, and the rest of Craig’s People—Lana, Daisy, and Francis—take up the single seats across the aisle. Dana and Ray, a married couple in their fifties, are behind us. Both husband and wife have a thin, sporty vibe and short graying hair, along with the creases and laugh lines of years lived outside. I’d bet my life they drove a hatchback with a Thule roof rack.

      A few grad students sit in back, all of whom studied at the U of O and stayed in town during spring break. One, a guy named Tyler, gets to his feet. “Now what?”

      “Volunteers stand in the truck beds,” Barry says, motioning at the line of pickups. “We open the doors, let the Lexers out, and those of us in the trucks take care of them. If you don’t want to do it, that’s fine. What we need most are people to help organize and load once we’re in.”

      “How many Lexers are inside?” Tyler asks.

      “Our best guess is a hundred. Could be more or less.”

      “What were they doing in there?”

      “Don’t know. Living, probably. Who’s up for this?”

      No one refuses, and we file out of the van for the pickups. Tom, Mitch, Craig, and I choose a black Ford. Lifted trucks are a common sight, but this one is in a class of its own. Not only does it have spiked chrome rims and a pinup girl silhouette on the back window, but it also sports a heartwarming collage of bumper stickers that includes LOST YOUR CAT? LOOK UNDER MY TIRES and I’M NOT A GYNECOLOGIST BUT I’LL TAKE A LOOK.

      Mitch points to where a pair of red rubber testicles hangs from the hitch. “Good God, what an asshole.”

      “I hope he suffered when the zombies ate him,” I say.

      Tom is first into the bed, then Craig and Mitch. I scramble onto the high bumper and accept Tom’s proffered hand to make it over the tailgate. “There you go, short stuff,” he says once I’m standing beside him.

      I rest my hands on my hips. “I’m a completely normal height, thank you very much. It’s not my fault you’re all freakishly tall.”

      “We may be tall, but you’re definitely not normal.”

      I wouldn’t say I swoon when he winks, but the truck bed sways a little beneath my boots. I forgot what it’s like to like someone: the swoop of your stomach, the awareness of your every breath, and this slight dizziness. I ignore Mitch’s leering grin, pull my new spike, and mentally prepare myself for the coming influx of groans and stench. We’re in a truck bed, but that doesn’t mean this is totally safe. Safer, maybe, but not safe. Safer than the kids, possibly. The Trader Joe’s shopping center is open on many sides, which could be good or bad depending on whether you want to stay hidden or find an escape.

      My reverie in which the kids are trapped by zombies is interrupted by Barry banging on Costco’s rolling door. The metal clangs and rattles in response. Faint moans reach our ears. “Have you noticed how Barry doesn’t let anyone else do the dirty work?” I murmur to Mitch. “Isn’t he great?”

      “Have you noticed how much I hate you?” she murmurs in return.

      Barry bends for the door handle. My heart, already jumping, vaults into action. The door rolls up with a clatter, and Barry jogs toward the trucks, leaping into one farther down. The first few zombies stumble under the store’s overhang and past the rows of Costco-sized shopping carts, and they’re followed by a hundred more.

      In the truck to our left, Dana and Ray grip their knives in ropy hands. I lift my trusty spike. A half-inch thick at the base and tapering into a point at the tip, it reminds me of an extra-long, extra-deadly screwdriver. The wood handle fits perfectly in my palm and doesn’t slip, no matter how soaked it gets with bodily fluids.

      The approaching zombies are the same old story—gray skin pocked with dark wounds, hanging jaws, dirty clothes, empty staring eyes. At the sight of delicious humans in the trucks, their hisses turn frenzied. Because our truck is a foot higher than it should be, we drop to our knees as the first—a woman in a mint green sweater set—nears. Tom takes her out, jabbing the center of her face with his new spike.

      Troy whoops from the truck to our right, where he and the rest of Craig’s People stand. His happy hoot leaves no question in my mind: the man is nice, but totally nuts. The main mass of bodies hits, rocking the vehicles, and I grip the bed to stay upright. They say you get used to smells, but if you’re away from zombies long enough, the fishy rotten odor is just as horrendous as the first time.

      A man batters our truck’s shiny paint, upturned face set in a snarl. He’s close enough that every detail is sharp: the blush of lavender under grayish skin, darkening to eggplant around the eyes; the black webbed lines of clogged capillaries; and the glazed, silvery sheen of his irises. When his cracked lips open to reveal brown teeth and purple tongue, I plunge my spike into his eye. He falls, landing on the feet of a short, rotund man whose eyeball I barely reach.

      The parking lot fills with their hisses, our grunts, and the thunk of metal into flesh. In my previous altercations with zombies, I was in a race against the clock—kill them before they killed me. From the relative safety of the truck, there’s time to notice their clothes, their hair, to imagine who they were. A gangly teenage boy with his new license, the grandma who shared her grandkids’ pictures every chance she got, the young woman with the rock-sized engagement ring who thought her new life was just beginning. Dead bodies with dead dreams, and my spike sends them all to the asphalt.

      Mitch prefers her axe, for what reason I’ll never know, because it makes a godawful mess. After the second round of gore splashes my arm, I say, “Would you chill out, Lizzie Borden?”

      Mitch cackles and slams it into a skull. Craig leans for a Lexer with the newfound composure I love to see. On my other side, Tom works methodically: lifting one, impaling it, then tossing it out of the way. All those practice punches have strengthened my arms, but that’s some next level shit.

      “Oh, fuck,” Craig says.

      I look up from the woman currently stumbling toward me. A couple dozen stragglers have exited the building, and most of them are kids. Kids in matching Costco pajama sets. They’re worse than the adults, and not just because their small feet are bare as though they were tucked into bed when they died, or because their puny growls remind me of feral kittens, but because they’re utterly destroyed.

      Five drag themselves along the asphalt, their legs barely attached or gone altogether. A few have almost no face to speak of—only staring eyeballs and the creepy skeletal grin of exposed teeth. A tiny girl’s intestines trail in her wake, chewed and tattered but hanging on so that she trips every third step. Huge chunks are missing from faces, arms, and legs. Fingers bitten off. Toes amputated by teeth. Hair yanked out at the roots.

      Once the adults started eating, the kids were easy prey.

      When I spot the infant, I barely stop from raising my gory hand to my mouth. It crawls steadily, clad only in a filthy diaper that’s managed to stay on, cheeks jiggling with every slap of pudgy hands and knees on asphalt. Big, round eyes lock on our trucks, and its mouth opens in a gummy grimace. Its mottled skin and torn-up back don’t dispel the aura of innocence, only add to the horror.

      Tom stabs the woman in front of us almost absent-mindedly, his gaze on the short figures. We’ll have to take care of them at ground level, but no one has leapt to the asphalt in eagerness. Finally, Dana and Ray lower themselves to the mound of bodies at the base of their truck, where one of Ray’s hiking boots sinks into a torso. Barry is down, too, his knife ready and his expression anything but. Mitch and Tom follow suit. Once on solid ground, Mitch turns to me. “Stay there. We can get them.”

      Mitch isn’t sentimental the way I am. I transfer old texts to every new phone, can’t throw out greeting cards, and bond with random objects like the hideous troll doll that followed me into adulthood because I can’t bear the thought of it lonely and abandoned in a landfill. But there’s no room for sentimentality with zombies. No space for sappiness. I learned that in the first few days, when I had to put Elliot and Julian out of their misery in their parents’ RV.

      Craig and I make eye contact. He tilts his head, silently saying, You don’t have to.

      I shrug. Yes, I do.

      He sighs in agreement, and we climb down. My boots barely touch our stack of Lexers before Tom whisks me to solid ground by my waist. If there weren’t a pack of dead kids twenty feet away, I might spend a long, hot flash-filled minute reflecting on the fact that Tom can whisk me anywhere without the slightest hint of exertion.

      We start across the parking lot with Barry, Dana, Ray, and Craig’s People. Enough of us to do the job quickly. I grab the short brown hair of a body the size of a five-year-old. Its shredded face offers no clues as to what it looked like before, and, though horrifying in its own way, it makes it easier to plunge my spike into the hole that was once its nose.

      I move forward after it falls, heading for the girl whose intestines drag the ground. Her tattered yellow princess dress is streaked with brown. Her small features are untouched by teeth, her soft brown ringlets are frizzed but pretty, and her dull skin is riddled with veins. Maybe she hid somewhere to die from her grievous wound, thereby saving her face from the same ruin as the others.

      I wish she hadn’t. If she were faceless, maybe I wouldn’t see Holly in her curly hair, her brown eyes, her fondness for dress-up. The girl hisses, baby teeth bared, and the spell evaporates. I drive my spike into her eye and gently lower her by her dress, releasing my grip when she’s on the ground.

      I head for a girl yanking herself along with bony fingers, but Tom gets there first, and she stills with a strike to the skull. Only the baby remains. Its tiny hisses are loud in the silence, far too reminiscent of the happy snuffles of a human infant making its way across the living room rug. I almost expect to hear a giggle.

      “Fuck,” Mitch whispers. “I was hoping someone else would get that one.”

      No one rushes for it, not even Troy, who wears the same horror-struck look as everyone else. A zombie baby is hardly a threat, but we’re not going to wheel it around in a pram for people to coo over. It still needs to die.

      Beside me, Tom steps forward. Barry is closer, however, and the baby looks up at his approach. He drops to one knee, then pushes it flat to the ground. Its pudgy arms flail before he sinks a knife into the back of its head, and then they still.

      Barry kneels for a long moment, face downcast, then rises to his feet as if the past thirty seconds have aged him thirty years. The way he stands, broad shoulders curled inward, makes it clear he wanted the baby-killing job as much as the rest of us. He pushes the rolling door higher. “Let’s check inside for anything we missed,” he says, tone flat. “The others will get the trucks ready for loading.”

      I expected Costco’s interior to be dark and spooky, and for us to stumble around armed with flashlights, but the combination of numerous skylights and the sunny day is almost as bright as electric lights. Unfortunately, the stench I imagined does live up to expectations. Top notes of stale urine and decaying bodies, with bottom notes of decayed food and poop.

      The layout is the same as every Costco I’ve been to. Registers at the front, and beyond them the food court, where I assume everything is either rotten or eaten. The left and right sides of the large warehouse are lined with aisles of pallet shelving four levels high. The middle of the store is divided into aisles made from stacked pallets, the center of which is normally filled with tables piled with clothing and books. The tables have been replaced by rows of mattresses. Those not fortunate enough to have a real mattress slept on inflatable pool toys and even one of those giant inflatable swans. Couches, chairs, and outdoor furniture are grouped together, much like our Expo Hall living area. A few tents are set up, possibly for families. With the number of children we saw, there were likely more than a few.

      Someone retches behind me. “Gonna toss your cookies, Lana?” Troy asks. I turn in time to see Lana, head buried in her elbow, flip him off with her free hand. Troy pats her shoulder, grinning.

      “Have those two hooked up?” I whisper to Craig.

      He shakes his head, brows raised. “Really? You think so?”

      “Definitely.”

      I link my arm through his as we take in the scene. Costco holds a shit-ton of food, and the aisles are nowhere near exhausted. Even without perishables, there are so many good things: real maple syrup, peanut butter, popcorn, baking goods, yeast. Chances are the former residents first ate the food that didn’t require cooking.

      Our presence draws nothing from the corners or back area. “I think we’re good,” Barry says. “But be careful. One could be trapped where you least expect it.”

      We split into groups, with orders to peer behind pallets and up into shelves. Mitch speeds ahead, turning the corner into our first assigned aisle, and gives a high-pitched yelp. Craig, Tom, and I bolt after her. I imagine a Lexer stuck between pallets but still able to drag her close, a low zombie whose teeth could graze ankle. So many possibilities, each worse than the next.

      We turn into the aisle, weapons lifted, then slowly lower them. Mitch has her arms around a pallet of coffee, her cheek pressed to vacuum-sealed bags of espresso roast. “Really, Mitch?” Craig asks, panting. “You almost gave me a heart attack.”

      “Coffee,” she says dreamily, eyes closed. “Do you see all this coffee? We’re taking it. I don’t care if we have to hotwire a car to do it, either.”

      “You couldn’t hotwire a car if your life depended on it.” I run my fingers along bags of French roast, Columbian, and even jars of instant coffee. At this point, we’ll drink anything. “We can beg, but they’ll probably say no.”

      “You can fill your bag,” Tom says. “As long as it’ll fit under the van seats.”

      “We’ll bring home what we can,” Barry says from behind us. Then he adds, “I heard the yell and wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

      “Mitch was a little excited about coffee,” I say.

      “So I heard.” His eyes crinkle her way. “You’re not the only one. If there’s no space in the trucks, we’ll fill the van.”

      “Finally,” Mitch says. “I was beginning to think you were all secretly Mormon or something.”

      We clear the coffee aisle, stopping to shine flashlights into the dark produce room. The freezers are mostly empty, as are the refrigerated shelves. “Looks like they did it the smart way,” Tom says. “Eat what’d go bad first, then start on the rest.”

      “It’d take a long time to eat through this place,” Barry says. “I wonder how long they lasted.”

      I’m not the only one who sighs. Every new death, every group eaten, is a reminder that we’re never safe. I send up my thousandth prayer that the kids are okay while we check the back. Though the residents used plenty of paper products and drank almost all the bottled beverages, there’s no shortage of laundry soap and cleaners. We still do our own laundry in the sinks—or in plastic tubs for larger loads—and there are lines of clothes strung up to dry all over the fairgrounds.

      “They still have two of your favorite things,” Craig says, pointing down the aisle.

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      “Tissues and butt wipes.”

      I laugh, though my face warms when Tom shoots an amused glance my way. Great, now he’s thinking about my bathroom habits. “Almost as necessary as coffee,” I say.

      “Butt wipes are necessary with coffee,” Mitch says, and everyone laughs.

      The meat counter is empty. The alcohol section isn’t overflowing, but there’s plenty left on the shelves above. “They can’t have been alive too long,” Mitch says. “I could’ve finished this in a few months.”

      Barry’s smile lacks its usual cheer before he wanders to the next aisle. I follow, laying a hand on his arm. “That last Lexer was…rough, huh?”

      “Yeah.” He strips off a glove and scratches his beard. “Yeah, it was.”

      “Just goes to show the right person is in charge.”

      “I don’t like being in charge much, but here I am anyway.”

      “I hate it, too,” I say. “But you’re good at it. So are Carver and Hicks. Isn’t that what they say? The people who want power are the ones who shouldn’t have it?”

      Barry pulls a roll of orange surveyor’s tape from his pocket and ties a few strips by what remains of the flashlights and batteries. “That’s probably true. But sometimes I wish it were another guy who doesn’t want it.”

      “Sorry. You’re just going to have to accept our undying respect and adulation.”

      Barry’s deep laugh lines finally appear. “I guess I can live with that.”

      Once the store is deemed clear, we wash up using a water barrel brought for that purpose, then wait by the registers for our assigned tasks. Our trucks park by the entry doors and loading docks while three forklifts from the Bi-Mart distribution center zip inside.

      The front section holds half-full pallets of chips, nuts, and snacks. Mitch and I wander over to peruse the offerings. Under a swath of discarded plastic wrapping, we find a few tubs of caramel nut clusters. “Think anyone would care if we grab one?” I ask.

      “Do we care?” Mitch asks. “Everyone’s eating, anyway.”

      She points to the registers, where people have availed themselves of one item or another. Dana and Ray pass a bag of Omega 3-infused oat clusters between themselves, while others have gone for chips or, in Troy’s case, an immense bag of beef jerky.

      Mitch spins the top off a tub, punches through the safety seal, and crams a cluster into her mouth. Her eyes roll back in her head. “Oh my fucking God, these are better than sex.”

      I waste no time shoving one in my mouth. It might not be better than sex, but the creamy chocolate, chewy caramel, and crunchy nuts come pretty close. We grab the other tub and head back to our group. No one refuses chocolate, and I take a piece of Troy’s beef jerky. After a glance at Dana and Ray, he leans in. “Gotta say, they may be granola eaters, but I wouldn’t fuck with them.”

      “Dana kayaked the Colorado River alone,” I say. “And Ray says she once stared down a cougar.”

      Troy whistles. “Well, damn. She’s on my zombie apocalypse team. Lana, you’re off.”

      Lana, currently chewing a chocolate cluster, raises her eyes heavenward. Troy continues watching when she looks away, and his expression says he likes teasing her as much as he likes her. It’s no surprise—after a few days around the two, I wanted to smash them together myself. Seeing Troy’s cantankerous façade transform to schoolboy crush is entertaining, though when he notices me watching, it fades into an embarrassed shrug. I wink, lock my lips, and toss the imaginary key. He tips the brim of his baseball hat.

      Barry arrives pushing a long line of carts and waits for us to gather round. “It’d be helpful if some of you start filling carts with things that aren’t in pallets, or things we don’t need a lot of. Maybe break the store into sections?”

      “What should we get?” a female grad student asks.

      “I trust your judgement, but we can always use lights, batteries, and hygiene products. Kitchen stuff like pots, dishes, and bowls. We brought some manual pallet jacks along with the forklifts. Anyone want to push around a few hundred pounds?”

      Tom volunteers along with Francis, Troy, and a few others. Craig’s hand twitches, but he busies himself with a nonexistent stain on his leather coat instead of raising it. He may have gained confidence, but since he started at negative—in every sense of the word—he’s not quite where he should be. I tuck my arm through his. I hate how little he values himself when he’s the best person I know.

      Craig squeezes my arm. “I don’t need a pep talk,” he murmurs. “I’m just lazy.”

      I squeeze him back, though it’s not true. Tom pats himself down to be sure he has everything, then meets my eyes. The precursor to a smile tugs at his lips. “Guess I’ll see you later, unless you want to get in a workout.”

      “Think I’ll see how much chocolate I can eat instead,” I say.

      His smile grows, and then we both grin like idiots until Mitch bumps me with her cart. “Those tampons aren’t going to load themselves.”

      Craig and I follow her down the line of registers. Though I try to resist, I peek over my shoulder just as Tom looks back. Busted. I whip around, cheeks hot. Mitch grunts but, for once, doesn’t say anything.

      Craig stops his cart to inspect a pallet of allergy medicine. “Isn’t this your stuff, Pip?”

      Oregon is known for its seasonal allergies, and I’m not the only one at the fairgrounds who’s suffering. We load up every brand and add some nasal spray for good measure. Mitch pulls a box of tampons off the shelf. “Have I ever mentioned how much I love tampons? I adore tampons. We’re not leaving a single feminine hygiene product behind.”

      “Why won’t you use my menstrual cup?” I ask.

      “No way. What if it gets lost up there?”

      “How many times do we have to have this conversation? It can’t get lost. Your vagina is not Carlsbad freaking Caverns.”

      Mitch cracks up. “I just don’t trust those things.”

      I tie orange tape to the shelf, marking it for the forklifts. We continue filling our carts with health and beauty items, which is fun in a Supermarket Sweep way, then wheel them to the entrance where they’ll be packed onto pallets and secured with plastic. We mark pallets of necessary items like toothpaste and toothbrushes, then load our carts with children’s vitamins, razors, and things Mitch and I deem necessary like face cream, lip balm, and lotion.

      We bring our latest loads to the front. Outside, Tom wheels a pallet up a truck ramp, and I absolutely do not stare when I notice he’s removed his jacket to expose flexing arm muscles. I roll my eyes at myself. I can appreciate a toned physique as much as anyone, but I normally don’t fixate on something so superficial. Now I practically need a cold shower whenever Tom wears a t-shirt. And while a fine specimen of manhood is alluring, it’s also intimidating. I am not the female equivalent of that, no matter how many fake punches I throw. If there’s ever going to be a time when I remove my clothes in front of Tom, I need to lay off the caramel clusters and fresh-baked bread.

      Mitch holds out the tub of chocolate while we roll empty carts inside. I hesitate before I shove one in my mouth. At least I hesitated. I make a firm plan to lay off tomorrow. Besides, pushing all this stuff around has to burn calories.

      After four more trips, we stop by the optical department. “Do you know your prescription?” I ask Craig. “You don’t like contacts, but maybe we should grab some just in case.”

      “I have my spare pair of glasses,” he says. “If I break them both, I’ll just die.”

      “Solid plan,” I say. “But maybe we should take the prescription glasses that weren’t picked up, in case a pair works for you or someone else in the fairgrounds.”

      Once we’ve emptied those cabinets, I spot a display of reading glasses. I’d been meaning to go to the eye doctor before zombies, but this will have to do. I rip open a three-pack of low magnification, don a pair, and move to the optical counter. Though the light is dim here, I can read the fine print on a brochure without squinting. I inspect myself in a countertop mirror. The glasses are tortoiseshell, vaguely cat eye shaped, and don’t look horrible. I tilt my head, then smile. Unfortunately, they also magnify wrinkles.

      “Finally giving in?” Tom asks from behind me.

      I rip them off. “I guess. We should probably grab a bunch for all the old folks, me included.”

      Tom motions to the glasses in my hand. “Let me see them on.”

      I shake my head, cheeks warming.

      “C’mon, let me see,” he says with a huge smile. “Pretty please?”

      I stick them on for a split-second, then pull them off. “There.”

      “They look cute.”

      I wave a hand, looking everywhere but at him. “Pretty sure I was nine the last time I looked cute. But thanks.”

      I stick two pairs in my jacket pocket. Tom helps throw more into my cart, and I avoid eye contact until my face cools. He’s wearing his coat again, which means I don’t make an ass out of myself by drooling on him.

      “The trucks out front are full, and they’re loading the back with forklifts,” he says when we’re done. “What else is there to do?”

      “We’re supposed to grab non-food things that might be useful but aren’t in pallets.”

      Mitch lifts a fist as a pallet of tampons rolls past. “Praise Goddess, now don’t forget the coffee!” she calls after it, then turns to us. “We might need to oversee the coffee thing ourselves.”

      Barry rushes through the entrance, then strides for us at a worrying pace. “Rose, Tom, someone thinks they heard Deb on the radio. A call for help, maybe. But they can’t confirm and there’s been nothing else.”

      The entirety of Costco seems to spin for an instant, and I grab Craig’s arm to stay upright. The kids are with Deb.
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      The front of Bueno Burrito is tables and chairs, the back a long serving counter where food was made to order. I turn to the windows, breath coming in gasps. They saw us for sure, as did the ones by the trucks. The closest group is visible and moving this way, and the increasing hum likely means the rest aren’t far behind. Marquez turns the door lock, though glass won’t hold them for long. Behind the serving counter, a door opens into a dark storeroom, where our flashlights illuminate a doorless office, shelves of packaging supplies, and an emergency exit. Jesse carefully cracks the exit door and peers through the small space into daylight. After a moment, he pushes the door wider. It opens a few more inches before it clangs to a stop against something.

      A quick look reveals an alleyway that runs between this building and the gas station behind. Jesse presses his face through the opening. “The street looks pretty clear over there, but the door won’t open.”

      He throws himself against the metal. Marquez joins in, and the door opens another half inch before it stops for good, leaving a space of less than six inches. Not enough room to escape.

      Kevin swipes his sweaty brown hair off his forehead, eyes strangely lit. “I can get them to move. I’ll pull them the other way.”

      “No,” Deb says. “Everyone stays behind the counter. If we have to, we move into here.”

      “I ran track at the U of O,” Kevin says. “I can do it.”

      He spins for the serving counter with us at his heels. The first of the Lexers stands at the windows, and more are closing the distance. Kevin drops his small pack to the floor. “When they’re gone, you guys run for the street.”

      “Don’t,” Jesse says. “We’ll wait it out. If we lock the storeroom door, we’re good until someone comes.”

      “There’s no lock.”

      “What?” Jared asks.

      Holly and I run for the door. There’s an empty hole where a lock should be, as if it were in the process of being replaced, and the handle is the kind that doesn’t have a latch or strike plate—push to open from this side, pull to open from the storeroom.

      Sweat coasts down my back as we return to the front. “Broken,” I say. “But maybe we can block it.”

      “Dude.” Kevin’s deep brown eyes regard us calmly. Solemnly. “I can do this.” He points the way we came in. “If I can’t get through, I’ll climb that tree and distract them. I can stay up there for hours until you get help.”

      I stare at the tall fir tree across the parking lot. Fifteen zombies hit the glass to our right, where the windows face Bed, Bath, and Beyond across the lot. Rotted hands and heads thud, leaving smears behind.

      “I have to go now, or it won’t work,” Kevin says. “I’m going.”

      Jesse claps his shoulder. “Be careful.”

      Kevin flashes his pearly white teeth. “You and Marquez owe me a bottle of whiskey tonight.”

      Marquez grins. “You do this, and we’ll get you a bar’s worth of whiskey.”

      “Yeah, you will.” Kevin pulls the knife he wears on his belt. “Open the door and lock it. Then hide until they follow me.”

      Deb moves in front of him, her mouth a line. “I don’t like this, Kev. Your dad asked me to keep an eye on you.”

      “It’s not safe,” Amy says, fingers gripping his jacket sleeve.

      Kevin pulls away. “This is what he would’ve done.” Amy and Deb exchange a glance, but they don’t argue as he walks to the door. He takes a breath. “Ready.”

      Jesse and Marquez shove open the door. Kevin is out a second later, dodging hands as he weaves through ten bodies. Once the door is locked, we duck behind the serving counter. Outside, Kevin stands on a sedan roof and shouts something I can’t hear over the hum. Most of the Lexers turn from the glass to trudge his way. He jumps from sight and reappears on a car farther away, his voice fainter. He glances over his shoulder and does a double take. A new pack has appeared on Coburg Road, behind and to his right.

      “He won’t make the tree,” Jesse says. “No way he can.”

      “Fucking Kevin.” Deb circles around the counter for the door, then cracks it open enough to lean out. “Kevin! Back here! Get back here!”

      Kevin gazes at Deb over the closest zombie heads. Glances over his shoulder again. Measuring, computing. He turns toward the tree.

      “Don’t,” Holly whispers.

      “Kevin!” Deb screams, then slams and locks the door when dozens of zombies come into view at the side windows, heading straight for her.

      Kevin glides down the back of the sedan and leaps into the lot, then takes off. The new pack on the street veers his way. If every Lexer were behind him, he’d be fine, because he wasn’t kidding—the guy can run. But he didn’t account for the diagonal path of the street Lexers, and by the time he reaches the tree, they’ve closed around him.

      “Fuck,” Jesse whispers. “Climb!”

      Kevin’s head and arms appear above the bodies. His shoulders come next, then his torso, his waist. There’s nothing obvious to hold on to, but he’s making his way up. I let out my breath, watch him scramble higher, kicking the hands that grab his calves.

      “That crazy motherfucker,” Deb mutters. “He’s doing—”

      Kevin slides down a few inches when a Lexer snags his boot, and he hugs the tree trunk while his other foot flails for purchase. When hands latch onto that boot, my fingers dig into the counter the way his dig into bark. Slowly, slowly, he inches downward. He hugs the tree tighter, his mouth open in a shout I can’t hear, and then he drops into the pack.

      Though my drumming heart is loud in my ears, his scream makes it through. It’s shrieking and plaintive and so despairing that Holly grabs my hand while we huddle under the counter, until the only sound is hands pounding glass.

      The interior of the restaurant has grown three shades darker. I risk a glance above the counter. Bodies pack the windows, blocking daylight. Even with Kevin as a distraction, they haven’t forgotten us, and they won’t forget unless something tastier comes along. A loud pop sounds over the hisses, and a diagonal crack races across one of the large windows. The next pop is followed by shattering glass.

      A half dozen Lexers land on the tile floor. More follow them down and then rise to their feet. We run for the storeroom, slamming the door behind us. It’s pitch black but for dim light through the circular hole where the lock should be. I hate the dark, and my panic increases until Jared clicks on his flashlight, illuminating the metal shelving and small office. A table and chairs sit in the far corner beside cubbies for employee belongings.

      Holly races to the shelves and rips open a paper-wrapped stack of napkins, then plugs them into the door’s hole. “So they don’t see the light,” she explains.

      Jesse grabs a chair, but it’s too short to wedge under the handle. Deb, Amy, and I try to move the desk from the office, but it must have been built in there; it won’t fit out the doorway. Jared and Marquez hold the storeroom door against the inevitable barrage of bodies. It comes a second later, thumping them forward for an instant.

      Another flashlight beam materializes, this one wielded by Jesse. He hands it to me. “Hold this while we figure out the door.”

      I can’t help but think my fear is why he gave me the light, especially when he touches my shoulder before he leaves with Nora’s light to guide them. I shine it around the room, looking for anything that could help, then train it on the door when Marquez yelps. It stays open an inch until he and Jared slam it into place, and I notice the hydraulic door closer at the top of the doorframe.

      I didn’t particularly enjoy the active shooter drills in high school, where we practiced barricading doors against crazed gunmen, but Dad always asked what we’d learned, and he usually had another tip to add. I unbuckle my belt, detach my holster and knife sheath, and pull the leather through my belt loops.

      “What are you doing?” Holly asks.

      “Locking that door closer thing.” I hand her the light. “Hold this so I can see?”

      I drag a chair to Jared’s side and step onto the seat. The door closer is a hinge made of two metal arms that fold into a V when the door is closed and extend into one long arm when it’s opened. I loop my belt around the metal arm bolted to the wall and tighten the leather through the buckle, then wrap the belt around both metal arms until there’s only a short tail left. I thread that through the middle of the loop and pull tight, using all my weight to make certain it holds.

      The door slams again, and Marquez and Jared are thrown forward. I leap from the chair, ready to run, but the belt keeps the door from widening more than a few inches before they slam it shut. Jared raises a thumb, his thin face drawn and glistening in the dim light. Jesse and Nora return with a phone book they wedge beneath the door, then metal forks, and whatever else they can find, though everything is destroyed within a few pushes. I hold my gun to shoot whatever comes through if the belt breaks. Beside me, Holly grips her pistol, legs spread.

      “Someone will come,” Deb says, though she doesn’t dare take her eyes off Marquez and Jared.

      “When, though?” Jesse mutters near my ear.

      We watch the door open and close. When Jesse and Deb take the next shift, Holly turns to me. “What if they don’t come in time?”

      She winces when the door opens wider than before, then opens even more at the Lexers’ next push. I shine my light at the door closer. My belt is still there, but something is wrong. I move in for a better view—my belt is there, but the door closer’s bolts have detached from the frame.

      “It’s broken!” I yell, my voice shrill with fear.

      Amy joins them at the door, leaning past Deb to push with both hands. On the next inward swing, an arm reaches through. “Push it out!” Deb yells.

      We try, but the hand grapples with ours. Jared hacks at the elbow while he clutches the wrist, like a chef separating a chicken leg from the thigh. He braces his boot on the wall and twists the forearm until it separates from the biceps, then flings the arm into the corner.

      Before the door can close, two more take its place. Below those, a woman presses her face to the crack. Holly shoves her awl into the woman’s eye. “I can fit through the door!” she shouts in my ear, then pulls me away from the noise.

      I stare at her. “What? No, you can’t.”

      “The back door.” Holly points into the darkness at the other end of the storeroom. “I think I can fit. If I can’t move what’s blocking it, maybe I can get to the trucks and draw them away.”

      I shake my head. Holly nods in return, face pinched, then disappears into the dark. I arrive as she opens the exit door, letting in a blinding beam of daylight. Once our eyes adjust, we peer outside. The alley is empty. We can’t see the parking lot, but Coburg Road seems clear again—the zombies are either eating Kevin or beating on the other side of the storeroom door.

      Holly turns sideways and tests fitting half her torso and head through the space, then steps back inside. It’s a tight squeeze, but it’s possible. Jesse and Nora appear from the darkness. “What are you doing?” Jesse asks.

      Holly explains quickly, though Nora’s head is shaking before she finishes. “Are you out of your fucking mind?” Jesse asks.

      Holly drops her small pack and wedges herself into the crack. Jesse grabs her arm. “I’m the only one who fits,” she argues. “We have to do something. What if they get in?”

      We’re dead if they do—Jesse knows that as well as the rest of us. At the other end of the storeroom, the door thuds, thuds, thuds like a horrible heartbeat. I don’t want Holly outside alone, but if the worst happens in here, at least she might survive.

      Nora cups Holly’s cheek, her expression close to despair. “Be careful.”

      Holly nods quickly. Jesse tightens his hold on her jacket. “I can do it,” she says with a glance toward the alley.

      “That’s what Kevin said, and he’s dead,” Jesse growls. I’ve never seen him like this—frustrated and on the verge of tears. “Dead, Holly.”

      “I’m serious, Jess. Let me go!”

      “You’re supposed to be the smart one, but this is stupid as shit.”

      “Your mom,” Holly says with a weak smile. “Let go, Jess. Please. How long can we hold the door?”

      Jesse’s fist loosens. He steps back. “Don’t die,” he says, voice cracking.

      Holly eases her left arm and leg outside. When she turns her head my way, her eyes are dark, full of fear she didn’t let Nora and Jesse see. I touch her hand, and Holly clasps it before she continues. There’s a moment where I think she won’t fit, where I almost pull her back in, but she twists her head, wincing as her ear scrapes the rough metal edge of the door, and then she’s on the other side.

      Holly inspects behind the door. “There’s a dumpster in the way. I’ll see if I can move it.” She disappears for what seems like a year, then returns. “It’s wedged tight. I’m going to the trucks.”

      I pass her pack through the space. She throws the bag over her shoulders, draws her pistol, and straightens to full height, which seems even smaller than usual. “Take care of Jess,” she whispers, her lips barely moving, and sprints for the street.

      I watch until she’s gone, then pull the door with shaking hands, leaving it open an inch in case she returns. Jesse stares at the door, then runs for the opposite end of the room when the thuds and moans increase in volume. I follow, lifting my hammer on the way.

      At the door, I pull a Lexer arm into the storeroom to expose its shoulder, then slam the bone with the hammer. Once, twice, until it crunches and the arm goes limp. Jared cleaves through the damaged flesh with a machete and tosses the severed appendage into the dark. Already, another takes its place. I lift my hammer and start on the next. Maybe this will never stop, maybe we’ll die no matter how hard we try. But I’ll go down stubborn, just like Dad said.
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      There’s no question we’ll go. Mitch and Craig, too. Barry nods, and we move swiftly for the doors. My hands shake, my fear screams, but I focus on the biggest problem: how to get to the kids quickly. They’re only two miles down Coburg Road, but it’s blocked by cars. My babies are so close, and I’m powerless to help them.

      Outside, two men stand at the van with a map that blows in the breeze despite their attempts keep it still. One traces a finger along the paper. “Where’s Coburg Road clear again?” the other asks Barry.

      “Below Cal Young Road,” Barry says.

      The map flaps again. I want to rip it from their hands. We don’t have time to plot our route, especially when that route could change depending on zombies. It could be too late already. That thought brings me close to a mental snap, and I snap aloud, “Forget the map! I can get us there.”

      “All right,” Barry says. “We’ll take the van and one of the pickups. Rose, you’re up front with me.”

      Craig’s People rush into the lot. “What’s going on?” Daisy asks.

      “The kids,” Craig says. “They think they might be trapped at Oakway Center.”

      Francis takes me in, his mouth a grim line. “How’re we doing this?”

      He says it like there’s no question they’ll come. Daisy, Lana, and Troy wait for instructions with no sign of reluctance. Grateful tears sting my eyes. “Thank you,” I whisper. Lana squeezes my arm.

      We’re in the vehicles moments later, passing the guards at the lot entrance, and I point Barry to the first turn. I’m good with maps—as a realtor, I had to be—and I call up the map in my head, praying it doesn’t fail me now.

      “Left,” I say to Barry, “then second right.”

      Mid-century ranch houses flash by. Some have burned; others sit peaceably in overgrown grass. A few Lexers lurch from unfenced yards, but we’re gone before they get close. Tom sits on the bench seat behind me. His face is set, one hand around his knife and the other fisted on his thigh, but his eyes hold my same fear. He always asks, What’s the worst that could happen? In this case, it’s too obvious. Too terrifying. And he knows the answer all too well. Our gazes lock, and his eyes darken with determination. I nod before I turn to the windshield, clutching his confidence like a talisman.

      The next turn deposits us on a road that’s blocked four streets down. Barry curses while I consult the map in my head. “Go back, second left,” I say. “Then follow the curve. It’ll get you to Cal Young.”

      Barry pulls a U-turn on a lawn, jostling everyone inside, and bumps off the curb to the asphalt. Though he appears surprised when we turn onto a narrow road that seems better suited for the country, he guns the engine around curves without question. I sold a house here years ago, and I know it goes through.

      We turn onto Cal Young and hear the distant echo of gunshots. Barry floors the van to Coburg Road. This part of Coburg is wide, lined with trees and houses and the occasional business. We weave around stopped cars, and in one place slow to skirt around a four-car collision, all while my brain chants Please, please, please. Please let them be okay.

      Farther down, the business district begins. More cars sit abandoned. Restaurants have broken windows, a cell phone store is looted, and the ground is littered with bodies and trash. The hum of a zombie swarm grows louder; I hate that fucking hum. A block from Oakway Center, my breath catches at movement up ahead, across the street—a glint of copper atop a car before the person drops to the ground. “Holly! I think I saw Holly!”

      Barry speeds up. The supermarket is looted, its lot dotted with vehicles. I search for Holly, desperation clawing my chest, until she appears around the side of an SUV and smashes a tire iron into the passenger’s side window. She reaches through, opens the door, and climbs inside while two dozen zombies try to follow. My heart surges with short-lived relief. Holly’s here, but there’s no one else, nothing but dead people. Dead people who lunge through the SUV’s broken window in an effort to eat my baby girl.

      Barry screeches to a halt in the lot. “How do you want—”

      I’m out before he finishes, Tom beside me an instant later. The pickup truck with Craig’s People swings wide, then stops on the other side of the SUV. Lana, Daisy, and Francis jump into the truck’s bed while Troy blares the horn. One by one, the Lexers move toward the pickup, after which Holly runs for us. Her face is red, her eyes wide. Blood drips from her ear and her coat is torn, but otherwise she seems okay. I grab her arms, holding tight for fear she might disappear into a puff of smoke. A figment of my imagination.

      “They’re inside,” she says between gasps, her voice raspy. “In Bueno Burrito. The back room. I don’t know how much longer they can hold the door.”

      Tom hustles us both to the van. Breathlessly, Holly explains the wedged dumpster and how she’d planned to distract the Lexers with one of their trucks, but the vehicles are surrounded. She broke car windows to blow their horns, hoping to attract attention, but the car batteries were dead. Inside Oakway Center, the swarm’s hum is so loud that her gunshots and screams only attracted the rearmost Lexers, many of whom rejoined the swarm when her ammo was depleted and she lost her voice.

      The bodies who chased her now lie on the asphalt, thanks to Craig’s People. Their pickup swings around with Lana, Francis, and Daisy still in the back. Troy leans out the window. “What next?”

      Tom describes the situation as succinctly as possible. Francis squints into the distance, and Lana stands on tiptoes to do the same; they have a better view from the truck’s bed. “We can draw them down to that big intersection, then circle around,” she says. “You head in once they’re gone.”

      At our nods, they roll off with their horn blasting. Barry rolls behind, then waits for the Lexers to take notice of Troy’s truck, and I want to scream in frustration. Instead, I turn to Holly on the seat beside me. “You’re bleeding,” I say. I brush by her ear with my fingers, terrified it could be the work of teeth.

      “I cut it on the door.” A tear courses down her cheeks, and she asks through hiccupping breaths, “What if we’re too late?”

      I take her face in my hands and muster what confidence I have. “We’ll get them out.”

      Holly gulps air, nodding quickly. As a teenager, she had anxiety attacks. She’d find me, almost wild with terror, and we’d breathe together the way the therapist taught us. The way I breathed when Mom was dying, and I felt the walls closing in. After another breath, Holly clings to me, and I clasp her slight body in my arms while I watch Lexers stream onto Coburg Road.

      Jesse is still in there, along with Clara. They’ll be okay. They have to be. Tom waits in the passenger’s seat, hand on the door handle and ready to run, his eyes locked on the zombies. After what seems an interminable amount of time, the stream turns to a trickle, then a drizzle. Troy’s pickup turns right at the intersection, horn still blaring, and the bodies trail behind.

      “Go,” Tom says.

      Seconds later, we’re outside Bueno Burrito, where a chorus of moans comes through shattered windows. Most took the bait of Troy’s truck, but the ones in the restaurant either didn’t hear or didn’t care. It could mean Jesse, Clara, and the others still hold the door against the deluge. My brain—my asshole brain—whispers it could also mean the zombies are too busy eating their kill.

      We leap from the van, and Holly shakes her head before I can tell her to stay put. There’s no panic in her eyes, no capitulation in her straight shoulders.  “Stay close,” I say, and she nods.

      We creep through the broken front door and tread on glass past overturned tables and chairs. Close to thirty Lexers stand behind the serving counter, pushing forward and jostling each other. Every few seconds, a loud crash sounds between hisses—the storeroom door slamming shut.

      “Hey!” Tom yells, voice booming over the din.

      I lift a chair and slam the metal legs on a table. The zombies at the back spin, and we spread out. I keep up the noise until they exit the counter, when I drop the chair and draw my spike. For the first time, I’m not afraid. I’m furious and fed up, and I want these fuckers dead more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life.

      I stab the first woman in the eye and push her aside, ready for the next, who receives a strike under the chin. Another, then another. I count them, but instead of numbers, it’s dead, dead, dead. When those are down, Tom barrels behind the food counter, and I follow. The final six are on the ground in seconds, head wounds oozing.

      Tom pushes at the door. “Clara, it’s Dad!” It swings open to reveal seven exhausted people. Clara rushes for Tom with teary eyes. He presses his lips to her hair, enfolding her in his arms.

      Jesse moves toward me quickly, his face drawn. “Holly—”

      “We have her.” I step out of the way so he can see. “She’s fine.”

      His brilliant smile appears. I hug him close, then release him to his sister. Nora’s hair hangs limp to her shoulders, and she’s pale beneath her freckles, but the sight of Holly lights her face with pure happiness. I like Nora regardless, but it’s impossible not to like someone who looks at your kid that way.

      “You all right?” I ask her.

      “Yeah.” She wipes her cheek, leaving a streak of brown that matches her freckles. “It was close. They almost got in a few times.”

      She takes the hug I offer, gripping me tightly before she runs for Holly. Deb, Amy, Jared, and Marquez are fine, but I think Kevin was with them, and he’s nowhere to be seen. Before I can ask, Deb says, “Kevin tried to draw them away. I told him not to, but…” Amy takes her hand as Deb swipes at her eyes. “Goddamn Kevin.”

      Tom stills, head bowed. It could have been Clara or Jesse—it could’ve been Holly, who showed the same courage but had luck on her side. Craig and Mitch hug the kids, sweaty but smiling, and I watch the reunion suspended between relief and fear. This could happen again. It’s never safe, and maybe never will be, no matter the promise of the black mold.

      “What were you going to do if you couldn’t get a car to work?” Clara asks Holly.

      “Run to Costco,” Holly answers, her voice croaking. “But they got here first. Maybe we should carry air horns in case it happens again.”

      “That’s a great idea,” Barry says, and pulls a small pad from his pocket to jot it down.

      Deb claps me on the shoulder. “You’ve got one kickass daughter.”

      “I know,” I say, and Holly returns my smile.

      We exit into the lot, where we take care of the final stragglers. Kevin’s body is gone, likely trailing after Troy’s truck with the others. Tom and I walk Team Two to their vehicles. I’m not leaving the kids’ sides until they’re safe in their truck, after which we’ll follow them home.

      Deb veers off course toward a blue sedan in the parking lot. “Does anyone remember this car from earlier?” she asks her team.

      They shrug. Deb smushes her lips together, eyes narrowed. She runs a finger along the windshield, where the pollen is thick at the top and bottom, though cleared from the center as if the wipers were recently used. In contrast, the windshields of neighboring cars are a solid sheet of yellow brown.

      Barry sets a palm on the hood, feeling for engine heat, then shrugs. “Can’t tell with the sun.”

      “You think someone did this on purpose?” Tom asks, studying the lot. “Boone?”

      Deb lifts her hands, one of which holds a gore-coated machete. “Someone could’ve come looking for supplies recently and never made it back to their car. I don’t remember this one, but it could’ve been here.”

      I look behind us. Nothing but cars, empty stores, and dead bodies. Still, the back of my neck tingles with dread. The kids are never going out alone again.
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        * * *

      

      Once the day has been rehashed countless times, the treats Barry brought from Costco devoured, and teeth brushed, people head to sleep. Clara and Jesse say goodnight. Holly trails them to their room, stopping at the couch where I gather my things. “Good night, Mom.”

      “Good night, sweets. Love you.” I say it as though it were any other night. The ice between us has broken, though it’s not thawed completely, the way the Arctic’s winter ice gives way to water mixed with ice floes.

      “Love you, too,” she says before she disappears behind their curtain.

      Tom has been quiet much of the night. I watch him walk toward his and Pop’s space with a lowered head. After a minute, I follow and enter at his okay. Tom stands beside his cot, deep in thought.

      “Are you all right?” I ask. “I know you’re the strong, silent type, but this is a little much.”

      His laugh is a short gust of air. “I almost lost her, Red,” he says, glancing up long enough for me to see his haunted expression.

      I brush his arm, then let my hand fall. “I’ve already made a plan,” I say. “We don’t let them go past the main gates without us again. They can do guard, but that’s it unless we’re there, too.”

      “That’s not a bad plan.”

      “Really? I figured you’d say I was crazy.”

      “You are, but not this time.”

      I smile. “My other plan is that you break the news to the kids. If I do it, they’ll say I’m overprotective and mount a coup. But they won’t mess with you.”

      “Done.” The corner of Tom’s mouth lifts, though his shoulders sag. He watches his fabric wall. “If we hadn’t seen Holly, we might not have found them in time.”

      I’m surprised to hear Tom voice the thought I’ve had all night. “But we did find them. They’re fine, and with our new and improved plan, they’ll stay that way.” He nods, unconvinced, and I fake an exasperated sigh. “Hey, I’m supposed to be the one telling you about everything that could go wrong, remember? Frankly, your side sucks.”

      Tom laughs. “This is what it’s like to be you?”

      “Fun, right? Want to trade?”

      “No way. It’s even worse than listening to the insane things you think up.”

      “Thanks,” I say.

      Tom’s grin fades. His eyes stay on mine, teasing at first, then warm, then almost inquiring. I think he’s about to kiss me, and I’m going to let him, even if I am shaking. Richter scale 5 to 5.9: everyone feels the tremors; can damage buildings not designed to withstand it.

      Tom jerks forward an inch, then leans back at Pop’s voice outside the curtains. By the time Pop enters, I’ve remembered how to breathe. “Good night, Rosie,” he says.

      I kiss his cheek. “Good night,” I say to them both.

      I’ve never felt more like an adult teenager than I do right now. Tom casts a glance at Pop, shoulder lifting in amused resignation. “Good night, Red.”

      I leave, half-disappointed and half-relieved. I run hot and cold on this subject twenty times a day, to the point where I find myself annoying, and I shake my head as I slip through my curtain. Mitch’s lamp is on, and she lies on her cot reading a book. “I used your face cream.”

      “I told you it’s for both of us. Besides, we have plenty now.”

      I change into yoga pants and tank top, then set my clothes on the folding chair by my cot. Laundry is a pain in the ass, and most of us re-wear clothes until they’re smelly or visibly dirty. I draw the line at underwear, however, and wash mine in the sink every other morning so that I always have a few clean pairs. With the way Tom’s been acting, I might be very glad my underwear are clean at some point.

      “What are you smiling about?” Mitch asks way too loudly. I shake my head and sit on the edge of her cot. She gives me her trademark skeptical expression of raised brow and pursed lips. “Oh, by the way, you’re helping me set up the roof tomorrow. We’re hanging out.”

      “Where?” I ask.

      “On the Livestock Arena. There’s a flat part and no one lives under it.”

      “Cool. What are you reading?” I ask, and she lifts her book. “Sidney Sheldon? I haven’t seen one of those since high school. Remember how we loved them?”

      “Of course. Our favorite was the one where that woman is framed for a crime, then she becomes a criminal and takes revenge on the bad guys, all while falling in love with a dashing thief of her own. What was it called again?”

      “I can’t remember,” I say, and lean against Mitch’s bent knees with a sigh. “And here we thought our lives would follow the same exciting trajectory from regular gal to kickass heroine. Sidney was such a tease.”

      “We got zombies, Ro. I think we can work with that.”

      I laugh. “We’ll do our best.”
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      I’m more than a little eager for tonight; it’s been a long time since I let loose. I’ve seen Rose cooking breakfast, then at various points throughout the day. Once carrying a mat to the Livestock Arena, where they’re setting up for tonight. Every time, her smile says she’s glad to see me. Rose is a toucher, and now that she rests a hand on my arm or pushes playfully, I realize how much she didn’t touch me before.

      I like it. Maybe too much. My stomach buzzes with butterflies the way it did with Sheila years ago. Rose isn’t Sheila, and I’m glad for that. But for all their differences, they’re similar. The same calm kindness runs through Rose, like a peaceful river you want to sit beside.

      Sheila. I push her from my thoughts before the butterflies drown in the stomach acid of guilt. I’ve made up my mind to kiss Rose later, if the moment presents itself. If I can make the moment present itself. Maybe even during our lesson. I came close last night, and then I lay awake wishing I’d asked for my own room after all.

      “Tom?” Barry asks.

      I look around the table in the ice rink office, where ten people sit. This meeting to discuss plans has gone on about two hours too long. “Sorry. Say that again?”

      “You’ll be in charge of expansion to the houses.”

      “Sounds good.”

      After a few more job assignments, we get to escape. One great thing about being my own boss was the lack of meetings I had to attend. We had them at the print shop, but only at my discretion, and I avoided them whenever possible in favor of a one-on-one discussion. Every meeting involving multiple people always includes one person who never shuts up.

      I have a half-hour to kill before Rose’s lesson in the museum, and I head to the hall to freshen up. Much of the time, I feel like I’m covered in a layer of grime. A tube of deodorant and clean, unrumpled t-shirt are in order. The hall is empty—with this heat, people spend daytime hours in the cooler Events Center—and I stop when I see Clara sitting on her cot. She stares at a piece of paper in her hand, looking up when I step inside. “Hey, Clare-Bear. Figured you’d be staying cool in the a/c.”

      “I’m going there now. I came to get something from my pack,” she gestures at the open bag on the floor, “but I got distracted.”

      This close, I see the paper is a photograph. The last family portrait we took. The last one we’d ever take. I recall her stripping it from its frame before we left for Holly’s that first night, in what feels like another lifetime. “Can I see?”

      She places it in my hand. The four of us stand in the rhododendron garden at Hendricks Park. I look stiff, almost stern, even with my smile. Clara wears a grin, though she’d bitched for hours beforehand about giving up an afternoon to stand around for a photographer. I’d secretly agreed with her, though I kept that to myself. After the photo session, we went out to eat. I remember that going okay, though it wouldn’t be the surprise of the century if we’d ruined that, too.

      Sheila is glad to have her family in one place, her blond hair framing her pretty features and her hand in mine. Jeremy is relaxed, and gangly, though less so than I remember. He was well on his way to manhood, though I didn’t notice until I was removed. Until he was removed.

      “Dad?” Clara touches my trembling hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to see it.”

      I take a breath, brace myself against the pain creeping in. “I’m glad you have it.”

      “You can keep it. I want you to.”

      I should refuse, but I can’t let it go just yet. I’ll return it later, once I’ve burned Sheila’s and Jeremy’s faces into my memory. Once I’ve overridden those final bloody images.

      Clara watches me, unconvinced. “I’m fine,” I say. “Go do what you were doing. I just stopped in to change before I leave again.”

      “You’re sure?”

      I nod and swallow hard when she kisses my cheek. Tears gather behind my eyes, but I won’t cry in front of my daughter. She doesn’t need to see that. “Love you,” I say. At her obvious reluctance, I add, “Go ahead.”

      After an anxious glance, she leaves. I sit on my cot, since Sam is on guard duty and won’t be back soon. I don’t know how long I stare at the photo. Long enough to note Jeremy’s strong shoulders and engaging smile—the one I seldom received, which was my own fault. Long enough to trace the contours of Sheila’s face and remember coming home to her soothing, welcoming presence. Long enough to remember all the ways I failed them.

      I don’t deserve to move on. I deserve every moment of pain and anguish. I deserve to drown in them. I got off scot-free while my wife and son died. They deserved to live, not me. And now I’ve repaid Sheila’s generosity by trying to forget her, erase her, pretend she didn’t exist.

      Soft footsteps stop outside my curtain. “Hello?” Rose asks.

      “Yeah,” I say, slipping the photograph under my pillow.

      Willa trots in, lifts her front paws onto my cot, and snuffles my hand, though I don’t pet her. Rose follows, holding the blue curtain aside. “Hey,” she says. “I was waiting at the museum, but you stood me up.”

      Usually, the sight of her teasing smile is welcome, but today it makes me feel worse. How can I give Sheila and Jeremy their proper due when Rose is always in my face, wanting something from me? I have nothing to give her. She fooled me with her relentless optimism, her insistence that people change, her belief that I deserve to be happy.

      “Maybe I have other things to do.” I hear the words leave my mouth with a detached dismay, but the awful pressure in my chest lessens, and I plow on though my heart screams for me to stop. “Things more important than teaching you to throw a punch.”

      Rose’s chest expands with a quick intake of air. Her lips part in surprise. It’s not the hurt in her eyes that gets me the most, nor the sheen that appears. The worst part is how quickly she resigns herself to my harsh words, the way her unguarded expression turns to stone. She’s been here before, too many times.

      I should apologize, but I can’t speak without tears. Rose looks past me, nodding slightly. “Okay,” she says, her voice even. With that single word, she turns away with Willa at her heels. The drape falls into place, its slight movement the only sign she was there.

      If I felt like an asshole before, there’s no good descriptor for how I feel now. My anger disperses, leaving regret in its wake. I’ve had months to wallow in regret. I thought I’d examined it from all sides, come to terms with it, but I haven’t. If I had, I would’ve learned this lesson once and for all, and I wouldn’t have released my sadness, my guilt, on someone I care about.

      Sheila always smoothed things over. She took on the role without complaint, but it was wrong that I left her to patch the holes I made. I would give anything to apologize to her for my past behavior, but I can’t. I can sure as hell not do it again, though.

      I pull out the picture. Sheila’s smile is encouraging, the way it always was. She’d say I could do better. As always, she’d be right—and this time, I’m going to listen. I bring the photo to Clara’s room, set it on her pillow, and leave for the museum in search of Rose.
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      After a long search, I find her on the Livestock Arena roof. The sun has set, and soon everyone will be up here to party. I was excited earlier, but now all I feel is heavy sadness and the fear I’ve ruined things beyond repair. Rose glances over her shoulder, then spins to watch the early stars in the periwinkle sky, clutching her backpack like she plans to run. After how I acted, I don’t blame her.

      “Hey,” I say. “I finally found you.”

      She shuts off her phone, yanking her earbuds from her ears. “I was just leaving. You can have it to yourself.”

      “Red, I’m sorry.” She stiffens as I sit beside her on the mat they laid out. “Clara had one of our family photos in her bag. It took me by surprise. It’d been so long since I saw Sheila and Jeremy, and it all came crashing down.”

      Rose glances at me with sympathy I don’t deserve. Her face is slightly puffy, as if she’s been crying, and the knife of remorse jabs deeper. “That must have been hard. The picture.”

      “It was,” I say. “I was sad and angry and…I don’t know what else.”

      I take a breath—if I want to change, I have to start with the truth. “No, I do know what else. The picture reminded me that I wasn’t a good father. I wasn’t a good husband. Sheila might’ve argued with the husband part, but it’s true. I took my feelings out on Jeremy and Clara, and Sheila was left to fix it. It wasn’t fair to the kids or her, and I’ll regret that for the rest of my life.”

      Rose nods slowly, silently. I don’t expect absolution, and I don’t get any.

      “I was so angry with myself. Then you appeared, and I did the same thing. I took it out on you. It was wrong, and I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” she says softly. “I understand.”

      I imagine all the times Ethan cut her down, the times she forgave him at the expense of her sanity and her heart, and I want to rewind time. I don’t want to be lumped into a category with him, with anyone who would repay Rose’s kindness with cruelty. But beneath the regret is a deep resolve—I won’t fuck up again, with Rose or Clara or anyone else.

      “You don’t have to understand,” I say. “Or forgive me. It was a shitty thing to do. What I want is for there to be nothing to apologize for in the first place.”

      “Sounds like you had big feelings.”

      “What?”

      “Big feelings. The overwhelming ones you don’t know what to do with, maybe can’t even name. That’s what Jesse’s kindergarten teacher called them.”

      “Are you saying I have the emotional intelligence of a kindergartener?”

      She smiles at my joke. Usually, I’d get a laugh, but I’ll take what I can get. “Miss Katherine said you have to let yourself feel the feelings. Maybe ask for a hug if you can’t use your words. But hitting someone over the head with a block and yelling are not good choices.”

      “Miss Katherine was definitely onto something.”

      “People say I’m a hugger, but I saw one of her hugs reduce a six-foot-six dad to tears.”

      She smiles when I chuckle, though it falls after a moment. I haven’t regained her trust yet, but I will. I swear I will. “I’m truly sorry,” I say. “You’re a good friend. My only friend, really, and I don’t want to lose that.”

      Rose runs a hand through her curls, quickly looks away. Still, there’s enough time to see the question in her eyes. “I’m glad we’re friends,” she says.

      Whatever else we are hangs between us. I don’t regret putting this into motion, but I do regret how I did it. Too soon, with too much left unsaid. “I’m glad, too.” I inhale, gearing up for my next words. “And I’d like us to be more at some point.”

      Her blush is visible in the dim light, and she surreptitiously mops her back with her shirt. “I thought…but I wasn’t sure…”

      At first, I think her uncertainty preposterous—I practically wrote my intentions in the sky—but then I remember it’s Rose. No matter how awkward I may feel, I can count on her being twenty times worse. You could practically set your watch by it.

      I brush her fingers, and my stomach jolts when they interweave with mine. “Can we give it time?” I ask. “Maybe not move forward, but not go back, either?”

      Rose nods. Her heartbeat flutters in her wrist, strong enough to feel. On the horizon, the moon is an immense half circle of yellow gold. Rose watches it intently while she chews her lip, hand tensing in mine, and I suspect she’s working up to say something.

      “Do you know that the moon is moving away from Earth?” she finally asks. “A few centimeters every year. When I first read that, I thought of Ethan and me. Every lie, every ugly conversation, pushed me away bit by bit, until he lost his pull. But I got lost, too.” She takes a breath and turns to me. “I won’t put up with lies or meanness. Everyone makes mistakes, and I can forgive, but I won’t go out of orbit a second time. I won’t lose myself.”

      Her voice may be gentle, but her eyes are firm. I understand what she’s saying, and I know she means it. That she expects so little tightens my chest; honesty and kindness are the least she should ask. “I’ll never have to say I’m sorry again.”

      Rose lifts a brow, a smile playing on her lips. “That’s a bold statement, buddy. Maybe don’t bite off more than you can chew? Start with I’ll only have to say I’m sorry every other month.”

      I laugh. Awkward or not, I can count on Rose to crack a joke. “How about I’ll do my best not to have to say I’m sorry?”

      “Much more attainable.”

      I exhale, allowing tentative relief to take hold. I haven’t fucked it up beyond repair, and though I tempered my promise to Rose, I haven’t to myself. This was the last time I take out my feelings on someone I care for. I’d rather openly sob for two days straight than see Rose’s hurt, resigned expression ever again.

      She peers over her shoulder at the roof edge. “They’re coming soon. Are you hanging out?”

      “Sure,” I say. “If I’m still invited.”

      “Of course you are. I’m super excited to see you stoned.”

      “There’s no doubt in my mind you’ll be the weird one.”

      “I guarantee it,” she says.

      I smile, wholly relaxed for the first time in months—maybe years. If zombies have taught me anything, it’s that we could die at any time. I want more of these moments before I’m gone. I want a collection of them, even if guilt comes along for the ride.

      Sheila wouldn’t begrudge me happiness. The night she died, before we knew what was coming, she said she wished she were more like Rose. That I’d like Rose if I weren’t so damn stubborn. The conversation seemed unimportant then, but now it feels like something more. Portentous, almost. Maybe even a blessing of sorts.

      “Want to listen to music?” Rose asks. At my nod, she hands me an earbud. “Let me change the playlist.”

      “Do I want to know which playlist you were listening to?”

      “Probably not, but I’ll give you a hint. It starts with an F and ends with a U.”

      My laugh mixes with her giggles before she presses play. We watch the moon crest the trees, Rose’s soft hand in mine, and I wonder what the rest of her would feel like. I want to find out, but not until I’m sure I can be the person she deserves. I’ve disappointed enough people for one lifetime.
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      I’m not a fan of ladders, even if there is the promise of weed and alcohol at the top. But I sling my bag over my shoulder and head up to the roof after Mitch, carefully placing each foot on a rung and trying not to sigh in audible relief when I reach the top. Rose and Tom are already here, sitting close enough that Mitch leers in Rose’s direction. I play dumb, which I’ve found to be the smartest move for stuff like this.

      Rose squeezes my knee when I sit beside her. A second later, voices make their way up the rungs. Troy, Lana, Francis, and Daisy appear, followed by Barry. Troy spreads his arms wide. “I’m here. Y’all can start the party.”

      “Do you always have to make an entrance?” Lana asks. “Just sit down.”

      She drops a backpack and herself on the mat, then pulls out a six-pack of beer along with a box of cookies. Barry’s duffel bag lands with a thud in the center of our circle. He unzips it, then sets a bottle of vodka, a case of beer, and some movie theater boxes of candy beside Lana’s haul.

      At our impressed noises, he winks. “Friends in high places.”

      “Shit,” Rose says. “I have something for tonight in my room.”

      “No, you don’t.” Mitch lifts a few plastic bags from her backpack and sets them in the middle. “I grabbed the kettle corn.”

      “Kettle corn?” Daisy asks. “That stuff is like crack.”

      “It’s best when it’s fresh, but it should still be good.” Rose surveys the group with a shy smile. “I just want to say thank you again. You guys didn’t have to come yesterday, but you did. We might not have saved them without your help.”

      “Good Lord, Cherry, she’s as bad as you,” Troy says. “If you’ve thanked us once, you’ve thanked us twenty times.”

      “Okay, then this is thank you for the last time.”

      “You’re welcome for the last time.” Francis’s laugh is warm. “Who knows? Maybe one day you’ll have to save me back.”

      “I highly doubt you’ll need me to save you,” Rose says, “but it’s a deal.”

      “Enough chitchat.” Mitch extends her hand my way. “Let’s do this.”

      “Chill,” I say. I pull a Ziploc bag from my daypack and set a clipboard by my feet. Then I place a pack of rolling papers on the clipboard and carefully zip my bag.

      Mitch groans. “Oh my God, how did you not do this earlier?”

      “I had to work. Calm down.”

      Mitch drops her head back. I smile serenely. There aren’t many ways to drive Mitch crazy, but making her wait is one of them.

      “This is pretty much how it was in high school,” Rose announces to the group. “The crazier Mitch gets, the calmer Craig acts.”

      “I hate him so much,” Mitch says. This is par for the course, and I laugh in response.

      “Beer while you wait?” Barry opens the case and hands Mitch a can.

      Mitch nods her thanks and pops the top. “Aren’t you not supposed to smoke weed in the Army?”

      “Good thing I’m not Army. They would’ve kicked me out years ago.”

      Mitch snorts, then guzzles her drink. Barry distributes cans, glancing at Mitch more often than not. She ignores him. I love Mitch, but she’s the worst—I’m pretty sure I’m better at romance than she is.

      The beer is surprisingly cold for how hot it’s been; Barry must have had it in a fridge somewhere. They shoot the shit while I lay out papers and roll the joints. A pipe or bong would be easier, and a vaporizer would be ideal, but you have to work with what you’ve got. Eventually, I hold up four perfect joints. Mitch reaches across the circle to snatch one. “Tell me those aren’t beautiful,” I say, handing another to Francis.

      “Impressive.” Francis turns it over in his hands, then pulls a lighter from his pocket and lights up. He passes it to Lana and exhales a plume of smoke. “Good stuff, too.”

      “You know how much good weed there probably is hiding in this town?” Rose asks as she takes the joint from Tom. “A lot.”

      She takes a drag, then passes it to me. A moment later, the second joint is in my hand, and I take another hit before I pass it to Rose. She shakes her head and sends it on.

      “Only one?” Mitch asks her. “Wuss.”

      “You know one’s enough for me,” Rose says.

      “Don’t be such a nerd.”

      Barry offers the joint to Rose, who lifts her hands in refusal. “Seriously, you all don’t want me that stoned.”

      “Yes, we do. Right, Craig?”

      I expel puffs of smoke with my laugh. “We totally do.”

      “I do,” Tom says. Rose pushes him.

      “C’mon,” Daisy says. “I’m, like, the worst when I’m stoned, and I’m smoking.”

      Troy makes chicken noises. “Do it. Do it.”

      When everyone takes up the chant, Rose points a finger around our circle. “You’ll regret this. Prepare to reap what you’ve sown.” She takes a big hit to cheers, then passes the joint. “See you all in Normal Land in about two hours.”

      “It can’t be that bad,” Tom says.

      “Oh, it can. It really can.”

      Mitch nods happily. Rose is ridiculous when she’s stoned, but she’s good entertainment. I wave off the next round and think of the last time I smoked weed, around a campfire in the forests of California. Lana must be thinking the same, because she winks and says, “I could go for some Hershey’s bars.”

      Barry tosses her a box of Milk Duds while Daisy tells the story of how we acquired our trail names, ending with, “And Troy’s is Atlas because he lost our atlas in California.”

      “I’m as close to perfect as can be,” Troy says, “and yet you all pick on my one tiny mistake.”

      “Hey,” I say. “At least yours isn’t Cherry.”

      Troy has finally lit the half cigar he’s carried around for days. He puffs on it with a chuckle, then blows out a perfect smoke ring. “Very true.”

      “I want a trail name,” Mitch says. “What do we do to get one?”

      “Unless you want to end up like Atlas, don’t do anything stupid,” Francis says, and everyone laughs.

      “I had one,” Barry says. “Years ago, I hiked the Appalachian Trail with my wife, before we got married. We figured if we could get along for months of dirt and rain, we’d survive anything.” There’s awkward silence as I’m sure we all contemplate how his wife died of cancer years ago, and he smiles. “Bad choice of words.”

      “What was your name?” Daisy asks.

      “They called me Tree Guy. I’d read about acid rain destroying the Appalachian forests, and I wouldn’t shut up about it, so they started saying, ‘Hey, there goes that tree guy’ whenever they saw me, and it stuck.”

      “There was a nonprofit called Tree Guy International,” Mitch says. “Sometimes I used their guidelines when I made environmental reports.”

      “What a coincidence,” Barry says mildly, sipping from his can.

      “Wait a minute. Was that you?”

      Barry shrugs. “I guess I never stopped being Tree Guy.”

      I’ve been told he made good investments back in the day, ones that paid off mightily for some of my clients, too. But most of them never used their money for good, and you’d never guess this big guy with the ponytail was loaded.

      “Cool,” Mitch says, though that’s all she says. With anyone else, she’d start a discussion about some boring ecowarrior topic. When you know her like I do, you know her indifference to this news is a smoke screen, especially when her eyes flick his way a few more times.

      “What’d you all do before this?” Barry asks the group.

      “I started off as a stuntman,” Francis says.

      It’s not a shock. Francis can take down a few zombies without breaking a sweat. He’s also calm, which is likely necessary when your job involves being lit on fire and jumping off tall things.

      “Damn,” Barry says. “You must have been good at it.”

      “I sucked,” Francis says with a laugh. He taps his temple. “Didn’t have the head for it—one too many concussions—but I did have a head for the business side. I started an agency that did pretty well.”

      “You told us you were in casting,” Daisy says. “Not that you owned an agency.”

      Francis shrugs, as composed as ever. “Does it matter now? What you did matters because you make things we can use.” He touches the spike by his side. “I can tell you who’d be the best actor for your car chase or burn scene.”

      “I can invest your money wisely,” I say. “I’m sure the economy will be in an upswing any minute now.”

      They grin, and Lana explains how she managed an office for a boss who didn’t know what the hell he was doing most of the time. “That’s why I handle Troy so well,” she says.

      Troy laughs with the rest of us. “Can’t argue with that. As for me, I owned a cigar store. It was a great place. My walk-in humidor was top notch. When I think of all the smokes I left behind…” He shakes his head sadly. “I’m down to one.”

      Troy often sits outside in the evening, enjoying part of a cigar or rolling an unlit one between his fingers, occasionally raising it to his nose for a long whiff.

      “I’ve seen a few people smoking around the fairgrounds,” Tom says. “Maybe one of them has cigars?”

      “Not a one. But there is a lady who comes to stand nearby, then complains about the smoke.”

      “Let me guess,” Mitch says. “Blond hair, haughty voice, answers to Adele.”

      “That’s her.”

      Mitch’s eyes glint. “So many have been eaten by zombies. Unfortunately, it’s never the ones you want.”

      “So true,” Daisy says.

      It’s ludicrous to get your panties in a bunch over a little smoke during the zombie apocalypse, but Adele is beyond ludicrous with her complaints. Barry gets the brunt of it, as she accosts him whenever she wants to speak to the manager. It’s a testament to his serenity that he hasn’t tossed her into the street.

      Mitch’s gaze travels around the circle until it lands on Rose. “Ro? You okay?”

      Rose nods slowly. A second later, she turns to Mitch with a dazed expression. “Did you just ask me something, or did I make that up?”

      Mitch hoots. “You shouldn’t have taken that second hit.”

      “I told you!” Rose rubs her forehead slowly. “I’m really stoned.”

      “Poor kid.” Mitch reaches across the circle to pat her hair. “It’ll pass.”

      Rose drops her head, but her hand rises, pale in the light, with her middle finger extended. When the rest of us laugh, her hand rotates to include us all. Another joint makes the rounds, and Rose moans quietly as it passes. “How can you people smoke again?”

      “Bad, huh?” I ask. Her head moves up and down. “Can I do anything?”

      “Kill Mitch.”

      “I would, for you, but she’s amusing. Anything besides killing Mitch?”

      “That’s all I want. I’ll be okay. Or I’ll die. One or the other.”

      On her other side, Tom wears a look of concern that I wave away. “She’ll be talking your ear off in fifteen minutes.”

      “Quiet, Cray.” Rose rests her head on my shoulder, eyes closed. “I have to lean. Why didn’t we bring up chairs? What are we, kindergarteners? I’m too old for this mat shit.”

      I put my arm around her, and she snuggles in. When she met Ethan, I was afraid our relationship would change, that she’d no longer want the physical affection we shared. That maybe I’d been a placeholder true love would supplant. I hated my jealousy, my belief that if only I were different, I could’ve been what she needed so as not to lose her.

      I should’ve known better. Rose always said she loved me as-is, and she meant it. She has my back, whether I need a hug, a pep talk, or a gentle push. I have hers, and by extension the kids. Rose may be the world title holder in the Overprotective Mother Games, but after the Oakway Center incident, I might not be far behind.

      “What went down at the meeting today?” Troy asks.

      “Just general stuff,” Barry says. “But Carver put Tom in charge of expanding the Safe Zone.”

      “Expanding? To where?”

      “Nearby houses,” Tom says. “Most have electric heat and water heaters, and a few have wood stoves. We’d start setting them up for fall and winter, looking to move families and family units first.”

      “You mean we’d get our own showers?” Mitch asks. “Sign me up.”

      “Volunteers welcome,” Tom says. “I’m supposed to get a crew together to start fencing off the area on the west side.”

      Francis raises a hand. “You had me at showers.”

      More hands raise, including Troy’s, though he scratches at his goatee. “Don’t get me wrong, I like it here, but another year…”

      “They’re hoping that in a year’s time, the mold will have spread,” Barry explains. “If it does, the West Coast could be the safest place in the country.”

      “Mold would be easier than headshots,” Troy admits. “We had three hundred million in the U.S. alone, not counting Canada and Central and South America. I don’t know about y’all, but I don’t have that kind of ammo.”

      “Or those kinds of arm muscles,” Lana says.

      Troy flexes his biceps. “Speak for yourself, Poochie.”

      “Velociraptors,” Rose says suddenly, head lifted. Everyone turns to her. “Velociraptors eat everything. They’d tear the Lexers apart in two seconds. Boom, problem solved.”

      Her words are greeted by a circle of confused expressions, though this is old hat to me and Mitch. To his credit, Tom seems more amused than surprised. “That works, except for the minor detail that velociraptors are extinct,” he says. “And would eat us, too. Stick with your weird restaurant idea.”

      Rose cracks up. “Stop raining on my parade.”

      “You don’t need to say everything that’s in your head,” Mitch says, then looks to me. “Remember when she wouldn’t stop going on about fourth toe?”

      “How could I forget?”

      “What’s fourth toe?” Lana asks.

      “Dude.” Rose gazes around the circle, eyes slightly crazed. “Every other toe has an informal name. Big toe, index or pointer toe, middle toe, pinky toe. What’s the other one?”

      “Ring toe?” Barry asks.

      “No one wears a ring on that one. It’s almost always on the second toe.” After a few moments of contemplation, Rose claps her hands. “See? We’ve had thousands of years to figure this out, and we still haven’t.”

      Daisy stares at Rose, mouth open. “That’s totally crazy.”

      The two high five across the circle. Rose reaches for a box of Milk Duds, tears it open, and shoves a few in her mouth. “I guess I should’ve asked if it’s okay to open these,” she says through a wad of caramel. “Is it okay?”

      Barry’s shoulders shake with suppressed laughter. “That’s what they’re there for.”

      Rose raises a thumb. The open box makes the rounds, as does the other candy. Tom sets his portion on his knee, chewing the first bit slowly. Stoned Tom is even quieter than Sober Tom, though he seems more relaxed, more at peace, than I’ve seen before.

      “Look at that little candy collection on your leg,” Rose says, leaning close to inspect it.

      He covers it with a hand. “Are you trying to steal my candy?”

      “What kind of person do you think I am?” She pops more Milk Duds. “But now I might just try.”

      Tom chuckles, continuing to watch her when she turns away. The affection in his smile says he’d relinquish every piece of candy without complaint. This time, I feel no jealousy, only gladness someone thinks she’s as special as I do.

      A few minutes later, as Troy describes his cigar store in detail, she leans in, still chomping. “Help, I’ve been chewing these Milk Duds for twenty minutes.”

      I pass her my water bottle with a snicker. Rose gulps half of it, then pats my arm gratefully and reaches for the kettle corn. She grabs a handful and passes the bag, then proceeds to shovel the handful into her mouth. A good portion disappears down the neckline of her shirt.

      “I miss cigars,” Troy says sadly.

      Daisy sighs. “I miss TV. I just want to sit in my bed in front of the TV and not move for a week. And I want my mother to call me six times a day and drive me crazy.” At the quiet that follows, she says, “My dad died of a heart attack last year. She was lonely, but instead of saying that, she’d call to ask what I ate for lunch or who I saw or what I was wearing. Like I was ever wearing anything except jeans and a tank top.”

      She wipes her eyes. It’s the first Daisy’s said about her family except to mention she missed her mother’s Korean food. Lana rests a hand on Daisy’s shoulder, face somber. “Do you know what happened to her?”

      Daisy nods. “I made it to her house the first day before we really knew what was going on. My asshole boyfriend wouldn’t come because he didn’t feel like it, so I left him and rode the twenty miles on my bike.”

      “I’ve had a few of those,” Mitch interjects. “Asshole boyfriends, I mean.”

      “The only thing worse than being alone in the zombie apocalypse would’ve been being with Dylan.” Daisy sniffs and plays with a Milk Dud, squeezing the caramel ball into a disk between her fingers. “I got to my mom’s okay. She was there, but she’d been bitten by her neighbor, and we left for the hospital.”

      I’m not the only one who winces. Daisy pushes her dark bangs from her forehead, her eyes on her boots. “You can guess the rest. I was in the waiting area and barely made it out. I always thought I was a good daughter, but I left my mother. She hadn’t even turned yet. What must she have thought, all alone back there?”

      Tear tracks shine on her cheeks. After a sympathetic murmur, Rose stretches a hand across the circle. “I promise you did exactly what she wanted you to do. All that mattered was that you were okay.”

      Daisy squeezes Rose’s hand, then smiles through her tears. “I told you I suck at being stoned. I always cry. Someone else talk.”

      There’s a strained silence. How do you follow something like that? After another ten seconds, Rose clears her throat. “You know what drove me crazy? In every post-apocalyptic show or movie, they always have twenty candles burning at once. How do they have so many? Is there some endless post-apocalyptic candle supply I don’t know about?”

      Troy points his cigar at Rose. “Truth. They’ll have five on a table and another ten on a different table, and fifteen more on a shelf.”

      Rose hands a tissue to Daisy, obtained from her bag instead of her bra. “Also, TV people don’t say goodbye on the phone. They just hang up.” She lifts an imaginary phone to her ear. “Hey, want to go out? Yeah, sure, ten works for me. Click. Who does that?”

      Mitch snorts. “This from the woman who didn’t know how to stop texting or leave a phone message under three minutes long.”

      “When do you stop? If you don’t write back, it’s like you’re ignoring the last text. I don’t want to be rude.”

      “Which leads to five rounds of emojis. And you hearted everything on Facebook.”

      “What’s wrong with emojis? If I want to use an emoji, I’m gonna use the shit out of it. And why would I like your post when I could heart it? Then you’ll be wondering why I didn’t heart it and what does that mean and why do I now hate you?”

      “Only you do that,” Mitch says.

      Rose laughs. “Probably. I don’t miss social media. It was too stressful. That’s one good thing about the zombie apocalypse.”

      “Then why were you on it?” Tom asks.

      “Because it was better than having to call people.”

      Tom chuckles. “I thought you loved your phone.”

      “I loved everything about my phone except for the fact people could call me on it. Now I can listen to music and read books without worrying about it ringing.”

      “Amen,” Lana says. “I don’t miss my boss. Or paying bills.”

      “Or politicians,” Troy says.

      “Or that asshole Dylan,” Daisy adds, and everyone laughs. She crams a handful of kettle corn into her mouth, dropping some in the process. “And now that we have popcorn, I don’t miss anything.”

      “Popcorn’s the best,” Rose says. “It can be anything you want it to be—sweet, savory, buttery, spicy.”

      “It’s the perfect food.” Daisy pulls at the collar of her tank top and peers inside. “What I get in my mouth, at least.”

      Rose digs in her shirt and produces a startlingly large kernel. “And it’s not even because I’m stoned.”

      Daisy laughs along with Lana and Mitch. The latter two check inside their shirts, produce popcorn crumbs of their own, and all four descend into the throes of hilarity.

      “I have no idea what’s so funny,” Troy says, laughing despite his words.

      I’m not sure myself, but I’m glad. Though my old and new friends have gotten along so far, I was partly dreading tonight’s test of their compatibility. As is often the case, I needn’t have worried. There’s a reason Mitch and Rose are my best friends.

      “I don’t miss Hollywood,” Francis says. “Or traffic.”

      “Conference calls and corporations,” Mitch adds.

      “I dreaded grocery shopping,” Barry says.

      Mitch gapes at him. “You were loaded. Why the hell did you do your own grocery shopping?”

      Barry thinks for a minute, dumbfounded. “I have no idea.”

      Everyone loses it. As the conversation continues, I mull over what I would say. There are the easy things like work and bills and unwanted social interactions, but though I hate the zombies as much as anyone, I don’t miss the old world. This, right here, is what I missed before zombies: laughter, friends, family. It’s mind-boggling that this fucked up world has brought me more joy and peace and confidence than ever before, even if I still have a way to go.

      I laugh at Mitch, currently explaining her dislike of most Eugenians who use baskets as purses, and then at Rose, currently rolling her eyes. Tom watches it all with a small smile, soaking it in, and I think of what he’s told me about himself. Of how Rose believes we could be friends.

      I lean over and quietly ask, “How about you? What don’t you miss?”

      For a moment, I think he’ll offer something trivial, but then his gaze turns solemn and his laugh is small, self-deprecating. “Me,” he says. “I don’t miss me.”

      I nod. “I know exactly what you mean.”
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      Since our trip to Oakway Center, Holly and I have been promoted. And though Holly divides her time between the infirmary and guard, I no longer have to fold napkins. Unsurprisingly, I don’t miss it. I see Jesse constantly, since we’re on the same shifts most days. I’d hoped that being around him more would make me like him less, but, also unsurprisingly, it’s had the opposite effect.

      Jesse, Marquez, and I are nearing the end of one such shift at the west gate. It coincides with breakfast, and my stomach growls when Brenna nears with a tray. Powdered scrambled eggs, rehydrated hash browns, and pre-cooked bacon have never looked so good. We already had coffee, which was amazing. They did another two runs to Costco, both heavily armed, and emptied the place. Boone might be out there somewhere, but he’s definitely not reaping the many benefits of Costco membership.

      “Did you cook that?” Marquez asks Brenna. “Looks good.”

      Brenna nods. “Laundry is boring without Clara, so I switched to cooking.”

      She smiles at me. Jealousy aside, Brenna is so genuinely nice that I can’t even hate her properly. “Suit up and join us,” I say. “I’ll let you use my hammer.”

      “I can barely lift your hammer.” She giggles, eyes flicking toward Jesse. “But Jess has shown me how to use a gun in the past week, so I can at least lift that.”

      Maybe it’s her use of Jess, or the gun lessons I knew nothing about, but my appetite disappears. I keep my smile plastered on, though my cheek muscles twitch, and grab a plate from the tray.

      “Don’t forget your napkin,” she says. I take it and sit in a folding chair by the gate. When you’re on guard, you don’t have to supply your own.

      “Thanks.” Jesse swallows a bite of eggs and hash browns. “It’s good.”

      I watch him while I chew tasteless eggs. He’s gone full wattage smile at Brenna, who sunbathes in the glow. I chew a slice of bacon. It’s been forever since I had bacon, and I can’t even enjoy it. Bacon ruining might be a good enough reason to hate Brenna.

      “See you guys later,” she says. “Maybe we can have another lesson?”

      “Not today. Sorry. After this shift, we’re helping outside with the houses. But maybe tomorrow if you want.”

      “Whenever it’s good for you.” Brenna tosses her long blond hair over her shoulder. “You guys be careful.”

      Marquez watches her leave, then turns to Jesse, who’s practically inhaling his food. “Finally made a move, Winter? It’s about time.”

      “Lay off, Juan,” Jesse says, using Marquez’s first name. “Not everything is a move.”

      “Excuuuuuse me. I forgot you were all sensitive and shit.” Marquez pretends to hold a teacup, pinky extended. “Good day, Sir Winter. Are you, perchance, courting our dear Brenna?”

      Jesse shakes his head, though he laughs. “You’re such an asshole.”

      My appetite disappears entirely. He didn’t deny it. He didn’t confirm, either, I remind myself, though that’s what a friend would say to convince you that you have a chance when you don’t.

      “That’s why you love me.” Marquez turns to me, preening his dark hair with the hand that holds his fork. “Why do you love me, Jensen? Is it my rippling pecs or because I’m dark and handsome?”

      I’m not in the mood for our usual back and forth, but mopey, heartsick people are the worst. I refuse to be one of them. “You forgot tall,” I say, then look him up and down. “Or I guess God forgot that part.”

      Marquez slaps his hand to his heart, then he winks. “God made up for that in other areas, believe me.”

      “That’s not what Amber says.”

      Marquez gapes while Jesse chokes on his eggs. When he’s swallowed the mouthful, he says, “Don’t try to win with Clary. You never will. I’ve tried and failed many times.”

      “I can see that.” Marquez gives me an appraising look. “I like it.”

      I ignore him and inspect my plate. Some hash browns and eggs remain, but I don’t want either. I look up when a slice of bacon drops onto my plate. Jesse stands above me. “It’s your favorite. Remember how you’d cook an entire package and then try not to share with me?”

      “I gave you a slice or two,” I say. Weekend mornings after hanging out the night before, I’d make bacon and we’d pile onto the couch in their basement to watch movies. “If you were good.”

      His eyes shine as he tucks his hair behind his ear. Whoever handed out eyelashes the day he was born went overboard in the best possible way. “Then I guess you’ve been good.”

      “You know me better than that.”

      Jesse laughs and sets his empty plate on a nearby table. I wish for the millionth time he would see me as something other than his sister’s wacky friend, but I’m beginning to think it’s a lost cause. Not meant to be. I chew my bacon and watch Jesse stick his belongings in his pack. When I turn away, Marquez is eyeing me with curiosity. “Yes?” I ask.

      “Nothing, mami. Enjoying the view.”

      “Stop with that, please. I’m begging you.”

      “All right. Truce. I’ll stop, but you have to tell me the minute you realize you’re in love with me.”

      I laugh. I wish I did like Marquez; it’d certainly be more fun than the unrequited love bullshit I currently have going on. “Deal. On that very unlikely day, I will be sure to let you know.”

      He sticks out his hand, and we shake on it while Dad and Rose appear with an entourage that includes most of the people who live in our hall. Holly and Nora stop at my chair. “I thought you were doing your nurse thing this morning,” I say.

      “I changed it to afternoon.” Holly side-eyes her mom and whispers, “We’re hatching a plot to get our own house. Me and Nora, Jesse, you, Gabe, and Lance.”

      “Good luck with that,” I say. “But I’m in.”

      At this point, Dad isn’t much better than Rose. He laid down the law after the Oakway Center incident: we don’t pass the boundaries without them. Honestly, I don’t mind that part, but living in a cramped house under constant parental supervision will get old quick.

      I check the street from the viewing platform to make certain it’s clear, then let the group through the gate. When our replacement guards arrive ten minutes later, Jesse and I leave to meet them. “Thanks for the bacon,” I say.

      “Sure.” Jesse carefully watches the street ahead; our only protection is the line of vehicles a couple of blocks down. “So, what’s this about our own house?”

      “Holly says maybe we can convince the parents to let us live next door.”

      “Will we still be roomies?” Jesse asks. “I’m guessing Holly and Nora want their own room.”

      “Shit, you’re right. I didn’t even think about that. I guess…I don’t know?”

      “I’m good with it if you are. If you ditch me, I’ll miss you talking in your sleep all the time.”

      “I do not!”

      “Yes, you do. No one’s ever told you that you talk in your sleep?”

      “When I was a kid.” I think of the guys I’ve slept with, all of whom were sent packing before we could actually sleep. My other bedmate is Holly, who sleeps like the dead—not the undead. God only knows what he’s heard. “What do I say?”

      “You mostly mumble, but I can make out a word here and there. One night you said, ‘Are you crazy? I’m not doing that.’ And another night you said something about me. Or another Jesse.”

      “I don’t know why I would’ve said that.” My cheeks burn, and I pray I didn’t make some sort of sex noise during that one. I don’t remember having a Jesse sex dream, but it wouldn’t be the first time. I wish Google were still a thing so I could research how to stop talking in your sleep.

      Jesse slows before we reach the corner. “You seem upset sometimes. Last night, you said ‘Jeremy, I can’t,’ and then you started whimpering.”

      “I did? What’d I do next?”

      “You usually stop pretty quickly.” Jesse shrugs. “But you didn’t last night, so I petted your head until you did.”

      I imagine Jesse stroking my hair the way he did in Holly’s room that one night. Only this time, I picture myself with mouth hanging open while exhaling gusts of stale air, and I want to die a little. “I’m sorry I’m so annoying.”

      “That’s what you’re taking from this conversation?” Jesse stops, mouth downturned. “That you’re annoying? I just wanted to check in the way you do with me.”

      “I do?”

      He raps his knuckles on my head. “Clary, are you in there? You’re the only person who asks about my dad. My mom tries, but I know it’s weird. And Holly doesn’t know everything. Only you do.”

      I don’t know what to say. The times I asked were nothing special, but they were something to him.

      “That’s what friends do,” he says. “They check in. We’re friends, right?” I nod. I’ll take actual friends over little sister’s friend any day. “Which means you’re not annoying. I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

      “I’m fine,” I say.

      In an instant, I remember the dream. It was the storeroom door at Bueno Burrito, only Jeremy was on the other side begging me to let him in. Pleading in raspy hisses, which changed to accusations that I didn’t love him, that I was leaving him out with the monsters. I knew he’d kill me if I opened the door, but the guilt was almost too much to bear.

      Tears stream down my cheeks the way they did in my dream. It’s no wonder I dreamt about him, about the storeroom. I’ve been scared many times since this began, but holding that door against the onslaught of bodies was pure terror. One slip, six inches wider, and we would’ve died.

      Jesse rubs my shoulder. When that only increases the flow of tears, he gathers me close. “I didn’t mean to make you cry. I’m sorry.”

      I breathe in great heaving gusts, remembering the hopeless set of Jesse’s mouth in the storeroom. The way his arms bulged with pushing while I pressed my back to the door and dug the soles of my boots into concrete. With every shove by the zombies, my head slammed against the metal. My boots would slip, and I’d jam them against the door while the others took turns hacking at arms. And then we’d switch again.

      I don’t want to cry in front of Jesse, but the person I cried with most—my mom—is gone. Everything’s changed, starting with the fact that it’s normal to be chased and eaten by dead people. And that, to put it mildly, is totally fucked up.

      Jesse holds me tightly, his heart thudding against my cheek. This is what it’d be like to be with him, to have his comfort, and I pretend it’s real. My non-idiotic side rolls her eyes, but even she quiets after a minute of Jesse’s body against ours.

      I lift my head although I’m a teary, snotty mess. His arms loosen just enough to tip his face to mine. “Better?” he asks softly.

      It feels like a moment, the same as the water fight day. I could lift onto my toes and kiss him. See what happens. Then I remember his lessons with Brenna and step away—a move I regret immediately. “Sorry. I guess sometimes I just still can’t believe this. I know it’s stupid.”

      Jesse looks past me, toward the houses. “How do you think I hear you talking in your sleep? I haven’t exactly been sleeping like a baby. I get maybe four solid hours a night.”

      “Really?”

      When his eyes meet mine, they’re filled with a sadness that pains me, too. “Really. Some people had PTSD before, but I’m pretty sure we all have it now.” He smiles, leaving only a wry amusement. “Except there’s no Post about it.”

      “TSD,” I say. “All trauma, all the time.” I reach into my bag for a tissue, then pat my pockets for my napkin, all to no avail. God only knows where it is, and I don’t have any toilet paper because I’m an idiot. “I need to blow my nose.”

      Jesse pulls a folded bandana from his back pocket. “My mom’s the tissue lady, but you can use my napkin.”

      I blow my nose as non-disgustingly as possible, grateful that he looks away. I sniff one final time and tuck his napkin in my pocket. “I’ll give it back after I clean it. I’m fine. We can meet the others.”

      “Do you have your Tough Girl face on?” Jesse scrutinizes me, then nods. “Yup, all ready to go.”

      “My Tough Girl face? Is that like resting bitch face?”

      “Nope. It’s yours alone. It says, Do your worst, world, but you won’t win.”

      I laugh, half-embarrassed and half-flattered. “My face doesn’t say all that.”

      “How often do you see your face?” Jesse pulls my arm, and we start around the corner. Midway down the block, Dad and the others stand talking beside an overgrown lawn. “You look in a mirror a few times a day. I see it all the time. I’m more knowledgeable on the subject.”

      Holly watches me approach. Maybe I have Tough Girl face, whatever the hell that is, but at the moment it looks more like I Just Cried face. She tilts her head in question, and I cross my eyes in answer. Though she smiles, she isn’t buying it.

      Dad points the way Jesse and I came. “We’ll round it up to a third of a mile of fencing. We might be able to salvage enough from yards.”

      “We’ll need new posts, though,” Sam says. “By the time we cut through those and sink them here, they wouldn’t be high enough for my liking. Doubled fencing would be better.”

      “Agreed.” Dad taps his chin. “And we’ll put a gate to the street at Fourteenth. Let’s do a run-through of houses and see what we’re working with.”

      We split up, starting at either end of the blocks. Many houses in Eugene are small, but there’s a good mix of two-, three-, and four-bedroom homes. Some stink, with brown bloodstains on walls and floors. Others are fine save for broken doors or windows.

      Holly finds me alone in a bedroom, where she plops on the bed. “I’m going to ask my mom about separate houses soon. Nora said she, Gabe, and Lance will quietly disappear beforehand.”

      “You think she’ll let you?”

      “You know her, probably not. Or she’ll say yes and make four hundred rules we’ll have to argue against.” Holly rolls her eyes, but it’s a normal you-know-my-mom eye roll rather than an irritated one. She leans back on her elbows, studying me. “What’s the matter? Why were you crying?”

      “I don’t know. Because of everything.” I open a jewelry box on the dresser and run my fingers through the chains hanging inside. “I remembered a dream about Jeremy.”

      “Bad dream?” she asks. At my nod, she stands and puts an arm around my waist. “You know how much I loved your mom and Jeremy, and I guess I never mention them because I don’t want to make it worse.”

      “It hurts anyway,” I say, fighting stupid tears again. “You can’t make it worse.”

      Holly squeezes me. “You know what I thought of recently? When we caught Jeremy trying to get high by smoking catnip, and we meowed at him for a month. Your parents couldn’t figure out why.”

      She knows I’d rather laugh than cry, and she joins in until we’re both wiping away tears. When our laughter fades, Holly’s smile turns contrite. “I’m sorry. I haven’t been a great friend recently.”

      “You haven’t—”

      “I have. I was all wrapped up in other stuff and wasn’t there when you needed it most.”

      Maybe she hasn’t been herself, but she’s spent the past ten years patiently listening to me bitch, even when I was wrong. Even when we both knew I was wrong. And it’s not as though I’ve been performing my best friend duties, either, by keeping secrets from her. “It’s payback,” I say. “Remember when I was obsessed with Brian?”

      Holly makes a puking sound. “I still don’t know what you saw in him. But it was ninth grade. You get a pass.”

      “But I was shitty, and that was for a stupid guy. You weirded out because zombies were trying to eat us.”

      “Still, I’m sorry.” Holly rests her head on my shoulder. “We really do have to work on this house thing.”

      “You want a bedroom with Nora.”

      “A bed, a closing door.” Holly says, voice dreamy. “Shit, but how about you?”

      “Jess already said we’d be roomies. He also says I talk in my sleep.”

      “Still? I used to talk back to you sometimes. I forgot about that.”

      “How does everyone know this but me?” I ask. “Can we find a muzzle or something?”

      “It’s cute. And Jess can tell us what you said every morning.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to live with you guys.”

      Holly takes my arm, her smile wide. “Yes, you do.”

      In the next four-bedroom house, Rose flicks on the living room lights, then peers out a big window to the side yard. “This is the third one with a garden. If we find seeds, we could plant late summer crops. I saw some plum trees down the block, too.”

      “You’re going to have a garden?” Mitch asks.

      “We, meaning someone who can teach me how not to kill everything.” Rose turns from the window. “This house has a good feeling, doesn’t it? We could all fit in here. It’ll be a little crowded, but so will any house.”

      “Actually, we were thinking that maybe we could live next door,” Holly says. “That way Uncle Cray could live with you guys, and Nora, Lance, and Gabe could live with us.”

      “You mean you don’t want to share rooms with your parents?” Rose asks with feigned outrage. “What kind of bullshit is this? Most people would kill to live with their parents in their twenties.”

      Dad laughs from the kitchen, then opens the sink faucet. Rose follows the sound of rushing water and disappears through the archway, saying nothing else.

      “Was that a yes?” Holly asks Jesse.

      “I think?” Jesse peeks into the kitchen, where Rose and Dad talk quietly while opening cabinets. “But it was too easy. Where was the gnashing of teeth?”

      “The twisting of hands?” Holly adds, then shakes a fist at the sky. “The moments of silent angst?”

      “She’s not done with you yet.” Mitch swings her axe where she perches on the arm of the couch. “Mark my words.”

      Craig pushes his glasses up his nose. “That can’t be it.”

      Dad appears in the archway. He stands with feet spread and waits until all eyes are on him. “You can live in a separate house, but it has to be next door, and we want you there every night in case we need to find you. You’ll leave us a work schedule so we know where you are at any given time. These things are non-negotiable. Other than that, live it up.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Holly says so briskly I almost expect her to salute. Jesse and I nod. Dad leaves the room, and she turns to us with a grin. “I’m going to tell Nora.”

      She skips out the front door. In the kitchen, Rose leans against the counter, giving Dad a thumbs up and a wink. His shoulders jump with a laugh. Dad was also the one who announced our new chaperone rule, something I didn’t question at the time but now suspect was intentional. Holly didn’t balk at curfews or written schedules the way she would’ve if Rose had stated the guidelines. It’s pretty diabolical, and will likely be super annoying, but you have to respect the genius of their strategy.

      “Your mom sent my dad to do the dirty work because she knows you won’t argue with him,” I whisper to Jesse.

      “God help us,” he mutters. “They’ve joined forces.”

      “Check and mate,” Mitch says, and Craig laughs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            24

          

          

      

    

    







            ROSE

          

        

      

    

    
      We’ve gathered fencing from yards north of the fairgrounds, all of which waits in a pile until we have posts. Much of the swarm is west, and no one is keen on heading that way to Lowe’s, Home Depot, or any of the fencing companies for fear we might accidentally attract them. I’m not keen on meeting up with Boone, either. We don’t know if he’s skipped town, and Carver’s search parties have found no sign of him.

      Though I hate the idea of someone like Boone roaming the world, I love his absence from the fairgrounds. The dining tent is full of people who eat and chat, and when Gabrielle and I finish our dinner shift, many remain at their tables, enjoying the perfect evening weather. I bag up two loaves of bread and head for the ice rink. Inside the office, I find Carver, Barry, and Hicks—though she insists I call her Joy. We’d never spoken before she left for Portland, but now that she, Barry, and Carver run this place, I’ve discovered she’s my age, funny and friendly, with a no-nonsense manner that speaks to her history as a drill sergeant.

      “What’s that?” Carver asks, raising his chin at my bag.

      “Boone had a standing order for bread,” I say, “and I figured you all might like some. If you don’t, just leave it out in the ice rink and the vultures will run off with it in a few minutes.”

      “There’s no way I’m giving up fresh bread. Thank you.”

      “My pleasure, believe me. I’m glad you made it back. We had our trip to Hawaii all planned, and I’d hate for you to miss out.”

      Carver laughs. “That’s right. We were going to have Mai Tais. If only.”

      “We’ll get them one day. Joy, you can come along.”

      “Woman, you had me at Hawaii,” she says. “Throw in some alcohol, and you couldn’t keep me away if you tried.”

      “Joy was upset she wasn’t invited to the rooftop festivities,” Barry says.

      Heat creeps up my neck. “I’m sorry. I hope you don’t think we didn’t want you there. I didn’t know—”

      Joy raises her hands, smooth brown skin crinkling at the corners of her eyes. How she managed a manicure in the zombie apocalypse is beyond me, but the deep red color shimmers on short but nicely shaped nails. “He’s just talking shit. Barry, you’re going to give her a stroke. I have to set a good example, especially if this one,” she points to Carver, “refuses to have any fun.”

      “We’ve discarded many, if not most, of our military customs at this point,” Carver says, “but I don’t recall switching my rank of First Sergeant for This One.”

      Joy laughs, though when two young soldiers enter the room, her smile straightens into a disapproving expression. “Yes?”

      The first guy—a pale young kid with red hair—stands at attention. “We fixed the weapons, Drill Sergeant.”

      Joy’s shoulder-length hair is pulled into a ponytail that seemed playful, but now, between her uniform and truly impressive glare, it’s severe. “You fixed them my way or your way?”

      The kid is sweating. He almost glances at the soldier beside him but then continues staring straight ahead. “Your way, Drill Sergeant.”

      “I sure hope so, Cahill.” She stares him down for a full fifteen seconds. “You can rest assured I’ll be checking. Dismissed.”

      He and the other kid hustle into the lobby. She watches them, expression hard, until they disappear. Once they do, her features rearrange into the friendly one of before.

      “Wow,” I say. “I thought Mitch was scary, but she has nothing on you.”

      “You know what she says to the recruits?” Carver asks. “My mama might’ve named me Joy, but she should’ve named me Pain.”

      I laugh, thanking all that’s holy I never joined the Army. Joy grins, and I get the sense that her name fits when she’s not scaring recruits or fending off undead.

      “Those two are Dumb and Dumber,” she says. “They cleaned the weapons and didn’t reassemble them properly, then tried to pass on the blame.” She lifts a hand to Heaven. “Jesus take the wheel.”

      “Let me know if Jesse does anything stupid,” I say. “I’ll be sure to give him hell on my end, too.”

      “Jesse?” Joy waves her hand. “He’s smart, and you raised him right. Kamil likes him.”

      Kamil is her son. He’s eighteen, tall where his mom is short, and quiet where his mom is a drill sergeant. I imagine trying to get Holly and Jesse through a hundred miles of zombies the way Joy did. I should be taking lessons from her, too.

      “Thanks,” I say. “It’s always great to hear something nice about your kid.”

      “Kamil has a crush on Holly,” Joy adds, then snorts at what must be my polite that’s-not-gonna-happen face. “He knows it’s a lost cause, but once she started talking about books with him, it was all over. You should see his face whenever he talks about her running alone into Lexers.”

      I laugh at her wide-eyed mooning expression. Holly made a name for herself with that stunt. She faced her fear, or maybe she’s come to terms with the world. She doesn’t confide in me the way she once did, but she talks and even jokes. I have to believe we’ll make it back to where we were at some point. The alternative is too depressing.

      “He has good taste,” I say. “And consider this conversation an engraved invitation to the next roof party.” I point to Carver. “Even if This One is a big old party pooper.”

      Carver chuckles. “I might surprise you. If there’s dancing, you won’t be able to keep me away.”

      “Ooh, This One is a dancer?” Joy asks. “That I need to see.”

      “One day you might.” Carver has a sense of humor under his staid exterior, but I’ve never seen him like this, with a smirk on his thin face and mischievousness in his eyes. “If you’re lucky.”

      Joy fans herself, red nails shimmering, and we all laugh. “Hawaii is going to be so much fun,” I say. “I’ll see you later.”

      I head for our hall, where people sit in the living area playing games and talking. On a couch, Jesse softly strums his found guitar for the first time. The temperature has dropped with the setting sun—nights in the valley are typically cool no matter how hot the day—and the doors are closed to the evening air.

      Mitch calls me over to where she sits with Tom and Craig, shuffling Uno cards. “Come play.”

      I sit and concern myself with Uno for a few rounds. For once, I don’t have a vast catalogue of things to worry about. Ethan avoids me, Holly and I are on decent terms, and Boone no longer runs our Safe Zone. We’re still in danger of being eaten at any given moment, but you can’t have everything.

      Tom, in a chair beside my spot on the couch, says, “Good dinner, Red.”

      “Thanks. I opened the cans myself.”

      He always compliments my meals, which is ridiculous when most of it is prepackaged and incapable of improvement. Our food is better than usual, thanks to Costco, but it isn’t winning any culinary awards. He hasn’t been skimping on the compliments in general—I think he likes making me blush.

      “Craig and I got the tuna ready for tomorrow,” he says.

      “You’re kidding, right?” He shakes his head, and I groan. “I can’t be locked in a hot food truck with tuna. That’s my own personal hell.”

      Tom laughs at my pain. Mitch cuts off my response with, “Ro, play a card already.”

      I toss down a draw four card. “I choose red.” Tom narrows his eyes, and I add, “That’s for laughing about the tuna. Karma, bitch.”

      Tom reaches to draw the cards. His hand stops, and he studies me with suspicion. “You can only play that card if you don’t have anything blue to play.”

      “I don’t,” I lie.

      “Bullshit. I challenge you.”

      “What? You can’t do that.”

      “Yes, he can,” Craig says from behind his cards. “It’s in the rules.”

      “Whose side are you on, anyway?” I ask.

      “The side of justice,” Craig says, and grins when I flip him the bird.

      Tom crooks a finger. “Your cards, Red.” I suppress my laugh and show him my hand, complete with blue card. He stares for a few seconds, then shrugs, a smile hiding in the corners of his mouth. “Guess I have to draw four.”

      “And forfeit your turn,” Mitch says.

      “And forfeit my turn,” he repeats solemnly.

      I open my mouth to confess, then close it as Craig throws a red card on the pile. Tom rearranges his new hand, side-eyeing me while Mitch plays a card. Two rounds later, I deposit my last card on the stack. I would rub their noses in it the way we usually do, but cheating has killed any sense of triumph.

      Craig and Mitch leave for the entertainment table to find a new game, and I ask Tom, “Why didn’t you call me out?”

      “Because I knew it’d be worse punishment if you won.” He finally cracks a smile, eyes twinkling. “Karma, bitch.”

      I laugh and glance at where Jesse plays guitar. “Maybe you should’ve punished me by playing again, this time with Jess.” At his silence, I turn to find him examining his boots. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pressure you. But I wouldn’t suggest it if you sucked, so there’s that.”

      Tom sets his hands on his knees, then slowly rises to his feet. “You’re not going to make me get my guitar alone, are you?”

      “Of course not. I’ll tell you a story while we go.” We make our way toward his curtain. “In eighth grade, I had to give a group presentation. I don’t remember what it was about, but I was dreading it with every fiber of my being. Finally, the day arrived. I got in the front of the class with my group, and we set up our stuff.”

      We enter his room, where he grabs his guitar from under his cot, whose Care Bears comforter never fails to entertain me. There’s not a single wrinkle; the sheet beneath likely has hospital corners. “Then what happened?” he asks.

      “I was so nervous that I started laughing and couldn’t stop, then I sank to the floor behind the teacher’s desk. My friends gave the entire presentation while I was on the floor behind the desk half-laughing and half-crying.”

      Tom lowers a brow. “Is this story supposed to be helpful? It’s not so far.”

      “It’s helpful because, no matter what, you will do better than I did during my eighth-grade group presentation.”

      “You really stayed on the floor the whole time?”

      “I really did.”

      “Not sure it helps, but it does answer the question of whether you were always a nutjob or if it happened later in life.”

      “Anyone could have told you that,” I say. He grins, but his apprehension is evident in his tense shoulders. “You don’t have to do this, you know. I’m sorry I brought it up.”

      “I want to.” Tom thumbs a string, then shrugs. “But I also don’t.”

      “That’s basically my state of mind at any given moment of the day,” I say. “But that’s how you miss out on things you might enjoy, so my advice is that you give it a shot. If you want to take the advice of someone who can’t give an eighth-grade presentation without losing her shit.”

      Tom laughs as Pop enters the curtain. “Gonna play for us, Tom?”

      “Your daughter’s making me.”

      “I am not!” I say. “I suggested he play. What are you up to, Daddy?”

      “Thought I might lie down.”

      “No, you’re going to come out and listen.”

      “Is this another one of your suggestions?” Pop asks.

      “This one’s an order. Lily’s going to stop by. You should say hi.”

      “She’s out there already.”

      “And that’s why you’re in here?” I drag him toward the curtain. “Stop being antisocial. Lily could have any elderly gentleman she wants. Believe me, she’s not one of those desperate ladies hunting for some decrepit old dude like you.”

      Pop guffaws. “Tom, do you hear how my baby girl talks to me?”

      “She calls me old, too,” Tom says as we enter the living area.

      “We’re all old,” I say. “But we pretend we’re not, and that includes staying up past nine.”

      Jesse sits on a couch in the biggest grouping of furniture, strumming while the other kids talk. He stops and flashes Tom a wide smile. Holly nudges Clara, who does a double take at her dad. “You’re playing?” she asks.

      The question is simple, but her expression is a complex mix of happy, sad, and hopeful. “Going to try,” he says. “Maybe you’ll sing with me?”

      Clara nods mutely. I sit on a couch beside Pop, Lily on my other side. She’s similar to what I imagine my mother would’ve been like at a ripe old age, and I think Pop will get a kick out of her if nothing else.

      While Jesse and Tom confer and pluck at strings, I ask Lily, “How’s the head?”

      She pats the silver strands under her beret. “Bug-free, and thank you for that. How are you?”

      “Good, considering we’re surrounded by the living dead and heaps of bullshit.”

      Lily laughs, then she and Pop exchange pleasantries while I ponder my conversation with Tom. I want to, but I also don’t is how I feel about him, and it all boils down to fear. I’m afraid of what could go wrong, worried it’s a bad idea, as well as nervous and insecure and completely terrified of that looming first kiss.

      But I’m not afraid to trust him. I believe what he said on the roof. I heard it in his honest, self-incriminating words. I saw it in the set of his jaw and in the small, sweet flicker of hope in his eyes. I felt it in the way he held my hand—firmly, but with a tenderness I never suspected during all our years of small talk in a corner.

      The first notes of “There is a Light that Never Goes Out” fill the room. Tom sings in his deep, melodious voice, leaving the fancy guitar work to Jesse. Craig and Mitch turn to me open-mouthed, suitably impressed. And when Craig winks, my love surges for him, for them both. We played this song countless times as teenagers. It’s more than words and music. It’s shared history. It’s us.

      Holly presses her head to Clara’s, smiling. Ethan and I wanted our kids to love music the way we did, and I think we succeeded. For a fleeting moment, I wish he were here. It seems impossible that this is where we’ve ended up. Separate. Estranged. Strangers.

      I blink until Jesse’s fingers are no longer blurry from tears, but from their quick movements. My boy is always radiant when he plays, and Tom shines with the sheer joy of doing something he loves. When Clara scoots to the edge of her seat to harmonize in her strong, clear voice, he practically glows. Every eye is on Jesse, Clara, and Tom, and more than a few are damp. Even Pop, who teased me about my music as a teen, is held in thrall. The final notes fade into pin-drop silence, as if no one dares to break the spell.

      “I think that was all right,” Jesse says with a shy smile, and the entire room breaks into laughter at his understatement.

      “Absolutely lovely,” Lily says beside me. “What song was that?”

      I tell her, and Pop asks, “The Smiths? I never would’ve guessed.”

      “That’s because you never gave them a chance,” I say. “You made fun of my teen angst instead of fully embracing it.”

      “I’ll stick to my jazz and oldies.”

      “That’s how you turn into an oldie, Sam,” Lily says, tsking. “Give me new music and young people any day. I feed off their energy like a vampire.”

      She chomps the air, and I leave Pop chuckling to make my way toward the musical trio. “That was awesome. Looks like we have another Peter, Paul, and Mary on our hands.”

      Clara laughs, cheeks flushed. “Not even joking, we sang those songs when I was little.”

      “We did.” Tom offers Clara a gentle smile before he turns to me. “We sang for my mother, who was a big fan of AM Gold. She would’ve loved your playlist.”

      I clap my hands. “Then I expect lots of John Denver and Jim Croce in the future.”

      Mitch and Craig have joined us, and Mitch adds, “Don’t forget Air Supply, Joan Baez, and Barry Manilow.”

      Jesse groans. “This was my mother’s evil plot, you know. A captive band. I’m sure there’ll be a request for ‘The Rainbow Connection’ soon.”

      I tousle his hair. “Indeed. I sang it to you every night when you were young, you know.”

      “Oh, I know,” Jesse says. “Boy, do I know.”

      I whack him and then spy Holly whispering with Nora, who’s just finished guard. Nora’s arm circles Holly’s waist while Holly gazes up adoringly. Clara follows my line of vision. “It’s sweet, but they’re really annoying.”

      “In the beginning, Ethan and I acted like the world was ending when we had to separate for a few hours. It was extremely dramatic.” I instantly regret mentioning Ethan in such a pleasant moment, but even Jesse laughs. Mitch starts to speak, and I slap my hand over her mouth. “Yes, Mitch. Once again, I apologize for being an ass at Timberline Lodge when we were nineteen.”

      “Mitch, it’s time to let it go,” Craig says. He leads us to a couch, where we listen to Jesse and Tom’s eclectic mix of folk, alternative, and classic rock. Craig knows every title, along with the album name and year of release. He spent most of his early life hiding in his room with records, and he still has his collection in storage.

      “You should go up there and sing,” I say to Craig, who has a great voice he hides unless drunkenly singing karaoke.

      “Sure,” he says. “I just need about seven drinks first.”

      “Where’s Barry?” Mitch asks.

      “Why?” I reply. “Miss him?”

      “Hardly. He’s the one with the alcohol. And coffee.”

      I stretch my legs over Craig’s lap, and he drums on my shins. Holly and Nora sneak out the back into the shadows, and I’m thankful I don’t have to worry about one of them getting pregnant. The last thing this apocalypse needs is babies.

      Eventually, Jesse and Tom set down their guitars to friendly jeers from the audience. Gabrielle grabs her youngest, Lucy, who’s been twirling nonstop, and lifts her to her hip. “Time for bed.”

      “No!” Lucy yells.

      Alan grabs his daughter around the waist and suspends her upside down. “I know you just didn’t say no to your mama. Did you?”

      Lucy screeches with laughter, her blond hair just brushing the floor. “Yes!”

      “You’re in big trouble now. Big, big trouble.” He winks at us and marches down the row of curtains to their rooms on the other side. Gabrielle and their four other kids follow.

      I arrive at Jesse, Tom, and Clara just as Pop and Lily do. “That was marvelous,” Lily says, then beckons Clara closer and takes her hands. “You sing like an angel, but not a prissy, boring angel.”

      “Thank you.” Clara absorbs the praise with a wide smile and pink cheeks—maybe she finally believes it.

      “I never hold back a compliment. Who doesn’t want a compliment?” Lily pats her beret. “I’m off to bed. Sam, it was nice talking to you.”

      “You, too,” Pop says.

      He watches her leave our hall, though I pretend not to notice. Once we’ve straightened up and gotten ready for bed, I knock on Pop and Tom’s curtain before I enter. Pop sits on the edge of his cot with his covers folded back. “Had a nice chat with Lily?” I ask.

      “I did,” Pop says. I say nothing, barely hiding my grin, and he tuts. “Rosie, you’re impossible.”

      “Love you, Daddy.”

      “Love you, pain in my ass.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” Tom says.

      Moonlight enters the clerestory windows, shining on the living area of the very strange home we now inhabit. But the long room looks cozier than seemed possible when we were first introduced to the peeling walls and pitted concrete floor.

      “Thank you,” Tom says quietly. “For tonight.”

      “That was all you. I had nothing to do with it.”

      “You had everything to do with it.”

      I like that he thinks I contributed in some way, that my opinion means something. I like him, honestly, so much more than I ever thought I could. “I don’t know about that, but you’re welcome.”

      Tom’s cheek creases. The moonlight silvers his hair and eyes. He raises a hand to one of my curls and moves it aside, brushing my cheek with his knuckles. My entire body pitches forward, which would be embarrassing enough without the flood of warmth that accompanies it.

      I inch back to my original location and curse my ability to conjure a full body sweat at a moment’s notice. “You were great. And you didn’t end up on the floor like some people I could mention.”

      Tom laughs and walks me to my curtain, pulling it aside for entry. “Good night, Red.” After the curtain falls behind me, he murmurs, “Nutjob.”
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      They finally reached a fence company in the north part of town and returned with posts and panels. The concrete was another trip. A post every six feet means we needed around 150 to make it from the end of the fairgrounds to Fifteenth Avenue. And we still need another batch to build the second fence. Redundancy, Tom keeps saying. We may not need the extra fence, but I’m a huge fan of redundancy when it comes to not being eaten alive.

      Mitch and I sort through our remaining fence panels at the center of what we’ve begun calling the House Zone. At the south end, Tom and Craig attach the final few panels to posts while the kids and Pop check the installed panels to the north. We did this at my house only a few months ago, and I have a feeling we’ll be building fences for many years to come, even if it’s only as a precaution against any zombies that remain after—if—the mold does its job.

      The perpetually sunny skies of midsummer are usually welcome, but working in full sun sucks, and I’m pink despite sunscreen. I had my yearly skin check a few months before zombies, which was also my last unless I happen across a dermatologist. And even if this imaginary dermatologist wants to biopsy a mole as they have in the past, I’m positive there’s not a pathology lab still cranking away somewhere. I could be acquiring malignant melanoma as we speak, and I’d never know until it was too late.

      At that alarming thought, I grab the SPF 50 from my pack and spray my exposed skin again. Mitch, who has turned a lovely shade of brown I could only attain if my freckles merged into one full-body freckle, chokes in the sunscreen cloud. “Are you trying to kill me?”

      “I’m trying to not kill me,” I say.

      We lift a fence panel and walk it down the sidewalk. I wince when it hits my midsection where previous panels have left a bruise. With fewer than twenty homes behind this fence, which will house less than twenty percent of the fairgrounds’ residents, this quickly became a volunteer-only pilot program, and we volunteers have dibs on the houses. I thought there would be fights over the space, but it turns out many residents prefer the safety of the fairgrounds, even if their walls are curtains. Unlike those people, I value drywall enough to spend my free time contracting melanoma.

      Adele strides down the front steps of the bungalow she claimed and makes her way to us. Unfortunately, she jumped at the chance to live out here. “Have you seen Barry?”

      “Nope,” Mitch says. “Think he’s working.”

      Barry helps when off-duty, as do most people from our Expo Hall. The other benefit of moving out here is that I’ll like my neighbors—with the exception of the woman currently screwing up her nose in displeasure. “I specifically asked for natural cleaners,” Adele says. “I have chemical sensitivities, and I can’t use those commercial brands.”

      “I don’t think they’re going for environmentally friendly,” I say. “They’re going for virus killing.”

      Adele walks beside us, treading on lawns recently trimmed with a found reel mower. “It consistently amazes me that people can be so self-centered.”

      Mitch stops in her tracks, practically gutting me with the panel, and stares at Adele in wonder. “Does it? Does it really amaze you?”

      “Yes.” Adele sniffs. “At least they got some decent organic things at Costco like I’ve been asking since April. Though they’re not local products, which is what I prefer. I’m not sure if you know this, but I only ate—”

      “I think I saw some organic cleaner under the sink in our house,” I say. She’s launching into one of her diatribes, and I am far too hot for that bullshit. “You can have it.”

      “Oh.” Adele adjusts her big sunhat and smiles. “Thank you, Rose.”

      Before she can say more, we start walking. She heads to our four-bedroom house a few doors down. The houses range from older bungalows to older ranch homes. Nothing fancy, but compared to living in a curtained livestock building, they’re palatial.

      Mitch glares in Adele’s direction. “I can’t believe she’s going to live out here.”

      “She knows how to garden. Maybe she’ll be helpful.”

      “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

      “It’s a slim hope, but what do we have if not hope?”

      Mitch snorts as we move along. When we near where Craig screws a panel into place using an electric drill, Tom grabs our load. “Why didn’t you let me do that?”

      “If we let you do everything you say that about, we’d be sitting in the shade drinking lemonade while you do all the work.” I turn to Mitch while I shake out my arms. “Actually, why didn’t we let him do it?”

      “You say that now, when we’re almost done.”

      Courtesy of Tom’s meticulousness, the wooden fence runs in a satisfyingly straight line from the fairgrounds’ chain-link fence to Fifteenth Avenue, where it rounds the corner to end near the west gate. We added our own gate to the outer world at Fourteenth Avenue—the graveled dead-end street in the center of the House Zone—where we parked our pickup along with another two trucks.

      We’d planned to cut gates in the fairgrounds’ fence so residents could easily access the fairgrounds, but there were already two padlocked person-sized entry gates at the dead end. All we needed were bolt cutters for the locks and pruners to clear the overgrown blackberries in the space between fences.

      “There’s just one more panel to bring down,” I say. Before Tom can respond, I flourish a hand. “It’s all yours.”

      He grins, I do the same, and then we smile until my cheeks hurt. Finally, he leaves. I force myself not to watch him walk away. “Oh my God,” Mitch says, “would you two just do it already?”

      “Even I can see it coming,” Craig says.

      I shush them and shoot a glance over my shoulder. Thankfully, Tom is too far to hear. I haven’t told Mitch about my conversation with Tom because she’d never leave me alone, but she can probably sense the change. “Nothing’s going on.”

      “I know,” Mitch says. “That’s the problem.”

      “I just got divorced or,” I flap a hand, “whatever this is. I was with Ethan half my life. I should be on my own for a while to figure myself out and—”

      “You were basically on your own for the past five years,” Mitch says. “Don’t even tell me you want to move to Italy and have multiple orgasms with a hot guy twenty years your junior.” I laugh along with Craig, which only encourages her to continue, “You can have multiple orgasms here, during the zombie apocalypse, with someone our age who also happens to be single, good-looking, and relatively normal. Which, and this is coming from someone who spent far too much time in the over-forty dating pool, is like winning the lottery.”

      She crosses her arms. “Or you can never have sex again and get eaten by zombies. What’ll it be?” I open my mouth, and she adds, “I hope you know there’s only one right answer to this question.”

      I help Craig set a panel between the next posts, my heart stuttering in my chest. “I don’t know how to do this.”

      “No one knows how to do it. You jump in and see what happens.”

      “Coming from the woman who shuts down every man ever.”

      “We can discuss me at a later date. Have I ever steered you wrong?”

      Craig pulls a screw from his back pocket. “You convinced Rose to cut bangs. That was a mess.”

      Mitch punches his arm. “Of course you bring that up. Fine, aside from bangs?”

      “No,” I admit. “But the bangs were terrible. I looked like I’d stapled ramen noodles to my forehead.”

      “I can’t be right all the time, woman. But I am now.”

      “What about Clara and the kids? They might not like it.”

      “Who cares?” Mitch lifts the panel onto the fitting while I hold the other side. “They’ll deal.”

      “What if he’s a bad kisser? Like, the kind who tries to clean your mouth with his tongue?”

      Craig makes a sound of disgust while Mitch laughs. “He’s not, I can tell,” she says. “Try another argument.”

      I think for a moment. “Gravity.”

      “Gravity? What the hell kind of argument is that?”

      I gesture to myself with my free hand. “Forty-two years of gravity, including nursing two kids. And a serious lack of collagen.”

      “Oh my God, you mean you’re a real human with a body that isn’t airbrushed?”

      I’m so hot that my blush barely registers, though my eyes sting from more than sweat. “You used to flip out when fifty-year-olds on your dating sites only wanted women fifteen years younger. When your ex-husband is sleeping with a twenty-eight-year-old, it’s a little hard not to compare.”

      Craig finishes with the screw. I turn away, feeling stupid and wishing I’d kept that to myself. It’s easy to tell people to accept themselves as they are; it’s the doing that’s hard. Up the block, Tom has been stopped by Adele, who yaps away with arms crossed at her chest. He looks over his shoulder, clear body language for I need to be somewhere else, but she continues with her tirade.

      Mitch circles around and squeezes my waist. “Fine, I get it. But I think you’re gorgeous even with gravity.”

      “Me, too,” Craig says.

      “You know that means next to nothing coming from best friends, right?” I ask.

      “Shut up.” Mitch smacks my arm. “We’re totally unbiased.”

      “What if I freak out?”

      “Freak out how?”

      “Like, I get so nervous I start drooling or something. Or start laughing like a lunatic.”

      “Shit, she’s starting the panic spiral,” Mitch says to Craig, who responds with, “Oh, shit.” She puts her hands on my shoulders. “Are you starting the panic spiral?”

      The panic spiral is when anxiety spins out of control, snowballing until it’s far more excessive than the situation warrants. Anything can trigger it, from a car ride on icy roads to an eighth-grade presentation. I cringe, imagining myself lying on the floor laugh-crying while a perplexed Tom looks on from above. “I don’t know. You know it just happens. And the more I dread it happening, the more likely it will.”

      “It won’t,” Craig says. “Don’t worry.”

      “It won’t,” Mitch agrees. “But if it does, Tom already knows you’re crazy. Plus, you’ve gotten the poop thing out of the way. You’re halfway to a serious relationship already.”

      I laugh, burying all thoughts of a panic spiral. It can’t happen. I won’t let it. “You have a point.”

      “There’s a poop thing?” Craig asks. “What poop thing?”

      “Where you pretend you don’t poop or fart at first,” Mitch says. “It sucks.”

      “Why? Everyone has to poop.”

      Mitch releases a lengthy sigh. “Sometimes I forget you’re such a freak. It’s perfectly normal. You have to break the poop barrier, and Rose already got it out of the way. She hasn’t farted in front of him, as far as I know, but you usually wait longer for that.”

      I shake my head. “Definitely not doing that anytime soon.”

      “Of course not. You should probably have sex first.”

      “Not doing that, either,” I say, to which Mitch makes a face.

      “And I’m the freak,” Craig mutters. “Right.”

      Mitch pats his arm. “Craig, you want someone to look at you and think sex, not poop. Sex and poop don’t go together.”

      “Thanks, Mitch. I’m asexual, not an idiot.”

      “Well, sex and poop usually don’t go together.” Mitch looks thoughtful before she shudders. “There was that one guy I dated. Needless to say, there was not a fourth date.”

      Craig and I crack up. “Where did you find these people?” I ask.

      “Dating websites!” she screeches. “This is what I’m saying. When you find a normal one, you hang the fuck on to them.”

      I shush her when Tom finally escapes Adele’s clutches. By the time he arrives, the panel is done. “Does anyone mind if I work in the garden?” I ask.

      “Go ahead,” Tom says. “Craig and I will get the last one.”

      Mitch follows me up the block to our house—a beige two-story set on the corner of Fourteenth. Though we don’t live in it yet, I found seeds to sow in the raised beds out back. I grab the seed packets and read the instructions with my new reading glasses. The broccoli, lettuce, and spinach should grow okay, depending on the weather, but it’s far too late to start something like tomatoes. I add radishes to my haul and set them by the beds.

      Mitch drags a chair to sit in the nearby shade of a small oak tree. “I’ll help from here.”

      “You’re the best.”

      “Aren’t I?”

      Before I can don the gardening gloves of the previous homeowner, a woman’s voice calls from inside the house, “Hello?”

      “In back,” I say.

      Stephanie walks through the sliding glass doors carrying two bags. She wears civilian clothes rather than the uniform Boone’s people always wore, and though her ponytail is the same, any air of self-assurance seems to have fled along with Boone. “Barry said you guys might want dinner before it’s cold.”

      “That was nice,” I say. “Thanks for bringing it.”

      “No problem.” She sets the bags on the outdoor table, shoulders slumping. “No one trusts me to do anything else.”

      I don’t know her well enough to have an educated opinion, but the fact that she stayed silent about Boone doesn’t sit well. She should have gone to Barry, to someone. If she had, Harris wouldn’t be dead—and Boone would be.

      I try for an encouraging expression. “I’m sure they will eventually.”

      “Yeah. Well, I should get back.”

      I point to the side gate. “You can get to the street that way. Thanks for bringing the food.”

      She heads out while I busy myself sowing broccoli seeds. Mitch humphs in her chair. “What?” I ask.

      “I don’t trust her.”

      “You don’t trust anyone,” I say.

      “And you trust everyone.”

      “I do not trust everyone. I’m skeptical, but I give people the benefit of the doubt. I refuse to walk around thinking half the world is evil. You worked with corporations, which were ninety-nine percent evil, and it skewed your worldview.”

      Mitch leans her head against the back of her Adirondack chair, eyes closed. “True. Those fuckers were always trying to get one over on someone.”

      “That doesn’t mean I trust Stephanie. Though I will say she wasn’t an asshole the way Boone’s other people were. I’m reserving judgment for now, but you’ll notice I didn’t ask her to stay for dinner.”

      “You would’ve, too.” Mitch cracks an eyelid. “For someone who doesn’t like being around new people, you constantly invite them over. ‘Come to our hall, come hang out.’ It never ends.”

      “They’re lonely. You’d invite them, too.” Mitch humphs again, and I humph in return. “You know you would. Stop being an ass.”

      “Can’t,” she says.

      “I know, but I’m never going to stop asking.”

      Mitch snickers. I dig in the bed, whose soil became a lovely dark brown after I spent much of yesterday weeding. I’ve planted a few rows by the time everyone appears on the covered deck.

      “It’s done, and it’s secure,” Pop announces. “I don’t know about you, Rosie, but I think we’re fine to live out here without a double fence. We’ve got the cars down the way. It’s no different from back at the house. Safer, I’d say.”

      Pop wouldn’t take chances when it comes to me or the kids, but I’ll have to walk the fence line before I’ll even consider it. I peel off my gloves, ignoring the hopeful glance between Holly and Jesse. “Let me think about it.” When the kids groan, I add, “Really think about it, okay? Believe me, I would much rather live here. Barry sent us dinner, so why don’t we eat outside?”

      Nora and Holly grab dishes while the others unpack the food: rice with lentils in tomato sauce from Costco. While it’s not what most people might choose for dinner on a hot summer’s day, it was tasty before the world ended. Gabrielle made it for us instead of tuna salad, which was on the menu, the same way she sends us cold beverages and yummy snacks during the hot workday. She and Alan plan to take a house, and though they have five kids to mind at any given moment, they chip in as much as anyone.

      We eat at the table on the shady deck. Inside the fairgrounds, people bump the back of your chair as they pass, dishes clatter, and any peace is hijacked by the noises that come from living with five hundred people. I didn’t realize how distracting it is until now, when it’s just our quiet voices and the gentle clink of tableware.

      I sip my water. Nora filled our glasses from the Big Berkey filter on the kitchen counter. It’s said to filter everything, including viruses, but we still treat the water with bleach first. When we live out here with our own stove, I’ll be able to boil as much water as I want. If I mention this, I’ll never hear the end of it, but it’s a definite selling point.

      The gate latch clunks, and Lance and Gabe appear. “Dude, the fence looks awesome,” the latter says. “We were coming to help finish, but it looks like it’s done?”

      “Done,” Craig says. “Are you guys hungry?”

      “We ate, thanks,” Lance says. They sit on the porch swing, where Gabe pushes his toes into the ground and sends them rocking like little kids, complete with a whee noise. “When can we start on the next fence?”

      “We might move before then,” Jesse says, raising his eyebrows in my direction. “Depending.”

      “On what?”

      “Depending on how overprotective his mother is,” I say. “Can you people give me one night to come to terms with the idea before you start in on me?”

      The rest of the table laughs. “Cool,” Gabe says. “As long as Mom agrees.”

      “Dad said he might want a house out here,” Holly says.

      My heart sinks. In addition to privacy and quiet, the House Zone was my escape from Ethan. “There’s probably one he can use,” I say, sure to keep my voice level. Far, far away from me, I don’t add. “As long as Barry hasn’t promised them all to people who volunteered.”

      “He would’ve helped, but he’s always on call. Why shouldn’t he get one?”

      After a few peaceful weeks, the old tension is easing back in. I take a deep breath, and Jesse says, “Mom’s not in charge. Why are you asking her?”

      “I’m not.” Holly shrugs and looks away. “I was just saying.”

      “I’ll do the dishes if you bring your plates in.” I stand with my plate, collect a few more, and head for the kitchen. There’s no sanitizing station yet, but I’ll leave the washed dishes out and make one tomorrow. As I’m finishing up, Gabe enters and lingers by the counter. “Hey,” I say. “Do you need something?”

      Gabe throws his long locks behind his shoulders. “I wanted to say that I did the same thing to my mom. After my dad took off. He got re-married and basically, like, started a new family. He didn’t want to see me. But I was a total shit to my mom, like it was her fault.”

      “I guess you stopped at some point?”

      “Yeah. She told me later that I could rage against her because deep down I knew she’d never leave and that she was strong enough to take it. She was the safe parent, like you.”

      Holly works tirelessly to ensure Ethan’s happiness out of fear he’ll relapse, and though my happiness appears to take a backseat, maybe it’s because she knows she doesn’t have to worry about me. The idea isn’t much consolation in some ways; in others it’s confirmation of everything I want to be as a mother. “Thanks, Gabe.”

      “Sure.”

      “Did you show Lance your pictures? You can use my charger whenever you want.”

      “I charge it in the Pavilion every night now. Wanna see them?”

      He pulls his phone from the side pocket of his cargo pants and scrolls past pictures of trees and mountains—what I assume is the Pacific Crest Trail—then past a party with friends, ending on a picture of a pretty woman around my age, with light brown skin and beautiful curly dark hair. Colorful beaded necklaces drape across her bright blouse, but it’s her smile that lights up the screen. “My mom.”

      “She’s gorgeous. I can see how kind she is, if that makes sense.”

      He nods. “You’d like each other. She curses all the time, too.”

      I laugh and put my arm around his shoulders. “I’m glad I’m not the only one.”

      Lance pokes his head inside. “We’re going to the Pavilion, Gabe. Oh, sorry. I didn’t know you were talking.”

      “I was borrowing your boyfriend for a minute. He’s the best, you know.” Lance nods bashfully, and I release Gabe with a squeeze. “Duty calls. Who’s going to party if you all don’t?”

      Gabe laughs, grabbing Lance’s hand on their way through the door. Out on the deck, people gather their bags, but I don’t want to return to the land of concrete when I could be out here with grass and trees. “Do you think it would be okay if I planted some more?” I ask after the kids leave. “Anyone want to stay a little longer?”

      “I have guard in a while,” Mitch says. “So does Craig.”

      “Daddy?”

      “I promised Lily I’d help her rearrange her room.” Pop holds up a hand, eyes closed. “Don’t say a word about it, baby doll.”

      “I’ll stay,” Tom says. “You can inspect the fence. I know you’re dying to.”

      “The thought never crossed my mind.” Everyone laughs at my blatant lie, and I shoo them away. “Jerks. Get out of here already.”

      “Don’t wait up,” Mitch says. “You’ll have the room to yourself until the wee hours of the morning.”

      She shoots me a lascivious wink on her way out.
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      Because stupid Mitch put ideas in my head, I can barely look at Tom before I move to the raised beds. No matter how badly I may want something to happen with him in theory, I’m relieved that, in reality, it’s been pushed into the future. I’ve worked myself into a tizzy, to the point where I’m afraid I’ll end up on the floor if he tries anything. The only things that stave off a panic spiral are time, a whole lot of alcohol, or both.

      I pick up the broccoli seed packet, squinting to read the directions and muttering when I can’t. Tom crouches on the other side of the bed. “Why don’t you use your glasses? Since they’re on your head.”

      I touch my head. Sure enough, they are, along with my sunglasses. “Why did no one tell me I have six pairs of glasses on my head?” I ask.

      “Probably because it’s you, so it doesn’t seem that strange.”

      I carefully detangle my sunglasses from my hair. It was washed yesterday, so it’s not the usual frizz bomb it is by day three or four, and I want to keep it that way. I don my glasses and read the fine print. “Half an inch deep and three inches apart. Once they’re seedlings, thin to twelve inches.”

      “Want help?”

      “Sure.” I dump seeds into my hand and pass the packet across the bed. “We’ll do four rows, starting in the middle. I’ll probably kill these the way I do everything, but maybe Mother Nature will take pity on me.”

      “How do you kill everything?”

      I drag the trowel across the bed in two fairly straight lines, then poke my finger into the soil at the end of a row. “It’s a mystery. Or a curse. If there’s a blight, it blights me. If there’s a fungus, it’s among us. There’s overwatering and underwatering and a thousand other things, all of which I’ve done. The next time, I’m careful not to do those and find a new way to screw up.”

      “If there’s anything I’ve found, it’s that there’s always another way to screw up,” Tom says. He dips a finger in the soil, then deposits two seeds.

      “As long as it isn’t broken, there’s usually a way to fix it,” I say. “You’re good at fixing things, with and without duct tape.”

      Tom smiles, and we continue planting with only the sound of tree leaves rustling in the wind. My nerves have quieted, and by the time we move to the next bed, I’m downright peaceful. I turn over soil, exposing a worm, and watch it wriggle deeper until it disappears. “Sorry, Wormy.”

      “You talk to worms,” Tom says.

      “Don’t you?”

      “Sure, all the time. I’m just surprised you do, too.”

      I laugh. He watches me as though I’m some odd but fascinating thing. I’m hardly that intriguing, but he makes me feel like I am. Maybe that’s what every good relationship is—ordinary people who find each other extraordinary.

      When our eyes have held for too long, I return to the seeds. There are two more beds, but between fencing and gardening, my body is tired. I straighten with my hands on my lower back. “That’s enough for today. I have to water, then you can show me the fence.”

      Once the seeds are soaked, we start at the top of the block, inspecting the connections to the chain-link fence. “We screwed into the fasteners and into the posts at an angle,” Tom says, shaking the first panel by its top. It doesn’t budge.

      “I think they call that redundancy,” I say.

      “Exactly.” He pauses and gives me a sidelong glance. “You’re making fun of me, aren’t you?”

      “Only a little. I’m a huge fan of redundancy.”

      He shakes his head, but his cheek crease is visible. We move on to the next panel. “Next step is to put cross braces on all of them. Maybe sink a center post like we did at your house.”

      I jiggle the panel—again, no movement—and we walk to the next. I inspect the screws and give it a kick. Solid as a rock. “Are you going to do this to every panel?” Tom asks.

      “Of course. Otherwise, I’ll lie awake at night thinking about the ones I didn’t check.”

      “Would it help if I said I checked them just before?”

      I shake my head sadly. “Nope. If it makes you feel any better, I don’t even trust myself. I’ll be out here again.”

      Tom gives each panel an extra wiggle once I’ve checked, likely in the hope it will make me less insane—he hasn’t yet realized it’s an impossible goal. By the end of the fence, I’m sure it’s solid. For tonight, at least.

      We head to the house and sit on the deck with our water. “What do you think of living out here?” Tom asks.

      Though we face east, the trees and clouds reflect the salmon color of the setting sun. That we could sit here every night, then sleep in bedrooms with actual walls, seems almost too good to be true. Your definition of luxury changes drastically with deprivation. “I think I can’t wait, but we should wait for those cross braces, just to be sure.”

      “Better safe than sorry.”

      “That’s my life’s motto. I guess we should get back before sundown.”

      Tom doesn’t move. “Or we could sit for a while.”

      “Do you think it’s safe?”

      “You tell me. You just inspected the fence.”

      The thought of night is more worrisome than daytime. However, the gate to the fairgrounds is a half block away, and we’re in a fenced yard. More than that, I feel safe with Tom. “Okay. Let’s stay for a bit.”

      “I stuck something in the fridge yesterday.” Tom heads through the sliding doors into the kitchen, and I hear the fridge open, followed by a crisper drawer. He returns with two cans of hard cider. “Craig said it was your favorite.”

      “You thief!”

      “Hey, we’re practically all Army now, and if the kids can do it, so can we.”

      The cider is dry and fizzy, the way I like it. And cold, which is a rare treat these days. I take a few swallows before I pace myself. “It’s delicious, thank you.”

      Tom examines the can. “It’s pretty good.”

      “I have good taste.”

      “You have weird taste. You probably like black licorice and fruitcake.” At my non-answer, which is an answer in itself, he grins. “No one likes those except grandmas.”

      “What can I say? I’m an old lady at heart.”

      We sit for a minute in silence. Tom taps his fingers on his can. “Do you think Ethan will move out here?”

      I gulp cider at the thought. “I have no idea. Bet you can guess what I’m hoping for, though.”

      “I can. You and Holly seemed better until…just before.”

      “Kids,” I say with a sigh. “You love them so much you’d jump off a cliff for them, but sometimes you want to shove them off one.”

      Tom laughs. “Did you make that up?”

      “Just now. You like?”

      “I do.”

      “Gabe said something earlier, about Holly taking her anger out on me because I’m the safe parent. Maybe she’s afraid Ethan will use if she’s angry with him, but she knows I can take it.”

      “You shouldn’t have to, though.”

      “I know. But it’s partly my own fault. She doesn’t—” I dent my can between my fingers and watch the metal pop back into place. “She doesn’t know how bad it was between us. Ethan was…”

      As I search for words that won’t sound dramatic or self-pitying, Tom shifts in his chair. “Clara told me. Jesse told her at some point.”

      “I’m glad Jess has someone to talk to.” Still, shame unfurls in my chest. I hate the thought of Clara knowing even if I don’t want Jesse carrying it alone. “I wasn’t telling you so you’d feel bad for me or anything. I just…thought you should know. The truth, I mean. I shouldn’t have taken it for days, much less years.” I’m babbling now, but I can’t stop. “We don’t have to discuss it anymore. I didn’t realize you knew. I wouldn’t have—”

      “Red.” Tom’s gentle tone stops my stammering. Dusk has settled over the deck, but his features are visible, and incredibly kind. “Do you know what I thought when you first told me about Ethan the day before we went to your office?”

      We were at my house, on the patio. I remember the rain pattering the roof and this same shame. The next night, Tom and I had our first real conversation in my office, where the authentic Tom made a brief appearance, though it took him a while to resurface. I shake my head in answer to his question, then upend my cider until the can runs dry.

      “I was impressed that this woman who I’d always seen as a flake, who talked endlessly in my corner,” he smiles here, and I stick out my tongue, “had managed to hold her business and family together for years, all by herself.”

      “But I still annoyed you.”

      “You still annoyed me, but I was impressed.”

      I toss my can at him, which he deflects with a flip of his hand. “Thanks,” I say. “Though not for the part where you said I was annoying.”

      “I didn’t say you were annoying. I said you annoyed me.”

      “And you were a complete jerk. So, really, it was you who was annoying.”

      Tom relaxes into his laugh the way he does now. We know each other well enough to tease about our flaws—the true mark of friendship, as far as I’m concerned. He turns to me, still smiling, and I watch the first stars in the sky rather than show how he flusters me. While it’s nice to spend time alone, it brings to mind all the things we could do when we’re alone. Things we’re not doing until we’re ready. And until I lose ten pounds.

      “We should get back,” I say. “I have to run to the bathroom first.”

      I make my way down the hall, where I’m free to inspect myself in a well-lit mirror alone, which rarely happens. I acknowledge it’s a good hair day, and then I leave before I can pick out all the things that aren’t good enough.

      In the kitchen, Tom stands by the stove, staring into space as though deep in thought. He turns, face half-lit by the light of the stove hood. “You didn’t annoy me. You reminded me of what I wished I could be, and I didn’t like it.”

      “You wished you were a realtor with four hundred hobbies and social anxiety?”

      His smile is distracted, and his gaze skips to my mouth. My breath shortens. My stomach bottoms out. I lean against the counter—if I don’t, I will fall to the floor. He moves closer, a foot away. Holy shit, he’s going to kiss me.

      “Shit,” I say. Tom stops in his tracks, and I cover my mouth. “Fuck, I didn’t mean to say that.”

      The only thing keeping me from smashing through the sliding doors and into the night is that fact that he’d think it was due to him rather than my inability to be a normal adult human.

      “Sorry,” he says, voice husky. “I thought—”

      “You weren’t wrong. But then you came at me in the kitchen out of nowhere. What the hell was that?”

      “Should I have warned you?” He sounds amused, though I don’t look because I’m too busy trying to melt into the floor.

      “Yes,” I say. “No? I don’t know. More alcohol would’ve helped.”

      I shrug, fighting off panic spiral while desperately wishing I’d gone back with everyone. This is so much worse than any awkward scenario I dreamed up. So much worse. I’d seriously consider the glass door route, except Ethan would have to patch me up.

      Tom curls his fingers beneath my chin, turning my face to his. The fact that he’s smiling instead of jumping through the glass himself is a miracle. His eyes are warm and hungry all at once, the crease in his cheek a deep crescent moon. “Hey, Red. Fair warning. I’m going to kiss you.”

      I nod, breathless, as he closes the space between us. Our lips touch, a barely-there press of flesh. Our breath intermingles. This is no earthquake—it’s a tornado. Brain whirling, cyclone in my stomach, gale-force wind roaring past my ears. “Still nervous?” he whispers.

      “Scared shitless,” I whisper back.

      Tom’s laugh is a soft rush of breath. “Me, too.”

      Our lips meet again, fully this time. I spend the first minute thinking holy fuck, I’m kissing Tom Jensen, before I force my brain to shut up, and then I focus on his lips, his taste, the heat building between us. He’s a good kisser—gentle yet firm, tongue meeting mine just enough that I want more.

      The butterflies recede, replaced by warmth in my belly. His hand moves to my side, where he’s held me countless times in our lessons. But never like this, with his palm cupping flesh and thumb stroking my breast. I rise onto tiptoes, pull him nearer by his shirt, then reach beneath the cloth to caress hot, solid skin.

      Tom lifts and deposits me on the counter with as little effort as I’ve imagined, and it’s every bit as hot as I thought it would be. I wrap my legs around his hips, and he strains against me, his fingers tangling in my hair. He quickly pulls them free and murmurs, “Sorry.”

      I return his hand to my head—good hair day be damned. He tugs at my curls, drawing my head back, and brings his mouth to my neck, my ear, my lips. Tender, then rough, then tender again. His fingers stroke and tease and play, deliberately avoiding where I most want them so that I grind against him impatiently, aching for relief.

      Tom yanks me closer by my hips, then carries me to the living room and drops to the couch. He pushes a curl from my cheek, skims my lower lip with his thumb. “You okay?”

      I nod. “You?”

      His eyes are deep black ringed with rich brown, and his laugh is easy. “I’m pretty great.”

      I smile. His skin is warm and salty on my lips, his muscles firm and flexing beneath my fingers. I break away to pull his shirt over his head and raise my arms when he does the same. His gaze runs up my torso, over my breasts, and I fight the urge to find my tank top on the floor. But while I catalog every bulge, every wrinkle, every not-so-perfect part, Tom doesn’t seem to be assessing anything but how my hips jolt in response to his touch.

      I wriggle out of my jeans. His pants go next. His hands are everywhere, his mouth as eager as mine. “I have an IUD,” I murmur as he nibbles his way down my neck. “In case you were wondering.”

      “Vasectomy.”

      “Even better.”

      His laugh turns to low groan as I sink onto him. All the fears that I’d forget what to do take a backseat to the pulse in my middle, so that in minutes the heat is a fire and there’s nothing to do but let it blaze. It could be because it’s been a while, or because he’s hot as hell, or because he’s really freaking good at this, but my toes actually curl.

      “Fuck,” I gasp into his neck.

      Tom stills, eyes closed and breathing hard. I run my fingers down his sides, pull at the hands that hold my hips motionless. I wiggle a little, grinning when he sucks in his breath. I wiggle again, and his grip tightens. “Not fair,” I say.

      Tom opens his eyes and crushes my mouth with his. And then we’re on the floor, with my hands above my head and his fingers laced in mine. He moves slowly, steadily, nipping at my lips and neck and shoulders until every inch of me tingles with the impending explosion. I bring my mouth to his ear, urging him on until he quickens his pace, and let go when he finally succumbs.

      We pant in the silence. Just as my stomach begins to knot, Tom raises onto his elbows and kisses me—a long, soft kiss—then draws back to look into my eyes. “Sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “I slid right into home, barely stopped on third.”

      I giggle, both from his joke and the relief he’s made one. “The umpire was waving you in.”

      “The umpire doesn’t wave anyone in.”

      “Then whoever waves people into home waved you in.”

      “The third-base coach.”

      “There’s a coach just for third base?”

      Tom stretches alongside me, propping his head on a hand. He runs the other down my stomach, then circles around a breast so that I shiver. “Why are we discussing baseball?” he asks.

      “What should we discuss? How we just had sex on the living room floor? How thirsty I am, or how I should pee in the next few minutes so that I don’t get a UTI?”

      I curse my mouth, which has a mind of its own tonight. Tom, currently contemplating my navel, laughs. “I can help with the thirsty part.”

      He peels himself off the floor, then pads into the kitchen. I take a moment to admire the view, then scramble to sit up and put on my tank top. Disheveled forty-two-year-old in throes of passion is one thing. Disheveled forty-two-year-old sitting naked on living room carpet is far less entrancing.

      Tom returns with our water bottles and sits beside me on the rug, his back against the couch. “Thanks,” I say, and guzzle water. This is getting weird fast—or I’m getting weird—and I don’t know how to change course.

      He wraps a curl around his finger and uses the end to tickle my shoulder, sending chills up my neck. “You said you should pee?”

      “Right.”

      I set down my water bottle, then rise and yank my tank top to cover my butt. Clearly, I’m going to have to work up to parading naked around Tom. In the bathroom, I wonder what happens next. Had I known this was on tonight’s agenda, I would’ve asked Mitch for advice. Two decades of marriage have left me so far out of the loop that I’m not sure there is a loop.

      I stare at myself in the mirror. Hair insane. Lips puffy. Jaw relaxed, though my eyes are slightly crazed. I take a shaky breath, let it out. “Just act normal,” I whisper to mirror me. She raises an eyebrow; telling oneself to act normal guarantees you’ll fail all attempts at normality.

      Resigning myself to…myself, I head for the living room, where Tom sits on the couch in his boxer briefs. “Hi,” he says, smiling, and pats the cushion beside him.

      I sit sideways to face him, legs folded under my bottom, and contemplate what to say. That was nice? God, no. Thanks for getting it on with me? Definitely not.

      “Everything okay?” Tom asks. I nod and wish I knew what to say. He cups my cheek, thumb stroking my cheekbone, and regards me with a solemn expression. “We just had sex on the living room floor.”

      A laugh bubbles up, and I release my held breath. He’s not freaking out like me, but maybe he doesn’t know what to say, either. “We did. What do we do now? Do we go back to the hall? Do I give you my number?”

      Tom’s eyes glitter. “I’ll definitely call you.”

      “That’s what they all say.”

      He sweeps his fingers from my cheek to my collarbone, then up again. I don’t want him to stop, ever. “Do you want to go back to the hall?” he asks.

      I imagine saying good night to Tom and lying alone in my cot. It sounds terrible. “No, but we probably should.”

      “Why? If anyone really needs us, they’ll come out here eventually.”

      “And find us like this?”

      “I’m willing to chance it. We’ll sleep in a bedroom and wake up early. I’ll set my mental alarm.”

      I poke his bare chest, then run my fingers past his belly button so that his boxer briefs twitch. “I knew you had an internal clock.”

      His eyes crinkle. One side of his mouth rises. I turn my head and catch his finger in my teeth, caressing it with the tip of my tongue, and he groans softly. “Are you trying to kill me?”

      I smile, taking his finger deeper. This time, he rounds all the bases.
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        * * *

      

      I wake in the morning before Tom’s internal alarm. I fell asleep with his hand tucked under my waist and body fitted to mine, but we moved apart in the night, and I’m able to creep from bed without disturbing him. We dressed before going to sleep—being caught would be embarrassing, but being caught naked would be mortifying. Lacking a toothbrush, which I will keep in my pack forevermore, I chew a piece of gum, swig some water, and brush my teeth with my finger while I head for the bathroom.

      My reflection is bonkers, and I’d regret allowing Tom to have his way with my hair except that I regret nothing about last night. At this thought, the happy bubbles in my stomach turn to anxious gurgles. Maybe I don’t regret anything, but Tom might.

      I’d never begrudge him his love for Sheila. I loved Ethan, truly loved him, for most of my adult life. But my loss was a decision. Tom’s wasn’t. If Sheila were here, I’d be yapping at him in a corner while he waited for her to rescue him. Because I’m falling for Tom, I’ve imagined he feels the same, but I can’t expect a great love story. I can’t expect more than this, no matter how much I want it.

      I didn’t feel this way last night, and I try to recall our connection, his kind words, his gentle touch. But in the light of day, it all seems so distant. Delusional, more like, on my part. I should’ve thought this through beforehand—if I had, I’d be prepared instead of standing in a bathroom feeling stupid. I sit on the toilet seat and try to reconcile myself to reality, so that he won’t see my disappointment when he wakes.
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      Rose isn’t in bed. I watch the ceiling, remembering the way she looked at me last night. With warm eyes, her vivid smile, and with so much heat that my body stirs now. When she doesn’t return, I get up to make sure all is well. At the closed bathroom door, I putter around rather than disturb her.

      The eastern sky is lightening. We should get back, though I don’t want to; being alone with Rose is even better than I imagined. Better, and worse. Because it’s become real. That means my feelings have become real, and I don’t want to dwell on some of those feelings. Sheila, for one, though I think she’d understand. She’d like who I’ve become—who I’m becoming.

      I spot a gum wrapper on the counter and nick a piece of Rose’s gum, which is as much for her as for me. No one needs to share their morning breath. It’s nearing ten minutes, and Rose still hasn’t appeared. I rap softly on the bathroom door. “Red? Are you okay?”

      There’s silence, then a quiet, “Yes.”

      I doubt she wants to be grilled on her bathroom habits, but I’m pretty certain that’s not why she’s inside. “What are you doing in there?”

      “Hiding.”

      “From what?”

      “You.”

      I rack my brain for what could’ve upset her, but I come up short. She fell asleep smiling, wrapped in my arms. I know because I watched her until my own eyes closed. “Why? Come out and talk to me.”

      Just when I’ve decided she won’t answer, she whispers, “I’m scared of what you’ll say.”

      I lean against the door, smiling. This is Rose, who’s concocted a horrible scenario in her head when all I want is to kiss her again. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “I don’t know. You’ll say last night sucked.”

      I slide to the floor, back against the door. “You were there. No chance of that in a million years. What else?”

      “You’ll say it was fun, but you don’t want it to happen again.”

      “Wrong. Come out here and I’ll prove it.” A laugh makes its way through the door. But a bigger fear is looming, and I hope I know what to say when it arrives. “What else, Red?”

      “I…I know you were happy. Before. And I know nothing will measure up.” Her voice is so low I can barely hear and resigned in a way that makes me wish I could hold her. “But I won’t expect anything more than this. I understand this is…convenient. It’s okay for you to feel that way.”

      I drop my head against the door. I won’t lie and say I don’t feel guilty, but the chance of a gas tank randomly exploding is better than the chance of me uttering that nonsense. If I’ve learned anything about Rose, it’s that she has a glaring deficiency when it comes to how others see her. How I see her. When I wonder if Ethan had something to do with that, the idea of punching him grows more appealing—and it was pretty damn appealing to begin with.

      “How do you know how I feel?” I ask.

      “Because I’m human. Because it makes sense. It’s fine, and if I made you think it wasn’t, then I’m sorr—”

      “Red,” I cut in, and she quiets while I consider how best to explain. “When Sheila—when she turned, I almost let her bite me. I couldn’t…I didn’t want to live without her and Jeremy. It was only the thought of Clara that kept me from doing it.” My voice has grown hoarse at the memory of those dark moments, at the loss of two people I loved more than myself. “For a while afterward, I wished I had done it. I was scared to go on living, to try to live.”

      My eyes fill, partly for them and partly for the man I was. It seems like a lifetime ago. And it was, if you measure lifetimes by the manner in which you live. In that lifetime, I wouldn’t have opened my heart like this, and it would’ve cost me dearly. I would’ve stacked it atop my other regrets and pretended it was fine.

      Not anymore. Rose trusts me enough to wear her doubts and fears on her sleeve, to show me her whole self, and I won’t take that for granted the way Ethan did. His loss is my gain, and never have I been gladder for one man’s stupidity.

      I turn to the door as though she can see the truth in my expression. “You know what scares me now? That I might have done it. Because if I had, I wouldn’t know you the way I do. This isn’t convenient, Red. It’s messy and complicated, but it’s fucking incredible. And I want it. I want you to expect more because I want it to be more.”

      She doesn’t answer. My pulse thuds in my ears. I’ve laid it all on the line, and that might be more frightening than the swarm of zombies to our west. “Okay?” I ask.

      Footsteps approach. I get to my feet as the door opens. Rose’s hair is a mess, her eyes stream, and she wipes her pink nose with wadded-up toilet paper. Still, she’s beautiful, from her puffy face to her tenderhearted soul. She smiles through her tears and says, “Okay.”
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      When Rose enters the kitchen to leave, she’s wet her hair and twisted the top part into two tiny buns. The curls I didn’t manhandle—Rose’s word, said with amusement—hang down her back. “Cute,” I say, and tweak a bun. “You look like a teddy bear.”

      “Why must you insist I look cute?”

      “Because you do. And you also look sexy. And beautiful. And fucking hot, especially ten minutes ago.”

      Ten minutes ago was better than last night, which is saying something, and I smile when her cheeks blaze at my compliments. They’re the truth, but I doubt she’s had many recently.

      “Stop trying to make me blush,” she says. “It leads to hot flashes.”

      “Sorry.”

      “No, you’re not. And what happened to never saying sorry again?”

      “You’re the one who told me to aim lower. Besides, that was a sorry-not-sorry kind of sorry. Those don’t count.”

      Rose fully surrenders to her belly laugh, head thrown back. I love that laugh. “You can be pretty funny, you know.” She lifts her bag from the counter and smacks my ass while we walk for the sliding doors. “Keep it up, champ.”

      “I’ve done a pretty good job of keeping it up so far,” I say.

      She winks as we exit the yard to the street. “No complaints here, especially ten minutes ago.”

      I keep my laugh low. Breakfast begins at eight, and it’s six-thirty—time for Rose to clock in at her food truck. The sun is up, but the fairgrounds should be quiet, and we plan to make a stealthy entrance since we’ve decided to keep this between us. Or, I should say, between us, Craig, and Mitch. Rose said they’d know the second they saw her face.

      Maybe Clara would be okay with it, but Holly likely wouldn’t be. Between the gossip mill of the fairgrounds and the fact I share a room with Sam, who likes me but might not like me sleeping with his daughter, I’m good with keeping it discreet for now.

      The sidewalk ends at the gate in the chain-link fence. I lift the latch quietly and open it just wide enough to enter. The inner fence is covered, shielding whoever’s on guard inside. At the next gate, Rose sticks her head through and groans. “Shit. Prepare yourself.”

      I follow her into the fairgrounds. Mitch sits in a chair to the side of the gate, a travel mug in her hand and a shit-eating grin on her face. Beside her, Craig gives us an apologetic shrug, though he cough-laughs into his fist.

      “Well, well, well,” Mitch says, drawing out each well with tremendous satisfaction. “Good morning to you two.”

      “Really?” Rose asks. “How long have you been sitting here just to say that?”

      “All night,” Craig answers. “When we got back to the hall and you weren’t in bed, Mitch forced me to take this shift, too.”

      Mitch cackles, and I find myself laughing with Rose and Craig. Mitch is nuts, but she’s obviously pleased, especially after Rose answers her probing look by taking my hand. I haven’t forgotten Mitch’s threat to murder me if I hurt Rose, and I don’t doubt her capable of fulfilling it, either.

      “I’m glad you’ve realized your dream of ambushing me,” Rose says, “but I have to get to work. You can interrogate me later. Also, this is not to be broadcast, so keep your mouths shut.”

      “You suck,” Mitch says. “I almost don’t want to give you your coffee now.”

      “Coffee?” Rose stretches out her hand, fingers wiggling. “This is why I stay friends with you. Gimme.”

      Craig pulls two travel mugs from a bag on the concrete. “It’s why you stay friends with me. I told her we could do this, but we had to give you coffee. Light and sweet.” He hands Rose her cup, then hands the other to me. “Splash of creamer.”

      I thank him, and Rose kisses his cheek. “You’re the absolute best.”

      The coffee’s strong, still hot, and definitely needed after only a few hours of sleep. I’m not tired, though—I feel like I could go on a ten-mile run and fight off zombies with a smile on my face. The only thing getting me down is that I don’t want to let Rose go, not even for a few hours.

      “I really do have to get to work,” Rose says, though she makes no move in that direction. She glances at me sideways, almost shy. “I’ll see you later?”

      “I’ll see you at breakfast,” I say. “Practice after?”

      “After I brush my teeth. That gum didn’t cut it.”

      I grin, and her answering smile lights her eyes. There’s so much in there—playfulness, happiness, the hope of something good. I feel it, too. A small kernel waiting to expand into something different, maybe something wonderful, like the popcorn Rose loves so much.

      “Can’t wait,” I say, ignoring Mitch’s aww sound.

      I squeeze Rose’s hand. She squeezes back before she lets go. Then she flips Mitch the bird and strolls toward the parking lot. “I gave you coffee!” Mitch yells after her. “Coffee!”

      “I gave them coffee,” Craig says. “Stop trying to take the credit.”

      Mitch squints after Rose, then focuses on me. “Tommy, my dear boy. I guess you’ll have to do. Want to tell me about your night?”

      There’s about the same chance of that as there is of me spontaneously bursting into a song and dance number for her entertainment, but I keep my agreeable expression in place. “How much longer are you guys on the gate?”

      Mitch settles on her chair, legs crossed, and rubs her hands together. “Until eight. We have plenty of time to discuss.”

      “Too bad you’re stuck here. Guess you’ll have to try to find me when you’re done.” I leave for our hall at an unhurried pace, lifting my cup in the air. “Thanks for the coffee.”

      “Jerk!” Mitch calls. Craig’s laugh almost drowns it out.
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      I pull my jacket away from my sweaty back. It’s hot as fuck outside. It’s hot as fuck inside, for that matter, unless you’re in the air-conditioned Events Center. We don’t have much humidity in Oregon summers, but a hundred degrees is still hot, especially when you’re standing in the sun. When you’re inside the fence, you wear what you want depending on the weather, but outside the fence—where I currently stand—full-coverage zombie-proof clothing is mandatory.

      I don’t sunburn like Holly, but my scalp is on fire. I lean to the opposite side of the pickup bed, yank Jesse’s cap off his head, and place it on mine. “Thanks.”

      “You could ask,” he says, running his fingers through his hair, which has flattened to his head with sweat. “I might give it to you.”

      “But you might not,” I say. “I didn’t want to take the chance.”

      Jesse grumbles the way he has our whole shift. He hates the heat with a passion and barely wears a coat all year, which you can get away with in the valley as long as it isn’t during one of our icy cold snaps. Though I’d rather not be sweating my ass off, I love summer and sunshine.

      “Where are they?” he asks, glancing at his watch.

      As if on cue, the northwest gate opens, and Rose and Dad step out. They’re covered from head to toe as required when you exit, even if it’s only to deliver water so your kids don’t die of heatstroke. When they reach our truck, Rose rests her arms on the tailgate. “Today is like one long, horrible hot flash.”

      “Tell us something we don’t know,” Jesse mutters.

      Rose makes a pouty face. “Uh-oh. Is someone a grumpy-wumpy?”

      “Really, Mom?”

      She grins and pulls a water bottle from the bag Dad carries, then hands it to me. “Cold water with real ice. I stuck the bottles in the freezer for a while, too. Where are Holly and Nora?”

      “They’re walking the fence.” I gulp some deliciously cold water and press the chilled metal to my neck. “Thank you.”

      Rose retrieves another bottle. She spins away, surveying the street while she fiddles with it, then passes it to Jesse. “It wasn’t closed right. Here you go.” He grunts and guzzles half of it without taking a breath or thanking her, which is proof of how grumpy he is. Rose rolls her eyes at me. “Be careful.”

      “We will,” I say. Jesse grunts again.

      Dad and Rose begin to walk toward the gate. She turns back. “Oh, Jess, I have something to tell you. Lean down for a sec?”

      He leans over with a melodramatic huff. She grabs him by his coat and shoves a few ice cubes down the front of his shirt. Jesse leaps to his feet and jumps around until the ice hits the truck bed. “What the fuck, Mom?” Rose cracks up along with Dad and me. Jesse shakes his head. “Prepare for payback.”

      “Prepare for payback,” Rose mimics like a toddler.

      “How are you even a mother?” he asks, though he’s trying not to smile. “This is what happens when you have kids too young.”

      Rose covers her mouth to muffle her laughter. “Then you’d better not knock anyone up, baby boy, or you’ll end up like me. See you later.”

      “Careful, Clare-Bear,” Dad says.

      I nod as they walk away, then say to Jesse, “I really love your mom.”

      “That’s because she didn’t put ice down your shirt.”

      While they wait for the gate to open, Dad places a hand on Rose’s waist, glancing around as though ready to fight off an oncoming horde to protect her. Then he drops his hand like he’s been electrocuted, and Rose practically leaps to put more distance between them.

      I pretend not to see behind my sunglasses, but I can’t help smiling once they’ve disappeared inside. I’ve got to hand it to Dad—he’s getting more action than I am. All the time they’ve spent going over the fence again, just to be sure takes on a whole new meaning. “Guess what? It’s about your mom.”

      “Is it that she’s annoying?” Jesse asks around a mouthful of ice cubes.

      “Nope. I’m pretty sure your mom and my dad are doing it.”

      “Doing what?”

      I stare at him until he stops chewing ice. “No,” he says. “For real?”

      “Yup. They’re knockin’ boots. Playing hide the salami. My dad is giving your mom the hot beef inject—”

      “Stop. Do I want to know how you know this or will I need to scrub my brain?”

      “I can tell. The sexual tension has been replaced by we’re-gonna-have-sex-again tension.”

      “Just when you thought things couldn’t get any weirder.” Jesse shields his eyes and smirks. “Does this make us step-siblings?”

      “Ew, no.” I shush him as Holly and Nora near. I don’t think Holly would be pleased, though I feel like a shitty friend for keeping it from her along with everything else. I change the subject and ask Jesse, “Why were you so grouchy?”

      “I don’t know if you noticed, Clary, but it’s a thousand degrees out here.”

      “Sounds like someone needs more ice.”

      “Ice?” Nora asks. “I want ice.”

      “Rose brought us ice water.” I push the bag toward them with my foot. “What took you so long? Were you making out or something?”

      “Making out would be dereliction of duty. You know my nerdy girlfriend better than that.” Nora laughs when Holly whacks her with her spike handle. “She thought she heard something outside the gate, so we were listening.”

      “I did hear something,” Holly says. “It sounded like voices.”

      My hand drops to my gun. Jesse, who’s been leaning half-wilted against the truck, straightens immediately. “Where?”

      “Past the gate, to the north. But I couldn’t tell if I was hearing things.” She unscrews her water and takes a long drink. “Whatever it was, it stopped.”

      Though we’re surrounded by the car barrier, the past few weeks have been spent erecting fencing at every intersection along the avenue. It’s better protection from zombies and makes any attacks by people harder. You’d think Boone and his jerkoffs would have moved on by now, but no one’s taking any chances.

      “I called it in just in case,” Nora says.

      She sets our radio in the bed, then hops up with Holly. There aren’t enough radios to go around, and the patrollers carry it in case they need to call for assistance. If something dire arose that we couldn’t see with our own eyes, the guards behind the northwest gate would alert Jesse and me immediately.

      Thirty minutes pass with us barely speaking or moving. The less you move, the cooler you feel, though cold seems like a distant memory. Sweat coats my legs, and every time I shift position my jeans cling to my skin. Droplets run down Holly’s cheek. She wears a hat, but her face is pink like she’s roasting alive.

      Jesse is practically panting. I wave his hat in his direction. “Wear it,” he says.

      “But you’re dying.”

      “That hat isn’t going to save me.” He picks up his old bottle of water, dumps it over his head, and shakes off like a dog. When he’s done spattering us, he wipes his forehead. “That’s better.”

      “That would’ve been gross if it didn’t feel good,” Nora says, eyes half-closed. Sweat has soaked through her shirt and coat. “I think I’m actually dying.”

      Holly runs her hand down Nora’s back. “Does that feel good?” She moves to Nora’s damp butt, which she rubs in circles. “How about that? Is that helping?”

      “If I could move, I’d kill you,” Nora mutters.

      I laugh as Holly dissolves into giggles. She and Jesse have done this since they were kids. The grosser and sweatier they are, the more they rub it in. Literally.

      “Time to check the fence,” Holly says. I pick up my hammer. Though Jesse is supposed to come, Holly pulls her spike and grabs the radio. “I’ll go with Clara, unless you want to.”

      “I can’t decide which is worse,” Jesse says. “Staying here in the sun or expending the energy to walk to where I might get three minutes of shade.”

      “They both suck,” Nora says. “But at least this is the last trip. Be careful, babe.”

      “Of course I will.” Holly jumps to the ground and waits for me. “Would you expect anything less from your nerdy girlfriend?”

      Nora’s smile is ridiculously doting, and Holly bats her eyelashes in jest. I’ve seen her as the other half of a couple exactly once, during a three-month relationship, and she was nowhere near this affectionate. If it’s not love, then it’s serious like.

      Holly and I walk the sidewalk toward 13-West, which stretches from the corner of the fairgrounds’ fence to the house across the street. The houses on the avenue act as barriers between intersections. Every backyard fence has been repaired, and part of our job is to make sure they’re still intact. We walk up the driveway of the closest—a green two-story house—to double check the doors are closed and the fence behind the carport is solid. Once satisfied, we move back to the sidewalk.

      “I was talking to Brenna earlier, and I—” Holly stops and stares at me. “Geez, what’s that face about?”

      “What face?” I ask.

      “You really don’t know the face you had on? Like this.” She curls her lip and flattens her eyebrows before resuming a normal expression. “Do you hate Brenna or something?”

      “How could anyone hate Brenna?” I ask. “It’s just hot, that’s all.”

      We walk the sidewalk toward the next house. I keep my face neutral; Holly can read me like a book. “Okay,” she says. “But if you need me to Best Friend Hate Brenna, I can.”

      We came up with Best Friend Hate in eighth grade, which is where you hate the person your best friend doesn’t like, no questions asked. “Like I said, no one hates Brenna. I practically want to marry her.”

      “Not me. She’s really nice, but she almost never jokes around. It’s like, make a joke once in a while, woman. Have you noticed that?”

      “No,” I say. “But you’re right.” That has to be a point in my favor. The Winter family is nice—super nice—but they also make fun of themselves and everyone else they consider family. Brenna would be eaten alive.

      We check behind the front privacy fence of a small blue house, then the back fence. Everything looks good, and we return to the sidewalk.

      “I think she likes Jess,” Holly says. She swings her spike while my heart tap dances in my chest. “But I don’t think he likes her back. I mentioned her, and he said—” She stops, head cocked. Moans come from three houses down, on the other side of 13-West. “Sounds like one’s at the gate.”

      We bypass the final houses, heading straight for the noise. And while I should be concerned about the gate, all I can think is that I might lose my shit if I don’t hear what Jesse said about Brenna. I want to scream For the love of God, what did he say? but that would definitely not be playing it cool.

      A soft clanging comes from the gate, as though someone’s bumping against the metal. Zombies sometimes get stuck in a loop, like repeatedly trying to get through a closed door or walking in a circle. They can go for days, maybe even weeks, doing the same thing, and while it may be evidence of their stupidity, that quality also makes them dangerous.

      Sure enough, boots are visible in the gap beneath the gate. The metal vibrates slightly with every bonk. It would take way more than a single zombie to do any damage, but we finish off all lingering Lexers before they attract more. There’s a viewing platform off to the side, but I motion to the ladder by the fence. Holly moves it near the noise, and I climb until I can see over the corrugated metal. A zombie man rocks from foot to foot, his shoulder brushing the gate every time he leans this way. I swing my hammer and hear the deep clunk of his skull splitting. He drops to the ground, brain oozing onto asphalt.

      “Got him?” Holly asks.

      “Yeah, I—” I stop at what might be a distant shout. Short, like a yelp. “Did you hear that?”

      Holly nods, head tilted. The shout doesn’t come again, but the sound of shoes scuffing on concrete does. When a pack of eight zombies rounds the corner, I stare in surprise. They shouldn’t come from a side street, not with the car barriers, and especially not since the spaces between vehicles were closed up. They’re basically tanks with all the metal bolted to their sides.

      “What’s happening?” Holly asks.

      “Eight more coming.”

      “I’ll call it in and grab the other ladder. You’re okay for a minute?”

      I nod. Groups larger than five must be called in, though the two of us can finish these off from above no problem. I swing at the first who enters hammer range—a young guy with matted hair and a pot leaf emblazoned t-shirt—then ready myself for a woman with one rotted arm. I freeze, hammer lifted, as over thirty more Lexers stagger into the intersection.

      “Hols, you might want to call—”

      “Shit, Clara!” Holly yells.

      I spin to see seven zombies on our side of the fence, closing in on the asphalt below. The first will arrive in three seconds, which is about thirty seconds faster than help will come. Holly guards the bottom of my ladder until I hit the ground, then she moves forward to plunge her spike into the eye of a growling woman. I swing my hammer into an old man’s ear and bludgeon the forehead of a teenage girl, while Holly circles a tall, thin man. She kicks the back of his knee so that he crashes to the ground, and I slam my hammer spike into the nape of his neck.

      The remaining three approach. Holly backs up so we stand shoulder to shoulder. And while our guns would come in handy at such close quarters, they’ll draw every nearby zombie to the gate. “We’ve got them,” she says.

      I was sweaty before; I’m drenched now. But she’s right—we’ve got them. Holly darts forward, veering left so that the closest follows, and then slams her spike under its chin. I wham the skull of a lady in a dress and pearls and then swing for the final one, but Holly already has her spike in its eyeball.

      Holly straightens, panting as hard as I am. “What the hell—”

      Jesse and Nora arrive with a squeal of truck tires. Nora is in the bed, rifle resting on the cab roof, and she jumps to the street before the pickup stops. “Are you okay?”

      “What the fuck?” Jesse asks, feet on the ground seconds later. He spins slowly, gun in hand. “Where’d they come from?” Moans from the other side of the rattling gate drown out Holly’s words, but her shrug is answer enough.

      “I’m calling it in,” Nora says. She takes the radio from Holly and walks toward the corner house, speaking into the handset, then motions for us to follow her up the driveway. Beside the garage, a fence panel lays in the dirt. The overgrown weeds in the backyard are flattened, and another panel to the neighboring yard is also on the ground.

      A single zombie wanders the yard. Jesse strides that way and buries his knife in its head. We check cautiously—where there’s one, there could be more—but the yard is empty. However, the trampled grass and the house’s open back door are clear signs of fuckery. Nora shuts the door, lips thinning. “This wasn’t an accident. Lexers don’t open doors. Besides, we made sure every door was closed.”

      Jesse reaches for the doorknob. “I’ll check out there.”

      “No, you won’t,” Holly says, pulling him back by his coat.

      “Someone tried to kill you two,” he growls.

      “Mom will kill you if you go, and so will I. Do you see Nora running out there? No, because she knows it would be incredibly stupid.”

      Judging by Nora’s death grip on her pistol and the fire in her eyes, she’s about ready to jump on the stupid train. At Holly’s pointed look, she takes a breath. “Holly’s right. Let’s wait for the others.”

      Holly tugs Jesse’s coat, and he acquiesces. “Fine. But why are you the only one who gets to do stupid shit with doors?” he asks.

      Holly laughs while we walk toward the avenue. We’re barely in the next yard when Carver appears with Joy. “What happened?” he says.

      His mouth flattens as we explain. If he could shoot death ray beams from his eyes, we’d be vaporized, though his anger isn’t directed at us. When we finish, Carver turns to Joy. “Boone. Maybe seeing what he could get away with.”

      “Why do the job when you could have the Lexers do it for you?” Joy asks, though it’s more of a statement. “It’s possible it was a distraction.”

      “Barry’s checking all the gates.” Carver zeroes in on Holly and me, his dark eyes softening. “I’m glad you’re all right. You handled the situation perfectly.”

      Out on the avenue, two soldiers stand in the truck bed and spear the Lexers over 13-West. Once finished, they’ll drag the bodies away as well as hose down the concrete. Based on the orders Carver barks out, in person and via radio, it seems everyone will be fortifying everything for the next few days.

      At Carver’s request, we run through what happened again, this time emphasizing the earlier voices and the shout just before Lexers rounded the corner. Jesse returns with news that the house with the open back door shows signs of a struggle out front and a storm door almost wrenched off its hinges. Carver stands with his arms crossed, deep in thought, then points to the gate. “That first Lexer might’ve been to distract you, but I bet the ones after were supposed to come through the yard. Good thing they went the other way.”

      I stare at the blue house, heart racing. If thirty zombies had surprised us the way those seven did, we would’ve been in major trouble. Maybe dead. And yet this is just another day, another near-death experience, with the promise of more to come.

      Jesse sets a hand on my shoulder. “Clary, are you okay? Hols, I think she’s in shock.”

      “I’m in shock that those motherfuckers tried to kill us,” I say. “What the fuck?”

      Holly smiles, though she’s pale, and when her hand squeezes mine, it’s cold despite the heat. I hold on tight. She doesn’t let go, either.

      Barry strides up to our group. “No major issues on any other gate. But we did find a few spots where it looks like someone tried to weaken a fence.”

      “Goddamn that son of a bitch,” Carver says. Death ray eyes are back. “We’re going to find them. If they want a fight, they’ll get one.”

      Barry nods, then fixes on Holly and me with fatherly concern, the way he does with all the younger soldiers. “Why don’t you head inside?” he asks. “Jesse and Nora, too. It’s shift change anyway. Rose is waiting for you at the gate.”

      It’s a miracle she isn’t out here, though once we’re through the gate, Rose descends on us with forceful hugs. “I made a treat and was going to wait until after dinner, but I think you all need it now. It’s at the house.”

      There’s no freak-out, no announcement that we’re never leaving the fairgrounds again, which is strange. We follow Rose and Dad through the gate to the House Zone. Once we’re seated on the deck in the shade, Holly asks, “Mom, are you okay? Are you in denial or something?”

      “Or about to blow,” Jesse adds.

      Rose stops at the sliding glass doors with a strained smile. “I had a speech prepared, in which I demanded you never leave my sight again. You know how I roll.” Jesse and Holly snicker. “But Tom talked me out of it. He said you were more than competent, and that you can handle yourselves.”

      “Does this mean I can go with Carver to hunt for Boone?” Jesse asks.

      Rose sucks her teeth. “Have you lost your mind, boy child? This means that instead of having to wear leashes from now on, you can still guard the gates. But, please, please be careful.” She heads into the kitchen, calling, “And thank Tom, because without him you’d be getting fitted for collars.”

      “Thanks, Tom,” Holly says, and Jesse adds, “Thanks. Maybe you can get her to let me go with Carver?”

      “I don’t want you out there, either.” Dad laughs when Jesse groans, then clasps his shoulder. “I’ll see what I can do. You guys relax, I’ll help Rose in the kitchen.”

      My coat is off, and though hot, I’m no longer dying of heatstroke. I lean back in my chair and close my eyes. Zombies coming at you is bad enough. When they’ve been sent by someone who wants you dead, it’s even worse. Maybe Boone didn’t specifically want me dead, but it feels pretty fucking personal.

      I jump when Jesse touches my arm. “Sorry,” he says. “Are you all right?”

      “Why would you try to kill someone who didn’t do anything to you?” I ask. “Just go live your life somewhere else, you know?”

      “We have food, water, and power,” Nora says. “That’s why.”

      “Then they should’ve stayed here and not killed people,” Holly says, color rising in her cheeks. “Why can’t people share? Why do they have to take everything?”

      Rose appears with six bowls on a tray. “I think most people are good, but maybe some are born with a…darkness inside them. Maybe others choose it. Or maybe some people just really fucking suck.”

      We laugh. She sets the tray on the table, then hands us each a bowl and spoon. “I’m trying out this ice cream recipe. Carver said we could make enough for everyone as a special treat. We have a pallet of evaporated milk that’s expired but still good, and we want to use it while we can.”

      The bowl holds two scoops of what looks to be vanilla ice cream, though it’s yellower than normal. I take a tentative bite. There’s the canned taste I’ve grown accustomed to—though not enough to like it—but it’s cool and sweet and creamy. And since it’s the closest thing I’m getting to ice cream, it’s amazing. I let it melt on my tongue, feeling ten degrees cooler.

      “You’re not getting any,” Rose says in response to Willa’s begging face. She eats a spoonful, gazing into the trees at the back of the yard. “Tin-canny, but okay for what it is. God, I’d kill for fresh dairy products.”

      Dad sets down his empty bowl. “I think it’s great. Are you going to make chocolate, too?”

      “Yuck,” Rose says. “I hate chocolate ice cream.”

      “Who hates chocolate ice cream? It’s delicious.”

      “If by delicious you mean a terrible facsimile of actual chocolate and the ruin of what could've been tasty vanilla ice cream, then I totally agree.” Rose points her spoon at him. “And don’t get me started on rocky road. Marshmallows in chocolate ice cream? That’s the work of a monster.”

      Dad regards her with good-humored disapproval. “There’s something very wrong with you.”

      Rose laughs around her spoon. “Never said there wasn’t.”

      When most of us have finished, the back gate swings open, and Ethan rushes into the yard. With his blue button down, floppy blond hair, and troubled expression, he could play the part of Concerned Dad in a movie. He moves to Holly, who stands to hug him. “I just heard. You okay, sweetheart?”

      “I’m fine.” She smiles up at him, and Ethan squeezes Jesse’s shoulder. “How about you, kiddo?”

      “Fine,” Jesse says. “Holly’s the one who almost got eaten.”

      Ethan pulls Holly to his side. “They think it was Boone? I almost lost it when I heard.”

      “Sorry, we should’ve come to tell you we were okay,” Holly says.

      “It’s all right.” Ethan smiles at Holly, though his annoyed glance at Rose makes it clear where he lays the blame. Rose is occupying herself with her bowl, but it doesn’t escape Dad, whose eyes narrow. “Is that ice cream?”

      “Do you want some? Is there more, Mom?”

      Rose nods. “You’re welcome to a bowl. I was testing the recipe.”

      “I have to get back to the infirmary. I just wanted to check in.” Ethan kisses the top of Holly’s head. “Oh, Eva and I got a house down the block along with a few other people. We’ll be neighbors.”

      Rose’s final bite of ice cream stills on its way to her mouth. She rests her uneaten spoonful in the bowl and sets it on the deck for Willa, then collects our empty dishes and leaves for the kitchen. Ethan’s eyes flick that way. His jaw flexes, and his smile wavers though it doesn’t fall. You could cut the tension with a knife. Thank God my parents got along, even if Dad and I didn’t.

      “Cool!” Holly says with overdone enthusiasm. It actually hurts to see her trying so hard to make everything okay. “Which house?”

      “The little green one. It’s only two bedrooms and tiny, but it’s better than the infirmary. Is the bracing done on the fences?”

      “Almost,” Dad says. “But after today, who knows if they’ll have us out here anytime soon.”

      “True. Let me know if there’s anything I can help with.”

      “Will do.” Dad gets to his feet. Though his expression is mild, simply standing makes him imposing enough. He retrieves the bowl Willa’s licked clean. “I should help with cleanup.”

      Once he’s gone, Ethan turns to Holly and Jesse. “I’ll see you for dinner tonight?”

      “Of course,” Holly says.

      Jesse nods, hands fisted on his thighs. It was shitty for Ethan to bring up Eva in front of Rose. Maybe it was intentional: a little jab to remind her he’s moved on. If I had any lingering resentment over Dad and Rose, it’s gone. I want them to rub it in Ethan’s face.

      “Eva’s making something special. We’ll eat like kings, in air conditioning. Clara and Nora, you’re welcome to join us.”

      We nod. Ethan leaves, and Holly sinks into her chair like a deflated balloon. She picks at her left index finger for a few seconds, then very deliberately sets her hands in her lap. “Will you come?” she asks me and Nora. “Please?”

      “Of course,” Nora says, and I say, “Sure.”

      I don’t want to, but tears lurk behind Holly’s eyes. Her mission to preserve the peace is taking its toll. I might not have understood the impulse months ago, but if Dad suddenly distanced himself from me, if he were struggling with addiction, I can’t say I wouldn’t try to do the same. Now that I have him, the thought of losing him hollows my stomach. The worst part of losing people you love is the holes they leave behind.

      Nora squeezes Holly’s hand. “One thing we didn’t discuss yet, ladies. Your complete badassery at the gate.”

      “It was impressive,” Jesse agrees.

      “We were pretty badass, Clars,” Holly says.

      “Did they expect anything different?” I ask nonchalantly, and they laugh.

      I sip water while Nora continues to praise us. She and Holly sit at the far end of the table, and Jesse to my right. My view is such that I can see into the kitchen, where Rose washes bowls and hands them to Dad, who soaks them in the bleach-water bath before he transfers them to the counter. He touches her arm and murmurs something. Rose passes him the final bowl, smiling when he tugs one of her curls. If I had any doubts before, I don’t now. Nobody touches Rose’s hair, under penalty of death. Except, apparently, my father.

      Rose looks past him and catches me watching. After a brief oh shit moment, she holds my gaze and awaits my verdict. Dad swishes the utensils, unaware of our silent conversation, and the word that springs to mind is peaceful—the last word I would’ve used to describe him four months ago.

      When I smile, Rose raises a hand to her heart in gratitude. She casts an affectionate glance at Dad’s back, then shrugs and makes a silly face like I can’t believe it, either, but here we are. I giggle.

      Dad finishes and asks Rose, “What’re you doing?”

      “Making dumb faces at Clara,” she says. “Show her yours.”

      Dad spins, eyes crossed and tongue extended, and I love Rose more than ever. If you can get Tom Jensen to act goofy, you’re made of freaking magic.
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      Troy is in his element. Knife on belt, pistols in a double shoulder holster, rifle slung on his back, and surrounded by boxes and boxes of ammunition. It was decreed that storing all the ammo in one place was dumb, and now that we’ve moved into the House Zone, part of it came out here. When Troy offered to keep some in his bedroom, he was told he was out of his mind, and he finally agreed to store it in the tiny office of the house he shares with Lana, Daisy, and Francis.

      “Good thing I live with Rose,” I say. “I’d rather not sleep on a bed of bullets.”

      “I might throw a mattress on top and let Francis have our room to himself,” Troy says. “I’d sleep like a baby.”

      Lana, currently stacking boxes in the corner, shakes her head. “Don’t worry, Gollum. None of us will steal your precious ammo.”

      “Gollum?” Troy asks. “Didn’t peg you for a Tolkien fan.”

      “Tolkien, Star Wars, Star Trek. Why, because I’m a woman?”

      “No. Because you’re a pain in my ass.”

      “If we held a pain in the ass election, I don’t think I’d be the winner. Four ex-wives can’t be wrong. There comes a point where you’re the problem, not them.”

      “She’s got you there,” Francis says, depositing another carton in the doorway before he leaves.

      “Who asked you?” Troy shouts after him, though he grins. “I will admit I could’ve done a few things differently. How ‘bout you, Poochie? How’d your ex become your ex?”

      “He lost his job. I was frustrated when he didn’t look for a new one, but I tried to be understanding. I encouraged him to go to therapy because I thought he was depressed. He wouldn’t.” Lana stacks the new carton on top of four others. “He started to get mean, then he cheated and said it was my fault because I was ‘too busy working’ to pay attention to him. No matter that I was paying the bills. Finally, I moved out, and he married her the day after our divorce was finalized.”

      Traces of hurt lurk behind her steady words. Every marriage—every story—has two sides, but knowing Lana like I do, I can’t imagine she shoulders much of the blame.

      “Sounds like a real asshole,” Troy says, for once not cracking a joke.

      “And he hated sci-fi.”

      “Why the hell d’you marry him again?”

      Lana laughs her throaty laugh. “Believe me, I’ve wondered the same thing. But now you know why I’m done with men.”

      “I hear that. I’m done with marriage. But don’t you ever want a little, ahem, company?”

      “That’s why the good Lord made batteries,” she says on her way out.

      Troy bursts into laughter. I set the last box of 9mm ammo on a shelf. When I turn, Troy still watches the door with a dazed smile. “Think we’re done,” I say.

      He nods absentmindedly. “Just put them anywhere. I’ll reorganize later.”

      I pat his shoulder before I leave. Maybe Rose was right about Troy and Lana—on Troy’s part, at least. Lana might be a tougher sell.

      Outside, I head down the sidewalk toward our house. The fence got a few improvements before we moved in yesterday, one of which is the concertina wire strung along the top. And it isn’t just here; what the soldiers call C-wire tops many of the fences now. In a supermarket parking lot, they found small trailers with solar-powered telescoping cameras. They extend twenty feet high and provide 360-degree views of our surroundings. Some genius kid from the U of O connected them to monitors using cables instead of the cloud, since the only clouds we have now are the ones floating above our heads. The sky today is all clouds—one of those hazy days that hasn’t burned off by midafternoon. Being that it’s summer in Oregon, there’s basically no chance of rain, though it’d be nice to wash away the dust and water the new garden.

      I round the corner and enter our house. The dated interior is nothing like the clean modern lines of my apartment in Oakland, but I only care about the people in it, one of whom greets me with a scowl. “Cray, tell Ro you’re not picking blackberries today,” Mitch demands from where she sits on the couch.

      “I’ll pick blackberries,” I say. “I love blackberries.”

      Rose gives Mitch a triumphant smile, then places her army-green cap on her head. “Told you. Now you have to come.”

      “It’s a thousand degrees!” Mitch says, though she usually loves this kind of shit.

      “What’s your problem?” I ask.

      “She’s mad because Barry brought us coffee,” Rose says.

      “I feel like the opposite reaction would make more sense.”

      “Yes, but she didn’t want to have to show him any gratitude, so she said she was taking a break from caffeine. And then everyone drank it before he left.”

      I laugh long and loud. “Shot yourself in the foot, eh?”

      “Shut up.” Mitch folds her arms over her chest. “And fuck off.”

      Rose gets to her feet. “Put on berry-picking clothes. The plums are gone, which means it’s the only fresh fruit we’ll have for who knows how long, and we’re not letting those bitch-ass birds get it first. You love blackberries. And the people who pick them get to eat while they pick.”

      “Fine,” Mitch says, then rises to her feet and stomps down the hall.

      “She’s even Mitchier than usual today,” I say, following Rose into the kitchen. “I wish I’d been here for coffee.”

      Rose hands me a metal water bottle from the fridge. “Take a sip.”

      I unscrew the cap, and the aroma of coffee wafts up. A taste confirms the presence of sugar and something milky—iced coffee is my favorite, especially on a hot day like today. “I love you so much.”

      “I know.”

      She grins up at me, then snap-bites at the air—our decades-old code for I love you so much I want to bite you, which Mitch thinks is insane but makes perfect sense to us. I snap-bite in return as Sam enters the kitchen. “Careful with that biting thing, kids. People might mistake you for zombies.”

      Rose giggles. After almost thirty years of friendship, nothing fazes Sam. “Daddy, do you want to come pick blackberries?”

      “Not even a little bit,” he says. “But I’ll eat any you bring back.”

      “Thanks,” she says. “So helpful.”

      Sam sinks into a kitchen chair with a chuckle. “I’ll help if you need me to, baby doll.”

      “No, we’re good. You’d have to listen to Mitch complain, anyway.”

      “My sweet Mitch complain?” Sam asks as Mitch appears dressed in leather jacket, gloves, and black skinny jeans. “I don’t believe it.”

      “See? Papa gets me.” Mitch crosses the kitchen to kiss his cheek. “I’ll bring you back blackberries.”

      “That’s my girl.”

      Mitch flashes us a haughty look and flounces out the back door—as much as an almost six-foot-tall, leather-clad woman can flounce, anyway. Rose hands me a basket, grabs two more, then kisses Sam’s head of gray hair as we pass. “Love you, Daddy.”

      “Love you, baby doll.”

      She always says I love you. She always has, whether parting in person or hanging up the phone. I thought it was weird at first, coming from a family where I love you was doled out occasionally, as if people didn’t deserve to hear it multiple times a day.

      Mitch waits for us on the street under a shady tree. Rose holds out a black-striped market basket, and Mitch backs away in horror. “Why are you trying to hand me that?”

      “For berries,” Rose says. “Or were you planning to store them in your cleavage?”

      “Why can’t I use a bucket?”

      “I couldn’t find any.” Rose wiggles the basket. “Just take it. If there’s any time carrying a basket is acceptable, it’s when you’re berry picking.”

      “It’s the principle of the thing,” Mitch says. “I’ll get a bag.”

      “They’ll get squished in a bag.”

      Mitch stares into the distance, slowly shaking her head. “The zombie apocalypse took everything—my clothes, my house, my job, my caffeine, but it will not take my dignity.” She shakes a fist at the sky. “Do you hear that, universe? I will never carry a basket!”

      “Are you done with your 21st Century version of Gone with the Wind?” Rose asks.

      Mitch tears her gaze from the clouds with a laugh. “Yes.”

      “Now take the basket and look inside.”

      Mitch snatches it from Rose’s hand and squeals. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Yes, jerk. I may have stolen your dignity, but I replaced it with caffeine.”

      Mitch already has the to-go cup to her mouth, and after a sip, she says, “Dignity is overrated. Where’d you get this?”

      “It’s half of mine. And a little of Craig’s. That’s how much we love you.”

      “Give it back,” I say. “I don’t love her that much.”

      Rose links her arms in ours and pulls us toward the gate. Once in the fairgrounds, we head behind the Expo Halls to the southwest gate, which leads to the service bridge. Though Harris’s blood is long gone, I still see it in my mind, and it still makes me want to shoot Boone in his kid-murdering face. Tom stands at the gate with a guy named Brock who, with his barrel chest and thick neck, looks exactly how you’d picture someone named Brock. I wonder if his parents could see it in his infant self or if it was a happy accident.

      Tom smiles at Mitch and me, but he only has eyes for Rose. “Hi.”

      “Hi yourself,” she says. “Is it safe for berry picking?”

      “Yup, we just checked. And I have them watching the cameras to be safe.”

      She sighs, hand to her heart. “Our heroes.”

      “Just doing our jobs,” Brock says, oblivious to the fact that Rose and Tom are joking—and that they’re currently sleeping together in every spare moment. Mitch and I are very aware of this, since Rose asks us to cover for her before she returns a while later, flushed and smiling.

      Brock opens the gate. The bridge crosses Amazon Creek, and we climb over the guardrail to head into the brush on the creekbank. The water runs below, maybe twelve feet wide and a foot deep this time of year. Ducks happily zip through the water in the shade of trees and bushes.

      Rose points ahead, where clusters of purply black fruit hang from overloaded canes that tangle in tree branches and push up through brush. Himalayan blackberries are the scourge of western Oregon: they grow everywhere, take over, and are next to impossible to eradicate. But their berries are delicious. Summer always included stopping at various spots—an abandoned lot, a park, the sides of roads—to pick and eat the juicy berries.

      Rose sets down her basket and gently squeezes a few, then barely pulls one before it plops into her hand. She sticks it in her mouth and makes a yum noise. “The ones that come off easily are the best. But even mostly ripe is good. We’re making cobbler so that everyone gets some, and you won’t be able to tell.”

      We get to work. Usually, the thorns are wily little fuckers that snag on everything and draw blood like tiny knives, but our zombie gear fends off blackberries, too. Mitch pops some berries. I do the same, rejoicing in the explosion of sweet, fresh fruit on my tongue. I miss food untouched by canning, dehydrating, or space-age processes.

      “I’m glad I said we should go blackberry picking,” Mitch says after a few minutes.

      “I bet you’re glad you decided to thank Barry for bringing us coffee, too,” Rose says from the other side of a bush. “He might never do it again if he thinks you’re off caffeine, which means I won’t be able to share mine with you.”

      “It wasn’t just for me.”

      “Since he said, ‘I know this is Mitch’s favorite roast,’ I’m going to go out on a limb and say it was mostly for you.” Mitch growls, and Rose asks, “What the hell is so wrong with Barry? He’s smart, funny, and he cares about the environment. Those are your dream qualities.”

      “He’s too nice.”

      I drop a few blackberries into my basket. “How can someone be too nice? Do you want a repeat of Vince?”

      “You’re not supposed to say his name. Ever. Unless it’s to tell me in detail about his horrible, painful death.”

      “I figured he’s a zombie now, so it was okay.”

      Mitch’s glare turns to a satisfied smile. “Holy shit, you’re right. Wow.”

      Years ago, only days after their engagement, Mitch’s boyfriend Vince declared that he no longer loved her, packed up more than his share of their belongings, and left their condo. I’d never seen Mitch so devastated, so broken, and I hope I never do again. Rose and I managed to get her through the worst of it, but she’s never been the same when it comes to men.

      “Believe me, you want nice,” Rose says. “And Barry isn’t smother-you-until-you-want-to-scream nice. He’s just nice. And he’s never worn Adidas sandals in his life.”

      “Why don’t you date him, then?”

      “Good idea. I’ll run it by Tom later.”

      “Will that be before or after you kick me out of my own room so you can have sex?”

      “That was one time!” Rose says. “And you were the one going on and on about multiple orgasms, so it’s basically your fault. Stop changing the subject. What’s wrong with Barry?”

      “He probably doesn’t like any good music.”

      Rose makes a buzzer sound. “He does, I asked. I mean, he veers a little into Grateful Dead space jam territory, but we do live in Eugene.”

      “You people and your space jam hatred,” I interject. “Can’t you even try to appreciate them?” We’ve been fighting about this for almost three decades, and while they like good classic rock, they absolutely refuse to listen to over two minutes of a space jam.

      “Ugh, no,” Mitch says. “And what kind of name is Barry, anyway? I have an Uncle Barry. Everyone has an Uncle Barry. I’m not humping my uncle.”

      Rose’s peal of laughter prompts an affronted round of squawks from our duck friends. “That sounds like a crazy Southern expression,” she says. “Well, hump my uncle, Barry sure thinks you’re swell.”

      “Call me an uncle humper, but I think they’d be good together,” I say.

      Rose and I crack up. Mitch has turned away, ostensibly to pick berries from a nearby branch, but her shoulders shake. Rose tosses an unripe berry at her head. “I won’t bother you about it anymore. But if the two of you didn’t hit it off, I’d hump my uncle.”

      I snicker. Mitch shakes her head and continues picking. The breeze whispers in the trees and the blackberry canes swish against the chain-link fence. Normally, the plants would be cut back by maintenance workers, but this summer they’re free to roam. At the rate they grow, it’s possible the Willamette Valley will be one giant blackberry thicket in a few years.

      Even with the overcast sky, it’s hot. The air feels heavy. The trickle of Amazon Creek actually looks inviting, and you usually couldn’t pay me to stick a body part in there. Whether it’s truly polluted, I don’t know, but the garbage that always washed up on its banks may now have zombie germs added to the mix.

      Our large baskets are two-thirds full when Rose flings off her jacket and drops beneath a tree. She leans her flushed face against the bark, eyes closed. “I don’t care if a zombie is coming. I’m dying.”

      I sit beside her. We’re well-protected between the field, the fairgrounds a few feet away, and the water just below. If anything did make it near, we’d hear it crawling up the bank or crashing through the brush before it got close.

      Rose scans our surroundings “If you don’t look at the fence, it’s almost like nothing’s changed. The plants are growing, the ducks are doing their ducky business.” One dives under the water, leaving only its tail feathers and feet above, and she smiles. “I love when they do that.”

      “You can find something good anywhere,” I say. “It can be really annoying when I want to wallow.”

      Rose fans her face. “Are you crazy? I’m hardly the harbinger of all that’s good and light. You know that.”

      “But you’re an optimist at your core. I don’t think people can learn that. You’re either born with it or you’re not.”

      “You know what’s optimistic? Staying alive in your condo, alone, for over a month because you have hope that somehow it’ll work out.”

      “Like I said, finding the good everywhere. Cowering in my condo until I was rescued is more like it.”

      Rose shakes her head. “I don’t know if I could’ve done it on my own, I really don’t. I had people with me. You had no idea if anyone was out there, but you kept on surviving. That’s optimism, and strength, whether you believe it or not.”

      I know better than to argue. If I do, I’ll be forced to listen to a list of What Makes Craig Awesome According to Rose, which is nice but also embarrassing. I sip my iced coffee, then pass it to her. “One day I hope to be the person you think I am.”

      “Likewise. You need to take off those rose-colored glasses.”

      “How could I not wear Rose-colored glasses when it comes to you?”

      “Har, har,” she says. “Never heard that one nine hundred times.”

      I laugh. Whether I was optimistic or desperately clinging to life because I was more terrified not to, I’m glad I lasted long enough to be sitting beside my best friend.

      “Maybe that’s why some friends are best friends,” I say. “Because they think the best of us.”

      “And want the best for us,” Rose adds.

      We watch a duck zip across the water, her mate following close behind. Though there’s no breeze, it’s cooler under the trees, and I could sit here all day. Mitch clears her throat from a bush ten feet over. “I want the best for you both, and since I’m going to kick your asses if you don’t help me pick, the best thing to do would be to get up.”

      “We love you, too.” Rose rises to her feet, groaning. “My back hurts from nothing. How did we get so old?”

      “At least we have real beds,” Mitch says. “Some people had to bring their cots to the houses.” Rose laughs under her breath, and Mitch asks, “What?”

      Rose drops blackberries in her basket. “You know how Ethan said he and Eva were taking the green house? Tom helped me move the mattresses to the house next door. They had to bring their cots.”

      Mitch chortles. “God, I love it when you’re petty.”

      Rose’s attention is caught by something past the creek. She points that way and sniffs the air. “Look. Do you smell that?”

      A grayish-white haze hovers at the far end of the field, the faint smell of woodsmoke tinges the air, and the day has grown a few shades darker. The sun, which wasn’t bright to begin with, is a dull red ball behind a thick layer of haze. Though it’s not haze—it’s smoke. A forest fire is burning, and the smoke is coming our way. It could be nearby or a hundred miles distant. With no news, no Forest Service, there’s no way of knowing unless we see it for ourselves.

      “I didn’t even think of fires,” Rose says, shocked she missed something to worry about.

      The scent of burning wood intensifies, and though I’ve been in thicker smoke, it’s not smart to breathe it in. “We should get inside. Do we have enough berries?”

      “It’ll have to be enough.” Rose lifts her basket as if to leave but watches the encroaching smoke instead. Her shoulders droop. “I wonder what’s burning.”

      Mitch releases a heavy sigh. Though I don’t have fond memories of my time in the forest with my dad, I do love the forests themselves—my trip here reminded me of that. And now they might be literally going up in smoke. Barry’s house is in the forest to our east; it could be nothing but charred wood.

      We head for the gate, our day made gloomier by more than the smoke filling the sky.
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      The smoke has worsened, coloring the sky a dirty yellow-gray and limiting visibility to a hundred feet. We’re now as blind as Craig without his glasses. Many residents, including small children, the elderly, and those with breathing issues, stay in the Events Center, where the HVAC system helps to filter the air. All adults who work outside wear N95 masks found in a construction business. We House Zone residents have closed our windows and built homemade filtration systems from box fans and HVAC filters, though the few lucky houses with heat pumps or central air run their house fans. The food trucks are closed, all fairgrounds residents eat in the Events Center, and each house cooks its own food.

      Though food preparation has been moved inside, water filtration remains an outdoor endeavor. There are three water trucks—each a pickup with a 500-gallon tank in its bed—along with another 800-gallon tank trailer hitched to one of the trucks. Our job is to fill the tanks, treat the water, and then drive around replenishing the water barrels stationed throughout the fairgrounds.

      Gabe leads the water crew, and though he projects a strong slacker vibe, his work ethic is tireless. He and Lance stand in a pickup, filling a tank with hoses attached to Expo Hall spigots. I hop into a pickup with Stephanie, who’s new to water duty, and slowly roll across the lot. Though most residents are inside, you never know when a figure will unexpectedly appear in the smoke, and they probably wouldn’t appreciate me mowing them down.

      “We’re taking this truck to the showers,” I tell Stephanie. “They fill the shower bags themselves. Then we’ll walk back and get the other truck to fill barrels.”

      Stephanie nods, shiny brown ponytail bobbing. I think people have warmed to her some in recent weeks, though she’s most often alone. It pulls at my heartstrings even though I don’t want it to. That she’s not much older than Jesse and Holly likely has something to do with it.

      “Where are you from?” I ask her.

      “Nevada,” she says. “Right outside of Vegas. But my unit was in California when this happened.”

      “Is your family still in Nevada?”

      “My parents and two brothers were there. I tried to call them once we knew it was fucked, but they’d cut us off from phones.”

      I can’t see her entire face because of her mask, but her eyebrows have lowered. She’s pissed, and I don’t blame her. I don’t know that there was a way to handle Bornavirus that wouldn’t have resulted in the apocalypse, but with our government’s lies and subterfuge, we never had a chance.

      “Who cut you off?” I ask. “Carver?”

      “No, this was before we made our way up from Cali. I finally got in touch with a neighbor who had a sat phone. I was too late. She was holed up in her house, but she said they’d turned.”

      “Shit.” I pull up at the shower tent, put the truck in park, and touch her arm. “I’m sorry. The government really fucked this up. If they’d told us, we could’ve prepared.”

      A single tear crests her lower eyelid and disappears under her mask. “I wish I hadn’t survived, either. Who wants to live in this stupid world?”

      I don’t know if we can trust her, but one thing is obvious: she’s hurting. “I think it’ll get better, I really do. And we’re going to make this better.” I motion at the fairgrounds, at everything. Admittedly, our world is full of living dead and shrouded in smoke—not the most advantageous time for a pep talk—but I have to say something positive. “We need good people like you to help make it happen.”

      Stephanie rips off her mask and wipes her face with a bandanna from her pocket, then stares out the side window. “I hope it gets better.”

      “Me, too. I’m here if you need anything. Okay?”

      She nods, lifting her mask into place before we exit the truck. Along the shower tent’s sidewall, two tables are lined with solar camping showers they’ve set out to catch heat from the sun. Each black vinyl bag holds five gallons of water and has a rubber hose with showerhead at its base. Since the sun is currently hidden behind smoke, they’re not particularly warm.

      Mitch waves us through the tent entrance, closing the flap behind us. Once in the open area that houses shelves of spare towels, soap, shampoo, conditioner, and razors, I pull down my mask. The scent of woodsmoke is present, but the air looks clear enough.

      The other two-thirds of the tent is taken up by shower facilities. When we arrived, it was partitioned into cubicles using tarps. They’ve since built shower stalls from old fencing and interior doors of nearby houses. Water flows under the stalls, then runs along the asphalt and white lines of parking spaces beneath. Shower day is a big deal, and even with the smoke, a few brave souls are showering.

      “Is the water even warm?” I ask Mitch.

      “Barely.”

      “Ugh.”

      Now that we have a house with a water heater, we’ve been using it to shower. I’ve lectured everyone about not accidentally drinking shower water so often that if I mention the very existence of water, I’m met with a round of exasperated sighs.

      “I guess you won’t have many bags to fill today,” I say. “But the truck is ready.”

      Mitch nods. “What’s for dinner?”

      “You’re worse than my children. I have no idea. Whatever canned slop they give us?”

      After years of cooking for a family, I rejoiced when the kids left home and dinner became their own problem. Once zombies came and food was scarce, I was thrust back into the role of chef. While I like making bread, baking, and keeping my family alive, heating a can of salty sludge is completely unrewarding.

      “But I’m huuungry,” Mitch whines.

      “Careful, or I’ll break out that whole chicken in a can.”

      “I’m going to put a can in my bug-out bag so you have to eat it one day.”

      I pretend to barf. “I’d rather die.” We’re not sure if the cans that promise an entire roasted chicken stuffed inside are barf-worthy, since they’ve been relegated to last-ditch meal status, and I hope to never find out.

      A laugh comes from the end of a shower row. Barry stands there, dressed in fresh-looking clothing with his shoulder-length curls loose and wet. He rubs his head with a towel. I’m sure he’ll tie it into his usual ponytail, but my hands itch to give it a gentle scrunch. “Chicken in a can?” he asks.

      “It’s an entire roasted chicken,” I say. “Stuffed in a can. Bones and all, apparently.”

      Barry grimaces. “I’ll eat almost anything, but that’s crossing the line.”

      “That’s about a mile past my line. Canned meat smells like dog food.”

      “No wonder you’re always serving vegetarian food in your truck. Were you a vegetarian like Holly?”

      “I was a long time ago. But I don’t like most meat. Basically, I like pigs. Bacon, salami, and sausage. Sometimes steak.”

      “How about a nice juicy burger?”

      “Nope.”

      Barry thrusts out his chest and pretends to glower. “Well, that’s just un-American.”

      I laugh, though Mitch only cracks a smile. It’s how I know she likes him at least a little—she refuses to display any emotion that could be construed as affection, or fondness, or sometimes even civility. “Heading to the showers?” he asks me.

      “Dropping off the water truck. We’ve got to get back, actually.”

      Barry glances at Stephanie, who’s across the room inspecting shampoo bottles, and then leans in. “I went up Skinner Butte this morning. From what I could tell, with wind direction and a break in the smoke, I don’t think the Willamette Forest is burning, at least not out 126.”

      Highway 126 is the main road toward his cabin, which means it might still be there. One of my four hundred worries lifts from my shoulders. “That’s great,” I say. Mitch quickly replaces her smile with what Craig and I call Resting Mitch Face. Sometimes I want to punch her. “Why don’t you come over for dinner tonight? It won’t be delicious, but it won’t be chicken in a can. I can promise you that much.”

      Barry laughs in the easygoing way that would be the perfect foil to Mitch’s hardheaded fickleness if only she would stop being so hardheaded and fickle. “I’d like that.”

      “Great.” I smile sweetly at Mitch, who might want to punch me but has to pretend not to care. “See you later.”

      “Are you here alone?” Barry asks Mitch as I collect Stephanie.

      “Yeah, but it’s been dead,” Mitch says. “I just have to fill the shower bags at some point.”

      “I’ll give you a hand. I’ve got some time.”

      A couple dozen empty solar bags wait in a stack on a table. They’ll take a while to fill on her own and it’ll be messier, too. Mitch crosses her arms over her chest, face screwed up like she’s constipated. She wants his assistance, but she doesn’t want to want it.

      “Why, thank you, Barry,” I say slowly and clearly, like a kindergarten teacher. “I would indeed appreciate some help with the bags. It’s very kind of you to offer.”

      “What she said,” Mitch says.

      Barry’s laugh is loud and robust. I stop at the tent entrance to lift my mask, catching Mitch’s split-second unrestrained smile. It’s hard to resist someone who finds her as funny as she finds herself, and that might just be Barry’s way in. I blow her a kiss. She lifts her middle finger.

      Stephanie and I cross the lot toward the dark blobs of truck and trailer that become recognizable when close. Willa trots over, having escaped from the Expo Halls, and I lift her in my arms. Gabe hops down from the other truck. “The tank’s filled and bleached. Lance and I will start on the west side?”

      “Sure,” I say. “Stephanie needs to learn the spots on the east anyway.”

      “Steph,” she says. “People call me Steph sometimes.”

      “Three syllables is a lot to ask, that’s why I go by Gabe,” Gabe says with a grin that Stephanie returns.

      “Steph it is,” I say, then tap Gabe’s shoulder. “Put on your mask. Do you want a horrible lung ailment? There’s ash and who knows what else in the air.”

      “Do you know how much weed I smoke? My lungs are indestructible.”

      Despite his words, Gabe dutifully lifts his mask and fits it into place. I stick Willa in the truck and drive toward the Events Center at a snail’s pace. “Basically, we fill all the barrels you see sitting around.”

      “Every day?” Stephanie asks.

      “Sometimes twice. And we fill the food trucks, too. Between drinking, cooking, and washing things, we go through a lot of water. And that doesn’t count what they boil. And how many times people flush the toilets, though that’s unfiltered, of course. It all comes from a reservoir up in the hills,” I motion toward the south, “that holds fifteen million gallons.”

      “That’ll take a long time to use up.”

      “It will. Especially if we supplement with rainwater once it starts raining again.”

      I stop the truck on the road close to the southeast gate, lift my mask, and step out. Willa leaps into my seat and waits for me to pick her up. I scratch her head. “It’s not safe out here. You can hardly breathe through that smushed face already.”

      Willa’s tail circles the air, and she lifts a paw like, Hey, don’t forget me.

      “I’m sorry. It’s for your own good.” I shut the door, and her face appears at the window a second later, eyes pleading. I pat the glass. “But you’re a good girl.” She cocks her head, and I walk away to the sound of her whimpers, feeling guilty.

      The three guards on the gate wave, and one, the grad student named Tyler, walks over. “Water delivery?”

      “Yup. I’m showing Steph the ropes.”

      “Cool.” It doesn’t seem like he has an issue with Stephanie. If anything, he observes her glossy brown hair and blue eyes with interest. “You need any help?”

      “We’ve got it, but thanks.”

      Stephanie keeps her head down, and it’s only when I uncoil the hose on the trailer that she looks up. I pull the hose to the blue barrel, then use our special plastic tool to unscrew one of the white plastic bungs on top.

      “Open the bunghole first,” I say. This is the part where everyone snickers, and Stephanie doesn’t disappoint. “You passed the maturity test. Anyone who doesn’t laugh at bunghole doesn’t get on the water crew.”

      This time, Stephanie’s laugh reaches her eyes, and her posture relaxes.

      “Once it’s open, stick the hose in, open the valve on the tank, and fill,” I say. “The trailer has a transfer pump. There’s one for the truck tank, but often all you need is gravity unless you want it to flow faster. It’s not exactly rocket science.” She follows me to the valve, where she squats to twist it open, then switches on the pump. We head back to the barrel. “That’s it. Now, we wait.”

      The field and Amazon Creek sit on the other side of the covered fence. The random collection of rugs, sheets, and whatever else they could scrounge has been replaced by rolls of landscape fabric procured on scavenging trips. It’s lightweight, lets the breeze through, and it no longer looks like someone threw a garbage heap at the fence to see what would stick.

      The substation that powers our area is across the creek just outside the gate. I don’t know how it works, but I know I love electricity. Without power, the electric stoves and HVAC systems would be useless. Now that Boone isn’t here to keep us from the radios, we’ve heard broadcasts from around the world. Pockets of people who’ve created thriving Safe Zones that put ours to shame—in places like Vermont, they’re growing food, raising animals, and saving people. Though our radios don’t transmit far, we listen. If we lose electricity, we’ll be in the dark, both literally and figuratively.

      Once the barrel is full, we enter the Events Center’s side doors. This is my least favorite part, as the infirmary is just inside. No matter how I psych myself up beforehand, tell myself I don’t care, I’m nervous when there’s a chance I’ll see Ethan. I stick my head into the room, relieved to find it empty. The two barrels sit on a table in the waiting area, and I stand on a chair to check the water level, then insert the hose. Desks separate this space from the general treatment area in back, where they treat minor scrapes and bumps. Behind that, trade show drapes demarcate a few private patient rooms. A quiet voice comes from that section, and my heart kicks up a notch.

      “I’ll turn on the water,” I whisper. “You want to check the other barrel?”

      She nods. Outside, I get the water flowing and stare into space for two minutes, until I feel guilty for leaving Stephanie on her own. I hear Ethan before I see him, and I move into the room with purpose, asking Stephanie, “How’s it going?”

      “Good.” She peers into the barrel with a small flashlight. “Almost done. Should I just move it to the next?”

      “Sure. A little splashing is fine. Let me know when the next one’s almost full, and I’ll go turn off the water.”

      Ethan is busying himself with papers on a desk. “Hi,” I say because it feels weirder not to acknowledge his existence. “We’ll be done in a few minutes.”

      He nods without looking up, harried executive-style. I stare at the barrels, attempting to make water flow faster with my sorely limited psychic powers. Suddenly, Ethan is at my side. “If you could have my kids come tell me they’re okay instead of leaving me to learn second-hand,” he says in a low voice, “I’d appreciate it.”

      I bristle with annoyance, but he has a point. I would want to know. “Sorry. I wanted to distract them, so I just ran with the ice cream thing.”

      “It’s not enough to break up our family? Now you’re trying to erase me?”

      I step away, heat spreading to my cheeks. “The last thing I’ve done is try to erase you. I’m not the one acting like the injured party.”

      “It’s just like you to flip it around on me.” He seems a stranger at this moment, his brown eyes cooled to amber and full of disdain. “Do you ever think anything is your fault? Do you ever think of other people?”

      Eva exits curtains at the rear. Just what I needed: another spectator, especially her. I fight my angry tears. We’ve had similar arguments a million times—arguments I never won—but I don’t have to do it anymore. “I’m done with this conversation,” I say, willing my voice to be firm.

      “I’m not.”

      It’s said like he has any fucking say in my decisions. Like I should let him rant the way I used to. “That’s the beautiful thing about conversations, Ethan. People can choose whether or not to have them. And I’ve had enough for a lifetime.”

      “Holly was right. You have become a bitch.”

      I don’t believe Holly would say that to him. Judging by Eva’s soft snort, she told him of the scene in the Performance Hall. But no matter how he knows, the barb hits its intended target and lodges in my heart. Before I can speak, or even think of a response, Stephanie clears her throat. “Rose?” she says in a small voice. “It’s almost full.”

      “Meet me outside once it’s off.”

      I stalk into the hall, and because hot flashes appear tied to my emotions, I’m enveloped in a cloud of heat. I fan myself with a trembling hand while I turn off the water. I’ve made my fair share of mistakes, but Ethan knows I try not to hurt people. I can spend days obsessing about something I said or did, worrying that I upset someone. Still, he might be right. It’s possible I’ve been overdoing it.

      Stephanie deposits the hose in the trailer. We pull onto the walkway outside the Events Center lobby and open the glass doors by the first set of interior barrels. Once those are filled, we move to the next set of doors, then two after that, working in silence. Silence except inside my head, where my conversation with Ethan replays on a continuous loop.

      They’re cooking dinner in the Events Center, and it must be canned meat because the stench is terrible. “Tell me that doesn’t smell like dog food,” I say. I’ve let Willa run the long lobby while we move door to door, and she sniffs the air with interest. “Even Willa agrees.”

      Stephanie giggles. The idea of her eating a warm dog food dinner alone makes me sad. “You’re welcome to come to dinner at our house tonight,” I say. Stephanie studies me over her mask, almost wary. “If you don’t want to, that’s fine. Another night works, too.”

      “Not tonight, but another night maybe.”

      “Of course.” I don’t press; I’ve blown off enough invites to know when someone doesn’t want to come. “The door’s always open. It can get loud and kind of crazy, but it’s fun.”

      Stephanie looks away with a nod. We top up the remainder of barrels on the west side—a couple in the Pavilion, a few at the gates—then return the truck to the Expo Halls. Gabe and Lance offer to fill the tanks for tomorrow. “Just gonna smoke a bowl and hang out,” Gabe says.

      “Oh, to be young,” I say. “Have fun. See you tomorrow, Steph. If you change your mind, come over later.”

      As Willa and I walk away, I hear Gabe’s offer of a bowl, followed by Stephanie’s polite refusal. I cross the lot and push through the museum doors. Tom is already inside, and though Willa greets him excitedly, I drop my bag to the floor with a weak smile.

      Tom takes me in, head cocked. “What’s wrong?”

      “Just a not-great day. It’s fine. But good news—Barry doesn’t think the fire’s by his house.”

      “That is good news,” he says, though he continues his concerned appraisal.

      I would explain, but I don’t want to drag Ethan into the middle of us, especially when we don’t get much time alone. At the house and in public, we act like good friends. The museum is where we can be together without constraints, and though we still practice, it’s fallen by the wayside. After all, if Tom presses me up against a wall, my first thought is not how to get him off me.

      I stare at my pack. I brought a snack to share, but I’m not hungry. Your ex calling you a bitch: the diet that actually works. Tom’s arms come around my shoulders, and I close my eyes, savoring his warmth and sturdiness. He’s solid like a redwood, and not only in the physical sense. The more I see his inner workings, the more I think that, much like a redwood, he’ll be standing after the forest around him burns. Maybe singed, possibly worse for wear, but as rooted to the ground as ever.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?” he asks. “Or should I stop asking?”

      “Have I turned into a bitch?” I ask. “Honestly.”

      Tom is silent, though his body tenses. A moment later, his laugh fills the room as though he couldn’t hold it a second longer. “I’m trying to think of someone who’s less of a bitch than you. Where’d you get that idea?”

      I step back and look into his grinning face. “Not to you. I mean in general. I’m serious.”

      “What happened today?”

      “Ethan happened. He said I don’t think anything’s my fault, that I don’t think of other people. Basically, that Holly was right to call me a bitch.” Tom has been watching me steadily, face darkening, and now his expression turns thunderous. I sigh. “I knew I shouldn’t have told you. I can handle Ethan.”

      “So could I,” he mutters.

      I poke his shoulder. “Don’t get all alpha male on me. Everyone knows you could snap Ethan like a twig, since you’re a big strong man, the likes of which have never been seen. Just answer the question.”

      Tom’s lips twitch. When he meets my gaze, though, his eyes are somber. Sympathetic. “The fact that you would believe him, and worry about it, is answer enough. Don’t you think?”

      Ethan’s accusations are partly why I stayed as long as I did; I bent over backward trying to prove I was a good person. I thought by leaving him I’d left that behind, but, once again, I’ve let him fill me with self-doubt. I may not be a bitch, but there’s no question I’m an idiot.

      My eyes well and spill over. And though I battle it, a sob breaks in my chest. Tom touches my arm. “Hey, it’s okay.”

      I nod, wiping away a tear. Another takes its place. If I don’t stop, he’s going to be treated to the full-on ugly cry brewing inside. I sniff, pretending to pout. “But I really want to be a bitch.”

      Tom drags me to his chest, where I feel the rumble of his laugh as well as hear it. “Sorry, not gonna happen. If you thought of other people more than you already do, we’d have to hold an intervention.”

      I snort, which I’m sure only adds to my attractiveness, then pull a tissue from my bra to wipe my nose. “Maybe I need bitch classes. Mitch could run them.”

      Tom cups my face in his big hands. There are times when his tenderness is almost too much, when I have to remind myself it won’t be followed by something unpleasant. “Don’t ever change that about yourself, no matter what. Promise me.”

      I nod, taken aback by his earnest expression and the forcefulness of his words. “I promise. But I still have to learn to kick ass.”

      “Speaking of which…” Tom inclines his head to our practice area. But his hands have moved to my sides, thumbs lightly skimming my breasts. Though part of me wants to roll my eyes at two forty-something-year-olds acting like teenagers, more of me wants to enjoy it. If you learn anything from youth, it’s how fleeting these moments are.

      I hook a few fingers under his belt, drawing the heat of him closer, and then incline my head to the rear of the museum, where we’ve tucked mats and blankets behind a wall. Not being teenagers, we also enjoy not having sex on hard floors, although we’ve christened a fair number of surfaces in the museum thus far.

      Tom grins and pulls me toward the back.
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      The smoke has cleared, and the sun is yellow again. Though we’ll likely get another hot spell before the summer ends, today is warm and breezy. I finish making my bed in Sam’s and my room, nodding when the Care Bears perfectly align with the bottom edge of the mattress.

      Sam is far less exacting, and he sniffs in amusement when his gaze bounces between our beds. The best you can say about his is that there are hardly any lumps. “I should get some pointers from you.”

      “My dad was a neat freak,” I say. “I guess some habits never die.”

      “Rosie’s mom was the neat one, and I dropped the ball after she passed. We did our best, but…” He shrugs, then laughs quietly. “When Diana was sick, she made me promise that I wouldn’t let Rosie get crushed under my piles of books after she was gone. I did that much, at least.”

      “You did a lot more than that. Rose is…” my face heats; I’m not sure where I was going with this, “a great person.”

      “She started out perfect and stayed that way,” Sam says with a wink. “I might’ve helped a little, though she takes after Diana, and I can’t take credit for that.”

      I smile, hoping one day I’ll be able to mention Sheila without my throat closing. If we’d had time to say goodbye, the way Sam and his wife did, I know she would’ve asked me to lighten up, to be kind to Clara and Jeremy, to show them the love buried under my ever-present aggravation. I missed my chance with Jeremy, and though I’ll never forgive myself for that, I’m doing my best with Clara. “Any parenting tips you have, send them my way. I should get pointers from you.”

      Sam slings his backpack over one shoulder. He’s a few inches shorter, and though that elderly frailty is creeping in, his barrel chest and broad shoulders give him a more youthful appearance. “I had a shit father, Tom. He had a good job, but he left us for months at a time. Left us hungry, the kind of hungry where there’s nothing in the cabinets but cobwebs. You know what I told myself when Rose was born? ‘In any given situation, do the opposite of what he’d do.’ It’s working so far. For you and me both, I think.” He smiles, lines forming hills and valleys around his steady eyes. “I’ve got to head out.”

      “See you at breakfast?”

      “I promised Lily I’d eat with her.” At what I hope is my non-expression but clearly isn’t, he shakes his head ruefully. “Don’t tell Rosie. It’s just friendly, but I’ll never hear the end of it.”

      “Mum’s the word. See you later.”

      The spring in Sam’s steps belies his protest. More power to him; I hope I’m still plowing along at seventy-two the way he is. I recall his words: It’s working so far. For you and me both, I think. The praise means more than he knows. I may never be in the same category as Sam McGann, but I’m sure as hell going to try.
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      In the kitchen, Craig sits at the table, earbuds in and fingers drumming while Rose stirs something on the stove. She glances over her shoulder with a smile. “My dad ran off to work, but I’m about to make oatmeal if you want.”

      I promised Sam I wouldn’t tell, though I’d love to. Rose wants him to find someone who makes him happy, and I know she’d be glad, though she would tease him nonstop. “Sounds great.”

      I take a seat at the table beside Craig, who stops drumming and pulls out an earbud. “Morning.”

      “Morning.” I gesture at his phone. “Don’t let me stop you.”

      “I needed some Floyd,” he says.

      “Yeah? What album?”

      “Started with Wish You Were Here, now I’m on Dark Side.”

      “Nice,” I say. “I remember buying those records as a kid. My dad hated them, which made them even better.”

      Craig laughs and pushes his glasses up his nose. “Same here. Want to listen?”

      I take the earbud he proffers after wiping it on his shirt. “Time” is playing when I get it in, right in the middle of the bridge. “Great part,” I say.

      Craig nods his head to the music. “Fucking Gilmour and Waters, man.”

      “I wanted to be him when I grew up.”

      “Which one?”

      “Both. Wait, which one is Pink?”

      Craig grins, immediately getting my reference. “I wanted to be Pink and Floyd,” he says, and I laugh.

      Every so often, Craig motions to his ear at a particularly brilliant part. When I do the same, he shakes his head in awe, the way only someone who appreciates the shit out of Pink Floyd would, and I like him even more than before.

      Rose glances at us while she stirs the oatmeal, cheeks rounded as though hiding a smile, then says, “Craig, I found you someone to listen to soaring classic rock guitar solos with.”

      “It’s about time,” he says, then adds, “But why are you talking when Floyd is playing?”

      Rose turns back to her oatmeal with a laugh. A minute later, she fusses with the stove knobs, then crosses the room to the light switch. She flips it up, eyes on the dark fixture overhead, then frowns.

      I pull out my earbud. “We lose power?”

      “I think so. The stove went off, and the lights aren’t working.”

      Craig stops the music, and I set my earbud on the table. “Could be a circuit. Let’s check those first.”

      The breaker box looks fine, but we flip switches just to be sure. Still nothing. As we head into the backyard, the kids appear from next door. “Do you have power?” Jesse asks.

      “Nope,” I say. “Let’s see if they do in the fairgrounds.”

      The guards at the gate haven’t heard anything, but my hope that it’s a minor issue is dashed when I see two hundred people outside the Events Center. They stand on the grass out front, talking excitedly.

      “Shit,” Craig says. “That doesn’t bode well.”

      Clara groans. “Goodbye, hot showers.”

      Holly and Jesse sigh along with her, and they’re not the only ones. A shower that was both hot and pressurized was a welcome change. But that’s the least of our problems. The Events Center has no windows and, therefore, no lights or HVAC system without power. Charging radios, flashlights, and lanterns will be impossible. Our new cameras won’t work. No refrigerators or stoves. Darkness will be total.

      I brush Rose’s arm, and she flashes her stiff I’m-pretending-not-to-be-worried smile. By the time we reach the middle of the parking lot, close to five hundred people—all but the most infirm and those on guard—stand outside the buildings. The din becomes worryingly loud as exclamations and prophecies of doom are bantered back and forth.

      Sam leaves the crowd and walks toward us with Lily in tow—a fact that doesn’t escape Rose. His cheeks color above his white beard, but he plays it off well. “It’s out in the houses, too?” he asks, and we nod.

      A pickup stops in between the Expo Halls and Events Center. Carver steps into the bed. “Attention!” he shouts at a reduced volume. When the chattering continues, he puts two fingers in his mouth and releases a piercing whistle. Residents begin to elbow each other and hush their neighbors.

      “Thank you.” Carver projects his voice just enough to be heard in the silence. “We know the power is out, and we’re trying to figure out why. We do have a generator truck, and fuel, that will keep the lights going in the Events Center. For now, all doors will be left open for ventilation. Thankfully, our defenses don’t rely on power, so almost nothing changes in that respect.

      “The generator is being hooked up as we speak. If there’s enough power, we’ll hook up the Expo Halls at sundown. If not, we’ll make getting a generator our highest priority. We’ll set up a few stations for charging your lights and lanterns. In the meantime, let’s try to keep the noise down. I know this situation isn’t ideal, but we’ve managed to make it work so far, and we’ll keep on doing that.”

      A few claps and some murmurs come from the crowd, but no one sounds angry. They trust Carver, who emanates a quiet competence both in his speech and actions. From what I understand, a First Sergeant is responsible for the well-being of his soldiers, from training to discipline to personal issues. Carver’s duties have expanded to include hundreds of civilians—no easy task.

      “Tom.” Barry appears on my left. “How well do you know the area up the McKenzie?”

      “Fairly well, I guess.”

      “We’re heading to the dam and want people familiar with the area. I thought of you. Full disclosure—the main road’s blocked by vehicles for at least the first few miles out of Springfield. We’ll have to make our way around a good part of the swarm, too.”

      “How could I refuse when you make it sound like so much fun?”

      Barry grins under his beard. “Just want everyone to know what they’re getting themselves into before they come. What do you know about boating the river?”

      “Not a damn thing.”

      “Yeah, me neither. Before the swarm came, we sent some guys to warn the power plant operators. They took the boats, then switched to vehicles past the stalled traffic. Even if we found new boats, the water’s probably too low to travel upriver this late in the summer. Motorcycles could work, but the noise combined with not knowing what we’re heading into…”

      “What about bicycles?” I ask. “How far is Leaburg Dam? Thirty miles?”

      “About that.”

      “Thirty miles of mostly flat terrain. We could be there and back in a day.” It’s been months since I rode a bike, something I did at least a few times a week, and though I don’t like the idea of biking with zombies, I do want to know what’s happening to our east.

      Barry nods. “All right. Let me see who’s comfortable on a bike for that distance, and we’ll go from there.”
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      There’s no shortage of bikes in Eugene. We had a few that were suitable for our trip, and yesterday we gathered the others we needed without breaking a sweat. Now, in early morning, I finish arranging my small pack and zip it closed when there’s a knock on my bedroom door. “Come in.”

      Rose enters, shutting the door behind her. She hasn’t said a word about my going, but her worried eyes speak for themselves. “I wanted to say be careful alone before I say it again six times.”

      “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “It always ends with everyone dying. Don’t you know that by now?”

      “I don’t pull out the Yiddish very often, but you’re one hundred percent meshuga.”

      Rose swats my arm. “I know what that means.”

      “I was counting on it.”

      She laughs, and though Sam could enter at any moment, I draw her near to breathe her in—her scent is already familiar, comforting. She wraps her arms around my waist. “Just be careful.”

      “That makes two times,” I say. “Five more to go.” She kicks my foot, and not gently, either. My boots have been swapped for sneakers today, and her steel toe is no joke. “Tell me how I could die so I can make sure not to do it.”

      “Cougars. Zombies. Boone. What if your bike breaks down?”

      “My bike is a cyclocross carbon frame with SRAM groupset, Bontrager wheels, and tubeless tires.”

      “Like I know what any of that means.”

      “It means it’s not breaking down. It cost about seven grand.”

      “Seriously?” she asks. “Who would spend that on a bike?”

      “Someone lucky.”

      “I forgot you’re Crazy Bike Guy. But does it match your outfit?”

      My chest warms at her smile, and I bring my lips to hers. Rose grips my coat in a fist before she pulls back. We both glance at the door. It’s getting harder not to give ourselves away—if she’s near, I have to work not to touch her, not to watch the way she laughs and smiles and talks with her hands.

      “Be careful.” She rolls her eyes at herself. “I can’t stop. It’s involuntary, like breathing.”

      “I’ll be careful. But I’m gonna need those other four.”

      “Well, now that you’ve said there have to be seven, I have to say it seven times or else it won’t happen. Be careful. Be careful. Be careful.”

      I wait, but she’s gone silent. “That was only six.”

      “I’m saving one for when you leave.”

      She says it in all seriousness, and I shake my head. “There’s something very wrong with you.”

      “Maybe, but my high school therapist said my magical thinking didn’t veer too far into OCD territory, so it’s fine. Like it or lump it, buddy.”

      “Definitely like it,” I say.

      Her cheeks pinken as she bends for her pack. We’ve gotten to know each other well over the past months, been sleeping together for three weeks, but I haven’t let myself consider how much I like her. I don’t know when I’ll be able to name the feelings that swell when she’s in my arms, or she makes me laugh, or she looks into my eyes with that clear blue gaze.

      Rose straightens and hands me a large Ziploc bag. “An extra snack, just in case. Peanut butter and jelly. I made you my favorite because I have no idea what your favorite is.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “My favorite’s a BLT.”

      “Ah, the other letter sandwich. That’s right up there with PB&J. I could make you a B with precooked bacon, but we’re missing the L and T.”

      “This is perfect.” And it is. It means she’s thinking of me, caring for me. Inside the Ziploc is a smaller bag of Fun-size Easter-themed Twix. “You got my favorite candy bar right.”

      “I know. You said it once.” She raises a finger to her lips and whispers, “I stole them.”

      “You stole them?”

      “Sort of. I traded some of my peanut butter eggs for them, but I didn’t ask first.”

      “Is it hard being so law-abiding?”

      “It really is.”

      My laugh comes from deep in my belly. Uncertainty arrives a moment later—why am I risking this trip when I don’t want to leave Clara or Rose? To keep them safe, I remind myself.

      “I should go,” Rose says. “See you out there.”

      After a quick smile, she slips into the hall. Maybe magical thinking is a load of crap, but it must be catching. I want that seventh be careful so badly I can taste it.
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      I got my seventh be careful, and it echoes in my mind as the five of us ride along. The force of Clara’s hug and the apprehension in her eyes have made me extra cautious. Highway 126, which heads east toward the mountains, would be the best way through Eugene and its sister city of Springfield. But we hit our first pack of zombies a few minutes out, and then subsequent packs—hundreds in number—forced us on a circuitous route.

      They keep a shortwave radio in the Performance Hall, where we sometimes catch a broadcast from Talkeetna, Alaska. A woman named Glory gives a rundown of what they’ve heard with their ability to talk to Safe Zones across the country. Apparently, those in the know refer to large packs of zombies as pods. And, much as we’ve noticed, there are more pods than before, though no one knows why. There’s been no mention of the black mold we disperse every chance we get—I have a container in my pack—because it likely hasn’t made it far. And until we can speak over a long distance, they won’t know to be on the lookout, or to propagate it as much as possible, or that it could be the most practical weapon in our arsenal against billions of living dead.

      I bring my mind back to the street in front of me. We took the bike bridge over the Willamette River in Springfield, then resumed riding back streets through neighborhoods of abandoned houses with broken windows. Motionless bodies rot on overgrown lawns. Zombies lurk behind cars and under trees, some congregating on roadsides, which necessitates a flurry of pedaling to safer ground.

      I grew up in a working-class neighborhood like this, where being not only Jewish but also part Mizrahi meant I had more than my fair share of fights. By high school, my crowd was the small group of alternative kids—the punks, the new wavers, the stoners, the freaks—and we had each other’s backs. Eventually, I ditched school for L.A., where it was a relief to go unnoticed and unremarked upon, especially by my father.

      The Eugene I returned to was better in many ways, most notably because my father was nearing the end of his life, and Clara and Jeremy rarely dealt with issues I’d encountered. All things considered, it was a good place to raise kids, and they thrived in school and in their friendships. I spent years resenting my father for forcing our move back with his gambling and drinking, followed by his dementia, but the kids loved having their grandmother in their lives as much as she loved being in them. And I never resented caring for my mom as she fought cancer, being with her until the end. More than ever, I understand that’s what matters, especially now that I live with so many regrets. When I die, I want to know I left on the best terms possible, that I gave people all I could.

      Barry lets out a sharp whistle at the cars ahead, and I barely miss the hand that snatches at my jacket as I blow past a campervan. My legs briefly turn to jelly. Maybe I’ll have no new regrets if I die, but I don’t plan on testing that theory out. Not today, and not anytime in the near future.

      We move north to a road that meets with 126 farther east, past the stalled traffic that blocks the road closer to town. As the distance between houses grows, the distance between vehicles lessens, until the two-lane road is gridlocked. In spots where drivers attempted to circumvent traffic on front lawns and fields, the jumble of vehicles spreads a hundred feet wide.

      And where people went, zombies followed. Bodies hang from cars. Bloodstains streak vehicle interiors. Belongings are scattered—clothes, toiletries, a few photo albums, half a dozen laptops. Before Clara and I went to Rose’s, I had the same plan to head out of town. I have many reasons to be thankful my plan changed, and here’s another.

      At the intersection with the highway, where the backup continues along the wooded two-lane road, we stop for a break. I’m ready for one; I spend more time sitting on my ass than I used to. Dana and Ray, who’ve spent decades kayaking and climbing mountains, sip from their water bottles, barely winded. Jared, mid-thirties, quiet, and tall, with buzzed brown hair the same length as his incoming beard, stretches out his back.

      “They didn’t have us ride bikes in the Army much,” he says.

      “You okay to keep going?” Barry asks. Jared nods, and Barry blows out a breath. “Good, because I might not make it.”

      It’s obvious he’s joking, though he’s definitely feeling it. His bike is the largest, and even with that, he still resembles the circus bear on a trike that came to mind when we first met. He squints at the vehicles lining the road in both directions. “We knew it was bad, but moving this would be a job and a half.”

      His eyes cut my way. He doesn’t say what we’re both thinking: how will we drive the sixty miles to his cabin if necessary? Bikes won’t allow us to bring the food stored at Rose’s house, plus anything else we’d need. And that’s assuming everyone could ride that far.

      I mount my bike, admiring its sleek lines and glossy blue paint. It’s nicer than any I owned, and my bikes weren’t cheap. It rides like a dream, effortlessly shifting between gears and rolling on gravel shoulders as easily as on pavement. I hope I don’t have to leave it behind.

      “About halfway there,” Dana observes. Her short gray hair ruffles gently in the breeze. She wears leather gloves—her one concession to the zombified world—but the rest of her gear is Gore-Tex and microfibers that wick and cool.

      Her husband, Ray, is identical down to the short gray hair. He throws a leg over his bike and grips the dropped handlebars. “Hour and a half, I’d say.”

      We start off, weaving between vehicles. Houses dot the roadside in the tiny town of Cedar Flat, where broken windows and doors attest to numerous fights. With nowhere to go, the vehicles’ occupants must have sought shelter wherever they could. The bodies on the ground were either murdered by other humans or chewed until they were too far gone to turn. In both cases, decomposition has left them almost skeletal, whereas the zombie corpses have dried into husks but not been eaten away.

      Ray points to a few houses with boarded windows as we glide past. “They had the right idea.”

      Whether the defenses were built with or against stranded travelers, they have an air of vacancy now, which our brief inspection confirms. The one gas station is destroyed, its small store picked clean. When we pass over the McKenzie River, I wish we could’ve taken the water. The road is a study in human nature, and the river offers a peaceful respite from those disheartening sights and smells.

      The farm stand, where Sheila and I would buy fresh produce and jugs of cider when we came out this way, is burned to the ground, though the nearby hazelnut orchard is fine. Every house in the town of Walterville is ransacked, the local supermarket has shattered windows, and the outdoor store and feed shop are looted. Cars are frozen in mid-collision, and one man lies on the ground, a knife embedded in what’s left of his torso.

      We stop to view the carnage. “Once they realized they were stuck out here…” Barry tugs on his short beard. “You think they started walking?”

      “I would’ve,” I say. This traffic jam drives home the need for alternate forms of travel—bikes, scooters, anything that moves you faster than on foot—because once the stores were looted, they started looting each other.

      “I thought people were better than this,” Jared says.

      “I can’t say I wouldn’t do the same if I were desperate,” Dana says. “But I’d have to be very desperate, and I wouldn’t kill innocent people. I hope I wouldn’t, anyway.” Barry, Jared, and I turn to her in surprise. She shrugs, then looks my way. “We never had kids, but I imagine you’d do anything for your daughter.”

      “Anything I had to,” I answer, and my fists clench with the certitude of that statement.

      Dana nods. “I want to live. I do believe humanity on the whole is hardwired to work together. But we’re also hardwired for survival, and when we pretend we’re not, we underestimate people’s possible actions. How we anticipate and deal with those actions is what spells the difference between our futures and theirs.” She motions at the bodies, at the future none of us wants. “That’s probably why Carver has us out here with Barry and Jared instead of more soldiers. He’s on his guard, and he should be. Boone has shown no interest in harmony. It’s best not to underestimate him.”

      We stare at her. Ray smiles with admiration at his wife and amusement at the rest of us. “You just met Dana Friedman, Doctor of Anthropology.”

      “My mom once said that women are seen as weak for being more intuitive and emotion-based, but that they’re actually very practical,” Jared says, scanning the lots. “She said that men are just as ruled by our emotions, except ours are fear, powerlessness, and anger, so we end up doing more damage. But we still put down women because we’re bastards.” We laugh, and Jared grins. “My mom liked to cut to the chase.”

      If I had a mind to argue, which I don’t, I wouldn’t have a leg to stand on. I spent years being ruled by anger, wrapped in the powerlessness I experienced with my father even long after he was gone. “I’d like your mom,” Dana says, laugh lines fanning out from the corners of her eyes.

      “She gave me that lecture when I joined the Army. She was afraid I’d come home an asshole.”

      Barry clasps Jared’s shoulder. “She must’ve been glad when you didn’t.” Jared dips his head, reverting to his usual quiet. I’ve heard him speak more in the past three minutes than in the past three months.

      Farther down the road, we hit the end of the stopped cars and the reason for the stoppage: a roadblock. The trapped motorists made a concerted effort to move the trucks parked crosswise on the asphalt, judging by the bodies and bullet casings that litter the ground. It didn’t work, though the vandalized houses after the roadblock were likely the product of those they’d blocked. The town might’ve been better off allowing passage to the cars, as most would’ve blown past, heading east of the mountains to the cities of Bend and Redmond, where stores are plentiful. Back then, those businesses might’ve still had supplies, though what remains of their contents these days is anyone’s guess.

      Barry pulls his bike alongside mine on an open stretch of asphalt. “Did you see that dirt road? It must go through.”

      I nod. The town stationed the roadblock just past where a dirt road meets with 126. It’d mean a longer ride, a bumpy ride, but it could carry us east. “I’ll see if I can map it when we get back.”

      Walterville School sits alone, surrounded by trees and grass in a protective ring of cars. Numerous bodies wander the fenced field, ravaged by teeth. If it were once a Safe Zone, it’s not anymore. The more I see of the world outside the fairgrounds, the more I grasp how lucky we are.

      Barry points toward the river on our right. “The Walterville plant was shut down when this happened, but maybe they can get it going if they can’t fix Leaburg.”

      “They” are the soldiers and power plant operators who stayed out here to provide us with power. Given the tall buttes and the distance between town and the power plant, radio contact is next to impossible, but now that we’re close, Barry has radioed numerous times with no success. If the experts are gone, we’re screwed. Electricity is something most of us took for granted and know almost nothing about.

      After another twenty minutes, Barry slows at a gated row of houses. He opens the gate, and we follow him onto a road that parallels the highway. Past the houses, the road ends at a large substation made up of cables, transformers, and who knows what else. Just beyond the substation, the power plant is a rectangular Art Deco building with carved figures along its top and paned windows on two-thirds of its facade.

      We leave our bikes to knock on the boarded glass entry doors, then wait for an answer that doesn’t come. Barry tries the door. Unlocked. The interior is mostly open space, and sunlight streams through the windows onto two immense round metal structures, both painted the light green of old-time machinery.

      Barry knocks on one. “Generator.”

      Before we left, Barry briefly explained how the system works: The dam diverts water from the McKenzie into a five-mile-long canal. That water crosses under the highway to the power plant, where the falling water spins a giant turbine. The generators convert the turbine’s mechanical energy into electrical energy that’s sent down the lines to us, while the canal water feeds back into the river downstream.

      He checks down a metal flight of stairs while we inspect an office off to the side. There’s no sign of life—or death—though one desk’s open bag of crackers and uncapped water bottle makes it seem like they left in a hurry.

      We meet in the main room and tell Barry what we found. He gestures at the generators. “It shouldn’t be quiet in here. Steve, our main power guy, never leaves this place. Let’s check the dam.”

      “How many people are usually here?” Ray asks.

      “Twelve. Six here and six on the dam. Sixteen with the people who came before the swarm. They take shifts. It’s possible there was a problem with the dam diverting water. Not enough water, the turbine doesn’t spin.”

      Outside, the canal’s insubstantial stream of water could barely turn a hamster wheel, much less a giant turbine. We ride five miles upriver, where the sound of rushing river turns to a roar, and we brake at the zombie in the middle of the road. His pale, tattered clothes, rough gray skin, and black-edged wounds mark him as an older zombie. I lower my bike to the ground. He shuffles forward, snarling, and grabs my coat before I drive the spike into his eye. A spurt of fluid discharges, fortunately missing me. I wipe my spike on the remains of his t-shirt.

      The dam stretches across the river just ahead, doubling as a single-lane steel truss bridge that brings motorists to a park on the other side. Below the road, three long cylindrical steel roll gates sit at water level between triangular concrete pillars, each topped with a small, windowed house that contains the gearworks. Sometimes water gushes through the roll gates; other times it’s a trickle. Two are gushing today, the cascade of water turning to white foam before rolling on downriver, but the leftmost gate appears blocked by debris.

      We ride closer. Barry said the bridge was fenced, though the fence has come down and the bridge is dotted with two dozen wandering bodies. We leave our bikes on the roadside and walk the remaining distance. The more you kill zombies, the more you learn their habits—if you can call them habits. For instance, with a pack of this size, it’s best to draw them toward you to spread them out rather than running into them pell-mell, which would leave you vulnerable on all sides. You take out the fastest first, and by the time they’re down, you’re ready for the slower ones.

      I sink my spike into the first to arrive, then a few more, advancing for a lagger who’s no more than staring eyeballs in a skeleton face. My final kill is a stocky, balding man with light gray skin and pinkish wounds. A new zombie. When all are down, we wipe our weapons and take a breather.

      Barry strips off a glove, wipes his face with a handkerchief, then points to the man I finished off. “That’s Steve.” His eyes roam the crowd, and I notice a good number of fresh figures interspersed throughout. “They’re all here. Shit.”

      More people, dead and gone. It almost seems hopeless when you compare our numbers to theirs. It’s hard not to wonder if it’s only a matter of time before we join their ranks. How long can we stab and poke and cut to stay alive? I shake the thoughts off and answer the question myself: as long as we need to.

      We pick our way to the center of the bridge. The lake that once sat behind the dam is almost gone, reverted to fast-flowing river surrounded by silt. “That might be our answer.” Barry motions to the first gate, where a boat and a mass of tree branches have wedged themselves into the open space. “It’s blocked, maybe broken, and the water’s not flowing into the canal. I bet they came up here to fix it.”

      He motions to several trees and dozens of bodies half submerged in silt and water. A few bodies begin to move when they see us, fighting to free themselves from the muck. “When they get debris, they open and close those gates to work it through. Looks like they opened them and never got them closed again.”

      “Can we close them?” Dana asks. “See if it makes any difference?”

      “I haven’t got a clue of how to do it, but we can try.”

      Dana and Ray keep watch while Jared, Barry, and I check the gear houses. The gates are raised and lowered using electricity, but even with the generator, and experimenting with various buttons and levers, we can’t get the roll gates to move. “Maybe the whole dam broke,” I say. “I remember one of the roll gates broke a while back. They said it would cost over a million dollars and possibly years to fix.”

      “Steve did say it was an antiquated system.” Barry gazes out the paned windows at the McKenzie, shoulders hunched to his ears. Suddenly, he kicks a chair across the room, where it smashes into the wall and lands on its back. “Motherfucker!”

      Jared and I stare in surprise. Not because his reaction is overblown, but because Barry is always even keeled. He turns with an apologetic grimace. “Sorry about that.”

      “I’m surprised you haven’t kicked something sooner,” I say.

      Barry’s laugh fades quickly. “Steve was a good guy. All of them were good people. Goddammit.” After a moment of silence, he exhales between tight lips. “Winter will be here before we know it, and we need electricity for heat.”

      “Enough gas and that generator might get us through,” I say, speaking of the generator that now powers the Events Center. “A lot of houses have wood stoves, including ours, and there are a couple of stores where we can get new ones. We’ll install some in the fairgrounds or expand the House Zone. And we have that big propane tank for the food trucks.”

      Barry bobs his head, but the cold, dark winter must loom in his mind’s eye as it does in mine. The idea was easy to cast aside in the long, warm days of summer, especially when our lights worked. His sigh carries the weight of the world—or five hundred people’s lives. “The best laid plans of mice and men—”

      Dana sticks her head in the doorway. “We’ve got another pack coming down the road. Plenty of time to avoid them if we leave now.”

      We take one last look at our lost plans and then leave for home.
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      Breakfast shift is over, and the house is empty for once. Normally, I’d park myself on the couch with a book and revel in my aloneness, but my imagination will only torture me with what could happen on the road. If I find Mitch and Craig, they’ll rope me into cleaning bathrooms—a job everyone avoids. Pop thinks I have no idea he’s spending time with Lily; I don’t want to burst his bubble. And that’s the entire list of people I regularly hang with. Being socially awkward has its downsides.

      Tom and the others must be close to the dam by now. I picture them surrounded by trees, safely pedaling along an empty road, until my brain throws a pack of zombies onto the asphalt. Tom is strong and competent—I’d bet on him any day—but the world was full of strong, competent people who now try to eat us.

      I sit on the couch, stomach churning. In Tom’s room this morning, I pretended I wasn’t that concerned, but the truth is I’ve added another person to my roster of People to Obsessively Worry About. Tom Jensen is on my list, the insanity of which is only surpassed by my suspicion I’m falling in love with him—and my hope he’s falling in love with me. If I don’t keep myself in check, soon I’ll be doodling his name on my denim binder.

      Willa circles a few times before she drops beside me. I rub her head while I open the edible plant book I found in the museum. After ten minutes, I drop it in my lap. Learning how to make acorns edible—which is a whole fucking thing—has only stressed me out more. We have food stored for winter, but if anything happens to that food, we’re going hungry unless I can do things like leach acorns of their tannins, distinguish non-poisonous plants from their poisonous look-alikes, and grow food without killing it. I’m zero for three so far.

      I stand, cramming the book into my pack. If I’ll need it to live, I’ll have to cart it around with me from now on. “C’mon, Willa.”

      Willa lifts her head with a mournful expression, tail wagging cautiously. Her love of naps is exceeded only by her love of food. Leaving the house could mean food, but it could also not mean food. I walk for the front door. “You can stay here if you want.”

      My hand hits the doorknob, and she leaps from the couch. She doesn’t like to let us out of her sight. Maybe she fears we’ll never come back. “I know the feeling,” I say.

      Our side yard is lined with raised beds built from pallets, old fencing, and dirt from yards outside the House Zone. The sown seeds have sprouted for the most part, and the three rows of Chinese cabbage have developed leaves that look like actual cabbage. I kneel, brimming with excitement that’s immediately extinguished when I see that every leaf is dotted with tiny holes. It could be cabbage worms or flea beetles or who the hell knows what. All I know is that if it exists and can destroy plants, it finds my garden.

      Adele exits her house a few doors down, walking this way, and the fact that I don’t take off is a testament to how much I want company. Her blond bob has lengthened, and she wears jeans with a tank top covered by a button-down organic bamboo shirt. The reason I know it’s organic bamboo is because she’s told me fifteen times.

      Her son, Hawk, ambles behind her. He’s nine, with brown hair, a few freckles, and a sweet, quiet disposition—the opposite of his mother’s. He sinks to his knees by Willa, who immediately begins to lick his face, much to the delight of both dog and kid.

      “Are they back?” Adele asks me.

      “It’s way too early,” I say. “They said by dinner. Maybe even tomorrow.”

      She bends to the cabbage. “Something’s eating your plants.”

      “I know. I need to look in one of the gardening books. I think it’s some sort of—”

      “Cabbage worms.”

      “Is that what it is? I thought maybe—”

      “You should’ve covered the plants. That’s what I did. I found floating row covers in a backyard shed.”

      “Oh,” I say, and barely hold back a sarcastic thanks for not telling me sooner. “What can I do?”

      “Pick them off and squish them. And find the eggs. But it’s probably too late. Your plants won’t make it.”

      “They’re not really mine,” I say. “They’re everyone’s.”

      “Mine are fine,” Adele continues in her way that makes it clear she’s not listening to a word you say. “I guess you could’ve sprayed them with a pesticide, if we had it. But then they’d be just as bad for you as not having them.”

      “I think food with pesticides is better than starving—”

      “Look!” she says. “Look what the laundry detergent is doing to my skin. I’m breaking out everywhere.” She lifts her sleeve and shows me her arm. The skin is pale and unblemished. When I squint and lean closer, she yanks her sleeve down. “It’s hard to see in the sunlight. I asked for the natural Costco detergent and got Tide. Can you believe it? Tide. Hawk is practically covered in hives.”

      Her lips are pinched, and what could be a pleasant face is puckered with outrage. Adele complains the way other people breathe, and though I take everything she says with a shaker—not a grain—of salt, I don’t want Hawk to suffer. “Yikes,” I say to him. “Are you really itchy? We have cortisone cream in the house.”

      “Steroids only mask the problem,” Adele huffs.

      “I’m sure Barry will give you different detergent, but in the meantime, why don’t you go to the infirmary and get something? You don’t want to be itchy.” I wink at Hawk, who rubs Willa’s neck while she slobbers his cheek. “And they have lollipops.”

      “It went away,” he says softly.

      “What did?”

      “The bump. It was only one.”

      I turn to Adele, who frowns. “The harbinger of more to come. Thankfully, apple cider vinegar took care of it. This time. He’s very sensitive. That’s why he can’t have sugar or artificial colors. And why is the infirmary giving away candy? It’s not fair to the children who can’t have it.”

      I resist rolling my eyes. I’ve seen Hawk eat candy in the past with no ill effects. “They have something for everyone. You choose what you want from the prize box. There’s peanut-free candy. Bubbles and books and toys, too. I know for a fact that no one’s ever too old for bubbles. Or books.”

      The prize box was Holly’s idea. Growing up in Eugene, where sugary birthday cupcakes can cause parent wars, she’s prepared for every eventuality. Hawk grins, sticking his tongue through a new empty space on one side of his mouth. “Did the tooth fairy come for that tooth?” I ask.

      “The tooth fairy isn’t real,” he says.

      I gasp, hand to my heart. “Yes, she is. I’m the tooth fairy.” Hawk laughs, his shiny brown hair flopping when he leans back on his heels. He reminds me of Jesse at that age, which makes me love him outright. “My email’s down, so I didn’t get the message that you lost a tooth. But if you come see me tomorrow, I’ll have something for you.”

      “Thank you,” he says, shifting his eyes to his mom. “Can I have it?”

      Adele smiles at him. A real smile filled with tenderness and warmth. Whatever she may think of the rest of us, she loves her kid. “As long as it’s not sugar.”

      “No sugar,” I say. “Now I just have to find my wings.”

      “We have to go.” Adele takes Hawk’s hand. “I’m due at the showers. Hawk helps me clean them.”

      “That sounds terrible,” I say, making a silly face at Hawk. “You know there’s a play area in the Performance Hall? Or he could stay with me and Willa to help murder cabbage worms.”

      Hawk giggles, but Adele’s smile is tight. “I’d prefer he’s with me.”

      “Okay. But don’t forget our date tomorrow, Hawk.”

      He nods before Adele drags him away. I find a few green worms on the cabbage, along with a billion miniscule white eggs that I attempt to pick off. After close to forever, I stand and straighten my back with a groan. Willa wakes from her nap in the dried-out weeds that were once lawn, then stretches her stick legs behind her.

      My phone says it’s three o’clock. Too early for Tom’s return. I wipe sweat from my neck and debate visiting the kids before my dinner shift. I try not to annoy them, especially since they’ve been good about following our rules.

      “What do you think?” I ask Willa. “Should we visit Holly and Jess?”

      I decide her wagging tail means yes and walk next door to their light blue three-bedroom house. When no one answers my knock, I head to the side gate. On a day like today, with a hot sun but nice breeze, they’re likely out back.

      “Hello?” I call.

      “Hey,” Clara says from a chair on their covered patio. “Come in.”

      Jesse sits in an Adirondack chair beside her, his feet up on a low table. For a moment, he looks so much like young Ethan that I stop in my tracks. Darker hair, blue eyes, but the same muscular lean build and easy posture of the man I fell in love with over twenty years ago. He even holds his paperback the same way: one-handed, elbow resting on a bent leg.

      “What?” Jesse asks.

      “You look so much like your dad right now. And then I realized what babies we were when we met. You’re, like, ten years old.”

      “You still act like you’re ten. Did you bring any ice cubes with you?”

      Clara snorts. I laugh and take a seat. “I might’ve if we had electricity.”

      “Have you heard anything about my dad?” Clara asks lightly, though her voice wavers.

      “Not yet, sweetie. I’m sure he’s okay, though.”

      Jesse tugs Clara’s sleeve, fingers lingering a second longer than necessary. “Your dad’s a machine. You don’t need to worry.”

      A clank comes from the kitchen before Holly sticks her head out the back door. “Hi. I’m getting ready to go to the infirmary. Phlebotomy practice today.”

      “Ooh,” I say. “Who are you practicing on?”

      “Whoever will let me. Anyone want to volunteer?”

      Jesse shakes his head. “You know I hate needles.”

      “I draw the line at blood pressure and abdominal palpation,” Clara says, and Holly laughs.

      “I will if you need me.” As her mother, I have to volunteer, though being repeatedly stuck by needles in the company of my ex-husband would be a special kind of torture.

      “Maybe I’ll bring some stuff home if I need to practice?”

      “Sounds good. What are you reading?” I ask Jesse when she heads inside. He holds up his book. “Stephen King? Is there not enough horror in the world for you?”

      Holly exits the house with her backpack and sets a bowl of water on the deck for Willa. “Says the woman who handed me Pet Sematary when I was ten.”

      “I was ten,” Jesse says. “You were nine.”

      I shrug, grinning. “That’s what happens when you have kids young. Any dinner requests? Now that our stoves are kaput, I’m in the neighborhood food truck.”

      With seventy-plus people in the House Zone, they parked our food truck on this side of the fence and gave Gabrielle and me the autonomy to choose our meals. They keep tabs on the food, but we have plenty to choose from. The final Costco load still waits in the trucks due to lack of storage space.

      “You know my vote is for vegetarian,” Holly says, then quickly adds, “but it’s fine if you can’t.”

      “I’ll always choose vegetarian when the other choice is canned meat,” I say. “I’ll see what we have.”

      “Thanks. I’m heading to the showers after the infirmary. Will someone tell Nora I’ll be late for dinner?”

      “I will.” Clara lifts the backpack by her feet and stands. “I’ll walk over with you.”

      “Are you on guard?” Jesse asks quickly, as if he’s bothered by the idea.

      “I’m on tomorrow with you. I’m going by the radio room to see if they’ve heard anything.”

      Jesse nods, the subtle tension in his jaw loosening. He can be hard to read, but I’m an expert, and his worry adds to my conviction that he cares for Clara. As does the way his gaze roams her face before he drops his eyes. Clara glances his way with a sweet hopefulness, but by the time he looks up, it’s gone. I’m the first to admit I’m overprotective, but I do try not to meddle in their lives. However, watching these two ships pass in the night is almost enough to make me go full-on matchmaker.

      I guess I’m not the only one, since Holly’s faint groan is a sound of amused frustration. She seems different somehow, and I watch her for a moment before I realize she exudes a confidence that was previously lacking. Between her relationship with Nora, facing her zombie fears, and learning medicine, she’s coming into herself the way I always knew she would.

      “Will you bring back some stuff from the prize box?” I ask her. “Hawk lost a tooth and needs a visit from the tooth fairy. Adele said no candy, though.”

      “Of course she did,” Holly says as she and Clara head for the side gate. “I’ll bring a bunch of stuff. Love you.”

      “Love you,” I say. Our relationship is improving by the day, and I hope Ethan has stopped badmouthing me so it continues. Drugs changed him, but there must be some trace of the decent, kind man I loved.

      I recline in my chair. Jesse rests his book on his leg and drums the cover with his fingers. “Don’t let me keep you from your book,” I say. “I was trying to read, but it felt strange to be alone.”

      “Being alone felt strange? To you? Are you feeling okay?”

      I laugh; my love of alone time is no secret. “I know, what the hell? But then I ran into Adele and realized not just any company would do.”

      “We thought you were crazy, but Adele is crazy crazy.”

      I shake a fist. “I’m a totally different crazy than Adele, thank you very much. But I also wanted to check in with you. We haven’t talked about things recently. The zombie apocalypse is hard enough, and I know I made it harder by leaving Dad.”

      A range of emotions flickers across his face before he locks his expression down. “It’s fine.”

      I give him my best cut the bull look. “That’s great. Now tell me the truth, even if it’s that you hate me.”

      Jesse plays with the cover of his book, watching the fence. “It’s…hard. I feel like I’m being pulled between the two of you, like I have to make a choice.”

      My first instinct is to get defensive, to say Ethan is the difficult one, but I resist the urge. “Am I doing something to make you feel that way? If I am, I’m sorry. And I’d like to know what it is so I can stop.”

      Jesse looks to me, mirth in his eyes. “Sometimes you’re such a parenting manual.”

      “Yes, I’m annoying. But I hope you know I don’t want you to choose, I honestly don’t. It must be awful to feel that way. Maybe we can sit down and discuss it with Dad?”

      “Please, no,” Jesse says. And though it probably takes me out of the running for Mother of the Year, I’m relieved I won’t have to talk to Ethan. “I know you don’t actually expect me to choose a side. Brenna’s parents divorced before she moved in with her grandma, and she says this is just how it goes. I’m okay, for real.”

      I scrutinize him and find no fib hiding in his expression. “All right. But if you want to talk, I’m here.”

      Jesse nods, and we sit in companionable silence for a couple of minutes. “Brenna?” I ask. “Isn’t that who embroidered your jacket thingy? What’s going on there?”

      “Mom,” he says warningly.

      “Sorry.” I raise my hands, feeling a pang of sympathy for Clara. I truly thought it was only a matter of time. “Brenna seems like a nice girl. She is, right?”

      “Stop fishing for information.”

      I moan in fake agony. “Will no child talk to me about their love life? I’m desperate here.”

      “Want to discuss your love life?”

      Heat rises to my cheeks. Clara must have told him about Tom. I can’t imagine Holly knows; no matter how improved our relationship, I don’t see her rejoicing at the news. I cross my arms, eyes narrowed. “You little fucker.”

      Jesse grins, far too pleased with himself. “Now can we never discuss this again?”

      “Fine,” I say. “Back to divorced parents. Maybe it’s normal to feel pulled in two directions, but it still sucks. I want to hear whatever you have to say, and please yell at me if I make it worse. I mean it.”

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      I lean in, hand cupped to my mouth, and whisper, “But you’d totally choose me, right?”

      Jesse’s laugh rings through the yard. “You’re seriously the worst.”

      “I know,” I say, and blow him a kiss.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’ve doled out my fiftieth serving of rice and beans when Tom appears at the food truck. He looks exhausted, but he manages the half-smile that never fails to make my stomach flip-flop. I want to drag him through the serving window and hug him, or at the very least grab his hand, but I keep hold of my ladle.

      “Hey, you’re back,” I say, in a feat of amazing deduction. “In case you weren’t sure where you are.”

      Tom’s smile spreads into a laugh. “Your mantra worked. Seven times must be the charm.”

      “Great,” I say. “Now you’ve made it so that I have to say it seven times forevermore.”

      “I gave you a cap. Otherwise you might never stop.”

      “True. How’d it go? I’m guessing not great, since we don’t have lights.”

      “Not great,” Tom agrees. “And we won’t have lights unless we can get the dam and power plant working again.”

      I listen to the story, plopping food onto plates while paying the diners no mind. The power plant workers and those soldiers, all dead. I didn’t know them, but someone did. Someone cared for them, loved them, and would’ve been heartbroken by their loss.

      Without electricity, we have no lights, no electric heat, and no water heaters—though that last one doesn’t upset me the way it will everyone else. They know the importance of keeping unfiltered shower water out of their mouths, but it’s easy to forget. The water in the solar bags is under my control, and I’m relieved I won’t have to worry anymore. This is not a thought I plan to share, as it might raise me to Adele-Level Crazy.

      When Tom finishes, I add a helpful, “Shit. That sucks.”

      “Couldn’t have said it better myself.”

      I turn to the next people in line—Ethan and Eva. My “Hi” is squeaky, but I manage to serve them rice and beans before I embarrass myself further.

      “Thanks,” Ethan says, his voice tight.

      I nod, annoyed by the way he watches me—accusatorily, eyes glimmering with indignation. He can fuck right off. Eva wears her usual pouty-lipped smirk, but I turn to the next person in line as though she’s invisible. I scoop food onto a couple more plates, then glance at Tom. If there’s an opposite expression to Ethan’s, he wears it. Affection with a smidge of please let me fuck him up for you.

      “Hey, it went better than last time,” I say.

      “My offer still stands.”

      “Stop with that. I’ll save you food while you wash yourself. You smell like zombie.” Tom attempts the firm stare that no longer fazes me. I push his shoulder. “Go on. Git.”

      He heads for the house, but not before I catch his smile, and I continue doling out food until the serving window is empty. Behind me, Gabrielle rubs her eyes. “We’re done?”

      Her blond hair looks unbrushed and rubbing her eyes did nothing to fix the bags beneath. This can be tiring work, but she usually runs rings around me.

      “We’re officially done,” I say. “You look like you need a nap.”

      She fusses with her bangle bracelets for a moment, then raises her head. “Remember that missing IUD string?”

      I fall against the serving counter, hand to my mouth. “Nooooo.”

      “I’m over two weeks late. I’m never late. I thought it could be stress, but I just know. My pants are already tight, can you believe that?”

      I’m sure she knows; she’s done this five times already. And though she and Alan considered having another kid one day, that was before. Before—how we refer to everything pre-zombie.

      After a brief moment to thank the universe it’s not me, I say, “I don’t know whether to congratulate or commiserate.”

      “Maybe both?” she says, then bursts into tears.

      I wrap my arms around her quivering shoulders. “It’s okay. We’ll figure it out.”

      “We don’t have electricity. We don’t have a midwife or a doctor. We don’t even know where we’ll live from one day to the next.” Her words come out couched in sobs, and I tighten my hold. “My mom’s been at every birth. I can’t do it without her.”

      I’m not that much older, but I hush her the way I would a child. I’d be terrified, too, but that’s not what she needs to hear. “You can absolutely do it,” I say. “You take care of five kids, which alone deserves a freaking medal, but you also sew and can food and raise chickens and a million other things. You could leave the food truck for five minutes, pop out a baby, then come back and start stirring soup like nothing happened.”

      Gabrielle laughs into my shoulder, then raises her tear-streaked face. “Alan says it’ll be fine. But he always says that.”

      “He’s been right so far, though?”

      “Yes.” Gabrielle steps back, wiping her cheeks, and I hand her a boob tissue. She doesn’t so much as blink at its provenance before she blows her nose—moms of five have seen it all. “But I’d like him to freak out with me just once. He’s always so calm. It’s great until it’s annoying.”

      “Why didn’t you say that? If you want someone to freak out with, I’m your woman. Rare side effects, improbable situations, and worst-case scenarios are what I do best.”

      Gabrielle giggles. And though still anxious, her eyes have lost that wild, frightened look. I don’t blame her. I’m all for natural birth, but I want someone who has a clue there to oversee it.

      “You’ve done it five times. All home births?” I ask, and she nods. “I know it’s scary, but you’re practically a midwife at this point. You should see Ethan and Rhonda to get checked out, and so they have time to study up on childbirth, but I think it’ll be fine.”

      “Would it be weird if I asked you to be at the birth? Like a doula.”

      I’m touched by her request. Trusting someone to view your vagina is no small thing. “Of course I’ll be there, and if Alan gets too upbeat, I’ll smack him,” I say. Gabrielle laughs. “When will this birth take place?”

      “Middle to end of April, most likely. I always go overdue. What if we’re not here?”

      “Then we’ll be at Barry’s. Did you hear what Tom said?”

      “No, except that we won’t have power.”

      “The fire wasn’t out there, and they think we can find a way east on back roads. It’s still our plan.” I rub her arm. “Now, do you have any horrible scenarios you want to run past me?”

      She lets out her breath, smiling. “Not today, but I’m sure I will soon. Thanks, Rose.”

      “Anytime. Why don’t you go rest? I’ll do cleanup.”

      I thrust her basket into her arms and push her out the food truck’s door. Tonight’s not a big cleanup job, but it’s more of a pain since the truck’s water tank is empty. I set the pots on the street outside, go back for Tom’s dinner, and close the food truck’s door.

      When I turn, Tom is behind me with pots in hand. His hair is damp from his shower, and he wears a clean t-shirt and jeans he fills out extremely well. Now that I know what it’s like to be pressed against all that flesh, you’d think my hormones would chill out. You’d think wrong.

      “Where’re we bringing these?” he asks.

      He backs away when I try to take the pots. “Give them to me,” I argue. “How many miles did you bike today, and you’re out here doing this? I’d be sitting on my ass if I were you.”

      “No, you wouldn’t. When you haven’t biked in a while, sixty miles is a lot to ask of your ass. It’s killing me.”

      I laugh, then check the dead-end street. No one is outside, so I risk a light pinch of his butt. “Poor guy. I was worried.”

      “About my ass?”

      “About all of you. I was scared you wouldn’t get home.” I blush, certain my voice has given me away, not to mention what my stupid face must be doing. He said he wants more, but that doesn’t mean his heart will acquiesce. He can’t make it happen any more than I can stop my feelings.

      Tom watches me over his armful of pots. His eyes are a deep brown, swimming with emotions neither of us will name. “I’ll always get home, no matter what. Wherever home is.”

      If I’m alive goes unsaid, but I understand the implicit meaning: I’m part of his home the way he’s become part of mine. With these words, I’m sure of him—sure of us—and it’s enough.
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      The battery-operated alarm wakes me at six in the morning for a seven o’clock guard shift. Across the room, Jesse doesn’t stir. Though it’s pathetic, I sometimes squint so that our beds merge and it looks like he’s lying beside me. I’ve completely lost my mind, and I blame Holly. We had our roles: I was the one who slept around, she was the one who was too shy to do anything with anyone. In both cases, it meant that we didn’t fall in love and we didn’t have relationships. Her happiness has shown me what’s possible, has made me want it for myself, and that the object of my desire shares my bedroom only makes it worse.

      I throw my pillow at him. Still nothing. The air is cool when I rise, but I can feel the coming heat of the day. Whether it’ll be one day of hot temperatures or six, we have no idea. Extended weather reports are another thing I took for granted.

      Jesse is shirtless, face pressed to his pillow and arm flung above his head. I try to find something to dislike, but even when he’s half-drooling, I still want to jump him.

      “Jess, wake up. Time to work.” I poke his side through the sheet. He mumbles and covers his face with his arm. “I hate waking people, so get up and stop being annoying.”

      I poke him again, hard this time, and he flips onto his back with his eyes wide open. “What the fuck?”

      “You said I was in charge of the alarm clock. It’s time to get up.”

      “Ever hear of waking someone nicely?” He runs a hand down his face, then closes his eyes. I wait for them to open, but his face slackens, and his chest rises with a deep breath.

      “Oh, no you don’t,” I say. “Do you think I didn’t watch your mom wake you for years? I know how it goes. Here comes poker finger.”

      As it nears, his eyes snap open and he grabs my wrist. I scream in surprise while he grins, then pokes me in the side. “How do you like it?”

      “It’s fine,” I say. When I try to escape, he yanks me forward, tickling my side so that I screech and fall to my knees, helpless with laughter. “Stop! I didn’t pee yet. I’m going to pee my pants.”

      Jesse releases my wrist and flops onto his pillow. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “You’re such an asshole. And it’s not fair that you know my tickle spot. Where are you ticklish? Holly won’t tell me.”

      “That’s because she promised she wouldn’t. But I’ll give you three tries to find it.”

      He laces his hands behind his head. His hair is tousled, the rumpled sheet midway up his muscled torso. I’m not sure I’ve ever wanted to touch him more than I do now, but I make a face. “No, thanks. I’m not the one who’s five years old and still tickles people to get their way.”

      “Then it’ll remain a mystery.” He sits up, sheet pooled on his thighs, and swings his feet to the floor. His head drops with a groan. “I hate waking up.”

      “Then why’d you choose an early shift?”

      “I’m asking myself the same thing.”

      I pat his head and leave for the bathroom. I’m an idiot—I had the chance to touch him and didn’t take it. Old Clara would’ve used that to her advantage. It’s not as though I was at my most attractive, since I have to pee and haven’t brushed my teeth, but neither has he.

      I load my toothbrush and wet it with filtered water, then look in the mirror while I brush. I’m hardly the great beauty of the world, but I’m also not one of those girls who insists she’s hideous when she obviously isn’t. Once, when I was complaining about some imperfection, Jesse said, Shut up, Clary. You’re gorgeous. I held on to those words for years, hoping they meant something. But even if he believed it, Jesse was only describing my outside. It must be the inside he doesn’t find attractive. Not even now, when I think—I know—I’ve changed for the better.

      I spit out my toothpaste, chest heavy. I need to forget about him once and for all. That’s easier said than done, because this isn’t a little crush. It’s not a passing phase. So much of him is entwined with things that make me who I am—my childhood, my memories, my singing. Jesse doesn’t like to sing when he plays, but he will if I do, and our voices interweave the way I wish other parts of us would.

      When I return to the bedroom, a clothed Jesse heads for the bathroom while I get dressed. Once finished, I crack the door so he knows it’s okay to come in, then sit on my bed to tie my boots. A few minutes later, he stands in front of me holding out a Snickers bar. “Breakfast of champions.” I hesitate, and his smile falls. “What’s wrong?”

      Snickers are my favorite, but I have to stop trying to give his every action meaning. He cares about me, but only as a friend. Like a sister. “Nothing.” I force a smile. “Thank you. I love Snickers.”

      “Duh,” he says. “Why do you think I gave it to you? I filled your water bottle, too. Even though you woke me in a most disagreeable manner and don’t deserve any of it.”

      I laugh. He hustles me out the door, making sure to hold it open until I’m through. And though my heart hurts at the thought that this is it—this is all I’ll ever get—I’ll take it over not having him at all.
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      Someone with an ounce of sympathy erected a pop-up tent at the southeast gate, where it’s impossible to find shade at any given point of the day. Marquez, Jesse, Kamil, and I stand under it while we listen for suspicious sounds on the other side, where Amazon Creek, the overflow parking lots, and our useless substation sit.

      “Pretty exciting, huh?” Jesse asks Kamil.

      “I’ll take it over bathroom duty,” Kamil says with a shy smile. His mom Joy is a powerhouse—short and curvy, with enough energy to light this place if only we could harness it. Kamil is tall and quiet, with warm brown skin and a corona of short curls that surrounds emotive eyes and full lips. He’s lanky and self-conscious and has no clue he’s going to be hot once he grows into himself, likely because he spends his time looking in books instead of mirrors.

      “Especially now that it’s hot as balls in there,” Marquez says.

      On a day like today, we used to take turns cooling off in the Events Center’s air conditioning. Now the building’s doors are open to catch the faint breeze that does nothing except remind you how nice a real breeze would be.

      Holly exits the side doors and drops into a chair under our tent. When she sees Kamil, she asks, “What’re you reading today?” He pulls a battered paperback of The Book Thief from his back pocket, barely looking Holly’s way. He has a crush on her, though she pretends he doesn’t and shuts down anyone who attempts to ridicule him. “Ooh, good book. Maybe I’ll reread it after you.”

      “I thought it’d be weird,” he says quietly. “And it is, but it’s beautiful.”

      “You’re right, it is. We should have a book club. What do you think?”

      Kamil nods quickly, finally making eye contact. “Sure.”

      Holly’s smile takes over her face. “Cool. I’ll see what books I can find with multiple copies.” She fans herself with her hand for a minute, then gives up with a groan.

      “Not much better out here,” Marquez says.

      “It smells better. It’s getting pretty rank in there, even with the fan.”

      They run the ventilation system for fifteen minutes every hour. Anything more might overtax the generator, and they’re conserving fuel for winter. It’s hard to believe it’ll ever be cold, but the rains will start in October and last for months. According to our radios, people are living in colder places, and I wonder how they’ll fare in their long, snowy winters.

      “Stupidest injury of the day?” Jesse asks Holly. He poses the question every time she works in the infirmary, and the many ways five hundred people can injure themselves are both funny and fascinating.

      “So far, someone nailed their hand. Twice.”

      “Who?” Marquez asks with a laugh. “I bet it was Brian.”

      “You know I can’t tell you that,” Holly says while nodding emphatically. “It’s a violation of HIPAA or whatever.”

      Marquez smacks his leg, grinning. “What a dumbass.”

      The water truck pulls up to the doors, and Gabe and Stephanie hop out. Gabe does his relaxed lope-walk over to us. “Hey, how’re your barrels?”

      “We’re low in the infirmary,” Holly says.

      “Cool. I’ll fill out here, too.”

      “Where’s Lance today?” I ask.

      “He’s a farmer and shit, so they have him on fencing. They asked him to help because Brian had to take off.” We all laugh. Gabe joins in, though he has no idea what’s funny. If someone’s laughing, Gabe figures why not laugh, too? He pulls a hair tie off his wrist and bundles his locks on top of his head. “All right, we’ll get started.”

      “How’s Stephanie doing?” I ask.

      “Great, but I think she’d rather be with you guys.”

      We look to where Stephanie pulls the hose from the truck and walks it inside. “Didn’t you hear?” Marquez asks. “She might be back on the gates soon. I guess Carver’s giving her a chance. Besides, she’s too cute to be evil.”

      “Really?” I ask. “That might’ve been the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard you say, and you’ve said a lot of dumb things.”

      Marquez holds up a hand. “Fine. I just don’t think she’s bad. I mean, she didn’t do anything.”

      “Exactly,” Holly says. “She did nothing when she could’ve stopped it. How about Harris? He might be alive.” Her face is pink from more than the heat. She told me how Harris died in terrible agony that painkillers barely helped. The memory still makes her cry.

      “You don’t understand the Army. You do what you’re told. She came up here with Boone, so he was her superior more than anyone else.”

      “Would you have stayed quiet?”

      “Fuck, no. I would’ve gone to Barry, if I didn’t take out Boone myself. But she was scared. Can you blame her? Why are women always hating on women?”

      Holly scrapes her chair back and gets in his face. Or, actually, his neck. He’s on the shorter side, but Holly is practically an elf. I catch Jesse’s smirk and swallow my laugh—she gets pissed when women badmouth each other for no reason, but nothing pisses her off more than when a man gets in the middle.

      She plants an index finger on Marquez’s chest. “It has nothing to do with being a woman and everything to do with being a decent human being. For your information, I love women. Love love them and love them. Don’t try to turn us against each other and don’t belittle what we’re saying.”

      Marquez backs up a foot and glances our way for help. Kamil looks impressed, and Jesse shakes his head. “You’re on your own with this one, man.”

      “If I apologize, do you promise not to beat me up?” Marquez asks.

      Holly laughs, one auburn eyebrow arched. “This time. But remember what I said.” He salutes her, and she checks her watch. “I should get back.”

      After she leaves, Gabe shrugs. “I don’t know about Stephanie. She’s cool so far, but Lance says I’m too trusting for my own good. And since that’s coming from an Iowan, it’s probably way too trusting.”

      We laugh. Gabe begins to amble off, then stops. “Oh, hey. The water smelled a little off today. We bleached the shit out of it, so it’s fine. But I’d be careful using anything straight from the tap.”

      “Okay,” Jesse says. “Thanks.”

      Gabe nods and continues into the building after Stephanie. I don’t know anything about her, either. Aside from Marquez’s moronic contribution to the conversation, I haven’t met a single soldier who wants her with them, and most of the civilians follow their lead.

      Brenna makes her way toward us with a box in her arms. Though food is still carefully distributed, now that we have plenty, everyone gets a lunchtime snack. And because feeding people is tons of work, it’s usually something pre-packaged. She tosses her blond hair behind her shoulders as she nears, then sets the box on the table. “Hi. I have your snacks.”

      Today is Cheez-Its and fruit leather. I stick mine in my pocket. I’m not that hungry yet, and anything I don’t eat later I’ll save for my bug-out bag. Brenna also hands us each a tiny bag of M&Ms with an innocently crafty smile. “Don’t tell anyone. I could get in trouble.”

      We thank her. When she practically bats her eyelashes at Jesse, I focus on the gate. I’ve decided to forget my feelings for Jesse, but that doesn’t mean it’s easy.

      “What are you all doing tonight?” Brenna asks.

      “Not much,” Jesse says. “Figured we’d just hang out at home.”

      “You should come over.” I throw out my most engaging smile. “Hang out with us. We don’t see you as much now that we’re not in the Pavilion every night. Jess likes to play cards, and I know you do, too. You guys could play something.”

      Brenna seems momentarily taken aback by my sudden manic friendliness, but then she beams. “Okay. My grandma is usually ready for bed by eight, so I could come after?”

      “Great,” I say. As if Brenna could be any more perfect, she takes care of her grandma. When the zombies arrived, she went straight to her grandmother’s apartment, where they were then rescued. “See you later!”

      She lifts her box and almost skips away. I have no idea what possessed me except that I’m tired of waiting for my heart to be broken. Judging by what came out of my mouth, the current plan seems to be that I’ll break it myself.

      “What if I didn’t want to play cards tonight?” Jesse asks once she’s out of earshot.

      “Please,” I say. “The two of you have been flirting for weeks. Just get it over with and sleep with her already.”

      Kamil ducks his head bashfully. Marquez hoots. “She’s got a point, Winter.”

      “Where would you suggest I do that?” Jesse asks, lips tight with annoyance. “This isn’t exactly a fortress of solitude.”

      I chuck him under the chin. “You should be thanking me. I’ll sleep on the couch. Our room is all yours if you need it. Just tie a sock on the doorknob.” I giggle as Marquez laughs, then continue, “She’s obsessed with you, and you haven’t been beating her off with a stick. I thought you had more game than this.”

      Jesse turns away, head shaking. “Whatever, Clary,” he mutters.

      “Jess,” I say, drawing out his name. When he doesn’t answer, I tug on his coat. “Jess-seeeee. Brenna’s nice and pretty. What more could you want?”

      “You really think I should hook up with Brenna?”

      It kills me to answer, but I say, “Of course you should. Maybe she wouldn’t be your first pick in the old world, but options are kind of limited these days.”

      Jesse faces me, expressionless, and I hold my smile in place until my cheek muscles burn. He nods and walks to the gate, leaving me standing under the tent. I thought I’d feel better, but I feel worse than ever. Still, I turn to Marquez with a wink. “Am I wrong? Brenna’s cute, right?”

      “I’d do her,” he says.

      “All that says about someone is that they’re not a zombie, and I’m not even sure you’re that particular.”

      Marquez laughs. I pretend to laugh along, though I want to cry.
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      Cards hasn’t gone as expected, though I’m doing my part to be the hostess with the mostess. Jesse barely spoke to me after the gate, but he’s warmed up some since. And though he hasn’t thrown himself at Brenna, he’s sitting next to her and talking. Every smile they exchange kills me a little, but I’ve committed to this. It’ll be for the best. Maybe if I tell myself that enough, I’ll believe it.

      After another hand, I say to Brenna, “Wow, you’re great at this game.”

      “I’ve been playing it with my grandma for, like, ever,” she says. “If you want to learn all the card tricks, get to know an old lady.”

      I laugh a little too loud and ignore Jesse’s stare. “It’s so great that you take care of your grandma.”

      “Well, she took care of me most of my life, so it’s the least I can do. My mom and dad both had drug problems.” Brenna sits quietly for a moment, then smiles. “I’m lucky I had her.”

      “That’s great!” I say. “Not great about your parents, but, you know, about your grandma. That you had her. That’s great.”

      Brenna laughs sweetly. “It’s okay. I know what you meant.”

      “I’ll get us a snack.” I escape for the kitchen. Holly enters after I’ve dumped a bag of chips into a bowl, and I ask, “Do you know where that can of dip went?”

      “Is this a dip-worthy occasion?” she asks. “I thought we were saving that.”

      “We were, but we have a guest.” She stands beside me, brown eyes probing, and I ask, “What?”

      “What’s gotten into you? Why are you acting all enthusiastic? You’ve said great non-sarcastically more times in the past few minutes than you have in our entire lives.”

      “Nothing’s gotten into me. I’m just trying to make Brenna comfortable for Jess. Don’t you think it’s crazy they haven’t hooked up yet?”

      I check in one cabinet, then another. They’re mostly empty, since food lives in the other buildings. When Holly doesn’t answer, I turn. She still watches me, slowly shaking her head. “That’s what this is? You’re trying to get them together?”

      “Sure.” My stomach clinches with a vague nausea. It’s easier to lie in my head than out loud to Holly. “She likes him, he likes her. Why not?”

      “Did you ask him if he likes her?”

      “No. But she’s always making him things, and he gives her private lessons and…stuff. Obviously, they like each other.”

      My voice is reedy and slightly agitated. Holly stares with such naked sympathy that I know she knows. Her lips move as though she wants to say something, and I think No, please don’t. I’m doing this so I can move on, pretend I never felt anything for him. It’s not time for honesty after all these years. “So, dip?”

      Holly breaks eye contact and crosses to a drawer. “It’s in here.”

      She sets the can of onion dip on the counter. As I dump it into a bowl, her fingertips brush my forearm for a second before she pulls away. The can blurs, my hand shakes, but I get it into the bowl.

      “Want me to grab the chips?” she asks softly, and I nod.

      I follow her into the living room, then take my seat on the floor. Gabe hands me a joint, and I take a few hits before I pass it on. I’d like to be strong enough to do this sober, but fuck that. Sobriety is overrated.

      We play gin rummy while I ignore Holly’s troubled glances, until both she and Nora are yawning. Gabe and Lance went to bed thirty minutes ago. I cover a giant yawn with my hand. “Tired?” Brenna asks.

      “We were up early. I might sleep at my dad’s tonight.”

      Jesse, who’s been friendly but not particularly gregarious this evening, views me over his cards. “Sleep in our room.”

      “Well, I—”

      “Clary, just go to our room.”

      The misery that’s been steadily increasing ebbs a little. He’s not planning to sleep with her if he’s sending me to our room. That’s something. I’ll just keep pretending I haven’t had sex in any number of places and that the only place to do it is a bed. I stand along with Holly and Nora. “Good night, I guess. Nice to see you, Brenna.”

      “You, too.” She gives us her soft smile. “See you tomorrow.”

      Jesse doesn’t look at me, though he mumbles something like Good night. Once Holly and Nora have brushed, and Holly has thrown me three more disturbed looks that I ignore, I get ready for bed. I use the clean water at the side of the sink, which is fine, though the unfiltered toilet water smells. Not bad—just a slight musty-type odor—and they’re chalking it up to the reservoir’s contents sitting for so long without being freshened. The giant tank was built in the Thirties, and it was slated to be replaced due to old construction and possible leaky roof seams.

      I climb into bed, exhausted from our early morning, but I can’t sleep. Jesse and Brenna could be kissing now. His hand might be exploring her body. Maybe they’re lying on the couch. Or maybe they went outside to look at the stars, and his hands are tangled in her silky hair while their lips meet.

      I roll over, listening for any noise that might clue me in. Finally, after what seems like forever, I cover my head with my pillow and close my eyes.
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      I flush the toilet in the Events Center, grimacing at the yellow-tinged water that fills the bowl. Whatever’s wrong with the water has gotten worse, and though the swampy smell isn’t horrendous, it reminds me of when our septic system’s leach field was acting up. Every now and again, we’d get a vague almost-not-there whiff of poop.

      A trip to inspect the reservoir tank in the South Hills was curtailed by a large pack of zombies, and all efforts to move them only attracted more. The water from Amazon Creek doesn’t look any more palatable, and with the heat this past week, it’s running lower than ever. The reservoir should have plenty of water, albeit stinky water, and we’re building a filtration system that will remove the smell and color before we bleach it. We have a lot of bleach, but it’ll run out at some point, and Gabe is already pondering the ins and outs of large-scale UV filtration.

      Outside the Expo Halls, a barrel sits on stacked pallets. The top has been cut off and the inside filled with a layer of gravel followed by layers of coarse and fine sand taken from a home improvement store. They also found generators for winter, though the current plan is to cram most everyone into the Events Center. I’m hoping our wood stove saves us from that fate.

      Gabe feeds a hose into the barrel while Stephanie, Lance, and I look on. After a few minutes, water begins to flow from the barrel’s bottom spigot into a large bucket. I scoop some into a glass, then take a sniff and hold it up to the light—the water is clear and smells fine.

      “Ass water is gone,” I say.

      The three of us cheer for Gabe, who pumps a fist. “I figured it would work, since they use it in developing countries. But that doesn’t mean all the bacteria is gone, and definitely not any viruses.”

      “We know, Dad,” Lance says, then jumps when Gabe boots him in the behind. “Ow!”

      “Want me to kiss it and make it better?” Gabe asks, to which Lance turns a deep shade of red. “You’re cute when you blush.”

      Lance rolls his eyes and walks to the waiting bags of gravel, then heaves one onto his shoulder while Stephanie and I lift empty barrels onto waiting pallets. After two bags of gravel, each barrel gets numerous bags of sand. We’ll have six barrels total, which will drain into our water tanks for bleaching. It’ll make our water-purifying process more time-consuming, but I hear cholera’s time-consuming, too.

      We know from Craig that the virus works in tandem with a parasite, but we don’t know how, or if the virus is deadly on its own. According to the teacher he met in Grants Pass, it seemed to be engineered and had the world’s scientists stumped, so I’m pretty sure we’re not going to figure it out. But seeing as how zombies don’t die in the water, we assume the virus doesn’t, either.

      While we wait for the barrels to do their work, Stephanie and I lean on a truck in the shade. She smiles when Lance squirts Gabe with purified water, which becomes a wrestling match for control of the hose. “They’re cute,” she says.

      “They are. Did you have a partner before this?”

      “No one I cared about. My boyfriend and I broke up about six months before. We were together for two years. I didn’t have many boyfriends before him. Or any, really. I wasn’t very popular in high school.”

      Her features have tightened, and I wonder if wasn’t very popular is an understatement. When I moved to Oregon, I got my fair share of rude remarks in my new high school, and I know firsthand how they hurt. I was lucky to find Mitch and Craig, who made my teen years not just bearable, but fun. “High school is a terrible, terrible place,” I say, patting her arm. “You couldn’t pay me enough to go back. But I can say for a fact that I saw Tyler checking you out recently.”

      “They’ll lower their standards to sleep with me, but they don’t want me on the gates or anywhere else.”

      I’ve heard the whispers and seen the looks. When Carver recently broached the subject of her rejoining guard, a group of people talked him out of it. “I’m sure everything will be fine eventually. Boone killed a lot of people, and it’s going to take them time to get over it.”

      “Yeah.” She shrugs as though it doesn’t matter. “Whatever.”

      I’m saved from responding by Barry, who walks toward us with purpose, though his face is lined with uncertainty. “Hey, Stephanie,” he says when he nears. “I’m sorry, but I need to talk with you for a second.”

      “I’ll leave,” I say.

      Stephanie wets her lips. “No, stay. What is it?”

      “A radio is missing.” Barry forces the words out, and I get the feeling he’s dreading whatever he’s been sent to do. “Do you have it?”

      “No. I’m not allowed near the radios, remember?”

      “Of course I do. But they can’t find it, and the last time anyone saw it by the southwest gate, it was unattended. A few people said they saw you there around that time.”

      Stephanie gives a mirthless laugh. “I’m sure they did. Except I haven’t been over there in days. How can I prove that I don’t have something?”

      “I have to search your room and bag.” Barry rubs his beard, eyes genuinely apologetic. “I’m sorry.”

      “Fine.” Stephanie stalks to the bench outside the Expo Hall, returns with her pack, and tosses it at his feet. “It’s all yours.”

      Barry retrieves the bag with reluctance. “Can you come with me? We’ll do it all in your room, to avoid embarrassment.”

      “It’s a little late for that.” Stephanie’s cheeks are pink, and she wears a bitter smile. “Let’s go.”

      “I’ll have her back in a bit,” Barry says to me.

      I watch him plod after her, my heart in my throat. If she’s stolen a radio to communicate with Boone, or something along those lines, I don’t know what they’ll do to her. Or I do know, and though it’s the only logical choice, the idea is awful. I squat to rub behind Willa’s ears when she whimpers. “I know, Willa Vanilla. I hope it’ll be okay.”

      A minute later, Stephanie emerges from the Expo Hall with her head held high. Barry leaves the doors for the ice rink, shoulders lowered. “That was fast,” I say.

      “Barry got a call that they found the radio. Some kid took it and was playing with it in the Events Center.” Her eyes brim with angry tears. “I know I fucked up, but I’m still here and I do everything they ask. I can’t win.”

      I murmur a sound of disagreement, though it might be true for now, at least. The soldiers are the most vocal, but there are residents who give her the evil eye, and almost everyone gives her a wide berth. I can’t imagine being the fairgrounds pariah. Her options are in here with people or out there with zombies, and both suck.

      “Given time and cooler tempers, it’ll get better,” I say. “I’m glad you’re on the water crew, for whatever that’s worth. You’re doing great. I know you’d rather do guard duty, but Gabe and I happen to think this is the most important job of all. That may be because we’re total nerds, but I don’t think so. Is there anything more exciting than water filtration?”

      Her lips spasm as she fights a smile. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For being nice to me.”

      “It’s easy to be nice to you.” I nudge her side. “Looks like the first tank is filled. We should get going. If you want, you can take the afternoon off.”

      Stephanie refuses, and once the water is bleached, we make our deliveries and then start on the next tank. Stephanie is silent, stewing. I don’t blame her. Every random glance seems like an accusation, even to me, and I’m sure the gossip has spread the way gossip does: with the accusation a scream but the acquittal a whisper. By the time we’re done, it’s nearing dinner hour, and I’m drained from labor and keeping up a cheerful front.

      Craig walks past as we’re winding the hoses and stops to wait for me. “You’re sure you don’t want to have dinner with us?” I ask Stephanie.

      She shakes her head. “I usually eat in my room. That’s one good thing about no one wanting to be near you—you get your own room.”

      It’s not a joke, and I have no idea what to say. I clasp her arm. “If you change your mind, you know where we are.”

      “And here I thought I could be maudlin,” Craig says as we make our way to the gate.

      I tell him about the radio theft and my conversation with Stephanie, then finish with, “I get why they checked, but now she’s even more convinced everyone hates her.”

      “She may be right.”

      I sigh as we cross into the House Zone. “I know. And I’m not sure they’re wrong for being wary, but I still feel sorry for her.”

      “Same,” Craig says. He’s a softie like me, and likely the only person who understands.

      “Who do you feel sorry for?” Mitch asks. She’s at the end of the line at our food truck, where we’ve stopped to finish our conversation.

      “Stephanie,” I say.

      “Of course you do. The girl made her bed, now she has to lie in it.”

      “They should either trust her or oust her,” I say. “I’m not stupid, I know why Stephanie is basically shunned, but I don’t think people hating on her is helping matters.”

      Mitch grunts in agreement. “Why aren’t you cooking?”

      “I’m off this week for water. Adele wanted my shifts. Something about showing everyone the magic of eating right.”

      She groans deep in her throat. “I thought I only had to get through breakfast this morning. Your dad brought it to the house, and we couldn’t figure out what it was. He said Adele called it n’oatmeal. As in ‘no oatmeal.’ It was like eating a bowl of mucus.”

      I laugh and grimace simultaneously. Last night’s dinner was a horrible salmon-almond flour concoction that I wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole on any day, but even salmon lovers thought it was weird. “She said she was soaking seeds. I’m glad I got breakfast in the fairgrounds.”

      The line inches forward. Someone walks past sniffing their plate suspiciously. When we finally reach the serving window, Mitch sets the stack of plates she holds on the counter. “This is for Tom and Sam, too.”

      Adele nods efficiently and uses a spatula to drop two yellow and green speckled pancake-shaped objects onto each plate. The food here can—and has—smelled bad, but this might be the worst ever. “What is it?” I ask, holding out my plate.

      “Chicken patties,” Adele says. “I used canned chicken, spinach, coconut flour, powdered eggs, canned pumpkin, and a few other things. Fried in coconut oil. I told you it’s possible to be paleo even with our limited resources.”

      “Just because something is possible doesn’t mean it should be done.” Mitch continues staring at her plate. “Are there any sides? Rice or something?”

      Adele lets out a long-suffering sigh, informing us that this is not her first brush with persecution today. “As I’ve said before, grains aren’t paleo.”

      “I don’t care about paleo,” Mitch says. “I care about edible.”

      “This is far more edible—and digestible—than the crap they usually serve. Just because no one here knows what’s good for them doesn’t mean I shouldn’t eat healthy.”

      Craig pokes his patties like they might take on a life of their own. I hold back my laugh, choosing not to take offense at the crap they usually serve comment. Still, Adele frowns like I’m the rude one. Behind her in the truck, Gabrielle sticks her finger in her mouth while fake gagging, then motions for me to meet her at the food truck’s door.

      On our way around the truck, Craig whispers, “Please tell me we have bread left.”

      “We don’t,” I say.

      The truck’s back door cracks, and Gabrielle’s arm emerges holding a cloth bag. “Take it,” she hisses. Before I can thank her, the door slams shut.

      We continue toward the house. The bag contains a giant storage container of pasta in herbed oil—our apocalyptic version of pesto. I miss fresh pesto, but Gabrielle’s is pretty close. Tom and Pop sit on the deck when we arrive, and they inspect their dishes warily. Now that we’re away from the truck, the mélange of odors has had time to develop. It comes as no surprise that canned chicken, pumpkin, and powdered eggs do not mesh well.

      “What the hell is that?” Tom asks.

      “Adele,” is all Mitch says.

      Pop, who will eat almost anything, gamely lifts a patty and takes a bite, then chews slowly. He swallows with effort and looks to me. “Baby doll, please get back in that truck soon.”

      We laugh. Willa is going to have a chicken patty feast tonight. I pull Gabrielle’s pasta from the bag. “It’s all in who you know.”
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        * * *

      

      Morning water has been distributed, and while we wait for the barrels to filter more, I walk to the Livestock Arena. It’s about a thousand degrees inside, but it’s a shady thousand degrees. Tom looks up from his clipboard with a furrowed brow that morphs to the fond, pleased smile that seems to be mine alone.

      “Hey,” he says. “Everything okay?”

      “Yup. I just came to visit while I wait for water.” I perch on a nearby folding table covered with papers. “Any more rats?”

      “The traps are working. Every once in a while, you hear a snap.” As if to punctuate his words, a snap comes from a far-off corner. I wince, and Tom says, “Better than those glue traps.”

      “They put out glue traps? Those are so cruel.”

      “It’s them or us, I guess.”

      Rats are destructive and possible carriers of disease, but I hate to think of one chewing its leg off in a frantic bid to escape. Tom sets his clipboard on the table and twines his fingers through mine. “If it makes you feel better, I’ve been finishing off the ones in the glue traps right away.”

      I squeeze his hand. “It does, but that sounds like a horrible job. I’m sorry.”

      Tom lifts his shoulders and attempts a stoic expression, though the way he swallows says it bothers him more than he’ll let on. He no longer covers emotions with anger and disapproval, but he still mans up when he thinks he should. Mostly when he’s being protective, which I’m certain is built into him along with his chocolate-brown eyes and love of music.

      “How’s inventory?” I ask.

      “Craig and I are getting it together.”

      “I can think of no people more organized than you two. It’s probably ten times more organized than if I worked on it for ten years straight.”

      The corner of Tom’s mouth lifts. “Even your dad doesn’t claim you’re organized.”

      I laugh. “You know it’s bad if Pop doesn’t even try to claim I do it best.”

      We move apart at voices from an entrance farther down. I walk into the rows with him close behind, running my fingers along the packages, cans, and jars of food. I stop at a pallet. “Is that hazelnut butter?”

      “Yup. We have two hundred-fifty jars.”

      “What? Why didn’t you tell me about it?”

      “I didn’t know I was supposed to tell you about hazelnut butter.”

      I make a noise of fake indignation. “How could you not know that? A jar costs twenty-five bucks. It’s one of the best things ever.”

      “You like weird things,” he says.

      “True. I like you.”

      After I say it, my face warms. Tom grins, closing the distance between. “You do, huh? Guess I like weird things, too.”

      My blush expands into a hot flash, which is impossible to hide. I drop my head against the pallet while my body coats itself with sweat. “I am so fucking hot.”

      “Yes, you are,” he murmurs in my ear. His cool breath glides across my neck and shoulders a moment later.

      “Just do that forever,” I beg. “Or until winter.”

      Finally, I begin to cool down. His mouth is still inches away, and those voices have left for somewhere else. I turn my head, but he ignores me, planting his lips on my neck then moving down to my collarbone with soft, cool kisses that make me shiver.

      I open my eyes to find Holly standing fifteen feet down the aisle. Her jaw hangs, and my stomach plummets to the ground. “Shit.”

      Tom lifts his head just as she disappears into the next aisle, and I go after her. “Holly, wait!”

      Holly stops, then faces me with burning eyes. “That’s the real reason you left Dad? I can’t believe—” She breaks off, head shaking.

      I breathe through my embarrassment, my anger. “Tom isn’t the reason. And not that it’s any of your business, but nothing happened until afterward. I left your father because of the way he treated me, Holly. Because he tried to blame me when he was the…”

      I trail off, the word abuser lodged in my throat like a stone. I knew it was abuse, but I’ve never said it aloud. At the beginning, you tell yourself everyone has bad days, everyone has misunderstandings, we’ve all hurt others unintentionally. You fit these new experiences into the structure of normal life until they become normal life, and though you know it isn’t normal, by then you’re lost and confused and exceedingly ashamed.

      “Here we go again,” Holly mutters.

      My anger swells and spills over at her dismissiveness, and it’s all because she doesn’t know the truth. I’m done with this shame, with keeping secrets. “Yes, here we go again, but with the real story this time. Your father was emotionally abusive, Holly. He treated me like shit and told me I was a bad person, over and over again. That’s why I left. That’s why I stopped loving him.”

      Air rushes out of Holly in a surprised oof. I see the moment when her heart breaks, when her father becomes someone she never suspected he could be, and it breaks my heart, too. “You’re too sensitive—you say that yourself. You misunderstood.”

      “I didn’t misunderstand. That’s the real reason, and he knows it.”

      She shakes her head as if trying to fling this new information from her mind. “Dad wouldn’t— You just want an excuse to fuck whoever you please and not have to take any blame.”

      I throw up my hands in frustration, though I want to slap her. Safe parent or not, it still hurts to be treated like I don’t matter. “I’m trying to talk to you like a grownup, Holly. Can you act like one for a second? Maybe treat me like a human being with actual feelings? I have them, you know. Just like Dad does.”

      It’s a petty and resentful thing to say, even if it is true. Holly’s eyes shimmer with fury. “You don’t care about anyone else’s feelings, why should I care about yours?” She crosses her arms. “Are we done?”

      Tears push at the backs of my eyes. It’s the same thing Ethan says, which is likely why she’s said it. “If that’s how you feel, then yes, I guess we’re done. I don’t know what I can say to make you believe me. I wish I did.”

      Holly blinks quickly. There’s a moment when I think she might burst into tears, apologize for her words, but she spins on her heel and marches off. I watch her leave, the heaviness in my chest spreading to every limb. So many have lost their families to this fucked-up world. Against those odds, we’ve managed to stay together, but I’m losing my daughter anyway.
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      Marquez and I head for the Pavilion as soon as we’re off guard. Jesse was supposed to be on our shift, but he was switched last minute for another. We’ve barely spoken since the Brenna night. He didn’t supply any information, and I’m dying to know what happened. Or half-dying, maybe, because my other half has been avoiding him. But I refuse to avoid the spontaneous party taking place tonight. Rumors began spreading this afternoon, and I’m more than ready to get my drink on.

      “Do you know what alcohol they have?” I ask Marquez.

      “Do you really care?”

      “Not even a little.”

      He laughs as we enter the Pavilion. It’s crowded—every off-duty person in their twenties and early thirties is here, along with some older ones, too. Lanterns sit on every table, and someone’s connected a couple of floor lamps to batteries. Amber laughs raucously in the center of the room, a tall glass in her hand. I wave as we head for the tables loaded with every conceivable type of liquor and non-alcoholic beverages.

      “Wow,” I say. “Where’d they get all that?”

      Amber sidles up, her glass now empty. “Don’t ask questions. Just drink before it’s gone.”

      She makes a good point. I grab a plastic cup and dump in tequila, followed by some margarita mix. Marquez goes for whiskey. “Does anyone really like whiskey?” I ask him. “Or is it that they think they should in order to be manly?”

      “Both,” he says.

      Amber sloshes rum into a cup and dumps Coke on top, then scurries to where a guy named Damon, wasted and thoroughly captivated, waits for her return. I catch sight of Jesse and Brenna at a table with a few other people, then follow Marquez in that direction.

      We sit at the end of the table across from Jesse and Brenna. “Hi,” I say. They’re not holding hands, not sitting particularly close, though that doesn’t mean anything. I gulp my drink and tell my brain to shut up.

      Jesse nods, and Brenna says, “Hi, Clara. What’d you get to drink?”

      “Margarita. How about you?”

      “I have no idea. Someone just handed it to me.” Her cheeks are flushed, and her eyes shine. “It’s good, though.”

      I clink my glass on hers, then on Jesse’s. “Cheers. Where are Holly and Nora?”

      “No idea,” Jesse says, hardly looking my way. “Not working, though.”

      I watch people mill around. A few come over to chat, but I’m more interested in drinking than conversation. Once my cup empties, I get to my feet. Brenna follows. “I need another drink,” she says.

      We walk to the beverage tables. Brenna looks over the bottles with a baffled expression, and I take her cup. “Any requests?”

      “I don’t really drink. I have no idea.”

      “Sweet or not sweet?”

      “Sweet. Thank you.”

      I pour her a mix of Malibu, pineapple, and cranberry. Then I make myself one, though I throw in extra rum. Brenna sips her drink. “Oh, that’s dangerous. It’s so good!”

      “I know. Be careful. It’s easy to suck it down.”

      Brenna nods as we watch the room. I’ve finally gathered my courage to ask what’s going on with Jesse when I notice Nora making a path straight for us. “Clara, there you are,” she says. “I need you and Jesse.”

      “Why? Where’s Holly?”

      “She’s in the Auditorium. She’s completely wasted.”

      “Oh, God,” I say. “Okay, hang on.”

      We grab Jesse, and the three of us cross to the big building. Rows of food and other supplies sit in the dark, though bright lantern light spills through the office doorway. Inside, Holly sits on the carpet, her head in her hands.

      “Holly, Clara and Jess are here,” Nora says. “Talk to them. Please.”

      Holly lifts bloodshot and puffy eyes. I crouch in front of her. “Hols, what’s wrong? Didn’t I tell you to stay away from whiskey?”

      She doesn’t even attempt to smile at my joke. “I saw my mom and your dad today. Kissing.”

      It comes out slurred, shocked, and she waits for me to respond in kind. However, she’s taken me off guard, and between that and alcohol, I can’t even pretend. Her mouth opens. I stand, taking a spot beside Jesse, and her gaze moves between us while her cheeks redden. “You knew? Both of you?”

      “Hols,” Jesse says. “Calm down.”

      “Don’t fucking tell me to calm down!” She tries to rise to her feet, falls back on her butt, and stays there. “What the fuck?”

      “We didn’t tell you because we knew you’d be like this,” I say, though guilt weakens my voice. Honestly, I would be just as pissed. “But I am sorry.”

      Her drunken laugh is loud. “Fuck you. Both of you. Maybe I wouldn’t be like this if either of you told me a fucking single, solitary thing in the first place.”

      “Holly, they’re adults,” Jesse says more calmly than I could. “You didn’t flip out when Dad started up with Eva.”

      “He’s not the one who left,” Holly says. “You know what Mom told me today? That Dad was emotionally abusive. Dad!”

      Jesse pushes his hair back. His shoulders deflate as though he can finally let out his breath, and I silently thank Rose for coming clean. “It’s true,” he says quietly.

      “She told you the same thing? No wonder you’re on her side.”

      Jesse’s jaw works, and he clenches his fists by his thighs. “I saw him do it, Holly. I heard it. Stop being a baby and believe people when they tell you shit.”

      Blood drains from her face, accentuating dark eyes that blink, blink, blink while her drunken brain tries to process this news. She shakes her head even as her chin quivers, even as her eyes fill with a mix of tears and remorse. “No,” she whispers.

      “It’s true, Hols,” I say. “Jess told me about it back at the house.”

      I realize my mistake as soon as Holly turns a deeply shocked, wounded expression my way. I said it thinking it’d help, forgetting it’d be blatant proof of my complicity. “You knew?” she whispers. “And you didn’t tell me?”

      “I made her promise not to,” Jesse says, as if that explains it. But I know it’s not enough, not when it was so important, not for the kind of friends we’ve always been.

      Holly hiccups, gripping the floor like she’s on the deck of a storm-tossed ship. Her laugh is disdainful, but it doesn’t hide the hurt beneath. “Of course you didn’t tell me. You’ve been in love with Jesse since middle school. You’d do anything he asks.”

      Air rushes from my lungs when her words hit, as though every molecule of oxygen has been sucked from the room. I can’t breathe, I can’t think. I can’t even scream at Holly, who’s now crawling across the floor to puke under a desk. Nora drops beside her, throwing me an apologetic glance.

      And Jesse. His boots haven’t moved on the carpet beside me, but I can’t look at him. I’ll never look at him again. I rush through the doors into the cool night air and stop beneath a tree. The secret I’ve kept close to my heart is out there, and I don’t know what to do.

      Jesse’s boots sound on the road behind me. “Clary?” he says softly.

      I keep my back to him. My laugh sounds false to my ears, but I pray he buys it. “God, your sister is so wasted. Maybe I had a crush on you when we were, like, twelve. But I think I’ve moved on since then.”

      “Yeah,” he says, adding his laugh to mine. It doesn’t sound like him, though, and I’d turn to see his expression if I weren’t utterly terrified of what I’d find. “She’s going to be wrecked tomorrow.” The silence expands until he adds, “Are you going back to the Pavilion?”

      “In a minute. You go ahead.”

      He walks past, hands in pockets, and I close my eyes to stop my tears. How will I sleep in the same room with him? How will we joke around? Nothing will ever be the same, thanks to Holly. I kick the tree hard enough to bruise. The only thing to do is pretend it’s not true. To stick to my story until even I believe it. Although I want to run home, curl into a ball, and cry, I force myself through the Pavilion doors and straight to the drink tables, where I dump various liquids into a cup.

      I take a sip of whatever the fuck I just made. It’s horrible, but it burns going down like I wanted. Eyes on the floor, I gulp a quarter of it.

      “Is Holly okay?” Marquez asks, appearing at my side.

      “Fine. Currently puking.”

      “That’s rough. Did the other Winter go home?”

      “No,” I say, lifting my head. “He said he was coming here.”

      Marquez scans the room and shrugs. “He didn’t. Guess he went home. Come sit.”

      Neither Jesse nor Brenna is in the room, and I wonder if she went with him. I drag myself to the table, my brain playing Holly’s words on repeat. I can’t believe she betrayed me that way. Since zombies appeared, I’ve felt lost, even despondent, but I’ve never felt so alone.

      I guzzle more drink. Marquez bumps his shoulder into mine. “You trying to pray to the porcelain god like Holly?”

      I force a smile. Pretend, pretend, pretend. “I’m not a lightweight like her. Just trying to get this party started.”

      “That’s what I like to hear.”

      Marquez puts his arm on the back of my chair. Our attention is drawn by loud voices near the drink tables. Stephanie stands beside Tyler the grad student, a cup in her hand. Her brown hair is down, sleek and shining, and she wears a touch of makeup. Her cheeks have whitened under the blush, her mascara-framed eyes glimmering with tears as she regards the five soldiers that surround her. Their bodies are stiff, legs wide. Definitely not a welcoming committee.

      “…just trying to get a drink, man,” Tyler says.

      “You can,” a soldier named Brock says, then motions at Stephanie. “She can take hers to go.”

      “As far as she wants,” another says. “Maybe outside the gates.”

      It’s not just the soldiers who laugh; titters come from around the room, and a few people clap. While I may not trust Stephanie, this is truly shit behavior. The girl was just trying to get a drink, maybe make a friend. I understand that, even more so at this moment.

      I want to say they can sit with us, tell the soldiers to fuck off, but Stephanie whirls for the door. Tyler follows and takes her arm, but she yanks from his grasp. “It’s fine,” she says. “You stay.” At his quiet protest, she shouts, “Get away from me!”

      He lets go, and Stephanie dashes into the night. Voices explode once she’s gone. And though more than a few people watch the door with sympathy, too many seem pleased. Tears spring to my eyes—which I know are for my own self, too—and I do the one thing that’ll stave them off: make a joke.

      “Shit,” I say to Marquez. “There goes your date for the evening.”

      He pairs his laugh with a head shake. “You make me out to be such a player.”

      “Because you are.”

      “I’m just looking for love, same as anyone else.”

      I laugh—a real one—because he’s a terrible liar. I forgot how flirting takes my mind off things. “You’re doing it right now, acting like the women before have been steppingstones on the path to true love, but I see through you. As my dad would say, cut the crap.”

      Marquez watches me solemnly. It’s followed by a blinding grin. “Damn. I think I’ve met my match.”

      I clink his cup with mine. “I was a player before, I know all the tricks. But I make a good wingwoman if you want to find someone to hook up with tonight.”

      “Nah, I can’t even be bothered, you know?”

      I nod. “So what’d you do before the world went to shit? Aside from the Army?”

      “This.” He lifts his cup. “And I helped my mom take care of my little brother until he went to college this year.”

      “I had a little brother,” I say, and swallow the lump in my throat with the help of my drink. “Jeremy.”

      Marquez winces in sympathy, as my use of past tense makes Jeremy’s fate obvious. “Yeah, mine too. Before we came up from California, I made it to their apartment. The door was open, and they were gone. Blood everywhere.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      He sets down his cup. “Another sob story, right? He was so fucking good, though, my brother. The kid who did all the right things. He wanted to help people, be a doctor. And I’m the one who survived.”

      “Me, too. What the fuck is that about?”

      Marquez sighs, holding my gaze, and then leans forward to plant his lips on mine. After a moment’s hesitation, I kiss him back. He’s a good kisser, and I could’ve gotten into it once upon a time, but I might as well be making out with my pillow for all the excitement it brings.

      He pulls back and peers at me from under his brow. “Nothing, huh?”

      “Sorry. Guess I’m not a player anymore.”

      Marquez laughs and finishes the remainder of his drink, then sets the cup on the table upside down. “I had to try, especially after you told Winter to go for Brenna. I thought you had a thing for him.”

      I drink from my cup, eyes averted. Marquez whistles. “You do? Then what the fuck are you doing trying to hook him up with Brenna?”

      “I don’t know!” I yell, screeching like a drunk sorority girl. “They like each other, so what was I supposed to do?”

      “Jesse doesn’t like her.”

      He says it like he’s sure, and though I want to drag the information out of him, he’s very much enjoying hanging this over my head. I can’t help saying, “Yes, he does. He’s with her now.”

      “No, he’s not.”

      “How do you know? You didn’t even know where he was fifteen minutes ago.”

      “But I do know where Brenna is. And it’s not with Winter.” He gloats in his knowledge. At my glare, he pretends to cower under raised hands. “Fine, fine. She went off with Dalton while you were gone.”

      “Dalton? No way.”

      “Yup. She did. He practically wet himself. So, if you’re such a player, why don’t you make a move on Winter already?” Marquez asks, then slowly widens his eyes. “Holy shit. He’s why you’re not a player anymore? Jesse told me you grew up together but hardly saw each other until recently. How long have you been in love with him?”

      My cup is empty, and the rest of me is fairly numb. I shouldn’t have more, but I really, really want more. I stand with a wobble. “Time for a drink.”

      Marquez gets to his feet. “You’re not escaping me, mami. This is more fun than hooking up with someone.” I weave my way across the room with Marquez steadying my arm, though he’s not that stable himself. He chuckles while we mix our drinks. “It’s like one of those movies my ex-girlfriend loved. You know Jesse told me to stay away from you?”

      I slosh cranberry juice on the table. “What?”

      “He told me to lay off. He was trying to be cool about it, but he was very clear you were off limits.”

      “So? I’m like his sister.”

      Marquez shakes his head, tossing back a shot of whiskey and then refilling his cup. “He puts himself on your gate shifts, too.”

      “Again, sister,” I say.

      “He has a sister, and I don’t see him putting himself on her shifts.”

      I shrug, but the tiniest spark of hope shines in the dark. He was so weird about me and Marquez flirting, which I chalked up to…well, I have no idea what I chalked it up to. Those few moments, the times when I felt so close to him, might not have been in my imagination.

      “What do I do?” I ask Marquez, who suddenly seems like the oracle I need to make this happen.

      “Fuck if I know,” he says. I punch his arm.
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        * * *

      

      I wake face down on the couch. When I finally fell through the door, the thought of making it into my room and facing Jesse was too much for my drunk self to handle. Marquez had me half-believing the little fairytale we concocted, but upon sober-ish reflection, I want to laugh. If I could laugh. At the moment, my mouth is glued shut and my head might explode if I so much as whisper.

      “Clara?” Holly calls in a hoarse voice from her bedroom down the hall.

      “Fuck off,” I mutter, wincing at the sound of my voice, and close my eyes.

      I hear a thump and then feet shuffling to the hall bathroom. Gagging and retching are followed by a toilet flush before gagging and retching ensue again. I’d have sympathy if I weren’t so livid. She deserves every dry heave she gets.

      “Clara? Please?”

      I’m not sure how long it’s been since her last call. I passed out again, but I feel no better than I did. With a groan, I rise into a seated position.

      “Clara?”

      I grit my teeth. I can’t believe she’s asking for anything after the shit she pulled last night. In fact, that’s something she needs to know, if only so she shuts the hell up. I drag myself into the hall. The retching begins again. Outside the bathroom, I draw back at the stench. Vomit never smells good, but this is like vomit, rotten eggs, and shit had a baby.

      I pinch my nose. Holly kneels at the toilet, hair hanging around her face. It’s drenched with sweat at her scalp and flecked with puke at the ends. She moans before yellow-green vomit lands in the bowl. It reminds me enough of last night’s third margarita that I have to swallow hard to keep it in my stomach. I set one of our bathroom water bottles beside her.

      “Water,” I say, and move for the door to gulp fresher air. “I put it on the floor.”

      Another day, another time, I’d hold her hair back the way we always have. Wipe her brow and neck with a cool washcloth. But I can’t bring myself to help any more than necessary.

      “Thank you,” Holly whispers. She dry heaves a few times, her entire body surging in a way that looks especially painful, and then locates the bottle with her eyes closed. She unscrews the cap, swishes some in her mouth, and spits into the bowl. “My stomach really hurts.”

      “That’s what happens when you drink too much.” She’d have to be stupid not to hear the chill in my voice, but she barely reacts. “So, there’s your water. I’m going back to sleep.”

      Holly raises her head. She looks awful, with deep hollows around her eyes and trembling pale lips. “Clars,” she whispers miserably. “I’m sorry I—”

      “Can you get yourself into bed again?” I ask.

      I don’t want her pitiful apology; I’m not ready to forgive. I don’t want anything except to forget last night for a few hours while my body sorts itself out. Holly nods. I take a bottle of water and guzzle it on the way to my room, where I drop into bed.

      When I wake a few hours later, I still feel like shit, but my head is no longer in danger of bursting open. I drink the remainder of my water, then head down the hall to pee. Holly is curled in a ball on the bathroom floor, and she whimpers when I enter.

      “I thought you were going to bed,” I say.

      “Something’s not ri—” Her words end in a cry of pain. She clasps her middle and groans. “It hurts so much.”

      Her hair is still sweaty, her face pale. And when she cries out again, an involuntary high-pitched yelp, I kneel at her side. I wanted to smack her a minute ago, but now I’m scared. This isn’t a normal morning after a night of drinking. Something is wrong. I brush her hair from her forehead. “I’ll get your mom.”

      She nods, eyes scrunched, and I run out the door.
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      Stephanie and I have spent the morning filling barrels in silence. I would try to cheer her out of her broodiness, but it matches my mood. Holly’s reaction to Tom and me wasn’t unanticipated, but her refusal to believe me about Ethan cut deep. I didn’t want her to fall at my feet or swear fealty, but a little something—compassion, belief—would’ve been nice.

      It’s that feeling that has me brooding. I insist I don’t want the kids to choose sides, but maybe, in a way, I do. Part of me desires an acknowledgement of what I went through, the same way Holly acknowledges Ethan’s struggles. I want so badly to be a selfless mother, a perfect mother, but I’m angry, sad, and, clearly, brimming with pettiness.

      Or maybe I’m just human.

      “Gosh, we’re a cheerful pair,” I joke as we empty the last of the tank into a barrel by the Livestock Arena. Stephanie glances up, lips stiff, and surveys the parking lot with flared nostrils. She’s seemed upset at times, frustrated at others, but this is pure rage. “Are you okay? Did something happen?”

      “Nothing more than usual,” she says.

      It’s an obvious lie, but I don’t push her on it. “I’m inviting you to dinner tonight, but this time you have no choice. If I have to eat chicken-spinach-pumpkin pancakes, then you do, too.”

      Finally, I get a trace of a smile. “Is that seriously what Adele made? Maybe you should eat with me.”

      “I would, but no one would forgive me for leaving them to suffer on their own. You’re going to have to suffer with us.”

      “I guess I could come. Are you sure?”

      “Of course. And if you blow me off again, I’m going to be insulted and probably cry.”

      “Stop being so dramatic,” she says, sounding like the twenty-something-year-old she is.

      I wink. I’m going to get something right today, with someone’s daughter, if it kills me. “It works, though—” I cut off when Clara runs into view. She spots us and races over, barefoot and unkempt. I set my hand on my knife. “What’s going on?”

      “Holly,” she says, out of breath. “Her stomach hurts, but I think there’s something really wrong.”

      The fear in her expression washes through me. Stephanie takes the hose from my hand. “Go. I can finish up.”

      “Thank you.” I grab my bag and follow Clara to the House Zone gate. “What’s happening?”

      “She drank a lot last night. She was throwing up this morning and said her stomach hurt. I thought it was just a bad hangover, so I went to sleep again. When I woke up, she was still on the bathroom floor.” Clara’s eyes shine with tears. “I shouldn’t have left her.”

      I clasp her arm. “It’s okay. She had a stomachache a couple of days ago. Do you know if it stopped?”

      “She said it felt like she was never going to poop again the other day, but that’s it.”

      I rush through their house and into the bathroom. Panic swells at the sight of Holly’s deathlike pallor until she opens her eyes. “Mama, it hurts.”

      She hasn’t called me Mama in years. I sink to the floor, brushing her hair from her face. Holly isn’t a drama queen about illness, which makes this more terrifying. Her skin is too warm, and I press my lips to her forehead. She has a fever—not scarily high, but definitely a fever. “What’s wrong, sweets? Where does it hurt?”

      Holly clutches her middle, gasping, and tightens into a ball. After a moment, she relaxes with a groan, though she doesn’t uncurl. There’s a list of things it could be, some of which strike fear into my heart, but I focus on the obvious: we need medical help. “Is Ethan working?” I ask Clara.

      “I’m not sure, but I don’t think so. Holly was supposed to go in later.”

      “Stay with her,” I say. Clara drops to her knees and takes Holly’s hand. “I’ll be right back.”

      I race to Ethan’s small house, where I bang on the door. Ethan throws it open, annoyed until he sees my face. “What’s the matter?”

      “Holly. Her stomach hurts and she can barely move.” Behind him, Eva stands in the living room. I pretend not to notice she’s barely dressed, and I pray to everything that Ethan’s sober. “I think it’s bad.”

      “Let me get my things. Is she at your house?”

      “At hers. In the bathroom. I’ll meet you there.”

      He rushes inside while I return to the house. Clara still holds Holly’s hand, watching her with frightened eyes. “She did it again while you were gone. Did you find Ethan?”

      “Yeah, he’s coming.”

      I sit on the floor and take Holly’s hand. A minute later, Ethan bursts through the doorway with a small bag. I move aside so he can examine her. First, he presses his lips to her forehead. “Fever.”

      I nod. Ethan brushes her cheek with his fingers. “Hey, baby girl. I hear you have a stomachache. Can you show or tell me where it hurts?”

      Holly pries her eyes open. “Everywhere, but lower,” she whispers.

      “Can I touch it?” At her nod, he tries to straighten her legs, but stops when she shrieks. “We need to get her to the infirmary. Can you grab one of the wheelchairs?”

      He directs this to Clara, who runs from the room in answer. Ethan asks me questions. I tell him all I know, which isn’t much. The entire time, he runs his hands along Holly’s shoulders, her arms, until her limbs relax. “We’re going to try again,” he says to her. “It might hurt, but I need you to stretch out. Okay?”

      Holly nods. He starts with one leg, then the other, while I hold her hand. Her nails dig into my skin. “Good,” Ethan says. “That’s my girl.”

      If he has the same whirlwind of panic swirling inside, you’d never know it. His movements are sure, his voice calm and soothing. Ethan’s a natural healer, someone who not only knows medicine but also makes you feel like you’re in good hands. That everything will be okay.

      He palpates her abdomen gently, then turns her on her back and hesitates before he presses on the lower right quadrant, as if dreading what might come. When she yelps, I flinch, and he bends forward to hug her. “All right, baby. That’s it for now. You did great.”

      I force my lungs to take in air. I know what he’s going to say, but he only gives me a smile that doesn’t detract from the distress in his eyes. “It could be a few things. Let’s move her to the infirmary and get Rhonda’s take on it. I sent Eva to tell her we might be coming. Don’t worry yet.”

      I hold on to that slim hope until I hear voices. Clara has brought the wheelchair as well as Pop, who stops at the bathroom door with a tense smile. “Hey, favorite granddaughter. Heard you’re not feeling so great. I’ll help you get her in, Ethan.”

      They raise Holly and set her in the chair, where she resumes her fetal position, and I trot alongside once we’re through the gate into the fairgrounds. There are no hospitals, no true emergency treatment. No surgical suites or specialists. Nothing to keep my baby alive if she needs something beyond our capabilities.

      Rhonda and Eva wait in the infirmary, and I step back so they can do their thing. Once Holly’s in a bed and they’ve conferred for a minute, Rhonda palpates Holly’s abdomen. When she’s done, she gives Ethan a small, reluctant nod. It seems as though he ages five years in the time it takes him to motion me through the drapes and into the main area. The lines around his eyes are tight, and his cheekbones are sharp over hollowed cheeks.

      “We think it’s appendicitis,” he says.

      It’s what I thought, what I hoped was only my inclination for worst-case scenarios. Tears begin to brew, though I blink them away. Ethan takes my shoulders, his gaze firm. “There are things we can do. They sometimes use antibiotics to treat appendicitis, with good results. It might not be as bad as you think. If we can get a course of IV antibiotics in her, she might be fine.”

      There are so many mights, so much uncertainty. Fuck this world. Fuck this world where I could lose my child to something that was once so easily fixed. I suck in a breath and tamp down my panic before it spirals out of control. “Do we have any IV antibiotics?”

      Ethan shakes his head. “I’ll go out and get some. I’ll get my things together and leave right away.”

      “No, you need to stay with her,” I say. “In case…she needs you. I’ll go.”

      Pop stands a few feet away, shoulders tight. “I’m coming,” he says.

      “We are, too,” Jesse says from the waiting area, motioning at Clara. Tom, Mitch, and Craig stand beside them, all of whom nod. Word travels fast around here, and once they heard the news, they came immediately.

      “Where should we go?” I ask.

      “The hospital, maybe urgent care,” Ethan says. “We have fluids, we just need the meds. I’ll make a list of what to look for.”

      He strides to a desk and starts writing while Rhonda flips through a thick textbook. I need to suit up for zombies, but first I part the drapes to Holly’s room. She’s in a ball, breathing quickly. I rest my lips on her temple. Her temperature has risen, and I breathe through my despair. “Hey, sweets. We’re going to find what you need to get better. You just try to relax, okay?”

      “Okay,” she whispers, so low I can barely hear. “Thank you.”

      I swallow my sob. We drummed manners into the kids’ heads so religiously that we joked they’d say thank you as they lay dying. Now I fear it’s true. The drapes part, and Tom moves to my side. “You stay with Holly. We’ll go.”

      I shake my head. I don’t want to leave her for a second, but I can’t leave the medicine retrieval up to fate. If I go, I won’t return until it’s in hand. I won’t let anything stop me. However, if the worst happens while I’m gone, and I’m not by Holly’s side, I don’t think I’ll be able to stand it.

      “Red,” Tom says. When I don’t respond, he takes my face in his hands, gaze boring into mine. “I will find the medicine, and I will bring it back. Okay?”

      I have to trust. I have to believe. I’m not leaving it up to fate; I’m leaving it up to Tom and Pop. Jesse, Mitch, Craig, and Clara. An army of people who love her and who won’t stop, either. Those are pretty good odds.

      I nod. “Okay.”
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        * * *

      

      I try not to cry when they say goodbye. Pop crushes me to his chest. I almost asked him not to go, but that’d be like asking the earth not to spin on its axis. Jesse and Clara are somber, and when Nora leaves Holly’s curtained area with damp eyes, I hug her tight.

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “I love her,” she says simply.

      “Thank you for that, too.”

      She pulls away sniffling. Barry and Marquez arrive, suited for an expedition. At my questioning look, Marquez offers a thin smile. “We’re not letting them have all the fun.”

      I choke when I try to thank them, though Barry nods like he understands. With a final wave, Mitch, Craig, and Tom usher the kids into the hall. I stare at where they stood and beg the universe to keep them safe. It wouldn’t be fair to punish them for doing something so selfless, so loving, as saving a life.

      A groan comes from Holly’s area, and I rush to her side. “Sweetie, what’s wrong?”

      She writhes and moans, tears leaking from her eyes, and I set my hand on her shoulder helplessly. Ethan arrives a moment later. “She needs more pain meds. Where’s Rhonda?”

      “I think she went to the ice rink.”

      Ethan runs a hand through his sandy hair. “Shit. We need her or Barry, and I forgot to ask him for his key before he left. Eva!”

      Eva’s been staying out of the way, but she appears in seconds. “Yeah?”

      “Tell Rhonda we need the med key. Holly needs more.”

      Eva scurries off. “The med key?” I ask.

      “I had Rhonda lock up all the narcotics about a week ago. Only she and Barry have keys.” Ethan continues rubbing Holly’s hair the way he did when she was small. “It’s too tempting if they’re easily accessible. I’m like a drunk hanging out in a bar.”

      “That’s…” I think of things to say—surprising, unprecedented, about freaking time—and go with, “good.”

      Ethan nods. “I’d give her more antibiotics, but we loaded her up. If they’re not back in time, we’ll dose her again.” Holly whimpers, and he leans to kiss her forehead. “I know, baby. We’ll get you fixed up.”

      I want to ask what happens if we can’t fix her. Rhonda checked their books, which said most uncomplicated appendicitis cases—those where the appendix hasn’t burst—will respond to treatment. Around sixty percent of those will be fine long term. The other forty percent will have a recurrence and require surgery. And then there are the complicated cases, where the appendix ruptures and infection spreads throughout the abdomen.

      We don’t know which Holly has, and we don’t know if antibiotic treatment works in those cases. We just don’t know, and it’s pure torture. I close my eyes and try to calm myself with slow, deep breaths. Everyone I love is in danger at this moment, whether in front of me or outside the gates, and it’s almost more than I can bear.

      Rhonda bustles in, holding a glass of water in one hand and a pill in the other. She moves to the head of Holly’s infirmary bed—a twin taken from a nearby house and set on wood blocks to raise it. “I heard someone needed more meds. Holly, I need you to sit up a bit. Unless you want me to crush it for you.”

      Holly lifts herself onto her forearm with a wince, eyes closed and mouth open like a baby bird. Rhonda places the pill inside and holds the glass for Holly to drink. “There you go, honey.”

      After Holly is done, Rhonda gives me a motherly smile and pats my arm as she passes. Eva enters with a chair she places behind me, then leaves as quietly as she came. I sit, hand on Holly’s leg. Whenever she stiffens with pain, my body tightens. At long last, she relaxes into sleep, and I roll my head on my aching neck.

      “Why don’t you lie down? The other beds are empty,” Ethan says. I check to see if he’s lost his mind—nothing but a cure could drag me from Holly’s side—and find him wearing a small smile. “I had to say it even though you won’t do it.”

      I laugh softly. “I know.”

      His hand finds mine, and we hold on tight. All the damage between us, all the shattered remains of our marriage, don’t matter right now. Holly is our baby, and that connection will never be broken.
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      Ethan and Rhonda warned us away from the newer, larger hospital in Springfield. Though more likely to have what we need, their pharmacy is fully automated, and medications might be impossible to acquire without electricity. The old hospital still had an emergency room, as well as other patient services, and it’s a straight shot down Thirteenth Avenue. A lot can happen in a mile, though, and there’s a reason we avoid the hospital: it was the first—and last—stop for many of the infected.

      I ride shotgun in a pickup, Sam behind the wheel. He stares straight ahead, shoulders rigid and jaw working. I told Rose I’d return with the meds, and I plan to, but this is a man who’ll plow his way through a thousand zombies if it means saving his granddaughter. Even if it means not saving himself. And that means I have another job: make sure Sam returns, too.

      We lead the caravan. After a block of residences, a few stores line the street. A dozen or so zombies roam, and when one hits the side of the truck as we pass, Sam doesn’t so much as turn his head. More houses, more businesses, and then the five-story monstrosity of a student apartment complex. I never noticed how the buildings’ entrances are locked inside a fenced courtyard, but given the mass of bodies who beat against the iron as we pass, I sure as hell appreciate it.

      The thought of those students who never made it home gives rise to a stunning relief that Clara did. If she hadn’t, I’d have nothing. I wouldn’t have my daughter, and I wouldn’t have Rose. I wouldn’t even have myself; alone with my pain and regret, I would’ve followed Sheila and Jeremy into death.

      Sam clears his throat as square two-story buildings go by: a hairdresser, a house turned head shop, a tattoo parlor. “When Rose first got pregnant, I told her to be sure it was what she wanted. She was so young, had her whole life ahead of her. I said I knew she wanted a big life, but that now her life wouldn’t be just about her anymore.”

      Before I can speak, he continues, “She said her mother hadn’t had a big life, but that she’d affected so many people. That big lives were about who you touched, not where you traveled or how you made a living. I knew part of the reason she wanted to be a mother was because she’d lost her mom so young, and I was afraid she was making the wrong decision.” His expression is fond, thoughtful. “She proved me wrong, Tom. I like to joke she’s perfect. I know she’s not, but she is my baby, and I love her more than anything in this world.

      “I know you and Rosie have something special.” He glances at me, and I squirm like a fifteen-year-old before he faces the road. “I’m not commenting on that, though if you want my opinion, I think it’s a good thing. I am asking you to take care of her when I’m gone. If she knew I were asking, she’d kill me, but I think you understand.”

      “I do,” I say. Call it old-fashioned, but I have every intention of protecting Rose, with or without a promise to Sam. “I’ll do anything to keep her safe. The kids, too.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But what’s with this talk of not being around?” I ask.

      “I’m not dying today. Don’t worry about that.” Sam rolls half a block, then says, “Before zombies came around, I’d been feeling a little tired. Not too bad, just not right. My doc had me get some bloodwork and a bone scan to see if the prostate cancer had returned. Metastasized. I had the scan that same Thursday everything went to hell. Thinking I’m not going to get a call with the results.”

      “Shit,” I say. “I’m sorry, Sam.”

      He nods, swerving around an abandoned car. “I’m feeling good these days. Could’ve been something else, but I thought you should know.”

      “Does Rose?”

      “Nope, and we’re not telling her. No sense in having her worry about something that may not happen. You know her pretty well, so I’m sure you’ve seen her do it once or twice.”

      His voice brims with humor, and I snort. “I might’ve noticed that.”

      “Thanks for giving an old geezer some peace of mind.” Sam turns to me, his eyes direct, and grasps my shoulder. “You’re a good man, Tom. I don’t know how often you’ve heard it, but you are.”

      I stare at a ruined convenience store, overwhelmed, and manage a nod. Any more than that, and this feeling in my chest might turn to tears. Sam is the good man here, and if cancer is spreading through him as we speak, there’s even less justice in the world than I thought.

      He slows the truck. The hospital is a few blocks down, hidden behind leafy trees, but the edge of a zombie pack is plain to see. They walk the sidewalk and road outside the emergency entrance, and I assume there’s many more around the corner.

      “Looks like we have our work cut out for us,” Sam says, easing the pickup onto the sidewalk out of sight. The other two trucks pull up behind, and we hit the street to discuss options. Because we left in a hurry, we didn’t spend time on logistics in the hope it’d be easy. Like most everything these days, it won’t be.

      The hospital spans the better part of two square blocks, with the closest block taken up by specialty offices and a couple of multi-story parking garages. Two skybridges cross Hilyard Street in the middle, connecting the specialty offices to the main hospital, emergency room, and pharmacy. I wouldn’t say I’m familiar with the place, but I’ve been there a few times—a couple of imaging tests at the specialty offices and a visit to the ER when Jeremy fell off his bike and took a knock to the head.

      “We can ride down and see about getting in through the garage,” I say, motioning to the bikes we brought in a pickup bed. “If we can get into the first building, maybe we can take the skybridge across to the hospital.”

      “We have six bikes,” Barry says. “Who wants to go with him?”

      Every hand raises. Marquez, Deb, and Jared came along with Barry, and there was no shortage of volunteers we left behind. Barry smiles. “All right, how about who would be best on a bike and who’s better in a truck? If you don’t go in, you’ll help move the ones out front. Might as well draw them away if we can. Whoever’s inside might need to exit that way.”

      “I’m going in,” Jesse says. No one argues with his pronouncement, though his expression dares us to try. Either he can’t or won’t hide his fear for his sister, and an agitated undercurrent has replaced his usual calm.

      “Me, too,” Clara says. I don’t like the idea of her going in, but I don’t like the idea of her away from me, either.

      “And me,” Nora adds.

      Craig and Mitch declare they’re going at the same time as Sam. Mitch offers Sam a loving, if dubious, eyebrow lift. “Papa, your seventy-two-year-old ass is not riding a bike. Try to keep us from getting stuck in there. If we die, then you can ride a bike.”

      Sam grumbles, but he knows she’s right. He himself said he hasn’t been on a bike in twenty years. “If we lose contact, I’m coming in.”

      Mitch kisses his cheek. “Deal. Let’s do this.”

      Barry hands us two radios as we pull bikes from the truck. “They could spare four. We’ll keep the other two. Let us know when you want us to start moving the pack.”

      “Be careful,” Sam says.

      We promise we will be and head down the block, sticking to the sidewalk where we’re less likely to be seen. Closer to the hospital, the clamor of hisses and groans sounds like a good bit more zombies than we anticipated. Thankfully, they’re unaware of our presence, and we want to keep it that way. We stop at the corner of Patterson Street, where the three-story open-air garage sits across the asphalt—past a few dozen wandering bodies.

      “Maybe call the trucks?” Craig asks. “We don’t need these attracting others.”

      At our nods, he whispers into his radio, then holds it by his ear to hear the response, though roaring truck engines provide all the confirmation we need. The zombies snap to attention, and they follow when the trucks turn right at our corner to lead them away.

      We ride across the empty street and set our bikes outside for easy retrieval, then ease into the gloomy, car-filled garage. Some vehicles were abandoned in the middle lanes, some sit neatly in spots. I assume many of their owners now roam outside the hospital, though close to a dozen wander in here. It’s next to impossible to be silent in an echo chamber such as this, and we do our best, but a woman in blood-caked scrubs spots us within a minute. She limps our way with a groan that reverberates off the concrete. Immediately, the other zombies begin to weave through the jumble of cars.

      We rush toward the building doors. Jesse, in front, stops at a series of thuds from that direction. He moves forward cautiously, pulling his flashlight from his belt, and presses it to the glass. Just past the vestibule, countless pale faces strain against the door. At the glare of light, they go ballistic. The mass of bodies stretches as far as the light beam will travel. We’re not getting in this way.

      “Upstairs,” Mitch says.

      We run up curved car ramps to the garage’s second floor, where a few dozen bodies keep us running for the third—our last option, and the floor where the skybridge connects. This level is uncovered, and nothing lurks among the cars, though pounding begins as we approach the doors. Jesse shines his light through the glass. The beam pierces the murkiness, bouncing off gray faces and silvered eyes. But unlike the ground floor, the lobby behind them is visible. If we kill these, we can get inside.

      I motion everyone back. “I’ll open the doors. Get ready to take them.”

      Using my spike, I pry the sliding doors open just wide enough for the zombies to slip through one at a time; no sense giving ourselves more than we can handle at once. Rotted hands scratch at my gloves, and I back up quickly, knife raised. A man staggers out, and I drive it through his eye. A few wear hospital gowns. One such woman, almost as wide as she is tall, lumbers for me with clawed hands. I brace myself for impact, blade ready, but Clara dodges behind her and drives her hammer’s spike into the base of her skull. The woman drops.

      Jesse positions himself before Clara and easily takes down two coming our way. Craig and Mitch bludgeon another three while gore flies around them, and Nora races for two with no hesitation. The sick sounds of splattering blood, of shattering skull, fill the air. With Clara by my side, we get a pair who look suspiciously like father and teenage daughter, which I pray isn’t an omen of things to come.

      The last one, a man in scrubs with one leg eaten to bone, shuffles forward. Jesse slams his spike into the side of his head and turns to us. “Tell them we’re going in.”

      Craig speaks into the radio while we step inside. After a few seconds, Barry replies, “We’ll move the ones out front on your go-ahead. There’s a fuck of a lot of them, and we don’t want to attract more until you’re ready. Keep us posted.”

      “Will do,” Craig replies. He clips the radio to his belt.

      The halls are dark, silent. Signs point us to imaging suites, a dialysis treatment area, and other medical offices. Mitch’s light lands on one with an arrow that reads SKYBRIDGE TO MEDICAL CENTER, and we move that way.

      A few thumps come from behind closed doors while we walk the dark corridor. Eventually, it lightens to gray by the partly open skybridge door. We peer through the crack. The enclosed bridge is lined with windows—blinding after the dim hall—and we wait until our eyes adjust to ensure it’s clear on the other end.

      Jesse is first through. I’m keeping an eye on him; he’s so eager to help his sister that he might forget about himself. We follow his lead, looking out the windows, and our steps slow. The street below is carpeted with walking bodies. They roam the asphalt, the sidewalks, the landscaping. From down the street, we couldn’t see the fences that enclose the entirety of the hospital and surrounding sidewalks. The trucks can move the zombies outside the fences, but not the ones inside. Our most promising exit route will likely be the way we came in.

      “Let Barry know they won’t be able to help much, in case they haven’t figured it out themselves,” I say. Craig relays the bad news along with our location. There’s a good chance we won’t have reception until we’re near windows again.

      At the end of the skybridge, we enter a lobby. Small tables and chairs are tipped on their sides, and the floor is coated with dried fluids. We were told the pharmacy is on the ground floor, but that’s all the information we have. If all else fails, the ER should have a smaller pharmacy stocked with medicines.

      Craig motions to a stairwell door. We head that way, our footsteps speeding up when groans come from a nearby corridor. The stairwell landing is empty, though it smells like shit, and we shine our flashlights down the flights. Moans filter up immediately, bouncing off the painted cinderblock walls.

      “Let’s check it out,” Mitch yells over the din.

      I take the lead, surprised to find Craig beside me. It’s not that I doubt he can hold his own, but more that he doesn’t think he can. Our lights illuminate stains on the floor and walls. After the second-floor landing, we slow—the first-floor landing is full of bodies.

      Five hit the stairs on their bellies, bony hands grasping to pull themselves up. I descend a few steps and bend for a man making decent headway, then plunge my spike into his brain stem. Craig gets the woman beside mine. The others join in. As these things go, it’s easy, and it’s only a couple of minutes before we’re peering through the door window. The main lobby is lit by walls of windows, and zombies wander in and out of our sliver of view. Enough to give me pause, though there’s no time to pause when Holly’s life depends on how quickly we return. I wish Clara had stayed with the trucks. Jesse and Nora, too.

      After a brief discussion, we decide to run for the hall at the back right of the lobby. Emergency is in that direction, and we’ll check there first. We can’t shit around looking for the pharmacy with this number of bodies. Clara readies her hammer over her shoulder, and my doubt doesn’t just creep in—it steals my breath. My eyes flick to her, then the door. I’m prepared to die in my effort to save Holly, but I won’t lose my daughter.

      “Don’t, Dad,” she whispers.

      It could be old Clara wearing her stubborn expression, but this Clara follows it with a smile. Jesse cuts his eyes to her before he nods my way, grimly determined. It brings to mind Sam’s request that I protect Rose. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, and for the hundredth time, I’m grateful the Winters are in my life.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I say. “I’ll go out first. You, Nora, and Jesse stay just behind. Mitch and Craig, you want to bring up the rear?”

      They nod. The landing fills with deep breaths of anticipation, and then we’re through the door and into the lobby, where the four dozen zombies we couldn’t see lurch around tables and chairs. I glance over my shoulder with the idea of returning the kids to the stairwell—I’ll drag Clara there if necessary—and miss a step before regaining my stride. Another pack, in a hall past the door, is already in the way. There goes our exit route.

      I slow, urging the kids past. They race toward the empty hall with Craig, Mitch, and me following. I shove a bloody man who gets too close, sending him to the carpet, and pick up the pace. Five in the hallway. The others get the first four, and I shove the last against the wall, knifing its eye. I tug to free my blade, but it’s wedged in socket bone.

      “Move!” Mitch shouts.

      Lobby zombies are ten feet away. After another fruitless tug, I abandon the knife and pull my spike. Mitch produces her flashlight as we race down the dim hall toward pitch black, affording us a view of corpses against the walls, stacked three deep in places. The hospital was clearly overwhelmed, as we will be if we don’t find an escape.

      The corridor ends at double doors marked EMERGENCY–AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY, with another corridor perpendicular. Clara hits at full blast, yanking the handle, and I’m shocked when it opens to admit us. We rush through and yank the doors shut. Though I’d like a moment of relief, I turn to whatever lies in wait with my flashlight in one hand and spike in the other. Six bodies, all clad in scrubs, move our way. One is young with a round face and brown braid, maybe fresh out of school. Her ID hangs from her neck, naming her as Dr. Fields, and her photo confirms she once had two eyes. An older man with a tonsure of gray hair lurches beside her. The last four stumble behind.

      At our backs, the doors rattle with the impact of the lobby zombies. While the others guard the doors, Jesse, Mitch, and I get the six down. Another four appear. Another four go down. Two stragglers emerge from a side hall, and after they’re taken care of, we return to the doors.

      “Can they get in?” Jesse yells over the pounding.

      Craig shakes his head. “Only if they pull them open.”

      Jesse moves Clara aside and gently presses on the push bar as if to open the door. Before anyone can protest this mad idea, he turns a small metal lever on the side and releases the bar. “Active shooter drills,” he calls by way of explanation. “It’s locked to entry.”

      Impressed, I clap his shoulder. “Let’s look around. Keep an eye out for anything lurking.”

      Now that we’re in relative safety, we shine our lights over our surroundings. Counters against the wall are cluttered with computers and a ream’s worth of hospital paperwork. Curtained patient rooms line the short hallway directly ahead, which opens to a wider space with a nurses’ station in the middle, ringed by more patient rooms.

      “Damn,” Mitch says. “This place went to hell in a handbasket.”

      Corpses litter the floor. Stained blankets, sheets, and pillows. Chairs are overturned, computer screens are cracked, and half of what appears to be a barricade made of furniture has toppled. Summer heat has done nothing to improve the odor.

      After we pick our way through splayed limbs and dried entrails, we play our lights over the closed doors of the hallway we travel. A restroom, doctors’ offices, a supply closet, and a trauma room pass before we halt at one marked PHARMACY. We shine our lights through the window set into the wall. Immediately, a man slams into the glass, face dark with dried blood. I’m not the only one who jumps.

      I move forward. “I’ll let it out. Ready?”

      Once they nod, I open the door. It comes straight for me with a hiss, and I ram my spike beneath its chin, then drag it from the entrance. The hissing continues, however, and Mitch is first inside. “We’ve got another. No legs. I can get it.”

      She bends to stab a man on the floor. He goes still, but the hisses don’t stop. A moment later, Mitch hits the ground face-first. “Shit!”

      I train my light on her as I run forward. A zombie with a single leg has crawled out from under a desk, and it has Mitch’s boot in its hands and her calf in its mouth. Craig vaults over Mitch and plants his spike in its ear, then shoves it aside. Breathing hard, he catches my eye and motions for me to focus my flashlight’s beam on her leg. Mitch can’t die. Not Mitch, who will outlast us all.

      Craig inspects her jeans, fingers trembling, and his next breath is a gust of relief. “He didn’t get through your jeans.”

      Mitch drops her head to the ground. “That was close. Thanks.” She begins to push herself up, then drops to the floor with a yelp.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Hurt my shoulder.” Mitch uses her left arm to push herself to kneeling, where she takes my outstretched hand and gets to her feet. An attempt to use her right arm results in a cry of pain. “It’s fine,” she says brusquely. “Let’s find what we need and get out of here.”

      How we’ll leave is yet to be determined, but I put that out of my mind for now. The pharmacy is twenty by thirty feet, with rows of sliding shelves on the back wall and a dispensing area in front. Nora points to a section where IV solutions hang. Jesse and Clara follow her over.

      “Rest your arm and keep a lookout,” I say to Mitch, whose gritted teeth and lack of argument make me sure she’s underplaying her injury.

      On a set of shelves, Craig and I find vials of medications to be reconstituted for use. After a check of Ethan’s list, we search until Craig calls out, “Got one! Cefur-whatever.”

      He drops his pack to his feet and sets the entire box of vials inside. We find another med and add that to my pack, then search the pill section for more of the same. Ethan said IV antibiotics would be best, especially at first, but a regimen of oral would help, too. I add anything that seems useful to our packs, whether for Holly or another emergency.

      Jesse, Nora, and Clara arrive, zipping packs full of bagged IV fluids. “We found the metronidazole,” Clara says. “Did you get the other stuff?”

      I nod, and Jesse smiles for the first time today. “Let’s get this to your sister,” I say.
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      Getting in wasn’t a walk in the park, but getting out is proving impossible. For obvious reasons, our entry point is a no-go, and the ER waiting room, which we find at the end of another hall, is packed with roaming bodies. Even if we could get past those to outside, the street zombies would be on us in seconds. Behind us and down a short corridor is an ambulance entrance that opens to a parking lot. It might have fewer zombies, but that’s not saying much.

      We stand in the hall to the side of the triage room, whose front and rear walls are both fitted with wide automatic sliding glass doors. The pounding on the far set of doors is unceasing; they know we’re in here. They’ll get through eventually, then they’ll break the rear doors, and then we’re done for.

      “We could try to run it,” Mitch says. It’s warm in here, but sweat streams from her temples to her chin like it’s an inferno. At our skeptical looks, she says, “I’m fine.”

      “Lift your arm,” Craig says.

      “No.” Mitch attempts to cross her arms, gasps sharply, and glares at him instead. “I’m fine.”

      “Auntie Mitch.” Jesse wears Rose’s cut the bullshit look. “We need to know so we can protect you.”

      Mitch’s glare softens. “It hurts, boyo, but I can run just fine.”

      “Let’s see if they have any ideas outside,” I say. Nora hands me the other radio from her belt, and I press the button. “Anyone there? It’s Tom.”

      “We’re here,” Barry says. “What’s going on?”

      “We got the meds, but we’re not sure how to get out. We’re in the front of the ER. Got a pack in the waiting room and even more outside the doors. The ambulance entrance is clear inside, but the lot outside is the same.”

      A thud, followed by a crack, comes from the triage room. Clara peeks through the rear doors and turns, eyes round. “They broke the glass.”

      “We’ve got two sets of glass doors between us and them, and they just cracked the first,” I say into the radio. “We don’t have long.”

      “Maybe we can distract the ones out front. Hang tight.”

      “All right. We’re heading for the ambulance entrance.”

      The front wall of the ambulance bay is made entirely of tinted glass. Out in the lot, a couple hundred bodies stumble around. The noises from inside have excited the ones outside, and though a few wander toward the fence at distant honking, it’s not enough. A man in an EMT uniform presses his face to the glass, mouth gaping with a hiss. It’s only a matter of time before he brings in reinforcements.

      Glass shatters and hits the floor—the front triage room doors are down. I lift the radio. “We’ll have to run soon. Where are you?”

      “Sam’s on his way,” Barry says. “He saw a gap in the fence. We had to clear some away so he could get into the lot.”

      “Almost there,” Sam’s voice comes over the sound of a roaring engine.

      I run to check the triage doors. The bodies in front are flattened against the glass, while bloody arms beat from behind. With that much pressure, it could go any second. Back at the ambulance bay, ten have joined the man at the doors, and the others are catching on fast. I point to the far left, where only one bloody woman stands. Beyond her are two hundred more, but this’ll get us into the lot with a ghost of a chance.

      “I’ll break the glass,” I say. “When I do, stay to the left and run. Don’t stop for anything.”

      Clara nods, breathing hard. No matter what, she’s getting out of here alive. Jesse and Nora, too. If it seems hopeless, I’ll use my pistol to draw the zombies back toward the building. Toward me.

      “Ready?” I ask. Craig nods and angles himself in front of Mitch. I lift the radio. “Sam, we’ve got to move. Meet us on the street.”

      “No!” Sam yells. “Too many. Do you have thirty seconds?”

      Jesse checks the hall and speaks into the radio. “Not sure.”

      “Get back and get low. I’m coming in.”

      An engine rumbles outside, accompanied by blasting horns and gunshots from farther away. I push the kids into the corner, where we huddle with Mitch and Craig by a bloody gurney. In the hall, glass crashes to the floor. Moans, no longer muffled, mix with the engine’s increasing roar.

      I look out the glass. The ass end of Sam’s pickup barrels toward the doors, ramming bodies from its path. I turn, eyes closed, and wrap my arms around Clara as the truck hits in an explosion of glass. Then I spin and propel her into the truck bed, half of which now sits inside the hospital.

      “Move!” Sam yells, leaning out the driver’s side. A growling man limps close, and he punches it in the face hard enough that it falls. “C’mon!”

      Triage room zombies are ten feet away. Craig and I boost Mitch into the bed, make sure Jesse and Nora are on board, and throw ourselves over the tailgate. Jesse struggles to his knees and slams on the back window. “Go!”

      Sam, who has cemented his place in the Badass Hall of Fame, tears out of the parking lot, thumping bodies left and right.
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      Holly is worse. Her fever has risen, her pain is close to unmanageable. Everything about Ethan points to impending doom. He’ll barely look at me, and not in the way he’s snubbed me recently, but because he doesn’t want me to see his despair. Therefore, we both pretend: me that I don’t see it, and he that it doesn’t exist.

      Eva enters with a new damp washcloth, taking my old one in return. I’m powerless to help Holly in any useful way, but I have to do something, and I’ve been attempting to cool her down the way I have with fevers past. “Thank you,” I say to Eva.

      “Sure.” Her pouty expression has been replaced by sincere concern. She bites her lip and smooths Holly’s damp hair from her forehead. Gently, the way I do. “You should see Holly take care of people. She’s great at it.”

      Somehow, I produce a smile. “She loves that stuff, always has. We call her Dr. Holly.”

      Holly picks up medical information as if through osmosis, so much so that if Jesse or I have a medical concern, we’re just as likely to ask her as Ethan. Much of the time, she knows something. If she doesn’t, she starts researching.

      “She’s a good kid,” Eva says.

      Eva the kid calling Holly a kid might make me laugh in another place and time, but I nod, eyes brimming. “She is.”

      “I wasn’t…I was screwed up. Grew up too fast, you know?” Eva swallows, then meets my eyes. “I’m sure they’ll be back soon.”

      I nod and run the cloth along Holly’s neck, then lower my head when a tear escapes. Eva moves away. A few seconds later, there’s a tentative touch on my arm before her footsteps recede.

      I dab Holly’s forehead, then her cheeks, murmuring softly. Our last words play over and over in my mind. We’re done. They sound so final, so horribly absolute. “I’ll never be done with you,” I say in case she can hear, in case she thought it could be true. “I love you every second of every day, no matter what.”

      It’s what I said when she was small—what I still say every once in a while. Maybe she was wrong to treat me the way she has, but I forgive her. I forgive her because I’m her mother and because I know who she is, even if she forgot. She’s the sweet girl who wanted to save every animal, to protect the defenseless. The toddler who would raise her pudgy hand to my cheek, look into my eyes with a gravity beyond her years, and say, Wuv you, Mama. So much.

      She’s also the girl who takes everything to heart—every word, every utterance, burns deep into her psyche—who’ll rip her hands to shreds instead of voicing her feelings, who wants to please everyone when it’s impossible, and who’s trying to fight her way through this world despite all of that. To come out the other side stronger than she went in.

      Like me, she isn’t good at fighting. We’re both learning how to do it, when to do it. I know she can—she will—if only she gets the chance. I kiss her temple, resting my lips on her feverish skin. It’s as though a cavern of grief is only steps away, filled with dark, unfathomable loss. My worst fear, closer than it’s ever been.

      “How’s my girl?” Ethan asks as he enters, trying for a cheery tone. His voice is hoarse, though, and his reddened eyes speak of recent, or forthcoming, tears.

      “The same,” I say, equally jolly. “That’s better than worse, right?”

      “Sure is.”

      If she can hear, we’re not giving an inch. Not letting her know how bad she is for fear she’ll give up. But when our gazes connect, his holds the same helplessness I feel. The same overwhelming heartache. Our chests are tight with the same held breath, afraid to relax for a second lest that be the moment she leaves us.

      Ethan stands beside me, breath hitching while his fingers stroke Holly’s shoulder. At his pent-up sob, I pull him close. He melts into me, his breath warm on my neck, and cries quietly. How I once loved this man, the way he wore his heart on his sleeve, his strength and his sensitivity. And I’m surprised to find I love him still, though not in the way I did.

      He straightens and wipes his face. Releases a shaky breath. “If they’re not back soon, I’m going out.”

      “No, I should.”

      “There’s nothing I can do that you or Rhonda can’t. And I can’t do this. I can’t wait like this.”

      We watch our daughter fight the infection brewing inside. When she shivers, Ethan throws another blanket over her. I’m not sure how long we wait before voices come from the waiting area. We leave the curtains to find our would-be saviors dropping their packs onto the table.

      “We got it all,” Jesse says, and I allow myself to exhale.
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      It will take hours, possibly a day, before we know if the medications are helping. Holly is still fevered, still whimpering, and I leave Nora with her while I check on Mitch in the next room. She lies in the bed, eyes glazed, with her arm immobilized in a sling. Craig sits in a chair beside her.

      “How are you, chickadee?” I ask.

      She raises a pill bottle in her uninjured hand and shakes it like a maraca. “Feeling no pain, my good woman.”

      It’s a broken collarbone, and it requires she not use her arm for weeks. She’s going to be all kinds of cranky when that news finally sinks in, and I seriously consider stealing the med key to dope her up until she’s healed. It’s the least I can do after she risked her life for Holly, for me.

      “Thank y—” I begin.

      “Stop,” Craig says, while Mitch groans. After the twentieth time I thanked them, I was banned from any more shows of gratitude. He crosses his arms, using his index finger to slide his glasses into place. “Though Mitch could start. Can you believe she refuses to thank me for saving her life?”

      “What kind of bullshit is that?” I ask.

      “You did not save my life.” Mitch shakes her pill bottle with every word. “It couldn’t even bite through my jeans.”

      “How do you know?” he asks. “And what if it’d gotten higher and bit you under your shirt?”

      “What if the sky were green? What if I were President of the United States? What-ifs do not constitute saving my life.”

      Craig huffs my way. “You’d think she’d at least say thanks.”

      “I did say thanks, Craigy. When it happened. What more do you want?” Mitch throws her good hand out to the side, only slightly riled due to her opiate high. “Fine, you saved my life. And now, good sir, my knight in shining armor, I owe you mine in return. At the very next opportunity, I shall lay down my life for yours.”

      “At the very next opportunity, I’m throwing you to the zombies,” he mutters.

      Mitch cackles. I laugh, kissing both their heads, and leave for the bathroom. Tom is in the hall, as he has been since they returned, along with Jesse, Pop, and Clara. All are in better shape than Mitch, though Rhonda and Eva spent a while removing glass shards from various body parts. The four straighten, anticipating news.

      “She’s the same,” I say, and they slump. “Why don’t you all go home and get some rest? I’ll send someone for you if there’s any change.”

      “They’re setting up a few cots in the rec room,” Pop says. “If I need to, I’ll go there.”

      “Don’t wear yourself out. You’ve had a long day.”

      Pop winks. “All I did was drive a truck around town.”

      I smile. His trip through the hospital entrance was insane and yet entirely predictable. He’s always made me feel safe, always seemed unstoppable. In my heart of hearts, I know he’s not the man of steel he once was, but his will is as strong, as unbendable, as ever.

      “Can I get you something?” Tom asks.

      A hug, I want to say. I shake my head. “No, thanks. Just going to the bathroom and heading back inside.”

      Clara massages her temples. It was only this morning she woke up hungover. She must feel like death. “Why don’t you lie down, hon?” I ask. “I promise we’ll wake you.”

      “Okay,” she says, and turns to Jesse. “Are you coming?”

      “No.” He barely glances her way. I recognize the signs of a brooding boy, and I wonder what happened. This morning, they were united in their quest, but now he’s distant and detached.

      Clara picks up her bag, shoulders wilted. “I’m going to the house to get some stuff, but I’ll be in the rec room. Anyone want anything?”

      “Will you grab my backpack from my closet?” Tom asks. “It has toiletries I can use.”

      “Sure.”

      I turn toward the bathrooms as Clara heads in the opposite direction. The water in the toilets still smells, and I finish as quickly as I can. When I exit, I find Tom waiting for me in the hall and stop in front of him, glad for a minute alone.

      His knuckles brush my jaw, warm and reassuring. “Holly’s the same, but how are you?”

      My lips tremble. I’ve held the dam closed all day, but when Tom wraps his arms around me, it gives way with a flood of tears. I’m so scared of losing Holly, scared of a world without her, scared of how I’d go on, who I’d become, with half my heart ripped from my chest.

      He holds me close, hand stroking my hair. I don’t know if it’s fair to ask for comfort when he knows this loss so keenly, but I take it. When the tears stop, I peer up at him. “I guess that’s how I am,” I say, and he smiles. “I need to get back. I promise I won’t cry the next time you ask.”

      “Cry as much as you need to, Red. I can take it.”

      Maybe he can take it, but I don’t want him to have to. This man risked his life to save my baby. He waits on an uncomfortable chair as if it’s no big deal. He’s generous and caring and more patient than I ever would have dreamed. I rest my palm on his cheek. “Thank you.”

      He pulls my hand to his lips before he lets go. When I turn into the corridor, Ethan walks in the same direction, as if he came this way and turned around. I worry briefly if he saw and decide I don’t care. With Holly sick, those things seem insignificant.

      Ethan stops to talk to Pop and Jesse. When I near, he says, “I was just telling them that her fever fell. Only a half a degree, but it’s lower.”

      It’s said with caution, warning we’re not out of the woods. There’s no need to spell that out—I live in those woods much of the time. Inside the infirmary, Nora still clutches Holly’s hand, but instead of despondent, her sweet, freckled face shines. “Did you hear?”

      I nod, resting my arm on her shoulders, and she snuggles into my side. Poor Nora, who’s lost everything and everyone. I won’t crush her hope, even if I can’t feel it myself. We watch as Holly sleeps on, brow creased and cheeks flushed.

      Fight, sweets, I implore silently. You’ve finally learned how to fight, so fucking fight.
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      I wake in a chair with my forehead pressed to the side of Holly’s mattress. My back is sore, my neck is sore, and my heart is sorest of all. I can hear her gentle breaths, so I avoid my usual oh-my-God-is-she-breathing moment of insanity as I stand. It could be my imagination, but the crease between Holly’s brows seems shallower, her skin less ruddy.

      “Hey, sweets,” I say, stroking her forehead before I kiss it. Definitely cooler.

      She murmurs something. My heart lifts, as does Ethan’s head from the other side of her mattress. I have no idea what she said, but she’s been barely responsive for close to a day, and I feared she never would be again.

      Ethan jumps to his feet. “Hey, sweet girl. How’re you feeling?”

      She exhales before her eyes crack open a centimeter. “Still hurts,” she whispers. “But much better. Have to pee.”

      “We have a bedpan,” Ethan says. “Or a bucket if you think you can get up. We can help you.”

      “Up,” she whispers.

      I run for the bucket with attached toilet seat at the back of the long room, smiling at the sight of Pop and Jesse asleep in waiting area chairs. When I return, Holly’s slumped on the side of the bed. We help her use the makeshift toilet, and then she falls into bed with her eyes shut. “Tired?” I ask, and she nods. I push back her hair. “Sleep, baby.”

      Her breaths even out immediately. Ethan runs the thermometer over her forehead and checks the display. “One-hundred-point-six. Barely a fever. I think she’ll be okay, I really do.”

      I close my eyes, breath catching with a sob. Thank you, I say to whatever is out there, whether it’s fate or luck or something sentient that runs the universe. I don’t believe in God, but I don’t not believe in God. I believe in kindness and trying your best to do what’s right, and I believe that any God I’d want to hang with for eternity would think that’s enough.

      “We’ll stay with the IV antibiotics a few more days, then switch her to oral,” Ethan says. “And we’ll keep more on hand in case it recurs.”

      I smile even as worry sets up shop in the back of my mind. Sixty-forty odds don’t make me want to jump for joy, but I’ll take it over no chance of survival. I’ll try to focus on that sixty percent. There’s no reason Holly can’t be one of the lucky ones.

      Ethan circles around the bed and takes my hands. “She’ll be okay. If I have to give her an appendectomy myself, with a goddamn butter knife, she’ll be okay.”

      I sniff-laugh. “Is that what all those books you’re reading are about?”

      He has a stack of thick books, and I’ve seen him thumbing through them every chance he gets. Ethan nods. “Medical textbooks. Barry brings them back when he comes across them. I’m studying everything I can just in case. I have a list of surgical supplies to get in the next week or two. I won’t let anything happen to her, Rosie.”

      I’ve spent so much of the past five years alone that I forgot what it’s like to have Ethan to count on. Maybe, between sobriety and love for our daughter, that man is back. I squeeze his hands before I let go. “I know you won’t.”
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      There’s an air of celebration in the infirmary waiting area, though we keep it low enough not to disturb Holly’s rest. Pop and Jesse gave me rib-cracking hugs when they heard the news, and I woke Tom and Clara, who’ve done nothing but smile ever since. Mitch spent the night in the infirmary with Craig at her side, but she’s far less chipper this morning. She’s right-handed, her right collarbone is broken, and she’s finally realized how much of a pain in the ass the next four to eight weeks will be.

      Barry enters with a box he sets on a desk, then removes two large thermoses, paper cups, a can of evaporated milk, a Tupperware container of sugar, and a larger container of something I assume is food. “Thought you all would like some coffee,” he says, and turns to me with his broad smile. “I hear it’s good news.”

      “It is,” I say. “Thank you for the coffee.”

      “Sure thing. Adele sent breakfast cookies, too.”

      Everyone descends on his offerings. I fix Mitch a cup of coffee and bring her a cookie, though the word cookie isn’t what came to mind at my first view of the crumbly, orange-brown squares in the container.

      I’m stirring my own coffee when Mitch says, “What the shit is this?” She chews slowly, gazing at her bitten cookie with dismay. “It’s like eating dirt. Why did Adele send us dirt cookies?”

      I take a bite of my own. It’s a bit dry, but otherwise not that bad—nutty and a tiny bit sweet in a healthy way. Nobody in their right mind would call it a cookie, though. Not in a million years. “Just don’t think of it as a cookie. It’s like…a health bar.”

      “Why would she send us a dirt health bar?” Mitch drops it to the table where she sits. “Someone needs to oust her from the food truck before she kills us all.”

      Barry chuckles, setting down his own cookie with an air of finality. “She did say something about almond flour and pumpkin puree. And the Paleolithic Age.”

      “Of course she did. When I’m done with my coffee and go home, that woman and I are gonna have a chat.”

      “Be nice,” I say.

      Mitch gestures at the remains of her cookie, face contorted with indignation. “No.”

      I laugh along with the others. We all need a good night’s sleep, but joy shines through the exhaustion. “Everyone should go home,” I say. “Or at least to the shower tent. You stink.”

      I wink at Clara, who smiles in return, though when her eyes move to Jesse, her yearning expression makes my own chest ache. He’s kept his back to her in the past day, almost always across the room.

      “I’m staying until she’s all better,” Pop says. “I’m used to sleeping on a cot by now. Hardly know what to do with a bed.”

      “Same,” Jesse says.

      “You’re all off duty until the day after tomorrow,” Barry says, “and I have no intention of changing the schedule again. Enjoy your free time.”

      We continue eating—or at least drinking—and chatting. I make my way to Clara, who sits glumly sipping her coffee, then take the chair beside her. “What’s up, sweetie?”

      She lifts her shoulders. “I think I messed up with someone somehow, but I’m not sure how.”

      “You can’t ask?”

      “I could, but…” Clara shakes her head slowly, picking at the top of her paper cup. “I’m scared of the answer.”

      I scan the room. Ethan is talking to Jesse, who holds himself aloof with him, too. Jesse is a sweet boy—a good-tempered man—but he doesn’t trust many people with his feelings. Once he’s opened up, he’s hurt by anything that resembles betrayal or disregard.

      “You know I suck at confrontation, right?” I say. “I’m not sure I’m the right person to give advice.”

      Clara smiles as she studies her cup. “I’ll take anything.”

      “All right. Here’s what I know to be good advice, though I’d be lying if I said I do it often enough. Ask what’s wrong. Get it out there. It’s the only way to know and the only way to fix it.”

      “Sitting here pretending it didn’t happen won’t work?”

      “Sadly, no. I did it for a long time, with terrible results.” I touch her hand. “I know it’s scary, but sometimes you have to try. It’ll work out, or it won’t, but either way you can move on.”

      Clara nods, eyes on her lap, emanating a profound misery. I watched her grow from a rebellious teen into this caring, open-hearted young woman, and I only want to see her happy. The idea that her happiness and Jesse’s were one and the same made me happy, too. I want nothing but the best for him—and I’m pretty sure she’s it.

      “I think I’ll take that shower,” she says. “Thanks, Rose.”

      “Sure. You know I love you, bonus daughter?”

      “Love you, too.”

      She leaves, throwing her empty cup in the garbage by the door. Jesse, still talking to Ethan, watches her go. Whatever it is, he’s feeling it, too. I’m burning with curiosity, but I know better than to butt in.

      I join Tom and Craig in mid-conversation. “OK Computer,” Craig says, “though In Rainbows is fucking amazing.”

      “Kid A?” Tom asks. “They disappear for almost four years and then drop that in our laps like it’s no big deal and they haven’t just changed music forever.”

      “Seriously.” Craig shakes his head in awe. “What the fuck?”

      “Ah, Radiohead,” I say. “Now this is a conversation I can get behind. Are you finally done discussing Floyd?”

      “There’s no such thing as done discussing Floyd,” Tom says.

      I laugh. I love watching their friendship flourish; it’s delightfully awkward, reminiscent of two kids who want to play but don’t want to scare the other away with their eagerness.

      “Will you take Mitch home and make sure she doesn’t murder Adele?” I ask Craig.

      “You know I have zero control over her, but I’ll try. Those cookies really were gross.”

      “I didn’t think they were that bad.”

      “You get excited over nut butter. You can’t be trusted,” Craig says, at which Tom laughs. I punch both their arms. “You okay, Pipsqueak?”

      I nod, though my eyes overflow. Craig’s tears roll for the third time this morning. He doesn’t try to stop them, which is one of the reasons I love him so much. I hand over a boob tissue—both bra cups are stocked. “You’re worse than I am,” I say. “Sheesh.”

      Craig lifts his glasses and wipes at his eyes. “You know she’s my favorite.” He winks at Jesse, who grins. Telling both kids they’re his favorite has been a running joke since they were born. “Mitch, you ready to go kick some Adele ass?”

      Mitch jumps to her feet, pumping her left hand. “Really?” I ask Craig. “Good job with the no murder thing.”

      “Half this place would thank me.”

      I push him in Mitch’s direction and turn to Tom. “Thankfully, she can’t do too much damage with only one hand. Why don’t you go with them? Change, take a shower, relax.”

      Tom searches my face. “Are you sure?”

      “Of course. We’ll be fine.”

      “I’ll be back as soon as I’m done.”

      I lift a hand to his arm, but only after reassuring myself I’d do it if we weren’t sleeping together. I’m not sure it matters anymore. Clara and Jesse know, as does Holly. Pop likely suspects, though he hasn’t let on. “You’ve done nothing but sit in the hall or save my daughter for twenty-four hours. Go relax. On a couch.”

      Finally, he nods. “Will you get some rest?”

      I promise I will as the three leave, either to rest or to murder Adele. A few minutes later, I convince Nora to go, then Jesse and Pop. After a full day of people, the infirmary feels empty. I was glad to have them here, filling the tense silence, but now I’m glad for the healing silence that surrounds me.

      In Holly’s room, I set Willa on the bed, where she snuggles against Holly’s leg. Eva straightens Holly’s blankets, then tucks her short blond hair behind her ear. “She woke up and peed again a few minutes ago, but she said not to bother anyone. She passed out right after.”

      She checks the IV bags and the line in Holly’s arm, then gently pats Holly’s hand. I didn’t like Eva before, but I can’t dislike her now. I’m not a saint; there’s still resentment—of her age, of her earlier attitude—but you can tell a lot about a person when push comes to shove, and Eva has been nothing but kind and efficient.

      When she turns to leave, I say, “Eva. This has been…beyond difficult, and you made it easier. Thank you for taking care of us.” I force the words to leave my mouth, but once they’re out, even my resentment crumbles. Maybe when you’ve almost lost your child, the petty things lose their hold.

      “I’m so glad she’s better,” Eva says, her smile almost shy. “I’m off for a while, but I’ll be back later to check on her.”

      “Thanks.”

      I sit at Holly’s side, finally able to concentrate on a book, with a break for forehead and breathing checks every three minutes. A while later, I hear someone enter, and I step through the curtains. Stephanie stands on a chair checking the barrels in the waiting area. She turns. “Oh, hey.”

      “Hi,” I say. “Are you doing water alone today?”

      “Just some of it. Gabe and Lance did the rest.”

      “I’m sure they could’ve found someone to help you.”

      She shrugs. “I’m fine.”

      “Well, let me help you with these at least.”

      Stephanie jumps to the floor and moves the chair. “No, they’re good for now.”

      “Are you sure? We’ve been drinking a lot.”

      “The truck tank’s pretty much out, anyway, so I’ll come back after I refill. I didn’t realize you were still in here. I thought Holly went back to the House Zone this morning.”

      “That’s the rumor mill for you. Holly was better this morning, but she’ll need a couple more days here.” I touch Stephanie’s shoulder. Her t-shirt is soaked with sweat and loose hairs stick to her forehead. “Are you feeling okay? How about you sit and have a drink with me?”

      “I’m fine,” she says, wiping her brow. “It’s just hot outside.”

      I recall the last time we spoke, and my dinner invitation that never happened. “I’m sorry about standing you up for dinner the other night. Things went kind of crazy. How about once Holly’s home?”

      Stephanie stares into the corner, avoiding my eyes. “Sure. That’d be great. I hope Holly stays well, and that you’re okay, too.”

      “I’m fine. Just tired. Stay cool out there. And if you need help, let me know.”

      She nods, ponytail bobbing. “Okay, thanks.”

      I return to Holly’s bedside. Ethan enters and runs the thermometer over her forehead. “Normal,” he says, checking the thermometer’s tiny screen, and the smile he flashes is pure joy.

      “Normal,” I repeat, almost awestruck, and stand beside him.

      We watch her sleep. Her eyelashes flutter against the few freckles on her cheeks, and her pink lips are finally relaxed instead of drawn with pain. “How’d we make something so beautiful?” I ask, not for the first time.

      “She looks like her mother,” he says.

      “Some,” I say. “But the new and improved version.”

      Ethan draws in a deep breath, then faces me. “I’m sorry, Rose. I’ve said it before, but I never said it for the right reasons. I’m sorry for how I treated you. If I think about it too long, the shame is…it almost kills me.”

      I don’t know how to respond, but he continues, “I don’t understand why I did it, why I said those things, except that maybe I felt so low that I wanted you down there with me. I was terrified you’d leave, that you’d finally see me how I saw myself. And I was angry that you were happy, that you tried to be happy. How shitty is that?”

      Ethan’s laugh is hoarse, lacking any humor, and his head shakes like he can’t believe his actions. “I’m not saying this to try to win you back. I know it’s too late. I’m saying it because I’m sorry. I really, truly am. You didn’t deserve any of it.”

      A lump has formed in my throat, and try as I might, it can’t be cleared. I nod, eyes stinging. This was what I wanted, what I needed: validation, a real apology, an admission I wasn’t imagining things. My tears spill over, tangible evidence of the emotions swirling inside. Relief that he finally sees, hope that we can move on somehow, sadness that it happened, and grief that it’s too late to fix it.

      Ethan opens his arms, unsure, but I step into them and rest my head on his chest, taking in his heartbeat, his smell, the shape of him, the strength of his embrace. They were my world for so long, but now, just like the world we once inhabited, they’ll only ever be a memory.

      “I’m so sorry, Rosie,” he murmurs.

      I breathe him in one last time, then I step away, wiping my face. “Thank you.”

      He exhales, a ragged release of breath. “Jesse is…does he know?”

      “Yes. I didn’t tell him, though. He saw it on his own.”

      Ethan gulps. His skin pales a few shades. “That’s why he’s so angry with me. He tries to hide it, but I know. I’ll talk to him. Holly, too. God, I’ve really fucked everything up, haven’t I?”

      “You sure gave it the old college try.”

      Ethan’s laugh cracks with a half-sob. “You know I hate to do things half-assed.”

      I smile—it comes easily, as does my breath. Willa gets to her feet and licks my hand, then plops down again. “I’ve been wanting to ask what rescue you got her from. She’s such a good dog.”

      There’s a long silence in which Ethan wears an uneasy expression. “She wasn’t from a rescue. I got her off a lady for forty bucks. She kept saying she was going to bring Willa to the pound or leave her somewhere, so I asked if I could buy her.”

      “Just a random lady, like on the street?”

      He shifts uncomfortably. “A tweaker at my dealer’s house.”

      I start to giggle. I have no idea why it’s funny, but it is. Ethan grins, shaking his head. “The crazy twists and turns of life’s road, right? If someone had told me I’d be shooting dope and rescuing pugs from tweakers one day…”

      I laugh harder, and he joins in while Willa’s tail thumps the bed. Holly mumbles in her sleep, and we quiet some, though an occasional snort slips out. “I love my tweaker pug,” I finally say. “Thank you.”

      “I’m glad.” Ethan scratches around Willa’s ear, and she closes her eyes in ecstasy. “Funny twist about you and Tom, too.”

      I freeze, watching Willa. My heart thuds in my chest as I wait for the accusations sure to come. “Nothing happened before—”

      “I wasn’t saying that. I just thought you should know I know, maybe make it less…”

      “Awkward?” I ask, cheeks flaming.

      “Yeah. He seems like a good guy. Different than he was.”

      “He is. Both of those things.”

      “You care about each other.” I glance at him sharply, and he shrugs. His smile is marked by disappointment, even pain, but they’re not directed at me. Not anymore. “I saw you in the hall. I know you, Rosie. You hold it together when you have to, and then you cry when it’s safe. But it used to be me who held you.”

      It’s true, so I nod. But I won’t apologize or make excuses. “Eva is—”

      “She’s a good person. A little prickly around the edges, but…”

      “That’s what I was going to say. She’s been good to Holly. To me. If you’re happy, I’m glad for you.” I rearrange Holly’s covers, trying to keep my next words inside. I fail. “And I’m sure she appreciates your help with her homework.”

      Dead silence. I cringe, thinking it was a joke too far, until I hear Ethan’s small gasp of air. His hand is fisted at his lips, and his shoulders spasm with suppressed laughter. He squints at me through his sandy bangs, and when his chuckle breaks through, I crack up. Our laughter was a large part of the glue that held us together. This is familiar, comfortable, and gives me hope that we can remain friends in some way. It’ll be uncomfortable, and I’m sure it won’t be easy, but maybe it’s possible.

      “You had to go there?” Ethan asks. “We were adulting so well before that. I was impressed with us.”

      “You know I can only adult for so long.”

      “I do.” Ethan’s smile is fond yet tinged with sadness. “This is weird.”

      “So weird,” I agree. “But isn’t everything now?”

      “Yeah,” he says. “I guess we’ll fit right in.”
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      I almost wish Barry hadn’t given us time off. Since we returned from the hospital, Jesse barely looks at me, answering my questions with a single syllable. My plan to pretend Holly never said those words, to joke and carry on as usual, only works if we both do it, and Jesse is not a willing participant. And since not only has he not proclaimed his love for me in return, but also acts as if he can’t get away fast enough, it’s clear Marquez was wrong.

      I finish rinsing my hair in the shower, which is actually a black rubber bag suspended from a hook above my head, then close the valve on the shower head. It’s warm and humid inside the tent, which is gross, but doing this in winter is going to suck. If we even have water. With the state of what’s coming out of our faucets, I’m not counting on it.

      I pull back the shower curtain and step into the tiny dressing area. The cubicle is made of old fencing, with a door for privacy and a folding chair for belongings. It’s reminiscent of a ramshackle gym shower, except for the asphalt beneath my feet. I run a brush through my hair and pull on clean clothes, socks and my boots, then attach my gun and knife to my belt.

      Outside the tent, I stand in sunshine in the parking lot, letting the warmth dry my hair and the damp spots on my clothing. “Hey,” Marquez says, strolling toward me. “What’re you doing now?”

      “Nothing. Maybe going back to the house for a bit, then seeing if Holly’s awake.”

      That’s another thing—Holly and I haven’t spoken since the morning she puked, when I cut off her apology and almost left her to die on the bathroom floor. Granted, I had good reason for my anger, and I had no idea she was actually sick, but I feel guilty. I’m ecstatic she’s well, but her few drunken words threw my whole life out of whack, and I don’t know if we’ll ever be the same. Though I want to be totally in the right, part of me doesn’t blame her for lashing out. I betrayed her, too, by holding back things she deserved to know.

      “I’ll come with you.” Marquez links my arm in his. “You need some cheering up.”

      “Don’t even start with that.”

      “Friendly cheering up, chica. That kiss was terrible. I’ve crossed you off the list.”

      He pretends to shudder, and I shove him. “If you’re trying to get me to prove we can do better, it’s not going to work.”

      “I wasn’t, but I’m open to it.”

      “Stop being such a fuckboy.”

      Marquez only laughs. We pass through the House Zone gate, nodding to the older couple on duty, and walk into the house. Jesse isn’t home, but Gabe and Lance are lying on the living room couch.

      “Hey,” Gabe says, “we heard Holly’s okay. That’s awesome news. You must be, like, so relieved.”

      “We are,” I say. “Thanks for taking our shifts.”

      “No prob,” Gabe says, and Lance nods.

      “I can do mine tomorrow, though.”

      “Nah, we’ll do water in the morning and guard in the afternoon. Not a big deal. You should hang with Holly.”

      “Thanks.” I plop down on the loveseat, Marquez beside me. “What are you guys doing now?”

      “Just chillin’,” Gabe says. “We were thinking of watching a movie on that iPad. It’s charged up.”

      In one of the houses nearby, they found an iPad full of movies. It’s just what I need to escape—two hours of someone else’s life. “Please, yes. Can we?”

      In a few minutes, all the blinds are drawn, and Inception is playing. Partway through, Jesse enters, and Lance jumps to pause it. “Hey, man. You want to watch? Warning you now, it’s confusing as hell, but I can try to explain what’s happened so far.”

      “You don’t even have to smoke to feel like you’re stoned,” Gabe adds. “I did, of course, but it wasn’t necessary.”

      “Jess knows it well,” I say. “Come and watch.”

      It’s one of Sam’s favorite movies. We watched it multiple times in the RV and had numerous discussions about it. I smile, hoping he’ll seize our common thread and return to normal. Jesse’s gaze sweeps past me before he shakes his head. “I’m getting clothes to shower, then going to the infirmary. Thanks, though.”

      He heads for our room. Three minutes later, he’s out the front door. Disappointment takes up all the space in my head, and I stare numbly at the screen while I think of what Rose said. Unlike her, I’ve spent a lifetime confronting people. Fighting with Dad, arguing with Mom, telling off guys. But this is different. This involves feelings that aren’t anger or annoyance or indifference.

      When the movie finishes, Lance says, “What the fuck did we just watch? How could they leave it like that?”

      “Dude,” Gabe says, then draws a hit from his bong. He slowly exhales a stream of smoke. “Maybe he knows it’s reality. Or maybe he’s saying, like, it doesn’t matter if it’s real or not because he’s where he wants to be. Either way, he’s happy.”

      “Oh.” Lance ponders that for a minute, then smiles. “That’s cool. I just wanted him to be happy.”

      Gabe ruffles Lance’s hair. “You’re sweet.”

      Lance, who has a thing about his hair, attempts to fix it while Gabe winks at me and Marquez. They bother each other all the time—Lance busting on Gabe’s hippie tendencies, Gabe on Lance’s non-hippie tendencies—but they’re happy. Living in a house with two happy couples can really get on your nerves.

      I stand. “Guess I’ll go back. I won’t be home tonight, and I’m sure Jess and Nora will be at the infirmary, so you guys can have all the smoking-hot living room sex you want.”

      “Nice,” Gabe says with a laugh. Lance blushes beneath his tan.

      I refill my water bottles, Marquez fills his, and we head out the door. “Guess you didn’t figure out what to do about Jesse?” he asks.

      I shake my head and, since it’s a depressing thought, change the subject as we pass through the gate. “What are you doing now?”

      “Guard duty on the east gate. We brought back a lot of Lexers.”

      Our trip to the hospital was a success, but we attracted enough attention to alert a few hundred zombies in the blocks to our east. They’ve been carrying on for the past day, which attracted more, and now there’s a thousand out there. As long as we’re quiet and the fences are closed, it shouldn’t be a big deal, but it is annoying.

      “I have guard later, too,” Marquez says. “I wanted to nap in between, but now I’m all freaked out about dreaming. Like, how will I know what’s real and what’s not?”

      I look around the lot at the food tents and covered fence, the hanging laundry and dirty people. “Don’t worry, this stupid world is real.”

      Marquez chuffs. “True. See you around, Jensen.”

      “Don’t get eaten.”

      Every door in the Events Center is open to catch the breeze, as they only run the generator for lighting and cooking. With the number of solar panels around town, there’s a plan to get solar going to save on fuel, though I’m not sure how that works with our winter’s gray skies. At least when it rains again, we’ll have plenty of fresh water.

      It’s warm inside the building, even with open doors. I walk down the right-hand hall past the rec room, where I see Dad and Sam chatting. I decide to bite the bullet and go straight to Holly. The infirmary waiting area is empty, but quiet voices come from Holly’s curtained area. A sniffle—Holly. A murmur—Jesse. Both of them at once would be too much to handle, so I sit in a chair to wait.

      “You guys are the most important things in my life,” Ethan says, his voice loud enough for me to hear. “It never stopped being true, even if it didn’t seem like it. I’m so sorry for all the ways I let you and Mom down.”

      I rise and glide backward into the hall, where I slam into Rose. “Shit, sorry,” I say, and help her retrieve the various things I knocked from her grip.

      Once the cookie and cracker snack packs are in her arms again, she lifts them in offer. “You want anything?”

      “No, thanks. I’m not hungry.”

      Rose tilts her head, smiling. “You don’t have to be hungry to eat cookies. Is Ethan still talking to the kids?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t want to eavesdrop.”

      “Let’s wait in the rec room.”

      I follow her to the corner of the room, where they set up cots, folding chairs, and a table for us to use while Holly was sick. The remainder of the room is filled with tables and chairs, board games and a lending library, a few couches, and the much fought-over pool table. One windowed wall faces the covered fence and lets in plenty of light.

      Dad and Sam greet us, each helping themselves to a snack. I tell Sam we watched Inception, and he winks. “Figure out that ending yet?”

      “Theories still abound,” I say. “It could drive you crazy.”

      Sam nods. “We all like a nice, pretty ending wrapped up in a bow, don’t we? Good or bad.”

      “Preferably good,” Rose says. “I’m a sucker for a happily ever after. Real life has enough tragedy. It’s corny, I know.”

      My father, the man who rolled his eyes at every rom-com ever, smiles indulgently. “It’s optimistic.”

      “Or incredibly dumb,” Rose says. “But I need some hope at the end. You’ve gotta give me something.”

      Jesse appears at our chairs with set features that don’t hide his red-rimmed eyes. “Mom, you can go in now. Dad has to see a couple of people who don’t feel well.”

      Rose stands to take his arm. “You okay, baby boy?”

      “Fine.” He swallows, Adam’s apple bobbing. “I have some things to do, but I’ll be back in a little while. I told Holly I’d sleep here tonight.”

      He pulls from Rose’s grasp and walks away. She watches until he’s gone, chewing her lip. “Maybe he’ll talk to you, Clara.”

      A week ago, he might’ve. I’d probably only make it worse now. Rose leaves for the infirmary, and Sam excuses himself for the bathroom. Dad and I sit in silence for a minute, then he asks, “Why don’t you go after Jesse?”

      “He’s mad at me.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      There’s another silence. “Did you stay out past curfew or tell him he doesn’t understand your life?”

      I laugh. “No, Dad. That was just you.”

      “That’s all I’ve got,” he says with a chuckle. “But you won’t know if you don’t ask.” His arm comes over my shoulders. “I know for a fact that Rose isn’t the only one who likes happy endings, Clare-bear.”

      It’s the opposite of everything I project to the world, but I love them. Holly is the sweet one who adores action movies—the more explosions or superheroes, the better. I’m the sucker for rom-coms and requited love and dumb Christmas movies with ridiculous premises.

      Dad squeezes me closer. “You got your mother’s eyes and looks, but you got the Jensen stubbornness. Sometimes it’s a good thing, and other times it makes things worse. Now might not be the best time to be a Jensen. Only you can decide.”

      There’s one common thread to those movies, I realize: people let down their guard. They ask why. They lay it out there, for better or worse. They mend their broken hearts and learn to love again. Like Rose said, sometimes you have to try. That’s how you get a happy ending.

      I could find Jesse. Ask him. Before I have time to chicken out, I rise. Dad smiles as if he can read my thoughts. “Knock him dead, Clare-bear. So to speak. Don’t go full Jensen on the poor kid.”

      I laugh, refusing to reflect on the fact that my father knows my feelings for Jesse, and head out the door.
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      I’m full of impassioned-final-scene-of-a-rom-com fervor for the first forty-five minutes of my search. By the time I find Jesse in the museum, I’m half-irritated he’s managed to disappear so adeptly. And so nervous my teeth almost chatter.

      He stands with a lantern, reading a placard by a glass case full of antique toys. He glances over and then away when he sees me. “Hey,” I say, and walk to stand beside him.

      “Hey.”

      “I heard your dad talking to you. I only heard a little before I left, but it sounded like he was trying to make amends.”

      Jesse nods and continues to study the tiny metal pots and pans of a child’s play baking set. He can be enigmatic at times, though never closed off the way he is now. If there have been any constants in my life, they’re Holly’s friendship and Jesse’s unreserved amusement at whatever stunt I’ve pulled. Without either, I feel lost.

      “That’s good,” I say. “That he did that. And that Holly knows.”

      He nods again. I’m going to have to do all the work here. I blurt out, “Why are you mad at me?”

      “Is that what you think? That I’m mad at you? Why would I be mad at you?”

      “Because…because of what Holly said.”

      “You said she was wrong. Right?”

      I nod, the grand plan of proclaiming my feelings fizzling away. Now that he’s in front of me in all his tall, gorgeous glory, it’s clear those rom-coms are full of shit. How is anyone brave enough to do this? “If you’re not mad, then what are you?”

      Jesse scratches the back of his neck as though reluctant to answer, and I add, “You said you’d always tell me the truth, remember?”

      He turns to face me, and I’m unprepared for the naked emotion in his eyes. “I’m disappointed, Clary. I thought— I don’t know, I thought something was finally happening with us. It’s not, which is fine, but between that and my sister almost dying, can I have a day to regroup?”

      My brain jumps around his words: something, finally happening, us, disappointed. It sounds as though he wants something to happen. Clearly, I’m losing my mind. “Disappointed?” I ask. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about what Holly said. About you hooking up with Marquez. I liked you in high school, and I know you didn’t feel the same then, but I thought you might now. Obviously, I was wrong.” He runs a hand through his hair, drops it to his side. “There, now you know. It’s cool, everything will go back to normal, but could you give me some space? I already feel stupid enough.”

      I stare, head a muddle of thoughts. Instead of me laying it all out there, Jesse has, and I don’t know where to begin. Maybe with stupid Marquez. Stupid me. Kissing in a crowd of people was sure to get back to Jesse, no matter how short or meaningless it was. “Marquez and I didn’t hook up. It was just a dumb drunk kiss, for like ten seconds. We joked about it afterward. It was nothing.”

      “All or nothing, isn’t that what you said a while ago? It’s always nothing.” Jesse lifts his shoulders without anger, like it was his fault to expect anything different. “You don’t have to justify yourself to me, Clary. Really, you don’t owe me an explanation.”

      He walks for the museum doors. I watch him, my voice caught in my throat. This is it—this is my chance. I’ve waited almost half my life to hear those words, and still my mouth won’t say what might make him turn around. I thought I was strong for not showing my emotions, for not letting him see, but the truth is I’m scared. Full of a hundred different fears.

      He reaches the admissions desk, nearing the exit, and my fear that he’ll leave crowds out the others. I can’t let him leave. “Holly wasn’t wrong!” I call.

      Jesse stops, shoulders hunched as if he doesn’t trust what he heard. I inch forward a few steps, afraid my shaking knees will give out. “She was drunk, but she wasn’t wrong. I’ve always liked you, since the day we met. Always. But you kissed me and then you never said anything about it, never even called. For years, I wondered why you…”

      My voice fades. I can barely breathe. Jesse turns and walks toward me, his eyes earnest. “I did call. And text. But you didn’t answer. Then you came over and acted like it never happened, and I figured that was that.”

      I want to travel back in time and kick myself. I went out of my way to be overly blasé, to not give him a hint that I cared or remembered. If only I’d said something, given some sign. “I never got any messages.”

      “Holly said your parents took your phone for a day, but I left a message with your mom. And I texted so you’d see when you got your phone.”

      Mom wouldn’t have realized the significance of Holly’s brother calling, and she likely forgot. Who knows where the text went? A text I would’ve given absolutely anything to receive. My eyes burn at the thought of so much time wasted, all because of bad luck, all because I made a point of being stupidly, senselessly tough. “I would’ve called you back,” I whisper. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      I’m crying. Again. Jesse closes in, reaching out a hand to wipe my cheek. Then he smiles that warm, almost secretive smile of the night we kissed. “I’m not sure if you know this, but you’re kind of terrifying.”

      My laugh escapes as a blubbering gasp. “You should’ve said something. How was I supposed to know?”

      “Why do you think I do guard with you at the ass crack of dawn, Clary? I tell you everything. Shit I don’t even want to tell myself. But you try to set me up with Brenna and then make out with Marquez. How was I supposed to know?”

      This isn’t real. It can’t be. But his hand on my cheek feels pretty fucking real, and his faintly exasperated expression is definitely one I’ve seen before. “For the record, Marquez and I had the worst kiss ever,” I say. “And Brenna embroiders. She’s, like, the nicest person on Earth.”

      “I don’t want nice,” Jesse says, lips quirked. “I want you.”

      “Is that supposed to be a compliment, because—”

      He kisses me. Our high school kiss was something to remember, but this…this is the culmination of years of longing. Whatever happened in the time between then and now, he’s only improved. When I thrilled at the touch of his fingertips in Holly’s room, thinking how I might explode at more, I couldn’t truly imagine the way his lips, his tongue, would make me melt. The way his hands are so well-behaved—too well-behaved—yet raise goosebumps wherever they roam.

      My back hits the wall, and I yank Jesse against me. There’s no thought, just feeling. His body on mine, his breath, his fingers. Every inch of me is alive, buzzing and pulsing. I’ve waited and hoped and wished for so long, and I can’t stand another second with anything between us.

      I undo his belt buckle. Jesse’s hands cover mine, and he eases back a few inches. “What?” I gasp out.

      “As much as I’d love to do this right now, I should get back to the infirmary.” He says it gently, and though his rapid breaths and glazed eyes support his words, my stomach curdles with embarrassment. I gaze over his shoulder, ignoring his hand on my chin. “Clary.”

      “What?”

      He plants his hands against the wall on either side of my head and positions his face inches from mine. I have two choices: look at him or close my eyes like a toddler, and even I’m not that immature. “I don’t think you understand how hard that was for me to say,” he breathes. When I shift against him, he groans, eyelashes fluttering. “We have all night. We share a bedroom, remember?”

      “You told your mom you were staying in the infirmary.”

      “Shit,” he says. I remember when I wanted to lick his biceps up to his shoulder. I can do that now, and I plan to. His eyebrows lower, and his smile is quizzical. “What are you smiling about?”

      “That’s for me to know and you to find out.” I shrug, adding a dramatic sigh. “But you said we have to go back. I guess it’s possible you might find out tomorrow. Or maybe the next day, or the day after that.”

      The heat in Jesse’s eyes warms me another ten degrees. I’ve always thought he was hot, but I didn’t know how damn sexy he could be. When I move against him, he abandons whatever self-control remained, finding my mouth with his until we’re both breathless.

      Suddenly, he pulls away, leaning in to kiss my right eyebrow, my left, each cheekbone, then my mouth—feathery brushes with his lips—before he gazes into my eyes. His are dark blue, filled with an intimacy I’ve always avoided. But I don’t let myself look away. Not with him.

      “Hi,” he says softly.

      “Hi,” I answer, my voice as shaky as my legs.

      “You sure you don’t want to go back?”

      “If you make me go back, you’ll never find out.”

      Jesse laughs. “C’mon, tough girl.” He lifts the lantern and takes my hand, then leads me deeper into the museum. I hold on, afraid that if I let go, I’ll wake up. And if I’m dreaming, I never want to wake up.
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      Ethan’s tossing things into a bag when I enter the infirmary. I watch him for a moment, then ask, “How’d it go?”

      “Sucked. Maybe the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I’m glad I did.” His eyes are raw, but he seems at peace for the first time in recent memory. “Holly wants to talk to you.”

      “Okay. Jess said something about people being sick? Is it the same thing as before?”

      “Not sure. There are a few fevers in the Exhibit Hall. I’d have them come here, but I don’t want it near Holly if it’s contagious. She’s fighting off enough as it is.”

      “Wear a mask, maybe?”

      “I’ve got one. I’ll be back in a while. If you need anything, send someone for me. And Rhonda should be here soon.”

      He strides out the door, bag in hand. It’s still weird as hell, but it’s easier to be friendly with Ethan, to not hate him, than it is to be estranged. His apology wasn’t a cure-all, and we have more to work out before we can move on, but it’s a start.

      I part the curtains to Holly’s space. She sits in her bed, the tip of her nose bright pink and crumpled tissues littering the blanket. At the sight of me, she bursts into tears. “I’m sorry, Mom. I j-just couldn’t believe Dad w-would do that. Not to you. Not to anyone.”

      No wonder Ethan was pale. Holly’s sorrow doesn’t conceal the stiffness in her shoulders and a wounded expression born of anger and disillusionment. Which, for once in recent months, isn’t directed toward me. And though it may be the height of pettiness, I can’t help feeling a smidge of vindication.

      I bend to hug her, and she clings to me. “I’m sorry I was so mean,” she sobs, “I really am.”

      “It’s okay, sweets. I know.” I kiss her hair, hug her closer, then sit on the side of her bed holding her hand. “We all messed up one way or another.”

      She grabs a clump of used tissues and wipes her nose. “I hate messing up.”

      “Too bad, my little perfectionist. Welcome to Mistake Town. Population, everyone.”

      Holly snorts, dabbing at her eyes, which have begun to fill again. “But how could he do that? I just don’t understand.”

      “I didn’t, either. Sometimes addiction turns a person into someone you don’t recognize. I’m not sure even he fully understands, but he sees it now.”

      Holly’s lips move. Her eyes roam the room while she takes little breaths, and I wait to hear what she needs to say. “I’m so mad at him,” she whispers, as though confessing a mortal sin.

      “That’s okay,” I say. “You have every right to feel how you feel, and your anger won’t be what makes him use again. Just like your happiness won’t keep him from using. It took me a long time to see that the decision is all on him. But he’s clean, and he’s making amends in a way he never has before. I can’t promise it will last, but I have a good feeling.”

      She sniffles, nodding. I pull her hand into my lap, cover it with my other hand. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have hidden things from you.” I blink back sudden tears. The thought that her anxiety might overwhelm her one day, persuade her to give up, has always struck terror into my heart—and I’ve allowed that fear to control my decisions. “I worry about you, maybe too much, because I know you worry, too. And even though it’s not fair, I try not to make you worry so that I worry less about you worrying.”

      Holly’s swollen eyes glint. “What the heck did you just say?”

      I laugh. I’ve missed her jokes, her genuine smiles, and this easiness between us. “Basically, that I’m sorry. You’re strong enough to take anything this world throws at you, and I’ll try not to be overprotective.” She raises a skeptical eyebrow, and I lightly smack her hand. “Fine, but I won’t keep secrets. Because you are strong enough, sweets. Look at you, kicking zombie ass and appendicitis’ ass.”

      “Pretty sure that was the antibiotics. It’s called science, Mom.”

      “Be quiet and let me shower you with praise.” My heart expands at the sound of her giggle. “Let’s see, where should I start? You’re kicking ass all over the place, Eva tells me you’re an incredible nurse, which I already knew, and Nora thinks you’re almost as amazing as I do. And by that I mean the most amazing person in the world.”

      Holly’s eyelids are at half-mast, and her smile is tired. Her fever may be gone, the pain dulled to almost nothing, but she’s been through the wringer in the past days. I squeeze her hand. “Rest, baby. I’ll be here when you wake up.”

      She settles into her pillow, squeezing back. “I know.”
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      I’ve barely begun to read my book when someone enters the infirmary. Barry stands in the waiting area. “Hey, Rose. Have you seen Ethan?”

      “He went to see about some fevers in the Exhibit Hall.”

      “He did? Well, I’ve got more in the Expo Halls. About twenty of them.”

      “Shit,” I say. That many sick people will be problematic, to put it mildly. “I’m not sure where Eva is, but he said Rhonda would be here soon.”

      “Rhonda’s one of them. I’ll go find Ethan.”

      If Rhonda is sick, Ethan will have his hands full. No sooner is Barry gone than the door opens again, and a young mother walks in with her toddler in her arms. He rests his pudgy cheek on her shoulder in the lethargic manner of sick kids. “Is Ethan or Rhonda in?” she asks.

      “Ethan’s in the Exhibit Hall. Are you not feeling well?”

      “Not terrible, just not right. And Colby isn’t his usual self. I think he’s getting a fever.”

      I want to shove her out the door to keep her germs away from Holly. Instead, I make a sympathetic sound. “I think there’s something going around. You should probably look for him in there.”

      Once she’s gone, I stand in the center of the room chewing a fingernail. I won’t leave Holly in case she wakes up, but I want to warn the others. I peek at her again—sound asleep—and cross the hall to the rec room. As usual, residents play games at tables, and the loud clack of billiard balls comes from the pool table.

      Pop and Tom sit sentry in their chairs, both watching with apprehension as I hurry over. “Holly’s fine,” I say, crouching at their sides. “But there’s a fever going around. Ethan went to check some people in here, and Barry just came by looking for him. He said there are more in the Expo Halls.”

      “Same thing as before?” Tom asks, referring to the mysterious illness we had a few months ago.

      “I don’t know, but it seems similar. I don’t want you two to get it. Why don’t you come into the infirmary? Ethan said he’d keep the sick out of there. And will one of you tell everyone to stay in the House Zone if they can?”

      Tom nods. “You need anything while I’m there?”

      “No, thanks. If you see Clara and Jesse, tell them to stay there, too.”

      Tom leaves while Pop and I collect their belongings. Once inside, Pop settles in a chair, and I sit beside him. “How’s my favorite granddaughter?” he asks.

      “Upset about Ethan, but okay. She’s sleeping.”

      “How are you?”

      I lean my cheek against his shoulder and close my eyes, just like that toddler with his mom. I’ve barely slept, and any sleep I did get was in an upright position. Between Holly’s illness, Ethan’s confessions, and a tsunami of anxiety, I’m ready to sleep for a week.

      “I’ve been better,” I say. “But at least everything is improving. Until we all die of whatever this fever is.”

      “How do I have a daughter who can be so optimistic and yet also so sure we’re only mere seconds from death at any given moment?”

      “You definitely screwed up somewhere.”

      Pop bellows out a laugh. “They can say a lot of things, but they can’t say I didn’t give you a sense of humor. Let me sit with Holly while you lie down for a few.” He stares firmly over his reading glasses. “I think I can keep the world cranking along in your absence.”

      “You know I can’t. But I promise I’ll sleep lying down tonight, like a real person.”

      “That’s as good as I’m gonna get, isn’t it?” He pats my head at my nod. “All right, baby doll. But you can’t take care of everyone without taking care of yourself.”

      “Yes, you can.” I roll my eyes. “Amateur.”

      Pop laughs again. We sit in companionable silence like we always have, my head on his shoulder while he reads. My mother loved the way the two of us could read books, or watch the sunset, or simply be in each other’s company for hours. I know it made her passing easier on her, as it did on us, though I’d hardly call any of it easy.

      “How’s Lily?” I ask.

      Pop says something along the lines of, “Mmmphfark.”

      “Glad to hear it. She likes you, too.”

      His shoulder shakes under my cheek, and he turns the page of his book. It’s all the information I’ll get, but I can’t refrain from bothering him about any brewing romance. And, besides, I want him to know I approve.

      Another four people enter the infirmary in the next ten minutes, all looking for Ethan. I send them on their way as quickly as I can, holding my breath until they leave. “This can’t be good.”

      Pop sets down his book. “I’ll go check it out.”

      “No, you won’t, unless you have a hazmat suit I don’t know about.” I get to my feet. “I’ll put on a mask and check it out.”

      “How is that any different?”

      “Because I’m obsessive and won’t do anything stupid.” I grab a couple of masks from one of the cabinets against the wall. “Sit with Holly while I’m gone?”

      Pop nods. “Be careful.”

      I head out the door after I coax Willa from Holly’s bed so she can visit a tree. It’s business as usual, or sort of business as usual, because there are far fewer people in the rec room and hall. Every lobby door is open to let in the breeze. I stop to cool off and spot Tom crossing the parking lot between the shower tent and Expo Halls. I’m glad to see a few people wandering around who look well, and the food trucks seem to be gearing up for dinner.

      Tom enters the lobby, then does a double take when he spots me. I wave at my mask. “An overabundance of caution. I was just heading to the Exhibit Hall. How’s everyone back at the house?”

      “Fine,” Tom says. “I ran into Barry, who said they have even more sick in the Expo Halls. Most of the soldiers have fevers, and he’s sent the ones who don’t to relieve the sick ones. He’ll probably need us on guard, too.”

      “It’s only in the fairgrounds?”

      “Seems that way, so far. Barry said he’s closing the House Zone gate to traffic, since we could be infected. I kept my distance while I passed along the news.”

      “Are Clara and Jess home?”

      “No.” Up until now, he’s been composed, but a few lines appear in his forehead. “Maybe we should look for them?”

      “Let’s check in the Exhibit Hall first.”

      I hand him a spare mask, and we enter the hall. It’s warm in the infirmary, but it’s warmer in here. Like the lobby, the front of the hall has multiple sets of doors, but the breeze barely makes its way in. The curtained rooms have been pushed to one side and dozens of beds arranged in rows where patients lie sleeping or staring dully at the ceiling. One large mattress holds what looks to be a mom, dad, and their two kids. I think of Gabrielle and her brood, and I’m thankful she’s in the House Zone.

      Ethan stands in the center of the beds, talking to Eva. At our approach, he nods. “Good, you’re wearing masks.”

      “What’s happening?” I ask.

      “A hundred-fifty sick in here, over fifty in the Expo Halls. It’s similar to the previous illness. Fever, aching joints, no breathing difficulties so far. But the onset is crazy fast.”

      “Could it be food poisoning or the water?”

      “I don’t know of anything that would present this way. In that case, there should be some gastrointestinal symptoms, but there’s no vomiting or diarrhea. Not even nausea. But we treated the water barrels again, just in case. Rhonda says it feels like flu. It’s probably a virus of some sort, but we’re prescribing antibiotics in case it’s bacterial.”

      “What can we do?” Tom asks.

      He has no idea Ethan knows about us, and if Ethan feels as self-conscious as I do at this moment, he hides it well behind his mask. “We have some residents helping out, bringing patients water and food. That’s about all there is to do. Just stay safe for now.”

      “Are Clara and Jesse in here?” I ask. “We can’t find them, and they’re not at home.”

      Ethan shakes his head. “Check the Pavilion, maybe? And take them to the infirmary when you find them.”

      “Okay, let us know if you need help. Be careful.”

      Ethan’s attention moves to two couples and a few old folks who’ve arrived, all of whom have the same flushed, feverish look. Whatever this is, it’s spreading fast, and I don’t want to be around it any longer than necessary.

      Tom and I head for the Pavilion and step inside while Willa christens a bush. The interior is dim, though enough light comes in the doors to see it’s empty. The Auditorium is similarly vacant. “The museum?” I ask. “It’s pitch black in there.”

      “We should check.”

      We cross the small lot and open the doors, flashlights in hand. Pitch black indeed, except for a faint glow from the rear, where our improvised bed lives. “Clara?” Tom calls. “Jesse, are you in here?”

      A soft “Shit!” hits our ears, and the voice sounds a lot like my son’s. A heated whisper follows, this from Clara. I sniff to hold in my laugh. I guess they worked out whatever it was in a big way.

      “Uh, yeah,” Jesse calls. “Hold on a minute?”

      “We need you both now,” Tom says. His deep voice is most definitely not what I’d want to hear if I’d just been caught fooling around. “We’ll wait for you outside.”

      We leave, pulling off our masks in the parking lot. Based on the timbre of Tom’s command, I’m not sure how he feels about this situation. He looks into the distance without a word, then bends to pat Willa’s head as though nothing has happened.

      I watch him, trying not to smile. “Really?” I ask. “Not a single word about how we found our kids doing whatever? Are you upset? What’s happening right now?”

      Tom inhales. Crosses his arms over his chest. “I’m not upset… This is not my depart—” He shakes his head. “Not good with this stuff.”

      “You’re very good with this stuff. I should know.”

      “You know what I mean. I don’t talk to Clara about these things.”

      An undertone of pink has crept into his cheeks, and it’s so cute that I struggle to hide my grin. “I think the best move is no move. We don’t say a word about what they were doing.”

      “That I can do,” he says. I snicker, and Tom sighs, shooting me a put-upon look that only makes me laugh again. “You’re enjoying yourself, aren’t you?”

      “I really am,” I say. “So much. Who knew you could be such a prude?”

      “I’m going to get you for this.”

      “That sounds fun. Tell me more.”

      Tom presses his lips together, then loses the battle when his laugh slips out. I pat his arm. “I’m happy they finally got together. I’ll be in charge of contraception reminders while you stand around and look tough.” I peer at the museum doors. “What’s taking them so long? Think they’re finishing up?”

      I say it to make him cringe and cackle when I get the desired response. He opens his mouth, closing it as Clara and Jesse walk out the door and blink in the bright light. I manage to keep a straight face at their mortified expressions, rumpled clothing, and mussed hair. “Over two hundred people now have that fever,” I say, “so we’re hiding out in the infirmary until we know more. They closed the House Zone because everyone there is fine. They don’t want it to spread, and we don’t want you near anyone who has it.”

      “Seriously?” Jesse asks.

      “We didn’t know.” Clara chances a quick glance at Tom, who studiously avoids eye contact. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” he says. “But let’s get back there.”

      Though we could enter through the Performance Hall and cross the Events Center interior, we circle around the building for the side doors near the infirmary. Clara walks ahead of us with her head down, clearly wanting to crawl under something and hide. I feel bad until Jesse grabs her hand and flashes her a sidelong smile that melts my heart—and hers, judging by the way she lights up. I know my son well enough to understand what he’s saying: I’m serious about this, parental-type people, and I’m not hiding it. A glance at Tom assures me he got the message loud and clear, and his nod, along with his barely concealed smile, says he respects it.

      Ethan paces outside the infirmary when we return. “Good, you found them. We’re moving everyone who’s well to Expo Hall Seven as a precaution. We have three hundred sick now.”

      I gasp at the news. “Three hundred that quickly? Still just fevers?”

      “Yeah. Mild so far, but I don’t know if it’ll stay that way.” He massages his forehead. “I woke up Holly. She’s ready to go. I packed her meds.”

      In the infirmary, Pop stands behind Holly’s wheelchair. “I can walk,” she says, though her face is pale with fatigue.

      “Why walk when you can ride?” Pop asks. “I might even pop a wheelie on the way.”

      We bustle around, collecting our various bags, and then walk for the Expo Halls. “Dinner?” I ask Ethan. “Do you need me to cook?”

      “That’d be great,” he says. “Some people in the trucks came down with it, so maybe start fresh and use one of the clean trucks?”

      Once we get Holly situated on a mattress in our old living area of Expo Hall Seven, among the dozens of other people who mill around the space, I recruit Tom, Jesse, and Clara to help with dinner while Lily and Pop stay with Holly. We keep it simple: boxed mac and cheese, packaged brownies, and potato chips. Barry brings a load of canned soup to be heated for the sick who have appetites.

      The patients in the Expo Halls are fed by a few volunteers, Stephanie among them. When she comes to my serving window for a new pot of soup, I say, “I’m glad you’re feeling okay.” I take a closer look—sweat beads her face and her hands tremble on the pot handles. “Are you okay?”

      “I think so.” Her smile is strained, her pupils huge and dark. “I just don’t want to catch it, you know?”

      “Me neither.” I’m surprised at the extent of her disquiet, since she’s not the panicky type, but I certainly understand it. I give her a reassuring smile. “I’m sure you’ll be fine as long as you wear your mask and wash your hands. Don’t worry too much.”

      “I know.” She hurriedly raises her mask, lifts the pot, and spins for the Expo Halls. I watch her for a moment, then run to drain my latest batch of macaroni.

      By the time we head back into our old hall, evening has arrived. Some soldiers, the people in the House Zone, and close to a hundred in our Expo Hall are still unaffected. Not that the hall has a hundred people—volunteers are helping to care for the sick or relieve guards on the gates, and we’re stretched thin. I’ve volunteered for a shift wherever they need me. We all have, with the condition that someone stays with Holly in case she worsens unexpectedly.

      The people not on duty have dragged chairs and mattresses outside in an effort to escape stuffy air and possible germs. Holly is asleep again, her bag of fluid hanging on the improvised IV pole from the infirmary. Jesse and Clara were called to guard an hour ago, along with Tom, and when Barry enters and makes a beeline for me, I know my turn has come.

      “Rose, would you be willing to help in the Events Center? They’re getting overwhelmed.”

      “Sure,” I say, though I’d prefer a gate instead of contagious people. I grab my mask and look to Pop, in a chair beside Holly’s bed. “You’ll get me if anything happens?”

      “Of course,” he says.

      Lily, beside him, gently pats Holly’s leg. “I raised three kids, honey. We’ll be just fine.”

      I thank her, pull my mask over my face, and follow Barry from the hall.
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      I should be worried about this sickness, but I can’t make myself feel anything but bliss. And weirdness. There’s some serious weirdness going on whenever I remember that Jesse likes me, that he liked me way back when, that we just slept together, and that it was most definitely not nothing. It was more something than anything ever before.

      Jesse, leaning against the gate to the House Zone—where we’ve been assigned—smiles and cocks his head. Weirdness evaporates, turning to bliss-mush. “What’re you thinking about?” he asks.

      Obviously, I’m not going to share my actual thoughts. “You,” I say, and immediately want to slap myself. Great job keeping this low-key so far.

      “That’s funny,” he says. “I was thinking about you.” I make a bizarre noise as weirdness returns, and Jesse’s smile turns mischievous in the lantern light. “I finally figured out how to make Clary speechless.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself.” I fake cough a few times. “I think I swallowed a bug.”

      Jesse grins and walks toward me, stopping a foot away. “Hey, Clary. Guess what? I like you.” I ignore him. He inches closer. “Claaaaary,” he sings. “Guess what?”

      “Chicken butt?”

      “Yes,” he says, close enough that his breath caresses my neck. “Chicken butt.”

      It’s so stupid that I want to giggle, but I sigh instead. “Is that what this is going to be like? Dating my big brother?”

      “We’re kind of step-siblings now,” he says, and I shiver when his lips brush my ear. “There’s a whole genre of erotica devoted to stepbrothers, you know.”

      “There’s a genre devoted to monsters, too,” I say. “And tentacles. And My Little Pony. I’d prefer any of those over stepbrothers, but maybe we can find you a nice lad.”

      He lifts his head, eyes shining with good cheer, and I want to eat him from his silky brown hair to his booted feet. Maybe that monster erotica is onto something.

      “I do, though,” he says. “Like you. I’ve wanted to say it for a long time, and you can’t make me stop.” He laces his fingers through mine. “You don’t have to say it back. Holly already spilled the beans.”

      “I hate you,” I mutter, pretending my cheeks aren’t on fire.

      “That’s not what Holly said.” Jesse wears a fake hurt expression. “Are you saying she was wrong? I distinctly remember someone yelling ‘Holly wasn’t wrong!’ right before she seduced me.”

      “Seduced you?”

      “Yup. I can’t wait for her to do it again. But only if she likes me.” He motions at himself. “I don’t give this away for free, you know.”

      I snort. “I guess…you’re okay.”

      “Close enough,” he says. “Let the seduction commence.”

      I shake my head and watch the gate. Way back when, in an effort to keep me chaste, my mom lectured me about sex with someone you love being better and blah blah blah. I rolled my eyes, of course. But she was right. Sex with Jesse wasn’t some cheesy romance novel souls colliding crap, but our connection made it intimate in a way I’ve never experienced. Our lack of birth control also made it intimate in a way I’ve never experienced, meaning now I’ll spend the next few days trying to convince myself I’m not pregnant. My period is due soon, which I’m pretty sure means that’s unlikely. But it was a stupid thing to do.

      “She’s not going to seduce you without birth control,” I say.

      “Yeah. About that. If I knocked you up, I am so out of here.”

      I giggle, which turns into a full-blown laugh. Jesse grins and yanks me close by my hand, then kisses me softly. After a minute, he pulls back. “My Little Pony? I don’t want to kink shame, but that’s kind of creepy. I’ll try it for you, though.”

      My smile is so wide it hurts. I like him. Fluffy kitten, puffy heart, upset stomach kind of like him. Love, possibly. Probably. Definitely. “Fine, I like you,” I say. “Happy now?”

      “Yes.” There’s no guile in his expression, only a little bashfulness that makes me not want to hold back. “How ‘bout you?”

      “Yeah,” I whisper, my heart fluttering.

      I could stare at him all day—his strong cheekbones, his pretty eyes—but I don’t argue when our lips meet again. We break apart at footsteps on the other side of the gate. Mitch and Craig appear in the twilight, a lantern in Craig’s hand. “How goes it in quarantine?” he asks.

      “Okay, I guess,” Jesse says. “We don’t have a radio to check in.”

      A couple of radios can’t be accounted for; with so many people falling ill at once, no one knows who had what radio on what gate. The rest are charging via generator. Because the House Zone gate is the least vulnerable, as it opens to our protected area, we’re last on the list.

      “Looks like you’re finding ways to pass the time,” Mitch says, chortling at our embarrassment. Her smile fades. “Be careful, kiddos. Don’t let anyone breathe all over you.”

      “They can’t,” I say. “They moved the healthy people to Hall Seven.”

      “How’s Holly?” Craig asks.

      “Much better,” Jesse says. “Still sleeping a lot, though.”

      “Good. Tell everyone we send our love.”

      Holly and I have spoken briefly, but with no privacy and everyone sick, we haven’t had a chance to really talk. The longer it continues, the weirder it all feels. I may be hurt, but I don’t want to lose her. And honestly, her big mouth is the reason I’m blissfully happy at this moment, though she’s still going to have to grovel.

      “Tell your mom she needs to get her ass back here and cook dinner,” Mitch says. “Adele made ‘fish tacos,’ ” she makes finger quotes with the hand of her uninjured arm, “that were possibly the worst thing I’ve ever eaten.”

      “No joke,” Craig agrees. “And not even because of the tuna. She made tortillas out of root fiber or some shit.”

      Jesse and I grimace. Adele’s meals are a new level of weird in a place where most meals are somewhat strange. “We had mac and cheese,” Jesse says in a sing-songy tone. “And chips and brownies.”

      “You’re lucky my arm’s in a sling, boyo,” Mitch says. “Otherwise, I’d beat you down.” He laughs, and she blows him a kiss. “All right, you two be careful. Maybe watch the gate instead of each other.”

      With a final wink and wave from Craig, they head into the twilight that’s quickly becoming night. “Do you think there will ever be a time we’re not interrupted by parental figures?” Jesse asks. “At least it wasn’t your dad again.”

      I cover my face with my hands. “Don’t remind me.” There are few things more embarrassing than being caught having sex by your parents. It doesn’t matter that we were snuggling at that point—we were naked and in bed. In their bed. And with that thought, I groan. “Um, Jess? Did you think about why there’s a bed in the museum? The museum where only my dad and your mom go?”

      He stares, unblinking, and then slowly shakes his head. “No. Nope. And you can’t make me.”

      “At least my dad’s crazy about clean beds and sheets. There probably wasn’t too much—”

      When Jesse plugs his ears with his fingers, my words turn to a laugh. It’s followed by a shiver—I’m dressed for the earlier heat, not our cooler nights—and Jesse pulls me to his chest, then encircles me with his arms. “Are you done scarring me for life?”

      “Yes.”

      “We’re supposed to be watching the gate,” he murmurs into my hair. “So try to restrain yourself.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I say, and nestle into his chest. Most guys made me want to run from their embrace. Jesse’s easy affection has the opposite effect; I’d stand here in a snowstorm without a second thought.

      We talk softly while we watch the gate. The fairgrounds are quiet, except for the occasional distant voice or hum of distant generator. They’ve trained us well. “What’d your dad say?” I ask after a while.

      “He said he was sorry. That he’s clean for now, and he plans to stay that way. And he said if he could take any of it back, it would be the things he said to my mom.”

      “Did it seem like he meant it?”

      “Yeah. It did.”

      I pull his arms closer. “That’s good.” Jesse breathes into my hair, and I feel his chin move with his nod. “How’d Holly take it?”

      “She was upset. And pissed. She told him that, too.”

      “Wow.” Holly isn’t known for speaking her mind when it might cause acrimony. “What’d your dad say?”

      “He took it. Just nodded over and over, trying not cry. Like he was ashamed.” Jesse’s arms tense, and the tone of his voice is such that’d I’d hug him if we weren’t already embracing. “It was…hard to watch.”

      “They say there’s a time when you realize your parents are just regular humans. Like, real people with the same feelings you have, and who can fuck up just as royally as you. But maybe we can learn from them and not make the same mistakes.”

      “Yeah.” Jesse’s chin grows heavier on my head when he exhales. After a minute, he says, “Man, those one-and-a-half semesters of psych really paid off, huh?”

      I elbow him. “I’m trying to be serious.”

      “I know, and thank you. But I don’t want to think about it anymore tonight. My dad and I are supposed to talk tomorrow. Should be fun.”

      “Why do you sound like me and I sound like you?”

      Jesse nuzzles into my hair. “Maybe because this has been a fucked-up few days. Except for now.” I smile into the night, then lean back to peer up at him. He wears that smile again—the one I now realize means he likes me. “You know how gorgeous you are, so I don’t need to tell you, but you’re really fucking gorgeous.”

      “Let’s not get crazy.” I turn to the gate, pretending I’m not elated by his words, by everything about this moment. I’m still not entirely sure this is real, but I’m going to enjoy the shit out of it before I wake up. “I’m not repulsive, but gorgeous is a little much.”

      “You’re gorgeous. Here,” he brushes my cheek, then rests his hand over my heart, “and here. I thought so even when you had braces and frizzy hair and still peed in your pants.”

      “Oh my God, will you ever stop with that? I peed once. Once.”

      “Nope. You will forever be Incontinent Clary.” I stomp on his foot to escape, but his arms tighten. “Sorry, Gorgeous Incontinent Clary. Better?”

      I stop struggling, though I admit I wasn’t trying very hard. With Dad’s recent refresher courses, Jesse would be doubled over gasping if I wanted. “You suck.”

      “Like this?” Jesse loosens one arm and pulls my hair aside, lowering his mouth to the sensitive skin of my neck. His lips move toward my ear, and my unreserved enthusiasm might be embarrassing if I couldn’t feel Jesse’s enthusiasm through his jeans.

      “Nice,” Marquez says from behind us, and we spring apart to find him grinning in his lantern light. Dalton, beside him, wears a smile from ear to ear. Marquez lifts his chin at me. “Guess you figured it out, chica? I might need some pointers when I find my magic girl.”

      I giggle like an idiot. I can’t even pretend I’m not blissed out. “Why are you here, aside from spying on us?”

      “We’re on the gate now. You guys are free.”

      Jesse and I grab our bags, chatting for a minute, then set off for the Expo Halls. Our boots strike the pavement, our linked hands swinging between us. That he grabs my hand at every opportunity makes me think he wants to touch me as much as I want to touch him. “What’d Marquez mean about you figuring something out?” Jesse asks.

      “Nothing,” I mumble.

      “Why do I have to tell the truth, but you don’t have to tell me?”

      “Because you promised you would. I never did.”

      “True,” he says, letting me off the hook so easily that I regret my refusal.

      I’ve already said more to Jesse than to every other guy combined. But I want to do this right, and if that means telling the truth, then I’ll try. “The night Holly got sick, Marquez figured out I liked you, and he said he thought you liked me. But when I asked him what I should do, he said Fuck if I know. So that was really helpful.”

      Jesse laughs, then side-eyes me. “You chose then to suddenly be shy? Why?”

      I breathe in, breathe out. Finally, I say, “Because it mattered. It never mattered before.”

      He grips my hand tighter and doesn’t ask for more. Barry exits the front doors of the ice rink, then stops in the rectangle of generator-powered light that spills through the glass. “Hey, guys. I know you just got off the gate, and I hate to ask, but they could use you in the Events Center. I have masks, though it doesn’t seem to be spreading anymore.”

      “Of course,” we say.
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      It may be cool outside, but the Events Center lobby is stifling even with the open doors. Jesse and I cross to the Exhibit Hall and stop dead. “Shit,” Jesse says.

      Sweaty, flushed patients lie in mattresses and cots arranged in rows. The closest patients look us over with glassy, miserable eyes before resuming feverish blank stares. At a nearby mattress, Rose rises from her knees and moves our way, pushing a metal kitchen cart that holds a jug of water, paper cups, medicine bottles, and various packaged snacks. Her hair is frizzy and eyes exhausted, though they crease when she smiles under her mask. “I wish you weren’t in here, but we could use help with meds. Ibuprofen and antibiotics. Clara, your dad is on the northeast gate.”

      “Do they know what it is yet?” Jesse asks.

      “No.” She motions to Ethan, bent over a cot at the rear of the expansive space. “Whatever it is, Dad’s hoping it runs its course quickly.”

      “Tell us what to do,” I say.

      “Eva’s distributing meds. She can tell you who still needs them. I’m on this end of the room.” She pushes her cart a foot away, then turns back, eyebrows in a V. “We don’t know how contagious it is. Keep your masks on.”

      She doesn’t have to tell me twice; I want no part of this misery. Jesse and I head to where Eva stands at a table in the back. She points us to a couple of carts and explains our duties, then indicates the last three rows of beds before she notes something on a clipboard. “And give them whatever else they want. We were doing water and food, but when more got sick we fell behind. We need to keep checking in, taking temps and stuff. Let me know if anyone seems worse.”

      We nod. Over the past few days, my opinion of Eva has improved. She was at Holly’s side the entire time, and Rose warming to her probably didn’t hurt.

      “Thanks,” Eva says, then turns to a patient who’s dragged herself from her bed holding a small girl. As we walk away, I hear the woman croak, “She’s burning up.”

      “I’ll take the first row,” Jesse says.

      I move from bed to bed in the row beside his, helping people sit up to swallow pills. I feel bad when I wake an elderly woman who sleeps with her mouth agape. She takes her meds and sinks back into dreamland. Once we’ve finished meds, we walk the aisles offering water and food. I have almost no takers, and it seems Jesse doesn’t either.

      Ten of us are on Exhibit Hall bed duty, and ten more work the Expo Halls. Another shift should relieve us at some point, though it might be a while. Between nursing and guard, Barry said we might need House Zone volunteers if this doesn’t let up.

      After another hour, patients have noticeably worsened. Dana is well, tending to patients, but her husband Ray is sick. He sits up, teeth chattering, and takes a cup of water with a shaky hand. He sips from it, eyes shut, then drops back with a gasp.

      I set the cup beside his bed. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “No, thank you,” he whispers. His skin is a deep red, his short gray hair stuck to his scalp with sweat. Dana hurries over and murmurs while she dries his face.

      Brenna has taken a break to sit with her grandma. Her silky blond hair swings when she turns her head back and forth as if searching for something. I walk that way. “Hey, Brenna. What do you need?”

      She looks up at me while her fingers brush her grandma’s cheek. “I was looking for her water cup, but it’s okay. She’s asleep again.”

      Her grandma is the same as everyone else. Every few seconds a tremor runs through her body, and I wonder how much of this the older folks can take. Thankfully, Sam hasn’t caught it.

      “I’m scared,” Brenna whispers, clasping her grandma’s hand.

      “She’ll be okay,” I say, though I have no idea if it’s true.

      Brenna nods, eyes filling with tears. I pat her shoulder, then turn at a quiet sob and head for a queen air mattress where a little boy sits tangled in bedclothes. His mom and older sister are passed out beside him, and I kneel on the floor. “Hey, it’s okay. Do you want some water? How about some juice?”

      He continues crying as if he hasn’t heard. It’s a tired wail, and I pat his back uselessly until Rose swoops in and raises him to her shoulder. “Shh,” she murmurs. “It’s okay, honey. It’s okay.”

      I watch her rock from foot to foot, hand cupping his head. Finally, he goes limp, his little fist uncurling in sleep. Rose lowers him to the mattress beside his mom, placing her hand on his chest for a moment before she rises. “They’re getting worse. All of them.”

      “I know.”

      “Don’t do what I just did. That was too close.” She gazes over the sea of beds, twisting her hands together. “This is insane.”

      It was fairly quiet earlier. Now, patients moan and groan. Or talk in their sleep. They shift as though they can’t find a comfortable position, throwing covers on and off, shivering either way.

      Ethan returns from a visit to the hundred patients in the Expo Halls, where he’s left Eva in charge. He’s dragging his ass, but I haven’t seen him sit once. “Nothing’s making a dent over there, either. Their fevers are rising.” He motions to an old woman two rows over, who emits a short moan every few seconds like clockwork. “Mrs. Harrison is almost at one-oh-five. I don’t think she can handle much more.”

      Even with a mask, his despondence is evident in his frustrated voice and sloping laugh lines. Rose touches his shoulder. “You’re doing everything you can. I’ll make a compress and see if I can cool her down.”

      She heads for the water barrels near the front, and Ethan’s eyes seek out Jesse a few rows over before they smile in my direction. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this. So has he.”

      I turn beet red. With a wink, Ethan heads toward an old man calling out from a twin mattress on the floor. Other patients mutter and writhe in a haze of sleep. I bring warm broth to those still willing to try a sip, my fear growing with every circuit through the beds.

      “Mama,” an old woman croaks. She stares at the ceiling with unseeing eyes, her forehead beaded with sweat. Her chapped lips barely move as she says it again and again.

      I try shushing her, placing my hand on her arm for comfort, but she continues croaking. Behind me, a child whines, though she doesn’t wake. To my left, a young guy babbles incoherently. Most of the patients fell sick at the same time, and it makes sense they’d worsen at the same pace, but this is too much. It’s too frightening. If Holly were here, she’d be tending to everyone like a reincarnated Florence Nightingale, but I just want to run away.

      The next row is the same, though a few patients have quieted, their breaths slow and deep. I hope it’s a good sign. Maybe the worst is over. Four rows to my left, Jesse kneels by a mattress with a washcloth in his hand, wiping someone’s face. He rises for another bed, briefly rests his hand on its occupant, and moves on.

      I focus on my patients, many of whom finally, blessedly sleep. The moaning and groaning has lessened, and I enjoy the semi-peace until Deb yells, “Ethan!”

      Deb is never jumpy, and when she backs away from a mattress, her shock visible across the room, everyone takes notice. Ethan rushes to set his fingers on the patient’s neck, feeling for a pulse. Which means someone might be dead. These people could be dying.

      We wait for his verdict, frozen in place. Jesse glances over his shoulder, then whips around to face me, his eyes widening with alarm. “Clara, watch out!”

      I hear the hiss right before I’m knocked off balance by Tyler, and I land face down on the neighboring air mattress with his weight on my back. He was peaceful five minutes ago, had finally stopped thrashing in his sheets, and now he’s a zombie. His head knocks mine, his grunt loud in my ear. An inch—a centimeter—closer, and I’m dead. Pure terror gives me the strength to wriggle onto my back and shove at his chest, keeping him at arm’s length. Tyler rips at my hair, mouth snapping. He looks almost human, and his hands are still warm, but his eyes are flat and dead.

      He’s yanked away, taking a chunk of my hair with him. I rise to my knees, gasping for air, while my brain works to keep up with whatever the fuck is happening. Jesse pulls his knife from Tyler’s head and jerks me to my feet. “Jesus, they’re turn—”

      A few beds down, Ray sits up. The flush of fever is gone. His face is blank until he spots us, and then his mouth opens in a snarl. Dana, moving for him, stops in her tracks and backs away. Another patient sits up, then five more. A little girl here, an old woman there, a father in a bed by the doors, with his tiny son on hands and knees beside him.

      One row over, Brenna screams and struggles in her grandma’s arms. I draw my knife, but Jesse and I only make it two steps before the old woman buries her face in Brenna’s neck. Brenna shrieks, blood coasting down her bare shoulder. An old man lurches toward her piercing screams. Another gets to his feet two beds away, Jesse and me in his sights.

      “Get out!” Ethan yells. “Everyone out now!”

      Everyone runs for the doors. Jesse takes my hand, and we race that way while Rose and Ethan keep pace two rows over. We meet at the front, where I grab my bag and hammer. Rose seizes her bag, and we rush into the lobby.

      “Close the doors!” Rose yells.

      If we shut them in time, we can contain the infected. I run to the first door. Inside the Exhibit Hall, more zombies have risen. Some feast on the patients still in their beds, but most are heading our way.

      Behind us, Deb yells, “To your right!”

      A dozen Lexers spill into the lobby ten feet down. Rose and Ethan shove Jesse and me through the lobby’s glass doors into the night, where we help Deb push them shut. “We need boards!” Deb yells, motioning at the door handles. Unlike the push bars inside, these are looped handles you pull to open. “Pipes. Anything that’ll go through and hold them shut. Someone warn the Expo Halls!”

      Four people take off while the rest of us run the length of the Events Center, shutting entry doors. My breath comes in gusts. Those people, all zombies. All infected. Poor Brenna was eaten by her grandma in front of my eyes, and still some part of me refuses to believe it.

      “Back up and spread out!” Deb yells. “If they open a door, close it!”

      All it’ll take is one leaning against a push bar to release them all. We could escape if we ran now, but it’d leave those on the gates and in Expo Hall Seven—people like Dad and Holly and Sam—in danger. We back into the dark while we wait for assistance.

      Ten Lexers slam into a set of doors on the left, and an older couple rushes to hold them shut. Another door pops open. Deb runs to it with a shout. Rose and Ethan race for a dozen who reach an entrance far to our right, then they lean against the glass, their feet braced on concrete. More hit the last set of doors, and when one cracks open, Jesse tears for it. I follow, securing the door beside his with my back. The glass behind me rattles. The door opens a centimeter, and I slam it closed, boots planted on the ground.

      I tell myself it’s not as hopeless as the storeroom. We have these contained, providing we can keep them inside until help arrives. No sooner do I have this thought than gunshots come from the Expo Halls a couple hundred feet away, where light spills from the rolling doors. Doors they should’ve closed by now. I watch as the first Lexers limp into the night, taking my hope with them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            44

          

          

      

    

    







            TOM

          

        

      

    

    
      The northeast gate is calm but for the moans outside 13-East. There are close to two thousand zombies out there now, and plans were in the works to move them before everyone got sick. Our peace and quiet was nice while it lasted, but I don’t regret bringing these back from our trip to the hospital. I’d bring back ten thousand if it meant keeping Holly alive.

      Beside me, Jared shifts from foot to foot. I’m not a chitchat, but he’s a damn sphinx. I’ve checked my watch a thousand times, wondering how everyone’s doing. When Carver approaches, I have to restrain myself from peppering him with questions.

      “How’s it going over here?” he asks.

      “Fine,” I say. “What’s going on in there?”

      “No one else sick so far. Just doing the rounds, letting everyone know I’ll have you off shift as soon as possible, but it’ll be a while longer.”

      “Sounds good,” I say, sighing internally.

      Bitching and moaning will do nothing to change it, and Carver isn’t the type to take advantage. If we’re working overtime, it’s because he needs us. Still, after the past few days, I’d like some time with Rose and a good night’s sleep.

      “Thanks,” Carver says. “I’ll keep you posted.”

      “No pun intended,” I say.

      It takes a second, but he laughs. “You’d think I would’ve heard that one before.” Carver steps away, still chuckling. “Thanks for putting in extra time.”

      Jared grunts but doesn’t speak as Carver heads toward the east gate that provides access to the overflow lots and 13-East, spreading the unwelcome news.

      Clara and Jesse are on the House Zone gate, and they must be as tired as I am. There’s never a time I want to ponder the idea of my daughter having sex, but if I had a say in her choice of boyfriend, Jesse would be my first pick. He’s a great kid. Some say the way a man treats his mother is an indication of how he’ll treat his partner. If that’s true, then Clara will be respected, loved, and watched over. I can’t ask for more than that.

      A figure streaks past our entrance road, flashlight in hand and wearing a pack. I make out a woman’s silhouette and the brown ponytail I recognize as Stephanie’s. She heads in the same direction as Carver. Fifteen seconds later, a gunshot rebounds between buildings. One shot is alarming enough, but it’s followed by a half-dozen more.

      My feet start moving before my brain has a plan. We’re not supposed to leave our posts, but I can’t stay put when they could be in danger. “My daughter,” I say.

      Jared nods. “Go.”

      I take off. Shouting comes from the Events Center, ahead to my left. Banks of doors are set into the front of the building, invisible at this angle, and it isn’t until I’m close that I see people pressed against the first recessed doors. A dozen zombies beat the glass behind them.

      Rose is in the Events Center. Fear spurs me to the next doors, where Deb blocks the glass. “The sick turned!” she yells as I close in, then motions at the door handles. “We need bars!”

      I nod in understanding. My mouth is parched with fear at Deb’s possible answer, but I manage to ask, “Where’s Rose?”

      “Down there.” She cocks her head toward the other end of the Events Center. “She’s okay.”

      My knees almost buckle with relief. I turn for the shower tent, where I might find something useful, then stop and reach into my coat pocket. Duct tape should do it until we find something stronger. I move for the first doors, where three people wait. “Move away from the handles and hold them shut!”

      The end of the tape proves elusive, but I finally pull out a strip and wind it around the handles. We back away, ready to barricade again if necessary, but the tape holds. I start for Deb but halt at a loudening drone of hums and hisses. It sounds close—too close—as if it’s just around the corner.

      I move that way, flashlight in hand, and my heart stutters to a stop. A hundred feet away, gray faces gleam as far back as I can see. The gate must be breached, and this is the frontline of the thousands of zombies outside.

      I spin toward the Events Center. “The east gate is down! Go!”

      The first group runs into the night. Deb stares for a moment, then gets her game face on and lifts her machete. “I need to find Amy!” she shouts. “Will you be okay?”

      At my nod, she heads west. Gunshots sound from that direction. They’re likely trying to hold the west side of the fairgrounds—Hall Seven, the ice rink, the House Zone—and I hope Jesse and Clara have stationed themselves on the other side of the gate.

      Inside the Events Center, bodies pour from the Exhibit Hall into the lobby, and more than a few strike out for the far end of the building. “Rose!” I shout. Across the lot to my right, bodies shuffle from the Expo Halls. Some are on their knees, eating in the lighted doorways.

      At the next bank of doors, I find Ethan and Rose holding fast against twenty zombies at the glass. I wouldn’t call my meager reprieve of fear relief, but she’s here. She’s alive. Behind us, the swarm from the avenue spills into the parking lot, though a good number move for the Events Center’s lighted lobby. They’re a couple of hundred feet away, but still far too close for my liking.

      “The east gate is breached,” I say. “We have to get Holly and go.”

      “Clara and Jesse are at the next doors.” Rose pushes against a particularly vicious slam as my heart rate increases at this news. “Let’s go.”

      Rose and Ethan spring from their doors, following me to Clara and Jesse. “They’re out of the Expo Halls!” Clara shouts, feet braced on concrete while she points to our rear.

      At our word, she and Jesse abandon their posts. Ray stumbles out a second later. His tanned skin is pale, his eyes flat, his teeth bared. He would hate to be one of them, but there’s no time to finish him off. We run for the service road behind the Expo Halls, which will take us to Hall Seven, and stop short at the pack of zombies that mills outside Hall One’s rear door, blocking our passage.

      We duck around the building’s side. In the main lot, the swarm spreads out, advancing west. Rose and Ethan quickly confer, then Rose turns to me with a heaving chest. “Take Clara and Jess out the southeast gate. We’ll get Holly and Pop, then meet you at the house.”

      I shake my head. By the time she reaches Holly, the fairgrounds will be flooded. They’ll have to fight their way out. No matter how spry Sam is, he’s still older, and last I heard, Holly wasn’t very mobile. Aside from that, I won’t leave Rose. I won’t lose her.

      I point toward the southeast gate. Dark figures stumble in murky gray light, but it’s passable. “Clara and Jesse—”

      “No,” Jesse says.

      Ethan opens his mouth as if to argue, then nods. “All right. We stay together.”

      Clara grips her hammer, jaw tight. Arguing with her to leave would be a waste of precious time, so I don’t. But I draw her nearer—she’s not leaving my side.

      This end of Hall One is accessed by an open rolling door twenty feet down. A few feet from us, the smaller emergency exit is ajar. Rose peeks through the crack. “Almost empty. Maybe we can get through inside?”

      The first of the swarm rounds the far corner of the building, making our decision for us, and we slip through the door. Inside, the rows of beds are empty. Some are soaked with blood, casualties of their fellow infected, a half-dozen of whom wander the room. I push Clara behind me and knife the man coming for us. I’ve done guard shifts with him, passing the time with easy conversation and a few laughs. His two kids are nowhere in sight. Clara grimaces at a bloody young soldier coming her way—a friend, maybe—though she sends the girl to the floor with a cracked skull.

      Behind us, the swarm moves into the hall. As we reach the door to Hall Two, a woman staggers from behind a curtain. Ethan lifts his knife, then stops mid-strike and backs up a step. Eva’s bleached hair is speckled red, her eyes silvery gray, and her eviscerated middle evidence of a painful death. She closes in, lip curled above her bloody teeth.

      Rose pushes Ethan through the doorway, then shoves Eva hard enough to send her to the floor. We follow Rose into Hall Two, sliding the dividing door behind us, and run between beds for Hall Three. I glance at the lot when we pass the open entry doors and see hundreds of bodies roaming in search of prey. The gunshots have ceased. Whether they’ve given up, they’re hiding, or they’ve lost, it’s a bad sign.

      We skid to a stop. Hall Four is full of bodies, and the final buildings are too far to make out in dim generator-powered light. Rose breathes quickly, eyes feverish with desperation. She won’t turn back without Holly, not that there’s anywhere to turn back to. “If we can get outside,” she motions at the closed rolling door to the rear service road, “we can take the roofs.”

      It’s not as crazy as it sounds. Hall Three’s roof is low like Hall Seven’s, and there’s almost always a cargo van parked in a spot below. But Hall Three has no rear entrance to the service road. We’ll have to run through Four.

      I say as much. Ethan nods, face stony. I recognize the look: he’ll do this, or he’ll die trying. He leans into Four. “If we run fast, we can make the road.”

      It’s a short, diagonal path to the back door, and we have to go now. I keep Clara beside me, shielding her from the zombies coming our way. We lift the door and burst into more bodies on the dark service road. I don’t think it’s the swarm—these move east, as though they’ve entered from the west.

      We turn left, heading for the van I pray is there. I shove a bloody woman aside, slam a growling teenager to the ground. Clara’s hammer swings, more to move them from our path than to inflict damage. The white van gleams in the dark. I allow myself a single breath of relief before I hoist Clara to the hood and watch her clamber to the roof. Rose and Jesse follow. I shake off something on my leg, elbow whatever grabs my hair, and scramble up to Hall Three’s roof beside Ethan.

      We move up and over the connected roofs. The swarm is pushing forward in the lot below, and it’s only a matter of time before heading west will be impossible. Expo Hall Seven’s roof is flat but for the rounded, raised monitor roof in the center, where the clerestory windows should provide a bird’s-eye view of inside. Rose kneels and cries out, her hand pressed to the glass. The lights are on, illuminating zombies below. Only zombies. Sam and Holly are gone—or dead. I shake off the thought and walk the roof with my flashlight. The parking lot teems with bodies past the ice rink. Off the south side of the roof, the service road is packed. The southwest gate to the vehicle bridge hangs open, answering the question of how more could have entered from the west. I don’t see a way out. Not a single one.

      I shine my light over the dead. Many have forced their way into the metal-roofed storage area attached to this side of Hall Seven, and the zombies who can’t fit batter the surrounding fence in frustration. All are uninterested in my presence. Something else has their attention—maybe someone. Heart pumping, I drop to my knees and shine my light under the storage area’s roof. A few people stand in the corner, barricaded behind spare fencing, and they turn when the beam hits.

      Sam. Holly. Nora. Lily. They’re alive.
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      Mitch is driving me crazy. I’ve never in my life met someone more resistant to help, but with her right arm in a sling, she needs help, and she’s pissed about it. Every time I ask if she wants anything, she practically bites my head off. I’ve stopped asking.

      She enters the living room where I sit reading by lantern light, plops in a chair, and sighs. I ignore her. She sighs again, louder this time. When I don’t respond, she says, “Sighing over here. Would you acknowledge my sigh?”

      I set down my book. “Why are you sighing now?”

      “Did you know it’s really hard to wipe your ass with your left hand when you’ve used your right your entire life?”

      “Yes. I broke my arm when we were eleven, remember?” The broken arm sucked because I couldn’t go swimming, but it also got me out of a few camping weekends with Dad.

      “Oh, right,” she says. “Here’s a question for you. How am I supposed to insert a tampon?”

      “You’re asking the wrong guy. I don’t know how you do it with two working hands.”

      Mitch laughs, leaning back to watch the ceiling. “I wonder what’s going on in the fairgrounds.”

      There’s a knock on the door. Troy, Lana, Daisy, and Francis step inside. “Figured y’all could use some cheering up,” Troy says. “Any news?”

      “We saw Jesse and Clara, but they knew nothing.” Mitch continues staring at the ceiling. “Please tell me your version of cheering up includes a mind-altering substance.” Daisy sloshes a bottle of whiskey in the air. Mitch sighs, happily this time. “It’s like Craig chose you all especially for me.”

      “Thank God you’re here,” I say. “If left alone much longer, one of us was going down. Usually, I’d bet on Mitch, but I might have a chance with that sling.”

      Lana tucks a lock of wavy hair behind her ear. “I might bet on you anyway.”

      “What?” Mitch asks. She swipes a finger in the air. “Lana’s crossed off the friend list.”

      Lana laughs, patting Mitch’s head as she passes. “Do you need help with anything?”

      “No, thanks. I’m fine.”

      “You can’t ask,” I say. “Help must be forced on Mitch. She could be drowning in quicksand, and you’d have to beg her to grab the rope to drag her out.”

      Francis returns from the kitchen with a selection of glasses and places them on the coffee table. Daisy pours whiskey into each. I take the glass she hands me. I hate whiskey, and I wince as it burns its way down my throat.

      “I’m with Mitch,” Daisy says. “Asking for help sucks.”

      “I love asking for help,” Troy says, settling on the couch with his whiskey. “For instance, why don’t you help me by rustling up a snack, Daisy?” At Daisy’s murderous glare, he breaks into laughter. “I’m messing with you. After four wives, I’ve learned to make my own damn snack, believe you me.”

      “Speaking of snacks, what the hell was that for dinner?” Lana asks. “I thought Californians made weird food, but Adele has them beat.”

      Everyone groans. I tried picking the tuna out and just eating the tortilla. Even that was awful. Real tortillas can’t be that hard to make. I don’t know how, but Rose does.

      “Someone needs to kick her ass out of the food truck,” Mitch says. “I’d do it, but my food is probably worse.”

      “A coup?” Troy asks. “I’m always down for a good coup. Why isn’t Gabrielle cooking?”

      “Too nauseous. She says it usually passes by the third month.”

      Troy raises his brows. “She’s pregnant?” The rest of us nod, and he whistles. “I don’t envy her. This is not the time to be pregnant, if indeed there is a time.”

      “Four wives, and you never wanted kids?” I ask.

      “Never did feel the need to procreate, got a vasectomy in my twenties. One Troy was enough for this world.”

      “You can say that again,” Lana says.

      Troy winks over his glass. “I’m glad you agree, Poochie-kins. I’m a fine specimen of manhood, am I not? How come no kids for you?”

      “I thought I wanted them,” she says, “then, after I divorced, I realized I liked my time alone. Every one of my friends with kids didn’t have a minute to think.”

      “Well, someone’s gonna have to repopulate the world,” Troy says. “Pretty sure Craig is out. Daisy and Francis, you’d better get to work.”

      Everyone laughs, even Daisy, though she doesn’t dare glance at Francis. His laugh dies down, his gaze growing distant. Lana notices, as she usually does, and tops off his glass with a motherly smile. “What do you guys think this sickness is?” she asks, changing the subject.

      “Dollars to doughnuts someone didn’t wash their hands before making dinner,” Troy says.

      “Adele might be trying to poison us,” Daisy adds, “but at least she washes her hands.”

      As the discussion continues, Francis walks into the kitchen and stands in the light of our rechargeable lantern. I follow him, setting my whiskey on the kitchen table. “You okay?”

      He breathes in deep through his nose, releases it the same way. “Lianne might’ve been pregnant. She hadn’t taken a test before this started, so we couldn’t be sure. But we’d been trying, and she was late.”

      “Shit, Francis. I’m sorry.”

      He smiles the way you do when you’d rather cry. I usually end up crying, but I know the expression. “It’s those things that get you sometimes,” he says. “Out of the blue.”

      “I know. My dad shot himself when I was twelve, and I found his body. The weirdest things would set me off afterward. Sometimes still do.”

      “Jesus, Cherry. How are you not completely fucked up from that?”

      “Not fucked up? You have met me, right?”

      Francis begins to chuckle. When his deep laugh fills the kitchen, I join in, though we stop at a loud pop from outside. “Was that a gunsh—?”

      A barrage of echoing booms comes next, and there’s no mistaking what they are. The others rush into the kitchen. “Let’s go,” Troy says, pistol already in hand.

      I grab my shoulder holster and slip my spike into its sheath, then follow them into the night. Distant shouting adds to the gunshots as we make our way down the street. Marquez and Dalton stand inside the gate, pistols raised and flashlight beams sweeping the rear of the Livestock Arena and empty concrete.

      Francis rattles the fence to get their attention. “What the hell’s going on?”

      “Don’t know, man!” Marquez shouts over his shoulder. “No radio, and we’re not supposed to leave our posts.”

      “We’re coming in,” Troy calls.

      Lana opens the first gate, then the second. At more gunfire and the growing buzz of Lexers, Marquez shouts, “We gotta go in!”

      He and Dalton disappear into the dark toward the ice rink. Troy and the others wait for me. I turn to Mitch, who holds her axe in her left hand. “Stay here.”

      “Fuck that,” she says.

      I’m scared and sweaty and the last thing I want is to head to where guns are blazing. But I’m going because Rose and the kids are in there. I don’t want to worry about Mitch because she’s too stubborn to be sensible. “Mitch, just do what I fucking ask for once!” I yell.

      She recoils and nods mutely for the first time ever. Lance and Gabe catch up once I’m through the gates. The seven of us stay in the shadow of the Livestock Arena, moving deeper into the fairgrounds. That buzz—the one from the highway, the one that followed us to Eugene—rises in volume.

      A group of people runs past, and Troy yells, “Hey, what’s going on?”

      They keep running. I tighten my grip on my gun, afraid it’ll slip from my slick hand. At the end of the building, we peer into the fairgrounds. It’s dark except for the ice rink and Expo Halls, but the moonlight is enough to see a shadowy mass of bodies advancing across the gigantic lot.

      “Holy shit,” Troy says. I can’t think of a better response than that.

      The night lights up with muzzle flashes. A few clumps of armed people stand at the west end of the lot, firing on the swarm, but there’s no question it’s a losing battle. When the Lexers reach halfway, the clumps break apart. Some run for the northwest gate, some for the service vehicle bridge, where a pickup truck is parked outside. Thirty seconds later, its headlights blaze to life, and the truck reverses, illuminating the open gate before it tears across the field.

      Rose and the kids are nowhere to be seen. Holly should be in Hall Seven, but the rolling door is up, the lights on, and the Lexers inside. I scan the dark, looking for something—an opening in the crowd, a few fast-moving figures, a way into the fairgrounds that wouldn’t result in instant death—and find nothing. For once in my life, I’m willing to do whatever needs to be done, and there’s not a single thing to do.

      Marquez, Dalton, and Amber race toward us in the dark, then blow past. Barry stands outside the ice rink for a moment, silhouetted in the light, then turns after them. “Fall back!” he yells as he nears, and he points toward the House Zone. “Go!”

      Lana yanks my coat to spin me around. Once we’re through the gate, Barry secures the latches. “Where’s Carver?” Marquez asks.

      “Don’t know,” Barry says. “Does anyone have a radio?”

      No one does. Barry curses, then turns to where residents of the House Zone stand in the street, stiff with fear. “We have to leave.” He points to our three pickups. “Take the trucks, as many as can fit. If you get separated, head south and meet at Lorane Elementary School on Crest. Up Chambers until it ends, then left on Crest. Got that?”

      Some people nod, but many continue staring, hypnotized by the sounds from the fairgrounds. Mitch watches me with huge dark eyes. Her axe dangles from her left hand. “Where are they?”

      I shake my head, unable to speak. Marquez turns off the lantern hanging at the gate, and Mitch’s gutted expression is lost in the dark.

      “Now!” Barry yells to be heard over the drone coming our way. “Grab your bags, and let’s go!”

      “Get your bags and meet at the trucks,” Troy commands.

      Gabe and Lance take off immediately. Someone shoves me in the back, and I stumble forward. I can’t just leave. “Craig,” Lana says, her voice firm. “Craig, we have to go.”

      I take Mitch’s good arm and rush for the house. Rose and the others would’ve left through the nearest gate. They’re heading for her house right now. We knew this could happen, which is why we have a plan. I grab my bug-out bag from my bedroom and return to the living room, where Mitch stands beside her backpack. “Can you carry it on one shoulder?” I ask.

      She nods. “We should get theirs.”

      “Stay here.”

      With my flashlight, I find Sam’s bag, then Rose’s, and search for another minute before I remember Tom has his. I help Mitch with her bag, then throw mine over my shoulders and grab the other two, tripping behind. A scream comes from the street as we exit, followed by shouts and gunshots. Mitch pulls her gun lefthanded. I drop one of the packs and grab my own. Protecting myself is bad enough, but Mitch is my responsibility, too.

      We stand on our front steps while two people race down the street, obviously escaping the fairgrounds. But in their fear or haste, they didn’t close our gates, and the first of the swarm is through. Barry stands in the bed of the last truck, firing at the encroaching Lexers. “Get in! Get in!” he yells.

      We run the fifteen feet between our front yard and the pickups on the corner. Gabrielle and her kids hunch low in one of the beds, but the other two trucks are distressingly empty. Figures shamble past, drawn by screams from down the block, and I thank God we chose the house we did. I toss the extra pack into the truck, then push Mitch aside as a bloody, snarling soldier lunges for her back. His head explodes when I fire, speckling my glasses with chunks of brain. I boost Mitch into the bed beside Gabrielle and her kids.

      Alan stabs a Lexer on the other side of the truck. I planned to get behind the wheel, but he’s closer. “Get in!” I yell to him. “Drive!”

      He leaps into the cab. A few seconds later, the engine revs to life. I spot Lana and the others in the pickup ahead, then spin when something grabs me from behind—a woman I don’t recognize who dives for my neck. I shove her to the ground.

      “Craig, get in!” Mitch screams.

      I put a boot on the bumper, then spot Adele and her son running for us. “Wait!” she screams, her voice a sob. “Wait! Please!”

      There’s no love lost between Adele and most people here, but I wouldn’t leave her to die, and I’d never leave a kid behind. I push past two Lexers, ignoring five closing in on my right, and fire point blank into the head of a man heading Adele’s way. She’s managed to dodge another ten—ten who’ve found something else to feast on, judging by the wails behind her.

      My pack slams my back with every step. My nerves shriek along with whoever’s being eaten. I grab Hawk’s hand, then half-drag him for the pickup. Those five Lexers are down, thanks to Lana, Daisy, and Francis, and Lance and Gabe hack into another three. They follow when I blow past with Adele and Hawk.

      Troy helps lift them into the first pickup. He looks toward the gate, jaw dropping. “Everyone out! Now!”

      Troy isn’t one for overblown worry—if his jaw drops, you’d better get the fuck out. Lance and Gabe run for the second pickup. I leap into the first truck’s bed, dragging Daisy in behind me. By the gate, the hissing reaches a crescendo. Whereas before it was a constant stream, now zombies flood into the House Zone.

      Marquez, Dalton, and Amber leap into Mitch’s truck as Francis rolls toward the wooden gate to the street. “Hold up!” a scream comes. “Wait!”

      The pickup slams to a stop. Deb dodges the crowd, her wife Amy beside her. She hacks into the head of an elderly woman I’ve seen eating in the tent, tosses an undead soldier from her path, and then hits the pickup with a thud. I kneel, looking down into Amy’s pale blood-spattered face. She grabs my proffered hands while Deb flings herself over the tailgate.

      A wave of Lexers rocks the truck. My heart tries to escape my chest, and I breathe in gasps so deep they hurt. Slowly, we clear the bodies and pass through the wooden gate, turning onto the street outside the House Zone. Behind us, the truck holding Mitch and the others follows, while the third truck brings up the rear. Bodies stagger in the headlights and beat on the metal. A surge in the crowd swallows the third pickup, dimming its lights.

      A zombified Brock appears, teeth bared, and plunges his hand into Amy’s hair. Between his grip and the truck’s forward movement, Amy’s upper body slides over the side of the bed. Her mouth opens, unhinged, and though her scream is lost in the drone, her giant eyes convey her terror.

      “Stop!” Troy beats on the back window.

      Francis brakes. Deb rises to her knees, knife out, and leans over the bed for Brock while Lana and I grab Amy’s legs. Mrs. Powell, the old lady Rose thought was cute, dives into Amy’s exposed neck. Another man takes hold of her arm and tears into her biceps. This time, I hear Amy’s screams. Her feet kick out of our hands to drum the bed, and though the three zombies are quickly dispatched, it’s too late.

      “Move!” Troy yells.

      The truck picks up speed. Deb has dragged Amy into the bed, her hands around her neck to stanch the blood that flows over Amy’s collarbone. It’s dark in the moonlight, and it spreads on Amy’s pale shirt, blossoming like a dark flower. Her fists loosen. Her body grows limp. I feel Deb’s howl in my chest, as though my heart breaks along with hers. Troy and Lana jump out to move the bus that blocks passage to the world beyond, while Daisy crouches beside Deb and speaks softly.

      “No,” Deb moans. “No, no.”

      Despite her words, she releases Amy into Daisy’s arms. Daisy lowers Amy’s head into her lap, and I catch a brief flicker of Amy’s eyelids, a twitch of her fingers, before her body stills—for good this time. Daisy surreptitiously tucks her long, thin knife under her leg. She finished Amy off before Deb could see her turn, and she did it with a kindness, a grace, I didn’t expect.

      Deb drags her wife’s body to her chest as we roll into the night, her sobs mingling with the sounds of the Lexers trailing behind.
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      We pull into the driveway of Rose’s house twenty minutes later. I leave the truck to close the gate behind us, glad to be away from the blood and Amy’s lifeless eyes, then trudge up to the house. The two pickups sit out front. Whether the third truck cleared the gate is unknown, but it’s not here. Barry was behind the wheel, and it’s possible that even if he did make it through, he got caught up in the Lexers on the streets. We were ahead, and we barely squeaked past.

      Mitch leaves her pickup for the ground, hugging me one-armed when I reach her. She turns toward the front steps lit by headlights and fumbles her way through the front door, then to the living room windows. Seconds later, a lantern comes to life.

      My hope deserts me. Maybe Rose and the kids snuck past in the dark, maybe they escaped another way, but they’re not here. As we drove out of town, we thought we heard the hum of distant Lexers closing in. The thousands of zombies Carver moved west might be on their way back. It’ll take them hours, but they’ll reach the fairgrounds eventually.

      “There are more lights,” Mitch says, her voice small and unlike her. “In the kitchen window and the kids’ rooms, on top of the plywood.”

      I know this house like it’s my own, and I don’t fumble on my way to the kitchen. Someone built a little shelf on the plywood that covers the lower part of the windows, where I find a solar-powered lantern. Then I rescue the other lights and bring them to the door. Close to twenty people stand outside, unsure of what to do.

      “Come in,” I say.

      Gabrielle, Alan, and their five kids enter first. All have backpacks. Even the toddler girl, whom Alan holds in his arms, wears a tiny green pack adorned with glittery fairies. The four older kids run to the couch and sit in a quiet heap. Everyone else spreads out against the walls. I think of what Rose would do if she were here and say, “Sit down. Make yourselves comfortable. There should be water somewh—”

      “In the kitchen,” Mitch says. “In a few jugs and the dish washing container. And there should be buckets in the bathrooms.”

      “I need to wash,” Daisy says, lifting her gory hands.

      We line up for turns in the two bathrooms and at the kitchen sink. Once everyone is clean and whoever’s thirsty has a glass of water, I notice someone missing. “Where’s Deb?”

      “She won’t come in,” Gabrielle says. “She doesn’t want to leave…”

      I nod. I don’t know what to do about that, so I focus on food. Mitch and I walk to the RV with Marquez and Dalton in tow, dead grass crunching beneath our feet. Boxes fill the storage compartments of Sam’s fifth wheel. We pull out a few cases of MREs for Marquez and Dalton to bring down to the house. “It’s all the food we have for Barry’s,” Mitch murmurs once they’ve gone. “Unless we can get back into town.”

      A couple of months for seven people will barely last us weeks. Mitch leans against the RV while I stare into the night, listening to the crickets that come every August. I strain to hear something else—a voice, a car engine, the joyous sounds of people reuniting.

      Nothing.

      Rose can’t be gone. She can’t be. And the kids. My heart pains to even think about them, to consider the possibility they could be dead—or worse. I wipe at my eyes and breathe deep, then hear a sniff beside me. Mitch has her face buried in her good hand. Her shoulders move up and down like she’s laughing. As if crying is so foreign she can’t do it right.

      I pull her to my chest, though she’s almost my height. She hugs me and sobs exactly twice, then pushes away to face the road. “Mitch…” I say.

      “They’re fine. They are.” She sniffles. “They’ll be here soon. We should haul more water from the well. And by we, I mean you.”

      I don’t argue. Maybe I’ll even try to believe, though I’m not sure Mitch does herself.
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      I almost fall off the roof at the sight of Holly and Pop in the storage area, along with Lily and Nora. They’re alive, but they’re not safe. Neither are we, stuck on a roof in an ocean of zombies, though we’re not in immediate danger. For now, the barricade they built of unused fencing and pallets holds. But with the way the Lexers push inside, it may not much longer.

      Holly is pale, clasping Willa to her chest as though defending her to the death. Nora stands stiff-shouldered with her gun in hand, and Lily’s spunk is markedly lacking. Pop guards the entrance of their safe space, a pistol in one hand and a rifle on his shoulder. He grew up all over the East Coast, from Mississippi to Maine, and he’s equally at home discussing rifles or literature. Many a person has underestimated my father, and they usually regret it. Even I do occasionally, as I have now. Of course he kept my baby safe. If there’s a chance in Hell, Sam McGann will wrest it from the Devil’s hands and sucker-punch him on the way out.

      The storage area’s roof is supported by trusses, which run in rows beneath the metal and bend to form the wide posts on all four corners. The posts have climbable horizontal bars that’ll get the four high enough for us to haul them to safety. There are two problems with this plan, however: one is the bodies behind the barricade whose hands can reach the post; the other is that once they climb into sight, every Lexer on the service road could stream this way. The first person up will have enough time. The last may not.

      “What if Jesse and I go to the edge of the roof?” Clara gestures at the corner of the building. “It’ll distract some of them.”

      Tom nods. “Be careful.”

      He shouts down the plan, then kneels on the Expo Hall roof while Ethan waits on the metal roof. I kneel ten feet back, both to be out of the way and shine the light, which I hold as stable as possible with shaking hands. I keep asking for miracles—that my family survives, that Holly beats appendicitis—and I’m begging for another now.

      At Tom’s okay, Jesse and Clara begin to shout, dangling their legs off the roof and waving their flashlights. It attracts some of the zombies, maybe enough to make a difference. Pop tries to take Willa from Holly, who shakes her head vehemently. He gestures at himself, and she hands Willa over. It would be funny if I weren’t terrified; asking Holly to leave an animal is like asking me to leave my kids.

      She wears her boots and a pair of pink and white pajamas, covered by Pop’s quilted plaid jacket. When she grabs the first horizontal bar, the Lexers claw at her fingers, and she jumps back. Nora quickly strips off her gloves and hands them to Holly, who pulls them on and begins to climb. When she’s close enough to the top, she raises an arm and Ethan drags her onto the roof. Though I want to scream in relief and wrap her in my arms, I hold the flashlight steady. Holly drops Nora’s gloves below, then Pop’s jacket.

      Nora is next. She’s tall enough that her first handhold is out of reach, and she passes her gloves to Lily before she climbs. Seconds later, she stands on the roof. Below, the mob pushes forward, and the barricade shifts but holds. Pop sets Willa at his feet and helps Lily up. One foot slips, and she almost loses her grip, but she pulls herself close to the metal and moves higher until Tom and Ethan lift her to safety.

      Half of the barricade gives way. Pop tucks Willa under his arm like a football and steps onto a horizontal bar with one boot, then brings the other to meet it. If he put Willa down, he’d climb twice as fast, though the thought of leaving her for the zombies cuts at my heart. He grabs the next bar with his free hand, then lifts a foot.

      The barricade falls with a clatter. The first zombies make it through. Pop leans against the metal and holds Willa aloft in both hands. Tom grabs her by the harness and sets her behind him just as the post shudders with the impact of a dozen zombies. For one soul-shattering moment, Pop swings outward into space, fingertips barely gripping the metal, but he manages to draw himself in. Two more steps and he’s on the roof.

      I run to hug all four arrivals, then wrap my arms around Holly’s shivering shoulders. Because the day was hot and the buildings stuffy, most of us aren’t dressed for the cool night air. Pop removes his coat and drapes it over her. We move out of zombie view and sit in a circle by the monitor roof, where enough light comes through the windows to see everyone’s distressed expressions.

      The view from here isn’t reassuring. Bodies roam the parking lots and walkways, their moans and hisses so loud that I can barely hear my own thoughts. Which might be a good thing, because my thoughts range from Holy shit, we’re going to die to Oh my God, we’re so dead.

      We watch the side lobby of the ice rink for a sign of humans inside, but the lit space remains empty. A piercing scream comes from somewhere, three octaves higher than the guttural groans. One gunshot. Two more. And then the screaming again. No one moves while we wait for it to end. It seems to take forever, rising and falling until it finally cuts out.

      Willa warms my lap, but I wrap my arms around my chilled middle, wishing I’d grabbed my hoodie along with my bag. A moment later, Tom settles his coat on my shoulders. “Won’t you be cold?” I ask, and he shakes his head. “Thank you. Where’s a hot flash when you need one?”

      His laugh is short, and his smile quickly falls. On his other side, Clara sits between Jesse’s legs, his arms around her for warmth—and comfort, I’m sure. Holly stares at them for a long moment, averting her eyes when Clara looks her way, and her lips twitch with what would be a smile if we weren’t on a roof waiting to die.

      We sit in silence until the moans lessen enough to hear without yelling. “What happened down there?” Tom asks Pop.

      “When the sick people turned,” Pop says, “Barry had us close the doors and sit tight until it was under control. Most left to help, and the rest of us—about ten people—waited inside. A minute later, it sounded like all hell breaking loose.”

      He tips his head in Nora’s direction. “This brave young lady fought her way in to help us leave by the bridge, but someone had beaten us to it. They left the gate open, and it was already blocked. We decided to head into the hall, batten down the hatches, and wait it out. We’d be safe, and we had food and water.”

      “And then someone fucked it up,” Jesse states more than asks.

      Pop nods. “And then someone fucked it up.”

      He goes on to say they were getting Holly and her IV settled when a few people raised the front rolling door and ran inside. They didn’t lower the door fast enough. Because Pop, Nora, Holly, and Lily were near the rear door, they escaped the same fate.

      “Thank you, Nora,” I say.

      She lifts her thin, straight shoulders. “I didn’t do anything. We couldn’t get out.”

      “You could’ve saved yourself. I’m sure you had time to leave by the west gates.”

      Nora shrugs again, eyes downcast. Holly takes her hand. “She hates compliments, so I compliment her as much as possible.”

      Nora snorts lightly, and the rest of us smile. The moment of normalcy ends when another scream fills the night, coming from the ice rink’s side entrance across the service road. The light through the glass doors illuminates the redheaded soldier Joy reprimanded in the office that day—Cahill was his name. He flips face down, fingers scrabbling to pull himself free of the zombies clutching his legs. Chewing his legs.

      One seizes his jacket, but he twists free, now clad in only a t-shirt. Another crawls up a step and dives into his torso, where the thin fabric provides no protection. Cahill pushes that one off, but a woman slithers over his hip and buries her teeth in his belly, and two more are almost there.

      We have front-row seats to the gruesome show, and it’s impossible to look away. I hold Tom’s arm when the scream of “No-no-no-no!” becomes a sickening howl. I want it to end. Please let it end, I pray. For his sake and ours. How long can he live while they eat him?

      Pop rises to his feet, rifle in hand, and aims for the ice rink. His first shot misses, but his second cuts off Cahill’s cries. Pop sets the rifle down, then sits on the edge of the monitor roof and stares into the distance. I touch his shoulder, and he bobs his head in acknowledgement. After a minute, he breaks the silence. “I understand the sick people got Bornavirus somehow, but how’d the rest of them get in?”

      There hasn’t been time for deliberation. That the mysterious illness was Bornavirus, though no one had contact with zombies, is alarming. If it’s grown more contagious somehow, with new modes of transmission, we might as well give up and die.

      “I was on the northeast gate,” Tom says. “Right before the first shots, I saw Stephanie running east with a pack and flashlight. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but…”

      “You think she opened the gates?” Ethan asks. “Why would she do that?”

      “Maybe because people were shitty to her,” Clara says. “The night Holly got sick, she came to the party, and they kicked her out. It was pretty bad.”

      I recall her seething with anger that next morning, before Clara arrived with news of Holly. Stephanie finished the water route on her own, then she worked the next day’s shift alone, refusing any assistance. She was sweaty and nervous the whole day, ready to jump out of her skin. I chalked it up to the heat, to being uneasy about the mysterious illness, but maybe it was because she knew exactly what was coming.

      My body prickles with horror and disbelief, at what I think must be true. “It might’ve been the water,” I say.

      “What was the water?” Jesse asks.

      “The virus. Maybe the reservoir water is tainted, and that’s why it smelled so bad. Or maybe she tainted it somehow. We filter for taste and clarity, then treat it with bleach to kill microbes. If Stephanie only filtered it, it would seem clean, but the virus could still be in there.” Eight sets of eyes take on the same shock I feel. “She did the water delivery by herself the next day and acted surprised to see me in the infirmary. She thought we’d gone back to the House Zone, and then she wouldn’t fill the infirmary barrels. She said she’d return but never did.”

      It answers the question of why no one in the House Zone got sick: we filter our water and fill our barrels ourselves. Gabe and Lance were on water duty, too, which explains why there was no rhyme or reason as to who came down with Bornavirus. Whoever drank from their barrels would be fine, but the ones Stephanie filled were a death sentence.

      I thought I was a good judge of character, but I had no idea, no hint of what she could do. I was sure she had a conscience. I felt sorry for her. If I’m right, she killed hundreds of people—children, mothers and fathers, grandparents—and for what reason? Revenge? My vision blurs. Had the kids filled their bottles from the wrong barrel, they’d be dead. Or, more likely, wandering the fairgrounds with dead eyes. Tom’s hand finds mine, and I clutch it in my lap.

      We listen to the hisses and groans, the dragging footsteps. My desperate hope is that Craig and Mitch aren’t among them. They must’ve had time to escape along with the others in the House Zone. Right now, they’re at my house. Eventually, they’ll leave for Barry’s, expecting to meet us there. Or suspecting we’re dead.

      We can’t stay up here forever. At some point, we’ll have to make a run for it. There are nine of us, and only Pop, Clara, and I have our smaller bags. That’s three bottles of water. Jesse’s bag was in the back of the Exhibit Hall, and Tom’s sits in Hall Seven below, where he left it when he reported for watch.

      “Does anyone have to pee?” Clara asks. “Because I do.”

      I raise my hand, along with most everyone else. After a look around, I point to the attached roof of Expo Hall Six, whose higher peak offers privacy on the other side. “Maybe on the other side of the roof, unless anyone has a better idea?” I ask.

      We go in shifts, then resume sitting in our circle. “Not much we can do until morning,” Pop says. “Why doesn’t everyone try to get some shut-eye? I’ll keep watch first.”

      It could be the dark that makes his eyes appear haunted. Pop may be tough, but his heart is soft in the best kind of way. Killing that soldier—boy, really—will take a toll. I stand to kiss his cheek, then say in his ear, “You did the right thing, Daddy.”

      He nods once, releasing his breath. “Love you, baby doll. Get some rest.”

      I kiss him again and take my seat. Lily rests her head against the raised portion of the roof. Ethan leans back, arms folded over his chest, and closes his eyes. Nora and Holly lie down, snuggled together. Jesse pulls Clara tighter against him, and she closes her eyes, though he stares into the night.

      “Do you want your coat?” I ask Tom. He shakes his head, and I hand him my pack. “At least use this as a pillow.”

      “What will you use?”

      “You. You’re pretty squishy.”

      A smile flits across Tom’s face before he sobers. He reclines onto my pack, straightening one arm so I can rest my head on his shoulder, then curling it around me. I arrange his coat over both of us. “We can share.”

      Willa climbs into the bend of my knees, and Tom’s fingers come to rest on my temple, softly stroking, until I drift off.
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        * * *

      

      After a few hours of fitful sleep, I wake in the morning twilight. My mouth is sour, I have to pee, and my head buzzes with zombie hisses. White noise drives me crazy, and this is white noise on steroids. I slip from under the coat and shiver immediately, but I don’t want to leave Tom in the cold. Willa shoots me a recriminating glance for waking her, then plops herself on Tom’s leg and closes her eyes.

      Jesse fell asleep at some point; he lies on his side with his arm across Clara, who’s tucked herself into his warmth. Pop and the others sleep while Ethan sits on the monitor roof, angled slightly to watch the lot. His hair hangs to his cheekbones, and in profile he almost looks the age he was when we met. It transports me back in time, and for a moment it feels like dawn after a long night of partying, before sperm unexpectedly met egg and we had to mature in record time.

      Ethan offers a bleak smile as I pick my way over, and his eyes are dull in the gray light. At the sight of the parking lot, I understand the bleakness: zombies are everywhere. Dodging them might be possible for one or two people, but not for nine. The southwest gate, our closest gate, is packed. If the situation weren’t so discouraging, I might be heartened by the patches of black mold on more than a few bodies.

      I sit beside Ethan. “When I woke up just now, it reminded me of those mornings after we’d trip, watching the sun rise while we waited to get tired enough to sleep.”

      “Maybe this is all just one really long, really bad acid trip,” Ethan says, flashing the wide smile that captured my heart back then.

      I keep my laugh low. “I wish. We could shake it off, eat something yummy, then fall asleep watching sitcom reruns.”

      “Those were the days.”

      “They were.” I watch Rhonda stagger out of the dining tent toward the Events Center. The only thing worse than watching zombies is watching zombies when they were people you knew. “Guess I’ll never get my twenty-five-year shroom bonanza now.”

      Ethan’s eyes glint, taking on a golden hue. “You weren’t really going to.”

      “I totally was.”

      After I got pregnant, I stopped all partying, of course. But even once Holly and Jesse were older, I could never bring myself to take hallucinogens again. It didn’t matter if the kids were safe with our parents, or Ethan and I were an entire plane flight away; I had to be of relatively sound mind in case there was a cataclysmic child-related incident. One night, after a couple of beers, I swore that when Jesse was twenty-five, I’d have a shroom party with Craig, Mitch, and Ethan. They said they planned to hold me to it, since none believed I’d actually go through with it.

      “Maybe I should wait until he’s thirty or someone else is his emergency contact, though,” I say, and Ethan snickers. “You know I can’t help it.”

      “That’s why I never worry when they’re with you. If anyone can keep them safe, you can.”

      “I had a good run.” I scan our surroundings while I battle panic’s icy grip. “But I’m officially out of ideas. Got any?”

      Ethan smiles, though his eyes remain troubled. “I wish I did, Rosie.”

      Over by the ice rink, a boy named River trips on a curb in the parking lot. He hits the ground face first, heaves to his feet, and limps in the other direction on his little boy legs. I can’t believe someone would do this to people, to kids, even as I sit here watching it unfold.

      “I’m sorry about Eva,” I say. “I truly am.”

      “I know. Me, too.”

      He doesn’t say more, and I don’t ask, though I wonder what she meant to him. I recall what Eva said about growing up too fast, being screwed up. She’ll never be anything more, never get to think of herself as something different, something better. At this thought, pure, murderous rage sweeps through me. If Stephanie were here, I’d kill her with my bare hands.

      Ethan stands abruptly, watching the east side of the lot, and I turn in time to see a figure dart between the shower tent’s sidewalls. “Who was that?” I ask.

      “Not sure.”

      A minute passes, then another. The zombies continue to roam, unaware of the human in their midst. The figure bursts out the opposite side of the tent, presumably heading for the Auditorium, where the office exits onto Thirteenth Avenue. Though not clear of bodies, the avenue looks passable if you run fast enough.

      At this distance, I make out what resembles Jared’s tall, thin physique. “Jared,” Ethan says. His hands form fists, as though helping Jared plow through the zombies in his way.

      My lungs take tiny sips of air. My heart gallops along with Jared’s boots. A group at the Pavilion breaks for him. They’re far enough that he pays them no mind, but what he can’t see—and what we can—is the pack moving around the corner of the Events Center. Jared sprints, and I almost cover my eyes against what’s coming. He veers right to elude the outstretched hands of a woman and almost collides with the pack. He puts on the brakes—feet planting, spine arching, head snapping back like he’s been rear-ended—but his momentum carries him forward anyway. Only now he’s lost any power to barrel through.

      He fights. Strikes at every hand, every head. Struggles free and is reeled back in. And now I do cover my eyes as the screaming begins. I can’t bear to see a replay of that horror movie, not when it seems to foreshadow our own rapidly approaching fates. The screaming ends quickly, and I drop my hand to find everyone has woken. They stand with Ethan and me, watching where Jared fell.

      My mouth is so dry. I retrieve my water bottle from my bag, take a small sip, and offer it to the others. The zombies briefly rearranged themselves when they followed Jared’s screams, leaving the center of the lot and northeast gate open for a minute. If we were over there, we could’ve escaped. His death wasn’t prolonged enough to move the zombies on our end, and though I wanted his suffering to end quickly, I now wish it hadn’t—a truly horrible wish.

      I still have to pee, and there’s no putting it off any longer. I climb the peak carefully—the last thing I need is a broken leg—and move down to where it flattens at the junction to Hall Five’s roof. When I return, I find the others standing where I left them, deep in conversation.

      “…need zombie bait,” Jesse says. “Something that could distract them. Anyone have a spare Molotov cocktail?”

      Pop chuffs. “I have that folding stove and some fuel tablets, but I don’t think that’ll do much.”

      Ideas are thrown around. Apparently, gas tanks don’t explode if you fire a bullet into them, as was attempted by MythBusters, and the only way to explode a propane tank with a bullet is if you have a flame of some sort, like a road flare, near said tank. This is all stated by Jesse, to whom I ask, “What the hell kind of TV do you watch?”

      He grins through his smudged face and puffy eyes. “Is it not coming in handy?”

      Setting a fire down by Hall One is a possibility, though we don’t have much to burn or anything but fuel tablets to help with ignition. What we need is someone across the lot to call them away, though no one suggests it. You’d be lucky to make it to that section, and when you did, hundreds of zombies would eat you.

      “How about I go down to the first roof and fire my pistol a few times?” Pop asks. “Might move them from this gate, enough for you to leave.”

      Though I don’t want to separate, it would leave Pop safe on the roof. Once we’re out, we could use vehicles to lead the bodies from the fairgrounds and retrieve whomever stays behind. I attempt to argue that it shouldn’t be Pop, but his steely-eyed warning shuts me up. It isn’t often my father gives me that look, and it means nothing I say will change his mind.

      We take sips of water, leaving Pop with most of it in case we can’t return for a bit, then we gear up. After a minute of discussion about Willa, we empty part of Clara’s bag and lower her inside. Tom loosens the straps and dons the pack, and though my body is stiff with dread, I can’t help smiling at her goofy face above his shoulder.

      I take Pop’s arm before he leaves. “Daddy, you’re going to Hall One and firing your gun, then waiting for us to come for you. Don’t you dare do anything else.”

      “What else would I do?” he asks innocently.

      “Something stupid and possibly heroic.” My fingers dig into his arm, and I blink to hold in tears. “Please just do what you said.”

      Pop’s gaze softens before he nods. “Promise.”

      I kiss him and then let go. Clara has gloves. I hand mine to Holly along with my spike. She opens her mouth as if to argue, takes in my face, and dutifully slides them on. Then we stand at the edge of our roof while we wait for Pop to make his way to Hall One. Our plan is for Ethan and Tom to go down first, then the kids and I will help Lily, since she’ll likely take the longest. The rest of us will follow. Then we’ll run out the southwest gate and over the bridge.

      The rising sun warms the air, but I shiver in Tom’s coat, which he’s insisted I wear for protection. My teeth chatter. Tom steps close enough that his arm brushes mine. “What’s the worst that could happen?” he asks out of the corner of his mouth.

      My shallow breathing prevents me from answering, but I do my best to smile. Finally, a gunshot comes from the other end of the buildings, rumbling through the fairgrounds. Two more follow. The bodies on the service road hiss and shuffle toward the sound. Three more shots. Though the crowd struggles to move in that direction, they make no headway.

      It’s not working. All we’ve done is create an uproar that might attract more. The kids slump, their faces glum. Pop crests the peak of the adjacent building and joins us shaking his head. “They’re packed all the way to the southeast gate,” he shouts over the zombie hoopla. “I stood on the north corner, thinking it might draw them over, but they wouldn’t move enough.”

      I’ve been scared all night, but now that our deaths seem almost inevitable, a more potent panic begins to brew. I study the lot. If someone dropped off the north side of our roof and ran across the fairgrounds to draw the Lexers from the southwest gate, they could take shelter inside a food truck until they’re rescued. Those vehicles are solid and tall, their side windows shuttered by metal, and they have water and food on board.

      Before I can suggest this plan, the white noise grows louder. Much louder. Bodies stream between the Events Center and Pavilion. They spread out when they reach the lot, in search of what brought them: our gunshots.

      Someone taps my shoulder, and I spin around. Holly points to the field beyond the gate, where another pack marches past the substation at the other end of the fairgrounds, heading for the open gate in the car barrier. If—when—they meet up with the Lexers at the bridge, we’ll never get out. We’ll die of thirst before they move.

      Pop gestures to the gate, asking if we should make a run for it. A couple of hundred zombies wait to eat us down there, but nods come from all around. What seemed the worst idea two minutes ago is now our best chance. When the packs converge, our small window of opportunity will slam shut.

      We move for the roof’s edge. Pop, Tom, and Ethan will go through first in a V formation, taking the brunt of the zombies. I’ll stay with the others to make sure no one falls behind. I breathe shakily and try to steel myself. If it weren’t for the kids, I might stay up here until I died.

      Holly slips my spike into her coat pocket for the climb down. Her eyes are dark hollows, and she sways on her feet. She should be in bed with an IV in her arm, not running a gauntlet of zombies that would tax someone on their best day. Ethan takes her elbow, pure fear twisting his features before he looks to me. His jaw sets, and he nods once, as if to promise she’ll be all right. I’ve doubted him many times in the past years, but I’ve never doubted his love for our children.

      I grip my knife tighter and nod in return. His golden-brown eyes stay on mine, warm and steady and full of love—so much love it takes my breath away. I’ve been on the receiving end of this expression countless times: soon after we met, over the sweet-smelling heads of our babies, from music-filled road trips and silly moments to soothing my worries about how we’d pay bills. We’ll figure this out together, his eyes declare, the way we always do.

      Ethan clasps Holly’s face in his hands and presses his lips to her forehead. Then he does the same to Jesse, saying something I don’t hear before he spins away. With the pins and needles of dawning horror, I understand what Ethan means to do. I grab for his arm, but he moves quickly, decisively, for the far edge of the roof.

      “Dad!” Jesse yells.

      Holly screams, a plaintive wail that begs him to stop, but Ethan doesn’t look back. Maybe because he’ll change his mind; he hates saying no to Holly. He crouches at the edge and lowers himself below the roofline, but it’s only once his hands disappear that it seems real.

      It took seconds, mere seconds, but he’s gone.

      I’m frozen until the first gunshot sounds. Ethan appears on the slight slope to the ice rink. A bloody woman grabs him from behind, and he fires his next round into her face. The crowd below follows eagerly, flooding into the fairgrounds and leaving empty spaces on the bridge. Pop climbs off the roof. Lily is next, then Clara. Tom guides Jesse to the edge, and I glimpse utter devastation on my son’s face before he drops.

      In the parking lot, Ethan paces backward toward the Livestock Arena, where he pops off a few more rounds. Holly gapes in that direction, dazed, before Nora drags her to the edge. I’m grateful that she doesn’t see when the pack ahead of Ethan meets with the pack behind, and he disappears from view. That she won’t relive the way the crowd dimples in the center, following him to the asphalt to tear him apart. My pulse thunders in my ears, and I pray—a terrible, fervent prayer—that he saved a bullet for himself.

      “Rose!” Tom yells.

      I snap out of my shock and run for the roof edge. My feet have barely touched concrete before he’s beside me. We scramble through the storage area, pushing the remaining bodies from our path, and make it across the bridge as the new pack tramples grass only fifty feet away.

      By the time they catch sight of us, we’re across the field and heading for home.
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      The final stretch to Rose’s house is the easiest, though we’re all flagging. It was touch and go a few times, necessitating side trips through backyards and houses, but now that we’ve crested the hill, we’ve seen next to nothing. The two-lane road is bounded by trees in which birds twitter and small animals scamper. A sign no zombies are near.

      My legs are tired, my eyes grainy, and the rest of me needs a hot shower and twelve hours of sleep. But it’s nothing compared to the Winters—what’s left of them. Jesse’s eyes are over-bright with tears he hasn’t shed, his shoulders rounded under the weight of grief. Holly makes no effort to hide her tears, swiping them from her cheeks while her gaze remains fixed ahead and her footfalls match Nora’s.

      Rose is quiet, stunned. Except for a brief smile when I helped her over a fence, she glances at no one but Holly and Jesse, gauging their current mental status or touching them gently before she returns to wherever her mind roams. I have no doubt it’s with Ethan. No matter how bad the past years, I saw how he looked at Rose, saw the love between them still. His walk into zombies—into death—was proof of that love. Ethan saved us all.

      Rose’s house comes into view, perched atop its small slope. I touch Clara’s shoulder, and she nods tiredly, tripping over her own feet. Even Willa is worse for wear, panting loudly, though she whined to be freed from the backpack once we were over the hill.

      Sam holds Lily’s arm, and now he gently brings her to a halt. “I hear something,” he says, and our boots stop clomping on asphalt. Willa plops to her bottom.

      The low hum of an idling engine comes from Rose’s yard, and we push on, slightly more energized. The gate swings open when we’re close, releasing Mitch and Craig onto the road. Craig clasps Rose in his arms a moment later, while Mitch hugs the kids, Sam, and even Nora and me. She punches my arm. “Between you and Sam, I knew you’d get out.”

      “Ethan got us out,” I say quietly. “We were stuck on the roof. He jumped into the swarm to draw them away.”

      Mitch waits for the rest of the story, the part where Ethan is alive, and I shake my head. She gulps and spins for Rose and the kids, ushering them up the slope while whispering to Craig. He glances my way as if questioning what he’s heard and then blanches at my nod.

      Nora, Clara, and I trail them up the rise. Two pickups from the House Zone sit out front, though the third is absent. Inside, the house is full. Adults sit on the couch that was my bed, move through the rooms where we lived. Hawk and all five of Gabrielle’s kids sit at the dining table eating crackers, likely ones bought for Rose’s anniversary party a million years ago.

      Craig returns from the kitchen with cups of water that we suck down. It’s almost a shock to the system to see so many alive after a night full of the dead. At their onslaught of questions, Rose presses a hand to her throat like she holds in a scream.

      “We need a minute.” Sam comes to the rescue before I can, herding Rose, Holly, and Jesse for the hall. “We’ll be in the RV. I’ll be back to discuss plans in a few.”

      Rose hooks her arms around Holly and Jesse. Once the back door shuts, I listen to the others’ escape story and answer the questions that come my way. I explain the situation—our suspicion about the water, the open east gate, Stephanie—to horrified eyes and a few gasps.

      Once finished, I leave for the front steps. Clara is close behind, and she sighs when the door closes on animated voices. We watch the gate at the base of the slope, my arm around her shoulders. I kiss her hair that smells of death and dirt. “I love y—” I choke on the words and pull her closer, recalling how Ethan kissed his kids for what he knew would be the last time. The thought of that moment, that goodbye, tears at my insides. However weak Ethan was in the past, he proved himself stronger than most.

      “I love you, too.” Clara’s voice warbles. “I don’t know what to do for Holly and Jess. What do I say?”

      It’s a whisper, almost to herself. I answer anyway. “Just be there. Love them, hug them, cry with them. That’s what Rose said to me a while ago about you, after Mom and Jeremy. I’m sorry I wasn’t there.”

      “It’s oka—”

      “No, it’s not. But I’m here now. Whenever you need me, and even if you don’t, I’m here.”

      It feels right to say the words, no matter if she knows already. Clara nods and nestles her head against my shoulder the way she did when she was small. We stay this way until the gate rattles down the rise, and I reach for the knife at my belt.

      “Hello?” Barry’s voice comes through the fence.

      We rush to open the gate. The consensus was that Barry died in the third pickup, but he staggers in, his usual smile replaced by dragging lines and a profound tiredness that makes me feel like I’m running on a full night’s sleep.

      “I saw more heading east,” he says. “If we’re going to leave, we should go before we can’t.”
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        * * *

      

      It seems there’s never an easy answer these days, a decision you know for sure is right. Our choices are to take our chances at Rose’s, take our chances somewhere else in town—though lack of water rules out most places—or travel to Barry’s house sixty-some miles east. Barry’s would be the obvious choice, but we don’t have enough food. Not for the original seven of us and certainly not for twenty-nine people. We saw firsthand how the houses and few stores out that way were picked clean, and though the cities of Bend, Redmond, and Sisters sit just over the mountains, the roads could be blocked, those stores just as empty.

      Either we starve to death or become dinner ourselves. We’ve agreed we’d rather starve to death. After all, there’s a chance we can find, hunt, or grow food. But there’s no coming back from a zombie bite.

      The house is a flurry of activity, with everyone readying for a last-ditch effort to procure additional food, fuel, and vehicles before we head east. I slip into Rose’s bathroom for a respite from the chaos and splash my face with cool water, then exit to find Rose tossing clothing from a drawer into a cardboard box.

      She gives me a quick, unsteady smile, though she doesn’t stop packing. She yanks open another drawer, scoops up the clothes, then kicks it shut before depositing them in the box. I watch her empty the next drawer, then the next, like she has a personal vendetta against her bureau. Once the last drawer is emptied, she rubs her temples before heading for the closet. A second later, a bundle of hanging clothes—Ethan’s clothes—lands on her bed. They’re not for Ethan, of course, but for anyone in our group whom they’ll fit.

      It’s strange to be…whatever I am to Rose, when her husband of twenty years died in front of us only hours ago. I’m at a loss as to what she wants or needs. I want to comfort her, yet I don’t want to overstep my bounds. My initial impulse is to leave her to it, but when it comes to emotions in recent years, my initial impulse is most often spectacularly off the mark.

      Rose’s impulses, however, are pretty sound. I shared her advice with Clara earlier, advice I should follow myself. I wait for the flying clothes to stop, and when Rose emerges from the closet, I walk toward her. She watches me with her lips pressed together, her eyes shimmering with sorrow and bewilderment and an entreaty of some sort, one that keeps me moving in her direction. She’s at as much of a loss as I am, I realize. Perhaps even more so.

      I spread my arms when I’m a foot away, and she closes the distance, sinking into my chest and gripping the back of my shirt in her hands. I hold her just as tightly, the familiar feeling of rightness slowing my heart, my breath. Though I’m supposed to be comforting her, the future that seemed so grim only minutes ago now seems doable.

      “How are you doing?” I ask.

      She breathes deeply, releases warm breath into my shirt. “Don’t ask me that. You’ll make me cry.”

      “I can take it,” I say, as I said when Holly was sick. It’s the truth. If Rose trusts you with her tears, she trusts you, and I count myself lucky to be among those few.

      “Ask me later. Or tomorrow. There’s too much to do.”

      I pull her closer. “Can I ask how the kids are?”

      “Not good. They’re shattered, actually.” Rose’s arms tighten around my waist before she pulls back wiping her eyes. She digs under her shirt collar for a tissue and comes up empty. “Thank you. I needed a hug.”

      “Hugs I’ve got,” I say, “but I’m fresh out of boob tissues.”

      Rose’s laugh seems to surprise her. She tamps it quickly, guiltily, while I grab the box of tissues from the nightstand. She’s smiling when I turn, though, and she plucks multiple tissues in quick succession. “I’d better reload.”

      She uses a couple, tosses them at the wastebasket, then folds the rest into small squares and tucks them into her bra. I watch, marveling at her nuttiness. The best part is that she either doesn’t grasp the extent of it or she just doesn’t care.

      Task completed, Rose raises her head. Her eyes are still sorrowful, but beneath that lies a fierce, quiet strength. “Ready?” she asks.

      I don’t know when it happened, or how it happened, but our lives feel inextricably linked, as if what I envisioned as the straight, solid line of my future has become a rope woven from many filaments instead. Maybe it always was.

      I take her soft hand in mine. “Ready.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hi, there! Long time no book, huh? I know it’s been a while, but here it finally is—or was, I guess—since you’ve just read it.

      I think most of you would agree it’s been a rough couple of years. Covid, with its lockdowns and distance learning and all that fun stuff, put a major dent in my writing time. It also reminded me how much I suck at eighth-grade math. Thanks, Covid, I didn’t need that reminder!

      However, I’m thankful that my family is well, and I’m grateful that we were able to help our kids with distance learning, even if it made me want to cry or scream—or both—many days. Okay, fine, most days.

      I hope that you, my lovely readers, have come through unscathed thus far. If you suffered losses of any kind, or even if it’s just been difficult, I’m sending you lots of love.

      As some of you know, World Between was meant to end in an entirely different place than it did. But as I wrote the first half, which took me forever mid-pandemic, it became longer than I’d originally envisioned. This is probably not a surprise; you guys know that when it comes to stories, I can’t shut up.

      Finally, I realized that if I wanted to release World Between sometime this century, and not rush through a bunch of scenes I’m looking forward to writing, I’d need to end it at a decent stopping point about halfway through. This means The Cascadia Series will be at least four books instead of three, so the next book won’t be the last. I think I still managed to tell a satisfying story in this one. Or I hope I did.

      Stay tuned for Rose, Tom, Craig, and Clara’s story to pick up right where we left off, and since I’ve already started writing, I hope to have the next book out much sooner than this last one. Barring any asshole pandemics that come along, of course.

      My kids are back in school as of fall 2021, and that means I have uninterrupted writing time again. If any of you are like me, I know you screamed in joy that first back-to-school morning. Don’t get me wrong, I love those fuckers more than life itself, but phew!

      Thanks for sticking by me. Thanks for waiting for this book. Thanks for being such wonderful readers and people. I know how lucky I am to have you and to be able to do what I love most. Truly, I do.
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        November 2021

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANKS FOR READING!

          

        

      

    

    
      Stay tuned for book three of The Cascadia Series, coming in 2022.

      

      Read the two series that started it all:

      Until the End of the World

      The City Series

      

      
        
        Want to stay in touch?

        Visit www.SarahLyonsFleming.com

        Like me on Facebook

        Hang out in my Facebook readers’ group.

        Join my spam-free mailing list
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sarah Lyons Fleming is the author of the Until the End of the World series and The City Series.

        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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        As always, I have people to thank.

        My parents, of course, both by birth and marriage. Thanks for reading and proofing and all of your support. Love you!

      

        

      
        My betas, who really fucking rock.

      

        

      
        Author buddy betas:

        Rei, Neil Bullock, Anne (A.M.) Geever, Beth Hegy, Denise Kawaii, Lindsey Pogue, Lindsey Sparks, and Shelley Veelo.

      

        

      
        Awesome beta readers:

        Jen Anderson, Elaine M. Bak, Stephanie Bartee, Cheree Castellanos, Rebekah Robinson, Nikki “Fucking” Francone, Jessica Gudmundson, Danielle Gustafson, Michele Miller Heeder, and Julie Schultz.

      

        

      
        Y’all keep me going—and keep me from tossing the book in the trash. Thanks for helping to make it better!

      

        

      
        So many thanks to my volunteer proofreaders:

        Jen Anderson, Elaine M. Bak, Sarah Barnes, Stephanie Bartee, Michele Miller Heeder, Ashley Hermann, Candice Rideout, Julie Schultz, Tanya Veverka, and Sharla Vignone.

      

        

      
        Y’all are the best! Let’s hope we caught all those sneaky typos.

      

        

      
        And, as ever, thanks to Will Fleming, editor and husband. I wouldn’t be the writer I am without his support (and knowledge) through the years.

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
BOOK TWO OF THE CASCADIA SERIES

<>
5

00 0005000024
16%6%6%6 %% %% %% % %%

N/ N4 N7 N7/ \7/ N N N ki

1 0O OO OO Os e
| i
" um 0500030200030 2030%0 203030200508 ¢"

\ WX KRKY 2020 0000 .
) R e el <SS S
\\\ Callei I(“Q“\‘/ Aa—
I <KD ™

vanvan Vs

OSSO0z «
B S ol

SARAH LYONS FLEMII





images/00001.jpeg
B L JaHAE

- Eugene Fairgrounds
Safe Zone





