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I. 

They’re pounding at the door again. Jiggling the handle. A wrinkled gray hand shot through with wormy purple veins slips through the gap beneath the door; its fingernails click across the tile like the carapace of a trapped insect. 

The people in Room 123 know they cannot stay here forever. There is no food, only a single bottle of water to go around, and twenty minutes ago the A/C quit for good. On top of its usual odor of medicine and stale sickness, the room now reeks of sour sweat, bodies overwhelmed by the thickening summer heat as well as tension and fear. 

When they do make their escape, they will be able to fight their captors off for a while. Micah has the golf club (his grip on the shiny nine-iron hasn’t abated since he got here, in fact), Alex has the butcher knife (still crusted with the blood of his family), Rachel has a squirt or two left in her can of pepper spray (what she didn’t waste on Larry), and more than once Ronnie has mentioned the Saturday Night Special in her fanny-pack (though she could be bluffing, as none of the others have seen it). 

The ones outside are slow. That should help. 

But there are only six of them, in Room 123. 

The last time they dared to crack the door, assessing the situation, they were outnumbered at least five to one. 

**** 

They can be killed. The ones outside are still human, after all, and this is nothing like the movies. 

But knowing that doesn’t make it any easier. 

Hard to keep fighting -to raise your weapon and bash their skulls to jelly – when you recognize the faces glaring back at you. 

You love them. 

And once upon a time, they loved you. 

**** 

They’ve talked about what caused this, the folks in Room 123. They’ve argued about it. 

Was it something in the water? Airborne? That’s what Larry believes. He says it’s the government’s doing (if nothing else, just look at what’s going on with the phones), and anybody who thinks otherwise is a goddamn idiot. 

Anita doesn’t say much at all. She’s Larry’s opposite in every way. But she did quietly speculate when the topic arose that she believes it’s supernatural. The Lord’s final punishment on the wicked, something to that effect (she just bit her lip, started that nervous wrist-rubbing thing she does, when Larry asked her: “If it’s the end of the world, why are you still here? Aren’t all you Bible-thumpers supposed to fly up to Heaven once the trumpet sounds?”) 

Micah, meanwhile, mumbled something about aliens. Humanity as extraterrestrial lab rats, guinea pigs for gray men. The rest of the group snickered when he said it, but Micah never cracked a smile. 

It sounded crazy, sure. 

But what about the last ten hours or so wasn’t fucking crazy? 

**** 

At one point not long after the group first came together, Alex asked the others why no one had come to save them. Maybe Larry’s right, he said, as much as it pained him to consider such a thing. 

If this wasn’t Uncle Sam’s doing, help should have arrived by now. The police… the military… someone should have busted in to rescue them. To set everything right again, and answer all of their questions. 

But that hasn’t happened yet. 

As far as they know, they are alone. 

How big has this thing gotten? How far has it spread? 

Why has no one come? 

**** 

They’re pounding at the door again. Jiggling the handle. Their tongues rasp up and down the threshold, as if seeking the slightest crack which might allow them entry (at least, Larry claims that’s what he hears; he holds his ear to the door, guffaws and urges the others to come check this freaky shit out). 

Even when the ones outside move away from the door for a while, their noises never cease: the shuffling of their shoes as they stalk the hallway… their grunts, moans, and rasping wheezes… and every now and then a series of loud, wet sobs, plaintive wails echoing up and down the corridor as if they suffer all the pain in the world. 

Every second of every hour, they roam the halls outside. Back and forth, back and forth. As if sharing one mind. A single dark purpose. To continue their tireless vigil. 

Whatever it is that drives them… whether it is Larry’s government virus, Micah’s mad scientists from Mars, Anita’s vengeful God, or something else entirely… the six in Room 123 know one thing: 

It is very patient. 

ALEX REESE, 19 (BEFORE) 

It started on a sunny Saturday morning. This morning. 

Mom and Dad had gone out the night before to celebrate their twentieth wedding anniversary, so I had been given the thankless task of watching my little brother, Jeffrey, as well as listening out for Grandma so our parents could sleep in. 

I’ll never forget certain trivial details of that morning. Like: how it happened in the middle of a commercial for some sugary breakfast cereal, one with an obnoxious cuckoo-bird mascot. Jeffrey was kicked back in Dad’s favorite recliner, munching and slurping on a bowlful of that same cereal. Every few minutes his high-pitched laughter filled the living room, when SpongeBob Squarepants did something hilarious on TV. My patience grew thinner and thinner every time I asked him to keep it down. 

I was trying to concentrate on finishing up a term paper for a class I had been taking at the community college. Wasn’t having much luck with it. I had thought about asking Rachel to drop by for breakfast. Nearly a week had passed since the last time we’d seen one another, and lately I had begun to fear that my high-school sweetheart and I were starting to drift apart. But I knew she would be too tired after pulling her Friday-night twelve, and I’d be lucky to get anything done on my paper with her sitting on the sofa beside me. 

Plus, I didn’t want to disturb Grandma. 

I didn’t know the old woman was already wide-awake until I heard her rattling around in the kitchen. 

Grandma had been staying with us the last few months, ever since she’d had that stroke, fell and hit her head. We knew she would never be the same after that, unfortunately, so Dad had been trying to sell her house. He’d had no luck with it so far, the market the way it is. I knew it was tough on him, dealing with everything he’d had to deal with lately, but Mom wouldn’t think of letting her mother “waste away in some nursing home” (God knows I’d heard plenty of arguments about that topic through our bedroom walls late at night). 

At first I thought it was Mom or Dad, making all that racket in the kitchen. Grandma had a hard time getting out of bed by herself. Not that such a thing had stopped her before, when she got in one of her for-heaven’s-sake-I-may-be-old-but-I’m-not-helpless moods. But it was risky letting the old woman wander around the house by herself without the aid of her cane at least. 

I looked up from my studies, shot my little brother a murderous look. “Hope you’re happy, butthead. The dead can’t sleep when you’re around.” 

Jeffrey giggled. Showed me a pile of chewed-up cereal on his tongue. 

“You’re disgusting.” 

A few seconds later, I recognized the sound of bedroom slippers shuffling across linoleum. Like the whispers of two people conspiring to do something terrible in the kitchen. 

A dry cough, only slightly louder than her footsteps. Followed by the sound of a drawer opening. 

“Grandma? Is that you? Is everything okay?” 

I didn’t yet rise from my place on the sofa. Not only because, like I said, Grandma hated it when we “babied” her, but also because I really needed to finish my paper. 

It’s weird to think, now, how much I stressed over that assignment. To the point of breaking out in hives, not long after I first started gathering my bibliography. For all I know, there might not even be a college anymore. No professors to pass or fail me…. 

As for Grandma, how could I have ever guessed what she was up to in there? 

Never in a million years would I have suspected that my seventy-four-year-old grandmother was rifling through Mom’s silverware drawer for just the right blades to use on her loved ones. Like a surgeon carefully selecting from her shiny repertoire the perfect tools with which to part flesh and take out what does not belong. 

**** 

By the time I burst into their bedroom to see what all the screaming was about, it was too late. 

The walls were painted red with their blood. The blankets tossed about their queen-sized bed were soaked with it. Droplets of it glistened on the ceiling, even, as if someone had thrown handfuls of rubies into the air and somehow they had stuck up there. The carpet was soggy with it. I heard an awful squishing sound beneath my feet as I stepped into the room… 

… and approached what was left of my parents. 

It shouldn’t have been possible. Grandma weighed a hundred-and-five pounds, at most. But Mom and Dad had been fast asleep when she entered the room, undoubtedly groggy when she woke them, perhaps a bit hung-over from the wine they drank on their date the night before. 

Grandma had the element of surprise in her favor. And who could ever expect such a thing to happen? 

They never stood a chance. 

Not a chance against sweet little Grandma and her knives. 

Dad lay on his stomach, his face hidden in a big fluffy pillow. His right arm was raised above his head, his fingers hooked over the headboard; his left hand lay palm-up on the nightstand beside the bed, his knuckles touching the clock radio that on most days would have awakened him with his favorite morning show on 93.3 The Planet. Numerous stab wounds were visible in my father’s back, shoulder, and buttocks, like dozens of wet red lips parted in mid-sentence. 

Mom had died in a sitting position. Her glazed eyes stared up at the ceiling from a face that resembled nothing more than a featureless crimson mask at first glance. Her throat had been sliced so deeply she had nearly been decapitated; from where I stood I could see the stark white grin of her severed windpipe. 

Grandma stood next to Mom, on the opposite side of the room from me. Her frail, liver-spotted arms looked as if she had thrust them into buckets of red paint. Her baby-blue nightgown was now purple. A thick smear of blood across her wrinkled forehead brought the phrase mark of the devil to my mind at that moment. 

At first Grandma didn’t move. She just stood there, staring at me. Her breaths were heavy and hoarse. She had over-exerted herself. 

In each hand she held a butcher knife. From the expensive Mercer Genesis set Dad bought for Mom last Christmas. 

When I finally found my voice, and I started screaming, Grandma dropped the knives. 

She looked down at Mom and Dad, but her expression did not change. She seemed to stare right through their mutilated corpses, as if they weren’t there at all. 

From somewhere behind me, I could hear Jeffrey crying, calling my name. SpongeBob Squarepants babbling on about crabby patties in the other room. Those sounds seemed to come from a million miles away, however; they were muffled by a shrill ringing in my ears. 

“Jesus, Grandma,” I cried. “Jesus… what did you
do?” 

She retreated into a far corner of the bedroom then. Squatted. Her gown rose up, exposing her bony legs. I caught a glimpse of her Depends. 

She started sucking her thumb like a scolded toddler. 

I fell to my hands and knees, and added to the death-stench in the room with a geyser of bitter sickness that gushed forth from my stomach, onto the carpet, mixing with my parents’ blood. 

It seemed to last forever. 

As if she’d been politely waiting for me to finish, Grandma did not stand again until I was done… 

And then she came for me. 

She closed the distance between us in five wobbly-legged steps. 

She left the knives where they lay, but her hands curled into claws that were aimed straight for my eyes as she leapt upon me. 

 

 




II. 

“We should send loverboy. He’s awful good at runnin’.” 

Alex blushes. Larry laughs. The others groan. 

“I’ll bet you ran track in high school, didn’t ya, loverboy?” 

“Screw you. I told you… all of you… there was nothing I could do.” 

“Yeah. We heard ya. Whatever you say.” 

“Leave him alone, Larry,” says Rachel. 

“And if I don’t? What are you gonna do? Mace me again?” 

 “It was pepper spray. And don’t tempt me.” 

“That’s precious. Do you fight all of your boyfriend’s battles for him? Oh, wait. I forgot. If you did, his little brother might still be alive.” 

“You fucking asshole!” Alex yells. He storms across the room, fists clenched. 

“Oh, my goodness!” Anita holds one hand to her chest, steps out of the way. 

“Kick his ass, dawg,” says Micah. “I’ve been waiting for this all day.” 

But Ronnie steps into Alex’s path. She’s tall, muscular. She could break Alex in half if she wanted. But her stance is not threatening. She gently touches his forearm with one tan hand. 

“Whoa. What’s your name again, sweetie?” 

“Alex.” 

“Alex. Please. Ignore the son-of-a-bitch.” She tilts her head toward the door, toward the ones outside. “You wanna get them riled up again? You know it doesn’t take much. We have to keep our voices down. I know it’s not easy, hon, but… try to ignore him?” 

At least a minute passes before Alex is able to calm himself. But finally he nods, backs off. 

Meanwhile, Larry has already lost interest in the confrontation. He makes a farting noise with his mouth, turns his back on the others to takes his place at the door once again. 

Alex approaches Rachel where she stands at the foot of the bed. 

He wraps one skinny arm around her. “Are you okay?” 

“Not really.” She lowers her voice to a whisper she intends for only Alex to hear. But the room is small, crowded. There are no secrets here. “He’s right, Alex. As much as I despise him, he is right. I still can’t believe… I can’t believe you left him. My God… your little brother… he must have never stood a chance….” 

She starts sobbing, pulls away from him. Wipes at her eyes with the collar of her Scooby-Doo scrubs. 

“I didn’t leave him,” Alex insists, and now his eyes are wet too. A tear trickles down his cheek. “I didn’t mean to. I didn’t have a choice, Rachel! I fought her off. I ran. I grabbed his arm, and we ran. But when we got outside… there were so many of them. You know the kind of neighborhood I live in. They were everywhere. They came for us. I tried to fight them off, but… there were too many of them. I lost sight of Jeffrey in the crowd. They grabbed him. There was nothing I could do….” 

“But you were brave enough to come here for me. My knight in shining armor.” 

Alex stares down at his shoes. “There was nowhere else to go. I didn’t have anybody else. Mom and Dad were… J-Jeffrey was… God… I told you, Rachel, I had to make sure you were okay.” 

Rachel glances over at Larry. Almost half a day later, his eyes and nose are still red and swollen from the pepper spray. 

“Well, it’s pretty obvious I can look after myself.” 

“Rachel, I love you. Don’t do this. We need each other.” 

“I don’t want to talk about it, Alex. This isn’t the time or place to try and fix our relationship.” 

“That’s not what I –” 

“Just leave me alone. For now? Please?” 

He grants her wish. He moves to the side of the bed, behind the IV pole. Sits down hard on his butt, his back against the wall. Holds his head in his hands. 

Larry chuckles, but keeps his ear to the door. “Trouble in paradise.” 

Ronnie approaches Larry. She stands closer to him than necessary, her breasts mere inches from touching his arm. He notices. Of course he does. Any straight man would. 

“What do you say, Larry? Leave the kid alone? We have enough problems, don’t you think? We don’t have to be pals. We don’t even have to like each other. But shouldn’t we all stick together, try to figure out a way to get out of here?” 

“Who are you to tell me what to do?” says Larry. 

“I’m not telling. I’m asking. Personal favor.” 

“Yeah, well… I don’t do favors for dykes.” 

Ronnie bites her bottom lip almost hard enough to draw blood. Shakes her head in disbelief. 

Larry turns to the others before she has a chance to retort. “Look. I don’t give a flying fuck what you losers think about me. I just wanna survive. I wanna get out of here, waste a few of those geeks before they have a chance to waste me, and when all of this blows over I’m gonna sue the living shit out of whoever started this. I couldn’t care less what happens to any of you.” 

On the opposite side of the bed from Alex, Micah occupies the room’s only chair. Across his lap lies the golf club. Sweat stipples his olive brow and the sections of his scalp visible through his cornrows. He holds his injured shoulder through his blood-spattered Polo shirt. 

“Fine,” Micah says. “I don’t presume to speak for everybody, but the feeling’s mutual from where I sit. Now that that’s settled, am I the only one who thinks we’d better find food and water if we plan to stay here much longer?” 

“It’s crossed my mind,” says Ronnie. “I’ve got the water-bottle, but that’s not gonna go far. Ideas?” 

“Yo, Rachel,” Micah says. “How far is the kitchen from here?” 

“Other side of the building.” 

“Damn.” 

“I saw one of those food carts in the hallway when we ran in here,” says Anita. “Maybe we could open the door just far enough to roll it inside?” 

“That would be from this morning’s breakfast rounds,” says Larry. “Milk, eggs. Help yourselves, but I ain’t gonna eat that now.” 

“I don’t think we should stay here,” says Rachel. “We should make a run for it. Soon. It’ll be dark in a few hours. We should leave before the sun goes down.” 

“Things might be worse outside,” mutters Alex. 

Ronnie says, “Moot point. We’ve discussed this already. There’s too many of them. It’s about a hundred feet from here to the exit at the end of the hall. We’d never make it. Not all of us.” 

Anita lets out a little whimper, starts that nervous habit of hers again: rubbing at her left wrist with the thumb of her right hand like she’s trying to wipe something grimy off her skin. 

“We can’t stay here forever,” Larry says, more to himself than anyone else. 

Micah clears his throat, stands. Stares at his reflection in the business end of his golf club, wincing at the sight of his bruised and blood-crusted jaw. 

“If we do decide to stay,” he says, “there is another matter we need to discuss.” 

They all look at Micah, wondering where he’s going with this. 

“I think we need to talk about what we’re gonna do with him.” 

Hard to believe, but with everything else going on, they had nearly forgotten about the seventh person in the room. 

The man in the bed. 

VERONICA “RONNIE” LABIANCA-OLIVERI, 39 (BEFORE) 

“I wish I could say I love you, that I care what’s happened to you. But you never loved anyone but yourself. Why should I sit here and pretend to be sad? If I cry, I can assure you they’re crocodile tears. Just like you used to cry every time you hit Mom, and then you’d beg her to take you back again and again. I can’t be sad for you. I wish I could. But I barely feel anything for you, Daddy… you hateful, miserable old bastard….” 

For what was surely the ten-millionth time (make that ten million and one), I rehearsed what I would say to him, tried to find the right words as I jogged through the park. 

I dreaded what lay before me worse than I had ever dreaded anything in my life. 

I had just started my eleventh lap around the trail. Almost done for the day. Feeling good. Not great. Couldn’t quite reach that point. Too much on my mind. Hard to get into that groove – that perfect zone that’s so damn fine it’s better than any drug – knowing what awaited me once I finished here. 

Breathe, Ronnie. Focus. Forget about the prick for now. During this moment, nothing else mattered. Daddy wasn’t going anywhere. Docs were surprised he had lasted this long, after he had slipped into a coma six weeks ago. However, I was alive and well. Healthy, happy. I beat him. Got out of that house, out from under the asshole’s iron fist. And look what I had to show for it. A good life. I was strong, successful. Not to mention one hot little package, if I do say so myself. He couldn’t break me like he broke Mom, no matter how hard he tried. 

Breathe. Focus. Faster. Faster! 

Always loved pushing my body to its limits. Started my second year in college, this obsession with fitness, this compulsion to look good. Had a monster crush on my Principles of Modern Business prof – can’t recall her name, but I sure remember that body. She’d jog around campus every morning in her halter top and tight little shorts, looking nothing like the spectacled librarian type we all saw in class. Most folks didn’t recognize her, thought she was just another student. But I sure did. Every morning she was out there. So dedicated. So driven. I think about her still, on those days when I’d rather curl up in bed with a bucket of Neapolitan ice cream than go out for my morning jog. Gotta live it. Every day. No pain, no gain, as they say, and even though I hate clichés they’re right. Gotta keep in shape, keep everything high and tight. Firm. Savor the reward, but never settle. Never
let it be enough. Constantly demand more of myself. Otherwise, I might as well be her again. The fat little “Ronnie Roly-Poly” I used to be in high school. Kids could be so cruel. Wonder how much fun they would’ve had with it if they’d known their “Varicose Veronica” was a burgeoning lez to boot? 

Screw ’em. Screw them all. 

Breathe, now. 

Focus. 

No dice. Couldn’t forget the task at hand no matter how hard I tried. It was always there, needling at the back of my mind. 

Maybe I shouldn’t go. Just forget about the whole frigging thing. 

Not an option. Had to get this done. So I would never have any doubt that I had done the right thing. 

Call it closure. Catharsis. Whatever. I had put it off long enough. 

I had rehearsed what I planned to say to the old man, over and over, until I could have recited those words in my sleep. Yet I still had no clue exactly what would come out of my mouth once I got there. Most likely, when the moment arrived and I sat beside his bed, looking down at him, it would be nothing like I had planned. 

I reached into my fanny-pack, turned up the volume on my iPod almost as loud as it would go. My favorite band, the Foo Fighters, blasted through my skull: there goes my hero, watch him as he goes…. 

Hell, yeah. Pumped my legs faster to the beat. Faster. Making it hurt. That’s it, baby. Feeling the burn. Lovin’ it…. 

Twelve miles a day I run, every single day. The only exception: Christmas. Not that I’m a believer, never have been, even when the bastard used to drag us to church every time its doors were open. Those services were Mom’s only reprieve from his drunken beatings. I guess everybody needs a break now and then. 

Dammit, old man, get out of my head! I’ll see you soon enough. 

This was my sanctuary, the public park. My favorite place in the world. My run was my ritual. I didn’t feel complete, could barely get through the rest of my day if I missed my morning run. Even with the dread of what lay before me, I was at peace here. Mostly. 

It was going to be a beautiful day. Barely nine o’ clock in the morning, and already the sun was bright and warm. Not a cloud in the sky. The smell of recently-mown grass permeated the spring air. On a day like this, it wouldn’t be too much longer till the park started filling up. Yet, as I pushed my body to its limits, lost in my own internal microcosm of labored breaths and thumping heartbeats and kick-ass rock n’ roll, I might as well have been alone. I would ignore the single mothers arriving with their strollers, sipping from their jumbo Orange Julius cups, chatting amongst themselves like some elite club communicating in their own secret language… I would ignore the toddlers laughing, crying, squealing, and shouting on the playground (I could not hear them anyway, thankfully, beneath the music in my ear-buds)… I would ignore the occasional lanky cyclist with his or her complete disregard for the BICYCLES AND SKATEBOARDS PROHIBITED ON THIS TRAIL signs… I would ignore the frumpy, sweatsuited, middle-aged fast-walkers with their perpetual desire to get in my way, and the dog-lovers with their own disregard for the PLEASE CLEAN UP AFTER YOUR PETS signs… and I definitely would ignore, as I had just every day this week, the two blond frat-boy regulars tossing their football back and forth in the middle of the park (although I couldn’t help the chuckle that slipped out of me yesterday morning when one of them caught it with his face, as he was busy watching me instead of the ball – did the little shithead’s shirt really say GOT PUSSY? Kid, if you only knew). 

But then, as I rounded the last leg of the trail, there was one thing I could not ignore. 

Behind my sunglasses, my eyes grew wide as I spotted something that demanded my attention. 

It killed my rhythm. I slowed. 

What the hell? I mouthed the words. Or maybe I said them aloud, but could not hear my own voice beneath the music in my ears. 

There were three of them. Senior citizens. Not a rare thing to see in a city park, of course. But there was something strange about this trio… something not quite right…. 

They stood side by side on the edge of the pond in the center of the park, a hundred feet or so from where I now jogged in place. 

They were just standing there, not moving. Their heads were tilted up toward the sky. Their mouths hung open as if they were mesmerized by something in the heavens that only they could see. 

I frowned, hit the Pause button on my iPod. 

I was pretty sure I recognized one of them. A pear-shaped senior citizen in a brown ivy cap and matching slacks, he visited the park every morning to feed the pigeons. Always had a friendly wave for me. He sported a full Santa Claus beard, and each day his t-shirt had a different silly slogan on it: OLD FARTS RULE or I’VE REACHED THE AGE WHERE HAPPY HOUR IS A NAP or GETTING OLD ISN’T SO BAD, WHEN YOU CONSIDER THE ALTERNATIVE! 

Until today, Mr. T-Shirt (as I had come to think of him) had always been alone. 

I noticed that the bag of bread he normally carried with him lay crumpled at his feet. He had lost his hat as well; it floated beside a raft of ducks in the pond nearby. 

He did not care. He just stood there, staring up into the sky. 

I did not recognize the two senior citizens who had joined Mr. T-Shirt in his bizarre behavior. The guy in the middle was bald, very skinny. He wore a wrinkled white shirt, gray slacks, and a pair of those huge, gaudy old-folk sunglasses. From this distance I estimated his age to be at least ninety. His female companion wore a billowy flower-print dress. A purple port-wine stain birthmark covered half of her face. She leaned against a metal walker. 

I brought one hand to my brow, craned my neck to look where they were looking, expecting to see something amazing up there. 

Nothing. Just cloudless blue sky. 

“Weird,” I said to myself. 

The old lady’s head lowered then… and she appeared to look right at me. 

The expression on her disfigured face was one of utter hatred. As if she had never laid eyes on any living thing so despicable. 

Of course she was just some harmless old lady. I did not know her, she did not know me. 

All the same, that look chilled me to the bone. 

I tore my gaze from the trio, forced myself to get my head back in the game. 

… and I nearly collided with a fellow jogger in my path. 

“Watch where you’re going, lady!” the young man spat. 

I stammered out an apology. Picked up my pace. Continued on down the trail. 

As I passed the pond again on my next (and final) lap, I saw that they were gone. As if those three old folks and their freaky fascination with something in the sky had never been there at all. 

Finished with my run, I strolled to my car. I powered off my iPod, returned the ear-buds to my fanny-pack. Removed the scrunchie that kept my long black hair tied back out of my face. 

I took a deep breath, attempted to steel myself anew for the task at hand. 

About the time I started up the car, I heard sirens screaming across town. Police cars, ambulances, fire engines. 

I didn’t think anything of it then. Barely even noticed them, in fact. I was too preoccupied with my own troubles. 

Only later did it occur to me that this distant commotion should have felt like an omen. A visit with dear old Dad would soon be the least of my worries. 

 

 




III. 

They all stare at the man in the bed. 

His chest slowly rises, falls. Otherwise he is motionless. Silent. Beneath the saline bag, the unit on the IV pole beeps quietly, old Mr. LaBianca’s sole contribution to the conversation. 

“Snoop Dogg’s got a point, yo.” Larry crosses the room, stands over the man in the bed. He holds a fist out toward Micah, but the young man ignores his offer to bump knuckles. “If we’re gonna stay here overnight, we oughta do something with him. Who’s to say Sleeping Beauty won’t wake up all of a sudden, turn on us like the rest of them?” 

“You are kidding, right?” says Rachel. 

“Never been more serious.” 

“I’m not sure if this is your usual douchebag self talking, Larry, or if you’re just being willfully dense. But in case you haven’t noticed, Mr. LaBianca has been in a coma for the last six weeks.” 

“Maybe he’s just waiting. Biding his time.” 

“Give me a break.” 

“My God, you are an idiot,” Alex mumbles from his place on the floor. Nevertheless, he scoots away from the bed, putting a little more distance between himself and Mr. LaBianca. 

“I’m just saying. It’s something we oughta think about. Despite how you feel about me, Rachel, don’t forget —you’re not the only one who’s a Licensed Nurse here. I know it’s impossible. He is in a coma. He hasn’t moved, hasn’t spoken, hasn’t eaten on his own for a month-and-a-half. The guy’s not gonna sit up all of a sudden, out of the blue, and start doing somersaults. But all you’ve gotta do is open that door to see that the normal rules no longer apply. ’Cause there ain’t no normal anymore. What’s going on out there is fucking impossible!” 

“That’s what I’m screaming,” Micah agrees. 

No one speaks for several seconds. The only sound in the room is another beep from Mr. LaBianca’s IV. 

Larry runs one hand through his spiky, sweat-damp hair. Then he pauses, as if an idea just struck him. 

“Maybe we should put him out of his misery.” 

“What?” Rachel’s jaw drops. 

Anita holds one hand to her mouth. “Oh, my goodness.” 

Larry approaches the man in the bed. Looks down at him. Nods as if this is the best idea anyone has thought of all day. “Think about it. It would be self-defense. He’s one of them. That makes him the enemy.” 

“You are out of your mind,” says Rachel. 

“That’s definitely not what I was suggesting,” says Micah. “He’s unarmed. Helpless.” 

“Sure he is,” says Larry. “For now.” 

“It wouldn’t be right.” 

“Come on! There is no right and wrong anymore! We have to be proactive, people. It’s the only way to win a war.” 

Rachel shakes her head, curses Larry under her breath. Just when she thinks she couldn’t possibly hate him more…. 

“If you guys are too chickenshit to do it, I volunteer. I’ll take care of it. Right now. Alex, give me your knife. It’ll be over in two seconds. Old Mr. LaBianca won’t ever feel a thing.” 

Larry extends a hand toward Alex, palm up. Waggles his fingers, waiting. Alex glances toward the bedside table, where he stashed the butcher knife earlier, but he doesn’t get up. 

“Don’t touch him,” says Ronnie. 

“Why do you care?” 

“Don’t touch him!” 

Ronnie suddenly plucks the Saturday Night Special out of her fanny-pack. She points the gun at Larry. 

“Whoa,” says Larry, eyes wide. 

The others gasp. 

“Get away from him,” says Ronnie. 

“Okay, okay! Just get that thing out of my face.” 

Anita says, “Ronnie, no….” 

“What are we gonna do with him if you pop a cap in his ass?” says Micah. “He’ll just stink up the place.” 

“He’s not worth it,” Rachel says. 

Ronnie shrugs. “The normal rules no longer apply, right? He said so himself.” 

“If you shoot him, they’ll hear it,” Alex says. “They’ll start beating at the door again. We don’t want to get them riled up, remember? That’s what you said to me.” 

Micah says, “He’s right. C’mon, Ronnie. Put the gun away.” 

“Please,” Anita begs. “Don’t do this.” 

Again, Ronnie orders Larry: “I said get away from him. Now. Or, I swear to God….” 

“Why do you care anyway?” 

“Wait a minute,” says Micah. He steps forward, one hand on his injured shoulder. “Ronnie? You don’t… know this guy, do you?” 

Ronnie swallows loudly. Her voice cracks as she informs the others, “He’s my father.” 

“Oh, shit,” says Larry. “That is rich.” 

Ronnie bites her lip, wipes at her eyes with the back of her free hand. 

“First time you’ve said a word about this,” Larry taunts her, even with the gun hovering inches from his face. 

“That’s because it’s nobody’s business.” 

“So that’s your Daddy lying there. Interesting. Recognize her name from the visitor’s log, Rachel? ’Cause I sure don’t. Oh, we see this all the time. Folks think they’ve made their peace, don’t have any guilt eating at their conscience, ’cause at least they dropped by to tell Pop adios before he shuffles off this mortal coil. Of course, they haven’t stepped foot on the property since the day they dumped him here like a pile of garbage for somebody else to take care of. Is that what’s going on here? Tell us, Ronnie. We all want to know.” 

“Shut up!” Ronnie shouts. “That’s not the point. You don’t know what you’re talking about. And I told you, it’s none of your business anyway.” 

“What is the point, Ronnie? Enlighten us.” 

“He’s not hurting anybody. He doesn’t even know we’re here. He doesn’t know anything. He’s in a coma, you prick. And if anybody’s gonna decide if he lives or dies, it sure as hell won’t be you. You’re the last person who’s gonna lay a finger on him.” 

“Whatever,” says Larry. 

“Ronnie, please put the gun away,” says Rachel. “You’ve been the level head around here. The voice of reason. We need that to continue. And Larry, you’ve got a lot of nerve judging anyone for mistreatment of the elderly.” She shoots Micah a look. “We’ll keep a close eye on Mr. LaBianca, okay? I don’t think that’s a bad idea. But nobody is going to hurt him. I promise.” 

Slowly, Ronnie lowers the gun. She slides it back into her fanny-pack, never taking her eyes off of Larry. 

Of course, Larry is determined to get the last word. 

“I’m just saying.” He moves back toward the door. “If he does try anything, I will not hesitate to take his old ass out.” 

“Duly noted,” says Micah, “Now shut the fuck up.” 

LARRY LAETTNER, 36 (BEFORE) 

I still can’t believe they had the nerve to fire me. I gave those losers ten years of my life, worked overtime when they asked me to. Double shifts, holidays and weekends, covering so other folks could take their vacation time or just lay out of work altogether. 

That’s not the worst part, though. It would have been bad enough if they had just let me go. But their reasons for firing me… that shit’s gonna stain my permanent record, man. 

I’ll be lucky if I ever get a job in this field again. It’ll be a goddamn miracle if I get hired on at some other raisin ranch pumping out their fucking septic tanks. 

They canned me for “elder abuse”. 

Ain’t that rich? 

After all I had done for them. I gave that place my life. 

Here’s what I don’t get. Tell me if this makes any sense to you: I started working at that place not long after my twenty-fifth birthday. Had my CNA certification at the time. After a couple years, I decided I wanted to go further. Maybe I could even run the joint one day. So I took some classes, got my CNA II certification. Management said they admired my dedication. They wanted to pay for more schooling. So I worked toward getting my Practical Nursing License, on their dime. Next step: Registered Nurse. It was a short jump from there to D.O.N. All I had to do was take the classes, my employers would pay my way. A full ride. Can’t beat a deal like that. 

But then… hold up. Slam on the brakes. As of yesterday morning, they decided to renege on their promises. Took it all back, as if it had never been anything but a cruel prank to begin with. Like they’d forgotten about the time (mine) and money (theirs) we had invested in this. 

Fucking assholes. They’re lucky I don’t burn that place to the ground. 

I had just finished another twelve-hour shift, eight p.m. to eight a.m. On my way out the door, the boss called me into his office. 

And the next thing I know, I’m unemployed. Like some nigger headed for the welfare line. 

The motherfucker canned me. There might even be criminal charges forthcoming, I’m told. “We’ll have to wait and see about that,” said the pencil-necked geek, not even having the balls to look me in the eye as he said it, “after I’ve had a chance to discuss this matter with my bosses.” 

Motherfucker. I guess he wanted me to get down on my knees and beg for mercy. 

It’s all that Rachel cunt’s fault. If she had just looked the other way, kept her trap shut, this never would have happened. 

Okay. I can be honest here. I’m a man, and a man tells the truth. 

I never really hurt the old geezers. At least, that wasn’t my intention. 

I just did what I had to do to keep them in line. 

Everybody does it. They tell you otherwise, they’re fucking liars. Even that tattletale bitch has done it once or twice, I’d bet a million dollars. She’d just never admit it. 

See, the wrinkled old shitheads in places like this, they can be frustrating as hell. Ask anybody who’s ever worked in a rest home. Ask anybody who’s ever spent any amount of time around ’em. They’ll get on your last nerve, man. And they know exactly what they’re doing. They loooove to push you to your limit, make things as difficult as possible for you when you’re just trying to do your job, and then they start whining about it to anybody who’ll listen when you throw some of that attitude back in their ugly faces. My fellow care-givers call ’em “ornery”, but that always sounded a little too cute for my tastes. Like it’s some kinda personality trait that’s worth a laugh, but ultimately it’s harmless. 

I don’t find it cute. At all. Some people might put up with that bullshit. Not me. 

They oughta appreciate what we do for them. Think about where they’d be if they didn’t have folks like me looking after their best interests. They’d be dead in a ditch somewhere. Or, at best, living back home with families who don’t give a fuck about ’em, consider ’em nothing more than a big burden, while they sleep in their own piss and shit, thinking it’s 1962. 

I compare ’em to misbehaved children. And everybody knows what you gotta do to keep spoiled little brats in line. 

Gotta show ’em who’s boss. Remind ’em who’s in control. 

Otherwise, they’ll walk all over you. 

I never really hurt them, for Chrissake. That’s the injustice of it all. 

A little pinch here, a gentle slap there. A twist of an earlobe or a nipple when they really needed to be shown the error of their ways. 

It was never anything more than that. And I would hardly call that abuse. Hell, half of ’em are so batshit crazy you could do whatever you wanted to ’em; they wouldn’t remember it five minutes later. 

It’s complete bullshit. I’m the victim here. Nobody sees that but me. 

Did I mention it’s all her fault? The fucking ass-kisser. It’s probably how she got named “Employee of the Month” three times last year, pulling shit like this. And I’d heard rumors they were gonna offer her a big promotion soon. 

It all started yesterday morning. I was making my six o’ clock rounds, passing out meds to the patients who required them. Don’t know what she was doing there in the first place, since she was supposed to be over on E Wing minding her own damn business. 

She walked in on me just as I was leaning over old Mr. Edmondson. It was my job to make sure each of our residents received their meds every morning; Mr. Edmondson’s had been crushed up in a bowl of applesauce. 

Mr. Edmondson had been admitted to the facility just a week or so before, and he kept complaining about his room. Refused to eat a bite of his breakfast until we moved him to a room with a window. 

I leaned over him, informed him that he would eat or by God I would make him eat. Told him I didn’t understand why he was so insistent about a room with a view, since E Wing had the view of the golf course on the other side of the highway but the only thing we could offer on W was a cemetery in the distance (maybe he wanted that, I asked him, so he could sit there and ponder what he had to look forward to in the near future?). 

“You ain’t got no right to tell me what to do,” he spat. “You look like a skinny little faggot to me.” 

“Is that so?” 

“Woulda whooped your ass back in the day, no contest. Faggot!” 

I grabbed the spoon on the tray beside his bed. Scooped up a glob of applesauce. 

With my free hand, I pinched the old bastard’s nostrils shut. 

Only took a few seconds for him to open wide. Before long, he was swallowing that applesauce like he had never tasted anything so delicious. 

It was hilarious. 

“That’s what I thought.” I laughed, tossed the spoon back onto the tray. “Mmm-mmm, good!” 

He started sobbing. Blubbering like a retard. 

I gave him a flick on the forehead with my middle finger. “Won’t take you long to learn not to fuck with me, old man. Consider this lesson number one.” 

I turned to leave. 

“See you tomorrow, Mr. Edmondson, bright and early!” 

I banged my knee against the food cart when I saw the silhouette in the doorway. 

It was that little hottie Rachel. She stood there with her arms crossed, nodding in this slow, sanctimonious way as if to say I knew it. 

I gave a nervous chuckle. “Rachel. Hey. How… uh… how long have you been standing there?” 

“Long enough,” she replied. 

I glanced back over my shoulder at Mr. Edmondson. 

“It’d probably be best for both of us, Rachel, if you just keep your mouth shut. You didn’t see anything.” 

“Unfortunately,” she said, “I did.” 

She whirled on her heels, left the room without another word. 

I didn’t chase after her. Didn’t want to make a scene. 

Turns out she didn’t keep her mouth shut. Took her less than an hour, in fact, to blab about what she had witnessed. Must have met the boss at the door the second he walked in. 

That brown-nosing bitch got me fired. She’d kept her cocksucker shut, I’d still have a job. 

That’s why I came back this
morning. 

**** 

I couldn’t let it go. I’ve always been like that. You fuck me over, I will fuck you back twice as hard. 

I had to make Rachel pay for what she had done to me. 

It was a few minutes shy of seven a.m. when I knelt down beside the bitch’s new Accord, my pocketknife in hand. 

I sliced her tires. Every one of ’em. Cut ’em deep, just like she had ruined me. 

That’d show her. 

But for the second time that week, she caught me red-handed. 

I heard a little gasp behind me, looked up from my work on the final tire, to find her standing there. 

“You have got to be kidding me,” I said. 

For whatever reason, it turned out she was leaving work early that day. 

“Guess I’m busted.” 

Her face scrunched up like she was going to cry. 

“You didn’t have to say anything,” I told her as I stood. “Why did you tell?” 

Behind us, her punctured tires made pitiful whining noises. Her Honda hunkered down on its rims like a dying animal finally giving up the ghost. 

“What the hell is wrong with you, Larry?” she said with a sniffle. 

“What are you gonna do about it? Security camera on this side of the lot’s been on the fritz for months. That makes it your word against mine, Rachel.” 

I had almost forgotten: to make sure that would be the case, I needed to retrieve my pocketknife from her driver-side front tire. I bent, preparing to pull it out. 

Rachel suddenly ran toward me, slapped me across my left cheek. 

“Bitch!” I lunged for her. 

She ran, back toward the building. 

Halfway to her destination, she tripped. The contents of her purse spilled out across the asphalt: her keys, a tin of breath mints, her cell-phone, several tampons… and a bright-red can of pepper spray. 

“No!” My heart skipped a beat. I scrambled for the pepper spray as it clinked against the curb. 

As she was already on the ground, Rachel reached it first. She rolled to face me, pushed down on the button. 

A stream of pure agony squirted into my face. 

My eyes felt as if they were being clawed out of my skull by invisible talons, my sinuses like they had been lit on fire. 

“Fucking bitch!” I roared. 

I could still see, but just barely. I watched Rachel’s shape run for the closest entrance to the building, the side door of W Wing. 

“Somebody help me!” she cried. 

I followed close behind her, staggering like a man who has had too much to drink. 

She fumbled for the key-card clipped to the breast pocket of her Scooby-Doo scrubs. 

But then… she paused as something caught her attention off to our right. 

“Mr. Trescott?” she said. “What are you doing out here?” 

Through burning tears and chemical snot, I saw one of Rachel’s patients from E Wing rounding the corner of the building. Six-thirty in the morning, and the old fart was wandering around out here like he’d decided to make his escape. 

The geezer was crying. 

“Mr. Trescott, what’s wrong?” Rachel looked back and forth from me to her patient, from her patient to me. “Larry, don’t come any closer. Mr. Trescott, let’s get you back to your room.” 

The old man stared at her, his bottom lip quivering. Tears glistened on his cheeks in the pinkish morning sunlight. He wore only blue pajama bottoms, no shirt or shoes. His wrinkled gray tits sagged almost to his stomach; the faded U.S. NAVY tattoo above his left nipple resembled a nasty blue-black bruise beneath his skin. 

“Mr. Trescott, come with me. You shouldn’t be wandering around out here all alone.” 

I took several steps toward Rachel, unsure of my next move. I didn’t really want to hurt her, contrary to what she obviously thought. I wasn’t a fucking criminal. Yet, she had slapped me. She had pepper-sprayed me. 

“Larry, stay back! I mean it!” 

She held her key-card up to the reader. The reader beeped, the little light changing from yellow to green. She jerked the door open, held it ajar with her butt, extended one hand toward Mr. Trescott. 

“Mr. Trescott, please. Come inside now. Let’s go….” 

I squeezed my eyes shut, as tightly as possible, trying to blink away the pain. 

Footsteps, whispering through the dewy morning grass. Loud sobbing and wet, rasping breaths. Growing louder, closer. 

Rachel screamed. 

When I opened my eyes again, the old man was on top of her.  

RACHEL WHETMORE, 20 (BEFORE) 

Mr. Trescott was old, but far from weak. My knees buckled, and I fell backwards beneath his weight into a row of azalea bushes at the edge of the walk. 

“Mr. Trescott!” I screamed. “What are you doing?” 

We rolled out of the bushes, onto the sidewalk. The concrete scraped at my palms, my elbows. The old man’s breath burned hot on my face. I could smell the scrambled eggs he had eaten for breakfast. He had been normal then, mere minutes ago. I had spoken to him in his room, wished him a good day, and he wished me the same. Other than sounding a little depressed (understandable, as his wife had passed away last month), I hadn’t noticed anything wrong with him. 

Now he wept with such soul-wrenching despair I might have cried with him if not for the fact that his hands were wrapped around my throat. 

I couldn’t breathe. I kicked at Mr. Trescott, slapped at him. I could feel his penis through his pajamas, poking into my stomach. It was hard. 

His hands squeezed tighter around my throat… tighter…. 

The pepper spray! Stupid—how had I forgotten it so quickly? After using it on Larry, I had dropped it into my breast pocket. If I was lucky, there might be a squirt or two left in the can (was the stuff reusable? I had no idea). 

I fumbled for it. Couldn’t get it out. Barely had any strength left at all…. 

“Mr.… Trescott… p-please….” And suddenly I was free. I could breathe! The old man’s weight lifted off of me. 

“Get the fuck off her,” I heard someone say. 

I coughed as sweet oxygen flooded my brain. 

I looked up to see Larry’s hand in my face. An offer to help me stand. If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I never would have believed it. 

I allowed him to help me up. Rubbed at my throat with my free hand. 

“What the hell is wrong with him?” Larry exclaimed. “He acts like he’s gone crazy!” 

“I don’t—” 

But before we had a chance to discuss it, Mr. Trescott was on his feet again too. 

He tackled Larry below the knees. 

All the while, the old man’s sobs echoed across the parking lot. 

Larry punched him, bloodying Mr. Trescott’s nose. 

I staggered toward them, tried to pull Mr. Trescott off of Larry. But there was nothing for me to grab onto, as he was only wearing his pajama bottoms. 

“Mr. Trescott, please!” I cried. 

Larry kicked him in the balls. 

The old man shrieked, rolled off of Larry and onto the sidewalk. 

“Get inside!” Larry shouted my way. “Go!” 

My mind swirled with fear, confusion, and disorientation (what just happened? What’s wrong with Mr. Trescott? Why did Larry save me, as much as he hates my guts? Do I let him inside the building? He doesn’t work here anymore! He hurt our residents, vandalized my car… but then he SAVED me! What do I DO?!). Everything was happening too fast. My limbs were numb. I could still feel phantom hands wrapped around my throat. A dull ache throbbed at the base of my skull. 

“I… you—” 

“Go!” Larry shouted again. “Get inside!” 

I remembered my cell-phone, spilled across the parking lot with the other contents of my purse. It was too far to reach. Mr. Trescott was on his feet again, and even as he held his injured crotch through his pajamas he limped across the lawn, quickly closing the distance between us. As if nothing else mattered but getting his hands around my throat again. 

I stumbled for the door. Held up my key-card. The reader beeped. 

I pulled open the door. Waited for Larry to join me. I don’t know why I chose to allow him inside. I suppose because he had saved me. I felt I owed him one. Just one. 

Or… perhaps I sensed that something much worse than our own discord lay in wait for us. An evil that had already spread its tentacles across our lives, we just didn’t know the extent of it yet. Mr. Trescott’s psychotic behavior was only the beginning. 

The old man ran at Larry again. Larry kicked him in the stomach. Mr. Trescott hit the ground with a grunt. 

“Go!” Larry collided with me, pushing me through the doorway. 

The door slammed shut behind us. 

Once we were safe inside, Larry bent over, his hands on his knees. “Jesus Christ. What was that?” 

“I don’t know,” I wept. “I don’t understand what’s going on. What’s wrong with Mr. Trescott? Why would he—” 

“You tell me,” Larry said. “He’s one of yours. No history of dementia? Agitation/aggression? Violent outbursts?” 

“Nothing like that. As long as I’ve known him, he’s always been the sweetest thing. So kind, so gentle.” 

“Yeah, well… not so much anymore.” 

We turned to see Mr. Trescott — one of my favorite patients, a man who I had never heard utter the smallest complaint —pounding furiously at the door. All the while, he never stopped sobbing. His fists smeared blood, spit, and tears across the glass as if, since he could not get to us, the old man now cursed Larry and me from afar with arcane symbols drawn with his own bodily fluids. 

After a few more seconds, his face was obscured entirely. 

 

 




IV. 

“What’s the situation with the cell-phones?” asks Micah. “Has anybody tried theirs lately?” 

“Don’t look at me,” says Rachel. A cold glance in Larry’s direction. “I lost mine this morning.” 

Alex flips his open. “Same as before. Nothing but that weird screeching noise.” 

“That’s all I get too,” says Ronnie, holding her phone to her ear. “It’s getting late. When was the last time we assessed the situation outside?” 

Larry’s reply: “It’s been a while.” 

He holds an ear to the door, listens. 

“Anything?” says Micah. 

“Shh.” 

No one speaks. After another minute or so, Larry glances back towards the others. Slowly unlocks the door. 

“Careful,” says Micah. 

Larry rolls his eyes at the younger man, as if to say do you really think you have to tell me? 

He eases the door open. Cautiously. A three- or four-inch gap, no more than that. Just enough to see what’s going on in the hallway. 

The sounds outside instantly grow louder, once the door is ajar: the shuffling of shoes as they stalk the hallway… their feral grunts and moans… the wet slurp-smacking of their lips and gums as their mouths open and close without words. One of them – a very tall, gaunt octogenarian in a blood-spattered bathrobe, with a hook in place of his right hand – makes a strange barking noise every few seconds. It echoes up and down the corridor like some alien mating call. 

Once upon a time they were the old, the infirm. Mothers, fathers. Grandparents. The ones society thought harmless. But something got inside them. And now they have become… something else. 

Their shapes pass by the door in a slow, never-ending stream. They reach one end of the hallway, then turn around to traverse its length again. Their shadows invade the threshold, dart into the room then out again until Larry finally closes the door. 

“Listen to them,” he whispers. “Jesus.” 

“It’s like something out of a horror movie,” says Alex. 

“Night of the Living Dead,” Micah suggests. He’s not trying to be funny. He says it with a little shudder. 

“Then again,” says Ronnie, “it’s not like that at all, is it?” 

“No,” says Alex. “They’re not dead.” 

Ronnie adds, “And they don’t want to eat us. They just want to see us die.” 

“They hate us,” said Micah. “You can see it in their eyes. Why?” 

“You know what this is?” says Anita. “It’s a wake-up call.” 

The others stare at her. 

She speaks to no one in particular. In fact, Anita appears to be talking to herself. She stares at a spot on the floor in front of where she sits, Indian-style. She rubs vigorously at her wrist. Her curly brown bangs are stuck to her brow with sweat. Her voice is a numb monotone. “It’s their time. They’re getting back at us. We hide them away in these places like filthy secrets. We forget about them. We desert them. We push them off on someone else, and we leave them here to rot. But now… they’re making us take notice. They’re punishing us, for what we’ve done to them. They won’t stay quiet anymore. They won’t be ignored any longer.” 

Rachel sits down beside Anita, puts an arm around her. Anita raises her head, looks at Rachel. But she seems to stare right through her. 

“It’s their time.” 

Rachel eases the older woman’s head down on her shoulder, holds her. 

Ronnie moves over to Larry’s side. “So? What do you see? Are there less of them than before?” 

“No,” says Larry. “More. There’s twice as many out there now.” 

For once, there is an uncharacteristic hitch in Larry’s voice. As if he has finally given up on trying to impress the others. In fact, he sounds terrified. 

He turns to Ronnie. “It’s odd, though.” 

“What’s that?” 

“I’ve been thinking. Notice how they’ve stopped gathering at the door? It’s been… three, four hours since they did that, at least. They’re too quiet. Too… calm. It’s like… they know we’re in here, but they’re not too concerned with getting inside anymore. Like they’re not in any big hurry.” 

“I’m not sure I’m following you,” says Ronnie. 

“Maybe it’s nothing,” says Larry. “But I can’t help thinking… it’s like they’re waiting for something. Waiting for whatever comes next.”  

MICAH WORTHY, 18 (BEFORE) 

“Unbelievable! Are you watching this?” 

I shook my head. Looked down at my shiny white shoes. Tried to hide my smile. 

“It’s embarrassing,” said Mr. Sharpe. “You would think I had never stepped foot on a course before today.” 

It wasn’t that bad, I assured him. I had seen much worse. 

“Sure you have. I get the feeling you just don’t want to hurt my feelings. Mighty noble of you, Micah. Mighty noble indeed. Doesn’t mean you’re not full of shit, though.” 

He winked at me. 

It was a Saturday morning, this morning, a few minutes before nine a.m. For the last hour I had been following Mr. Sharpe around the Newbury Country Club’s vast golf course, hefting his bags, doing whatever he asked me to do. Basically, as my buddies had accused me more than once, I was hard at work being the old man’s nigga. 

Whatever. 

Thing is, I loved every single second of it. 

Three months from now I’ll be graduating from high school, and I’ll be straight-up with you: I don’t have a damn clue what I plan to do next. It drives Mom and Terry Lee (that’s my stepdad) crazy. They keep telling me I oughta know by now what I want to be when I grow up. Ya know, considering I am a grown-up now. Terry Lee even mentioned something about the Army at one point. 

Screw that, dawg. 

I might not know where I wanna go just yet, what I wanna do with my life, but one thing I do know is that the Army ain’t for me. Closest I plan to get to the military is playing Call of Duty online with my homies Jamie, Trey, Emerill, and Alex three or four nights a week. 

For now, I was enjoying this gig. I mean, really enjoying this gig. 

And what was so wrong with that? 

Since the summer before my junior year, I’d been working as a caddy at the country club during every free second of my time. A lot of the rich old white folks who frequented the place knew me by name. They liked me, even if I did look like the kind of guy that would scare the hell out of them if we ran into each other anywhere besides on their own turf. 

Most importantly: those rich old white folks tipped well. They tipped very well. 

I’d been saving my tips as much as possible, hoping I could enroll in some classes next year at the community college. Lately I’d been thinking I might even like to work in this field long-term. Get into golf-course management or something. That’d be pretty cool. Start off as this skinny black caddy with cornrows and baggy blue jeans, a diamond stud in one ear, eventually end up running the whole joint. 

Yeah, I would have liked that. One day. I would’ve liked that just fine. 

Little did I know that it soon wouldn’t matter whether I had any goals or not. 

Mr. Sharpe… my fellow caddies… Mom and Terry Lee… everybody out there could be dead at this point. 

So, anyway: Mr. Sharpe was having a terrible game this morning. A dozen over par, and we were barely even through the front nine? I couldn’t blame him for his mood; it darkened with every new hole, and about the time he dug himself out of another sandtrap, he was talking about packing it up and calling it a day. 

“Goddamn pathetic,” I heard him curse beneath his breath. “That quack tells me this is how I ought to relax? Blood pressure’s never been higher….” 

I couldn’t believe what came out of my mouth then. I wasn’t afraid of Mr. Sharpe, don’t get me wrong. But beyond a polite “thank you” or “yes, sir/no, sir” when necessary, I rarely spoke to the golfers at all. That’s just the way it was. The order of things, you might say. 

“Um, Mr. Sharpe?” I said. 

“Yeah? What is it?” 

“From where I’m standing, I think I can see what the problem is. I mean, I would never presume to tell you how to play your game, sir. But if you were to ask for my advice… not that you ever would… I’m just saying… maybe I could help?” 

Mr. Sharpe turned to look at me. He flicked up his clip-on sunglasses so I could see his eyes. He had a long face, teeth that never failed to make me think of a horse’s mouth. Gray hairs sprouted from his wide nostrils. He resembled a walking, talking cartoon character in his loud yellow shirt and bright orange pants. But I liked the old man. I liked him a lot. He was hard not to like. 

“Shoot, kid,” he said. “What do I have to lose? Something’s gotta change here. Tell you what. You get me outta this rut I’m in, you’ve got one hell of a tip coming. Gimme all you got.” 

“For real?” I said. 

“Let’s hear it.” 

“Well, sir,” I said. “The problem is, you keep slicing the ball, right?” 

“Right.” 

“You’re not keeping your elbow tucked in when you swing.” 

“Oh? Is that what I’m doing?” 

I mimed what his stance should look like every time he teed off. “You don’t keep your elbow tucked in, it’s putting that spin on the ball, sends it slicing to the right every time.” 

Several seconds passed during which he said nothing. He just nodded, letting my advice sink in. Birds chirped in a thin copse of trees off to our right. A horn honked somewhere out on the highway that ran adjacent to the course. 

“Micah,” Mr. Sharpe said finally, “you might be on to something.” 

He teed up. Addressed the ball, taking his time. 

And then he swung, keeping his elbow tucked in as I had advised. 

The ball soared over the green. His shot was perfect this time. Not the slightest hint of a curve. Landed exactly where he wanted it on the far end of the fairway. 

“I’ll be damned,” he said. 

“Are we happy, Mr. Sharpe?” I asked him.

“Oh, we’re happy, Micah. We’re really happy. You sure know what you’re talking about, ay?” 

I couldn’t have stopped the cheesy grin that stretched across my face if I tried. “Well, sir, I’ve been doing this for a couple of years now. You watch enough golf, even if you don’t play, you get a feel for what works and what doesn’t.” 

“Makes sense.” 

“Glad I could help, sir.” 

“I hope you’ve got a pretty little lady you’re planning to take out tonight. ’Cause that tip I promised, it’s gonna come in handy.” 

He reached into his pocket. Pulled out a crumpled bill and placed it in my palm. 

My eyes must have gone as wide as… well, as wide as golf balls. 

It was a hundred-dollar bill. 

“Are you playing with me, dawg—” I corrected myself. “Er, I mean, seriously, Mr. Sharpe? This is—” 

“I don’t joke around when it comes to my game, Micah. You should know that by now.” 

“Wow,” I said. “Thanks a lot, Mr. Sharpe.” 

“Plenty more where that came from, son. You earned it. Now let’s get my game back on track, whaddaya say?” 

I hefted his bag, and we started walking across the green. 

“It sure is gonna be a beautiful day,” said Mr. Sharpe. 

“That it is, sir.” 

“I’ve got an idea,” he said then. “Whaddaya say we put this ‘sir’ shit to bed once and for all?” 

“Beg your pardon, sir?” 

“I’ve been using your services – how long has it been now, Micah? A couple of years?” 

“That’s right.” 

“I’d say it’s time we retired the formalities.” 

“Well, um, sure,” I said. “If that’s the way you want it, Mr.—” 

“Can the ‘mister’ shit too. Makes me feel like I oughta be hobbling around in one o’ God’s waiting rooms. Ain’t ready for somebody else to start wiping my ass just yet, lemme tell ya. Look at me. I’m only sixty-nine, for Chrissake. I feel like a million dollars! So how about you call me Frank from now on? I think you’ve earned that right.” 

“Okay. Anything you say, Mr.—” 

“Frank.” 

“Frank.” It didn’t feel right. But I’d call him King Mofo if it kept the big tips coming. 

I really did like this guy. Never thought I’d consider some rich, old, white Republican a friend. But damned if I didn’t feel that way about Mr. Sharpe. 

Frank. 

“Good,” he said. “Now let’s see what else you’ve got to help me with my game… dawg.” 

I laughed. 

What a beautiful day it was shaping up to be, indeed. 

But then my laughter died in my throat as something caught my eye. 

What the fuck? 

I frowned, peered across the rolling hills of the golf course to a section of tree-shaded green somewhere near the next bunker. 

This time, I’m pretty sure I said the words aloud: “What the fuck?” 

The sun was in my eyes. I squinted beneath my shades. I couldn’t be sure if was seeing what I thought I was seeing…. 

No way. 

Out there a few feet from our next teeing ground, an old man in checkered pants stood over a younger pony-tailed man in a white shirt and yellow shorts. The younger man was sprawled on the ground, not moving. 

The older man hefted a golf club over his head, and as I watched he brought it down again and again on the other guy’s body. 

Then the attacker dropped his weapon, and slammed his spiked golf shoe down into his victim’s face. 

Mr. Sharpe’s golf bag slid from my grip. 

“Holy shit!” My cry echoed out across the green. 

The murderer quickly glanced from left to right – my heart skipped a beat at first, as I thought he had heard me, but it seemed to be a nervous, involuntary twitch more than anything – and then the old man took off running across the fairway. 

I watched him go until he disappeared from sight over a hill. 

“Mr. Sharpe?” I said. “Did you see that? Do you have your cell on you? We have to call nine one o—” 

I turned back toward Mr. Sharpe just in time to see his pitching wedge swinging at my face. 

It struck me across my left jaw. I heard something crack. 

Flashing colors filled my vision, like the time I smoked some bad weed with my buddies and only found out after a few tokes that the chronic had been laced with PCP. I staggered, nearly went down, but somehow stayed on my feet. 

Blood dripped from my lips, down my chin. I spat out a tooth. 

“Mr. Sharpe,” I said, only partially aware of the words coming out of my busted mouth, “W-Why?” 

He growled at me. Like a rabid dog. 

“Mr. Sharpe?” 

His eyes were wide, bloodshot. He barely looked like himself. 

“What the fuck’s wrong with you?” I screamed, as he swung his club at me again. 

This time I ducked. I felt the club cut through the air just an inch or two above my head. 

While he was still off-balance from his swing, I shoved him. 

Even with what was happening, although I knew I acted in self-defense, it felt wrong. Putting my hands on one of the golfers. I could be fired. I would be fired. Such ridiculous thoughts, but they popped into my head nonetheless, the second my hands made contact with Mr. Sharpe’s bony chest. Have to go work at McDonald’s after this! 

He brought the golf club around again, in an overhead arc this time. It struck my left shoulder. 

“Gahh!” 

I feinted to the right, dodged another blow. 

I collided with his bag behind me. It spilled over, and I wasted no time gripping the first club I could reach. 

Nine-iron. Perfect. 

Without thinking about what I was doing, just running on pure adrenaline at this point, I slammed it into the side of Mr. Sharpe’s head. 

Hs glasses went flying off into the grass. He roared. A river of blood gushed from his ear. 

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I babbled, still not quite sure what I was saying. 

Mr. Sharpe stumbled backward, holding his free hand to his head. With his other hand, he brought his golf club around again, aiming for my face. 

I blocked it with the nine-iron, weakly. My shoulder throbbed with pain. 

For several seconds, we stared into one another’s eyes. His were watery, bloodshot. 

I gripped my club horizontally with both hands then, pushed off of his, putting some space between us. Trying to buy myself just a second or two in which I could figure out what was going on, make sense of Mr. Sharpe’s behavior. 

He swung at me again. Missed. 

“Stop!” I yelled. 

And that’s when I heard the low putter of an engine behind me. Growing louder. 

I spun around, just in time to see a golf cart coming at me. Behind the wheel was another old man, one I did not know. He looked to be at least eighty years old, wore a yellow hat with a little ball on top of it that jiggled along with his bulldog-like jowls as the golf cart careened across the green toward Mr. Sharpe and me. 

The man in the cart, just like Mr. Sharpe, wore an expression of hatred on his face. Murder. 

As if he wanted nothing more than to see me die. 

“Shit!” I jumped out of the way, just in time. 

Mr. Sharpe wasn’t so lucky. The golf cart struck him. He fell beneath it. 

I gasped for breath. My heart slammed violently in my chest as I watched the cart bounce over Mr. Sharpe’s body. 

It rolled over his face, kept going down the hill toward a small pond. But the old man who had been driving it jumped out from behind the wheel. 

He came for me, his wet gray dentures bared, his liver-spotted hands curled into claws. 

I ran. 

My grip on the nine-iron was stronger than ever, but still I ran. 

I fled from the course as screams and sirens sounded in the distance (and… Jesus… was that a gunshot I heard, from somewhere near the club’s parking lot?). I did not think about where I was going, or try to come up with a plan. I just ran across the fairway as fast as I could. 

Had to find help. A phone. My cell was back at the club. 

I crested the hill, approached the highway. 

Past the line of dogwoods that bordered the course, I could see a building on the opposite side of the road. 

I headed in that direction. 

Hopefully, there would be people there. Help. 

It was a nursing home, I saw as I got closer. 

 

 




V. 

Shortly before ten p.m., the facility’s power goes out for good. 

There is a weird humming sound from outside the building, the lights flicker several times, and then darkness engulfs the six trapped in Room 123. 

Most of them merely sigh. As if they have expected this all along. 

Larry says, “Fucking figures.” 

Anita says softly, “Must you always use the ‘F’ word?” 

ANITA BYRD, 54 (BEFORE) 

The Lord is kind and full of grace. He rewards those who have lived a Godly life. 

Oh, goodness, no—I’m not talking about myself! I’m as flawed as they come, and I know I’ll have plenty to answer for on Judgment Day. 

I’m talking about Meemaw. 

My dear, sweet Meemaw was the perfect example of God’s compassion. 

He had blessed her with a full, long life. It was almost mind-boggling, all that she had witnessed, if you sat and thought about it. The stories she could tell! Meemaw had lived through the sinking of the Titanic… two World Wars… the Great Depression… the invention of talking film, color TV, Oreo cookies, crossword puzzles, and Mickey Mouse… the Civil Rights movement… the first man on the Moon… the building of the Berlin wall, and its destruction… the Vietnam War… the tragedy of the World Trade Center… and the first colored man in the White House. She had mothered four children, and outlived three of them. Eleven grandchildren (of whom I was one). Seventeen great grandchildren. And any day now, God willing, she would see the birth of her first great-great grandchild. 

She was one hundred years old today. She deserved something special. 

If I had anything to say about it, Meemaw was going to have the best party since… well, since the bash we had thrown for her ninetieth birthday! 

I was so excited. I couldn’t stop that nervous habit of mine, the thing where I rub at my wrist like I’m trying to scrub away something nasty. Started when I was a teenager. Forty-something years later, I still do it during times of stress. I can’t help it. And this morning it was worse than ever. 

Dale, my late husband – God bless his soul – used to tell me I was gonna rub too hard one day, and my skin would just fall off in the floor. That always made me laugh. I asked him if he would still love me when that happened, and he assured me that he would love me even if I turned into a walking skeleton without any skin at all. 

Lord, how I missed him. 

That’s probably why I spent so much time with Meemaw these days. To take my mind off of how lonely I was, and give us something we both needed. 

Once Meemaw was gone, I would no longer have anybody. 

As weird as it might sound to some folks, my hundred-year-old grandmother was my best friend in the world. 

Well, one of my best friends. 

I mustn’t forget the Lord Jesus. 

**** 

Today was going to be a day to remember, no doubt about it. I still had a hard time believing I had planned all of this by myself! I kept waiting for something to go wrong, for Meemaw’s party to… 

… well, that was silly, wasn’t it? What could possibly go wrong? Dale used to tell me I was the biggest worrywart he ever met. Sometimes he sounded annoyed when he said it, but then he saw me get teary-eyed, start rubbing at my wrist, he would kiss me on top of my head, promise me he loved me just the way I was, warts and all. 

Dale had been gone for the last nine months, after the cancer took him. And due to prior obligations, neither my daughter Sandy nor her brother Jake could fly down from Cincinnati to celebrate with us. The rest of Meemaw’s family were scattered all over the country. She would have plenty of friends at her party, but most of them were her fellow residents at the home. I would be the only relative in attendance (sometimes I wondered if the rest of them even cared about Meemaw at all, but when I got to thinking like that I had to ask the Lord for forgiveness; it’s not my place to judge what’s inside their hearts). 

Besides, I wasn’t alone in this. Sure, I had come up with the idea, arranged the whole thing myself—and quite the undertaking it had been -but those nice folks at the nursing home assured me more than once that they were there for me, that they would gladly supply anything I needed. 

Everybody loved Meemaw, and we couldn’t wait to celebrate her special day. 

I had done all of the decorating the night before with the help of a sweet young nurse named Rachel. She had come in early on her graveyard shift to help out so everything would be ready first thing in the morning. We’d hung the streamers throughout the dining room, taped a rainbow of balloons to every other chair. A beautiful HAPPY 100th B-DAY, MEEMAW!!! banner stretched from one wall to the other at the back of the room. 

Everything couldn’t have been more perfect. She was sure to love it. 

Meemaw went to bed early every night – by seven p.m. some nights, depending on her mood and whether or not her favorite show, Dancing with the Stars, was a rerun – so a celebration over dinner was out of the question. The last thing I wanted was for my grandmother to fall asleep before she had even opened her presents. We could have done it over lunch, I suppose. But we chose to throw Meemaw’s surprise party early in the morning because breakfast was her favorite meal of the day. 

The whole thing was made even more exciting by the fact that our local news was going to be there. Channel 13 planned to drop by to do a little story on Meemaw. If I was lucky, I might even catch a glimpse of myself on TV (I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, to tell you the truth -they say the camera adds ten pounds! Then again, who did I have to impress since my Dale passed away?). 

By eight o’ clock, the rest home’s wonderful kitchen crew had breakfast fixed and ready to serve to everyone. The residents were in place, waiting to yell “Surprise!” as soon as Meemaw stepped into the dining room. The news crew’s camera was set to roll, and the pretty reporter lady covering the story was ready to do her thing; she had her microphone in hand, and not a single strand of her curly blond hair was out of place. 

There was only one problem. 

No one could find Meemaw, or any of her friends. 

I tried my best not to panic. But I had checked her room several times, and finally I had to admit to myself that something was wrong. Before long, my wrist was raw, chafed from all the rubbing. Several of the caregivers wasted no time joining me in my search, and even the reporter offered to help (although I couldn’t help thinking the whole time that her tone suggested she would prefer to be anywhere but here: “I’m sure she’s fine, sweetie,” she kept saying as she patted me on the back, “Does she wander off like this much?”). 

Ten minutes later, we found Meemaw. Outside. 

**** 

She was slumped in a chair behind the home, in the shade of her favorite tree. She came out here often when the weather permitted; she loved to sit and read her Bible beneath the dogwood, next to the spot where we had helped her bury Pappaw’s ashes when he passed away twelve years ago. 

An empty bottle of her heart medicine lay at her feet. The vomit caked on her bosom looked like a wrinkled yellow bib at first, until I got up close to her. 

Safety-pinned to the hem of Meemaw’s dress was a note, written in blue ink on pretty pink stationery. An unsettling letter that did not make sense to me at first. But soon, it would. In the very near future it would make perfect, terrible sense, as I learned what had become of Meemaw’s friends, and what she had narrowly escaped with this final, desperate act…. 

Even at a hundred years old, Meemaw’s handwriting was so neat, legible. Better than my own. But her words were rushed, disjointed. Letters were missing or transposed, as were entire words. Meemaw’s mental faculties had been sharper than those of friends and relatives three-quarters of her age, yet the message she had left for us painted another picture. 

I fell to my knees beside her body, and as a cool spring breeze whispered through the branches of Meemaw’s beloved dogwood, I read her suicide note: 

 

Heavnly Father, forgve me. 

 

Startd this mornig. VOICES in head. Telling do awfl things. Whispers frst, but grownig LOUDER all time. Drown out evrythng else now. 

 

Woke 6 a..m., nurse leaning ovr with inslin shot. 

All could thnk bout was grabbnig needle, STABBNIG INTO HER EYE. 

 

VOICES too STRONG. Knw will OBEY soon, if do not silince. 

 

Sorry mst of all > ANITA. Knew bout party. 

Im sure wuld been lovly, dear. 

 

M. 

 

 




VI. 

It is a few minutes past midnight now, and the six in Room 123 are trying to get some sleep. 

For most of them, it is impossible. At best, sleep comes in brief snatches, just four or five minutes at a time. Hard to lose yourself to deep, peaceful slumber when they never rest outside. 

The group is fatigued. Too damn tired to argue anymore about what they should or shouldn’t do, at least until the dawn of a new day. Shortly after the lights flickered out, they all agreed that they should try to recharge their batteries. They are safe for now; the ones in the hallway cannot get inside. So they try to sleep. Whatever will come. 

Tomorrow will be another long day. Tomorrow, they know, they will have no choice but to leave here. They will have to find food, water. 

For now, the room is quiet. Occasionally, in the darkness, someone’s stomach growls. A cough, a sniffle. Alex murmurs his brother’s name in a nightmare. Anita whispers the Lord’s Prayer. 

Micah starts snoring. The noises that come out of him are nothing anyone would ever expect from a skinny little fellow like Micah. 

Then… beneath that buzz-saw snore: another noise. 

A sharp gulp of breath from the man in the bed. 

A rustle of blankets. 

A slap of bare feet on tile. 

RONALDO LABIANCA, 82 (NOW) 

At last, eyes flutter open. 

AWAKE! 

Feels like been asleep for years. Like just now being born. Remember only black. Far-away voices. THEIR voices. Voices of OTHERS. 

Hate boils through veins, burns in bones. Not know why. No feel as if in control of self… like something ELSE live inside…. 

Only know HATE. Urge to KILL stronger than anything else. 

All day, could hear IT calling. Commanding to wake, rise, KILL. But call was weak, distant. 

Now, louder than anything. DEAFENING. 

Loud enough to bring AWAKE. 

Want to see others DIE. Wanted all day. Could not see, but heard: talking, crying, arguing, like knives stabbing through soft meat of brain. 

So helpless then, lying here. HATING others, but unable to silence. Could not make DIE. 

No longer helpless. AWAKE now. Awake and rising. 

Time come. Time to make DIE. 

Sit up. 

Hear snoring. Can’t see others. They can’t see me. Total dark here. 

Doesn’t matter. Know room. Know way around. 

Rip out feeding tube, tear line from vein. Not need anymore. 

Only thing matters: others in room must DIE. 

Cannot wait to see ripped apart. Torn limb from limb. Warm blood splashing. Brains leaking from skulls. Hearts stopped beating. DEAD. 

Climb out of bed now. 

Stiff. Have not walked for… how long? Not matter. Driven by something else. Guided like puppet across room. 

Make way to door. 

A gasp in dark as I brush by one of others. 

“Who is that? Larry, is that you?” 

Cannot wait to see make quiet forever. 

Reach for door. Unlock it. 

Hear one cry: “Hey! Who is that? No! What are you doing?” 

“Our Father who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy Name….” 

“Daddy? Oh, God – Daddy?!” 

Hate them. HATE. Cannot wait to see DIE. 

Open door wide. 

Stand back now. 

Allow ones from hallway to come inside. 

ALL of them. 
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