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CHAPTER ONE - SACRIFICE
They ate my husband as I watched.
I pulled our oldest daughter, Kim, to me and buried her face in my side. She tried to see her father's final moments, but I wouldn't let that happen. I clutched the back of her head as she pounded on my chest and screamed out for her Daddy. We stood in the back of the boat while David gave his life to save ours.
Our second daughter, three-year-old Annie, didn't understand what had happened. She stared up at us and tried to assure me it would all be okay.
David did everything he could to keep the horde away from the boat. He grabbed one of them by the ankle, pulled it down, and then toward him where it gladly accepted the easy prey. He screamed out, but his cries weren't from the pain. My husband roared in anger so they wouldn't mistake him for dead. He slammed the creatures against the wooden dock beside him as they tore at his body. He shouted out in sacrifice, but would it be enough?
There was a good chance it wouldn't be.
I had to do something to save my girls.
I glanced around the boat for a weapon to use for protection and saw a baseball bat beside the supplies we'd brought. I held onto Kim's head and forced her to look up at me. Her brown eyes were bloodshot and her cheeks were streaked tears. She wailed in despair as I begged her to listen to me.
"You need to stay with Annie," I said.
"No!" Kim's shrill plea carried across the bay. She understood what I was going to do.
My voice was tortured by heartbreak as I tried to stay calm. "You have to take care of Annie."
"No!"
I let her go, but she clung to my waist as I tried to reach for the bat. I could hear David's cries weaken. The infected would turn their attention on us any moment. "Get this boat moving," I said to Billy.
I didn't have any other choice than to push Kim down so I could get the bat. She fell hard and glared up at me as if I'd purposefully hurt her. The pain evident on her face devastated my already broken heart. Kim curled up against the corner of the boat and pulled Annie into her lap. My girls wrapped their arms around each other as they watched me leave them.
"I love you both, so much. So much," I said as I stepped onto the edge of the boat.
The bat shook in my hands as I prepared to face off with the horde. Their teeth were crimson with the blood of my dying husband. They swarmed over him and their hands dug into his flesh to pull forth a grisly meal.
I was ready to die with him if it gave our girls a chance to live. I would do anything for them. I stepped onto the dock and raised the bat over my shoulder in a stance I hadn't made since high school softball. My legs trembled beneath me and my heart pounded painfully in my chest. It felt like my throat was closing up as the fear and despair tried to take over me. I had to move as far from the boat as possible to make sure none of the creatures pushed past me, but my legs wouldn't cooperate. I was too scared.
David struggled beneath the creatures. There was no hope of surviving this and, as I inched forward, I knew I was committing suicide. We would die so that they could live. I glanced back at the girls to find the strength I needed to move forward, but fear mounted inside me and I couldn't force myself to go. I wanted to walk, to run, down the dock and join David in his fight to save our girls, but all I could do was stagger toward the fight. Every foot forward was a miraculous accomplishment as my body quaked with dread.
One of the creatures saw me and pushed itself into a crouched position over David. It was a woman, about my age, with brown hair darkened by my husband's fresh blood. She had striking blue eyes that would've been gorgeous on a living girl, but was terrifying on a dead one. Her right hand was inside of David's stomach and she pulled out a handful of his intestines to chew on as she watched me. His entrails dangled from her teeth as she grinded them between her molars and pulled them apart. She kept her eyes on me as if mocking my despair.
I'd moved only a few feet away from the boat and forced myself to take another step. David had found the strength to sacrifice himself for our daughters and I needed to do the same. I wanted to do everything in my power to keep them safe, but I was too scared. I froze.
The dead girl stood in a predatory crouch and roared. Blood cascaded out of her mouth and splashed against the dock as she moved toward me. Her face was beaten, her body sliced, and there was nothing left of the woman she once was except the vague phantom of beauty now shrouded by horror. She would consume me.
The boat's motor sputtered to life.
My arms trembled as the bat shook beside me. The zombie girl's feet rumbled the dock beneath us as she charged. Every ounce of strength in my body dissipated to leave me helpless and vulnerable. I wanted to jump in the boat, but then nothing would stop the creature from jumping in behind me. The natural instinct of fight or flight demanded that I stay and fight to keep my girls safe, but my body revolted and refused to do anything but let me die. At least my death might save Kim and Annie. I closed my eyes and prepared for the inevitable end.
Billy grabbed the bat out of my hand and used it to attack the creature. He caught her beneath the chin. Momentum flipped her feet over her head as she collided with the side of the dock and then slid off. Her pretty blue eyeball plopped down beside me.
He threw the bat into the boat and then turned to me. He said something, but the boat's motor drowned out his words and fear had dazed me. Billy grabbed my waist and picked me up, over his shoulder, then jumped a foot over the water into the moving boat. We fell to the floor and I cracked my head against the wooden seat. The pain jolted me back to reality and I raced to the edge to see the last moments of my husband's life.
David's head was pressed against the dock as the creatures swarmed over him. They tore at his body, but I focused on his eyes, which stared back at me. In the last moment of his life, he saw us pull away from the dock, and he smiled at me.
He smiled at me.
The sorrow crushed me all at once and I collapsed under the weight of it. I buried my face in my hands and shook uncontrollably as we rumbled our way into the middle of Hailey Bay. I kept saying, "I love you, David. I love you so much. I'm so sorry. I love you so much."
Annie's tiny hand slid over my shoulder. I turned and saw she had stopped crying. Her curly red hair and freckled cheeks framed her bright, blue eyes as she looked at me in concern. Then she smiled and said, "It's okay, mommy."
I clasped my little angel and pulled her to me. I squeezed her against my chest as my body quaked in sorrow. Her thin arms wrapped around my neck and she kissed my cheek. I thanked her, genuinely, and kissed her over and over until she started to giggle.
Kim was still curled up in the corner and glared at me as she wept. She hadn't forgiven me for pushing her down. I put an arm out to welcome her into our embrace, but she refused. "Kim, please, I'm sorry I pushed you."
"You were going to leave us," she said. "Why would you leave us?"
I got up and went to sit beside her. "I was trying to protect you, honey. I would never leave you unless I had to."
Kim's tough exterior broke down. She wrapped her arms around me and pleaded, "Don't leave me again."
"I won't, sweetie. I promise." I ran my fingers through her hair and rested my cheek on the top of her head. Annie stood beside us and watched for a few moments before she turned her attention to the side of the boat. The edge was too high for her to climb so she stood on her tiptoes and peered at the dock as it drifted away.
"Annie, don't look at that. Come here." I pulled at the back of her shirt to drag her over to us. She smiled and plopped into my lap. I wrapped my right arm around Annie and my left around Kim as I drew them in for a tight hug. "I love you girls."
Annie rested her head against me and asked, "Is Daddy going to meet us at home?"







CHAPTER TWO - OVERBOARD
 

"I'm sorry about your husband," said Billy.
"He did what he had to. Same as your dad."
I had joined Billy up front after getting the girls into a pair of life vests. The cabin of The Casper was plastered with pictures of Billy that his father had taped up. Some of them were from a decade ago, when Billy was a child, and every one of them featured the same goofy grin. There were pictures of him holding fish that dangled by a line, and others at an amusement park. It took me a while to find one with his father in it. It looked older than the rest, with Billy flanked by his father and a pretty woman with her long hair up in a bun and a wide smile.
"Is this your mom?" I pointed at the picture taped above our heads.
Billy looked at it and smiled. "Yeah, before the divorce. I don't really remember those days that well."
"Where's your mom live now?"
"In the city. I used to live with her, but I moved back in with Pop to help him get the salvage business up and running. That, and he needed my help keeping this bucket of bolts floating." He slapped the side of The Casper's steering column. "This old bitch likes to fall apart. A lot."
"That's reassuring," I said. "Have you talked to your mom since all this started?"
"I've been trying to call her, but no luck." He pointed at his cell phone on the dash.
"I haven't had much luck on my phone either." I'd tried calling friends and family the entire time the girls and I were trapped on our roof, but I couldn't get any of my calls to go through. "That reminds me, is there an outlet where I can plug in my phone to charge it?"
"Yeah, right over there. The TV's plugged into it."
"Does the TV work?" I asked.
"Sure. Just the local channels. You know, the free ones. But we could probably check out what they're saying on the news."
I turned on the old, black and white set. The picture popped to life in a way I hadn't seen a television do since I was a kid. It started out pure white and faded until shapes began to appear, but the screaming blared to life immediately. I scrambled to turn the volume down as we tried to see what was happening.
A reporter stood on a roof above a chaotic city street. The noise around him drowned out everything but the bass of his voice and I was about to change the channel when it cut back to the newsroom.
The newscaster shook his head in shock. "We seem to be having trouble with Mike's audio. Although, as you can see, people have started to riot and we're getting reports of looting all across the city."
"Channel Five is asking that our viewers stay inside their homes," said the female co-anchor. "The military has been mobilized, and we should have more information about what is happening within the hour."
"What city was that?" asked Billy as we both strained to see the tiny television.
"New York. It looks like they switched from local to national news. This must be happening everywhere."
"Check to see if you can find a channel that's talking about what's happening around here."
I started to click around the dial when we heard a small boat motor behind us. A family of three in a fishing boat bounced through our wake to come up beside The Casper. A young woman stood at the front and waved her arms at us in a panic as she screamed something we couldn't hear. A man, somewhat older than the woman, sat at the back and guided the motor's handle. A young boy hid in the shallow spot between the seats.
Billy slowed our boat down and I left the cabin to speak with them. I waved down as they steered along and scraped against The Casper's side.
"Here," said the woman standing at the front of the boat as she tossed a nylon rope over our side. I wrapped it around a metal loop on the lip of The Casper and pulled it taut as our two boats slowed to a stop. "Oh thank God," she said after I secured them to us.
"Are you okay?" I asked.
"We're almost out of gas. And we didn't have time to grab the oars before we had to leave. They were everywhere."
"The zombies?" I asked.
"I guess so. If that's what we're calling them."
"Not much else you can call 'em," said Billy as he walked up behind me. He reached down and helped the woman pass her son onto our boat. The boy looked to be about Kim's age, with a bowl haircut and wide brown eyes. His lips were pursed shut and he glanced around the boat nervously as if afraid a zombie would be waiting there to grab him. He looked frail and sickly as he shivered beside me.
Billy helped the mother up as her husband shut off their motor. The boy clenched her waist once she was beside him again. She was a young woman, probably in her mid twenties, and very pretty. Her hazel eyes and high, strong cheekbones gave her a striking beauty that was accentuated by her short, light blonde hair.
"Thank you so much for stopping," she said. "I was scared we were going to be left drifting out there. So many people just sailed past us, even when we yelled out for help."
"I thought tragedies like this were supposed to bring out the best in people," I said.
"Me too, but I guess not. People can be real assholes sometimes." She covered her mouth when she saw Kim and Annie seated nearby. "Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't see your girls there. I shouldn't cuss."
I laughed. "Believe me, they've heard a whole lot fucking worse. I'm Laura, by the way."
She reached out to accept my handshake. "I'm Gwen. And this is Toby." She ruffled her son's hair. "And that's Jacob."
Billy helped Jacob onto the boat. He was older than his wife by at least ten years. He had a polo shirt tucked into a pair of khaki shorts and wore black flip-flops. He smiled and shook my hand as he thanked us for stopping.
Billy introduced himself to them and I called Kim and Annie over. "Come meet Toby, girls."
Annie raced over, but Kim stayed in her corner with her head tucked between her knees. "She just lost her Dad," I said to our guests.
"Oh my God," said Gwen. "I'm so sorry. You're husband?"
I nodded. The despair of losing David had been temporarily forgotten, but now it rushed back in. Billy saw that I was having trouble and took over the conversation for me.
"Where are you guys headed?" he asked.
I started to cry and turned away from them. I stared out across Hailey Bay in the direction of the dock we had left far behind.
"We didn't really have a plan," said Jacob. "We were at the marina when all hell broke loose. I thought it would be safer on the water, so we headed out here, but that's as far as my plan got us."
"Did you bring any food?" asked Billy.
"No," said Gwen. "We didn't have time. We barely made it to the boat."
"Do you guys have a plan? Or are you just drifting like us?" asked Jacob.
I left the conversation to check on my daughter. She bristled at my touch as I knelt beside her. "Honey? Please talk to me." I slid my hand up and down her back. "I know how hard this must be for you."
"Daddy." That was the only word she could say through her sobs.
"I know, Kim. He saved our lives. Your Dad's a hero, honey. If it weren't for him…"
"They would have eaten us too."
What a horrible thing for a five-year-old to have to comprehend. I don't think even Atticus Finch would've known the right thing to say to help her with that one. I held her until she relented and accepted my embrace. I kissed the side of her head and smelled the grape shampoo that I'd washed her hair with that morning. It was a brief, treasured reminder of a life we'd left far behind.
"What do you think, Laura?" asked Billy.
"What? I'm sorry, I didn't hear what you guys were talking about." I joined the conversation again.
"I'm going to head up to the north side of the city," said Billy. "My mom's up there, and I want to make sure she's safe. We were thinking that I'd take their boat, and you could all head out into the bay to wait for me."
"You're going into the city?"
Billy smirked. "It's not the best thought out plan ever, but yeah, that's the plan."
I ran my hand through my hair in a gesture my husband would have recognized as one of frustration. I didn't like the plan at all, and normally I would have retreated from the disagreement and accepted whatever decision the others made, but the survival of my family required me to avoid acquiescence. I couldn't let myself freeze up and give in like I had on the dock. I had to fight for what I knew would be best for my children. "We were just talking about how this ship falls apart all the time," I said. "I sure as hell wouldn't know how to fix this thing if something happened. Would you guys?"
Jacob and Gwen shook their heads. I felt like I was being forced to be the bad guy, but I had to stand my ground to make sure my girls were as safe as possible. Floating through the water in a broken ship didn't sound like a good way to stay alive.
"I'd say we could all take the little boat and let Billy take this one," said Jacob. "But I doubt we'd all fit in that thing."
"I'd rather stay with you, Billy." I said. "If you're going to take the boat up the bay, to the north side, you're going to have to park it somewhere. I'll just stay with you until then."
"There's no way I'm going back to the city," said Jacob. "We just came from there. It's a mess. You don't want to go there." He tried to reason with us, but his tone turned angry. "With all due respect, Billy, if you've got family in the city that you want to get to, they're probably dead by now. And even if they're not, do you really think you have a chance in hell of finding them?"
Billy didn't answer so Jacob continued to badger him. "The best thing for all of us to do right now is head out into the bay and wait for the military to get here. I understand you want to go help your mom, I get that, but that's just not the smartest thing to do right now. You know? Billy?"
"Huh?" asked Billy. He had ignored most of what Jacob said. "No. I'm going to the city. Only question is whose boat I'm taking. Yours or mine?"
"Well, pardon my language, but that's pretty fucking stupid," said Jacob.
Billy shrugged and walked back into the cabin at the front of the boat. "Figure out the plan. I'm steering north," he said before he closed the door behind him. I was furious with him for leaving me alone to fight this argument.
"Well that's just fucking great," said Jacob. He kicked a plastic tackle box over and the lures spilled out across the floor.
"Honey, calm down." Gwen turned to me and apologized, "I'm sorry to be so much trouble."
"No, it's okay," I said. "I understand. You're just trying to do the right thing, and so are we. Let's all calm down. There's probably a good solution that we just haven't thought of yet."
"You've got to agree with me though." Jacob was far from calm. "Heading back to the city is suicide. If you get in sight of shore you're going to have people, tons of them, swimming out to you. Not to mention the whole place is crawling with zombies, for fuck's sake."
"Well, Billy just watched his Dad get eaten by those, those things," I said. "I can understand that he wants to do everything he can to save his mom. I understand that completely."
"So you're willing to risk your kid's life because he needs his mommy?" asked Jacob.
"Watch it." I looked to the back of the boat where my girls and Toby sat. "They're all I've got."
"He didn't mean it," said Gwen.
"Oh I meant it. Taking this boat back to the city is going to get you and those girls killed. Plain and simple."
"That's enough," I said.
"Look, you stupid bitch, if you and your boy toy can't think straight then I'll be happy to do the thinking for you. We need to take this boat out into the bay and wait for this to sort itself out." He gesticulated madly and shouted at the top of his cracking voice. The veins in his neck stood out as he lost his temper. "Let that dumb fuck in there take the small boat and head back to the city if he wants to, but taking this whole thing out there is just plain dumb."
"Then get off our boat," I said, but he didn't hear me.
"You're going to use up a ton of gas too. Why take this whole ship all the way there when you could just take our boat. We could even wait here for him for a day or two. But sending us off in that tin can is bullshit and you know it. You can't be dumb enough not to see that I'm right."
"Please stop," said Gwen.
"I said, get off our boat. If you can't calm down and talk about this like an adult then you need to leave."
"I'm the only one acting like an adult here." He pointed at the cabin where Billy had retreated, "I'm telling you, that kid's idea is shit. Everyone in the city is dead or dying, and taking this perfectly good, big boat up there is a waste. It's a waste of lives and resources. Plain and simple."
"It's his boat," I said. "He gets to make the decisions." I picked up the tackle box he had kicked over and started to put lures back in. Then I grabbed the baseball bat in a motion that looked as if I were still cleaning up. The dead girl's black blood still wet the tip.
"Bullshit," said Jacob. "It's as much our boat as it is his now. I'm in it to survive, little lady, and I'll do it anyway I have to. If that means chucking the lot of you overboard and stealing the boat then fine, I'll do it. But there's no way this boat's going back to the city as long as I'm here."
I raised the bat. "Then get off our boat." The adrenaline shot through my veins as I found myself in another fight. I didn't have as much trouble with the thought of hitting Jacob as I did the dead girl though.
"Are you serious?" Jacob laughed at me. "Get the fuck out of here. Is that what we've resorted to now? You're going to hit me because I'm telling you the truth, you stupid cunt. Go ahead and hit me then. Go ahead."
He asked for it.
I swung really, really hard. He didn't think I would do it, so when the bat came at him he squealed and held his arms up just in time to catch the brunt of my strike. He toppled to the ground and wailed in agony as he grabbed his wrist.
"You bitch!" said Jacob. "Are you just going to beat up anyone that disagrees with you? Is that how you do things?"
"Today it is."
The Casper started to move again and we stumbled as the engines kicked us forward. Jacob took advantage of my imbalance and lunged at my legs. I fell back and my head smacked against the cabin door, which got Billy's attention. Jacob tried to wrestle the bat out of my hands and we rolled to the side of the boat where he slammed my head against the metal edge. Stars burst to life as my world turned black for a moment. I heard the cabin door crash open as Billy joined the fight.
"Mother fucker!" Billy grabbed Jacob by the collar and picked him up easily. I didn't realize just how strong this kid was. He lifted the two hundred pound man as if hoisting a bag of laundry. Jacob tried to fight back, but nothing he did fazed Billy in the slightest. "Get off my fucking boat," said Billy as he tossed the bastard overboard.
"No!" said Gwen as she watched her husband disappear in the murky water.
"Sorry," said Billy. "But that cunt had to go."
Jacob emerged behind us in the wake of The Casper's motor.
I started to laugh. It was inappropriate, and I felt terrible for doing it, but I laughed hard. The sight of Jake sputtering behind us was the best thing that happened all day. I cackled and tried to apologize to Gwen for it.
"What's wrong with you people?" she asked.
"I'm sorry," I said. "You're husband." I had trouble speaking as I laughed. "He's a piece of shit."
"Jake," Gwen yelled to her husband as we pulled away from him. "Just keep swimming, honey. I'll come get you."
Billy grabbed a life preserver and tossed it like a Frisbee through the air. It landed in the water a few feet away from Jacob. "I'll circle back for him," he said to Gwen. "We're not going to leave him out there."
"Just let me get our boat and we'll leave. We don't need your help." Gwen was furious and I felt bad for what had happened. I looked back at Toby, whose face had turned pale as he watched his father struggle to float behind us. That's when I finally stopped laughing. The petrified look on that boy's face made my heart sink.
"We'll give you some food to take with you," I said.
"We don't need any help from you."
"Yes you do," said Billy. "I've got some extra fuel too. I'll fill you up before you head out."
"Thanks, I guess," said Gwen. She looked at me and her grimace slowly changed to a smirk. "You didn’t have to hit him." Then she chuckled.
"Yeah, but I really wanted to," I said.
Gwen turned to look at her husband in the distance and then started to laugh. Her reaction caught me off guard and I wondered how long she'd been waiting for a chance like this.
"He can be, um, difficult sometimes," said Gwen.
"You sure you want to go get him?" asked Billy.
Gwen glanced up and tilted her head to the side as if thinking it over. "Yes, of course. He's got a temper on him, but I still love him. He was just trying to do what's best for us. He wanted to protect us. That's what Dads are for."







CHAPTER THREE - POLICE AND THIEVES
 

We sent the family off with a full tank and some supplies. Gwen and I spent some time splitting up several bags of dry food that we then poured into a satchel for them. She thanked us as her husband continued to berate our decision.
After they left, we settled in and tried to get some information about what had happened in the city. The television proved futile. No one knew what happened, but it was happening everywhere. Reports came in from countries across the world of similar events. Most of the attacks were concentrated around large cities, but it spread into rural areas fast. Reporters argued with scientists about what these things were, and no one wanted to be the first to say the dreaded 'Z' word. They started to refer to the creatures as 'Infected.'
They also mentioned something about a doctor that claimed to know of a cure, but no one had been able to locate him for hours. The newscasters were convinced it was a baseless, conspiracy theorist out to make a name for himself. Then they went back to footage of the streets of New York as military vehicles moved in.
"What about here, God damn it," said Billy. We had watched the news for fifteen minutes and they hadn't switched to a local report yet.
"Does this work?" I asked about the CB radio.
Billy looked as if he'd forgotten all about it. "Yeah, that's a good idea." He turned off the television and flipped on the CB. It crackled to life and he started to fiddle with one of the knobs until a voice broke through the static.
"…twelve more," said a man's gruff voice. "Fuck 'em. I ain't going near it."
Then a different voice was caught in the middle of a sentence, "…tanks and shit. All over the place. I've never seen nothing like it. Hope you've got a gun. Fuck that. Get a rocket launcher."
And another voice, "Stay off I-30. No one's moving. Even the cop cars are stuck."
Every time one person stopped talking, the radio switched to another person in mid sentence. It was maddening to try and make sense of.
"…evacuation."
Billy turned it off. "No one knows what the fuck they're talking about." I could tell he was just trying to ignore the inevitable fact that the city, where we were headed, was in chaos.
We sat in silence. I wanted to reason with him about not going back, but I didn't know what to say. He stared ahead with steadfast determination.
"Billy, are you sure about this?"
"Yes."
"I'm just worried about you. And about us."
"There's a salvage yard up on the north side we used to do business with. Owners name is Terrance. He and his brother own the yard and they've got a secured dock. I bet it's safe. It's in the middle of a couple acres of industrial zone. The dock's covered and should be easy enough to lock up tight. We'll pull the boat in there, and then we can spend some time making it safe for you." He looked at me and smiled. "You didn't think I was just going to abandon you guys, did you?"
Relief washed over me. "Yeah, I kinda did."
"Don't worry girl. I've got your back." He punched me in the arm as if I were a schoolyard pal. "Besides, I don’t want to risk pissing you off. You're liable to knock me upside the head with my bat."
I relaxed against the side of the cabin and looked out the window at my daughters. Kim gathered the lures that Jacob spilled and carefully organized them back in the box. I'd already picked up the hooks to keep Annie from getting them and then asked the girls for help cleaning the rest. Kim took the job very seriously while Annie snuck lures back out of the box when her sister's back was turned. I smiled as I watched.
"You want something to eat?" I asked. We hadn't eaten since breakfast. The girls were probably starved.
"Shit yeah," said Billy. "What do we have?"
"It's school lunch food, so probably nothing good."
"I'm not picky. There's a portable burner and a few pots and pans in that crate."
"Okay, I'll see what I can whip up. Don't expect a miracle though."
"Gave up on those this morning," he said as I left.
Kim and Annie helped me get something together to eat. Actually, Kim helped while Annie tried to rip open a package of chocolate covered, dried apricots. It kept her occupied while we cooked stuffing and searched for dried vegetables to add to the bland concoction.
Annie became impatient with her package and started to smack it against the side of a bench. I gave in and took it from her to tear it open. They were sticky and I dreaded the mess she would make with them, but she tugged at my pants and demanded I give her one. "Mommy, please. I'm hungry," she said as she reached up for them.
"Okay, fine. Just a couple though. Dinner will be ready in a minute."
She grabbed them from me and shoved them both in her mouth. Then she smiled and taunted her sister with her chocolate covered teeth.
"I want some," said Kim.
"After dinner," I said. She stirred the pot and scowled at me as I folded the package of apricots back up and set them aside.
"That's not fair," she said in a huff.
"I know. Get over it." I took over with the stuffing. "Check to see if there're any bowls in the crate."
Kim grabbed a few metal bowls and we scooped the dressing into them. It was a gooey mess and tasted like paste, but it was good enough to fill us up. Billy couldn't find forks so we sat in the back of the boat and ate with our hands. We drank tiny juice boxes, which looked hilarious when gingerly sipped through a straw. We all laughed as Billy puckered his lips and sucked all the air out of the miniature box to get every last drop.
Annie took a liking to Billy immediately and sat up against him as we ate. Kim was more reserved, but his kindness broke down her defenses before we'd finished dinner. By the time our bowls were clean, she was laughing hysterically as Billy let her win thumb wars over and over.
If I closed my eyes I could imagine it was David playing with her.
The sun set over the water of Hailey Bay and the cool night air rushed in. Billy set up a portable heater for us to keep warm as I washed out the pot and bowls with water I scooped up from over the side.
"What about dessert?" asked Kim.
"Oh yeah," I said. "We've got those chocolate apricots." I got up to get them but they were gone. "Where'd they go?"
"I didn't touch them," said Kim as she held up her hands as proof.
"Annie?"
She smiled up at me with chocolate stained teeth.
"You little devil," I laughed. "Where'd you put them?"
"Did she eat them all?" asked Kim in disappointment.
"No, she couldn't have," I said. "There were a bunch of them. She probably hid them somewhere."
"A thief?" asked Billy with wide mouthed horror as he grabbed Annie's waist and started to tickle her. "Do we have a thief on this boat?"
Annie guffawed and rolled around on the floor as Billy tickled her. "Do you know what we do with thieves on this here boat, little girl?"
"Stop it," begged Annie through her laughter.
"Make her walk the plank," said Kim.
"Walk the plank!" We all started to chant as Billy picked Annie up. He held her high in the air as she cackled in delight.
A beam of light struck us from somewhere out in the murky darkness of the bay and blinded me as I held my arm up to block it. There was a boat, smaller than ours, about forty feet away.
"Hey there," said a booming voice through a bullhorn.
Billy set Annie down and waved at the approaching boat. "Turn the light off." He screamed to them. Either they didn't hear or didn't care as the light continued to blind us.
"We're going to throw you a rope," said the man with the bullhorn. "Pull us over."
"Turn off the fucking light," said Billy. This time they did as asked and the halogen light's shutter flipped closed. The sudden darkness left me blinder than before as the phantom of the spotlight blazed in my vision.
I blinked away the ghost and stared out at the approaching vessel. It was a pontoon boat, quite a bit smaller than The Casper, and two men stood at the front. I was relieved to see that they were police officers.
Billy helped the cops pull along side and secured them with the rope. There were three of them, two at the front and one steering the pontoon. They had their guns drawn and my momentary relief turned to dread as the one with the shotgun jumped aboard.
"How're you folks doing?" asked the stranger.
"Pretty shitty," said Billy.
"Tell me about it," he said as he helped one of the other officers, a black man with a pistol, onto the boat as well.
"I don't think you need your guns," I said. I motioned toward Kim and Annie. "We don't pose much of a threat."
"We'll see," said the one with the shotgun. He smiled at me to reveal a set of putrid, yellow teeth. His lower lip jutted out from a packet of chewing tobacco that licked at. He stared at Kim and said, "She's a cutie."
"What are you doing?" asked Billy. "What's this about?"
"Calm down," said the black officer. He held his hand out at Billy as if trying to quell an uprising. It was a dramatic reaction to a reasonable question.
"What do you want?" I asked.
"How come you're not out with the rest of the boats?" asked the one with the yellow teeth.
"I don’t know what you're talking about," I said. "What other boats?"
"Out in the middle of the bay, over by Hailey's End. We're all gathering there to help each other out." He continued to hold his shotgun as if ready to use it.
"We're doing just fine," said Billy.
"So I see." The officer pushed the toe of his boot into one of our pilfered bags of food.
"You can't just go out on your own," said the black officer. "We've got to work together. For the common good."
"Can you please put your guns away?" I asked. "You're scaring my girls." Kim and Annie cowered behind me.
"Can you keep your wife's mouth shut, please?" asked the one with the shotgun.
"She's not my wife," said Billy. "And you should start being respectful."
The yellow-toothed officer spit out a stream of black juice from the tobacco tucked in his cheek. "Or what?" He cocked the shotgun.
"Calm down," I said before Billy could respond. "Everyone just calm down. What do you guys want?"
"We've got a lot of hungry folks out there," said the black cop as he pointed to the center of Hailey Bay. "If you're hording food, you're going to have to share."
"We've just got enough for ourselves," I said.
"Ain't what we heard," said the one with the shotgun.
"What did you hear, and where did you hear it?" asked Billy.
"A couple showed up about an hour ago," said the black cop. "Said you roughed them up and threw them overboard. Said you had plenty of food and that you weren't sharing."
"That little mother fucker," said Billy.
"Looks like he was right," said the one with the shotgun when he found the rest of our food. "We hit the mother load."
"That's ours," I said. "Get your hands off it."
"Calm down, lady." The black cop as he pointed his gun at me.
"Ain't nothing yours till we say it is, honey," said the tobacco chewing redneck with the shotgun. "Where'd you get all this?"
"None of your business" I scowled at him.
He spit over the side of the boat and shook his head in disappointment. "Babe, I don't want to be the bad guy. Okay? I'm just trying to do what's best for everyone, and leaving you two out here alone with a shit ton of food that could be feeding a bunch of other people ain't the way to do it. Understand? Now start being a bit more civil about things and maybe we can settle this so that everyone's happy."
"Why don't we all head back to the group," said the black officer. "We can decide how to divvy up the food there."
"No," said Billy. "We're headed to the city, up to the Johnston Brother's salvage yard. It should be safe there."
The two cops started to laugh. The third one, who was still on the pontoon, called out to his fellow officers, "What's going on up there?"
"They're heading for the city," said the shotgun cop. "Well we might as well take all the food, cause ya'll are gonna be dead once you get where you're going."
He grabbed a packet of spaghetti and held it up for his friend on the boat to see. "How you feel about Italian tonight? They've got some spaghetti here."
"Sounds good, Trev," said the one on the boat. "They got any sauce?"
"I don't know." Trev rested the shotgun over his shoulder with one hand and picked through our food with the other. "Ya'll got some sauce in here?"
"Go fuck yourself," said Billy.
"Be nice." The black cop pointed his pistol at Billy. He held the gun with one hand, which looked odd to me. He didn't hold it the way police officers were trained to.
"Here we go." Trev pulled a plastic bag of marinara out of our haul. "Got some right here. Let's see what kind it is." He looked at the generic label for anything that listed ingredients or other information. "Oh fuck," he said in a murmur.
"What's wrong?" asked the black cop.
"Is this shit from a school?" Trev asked me.
"Yes. Why?"
He threw the sauce back down and then tossed the spaghetti at me. I flinched as the package hit me in the shoulder.
"What the fuck, man," said Billy. The black officer grabbed his shoulder and pushed him back.
"Frank, did that dickhead back there mention anything about where the food came from?"
The black officer shrugged. "I don't remember. Why?"
"Cause they got it from a school." He turned back to me and pointed at the food with his shotgun. "Is all this shit from the same place? From a school?"
"Yes," I said. "Why? Why does that matter?"
"God damn it." Trev blasted our haul with his shotgun and my daughters screamed as pieces of food shot into the air.
"Calm down, Trev!" said Frank. "What's the problem? Why are you shooting?"
"We can't take the food, you dumb ass," said Trev.
"Why the hell not?"
"They got it from a school. Use your fucking head, Frank. You know damn well that food got poisoned. It was in the food at schools. Fucking shit, man. This is all useless." He was about to take another shot into our supplies when Frank reached out and grabbed his arm.
"Calm down, Trev. Shooting's just a waste of ammo. Don't be an idiot. Besides, we can still take it. We don’t have to worry, man. We've got shots."
Trev spit on Frank's boot and pulled away from his grip. "I ain't wasting shots on someone that ate food they knew was poisoned."
"Is that true?" I asked as the situation began to calm down. "Is the school food poisoned?"
"Yes," said Trev.
"No one's really sure," said Frank at the same time. "Did you eat some?"
I didn't want to answer. "What were you saying about shots?" I asked instead. "Do you have an antidote or something?"
"No," said Frank. "That's not what we were talking about. Never mind." He tried to brush off my question although it seemed like be knew more than he admitted.
"God damn it, man," said Trev. "I was really looking forward to that spaghetti."
Frank got off the boat first and Trev stepped up on the railing to follow him. He turned to Billy and saluted him. "Have fun in the city, dumb ass."
"Drop the gun and let's see how tough you are," said Billy.
Trev stepped back down from the railing to confront Billy. "Oh yeah? You wanna go, little dick? You wanna fight me. Let's see what you've got, baby boy."
Trev threw his shotgun down to Frank and started to roll up his sleeves. Billy got ready to fight and I knew the situation was about to get worse.
"Stop it." I stepped between them. I punched Billy in the chest and pushed Trev away. "No one's going to get in a fight. Just tell me what you know about the food. Was it all poisoned?"
Trev looked as if he was about to push me out of the way, but then he calmed down and answered. "Not all of it, but I ain't gonna take no chances. Throw that shit out if you know what's good for ya. And you, baby boy, if you don’t turn into a zombie from the food, come and find me. I'd be happy to kill ya myself."
I felt Billy's hands on my shoulder, ready to move me out of the way, and I begged him to calm down. He glared at Trev from behind me and said, "You'll get yours, pal. Trust me."







CHAPTER FOUR - WASHED THE SPIDER OUT
 

"Stop worrying," said Billy as if that were an option.
"What if they're right?" I stared at the empty pouch of stuffing.
"They don't know what they're talking about." Billy took the bag out of my hands, crumbled it, and tossed it aside. "The food was sealed. Who could've poisoned it?"
"I don't know, maybe someone that worked at the factory. The news said there were kids getting sick. What if it's true? Jesus Christ, Billy, what if I just poisoned us?" I tried to say it quietly so Kim and Annie didn't hear. They were in the cabin of the boat, where it was warm, tucked under a tarp for a blanket.
"We can fish for food from now on if you don't want to eat the school stuff," said Billy.
I paced the length of the boat and shivered in the cold air over Hailey's Bay. Billy took off his flannel and wrapped it around my shoulders. I slipped into his warm shirt and rubbed my arms beneath the sleeve.
"You're going to drive yourself crazy worrying about this."
"Probably," I said as I continued to pace.
"You're going to drive me crazy too." He grabbed my hand and guided me over to the bench beside him. "Relax for a minute." He swept a dingy pile of rags off the bench to clear a spot for me. Annie's hidden bag of candy tumbled to the deck along with the rags. I picked them up and smelled the sticky treats.
"What are those?" asked Billy.
"Chocolate apricots. Annie must've hidden them under those rags." I took one of them out of the bag. It was tacky and melted between my fingers. "She likes to hide food." I smiled as I thought of my girls fighting over hidden food. "Kim used to tell us that Annie was stealing candy and hiding it around the house, but we never believed her. We always thought she was being ridiculous. But then one day David found a stash of old gum wrappers hidden behind her stuffies."
"Stuffies?" asked Billy.
"Stuffed animals. Our house was littered with them. Annie had her favorites though. She collected all of the cat stuffies and horded them in her room. She used to lay in them, in a big pile in the corner of her closet. We would find her in there talking to them, all by herself. That's where David found her gum stash, tucked back behind those cat stuffies."
I took a deep breath and stared up at the stars. It was a clear, brisk autumn evening and only a few wisps of clouds marred my celestial view. Winter would be upon us soon, and that ushered in the busiest time of year for us. Not only were there the holidays, but Kim and David's birthdays were at the end of the year as well. It was always a hectic few months that I looked forward to getting past.
"I'd give anything for it to be yesterday again."
"It'll be okay," said Billy in a fruitless attempt to console me.
"I should have grabbed one of those damn cats."
"What?" asked Billy.
"One of her stuffed cats. We were in such a hurry to leave the house we didn't bring any toys for the girls. I should've grabbed one of her stuffed cats."
I stood from the bench in a moment of frustration and threw the bag of chocolate apricots out into the bay. I cursed at them as they splashed down in a series of quiet plops in the distance.
"Hey," said Billy. "I was going to eat those." He tried to joke, but the humor fell flat. "Seriously though, we don't know this stuff is bad. We shouldn't just toss it out."
"Yes we should," I said. "There's no way I'm feeding any of it to my girls again."
"Okay, fine, but we should still keep it."
"Why?" I asked.
"Because it might still be good. If we don't get sick in the next couple days, then we know it's fine. And even if you don't feel comfortable eating it, we could trade it with other people if we need to."
"That's a little fucked up, Billy. I'm not giving this shit to anyone else to eat."
"Why not?"
I couldn't understand why this was up for debate and I let him know it by glaring at him. "Because it might be poisoned."
Billy looked at the shipping label on the pack of spaghetti that the cops had discovered. "Forgive me, babe, but I haven't met too many folks since this started that I'd feel bad about poisoning." He peeled the label off with ease, crumpled it, and threw it aside.
As right as he might have been, I couldn't go along with it. "We're not giving poisoned food to anyone. Period."
Billy tossed the bag back into the pile that Trev had blasted with the shotgun. "Fine. But we're not throwing it out either, just in case. Deal?"
I nodded. "Deal."
Light erupted from somewhere in the city. We barely had a chance to see it before the sound swept over the bay. A deafening roar shook the boat as the blast's brilliance formed into an orange blaze.
"What the fuck was that?" asked Billy in shock.
"Mommy?" said Kim as she opened the door of the cabin. "What happened?"
"I don't know, baby. Get back inside. Stay inside."
The light faded until we only saw an orange glow that emanated above the top of the buildings along the shore. Plumes of black smoke rose over the city and we could hear the crash of something massive hitting the water.
Above the sound of destruction we heard the distinct whine of a jet as it passed overhead. The military had arrived, and the sudden explosion was no coincidence.
"They're destroying the bridges," said Billy. He sprang to action and rushed into the cabin to start the boat.
"What?" I screamed after him.
"They're going to cut off the city."
Kim and Annie moved to the corner as Billy struggled to get The Casper started. They begged us to tell them what had happened but I waved away their question and hushed them. "How do you know that?"
"They're trying to contain the outbreak," he said.
"By stranding everyone in the city? That can't be right."
"I'm not taking any chances." The Casper roared to life and started to tremble as the anchor's chain grinded its gears.
"What are we doing?"
He turned the floodlight on and pointed it out across the murky nightline to reveal a bridge across the bay a few hundred yards ahead. The Casper headed that way.
"Are we turning around?" I asked.
"That's Becken Bridge," he said.
"Okay, so we're going to go away from it. Right? If they're blowing up the bridges then we don't want to be anywhere near them."
"Becken Bridge is built on a strip of raised land. There's a waterway in the middle that leads into the channel."
"But that's not where we're going, is it?"
Billy looked at me with pursed lips and a strained brow. "We need to be on the other side."
"What?" I shouted in shock.
"We need to move up the channel to get to the yard. It's the only way."
"Then fuck the yard, Billy. We'll figure something else out."
He put the throttle up to full speed as we headed for Becken Bridge. "Sorry, Laura, but we've gotta make it. If that bridge goes down, it'll fall on the land beneath it."
"So what?"
"If that happens it'll block the channel."
I was furious. "Then we'll figure something else out. Don't you dare take us under that fucking bridge, Billy."
"We'll make it."
Becken Bridge loomed ahead as the roar of another jet came from above. I braced for an explosion, but the plane passed without incident. I pulled at Billy's arm to make him face me, but he stayed rigid, determined to move ahead.
"You're risking our lives." I started to look for something to hit him with.
"I'm trying to save us," said Billy. He flailed his right arm back at me without looking. "What do you think is going to happen if we stay out here? How long do you think it'll take for those cops to come looking for us again? We're sitting ducks out here, Laura. Now get the fuck off me and settle down."
We were almost to the bridge now, and turning around would've taken just as long as simply passing under. As much as I hated the plan, there was no going back.
That's when I saw things falling from the bridge.
"What is that?" I asked.
"What?"
I pointed at the dark forms that fell into the water from the side of the 150-foot bridge. Billy used a handle on the roof to aim the spotlight to see what had fallen.
"Are those people?" he asked.
They were, hundreds of them.
"Oh my God." I froze as we watched the horrific scene unfold. "Kim, don't look." She stood up to see what was happening despite me. "I said don't look. Go over there and lay down. Look at the floor. Now, honey."
"What's going on?" she asked.
"Nevermind. We're just going under a bridge. Now lay down."
A tremor ran through me and my stomach tightened as the horror of what we saw took hold. It was impossible to tell what happened on the bridge, but people, hundreds of them, decided jumping into the water was the best option. Some fell alone, and others held hands as they went. Their coats flapped over their heads as the wind ripped their shoes off. The Casper's rumbling motor spared us the sound of their bodies hitting the water, but it couldn't drown out their screams as they plummeted.
The cacophony of terrified people grew louder as we approached. My hands gripped Billy's arm as if our fight had been frozen in time, but the sight ahead made me loosen my hold. I slid my hand down as we watched the poor souls above fall to their death.
"Get down," said Billy.
"Why?"
"We're going under. One of them might land on us. Get down and cover the girls."
He was right and my heart jumped into my throat at the thought of my babies being crushed by a suicidal jumper. I spread myself over them and they reached out to hug me. We were deathly silent as we waited for the sound of something crushing us.
The splashing thuds grew loud enough to hear over the boat's engine. One after another, in sporadic bursts of horrifying impact, the bodies collided with the water ahead. Kim's grip on my side tightened each time another body hit.
Annie didn't understand why I was on top of her and she started to squirm to get away. "No, no," I said. "Stay there, Annie. How about we sing a song. Okay? Let's sing Itsy Bitsy Spider."
"Okay," said Annie as she quit struggling and nestled back in beneath me.
I sang and Annie merrily joined in.
"The itsy bitsy spider climbed up the water spout."
Another body hit the water near us. It was hard to tell where the sound came from, but I glanced up and saw that we were about to pass under the closest side of the bridge.
"Down came the rain and washed the spider out. Out came the sun and…"
Another pound thundered beside us. Billy ducked down and put his arm over his head as The Casper passed under the bridge and came upon the other side.
"…dried up all the rain."
A series of thuds exploded beside us and we all screamed out in terror, except for Annie, who continued to sing alone.
"And the itsy bitsy spider went up the spout again."
The sounds of screaming death began to fade and Billy stood up to steer the boat. We'd made it through without getting hit. I helped Kim and Annie stand and we brushed ourselves off.
"Can we sing again?" asked Annie. "But this time do the hand thing like Daddy does." She used her fingers to mimic a spider climbing up and then falling back down again.
"I'm so sorry," said Billy. "I never would have thought…" His face had turned pale and he grinded his grip on the steering column with nervous energy. The sight of the suicide jumpers had rattled him.
Now that we were safe I could focus on how pissed I was. I grabbed onto his shoulder, spun him around, and shoved my finger in his face as I seethed in anger. "You risked our lives. You son of a bitch, you almost got us killed."
"I didn't know that would happen."
"No," I said. "You thought they were going to bomb the fucking bridge and you still took us under it. Wake up, God damn it. You're not just in it for yourself anymore." I pointed at Kim and Annie. "We're in it with you, like it or not. All of us, and I won't let you make decisions that put us in danger, ever again."
"You're right. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry." Billy's sheepish expression reminded me just how young he was and I felt bad for assaulting him. He was barely out of high school and had been thrown into a situation that would make most adults twice his age fall apart. I put a hand on his shoulder and pulled him to me for a hug. The sudden change in mood surprised him and I could feel his hesitation to reciprocate, but his arms eventually slid over my waist as I pressed my head into his chest.
"I'm sorry," said Billy.
"Me too," I said. "I'm just scared."
"Yeah, same here."
I started to laugh as I wiped away my tears on his shirt. He pulled back to see what I could possibly be laughing at.
"What?" he asked.
"I just realized something." I stepped away and put my hands against my temples to massage away the encroaching headache.
"What?"
"It's embarrassing." I didn't want to tell him, but I sighed and then said it, "I forgot to bring tampons."
There was an awkward moment as Billy processed what I'd admitted. Then he began to giggle. It started slow at first and built into a crescendo of laughter that we both took part in.
"Is that why you've been beating the shit out of everyone?" he asked as his face turned red.
"Shut up." I playfully slapped him. "It's not funny."
"So you mean you're not always cracking people in the head with bats? It's just PMS?"
"Joke around all you want, asshole, but this is going to turn into a real problem for me soon. Stop laughing, it's embarrassing."
"That's nothing," he said. "I've had to take a mean shit all day, but I've been too embarrassed to do it. It's bad too, like, turtle-heading sort of bad."
"Was that you farting at dinner?" I asked. "I totally thought that was one of the girls. Where are we supposed to go to the bathroom anyways?"
He shrugged. "In a bucket, or over the side. I was gonna try to hold it till we got to the dock."
"Oh that's gross," I said.
"You could set up a pole and we could troll for fish while I poop. We could use it as chum."
I didn't really understand the fishing humor, but I laughed anyhow. Even the girls started to giggle at us.
Our laughter was interrupted and exchanged with sudden, intense fear.
This time there was no pause between the burst of light and the sound as a jet's bomb found its mark on Becken Bridge. Everything around us exploded in an orange blaze and the concussion deafened me. I could see the glass windows of The Casper crack and then break, but I didn't hear the shatter. Heat poured in as if we'd just opened the door of an oven. I could feel my skin burn as I struggled to breath. There was no oxygen. My lungs filled with heat and I fell to my knees as the strength in my legs gave out.
A small hand reached out for me and I grasped it. I couldn't see even though the initial brilliance of the explosion had faded. Now the sudden absence of light left me just as blind and I ran my hand along the arm of my daughter. It was Kim, and her arm shook as she held me. She didn't hold my hand out of compassion or love, she reached out for help. She was dying.
The explosion created a wave that carried the rear end of The Casper into the air. We tumbled to the front of the cabin and I felt glass cut into my face as bits and pieces of food and tackle collided with the door. I could feel the boat push forward as it turned vertical and threatened to overturn completely.
Then we crashed back down as the first wave passed and pulled the front of the boat along which caused the rear to plummet. The force of the fall made the ship shudder and crack. One of the masts that held the shrimp nets broke free and collapsed onto the roof of the cabin. The ceiling crushed down onto us. I heard Kim scream, which I was thankful for as it meant she could breath. My lungs still struggled to work and it felt as if I would suffocate.
Air came back to me with stuttered gasps and I tried to blink away the tears that the searing heat had caused. I held onto Kim with my right hand and blindly searched for Annie with my left.
"Annie?" I found Billy's leg and ignored him as I continued to look for my youngest daughter. "Annie!"
Liquid ran into my eyes and I swiped it away, but my hand caught on something painful. A shard of glass was lodged in my forehead and it sliced into my hand as I tried to wipe the blood out of my eye. I gripped the glass and pulled it out, which didn't hurt the way it should have. Blood gushed out and into my eye. I pressed my hand over the wound, but the blood oozed through my fingers and ran down my arm to soak the sleeve of Billy's flannel.
"Mommy," said Annie. Her voice seemed so far away, but my ears rang from the explosion still. It was hard to tell where her voice had come from.
"Annie? Where are you?"
No answer.
I heard Billy groan and start to move. I grabbed his leg and shook it. "Where's Annie?"
"What?" He struggled to stand up, but the roof of The Casper had been pushed down far enough that he could only get to his knees.
"Mommy," she said again. Her voice was so far away. Billy tried to say something but I shushed him as I listened for her.
My sight slowly focused and I saw the damage around me. There were flames on Becken Bridge that lit up our cabin with twisted shadows of rigid, broken metal. There was glass and blood mixed together with water from the bay that sloshed across the floor along with the picture of Billy and his parents that we had talked about before. A trout flopped in the mess at my knees and saltwater stung my wounds. Kim was pressed under the console of the dash and Billy knelt beside the steering column. Annie wasn't with us.
"Where's Annie?" I started to scream.
"Mommy," she called out to me again.
"Oh my God," I said as I crawled to the side of the cabin to stare into the bay. "She's out there. She's in the water!"
 








CHAPTER FIVE - IN THE HURT AND COLD
 

I couldn't get the door of the cabin open. The mast had crushed the ceiling and warped the door. We were trapped inside while my daughter drifted away from us. I kicked at the metal door, but only the bottom corner would bend. I had to find another way.
"Where?" asked Billy as he looked for Annie in the waves.
"Help me get out of here."
"Where is she? I don’t see her."
I pointed out of the boat to where I'd caught a glimpse of her before. "I saw her life preserver. Out there somewhere. Now help me get out of here before the boat goes away from her."
"The explosion killed the engine," said Billy. "We're not moving."
"Okay, fine," I said in a panic. "Just help me get out."
One of the broken windows looked large enough to get through and I tried to grab onto something that I could use to pull myself out. Billy grabbed my legs to hoist me up and I could feel glass cutting into my side as I struggled to squeeze through.
"Mommy," said Kim as I squirmed to get out.
"Not now, Kim," I said. The pain of the glass tearing into my waist turned my words into an angry shout.
"I can't move my legs," said Kim.
We froze. The heart wrenching fear that ran through me as she said those words was unlike anything I'd ever felt. I swear my heart stopped beating. I didn't know what to do.
"Go." Billy started to push me out the window again. "Find Annie. I'll check on Kim."
"Kimmy?" I said as I peered back into the cabin. "Are you okay?" I've never felt more helpless.
She held onto the bottom of the steering wheel as she tried to pull herself up. Her legs slid uselessly beneath her.
"Go find Annie," said Billy.
I had to leave Kim behind. Every instinct in my body wanted to stay, to help Kim, but Annie needed me more. "I'll be right back, honey." I blew her a kiss as I ran away.
Becken Bridge groaned and collapsed into Hailey Bay. The support beams toppled one by one as the road blazed above. There was a large section of the bridge that was missing, like a gaping tooth in a child's smile, and the debris had clumped on the landmass beneath. Cables dangled uselessly from the top support as concrete chunks splintered from the yawning roadway and fell into the mess below. The flames licked at the sky high into the air as if accelerated by what they consumed. The light bathed the bay in horrifying, skeletal shadows.
"Annie!"
No answer. I ran along the side of the boat as I looked out across the churning waves. Our supplies littered the water and I searched for the bright orange color of her life vest. Then I saw something moving against the waves. My heart jumped when I thought it was her, but fear took over. It wasn't my baby that moved amid the wreckage. It was a shark.
"Annie!" I called out again and again. I watched the fin dip beneath the murky water and desperation brought me halfway over the edge of the boat. I wanted to jump in, to let my blood mix with the water to draw the shark away. I tried to think of anything I could do to save my lost baby girl.
But she was gone, and Kim still needed me.
"Annie!"
Should I give up?
"Annie, please God. Annie!"
Where was my little baby girl? My sweet little Annie was gone. There was no sign of her in the water around me. Every useless moment I searched for her was one I could have spent helping Kim. I had to face the realization that Annie was gone.
"Please, honey, please. Where are you?"
I could hear the crackling flames on Becken Bridge as the chill wind whipped across the bay. The waves knocked debris against the wooden side of The Casper with a slow, steady cadence.
"Mommy." Her sweet voice struck me like the hand of God on my soul. She was about thirty feet away, bobbing in the waves as she gripped the side of her life jacket.
I dove in.
I couldn't swim. Not that I never learned, but my thrashing legs didn't propel me forward and I sank.
The weight of my clothes pulled me under and I struggled to get them off. The flannel came off easy, but my sneakers were strapped on tight. I ripped at the laces of the new, tight shoes until I was able to pull them off. Then I burst above the waves and gasped for breath as I undid my pants and wormed free of them. The salt water seared my wounds and the ever-present danger of the shark hung on my nerves. I swam out to where I thought Annie was, but she was lost again.
"Annie?"
"Help," she said from somewhere to my right.
I turned and saw her only a few feet away. I cried out in joy as I moved over and grabbed onto her life vest. I kicked desperately and used my free arm to drag us back toward the ship.
Teeth bit into my ankle and pulled me under the water. I lost my grip on Annie's vest as my head plunged beneath the waves from the violent tug of something I couldn't see beneath me. Then it was gone and my head burst back above the surface. I gasped as Annie asked me what happened.
Pain in my left foot surged up through my body. I wiggled my toes to see if they were still there, but the cold water numbed me too much to tell.
I grabbed onto Annie and pulled her along as I desperately swam to the boat. We made it, but we couldn't get back in. The side was too high to grab and hoist myself up. I looked for a ladder, but there wasn't one nearby. I thought there might be something to hold onto at the back of the boat, but I didn't want to risk the time to swim there. I had to get Annie up before the shark, or whatever it was, decided to finish its meal.
"Annie, I'm going to go under the water and put your feet on my shoulder. Okay?"
"Why?"
"We're going to play a game. I'm going to try and push you up as high into the air as I can, and you have to try and get into the boat. Okay? Think you can do it?"
A shark fin emerged less than ten feet away. It traced the surface as it headed toward us and sank back beneath.
"I don't want to do that," said Annie.
"We have to, baby. We have to. Okay? I'm going to go under. You put your feet on my shoulders."
"No," she said.
"Yes." I dove under and grabbed onto Annie's feet as she kicked to stop this from happening. I held her ankles and stretched myself down into the water as far as I could, then sprang back up.
We rocketed in the air and Annie easily cleared the side of the boat. I heard her strike the bottom with a thud and then start screaming in pain and anger. I've never been happier to hear her cry.
Next it was my turn to stay alive.
"Grab my hand," said Billy from the side of the boat. I was happy to see him, but then I remembered he was supposed to be with Kim.
"Where's Kim?" I asked as I took his hand. He grabbed onto me with both hands and pulled me up until I could grip the side with my free hand. I dragged my left leg over the edge of The Casper.
"Jesus Christ," said Billy. "What happened to your foot?"
"A shark, I think. How's Kim?"
I flopped down to the floor and the pain from my injuries became suddenly far too apparent. I didn't want to look at the damage the shark had done.
"She's fine," said Billy. "She got banged up pretty good, but she's not paralyzed or anything like that. I think the jolt of the explosion hurt her back and her legs, but she started moving after you got out of the cabin. She's fine. Fuck me, you're not though."
I started to cry. "They're okay?" I asked. "My girls are both okay?"
"Yeah. They're fine. They're both fine."
My body convulsed with wave after wave of sobs as the relief overcame me. I was racked with pain, and I could feel the confusion of blood loss set in, but my girls were both okay. That's all I cared about.
"Where's that bag of bandages and shit?" asked Billy as he gazed out over the water for the My Little Pony bag that David had taken from the school. He unlatched a long pole with a hook on the end from under the lip of the boat's edge.
"I wish I'd known you had one of those about five minutes ago," I said as I watched him lean over the edge to retrieve the bag of supplies.
"Yeah, but then you wouldn't of been able to go fight sharks to save your daughter, and I know how much you wanted to do that. You crazy ass." He pulled the bag into the boat and set the pole aside so he could search for something to bandage me with.
I dared a glance at my foot. It gushed blood, but it wasn't as bad as I'd feared. I thought I was going to look down to see that it was gone completely, but it was still there, and I cried out in relief.
"Sit still," said Billy. He started to wrap my leg with a large pad and pressed on it to stop the bleeding. "Here," he said as he tossed me a white rag. "Press that against your head. You've got a pretty nasty gash up there."
"We should get going," I said as I wiped blood out of my eyes. "Why isn't the boat moving?"
"The explosion must've rattled the engine. I'll try to get us going as soon as I can."
"I smell gas," I said.
"Yeah, I smell it too. A fuel line might have snapped."
"I can take care of myself." I sat up to take over and bandage my own foot. "You go get us moving. I want to get out of the water as soon as we can. I'm sick of your fucking boat."
"Mommy," said Kim from the cabin. Her hands grasped the sill of the broken window as she watched us.
"Stay in there, honey. We'll get you in a minute."
Annie crawled up beside me and pointed at my bare midriff. "Does that hurt?"
I looked at the side of my stomach where she pointed. I had taken my clothes off in the water and was left in my underwear as I bled from too many places to count. Annie poked at a long gash that ran from the bottom of my ribs and over my thigh. The broken glass of the cabin's window that Billy had pushed me through had caused it. It didn't hurt until I saw it, then it started to burn as it pulsed blood.
"I'll be fine, sweetie. Go sit…" I said as the world became murky. My head lulled back and forth as the boat spun beneath me. The loss of blood had caught up with me and I fought a losing battle to stay conscious. The acrid stench of the bomb's aftermath became the dominant sensation that I could discern as my vision faded. I could taste the chemical smell. The back of my head hit the deck and there was no pain. No more pain.
 

"We should buy a boat," said David as his toes dangled in the water off the side of the dock.
"No we shouldn't," I said. I was in a sundress, with my hair tied in a bun and my nails painted red. I gazed at them in delight. They were long, thick, and the polish made them sparkle in the sunlight. I'd spent a long time getting ready and was happy with how I looked. It was a rare thing to feel pretty these days.
My husband took my hand in his. He ran his thumb over my knuckles with sweet affection and guided me to his side. I slipped my loafers off and sat beside him. I looked into Hailey Bay and tested the water with the tip of my toe. It was cold and there were shapes moving beneath the surface.
"There's people down there," I said. It should have terrified me, but I wasn't frightened as long as David was there.
"Don't worry," he said as he wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me close. "They won't hurt you."
I laid my head on his shoulder and ignored the people in the water. They stared up at us longingly. They couldn't have him. I wouldn't let them. David was mine.
"I love you," he said to me. He kissed the top of my head and I closed my eyes in contentment.
"I love you too, David. I love you so much. I want this moment to last forever."
An engine rumbled and choked as it tried to start before it sputtered out. I felt David look to see where the noise had come from, but I didn't open my eyes. I didn't want to see. I held on to him tighter.
"He's going to get that thing going soon," said David. "You'll have to go with them."
"I don't want to."
He put his finger under my chin and lifted my head to look at him, but I kept my eyes closed. "Look at me," he said with a laugh.
"No." I teased him. He pecked me once, quick, and then returned for a longer kiss. Our lips slipped between each other's and I didn't want to let go. I opened my eyes and looked into his. "Please don't make me go."
The engine rolled and the dock rumbled beneath us.
"You can't stay here," said David. "You wouldn't like it here."
"If you're with me then I'll be fine. I'll be happy."
"It hurts, Laura." His voice had changed to a more serious tone. "If you stay with me, it hurts. Always."
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"You just have to trust me on this one. It hurts here. And it gets so cold where I go at night. I don't want you to feel like that."
"What are you talking about?" Nothing he said made sense to me as he pulled his arms away. He moved a few inches away and tried to get me to leave.
"We'll make it cold for you. And the pain never ends."
"I can feel it." A stinging sensation ran along my side and I looked to see that my dress was beginning to soak up blood from a wound on my stomach. Then I looked down at my left foot and saw a zombie chewing on it from below the surface of the water. "It already hurts." I let the creature continue to eat me.
"Then it's already started," he said.
The engine roared again and this time it stayed alive. I heard a man's voice shout in triumph and glanced over to see The Casper at the end of the dock. Billy, dressed in a baseball jersey and pinstripe pants, waved from the side.
"He wants me to go with him," I said.
"You can go, but you're dead if you don't."
"Mommy," said Kim from the boat. She stood beside Billy and waved for me to join them.
"I should go," I said.
"Where's Annie?" he asked. "Do you want me to keep her?"
"No," I said quickly and with a tinge of anger. "She'll go with us."
"Okay," he said as I stood up to leave him.
"I love you, David. I really do." I walked away.
"Sure. I guess." He looked down at his feet and I saw the creatures were eating him too.
"I would stay if I could."
He shrugged. "I'll be here if you change your mind. Here in the hurt and cold."
Billy pulled me onto the boat with a sudden jerk that stunned me. I looked at him in surprise as he shook my shoulders. "You're okay."
Why was he yelling at me?
"Look at me, Laura."
I was. Why was he shaking me?
"Are you with me? Wake up. You've got to stay awake."
"I'm stuck." I was on the boat, and the sky was filled with smoke that blotted out the stars I loved so much. My dream ended, but the lingering effect confused me as Billy struggled to keep me awake.
"Stuck where?" he asked. "What are you talking about?" He feverishly tried to keep me awake while he bandaged my side.
"In the hurt and cold." I started to sob as the dream slipped away. Reality set in with crushing depression. "I left him in it."
"You're hallucinating, Laura," said Billy. "You've got to stay with me. Okay? You've got to stay awake, for your girls. Think of your girls."
Annie touched my cheek and I grabbed her hand to press it against me as I wept. I tilted my head to look at the cabin where Kim was trapped. She stared at me with tear filled eyes and I tried to comfort her. "It'll be okay, honey. I'll be fine."
"Stay awake," said Kim. "Don't leave me."
"I won't, baby. I'll stay out of the cold. I'll stay out for you guys." I kissed Annie's little hand and lost consciousness again.
 








CHAPTER SIX - TWO LOST SOULS
 

The sound of a hammer woke me.
When I opened my eyes there was a roof over my head. It was cathedral and wooden, with long support beams that stretched along the underside like a rib cage. There were metal pipes stored in the rafters along with an old, rusty sign for gasoline. I could feel the floor beneath me bobbing in the waves.
I was in The Casper and we had backed into a wooden building that housed a dock. "Hello?" I said, but my voice was weak.
The hammering stopped and I craned my neck to look behind me. The edge of the boat blocked my view, but I saw the tops of windows that had been boarded up. They got a lot of work done while I was asleep. Kim's voice mumbled something in the distance and Billy answered her before the pounding hammer started again.
"Hello?" I was able to call out louder this time.
"It's your mom," said Billy in excitement. "Go check on her."
"Mom?" asked Kim as she ran to the boat.
"Mommy," said Annie just before I heard the thud of her falling on her butt.
I forced myself up so that I could see them. The pain in my body had turned from a searing, pulsing sensation to one of aching resistance. My muscles seized up on me whenever I tried to move, but I managed to get up anyhow. Kim jumped into the boat with me and started to kiss my cheek as she wrapped her arms around my neck. Annie started to cry as she pulled at a rope tied to her waist.
"Sorry, sorry." Billy stuck a few nails between his teeth and ran to untie Annie. "There ya go," he said as he freed her. "I had to tie her up, to keep her from the edge. Didn't want her falling in or anything. I didn't think we needed anymore baby fishing today."
Annie crawled into the boat with her sister to kiss me. "Hi girls," I said. "What are you guys doing?"
Billy held up his hammer and said, "Securing the fort. We got some wood from the yard and we're locking the place up tight. We're just about done, so I guess you're getting up just in time to not be any help."
"I don't think I would've been much help anyways."
"Yeah, how ya feeling?"
"Like I almost died in a bomb and a shark tried to eat me," I said.
"Not too bad then?"
Kim excitedly told me everything, "We went into the dump and got the wood. And I helped carry it back."
"She's been a big help," said Billy.
"There're thousands of wrecked cars and trucks and stuff out there. Like, seriously tons of them. And we saw a dead guy, but he was really dead, not the walking kind of dead. It was so gross. His eyes were open and he was staring out at us like," she used her fingers to pry open her eyes and drooped her mouth open in a ghastly yawn. "He had a bullet hole right in the middle of his head. Annie wanted to hold his hand."
"But we stopped her," said Billy to ensure me he wasn't the worst babysitter in history. "They found it before I did, but when I saw it, I grabbed them. It was Terrence, the guy that owns the yard."
"Sounds like you guys had quite the adventure while I was asleep. How long was I out anyway?"
"All day." Billy glanced at his watch. "About eight hours. We tried to wake you up for a while, but you were out of it."
"I still feel so tired." I yawned.
"Annie slept with you pretty much the whole time," said Billy.
"She's sick," said Kim with sudden declaration.
"Yeah, she's been acting a little bit under the weather," said Billy.
"Oh no." I put my hand on her head, which was warm, but not frighteningly so. "Do you feel sick, honey?"
She wavered her hand and said, "Kinda."
"I can pick up some baby aspirin at the pharmacy when I go."
"Oh yeah, I forgot that you were leaving," I said.
"I've got a list of things to get." Billy pulled a piece of ripped notebook paper out of his back pocket and started to read through it. "Antibiotics, bandages, antiseptic cream, alcohol, tampons," he pointed at me and gave me a thumbs up as he continued, "crutches, pain killers, cherry flavored bubblegum."
"That's for me," said Kim.
Billy wrote another item on the list, "and baby aspirin. I'll also try to grab as much food and water as I can."
"How does it look out there?" I asked.
"Dead." He rethought his description, "Quiet. No one's around. We're on the north side, in the industrial park. Not many neighborhoods up here."
"Why's there a pharmacy?"
"It's on the edge of the Baylor Projects," said Billy.
I cringed. "That's a pretty bad neighborhood to go running around in, isn't it?"
Billy laughed at the thought. "No such thing as a good neighborhood here anymore, Laura."
"I guess that's true. Are you sure this is a good idea? If they're bombing the bridges then they must be trying to contain the outbreak here. It doesn't seem like a great idea to go charging into that mess."
"I thought of that, and my best guess is they're hoping the zombies will head south, down the peninsula, and they'll have a line of tanks and stuff waiting for them there."
"I hope you're right," I said.
"You and me both." He searched our canvas bags for one that didn't have a hole in it from the cop's shotgun blast.
"How long are you going to be gone?"
"I'll make a run up to the pharmacy and back, shouldn't take more than fifteen minutes. After that I'll head out to find Mom." He flicked the light switch on and off to no effect. "No electricity, and I can't get the boat's console turned on again either. The engine works fine, but the electricity's shot. We found a CD player with some batteries in it. My dad's got a bunch of discs in the front of the boat, but I wouldn't play anything too loud. Just in case."
"Is there a radio on it?"
Billy brought the cd player over to me. "Yep. No local information though, big shock there. I have no clue why they won't talk about what's going on here. It's all news from New York."
"We were listening to Daddy's favorite," said Kim as she reached out to press play. She skipped to the fourth song, and when it started I knew what it was before the first second passed.
"Wish You Were Here."
"See," said Kim with a triumphant smile.
Billy stared down at us with a smirk and a sigh. "The girls said your husband was a big Floyd fan."
"Yeah," I said.
"My Dad was too. Has a bunch of their albums up there along with some other old-timer stuff. Your girls made me listen to that song ten times at least. I wanted them to listen to some good old heavy metal, but they weren't interested."
"He loved this one." I watched the CD spin beneath the clear plastic top. I had a hundred memories of David in our garage, working on the car with this song blaring loud enough to hear through the whole neighborhood. He would sing so loud that we could hear him inside the house, and whenever the girls heard the music they would run to join him. They loved to sing and dance. This song was one of the few Annie had learned the words to.
"Two lost souls swimming in a fish bowl," sang my two girls along with the music. Annie always laughed after that line, and her sweet giggle made me happy. They started to dance in the boat and I pretended we were home, in the garage, with David behind me.
Annie started to cough and stopped dancing. Kim patted her on the back, but she hacked until she had to bend over. "I don't feel so good," she said and sat down with me again.
"Aw, poor Annie," said Kim.
I turned the song off and set the player to my right. "Come snuggle up with me." I pulled Annie to my side and cuddled her against me. "You're like a little hot water bottle. You can help warm me up."
"Oh yeah," said Billy. "That reminds me, I'll try to find some clothes." He got his shopping list out and jotted another thing down.
"Don't forget the pain killers," I said. "I really, really want those."
Billy shouldered a handful of bags and checked his pocket for the keys. "Here you go, Kim," he said as he handed my daughter the keys to the boat. "I taught her how to get the boat started, just in case. I boarded up everything pretty tight, but if one of those things shows up then you can just get the boat started and head out to the middle of the channel. The fuckers can't swim. They just sink to the bottom and walk around from what I've seen."
"Do they drown?"
"No," said Billy as he pulled the barricade board off the door. "They were walking up on shore when we met David. Dad and I had to keep an eye out for them back at our yard."
I tensed and scooted to the edge of the boat to look into the water. "How deep is it here?"
Billy laughed at my concern. "Way ahead of you. That's one of the reasons I wanted to come here. The yard is raised. The whole north side is, actually. They extended the land mass here, built it up on garbage, and it drops off a good twenty feet at the edge. You shouldn't get any water zombos popping up on you here."
He was about to leave when I stopped him. "Hey, Billy, be careful. Okay? We need you."
He saluted me with a smile and then grabbed the bat we'd brought along as a weapon. "You and me against the world, babe. Batter up."
 








CHAPTER SEVEN - FLESH EATER
 

Annie was asleep when Billy came back. I woke her up just long enough to give her a mouthful of the bubblegum flavored liquid aspirin. Billy had grabbed several different varieties of children's medicine, as well as other bottles of OTC supplies. All of his bags were filled and he said the pharmacy had been left alone, except for the condom section, which was ransacked.
"There's no one out there," he said as he unloaded his haul. "It's creepy, actually. I'm used to the industrial area being quiet, but the city is like that too. I have no clue where everyone went."
"I found a couple stations that are still up and working on the radio," I said. "They were talking about the infection and how they'd stopped it with some certain sort of antibiotic. I made Kim write down the name of it somewhere."
"Doripenem," she struggled with the pronunciation and then handed the note to Billy. He looked at it and then stuffed the page into his back pocket.
"I just grabbed some of the regular stuff. Amoxi-whatever," said Billy.
"On your way back, stop in and see if they have any of that Dori stuff. Just in case."
"Okay, will do," he said. "Was it a local station?"
"No. It was one from New York. We couldn't find anything local at all. Which was weird."
"I know. It's bizarre." Billy as he tossed me a pack of tampons. "I'm not really schooled on this stuff, so I just got one of each." He threw me boxes of various tampon sizes along with several brands of pads. "And I got a brace for Kim's back."
"What happened to your back?" I asked. She hadn't mentioned anything about being hurt since the bridge incident.
"You didn't show her?" asked Billy.
"No. She's hurt a lot worse than me," said Kim. "She doesn't need to worry about me too."
"Show me your back."
Kim turned and raised her shirt to reveal a massive, purple bruise that ran from the bottom right to the top left of her back. I gasped and reached out to hold her hand.
"I'm okay," she said, but she didn't mean it. She cringed as she pulled her shirt back down.
"Oh my God, Kimmy. What happened?"
"Something hit me it the boat, after the bomb," she said.
"That's why she couldn't walk there for a bit," said Billy. "Sorry, I should have told you about that. She didn't let it bug her though. Did you, kid?"
Kim shook her head and gave a proud, "Nope."
I wanted to burst into tears. She had to be in so much pain, but she didn't show it because she didn't want me to worry about her. "Honey bear, I'm so sorry."
"She's a tough kid. Takes after someone else I know." Billy emptied the rest of the bags and sorted through it all. He placed several bottles of rubbing alcohol onto a nearby bench along with a handful of bandages. He'd found everything on his list, including a set of pink nurse smocks that I gladly slipped into.
"Here's some pain killers, and I grabbed some Amoxicillin. I'm not sure if that's right or not, but I figured we should get some sort of antibiotic into you, just in case."
"Oxycontin?" I asked as I looked at the bottle of painkillers. "I'm surprised you were able to find this. I would've thought they'd get stolen right away."
"Nope. Whoever got there before me just wanted the rubbers."
The Oxycontin was in a large, white bottle that only had a label meant for the pharmacist. I didn't see any dosage information on it. "Any clue how many I should take?"
"I'd start small. I had to take those for a baseball injury once, and they knocked me out. Do like, half a pill at first, and go up from there."
I broke one in half between my nails and swallowed the bitter little thing with a swig of a sports drink. The pill scratched its way down my throat as if trying to claw its way back up.
"I'll keep searching through the stations for anything local. Are you leaving now?" I asked after taking a few more drinks to wash out the taste of the painkiller.
He tightened the brace around Kim's waist and strapped the Velcro. "Yeah, pretty soon. I won't be gone more than a few hours. You gonna be okay?"
I shrugged and ran my hand through Annie's curly hair. "We have to be."
Billy waved as he raised the bar off the door and left. Kim replaced the wooden plank to keep the door shut and then walked stiffly back to the boat. I heard a small motor kick to life outside and then Billy raced off on a mountain bike he must have found on his first trip. "We'll be okay, Mommy," she said. "There's no one out there."
I flipped the radio on and scanned the stations. "It's so strange that everyone's gone, and there's no local news. I can't figure that out."
I stopped on the channel from New York that we'd been listening to before. They were interviewing a doctor who talked about the infection. It was a bad signal, but we were able to make out most of what they said.
"Do we know where it started?" asked the interviewer.
"The attacks on the 5th were the first time anyone reported symptoms," said the doctor. "All across the world, major cities reported these attacks, and it was in the food that was sent to schools in those areas."
I glanced at the bags of food we'd stolen from Kim's school.
"Just in the big cities?" asked the interviewer.
"From what we've seen, yes. Although, as you know, a lot of people that work in the city live in the suburbs. That's probably why the attacks were focused there. To spread the infection as fast as possible."
"And I know the school my daughter goes to gets their food from the district," said the interviewer.
"Yes, exactly. We've seen reports of poisoned food supplies in neighboring areas."
I grabbed one of our pilfered bags and looked at the shipping label. It had been delivered to someplace in the city.
"What are the first signs of infection?" asked the interviewer.
"If bitten, or if the bacteria moves directly into the bloodstream, the infection sets in quickly. It will start with a blackening of the skin and the eruption of buboes near the site of the infection. So you'll see them near lymph nodes, near the armpits or groin. In the children affected, the ones that ate the poisoned food, we saw an onset of flu-like symptoms. It starts slow as your body's immune system tries to fight it, but once the infection sets in the process speeds up. The children we saw were taken over within two days of initial contact with the bacteria."
"Taken over?" asked the Interviewer.
The doctor paused and cleared his throat. "Yes. They died, and came back."
I began to hyperventilate. "Kim, what was that antibiotic? The one that Billy was supposed to get?"
"I don't remember." She was surprised and confused by my sudden intensity. "He took the note."
"What did it start with?"
She stuttered as she tried to recall. "Dora. Dori. Something. I don't remember. Why? What's happening? What's the matter?"
I tried to get up, but my body had been beaten to the point of collapse. "Go open the door. Try to stop Billy. Try to yell out and stop him."
"Why?"
"Just do it!" I picked Annie up and raised her arm. "No, no, no," I said as I saw the black boils beginning to form under her skin. "Oh God, please no."
"What's wrong?" asked Annie as she tried to see what I was looking at.
Kim stood outside the garage and screamed Billy's name, but he was gone. I pulled myself onto the edge of the boat and grabbed the bottle of Oxicontin. I dumped several pills into my hand, put most of them in my pocket, and then tossed one into my mouth. I chewed it to get it into my system faster and the bitterness made me gag. I needed to ignore the pain if I was going to do what needed to be done.
"What's the matter?" asked Kim after she gave up calling after Billy.
I took the crutches Billy had brought and adjusted them to my height. "Your sister's sick. She needs some of that medicine they were talking about on the radio."
"The Dora antibiotic?" she asked.
"Yes."
"What about the one Billy brought? Can we give her that?"
"It can't hurt to try," I said. "Go ahead and get her to take one of those. You'll have to cut it up into small pieces and force her to swallow them."
"Why me?" asked Kim. "Where are you going?"
"Don't panic, Kim. You can do this."
"Where are you going? Are you leaving us?"
I tried to calm her. "I just need to go to that pharmacy, for the medicine."
"No!"
"Billy's not going to be back for a long time, if he even comes back at all. Annie needs that medicine."
"You're leaving me again," she started to wail. "You promised me. You promised."
"I know, Kim." I tried to grab her flailing arms. "Calm down, honey. You've got to calm down."
"You're going to die too."
"Stop it, Kim. I need you to calm down. Now! Listen to me. I want you to look after your sister, but I want you to stay away from her. Give her the pill, but after that just let her lay in the boat and you stay up here, by the bench. If she gets up, and starts to act like the bad people, I want you to climb up into the rafters and wait for me." I pointed to the beams above our heads.
"She's going to be a zombie?"
"No. I don't know. I don't think so. Please, just do as I say? I have to get to that pharmacy before it's too late."
"I don't want to lose you too."
"You have to trust me, Kim." I took her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes. "Your father and I love you and your sister more than you can possibly imagine. Everything we've done has been to protect you. I have to go get this medicine for your sister or she's going to die. Do you understand? I need you to stay here and protect her. To protect both of you."
"Are we all going to get sick?"
"I don't think so, but if we have the medicine we might be able to stop it."
"We all ate the same food," she said.
"I know, but no one else is sick yet. Just Annie. Maybe her immune system is weaker."
"Or it was the apricots."
I'd forgotten about the chocolate apricots. No one other than Annie had eaten them and everything else had been cooked, which should have killed any bacteria in it. "You're right, Kim. That's probably what it was."
"Mommy," said Kim as she grabbed my hand. "I love you. Be careful."
"I love you too, sweetie. Now bolt the door behind me and don't let anyone but Billy or me in. Okay?"
I stood outside of the garage and stared up the street that led through the industrial area. It was an uphill climb and I saw no sight of the neighborhood Billy said was there. It would be a long, painful trek up the hill and I wondered how long it would take for the painkiller to kick in.
Every step made me wince and the crutches dug into my armpits as I relied too heavily on them. My left foot was bandaged and almost useless, but I needed to stand on it if I was going to make it up the hill. I set it down as light as possible and felt the agonizing sensation of the bandages scrape against the fresh wounds. The side of the white gauze darkened with fresh blood, but I had to endure the pain.
I kept moving and a trail of blood followed me.
Helicopters hovered somewhere nearby, but I couldn't see them amongst the towering steel structures of the neighboring industrial plant. The sound of the rotors echoed through the desolate park as I moved ahead.
A deep, bass voice called out, as if through a speaker or megaphone, but the sound was too far away to discern. It seemed to be coming from the helicopters, but I couldn't be sure as the sound bounced around me.
A tall fence blocked the entrance to the Salvage Yard, but it had been broken down and pushed aside. I went into a guard shack that sat beside the gate and looked for anything that I could take with me as a weapon. I hadn't thought to grab anything back at the dock and suddenly felt very vulnerable as I stared out into the street ahead.
It was a tiny shed, with a desk and three small televisions that were part of the security system. I flicked the light switch on and off, but the power was out here as well. I fell into the swivel chair and cringed as I pulled my left foot up and crossed it over my right knee so I could inspect the shark bite.
The bandage was soaked with fresh blood from the wounds I had opened by walking. They hadn't been stitched and had only closed thanks to the pressure of the bandages. My jaunt up the hill burst them wide again. I could feel the painkiller start to take effect, and my body's recognition of pain changed to a mere awareness instead of debilitating agony.
Someone's voice cried out in a guttural blast from the Baylor Projects. I looked out the window at the abandoned ten story buildings that stretched down the street outside of the salvage yard. I could see between the buildings and into the parking lot that wound around them, but there was no movement. The doors of the projects were sealed shut and red 'X' marks were spray painted over them.
The voice moaned again, this time with animalistic intensity. It didn't call for help, or say anything intelligible. It was a primeval grunt of hunger and I sat rigid and fearful as it echoed through the streets.
Then it was quiet for a long time.
"Get up, Laura," I whispered to myself. "Get your ass up." Fear had frozen me in place, the same as it did on the dock when David died. I couldn't move and I trembled in the chair of the security shack.
I thought of Annie's pale, pretty face, quietly lying in the boat as the infection ravaged her. I was the only hope she had of a cure. If I stayed here, she would die, and so I forced myself to stand.
I found courage as I thought of my daughter, Kim. She had ignored the pain in her back so I wouldn't worry about her, and that strength drove me forward. I had to keep my promise to survive and return to her.
The street was ominous as it stretched out ahead of me. I charged up the hill with renewed vigor and listened for the sound of feet from behind. The city had seemed abandoned before, but now it felt teaming with vicious intent. Every empty alley promised new horrors as I passed, and every window was a view on my vulnerability. When would they see me? How long would it take for them to follow my trail?
The scream started again, and it was closer. I couldn't see it, but the creature was somewhere in the projects. Its voice had an emotionless droll to it, but it sounded as if it were right on top of me. That's when we saw each other.
I glanced up, and it looked down. The zombie stood on the fifth floor of the building to my right and had been aimlessly wandering in one of the apartments. The person must have died there, and was left to search the abandoned project for someone to eat once it was reanimated. Now it found me, but it was trapped up there and I thanked God for that.
Then it jumped over the railing.
The male zombie plummeted to the ground and landed feet first. Its legs buckled and I heard the femurs crack and split as the creature crumpled to the ground. Sheer white bone poked out of its leg and black, rotten blood leaked out like a broken bottle of molasses. His face was grey and torn at the temples, as if he had been clawing at himself in death. He landed across the street from me and was deathly still, twenty feet away.
I whimpered at the sight, but carried on, a trail of bloody footsteps behind me. Billy said the pharmacy was just inside the Baylor Projects. I had to be getting close.
Then the zombie called out to me.
Its growl shocked me and I yelled in terror. I thought it died from the fall, but it started to move. The infected man stretched out and scratched at the pavement. Its nails bent backward as it struggled forward. The creature crawled at me as viscous black blood oozed from its gaping jaw.
I couldn't run. I tried, but my leg was too badly damaged and my fervor to get away made me stumble against the wall of the building to my left. The zombie started to move faster than I could as it pulled itself across the street and screamed at me. I hopped on my good leg, but the painkillers hid my injuries too well. The muscles in my body revolted and seized up. My thigh burned as I did everything I could to move uphill, but the zombie gained ground.
I fell and landed on my right side. I rolled so that I sat on the sidewalk, facing the creature that would eat me. I took the metal crutch and ripped the foam pad off the armrest. When the creature came within striking distance I wailed the crutch down on its head, but it didn't stop. I struck again, but I wasn't strong enough to kill it. It grabbed onto my bandaged, bloody foot.
I pressed the armrest of the crutch against its face and pushed, but I couldn't keep it off me. The monster grabbed the bandages on my foot and dragged me to him, which ripped open the wound on my side as my back scraped against the concrete. Fresh, brilliant red blood poured out of me and ran downhill to mix with the zombie's black stream of fetid liquid.
My flesh peeled off as it gnawed into my ankle. The creature pulled the bandages away and bit onto a flap of skin from my open wound. It pulled its head up and my skin ripped back to reveal the bone of my ankle. I screamed out in pain and despair as the inevitability of my death became apparent.
If I let this thing win, I would break my promise to Kim. I would die, and Annie would die, and Kim would be left to face this new, apocalyptic world alone.
No. That wasn't going to happen.
I kicked the creature in the face with my left foot and a strip of my flesh ripped off in its mouth as it reeled back. I sat up, grabbed onto its face, and pressed my thumbs into its eyes. My voice roared in fury as I plunged my nails into the spongy sockets. The left thumb dug in while the right slipped under the ball of the eye and popped it out of the socket. The eyeball dangled on the monster's cheek as black blood oozed out of the left.
Pain didn't faze it though. The zombie lurched forward to blindly grasp at me. It caught my left arm and bit into my wrist. I wrenched my arm out of its grip, but this was a fight I couldn't win. These creatures didn't feel pain, and he would continue to claw and bite until he was utterly destroyed. Punching, kicking, and clawing at them wouldn't keep me alive. There was only one weapon left to use.
I dug my right thumb deep into the creature's socket and shoved its head back. Its neck stretched out before me, and I bit into him.
My teeth sunk into its rotted flesh and the putrid blood gushed over my cheeks as I clenched down on its jugular. The creature wailed as my teeth ripped into him, and then the sound of his voice turned to a gasp as I gnawed into his throat. Air whistled past my ear as it tried to breath through the hole in its neck, but I plugged it with my chin as I pushed forward and opened my mouth to take another, bigger bite. It let go of my arm as it grasped my shoulder to push me back, but I wouldn't relent. The meat tore easily and the decayed flesh peeled off as I pressed the fingers of my left hand into the wound to pull it wider.
The monster thrashed beneath me as I pushed it on its back against the pavement. I surged over him without letting go of the wound I'd opened in his throat. The four fingers of my left hand pushed their way into its esophagus and I could feel its tongue lash around.
My left thumb wormed its way into the creature's throat and my entire hand burst into its mouth. I could feel its spine against the back of my knuckles and I started to slam my fist into the roof of the monster's mouth. The sickening rip of rotted flesh splattered around my ears and I clenched my eyes shut.
Its spine broke and I continued to push its skull forward with my left hand. I bit at the remaining flesh of its neck and felt the skin tighten, then rip. I pulled the zombie's head off and threw it forward, down the hill. It rolled a few feet and then settled in a storm drain as I lay over the decapitated body.
I vomited the rotted meat.
 








CHAPTER EIGHT - HER BEST SHOT
 

I couldn't stop throwing up. Even as I made my way to the pharmacy and into the aisles of the well-stocked store, I continued to wretch. My black vomit spilled out over the clean, white linoleum as I dragged my useless foot behind me.
My mind wasn't right anymore. Not just because I'd cannibalized a man on the street, but my vision swam in and out of focus as I stumbled through the aisle. My hand struck the shelves in places I didn't expect as I struggled to stay upright. Nothing around me made sense anymore as I neared the pharmacist's counter. I swung the waist-high door open and stepped into the row of white bottles where customers weren't allowed. Somewhere among these endless rows was the medicine that could save my daughter's life. Mine also, for that matter.
The crutch under my left arm hurt more than it should. The overdose of pain killers that I'd subjected myself to should have taken care of any sensation my nerves could muster, but something was wrong with my arm that was bad enough to break through. I leaned against the shelves and pulled up my shirt to see what was wrong.
Black buboes swelled beneath my skin. I was infected. I was turning into one of them.
"No, please no. Not yet." My body was riddled with the infection. Not only had the creature bitten me, but I also swallowed more parts of him than I cared to recall. The infection swelled through me and it would only be a matter of hours before I would turn.
I started to throw bottles of pills off the shelf as I inspected them. The one I wanted wasn’t there. I desperately turned in circles and looked through the shelves. There was nothing close to what I looked for and I started to panic. My emotions overwhelmed me and I pulled an entire shelf of bottles to the floor as I screamed out in frustration. I'd come all this way, fought this hard, and it was for nothing. The antibiotic wasn't here.
I dropped to my knees and started to slam my fist into the ground. I glanced at the bottom shelves, but they didn't have pills there. Instead, the bottom shelves were filled with powders.
What if it was a powder I was looking for instead of a pill? The possibility hadn't occurred to me. I started to rifle through the bags.
Doripenem. I found it!
I was overwhelmed with joy and started to cry as I held the pouch. It was hard to focus on the instructions as my mind spun from the Oxycontin. The label thankfully had more information on it than the bottle of painkillers that Billy brought me. It was an injectable and needed to be mixed with a liquid diluent. I found needles beneath the counter and shoved a handful into my pocket. I got up and tried to focus on my next task of finding the diluent when the bell over the pharmacy door chimed. Someone had come in.
"I'm just gonna grab a few sodas. You want anything?" asked a man's voice as he came in.
I stumbled to the front of the counter and slapped my hands on it as I tried to call out to the stranger, but my voice was a garbled mess of sound as black vomit trickled from my lips.
"Holy fuck!" said the stranger. He was a police officer and he stumbled back at the sight of me. He drew his pistol and pointed it at me as I struggled to scream out for him to stop.
I fell to my knees, beneath the counter, as the gunshot rang out. The bullet struck the wall behind me and I started to scream until my voice turned from emotional, guttural noises into actual words.
"Stop shooting!"
"You're alive?" asked the officer.
"Yes." I stood up slowly with my hands in the air.
"What the fuck is going on in here?" asked a second officer as he burst in through the door. He nearly slipped in the blood trail I left on the floor and he grabbed the side of the door to steady himself. He was taller than the first and had short blonde hair and deep frown lines that fell from the corner of his mouth beneath his wide cheeks. "Why are you shooting?"
"This chick scared the piss out of me," said the first, smaller cop. He had sharp features and a long nose that hung over his thin mustache. His eyes were black and set deep into his face above dark circles that made him look sickly.
Something was wrong with the way they looked at me. They weren't here to help, and the momentary relief I experienced at first seeing them began to fade. The big one started to laugh and his barrel chest puffed out as he lowered his shotgun.
"You've got to be shitting me," he said. "Is your name Laura?"
I nodded and kept my hands up as the little cop aimed his gun at me.
The blonde one slapped his partner on the shoulder with the back of his hand. "This is the bitch Trev was talking about."
"No shit?" asked the dark haired cop as he lowered his gun.
"Where's your boyfriend?" asked the larger one.
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"Don't fuck around, twat," he said and brought his shotgun back up. "The one that was on the boat with you. Where's he at?"
"He left. Went into the city."
The short one interrupted, "Yeah, Trev said he was headed back into the city."
"Where's your kids?" asked the one with the shotgun.
"They're not here. I needed to get this medicine for my littlest one. She's infected." My drug and infection addled mind couldn't piece together what had happened. The things they said to me, and the way they knew so much about my situation, didn't make sense. "How do you know who I am?"
"Our buddy that ran into you in the bay, Trev, called and told us you might be headed this way," said the little one. "Said you had a nice big boat that we could take to go meet up with them. Whatcha got there?" He pointed the gun at the bag in my hand and started to walk toward me.
I dropped my arms and put the bag behind my back. "Medicine."
"Give it to me," he said as he pointed the pistol with his right hand and held out his left.
"No."
"You hear that, Ron?" asked the little one of his partner. "She said no."
"I don't know why you're here, or what you want, but my daughter needs this. I need to get this to her. She needs this." My mind drifted in and out of our conversation as if I'd spent the day downing tequila shots. I felt like I was moving back and forth as I stood rigid behind the counter.
"I'll beat the living fuck out of you, bitch," said the little guy. "Give me the fucking bag."
"I'm a zombie," I said with drugged glee. "I'll bite ya."
"I'll just shoot your ass and take the bag."
"Blood mist vapor and stuff gets in your face and…" I tried to repeat my late husband's witty remark from the day before, but my mind had given in to either the Oxycontin or the infection. I shrugged and said the first insult that came to mind, "Suck a dick."
Ron came around the counter and shouted something at me as he advanced, but I didn't understand any of it. The butt of his gun slammed against my head and I tumbled to the ground. The strike brought the world back into focus a little and I tried to fight with him as he ripped the bag of antibiotic powder out of my hand. I couldn't stop him. I couldn't do anything but lay back and cry. I begged them to leave me alone. I begged them to give the medicine to Annie.
Ron looked at the bag and a scowl deepened the lines on his face. "How'd you know about this?"
"What?"
He bent down and slapped me across the face as he shook the bag at me. "Doripenem. Who told you about this?"
"It works then?" I asked. It was a relief to hear that it might save Annie, but I still didn't know how I would get it to her.
"Yeah, it works." He shoved the bag into his pocket and then pulled out a small glass vial of liquid that he shook at me. "We've got plenty. All mixed up, ready to go. Just sitting here, ready to save your life." He laughed and put the bottle back in his pocket. "Shame you had to be such a twat."
"Why aren't you helping people?" I asked. "If you know there's a cure, why aren't you helping people? You're cops. You're supposed to be the good guys."
Ron laughed at me. "We're not cops, you dumbass."
"Who are you then?"
"None of your fucking business. Dave, find the rest of this." He shook the bag of Doripenem. "Can't hurt to have more. I'll head down to the dock to find their boat. I bet her kids are there."
"Please help Annie. You can take the boat. I don't care. Just help my baby, please give her some of the medicine."
Ron looked as if he considered my request and then laughed. "Nah, I don't think so. Maybe I'll tie your kids together so that when the infected one turns she'll eat the other one. How's that sound?"
"Want me to finish this bitch off?" Dave pointed the gun at me.
"Not with a bullet, dumbass," said Ron. "You already told every zombie within a mile we're here with the first shot. Shoot again and you'll send them into a frenzy after you. Just leave her here. She's good as dead anyway. Look at her. She's a fucking mess. I'm going to head to the dock to see if Chuck made it down already."
"All right," said Dave. "I'll see ya in a few."
"Grab some condoms," said Ron as he peered out the door of the pharmacy to see if the street was clear. "Trev said the chick they got from that boat is pretty hot. She'll be a nice treat when we get to the island."
"Nice," said Dave as Ron left. He started to search through the shelves for the rest of the antibiotic.
"You don't deserve that name," I said.
"What the fuck are you saying over there?" He continued to search through the aisles.
"David. That was my husband's name. He was ten times the man you are."
"You'd do best to shut up, honey," said David.
I spoke louder to muffle the sound of the wrapper coming off the needle in my right hand. "He was strong, and handsome, and so smart. You're just a stupid little piece of shit. You're the kind of guy my husband would've crushed between his fingers. You're so fucking stupid." The painkillers garbled my speech and muddled my thoughts, but I spoke as loud as my lungs would allow.
"Yeah, sure thing." He tried to be dismissive, but I could tell he was annoyed as he tossed bags of powder and bottles around in search of the antibiotic. "If I'm so dumb then how come I just helped put together the biggest terrorist attack the world's ever seen? Huh? You stupid bitch. Shut your fucking mouth."
I yelled over him as I stuck the needle into my right thigh and drew back the plunger. "You're just one of those little, weak, stupid fucks that get picked on all their lives by men like my husband. Men that matter. Men that can make their women happy. Men that don't make their mothers cry in fucking shame. You pathetic, puny, piece of shit." I screamed loud enough to attract the attention of every zombie in the area.
"I tried to be nice," said David as he stomped through the bags and bottles to confront me. "But you had to go be a fucking cunt." He holstered his pistol and cracked his knuckles in anticipation of the beating he would give me. "I won't lie, I'm gonna enjoy every second of this."
"I bet you will."
He struck me across my left cheek and my head bounced off the side of the counter to my right. Stars lit my vision and I wanted to make my move, but he wasn't close enough yet. He still stood over me and the gun was out of reach. I needed to get him closer.
"Did your pussy just fart on me or is that what you call a punch?"
"You've got a fucking mouth on you, don't you? All right, fine. You want some more?"
"Yep." I spit a tooth at him.
He grabbed my shirt with his left hand and got down on his knees. He pulled me away from the wall and drew his right hand back to hit me with as much force as he could manage.
"Take your best shot!" I said and jammed the needle into his left thigh. He squealed in shock and I grabbed his gun with my other hand. He jumped away in panic and the gun slipped out of his holster. When he realized what happened he tried to grab the pistol, but I pulled the trigger too fast.
The bullet tore through his right hand and left his middle finger dangling by a flap of skin as a stream of his blood painted my face and the wall behind me. He grabbed his hand and fell against the shelf, which then tumbled backward. Bottles clattered to the floor and he rolled around on them in agony.
"You fucking bitch!" he screamed again and again. "You crazy bitch." The needle bobbled from his waist.
I stood up and callously pointed the gun at his knee. He was moving too much to get a clean shot. "Hold still!"
Miraculously, he did as told. I shot out his left knee.
"Stop it," he wailed. "What the fuck's wrong with you?"
"Hold still." It was worth another shot.
He crawled away from me and I grabbed onto his right foot. I pulled him back and he tried to kick at me, so I shot the back of his leg. I wanted to take out his other knee, but the little guy just wouldn't stop moving. I wasn't sure the wound would immobilize him, so I shot him again.
"Stop," he said. "Please stop. Don't kill me. Don't kill me, please."
"I don't want to kill you. I just don't want you to get away."
"What? Why?"
"I'm going to go kill your friend. Then I'll be back, and we'll talk about you being a part of this terrorism shit. Do you think I should shoot you again? Or are you going to stay put like a good little boy?"
"Go fuck yourself."
"Another shot then?" I aimed the gun at his bloody leg.
"No. No, stop. I'll stay here."
The bell above the front door chimed. We had company.







CHAPTER NINE - CLOSE YOUR EYES
 

The zombie sniffed the air as it came through the door. It was a tall, lanky man in a business suit with a receding hairline and beady eyes that darted around until he saw us. It roared and rushed forward.
I aimed and tried to shoot the creature in the head, but the bullet missed and blew through the window instead. I shot again, but missed, and then it leapt over the counter and on top of me. Its left arm caught my shirt and he pulled me down with him into the mess of blood and bottles at my feet. The creature landed beside Dave and reached out to grab him with its right arm while keeping a grip on me with its left.
"Shoot it," said Dave as he tried to crawl away.
I placed the barrel of the gun against the zombie's head and pulled the trigger. Rancid brain matter splattered across David's face and the creature fell silent. I took several deep breaths as my heart thundered in my chest.
There was a clamor of feet outside, not far from us. It sounded like a crowd of people running our way.
"They're coming for us," said David.
I pulled a painkiller out of my pocket and chewed it as I pushed myself off the floor. I couldn't afford to let any of the pain that should've incapacitated me take hold. My arms wobbled beneath me, they were sapped of strength, but I had to push on. I had to win this.
"Stay down," said David as the sound of the approaching horde got louder. "You can't outrun them. Let's just hope they pass." He gave his whisper as much intensity as possible. "You can't beat them."
There was a car parked on the street outside of the pharmacy that I could see through the shop window. It was a Toyota Corolla, similar to the one I had at home, and a plan took shape in my drug-ravaged head. I grabbed a pen off the counter and put it in my pocket along with the rest of the needles I'd stolen. Then I staggered through the store to the front door. My left foot dragged behind me and the swelling over the left side of my face from David's punch started to force my eye shut. Every one of my senses was stunted by the overdose of painkillers and the extreme loss of blood. The possibility of saving my children was miserable at best, but I was far too deep into this misery to care about odds.
"You're going to get yourself killed," said David.
"Yep."
The door chime rang over my head as I walked out onto the sidewalk. The horde of zombies had massed up the hill and turned their attention to me as I staggered out of the building, but they ignored me. I was indistinguishable from a zombie to them as I limped to the car.
I thought about walking back down to the dock, but no amount of determination could help me live long enough to make it. If I didn't lose consciousness from blood loss, the painkillers would certainly claim me soon.
"Please God, let the door be unlocked." I tried the handle of the passenger side. It was locked. I looked through the window and saw that the driver's side was locked as well.
A few members of the horde stared at me with renewed interest. They were less than ten yards away, and I knew they would be upon me in seconds as soon as they realized I wasn't already dead. I pressed the left side of my body against the car and put my hand on the glass. Then I raised the gun and set the tip against the window beside my left hand.
"I'm coming, girls."
I shot the window and the glass burst into a flower of cracks. It didn't shatter, but instead just left a hole surrounded by splintering shards. I forced my left arm through the hole and searched for the lock below.
The horde bellowed and headed my way. Their cries echoed through the dead city as I desperately tried to get the door open. When I found the lock I screamed out in relief, but the first mob was already at my back.
I flailed at them and took a few wild shots as I opened the door and leapt inside. One of them grabbed my foot. I spun around and took a shot that found its mark just above the creature's nose. Its head jerked back and he fell lifeless to the pavement as I pulled the door shut. The horde swarmed over the Toyota and pounded on the window. They crashed against the rear window as they crawled over the car.
I pulled out the pen I'd taken from the pharmacy and my hands shook as I took the cap off and searched for the shift release. This was a newer model of Corolla than mine, but I was relieved to find the same release key beside the shifter. I learned this trick from a tow truck driver that helped us out of a parking lot after I lost my keys a few years back. I jammed the pen into the small slit on the plastic cap and pulled it free. Then I used the pen to move the tiny lever beneath to release the shifter so I could put the car into neutral.
The Toyota lurched forward as the creatures pounded against the back. I dragged myself into the driver's seat as the car started to roll downhill and I put my left foot on the break as I did my best to steer. The zombies chased me for as long as they could, but soon the horde faded in my rearview. I started to laugh hysterically as I pulled off my escape.
I raced down hill and back into the salvage yard. I hit the brakes slowly to keep from skidding the tires and approached the dead end as quiet as I could. I didn't want Ron to hear me coming.
I parked the car and slid out of the seat. I didn’t close the door and used the side of the car for support as I timidly walked around it. The door to the dock house was open and there were splintered pieces of wood on the ground around it. It looked like Ron had shot or kicked his way in.
"Get down from there," said Ron as I staggered through the door. He faced away from me and looked into the rafters at Kim, who sat above, just out of reach. She kicked at his hands as he reached for her. Then she saw me.
I pressed my finger to my lips to keep her quiet. I raised the pistol and aimed for the back of the fake cop's head.
"I'll shoot you if I have to," said Ron as he raised his shotgun.
I pulled the trigger.
It clicked uselessly.
Horror gripped me as I tried again with the same result. The gun was out of bullets.
"What the fuck?" asked Ron as he turned. "Holy mother of God." He staggered back at the sight of me. "Where's Dave?"
"Probably dead by now."
"I've gotta hand it to ya," he said and shook his head in admiration. "You're one tough bitch."
"Put down the gun and come find out just how tough I am."
He started to laugh. "Honey, you're a stubbed toe away from falling down dead. Do you have any idea what you look like? I can't believe you're still standing."
"Then come and try to knock me down."
He thought about it and then raised his shotgun. "Nah, I think I'll just shoot you and get it over with. Then I'll tie your kids up and let them eat each other like I promised. How's that sound?"
My taunts failed and he raised the shotgun until I could see straight down the double barrels. I was too far away to grab the gun before he could shoot, but my daughter was about to save me.
Kim screamed out as she jumped down from the rafter and collided with Ron's head. He reeled back and took a shot, but the blast missed me and struck the ceiling. Kim fell to the floor with a loud thud and I lunged forward to grab Ron's arm. My assault knocked him off balance and he stepped onto Kim's back. She cried out in agony as the big man tripped over her braced back and fell to the ground. I fell with him as I kept a tight grip on his arm.
"Get the fuck off me." He kicked and punched me. I bit into his arm and clawed at his face as we rolled around on the ground. I tried to dig my thumbs into his eyes. During this, Kim scurried away to the workbench where she frantically searched for a weapon.
"What the fuck is wrong with you? Jesus Christ." He continued to punch me and pull away, but I was relentless. He would've been the second person I ate to death today if he didn't fight back so hard.
We rolled over again and his back was on the floor as he tried to push me away. Then a fishing knife slid over his throat. He froze and looked up at my daughter as she pressed the razor sharp blade against his skin.
"Drop the gun," she said as the blade started to cut into him.
"Okay, fine." His gun hit the floor. I grabbed it and pressed the barrel against his crotch to help leverage me as I stood up. He groaned in pain as I crushed his balls, but he stayed put beneath Kim's knife.
I stood over him and cocked the shotgun. "Looks like you fucked with the wrong girls, Ronnie-boy."
"Fine, fine," he said. "Let's just be calm here. Think about this. I can help you save yourself. I've got the cure. Remember?"
"Give it to me," I said. "Give me the vial."
"Let me live. Let me leave and I'll give it to you."
Kim came to stand beside me and I laughed at him as he squirmed below us. "We're not bargaining, Ron. Give me the vial or I'll blow your nuts off."
He pulled the vial out of his pocket and tossed it at us. It rolled around the floor behind me, but I stood steady with the gun aimed at him as Kim scurried to collect the medicine.
He motioned at the vial as if hoping I would turn away to run after it, but I kept the gun aimed at him. "There," he said. "You got what you wanted. Now just let me walk out of here and we'll call it a day. You win."
"You don't actually think you're going to live through this, do you?" I asked.
He started to stammer. "Come on, Laura, be serious. You're not going to kill me. You're no killer. That's not what you want."
"I'm jacked up on pain killers, I chewed the head off a zombie, and I just started my period. Seems like the perfect time to kill a mother fucker."
He squirmed away and leaned against the wall. There was no escape. I'd watched him threaten to kill my children, and my intent burned through my one good eye. There was nothing left of the humble, kind, timid woman that I'd been that morning. I'd become something else entirely. I hadn't turned into a zombie, but I was a monster none-the-less.
"You wouldn't kill me. Not with your daughter watching." He started to stand up and clenched his hands into fists.
"Kim," I said as I aimed the shotgun at his head. "Close your eyes."
 

 

TO BE CONTINUED







 

AUTHOR'S NOTE
 

After finishing the first part of Deadlocked, I knew that I wanted to move on to Laura as my main character for part two. My first inclination was to tell her story starting from the very beginning of the same day. I planned to send her and the girls onto the roof of their house when the neighbors attacked. After that, I was going to tell the story of the first part from Laura's viewpoint and explore her feelings as David sacrificed himself on the dock. Then my plan changed completely.
While it would've been an interesting exercise in writing to delve into Laura's head through those events, I felt like you, the reader, deserved an entirely new story with a conclusion you couldn't predict. I hope I achieved that goal.
The first Deadlocked was the story of David's struggle to protect his family. I wrote that novella as if David was preparing to die from the cancer he just discovered was inside him. His goal was to make sure his family was protected after he died, just like a terminal patient might help their family prepare financially, and emotionally, for his death. That was the central theme of the first part of the series.
In this part, I tried to delve into the mind of the survivor. Laura represents the emotionally wrecked widow following the untimely death of her spouse. Her struggle here is largely one of stepping into the male's position of protector within her family structure. Now, not only did she need to nurture her daughters, but she would have to protect them as well.
Laura's arc in this story was of a woman turning from a timid, gentle figure into a beastly warrior bent upon the protection of her family. She flirts with the idea of allowing another male into her circle, and Billy represents that foreign influence, but she ultimately must do everything on her own. Where the story diverges from an analogy to losing one's spouse is when Laura is forced to sink to a level of depravity that no one could have predicted.
There are several parts of the story that I would like to point out. First is the description of the zombie girl that attacked David on the dock.
 

Blood cascaded out of her mouth and splashed against the dock as she moved toward me. Her face was beaten, her body sliced, and there was nothing left of the woman she once was except the vague phantom of beauty now shrouded by horror. She would consume me.
 

Not only does this describe the scene on the dock, but it is also a description of Laura from the viewpoint of Ron at the end of the story. I tried to use that creature as foreshadowing for what I was going to do to Laura. Admittedly, I also tried to fool you into thinking I was going to kill her off several times as well. Sorry about that.
Second, the end of
Chapter 4 - Washed The Spider Out
still creeps me out. I feel like that chapter came together well. If you paid attention to the title, and then got to the scene of them singing the Itsy Bitsy Spider song in the boat as the bodies crashed down around them, the chapter title's significance seems obvious. However, when Laura realizes that Annie had been washed out into the bay, it hits home. I still get chills thinking about the last line of that chapter.
Third, Laura's leap into Hailey's Bay to save Annie was a direct tie in to David's Leap from the bridge in the first story. The sight of people jumping off of the bridge into the water is meant to remind the reader of David's leap and then we are sent into Laura's traumatic event. The parallel scenes even involve something from under the water grabbing at their feet and them pulling their clothes off to escape drowning. I wanted this scene to signal a similar change in the characters in both stories. At this point, midway through the story, the character is forced to deal with a terrifying ordeal to make it to their family. Before this, they both harbored uncertainties about what they would do to accomplish their goals, but afterward they are steeled beyond anything they thought possible.
Fourth, Laura's cannibalism of the zombie on the street outside of the pharmacy was one of the most heart wrenching things I've ever written. My original plan was for the two fake cops, Ron and Dave, to show up and rescue her from the creature before then turning on her and revealing their evil nature. Then, just as I was about to write the scene, I realized I couldn't do that. To have her rescued that deep into the story was a cop out (no pun intended). I believe there is nothing worse in a story than a deus ex machina that saves a character. These sorts of wondrous events are forgivable when they occur early in a story, but if they come late (as it would have here) the reader feels cheated, and rightfully so. As Laura lay on the pavement with the creature climbing up her leg to consume her, I had to force her to come up with a way to stay alive.
Then, once she had chewed him apart and thrown his severed head down the street, I sat back and applauded her. It was vicious, disgusting, putrid, and disturbing, but the scene puts the reader into the exact frame of mind that you need to be in to accept the very end of the story. Laura had become something different, something abhorrent, and perhaps even fiendish. Once she commits this act, we understand there is nothing that can stop her from saving her children.
Finally, I truly struggled with the final sentence. I spent an entire day driving around, listening to loud music as I sorted out the details to end this story. I tortured myself over the degradation of Laura's character, and sanity, to bring her to the point of murder. I wanted her to be the good guy, but she didn't belong to me anymore.
I've heard many, many writers express how it is their characters that write themselves, and I've always taken that phrase with a massive grain of salt. I intricately plan out the final scene of my stories so that I can foreshadow them, and the idea of willfully tagging along with a fictional character as they push their way through my narrative seemed a sure fire way to write a bad story. Then Laura took over this story. After what I did to her, on the dock of the bay, under that bridge, in the freezing water, on the street outside of the pharmacy, and behind that counter, I owed it to her to hand the story over.
So, did Laura kill Ron?
You'll have to wait to find out.
 

What's Next?
Deadlocked 3 will delve into Billy's story. It will pick up as he leaves the Johnston Salvage Yard on the dirt bike to head into the city to find his mother. Part one dealt with a father's desire to provide for his family. Part two was a mother's struggle to protect them. Part three will be about a son's desire to make his parents proud.
There has been an underlying plot throughout the first two stories that has hinted at a cold, military decision to isolate the city, which will be a big focus of part three. Then, a lot will be revealed as to who the fake cops that have plagued all the characters of the stories actually are. This will all lead up to a climactic finale in part 4, where all will be revealed.
 

Thanks for reading this, and I hope you continue on with the series. You can learn more about Deadlocked and my other works (including the Vampire's Prey series!) at my website, www.arwisebooks.com.
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