
        
            
                
            
        

     For Heather Lee Savary and Grace Forbes, two of my favorite tiny people. 
              
Thanks to radio personality and generally awesome guy, Ian Punnett for agreeing to make a cameo appearance in the book. Coast to Coast AM is a great program put together by some amazing people. Seriously, I think they’d be like ‘Zombies? Meh.’ and all get right back to work. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter One
10 June 2011, 0643 hours 4 Old Trout Lane 10 miles north of Holden, Massachusetts 
The sand colored Humvee seemed remarkably out of place parked next to a pockmarked, archaic looking red Ford Explorer and a Dodge Caravan in the driveway of a small cabin well off the main road. What color the minivan used to be was anyone’s guess as the vehicle’s body was made up of more putty and grey primer than anything else. The cabin was a simple affair: a single story home covered with green aluminum siding, its driveway only recently paved with asphalt instead of the gravel that covered the winding road leading out of the woods and to the blacktop county road about a half a mile or so away to the east. It was just beginning to turn light outside, the forest coming to life after a still quiet night. A breeze occasionally stirred the tree branches sending early morning shadows flicking here and there.  
George woke a little after dawn and sat up coughing. He was a big burly middle aged man with a graying brown crew cut. His face was heavily lined, making him look much older than his forty nine years. Recent circumstances beyond his control had forced him to more or less give up his two pack a day habit but he still seemed to have twenty plus years of crap in his lungs. It took every ounce of willpower he could muster to not jam a cigarette into the corner of his craggy mouth and light up. He had to make the two and a half packs he had last as it did not look like he would just be able to drop in at the local 7/11 and grab another carton any time soon.
His wife, Jessica stirred when he extracted himself from her arms and he kissed her. The two of them dressed quickly, George securing a battered worn Colt 1911A1 in its holster on his hip before the two of them quietly then went into the dining room. A slow smile spread across Jessie’s face and she nodded towards the living room. “George, look at that.” she whispered. George chuckled and slipped an arm around his wife’s waist as he took in the scene in their living room. 
Amy, their oldest child, lay sprawled on the hide-a-bed snoring loudly under a thin blanket. She was dark haired like her father had been when he was younger but was built like her mother: wide hipped with short legs however Amy had a good bit more muscle. A little smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth as he watched her. Their daughter had confided in her mother a couple times that she hated not looking like one of those stick figures on the magazine covers but now she sort of had gotten her wish. However the new reddish pink scar under her left eye would probably ruin any chance of Amy getting a modeling job in the near future. 
Amy looked like she had lost a lot of weight since he had last seen her. Her cheekbones were much more prominent and it looked like the ACUs she was wearing were more than a little too big. His daughter was in the Air Force Reserve so he could not help but wonder for a moment where she had gotten the clothes. And judging by the damage that Amy and her friends had done to dinner last night they had not been eating either very much or with much regularity or some combination of the two since the current emergency began. 
The young woman twitched and murmured occasionally in her sleep, her hands opening and closing her legs kicking a little under the blanket, reminding her father of a dog chasing rabbits as it snoozed. Jessica and her husband exchanged slightly worried expressions when Amy made a noise that sounded kind of like she was mumbling the word ‘No’ over and over again under her breath interrupted occasionally by low noises that might have been screams if she were awake. Jessica was about to wake her when thankfully their daughter groaned and rolled onto her side a moment later as whatever nightmare she was having released her from its grasp.
The man felt his heart swell up with pride as he watched his daughter sleep. His baby girl had really only just gotten back from a tour of duty in Iraq when she had gotten called up to help out during the trouble in Boston a month or so ago. The only word they had from her was when Laura Lacey came to their house in Holden with her two kids and asked for help a day or two before everything really started getting bad in Boston. She had said that they were a Marine’s dependents and that Amy had sent her and their daughter was okay. As an Inactive Marine himself, George very well could not do the unchristian thing and turn them away.
So after waiting a couple more days he had Jessie and their son, Carl, pack their things and they all came to stay at their hunting camp north of town until everything settled down. Only things did not settle down… He had secretly made his peace with God, given up his child for dead and prayed for her immortal soul about two or three days after the television and radio stations stopped broadcasting. 
That had been about two weeks ago but Jessica had always set out a place for Amy and Mrs. Lacey’s husband at meals. George just could not bring himself to tell his wife that they…would probably not be coming. Then, miracle of miracles, Amy rolled up yesterday afternoon in a Humvee with Private Lacey and this Army Specialist named Rodriguez. 
Jessie felt a tear roll down her cheek when she saw that poor Hispanic girl still asleep in their recliner curled up with that sweet little Paul, one of the Lacey’s two children. The young woman might have been pretty once but now she had a face like a mile of bad road. You could almost make out where the woman had been wearing those fancy protective sunglasses they gave to soldiers now: the area around her eye still looked normal but her right cheek and side of her neck was a moonscape of pockmarks and pale scars.  
A few of George’s friends from the VFW had scars like that, shrapnel or burns picked up in rice patties in Vietnam or Iraq the first time around… Amy had introduced her as Specialist Rodriguez. The poor girl could not walk all that well because Amy said she had been shot in the leg a couple weeks ago. The poor babies, all of them… 
Carl shifted on his cot and grumbled in his sleep a few feet away from them. He was tall for his age and handsome like his father, though he had his mother’s sandy blond hair. Jessie started to cry silently into her husband’s chest. “Poor babies. Oh George…our poor babies…”
A noise drew the Frays’ attention. Becca, the Lacey’s other child, crawled out of the pile of couch cushions and blankets where the little ones had spent the night. The children both had unruly mops of brown hair and big blue eyes, a sign of the fact that they were fraternal twins. The little girl smiled mischievously at the Jessica and George then carefully tiptoed over to the hide-a-bed. Becca climbed up on to the mattress and rested her chin in her hands, staring at the sleeping woman with intense curiosity. Amy was a new and strange thing to her: she was Mommy’s age but Daddy listened to her and did what she said and she wore Army clothes and carried a gun like Daddy. It was all very, very puzzling to the four year old girl. 
Amy stretched and groaned, writhing on the bed for a second as she worked the kinks out of her stiff muscles. After spending the last month or so sleeping on cots, floors or wherever else seemed safe enough for the moment the thin lumpy mattress was like heaven wrapped in bacon. It occurred to her that she had kind of lost track of the date. Her watch’s face was cracked so that all she could really make out was the time. Amy could tell it was Friday…for all the help that was. 
She had very nearly fallen back to sleep when Frays felt a sneaking suspicion that somebody was watching her… She rolled onto her back and looked over to find her face inches from one of Lacey’s kids. “GAH!” Frays shouted as she pushed herself away from the child and almost leapt out of bed before managing to calm herself down. “Jeez, kiddo! Don’t do that!” She flopped onto her back one hand pressed over her heart, which was hammering away in her chest. She did not even realize that her other hand had closed around the grip of the pistol in the drop leg holster on her right thigh and half drawn the weapon. Frays slowly loosened her grip on the M9 and smiled awkwardly as she snapped the pistol back into its holster.
Becca laughed and moved a little closer to Amy with a big grin on her face, revealing a gap between her two front teeth. The little girl growled in mock ferocity as she crawled on her hands and knees towards Amy. Frays scowled playfully at the child and caught her as she approached, flipping Becca onto her back and tickling her armpits.
The little boy woke when Frays shouted and scrambled out of the chair and to his sister’s defense. Paulie climbed up onto the bed and jumped onto Amy’s back where he got one of his little arms around the woman’s throat. Frays gave an exaggerated cry and let the boy pull her off his sister and giggled as the two children started trying to return the favor. Frays sniggered at first and squirmed, trying to work the children’s fingers out of her armpits but inexplicably felt a growing alarm a few seconds later. “Okay, guys! Stop!” she said quietly then repeated herself a little louder as the panic worked its way out of her chest through her voice. Frays started trying to push the children away gently at first then harder as blind terror started eating away at her self control. Amy suddenly inexplicably found herself scared to frigging death of these two little kids. “Stop! Guys! That’s enough!”
A pair of hands grabbed Paul and hoisted the boy into the air. “When somebody says stop you stop, alright Paulie?” the child’s father, Adam, said sternly as he picked his son up and held him. Becca looked over at her father then ran across the bed and wrapped her little arms around his middle. Amy flashed a relieved smile and nodded thanks to the short, wiry man and took a moment to catch her breath as she hid her shaking hands in her armpits.
A tall, willowy blonde shook her head as she came and grabbed Becca away from her father. “Come on, kids.” Laura said sourly as she jostled her daughter. “Let Amy get woken up before you start jumping on her.” 
Rodriguez fiddled with the chair she was sitting in for a moment before getting the footrest to fold down. “Yeah. It’s a little early for roughhousing, little man.” Frannie mumbled as she made her way painfully to her feet and dug something crusty out of the corner of her eye. The woman’s leg was throbbing because Paulie had ground his leg against the mostly healed bullet wound on her thigh on his way to goof around with Frays. 
Amy got out of bed and looked around the house as she tucked her tee shirt into the waistband of her ACU trousers and threw on her jacket. It took a moment but a burning sensation made its way up her legs from the soles of her feet. Frays grimaced as she quickly made up the bed and folded it back into the couch writing the sensation off as one of the many bumps, bruises and scrapes she had gotten on their trip here from Boston. There seemed to be a sort of permanent cramp in the base of her neck, probably from when the dump truck had hit her Humvee…. Frays pushed the thought away as Lacey and his children carried the cushions over and put them back where they belonged. 
Now that everyone was awake, Jessica went into the kitchen and set about getting breakfast ready. She was not planning anything fancy, just powdered milk and corn flakes and some freeze dried instant coffee. Laura mixed up a giant pitcher of the faux milk, sparing a glance over her shoulder while Mrs. Frays got the cereal out of the cupboard and took down bowls. Her stomach churned a little when she saw her husband and Amy setting the table for breakfast. They were not overtly flirting or anything…but…
Frays, Lacey and Rodriguez exchanged uneasy glances as they ate after George said the blessing. “Um…hey, Dad.” Amy said quietly as she swallowed a mouthful of the bland cereal. She sprinkled just a tiny bit of sugar from the little bowl into the cup of coffee steaming at her elbow. “What have you guys heard about all this? I mean…how bad is it?”
George was quiet for almost a minute. He stared into his bowl as he stirred the cereal around. “The TV and radio stopped about three weeks ago. It was kind of hard to tell what was true and what was…road apples.” He looked at his wife sitting next to him and took her hand. “One live report said there was rioting in Springfield and the bridges and tunnels around New York had been shut down. They showed the Queensboro Bridge getting hit with an airstrike.”
Rodriguez shuddered, suddenly feeling queasy. Lacey took his wife’s hand and squeezed it. “What else? I mean…that couldn’t be it.” he said quietly. “There wasn’t anything else on the news or anything?” He knew it was bad but somehow he had been holding out hope that it was somehow just a local thing, that there would be some chance of rescue or whatever… 
“Well, we’re here.” Amy said, her tone a little sharper than she intended. She paused a second to calm herself before continuing. “There’s gotta be other people around here somewhere.” The young airman shook her head “I mean…there has to. We can’t be it. There’s a radio in the Humvee. Time to set up a radio watch. Somebody’s gotta be out there and then they’ll let us know where they are.” Jessica took her daughter’s hand under the table and held it. Amy squeezed her mother’s hand then, as if she realized what she was doing, pulled herself free. There was something about the urgent insistence in her voice… Jessica caught the glances that Lacey, Rodriguez and Amy tossed at each other.
George looked at his children for a minute. “Amy, what did you guys hear?” he asked somewhat hesitantly. The three of them had to have been through Hell over the past few weeks and he hated to bring it up but there had been no news since the television and radio stopped. “What’s it like out there?”
Amy absently stirred her cereal before spooning some of the soggy flakes into her mouth and chewing slowly. “I think Boston’s pretty much done.” she said carefully, mindful of the small children. No use in scaring them any more than they already had to be. “The quarantine didn’t hold. Hardly anybody showed up.” Frays lowered her eyes towards her food and took a sip of coffee. “I don’t know what the news said, but the people going around attacking everybody aren’t sick. They’re dead. I know how it sounds, but it’s true. I didn’t want to believe it myself but it’s true.” The young woman shifted around in her chair both hands closed around her coffee mug as if she were trying to warm herself with it. 
The dining area was silent as Amy’s words started to sink in. Dead people walking? And attacking people no less? George looked at his daughter. She seemed more than a little shaken by something lending credence to what she had said. His little girl would not lie to him but it sounded crazy and he somehow got the sense that there was something she was not telling them about. George made up his mind to try and talk to her about it later, maybe after dinner or something when they were in private. 
Carl cleared his throat and spoke up. “We should at least go check on the neighbor’s camps.” he said as he looked around the table nervously. “I mean, if the Drakes and Harrisons are around then maybe we can...you know…pool our resources or whatever.” He smiled a little bit when his father and sister both nodded thoughtfully.
“That could work.” George said after he finished his cereal. He spared a glance at Adam Lacey and looked around the table. “I think we should get this place a little more secure first. Probably should have done it before hand, but we’ve got more people now.” 
“I can help there, sir. I’m a Combat Engineer.” Lacey said quickly. He glanced over at Frays then looked at his wife for a second. “What do you say we take a quick look around the perimeter, knock heads about locking this place down a little better, boss?”
Amy did not miss the bitter looks Mrs. Lacey shot at her and her husband. “Sure. Let’s do some personal hygiene and gear up in thirty.” she said, trying to give Lacey’s wife a look that said she had nothing to be afraid of. Frays winced when she pushed herself away from the table and stood up. 
“Amy, let me take a look at your feet.” George said as watched his daughter take her bowl over to the sink. It looked like she was walking across the carpet as if it were hot sand. 
Frays turned and gave her father a strange look, sending a twinge of pain rocketing from the soles of her feet to her hips. “I’m fine, Dad.” she said quickly as soon as she could open her mouth without screaming. George speared his daughter with a hard look. He could tell she had to be in agony: her face was strained and her jaw was clenched shut. 
“Amy, sit down over there” he said sternly as he pointed towards the couch “and let me look at your feet.” George pushed back from the table and stood up slowly, his hands resting on his hips. Adam smirked behind his hand. In the brief time he had known Frays she had taken that tone with him more than once and it took everything he had to not burst out laughing now that the shoe seemed to be on the other foot for a change. 
Amy and her father stared each other down for a moment until Amy frowned and looked at the floor. “Alright.” the young woman grumbled as she picked her way across the room to the couch and sat down grumpily. George followed and knelt next to his daughter’s feet then pulled off her socks, cringing a little inside when Amy started whispering “Ouchouchouchouch!” under her breath. Once he got the socks off he could quickly see why she was hurting. The skin under the wool socks was blotchy and raw looking, as if a lot of it had fallen off or something. The nail on her left pinky toe looked like it was either gone or covered over with a big blister.
“Hon, could you get me the first aid kit out of the bathroom, please?” George called over his shoulder. He could feel the others crowding around a little bit, all of them trying to see what was wrong. George shook his head and looked up at daughter’s face for a moment before turning to glance over his shoulder. “Lacey, there’s a big plastic tub under the sink. Fill that with warm water and bring it out here along with soap and a washcloth.” He glanced up at his daughter and frowned. “You should have said something last night.”
Jessica returned with the first aid kit and handed it to her husband followed closely by Adam with the warm water. She started to sit next to Amy but stopped when her daughter speared her mother with a warning glance. The two children crouched on either side of the man, watching with perplexed expressions as he treated his daughter’s feet. 
Once he had on a pair of latex gloves he first carefully inspected Amy’s feet then worked up a soapy lather on the washcloth. George gently washed her feet to get rid of the last bits of dead skin then carefully pried each of her toes apart so he could clean in between them. Amy’s face was pinched up in pain as her breath came in short bursts. She squeezed handfuls of the couch cushions while her father gently scrubbed with the washcloth, abrading off dead skin then disinfecting the affected area. 
Becca left the group for a moment then returned with a fuzzy little teddy bear in her hands which she offered to Amy. Frays smiled and chuckled when the little girl gave her a harsh look then shoved the stuffed toy into her arms. Paulie frowned at his sister then stood up and hugged his father’s leg. The Marine picked up his boy and held him tight while he watched Mister Frays treat his daughter. 
“Looks like you’ve got one nasty skin infection or something going on here, young lady.” George admonished while he tested the temperature of the water with his fingertips. If she had been one of his Marines he would have read her the riot act about proper personal hygiene while in the field, making her recite chapter and verse from training manuals and then volunteering her for every single shit detail that he could come up with just to make sure the message sank in. Then again his daughter was Air Force. They probably did not spend much time on stuff like that. He smiled a little bit as he rinsed off her feet then gently helped the young woman set them in the water to soak. “This should help, but you’re not going anywhere for at least a couple days.” 
Amy frowned and groaned under her breath. “C’mon, Dad.” she grumbled as she tried to stand up but George reached out and put a hand on his daughter’s middle. He gently pushed, forcing her to sit back down. “Dad, we’ve got a lot of stuff to do. I can’t just sit here.”
George smiled and shook his head. She reminds me a lot of me at that age. he thought then changed his expression into a scowl. “Yeah, but you won’t be any good to anybody if your feet get any worse. You’re staying put and that’s final.”
Amy grumbled under her breath. “Fine.” she said sharply. Frays looked down at her lap for a moment and tried to slap a more dignified expression onto her face. “So, what’s the plan for today? Are we gonna start boarding this place up too or go check on the neighbors?”
“I say we secure this place first.” Lacey said as he set his son down and looked at the others. “What do we have on hand? I mean, this place isn’t that big so we can get it squared away pretty quickly between us.”
“I got a woodshop out in the barn.” George said as he stood up and glanced at the others then tapped Adam on the arm. “C’mon, Lacey. There’s a pile of two by fours in there. I’ll cut them up to fit over the windows and you and Carl can bring ‘em in here so Jessie and Laura can nail ‘em up. You and me can tear out the staircase leading to the deck after that. From what we’ve seen, those things can’t climb very well.”
Amy and Frannie exchanged glances. “What are we gonna do?” Frannie asked when George and Adam started off towards the front of the house. “I mean, I can sort of get around. I can help put the boards up on the windows.”
George nodded. “Alright. Just don’t push yourself too hard.” he said quietly then turned to face his daughter on the couch. “Amy, dry your feet off after a couple more minutes and elevate them. You keep an eye on the kids as best you can but don’t you let me catch you off that couch unless it’s an emergency, you hear me?” 
George led the way to the woodshop and unlocked the barn with the key on his key ring. The older man held the door for Adam and closed it behind them. “I’m glad we got a minute to talk like men.” George said as he flicked on the lights then walked across the room to a pile of long planks stacked in the corner of the room. “I’ll only ask this once and I expect you to be honest. Have you done anything with my daughter you can’t tell your wife about?”
A pained expression ghosted across Adam’s face. There was a lot that he had seen and done since he had seen his family last that he would be perfectly happy if his wife and kids never ever ever found out about. “No, sir!” he said quickly when he realized what George was alluding to. Adam chuckled to himself as he looked around the shop. “Look, nothing like what you’re thinking of anyway. Sir…Frays…your daughter… We saved each other like a dozen times between us trying to get out of Boston. I dunno…we…we kept each other going, know what I mean? And…um…I-I…ya know…killed two men that were going to…to, well I think they were…ya know…gonna hurt her.” Adam blinked, clearly taken aback that information had slipped out.
Now it was George’s turn to look surprised. “What do you mean hurt her?” he asked. He scowled, a sick feeling starting to roll around in the pit of his stomach as he was not exactly sure if he really wanted to hear what the young man was going to say.
“We ran into a couple guys from my squad.” Lacey mumbled, shuddering at the memory of that day a few weeks ago. “Lance Corporals Holder and Reynolds…real jerks… They used to treat me like shit. Anyways, they tried to steal our Humvee but we stopped them. Frays zip tied their hands behind their backs but Holder got loose. He held a knife to Am-er…Frays’ throat and I shot him…Reynolds tried to jump me and I shot him too…” Adam shuddered. Sometimes he woke at night disturbed by dreams where he was a half second too late or his aim was off only by a few inches…
“Good for you, son.” George said as he walked up and shook Adam’s hand furiously. “As far as I can see, you’ve got nothing to feel guilty about.” He put an arm around the younger man’s shoulders and clapped him on the back. “Thank you. I mean that. Now, let’s get this done.”
George measured the boards and cut them to length while Adam carried them into the house. The women nailed the two by fours over the windows while Amy scowled at them and from her position on the couch. 
Becca sat on the floor next to the couch and took it upon herself to keep her new best friend Amy entertained while she recuperated: she had discovered an ancient issue of Time magazine on a shelf. The little girl could not read so she flipped through it and made up stuff to go along with the pictures inside instead. Frays, still not best pleased with being confined to the couch, still listened politely and asked questions helping Becca come up with more details. Paulie helped Frannie and the others by carrying a big coffee can full of nails around as he followed behind them. The little boy shot looks at his sister and Amy whenever he happened to be nearby.
It was almost lunchtime by the time that the windows were covered with boards and the staircase ripped out that connected the deck to the concrete stairs that led down the cliff face to the shore of the lake below. George mounted brackets into the frame of the front door at head middle and ankle height to hold pairs of two by fours nailed together which they could use to bar the door. Now that it was reinforced, the already sturdy door with its five hinges screwed into a steel doorframe and two deadbolt locks would take a lot of work to knock in.
With the house now reasonably well secured, Jessie and Carl made a pile of peanut butter sandwiches for the noon meal and opened up a bag of corn chips while Laura mixed up a pitcher of lemonade. Everyone except Amy gathered around the table to eat, who lay on the couch and glumly accepted the sandwich her little brother gave her. He smiled and patted his sister’s shoulder before joining everyone at the table. A secret little thrill ran through him as he sank into an empty seat next to Frannie. Their chairs were so close that he could smell her hair, practically feel the warmth of her body heat next to him…
A sour look passed over George’s face as he cleared his throat and exchanged a troubled glance with his wife before he began saying the blessing. They ate quietly for a few moments mainly because they all seemed to having the same problem: the peanut butter was sticking to the roofs of their mouths. “So how far is it from here to your neighbors?” Rodriguez asked once she managed to drink a little lemonade. The drink was really watered down, she guessed to probably make the powdered drink mix last a little longer. Her mother did the same thing when she was growing up…
“It’s probably about a mile or so on either side.” Carl said as he struggled with a stubborn bit of sandwich. He was suddenly a little self conscious and fought back the urge to scrape the peanut butter off with his finger. Did he just catch Frannie smile a little out of the corner of his eye?
Amy wolfed down the sandwich and started in on the handful of corn chips that Carl had put on her plate. “Before we go tromping off, how much stuff do we got here?” she asked as she propped herself up on an elbow and tried to look at everyone around the table. “Once we’re finished eating I say we take an inventory.”
“We’ve got about a year or so worth of food up in the attic. Or we did, anyways. We weren’t counting on five extra people.” George said his brow wrinkling slightly as he concentrated. “The storage bins in the boiler room are still full of firewood from those trees that fell down last spring. We’ve got about three quarters of that thousand round tin you bought for your old Mosin-Nagant that Carl’s using plus something like nine hundred rounds of twelve gauge birdshot and slugs. There’s five hundred rounds in the cabinet for my .45 and eight hundred for my Winchester. There’s a little Marlin .22 and about three hundred rounds for that too.”
Adam could not help but be a little impressed. “Looks like we won’t need much for a little while anyway.” he said quietly as he popped a couple corn chips into his mouth. Lacey smiled at his kids and took his wife’s hand under the table. “How much first aid stuff do we have?”
“That’s the problem.” Jessie said quietly as she refilled her glass. “A lot of the medicine we have is going to expire soon. It was on the list to replace.” She felt an inexplicable twinge of suspicion when the young man across the table from her spared a barely perceptible glance over his shoulder towards Amy then Rodriguez.
“Is there a drug store or something in town?” Rodriguez asked as she glanced at Lacey then faced the others. “We could go hit that up if there’s anything close by.” She popped the last bite of her sandwich into her mouth and chewed slowly. “We’ve done it a couple times already. No problem.”
George gave his daughter and her friends a mildly disapproving glance then nodded slowly. He knew his little girl was not the type to go around breaking the Eighth Commandment unless it was the only way she could think of to help somebody else. Did the Good Lord have an exception in the Ten Commandments for times like these? “The grocery store in town has a pharmacy in it. I doubt there’s much left there though. Things were starting to get…out of hand when we left.” he said quietly and took a sip of the watery lemonade. The older man shook his head slowly. “For right now I think we should just sit tight and let everybody get healed up, try and scrounge up some food around here.”
“What, you mean like hunting?” Rodriguez asked. She looked uneasy for a moment and fiddled with some of the corn chips on her plate. Her eyes flitted around nervously. “I dunno if I really wanna shoot Bambi and Thumper.”
Carl and his father exchanged somewhat amused glances before the younger man spoke up. “It’s not really that bad. When your leg is better I can show you how.” Carl said quickly then cleared his throat and looked from Frannie to his parents. “I mean, if it’s cool.”
Frannie could not help but snicker and glanced at Mr. and Mrs. Frays. George and Jessica sat there, shared a brief look of unease then George nodded. “If you want to, Rodriguez. Don’t look at me.” he said with a hint of a smile. He made a mental note to have ‘The Talk’ with the boy later. Granted, it was only fair since Jessica had done it with Amy before she left for college, but still…it was not something he was looking forward to. He felt his age for the first time in awhile. His little boy was growing up.
Amy rolled her eyes and sighed quietly. “Well, Rodriguez, Lacey how much ammo and stuff do you guys have? Let’s all inventory our stuff after lunch, set up a guard schedule and everything.”
There were piles of M4 magazines, grenades and other bits of kit spread out on the living room floor while Frays sat up somewhat on the couch. Rodriguez and Lacey sat Indian style on the floor on opposite sides of the gear as they cleaned their personal weapons. They had already field stripped and cleaned the M2 .50 caliber machine gun from the back of the Humvee but Frays had used up the last of the ammunition for it in Concord. ‘Ma Duce’ would be staying in the house for the time being unless they got lucky and stumbled across some more. There were still links scattered all over the floor in the Humvee so if they found loose rounds they could get the big beast ready to rock again with a little work. They might find some already linked up and ready to go at an overrun checkpoint or something but the odds would be against something like that. If somebody else did not pick it up the weather would likely have ruined it by now if the ammunition was left out in the open.
Carl sat on the little step between the dining and living rooms, watching the three of them as they cleaned their weapons and reorganized their gear. Frays could not help but notice the way he kept staring at Rodriguez when he thought nobody was looking. Adam grumbled under his breath and looked at the two women and spared a glance at his wife and kids. They were seated around the table the kids drawing on a piece of paper. “Okay, between all of us counting what we’ve got in our weapons we’ve got twenty fully loaded M16 mags, eight fully loaded M9 mags, four of these CS grenades for your M203, two M84s and three M67s.” he announced as they looked over the equipment placed in neat piles on the floor between them. “We also got eighteen extra twelve gauge shells for the 1014 and seventy five rounds for that .22 rifle there. I’ve got about a quarter pound or so of C4 and seven blasting caps on clackers.”
Amy frowned, nodding to herself as she did some math in her head. “Okay. Well, let’s divvy the mags up between us.” she said carefully then regarded the other ammunition. “I’ll keep my M203 rounds. One M67 a piece. Rodriguez, you wanna keep your flashbangs?” 
“Three people, three frag grenades.” Frannie said as she accepted one of the little metallic baseballs from Adam and fastened it into a pouch on her plate carrier. The front plate in the carrier was more or less useless now but she had to admit that it had held up like a champ. It had stopped both a high powered rifle round and one of the two pistol rounds fired at her back in Concord. The other had dug the furrow across the top of her left thigh taking a good chunk of the quadriceps with it. She gave the others a wry grin and snorted. “I’ll keep one of the M84s, unless you guys don’t have carriers.”
“Can I have one?” Carl asked hopefully. He looked from Lacey to Frannie to his sister and grinned as he stood up and walked up to Lacey. “C’mon, please? It would be sooooo cool!” Frannie and Adam burst out laughing when Amy and her parents all shouted “NO!” at the same time. The three of them went through the rest of their gear and packed it up in their rucksacks after they divided up the limited supply of ammunition and magazines. 
Lacey fingered a hole in the crotch of the Army ACU trousers as he stuffed it back into his rucksack and frowned. “Does anybody have a needle and thread?” he asked and looked around the room. Amy and Frannie looked at each other then at Laura. She shrugged and glanced at Jessica.
“I think I’ve got some around here somewhere.” Jessie said quietly as she finished drying the plate in her hands and put it in the cabinet. George glanced at the younger Marine and shook his head and finished up the last of the lunch dishes. Jessica returned a few moments later with a spool of thread and needle, which she tossed to Adam. “Here ya go.”
Adam smiled. “Thanks, Mrs. Frays.” he said and started trying to thread the needle. It took him a couple tries and then he had a go at repairing the hole in the garment. The man mainly succeeded in breaking the thread a couple times and jabbing himself in the finger. After a couple minutes of watching Lacey make an attempt at it Amy grumbled and held out her hand.
“Gimme that, Jarhead.” she said quietly. Adam dutifully handed over the garment along with the thread and needle. “Watch me, alright?” Laura frowned when her husband moved to Amy’s side and sat close to her while she mended his clothing for him. Rodriguez frowned slightly as she took in the scene then shook her head, grabbed her M4 and went out onto the deck where she sat down in a plastic chair and rested her chin in her hands, watching the lake. 
She spared a glance over her shoulder to make sure she was alone then took a plastic medicine bottle out of a pouch on her carrier, shook one of the blue pills into the palm of her hand and swallowed it with a little water from her camelbak. A sudden, horrible thought occurred to her like a flash of lightning: she could take all the antidepressants in the bottle and it could all be over. No more pain, no more having to put on a happy face… She could just curl up, go to sleep and that would be that. 
The woman frowned at the carbine resting between her legs. The muzzle turned into a black hole absorbing her thoughts, drawing her inwards. That would almost certainly get it done. It wouldn’t be the first time I had something big and black in my mouth... Frannie thought bitterly as she shifted her weight in the flimsy plastic chair and considered the business end of the homemade suppressor clamped over the weapon’s muzzle. It would make a helluva mess if she ate her gun. And Amy’s family seemed like nice enough people never mind those poor kids… 
She sat there a little while, listening to the sound of the breeze blowing through the trees, trying not to dwell on any of the dark thoughts plaguing her. Just because her mom was probably dead along with the rest of her squad that had made it to the armory was no reason to do anything rash. That idiotic Lieutenant Jenkins, Sergeant Barnes along with Evans and that poor damn fool Powers. Moore had gotten torn to bits because the lieutenant refused to listen to Frays for some reason, driving the LT to commit murder and suicide. 
She tried to not think about the firefight with the locals in Concord. The blood all over the inside of the Humvee, chunks of Sergeant Barnes’ head spattered on the window. The recoil of the Mark 19 shuddering through the palms of her hands the flashes of the 40mm grenades detonating. Running for her life after Evans got tagged and crashed the truck… 
There had been one small piece of light in the shape of a chubby Irishman named Eamon. He had loved her and treated her better than she really deserved… She realized that now, despite how much she had tried to keep things casual, she had loved him too. Not that it mattered in the end. She had always been kind of a bitch to him…not that it mattered anymore. Eamon was dead now too. He had died raiding a hospital to get surgical supplies to patch up the gunshot wound in her leg. He had given up his life for hers…a highly trained doctor for a crippled ex-junkie did not strike her as a fair exchange in her opinion. 
The door slid open a few minutes later and Amy’s mom came out onto the deck. “Would you like another cup of coffee?” Jessica asked from the doorway. “There’s a little hot water leftover from breakfast if you do.”
Rodriguez forced a smile. “Sure. I’ll take some if it wouldn’t be any trouble.” she said and then turned her attention back to the area around the house. It was nice and quiet…kind of like looking at a postcard or something. It was so different from Boston or Hanscomb or the tedious madhouse that had been that goddamn school… The door opened up again and Frannie turned in her chair when she heard the sound of tiny footsteps. 
“Hey Frannie!” Paul said with a big grin as he walked towards her. The boy had what looked like Matchbox cars in his hands which he held out for Frannie’s inspection. “Wanna play trucks with me?” 
Frannie smiled at the little boy, her heart melting into a puddle. “I’d like to, buddy but I’m working right now.” she said quietly. The little boy seemed disappointed and looked at the toy cars in his hands. “Why don’t you ask your sister to play?”
Paulie went over to the table near the door and put his toys on it before coming back over to stand next to Frannie. “She’s doing more pitchers.” the boy said, his little face wrinkling up with distaste. “What you doing?”
“Well…I’m…watching out for…stuff.” Frannie said quietly. The little boy stared at her as if trying to puzzle something out. He walked a little closer and rested his chin on her forearm as he looked up at her. Frannie could not help but feel a little uncomfortable, as if she could sense Paul’s big blue eyes pressing into the scars on her face and neck. She started to wonder when the boy would start to ask the same questions strangers always asked eventually.
Paulie pressed his cheek against her arm. “What kinda stuff are you watching for?” he asked. The boy looked from Frannie’s face to the black carbine between her legs and back again. She gave an exaggerated sigh then leaned her M4 against the railing and let the boy climb into her lap.
“Strangers and stuff like that.” Frannie said as she let the boy get comfortable in her lap and put her arms around him. She frowned slightly then sighed and smiled. “Tell you what, buddy. Wanna help?”
The boy’s face lit up. “Really? Neat!” he said as he settled back against Frannie’s chest. The two of them sat there for a little while, enjoying the little noises of the forest around them. Frannie could only guess at what half of them were. She figured that most of the sounds were birds or bugs or something. There were little screeching chitterling type noises that made the little boy in her lap tense up every once in awhile. Paulie would look around then relax after a couple seconds when Rodriguez held him tight. 
The door slid open again and Jessica came back with a mug of coffee in each hand. Frannie frowned a little bit as she picked the boy up and set him down on the deck. “Thank you very much, Mrs. Frays.” Frannie said as she accepted the steaming mug. She frowned and looked at her lap for a moment. “I…um…really don’t know how to thank you guys.”
Jessica simply smiled and patted the woman’s forearm. “Don’t think anything of it.” she said then turned her attention to the boy. “Hey Paulie, George and Carl were planning on going fishing. If you ask nice, I’ll bet they’ll take you with them.” The boy grinned widely and scampered off into the house in search of Carl and Mister Frays. “It’s no trouble at all taking you kids in.” Jessica said as she took a sip of her coffee.
Frannie suddenly took a quick breath and covered her mouth. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” she said quietly as she stifled a choking sob. Jessica moved closer and put an arm around Frannie’s shoulders and took the younger woman’s free hand in hers. After a couple minutes Frannie sort of smiled and made a half hearted attempt at a laugh. “Here I am twenty six years old crying my eyes out because I miss my mom and my…um…boyfriend.” Jessica snorted which made Rodriguez smile a little bit. “Your daughter does that too. Now I know where she gets it.”
“What’s your first name?” Jessica said, still smiling. She separated herself from the younger woman and took a sip of her coffee. “If you’re going to stay I’m not calling you Rodriguez or Specialist or whatever.”
“It’s Francesca. You can call me Frannie.” Rodriguez said as she wiped her eyes. She took a drink of her coffee, strangely enjoying the feeling of the caffeine making a dynamic entry on her brain like a horde of pissed off Rangers that were all hopped up on steroids and PCP. Then, she reflected, it had been a while since she was not stoned off her ass on a prescription only narcotic. It actually felt pretty good to be sober for a change.
“Nice to meet you, Frannie. You can call me Jessie.” Jessica looked at Frannie with an expression of utter seriousness. “Listen, Frannie…there’s something I need to ask.” she said with a small, uncomfortable sigh. Her face twisted around as if she were thinking of the best way to ask a difficult question. “I don’t know what’s going on, but something’s the matter with Amy. What really happened out there? I know she’s not telling us everything.”
Rodriguez tried to hide her face as best she could behind her coffee cup. “Well, it wasn’t exactly a cakewalk getting here.” she said at last with a sarcastic little smirk as she motioned to her wounded leg. “Please, Jessie…I don’t know how much Amy would want me to tell you guys. We talked sometimes and stuff, but…please talk to her, alright?”
“That’s just it, Frannie.” Jessica said angrily. The woman set her coffee cup on the table and looked at the deck between her feet. “Amy used to do stuff with her dad but I was the one she talked to…if that makes any sense. Since she got back from Iraq…I mean…she used to call at least twice or three times a week to say hi and just chat. She got off the plane, hung around for a couple of days and then she went back to school. She called once in the month or so before everything…you know.” 
Rodriguez frowned. Go talk to your damn daughter instead of griping to me, lady. Frannie thought, suddenly inexplicably furious with the older woman as she struggled to keep her face neutral. I don’t fucking need this shit right now. “I guess it’s hard to talk about stuff with someone who wasn’t there.” she said and shrugged. Frannie finished the last swallow of coffee in her cup and set it on the railing. “I mean…I’m probably not the best person to talk to about this. My mom tried so hard t-to help me after I got hurt…” The young woman felt tears welling up in her eyes again. “I was kinda out of control and did a bunch of things I’m…not proud of. I mean, I almost died…six of the twelve people in the truck with me did die and…and Hendricks…Jesus, he lost both his arms…” Frannie’s chest heaved as she struggled to keep down a fresh bout of sobs. “It’s no excuse but…I mean…I dunno…”
“I-I’m so sorry that happened to you.” Jessica said quietly as tears started coursing down her cheeks. They both started when the glass door slid open and the twins bounded out onto the deck followed closely by Carl, his father and Laura. Lacey had his combat gear on, his M16 slung across his chest. Frays had turned lengths of an old radio antenna into a handful of reasonably functional suppressors, which two small pipe clamps and some one hundred mile an hour tape held over the end of the rifle’s barrel while they were holed up in a high school a few weeks ago. It worked pretty well for about seven or eight shot until the steel wool inside the pipe melted from the heat of the rounds being fired.
“I’m gonna catch a fish!” Paul announced with a big grin. The boy paused and looked at the damp cheeks of the two women and frowned a little bit. He went over and pressed his cheek against Frannie’s bicep, his little hands wrapping around her fingers as he looked up at her with big puppy dog eyes. The boy tugged on her arm, trying to pull her to her feet. “Come fishin’ with us, Frannie!” 
Frannie laughed and looked at the boy’s mother. “Maybe a little later, buddy.” she said as she gave him a hug and kissed the top of Paul’s head. “Catch a big one, little man.” Jessica and Frannie smiled as the others started herding the children across the deck. Laura looked over her shoulder at Frannie and made a face like she was going to say something but decided against it. 
Jessica and Frannie exchanged amused little glances as Lacey, Carl and George helped the others across the gap between the deck and the cement landing and the stairs that went down to the lake. “That little boy’s got a crush on you.” Jessie said with a smirk. She sipped her coffee and glanced at the young woman sitting next to her. 
Frannie smirked and nodded in agreement. “I think Carl does too.” she said quietly as her fingers climbed up the craggy side of her throat. Rodriguez scratched the scars on her cheek then looked at the planks between her feet and sighed, making a conscious effort to stop. 
“You noticed too, huh?” Jessica said and smiled as she finished her coffee. The older woman smiled uneasily. “Listen… We don’t know each other, so…”
Frannie snorted and furrowed her brow. “Oh, God. No! He’s like half my age!” she exclaimed. Jessica noticed an offended expression coming across the younger woman’s face before she could hide it. Rodriguez rolled her eyes and turned her attention to the others down by the water. “And now I feel old all of a sudden…” she mumbled and shook her head. Frannie found herself wishing that Amy would come out or her mother would go inside so this woman would leave her the hell alone. 
Amy folded her arms across her chest and sighed. Her feet already felt better but they still looked kind of nasty, like uncooked sausages on the ends of her legs. She frowned and glanced at the cup of coffee resting on the end table behind her head. Frays glanced at her watch and furrowed her brow. Not even two hours in and I’m already bored out of my skull! the young woman thought with a little bit of irony. She could not help but think about the teacher’s lounge at the school where they had holed up, which in turn led her thoughts back their trip to Fort Devins and clammy grasping hands snapping teeth and oh God the stench… Frays blinked then shook from head to toe and forced herself to focus her attention on the two people sitting on the other side of the glass doors.
Rodriguez and Mom were talking on the deck. The two of them seemed to get along pretty well. The Laceys were with Dad and Carl down by the dock, probably having fun trying to catch a fish or three for dinner. She wrapped her arms around herself, aware of the fact that this was the closest she had been to being alone in almost a month. It felt…kind of strange, really.
For a brief moment the desire for a cigarette flared up so bad that she could almost taste that sweet, sweet nicotine. Frays’ eyes flitted towards Rodriguez’s Kevlar on the floor next to the blue recliner across the room and, more importantly, the half empty pack of Marlboros stuck in the elastic band around the outside of the helmet. Amy grumbled under her breath and jammed her hands into her armpits, her frown deepening into a full on scowl. 
The door slid open and Jessica came inside. The two of them looked at each other for a minute before Jessie smiled awkwardly. “How are you, Amy?” she asked and sank into the rocking chair next to the couch. “Feeling okay?”
Amy sighed and rolled her eyes. “I’m fine, Mom.” she said and squirmed around on the couch. The younger Frays lifted her head and scratched behind her ear. She forced herself to smile a little and turned to her mom. “I just wish I could help. Jeez…stupid feet.”
Jessica chuckled and tousled her daughter’s hair earning her a frown from the younger woman. “Don’t worry about it. You just relax and get better, hon.” she said with a small grin “Are you sure you’re okay?” Jessie reached around and handed Amy her coffee cup. She sat there for a little while, letting Amy take her time.
Amy’s mouth pinched shut into a thin line she blinked a couple times and brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes with one shaking hand. Her mouth opened and closed a couple times, a hundred bad things springing to mind. What exactly did her mother expect her to say? That she had seen her Flight Sergeant get shot in the face? She had tried to pull another airman’s legs off because their truck was going to fall into the Charles River? A maniac had held a knife to her throat and he and his friend were going to probably drag her off into the woods so they could rape her to death a few weeks ago? That a tired and scared young man had nearly blown her head off when all she wanted to do was help him? That something she never would have believed could even exist had tried to eat her alive? 
“I’m fine, Mom. Really. Thanks for the coffee.” she said with another strained smile. Frays finished the coffee and settled into the couch cushions. “I think I’m going to try and take a nap.”
The disappointed expression on her mother’s face made Amy’s gut churn. “Alright, hon.” Jessica said quietly and took the empty cup from her daughter’s hands. She looked around quietly and gave Amy a hint of a conspiratorial grin. “Why don’t you go into the back bedroom? The Laceys won’t be needing it for a little while.”
Lacey stood on the shore next to his wife the two of them watching Paul who stood on the dock try and make the tiny fishing pole work. Becca was probably not helping her brother catch anything: she was amusing herself by throwing rocks in the water a few feet away. George and Carl were standing a little farther along the shoreline, their lines in the water. The skinny Marine smiled a little at his wife as his eyes wandered taking in their surroundings. Rodriguez waved when she saw him looking towards the house and he returned the gesture. Laura made a low, almost animalistic noise under her breath. He turned and raised a quizzical eyebrow. “What?”
Laura rolled her eyes and turned, putting her back to him a little bit. “Nothing.” she said quietly and crossed her arms. Adam put his arms around his wife and held her, feeling the rigidness of her body. He smiled and rested his chin on her shoulder, gently rocking her back and forth. Adam savored the scent of her hair…her skin that, in his darkest moments, he thought he would never smell again.
“God, I still can’t believe you’re all safe.” he whispered in Laura’s ear and gently kissed her cheek. It took a couple minutes but eventually she leaned back and snuggled against Adam’s chest. “I was worried sick about you and the kids. I almost can’t believe it.”
“I know, Adam.” Laura whispered, enjoying the feeling of her husband’s arms around her. “Ow.” Adam’s rifle started digging into her back. She turned and hugged her man and gave him a quick peck on the lips.
“WOOOOOO!” Becca called, imitating the sound effect she had heard when people kissed on television. The little girl stopped throwing rocks at the lake to point at her parents and laugh. Paul giggled then concentrated really hard and whipped the rod towards the water just like Mister Frays had shown him. The little bobber and impaled worm sailed through the air for a couple dozen feet before plopping into the water over a submerged forest of dark green weeds.
The boy reeled in the slack and waited intently, waiting for the slightest hint that he might be getting a bite. The red and white plastic ball bobbed on the little waves then suddenly disappeared below the surface. “Dad! Dad! I got one!” Paulie shouted excitedly as he tried to reel in the fish. Adam rushed to his son’s side and tried to think of some advice to give. He had not been fishing since he was his son’s age. 
A large silvery fish twisted and writhed as Paul started reeling it in. The fishing pole’s reel screeched occasionally when the trout tried to make a run for it. Adam became aware of George and Carl standing behind him on the dock. “Holy smokes! Carl, go get the net out of the shed!” the older man exclaimed. After what seemed like a minor eternity, the fish finally gave up and allowed Paul to reel it in and George scooped it up with a net.
“Wow! Dad, look!” Paulie shouted and jumped up and down as the fish flopped and gasped in the green nylon netting. The fish lay still and Becca crept in slowly for a closer look then jumped and ran back to her mother when it suddenly flopped around for a few minutes as if trying to make one last bid for freedom. Her brother laughed and smiled up at his father. 
“Good for you, Paulie!” Adam said and pulled his son against his leg. “Boy, look at that!” He gave Paul a prideful grin and looked at George. “Um…what do we do with it?” 
George smiled and reached into the net and pinched the trout’s bottom lip between his thumb and forefinger, paralyzing the flopping fish. “Holy crow! That’s one of the biggest rainbows I ever seen, kiddo.” he said and winked at the little boy as he lifted the trout. “We’ll put him in a bucket over here and hopefully we’ll catch a few more to have for supper tonight.”
Paulie grinned widely as Carl filled a five gallon pail with lake water and set it on the ground near the stairs. “Nice one, Paul.” Carl said and tousled the boy’s hair. He dug around in his pocket and produced a crumpled dollar bill. “Here. Whoever gets the first fish gets a dollar. Remember, Dad?” Paul’s grin widened when both George and his father each gave him a dollar.
“Mom! Look!” he cried joyfully as he held the money up for his mother to see. “I gots one…two…free dollars!” The little boy crumpled up the bills and jammed them into the front pocket of his jeans before racing back to the dock and picking up his fishing pole again. His little tongue poked out of the corner of his mouth as he concentrated then flicked his line back out onto the water.
Becca frowned and stomped over to the shed where Mister Frays had gotten the fishing poles from. There was another child sized one hidden in the cobwebs in the corner behind an ancient refrigerator mounted to the wall in the back corner. “I’m gonna catch a bigger one than you!” the little girl declared as she clomped past him and onto the dock. “Daddy, gimme a wormy!”
It was almost suppertime when George decided that they should pack it in. There was about a dozen or so keeper sized fish battering into one another when he looked into the pail. “Okay, everybody.” he said as he hefted their catch “Looks like we’re about done for the day. Let’s get upstairs.”
The children groaned and started reeling in their lines. Adam grinned at his children and helped them pick up their things. The kids were probably going to be sore later and he kicked himself for not making them put on sunscreen. Then, he reflected that they all probably could have used some: the back of his neck felt dry and hot. 
“Time for you to learn how to clean a fish, city boy.” George told Adam as he followed the Laceys up the stairs. Adam smiled uneasily over his shoulder at Mister Frays and sighed resignedly, obviously not looking forward to it.
Paulie raced over to Rodriguez and scrambled into her lap as if the deck was lava. “Frannie! I caught one! A real big one like this!” the boy said proudly as he spread his hands as far apart as he could. He hugged her and smooched the scarred portion of her face. “Did you see?”
“Yeah I did, buddy!” Rodriguez said a slightly surprised look in her eyes despite the wide grin on her face. “Way to go! I’m proud of you.” She returned the boy’s embrace and then let him squirm off her lap and go inside to tell the others. Frannie watched Paulie go inside then shook her head and chuckled to herself, one hand absently stroking the scars on her cheek.
Adam and George exchanged tight lipped grins after hearing the exchange between Paulie and Rodriguez. “Lacey, could you go inside and get us some newspapers?” George asked as he hefted the bucket onto the landing where, up until that morning, the stairs from the deck had been attached. “And I think there’s a shovel by the back door. Could you grab that too?”
Carl stared at the empty couch when he entered the living room, his jaw dropping. “Mom! Where are you?” he called into the house as he took three quick steps into the room and looked around nervously. “Mom? Amy?” Carl swallowed hard and looked uneasily over his shoulder towards Frannie, Laura and the kids on the deck. “MOM?! AMY!?”
He felt kind of stupid when his mother came out of the bathroom a half second later. “Carl, keep it down!” she scolded with a small smile. “Your sister’s asleep in the back bedroom.” Jessie gave her boy a quick hug and held him at arm’s length. 
“Come on, Mom.” Carl muttered under his breath as he squirmed free and glanced again towards the deck. “Mom, stop. Come on.” He smiled a little and kept looking over his shoulder to see if Frannie had witnessed him acting like a scared little kid.
“What, afraid I’m gonna embarrass you in front of somebody?” she asked with a mischievous grin as she glanced towards the people on the deck. “How many fish did you guys catch? Enough for dinner?”
“Yeah, I think we got enough.” Carl answered as he backed off a half pace and looked towards the deck again. Paulie seemed to be keeping Frannie occupied, so he deemed that there was little chance that she had seen him. He smiled at his mother. “I think Dad’s gonna make Adam clean ‘em.”
“Would you ask Mrs. Lacey and Frannie if they’d help with dinner, please?” Jessica said sharply, glaring at her son. “Then make sure your sister’s up. Thanks.” She shook her head slightly and smiled at Carl. “Just go easy on Mister Lacey, alright? We’ve had it kinda bad but I think Adam, Frannie and Amy have had it worse.”
Carl nodded, his brow furrowed. “Fine.” he grumbled under his breath and turned back towards the living room. He relayed Mom’s message to Mrs. Lacey and Frannie on his way to the door that led to the back bedroom. Carl rapped gently on the doorframe and listened, trying to tell if Amy was still asleep inside or not. 
He eased the door open and crept up to the bed, a little surprised to see that little beads of sweat were dotting his sister’s forehead. Her arms were wrapped around her torso, her limbs twitching as she mumbled and made little groaning noises in her sleep. “Hey, Aim?” he whispered as he tentatively reached out for her “Aim, it’s time for dinner.”
Carl stumbled out of the back bedroom, both hands clasped over the lower half of his face. Laura and Jessica dropped what they were holding as Frannie rushed towards him. “Hey, Carl. What happened, buddy?” she asked as the young woman took his arm and pulled him toward the nearest chair at the kitchen table. “It’s alright, man. Just lean your head back and let me take a look.”
“I…I hit him.” Amy said from the doorway. She made her way to the table and sat down, hiding her face in her hands. “I’m sorry, Carl. Are you okay?”
“I think you broke my damn nose!” her brother shouted angrily as Rodriguez stuffed a bit of gauze into the young man’s nostrils and held it there. “Jesus Christ on a crutch, the hell is wrong with you?”
“Carl! Language!” Jessica admonished as she rushed forward to take over for Frannie. “What happened, Amy?” Frannie allowed Mrs. Frays to take her spot and gave her friend a brief, worried look. Jessica pinched her son’s nose then glared over her shoulder at her daughter. “Well?”
“I think I was having a nightmare.” Frays admitted guiltily. She shook her head and looked at the table in front of her, sighed and rubbed the back of her neck. “Carl grabbed my shoulder and it startled me. Jeez, Carl…I’m sorry! I didn’t mean it. Are you okay?”
Lacey looked from Amy to her brother and back again. “Do you remember what it was about?” Amy speared the man with a harsh look as the image of her flight sergeant’s handsome face exploding in front of her the truck smashing into their Humvee appeared on the insides of her eyelids. If anyone would know what she was having nightmares about it was him…
She shuddered and frowned slightly. “No, I don’t think so.” Amy muttered under her breath and ran the palm of her hand over her face. Laura managed to catch a look of guilt on her husband’s face as he turned away from her. Frays reached out and took her brother’s hand. “I’m so sorry, Carl. I really didn’t mean it.”
His upper lip was already puffing up, but he still managed to frown. “Next time I’ll wake you up with a stick from across the room or something.” Carl grumbled bitterly as he slowly stopped leaning back. He turned to look at Rodriguez standing behind him. “Is it broken?”
“Nah, I don’t think so.” she said as she clapped the younger man on the shoulder. “Just got a big ol’ fat lip and a bloody nose. Hold that under your nose and I’ll get you some ice.” While Rodriguez crossed the kitchen Amy struggled to her feet and made her way painfully towards the bedroom door. Frannie sighed and shook her head as she filled a little Ziploc baggie with ice cubes and wrapped it in the dishtowel hanging on the handle of the stove. 
“Your daughter nearly knocked your son’s block off.” Lacey announced as he walked down the steps towards the landing where George awaited him with the bucket of fish. He handed the older man the rolled up newspapers from under his arm and frowned. “Everybody’s okay. So…how’s this work anyway?”
George nodded to himself as he spread the papers on the cement. “Well, pay attention.” he said as he flicked open his sharp knife and reached into the bucket. In a matter of minutes a largemouth bass went from flopping and gasping on a year old edition of the Boston Globe to two good sized fillets. “That’s how it works, son.” He held the knife out to Lacey handle first with a grin “Your turn, Private. Take action.”
Somehow he could imagine that Frays would have found the whole scene hilarious as he tried to grab the big trout his son had caught out of the bucket and get it onto the newspaper. Her father certainly seemed to be getting a kick out of it. He managed to get a hold of the fish long enough to get it almost out of the bucket before it squirmed out of his grasp. 
He had to chase the flopping fish around a little before he got it onto the newspaper. Adam even managed to laugh at himself a little bit as he tried to hold the fish down but his face became grim as he held the knife behind the fish’s gill slit. He took a deep breath and started to fillet the wriggling trout. He shuddered involuntarily when the fish finally shivered and stopped moving about halfway through the procedure. 
It took him a little getting used to but Lacey managed to do a pretty good job cleaning the fish. The whole thing was kind of funny, really. He had killed two men and God knew how many of those things but he was squeamish about flaying a couple dumb slimy fish. The sight of the blood on his hands still made him a little sick to his stomach though. 
George wrapped the fillets in some of the newspapers and handed them to Adam. “Take those inside and give them to Jessie, if you would.” he said as he scrapped the fish guts onto another piece of bloody newsprint and bundled them up. “I’ll get a shovel out of the boiler room and bury these in the garden and be along in a minute.”
“Hey guys.” Adam said as he set the fish on the deck and hopped over the gap where the stairs used to be. It took him a minute to wriggle his skinny ass over the drop off, just enough time for Rodriguez to grow concerned, come over and help him. “Got the fish done.” 
Frannie wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Yeah, smells like it.” she chided as Lacey picked up the bundle of newspaper and started towards the glass doors. Rodriguez opened the door for him and grinned. “Wash your damn hands before you get that stink all over the house.”
Lacey flashed a brief smile when he looked at Frays, who sat in the blue recliner with her feet up frowning at the paperback novel in her hands. He glanced towards his wife and Amy’s mom in the kitchen and smiled again. He could sense that both the women had their suspicions about what he and Frays might have been up to together. He was glad that Frays’ dad had been upfront about it and seemed ready to take him at his word when he said that nothing happened romantically between his daughter and himself. Laura on the other hand… 
The kids were in the bathroom, probably getting washed up for dinner. “Are you okay?” he asked Amy as he paused in front of the chair. “Too bad you couldn’t come fishing with us. You should have seen the one Paulie caught.”
Amy smiled slightly and closed her book. “I heard it was like this.” she said as she spread her hands far apart. Frays stretched and rolled her head in a slow circle, making the vertebrae in her neck pop and crack, sending a little shiver down the woman’s spine. Adam looked guiltily at the floor for a second before he brought his eyes back to Frays’ face. A little jittery tremor ran through the woman’s body after she appeared to finish working the kinks out of her neck. “Well, maybe next time.”
Lacey’s eyes darted towards the kitchen again and he leaned in close and thought about putting a hand on Frays’ shoulder until he remembered that his hands were covered with fishy stench. “Hey, hon!” he called as he went towards the kitchen. “Got the fish. Where do you want me to put it?”
Later that evening Amy sat in the recliner, her stomach churning and bubbling as she watched Frannie curled up on the hide-a-bed on the other side of the room. The Laceys were in the back bedroom again, her brother snoring on the cot in the dining room. “Can’t sleep either, kiddo?” George asked, frowning a little when he saw his daughter jump at the sound of his voice. “Let’s talk outside on the deck.”
George helped Amy up and with her arm around his waist they quietly tiptoed around the end of the hide-a-bed and made their way outside. Frays grimaced as she settled into one of the plastic deck chairs. It appeared that her feet were not healing as quickly as she had hoped. The two of them sat quietly, looking up at the bright white moon overhead and listening to the frogs down by the shoreline below. “Did they ever tell you about the Highway of Death?” George asked quietly as he reached inside his pocket and pulled out a pack of some off brand cigarettes. To her surprise, he took one for himself then offered Amy the pack. Frays hesitated and frowned then started to take one and hated herself, put it back. 
How long did he know that she smoked? It was not something she had done with any frequency. In fact the only time she had smoked with any regularity was when she was overseas and she had quit cold turkey while in Kuwait waiting for the plane to take them back to the states. The last few weeks had been stressful enough to break down her resolve and take the habit back up, at least for a little while…
George lit his cigarette and exhaled a plume of smoke. “Saddam’s boys were beatin’ feet north back home out of Kuwait. We laid mines ahead of ‘em and came up behind...you zoomies and the grunts and our fast movers just laid into ‘em.” George said quietly. A faraway look came to the man’s face as he looked out over the water and he shook his head, exhaling a plume of smoke. His mind drifted back to that sandy bit of Hell on the other side of the world, when he was still practically a kid not much older than his daughter when she had gone to serve her country in that same godforsaken patch of earth. “We laid into ‘em too, anything that tried to make a run for it, we just lit ‘em up…main guns and crew serveds just rippin’ ‘em up…” he was quiet for a moment and Amy was surprised to see a little, familiar tremble in her father’s hands as he brought the cigarette up to his lips. “We rolled up after it was done” the man gave his daughter a rueful, almost tearful smile “It was somethin’ to see… They like to say that God’s everywhere. Well, I can think of one place He wasn’t.”
George was surprised when his daughter suddenly dissolved into tears, hiding her face in her hands and sobbing uncontrollably. Amy sniffed back snot and wiped her nose on her sleeve. “I-I think I did a bad thing, Daddy.” she sobbed into the palms of her hands as the man wrapped her up in a big bear hug. George picked his daughter up out of her chair and sat down, holding her in his lap as if she were a child again. “I think I did a bad thing. I…I-I didn’t wanna, b-but I…oh man, Daddy I think I’m goin’ to Hell...” Frays lost herself in long choking sobs as her father held her tightly to his chest. “I don’t…Daddy, I-I dunno…t-there was…just so much blood.” 
George held his daughter and ran a hand slowly up and down her back as he had done when she was small…not that that had happened all that often. She had been a tough, independent kind of a little girl. Heck, she had practically changed her own diapers as a kid. He smiled a little and rested his chin on the young woman’s shoulder. “It’s alright, kiddo.” he said quietly, still rubbing her back. “It’s alright. Shhhh…it’s alright.” When the worst of it had passed George helped Amy inside and got her back to the recliner. 
“There we go, kiddo.” he whispered as he unfolded an old, threadbare blanket he found behind the chair and spread it over his daughter, drying her cheeks with one corner of the worn fabric. “Just get a little rest.” Amy squirmed into the cushions of the chair and smiled drowsily up at her father and nodded, already starting to drop off to sleep.
Frannie had woken up when the door whooshed open and George took his daughter outside. She rolled onto her side and watched through the glass as Frays cried into her father’s shirt, a great big knot twisting and rolling around in her stomach. Rodriguez curled into a ball on the mattress. “Dumb mick.” she grumbled under her breath and wiped at her cheek “Where are you when I need you?”    
 
 
 
              
              
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
12 June 2011, 1143 hours 4 Old Trout Lane 10 miles north of Holden, Massachusetts
CRAAACK! Frannie and Amy both jumped at the clap of the thunder which sounded like it was right over the roof. It had been raining for a day and a half or so, leaving the lot of them stuck inside with little to do. Frays, Lacey and Rodriguez tried keeping busy by sewing up the holes in their uniforms and socks but that had only managed to kill about an hour or so yesterday and you could only sleep so many hours a day. 
Paulie looked at Frannie when she startled, smiled a little and snuggled back against the woman’s chest. Rodriguez squeezed the boy tightly and the two of them turned their attention back to the yellowed paperback collection of Peanuts comics he had found hiding in the corner of the bookshelf next to the back bedroom. Paulie could only read a few words but the boy recognized the picture of Snoopy on the cover and insisted that Frannie read it to him. His sister was doodling in a spiral notebook in the middle of the floor with a couple pencils and some crayons while Amy snoozed uneasily on the couch, her place marked in her book with her thumb. Carl was napping in the back bedroom. 
Laura sat at the kitchen table playing cards with her husband and Mr. and Mrs. Frays. She frowned over her hand at her son and Rodriguez across the room. “Paulie, would you come here?” Laura called as she discarded an ace and took a trick. The boy squirmed on Frannie’s lap but did not budge. “Paul. Did you hear me?”
“Moooom!” the boy whined “Frannie’s reading to me.” He squirmed again on Francesca’s lap, making the woman’s face tighten up a little. The wound on her thigh was more or less healed but it still smarted when the boy put his weight on her leg in just the right way. It sounded to her like he was starting to get a little tired. She buried her nose in the boy’s hair and breathed in his scent then squeezed him again. 
“You mind your mom, little man.” Rodriguez warned as she lifted the child off her lap and set him on the floor. She smiled as she patted the boy on the bottom and gently nudged him in the direction of his mother. “It’s almost lunchtime. Be good and I’ll read to you some more before naptime, alright?”
The boy grinned up at her then turned and joined his mother at the table. Frannie arched an eyebrow at Adam who only shrugged slightly while Paulie climbed into his mother’s lap. Laura scowled at her and flicked another card out of her hand and onto the table. Rodriguez shook her head and turned her attention back to the comic book then she folded the footrest to the recliner and stood up. “What’s the deal, Laura?” she asked angrily as started towards the table. Frannie stopped and leaned against the railing that separated the dining room from the living room. “You’ve been eyeballin’ me and Frays since we got here. I don’t like it.”
“Nothing’s wrong.” Laura said sharply. Paulie looked uneasily from his mother to Frannie and back again. The boy did not know what exactly was going on but he did not like it. Laura rolled her eyes and exhaled sharply. “I don’t know what your problem is.” 
Frannie clenched her jaw, incensed and struggling to keep back the urge to cross the room and slap the taste out of the bitch’s mouth. “My problem? My problem?!” Rodriguez sputtered once she had enough self control to form words. “My fu-“ 
George loudly cleared his throat then frowned and leaned back from the table a little. “Come on, now.” he said quietly, smiling a little to try and ease the tension. “Everybody just calm down.” Amy got up and took a few steps towards the dining room as Becca stood up and hid behind the woman’s leg. Frays glanced from Rodriguez to Mrs. Lacey, trying to figure out what the heck was going on as she picked something out of the corner of her eye.
Paulie looked puzzled and confused by what was going on. “Mommy, be nice!” he said sternly as he turned on his mother’s lap. The boy put his hands on his hips in a perfect impression of George. “Frannie’s nice and comfy and pretty and she doesn’t have a mommy or daddy or anybody! Be nice!”
Paulie looked around confused for a moment. The grownups looked at Frannie with strange expressions. Mrs. Frays looked like she might cry and he started to wonder if he had said something wrong. Amy was by Frannie’s side. Frannie stood there next to the recliner looking at the floor leaning against the post separating the living and dining rooms as if she might fall over. Amy put a hand on her friend’s shoulder and frowned. It took a few moments for Frannie to be able to meet her friend’s gaze then she gave a wan smile before plopping back down in the comfy blue chair. 
Amy sighed and shook her head. She headed back towards the couch and paused when Becca’s drawings caught her eye. Despite the childlike scrawling Frays could plainly make out pallid, gray skinned figures chasing after a red SUV that kind of looked like the Explorer in the driveway. The windows of the vehicle were full of frowning faces. Amy shuddered as she stood there staring down at the open notebook on the floor. The little girl looked at Frays then picked up the notebook. “Wanna see my pitchers, Amy?” she asked and gave the woman a prideful smile. “Mommy says I draw good!”
Frays glanced towards the girl’s mother then nodded and smiled a little. A vague sense of unease flitted around inside her stomach like a bird in a cage. “Sure, kiddo.” Amy answered as she returned to the couch and sat down. Becca closed up the notebook and bounded after her then scrambled up into Amy’s lap. Frays swung her legs up onto the couch and let the girl get situated on her stomach. 
“Your daddy made aaall the Bad People fall down.” Becca explained as she showed Amy the first picture in the notebook with a triumphant wave of her little hand. It was a childish cartoon of a big man with a smoking gun in his hand with three of the grayish stick figures piled up at his feet. Becca smiled and pointed to the man in the picture. “He’s very brave.”
Amy glanced over at her father and smiled a little as Becca turned the page. Frays shuddered when she saw the next picture the little girl had drawn in the notebook. “Some Bad People eated a lady all to pieces.” the girl explained and scowled at the drawing. It showed more of the grayish figures crouched over a crude stick figure with red and yellow loops and squiggles all around it, obviously meant to represent the victim’s innards. “Mommy told me not to look but I did anyway. She covereded my eyes.”
Amy started shaking uncontrollably, her arms tightening around the child. “Somebody made all the people go to sleep.” Becca turned the page, showing Frays a bunch of stick figures lying on top of one another in a ditch. A sudden still image of strange people’s faces covered with blood, their blank eyes staring accusingly, flashed inside of Amy’s eyes when she blinked. Frays lifted the girl off of her and set Becca on the floor. 
“Hon, I…I g-gotta go to the bathroom.” Amy explained then hurried off towards the latrine with a palm pressed over her mouth. Rodriguez followed after her friend, making it to the door just in time to hear the sound of somebody violently throwing up on the other side. The urge to Exorcist barf all over the place punched her in the stomach, forcing her to pause and put on a neutral face before rapping gently on the doorframe and sticking her head into the room. Frays was on her knees leaning over the toilet and clutching at the porcelain bowl. The airman glanced at her then turned and vomited again. Frannie grimaced then smiled sympathetically as she eased into the little bathroom.
“You alright, Frays?” she was reasonably certain Frays was finished. Rodriguez filled a paper Dixie cup from the dispenser on the wall by the sink with water and handed it to Amy. She nodded gratefully then flushed the toilet. Frays swished the water from the cup around in her mouth then spat it into the toilet bowl. Rodriguez smiled. “Morning sickness?”
A sudden wave of nausea sloshed around Amy’s stomach, making her clutch at the toilet as she struggled to contain it. “It’s almost lunchtime.” Frays muttered quietly as she hauled herself to her feet, spearing Frannie with a hard look. My parents are right outside! Amy thought angrily as she started towards the door. 
“C’mon, let’s get a little air.” Frannie said helpfully as she put a hand on Amy’s arm and steered her towards the back door. There was a roof over the walkway that led from the back door to the woodshop, giving them a place where they could go outside without getting wet. Once Rodriguez had unbarred the door the two of them went out. There was an easy grade where the walkway dipped down to meet the backdoor, giving Amy and Frannie a low concrete wall to sit on. Little streams of water poured down off the roof a few feet away where they were collected in plastic barrels.
Amy put her head between her knees, trying to get the feeling of nausea to go away while Rodriguez ran a hand back and forth across her shoulders. They sat there listening to the rain drum on the corrugated tin above their heads. “Are you okay?” Frannie asked after a little while.
Frays nodded as she cupped her head in her hands. “Yeah.” she said quietly. Amy glanced at Frannie, looked at the concrete between her boots. “Jeez, what was that all about?” Frays felt queasy all over again, shaking and embarrassed. She shook her head and looked up at the tin above her.
 Rodriguez put a hand on her friend’s shoulder and gave it a gentle shake. Frays smiled a little bit and glanced at the woman next to her, squeezing her hand back. “How are you doing?” Amy asked as she pulled her hand away. Frays felt around absently in her pockets and pouches then frowned when she remembered that she had given Rodriguez the few remaining cigarettes she had left a couple days ago. Never mind that she should not be smoking in the first place… The door opened, making the two of them look up quickly. Frays winced as an electric jolt shot down her left arm.
“Are you okay, Amy?” Jessica asked as she stood in the doorway. Frannie gave Amy a quick look then hopped down off of the wall and started towards the house. She cleared her throat and nodded slightly towards her friend as she maneuvered around Jessie and ducked inside. 
A few seconds after Frays ran into the latrine Becca stood where Amy had set her, the little girl’s lower lip trembling as a couple tears started trickling down her face. Lacey glanced after Rodriguez as she went after Frays then crossed the room and picked his daughter up. “Daddy, did Amy not like my pitchers?” the girl asked as her father went over to the rocking chair and sat down.
Adam smiled a little as he stroked his daughter’s hair. “No…no, it’s not that, baby.” he said quietly as he frowned as he struggled to think of a way to explain what he thought had just happened to a child. “Look, honey…I’m sure Amy loves your pictures. It’s just that…some bad things happened and Amy gets a little…upset…sometimes.” 
“But why did Amy get sick?” Paulie wondered aloud from his mother’s lap. They could all hear Amy retching in the bathroom complete with the sound of her breakfast splashing around in the bowl. The little boy seemed confused and looked up at his mother. She shook her head and held the boy tightly. Frannie came back in and leaned against the wall behind George. A few moments later Jessica came back into the room and whispered something in her husband’s ear. 
Rodriguez and Lacey exchanged nervous glances when George nodded and stood up from the table without saying a word to anyone. Frannie crossed the room, took the pack of cigarettes off of her Kevlar and went out onto the deck. Lacey had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach as he stood up and put his daughter down in the chair. He glanced at his wife. “Don’t worry, hon. Lemme just talk to Rodriguez for a minute.” Adam said as he tried not to run after the woman.
Frannie plopped down into the first plastic chair she found, thumbed open the pack then jammed a cigarette into her mouth and lit up. She hid the cancer stick from the weather with the palm of her hand as the rain drummed and patted on her head and shoulders. She barely looked up when Lacey came out and closed the door behind him. “What happened? Is everything alright?” he asked after a moment. The Marine glanced towards the house then frowned, his eyes searching Rodriguez’s face.
“I think Frays kinda wigged out a little bit.” Frannie said as she exhaled a plume of smoke and scratched her nose with her thumb. She shook her head and took another drag off of her cigarette then turned a little to face Lacey as she squirted smoke out of her nose. “What the hell did those fuckers do over there, man? I mean…Eamon told me he saw people get shot.”
He shook his head and studied the toes of his boots. “Dunno, Rodriguez.” Lacey muttered under his breath. When he, Frays and a few others that had been with them at the time arrived at Hanscomb Air Force Base they had been assigned to work at the main gate. “I was on the gate searching cars and stuff…things were crazy enough there. I don’t know what the fuck happened at the guardhouse. I mean…I thought I could hear shots sometimes. I dunno…I didn’t really see anything.”
The two of them were silent for a long time. Rodriguez finished her smoke and flicked the butt over the edge of the balcony. “Private, you’ve got some goddamn explaining to do!” George shouted as soon as the two of them were inside the living room. “Start…” the big man bit down hard on a stream of obscenities “talking right now, mister!”
Lacey and Rodriguez blinked at each other then looked awkwardly at the man. “Sir?” Adam asked, dreading what was about to happen. Somehow, he knew that it was going to happen just like he had been dreading it would. “What’s going on?”
“Why the…heck is my daughter pregnant?” George demanded, taking a few steps closer to the man. Adam went cold inside when he saw that the man’s meaty paw was curled around the grip of the .45 on his hip. The children looked like they were going to burst into tears at any moment. Rodriguez’s hand eased slowly from her hip down to her own pistol.
Laura stood up, practically spilling Paulie onto the ground. “I knew it! I fucking knew it!” she shouted as she stormed out of the room. The woman knocked into her husband then stormed out onto the deck. Adam glanced at George then took off after her.
“Sir, he’s not the daddy.” Rodriguez said quietly. Her finger pressed down on her holster’s retention device. “Listen, just calm down alright? Where’s Frays?” Frannie shook her head and let out a frustrated growl as she stalked out of the room towards the front of the house. She found Amy more or less where she left her and her mother a few minutes ago. Frays was sitting on the wall a few feet away from her mother, sort of hunched over with her hands in her armpits. 
Rodriguez stopped dead in her tracks when Frays turned her head to look at her. The woman’s cheek was covered by a large angry welt and Frays looked ripshit pissed about something. “Fuck.” Rodriguez whispered. She could guess how well George had taken the news. Jessica frowned at her and scowled. “Frays, what’s going on? You alright?”
“The test was positive, Frannie.” Amy said then sighed and looked away, watching the water running off the roof a few feet away. “I’m gonna be a mommy.” She turned to try and hide the welt on her face from her friend. “I’m gonna be a mommy.” Frays repeated, as if she had a hard time believing it herself. 
I fuckin’ knew it! Rodriguez thought as a nervous smile crept onto her face. Her mouth went dry and it was hard to think of something to say. She turned to Jessica. “So, you’re gonna be a grandma. Awesome.” she said quietly then flicked her eyes towards Amy. “Do I get to be an aunt?”
A small smirk played across Frays’ face. “Sure. Of course, Frannie.” Amy said as she hopped off the wall. She brushed the dirt off of her butt then looked at her mother. “Let’s go inside.” 
George and Carl looked up when the three of them came back inside. Amy glared at her father and did not say a word to him but stalked past the man then threw herself down on the couch. Jessica and Frannie stood in the kitchen, the two of them looking uneasily at the two of them then Frannie went to sit in the rocking chair by the couch while Jessie joined her husband at the table. 
Adam caught up to his wife as she raced down the stairs to the lake, the rain drumming on his head as he ran. “Honey, wait!” he shouted once they were down by the lakeshore. “Hon, c’mon!”
The woman stopped and spun on her heel. “Go back to your little whore!” Laura hissed her face the very picture of rage. She walked up and shoved Adam back towards the stairs, nearly knocking him over. “Go on, get!”
“I didn’t do anything, Laura!” he shouted back, now starting to get angry himself. After everything that he had gone through to get back safe to her and their kids this is how she was going to treat him? How could Laura even think that he would ever fool around on her? “I-I never…I love you, Laura. You’re the mother of my children. I could never, ever betray you like that. You know that!” the skinny man shouted. He shook his head. “I killed people, stole, did a lot of things that I never thought I’d ever do just to get here!”
“Please!” Laura spat then shook her head, quaking with fury. “I see the way you keep looking at that little slut! Don’t try to deny it, you fuckin’ bastard!” The water streamed down her face, washing away her tears as it pooled in her tennis shoes, soaked through her clothes but the woman was just too furious to notice. 
“Hon…” Adam sighed and took a half step towards his wife. “I-I…” he tried to start then grumbled, struggling to find the words. It took a few minutes for him to get up the nerve to look his wife in the eye and continue. “When I first got to Boston we were manning a checkpoint on Harvard Bridge. An Air Force Humvee showed up eventually, but there was all these people…hundreds of them, shit maybe thousands trying to get by us.” Lacey shook his head and shivered “My hands slipped and I shot a machine gun into the crowd. I jumped down out of the truck and ran… Frays was there, in the Air Force truck. Two of her friends died and she nearly got killed herself because of what I did, honey. She doesn’t want to let on…but I think she got hurt pretty bad and now her little baby… God, if there’s problems…”
Laura stared slack jawed at her husband. “God, baby.” she said quietly and put her arms around him. “It’s alright. I’m sorry...” The woman shook her head, suddenly feeling foolish. Adam took his wife in his arms and held her tight as she returned the favor. “I’m sorry.” 
The figure lurched along, stumbling down the sodden hillside. What was left of its nose said there was food nearby and it could occasionally hear food noises over the rain. Its foot slipped in the mud, sending it to its knees where it crawled for a few paces then clumsily climbing back to its feet. It lurched drunkenly from tree to tree as it made its way towards the source of the noise and towards the small house that came into view. 
There was a smell like food coming out of the ground under the front part of the house that was held up by poles. The figure stooped and pawed at the damp earth. A few minutes of work turned up bits of viscera and bones which it shoved greedily into its maw despite the clumps of dark dirt sticking to the remains of the fish it uncovered. Shards of bone splintered into its cheeks as it chewed on the fistfuls of gritty food. Something else caught its attention and it dropped the last bits of guts in its hand. The figure struggled to its feet when it heard more food coming nearby and forced itself to stand and lurch onward. Mashed up innards tumbled out of the hole in its throat as it moved towards the new food.
The skinny food screamed when it plowed into the two of them. The three of them went off the hard steps then over the side, through trees and off rocks down the side of the hill. It had touched the food so it knew they had to be close as it crawled along, its legs not working. 
It found the food still mewling in the long grass as it dragged itself along hand over hand towards it. The food must have heard it coming because it started screeching and wailing as it sank its teeth into its leg. It crawled along the food, grasping at it, longing to sink its teeth into its warm flesh…
There was the faintest hint of a scream outside. Frays and Rodriguez looked at each for a half second then leapt to their feet, Amy pulling her M9 out of the holster strapped to her thigh. She glanced at Frannie and briefly considered running into the back bedroom for her M4. “Mom, stay put. Me and Rodriguez got this.” she said as she hurried onto the deck outside.
Now that they were outside, they could hear the screaming a little better. It seemed that Laura was screaming down by the lake. Frays and Rodriguez looked at each other then hopped across the gap and started moving towards the sound. “Holy shit!” Frannie shouted when they reached the landing. There was a stranger on top of someone, seeming to try and attack them. Frays sprinted down the stairs then took a good isosceles stance, centered her weapon’s sights on the target, took a deep breath and let it out slowly…
A shot rang out and the creature slumped forward over Laura’s lower half when its skull exploded like a watermelon at a Gallagher show. Screaming, she tried to extract herself from the inert form when Adam was at her side. He was barely aware of it when Frays and Rodriguez came hurrying up, covering the area around them with their weapons.
“Baby, you okay?” he asked desperately as he grabbed his wife under the arms and pulled her away from the corpse. “Laura, you okay?” Lacey desperately started patting her down, hoping that she was not hurt. 
“It’s alright, Laura. Laura. Look at me.” Rodriguez said calmly as she pushed her carbine around her torso on its sling and crouched beside the screaming woman. “Laura, you’re alright. We got you. You’re gonna be alright.” She pulled a pair of latex gloves out of her CLS kit and snapped them on. “Tell me where it hurts, okay?”
“My arm.” Laura said quietly, breathing heavily. She looked down as Rodriguez started patting her down, trying to see where she might be hurt. “I think I broke my arm.”  Frannie started getting a little concerned when she saw how pale and clammy her patient’s skin was getting. She cast a worried glance at Lacey then continued working on the woman.
Frannie felt like she had swallowed a stone when she saw the gouge ripped out of Laura’s calf. She felt around in her Combat Life Saver kit and frowned. “Hey, Frays do you have a bandage? Looks like I’m out.” Rodriguez asked as she started trying to staunch the dark red blood oozing out of the wound. 
“Here.” Frays said as she felt around in her own CLS kit and handed Rodriguez a pressure bandage wrapped in plastic. The woman did not dare take her eyes off of her sector of fire for more than a half second at a time. Noise drew infected and Laura was screaming like a stuck pig. She spared a glance at Lacey and tried to give him a reassuring smile and prayed silently that Laura had cut her leg on something as she started covering their position again. 
It only took Frannie a couple minutes to get the bandage in place. She turned her attention to the woman’s arms. “Good news is I don’t think you broke your arm.” Rodriguez said with a small grin as she finished checking her out. “Just banged it up pretty bad. Are you hurt, Lacey?”
The man looked blankly at her for a moment. “Yeah, Yeah I’m fine.” he said then glanced down at his wife. “Let’s get out of the rain, baby.”
Amy and Frannie looked uneasily at each other as Lacey helped his wife back towards the house. Rodriguez glanced over her shoulder at Frays. “Holy shit that was a helluva shot. Sixty meters or so right through the dome.” Frannie said with amazement as she smiled a little and clapped her friend on the shoulder. “Remind me to not to piss you off.” 
“D-Did she get bit?” Frays asked her voice barely above a whisper as they started up the stairs. Her stomach roiled like a pot of boiling water as they climbed. It was all that Rodriguez could do to look at her friend and nod. Amy frowned sadly and shook her head as they climbed over the gap and onto the deck.
“Oh, God…”Amy whispered and crossed herself. The children were in the dining area sitting in their father’s lap and crying their eyes out. Lacey looked up when they entered. Jessica stood near her husband with her arm across George’s shoulders. Carl was seated at the table, looking morose. “Where’s Laura? How is she?”
“Back bedroom.” George said quietly. He looked at his wife and looked at the table. The big man took a deep breath and looked at his daughter across the room. “She doesn’t look like she got hurt that bad.” 
Amy swallowed hard and let her eyes rest on the children for a moment before looking at their father. “Did…did she get bitten?” Frays asked once she could open her mouth. Please, please Saint Adrian help us out here… she prayed silently as she watched everyone’s faces. Frannie had treated the woman, but…
Lacey’s face twisted up as he held his children. “I-I dunno. Maybe.” he said quietly, rocking the kids. Amy shook her head and sank into the recliner, pressing the palms of her hands against her eyes and barely aware that Frannie passed by her. Her limbs felt like they had been cast from lead when she finally managed to heave herself out of the chair. She put a hand on Lacey’s shoulder on her way towards the back bedroom. “Where are you going?” 
“I-I’ll take care of it, Lacey.” she said carefully. Her hand was trembling as she reached for the doorknob. You can do this. Frays told herself as her hand closed around the knob. She took a deep breath and half turned towards the others. “I’m sorry, Lacey. I’ll take care of it.”
“What do you mean ‘take care of it’, Amy?” Carl asked anxiously. The boy stood and looked from his father to Amy and back again. “Take care of what!?” He started towards his sister and stopped. “Dad? Mom? What’s she talking about?”
Lacey fixed Frays with an icy knowing glare. He knew damn well what Frays meant. “You keep your hands off my wife.” he said coldly. Becca and Paulie looked wide eyed at their father. Neither one of them had ever heard Daddy talk to anyone like that before. “Laura’s gonna be fine. Don’t you touch her.” Amy noticed the way her father’s face seemed to sort of blank out behind Lacey and became a little startled. She frowned, nodded and went to lean against the low fence that separated the dining area from the living room. 
“So…is anybody gonna answer me or what?” Carl asked. He looked around the room, trying to figure out what exactly everyone was so upset about. There was definitely something going on here. Amy puked her guts up at a goddamn picture, Dad was pissed off at seemingly everybody his big sister was pregnant of all things and now Adam’s wife was hurt and HE was pissed too… 
“Hey, Carl” Rodriguez said quietly as she pointed over her shoulder with her thumb “Let’s talk outside, man.” Carl stood up and followed Frannie out the back door and hopped up on the wall. Frannie could not help herself: she pulled out her cigarettes again and lit another one.  She leaned against the wall a little ways from the boy and took a drag off of the cancer stick, exhaling a series of smoke rings. 
“Cool!” Carl said with a small grin as he watched the woman’s jaw go up and down. His mind wandered for a second as he wondered if she had ever done anything else with her mouth. He shook himself and his insides went all kerfuffle when Frannie smiled at him. She looked a lot like that Air Force chick from that movie Battle: Los Angeles but with kind of a Tom Berenger in Platoon thing going on. “…can I…”
Frannie laughed. “No way, man. I got a feeling your old man would have my ass on a stick.” she said, drawing a chuckle out of the young man. Rodriguez sighed and shook her head. “What did they say on the TV?” 
Carl squirmed uncomfortably. “I dunno…there was…like…rioting or something.” he muttered, running his hand over the top of his head in an unconscious imitation of his father. “Dad said Amy called from the AFB. Then some of the news guys the next day said it was because of some disease or something. They said the people who had it would bite, like they were rabid or something.”
“Yeah.” Rodriguez said quietly after a few seconds. She stared off into space for a few moments then concentrated on the burning end of her cigarette. “Or somethin’.” She rolled her eyes and exhaled a plume of smoke through her nose. “If you get bit, you get sick. You get sick…you die…sorta. I dunno. I’m not a fuckin’ doctor or anything.” Carl looked at Frannie with a raised eyebrow. “Hey, I know how it sounds, man. I woulda called bullshit myself if I didn’t see it happen.” 
“No way.” Carl said, fixing the woman with a look of utter disbelief. “Uh uh. Bullshit. No way. Doesn’t happen.” He shook his head and looked at Frannie again. “Nope, sorry Frannie. Bullshit.”
She frowned, took a deep breath and paused for a moment. The rain was starting to stop finally, dwindling down to a few scattered pings and thumps on the corrugated steel over their heads. Frannie tried to squeeze that last little bit of tobacco off of the end of the cigarette’s filter. “Your sister, Lacey there and…some other people that were working with her got attached to my squad. We got tapped to go look for these supply guys that got lost or something.
“We were in this little town and your sister broke off from the convoy to pick up this civilian. Once we got out, we circled up and Ea…the medic checked her out. She’d been bit or something and Lacey shot her in the stomach. LT went apeshit, trying to get your sister to arrest him…the medic to patch her up. She stopped screaming for a couple seconds then she got up… Your sister shot her in the head.”
“Geez, he gutshot her? That’s cold, man.” The boy shuddered, obviously thinking twice about making fun of Lacey ever again. “How did you know this chick was dead or whatever?” Carl asked nervously. He found that he was strangely excited by the fact that Frannie was telling him this story. His dad and Amy never talked about what they did in Iraq. They always treated him like a little kid and it kind of pissed him off sometimes. “I mean…did you go up and poke her or whatever?”
“When she stood up to go after LT some of her guts looked like they were falling out.” Rodriguez said quietly, a small shudder running down her spine. She looked at the charred end of the filter sticking out from her fingers and slipped it into a cargo pocket. “Nobody…just…walks around like that.” 
“Whoa! Disgusting!” Carl said with a wide grin. He scooted a little closer to Frannie and looked at her, the mirth falling away from his face. Rodriguez dug out another cigarette and lit it, an intense scowl crinkling the scar tissue on her face. He had the very familiar feeling that he had said something he should not have. “Shit, I’m sorry. Did I say something wrong?”
Frannie shook her head, rolling her eyes at the kid. “No, man. Forget it.” she muttered around a plume of smoke. She was starting to wonder what was happening inside and Carl was seemed to be calmed down. Frannie glanced at the half of a cigarette still smoldering between her index and middle finger then flicked the cherry off it and ground the smoldering tobacco under the heel of her boot. “C’mon, let’s get back inside. I wonder if everybody’s come to their senses yet.”
Carl glanced at Frannie. “I…um…really didn’t mean to be like a jerk or anything.” the boy said under his breath as he scratched the back of his neck and looked away. “I’m sorry. Everything’s just so…screwed up. I didn’t mean it if I made you mad or anything.”
Frannie looked at him and shook her head a little. “It’s not you, man.” she said at last. She made a strange face, glanced at the toes of her boots for a second. “Hell, I guess I’m trying to get all this shit strait in my head too.” Rodriguez held the door open for him and followed him into the foyer. It seemed like it was quiet inside…
Lacey glanced after Rodriguez as she took Carl outside then turned his attention back to Frays. He wished that she had taken the kids with her. They did not need to be here for this… God, when are you gonna stop shitting on our heads? Adam wondered as he squeezed his children tight. “Don’t worry, guys.” he whispered into Becca and Paulie’s ears “Mommy’s gonna be alright. You’ll see. Frannie and Amy took real good care of her.” 
“Look, Lacey…lemme just go in and check on her.” Frays said quietly as she started towards the door. She crept quietly along, watching Adam out of the corner of her eye. “I’m Combat Life Saver trained. I’m just going to make sure she’s okay, alright?” 
“No, honey.” Jessica nearly shouted. An uncomfortable tension squirmed around in her guts. “Just…just sit down. Please? T-The police or a doctor or somebody will be here and they’ll take Laura to a hospital.” She put an arm around her husband’s neck, allowing him to hold her before rushing over to the phone on the counter next to the microwave a few feet away. Jessie smiled nervously at her daughter, the woman’s hand resting on the handset. “I’ll call them. They’ll be here any minute.”
Amy rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Mom? Please, alright!?” she grumbled as she turned sharply towards her mother, taking great pains to keep her voice down. The room felt very hot all of a sudden and it was kind of hard to breathe. Frays paused squeezing her eyes shut for a moment and willed herself to take a couple deep breaths. “I-If the police show up I…don’t think they’re going to help.” 
“What do you mean?” Jessie looked from her daughter to her husband and back again. “What do you mean they won’t help?” She left the phone on the hook and crossed the dining area to stand near her daughter. “Amy? You’re shaking. Sit down, baby. Come and sit down.” 
Frays let her mother guide her to one of the empty chairs at the dinner table. Lacey watched George suspiciously when the big man got up and got Amy a glass of water from the tap and put it on the table in front of her. He kind of suspected that George had something to do with that red mark on his daughter’s face, never mind that the asshole did not have to go yelling at him like he did right in front of his wife… 
“I…” Frays began then stopped to take a sip of water. A little of the liquid overtopped the edge of the cup, spilling onto the table. Frays rubbed the side of her neck and absently wiped the water up with her sleeve. “I-I dunno, Mom.” she said quietly. Amy glanced at Lacey, their eyes meeting for a split second. “I dunno what happened. I-It was bad.” Frays rubbed her hands together nervously and tried to take another sip of water.
The room was silent for a long minute, save for the sound of the children sniffling. They could hear the back door open followed by Frannie and Carl talking in low voices to one another in the hall. “Guys, go sit with Frannie for a minute.” Adam said quietly as he lowered his children to the ground. Rodriguez could not help but smile when Paulie and Becca let her scoop them up and carry them to the recliner. “Me and Amy are going to check on Mommy, alright? We won’t be a minute.” 
Frays looked at her mother. “Don’t worry, Mom.” she said as she glanced at the kids in the other room and checked her M9 under the table. “It’ll be fine. Lacey’s gonna be right there. Nothing’s gonna happen.” Jessica tried to ignore the way her daughter’s hands were shaking when Amy stood up and went to the bedroom door.
Lacey was behind her. She paused, screwing on a cheerful face before turning the handle and opening the door. “Hey, Laura.” Frays said with a small smile as she went inside “How’s the arm? Feeling alright?”
The woman looked pale and sweaty as Amy snapped on a pair of latex gloves. She frowned as she did it. Not only did Laura not look good at all, she only had one other pair of gloves left. They were going to have to go into town soon. “So…sorry I was such a bitch.” Laura said as Frays examined her right arm. There was an enormous black and blue mark where it looked like she had hit it on a tree or something on her way down the hill. “I didn’t know about…before.”
Adam sat on the bed next to his wife and held her hand, his face heavy with concern as he watched Frays examine his wife. “C’mon, baby. Just relax.” he whispered as he brushed a few strands of hair away from her face. “We’re gonna take good care of you and you’re gonna get better. It’s gonna be okay. It’s gonna be okay.”
Amy’s lips pinched together in a thin line. “Don’t worry about it.” she said and forced a smile. Frays checked the bandage wrapped around the woman’s calf and nodded to herself. The wound seemed to have stopped bleeding. Hopefully she was just in shock or something. She had lost a good bit of blood fairly quickly… Amy went to the closet, took down a couple pillows and put them under the woman’s feet. “You just rest. We’ll be in to check on you. Are you hungry or anything?” 
“No, thanks.” Laura said as she squirmed a little. “I’m a little cold.” Lacey was off the bed and rooting around in the closet in a flash. He found a quilt and took it down off the shelf. He nodded appreciatively when Frays removed her gloves and helped him spread the heavy blanket over his wife. 
“Take a nap, baby.” Adam said and smiled at his wife. He rubbed her shoulder for a little while, still smiling at her. “I’ll bring you some soup or something later, okay?” Lacey turned and walked out of the room leaving Amy alone with her. Frays smiled too then followed after the man. 
Jessica was in the kitchen making something for lunch when he came into the dining area. The kids looked up then climbed out of Rodriguez’s lap and sprinted across the floor, wrapping their arms around their father’s legs the second they saw him come out. Frays laughed quietly as she closed the bedroom door behind her. “Those kids love their daddy, huh?” the woman asked with a small nervous smile as she paused only to clap Lacey on the shoulder before drifting towards the rocking chair in the living room. 
Carl came over and sat on the couch. He looked uneasily at his big sister then smiled. “So…I’m gonna be an uncle, huh?” he asked. The boy looked uncomfortably towards his father and shifted on the couch cushion. “That’s pretty cool.”
Amy’s eyes flitted towards her father and nodded. “Yeah, looks like.” Frays shrugged and crossed her arms over her stomach as she started rocking slowly. She frowned and glanced at Rodriguez across the room. Frannie shrugged almost imperceptibly then got up and went into the kitchen to help Jessie. Not for the first time since they arrived at the camp Frays found herself missing Jacob, the man she had started dating at school after she returned from Iraq. They had only been going together for a few weeks but she had loved him and now he was gone and she was pregnant with his baby and Dad was angry with her and he should be here to help take care of their baby but he was probably dead…. 
Carl smiled. “Right on, Aim.” he said as he held out a fist. A brief smile flashed across his sister’s face and she bumped fists with him. “I’m gonna be the best uncle ever just you wait. You need a sitter or whatever I’m there, sis. Don’t worry. I got it.” The boy giggled excitedly at the thought of meeting his new niece or nephew. “What are you gonna have? Boy or girl?”
“I dunno.” Amy said quietly. She smiled weakly and glanced toward her father. “I…didn’t even know for sure that I was pregnant until like two or three days ago.” It suddenly hit her exactly how little she knew about a lot of things, not least of which the details of pregnancy and childbirth. She smiled shyly. “I kinda hope it’s a boy.” 
Becca looked up at her father, a puzzled expression on her little face. “Daddy, Amy’s pepbermint?” she asked as she scooted off of Adam’s lap and crossed into the living room. Intrigued by yet another mystery, the little girl walked up took Amy’s wrist and licked the back of her hand. “Amy’s not pepbermint.” Becca announced with more than a little disappointment. The girl frowned. “I like pepbermint.”
Everyone cracked up. Amy gave the little girl a quick hug. “No, I’m not peppermint.” she said as she released her, still biting back laughter. “I’m pregnant. I have a little baby growing in my belly.” Now Paulie frowned and ambled over to stand next to his sister, the both of them seemingly perplexed by what was going on. Amy’s heart broke a little bit more looking into their red little eyes as the two kids studied the woman sitting in front of them.
The boy frowned at Frays then poked her stomach making Amy snort a short laugh and wriggle away. “How did a baby get in there?” he wondered aloud, still poking away. “Did you swallow it?” It seemed perfectly reasonable to him. Daddy said not to eat watermelon seeds because you did not want a watermelon to grow in your tummy, after all. 
Amy snorted and shook her head, a bit of color coming to her cheeks as she squirmed away from the boy’s prodding finger. “Um…talk to your dad about that.” she said quietly and looked over at Lacey. Frays half smiled at the little boy and tousled his hair. “That sounds like a job for your dad if I’ve ever heard one.”
Lacey seemed started then gave Frays a dirty look as the children came back to him and climbed back into his lap, demanding to know how Amy had gotten a baby in her belly. “Um…well…” he gave George a beseeching look across the table. “Ah…um…when a man and a woman love each other…ah…”
“The good Lord blesses them, making the woman with child.” George said quietly. He sighed heavily as he pushed away from the table. The big man’s shoulders heaved as he turned and went into the kitchen to help bring stuff over to the table. Jessica had been experimenting with some kind of spicy smelling rice and beans thing. There was more cornbread, which he decided would make it worth it. They would have to start digging into the MREs stashed in the attic a little sooner than he planned. He did not plan on having five extra mouths to feed… It would be a hardship but they would make it work. Turning away a fellow Marine and his family, especially with the two small children, and a wounded soldier was not even an option as far as he was concerned. 
Jessica nodded towards their kids as she set the pot on the table and scowled at her husband. “Lunch is about ready. Amy, Carl would you set the table?” she said and started back for the cornbread, only to see that Frannie was bringing it over. “George, get the milk.” 
The air was tense as they ate. It hurt Jessica’s heart to see how her daughter glared across the table at her father. Paulie sat in Frannie’s lap, the little boy snuggling protectively against her chest. “C’mon, little man. Try some.” Rodriguez said as she held up a spoonful of food up to the boy’s lips. “It’s pretty good.” 
Becca leaned against her father’s side. Adam ignored his food, instead putting his arm around the girl and rubbing her shoulder. The girl had eaten some of the rice and beans then curled up against her dad. Lacey frowned sympathetically at his babies. They did not seem too hungry, but had just plain cried themselves tired. He picked up the little girl and took her over to the couch then covered her with a blanket. After a few moments Rodriguez took Paulie and sat down in the recliner, rubbing the little boy’s back as he drifted off to sleep.
Once Becca was asleep Adam slumped against the side of the couch. In his mind he was sixteen again, sitting in the hallway of the hospital. A grey haired man in blue scrubs had just told him that his grandfather had died on the operating table. Grandpa’s heart had given out and there was nothing they could do… He stared at his hands too numb inside to even really register what was going on… 
Frays was crouched in front of him. “C’mon, buddy.” she said quietly as she helped him to his feet. “Let’s let the kids sleep for a minute.” Amy put an arm around his shoulders and guided him through the sliding door and out onto the deck. He sighed and curled up against the fence around the edge of the deck. It was humid with little wisps of fog coming off of the ground around the cabin, giving an eerie feeling of claustrophobia to the forest around the building.        
Frays spared a glance through the door at the child on the couch and the other little one asleep in her friend’s lap before sitting down next to him. The young woman frowned slightly as she watched Lacey out of the corner of her eye. In spite of everything that had happened between them she still liked the guy and she wished she could think of something to say that would make him feel better but nothing came to mind. 
It took her a minute to realize that the man sitting next to her was crying. Frays hesitated then slipped an arm around his waist, letting the man lean against her. “Shhh…” she whispered in his ear. “Shhh…it’s alright, buddy. It’s gonna be okay.” Amy held him tight and let him rest his head on her shoulder. It took everything she had to keep from shedding any tears herself. First Rodriguez losing Eamon and now this… 
“Damn it, no it’s not!” Adam grumbled. He leapt to his feet and paced in a slow circle, shaking with anger. “It…it’s not fair, goddamnit! After everything…and now…” Lacey shook his head and wiped at his cheeks. “Three days…I…my poor kids. Jesus. My poor babies…”
A brief fit of anger ran through her and she mercilessly stomped it out. At least you had three days. Frays thought then sighed, shaking her head. She would give just about anything for three more days with Jacob… Amy stood up and crossed her arms over her stomach as she leaned against the railing. “I’m so sorry, Lacey.” she said quietly, wiping at the corners of her eyes with her thumb. “I was too slow. I coulda made the shot from the stairs. Maybe…”
Lacey shook his head. It was just like her, to take the blame. He decided a while ago that it must be a Catholic thing. Every time something bad happened Frays would beat herself up over it. It drove him up the fucking wall every time, as he liked her and a good portion of the time there was nothing she could have done about it anyway. “And if you tried you might have hit my fucking wife.” he spat angrily, dismissively waving a hand at the woman. “Look…just don’t, alright? Not now.”
Frays’ mouth opened and closed a couple times. She looked down then nodded a strange look on her face when their eyes met. “Alright.” she said quietly then took a couple steps towards him, wracking her brain for something comforting to say. Amy retreated and leaned back against the railing. She stood there looking at Adam, watching him with her arms across her stomach. Frays knew how much he had to be hurting and it was driving her nuts to see him going through it. Part of her wanted to hold the man and let him cry if he needed to…
“Stop fuckin’ looking at me like that.” Lacey grumbled as he turned on his heel to face the house. Adam wiped the tears off his cheeks, rolled his shoulders. He had gotten banged up a little bit falling down the hill but nothing a little rest would not fix in his opinion. When he turned back Adam snorted at the look of concern on the woman’s face. 
“Are you hurt?” Amy asked, taking a half step closer to the Marine. “Come here and let me take a look at you.” She grabbed a chair and pulled it in front of her. Frays was suddenly angry with herself for letting him walk around after taking a spill down the side of the hill like he did. He could have really hurt himself… The man stayed right where he was, making Frays scowl at him. “C’mon, Private. Sit.” she said a little sharper than she really meant to. Her expression softened and she frowned. “Please.”
Lacey grumbled under his breath and sat. Amy looked down at her hands, sighed and snapped on her last pair of gloves. “Hope you appreciate this.” Frays said with a small grin. She put a hand on the young man’s head and pushed it back, pulling her flashlight out of its pouch on her LCS with the other. “This is my last pair of rubber gloves.” The woman smiled a little as she checked his pupils. 
“That’s my squad leader.” Adam said without much humor. He blinked as the powerful little flashlight flicked in his eyes. “Always looking out for her Marines.” Their eyes met for a half second and he frowned, looking down at the floor. 
“Lucky.” Frays said quietly as she turned the light off and put it back. “Doesn’t look like you wacked your bean…um…so to speak.” Amy was secretly a little relieved when Lacey snickered and wiped at his cheeks again. “Not that Marines generally seem to have much of a brain to injure.”
“Bite me, Zoomie.” Lacey said with a hint of a smile. He leaned back a little bit and started to relax a tiny bit as Frays ran her hands down his neck, shoulders and arms. Adam giggled in spite of himself when she touched his torso under his arms. “Fuck, watch it!”
“Never thought you were ticklish.” Amy said quietly as she pulled her hands away and glanced at her palms. When no blood presented itself she continued on with her examination. “Keep still for a minute. Almost done, alright?” Frays moved her hands down Lacey’s torso and hips. “Any pain?”
“No, I told you I’m fine.” Lacey said quietly. He glanced at her as she moved her hands down his legs. “C’mon, Frays. Lay off, alright? I’m fine.”
Frays sighed and looked up at him. “I said I was alright too.” she muttered as she ran her hands along his left leg, glanced at her hands then moved over to his right. Amy frowned slightly as she examined her subordinate. “Just humor me, alright?” She could sense a tremor running through the man’s leg as her hands reached Lacey’s boot. Frays sighed and looked up at him. “Sorry.”
Lacey’s lip trembled, a queasiness running through his stomach. “Me too.” he whispered in her ear as Amy helped Adam to his feet. The two of them looked at each other helplessly for a few minutes until Frays clapped him on the shoulder and turned towards the door. 
“You ready to go back in, man?” Frays asked. She glanced up at the sky and frowned at the gathering clouds overhead. The cloud overhead looked like big poofy grey cotton balls and the wind felt sort of clammy on her face. “C’mon. I think it’s gonna start raining again.”
Adam shook his head and sat back down in the chair. “If…if it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll stay out here for a little while longer.” Lacey muttered under his breath as he ran his hands over his face. He turned the chair around and stared out at the lake, watching the trees across the water wave back and forth. “Go back in if you want.” Frays smiled weakly at the man then pulled a chair over next to his and sat down.
Frannie brushed the little boy’s hair away from his face. Her bottom lip trembled at the sight of the redness around Paulie’s eyes. As her Drill Sergeant in boot camp would have said, the Sleep Monster was smacking the boy in the back of the head: the poor little kid was struggling to keep his eyes open. “Frannie?” Paulie asked his voice barely above a whisper as he leaned in close to her ear. 
“What’s up, little man?” Frannie shifted around a little bit because her arm was starting to go to sleep. She gently rubbed the little boy’s stomach, trying to get him to finally drop off. It was quiet now that his sister was asleep. The Frays were in the foyer debating what was to be done with the dead (if that was the right term) thing Amy had shot. Thankfully they were being quiet about it. It looked like Lacey and Frays were talking out on the deck. 
“Is Mommy really going to be okay?” the boy asked. He settled his head under Frannie’s chin and snuggled up against her, letting the woman hold him tightly to her chest. She leaned back in the recliner and slowly started running her hand up and down his back. His breathing was starting to slow down and Rodriguez found herself hoping that Paulie would fall asleep before she had to answer his question. “Did ya hear me, Frannie?”
Shit. Rodriguez thought as she glanced down at the top of the boy’s head. She pursed her lips, debating on wither or not she should pretend to be asleep or not. “I hope so, buddy.” Frannie said at last. Frannie ran a hand over the boy’s unruly hair and tried to smile at him when he looked up at her before snuggling back against her chest.
The boy squirmed around for a moment. “Why is Mister Frays so mad at Daddy and Amy?” Paulie squirmed again and yawned, covering his mouth with the palm of his hand. “Why was Mommy yelling at Daddy too? Did Mister Frays think Daddy loved Amy so God made her have a baby in her belly?” 
Rodriguez sighed, her guts churning around as she fought back tears for the little boy in her lap. He’s just so little. So…so little. Frannie thought and squeezed Paulie tight. “You’ll understand when you’re older.” she said quietly. The boy’s weight was resting uncomfortably on her gunshot wound again so she lifted him a little and moved her leg. “It’s gonna be alright. I gotcha, little man.” She was relieved when the little boy dropped off. “I gotcha.” Frannie could not help but feel like she was lying to him. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
13 June 2011, 0532 hours 4 Old Trout Lane 10 miles north of Holden, Massachusetts
Jessica wrung the cool water out of the washcloth, folded it and placed it on Laura’s forehead in the dim light thrown off by the lamp next to the bed. The woman was sweating so much that she and Amy had changed the sheets once already since yesterday afternoon. Adam leaned against the inside of the doorframe, his face hidden in the palm of his hand. Jessie leaned back in her chair and looked pitiably at the man. “We have some antibiotics, right?” she asked.
Lacey sniffed and wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Yeah, I think there’s some left.” he said quietly as he wandered over to his wife’s side. She had been drifting in and out of consciousness since around midnight. “I don’t know. Eamon had a bag full of pills and stuff.”
Jessica nodded and stood up, drying her hands on her shirt. “I’ll ask Amy where it is.” she said quietly, letting a hand rest sympathetically on the man’s shoulder as she passed. Lacey sort of half smiled sickly and took Jessica’s place at his wife’s bedside. He took his wife’s hand and squeezed it, pained by how pale and sickly she seemed to him. 
He held her hand in both of his, pressing her raging hot skin against his forehead almost as if he were praying. “C’mon, baby. Stay with me.” he said quietly as he kissed the back of her wrist. “I dunno if I can do this without you, hon. Please…please please, baby.”
Jessica frowned, hesitating a moment to put a calmer expression on her face before poking her head out into the dining area. Amy was sitting at the kitchen table, seemingly half dozing with her chin propped up on the palm of her hand. “Amy. Amy!” Jessica hissed, hoping to get her daughter’s attention without waking anyone else. She could not help but feel a little bad when Amy woke with a snort and turned to face her. “Do you know where the medicine is? Mrs. Lacey needs some antibiotics or something.”
Amy blearily wiped at her face and nodded, flashlight in hand as she shuffled sleepily off towards the bathroom in search of the small satchel stashed on the top shelf of the towel cabinet next to the shower, high off the ground so the children could not reach it. She knew there was a bottle of amoxicillin in there but Frays could not recall how full it was right off the top of her head. They had used a lot of the antibiotics trying to keep Frannie’s wound from getting infected. It proved a double edged sword as the antibiotics had given Frannie a pretty serious case of diarrhea. There had been a couple close calls trying to get Rodriguez to the latrine before she had an accident and they had kind of a hard time keeping Frannie hydrated. There was the A&D Ointment she had been using on her feet too but Amy doubted very much that it was what Laura needed. 
Frays went to the medicine cabinet and took down a bottle of mouthwash, pouring some of the sickish green liquid into the cap and using it to get rid of the horrible taste in her mouth before taking the satchel down from the cabinet. Amy unzipped the bag and started digging through it in the dark, looking at the labels on the various brown plastic bottles inside. Her heart sank when she found the amoxicillin, opened the vial and peered inside. There were maybe five or six lonely little pills in the bottom of the container.
Frays sighed and returned to the door of the back bedroom where she handed the bottle to her mother. “I think that’s it.” she said quietly. Amy glanced over her shoulders, afraid of waking the children asleep in the living room or her brother a few feet away. Frannie was sleeping with the kids on the hide-a-bed. “Will it work?” Amy wondered aloud.
Jessie frowned at the bottle of pills in her hand. “I guess it’s better than nothing, kiddo.” she said quietly. She gave her daughter a rueful smile then Jessica took a half step towards Amy and threw her arms around her. “I’m sorry about how your dad acted, baby. I’ll talk to him.”
“Dad slapped me and called me a slut, Mom.” Amy said sharply as she pulled herself out of her mother’s embrace. “After everything that happened…” Frays shook her head and went over to the blue recliner across the room. “I think he’s said just about enough.”
Lacey looked uneasily at the older woman when she came back into the room and shut the door behind her. Jessica leaned against the doorframe, doing her best to hide a troubled expression and then tossed the little bottle to Adam. “It looks like that’s about it as far as the antibiotics.” she said quietly as she sat down on the floor in the corner opposite the gun cabinet bolted to the wall across the room. She reflected that Amy and Frannie’s carbines looked more than a little out of place next to the older more traditional wood and steel rifles and shotguns inside it. 
Adam frowned at the pills then shook one out into the palm of his hand. “Baby, wake up a minute.” he whispered as he gently shook his wife. “Got some pills for you, alright sweetie?” Laura woke and looked around as if she did not quite know what was going on. She swallowed the pill with a little water and settled back into an uneasy sleep. He glanced over at Jessica and sighed. It was plain to see that the older woman was barely keeping it together. 
“I’m sure she’ll come around soon.” Adam said with as much of a smile as he could muster. “Frays loves you guys more than just about anything. She’s just a little hardheaded is all.” 
Jessica snorted, the hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Just like her dad.” she muttered and ran her fingers through her hair. Jessie stood up and went to the young Marine’s side, gingerly running her hand along his shoulders. “I’m sorry my husband got mad at you. Are you okay?”
“I’m alright.” he said quietly, catching the woman’s hand and holding it a second before pulling it off. “I think he could have handled it better but I understand. I mean…am a daddy too, you know.” Adam smiled over his shoulder at Mrs. Frays before turning his attention back to his wife. God, she seemed to be shriveling up right in front of him. Laura, baby, you’ve gotta get better. Lacey thought furiously. If…the worst happened…how the hell was he going to tell the kids? What was going to happen to them? Oh, God… A few tears leaked out of the corners of his eyes.
A tentative finger of light started probing the darkness, searching its way through the gloom. Amy knocked on the door to the bedroom and gently pushed it open. “Mom, Lacey…c’mon out and get something to eat.” she said quietly. Frays’ mouth curled into a tight frown as she got closer to the bed: Lacey had fallen asleep holding his wife’s hand with his head resting on her forearm. She tapped her mother on the shoulder and shook Lacey awake. Frays smiled a little when Lacey jumped at her touch. “Hey buddy. C’mon. Breakfast. Hurry up before Carl and the kids eat it all on us.”
The food was out on the table already when Adam and Jessica got there, blinking like moles in the early morning light. Paulie and Becca jumped up and ran to their father, wrapping their little arms around his legs. Lacey smiled and stooped to pick them up on his way to the table. There was some of the rice stuff left over from last night, along with other bits and pieces of reheated leftovers in dishes on the table as he sat down. George seemed to have been the mastermind behind the whole thing: he knew Frays could find her way around a kitchen when she had to. He smiled a little bit when he recalled the expression on the woman’s face when he asked her if she could cook while they were holed up in the country club. 
After George said the blessing Amy helped herself to some of the rice then passed the dish to Rodriguez. There was some powdered eggs and cornbread along with hot water to make instant coffee with. Frays stirred a spoonful of the precious brown granules into the steaming liquid and sighed quietly to herself. 
Rodriguez glanced at her friend sitting next to her and frowned around a mouthful of cold cornbread. “We going after that drugstore today?” she asked, glancing across the table at Lacey and his kids. Frannie felt mildly horrible when Paulie and Becca both gave their father a horrified look then sent panicky glances around the table. 
The food in Amy’s stomach turned a little sour. “Your mom is really sick. We need to see if we can find something to make her all better.” she told the children, hoping that they would understand. Frays frowned slightly hiding the expression by forking some of the a little too yellow eggs into her mouth. “There’s got to be some pills or something in town. Understand?” She glanced at her parents, frowned again and upended the salt shaker over the bland egg-like substance.
Carl glanced at his sister. “I’m going with you.” he said quietly, a little surprised by himself. “Who else is?” He glanced around the table suddenly kind of wishing that he had kept his big mouth shut. Amy rolled her eyes and kind of shook her head a little but at least she did not yell at him or anything. 
Lacey glanced at Rodriguez and squeezed his children tightly. “You kids be good for Frannie and Mr. and Mrs. Frays, alright?” he said quietly, kissing the tops of their heads. The little ones buried their faces in their father’s chest and started to cry again. 
Rodriguez set down her coffee cup and gave Lacey a hard look. “No, you’re staying here.” she said the woman’s dark eyes darting towards the children before meeting the Marine’s gaze. “Your kids need you, Lacey. I’ll be alright. I can at least keep an eye on the Humvee while everybody’s inside or whatever.”
Amy frowned, obviously nonplussed. “I think Carl and me can handle it, Rodriguez.” she said quietly after she swallowed a mouthful of rice. Frays made a thoughtful face and looked at her friend. “You still can’t get around that well, can you?”
“I can walk just fine, Frays.” Rodriguez said as she helped herself to a couple more scoops of rice. “I’m coming with you guys.” She glanced towards Carl and gave him a quick little smile. “Besides, somebody’s gonna have to help keep an eye on junior here.” Carl stuck his tongue out at her. Frannie grinned and stuffed some food into her mouth to keep from making a lewd remark in front of the kids.
After they finished eating and had the dishes done Amy, Carl and Frannie sat at the kitchen table with a faded road atlas open between them. Lacey, George and the kids were outside checking the Humvee over to make sure the vehicle was alright before they left. Jessica was in the bedroom with Laura. “Okay, it’s about a ten or eleven mile trip one way from here to Holden.” Frays said as she ran pointed at a spot on the map and ran her finger along the page to another spot. “There’s an abandoned railroad that goes into town that crosses Old Mill Road maybe a quarter mile south of here. It’ll be bumpy, but we should be able to drive down it until we’re about a quarter mile away from the Big Y. 
“If I remember right, the tracks will take us right behind the fire hall. There might be stuff there we can use, if the place isn’t too…occupied. We should be gone only about two hours or so max, but as we all know things have a way of going sideways on us.” Frays glanced across the table at her little brother. “I was thinking that we hide the truck at the edge of town and hoof it the rest of the way. We’re mainly lookin’ for penicillin but if we find any food, water and other medical supplies don’t leave them laying there. I dunno how many Bravo Charlies might be in the area. Carl, what was it like there when you guys left?”
Carl cleared his throat and scratched the side of his throat as he studied the map. “It was…I dunno…getting kinda crazy.” the boy mumbled, suddenly aware of Frannie looking at him with her beautiful, deep brown eyes. “There was a lot of traffic on the road. People from out of town or whatever. Somebody set fire to a car in the middle of the street down the block from the house the night we left. There were police sirens going off all hours of the day and night.” Carl frowned, sighed and shook his head. “I’d hate to say it, Aim but I think it’s a long shot that we’ll find anything.”
Amy frowned and gave her brother a rueful smile. “Seems like all we’ve got is long shots, kiddo.” Frays said quietly as she studied the map for another few seconds. She reached across the top of her head and pulled her right ear to her shoulder, making her neck pop. Carl cringed at the noise. “Okay. I don’t think I really have to tell you guys, but risk assessment: the…the…things. Keep quiet and no shooting unless you really have to. We’re gonna hoof it the last quarter mile or so along the tracks, but we’re gonna have to cross a couple major roads and stuff like that to get there and back. Stay clear of the cars if you can. There might be Bravo Charlies in or under them or you might trip an alarm. If we’re quiet and lucky, nobody will know we were ever there. Questions?”
Rodriguez glanced at Frays out of the corner of her eye. “Yeah.” she asked. Frannie scratched the scars on her cheek, a hint of a smirk curling the corner of her mouth. “What’s a Bravo Charlie?”
“Um…Biologically Challenged.” Frays said, glancing at the map then scowling when Rodriguez and Carl both sniggered. She grabbed up the road atlas and jammed it under her arm, giving the two of them a sour look. “Hey, I didn’t hear you guys coming up with anything. C’mon let’s get ready to roll out, guys. Hands on check in ten.” 
With that Amy crossed the room to the pile of gear and shrugged into her flak jacket, buckled on her LCS and slung her bandoleer of CS grenades across her chest. Rodriguez was getting into her gear while Carl was nervously fiddling with a nylon belt that held 7.62x54R cartridges for the boy’s rifle on stripper clips in the pouches on it. Amy knew he could carry eight five round stripper clips because she had put the belt together a few years ago. He also had the rifle’s massive eighteen inch spike bayonet stuck into his belt, ready to be deployed if need be. He sort of looked like a picture she had seen in a book on World War Two of a soldier in the Soviet Red Army. Frays could not help smirk a little bit at that as she wondered what her father would make of the comparison. The man had warned his daughter about the ‘long haired pinko commie Liberal hippie dopers’ that populated college campuses on the way to Bard College when she was a kid.
Frays checked the magazines in her pouches on her way into the back bedroom. She spared a glance at her mother as she pulled her carbine out of the cabinet and stuck a magazine into the magazine well and chambered a round. “We’ll be back as quick as we can, Mom.” Amy said as she slipped the weapon’s sling over her head and fiddled it into a more comfortable position. Frays gave the semi-conscious woman on the bed a quick grin and pointed at her. “And you just hold on a little longer, alright? We’ll be back before you know it and you’ll be up and around toot sweet.”
Jessica intercepted her daughter before she could leave the bedroom. “Honey, please be careful.” she said as she held her baby to her chest. “Promise me.” Jessie kissed the scar on Amy’s cheek and squeezed her so tight it made Frays’ back pop just below her rib cage. 
Frays chuckled, smiled and hugged her mom back. “Okay, Mom.” she whispered quietly, allowing her mother to kind of rock her side to side for a moment. “Mom, I promise we’ll be careful. I gotta go now, Mom.” She laughed a little and extracted herself, still smiling as she grabbed Rodriguez’s M4 out of the cabinet. “Seriously, we shouldn’t be gone more than two hours. I left a copy of our route on the kitchen table.” 
Frays handed Rodriguez her carbine as the three of them moved towards the back door. Carl shouldered a black nylon backpack, his movements all jittery with excitement. He could not believe his luck as he more than half expected either Amy or his parents to shoot down his suggestion and not let him come along. He hoped that he would not embarrass himself too badly in front of Frannie or his sister. And, of course, he did have his little niece or nephew to look out for too…  
Amy spared a glance over her shoulder at Lacey and her father before turning her attention back to Rodriguez and Carl. “Okay, fall in guys.” she muttered as she slapped her patrol cap onto her head. Carl looked confused for a half second then stood next to Rodriguez. Amy grunted amusedly to herself as she checked Frannie’s gear. Once she was certain that Frannie had enough ammo, water and a fresh piece of steel wool in her weapon’s homemade suppressor, Frays moved on to her little brother.
“Turn out your pockets.” Amy said expectantly as she checked to make sure he had his weapon loaded and the safety on then handed the long barreled rifle back to him. He gave her a questioning look after she shook the metal Boy Scout canteen slung across his chest. “Come on, let’s see what else you’ve got.” The boy held out a handful of loose rifle cartridges, a Swiss Army knife and a fistful of crumpled dollar bills. She nodded and let him put his things away. “Let me see your pack.” Frays frowned as she unzipped the bag and pawed through its contents. There was only a warm bottle of coke, a little dynamo powered emergency radio and an MRE in there. “Grab a raincoat out of the closet in the foyer and let’s get going.” 
Rodriguez and Frays glanced after Carl then went over to the Humvee and stashed their gear in the back. Amy turned to face Lacey. “The truck’s still almost full?” she asked, pointedly ignoring her father. Paulie ran up and hugged Rodriguez’s leg drawing a smile to the woman’s face as she tousled the boy’s hair. 
“We put the gas in the truck’s hole.” Paulie explained, gesturing towards the back of the Humvee. “It went all glub glub glub then spilleded.” He giggled when Frannie picked him up and the boy smooched her on the cheek. Rodriguez gave Paulie a hug then set him back down as Carl came back to the truck with a yellow rain slicker folded over his arm. 
“Alright, everybody ready?” Frays asked as Carl stuffed his raincoat into his pack and put it on the back seat. She smiled over her shoulder at Lacey as she snapped her M4 into the rack next to the steering column “Don’t worry, buddy. We’ll be back before you realize it.”
Adam snickered and gave Frays a nervous smile. “Look…I appreciate you guys doing this.” he said quietly, walking towards her with a hand extended. When Frays took it he pulled her in and gave her a quick sort of half hug, clapping her heartily on the back. “Thank you.” Lacey whispered in her ear “Be safe, okay?”
Amy spared the man an awkward smile then hurried over to the truck. “Don’t worry about it, buddy. See you in a few hours.” Frays said as she climbed behind the wheel and shut the door. Adam smiled to himself when he saw Amy bow her head, make the sign of the cross then sit quietly for a moment before the truck’s starter motor whined. It took a couple tries, but the engine eventually turned over. He could not help but feel a little left out and incredibly touched as he watched Frays back the truck away from the house and pull off down the gravel road. Frays, Rodriguez and Carl barely even knew Laura but they were willing to risk their lives to help her because she was important to him.
George shook his head and turned back towards the house. “Lacey, come on in the house.” he said after a moment. Lacey took his children by the hands and led them back inside behind the older man, Adam shaking his head. He could not imagine what George was going through with his daughter treating him like he did not exist. It made no sense to him after everything they had gone through to get here.
He let Becca and Paul go on ahead. “Mister Frays, what’s going on?” Adam asked quietly. Jessica was still in the back bedroom taking care of Laura and the kids sounded like they had made their way into the living room. He frowned, remembering Frays’ cheek the other day. “Frays hasn’t said a word to you in like two days.”
George grumbled under his breath. He felt a brief ripple of shame at the memory of the stinging in his hand, the surprise and shame and humiliation on Amy’s face. He was a Bible believing Christian but he had never ever raised a hand against either one of his children before. There were passages that people liked to use to justify such things but in his opinion it was someone using the Good Book to excuse their own bad behavior. “It’s none of your business, Lacey.” he mumbled angrily. The man fiddled in his breast pocket and came up with a pack of cigarettes. “I’ll be along in a minute.” 
Adam shook his head. “If I didn’t know Frays was your daughter I’d know Frays is your daughter.” he said quietly as he turned at started towards the house. The younger man glanced over his shoulder and frowned, still shaking his head as he paused at the door. “I said some things I really shouldn’t have and she wouldn’t talk to me for almost a day and a half.” George lit a smoke and looked curiously at the young Marine. Lacey smiled awkwardly and shrugged. “Just sayin’.”
George half smiled and squirted smoke out of his nose. “Sounds like her.” he mumbled and coughed, covering his mouth with the side of his hand. “How long did you know Amy was pregnant?” 
“Sir, I swear I didn’t know anything for sure till you started yelling at me earlier.” Adam said. He grumbled under his breath, scratched nervously at the back of his neck. “Hell, I don’t even think she knew what was up. Frays was acting weird sometimes, not sleeping. I thought she was just stressed out or something until she thought this canned ham we were eating was bad while we were holed up waiting for Rodriguez to get well enough to travel.”
George nodded, scratched at something behind his ear. “I’m sorry I blew up like that.” he said suddenly, an uncomfortable sort of a smile came to his face. “I was wrong to jump to conclusions like I did.” 
Lacey looked at the man, a brief flash of anger flaring up. “Apology accepted sir.” he said quietly, scowling as he turned back towards the house. If he had just kept is fucking accusations to himself Laura would not have gone running off like she did. She would not be in that room suffering…dying… His friends would not be out there where anything could happen to them and his babies would not…not have to worry about losing their mom.
Adam paused just inside the door. It should be me in there. Lacey thought bitterly, wiping his face with the back of his hand. I fucked up and hurt those people, almost got Frays killed. He frowned and took a deep breath before continuing further into the house. The cabin seemed strangely empty with Frays, her brother and Rodriguez gone. Paulie and Becca were sitting in the recliner where the boy had been cuddling with Frannie, bunched up together in the chair. Lacey could not help but wonder if they missed their friends too. Did they know what exactly was going on?
Lacey walked up and leaned against the wooden pillar and forced a smile onto his face. “Hey kiddos, want something to drink?” he asked, then moved off towards the cabinets in the kitchen and took down a couple small plastic sippy cups. “I’ll get you guys some lemonade, alright?” He got the pitcher out of the fridge, filled the cups and pressed the lids on them then brought them back out to the children. “I’m gonna go check on Mommy. I’ll see if she’s well enough for you guys to see her for a minute, okay?”
Paulie watched Daddy go into the other room and frowned. The children were quiet as they looked at each other. “I wanna see Mommy.” he said and started trying to get out of the chair. His cup fell out of his hand and he scrambled to snatch it off the floor. Luckily only a few drops of lemonade splashed out of the straw in the top of the cup and landed on the carpet. “C’mon, Becca.”
The little girl looked at her brother suspiciously. “I dunno. Daddy said to wait.” she said but still climbed down from the chair anyway. The two of them crept up to the door waiting on the other side, both of them now suddenly unsure. Becca glanced towards the back door wondering when Mister Frays was going to come back. She was starting to not like him very much: he yelled and said mean things to Daddy. Plus he made Mommy cry right before she got the owwie on her leg. He had probably been mean to Amy too because she looked mad at him a lot after she had to go to the bathroom the other day.
Finally Paulie stood up on his tiptoes and grabbed the door handle. “C’mon.” he whispered, giving his sister a grin. “Let’s surprise Mommy.” It took him a couple tries, but he managed to get the door to open up. The two children stopped in the doorway and stared into the dimly lit room. Mrs. Frays and Daddy looked up at them, confused for a half second. Mommy was on the bed all sweaty and pale, looking kind of like one of the Bad People. 
“C’mon back outside, babies.” Jessie said as she bolted to her feet and hustled the kids out of the bedroom. Why didn’t I lock the door? Jessica thought angrily when she saw the stunned expressions on the children’s faces. They were not crying again or at least not yet. She scooped the little boy and girl up and carried them to the couch. 
She held the children and rocked them gently. Jessica frowned, wishing that she could think of something to say to them. This whole thing was confusing and scary enough to her but the kids…they were just so tiny and innocent. How were they making sense of all this? “Shh…” Jessie whispered as she continued rocking the children. “Shh…” 
They started a little bit when the sound of the back door opening reached them. Jessica looked up her breath catching in her throat. A muddy, disheveled man stood where she expected to see her husband. When the stranger’s milky eyes met hers his jaw dropped, a low animalistic growl emanating from its chest as it lurched and stumbled across the dining area towards them hands groping at the air in front of it. Unthinking, Jessica snatched a child under each arm and dashed towards the back bedroom. 
She dropped the kids at the door, threw it open then pushed Becca and Paulie ahead of her into the bedroom. Jessica slammed the door shut behind her just as the creature reached it. Adam leapt to his feet his eyes wide with surprise. “What the hell’s going on?!” he asked glancing wild eyed around the room. A familiar mechanical wet thump on the thin wooden door pretty much answered his question for him.
He looked around and dashed towards the sound, shoving Jessica out of the way as he tugged his pistol from the holster strapped to his thigh. Adam raised his weapon guessing at about where the zombie’s head might be from the thumps of the creature’s fists on the door. Becca started screaming as cracks spread along the door and her father dumped a half dozen panicked shots at what he hoped was head level through it. 
Ears ringing, Lacey slowly lowered his weapon and flicked the M9’s decocker with his thumb, safely lowering the weapon’s hammer with a dry metallic snap. After a few seconds the whining noise was replaced by the sound of his children crying. “It’s alright, guys.” Adam whispered as he eased his pistol back into its holster and turned around. Becca and Carl peeked over the edge of the bed staring wide eyed at their father.
Jessica looked pale. “Where’s George?” she asked almost to herself. The woman stood up carefully, as if she was not sure if her legs would bear her weight. “George was outside, wasn’t he?” 
Adam held a finger up in front of his lips and moved over to the gun cabinet. He snatched out his battered M16, shoved a magazine from his plate carrier into the weapon’s magazine well and chambered a round. It took him a couple tries because his hands were shaking so badly. “You guys stay here and be quiet.” he said quietly, hoping he sounded more confident than he felt. “I’ll find George. I’ll knock three times then jiggle the handle before I come in, alright?”
Lacey paused at the door, eyes closed and taking a few deep breaths before pushing open the door. It thudded into something just on the other side so he pointed his rifle at it and shoved a little harder, rolling the corpse out of the way. “Back in a minute.” Adam whispered as he covered the creature and elbowed the door shut. 
There was a low hum in his ears as he quietly rounded the dining room table, covering the hall that led to the master bedroom, bathroom and the foyer beyond. Adam swallowed his throat gummy and dry as he moved to the side so that he could see inside the bedroom. He flicked on the tac light clamped to his rifle’s handguard and after no threat presented itself, the Marine moved into the hall. Forcing himself to remain calm, Adam then checked the bathroom before pressing on into the foyer. 
The back door was open a little bit, the two by fours leaning against the wall next to it. Shit! Lacey thought as he moved into the little room, pivoting to cover the space as he entered George must still be outside. He moved to the door and paused, his ringing ears straining to see if he could tell what was going on out there. There was no window in the door, which was good for security but bad if you wanted to peek outside. 
He paused, his nonfiring hand on the door handle. One, two, three! Adam counted off to himself and on three he tugged the door open, lifting his rifle up as he bent his knees a little to get some sort of cover from the concrete on his left hand side. He swept the area to his right, a little relieved to see that it seemed secure enough. The man’s heart turned to a cold lump of ice and dropped into the pit of his stomach when he spotted a deep red pool of blood on the cement maybe a dozen feet from the back door. 
“Oh, shit…” Adam muttered as he cautiously moved towards the blood. “Mister Frays? Are you out here?” he asked as loudly as he dared. The young man tensed, hoping to hear an answer. If George had gotten a shot off he did not hear it…
He thought he heard a scraping noise coming from near the cars, so Lacey moved forward a little and pointed his M16 towards the area where he thought the sound was coming from. A short pallid figure of a rail thin teenage girl in dirty jeans and a torn tee shirt lurched around the corner of Mister Lacey’s van. Lacey lined up his sights on her head as he flicked his selector lever from Safe to Semi. 
“Hey kid, you alright?” he asked quietly, hoping that she would answer. She snarled and rushed forward wild eyed with her hands extended in front of her, the girl’s fingers curled up like claws. Lacey back peddled as he squeezed off a couple shots at the creature’s face. The first round obliterated the zombie’s jaw and blew a chunk out of its neck, the second a little higher and to the right cracking the creature’s head almost in half like a rotten melon when it fell to the blacktop. A thick paste of infected grey matter slopped out of the creature’s cranium.
Lacey reengaged his weapon’s safety and glanced slowly over both shoulders, looking around to see if anything else was trying to sneak up on him. He saw that the door leading to the woodshop was open a crack. “George? Answer up, Mister Frays!” Adam said again, a little louder this time. He waited, hoping that the man would hear him and come out. 
Seconds felt like hours. With extreme caution Lacey moved towards the door flicking his rifle towards the shadowy recesses under the overhang in case anything was hiding there. Adam paused at the top of the stairs then threw his shoulder into the open door, sending it slamming into the shelf behind it. Lacey swept his rifle around inside the workshop then groped around with his left hand and flicked on the lights. There was a wet smacking sound coming from the other side of the room but he could not see where it was coming from. The halogen bulbs flickered for a few seconds then hummed to life, filling the room with yellowish light. “Mister Frays, you in here?” Adam wondered aloud as he moved cautiously around the table saw. A thick set man stood up, his lank hair matted with dirt and turned to face him, its face slick with blood. Lacey dropped it with another headshot the second its eyes met his.
He noticed more blood near the door and frowned as the smell of fresh blood filled his nose. “Aw, shit…” Adam spotted George’s crumpled form in the corner, the front of his shirt covered in blood. The creature had ripped open his stomach and was helping itself to handfuls of his insides when it had been interrupted. “Aw shit. Aw shit. Aw shit.” Lacey shook his head slowly and backed away as the man stirred then started pulling himself to his feet, using the bench bolted to the wall next to him for leverage. 
George finally managed to stand, his intestines flopping out of his middle and landing in a slimy pile at his feet making a sound like a sopping wet mop head slapping against the floor. It stepped on its own guts when it started on a drunken charge towards the Marine, slipped and went down hard hitting the wooden floor with a syrupy thud. It groaned and started trying to scramble after Lacey as he backed away, the creature having difficulty getting traction in the mess on the floor. Adam pointed his rifle at George’s head, trembling as the creature slipped and slid in his direction. The rifle shot cracked, taking his…its head off. 
Lacey turned and leaned against the shelf behind him, suddenly feeling very very sick. He puked, vomiting up his breakfast and probably a little of dinner from the night before too. “Oh, God.” he whispered as he shakily wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Laura! The kids!” Adam burst out of the workshop and sprinted back into the house, blind panic replacing the caution with which he had previously moved through the area. 
“Laura? Becca? Paulie?” Adam called as he rushed down the hall and into the dining area, his feet barely touching the ground. He nearly stumbled over the deactivated zombie piled up on the floor next to the bedroom door, threw it open… Laura looked up at him when he came into the room, her face shining and wet in the dim light streaming in from the door.
Lacey raised his rifle, breath shuddering in his chest. “Hon?” he said quietly as he disengaged the weapon’s safety. “Are you okay? Where’s Mrs. Frays?” Adam turned on his tac light and stumbled back, bounced off the doorframe and stood shuddering just outside the bedroom his breath coming in small panicky gasps. 
Laura had her arms around Jessica’s torso, holding the older woman to her chest as she gnawed on the soft flesh of her throat and shoulder, almost making Adam think for a strange half second that his wife was making out with Frays’ mom. His wife pushed the body off of her lap, where it rolled off the bed and fell to the carpet with a wet heavy thump. Vacant eyed and hands grasping, Laura rose to her knees and slipped off the foot of the bed striking her head on the floor with a terrific crunch. 
Adam stood in the dining area for a moment listening to the snapping gurgling noises his wife was making in the bedroom. Gathering his courage the Marine crept back inside, pointing his rifle at the area where it sounded like where his wife might be. She lay half on the bed neck obviously badly broken staring up at him with her mouth opening and closing like one of the fish that he had cleaned a few days ago. 
A sort of numbness crept over him as he pointed his M16 at Laura’s head. “I’m so sorry, baby.” he mumbled, his voice cracking as he choked on tears. Adam took a couple deep breaths and steeled himself, flicked the safety off index finger tightening on the trigger. “I love you.” Lacey squeezed his eyes shut as his finger finally, excruciatingly tripped the trigger. 
He walked around the bed to Mrs. Frays and paused, staring at the woman’s ruined neck. Adam fortified himself again and fired a single shot through her skull. Lacey sank onto the bloodstained bed and sat there staring at the muzzle of his rifle. Frays, Rodriguez and Carl were out risking their asses on a fool’s errand because he had been too fucking stupid to not let Frays do what should have been done. Now George and Jessie and the kids… Tears streaming silently down his cheeks, Lacey tucked the M16’s muzzle under his chin and groped for the trigger…
Something moved under the bed, little voices whispered to each other. “Oh my God!” Adam shouted as he leapt up and reengaged the rifle’s safety. “Becca? Paulie? Are you guys alright? Where are you?” Lacey knelt beside the bed and glanced under it, relief washing over him when he saw two frightened faces looking back at him. He reached out and caught hold of his kids, picked them up and hurried them out of the bedroom. “Don’t look, guys. Don’t look.” 
Lacey bundled his children out onto the deck and set them down. “Are you guys okay? Are you hurt?” Adam asked as he tried to calm himself down and check the kids for injuries. “It’s alright. Daddy’s here.”
“Mrs. Frays made us get under the bed.” Becca explained as her daddy lifted her arms, ran his hands all over her. “She said it was hide an’ go seek.” Daddy sat down in a chair on the deck, looking pale and kind of scared. Becca and Paulie climbed into his lap, drawing comfort from his embrace. After a few moments Lacey rubbed his children’s backs and lowered them onto the deck. 
“I gotta do some stuff.” he said quietly, forcing a smile as he looked in his children’s eyes. “You two just stay here and be quiet. Daddy will be right back.” Adam almost tousled their hair until he realized that there were flecks of blood and what he really hoped was not bits of grey matter on his hands. Lacey smiled over his shoulder then, once he was in the house, rushed over to the sink and frenetically scrubbed his hands and face in the kitchen sink. As an added measure he slathered himself with alcohol based hand sanitizer he found on the counter next to the sink to try and kill whatever germs might be on him. 
“Okay.” he told himself after he shut off the water, staring at the soapy liquid as it circled the drain. “You’re gonna get some trash bags or something, put on your rubber gloves and take…the bodies…outside. You’re gonna find a little bit of dirt out there and you’re gonna bury them.” He pressed the palms of his hands over his eyes, smoothed his hair down and took a deep breath. “You’re gonna at least try and clean up the place a little before Frays and the others get back. C’mon, man. You can do this. You got this. It’s no big deal.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
13 June 2011, 1053 hours Route 31 1/4 mile north/northwest of Holden, Massachusetts
The three of them walked quickly in a file close to the railroad tracks on their right: as Frays had the map and a compass, she took point while Carl and Rodriguez followed at fifteen meter intervals behind her. The Humvee was about a quarter mile behind them, carefully hidden in a stand of pine trees with one hundred mile an hour tape over its lights and mirrors and tree branches thrown over its windscreen to try and keep anyone from noticing it. 
 Frays had driven the vehicle down the abandoned railway most of the way to town then pulled off to the side just north of Holden. They could have probably driven along the tracks almost right up to the pharmacy and market, but Frays decided against it: any of the creatures never mind any other survivors would undoubtedly be attracted by the noise of the Humvee’s powerful diesel engine.
Amy paused and looked around, taking in her surroundings for a moment before checking their direction on the map. It was would have been a pleasant day for a walk in the woods if everything was normal: the sun shining in the clear blue sky through the tree branches over their heads, the air perfumed with the scents of numerous green and growing things due to the recent rainstorms. A gentle breeze stirred the branches and undergrowth every now and again, making Frays signal the group to halt briefly until the noise subsided. Thankfully they had not come across anyone or, more importantly, anything since leaving the cabin. 
She spared a glance at the others and nodded, giving her little brother a small tightlipped grin. The boy was doing alright so far. Frays found herself grateful that their father had taken them both hunting with him ever since they were old enough to walk. He had no military training, so she and Frannie had to give him an impromptu class on the way down on formations and stuff but he knew how to creep through a forest like a mouse with felt tied over its paws.
Rodriguez was limping slightly and obviously in a lot of pain, making Frays regret taking her with them. On the other hand Lacey’s kids needed him right now and her parents had to take care of Laura and keep things secure back at the camp. Bad choices all around… She blinked the thoughts away and signaled to the others that they were moving out and the direction. 
They could sort of see a clearing on either side of the tracks. Frays recognized the swamp on the north side of High Street on their right hand side and there was the Johnson’s bean field on the left. The high school was just south of it, on the other side of the street. Amy paused, crouched and motioned for Rodriguez and Carl to come closer. “Okay.” she whispered, unfolding the road atlas for them to see “We’re almost there. We’re gonna keep going south along these tracks for about another half mile or so. Grove Cemetery is just east of there so I figure we’ll get over the fence and take a ten minute break then press on to the store.”
Rodriguez gave her friend a sarcastic little grin. “Ten minute break in the cemetery?” she asked, drawing a nervous snicker from Carl. “Really? A fuckin’ zombie apocalypse and you wanna take a break in a cemetery.”
“It’s got a eight foot tall wrought iron fence around the perimeter, last I saw it.” Frays said as she folded the map back up and stuck it in the pocket on her LCS. “Seems like the best place to take a minute and go over the plan one last time.”
They tramped onwards along the tracks until a tall chain link fence presented itself on their left. Frays held up her nonfiring hand in a clenched fist, signaling the others to halt. The young woman spotted a half dozen or so civilian vehicles parked in the lot at the rear of the fire hall. She paused, slapping the 3x magnification module into place behind her weapon’s Aimpoint and studied the back of the building hoping to see signs of life. 
There did not appear to be anything besides the cars and trucks in the lot, but a couple minute’s observation revealed a few forms moving behind the barred windows of the fire hall. Amy was hopeful for a moment until she realized that the forms moved with that stilted uncoordinated gait common to a Bravo Charlie.      
She felt a small twinge of almost like homesickness when she saw that the restaurant where her mother had worked (which was next to the fire house) had its back window smashed out and somebody had left the rear door open… The whole thing left her feeling like she had wandered into a nightmare for a brief moment. Would somebody please be so kind as to wake me up already? Amy thought as she watched them for a few more seconds Any time now would be great, thanks…

Frays flipped the magnification module out of the way, allowed herself a brief moment of mild shock before glancing back at the others and shaking her head. Amy pointed with two fingers towards her eyes then at the building, holding up first three fingers then four indicating to Rodriguez and her brother what she had seen. Frannie nodded. Amy held her index finger up to her lips then signaled that the three of them should go prone and low crawl past the building as quietly as possible.
Once they were on the opposite side of the railroad bed and had crawled on their bellies until they were out of sight then stood up and continued on their way, sticking to the shade of the trees overhead. Frays set a quick pace, but not so fast that Rodriguez would have trouble keeping up. Then, of course, it had been a while since she had done any serious walking or anything herself. Perspiration ran down her neck and occasionally made her eyes sting. The soggy dead skin that had sloughed off her feet was probably not quite as healed as she had thought too, come to think of it.
The plan hit a snag when the group neared Grove Cemetery. “Well crap.” Frays muttered under her breath. The high fence that she remembered being around the burial ground’s perimeter was not there. Carl tapped his sister on the shoulder and pointed towards the overpass that crossed over the railway just a bit further down the tracks. Frays glanced at Rodriguez, who nodded and the three of them set off at a brisk pace for the bridge. 
They climbed the gentle cement grade beneath the Route 122A overpass and huddled together in a little cavity meant to allow rain or melted snow to drain off of the bridge and down into the railway bed. “How’s your leg holding up, Rodriguez?” Frays asked. The other woman had dug out her cigarettes and lit up a half second after they sat down, shielding the cherry from view with the palm of her hand. Amy rolled her eyes as she watched Frannie blow a series of smoke rings. Holy crap I want a cigarette! Frays thought and frowned slightly.
“Nothing an aspirin or two wouldn’t fix.” Frannie said with a small grin. She noticed the look in her friend’s eyes as they followed the cigarette as it bobbed up and down in the corner of her mouth. Rodriguez took one last drag off of the cancer stick, butted it out and put it back in the pack.   
“I’ll rub it for you if you want.” Carl volunteered giving Rodriguez a sly, wolfish grin. Frannie and Amy both snickered as the boy moved a little closer to the woman, the long barrel of his rifle getting stuck on the cement over their heads. 
“Down, boy.” Frays said, smiling a little as she put a hand on his chest. “Drink some water, Carl. It’s hot out and neither one of us can carry you if you get heat stroke.” Carl scowled a little at his sister but did as she told him. Frays followed her own advice, slurping water from her camelbak as they rested in the cool little cavern.
Amy savored the lingering scent of burning tobacco in the air for a moment as they hunkered beneath the overpass like bums. A brief inspection of the floor revealed black marks on the concrete, probably the remains of long gone campfires. The rains a few days ago probably swept the ashes into the gully below. She paused, her hand hovering above the cold damp concrete. She noticed a rusty dust covered hypodermic syringe on the ground a few inches from where she sat making her grateful she did not decide to climb a little farther inside. On top of everything else going on, a raging case of hepatitis (if she was lucky) would not help matters at all. Frays carefully picked the needle up by the barrel and flung it out of their little cave.
Once everyone had a chance to rest for a minute and take some water Frays crawled out of the little cubbyhole. “C’mon everybody.” she said as she stood carefully and stretched then adjusted the straps on her rucksack. “Let’s get going. Aspirin’s on the shopping list too.” 
There was a trucking yard of some sort to the west of the tracks, its perimeter secured by a rusty looking fence topped with loops of concertina wire as they came out of the southern side of the overpass. Frays, back on point, signaled a halt in the shadow of the overhead roadway and surveyed the lot with her weapon’s sight as she had back at the fire hall. It looked quiet but they crawled on their bellies past the building just the same to be on the safe side. 
The three of them hustled across the tracks to a small brick building. Frays knelt and pointed her carbine south towards Sunnyside Avenue while Rodriguez stood behind her pointing her own weapon towards the house barely visible through the stand of hardwood trees on the opposite side of the tracks. Frannie tapped Carl on the shoulder and gestured in the direction they had come, indicating that the boy should cover that side.
Carl looked around nervously as they waited for a moment. Amy seemed to be checking out the area ahead of them where Sunnyside Avenue crossed the rusted tracks just a little south of where they were. His mouth felt dry and he desperately wanted to lower his rifle to get a drink from his canteen. The boy spared a glance at his sister and her friend out of the corner of his eye. He felt a little better knowing that at least Amy and Frannie knew what they were doing. 
There were a few lazy fingers of black smoke reaching upwards over the treetops to their east and south, making him hope that the entire trip was not a huge waste of time. “Aim, look!” he whispered, pointing the trails of smoke out to his sister. 
“I saw them, Carl.” she answered as she carefully observed the area around the railway crossing. It did not look like there was anybody around but that did not mean they were unobserved. There was a barnlike structure at the corner of the street and the railway with what looked like a transformer across from it. It seemed unlikely that there was any danger from the building: the area around it and the trees were burned pretty badly, probably when a fire had gotten out of control. “No fire crews around.” She sighed heavily and spared her little brother a sympathetic look “I hope our house is okay.” 
Carl felt a small smile tug at the corner of his mouth. “I hope we’re not wasting our fuckin’ time.” he muttered, drawing a scowl from his sister. Rodriguez, observing the exchange out of the corner of her eye, snorted a quiet laugh out of her nose. 
“Carl! Language!” Frays hissed in a perfect imitation of her mother, making Rodriguez bite down hard on the laughter threatening to explode out of her. Amy realized exactly who she sounded like and squeezed her eyes shut for a moment as she struggled to keep silent herself. The airman glanced over her shoulder at Carl. He was smiling with his cheek pressed against the stock of the ancient Mosin-Nagant, still covering his area. 
“Okay, I’ll cross the railroad first.” Frays whispered, pointing towards the grey metal box on the southwest corner of the intersection. The transformer’s finish was rusty in spots and scorched from the heat of nearby fires. “Looks like a lot of the buildings along the tracks around here have already burned down, but keep your eyes open. Ready? Let’s go.”
Amy rose and hustled the fifty meters or so to the transformer then crouched beside it, glassing the area to the south. Her heart sank as Frannie and Carl hurried along a few seconds later and took up prone positions in the ditch about thirty or forty feet past her. There was a swath of charred fingers sticking up out of the blackened earth. Several hundred meters down the railway she could make out the skeletons of another warehouse or something along with several semis or flatbed trucks. Frays rose to a half crouch and went as fast as she could to where Carl and Rodriguez were hiding in a ditch at the edge of the rail bed. 
As she approached the toe of her boot caught on a rock sending her face first into the gravel then tumbling down the slight grade where she came to rest into a conveniently placed mud puddle, the ground still soupy from the rainstorm. Frays lay gasping as the cold mud seeped through her uniform, the shock of the impact jarring her earlier injuries and sending fiery little electric jolts shooting down her arm. It took everything she had to not scream or moan as she lay there in the muck trying to clear her head... 
Half dazed, Frays almost shrieked and started flailing when something caught hold of the drag handle on her LCS and started pulling her out of the mud. Amy expected to feel cold hands on her, teeth sinking into her flesh… The airman relaxed a little when she realized that she heard Rodriguez muttering curses under her breath as she dragged her over to her brother instead of a slavering monster set on tearing her to bits. “Hey, Frays! You alright?” Frannie asked as she glanced over her shoulder at her friend. 
Amy blinked and shook her head, making a conscious effort to control her breathing. Frays swallowed and nodded. Rodriguez let go of Frays’ drag handle and helped the woman to her feet. The two of them reached Carl a little farther down the tracks and dropped to the ground. 
“Aim, you alright?” he asked, his eyes wide. There was a little bit of blood oozing from a scrape over his sister’s left eye. Frays tried to follow the boy’s gaze then felt the warm liquid slowly making its way down the side of her face. She frowned then pushed her weapon aside and dug into her CLS kit.
“Just fine, Carl.” she said quietly. Rodriguez glanced over at Frays then crawled over and took over giving first aid. Amy grimaced when the woman wiped the side of her face down with an alcohol pad. Rodriguez gave her patient a questioning look when she noticed the way Frays was opening and closing her left hand. Amy cut off any discussion with a slight shake of her head and a small smile. No need to make Carl worry. Frays thought as she flexed her fingers a couple more times.
Her arm felt weird like it was kind of numb or something, as if she had banged her elbow really hard but slightly worse. Luckily the feeling started to kind of fade away after a few moments. With the application of a couple pieces of gauze held in place by medical tape Frays was ready to go again. Frays smiled, making the tape pinch at the skin around it and gave her little brother a thumbs up after Rodriguez had finished. “C’mon, we’re almost there. Looks like everything’s clear for a little ways, but there’s still a structure on the east side of the tracks. Low crawl past it.” 
The railway was covered on both sides by thick stands of maple and elm trees the rest of the way until Amy and Carl recognized the back of the Big Y. A strange sense of bitter nostalgia stung him as Carl led his sister and Frannie towards a hole in the fence at the back of the store. He had worked as a stock boy at the place last summer before school started and still put in weekends to save money for a car in time for his sixteenth birthday this April. Of course, now there were plenty of cars there for the taking not that it was really any help because he did not know how to drive.
Amy looked at her brother out of the corner of her eye as the three of them crouched next to a box van in the store’s back lot. The store seemed to be quiet enough and did not look to be burned from this side of the building, but that was no guarantee of what was inside. Hopefully there was not a bunch of filthy disease ridden monsters stomping all over their potato chips or anything… 
Frays crossed herself, muttered a quiet prayer then pulled the Saint Joan’s medal she wore around her neck out and kissed it before tucking the little metal disk back into place under her clothing. “How did you know about the hole in the fence?” she asked, covering Rodriguez as the woman hurried across the parking lot to the back door. Once Frannie had climbed the stairs to the loading dock, cleared the area and taken up a position next to the rear door the woman brought her carbine up to cover Frays and her brother.
“Me and Mikey Thompson would sneak down by the tracks on break to smoke.” the boy confessed, smiling a little at his sister before sprinting across the lot to join Rodriguez. Amy looked shocked for a moment then, once Carl was safely across the lot and at the back door with Rodriguez, hustled to join them. 
Rodriguez and Frays stacked up at the back door. “Carl, cover us.” Amy whispered over her shoulder as she pointed towards the parking lot. “Me and Rodriguez will go in first. When we say ‘clear’ you come in behind us and close the door.”
Rodriguez took a flashbang grenade out of a pouch on her plate carrier and held it up for Frays to see. Amy pursed her lips for a second then shook her head. “No.” she whispered in Frannie’s ear. “Go soft. Those things get drawn by noise, remember?” Amy saw the woman nod as she slipped the grenade back into its pouch and secured it. Frays put a hand on Rodriguez’s shoulder and squeezed, indicating that she was ready to go. 
In a flash, the two of them were through the door which had been left open probably by some considerate looters or maybe an employee who had left in a hurry. Frays and Rodriguez swept their immediate area, using the tac lights attached to their weapons to illuminate the shadowy store. “Clear.” Frays whispered as she flicked the light off and on, moving to the end of a row of shelves nearby in between activating the pressure switch on her weapon light. Rodriguez mirrored Frays’ movements, covering the opposite side of the door. Nothing seemed to be moving in the store. “Clear.” she said. They both felt a little better when Carl rushed inside and gently closed the door behind him. 
The air inside the store was thick with the cloying smell of rotten vegetables, spoiled meat and dairy products that were several weeks past due. Amy gagged a little on the stench and peered into the dark. The store was dimly lit, the only light in the building now coming through the shattered windows at the front and the small skylights overhead.
The three of them moved quietly through the store, tiptoeing around knocked over displays and garbage strewn on the floor. The place was a mess: there was a station wagon parked in the display windows, shelving units were knocked over, there was trash everywhere. There were moldy clumps of rotten food on the tile floor. A couple times they came across a gnawed skeleton lying on the floor: either the victims of the creatures or human predators it was impossible to tell. “Don’t look, Carl.” Frays whispered over her shoulder, hoping that the dumb kid would actually listen to her for a change. 
Frays took point while Rodriguez brought up the rear while Carl was in the middle with his rifle slung over his shoulder. He gripped the Mosin-Nagant’s bayonet in one hand, using the other to occasionally pick something up off the floor or a shelf as they passed and stuff it in his backpack. Carl directed his sister towards the pharmacy with gentle taps on the shoulder, right to go right left to go left, in between his pilfering. 
When they reached the pharmacy Amy hopped over the counter then started rifling through the shelves where the prescription drugs were stored searching for not only any kind of an antibiotic she could find but also secretly hoping to find another resupply of Rodriguez’s meds. Amy frowned as she picked through the remaining bottles left scattered on the shelves or on the floor. There were a few white paper bags in a plastic basket which she tore open and looked at the labels on the pill bottles inside with her flashlight. Frays could not help but be more than a little concerned about what would happen when they eventually could not find any more of Frannie’s ‘little blue battle buddies’. She had heard that bad things could happen to somebody who was on those things and just suddenly stopped taking them… 
Frays vaguely remembered hearing Rodriguez hitting on Lacey when she was laid up after the incident with Powers. Everything had been a little fuzzy and strange for a few days thanks to the concussion and pain meds. If Amy had been more certain that she actually heard what she thought she heard Frays might have mentioned it to her friend, but she was not so she did not. Frannie had been low on her meds then and it seemed sort of out of character for her. 
Amy spared a glance over the top of the counter towards her friend. For some reason having the kids around seemed to help Frannie out but there were a couple times a day where she could tell her friend just wanted to go on and be with Eamon. She sighed and made a strange face and pondered how to bring up the subject the next time they were in private…
Frannie and Carl searched the shelves outside the pharmacist’s area, filling their bags and pockets with whatever looked useful. Boxes of adhesive medical strips, a bag of cotton balls, some hydrogen peroxide… Carl glanced at his sister as she rooted through the drugs and smiled to himself as he tucked something into his pocket. He saw Frannie filling the cargo pockets of her ACUs with little stuffed toys and other such things for the kids from a display that had been knocked over at the other end of the aisle. “Hey, Frannie.” Carl whispered from the end of the row as he picked up a blister pack with a dozen toy cars and a little nylon mesh bag of plastic army men that had somehow ended up on the floor in the chaos and stuffed them into his pack. “Got anything good?”
“Multi-vitamins, some cold medicine, a bottle of aspirin, a bunch of band-aids and a half box of protein bars.” she answered, jamming a couple of the foil wrapped bars into an empty pouch on her plate carrier. “You?” Frannie spared a glance at the boy then turned her head a little bit to check on Frays. 
“Some razors, three bars of soap…” Carl swung his pack off his shoulder and rooted through it, though still glancing around to keep an eye on their surroundings. “A thing of powdered Gatorade and…” he held up a big bottle of prenatal vitamins then tipped his bag forward, showing Rodriguez two plastic containers of baby wipes and a travel sized bundle of newborn diapers. 
Frannie smiled and clapped Carl on the shoulder. “Uncle Carl.” Rodriguez said quietly and chuckled to herself. “Good thinking, man.” She turned to Frays and was glad to see that the woman had finished with whatever she was doing behind the desk.
“Ready guys?” Frays asked as she finished stuffing the few bottles of pills she had liberated into her pack beneath a spare uniform to stifle the noise they might make. She paused, straining her ears to see if she could hear anything coming towards them. Rodriguez and Carl nodded as she readjusted the straps on her rucksack. Amy spared a glance at her semi functioning watch. “Okay, five more minutes. Second objective.”
They moved on as they had before, this time Carl directing them towards the part of the store where the canned food was kept. There were, not surprisingly, pretty slim pickings but Carl found something that made him grin at his sister “Merry Christmas, Aim.” he said as he picked a family sized glass jar of kosher dill whole pickles off the shelf and held it up for her to see before sticking it in his bag with all the other loot.
“Now if we can find some ice cream you’ll be in business.” Rodriguez sniggered as she crammed a half dozen large cans of baked beans into her pack. Goddamn I’d love some fuckin’ mint chocolate chip. Frannie thought with a frown. “C’mon, let’s get out of here. I’m pretty much out of space to carry shit.” 
The three of them backtracked a little bit to the railroad tracks then set out on their way back to the Humvee. Taking the same way out of town that they had taken in was pretty far from ideal, but they needed speed now especially that they were each carrying significantly more weight than they started out with. 
Frays glanced at her watch again and set off at a range walk, the pace somewhere between a power walk and a slow jog down the side of the railway. They were a little behind schedule, but they should be able to make it home inside the time limit. Hopefully some of the pills in her pack would work and make Laura better…
Frays signaled a halt within sight of the Route 31 overpass. She could see a half dozen figures milling around on the bridge. Some of them bumped into the railing or the stalled cars scattered on the roadway overhead. Amy dropped into a crouch and slapped the magnification module into place on her M4. The quiet crunch of gravel behind her told her that Rodriguez and Carl were following her lead, probably because they saw the forms on the bridge too. 
Crap! Amy thought when one turned and stared directly at her, its mouth opening in a feral snarl. Did it see us? She caught the movement of Carl raising his rifle out of the corner of her eye and heard its safety snick off. Frays pivoted a bit then switched her grip a little on the carbine. “Carl, no.” Amy ordered as she flipped up the leaf sights of her M203 and estimated the distance to the area on the west side of the bridge farthest away from them. Frays flicked off the 40mm launcher’s safety then steadied her aim and squeezed off a shot.
The M203 made a hollow thump and the grenade sailed through the air, where it bounced on the pavement just out of sight with a metallic ping then hissed like a snake while it spewed white gas into the air. The three of them watched tensely as the creatures wandered off to investigate the grenade. Without looking back Amy waved forward and the three of them took off, hurrying off towards where they had left the truck. 
They stopped just south of the burned out warehouses. Frays wiped at her runny nose and her eyes stung a little. Apparently, Carl and Rodriguez were in about the same shape: their eyes were red and a little watery. Carl was coughing a little bit but thankfully nobody seemed that bad off. The boy was about to dump his canteen in his eyes but Frannie caught his arm. “Don’t Carl.” she warned, shaking her head from side to side. “You’ll just make it worse. Give it a few minutes and it’ll go away.”              
“Sorry, Carl.” Amy said quietly. She pushed in the barrel latch and reloaded the grenade launcher with a fresh grenade more out of habit than anything else. Have to see if I can scrounge up some HE rounds somewhere. Frays thought dejectedly as she snapped the launcher’s action closed. On the other hand, the little trick with the tear gas grenade had worked better than she thought it would. Amy smiled at her little brother. “C’mon. We’re almost there.”
The ride back was as bumpy and jarringly uncomfortable as the ride into town. Frays let Rodriguez drive, her neck throbbing as the Humvee jostled and bounced its way down the railway. Carl was in the seat behind her and pawing through his backpack. He could tell from the way that Amy was breathing she could use some of those Tylenol that Rodriguez had found. “Frannie, where’d you put those pills you grabbed?” he asked. Frannie dug around in her cargo pockets and handed the boy the plastic bottle. Carl peeled off the plastic seal, pulled out the cotton ball and shook a few of the pills into his hand. “Here ya go, guys.” he said as he divvied them up and gave the little white pills to the two women in the front of the truck. 
It felt like a mild form of torture as the Humvee rolled on down the railway. Frays gritted her teeth and tried to focus on keeping an eye out for any threats but it was all she could do to keep from curling into a little ball in the passenger’s seat and crying. Her left arm felt like she had plunged it into a hornet’s nest up to her shoulder and the muscles kept twitching on their own. She sighed gratefully when they finally made it onto Old Mill Road. “Almost there, guys.” Amy said, taking a deep breath and very slowly turning her head to give Carl a small smile. “Keep an eye out, but we’re almost done for the day.”
Frays and Rodriguez looked at each other uneasily as they pulled into the driveway. “What the fuck…” Frannie wondered aloud under her breath. Lacey was dragging something wrapped up in a blue tarpaulin across the blacktop. He stopped and dropped whatever it was, waiting for them to get out of the truck. 
He was pale and shaking when the three of them walked over to him. “Guys…” he said quietly, taking deep shuddering breaths as he looked frantically from Amy to her brother and back again. “Um…”
“W-What happened, Lacey?” Frays asked, her brown eyes flitting from the thing in the tarp. “Where is everybody?” She glanced at Carl, who gave his sister a confused and worried look. All of a sudden the pain running up and down her arm was the farthest thing from her mind.
A few tears leaked from the Marine’s eyes. He looked shamefully at the ground. “Ah…um…” Adam started, took a deep breath. “A couple of…them…turned up. T-They…er…got your dad, Frays.” Frays blinked at him then turned to her brother, glanced at Rodriguez. “I-I…Laura…s-she…attacked your mom. She…your mom… she killed your mom when I was looking for your dad.”
Amy looked dazedly at him, a cold blanket wrapping around her brain making the whole scene seem kind of dreamlike. “Oh.” she said quietly. Frays could hear Carl starting to cry behind her but it sounded like he was miles and miles away. The airman swallowed hard, glancing at her brother as if she did not quite get what was going on. “Do you need any help?” Frays asked. Amy sounded almost like she had found her subordinate taking out the garbage and thought he could use a hand with it.
Carl looked in disbelief at his sister then spun on his heel and sprinted into the house. Amy watched him go then, almost robotically, went into the back of the Humvee and dug around inside, looking for the vehicle’s prospector toolkit. The woman frowned when she realized that the shovel was missing then remembered what happened to it. She had broken it the day she buried the men who had wanted to… Frays blinked and grabbed the pickaxe. 
Rodriguez grabbed their bags out of the vehicle and followed after the boy. She caught up to him in the laundry room just inside the door. Carl was sitting on the floor struggling with the laces to his work boots with tears pouring down his face. Frannie dropped the bags in the corner and knelt in front of him. “Here, buddy. Lemme help.” she murmured as she reached out and gently helped him remove his boots. Rodriguez hoisted the younger man to his feet and stood awkwardly in front of him. 
A noise at the front of the house startled them. Rodriguez instinctively pointed her M4 towards it then remembered that the kids were somewhere in the house. “Oh shit.” she whispered and lowered the weapon. She smiled awkwardly and put a hand on Carl’s shoulder. “C’mon, Carl. Why don’t you go take a shower? I’ll take care of the kids and stuff. Just take it easy and I’ll fix us some dinner in a little while, alright?” 
Lacey had gotten Jessie and George out of the house and dragged them onto the rocky soil around the side of the building. Frays shook her head. “This won’t work, buddy.” she said flatly as she stared at the ruined bodies of her parents wrapped in their plastic burial shrouds. “There isn’t enough dirt here. Let’s take them down by the lake. It’s better. Dad always liked to fish too.”
He waited for Frays to pull the rubber gloves out of her mask carrier and put them on then the pair of them struggled through several trips up and down the stairs, first with the tools then with the bodies. Frays unwrapped her father’s body then stooped over the tattered corpse and unsnapped the holster holding his pistol then took the magazine carrier off his left hip, tucking the 1911 and its accessories into the map pocket of her LCS. The two of them took turns digging graves and buried the bodies, dumping the three deactivated zombies into a single separate hole. It was almost dark by the time they finished. 
Amy stood there trembling as she stared at the freshly overturned earth that covered her parents. She was vaguely sort of aware of Lacey there next to her. “Thanks, Frays.” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. They were both filthy and sore, utterly spent both physically and emotionally as the ground consisted of only about six to eight inches of topsoil covering several feet of heavy sodden clay. 
They stood there for God knew how long side by side seemingly shocked numb by everything that happened today. Adam found himself somewhat surprised to find that he was holding Amy’s hand. He did not remember taking it in the first place. His cheeks were wet, the tears leaving little trails through the dirt on his face. Frays was not crying but she was holding his hand so tightly that he could feel her fingernails digging into him through his gloves.
The sound of footsteps on the stairs startled them out of their fog. “C’mon inside, guys.” Rodriguez said gently as she walked up to them. She paused and looked at the graves then looked back at her friends. “It’s late. Take a shower or something and relax. I’ll get dinner started in a few minutes. Paulie and Becca want to see their daddy.”
Amy and Adam let Frannie herd them up the stairs and through the back door. Rodriguez replaced the braces on the door and made sure the deadbolts were locked up tight once everybody was safe and sound inside. Frays stumbled down the hall towards the living room headed for the rocking chair then corrected course and made for the back bedroom. Carl watched his sister go in and come out a few minutes later with a pile of bloody bedclothes in her hands. He could only shake his head angrily, a few fresh tears leaking out of his eyes. 
Frannie got busy in the kitchen since she did not know what else to do with herself. She took down a couple big cans of beef stew from the cabinet over the stove. There was an awful mess in the cabinet as a couple bullets had punched holes in the door and splattered cans of stewed tomatoes all over the inside. Rodriguez frowned and popped the can’s pull tabs then dumped their contents into a large saucepan. She got a spoon out of the drawer and scraped out the last few stubborn globules of vegetables, meat and gravy with it. By the time she heard the washing machine start up the food was already bubbling. 
Frays stumbled back out into the dining area where she tripped over the step down into the living room as if she did not even see it then collapsed into the rocking chair next to the couch. Rodriguez frowned concernedly into the stew as she stirred the contents of the pan. Frannie swallowed hard suddenly remembering the vials of sweet, sweet narcotics in Eamon’s bag. Fuck you!  she told the craving and shifted her weight from foot to foot, twitching uncomfortably as she wrestled with temptation. They fuckin’ need you sober right now. Don’t you fuckin’ do it you fuckin’ bitch!

Lacey and his children sat on the couch holding one another with a frenetic desperation. Rodriguez ladled the contents of the pot into bowls and carried them to the table then stood there, shaking her head. Everyone seemed lost in their own little worlds. Frannie reflected that while she could at least hold on to hope that her mother was still alive somewhere her friends had just buried their families. “Soup’s on, guys.” she announced, hoping that they heard her.
Frays got up and hugged her little brother after he had extracted himself from the recliner. He wrapped his arms around her, suddenly bursting into long loud sobs as he pressed his face against the woman’s shoulder. The boy’s body wracked with grief, she eventually helped him back into the chair. “Don’t worry, buddy.” Frays said as she picked one of the bowls and a spoon off the table and brought it back to him. “Here ya go, Carl. Eat up.” she told him as she had when they were children and Amy had looked after her brother when he had the flu. 
Amy said the blessing this time; though she had to stop several times eyes squeezed shut to keep from breaking down. That done she forced herself to mechanically spoon the lukewarm stew into her mouth and swallow it. The stew was salty and pretty good even though she was really not in the mood to eat anything right now. Mommy’s gotta keep her strength up. Amy thought as she shoveled another spoonful of potatoes and gravy into her mouth. It probably helped that it was pretty salty as she found herself craving anything salty lately. “Could you pass the salt, please?” she asked Paulie. 
Adam could not help but smile a little bit as he watched the woman upend the shaker over her portion of stew and shake it a couple times. “Geez, Frays. Like a little stew with your salt?” he asked, feeling a little of the funk he was in burn off when Amy sort of snickered and raised an eyebrow at him.
“I just can’t seem to get enough of the stuff lately.” Frays admitted quietly as she set the shaker aside, stirred up her stew and started eating again. It was seemingly just right: salty enough to make her mouth pucker and her face scrunch up. The kids laughed at the funny face Amy was making, which caused Rodriguez laugh as well. Carl set his bowl on the little table next to the recliner and stood up, curious to see what had everybody so worked up and snorted laughter himself as he went to get her a glass of water. 
After dinner they took turns in the shower and conducting personal hygiene. The hot water had felt heavenly on her sore shoulders and aching back, easing some of the numbness out of her arm as well. She had considered taking some of the codeine or something from the bag stowed safely out of the children’s reach in the towel closet next to the shower stall. The woman might have actually done it if concern for her child had not won out over the throbbing electric pains shooting down her arm. 
Frays was just coming out of the shower when the washing machine dinged. She went into the foyer to put the contents of the washer into the dryer before rejoining everyone in the living room. Amy stared at the red stains on the sodden white bed sheets and the realization struck her like a hammer blow between the eyes. Mom and Dad were both really gone. This was not just all a bad dream. Or a bad dream within a bad dream or whatever the heck was going on. Their corpses were in a pair of cold damp holes just a few hundred feet from the house. The strength left her legs and she sat down hard, unable to tear her eyes away from the deep red stains on the fabric in her hands. 
Lacey stood in the doorway of the laundry room/foyer, looking at the woman sitting in the middle of the floor and staring at the bed sheets in her lap and shuddered. It has Laura and her mother’s blood on it... he thought, disgusted and horrified all over again as he recalled what had happened earlier in the day. He knelt beside her and gently pulled the sheets out of the woman’s hands and put them back in the washer. It took him a moment but he recalled how to best get bloodstains out of fabric. 
He came back with a bottle of shampoo, dumped some into the machine and started it again. “There.” he said quietly as he crouched beside Frays. It did not look like she was crying or anything like that, which he guessed was good. If anything she seemed to be in a kind of shock. A small smile tugged at his mouth. In spite of everything he had the feeling that Frays would be super-omega-ultimate pissed off if he had caught her crying because she outranked him or something. He could not help but find it kind of funny. After everything they had been through together she was still caught up in little stuff like that afraid that he would think less of her for it or whatever. The man sat down beside her after a moment, leaning against the wall and listening to the washing machine’s low mechanical thumping. 
Lacey’s eyes went wide for a moment when Frays scooted across the floor and leaned against his chest, her dark hair still damp from the shower just under his chin. A brief fit of anger ran through him. Was she just waiting for something to happen to his wife so she could put the moves on him? There was not anything to the shit those idiots they were holed up with were talking back at the school, was there? Adam snickered when he realized that he was being completely irrational. Frays was not like that at all. And she was his friend: if she needed a hug after burying half her family she could have it as far as he was concerned. Hell, he had to admit that he kind of needed one himself.
Frays murmured sleepily and squirmed closer to him, leaning against Lacey’s chest and trapping him when her now infamous snore started rumbling out of her throat. Adam could only chuff a little laugh and try and move into a more comfortable position. Amy’s LCS was digging into his ribs, so he wriggled a little bit until the offending piece of gear was not gouging into his chest. Her hair smelled faintly of strawberries and there was a slight aura of some other pleasant scent around the woman. He could not guess whether it was her natural smell or some kind of soap she had just used. Either way he liked it. Adam held her tight and smiled when she squirmed against him and murmured into his neck. “What are we gonna do now, Amy?” he whispered and hugged the woman. “What are we gonna do? What are we gonna do?” 
He sighed and gently ran his hand up and down Amy’s arm. She shuddered and flinched against his chest, one leg kicking reflexively as a low groan escaped her lips. Adam squeezed her and shook just enough to rescue Amy from whatever nightmare she was having. “You were having a nightmare.” he told her when she glanced up at him. Amy nodded and fell back to sleep. Adam smiled a little bit as he started slipping off to sleep himself.
              
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
15 June 2011, 1523 hours 4 Old Trout Lane, 10 miles north of Holden, Massachusetts
The mood was tense in the house ever since the attack. Their little sanctuary had been violated and it startled everyone back into combat footing. Without any discussion Frays, Lacey and Rodriguez kept their weapons on them at all times now, locked and loaded. Amy also made sure they had cleaned and loaded the magazines of the two Remington 870s and their new (to them) 1014 twelve gauge shotguns in the gun cabinet, along with her father’s Winchester 1894 .30-30 rifle, ready to go at a moment’s notice if need be. The weight in her LCS’s map pocket reminded her that Dad’s pistol would…probably need some attention… 
They also prepped the Humvee, stocking the back with a few cases of MREs from the attic and putting fresh water from the hose rolled up on the back of the cabin in the water cans as well as two plastic ammo cans packed with shotgun shells, half of the rounds for Carl’s rifle, the Winchester and the .45 automatic so if worse came to worse they could fight their way to the truck and bug out. Their rucksacks were also packed as well as they could with food, spare water and what little clothing they had and staged in the hall next to the bathroom door ready to be grabbed at a moment’s notice. 
Lacey and Frays also spent a little time rigging up a surprise for anyone who might think of stealing the vehicle with one of Rodriguez’s flashbang grenades. The metal cylinder was taped onto the side of the driver’s seat with a thin wire wrapped around the pin then attached to the door, so that if someone threw it open it would pull the pin and detonate the grenade. The noise would alert those in the house and leave the would be thief in a state that would make it easier for them to capture. 
Frays and Lacey also checked the generator and boiler in the soundproofed room under the deck. Dad had stapled heavy baffling insulation to the concrete walls, ceiling and floor so that when they had to run the generator it would not make a lot of noise. Of course, George just wanted a good night’s sleep for his family when they came up to spend a week fishing in the summer or hunting in the fall and was not at all concerned about zombies. In the end the result was the same: the machinery could not be heard much beyond the door.
Amy frowned as she rapped on the generator’s fuel tank. It was about halfway full, so they would definitely have to do more to conserve gasoline or take a trip out to the road to hunt for stalled cars. The boiler seemed to be okay, but the two of them decided to grab all the manuals they could find for them so they could study the books later. Lacey and Frays tossed a couple logs onto the fire in it just to be on the safe side. The hot showers seemed to be about the only good thing anyone could say about the place right now anyway.
The refrigerator was almost empty of perishables and there was not much left in the freezer so Frannie thawed out the plastic bags of frozen meat and vegetables and prepared a veritable feast for her friends if nothing else to try and cheer everyone up a little. She could not help but feel horrible for them especially Carl and the kids. At least Frays and Lacey still had each other to lean on. She could not help but smile a little whenever she thought about finding the two of them asleep in each other’s arms the morning after the attack. 
With the windows boarded over the interior of the cabin was kind of gloomy without the electric lights. However there was still plenty of natural gas in the tank on the side of the house so they could cook and, once winter came, have a little extra heat if they needed it. Amy also came up with a work schedule and posted it on the fridge with a Garfield the Cat magnet. That done, they could at least sort of relax a little bit. 
Lacey could not help but keep a close watch on Frays. When they had taken shelter in that high school in Concord almost a month ago the woman had suffered from a pretty serious bout of insomnia. She seemed okay now at least as long as they had something to do. Of course Frays had managed to find things to do for almost three or four days at a stretch. He could not help but wonder how bad it had been for the baby the first time around, let alone what a repeat performance might do. And then there was what he and Eamon had done which probably did not help the kid at all. 
It was a relief to hear his friend’s snoring when they bedded down that night. Nobody said anything, but they all crashed in the living room within sight of each other with a watch schedule established. Lacey glanced at Frays as he was falling asleep. Part of him wanted to ask if she would like to climb in his sleeping bag with him.
Frannie smiled as she watched the children playing with the toys she had brought back from town for them the following morning. It was good to see them starting to do stuff on their own again. For the last couple of days Paulie and Becca would get upset if they were not within sight of one of the grownups. She could not help but think that it kind of strange the way the little ones seemed to take to her. After she had gotten out of the hospital Rodriguez could not help but notice the way kids clung to their parents or people quickly looked away as she passed them on the street. 
A bitter memory sprung to mind from about a year and a half ago: she was out at the bodega down the block from her mother’s apartment to get some stuff to make dinner for her mom when she got home from work. She was supposed to be spending the day combing the neighborhood looking for a new job but pickings were slim. Mom had been a little pissed because she had not left the apartment in a couple days to go look. Frannie could not bring herself to explain that this camel jockey had set up his falafel cart or whatever the fuck it was on the corner. 
Frannie had almost pissed her pants in the building’s foyer when she saw the guy throw something in the trash can outside the front door, go back over to his cart and pull out his cell phone. There was something in the man’s eyes that made the hair stand up on the back of her neck, every single nerve in her body screaming that it was a trap that there was an IED in the trash can despite how fucking stupid she told herself she was being. He might have been looking at her like that just because she had been staring at him but still… 
She had been so freaked out and terrified that she had spent a couple hours locked in the bathroom crying her eyes out, so scared that she was puking her fucking guts up and shaking like a leaf fighting the urge to call the police or something while she waited for an explosion to take the façade of the building off. She ended up washing down some Percocet with a pint of cheap brandy and watching trashy daytime talk shows for most of the day. There was a hazy memory of an argument sometime yesterday but she was too high and drunk to really remember the details very well. Having a hot meal on the table when Mom got home would at least get the woman out of her asshole for a little bit.
So she had been out looking for a job all morning that day and stopped off to get stuff so there’d be dinner on the table when Mom got home. She noticed this cute Dominican guy she had seen around the neighborhood come in and they made eye contact briefly, just long enough to exchange smiles. The guy tried to make it look like he was being nonchalant about it, but he was coming towards her with a purpose. Frannie remembered snickering a little as she put a loaf of bread and a jug of milk into her basket. She had been stalked by professionals and this guy was definitely an amateur by comparison. 
The guy worked his way over to her, coming from the left. “Hey, mamacita.” he began, getting into his ‘rap’ strait away. Frannie could feel his eyes on her ass, checking out her rack as he pretended to search the cans of dog food on the shelf in front of him. She was wearing a pair of kacki colored slacks and a snug fitting deep red polo shirt. The top three buttons of the shirt were open showing the hint of cleavage. Not terribly professional attire for a job interview but well…anything to draw attention away from her face. “Do I know you?”
The cocky little grin on his face disappeared when she turned to look at him replaced by an almost cartoonish expression of abject horror. She left her stuff in the middle of the aisle and marched out of the bodega and right into a bar a few blocks away where she got absolutely shitfaced on the money meant to buy food plus what little extra cash she had in the bank at the time.
Frays tapped her friend on the arm, startling Rodriguez out of her thoughts. Amy smiled a little and nodded towards the table. “You guys feel up to playing a little Risk or something?” Frays asked as she crossed to the little cabinet next to the table and started poking around inside. Lacey was sitting on the couch watching his kids playing on the floor. Carl barely seemed to notice. The boy seemed stuck in a funk ever since the morning after they had gotten back and had thrown up a couple times yesterday. Frannie could tell by the perpetually cheery way Amy kept suggesting activities she had to be worried sick about her little brother. 
“So, what’s it gonna be?” Frays asked as she stood up with a couple different board games in her hands. “Monopoly? Risk? Trivial Pursuit?” Amy set the boxes on the table and looked around at the others. 
“Uh uh. Not Trivial Pursuit.” Rodriguez said quietly as she sat down at the table and looked into the living room, hoping that Carl would join them. “You always kick my ash….butt.” Lacey smiled at the way Frannie had kept herself from swearing in front of the kids. He still had to remind her to watch her language in front of Becca and Paulie once in awhile but she was getting better about it. It made him think of Frays’ mom scolding her son… “How about Monopoly? I get to be the shoe.”
Amy snickered. “Alright, fine but I call dibs on the racecar.” she said and glanced at the others in the living room. “Who else wants to play? Lacey? C’mon, Carl. Want to be the top hat?” She seemed to deflate a little when the boy barely acknowledged that his sister had spoken to him. Frannie gave her friend a sympathetic look as she opened the box and started setting up the game. 
All of sudden Frays pushed away from the table and leapt to her feet, crossing to her brother in the recliner in two or three quick steps. “Look at me, you little punk!” Amy shouted her face flushed with anger as she grabbed a double handful of Carl’s Dropkick Murphys tee shirt and started shaking the boy like a ragdoll. “Mom’s dead. Dad’s dead. They’re gone, alright? I’m not losing you too, so just snap the heck out of it!”
She stopped suddenly aware of what had just happened. Becca and Paulie left their toys on the floor and scurried into their father’s arms, staring at Frays with wide frightened eyes as if she had suddenly lost her mind. Amy frowned at her brother and shook her head disgustedly, slowly releasing him and turning to go out on the deck. Rodriguez and Lacey looked at each other for a moment after Frays threw open the door and closed it so hard that it banged into the frame and bounced open a couple inches. 
“It’s alright, guys.” Lacey said reassuringly to his children as he extracted himself from them. “Daddy’s just gonna check on Amy. Don’t worry. Frannie’s right here.” He glanced over at Frannie, who nodded uneasily. He found Frays sitting on the deck leaning against the house’s aluminum siding with her head in her hands. The Marine stood there a moment, shifting his weight from foot to foot. He could see that she was breathing heavily, on the verge of tears. “You alright, Frays?”
Frays sniffed and wiped her nose on her sleeve. “Fine.” she muttered sharply. He sat down next to her, resting his forearms on his knees. They had not been alone together since the incident in the foyer. Part of him wanted to put an arm around Amy’s waist, to hold her close and give her comfort. He wondered if she would get mad at him if he tried. 
Adam glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. Frays was trembling with her face in her hands so he could not tell if she was crying or not. He really, really hoped not. “My parents are dead, my brother hates me…” Frays grumbled quietly her chest heaving as she struggled to not break down. 
Adam’s face wrinkled up in a quick little smile as he slipped an arm around her shoulders, moving his hand up and down Amy’s arm soothingly. “I’m sure Carl doesn’t hate you.” he whispered in her ear. Frays was shorter and more solidly built than Laura but her shoulder seemed to fit just right inside his armpit. He squeezed Frays and grinned slightly when she put her arm around him. “It’s probably more of a mild dislike at worst.” 
She snorted and glanced at Lacey, shaking her head for a second then pinching the bridge of her nose. Frays squirmed, as if she was unsure if she was entirely comfortable with the situation or not. She hissed when Lacey moved his hand to the base of her neck. “I just want him to be okay.” Amy muttered quietly then she smiled awkwardly. “Stupid hormones.”
Adam laughed as he stood up, grabbed a plastic chair and plopped down in it next to her. The man smiled and motioned for her to lean against his shins. The woman complied, a look of mild reluctance on her face. Frays gasped when Lacey put his hands on either side of her neck and started kneading, beginning at the base of her skull and slowly working his way down to her shoulders. Adam frowned when he felt an alarming bulge in the base of her neck. “Gah!” Frays shouted as a lightning bolt shot through her shoulder and down to the tips of the fingers of her left hand when Lacey’s hands got near it. “What the heck did you do?” she asked, staring at her hand as she tentatively wriggled her fingers. Her arm felt sort of numb and tingly at the same time as she opened and closed her hand and tried to shake the strange feeling out of her limb. She glanced from her hand to Adam then scowled at her hand.
Adam frowned when he remembered the spill that Amy had taken on their mission to the grocery store the other day never mind her…other injuries. “Sorry! Sorry!” he said quietly, pulling his hands off the woman as if she were made of hot metal. “There’s some swelling in your neck here. Let’s see if we can find you a cold pack or something.” Lacey stood then helped Frays to her feet. He looked critically at her for a moment. “Have you been taking any of the aspirin we brought back?”
Frays nodded thanks to Lacey when he opened the door for her. “No. I’m afraid it would hurt the baby.” she said quietly. Amy wandered over to the couch and sat down while Lacey went into the bathroom and rooted around in Eamon’s bag, preparing one of the precious cold packs inside by squeezing it and sloshing the chemicals inside so that they mixed. The children were at the table goofing around with the pieces of the Monopoly game with Rodriguez. Paulie glanced up from the game board and frowned, his face pinched up in anger. He had seen what Daddy and Amy were doing outside.
“Is Amy going to be our new Mommy?” Paulie asked as his dad came back into the dining area with a cold pack and a towel in his hands. Adam stopped and looked at his son then turned to Amy, first mock throwing the cold pack then actually tossing it to Frays when she held up her hand to catch it. The boy looked up at his father, his little face trembling with anger. “I don’t want a new Mommy. I want regular Mommy.” 
Adam knelt next to his son and hugged him tight. “Amy…” he started, trying to explain what was going on in a way that the little boy would understand. “I know you miss Mommy, Paulie. I do too.” he said quietly as he held his boy. “Amy’s my friend and she’s just sad because she misses her Mommy and Daddy too.”
“They went away when the Bad People came, like Mommy did right?” Becca asked, looking for confirmation from either of the adults at the table. The look of genuine puzzlement on the little girl’s face brought tears to Frannie’s eyes. It was what they had agreed to tell the children even though they were probably old enough to understand what had happened and Amy’s little outburst probably did not help keep up the façade very well. Jessica, George and their mother had gone away when the ‘Bad People’ came. Becca climbed down from her chair and came around the table then climbed up on the woman’s lap. “Right?”
Oh God… Rodriguez thought and held the girl. “We’ll see ‘em again someday.” she said quietly, somehow able to sound way calmer than she felt. “Don’t worry.” Frannie and Adam’s eyes met for a brief moment. He nodded gratefully to the woman as he looked like he might break if he had to open his mouth. 
It was quiet for awhile, the game forgotten on the table. Amy stood up from the couch and reluctantly went into the back bedroom, holding the cold pack in place with one hand. She came back out a moment later juggling a large rag and a small wooden box as she tried to get the door shut without dropping anything. The young woman paused on the step between the dining area and living room. Frays glanced at the floor. “Carl…would you come out on the deck with me, please?” she asked, hoping the boy would agree. 
Thankfully Carl rose from his seat and opened the door. Frays smiled at him and nodded thanks when he closed the door behind them. It was warm out and bright, especially as Carl had been inside for the better part of two days. They stood there blinking for a moment, waiting for their eyes to adjust. She set the box and the rag down on the table in the corner of the deck then set up a couple chairs. Amy took one and Carl sat down across from her, regarding the young woman with indifference as she spread the rag on the table in front of her. 
Frays reached into the map pocket of her LCS and pulled out Dad’s .45, still in its holster and crusty with dried blood. She tugged the weapon out of the leather holster and cleared it, ejecting the magazine and racking the slide to remove the round in the chamber then double checked that the chamber was empty with the tip of her pinky finger. “Did Dad ever tell you anything about this gun?” she asked as she released the slide lock, pressed in the recoil spring plug and carefully removed the bushing. 
Amy noticed that Carl sat up a little and leaned forward slightly as she removed the slide stop and set it on the rag. “Our Grandpa Joe bought this pistol when he was an Army private in the infantry when he got sent to Vietnam.” she said quietly, noting the boy’s interest as Amy flipped the pistol upside down and removed the slide from its frame. She swiveled the barrel bushing around and removed the barrel then set about scrubbing all the little metal parts with a piece of fabric and solvent from the kit. Carl had never met their grandpa and she vaguely remembered a kindly old man with a white beard that gave her candy. He had died when she was about the same age as Lacey’s kids. “He gave it to Dad when he joined the Marines.” Frays said quietly, finishing with getting the…organic matter…off of the writing engraved into the slide then started in on the frame. “Dad carried it with him when he went to go fight in Desert Storm.”
Carl’s eyebrows scrunched up. “Did you take it with you too?” he asked. He honestly could not remember if she had or not. It felt like a million years had gone by since then and Dad had kept the pistol in his sock drawer at home, so Amy very well could have had it in Iraq and he would never have known. 
Amy chuckled as she used her fingernail to get a bit of stuff out of the checkering on the grip panel. “No, Dad wouldn’t let me.” she said with a wry smile. She had tried to get Dad to suggest that she put the pistol in the bottom of her rucksack. “Besides, they checked all my stuff before I got on the plane and I probably would have gotten in trouble if I got caught with it.”
“Oh.” Carl said quietly. He watched his sister push a wire brush through the barrel to loosen any carbon or debris that might be inside it. “Dad let me shoot it a couple times. It was fun.” He smiled at the memory.
“I smacked myself in the face with it the first time Dad let me shoot it.” Frays admitted, making her brother laugh. “I was like seven and he had accidently put a couple of +P loads in it. I put the safety off, lined up my sights and POW! Right in the kisser.” Amy mimed the recoil of a handgun rocking back and smacking her in the mouth. The two of them laughed almost to the point of tears at the image of a skinny little girl with a fat lip being fussed over by her daddy. “Dad felt soooo bad! He bought me a banana split on the way home from the range to make up for it.” She finished cleaning the pistol and put it back together then wiped the holster, magazine carrier and the magazines off. 
Frays held the weapon out to Carl butt first. “Go on, buddy.” she said, waiting for him to take it. “I think Dad would want you to have this. Just take good care of it. It’s an antique.” A look of awe came over the boy’s face as he accepted it then locked the slide to the rear and inspected the chamber, just as Dad had always taught him to do when picking up a gun. Amy smiled so widely it kind of made her cheeks hurt a little. 
“Hey, it’s better than that little nine mil popgun you got.” the boy said as he stuck the pistol into the waistband of his jeans. Amy only shook her head, went to the boy then pulled him to his feet and gave him a big hug. The siblings held each other for a moment, a few tears leaking down their faces. Carl finally broke off the embrace then wiped his eyes and smiled. “Aw, c’mon! Aim! Stop!” he said half heartedly.
Frays laughed then her face became serious. “Look…Carl, I’m so sorry about before.” she said as she held him at arm’s length. The woman looked sheepishly at her little brother and sighed. “The last time I ever talked to Dad was when I told him I was pregnant. He slapped me and called me a…um…anyway…and I didn’t speak to him since. He was right there and…and I was so mad at him that I couldn’t bring myself to even talk to him…” 
Carl was quiet. It explained why Dad and Amy were so pissed at each other ever since the news broke that she was pregnant. He smiled and hugged her, careful to avoid touching anywhere near her neck. “C’mon, let’s go back inside.” he said quietly as he gathered the rag, cleaning kit and the pistol’s accessories. Amy picked up the cold pack and rested it on the back of her neck and followed after him, smiling a little to herself. 
Rodriguez and Lacey were slowly getting the kids to settle down for bed. Carl was finishing putting away the dinner dishes after they had dried in the rack next to the sink. It had been Amy’s turn to make dinner and now she was in the bathroom doing personal hygiene. Half of them used the shower before dinner and the other half did so later in the evening so that they all had enough of hot water since Lacey had to wash the kids individually, exhausting the supply in the tank under the deck fairly quickly. 
“Holy crap!” Amy shouted, her voice muffled by the bathroom door. The three of them hustled into the hall and ran into each other, all trying to get at the handle. Lacey rolled his eyes when Frays opened up, holding the bottom of her undershirt up. She smiled uneasily at her friends. “Sorry, guys. Look!” Frays pointed to a small, distinct lump in the middle of her stomach. “I got a baby bump.”
Carl smiled nervously. “Can I?” he asked, tentatively reaching out towards his sister’s belly. Frays nodded and the boy ran his fingers over the tiny bulge, making Amy giggle and back away. Carl crouched, smiling at his little niece or nephew. “Cool! Hey little guy, I’m your Uncle Carl.” he said quietly to his sister’s stomach, a big goofy grin plastered all over his face. 
Adam shook his head. In addition to the lump, he could not help but notice that Frays’ breasts were a little bigger than the last time he had seen her in a tee shirt. “Jeez, Frays.” he muttered, glancing towards the dining area and was not that surprised to see two little heads poking around the corner. He smiled a little, remembering when Laura had first started to show. The first ultrasound had only shown one fetus, but much to their surprise a second one appeared at the next doctor’s visit… All of a sudden two competing emotions sprung to mind: grief for his wife and concern that his friend might be in a similar situation. What if there were two or even three little people growing in there?
“I was kinda hoping that I was starting to get some weight back.” Amy said as she leaned against the doorframe. She smiled a little bit and glanced down as she tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “Looks like somebody else had other ideas.” Frays patted her belly and snickered. 
Rodriguez snorted then looked a little startled. She turned and rushed out into the living room, coming back with Carl’s backpack. “Carl, did you show your sister what you grabbed at the store the other day?” she asked, thrusting the bag into the boy’s arms. 
“Um…no.” Carl muttered, surprised that he had forgotten all about it. He tugged open the zipper and held it open so Amy could see the contents. Frays grinned and hugged her little brother when she pulled out the diapers, baby wipes and vitamins. He tried to look embarrassed and pulled himself away. 
“Thank you, Carl.” Amy said as she set the gifts on the sink. Frannie and Adam exchanged little smiles at the scene then backed away from the door a little. Rodriguez put a hand on Carl’s shoulder, indicating that he should follow them. 
“Uncle Carl’s on top of shit, Frays.” Rodriguez said quietly. She glanced at the little lump still visible under her friend’s shirt then backed away a little more. “Taking care of our nephew.” She smirked at the red creeping into the boy’s face. “C’mon, guys. Let’s let momma here get her shower taken.”
Amy snickered and sighed as soon as he had the door shut. She ran her hand over the bump on her belly, glad that the little person seemed to be coming along okay but also starting to get scared too. It would not be long until her flak jacket would not fit. How long would it be before she could not even get up out of a chair without help? A wave of queasiness ran through her when she thought about how she had fallen on her face the other day. She could have miscarried right there in a ditch by that stupid rusted out railroad track. What then? Carl and Frannie would have had to try and carry her all the way back to the truck. Or one of them would have to stay with her and the other go get the Humvee. Heck, what if she got tore up inside or whatever when the baby came? 
She thought about what Lacey had confided to her about his family, how his mother had died in childbirth and his father had abandoned him as a baby. At the time, Amy could not understand why a father would turn his back on his son. There was a wave of self loathing. She had been so ticked off at her dad…and now she would never have the chance to at least try and explain to him…to make it right somehow… 
She put a hand out and leaned against the wall, taking a few deep breaths choking on tears. “Stop it right now.” Frays told herself sharply as she turned on the shower then stripped and got inside. The young woman squirted a little shampoo into the palm of her hand and started washing her hair. She squinted, trying to keep the soap out of her eyes. “Everything’s alright right now. There’s a way around if you calm down and look.” 
After a nice hot shower and having a go at hacking down the almost freakishly long hair on her legs (and shredding herself pretty badly) Frays had to admit to herself that she felt better. Carl was talking again. She had to remind herself that she had a full belly and a dry, reasonably secure place to sleep as she toweled off and dressed. The generator was in good working order and it had a decent amount of fuel left and the boiler was in good shape. There was the water pump and filter too, giving them a virtually endless supply of fresh water from the lake not to mention hot showers. 
However the constant gnawing hunger that had plagued her at the school was still fresh in her mind. There were probably a lot of people out there worse off than they were and she should be grateful. Heck, she even seemed to be more or less getting a pass in the morning sickness department too. There was a little queasiness sometimes but nothing like they made it look like on TV or anything. Her dinner stayed where she put it which was great because they did not have the food to waste.
Carl was winding his little dynamo powered radio at the table in the dining area while Frannie and Adam were trying to get the kids ready for bed when Frays came out of the bathroom. The boy had first watch and kept himself awake by going through the radio bands, hoping to find a signal. So far he had reported no joy. The hide-a-bed was folded out, taking up a good portion of the floor in the living room. Lacey looked up from tucking Becca into bed. “Um…Frays, why don’t you sleep in your parents’ room?” he asked tentatively. There was an odd look on his face, as if he was not sure how she would respond. Frays got the feeling that they had all been talking about this while she was in the shower. So far nobody had the guts to go into the back bedroom for more than a couple minutes.
Frays frowned slightly as she looked around the house. One of them would be sleeping in the recliner, probably Rodriguez and there was the rocking chair…Carl had his cot in the dining room. She looked uneasily at the door to her parents’ bedroom. “I’d feel better if we were all together.” Amy said quietly as she rolled her shoulders. The woman winced as another electric shock ran down her arm but it was not as bad as before when Lacey had touched the base of her neck.
“Aim, you need a comfortable place to sleep.” Carl said as he finished winding up the radio and plugged a set of earbud headphones into it. The boy put one into his ear and looked seriously at his sister for a moment then a hint of a smile tugged at his lips. “I mean, if you don’t want that nice soft bed, I’ll take it and you can have my cot.” 
Amy looked uneasy but nodded. It made sense, seeing as how she was getting pretty pregnant. “Alright, guys.” Frays grumbled as she turned towards the door. She paused and poked her head into the dining area. “We’re going to have to have a talk in the morning, alright?”
Rodriguez gave her a drowsy thumbs up from the recliner as Lacey got into bed with his children. “Roger that, boss.” the man called as the little ones cuddled up with their daddy. “Good night, Frays. I’ll wake you around 0400 for watch.”
Carl twirled the little dial on the radio as he sat there, listening to the various degrees of static on the radio. He was getting pretty good at distinguishing the different stations simply from the ratio of hisses to pops and whistles to whines. He did not really think that he would actually hear anything, but…it was something to do. And, well, if he did hear something it would be awesome because they all seemed to be getting a little claustrophobic and scared ever since…the thing the other day. 
Carl frowned as he changed stations and watched Frannie sleep. She really was hot even with the scars on her face and stuff. He wondered what it would be like to hold her close, feeling her warmth as Frannie leaned against his chest. She snorted in her sleep and flinched, obviously dreaming and it made a brief smile flash across the boy’s face. An intense feeling of discomfort radiated from his groin so he turned away and focused on the noise coming through the earbud. 
His frown deepened as he changed the station again. Carl could tell everybody was scared and sad and worried even if they were not saying anything about it. Amy was hurt and probably pretty bad judging from the way she flinched and nearly screamed whenever somebody touched her neck or turned her head too fast. Not to mention that the idea of his big sister giving birth here at the house without a doctor or anything almost sent him into screaming fits every time he let himself think about it for more than three seconds. 
The boy had never really thought about it, but he loved his big sister even though they had never been close growing up. Amy had gone away to college when he was about nine or so and she was fourteen cutting down on the chance for them to really get to know each other or anything save hunting trips in the spring and fall with Dad or when she came home from college during the summer. Sometimes he could not help but get a little pissed, like his teachers and parents were expecting him to be a goddamn super-genius like his big sister… 
Not that it was all bad: when Aim was over in Iraq it made him a minor celebrity around school for awhile. Nobody else in his class knew anybody over there and lots of people wanted to talk to him about it. It stopped being cool when he got called down to the counselor’s office one afternoon where he met his parents.
Mom had been crying a lot and Dad had that same stony expression on his face whenever something was bothering him but he did not want anybody to know about it. It turned out that there was a video on YouTube showing little bits of this metal box thing all over the place. He did not get why Mom and Dad were so upset about it at first until they said it was where Amy was living over in Iraq. It took him a minute but he recognized a couple things in the background from the pictures Amy had emailed him. He got to go home from school while Dad frantically tried to get a hold of someone in Amy’s chain of command to see if she was alright. Mom had cried and cried all afternoon on the couch and clutching a picture of Amy in her dress uniform, taken at her graduation ceremony.
Even Dad started to cry when the phone rang in the middle of the night. Amy had called from a satellite phone and spoke to each of them for a few minutes to assure them that she was okay and currently had the same number of parts as she did when they last saw her. Somebody over there had told her about the video and she had worked a drug deal with a reporter to use his satellite phone so she could call them and let everybody know she was alright. He remembered how shaken up his big sister had sounded as she talked to him from half way around the world. Carl had guessed that there was something she was not telling him but he let it go. Aim just probably did not want to worry anybody. Yeah, he loved his sister.    
Frannie looked sad a lot too even though she tried to hide it. He thought about bringing it up with Amy and Adam but he was embarrassed to admit that he watched her a lot. He scowled bitterly as he switched stations. A pang of sour anger came and went as he remembered all the shit that some of the real douchebags at school would give him. Carl was generally pretty sociable but for some reason he could not talk to any of the girls. He could not even conjure up the guts to say a word to any them but instead hung back and stared. So, of course, the swaggering jocks would pick on him: creep, loser, weirdo…or if they were feeling particularly malicious, they would call him a rapist. 
Why did this have to fucking happen? Carl thought, growing frustrated and lonely… He started flitting through the stations on the dial, hoping and begging silently to hear the sound of another human voice. “Holy shit!” Carl shouted as he jumped up from the table. 
Rodriguez leapt out of the recliner and stumbled into the end of the hide-a-bed as Lacey launched himself off of it and plowed right into her. Carl might have found the whole scene funny if he was not busy fiddling with the dial on his radio: Adam and Frannie were crawling over each other trying to stand up. Amy burst into the dining room with her M4 in her hands and expecting to find a horde of zombies pulling the dang house down around their ears from all the commotion in the living room. 
“Hey guys!” Carl hissed as he unplugged the headphones from the radio and slowly dialed up the volume. “Listen to this!” Rodriguez and Lacey hurried over to the table and stood by the boy as he owlishly stared at the dial, tuning through the static. “I know I heard something. C’mon…c’mon dammit.”
Frays scowled at her little brother as she scratched sleepily at an itch on her nose. This had better be good! Amy thought with a little frustration. As she had suspected, Frays found that she could not get a wink of sleep in there leaving her tired and grouchy. The bed was comfortable enough but the room itself seemed like it was full of ghosts. She kept expecting Mom and Dad to come in and kick her out at a moment’s notice and the bedclothes still held scents that reminded her of them. She could smell her mother’s hairspray and the lingering odor of burned tobacco, the tang of Dad’s deodorant and the powder Mom used sometimes. Lacey and Frays gave each other nervous smiles across the table. They had apparently both been thinking the same thing when Carl had started yelling.
Carl and Amy’s jaws dropped when the radio finally managed to pick up a weak signal and a voice, familiar even through the feedback and static, came through the radio’s tiny speakers. “-ow to the head. These things can be destroyed by damage to their brains.” explained a tired but friendly voice sounding voice before disappearing into a cloud of hissing white noise.
“Aim!” Carl hissed excitedly, a look of utter disbelief on his face. “Aim, that’s Ian Punnett! Ian goddamn Punnett!” Frays smiled at her little brother, holding an index finger over her lips as she concentrated on trying to make out more of the broadcast. The boy picked up the radio and moved closer to the window, stumbling over the stair going down into the living room. 
The broadcast returned, still faint but a little stronger than it had been once Carl managed to get closer to the glass doors. He turned up the volume a little louder, all of them transfixed by the first human voice any of them had heard in weeks that did not belong to one of them. The host gave information on how to salt and dry meat, purify water…all useful stuff to know, but not exactly what they were looking for. Frays dug out her little pocket notebook and tried to scribble down as much of what the broadcast said as she could. 
There was a brief fit of static. “I ow you’re scared. You might be hungry or lost.” said the voice coming in over the radio “Please, don’t…prey on each other. Things are bad enough out there right now without that. Help each other out. That’s the only way we..as a species are going to get through this, by working together.” 
After maybe ten or fifteen minutes the radio turned back into a hissing little box in the palms of Carl’s hands. A cloud of disappointment settled over the room as they moved back to the dining room table. The children watched the grownups from their place on the bed, drowsily blinking at them before rolling over and going back to sleep. “Who’s Ian Punnett?” Lacey asked as he stretched. He was tired, but too wired up right now to go back to bed at the moment.
“He hosted a radio show that was on Saturdays in the middle of the night called Coast to Coast AM.” Amy said quietly. She frowned unhappily then yawned and looked at her watch. “Carl got me kind of addicted to it. They talked about all kinds of weird stuff.”
The boy smiled a little. “I remember sent you shows on flash drives when you were in Iraq.” Carl said, still smiling as he got up and went to the fridge where he got out a big pitcher of cherry Kool-Aid. “Good thing I got them cheap, huh?”
“Yeah.” Amy said coolly as she went to the cabinet and took down some glasses. The flash drives had gotten blown to bits along with everything else in her connex when a ‘private military contractor’ had accidentally fired an RPG in the air at the other end of the compound when she was overseas. She lay there blinking stupidly up at the sky everything kind of blurry and running together deaf save for the ringing in her ears no pain yet, still too much information trying to elbow its way into her addled brain… Amy shook the thoughts away as she set the glasses on the table and sat down. It looked like the meeting that she was planning on having in the morning was going to take place now.
Carl frowned as he put the pitcher on the table and sat down. Somehow, he got the feeling that he had just put his foot in his mouth again. “So…” he said quietly and filled his sister’s glass then Frannie’s. “What’s going on?”
“We need to assess the situation.” Amy said quietly. She sipped the Kool-Aid and did her best to hide a grimace. Carl had made it without sugar. After a couple seconds she managed to continue her voice a little choked and raspy. Frannie and Adam chuckled quietly until they tried their drinks. “So: here’s the facts. I’m about three months pregnant. I think, anyways. I dunno what the date is. We’ve got a pile of MREs in the attic, but we’re low on first aid supplies, medicine as well as canned and dry goods.” 
“And toilet paper.” Carl interjected, drawing laughter from the others around the table. Amy playfully swatted at her brother for interrupting her then put on a serious expression before continuing.
“And toilet paper. On the plus side, we know now that, somewhere out there, there’s other people.” Frays said as she looked around the table. She rolled her shoulders and tried to stretch the kink out of the base of her neck. Amy felt a pop followed by a spasm in her arm which she did her best to hide. If anybody noticed they gave no sign of it.
Frannie tried to choke down a little more of the awful tasting drink. “Did anybody catch it if he said where he was?” she asked. The woman looked thoughtful for a second as she scratched the scar tissue on her neck. “I don’t think he did.”
“There’s something else.” Lacey said quietly. It had occurred to him after he and Frays had buried his wife and her parents two days ago. “I think we’re going to have to be ready to leave soon.” He did not like the way the others looked at him, but pressed on anyway. “I don’t know how many of those things are in town, but there were a helluva lot of them in Boston. It’ll only be a matter of time until more of them turn up here.” 
Carl frowned at the man. “Couldn’t we just…I dunno…build a fence or something?” he asked, looking nervously at his sister. Where the hell were they going to go? How far would Amy be able to go? “We’ve got a whole bunch of food and ammo, so why leave?”
Rodriguez, Frays and Lacey all looked at each other. “There were thousands of those things in Boston.” Amy said quietly, shuddering at the memory of driving towards a checkpoint that was on the verge of being overrun. There had been easily a hundred or more of the things shambling towards their little convoy before she had ordered Eamon to turn around and abandon the mission. She felt a little cold when she visualized those bent, slouching figures stumbling towards them. “I think you might be right, Lacey.”
They were quiet for a moment, drinking the horrible tasting Kool-Aid. “That brings me to my next point.” Frays said in a low voice, hoping that they were not keeping the kids awake. She sighed and scratched the tip of her nose. “I don’t think that I’ll be able to go out on missions with you guys anymore.” Amy looked at Lacey and Rodriguez, glad to see sympathy and understanding on their faces. It still made her sad as she felt kind of like she was abandoning them somehow. “I’m a little too preggers to be kicking in doors and stuff.” 
Adam smiled at her. “Don’t worry about it, boss.” he said as he stood and stretched, glancing at his watch. “To be honest, we were talking about it last night. Glad you volunteered as babysitter.” He frowned at his watch. “Well, Rodriguez, looks like you’re up on watch. Good night everybody.” 
Once Lacey was back in bed with his kids Rodriguez sat next to Carl. “Can I borrow your radio, man?” she asked. It took everything she had to not laugh at the kid when he looked uneasily at her and started trying to plug the headphones back in. He was young and she remembered how awkward things were at his age.
“Um…y-yeah.” he stammered as he finally got the radio back together. Carl felt his cheeks getting warm. His voice had cracked and his heart was pounding away in his chest. “The battery might be a little low. You charge it up like this.” He could not see the scarred portion of her face, as it was dark and he was sitting on the opposite side. Carl could not help but wonder what she looked like before whatever happened to her as he demonstrated how to wind up the dynamo. Would she have even looked twice at him if she was normal?
“Thanks, man.” Frannie smiled a little more at Carl’s nervousness. He almost looked like he was going to stroke out when their hands touched as she groped across the table to find the radio. It was kind of cute that the guy was so antsy around her and of course she had noticed the way the boy had been looking at her. Rodriguez frowned a little in the dark as Carl started to awkwardly move off towards his cot. “How are you doing, Carl?”
The boy stopped and turned around awkwardly, almost knocking into the little hutch thing next to the table. “I guess I’m doing alright.” he said quietly. Carl stole a glance at Lacey, already asleep in the hide-a-bed with his kids. He wandered, trying to play it cool as he walked back towards the table and sat down. “You?”
Frannie smiled, looking at Carl as if she could see right through him. She snorted a tiny laugh out of her nose. “I’m not sure either, man.” Rodriguez muttered and glanced at her watch. After a moment’s debate she dipped a hand into a pouch on her plate carrier, pulled out her meds and shook one out into her palm. The boy looked at her suspiciously as she popped the pill into her mouth and washed it down with a little bitter Kool-Aid. “Just my little blue battle buddies, Carl. Don’t worry about it.”
Carl made a strange face in the dark. No…no he definitely was worried about it. “Why are you taking them?” he asked, moving a little closer to the woman’s side. The boy looked like he would have liked to try and hold her hand or maybe put his arm around her. “Are you sick or something?” Somehow he got the feeling that she was sharing a secret with him and one she was ashamed of at that.
“I…guess you could say that.” Rodriguez said quietly. She rolled the pill bottle between her fingers and thumb a second before stashing it away. “It keeps me…you know…calm.” Frannie’s dark eyes flitted towards the table then looked towards the sliding glass doors across the living room. She smiled awkwardly when Carl finally took her hand. Frannie pulled it away after a half second and scratched the scars on her neck. 
They looked at each other for a long minute. “Carl, why don’t you go to bed?” Frannie asked at last. She liked the kid but she also did not like where this could be headed. He was a little too young and besides, the fact that Eamon was not there still weighed heavily on her. Frannie was shocked for a moment when Carl stood then pulled her to her feet and hugged her very, very tightly. 
“We’re not alone, Frannie.” he whispered in her ear. After the shock subsided, Frannie smiled and hugged him back. “We’re not alone. It’s gonna be okay.” Carl said as he continued squeezing the smaller woman to his chest. She had to admit that the earnest affection in the gesture felt really good. The woman relaxed slightly when he did not seem to be trying to take things any farther. 
“I know, buddy.” Rodriguez said quietly into Carl’s shirt. She reached up and put a hand around the back of the boy’s neck, pulling his head down towards hers. Carl’s heart skipped a beat for a moment: he thought Frannie was going to kiss him but she pressed his forehead against hers instead, their noses almost touching. “We got this. This ain’t shit. This
ain’t shit.” 
The unexpected fierceness in the woman’s voice in such intimate circumstances kind of frightened him for a moment. “Sure.” he whispered then gave the very tip of her nose a soft kiss, making Frannie back off, giggling uncontrollably. She put a hand over her mouth to try and keep from waking Becca and Paulie a few feet away. 
“You’re crazy.” Rodriguez said, still giggling and trying to stay quiet as she pushed the boy gently towards his cot. “Get some sleep, you lunatic.” Carl moved off, smiling over his shoulder at her as he went back to the cot and lay down. Frannie snorted laughter, still shaking her head as she wiped off an earbud and stuffed it into her ear canal. She frowned wishing that she had asked Carl what channel that Punter guy had come through on. 
Paulie woke up and looked around. Daddy and Becca were still asleep next to him. Frannie was snoring on the recliner across the room and Carl was on his cot in the dining room. A familiar smell reached his little nose and an eager grin spread across his face as he threw aside the blanket, scrambled off of the hide-a-bed and hurried into the kitchen. He recognized the smell: Mommy making pancakes for breakfast. 
Since she had last watch for the night Amy decided to surprise everyone with a nice breakfast. She had to substitute some powdered eggs for the real thing but the woman judged that everything should come out alright. There was water in a kettle to boil water for instant coffee and, even though the very thought of eating it made her more than a little nauseous, a pan on the stove to fry up a couple cans of Spam. However, the crowning achievement was in the bowl next to the stove: thick batter with brown lumps of chocolate, the remains of a semi-stale Hershey bar that she had almost forgotten about in her rucksack and broken up into tiny pieces. Frays found smashing the candy bar to tiny little bits somewhat satisfying. She had taken it off of one of the friggin’ animals that Lacey had put down when they were holed up in the country club. They had…almost…they were gonna… 
It was one of a couple dozen things over the past few months that kept her awake at night. Amy shuddered and frowned as she started furiously stirring the batter. Last night had been a bad one. She had tossed and turned all night her dreams a terrifying confusion of zombie attacks, Lacey’s former squadmate’s beard pressed against her cheek as his penis jabbed her in the butt and the blaring klaxon signaling incoming mortars.  
Frays turned quickly, a spatula in her hand when she heard the little footsteps rushing towards her. Paulie stood next to the table an utterly crushed and disappointed look on the little boy’s face. The boy turned, his head hanging, and went back into the living room. Amy felt tears springing from her eyes and she wiped them away with her thumb as she concentrated on preparing the meal. 
Frannie woke to Paulie scrambling into her lap and burying his face under her chin, scaring the shit out of her for a moment until she blinked a couple times and woke up enough to figure out what was going on. The poor little guy was crying softly into the collar of her plate carrier. Rodriguez frowned and held him looking around a little to try and see what had gotten him so upset. “Shh…” she whispered in his ear as she jostled the boy and gave him a peck on the cheek “It’s alright little buddy. I’m right here.”
Her stomach growled like a pissed off bear when she smelled the food cooking in the other room. It seemed that Frannie’s belly would not let her forget the neglect that she had shown it since the shit hit the fan. They had been down to one meal a day at the school and a pitifully small one at that: a handful of rice and beans or one slice of frozen pizza a little bigger than a deck of playing cards, three or four chicken nuggets and a little scoop of vegetables. It was a wonder they all had not lost it just from the constant hunger gnawing on their stomachs and absorbing their thoughts… 
Frannie had quickly found herself so hungry that she often dreamed that she was at this glorious clean white tile and chrome all-you-can-eat buffet. The place was brightly lit and the steam trays were piled with all kinds of hot delicious food: roast beef, all kinds of fish, roast and fried chicken, lobster, crab legs, countless varieties of potatoes, heaps of fresh vegetables, warm rolls and white bread fresh from the oven, eggs, pancakes, waffles, kielbasa, Italian sausage, sausage links and oh sweet jumped up Jesus the bacon… In the dream she was allowed to eat until she felt like her stomach was going to burst, so full that they would have to roll her towards the door…
She would wake and cry into her pillow because the hunger pangs seemed that much worse after those dreams. To be honest the thought of being that hungry ever again terrified her more than any shambling rotten corpse. The few times they had actually slept together Eamon would hold her tight until the tears stopped…
Frannie rubbed the little boy’s back. “What’s wrong, buddy?” she whispered in his ear. Lacey, Carl and Becca were all still asleep for now and it was still a little early, judging from the dim grey light coming in through the gaps in the boards over the windows. “It’s alright, kiddo. I gotcha.” She shushed the boy and rocked him “C’mon little man. What’s wrong?”
“I…want…my…Mommy.” the little boy said quietly, punctuating each word with a little hitching of his chest. Rodriguez felt like someone had just ripped her heart out and replaced it with a ball of ice. Oh, Jesus… she thought as tears coursed down her cheeks Oh, Jesus fuckin’ Christ. She hugged the little boy just as hard as she could. Frannie hated seeing any kid so sad, but for some reason whenever Paulie started crying it really tore her up. Frannie became aware of Frays behind her in the dining room.
The woman’s cheeks were wet, her face pale and drawn making the fresh scar on her cheek stand out like an angry crimson slash pointed towards the corner of her eye. Frays had a red and white checkered apron with the words ‘Kiss the Cook’ written on it in big red letters tied around her waist over her field gear and she clutched a spatula in one hand, making her look like weird cross between Martha Stewart and Rambo. The two women exchanged awkward little smiles, almost as if they had caught each other with their flies open or something. “I-I fixed a special treat for everybody.” Amy said quietly after a deep breath. The little boy’s tears were apparently contagious. “Wake up if you want breakfast.”
Lacey stirred, panicked for a second when he realized that Paulie was not in bed next to him. Relief flooded over him for a half second when he saw that the boy was with Rodriguez in the recliner. Of course, it all went away again when the man saw that his son was crying in the recliner with Rodriguez. Adam threw the blanket off of him and leapt from bed, rushing to his boy’s side.
“Hey, buddy.” Adam whispered as he tousled the boy’s hair. He gently took Paulie from the woman and held the little boy then took him over to the rocking chair. Paulie curled up in his father’s lap as Lacey looked across the room and arched an eyebrow at Rodriguez. “Good morning. You alright?”
Frannie put the footrest down and stood up slowly the woman’s face twisting up in a grimace. Her leg had cramped up a little in the night giving her one helluva charley horse. Frays had gone back into the kitchen and was scooping something out of a bowl and pouring it on a griddle where it hissed. “Smells good. What’s cooking?” Rodriguez asked as she approached and then went to the cabinet where the plates were stored. Frays nodded thanks when Frannie handed her a plate just in time to receive the first pancake. 
Amy sniffed and blew her nose in one of her father’s handkerchiefs then washed her hands in the sink. “Chocolate chip pancakes.” she said in a low voice as she stirred up the batter and dropped another hissing dollop of batter onto the griddle. “Is Carl up?”
“Yes!” a voice called as Carl threw his blanket off and stood up. He stretched, yawned then quickly set about folding up his cot. “Did I hear you say you’re making chocolate chip pancakes?” he called over his shoulder. 
Amy flipped the pancake on the griddle and poured two more onto it. “Yep. It’ll be a minute.” she said, glancing over her shoulder. Lacey was in the living room with the kids while Rodriguez was setting the table. “Carl, could you look in the fridge? I think there’s some syrup in the door. And put the kettle on the table, please? Thanks.” 
Lacey smiled at his children, jostling them on his lap. “C’mon, guys.” he said, forcing a smile and giving Paulie and Becca an exaggerated look of amazement. “Amy made us chocolate chip pancakes! Be sure and thank her, guys.” 
They ate slowly after Amy said the blessing. Adam was glad to see that the meal seemed to be raising his children’s spirits a little, even if they did not eat much of the two pancakes on their plates. The Spam tasted good and complemented the coffee. He smiled a little bit when he saw that Frays was giving the canned meat a pass. “Aim, are you sure you don’t want any?” Carl asked, holding the last slice of the stuff in front of his sister’s face on his fork.
Frays gagged on the scent of the processed pork. “No, thanks.” she croaked, choking as the pancakes in her stomach started working their way up her esophagus. Amy pushed away from the table a little and put a hand over her mouth. “Go on, eat it if you want.” 
Once they had finished eating the men cleared the table and did the dishes. The garden needed to be weeded this morning so Rodriguez and Frays would do that before it got too hot later in the day. “Can I help too?” Becca asked as the two women checked each other’s camelbaks and made sure their carbines were loaded before heading downstairs. One would weed while the other stood watch. “I wanna play in the dirt!” the little girl said with a wide grin. 
Lacey stuck his head into the living room a wide grin on his face. “Sure, hon.” he said as he dried a plate with a dishtowel. “You can go if it’s okay with Amy and Frannie.” 
Amy felt a vague sense of unease worm around in the pit of her stomach as she glanced from the little girl to Rodriguez and back again. Frannie was really trying very hard to hide a smile. “Oookay.” Frays muttered with feigned disappointment. “Paulie, do you want to come too? Maybe we’ll dig up a couple worms and go fishing after lunch.”
The boy scowled at her. “No.” Paulie said grumpily. Amy looked at him, her face pinched up with confusion for a moment then shrugged and started towards the door. Lacey put the plate in the drainer and came into the living room. He crouched over his son and seemed to be whispering something in his ear with a gentle hand on the boy’s shoulder. Paulie did not look happy but still hopped down out of the recliner and glumly followed the others out onto the deck. Frannie tousled the boy’s hair and pressed him against her side for a second before helping him over the gap.
Amy stood guard on a small cement walkway that went from the stairs which led down to the lake to the room where the generator and boiler were kept while Rodriguez squatted between two rows of radishes, gathering a handful of plant matter. The little garden would not take long to weed as it was only about one hundred or so square feet and fenced in with green beans growing on the chicken wire fence around its perimeter. 
The footprints of the creature that had attacked Laura were still visible where it had apparently dug something out of the dirt. The kids were helping by pulling up handfuls of green plants next to the little patch of onions at the other end of the plot. There were a few squash plants and almost a dozen heads of cabbage, something Jessica might have planned on turning into coleslaw in a few weeks. 
Frays could almost make out where she and Lacey had buried her parents and his wife down by the lake… Pull your head out of your butt! Amy scolded herself as she shook herself back to reality. She kind of wished that the kids had stayed inside but then again they needed a little sun and exercise. Being cooped up in the house all the time was not doing any of them any good… The idea of checking the neighbor’s houses occurred to her again.
“Hey, Frays.” Rodriguez said softly as she tugged out a particularly stubborn green thorny plant that did not look like any vegetable she had ever heard of and nodded towards the kids a few feet away. “Look.” She paused in her labor and smiled, leaning her forearm on her knee.
Becca and her brother had apparently given up on helping and were now busying themselves with something on the leaf of an onion sprout. The two children were crouching over something they could not see. Paulie was apparently poking it with a little twig. Intrigued, Amy wandered over to find that the kids had found a praying mantis. She smiled a little watching as the little ones stared at the bug, engrossed in this strange new thing. Frays retook her post once she was satisfied that the children were not playing with anything dangerous. 
The breakfast dishes finished and dry and the two men set about putting them back in the cabinet. Lacey looked at the young man out of the corner of his eye as he put a couple plates away. He strove for something to talk to him about that was not connected to the fucking rotting bastards that had totally fucked up their lives. “You like the Bruins?” he asked, motioning towards the jersey the boy wore. It said ‘Emery’ on the back with the number thirty two on it. Adam thought the name sounded familiar…
Carl nodded as he sorted the forks and knives into their compartments in the drawer next to the sink. “Yeah.” he said quietly then smiled a little. “Brian Emery’s Amy’s Flight Sergeant.” The young man set about putting the cooking implements back in their places. “He signed his rookie card for me. He’s awesome, a great guy and he’s got like a bazillion medals and stuff. I met him a couple times.”
Lacey felt like he had just been hit in the stomach with a baseball bat. “Oh my God.” he whispered, feeling sick and a little weak in the knees. Of course Frays’ family would know her direct supervisor. Unit Christmas parties, family days… Fuck. he thought, forgetting all about the dishes. 
“What’s up?” Carl asked as he turned towards the Marine. The wide eyed, shameful expression on Adam’s pale face told him everything he needed to know. He took a couple deep breaths and sank into the corner next to the sink. Mindful of the way his sister had handled the news, Lacey tentatively approached the boy and crouched just out to arm’s reach. He tried to think of something to say but…shit what the fuck could he say? The boy obviously looked up to the guy… Where the hell was Frays when he needed her? 
Adam backed off a little bit and sat down, hiding his face in his hands. The two of them sat there for what seemed like a long time until Lacey heard the sliding door open up. Amy and the kids came into the kitchen, Frays carrying two small heads of cabbage and the kids loaded down with onions, green beans and radishes. The green lumps in her hands fell to the floor forgotten as she rushed to her brother. “Carl, what happened?” she asked, trying to keep the rising panic out of her voice. “Carl?” 
“Brian’s dead, too isn’t he?” the boy said quietly. A few tears worked their way out of Carl’s eyes and he wiped them away angrily. He hated crying like a little pussy, especially in front of Frannie. Aim was crying a little too making him feel a little better about it although she was a girl. It was okay for her to cry.
Things Frays had tried desperately to forget seeped through the cracks like crude oil working its way to the surface through a crevice in the earth. She hugged her brother as the events at the checkpoint tore around inside her head. “Yeah. Yeah, I think so, buddy.” she whispered, squeezing her eyes shut as if that could block out what was going on behind them. Carl was a little shocked to see the self confident young woman he knew replaced by almost a stranger: she looked tired and scared, her mind someplace far away. His big sister held onto him with hands that shook with frenetic strength.
Lacey took advantage of the Frays’ distraction to take the vegetables from his kids and herd them into the living room. They met Rodriguez in the dining room. She arched an eyebrow at Lacey, who nodded towards the other room. “C’mon kids.” Frannie said with a small smile as she brushed the back of Becca’s neck. “Let’s give ‘em a minute, alright?”
The two of them sat on the couch with the kids, letting the two little ones sit on their laps. Frannie could not help but notice that Lacey looked like he was going to be sick. “We’re gonna have a salad for lunch.” Rodriguez said as she forced a smile and bounced Paulie on her knee. She got a familiar sense that she was missing something again and made a note to bring it up with Lacey or Frays the first chance she got. 
“Very cool.” Lacey said quietly as he rubbed his daughter’s back. He had not really noticed the fact that they were running low on TP, but if the cabbage had its way he was going to be taking a good long shit tonight. “What did you guys bring in?”
“We got radishes an’ onions an’ stick beanies.” the little girl told her father as she ticked them off on her tiny fingers. “Amy gots some rabbages.” Becca’s eyes lit up and she grabbed Adam’s sleeve. “We saw a weird buggy too! He was doin’ like this!” The little girl brought her forearms to her chest and did her best impression of the mantis that she had seen in the garden. Frannie and Adam smiled, laughed then looked at each other with a small hint of unease.
“Hey, why don’t you guys go get cleaned up?” Adam suggested. The kids’ hands were covered in dirt and Rodriguez looked like she could stand to wash her face. He could not tell what Amy and her brother were doing in the kitchen, but it was quiet which he guessed was kind of a good thing. “Use the head, alright?”
Rodriguez took Becca and Paulie into the bathroom so they could wash up. After he heard the door open and close out of sight Adam took a deep breath then heaved himself off of the couch. Frays and her brother sat in the corner where he left them, their heads swiveling up to look at him. The man swallowed hard, his mouth opening and closing a few times before he could make any noise. “Are you guys alright?” he asked in a timid little voice.
“Just fine.” Amy said quietly, her voice calm and level despite the venomous look she shot at Lacey. Adam’s eyes fell to the floor, unable to meet Amy’s gaze. “We’re just fine, right?” Frays asked turning her head towards her brother. She had her arm around the guy’s shoulders and jostled him. 
“Yeah.” Carl muttered quietly, looking at the floor between his legs. “We’re just fine.” Amy stood then helped her brother to his feet. She gave Carl a tiny smile and clapped him on the shoulder. He hugged his sister then went over and picked up the cabbages off the floor. “Where’s the rest of the stuff from the garden?”
Frannie frowned as they sat down to lunch. They had the salad made from the vegetables that they had taken from the garden this morning and the powdered Gatorade that Carl had swiped from the Big Y. There had been a weird tension in the house like a rope being pulled taut all morning. Nobody talked to each other all through the meal. 
Carl seemed more depressed than usual and Frays sat in the recliner with her nose stuck in one of those stupid cowboy books, looking pissed off about something. Why am I always the last to know about shit? Rodriguez wondered to herself as she pushed back from the table and burped. Paulie and Becca laughed at the slight embarrassment on Frannie’s face.             
“Hey, Frays.” Rodriguez said as she approached her friend and playfully flicked the spine of her book. “Lemme torture you a minute.” The woman fished her cigarettes out of an ammo pouch on her plate carrier and held them up for Frays to see. She nodded towards the glass doors at the front of the house. 
They sat down and leaned against the warm aluminum siding of the house, quiet for a moment as Rodriguez lit up the half a cigarette that had been in her pack since their trip into town. Frays scowled at her friend, biting down hard on the urge to ask for a smoke. “What’s up, Frannie?” Amy asked her voice tense and strained. Think of the kid. Frays thought, taking a deep breath to steel her resolve…as well as try to get a little second hand smoke in her lungs. 
“What the hell happened this morning?” Rodriguez exhaled a plume of smoke into the air and shifted around a little. The wood of the deck was hot under her ass and it was getting pretty uncomfortable. 
Amy sighed and fidgeted. “Me and Lacey were at the same checkpoint in Boston.” she said quietly, leaning against the warm metal behind her. Frays rubbed at her eye then scratched her nose. The woman took a couple deep breaths, shivering despite the heat as she tried to put the confused jumble of events into something resembling a coherent story. “He…says it was an accident…that he got scared. He shot a fifty cal at a bunch of civilians. Everything went crazy, my flight sergeant got shot in the head. A guy who was riding with us got stuck in our truck. This big truck hit our Humvee…it ran over a bunch of people, knocked us in the water. I almost drowned…”



“Holy fucking shit.” Rodriguez said after a minute or two. A smoldering finger of ash protruded from the filter of woman’s cigarette. “Holy fucking shit.” This was way, way worse than Eamon’s…misunderstanding. Fuck no, he did not misunderstand shit her boyfriend had sexually assaulted Amy in a hangar at Hanscomb Air Force Base. He had apologized, even cried a little, but fucking shit… Frannie’s thoughts dissolved in a flurry of confusion, grief and directionless anger. 
She licked her lips and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand as she suddenly fought back the urge to go take a couple of pills and nod off or maybe try and find some booze. She never really got to know George that well but he struck her as the type to have a little whiskey or bourbon stashed away in the place somewhere. Even if it was only a little pint bottle or something that and a couple of Percocet would set her up for a few hours… 
“We’re gonna be okay.” Amy said, watching her friend as if she could see the thoughts buzzing around in her head like a swarm of angry bees. She guessed that they were some of the same thoughts careening around her own head. Frays sighed heavily as she watched Frannie out of the corner of her eye. “Just calm down. Everything’s gonna be okay.” 
“Would you just fucking shut up, you bible thumping bitch?” Rodriguez shouted, suddenly furious with the woman sitting next to her. Frannie was on her feet, pacing from one end of the deck to another, spewing a mile long string of obscenities under her breath. “How the fuck can you even stand to be in the same room with that asshole?”
“I-I don’t know.” Frays said quietly. “I…I dunno, Frannie.” She was still sitting on the deck, looking at the ground through a gap between the two by fours. “I get so mad it scares the crap out of me…so I just don’t think about it. I liked him…you know…before he told me. He’s one of my guys…so I look after him. And…well…I want to forgive him, but…goddamnit” an embarrassed expression came to Amy’s face making Frannie smile a little. Frays grimaced and quickly made the sign of the cross “I want to forgive him because he begged me to and he’s such a nice guy but I can’t I just can’t do it and I hate myself for it…” A few hot tears leaked down Frays’ face and she batted them away with the side of her hand “He’s been so good to me…trying to…I dunno…make up for it or something. I mean…I’m not stupid. I really want to but I can’t…” Amy looked up at her friend, a lost sorrowful expression on her face. “Then my mom and dad and Laura… I don’t want to talk about this anymore. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”
Rodriguez found that she could only stand there a foot or two away from her friend, shaking her head. She crouched in front of Frays knowing that she should not but still offering the woman her cigarettes. Amy waved them away with a hint of a grateful smile. Rodriguez chuckled under her breath. “C’mon.” Frannie said after a long and somewhat awkward moment “Let’s get inside. All this Doctor Phil shit’s starting to annoy the shit outta me anyways.” 
Amy kind of half smiled and chuckled then blew her nose then made an effort at slapping her game face back on as she looked at the floor. Frays’ dark brown eyes met Rodriguez’s for a brief moment. They were friends, sure, but in their own way closer than Amy and her brother. Amy extended her hand and Frannie took it, helping Frays climb to her feet. They clapped each other on the back, an awkward half hug. “Yeah.” Frays grumbled, wiping at her cheeks. Amy started towards the sliding glass door. “You done? I think we need to have another group meeting.”
              
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
17 June 2011, 0844 hours 4 Old Trout Lane, 10 miles north of Holden, Massachusetts
The six of them sat around the table, lingering over the bowls of the oatmeal Carl had fixed for breakfast. There was a little brown sugar in a plastic Ziploc bag, which they sprinkled into the lumpy hot cereal to make it somewhat more appetizing. Amy tried to look like she was not nervous. “Well, I hate to say it, but I think you guys should get going.” she said quietly over the rim of her coffee cup. Her heart settled into the pit of her stomach. “It looks like it’s going to rain later, so don’t be too long, alright?”
Lacey and Carl stood up and stretched then collected their backpacks and other gear. Frays checked their gear in the dining room, making sure the two men had enough water, spare food and ammunition. “Okay, guys.” she said as she gave Lacey one of the M4 magazines out of her LCS. Frays gave the man an intense, warning look as he secured the ammunition in a carrier. “You’re just going to the Drakes’ cabin about a mile or so north of here. If you follow the lakeshore, you’ll come right up to it.” 
Carl had his father’s Remington 870 shotgun in his hands. The forest was pretty thick around where they were going and the twelve gauge shotgun would do better in the brush than the long barreled Mosin-Nagant the boy usually carried. He smiled nervously at his sister as she took the weapon from him and made sure it was loaded. Frays tugged on the bandolier of twelve gauge shells thrown over the boy’s shoulder then shook his canteen and checked the contents of his backpack. “Be careful, guys.” Amy said, returning Carl’s awkward smile. “If nobody’s there grab what you can find and come back.” Frays counted the items on her fingers “Canned food, flour, sugar, first aid supplies, TP…Frannie, am I missing anything?”
Rodriguez frowned thoughtfully. “I don’t think so.” she said quietly. The little ones looked nervous. Frannie found that she could not blame them. “C’mon kiddos. Give your daddy a hug then help me with the dishes please.” Becca and Paulie squeezed their dad and kissed him then took their bowls to the sink. “Be careful, guys. See you in a few.” 
Amy lightly punched Carl on the arm. “Go on, get out of here.” she said with a small smile. “Watch yourselves. Remember, when you get back knock twice then jiggle the door handle once so we’ll know it’s you.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Adam grumbled then winked at Carl. “We’ve got it, Zoomie. We’ll be fine. You just keep an eye on my kids, alright? You need the mommy practice.” He looked like he wanted to say something else to Amy but could not bring himself to say it. The Marine clapped Frays on the shoulder instead, the two of them exchanging uneasy little grins. 
Carl and Lacey went out the back door and around the house, looking around nervously as they heard Frays and Rodriguez securing the door behind them. They went down the stairs to the lakeshore then started off north towards the cabin. “You know where we’re headed?” Adam asked quietly as the two men picked their way carefully through the fir trees growing along the side of the water. He found himself wishing that Frays’ map or the road atlas covered the area a little better. Frays’ map only showed the Boston area in any detail and the road atlas did not even show the road the cabin was on so they decided to leave it at the house so they could have more space in their pockets for more mission essential gear. 
“Yeah.” Carl said carefully. There was a carpet of pine needles under their feet, dampening their footfalls but there were still twigs and dead branches hidden in the detritus strewn along the forest floor. He considered what they would do if they stumbled across a deer or something. He had slugs loaded up in the shotgun, but would they drag it all the way back to the house? Butchering the animal in the woods would probably make more sense as those…things…would probably follow the smell of the carcass. He had to wonder if the smell of the dead fish had drawn the zombie that attacked Mrs. Lacey. 
The walk there was relatively uneventful, save for the occasional squirrel or bird taking exception to their intrusion. Carl kind of wished he had thought to bring one of the .22 caliber rifles along to take small game. Oh well… he thought as they halted a couple hundred yards from a wooden dock that jutted out into the water Have to remember that for next time.
The two of them cautiously picked their way along the shoreline. The trees had been cleared from the water up to a single story house, leaving a gently sloping lawn that had not been mowed in quite some time. The place looked like it was empty from a distance and in reasonably good shape. The cabin’s wooden shingles looked like they had been stained possibly as early as last summer and the two huge picture windows facing the lake were intact. Lacey studied the building with his field glasses trying to see if the place was as empty as it seemed. 
He paused, frowning as he looked around the area. There was no movement around the place and if there was a car or anything it had to be on the opposite side of the building. There was a big grey satellite dish bolted to the roof, facing south. “Okay, looks clear.” Lacey whispered as he put the field glasses back in his rucksack. “There’s a door on the east side of the building. We’ll go in there, clear it and if nobody’s home then see what we can find and beat feet.”
The two men crept quickly across the overgrown lawn, Lacey’s heart in his throat the entire time. It was about three hundred meters or so from the trees to the building but it felt like a mile. Once he got to the house, Adam led Carl along the side to take a peek and see if there were any vehicles parked in the driveway. It was on the other side of the house so they could not see it from their previous position in the trees. “Shit.” he muttered under his breath. Adam nodded towards a black Jeep Grand Cherokee sitting in the gravel driveway. “Know who belongs to that truck?” 
Carl stole a quick glance around the side of the building at the vehicle and nodded. “Yeah.” he said quietly. All of a sudden he felt kind of nervous and twitchy. Well…even more nervous and twitchy anyway. “That’s Mister Drakes’ Jeep.” The boy was quiet for a moment then wondered aloud “If they’re here, where are they?”
Adam shrugged. “Dunno.” he said, returning to the door he had seen from the trees at the edge of the lawn. Was somebody asleep in there or something? Anybody inside the house would have seen them coming through those big ass windows… The two men stacked up at the door. Lacey wiped a few drips of sweat off his brow then put a hand on the handle.
Adam reached out and tried the door, amazed and concerned that he found it open. They stood in a small kitchen and dining room, all chrome dully shining in the light drifting in through the small windows and heavy butcher block counters. The table in the dining room just passed the kitchen looked like it was made of oak and probably cost more than Lacey made in a month working the shit jobs he could get trying to support his family. The air in the room was thick with buzzing flies and stank of rotten fruit and spoiled meat. He started to doubt very much that they would find anyone alive in here. 
The kitchen cleared, they moved on to the living room. It was brightly lit, thanks to the huge windows that gave a breathtaking view of the lake. It had plush carpets on the floor and the plasma screen television took up a good portion of the wall on their right as they came into the room. There were leather sofas and nice loungers arranged around the TV, but what really caught Lacey’s eye was the bookshelf across the room. Hopefully there would be something worth reading there. The Frays had a pretty extensive collection of Westerns but that was not really his thing. And maybe there would be something new for them to read with the kids. There was only that old ass paperback Peanuts comics for them. He secretly hoped to find something a little more educational, maybe some Dr. Seuss books or something, as it did not look like they would be attending Kindergarten this fall… He could not help but feel a little disappointed and sad for them. They had been looking forward to riding the school bus.
The two men jumped when they heard a thump in what sounded like a back bedroom that branched off the hall on the other side of the living room. Adam and Carl moved as one towards the sound, their weapons at the ready gripped in sweaty hands. Lacey, on point, noticed a pair of feet sticking out of the shadows in the hallway. His hand clamped tightly around the pistol grip of his rifle as he shown the weapon’s tac light at it. 
The pallid form struggled to sit up, it’s graying face caked with dried blood and black goo as they advanced on it. Unthinking, Adam lashed out with the butt of his M16, knocking the creature onto its back. He brought the heel of his boot down hard on the zombie’s face a piston fueled by fear, revulsion and a bucket full of adrenaline. The creature’s head cracked apart like a ripe melon, ruining the white carpet. The stuff that dribbled out of its fractured skull looked a lot like the oatmeal they had eaten for breakfast. 
Adam and Carl moved down the hall, stepping over the deactivated zombie. “Don’t look, man.” Lacey said under his breath as he dragged his foot on the carpet in an effort to clean the brains and other goop off of his boot. He could hear something scratching at the door at the end of the hall. They moved up to the door, Lacey putting a hand on the door. 
His hands sweating, Adam glanced over his shoulder at Carl. The two men exchanged nods and Lacey threw open the door, covering the area. “Holy shit!” he said quietly…
Amy and Frannie sat at the dining room table, half heartily playing a game of spades. Frays made each of them an extra cup of coffee, which they sipped in between hands. The radio hissed very quietly at them and one of them would occasionally switch the station, trying to see if anything would come in. They were both tense and fidgety, worried sick about Carl and Lacey but neither one wanting to say anything about it. Were they okay? Did they run into any trouble? And did they find any toilet paper? 
Amy scowled at her cards. “Do you think it was like this for our folks?” Frays asked quietly after grumpily tossing out the queen of spades, sticking her with sixteen points. Frannie was beating her badly this time around. She was starting to give some serious thought to that jar of pickles in the cabinet next to the stove even though she was not really hungry. “Anybody want a pickle?” Amy asked, waiting for the inevitable smartass comment from Frannie. Rodriguez simply looked unhappily into her coffee cup for a moment then rifled through her cards.
The kids seemed to keep themselves occupied with the stuffed animals and toy cars that they had brought back from their trip into town. Paulie stood up with a couple of the little metal cars in his hands and took a seat at the table. The little boy watched the women playing cards for a few minutes then put one of his toy cars on the table. A mischievous little smile played across his face when he pushed the miniature fire engine red Lamborghini Diablo across the table, where it rolled over the discard pile and landed in Frannie’s lap. Rodriguez scowled at the little boy and came around the table as Paulie giggled, hopping out of his chair and running into the living room. 
Rodriguez caught the boy and tickled him. In a matter of minutes Paulie, Becca and Frannie were all rolling around on the floor and horsing around. Frays smiled into the palm of her hand as she watched. She liked the kids but for some reason she just plain could not bring herself to play with them like Frannie did. It made her feel sort of panicky and sick to her stomach and it kind of annoyed her whenever she thought about it. How could she take care of her own kid if she could not even play with Becca and Paulie? How soon would it be until the others started questioning her leadership if they knew she was half crippled and almost constantly on the verge of losing her crap? She clenched and opened her left hand a few times, willing the appendage on the end of her arm to stop shaking. 
Amy’s breath caught in her throat. She thought she heard the crunching noise of a car pulling into the gravel driveway outside. Frays and Rodriguez looked at each other, identical expressions of surprise and anxiety on their faces. “Did you hear that?” Frannie asked, hoping that her ears were playing tricks on her. 
“Kids, get behind the couch.” Amy said quickly as she stood up with her carbine in her hands. “Time to play hide and go seek.” Rodriguez jumped up then slapped on her Kevlar as she picked up her own weapon. Frannie nodded at the children and gently pushed them towards the furniture, hoping that she was giving them a reassuring smile as she got them hidden behind the sofa. “Don’t worry. Me and Amy aren’t gonna let anything happen to you guys.”
The two of them moved to either side of the hallway leading to the foyer. Whoever pulled up to the house would probably come knocking soon. Frannie and Amy exchanged nervous glances as they focused on the door, waiting for their visitors to come on in. “I wouldn’t want to be the first guy through the door.” Rodriguez said quietly as she flicked her carbine’s selector switch from Safe to Semi. Frays snorted a tiny laugh out of her nose then hushed her friend: she thought she heard the sound of a boot heel scraping on the concrete outside. 
The two of them nearly shot through the door when someone rapped on it twice then jiggled the handle once. Frays and Rodriguez both let out breaths that they did not realize they were holding as they lowered their weapons. Amy rolled her eyes as she put her M4 back on safe but still advanced cautiously towards the back door. Whoever was out there knew the signal…but who drove a frigging car up here?
Amy crept to the door then pushed her M4 around to her back and drew her pistol then pulled the bars out of their brackets. She stood off to the side and slowly opened the door, pointing her weapon at the opening. “Lacey, why the heck didn’t you say anything?” she asked as she let the man inside. There was a shiny new black SUV sitting in the driveway. “I could have shot you, you jerk! And where did that truck come from?” 
Lacey seemed to deflate a little. “Glad to see you too, buddy.” he muttered under his breath as he pushed past her into the foyer. “I…think we…um…found your neighbors.” Adam said quietly. The tone of the man’s voice told her everything she needed to know about that subject. Amy nodded and sighed, letting the man into the house. Carl was right behind him. 
“What else did you find?” Amy asked. Rodriguez was in the living room getting the kids out from behind the couch. Becca and Paulie ran across the room and latched onto their father’s legs the second they laid eyes on him. “Anything good?”
Carl and Adam exchanged a conspiratorial look which immediately made Frays suspect that something was afoot. “Why don’t you guys come help us get the stuff inside?” Lacey asked smiling down at his kids. “C’mon guys. Come and see what we got.”
Everybody filed out to the SUV. Something big and black leapt out of the car when Carl pulled open the back door of the vehicle. Amy yelped and stumbled over her own feet, abject terror freezing her muscles as she fell on her butt. She sat on the ground shaking like a leaf and staring at a scrawny half starved black Labrador Retriever that stood there wagging its tail and panting happily a few feet away, its long pink tongue lolling out of its mouth. Becca and Paulie ran to the dog and started speaking in baby talk to the animal as they rubbed its neck and scratched behind its ears. Frays could not believe that even Rodriguez started petting it too. The bony old dog seemed to be in seventh heaven as it was at the center of attention. 
Lacey looked from everyone playing with the dog to the trembling woman half pointing her M4 at the dog, her eyes as big as saucers. “Hey, Frays.” he said softly as he quickly put himself between her and the dog. Adam crouched next to her, feeling really shitty because their little surprise had scared his friend so badly…even if it did strike him as kind of funny. He put her arm over his shoulders and helped Amy up, who was shaking so badly she could barely keep her legs under her. “C’mon inside, Zoomie. It’s alright. C’mon.” 
Carl and the others brought the dog inside a couple minutes later along with a big bag of dry dog food and his food and water bowls. A couple more trips brought in cardboard boxes filled to the brim with cans of corn, string beans and tuna as well as homemade pickles and beets in mason jars. There were even a few jars of spaghetti sauce, something that Carl was secretly looking forward to. Carl had also found a ten pound bag of rice, four case sized variety packs of Top Ramen, eleven boxes of dry pasta and a half dozen boxes of generic Mac and Cheese. There was more laundry soap, a handful of tubes of toothpaste, razor blades and an electric hair clipper and other assorted personal hygiene gear (including a dozen rolls of toilet paper). Lacey had found a snubnose Bulldog revolver chambered in .44 Special in the nightstand of the master bedroom as well as two speedloaders and a box of ammunition for the pistol. The other cabin’s garage proved a goldmine as well: a search turned up a couple axes, a hatchet and a pair of Louisville Sluggers in addition to more nails, screws and various hand tools.  
Amy had recovered after her initial fright before the dog came inside. Now she sat at the edge of the couch, close to the sliding glass door and looking like she was doing her level best to keep her fear in check. Paulie and Becca were playing with the filthy animal a few feet away and letting it slobber all over their faces. It occurred to her that she might have shot the stinking thing if the kids were not there. Becca noticed that Amy was looking pale and was breathing heavily a few feet away so the girl took the dog’s collar and led it over to her friend. “Amy this is Freddie.” she said as she gave the big dog’s furry neck a pat, sending ripples through the animal’s flesh. Frays noticed that there was a mustache of white fur along the front of the dog’s muzzle above its long sharp teeth. 
“F-Freddie.” Amy stammered as she tried to concentrate on not hyperventilating “Hi Freddie.” The dog took a couple steps towards the woman and rested its head in her lap, its brown eyes almost looking apologetic as it slowly wagged its tail. Frays glanced from the girl’s smiling face to the dog then slowly, tentatively reached out and scratched the dog behind its ear. “G-Good boy, Freddie.”
Adam, Carl and Frannie finished bringing everything inside and put away. The three of them stopped in the dining room, all of them doing their best to keep from laughing at the sight of an obviously terrified Amy squished into the corner of the couch. Carl walked into the living room and knelt down, his hands spread wide. “Come here, Freddie.” The dog limped over to the boy and licked his face. 
After she was reasonably convinced that the dog was going to bite her or anything, the sight of it limping after her brother kind of moved her to pity the poor beast. It did not stop the tremors running through her limbs but she did feel kind of bad for the old thing. Becca and Paulie scampered off to help Carl feed the dog as Lacey sat down next to her. The man had a barely repressed grin on his face. “So I take it you’re more of a cat person.” he said quietly. 
Amy smiled weakly, interlocking her fingers and running them over her hair. “Yeah.” she said quietly as she leaned back and looked up at the ceiling. “Dunno why, but dogs scare the crap out of me. Puppies are…you know…sort of okay, but dogs? Uh uh. No way.” Frays chuckled and shook her head, glancing at the man sitting next to her. “I’ve never been bitten or anything. Weird, huh?”
“Yeah. Weird.” Adam agreed. He smiled, listening to his kids feeding the dog in the foyer with Carl and Rodriguez. “I’m sorry, but the poor thing was starving. We couldn’t just leave him there. His owners left him shut up in a bedroom without any food. Luckily they left the bathroom door open. Looked like Freddie there was drinking out of the toilet.” 
“Uhhh! Ew!” Frays said under her breath, her face wrinkling up in disgust. “That filthy thing was licking the kids’ faces!” Amy shuddered and squirmed in revulsion. The woman started flapping her hands around a little bit, a look of utter revulsion on her face. “It licked my hand! Ick! Ew! Ew! Ewww!” 
That did it. The dam burst and laughter erupted out of Adam. She scowled at the man for a second before snorting and cracked up herself. The others in the foyer heard the laughter coming from the living room. It spread slowly amongst them at first. Carl snorted and grinned. Rodriguez tittered as she scratched Freddie behind his ear. Becca and Paulie smiled up at the grownups as the children poured food in the dog’s plastic bowl. It grew and grew until they all sat on the floor clutching their stomachs and laughing. Puzzled by the humans’ behavior, Freddie wandered around the foyer and looked at the little boy then licked his face. 
It was something that had been missing from the house for a long time: genuine mirthful laughter, the kind that made your face red and your stomach muscles cramp up and your eyes water and made it just plain impossible to catch your breath. Once she finally could breathe without cracking up again Amy glanced at her watch. “It’s time for lunch.” Frays said quietly. She stood up and brushed a couple stray strands of hair away from her face. “Did I see that you guys got some spaghetti and stuff?”
Amy boiled up some elbows and mixed them up with a jar of tomato sauce while Lacey, Carl and the kids were giving Freddie a bath outside after, at Frays’ insistence, the two men stashed the Jeep and the other civilian vehicles in the trees across the road. They drained the fuel from them to use in the generator.              
She frowned, wishing for a little meat to put in the pasta sauce. They had eaten the last of the venison and such in the freezer after she and Lacey had buried their families… All of a sudden she did not really want meat anymore. Becca, Paulie and Carl were setting the table while Adam was getting the pitcher of Gatorade out of the fridge. “Okay, guys.” Amy announced as she stirred the pasta one last time and took it off the heat. “Lunch is ready. Carl, could you set the table please? Ooop!” She turned around to see Freddie smiling up at her. Somehow Frays was able to keep from spilling the pasta all over the floor when the animal’s sudden appearance made her nearly jump right out of her skin. The young woman scowled at the dog, lifting the pot up as she scooted nervously past the animal. 
They wolfed down the food after the blessing. Becca kept slipping Freddie a little of the pasta when she thought nobody was looking. Amy smiled a little as she ate, pleased that everyone seemed to like the food she made. Granted, elbows and tomato sauce was not exactly rocket science but still it was nice to see everyone eating. “Aim, I’m sorry.” Carl said after he finished a mouthful of the hot food. He sighed and looked a little upset with himself. “I completely forgot you don’t like dogs.” 
Amy smiled at her brother. “It’s alright, man.” she wiped her mouth and glanced at the animal’s tail wagging back and forth on the other side of the table. “Lacey explained everything. You guys did the right thing.” She raised an eyebrow at the dog’s waving appendage “Besides, he doesn’t seem all that bad as dogs go.”
Rodriguez smiled a little and petted Freddie under the table. “Yeah, Freddie’s a pretty good dog.” She rubbed the back of the dog’s neck, making the animal grunt and pant excitedly. “Who’s a good dog? You are! Yes you are!” the woman told Freddie in a babyish voice as she rubbed Freddie behind the ears. The dog’s tail thumped against the back of her chair.
Amy smiled despite the anxiety rolling around in her stomach. She still felt skittish around the dog but she could not deny the change around the place. It was the happiest she had seen her friends in a long time…so she was just going to have to get used to the fleabag for the good of the outfit. And…well…if she could get used to getting mortared every day (if you could actually get used to something like that) for six months strait and could adjust to the idea of the dead rising up to eat the living she could adapt to sixty five pounds of fur and slobber. She grumbled to herself and pushed the pasta around her plate with her fork. 
“Has anybody heard anything else on the radio?” Frays asked. She refilled her glass with some of the Gatorade from the pitcher then forced herself to eat a little more of her food. It was good, but the tomato sauce seemed to be making her stomach go a little sour. Were there any antacids in the medicine cabinet? If not she would have to check in Eamon’s bag. 
They had all started listening to the radio during their watch shifts or whenever there was time. The woman frowned a little at the awkward glances the others gave each other. “Does static count?” Carl asked doubtfully. He pulled out a handkerchief and wiped a little of the red sauce off of the tip of Becca’s nose. The two of them exchanged silly little smiles.
“No static doesn’t count, dipshit.” Frannie snapped then shook her head and glanced at Carl. She sighed and shook her head again, the woman’s fingers involuntarily scratching at the scar tissue on her throat. “Sorry, man.”
Becca and Paulie looked at each other and grinned. “OOOHH!” Paulie said as he playfully poked Rodriguez’s arm. “You said a naughty word, Frannie.” The kids turned to their daddy and grinned. “Frannie said a naughty word! Naughty word!”
“Oh, shush!” Rodriguez muttered as she smiled at the little ones and dug around in her pockets until she found what she was looking for. “Here. Now eat your lunch, you little goofballs.” Frannie gave each of the children a quarter. “Jeez I Gotta watch my mouth. I’m almost out of change.”
Lacey smiled and shook his head. “I’ve been trying to tell you.” he said quietly. The Marine finished the last of his Gatorade and pushed back from the table. “Not my fault you’re hardheaded.” 
Carl and his sister sniggered then looked at each other. No word. With no idea what was going on outside their little world here in the woods it would be extremely dangerous to go venturing outside of it. That did not change the fact that they needed to find a doctor and soon. It did not seem likely that she was going to get any less pregnant… “It’s gonna be okay, Carl.” Amy said as she put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “We’re gonna be alright.”
The young man smirked and glanced at his sister. ‘It’s gonna be okay’ is getting to be our motto or some shit. Carl thought and tightly squeezed Amy’s hand. He smirked as the scene from the movie Reservoir Dogs came to mind where Harvey Kietel was trying to comfort that guy that got shot in the stomach. You’re gonna be okay! Say the goddamn words! Carl thought, barely containing a burst of laughter. “Sure, Aim.” he said quietly as he forced a smile, as much for Amy’s benefit as the kids. “It’s gonna be just fine.” 
After they finished with lunch and did the dishes Lacey put the kids down for a nap. The grownups gathered around the table once the little ones were asleep on the couch. The four of them were quiet for a little while, listening to the wind picking up outside. There might be another rainstorm soon. Lacey refilled the pitcher with water from the tap and brought it back.
“So, where are we going to go if we have to leave?” Amy asked, pouring herself a cup of water. She dug around in the map pocket of her LCS and took out the road atlas and tactical map then spread them on the table. “I’d say that large cities and stuff are a no go.”
Rodriguez looked at the map and scratched at something under her nose. “There’s Camp Edwards.” she said quietly as she tried to find it on the map. “Cape Cod AFS too…there they are.” 
“No go.” Amy shook her head once she saw where Frannie had put her finger on the map. “Look how close we’d have to go to Boston. Even if they held out, I don’t think we’d stand a chance of getting there.” 
“There’s a naval base in Connecticut.” Lacey said, resting his chin on his hand. “It’s near New London. I think its closer, but I don’t want to go all that way and find out that it’s like Devens.” The Marine pointed out on the map that it was indeed a closer to them than Frannie’s suggestions but again, they would have to go close to several bigger towns or cities.
Amy grumbled under her breath. “I’d suggest Westover AFB, but it’s pretty much gotta be overrun.” She frowned. The airbase was almost right in the center of Springfield, Massachusetts so it would have been a magnet for the thousands of people in the city followed closely by every Bravo Charlie in the area. Dad had said there was rioting in Springfield… “They might have bombed it too.” Frays ran a hand over her face and muttered “I think we should actually assume the fast movers hit every military installation of any size around here. Remember those F-18s we saw? I still think they came from Boston Harbor or something.”
Carl looked at his sister. “How do you know they didn’t come from Westover or Hanscomb?” he asked, scowling at the map. There had to be somewhere that had a goddamn hospital or fuck he would almost take a fucking veterinarian at this point. “If there’s ships in the harbor, why don’t we try to find them or something?”
“Hanscomb didn’t have any F-18s.” Amy said and exhaled slowly through her nose. Her Air Force Reserve unit’s armory had been in a squat brick building at Hanscomb Air Force Base. “And we saw the place, Carl. It got hammered flat, looked like they dropped JDAMs and a whole mess of incendiaries on the place. I don’t think they’d do that if the flyboys didn’t have someplace else to land.”
The four of them poured over the maps for a couple more hours, each of them searching for a possible destination. Rodriguez noticed that Freddie was emitting a low whine that sounded suspiciously like an ‘I have to pee now, people’ sort of noise. “Hey, guys.” she said as she stood up and patted the dog’s head. “Looks like the dog’s gotta go out. Let’s take a break for a minute.”                            
Lacey and Rodriguez walked the dog with a makeshift leash made from a couple feet of 550 cord. The whole scene might have looked odd under other circumstances: a man and woman in ACUs and full combat gear, armed to the teeth…and walking a bony dog with a goofy look on its face and wagging its tail. Frannie glanced away from Freddie as he cocked his leg up and sent a stream of urine against the trunk of a tree near the house. She frowned and scratched the dog’s ear when it finished its business. “Good dog.” Rodriguez told him, her mood lightening a little when the dog looked up with its tail wagging. “Freddie’s a good dog!”
“The kids always wanted a dog.” Lacey said quietly with a small smile. The two of them walked back towards the back door. “I didn’t really want one and Laura did.” A few tears leaked down his face and he wiped them away absently “We used to argue about it all the time.”
Frannie put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s alright, buddy.” she said as Freddie started tugging at the leash and whining. A few scattered raindrops thumped on her Kevlar. “C’mon, let’s get inside. It’s starting to rain.” Rodriguez blinked back a couple tears as she clapped him on the back and tried to force a smile. 
The wind changed, bringing a noise to their ears that instantly brought a clenching to Lacey’s bowels and cold sweat springing to his brow. He heard a low discordant groan like Hell’s own chorus and the snapping and crunching of dozens of clumsy, uncoordinated things coming through the trees. The Marine bent and picked up the dog, holding the struggling animal to his chest as he and Rodriguez sprinted the short distance to the house. The first of them crashed out of the trees, lurching after them as they reached the back door. 
“Open up!” Frannie shouted, banging on the door with the palm of her hand “FRAYS! CARL! OPEN THE FUCKING DOOR!” She cast a terrified glance over her shoulder and felt something the temperature and consistency of hot fudge in the back of her pants. Eight figures slouched towards them: men, women and what looked like a couple kids all of them pallid disheveled their eyes burning with frenzied hunger. The most fucked up family vacation ever… The strange incongruity of the thought almost made Frannie giggle to herself. “CONTACT REAR!” Rodriguez shouted as she turned on her heel and brought up her M4 in one fluid motion then flicked off the safety. The nearest creature’s head dissolved as she pressed off a shot, catching it right above the chin. 
Lacey kicked the door. “FRAYS, WHAT THE FUCK! OPEN THE GODDAMN DOOR!” he screamed, his voice going shrill with fear. He looked over his shoulder as Rodriguez fired again, her shot glancing off another zombie’s skull. When he looked back Frays stood in the doorway, the pistol grip of her carbine in one hand the weapon pointed at the ceiling. With the other she grabbed Adam’s shoulder and pushed him around her into the house. 
He threw Freddie down and the animal ran deeper into the house, leaving a trail of fear induced urine in his wake. The dog narrowly avoided Carl as the boy rushed into the hall, the shotgun in his hands. “Carl, come up here.” Lacey ordered as he turned back to help Frays and Rodriguez. “Hold the door. There’s a lot of them out there, but I think we can handle it. Just stay here and cover us, alright?” 
Lacey rushed back outside just in time to see Frays snap off a shot, dropping a zombie only a few dozen feet away right where the graded cement of the walkway met the driveway. There was a small pile of deactivated Bravo Charlies there forming an impromptu barricade of sorts: the creatures stumbled over their fallen, giving Frays and Rodriguez a chance to take them down before they got too close. 
There was a cement staircase leading down to a small area where there was a clothesline set up so Lacey moved to cover the area. Just in time it seemed as a child shuffled towards them. Adam noticed that it had been a little boy, maybe a few years older than his own children. There was dried blood caked around its chin, smeared on its cheeks it’s hands grasping and its eyes the color of boiled onions. The 5.56 NATO round decapitated it and the creature took a couple shaky steps before flopping to the ground. 
Amy glanced over her shoulder at Rodriguez. The steel wool in their suppressors burned out, the gunshots echoing off the corrugated steel overhead becoming very loud. “Advance!” Frays shouted over the ringing in her ears, hoping Rodriguez heard her. The two of them moved forward slowly, covering the area with their weapons. They halted just shy of the pile of corpses and Frays spotted two more zombies coming up the driveway. She and Rodriguez dropped them quickly. Lacey was firing behind them…
The battle seemed to peter out a few minutes later. The infected streaming towards the camp slowed and finally appeared to stop. Frays scanned her sector then slowly stood up after ten or fifteen minutes. When no more enemies presented themselves she flicked her weapon’s safety back on, the M4 still pointed towards the trees. “Clear.” Frays said the woman’s voice soft and shaky, her chest heaving as the adrenaline gradually started to wear off. There was a whining buzz in her ears as she looked slowly from side to side.
“Clear.” Rodriguez agreed. An embarrassed, uncomfortable look came to the woman’s face. She glanced towards Lacey, who stood there with his M16 still pointed down the stairs. “Clear, Lacey?”
“C-Clear.” the Marine said as he finally managed to get his arms to listen to what his brain was trying to tell them. He lowered his weapon and walked towards the women on legs that felt like they were made of jelly. “Everybody okay?”
Rodriguez and Frays looked at each other and nodded. Frays’ face was a little pale and shaking the pinkish scar under her eye standing out on her cheek. Rodriguez made an odd face as she shifted her weight uncomfortably. “I think I shit my pants.” Frannie mumbled. She let her eyes scan the trees on the other side of the road, the area around the Humvee. Anything to avoid meeting Lacey or Frays’ eyes.
Lacey smiled awkwardly. “Don’t feel bad.” he said as the realization struck him. Yes, there was indeed a warm heavy weight in the backside of his trousers. “I think I did too.” Frays smiled uneasily and tossed her head towards the back door. The three of them retreated cautiously, Amy walking backwards to cover them until they were inside. 
Carl stood and stared, shocked by the piles of dead bodies stacked up by the rear of the house. Amy was pulling security while he, Frannie and Adam policed up the deactivated zombies and put them in a heap in the middle of the gravel road along with a lot of loose brush for kindling. Lacey soaked the bodies with paint thinner from a metal container he found under a workbench in the woodshop and set it alight. 
The kids were in Frays’ bedroom, cuddling with Freddie. Carl was glad for that because he was pretty much certain that he was not old enough to see this, let alone a couple of four year old children. Then again judging from the sickened looks on the faces of his sister and her friends, they were not old enough to see it either. And the smell of putrefied burning flesh, the spitting hiss of melting human fat leaking out of cracked charred skin would be something he would never forget. Carl somehow knew he would never enjoy a barbeque quite the same way ever again. 
Once the flames died down, Amy sprayed the ashes with the hose on the back of the house sending plumes of steam into the air as the bones and blackened wood whizzed and popped. She noticed sickly that several of the skulls made a cracking noise, like pine knots popping in a stove when the water struck them. “C’mon, let’s go inside.” Frays said in a low voice once she was certain that the fire was out. The pile of charred corpses reminded her of some kind of horrible avant-garde modern art piece. The bodies appeared to be sort of melted all together with blackened grinning skulls leering at her out of a tangle of limbs. “Carl, will you help me turn on the generator? We’ve…got some laundry to do.” 
Rodriguez and Lacey went inside, where they were both immediately pounced upon by a couple crying children. Frays and her brother went cautiously around the side of the building and down to the generator room. It took a couple tries but Amy eventually got the generator to turn over filling the shadowy room with bright light provided by the bare bulb hanging from the ceiling. Carl paused in the doorway on the way out, turned and hugged his sister. She smiled into his chest and hugged him back then released Carl and gently pushed him towards the door. It was too loud in there to talk.
Rodriguez crouched over her rucksack in the hallway, trying to dig out a fresh uniform and some clean underwear. Paulie stood a few feet away, his little face still damp with tears. Her chest felt tight and her hands were shaking a little as she was coming down from the adrenaline rush. “Don’t worry, buddy.” Frannie said as she smiled at the boy and put the clean ACUs over her arm. “Your dad made all the bad guys go away. Just relax, little man.” She was not sure if she was trying to reassure him or herself.
The little boy wrapped his arms around Frannie’s leg and squeezed fiercely. She put a hand on Paulie’s head, running his fingers through his hair. His nose wrinkled. “You’re stinky.” he said. There was a burning smell in the woman’s clothes and Paulie thought she might have went number two in her pants. He was puzzled because he did not think that happened to grownups. Only babies made messes in their pants.
Rodriguez’s face wrinkled up with a little smile. “I’ve gotta change, buddy.” she said as she tried to extract herself from the boy’s grasp. “Buddy, please. I’ll only be in the shower. Your dad’s right in the living room.” Frannie was a little concerned about how clingy the little guy was getting again. She shook her head as she managed to slip into the bathroom and close the door. “Amy’s gonna be here in a minute.”
Paulie ambled off towards his dad. He was standing by the table and petting Freddie with Becca. The little boy went over and rubbed the dog’s belly. “Daddy…” he said as he ruffled Freddie’s tummy fur. Paulie frowned at his dad, scowled and looked at his sister. “If we do have to have a new mommy, can it be Frannie?”
“Paulie…” Adam said, looking at his son. He sat down on the floor completely forgetting about the turd in his undershorts. Lacey took his children onto his lap and held them tight. “I don’t think you guys have to worry about that right now, okay guys?” 
Somebody knocked twice on the back door and jiggled the handle, letting Adam know that Frays and her brother were back from turning on the generator. “I’ll be right back, kiddos.” he said and smiled, rubbing his daughter’s cheek then standing up and going to let them in. Lacey picked up the pace once he was out of sight of the kids, fearful of leaving his friends trapped outside with the possibility of more zombies being in the area.
Amy clapped Lacey on the shoulder as he let them in. They exchanged tired, weak little smiles as Lacey and Carl put the boards back in place over the door. “The genny’s running.” Frays said quietly as she interlaced her fingers and stretched, pushing the palms of her hands towards the ceiling. She covered her mouth with the back of her hand and let out a mighty yawn. “When everybody’s had a chance to change and get cleaned up we’ll do the laundry.”
The laundry machine was chugging away in the foyer with the clothing they had worn while disposing of the deactivated Bravo Charlies in it. Frays, Rodriguez, Lacey and Carl took turns in the shower, washing the stench of burning rotten flesh out of their hair and off their skins. Laundry day also meant a chance for Frays, Rodriguez and Lacey to at least sort of dress like regular people for a little while. Frannie and Adam had to borrow civvies from Amy and her brother, but it still felt good to wear a pair of shorts and a tee shirt or whatever even if they did not fit quite right.
They were sitting around the dining room table again, pouring over the maps. Paulie sat in Frannie’s lap while Becca was in her father’s arms. Freddie kept the carpet from curling up in a sunny spot on the floor of the living room. The children scowled at what the grownups were doing and occasionally glanced at one another. “Wait, we’re leaving?” Becca asked, looking up at her father with a look of horror on her little face “We can’t! What if Mommy comes back? We won’t be here!”
“Yeah!” Paulie said quickly suddenly scared to death. He was kind of sure that Mommy and Mr. and Mrs. Frays would not be coming back from where ever they were but still… The boy shot to his feet, standing on Rodriguez’s thighs. She bit back a shout, as the kid’s heel was resting directly on her tender semi-healed gunshot wound. Frannie grunted and tried to get the boy to sit down. “Mr. and Mrs. Frays too!” Paulie looked confused when Amy swallowed hard and squeezed her eyes shut for a moment and Carl pinched the bridge of his nose. Frannie turned him around and held the boy tight.
“W-We’ll leave them a note.” Frays said her voice barely above a whisper after a moment. She took a couple deep breaths, struggling to keep from bursting into tears. The look on the children’s faces made it incredibly difficult. They were just so little and innocent and they understood even less of what was going on than the rest of them did. “Can you guys do that for us? That will be your job when we figure out where we’re headed. That sound good?” 
The kids looked at each other. “Where are we going?” Becca asked, trying to see the maps. She was curious to see if they were going to be near the ocean. Mommy had shown them a program on TV about whales. It said the things lived in the ocean, but she found it hard to believe that they really existed. They were so big! Mommy and Daddy had taken them to see the ships a couple times in Boston Harbor too. “Can we see the ocean?”
Adam hugged his daughter and smiled. “We’ll see, kiddo.” He kissed his daughter’s cheek and she snuggled back against his chest. Lacey squeezed her tight for a moment then relaxed his grip. “How much ammo do we have left?”
Frays, Rodriguez and Lacey cleared their rifles and counted the rounds remaining in the magazines as well as the magazines on their persons. The results were less than exciting in Amy’s opinion. They each had a little over one hundred and ten rounds of 5.56 NATO M855 ‘Green Tip’ and forty five rounds of 9mm NATO for their pistols apiece. They had each used up between twelve and fifteen rounds of 5.56 however they each had three full spare mags left with the partially loaded ones in their weapons. Not good. Not good at all…
“I’ll take the 1014.” Amy volunteered after a moment’s thought. She had been thinking about switching over to the twelve gauge semiautomatic shotgun for a little while now anyway. They had a bunch of twelve gauge shells so somebody should use those instead of their dwindling supply of 5.56 ammo. “You guys can split up my M4 mags.” 
“Admit it.” Lacey said as he gave the woman a sidelong glance and smirked “You just wanna get your hands on that big scary looking shotgun.” There was something in the tone of the man’s voice made Carl want to break his jaw. Adam looked away when he saw the anger in Frays’ eyes. For a brief second he thought that she might hit him again. 
“Watch your mouth, Jarhead.” Amy said quietly. For a second she was back in Iraq, the eyes on her all the time the line in the chow hall like running a gauntlet. Frays had always tried to go eat with her Flight Sergeant as few of the guys would try anything with that great big bear of a man right there… She took a moment to calm herself down then made up her mind to have a talk with her subordinate. “Lacey…step into my office. Now.”
Amy stood up and motioned for Adam to follow her into the foyer. “Everybody just stay put for a minute.” she said and followed after him. As soon as they were as close to alone as they could get Frays scowled, pacing as much as the small room would allow. “Get at parade rest, Private.” Frays said harshly, pausing in her pacing only to scowl at the man.
Adam looked confused for a second, his body involuntarily obeying the sharp tone of the airman’s voice. Frays stopped her pacing right in front of him, an icy look on her face. She had been waiting for her paperwork to go through to officially make her a staff sergeant before everything went nuts but right now the young woman looked every inch the pissed off Non Commissioned Officer. “What’s up?”
“What’s going on, Airman.” Frays corrected harshly, her jaw working as she stood inches away from Lacey. The man’s dark eyes darted towards her, searching her face as he tried to figure out what brought this on. Frays’ scowl deepened reminding Lacey of the DIs in Boot. “Eyes front, Lacey.”
Adam stared at the wall across the room from him. “What’s going on, Airman.” he said careful to keep the tone of his voice as neutral as possible. Strangely, he could not help but get just the smallest amount aroused. Frays was close enough to him that he could feel her breath on his face and neck when she spoke.
“I am not your wife. I am not your girlfriend. I am your superior.” Frays said her tone sharp and quiet. She accented each statement by pointing with her index and middle fingers, her digits millimeters from the tip of Lacey’s nose. “You will treat me with respect. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yeah. Yes, Airman.” Adam said, a little sarcasm working its way into his voice. “Is that all, Airman?” he asked. Amy’s jaw started working again and she cocked her head slightly, the woman’s neck making a popping sound. He noted the way the blood rushed to her face, darkening her tanned cheeks. Her breath was warm on his neck. To his embarrassment, he felt the stirring in his groin getting stronger and stronger. 
He leaned forward and kissed her full on the lips. A shock ran through Frays for a second and she stood there until she realized that Lacey’s tongue was in her mouth, his hand sliding down her back towards her butt, his other arm crushing her against his chest. She shoved him and struck Lacey hard across the chin with an elbow then brought her knee up into the man’s groin with all the force she could muster. The man doubled over and Frays backed off her hand involuntarily going to the M9 strapped to her thigh, the other held palm out towards him. “Lacey.” she realized that she was panting, the blood was pounding in her temples “Stop. Right now.”
Adam’s back struck the wall behind him and he slid to the floor, a horrified and pained expression on his face. “Oh, my God.” he whispered “Ow! Fuck… What the hell?! Fuckin’ shit! Ahh!” He held his groin and writhed, his breath coming in small gasps as he struggled to keep from throwing the fuck up. 
Conflicting emotions flew around inside Frays’ skull like those circus motorcyclists that ride around inside that giant steel hamster ball: fear, anger, confusion, pity… Part of her wanted to tell him it was alright, no harm done and the other part of her wanted to kick his head in. Sure she liked him but not that way and he sounded just like when he told her that he had gotten her friends killed… Frays’ hand tightened around the grip of her pistol, her index finger pressing the retention device. “We’re done here.” she said sharply and turned on her heel, walking as fast as she could without running out of the foyer.
Amy blew past Rodriguez and Carl, the two of them obviously drawn by the sounds coming from the foyer. The two of them exchanged looks as Frays continued on to the living room and sat down hard on the couch. Carl went to his sister and sat down at the other end of the couch. The kids looked scared again, but thankfully they had Freddie to pet. The dog licked Becca’s face. “It’s alright, guys.” Frannie said carefully as she glanced down the hall hoping to see what was going on with Lacey. “Be right back.”
Lacey was sitting on the floor, his head in his hands. Fucking shit! Rodriguez thought as she sat down a few feet away from him I’m getting really fucking tired of being the grownup around here. They were quiet for awhile. “Lemme let you in on something here, buddy.” Frannie said after a few minutes. She sighed and looked at Lacey, her face pensive. “It’s like this. You haven’t been deployed, have you?”
“No.” he said and rolled his eyes, a knot of frustration growing in the pit of his stomach. Frays was mad at him for some goddamn reason and his balls fucking hurt. “This was my first time getting called up.” Was she going to hold that against him? “So fuckin’ what?” 
Frannie smiled awkwardly and nodded. “So, Amy just got back before everything went to shit. It…can really fuck your head up.” She shook her head, still scratching at her neck. Rodriguez licked her lips and shrugged. “For a long time you’re either bored or scared out of your fuckin’ mind. It’s hot, you’re tired, there’s shit blowing up, snipers. And that’s just the shit the hajjis are doing to you. The next thing you know you’re home and everybody expects you to be normal, whatever the fuck that is.”
All of a sudden he felt even worse than he did before. “What do you mean?” he asked, curious and not wanting to know at the same time. There were classes and stuff like that, the sexual harassment briefings and shit. Goddamn. Another bit of realization struck him: Amy had probably come the closest she had ever been to being raped only a few weeks ago. Small wonder she flew off the handle like she did… He felt like a top contender for the crown of World’s Biggest Asshole.
“The guys start looking at you.” Frannie mumbled her eyes fixed on the floor between the toes of her boots. “It gets worse. The comments, the jokes. Maybe a guy ‘accidentally’ cops a feel. Every shit for brains on the FOB and his brother hits on you. If you say yes, you’re a slut and if you say no you’re a bitch and nobody talks to you. It goes on for months. And if you complain, you’re a whiny bitch with sand in her cunt, understand?” 
“Yeah.” he said quietly and forced himself to his feet. Adam took Rodriguez’s arm and hauled her to her feet. “So…how pissed is she?” The man grimaced and looked down the hall. “I mean…it wasn’t just what I said. She was chewing me out and…I kissed her.”
Rodriguez found that she could only laugh and shake her head. “Wow, man.” she said quietly and started out into the hall. “When you screw up you don’t half ass it, do you?” No wonder Frays looked so pissed off. Frannie stopped him in the doorway and frowned at the floor for a second. “Look...I don’t want to talk out of class, but…she’s just not that into you.” 
“I figured it out pretty quick.” Adam said quietly. He was trying to do his best to walk normally even though his balls hurt like hell. “You wouldn’t know it from looking at her, but she kicks like a damn mule.”
Rodriguez rolled her eyes and sighed, moving off toward the kids at the table. Carl was sitting on the couch while Amy was pacing back and forth on the deck. “Is Amy mad at Daddy?” Becca asked when Frannie came close. She stood there for a moment then held out her hands, scooping the children up and carried them over to the recliner.
“Yeah, but she’ll get over it.” Frannie confided as she rocked the little ones. Rodriguez glanced over at Carl when the washer dinged in the foyer. She was grateful when the guy got up and went to take care of the laundry without being told. “Don’t sweat it, kiddos. Amy and your dad are friends. They get mad at each other just like you guys probably get mad at each other. We all care about you guys very much and we’re all gonna do everything we can to keep you guys safe.”
Lacey paused in the dining room then took a deep breath and crossed the living room and went out onto the deck. Frays stopped her pacing long enough to stare at him for a second then continued, jamming her hands into her armpits. He could only watch her for a little bit. “I was out of line, Airman.” he said, feeling like there was a hot slimy snake flopping around in his guts “I…don’t know what else to say…”
“It’s as much my fault as it is yours, Lacey.” Frays said, finally halting in her pacing and looking at the man. “I think things have gotten a little too…personal…between us.” She sighed, her eyes flitting from Lacey’s face to the trees behind him. “We’re all stressed out and grieving… And don’t get me wrong, I really appreciate that night in the laundry room…but that shouldn’t have happened.”
Lacey nodded. “I guess.” he said quietly and gave Frays a rueful smile. Adam rubbed the back of his neck, scratched behind his ear. “I just miss Laura so much, Frays… I…I’m not used to being alone. I want her back and I want you and Carl to have your mom and dad back. I want my shitty jobs back…” He took few deep breaths and looked at Frays with an odd little smirk. “Want to hear something funny? Paulie’s trying to talk me into asking Rodriguez to be their new mommy. I dunno where Becca stands on the subject.”
Amy chuckled and glanced through the glass door, seeing Frannie rocking the kids in the recliner. “They do like her, huh?” she said with a wry grin. Her heart felt a little heavy. Becca and Paulie were good kids… She hoped the little guy or gal growing inside her was half as considerate and brave as those two little ones cuddling her friend in the living room. Frays took a couple steps towards Lacey and gave him a light tap on the shoulder, pushing him towards the door. “I think Paulie was against me having the job anyways.”
Lacey pulled open the door for her. “Yeah.” he whispered in her ear, flashing a grin as she passed by “I think he thinks you’re mean something. I think those chocolate chip pancakes the other day went a long way in winning him over though.” Frays snorted into the palm of her hand as a laugh got lost trying to find its way out of her mouth. She sat down on the couch as Lacey settled into the rocking chair a few feet away. 
Rodriguez gave the children a ‘see-I-told-you-so’ sort of a look and let the little ones go see their dad. Amy was a little surprised when Becca climbed up onto the couch and sat down next to her while Paulie went to his dad. The little girl leaned against Amy’s side, squirming until she had Frays’ arm around her. Frays felt an awkward little smile come to her face as she squeezed the little girl. Becca put her arms around Frays’ forearm and squeezed her back. 
Amy felt a yawn building in her chest. Why am I getting so tired all the time? Frays wondered absently as she squirmed into the couch cushions. She guessed that the pregnancy combined with the adrenaline rush of the ambush followed by the subsequent crash and hot shower on top of the stress over everything else that had just happened were conspiring to try and pull her eyes shut. Frays covered her mouth with a fist and yawned. “I need a nap.” Amy mumbled, running her free hand over her face then looked at her watch. “I’m sorry, guys. We’ll finish planning after lunch, alright? I can barely keep my eyes open.”
She was asleep on the couch a few moments later. Becca climbed up with her and squirmed against the woman’s side. The little girl grinned when Amy lay there with her mouth half open and snoring loudly or made funny little noises in the back of her throat. Becca dropped off with her ear pressed against Amy’s chest a few moments later. Lacey looked at the woman’s brother on the opposite end of the couch and smirked. 
“Has Frays always snored like that or is this a new thing?” he asked. It was nice of his daughter to snuggle with Amy. He knew that Becca missed her mother even if she was not as vocal about it as her brother. Adam found that he was a grateful to Amy for letting his daughter cuddle with her because he knew there was something off about how his friend was acting around the children. 
Frays would not say anything about it but he had seen how she looked sort of sad when the kids were playing with Rodriguez. Then there was how freaked out she had gotten when she was roughhousing with the kids and how she reacted to Becca’s pictures… It was weird...Frays had played with the kids on the way to the supply point in Boston but now she was acting like she was scared of them for some reason. He decided that he should probably try to get her to talk about it soon.
“Oh, no she’s always done that.” Carl said quietly as he stood up and looked around the room. He smirked, heading off towards the foyer to take the clothes out of the dryer and put the last load from the washer in it. “Drives you nuts, doesn’t it?”
There was a shuddering WHAMBANG that shook the floor under their feet. Out of instinct, Amy threw herself to the floor using her body to shield Becca from any incoming lateral fragments. Frays held the frightened, squirming girl to the floor for a moment until she got her bearings. She rose to her knees and looked around, a little embarrassed by her response to the loud noise. Thankfully nobody seemed to be paying much attention to her as the others were looking out the picture windows facing the lake. There was thick black smoke drifting skyward coming from the front of the house.
Amy sprang to her feet and ran out onto the deck coughing as the acrid smoke wove its way through the two by fours under her feet and into her lungs. Lacey and Rodriguez were right behind her as they sprinted across the deck, jumped the gap where the staircase used to be and ran to the generator room door. Frays backed off choking, eyes burning when she pulled open the door. Lacey pushed her out of the way and reached inside the door groping in the miasmal atmosphere in the tiny room. He could not hear the generator running.
Not knowing exactly where the fire was, Lacey pulled the pin out of the extinguisher as soon as his hand closed around it, took a deep breath and stepped inside. After a couple steps he noticed a flickering light in the black smoke and fired the extinguisher at it until the room became dark again. He loosed all the white foam, waving the nozzle back and forth until it hissed and spat, the flame retardant expelled. 
A hand grabbed the back of his plate carrier and pulled him back through the door into the fresher air outside. “What the hell happened?” Rodriguez asked as she pulled Lacey away from the cloud of smoke oozing out of the generator room. “Did you put it out?”
“Yeah, I think I got it.” Lacey said in between coughs. He looked around, his eyes red and watery from the smoke. “Hope I got it anyway. Leave the door open to let it air out a little.” The three of them stood there watching the smoke for a long time. Carl came out onto the deck with the kids and Freddie trailing behind him.
“What happened?” he asked, leaning over the railing and trying to see where the smoke was coming from. Carl coughed and waved his hand in front of his face in an attempt to clear the smoke away. “Is everybody okay?”
“Carl, bring the kids down here.” Amy shouted as loud as she dared, still gagging a little on the smoke. “I think the fire’s out. We’ll take a look in a few minutes.” 
              
              
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
18 June 2011, 0732 hours Old Trout Lane 10 miles north of Holden, Massachusetts
After the generator room had aired out it only took a couple minutes to figure out the problem. There was a small pump that drew water out of the lake and put it through a filtration system before it filled the cistern under the house. It looked to Frays like the pump’s motor had overheated and started to catch the soundproofing insulation on the wall next to it on fire. Lacey had gotten the fire out, but until they got the pump fixed they had to walk down to fill water cans at the lake and lug them back upstairs. Without the pump there was not enough water pressure to move the liquid from the cistern through the pipes and out of the taps or shower. The toilet would not work either, which meant they would have to get started on a privy pit…
Frays grumbled as she gently put her hand against the metal of the pump’s engine. She had unplugged it last yesterday and it had finally cooled down enough to start working on. The young woman squatted over the pump and opened the little toolkit she had found on a shelf in the corner. Lacey stood a few feet behind her, staring worriedly at the woman as she struggled to get the outer case off. The engine had been hot enough to warp the bolts slightly making loosing the nuts difficult.
“Need a hand?” he asked, throwing a concerned glance at the piece of machinery his friend was working on. “Can you fix it?” The metal was all blackened and the paint on it was blistered. Frays grunted as she put her weight into loosening a particularly stubborn nut. 
Amy shot a dirty look over her shoulder and wiped at her brow. “I can get it.” she muttered and turned back to lean on the wrench. “I’m pregnant not a cripple, Lacey.” Frays grumbled under her breath and tried moving the wrench back and forth. She frowned then got another larger wrench out of the toolbox and slipped it onto the end of the first one, using it to get more leverage. 
The wrench slipped off the nut, smacking to the cement floor with a metallic ping. Frays took a deep breath, biting back a scream. “Ow…ow.” she hissed quietly shaking her skinned knuckles. Amy leapt to her feet and started kicking the pump a few times, muttering angrily under her breath. 
Lacey grimaced. “How fucked is it?” he asked. It looked pretty bad to him, but he did not know much about machines and stuff. Amy sucked on her knuckles for a second and shook her head. Adam let the woman pace around the room for a moment then caught her by the arm. “Is it that bad?”
“I think it’s pretty much boned.” Frays muttered angrily as she tugged her sleeve out of Lacey’s hand. She sighed, taking a moment to calm herself down. “The pump’s motor burned out so bad I think it has to be a solid hunk of copper inside. If we want the water running again I think it will have to be replaced.”
“I was afraid you’d say that.” Adam grumbled. He shook his head and started towards the door. “Well, looks like we’re either going to have to go on another shopping trip or get used to getting our water from the lake every day.”
Amy shook her head and walked out of the room. Lacey paused on the steps while she locked the door to the generator room. “It’s gonna be pretty heavy. I don’t think we’d be able to walk into town and carry it out.” Frays muttered angrily as she struggled to secure the padlock on the door. Frays turned around and started towards the stairs but Lacey stopped her with a hand on her shoulder.              
Aw, crap. Here we go… Frays thought nervously as she readied herself. She hoped that she had gotten her point across a couple days ago. She did not want to admit it to him but he had scared the everloving crap out of her. If he had given some kind of warning it probably would not have been that bad, but jeez… Adam smiled uneasily at her as if he could guess what she was thinking. “It’s alright, Frays.” he said and clapped her on the shoulder. “We’ll knock heads and work something out. We got this, right?”
Frays looked out at the water and sighed, squirming uncomfortably inside her body armor. The flak jacket was getting a little too tight around the middle but she could adjust the straps to make it fit a little better. “I just hate sending you guys out.” Amy admitted as she jammed her hands into her armpits. “I…I hate asking you guys to do something I can’t.” 
“It’s alright.” Lacey said as he leaned against the cement landing where the stairs to the deck used to be attached. He smiled at the young woman and considered trying to put an arm around her but decided that he would really rather not get kicked in the balls again. “We understand, Frays. You’re pregnant. I want you healthy and safe.”
Amy smiled over her shoulder at the man. “I know.” she muttered, turning towards the stairs. The woman shrugged her chest heaved with a frustrated sigh. “It just bugs me is all. I don’t want anything to happen to my kid, but I don’t want anything to happen to you guys because I wasn’t there.”
Lacey smiled again as he followed Frays up the stairs. “Well, look at it this way.” Adam said quietly as they rounded the corner of the house and came out onto the driveway. “It’s like I said earlier: you need the mommy practice.”
Amy turned and scowled at him. “Sure, might as well be barefoot and in the kitchen making you a sandwich as long as I’m already pregnant, huh?” she said, her mouth pressed into a thin grim line. Adam started to gawp and glanced around uncomfortably as the woman glared at him. Unable to keep up the charade, Frays’ face melted into a wide grin and she gave him a playful punch on the shoulder. “I can’t believe that I can still get you, man.”
“Ha ha ha.” Adam grumbled under his breath. An idea flitted across his mind that he could reach out and put his arms around her, maybe play like he was tickling her or something. However he knew that Frays might think it was kind of inappropriate. The thought made him smile a little but still…she might kick him in the junk again. “Very funny, Frays. Very funny.”
“Look…um…sorry I’ve been such a grump.” Amy said as they came to the back door. She frowned and looked at her boots for a second. “I…um…know I haven’t been…ah…you know…fun to be around the last couple days.” 
Lacey knocked three times then jiggled the handle four times, giving the password for the day. He nodded as they waited nervously for Rodriguez or Carl to open the door. If one of them was in the living room and the other on the head it might take a minute for either one to reach them. “It’s alright, Frays.” Adam said quietly and frowned. “I’ve had a little experience dealing with pregnant women and their hormones.” Lacey suddenly took a deep breath through his nose and held it, letting out slowly through his mouth. He missed Laura something terrible. 
Frays put a hand on his arm. Their eyes met for a brief moment…then the door pulled open behind Lacey. “C’mon inside, guys.” Carl said as he pulled Lacey into the house. Amy let out a breath she did not realize she was holding as she followed then barred and locked the door behind them. Frannie and Carl were had been keeping an eye on the kids while they were looking into the source of the fire yesterday afternoon. 
Frannie looked from Lacey to Frays as they walked into the dining room. There was something about the looks on their faces that made Rodriguez cock an eyebrow at Frays. Amy scowled slightly in return and gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head as she took a seat at the table. “So, what’s up?” Carl asked as he went to the fridge and pulled out the gallon jug of Kool-Aid and brought it to the table. “Noticed that the water still isn’t running.” 
Amy took one of the prenatal vitamins and washed it down with a little of the Kool-Aid. “The pump’s motor burned out.” Frays said as she looked around the room. “It’ll have to be replaced. I don’t know if I can find something around here or if we’ll have to go find a whole new pump or what.”
“Looks like we’ll need to bring up some more water until then.” Lacey said quietly and grumbled under his breath. “Me and Carl can get the water.” He glanced towards the younger man in the living room.
“Thanks for volunteering me, man.” Carl said, smirking sarcastically as he stood up. “Where’s the water cans? Let’s get some buckets or something too.” 
Amy nodded. “Alright, sounds good.” she said quietly and glanced at Rodriguez for a second. “Me and Frannie will be on overwatch. Just be careful and stay where we can see you, alright guys?” 
They gathered up all the empty water cans as well as a couple soda bottles and brought them out onto the deck. Carl and Adam started carrying them down the stairs to the lake while Amy and Frannie took the kids out on the deck. The process of filling the cans would hopefully only take an hour to an hour and a half at most. 
Once they had the receptacles at the bottom of the stairs, Lacey and Carl took turns filling them up. “Can I ask you something?” Carl asked as he bent over the dock and filled a five gallon water can. “Are you trying to fuck my sister or what, man?”
Adam looked at the boy as if he had just punched him between the eyes. “What? Geez!” Lacey said quietly then glanced up at the deck then towards the spot where he knew Jessica and George Frays as well as his wife Laura were buried. “C’mon man. It’s not like that at all.” 
“Then what is it like?” Carl asked angrily as he tugged the water can out of the lake and set it down on the dock hard enough to make a little liquid splash out of it. He screwed the lid over the plastic container’s mouth. “I fucking saw you two in the laundry room. You couldn’t wait, could you?”
It took everything he had to not punch Carl’s lights out. “My wife had just died.” Adam said through clenched teeth. Every muscle in his body felt tight as piano wire. “I shot her in the face because she had ripped your mother’s throat out while my kids MY KIDS hid under the bed. Your sister and I had just buried them so don’t you FUCKIN’ DARE be pissy with me because you were too busy pissing yourself to be there for her.”
Carl swung for Lacey’s jaw and missed by a mile. The Marine dodged it easily then caught the boy’s arm, folding it at a painful angle. “Carl, ease off.” he whispered in his ear as he put pressure on the limb “Carl, calm down. I don’t want to hurt you.” Carl lurched in his grasp, managing to somehow twist around and elbow Adam right in the eye. 
Lacey released his grip on Carl’s arm, involuntarily putting a hand over his eye as he fell on his ass. Carl was on top of him in an instant his hands grasping for Adam’s throat. Adam struggled, the boy much stronger than Lacey suspected probably fueled by anger as much as anything else. Carl tried to knee him in the groin and Adam launched himself upward, the two of them suddenly rolling off the dock and into the water. 
The two of them rolled and splashed in the water, throwing wild haymakers. Somebody came splashing through the shallows and grabbed Adam’s shoulder. Unthinking, he lashed out with an elbow sending whoever grabbed him away with a splash. A heavy blow struck him in the ear, knocking him sprawling. “Fuck’s sake, man!” Rodriguez screamed, soaked to the bone and fuming at the man “That fuckin’ hurt! Will you two assholes knock it off?”
The two men stopped and looked at each other then at Frannie. There was a little bit of blood oozing out of a cut on her eyebrow and her eye was already starting to blacken. “What the fuck brought this shit on?” Rodriguez grumbled angrily as she dabbed tentatively at her eye with the tips of her fingers. The woman shook her right hand and glared at the two of them. “Jesus Fuckin’ Christ. Get the fuck back upstairs you two. Shit, like a couple of fuckin’ high school kids or some fuckin’ bullshit. Grab the fuckin’ cans, too.”
Frays’ jaw dropped when she got a closer look at Lacey and her little brother. The two of them had managed to pretty much beat the tar out of each other before Frannie got to them. The kids got scared and she had hustled the little ones inside to keep them from seeing anything more than they already had. Adam had a black eye and a fat lip, Carl’s nose was swollen and he was bleeding from a couple cuts on his cheeks along with bruises and scrapes and busted knuckles aplenty between the two of them. Frannie’s right eye was an ugly shade of blackish purple and there was a little cut over it. All three of them were absolutely soaked to the bone.
Amy and Frannie exchanged glances and shook their heads. “Sit down out here you two.” Frays said quietly as she started inside. “I’ll be right back with the first aid kit. Frannie, try to keep these two knuckleheads from smacking each other around again.” 
Frannie looked sodden and furious as she leaned against the railing, carbine slung at her side with her arms crossed over her chest when Frays came back out onto the deck. “Okay, listen.” Rodriguez grumbled as she dug out a cigarette and lit up “I’m getting really damn tired of this horseshit. I mean seriously am I the only fucking adult around here? The fuck!?”
Carl gawped. “Look, Fran-“
Rodriguez silenced him with a look. “Shut the fuck up for a minute. I’m talking.” she spat harshly and pushed off the railing, expelling a plume of smoke into the air “After all the shit we’ve been through you two dipshits beat the hell out of each other? Come the fuck on. And Frays, Lacey…what the shit, alright?” Adam and Amy looked at each other, seeming to endure their friend’s tirade with good humor until the woman looked like she was choking on whatever she was going to say for a moment. “I…lost Eamon. I miss him so bad and a little part of me wants to die just so I won’t anymore…” She started to choke up again. “I’m so sick and tired of all this shit… I might have done it already but Eamon died trying to save my worthless cripple ass. If I did, then he died for nothing and I’ve lost enough people I cared about over worthless bullshit. 
“I dunno if it’s too soon or some shit, but Jesus Fuckin’ Christ…” a few tears leaked out of Frannie’s eyes. She glared at Lacey and Frays and shook her head. “Spare us all the fuckin’ junior high bullshit, alright? Anybody who’s been around you two for like ten minutes knows you want to, so just fuckin’ go for it already! ‘Oh I got trust issues’… ‘I knocked this chick up so I gotta stay with her bitchy ass’…get the fuck over it!” 
Frays and Lacey stared after Rodriguez when she shoved off the railing and stomped off into the house. The kids ran out onto the deck after Frannie had stormed past them in the living room, seemingly terrified by the sight of an angry Francesca Rodriguez. Amy was surprised when a trembling Becca scrambled into her lap and wrapped her arms around her neck. She glanced awkwardly at Carl and Lacey, who had Paulie. “It’s alright, Becca.” Frays whispered as she uncomfortably put her arms around the little girl. 
Carl left the others after taking a couple seconds to collect himself. “Hey, Frannie?” he asked quietly as he went inside and started tiptoeing through the house. Carl had no idea where she was and after her little revelation he could not help but be a little concerned and afraid of what he might find. “Are you alright?”
He found her sitting on the landing out by the driveway, silent tears coursing down her cheeks. “Hey…Frannie…you okay?” Carl asked as he looked around. He smiled at her and hopped up onto the concrete next to her. After a brief moment of hesitation he took a deep breath and followed Frannie’s advice: he went for it, draping an arm around her waist and pulling the woman to him.
Frannie buried her face in his shirt sobbing quietly while he held her as tight as he could. He could not help but feel a little frightened at first and…a little aroused by the warmth of her body pressed up against his. The excitement faded as quickly as it had come. After what seemed like about ten minutes or so Carl leaned down a little and gently kissed the scars on Frannie’s cheek, making the woman smile the least little bit. “C’mon, let’s get inside.” he whispered into her ear. “We shouldn’t be sitting out here so long.”
Carl hopped down off the wall then helped Frannie down. “C’mon, it’s alright.” he said quietly as Frannie let him guide her towards the door. He was grateful that Adam and Amy were still out on the deck with the kids. Freddie came over and put his head in Frannie’s lap after they had settled down on the couch. The two of them sat quietly each taking a side of the dog’s head and petting him. He was glad that Frannie had stopped crying, even though her eye was swollen an ugly shade of purple. 
“Wait right here, Frannie.” he said, giving the woman a small smile. His own face felt sore and swollen from the fight. Carl went into the bathroom and grinned widely when he found what he was looking for in the medical bag then got a towel off of the handle on the oven. “Here, Frannie.” The boy broke up the little plastic bubbles inside the ice pack and shook it until it got chilly in his hands then wrapped it in the towel. Frannie leaned against his chest and held the cold pack against her eye with one hand. 
Amy looked helplessly at Adam as they held the children. Their eyes met and they looked at each other for a long moment, the man growing concerned for the young woman sitting near him. She sighed heavily and looked down at the little girl in her lap. For the life of her she could not figure out why her palms felt sweaty and her heart was racing… The girl needed to be held, she knew that but it felt kind of like she could not breathe… “Hey kids, why don’t you go inside?” Lacey said quietly as he eased Paulie onto the deck. “I’ll bet Freddie wonders where you guys are.”
Frays could not help but feel grateful to the man when Becca released her hold on her neck and slipped away. Once the kids were inside she looked at him and smiled weakly. “C’mon, let’s get the last of those water cans filled up.” she said as she walked over and grabbed up two of them. “We’ve gotta get them up here.”
The two of them carried the four remaining water cans down to the lake. Amy set hers down and stood off to the side, pulling security while Lacey unscrewed the lid on one of the cans and submerged it in the water. “Think there was anything to what Frannie said?” Lacey said quietly as he looked around, a little nervous. Noises tended to draw…them…and Rodriguez had been raising quite the ruckus earlier never mind the fistfight down by the lake. It was a long way to the safety of the house if another bunch happened to be within earshot. 
Amy shrugged. “Dunno.” she grumbled, keeping her eyes peeled. “I dunno, Lacey.” Frays was quiet for a half minute, watching the trees about eighty or ninety meters away on their right and letting her eyes wander. There was a jittery queasiness in the pit of her stomach and the little hairs on the back of her neck were standing on end. Frays tried to tell herself that it was just because they were standing around practically in the wide open. “Just concentrate on what you’re doing, Lacey. Let’s get back inside.” 
It only took a couple minutes to fill the water cans. Amy picked up one of the heavy plastic containers in each hand and started towards the stairs. “Whoa, whoa Frays.” Lacey said as he rushed over to her and tried to take them from her. “Lemme take those. I got it.”
Amy smiled and tightened her grip on the cans. “It’s alright, Lacey.” she said quietly and tugged them out of his grasp. “Like I told you before, I’m pregnant not a cripple. Chill out, buddy. Thank you though.” Lacey chuckled quietly and shook his head before picking up the other two water cans and following her up the stairs. 
Lacey passed Frays on the landing where the stairs to the deck used to be then passed his water cans across the gap and hopped up onto it. He took Frays’ burden and set it aside as the woman put both hands on the deck and jumped forward, dragging herself across the gap. Adam snagged the drag handle on her LCS to keep her from falling then took her hand and helped her to her feet. 
They were almost to the door when an invisible sledgehammer bashed the water can out of Lacey’s hand. The sound of a gunshot reached their ears a half second later or so. The two of them hit the deck, waiting tensely to see if another round was about to come flying at them. Adam looked over at Frays. “You okay?” he asked, hoping he did not sound as scared as he felt. He also hoped that he did not shit his pants again.
Amy nodded. “Stay down and be quiet.” she hissed then spared a glance at the door. There was a hole in the sliding glass door and water was leaking out of the can, dripping down through the planks and soaking Adam’s leg. “Kick that can over to me.” 
Lacey did as he was told. Frays reached out and pulled the water can closer to her face, splashing a little cool water on her face and neck as she studied the hole in it. There was one advantage in having a good fifty to sixty IQ points on anybody in the room, heck probably in the world at this point. She noted the size of the hole (it looked like a .30 caliber) and the angle the bullet had penetrated the plastic can, as well as the general direction it had probably come from. After doing some geometry in her head, Frays thought that she had a pretty good idea where the sniper was. 
“Lacey. Lacey!” Frays stage whispered to the Marine a few feet away. He looked at her with scared, panicked eyes. “I need you to check something for me.” She glanced at the helmet on the man’s head. “Find a stick or something and hold your Kevlar up so the bad guy can see it.” Frays inched forward slowly on her belly as she snapped the magnification module on her M4’s sight into place. Amy eased the muzzle of her carbine through the slats of the fence around the deck and brought the weapon up to her shoulder, the woman’s jaw working slowly against the M4’s buffer tube as she tried to figure out where the sniper was.
Lacey crawled over and slid open the door. Rodriguez had the kids on the floor, protecting them with her body. “I need a stick or a broom handle or something.” Adam said as loud as he dared. Becca and Paulie looked at their dad, their little faces pale and frightened. Paul jumped up and ran through the dining room and into the foyer. He had seen a broom in the little closet next to the laundry machines and he came back with it. 
A flash of light on glass caught Amy’s eye a little over seven hundred meters away down by the lakeshore near a rocky outcropping that jutted out into the water. She spotted what looked like a figure hunched over a log. There you are! Frays thought as she adjusted her hold for the range and a rough estimation of the wind speed and direction. A gunshot flashed in her field of vision followed a half a heartbeat later by the projectile clipping off the railing just over her head as she heard the others moving behind her. She flinched at the nearness of the impact then found her sights again and pressed off a shot, a familiar sickening thrill running through her when she saw the form pitch over and roll away out of sight behind the rocks. 
Frays pulled the magnification module out of the way and rolled onto her back, looking towards the house with a nervous smile on her face. “I think I got him, guys. The rocks at the left hand side of the bay.” she said quietly. Amy swallowed hard, her mouth going dry. Paulie stood in the doorway staring numbly at the two fingers he did not have any more on his right hand and the blood running down his arm. “Holy crap…” 
“It’s alright, buddy.” Amy said carefully keeping the tone of her voice low to try and keep the boy from panicking. “Shhh…shhh…” Frays sat up and tried to get to the boy but his dad beat her to it. The sight of his father’s terrified sickened face broke Paulie’s trance and he started bawling. Frannie rushed forward and wrapped a towel around the little boy’s hand, lifting it over his head and holding it there to try and stop the bleeding. 
Frays was vaguely aware of the whole scene. Everything was kind of strange and far away…she could not tell exactly where she was. Paulie was crying and she could smell the coppery scent of blood so strongly in her nose that she could almost taste it… She blinked rapidly as she stared at the others tending the little boy’s wound feeling light headed and kind of green about the gills. There was a loud whining in her ears and try as she might Amy could not seem to catch her breath… It felt like the gears in her brain were grinding, unable to get into herself to function… I can’t breathe! Frays thought as she desperately tried to keep some air in her lungs…
Rodriguez bandaged Paulie’s hand. “C’mon, little man.” she said reassuringly as she gathered the little boy up and carried him inside. “You’re okay. I gotcha. It’s alright. Shh...” Frannie laid him down on the couch with his damaged hand up in the air. “You just rest. You’re okay. You’re daddy’s right here and we’re gonna take good care of you.” She glanced towards the door. “Frays, do you got a pressure bandage? …Frays?”
Amy lay sprawled on her back out on the deck. “Ohholyshit!” Lacey shouted as he hurried outside and rolled the woman onto her back. Oh holy fuck no…nononono! he thought frantically as he started patting the woman down to see if she had been injured. Adam let out a sigh of relief when he found that Frays had not been shot or anything. Her pulse and breathing were steady but slow and her skin was a little clammy feeling… “Carl, help me get her inside.” Lacey called as he put his hands under Frays’ armpits and lifted her torso off the ground. Carl almost knocked him over as he rushed through the door and grabbed his sister’s ankles. 
The two men rushed Amy into the living room and gently laid her down on the floor. “I think she just passed out or something.” Adam said worriedly as he started loosening the cuffs of Frays’ uniform and the Velcro straps of her flak jacket. “Carl, untie her boots and put something under her feet, okay? Gotta get her feet above her head.” he ordered as he set about loosening Frays’ ACU belt then returning to his son’s side.
“Keep his hand up and keep him conscious.” Rodriguez told Lacey, demonstrating what she meant then tousling the boy’s hair. “You’re alright, little man. I’ll be right back but I have to check on Amy, okay?” She glanced over to see Becca clinging desperately to Freddie’s neck as the little girl took in all the activity. She stroked the animal’s fur with a mechanical sort of fervor as she stared at Amy and her brother with wide, vaguely glassy eyes. “Hey Becca, can you help me?”
The little girl reluctantly left the dog and came to Frannie’s side. She knelt next to Amy and dug around in her CLS kit until she found a small plastic tube. Rodriguez gave it to the little girl. “Break that in two and stick it under Amy’s nose until she wakes up, okay?” she said and smiled at the girl. “I gotta get the bag from the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”
Becca looked at Carl then did what Frannie said as the woman rushed off in search of the drugs. Daddy was wrapping Paulie up in a blanket. Amy grumbled her face wrinkling up as if she smelled something stinky then her eyes fluttered open after a few seconds. “Wuhzah?” she mumbled as she tried to sit up. Somebody put a hand on her shoulder to keep her lying down. Her head buzzed and she had to blink a couple times to get her eyes to focus… 
“Aim, just lay still.” Carl said as he gently restrained his sister. “Shh…it’s alright. You said you got him.” He smiled nervously at the little girl who still clutched the broken tube of smelling salts in her hand. “You did good, Becca. Way to go, kiddo.”
Amy looked over at the couch, trying to concentrate on breathing. Yeah, she had just killed a man. Again. But that was not what was bothering her at the present. She wanted to be sick. “I…” Frays tried to say, only to have her words cut off by a stream of vomit. 
“Oh, God!” Carl shouted, covering his mouth with the palm of his hand and recoiling at the smell. He freaked out when he saw his sister’s eyes bulging in their sockets, little coughing choking noises coming out of her throat. The woman clawed at her throat and face as she struggled to breathe. Carl rolled Amy onto her side and struck her several times on the back, trying to help her get the vomit out of her airway. 
Frannie was at his side pulling Amy’s hands out of the way. She rolled Amy onto her back and leaned into the woman’s face. “Frays! Frays just relax.” she said quietly then reached inside the woman’s mouth with her index finger, scraping the vomit away from the back of her throat. “If you bite me I’m gonna be pissed.” It only took a couple of seconds but it felt like an eternity to Amy and her brother for the thick disgusting sludge to get cleared away so she could breathe. Rodriguez rolled Frays onto her side and put her hip against the woman’s back, relieved as her friend took big raspy sounding panic breaths. Rodriguez grimaced at the mess clinging to her finger then, not knowing what else to do she wiped it on the carpet.  
“Naughty word.” Paulie said weakly when Rodriguez crossed the room and crouched next to him on the couch. “Owe me a quarter.” She kissed the little boy’s forehead and smiled then dug around in the medical bag after wiping her hands off with an alcohol pad. How much of the painkiller would be enough for him? Frannie scowled, not for the first time missing Eamon in more than a boyfriend/girlfriend sort of way. She guessed that maybe half of a Tylenol 3 would be plenty, considering that a whole one was generally enough to get her loopy out of her skull for a few hours.
“Tell you what, buddy.” Rodriguez said as she shook one of the pills out and broke it in two, putting the bigger part back into the bottle. “You take this for me like a good boy and I’ll give you a whole dollar, how’s that sound?” The little boy took the pill from her and popped it in his mouth. Lacey gave his son the bite valve of his camelbak and let him drink some water. 
Carl went into the bathroom and came back with a fistful of their precious toilet paper, which he used to clean up the vomit on the carpet. “Jeez, Aim.” he grumbled disgustedly as he carefully scraped up the warm goop, fighting the urge to add his own contribution to the mess on the floor the whole time. “I think you owe me big time. So gross!” 
Amy sat up after a few minutes and scooted on her butt until she was leaning against the blue recliner’s footrest. She pulled her knees to her chest and hugged her legs, trying to block out the sound of the boy in pain a few feet away. When that did not work Frays stood on wobbly legs and struggled into her parent’s bedroom. The young woman curled up on the bed, squeezing her eyes shut and pressing her hands over her ears. “I’m not here.” she whispered to herself, trembling and sniffing back tears “I’m not here and this is not happening. This is not happening. This is not happening.”
Lacey watched Frays get up and go into the bedroom. Whatever drug Rodriguez had given Paulie seemed to be starting to kick in. He was getting a little drowsy and the little boy had stopped crying as he leaned against his dad’s chest. The bleeding had slowed but Frannie had to tighten the bandage down extra snug. Adam looked at his son’s injured hand and gently squeezed his poor boy’s remaining fingers. Paulie’s middle, index finger and thumb were still warm and seemed like the digits were still getting circulation. What would happen if the wound turned gangrenous or something? The thought of amputating his son’s hand did not appeal to him at all. He wanted to go find the son of a bitch who had shot at them and have words with him. And by words he meant kick that fucktard’s ass so hard that when he sneezed his bootlaces would be hanging out of his nose.
“Carl, c’mon.” Adam said, moving Paulie so that he was lying down. “Let’s see if that bastard is dead.” Adam grabbed his M16 and started towards the back of the house but Rodriguez intercepted him. 
“No, stay here.” Frannie said putting a hand on his chest. “Your kids need you. Besides, we don’t know how many of them there are. Just calm down.” She looked around, spearing Carl with a hard look. The boy had that old ass Russian rifle of his clutched in his hands. “And if we’re gonna go poking around in there I’d feel a lot better with Frays watching our backs from the deck. She can really shoot!”
Lacey looked into the bedroom. “Um…” he said frowning as he turned back to Carl and Frannie “I think we might have a problem there.” Carl and Rodriguez poked their heads around either side of Adam. Amy was curled up on the bed her back to them and shaking like a leaf. Lacey sat down next to her and put a hand on the woman’s shoulder.
“Frays?” he asked quietly, worried when Amy did not answer him. Lacey tried to roll her onto her back but she pulled her shoulder out of his grasp and buried the side of her head into the pillow. “You okay? What happened?” He glanced at Carl and Rodriguez, unsure of what to do. What the hell happened? Adam could not help but be a little frightened. He never expected Frays to break down like this… He sighed and looked helplessly at the others. 
Tense hours passed. Nobody shot at them and Frannie kept watch on the porch, lying on her stomach with a pair of binoculars. She could not see anyone but then again that did not mean that they were not there. Paulie was being kept company by Freddie, the little boy stroking the dog’s head with his good hand. She felt terrible for the kid but Paulie looked like he was going to be alright as long as he had time to heal and no infection presented itself. 
Amy was a different story. She had not moved much or said anything since the little firefight this morning despite Lacey and Carl’s attempts to at least get a response out of the woman. Frays was tough and for some reason she never struck Rodriguez as the type to get shell shock… Then again, I know a thing or three about PTSD. Frannie thought morosely as she slowly scanned the area at the front of the house. I never thought it would happen to me, either.
Lacey alternated between spending time with his son and time with Amy. Paulie was sleeping soundly on the couch, a combination of narcotics and being worn out from all the excitement keeping the little boy snoring away. Adam struggled a little bit with Amy as he helped her take off her LCS and body armor then piling her gear in the corner of the room along with her cleared M4. That done, Lacey sat next to her and held her hand or rubbed her shoulder trying to coax a response from the woman. Finally he lay down next to her and slipped an arm carefully under her neck, his other hand resting on the little lump in her stomach. “It’s alright, Frays.” he whispered in her ear. The woman’s skin was chilly and a little clammy so he pulled one of the blankets over them and held her tight, trying to share his body heat with her.
She squirmed against him, shuddering against his chest. They were quiet for what seemed like a long time as Adam tried to comfort his friend. He felt horrible for her: she sometimes seemed to doze then wake up and just lay there trembling. Amy quietly cried sometimes too, her cheeks becoming stiff with dried tears. Adam glanced at his watch. “Do you want something to eat?” Lacey asked as he smiled weakly and brushed a strand of hair behind her ear with his free hand. The expression faltered then slowly faded when the woman did not respond. “I’ll bring you something anyway.”
Lacey paused outside the door, trying to collect himself. Rodriguez was in the kitchen with Carl, the two of them making something for lunch. “I don’t know what’s wrong with Amy.” he said quietly and scratched his nose. “She’s not hurt or anything.”
“I know, buddy.” Frannie said as she leaned into the living room to check on the kids. Becca and Freddie were doing their best to keep Paulie comfortable and happy. “I think if there was anybody else out there they’ve pulled back.” 
Carl looked sad and confused. His sister had probably killed someone a couple hours ago, but he could not bring himself to feel bad for the guy. The rat bastard had shot Paulie’s fingers off and only missed hurting his big sister because the pig fucking son of a whore could not shoot strait. “So what are we waiting for?” he grumbled as he poured water from one of the cans into a pot and put it on the stove to boil.
“We’ll wait for a little more.” Frannie said, eyeing the children in the other room. She leaned in close to Lacey and Carl so that the kids could not hear her. “Give the piece of shit a little more time to bleed out.” 
Lacey nodded and moved into the kitchen. “What’s for lunch?” he asked. There was a couple cans open on the counter and water boiling on the stove. “You guys making something?” He then went into living room and sat down on the couch next to his children. He could not help but want Frays to come out and join them. Becca climbed up into her daddy’s lap and snuggled up against his chest. 
Amy was sick or hurt or something. Paulie had an owwie on his hand. The little girl frowned into her father’s plate carrier. She wanted her mommy back and she wanted Daddy and Amy and Carl and Frannie to not look so sad all the time. She started to cry. “Why did the bad man shoot at us?” she asked quietly, squeezing her dad.
“I don’t know, honey.” Lacey whispered and kissed his daughter’s cheek. “I don’t know, but Amy made him stop. It’s okay now, baby.” He rubbed Becca’s back and jostled the little girl trying to comfort her. For the first time he actually started to get a little angry with Laura for leaving him to take care of the kids on his own. Well, not exactly on his own. Frays, Rodriguez and Carl were big helps but they were no replacement for the children’s mother.
“Amy’s pretty awesome huh, Dad?” the little girl whispered quietly. Becca nuzzled up against her father’s neck, her damp cheek a little clammy on his skin. He grinned and brushed her hair, an unconscious imitation of what he had just done with Amy in the other room. Adam had kind of suspected that his daughter looked up to Frays, judging by how the little girl followed her around all the time.
“Yeah.” Lacey said, smiling a little bit as he continued running his fingers through the little girl’s hair. He rubbed her back and held her tightly to his chest. “Yeah, she is.” 
“I like Frannie but if Amy wants to be our new mommy that would be okay.” Becca whispered conspiratorially. She looked at her brother sleeping on the couch a few inches away. “Paulie likes Frannie better though.” 
“Hey, guys” Carl called from the dining room “Lunchtime. C’mon and get it while it’s hot.” He and Frannie brought pots of something steaming into the room and put it on the table. It felt weird to him as Lacey, Becca and the others gathered around the table without Frays to say the blessing. He was not particularly religious or anything but it was just strange. In fact the only time he had ever attended church with any regularity was when he was in Basic Training, as going to Sunday services kept him out of more unpleasant duties and there the chaplain let them have cookies and punch afterward.
Carl and Frannie had made some kind of lumpy stew which Adam ladled into bowls for everyone. The food was brownish with what looked like corn, peas and a couple different kinds of beans. He went to the cabinet and took down another bowl. “I’ll take some in to Frays.” Lacey said quietly as he took another portion from the pot. “Back in a minute.” The bowl was hot enough to be uncomfortable in his hand as he took it into the bedroom. He smiled at the semi catatonic woman curled up on the bed as he entered. 
“Hey, Frays.” he said as he put the bowl down on the bedside table. “Here’s some food, buddy.” Adam choked a little, pained by the woman’s blank and pale face in the gloomy room. Her haunted brown eyes seemed to stare right through him. He reached out and put the palm of his hand on Frays’ cheek, wiping the crust of dried tears off of her soft skin. The scar from the bullet wound a couple inches beneath her left eye was rough under his thumb. “It’s right here on the table if you want it. Or come on out and eat with us.” 
They ate glumly. Becca looked at her dad, determined to eat the food Frannie and Carl made for her even though she did not like it very much. It was kind of bland and had a kind of chunky texture that reminded her of the time she ate a bite of a glue stick at daycare. She was scared for Amy and she could tell that Daddy was too. “Is Amy gonna be okay?” the little girl asked as she looked at the grownups, her little face twisted up in a very concerned scowl.
“Don’t worry, kiddo.” Frannie said quietly as she spooned a little of the goop in her bowl into her mouth. “Amy’s gonna be alright. She’s…just taking a nap.” The little girl looked at her as if she did not quite believe her. Frannie had said that Mommy was going to be okay too, after all.
“Is Amy sick like Mommy?” Becca asked. The idea had just occurred to her and she started to get really scared. “She’s not sick like Mommy, right?” Daddy had cuddled with Mommy a few times when she was sick like he had with Amy. The little girl looked quickly at the others around the table.
Adam hugged his daughter. “No, no baby.” he said reassuringly as he rubbed her shoulder. “Amy’s not sick like Mommy. Amy’s gonna be alright but she just needs some rest, okay?” The little girl frowned and went back to eating her soup. 
Frannie and Carl looked at each other. “Did anybody see what happened, anyway?” Carl asked. He helped himself to a second bowl and immediately set about wolfing it down. “She didn’t get shot or anything, right?”
“I dunno, man.” Adam said as he released his daughter and finished his portion of the food. “She didn’t get hurt, but I think she just had some kind of a breakdown.” He scraped the bottom of his bowl and licked the spoon off. “Did she say anything to any of you?”
Frannie and Carl both shook their heads. “Well, let’s go.” Rodriguez said to Lacey as she stood up and wiped her mouth on her sleeve. “Let’s see if that guy is still there.” Carl stood up as well and started towards his Mosin-Nagant. “No, Carl. You stay here. Take care of the kids and your sister. She needs you right now.”
Lacey and Rodriguez checked their weapons and gear in the foyer. Frannie told Carl the new signal: three knocks followed by two jiggles of the door handle followed by two knocks before they left. They cut around the side of the house, working towards the area where Frays had said she had picked off the sniper. Lacey was nervous and barely containing his fury at the guy they were looking for. He had fucking mutilated his little boy…
“Lacey, pull your head out of your ass.” Rodriguez said quietly as they moved through the trees. She could tell what was going on in her friend’s head and she needed him here. That guy might not have been alone. “C’mon.”
The forest was still and quiet around them, making Rodriguez tighten her grip on her carbine as they picked their way carefully down the hill. The ground was covered with a carpet of dead pine needles making the hill kind of difficult for her to keep her footing as she worked her way down the slope. She could not help but wonder if any of the dead things had heard the shots that the fucking moron had fired at them. Hopefully not…
They worked their way around the bay, keeping up on the hill from the position where Frays said the guy had fired from. There was a body lying on the bloody rocks perhaps seventy five meters below them. Rodriguez watched the body for a few moments, trying to see if the guy was really dead or just faking. She picked up a rock the size of her fist and threw it at the body hitting it squarely between the shoulder blades. The stone thumped off the body which did not move. She held her breath for a long few seconds while she tried to see if the guy was moving.
“Okay, wait here.” Frannie said after waiting a few more minutes. “Keep an eye out.” She slid carefully down the hill on her butt, trying to keep her M4 pointed at the sniper in case he moved. The man had been a chubby bearded guy dressed in what looked to be civilian cammies and hunting boots. She noticed that Frays’ shot had struck the man high center mass, just below where his scruffy jowls met his shoulders. There was little doubt in her mind that he was dead. The M855 round had obviously yawed inside him leaving an exit wound almost the size of her hand that looked like raw hamburger between his shoulder blades. 
Frannie swallowed hard and poked the man’s wound with the muzzle of her weapon. The woman patted down the body, searching it for weapons or possible booby traps then steeled herself. She grabbed the corpse’s shoulder and rolled it onto its back, flinching involuntarily. Rodriguez relaxed a little a half second after she realized the corpse did not explode in her face. 
She patted the corpse down again and rifled through its pockets, searching for anything that might tell them a little more about why the guy had attacked them. Rodriguez found a fistful of loose cartridges that she guessed went with the rifle, a wallet (she helped herself to the fifty some odd dollars in small bills inside, reasoning that the man would not need them any more), some hard candy and a plastic baggie of what she hoped was beef jerky or something which she tossed into the lake (she had seen enough bad horror movies to not trust meat found in a crazy bastard’s pockets)…and something that made her eyes light up. There was about three quarters of a pack of cheap cigarettes and a Bic lighter in the dead man’s jacket pocket. 
Lacey hissed at Rodriguez, trying to get her attention. “Rodriguez, let me down there.” he said quietly when she looked up at him. She nodded and collected their loot and picked up the rifle then climbed back up the hill. Adam scooted past her and broke out his demo kit once he reached the body. “Got somethin’ for ya you son of a bitch.” the Marine muttered with a savage grin, pulling out the quarter brick of plastic explosive and some other things out of his kit.
Rodriguez looked quizzically at the man as he climbed back up the hill towards her. Lacey looked entirely too happy about something. “What did you do?” she asked. Frannie glanced from Adam’s face down the hill to the body and back again “Did you find anything else?”
“Nope.” Lacey said, still grinning. “C’mon, let’s get away from here. Far, far away.” There was something about the way he spoke that made Frannie really think it was a good idea to do as the man said. They made their way back to the house and gave the signal then kept their backs to the door, waiting for Carl to open the door. 
“Okay, Lacey.” Rodriguez said as she looked around, wondering if there was going to be anyone or anything following after them. “What did you do down there? I saw you doing stuff with your kit.” 
“I gave the bastard a George Carlin funeral.” he said as he watched his area. He could sense Frannie looking at him. Adam rolled his eyes wishing that Frannie was a little bit better read. “George Carlin said he wanted to be blown up after he died. I figure if any of his buddies come looking or if he draws any of those things, they’ll get blasted to bits.”
Rodriguez shuddered. “Well, thanks for the warning anyway.” she said quietly. There was something about body bombs that had always struck her as particularly horrible like it was somehow in the same ballpark as necrophilia or something. “How much C4 and stuff do you have left? We should set up a couple booby traps or something around here.”
“Well, I think I’ve got about eight or ten ounces of C4.” Adam said as he poked around in his kit. He frowned and continued searching. “I’d really suggest that we use a couple more of your flashbangs or something. We’ve got kids here.”
Carl opened the door and let them in, his eyes growing wide at the sight of the rifle slung over Frannie’s shoulder. “What’s that?” he asked as he took the weapon off of the woman’s shoulder and worked the action. A spent case flung out of the rifle’s chamber and landed somewhere on the floor. “Nice!” It looked to be a Winchester Model 70 chambered in .30-06 and in pretty good shape. The bluing was a little scuffed in places and there was a gouge in the wooden stock, but that was about it.
“How’s Paulie and Frays?” Adam asked as he replaced the bars on the door and locked the deadbolts. “Everybody okay?” The man pushed past the two of them and walked quickly down the hall, scooping up his daughter without breaking stride. He saw that his boy was still zonked out on the couch so he turned quickly and poked his head into the bedroom. Frays was still pretty much where he had left her curled up on the bed and staring at the wall. He frowned and sat down at the dining room table holding his daughter.
“What are we going to do about Frays?” he asked nobody in particular. Adam had to wonder what the others thought. The water was off and they needed a new pump. She probably knew how to replace it but it could not be that hard, could it? And well, it did not look like the woman was in any shape to feed or care for herself very well… He did not look forward to trying to wipe Amy’s ass for her. 
They sat around the table, looking at each other. “I dunno, man.” Frannie said quietly. She shook her head and kind of wanted to choke the ever loving shit out of whoever had made her friend work at the guardhouse at Hanscomb Air Force Base. They did not know each other before she and the others had filled out her squad’s numbers but Frannie had a feeling that whatever was currently fucking Frays’ mind up had something to do with what went on there. 
Amy lay on the bed, her arms wrapped around her chest and gently rocking herself. She could kind of hear the others talking in the dining room but she could not quite follow the conversation. Discordant thoughts and images kept flashing around in her head… She kept seeing Paulie standing there screaming, his eyes wide as he gawped at his ruined hand but he…turned into another little boy she did not know. The stifling heat of a gas mask sweating in her MOPP gear… Frays was barely aware of the tears running down her cheeks again. There was something wrong but she did not know what it was and there was no way to fix it and there was this grinding throbbing pain behind her eyes and would not stop…
Somebody came in the room but Frays could not bring herself to turn her head to see who it was. Freddie jumped up on the bed and scowled at the woman. He liked the new people, especially the little ones that played with him. The one on the bed in front of him was okay but she seemed to be scared all the time for some reason. The dog’s little brain tried to figure out why she did not seem to be scared now or trying to get away like she always had before. She also smelled kind of off, like she was sick or something. Freddie looked at the woman with raised eyebrows, his head cocked curiously to one side as he stood there wagging his tail.
The dog carefully picked his way over to get a closer look at the woman’s face. He licked her cheek and tasted salt, like the water that people made from their eyes sometimes. Freddie wagged his tail and stuck his tongue out a little hoping that maybe she would want to play or maybe pet him. He liked being petted with playtime coming in a close second followed by food time. Of course, these were all interchangeable depending on which time it was exactly: petting, playtime or food. He wondered absently when it was going to be food time again. There was people food on the thing next to the place where people slept but he ignored it. Only bad dogs ate people food and Freddie always tried to not be a bad dog. After all, bad dogs made people say mean things and did not get petting or playtime. Besides Freddie liked the new people and he did not want to make them mad at him.
The little people gave petting all the time and so did the nice lady with the funny face. The nice men saved him from being hungry and gave him food time. The nice man in the funny clothes gave him a bath time too. He did not like bath time that much but he did smell better so it was okay. Plus the little people made those funny noises and played with him. They were all nice and he liked them even though he missed his old people. They were nice too. Freddie wondered absently if People Daddy and People Mommy were going to come get him soon.
People Daddy had taken him for a car ride after People Mommy and Little Boy and Little Girl had made scratching noises and fighting sounds. People Daddy had blood on him and smelled scary. People Daddy had a big ‘owwie’ on his arm and was bleeding. Freddie vaguely remembered being surprised when People Daddy said they were going bye-bye after he had been a bad dog and peed on the carpet. 
After a few moments, when playtime or ear scratches did not appear imminent, the dog curled up on the bed next to the nice lady and pressed up against her torso. He was surprised and happy when she put an arm around his neck and gently started gently rubbing his furry belly, his tail slapping against the mattress a few times. He settled in for a nice nap with the nice lady person, a little doggy smile on his face. 
He liked the nice lady person even if she did not give petting or playtime or food time. The dog somehow got the feeling that she was like People Mommy who took care of his other people. Freddie remembered when People Mommy would take him to the big building where the little ones would pet him and talk to him from the things with the paper in them. Sometimes they would throw the ball too. The dog wondered if the nice lady person was going to talk to him from anything or not. Maybe she would throw a ball with him? It did not seem like it because she was quiet and looked like she was having naptime. The dog sighed heavily and was just starting to get to sleep when the door opened.
Rodriguez smirked and chuckled under her breath when she went in to check on Frays. Freddie was lying up on the bed with her friend and amazingly Amy was not shitting herself. Wow, this must be bad… Frannie thought as she walked over, got hold of Freddie’s collar and pulled the dog off of the mattress. “C’mon, Freddie.” she said softly, still smiling at the dog. “Get down off the bed, boy.” If Frays snapped out of it the last thing she probably needed would be to be face to face with the mutt even though she suspected that Freddie’s heart was in the right place. 
She checked Frays’ pulse and respiration just to make sure everything was okay. Her heart rate was a little high but her breathing was slow and regular. “Hey, Frays. Sorry Freddie got in here.” Frannie said conversationally as she checked her friend out. “Look…you just knock this off, alright? You’re okay so stop shammin’.” 
Frannie sighed when Frays just blinked at her. She eyed the bowl of chowder on the table next to the bed. Rodriguez scowled at the thought of feeding her friend like she was some damn baby. On the other hand, she and Lacey had spent weeks waiting on her hand and foot while she recuperated from her gunshot wound. Frays had even helped her wipe her ass when she had to shit, so she really should not complain too much. “Are you gonna make me spoon feed you?” she asked. Frannie smiled a little bit as she rolled Amy onto her back and propped her head up on the pillows. “Alright, but you’re seriously gonna owe me one.”
Thankfully Amy would swallow the chowder when Rodriguez spooned it into her mouth. Somehow it made Frannie a little sad to do it because she could guess that if Frays was in her right mind she would the whole thing incredibly embarrassing. She finished feeding Frays and frowned at the woman then forced a smile and clapped her friend on the shoulder. “Now I’m gonna have to do your dishes too? Jeez…” Frannie joked as she stood up and wiped a little of the goopy soup off of Frays’ chin before taking the bowl back out to the sink.
Amy pulled her knees to her chest and hugged her legs, numb save for the warmth in her belly from the food. She dozed fitfully and woke a few moments later when she heard somebody else come in the room. Becca climbed up on the bed and laid down with her, the little girl snuggling up until Amy’s chin rested on top of her head. Frays jumped up off of the bed a few moments later and curled up in the corner next to the dresser, hiding her face in her hands and absolutely bawling her eyes out. 
Lacey burst into the room and looked from Frays to his daughter and back again. “What happened?” he asked, confused as to what exactly he was seeing. Carl and Rodriguez were behind him. Adam picked up his daughter and set her on the floor by the door.
“I wanted to see Amy.” Becca said carefully, her little chest rising and falling as if she were about to start crying too. “I gived her a hug to make her betterer then she went all sad.” Lacey was grateful when Rodriguez picked up Becca and took her into the living room. 
Lacey sat down on the corner of the bed a few feet away from Frays. A wave of helplessness crashed on him. Amy was crying so hard that her entire body was shaking and he could not think of what was wrong let alone any way to make it better. Adam wracked his brains searching the depths of his semester and a half spent as a Psychology major at Bunker Hill Community College trying to think of something… He reached out and caught her hands, holding them tight. “Frays…Frays, what’s wrong?” he asked, hoping that she was going to actually answer him. Adam’s heart sank when Frays looked up at him for a second. 
“Oh, God…” Amy sobbed a look of utter horror on her face, the woman’s eyes wide and the color of pickled beets from crying. “I-I killed a little kid, man. I killed a little kid. I…killed!” Frays’ hands squeezed his so tightly that it started to hurt. “OhGodohGodohGod…” 
Adam looked at her as if he were trying to tell if Amy was kidding or not. “What?” he said as he slid down off of the bed to sit in front of her, still holding Frays’ hands. “When? How?” It did not make any sense at all. He could not imagine that Frays would ever hurt a little kid…
She sobbed helplessly for a few minutes. “At…Hanscomb.” Frays whispered, pausing to wipe her nose on her sleeve and take a couple deep breaths. Amy struggled to get at least a modicum of control back. “When I w-was on quarantine detail.” Lacey held her hands. He let the woman squeeze them till his fingers ached. “This medic said he got bit, this little boy. H-He was just s-so…tiny and scared. 
I picked him up to take him into the guardhouse. He was screaming and crying…this lady was yelling, calling me names…I…I guess she was his mom. I dunno…” Frays felt like she was going to throw up. She did not want to talk about this anymore, but for some reason she could not stop either. “The little boy started pulling at my gas mask…I was screaming, trying to make him stop ‘cause I didn’t know how it was spread. T-They had us masked up for a reason, you know?” Amy wiped her nose again, still shaking but no longer crying. “I…I pulled my sidearm and shot him. I shot him right in the head.” She shuddered at the memory of the pistol going off so close that all she could hear was a loud ringing, the muffled sounds of her own screams, the thick red haze spattered across her gas mask’s lenses. 
“Oh, my God.” Lacey whispered. If Amy had not told him herself he would have never ever believed what he had just heard. Frays hurting a little kid? If anybody had told him that he would have called them a fucking liar. “C’mere, Amy.” He moved over and sat next to Frays, putting an arm around her and holding her tight to his chest. “You’re alright. Calm down, just calm down and breathe. You’re okay. I gotcha, Amy.”
Amy slowly started to calm down as she sat there with her head on Adam’s shoulder. Frays sighed heavily as she put an arm around the man. She missed Jacob. More than anything in the world she wanted him instead of Lacey with her right now. Her mind wandered back to the few weeks between her return to school and the phone call that sent her to Boston. She and Jacob would spoon and watch bad movies or play video games in his dorm room because Amy could not stand her roommate Janice. 
An embarrassed little smile came to her face. Lacey was a good man but kind of a poor substitute for her well… most likely former boyfriend in her opinion. Jacob had been tall with these big thick arms… He had held her tight like this after she had woken from a bad dream and would whisper quietly in her ear until she fell back to sleep. And she could not help but wonder what her parents would have made of the scene… 
“Jacob used to hold me like this.” Frays said quietly, startling Lacey just a little bit. He remembered that she had talked about her boyfriend a couple times before but had never mentioned anything this intimate. Adam was quiet, waiting to see if she would continue. Instead she smiled a little at some private memory and shifted around a little bit. “I got into a big fight with my roommate about a week or so after I got back. I was really freaking out… Her boyfriend had popped a trash bag next to my head when I was asleep. I was out front of the dorms sitting on this bench. I was just so…I dunno…scared, angry, embarrassed by the whole thing. They laughed at me, can you believe that? I mean, they didn’t know that I almost got blown up…but still…she knew I just got back. Jacob came down and brought me back to his room…I kinda half expected him to try and…you know…” She smiled a little bit and ran her hand over her stomach. “He just held me all night long till I calmed down enough to go back to sleep.” 
Adam rested his cheek on the top of Frays’ head then moved his chin to her shoulder, mindful of the injury to the woman’s neck. He thought about asking what she meant by ‘almost blown up’ but thought better of it. “Want to hear something funny?” he asked, smiling a little at what he was about to say. Amy was quiet. She had more or less stopped shaking but he was a little concerned that she had stopped talking. He rocked her gently as he continued rubbing her back. “Becca said it’s okay if you wanted to be her new mommy.”
She snorted and squirmed against the man’s chest feeling kind of disappointed with herself. Here she was cuddling with this skinny Marine who had killed her friends after she told him that it should not be happening. Not that she really had any right at all to look down on him. She had a little boy’s blood on her hands after all… “I’m already gonna be a mommy.” Amy said in a low voice. Adam moved so that she was sitting between his legs and leaning against his chest, his arms draped over her shoulders. “And besides, I’ve been looking after you two for how long now? Two or three months?” 
Lacey gave her a troubled smile. “Paulie’s probably gonna need some stitches or something.” he said quietly as he held the woman in front of him. “We need to find you a doctor too.”
Amy frowned and nodded. That was still true and besides staying here curled up in a ball and crying her eyes out all day was not helping anybody. And besides keeping busy always helped her keep her mind off things. “And we’ve gotta get the pump up and running.” she added as she stood up, wiping her cheeks with the palms of her hands. Her body was kind of stiff and achy from not moving for so long. “I must look like crap.” 
“You look fine to me.” Adam said as he stood up as well, earning him an uneasy smile from Frays. At least she didn’t kick me in the junk this time. he thought with a wry grin. Lacey put a hand on her shoulder and ran it up and down her arm a few times. “Are you sure you’re up to it? I put your stuff in the corner there.”
“How is the little guy?” Frays asked as she threw her flak jacket over her head and fastened the Velcro straps. She grimaced when she turned her head to look at Lacey. Her hair had come loose a little bit and gotten caught in her body armor, making her neck bend at a funny angle and sending little lightning bolts down her arm. 
Lacey made an odd face. “He lost the ring and little fingers on his right hand. Lost a good bit of blood.” he said quietly as he sort of half watched Frays getting back into her gear. Adam licked his lips and glanced at the woman when he remembered how she had reacted when the generator had gone tits up the other day. “You got the guy, by the way. I figured he might do us some good, so I rigged about two or three ounces of C4 to his body. So…you know…there might be a loud boom soon. Just so you know.”
A horrified expression came to Amy’s face. “What?” she asked, her voice strained as she tried to keep her voice down. Frays shook herself and blinked as if the man had spoken to her in Chinese. “Why on Earth did you do that?”
“If that jackwagon had friends, then they’ll come looking for him.” Adam said softly as he struggled to keep quiet. Paulie was sleeping in the living room and he did not want to wake him or upset Becca if she happened to be close enough to hear. “And if any of…them…heard the shots and come poking around…well…” The man frowned with a shrug.
She shook her head. “No. That’s wrong.” Frays said sharply, looking at the man as if he had lost his mind. Amy bent and picked up her LCS and shrugged into it. “It’s sick. What the heck where you thinking doing that?” Frays took her M4 from the corner and loaded it with a magazine from a pouch. 
“That the bastard nearly killed my son.” Lacey hissed, suddenly furious with the woman. “He almost killed you or me or Rodriguez or Becca or Carl.” The Marine clenched his fists so hard that his arms shook. “He fuckin’ deserves it.”
Frays forced herself to take a deep breath and a half step back. “Look, Lacey.” she said quietly once she had her temper in check. “Violating the dead like that isn’t right. It’s just not. I’d like it if you wouldn’t do that anymore, okay?”
Lacey looked into Frays’ eyes then shook his head and chuckled, his expression softening. “Yep, I think you’re alright.” he said, giving the woman a sidelong glance. “C’mon. By the way, Becca and Carl will be glad to see you up and around. They’re really worried about you.”
Amy smiled wryly as she lifted her carbine’s sling over her head and followed Lacey out into the kitchen. Rodriguez smiled a little when she saw Frays. “Hey. Good to see your lazy butt outta bed.” she said as Frays made her way over to the table. Becca hurried over and intercepted her, wrapping her little arms tightly around Amy’s leg. Freddie looked up from near the couch then decided Frays was not worth his time and went back to nuzzling Paulie. 
Frays smiled weakly and ran a hand over the little girl’s hair. She bit down hard on the urge to run back into the bedroom and curl up in a ball again. “Hey kiddo.” Amy said quickly and, mustering her courage, knelt to give the girl a hug. “Left that in there.” The little one would not let go of her neck making Frays grunt and squeeze her eyes shut when she tried to stand up. Amy shifted her weight and picked up the girl. “Please, hon, don’t grab my neck like that.”
“You have a owwie too?” Becca looked concerned then kissed the side of Amy’s neck with the little girl’s lips making a loud smacking noise. “Did that make it better?” she asked making Frays smile as she moved her carbine to the side and took a seat at the table with the little girl in her lap. 
Amy grinned and hugged the little girl. “What a little sweetie.” The more she thought about it, she might need a doctor for more than the little kid in her belly. Eamon had said she probably had some nerve damage which would explain why her stupid arm hurt every time she turned her head too quickly or whatever… She bounced the little girl on her knee a little. “Is your brother doing good?”
“Yeah.” Becca said as she leaned against Amy’s chest. “Freddie’s making him all betterer.” Adam smiled at the sight of his daughter and Amy together as he sat down too. The little girl hugged Frays, pressing her cheek against the thick fabric of the woman’s flak jacket. “You’re awesome. You made the bad guy stop.”
Amy felt a cold ball in the pit of her stomach. Frays had strangely almost forgotten about killing that man yesterday. If I ever find a priest I hope he doesn’t have any plans for the afternoon… the young woman thought dejectedly. Come to think of it, it had been at least four or five months since she had last given Confession. She pasted a smile onto her face as she returned Becca’s hug then lowered her to the floor. “Thanks, sweetie.” Amy said quietly and patted the girl’s cheek. “Go help Freddie take care of your brother, okay? Your Daddy, Frannie, Carl and me gotta talk for a minute.”
Amy glanced at Becca as she walked over to the couch and helped her brother pet the dog. “So okay, guys.” Frays said carefully. She kept her voice low to try and keep the kids from hearing her. “I think the neighbors might have a similar set up, even if they only come up in the summer or whatever. We can see if there’s a pump there.”
Adam nodded. “So how would we get it back?” he asked. The man regarded Frays and Rodriguez for a minute then looked at Carl out of the corner of his eye. “You’re pregnant and Rodriguez, how’s the leg? Seems like its better but we can’t leave one person here with the kids either.” He was looking forward to getting running water back if they were going to stay. There was a bucket lined with a trash bag that served as a toilet for now. After use, they had to bury their shit in the garden. 
“Why don’t we take the Humvee over?” Frannie said quietly. She liked the jarhead but he was a little thick sometimes. “On the other hand, why don’t we get outta here before more of those things show up? We gotta get Paulie to a doctor. The bleeding’s pretty much stopped but I can’t do much more for him. If it gets worse he might lose the whole hand.” 
Carl looked disturbed. He frowned and started fiddling with the odds and ends in his pockets. “Where would we go?” the boy asked sharply. He scowled at the others and shook his head. “Anybody work that out? How do we know it’s safe?”
Amy put an arm around her brother’s shoulders. “We don’t know it’ll be safe.” she whispered in his ear. “But we do need a Plan B, buddy. I don’t really wanna leave either but we may have to do it soon.”
“I don’t want you having my nephew in a ditch someplace, Aim.” Carl said angrily as he pushed away from the table and flung his sister’s arm off him. “It’s safe here. We’ve got food. You’re super smart. You’ll fix the water. I know you will. Maybe there’s a doctor in town or something. We can search around in there.”
Rodriguez shook her head. “What about the Bravo Charlies?” Frannie said slowly, glancing towards the kids. She was not sure if the little ones were on to their code phrase for the walking dead and they were upset enough as it was. “Town’s gotta be crawling with them, never mind the freeways and interstates. And like you said before Frays, the ones from the big towns are gonna start wandering out at some point.” 
“That doesn’t change the fact that we’ve gotta find help soon.” Lacey repeated his voice an urgent hiss. “Paulie needs a doctor to stitch up his hand. Am…Frays needs a baby doctor.” He looked across the table at Amy. “I mean…did you even have a checkup or something before everything went to hell?”
“The last time I saw a doctor was the post deployment stuff at Fort Dix.” Amy said, squirming in her chair a little bit. “I told you that before.” A doctor had given a class explaining the ‘effects of long periods of stress on the female reproductive system’ before she left the states and again while she was waiting in Kuwait for a flight back. During a six month long deployment she had only had her period once so it did not really strike her as odd that she missed a couple times after she got back, especially under current circumstances.  
“So are we going to Maine?” Lacey asked. He glanced over to check on Paulie then turned his attention back to the others. There was the naval bases there that they were looking at as they were the closest military instillations that they could guess had not been either overrun or destroyed by airstrikes. “It’s a long trip.”
“If we are, we should go soon.” Amy said quietly. She put an elbow on the table, resting her cheek in the palm of her hand. “In another couple of months I’ll probably be having to stop and pee every five minutes.” Lacey and Rodriguez chuckled behind their hands. Carl looked a little scared, probably by the prospect of heading out onto the road. Not that the rest of them seemed all that pleased with the idea either.
“Looks like it’d be an afternoon’s trip in regular times.” Frannie said as Amy opened her road atlas and spread it out on the table in front of them. She traced the most direct route with her finger. “I’d think we should plan on at least two weeks. Maybe more.”
Lacey frowned at the map. “Two weeks.” he grumbled as he tried to puzzle out a different way to the base. “Shouldn’t we start giving Paulie antibiotics or something?” Amy had insisted on giving Frannie antibiotics for weeks while she recovered from being shot last month. 
“I dunno.” Amy said as she watched the little boy sleeping on the couch. He looked so pale and tired… A brief fit of shivers ran down her spine and she wrapped her arms around herself to try and contain them. “We don’t have a lot of stuff left.” There were a lot of things that they did not have, come to think of it…
Rodriguez shifted in her chair to look at the kids. “Have you ever given him antibiotics?” she asked, turning her attention back to the others around the table. There was a drug hazed memory of struggling with Amy into the latrine at the country club, threatening to spray watery shit all over the seat of her pants and possibly getting it into the wound on her thigh. Dehydration was a serious thing, especially now that they were going to have to lug their water up from the lake for the foreseeable future. “I mean, if he gets the runs it might not be good.” 
The four of them sat around the table, each of them looking at the map in the middle of the table. The sun started throwing long shadows through the boards nailed over the windows. And so ends another action packed fun filled day… Carl thought as he watched the light retreating across the floor in the living room. “So are we going to shit or get off the pot?” the boy said, earning him a scowl from his big sister. 
“Okay, let’s get our stuff together and get ready to go.” Amy said with a nervous smile.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
21 June 2011, 1643 hours Old Trout Lane 10 miles north of Holden, Massachusetts              
It was about dinnertime. It was Amy’s turn to cook and thankfully Lacey and Carl had kept their smart remarks to themselves. She was barefoot as she and Becca were busy making a steaming pot of Top Ramen in the kitchen. For some reason her feet were getting so swollen in the evenings recently that she had to take her boots off for a little while. They might have gotten dinner ready faster but an impromptu water fight broke out while Frays was measuring some of the liquid out into a pot, the two of them flicking water at each other and giggling.



Adam grinned at the sight of his Frays and his little girl horsing around in the kitchen. It was good to hear Becca and Amy laughing for the first time in what seemed like forever. He was glad the two of them were getting along so well, even though Lacey could tell Amy was still nervous around the children. Not that he could blame her… He still found it hard to believe that Frays had done what she said she had. 
Amy brought the pot over to the kitchen table while Becca carried over the ladle and some spoons. “Here we go guys.” Frays said as she hefted the steaming container into the center of the table. “My specialty, Ramen noodles al Dente!” Adam and Carl set the table while Frannie got some of the soup for Paulie.
Frays said the blessing and they dug in. Amy smiled as she slurped up a mess of the noodles. For a briefest of moments she was sitting in her dorm room, the biggest problems in her life were midterms or the trig test next week or would the guy next door ever turn his dang radio down… She wiped absently at her cheek, a little ashamed to feel dampness there. I want my life back! Frays thought angrily. Amy hid her face in the palm of her hand as she struggled to get back in control of her emotions.
Adam put a hand on Frays’ shoulder, grounding her in the here and now. She smiled gratefully at him and dug into her noodles. They were going to leave in the morning. They had spent yesterday making sure the Humvee was ready to go: checking the oil, lubing the chassis, arranging things in the back of the truck to give them room for the kids and the dog. Becca and Paulie seemed excited about riding in the ‘Army truck’ as they called it.
Carl held Frannie’s hand for a moment under the table. They would be packed in the truck like sardines but then again he might be able to put an arm around her again. He had to wonder if she would ever let him kiss her. Carl wondered absently what she tasted like…
He hated to admit it but he was terrified about leaving even though he understood the necessity of the whole thing. Amy and Paulie needed a doctor. They were both hurt pretty bad and nobody knew how to deliver a baby...but it did not make him any less afraid of facing what was going on out there. 
Were the others scared too? Amy had just cried a little bit, but that was happening more and more often. Carl figured it was mainly because of the whole pregnancy thing never mind all the shit she had been through recently. He had read somewhere that the hormones or something could make a pregnant woman super crazy emotional or whatever. And he still felt bad for her after the sniper attack the other day. She had hid in Mom and Dad’s room all afternoon a couple days ago and had broken down a couple times since when she thought nobody was looking. He found himself hating whoever had done this to his sister, whoever had put her through whatever had fucked her head up so bad…
After dinner they gathered in the living room. Carl watched quietly while the others cleaned their weapons and made last checks of their gear. Amy got up and went to the back bedroom’s door and paused. She took a deep breath and charged inside, rushed over to the gun cabinet where she snatched up the 1014 and made a quick check of the shelves under the larger area where the guns had been stored to make sure they had all the ammo. The room still stank of death to her, even though they had done everything they could to clean up…afterwards…
She sat down on the floor next to Lacey’s feet and dug all of her M4 magazines out of the pouches on her LCS. She frowned at the aluminum mags on the floor between her legs. “Here guys.” Amy said as she passed the ammunition to Lacey and Rodriguez. Adam looked at the magazines she had given him and frowned. 
“Actually Frays, why don’t you and Rodriguez divide up my ammo?” he asked. The man looked at the two women and smiled a little bit. “You’re a way better shot than I am anyway. I’ll take that shotgun.” Amy gave him a sly little grin as she passed the weapon up to Lacey. “What?” he asked, making Amy snort a little laughter out of her nose. 
Amy shook her head a little and waved the question off. “Nothing. Nothing.” she said as another fit of giggles overtook her. There was something about the puzzled expression on the man’s face that just…struck her…as so…friggin’…funny! Frays curled up and with one hand pressed over her mouth and the other over her baby as if the two of them were sharing some kind of inside joke. 
Rodriguez rolled her eyes. “Crazy ass white people.” she muttered under her breath. Becca smiled at her from across the room but did not say anything about hearing the woman say a naughty word. Amy eventually caught hold of herself, at least a little bit even though she had a giant grin plastered all over her face. 
“Okay, we’re leaving in the morning.” Frays reminded everyone. She stood up and walked around the room, repressing a shudder as she carefully stepped over the dark stains on the carpet where Paulie had bled all over it. “We’ve got all the food, water, medical supplies and ammo we can crammed into the Humvee. The route’s planned, but we might need to change it once we’re on the ground.”
Lacey, Rodriguez and Carl listened intently to Frays’ briefing. “Under normal conditions, the trip would take about six or seven hours.” Amy said carefully. Paulie and his sister were also listening, the both of them trying to do their best impressions of the focused expression on their father’s face. Frays ticked off the points she wanted to hit on her fingers as she spoke. “It looks like we might be on the road for at least two weeks. While we are, we’re going to be monitoring the civilian and military radios. Hopefully the air station will have some airworthy birds on hand that can come pick us up.”
Carl smiled a little and looked at the others. “So we might get to ride in a helicopter or something? Very cool.” he said and tousled the children’s hair, trying to sound confident. “Hear that guys? How’s that sound?”
Amy gave her brother a look. Please don’t go getting their hopes up… she thought as she turned her attention back to the briefing. “Now, we don’t know what’s waiting for us. Its Maine so there’s likely less Bravo Charlies because there’s less people there. Hopefully, the squids held out or if they didn’t they fortified an island or something. I wish we knew what the situation was up there, but the radio in the Humvee doesn’t have the range and Carl’s radio’s been quiet for a week or so. And…well…you know what they say about wishes and horses.”
“That we’d all be eating steak?” Adam volunteered. He liked horses as much as the next guy but the thought of grilling up a nice plate of horse steaks made him a little hungry. Amy and the others laughed at his joke. Becca looked horrified when she realized what her dad had just said. He smiled and hugged his daughter, trying to reassure her that he was just kidding about eating a horsey. 
Amy rolled her eyes, shaking her head for a moment. “Okay, well…” she continued once the others calmed down “Main threats: of course there’s the Bravo Charlies and other survivors. How we’re mitigating that: by avoiding civilization where we can. Maintain noise/light discipline at all times. No white lights, no talking loud. The truck’s gonna be making enough racket, but it’s either drive or walk all the way.” She cleared her throat and sipped a little water from her camelbak. “There’s a danger of traffic accidents, but we’ll be alternating drivers and keeping speed to a minimum as the roads might be clogged with stalled or wrecked cars. We’ll go around where we can. Offroading it for a bit shouldn’t be a problem. Weather: if it starts to rain, whoever’s driving slow down. It’s been kind of hot lately, so make sure you’ve got plenty of water and drink up. Saline solution is on the list of things we need and don’t have, so keep hydrated because we won’t be able to give anybody an IV if they need it. We’ve got lots of food, but keep your eyes open. Eating MREs every day for two weeks or more will cause some um…problems…so we’re going to try and vary our diet if we can. 
“Remember to maintain good personal hygiene while we’re out there. Some of us are still hurt and we’re low on antibiotics so getting an infection or anything will be very bad. We don’t have much in the way of cold or flu meds either so be careful, okay guys? Frannie, I’m counting on you to help take care of Paulie. We’ve gotta keep him clean and change his bandages as often as we can. I’ll keep taking the prenatal vitamins that Carl grabbed for me because he’s awesome. I think the baby’s alright but it’ll be a load off my mind if the squids have an ultrasound machine or something.” Amy looked at her hands for a second and nodded almost imperceptibly. “Okay, that’s all I got. Anybody else got anything they wanna add?”
Frannie looked at the others. She could tell Carl was scared shitless of what might happen out there but to his credit he was trying to hide it. For that matter, Lacey looked like he was more or less crapping his pants too. It was still safe here for the time being anyways. However, yeah, it was only a matter of time until dozens or maybe hundreds of those things found them. It was the fear of being trapped and slowly starving to death (again) that made her agree with Frays and want to take their chances on the squids being alright. That was even before poor little Paulie got mutilated by that fat douchebag… 
After the briefing broke up everybody started heading towards their beds. Becca and her dad curled up on the floor near the couch so that Lacey could be nearby if his son needed him. Amy went into her parents’ room and threw herself down on the bed. Carl was taking the recliner tonight. Frannie broke out Carl’s radio and put in an earbud, rotating through the different stations as she had first watch. 
The boy tossed and turned uneasily, unable to get to sleep. He decided to settle on watching Frannie. She really was a hottie in spite of how messed up her face was and stuff. She seemed half awake as she fiddled with the radio, hoping to hear the sound of another human voice. After awhile she stood up and slipped the little plastic box into the cargo pocket of her ACUs, stretched and headed for the sliding glass doors. Carl quickly closed his eyes and pretended to be asleep so the woman would not catch him staring at her. She picked her way around Lacey and Becca and slipped out onto the deck. Carl hesitated for a moment then got up and quietly followed after her.
He found the woman sitting on the deck, her back against the railing and smoking a cigarette. It was reasonably well lit due to the clear skies and three quarter moon high overhead. She smiled at him as she hid the cherry of her cigarette behind her hand. “Get down, Carl.” Frannie whispered motioning with her other hand for him to join her. “If there’s anybody watching they might see you.”
Carl did not need any prodding even with the threat of surprise amateur performed express mailed lobotomy.  He sat down next to Rodriguez and scooted as close to her as he dared. “You scared too?” he asked after a couple uneasy moments. Frannie slipped an arm around his waist and rested her head on Carl’s shoulder. 
“Shit yeah.” she admitted as she snuggled a little closer to Carl’s chest. “If you’d have been out there…” It was warm out but thankfully there did not seem to be much in the way of insects. Carl moved a little closer and put an arm around her shoulders. The two of them sat there quietly for a little while simply holding each other tightly and listening to the night noises around them.
“I hope we’ve got enough food. We were starving to death in this shitty little town east of here. There was like thirty or forty of us…not enough food, never knowing when the water was going to go off…” Frannie shuddered at the memory. “Everybody started going crazy. One of my soldiers totally flipped out…raped this female, shot himself…” 
Carl held her tight, running the palm of his hand up and down her arm. “It won’t be like that this time, Frannie.” he said trying to sound reassuring. “We’ve got like a billion tons of food crammed into that truck.” 
She smiled up at him and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. He looked so startled that she might have slapped him instead, making Frannie smile and actually blush a little bit. Another awkward silence filled the air as the two of them looked at one another… It happened so fast that neither one of them really could figure out how it exactly came about. They were mauling each other, frenetically trying to tear each other’s clothes off as fast as possible like a balloon filled too much and bursting in a confusion of nervous sexual energy. 
Lacey woke to muffled noises out on the deck. He carefully extracted himself from his daughter and crept to the door, M16 at the ready as he slowly slid the door open. Adam flicked the tac light on and off the Marine turning red to the ears. “Ah…er…” Lacey stammered, his voice catching in his throat as he lowered his rifle and looked away his cheeks burning. Frannie and Carl came apart in a tangle of semi-naked limbs, falling over one another to cover their bare. “Um…carry on.” 
“What is it, Lacey?” Frays asked. She was standing in the dining room, her M4 held at low ready. He had almost forgotten how light a sleeper she could be. A stricken look came to the woman’s face. “Where’s Frannie and Carl? She’s supposed to be on watch!” 
She started to rush past him, almost tripping over the dog and stepping on Becca. “Whoa, whoa Frays!” Lacey said as he tried to intercept her. Amy stopped when the door slid open and the others slunk guiltily into the house. It only took her a second for her to figure out what had been going on out there. Frannie’s hair was half out of the bun on the back of her head and Carl had his tee shirt on backward. Adam was just as surprised as the rest when Amy just shook her head and chuckled on her way back to bed. 
Becca and her brother looked at the grownups with bleary eyes. “Daddy, what’s going on?” Paulie asked from the couch. He became very scared when he saw that Dad and Amy and Frannie were standing around looking nervous with their guns in their hands. “Are the Bad People here?”
Amy froze next to the kitchen table and turned on her heel and turned to watch Frannie kneel next to the couch. A small smile crept to her face as she went over to lean against the little fence separating the living room from the dining room, watching Rodriguez and Lacey as they comforted the children. Her hands slowly drifted towards her stomach feeling for the little lump under the layers of Kevlar. She could not help but feel kind of small and lonely. 
“You okay, Aim?” Carl asked as he ambled over towards her. He glanced at Frannie and grinned. “Um…she’s good with the kids, huh?” He frowned and looked guiltily at the floor, the ceiling, anywhere but his big sister’s eyes. “Um…”
“Hey, I’m the last person here who should have anything to say about you fooling around with my friend.” Amy said and gave her little brother a playful punch on the arm. “However, you are pulling everybody else’s watch for the rest of the night since you’ve got so much energy. Wake us up if the radio says anything.”
Lacey could not help but watch Frays for a minute. The woman was what his grandfather would have called ‘sturdy’ with ‘good child bearin’ hips’. She was snoring quietly (for her anyways) on the bed, her dark brown hair an unruly mess under her head. The woman’s face was seemingly untroubled. Adam was glad to see that she seemed to be sleeping peacefully for once. When things had first started to get bad she had been plagued with nightmares for weeks, bad enough to keep her from getting any real rest. He still could not help but feel incredibly guilty over any role he might have played in that. 
He noticed that her tan was fading some but the skin usually covered by her clothing was still only a few shades darker than the white sheets she was sleeping on. He almost reached out and shook her until he remembered what happened to Carl when he did that.
He poked Amy’s shoulder with the buttstock of his M16. “Hey, Frays.” Lacey said softly, continuing to jostle the woman with his rifle “Time to get up. Breakfast time.” Amy grumbled and rolled onto her side then sat up. She dug something crusty out of the corner of her eye and looked at him. He smiled. “C’mon. Your brother and Frannie made up the last of the powdered eggs and some home fries.”
She smiled, but it did not quite reach her eyes. “Yum.” Frays grumbled as she stretched and felt around on the floor for her boots. “You know I think I’d do just about anything for some real eggs.” Amy started frenetically struggling to tie her bootlaces. “Gotta pee. Gotta pee. Gotta pee…” Lacey held in a laugh as the woman rolled over the bed, shoved him out of the doorway and sprinted down the hall. “Back to me, would ya?” Amy called over her shoulder as she tugged the bars on the door out of her way. 
Amy barely made it outside and into the little bit of grass down the stairs on the right. Thankfully Frannie must have heard her and followed outside instead of Lacey. “Look…about last night…” Rodriguez said quietly as she kept an eye on the surrounding area.
Frays frowned as she squatted against the side of the house to conduct business. “Don’t worry.” she whispered and finished up. “Like I told Carl, I’d be the biggest hypocrite in the world if I gave either one of you any crap. Just…please…he’s young. I think you’re the first girl that he’s ever even talked to. Just…be careful, okay? Please?” Amy looked at the ground and nudged a little rock to one side with the toe of her boot. “And…er…thanks for taking care of me the other day.”
Frannie clapped her friend on the shoulder as they went back into the house. “Hey, you guys pulled my ass outta the fire. You coulda left me there but you didn’t. And…well…I kinda owe you and Lacey one.” she said as she held open the door for Frays. “C’mon. I’m starving. Did you know they canned potatoes? I sure as hell didn’t.”
They ate quickly after Amy said the blessing. Paulie and Becca looked worriedly at the grownups. “We gotta leave the note for Mommy.” Paulie protested once they finished eating. Frays and Lacey were doing the dishes so the boy pushed away from the table and rushed to his father’s side. The little boy tugged on the leg of Adam’s trousers. “Daddy, we gotta leave a note for Mommy and Amy and Carl’s Mommy and Daddy!” 
Lacey met Frays’ eyes for a long moment. They both seemed to be fighting back tears, neither one of them able to speak. “I know, buddy.” Adam said at last, his voice a hoarse whisper, as he forced a smile and roughed up the boy’s hair. “Just a minute. When we’re done with the dishes, okay?”
Amy put a hand on Paulie’s shoulder and squeezed. “Can I help you, buddy?” she asked after she finished washing the last plate in the sink. “I wanna make sure that my mom and dad know what’s going on, okay?”
Frays dried her hands as Becca and Paulie brought the girl’s notebook to the table. Amy sat down and hefted the children into her lap, giving the little ones a pen and flipping the book open to a blank page. Becca and Paulie shared the pen, taking turns scrawling a note to their mother. The little girl gave the pen back to Amy. “Your turn, Amy.” she said and pressed her cheek against Frays’ chest. 
Frays nodded gravely. She had no idea how she did not burst into tears as she listened to the children tell her what the scribbles they made on the paper meant. Amy frowned as she flipped the notebook to a clean page. The woman took a deep breath and hesitated before starting. She had to stop a couple times, pinching the bridge of her nose and squeezing her eyes shut. “Hey, Carl.” Amy called down the hall to her brother. “Want to add anything?” 
Carl hugged his big sister and took her seat at the table. His face scrunched up as he read what Amy, Becca and Paulie had written. He hid his face behind the palm of his hand, the young man’s shoulders trembling as he struggled to contain himself. Frays put her hand on her brother’s shoulder then bent slightly and whispered something in his ear. Finally Carl picked up the pen and started to write. 
Amy retreated to the foyer, one hand jammed in her armpit the other clasped tightly over her mouth. Lacey stuck his head in and frowned. “You okay?” he asked as he took a few tentative steps into the room. “Becca and Paulie are ready to go. Wanna take one last look around with me and make sure we’ve got everything?”
“Yeah. Yeah, sure.” Amy nodded as she tried to collect herself. She took a couple deep breaths then pulled open the coat closet in the foyer. Frays leafed through the garments hanging there and frowned as she gathered an armload of heavy down jackets. It was warm out now, but in a couple months they might be kicking themselves if they did not grab any cold weather gear. Plus the warm coats could make a handy impromptu pillow or blanket if they had to.
Adam watched her pulling the coats out of the closet for a moment. The man glanced over his shoulder then went to Amy’s side. She made a passable attempt at a smile at him. Come to think of it he could not remember if he had ever seen a genuine smile on the woman’s face. The thought made him a little sad for some reason. He thought her warm dark brown eyes were very pretty and he could not help but be a little curious if she had a smile to match. Adam turned to leave her to whatever she was doing then paused and went back. “He was very proud of you.” Lacey said quietly. He sighed and looked awkwardly at his boots for a moment. “He loved you and felt terrible about how he treated you.” 
Amy’s chest heaved as she struggled to keep from breaking down. How did he know exactly what she needed to hear? An odd thought occurred to her. She had cried for Sergeant Emery. She had cried for Jacob. Heck, she had cried for Jean and she barely even knew the woman. She had even cried for Powers and he had tried to kill her…even if that had been an accident. But for some reason she could not cry for her own parents.   
She was sad to be leaving and would be even if her mother and father were not buried here. There were so many happy memories here from before: before Iraq, before this…plague…or whatever this was when her family was whole and together.
This place had been a summer sanctuary from the kids that teased her at school. At first they made fun of her because she was kind of gangly, plain looking and smarter than the others and then because she was almost ten years younger than the other students. Her memories of this place were full of hazy carefree days spent swimming and fishing and playing in the woods with the few other kids that came up with their families for the summer… Dad would take a week off from work to take her and Carl deer hunting here in the fall, complete with a note explaining that his kids conveniently had the flu or something to give to their teachers afterward.
Leaving it behind was just another part of her old life that she was losing and would most likely never get back. Amy had always secretly hoped that she would get to bring her kids here some day to enjoy the place as she had growing up. Abandoning the camp was just another physical reminder of everything she had lost over the past few months and it hurt so bad…
Frays glanced at the door, now crossed over with the nailed together boards. Adam put his arms around her, holding the smaller woman to his chest. She did not trust herself to so much as open her mouth. Amy simply held on to him as tight as she could somehow just barely keeping from bawling her eyes out again. 
He held her close and slowly rocked the woman from side to side as he had with his wife when she was angry or worried about something. Adam sighed and tightened his grip on her for a moment before releasing Frays and holding her at arm’s length. “C’mon.” she said at last, smiling at him and clapping him on the shoulder. “I’ll double check and make sure that the kids got all their stuff.”
They gathered up the last little odds and ends out of the house. Amy also insisted that they leave a care package of sorts on the dining room table for anyone that might come by after they had gone: two cases of MREs, a gallon of boiled lake water as well as the .44 Special revolver Adam had found and its ammunition. Becca made sure the note was displayed prominently on the table as well with one of the cases of MREs holding it in place. 
They piled into the truck, the children wedged between Carl and Frannie on the back seat. Freddie rode in the back of the truck with the gear, the animal excited by the possibility of ‘going buh bye’. Frays found herself slowly getting used to the dog but she was glad that the black lab would be in the back of the truck where he would not be a danger.  
Amy snapped her M4 into the rack by the steering column and secured it in place with the Velcro strap, exchanging a nervous look with Lacey before pulling out her Saint Joan’s medal and praying quietly in Latin. After a hasty Amen, she held the starter switch. The starter motor whined a couple times before the powerful diesel engine turned over and Frays put the vehicle in gear, backing down the hill then driving out onto the main road.
The roads were relatively clear most of the way north to Princeton. “Holy Mother of God.” Amy muttered, making the sign of the cross as they rolled closer to town. The place looked a lot like the on base housing units at Hanscomb. There was nothing but charred bones of houses and buildings as far as they could see on either side of the road. A couple shambling forms wandered through the ruins but if they were infected or just healthy people in shock from whatever happened it was impossible to tell. Amy decided to err on the side of caution and stepped on the gas speeding away from them as fast as the terrain would allow.
It took a couple minutes but they stumbled across the source of the disaster that had befallen Princeton. It looked like a big fiery fist had punched a divot into what Lacey guessed used to be the town’s main drag. “Looks like a gas main sprung a leak.” he observed, his tone almost clinically detached as Frays steered the vehicle around the several hundred meter wide chasm where the street used to be. He thought he could make out a huge pipe that had been split by the explosion in the side of the hole. When did it go up? They almost certainly would have heard an explosion that big at the cabin. 
Amy maneuvered the vehicle around the side of the crater and put on a little more gas to get the truck clear of the crumbling pavement on the edge of the hole. “Don’t look, kids.” Amy said as she took the truck around the blackened skeleton of a car on the other side. There were three or four Bravo Charlies stumbling towards them, tripping over debris scattered over the blacktop. Frays pressed down on the gas and plowed them over, their bodies bouncing off the truck’s brush guard with meaty thumps. She tried to not hear the sickening crunch of bone under the vehicle’s tires as she rolled over the zombies.
The road out of town was fairly clear even though Amy had to steer around the occasional ruined car or pile of debris. Frays was glad to see that it did not look like any of the infected they had seen wandering what had up until recently been Princeton seemed to be chasing them. She glanced at her watch what seemed like a couple hours later, squirming uncomfortably in the driver’s seat. “Crap. I need a five minute break.” Amy announced as she steered the truck to the side of the road. “Keep your eyes open, guys.”
Lacey rolled his eyes. “Jeez, already?” he joked as Frays stopped the truck and put on the parking brake “We’ve only been on the road for like an hour. Didn’t you go before we left?” Amy gave him a sour look and climbed out of the Humvee. The others climbed out a few moments later to stretch their legs and let Freddie empty his bladder too. Carl and Adam kept the others away from Frays, who leaned against the driver’s side front tire squatting with her trousers around her ankles. Frannie stood nearby with her back to the woman making sure the others kept their distance, providing at least a little bit of privacy. 
After they had conducted their business they filled their water sources from one of the cans in the back then piled back into the truck. Adam took the wheel this time, he and Frays switching so that she was in the front passenger’s seat. The weather was nice and warm, a pleasant breeze stirring the thick stands of trees on either side of the road. It was getting quiet and kind of tense in the truck.
“Who knows a joke?” Frays suggested as she let her eyes scan from the road to the shoulder, the trees and back again slowly in search of anything that might look like an ambush or some other danger. She wished that they had a couple pairs of NODs or something so that they could drive at night without turning on the vehicle’s white lights or at least see what was going on around them if they stopped after dark. “C’mon, somebody’s gotta know one. Just remember there’s kids so keep it clean everybody.” 
They were all quiet for a minute, thinking. It was kind of absurd. A joke? Now? Carl spoke up first. “There was this U2 concert in Dublin.” he began, pausing to scratch an itch on the tip of his nose. “Bono calls for a moment of silence in the middle of the set and once everybody calms down he starts clapping his hands” Carl clapped his own hands, about once every couple seconds or so “Bono says ‘Every time I clap my hands a child in Africa dies’. The whole place is quiet for a little bit then this guy shouts out in the back of the concert hall ‘THEN STOP DOIN’ IT YA FECKIN’ SICKO! JAYSUS!”
The kids looked confused at the joke but everyone else cracked up making Carl look pleased with himself. The smiles fell away from their faces as they rolled down the road and came around a bend. A big orange Ford F250 and a rusty red and silver Bronco blocked both lanes of the road about a quarter mile down the road. “Whoa, whoa Lacey.” Amy said quietly as the man started slowing the Humvee down. The two of them peered at the vehicles straining their eyes to see if the roadblock was abandoned. 
Adam looked over at Frays. “What do we do?” he asked quietly. His palms got sweaty on the steering wheel and he glanced over his shoulder at his kids. They were scared and Paulie was still pale… A familiar, cold look was on Frays’ face when he looked back at her. The truck was rolling towards the roadblock…Lacey had taken his foot off the accelerator. Visions of the shitstorm that had gone down in Concord started dancing in his head. 
“Hold on, kids.” Frays ordered as she braced herself against the dashboard. She patted her little passenger with one hand. Sorry, little guy! Amy thought guiltily as she glanced back at Lacey. “Punch it, man.” Frays muttered a prayer to Saint Catharine as Adam mashed down the accelerator. 
The Humvee’s engine roared, pressing them back in their seats and leaving a trail of burned rubber on the blacktop. Several figures sprang up from behind the trucks and sprinted for the woods on either side of the road. One of them raised a handgun, firing wild shots over his shoulder as he fled into the forest. There was a terrific screech of metal on metal impact when the Humvee slammed into the trucks blocking the road. Their truck fishtailed, threatened to flip over but Lacey somehow managed to keep the big sand colored vehicle on the road. 
The kids were screaming in the back seat, the two of them getting thrown around between Carl and Frannie. Amy’s head snapped back when the Humvee plowed through the trucks frying her left arm like a slab of hamburger slapped onto a hot grill. Adam gave a glance around the inside of the truck. “Everybody okay?!” he stomped on the gas and glanced in the truck’s side view mirror. “I can’t believe it! Look at that!”
Amy looked in the mirror on her side of the truck and grinned. If the would-be robbers were going to come after them it would have to be on foot. The Humvee had knocked both vehicles into the ditch on either side of the road at odd angles. Their trucks were stuck and it would be hard to get them out. Frays felt no inclination to stop and lend a hand. “We’re alright, guys.” she said as the truck bellowed around a corner.
A small compound of structures that looked kind of like barns made from corrugated steel came up on their right hand side of the road. A truck screamed out of behind the smallest barn, tearing across the compound’s gravel parking lot. “Hold on!” Frannie shouted, trying to get her M4 to bear on the vehicle. Adam veered to the left but the Chevy S10 caught the back bumper. The Humvee spun hard, its tires squealing and smoking as it clipped the guardrail on the side of the road. 
Amy jammed her carbine out of her window and squeezed the trigger, waving the weapon back and forth as she dropped half a magazine of 5.56 into the S10’s cab leaving the vehicle’s windscreen a spider’s web of cracked safety glass. The noise was deafening as Frays’ weapon sprayed hot brass into the laps, chests and faces of those in the back seat. “DRIVE! GO! GO! GO!” she shouted, banging her nonfiring hand on the dash. Amy frantically ejected the empty magazine and jammed a fresh one into the M4’s magazine well then slapped the weapon’s bolt release to chamber a round. The empty magazine rattled around on the floor of the truck when Lacey cranked the wheel and slammed down the gas leaving the scene in a plume of burnt rubber and exhaust. It was only after they were a half mile down the road that he realized that Becca and Paulie were sobbing behind him. 
Frannie slowly loosened the white knuckle grip she had on her M4’s pistol grip. Abandoned houses came and went, barely noticed by the occupants of the Humvee. “Is everybody okay?” she asked, setting the carbine aside and pinning it against the vehicle’s door with her thigh. Becca was closest to her so the woman started checking the little girl over first. “You okay, Becca? You alright?” 
It looked like Becca had mainly been scared by the excitement and there was an angry red mark on her forearm where an expended shell casing had burned her. Frannie’s heart leapt into her throat when she moved to check her brother. “Lacey, Frays we need to stop.” Rodriguez said, keeping her voice low and measured but giving the two of them an urgent look when they glanced over their shoulders at her. Rodriguez was holding the boy’s injured hand above his head while trying to get pressure on the stumps of his fingers. 
“There!” Frays said and pointed towards a gap in the trees. There was a driveway cutting off the road to their right, a barely noticeable gap in the trees. Lacey let of the gas and wrenched the wheel the truck sending it skidding and sliding down the shady and overgrown gravel road. Amy felt a sudden pang of something kind of like homesickness for a moment. The driveway looked an awful lot like the road leading up to her parents’ hunting camp.
The vehicle exploded into a clearing, a small two story farmhouse appearing in front of them. Lacey slammed on the brakes sending everyone pressing against their seatbelts. Frays and Lacey bailed out covering the house with their weapons as Carl tried to get out. His long barreled Mosin-Nagant got hung up on the doorframe… “Carl, hurry up!” Amy shouted at her brother as she knelt, sparing a glance at the young man. “Get to cover!” 
It was still and quiet save for the sound of the children crying. Frannie forced a smile as she tried to tighten the bandage around Paulie’s hand. “Shh…” she whispered hoping she sounded somewhat comforting “It’s alright, buddy. I gotcha. You’re gonna be okay.” The blood was oozing out, soaking through the bandage and running down the boy’s arm. His face was getting alarmingly pale. “Shit…” she muttered under her breath. “Frays, can you come over here please?” 
Amy kept low, using the truck for cover, as she came over to Paulie and Rodriguez. “Oh, Jeez…” Frays whispered as she rushed forward. The ground under the boy was rapidly becoming a little mud puddle from the blood dripping off of his elbow. His wounds had somehow gotten opened up in all the excitement. “How you doin’ little guy? Don’t worry. Me and Frannie are gonna take real good care of you, alright?” 
Frannie and Amy exchanged nervous glances. Frays dug furiously through her CLS kit trying to find something, anything that might resemble a fresh pressure bandage. The poor boy’s face was pale and his skin was getting that peculiar waxy sheen to it that told her he was going into shock. “Crap. Paulie, stay with us buddy.” she smiled and gently slapped the boy’s cheek. “Talk to me, little guy.”
Amy poked her head up for a second, sparing a look at Adam and her brother. “Carl, Lacey clear that house. We need to get the kids inside time: now!” she ordered as her hand thankfully closed around what felt like a bandage. Frays glanced upwards and gave a quick prayer of thanks before tearing open the plastic wrapper with her teeth as Rodriguez carefully pulled off the old one and threw it aside. The little boy whimpered as Frays replaced the bandage and tried to get it in place as tight as she could without cutting off the circulation to what was left of the boy’s hand. “Sorry, sorry kiddo.” 
Carl and Lacey appeared on the porch of the house. “C’mon.” Adam called, waving them towards the building. “Get in here. I’ll move the Humvee around back of the house.” Frannie gathered up the boy while Amy took Becca’s hand and the two of them bundled the children and took them inside. Freddie jumped out of the back of the truck and sprinted inside, almost knocking Frannie on her butt. 
“Damn dog!” Rodriguez shouted as she brought Paulie into what looked like a hallway. The animal scrambled past her and farther into the house, Freddie’s toenails scratching and tapping on the wood floor. She stood there a moment unsure of where to go.
Carl stuck his head out of a doorway a few feet down the hall. “In here, Frannie.” he called, waving her into the room. It looked like a long disused living room or parlor, its chairs and couch looking somewhat moldy and the older style faux wood television was coated in a thick layer of dust. Frannie put the little boy down on the couch and smoothed his hair away from his face. The place was kind of humid and moldy smelling with a faint hint of decay.
“Okay, buddy.” Frannie said quietly as she patted Paulie’s shoulder. “I need you to keep your hand with the owwie up on the back of the couch, okay? Can you do that, buddy?” She smiled reassuringly at the boy and rubbed his cheek. “I’ll be right back with your dad. I just need to get some stuff out of the truck. Amy and Carl’s right here if you need anything.” 
Amy hurried over to one of the chairs and sat the little girl down. “Are you okay?” Frays asked as she patted the Becca down. She fought to keep a grimace off of her face as her left arm felt like she had banged her funny bone really, really hard. A twinge of guilt did backflips through her stomach at ordering Lacey to run the blockade. That feeling only deepened when the girl lifted up her shirt revealing a couple red marks in the shape of expended 5.56 casings on her chest and stomach. Amy dried the tears still running down Becca’s face as she held the little girl and stroked her hair for a moment. “Oh, kiddo…I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.” 
Frannie and Adam came into the house through the back door a moment later loaded down with water cans, cases of MREs, some ammo and Eamon’s medical bag. Amy and Carl rushed to help them set down their burdens around the room. Lacey went over to the couch and spread a parka over his son then sat down with the little boy’s head in his lap. 
Amy looked at Lacey across the room. She sighed and left Becca for a moment, wandering out in search of the kitchen. The little room at the back of the house was just as dingy and misused as the rest of what little she had seen of the house so far, but she was heartened by the little black woodstove in the corner. Frays guessed that it was antique, probably just there for looks… She grunted when she checked out the pipe leading from the stove to the wall. It seemed that she was wrong. Never underestimate Yankee practicality. Frays thought as she built a small fire in the stove.
A few moments later there was a cheery little blaze going in the potbelly stove. Amy looked at the fire, a sick feeling roiling around in her stomach. She hated the idea that occurred to her but kept telling herself that it was necessary, that Paulie would eventually bleed to death if it was not done… Amy built up the fire a little more then turned and rooted around in the drawers until she found a wide carving knife. She set it on top of the stove and went back into the parlor. 
“Lacey, Rodriguez…” Frays said from the hall. “On me.” She leaned against the dirty cracked plaster wall, hands jammed in her armpits as she waited for Frannie and Adam to join her. “Frannie, have you gotten that bleeding to stop yet? I’m out of quik-clot.” 
Frannie looked grave. “Poor little guy’s lost a lot.” she said quietly. The woman shook her head and sighed. “I’m out too. It stops for awhile but he keeps coming open.” Rodriguez swallowed hard and took a drink of water from her camelbak. A little color drained from Frays’ face but the woman nodded.
“We’ve got to cauterize it then.” Amy said quietly, feeling sick but trying to keep it from showing. “Lacey, Rodriguez…I’ll do it, but you’ve got to keep him still and calm. Frannie, give him some more painkillers. Have Carl take Becca in the other room.” The idea of hurting another little boy…it made her hands shake and her knees rubbery. She paced in the kitchen, telling herself that she was just giving Carl time to get Becca away. Rodriguez needed a minute to sweet talk Paulie in to taking a pill. Hopefully it would make him sleepy…
She threw a couple more sticks on the fire from the wood box next to the stove and stoked up the blaze. Lacey came down the hall and stood in the kitchen. “Frannie just got Paulie to take his meds.” the Marine said. Amy marveled at the way the man’s face could mirror the way she felt at times like these. He looked sick and scared and a little tired. “Should give him a minute for it to kick in.” 
Amy nodded. “Okay.” She started pacing again and Adam strode into her path. He put his hands on her shoulders, holding Frays at arm’s length. They looked into each other’s eyes for a long moment. Lacey took a deep breath and clapped her on the shoulder. Frays put every ounce of energy she could muster into trying to make her hands stop shaking. “I think I’m about ready to go. I’ll be right in.”
Adam swallowed, casting a nervous glance at the carving knife on top of the stove. The air in the kitchen was like a blast furnace from the fire. “I…” he started but Frays cut him off with shake of her head. 
“No. I got it, man.” Amy smiled weakly. Geez, I feel like I’m gonna puke. Frays thought and patted Lacey’s shoulder then picked up the knife off of the stove. The handle was hot in her hand but not quite hot enough to burn through her gloves. “You’re his daddy and if he’s gonna get mad at anybody I’d rather it be me than you.”   
Frays followed Lacey into the living room. Thankfully Carl, Becca and Freddie were not there. “Okay, buddy.” Amy said quietly as she crossed the room to the couch. “I’m real sorry about this, but I gotta do it to make your owwie better. Understand?” Somehow she was able to run a hand over the boy’s hair without it shaking. The poor little guy looked so tiny and pale and scared… “Frannie, Adam…hold him down.”
Amy unwound the bandage from around Paulie’s hand. The boy screamed when she had to tug the linen off of the stumps of his missing fingers. She flinched, grimaced. “Shh…sorry, buddy.” Frays said then steeled herself and moved so that she was using her body to block what she was doing from the boy’s eyes. She took a deep breath then pressed the hot blade of the knife against the stump of Paulie’s ring finger. 
The little boy let out an ear piercing shriek and thrashed the two grownups barely able to hold the writhing child down. Frays felt very far away from the whole thing, like she was watching herself in a bad dream. There was a residue of charred skin and burned blood on the knife blade when she pried it off. “It’s okay, buddy.” Frannie whispered and smiled at the little boy. She ran her fingers through Paulie’s hair and kissed his forehead. “You’re very brave. Shh…you’re my brave little soldier, huh?”
Amy wanted to puke but she pressed the knife against the stump of the boy’s pinkie finger. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Paulie.” she whispered to the boy as they struggled to keep the screeching, thrashing child still. Frays held the knife there for a second then threw it down and kicked it across the room when she was at least reasonably certain she had done enough to seal off the blood vessels in the boy’s severed fingers. Amy pressed her palms against her eyes for a second, struggling to keep from blowing chunks all over the floor. The room stank of terror, pain and scorched human flesh. 
Rodriguez tapped her on the shoulder. “C’mon, let’s get outta here for a minute.” she said, the scars on the woman’s face standing out against the pale skin of her face. Frays could guess that it was getting to her too. “I need some air.” 
Amy nodded and climbed to her feet. “Okay.” She glanced down at the little boy, guilt and nausea tearing things up in her stomach like a couple of wet cats tied up in a sack. He was crying in his dad’s lap, clinging to the man. “I’ll tell Carl it’s alright to bring Becca and the dog back in.”
Amy found Becca and Carl sitting in what looked like it might have been a dining room or something at some point. The little girl was curled up in Carl’s lap and the two of them were petting Freddie, the dog’s tail quivering back and forth. “It…we’re done in there.” Frays said quietly and followed Rodriguez out into the kitchen. 
There was a back door which opened onto a set of wooden steps that had obviously seen better days. They squeaked and groaned as the two women walked out into the overgrown grass between what Frays judged to be a barn and what might have been a smokehouse ages ago. “Gimme a cigarette.” Frays said flatly. Her legs felt wobbly so she sat down hard. There was a warm breeze blowing across the pasture. She was trying to catch her breath and her hands were shaking so bad…
Rodriguez sat down next to Frays and dug out the crinkled pack of cigarettes that she had taken off of the dead man. She thumbed the pack open and frowned. “I don’t suppose one would hurt.” Frannie took two white and brown cancer sticks out and handed one to her friend. The woman grinned wryly. “Doesn’t matter anyways. Last two.” She thought that Frays did not need the temptation of knowing about the other pack hidden in the bottom of her rucksack.
Amy chuffed as she took one and jammed it into the corner of her mouth. Frannie lit Amy’s cigarette then her own, the two of them sitting in the grass. Frays eventually lay on her back and looked up at the sky, blowing smoke out of her nose. There were white puffy clouds blowing by overhead, the peacefulness of the whole thing was kind of strange after what happened in the last hour or so. The grass smelled good the fresh green growing smell a pleasant contrast to the parlor. Amy lifted her head and let it drop back into the grass suddenly a little dizzy. The nicotine was starting to give her a little bit of a head rush.
She propped herself up on her elbows and looked towards the house at the sound of the back door opening. Becca and Carl came out onto the grass with Freddie in tow. Carl’s jaw dropped when he saw the cigarette dangling out of his sister’s mouth. “Amy! What the hell?!” he demanded as he made a beeline for his big sister. Frannie snickered into her palm. The man’s tone reminded her of a pissed off Drill Sergeant. “Put that thing out!” He snatched the cigarette out of her mouth and threw it into the grass. “Jeez, Aim…what are you doing to my nephew? Seriously.”
Amy was on her feet in a flash. She shoved her brother away, fist suddenly cocked behind her ear. “Oh jeez…” Frays mumbled under her breath as her shoulders sagged, the woman’s hands falling limp at her sides. She turned away from Carl and hid her face in her hand for a moment. “Carl…” 
“What?” Carl said his tone so snotty that it was only through sheer force of will that Frays did not turn around and belt him one right in the mouth. Typical spoiled rotten little maggot… Frays thought furiously. “You’re pregnant, Aim! The fuck!?”
“GET OFF MY BACK, YOU SPOILED LITTLE SHIT!” Amy shouted. She shook her head, took off her patrol cap and ran a hand over her hair then turned to face her brother. Her entire body quaked with just barely restrained fury. “YOU’RE NOT MY DAD, YOU’RE NOT MY BOYFRIEND SO SHUT UP! JUST SHUT UP!” Carl looked like he did not quite know what to do. She slapped her cover back on and shoved past him marching back into the house. 
Carl glanced from his sister to Frannie and back again. “Can you watch Becca?” he asked and took off after Amy. The woman had a good head start climbed the stairs into the kitchen before he finally managed to catch up. “Aim…c’mon…I’m sorry.” 
Amy leaned against the dusty kitchen counter, hiding her face in the palm of her hand. “Aim, I’m sorry.” Carl repeated as he puffed up the stairs. “Please…I didn’t mean it. I’m not mad.” He walked into the kitchen and tentatively took a couple steps closer to the woman. 
“Carl, please…just…just leave me alone.” Frays grumbled into the palm of her hand. She was shaking and she felt like she was going to be sick again. “Please…” She hurried across the kitchen to the sink and leaned over the basin, becoming sick into the dusty metal sink. 
Her brother hustled over and put a hand on her shoulder, making comforting noises into Amy’s ear. “C’mon Aim…” Carl murmured as he helped his sister into the living room. “It’s okay, sis. Just sit down over here and take a load off.” 
“We’ve gotta get going soon.” Amy said, jerking herself free of Carl. She hated acting like some scared little girl who was crying and getting sick all the time. Frays scowled at him as she rinsed her mouth out with a little water from her camelbak. She had gotten her Bachelors Degree at sixteen, graduated near the top of her class at the Academy, did a tour in a friggin’ war zone and had almost gotten her Masters at twenty before everything went to heck. Now her little brother was going to be bossing her around and treating her like she was crazy or something? Aw, heck no. That stuff was not gonna fly. 
“Hey, Lacey.” Frays said as she walked into the room. The Marine and his son both looked at her, the little boy still curled up in his father’s lap. “Let’s grab a bite and get going.” She crouched next to Paulie and smiled sympathetically. “What do you say, buddy? Ready to get going again?”
Frannie brought Becca and Freddie back in a few moments later. Frays, Rodriguez and Lacey showed the others how to cook MREs. It was hard for Frannie to tell what the kids liked more: the way the heater steamed like magic when you put water in the plastic bag or the fact that the MREs came with candy and crackers and peanut butter. “Army people get embenembs?” Becca asked as she marveled at the little packet of M&Ms that came in Amy’s meal. Frays smiled and divided the candy between the two children. The dog drifted between them all, happily accepting whatever bits of their food that his new family gave him. 
They left their garbage in the corner, gathered the supplies and got back in the Humvee. This time Frannie drove and Carl rode in the front seat with Frays, the kids and Lacey crammed into the back. One big happy family. Adam thought as he glanced at his little ones and Frays out of the corner of his eye. It suddenly occurred to him that yes, they were a family. Maybe closer to the Addam’s Family than the Brady Bunch, but still they were family in their own strange way. The thought brought a little smile to his face. 
A combination of pain meds and a full stomach put Paulie out like a light. The boy was snoozing with his face smooshed against Amy’s shoulder. She looked uncomfortable but not like she was going to freak out or anything, which he took as a good sign. He felt an indescribable sense of weirdness or loss or something. Adam’s mind drifted back to when that stubborn, brilliant big hearted little bitch had asked him and his wife for a ride to the nearest supply point back in Boston. He missed Laura fiercely. She had been the love of his life, the one constant thing in his life that he could rely on…and now she was gone. 
Lacey let his eyes wander back over to Frays as he hugged his daughter. The woman was breathtakingly intelligent. He had watched her rewire the cold storage area at the school to run off of a couple batteries scrounged from the bus garage after spending fifteen minutes checking the blueprints. And…well…he had to admit she did look pretty hot in that tank top tee shirt thing and blue jeans he saw her wearing a couple times... The thought brought another startling one to the surface. Did he really want to be with her or did he just miss his wife? 
It was quiet all through the rest of day. They had to stop a couple times so Amy could pee and so they could refill their water sources from the water cans in the back of the truck. The route was blocked in places due to crashes or stalled cars but at least they did not run into any more bandits…or anything else for that matter… The empty houses and stores seemed like relics from a bygone age. Some of the storefronts had their windows smashed out. Lacey noticed a couple corpses on the ground outside of a place near this little turnabout that looked like it might have been a restaurant or something. He made sure the kids did not see them.
They occasionally spotted a lone walking corpse in the distance, but none of them were really close enough to be much of a threat. They stopped as the sun was starting to sink below the trees. Amy frowned, frustrated with herself. “Would somebody back to me again?” she asked grumpily. She had to go again and she could feel her feet blowing up like balloons inside her boots. 
Lacey shook his head and smiled. “What were you saying about having to go every ten minutes a couple months from now?” he asked as he opened his door and got out of the truck. “C’mon, I’ll walk Freddie as long as we’re out.”
Adam put Freddie’s leash on him then lifted the dog out of the back of the truck. He snickered. The dog was hunched up as it loosed its bowels while Frays was squatting a few yards away. Amy finished her business, stood up and came as close to Lacey and the dog as she dared. He smiled slightly at her and started back towards the Humvee after the man was reasonably certain that Freddie had finished. 
The two of them stopped a couple meters from the back of the truck. “Hey, Frays do you hear that?” Lacey asked, his heart leaping into his throat. He gathered up Freddie and almost threw the dog into the back of the Humvee. Amy grinned broadly and clapped the man on the shoulder. There was the loud WHUPWHUPWHUPWHUP of a large helicopter flying somewhere overhead.
“Heck yeah!” she shouted as she sprinted towards the back door. “Rodriguez! Drive! Carl, pass me back the radio’s handset! C’mon! C’mon! We gotta find a clearing!”  Carl scrambled to do what his sister said as Lacey piled into the vehicle and slammed the door. Frannie gunned the engine and took off. “There’s a chopper out there somewhere!”
Frannie turned on the vehicle’s white lights and started flicking them off and on as Amy tried to raise the pilots on the Humvee’s radio. “Guys! Guys!” Carl shouted, pointing out of his window off to the right of the vehicle “Look! Right there! There it is!” 
“Unknown rotor wing aircraft, this is…” Amy strained to remember what the heck last call sign she had was. “Bravo Three Four.” It was the call sign of the Humvee she had signed for at the beginning of the crapstorm. “We have wounded personnel and need exfill TIME: NOW. How copy?” Frays repeated this message as loudly and as clearly as she could while Frannie steered the truck down the road. Hopefully the bird had the right channel open. Hopefully they were friendly…
“We read you lima charlie, Bravo Three Four. This is Vulture One Actual.” a tinny, distant sounding voice said over the radio. Amy leaned across the children’s laps to peer out their father’s window, hoping to see the bird’s running lights in the night sky. “We have eyes on. Turn around and head south for about three miles, Bravo Three Four. We’ll pick you up at the soccer field.”
“Negative that, Vulture One.” Frays answered. She could not see the helicopter out of Lacey’s side of the vehicle so she tried her window again. “There’s hostiles in that area. We just passed by there. Armed civilians opened fire on us. Need a secondary LZ, over.”
“You let us worry about that, Bravo Three Four.” Amy could almost hear the slight grin on the pilot’s face. “We’ll be on station in two mike. Turn around and we’ll have them cleaned out before you arrive.” 
The vehicle’s occupants exchanged nervous glances. Could they trust whoever was in the helicopter? The bird could not stay in the air forever, so what about wherever their base was? Everyone looked at Frays, waiting on her decision. She frowned, suddenly feeling the weight of those stripes that should have been on her uniform. “Roger that, Vulture One.” Frays said as she held on to the back of Rodriguez’s seat. The woman slammed on the brakes and did a hasty U turn, sending up a shower of dust and gravel from the side of the road when Frannie smashed down the accelerator. “ETA ten to fifteen mike.”
“Good copy, Bravo Three Four.” Vulture One verified. “Need know disposition of your wounded.”
Amy looked around the truck for a moment. “We’ve one Caucasian male, age four years. Break.” she looked at Paulie and smiled slightly “Gunshot wound to right hand, two fingers amputated. One Hispanic female, age early twenties, gunshot wound left thigh sustained about four weeks ago. One Caucasian female, age twenty one, approximately three months pregnant with…break.” In the distance they could hear the helicopter’s rotors accompanied by a distinctive heavy rattling bark. Frays and Lacey looked at each other when the both of them recognized the deep chatter of an M240 being fired. “neck injury and suspected nerve damage. How copy?”
They roared down the road and rounded a bend, the most horrifyingly beautiful sight greeting their eyes. A Black Hawk helicopter was circling the area where the road gang had tried to ambush them earlier in the day, its door gunners sending jets of angry fire at targets on the ground. “Holy…” Carl muttered then whooped excitedly and punched the roof of the Humvee. “YEAH! GET SOME!” 
 “Vulture One, Bravo Three Four.” Amy said after keying the mike. She could not take her eyes off the sight of the helicopter ‘bringing the hate’ like a thoroughly pissed Archangel Michael waving his flaming sword. “We have eyes on. How much longer you going to be?”
There was a brief pause. “Roger that, Bravo Three Four. We just finished up takin’ out the trash. Bring it on in.”
The helicopter sat down on the center line of a soccer field near the buildings it had previously been raking with fusillades of 7.62 NATO rounds. Amy counted two or three burning vehicles in the dark. She could not see how badly damaged the buildings were or if there were any hostiles left in the area. 
“Okay, guys.” Frays said quickly as she checked her weapon and prepared to grab her gear. “Here’s what we’ll do. Lacey, Rodriguez and the kids will get on the chopper first. Me and Carl will get as much of our gear on the bird as they’ll let us. Food and water first then ammo and weapons, Carl. And guys…please don’t let them take off without us, alright?”              
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
23 June 2011 2235 hours NorthCom Forward Operating Base Freedom Sanford, Maine 
The Black Hawk had whisked them away from that field, the ground falling away into the night as the helicopter lifted off. A couple of big burly men had hopped out and helped Frays and her brother as they loaded their supplies into the chopper along with Freddie. One of the soldiers had to hold the dog, the man’s arms straining to contain one bony old dog. Amy might have found the sight funny under different circumstances. 
As they had planned, Lacey and Rodriguez got on first with the kids. Thankfully the pilots did not try and leave anyone behind. Once they were safely airborne Amy felt an overwhelming sense of relief. If these guys had a working helicopter and the necessary infrastructure to keep it that way, then they had a safe FOB or something somewhere relatively nearby. Somewhere they might have missed on the way north.
Amy offered the nearest soldier her hand. “Senior Airman Amy Frays.” she said, grinning. The man looked at her as if the woman was sticking a weapon in his face. Frays slowly let her hand fall back into her lap as she settled into her seat. “Well, thanks for the extraction anyway. You guys are the first people we’ve seen in a really long time that didn’t try to eat us.” 
They exchanged nervous glances as the chopper made its way north. None of the crew seemed to hear them but then again it was pretty hard to even hear yourself think over the noise of the rotors and they were all wearing flight helmets with earphones built into them. The soldier who held the dog while they loaded the chopper down gave Freddie back to Lacey. He was doing his best to keep the animal in check and calm the children down. Amy smiled reassuringly at her brother and clapped him on the shoulder. He took her hand and held it. It was hard to tell what was making him more nervous: the helicopter ride or the strange men with guns. 
The chopper started to descend, headed towards a handful of lights twinkling in the dark below. Frays peered through the open door and grinned at the sight of the activity waiting to meet them on the ground. She shook her brother’s arm and pointed. Amy could make out what looked like ambulances and ground crew, little specks guiding the Black Hawk onto a smaller triangle in the middle of another larger triangle, which Frays guessed to be the runways of an airport.
One of the crewmen leaned in close to them. “When we land you’ll be taken to the Aid Station.” he shouted his voice barely audible over the noise of the helicopter. The guy was closest to Frannie but she could barely understand him. She doubted very much that the others could understand a word of what he was saying. “You’ll be handed off to the docs and they’ll take it from there.”
As soon as the chopper’s wheels hit the ground the aircrew practically shoved their passengers into the waiting hands of a group of medics. They had obviously gotten the report that Frays had given to Vulture One. “Ladies, please leave your weapons with your friends.” a young man in blue scrubs told Frays and Rodriguez. “We’re here to take you two and the boy to the Aid Station. The others will be along directly.”
Amy and Frannie looked at each other, then at the two or three armed personnel standing behind the medics. Frays nodded and did as the man asked. The medics packed them up in the back of the waiting ambulance and drove off leaving Carl, Lacey and Becca on the tarmac. Behind them people in green coveralls started unloading the supplies they had brought. 
“Gentlemen, this way.” a man in Navy camo and wearing a respirator called out to them, motioning towards what looked like some kind of golf cart or something. “The emergency docs are taking care of them. I’m dropping you off at inprocessing.”
They got in the cart and the Navy guy drove them away from the airport towards a group of low buildings sort of north east of where the chopper set down. “Okay, we’re off to see the corpsmen.” the man explained once they were far enough away from the airport “They’re just going to check you out and make sure you don’t have the measles or whatever. After that comes the chain of command’s gonna wanna have a talk.”
Lacey blinked in disbelief. “Chain of command?” he laughed, shaking his head. “Where are we?” Adam looked around and saw that he could make out more buildings. It looked like there was some kind of industrial park or something. What did they stumble in to? 
“This used to be Sanford Regional Airport.” the Navy man steered the cart towards a large rectangular building surrounded by a low wall. “Right now, it’s NorthCom Forward Operating Base Freedom.”
The ambulance arrived at an unassuming single story brick building surrounded by the sort of fortifications Frannie recognized from FOBs in Afghanistan: tan fabric probably filled with dirt and debris. They passed by checkpoints manned by people with M4s and machineguns. She found the flurry of activity and sheer number of voices really sort of disorienting after being on their own for so long. She glanced across the ambulance and grinned at Amy. Her friend had this kind of dazed look on her face as if she was trying to figure out if the whole thing was really happening or not. There were two medics in the back of the ambulance with them. She smiled at the way one of them, a handsome young man with dark eyes and short brown hair kept joking with Paulie while he examined the boy. It was amazing to her how he could get the little guy laughing and smiling after only a few minutes. 
At first the poor little man was stuck to Frannie like glue but by the time the ambulance dropped them off Paulie was giggling and talking with the man who gave his name as Tom. Tom and his partner, a short and scruffy guy with a month’s worth of patchy beard on his face named Mike went inside with them. Mike went over and talked to a tall, attractive young woman in Multi-Cam trousers, sand colored tee shirt under a white lab coat. Frays found herself almost instinctually jealous of the strange woman, as if she were somehow invading her territory even though the exact opposite was in fact going on. 
“Okay, folks.” Tom said as he finished glancing over their paperwork. The woman in the lab coat stopped talking to Mike and started towards them. “We’re gonna leave you guys here with Lieutenant Haskins. Don’t worry she’s a great doctor for a squid.”
The woman took the clipboard from Tom’s hand and swatted him on the shoulder with it. “Go on, get outta here.” she said, giving the man a little smile. “Alright, so…we got a mom to be, a gunshot and some poor little guy missing a couple fingers…” the woman said as she flipped through the paperwork. She knelt before Paulie, the woman’s dark brown eyes regarding the boy with the utmost seriousness. The boy’s eyes flitted to the butt of the pistol in a shoulder holster he saw under her lab coat. The woman followed the boy’s gaze then shifted the garment to hide the gun. Lieutenant Haskins smiled awkwardly at the kid. “So how long have you been pregnant?” 
“No, Amy’s gonna have the baby.” Paulie said with a giggle and pointed at Frays. The woman blinked at him and frowned exaggeratedly at the paperwork in her hands. She nodded and flagged down an orderly. Two men came over with wheelchairs and whisked them off to an examination room, Paulie riding in Frannie’s lap as Lieutenant Haskins followed.
Lieutenant Haskins put on a pair of latex gloves, safety glasses and a paper mask from a steel cabinet mounted on the wall. “Alrighty.” she said as she walked over and picked up Paulie. “Let me take a look at your hand there, Paul. It won’t hurt a bit I promise.”  The doctor checked the boy’s pulse and circulation in his remaining fingers, glancing up at Frays as she worked. “Are you his mom?”
Amy stood at attention. “No, ma’am.” Frays said quickly. She paused, unsure of how to explain the situation especially in front of the boy. “His dad’s in my squad…flight…thing…and I’m just looking after him till we link back up with him.”
The doctor glanced at Amy, an amused light in her dark brown eyes. Frays noticed that the lieutenant looked as if she had been awake for days. “At ease, Airman.” she said, seemingly barely containing a chuckle. “Sorry, it’s just that I think you’re the first person to do that in months.” Haskins nodded and looked at the boy on the exam table. “Looks like you’re alright, Paul. Some malnutrition maybe, but then we’re seeing a lot of that with the few people they bring back.”
Lieutenant Haskins examined Frannie and Amy next, making cursory checks of their vitals and making notes on their charts. She went to Frays and examined her neck, nodding to herself. “Okay, Airman.” Haskins said calmly as she carefully positioned her hands on the back of the woman’s neck. “It’s alright. Just relax. Looks like you’ve got a bulging disk in your neck.” The lieutenant made little comforting shushing noises, waiting for her patient to calm down a little and feeling like kind of horrible. 
Amy almost blacked out when the doctor twisted her head, sending flaming lightning bolts covered in salt encrusted angry bees shooting all the way to her toes. She let out a strangled cry and, most embarrassing of all, Frays loosed a long loud and rather noxious smelling MRE fart. It made Paulie laugh however and her neck already felt a little better. The lieutenant got a stiff brace out of the cabinet and put it around Amy’s neck to keep her from moving her head. Frays could not help but feel like it was one of those plastic cone things that veterinarians put around a dog or cat’s neck to keep it from ripping out its stitches. 
Lieutenant Haskins helped Amy back into her wheelchair then had Rodriguez get up on the exam table. Frays covered Paulie’s eyes when the doctor had Frannie remove her trousers so she could check the wound on the woman’s upper thigh. She frowned at the gouge torn out of Frannie’s leg but was surprised to see no signs of infection and that it actually seemed to be healing pretty well, considering it should have been stitched closed. When Haskins finished she chucked her rubber gloves into a waste bin in the corner of the examination room. Paulie smiled when Lieutenant Haskins furrowed her brow and stuck the tip of her tongue out of her mouth as she made notes on her patients’ charts.
Lieutenant Haskins and another orderly, a stocky older black man in blue green scrubs and white sneakers, rolled their patients down the hall. “So you guys are going to at least spend the night here.” Haskins told them. Frannie found herself marveling at how clean and normal everything looked. The walls were clean, the tile floor of the hallway obviously swept and mopped regularly, the air reeked of antiseptic products…it was kind of shocking actually. “I’m going to stop by the dispensary and pick up some stuff then be back to see you guys again before lights out.”
They got rolled into a small room with hospital beds where Lieutenant Haskins and the orderly helped them get situated. “Mister Jones, have the desk call over to Inprocessing and see if they can send those other new people over in the morning.” Haskins said as the two of them moved towards the door. She gave Paulie a wink over her shoulder. “I’ll start their medical exams first thing.” 
Mr. Jones came back a few minutes later with some blankets and some loose fitting hospital pajamas. “I’m Daryl, the night nurse around here.” he explained as he handed out the blankets and clean clothing. “I’ll be right down the hall all night long.” The nurse picked up a little white plastic tab that was connected to the wall by a wire off of the small table next to Frannie’s bed. “You push the button on this if you guys need anything.” He demonstrated and they could hear a faint buzzing down the hall. “It sets off a buzzer on my desk.” He opened a door a few feet from the hall. “You’ve got a latrine right here, so you can change in there. I’ve got bags here for your gear. I’ll seal them and lock them up so nobody steals your stuff. Your uniforms and such will have to be burned. We’ve had a lot of people coming in covered with lice and other critters so Doc Haskins isn’t taking any chances. There’s some stuff in Supply, so don’t worry we’ll have some fresh stuff for you. It’ll be here by the time that you’re ready to be discharged.”
Lieutenant Haskins returned pushing a small cart just as Amy came out of the latrine in her PJs. The clothing was kind of floating around her somewhere but comfortable, even though she had to hold up the trousers with one hand. “Just finishing up here, ma’am.” Daryl said as he bagged up Amy’s LCS, boots and other personal effects then sealed them with tape. He gave Amy a ballpoint pen and had her sign a piece of paper that he stuck onto the bag. He gave each of them an orange plastic bag with a black biohazard symbol on it to put their dirty clothes in after they had changed into their PJs. 
“Thanks a lot, Mister Jones.” Lieutenant Haskins said as she wheeled the cart into the room. The woman arranged some things on the cart as she pushed it over to Paulie’s bed. “Okay…got some fluids for everybody, some medicine for Paul…aaaand some extra vitamins for mommy. It’ll have to hold you until the galley opens in a few hours. Sorry.”
Lieutenant Haskins rolled up the sleeve of Paulie’s pajamas. “Where’s my daddy?” the little boy asked, his big blue eyes searching the woman’s face. “I wanna see my daddy.” The woman smiled a little and patted the boy’s shoulder. 
“Is your daddy the Marine?” Haskins asked as she put a strip of rubber around the boy’s arm and put a racquetball in his hand. “Squeeze the ball for me a few times, please Paul.” The woman watched the veins rising up on his arm.
“Yeah.” Paulie said and smiled uneasily at her. He liked this woman but there was something about the way she said fluids that was making him suspicious. Not that he had a clue what a ‘fluids’ was but still… He realized a little while ago that grownups only used weird words or spelled things out when they did not want kids to know something. Now this thing with this rubber band and the ball…
“I need you to be brave like your dad for me okay?” Haskins said as she got picked up the clear plastic bag of liquid nutrition and got the IV ready. “I’ve gotta give you a little shot. There will just be a little pinch.” She took the ball out of his hand and carefully inserted the needle into a vein in the boy’s arm. His little chest rose and fell rapidly but he did not cry.
“Whoa, what a brave little boy!” Haskins said as she hung the IV bag on a rack attached to Paulie’s bed and got it all set up. She smiled and leaned close to the boy’s ear. “Can you keep a secret?” the woman asked. The way she glanced suspiciously at Amy and Frannie brought a little smile to the boy’s face.
The boy looked up at her gravely. He did not know what a ‘lieutenant’ was but Paulie knew that she had to be important because of how Amy acted earlier. “Yes, ma’am.” Paulie said and nodded. 
“You’re way braver than me.” Haskins whispered conspiratorially as she reached into her cargo pocket and slipped the boy a packet of Skittles she’d saved from an MRE earlier in the day. “I always cry like a little baby at needles. Don’t tell anybody, alright?” She patted the boy on the shoulder then gave him a child sized dosage of painkillers in his IV line.   
The lieutenant set them up with their IVs and gave Frays an extra injection of vitamins D and C as well as a mild painkiller for her neck. Frays felt an oddly familiar fuzzy sort of warmth coming over her after a couple minutes and started to doze off as the drugs took hold. Amy grumbled to herself and struggled to keep her eyes open after the woman left them alone for the night. She did not drink or use drugs, heck she hardly ever even took aspirin… The lights went out a few moments after the lieutenant left, the shadowy crimson illumination of emergency lighting coming in through the hall. 
Frannie frowned at her friend. She was snoring even louder than usual about ten seconds after lights out. She shook her head. The doc had to have given Frays something. That little squid is probably going to get an ear full in the morning. Rodriguez thought as she smiled in the dark, listening to Amy’s snoring and the quieter sound of Paulie’s breathing. She shrugged into the mattress under her, kind of wishing Lieutenant Haskins had given her a little something too. She had always hated hospitals and that was before she had spent almost a year and a half stuck in one recuperating after her tour in Afghanistan… 
She probably hated hospitals so much, she reflected, because her grandmother had died of Alzheimer’s in a shitty nursing home. Her last memory of Gramma Rodriguez was a croaking pale skeleton covered in bed sores that smelled bad… What the fuck was Mom thinking bringing a little kid there to see that? Frannie shuddered away the thoughts. 
She fished around for the call button but it slipped out of her hand and clattered on the floor. Frannie groped around in the dark hoping to reach the wire that connected it to the wall. “Aw goddamnit fuckin’ shit.” she hissed, throwing an embarrassed glance over at the sleeping child on the other side of the room. Thankfully Paulie was sound asleep and would not be requesting another quarter or two being added to the amount she already owed him. The call button was somewhere out of reach. She grumbled, feeling small and completely fucking helpless… All of a sudden Frannie felt like she was going to start crying and got mad at herself for it.
Someone shined a flashlight into the room, flicking the beam around as they came in. “Are you okay?” Daryl asked as he moved closer. Frannie flinched away from it, the bright light making her eyes smart. “Anything wrong?”
“No.” Rodriguez said sharply. She frowned and tried one last grab for the call button. Frannie smiled apologetically as she shielded her eyes and tried to see who was standing there in the dark. It sounded like the night nurse but she could not be sure. “I don’t like hospitals.” Daryl smiled revealing a set of white teeth that contrasted nicely with his dark skin. Frannie genuinely smiled too. “Um…listen…Daryl…I’m dying for a cigarette.”
An indecisive look flitted across Daryl’s face in the dark. “Well…” he glanced at the IV tube sticking into the woman’s arm then at the level of the clear liquid in the plastic bag. “Tell you what. Give me a minute. I’ll see if I can scrounge up a portable IV stand.” The nurse smiled and disappeared out into the hall for a moment then returned pushing a tall metal rack. “Just don’t tell the doc. Your chart says bed rest and she’ll be pissed if she knows I let you walk around.”
“Your secret’s safe with me, man.” Frannie said with a grin as the nurse transferred her IV bag to the new rack. He helped her out of bed then held her arm as the two of them made their way to a back door. Daryl dug a pack of smokes and a lighter out of his pocket. He gave one to Frannie and lit it then took one himself.
“Figured you’d had enough of hospitals and such.” Daryl said after they had taken a couple drags. Frannie noticed that the man had a pleasant southern accent, maybe from Georgia or Tennessee. He frowned slightly at the woman a few feet away. She was leaning against the wall looking up at the stars. “I was a nurse at Walter Reed for a few years.”
Rodriguez sort of half laughed. “I was there about three years ago.” she said quietly and flicked ash off of her cigarette. Frannie took another drag, held it a moment and let the smoke out of her lungs in a series of smoke rings. “My truck hit an IED in Afghanistan. Was stuck in that shithole for a little over a year.” 
The nurse frowned sadly. “You doin’ alright now?” he asked. Daryl had the scars on the woman’s face and neck pegged as shrapnel from the moment he saw her. To his surprise the woman burst into tears. “Hey, hey…shh…” The man put his arms around her and held her tight, smoothing her hair as she sobbed helplessly into his chest. “Shh…it’s alright. It’s alright…go on and let it out…shhh…” He wracked his brain to see if he could remember if this woman had been on his ward but came up blank. There were just so damn many of them…poor busted up kids missing arms, legs, disfigured like this poor girl… 
He let her cry to the point of exhaustion. “Don’t gimme any more drugs.” she moaned softly into his chest. “Please please don’t. I want some so bad but don’t please…” It had taken her so long to get clean, almost destroyed her trying the last time. After getting shot it had taken every ounce of willpower she could muster to not dip into their stash every time she was in the latrine. Amy and Adam did not know because she had not told them so she could not really get mad at them for dragging her off the wagon but shit… The pills were right there: codeine maybe even some oxy or something… 
Then after that really shitty day where Frays’ mom and dad and Lacey’s wife died, pretty much leaving her more or less in charge while they were grieving… She wanted something anything to help her escape for a few hours at least so badly she could almost taste it. It would have been so sweet to just pop a couple pills and drift away for awhile… Daryl rubbed her back and smiled as he started walking her back to her room once she was cried out. 
“Alright.” Daryl said with a small smile as they made their way down the hall. “I’ll let the doc know when she shows up tomorrow.” He helped her into bed then put her IV back. The nurse patted her shoulder after helping her arrange her blankets. “You just get some sleep and everything will be better in the morning.” 
“I dunno about the monkey.” Amy grumbled and shifted around in her sleep. Frannie and Daryl looked at each other and quickly clapped a hand over their mouths to muffle the sounds of the laughter. 
“Good morning, everyone.” Daryl said as he entered the room bright and early at six o’clock. He was pushing a plastic cart with a cover on it. His patients groaned and stretched, he figured due to being woken up only a few hours after their arrival. “Please, don’t get up.” 
Amy looked at him through one half opened eye. It took her a minute to remember where she was and her mouth tasted like something had peed in it during the night. “There is one good thing to say about having to stay here.” Daryl said as he pulled the cover off of his cart with a flourish, revealing three trays of scrambled eggs and potatoes...and a sausage link. There…there were even cans of orange juice lined up on the edge of the cart too… Frannie felt her mouth water at the sight of the food and juice. “Breakfast in bed.”
Amy and Frannie looked confusedly at each other their brains refusing to believe what their eyes and noses were telling them. It certainly smelled like real eggs and actual potatoes and…and for really real sausage. “You can have my sausage, Paulie.” Amy said, a little disappointed by the realization. “I can’t eat pork for some reason since I got pregnant. Tried eating some ham a little while ago and it made me sick as a dog.” she explained for Daryl’s benefit. 
The man nodded and took the link off of one tray and put it one of the others then distributed them. Amy crossed herself and prayed while the others did not stand on ceremony and quickly devoured their food. The eggs proved to not be the genuine article but instead the fake kind that came in big plastic bags. They certainly looked and smelled like the real thing but there was something off about the consistency that gave them away. Frays noticed that Daryl did not leave but instead leaned against the doorway watching them eat. “Want my potatoes?” she asked with a small smile. 
“Nah, it’s just been awhile since new people came in.” Daryl said, waving the woman’s offer away with a smile. Paulie finished his breakfast and guzzled his juice. The nurse collected his tray and plastic silverware then put them on the cart. “Besides you’re eating for two, young lady. How far along are you? Two months?” 
“Three, almost four I guess.” Amy said and pushed the spuds around on the tray. She looked uncertain then shrugged and slowly started in on the potatoes. “I kinda lost track of time since…you know.” 
Daryl grinned and took Frannie’s dishes for her. “Yeah, the days do tend to blur together.” he agreed as he checked his watch. Most of the medical staff had been working twelve on twelve off since the shit hit the fan, except Doc Haskins who was on call twenty four seven. In less than an hour his relief would be here so he could go get some sleep. “Doc should be here any time to let you know what’s going on today. The inprocessing people are gonna send the rest of your squad over. They should be here in about fifteen twenty minutes or so.” 
Paulie seemed much cheered by this news. “Am I gonna see my daddy?” he asked hopefully. He did not think that anything bad was happening or anything but he missed his dad and his sister. The doctor lady was nice and so was Daryl and he knew Amy and Frannie would not let anything happen to him but he was still a little scared. 
“Shouldn’t be a problem, Paul.” Lieutenant Haskins said as she came in the room. She had abandoned the lab coat in favor of a set of Multi-Cams. There was an M9 in a shoulder rig under her left armpit balanced out by a couple magazines under her right. “The medics already gave everybody else a preliminary clean bill of health last night, so I just have to give them a quick look and sign off.” She smiled and checked the chart on the foot of the boy’s bed. “Don’t worry. I’ll bring them by as quick as I can.”
Amy sighed. She did not want to say anything but she was worried about the others too. “My brother’s alright, ma’am?” Frays asked and took a sip of her orange juice. She marveled that the can was cold and glanced up. Saint Joan and Saint Bessus must be looking after us after all. 
“That would be Carl, right? Don’t worry. He’s fine.” the doctor said as she checked Frays’ chart. She flipped through the paperwork for a moment then replaced it. “I’ve got you scheduled for an ultrasound at ten. Ready to meet your kid?” 
“Am I, ma’am?” Frays asked and grinned happily. Her eyes felt moist all of a sudden and she blinked back tears. This whole thing did not seem real… “Can I have other people there? I’d like to have at least my brother and Lacey there if I could.” Lieutenant Haskins took Amy’s hands in hers and had her patient squeeze them.
Haskins grinned and nodded. It felt like ages since she had gotten to give someone good news for a change. “I don’t think that will be a problem. I think you’re going to be hanging around here a little longer so we can keep an eye on your neck.” She moved on to Frannie and checked her chart. “How are you, Specialist?” 
“I’m alright, ma’am.” Frannie said as she shifted around on the bed. “No offense meant but I’d like to get out of here.” She tried to not be offended when she caught the doctor staring at her scars. She got the feeling that the woman was also trying to see if her patients were trying to conceal any illnesses or something.
Haskins laughed. “Well, I’ll see what I can do about that.” the lieutenant said as she put her chart back then came around the side of Rodriguez’s bed. “How’s the leg? Any pain?” She pulled back her patient’s blankets and gently started to lift Frannie’s wounded leg, putting one hand under the woman’s ankle and the other on top of her knee to keep it strait. Haskins watched the woman’s face for any sign of pain as she manipulated the limb, bending the knee and flexing the leg. “Alright. Looks pretty good. Healed up alright, but if we had one I’d get you in for an appointment with a reconstructive surgeon. I’m going to put you on a light duty profile for the time being and set you up with some physical therapy.” 
Lieutenant Haskins covered Frannie back up then moved towards the middle of the room. Carl, Adam and Becca came in and rushed to their respective patients sides. Lieutenant Haskins hopped out of the way as the little girl sprinted and climbed up onto her brother’s bed. Adam bent and kissed his boy’s forehead. Carl hovered between Frannie and his sister, a little freaked out by the brace around Amy’s neck. “Don’t worry, Carl.” she assured him and grinned. “I’m alright.”
 “Okay, here’s what’s on the agenda today.” Haskins announced as she clapped her hands together in front of her and let them swing to her sides as she moved into the middle of the room “The post commander, Major Zachariah Tennyson will be here to give you a welcome brief at zero eight thirty. Don’t be nervous, he’s not that bad of a guy for a Marine officer.” The enlisted personnel laughed politely at the lieutenant’s joke “He just wants to get to meet you guys. Everyone has a job here and it might take a day or two, but you’ll end up assigned somewhere. He tries not to break up any existing units, but no promises.
After that Private Lacey, Mister Frays and Becca have to finish their inprocess. I’ll take them down the hall to the exam room and sign off if everything’s alright. Not expecting any problems, so that should only take about half an hour. At ten Airman Frays has her ultrasound. Mister Jones will take her down to Corporal Waterman to get that done. We’ll try to accommodate your squad, but I don’t know if there’s enough room for everyone in the exam room. After lunch, one of the intel guys will be over to debrief you guys individually. Depending on what Major Tennyson’s going to decide, you might end up with your new jobs after that.” 
Lacey spotted a stocky Hispanic man that kind of reminded him of a bulldog in MCCUUs walked in the room behind Lieutenant Haskins. His throat tightened when he saw the oak leaf on the man’s uniform. “OFFICER ON DECK!” Lacey shouted and stood at attention. He suppressed a small smile. Frays and Rodriguez sat as close as they could manage to the position of attention. Even Lieutenant Haskins was locked up. 
“At ease, folks.” the major said and smiled. He and Lieutenant Haskins maneuvered past each other in the area between the hospital beds. “I’m a little early, but we’ll get this welcome brief knocked out. I’m Major Tennyson and I’m in charge of the military personnel on this FOB. 
“Thanks, Lieutenant. I’ll talk to you offline later.” Tennyson said as he looked around the room as Lieutenant Haskins nodded and walked out. The man walked up and put a hand on the foot of Paulie’s bed. He glanced at Carl and then smiled at the boy in the bed. “Say, son could you take the kids down the hall for a minute? I’d like to talk to my people.”
Carl opened his mouth to say something but caught a warning glance from his sister out of the corner of his eye. “Yes, sir.” he muttered under his breath. Carl walked past the officer “Excuse me, sir. I wanna get that wheelchair in the corner.” He bundled Paulie into the chair and took the kids out of the room.
Amy, Frannie and Lacey looked awkwardly at one another. The major nodded then went out into the hall and looked both ways. “Okay, I just didn’t want the kids to hear this.” Tennyson admitted as he glanced at the floor. “As far as we’ve been able to establish, this FOB is the only operating military base in a four state area. We’ve got thirty nine troops, mainly Marines and Sailors, forty nine civilian contractors here and thirty nine civilian personnel here.
“We’ve got commo with what’s left of the government at…some secret undisclosed locations around the country. For right now they seem to have held the outbreak at the Mississippi River. Everything between that and the Atlantic is under quarantine. We’re working with the Mexican and Canadian governments to coordinate our efforts. The government’s still trying to sort everything out, so it’s likely going to be awhile until that quarantine is officially lifted.” Major Tennyson said quietly as he moved around the room. The man paused to look each of them in the eye. “There are Navy assets in the Atlantic being used to airlift in materiel we can’t scrounge or make ourselves, but there’s a long wait list. That’s about it for outside assistance. Luckily, we’re getting on our way to self sufficiency here. There were a dozen crates of heirloom seeds waiting to be loaded onto a truck. We’ve got machine shops and, obviously, an aid station.” 
“There’s been limited infection here, probably due to the low population density.” Tennyson continued as he walked in a slow circle around the room. He scratched at an itch on the side of his nose. “The town of South Sanford to the northwest of us is the largest population center and it’s been largely abandoned or overrun. Our mission is to pacify the area, reestablish government control and provide aid to the civilian population.”
He caught a troubled look on the Air Force female’s face. “Pacify the area, sir?” she asked. Tennyson had read the information that the medics had gathered from the boy, Private Lacey and the little girl over breakfast an hour ago. As highest ranking person on hand she had taken charge in Boston and led them out of the city to Hanscomb AFB. “Beg pardon…but what do you mean by that?”
“There’s gang bangers and thieves operating in South Sanford, Airman.” Zachariah said gravely as he maneuvered to get a surreptitious look at the woman’s name on her chart. He looked each and every one of them in the eye, speaking slowly and clearly to make sure that there were no misunderstandings. “Making life miserable for decent people. Just like those animals that ambushed you and your people south of here, Frays. Standing ROE until you hear different from somebody with more rank than me is shoot on sight.”
Amy, Frannie and Adam looked at each other. Shooting somebody who was trying to shoot you was one thing…but did he expect them to kill somebody because he was stealing a couple cans of beans from the Wal-Mart? What if Major Tennyson had caught them in the Walgreen’s trying to get food to feed the people at the school? Would he have ordered his men to open fire on them?
“Well, I’ve heard you’ve got a busy day lined up.” Major Tennyson said as he gave them a wide grin. “So do I, so somebody from FEMA will be around to talk to you guys this afternoon and then we’ll see where you’ll fit in. Welcome to Forward Operating Base Freedom, folks. It’s not much but its home.”
Amy blinked and shook herself as she watched the man leave. She had to wonder if she was still stoned from whatever the doctor had given her last night. “Oh Lord.” Frays muttered as she made the sign of the cross. 
“What?” Lacey asked as Carl burst into the room pushing Paulie and Becca in the wheelchair. He had apparently been sprinting full tilt down the hall and barely made the turn into the room but the children were laughing and clinging to the chair’s armrests. 
“The FOB I was at in Iraq was called Freedom too.” Frays muttered under her breath. She could only sort of half smile and try to shake her head. The brace around her neck was going to take a lot of getting used to. “I gotta wonder who comes up with these names.” 
They got left alone for a little while, giving them a chance to catch up. Carl, Lacey and Becca had spent the night in a little building about half a block south of the hospital. The medics gave them a basic checkup after Carl and Lacey checked their weapons and grenades in to an armory. There were four armed men that he could see so it did not seem like it would make much sense to put up a fuss. 
Lieutenant Haskins came in. “Alright…” she said leafing through the papers on the clipboard in her hand. “I need Private Lacey, Mister Frays and Becca. Time to finish off on your inprocessing.” She stood to the side and let the others pass by into the hall. Frays raised an eyebrow as she watched Lacey following the lieutenant out of the room. Did she just catch him checking out the other woman’s butt? More disturbingly, was that a twinge of jealousy she just felt? “Mister Jones will be around in about half an hour or so to take you to your appointment, Airman. Everybody should be back by then.”
“You nervous, Frays?” Rodriguez asked as she smiled across the room at her. Paulie started fidgeting in his bed a little bit. “Hey Paulie. I bet you a quarter that Amy’s gonna have a girl. What do you say?”
The boy made a thoughtful face. “I dunno, Frannie.” Paulie said as he studied Frays. “I think it’s gonna be a boy.” He looked a little glum and fiddled with his blankets. “I’m bored. I wanna go play outside.” The little boy wondered what happened to his cars. They were in back of the army truck with everybody else’s stuff. Did Amy and Carl grab them? He hoped so…
Amy and Frannie both smiled at the kid. “I’m sure it won’t be long, buddy.” Rodriguez said reassuringly. She had to wonder if somebody was going to come by with something to read or something if they were going to be kept cooped up here much longer. “I’d like to go outside too, little man. Just a little longer.”
“What did you see out there, Paulie?” Amy asked. There was something that did not sit right with her about this place but she could not quite put her finger on it. It was probably what the major had said, but still… “Didn’t Carl take you outside?”
“No, he pushed me and Becca in the wheeliechair.” The boy said and smiled then looked a little frustrated. He liked Carl, even if he did not much like his sister. “We went fast around the room where the chairs are. The lutenent lady made him stop.” 
“Did you see any other people or anything?” Frays pressed and frowned when to her surprise, Tom the medic from the ambulance the night before came into the room. He smiled and unfolded the wheelchair from where Carl had put it when he brought the kids back. Amy became quiet then looked away before smiling at the man.
“Alright, Airman.” Tom said as he brought the wheelchair to Frays’ bed and backed it up. “Your chariot awaits.” He helped Amy get out of bed and get situated on the chair. Frays smiled at his joke. The medic glanced at the others. “Hey, little guy! How you doin’?” He paused in wheeling Amy out of the room.
“We got eggies for breakfast!” Paul told him with a grin. “Amy was nice and gave me her sausage.” Tom grinned back and laughed at this. “The doctor lady was nice too, but she gived me a shots.” The boy frowned and held up his forearm so Tom could see the band aid with little cartoon animals printed on it. 
Tom frowned and nodded gravely at the boy’s arm then his face brightened. “Hey Paulie, do you wanna see somethin’ neat?” he asked. Tom turned to Rodriguez and smiled. She could not help but smile back. “You can come too, if you want. I’m gonna take Airman Frays here down the hall to get some baby pictures taken.”
Once they got into the exam room Tom helped Amy up onto the table. “Alright, Corporal Waterman’s gonna be right in.” he explained as Rodriguez and Paulie got settled into a chair in the corner. “Lieutenant Haskins is almost done with your people so I’ll go grab them up and bring them down here.”
There was an awkward silence in the room after Tom left. Frays toyed with the drawstring of her pajama bottoms and twitched her bare feet back and forth as if to some unheard rhythm. Frannie took a seat in one of the plastic chairs against the wall and bounced Paulie on her knee while Amy quietly hummed to herself. Who would get here first? 
Lacey came in and scooped up his boy, followed closely by Becca and Carl. “Did we miss anything?” he asked as he held Paulie. After a few moments the child started squirming so he put him down. “They didn’t take the ultrasound already, did they?” 
Amy felt a smile tug at the corner of her lips. It was even money in her book as to who looked more excited: Lacey or her brother. “Nope, not yet.” She muttered under her breath and resumed tapping her feet. An impish little smile came to Becca’s face and the little girl tickled the sole of Frays’ foot. Frays snorted and scowled at the girl. Amy kept moving her feet out of Becca’s reach and Becca would giggle then try to catch her so she could tickle the soles of Frays’ feet. The two of them goofed around like this for maybe ten minutes or so when the door opened up and a machine on a cart nosed its way into the room.
“Okay, looks like the gang’s all here!” a cheerful voice called as a short stocky white man in ACUs rolled a white machine on a cart into the room. “One side, folks. Gotta get this in there. Thanks.” He smiled at them and started setting up the ultrasound machine. “Sorry I’m late. Gotta just get this set up…won’t be a minute. Had to dig this thing out of the basement. I’m Corporal Waterman, by the way.”
“I’m Senior Airman Frays.” Amy said and pointed towards Frannie and the others. “That’s Specialist Rodriguez, Private Lacey and his kids Becca and Paulie. That tall guy there in the corner’s my brother Carl.”
“Take notes, there’s a test on this later.” Frannie said with a small grin. She stood up next to Lacey and Carl, jostling with them to try and get a better look at the monitor attached to the machine. Paulie tugged at her hand so she picked him up so he could see too. Becca scrambled up her father. 
“Okay…don’t think this is the best quality but we’ll see how it shakes.” Waterman said as he fired up the ultrasound machine. He took a tube of something off of the cart and pulled up Amy’s pajama top enough to reveal the lump in her belly. “Here we go.”
Frays gasped involuntarily when the man smeared a glob of the cold petroleum jelly onto her belly and picked up the sensor. She squirmed then smiled nervously at the medic as he moved the metal and plastic cylinder around on her stomach. It took a little bit but something that looked like a tiny whitish blue peanut showed up on the screen. Amy started to cry when she saw it move. “There it is…” Waterman said as he maneuvered the sensor around to give them a more complete look at the baby. He stared at it a moment. “Looks like a pretty healthy little four month old. A little small, maybe…do you want to know the sex?”
Amy looked at Carl. The boy shrugged. “Up to you Aim.” he said absently, unable to tear his eyes away from the monitor. She looked thoughtfully at the twitchy little thing in disbelief, unable to quite wrap her mind around actually seeing the little person in her own womb. It was moving on the screen but she could not really feel it. 
“Yeah, yeah I do.” Frays whispered. Lacey put a hand on her shoulder and she covered it with her own, sparing a glance over at him. It did not really matter to her at all if it was a boy or a girl but it would be nice to be able to call her baby him or her instead of it all the time. She looked up at Lacey and smiled.
There it is! Adam thought and smiled back. He rubbed her shoulder, his hand tightening reflexively. That’s what she looks like when she actually smiles. Lacey could not believe their good fortune after everything that happened that Frays still had her baby and it was reasonably healthy. On a whim he bent and kissed the woman’s forehead.  
Waterman moved the sensor around a little more. “Okay…looks like you’ve got a little boy, Airman.” He smiled at her and extended his hand, pumping it vigorously when she took it. “You’re kid’s in good hands here, Frays. Don’t you worry about a thing.”
              
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
24 June 2011 0953 hours NorthCom Forward Operating Base Freedom Sanford, Maine   
Amy grumbled as she stared out the window. This creepy guy who introduced himself as Nick Allens supposedly from some FEMA bigwig’s ‘personnel department’ had interviewed all of them yesterday afternoon. She guessed that the guy was some kind of ‘government contractor’ from his khaki trousers and black polo shirt with the blue diamond shaped logo embroidered on the left breast. There was something scratching at the back of her mind but she could not figure out what exactly it was. So, like with a lot of things that bothered her, she tried to not think about it. Unfortunately there was really nothing much for her to do but sit around and think.
Frays looked sadly at the little lump under her pajama top as she ran her hands over it. What the heck kind of a world was she going to bring this little guy in to? He would likely never see a movie or get his driver’s license. He would probably never have a hot dog or call up the pizza place for a large pepperoni and cheese… 
On the other hand, she realized that it was not like her son would know what he was missing. All the crap all the violence and insanity going on would seem perfectly normal to him because he would have nothing else to compare it to. Frays put her arms protectively around the fetus in her womb. This place would likely be the closest to the world she grew up in that he would ever know. However long it was until this place fell apart too. 
There was a sort of wrongness to the place that she could not shake but she could not put her finger on either. The idea of Major Tennyson’s orders to shoot looters greatly unsettled her. Killing someone who was just trying to find some food or something struck her as just so terribly, horribly wrong and as much as she did not like the word Un-American. It seemed monstrous and made her queasy. How could he ask her to do something like that? It was just too similar to the orders that she had received at Hanscomb…orders she had never really intended to actually carry out herself…but she had. She had murdered that poor little boy…
It bothered her that she had blocked out what happened when everything started going insane. If she could not trust her own memory what could she trust? What other landmines were hiding in there? It was unnerving, kind of like the mental equivalent of walking on eggshells. 
The few ‘civilian contractors’ she had met here did not help ease her mind any either. She tried to tell herself that she was being foolish, that she did not trust them because of her experiences with other ‘contractors’ overseas. Granted, the ones she had met so far seemed like the civilians that processed your paperwork or whatever and not the yahoos bombing around The Sandbox in customized Land Rovers bristling with PKMs and Kalashnikovs. However those cracked out loonies had to be kicking around here some place too. There had been droves of them tooling around New Orleans after Katrina hit, after all.      
Frays grumbled to herself, a little frustrated that she had thought about pizza as it started a craving for a piping hot pie from the Brown Jug, the little pizza joint and bar just off campus where she went a couple times with Jacob and his friends. They liked bringing her along because, as Frays was the only non-drinker, she would drive them to the bar and back to the dorms. She found herself missing Jacob again. Maybe he was still around somewhere. Maybe he had been recalled in the middle of the night like she had. Amy dismissed that idea as highly unlikely. Jacob would have told her if that had happened or called her or something. It did not seem like him at all to just disappear.
She sighed and continued to rub her belly as she stared out the window. Rodriguez got to leave the aid station yesterday after Allens talked to them all leaving her, as far as she really knew, alone in the building after lights out except for Daryl and Paulie. Frays glanced at her watch and frowned. 
Rodriguez, Lacey and Carl got assigned to a work detail yesterday afternoon, so they would most likely be busy until well after nightfall. Paulie had been taken off of bed rest so he was busy making friends with all the medics and following Tom around. The man let Paulie act like he was helping him as he made his rounds, leaving her alone in the room. It was going to be a long hot frigging day. The air conditioning in the building did not seem to be working and the open window did little against the oppressive heat building up inside. Her sheets were already soaked in sweat and her pajamas clung to her. Thankfully Daryl had left her a gallon jug of water and some cups on the table next to her bed so she would have plenty to drink.
Daryl had also dropped off a dog-eared copy of The Hobbit by J.R.R Tolkien to read. She read some of it to Paulie as the little boy curled up with her during his afternoon nap or before lights out. Fantasy was not really her thing, but she was starting gain an appreciation for it seeing as how she did not have anything else to read right now. Part of her still wondered if Daryl would be able to find a Bible lying around. She also hoped that the chaplain would be around to talk to her. Maybe they did not have one? 
Amy’s heart involuntarily jumped up into her throat when Paulie and Tom came in with a familiar black dog in tow. “Amy! Look, Tommy broughted Freddie to see us!” the boy said joyfully as he hugged the dog and rubbed behind his ear then came to her bedside. She smiled at the man as he tousled the boy’s hair.
“How’s mom today?” he asked as he grinned at her and took her hands in his. Frays noted that the man’s voice had the slightest hint of Midwestern twang. “Squeeze.” Tom nodded to himself as Amy tightened her grip on his hands. She noticed that he had done his share of manual labor in his lifetime, probably farm work or something like that judging from his tan. Tom’s hands were rough with calluses. “Okay… Doc Haskins’ at a meeting right now. I think you’ll be out of here tomorrow, but she’s gotta sign off on it.” 
“Good.” Amy said as she glanced up at Tom. She felt a little grin spreading across her face when she saw the way that the medic was looking at her. “I hate just sitting around. There’s gotta be something I can do.”
“Well…a little exercise would probably do you some good.” Tom said as he turned his attention to the little boy playing with the dog. Freddie was licking Paulie’s face making the little boy giggle. “Hey Paulie, what do you say we show Amy and Freddie around the place?”
Tom left Frays and Paulie alone for a moment then came back with a bag under his arm. “Got you a uniform here, Airman.” he said as he handed the bag over to her and a hand receipt on a clipboard. He pointed to a line on the form. “Sign there and initial.” 
“Please, call me Amy.” Frays said so quickly she could have kicked herself. She inspected the contents of the bag and compared it to the description of the items listed on the paperwork. “Great. First I have to dress like a grunt now they make me look like a dang jarhead.” the Airman mumbled to herself as she signed the hand receipt and handed it back.
There were a complete set of Marine Corps cammies, tee shirt and regulation brown female underwear in plastic bags piled on the bed. The young woman swung her feet over the edge of the bed and hopped down, a little unsteady for a moment. Tom caught her arm and helped her get her balance. “Thanks. Lemme just grab a quick shower and change first, okay?” 
There was a small shower stall in the room’s latrine. Frays took a very fast shower as the others were waiting for her. The water was kind of lukewarm, probably coming from a cistern on the roof or something and warmed by the sun. It kind of reminded her of Basic Training where they were only allowed a few minutes to wash. Their barracks at the Academy had been built before the Vietnam War and the hot water had been spotty at best so it was not like anybody really wanted to spend a lot of time in there anyways. 
Amy got dressed and put her hair up then went out into the room. She was a little surprised by how big her belly was starting to get. It felt like the little guy had soaked up all the vitamins and minerals that Lieutenant Haskins had pumped into her over the past couple of days and practically doubled in size. 
Frays frowned as she struggled to get her MCCUU jacket zipped up. Finally she grumbled and hung it on the IV rack and headed out, feeling somewhat self conscious because of the bulge in her belly. She scowled glumly when she caught a glimpse of herself in profile in a mirror in the hall outside her room. Frays grimaced and studied herself for a moment turning this way and that then tried to suck in her stomach a little. The tee shirt was a little too tight across the stomach and chest showing off a little more than she felt comfortable with. She could only imagine how much attention she was going to be attracting being pretty obviously pregnant and almost a C cup now. 
Amy made a face then went out into the hall with her shoulders hunched forward a little bit. Tom and Paulie were nowhere to be seen however she thought she could hear someone a little ways down the hall probably where she guessed the lobby was.
Paulie and Tom were throwing a blue racquetball around what Frays guessed was now the Aid Station’s waiting area. The rubber ball made hollow popping sounds as it ricocheted wildly off the walls and ceiling, making Freddie go nuts as the dog scrambled around the room trying to catch it. The dog’s toenails could not get any purchase on the tile floor so the animal scratched and scrabbled and slid all over the place as he pursued the ball. Several of the plastic chairs lined up in neat rows went flying as the dog plowed into them. The boy was laughing so hard that his face was bright red. 
“Hey!” a voice shouted behind her, making Amy jump and turn around. Lieutenant Haskins stood there scowling with her hands on her hips. “Knock that off, Mister Richards!” The Navy officer walked into the foyer, shaking her head. She gave the medic an exasperated look. “Take the dog outside before you break something.”
Amy cleared her throat. “Excuse me, ma’am.” she said quietly as she approached the other woman. “Do you know where I’m gonna be assigned?” Frays stopped a respectful distance from the lieutenant and stood at attention. “I haven’t heard anything yet and the rest of my squad’s already been put someplace.” She glanced down at her tee shirt sleeves sticking out from under her LCS and gave Haskins a strange look. “And…um…that jacket doesn’t fit.”
“I’ve put you on light duty too. I think they’ll have you over with Base Security answering phones or something.” Haskins said as she looked the woman up and down. She frowned at the airman and readjusted the brace around her neck. “It won’t be until at least tomorrow, so just take it easy for today. Were you trying to go somewhere?”
“I thought a little fresh air and sunlight might do some good, ma’am.” Tom said as he caught the ball and stuffed it into the pocket of his scrubs. Freddie and Paulie watched the man expectantly for a moment before the boy gave Lieutenant Haskins a sour look. She was always spoiling their fun. “I was going to take Frays and the kid outside for an hour or so, seeing as how it’s a nice day out.”
Lieutenant Haskins nodded. “Alright, but see that Airman Frays doesn’t strain herself too much.” she said and smiled at Paulie. The woman knelt to look the boy in the eye. “You hear me, Mister Lacey?” The boy smiled and saluted. Lieutenant Haskins chuckled and returned the gesture. Amy and Tom’s eyes met, the two of them exchanging a secret smile.
A few minutes later Amy and Tom were traipsing along the road outside the Aid Station. Frays was somewhat amazed to see that the building used to be a cancer treatment center. Paulie and Freddie were busily chasing each other around as they raced after the racquetball. She was a little surprised and disconcerted by what she saw just outside the confines of the Aid Station’s walls. A brief shock of panic ran through her when she realized that she did not have her weapons, though it went away when she remembered that Lacey said that he had signed them into the armory for her. Still, the realization that she was unarmed and surrounded by strangers made her feel like she was walking around without any pants on or something.
There was enough around to remind her of the other Camp Freedom she had known while overseas, with the eight foot tall sand colored walls on either side of the streets and armed people in uniforms walking around but it was a pleasant New England summer day outside. Frays could pick up the familiar stink of burning garbage on the wind too, something else that reminded her of Iraq.
There were parties of people in civilian clothes cutting down trees on either side of the street and loading the split logs and wood chips into pickup trucks under what looked like the supervision of a half dozen soldiers. She did a double take. No…the armed men did not look like Soldiers or Marines. They did not seem to be wearing any sort of uniform… And what were the workers doing? Storing firewood for winter? Tom glanced at the woman at his side. She looked a little dazed to him. “Are you okay?” he asked after he tossed the ball.
Amy smiled at him. “I’m alright. It’s just…a little weird.” Frays shrugged as she watched the men and women hacking up the trees. “This place looks sort of like the FOB I was at in Iraq but the weather’s like home but it smells a lot like Iraq. I’m sorry… Does…any of that not sound crazy?” She made an attempt at a self depreciating chuckle.
The man smiled and took her hand for a moment. “We had to abandon Brunswick Naval Air Station because of a bunch of dead people decided to get up and start eating people.” Tom said under his breath, leaning in close so Paulie could not hear him. “I really don’t think there’s anything you could say that would sound crazy to me.”
She sighed and studied the blacktop under her boots as she searched for some way to change the subject. “Where are my guys?” Frays asked. Paulie and the dog came running up with the racquetball. She squeaked when Freddie jumped at her then once the animal calmed down Amy took the ball out of his mouth and tossed it down the street, sending Freddie and Paulie running off after the blue rubber orb. 
“Lacey and Rodriguez got put on perimeter guard while you’re recuperating.” Tom said, barely holding in laughter. He held up his hands and Paulie tossed the ball to him. The medic took a couple steps then threw the ball again sending the boy and his dog scampering after it. “Your brother’s learning how to tend crops on the field.” He glanced at the woman walking next to him and smiled at the confused look on her face. “We planted some vegetables in between the runways at the airport. C’mon I’ll show you.”
Amy could not help but find herself impressed with the sight of what used to be the grass between the three runways. There were neat orderly rows of corn and other vegetables sprouting up between the tarmac and the fences around the perimeter of the airport. She could see people hunched over between the rows, obviously weeding the plots or something. “Wow. Look at that...” Frays whispered. 
For the first time in what seemed like forever she actually felt a little hopeful about the future. It had not even occurred to her until right then and there just how…well…maybe not necessarily depressed but just sort of low she had felt ever since she had buried her parents. A pang of guilt twisted in her guts like a rusty dull knife when she remembered that she had not even thought about them much at all over the last couple of days. She had been preoccupied with her little boy but...still… Amy made a mental note to ask if there was a chaplain and to see if she could get him to say a Funeral Mass for her mom and dad… 
They stood there watching people tending the crops for a little while. “Well…I guess we should get back.” Tom said and smiled at the woman standing next to him. She smiled back and it suddenly occurred to him that, despite the brace around her neck and the scar on her cheek, Amy was pretty cute. 
He had to wonder what she looked like before she got pregnant because she seemed to have a really nice little body. Tom studied her out of the corner of his eye as they walked taking in the way the tee shirt showed off her breasts and snuck the occasional peek at her butt. Amy sensed the man’s eyes on her and turned her head a bit to try and catch him at it. She gave the man a knowing little grin when he quickly glanced away. 
“I was thinking.” Amy said as they wandered back towards the Aid Station. They ambled along slowly, enjoying the warm sun on their faces and smell of the growing things on the air. Tom smiled at the woman walking next to him. Paulie was sitting on his shoulders, the little boy resting his hands on the top of the man’s head. Freddie wandered along with them thoroughly exhausted from all the playing.
“Uh oh.” Tom said quietly as he glanced up at the little boy on his shoulders. “This sounds like trouble.” Amy snickered and playfully swatted at the man’s shoulder. The two of them snickered, Frays shaking her head a little bit.
“Jerk.” she muttered, still grinning at the man. “Do you guys have an engineering department or something? I think I’d be more useful there.” Frays glanced at the man, trying to think of a way to make her case without sounding like she was bragging or anything. “I was going to get my Masters in Electrical Engineering pretty soon. Plus, I can do the job right up until I’m ready to pop.”
The image of Amy popping like a balloon sprung to Paulie’s mind. He seemed somewhat startled by the prospect. “You’re gonna pop, Amy?” he asked suddenly looking a little scared. “Don’t do that! Don’t you go asplode!” Amy and Tom laughed at the little boy.
“Amy’s not gonna asplode, Paulie.” the medic explained as he looked up at the boy sitting on his shoulders. “She’s just going to look like she will is all.” This earned him another swat on the arm from Frays. “Ah! Hey!” he shouted and took a couple quick steps away from her. The boy giggled and Tom took off running, leaving a trail of Paulie’s laughter behind him. 
Lacey jumped to his feet when Amy, Paulie and some guy in hospital scrubs walked into the lobby. “Hey, kiddo!” he called as the boy hurried over into his father’s waiting arms. “I can’t stay long but how are you, Paulie?” 
The little boy hugged his father. “I’m okay.” Paulie gestured towards the medic and grinned. “Tommy took us for a walk. It was boring in the hospital. He showed us the garden.” he informed his father. “Tommy and Amy played catch with me and Freddie. It was fun.” Adam noticed the way the dog’s tail wagged slowly as it stood near Amy. 
He glanced at the woman. She looked a little tired, but Frays seemed to have enjoyed herself as well. “Hey Frays.” Adam said and smiled awkwardly. “Glad to see you up and around. When are you getting that thing off your neck?”
“I dunno.” she smiled back at him and picked at the foam and plastic device holding her head still. “I hope it’s soon. Figures I get itches where I can’t scratch them. What they got you and Rodriguez doing, anyways?”
“We’re on a guard tower on the other side of the compound.” He set down his son and let him go over to the dog. There was an awkward moment of silence. “I’m on lunch break. Do you think it’d be okay if I took my squad leader and son to lunch?” 
Tom frowned. “I don’t think that would be a problem.” he said and grinned at Paulie then checked his watch. “Just have them back over here by twelve thirty hours. I think Lieutenant Haskins was going to check on you guys.”
“Roger that, sir.” Lacey said as he checked his own watch. He caught a weird look between Tom and Amy. Did she just smile at him? “C’mon, let’s have a seat over here.” He dug around in his rucksack and pulled out three MREs when they got situated on a wooden bench under a tree outside. “Nice duds, Frays.” Adam said, pointing out the woman’s new uniform. He could not help but notice the way the tee shirt showed off her figure, which was only spoiled a little bit by the baby.
Amy smiled a little when Lacey handed her a beefsteak MRE, one of her favorites. “Thanks, man.” she said as she started tearing open the meal packet. Paulie was having a little trouble with his. Lacey cut open the boy’s meal with his pocket knife and handed it back. She frowned ever so slightly when Adam moved closer to her on the bench. Was he going to try and put his arm around her or something?
They were quiet for a few minutes as they ate. “Tom seems like a nice guy.” Lacey said around a mouthful of buttered noodles. Paulie was splitting his MRE with Freddie, who the boy was using as a pillow. He was holding little pieces of ham slice over his shoulder and the dog would ever so gently take them from the boy’s fingers. His first instinct was to take a picture of the scene with his cell phone camera so he could show Laura when he saw her. Then he remembered that he had lost his cell phone somewhere and Laura was dead…
Amy smiled sympathetically at the troubled expression that ghosted across Adam’s face as she finished off her meal’s entrée. She could only guess at what the man was thinking as he watched his child. “He’s alright.” Frays said and shifted around on the bench. She was pretty sure that Tom was more than alright. Amy glanced at Lacey then turned her attention back to the little boy and his dog in front of her. The woman frowned slightly and scooted ever so slightly away from Lacey. He was giving off that weird vibe again… There was that thing in the foyer back at the cabin and those other times… Amy started kicking herself all over again for letting things get so far out of hand between the two of them. She resolved to have a long talk with Frannie the first chance she got. 
“How’s the kid doing?” he asked, turning his gaze towards Amy’s stomach. Lacey could make out the little guy pretty well as her tee shirt looked maybe a size too small. He hesitantly reached out and put a hand on the woman’s abdomen. He jumped and a surprised grin leapt to his face.“It moved! I felt the baby move!” 
Amy grinned back and put her own hand on her belly, feeling a faint almost creepy twitching under her hand. “Paulie, come here quick!” she said and put the boy’s hand under hers. “Feel that? It’s the baby in my belly. Neat huh?”
The look of awe on the little boy’s face almost brought tears to Amy’s eyes. “Cool!” Paulie exclaimed then pressed his cheek against Frays’ belly. “He’s dancing all like crazy!” The two grownups started laughing as the little boy hugged Amy and danced a little jig with the fetus in Frays’ belly. The young woman ran her fingers through the boy’s hair and smiled down at him then tentatively kissed the top of Paulie’s head.
Adam and Amy let Paulie feel the baby moving for a few more minutes. Lacey grumbled under his breath when he glanced at his watch. “Gotta get back to work, buddy.” he said quietly as he hugged his son. “I’ll get Becca from the day care and be back when I get off duty. You make sure Amy stays out of trouble, alright?” 
“Okay, Daddy.” Paulie said and laughed. The boy hugged his father once more and smooched him on the cheek. “Give that to Frannie, okay? I miss her.” Frays and Lacey laughed, especially when Amy pictured Lacey trying to hug Rodriguez and kiss her on the cheek. He set the boy down and looked at her for a second then smiled.
To her surprise the man took a step closer and pulled her into a tight hug. He felt her tense up in his arms, which made him jumpy as he half expected Frays to knee him in the junk again. “I can’t tell you how happy I am you and the baby are okay.” Adam whispered in her ear and gave her a polite peck on the cheek. She felt her cheeks turn red as she hugged him back. They stood there holding each other for a moment, his hand moving up and down slightly between her shoulder blades. 
Amy was unsure of what was going to happen when she finally let go of the man. “You gotta go.” she said quietly into Adam’s chest. After a half second she let her hands drop to her sides and smiled up at the man. She could see in his eyes what he wanted to do… “Time for our check up, buddy.” Frays told Paulie as she backed away.    
Lacey’s face fell in on itself and he waved goodbye then walked off while Frays took Paulie by the hand and led him into the building. “Were you mad at me or something?” the little boy asked suddenly, making Amy stop just inside the front door. “You didn’t play with me or anything before.”
Amy frowned, knelt and hugged the child to her chest. “No, no buddy…” she said quietly, trying to think of a way to explain what had happened to her in a way a four year old would understand. “You’re an awesome little guy. I…um…you didn’t do anything, okay? It’s not your fault and I like you very much.” 
The little boy looked at the woman and hugged her back. “I didn’t like you either at first.” Paul whispered with his face pressed against the hard plastic of Amy’s neck brace. He let the woman hold him for a little while. The little boy made a strange face. “You took Daddy away and made Mommy cry.”
“I’m sorry, Paulie.” Amy whispered into the little boy’s ear. She gently kissed Paul’s cheek and squeezed him as tightly as she dared. “I didn’t mean to. I thought…I thought it wouldn’t get this bad and I didn’t want your dad to get in trouble for not being where he was supposed to be. Understand?”
“Airman Frays, this way please.” Lieutenant Haskins called from the hallway leading back to the examination and patients’ rooms. Amy obediently gathered up the child and followed the other woman into an exam room a few doors down from where they were sleeping. “Did you have a good time?”
“We played with the ball.” Paul told the doctor as Amy set him on the metal table in the corner of the room. There were metal cabinets and pictures of people’s insides on the walls. The boy looked around nervously. “Me and Tommy and Freddie and Amy. Tommy showed us the garden where the plants are. I felt Amy’s baby being all kicky too!” 
Haskins smiled at the boy as she checked his injured hand. “Sounds like you had fun, Paul.” she said as she went to the cabinet and took out some gauze and medical tape. The stumps of the boy’s fingers were healing alright but there was still a little bit of blood oozing out of the scabs where someone had ham-fistedly attempted to cauterize the blood vessels. “Looks like you’re healing well. I’m just going change your bandages, alright?”
The little boy looked relieved. “No shots?” he asked, making the two women laugh. 
Lieutenant Haskins expertly taped the gauze onto the boy’s hand and helped him down off of the table. “No shots.” the doctor smiled as Frays helped the boy into a plastic chair next to her. “Alright, you’re up Airman.” Haskins took a stethoscope off from around her neck and put it on. “Have a good time this afternoon?” 
Frays frowned slightly and nodded as she hopped up on the exam table and looked a little nervous. “Lie down, please.” Lieutenant Haskins said with a small smile. “I promise I’m not going to give you any shots either.” Haskins pulled up her patient’s undershirt and put the metal disk of the stethoscope on the woman’s stomach. The doctor smiled and pulled the device out of her ears and offered them to Frays. “Listen to this.”
Paulie looked puzzled. Amy put the little earphone things in her ears and started to cry after a couple minutes. He hopped down off of his chair and went to the woman’s side. “Is something wrong?” he asked and tugged at Amy’s arm. “Amy, is everything okay?”
Amy wiped her cheeks then took off the stethoscope and indicated that she wanted Lieutenant Haskins to help the boy put it on. He could hear this heavy rhythmic thumping with a lighter feathery sort of noise through the stethoscope. Paulie scowled as he tried to figure out what he was listening to. “That’s Amy’s heartbeat and the baby’s.” the doctor said helpfully. Mesmerized, the little boy took off the stethoscope and tried to climb up on the table. Haskins gave Paulie a boost and smiled as the boy pressed his ear against the woman’s belly. “Looks like you two are out of here tomorrow. I want you to come back in for a checkup and some vitamin shots every two days, alright?”
Rodriguez grimaced as Lacey climbed back up into the guard tower. He had left a little over half an hour ago to check on Paulie and Frays at the hospital. There had been absolutely shit going on all day so, as ranking person on the detail, she did not see the harm in letting him go visit his little boy for a few minutes. And, truth be told, she was anxious to find out about what was going on with the two of them herself. “How’s the kids, man?” she asked as the man got situated. There was something about the look on Adam’s face that she found a little disturbing. 
“Everybody’s fine.” Adam muttered as he sat down on the folding chair. The guard tower was what looked to be a scissor lift with a makeshift roof overhead to keep the sun off of them and a twenty foot steel ladder connecting the platform to the ground. It afforded them a good view over the top of the twelve foot tall fence. The field on the other side of the fence had seen better days. The grass appeared to be almost knee high and there was a stand of trees some nine hundred or so meters away. “Amy and Paulie went for a walk with this medic guy.”
Frannie smiled but continued to look out over the fence. The long grass made her a little nervous. It was just high enough to conceal snipers or a couple sappers creeping up to blow a hole in the wire. Then again it would be tough to get somebody to go cut the grass. The other side of the service road outside the fence was lined with claymore mines wired to the clacker in the guard tower. “So they’re doing better.” she said and looked over her shoulder at the man. He was fiddling with his kit and looked like he wanted to be somewhere else. Rodriguez shook her head a little and smiled a little bit. It was not like she was having the time of her life either. “You jealous?”
He rolled his eyes. “Is it that obvious?” Adam asked and chuckled feeling a little heat coming to his cheeks. The Marine sipped water out of his camelbak and grumbled under his breath. “You shoulda seen the way she was looking at that jerk. Just because he’s all I dunno…washed…and…shaved.” The man scowled at the woman then shrugged.
Frannie laughed and shook her head slightly when she saw the sour look the man was giving her. “Look, sorry but I’ve been telling you she’s not that into you.” Rodriguez said as she dug out the pack of cigarettes she had bought from a guy at the command tent for one of the twenty dollar bills she had taken out of the dead sniper’s wallet. The woman grimaced and scratched behind her ear then tentatively rubbed her wounded thigh. Her leg still ached from climbing the ladder a few hours earlier. “She’s pissed at herself because she’s still mad at you over what happened in Boston, if that makes any sense.”
Adam squirmed uncomfortably in his seat. “She told you.” he said quietly. There was a sick feeling welling up in the pit of his stomach. Lacey hoped that he was not about to puke. “I...look, please…don’t you ever tell my kids about that. Ever.” 
“Sure, man. No problem.” Rodriguez said. She put a hand on the back of Lacey’s neck and shook him gently. They were quiet for awhile just sitting there and watching the grass between the fence and the tree line. A flock of birds flew by, the little black specks chirping against the blue sky. A woodchuck appeared from its burrow near the outer fence and munched some of the long grass. Frannie smiled at the fat brown rodent as the vegetation disappeared into the animal’s face. Adam thought long and hard about shooting it as he heard roasted woodchuck was pretty tasty. It occurred to him that it might have been a little too long since he had anything resembling fresh meat.
Luckily they were on the opposite side of the FOB from the city. Sentries on the west side reported sporadic contacts with infected wandering towards them from the city. There was the occasional sound of rifle fire after command cleared them hot on target. The two of them looked anxiously at each other after listening to the conversation on the radio. “We gotta get Frays to show them how to make suppressors.” Lacey said under his breath and shuddered. How many zombies in Sanford heard those shots? He scoured the field before them searching for any Bravo Charlies that might be coming towards their location.
A rusty old pickup truck towing a water buffalo pulled up to their position. Frannie thought the thing looked like something some ANA troops should be driving: all rust, dents and mismatched paint with a machinegun mount welded to the front of the bed. There were six men with rifles in the back in addition to the man behind the Mark 19. They were part of the base’s QRF who roamed the perimeter ready to back up the personnel in the towers in case of attack.
Adam scrambled down the ladder to fill up their water supplies and picked up a couple MREs for lunch. Time seemed to drag on as they waited out their shift. There was an old dynamo powered handset that they used to check in with the command tent every hour. “Listen, man…” Rodriguez began as she sipped some water from her camelbak and took out her cigarettes again. “Amy likes you. She won’t say so but I don’t think she’d be so torn up over everything if she didn’t. Just…don’t try so hard.”
Lacey shook his head. “I didn’t mean it and I feel horrible about what happened.” he muttered as he dug around in his cargo pockets for something. The man found nothing but a bit of 550 cord that had somehow ended up in there. It was strange, as he could not remember where he had found it. “Every time I heard her pop her neck or anything…” 
“I don’t know what to tell ya, man.” Frannie said sympathetically. For the first time she really realized how much older she was than the man sitting next to her even if it was only about five years or so. Rodriguez puffed away on a cigarette in silence for a few minutes while Lacey seemed lost in thought. 
It was almost dark by the time that their relief showed up. Rodriguez briefed their replacements in the tower on what had happened during their shift (the two men in Marine cammies chuckled at what she described as ‘precisely dick’). Once they were certain that the men understood what was going on, Adam and Frannie started back towards the ‘refugee resettlement center’…that up until recently had been a Super Wal-Mart. 
“DADDYDADDYDADDYDADDY!!” Becca shouted as she ran towards the two of them, her little legs pumping furiously. The little girl squealed with delight when Adam swept her into his arms and held her tight. She smooched her father’s cheek and wrapped her arms around his neck. “I missed you, Daddy!”
“I missed you too, kiddo!” Adam said as he set her down after a minute. Becca hugged Frannie and they started off towards the little collection of jungle gyms that someone had set up on the grass next to the Wal-Mart’s parking lot. An older, heavy set white woman named Genny tended the small herd of other children as they seemed to be half heartedly played on the equipment. “Thanks for watching Becca.” Lacey said as he dug his ID card out and presented it to the daycare provider.
“Don’t mention it, sir.” Genny said with a grin as she dug a notepad out of her pocket, checked his name on the list and gave his card back. The large woman pulled another notepad out and gave it to Adam so he could sign his daughter out for the day. “Becca’s a little sweetheart. No trouble at all.”
Becca held her father’s hand as they walked back to the Aid Station. Rodriguez followed a little behind, a small smile wrinkling the scar tissue on her cheek as she watched the two of them. Her leg was stiff and sore most likely from sitting still for so long. Lacey noticed and slowed down to keep pace with Frannie. “Did you have a good day, hon?” Adam asked. The little girl frowned at her father and she moved as close as she could to him. 
“It was okay.” Becca mumbled as she kicked at something in her path. It had not been much fun. Miss Genny tried to make it like daycare before but it was different. Miss Genny read them a story and let them play on the playground. Some of the older kids did school stuff like reading and math. A nice man in Army clothes brought a big box of crackers and a plastic cooler of juice boxes for snack time. He looked like he wanted to cry when Miss Genny had the kids thank him for bringing the snacks.
All the kids were scared and Brian, one of the older boys, kept going pee pee in his pants like a baby. Rachel, this other girl, cried and cried all day long no matter how much Mrs. Genny or her helper, Miss Helen, cuddled her. Nobody really wanted to play. Becca felt bad for some of the kids like Brian and Kelly because they did not know where their Mommies or Daddies were. True, she did not know where her Mommy was but she had Amy and Frannie and her Daddy and Carl. Most of the kids just wanted to hide in the big jungle gym’s tree house thing because somebody said the Bad People could not climb. “I missed you and Amy and Frannie and Carl and Paulie and Freddie.” 
Lacey was quiet for a minute. “Say…what if I asked Lieutenant Haskins if she thought it would be a good idea for Freddie to come play with you and the other kids tomorrow?” he asked as he sort of bumped his daughter with his hip. “Would that make it better?”
“Where’s Freddie?” the little girl asked, suddenly excited. The soldiers had taken the dog off of the helicopter earlier and she had not seen the animal since. He was a good dog. “Can we see him?” She tugged on her father’s hand and beamed a grin up at him. The two grownups smiled down at her. “Please, Daddy? Please? I wanna see Freddie!”
“He’s around here somewhere.” Adam said as they neared the Aid Station. He picked the girl up and balanced her on his hip, juggling her for a moment as he tried to get her situated. His rifle was in the way. “Freddie played with Amy and Paulie and their new friend Tommy today.”
Becca smiled and giggled. “Amy’s a scaredy cat of Freddie.” she said and hugged her father again. “I don’t think she’d play with Freddie.” They made a brief stopover at a tent where the dinner rations were being handed out. Adam presented the civilian with a note he had gotten from Lieutenant Haskins when he visited earlier so that he could collect rations for Frays and his son. Lacey and Rodriguez picked up a small cardboard box of Styrofoam trays with T-Ration spaghetti and red sauce, green beans and a foil packet containing a cake of shelf stable bread on them along with some shelf stable boxes of milk and little packages of Oreo cookies for themselves and their friends. One of the workers put a little extra food on a tray then wrote a big black ‘P’ on the cover with a sharpie denoting that the particular tray of rations was meant to go to an expectant mother.  
Frannie jogged on ahead of them and held the door to the Aid Station open for Lacey. “Why don’t you ask Amy about what she did with Freddie yourself?” Rodriguez asked as she slipped in behind them. The foyer was still full of neatly arranged rows of chairs and dimly lit, probably to save juice. Frannie grimaced when she stumbled into a chair and banged her injured leg against it in the dark. 
Lieutenant Haskins appeared in the hallway as they made their way towards Amy and Paulie’s room. “Hello, guys.” she said and smiled “If you’re here to see Airman Frays and Paulie, be quick. They’re being released tomorrow and Frays has to be to work early in the morning. Momma needs her rest.”
To their surprise Carl was already there. “Hey guys!” he said as he crossed the room in three quick strides and took the box from Rodriguez then put it aside and gave her a hug. “Have a good day at work?” 
Frannie tried to look annoyed but could not keep it up. She smiled at the young man and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “You look like hell.” Rodriguez muttered as she brushed off the front of her plate carrier. Carl was covered in dirt and dust from head to toe. She pretended to look irritated but ended up grinning at the man. He looked filthy and tired but happier than she had probably ever seen him. 
“Naughty word, Frannie!” Paulie chided from his bed. He was grinning from ear to ear and started to try and get up when Rodriguez walked up and held him down, making the little boy giggle. “You owe us a quarter!” 
“Oh, put it on my tab!” she said and ticked Paulie’s armpits. The little boy was laughing hysterically until he bumped his damaged hand on Rodriguez’s arm. Paulie yelped and held his injured hand to his chest, doing his absolute best to keep from crying. Frannie stopped playing with the boy and brushed his long hair away from his face. “Sorry! Sorry! Shh…you’re okay, buddy.” She smiled a little and kissed Paulie’s forehead. “We gotta get you a haircut, little man. It’s hard enough to tell you and your sister apart sometimes.”
Lieutenant Haskins was in the room in a flash. “Hush, little guy…shh…” she said quietly as she gently elbowed the other woman out of the way. “Let me see. It’s okay. Shh…” The doctor made a gentle clucking noise in the back of her throat as she checked the little boy’s hand. “You shouldn’t play so rough just yet, Paul.” It did not look like he had opened his wounds back up but had just banged the stumps around when he was roughhousing. The boy’s hand would be sore for a long time before it healed fully. However it looked like he would be keeping the rest of the hand which was good. Forward Operating Base Freedom did not have a surgeon. 
Lacey was at the boy’s side. “It’s alright, buddy.” he went over to the box and took out a tray. “Hey, look what me and Frannie and Becca brought you.” Adam brought his son one of the trays along with a milk and package of Oreos. Lacey gave the boy a little bag that had a napkin, plastic silverware and condiments in it.
“Oh boy! Pasgetti!” Paulie said gleefully as he tore the package of eating utensils open with his teeth. The boy struggled with the word written on the little white packet in the bag with the fork and knife. “Ssssa…alt.” he frowned slightly and smiled when realization struck him like a bolt out of the blue. “Salt!” Adam held out his hand and his son gave him a high five. “Salt! Daddy, give Amy this.” 
Amy smiled broadly at the little kid, deeply touched by the gesture. “Aw! Thank you, Paulie.” she said as caught the little paper packet that Lacey tossed to her. He smiled and winked at her then turned back to his son. Frays tore one end of the salt packet open and dumped it onto her tongue, relishing the way the white crystals made her mouth pucker. Rodriguez grimaced and shuddered before turning her attention to the box. 
“Okay, guys.” Frannie said as she distributed the trays of food. She gave Paulie a look when she was giving Becca her dinner. The little boy was already starting to dig into his spaghetti. “Wait, little man. Let me get everybody else their food and everything, alright?”
Once everybody had their food Amy bowed her head and said the blessing. Amy made a face after she had taken her first bite. “Oh, yeah. T-Rats spaghetti.” Frays muttered and grinned wryly. “Good stuff. Good stuff.”
Lieutenant Haskins wished everyone a good night and left them to eat. She went down the hall to the nurse’s desk where she made sure that Daryl knew what should be going on during his shift. Not that there was much that should be happening anyways. The place was going to be empty again barring another dire emergency tomorrow morning. Airman Frays and Paulie were in pretty good shape and in good spirits. The two of them would be getting a couple Tylenol and a sleep aid if they wanted it, but that should be about the extent of their medication. Specialist Rodriguez was to get her meds one dose at a time from the dispensary in the morning and after dinner. 
Antidepressants were starting to become pretty hard to come by and supply containers, if they came at all, were needed for more important drugs: painkillers, anesthetics, antibiotics. There were others on the FOB that were on them too, no cases that seemed too serious yet but things were probably going to get pretty interesting here in a month or two. She made a note to bring up gradually weaning the people on psychotropic drugs off their meds to try and mitigate the worst of the effects at the staff meeting tomorrow morning. The last thing they needed on top of everything else was somebody flipping their shit because they ran out of Paxil…   
Once she down the hall and out of sight of the desk Lieutenant Haskins let out a terrific yawn and stretched then rolled her shoulders. It had been one long, long fucking day. Up at zero dark thirty, half an MRE while filling out requisition forms for supplies that probably would never arrive then an hour and a half meeting with Major Tennyson and that fucking letch from FEMA, Mike Bouchard, the other half of the same MRE then nine hours working at the first aid tent until coming back over to the Aid Station for a couple hours. Thankfully it had been reasonably quiet. The worst she had to deal with all day was some blisters, a busted thumb from an accident with a hammer, a couple spider bites and a woman with the runs.  
The woman glanced at her watch as she unlocked her office and tugged the door open. As the only doctor in the area, her office in the Aid Station doubled as her living quarters. It was kinda cramped and stuffy but at least she had the place to herself. Everyone else was either on cots in the resettlement center or in tents pitched on lawns of the various plots not designated for agriculture in the compound except of course for the FEMA guys and their contractors. They were living pretty high on the hog in what used to be the airport’s terminal building. Still, she had to admit that the little faux leather couch felt like a feather bed after a long day and the place had its own head with a shower in it.
Haskins flicked on the light for a minute and stifled a yelp when she saw the sallow faced man sitting on her desk. “Hey, Beth.” the man grinned and hopped down off the desk, adjusting the way his khakis hung on his brawny legs. He was built like a side of beef with a stylish beard and Oakley sunglasses that somebody had dressed up in a black polo shirt and dress pants. He also had a Springfield XDM pistol strapped to his hip with a couple spare magazines opposite it. “Thought I’d stop by and talk about the new arrivals for a minute.”
He knew it irritated the hell out of her when he called her by her first name so she did her best to hide it. Beth had no idea if the man’s utter lack of respect stemmed from some kind of misogyny or if it was just because he was just an arrogant prick. She had not (yet) brought up the subject with Major Tennyson so she was not sure if she was a special case or not. “They’re fine, Deputy Secretary Bouchard. Or at least uninfected. Nothing’s wrong with them that some rest, medical care and good food won’t fix.” Haskins said quietly, a polite smile coming to her face. “Airman Frays will start work with the base security teams tomorrow morning. Might end up getting voluntold to help the machinists. Private Lacey and Specialist Rodriguez are already released. I’ve heard that they’re filling some spots on the perimeter. Mister Frays is out with the field hands.” 
“Do you expect any problems from them?” the big man asked. He could not help but imagine what that tight little body of hers looked like naked as he leaned against her desk. “They seem trustworthy?”
“Deputy Secretary Bouchard, Private Lacey’s got two small children.” She could feel the man staring at her tits again and by now she was just too plain tired and angry to be polite anymore. “Airman Frays is about four months along with her kid, which is pretty severely underdeveloped due to malnutrition. Truth be told, I’m surprised as hell that she didn’t spontaneously abort before now. Not to mention that she’s got a pretty severe neck injury. Specialist Rodriguez is missing about five or ten percent of her left quad. She’s going to be walking with a limp for the rest of her life. And Mister Frays is barely old enough to shave. I think they’re just grateful to be alive at this point.”
“Alright, sweetheart calm down.” Mike said with a wry grin. What was she going to do file a sexual harassment complaint? He was the highest civilian authority in the state. Hell probably east of the Mississippi for that matter. And this was still the United States of America. True, the country had hit a bit of a rough patch but it was still America where the military answered to the civilians. 
The big man pushed himself off the desk, still smiling as he walked to within inches of the woman. He grinned when he saw the uppity bitch tensed up but, to her credit, Beth did not back away as he leaned over her. Mike breathed the woman’s scent in as if he were stopping to smell a flower. “That’s good.” Mike murmured his own face just a few scant inches from hers. “Don’t want anyone rocking the boat, do we?” 
She stared back at him defiantly. “They seem like good people who’ve been through a lot in the last couple of months.” Haskins told him. Their eyes clashed like swords ringing off one another for a moment. The man nodded after a minute or two and sidestepped around her to make his way towards the door. He came just close enough to let her know that he could have grabbed her ass if he wanted to. 
It was everything she could do to not scream in frustration after the man had closed the door behind him. There was nothing she could really do right now about the guy: as Assistant Secretary to the Director of FEMA, he had enough pull to never mind torpedo her career he could have her locked up or possibly shot if she raised too much of a stink. And of course the fact that she was the sole doctor probably for at least a three county area did give her a little pull of her own… 
Beth took off her uniform jacket and threw it onto her desk then lay down on the couch. She glanced at her watch again. It was almost lights out, when by Assistant Secretary Bouchard’s orders, the generator at the airport would be shut down and kill power to the compound save for the cold storage for the food and medicine. She balled up the little throw pillow under her neck, shifted her weight around a couple times and almost instantly fell into a deep black exhausted sleep.
It was quiet in the Aid Station after the lights went out. Amy shifted around, trying to get comfortable on the hospital bed. There was a nervousness doing backflips and cartwheels in her stomach. She was supposed to go meet her new boss and coworkers tomorrow morning with the Security Forces in a walled off building a few blocks east of the Aid Station. Would she get along with them? Frays found herself anxious to use her brains to solve problems, to have some connection back to her old life before the world went crazy. 
Lacey and Rodriguez would likely be going back to their old jobs too… It would be weird to not have them around. As annoying as Lacey could get sometimes upon reflection she would miss the guy. And…well…as much as she hated to admit it he made her feel wanted. It was something she started to realize that she needed especially as she started to get chubby. The whole thing was kind of funny, really. 
Frays had kept in good shape for her PT tests and the like not for her figure. At the same time, she had always noticed that men never really seemed to look at her the way they looked at Frannie or Lieutenant Haskins. Now she was getting plump around the middle and her face felt kind of puffy… Amy smiled a little in the dark. She was turning into a fatty little toad but Lacey kept looking at her like she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.  
She looked at the little boy asleep on the other side of the room. He was a little cutie. Can I be what your daddy needs? Frays asked herself. The young woman considered the question as she continued watching the little boy. Amy realized that no, she probably could not. Lacey was a good man but…it probably would not work. She would end up burying him or he would end up burying her. Frays sighed heavily. I can’t. I can’t do that again.

She dozed fitfully off and on throughout the night waking occasionally after half remembered nightmares or other…stranger…dreams. There was something about a little spider monkey or something like that of all things… She was just starting to drop off again when Paulie cried out in his sleep. 
Amy leapt up and padded barefoot over to the little boy’s bedside. She gently shook him awake. “Shhh…” she said quietly and smiled at him in the shadowy light thrown off by the emergency lights in the hall. “You were having a bad dream, buddy.” Amy brushed the boy’s hair away from his face and pressed her lips against his forehead. “I’m right here. Everything’s alright now.”
He smiled sleepily and squirmed around a little bit. “Thanks, Mommy.” Paulie said as he already started drifting off again. Amy grinned and tucked the little boy in then gently rubbed his stomach until he was sleeping soundly again.    
Amy smiled to herself as she crossed the room and got back into bed herself. Did the little guy mean to call me mommy? Frays wondered to herself as she rubbed her hands over her belly and tried to get comfortable again. The child in her womb seemed to start running through some combatives practice in her belly, sometimes kicking hard enough to make the woman wince and scowl at the little guy. She half wondered that if she were to pull her pajama top back if she would actually be able to see the little guy as he wailed on her insides. 
Frays stared at the ceiling and tried to calm herself down and relax so she could hopefully get a little more sleep before reveille. The urge to pee (again) broke her concentration and she hustled off towards the bathroom. The little guy’s probably stomping on my bladder or something. Frays wondered as she conducted business. 
She could not help but be a little worried. Somehow Frays knew that she should be more than a little chubbier around the middle. The woman did not know how she should know that, but she did. Maybe it was the way Waterman, the guy who did the ultrasound said ‘a little small maybe’. Or the slightly worried look in Lieutenant Haskins’ eyes when she was checking on the baby earlier. Amy took a couple deep breaths, suddenly fighting back tears. I lost my friends, my parents… she thought angrily, clasping her hands in prayer and pressing her forehead against them. I’m not gonna lose this baby. I’m not. Please, please help me…I don’t know if I can stand losing any more. I’m tired and scared and just plain worn out. Please help… 
Frays finished conducting her other business, making the sign of the cross before getting back into bed. Amy rubbed her belly and wondered how the little guy was doing in there. He might be small but he was strong as a bull judging by how hard he kicked. Eventually she started to drop off again when the little guy seemed to tire of kicking the crap out of her insides and go to sleep. Good night, little buddy Frays thought and yawned. See you in the morning. Mommy loves you.
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