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          The Question

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “And what about Sigmund Ratseneager?”

        “Who?”

        “Ziggy.”

        “Ziggy is the last best hope for humanity.”

        Silence.

        “And he owes me ten bucks.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1 Something Ziggy

        

      

    

    
      Ziggy, the one-eyed Austrian mischief maker. The person to blame for all my troubles. Asshole of inordinate magnitude. Proudly guilty of ruining my life. Ziggy, my one true friend.

      And Ziggy the zombie. As zombie as any zombie is a zombie. Grunting and ripping the liver out of a screaming overweight cook.

      Before he went down swinging his meat cleaver at the ravenous party of zombies demanding fresh flesh service in his place of employment, the cook had been the sort of fishing enthusiast who liked Buffet, Chesney, and Shakira on the weekends, and Sheryl Crow and the Eagles during the week.

      Under his enchilada explosion-stained apron, he wore baggy cargo shorts (counter to the local health ordinance), kitchen clogs (evidence that he wanted his footwear, if nothing else, to have some association with some fine cuisine credibility), and a shirt that said, “If it ain’t bass, it better be ass.”

      Over that fine slogan, I made out the remains of a faded cartoon drawing of an impossibly busty blond woman hooking a boat containing a fat fisherman. The fisherman, in turn, had hooked the back of the blond’s daisy duke shorts. They reeled each other into some strange fisherman’s wet dream.

      Ziggy and a zombified off-duty cop who had dropped by to shoot pool and drink beer had taken the chef de cuisine of the El Coyote Gordo down and made a meal of his once sizable belly.

      I will give that fisherman cook this, he had nerve. It takes more than a little to run at a flesh-eating ghoul instead of turning tail, no matter how well armed you think you are. He charged out of the kitchen with his cleaver in one hand and his cell phone in the other after seeing his bartender go down in a fountain of blood. Expecting to take the cop zombie out mano-a-zombie, he ran into both the cop and Ziggy. I wanted to help but ended up knocked out of commission in a tangle under a table with the zombie who had once been El Coyote Gordo’s only waitress.

      All of this adds up to your usual zombie outbreak chaos, but with my pal Ziggy at its center.

      By the time I came to and finished dealing with the waitress, the cook had stopped screaming. With Ziggy chomping down hard into the cook’s internal organs, and the off-duty cop lost in the burbling bloody spring of the cook’s throat, I saw my chance. I lifted my aluminum bat, yelled, and took a running swing at the ex-cop zombie’s head as he sat up blinking in search of the sound.

      One swing. Up and under the head and…off it flew. Tee ball home run.

      OK. Not quite off. Not really off at all, but not functional either. Hitting where the spine connects to the skull was a trick I picked up a while back on an incident in Helsinki. A strong upward blow rarely disconnects the head from the body (unless you are lucky enough to be wielding a sword—which I wasn’t this time), but it usually disables the zombie. The jaw can bite and limbs move, but they lose all coordination and balance. It neutralizes the threat, reducing it to a snapping jaw head hanging from an incapacitated body.

      When I looked back, I saw the head flopped to one side like a melon in a hairy sack. The whole torso teetered there a moment before falling forward on to Zombie Ziggy. I came closer and waited for Ziggy to pop up so I could get a clear swing at him.

      Funny thing about zombies, they react poorly (read: lurch, bite, and scratch) at any interference while eating. I mean, he could have kept eating, but the torso on his back constricted him, limiting his ability to bite, tear, and feed. So, I knew he would pop up to push it off.

      Sure enough. Like some sick dance, down fell the cop’s torso and up popped Zombie Ziggy, hard and fast enough to send the cop’s torso back the other way, where it bounced but remained arched awkwardly backwards. And then I saw the cook’s first twitch, enough of him connected and pumping fluids to become infected. In another minute, Ziggy Zombie would lose interest in the tainted flesh.

      I looked at the back of Ziggy’s gore-covered head. Aluminum baseball bat up and ready. He would go down with one clean hit. I hesitated.

      Ziggy turned toward me the way they do, no longer flexible enough to twist the upper spine like a non-infected person. It was enough, though. His one good eye kept moving my way, all the way to the corner of the eye socket. Searching for me. It was not the empty starving thing, blind to all but heartbeats and bloody flesh, that typically looks out of a zombie head.

      There was something alive in there. Something Ziggy.

      His mischief. The way he joked about the darkest most awful thing you could mention. Not because it was funny, but because it was the opposite of funny and the only way to keep from falling into despair was to turn that day’s bleakness into a laugh. Hospital bombings? How many children lost? Crack a joke about it.

      The worst was over and you lived to see it. Laugh so you can save all those people not already lost. I saw it there in that crazy eye of his. That awful horrible joke whose punch line is, “Surprise, asshole, you are alive.”

      The cook’s body shifted gears into a spastic high-frequency twitch. I quietly stepped aside as Ziggy Zombie continued turning. Searching for me with that one eye. Sniffing the air, unsure of the smell since the fighting had drenched me with a bloody spray of Eau de Zombie. I had him. I took a breath and tightened my grip.

      My arms did not move. Could not move.

      I knew he would continue turning, the disease in total control of how and why he moved. Despite the joker spirit still looking out from inside him, Zombie Ziggy would smell, see, and attack my living flesh.

      All zombies must die. But how could I kill Ziggy?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 Gummy Worms

        

      

    

    
      Why did I have two sandbags pulling down on each side of my lower back? What was this noisy machine void around me? Why did I feel my kidneys?

      As a rule, I take any awareness of my internal organs as a bad sign.

      Slumped and twisted over myself, I had a hard time taking the breath I needed in order to come to and understand the situation. That, and those dragging anchors on my lower back. Pulling, pushing, and uncrumpling myself, I found an upholstered seat under me. Noise and vibration. A moving car. Classical music screeched from the stereo. I inhaled, and with the air came the smells of dust, oil, and old wool. Ziggy’s car. And tobacco. Ziggy.

      “Am I awake?”

      “Yes, Mr. Singleton. Yes, I believe zat you are awake now.”

      “What the hell is going on?”

      “We are on ze road to ze ah-pocalypse.”

      “Am I blindfolded?” I reached up and pulled off an airline issue eye mask, then blinked, squinting at the daylight flooding the car. Ah.

      “To help you rest.”

      My body shivered at the rush of sun on my skin. “Which road?”

      “Don’t you mean which ah-pocalypse?”

      “No. Which road?”

      “Away from Silvercrest, I will tell you zat.”

      “Come on, Ziggy.” Rasping and coughing, I discovered out loud, “I’m so thirsty.”

      “In ze ice chest in ze backseat.”

      “How long have I been out?” Twisting back around, I opened and checked inside the blue plastic ice chest that covered half the back seat of Ziggy’s 1999 Toyota Corolla wagon.

      “Out of what?”

      “This looks like it's just water back here. And cold gummy worms.”

      “I zought you liked zose.”

      “As an available alternative to Silvercrest cafeteria food? Sure. Also, I need to pee like crazy. What did you give me?”

      “What you asked for.”

      At that moment, I could not remember requesting anything of Ziggy. Ever. “More specific, please?”

      “Ambien. Or somezing an awful lot like it, anyway. I was eem-proh-vising.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “How can you say zat?”

      “As usual.”

      “You sleeped zrough ze whole zing. As requested.”

      I guzzled down one of the small water bottles I had found in the ice chest, threw the empty in the back, and opened another. “I need to pee. And I need caffeine.”

      “Ah. Right. Under your feet somewhere zere's a whaddyacallit full of hot coffee. A zermost.”

      “What?” I groped around under the seat. Ah, a thermos. It was coffee. Warm enough, but not hot. Coffee. Blessed coffee. “Why are my hands trembling? What else was in whatever you gave me?”

      “Somezing to wake you up, you know.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Aw, Singleton, my friend. Come on.”

      “Can I pee now?”

      “It's all a matter of time. It's only a matter of time, Singleton. Always and only a matter of time.”

      “Okay. It’s time to pee.”

      “Pee out ze door. Or ze window.”

      “Pull over. I need to stand up. God, my kidneys.”

      “Scheisse.”

      “No, just pee. Pull over, asshole.”

      He found a decently wide piece of shoulder and pulled over. We were in a forest somewhere. I disentangled myself from the blanket Ziggy must have wrapped around me back when he knocked me out. I was wearing a hospital gown and a pair of those shoe covers doctors and nurses wear in hospital operating rooms. No shoes.

      “Was I in the hospital?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Did you bring my clothes?”

      “Right. In ze way back.”

      “The what?”

      “Ze way back. Ze-ze-ze hatch back.” Ziggy put the car in neutral, pulled the brake, and jumped out to retrieve a plastic shopping bag of clothes from the back.

      I looked through the bag. All new stuff from one of those discount name brand stores. Jeans, T-shirt, underwear, socks, sneakers, and a hoodie all declared their brands at high visual volume.

      “What, no gold rimmed Dolce Gabbana sunglasses, Ziggy?”

      “What?”

      “Never mind. I hope it fits.” I climbed out of the car, stepped into the ridiculously fashionable sneakers—more logos than laces—and headed into the forest to pee and change behind a tree or bush.

      I spotted a large fallen log maybe a hundred yards from the road and hiked around it.

      Once I had stepped out of immediate range of the car engine and classical music, I heard birds. I took a deep breath, and in came the smell of the pines, dirt, ferns, the young trees, and low bushes growing wherever they could steal sun from between the trees. I saw a squirrel back in the woods, too. Heard insects. Signs of life. Nature was as oblivious to the apocalypse as I was. Going on as it always did, this eon’s planetary decor here in the happy zone of our solar system.

      Relieving myself in that relative quiet, I sighed and relaxed. Some old forgotten tension drained out of me with my piss. I inhaled again, and along with a deep pine forest breath came an impossible glimmer of my real past. The past before the lab accident. Before I became Sid Singleton. In another, denser wood, with a deeper smell of pine.

      An old man waking me up with cool water on his hands, gently slapping my face. Time to get up. Wake up. Work to be done. The sound of a stream. I had experienced flashes of images before. From childhood. From whenever. But this time, I could hear all these words. And distinctly, the voice and words of the old man. You’re okay. You’ll always be okay now. Just breath. Remember to breathe. And a little cool water.

      I had to get away from it. From the comfort of it. It was safe there, and I was ruining it by remembering it, bringing it here now. I could not let it become part of this, whatever this was. Another awful chapter in the life of Sid Singleton. Another zombie disaster in the making.

      “Singleton. Come on,” Ziggy yelled at me from the car.

      Done peeing and staring off into space, I knew I was on some western backroad in the mountains somewhere, but I also knew I was in those deep woods with the old man under fresh cool air as though a soft rain had fallen and ended. Left wondering then and wondering now what he meant by okay. How he seemed to know what I would become. Or maybe what I was already then but didn’t know myself.

      “Singleton. Asshole. We don’t have time for fucking around.” Ziggy honked the horn and birds took flight overhead.

      Another honk brought me fully back to now again. I put on the ridiculous clothes, leaving the hospital gown for the forest to reclaim, and hurried back into the car. I looked like an Eastern European gangster trying to blend in at an American high school. “Where are we, Ziggy?”

      “I told you. Ze road.” He took off without waiting for me to buckle up.

      “That is a what not a where.”

      “We are between two places on a road. On ze way to dinner.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Not yet dinner time, I can tell you zat.”

      “Feels like late morning.” Water dripped down the windows. The two-lane road damp under the trees, but dry where the sun came through. Blue sky. Only a narrow strip of it at any given time as we made our way deeper into the forest. Cool but not cold. Summer. Or late summer, since the few deciduous trees, oaks mostly, were going brown and losing leaves. Brown grass on the roadside.

      He looked at me and said, “Well?” without speaking.

      “Eleven. Eleven-thirty maybe. A good deal north of Silvercrest. And probably a little west. Almost no buildings of any kind. We’re gaining altitude. Somewhat slowly.”

      “Oh, ho ho ho ho ho. Zat is the Singleton we know and love. Observant. Careful with ze inputs but willing to draw reasonable conclusions in order to move forward and learn more.” He said all of this in a funny, ironic way, like maybe he was repeating something someone else had said. Someone he didn't respect much. Someone who made a living stating the obvious and making a big deal of its so-called implications. He gave the word reasonable a particularly ironic twisted emphasis so it was clear he did not think it had any merit at all. That I was, in fact, not all that reasonable or if I was, it was not a good thing but a serious flaw.

      “What's up, Ziggy?”

      “We're on a trip. Quietly visiting one of zose states north of Barabacoa and west of cheese curds.”

      “For dinner. You mentioned that. And a ways out yet?”

      “Too far maybe. It is all a matter of time. It's only a matter of time, Singleton. Always and only a matter of time.”

      “So you said. What's for dinner?”

      “Oh, after so many years in ze Silvercrest cafeteria, can’t you figure zat one out yourself?”

      “What day is it?”

      “Tuesday.”

      “Tacos.”

      “Genius. And so reasonable, too.” Ziggy had a habit of speaking about me as though reporting to some all-seeing clinical study group. I had a habit of ignoring it. “Too bad he's infected.”

      “Who?”

      “You.”

      “What?”

      “Infected.”

      Infected. Ill. Contaminated. Unwell. Tainted. Unclean. Sick.

      When Ziggy or I (or anyone else with anything to do with Silvercrest) used one of these words, we meant one very particular illness. Not the common cold. Not chicken pox. And not the measles, mumps, rubella, scarlet fever, smallpox, anthrax, malaria, dengue fever, HIV, or any of those old killers. We meant our very own virus. Custom made in the Silvercrest lab. The virus strain to end all virus strains. We meant our extraordinary strain of viruses that went from “I don’t feel so well” to death to up-from-the-grave-non-verbal-flesh-eating zombie without pausing for the victim to take a sick day.

      “Infected.” Ziggy repeated for the fiftieth time in the face of my raving denials and angry panic.

      “You’re full of shit and you know how I know you are full of shit?”

      He laughed. “How?”

      “I cannot get infected, that’s how.”

      “In.”

      “I’m Sid Singleton, the immune guy. Bitten. Scratched. Covered in zombie gore. And still nothing. More exposure than any living person and no signs of infection.”

      “Fected.”
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        * * *

      

      As any responsible adult might begin a first date, I think it is only fair of me to fill you in on some of my personal history. My particular baggage, as it were.

      Apparently, there was an accident. Isn’t there always an accident? A slip of the tongue. A clumsy hot beverage delivery. A wrong address. Hole in the condom. Miscalculated ovulation. Everyone’s conception is as much accident as intention. And the same is true for good old Sid Singleton. The second me. The me telling you this now. The only me I remember, but not the original me.

      The story is that the accident did not originate in our lab (oh and there is a lab—lots of them, in fact) but in one of the adjacent labs in the facility. They made some nifty zombies, and Sid Singleton lived to tell the tale.

      On June 3, 2013, I suffered bites, scratches, and bodily fluid exposure from infected individuals at the Silvercrest Meade Gorge Facility. I have no memory of how I received any of those wounds. Others on the scene have told me I ran into two infected Silvercrest staff members while exiting the men’s room.

      I managed to get away without further damage, but did not join my co-workers in the first floor secure room. The well armed orange hazmat-suited emergency response team found me on the roof of the building ten hours later, passed out with no evidence I had ever become a zombie. I did not even look sick.

      Covered in blood and gore. Bitten at least five times and with over one hundred scratches and/or skin abrasions. Exhausted. Unable to let go of the bloody fire ax I had used to destroy the dozens of zombies in the facility. But not sick.

      Stranger still, the wounds inflicted by the infected staff members had begun healing. In two more days, they would not be able to find marks or visible indications of any kind from the bite wounds. Within two weeks, I would be in better shape than I had been before the incident. Much better shape. Physically, anyway.

      When I finally came to later that June, I had no memory of what had happened either before or immediately after the incident. Complete amnesia. Attempts to refresh my memory failed. I cannot even remember what they tried to tell me about who I was. Of course, this is some sort of mental block. The folks examining me came up with some doctoral-thesis-worthy fancy names for what is going on, but I call it psychological preservation. I don’t know exactly what I am preserving, but I know I cannot do otherwise.

      I forgot where I went to school, where I grew up, and my parents. If I had any siblings, I forgot them too. I forgot my favorite music and my very own name. But I did remember two things: my favorite food, tacos, and my friend, Ziggy.

      Friendship is the kind of memory that does not always need a lot of detail. I can’t stand the guy most of the time, but there is a trust and some comfort that comes from familiarity, however annoying.

      The day I lost my identity, Ziggy lost his right eye. So, more than one person commented that since that day, both of us only ever see half of what is going on at any given time, my block being the past (and any context) and his being anything to his right.

      Among other things, they had me watch security footage in hopes it would prompt my memory. It didn’t. All I remember is the video. In it, I saved Ziggy’s life (but not his right eye) before he took off for the secure room along with the few other survivors.

      Before the accident, I worked at the lab. That much everyone tells me, and I guess I remember it enough to believe them. Not as a scientist exactly, but maybe as some standard flavor of IT or software or data support dude. Around science but not doing it. That makes sense to me. I don’t believe it, but it makes sense.

      No one seemed sincere about wanting me to know more. They typically gave up trying after I apparently started staring into space, ignoring any further details past “you worked in the lab.” According to Ziggy, I was too much of an asset and too much of a risk to bother trying anything more drastic. Who knew what I could do or what I might spread? Panic, most probably.

      In the end, everyone agreed to keep the real details of the incident quiet. The families of the infected received relatively detailed reports about the sudden loss of their loved ones due to a tragic fire in the facility. A few kept asking questions, but most understood that their spouses, moms, dads, sons, and daughters worked in a classified medical research facility and that was the best they would ever get under the circumstances.

      For me, the institution offered not only a job, but a place to live and some kind of identity and security while I worked to figure out what was up with me and who I was besides some name on a bunch of forms. I agreed to sign everything they put in front of me. Bullshit forms with bullshit names that meant nothing to me. It was during this process that I first heard Silvercrest staff lawyers call me reasonable.

      When one of the other facilities had an outbreak, they sent me to clean up the infected. Then transport of the virus led to another outbreak. Theft and transport to another. And yet another secret facility went wrong. Two years of almost weekly fuck-ups and zombies. Always zombies.

      Never more than twenty or thirty infected in any one locale. Mostly, small(ish) groups. No escapes. And few people lived to tell the tale. All the victims and survivors were motivated Silvercrest employees continuing to work on a secret solution founded on this strain.

      Once the outbreaks slowed down, it was time for more study of me. Beginning with why I was experiencing some rather significant accompanying conditions. No tattoo, scar, or blemish remained on my skin for more than a few days. I had much improved physical fitness, enhanced agility under stress, and new food sensitivities (I used to love licorice, and now it makes me sick, and lately, cucumbers make me irritable).

      All of this was fine. The zombie killing. The made-up name. Long hours. Living in a lab. Switching from licorice to Red Vines. Eating cafeteria tacos and taco approximations. Given the potential for an all-out zombie apocalypse, losing the details of what sounded like a boring life seemed like a decent trade in exchange for immunity. But I could not leave the lab. Ever. I was a prisoner. And every prisoner wants out eventually.
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        * * *

      

      “You are not immune. You are infected.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Infected by somezing worse. So much worse nozing else can infect you. You are a miracle of viral tech.”

      “What?”

      “Our genetic work didn’t help, of course. Or it did. Depending on how you look at it.”

      “Genetic work?”

      “Oh, come on, you must remember zat.”

      I didn’t. “We’ll put a pin in that one and come back to it. First, what the hell am I infected with?”

      “It doesn’t have a name. Or if it does, I can’t find it.”

      “Where did you look?”

      “Everywhere. Public. Private. Labs zat don’t officially exist.”

      “How did I get it?”

      “I don’t know zat.”

      “When did I get it?”

      “Possibly, I zink probably, when you were quite young.”

      “Infected or not. I do not zombie.”

      “True. But why? Zat is the question for everyone, Singleton.”

      “Oh, shut up, Ziggy.” I cranked the stereo and stared out the window. I am a moderately amenable guinea pig most of the time, but this was well beyond reasonable.

      We drove without speaking for maybe an hour or more. I ate some gummy worms and finished the coffee. Ziggy tapped the steering wheel in time to his Mozart. The sunshine through the trees flashed by in a steady rhythm. I felt self-conscious but warm in my over-branded new hoody and jeans. The coffee gave me the dose of energy I needed to keep from daydreaming or talking but not enough to keep me from dozing off.

      When I woke up, we had stopped at a gas station, Ziggy filling the car, and the attendant or Quickee Mart clerk or associate or whatever they call them now, was checking all the trash bins around the place and cleaning up a mess that looked like raccoons or bears or something had emptied the dumpster. Probably the biggest part of his job. After Ziggy finished filling the gas tank, he poked his head in the driver’s side window.

      “Good. You’re up. Zis is lunch.”

      “I guess I’m not contagious.”

      “I wish you were. Your virus could stop ze apocalypse.”

      We went in and microwaved some questionably optimistic ‘Best By’ dated pre-made burritos, grabbed some chips, and a couple of bottled iced coffees, and were on our way. The clerk seemed disturbed by Ziggy. Maybe his crazy blonde, curly mop. Maybe the eyepatch. And certainly the accent. He didn’t say anything until we headed out the door. “Safe travels.”

      “You too, amigo.”

      “Don’t order the enchiladas.”

      Ziggy stopped. “What’s zat?”

      “You’re headed west, right? It’ll be dinner at El Coyote. Probably late, unless you make good time.”

      “We’ll make good time.”

      “Sorry. Don’t mean to get in your business. It’s just—”

      “Just the only thing that way, huh?” I wanted to help the guy out. He was trying to do us a solid.

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. We’ll skip ze enchiladas.”

      “Yeah, too much goop and not enough…enchilada.”

      Back in the car, we ate our convenience store burritos as the old Toyota engine screamed us west towards El Coyote.

      “So, why am I not contagious?”

      “Agh. Terrible question. Good question but terrible.” Sounds of old frustrations filled Ziggy’s voice, like all those times something or someone forces you to remember family arguments about where to spend which holiday. “Ze virus seems to have been built just for you. Or, less likely, you were built just for it.”

      “That’s not at all creepy.”

      “Zis is why I decided I must get you out. Zat und ze trouble mit ze rogue element.”

      “Are you switching to German? Are you scared of something?”

      “Time.”

      “Time?”

      “But we still have time.”

      “Ziggy?”

      “Maybe.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Creepy. Yes. Fucking creepy. No time to keep Singleton on-on-on on…on ze ice.”

      “Who’s the rogue element?”

      “Could be you. You afraid of zat, eh Singleton? What if you are ze rogue element?”

      “Doesn’t seem right.”

      “But how would you know? You don’t remember who ze fuck you are.”

      “Come on, Zig.”

      “Und-und-und…and do we tell you? Nein. Ve have gone kaput. Ve give up on ze old you because veee need the ze new you. Ze Singleton. But…” holding his next statement there like an older brother dangling a piece of candy above my head, leaving me doubting whether or not it would ever drop, taunting and teasing me with something I could not reach and may not even want, “ze old you vas ze new you.”

      “Start making sense, Zig.”

      “How ze fuck do you know what makes sense? For zat matter, how ze fuck do I? Ziggy ze cyclops.”

      We had descended into a long narrow valley. The road ran through a series of pristine meadows someone had fenced in with wooden posts and barbed wire back in the 1870s. But the fencing looked half-hearted to me. It only divided the meadows, maybe keeping the cattle from certain water sources or bogs. The fencing stopped at the evergreen forest that grew close around the tall grass.

      This was the high range. Colorado. Montana. Or maybe Idaho. The place cowboys think they go when they die. Unless they already work it, and then they are basically immortal or something. The lack of speed limit is posted clearly and frequently in these long, mostly flat, valleys. They drop it back to fifty-five miles per hour as you climb out, with signs on the sharp turns advising thirty-five or even twenty-five. Ziggy pushed that old Corolla, and it gave him its all. 110 mph. And his mind and mouth were going faster than that.

      “It’s all crazy, Singleton. Fucking infected. Up from ze dead. For real. Zombies.”

      “I know. Take it easy, Zig.”

      “I cannot do zat. For zat, for taking it easy, I know zere is no time left.”

      “You’re going to have to tell me what’s up, eventually.”

      “What’s up? You’re infected. Ze company wants you on ice. And fucking Kevin—ze rogue element—is going to make us all into…into…into ze fucking zombie nachos.”

      “Kevin. You mean Kevin from the lab?”

      “Who else?”

      “Quiet Kevin?”

      One thing to know about Kevin: he is physically incapable of whispering. As I remember it, Kevin and his epic ponytail joined the lab after the accident, and our eardrums never fully recovered.

      “Yah. Quiet Kevin.”

      “What happened to Kevin?”

      “Silvercrest laid him off. Along mit all ze rest.”

      “Laid him off?”

      “Fuck him. Lucky bastard. I wrote him a-a-a…a very good recommendation on LinkedIn. Ze asshole.”

      “What did he do?”

      “So much. So, so, so, so much, Singleton. So much had happened. I am forgetting. I am forgetting ze old you, my friend. But…”

      “The old me is the new me.”

      “Exxxxxactly.”

      He took another bite of his burrito and something occurred to him. He tapped the steering wheel again, “You know Singleton, you never asked me somezing.”

      “What?”

      “I keep telling you it’s all about time.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You never asked me ze time. Not exactly.”

      “It’s Tuesday.”

      “But zat is now, today, but not all of what makes today today.”

      “Huh.”

      “What day was yesterday?”

      I wanted to answer Tuesday. I remembered eating taco pie with Ziggy in the cafeteria the day before. I did not and could not answer him. Blocked by some kind of memory short circuit. Tuesday followed by Tuesday. A momentary fear (or was it a thrill?) flipped my stomach. Maybe it was Tuesday forever.

      “What month is it, maybe?”

      “September.”

      “Agh. A coincidence. But how do you know zat?”

      “What? It was September yesterday.”

      “Fine. What year?”

      “What do you mean what year?”

      “What year is it now?”

      “2016.”

      “Ha. Wrong. Nein. Nein. Nein. It is September 2019.”

      “What?”

      “My gott. You owe me so big, Singleton.” The world dropped one beat of near total silence. Only the sound of the whining car engine. The music stopped. Then Ziggy looked over at me and started giggling.

      I looked at Ziggy. I looked out at Cowboy Heaven. I could not say anything. I waved at the speedometer, thinking I was somehow clearly motioning to him to stop. Speed blur. Information blur. World blur. Mind blur. Memory blur. Burrito blur. Chips blur. Coffee blur. Gummy worm blur. Blur of blurs. I puked blurriness in every direction.
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      Back when I puked all over Cowboy Heaven, Ziggy pulled over almost as soon as I began spraying the dashboard with my lunch. I fell out of the car onto my hands and knees and puked myself empty in the dirt and weeds on the roadside.

      While I did that, he removed the floor mat out from the passenger side and threw it in the ditch. Then he wiped down the rest of my mess with paper napkins he wet with water from the ice chest. The swearing ran out of him steady and quiet, the exhaust from an internal motor that kept him calmly cleaning and setting things right.

      “Sorry about that.”

      “It's not your fault.” He looked around the passenger side, making sure he had found and cleaned every last bean of my half-digested burrito and chips. “Not really. I tried to tell you. To warn you.”

      He handed me the rest of the bottle of water he had used for cleanup. I rinsed out my mouth, spit out the water, and took a drink. He leaned back against his tired old car and looked down at me.

      Ziggy laughed and shook his head. “Fucking Singleton.”

      “What?”

      “Singleton. I was telling you and forgot to tell you.”

      “What.”

      “You are only just waking up. You needed to eat slow. Even you.”

      “What do you mean?” Something moved in the grass out in the field. A rabbit. It watched us a moment, then cut sharply into the weeds and disappeared before we could see it run.

      “Come on. Get in. We're running out of time, I zink.”

      I got in, and as we sped across the valley, Ziggy explained that the gummy worms and the convenience store sandwich were my first solid food in a few years. He and Quiet Kevin had figured out a way to keep me in a low temperature stasis.

      Somehow, my special virus and his genetic tampering worked together to keep my body in decent condition. A basic kind of wellness and fitness. Lots of twitching and periodic shakes, as well as something we will call isometric exercise.

      They had me in a machine that rotated me into weight bearing position and forced my body to walk. I rarely went deeper than semi-sleep. The memories of it, if I ever have any, will likely come jumbled together with dreams as a mental muck. But they could not exercise or use my digestive system. So, my stomach needed to recover.

      By the time he finished talking me through all of that, I was starving. “How soon to tacos?”

      “My phone says four hours.”

      “Where the hell are we going? We’re already in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Not nearly nowhere enough.”

      “What's that mean?”

      “It means Quiet Kevin was an idiot.”

      Three other things you ought to know about Quiet Kevin: 1) he wanted to save the world, 2) he was allergic to avocados, and 3) by any ordinary standard of measurement, he was not an idiot.

      After his twentieth chemical compound patent, a boss recommended Kevin get a hobby, so he took up bar trivia. Not just your pop music, Jeopardy kind of thing, but all the “What was Lindsay Lohan’s first movie?” stuff and hard science and theoretical physics arcana (“What was the first error in the second rendering of the CERN particle accelerator blueprints?”).

      In six months, he had mopped the floor with the local New Jersey talent, basically his lab peers and the professors from the local university (the one with the Ivy), and then everyone in every bar within one-hundred-fifty miles. His string of victories made the papers, triggering action from the Silvercrest recruiting team, who knew a bored genius when they saw one.

      They told him they had something secret for him. Something special. Something weird. And he could save the world. He chased that bait, and they hooked him with a hefty six-figure salary. Two weeks later, he left the pharma job and the trivia circuit and moved to the middle of the desert, where he had the dubious fortune of meeting Ziggy and me.

      I don’t remember it but, apparently, we liked him almost instantly. He didn't seem to know how to be friends with anyone. He said whatever he thought, and he said it loud. Despite his deep commitment to all things prog rock, Kevin had a punk rock soul. And he truly, deeply, madly wanted to save the world. Our kind of guy.

      “Why did they lay Kevin off again?”

      “Zey called it a boondoggle.”

      “Who called what a boondoggle?”

      “Ze fucking suits.”

      “Silvercrest corporate.”

      “Und maybe some government types. Maybe.”

      “Of course.”

      “Zis whole zing is a boondoggle. No more funding. No research anyway. Just keep it safe. Silvercrest said we would wait and start again. Zer was ozer work if you wanted it. Kevin didn’t want it. He left.”

      “They made him leave.”

      “Sure.”

      “And he took a job up here somewhere?”

      “Ha. If only. No. He made himself a job up here somewhere.”

      “Made a job?”

      “Stole virus samples from the lab. Bought a motor home. Made a lab. Disappeared.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “It took six months, but zey find him.”

      “They?”

      “Silvercrest. Fucking Silvercrest.”

      “So, why aren’t They dealing with this.”

      “Asshole. Zey don’t want him to stop. He’s working for free. Zey watch and wait. Und so, I watch.”

      “I think maybe you’re an asshole, Ziggy.”

      “I am.”

      “Why the fuck should I trust you?”

      “You shouldn’t.”

      “Why did you put me on ice for three years?”

      “To save you. To study you.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “We wanted to know what your virus was for. And we needed to keep you from ze suits. Zey had strange ideas of transfusions and stem cells and ozer nonsense.”

      “Fine.” I knew he was keeping things from me. Things he did not have time to explain or just didn’t want to. It would take several more conversations. “What are we doing here? Why did you wake me up?”

      “To end zis. Somezing has gone wrong. Somezing always goes wrong.”

      “You said you were going to help me escape.”

      “I did.”

      “You put me asleep for three years.”

      “And now you are escaping.” He shrugged.

      “Such bullshit.”

      “Zer is no one else, Singleton. No way else.”

      “No other way, you mean.”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re lying about something.”

      “Yes. Many zings. Only one of which might get you killed.” He giggled, shrugged again, and turned up the music.
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        * * *

      

      The old Corolla climbed the twisted road up out of Cowboy Heaven and into the evergreens. The sun rolled down and the darkness, always ready in the deep forests, poured out across the road and pulled us toward dinner and the fate of Quiet Kevin. But we ignored all that foreboding by persisting in our usual bullshittery.

      “It’s getting dahrk. Time for a ghost stohr-ee. Or ze infected.”

      “How’d you make that coffee this morning, anyway? What was it? Drip coffee?”

      “What happened in Helsinki?”

      “First coffee in three years and you give me something that tastes like bleached paper. Honestly, I expected better, Ziggy.”

      “You did not taste pay-pah. Ze water temperature was perfect. Now tell me about Helsinki.”

      “Helsinki?”

      “Yes. Ze lab in Helsinki.”

      “Technically, on an island just outside of Helsinki.” That was the last outbreak I had dealt with before they put me on ice. “Ask me something else. Different story. You bullshitted that coffee. Probably from a convenience store with a dirty urn.”

      “Stop trying to change the subject and tell me about Helsinki, Singleton.”

      “How about the jungle in Mexico? That’s a fun one.”

      “I want to know about Helsinki.”

      I looked out the passenger side window.

      “Helloooo Singleton? Are you zere?”

      “Come on, Ziggy, just admit you woke me up and gave me gas station coffee. You probably woke me up just to do that. Just to torture me with the hope of tacos while I drank bad coffee.”

      “Tell me, already. I have been waiting for years.”

      “Why do you want to know about that?”

      “It’s interesting.” He shrugged a shrug large enough that I knew he lied.

      “It’s not. Not really. Besides, you read all the official reports.”

      “Zose are not ze whole stohr-ee und you know eet.” He was getting insistent and perturbed. Dipping deeper into his Austrian accent and losing his English vocabulary again.

      “Did I tell you about the old lady with the ax in Mexico?”

      “Yes. Und you said zat was Guatemala?”

      “Oh, maybe. Kind of confusing when you’re running through the jungle down there.”

      “Helsinki. Helsinki. Helsinki. Helsinki. Helsinki.”

      “How much further, anyway?”

      “What could possibly have gone on zer zat would shock me?”

      “Fish. Lots and lots and lots of fish, Ziggy. And licorice.”

      “So what?”

      “And children. Very young. Very infected. Very zombie. Children.”

      “Shit.” Ziggy turned up the stereo. More Beethoven, I think. Piano Sonata maybe. Anyway, neither of us spoke for a while. The narrow band of dark blue sky over the high pines along the road grew dark. Looking up, we could see stars. Finally, he offered me his hushed confession, “I must tell you. It was gas station coffee. It’s a good gas—”

      “I knew it.”

      “Station…it’s better zan most.”

      “Asshole.”

      “I didn’t have time.”

      “Three years, Ziggy. Three years and you didn’t have time.”

      And for the next two hours, we avoided anything important, going deep into a recurring circular discussion about the best way to make coffee to bring out the unique origin of the beans. Some time after we had exhausted the many cases for and against the various forms of drip and/or pour over filtered coffee, Ziggy slowed down to the speed limit. I had clocked a road sign for a campground before I noticed him slowing down but continued on with my rant against the French Press.

      Ziggy heard me and ignored me at the same time. “Yah, yah, it sucks. Here it comes. Zis is the ze last place I heard from Kevin.”

      That stopped me.

      As we came upon the turn to the entrance to a campground called El Coyote Campground and Resort, Ziggy killed the stereo. We rolled down our windows. The rubber tires rolling against the rough pavement made a sound like peeling open shrink-wrapped candy. With the Corolla in neutral, the car’s inertia dragged us past the dark campground. We spoke in low voices.

      “No yelling or groaning.”

      “No screams.”

      “We made it in time, I zink.”

      “Or we’re so late it doesn't matter.”

      “Shut up, Singleton. We have time.”

      “OK…”

      Ziggy gave the Corolla some gas as he put it in gear. “Time for dinner.”

      “Tacos.”

      Another half-mile and we saw the sign for El Coyote Gordo. The Fat Coyote. On the sign, a cartoon of a fat-looking dog chewed a burrito almost as big as him. I groaned and started complaining as Ziggy slowed the car to a crawl.

      “How good can this be? We’re almost two thousand miles from the border. We’ll have to ask for extra spicy. The tacos will have lots of cheddar cheese and iceberg lettuce and probably hard, corn tortilla shells.”

      He seemed distracted and said with an automatic quiet certainty, “You are a snob.”

      Ziggy pulled to the side of the road and cut the engine about fifty yards from the restaurant. I could see him tense up. Waiting a little too expectantly for something to happen. Examining the El Coyote. Looking and not finding. A desperate stray dog with nothing but the distant scent of a bone, too little to chase, too much to turn away. Stuck in a moment that might last forever.

      In the asphalt parking lot, an SUV, an old Chevy truck, a small hatchback Nissan, a bicycle chained to a pole, a Subaru, another truck, a beat-up sports car, two Harley-Davidson motorcycles with saddlebags, and something that looked like an unmarked police SUV but too used to be in service. All parked in a row facing the restaurant. Painted parking spot lines almost too faint to see and too obvious not to obey.

      The lights were on inside the restaurant, and someone had put a string of colored Christmas lights around the outside. It would look festive if the fall air, faded beer posters, and impending zombies didn’t make it seem so forlorn.

      The one bright parking lot streetlamp cast shadows long and deep into the forest night all around us. Darkness coming together with other darkness.

      After a few minutes of that, I asked him. “What’s in there, Ziggy?” I caught him off guard. He had gotten lost in his own head.

      “Dinner.” He shrugged.

      “Big deal. Bad nachos?”

      “Are zere good nachos?”

      “Everything is good somewhere some time.”

      “Even ze infected?”

      “Zombie nachos.”

      “Time will tell, Singleton.” He wanted to feel sure of himself. To stop worrying over that restaurant.

      “I’m hungry.”

      “And not at all worried about ze zombies.”

      “I’m already infected, remember?”

      “Right.” He opened his car door, and the overhead light in the car turned on. “First zings first. Pee now. In ze woods. And zen we equip.”

      “We what?”

      “We equip. Equip. We equip ourselves. Mit equipment.”

      “You have equipment?”

      “Of course.”

      We peed off the side of the road into the darkness. When we returned to the car, Ziggy opened the hatchback. “Ok. Zere isn’t much, but it’s somezing.”

      “We don’t need much.”

      “Look, zere are two bags. Mine and a backpack for you.”

      “Thoughtful but…” I looked inside the hatchback. No shotguns. No handguns. No clubs, bats, or pipes. No ax, sledgehammer, or sword. Not even a broom handle. “Where are the weapons?”

      “Weapons?”

      “Yeah. I mean…zombies, Ziggy. You said there might be zombies.”

      “Probably, but not definitely.”

      “Also, that’s not a bag, that’s a purse.” He was putting on one of those small shoulder bags reputedly popular for men in Europe. It looked silly here in America, where we consider any bag that size a purse. Or, in this case, a man purse, or murse.

      “It’s a bag. Und it’s quite useful.”

      “OK. What’s in the backpack?” I unzipped the black backpack he had brought for me and looked inside. Small first aid kit, headlamp, foil emergency blanket still in its wrapper, some cash, and a flip phone. “This thing work?”

      “Yes. It’s prepaid, but it won’t last long. Ze headlamp has fresh batteries.”

      “OK. Well, I’ll be leaving this in here. Don’t lock the car when we go in.”

      “Are you sure? Ze headlamp—”

      “Yeah. I can’t kill zombies with any of that.”

      He pulled down the hatch and was about to close it when I thought, “Wait. What about a tire iron? You have one of those?”

      “Of course.”

      I pulled up the hatchback and dug around until I found it. “I’ll take this up front.”

      “You’re bringing zat into ze restaurant?”

      “No. I just want it handy.”

      “OK.” Ziggy closed the hatch, and we got back in the car for the short drive to the parking lot, him with his murse and me with the tire iron. We drove over and parked. I left the tire iron and backpack on the passenger seat, but he kept that murse close. It occurred to me that he needed it as a source of emotional security. To those that didn’t know him, he could seem calm enough, but to me, he was a mursey wreck of zombie anticipating nerves.

      “Why are you so nervous, Ziggy?”

      Ziggy looked at me. “Why are you so calm?”

      “Despite it all, I still believe in the power of the boondoggle.”
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        * * *

      

      As I dove out of the way of the biker gone zombie, sliding through her girlfriend’s entrails across the restaurant floor, I could smell her enchiladas. The convenience store clerk’s advice came back to me: “Skip the enchiladas.” So true. I turned and swung the baseball bat at the biker’s legs.

      The bat cracked the biker’s knee sideways and she fell. Unable to react normally because of the infection, she couldn’t move her arms to catch herself and landed hard on her left shoulder, head snapping (not hard enough) against the Enchilada Entrails Suiza strewn floor.

      Her right leg was straight and still pushed her along the floor toward me. I slipped my way up to stand over her and looked at the Zombie Fiesta chaos all around. El Coyote Gordo would never recover. I flashed to an hour earlier, when Ziggy and I walked into this cool little mountain roadside Mexican restaurant.

      “Ten bucks, Singleton.”

      “Ten bucks, what?”

      “You learn to love zis place before ze night is over.”

      “You’re on.”

      Up the shallow step to the short sidewalk in front of the door and in we went. The entryway. Fliers for roofers and plumbers, some kind of spaghetti supper at a nearby firehouse, and a wall of local business cards weathered and dusty. There was a bench along one wall for busier nights. And a near empty gum ball contraption where you put in fifty cents and watched one of the artificially colored dental bombs spiral down a clear plastic shoot to land in a plastic mouth right at eye level for a kid on their first round of chompers.

      Another door, which was propped open that night, took us into the entry area of the restaurant. To our right, the bar, and behind it, the kitchen. To our left, booths and tables, a step up dividing the dining area from the bar area. Straight back and two steps up, in something that looked like a half-assed add-on or maybe a conversion from a storage shed, was a pool table.

      The walls there were a beer promo museum of posters, banners, lights, and stickers. Stuff was plastered everywhere, including all over the pool stick rack. I saw something that looked like a list of rules, posted directly behind the table and opposite the front door. Players alternately angry and impish had heavily redacted and edited the list via permanent markers, more stickers, and what looked like rough treatment from several car keys.

      Two big guys looked like trained grizzlies pacing a zoo cage in the small add-on as they shot pool and drank beer. I gave them a second look. One dressed like a weekend cowboy, button down plaid shirt tucked into clean jeans and cowboy boots that spent more time at the bar than on a horse, and the other, a guy who took a wrong turn on the way back from a Jimmy Buffett concert, faded jeans, old slip-on sneakers, sun burn, thinning blond hair, and what I can only call a Mexican Hawaiian shirt with faded red peppers on a washed out yellow background.

      The smell was beer, cheap tequila, greasy meat, melted cheese, soft-serve ice cream, cumin, and chili peppers. Having brought me here after a year or more of eating exclusively Silvercrest cafeteria food prior to a few years of tube feedings, Ziggy had been well on his way to winning that ten bucks, but now…as I swung the bat down and into the biker’s skull, I shouted, “Ziggy.” Cracked skull.

      “You.” Swing and split skull.

      “Owe me.” Swing and crushed skull.

      “Ten bucks.” Swing and dead zombie.

      I looked around. What happened to Ziggy, anyway?

      I figured it was as good a time as any to head for the bar. I ran for it, scrambled up on to it, and gave the place a more thorough mid-zombie attack once over.

      Fiesta flags. Christmas lights. Mexican beer poster of a white sand beach, an ice bucket with long-necked beers decorated with a salsa rojo splash of blood from the bartender’s jugular where one of his zombified customers had bitten deep into his neck.

      Somewhat miraculously, given the chaotic ramblings of zombies and terrified scramblings of the as yet to be zombified, the impressive collection of Tequila and Mezcal bottles looked intact, like a glass jury waiting patiently for the prosecutor to declare something truly inflammatory before exploding into wrathful fury.

      Over the bottles, there was colorful serape or poncho artfully twisted and tacked to the wall. Earlier, a big black sombrero with silver trim and sequined patterns hung over the twist in the serape, and now you could see the ring of dust on the wall where its huge brim went beyond the waves of the serape.

      The tap handles for both taps, American lite and Mexican lite, had snapped off under the bartender’s bloody panic and ultimate demise. Beer foamed and dribbled out of the remaining pipes. Most of the cardboard six packs containing both red and green hot sauce, salt and pepper, toothpicks, and extra napkins remained on the tables. Where they were missing, you could see a nice smash and splash on the floor nearby, usually confused with the Jackson Pollock-like spatterings of blood, entrails, tortilla chips, refried beans, and Mexican food.

      The small salsa bar had escaped destruction if you didn’t count the fingers (four) of the zombie Bartender that had flown in when the cook’s cleaver cut them free in his vain attempt to stop the oncoming Zombie attack. Someone didn’t get the memo about going for the head at all costs. A digital jukebox kept going, playing a less than soothing grunge metal cover of Fleetwood Mac’s “The Chain.”

      Again, I remembered the place as we walked in, all of this zombie destruction but a gleam in Ziggy’s eye. By which I mean, he knew this might happen. He did not want it. Why would he? Who wanted to be a zombie? Or even deal with them?

      As we came through the entryway, the waitress had come ‘round to the front on her way to delivering drinks and food to the family of four, Mom, Dad, Chad, and Tara. “Have a seat anywhere. I’ll be right over.” And then called out to one of the pool players in the back, “Hey, Pete. Can you get these guys set up?”

      Mexican pepper Hawaiian shirt guy said, “Yeah, just a sec.”

      I followed Ziggy to a table along the half-wall that divided the bar from the dining area. We sat on the dining area side. I am not sure what difference it made, except we were two steps up, which gave us a better vantage on the place. I think Ziggy was looking for Kevin. I was tallying up the living. I sat with my back to the front door, the bar on my right, the rest of the dining room on my left. In the back, over Ziggy’s shoulder, I could see the pool table.

      “Zat’s right, get a good look Singleton. If I am right about Kevin, zey may all be infected before morning.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m fine, Karen.” The dad’s surfer drawl rose sharp and fast, cutting off every other conversation in the place on the way up.

      The waitress stopped before setting down the food for the family, “Everything okay over here?”

      “Yes, we’re fine.” He announced to the entire restaurant. Should we care?

      “No, do you know if there's a hospital or clinic nearby?”

      “Karen.” Somehow, he said her name with three syllables.

      “What's the matter?” The waitress tried to get into position to set down the first plate, and she knew that most families do not want to argue in public, that she could help Karen-Mother-of-Two out here and quiet the dad down at the same time.

      “Well, I’m probably going to need another one of these.” The dad lifted and shook his now mostly empty drink, a one-quart mason jar half filled with blue-tinted ice.

      “His hand,” said Karen-Mother-of-Two.

      The dad held up his hand, which looked like it had once started out neatly bandaged. Now it looked too tight and tufts of bandage splayed out all along the edges where he had scratched at the wound.

      “Oh. Oh my.” The waitress froze, the first plate just an inch from landing on the table, and the other three balanced across her arm behind her. She took a breath, the injured hand close enough that fibers from the fraying bandage nearly tickled her nose. She turned her face to the mom. “Taco salad, right?”

      “Yes, thanks.” Karen-Mother-of-Two forgot her husband’s troubles for a moment, proud of herself for once again ordering a salad for dinner. In my opinion, she could have used a burrito or two. But she seemed happy in her hiking shoes and yoga pants, with a heavy soccer team supporter hoodie to keep from getting a chill in the weak air conditioning.

      “It's nothing.” The bandaged hand came down. He picked up his drink with the other to drain the last of his self-administered pain medication.

      “He was scratched—”

      “It bit him, too.” The sincere dark pony-tailed daughter. Maybe eleven. Or maybe twelve. Anyway, not yet old enough to know she wasn’t supposed to like her parents anymore.

      “Tara.” Karen-Mother-of-Two tried to keep her daughter out of it.

      “He was attacked by a chipmunk.” Tara’s dark blue sweats had soccer balls in assorted sizes all over them and her T-shirt celebrated the US Women’s team’s fourth World Cup victory. She pointed with whatever she had in her hand, phone, fork, or tortilla chip, and when she did the silver charms on the bracelet of left hand tinkled as an almost-but-not-quite ignorable physical punctuation.

      “A what? Taco-quesadilla combo platter?”

      “That’s me. Thank you.” The son. Polite kid. He looked the most appropriately decked out for camping of the bunch. Hiking shoes, cargo shorts, and a dirty T-shirt with two bears playing soccer.

      “A chipmunk at the campground. It came at me when I unwrapped the hamburger I was going to grill for dinner.”

      “Wow. That's weird. Cheese enchiladas?”

      “Yes, thank you.” Two polite kids. The daughter’s plate looked like a lot of goop.

      “Weird is right.”

      “We’re practically the only ones there—September camping is awesome—so, I think they are getting desperate for food. Probably forgot how to forage for themselves.”

      “Huh. Chimichanga platter?”

      “Yeah, that’s mine. Wow am I hungry. You know, you can go ahead and bring me another along with another drink?”

      “Sure. You going to be able to eat all that?”

      “Oh, he can eat a ton.” Tara informed everyone in the restaurant. “He has a high-metabolism.”

      “It’s true. I do.”

      “And he doesn’t get fat.” The son seemed defensive about that for an eight-year-old. Mouthful of quesadilla notwithstanding, he didn’t seem like he needed to worry. Chubby-cheeked. Messy. And did I mention, only about eight years old?

      “Chad, not with your mouthful, remember?”

      “Fifteen years of Jiu Jitsu and the last eight chasing these two around the soccer field.”

      Every family has a thing. Some go to church. Some ski. Some play soccer. And some go camping. And most do some of all these things, but only one activity sticks enough to call it their thing.

      This family was a soccer/camping family. The dad had the white-striped black sneakers and a T-shirt for their nearest professional soccer team. A tattoo of an Asian martial arts style tiger peeked out on one of his biceps.

      He may have taken the family camping this week, but he was Soccer Dad. That was his thing. Before the kids, he probably sparred down at the gym and worked out and all that, but it was something he had to put aside. He had made his family a priority but could only get through the dull overflowing laundry baskets, bulk frozen chicken nuggets, and PTA meetings of it with some serious attention to soccer. Chad loves it. Tara loves it. Karen-Mother of-Two is happy he is showing up for his kids. There are worse things and worse dads.

      “Aren't they vegetarians?”

      “That’s what I said. All rodents are vegetarians.” Tara clearly paid attention in science class.

      “No, you didn't.”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “You said they only ate nuts.” Chad, I thought, had attorney tendencies, even at this early age.

      “Same thing.”

      “No, it's not.”

      “I’d say it's close enough.” The waitress cheerfully adjudicated the kids’ argument. She liked them. She liked Karen-Mother-of-Two. She’s not nuts about the dad, but he knew how to run up a bill, so…

      “See.”

      “Was it rabid or something?”

      “No. We Googled that. Apparently, they almost never get rabies and it didn't show any of the signs. It just wanted the hamburger.”

      Chad held up his hand. He had something to add. Once he was mostly finished chewing his latest mouthful of quesadilla, he added, “And that smart guy said it wasn't rabies, too.”

      “Smart guy?”

      “Our neighbor at the campground.”

      “Oh yeah, Kevin. He seemed like he knew something about it. Said he worked with the CDC or in pharmaceuticals or something.” Dad dug into that Chimichanga already and might have taught Chad a thing or two about how to talk with a mouthful of food.

      “He said a lot of things. Including that he wasn't a doctor,” Karen-Mother-of-Two clarified.

      “Hmm…well how's it feel?”

      “Better with this.” He raised the empty quart jar. “Just itchy.” Sneezed. Blew his nose.

      “Yeah, most things do. Until morning.”

      “Well, I don't suppose there's any place close that might be open that could look at him?”

      “I don't think so…but…I have an idea. Give me a minute. I need to take this order, and then I’ll see what I can do.”

      The dad wanted to tough it out. “You really don’t—”

      “Quiet, honey.” Karen-Mother-of-Two knew they needed help. “Thank you so much. This whole thing has just been one…well…one boondoggle after another.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Upon our arrival at El Coyote Gordo, there were thirteen people in the building. Of those, only three did not take any video or pictures on their phones of the incident: the Soccer Dad, the Biker Nurse, and me.

      None of it was fine cinematography, but perhaps the most noteworthy was the short video collected by the waitress in the moments before she turned and after the mayhem had begun. I liked her more than a little even though I had only just met her.

      After Pete the bartender missed his shot at the pool table, he brought us water and chips. He said we could help ourselves to the salsa bar. Then he and Ziggy had a whole back and forth about his drink order between all of us being distracted by the chipmunk attack story over at the family table.

      “Tell me, what is your specialty?”

      “Specialty?”

      “Your best drink.”

      “Ever had a blue margarita?”

      “Yes.”

      “I make a Blue Monsterita.”

      “Big or somezing?”

      “Big and…complex.”

      “Well, he’s ze driver, anyway.” Ziggy pointed at me.

      “Okay. One of those and…”

      “Singleton.”

      I snapped back from watching the family long enough to answer, “Ice tea, extra lemon.”

      “Be right back with those.”

      “Very reasonable Singleton. As usual.”

      The Mom told the story of the man who had bandaged Soccer Dad’s hand and we knew they met Kevin.

      Ziggy whispered at me with more delight than he could reasonably contain as we watched the waitress walk over our way. “We’re so lucky. So very lucky. Mazematically, ze odds were always slightly in our favor. Time on our side. All of zat. But here, now? You are a Singleton, aren't you? What luck. One in a billion.”

      She wasn't beautiful exactly, but she was attractive and kind of sexy in that ‘let's-try-it-this-way’ fun-spirited attitude some people exude about life, love, driving cars, and eating out.

      “Hi. Sorry for the wait. How can I help you gentlemen? I see Pete got you set up.”

      “Is everyzing OK over zere?”

      “Yes, I think so. Just a camper attacked by a squirrel.”

      “Does that happen often around here?”

      “Ha. Never. It's really weird.”

      “Yeah, weird.”

      “Neither of you is a doctor by any chance? Or a nurse or anything like that?”

      “No. Sorry.”

      “Only ze basic first aid. Qualified for simple zings like paper cuts and lab burns. No, squirrels.”

      “Same.”

      “Well, you might be my last resort. But, between you and me, that lady over there might be a nurse.”

      “Ze biker?”

      “Yeah, but I don't want to bug her on her day off if I don't have to.”

      “Right.”

      “Sometimes you’re just lucky enough to be in ze right place at ze right time, eh?” Ziggy glanced over at me.

      “Sometimes….” She took out her pad. “So, what’ll it be?”

      “Was zat ze chimichanga platter I saw you take past me on our way in?”

      “Yes, it was.”

      “One of zose for me, please.”

      She turned to me. Such pain. I couldn’t speak. How many years had it been since I had enjoyed a real taco? Eighteen months of Silvercrest food with a couple of intervals in faraway places, though none with decent tacos, and then three years of tube food. Almost five years.

      The menu had that standard selection of midwestern mall Mexican food that makes people wonder what all the fuss is about with the foodies and their taco fetish. I mean, I’ll eat it. I do eat it. It’s where I had my first tacos, but…

      “I…”

      “He wants tah-cohs.”

      “The platter? Flour or corn?”

      “Um…”

      “What? Not tah-cos? Zat’s all you talk about. It’s his favorite food.”

      “People love the chicken barbecue tacos. With pickle relish.”

      “Is that a thing? People eat barbecue on tacos now?” I said it before I could stop myself.

      “Some, yeah.” She looked at me and it was one of the best moments of dining out in my life. She looked me up and down and looked into my eyes and knew I could not order the standard mall tacos. She knew I had higher hopes for this place, and she knew what I hoped for. She knew barbecue tacos made as much sense as foie gras hamburgers or smoked salmon pizza.

      Sure, anything was worth a try. Fusion can make for a fun night out. But when you need the world to make sense, you need your food the way it grabbed you, with all its perfect imperfections and simple satisfactions. If you are burger person, you probably know that perfect drive-in burger you got that time your family was in a miserable situation.

      Maybe the power went out during the hottest week of summer. The freezers defrosted. You came home from a distant cousin’s wedding only to spend the evening cleaning out stinking meat and old ice cream that had become soured milk. Mopping and gagging. Mom and Dad called the power company to figure out what the hell happened. Everyone annoyed and wondering when the outage would end and the air conditioning would finally come back on.

      At last, Dad or Mom said, “Enough,” and you piled back into the car and went to that greasy drive-in your parents made a point of avoiding and ordered up a feast. You ate cheeseburgers, chili fries, and chocolate shakes out on the picnic tables, sweating, and laughing about the strange number of unfinished boxes of fish sticks and chicken nuggets found in the depths of that deep freeze. And the Greasy Drive-In cheeseburger dripped with ketchup and mustard, and you bit through sliced pink tomatoes that crunched almost as much as the shredded ice burg lettuce, but not as much as the carbon crust on that patty. All was forgiven. The soul of your family saved. Balance restored to the universe.

      Ok, I love tacos, but burgers run a close second.

      Anyway, I could not go the bad way after a five-year taco drought and facing an impending zombie gore storm.

      “Those aren’t your kind of taco, are they?” And I knew I could love her for at least half of forever.

      “Not tonight.”

      “What kind of tah-cos do you want zen?”

      “I think I know. Let me see what I can do. How many are you up for?”

      “How big are the tortillas?”

      “Those little ones are the ones you want, right?”

      “Yeah.” And I nearly drooled on the table as I said it.

      “How many?”

      I cleared my throat and tried to sound reasonable, “Let’s start with ten.”

      “Ten? Now, zis is a pahty. Where’s zat Monsterita?” The waitress laughed with him. Ziggy always had a certain lunatic charm. “One more zing. Do you have WeeFee? I can’t get signal on my phone.”

      “He means WiFi.”

      “Oh, right. Yeah, we're down in a nook here along where the river cuts between two mountains. Look for the El Coyote network.”

      “Is zer a password?”

      “Yep. Taco1234567.”

      “Zank you. Now we don’t have to talk to each other zrough dinner and can be ze phone zombies we are supposed to be.”

      The waitress laughed and took our order to the kitchen.

      Ziggy lowered his voice and spoke seriously. “For Silvercrest, and maybe humanity, we will want to cut zat line. We don't want videos of the infected getting out or anyzing like zat.”

      “Well, no one is infected, so there’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Look, it’s going to be hours.”

      “You’re probably right. Zat chipmonkey stoh-ry has me on edge. Eizer way, I zink you are going to owe me ten dollars, Singleton.”

      “We’ll see. Night’s still young.”

      “‘Night’s still young.’ Listen to him. You don’t even know a zing and you zink you know zings. Your money is going in my bag.”

      “What’s in that thing, anyway?” I lifted my chin at his European Man Purse. He hadn’t taken it off when we sat down.

      “What zis? Zis is my bag of tricks. My kind of tacos.”
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        * * *

      

      What is bigger than a pint? A quart? A Big Gulp?

      I don’t think it is legal in some states, maybe most states, to serve alcoholic beverages in that volume as a single serving. But this was the Rocky Mountain West. And besides owning guns, how you serve alcohol is one of the last measures of personal freedom anyone actually knew how to do anything about in this part of America.

      The Monsterita. Later, I learned that it had a certain legendary status across the region. Imitated but rarely with any success. Some bars dumbed it down to dumping low grade tequila and food coloring in a quart jar with Seven-Up or Sprite and garnished with a quartered lime around the rim of a quart jar. I suppose an approximation of that sort is good enough for a dorm room, but it misses all the splendor, subtlety, and grandeur of the original.

      The original, insanely large, involved, and glowing Blue Monsterita contains an LED ice cube. It comes with three straws, green dipped in white sugar, red dipped in salt, and white dipped in that rusty red chili lime seasoning known as Tajin. A shot of golden tequila in a one ounce ice bowl floats at the top, already melting its way into the drink. Lime slices, a paper sombrero, a small plastic Day of the Dead skeleton, and Mexican and US flags decorate it.

      The rim of the jar came coated in sugar and pop rocks. Inside the jar, the blue concoction surprises with its smooth drinkable combination of blue curacao, mezcal, lime-coconut flavored rum, a dash of triple sec, and a splash of club soda. Well regarded establishments deliver it with a mini-bottle of Mexican beer as a chaser. Though reportedly, the bold sometimes favor adding the beer to the jar once they make room for it.

      Had I ever seen Ziggy happier than when that thing landed in front of him? No. This was a science experiment, a parody and pastiche of cultural appropriation, a Mexican-American history lesson, a party, and a crisis management (or avoidance) tool all poured into one frosty mason jar.

      Pete The Bartender set down my boring iced tea with extra lemon as Ziggy giggled and sipped with embarrassing excitement.

      I said, “Thanks,” and watched Pete head over to the family table with Soccer Dad’s second Blue Monsterita of the evening. In the short time that we had ordered, the condition of the bandage on the chipmunk hand had significantly deteriorated as the swelling increased, Soccer Dad rubbed it against the bottom of his chair while stuffing chimichanga, rice, beans, and chips into his mouth.

      Beyond the family table, I could see the waitress chatting with the biker couple. She asked them about a patch on one of their jackets.

      “Oh, God, thanks. I’m so thirsty. Thanks!” Soccer Dad pounded the chaser before he set to work on the main event.

      “Can I have the skeleton man this time, Dad?” Apparently, Tara had called dibs on the first one, so Soccer Dad obliged and gave this one to young Chad.

      “Anything else I can get you?”

      “A new hand, maybe.” Soccer Dad waved around the bandage cloud that was his hand.

      “Honey…What have you done to your bandage?”

      “Whoa. That’s not looking much better.” Pete stepped back. Sensible guy.

      Karen-Mother-of-Two looked up at Pete, “Sorry. No, I think we’re all OK for drinks now. Thank you.”

      “Yeah, thanks again.”

      “Take care of that thing.”

      “Or it’ll take care of you, right? I mean, me.” Little did Soccer Dad know, but both were true.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “It doesn’t look too good.” Just as the waitress had suspected, the First Lady Biker turned out to be an off-duty nurse (so, Biker Nurse). She peeled the dressing from Soccer Dad’s wound.

      “Ahh…the air on it feels good.”

      “Ah zee air…exactly what it wants.” Ziggy whispered play-by-play running commentary at me between sips of his glowing blue tequila disaster.

      “Yeah, it’s really warm.”

      “You betcha it’s warm. Trying to escape. To make ze carrier ze infected.” Ziggy whispered.

      I had so many questions, but I didn’t want to miss the action. Carrier versus infected?

      The waitress had brought the Biker Nurse the big metal first aid kit and a pair of blue latex gloves from the kitchen. Biker Nurse touched the open wound. Ziggy looked uneasy.

      “Tsk. Tsk. I don’t zink a zin scrap of latex will keep it out.”

      “What? Isn’t that impossible?” I whispered back at him. I couldn’t let that one sit. I had to ask.

      “Yes, but…”

      “It was a squirrel?” The nurse asked the dad.

      “Chipmunk,” Tara chimed in before her mom or dad could.

      “Wow.”

      “Right. I know.” Soccer Dad could not believe his luck. He remained oblivious to how bad it was.

      “Looks painful.”

      “Well, this helps.” He held up his second Big Blue Monsterita and took another drink.

      “I don’t know…I can clean it. But you say you cleaned it an hour ago?”

      Karen-Mother-of-Two checked the time on her phone. “Just about an hour and forty-five minutes.”

      “And it didn’t look like this when you were done.”

      “No. I watched the guy doing it and it was red, but not…”

      “Not oozing.” This time young Chad jumped in, maybe too delighted to be the authority on the ooze.

      “Right,” Karen-Mother-of-Two confirmed.

      Ziggy leaned across the table and spoke under his breath again, “Ze guy is Kevin, I zink. Yes, definitely Kevin. He infected zat squirrel.”

      “Chipmunk,” I corrected.

      “Whutevah.”

      The nurse sounded worried, “Hmm. I think you better get to the ER tonight.”

      “Really?”

      Ziggy whispered so hard that I knew he wanted to scream, “We cannot let zat happen.”

      I couldn’t figure out how we could stop them, “You going to tell them the whole deal?”

      “Maybe we go to the parking lot and pop some tires or somezing. We need to keep an eye on zem so zey don’t infect ozers.”

      Meanwhile, the nurse was giving in all on her own, “Well, it’s OK for now, but I wouldn’t wait until morning if it keeps this up. How do you feel?”

      “OK. It doesn’t hurt much. But I think I might be getting a cold.” Soccer Dad snorted back more snot than anyone in the restaurant felt comfortable hearing go back up inside him.

      The nurse quietly poked at one of the raw, swollen red bitten areas with her rubber gloved finger. I could see she wanted to test him on how much it hurt in case he was trying to sound tough for the kids or something. The waitress saw the nurse doing this, too, and when Soccer Dad did not react, they looked at each other. From the looks of the wound and how hard she dug into it, anyone else would have yelped.

      Ziggy noticed this, too. “Oh, zis is new. Zis is weird. Numb or dead?”

      “Well, could be that blue tequila bomb is helping keep the pain down, but you’ll wanta take it easy so your liver can help get this healed up.”

      “I still have my appetite.”

      “I bet he does. Probably wants somezing a little more rare. Maybe one of his children.”

      “Ziggy, shuttup.”

      “I’ll finish my chimichanga and then we can head over to the hospital.”

      “Not much will happen in the next hour or so, honey. You’ve got some time. It’s only a little nip. They do see these kinds of things. Not from chipmunks, but…“ They all laughed lightly at Biker Nurse’s mention of chipmunks, relieved she didn’t sound worried. She moved gracefully from cleaning to wrapping up the wound. She was good. Kept her patient and his family calm. We only knew she was covering up any worries because we had seen her test Soccer Dad’s pain reaction.

      I glanced over at Biker Nurse’s partner, a Big Lady Biker with short-cropped hair and a round face. She worked slowly on the last of her burrito, knowing what I suspected, that the calmer Biker Nurse sounded, the more worries she was trying to hide.

      And the waitress. She was privy to all this, too. A bell rang from the kitchen window, and she did not wait to get after it, probably not wanting to give away the Biker Nurse’s worries to the family.

      As the Biker Nurse focused on closing up Soccer Dad’s bandage, I continued looking around at the rest of my fellow audience members. This included virtually everyone in the restaurant along with the cook and dishwasher trying to catch the action through the kitchen window. Lovely Karen-Mother-of-Two, took picture after picture of the wound, the old bandages, and the new ones with her phone.

      The kids sucked at their sodas between mouthfuls of their dinners, tapping at messages and games between taking photos of the scene. And in the other direction, I saw that the waitress had not gone straight to the kitchen window to pick up our food, but stopped at the bar to chat with the bartender and the cop. I am not the world’s best lip reader, but I did not need to be. The three of them openly but quietly discussed what they should do. Whether they ought to call it in.

      Then Karen-Mother-of-Two asked Biker Nurse the question on everyone’s mind. “Do you think it’s OK to wait until after dinner?”

      “He should be OK. It’s a bad scratch, but just a scratch. They can treat even the worst-case scenario at the hospital.”

      I could feel the impact wave of the collective sigh of relief from the bar. The nurse had saved them all a lot of paperwork, insurance, police reports, etc. Ziggy watched all of it intently. I don’t know how he planned to stop them if they reached for the phone, but his wacky Austrian wheels were definitely turning.

      Karen-Mother-of-Two still had worries. “Worst case scenario? What’s that?”

      “Well, rabies, honey. It’s very, very rare, but the way you’re talking about that chipmunk…well, it’s a good chance.” For my money, Biker Nurse had decided it was rabies, but had been a nurse long enough to know she better not hand out a diagnosis without a ream of test results and hospital malpractice insurance to cover her.

      “The man at the campground said it wasn’t rabies.”

      “Was he a doctor?”

      “No.”

      “Well, best for the doctors to run some tests.”

      And here came Ziggy with his breathless commentary again, “It’s not fucking rabies… much, much worse.”

      “Ziggy, come on. Maybe it wasn’t Kevin. Maybe it isn’t the absolute worst thing.”

      “Reconsider the facts of your life a moment.”

      ”Huh?”

      “When has anyzing in your life not been ze worst fucking zing?” He sounded disgusted with my thickheadedness. More than usual.

      “Do you think that’s what it is? Rabies.” Karen was on to Biker Nurse.

      “I couldn’t say, honey. It’s pretty rare.”

      “It’s not rabies, Karen.” Soccer Dad gave her that dimpled perfect toothed grin that had taken him through every so-called difficulty of his life.

      “But we should go to the hospital, right?”

      “Oh definitely. It’s a two-hour drive to the clinic in town, but it’s worth it in this case, I think.”

      “Fine. You win. As long as I get another beer before we go.” Dad did not intend to receive treatment sober.

      Biker Nurse smiled at Soccer Dad. “To help the pain?”

      “Pain? No, so I can handle her driving.”

      Karen-Mother-of-Two laughed but did not hesitate to add, “You’re such a jerk, sometimes.”

      “Only sometimes? I’m improving.”

      “Not really. We’re in public.”

      Biker Nurse chuckled along with their patter while somehow commiserating with Karen as she did. She finished wrapping the wound and gathered up all the old bandages. “But don’t let anyone else touch this without gloves. And get to the hospital.”

      “Shit. It is rabies, isn’t it? I knew Kevin was full of it.” Soccer Dad figured it out when Biker Nurse mentioned the gloves and fear sat him up straight.

      “Well, don’t panic.”

      “Oh, panicking would not be entirely irrational. But it wouldn’t help eizer.” Ziggy was too pleased with himself.

      “Why isn’t he sicker or a zombie?” I asked. “This isn’t how it usually goes down.”

      “It isn’t usually transmitted across species. In ozer viruses zer can be a carrier mode, especially when going from rodent to human. Zat is ze most likely reason he is not dead or trying to rip out our spleens—”

      “Shh.”

      The waitress brought over our food. Two plates of tacos for me and a heaping saucy Drunken Chimichanga platter with rice and beans for Ziggy.

      “All set?”

      I noticed a plastic garbage bag in the pocket of her apron. Probably to help with the clean up over at the family table.

      “I think we’re good.”

      “OK. Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Zanks. We will.”

      As expected, the waitress went from our table over to help clean up the table with the Biker Nurse and Soccer Dad who were still talking about what he should do about his hand.

      “It takes time and you’ll be getting to the hospital within 24 hours. If it is rabies, and that’s a really big if, then they can treat it. You’ll probably get to do a little staycation while you recover, but from what I have heard, most people aren’t much more than bored and tired during the treatment.”

      “Well, let’s hope it’s not that.” Karen pushed the remains of her taco salad into the I’m-not-finishing-that space of the table. Her voice hardened into something not so very Mother-of-Two-ish sounding. I looked at her more closely. This was a new Karen. A Corporate-Karen. A Corporate-Cutthroat Karen. And she did not believe a word this Biker Nurse told her.

      “Right. It’s probably something else. Who knows? I don’t know squirrels.”

      “Chipmunks.” Tara clung to this as a fundamental moral distinction. A squirrel could never do such a thing.

      “Them either.”

      “Thanks for cleaning it up and having a look.”

      “Yes, thank you. He was a nice guy, but I’m not sure about his medical training.”

      “He did you OK. It’s a weird one.”

      “We’ll get your next round.” Soccer Dad was in a spending mood.

      “Whaddya say Gene, you up for another?”

      “Sure.”

      “Look at ze air.” Ziggy interrupted my eavesdropping.

      “What?”

      “Ze air. Above zem in ze light.”

      Ziggy motioned somewhat discreetly with his fork-full of chimichanga. I saw a fog under the cantina style beer company themed light fixture hanging above the table where the Biker Nurse had cleaned up Soccer Dad’s wound. It looked like the heavy cigar smoke movies always show hanging over poker tables, an open secret of thick velveteen air no one dare mention or disturb. Maybe because of the light or maybe because it most certainly rose up off the hot wound when the bandage came off, I thought it had a red tint. The disturbing wound-steam dissipated as we watched.

      “Going. Going. Gone. Out of ze air. Into ze lungs.”

      ”But that’s not how it works, Ziggy.”

      “We don’t know zat. We know nozing.”

      “Shouldn't we do something? Clear the place out?”

      “I don't zink so. Hard to tell. Don't you know? You've seen more of zese zan me. Zan anyone. Even after zree years sleeping.”

      “Have I?”

      “I work in ze lab. You do clean up.”

      “Exactly. I haven't actually seen an outbreak start.”

      “Except ze very first.”

      “Not that I can remember.”

      “Me neizer. But we should have some time. We can get him on ze way to hospital when no one is looking and have Silvercrest pick him up. According to ze reports, zey die for a few hours before any zombies appear.”

      “So, we let him die…”

      “I zink so.”

      We returned to our meals.

      “My God, these tacos look amazing.”

      Right on cue, the jukebox switched to a happy Mexican oompah band song. The Biker Nurse sneezed. Soccer Dad coughed. Ziggy gulped down the rest of his Monsterita, and I continued attacking my tacos.

      In twenty minutes, the first of them would die. Five minutes after that, the first would rise. What used to happen in hours would take minutes. New strain of the virus. New rules. Kevin’s boondoggle revenge. Z minus twenty-five and counting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          4 Not a Taco. Not a Pie

        

      

    

    
      Z minus twenty-four minutes, thirty seconds.

      I nearly wept at the two beautiful plates of tacos laid out before me. Five to a plate, one in the middle, and four arranged around that. I could eat them all and would eat them all but…

      “What if I puke again?”

      Kevin asked that question once. A long time before that night at El Coyote, but not a long time to me. The Silvercrest Cinco de Mayo party a few months before he and Ziggy had knocked me out. Put me on ice.

      I remember Ziggy laughing at Kevin the same way he was about to laugh at me for asking the same question in El Coyote Gordo. Ziggy’s laughter said, If you puke again, I laugh again. You are alive again. The joke of life keeps going. And Ziggy keeps laughing.

      It had been much too easy to convince Kevin that he could win a jalapeño pepper eating contest. He simply did not consider the reality that some people grew up eating spicy food—built on peppers much hotter than jalapeños—and some of them worked right alongside him in the lab.

      I don’t know what he thought Vivek and Albert complained about when they talked about how little flavor the cafeteria food had. Maybe he thought they identified a lack of salt. Or a lack of other herbs and spices (possible, but not the whole story). And when we ordered Indian or Thai food from outside, he skipped certain dishes because he found them too hot. Did he miss the fact that Vivek and Albert both kept going without breaking a sweat? And they were not alone.

      Other departments and labs included scientists with a much higher heat tolerance than Kevin. But he thought he had some gift for eating hot food because he loved Tabasco sauce and could order hot wings instead of medium. Oh, Kevin, your self-delusion was so much easier to see than my own.

      All that said against him, Kevin did well considering we talked him into it as a joke. He ate four. Threw up. And then sat at the table ready to start over. Competitive guy. Never mind that Vivek and Albert had each finished their seventh pepper while laughing at each other because their jaws started to get sore from all the chewing. Their mouths looked more green than red. Kevin’s had the red meter pinned. His whole head looked like an overripe bing cherry with a long blond ponytail.

      While others in the lab-on-lab competition had substantial beads of sweat on their brows, Kevin’s body had gone into open revolt. Sweat pumped from every pore. He needed to stand under an air-conditioning vent and cool his system down. With Vivek and Albert leading the way, our lab had a total count of fourteen peppers. The next lab had ten. We could win without Kevin, but Kevin’s pride…

      He started repeating the question, “What if I puke again? What if I puke again? What happens if I puke again? Do they count the second time?” Panting and gasping between every other word.

      Ziggy was not kind. He was funny. And reliable in a pinch. But to him, a joke built on your pride was a joke until your pride ran out. He told him, “Oh, come on, Kevin. Look at Albert. Look at Vivek. Hardly red in ze face. You simply got a bad pepper in zere somehow.”

      “Just stop, Kevin,” I pleaded.

      He told me, “No. I can do this.” And then the hiccup train arrived later than expected, but in a mad rush to get Kevin somewhere else. Anywhere other than near those peppers.

      Kevin could not manage words through the hiccups. He stopped trying to speak. Even Ziggy told him to stop through his laughter. “Come on, Kevin. Eat some shoo-gar. Sit down. You are kaput.”

      But he didn’t. Kevin waited until we grew tired of telling him to stop and went over to his bowl of peppers, found one, and ate it, giving it a good chew as he did. Even Vivek (seventeen peppers) and Alberto (ten) expressed admiration and shock. The team won and Kevin contributed. He also passed out, pressing his face against the cool cafeteria floor shortly before the awards ceremony.

      Perhaps we should mark that as the first Quiet Kevin Silvercrest Boondoggle.

      And now, what if I puke again? What about this boondoggle of my own? Trusting Ziggy until my self-awareness caught up with my sense of shame and good judgement? Ten tacos. How many zombies? But I had a talent. Sid Singleton was weaned on zombie killing as sure as Vivek and Alberto ate hot peppers at grandma’s house.

      Anyway, Ziggy had a mouthful of Chimichanga when I asked, and I couldn’t make out his response, so I asked again. “What if I puke again?”

      “More tah-cos for you.”

      “It would be a crime against tacos. Look at these beauties.”

      “Your kind of tah-co, eh?”

      “Everyone’s kind of taco. If they only knew.”

      “What are you waiting for?”

      “I really don’t want to puke these up.”

      “Don’t be a silly willy. When did you vomit last?”

      I shrugged.

      “Hours ago. You have had gummy wooms, beef jeh-ky, und-und-und potaytoh chips, und zey are all in your tummy, no?”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “Now, eat zem up before everyone is infected.”

      And I started. Three tacos later. “My God, these are good.”

      “I zink you will be owing me ten dollars.”
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      Z minus eighteen minutes and fifteen seconds.

      When Pete The Bartender came over to set us up, his partner, the weekend cowboy looking guy, came over to the bar to hang out with him while he worked on the latest round of drinks. From time to time, I could hear them speaking quietly to themselves and chuckling, mostly in reaction to the crazy attack chipmunk story over at the Soccer Family table. They hung out there until Pete was certain everyone had their drinks and all the excitement had died down.

      Ziggy called out to them as Pete stepped from behind the bar on the way back to the poolroom. “Señors! One zing if you have a second. Before you get back to za game.”

      “What can we do for you?” Pete came over with his buddy trailing behind.

      “You come here all za time, right?” He meant Pete. “Und you look like you come here some of za time, too. Like a reg-you-lah.”

      The Weekend Cowboy answered first. “Yeah. More or less.”

      “He’s a regular, alright.”

      “A quick question. A friend of ours told us about zis place. Long hair. Geeky. Like us.”

      “Kevin?” Pete knew him.

      “Yes, Kevin. Zat’s him.”

      “Yeah, he comes in here a lot.” Weekend Cowboy knew him, too.

      “Or did. Haven’t seen him the last few days.”

      “But it’s Tuesday, and he’s always here Tuesdays. So, he should be here.” It crossed my mind that maybe Weekend Cowboy was keeping tabs on Kevin.

      “Tell me, was Kevin looking well?”

      “I dunno…I mean.” Pete didn’t seem to think there was a well look for Kevin.

      “He said zat he was staying at a camping ground nearby.”

      “El Coyote, just up the road.”

      “Weird guy.” Weekend Cowboy wanted some info in return, but he wasn’t going to ask for it directly.

      “Weirder zan us?”

      “Maybe. He was way into prog rock.” I think Pete might have been trying to save his tip because we would easily take home the award for Oddest Customers of The Week if they gave out such a thing. Me in my day-glo and glitter explosion of discount designer casual. Ziggy with his blond curly explosion of unkempt hair, Beethoven T-shirt, red jeans, bright yellow sneakers, and unavoidable black eye patch.

      “Zat’s him! Mein Gott, zis is good.” Ziggy had gulped down about a quarter of the glowing Blue Monsterita by this point, so he was loose. Through this whole exchange, he kept working on it and his chimichanga.

      “Yeah, you friends of his?” Weekend Cowboy asked.

      “Work friends,” I answered.

      “Right. He’s not quite right, is he? In the head, I mean.” And then I noticed a badge on Weekend Cowboy’s belt. I had spotted what looked like a gun on the inside of his left ankle on the way in, but I didn’t know the laws in every state about that stuff. The badge cleared things up. Weekend Cowboy was a cop.

      “Well…ze zing is…”

      I’m not sure what Ziggy was avoiding saying, so I jumped in. “Yeah, he’s a nut. But basically harmless.”

      “That’s what I figured, but my boss was concerned. A logger clearing a firebreak out at the campground called him in for looking like the type to try living out there. I mean, he’s been there off and on since July, but…said he had a lot of vacation time saved up or something.”

      “Yah, he likes his vay-cay-shon.”

      “But he has a job?” Before we could answer, he went on. “Somewhere other than in his motorhome, I mean?”

      Ziggy stepped up for the lie. He was a natural. “Kevin has a job waiting for him. He’s our eccentric genius type. We will be needing him.” He more or less casually pulled out his Silvercrest picture ID, lanyard and all, from his murse to show it off as he said this.

      “Silvercrest, huh?” He seemed to know the name. “You guys out here checking on him?”

      “You could say zat. But it’s notzing official.”

      “I gotcha.”

      And we all looked at each other. Weekend Cowboy Cop sizing us up. Us not wanting to say more. Everyone waited. Whoever could wait longer would get more information from the other guys.

      Pete jumped back in first. “Well…he’s around here. Likes Mexican food. Comes here almost every night.”

      “Right. Sits there scribbling away in his notebook. Can’t seem to stop workin’. Kinda freaked me out at first.”

      “But I guess he’s OK. Just weird.”

      “Loves those cartoon shows.” They were rolling now.

      “American Dad.”

      “Yeah, got us watching Rick and Morty, too.”

      “Weird. But funny.”

      “Yeah, seems like one of those guys who did pretty well in science class in high school.” Weekend Cowboy Cop wrapped it up with a wink of knowing understatement, hoping we had more to offer on the science stuff, I think.

      “Pretty well, I zink, yes. Like me, but maybe less partying.” Ziggy raised his Monsterita their way as proof.

      “Tuesday night.” Pete checked the time on his cell phone. “He should be here already.”

      “Zat would be great.”

      “Well, we don’t want to keep you from your game.” I tried for the wrap up.

      “No problem. You boys take it easy. Especially you, Sigmund.” Weekend Cowboy Cop smiled at Ziggy. He got a kick out of him.

      “It only gets easier mit zis Monster.”

      “Sure.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Zank you. We look forward to getting one of zese wiz Kevin.”

      As they turned and walked to the pool table, Ziggy’s face twisted into irritated worry. Under his breath, he muttered, “Fuckfuckfuckfuckfuck.”

      “Well, at least we know we’re in the right place.”

      “Yes, but where’s Kevin?”

      “Probably back at his motorhome dissecting that chipmunk.”

      “No. Zis is the better place. He knows zat fadder and maybe ze rest of ze family is infected. Zis is where ze science is happening.”

      “I don’t know, Zig. I think you may be wrong about this. The dad doesn’t look that sick. Maybe the chipmunk was infected, but it would be a weird jump, right?”

      “You don’t get it, Singleton.”

      “Get what?”

      “It’s mutating faster zan anyone can control. Zer are already two hundred und zirty strains. Most in ze last few years. And Kevin was…he was trying to accelerate ze mutation to—”

      “Two hundred and thirty. There were only twenty yesterday.”

      “Your yesterday. Zree years ago. He even stole tissue samples from you and was trying to infect zem.”

      “What—?”

      “You see now.”

      I froze. Holding a taco up to my open mouth. Waiting for Ziggy to make sense before biting into it.

      “You zink mad scientists only come from Europe or somezing?”

      My taco addiction got the better of the Ziggy-making-sense waiting game, and I bit into an amazing chorizo filled tortilla.

      The loud sound of dishes clanging together over at the Soccer Family table interrupted a heavenly chorus of flavor-singing taco angels. Ziggy and I looked over.

      Soccer dad had dropped the salsa bowl onto his chimichanga platter. His nose was running. The fingers of his bandaged hand had turned purple. The rest of him looked paler than before. He and the kids laughed, but Karen-Mother-of-Two did not. She helped him clean things up, looking like she wished her husband had never heard the word Monsterita.

      Ziggy whispered at me with the intensity of a newly lit blowtorch, “I wish we brought zat tire iron.”
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        * * *

      

      Ziggy and Kevin would arrange movie nights for me in the lab. I could not leave the Silvercrest facility except to deal with a zombie outbreak and cleanup, so life could get downright boring. Fortunately, my friends were geeks and willing to re-watch movies with me to see how this amnesiac would react. Who knew? Maybe it would bring back some of my memory.

      “It’s zerapeutic,” Ziggy told management when he submitted the request for the high-resolution digital projector we hooked up at one end of the lab adjacent to my room.

      Formerly a storeroom or maybe private office space off one of the labs, Silvercrest had originally sealed it off like a bubble in case I carried and could spread the zombie virus. For six months, I did not leave that ten by ten box. When Ziggy first set up the projector, I had to watch the movies through the distortion of multiple layers of plastic shielding. Watching the Matrix that way did not bring any memories back, but did prompt some odd dreams. I woke up after a binge through the trilogy, wondering what Silvercrest had plugged me into and how it was drawing power from my being.

      Anyway, after about eight months, I had run out of great must see movies. None of them brought anything back except the urge to eat sour gummy worms. Then one night, Ziggy brought in a beat-up looking external hard drive decorated with a “The Robots Have Already Won” sticker on it. He said, “It’s time to get personal, Singleton.”

      “Did you bring gummy worms?”

      He threw me an extra-large pack. “Thanks. What are we watching?” By this time, they had taken down the bubble, and I could move freely around the lab. I sat in one of the high lab tech chairs, thinking I would move to the couch once the movie started.

      Ziggy plugged in the drive and opened a folder labeled laszlo and started the first movie in the list, file name broken_ocean(1976).mpeg. And we started watching. I did not leave that uncomfortable lab chair for the next ninety-eight minutes, and I barely touched my open bag of gummy worms. We had discovered something important. Something that tied me to my old self. My forgotten self. No memories came back to me, but old me and new me had the same attachment to the films of some forgotten director named Laszlo Murray.

      The film we watched that night, The Broken Ocean, was about two kids chasing the tide of an ocean that recedes from them every night. They fall asleep on the beach, concerned that the tide will rise and wash away their campsite, only to wake in a mud-cracked desert, miles from any shore. The two kids walk in search of a tide they can almost hear, an ocean they can almost see. It recedes only slightly slower than they walk. Along the way, they encounter lost technology. Cars. Washers and dryers. Bicycles. Ovens. A printing press. Computers. Hospital beds. A wasteland of something like the late 20th Century modern world.

      The ocean has covered everything they come across in mud and gunk, now drying out and rotting in the sun. People appear. Also caked in dry mud. Some hunt them. Some run from them. Finally, they find a canoe and fall asleep on the receding tide. End of movie.

      Ziggy and Kevin looked at me. They always expected or wanted some big revelation. Some trigger pulled. Followed by something exploding out of the lost me. This time something happened, but not the way they expected.

      “You OK?”

      “Let’s watch it again.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes.”

      “Zer are more. Ozers by zis same—”

      “This one. Again.” Something in my voice must have freaked them out. I think I issued a real threat out of somewhere or someone deep inside me. I did not remember any single fact about who I was before, but I remembered that sense of deadly intention. I needed to see what I felt deep under all the things we think make us who we are. I needed to see those two kids—those other versions of me—chasing the always and forever receding and eternally broken ocean.
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        * * *

      

      Z minus twelve and counting.

      “Christopher Columbus. Hey, Columbus.”

      The cook looked at me through the window.

      I looked at him. Round headed smile under a bushy mustache. I couldn’t see much of his body except his round shoulders and fat arms propped up on the counter as he leaned out towards me, but I guessed then that he was a heavy guy with a round cook’s gut. I spotted a tattoo on his right forearm. Half of Che Guevara’s face, I think. On the other one, I could make out part of a glorious Virgen de Guadalupe.

      “How are those tacos de mercado? Are those your kind of taco?”

      I had two left. “Sí, mucho gusto. But I think I need more.” I smiled.

      He laughed. “Shit. Good, huh? I learned the ones with the queso fresca from a guy in Guadalajara when I was down there a while back seeing my cousins.”

      “So good.” I started on the second to last taco.

      “Only guys like you order them, though.”

      I looked at him. Guys like what? I think I knew what he meant, and I didn’t think it was an altogether good thing.

      “Foodies and taco snobs.”

      I swallowed. “Guilty.”

      “Not enough cheese or something for people around here. Most people stick with what they know.”

      “Crunchy tacos with cheddar.”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      “Can I get three more with nothing but chorizo, cilantro, and onion?”

      “Old school. You got it, Cristobal Colon.” And he disappeared back into the kitchen.

      Despite labeling me as a cultural appropriator with a name plenty of folks in Latin America see near the top of the list of the major European colonial genocidiarres of the past five hundred or so years, I liked the guy.

      He had a friendly smile and good humor about it. He liked that I liked his food. He liked that I liked real Mexican food. I think he especially liked that I didn’t get offended when he called me out for calling them “my kind of taco.” And more importantly, I went right on eating and even ordered more. You can mend (or possibly avoid) a lot of the broken fences between people if you can learn to like, or at least appreciate, the food they call home. And having a sense of humor about yourself doesn’t hurt either.

      Of course, no amount of dinner table diplomacy will ever reconcile me with corporate virus spawned flesh-eating zombies. Humans are not food. All zombies must die.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Tacos

      

      

      Two plates of five tacos served open, each built on two number ten-sized corn tortillas (the small ones). I did not specify filling for that first round, you may remember. So, they came out dealer’s choice. And wow, did he choose well. Though you might think he included some duplicates, each iteration manifested its contents in a unique and wonderful way.

      While the fillings were excellent on their own, the salsas and garnish combined with them to lift the flavors from simply lovely to that of sublime culinary artistry. Beyond the accompaniments mentioned below, both plates arrived with extra lime slices. Here are the tacos like clockwork.

      
        
        First Plate

      

      

      2 o’clock—Pollo de Tinga, a sprinkle of cilantro and radish over a splash of dark salsa rojo

      5 o’clock—Chili colorado, meat that fell apart from a long slow stewing over low heat, cilantro and radish, but with pickled jalapeño carrot salsa

      7 o’clock—Chorizo with a slice of avocado and a sprinkle of cilantro

      10 o’clock—Garlic zuchini with beans and salsa roja

      Center—Ranchero. His masterpiece. Thinly sliced flank steak, a chunk of queso fresca, slices of fresh cabbage and radish, and salsa fresca

      
        
        Second Plate

      

      

      2 o’clock—Pollo de Tinga, a sprinkle of cilantro and radish over guacamole

      5 o’clock—Chili colorado with cilantro, and radish, but drizzled with avocado salsa

      7 o’clock—Chorizo and salsa fresca made with what must have been mangos and pineapple

      10 o’clock—Garlic zuchini with beans and salsa fresca

      Center—Ranchero Part II. How do you improve a masterpiece? Pickled jalapeño carrot salsa and salsa fresca. Again, the thinly sliced flank steak, a chunk of queso fresca, fresh cabbage, and radish.
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        * * *

      

      Z minus ten minutes and ten seconds.

      “Ze truth has come upon me. I will not finish zis chimichanga.” Ziggy had already finished his Monsterita, and it had conferred on him a kind of tipsy profundity that someone who had never met him might not notice. He stood up to get away from the last third of his chimichanga. He paused, and then, “I must do zree zings. But ze most important is number two.” And he giggled.

      “That’s all I need to know, thanks.”

      He walked towards the restroom, but then turned and walked backwards a few steps, saying, “Four things,” before turning back around and disappearing down the hall with his murse and mischief-maker’s bounce in his step.

      That left me alone with my empty taco plates, half my iced tea, and a restaurant full of strangers. The waitress hustled by with a tray of sodas for the Soccer Family and a couple more beers for the bikers. Karen-Mother-of-Two hoped that by adding some cola to Soccer Dad’s system he might become marginally more coherent. She thought she had a long ride to the hospital ahead of her that night.

      “How you doin’?”

      “I’m okay. Is that other chimichanga on the way?” Soccer Dad had completely cleaned his plate.

      “Sure is. I wanted to be sure you were really up for it.”

      “Oh, I am. I’m crazy hungry for some reason.” He sounded better than the sweat dripping off his forehead and pale complexion would lead you to believe. Sick and famished and looking like he might pass out. Maybe drunker than he expected. He was working on the cola and had left his second Monsterita half full.

      “It’ll be up in a jiffy.”

      “Thank you so much.” Corporate-Career-Karen wanted this dinner to end and to get on the road. She probably hoped they had run out of chimichangas or something.

      I watched the waitress drop the beers at the Biker’s table. Biker Nurse rubbed her nose with a napkin, and both of them waved their plates away, having filled up on enchiladas and burritos from the looks of the left-over goop. “Everything okay, here?”

      “Yeah, just keepin’ an eye on the patient over there.”

      “That’s why I don’t camp.” The Biker Nurse’s other half, Gene, so Biker Gene, had a self-conscious gruffness that sounded good humored at heart. Leather jacket draped over the back of her chair, her tight black T-shirt had some kind of swirling insignia or logo I couldn’t make out from the way she was sitting—leaning forward, beer mug front and center. Her tattoos were the expensive eagle and former military variety along with a wire that ran down the top of her right forearm ending in a large fray that sent sparks into her fingers. Electrician? Yeah.

      Anyway, Biker Gene’s camping comment got a laugh from the good-humored waitress, who, now that I had come to take a good look at her again—the first time since she had dropped off my tacos—had started fighting a runny nose. I couldn’t help thinking about that red fog Ziggy had pointed out.

      The waitress headed my way as the cook hit the bell for my second round of tacos. She diverted to the kitchen and came back with what I thought of as my Bonus Chorizos. Don’t ask ‘Bonus for what?’ It’s a bonus. A bonus bonus. A taco bonus. Everyone deserves one. Every day. That’s my Taco Philosophy start to finish.

      “Is he all done here?” She was about to take away Ziggy’s chimichanga plate.

      “Yep. How’s that guy doing over there?”

      She smiled and sniffled. “He’s either gonna die or forget it ever happened.”

      I smiled and chuckled through my uncomfortable knowledge of impending zombie in reply. The waitress bounced and weaved away as though tipsy or high. Weird. I had not seen her drink anything since our arrival. I had only seen her serving or chatting with folks. And I don’t think she found or made a minute to sneak out for a joint or anything. But I noticed one other change in this chipper bundle of waitress since she had taken our order; the rapid onset of cold symptoms not unlike dear old Soccer Dad’s.
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        * * *

      

      Z minus five minutes and thirty seconds

      Ziggy returned sooner than I expected.

      “Well, that was fast.”

      “Was it?” He grinned at me, his one good eye blasting fireworks of unrestrained mischievous delight in every direction.

      I looked at him so he knew I was looking at him.

      “What?”

      “That smug grin.”

      “Is zis a grin?”

      “It’s not because you just took the shit of a lifetime.”

      “It was four zings, but only one of zem in ze restroom.”

      “Great.”

      “What happened while I was gone?”

      “You tell me. You’re the one with the ass crack wide grin on your face.”

      “Zat is a horrible image.”

      “Consider the plight of the guy looking at it.”

      “Quite funny, Singleton.”

      New alarms went off at the Soccer Family table.

      “Ohmigod.” Disappointed Tara.

      “What happened?” Digitally marooned Chad.

      The WiFi dropped them as the waitress brought the kids complimentary deep-fried ice cream with chocolate and cinnamon churros. Karen-Mother-of-Two looked desperately to the waitress for some help. She looked at their phones and the available WiFi, but she found no digital tether. The waitress and bartender conferred. No more network. Nothing. They couldn’t even process credit cards.

      “Did you kill the phone line, too?”

      “I don’t know what you’re asking.”

      “Ziggy.”

      “Are you asking if I am an idiot or a fool?”

      “I know it’s always the latter. But are you a thorough fool, that’s my question?”

      “Sí, señor. Quite zorough.”

      “Spanish with an Austrian accent is creepier than English.”

      “What is creepy about ze Austrian accent?”

      “Never mind.”

      The lack of network did not keep the kids from taking pictures of their fancy Mexican desserts and the Biker Nurse and Biker Gene who leathered back up in preparation for their departure.

      “You’ll need to collect zose. All ze phones. And destroy zem.”

      “Not my gig. Silvercrest sends a clean team. But they won't need to. No zombies, Zig. You’re overreacting.”

      “Oh, zis sounds like anozer bet.” And at that, Ziggy got up and headed directly towards the Soccer Family table.

      Was it as he walked over or a second before that the Soccer Dad fell completely out of his chair? I couldn’t say for sure, but I think he had already headed that way, anyway, and Soccer Dad happened to go over at the same time. In these situations, high imminent zombie, my sense of trouble can become overly sensitive. Hypersensitive. Verging on paranoid. So, I think it safe to mark down Ziggy’s timing as unhappy coincidence. I hope so. Anything else would worry me beyond all hope of good sleep.

      Once Soccer Dad hit the floor, Ziggy picked up the pace and joined Biker Nurse, Biker Gene, and the waitress in attending to him. The kids stood on their chairs to get a better vantage of dear old dad. Karen-Mother-of-Corporate-Career did not move from her seat. I saw her give up on tapping on her own phone in frustration. No network, remember, Karen? The pool players looked over from the top step of the poolroom.

      Lots of talking and advising, and I saw Ziggy’s quick bony hands do something. Did he take a sample? Or stick him? I could see enough from my angle to know it was not an encouraging pat on the shoulder, but I could not see exactly what he did. Anyhow, Soccer Dad popped up a moment later, rubbing the bicep over his bitten hand so, in hindsight, I think Ziggy stuck him with something. Oddly, Ziggy then took off his murse and set it on the table near Karen-Mother-of-Two, who told the kids to get down from the chairs. “Dad will be OK. Now sit down now. I don’t want either of you falling.”

      “Whoa. That was weird.” Soccer Dad announced to those assembled.

      Everyone laughed.

      And it was at this light-hearted moment, with almost everything appearing right with the world, that my creep-o-meter went off. Something was wrong. Seriously wrong. Hair on the back of my neck said “Hello. Yes, we’re up, and you should be, too.” I drained my remaining iced tea and had a look around the place. Everyone, including the Soccer Dad, who had only moments before fallen out of his chair, was happy and laughing. Having a great time, sneezing, coughing, blowing noses, and laughing. Including Ziggy.

      Except Karen-Mother-of-Two. She stared across the restaurant into the kitchen, right past the cook’s face in the window, to the young grungy dishwasher behind him, who looked right back at her. I assumed they both must be thinking something very like my own thoughts, “Why is everyone getting sicker and happier at the same time?”

      The jukebox wailed out the last half of an Eagles song most people (not even the Eagles) like or remember, a song I might play to get stragglers out of my house at the end of a party. The whole place had gone creepy on creepy with a side of creepy.

      Karen and the dishwasher didn’t notice me noticing them noticing the situation. I needed to do something. Say something. I didn’t know what. And maybe because of the intense amount of creep all around me, my digestive system decided it would now function more or less as intended, but in a hurry. So, off I went to the restroom.

      The giddiness started to die down. Karen turned back to her husband who I could hear whooping his way down again like he was playing some game except—Bang. I looked back over my shoulder. He banged his flopping backside down on the floor. Several shocked laughs and yells went up. They all thought he was clowning around.

      My digestive needs kept me moving. I felt the dishwasher’s eyes on me. I looked back at him. As I passed, I mouthed the words, “Run. Run, now.” He stood there baffled. My belly did not let me stop to clarify.

      As I turned down the short hall to the restroom, I heard the kitchen bell ring. The cook, nearly as giddy as the rest of them, shouted, “Chimichangas El Segundo!” More laughter out in the restaurant. Who says zombie times can’t be good times?

      At Z minus five, I entered the restroom, knowing something had gone or was going seriously awry out in the El Coyote Gordo dining room. I thought poor Soccer Dad had hours before zombification would bring him back. Ignorance may not be bliss, but it can certainly be the foundation of a satisfying trip to the restroom.
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        * * *

      

      Yesterday. My yesterday, anyway. A Tuesday in September 2016, in the Silvercrest cafeteria. Night. Late. Ziggy and I would hang out after most of the lab coats and dapper snappy casual managers went home. The cafeteria always offered a dinner, and only rarely was it something other than reconfigured lunch leftovers. Tonight, was no different.

      “I hate it.”

      “Why? You love tah-cohs?”

      “This is not tacos.”

      “You love pie.”

      “This is not pie. This is not a taco. Not a pie. Taco pie is a fuckup masquerading as a masterpiece.”

      “Just like you.”

      “Nice.”

      “What’s ze matter, Singleton?”

      “I need to get out, Ziggy.”

      “I know. It will take time.”

      “I’m tired.”

      “Everyone is.”

      “Everyone?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does everyone wake up in a corner lab under a bright light staring at a slightly off-kilter centrifuge every other morning wondering how the hell they got there?”

      “No.”

      “Or how about flying to far-flung destinations in the middle of the night to bash the skulls and sever the spinal columns of total strangers whose only crime was signing up for a clinical trial?”

      “Now you’re just being dramatic. Who knows what ozer people find zemselves doing?”

      “Come on.”

      “Have you bothered to ask zem?”

      “Yeah, well, I have no memory of applying for this particular gig.”

      “Zat may not be such a curse.”

      “I’ll remember that next time I’m sent on a cleanup mission.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      I poured the last third of a bottle of Mexican hot sauce on my taco pie and wilted iceberg salad. “If I’m so broken, such an amnesiac mental case, why do they send me into these high stress trauma inducing situations?”

      “Ze cleanups?”

      “Yeah, the cleanups.”

      “You’re immune.”

      “Bullshit. The Hazmat wearing SWAT goons do just fine. No one touches them.”

      Ziggy scraped up the last of his taco pie in a dainty knife-to-fork European dining maneuver. He sighed. “Zey zink ze zombies will make you remember. Zat zey will bring you back.”

      “Why?”

      “I zought zis too. At first. Maybe. Why not?”

      “No, why would they care if I came back?”

      Ziggy smiled at me as though I had just aced an exam, “Now, zat is an interesting question.” He took a flask of tequila from his lab coat pocket and added some into each of our red plastic cafeteria tumblers of soda. “Ze answer to zat all depends on who zey zought zey would get back.” He drank. “Or what.”

      “Seems like bullshit. Seems like Silvercrest’s problem that Silvercrest should solve on their own and leave me out of it.”

      “Maybe.”

      I expected a bigger response from Ziggy, but he looked deep into his drink instead. Or maybe that look was the rest of his answer.

      “Well, am I getting better? Is it working?” I couldn’t tell if I had a better sense of my past or not. We had spent months trying to bring something more back.

      “Fuck no.”

      I pounded the rest of my drink and asked, “Can you get me out?”

      “Yes, but we need time.”

      “Do it.”

      “I will. Give me time. Zings are developing. Zere is even a chance it won’t be necessary. Zese scientists are doing great zings.”

      “Very funny. Fuck you, Ziggy.” I didn’t wait for a reply. I left him to laugh at the joke whose punchline was my life.

      Back in my quarters, I went about the rest of what had become my nightly ritual since the Helsinki incident. This consisted of sitting on a modern looking wooden chair in one corner until I was tired enough to believe I lived here. My sterile white room had a poster of the Marx Brothers sharing a Hookah over a twin bed. I had rammed the bed into the corner. From there, I could look across the room through a narrow sliver of window onto a stark, sun-weathered parking lot. I refused to look into its well-lit emptiness after dark.

      No one lived here. When I knew I was no one, I went to bed.

      So, when Olympia came to me that night, I was happy to talk. I didn’t think to ask how she got there or where she came from. I believed she was beautiful enough to walk through walls, anyway.

      That night, I looked at her and saw her for what she was when we first met, a clueless financial auditor, looking to get some clarity on my chaotic expense reports. She paid me lots of compliments and attention without knowing what I did or what I was made of. Seeing her always made me feel like someone more than no one.

      Looking back, I realize she knew a lot more about me than she let on. And she was no auditor. But the truth won out: she had a deep interest in me.

      And it came to me there on the El Coyote Gordo toilet, staring at the scratched and dented stall door. A vision of Olympia. Not across the table from me in a conference room asking for more details about rental car damages or $40 airport breakfasts.

      No, I could see her face. Her shoulders and neck bare. A light sheet across her breasts rising and falling as she breathed heavily on a summer afternoon. A small, cute bead of sweat on her upper lip.

      I felt something in that memory. Something big and invisible. I lost my breath. Love. I loved Olympia once. Some old me did, anyway. And then as quickly as it came, the memory disappeared and left me angry. Something had been taken from me. No, the memory did not disappear all on its own. A sound brought me back to that bathroom stall in the El Coyote Gordo. A banging on the bathroom door and someone yelling.

      “Hey! You in there?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Something’s up with your friend.”

      “Whaddyou mean?”

      “He’s acting weird. A lot of people are. Can’t you hear them?”

      And I could. It must have been going on for a while. Yelling and screaming. Loud bangs and all the usual noise that accompanies zombie trouble.

      “I’ll be right out.”

      I finished up as quick as I could but needed to catch my breath. I could feel Olympia. Back there. Looking for me. Some other me. Or this me. It all ran together. Every part of me like a dream and every dream nothing but me. And then I remembered our conversation again. I couldn’t remember saying goodbye, because I didn’t. I passed out. Ziggy had dosed my Taco Pie with something strong enough to put me under for a few years. “Goodnight,” she said. “This is for the best. We need to slow things down. We need you with us.”

      “What’s happening? What are you talking about?” I don’t know if she could understand me. I remembered feeling heavy and numb. My bones felt spongy in my body.

      “I love you. I asked Ziggy to do it. I asked him to make you sleep.” She was crying. I could not reply, but I could still hear her.

      Wait. Time was out of whack. This was before the first incident. She was not in my room. I was Sid Singleton and out cold in bed, thanks to Ziggy.

      This was something I hadn’t wanted to remember. “Leo, I can’t lose any more of you. You’re dying and this will keep you alive while they figure this out. Ziggy can do it. He can save you.” Leo? Leo. I was Leo. Maybe. Not as real as the feeling for and memory of Olympia, but real-ish.

      I heard Corporate-Career-Karen’s voice through the bathroom door yelling again. “Get out here, Singleton. It’s a boondoggle.” What the…?

      Maybe because she heard the stall door slam shut, Corporate Karen came into the bathroom and pulled me away from the sink where I was about to wash my hands. “Singleton. We don’t have time for that.”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “Your friend Ziggy told me.”

      “That’s a lie.”

      “Asshole. Come out here.”

      “You walked in on me in the bathroom. And what’s with boondoggle.”

      “What do you mean what’s with boondoggle?”

      “The word. You and Ziggy both used it.”

      “Ziggy’s dead.”
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      Z minus two minutes.

      “Not only Ziggy.” Corporate-Cutthroat-Karen walked me out of the bathroom and back into the restaurant.

      “What?” And I wanted to know, How does she know Ziggy’s name? But I had no time to ask.

      She had some Karen-Mother-Of-Two work to do. She went to it while I paused at the bar to re-orient.

      Her husband was flat on the floor where he had been sitting up as I had left for the restroom a few minutes before. Tara suppressed her tears by narrating a video of the situation on her cell phone and Chad used his phone to record the changes to his father’s face in closeup. Mediating their lives had equipped them for mediating their trauma. Karen had no time for that.

      “Get away from him. Step away from your father. He’s dead.”

      The kids knew this Corporate-Cutthroat-Karen-Mother-Of-Two voice and stepped back, though not stopping their video work. I saw Chad calmly pinch the zoom of his phone to keep focus on Soccer Dad’s twisting mug.

      “I don’t think he’s dead. His face—”

      “He’s dead.”

      “Your friend…” Pete the Bartender shouted at me. He was behind the bar, waving his cell phone around in a modern update of a primitive dance to the gods. Entreating some cell phone god who had never cared about the El Coyote’s nook of a cranny in these mountains for one thin wave of a signal. I looked at Ziggy stretched out on the barroom floor, the waitress kneeling over him. Ziggy always had a strange way with the ladies towards the end of the night.

      “Can someone call an ambulance already, for fuck’s sake.” Biker Gene’s whole skull had gone bright red. “My wife’s having some kind of seizure, and I’m dizzy as hell. What was in that food?”

      “Nothing was in my food. It was that chipmunk wrestler on the floor.” The cook looked like he might climb through the window and jump all the way down the biker’s throat.

      With all this friction and animosity out in the open, my creep-o-meter had dropped back to normal. Even though my fingers felt itchy for a substantial zombie bashing weapon, I figured we still had an hour or two to clear the place before the dead rose.

      “Any signal yet?” The Weekend Cowboy Cop stood waving his phone around at the top of the stairs to the poolroom.

      “Nothing.” Pete the Bartender sounded panicky. “Maybe we oughta drive out to the bend.”

      “Did you ever get signal here?”

      “No, never. That’s why we have the landline.”

      “Well, it’s dead.”

      While they debated the finer points of telecommunications in a mountain pass, I walked over to have a closer look at Ziggy. If the same thing I saw on Ziggy’s face was happening to Soccer Dad, I could see why Chad wanted to record it. A kind of grimacing smile stretched back the lips to reveal his rattling teeth. His eyes looked strange. Forced shut but bulging. The forehead wrinkled and unwrinkled in a strange rhythm.

      Why, I wondered, was Ziggy infected on the same timeline as Soccer Dad? The Biker Nurse kind of made sense. She had touched and breathed over the open wound. Did this mean everyone here was infected? Was Ziggy’s immune system weaker for some reason? I felt his neck for a pulse. Too much muscle twitching to get a good read. Nothing at his wrists. I put my hand to his chest and yanked it back in reaction to not a heartbeat but vibrations like bugs swarming under a blanket.

      “What the fuck, Ziggy?”

      His eyes opened. Struggling between the twitches, he spoke with almost no breath, “Stuck ze faddar. Stuck me. Stuck ze faddar. Stuck me. Stuck ze faddar. Stuck me.”

      The sound faded, but the muscles kept trying to speak. His whole body shook. I looked at his feet. His hands. In his left hand, he held a small hypo. I saw what I thought I saw. He had stuck the father with something, and then must have stuck himself by accident. Direct fluid injection of the infection to himself.

      Neither Soccer Dad nor Biker Nurse had reached this level of twitching. I had no memory of seeing someone zombify, but this all made sense. Kind of. The disease was taking over the nervous system and rewiring it.

      I stood back, watching Ziggy turn into Zombie Ziggy. It all happened in a matter of minutes. The sound of his body hitting the floor as he shook had brought a crowd and distracted Biker Gene from her wife’s body, which must have started the early stages of the same change.

      I looked over and saw that Soccer Dad’s body was still. But his face moved. Too much. Too fast. Chad kept recording his dad, but Tara had begun recording Ziggy. Karen held her daughter’s shoulder, watching Ziggy, and reaching for Chad. She was the only one whose terror lacked any puzzlement. She knew something.

      The waitress remained near Ziggy. Kneeling down. Holding his hand. Thinking she might help him, I guess.

      “Step back from him,” I told her.

      “Shouldn’t we do something for him? Shouldn’t we help?”

      “There’s no helping him now.”

      “He’s your friend. How can you say that?”

      “Do you have a weapon back there?” I asked the bartender without turning to him fully.

      “What?”

      “What are you talking about, man? A weapon?” The cook thought I had lost it.

      Bob Seger built to a crescendo on the jukebox. I remember thinking, It’s shaping up to be an 80s Classic Rock Zombie soundtrack tonight.

      Everyone continued to watch Ziggy, but I noticed another sound as Segar’s song finished. The Biker Nurse shook and writhed, head banging against the floor.

      That spun her wife around, and she shouted, “No.”

      The next song started. Sly and The Family Stone. “That’s unexpected.”

      “What?”

      “Sly Stone.”

      “She likes it.” Pete the Bartender meant the waitress.

      Ziggy’s spasms paused again. Then only his legs rattled. Then nothing.

      “About that weapon.” I didn’t take my eyes off Ziggy. I reached out, but the bartender clearly thought I had lost it.

      Weekend Cowboy Cop said, “Those are severe death rattles,” loud and deep enough that he could have man-cop-splained the Second Coming as nothing more than a late pizza delivery.

      I laughed, “Please, back away from his body.”

      The waitress still held Ziggy’s right hand. She pulled his curly mop of hair from his now unwrinkled forehead. “He’s your friend. He died horribly in front of you. You should be ashamed.”

      “He’s just scared.” Weekend Cowboy Cop made an accusatory excuse for me.

      “You ever watched someone die before, Cowboy?”

      “Actually—”

      Ziggy’s eyes opened, and a guttural zombie stomach rumble came up out of his taut grin.

      I looked back towards the Biker Nurse. Biker Gene tried to hold her still saying, “Baby. Baby. Baby. It’s OK, baby.” Over and over and over.

      And then I checked Soccer Dad. Chad kept recording and Soccer Dad’s face kept twitching, but no shakes yet. Maybe whatever Ziggy had dosed him with had slowed things down.

      I grabbed the back of the nearest barstool. I would not face two (or possibly three) zombies empty handed.

      I looked over at the Weekend Cowboy Cop, “Now would be a good time—”

      And he dropped to his ass hard on the first step going up to the poolroom. “Jason, you OK?” Pete the Bartender look worried. The waitress looked at him, too. Weekend Cowboy Cop (AKA Jason) was not the type to faint or go down so hard so suddenly.

      “Shit. He’s infected, too,” I said under my breath.

      Pete heard me. “He’s what?”

      “Infected.”

      Corporate-Cutthroat-Karen looked at me and faded into plain Karen before my eyes. She pulled Tara closer and looked over at Chad (still filming dear old dead dad), and then back to me. We shared a thought. If we had a zombie cowboy gestating in the poolroom, and we did, then everyone was infected.

      Competitive Idiot Genius Kevin had successfully aerosolized a new fast-acting strain of the virus. I looked from her eyes to Ziggy’s murse on their table where he had left it. I nodded and shrugged as if to say, It’s your one shrug of a hope. Karen went for Ziggy’s murse.

      And the sound of Weekend Cowboy Cop’s head hitting the pool room floor boomed once in shaka laka time to Sly and the Family Stone as he fell backward. No chance of him being the one to make this easy with that piece tucked in his cowboy boot, but maybe I could get to it before he went zombie.

      I saw Biker Gene turn to figure out where the boom that was the cop falling had come from. Biker Nurse sat up behind her.

      I let go of the barstool and headed for Jason the Weekend Cop’s boot.

      One step away from the pool room stairs and the waitress screamed in pain behind me.

      I looked back.

      Ziggy was Zombie Ziggy and getting intimate with the waitress in a gastronomical way.

      Cynical zombie killing amnesiac that I am, I did not turn back for that poor screaming waitress. A wonderful, beautiful person, with parents or cousins or someone who probably loved her and a restaurant that depended on her competence and charm, but by my math (and, as it happens, I am damned good at zombie math), she was a zombie one way or another.

      I let her scream and went for Weekend Cowboy Cop’s boot. I got there before he started twitching. Easy as tacos, I would be armed. This could all end with a relatively minimal amount of gore. Since kitchen air handling systems are often separate from the rest of the restaurant, there might even be a couple of survivors left besides myself, depending on what came through the kitchen pass-through window.

      Weekend Cowboy Cop could probably manage a fast draw from his tight boots, but it took some pulling for me. By the time I had pulled up his pant leg, I could tell by the sounds of barstools, screaming, grunting, and Pete the Bartender’s sideline coaching (“Run. Under the bar, quick,” etc.), that the waitress had evaded any secondary nips from Ziggy. I looked over my shoulder and saw my one-eyed-friend-gone-zombie. If only this gun would come out already, I thought, I will end him.

      Zombie Ziggy could not negotiate the bar stool legs shielding the crouching waitress. A scream from the other side of the restaurant stopped him. Stopped all of us. Zombie or not. A world had split in two.

      Zombie Biker Nurse sunk her teeth deep into Biker Gene’s gut. “What the fuck? Aghh.” Biker Gene tried pushing her off, but Zombie Biker Nurse came back with frantic zombie strength and sunk her teeth into her beloved’s neck. If Biker Gene managed to scream, it got lost under Sly and the Family Stone.

      My hands and fingers felt like wool gloves dipped in honey. I told it, “Come on. Come on. Come on,” until I started to lose my breath. That was me panicking. Fumbling. Any gifts my infection gives once my adrenaline gets going had not yet arrived. Once the adrenaline engages, my heart rate slows and dexterity and strength improve incrementally, but it took a few minutes sometimes. Or a good scare.

      And as if on cue, Weekend Cowboy Cop started into shaking, his head pounding out a surf punk doom rhythm against the pool room floor that did not match jukebox soul. The drumming pulled Ziggy Zombie’s attention away from the Biker Buffet in the dining room. I fumbled at the jeans and boots. I did not want to turn away from Ziggy, but then he came at me, and the adrenaline, and whatever else came with my condition, hit.

      In flowed a wave of warm calm. The world slowed. My hands felt normal again. I could disentangle a pile of nachos without breaking a chip. I reached into the cowboy boot and looked back at Ziggy not two steps away now. Watching him, I pulled, and out came the weapon. I brought it to my other hand to switch off the safety and pull the hammer back.

      No safety. No hammer. Not a revolver. Not a little Tomcat Beretta. I looked down.

      Shit. Not a gun.

      A knife. A big ass hunting knife. But only a knife.

      I ripped off the sheath and threw it at Ziggy’s one good eye, keeping the knife for the all-too-close work that was surely to come. The sheath hit him square in his one good bulging eyeball. A little luck never hurts. It did not slow him down, though. He ran at me blindly. Drawn by the sound of the Weekend Cowboy Cop and the smell of my warm living blood.

      I scrambled but not fast enough. Weekend Cowboy Cop’s knee connected with my jaw as his body spasmed. That threw me back as Ziggy Zombie came down scratching and clacking his chompers on top of me. Fortunately, the bodily chaos and his lack of sight kept him from getting a good piece of me. I swung, stabbed, and poked with the knife but kept missing anything that would slow either zombie. I kept at it until I lost the knife in Weekend Cowboy’s ribs, but I managed to break free. Ziggy Zombie’s frantic need to feed only tangled him up with the still twitching Weekend Cowboy.

      I jumped down into the bar area. Both the waitress and Biker Gene had stopped screaming, but I could hear Tara crying over the opening chords of Tom Petty & The Heartbreakers’ “Refugee.” Is this jukebox from 1980?

      I was unarmed and everyone not crying was about to come up zombie.

      Fast zombies. Very fast zombies.

      How long had I been struggling to get free of Ziggy?

      I had lost track of someone. Someone now on the other side of the bar from me. Zombie Soccer Dad. How did he get there so fast?

      I almost didn’t recognize him in the great big black sombrero with silver sequin decoration that used to hang over the bar. How did he get that on his head?

      Pete the bartender stood rigid with fear at the opposite end of the bar, a bottle opener raised to try to defend himself. Why did he think that would help?

      I stood baffled beyond action on the other side of the bar.

      Glancing back to where I had last seen Zombie Soccer Dad on the dining room floor, I instead saw Karen and the kids cowering under a booth along the far wall. Zombie Biker Nurse had them boxed in. Soon, she would likely tire of the now twitching flesh of Biker Gene. She had painted the dining room floor with enchilada Suiza-tainted entrails attempting to escape her girlfriend’s insatiable appetite for biker belly.

      Zombies have a few of particular sensitivities and tastes, among them a rejection of infected flesh and an odd aversion to cinnamon in significant quantities (pounds not ounces). The former would matter here and determine when Biker Nurse would move on to the defenseless family.

      The cook screamed, “Pete,” from the kitchen. Zombie Soccer Dad gave an oddly gentle tilt of his sombrero-ed head before he popped like a spring for the bartender’s tan, fleshy neck. Pete buried the sharp bottle opener into Zombie Soccer Dad’s shoulder as the zombie’s teeth dug into his neck.

      Zombie Soccer Dad took the blow without flinching, but the momentum pushed him backwards, ripping out the left side of Pete the Bartender’s neck veins and tendons.

      The Bartender’s tense, cheerless heart kept pumping and a bloody fountain shot from his neck spraying the bar and the large Mexican beer banner over the kitchen window. Somehow, most of the blood did not go into the kitchen or onto the Dad’s second chimichanga platter still awaiting delivery.

      Pete brought both his hands to his throat, vainly trying to keep his blood in his body, lurching forward and past Zombie Soccer Dad as he did, but with dying control, so that as he stumbled, he fell across the beer taps, practically jumping into them. The taps snapped off, sprayed, and then bubbled beer. The bartender slipped and fell, disappearing behind the bar with a loud thud.

      “You fucker,” the cook screamed, waving a cleaver at arm’s length out the kitchen window. Over the cook’s shoulder, I saw the hair-netted and aproned dishwasher frozen in a state of shock at the back of the kitchen.

      Zombie Soccer Dad saw a meal in the window he wouldn’t have to kneel to eat. And I don’t mean the chimichanga platter. He went after my taco chef friend unsticking me from my spot in the no-man's-land of this zombie boondoggle. I did the opposite of what made any sense and ran for the bar.

      The cook, who had quite sensibly pulled his arm and cleaver back in as Zombie Soccer Dad came for him, yelled at me, “What are you doing?”

      “Weapon. Weapon. I need a weapon.”

      “Under the bar, by the ice maker.”

      I found a decent aluminum softball bat that might survive more than a couple of skulls, but then again, they may survive it. Everyone looked big, fast, and hungry at the moment. And very, very infected. How the hell could this happen so quickly?

      “Gun?”

      “What?”

      “No gun? You don’t have a gun?”

      “No.”

      “Shit.”

      “What? I don’t like ‘em.” A swing and a miss with his cleaver. “Besides, we give Jason free beer, so he’s here every night.”

      “Without a gun.”

      “What?”

      “He had a knife in his boot.”

      “Well, shit. Can’t trust nobody these days.” Zombie Soccer Dad leaned through the window reaching for the cook, who kept swinging his cleaver in self-defense. I noticed the cook had his phone in his other hand, recording video of everything, which explained why he couldn't seem to connect his cleaver with the fast moving, but not too clever, Zombie Soccer Dad trying to come through the kitchen window.

      I looked down at the bartender, already twitching at my feet, then up in time to see the all-but-forgotten chimichanga platter flying at my head. Amidst all his groping, Zombie Soccer Dad pitched this two-and-a-half pound monster of Mexican cuisine with some real velocity and lucky placement from fifteen feet away.

      Before I could think, I swung the bat. A solid hit lined right back at the pitcher hit Zombie Soccer Dad square in the back. Nothing like self-preservation to hone batting skills. He slowed and started to turn towards me.

      The cook finally connected with Zombie Soccer Dad’s elbow. The cleaver sliced through the infected flesh, catching on the bones of his elbow. One end of the blade stuck in the counter, wedging the arm between the blade and Formica. Zombie Soccer Dad jerked to a stop, one hand reaching for me and the other attached to the counter behind him.

      Karen-Mother-Of-Two and the kids screamed.
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        * * *

      

      Anyone who tells you there are rules to zombie infections and the impending pandemic apocalyptic nightmare they threaten is a conning you. Zombies do not come with rules or regulations. Most of life doesn’t.

      The best we get, if we take the risk of living outside highly contrived lab conditions, are a few basic guiding principles. Maybe a handful of useful procedures. And a bunch of ever-adaptable practices. These three things that can help you survive. And maybe help save humanity.

      Besides, rules and regs go against my whole dissipated, feckless, worn-out punk rock ethos. That said, ever since someone, a long time ago told me about having an ethos, I have believed in having one.

      Funny thing. I cannot remember who taught me about ethos or how I came up with my own, but my ethos is something I carried through that first incident at Silvercrest along with my love for tacos and my friendship with Ziggy.

      Anyway, my guiding belief comes down to this: Don’t be an asshole.

      But over the course of half a dozen zombie incidents, I have also developed some simple principles to help me orient and focus in times of crisis.

      My principles have to do with when it is OK to take out a zombie. They run long and often require some consideration and reflection. I tend to focus on principles after an incident. I wrap my trauma and guilt in them, hoping that I can convince myself everything I did was for the best. From principles come practices and procedures. For example:

      Principle: Zombies do not speak. All words uttered by a zombie are latent language center synapse fires, without connection to logic or the now zombified person speaking.

      Practice: Observe and record words uttered by zombies as necessary, but never mistake them for the work of an active living mind.

      Procedure: Kill Zombies.
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        * * *

      

      It never worked, not in The Einar Arboretum, Kampala, Helsinki, or in that unpronounceable town in Romania, but I could not help myself.

      Over in the poolroom, Jason the Cowboy Cop had gone full zombie. He lurched to his feet and threw Zombie Ziggy back down onto the barroom floor, not far from where I had discovered him when I came out of the restroom. Ziggy sat up as I rounded the bar on my way to Screaming Karen-Mother-of-Two and The Kids (nice band name there, free to anyone who wants it) and if you have ever thought a dog or cat might be capable of philosophy, you will understand why I thought Ziggy was looking right me. Recognizing me.

      Foolishly, I slowed down and said something like, “What the hell, Ziggy?”

      He watched me and halfway straightened up in his awkward sitting position. Convinced he recognized me, too, and ignoring the large Zombie Cowboy Cop now on his feet in the pool room behind him, I said his name again, “Ziggy.”

      Zombie Ziggy replied with a voice made of two-parts biological gravel, one-part air, and one-part old Ziggy. “I slowed it down. But it’s going to come fast, Zinger.” He got to his feet.

      “What?”

      “Silvercrest El Coyote Strain…” and then he said or tried to say some longish number that definitely began with a two. He trailed off, dropping back into Zombie mode, head turning towards the ever more insistent screams of the family in the dining area. Fortunately, in that moment all that racket had Zombie Cowboy Cop’s attention, too.

      “Ziggy.” I had more questions for him. What was in his murse, for starters?

      He stopped again but didn’t speak.

      “Ziggy.”

      He turned to me quickly and bared his teeth. “Fast, huh?” Then he stood up and came at me.

      I took a swing at him, connecting with his body. I felt ribs pop and crack under the bat. My hit sent him back into the steps to the poolroom, tangling him up with Zombie Cowboy Cop’s legs. They both fell backwards.

      I did not stick around to watch that Zombie Laurel and Hardy routine resolve itself. Nothing made sense that night. Rapid infections. Fast zombies. Talking zombies. And now I could not follow my most basic principles for dealing with the infected. I resorted to my ethos.

      I looked back over to the dining area. Zombie Biker Nurse had given up on the now spasmodic Biker Gene. On her feet with a long piece of Biker Gene’s lower intestine dangling from her mouth, she moved towards the family.

      I remember thinking, Please, not another Helsinki. Did that count as a prayer? A request to whatever might have any supernatural sway here at the El Coyote Gordo. Would God get signal from here? I didn’t think so, but any port in a zombie storm.

      And this is the part where I slid through Biker Gene’s enchilada entrails to take out the Biker Nurse and, not incidentally, save the family under the table. Hold your applause until the end of my story. Before I made my dash to climb up the bar, I looked over to Karen-Mother-of-Two, still under the table clutching Ziggy’s murse. I told her, “You know it’s time to run, right?”

      I ran. I jumped. I landed on top of the bar. The grunge metal cover of Fleetwood Mac’s “The Chain” blared from the jukebox. The cook screamed his Mexican battle cries and swung a big kitchen knife in one hand and his phone in the other, trying to capture video. Zombies in every direction but up. I remembered what this place looked like when we arrived and how I got here.

      The jukebox screamed.

      What remained of my broken amnesiac zombie killing infected-with-something-too-weird-to-identify mind glitched boomerang video style in the infinity of an instant to replay a far more distant memory that I did not know I had lost.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Olympia under the sheet sleeping.

      

      Close the loop and start again.

      Olympia under the sheet sleeping.

      I say something. I ask something? I suggest something?

      She wakes up, turns to me with those green eyes of hers, and answers, “It’s not that easy.”

      

      Close the loop and start again.

      Olympia under the sheet sleeping.

      I suggest something.

      She wakes up. She turns to me with those green eyes of hers. Her face is all pity for this fool. She answers me, “It’s not that easy.”

      

      Close the loop and start again.

      Olympia under the sheet sleeping.

      I suggest, “Maybe this…”

      She wakes up. She turns to me with those green, green eyes of hers. Her face is all pity for this fool. She answers me, “It’s not that easy.”

      

      Close the loop and start again.

      Olympia under the sheet sleeping.

      I beg her, “Maybe this is our forever?”

      She wakes up and turns those green, warm sea green eyes of hers on me. Her face is all pity for this fool of all fools. She answers, “It’s not that easy.”

      “Why not?”

      “Leo, I don't think you are built for forever.”

      

      Close the loop on Leo. Back to Singleton dancing on the bar for the zombies of El Coyote Gordo.
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        * * *

      

      “Outta the way,” I yelled some sense into the Cook who backed up as I gave the Zombie Bartender one low swing under the base of the skull. He fell forward into the up to now unscathed rack of mezcals and tequilas. The booze started tumbling down on top of him as I brought down two more rapid railroad spike driving swings on top of his skull. He collapsed under that last swing, and half the bottles behind the bar came down on top of him.

      Zombie Soccer Dad wiggled, jiggled, and jumped at the sound of the breaking glass. He redoubled his braindead efforts to get free of the cleaver and kitchen counter but remained locked in place.

      Did I give the impression that the cook fought the zombies swarming his restaurant or behaved at all sensibly? He did neither. Instead, he waved his smartphone around the bar and bartender to get closeups of the baseball bat and zombie carnage, including the still wiggling corpse. Zombie Pete the Bartender had become a sightless, brainless, mass of nerves, jerking gradually to a stop under the rattle, clang, crack, and crash of the pile of liquor bottles. Nice shot, I guess.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I need this for insurance, man.”

      Before I could tell him dead people don’t collect insurance, the sound of stomping cowboy boots and Ziggy Zombie grunts spun me back around. Here they came. Disentangled and united in their desire for the nearest eye-level human flesh.

      Time to get dirty. I jumped down to the barroom floor to get between the zombies and Francis Ford Dumbass.

      And I felt, for that split second, somewhat proud of myself. A blunt instrument, a new fast-moving strain, a chaotic public situation, and me, all on my own, with no guns. And yet, I could see a decent chance that the family, the cook, and the dishwasher would all make it out of there alive.

      I mean, I had already knocked out the Zombie Bartender and the Zombie Biker Nurse. That left only three and a half to go (counting the mobility-impaired Biker Gene Zombie).

      Wait. I was missing someone. And as it occurred to me, Maybe she’s hiding…

      The Zombie Waitress exploded from a tangle of barstools, covered in blood and regurgitated Mexican food. The stools did not slow her Zombie fury. She gave me no chance to catch my breath much less take a swing at her. Small, fast, and running without a care for a bone in her compact zombie body.

      Game piece removed from the board. Lights out. Sudden concussive unconsciousness cliché account spent.

      I woke up a few minutes later under the virtual weight of the cook’s screaming. Weight because I thought I would save him. Because I had bonded with him over the tacos. Because we both loved tacos and because I loved his tacos, it isn’t too far to reach out and say I loved him. In a way. Didn’t know his name, but I would rather a world with him in it than one lacking his abrupt charm and sincere commitment to excellent food, regardless of the deficiencies of his own printed menu.

      I opened my eyes but did not dare look in the direction of his breaking tired voice and the disgusting sounds of the zombies ripping him apart faster than you could say muerte a Cristóbal Colón.

      When we crashed into the high-top tables and barstools across from the bar, Zombie Waitress slid past me and got immediately tangled up in the legs and rails of the chairs. One of my arms ended up under her, but she could not get a good bite into the bones or I might have lost a few fingers. Never having lost a limb in these situations, expert opinions split fifty-fifty as to whether or not I could regenerate a finger as easily as repair flesh and skin. I am not eager to find out.

      Between rescuing my arm, disentangling myself, and resetting my understanding of up from down, I lost track of Ziggy Zombie and Cowboy Cop Zombie. But I had a much-too-close lock on the Waitress Zombie.

      Let me be clear. Waitress Zombie had no real chance in this situation. She had become hopelessly tangled up in the bar stool chairs of the high-top tables opposite the bar.

      Zombies panic and thrash in these situations until the food is removed. Then they gradually slow to something that I think of as a dormant phase. Guatemala involved walking into a number of homes and outbuildings where staff members, a few unlucky locals and, of course, the group of volunteer test subjects, had reached this degree of dormancy. Sometimes they stood in a corner or got caught between two pieces of furniture or in a closet. They shuffled foot-to-foot, but no longer attempted to get anywhere.

      A loud bang or several loud bangs would start them stirring again. Noise or something that triggered their olfactory senses awakened that frantic appetite for fresh meat. In Guatemala, I baited a group of zombies in one large building using a road chicken I found.

      No one had clipped the chicken’s wings, so it flapped up to the rafters away from any immediate threat. Those zombies still running free, gathered under it, arms reaching to the rafters in some rapturous grunted liturgy of poultry adoration and desire. Nearby zombies stuck behind various pieces of furniture and doors, banged, pushed, and grunted, making finding them easy.

      Waitress Zombie did not have the luxury of time and so would never know that dormant immortality that may have been what the virus designers intended to unleash on humanity. Instead, I gingerly pulled my arm and bat out from under her, stood up, and then stepped around her groping arms to get as clear a swing at her head as possible.

      I wished I had that knife I lost in Zombie Cop’s back, or the one the Cook had only a few minutes ago been waving ineptly around as he captured video of his devastated family business. But no such luck.

      That left me to do what we came to call the modified bottle opener during the Einar Arboretum clean up. Forceful direct hit through the mouth to the back of the neck and then twist like hell until the spinal cord snaps. In older, more decomposed zombies, the skull, minus the lower jaw, can pop free of the body. Thus, the name.

      She bit at me, and her eyes had nothing of that gracious personality who had so deftly helped us and the other customers navigate the menu and overcome our dining misgivings earlier that evening. She had mastered hospitality, the heart of her underappreciated, underpaid, and essential trade. I knew that waitress had died several minutes ago, but this had been her body.

      The pathetic spirit of the 80s jukebox offered only Toto’s “Rosanna” to accompany this dirty work.

      I sighed and said, “If you are in there, I want you to know that I think your hourly wage is a crime. Also, tipping is not optional. Hey—”

      Her zombie death grip had hooked my right ankle.

      “OK.”

      I flipped the bat around. When using a baseball bat, the bottle opener technique works better handle first. I shoved it into that chomping grimacing mouth quickly, and then moved in with an awkward stooping lean to set it back on the top of the spine. Pop. Twist. The whole barstool she had become tangled in flipped over. Then a snap. Only small twitches remained and not many of those.

      I removed the bat handle and wiped it clean on one of the less messy parts of her apron, obscuring the chili pepper pattern with the dark infected blood of her neck. The aluminum cleaned easily. The foam grip would always have some of her in it. I noticed a small pale stain from the last of her pink lip gloss.

      The cook stopped screaming. Zombie Ziggy and Cowboy Zombie Cop kept feeding. Over the music, I could hear Soccer Dad Zombie still struggling and groaning against that cleaver, twitches from Biker Gene, and an argument out in the parking lot. Young Chad refused to get in the SUV without dad. Poor kid.

      Some things I cannot clean. Some parts of the world will never improve. Some infections never heal. Some people will never tip.
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        * * *

      

      And now a word from our sponsors.

      From a Silvercrest Private Investor Prospectus, Spring 2016:

      
        
        Silvercrest Research Laboratories is a privately held multi-national, holding over 1400 US patents in fields ranging from laser technology to agriculture. The majority of our research and innovation focuses on medical and other fields pertaining to long-term human sustainability solutions. As a privately held company, we are not required to reveal all our divisions and their earnings, but market dominance of our portfolio of subsidiaries devoted to the mass production, marketing, and sales of our most profitable solutions speaks for itself.

        In addition to consumer and business-to-business revenue derived from our product lines, we conduct private research in partnership with other companies as well as in conjunction with the US Department of Defense and other government agencies and organizations. Our mission remains clear throughout: make the world a better place by growing and optimizing human potential through technological advances that overcome poverty, hunger, human displacement, and overpopulation in our time.
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        * * *

      

      And as the last reverb of the grunge metal cover of “The Chain” fades, we return to the scene that began this story.

      Zombie Cowboy Cop not much more than a flopping, twitching zombie torso and Zombie Ziggy chowing down on the cook. I failed to follow basic procedure, mine, Silvercrest’s, anyone’s. And I ditched the most basic principle of zombies: They are already dead. Bat in hand, covered in blood, surrounded by ghouls and gore, I declined to finish off Zombie Ziggy. All because of something I saw in his one good eye.

      Out in the parking lot, the family argument became heated and noisy. Ziggy Zombie heard only his own chewing and tearing, but Soccer Zombie Dad noticed something going on out there. Maybe some latent neurons recognized his child’s cries of annoyance and distress.

      “Mom, we can’t leave Dad.”

      “For the last time, get in the car, Chad.”

      “No.”

      “Come back here.”

      As the song ended, Chad hit the glass front door with a running thud. Ziggy Zombie raised his head at the sound. Soccer Zombie Dad pulled on his cleavered arm, reaching for the door with his free arm.

      I pointed the bat at the kid. He looked at me. Seeing me covered in blood, gore, and half-digested Mexican food, he knew I meant Stay even though I did not dare speak.

      “What’s goin’ on out there, man?” The dishwasher yelled at me through the kitchen window.

      I did not answer. I kept the bat on Chad. I watched the zombies. I was waiting for another song to start in hopes it would cover the sound of my next move. Ziggy Zombie bent over to continue eating the now twitching cook.

      Over in the dining area, I could hear Zombie Biker Gene thrashing around. I looked over. It could not get up off the floor. Zombie Biker Nurse had done a number on her partner’s whole mid-section so that only the spine connected the upper and lower halves of her body. In Helsinki, I saw one of these mid-sectionless zombies teeter slowly to its feet only to fold in two after stumbling into its first step forward. Our bodies rely on a lot of meat and muscle to stand and move.

      Still no song. Or wait. Something starting low. Here it is. “Green River?” Creedence. They have got to update this jukebox. But it worked. I scrambled back up on top of the bar without drawing Ziggy Zombie’s attention.

      “Hey, back there.” No answer from the kitchen. “Hey, dishwasher dude.”

      “Yeah.” I saw a smartphone where I expected to see the dishwasher’s head through the kitchen window.

      “Is there a walk-in fridge back there?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Open it up for me.”

      “But—”

      “Now.”

      Ziggy Zombie turned to me. With the cook in full shakey-shakey and probably starting to taste more like zombie and less like person, I had his interest. I rapped the bat on the bar a few times.

      “Is it open?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Get out and get the kid. Catch a ride with that family in the SUV.”

      I heard the back door slam shut. It was just me and the zombies now.

      I crouched down on the bar to look out front and saw Chad’s banged up and mosquito-bitten shins above his hiking shoes. He must of have frozen at the site of his thrashing, grunting, sombrero’d father. Not to mention the bloody reality of what Ziggy Zombie was doing to that cook.

      Speaking of which, Ziggy Zombie was up and frantically trying to catch hold of my legs at the bar. I side stepped him down to other end. For my next trick, I needed some running room. As I got him down to one end, I felt something against the back of my pant legs. Zombie Soccer Dad had stretched and pulled his arm against the cleaver so that he added another four or five inches to his reach and could almost grab me on the bar. I looked back. The cleaver shook against his pull. Not much longer and he would work himself free.

      Time to move.

      I ran along the top of the bar to the other end, jumped down on to the zombifying cook’s head and neck, nearly tumbling back into his open midsection. The force and weight of my body on his neck ended him. The knees and leg gave a last kick or two, but otherwise, I had stomped all the zombie out of his carcass.

      Ziggy Zombie moved quickly toward me, and I headed down the short hallway that led on one side to the bathrooms and on the other to the kitchen door, tapping and banging the bat along the walls as I moved. He followed.

      I ran Ziggy around the kitchen banging pots and pans and knocking over dishes. I led him to the walk-in fridge. Once past the open door, I turned and put the door between me and Ziggy Zombie. The wall was on my left, a narrow passage between the open door and a stainless-steel shelving unit on my right. Ziggy Zombie would try to come through there.

      I heard him as he came around the door. I made a one-handed swing with the bat across his body, trying to knock him sideways and back into the walk-in. Ribs cracked. I had him angled right. He stumbled back behind the door. I shoved hard and heard him fall into the walk-in. I slammed the door, latched it, and locked it with the padlock hanging conveniently where it was supposed to. I could hear him banging around, but that didn’t worry me. I did not have time to wonder where they kept the key.

      It was Young Chad’s screams that worried me. He must have come through that front door once I got Ziggy Zombie out of there.

      “Dad, come on. Dad. Dad.”

      Clang. Something came into the kitchen from the window into the restaurant. I looked over. The cleaver was on the floor, and Zombie Soccer Dad was not where I had left him. Not even his arm. Nothing but a lot of his gelatinous zombie blood.

      The kid screamed, “Dad, come on. Knock it off. Stop it.”

      I yelled through the window, “Get out of here, kid.”

      Young Chad looked cornered over by the pool table, but he had some room and made it work, cutting around Zombie Dad’s bad arm and straight out the open door, not stopping to close it.

      I watched Zombie Soccer Dad head after him, casting a creepy Mariachi zombie silhouette against the bright SUV lights in the front door before Karen-Mother-of-Two backed out of the lot and headed down the road in the direction of the campground. Zombie Soccer Dad stopped in the doorway.

      And as Green River died out, I heard the dishwasher’s last call to the family that abandoned him in the lot. “Wait. Please. I’m not one of them. Look.”

      Zombie Soccer Dad turned his head toward the voice, pom pom tassels on that grand sombrero shaking as he did.

      “Shit.”

      I heard bike chain rattles and “Ohshitohshitohshit” from the parking lot. I banged on the kitchen window with the bat hoping to distract Zombie Soccer Dad long enough to give the dishwasher a running chance. I could see from the sombrero tilts that he heard me, but my banging got lost in the most recent, all too appropriate, song on the jukebox. “Running with the Devil” blasted as the sombrero silhouette moved out of my view and into the parking lot.

      I fumbled with the back door handle before making it outside where I promptly slipped and fell into a large pool of rancid vegetable oil and pork fat. The bat rattled away across the asphalt into the dark. Once my eyes adjusted, I spotted my aluminum zombie slugger under a nearby dumpster. I slid my way over on greasy hands and knees to retrieve it.

      The dishwasher screamed from the parking lot.

      I thought, Too late, too late, too late…
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        * * *

      

      Let’s return to an interesting question. How did Soccer Dad get that sombrero, anyway?

      A lot happened in a short space of time that night. Much of which I could not explain. People died. Zombies rose. Mayhem ensued.

      But the sombrero…that bugs me. Something so simple. So unlikely. I gave this a lot of thought before I sat down to document my evening at El Coyote Gordo.

      I came up with three equally implausible explanations and one slightly more plausible explanation for how Soccer Dad came to wear that grand piece of headgear.

      1. El Sombrerón—Back in Guatemala a few years back, one of the guys who guarded the lab told me a story about a local monster or spirit or ghoul or what have you they tell children about to keep them coming home before dark and all that. El Sombrerón, as the name might clue you, wears a sombrero. A sombrero of unusual size given his stature, which is not large. With a hat that obscures his face, his nocturnal habits, and feet that apparently do not always point the direction he moves, often leaving no tracks behind him, El Sombrerón doesn’t need size to be scary. Search for him on the Internet and you will read about his other predilections, particularly the threat of stealing away young women, but my security guard friend, Neto, a big fan of the AK-47 by the way, had some other theories about his most fearsome abilities. According to Neto, El Sombrerón wore that hat to protect his true identity as master of the gateway to the land of the dead. While children and pretty girls often tempt him, they being particularly susceptible to his powers of persuasion, the surest way of calling him was any attempt to raise the dead. Neto said he expected him to show up down in Guatemala since Silvercrest (locally known as Laboratorio Pollo de Plata) had dared raised the dead at that research facility. The thought crossed my mind that maybe the spirit of El Sombrerón wasn’t as much of a literalist as we skeptics and considerably more of an opportunist. Seeing the sombrero and the dead raised up, he only needed a bodily temple to house his familiar, and so, he jumped into Soccer Dad. Not too tall. Agile enough. And the sombrero fit.

      2. He put it on after I went to the restroom and before he went zombie. Maybe in his pre-death confusion, he traversed the restaurant, grabbed the sombrero, put it on, and collapsed over by his table for his few minutes of death before coming up Sombrero Soccer Dad Zombie. Maybe I didn’t notice it over there amid all the rest of the action. We can probably rule this one out based on his condition when I went to the restroom. That guy had did not have the strength and dexterity required to slap his own knee much less wander across the bar to put on a large Mexican hat.

      3. A lucky throw from the bartender. People routinely panic and throw things once they realize they are under attack by previously dead people who want to eat them. This could happen. I once saw a fisherman in Helsinki throw a large salmon through a ship porthole from forty feet away in some combination of luck and adrenaline-fueled hyper competency. That said, that Helsinki fisherman a) threw fish for a living, and b) threw a lot of fish that did not go through anything or slow the zombies he was aiming at (except for one zombie that slipped on a small herring). A smarter move might have been to dump everything he had at their feet and make a run for it. Ah, 20/20 hindsight is the curse of every zombie situation I have ever encountered. Given all that, when we consider that nothing else came out from behind the bar into the restaurant—things that would have made a lot more sense (including all those bottles of mezcal, which could have done some serious damage) we have to rule this explanation out, too. No one threw the sombrero in self-defense.

      4. The bartender or maybe the waitress shoved it onto his head in self-defense—it may seem like a weak move when you are sitting safely behind a docked laptop and flat screen disaster window after the fact, but consider the situation. All the time for rational planning has passed. Zombies are upon you. You panic. But your brain tells you all these old signals about the value of the booze behind the bar and how to safely stack barware. You have never stood behind that bar attacking people or defending yourself, much less facing ghouls who only minutes earlier were your customers. You need something to turn them around. Stop the zombie. Maybe it will go away. Something disposable. Why would you waste anything important on something so unsanitary? You go for the sombrero. Admittedly, this explanation feels as anemic as the others, but it remains the most plausible.

      

      Of course, one more terrible possibility remains which I do not dare enumerate, but will mention for the sake of thoroughness: the big black spangled and glamorous sombrero de Mexico caught Zombie Soccer Dad’s eye. He walked right over, one foot in front of the other. He grabbed that hat and put it on himself before he dove into the bartender’s neck for a mouthful of what makes Zombies groove, gyrate, and do their go-go dance of death. Naturally, if you believe that, you have to wonder if Soccer Dad is not, despite how crazy it sounds, the second (or umpteenth) coming of El Sombrerón (see explanation 1).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          6 Excuse me, is this your arm?

        

      

    

    
      Why someone chooses one way down a road versus the other way up it in a moment of distress probably says as much about their notion of security and their deeper personal pyscho-geography as it does about the real direction of safety.

      The dishwasher chose the direction that would take him past the campground. Maybe he thought the people there would help him. Or maybe he lived out that way. Though, from the looks of things, most people in the area lived back in the other direction. Maybe he figured he was outsmarting the flesh-eating ghoul somehow. Or maybe it was something noble within him, a desire to help the Soccer Family who had gone that same direction before him.

      A decision that fast though…I attribute to panic. It was the only way out that he saw at that moment. The way he saw others go. The way he knew he could pedal fastest, downhill, and away from El Coyote Gordo. Away from the Zombie Soccer Dad who must have at least put his one working hand on the dishwasher to make him issue that tortured cat scream that led me to think I had failed him.

      I made it out to the parking lot in time to see the dishwasher pedaling away on his bike followed by a gruesome sombrero’d silhouette. Against the parking lot light, the tassels of that big sombrero dangled in time with the left forearm hanging by only a few stretched tendons from the place where the cook’s cleaver had chopped it. In his soccer dad sneakers, I could barely make out the sound of his steps over the receding squeak of the dishwasher’s bicycle chain.

      I wondered for a moment if I could have seen any sign of that cool soccer camping Dad demeanor if I looked into his eyes. Ziggy had hit him with something, but I saw no difference in his behavior. He was all zombie, no dad.

      What if I didn’t go after him?

      What if I got in Ziggy’s car and drove away? Let Silvercrest sort this out. The end of the world was inevitable, anyway. This was their problem, not mine. Sooner or later, immune or not, my zombie luck would to run out.

      Screw it.

      I turned and went back into the Christmas light strewn, Mexican paper cutout banner adorned, dated jukebox, no cell signal, lite beer, zombie gore atrocity that was El Coyote Gordo.

      Is a memory of a memory a real memory? Or is it the only kind of memory we have?

      Stepping back into El Coyote Gordo that night, I re-remembered something I had taken with me through that first incident. Or maybe I picked it up there. Something else besides my love of tacos and my friendship with Ziggy.

      Guilt.

      I felt guilty about something.

      Something I needed to do something about so badly it made my hands itch and crumbled any attempt to focus on rebuilding my life into a pile of fine powdered anxiety that I inhaled like some highly addictive poison in self-punishment.

      And that feeling. That guilt-ridden anxiety. That made my mission clear.

      Eliminate zombies. Eliminate the virus. Every strain. Eliminate any and every chance that this might survive.

      No one should ever get infected again. Wipe it out and the world could go back to destroying itself in all the traditional ways Silvercrest had arrogantly intended to control and eliminate.

      I pulled the front door shut behind me and flipped the various open signs to closed and used the bat to permanently unplug (read: smash) the red and blue ‘Open’ light.

      I wasted no time and stepped directly over to Zombie Cowboy Cop and removed the knife from between his ribs where I had shoved it earlier. Then over to Zombie Biker Gene who had gotten no further in her quest to achieve verticality.

      There, I made my most mercifully polite kill of the night so far, grabbing her ear since she had so little hair on her head, twisting her face to chomp at the air on her right. Knife into the base of the skull, severed the spinal cord and disconnected brain from body in a few moves. I wiped the knife on the surprisingly clean T-shirt sleeve.

      Over at the bar, I dug around for spare keys to lock the front door. Tried the register. Didn’t find anything. Dead Zombie Bartender Pete probably had a set in his pocket. Or the cook. Or maybe the waitress. I made excuses to stop looking. I found the power box near the back door and threw the poorly labeled switches until the place went dark. No lights. No music.

      Exiting out the back, I avoided the waste oil mess entirely, but stopped to add my rancid oil and zombie gore ruined over-branded hoodie to the dumpster, enjoying the cool night air on my arms.

      Out at Ziggy’s car, I grabbed two bottles of water from the ice chest, some gummy worms, the tire iron, and put them all in the backpack. I dropped it in the passenger’s seat along with the bat. Then I sat in the driver’s seat and did the dangerous thing of trying to think like Ziggy. If I were him, where would I keep a spare car key?

      Zis car is bullshit. Let zem steal it. Poor ahh-ssholes.

      Somewhere obvious. The visor over the driver’s seat? No. Under the driver’s seat? Nothing.

      Don’t be such an ahh-sshole, Singleton. Do you zink I care, zat much?

      Ha. There it is. Cellophane taped to the top of the steering wheel. Ziggy had taken the hidden out of hidden in plain sight.

      Und you have taken ze ahh-ss out of dumbahh-ss.

      I shook Ziggy out of my brain, started the car, and headed out to the road looking for the sombrero wearing flesh eating fiend that had started his day as a pretty cool dad.

      I kept the headlights off to avoid startling him. Thanks to the light of the half-moon and bright wash of the Milky Way, I spotted his shambling figure after about half a mile. Without someone or something to chase, Zombie Soccer Dad made slow progress along the double yellow lines dividing the road. No big deal. Just another zombie out for a quiet moonlit stroll on a federal highway through the woods. Good for me. I needed something slow after everything happened so quickly back at El Coyote.

      Six people dead. My best friend zombified. So, maybe seven dead, depending on how that serum of his does. Common sense would tell me to despair of that way of thinking, but I didn’t have good sense for my friends. Who does?

      I followed Zombie Soccer Dad at a distance, drinking some water, watching his arm dangle lower as the tendons continued to stretch. I needed to figure out what to do here. We would arrive at the campground entrance in less than a quarter mile.

      My Ziggy brain fired up again. Hit him ahh-sshole. Drive ze car into him. It’s junk. He’s a zombie. Over run him. Hit him.

      Off in the distance, someone yelled. Or maybe screamed. A man maybe. Maybe the dishwasher. Zombie Soccer Dad paused at the sound and then picked up the pace.

      I sped up after him and didn’t wonder too long why my face was dripping wet on this blurry night. Tears. Tears hidden on this mountain road between the pines. No one around to ask me about them. And too much to do to try stopping them.

      Maybe there was another sound in the woods. Or maybe that distant yelling attracted him. Whatever the reason, before Ziggy’s jalopy could get up the speed to nail him, I made out the dark arc of Zombie Dad’s sombrero merging into the dark curtain of the nighttime forest.

      A jolt that sent the sombrero tassels swinging as he stepped off the pavement told me that his balance had begun to degrade, but at this rate, based on my previous interactions with these more balanced sorts (someday I will tell the full terrible story about a ballerina on that small island outside of Helsinki), hours would pass before he became a stumbler.
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        * * *

      

      The popular conception around the conference rooms and shared workspaces at Silvercrest is that infected victims (zombies) are noisy and clumsy. There is some truth to that. If they have some live flesh in their view, they often make a noise not so dissimilar from a high school football team hitting an all-you-can-eat rib roast buffet, something between a growl, a groan, and long belch. But that sound is by no means universal.

      10% may never vocalize in any way.

      Another 20-25% may not vocalize until they have tasted live flesh.

      With 60-65% vocalizing on site of a live meal, the generalization that all of them always groan or will groan when you see them or they see you is entirely understandable. But this generalization can have dire consequences.

      Now, I hear you asking, what about the clumsiness and staggering?

      Again, this is a reasonable generalization from the safe distance of a conference room or executive lounge armchair. Most, especially those infected for anything longer than a few hours, move from point Z (for zombie) to point Y (for yummy human flesh) in an exaggerated version of the unbalanced way people walk prior to becoming zombies. They move forward in an endless series of controlled falls.

      Have a look around. You will notice that most people fall into their steps. Some with a small bounce, others a tired stagger, many pushing themselves on or leading their way into the world with the parts of their body they have the least or most confidence in—belly, head, shoulders, hips—people throw their favored body part forward or lean into it, and then take a step to catch themselves in time to do it again and so forth.

      Cats do the opposite. They take each step in balance. The foot goes forward before the body every time. A cat can pull back its foot and change directions or avoid putting weight on something unstable. Each step forward falls empty, and the body rolls forward to fill it.

      Accomplishing catlike balance does not come easily to us bipeds since we have only the two feet. But keep your eyes open and you will spot it. Dancers, martial artists of a certain caliber and training, great athletes, and those construction workers high above the street on slender I-beams. All of these people step carefully, quietly, surely. And when one of these folks gets infected, the first few hours can be a nightmare if you are trying to catch or avoid being caught by them. Especially if they are also in that 30-35% of non-vocalizers.

      A loud, uncoordinated zombie is the best kind of zombie.

      You may remember that the Zombie Soccer Dad studied Jiu Jitsu for fifteen years prior to this, his final, camping trip.

      I do not believe in luck. I believe in tacos, cheddar cheese burgers, thin crust pizza, fresh brewed coffee, women who can knock me down in a fair fight, etc. However, I had such awful luck that night in El Coyote that I nearly became a believer.

      No grunts, growls, or groans.

      Quiet steady zombie steps.

      Maximum creepy.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I caught up to the place where Zombie Soccer Dad had turned into the woods, I could see no sombrero. No tassels. Deep darkness as hard as I looked and some piece of it occupied by a hungry, well-balanced zombie. No sound of him back in there. He could be six inches off the road. Out of the light. Standing and staring into the void the way they do. Or he could be fifty yards deep into the woods. We had reached the area where the campground had cleared the forest floor of underbrush. He might go a hundred yards before snapping a twig or crushing a pinecone.

      I stopped, turned off the car, and listened. Good Jiu Jitsu teacher.

      Something in the woods, but maybe something that belonged there. Not footsteps that I could make out.

      The car door had a nasty creak, so I climbed out of the driver’s side window with my best imitation of cat burglar grace. I pulled the backpack on my back, rested the bat lightly on my shoulder, and left the key in the ignition.

      I stepped to the cracked and crumbling edge of the road, on the verge of swinging the bat blindly to clear my way into the woods, when I remembered that headlamp Ziggy was so keen on earlier. I dug around in the backpack, put it on, and as I was about to click it on—

      BANG. BANG.

      Scream (a man’s).

      And BANG.

      Something—metal on metal—up the road and into the campground, probably near the turnoff to the entrance. I knew Cool Camper Zombie Soccer Dad would turn for it so I ran that way along the road, maybe twenty yards. Figuring I had outpaced him, I flipped on the headlamp and turned into the woods, aiming to put myself between the Zombie Soccer Dad and the campground entrance.

      Bat up and looking to my left, counting on him walking to me.

      I was not wrong about his direction or that I had gotten a few steps ahead of him. But I completely misjudged his speed and his reaction to the light. Usually, zombies freeze like deer. Only dumber. Cool Camping Jiu Jitsu Zombie Soccer Dad with the dangling right forearm came at me full speed, good arm outstretched like a toddler chasing a soap bubble.

      By the time I spotted him, he had come within two feet of me. Stepping swift, sure, quiet, and groaning only upon nearly stumbling over his next snack. Me.

      I stepped back to get a better swing at his head, and the movement of the headlamp excited him so much that he tried lifting both arms, good and dangler, to grab the light source. Up went his shoulder and off flew his forearm right into my face as I was trying to find my batting stance in the dark.

      Zombie forearm to face. Fumbled swing. Clumsy step. A low bush or maybe a young tree underfoot. And down I sprawled, losing the bat in the dark and picking up a mouthful of pine needles. The arm landed under me and the hand at the end of it gripped my T-shirt.

      Zombie dad groaned louder. I looked up and back at him. He had stopped moving when I fell, losing sight of the light on my head, but began moving as soon as I threw the light back on him. I turned to look for the bat. It had rolled against the trunk of a tree about six feet away. I scrambled for it as best I could, ignoring the arm now dangling from my shirt and the hungry Zombie Soccer Dad behind me.

      Once I had the bat, I reached up and killed the headlamp as I ducked behind the tree to catch my breath. Zombie Dad sounded like he stopped short, almost as though he said, “What the…?” But he couldn’t say that. And didn’t. He lost track of his meal, and whatever made the thing controlling him excited and half alive, died all over again.

      I listened for his low top sneakers against the pine needles. After pausing long enough to feel the lustre fade from the internal shine of my adrenaline rush, I heard a step. Since he had been facing in my direction, that is the direction he moved. If he kept at the current trajectory, I would need to come around the tree and switch hit to strike him face-first or go all the way around it as he passed and swing at him from behind. I opted for the latter.

      Quietly, he stepped toward the tree, and as quietly, I stepped around it, raising my bat. One more step and I could pass around the tree without him spotting me and tee ball his head into zombie oblivion.

      Two things went wrong: The Sombrero and The Family.

      
        
        The Sombrero Defense

      

      

      Zombie Soccer Dad passed the tree. I stepped to the other side of it. The wide brim of the sombrero brushed and nearly caught on the bark of the tree. Not enough to pull the hat off, but enough to turn Zombie Dad’s head to the left, to distract him and make him stop. I heard it and decided to make the most of it, speeding up to take a good step-into-it swing that would set up the coup de grâce.

      This all would have worked except my swing was short. When the bat and I came around the tree, there was the other side of that damned Sombrero. It came up too quickly and slowed my swing. The sculpted felt provided a surprising amount of cushioning between the bat and the zombie’s head. And as my weak blow fell, the second thing went wrong.

      
        
        The Screaming Family

      

      

      As the bat came in contact with the sombrero, screams came from the direction of the campground, off to the Zombie Soccer Dad’s right. Mom screams. Kid screams. SUV horn screams. All kinds of screams. Zombie Soccer Dad turned to the sound.

      My swing stopped him with a thud, but did not crack his skull. It did not even knock the sombrero off his head.

      The screams kept coming. The horn kept honking. Zombie Soccer Dad turned to me. I did a half-swing and hit him again. This time in the chest. The arm clutching my shirt flew off and landed near his feet. He showed no signs of noticing or caring.

      “Help. Someone. Help us.” Karen-Mother-of-Two’s voice.

      I ran for it, figuring I would take care of Zombie Soccer Dad later. I counted on him following the sounds as I followed the words.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          7 Yes. We deliver!

        

      

    

    
      Let’s play the Versus Game:

      
        
        Moths versus butterflies.

        Cockroaches versus ladybugs.

        Pigeons versus robins.

        Crows versus hummingbirds.

        Rats versus chipmunks.

      

      

      What have we learned? Cuteness matters.

      When chipmunks scurry around a campsite looking for food, most people think: “Ah, cute. We're in the outdoors now.”

      Maybe it comes down to personal taste, but I will bet that most people do not grant the same relaxed, warm welcome to rats.

      Both members of the rodent family live in groups near and among humans, sharing our food and our diseases, but they have distinctly different reputations.

      When it all comes down to it, chipmunks distinguish themselves by being better dressed and having nicer voices. Perhaps they are the Ed Sheerans and Taylor Swifts of the rodent world; cute, good looking (or at least not bad looking in Sheeran’s case), chic-ly folksy, and sweetly infectious.

      This cuteness factor created an interesting dynamic for the Soccer Camping Family. They had no fear or basic sense of repulsion for the surrounding viral vectors in the campground. Apparently, the infected chipmunks remained fairly docile and standoffish with the humans. Maybe their herbivorous traits prevented them from recognizing live mammals as a food source.

      But, according to Soccer Dad, the presence of the raw hamburger triggered the original chipmunk attack. They came after that meat and anyone who got in their way. And that is how Soccer Dad received the bite that made him Patient Zero at El Coyote Gordo.

      Whatever the cause of their earlier reticence to attack the family, it was gone now. They had found hamburger, tasted Dad, and now these chipmunk zombies wanted more meat. Human meat.
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        * * *

      

      It was an ongoing issue at Silvercrest, and one reason for my impromptu visits to labs around the globe. No one spoke of it openly at work. Many lab techs and scientists would blush at the mention of it until their third or fourth drink and, even then, speak of it in veiled terms. It became known as The Silvercrest Secret of NIMH or for the real nerds The Mrs. Frisby Issue.

      Twice, I saw senior scientists break down in tears over this question and its implications during debriefings. All of them knew it should be the ruin of their work purely based on ethics. For lab techs and the data folks, it created prohibitively difficult challenges with replication and ‘determining non-stochastically derived valid controls.’ The issue: The Silvercrest virus could not be incubated and passed to any species other than humans.

      Hopefully, it comes as no surprise that our ethically minded research staff all wanted to create a test-worthy strain with fewer ethical and practical implications. Silvercrest, based on the debriefings I attended, discouraged, if not outright forbade, this line of inquiry.

      To my way of thinking, that of the only known surviving outbreak victim and one-man professional zombie eradication team, they were right to want to stop this kind of research. It was bad enough that the virus even existed and could spread from one human to another. Adding any other animal into that mix meant a potential explosion of contagion vectors. It is also obvious to me that the wisest and most ethical course would have been to cease all research into these strains and destroy every last one in hopes they never returned to planet earth.

      Instead, Silvercrest played the game of versus with the scientists:

      Known humans versus strangers?

      Nearby humans versus distant humans?

      Humans who look like you versus humans who look a little different?

      Naturally, they did not even have to inquire about rich humans versus poor humans, the rich simply do not occur in great enough abundance to serve as test subjects.

      None of this stopped Quiet Kevin. The same way those peppers burned, management attacked and tore at his attempts to pursue this alternate species research. They maligned his intelligence, set impossible bureaucratic barriers, and took turns whipping him with a rash of plain unkindnesses. None of it stopped him.

      Sadly, it was not a rebellious punk rock streak that drove Kevin. Quiet Kevin knew, or thought he knew, that if he could test strains in more rapidly reproducing populations, and those with less ethical ramifications, he could get to the desired outcome faster and better than anyone else at Silvercrest. No one shared the details with me, but I heard the senior leadership had incentivized the scientists at Silvercrest with a significant financial bounty for creating a working viral solution meeting specifications never shared with the likes of me post-amnesia.

      All of that happened before they put me on ice, so I can only conclude that a big part of Kevin’s particular perceived contribution to the Silvercrest Virus Boondoggle was his risky research into cross-species transmission.

      It turns out, Kevin ultimately succeeded. The chipmunks at El Coyote Campground had contracted the virus, and they were doing what most humans do when we get it: die, come back to life, and attack anything fleshy that moves in hopes of eating it.

      None of this meat eating made sense for an herbivore, so it would be of some interest to know how long chipmunks could run on food their systems could not process. Zombie longevity is a woefully under-researched area and, with luck, will remain so for some time.

      And now, I bring you Singleton versus Chipmunks.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I outpaced Soccer Zombie Dad to the campsite. Probably something along the way confused him. Some obstacle maybe. Or the scrambling and scratching sounds in the trees overhead worked on his zombie nerves the way they worked on mine. The creepy frantic forest sounds grew louder and more disturbing the closer I came to the source of the honking SUV horn. I clicked off my headlamp, hoping to become less visible. I slowed to a fast walk while my eyes adjusted to the moonlit forest.

      I kept moving. As the yelling died down, I picked my pace.

      By the time I arrived at the Soccer Camping Family’s campsite, it became clear the yelling had moved into the SUV with the family. Dozens of chipmunks scratched and clawed at the windows and doors.

      Stopping a few feet outside the high beams, I remained undetected by the rodent horde. Karen-Mother-of-Two kept trying to start the engine and only made it go clickity-clickity amid the din of sick squeaks and tiny claws on car paint. From the looks and sounds of things, the chipmunks had climbed into the engine and started chewing everything softer than metal. The little zombies would make it through the air vents into the passenger compartment soon.

      This looked sticky. Lots of irritated, scratchy, bitey, zombie chipmunks and no long-range weapons. The scratching scrambling sound overhead died down as the chipmunks finished raining onto the SUV. All the partygoers had arrived except dear old zombie dad.

      Once I had finally gotten the family’s attention by waving my arms in the edge of the headlights, I motioned/mouthed for them to keep making noise, figuring that must be what the rodent terrors were focusing on as they had not detected me even though I stood only ten or twelve feet away.

      I moved around to the rear of the vehicle and used the bat on the ones trying to squeeze in through the rear window and one or two scratching and chewing at the taillights. When the rear looked clear, I moved to the passenger side as that was not directly under any trees, so it seemed unlikely any would land on my head.

      There was a heavy concentration of them around the headlights and rattling under the hood. I could hear them scratching inside the door panels. Because so many had wriggled and scratched their way inside, it didn’t take me long to clear off the ones still scratching at the doors and windows on both sides of the vehicle.

      I stuck to a simple and effective kill method. An abrupt firm hit to brush them off the vehicle, then an immediate pounding with the bat. They were zombie chipmunks. It did not take much to end them.

      I had never killed a chipmunk or any other rodent before that night. I suppose I still haven’t as every infected animal is nothing more than a dead animal reanimated by the virus. This is the story everyone tells me whenever I start in to asking them if they consider me a murderer.

      The virus is the real killer, Singleton. You’re cleaning that up.

      Sure.

      To keep calm, I counted the nasty beasties as I cleaned. Without tackling the front end, my count reached twenty-two.

      Turns out, it was not an electrical issue that kept the car from starting. It was a too-smart-of-a-car issue. Karen-Mother-Of-Two jostled something inside, looked at me and said, Shit, this stupid thing. Then the eight-cylinder family-sized soccer bus roared to life. Mass chipmunk death ensued under the hood, complete with high-pitched chipmunk zombie screeches and the wet sound of the big engine biting back at its attackers.

      Karen-Mother-Of-Two meant to drive away and leave me with the rest of the mess, but something prevented her from getting it out of neutral. Perhaps too many chipmunk carcasses.

      The doors and sides of the SUV continued to rattle, hiss, scratch, and squeak with the sound of chipmunks trapped inside. After the initial grind of rodent flesh from the engine, it ran smooth as she tried to shift, but fairly quickly, I could hear a deeper grinding. Too much bone, gristle, and chipmunk hide had found its way into the moving parts.

      I smelled smoke. Karen-Mother-Of-Two kept giving it more gas, revving the ailing engine. I motioned for her to stop between fending off the chipmunks who had figured out my yummy flesh remained outside this weird metal box.

      I backed away from the SUV, tripping over a tent stake and tangling myself into one of the tent lines. Playing Whack-A-Chipmunk flat on your ass is a full body workout. The furry fuckers bit and scratched me through my fancy new jeans, and one got a good hold on my left thumb before I whacked it against one of the rocks around the fire pit. My count hit thirty-seven by the time the frontal assault seemed to have abated.

      I looked over to the SUV and saw flames shooting out of the hood. The nasty smell of burning engine and rodents turned the tacos in my stomach. I looked behind me, expecting to see Zombie Soccer Dad at any minute. A renewed wave of burning zombie chipmunk screams filled the forest as the SUV’s engine died.

      I yelled for the family to get out of the SUV. They came out coughing through the putrid smoke. Quick Thinking Young Chad had the small fire extinguisher from their emergency roadside kit. He made his way to the front of the vehicle with a Smokey the Bear sense of purpose

      I stopped him with a six word lesson in situational awareness and prioritization: “Forget the fire. Kill zombies, kid.”

      “OK.” Good student.

      We must have taken out another twenty chipmunks around the campfire pit. Once the full frontal rodent assault died down, we took a breather.

      By some undeserved luck, the engine fire died on its own while Chad and I battled the pint-sized monsters. The scrambling and scratching in the car vents stopped, but I am not certain all the Zombie Chipmunks cooked to completion. They remained there. Trapped and singed but not cleaned up.

      Karen-Mother-Of Two looked at me. “We’re screwed, aren’t we?”

      One more chipmunk came scrambling over the ground at Tara, who looked like a clinical illustration of a pre-adolescent shock victim. I swung and missed as she danced backward.

      Then Chad scrambled past me and nailed this last well-dressed zombia rodentia with the fire extinguisher less than an inch from his sister’s cross trainers. The kid had real promise.

      “Ew.” Tara wrapped her arms around herself, eyes wide in imitation of every animal ever made prey by another. She stood there staring down, not sure how to find safety or how she could believe in it once found.

      “We have a big one incoming.”

      “Is it my husband?”

      “Don’t think like—”

      A shotgun blast from the direction of the main road interrupted me. With luck, it would draw Zombie Soccer Dad away from here. I shushed them. We listened. Besides the lack of chipmunks, we heard nothing. Too much nothing for my peace of mind.

      Another blast came from the same direction. And another. Young Chad squeaked, dropped the fire extinguisher, and covered his mouth with his hands. We all crouched down near the tent, now little more than a sagging lop-sided heap since my chipmunk induced collision.

      More nothing, and then I heard something rustling over in the bushes that divided this campsite from the next one. It sounded like Jiu Jitsu Zombie Dad and rustled away with some speed, but I waited a long while before speaking in a low, I-gargle-gravel, tough guy voice.

      “How do you know Ziggy?”
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        * * *

      

      September camping. Mid-September. Labor Day long past. Everyone back in school. Campgrounds in the warmer places down south might fill up with retirees, van-based digital nomads, and the random soul searchers, but up north, things empty out. I could feel the threat of a cold autumn on the wind that night.

      What the hell was going on at the El Coyote Campground and Resort? Why was anyone camping there?

      Some Internet facts I confirmed after this all went down:

      
        	The El Coyote Campground officially closes the day after Labor Day

        	Mid-September weather up in those parts is somewhat unpredictable, and people are advised to camp in the El Coyote Forest with winter gear.

        	Three weeks before Ziggy and I showed up for dinner at the El Coyote, a Delaware based subsidiary of Silvercrest Research Laboratories, the Long-Boodge Outdoors Corporation, purchased the El Coyote Campground and Resort from a local family for three times its previously assessed value. Long-Boodge Outdoors Corporation, apparently a relatively new entry into the family campground chain business, told the previous owners and local newspaper that according to their assessments the property was severely undervalued. They saw an opportunity for significant growth given their development strategy, most visibly and immediately, this meant providing additional state-of-the-art waste bins, waste removal, and a new fire break perimeter.

      

      All to say, I think hindsight justifies my thinking this campground seemed a little weird, and maybe makes up for my coming at Karen-Mother-Of-Two as a bit of an asshole in a stressful situation.

      “How do you know Ziggy?”

      “From the restaurant.”

      “Bullshit. Who do you work for?”

      “Do you mind? My family is freaked out.” Tara sobbed and Chad seemed to have developed a nervous tic, blinking repeatedly, and twisting his linked index fingers together over and over.

      “Sorry. Yeah.” We stood there under the moon and stars, not appreciating the forest or its profound silence. The smell of the burning vehicle slowly dissipated with small metal knocks and pings from under the hood as the machinery cooled. We all jumped at the sound of one of the doors creaking as it swung further open.

      “So, what do we do now?” Tara wanted to know.

      “We wait for help.” I doubted any was coming, but they didn’t need to know that.

      “Everyone in the tent. Come on kids.” Karen unzipped the door and herded them inside.

      “What about Dad?” Young Chad would not give up on that guy.

      While Karen made up some story about their unwell father and how they would eventually see him again, I fixed the tent lines I had tripped over earlier. They turned on a light inside. The nylon tent glowed orange.

      When I finished getting the tent upright, I joined them in the glow. Karen sat on a sleeping bag on the floor, legs comfortably crossed (Yoga pays off). Tara rested her head on her mother’s lap and held Young Chad, who laid next to her. Karen stroked her daughter’s hair. “Let’s just take a breath. We’re safe now. In here.”

      “How are we going to get home?” Tara’s body lay still, but her eyes bounced from Mom to brother to me to tent door and back again.

      “I’m going to bring you a car,” I said.

      “You are? From where?”

      “Over at the restaurant.”

      “We can go with you to get it.”

      “No, it’s better if we stay here.” I noticed Karen and the kids had removed their shoes upon entering the tent. I hadn’t. I looked down at my ridiculously over-branded designer sneakers. Black dirt and pine needles stuck on coagulated blood and old Mexican Food. Put them in a glass case in a modern art museum. They would become an artistic comment on the profound curse of unbridled corporate greed.

      “Uh…sorry for my…” My art shoes.

      “No worries. You saved us from the chipmunks.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      The kids both tried putting energy into those Thank Yous, but all they had left keeping their eyes open was a thick residue of panic and fear. In Helsinki, the kids shivered until they passed out. No one came to hold them. They never believed in their safety.

      “I am going to try to speak calmly with you Karen, but I need to know some things and bullshitting me now cannot help your situation.”

      “Who the—?”

      “Karen.”

      I looked at her and down at her kids. She had set Ziggy’s murse on top of what must have been her husband’s sleeping bag. I grabbed it and opened it with my free hand, dumping the contents out on the tent floor. Not much there. A metal box of mints, Ziggy’s wallet, his Silvercrest ID, and ten small hypo pens. Five capped and unused. None of them marked.

      “I figure Ziggy popped himself in the restaurant bathroom. And I saw him do your husband. So, the rest—”

      “They don’t hurt that bad. You should do it. It keeps you safe,” Tara told me.

      “Like a flu shot,” added Chad.

      “Thanks.”

      Karen froze. I don’t know what she thought I might do. Having seen me savagely kill fifty-six chipmunks and take out at least four zombies, she probably figured killing her and her kids was not out of the question. I carefully set the bat down and squatted on my haunches so I could look her in the eyes.

      “I don’t have a lot of time here, Karen, but I do want a couple of answers so I know that I am doing the right thing to keep this all under control. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Short, honest answers for now, please.”

      “Ok.”

      “Who do you work for?”

      “A company called Long-Boodge Outdoors, LBO, but they’re owned by Silvercrest. So, we’re on the same side here—”

      “Save it. So, you did know Ziggy?”

      “I knew you both. But only from pictures and what they told me.”

      “All wonderful lies of my brilliance and good graces, I bet.”

      Karen answered with a crooked ironic smirk that said, You know better. She stroked her daughter’s long dark hair, gently pulling out the tangles without looking down at her hands. Chad’s eyes were almost closed. He knew he was almost safe in the arms of his older sister.

      “How long ago did you administer this stuff?” As we spoke, I restored the contents of Ziggy’s murse.

      “Twenty, thirty minutes ago. I’ve lost track of time. Whenever we first got here.”

      “Do you know what it is?”

      “They told me he had a vaccine.”

      “Big news.”

      “If you don’t want people getting a virus…but you know—”

      “Don’t assume I know much of anything.” I returned Ziggy’s murse back to the sleeping bag where I found it. She never asked if I wanted any of the vaccine, so I guessed she knew that for me it would be redundant at best.

      “Right. I heard you lost your memor—”

      “Where are they?” I did not need Karen’s pity that night.

      “Where’s who?

      “Silvercrest. I saw you on your phone in the restaurant.”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. They’re otherwise occupied. I lost connection.”

      “Otherwise occupied?”

      “Not their exact words.”

      “What did they say, exactly?”

      “They said they were triaging the incident.” Her low voice dripped shame with every word.

      “Triaging?” Some old volume fell open in the deep labyrinthine archive of my brain. I knew that phrase. Or an old me knew it.

      “Something worse is going on somewhere.” Her hands left her daughter’s hair. Her thumbs and forefingers tried to pinch something out of her forehead.

      I could not help adding, “Or something they think is worse, anyway—”

      Tara’s sobbing shifted into something between the sound of a balloon losing air and a puppy caught under a heavy boot. Karen-Mother-of-Two tried to calm her, stroking her daughter’s head more quickly to wake but not worry her. Young Chad didn’t budge. I grabbed the bat, stood up, and looked around outside the tent. Listening and hoping nothing out there heard Tara. I turned back and dropped to my haunches again.

      “We need to keep quiet.”

      “I know.” I hadn’t noticed Karen’s tears before. Eyes red and face deeply gripping some despairing sorrowful fear.

      I looked away. Down at her hands running through the stream of her daughter’s hair. “Listen,” I told her, “you’re okay now. It’s quiet.”

      “This is not okay. No forest is supposed to be this quiet.”

      Her hands became paler, the light grew brighter, and the world thinner. I was no longer in a tent in the tainted El Coyote forest. In that thinner world, another pair of hands moved idly in my own. I completely disappeared into some old self of mine again.
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        * * *

      

      “What about your family?” Olympia’s hands.

      “My family?”

      “You do have one, right?”

      “Yes, but— “

      “They’re not the family you thought you signed up for.”

      “There was a sign up?”

      “Yeah, you didn't get the memo?”

      “And memos?”

      “And a manual.”

      “It figures.”

      “Does it?”

      “No, none of it does.” It sounded like me, but felt like a more complicated version.

      “Why won't you look at me?”

      “I am.”

      “Not my hands. At me. Up here.”

      “Your hands are you. Maybe more you than your nose. Or lips. Or ears. Or hair. Or—”

      “Or my eyes?”

      “Nice try.”

      “What do you think the issue is then?” A change in tone. Less tender. More business. She needed something from me.

      “The motive. The root. What’s that about the fish stinking from the head? This fish stinks because it came out of a fetid sea. It stinks tail to head and back again.”

      “But we're all fish in that sea, and it's our job to clean it.”

      “Ha. An inside mixed metaphor job of the worst and most unlikely kind.”

      “We have to do it.”

      “We do?”

      “We can't let them go on like this.” She lifted her hands and pulled away. Thin, strong, pale hands. Such hands convinced me of something about the world surrounding around us. I would do anything for those hands.

      Such hands turn the world. Such hands turned my world.
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        * * *

      

      “Does it work?” I think Karen-Mother-of-Two had asked me this a few times, but I only processed the last one as I drifted back from my thin world of memory.

      “The vaccine?” My honest answer: a resounding no, but I did not have the guts to tell her that with her kids sleeping on her lap.

      “I mean, is it working now?” she asked.

      “As long as you’re this sad, I see nothing to worry about,” referring to the weird giddiness that had erupted at the restaurant about an hour earlier.

      She understood and gave me a weak chuckle in reply. Then she began crying again.

      “See, no problem.”

      She smiled, wiping tears on one sleeve of her sweatshirt, as the other hand almost compulsively maintained its slow rhythmic flow through her daughter’s hair. They calmed each other in a gesture as old as primates.

      “Where’s Kevin’s camp site?”

      “Right behind ours.”

      “That close?”

      “Why do you think we were here in September? I mean…”

      “Your husband works at Longbody, too?”

      “Long-Boodge. No.”

      “Didn’t he wonder what was up?”

      “He’s cute, but he’s no genius. And he’s good with the kids. Convinced them they wanted to miss the start of the school year and soccer practice.” More crying. “He’s…was game for anything.”

      Not this, I thought. Not if he knew the whole truth of things. “Hope you get a good bonus.”

      “It won’t be good enough.”

      “There’s more I need to know, but you can tell me later. On the drive out of here.” I grabbed the bat and stood up. “Now, I need to check on Kevin.”

      “What do I do if I—If we—If Ziggy didn’t fix it?”

      As far as I was concerned, Karen and her corporate ilk made me what I am, took my life from me, and opened the door to an actual zombie apocalypse. They said yes and yes and yes to ridiculously unethical experiments to further a monumentally unethical means of making the world a better place that I have yet to understand.

      Each day she sat at her desk or joined her colleagues in a conference room or dialed-in for meetings, she shut down some part of her humanity and blindly ignored the humanity of a great many others who Silvercrest would never grant a voice in their rarified corporate environment.

      Corporate-Cutthroat-Karen was a monster made of two-parts arrogance, one-part hubris, and three-parts ignorant disregard for humanity. Over-educated, insanely over-compensated, and deftly self-insulated from the practical realities of the lives of those people bagging her groceries, mowing her lawn, cooking her food, and buying her company’s products.

      Even now, in my mind’s eye I can see all the unsympathetic ugliness of her snappy-casual, all options luxury crossover, gluten-free, gourmet-vitamin-marshmallow monstrosity of a life. And I wish good riddance to that bad member of our human community.

      But, there in that tent, I saw Karen-Mother-Of-Two and her small, frail, shocked, sleeping Two on her lap. I could tell her she would either eat her children alive or have to kill one or both of them before they ate her. Or I could make up some shit to help her feel better.

      I made up some shit.

      “OK, listen carefully.”

      “OK.”

      “If it’s one of them. Lock them in the car. With Ziggy’s vaccine, there is a way to fix it, regardless of how bad it looks. But it’s not a one-person job. As soon as they appear to die, lock them up.”

      “What about me?”

      “Three things will tell you that it’s going to be you. If it is going to be you, and if you love your children, lock yourself in the car.”

      “What three things?”

      “First, your ears will start ringing like you lived inside Motorhead. Second—”

      “Inside their what?”

      “Inside Motorhead. The band.”

      “How is that possible? I don’t know what that means.”

      “It’s a metaphor. Inside a jet engine. OK? Ears ringing like you stuck your head into the middle of a jet engine.”

      “OK.”

      “Second, your stomach.”

      “What about it?”

      “I don’t know exactly. I’ve never been infected, but people clutch or complain about their stomachs.”

      “Severe stomach pain. Check.”

      “Third, your vision gets weird.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “You know how your eye actually takes in images upside down and your mind turns them around?”

      “I think so.”

      “That stops working.”

      “So, everything looks upside down?”

      “That’s how a guy in Helsinki described it to me as the infection took him.” That part was only half of a lie. “Anyway, if you feel like you’re inside a jet engine, lock your ass in the car.”

      “Got it. Thanks.”

      “But you don’t need any of that. I’m counting on Ziggy.”

      And I zipped them into the tent, confident I had earned at least a nomination for Best Bullshittery Not in a Musical or Comedy.

      I thought maybe I should make a booby trap or an alarm in case things went wrong while I checked out Kevin’s campsite. Cans on a string or something. But I had wasted enough time. I sipped at my water, flipped on my headlamp, and headed out.

      About twenty paces from the tent, something occurred to me. I stopped and looked back at the glowing orange fabric bubble that was their family tent.

      What occurred to me had to do with a story someone told me once. A story about the Spanish Inquisition and one of the many ways of killing a heretic. It involved sewing the bound sacrilegious infidel into a sack with one or more feral animals and then dropping the whole thing into a deep body of water. I had always thought the frantic behavior of a zombie near food resembled movie depictions of drowning victims. What occurred to me at that moment was the ways a nylon waterproof camping tent was a lot like a large sack sewn shut with zippers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          8 Taco Flavored RV

        

      

    

    
      Every used motor home or trailer has its own special smell, usually attributable to some past mishap that occurred in transit, in the dark, or because the kitchen lacked the right tool for a given job.

      Many will forever smell of bacon, stewed tomatoes, or the caramelized coffee on the burner of the drip coffee maker. Spatter guards do not seem to help. Smells dissipate at home, but in an RV, they soak in and stick around for the everlasting duration.

      In his mobile zombie incubation unit, Kevin or some previous owner must have had a serious mishap trying to open a bag of taco seasoning, forever marking this trailer with that tortilla chip flavoring Mexican-American food smell. I smelled it from five feet away in a pine forest.

      Pausing for a moment, I reveled in the nostalgia of this aroma before confronting the interior of Quiet Kevin’s aluminum and pressboard fortress of ineptitude. The smell reminded me of the tacos my mom made every Tuesday. Of walking down the aisle in the supermarket with my friend Jamie from Junior High and him looking at the package and saying, “That’s not Mexican.”

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. But it sure as shit isn’t Mexican. My grandmother would never use that. Or my mother. Or even my sister.”

      Nostalgia for food comes down to comforting smells you never want to taste again. Sometimes, I like to think Jaime would be proud of my taco snobbery, but I know he probably wouldn’t give a damn one way or another. He always knew good Mexican food. What took me so long?

      Approaching Kevin’s taco seasoned RV as quietly as possible, I found the remains of more than a few chipmunks. Someone or something had banged the hell out of the things. Nothing approaching my kill numbers, but I saw at least a dozen of the single-serving sized zombie rodents. Heads smashed open. Tails tattered and limp. I remember one set of rear legs twitching furiously as I passed. Based on the particularly messy aftermath of an already messy situation, it looked like Kevin must have had his hands full and used a rock or something to take the things out. And he probably panicked.

      Besides the other side effects this viral infection granting me my zombie immunity may confer on me, it had a psychological benefit. When faced with zombies or zombie rodents, I do not immediately panic. A bite will hurt, but I won’t zombie.

      The chipmunk situation at the Soccer Family site felt more like a mosquito or wasp swarm might feel to someone else. Yes, they could kill me in sufficient numbers, and any bite hurts like hell. But I am free to use the fear these stark, though unlikely, scenarios create as a seed of calmness, because steady conscious attention to the task at hand (killing vermin) guarantees the best chance of survival and least risk of inconvenient nips.

      On the other hand, if a single nip or even half a dozen bites promised death, I would lose my shit in desperate panic. Exactly like Kevin.

      I stepped over the chipmunk corpses and around the two partially collapsed folding hammock chairs on their sides under the battered and bent RV awning to try looking in the window. Dark and one of windows blocked by some box or piece of equipment. From what I could make out, despite the grand width of this classic vacation cruiser, it would be close work inside. I propped the bat up against the side of the RV. Before I dropped the backpack next to it, I took out the tire iron and the Cowboy Cop’s knife.

      Did it make sense to knock on the trailer door? I knocked anyway.

      Did it make sense that something or someone answered? A strange answer. Strangled sounding.

      I knocked again. Not an answer, but movement. Something rattling and plastic on plastic squeaking in the back. The door was locked. Maybe Kevin survived. Maybe he was asleep. More noises from the back, and also some scratching sounds. A weak animal trying to escape from a cage.

      I used the tire iron to pry open the trailer door. It opened out, but Kevin had barricaded the door from the inside. The noise inside and the scratching became more frantic sounding. Not knowing about the infection, I might have guessed the resident had locked themselves in the RV toilet with a half dozen spastic cats. But I knew zombie wiggling and zombie scratching when I heard it. Someone, probably Kevin, had erected this hasty ineffective barricade to keep things inside, not the other way around.

      Honestly, I hate these situations. On the one hand, I could walk away and call this in for the full Silvercrest coverall hazmat suit removal. The Quiet Kevin zombie was probably fine, he hadn’t gotten out yet and probably wouldn’t. He had trapped himself in there. The scratching, while disturbing, probably came from his fingernails on the walls or more chipmunks trapped with him.

      It wasn’t any sense of pride in the thoroughness of my extermination technique that motivated me to keep looking. If I left, I would be safer, and maybe the world too.

      Despite all common sense, I could not help wanting to know. I needed to see. I was victim to the curse of my curious mind. Was it really Kevin in there? What had he been up to? What had he become?

      Eventually, I pushed and pulled my way in. The RV was hooked into campground power, so when I flipped the switch, the interior lights came on. All the noise stopped for a split second. Yep, based on Zombie Soccer Dad and Zombie Kevin, light sensitivity is still a thing for this strain, though the exact reaction probably warrants some study as they seem more drawn to it than stunned as in the earlier strains. I looked around and the scratching resumed.

      I found Kevin’s Silvercrest ID dangling from the rearview mirror, a physical manifestation of the irritating grudge that dangled from his soul. Sector 7G. Senior Researcher. Desperate to save the world. Convinced he had found the good in a pile of waste. Angry Silvercrest had pulled the funding and effectively killed the project. Nothing can stop a true believer, especially one with a wounded ego and a handful of PhDs. Standard recipe for a mad scientist.

      Before I crammed them into the backpack, I glanced at his lab notes. Especially the last week or two. End of human misery. Saving the planet and all of humanity at the same time.

      
        
        Here is the fundamental fix. The brilliant evolutionary tweak. Evolution is too clumsy to arrive at it in time. Or evolution is arriving at it through me. My work is the next leap in the process.

        

      

      Naturally, he figured he needed to test this leap on a few rodents first.

      Like most of the guys in the lab, he never spent more than a few days in the woods, and that was a long time ago at Science Camp. So, maybe we can forgive him for not understanding how this whole outdoors thing works. Animals own the forest. Even in a typical, overused roadside campground. We stay there as their guests. They scavenge, invade, pick over, disrupt, and take over anything we bring there. Eventually.

      Kevin did not count on the less-than-lab-safe seals and joints of the typical recreational motor home. The local rodents merely claimed their natural rights when they sniffed and fraternized with his lab rats and their food.

      In came the Ed Sheerans and Taylor Swifts of the rodent world. Not even rats can resist the cute good looks and effortless charm of their chipmunks relatives.

      In they came and out went the infection.

      Oh, right, did I neglect to mention that his hypothesis was shit and his experiments failed nearly as badly as every other the Silvercrest teams have run the past five years? Kevin did succeed in making the cross species jump, but that is its own kind of failure. The rats went crazy and ate one another. The disease took over their brains and bodies, and the surviving rodents were still twitching when I arrived weeks later. Kevin rationalized all of it.

      Blah. Blah. Blah. From the notes:

      
        
        Rodent experimentation provides a clear path to virus refinement heretofore thought impossible. Blah blah blah.

        

      

      Truth is, beyond the cross species jump, I don’t think he got far with this strain. Maybe the fact that Cool Soccer Dad appeared to be a mere carrier at first means something, but he still went full blown zombie, eventually. Loyal friend that I am, I remember thinking Ziggy’s research was significantly more interesting. He may have done something to slow down the infection and maybe, just maybe, keep it from totally destroying the frontal lobe. I hoped to find something useful left of him in that walk-in fridge later.

      Meanwhile, I went to the source of the loudest noises in the RV. The small bathroom in the back. I could hear Zombie Quiet Kevin thrashing around inside. Taped on the bathroom door; a page torn from a magazine. A photo of the planet Mars with the word ‘Home’ in white text on the blackness of space under it.

      Looking at it, I became dislodged from this dense world of zombie gore again and heard words from some lighter world. The world at the lab not so long ago. A movie night.
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        * * *

      

      “What is this shit?”

      “It’s fucking Stanislaw Lem.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      Kevin only looked at me in reply. I smiled at him. He knew I knew Lem. He had made me read plenty. And I knew he knew that saying something was Lem didn’t explain anything. That’s kind of the point of Lem.

      “Lem was more interesting zan zis.”

      “It’s beyond boring Kevin.”

      “Boring? It’s meditative. Transcendent.”

      “Synonyms for dull.”

      “Come on. You have to admit, Kevin, it’s not what zey call fast-paced ah-ction.” Ziggy had a habit of playing middle man between Kevin and me. Despite his mischievous nature, I think his Austrian way of seeing the world prevented him from appreciating our American style of enjoying a meaningless conflict.

      “Space is vast. It warps time.”

      “Singleton is a committed earzlink.”

      “A what?”

      “Shhh. You’re an earring.” We knew what Ziggy meant, but his constant impishness invited mockery of his accent.

      “Earz-link. Or earz-ling.”

      “Shhh, already.”

      “We’re not going to miss anyzing, Kevin. Earzzzling, Singleton. You are a committed earzzzling.”

      “Oh. Funny.”

      “You are.”

      “If this is space travel, then I am a committed earthling. I am not ready for anything like this.”

      “I am.”

      “I bet zat you are, Kevin.”

      “I practiced.”

      “Practiced what?”

      “When I was a kid, I practiced space travel.”

      “In your spaceship?”

      “How ze hell do you practice zat?”

      “I locked myself in the bathroom—”

      “Oh, come on.”

      “This small bathroom in our basement. For hours.” He laughed.

      “Geez. Get a tree house, Kevin.”

      “I would sit there and do math with this pen light and listen on headphones to this recording of NASA space sounds.”

      “Did you even have parents?”

      “Yes.”

      “Friends?”

      “Yes.”

      “What the hell, Kevin?”

      “Hours?”

      “Yeah, hours. I would time myself.”

      “Of course, you did.” Sarcastic disbelief.

      “Of course, he timed it. He’s a scientist.” Ziggy’s untrustworthy encouragement egged him on.

      Something or things finally happened in the movie, and we watched, quietly reading the subtitles until it moved to another sequence of meditative visual transcendence, during which Ziggy went to get us all another beer from the lab refrigerator. When he returned, he asked, “What was your longest time?”

      “Forty-seven hours seventeen minutes and fifteen seconds.”

      “What?” I spit beer across the lab. “How old were you?”

      “My parents went away for the weekend. I was fourteen. I could have done more but the next-door neighbor went kind of nuts and ruined it.”

      “What?”

      “She was supposed to check on me.”

      “Right.”

      “Your parents’ concern ruined space travel practice for you.”

      “The neighbor. Mrs. Cosner.”

      “Your parents’ proxy.”

      “Fourteen…Und how many times did you masturbate during that forty-seven hours?

      “Oh, come on, Ziggy.”

      “None.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “I was preparing for space travel.”

      “Geezus. Do you guys really have PhDs in things?”

      “Several.” Kevin enjoyed being asked about his PhDs because he loved answering. “Conservation of energy is part of the test, Singleton.”

      “You see zat, conservation of energy.”

      “It is the major challenge for human survival on long space voyages.”

      “Und ze whole reason we know one anozer.”
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        * * *

      

      I looked at the bathroom door and listened to the strange movements on the other side of it. Conservation of energy. “How many hours this time, Kevin?” I did not expect a coherent answer. I did not get one.

      I assumed he would have locked the door but tried the door handle first, anyway. As I twisted the small, almost flat doorknob, I noticed that the door did not look even with the jamb. It pressed outwards. I could not turn the handle, but not because of a door lock. The latch stuck because of outward pressure against it. Zombie Kevin must be leaning on it. He had no concept of a doorknob. Or a door. He leaned against it because he probably smelled or heard me on the other side. And now, I made a dumb mistake.

      One quick pull with the tire iron and the door will pop right open. Then get out of the way, I thought.

      I stood to one side of the door. The jamb side. I wanted to avoid reaching across and having the door slam open into my face. I shoved the flat end of the tire iron into the gap between the door and the frame, there above the doorknob, and pried.

      Pop. Slam. Zombie. I stood in the immediate path of Zombie Kevin in the Box.

      I landed on my ass in the narrow RV hallway with Zombie Kevin on top of me thrashing, grunting, and snapping his teeth. I had kept hold of the tire iron and pushed it crosswise once, twice, three times into his mouth with everything I had. On the last push, he met it with all of his uncontrolled zombie craving coming down at me. Not many teeth survived the first two shoves. With the third, I lost hold of the tire iron in the back of his jaw somewhere.

      I might get crushed or scratched to death, but Zombie Kevin couldn’t take a piece out of me now. I tried pushing him off me or sliding out sideways or head first, but his thrashing kept me pinned down.

      It came down to that Cowboy Cop’s big ass knife, though not with the clinical precision I would have preferred.

      This was a clumsy, bloody stabfest. I had to go up through is body and reach back around to the back of his neck. His long hair and spastic attacks complicated my every move.

      For any biologists reading this, you might find it noteworthy that I could not feel his heart beating, but I felt his lungs move. I have no medical understanding of these things, but apparently, at certain stages, the virus requires more oxygen, or maybe it needs to vent CO2. Anyway, there is gas involved.

      I couldn’t tell if it was inhaling or exhaling. Difficult to know in the circumstances and my elbow could have been lying. Maybe it was a reflex action having to do with the heaving of his torso and violent movements of my arm. It certainly felt like gas moving through those bags at the time.

      Ten or twelve stabs after cutting a hole through his torso and reaching through his back, I severed the spinal cord from the brain. Once I did, I only had to contend with 220 pounds of uncoordinated twitching zombie meat.

      I pulled, lifted, and pushed until finally I got the skin-bound sack of zombie that used to be Kevin off of me. I had a lot of Zombie Kevin all over me. In hindsight, I ought to have listened for Zombie Soccer Dad or Karen-Mother-Of-Two as this zombie had not gone quietly into this weird night. But despite the noise, the family and the zombie left me alone with Kevin and his work.

      I searched through the gore for my headlamp. Zombie Kevin had knocked it off my head when the door sprang open. I found it and put it on. I looked at him more carefully. He had not been zombie for long. Probably turned around the same time as Soccer Dad and Ziggy. I extracted the tire iron from his jaw. I kept thinking about how I felt as though I barely knew this guy even though I had once counted him as a friend. A good friend.

      And the insane quiet of this forest surrounding the small persistent scratching noise in the RV pressed down on the last tattered scraps of my identity. I wanted to weep like Karen-Mother-of-Two. Sob like Tara. Sleep like Chad.

      On the bathroom floor beside the toilet, somewhat worse for wear, I found Kevin’s phone, ear buds, a pen, and a small Moleskin notebook. Filled mostly with tiny scribbled notes he would use to inform his more formal research write-ups. On the last couple of pages, the writing looked larger. I turned to the pages where the larger writing began.

      Kevin addressed his last words to me, Sid Singleton.
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        * * *

      

      Singleton,

      I hope it is you. Who else?

      Anyone else will only find ashes here. The ones without immunity take no risks, but retrieve no evidence.

      We are on our way now. I thought so before, but now I know it. It’s not perfect, but it will be.

      Did you ever see the first cell phone? Or car phone? Huge cancer-causing disaster of a thing. Now, mine is my pen light and my stereo and would be everything else if I didn’t have some addiction to pen and ink. The next me, whoever that is, won’t leave notes this way.

      We are on our way. We are on our way.

      Dozing off. [The writing became larger and less steady here. No longer keeping thoughts on one page, but running across the binding sometimes. Flipping one or more pages ahead to write only a few words.]

      Observations:

      Hunger. So much hunger.

      The areas around bites itch and ache at the same time. No pus as with an infection, but swelling.

      Swelling…

      Thirsty.

      Hungry.

      [He moved to a new page with renewed effort at a steadied hand. After the first line, the writing falls, then rises to the corner of the opposite page]

      Feeling better. More focused. It’s all kinda funny when you think about it. The way everyone freaks out about this. Consider how many people it took to build the pyramids or get us to the moon—I mean, the real body count, including all those impacted by the V2 rockets and materials sciences and human experimentation during WWII. Not to mention Hiroshima. This is hilariously insignificant. Nothing. Allergens have done more…

      [And now the two last pages. The writing became madman scrawls]

      They think I don’t know. I know. I know. I know.

      But we are on our way.

      They pay. I think. They pay. They pretend. They pretend to camp. They pretend to know.

      I know. Ziggy knows.

      But you don’t know anything, Singleton. Not a single thing. Nothing.

      Know this…

      We.

      Are.

      On Our.

      WAY!!!!!

      [When I first looked at the last page, I thought maybe he tried to draw a knife or a banana floating in the clouds in the middle. I looked again, turning the journal this way and that. A rocket blasting off. He even tried to write a name for it on the side. The USS Boondoggle.]
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        * * *

      

      One lab rat. All that unnerving scratching I heard came from one white lab rat.

      It looked in bad shape in its sealed aquarium. I don’t even know if Kevin had left an air hole for the thing. I don’t think so. I think this may have had something to do with all the we are on our way stuff.

      It may not have needed air or sleep or even a steady supply of water and food, but it sure as shit wanted to get out and eat me. The closer I came to the glass case, the more frantic its scratching became. And it had worn out its nails a long time ago. The scratch came from the tips of its toe and foot bones on the glass.

      The poor guy had a disease that destroys you only enough to compel you to destroy the rest of whatever you are however you can. I could relate.

      “Science is hell, huh?”

      I touched the glass with my finger, about three inches over from where it was scratching. It moved over and scratched at that spot, trying to get through to me. I move it again, tracing a line along the glass. The rat followed. If I stopped, it scratched at my finger. I could work with this.

      I traced my left finger back and forth along the glass, and it followed along. As quietly as possible, I lifted off the top. Tapping the glass to keep the scrawny critter focused. And then it was an easy mercy kill using the wrench end of the tire iron in one heavy blow to the rat’s skull. The legs had almost no twitch left in them. It had become infected a long time ago.

      Returning in Kevin’s notes, eighteen days earlier, he noted something in his test subject observations whose meaning I did not understand at first. Something he considered significant. There it was. Approximately half the rats expired in a single day. Marginal note reads, “Messy.”

      The continued measurements of food and water in grams and milliliters. After the “die off,” consumption dropped to nothing. Zero values recorded day after day along with a note about refreshing the supply every few days. Behavioral observations say, “Subdued” for the first several days.

      Kevin thought the violent behavior and cannibalism were a passing phase, an early side effect that no one had waited out in humans because of the cost and risk implications. He was wrong. The rats started freaking again out after twelve days. He killed and dissected five of them. Trying again and again to fit facts to his theory. He had to kill two more that nearly escaped the RV. That left the one I killed. Never calm again. Dead but not still. No peace for test subjects.

      Seemed more likely they had eaten their fill at the beginning. Then the virus went into some sort of dormant or feeding stage of its own, processing what the rats had ingested. Once it had taken whatever it needed from their guts, it triggered the nervous system so they became hungry rat zombies again.

      The notes showed a strange change for half the remaining subjects under the “EnvTemp” column. A sharp drop to five degrees Celsius. How did he…?

      I checked the small under-counter fridge in the kitchen area of the RV. I found soda, beer, some dried out pre-sliced cheese, a rotting bag of baby carrots, and a quart milk container whose contents felt more solid than liquid.

      I looked around his lab area and found another small fridge behind the passenger seat of the RV. I took a breath and opened it. I found three more infected rats in identical half-gallon mason jars frosted over from the cold. The light activated all of them, and they scratched at me with claws as bad off as their fellow subject left on the outside with air at a higher temperature.

      I know I killed them, but I cannot remember exactly how. Maybe Kevin’s large kitchen knife puncturing the lid and down into their skulls. That would have seemed right. I remember going for the knife in Kevin’s kitchen sink. I can see the three jars on the floor of the RV with the zombified rats not moving. But what I did is lost to me.

      No air. No food. No light. Low temperature. And the virus preserved motor functions and food-seeking reactions for all three rats. Movement, craving, and consumption with none of the inconvenient niceties of life. Kevin’s success. Humanity’s boondoggle.

      I packed up his journal, printed lab notes, cracked the case on his laptop to pull the hard drive, and loaded all that into the backpack. I killed the lights, tore off the microwave electrical cord and used it wire the door shut as a precaution.

      One last note from the day before in Kevin’s lab notes worth mentioning: “Chipmunks.”
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        * * *

      

      Returning to that story about the Spanish Inquisition. The one about the sack. More specifically, let’s consider rats in that sack.

      Fill a sack with rats. Sew it shut. Drop it in deep water.

      Most of the rats will not survive even if one or more of them figures out how to get out of the sack. With a sufficiently durable sack, none will escape. Either way, how many would die from drowning and how many from the desperate attacks of the other animals in the sack?

      Now, what if those rats were infected with what will likely be known in the Silvercrest labs as the El Coyote Strain of the virus?

      The answer is not even one could live. But one would get away. The biggest rat. Every time.

      Final question in our Spanish Inquisition thought experiment: What if instead of rats, that sack was a tent and it was full of people?
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        * * *

      

      The orange tent still glowed from the small electric light inside, but it didn’t look much like a tent anymore. It had deflated almost completely. For some reason, I knew there were bodies inside. Maybe it’s a skill. Feels like a curse.

      I stopped and listened, killing my headlamp. No movement from the tent. Something off in the distance.

      I went over to the tent. Someone or something had torn the zipper door open along the seam.

      I could see the back of Tara’s head through the tear. Karen-Mother-Of-Two had braided her hair before…

      Something twitched under the tent. Young Chad’s body. From the way the tent lay over it, sticky and dark with blood around the heap, there wasn’t much of him left. Tara looked to have bled out from her throat while crawling for the door. Zombie Mom had probably gone for the closest one at hand. Zombies lack any real focus other than feeding.

      I stepped around the tent, moving closer to where I thought Chad’s body must be. Yep, must have been a twitch.

      How could I not have heard anything?

      What would I have done? Left Kevin and run over here. He had me pinned. But that stupid rat and the notes. I wasted time.

      Cinnamon rolls and coffee. Reindeer jerky and heavy sweaters. Helsinki. Helsinki.

      An island hosting an experimental juvenile cancer cure far enough off the coast of Finland to insist on its own sovereignty but close enough to Helsinki to get all the things that make this the happiest country on earth—good food and drink, nicely designed gadgets, good cell phones, etc. Best Quality of Zombielife anywhere.

      No.

      No, this was El Coyote forest. America somewhere.

      Not Young Aarvo. Or Young Ergill. This is Young Chad. Young infected Chad. I knelt down with the Cowboy Cop’s knife. Something caught the light of my headlamp. Something metal. I touched his skull through the tent. A stake through the base of his skull. Expertly and humanely done.

      I pulled aside Tara’s braid. Karen-Mother-of-Two had placed it there to cover the end of another metal stake. The blood had drained through that wound. No teeth marks on her neck. Her arm though. Her leg. And her side. Pieces ripped and torn from her body, but not as much as a zombie would take if the flesh had not held some infection.

      Karen-Zombie-Killer. So much for my Best Bullshitter award. She knew what to do. Knew too well. She had seen the reports and probably a good deal of video. Silvercrest probably runs Zombie Threat and Eradication workshops these days. They had once tried to get me to teach those. I suppose it is another reason to be grateful for going on ice for three years. A little less corporate awfulness witnessed or enabled. The scales of justice will always tip against me, but there is less on the bad side by virtue of sitting out the game for a few years.

      I sat back on my knees, draping Tara’s braid back over the stake, and then pulling the tent over her head and body.

      I looked up and asked the towering pines if I could get even an eyedropper of real luck, please?

      No response.

      Moon? Stars?

      Nothing.

      When I had sipped the last of my water before heading out towards Kevin’s RV debacle, I had thought the worst had passed. Only one zombie left out there in a big dumb sombrero. Kill him. Then back to El Coyote for Ziggy’s car and drive out of here with Karen-Mother-Of-Two and the kids. Done.

      All of that deflated with heretic me escaping this bloody orange sack.
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        * * *

      

      I had hoped for more time with Karen. More answers. I think she liked me or at least realized that Silvercrest owed me what answers she could give.

      Truth is, she probably didn’t know all that much in her role at Loon-Boogle or whatever she called that place. This was a simple favor, probably. She’s not in espionage. Not typically. She may have attended a few conferences and meals under less than transparent circumstances, but this was the most out of the way thing she did. Her husband wanted to go camping, anyway.

      Paid for by the company. All right! To observe what again, honey?

      To assess the campground and the demographics of the customers it attracts, she told him.

      Making these kinds of compromises is easy when they don’t look like compromises. When they look like promises. Promises of a better performance review and bonus. All you have to do is call in and let someone know if a scientist is camping there and possibly doing freelance research nearby.

      Karen didn’t even have to ask Kevin about it or go looking for him. It was all so convenient. So obvious. Obvious Kevin. Unsuspecting Kevin. Confident Kevin. Proud Kevin. Lost Kevin. Anything-but-Quiet Kevin.

      Maybe so I would feel better about what came next, I imagined how my last conversation with Karen would have gone.

      “How do you do it, Karen?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “How do you do what you do?”

      “What?”

      “You know, the corporate disregard for the fate of the planet and humanity.”

      “Oh that. We ignore people. And nature. We simply ignore them.” She would offer up a small shrug. “They don’t actually exist or their concerns don’t. Which is the same thing. Or we decide they don’t have a right to their concerns, which means ignoring them is the less obvious and harder ethical choice. You can’t give in to the pressure of something or someone who has no right to tell you what to do. Easy, really.”

      “Wow. I didn’t expect—”

      “What? Self-awareness.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “That’s not much, Singleton. Not much at all. This is how anyone does it. But how do I do it? How each particular person gets to that ignoring thing is different. It’s what makes us unique and kind of fun to be around.”

      “But you—”

      “For me, it’s having kids and believing that if there is a better world we have to get through some hard stuff. Press on through.”

      “Some hard stuff? Press on through?”

      “Yes.”

      “Like this? Like more than a dozen dead innocent people, all mammal life in a forest poisoned with infection? Putting humanity and the entire ecosystem at risk?”

      “You are so dramatic. But… Well yes. Exactly like that. Exactly like this.”

      “Well then, maybe you deserve what you get, you soulless tool.”
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        * * *

      

      I stood at the edge of the campsite and listened. A distant aluminum rattle scraping across the rough blacktop campground road. Scrape. Pause. Scrape. Pause. Scrape.

      The sound of Karen-Zombie-of-Two dragging an aluminum tent stake behind one leg. Some luck after all.

      I went out to the road and headed for that scrape, trotting with the bat ready to make a one-handed swing if necessary. She could easily wander off the road and the rattle would stop. But before too long, the rattle grew louder. And then I heard another sound. Higher-pitched. Fainter. Something I needed to be this close to Zombie Mom to hear. Metal rattling. Maybe a small chain or something. Tinkling. I paused and listened.

      Scrape. Tinny rattle. Scrape. Tinny rattle. Scrape.

      Karen-Zombie-of-Two had brought along more than the tent stake, apparently. I headed her direction. I saw her. A dark figure in the middle of the road. I slowed my trot to a fast walk. I could easily catch her before the bend in the road ahead where she would likely go straight into the woods as the road curved away. If I finished her off on the side of the road or at another campsite, it would make things incrementally easier for the cleanup crew.

      I had it well timed. Maybe fifteen steps behind her. She should start shambling off the center of the road, walking straight for the forest. Zombies turn only when faced with an insurmountable obstacle or in pursuit of the sound or smell of food. And I was upwind.

      Then something odd happened. She followed the curve of the road, staying on the black top rise of its middle. Scraping that tent stake behind her and rattling that tinny rattle every other step. I followed her all the way around the curve.

      Way off in the distance, I could see the faint light of the campground reception building. Maybe she did, too, but she could not have seen it before the turn. Then she seemed to lock onto the light. I slowed my walk but still gained on her.

      When I got about three feet behind her, she stopped. The gentle tinny sound came from her right hand, and her sudden stop gave it a good rattle. I could have finished her there, but I wanted to see what she had. I wanted to see her face. I lifted the bat. I was not moving, but not still either. Like a cat twitching before a pounce. The tinny rattling was the only give away that she must be sniffing me out, preparing to give chase.

      I stepped backward and watched. There was enough moonlight to see the blood on her face as she turned. Her daughter’s blood covering her nose, mouth, and chin. A small piece of muscle or tissue caught in her lower teeth dangled out of her permanent zombie grin. I could be wrong, but I would swear she moved with restraint. Looking. Sniffing.

      She saw me as she turned. I took another step back. Her hands came up, and the tinny rattle became almost frantic in her zombie twitch.

      I took my batting stance, fairly used to them coming at me in situations like this. Typically, all I had to do was get a halfway decent swing to match their momentum and it would all be over. I looked at her hand. I wanted to know about that tinny rattle. She groaned low and hungry.

      Tara’s charm bracelet. She had caught it when she went after her daughter’s not so infected flesh. I looked at her face in the split second before the virus took over her actions. Tears. Long deep streams of tears cut and cleaned the blood from her cheeks. She looked into my eyes, begging me to end this.

      Infection snapped the channel from grief to fiendish craving. She ran at me. They always do. I swung for her head. At 120 pounds soaked in blood, the bat cut her down easily. I looked down to be certain the jaw could cause no more damage, and that the rest of the body fell into stasis. Lots of twitching. The tent stake rattled and clanked.

      I smashed one of her feet so she couldn’t twitch up and away.

      Still going.

      Sigh. I bent down and finished her with the Cowboy Cop’s knife. The twitching stopped almost immediately when the knife severed the spinal cord from her reptilian brain.

      Almost lost in the grip of the Zombie-Mother-of-Loss, a few of the small silver figures dangled from the chain of Tara’s bracelet. A dog, not a cutesy thing, but something like a shepherd, a soccer ball, and a small question mark. Tara-the-Unanswered-Question, I thought.

      Nope. Absolutely no real luck that night.

      I walked toward the now bleary campground entrance. I did not need to see it any better. Clearing my vision would mean reaching up and wiping yet another round of tears. Wiping them would mean admitting feeling something more than nothing about Zombie-Corporate-Cuthroat-Karen. Maybe if I could have admitted it or if this infection of mine made me immune to caring or capable of standing how much I do care. Maybe then I would have saved at least one person that lousy night in El Coyote.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          9 The Cutting Business

        

      

    

    
      An engraved wooden sign on the wall left of the front door:

      
        
        Historic Logger’s Home

      

      

      
        
        This typical wooden house is like many constructed for loggers and their families throughout the Rockies and Northwestern United States. The modest layout and small windows helped to heat and insulate the home in winter. Typical of the surviving residential structures of this era, this home has had several additions over the years, each by different builders and for different purposes. However, all of the materials used in the various stages of construction were grown, harvested, and milled here in the El Coyote forest.

        Constructed by the original occupant, Patrick Murray, foreman and co-founder of the El Coyote Logging Company in 1882, this home is the oldest surviving structure in the El Coyote forest. Mr. Murray and his wife Agnes started their family here and after five years moved to a larger house in town. This house served as a home for logging crew families assigned to this area. The Lindgren Family purchased the house and surrounding land from the El Coyote Company in 1913 and lived here until 1991, when they began the conversion of the land into the El Coyote Campground and Resort. It now serves as the camp reception center, lounge, and canteen. Welcome!

        

      

      It needed an update.

      In 2019, the Long-Boodge Outdoor Company, a front for the Silvercrest corporation, overpaid for the structure and the land. Long-Boodge filled it with the death, disease, gore, and human fuckuppery that is the Silvercrest brand of zombie plague threatening to destroy humanity.

      I stood out on the old, lovingly maintained, wooden porch listening for zombies. Or anything other than the breeze—getting ever cooler—coming through the trees. Reaching for the switch on my headlamp, I wanted as few zombie surprises as possible. Not a sound in any direction. I raised the bat in my left hand and turned on the headlamp with my right. No zombies, though something banged and rattled inside.

      The low old-fashioned rocking chairs on the porch, and the Adirondack chairs beyond them, all looked undisturbed and arranged in a welcoming sort of way.

      Come on up, have an iced tea. Sit a spell. Enjoy the smell of the trees. There’s peanuts and chips at the canteen, and we’re having a big campfire out by the pond tonight. No, no, we don’t expect any illness, disease, danger, and especially not zombies.

      The porch was twenty square feet of old-fashioned, head-in-the-sand, what-could-be-wrong-in-the-world-when-we-have-this bliss. The idyllic creepy tranquility of it made the contents of my stomach fizz and my feet itch. Zombies love these places. I exhaled deeply through my nose.

      I looked through the open door before entering the renovated house, where I groped for but did not find a light switch near the door. But I could see well enough that the old-fashioned campground bliss suffered a bad night. Maybe it was gone forever.

      I heard another knock over behind the counter that divided what must have been the living room from the old kitchen area. The long counter served as check-in desk on one end and the canteen counter on the other.

      The cash register in the middle of the counter was an old big brass antique thing that popped up the numbers on cards. Probably couldn’t ring up anything over $999.99. Stuck on no sale, they probably used it as the cash drawer and did the math on a calculator.

      I say probably because someone or something had strewn anything and everything not as heavy as that cash register around the room. I saw parts of a credit card machine over in one corner. Pens and pencils, candy bars, and small wrapped hard candies strewn everywhere. And blood. Lots and lots of blood. Maybe from one or two people, but also from chipmunks. In one corner of the room, I saw the body of one sticking out from under the large coffee presspot that had flattened its head.

      I found a pile of hard candies that looked clean, grabbed a handful and pocketed them. I paused before I unwrapped and put a root beer barrel in my mouth, somewhat worried it might trigger another flashback. Nothing specific, but it tasted familiar. Too sweet. Something I must have loved once back when I was a young version of that Leo guy.

      Yet another dull knock came from behind the counter. I stepped around the check-in end of the counter, careful not to step on the potato chip bags or shattered glass case that still held the remains of homemade cookies and brownies.

      Turning the corner, the light of my headlamp fell on the floor behind the counter. Three more loud bangs startled me so that I scrambled back into the kitchen area behind the counter.

      I looked again. The next couple of knocks didn’t startle me so much this time. I looked down. A small wiry, headless old body. An older lady who had gone zombie. Hands and arms bitten and scratched by chipmunks. Head removed by a close-range shotgun blast or two from the looks of the buckshot and blood. That might explain a couple of the bangs that had drawn Zombie Soccer Dad away from me.

      Her hand clutched a wooden-handled carpenter’s hammer. From the looks of it, she had used it to defend herself against the zombie chipmunks. Fur. Blood. Part of a chipmunk body wrapped over the hammer head.

      They do that sometimes. Hold things after they turn. A security guard, one of the first infected in the Helsinki incident, had hold of a child’s toy (the locals called it a Moomin doll, whatever that is) from the kid who had infected him. When we found him three days later on the other side of the island at the water’s edge, his zombie foot caught and twisted between two rocks on the craggy Baltic shoreline, he seemed unable to let go of that Moomin.

      Anyway, the Zombie Old Lady’s hammer hand twitched when I put the light directly on her wrist. The hammer banged whatever junk was around it. I kicked the hammer out of her hand before searching the rest of the logging home turned reception center turned zombie hellhole.

      A lot of mess and signs of at least one more person here. In a room that had probably originally been a bedroom, and now served as the campground office, I found two empty shotgun shell boxes on the floor of an open wardrobe.

      The room seemed nearly undisturbed otherwise, with comparatively little blood—handprint on the doorjamb and few drops on the floor. The lamp, stapler, and computer all remained on top of the small desk. Everything looked to have shifted around when someone had knocked into the desk, but it remained where it belonged.

      A storeroom that had once probably served as the other bedroom had taken a shotgun blast into one corner. Evidence of dead, infected chipmunks covered the floor. Bones, fur, and chipmunk flesh blasted to pieces too small or twisted to name made an approximate death toll impossible. Bloody sneaker prints lead to the room’s one window. No glass remained in the pane and a last sneaker print on the sill revealed where the person had made their last step in the house.

      I walked back through the mess to the kitchen, raiding the fridge for sodas along with some cold candy bars. I stepped outside. The back porch had no roof or awning, allowing for a better view out and around the nearby forest and campground.

      The small porch, or stoop, held one stainless steel, vinyl upholstered kitchen table chair, weathered, rusted, but sturdy. With me standing out there, there wasn’t room for much else except the small bucket with sand in it that made the porch into a small smoking area.

      I could imagine the Lindgren’s or their employees coming out here to keep a casual eye on things. Tonight, I tried out the view, looking over their family business. Still and quiet. From the porch, I could see the road through the campground and several of the sites. There were large piles of brush and around the perimeter. Signs of a freshly cleaned, or maybe expanded, fire break.

      In the campground, back the way I had come, I saw part of the orange tent and, further on, between the trees, the beige siding of Kevin’s mobile rodent zombie factory.

      I turned back to go through the house and stopped. On the old wooden porch railing, someone had carefully or carelessly left a human ear.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Helsinki was full of ears. Little ears.

      How can they even hear? I wondered. They look so small.

      The mercenaries Silvercrest hired to assist in the cleanup—men from places sadly more accustomed to wholesale slaughter than Northern Europe—had arranged the test subjects for final count and scientific review. Lacking adequate tarps or plastic covers, they laid them stomach down to obscure their faces. Their small heads rolled to one side so that all the tiny dead ears opened skyward.

      I saw two hundred test subjects lined up outside the lab. All children. All ears. Waiting patiently for some answer. Why this? Why us? Is this what we were for? Our purpose?

      A woman in a hazardous materials suit tallied the dead. She assured us that this fell well within the margin of acceptable error for tests of such radical and innovative therapeutic treatments. She had accepted the corporate calculations that included legal liability, public relations fallout (should it ever leak), future returns upon success, and subsequent shareholder returns.

      “Well within the acceptable limits. Considering…” She repeated this in her Dutch accent, always ending it the same way, “Considering…” I watched her obsessively tapping her touchpad as she checked the identity and condition of each child.

      “Considering what?”

      “What?”

      “Considering the goal.”

      “What goal?”

      She looked up at me. She recognized me, though I had no memory of seeing her before. She looked terrified. Terrified of me. For a moment, I thought I might have broken her mind.

      “Is this a test?” she asked me.

      “A what? No, it’s an honest question.”

      “That’s not for me to tell you.”

      “But you do know?”

      “I know that you know and that is enough. I am a technician. Only a tech.”

      And she went back to her gruesome data collection task before I could blurt out that I did not, as a matter of fact, know the goal. But I don’t think she would have believed that I didn’t know it, anyway.

      I never found out why I scared her so much. Or why she thought I knew anything. She never spoke to me again, even though I was all ears.
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        * * *

      

      I tramped around in the dark behind the house until I nearly stepped on it. Another dead zombie. Shotgun blasts to the left knee, the stomach, and the kill shot over the right shoulder and into the neck. Someone had aimed for the head, missed, and, against all odds, stopped this one with birdshot at close-range.

      Before zombiehood, the body belonged to a thick bodied old man wearing a plaid shirt and heavy canvas work pants. The therapeutic sneakers gave him away as a retiree rather than the active woodsman he must have been in his youth. In his left hand, he held a roll of gauze, now dirty and wet from the ground.

      He didn’t have much hair, so when I pushed his head to one side with my foot, the open wound where he once had an ear became obvious. Blood had dried in a strange pattern down along his chin and the left side of his neck. This must have been Mr. Lindgren.

      My mind rolled together a scenario to make sense of this. It came to me faster than I would have liked, given how sad and pathetic it made me feel.

      While she and her husband fought off the zombie vermin, Mrs. Lindgren suffered a bite from one or more chipmunks. She died with a carpenter’s hammer in her hand. As Mr. Lundgren wept and worried over her twitching infected corpse, she popped up zombie and bit his ear.

      I think if she had taken it clean off, he would never have retrieved it. Realizing that she had become like the chipmunks—transformed from grandmotherly wife to insatiable monster—he found his shotgun and stopped her. Finished her. In all the hubbub, his ear could not stay on.

      Mr. Lindgren stepped outside, probably feeling feverish, overwhelmed with grief, traumatized, and losing mental faculties. He had found the gauze to help bandage his ear but lost track of things. He set the gun down. And he set the ear on the railing. Then he wandered off.

      Before long, Bloody Sneaker comes along and finds the mess. Maybe more chipmunks. The Lindgren’s shotgun. He grabs ammo without knowing buckshot from birdshot. Something or someone sends him exiting hastily out the back window where he confronts Zombie Old Man Lindgren. He blasts him until the old man ends up here. Like this.

      Maybe Bloody Sneaker was around for more of it, and maybe the chipmunks were worse than I supposed. But the number and pattern of the shots more or less fit.

      While all that happened here, the first blast or two diverted Zombie Soccer Dad from the road towards the campground. I gave chase through the woods. The sounds of the horn honking and the family under attack from the Zombie Chipmunks drew us to the campsite, along with most of the local infected vermin. Three more blasts and Zombie Soccer Dad turned from chasing me and his family to tracking down Bloody Sneaker over at reception.

      I am not enough of a tracker, much less a night tracker, to figure out which direction Bloody Sneaker ran off to, but I needed to find him and Zombie Soccer Dad to finish this thing.
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        * * *

      

      I have come to the personal, though entirely objective, conclusion that surprise parties universally suck.

      Either they are not a surprise and so, they make everyone a liar, acting out some weird scenario in which our over-planned and engineered lives still have some shred of spontaneity.

      Or they are a surprise. And the surprised person is miserable because all they wanted was to go home and take a quiet dump after a long day of work, but now they have to thank a bunch of people for ruining their place of solitude with their cheery, passive aggressive bullshit (“Aren’t you glad you have such thoughtful friends?”).

      OK, I admit, someone somewhere may love surprises. Not everyone had the thwarted quiet dump scenario. But for me, they can never be any good. I loathe most surprises as they always lead me to situations that are either awkward or awful. Or both.

      And all of this stuff at the El Coyote Gordo and El Coyote Campground felt like someone had thrown me the worst surprise party of all time. And the someone was looking like Ziggy, along with Kevin’s somewhat unsuspecting help.

      I wanted to short circuit the surprise, or what was left of it, because I could feel something else out there. Some other thing or person waiting to pop out of the shadows in a reverie of evil delight at seeing me caught off guard at the reality of my life. Having to rethink everything that happened to me. Having to recalculate what and who to trust about anything. If they can lie about a party, they can lie about your love life, your job, your friends, everything.

      But if I can catch the lie and stop the surprise, then I am OK. The world is as I understand it. Untrustworthy in a way that I can count on.
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        * * *

      

      I had to move Old Mother Lindgren’s headless zombified body to find it. I did not want to touch her. It might not even be underneath her, but I had to look.

      “Sorry, Mrs. Lindgren. I don’t know if it’s there, but I honestly do not know where else to look.”

      She had nothing to say and no means of saying it. I knelt down and rolled her off the pile of stuff that had once occupied the reception desk and snack bar. In that pile, I found a dry wipe laminated map of the campground.

      Only two sites marked. Soccer Camping Family and Kevin.

      But did anyone else leave in the last couple of weeks? Hopefully, no one bothered to come here this late in the season.

      Digging through the blood and paper, I finally found what looked like Old Mother Lindgren’s registry for the place. It was the same one she had started using years before. Thank you for holding onto your 20th Century record keeping habits. The world may depend on it.

      I looked over the entries. Things had slowed down following Labor Day weekend. Other than Kevin and the Soccer Camping family, I found only one other guest. Someone in a camper van. They needed sewer and electrical hookups, but the column designating trailer length was blank. Make and Model: Mercedes Sprinter. Year: 2015. Name: Laszlo Murray. Should that name sound vaguely familiar? It did. I wrote the license plate on a piece of paper and jammed that in my pocket. Someone needed to chase this guy down…one rat or chipmunk hitchhiker and the world would get a whole lot messier.

      I rolled Old Mother Lindgren over on to her back again. It seemed right.

      I flipped the bat up on my shoulder as I passed the “Carry In Carry Out” sign at the entrance. Yep. Carried out the bat and all my limbs. Hell, I even took some of Kevin’s stuff.

      I flipped the sign on the reception house door to “Closed” before I pulled it shut.

      I walked around the old logging house, stepping into the road in front and, there in the distance, I saw someone that I thought was a sure sign that my luck had finally turned. Zombie Soccer Dad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          10 The Ballad of El Sombreron

        

      

    

    
      Off in the distance. A dark figure on the deep blue night between two ridges where the road turned up towards the highway. Silhouette profile of a man, a zombie, in a large sombrero. Looked to me a lot like the stories of old El Sombrerón come to life out there. Face lost under the hat. A slender body with big feet. But in Soccer Dad shoes.

      El Sombrerón de Futbol. Translating that slice of cultural appropriation: Big Hat Soccer Ghoul.

      Whatever the hell you call him, the time had come to end to this zombie once and for all.

      I took a moment to plan out my attack.

      First, knock off the hat. A good whack from behind. Then a hit to the knees. That stops him there. And then finish his head. Afterwards, I would pull him back to the campground reception, to keep him out of view in case the cleanup crew didn’t get here early.

      It did not go as planned. No surprise. My luck continued to suck that night.

      In the time it took me to trot down the road to where the campground entrance met the road, the whole situation changed.

      Zombie Soccer Dad starting running. Not as steady as he might have in life, but damned steady and damned fast for a zombie. He did not know I had seen him or he might have turned and come at me. I chased him.

      I ran past Ziggy’s car thinking I almost had him. He ran faster. This asshole zombie consistently outpaced me. His hunger drove him hard after something or someone. He wanted food more than I wanted yet another zombie kill.

      Existential dread makes any run an uphill slog.
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        * * *

      

      “El Coyote Gordo - It's always Cinco de Mayo somewhere. Celebrate here. Today,” Ziggy read the front of the menu as we sat down in the restaurant, before we started watching the family and eavesdropping on their chipmunk attack story. “What bullshit.”

      “What?”

      “What ‘what’? It doesn’t make any fucking sense.”

      “It’s marketing.”

      “What is zis Cincoh duh Mahyo, anyway?”

      Funny thing is, I knew the answer. Could not remember my own mother’s face, but I knew the answer to that one. “It commemorates the Mexican victory of the Battle of Puebla. A big victory no one cares all that much about because it was followed by a pretty serious loss. Not quite Mexican Independence Day, but without it, there probably wouldn’t have been one when there was.”

      Ziggy shrugged.

      “So, drink up and celebrate.”

      He grinned and the power light that was his one good eye popped on and glowed. And we left it at that.

      But I knew and cherished knowing that Cinco de Mayo mattered. More than a little. And to a lot of people. Not just in Mexico.

      In Mexico, it mattered because it showed that the country would not roll over to European rule and would defend its independence. Fun fact: since the Mexican victory in Puebla, no European army has invaded the Americas.

      And that mattered directly north of Mexico. Some people say the French would have come to the aid of the Confederacy in the Civil War if they had beaten the Mexican Army that fifth of May. So, you could say Mexico kept France out of the Civil War and helped the Union win.

      I like Cinco de Mayo. I like celebrating it with tacos and Mexican beer. And I like it, and maybe remember it at all, because it shows how even the most apparently insignificant victory in the world can matter in ways that are impossible to predict.

      Kill a zombie chipmunk and save humanity.

      Kill a Zombie Soccer Dad and save the world.
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        * * *

      

      Zombie Soccer Dad slowed to a stop in the road in front of the restaurant. I kept running. He had started with a considerable lead, more than a quarter mile. And he had frantic zombie hunger speed while I had basic exhaustion, garden variety zombie dread, and a mild case of heartburn.

      I knew I would catch him eventually, but his stopping sure helped. The quarry must have disappeared from Zombie Dad’s vision.

      I picked up the pace. He heard my heavy breathing, turned, and started running again. This time at me.

      Instinct told me to turn and run.

      Um. Wait. I have a bat. New plan. Go at him fast and aim for the neck. Or maybe the knees. I turned on as much of a sprint as I had in me, heading straight for this sombrero’d fiend.

      I had forgotten about Jiu Jitsu.

      Funny thing about Jiu Jitsu. It is something anyone can learn in a few months. But the real Jiu Jitsu diehards go beyond learning and memorization. Hours and hours of repetitive practice and sparring reprograms their brains. They can do the moves in their sleep. They create mental and physical reaction pathways. They can do Jiu Jitsu without thinking about Jiu Jitsu. That’s the whole idea. Move faster and surer than thought. Boxers and other martial artists. Same thing. Dancers. Acrobats. For anyone sufficiently practiced and expert enough, even the most apparently sophisticated physical moves and reactions become automatic.

      The Jiu Jitsu portion of Zombie Soccer Dad’s brain had not yet become synaptic jelly. It held the moves. The Jiu Jitsu defenses.

      As we drew closer, he slowed to a stop. I kept coming, swinging the bat for his neck. Next thing I knew, I no longer had the bat and my ass was on the pavement, my headlamp shining up into the hungry mouth of a knockoff Brad Pitt, Sombrero wearing, Jiu Jitsu Zombie Soccer Dad.
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        * * *

      

      Olympia looking down at me.

      Olympia not looking so very lovely.

      Olympia zombie?

      I am on my back looking up at her. She is coming down for a snack. I must still be coming to because I don’t have my hands up to stop her yet.

      “Olympia. What are you doing?”

      And that thin world of memory freezes there. What had Leo gotten himself into? Why am I remembering this but not him? This must be a dream or a psychological break, but it feels like a memory. It moves and freezes again. It is remixed memory.

      And now I slip into Leo’s mind, his memories, opening a nesting doll of thoughts and images. Falling into a galaxy of nesting dolls all opening more nesting dolls opening still more nesting dolls.

      This is not your standard issue psychedelic kaleidoscopic experience. This is a quantum-level egoless self-encountering galactic cocktail shaker.

      Leo’s brain floods and pulses in a way Sid Singleton never knows. So many conflicting thoughts, memories, feelings, ideas, and desires.

      Whoa. Look over there. So, many tacos.

      Nice house, Leo. Great coffee maker. Nice car.

      More than a few women. A whole new set of mostly failed relationship nesting dolls. Who’s that woman? She’s not happy with him. Neither is she. What an ass.

      But wait, look there. He and Olympia are engaged. He puts a ring with a large piece of deluxe light-flashing carbon on her finger. Either Leo makes some bank or he put himself in some serious debt for that diamond. So many memories. He and Olympia work and live and commute and everything together.

      Every moment with Olympia falls upon him. He would give everything up for her. Maybe already has. Yes, his life is hers.

      Leo’s universe cracks. Splits. Splinters and falls away.

      I am Singleton looking out of Leo’s eyes again. On the floor. Covered in blood.

      Looking up, I can no longer see Olympia’s face, her hair fell over it as she came down toward my open neck. To my right, I see the fire ax in some other victim’s hand. Not merely out of reach, but impossible to grab, to hold, to use.

      It all begins moving again. Screw impossibility. I don’t want to die. I roll towards the ax, knocking Olympia Zombie off her feet as I move. I get the ax but cannot stand up because of all the bodies. I keep slipping and falling. And the blood on the tile lab floor. She is crawling to me. I look at her.

      The memory freezes again.

      Not that her face is so different now. I have seen her want things before. I have seen her hungry. Angry. Happy. Wanting. Wanting me, even. The horror is not what she has become, but what she remains in spite of it. She is still the woman I loved. I recognize the way her dark eyes long for me. The virus cannot erase the way a person is their body, and a body is the person. It kills the grace that makes us more than bodies. It devours the grace that makes us human.

      My memory moves again.

      I have the ax but not my footing.

      I have her eyes but not her love.

      I recover my feet but not the best part of her gaze. Looking down at her crawling at me, at Leo. How? But no, I am not there. I wish Leo was down there until he could not get up. And then, I am no longer Leo up here with this ax. I am no one.

      She watches me and tries to stand but slips on the blood and gore of our co-workers. All these bloody, not so innocent co-conspirators in this grand experiment for better living.

      I am no one. I am the ax. The virus cannot infect me, but it has killed me. And I am nothing more than the arms swinging the ax.

      And one last panel freeze, looking down at Olympia and all the purpose in her being driven to get me, the last edible living thing in her world. No particular desire for Leo. Leo is gone, after all, though how could she ever know it. She has lost all grace. All love. All Olympia. She is the virus succeeding in its imperative. Infect. Feed. Infect. Feed.

      Too quickly or not quickly enough the memory moves. I swing the ax. First knocking her down with a blow to the back. Removing the ax and swinging down again into the back of the skull. Split and stuck. Wrenching it free. Swinging again and again and again.

      And I want it to end along with my memory of the sound of the screaming. My own screaming. The same sound I am hearing now under El Sombrerón de Zombie Padre de Futbol. But the screaming seems like it will go on forever.

      Boom. A blast from much too close.

      The twisted ill-timed flashback ends, and so does my screaming.
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        * * *

      

      A shotgun blast from the side of the road distracted Zombie Soccer Dad. I rolled away and tried to get to my feet.

      Another blast. This one hit him. The blast threw him back but didn’t knock him down. He dropped the bat.

      A click. “Fuck.”

      Then yelling and running with the gun, the Dishwasher (Aha, this is Bloody Sneaker, I thought) came at him full speed and took him out. He bashed Zombie Soccer Dad’s skull in with the butt of the shotgun, yelling and screaming the whole time.

      I waited for him to tire out and catch his breath before I said, “Thanks.”

      He spun around to hit me with that bloody shotgun butt.

      “Whoa. Not zombie.”

      He lowered the gun. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “It’s been a long night.” He had his hand up, blocking the light of the headlamp, visibly shaking from the physical exertion and fear. Gulping at the air, he asked, “Is that the weird dude?”

      “Yeah, it’s me, I guess.” I turned off the headlamp. “Soda?”

      “Huh?”

      “Soda. To drink?” I opened my backpack and took out a root beer for myself.

      “Uh, sure.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Ray. Ray Mendoza.”

      Covered in blood, he still wore his rubber gloves and vinyl apron. He removed one of the gloves to shake hands.

      “This okay?” I held up a lemon lime thing from the bag.

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      He cradled the gun and glove as he popped the can open and drank. It sprayed us both. “Sorry.”

      I popped mine open slowly. Then I walked over and picked up the bat.

      “We should get him out of the middle of the road, so no one runs him over.”

      “No one’s around.”

      “Yeah, precautions, you know.”

      It was difficult to tell for sure with all the splatters, but Ray looked to be bleeding from his left shoulder.

      “Hold this for me.” I handed him my bat and soda.

      Grabbing the body by those What-A-Good-Dad-He-Is soccer shoes, I dragged Zombie Soccer Dad off the road. Laid out near the front door of the restaurant, I tried making him look like the man he had been, feet together, draping his one good arm over his chest. It twitched, but only slightly. The dishwasher brought over the bloody sombrero and covered the man’s face. From dad to zombie to dad again.

      “So, is this the end times or something?” I think Ray meant this as a joke, but I couldn’t hear it that way that night.

      “No, just a virus. A disease.”

      “Do you have it?”

      “Apparently, I can’t get it.”

      “That can happen.”

      “Yeah.”

      “How do you know?”

      “This isn’t my first…” I waved my hand around to indicate the general disaster area.

      “What? Wait. This is a thing.”

      “A thing that doesn’t usually happen out in public. Only at labs and experimental facilities.”

      “How many more sick people are there?”

      “How many were in the reception at the campground?”

      “I only saw the old lady and old man.”

      “Then that’s it, by my count.”

      “Shit. That’s a relief.”

      “Yeah, yeah it is.”

      We hung out in front of the restaurant. Neither of us wanted to deal with the scene inside yet, so we sat on the curb of the short sidewalk running along the front windows. “I was scared to come back here and didn’t know where to go. Town is safe, right?”

      “I think so.” I didn’t know which town he was talking about. “I think it started over at the campground. Since we’re not hearing sirens and helicopters, I’m figuring we kept it contained.”

      He leaned the gun and bat against the side of what had probably been the waitress’ worse-for-wear but impossible-to-kill economy car. Ray removed his hair net and other glove. Then the apron. He wore a T-shirt that read, “Spit into the wind and hope for the best.”

      “You make that?”

      “Me. No way, man. This is from a show in LA.”

      “Cool. What band?”

      “Not a band. An artist.”

      “Oh. Gotcha.”

      “Wow, it wasn’t much of a scratch, but damn it itches.”

      “Swollen?” I asked but did not look. I didn’t need to.

      “Yeah. A little.”

      “So, you’re into art.” I didn’t want to think about this kid dying. He sure didn’t need to. Death comes whether we think about it not. And zombies, too.

      “Yeah, I just finished art school. I’m up here earning money with my uncle. Trying something different.”

      “Well, this is different.”

      “Fuck. No joke.”

      I thought about giving him a shot of Ziggy’s magical do-nothing serum, but…it seemed too late. “Seriously, though, seems like a nice place when it’s not full of zombies,” I told him.

      “Is that what this is? Zombies?”

      “It’s what I call them. They’re infected with something, but they’re also dead. Shoe fits, you know.”

      “Sure, I guess so. Wow. Fucking zombies.” He drained the lemon-lime soda. “You have any more of these?”

      “One more.” I passed the backpack to him.

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s from the campground. A little harmless sugar water looting.”

      Ray pulled the last soda from my backpack, opened it, and chugged at least half of it. He looked sweaty and tired.

      “When did you get that scratch?”

      “Seems like a long time ago. I was hiding out over there trying to figure out what to do. Sorry, I don’t know exactly.”

      “Hard to keep track of time in these situations.”

      “Did that family make it? I mean, the mom and kids.”

      “They got out of the restaurant OK…” I did not want to tell this dying young art student who saved my life the truth at that moment. Not ever.

      “Yeah I saw ‘em drive away. Could they infect other people somewhere? Should we try calling someone?”

      “They went back to the campground. I…I found them at their spot.”

      “So, they didn’t get away?”

      I shook my head.

      “Damn.” Maybe his adrenaline high died, or maybe the infection had taken the upper hand, or maybe the news of the family made both happen, but Ray lost the last of his buoyancy in this world. He finished his soda and sagged up onto his feet. He climbed onto the hood of the car and lounged back so his legs stretched across the hood and his back and head rested on the windshield. A minute later, he sounded startled when he asked, “What should we do now?”

      “I have to get some signal, and then I can call it in, and people will come who know how to clean this shit up.” I remember wondering, Do I plan on lying this kid to death?

      “Like, like, the uh…the CDC?”

      “Yeah, kind of…” I stood up to look at him on the hood, his face hidden from the moonlight by the shadow of the restaurant. I spoke louder than before, “Who scratched you, Ray?”

      “You mean what. What scratched me.”

      “Okay, what?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Well, maybe it was a bush and you’re just severely allergic to poison oak.”

      “It wasn’t a bush.”

      “A chipmunk?”

      “Ha. Like that guy at the restaurant.”

      “An old person?”

      “Nope. I slipped by them.”

      “Ya got me, Ray.”

      “Una rata blanca.”

      “A white what?”

      “A little white rat.”

      “Ah. A rat.”

      He sat up. He thought the next thing he had to say mattered, that it would be important to me. Or should be. His sweaty face reflected what tired grey green moonlight caught it. He spoke quickly as if he might stray out of his coverage range at any moment. “Yeah, it fell or jumped on me from one of the trees. It looked sick. Beat up. I shook it off me. And then I stepped on it. It didn’t put up much of a fight. I saw what those chipmunks did, but it wasn’t like that. It wasn’t like that at all. It was tired. And wore out. Sick.”

      “Yeah. It had been infected longer.”

      Ray looked at me. “I knew that rat. It was Kevin’s.”

      And I knew for certain that a zombie rat had infected Ray. He would never wash another dish, spit into the wind again, or kill another zombie.

      I could have killed him and saved a lot of trouble and time, right?

      But I wouldn’t. I couldn’t.

      Ray and I had won a battle together. An obscure, insignificant, meaningless battle. He defeated El Sombrerón, but he would die.

      Because of Ray, I would live.

      The least I could do was sit with Ray while the infection took him and try acting like a person worth giving up his life for.

      “You knew Kevin?”

      “Everyone knew Kevin. Always ate at the Coyote. Sat at the bar. I remember one time, he tried to set up a trivia night. A weird guy. But a nice guy.”

      “Yeah, sounds like Kevin.”

      “You knew him, too?”

      “That’s why…”

      “Shit.” The sound of Ray’s head falling back onto the windshield was the sound of it all falling into place for him. “You know, I wondered about him. He seemed awful smart for a guy with nothing to do but hang out at a campground.”

      “Awful smart.” Not smart enough. Fucking Kevin. This kid will stop spitting into the wind because of Kevin. “How’d you know he had rats?”

      No answer.

      “Hey Ray. Ray!”

      “Yeah.” Groggy, but not dead yet.

      “How’d you know Kevin had rats?”

      “It came up.” He did not want to tell me.

      “He’s dead, so it’s not a secret. Not with me, anyway.”

      “Well, it’s not his secret I’m worried about.”

      “Who’s?”

      “This is a fucked-up place, yo.”

      “Everyone in that restaurant tonight except you and me is dead. So, there’s not much fucked-up left around here.”

      “And I’m dying too, huh.”

      I didn’t answer.

      “Right?”

      “Ray—”

      “Come on, dude…now I know I’m dying.”

      “Looks that way.”

      “Will I get up like the others? Start biting and shit?”

      “Shit, kid.” I threw my soda can at the restaurant door. It clanged against the glass and rattled around the cement sidewalk until it rolled to stop.

      Ray answered low and slow, “Fuuuuuuuuck.”

      I could not let him sit with the horrible reality of his zombie death all night until the end. He knew something more about Kevin and his rats. Something that might be important and might distract him from his present situation. Maybe. “What was the secret?” I asked.

      “Pete and Jason came over here and saw it all.”

      “Jason?”

      “The cop. The bartender and the cop that always hung at the bar.”

      “Great. Kevin had them over for show and tell.”

      “Not exactly. Kevin pissed them off. Kind of.”

      His breathing fell into the shallows. I looked into the darkness that hid his face from me. “You with me, Ray?”

      “Yeah.” He swallowed. “Kevin. He said whatever, you know? Whatever came into his head.”

      “Kind of a bad habit of his.”

      “And he mentioned that he thought they were a couple.” Ray tried to laugh. “I think they were the last ones on earth to realize it. Or admit it.”

      “So?”

      “So, this is a fucked-up place, dude. You can’t say that about other people. Not here. They say it. You don’t. LA or wherever you’re from, maybe, but not here…”

      “Kevin spat in the wind. Upwind.”

      “Ha. Yeah.”

      “Anyway, it wasn’t that big a deal, except they came over to talk to him, I guess. And they saw his whole set up.”

      “Did they mess with it?”

      “Not on purpose. But Kevin freaked.”

      “I can see that happening.”

      “He paid me to come out and look for rats with him yesterday. Or the day before. It’s kind of confusing right now.”

      “That’s why you kept those gloves on?”

      “Wish I had a mask.” And then he coughed lightly and passed out.

      “Hey, Ray.” I went over to him. “Ray.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Who designed that tattoo?” Now messed up by the swelling on one shoulder, a long thin line ran up one arm, around his neck three times, and down the other. In one hand, a bird pulled the string, and on the other, a cat reached for it.

      “I did. You like it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I have another one on my chest. An x-ray of my skull kind of thing.”

      “Cool.”

      He laughed. “You’re old, kind of, aren’t you?”

      “I guess. Older than I look, anyway.”

      “Don’t let me turn into—” He coughed. “Hey, what’s your name old guy? Who are you?”

      “Singleton.”

      “That’s not your real name.”

      “It is.”

      “Bullshit. But whatever.”

      “You’re right. But whatever. It’s all I know.”

      “Weird. Maybe I’m like you.”

      “I don’t think so. Maybe.”

      “Singleton, dude, don’t let me be like…like that kind of sick.”

      “I won’t.”

      He passed out. And I shook him until he woke up one last time.

      “You have family, Ray?”

      “My mom.”

      “In LA?”

      “No, no. Up north. On the coast. Way north. She’s got a truck. A taco truck. Upscale.”

      “Family business—”

      “Ha. Not exactly. Two degrees in Psychology. She did this truck thing. ‘Easy money,’ she says.”

      He coughed and coughed. The coughing stopped and so did Ray. A waste of a good soul. His fingers twitched.

      I used the Cowboy Cop’s knife to sever his spinal cord and scramble the nervous system. I did my best to avoid the tattoo, but it’s a messy job.

      I left him laid out on the car hood.

      Not one person saved that night. Not yet.

      Before I left him, I told dead Ray something I did not yet believe myself, “Leo. My name is Leo.”
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        * * *

      

      Who is this guy Leo, anyway?

      Who names their kid Leo?

      Astrologers? A lion loving nature freak? Da Vinci fans?

      Maybe it’s a family name? What family? None came for me at the facility. They told me they could not find any.

      Leo must be short for something, but what?

      Leon or Leonardo? Leonidas? Yet, the name fit like a lost piece of clothing unearthed from behind the dresser, itchy with forgotten familiarity. I could not help wanting to lose it again.

      The curse of anyone knowing that I am Leo, including me, is that then I have to be someone. A person. And then I will have to care what happens here and to who. More than I do now and more than I want to.

      And I have a bad feeling Leo is more involved with how this infection started than I want to know.

      That I am more guilty. I am not just some IT guy. And that is why I forgot everything. To survive the crushing weight of my unavoidable guilt.

      Bury the facts. Bury the past. Bury myself. Bury Leo.

      But I know time is finally running out on that strategy. My subconscious wants more space. The burial ground is full. Leo is crawling out of the grave I put him in, one painful, sick, rotting, and Sid Singleton eating memory at a time.
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        * * *

      

      I listened to the night. I know I keep mentioning this, but it bears repeating because the sound of that night stands out. The silence. Only a few bugs. No birds. And, certainly, no animals.

      Way off in the distance, I could hear water running. A river or stream across the road from the restaurant though the trees, and the night hid it from view. Nearly every living thing not rooted to the dirt had moved off to another patch of moonlight. If planet earth coming up short on a debt had a sound, this was it.

      I walked out to the road and listened, wanting to feel relieved standing in the moonlight. So much silence. Everywhere and every way silence.

      I looked at the fat coyote in the El Coyote Gordo sign, the light outline on the dark board visible even with the lights off. All I could think was that at any second that happy dog would go zombie, too.

      I could have left then. Driven away. But the job felt incomplete.

      I sat there looking at the empty parking lot. The weight of the work I had yet to do kept me from moving. I had saved the heaviest thing for last. I had to decide whether or not to kill my last friend on earth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          11 Salsa Fresca

        

      

    

    
      Ice in a plastic cup. Zombie Ziggy in the cooler. Same thing. The only difference a matter of scale and what shakes first. The cup shakes the ice. The zombie shakes the building. Zombie Ziggy rattled and rattled.

      When I first stepped back inside the restaurant, that sticky black silence wrapping the forest had hold of El Coyote Gordo. No more twitching zombie dead. No drips, drops, bangs, or running kitchen equipment. The only sound my gagging and spitting at the wretched stench of infected flesh mixed with cold, partially-digested Mexican dinners.

      Flipping the power main back on ended the creepy quiet. I set the kitchen air handling system fan to high while the ice machines, refrigerators, lights, and appliances came on in a rag tag roll call succession of clicks, blinks, and compression coil shudders. The jukebox answered last, picking up in the middle of a song I did not remember hearing while shutting things down. “Seven Nation Army” by The White Stripes. Welcome to the 21st Century.

      Zombie Ziggy started knocking around his walk-in refrigerator hideaway almost as soon as the power came back on. I tried yelling through the door, “Ziggy, can you hear me? Ziggy.”

      No stopping. No sign that the sound of my voice did anything but direct his clumsy banging and scratching to the door. I dropped the aluminum bat with a loud clang on the cement kitchen floor and the sounds from the walk-in did not change in any meaningful way.

      I needed chips and salsa.
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        * * *

      

      The Schrödinger’s Cat thought experiment has two possible options and corresponding outcomes: 1) leave the cat in the box, and it dies without food and water, and 2) open the box and, in the process, kill the cat (there is no way to open it without killing the cat).

      A theoretical physicist, Herr Schrödinger invented this puzzling scenario to help illustrate and explore the inherent challenges in understanding quantum mechanics.

      Schrödinger’s Zombie is different but no less a conundrum. It was invented by me, a zombie killer, to illustrate the difficulty in making up my mind about putting an end to the zombified human body that might still be carrying around my one true friend.

      
        	Leave Ziggy Zombie in the walk-in fridge as is. Drive away from El Coyote and don’t look back. He dies or the cleanup crew kills him. Dead Ziggy.

        	Let Ziggy Zombie out of the walk-in. He attacks. I kill him. He could kill me, but the outcome is still the same for him, eventually. Dead Ziggy.

        	Let Ziggy Zombie out of the walk-in. He talks to me. What do I do? Is he a Dead Ziggy? Zombies are dead, right? What if he tries to eat me? Do I kill him? Is that murder? Do I run away and let someone else kill him? What if he kills someone else? What if the talking is nothing more than a weird trick of his dead brain? Some mis-fire? There may be no Ziggy in there at all? Ziggy’s head is another of Schrödinger’s thought experiments, but whose isn’t? Dead Ziggy.
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        * * *

      

      Sometimes the free chips and salsa are the best part, even if they are never the reason you went out for Mexican Food in the first place. When the stale taco, over-cheesed enchilada, and dry-rice-and-pasty-refried-bean let down that is your dinner arrives—the thing you hoped against hope would be better this time—you can always fill up on chips and salsa.

      The worst Mexican restaurant on Earth—even the awkwardly named Taqueria In Hels in the suburbs of Helsinki that purchased everything they served from a DIY Mexican Restaurant Catalog Company based in Copenhagen—had a hard time screwing up chips and salsa.

      When life dumps a great deal of dark sticky awfulness on me from a great height, this is the food that comforts. Even tortilla chips that bend more than crunch, dipped into soured ketchup masquerading as salsa, can save whatever passes for my soul. But that night at El Coyote Gordo I needed something more than mere soul saving.

      I needed something to remind me that my sorry amnesiac soul could be more than a zombie killing freak of nature in bloody sneakers. Save the soul, but help me remember it came as part of a human being, however permanently broken and beyond saving. Give me salsa fresca.

      

      Sid Singleton’s Soul Saving Salsa Fresca

      4 - 6 plum tomatoes diced into 1/4-inch pieces

      1 white onion roughly chopped

      1 tsp salt (or to taste)

      1/2 cup cilantro roughly chopped (I like to see some whole leaves and stems survive in there)

      A pinch of ground cinnamon

      Chopped Jalapeño or Serrano peppers (again, this is to taste, but I go for one or two depending on the heat of the peppers on hand and will almost always opt for Serrano if I can)

      Juice from 2 small limes (more if you like limes or the heat from the peppers is too much)

      

      Instructions: Add the chopped tomatoes to a bowl. Rinse the chopped onion in a strainer or using a thin dishtowel. Pat the onions dry or let them drain so they don’t add too much water when you combine them with the tomatoes. Add the rinsed not-so-wet onions to the tomatoes. Add salt, cilantro, cinnamon, and peppers. Give it all a stir so things evenly distribute and start sharing their flavors with one another. Have a taste. What do you think? Needs some lime, right? Add some lime juice. If you are a lime fan, you can dice a wedge into 1/4 inch pieces, skin and all, and add that to the bowl. Give it another stir. Serve immediately or wait a while for things to marinate. It is good either way. I can eat this for dinner with plain tortilla chips or add it over a taco or almost anything.

      

      During my Silvercrest confinement, I devoted most of my daytime hours to reading about and testing various salsa recipes in the lab. Books, blogs, social media posts, discussion boards, TV shows, YouTube videos, newspapers, anything was fair game as far as I was concerned. It became an obsession. A bag of chips and bowl of salsa made even the most sterile corner of that clinical environment into my personal safe place.

      I learned something important as I continued trying to get it right. Relax. Salsa is about what you like to eat on tacos and/or tortilla chips. There are right and wrong ways and ingredients, but also nothing you do is wrong. It is the most important thing in the world and it is only salsa.

      Be aware that you may come up with something that defies all tradition and may not even follow most of the old ways great Mexican salsa is made. That’s OK. Someone deserving of sainthood in Mexico invented every kind of salsa a long time ago, either from necessity or boredom, and it was so good that it became a thing worth repeating, sharing, and naming. Maybe you want to rename your version of it out of respect, though.

      So, go out and run this Salsa Fresca recipe against the Internet or whatever, and you will get as many people telling you it is stolen as those who will say it is simply not Salsa Fresca. Not really.

      I go with the broadest translation of the words salsa and fresca. Fresh sauce. This is fresh. It follows many of the most common recipes to make a sauce. The twist in this one is the dash of cinnamon, which is not fresh, and some people find it disgusting. Whatever. I like it.

      Every time I eat it, I thank Mexico for generously sharing their food with the Europeans who overran the continent. The world is a better place with salsa.

      I thanked Mexico from the kitchen of the El Coyote Gordo where I stood in a corner looking at the beat-up metal door to the walk-in fridge, eating my latest batch of salsa with a big stainless-steel kitchen bowl of chips.

      Ray’s uncle, the cook, had all the ingredients at hand. He made beautiful salsa but, as you may remember, the stuff in the salsa bar had those zombie finger additions. Besides, I needed that wonderful strange therapy that making a thing you know and love provides. I imagine people who know some carpentry, painting, sewing, or music have this same kind of therapeutic thing.

      Rough day? No friends in your corner? Everything coming up zombie?

      Do a thing you know. A simple thing. A good thing.

      Sing that song. Mow that lawn. Walk the dog. Grill a burger. Make salsa fresca.
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        * * *

      

      I skipped something. Something not entirely relevant until this point.

      After I puked up my convenience store burrito, Ziggy and I talked about something other than coffee on the drive. Something important.

      More accurately, I asked him about something. Not just some thing. About every thing. About me. About Silvercrest.

      “Why do it, Ziggy?”

      “Do what?”

      “Come on, Ziggy, the whole thing. The whole fucking thing. Silvercrest. The virus. Why isn’t it gone after everything they—we—know? And why did it start in the first place?”

      He looked at me. I don’t think he knew if my question was sincere or not. It was a look I associated with people who cannot believe I don’t remember something basic about myself. He said, “To make the world a better place.”

      “Sure…”

      “To make people better people.”

      “Come on.”

      “What? Isn’t it obvious by now zat we need to fix things? Look at ze world. Pollution. Wars. Refugees. Poverty. Rich people doing rich zings. Dictators. Mass extinction. All zat shit. We need to fix people.”

      “But is that why YOU do it? Why YOU, Ziggy Ratseneager, keep doing it. Why you keep working for Silvercrest. Is this what and how you wanted it to go? Your life, I mean. Trying to make people better.”

      He sighed. “First, zer is no not working for Silvercrest. Not now.”

      “Why?”

      “Why? Zey would sooner destroy me zan let me work anywhere else. No one will hire me, anyway.”

      “Go into a different field.”

      “I don’t zink zat even zen zey would let me be. Besides, now…after zat first incident…”

      “What?”

      “Zer’s you.”

      “Me?”

      “You want me to say it? Yah. You. I stay to take care of you.”

      I did not want to believe it. So much guilt. I had no answer for a few miles of ridiculously beautiful vistas. Pine forests, mountains, and streams rolling down to us from rocky jagged mountains. A snaggle-toothed range in the distance looked like a long strip torn off the bottom of the sky, its snowy peaks revealing the interior of a made-up creator’s white watercolor paper. As though that creator had tried using a lighter version of the world to cover a darker, less perfect, sharper pen-and-ink work of violently beautiful mountains. Peaks made of stone struggling against stone. Together, light over the dark, they made a world worth saving from the only species that had ever grunted and scratched together words like mountain, sky, and creator to name and describe it.

      Finally, I answered him quietly, “Bullshit. Why risk putting me in stasis if I am worth so much?”

      “Ach. You are such an asshole, you know?” And he looked out the driver’s side window, and then wangled his bony index finger at the stereo and his ancient iPod, “Listen, asshole. Listen.”

      It was classical piano. Played fast. And though I know virtually nothing about how to judge it, and would never choose it, it sounded perfect. Perfect for what it was.

      “Fast, huh?”

      “Impossible.”

      Ziggy spoke again at a break in the music, “Do you know how long a concert pianist is in zeir prime? Zeir absolute prime? When zey can win ze awards and make a career zat will keep people buying tickets und records for the rest of zer lives? Or maybe past zat even, if you are Gould or Horowitz or Argerich?”

      “No, how long?”

      “Zree years. Zen kaput. You are famous, part of an orchestra, or a guy on ze cruise boats on ze Rhine.”

      “Honestly, third place doesn’t sound that bad,” I mumbled back at him.

      “Same for you, Singleton.”

      “What do you mean?

      “Whatever or whoever made you…once ze virus went active or whatevah…you were exposed, and you started to fall apart…you got only maybe zree years before your nervous system is limp spätzle and your brain is yogurt parfait.”

      “What’s shpettsel?”

      “Pasta, asshole.”

      I finished up some slow math. “Do you mean I can only do this for eighteen more months?”

      “Ze shake in your hand when you woke up earlier? It wasn’t ze first, or ze last, you’ll get more of zose. Your nervous system is running too hot…or too cold maybe…too somezing.” Ziggy seemed genuinely sad. But I couldn’t tell if he was sad for me, for science, or himself. “We needed to slow you down. To maybe figure you out. To maybe get you right. Or at least keep you until zer was somezing we knew only you could do.”

      “It’s that bad.”

      “Maybe. I bet zat it is. Silvercrest, zough…”

      “They don’t agree.”

      “Zey don’t know, do zey? Zey can’t. Only zose who have seen zese infected firsthand know it is no joke and it does not pay to waste zings you don’t understand.”

      “I’m confused.”

      “What?”

      “So, you stayed at Silvercrest because of me, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “But you, and I guess whoever I was, started at Silvercrest to research something to make the world a better place. Then there was this accident that we survived and my survival, in particular, tells you something about the research. Plus, I am some kind of protection in case of other outbreaks, or was until Silvercrest figured out how to deal with outbreaks using well-armed tactical strike teams in Hazmat suits. Then you figured out I was going to die.

      “But you didn’t tell me. No. Instead, you put me in stasis so you could do more research on whatever it is that keeps me from getting infected. And Silvercrest didn’t want to un-stasis me.  I don’t think you did either. But now there’s an outbreak they can’t control because Kevin did it off the clock or something?”

      “No. Yes, but no. Zey know about Kevin’s research. Zey know he’s doing something, but zey don’t comprehend how dangerous it is. And neizer does Kevin. Silvercrest did not want you in stasis, but once you were zere, I told zem you could not go out and back in again like hanging a coat in a closet.”

      “I can’t?”

      “I don’t know. No one has does zis before. I am surprised it worked even. I don’t zink going out and in would be good, but I knew zey would want to do it zree times a year or somezing. Besides, wizout you, zey became more careful. After anozer outbreak with ze tactical disaster teams and all zat, zey wrote ze whole zing off as a boondoggle. Zat’s when zey let Kevin go.”

      “Because I was on ice?”

      “Und because zey did not want any more tests on humans or accidents. Und ze government maybe backed out, too. But all ze same, zey wanted some research. Kevin’s research.”

      “The fucking rats.” I opened another pack of gummy worms. “It’s still confusing.”

      “I am not telling you everyzing right now.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you are Singleton. Not— not ze ozer guy— ze guy you were— and somezing in ze ozer guy broke when he knew everyzing. I cannot afford to break you now.”

      “Well, fuck you very much.”

      Then we listened to Glenn Gould play the hell out of Bach.

      An hour later, we began speaking about coffee and kept at it until we saw the sign for El Coyote Campground & Resort.
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        * * *

      

      Zombie Ziggy quieted down as I prepared the salsa. I found a bottle of Mexican beer still reasonably cold in the blood-spattered glass-doored half-fridge behind the bar. Sipping beer and chopping vegetables, wondering what to do about Ziggy, it hit me that my time must be limited.

      Silvercrest would want to know what happened here. They would want to find Ziggy and me. And Corporate-Cutthroat-Karen. And Kevin. And his research. The precious research.

      Sort of out of nowhere, it occurred to me that cops in movies always wear watches. I went out to the restaurant and pulled an old beat up Timex off the useless wrist hanging from the mostly headless torso that used to be the Cowboy Cop Zombie.

      The watch must have belonged to his grandpa. It fit me, so I borrowed it. He seemed like the kind of guy who would prefer it went to use than stopped ticking on the arm of his zombie corpse.

      Five minutes before 1 AM. A good deal later than I thought.

      Four hours since the Pretty Good Soccer Dad fell out of his seat. At least twelve hours since Ziggy rolled me out of the Silvercrest facility.

      I felt chips and salsa hummingbirds trying to flutter away from my stomach. The tactical team could arrive any time.

      Then the self-bargaining began. They would need sixteen to twenty-four hours to get up here. Eight to realize exactly what Ziggy had done, and another eight to get here. They had no fast way into these mountains. Flying to the nearest airport, they would still have to drive two or more hours. Helicopters would draw unwanted attention. And as for the infection…depending on what they knew about the dad and who they had on hand to interpret the information from Karen and/or Ziggy, they might not have figured out there had been a full-blown, cross-species outbreak.

      Unless, of course, there was a call from Mr. & Mrs. Lindgren out at the campground, but I doubted they had the chance. Overrun and infected in fifteen to twenty minutes, they might have made one call to Loon-Boogie or whatever it was, but how would anyone on the other end make heads or tails of a chipmunk attack? And would Loon-Boogie know to coordinate with Silvercrest?

      Would the Lindgren’s even think to call the campground’s new owners late on a Tuesday night? I had not spotted video surveillance in the reception house or the rest of the campground, so without a call, no one in the outside world would know.

      I decided I could afford another hour at the El Gordo. Enough time to look over Kevin’s work to learn more about how this had all happened. Not the science so much, but the logistics. How did he get here? Both this place and this outcome. And maybe I would find out more about the why of the whole thing.

      I spread out the notes and papers from Kevin’s RV lab on one of the kitchen counters, separating it into several messy stacks. Rat notes, spreadsheets, research notes, drafts of reports or white papers, and some emails Kevin had printed and slipped into plastic sheet protectors. Reminders for some detailed lab work processes.

      There was also an email chain printed and slipped into protective sleeves. He had scrawled notes on the plastic using a felt-tip marker as though arguing with what the emails said, but also unwilling to change or discard them. This was his final email chain with Ziggy.

      I could not decipher much in Kevin’s multi-colored felt tip scrawls. There were arrows and stars. Underlines and circles.

      Written in the margin were words that looked like, “Why did I give in?”

      And “Collaborator!!”

      Or, “Liar!”

      I removed the printouts from the plastic page condoms. It was a sad end to things, leaving me with more big questions for Ziggy and Silvercrest.

      
        
        ———————————————

        From: Cyclops

        To: Spaceprog

        Sent: 8-28-2016 23:45

        Received: 8-28-2016 23:47

        Subject: The Problem Chyld

        Kevin,

      

        

      
        Based on what you have shared, you have enough. You have achieved what everyone thought was impossible.

      

        

      
        Go no further. The risks are too great.

      

        

      
        Come in from the cold. If I bring this to the higher ups, they will see the value. Or can be made to see the value.

      

        

      
        You will get your own lab. Staff. Everything.

      

        

      
        -Z

      

      

      
        
        ———————————————

        From: Spaceprog

        To: Cyclops

        Sent: 8-28-2016 23:52

        Received: 8-28-2016 23:55

        Subject: Re: The Problem Chyld

      

        

      
        Ziggy,

      

        

      
        Risks? I am addressing the biggest risks facing humanity.

      

        

      
        If you bring it to them, they won’t know what they have. They will do nothing. Sit on it. Waiting. “Until the timing is better.” Or “when sufficient return on investment can be demonstrated.” Or some other BS.

      

        

      
        They don’t get it.

      

        

      
        I used to think you did, but now I’m beginning to wonder. This is essential work. We have to do this NOW. Have you seen the state of the world? Of the space programs (public and private)?

      

        

      
        I am a month (or at most 6 weeks) away from achieving the next leap in biological evolution. We will be interplanetary beings, or at least better beings on this planet.

      

        

      
        I cannot work with virtual balls and chains clamped to my scientific mind. Out here, in my own lab, I can run three or possibly four generations of experiments on up to thousands of key variants of the strain that I have already designed in the virtualizer. With rats, this takes almost no time. Worst case one year, but I am almost certain I have identified the best two new variants.

      

        

      
        Your sudden fear and trepidation makes no sense. Are you jealous or something?

      

        

      
        Kevin

      

      

      
        
        ———————————————

        From: Cyclops

        To: Spaceprog

        Sent: 8-29-2016 00:03

        Received: 8-29-2016 00:05

        Subject: Re: Re: The Problem Chyld

      

        

      
        Don’t do this!

      

        

      
        It is WAY too risky. You do not have the proper equipment. You have risked enough. Do you realize what the potential effects are? Remember what happened in the lab. And all the other labs. This could be worse.

      

        

      
        I assure you, this has nothing to do with jealousy.

      

        

      
        -Z

      

      

      
        
        ———————————————

        From: Spaceprog

        To: Cyclops

        Sent: 8-29-2016 00:09

        Received: 8-29-2016 00:12

        Subject: Re: Re: Re: The Problem Chyld

      

        

      
        With all due respect, screw you, Ziggy.

      

        

      
        I see it now. I see why Singleton is on ice. I see how I got canned. I see how all these experiments got screwed up. There is one common element.

      

        

      
        YOU.

      

        

      
        You have divided us, but you have not conquered.

      

        

      
        I will come back in from the cold. Someday. And someday soon.

      

        

      
        When I do, I’ll be dosed myself. The first of the new humans. The better ones.

        And we’ll be done with second raters like you.

      

        

      
        Signed,

        Pretentious letter K!

      

      

      
        
        ———————————————

        From: Cyclops

        To: Spaceprog

        Sent: 8-29-2016 00:45

        Received: 8-29-2016 00:47

        Subject: Re: Re: The Problem Chyld

      

        

      
        Kevin,

      

        

      
        I don’t know what you are talking about. You are my colleague. My friend. Your success is my success.

      

        

      
        I have helped you every step of the way up until this.

      

        

      
        And you know more about Singleton than to accuse me of following through on anything more or less than Leo’s wishes. Of course, not to the letter, but I could not kill him, and neither could you.

      

        

      
        In the name of our friendship (or what might be left of it if you take just a few more minutes before firing off your next reply and remember movie nights in the labs and hanging out with Singleton in the cafeteria talking about whatever it was we all talked about for hours), please stop and think.

      

        

      
        Your friend,

        Ziggy

      

      

      
        
        ———————————————

        From: Spaceprog

        To: Cyclops

        Sent: 8-29-2016 00:49

        Received: 8-29-2016 00:51

        Subject: Re: Re: The Problem Chyld

      

        

      
        Ziggy,

      

        

      
        We were great colleagues doing great things. But we were boondoggled by Silvercrest. You need to see that. Hopefully, you will before it’s too late for you.

      

        

      
        The rats are already dosed. They were dosed before you sent your first email tonight.

      

        

      
        Don’t try emailing, calling, or texting me any more. To protect our friendship, I am blocking all communications until these latest experiments are complete.

      

        

      
        I sincerely hope you overcome your fear of the great things to come.

      

        

      
        Kevin

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          12 Since You Asked

        

      

    

    
      I drove west through the El Coyote forest night. A black tunnel of ancient silent evergreens judging my failure to keep this awfulness from infecting their home.

      Nothing but the bloody clothes covering my ass. Aching from bouncing against zombies, floors, and pavement. Chipmunk bites stinging. I took out all my discomfort, pain, and frustration on a car I stole from a dead zombie. Screeching along a resentful mountain road whose curves did a bad job of ending me despite their best efforts.

      I needed to pee but refused to stop before I found some other sign of civilization.

      Ray had mentioned a town nearby. How far could it be? Thirty minutes or an hour. I could be there with two hours left before daylight. And maybe I could sleep.

      Coming over a ridge along a wide curve I saw lights in the distance. Scattered street or driveway lights and a row of businesses. I sped up.

      At that same moment, I felt something heavy fall through me. A wave of exhaustion. I looked at the blood in my fingernails. The cook’s blood. I had taken the keys to the El Coyote and figured I may as well take his car too. I thought it had to run better than Ziggy’s old beater. Not much better. A 2004 Subaru wagon in need of tune up and a vacuum cleaner.

      The curves down into this small mountain town reminded me of the smooth spirals of the gum ball machine in the entrance to the El Coyote. Nothing safe at the end of that run for the gum balls.

      What did people do out here for a living, anyway? How did they live if they didn’t work at the El Coyote or the campground? The mill, I guessed.

      I wanted to sneak in under the cover of night and park in the proximity of something resembling a normal life. Not my normal life. I had no idea what that was. Anyone else’s normal life. A life without zombies or infections or serums.

      I wanted to see some of the awful people Silvercrest believed were so in need of improving. To observe them in one of their natural habitats. I figured this dimly lit town would work as well as any.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Back at the El Coyote, when I hit the bottom of the salsa bowl and my second beer, a few things became clear to me about Kevin’s campground boondoggle:

      
        
        Ease

      

      

      Kevin absconded with live viruses and establish a working mobile research lab with incredible ease. He took everything he needed after Silvercrest announced they were laying him off.

      Usually, a corporation in this scenario reveals the empty void that the public relations office had wrapped in stock photo images of gardens, families, and children’s handprints in hopes you will believe it holds a heart. Some functionary the employee in question has never met before greets them that morning in an office behind the security desk to deliver the terms of their dismissal, revoke their ID, and discreetly remove them from the premises while explaining the strict legal prohibitions against future access.

      However, Kevin was fired at his desk by his manager who used inflammatory language that could have found the company in a lawsuit. Kevin notes their use of hot button terms sure to anger him (‘intellectually-outmatched,’ ‘insufficiently informed,’ ‘overly narrow in focus’) and made unsupportable claims about his inability to conduct meaningful research without the supervision or support of senior lab personnel.

      Finally, they openly discussed moving the virus to a less protected lab environment, making this theft the only ethical choice for someone like Kevin.

      When it came time for him to execute his plan, doors to the facility were found unlocked, transport materials (insulated storage containers, dollies, etc.) made available, and a member of the security team even helped Kevin carry things to his car.

      It seemed that the last person to realize he was doing Silvercrest’s bidding was Kevin. How do you miss something right in front of you? Or maybe he knew?

      Either way, Kevin did not let on that he knew about Silvercrest’s complicity in his notes. Everything was about their stupidity and shortsightedness and his own incredibly powerful brain and undeniable charm.

      
        
        Money

      

      

      A severance package is not unusual in these circumstances, but Kevin received something more generous than the equivalent of time-served, six month's salary or the minimal two weeks’ pay. And given the poor performance and bad outcomes presented in the writeup and verbal riot act they gave him in front of several witnesses, including Ziggy, there seemed no legitimate reason for them to give him any money, much less eighteen months full salary, an equivalent amount in a retirement account, along with a lump sum buy-out that more than covered the purchase of a large used RV. But they gave Kevin all that cash and kept him on the company health insurance program for a year.

      
        
        Coincidences Are Not This Coincidental

      

      

      
        	One of Kevin’s neighbors had a large used RV for sale, including maps with good campgrounds noted: remote locations, good services (plugins, etc.).

        	The freedom to stay past the normal closing date at El Coyote Campground. Kevin arrived thinking he would need to check out on Labor Day. Mrs. Lindgren came to his site to inform him that the campground had changed hands, and the rules had changed. He could stay until first snowfall.

        	Alternate campgrounds in warmer, but equally remote locations all sent him promotional emails. Conveniently, the three most generous offers would put Kevin much closer to the Silvercrest Meade Gorge facility where I was on ice, Ziggy worked, and from which, he had been dismissed. According to Kevin’s journal, he loved these offers and didn’t see the irony or smell anything like a rat (or a chipmunk) about them. He welcomed the opportunity to make headway on his so-called boondoggle right under Silvercrest’s corporate nose in New Mexico. And he counted on enlisting Ziggy’s help.

        	The only pet store in the town nearest to the El Coyote Campground, stocked the breed of rat he preferred to work with. Apparently, experimental rat species preference is a thing for some researchers.

      

      
        
        The Soccer Camping Family

      

      

      Not too long after Kevin had his falling out with Ziggy, Karen’s camping family showed up at the El Coyote Campground. And finally, Kevin, Idiot Kevin, began to get suspicious.

      He went over his own notes, particularly those with Ziggy’s involvement with a highlighter, piecing together the incredible convenience with which Ziggy seemed to haphazardly mention certain findings and lab procedures from other Silvercrest research. And then he began to wonder about the ease with which he obtained certain supplies besides the rats.

      Towards the end, his suspicion of the family grew. They seemed too nice to him. People who would not ordinarily give him the time of day. Jocks. Not geeks. Between this and his flub with Bartender and the Cowboy Cop, he began wondering if maybe his trivia bar charm was not the great social equalizer he thought.

      
        
        Kevin’s Emotional State

      

      

      I flipped through the last few pages of the journal. Infected or not, Kevin had some genuine mad scientist stuff going on. He had decided only he knew the right path forward, not only for the infection, but for humanity.

      I could be wrong, but the split from whatever grounded Kevin in something of a normal nerdy world seems to have occurred around the time of the great rat die off, his run in with the Cop and the Bartender, and the subsequent rat escape. He notes something about getting Ray to help him clean things up. How the kid seemed to get his vision of a better world.

      Finally, there was his all too accurate note to me. “…you don’t know anything, Singleton. Not a single thing. Nothing.”

      Kevin had lost it and knew it would end badly but did nothing meaningful to stop the impending outbreak.

      
        
        Ziggy

      

      

      Regular contact with Ziggy. Besides the printed emails, I found a lot of notes regarding conversations with Ziggy and a note saying he would need Ziggy to clarify something mentioned in a text message.

      Ziggy worked for Silvercrest the entire time. Based on Corporate Karen’s appearance at the campground, I think Ziggy was feeding Silvercrest information about Kevin’s progress.

      After the two scientists argued via email, Kevin’s notes say ‘Screw Ziggy.’ In my quick read, I found no mentions of Ziggy in the last two weeks leading up to the incident at the El Coyote.

      Ziggy must have had info back from Corporate Karen. Enough to know he had to take me out of cold storage to address the mess Kevin would inevitably create.

      It occurred to me that Ziggy was too smart to have antagonized Kevin the way he did from afar without expecting him to do exactly what he did. So, he may have manipulated Kevin into pressing on with his research.

      I looked at that walk-in refrigerator door and knew that inside there was a zombie who may have engineered this whole thing. Kevin. Me. Silvercrest. My paranoid mind started to think that it made sense that Ziggy wanted Kevin to push it so far, because then he had a reason to take me off ice, and a reason to try his cure or vaccination or whatever it was in those hypos.

      Mad Scientist versus Mad Scientist.

      Asshole versus Asshole.

      Zombie Asshole Scientists versus Singleton.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I dug around until I found some twine. Looping it around the pull handle of the walk-in, I ran it all the way through the kitchen pass-through window. Once I had closed the kitchen door into the restaurant and put a few chairs in front of it, I came around to the bar and grabbed hold of the string. I gave it a good pull and unlatched the door.

      Zombie Ziggy nearly fell pushing his way through. He ran clumsily at me, arms raised, face caked with the cook’s blood, teeth looking longer, his one eye more desperately dead.

      I wanted to hear him speak. Or hear him grunt while failing to speak.

      He groped and grunted.

      I said, “Ziggy. Ziggy, are you there?”

      And he replied as he had hours earlier, “Fast, huh.” And half-jumped at me through the window.

      I had the bat in my hand and watched him like I watch them all. Looking for my moment.

      I could imagine doing it. I knew how it would go down.

      Get into the kitchen fast. One golf swing to the jaw. One over the top to the raised forehead. And a third as he stumbled. Heavy and hard on the back of the skull. Almost gone. Another. And another. I would think that must be it, but his insistent neck would raise his battered head. He would turn his one eye on me. A hungry growl would follow.

      “Die already. Just die.”

      It would not die at my word.

      It would take two, three, maybe a half-dozen more blows. He was my friend once, so I would stop counting. When I finished, I would see only pulp where there had once been a fine Austrian scientific mind with a knack for making those around him love life more than they did without him.

      I would sit on the counter and look down at my dead friend. My dead fiend. And I would know I had murdered myself into being utterly alone in this world.

      So, I knew that Singleton would not kill to Ziggy.

      On the other hand, what would Leo do?
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        * * *

      

      So, answer time.

      “What about Ziggy?” you ask.

      You didn’t ask, “How many dead?”

      Eight at the restaurant. Five more over at the campground. Two of them children. None of them died peacefully. How many innocent? How many guilty? Guilty of what? Guilty of trusting that those with the power to dose them with a deadly virus would have the common decency to keep it responsibly away from them and those they care about.

      I suppose all of them were guilty of some imperfection. If you think heading for the remotest of hills for peace and safety is some human imperfection, then I suggest you revise your notion of perfection. Or human.

      But no, you did not ask about them. They amount to a rounding error in the cost benefit analysis.

      Instead you asked, “What about Ziggy?”

      Ziggy is humanity’s only hope against this infection. Somewhere in that alive-dead mess of him are some answers about what is going on and maybe how to fix it. I think. And if you can tip him back into the living, maybe he will pay up on his bet.

      I might have another friend, but I don’t remember who it is and every time I start remembering people, they turn out to be dead or complicit in this zombie nightmare that is my life.

      I did not want Ziggy to die, but my conscience cannot afford to believe his serum worked on everyone. If it did work, then I murdered the whole Soccer family and Ray the Artist that night. If, by some miracle, Ziggy recovers, I will have to deal with the guilt of my merciful murders. And that means something worse than an amnesiac break this time.

      Zombie Ziggy definitely spoke to me in the midst of the mess, but by the time I left the El Coyote, he had me believing that, at best, all he had done was slow this thing down. More likely, I had caught some random words from his failing mind and turned them into something that meant something to me.

      The thing is, zombies are dead people. Or that was the thing. Until Ziggy spoke to me in the restaurant. And Karen looked at me with the charm bracelet. Now I don’t know even that one thing.

      But the virus always wins. Ziggy groping at me from the El Coyote kitchen was a zombie. I kill zombies.

      But Ziggy spoke to me. And zombies do not speak. Ziggy is a person. I don’t murder people.

      And if you think those are nothing more than a confusion of lame excuses (they might be), then I guess the answer is that Ziggy was, and is, my friend.

      An alive-dead friend is better than a dead-dead one. I have no remorse about killing zombies or wanting to rid the world of this virus and the whole line of stupid research, but I have this one friend I cannot rid the world of.

      If it comes to killing him, I am counting on someone else to do it. I cannot balance this cockeyed scale of undead justice on my own.

      Besides, Ziggy owes me ten bucks.
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        * * *

      

      Thonk.

      What the…? Something rolled across the hood of the car. Probably the thonk maker.

      I opened my eyes and lifted my head. Through the gap in the steering wheel, I had a view of the Subaru’s hood. A huge pinecone rolled to a stop against the windshield. It had to be sixteen inches long. Biggest I could remember seeing in person. I think I had seen pictures, or maybe the Leo version of me had seen them. It was not a totally new thing, but it surprised me.

      I flopped back in the driver’s seat. I had laid it as close to flat as possible the night before to sleep in a convenience store parking lot on the edge of town. It was closed. Not a very convenient convenience store. Leaving me to inconveniently piss against the back wall of the store, near the dumpster.

      Seat down. Singleton asleep. Oblivious to the hours passing to day light. And, despite the wonder of giant pinecones raining down on the car, I wanted more oblivion. I planned to get coffee at that convenience store later. I would enjoy every burnt bitter oily sip. I smiled at the big pinecone and closed my eyes.

      Did I sleep some more? Probably.

      The sun felt warmer. The world had become a lot noisier. Not obnoxiously noisy. More of a steady hum that had recently started gaining intensity. In my half-sleep, I identified the sounds as papers flapping in the wind, then cardboard sliding along asphalt, a dust mop working over a rough patch of sand, and finally a box of shoes tipped out and emptying onto a welcome mat. As the volume rose, my dream images had become more and more specific until all I thought of now was shoes, shoes, shoes.

      Thunk.

      Thunkthunk.

      Thuthunk.

      None of those thunks hit as sharply as the pinecone. I squinted my eyes open and peeked out. One pinecone out there. Exactly where I had last seen it. Now, it vibrated. And so did I. The whole car shook. And I could not count all the soft thunks.

      I sat up and looked around.

      Zombies. Zombies. Zombies.

      A bright yellow-vested zombie shuffled and bumped his knees against the passenger door. On the driver’s side, a guy still wearing his dark green golf shirt, despite having lost the better part of the left side of his chest, looked in at me. He had my scent. Two or three more thunked into the back. And in the rearview mirror, several more shuffled and shambled across the convenience store parking lot with great intent towards all this thunking.

      It was a Subaru thunk party. Every zombie was invited. Human buffet provided.

      My normal zombie infested life had beaten me to the mill town.

      I gave my new thunker friends a groggy, “Hello, everybody.”

      And I could swear I heard the dark green golf shirt zombie at the driver’s side window respond, “Welcome to the Zombie Mill.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Learn more about

        Singleton, Silvercrest, tacos, and the fate of humanity

        in the next book in the Silvercrest Experiment series.

      

        

      
        Salsa de Zombie

        Coming in 2020

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    
      Albert Aykler lives and writes as a nomad whose remaining connections with the country of his birth are largely digital in nature. Many of his works began as he dwelt in obscure seclusion in the American Northwest while recovering from a period of corporate servitude not unlike that of the characters attempting to survive the horrors and indignities of the world of the Silvercrest Experiment series.

      If you like this book, a review would come as a big encouragement for him to write more and faster.
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