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This is dedicated to Ted
Conover, for bravery in journalism.


ONE

 


A cold February wind
fingered its way through the gaps in the walls. The little shack in
which we’d taken shelter had been cobbled together from cinder
blocks and castoff lumber, the roof a rusting sheet of corrugated
tin held down by baling wire. Rotting sheets of plywood covered the
windows. It was thin protection from the zombies massing outside.
The place smelled of stale beer and sweat, mildew and rot, and the
dim morning light revealed a lot of ice-encrusted trash on the
floor - broken beer bottles; tin cans; a scattering of cigarette
butts; an occasional spent shell casing - sad markers of others,
like Jessica and me, who had taken refuge here.

Jessica hunkered down in
the corner to get out of the seething wind. She had a tattered bath
towel wrapped around her shoulders, but it was too threadbare to
warm even her, withered as she was from starvation. She scanned the
garbage, her breath pluming from the cold. I figured she was
looking for something she could use. Depravation had made her keen
that way. She never missed anything.

“Looks like we’re not the
first to hide out here,” she said.

I looked around. It was
hard to believe this was luck, but she was right. We were lucky to
find the shack when we did. The surrounding countryside was empty
grassland, nothing but an occasional mesquite thicket to break up
the soul-sucking emptiness of it. There were few places to hide
from the zombies. I tried to imagine all the others who had come
this way before us, how every bit of garbage on the floor was a
marker representing anxious days and nights waiting for the zombies
to move on down the road. There was a faded blood stain on the wall
above Jessica’s head, spattered, as though from a gunshot, and as I
stared at it, I felt overwhelmed by the emotional sediment of
desperation and exhaustion that permeated the small space. I never
really believed, even as a little girl, that a place could be
haunted. But if ever a place had a right to be, it was that
shack.

Jessica went to the wall
and stared out through a crack. I joined her, noticing as I did the
gap in the lumber was smeared with dried blood left behind by
fingers that had tried to claw their way inside.

There were two other
shacks that we could see, both about the size of ours, and both
surrounded by thick knots of the infected. From one of the shacks
we could hear a man screaming. He was one of the people we’d been
traveling with when the zombies found us. Jessica had said she
didn’t trust him, that he seemed unstable, and from the way he was
shrieking, I believed it. But crazy or not, his screaming was
driving the infected mad. He’d yell and they’d beat on the walls
with renewed fervor, answering his fear with an ululating chorus of
moans.

We didn’t know who was in
the other shack, but every once in a while one of them jabbed a
sharpened stick through the walls at the crowd.

“They’re idiots,” Jessica
said in a whisper.

They were idiots. She was
right about that. But I was too scared to talk. As disgusting as
the shack was, we were safe. I didn’t want to say anything or do
anything that would change that. I didn’t want those things out
there to hear us talking. I just wanted to shrivel up into a little
ball and wait for the horrors to pass us by.

Be the reporter, I told
myself. Watch, observe, soak it all in. Don’t get involved. That
was why I was here, after all, to report on living conditions in
the Zone.

I almost laughed at
that.

Like it or not, I was
involved. I was involved up to my ears.

Just outside the door, a
young female zombie had her face buried in the abdomen of a corpse.
One of the men we’d been traveling with who hadn’t made it inside
quickly enough. A lot of meat had been torn from his bones, and
what was left of the body jerked and twitched as the zombie tore
bits of the remaining flesh away. We probably could have slipped by
her, but she would have sent up a moan to bring the rest of the
zombies after us.

“Why in the world would
they bring attention to themselves like that?” Jessica said, still
whispering. “They should know better.”

I shrugged, silently
praying that she’d stop talking.

“It’s okay,” she said,
like she could read my mind. “Just whisper. They won’t hear
us.”

“How do you
know?”

I looked through the crack
in the wall again. Most of the zombies were too intent on beating
against the other two shacks, and those few that weren’t with the
main group were busy feeding off our dead companions. But still,
scared as I was, I didn’t want to chance it.

“They don’t hear so well,”
she said. “They’ll pick up on our movement, though, so try not to
make any sudden moves.”

She was right, of course.
Moving would cause the light coming through the walls to flicker on
our clothes, and that would be as good as jumping up and down and
waving a flag. Though I’d known Jessica for only three days at that
point, I found myself amazed yet again at her common sense grasp of
tactics. She was like a soldier or some hardcore beat cop. Living
in the quarantine zone had sharpened her survival instincts far
beyond my own.

“I bet you’re sorry you
came, aren’t you?” she asked.

I was scared like I’d
never been in my life, but I wasn’t sorry. Not a bit. I would have
been dead without her, and when you get to the point that you can
say that about another person, can you really be sorry about it?
Doesn’t that create a sense of loyalty that’s worth a world of
hardships?

Before I could answer she
put a hand on my shoulder.

“Look there,” she
said.

I put my face up to the
crack again. Something was happening over at one of the shacks. The
building trembled. As we watched, a section of the wall caved in,
and the zombies poured in through the breach, tearing the two men
inside to pieces.

“Oh my God,” Jessica said.
There was no shock in her voice, just sadness.

“They were brothers,
weren’t they?” I asked.

“Yes.”

The commotion caused even
the female zombie in front of our door to join the swarm. My pulse
quickened. Looking off to the right of the shack where the crazy
man shrieked, I saw the field beyond was absolutely empty. If we
were quiet, we just might be able to get enough of a head start to
leave this crowd of zombies behind us.

Before I could say
anything to Jessica, the crazy man burst out of his shack and tried
to make a break for it. Several of the zombies lunged for him,
causing him to swerve. But he was too scared to control his footing
on the muddy ground and fell face-first into a puddle of water. He
was up and running, still screaming, before any of the zombies
could get to him. Jessica and I watched him go, shocked to see most
of the zombies shambling after him.

“Wow,” she
said.

I agreed. I was impressed,
despite the man’s lunacy. “Lucky for us.”



“Yeah.”

We waited about two
minutes, neither of us speaking. Only a few zombies remained in and
around the shacks, and those were busy feeding on the fresh corpses
of the two brothers. It looked clear to me, and I reached for the
brace on the door.

Jessica grabbed my
wrist.

I started to speak, but
the look on her face stopped me.

With a glance, she
gestured toward the gaps in the wall. A moment later, a male zombie
stepped into view. It stopped and slowly turned its head toward us.
The thing’s hair was a stringy mess, matted with dried blood. Its
beard was filthy. Its mouth swarmed with flies. What clothes it had
left were little more than soiled rags hanging from its emaciated
frame. The wind shifted. It was cold enough to cut us to the bone,
and though it carried the zombie’s stench with it, I didn’t dare
shiver or gag. Reacting would get us killed.

After a bit it went on its
way, leaving us alone again.

I let out the breath I’d
been holding. “That was close,” I said. “Thanks.”

“Tell me about it.”
Jessica pointed to the door. “It should be clear now.”

 



TWO

 


My first night in the Zone
I got caught in a sudden, hard rain that left me cold and
miserable. I wandered into an abandoned bus depot looking for
someplace warm to sleep. Jessica and the rest of her group were
huddled in the back, barely visible in the darkness.

They watched me, alarmed
because they didn’t know me, but intrigued because I didn’t look
like they did. At that point my clothes were still fresh. My skin
wasn’t sun-burnt. I wasn’t starving. For a long, uncomfortable
moment we stared at one another, nobody speaking, nobody
moving.

Then this woman separated
from the crowd and walked toward me. She almost looked like a
zombie herself, emaciated, filthy, face sunken and
haunted-looking.

Only her eyes were
different. They were bright, full of life.

And, when she got closer,
I could see they were curious, even friendly. There was warmth
there that reassured me.

“What in the world were
you doing out in the rain?” she asked.

“I...” It was hard to
speak, I was trembling so badly.

“Didn’t you see the clouds
forming?”

I shook my
head.

“You couldn’t smell the
storm coming?”

“I’m cold,” I said. My
tone demanded mercy, not questions.

“I wouldn’t doubt it. A
storm like that, even the zombies have enough sense to get
indoors.”

“Can I stay here?” I
asked. “Just for the night?”

“That depends.” She looked
me up and down. “Are you hurt? You bit anywhere?”

“No. Just
cold.”

She paused for a long
moment, studying me. Her face was an honest one, and I felt like I
could actually see her in silent discussion with her
conscience.

Then, out of the blue:
“I’m Jessica.”

“Samantha,” I
said.

“Samantha, or
Sam?”

I tried to smile, but my
lips were turning blue from the cold. “Sam,” I said.

“Sam it is. Come on, let’s
try to get you warmed up.”

Jessica led me to a corner
away from the door and showed me where I could sleep.

And that was how I spent
my first night in the Zone.


 


THREE

 


When I woke the next
morning, she was nudging me in the shoulder. I looked around,
disoriented, and it took me a second to realize we were the only
two people left in the depot. The others were outside on the road,
set to leave.

“If you want to come with
us we have to leave now.”

“Where are you going?” I
asked.

“East of here. We’re gonna
cross the wall into Free America.”

I think my mouth must have
fallen open. “Are you serious?”

“Of course I’m serious.
You want to come or not? We have to leave now.”

I couldn’t believe my
luck. My publisher had commissioned me to sneak into the Quarantine
Zone, make a circuit of South Texas, and get back out again. I was
to report on the conditions of the people there and come up with
something to challenge the government’s claims that the necrosis
filovirus was so widespread as to make reclaiming the Zone a
suicide mission. I knew going into it that it’d be a dangerous
assignment, but I figured it’d be no less dangerous than being an
embedded reporter in Afghanistan or Iraq. It wasn’t a necessary
risk by any means, but it was a risk I was willing to take,
especially when the whispers of a Pulitzer started to reach my
ears.

My publisher hired one of
their other authors, an ex-Navy SEAL, to sneak me through the Coast
Guard blockade of the Texas coast. He got me onto a weed-choked
beach near Port Lavaca in the middle of the night. I still remember
the sour look on his face when the wind carried the sounds of
moaning in our direction. “You sure you want to do this?” he said.
“I can get you out right now.”

“No,” I said. “I want to
do this. I’ll be okay.”

“Where’s your
weapon?”

I hooked a thumb toward my
backpack. I had a .40 Glock concealed within a hidden compartment
at the bottom of my bag, plus three loaded magazines, for a total
of 46 rounds - 46 more than I figured I’d need. “I have it in there
where I can get it.”

The wind carried more
moans our way.

“If I were you, I’d have
it out and ready.”

“I’ll be okay. I know what
I’m doing.”

I don’t think he believed
that for a second. All he was supposed to do was drop me off on the
beach, and yet he had our Zodiac boat loaded down with night vision
goggles and machine guns and a box of something that looked a lot
like grenades to me. He kept asking me if I was sure I wanted to do
this, and it was starting to get old.

“I’ll be fine,” I said.
Our plan was for me to meet him on the same beach three weeks
later. I had a cell phone with which to signal him. It was my first
experience as an embedded reporter, but I had done my homework. I
knew the lay of the land. I had studied up on the infected. I knew
how to evade them, and how to deal with them when I couldn’t evade
them. In my mind, it was all going to be quite simple. “I’ll call
you,” I said.

He shrugged and quietly
slipped back out to sea.

But then came that night
in the rain, and my chance meeting with Jessica. When she asked me
to join them, I jumped at the chance. Busting the wall – something
the government assured us was impossible, but that pretty much
everybody believed was happening on a regular basis – was just too
much of a story to pass up.

In my eagerness, I got up
too fast and upset my backpack, spilling the contents on the floor
between us.

Jessica reached down to
help me pick up my stuff, but paused when she saw what I was
carrying. She moved my pens and notebooks out of the way,
uncovering the iPhone and a battery powered charger. I saw her mind
racing.

Dark clouds of suspicion
gathered in her face.

“Who are you?” she asked,
her brow furrowed.

I’d been advised to keep
my identity a secret for my own protection, but something told me I
could trust Jessica. She had been the first to extend any sort of
welcome, and she had come back for me while the others were ready
to leave me sleeping in that bus depot.

“I’m a writer,” I
admitted. “I’m down her to write a story on life inside the
Zone.”

She stared at me for a
long moment in frank, slack-jawed amazement. She must have thought
I was out of my mind. And then she laughed.

“Hey Jessica,” one of the
men called from the road. “You coming or what?”

She waved to the man, then
turned back to me. She studied me, my clothes, my shoes, shaking
her head the whole time. “Well,” she finally said, “we’re leaving.
You want to see life in the Zone, I guess now’s your
chance.”

So I left with
them.

We walked a long while,
and the whole time I was thinking of the quarantine wall, and what
it would mean for these people to get into Free America.

The idea of a wall to
protect one society from another is an old one. Ancient China tried
it. The Communists tried it. The U.S. tried it along the Mexican
border. But none of those historical precedents were entirely
effective. They all came with a great cost in human life and a lot
of insane politics. Political borders, after all, rarely coincide
with societal borders. To think otherwise is just plain stupid.
Fences may make good neighbors, but walls do not keep countries
safe.

That is, until the zombies
rose from the flooded ruins of Houston. The military was able to
contain the outbreak by constructing a wall that stretches from
Gulfport, Mississippi to Brownsville, Texas. Imagine the scope of
that project. That’s 1,100 miles of cement, chain link fencing and
endless spools of concertina wire, all of it constructed in the
span of a month and a half. Many have claimed it is one of the
modern wonders of the world, while the critics maintain it’s a
wonder it doesn’t have more holes in it than a fish net. But
according to the government, and several independent quality
control groups and news outlets, it doesn’t. The wall is sound.
It’s the truth Free America entrusts its safety to, and its
impermeability is, to most Americans anyway, a lock-step
guarantee.

But Jessica and her group
didn’t believe it. Lots of people break through every month, she
assured me. And I could tell she honestly believed it.

Yet when I pressed her,
she didn’t seem to have much of a plan.

“We want to get across
somewhere between Flatonia and Weimar,” she said.

I waited for more. But
after a moment, I realized there wasn’t more.

“That’s it? You don’t know
where? I mean, exactly? That seems like an important detail to
me.”

“How can I know something
like that? That’s up to the coyotes, isn’t it?”

“I guess so,” I said
doubtfully. It seemed like an awful lot to take on faith, though.
After all, to trust your life like that to a total stranger seemed
crazy. But I answered myself with the same mental breath: Wasn’t
that exactly what I was doing here with Jessica?

“How much do they charge?”
I asked.

She shrugged. “Nobody in
the Zone has any money.”

“Well, how
then?”

She glanced around to make
sure no one was looking, then showed me a handful of jewelry. They
were nice, but nothing special, a few necklaces and charm
bracelets, probably worth a couple hundred dollars at
most.

“Is that how most people
pay, with jewelry?”

“Mostly, yeah. It’s the
easiest way. But I’ve heard people paying with all kinds of stuff.
Gas they’ve siphoned off old cars. Drugs they found in pharmacies.
Liquor. Anything people want you can usually trade
with.”

This was insane, I
thought. I guess it showed on my face.

“What?” she said. She was
amused by my distress, I could tell. She was almost
laughing.

“I just don’t see how you
can be so blase about it. Where exactly you’re gonna cross; how
much it’s gonna cost; those things seem like a big deal to me. I
mean, right? You see that? They’re important. It scares me you’re
not more worried about it.”

The bemused smile went
away from her face, replaced by a bitter seriousness. “There’s
always a way for a woman to pay her way,” she said.

“Jessica, I...”

She didn’t flinch. “I
won’t go on living this way. Not in the Zone like this.” She
gestured to the soiled rags that passed for her clothes, at her
emaciated body that barely hinted at a woman’s natural curves any
more. “Tell me, what would you do?”

“I don’t know.”

When I went on with my
questions, I was more subdued. I’d been humbled.

“What do you plan to do
when you get to Free America?” I asked.

“I taught Fourth and Fifth
Grade before the wall went up. I thought maybe I could do that
again.”

“What about friends,
family? They could help you get back on your feet.”

“Maybe. I hope so. I had a
boyfriend, you know. His name was Robert. He did IT stuff for an
oil company. Made pretty good money. He was smart. We were living
in an apartment together down in Corpus, but he left for a job in
Oklahoma about a month before Mardell hit.” She ran her left hand
down the length of her right arm, fingers touching the cuts and
scars and fresh bruises there. “I guess there probably isn’t much
chance of picking that up again.”

“You never know,” I said,
in what I hoped was an encouraging tone.

She gave me a weak smile.
“I won’t kid myself. That old life is gone. It’d be like that Tom
Hanks movie. Remember the one, he’s on that island...”

“Joe vs. the
Volcano?”

She grinned. “The other
one. The deserted island one. Remember? His plane
crashes?”

“Castaway.”

“That’s the one. I was
thinking of the end, after he gets rescued. Remember that? He goes
home and his wife...what’s her name?”

“Helen Hunt.”

“Helen Hunt, that’s it.
Remember what happens when he tries to go home? Helen Hunt’s
character has remarried and they have that awkward moment on the
doorstep. Life has passed him by, and there’s nothing he can do
about it.”

I nodded. “You can’t go
home again.”

“I remember hearing that.
Was that from the movie?”

“No,” I said. “Thomas
Wolfe.”

“Ah.”

We talked about the
movies. We liked a lot of the same shows - French Kiss; Sleepless in Seattle;
While You Were Sleeping; anything starring
Molly Ringwald - and that was nice. But it didn’t last. It couldn’t
last. The movies are the movies, and real life is something else
entirely. Jessica had changed too much. This world, this awful
place, had changed her, and we both knew it. Soon she grew sullen
and morose again.

I couldn’t blame
her.


FOUR

 


When we left the shack, we
left the bodies of Jessica’s friends where they lay. Nobody buries
the dead in the Zone.

We walked the rest of the
day, and around dusk we came upon a group of people headed toward a
place off the main road. They said there was sort of a compound
there, an old ranch house, and that we could get some fresh water
there and probably something to eat, too.

But it was dark by the
time we arrived and they were all out of food. They didn’t have any
room left inside the house, either, so we couldn’t even sleep where
it was warm. It’s easy to forget, while you’re walking all day in
the Texas sun, how cold the desert gets at night. The best we could
do was to huddle beneath a vent that carried some of the hot air
from inside. We spent the rest of the night in each other’s arms,
trying to stay warm.

The next morning we woke
to gunshots.

“What was that?” I
asked.

We had both flinched
awake. We stared around in panic. Jessica said nothing. Then we
heard some men talking. Jessica and I traded a look. The men didn’t
seem excited at all, just talking.

“What’s going on?” I
whispered. Guns weren’t all that common in the Zone. There were
still a few around, of course, but not that many. That seemed odd
to me, at first. This used to be Texas, after all. I had expected
there to be guns everywhere. When I asked Jessica about this she
said most had been confiscated by homegrown militias in the early
days of the Outbreak. Where those guns had gone to she didn’t
know.

“Jessica, what do we
do?”

“Let’s go see what they’re
doing.”

“Let’s go...?” I didn’t
get a chance to finish. She was already moving.

I followed her around to
the front of the house and got my first look at the place in
daylight. It was dilapidated, of course, but still large and
impressive, and I could see that it must have been something rather
special before the wall went up. There were several large, fenced
off areas that looked like they had once been horse pastures but
were now being used for crops. Enormous Spanish Oaks, rising like
green skyscrapers over the flat, grassy landscape, dotted the
countryside. Until the shooting started again, it was quite
beautiful.

The men we’d heard talking
were standing in the middle of a wide circular drive. Beyond that
was a long, straight driveway that led out to the county road. A
large hurricane fence, topped with razor wire, surrounded the
property, and a wrought iron gate that I didn’t remember seeing the
night before stood boldly at the entrance.

The shooting came from a
pair of men in camouflage hunting outfits up in a deer blind near
the gate. Their target was a knot of zombies that had gathered just
outside the fence. They didn’t seem to be in a hurry to do much
killing though, only taking a shot when it suited them, and one of
the men standing nearby remarked on that.

“Don’t matter,” one of the
other men said. “They got three good ones.”

“No fast ones, though.”
The man sounded sullen, like a pouting kid.

“They’re good enough for
the likes of Barry.”

The men turned away from
the drive and walked around to the east side of the
house.

“What was that all about?”
I asked.

“No idea.”

A crowd gathered around
the east side of the house, so we went that way.

One of the horse pastures
had been sectioned off with hurricane fencing. In the middle of the
small enclosure was a man chained to a metal pole. He was sitting
down, his back against the pole, knees pulled up to his chest,
refusing to look at the people who had gathered around the fence. A
few people were chatting, but most seemed to be just milling
around, waiting.

We weren’t there long when
the two men in camouflage who had been shooting from the deer blind
trotted over to a horse trailer attached to the fence. One of them
got up on top of the trailer and used a broom handle to pry open
the door latch. Nothing happened. The door stayed close.

“Hit it,” somebody
yelled.

“Yeah, yeah,” the man on
top of the trailer said. He slapped the door with the broom handle
and the door swung open. Three zombies piled out, staggering into
the sunlight. They looked confused and lost. But then they saw the
man chained to the pole, and as soon as that happened, the zombies
staggered toward him, hands raised and clutching at the
air.

“They’re gonna kill
him.”

Jessica gestured for me to
be quiet.

I watched the man chained
to the pole, and I thought for sure I was going to throw
up.

The man climbed to his
feet, backing away to the length the chain clasped to his neck
would allow. He watched the zombies advancing on him, his eyes
bulged in panic, lips trembling. He looked pathetic tugging on the
chain.

But he didn’t lose all
self control. When the lead zombie got in close he made his move.
Holding the chain out in front of him he sprinted to one side,
catching the lead zombie just under the knees and sweeping it off
its feet. The zombie pitched over, landing face-first in the dirt,
then slowly climbed to its feet again.

I kept waiting for a bunch
of redneck hooting and hollering from the assembled crowd, but
hardly anybody spoke, much less yelled. One man, drunk already,
though the day had hardly started, made a feeble attempt to stoke
the crowd by yelling at the condemned man, but everybody ignored
him and eventually he too fell into a sort of sullen, bored
silence.

It was ennui, I realized
then, that was the root cause of misery in the Zone. There were no
prospects, no way to improve one’s life, save through savagery and
the debasement of others. Whatever the man had done wasn’t enough
to overcome the feelings of emptiness and bootless rage that
afflicted these people. They watched him scramble around that
enclosure, and even when he made a narrow escape, it wasn’t enough
to change the exhausted listlessness in their expressions. It was
like all the life had been bled from them.

Then, he got lucky. One of
the zombies was a man in the remnants of an orange t-shirt and
jeans. The zombie slipped and went down to one knee. The chained
man got behind him, looped the chain around his neck, pushed him
face down in the dirt, and stood on the back of his neck. I saw the
zombie’s expression change as he struggled against the weight
holding him down. I don’t know if it was muscle memory or some
atavistic fear surfacing in its ruined mind, but I swear, for a
moment, I thought I saw fear in its eyes.

The crowd grew interested
too. They murmured. One man even chuckled. Most just leaned
forward, hoping for something to break the boredom.

Meanwhile, the chained man
was pivoting around, making sure to keep the other two in sight.
They were closing on him, but he didn’t seem willing to quit with
the zombie in the orange shirt until he was dead.

One of the zombies reached
for him, but the chained man was faster and kicked the zombie legs
out from under it. More people were getting interested now. The man
who chuckled just a few moments before was nodding now. He shucked
his shoulders from side to side, the way my dad used to when he
watched the fights on TV.

The zombie in the orange
shirt and jeans stopped fighting. It looked dead to me. It wasn’t
even twitching. The chained man tugged on the chain, pulling the
zombie away from the other two, and then started unraveling the
chain from the dead man’s neck.

He’d almost freed himself
when the zombie reached out and grabbed the hem of his pants. The
chained flinched. He kicked the zombie in the face, but he wouldn’t
let go. Unable to pull himself free, the man lost his footing, and
the other two fell on him. The man screamed horribly, but those
were choked off soon enough, and just like that it was
over.

The zombies began to feed,
and people started wandering off in groups of two or three, nobody
speaking, their expressions inscrutable.

As we walked away one of
the men in charge of the place asked us if we were hungry and we
told him we were. He said we could have a can of pork and beans to
split if we were willing to clean some clothes first. We said
that’d be alright. He showed us where we’d be working and we got
busy on three big piles of laundry, chatting about nothing in
particular as we cleaned.

We were finished by midday
and collected our food, then went out back to cook it over a fire
pit they had there.

I took a few bites of my
pork and beans and gave the rest to Jessica.

“You don’t have to do
that,” she said.

“I know.”

She pushed it back at me.
“No, I mean you really don’t have to do that. I’ve been hungry
before. I don’t need charity.”

I felt a flush of
embarrassment rise in my cheeks. “It’s not charity,” I said. “I
can’t eat. Not after what we just saw. Please take it.”

She nodded and took
it.

“Why would they do that to
that man?”

“Who knows?” she said
through a mouthful of beans. “He probably stole something. That’s
about the only thing that gets people upset enough to put a man to
death that way.”

Most of the work had
stopped for the midday meal, and people milled about in the grass
with paper plates topped with whatever they could scrounge. If it
weren’t for the rags they wore and their unkempt hair and the sour
smell of unwashed bodies you could almost make yourself believe it
was a good old fashioned backyard barbeque. Almost.

I found it hard to marry
the sight of so many people enjoying such a commonplace thing with
the realization that we’d all just watched a man die.

“I guess a lot of people
stay in places like these,” I said, nodding toward a group of men
lounging in the grass.

“They won’t be staying
here,” she said. “This is just a quick meal. Most of them will
probably be trying to get to Free America sometime
tomorrow.”

“Are we that close to the
wall? I didn’t realize.”

She nodded. “Twenty or
thirty miles.”

“And these men” – for they
were almost entirely men – “they all want to cross.”

She nodded again. “See the
way they’re dressed? The extra shirts, multiple pairs of pants?
They don’t dress that way because it’s cold. That’s everything they
own.”

She was right, of course.
These men were hard-looking fellows, weathered faces, starvation in
their eyes. A few had improvised sacks with them, but most had
nothing but the clothes on their backs and heavy sticks to use
against any zombies they happened to encounter.

“This worries me, Jessica.
With all these men trying to cross, aren’t we drawing a lot of
unwanted attention to ourselves.

“I doubt it. There’s a lot
of land out here. There are many places to - ”

She broke off mid-sentence
as a large man in a red Coca-Cola t-shirt sat down next to us. He
leered at us both, exposing a mouth full of black teeth and a
tongue that wouldn’t stop moving, like he was chewing on
it.

“Where are you ladies
headed?” he asked, and when he spoke, I could smell booze on his
breath.

“Nowhere,” Jessica
said.

He turned my way and
looked me up and down, eye-fucking me like I was some whore he’d
already bought and paid for.

“Well,” he said, “if
you’re gonna be hanging around here for a couple of days, let me
know if you meet anyone interested in getting across to Free
America. Me and my buddies know how to get them there. It’s what we
do.”

My pulse quickened.
Jessica had told me that it would probably happen like this, a
quick, unexpected encounter, and while I wanted to catch every
nuance of this exchange, I still found it hard to believe that this
man was a coyote. In my mind I had formed a picture of what such a
man was supposed to look like. He’d be shifty, mean-looking, the
kind of man men fear. But above all, the man I pictured in my
imagination would actually look like he could do the job. This man,
this boozy, greasy, black-toothed redneck, looked like a caricature
of himself.
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