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“I love coming up here! Alaska is my favorite place in the whole world.”
Little Martin Houser truly meant what he said when he repeated his revelation, for what seemed to be the one-hundredth time. He loved coming to Alaska with his family. He was the only one in his class who had ever been to such a distinctly different place. At first, he didn’t really know what the big deal was. It was just a place after all. The more that he heard people talk about this place, however, the more he accepted that Alaska held some kind of magic. His family had been coming to Alaska every two or three years since he was born—meaning that he was now in Alaska for his fourth time.
They stayed in a beautiful deluxe cabin. There were three bedrooms, a large great room with an enormous stone-faced fireplace, a beautiful solarium off the main room, and indoor flushing toilets. This was an amenity that his mother had always remarked as the most important feature of the cabin. Personally, Martin didn’t see the big deal. He was able to do all that he needed outside in the woods, and usually did. It had just become a part of the grand experience for him. There was a loft area above the bedrooms, electricity from a very large diesel powered generator housed in a small shack outside, and even a satellite dish for television. It was better than their house.
This was an especially good year for Martin because he had been allowed to invite a friend. The decision was, not surprisingly, made the moment the opportunity was presented to Martin. He knew exactly whom he would like to bring: Danny Mahoney.
It was Danny Mahoney’s first trip to Alaska, but given that he was only ten years old, he was years ahead of most visitors to the state, who often didn’t find time in their lives to visit the state until after retirement. He and Martin were best friends from playing on the same soccer team for the past two years. Martin’s family, all five of them including Martin, were nice and generous and had readily welcomed Danny to travel with them, all except Alec, Martin’s older brother, that is.
Martin’s dad, Mr. Houser, was an ordinary man of ordinary height, ordinary weight, wore ordinary clothes, had an ordinary job, and led an ordinary life. Most people would consider him average, if not a little less than average, in all things in life. He was, however, pleasant and willing to spend time with Martin and Danny and any other kids that might be around; something many adults weren’t willing to do. Danny liked Mr. Houser and trusted him.
Mrs. Houser, Ginny, was anything but ordinary. She was about as tall as her husband but about twice his size. She was loud and easily excited and always laughing with loud, contagious, storm bursts of laughter, full of life and enthusiasm. She always smelled sweet and inviting; a combination of her ample perfume and the treats that were always in her pockets, purse, hands, or mouth. At soccer games, she always brought the best after game snacks and was known for that by all the other kids on the team.
Martin’s brother, Alec, was older by five years, tall, thin, and athletic. He played basketball all the time and teased Martin and Danny for being too short to play basketball, and for having had to settle with playing soccer of all things. In public, Martin and Danny both chafed at the insults and resented Alec, but in private they both secretly admired him and looked up to him. That admiration made it that much harder to accept Alec’s barbed comments. Alec didn’t wear really baggy clothes like a lot of his friends wore, or, more to the point; his parents wouldn’t let him wear clothes like that. He compromised, though, by wearing a series of loose fitting licensed replica basketball jerseys and buying his jeans a size too big. That was as baggy as it got with him, which was just fine as far as he was concerned. It was harder to play a sudden impromptu game if he was wearing baggy jeans.
Martin’s sister, Julie, or Jules as everyone called her, was two years younger than him. Alec had overheard a conversation once between his parents and some family friends in which Jules was referred to as a mistake. Jules was small and pretty with longish dark hair and blue eyes that usually precipitated second and sometimes a third looks from people. Her eyes were absolutely electric with life. Jules usually tagged along with Martin and Danny, which was just fine with them. She made the two of them three.
The three of them were currently running a roughly cut path through small trees and thick brush. Below them and to their right was a gray and gravelly creek bed through which coursed an equally gray and gravelly near frigid stream of melting glacial water.
To Martin, the only one of the three of them who could credibly claim to remember, it seemed that they should have already found the glacier. Had it melted? Was it all gone? He bragged about his experiences on and around this small arm of the Crenshaw Glacier. Now, with the glacier gone, would it appear that he had been only telling stories? Lies? Nervously, he started chewing on his lower lip as he ran. Where was it?
And then, there it was; part of it anyway. He could see a narrow spit of ice that thrust itself into the flowing water, as if it were the glacier’s tongue lapping at the currents. Around a bend in front of them, he could finally see a substantial sea of dirty frosty white against a backdrop of green and brown. When they got closer, they could see the deep blue hue of the dense ice as it refracted the sun’s light.
“What’s that smell?” crowed Jules through her sudden grimace.
It was an awful odor, worse than the manure smell from back home in Minnesota and worse than that rotten fish smell at the piers down in Seward. A faint breeze helped to thin it enough for them to continue on.
Danny suggested, “Smells like somethin’ died. We probably oughta watch out for bears.”
Almost on cue, both Martin and Danny took their small pocketknives from their front pockets and bared their shiny blades. Jules picked up a stick and held it at the ready.
“What’s that?” asked Jules, pointing at a black mass partially encased in the receding ice.
“Probably where that smell is comin’ from,” Martin thought out loud.
And then they did what kids do. They went down to the dark mass and closer to the odor to investigate and possibly poke it with Jules’ stick. Down near the creek bed and without the benefit of the breeze, the odor was nearly unbearable.
Jules, through her hand cupped over her nose and mouth, said, “It looks like a person.”
“It does kind of look like a person,” Danny agreed, “but how could a person be in the middle of this big hunk of ice?”
Martin suddenly lit up with delight. “Maybe it’s a caveman or something. Maybe we’re gonna be famous. Jules, you got your camera with you?”
Proud of herself for being prepared to contribute to their fame, she beamed, “Sure do,” and produced the silver digital camera from her backpack.
Danny asked, “How long d’ya think it’s been in there?”
Trying to sound authoritative and intelligent, Martin posited, “He’s probably been in there since the last ice age. Probably thousands of years.”
“Thousands of years,” Jules echoed.
Danny walked up and looked a little closer at the exposed upper torso, upper arms from the shoulders down to just above the elbows, and head. He had no hair and didn’t appear to have any clothes. His skin was as grey as a stormy sky, with blue veins that crackled across his arms like lightning. On the left side of his neck was a terrible tear in the grey flesh that exposed the black tissue underneath. “Looks like he’s really starting to rot. Maybe something took a bite outta him too.”
By this time, Jules had started taking pictures. Danny, getting his nerve up a little, stood right next to the find and smiled for a snap. With the blue-white flash of the camera still spreading itself out over and around the glacier like an echo, Danny was forced to duck out of harm’s way as Martin swung Jules’ stick at him. The blow went wide and landed on the ice just to the left of their caveman.
“Careful Marty,” Jules warned, “you might hurt him or something. Maybe we should go get Mom and Dad.”
“Okay, but if Alec is there we don’t tell him. Deal?”
The other two agreed enthusiastically.
Martin, as a last measure of his feat, decided that he too should be photographed next to their find, if only for posterity’s sake. He walked over and stood right next to the frozen figure and smiled. It was a big cheesy smile that stretched all the way from their home in the Midwest to there in Alaska.
Jules held the camera up and thought she saw something that was just out of the digital frame. She lowered the camera and looked more closely. Nothing. Lifting the camera back up, she snapped another picture. But this time, as the flash momentarily partially blinded everyone, something did move. At first, Martin thought that it was just Danny swinging the same stick at him, but when the teeth came down on his shoulder he knew better.
The bite didn’t break through his two shirts, but when Martin recoiled and raised his hand to fend off the attack he squealed out in pain. The frozen man was lunging desperately, hungrily at Martin. And when he got hold of Martin’s hand, he bit down hard, driving one of his few jagged, brown teeth into Martin’s soft, white skin.
His movements became more frantic, as he obviously tried to free himself and keep a tight hold of Martin’s hand. Danny came to the rescue, striking at the man’s head until he forced it to loosen its grip. Seemingly enraged, Martin’s attacker started to literally quake in the icy grip that still held it firmly, if temporarily, in place.
Martin fell onto his back on the grey, silty beach, clutching at his hand and crying pitifully, blood spilling onto his other hand and down his front, individual spots of crimson gradually forming into a single dark patch that covered his grey Alaska t-shirt.
Danny, still holding the stick at the ready, said over his shoulder, “Jules, get him to his feet and let’s get going. Jules, now.”
Shaken from her stupor, Jules gathered Martin up to his feet and helped him up onto the ledge overlooking the creek. Danny was quickly on their heels, stick still in hand.
Martin trailed blood and tears all the way back to the cabin. Even before they had gotten there, Danny started yelling at the top of his voice. He shouted for help, any help that he could get for his friend who was starting to stagger slightly.
Mr. Houser was the first to get to them, running to meet their voices just outside the clearing where the cabin sat. Martin’s mother was standing in the doorway, looking out with concern. In her hand, she still held the knife with which she was cutting the watermelon she was preparing for a snack.
She yelled from the door, “What happened, Marty?”
He stuttered, “...bit me. He bit me. I can’t believe it. He bit me.”
Mr. Houser looked to Danny for clarification, “What’s he talking about? Who bit Marty?”
Jules chimed in, “It’s true. There was a man...a caveman, frozen in the ice, and he bit Marty’s hand. He must have only been sleeping when he got frozen and woke up kind of hungry. He bit Marty awfully hard.”
Ginny, still in the doorway, shouted, “What happened dear?”
Mr. Houser answered flatly, “Something bit Marty.”
“A man...a caveman bit Marty,” Jules corrected and, running across the clearing toward her mother she continued, “He smelled really bad mommy, and was yucky all over.” She started to cry, “And when he bit Marty, he scared me.”
“Oohh, honey. It’ll be okay. Whatever it was is probably long gone by now. You’re okay and we’ll make sure Marty is okay too.” Jules all but disappeared in the warm, sweet embrace of her mother, but the security therein did not stop the tears.
By then, Mr. Houser and Danny had helped Martin to the cabin. The puncture wound was a small hole in the soft tissue between Martin’s thumb and index finger. To Mr. Houser, it really didn’t appear to be much of an injury, but try as he might to apply pressure, he couldn’t stop the bleeding. He wiped the gash repeatedly but as quickly as he did, like oil seeping up through sand, the blood returned. He’d soiled a handful of towels before deciding that something else needed to be done.
“Marty’s bleeding pretty bad here. I think we oughta get him to a hospital. He might need a rabies shot or something. Where’s Alec?”
“He’s around the other side shooting baskets.”
“No, I’m not. I’m right here. Heard him crying all the way up,” interrupted Alec. He looked at Marty at first with annoyance and then with genuine concern once he saw the amount and deep red of the blood that was all over his brother’s shirt, pants, and arms.
“What happened to you?”
Danny relayed to Alec all that had happened, fully expecting some snide comment that would undoubtedly be tied to their age and the fact that they played soccer and were too short to play basketball. He didn’t get any of that though. In fact, Alec merely nodded his head and started to think about what could be done. He remembered the Remington .410 shotgun that was inside on top of the tall bookshelf. Maybe while everyone else was taking Marty to the hospital, he could go out toward the glacier and maybe get a little revenge. Yeah, that’s what he’d do. He’d go out there and take care of...whatever was out there. How hard could it be?
The trip down to the cabin had taken between three and three and a half hours. They had driven at a leisurely pace, pointing out wildlife, mountains, and anything else that caught their eyes. Danny had been excited by everything. The water to his right, the Cook Inlet he had heard it called, was so dark and cold and calm. It wasn’t anything like any of the lakes or ponds back in Minnesota. They saw white goats on the tops of the steep cliffs that bordered the twisting Seward Highway. Danny couldn’t imagine how they had gotten up there in the first place. A little further down, an eternity’s worth of melting running water had cut a small grotto into the rocks at the road level. In this depression was a family of three goats. The mother and two babies were only a few feet from the lanes of the highway and its rushing cars. Of course, the Housers and Danny had stopped and taken innumerable pictures. The goats didn’t seem to mind really. They just went about eating the green vegetation that was growing on and amidst the rocks. That had all taken place during the early morning hours of the day, when Alaska and its majesty was just emerging and finally wiping the last of the sleep from its eyes.
The differences between the sun rising and the sun setting is truly amazing. What Danny was coming to realize was that sunset in Alaska was very different than anything he had ever experienced. The sun was as reluctant to go to bed as his kid sister back in Minnesota, who lingered and stalled all through the house despite being told that it was bedtime. When the sun did finally find its resting place behind the mountains to his left, there was a lingering purple hue that teased the eyes with hints of darkness without actually embracing shadows in earnest. It was dark without any real commitment.
The radio was playing some forgotten song from some guy whose name, something Diamond as he recalled, was lost on him. On the way to the cabin earlier in the day, Mr. Houser would, on occasion for specific songs, turn up the volume until Ginny would look over at him and then the volume would go back down. Now, the music was barely audible and all but ignored by everyone in the van...like a lost memory that no one missed enough to actually remember.
Like the sun, it seemed that all the animals they had seen on the trip down had found their beds for the night. There were a few birds circling and fluttering over the inlet to his left, but even they seemed to be heading for their roosts, having punched out from working an avian third shift.
He watched the last bird, a white and grey gull, circle and spin out of sight. It was then that he noticed that the inlet, earlier in the day surging and filled with white-capped dark water, was now an expanse of black sand or possibly mud. He wasn’t sure of its consistency but he was certain that it looked cold and forbidding, with tiny desperate rivulets cut into its surface by separated pools of water seeking company.
Danny sat back in his seat and closed his eyes. It had been a long, tiring day. As the first gentle caress of sleep greeted him, the image of the “caveman”, with his straggly long hair and bone thin grey body, splashed itself violently into the calm pool of his mind. He jolted himself forward and threw open his eyes, half fearing what he’d see. Coming in quick, shallow gasps, his breathing surprised even him. He looked around and nothing had changed except Jules. She was staring at him as if she had expected his abrupt waking.
“You saw him didn’t you?”
His brow wrinkled and he searched for a response, but his tongue was too dry to form speech. For lack of words and through his still sharp breathing, Danny only nodded. He looked around for a distraction...anything. There was nothing. There was only Martin’s delirium and drifts between stupor and semi-consciousness. His face was rapidly fading of any color, leaving a translucent layer of skin that didn’t quite hide the pulsing blue veins just below the surface. The only color remaining in his face were two dark grey crescents forming under his swollen eyes. His pallid face glistened with sweat, though his temperature never rose above normal.
Ginny, sitting in the front seat of the rented Chevy Venture minivan, kept leaning back to the first bench seat where Martin was languishing. She was crying and quite obviously terrified. It was killing her to see her little boy suffering so much and to not be able to do anything to alleviate the pain or make him better. She wrung her hands incessantly, not knowing for sure what to do or even what she could do.
Mr. Houser didn’t speak much, choosing instead to focus on the road in front of him. He darted in and out of cars, sometimes skirting the right-hand shoulder to get around the lumbering motor homes that dominated and were usually the cause of the long rows of traffic that choked the winding Seward Highway. Despite the traffic and the dark, Mr. Houser was doing his best to cut the drive time in any way he was able. He was desperate, as much for Ginny as for little Martin, to get his son to the hospital in Anchorage.
Jules and Danny were sitting in the bench seat furthest back in the van. Jules was crying quietly as she watched first her stricken brother, then her weeping mother, and then her intensely concentrating father. No one in their family had ever been this sick before and it scared her terribly. She leaned into Danny on more than one occasion for some comfort. She had always liked Danny, especially since he readily agreed to let her come along with Marty and him. In fact, she was pretty sure that it was Danny who convinced her brother to let her come along at all. She didn’t know that for sure, but she did know that before Danny came along she had always been too young to play with Marty or tag along on any of his adventures with his other friends. Danny accepted her along and, as a result, so had Marty.
Now though, she wondered if it wouldn’t just have been better had she not been along in the first place. If she weren’t there with her camera, then maybe Marty wouldn’t have gotten so close to the caveman and wouldn’t have been bitten in the first place. Maybe it was all her fault that this was happening.
She started to cry more loudly and said, “Momma, I’m sorry. It’s all my fault that Marty is sick. It’s all my fault...” Her tears and sobbing mixed with her words in a confusing mess that was nearly unintelligible. Getting a concerned look from Ginny, Danny wrapped his arm around Jules and hugged her to him tightly. She kept crying into his shoulder and all that Danny could understand was the word, “camera.”
They got to the hospital, Providence Medical Center, and Mr. Houser scooped Martin from the back seat and carried him directly into the Emergency Room. It was busy but not overwhelmingly so. It was very late Sunday evening by the time they arrived, and apparently injuries and sicknesses for everyone else in Anchorage had gone to bed early that night.
There was a couple with an obviously sick infant. The mother was rocking gently back and forth, humming a tune that Danny recognized but couldn’t identify. There was another woman there with her son who had a fishhook stuck all the way through his thumb. The boy was crying but it appeared that his pain was gradually losing ground to his fatigue as his eyes opened more slowly with each blink. There was a man with his foot propped up on a pile of towels stacked atop the back of one of the black synthetic leather chairs. He was reading a magazine and didn’t seem to be in any undue distress. There were nurses wearing scrubs and doctors and lab technicians with all-too-familiar white lab coats walking here and there. There was activity, but nowhere near the level that Danny had associated with a typical Emergency Room. His one trip to the hospital back home was over a very busy Fourth of July weekend last summer. That was utter chaos, but nothing like the Providence Emergency Room.
Danny and Jules sat in the chairs while Ginny and Mr. Houser stood at the Nurse’s Station explaining that Martin had been bitten by some wild animal and needed to be seen immediately. Seeing the wad of blood soaked towels and rags wrapped around the youngster’s hand, the nurse behind the counter scribbled notes down on a piece of paper and hurried them through a pair of doors, behind which they disappeared for several minutes before Ginny reappeared to beckon Danny to bring Jules and follow her.
Most children do not feel comfortable in hospitals and Danny was no exception. The antiseptic smells, the oppressive white on the walls, beds, clothes, and even floor, and the presence of sickness all mixed to make a hospital as inhospitable a place as Danny could imagine. The three of them boarded an elevator that boasted a large letter E next to it and took it to another floor, and then made their way through a series of hallways until they came to another nurse’s station. They were in the Intensive Care Unit where Martin was receiving emergency and very aggressive treatment by specialists who hadn’t yet been able to determine what was afflicting him.
Danny heard a couple of nurses talking to one another about Martin. They couldn’t seem to figure out why he was so sick from such a small bite. At least that was what Danny understood them to be saying. He wasn’t able to follow all of their words but he could certainly read their demeanor. Standing there more or less next to and sometimes in the Nurses’ Station, he was starting to feel very uncomfortable.
Danny and Jules were shown to another set of black chairs and told to wait, and then Ginny scurried off down the hall and disappeared again. By that time, even the legendary midnight sun of Alaska had waned and night was fast upon the city. Jules was very quickly asleep, snoring small kazoo-like sounds from her nose. Danny stood up and stretched and realized that he was about as alone as he could get. His only company was a sleeping eight-year-old girl and his thoughts. He too was exhausted but was afraid to sleep. It was just something about hospitals.
Down the hall and in one of the many rooms set aside for those patients requiring special care and attention, Ginny and Mr. Houser were talking to a doctor.
“What kind of an animal was it?”
Mr. Houser, starting to get frustrated with answering the same question over and over again, said through an aggravated sigh, “I don’t know. For the thousandth time, I don’t know. Marty, his sister, and his friend all wandered down to the glacier while we got ourselves situated in the cabin. While they were there, something attacked my son.”
“Are the other two children here in the hospital? Maybe I could get an idea of any potential toxicity from them.”
“Yeah, they’re down the hall. Ginny, you stay here while I take the Doc to talk to Danny and Jules.” Mr. Houser’s expression suddenly soured as he asked, “Oh Jesus. What about Alec?”
“Alec?” the physician repeated.
Attempting futilely to bury his hands in his short, thinning hair, Mr. Houser said softly, his eyes glancing over at his poor, tortured wife, “Our older son. He’s still down at the cabin. All alone.” He looked beyond his wife this time, trying to see past the scores of miles that separated him from his oldest boy.
Alec was smart but he was a teenager. Mr. Houser was fully aware of the decision-making capabilities of a teenage brain succumbing to the potent mix of raging hormones and newly emerging ego.
Mr. Hauser’s worry for his son was evident to the doctor, who sympathized with the man’s concern. He said hopefully, “Does Alec have a cell phone?”
The worried father nodded but said dejectedly, “Yes, but they don’t work up here we discovered.”
Ginny, rising from her plastic chair with surprising agility, pleaded, “Please…” but her words were smothered by her sorrow that stole away her voice and her breath all at once. She fanned her face with her thick, soft hand and tried to no avail to fight back her tears, which streaked down her fiery red cheeks.
Mr. Houser, as small as he may have been compared to his wife, wrapped her tightly in his arms and kissed her gently on the forehead. He held her against him for a time without saying a word. Then he said, “You take care of our boy and I’ll be right back. Everything’s gonna be fine. Okay?”
Ginny nodded through her tears and sat back down in the chair next to the bed. Martin was breathing in quick, shallow breaths. He hadn’t opened his eyes in quite some time and hadn’t said a word for an even longer time. The top of the sheet nearest to his face and neck was damp with sweat, as was his hair. The half-moons under his eyes had grown darker, giving the impression that his eyes were sinking deeper into their sockets.
And then Martin Houser was struggling to take in a breath. He started to shake horribly. Ginny grabbed his hand and started pleading, “Breathe, Marty. Breathe. Listen to your momma. Breathe honey, please.”
Unable to take her eyes away from the single bar of light that crawled across the life monitoring machinery, she shouted to the closed door, “Oh God, somebody come help me! Help my boy! Please God no! Somebody help me!” She held her son’s limp hand and refused to let it go.
A nurse ran into the room and immediately checked Martin, checked the machines to which he was attached, and then checked Martin again. “Mrs. Houser, I’m going to need you to step outside for a moment, please.”
Sounding almost sick, Ginny countered, “I’m staying with my boy. He needs me. My boy needs his momma. Marty, momma’s here honey. Please wake up honey. Please! Oh God, please!”
Another person and then another came in, but Ginny didn’t even really notice anymore. They tried everything they could to revive little Martin. But try as they might, nothing they did seemed to work. He was absolutely unresponsive to any and all life saving procedures they attempted. His little body was just too ravaged by whatever it was that was attacking it. Luckily, it wasn’t a long battle. His body merely quit and nothing seemed to matter.
Ginny, still holding Martin’s rapidly cooling hand, fell onto the floor and sat there weeping. The terrible, dull, cold pain that filled her chest and fouled her stomach was like nothing she had ever known and something that she could have gone her entire life without knowing. The day and all that had happened seemed but a blur of images and then only agony. Had it only been one day? She wasn’t remotely certain anymore. The one thing that she was sure of though was that her little boy was gone...forever.
One of the nurses, the first to have arrived in the room, leaned closer to Ginny and whispered, “I’m very sorry, Mrs. Houser.” It was then that the grief finally grabbed hold of her. Her weeping became loud sobbing. Attempts to lift her from the floor were swiped away with her moist, meaty hands. “Just leave me alone. Leave me be. Let me have a few minutes with my little boy. I only want a few more minutes with my boy.”
Realizing that it would be just as well to let her calm down in the room rather than out in the hallway and risk disturbing other patients, the collection of white and blue clad medical staff all decided to leave her where she sat. Once alone, Ginny hoisted herself up and into one of the chairs in the room. She sat there quietly for several minutes while she tried to digest what had just happened. Could her little Martin be gone? Her face was hot with sorrow and tears and her head pounded painfully.
She sat there, staring blankly at the wall. When the sheet covering her now motionless Martin moved, she was startled and a little excited. Had they made a mistake? She stood up and got closer to the bed as he sat up.
“Marty? Are you okay honey?” Standing next to his bed, Ginny leaned in and took the child in her arms. She held him tight against her, resting his head on her shoulder. She couldn’t have been happier. Her boy was all right.
She neither saw him open his eyes, nor did she see the burning hunger that colored his blackened irises. She felt him move but didn’t see his mouth open wide just before he dug his teeth into her throat. In terror, she tried to scream but was unable to as his jaw crushed her windpipe while he ripped huge chunks of soft white tissue from her neck. She fell backward with a look of profound astonishment across her face. Marty leapt from the bed and followed her down to the floor.
Mr. Houser and Dr. Caldwell had, meanwhile, been talking to Danny about the attack and the animal that bit young Martin. Neither of the men accepted that it was a caveman of sorts that had been responsible. They asked Danny again and again in every way they could imagine to describe to them what had happened and what had done it. Nearly to tears, Danny couldn’t seem to impress upon them how serious he was, nor how sure he was of whom or what had bitten poor Martin.
It was Jules who came to the rescue with, “Danny’s right. He’s telling the truth. He’s on my camera.”
Mr. Houser asked, “What?”
“Go ahead. Look.”
“What’s on there honey?”
“He is, I think. He was too scary to look at so I just turned my camera off, but he’s still on there. Go ahead, look.”
Mr. Houser grabbed the camera abruptly from his daughter. He pressed the power button and the idling camera turned off and beeped: dead battery.
“Jules honey, did you actually turn the camera off?”
“Uh, I thought I did.”
“Goddamnit! D’you have the power cord?”
“Uh huh,” she said and produced the black cord from her bag.
The doctor grabbed the first hospital staffer he saw, a young Certified Nursing Assistant named Jerry. He didn’t know Jerry that well, but he did know that Jerry was young, likely electronically inclined, and could more than likely make this camera work again.
“Take this camera and the three of them to the nearest outlet and make this thing work. As soon as you get it going, come find me. Drop everything else that you’re doing and get this done now. Got it?”
The doctor didn’t bother to wait for a response. He turned and was about to speak with Mr. Houser again when a scream from down the hall drew both of their attentions. It was coming from the direction of Martin’s room. The two of them ran down the hall, Mr. Houser shouting to Danny, “Take care of Jules!”
Danny nodded, though Mr. Houser was no longer facing him, and followed the new guy that was taking them to an office only two doors from where they were. Jerry fumbled with a key chain that, in Danny’s estimation, probably held keys for every door in the hospital, as well as Jerry’s house, his car, and the doors of all of his neighbors. They rattled and jingled a song while he sought the proper key. He finally got the door open, and on the other side of the door was a small office cluttered with file boxes in one corner, a computer monitor and CPU on and under the corner of a desk of sorts, and a pair of chairs that just barely fit into the small space. Jerry moved a picture frame of several someones, none of which were Jerry, and exposed a black power outlet that amazingly wasn’t being used.
They all sat down, Jerry in the bigger, more plush office chair, and Danny and Jules sharing the other chair. They watched the little light on the side of the camera go from red to green in a matter of seconds.
Jerry, a nineteen year old who had just earned his GED and Nursing Assistant certification a few months ago, had been working for Providence Health Systems for about six months but had just moved to the hospital from one of its long term care annexes from around the city. He was glad to have made the change. He liked what he did, even the nitty gritty of helping elderly folks dress, bathe, and care for themselves. He found it difficult, however, to work in a setting in which he constantly saw those for whom he had cared and grown accustomed to seeing die. He realized that was the nature of such a facility, but it was still hard for him to get close with some of these folks. only to arrive some mornings to find that Mrs. Gillum died last night or that Mr. Fredericson had elected to go home to spend his last hours with family. He wasn’t prepared to be reminded of his mortality in such aggressive ways so early on in his medical career. He wanted to work somewhere that he might be able to save lives and not just to...well, not just to watch people die. It had become very depressing, and he was all set to go back to work as a cashier at Fred Meyer when he was presented with the opportunity to move over to the hospital and work as a Floater, moving between departments.
He knew that helping doctors directly and getting them to know your name was one way that he might meet the right person who could help steer him toward the best opportunity to advance his career. He wanted to get a degree in the health industry, but was unsure of whether he wanted to complete a degree in Nursing or to get a series of certifications that would allow him to really diversify his worth to any hospital or medical group. He knew that he wanted to be in the medical field, he just wasn’t sure in what capacity that might be. Before he started his vocational training classes, he never would have thought it possible that he would be thinking in such long term possibilities and now that was all that he could do. He finally could feel his future opening up to him and for once he was excited about something beyond next weekend.
Jerry lifted the camera, saying, “Do you mind if I have a look?”
Jules, partly surprised to have an adult ask her permission to do anything, nodded. “Go ahead.”
“Okay, how do you...oh, never mind, got it.” Jerry pressed two buttons and was then advancing rapidly through a day’s worth of tourist photos. Barely pausing to even see the pictures as they passed, he asked, “What are we supposed to be looking for? What did the Doc want us to find?”
The next image was his answer. What he saw in that picture was frightening. “Is this real?”
Both kids nodded to him.
“Where was this?”
Jules, lifting her shoulders, said innocently, “Far away...in Alaska.”
Danny added, “I think I heard something about a place called Seward somewhere close by, but I don’t know for sure. This is my first time up here.”
Almost as an afterthought, Jerry said absently, “Welcome to Alaska. First time, huh?
“Yeah.”
Jerry couldn’t change the camera’s digital facade. The face contained therein was horrifying and a little familiar. He had seen faces like this one before but never in his wildest dreams did he think he would see them thus.
The face was hideously disfigured and grey, with skin stretched tightly across his cheekbones and jaw. In some places, those same bones were emerging from breaks and tears in the upper layer of tissue. There were no eyes in the empty and blackened sockets, but the face did seem to be looking, searching. His gums were the same color and seeming consistency as tar and were spread out over his few brown jagged teeth.
This wasn’t a caveman as the kids had suggested, but he couldn’t get his mind around what it appeared to be. Things like this existed only in horror movies or video games. He knew that for him to tell someone—anyone—about his suspicions, he would first be laughed at, and then sent to the lab to have a urinalysis drug screen performed. How could he possibly approach someone, especially someone of authority, and tell him that he thinks they have a zombie problem?
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