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“G-g-g,” the zombie sputters, black eyes
focused intently on the page in front of her, tongue tied in an
endless loop, frustration oozing out of every gray, decaying
pore.

If she could still sweat, I know she
would.

“G-g-g….”

Her cold white hands grip the pages of the
comic book like the edges of a life raft in a wild, raging sea.

If she could still cry, she’d already be
bawling.

Instead she is locked in this endless loop,
stammering, yammering, trying to find the keys to her lost
humanity.

“G-G-G….”

Her voice is raspy, like maybe her vocal
chords have been sanded down, blow dried for days, and now look
like strips of beef jerky hanging in the back of her throat,
useless at his point except for her guttural scratching.

“A-A-A….”

It’s been like this for five minutes; five
endless, torturous, agonizing minutes.

“M-M-M….”

Endless because, well, you’ve never realized
how long a single minute—sixty short seconds—can stretch out until
every stinking bleeding one of those sixty seconds is filled
with a “G-G-G” or an “A-A-A or an “M-M-M.”

It’s like waiting for a stutterer to finish
reading War & Peace, out loud, in one sitting, while you
kneel on a bed of nails, with water dripping on your head, sitting
next to your distant cousin from Alabama, with her whispering in
your ears about her favorite catfish casserole recipe.

Torturous because I can see the word right in
front of me and just want to finish it for her: “Gamma!” I want to
scream. “Gamma! What you’ve been yammering for the last five
minutes is ‘G-G-G-G-GAMMA,’ you freakin’ moron!”

Agonizing because this is no typical zombie;
this is my best friend since third grade, Brie Cunningham, and
before the infestation swept Catfish Cove High School, she could
read text messages—upside down, underwater, or with one eye closed
if need be—at lightning speed, spot a non-dietetic item on the
cafeteria lunch menu at sixteen paces, and decipher the fine print
on a cheat sheet (not that we would ever do anything like that, of
course) like nobody’s business.

Over the Christmas break, when your nerdy
cousin is in town and your bossy aunt insists on the whole family
playing Trivial Pursuit and you’re too dumb to open the box let
alone compete with these classic overachievers, Brie is—or at
least, was—your go-to team member.

Even though her main reading material was
always glossy fashion magazines and nutrition labels on the side of
your drive-thru, handheld hamburger box as you drove her to the
mall to buy another fashion magazine, she somehow always seemed to
know how many presidents we’ve had, the difference between Congress
and the Senate, and the age requirements for the Speaker of the
House.

Now she can’t piece together the first word
on the first line of the first page in a simple comic book.

Seriously, a comic book, which is mostly, you
know…pictures!

The worst part is, she knows it.

She stops stammering for a minute and peers
across the room at me.

The look in her eyes is heartbreaking.

It’s the same look she gave me when her
sister died.

It’s the same look she gave me when her
parents got divorced.

It’s like she knows she should know the word,
but it’s written in some foreign language.

Only it’s not; it’s in English—it’s in comic
book English even, which is, like, specially designed to be read
and understood, fluently, by four-year olds—and she knows that, and
that makes it even worse.

I want to say, “It’s okay, Brie, take a
breath. Really, it’s okay,” but of course it isn’t.

We are dead. Scratch that, rewind—the
living dead—and nothing and none of us will ever be “okay”
again.

Instead I mouth the letter “M” with my
lips—my thin, cold, dead, gray lips.

Brie smiles, winks, turns back to the comic
book on her desk and stammers, “M-M-M,” and I know I’m in for a
very, very long eternity.

Fifteen agonizing, gut-clenching,
mind-numbing minutes later, Brie finally sounds out the last letter
in the name she’s been struggling with for nearly half-an-hour now:
“G-A-M-M-A.”

Problem is, she can’t link them together in
her mind.

They are all random letters that simply don’t
make sense.

At least, not for Brie.

Sure, there’s a “G-G-G” and there’s an
“M-M-M,” but…so what?

Nor can she remember what letter came before
“A,” or before “M,” or before the other “M” or so on.

For her, they’re just random letters that
don’t add up to, let alone mean, anything.

Proctor urges Brie, “Do you remember what
came before ‘A,’ dear?”

He says “dear” in a way that is anything
but.

In fact, just talking to zombies seems to
totally creep him out.

Proctor wears no nametag on his cheap white
lab coat, and he never introduced himself when, less than an hour
ago, he walked into the Detention Room on C-Wing, handed out six
copies of The Adventures of Gamma Man, and asked which one
of us could read it.

At first we thought, “Duh, no brainer,” but
as it turns out, reading a comic book isn’t quite so easy after
all.

At least, not when you’re dead.

But back to Proctor. He is vaguely our age,
but maybe not quite as young.

In fact, when he first walked in, we figured
he was just the assistant—the Proctor—for some older, wiser
professor or doctor or head of something or other.

But no, it’s just him.

It’s just Proctor and these stupid kids’
books.

Brie shakes her head, but Proctor has this
way of forcing an answer out of you, even when one won’t come on
its own.

He just stares at you—not blinking—until
you’d say or do anything just to get him to look at someone
else.

“Let’s try it this way,” he says, oozing
insincerity as he inches closer to Brie. “What was the first
letter you read, Brie? Hmm? Do you remember the first letter
you read?”

With every step he takes, Brie sits a little
bit farther back in her desk, until eventually she can’t move away
any more thanks to the chains that bolt her wrists and ankles to
the floor.

What’s that you say?

I didn’t mention the chains?

Four of them: one on each wrist, one on each
ankle, heavy metal hard and sharp against our skin.

They don’t hurt so much as simply annoy.

It’s like being underwater in your winter
overcoat and three pairs of cargo pants; the chains just make every
movement that much more difficult.

Proctor has his back to me, inching closer to
Brie, who with one frantic eye searches my face for the answer.

Before Proctor can turn around and catch me,
I make a big, fat lip move for the letter “G.”

“G!” she announces triumphantly, stopping
Proctor in his tracks.

Which is a good thing, because what we can
see—and Brie can’t—is the sleek little stun gun he’s hiding behind
his back, his fingers just itching to push the big red button in
the middle and give Brie a little cattle prod.

“Very good, Brie,” he says unconvincingly.
“Now, let’s see if you can put all the letters together and tell me
what they spell.”

Before he can inch to the left and close off
our line of communication altogether, I lip-spell “GAMMA” with
gross, exaggerated motions of my mouth.

The other zombies in the room peer at me
warily, a little miffed because, if Proctor finds out, well, he
could stun any one of us, at any time.

Still, they know what happens to zombies who
can’t read and so they put up with my lip-moving shenanigans for
Brie’s sake.

Brie looks momentarily confused, until I do
it again and suddenly she spouts, “Jam! It spells Jam!”

Proctor pockets his stun gun and returns back
to the front of the class.

“Not quite, Brie,” says Proctor with a
judgmental sigh, “but close enough to keep you in Detention just a
little while longer.”


Chapter One

 


 


Twenty Minutes Earlier

 


I’m in Detention when the infestation
starts.

Me and four other reprobates.

There’s Nikki, the Tramp (or so they say)
With A Heart Of Gold (or, at least, silver).

Then there’s Bobby, the Nerd Who’s So Uncool
He’s Actually (kinda) Cool.

Followed by Jaycee, the Cheerleader Who’s
Also A Tramp (though nobody will say it to her face).

Then there’s Cory, the Thug Who’s Not
Actually Violent But Could Be And Is Vaguely Crush Worthy Even
Though He’s Never Done Anything But Glare At Me (though in a kind
of sexy way, I suppose).

And, last but not least, there’s me, Maxine
“Max” Compton.

Wrong place, wrong time—long story.

If you’re thinking Breakfast Club,
don’t even.

These aren’t the kinds of kids you want to be
trapped in an elevator to the second floor with, let alone an
abandoned school with for a whole day (or, in our case, eternity)
together.

Dean Winters has just given us our
instructions for Detention—no talking, no texting, no tweeting, no
nothing—when the video intercom squawks on and Principal Standish
screams, literally, screams, “Zombies are running amok,
people! I repeat: Zombies. Are. Running. Amok!”

Now, I doubt my fellow detention mates know
what “amok” means, but we all know what “zombies” means.

That, and “running,” are enough to give us
all the heebie-jeebies.

The screen above the chalkboard and next to
the big black and white clock is crystal clear, and smack dab in
the middle of it, as always, is Mr. Standish—our fifty-ish
something school principal.

Usually unflappable, if not downright
impeccable, today his round face is red and spackled with blood;
his shiny paisley tie is loose, like some undead, grave-smelling
thing has been yanking on it for an hour or so; his shirt is ripped
open, exposing a little of Mr. Standish’s hairy left man boob, and
there’s something—violent and gory—going on in the background.

“We ARE be-ING over RUN!” he shouts
hysterically, shifting just so as he reaches for a better hold on
the microphone in his hand when behind him we see what’s being so
violent—Chuck Akers, Catfish Cove’s starting quarterback who, it
would seem, is chewing on something; or someone, as the case may
be.

As Jaycee starts to get up from her desk and
flee the room in her painted-on blue jeans and skin-tight silver
sweater with scoop neck and matching hoop earrings, Dean Winters
stares pointedly at the slap-dash cardboard pumpkin cutouts on the
Detention Room bulletin boards surrounding the room and—with one
eye cocked toward the wall calendar bearing big block letters
spelling O-C-T-O-B-E-R—he says, “Relax, Sunshine, Old Standish is
just pulling our legs. It’s called a Halloween prank. Ever heard of
it?”

Well, of course she has.

A Halloween prank’s what landed her in here,
of course.

And I still have the pumpkin seeds in my hair
to prove it.

Cory stands, too, staring at the screen and
shouting, “Dude, this is Catfish Cove, not Beverly Hills High. Do
you really think our AV Department has that kind of makeup
and special effects budget!”

He’s referring, of course, to the blood
pumping out of a bloody stump in the background as Mr. Standish
tells everyone to bolt.

I’ve never heard Cory raise his voice before,
never seen his eyes go above half-lid before, but suddenly he seems
human after all.

He stand there, itchy, fidgety, hands at his
sides balling into fists, unballing his fingers, and then back into
fists again.

I know he wants to bolt; we all want to
bolt.

But there’s something so surreal about all
this, and with this big TV screen with a real-life horror movie
playing six feet away—it’s hard to bolt.

Nikki’s gorgeous green eyes are usually
buried under six thick coats of double-black mascara, but now
they’re suddenly wide open and shockingly white.

“Yeah,” she drawls, even as she tentatively
leaves her seat as well, “and do you really think that clown Chuck
Akers is that good of an actor?”

“Hey,” pouts Jaycee, hand still quivering
near the doorknob.

Nikki rolls her eyes at the same time I
do.

Of course we all know Chuck is Jaycee’s
on-again, off-again boyfriend.

“I’ve got to help him!” she insists
dramatically, reaching for the door with one eye on Principal
Standish’s video transmission and the other looking for Dean
Winters’ approval.

Suddenly there is a bloodcurdling gurgle
behind Principal Standish’s bloodcurdling announcement…then a
pause…then some kind of chewing sound and Mr. Standish
screams—like a girl—like a girl who’s just sucked in ten balloons
full of helium.

“Oh. My. GOD!” he bellows, waving his arms as
if he can magically send the bloody vision away. “The quarterback
just ate my secretary’s arm off! Chewed right through the
shoulder, I kid you not. Now he’s coming over…NO! NO! Stay
away, you brute! Arrggghhhh—”

Mr. Standish drops the microphone, tries to
run (or at least limp) away, and we see the hungry, insane, totally
crazy, totally not-acting expression on Chuck Aker’s face as
he opens his mouth wide to chomp on Principal Standish’s skull.

Both faces go off screen as we hear a slam
like our principal’s face being shoved into the video control board
and then—zap, just like that—the transmission cuts out.

And the screen goes blank and then…..

Nothing.

No sound, no screams, no blood.

Just a big black monitor plus a whole lot of
static fading from the intercom high overhead.

The weird thing is, what could be going on
beyond that black screen, in the principal’s office at this very
moment—and not being able to see the gore and guts—is a lot scarier
than watching Chuck Aker’s bloody teeth open wide.

Now, if it were just an overhead
announcement, even with all the special effects and stupid Chuck
Akers’s stupid face, we might not have believed it.

But at just the precise moment we are all
sharing a kind of collective, “Nice one, Mr. Standish—I didn’t
think he had it in him” eye roll, my best friend Brie Cunningham
stumbles into the detention room gnawing on our homeroom teacher
Mrs. Haskins’ thigh bone.

Oh, if only it were just her thigh
bone. That might have made it almost cartoonish, you know, the way
dogs will always gnaw on a perfectly shaped femur with the bumpy
round ends and the long thin middle and it’s so clean and white you
never have to actually think that somewhere, once upon a time, that
bone was covered in thick red meat and skin.

But what Brie is gnawing on is a big huge
chunk of Mrs. Haskins’ bloody thigh, black nylon stockings with
tears in them included. (I noticed them just this morning.)

Now, suddenly, I realize: this is no
prank.

And I take a look at Brie—a good, long, hard
look.

Brie seems…off.

I mean, take away the bits of nylon stocking
in her teeth and teacher blood on her lips and the hungry, gnawing
sounds and she’s still…off.

This is not the angelic, cherubic face of the
girl who gives me a twenty-five dollar gift card to Books-a-Zillion
for my birthday ever year.

This is the face a stranger—a hungry, dazed,
confused, ravenous stranger.

Her expression is blank and her movements are
jerky and she doesn’t seem to know where she is except for
Gnawing-On-Our-Homeroom-Teacher’s-Thigh Heaven

I mean, Brie is gnawing on that bone like a
stray dog in the street. Crunching sounds let us know she’s struck
pay dirt and is really, really digging it.

Like,
can’t-wait-to-get-to-the-juicy-pulpy-marrow digging it.

Now, to backtrack, this is a girl who can
barely feed Sugar, the family cat, because she gags whenever she
opens up a can full of tuna salmon surprise.

This is a girl who is such a priss she eats
her pizza with a fork and a knife.

This, people, is a vegetarian!

She won’t eat a burger but she’ll gnaw on her
favorite teacher’s femur like it’s a new chew toy on Christmas
morning?

Jaycee is the first to scream, followed
quickly by Bobby the Nerd.

They shriek but don’t move. Not a muscle, not
an eyelash, just their vocal chords warbling and—suddenly—Brie
Cunningham, my three-houses-down neighbor for the last eight years
looks up from her teacher-sized snack and suddenly realizes she’s
just walked into an all-you-can-eat brains buffet.

She drops the thigh to the generic orange
Detention Room carpet with a sickening thud and turns to the
closest screamer—that would be Bobby.

Bobby is nerdy in that way that’s recently
cool; heavy on the tight blond curls and messenger bag and thick
retro black boxy glasses and quirky sense of humor and thin, almost
girly-waist. His hip-hugging camel cords tend to fall off halfway
through every period, revealing size small (probably), gray elastic
around the waist tighty-whiteys.

He’s still screaming, not moving, not budging
when Brie Cunningham—a strict vegetarian, mind you, to the point
where she literally dogs my dad for being a butcher every chance
she gets—bites into Bobby’s neck with a sickening, thwacking,
slurping “CHUNK” and as blood spurts out Bobby starts screaming and
just kind of starts checking out.

He gets that same funky faraway expression
Brie has and even as she’s gnawing on his neck—I’m talking at the
very same time—he turns to Jaycee and yanks her arm up like he’s
going to ask her to dance and nips into the soft flesh of her
sloping shoulder instead.

Same thing; now it’s Jaycee’s turn to check
out with the whole dead eyes, slack jaw “Where am I?” look.

And then suddenly it’s bedlam; blood is
spurting out of jugular veins left and right and splattering the
walls like in one of those forensic mysteries shows Dad watches
late at night on Gavel TV and suddenly everybody is biting
everybody else.

It’s kind of like a big pillow fight—with
teeth. Only, instead of feathers flying, it’s blood, and it’s sick
and loud and nasty. I kind of back into a corner even as Jaycee and
Bobby corner Dean Winters and each grab an ear.

He’s screaming until they tap brain and
then—nothing.

Cory is frantically reaching for the
blood-spattered doorknob, his hoodie almost—just almost—obscuring
the frenzied fear in his eyes when Bobby catches him on the back of
the leg.

Now, in the real world Cory would crush a kid
like Bobby with two puffs of his cigarette (I imagine) breath but
suddenly Bobby is super strong and drags him down onto the carpet
where they wrestle among garish maroon stains that are getting
bigger—and gooier—with each spouting vein.

As the rest of my class tires of eating each
other, I grab a desk and use it like a battering ram when Brie
corners me under the blood-splattered American flag.

“Brie! It’s me, Max! Maxine! Compton! We’ve
been neighbors for life, practically. I know the combination to
your locker. I know where you hide your diary. I even know where on
your laptop you keep the sexy pictures you took of yourself for
that hot guy from summer. They’re in a fake file folder marked
‘Recipes,’ in case your mom ever comes snooping. Brie, stop trying
to bite me. What’s gotten into you?”

Brie doesn’t listen. Brie has never listened
to me.

Not when I told her Santa Claus wasn’t real,
not when I told her her first boyfriend was bad news, not when I
told her cheerleaders were evil and will steal your boyfriends, and
certainly not when I’m trying to convince her not to.

Eat.

My.

BRAINS.

I’ve never hit Brie, at least not on
purpose—okay that one time she called me “fat” in ninth grade, but
that’s because it was in front of Jeremy Rinehart, who I had a
crush on at the time, though not anymore because, well, can you say
acute acne-itis?—but I hit her now. Hard.

I’m talking crack-your-knuckles hard, right
across the nose.

Blood spurts, something cracks and she
still lunges for my hand as I yank it back, fist clenched,
knuckles still bruised and bloody.

She catches it, too; clamps down right on the
index finger before I can pull it away from her chomping teeth.

And I’m so mad at Brie, so ticked off at her
for biting me—BITING me!—that I turn and bite her right back.

Hard, and deep, on her forearm.

Biting into her flesh is like chewing on a
power line; my teeth crackle and my lips sizzle and a blinding
white flash of energy surges through my entire body like I’m in a
tunnel filled with eight-hundred-watt light bulbs and not a
lampshade in sight.

And suddenly—after all that sizzling,
blinding light—the world goes dark.

Absolutely, utterly, before-the-dawn-of-man
dark.


Chapter Two

 


 


Have you ever had a hangover?

I have.

Once.

Just once. Geez.

Brie’s parents were out of town; we were kind
of dating these two jocks at the time (well, they were on the swim
team so…that kind of counts) and they’d maybe said they’d
kinda try to stop by if they could but, of course, they
never did, so we ended up killing two whole bottles of champagne
all by ourselves, and the next day I wanted to throw up and die.
I’d like to do the same now.

When I come to, I’m sitting. No, that’s not
quite right. I’m kind of slumped where I fell, passed out,
unplugged, phased out…whatever.

I can feel the white cinderblock wall of the
Detention Room at my back, and my butt is hovering—more like
quivering—a few inches above the floor and my knees are bent and my
forearms are on my knees and as my head rises it takes a while for
my eyes to focus.

That’s because my brain is on overdrive and
making me blink all funny.

My head is pounding.

I’m being literal here; I can feel the
pounding—thump, thump-thump, thump-a-dump; thump, thump-thump,
thump-a-dump—between my ears.

There is a general sluggish feeling in my
veins, like maybe they’ve stopped working.

I try to stand up, and it’s like not just my
feet are asleep, but my whole body is.

I use the wall to wriggle myself up, inch by
inch, the pain in my head making me sick to my stomach.

Finally, I’m standing, and when I reach out a
hand to steady myself, it looks pale, almost as pale as the wall
supporting me.

There is a kind of…seizing…in my head, like
my brain is backing up, like the worst Slushee brain freeze I’ve
ever had times two hundred, and the pain is so intense, it goes
straight to my stomach.

I yak on my shoes; I absolutely lose it
completely.

There’s not even time to move my feet, the
jet stream of stomach contents is so forceful and intense.

I mean, I’m seriously surprised I still have
my teeth; that’s how fast and hard this bullet-train of bile spews
from my mouth.

In the aftermath, my size-eight Keds are
soaked with today’s cafeteria lunch: mashed potatoes, gravy, peas
and carrots—maybe a little milk (no turkey).

Orange and green bits clog my shoelaces.

I blink at them, wondering what’s changed,
and the relief is so sudden it almost makes me smile around my pea
and carrot-wedged teeth—my headache is gone.
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