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“…for love is strong as death, passion
fierce as the grave.”

Song of Songs 8:6 (NRSV)

 


“Let us beware of saying that death is
opposed to life. The living is only a form of what is dead, and a
very rare form.”

Nietzsche, “The Gay Science,” 109

(trans. J. Nauckhoff; Cambridge, UK:

Cambridge University Press, 2001)

 


“The living are few, but the dead are
many.”

From the story of the Buddha and
Kisagotami

(R. O. Ballou, ed., The World Bible;
New York:

Penguin Books, 1944; p. 143)

 



Chapter 1:
Lucy






Lucy loved killing. It was the only thing she
found exhilarating, the only thing that made her feel vital and
real, as though she still mattered and wasn’t just a spectator to
all the sorry, broken-down things and people—including herself—that
surrounded and buffeted her every moment. Every other thing around
and within her felt limp and slippery, like you couldn’t get a hold
of anything and clutch it to yourself, couldn’t suck the beauty out
of it till your body was filled with warmth and strength. What was
that stupid saying she’d heard somewhere a long time ago? “If you
love something, let it go.” What the fuck was that supposed to
mean? If you loved something, you should grab it and make it yours,
make it a part of you, or else squeeze yourself into it until
you’re lost inside and never want to get out. If you love something
it should be that kind of wet, warm, dark blanket that envelops you
and carries you off to a better place, away from all the stark,
glaring, worthless crap around you. Only killing did that for Lucy,
really. Everything else, even if it were pleasant, dragged and
enmeshed her into the endless network of a miserable, half-dead
world of echoes and smoke. Killing took her out of that, above
that: it was an escape, an epiphany, and she missed it badly.

Lucy hadn’t killed much since she met Truman.
She thought he wouldn’t like it, and she’d respected and honored
what she thought were his desires, because she was fond of him. It
was Truman who had named her “Lucy,” since she didn’t remember what
her name had been when she was alive, and it was useful to have
something to call her. Not just useful, but downright nice, like
she was more of a person now that she had a name—a pretty one, at
that. Truman was good that way—he was gentle and liked pretty
things, and she loved him for it, loved him in a way wholly
different than she loved killing. Truman was like her music—calming
and lovely, to be savored for hours and days; the only bliss she
had in this existence was being with him and playing her
violin.

Killing, on the other hand, was never
blissful, but there was no substitute for the frenzied ecstasy Lucy
felt at the solid, searing snap and tear and gush of killing. The
drawback was that it wore out—it got more stale and bitter than
even the ordinariness and boredom from which she wanted to escape.
Lucy remembered a long time ago, long before she met Truman, she
used to kill several times a day, every day—people, dogs, cats,
mice, insects, anything she could catch. She was faster back then,
so she could catch a lot more things. But it was too much.

It got tiresome: her muscles hurt and her
head ached and she was hot and sticky all the time from the blood.
There was all manner of crap wedged between her teeth and she felt
bloated and stretched from the various kinds of flesh she’d eaten.
But as full as she felt, she never felt satisfied, not even as she
wolfed down more. She’d wallowed in the killing till it had been
more like an addiction than an escape. Truman’s gentleness—along
with her own weakening, uncooperative body, which was slower now
and less able to catch and kill—had cured her of that, and she was
grateful, even as she felt the pang of regret and longing for
something so delicious.

No, killing was a lot like falling in love—it
had to be done sparingly, carefully, and with the right objects.
Like when she’d picked up a big rock and bashed in the head of that
man who had been trying to kill Truman. Even Truman had approved of
that afterward, though he seemed a little dismayed at how she’d
eaten the man’s brain. What was she supposed to do? She’d earned
it, and there was all that warm, beautiful pink meat there in a
thick, glistening stew of blood, bone, and dirt. She really didn’t
know how Truman restrained himself, let alone how he could be
shocked at her indulging her urgent hunger. But never mind the
eating—even Truman had said she was right to kill the man, which
was the more satisfying part of the act, anyway. And oh, did that
kill feel good—a fact Truman could not realize or sympathize with,
but Lucy was pretty sure it didn’t diminish the rightness of what
she’d done.

The first blow had shuddered up her arm with
so much intensity and power it felt as if it would shock her heart
into beating. The thrill had caused her to gasp unconsciously and
take in a breath, which she never did, normally, and which she
found exhilarating, that rush of air. She’d draw strength for weeks
afterward from the memory of the look on the man’s face: it wasn’t
primarily the terror—though that was almost overwhelmingly
delectable at the time—but the weakness. There she was—a tiny, dead
woman who could barely drag herself around without every joint and
muscle aching and stiffening, her own body in constant rebellion
against her—and this big, strong man with a gun was totally at her
mercy. But he neither deserved her mercy, nor would she offer
any—and for a moment she could see they both knew that. There was
real power coursing through her body and, weeks later,
reverberating in her mind. Lucy needed that kind of jolt, at least
from time to time.

She heard a long moan from behind her,
followed by several seconds of a dry, hacking cough. From the other
side of the ship’s cabin, she heard Will say something, but his
voice was low and she couldn’t make out the words. Lucy looked down
at the large pot of boiling water she’d been standing by for
several minutes. Sometimes she tried to measure the time by
counting to herself, but she always got lost somewhere in the
seventies. Even if she didn’t try to pronounce the words out loud,
something in the syllables got her confused and she slipped back
into the sixties and then gave up. But Truman had showed her the
clock and how it moved—not showed her, really, but reminded her was
more like it, though she didn’t know from when or where she
remembered—and she could tell that the water had been boiling for a
long time, almost five minutes. She often lost track of time like
that. It was easy to do when you didn’t breathe or get hungry or
sleep—there really wasn’t much to separate one minute from the
next, or the previous.

Lucy turned off the stove and covered the pot
as she heard footsteps behind her.

Truman shuffled over next to her. He looked
tired, now more than usual. “Water,” he said, drawing the syllables
out and not really making the “R” sound clearly. He’d gotten pretty
good at speaking, though it was still an obvious effort. It was
hard to take in the breath necessary to form words, then expel it
just right. And any sound involving much movement of the lips—“V”
or “F” sounds, for example—never came out right, since every part
of Lucy and him had become so dried up and stiff. Lucy still wasn’t
that good at it, but Truman continued to help her practice.

Lucy turned to the little refrigerator. She
got out a plastic jug of water that she’d boiled and cooled
earlier. It was one of her jobs, to keep up the supply of clean
water that way. Truman was a lot smarter than she, but he wasn’t
coordinated enough to do the job. He couldn’t bend his fingers
enough to grab the jug, and he certainly wouldn’t be able to pour
the water into it in the first place without spilling it all over.
Lucy felt proud that she could do something he couldn’t, something
useful. She shuffled past Truman and carried the water jug across
the cabin, to where Will sat on a stool, just inside the doorway to
one of the little sleeping compartments. Truman followed behind
her.

Rachel lay on the bunk under a grey blanket.
She and Will were different from Lucy and Truman. They were alive
and could still breathe and talk and bleed. Lucy would often stare
at the sweat glistening on them as they worked, hoisting the sails
or doing something else on the boat the four of them lived on now.
Seeing how their bodies shone at times like that, she’d think how
wondrous and exciting it must be, to have so much moisture and life
in you that it kept seeping out all the time, overflowing from you,
and you could just make more.

Lucy would watch them, so full of life, and
think how they probably screwed, too, when they went to bed and
locked the door to their cabin. She had checked the door once when
she was sure they were asleep; Truman had tried to stop her. She
loved him, but he didn’t control her, and he should’ve known that.
Besides, she wasn’t going to hurt them, and she thought Truman
realized that; he probably found her curiosity rude, in a way, even
if he knew she wasn’t going to do anything really bad. Lucy just
wanted to know if they trusted her now. She wasn’t surprised they
didn’t, and she couldn’t blame them. They were smart, and Lucy knew
being smart meant being careful. Lucy wasn’t that smart, and there
was plenty she had to be careful of. Besides, it seemed to her that
being alive was quite a bit more difficult and dangerous than being
dead, necessitating so many more precautions. There wasn’t that
much for her and Truman to worry about, especially now they were
far away from other people.

Lucy handed the jug to Will. “Thanks, Lucy,”
he said, smiling. He and Rachel were both nice that way. Not just
polite but appreciative, even respectful of her. She was glad to be
with them, away from the other people with their guns and cities
and various nonsensical rules, along with their sudden violent
enforcement of those rules. People like that always thought
everything and everyone had to be in a certain place, doing a
certain thing, and if things and people went where they weren’t
supposed to, then out came the guns and somebody ended up dead—not
the way she and Truman were, but all the way dead. Will and Rachel
weren’t like those other people, and Lucy liked them for that. She
didn’t like them as much as she did Truman, of course, because he
really understood and loved her in a way they couldn’t; but she
liked them as much as you could someone who’s alive.

Lucy took a step back as Will wetted a cloth
with the cold water and put it on Rachel’s forehead, pushing aside
the girl’s thick, red hair. She’d been sick for several days and
had worsened to the point where Will had anchored the boat—again,
being careful to secure it a good distance from the riverbank—so he
could tend to her all the time.

Seeing the usually robust, laughing girl so
drained, pale, and weak made Lucy sad and anxious, for as much as
she loved killing, she very much hated pain of any kind, in herself
or in others. It was more than hate, really—it felt more like
resentment. And it wasn’t just the discomfort of pain—that was
nothing. The world didn’t owe anyone any amount of pleasure, and
certainly not an endless supply of it. It was something else,
something that Lucy couldn’t quite articulate in her mind, but she
felt it in her stomach every time she experienced or witnessed
suffering like this. Death was natural. Killing was even better
than natural—it was elating and fulfilling. But pain wasn’t any of
that. It just didn’t fit. It didn’t make sense. Pain wasn’t
for anything, didn’t accomplish anything, so Lucy felt
resentment and frustration that such a useless, ugly thing existed,
especially with such abundance, frequency, and intensity. Sometimes
she almost wanted there to be someone responsible for the
senselessness of suffering, someone powerful and hateful she could
find and hurt for what he had done. But there wasn’t such a person,
she didn’t think, for everyone suffered in their various, random,
disconnected ways, and no one knew why, or when it would end or
start up again.

No, that was the real problem with pain, and
the real source of Lucy’s confusion and anger that afternoon—that
there was no one to blame for it. All she could do was stand and
watch helplessly, swaying slightly with the rocking of the boat,
the rhythm of which matched Rachel’s wheezing, and also lent Lucy a
faint, uncertain sort of comfort.

 



Chapter 2:
Rachel






Rachel closed her eyes and enjoyed the cold
cloth on her forehead as much as she could. Her head still pounded
and it felt as if acidic muck was sloshing around in her stomach,
even though she hadn’t eaten in days, and hadn’t held down much of
the water Will kept patiently forcing on her. He’d opened the
portholes and kept the door open, except at night, but the smell of
vomit and sweat had soured in the cramped space.

She rocked her head from side to side and
tried to count days. If she was right, there’d be the fun of her
period to deal with soon, on top of everything else. Making Will
clean up her upchuck was at the limit of what Rachel thought she
could stand; changing bloody sheets and dragging her to the tiny
head to shower her off—that really sounded like the worst it could
get. But she couldn’t move her arms or legs without the muscles and
joints screaming, so she didn’t have any plans at the moment on how
to avoid that indignity. She’d laugh at the ridiculous unfairness
of it all, but the others would think she was going nuts, and it’d
probably hurt like hell too.

Rachel rolled her head to the left and opened
her eyes to look at Will. God, he was still so gorgeous—tall, big
mane of blonde hair, muscled, always tanned, and with those intense
but gentle blue eyes of his. She, on the other hand, must look
worse than Lucy, covered as she was with all the stink and slime
that was supposed to be inside her small, weak body, not oozing out
everywhere all the time. Yup, being halfway to dead probably looked
and felt worse than the full version. That thought really almost
made her laugh out loud, but she just sighed.

Rachel looked past Will, over at Lucy. It was
one of the unexpected, charming, and slightly unnerving things
Rachel had discovered in their life together, that Truman always
helped Lucy dress so nicely, while Rachel and Will had little
concern for what they wore. They’d gone ashore a couple times as
they drifted downriver, and the dead couple had seemed gladder than
their living companions at the prospect of finding new clothes.

At first, it was mostly Truman’s idea to
prettify his partner, but Lucy had come around quickly and then
seemed to enjoy it as much as he. They were always so cute and
bashful about it, dressing her at night, since they didn’t sleep.
Rachel had seen how they both fumbled with things—Truman worse than
Lucy, but neither with the dexterity you’d think it would take to
button and unbutton clothes—so they probably needed a lot of time
to accomplish it. Every few days, Rachel would see Lucy in the
morning with a new dress on, and a new kerchief covering the left
side of her face and head.

They were so carefully shy in their dressing
and redressing that Rachel didn’t know what the wound under the
scarf looked like. Like someone had taken a bite out of the woman’s
cheek? Or tore at her with their nails? Or with a weapon? Was her
eye completely gone? Or was she burned? Well, it hardly mattered.
It was just something you couldn’t help being curious about, even
though it’s embarrassing to wonder about such things.

The rest of Lucy’s body was in pretty good
shape, from what Rachel could see. She must’ve died young, with a
strong, toned body, a little on the wispy side, not much in her
chest or hips. And Lucy’s one good eye always overwhelmed Rachel
with its beauty—such clarity, so dark blue even now, though always
cold. Men must’ve loved gazing into a pair of them when she was
alive. Guys liked that—the Ice Princess kind of look, bitchy and
demanding, distant and unattainable. You could sure tell Truman was
smitten; he stood behind her now, looking from Rachel to his
beloved. Rachel smiled thinly at them, though it ached to make the
effort. It was weird as hell, watching two dead people in love, but
it made about as much sense as anything else in this messed-up
world, and it was a good deal more peaceful and lovely than a lot
of stuff Rachel had seen. So let them make death a little nicer for
one another: Rachel always thought it was sweet, even if she’d
shake her head at them afterward.

She turned back toward Will and took a second
to refocus on him.

“How you doin’?” he asked.

“About the same.” She licked her lips. It
didn’t help much, as her tongue and lips were both covered with the
same gummy, sticky crap. “I kind of feel like talking. Maybe just a
little.”

“Sure.” He paused, then seemed to realize
what she was implying. “Oh.” Will turned toward the two in the
doorway. “Um, thanks for the water, guys. You’ve been a big help. I
think Rach and I will sit here for a while. Um, you know—by
ourselves.”

Rachel looked for Lucy’s reaction. There was
only a brief pause. Not exactly awkward, but perceptible. Then the
dead woman gave a slight nod, and she and Truman turned and
shuffled off, climbing up the stairs on to the deck. There wasn’t
much point denying that Lucy still frightened Rachel. Truman
didn’t, not at all. He’d come up behind her and she’d never think
of flinching or pulling away. Lucy, on the other hand—well, Rachel
always knew where all the nearest weapons were when she was around.
Weak as she was, the 20-gauge on the wall above the bed was out of
the question, but Rachel was pretty sure she could get to the
little Kel Tec .380 under her pillow.

She had stopped trying to push down such
thoughts: they were just unavoidable when you saw that one
beautiful eye; there was still some spark of anger and hate in it,
something hurt and broken that waited and longed to lash out. Lucy
probably couldn’t help it. Most of humanity was out there in a
worse frenzy than she was, clawing at anything they could get a
hold of. She at least was working really hard to keep it in check,
so even if Rachel didn’t suppress or ignore her own instincts, she
tried to admire the dead woman’s resolve and courage. And she tried
really hard not to let the other woman notice how careful she was,
for Lucy was as observant as she was beautiful.

Will scooted the stool the rest of the way
into the space next to Rachel, and pulled the hatch closed. He
patted Rachel’s hand. “What is it, Rach?” he asked.

She looked at him, then up at the ceiling.
“Will, I don’t think it’s gonna happen. I mean, I don’t feel worse.
But we have to discuss it. You know—what happens if I don’t make
it.”

She couldn’t bear to look at him, but she
could feel him shift and tighten his grip on her hand. “You’ll get
better. The fever will break. You’ll be fine.”

Rachel sighed. The effort of trying to talk
and reason was making the room spin, just a bit—first a little
clockwise, then back. That really wasn’t helping with the nausea.
She just needed to say what had to be said and get it over with. “I
might be. I didn’t say I was giving up, but I want you to know what
to do, okay?”

His grip on her hand slackened. “Okay.” Even
if Lucy had been hanging right outside the door she wouldn’t have
been able to hear him.

“I don’t know if I—want to be like them.”

They paused. “You want to just—be gone?
Completely?” Will pulled his hand off hers, and she finally looked
at him. He’d turned slightly. He was wiping his face with the back
of his hand, though he was trying to hide it. Guys always did that.
“What? Bang, and throw you over the side?”

It took all her strength and felt like her
back was breaking as Rachel twisted to the side and put her hand on
his shoulder. “Will, stop. Just discuss it. Please.” She couldn’t
hold that posture for more than a second and she slumped back onto
the bed.

He turned back, chastened and hurt, with red
eyes looking down. “All right. I’ll do what you want. You know
that. I love you.”

This time her smile came naturally and
without pain. “I love you too. It’s just—it was different with
them. We found them like they are. And they’re beautiful, both of
them. Hell, Truman’s been dead for probably twelve years, and he’s
so smart. He just wants to sit and read his books and write stuff.
Who knows what he’ll come up with? And Lucy—well, she’s a little
scary, but she plays her violin so beautifully, and she makes him
happy.” She paused till she’d caught his gaze. “Will, I think
that’s it: they have each other. If I die, I’ll be dead. Even if
you kept me around like them, you’d still be alone. You said
yourself, when we kept dead people around back in our city—we were
treating them like dolls or statues or something, not like real
people. I think I’ll still be me when I—well, if I die and come
back. But we won’t be able to still be together. So please, when it
happens—if it happens, let me go.”

Will didn’t try to hide wiping his hand
across his face this time. “I could—you know, die too.”

“No!” her voice was as strong as she could
make it. She raised herself up again and lowered her eyebrows,
though all of that put her in agony, especially her head. “No one’s
going to talk about killing themselves. You stop that. I won’t
forgive you or talk to you if you say anything like that
again.”

“Well, I can’t just shoot you. What’re you
thinking of? How could I do that? How could you ask me to do
that?”

Rachel’s face softened as she let herself
back down, keeping her eyes on his. “I know. And I can’t think of
killing myself before it happens. It’s funny, I don’t know if I’m
just too scared, too much of a coward, and I’d keep hoping that I
might get better, or if there’s something left of all those years
in church and CCD. God—they told us not to commit suicide or get an
abortion so often I thought that was all the Bible was about.” She
couldn’t hold back a laugh this time, and it dissolved into a
coughing fit, only stopping after Will gave her a sip of water.

They paused as Rachel caught her breath and
stared at the ceiling again.

“So what do you want me to do?” Will asked
finally.

She turned toward him again. “I’m not sure. I
guess all you can do is let me go, let me wander off. If I don’t
even remember who you are, then you’re not losing anything. And if
I do—well, I’ll think of you and I’ll miss you, but it’ll be better
and safer for both of us if I’m not around.” She extended her hand
and he took it. “Is that okay? Can we agree to do that?”

He nodded. “I guess. I’ll miss you. I’ll
worry about you.”

Again the smile didn’t hurt Rachel for some
reason. “I know. It’s just the best we can do, I think.”

“Okay.”

Rachel closed her eyes again. “I’m gonna rest
now. Maybe I’ll feel better when I wake up.”

Will’s lips pressing against her forehead was
Rachel’s last conscious impression, before she slipped into a
feverish sleep. All that talk had drained her strength. Some of
what they’d discussed even worked its way into her dreams, where
she found herself an eight-year-old again, sitting in church beside
her father. Funny, how it was almost always him in her dreams and
not her mother. Funny, too, how she was always about eight or nine,
like it was shortly before he died in real life, and that always
made the dream so enjoyable, because she knew what was to come and
how she’d miss him.

In this dream now it was Easter, for the
altar was surrounded by lilies, and she was wearing a white dress
with green trim. It was one of those dreams where every sense is
heightened, and she could feel the stiffness and newness of the
fabric. She rubbed her palms on her thighs, relishing the cool
softness of the cotton tights. She looked down at her white
shoes—shiny, with brass buckles—then up at the stained glass
windows of blue and red. She couldn’t make out all the words the
priest was saying, but he was making some joke about the “onions
and garlic.” He repeated that phrase a couple times, and she looked
over at her father, who was chuckling as he looked forward, not
noticing her.

The next thing she realized in the dream, she
was outside the church, though she didn’t remember getting up and
walking there. Everyone else was still inside, singing, but she was
out on the lawn. The grass was wet, and there were puddles on the
sidewalk nearby. Sitting next to one of the puddles was a large
frog. Rachel had never really been a tomboy, but she also never
minded bugs and other things people found gross, so she walked
right over to the creature, which hopped away. She pursued it,
laughing, and noticed that each time it landed, it got bigger.
After several hops, it was about the size of a cat. At that point
it didn’t hop anymore, but let Rachel approach. She was leaning
very close to it, just staring into its large, shiny, bulbous eye,
when she woke up, panting.

Rachel shook her head and looked over at
Will. He’d fallen asleep, crammed up against the bulkhead, and
Rachel was seized with a fear she’d had a couple times in the last
few days, of what would happen if she died while he was asleep. Her
fear had previously been just a vague anxiety, but now it shot all
the way up to a gut-knotting terror when she considered that it
might already have happened. How would she know? She didn’t feel
normal, after all, her body a wreck of pains and imbalances, her
mind full of weird thoughts, memories, and feelings. When she put
her hand out to touch him, was there still love in her longing, or
had it turned into something more primal, savage, and evil?

Rachel pulled back her hand as she realized
how hard her heart was pounding, and how fast and shallow she was
breathing. She closed her eyes. “Thank you, God,” she said in a
whisper.

 



Chapter 3:
Truman






Truman did not like the idea of piloting the
ship. He loved helping Will with it, but for him and Lucy to try it
on their own? That didn’t sound good. Too much responsibility. And
danger.

Before this day, all the wrecked ships he’d
seen on the riverbanks hadn’t frightened him. They were from long
ago, barely recognizable as boats anymore, overgrown with kudzu,
homes for birds and other animals. Truman would look at them and
never think of the people who had died in them, and would even take
hope from how thoroughly the living world had reclaimed the broken
hulks. Not anymore.

Now when he looked at them he could think
only of destruction, sinking down into the murky water, maybe
getting caught on something so he couldn’t get free; or he would
think of the days of misery that would follow if they did escape
the ship before it sank, days of trudging along the shore until
they were found and killed by other dead people. Or live ones.

Will had explained to them, however, that
since Rachel wasn’t getting better, they’d have to get the ship
moving again. He expressed hope that there’d be people downstream—a
camp, a city, whatever they had set up, and they might have doctors
and medicine. Any group that had survived this long must have
something more than they had on the boat. It didn’t seem like a
very good plan to Truman, but he understood how Will couldn’t bear
to watch Rachel suffer and do nothing about it. Truman felt the
same frustration, and it must have been much worse for Will.

“All right, Truman, just keep us out in the
middle away from the banks,” Will said, standing next to him as
Truman gripped the wheel. It seemed easy enough, but what if
something went wrong?

When he and Lucy had worked on the deck
before, she had been able to raise and lower the sails, which she
was doing now as Truman steered. “Good, Lucy,” Will said as she
raised the mainsail. “We’re just going with the current, but raise
the mainsail so long as the wind’s good. You don’t need the jib.
And if the wind shifts, you can reef the sail. See, Truman—don’t be
so worried.”

They sailed along for a few minutes, the only
sounds the drone of insects, the occasional snap from the sail, and
frequent bird calls from shore. Will clapped Truman on the back and
smiled at him. “I’m going to go check on Rach. Just call me if
anything changes. You’ll be fine.”

Truman nodded and watched Will slip down the
stairs in the companionway. He turned his attention back to Lucy,
who stood beside the mast with her back to him. As he often did, he
wondered what she was thinking. They communicated more now, but he
knew that didn’t keep her from being nearly as much a mystery to
him as she was to Will and Rachel. She liked working on the ship,
he knew that—the sails, taking care of the water, even mopping the
deck. She had the dexterity for fishing, more so than he, but she
didn’t have the patience for it; sometimes she’d get a worm on a
hook and cast, and then hand the rod to Truman while she went to do
something else. He liked that, when they’d cooperate on some task
neither could accomplish alone, like when they dressed her late at
night. He felt so close to her at times like that. But her
impatience was a big part of her, too. She tried to keep down the
hunger, thank goodness, but there was always something so angry
about her—frustration at everything around them, and especially,
Truman thought, at herself.

They were sailing along nicely when Truman
noticed clouds off to the west. Typical summer day, with storms
sometimes coming through, and these looked far enough away that he
didn’t worry. Then the wind shifted suddenly, coming at them hard
from the starboard. The wheel almost slipped out of his grasp, the
force pushing against him was so strong, and he started really
fighting the wheel to keep them in the middle of the river.

Lucy had immediately seen the problem as
well, and she moved to reef the sail before they were driven too
far to port. Truman looked with rising alarm as she struggled with
the line. It must’ve fouled in the block, and the wind in the sail
was putting so much tension on the line she couldn’t free it. He’d
seen this problem before, when they’d helped on deck, but with Will
there, it hadn’t posed much danger, as he could help and still
leave someone on the wheel. But Truman couldn’t leave the wheel
unattended or they’d fly downwind, maybe even run aground. He was
about to call for Will and hope he got up on deck quickly enough,
when Lucy finally freed the line and lowered the sail. The force
pushing against the wheel eased, and Truman felt safer.

Lucy turned toward him and dragged the back
of her hand across her forehead. She even graced him with a little
smile and a thumbs up. He shook his head at her but returned the
gesture.

Even without adrenaline flowing, there was no
question that excitement and danger still intoxicated them—it’s
just that such things made Truman feel weak and disoriented, while
they seemed to make Lucy feel emboldened, invigorated, sometimes
even a little playful, like the way she was acting now.

Truman watched Lucy secure the sail and
settle down by the forward hatch. She often liked being a little
distant from the others, even him. They had the whole night to sit
together, after all.

She’d brought the portable CD player with her
on deck, and now Truman heard some nice classical music in addition
to the background noises of the river. It was a symphony, he could
tell that much, but he didn’t know music like Lucy did. He thought
it might be Mahler, as she’d been listening to that a lot
lately.

As she listened to the music, Lucy began
working on a pile of long, thin leaves they’d collected days
before. She’d gotten good at weaving them into baskets for various
things.

Truman relaxed a bit after their excitement.
The ship was back on course, and the wheel didn’t feel so unnatural
or dangerous to him anymore. He could do this, he thought—though he
still doubted if it would do any good.

The storm coming in from the west would be a
problem tonight, but by then Will would have anchored the ship and
they’d be all right. Except for Rachel. Truman wished he had been a
real doctor, and not just a professor of philosophy—a job which he
wasn’t sure had been particularly useful or enjoyable in his
previous life, and which had definitely not benefited them in their
present existence in any tangible way. The only difference he could
observe was that it perhaps made him a bit calmer than Lucy. But
even that wasn’t entirely true. It just made him better able to
articulate the anger that she felt as an inchoate, undifferentiated
rage. He, on the other hand, could distinguish various ways in
which the unfairness of Rachel’s situation maddened him. But what
did that accomplish? Lucy roared; Truman seethed. There wasn’t much
to recommend one over the other, and both were equally impotent, a
fact that could only further infuriate them both.

As Truman reviewed all this, and tried to
think if he could offer any better advice or propose a better plan
than Will’s, he became focused on some wisps of cloud to the port
side far ahead. They almost looked more like trails of rising smoke
rather than rain clouds. He resolved to point them out to Will when
he came back up.

While Truman studied the smoke, letting
himself get more hopeful that they might find help, Lucy turned off
the CD player and started fiddling with the portable radio. She’d
always done that, had always been curious about the possible
existence of other live humans. Truman didn’t know why, and if he
had looked closely at her when she was turning the dials on the
radio, he wouldn’t have seen the kind of hope or curiosity Will or
Rachel would display, but something more like concern and anxiety.
It was a fear Lucy indulged in rather vigorously and
enthusiastically, and one that Will had encouraged now that they
were actively seeking other people.

Truman was so engrossed with the clouds ahead
that he didn’t notice the swirling, squelching static sounds of the
radio at first. He didn’t even notice when those sounds resolved
themselves into music. Not the stirring orchestral sounds of a
moment ago, but a driving beat and a male voice singing something
insistent and urgent, followed by a chorus of nonsense syllables in
a more cloying tone.

“Truman!” Lucy shouted after a moment. It
always sounded more like “Tra—Man” when she said it; she couldn’t
really form her lips to make the long “O” sound.

Her cry yanked Truman out of his reverie and
drew his attention to the radio she was holding up. Truman stared
as a tinny song with a lot of snare drum and cymbal crashes leaped
from the speakers. He was mesmerized by it. It took him immediately
to a dark gym full of young people—happy people in brightly colored
clothes, all of them laughing, moving their bodies to the music
without talent or form, but with a vitality that demanded attention
and longing. He no longer smelled the rankness of the river in
summer, but instead the forgotten scents of perfume, cologne,
flowers, a little bit of tobacco smoke, and that sweet smell of
fake cherry flavoring laced with the sting of ginger and bubbles.
The scene staggered him, both for its overwhelming, sensuous
beauty, and for the guilty, bitter sadness he felt at having
forgotten it for so long. It was one thing not to have thought of
it since he died—most of his former life was swallowed up in that
uncaring abyss of Lethe. But Truman knew as the music transported
him that he had not thought of that darkened gym for years and
years before his death, and that was his fault, his ingratitude and
dishonesty.

“Will!” Truman shouted with equal amounts
joy, fear, and hope. “People!”

 



Chapter 4:
Will






Will bounded up the steps to the deck, his
hand not far from the .357 Magnum on his hip. He saw no one besides
Lucy and Truman, both of whom stared at him dumbly. The sail was
down—that struck him as odd, but the ship was still safely in
midstream, and the two dead people were just listening to music. It
wasn’t like Truman to get all excited over nothing.

“What? What is it?” Will asked.

“That’s right, New Sparta!” a frenetic male
voice answered Will from the radio. “That was Duran
Duran—definitely one for you old-timers, really old school! When
those guys tell you they’re ‘Hungry Like the Wolf’—they mean they
really want to get with a lady!”

The man stopped talking and the sound of
rapidly squeaking bedsprings came from the radio. Then the man
laughed. “Someone says that today, they probably don’t mean
anything so nice!”

A moan rose from the radio, like dozens of
dead people, followed by the sounds of shattering glass and
screaming. The man laughed again. “You’re listening to Crazy Man
Kaufman! How about one more song before we send some news and
announcements your way? Here’s one not quite so old!”

Another song started, this time with a female
singer. Will thought it sounded familiar, but wasn’t sure.

Lucy turned the radio down some. Will could
hardly believe it. Over the last couple days he’d nearly given up.
He hadn’t really slept, and he gnawed down his fingernails,
thinking of what he might have to do if Rachel didn’t make it,
steeling himself for the event. Now all that fear suddenly
evaporated at the words of this goofy radio announcer, calling out
to listeners in—what was the name of the city? New Sparta? That
sounded funny. Will knew it meant something else, but all he could
remember was, way back in the old world, the only place you’d hear
the word “Spartan” would be in the name of high school and college
sports teams. But who cared now? They had named it whatever they
wanted to.

“A radio station?” Will asked, beaming at
Truman and Lucy. “There are people somewhere near here who have a
radio station!” He gave Truman’s shoulder a smack. “They’ve got to
have medicine and doctors, then! You can’t have a city that big and
not have other stuff, like doctors. How will we find them, though?
We can’t have passed them upriver, I don’t think, or we would’ve
heard the broadcast before. But if they’re not right on the river,
we might sail past them and not know it.” Will frowned.

Truman pointed down the river. Will
considered the wisps of cloud there. “Yeah, you’re right,
Truman—that may be them. It doesn’t look like just regular
clouds.”

Truman then pointed to the storm advancing
from the west.

“Oh, yeah,” Will said. “Is that why you
reefed the sail?”

Truman and Lucy both nodded.

“Good job, guys. We’ll have to deal with the
storm tonight. Oh damn, the boat rocking makes Rach feel even
sicker.” He felt bad for her, but still confident the worst was
over. They might even make it to this city before nightfall. Who
knew? Anything good seemed possible, and nothing bad seemed real or
threatening anymore, but more like just a nuisance.

The song ended and Crazy Man Kaufman started
talking again. “Turn it up,” Will told Lucy, taking a step toward
her.

“Hey, everybody—the city council is glad to
announce that work is almost done on the Victory Amphitheater on
the riverfront!”

There was the sound of saws and hammers in
the background.

“We’ll announce the first concerts there real
soon!”

Applause.

“The place was supposed to be done earlier,
but, well, you probably remember it got pretty messed up. Really
big cleanup before they could even start rebuilding. But until it’s
done, check out the Dead End—that’s always open!”

There was the moaning of the dead again, but
it ended with laughter this time instead of screams.

“Just outside the north wall you got all your
favorite carnie games, shows, something for everyone! Come on
by!”

More laughter and some kind of strange pipe
music that Will didn’t really recognize, he hadn’t heard it in so
long.

“Oh, sorry, time to pay the bills!” There was
the ka-ching of a cash register, another sound Will barely
remembered. “Be sure to stop by our sponsor, Freedom Food, in the
south city market. Freedom Food has the only poultry and pork”—the
sounds of clucking and squealing came from the radio—”that’s been
certified as meeting New Sparta city regulations, by
city-council-appointed inspectors. You owe it to your family to buy
Freedom Food.”

Stirring martial music for a few seconds.

“And now, let’s have some more tunes before
the Crazy Man calls it a day!” The radio went back to playing pop
music, and Lucy turned it down again.

“The guy said ‘riverfront’!” Will exclaimed,
smiling at Lucy. She didn’t exactly smile back, but sort of nodded
slightly and bared her top teeth. Always hard to tell what that
meant, but Will didn’t care too much at this point. “We just have
to keep going and we’ll find them and get help!”

“Same river?” Truman asked.

Will turned toward him. Boy that guy could be
a downer. How pessimistic could one person be? But Will supposed he
had to cut them both some slack. It didn’t look easy, being dead.
Both Truman and Lucy always appeared to be in some pain: when they
moved or spoke, it seemed like physical discomfort, but even when
they sat around, they looked anguished or worn out, like they
couldn’t be bothered with doing or feeling any more. Besides that,
Will knew Truman worked hard to calm Lucy and get her to behave
better. It was terrible to think, but without Truman to keep her in
line, Will really didn’t know whether they would’ve had to put her
down. Again, it was hard to tell with her.

Will hadn’t considered Truman’s question, but
he needed to feel optimistic right now and wasn’t going to let
Truman get in the way of that. “Well, I don’t think they can
transmit too far,” Will ventured. “It’s got to be this river. We’ll
sail until it gets dark, and I bet we’ll have seen them by then!
It’ll be fine!”

Will made a move to take the wheel, then
reconsidered. He’d run up here so fast, he hadn’t locked the door
to Rachel’s cabin. “You keep steering another minute, Truman,” he
said. “I’ll be right back. And you keep listening to the radio,
Lucy.”

Again, the nod and teeth from her.

Will dropped down the companionway and went
to check on Rachel, who was still asleep, snarled up in the sheets.
She looked awful, so much so that he paused a moment to make sure
he’d seen her breathing, before leaning over her. He untangled her
burning, slippery body and draped the sheet more neatly over her.
She had to make it now. They were too close for this not to
work.

“Just a little longer,” Will whispered as he
slipped out of the cabin and locked the hatch.

As he turned to go back up, Lucy was only a
few feet away, staring at him. Shit, she could be fast and quiet
sometimes. Will reflexively gasped and had the Magnum halfway out
of its holster without thinking.

Lucy stopped, and her eye drifted down to the
gun, then back up. No teeth this time. Just a stare. Eyebrow arched
over that gorgeous blue circle, which looked listless, maybe a bit
hurt.

Will was embarrassed and tried to hide the
fact that he’d almost drawn a weapon on her, but what the hell did
Lucy expect, sneaking around? It wasn’t fair if she felt distrusted
and ill-treated, if she wasn’t going to behave, if she almost did
her best to frighten everyone. He thought they should put a damn
bell on her.

Lucy slid to the side and sat at the table in
the middle of the main cabin. She had the radio with her, though it
was turned off at the moment. “Send Truman down,” she said slowly,
then drew in another rasping breath so she could say more. “We’ll
stay inside. Strangers might not like seeing us.”

Will was further embarrassed at how hard it
was not to shiver when Lucy said too many “S” sounds in a row. He
just couldn’t help it. But then, neither could she, he thought, as
he stepped toward the companionway. Lucy turned the radio back on,
though she kept it low.

“Oh, okay,” Will said. “I guess that’s a good
idea.” He paused. “Um, sorry about that. It was my fault.”

Lucy looked down at the floor. “Thank you,”
she said very quietly.
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