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“In
a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trump:

for
the trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall be raised

incorruptible and we shall be changed.”

 


 


 


I
Corinthians 15:52
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Changes
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A
refreshing, slow-moving brook cut through the middle of a
picturesque field. Bright pink flowers covered the banks of the
stream as if blown there casually by God. Cotton-white clouds moved
lazily overhead as Alan Sands opened a picnic basket, commenting,
“I feel incredibly corny.”

He
pulled from the basket a container of potato salad and Wendy Larson
laughed. “For a horrible second,” she said, “I thought you were
going to hold up corn on the cob.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I
was going to make you take me home.”

“So,” Alan said, walking on his knees toward her, his denim
shirt stretching tightly over his broad shoulders and strong chest,
“our relationship is one bad pun away from falling apart.” He
leaned over and kissed her.

The
sun had begun its slow melt into the horizon, painting the gently
running stream with sunset, bathing Wendy’s soft face golden,
making the blond highlights in her hair shine.

She
spoke against his lips. “You’ve got a three pun limit.”

They broke the kiss and he smiled. His dark, silky hair
fluttered in the cool breeze. “I won’t risk it. The
punishment is too great.” He cocked an
eyebrow, and she laughed again. Alan began unpacking the rest of
the picnic basket. It was their fourth date and things were going
extremely well.

Near his parked car, up the sloping hill, a cow crossed the
dirt road, heading toward them in a slow, easy gait.

Wendy opened the potato salad and asked, “Did you make
this?”

Alan shrugged. “I like to cook.”

“Is
this German potato salad?”

“Nein.”

“You don’t play fair. German potato salad is my
favorite.”

“Ve
have vays of finding dees tings out.” He smiled: an embarrassed,
cute smile. They had yet to sleep with each other but she decided
right then and there that she would ask him into her apartment at
the end of the night.

He
continued, losing the German accent, “I also have macaroni salad, a
home-made olive spread for the sandwiches, and, for dessert,
chocolate cheesecake.”

She
stared at him. “You have got to be joking.”

He
shook his head, suddenly serious. “I’m not joking at
all.”

She
said, “This is good, but I’m afraid it all hinges on what you
brought to drink.”

“I
anticipated this.” He placed the macaroni salad on the traditional
red and white checkered blanket and turned to the ice
chest.

Wendy glanced at the approaching cow. “Looks like we’ve got
company.”

Alan looked up, following her gaze. “He’s been hassling me,
saying you’re his girl and I should step off.”

“He does look like
some of my exes.”

The
sun obscured the animal’s features, but they could see its jaws
working a cud, its tail swishing back and forth. Alan
thought, Don’t
come over here and drop a load, you bitch. Still on his knees, he pulled out a
bottle of red wine, a bottle of white, and a Budweiser from the
chest, holding them up proudly as he faced Wendy. “Red, white, and
American, all made this year.”

“I am
impressed,” she said,
laughing and glancing again at the cow. “I hope you brought three
glasses.”

“Monday morning, we’re filing a restraining order. Have you
called the cops on him before?”

“I
think it’s a she.”

“Oh, God, you’re a lesbian?”

She
laughed as he duck-walked toward her, carrying the bottles. “I must
kiss you again. I can’t help it.”

She
turned her face, pointing to her cheek. “Only here. I’m not that
kind of girl.” He kissed her cheek, lingering a little. When he sat
back, she asked, “What, no tongue?” but then gave a start; the cow
was right on top of them.

Her
words came in a quick burst—”What’s wrong with its eyes?”—and
before Alan could look, the cow dipped her head forward and bit off
his right ear.

Alan shrieked, dropping the bottles, and reaching for the
gushing wound. The cow head-butted him, knocking him flat onto his
back. Wendy screamed, throwing herself against the cow’s flank,
trying to push the beast away. Alan began to rise, but the cow
calmly lifted a hoof and stepped on his chest, pinning him to the
ground.

He
gave a groan that quickly turned into a wheeze as something in his
chest cracked.

“No!” Wendy yelled, pushing, pushing, pushing as hard as she
could against the cow. The animal would not budge.

The
cow, taking her time, finished chewing Alan’s ear, swallowed, and
lazily bent her head back down. Alan jammed his hands under her
jaw, but the cow easily overpowered him, lowering her head to take
off the left half of his face in a slow, slobbery bite. Alan’s
scream climbed, stretching into a shrill warble. He beat his fists
against the unflinching cow’s chest.

Wendy, crying, grabbed the cow’s leg and jerked at it. The cow
swallowed, bent her head, and took off Alan’s lips and
nose.

Wendy stood. She stared at the horror. At Alan’s panicked
eyes. The blood bubbling out of his face. The white bone of his
cheek. His fists beating at the animal.

She
turned and ran for the car.



A
floor-to-ceiling wall decal of James Dean hung next to a fifties
retro “Duck and Cover” poster, telling children that the best way
to survive a nuclear blast was to hide underneath their desks. Lava
lamps stood on either side of a sixty-inch television. Mike Tabor,
in front of the television, steadied himself on a Wii balance
board, a shot glass full of whiskey in one hand, the Wii remote in
the other. He called out to his roommate, “I got this, I got this!
Get ready for your next shot, bitch!”

The
reply came from the back bedroom: “It ain’t over till it’s over,
ass-bag!”

Mike concentrated hard on the game, but he had already taken
four shots of Maker’s Mark in thirty minutes, just one less than
Paul Rameriz. Mike waved his arms, spilling his
whiskey—“Shit,”—and, his concentration broken, lost the game.
“Fuck!”

Paul emerged from the hallway laughing, carrying a crossbow
and ready to fire, an arrow with a Shuttle T-Lock Broadhead nocked
into place. Mike refilled his glass and downed it, making a face.
He said, “Your turn, ass-flap.”

“We’re tied now.”

They were both currently skipping their Introduction to
Political Science elective.

Mike said, “One more game, winner takes all.”

“Because you’re a pussy?”

“I
don’t want to get so drunk I don’t remember the
concert.”

“I
don’t care if you remember it.”

“What are you doing with the crossbow?”

“Where’s the phone book? I wanna see if the arrow will go
through it.”

“Cool. I think it’s by the phone, dude. Hey, don’t...” and then
a ‘twang’ sounded and Mike looked down at the end of the arrow
sticking out of his chest, dead center.

Paul shrieked.

Mike gurgled, dropping to his knees, dropping his shot glass,
dropping his mouth open.

Paul reflexively fell to his knees as well, close to his
friend. He shouted, “Don’t touch it! I saw this on a show! If we
don’t remove it, you’ll be fine! The shaft will actually stop the
blood loss.”

Mike coughed out a spatter of crimson against Paul’s glasses
and fell onto his side, his hands weakly crawling toward the
arrow.

“Dude, don’t touch it! Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit, I’m sorry,
man, I am so sorry!” Paul began crying.

Mike convulsed.

He
shuddered.

Finally, he fell still.

And
then abruptly sat back up, snapping, “You fucking
idiot!”

“What?”

“You shot me!”

“I’m sorry. I am so sorry!”

“Call 911! Hurry!”

“Oh.” Paul staggered to his feet. On his way to the phone, he
asked, “It doesn’t hurt, or something?”

Mike looked down at the yellow feathered end of the arrow
sticking out of his chest, speckled with blood, then back up at his
roommate. He replied softly, “It doesn’t hurt at all
anymore.”

 


In
Chicago’s Saint Luke’s Medical Center, an unconscious man lay on an
operating table, his chest open, two doctors working on him. The
heart machine beep, beep, beeped, flat-liiiiiiiined.

When the anesthesia wore off, the man, feeling nauseated but
in no pain, woke in the morgue, covered by a sheet. He jerked into
a sitting position. Black, sandy liquid rolled out of his open
chest cavity. “What?” he asked, his voice thick. He touched the
jagged opening in his chest.

He
saw the other covered bodies, feet sticking out, toe-tagged. He
looked down at his own toe-tag and leapt off the table, shouting,
“I’m gonna sue! This door, it’s mine!” He kicked open the door and
started down the hall; people staring, some screaming, all trying
to get out of his way. He pointed, bellowing, “That plant, it’s
mine! I’m suing this hospital for everything it’s
worth!”

 


Off
the coast of Alaska, three fishermen stood on the deck of their
boat, watching a swordfish refuse to die, fish eyes rolling, head
beating the deck.

A
minute.

Two.

Three.

Four minutes, five, would you look at that, the damn thing won’t
die.

 


In
the Bahamas, a man on his honeymoon finally swam free of a vicious
undertow two miles from his hotel. He walked back for drinks, water
pouring out his nose and mouth, his skin white like a soggy
tortilla.

 


A
suicide in France stood in her claw-footed bathtub filled with
blood and water. Sobbing, she washed herself clean.

 


In
Japan, a car hit a small child. The girl rolled against the
undercarriage, flesh tearing from her body, and popped out the
other side, dazed, no longer in any pain, but crying for her
mommy.
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The
strawberry incense made Christian’s nose itch and his throat
tickle, but he smiled anyway because it made Erin happy. She
dropped onto the couch next to him, placing the lighter back in her
pocket, saying, “Remind me to get some more. That’s the last one
.”

“I’ll pick some up tomorrow.”

The
smoke, a spastic white ribbon snapping off the orange glow at the
end of the stick, quickly filled Christian’s efficiency apartment,
choking the oxygen in the living room, clinging to the air in the
kitchen, and seeping into his bedroom to pool onto his pillow to
give him a restless night.

Erin gave Christian a quick kiss, scooted her television tray
closer to the couch, and asked, “Are you ready?”

All
the lights were off except for the television. Christian loved the
way the blue screen tinted Erin’s pale face, making her eyes gleam,
making the valleys in her black hair darker, the peaks almost
white. “Rock and roll,” he replied. The blue tint turned his blond
hair green.

Open Chinese food cartons marched along the backs of their
television trays, along with a decorative ceramic sake jug with
matching miniature cups. They lifted their cups, clinking them
together. “Bonsai.”

Christian hit play on the DVD remote and the
Friends
disc, Season Two, began to
cycle, its menu appearing. Erin said, “We’re on ‘The One with the
Breast Milk.’”

“I
know. I always remember.”

“And yet I always tell
you. Are you already tired of that? Two years after we’re married,
you’re going to demand a divorce.”

“I
will not,” he said, leaning over, kissing her neck.

“You just watch.”

Christian retorted in his dumb-guy voice, “Yeah, you just
watch.”

She
laughed and he selected the episode. On Saturdays, they had created
their own night of classic NBC programming. It had been Erin’s
idea, but they had both bought the DVDs, excited, debating over
which shows would be the perfect ones to fill the night. They
started at the beginning of each series and were watching them in
order, with Friends in the
lead spot, followed by The Office,
then Seinfeld, and
topped off with Homicide.

The
show was just about to begin, the screen black, when the phone
rang. Christian quickly hit pause.

Annoyed, Erin asked, “What?” Christian stood without
answering, pushing his tray back. Erin said, “We don’t
interrupt—”

“The shows haven’t officially started yet.” Christian picked up
the cordless. “Hello?”

Christian’s dad, Shane, asked in a flat, dead voice, “Are you
watching this?”

“Watching what?”

“Turn on the TV.”

“What channel?”

“Doesn’t matter.” Shane breathed heavily, noisily.

Christian picked up the remote and Erin stared at him,
obviously not happy. He asked his father, “What’s happening?” as he
switched back to regular television.

A
news anchor looked at the camera with worry, saying, “...first
reports from the hospitals. This is not contained to one area, but
appears to be nationwide. Possibly worldwide, I’m being told.” At
the upper left of the screen, the word LIVE floated.

“What’s going on?” Erin asked.

The
anchor continued, “This is not an elaborate hoax, as I’m sure you
realize, but...” He took a deep breath. “This may be the most
significant event in the history of the world.”

Erin asked, “What’s going on, Christian?”

“What’s going on, Dad?”

Shane didn’t reply. The anchor continued to speak. “We’re
going live to our colleague Larry Sherman in New York.
Larry?”

They cut to Larry Sherman, standing in front of Bellevue.
Larry looked haggard. He kept glancing at his surroundings, not
interested in keeping his focus on the camera. Police, SWAT, and
fire trucks flanked the hospital. Larry said, “Thank you, Charles,”
then turned to the Indian man standing beside him. “Can you help
explain what is happening, Dr. Patel?”

Dr.
Patel offered a pained smile. “I can’t explain, but I can say,
without a shadow of doubt, that the dead are coming to
life.”

 


Night sat heavily over East Texas, creating a sweltering, damp
blanket. Smoke from fires desperately wanting to become infernos
rolled above the small town of Henderson. Floyd Brown and his wife,
Tara, drove little-used back roads, avoiding most of the
rioting.

The
cemetery resided on top of a hill overlooking the burning town.
Floyd eased his Ford pickup past the wrought-iron gates, his eyes
sweeping the headstones, the trees, the inky shadows.

Tara said, “Hurry.”

Floyd didn’t respond, his thick, scarred knuckles tight and
white around the steering wheel.

Tara, a red-headed wisp of woman, punched the dashboard. “Get
us there!”

They followed the unlit road, winding through the graveyard.
He pointed to a backhoe parked near a dark building. “I’ll use
that. Faster than the shovels.”

Tara’s face twitched, nerves pulling and snapping under her
skin, her eyes fluttering, a spastic tremor popping, popping,
popping in her cheek.

He
parked the car and Tara jumped out. Floyd called, “Honey, be
careful,” but she was gone. He moved to the backhoe, his senses on
edge. He couldn’t hear anything but the crickets chirping.
Overhead, finger-thin clouds scratched at the moon.

The
keys weren’t in the backhoe. He checked the door of the building
and found it locked. He lifted a heavy steel-toed boot and smashed
the door open. An alarm beeped five times before letting out an
unending wail.

Tara, running past a blur of headstones, heard the wailing and
for a brief moment her heart leapt, thinking it was the cry of a
woman in pain before realizing that it was just an alarm. As she
reached her daughter’s fresh grave, she stumbled, falling to her
knees. Her hands became claws, digging at the black dirt. “Hang on,
baby! Hang on!” she shouted.

The
backhoe behind her rumbled to life.

Floyd maneuvered the vehicle skillfully, and in ten minutes he
had uncovered the steel vault surrounding the coffin. Tara jumped
into the grave, touching the cold metal. “She can’t get through
this!”

Floyd jumped out of the backhoe, retrieving his welding kit
from his pickup. He slid into the grave, handing a pair of goggles
to his wife.

Tara clutched the goggles, but did not put them on.

He
sparked the torch and went to work, cutting through the
vault.

After fifty excruciating minutes, he was able to push enough
of the vault away to reveal the upper half of the cedar coffin.
Tara scrambled past him, throwing open the lid.

Jane Brown lay as she had the last time they had seen her,
with papery hands folded over young breasts. Her cheeks had sunk
dramatically, her cake makeup going grey. Tara stroked Jane’s icy
face, whispering, “Open your eyes, baby. Open your eyes for
us.”

But
Jane never did.
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“My
fellow Americans, I want to make this clear and unwavering: do not
take the law into your own hands. Not every person who goes through
‘the change’ becomes violent. Unless you are in immediate danger,
do not commit harm to a ‘changed’ person. Contact a nearby
guardsman or military personnel and they will assess the situation.
The entire world is trying to cope with this extraordinary event.
The leaders and peoples of all nations are looking to America for
guidance. We must lead by example. Many programs will be instituted
in the coming months to deal with what is not a temporary
situation, but what appears to be a long-term reality. Have faith
in yourself and your country. God bless us all.”

 


Two
coffee pots percolated in the break room. A tray of cheese Danishes
and muffins sat between the two pots. Christian snagged a blueberry
muffin and began fixing a cup of coffee. The fridge next to him
hummed, its surface covered in memos, notices, and cartoons: Clean
Up Your Own Dishes, Watch For Upcoming 401k Plan Changes,
Construction Birds at Lunch.

A
sour, rotten smell, overlaid with a thick layer of cologne, fouled
the break room. Christian tensed, carefully adding sugar to his
coffee. Johnny Morris stepped up to the counter and said, “De
managers wanna thee me.”

Christian looked up, as if surprised to find Johnny there.
“Hey, Johnny. What’d you do this weekend?”

Makeup caked Johnny’s face and hands, but the edges of his
ears were green, and despite the heavy application, Christian could
easily see the dark bruises encircling Johnny’s neck. Johnny
replied, his voice weedy, “Nothing. Wathed thome televithion. The
frigging Prethithent interrupted de game. Mah tongue thwolled up
for thome reathon.”

“Huh.”

Johnny’s breath, a powerful fume blast each time he opened his
mouth, made Christian’s eyes water. “Da botheth wanna thee you
too?”

Christian shook his head. He lifted his Red Wings mug to his
face, as if to drink, but only pretended to sip, letting the hot
coffee aroma fill his nostrils.

Johnny ran his blue fingers through his fair hair. “Did you
know dat ah’ve neber hab a thick day?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Not onthe. Ah don’t know what dey wanna thee me
about.”

“I
think our department’s finally getting the new phone
system.”

“Maybe dat’s it. Are dose muffinth good?”

“Yeah.”

“Ah’m not hungry. If you knew thomething, you’d tell me,
right?”

Christian wanted to step back, to create some space between
him and Johnny, to get away from Johnny’s worried, dried-out eyes,
but he was afraid the move would be noticed. He asked, “What do you
mean?”

Johnny’s eyes bore down on Christian, unblinking, one eyelid
stuck halfway closed. “If thome thit was about to happen, you’d let
me know, right? Ah can count on you to back me up, right? We’re
friendth?”

“Yeah, Johnny. Of course.”

 


Christian sat in his cubicle, staring at his e-mail. There
were thirty-five messages he had to reply to, but he couldn’t bring
himself to open the first one. He picked up the phone, dialed nine,
then Erin’s cell number.

“Hello?”

He
could hear the morning talk show she liked in the background, “The
Buckman and Robbie Report.”

“Hey, Honey.”

“Hey, Babe. What’s up?”

“Just wanted to let you know that you put the bop in the
bop-shoo-bop.”

“You are so sweet. It’s
been, what, thirty minutes?”

“You almost at work?”

“Almost. Traffic’s pretty bad.”

Christian didn’t reply, unsure of how to continue, and Erin
said, “Is everything all right, Chris?”

“Yeah. Do you know what the school is going to do about
Wyatt?”

Erin taught first grade and Wyatt was a boy in her class that
had “changed.” On Friday, he had been sitting at his desk, trying
to figure out which column had four apples in it, when a gush of
black liquid burst from his nose. The liquid had continued pouring
out for a full minute. The stench, paint thinner and rot, had
forced Erin to take the class outside to work on the
lawn.

She
said, “We’re hoping he just doesn’t show today.”

Christian whispered, “We got one here. I think the bosses are
firing him right now.”

Erin didn’t reply and Christian didn’t have anything to add.
She finally said, “I’m here. I’ll call you at lunch,
okay?”

“Okay. I love you.”

“Love you too.”

They hung up. Christian half stood, looking over his cubicle
walls, stretching, arching his back. Everyone was staying low. He
could see the top of Sandy Potter’s red tresses despite the fact
that she was huddling in her cubicle. He had secretly nursed a
crush on her before meeting Erin and still couldn’t help letting
his eyes find her.

A
head, with black, fluffy hair suddenly popped up over the cubicle
wall next to Sandy’s. Evan Hunter, his skin the color of an iced
mocha, raised his caterpillar eyebrows at his friend. Christian
shrugged. Evan looked back toward the offices where Johnny and the
bosses were meeting and made a sour face. Christian nodded and sat
back down, pulling up the NHL home site to check the latest news.
Red Wings had signed a new forward.

A
door slammed, shaking the office windows. Christian could hear
someone walking down the aisle quickly, muttering. Suddenly, the
weedy voice rose. “One bad ebaluathion in thix yearth!”

Johnny stopped by Christian’s cubicle, his face slack, the
color of his skin not changing, not becoming flushed, but his voice
trembling with rage.

“Dey’re thaying mah last ebaluathion...” He turned back toward
the offices and shouted, “It’th bullthit! A bullthit
ebaluathion!”

Johnny threw the piece of paper that he had been holding at
Christian. It caught air, flipping over and over, fluttering down
onto Christian’s keyboard: a termination notice,
We regret to
inform. Johnny
began turning in a circle, addressing the entire office. “Ah’m
thure you’re all appy to thee me go! It’th dithcriminathon!
Dith-crim-in-ATHON!
DERE’S NOTHING WRONG WITH ME! Ah’m not dead! Obviouthly! It ith
obviouth that ah am not dead! Ah’be moved on!
Ah’be thanged, that’th it! AH HAVEN’T EATEN ONE PERTHON!” He
started crying, lifting a hand to cover his face. He stood beside
Christian, his body shaking. “Ah’m the thame guy ah wath lath week.
What am ah going to do? What am ah going to do for money?” He
removed his hand to stare at Christian with eyes rimmed with tears
of black. “How am ah gonna libe?”

 


The
grass was cut close to the earth. The vibrant green shrubs lining
the front of the house were trimmed so that they ran right
underneath the windows. The sun sat fat in the sky. Regina
Thorndale parked her SUV in the empty driveway, in front of the
closed garage. She armed her car alarm, casting a nervous glance
around the yard. Ever since the dead had started walking, she
couldn’t settle her nerves, even with the increased strength in
valium her doctor had prescribed.

Her
onyx earrings dangled close to her wide shoulders, making a soft
tinkling noise as she walked. She thought they took away from her
double chin and the girth of flesh flowing off her face into her
neck. She slipped her jumble of keys into the oversized black purse
that matched her outfit, but had to retrieve them at the front
door, cursing herself, frustrated, not wanting to be out of the
safety of her car.

She
stabbed the doorbell three times as she flipped through the many
keys until she found the one for her brother’s home. With a glance
over her shoulder, she unlocked the door.

Her
brother, Jared, hadn’t shown for her fortieth birthday party the
night before. Hadn’t even called, not even to return the many
messages she had left.

She
cautiously opened the door, calling out, “Jared?”

A
birthday package, wrapped in funeral black, sat on the dinning room
table between the entryway and the kitchen, next to Jared’s wallet
and keys.

The
lights were on.

“Jared!” she called out again, moving to the gift, gripping it,
ripping open a long, slim tear to reveal a simple cardboard box
underneath.

A
grunting, wet noise made her turn.

Jared crawled around the corner on all fours, spider-quick,
naked, grey, his mouth snapping open and closed, a dried mess of
black blood and brains down the side of his face, hanging out the
hole punched through his left temple. A white piece of skull stuck
straight up like a broken fingernail against his bald
head.

Regina screamed, her earrings jangling.

She
turned to the open front door, reaching for it, accidentally
shutting it in her haste. “No!” she shouted, her hand turning the
knob, yanking open the door.

He
grabbed her meaty leg and there was a moment, right as he touched
her with his cold hands, that she saw herself kicking him off,
escaping, getting into her car, driving away, calling the military.
But then Jared wrenched her leg, popping it out of
joint.

She
fell against the door, slamming it shut again. He sank his yellow
teeth into her thick calf. Regina’s face twisted. She shrieked,
“No!” She beat at his skull, knocking off part of his brain scab.
His head shot forward, hissing, his teeth snapping, biting into her
hand, pulling off her flesh. Opening her up like a surprise
gift.

 


The
front door opened and Christian hastily picked up the remote
control, pointing it through the opening above the sink and turning
ESPN off, switching to Comedy Central. Erin dropped her backpack
against the wall, smiling. “You can watch sports,” she said. The
rich smells from the kitchen hit her and she added, “My God, are
you cooking?”

“A
celebration!” Christian proclaimed, raising a box of Chinese fast
food.

“Celebration?”

“You don’t know?” he asked, mock shocked.

“We’re through with the beans and ramen?”

“Ha
ha,” he replied. The items that he had stocked up on during the
first days of the change jammed his pantry: cans of beans, corn,
bags of Ramen, bottles of water.

She
eased into the kitchen, wrapping her arms around him from behind,
kissing his neck. She laid her head against his shoulders. “I’ve
had a bad day.”

He
reached behind, squeezing her thigh. “Me too. But today is already
done and tonight is going to be great.”

“What celebration?” she asked again, gently rubbing her cheek
against his body.

“On
this day, six months from now, we will have been man and wife
for...” he glanced at the clock, “...three hours and four
minutes.”

“Man and wife?”

“I
do.”

“How about husband and
wife?”

“That’s what I said.”

“You said man and
wife.”

“The difference?”

She
pinched his butt, peeking into the cardboard containers as he
emptied them onto the fine china his mother had left him after
she’d died. “If you don’t know, I’m not going to tell
you.”

“I
know I’m not going to rule you, or something.”

“Oh, you know, do
you?”

“Are you kidding me?”

She
smiled, a wan ghost of her usual beam. He couldn’t tell if she was
joking or not. She said, “It smells incredible.”

“It’s nothing.” He grinned. The phone rang. He looked at the
caller ID and returned to laying out the egg rolls.

“Who is it?” she asked, putting the sake in the microwave and
punching in two minutes.

“Someone from work.”

“Wyatt showed up with his parents today. It was a
nightmare. The mom
wouldn’t stop crying and the dad was yelling that we
couldn’t refuse
education to his son. It was...” She paused, searching for a word
and settling once again on, “...a nightmare.”

The
answering machine picked up and Johnny’s high whine came over the
speakers. “Chrithian, if you’re dere, pleathe pick up. Ah just need
to talk to thomeone.” Erin looked at Christian, raising an eyebrow.
Johnny waited, hoping, hoping, and hoping, until he finally said,
“Ah guess you’re not dere. Ah know you know what dey’re doing ith
wrong. Ah’m not biolent. De freaking Prethident thaid not all of
uth are biolent. Ah need you to talk to dem tomorrow. Ah need mah
job back. Ah’ve got a thick mother in a nurthing home, Chrithian.
Ah need your help. Pleathe, help me. Call me back. Ah just wanna
talk.”

Christian closed his eyes tight, screwing them shut, clenching
his jaw. The microwave dinged. Erin gently touched his shoulder and
he jumped. She whispered, “I’m sorry,” and poured him a cup of
sake.

He
accepted it, but didn’t drink. “What can I do?”

“What can any of us do?”

“He’s rotting. He
hasn’t attacked anyone, but he’s...” He drank, draining the ceramic
cup, scalding his tongue but not caring.

Erin refilled it. “I hope you have more wine.”

“Three bottles.”

They kissed, their lips lingering.

 


“Can you explain to the viewers your theories,
Doctor?”

“Everyone needs to understand that we are scrambling for
information. Things are changing every minute. I think we can safely say that a person who
experiences the change through a head trauma, sufficiently
traumatic enough to damage the brain, will be, ninety-nine percent
of the time, extremely violent. They will attack.
As for everyone else who goes through the change, it’s hard to say
who will become violent and who won’t. Certainly, if that person
was violent to begin with, odds are that violence will increase
dramatically. We theorize they experience an intense desire to
attack, to partake in a regular person’s blood or flesh or
whatever, and
a changed person can either conquer the desire or give in to it. It
seems that the first twenty-four hours in the changed are the most
dangerous. If a person can withstand the desire to attack for
twenty-four hours, then the odds are good they won’t give in to
their want to eat a regular person. We think.”
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Nicholas
Buckman woke in the middle of a tremendous fart that made the flesh
of his thighs tremble. The stink hit him quickly, sinking its teeth
into his face, and he hollered in his over-the-top DJ voice, “Good
God A’mighty!”

He
groaned, throwing back the covers, swinging out of bed. The smell
filled his mouth and throat. “Like goddamn paint thinner!” he
whooped, heading into the bathroom. The intense pain that had
seized his stomach for the past two days was finally gone. He
smiled. Gas
trapped in my guts, all it was. He planted a mental flag to cancel his doctor’s
appointment for that afternoon.

Eggshell-colored tile decorated his bathroom counters. A
mosaic of broken colored stones lined the bottom of his two sinks.
The silver light of the moon gleamed off the chrome faucets. The
smell followed him. The hell did I eat last night? He hoped he could let one go again when he was
in the booth of his morning radio show with his co-hosts, Robbie
and Chuckles. He’d floor them. His demographic of fifteen- to
twenty-year-old males would love it.

He
turned on the shower and stuck his hand under the spray.

He
couldn’t feel it. He couldn’t tell if the water was hot, cold, or
if it was even wet. He hit
the light switch, saw himself in the mirror, and
screamed.

 


In
the Mercedes next to Christian, a woman shrieked, pounding the
steering wheel, honking the horn. She clutched at her peeling face
with blue hands. Madness stretched out her scream. Christian could
clearly hear her, despite having his car windows shut
tight.

The
light changed to green and they both took off, the woman no longer
screaming, suddenly in control, her face a perfect blank. Something
rolled at the corner of her eye. A fat white maggot. Christian let
her pull far enough ahead of him that he could no longer see her
face. He flipped on the radio, switching to the morning show that
Erin listened to: “The Buckman and Robbie Report.”

A
man’s cool, smooth voice came over the speakers. “If he’s sleeping
off a hangover I’m going to kick his ass.”

A
deeper, stronger voice answered, “He’s probably drunk somewhere.
Maybe he woke up on a steamer heading to China surrounded by
Turkish whores.”

“Turkish whores on a slow boat to China? That’s doesn’t even
make sense, Chuckles.”

Christian hesitated another second, just long enough to hear
the word “whore” two more times before changing to his favorite
morning program, what Erin had termed “The Granola-Eater-Show.”
He wanted
to like Buckman’s show, so
he and Erin could enjoy it together, so he could call her
up. I can’t
believe they got those guys to drink an entire Thanksgiving dinner
pureed with gravy for Metallica tickets—hilarious!
But he would rather listen
to less talk, more Nora Jones.

The
next light changed to red and he slowed to a stop. The grey woman
sped through it, causing another driver to slam on his brakes,
honk, and stick his free hand out the window, finger raised. A
military motorcycle, its driver in green fatigues, an M-4 Carbine
strapped to his back and a sidearm on his hip, shot through the
intersection, white lights flashing.

Christian lifted his cell and called Erin. She answered,
laughing. “Hello?”

“Hey, honey.”

“Are you listening to the show?”

“No.”

“Robbie and Chuckles are calling all of Buckman’s
ex-girlfriends, trying to find out where he is. They’re waking them
up! It’s awesome. They get so pissed. He didn’t show up for work
today.”

“Funny.”

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. Where are you?”

“I’m in the parking lot, but I have a few minutes. I can’t
listen to Buckman in class. The kids would love it, but I’d get
fired.”

“How can you stay so happy?”

She
answered with silence.

He
heard a crash up ahead and pressed his forehead against the
steering wheel. His words came fast. “The dead should be dead. I
fucking hate ‘em, Erin! I fucking hate them!” He closed his eyes,
sighing, suddenly tired. “Johnny called me again.”

“We’re going to get through this. It’s not the end of the
world, it’s just zombies. The military has everything under
control. You know that, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Everything’s going to be okay. Trust me, okay? I have to go.
I’ll call you at my break.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring you down.”

“You didn’t. Are you okay?” The light changed and Christian
rolled off the line slowly. The car behind him whipped
around.

“I
just needed to get it off my chest,” Christian said, his hands
gripping the steering wheel, vice-like. “I’m sorry.”

“I
love you.”

“You promise?”

“Yes, I promise. I love you.”

“I
love you, too.”

They hung up. Ahead, the Mercedes had jumped the curb, its
front end crushed against the base of a streetlight. The grey woman
stood outside her car, waving her blue hands in the air,
gesticulating madly. The army man remained motionless, three feet
from her, his legs spread wide and centered, boots firmly on the
ground. He held his sidearm steady, pointed at her face, his other
hand bracing his arm. A second military motorcycle pulled up, its
driver shifting lackadaisically astride his bike, pulling out a
cigarette, lighting up, shaking his head, grinning.

Christian neared slowly, changing lanes to avoid them. Maggots
fell from the woman’s eyes like tears. She raised her voice, but
her words ran together in an unintelligible mess. The army man
calmly started firing. Bullets tore into her head, sending up puffs
of flesh, brain, and a black, vile liquid. Her body jerked and she
started forward, arms outstretched, her fingers trembling claws.
The soldier swiveled to the side, avoiding her, his weapon trained
on her head, firing, firing, bang, bang, bang.

 


“This question we will ask both candidates. If you are elected
senator, what policies will you institute in regards to the
changed? Senator Rutherford?”

“That’s a good question, Sam. If I am re-elected, I will deal
with this historical event in the manner that is most appropriate.
I feel that, at this time, we do not have enough information to
fully formulate a plan. We must learn what is happening, why it is happening, and what is in the best interest of not just
America, but the world.”

“Mr. Goldberg?”

“Sam, I don’t agree with Mr. Rutherford. I feel that we can’t
continue to sit back and do nothing. Scientists will
probably still be
collecting data twenty years from now. The best, the
humane,
thing to do, for everyone
concerned, is to set up communities in which we can keep the
changed. Where we can feed them and take care of them. We need to
get the military off the streets.”

“Sam,” Senator Rutherford said, “I never said we would
do nothing. I’m
not opposed to the opening of camps.”

Mr.
Goldberg quickly jumped in. “I didn’t say camps, Mr. Rutherford. I said communities. There’s a big
difference. Just ask my great-grandfather.”

Laughter ripped through the crowd.

 


With suicide no longer an option for Terrance Walker, his
fantasies of his loved ones finding his body hanging in the garage,
being told about his broken body at the base of a skyscraper, or
identifying his bloated, drowned corpse at the morgue—or even
having to scrub his brains off the flower-print wallpaper in the
kitchen—were invalidated. He found himself sunk in a deep, dark
depression, added to which was the fact that his funeral home had
gone straight into the toilet.

The
overhead fluorescents in his tiny office turned everything slightly
blue. He stared at the bankruptcy papers, trying to decipher the
bureaucratic jumble, his forehead crunched, his unkempt mustache
crinkled. An ant walked through what must have been, for it, a
paradise junkyard of Ho-Ho wrappers on the desk. Terrance rubbed
his forehead vigorously, his fingers rising until they touched his
receding hairline, measuring the increasing inches, a habit he
partook in often.

The
buzzer rang.

He
looked up, stunned. The buzzer had not rung since the emergency
government loans had been discontinued. He stood, lifting his hefty
bulk out of the wooden swivel chair. His red suspenders framed his
gut as if it were a 3-D sculpture, nearly bursting out of the beige
canvas that was his shirt. He stared past the embalming tables to
the delivery door.

It
rang again.

He
began a hesitant walk to the green metal door, thinking,
This is
it, although he
wasn’t sure if “it” was going to be bad news or good news. He was
just sure that this is it.

He
opened the loading door, revealing a six-foot-six tower of a man
wearing a pair of green-tinted swim goggles and grinning
absurdly.

Without comment, Terrance began shutting the door, but
Nicholas Buckman shoved his foot across the threshold, keeping it
open. Holding his grin, Buckman said, “No reason to be rude,
dude.”

Terrance looked down at Buckman’s enormous foot, encased in an
ostrich-colored boot, then back up at Buckman’s eyes behind the
green goggles. “What do you want?”

“Peace of mind. Isn’t that why people come to you?”

“Are you trying to be funny?”

“I
don’t try, baby, I am. What’s your name?”

“Carlos,” Terrance lied, not sure why, or even aware he was
going to do it until the name rolled past his lips.

“Carlos, this is your lucky day. Stop squashing my
foot.”

“You can feel that?”

“I
can see
you pushing the goddamn
door.”

“Are you violent?”

“No. Open the door before I kill you.”

Terrance released the door, walking backwards, keeping his
eyes on Buckman. Buckman entered, shutting the door behind him. “Do
you listen to KBEW, 105.9?”

“I
hate classic rock.”

“I’m Buckman.”

“The morning show guy?”

“You bet your nuts.”

“Shit, I know you.”

Buckman looked around the room at the sinks and the tables.
“Where are the coffins?”

Aged yellow tile covered the walls. Stainless steel counters
lined the room. Three sinks took up one wall, and four ceramic
tables gleamed in the center of the room, each table lined with
troughs. A drain hole sat inconspicuously in the middle of the
cement floor.

“You rang the ‘drop off’ door. The coffins are in the showroom.
On the other side of the building.”

“I
don’t need a coffin, anyway.”

“No
one does. Why are you here? Is this a radio bit?” Terrance looked
at his watch, checking to see if it was still the
morning.

“I
want you to embalm me.”

“I
don’t think your radio bits are funny.”

“I’m dead.”

“Who cares?”

“Embalm me. I have a credit card.”

“Why do you...” Terrance stopped mid-sentence, his eyes
shrinking shrewdly, a map of worry lines running to his ears. He
blew out a lungful of air.

Buckman hopped onto the edge of the nearest ceramic table.
“Are these clean?”

Terrance shrugged.

“I
might be walking around,” Buckman said, “but I’m
rotting.
Rotting with each passing second. Do you know why I’m wearing
goggles?”

Terrance shook his head.

“To
keep the flies from laying maggots in my eyes. I need to be
embalmed.”

“But...” Terrance let the word dangle.

“But what?”

“I
don’t know.”

“This is the wave of the future, Carlos.” He launched into his
DJ voice. “‘Don’t want your nose falling off? Your skin pulling
away from your fingernails? The stench of death hovering around
you? Get embalmed and preserve your body for the future.’ You’ll
have them lining outside in droves, Carlos.”

Terrance looked at the closed service door as if he could see
the line waiting to get in, wanting-desperately-needing to get
embalmed, and as quickly as possible. I could sell them swim goggles while they
waited.

Terrance’s gaze fell back on Buckman, the wheels of his mind
grinding. A fly crawled down Buckman’s cheek, toward his mouth.
Terrance said, “What if I embalm you and you die?”

“I’m already dead.”

“But if you stop moving. And talking. That dead.”

“What if the astronauts had trembled before their first
launch?”

“I
don’t know.”

“I
don’t have a choice. You see how bad we look after only a couple of
days.”

Terrance nodded.

“What are you going to have to do?”

Terrance licked his lips. “I’m gonna have to stick a tube down
your neck and fill you with fluids. You know, embalm
you.”

Buckman reached out, placing a wide, grey hand on Terrance’s
shoulder, gripping him tightly. Terrance glanced at the hand, then
into Buckman’s eyes.

“I
don’t want you doing anything to my brain,” Buckman
said.

“Okay. The fluids might get into your brain.”

“Don’t let it.”

“Okay. It’s going to.”

“If
you mess with my brain, I might eat you.”

“Okay.” Terrance nodded, and his head continued moving up and
down, his eyes on Buckman. For a moment, Buckman thought the little
fat man in front of him had lost his mind until, still nodding, the
mortician said, “I think I might have some restraints somewhere
that would be good.”

 


Sleet clouds hung low in the sky, blocking out the sun, making
the parking garage darker than normal. Inky shadows draped over the
parked cars. The exit sign was a luminous beacon against a canvas
of black.

Christian parked in his assigned spot, turned off his
headlights, and killed the engine. He was running late but didn’t
care. After passing the woman in the Mercedes and the military
police, he had pulled into a Starbucks and ordered a low-fat
blueberry coffee cake and a latte.

He
sat in the parking garage, eating the cake slowly, sipping his
drink. As soon as he finished, he opened his car door and vomited
it all back up. Afterward, he stared at himself in the rearview
mirror. He had thrown up with such violence, his eyes were red. It
looked like he had been crying.

He
exited the car and a dead man flew out of the shadows with an
animal roar, grabbing his throat with cold, rubbery fingers,
slamming him against the car. Christian started to scream, but the
dead hands clamped his throat shut. Johnny said, “You haben’t
rethurned mah phone callth!”

Christian squeaked, “Johnny!”

“Ah
thought you were different!” Johnny’s words were slurred, thick and
weedy.

“You’re choking me!”

“Ah
know!”

Johnny opened his mouth, his corpse breath an expulsion of hot
gas, his tongue swollen black and flopping like an oversized
oyster. Maggots lined his gums.

Christian twisted to avoid the lunging bite, jamming a hand
into Johnny’s spine, using Johnny’s momentum against him, breaking
the choke hold. He danced back on his heels lightly, centering his
weight, falling automatically into his breathing exercises. Johnny
spun around, teeth bared, and rushed him.

Christian sidestepped, punching Johnny in the back of the
neck. The blow sent him off balance, crashing into the pavement.
Christian jumped into his car, slamming the door, hitting the
electric locks. He stuck the keys in the ignition and Johnny’s fist
smashed through the driver’s side window, striking Christian in the
temple, making everything go black.

When Christian’s vision cleared, Johnny was clambering through
the window, clutching at him. Christian fell sideways, partially
into the passenger seat. He opened the door and pushed himself out,
onto the pavement. Johnny scrambled after him. “Hey, wait! Ah jus
wanna talk!”

Christian rolled under the car.

A
hot piece of metal seared the flesh of his back, burning a hole
through his shirt, but he kept scooting until he was out the other
side. Johnny scrambled after him, under the car, biting the air
like a crazed, snapping dog. A thought struck Christian and he
jumped onto the roof of the BMW next to him, setting off the car
alarm. He began running across the roofs of the parked cars,
setting off their alarms, creating as much racket as he could,
hoping someone would hear and come to his rescue.

Johnny gave chase behind the cars, a hand running along the
trunks, his shoes slapping the pavement loudly. He shouted, “Ah
just want your help!”

Christian stopped on top of a Volvo, breathing hard and fast,
his blond hair slick with sweat. Only three more cars before the
dead end. Before the brick wall.

Johnny hovered at the end of the Volvo, bouncing on his feet.
When he spoke, maggots dripped from his peeling lips. “There’th no
one to help me, Chrithian. De gobernment won’t help. None of mah
friendth return mah calls. Mah mom can’t thand to ‘ook at me.” He
banged his fists into the trunk, denting it. “Come oth that car!”
Johnny rushed at him and Christian reversed his path, leaping past
Johnny’s scratching fingers.

Johnny pulled himself onto the car roof and began leaping
after Christian, gaining ground. Johnny giggled.
“Ah’m
not getting
tired!”

Jeep headlights flooded the garage.

Christian could feel Johnny’s fingers at the back of his
neck.

Brakes squealed.

Johnny had him, had his fingers on Christian’s
throat.

A
voice shouted, “Halt!”

Christian threw himself into the space between two cars,
colliding with an SUV’s passenger window, shattering it as he
ricocheted off to the pavement, landing on his right side. Pain cut
into his bones.

A
burst of machine gun fire knocked Johnny off balance. He fell
against the trunk of a Saturn and rolled to the ground. He rose
onto his knees, hands raised. “Me and mah friend were juth
talking!”

A
soldier jumped out of the jeep, flamethrower ready, and launched a
jet of fire into Johnny’s face. Johnny screamed, charging him on
all fours. Another soldier, still in the jeep, stood on the seats
with a machine gun and shot Johnny’s arms out from under him. A
gush of black liquid rocketed out of Johnny’s mouth as he
collapsed. The other soldier swept the flamethrower back and forth
over Johnny’s jerking body.

Christian lifted himself, hands raised.

The
soldier with the smoking machine gun called out, “You all right,
sir?”

Christian nodded.

“Did it bite you?”

“I
don’t think so.”

They eyeballed Christian’s body and the solider said, “Don’t
look like it.”

“I
didn’t think you could become infected from a bite,” Christian
said.

“Can never be too safe, now can we, sir?”

Christian turned away from the flames, away from the charred,
kicking legs.

Sandy Potter stepped out from behind a pillar. She wore a
cream-colored dress that accentuated her heavy cleavage. She smiled
as Christian approached and held up a cell phone. She said, “I
called 911.”

“You saved my life.”

“Was that Johnny?”

Christian nodded. “Thank you. I don’t know...”

She
touched his arm, silencing him. The flames reflected in her green
eyes, giving them a great, unsettling depth. “Are you
okay?”

“Just shook up.” He wanted to crane his neck, to try to look at
his back, but he couldn’t look away from her eyes. “I think my
shirt’s ruined.”

She
smiled, her cheeks dimpling, flushing. “And I thought
my morning was bad. Come on, I’ll buy you
a coffee.”

 


Both coffee pots brewed on the counter. Alone, half a banana
nut muffin lay amongst the left-behind crumbs in a white bakery
box. Christian poured coffee from the new pot, wary of the old one,
which was held together by duct tape and grime. Sandy said, “This
is what we get for showing up late.”

“Attacked and only half a muffin. Who leaves half a
muffin?”

“These people.” Sandy laughed, looking out the break room
window at the cubicles.

“These people,” Christian repeated.

Sandy smiled, raising her coffee mug for him. On the mug, a
fat poodle seated like Buddha in mediation confronted Christian as
he poured her coffee. His eyes flicked to the tops of her freckled
breasts.

Evan had once sent Christian an email titled:
Sandy’s Potter!
The message had
read: Dude, she
is every
rock and roll lyric ever
written. Short, red
haired, quick to smile, she moved with a fluid freedom most people
did not possess. She said, “You handled yourself pretty well in the
garage. I’m impressed.”

“Survival instincts.”

“More than that. Do you know martial arts?” She blew daintily
onto her coffee.

Christian looked away, shrugging, embarrassed, and reached for
the sugar. “My Dad enrolled me in Aikido when I was
ten.”

“You remembered all that from when you were ten?”

Christian gave her a sheepish smile. “I never stopped
going.”

“Damn, Christian.” She laughed, then just as quick as you
please, breezed out of the break room, smiling at him, offering a
final comment: “Well, the day can only get better.”

Christian turned back to the half muffin and picked it
up.

A
slim Asian man, Hoon, entered, stopping in the middle of the break
room. He breathed deeply, inhaling Sandy’s scent. He said, “She
always smells like peaches.”

“Hmmmm-mmmmmm,” Christian said.

“I
wouldn’t know what to do with it,” Hoon said, opening the fridge,
searching for something. “Oh, yeah I do,” he said. “I’d fuck
it. All
day long.”

Evan entered, his afro bouncing lightly. Upon seeing
Christian, he jerked his small headphones out of his ears and
grinned. “Sandy’s been in here.”

Hoon, pulling out a grapefruit, said, “Damn straight she has.
I’m going to eat the shit out of this thinking about
her.”

Ignoring Hoon, Evan moved toward Christian. “Dude, you’ve got
a massive hole in your shirt.”

 


Throughout KBEW’s building, speakers played its own signal,
105.9. AC/DC sang “The Girl’s Got Rhythm.” Concert posters hung on
the wall, in between the awards The Morning Report had won. Leaning
back in her chair, Maria Gonzales nervously played with her
heart-shaped diamond necklace to keep from rubbing her Botox-smooth
forehead. Buckman sat on the other side of her desk, sunk in a
plush chair, his long legs riding high, bony knees stretching the
fabric of his jeans. The overhead lights cast a glare across his
green swim goggles. He smiled. “Notice anything different about
me?”

“New haircut?” Maria asked, trying to stay calm.

“That’s it. By the way, I have a pretty good excuse for missing
work today.”

“Flat tire?”

Buckman laughed.

She
leveled a stare at him. “You’ve changed.”

“I
don’t smell.”

“No,” she admitted, choosing to omit the “not yet” from her
sentence. “You actually smell kind of sweet.”

“Formaldehyde and coconut oil. I have to keep my skin
moist.”

She
smiled, suppressing the scream rattling around her insides. She
touched the edge of her mahogany desk and swiveled in the chair
nervously.

Buckman asked, “Is this a problem?”

Maria looked away, at the picture in a silver frame on the
corner of her desk: she stood on a Puerto Rican beach with her
thirty-five-year-old boyfriend, looking great in her bikini despite
forty-odd years of hard living. Ocean water glistened in her
boyfriend’s long black locks, and she could almost feel his hand
gripping her waist, pulling her close for the picture.

“Let’s not bullshit each other, Maria. I want to continue doing
The Morning Report.”

She
tried to meet his eyes but couldn’t see them behind the goggles.
She looked away. “Won’t problems start developing?”

“Rotting? Body parts falling off? Stinking?”

She
nodded, almost on autopilot.

“This is ra-d-io.
Besides, I got embalmed. I
can preserve myself for another twenty years, easy. I’m the wave of
the future, Maria.”

 


A
decomposing pigeon strutted awkwardly at the edge of the café, a
dark hole staring at Christian where its left eye should have been.
Tiny fluffs of feathers dropped from it with each bob of the head.
A dozen dead pigeons cooed, their voices unnatural. All of them
were partially bald. One pigeon lay on its side, trying to right
itself with half a wing. The bird’s feet were gone.

Christian’s dad, Shane, dropped his potato skin back to the
plate without taking a bite. “It’s disgusting,” he said. Before
Christian could reply, he continued, “You see how they hang out
together? That’s a flock of dead pigeons there.”

Christian nodded, spreading sour cream and chives across one
of the potato skins. “Not one of those birds is alive. And that’s how it should be. It just
makes sense. The birds know it. Why don’t dead people know
it?”

“Like Johnny.”

Shane stabbed the air with his knife. “Exactly! Why does he
want to work with living people? I wrote an email to Senator
Rutherford proposing that dead people could take over certain civil
duties. Like garbage men.” Shane paused, then said quietly, “Of
course, the best course of action is to destroy them, but no one
has the balls to come out and say it.”

Through a mouthful of potato, Christian said, “I just wish
they’d stay dead, you know?”

“Sewage workers, litter crews, even firemen. We could have
patrols of dead firemen and it doesn’t matter, they can rush into
burning buildings and save lives. Nations could fight
wars with dead people! I’m gonna eat the
last mozzarella stick if you’re not.” Shane picked up the fried
cheese, putting it on his plate. He wore his blond hair rigid with
hairspray and gel, swept back from his red forehead. His eyebrows
were a lighter blond, all but invisible above his ice-cold baby
blues. His face sat solidly on a square, hard jaw.

Around them, waiters in referee-striped uniforms snaked
between the tables. Businesspeople lingered over their lunches,
reluctant to head back to work.

Shane said, “You still haven’t picked up a gun?”

“No.”

“I
brought you one. And you’re
taking it.” Shane leaned forward, his red face blossoming a darker
shade. “You’re gonna take the gun and you’re gonna protect
yourself. I know how you feel about these things, but the
world’s
changed. And you can’t
just think about yourself. Think of Erin. And your future children.
You guys are gonna have children, right?”

“Yeah,” Christian said, staring at the blue flame of the candle
in the middle of the appetizer plate, so different from the angry
yellow of the flamethrower.

They sat in silence a few moments until Shane said, in a soft
voice, “The thing that scares me is that when I die, I won’t join
your mom in heaven. I’ll be trapped down here in a decomposing
body.”
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“We
have with us today the creator of the influential
Night of the Living
Dead movies and
their sequels, George Romero.”

“Thank you.”

“Any regrets?”

“Well, hindsight and all that, but I have similar feelings that
Peter Benchley did about Jaws.
Later in his life, Benchley stated that he wished he’d made the
shark the protagonist.”

“Do
you find it ironic that you have now joined the ‘Living Dead
Society’ that you were instrumental in setting up the prejudices
against?”

“I
don’t find it ironic or amusing in the least.”

 


“That was so much fun,” Teri
Gallery said, squeezing Evan’s hand. They had caught an old time
burlesque show and were now walking down the drag, past bars,
restaurants, and novelty stores. A clutch of drunken college girls
staggered out of Joe’s Generic Bar, giggling. One wore a white
summer dress, despite the cold, half covered in Life Savers. She
laughed the hardest, leaning heavily on her friends, staggering the
most.

One
of the college girls shouted at Evan, “She’s getting married! Take
a Life Saver! No one’s gone for the ones on her ass
yet!”

The
girl in the summer dress squealed, slapping playfully at her
friend, but then turning around, presenting her ass and the rows of
Life Savers waiting to be sucked off. Evan laughed, turning to
Teri. “Care for an after dinner mint?”

“I
don’t think so.”

“No
thanks, girls,” Evan said.

They waved him off, one of them yelling, “Faggot!” as they
staggered on their way.

Evan smiled at Teri, taking her hand. “I’m not
gay.”

“You better not be.”

In
high heels, Teri climbed a few inches past Evan in height, despite
his afro. Her hair, dyed a blinding blond, had been crafted with a
razor to curl into her neck, delicately brushing her tanned skin.
Autumn color makeup highlighted her natural beauty.

A
group of men behind them cheered and the laughter of the college
girls rose in pitch. As they walked, Evan smoothly disengaged his
hand from Teri’s, slipping it around her waist. Out of the blue, he
said, “You have such a nice neck.”

“First time anyone’s complimented my neck. On a first date,
that is.”

“They were fools.”

She
laughed and leaned in for a quick hug from the side. Evan tightened
his grip on her waist and grinned happily. He had read in “Maxim”
that, since the change, the odds of going home with a woman on the
first date had risen an astronomical forty percent. However, the
“call back” percentage had taken a nosedive. With this thought, he
felt a twinge of sadness. He said, trying to sound nonchalant,
“You’re gonna call me tomorrow, right?”

“What?” she said, laughing.

“I
hope this isn’t going to be a one date kind of thing. And maybe I’m
screwing things up by saying this, but I think it’s worth a
chance.”

They stopped walking and faced each other, standing on the
wide sidewalk of a red brick bridge overlooking a dried out
riverbed. Their breath clouds danced a tango. Bright overhead
streetlamps lit every inch of the area. Stone benches lined the
bridge, as did decorative plants. On the other side of the bridge,
a couple sat, holding each other close, looking at the fat moon
over head. Teri said, “You are so sweet.”

“I
just...”

She
fell against him, their lips touching, parting. When they broke
apart, she said, “I promise I’ll call.”

“I’m probably not even going to wait for you to call. I’ll call
first. And you’ll answer?”

Before she could reply, the man across the bridge shouted,
“Watch out!”

They turned and Teri tensed against Evan. A pack of dogs, rib
cages stretching their skin, slunk toward them, their heads jutting
forward, low to the ground, all mutts except for the dog in the
middle, a seventy-plus-pound chocolate pit bull. White battle scars
ran down the length of the big beast’s back.

Teri gripped Evan’s shoulders.

The
closest dog, missing an eye, throat hanging open in dangling
shreds, broke from the pack, loping in a circle around them. A
white and black spotted dog followed, dragging its intestines, its
paws pounding them into a yellow and red mush.

Evan whispered, “Run.”

“I
can’t.”

“Run across the bridge. I’ll distract them.”

She
slowly, carefully, slipped out of her high heels.

A
rattling rumble rose in their collective throats. Evan shouted,
“Run!” pushing her away. She broke into a sprint and Evan jumped
toward the pack, roaring with all his might.

The
closest dog rushed Evan, quicker than he expected, teeth slashing
the air behind a barrage of barks. He stumbled toward the railing
and another dog, the one with the open throat, latched onto the
meat of his arm. The dog with the intestine paste went for his
legs. A three-legged dog sank its teeth into the fat of his
stomach. They were on him so fast.

Evan screamed, but his eyes went to Teri.

The
pit bull had not been distracted.

In
the middle of the bridge, the beast easily overtook her, throwing
its full weight onto her back. They crashed in a heap, the pit bull
clamping down on her neck. She screamed, and her hands flailed
uselessly as three other dogs fell on her, attacking from all
sides, biting, snapping and tearing.

“Teri!” Evan yelled. He lashed out with a leg and slipped in
the dog’s intestines. The slick tubes tore under his heels and he
fell backward, thinking, If I hit the ground, I’m dead. He slammed into the railing and yanked
his right arm free, turning his body, grabbing the railing, pulling
himself over. His flesh and clothes ripped as all but the
three-legged dog dropped away; the last animal clung tenaciously to
him, claws scrambling over the cold, metal railing.

Awkwardly, he fought for balance on the narrow ledge, the dead
dog buried in his stomach, shaking its head back and forth,
creating a white-hot pain. Evan’s throat closed, choking off a
scream. He wrapped his arms underneath the dog and lifted it. The
dog let go, snapping at his stomach, and Evan dropped it over the
edge.

The
dog spun lazily in the air, like an out of control helicopter. It
hit the stone riverbed silently, without a yelp of pain.
Immediately, the dog began gyrating its broken body against the
ground, humping its way toward the left bank, trying to get back to
him.

Evan could no longer hear Teri’s screams.

He
stepped back as much as he could, to the edge of the bridge, the
railing between him and the other two barking, snapping,
blood-coated dogs. Their snouts pushed through the railing, their
flashing teeth inches from him.

The
pit bull lifted Teri’s body, shaking her head, trying to snap her
neck. Teri shouted with a voice full of anger: “Stop
it!”

One
of the dogs barking at Evan turned to join the others, to feast on
Evan’s date. The one-eyed mongrel, though, continued barking
crazily at Evan, pawing at the air, trying to squirm its body
through the railing.

Evan stood, staring, his shoulders rising and falling with
heavy breaths.

Teri commanded sharply, “Bad dogs! Bad! Nein!”

A
military jeep, sirens blaring, zoomed down the road toward them,
the barrel of a soldier’s flamethrower lit like a torch.

 


“That brings us to our next topic: changed pets. Rounding up
all the changed animals and destroying them as a blanket
policy sounds like a
good idea, but where do you draw the line? That’s a slippery slope,
I tell you. It’s just one more goosestep closer to a fascist
state.”

 


A
slick, oily film covered the linoleum hospital floor in patches, as
if someone had
staggered down the corridor spilling the rank, lubricious fluids.
It smelled like paint thinner and dirt. Doctors, nurses, and aides
hurried past Christian, moving in every direction, moving with
purpose.

He
paused outside Evan’s room, taking a deep breath before entering.
An aged black man, bald, lay in the bed closest to the door,
crying, the loose flesh of his cheeks shaking. Upon seeing
Christian, he covered his face with wrinkled, weathered hands.
White bandages were wrapped around his neck. A blue curtain
bisected the room. Christian continued to the second
bed.

Evan lay propped up, watching the television that hung near
the ceiling. Bandages covered his left arm, lower legs, and torso.
An IV dripped fluid into his arm. Evan half-smiled. “There’s
nothing on television.”

Christian hovered at the end of the bed. “Are you all
right?”

Evan shook his head no. Christian placed a Styrofoam container
on the tray jutting out over Evan’s legs. “Atomic
wings.”

“You rock, man.” Evan smiled again, but didn’t move to
eat.

Christian crossed to an oversized orange chair and sat. Evan
said, “I have to stay here for a while, to see if I change.” He
jerked his head toward the drawn curtain separating himself and the
weeping man. “Poor guy. Can’t stop crying. He woke up with his wife
chewing on his neck.”

“Jesus.”

“They’d been married fifty-two years. Some people have it
worse, you know?” He smiled again. Evan’s face seemed drawn to
Christian, his flesh tight, hollow at the cheeks. Dark circles
ringed his eyes. “Erin couldn’t make it?”

Christian looked away, unable to hold Evan’s gaze. “She had a
school thing.”

“Yeah. She hates me, dude. She doesn’t understand why we’re
best friends.”

“She likes you. It’s just, you know. You’re going to be the
best man at my wedding, right?”

Evan’s smile turned genuine. “Damn right.”

“All right, then.” Christian looked up at the television.
Senator Rutherford was campaigning hard to keep his seat in
congress, shaking hands at an NRA rally.

Evan said, “I’m not going to vote this time. Everything’s so
fucked up.”

Christian looked back at Evan and said, “You
have to vote,” then asked, softly, “What
happened?”

“A
pack of dead dogs.” Evan lifted his bed sheets, revealing his
thighs and stomach, wrapped in bandages. “I’m lucky to be
here.”

Christian nodded. “Your date?”

Evan shook his head. His eyes filled with tears and he turned
away, toward the television. He switched the channel to ESPN.
“Teri,” he said, barely speaking loud enough for Christian to hear.
“I didn’t get her last name. I know how this sounds, but we had a
real connection, you know?”

Christian reached up, gripping Evan’s hand. They squeezed each
other, hard. Evan looked back at him. “The soldiers destroyed her.
She screamed for me to help her. To tell them to stop. I just
watched.”

 


Christian boarded the hospital elevator. A pool of black blood
stood in the corner and someone’s bloody bare footprints marred the
slick floor, all splayed toes and smeared heels: someone fighting
for purchase on the slippery surface.

Christian pushed the last button on the board, labeled
M.

The
elevator descended without stopping until it reached the morgue.
The doors opened with a soft ding.

White fluorescents lit the hall in a harsh, even glare.
Christian peered down the long hallway, seeing no one. Empty
stretchers lined the hall. He walked to a nearby water cooler,
running his finger along the clear bottle, creating a clean path in
the layer of dust.

He
headed toward the doors labeled No Unauthorized Entrance and
without hesitation, entered. Silver tables and stretchers crammed
the room, as did desks, broken computer monitors, and antique
sonogram machines. The morgue had been turned into a junk room that
smelled oddly like cigarette smoke.

He
pulled out his cell phone, to call Erin, but couldn’t find a
signal.

“You lost?” someone asked behind him, making him jump and spin
around.

A
lone man sat in the shadows of the corner by the door. A match
flared, revealing a soldier dressed in fatigues, hat in his lap
over his machine gun. The man lit his cigarette and Christian said,
“I just needed to get away.”

The
soldier’s skin was dark from the sun, his eyebrows black as paint.
His eyes, shards of gleaming obsidian, full of judgment, studied
Christian. “Smoke?”

Christian didn’t smoke, but thought it unwise to decline. He
nodded, moving to the soldier, who remained seated, holding the
cigarette out. Christian took it, leaning over for the soldier’s
light. The soldier’s name tag read Private Roberts.

Roberts asked, “Visiting someone?”

“A
friend. Attacked by a pack of dead dogs.”

“Heard ‘bout that. He’ll be in quarantine for a
spell.”

“I
thought the infection didn’t spread through bites.”

Roberts shrugged. A light, greasy sheen covered his hard face.
“I don’t like being outside anymore. I take my smokes here. You’re
the first person I’ve seen down here.”

“Why don’t you like being outside?” Christian asked, putting
the cigarette to his lips, but not inhaling.

“Because it’s outside. It’s
wide open. Anything can come at you from any direction.”

Christian nodded, wanting to leave, wanting to head back
up. I gotta go,
you take care, it was nice talking to you. But he felt he couldn’t. Roberts wanted
to talk and he had a gun.

“I
had one on my back last week,” Roberts said, “Throat open, kept
bleeding on me. Black blood just pouring on me. The stench, that
toxic stench. I smelled like that for days.”

“I
don’t know how you do it.”

“You get a lot of satisfaction out of it.”

“Really?”

“Protecting people,” Roberts said, his eyes meeting
Christian’s, challenging. “It feels good, making
them not move anymore. Burning them, or
shooting them, or blowing them up enough so that they don’t fucking
move anymore. It feels good.”

“Yeah,” Christian said, smiling tightly.

“I
don’t know why we don’t just torch ‘em to begin with. All this
bullshit about it not being humane. They’re fucking dead. They
shouldn’t be moving around. It’s inhumane not to make them stop moving.”

“I
hear you,” Christian said. “Or maybe we could just ship them to an
island, you know? Let them live far away from us.”

“You know why that liberal bullshit won’t work?”

“Why not?”

“There ain’t an island big enough to hold ‘em all.”


 


—6—

 


 


I can’t do
it,” Robbie said, glancing at the floor. He stood near the exit, on
the other side of the control board.

Buckman slipped off his headphones, dislodging his blue
goggles slightly, so that they sat crooked on his face, the rubber
strap folding over his right ear. “Come on, Robbie.”

Maria touched Robbie’s arm and he flinched, drawing away. She
said, “It’s going to be great for ratings.”

“No,” Robbie said, “it isn’t. No one wants to listen to, to,
to...”

“To
what, Robbie?” Buckman said.

“To
this!”

“To
a dead man?”

Robbie finally looked at Buckman. “That’s right. I’m sorry,
bro. You’re dead.”

“You’re wrong. People will listen.”

“You know, I hope you’re right. I wish you the best, but I’m
out.”

“I’m the same person I was yesterday.”

“No, you’re not.”

Robbie turned to go and Buckman shouted, “We got strippers
today, Robbie!” Robbie’s gait didn’t slow. Buckman muttered,
“Shit,” his voice full of hurt. He looked at Chuckles, sitting in
the corner at the computer, printing stories for the first
newscast, searching for the jokes. Short, chubby, with thin red
hair, Chuckles’ T-shirt rose up his back as he turned to the
monitor, as if he hadn’t been watching the altercation. Buckman
asked, “What about you, dude?”

Chuckles didn’t answer for a moment, then glanced over his
shoulder at Buckman. “Me?”

“Yeah.”

“I
guess this makes me second chair, huh?”

Buckman laughed. “Thanks, Chuck.”

“Looks like I’m in for a raise!”

Maria said, “Keep dreaming. Everything all right?”

Buckman nodded. “We’re fine. Go to him.”

“Okay,” she said, following Robbie’s trail down the
hallway.

Linda, the on-air producer, twirled her finger. “Commercial’s
winding down in ten.”

Buckman took a deep breath, re-set his headphones, leaned
toward the mike, and said, “Sorry about that quick break, folks.
Robbie Valmont has walked off. For good? I don’t know. Maybe he
has. Apparently, he doesn’t work with dead guys. And for the
record, for whoever makes the official notations in the history
books, for whatever scribe scribbles down the facts onto the stone
tablets, it is six-o-seven a.m., October fifteenth, and I am the
first dead shock jock to broadcast live on the air. Barring Howard
Stern, who has been dead for years.”

 


Evan woke, restless, the hospital sheets scratching against
his skin. He reached for the pitcher of water. On the other side of
the curtained partition, his roommate asked, “Is it the end of
times?”

Evan started to answer when another man replied, “I don’t
believe it is, Billy.”

Billy said, “The bible says the dead will walk.”

“The bible,” the other man pointed out, his voice soothing,
soft, and slow, “says the dead will rise. The dead haven’t risen from the ground.”

Billy started crying. “She has Alzheimer’s.”

“I
know, Billy.”

“She didn’t know it was me.”

“You need to rest.”

“She wouldn’t have attacked me if she had known it was me. She
has Alzheimer’s.”

“She’s in heaven now. Take my card, Billy. If you need me,
don’t hesitate to call. I’ll be back to see you on
Friday.”

Evan finished his water and poured himself another. The room
smelled like booze and sweat. He started to reach for the
television remote, but a tiny head with greying hair receding
dramatically from a smallish forehead, peeked around the
curtain.

Evan jerked, giving a startled yelp.

The
man smiled at Evan, his lips tight across his teeth, his flesh wet
cotton white, what Evan’s father used to call “alcoholic white.” He
stepped around the curtain. He wore a priest’s outfit, the square
of pure white at his collar shining in the light. The priest asked,
“Would you like to talk?”

Evan shrugged. The priest removed a silver flask from his
pocket, taking a drink before sitting in the oversized orange chair
next to Evan’s bed. The smell of sweat and alcohol
increased.

The
priest asked, “Catholic?”

“No.”

“Any denomination?”

“I
believe in God.”

The
priest smiled. “And God believes in you.” He patted Evan’s bed,
then held out the flask. Evan shook his head. The priest hit the
flask once more before screwing the cap back on and slipping it
into his back pocket. “I’m Father Carey.”

“I’m Evan.”

“Nice to meet you, Evan. Are you all right?”

“Four hundred and seventy-eight stitches.”

The
priest whistled.

“Yes,” Evan agreed.

“How are you emotionally,
Billy?”

“I’m Evan.”

“My
mistake. You’re well?”

“I’m fine.”

“Me
too.” Father Carey smiled again. Dark grey stubble marched across
his small curved chin, heading up into his thin sideburns. His
hands looked young, wrinkle free, but beads of sweat stood out
against his pasty skin. “Would you like to pray?”

Evan looked away, to the blank television monitor.

“Just a suggestion. Is there anything you’d like to talk
about?”

“Not really.” He leaned up, looking at the curtain, toward
Billy’s area, and whispered, “This is the end of the world, isn’t it, Father?”

“No,” Father Carey said, reaching for his flask and taking a
healthy drink. “I think this is decidedly not the end of the world. The moon hasn’t turned to
blood. It’s not raining frogs. There isn’t a unifying money system.
Other than the Euro.” He hit the flask again. “We haven’t all been
marked with numbers.”

“Our driver’s licenses?”

“We
have to drive cars, don’t we?” Father Carey snapped.

After a few moments of silence, Father Carey said, “We have
very intelligent people—priests, researchers, bishops,
scientists—in
the church, and all they do is study Revelations and watch for the
signs. They emphatically deny that this is the end of days. The
Pope supports their findings. This whole dead people thing caught
everyone by surprise, sure, but it’s some kind of chemical change,
not a religious event.”

Father Carey tilted the flask back, but only a thin dribble
poured out. He smiled, sucking his lips inside his mouth. He began
to rise, handing Evan a cream-colored business card. “If you need
me, don’t hesitate to call. I’ll be back on Friday.”

“Father Carey?” Evan asked.

“Yes?”

“I’d like to become a priest.”

 


Christian sat in his car, in the parking garage, the engine
off. He craned his neck, scanning the garage, searching for any
movement.

He
could hear someone’s engine, tick-tick-tick, cooling down.

He
reached under the seat and pulled out the gun his father had forced
on him. Shane, an avid hunter and NRA supporter, had plenty of guns
to spare. The gun felt heavy and awkward in Christian’s hand. At an
early age, his father had taught him how to shoot, how to hold one,
how to take care of one, but since adolescence and access to his
own car, he had stopped going to the shooting range.

He
checked the clip, making sure it was fully loaded. After the ambush
by Johnny and Evan’s ordeal, he could no longer deny the usefulness
of having a gun. I’ve got to protect Erin, and when we have a kid...

He
shoved the gun into his book bag and exited the car.

Another car door slammed shut. He froze momentarily, then
swung the book bag around, hand at its flap. Don’t come any
closer.

“Christian?” a soft female voice called out. He turned slowly,
as if sudden movement might trigger an attack.

Sandy stood behind him, clutching a bamboo purse the exact
same way that he held his leather book bag. He smiled.

She
smiled back, tilting her left hip. She wore tight white pants that
had been hand painted with oversized Japanese writing, topped with
a low-cut red and black silk blouse decorated with tiny birds,
flowering tree branches, and golden leaves. “I saw you waiting in
your car. I thought I’d walk with you, if you don’t
mind.”

“I
don’t mind.”

She
skipped up beside him, playfully grabbing his arm, her left breast
momentarily brushing against him. “It might be silly, but I just
feel safer, you know?”

“It’s not silly.”

They walked toward the elevators, pretending not to notice the
black, charred smear that had been Johnny. She asked, “What’d you
do last night?”

“Watched television. Read. Not much of anything,
really.”

“Those are some of the best nights. Whatcha
reading?”

“A
biography on FDR. I only read biographies.” He immediately felt
guilty, not mentioning that he had watched television with Erin,
not saying, I
watched television with my fiancée, but at the same time, he would have felt foolish
saying with my
fiancée, as if
Sandy was interested in him as anything more than a friend. “What’d
you do?”

“I
read, watched television. Not much of anything, really.”

They grinned. “What does the writing on your pants
mean?”

Sandy laughed. “I don’t know. I just picked the writing out of
a book.”

“You made those yourself?”

She
nodded, releasing his arm, jumping to the elevator panel and
pushing the button for the thirty-first floor. The doors dinged
open and they boarded. As the doors closed, Sandy turned to him,
suddenly serious. “That’s a lie. I mean, I made them myself, but I
do know what the symbols mean.”

She
paused, and Christian stared at her, into her beautiful green eyes.
Holding his eyes with her own, she said, “They say, ‘True Love.’
It’s kind of a prayer. It is silly.”

“I
don’t think that’s silly at all. But don’t you get a lot of
Japanese guys following you?”

They laughed. She reached out, touching his arm, letting her
hand fall to his.

Christian’s cell phone rang. She looked down at his pocket and
he shrugged, his smile partially fading as he put it to his ear.
“Hello?”

“It’s me,” Erin said, crying.

“What’s wrong? Honey?” Christian stepped away from Sandy,
breaking the contact.

Erin continued crying, unable to speak. He said, “I can come
get you right now. Tell me where you are.”

Sandy looked on, concerned. Christian stared at their
distorted reflections in the metal doors as the elevator rose. Erin
said, “In the school parking lot. In my car.”

“I’m on my way.”

“No! Don’t come here.”

“I
can be there in thirty minutes.”

“It’s okay,” she moaned.

“What is it, honey?”

“I
don’t want to talk about it.”

“What can I do?”

“Nothing. Nobody can do anything.”

“I’m coming there.”

“No!”

“I’m sorry, honey. You have to tell me what’s
wrong.”

Her
only answer was a wet, snuffling sob. The elevator arrived at the
thirty-first floor and the doors opened. Unconsciously, Christian
stepped out of the elevator. Sandy stood next to him, not leaving
his side.

Christian said, “Tell me what’s wrong.”

“He’s dead,” she choked out.

“Who’s dead?”

“Buckman. He died and he’s ruined the morning show.”

“Oh.”

“You don’t care!”

“I
do care, honey...”

“You didn’t like them anyway!”

“I
did. I just, I understand, honey...”

Her
voice became bitter. “I gotta go.”

“Wait. I understand what you’re feeling.”

She
hung up.

As
Christian flipped his phone closed, he smiled weakly at Sandy. “You
didn’t have to wait.”

“Is
there anything I can do?” She touched his arm lightly. He could
feel the heat of her skin through his shirt. Tiny, white stars
decorated her red fingernails.

“My
fiancée’s been having a hard time.”

A
flicker passed through Sandy’s eyes. “I didn’t know you were
engaged.”

“Yeah,” Christian said quietly.

“Okay,” she said, suddenly over-the-top perky. “Thanks for
walking me.”

She
left Christian standing in front of the elevators, watching her go,
his cell phone still in hand.

 


“...a minor issue?
There’s gonna be riots in the streets again!”

“Oh, come on...”

“Nicholas Buckman should not be broadcasting.”

“And why not?”

“Because he’s changed.
What’s next? Doctors? Would you want a doctor who’s gone through
the change operating on you?”

“If
that doctor is the best at what he does.”

“You’re just trying to be confrontational now.”

“I’m not. I don’t see the big deal. Buckman’s changed. Okay,
fine. But he still sounds the same. He’s still talking about
dwarves and strippers. He’s not violent or anything of the
sort.”

“It’s the long-term effects. Football players.”

“Pardon me?”

“If
you have a football player who dies and wants to still play running
back, well, what are you going to do? He isn’t going to feel
any tackles. He’s going to
run every down and never get tired. Buckman shouldn’t be on the air because he’s
setting a dangerous precedent.”

 


The
grease from the fried fish and fries soaked through the paper bags,
somehow making the food even more appealing. “Gimme,” Evan said,
stretching his arms out like a child. Christian smiled, unpacking
the lunches on Evan’s tray.

Christian cast a glance at the empty bed next to them and
arched an eyebrow.

Evan shrugged. “I think his name was Billy. I don’t know what
happened. I woke up and he was gone.”

Christian pulled up a chair as Evan took one of the Big Gulps
on the tray and said, “Tell me this is beer.”

“It’s beer.”

Evan took a sip and looked at Christian with big eyes. He
whispered, “It is beer.”

“Undercover beer. The nurses won’t suspect a thing.”

Evan continued whispering. “The nurses here suck. They won’t
tell me what happened to Billy or anything. They won’t even flirt
with me.” He took another sip. “Don’t tell me.” Another sip.
“Newcastle.”

Christian nodded. “The man has his talents.” Christian opened
a packet of vinegar and sprayed his fish and fries with it, soaking
them.

“How can you do that to the food, man?”

Christian looked at Evan. “Listen to this.” He told Evan all
about Sandy waiting for him in the parking garage, touching him,
and her reaction to hearing he had a fiancée.

Evan, with a mouthful of fries, said, “She loves you,
man.”

“I
don’t—”

“Don’t over think it. You always do that. Trust me. She’s got
the hots for you. I see how she looks at you at work.” He set down
his beer. “Do I still have a job? They won’t return my phone
calls.”

“They can’t fire you for being quarantined. I feel bad. I
didn’t mean to lead her on. If that’s what I did.”

Evan pointed a greasy finger at Christian. “Break up with Erin
and start dating Sandy. She’s a fantasy come true, man.”

“I
love Erin, Evan. I’m going to marry her.”

“She hates me and treats you like shit. Sandy is fun and hot
and—”

“That’s enough. And Erin is hot. And fun. And she doesn’t treat
me like shit. You know what? Drink your beer.”

“I’m only going to say this once, then I’ll never mention it
again.”

“You’ve already said this.”

“This is really good beer. I’m going to give you the best
advice you’ll ever get.”

“Oh
yeah?”

“Cheat on Erin.” Evan raised a hand, holding off Christian’s
protests. “Just with Sandy and just to see if I’m right. You’ll be
much happier.”

“I’m never going to cheat on her and you know that. Do you ever
think this is maybe why Erin doesn’t like you?”

“Ah
ha! You admit she doesn’t like me!”

Christian smiled. “We’re getting married, Evan. End of
story.”

“I’m still the best man?”

“You better believe it.”
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[From the cold opening of Law & Order]

“Back off, Detective Munch—”

“I
wanna know! He’s sitting right here with that dumb look on his face
like—”

“I
can hear you, Detective! I’m in the room!”

“I
was beginning to wonder if you could hear me. It’s a simple question, putz. Who killed
you?”

“I’m not saying.”

“That’s just great. We get to talk to our victims now and they
still won’t tell us a damn thing!”

[Smash to the Law & Order title cards and music]

 


“Turn that bullshit off,” Shane said, walking in from the
kitchen with another beer.

“This has really fucked up my television shows,” Alvin moaned,
clicking off the television with disgust.

Shane took the remote from Alvin and switched the stereo on,
letting his songs cycle randomly through. Waylon Jennings began
singing, “Stop the world and let me off...”

Shane hadn’t redecorated much of the house after his wife,
Gloria, had died of cancer five years earlier. He had left the
display cases in the entry hall full of the Hummels she’d collected
and dusted them every Saturday morning, just as she had. He left
the handmade quilts on the back of the couch, kept the crocheted
Kleenex cozies and the flowery sign over the front door
stating God Bless
This Home. He did,
however, take down the family portraits that had been done at Sears
every year until her death and replaced them with scenic paintings
of deer. Above the fireplace, he hung a framed drawing of a bald
eagle, drawn by Christian in the fourth grade.

Shane sat in his spot at the poker table, his pile of chips
not as small as Alvin’s, but not as large as Tony’s. Tony, a stout
African American with salt-and-pepper, close-to-the-scalp hair,
hadn’t had a bad poker night in months. Devon and Harry completed
the game, all of them in their fifties and varying degrees
overweight, except for Devon, who was junkie skinny, but drank more
than his share of beer. Alvin’s labored breathing punctuated their
silences.

Shane cut the deck, sliding it back to Tony.

“Five card stud,” Tony said, shuffling the cards
crisply.

“Aw,” Alvin whined, “I lose my ass in five card
stud.”

Around the cigarette at the side of his mouth, Devon said, “I
ain’t seen it disappear any.”

“Anything wild?” Alvin asked.

“No,” said Tony. He had never made anything wild in the seven
years they’d been playing together.

Tony began passing out the cards and Harry, who had been oddly
quiet, suddenly said, “My mom changed.”

Tony, dealing a card to Shane, hesitated, as if he’d lost
count. He resumed quickly, his eyes focused on the deck, a tight
pattern of red diamonds against a field of white.

Devon cast a nervous look at Shane. “I’m sorry to hear that,
Harry.”

Harry nodded, his green eyes holding steady on the cards. “I
went by this afternoon. To pick up her bills. She was sitting in
her recliner, a pool of vomit in her lap, watching
The
View. The whole
house stank. She stank.”

The
cards, all dealt, lay on the table. Only Shane and Harry had picked
up their hands. Alvin, Tony, and Devon stared at Harry as he
continued, shifting the order of his cards. “She smiled at me and
said, ‘Hi, Harry. The bills are on the table.’”

He
fell quiet. Alvin asked, “What’d you do?”

“I
picked up the bills.” He looked around the table, ready to play,
and all but Shane stared back at him. “She wanted to talk, tell me
about the phone call she got from her brother. About how she wants
to put in new carpet. And the fence needs fixing. And I told her I
had to go. I couldn’t stay there. I haven’t told
anyone.”

“You didn’t report her?” Shane asked, his eyes not leaving his
cards.

“No. I didn’t.” Harry looked up, his eyes sweeping over each of
them. “She doesn’t know she’s
changed.”

Shane raised his eyes, leveling a hard gaze at Harry. “Don’t
let the military destroy her.”

“She’s not violent,” Harry said. “They won’t destroy
her.”

The
others watched Shane and Harry, their eyes bouncing between the two
men.

“It’s only a matter of time,” Shane said. “Don’t let the
military take care of her. You’re her son. It’s your
job.”

Devon threw in his chips, starting a chain reaction of bets
until it came around to Harry. Harry raised his eyes, only seeing
Shane. “If Gloria was still alive and she changed, would you
destroy her?”

“Yes.”

 


“Looks like a two-bottle night,” Erin said, pouring their first
drink of sake for the evening. She wore silky pink pajamas with a
button top and matching bottoms.

Christian stared at her. You’re drinking too much; you may have a problem.
Let’s cut back. He
opened his mouth, hesitated, swallowed, and asked, “Do you want to
talk?”

“Yes,” Erin said, handing him his cup. “But not
about anything. Let’s talk about hockey or
Angelina Jolie or a vacation. Let’s plan a vacation!” Erin breezed
past him, brushing against him, sliding her hip against his groin.
She picked up the remote and sat on the couch, curling her legs
underneath her. She began flipping through the channels.

Christian sat next to her, watching the stations flip by. He
said, “I know you had a hard day.”

“I
don’t want to talk about it. Let’s go to an island this
Christmas.”

Smoke popped off the stick of vanilla incense on top of the
television set. The ceiling fan spun lazily, circling the heat,
keeping the apartment cozy warm and the incense smoke twirling in a
tornado pattern.

Christian said, “It’s not healthy, keeping things bottled
up.”

“I
don’t want to talk about it! Don’t you listen to me?” She closed
her eyes, pressing a hand against her forehead.

“I
just want to help.”

“You’re not helping! I want to sit here and watch television
and just relax. Fuck!” Erin threw the remote onto the couch. He
reached out to her, his hand touching her shoulder, and at the
contact she bolted up, snatching her purse off the floor, yanking
out a package of cigarettes, slamming a window open. Crisp, cold
air whooshed into the room.

“When did you start smoking again?”

Erin lit up, blowing smoke toward the screened window. It blew
back into the room, toward the vanilla tornado. The clouds
collided, creating a swirling pocket of thick chaos. “Are you going
to get onto me about this, too?”

“No,” Christian said, wanting to tell her not to smoke, wanting
to put his foot down. I forbid it, you’re killing yourself. “I’m just trying to help.”

He
turned the television off. After a long moment of silence, Erin
said, “I know.” She looked down at her cup. “I’m just on edge. I
don’t mean to take it out on you.”

“I
know. I’m on edge too.”

“I’m sorry.”

Christian rose, going to her, wrapping his arms around her,
burying his head into the back of her neck, scraping his teeth
against her flesh. The cold air lifted her breasts, making them
hard, her nipples tightening.

She
whispered, “I love you,” and on the other side of the window
screen, a man jumped out in stained underwear, moaning, hands
banging against the mesh.

Erin and Christian screamed, jerking back. The sake flew out
of her cup. The screen began tearing, and Christian pushed her to
the side, grabbing the window and slamming it shut and
locked.

The
man pounded on the window in frustration. His skin gleamed grey,
like wet ash smeared against a piece of stark, white paper. A dried
gash ran down the side of his head and saliva rolled out of his
mouth. He pressed his face against the window and moaned loudly,
angrily, pushing at it, mashing his features flat.

“Fuck!” Erin screamed, crying. She threw her sake cup at the
window. It shattered, a burst of ceramic, and the man pulled his
head back.

He
disappeared.

“No,” Erin whispered.

Christian hugged her tightly. “It’s okay. We’re
safe.”

The
doorknob turned and the front door opened.

 


Father Mackey fingered the stem of his wine glass, his jade
green eyes following Father Carey, who paced up and down the study.
Leather-bound books lined the library, not just biblical writings,
but classics as well: Moby Dick, Huckleberry
Finn,
Heart of
Darkness, and a few
scandalous choices by Andrew Greeley.

What was left of Mackey’s grey hair hung around his ears,
continuing around the base of his skull. He wore his black shirt
and white collar. Father Carey wore grey cotton pajamas, no shoes,
and disheveled hair.

Father Carey said, “Have you thought of that,
Mack?”

Father Mackey looked down at the wine sitting in the globe of
his glass, the soft light turning the surface of the liquid into a
glinting, purple edge. “Do you realize it’s not even eight
o’clock?”

Father Carey stopped in his tracks and faced Mackey. “What the
hell does that have to do with anything?”

“You’re dressed in pajamas.”

“I
haven’t been sleeping. I tried to lie down.”

“Have you been drinking?”
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