
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    WARNING 
 
      
 
      
 
    This novella is mean and nasty and intended for a mature audience. It is absolutely not appropriate for younger readers. Although this tale stands alone, it is only fully appreciated by also reading its companion novel, All Together Now: A Zombie Story. 
 
      
 
    You may find it amusing to know, Esteemed Reader, that when I wrote All Together Now, I was burdened with pending parenthood. Writing about children alone in the zombie apocalypse helped me exorcise some of my own fears about child rearing. 
 
      
 
    Since the book's publication, my son has been born and I've been a tad haunted by scenes such as the daycare slaughter. I'm writing this shorter story set in the same universe with my baby cooing in a swing across from me (and frequently in a pouch on my chest). 
 
      
 
    But don't you worry, Esteemed Reader. A fear of getting soft spurs me on to write meaner and nastier, and I promise: In the pages that follow is a gruesome, repugnant tale featuring horrific acts of violence sure to warp young minds. 
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    THE FIRST DAY OF CHARLES Macomber's life is the last day of life for most everyone else in Harrington, Indiana. 
 
    The hours before Charles' birth are the longest of his father's life. Richard Macomber has been awake for the two and a half days of his wife's inducement and for 30 glorious minutes he's been reclining with his eyes closed on a flimsy office chair in a tiny maternity suite at Wyandotte General Hospital. 
 
    He's forced to sleep in the uncomfortable chair at the end of his wife's bed as Eunice, his mother-in-law, sits in the rocker beside Deborah, holding her daughter's hand, muttering prayers and reciting Scripture. 
 
    Eunice is the first person Richard sees when he opens his eyes. 
 
    Visiting hours ended at nine the night before for non-spouses, but visiting hours mean nothing to Eunice. She volunteers at the hospital with her group of holy rollers and the nurses wouldn't dream of asking Eunice to leave. 
 
    Her purple T-shirt hugs her frame tight enough that he can see the wrinkles in her blouse, bulging beneath the shirt's white cross. She always wears a blouse under her Jesus T-shirts. Richard has often wondered if she honestly believes people will mistake the rolls beneath for blouse rather than Eunice. 
 
    Her brown hair is mostly gray and curled close on all sides of her face, which is pudgy and wrinkled like a pug. There's so much flesh bunched around her eyes, one doesn't immediately notice how small and beady they are behind her enormous bifocals. 
 
    "Wake up, Richie!" she calls, her voice hoarse from singing hymns all night. He's given up asking her to call him Richard. "You're about to be a daddy!" 
 
    Her accent is one he's come to think of simply as "Indiana hick" and it grates, especially the way she drags out the 'aaaaa' in daaaaaddy. She could tell him he's won the lottery and so long as she said it in that low, undereducated drawl, he'd be convinced she was giving bad news. 
 
    He stands and rubs a hand down his face, smashing each of his features in turn. "What's going on?" 
 
    Two people are already in the room and three more are coming in: doctors, nurses, techs, and whoever else is needed. No one even looks at him, except a nurse who asks him to "Step back, sir."  
 
    They focus on Deborah, who had an epidural administered yesterday, and her pain registers on her face only as a weak broadcast sent over a corrupted network. 
 
    Richard focuses on Eunice. "What's going on?" 
 
    She hears him, he knows she does, but her response is to clutch her Bible to her bosom and sing, "Once I was all alone, mired in sin. My wicked self had usurped His word." 
 
    In the bed, Deborah joins in the song, though her words have the slow, lazy sound of a drunken slur. "When I felt most afraid, the Shepherd called, 'Lost lamb, come join the herd.'" 
 
    By the time Richard deciphers that a cesarean surgery is necessary to deliver his son, the hospital people are rolling Deborah's bed out of the room. 
 
    She and her mother sing, "All together now, we're all together now. Yea though we perish, yea though we die—" 
 
    Richard moves with the bed, but a short woman in scrubs and plastic glasses with large shields holds up a hand. "Stay here, sir." 
 
    When he ignores her, she plants her palm on his chest and actually pushes him back; not hard, but firm. "Let us take your wife first, and then you'll be allowed to join us in the OR." 
 
    Deborah cries out as they push the bed through the room's one door. No one stops or even slows. The medical staff takes his wife (and son) away; now you see them, now you don't. 
 
    From the hall, Deborah starts singing again, though much weaker than before. Eunice never stopped singing. "We'll all be together in the sweet by and by. All together now, we're all together now." 
 
    And then everyone's gone. 
 
    Richard stares at the door, waiting for someone to come back and explain things to him. 
 
    He turns to Eunice. "What happened?" 
 
    The old woman's piggy eyes are squeezed so tightly shut he can see her facial muscles straining. Her left hand clutches the good book. Her right is raised in the air to address her Heavenly Father. 
 
    "Be with my Deborah as You were with Noah when the waters rose, flooding the earth save for two of all Your magnificent creatures afloat in the great ship." 
 
    "Eunice, what happened?" 
 
    "Comfort her as You comforted Jonah in the belly of the great fish." 
 
    "Eunice!" 
 
    Something in his cry, probably the panic, convinces her to open one eye. "Richie, I'm talking to the Almighty." 
 
    "Talk to me!" 
 
    "Pray with me, Richie. Bow your head and close your eyes." She reaches for his head, but he ducks. 
 
    "What's wrong with my wife?" 
 
    "Same thing that's been wrong, Richie. It's her blood pressure. Doctor was debating whether or not to do a cesarean for about ten minutes." 
 
    "Why didn't you wake me?" 
 
    "We didn't want to upset you." 
 
    "You didn't want to upset—" Richard laughs, the sound filled with more exasperation than mirth. 
 
    "Calm down, Richie. It's gonna be okay. The doctors are delivering my grandson and I've asked the Lord to guide their hands and He will. Book of Matthew, eighteenth chapter, nineteenth verse: 'Again I say unto you, if two of you agree on Earth about anything they ask, it will be done for them by My Father in Heaven.' Now bow your head and pray with me, Richie." 
 
    "I think I've had enough Jesus for one morning, thanks." He turns to leave. 
 
    "Blaspheme! I'm gonna pray for you, Richie. I'm gonna pray for God to mend your sinful mind and turn you toward Him and give you the fatherly wisdom He gave Abraham." 
 
    "You do that," Richard says, and steps out of the room.  
 
    The short nurse with the shielded glasses meets him in the hall. She hands him a bundle of paper clothing: a gown, a hat and bright little footies to put on over his shoes. 
 
    Eunice is praying loudly when he steps into the room to get dressed, but she stands as soon as he puts on the hat. "Where's my gown?" she asks. 
 
    Richard's heart is racing, but he doesn't miss the look on his mother-in-law's face when the nurse informs her only spouses are allowed in the operating room. And a part of him, the part not panicking, savors her expression and files it away for later enjoyment. 
 
    Eunice seizes his shoulder and some of his terror flares in her eyes. "You take care of my babies." 
 
    Richard shrugs her hand away and strides into the hall, saying, "Pray for us." 
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    EVERYTHING THAT FOLLOWS COMES IN snapshots and clips. Time seems to speed up and slow down at random intervals. Individual moments feel like a three-dimensional film rather than the life he is actually experiencing. 
 
    Richard enters the operating room. 
 
    Deborah sees him and even manages to smile briefly. 
 
    He doesn't say anything. He can think of nothing appropriate to the situation. 
 
    There are several people gathered around his wife, all wearing paper gowns and hats like his, but he doesn't really see them, because between them he can see Deborah's lower abdomen has already been opened. The incision is wrapped in what looks like tight, clear plastic, but there's blood on the sheets she's lying on. 
 
    This is the first time he'll see his wife's body opened today, her blood running and human hands reaching into her insides. She won't survive the second time, but he doesn't know that, can't know that, and it's better that way. 
 
    "Sit down!" A man orders, and Richard realizes he's repeating himself because Richard wasn't aware the man was speaking the first time. 
 
    There's a stool beside the bed that's clearly been placed for him. A nurse gestures to it. 
 
    He sits and takes Deborah's hand in his own. "How you doing?" 
 
    "I'm fine," Deborah says, smiling, then makes a face that's not quite pained. This isn't the epidural. Whatever his wife is on now, it's much stronger. 
 
    Movement all around, but Richard keeps his eyes locked on Deborah. He puts his other hand over hers and strokes her fingers. 
 
    There is nothing else. The beeping of the equipment fades and all the doctors and nurses and their busy movements to and fro diminish. 
 
    There is only Deborah, smiling at him. 
 
    Deborah, who was his girlfriend for a year before their rushed marriage. 
 
    Deborah, who'd been so cool and free-spirited and liberal when they'd lived in Chicago. 
 
    Deborah, who'd promised nothing would change when he transferred to Harrington so her mother could help with the baby. 
 
    Deborah, who since becoming pregnant had been spending more time with her mother and her mother's church. Deborah, who wanted him to come to services. Deborah, who's begun singing hymns and saying prayers at meals. 
 
    Deborah squeezes his hand. He squeezes back. 
 
    Beyond Deborah, an amazing thing: a blue canvas has been erected over her abdomen so neither parent can see exactly what's happening, but two people in scrubs reach into her and after what feels like seconds pull up a white bundle. 
 
    Our baby is dead, Richard thinks. He must be dead. 
 
    He's held above his mother, upside down, and his skin is grayish white, like the flesh of a dead carp washed ashore. 
 
    "What's going on?" Deborah asks. She can see in her husband's face something is wrong. 
 
    Richard shakes his head. How can he tell his wife their union has produced only a tiny corpse? How will they ever tell— 
 
    A cry, sharp and loud, breaks the air and the doctor holding the infant carries him over to a clear plastic tub. His tiny arms and legs spasm and his color begins to change at once as though God has reconsidered and breathed life into their boy. 
 
    Deborah makes a sound that's a combination of laugh and sob. "That's him, isn't it?" 
 
    Richard nods and his breath hitches. "Hello, son!" 
 
    And from the tub where a nurse is rubbing the boy with a towel, he actually turns his head toward his father's voice in recognition of the man he's been listening to in utero for months. 
 
    Richard gasps, not saying anything more. 
 
    But the boy's head is still jerking in his direction. His eyes are barely open, but he is searching for his daddy. 
 
    So Richard says, "Hello, Charles. Welcome to the world." 
 
    The people in scrubs ignore the infant in favor of the mother. A nurse carries Charles to Richard and offers him. 
 
    The boy is no Charles, Richard can see that right away. His small face is too sunny for so serious a name. 
 
    His skin is pink now and he looks as white as his mother, but he'll darken up. His nose is as wide as Richard's own and he has a full head of black hair that curls around his ears. Richard himself was born with such hair, then it had kinked up, then he'd started to lose enough of it he'd shaved the rest off.  
 
    Looking into his boy's face is like peering through a time portal and seeing his own face 35 years ago, though lighter as both Richard's parents were black. 
 
    Richard puts a hand behind his son's head, smoothing the hair there, and his other hand under the boy's bottom, and takes him from the nurse. 
 
    "Hello, Charlie," Richard says, and the boy's lips curl. 
 
    And to think, all these years Richard has been sure love at first sight was something invented by poets to sell the Hallmark cards of yesteryear. Certainly, he's never felt for anyone what he feels now for this child. It takes him at once and will never let go as long as he lives. 
 
    He holds Charlie close and the boy actually spreads his hands against Richard's chest as though to hug him back. 
 
    "He's so beautiful," Deborah says and Richard realizes she's been talking for a while. 
 
    He nods, but he can't take his eyes off their boy. He wonders how he's managed to live his life for so long without knowing this emotion. No father could have ever put such love into adequate words so that he could have understood it before this moment. 
 
    Charlie cries and Richard holds him closer, rubbing his hair with a gentle hand and kissing the boy's forehead. 
 
    "All right now, son," he says. "All right now." 
 
    

  

 
   
    "There was no one to tell he was afraid, nor to be afraid with him, and, lying alone, he did not know the Somali proverb that says a brave man is always frightened three times by a lion; when he first sees his track, when he first hears him roar, and when he first confronts him." 
 
      
 
    —Ernest Hemingway, The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber 
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    RICHARD WALKS PAST THE COMPLIMENTARY coffee dispenser he's been drinking from all night to the vending machines on the other side of the empty waiting area. The Pepsi dispenser is out of order, so he slides over and deposits his money in the Kirkman Soda machine. 
 
    He's not a big fan of Kirkman Soda, but since moving to Harrington, Indiana, he's been trying to drink more of it as their plant is a pillar of the local economy. There's a billboard coming into town, a banner above the town square, and posters everywhere advertising the launch of Kirkman Soda's newest flavor: Chrome Lightning. 
 
    In no way does metallic electricity sound like something that should be drunk, but Chrome Lightning looks to be loaded with caffeine and sugar and that's good enough for Richard. Score a point for the Kirkman Soda marketing team. 
 
    He twists off the bottle's cap and just as he raises it to his lips, the soda foams over the top, spraying his shirt. 
 
    "Careful, Richie," calls a familiar grating voice. Richard doesn't need to look to know his mother-in-law has entered the lobby. 
 
    He closes the bottle. "Deborah all right?" 
 
    "She's fine," Eunice says, strolling toward him. For an older woman, she moves quickly. "And Charles, too." 
 
    "You need help with anything?" 
 
    Eunice shakes her head and digs into her purse, which is the size of the diaper bag Deborah packed for Charlie. She pulls out a red phone that is at least seven years old. 
 
    "I can't get a signal in the room," she explains, and then, "Well, shoot. Looks like it's no better out here." 
 
    Richard taps the lid of his Chrome Lightning to settle the carbonation and it occurs to him he doesn't actually know if the tapping has any effect. His father used to do it and Richard assumed he had a reason. 
 
    "Richie!" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Have you got a signal?" 
 
    Richard checks his phone and shakes his head. "It's probably interference from the hospital," he says, though he'd had a signal an hour ago when he called his father. 
 
    Well, when he called his father's phone. He'd actually talked to Zack, his seven-year-old stepbrother, who told him Marvin was sleeping. Richard knew what that meant. 
 
    His father retired after mom died and had since married a much younger woman, but he mostly spent his time drinking. He blamed the loss, but Richard knew the old man's drinking had gotten out of control long before mom's cancer finally killed her, and the two rarely spoke. 
 
    Still, Richard had hoped to catch him sober enough to tell him he had a grandson. If he could stay sober the three hours it would take to drive here, he could hold him. 
 
    "Excuse me," Eunice calls to a woman in scrubs passing in the hall. The woman isn't quite running, but she's certainly in a hurry. "Excuse me, do you have a phone?" 
 
    "Phones are out!" The woman calls over her shoulder as she disappears from sight. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Eunice yells, then turns back to Richard. 
 
    "Young people," she says. "An entire generation of godless, self-loving, demonic, rude—I ask you, would it really have slowed her down that much to answer an old woman's question?" 
 
    In response, Richard stops tapping his Chrome Lightning and twists off the cap with a hiss. It foams, but doesn't spill over.  
 
    He raises it to his lips. 
 
    "Oh, Richie, don't drink that." 
 
    He's tempted to take a swig anyway, but he lowers the bottle and raises an eyebrow. 
 
    "That's Kirkman's, right? They've been doing a recall this morning. Haven't you seen the news?" Eunice points to the television mounted on the waiting room's far wall. "Oh my word," she says. 
 
    Richard tosses the Chrome Lightning in a trash can beside the vending machines and looks at the television. "What's this?" 
 
    The television is tuned to a news channel. A ticker runs across the bottom confirming that a full recall of all Kirkman Soda is in effect, but that isn't what captures his attention. 
 
    On screen is a shot of Chicago, specifically Michigan Avenue, in front of the Hilton towers. Richard knows this without needing to read the graphic because in college he waited tables for the Savoy Bar and Grill a block away. 
 
    The television has no sound and Richard is sure he must be viewing a film or television show, one of those deals where they try to make the fantastic look real—one of those "found footage" deals. 
 
    This footage is of people running in the street and fighting, and not just punching each other, but biting one another. And more, there are cops and marines shooting at them. 
 
    Beyond the scrum, Richard sees actual tanks rolling up Michigan Avenue and a helicopter soaring in over Lake Michigan. 
 
    "Richie, I don't understand." 
 
    "Let me turn up the sound," Richard says, searching the tables beside the uncomfortable dorm couches that inevitably populate the waiting rooms of the best hospitals for a remote. 
 
    "Did you hear a horn earlier?" Eunice asks. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "A great horn, like a trumpet—no, I'd have heard that." 
 
    Richard frowns. "Are you trying to determine if this is the Rapture? Really?" 
 
    Eunice scrunches her pug face. "I was just asking a question." 
 
    Screaming explodes from the hall. 
 
    Both Richard and Eunice turn, the television forgotten. 
 
    The scream sounds male, but it's so high-pitched it's hard to be sure. There's no one in the hall leading away from the left side of the lobby, and only one of the doors to the many rooms is open, the room where the screaming is coming from. 
 
    It's a sea-green door and when the screaming intensifies and droplets of liquid splatter it in a quick spray, Richard can see they're red. 
 
    "Jesus," he says. 
 
    "Richie!" 
 
    A hand slaps that sea-green door. Attached to it is a man in a white hospital gown and no pants, which Richard only notices because it's impossible not to notice the man's wrinkly, stretched balls swinging just behind the ripped gown meant to cover them. 
 
    The man loses his grip on the door, staggers, then regains his balance so he is standing straight up in the center of the hall when he defecates. A glob lands on the linoleum between his legs with a wet smack. 
 
    "Jesus!" 
 
    "Richie!" 
 
    The man is in his 60s, and his skin is pale in contrast to the blood running down both his legs and pooling in the crevices of his toes. The shredded paper gown is stained scarlet across his chest and under his arms, tightly clinging to the blood there like the world's biggest piece of toilet paper pressed to the world's biggest shaving cut. 
 
    The man's screaming doesn't seem to come from him, even though his mouth is open wide. It's too loud. It seems to come from behind and around him in surround sound. 
 
    "Somebody help!" Richard shouts. He looks around the waiting room, but there's no one. There are no doctors, nurses, patients, maintenance men, or even visitors. In the two days he's been here, day or night, he's never been anywhere in the hospital this deserted. 
 
    Beside him, Eunice is babbling to the Almighty. 
 
    A second hand slaps the sea-green door. 
 
    The screaming man takes a hurried step forward and slips in his blood, falling to his butt and landing in his mess. 
 
    Richard barely notices. He can't take his eyes off the second hand. It's drenched in blood, and when it moves it leaves a red handprint. 
 
    Whatever is attached to that bloody hand—even then, Richard knows it's a whatever and not a whoever—isn't screaming. 
 
    The sound inside that room is a snarl. 
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    ON THE LINOLEUM FLOOR OF the hall, the old man has flipped onto his stomach so he can crawl toward the lobby, producing a series of squeaks and smearing blood and filth in a snail's trail. 
 
    "Anybody!" Richard screams. "Someone help this man!" 
 
    Eunice's piggy eyes are squeezed shut in prayer, so Richard leaves her and starts down the hall himself. He might not be able to help, but he can at least get the man off the floor. 
 
    Richard gets no more than a few steps, when the snarling from inside intensifies and a woman shambles into the hall on unsteady feet. Her black hair is covered in blood and bits of gristle. It hides her face, save for her mouth. Her lips are drawn back in a sneer, exposing her teeth like a feral animal. 
 
    Richard raises his hands, ready to fight or flee, and unsure of which to do. The woman can't be more than 100 pounds, but she's dead. 
 
    It's an irrational thought. Of course she's not dead, she's standing. 
 
    But the skin of her bony hands and skinny arms is paper-bag brown with shades of olive. Her hair is unwashed and looks like a wig. 
 
    And her throat! What has happened to her throat? 
 
    Just above her clavicle, a tuft of skin the size of a mitten hangs, a flap above an exposed windpipe. Her yellow blouse and jeans are stained red, but there's no blood flowing from the wound now. 
 
    Her chest is still. She's not breathing. 
 
    And yet she's standing. 
 
    And yet her arms are reaching toward the man attempting to crawl away. 
 
    A third figure enters the hall and Richard wants to cheer when he sees the man is dressed in a policeman's uniform. The cop approaches the old man and the dead woman from behind, unholstering his gun. 
 
    Richard backs away. 
 
    Before the cop is even three feet from the woman, he aims his gun at the back of her head and pulls the trigger. 
 
    "Jesus!" 
 
    Eunice doesn't scold him. She's still babbling to God, her prayers notably louder in the wake of the gunshot. 
 
    The cop looks Richard up and down. "You hurt?" 
 
    Richard is breathing hard, but he shakes his head. 
 
    The cop nods and leans in to look past the sea-green door. He frowns, then aims his gun inside and fires again. 
 
    He turns back to Richard. "You have to kill the brain," he says. 
 
    Richard doesn't say anything. 
 
    The cop addresses the bleeding man on the floor, who is now on his belly and worm-crawling toward the lobby. "Are you bitten?" 
 
    The old man makes a vocalization that is indecipherable. 
 
    "Sir, this is Officer Josh Prokopy. Have you been bitten today, sir?" 
 
    Another gurgling sound that might've been words. 
 
    "Have you had any soda to drink today, sir?" 
 
    The old man finds enough strength to raise his chest an inch off the linoleum. He screams. 
 
    Officer Prokopy nods as though he understands and jams the end of his gun to the top of the man's skull. 
 
    "What are you—" A third gunshot cuts off Richard's words. 
 
    Richard doesn't think. He turns to run and sees Eunice is no longer praying. She's already fled halfway across the lobby. 
 
    He catches up in a hurry and they barrel through the double doors to the maternity ward. Richard glances back only once and sees no sign of Officer Prokopy. 
 
    By the time the double doors close behind Richard, Officer Prokopy is the least of his worries. The maternity ward is filled with the coppery smell of blood and a thick, chewable stench that's worse. 
 
    From everywhere sounds a chorus of screaming, punctuated by snarls. 
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    THE FATHER IS THE FIRST thing Richard sees. In the halls ahead people are running and somewhere a woman is wailing in a high warbling like a siren, distinguishing it from the many other cries at lower octaves. 
 
    But the father is momentarily Richard's sole focus. He's younger than Richard, but not much, and he's sitting cross-legged in the hall outside a maternity suite. 
 
    He's weeping, but even amid the screams, Richard can hear this man's cries are soundless. His lips are drawn back and his mouth and throat contort in anguish, but no sound is produced. 
 
    Both the man's arms are wrapped around a bloody blanket, clutching a small bundle to his chest; a bundle that isn't moving. 
 
    A tiny hand hangs limply from beneath the blanket's folds. The man kisses the bald head protruding from that blanket and weeps. 
 
    "Help us, Lord," Eunice says, standing beside Richard and digging into her enormous purse, tossing aside wads of tissue and refuse and letting them fall to the floor. "Be with us, Father." 
 
    Behind the man and his dead infant, the door to the maternity suite is closed, but something is pounding insistently against the other side. Something in that room wants out and Richard knows whatever it is has waxen skin the color of a paper bag. 
 
    Eunice finds what she's looking for: a pink stun gun the size of a phone. She slings her purse on her shoulder and spreads her legs in a wide stance, holding the stun gun up and looking like a very old, very fat gladiator prepared to do battle. Under different circumstances, the image would be comical. 
 
    "Move!" shouts a woman running toward them. She's followed by three men and a girl. Richard steps aside and they all flee through the double doors before he can think to tell them there's a psycho cop in the lobby executing people. 
 
    Even if he had time to say this, Richard thinks they may be choosing the better option. 
 
    There's confusion and panic in the halls, more people getting the hell out. They're doing the right thing. He should also— 
 
    CHARLIE! 
 
    The thought seizes him at once and he bolts toward the nursery. Panic builds in him, but not the same old I-might-die panic he's used to. 
 
    What he's feeling now is an entirely new offshoot of the old species. This is a parent's panic: two parts high terror, one part murderous rage. He is an alligator returned to find a lesser predator too near his nest. 
 
    Eunice yells after him, but she has a weapon and can probably look out for herself. 
 
    There are two desks buttressing the opening in the hall ahead, and between them a man and a woman are rolling around on the floor. If it weren't for the blood, they might be mistaken for lovers. But as Richard approaches them he sees the woman is not merely nuzzling the man's throat, but tearing at the skin with her teeth. 
 
    Richard gives them a wide berth, but doesn't stop. 
 
    Nor does he pay any attention to the woman wandering alone in the center of the hall like a lost child. She's dressed in scrubs splattered in gore, but the expression behind her eyes is vacant. She no more sees Richard than he sees her. 
 
    Other people run in front of the nursery's window, all of them screaming and one of them bleeding from the arm or chest. Richard isn't sure which and doesn't care. 
 
    When they pass, he can see the two rows of three clear plastic cribs, four of them vacant. A nurse with the heavy frame of a gorilla is bent over one of the cribs and when Richard knocks on the glass, she looks up at him. 
 
    Her eyes must be rolled back in her skull, as all he can see are the whites. Her teeth are stained dark red and there are bits of flesh and other matter clinging to her chin and jaw. 
 
    In the clear crib below, Richard can see the ruin of a newborn, its head bent at an awkward angle, its chest opened like a dissection. It looks like a destroyed doll. 
 
    Though her eyes are all white, the nurse is leaning forward and looking at Richard the way a wolf might look at an elk. She reaches a hand toward the window as though she believes she can reach him through the glass, but a cry stops her. 
 
    The nurse turns left and dives her head into another crib as though she's bobbing for apples. The cry grows louder, then stops. 
 
    Richard claps a hand to his mouth and forces down the rising bile. 
 
    The important thing, he thinks, the only thing is that neither of those babies are Charlie, which means he's with Deborah. 
 
    Richard turns and runs back the way he came, leaving the nurse to her meal. 
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    "RICHIE!" EUNICE SCREAMS FROM THE end of the hall. She's standing just outside their maternity suite and Richard can't get to her fast enough. 
 
    "Come quick, Richie!" The old woman's eyes are wide and she's shaking and crying out to him instead of her Heavenly Father, which means it's serious. 
 
    When Richard reaches the door, which is wide open, the old woman grabs him with both hands. "Why wasn't I worthy? The end times have come and I've been left with the wicked!" 
 
    Inside the room, Charlie is crying, loud and hysterical. "I'm coming, son!" Richard calls, prying Eunice's fingers loose, his son's hysteria in his own voice. 
 
    "Why wasn't Deborah worthy?" Her face wrinkles in on itself like a dam collapsing and Eunice sobs. 
 
    Her grip gives and Richard shoves her hands aside so he can enter the suite. There's a plastic curtain drawn between the supply cabinet and the main room. 
 
    When Richard yanks it aside, what he sees is madness, but he becomes immediately cognizant of two things: his son is alive, his wife soon won't be. 
 
    Deborah is in the same bed she's lain in for two days. 
 
    A man in a polo shirt crouches over her and Richard recognizes him because he's passed him on the way to the coffee machine multiple times. His wife delivered last night. When Richard last saw him, the man had been clearly shaken, but happy. 
 
    He's quite calm now, almost serene, despite grunting as he eats. He reaches a free hand into Deborah's open stomach where he's torn through her cesarean wound and pulls up a good section of her insides so he can munch them. 
 
    "Richard!" Deborah says, as awake during this surgery as she was during the last. Her eyes are wide, like someone who's trying not to fall asleep. 
 
    But she's not looking at him. 
 
    Her arms are stretched out over the edge of the bed, away from the man in the polo shirt, and in her hands Charlie wriggles and cries. 
 
    Richard steps around the bed and takes his son from his wife. 
 
    "Richard." Deborah looks directly at him for the first time since he entered the room; also for the last. 
 
    "Rich—" She swallows. "Keep him safe, Richard." 
 
    Something cracks in her chest as the man in the polo shirt reaches farther into her. At the same time he's killing her, he looks over at Charlie and moans. His eyes are all white like the nurse's and whatever sort of man he was, there's none of him left behind those eyes. 
 
    Richard backs away slowly, clutching Charlie to his chest. 
 
    The man's moan becomes a snarl and he drops what he was eating like food that's gone bad, as though he's forgotten he was killing the woman still writhing below him. 
 
    A wailing builds in Richard's gut and rises up like lava through the inside of a volcano, sounding loud and long. He takes a hand from Charlie and slaps it over his quavering lips, forcing as much of the wail back into himself as he can. 
 
    The man who used to be a husband and a father reaches both hands toward Richard, Deborah's blood dripping from his fingers. 
 
    Richard takes a last step backward so that his back is flush with the wall. 
 
    The dead man steps around the bed, blocking Richard's only exit. Though he never stops snarling, the noise doesn't convey anger nor surprise, nor any emotion. 
 
    It's a hungry sound, like the roar of a lion. He wants to tear into Richard as he's done to the woman in the bed who is no longer breathing. Presently, he's eating neither Richard nor Deborah, so he's snarling only as a placeholder between the wet, chomping sounds of feeding. 
 
    Richard turns Charlie's head toward his chest to block his view, rubbing his hands through the boy's soft hair. Father and son cry together. 
 
    The dead man stumbles only once as he shambles past the bed and reaches both hands toward Charlie. 
 
    He opens his mouth wide, but his snarl becomes high-pitched and his body trembles. His head lulls a moment, then he turns around and Richard sees Eunice standing behind him. 
 
    The man growls, but Eunice jabs her pink stun gun to the side of his head. 
 
    He shakes a moment, then his legs give out and fold in on themselves. She follows him down with her stun gun and continues to jab it at him even after he's stopped moving. 
 
    Richard takes deep, slow breaths, wiping Charlie's eyes and then his own. 
 
    Eunice jams the stun gun to the dead man's forehead one last time, then straightens up. She glares at Richard and between gasps, she manages to speak a single word:  
 
    "Coward." 
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    "ALL RIGHT NOW," RICHARD SAYS, holding Charlie to his chest as he cries. "All right now, son." 
 
    Eunice steps around the dead man lying in a heap and reaches for the baby. "Give me my grandson." 
 
    Richard holds Charlie tighter and kisses his forehead. 
 
    Movement. In the bed. 
 
    Eunice and Richard both see it and turn to look. 
 
    The index finger on Deborah's left hand curls into itself, then extends again. 
 
    "Dear Jesus," Eunice says. 
 
    The other fingers begin twitching and wiggling. 
 
    "Yes, Lord!" Eunice shouts. "Thy will be done, Lord! Put Your healing hand on my baby. Raise her, Jesus, as You raised Lazarus, as You raise us all." 
 
    Charlie slips and Richard, who's turned fully toward his wife's dismembered body, has to reposition his hands to keep from dropping his child. 
 
    Deborah's lips pucker, then separate. 
 
    Eunice gasps and Richard knows she will soon be babbling her prayers, but he doesn't care, doesn't mind one bit. In a moment, as soon as his dead wife opens her eyes, Richard knows his days as an atheist will be done. 
 
    Richard shifts Charlie to his left side and leans over to put his right hand on his wife's cheek. 
 
    Eunice doesn't babble. She sings: "Yea though we perish, yea though we die, we'll all be together in the sweet bye and bye." 
 
    Deborah moans and her eyelids flutter. 
 
    "Come on, baby," Richard says. "Come on back to us." 
 
    The slits of Deborah's eyes part slowly, revealing an ever-widening gap of white. 
 
    She moans louder. 
 
    Richard rubs her cheek. "It's okay, baby." 
 
    It's Deborah's face he's rubbing, but it isn't Deborah looking back at him. 
 
    She tilts her head slowly toward Richard's hand, searching for his flesh with her mouth the way Charlie had searched earlier for her nipple. 
 
    Richard bends his wrist away, then pulls his hand back when she gnashes, her teeth slamming together with a snap instead of tearing the skin from her husband's forearm. 
 
    Richard puts both hands on Charlie, whose cries have become so hysterical he shudders and twitches and threatens to slip. 
 
    "Oh praise Jesus, she recognizes her child!" Eunice cries, and it's true, Deborah is reaching for Charlie. 
 
    Richard holds him back and steps away from the bed. 
 
    Deborah snarls and bends forward as much as she can, but with what little is left of her abdominal muscles, it isn't far. Neither of her legs move.  
 
    Richard knows she'll never leave that bed. The way she reaches for her son, spittle flying from her lips with each violent exhalation, like a rabid dog, Richard knows his wife is dead. 
 
    "I'm sorry, baby." He swallows. 
 
    Tiny, urgent hands dig against his chest. 
 
    Keep him safe, Richard. 
 
    Richard turns away from the bed. "We need to leave this place." 
 
    He steps around Eunice and looks past the curtain through the maternity suite's door into the empty hall. There are three dead people in the hall, the two he'd seen rolling around the floor earlier and someone else. 
 
    None of them look at him. They're standing and moaning, as though waiting for someone to come and tell them, "You can stop pretending to be alive now. You're not fooling anyone." 
 
    "We can't leave," Eunice says. 
 
    "We can't stay," Richard says. "I wouldn't touch her." 
 
    Deborah is reaching for her mother. The old woman has at least enough sense to keep her distance. 
 
    Elsewhere in the hospital, other people are screaming and a fire alarm has started, which is good as he has no idea how to keep Charlie quiet. 
 
    And then he does. 
 
    Richard hurries to the other side of the bed and ignores his own luggage in favor of the diaper bag. He has to check two pockets before he finds what he's looking for: a brand new pacifier someone gave Deborah at her baby shower. 
 
    Their apartment is filled with baby stuff, not that it does Charlie much good. His collection has been reduced to whatever his mother put in this bag. 
 
    He shifts Charlie to fit the bag's carrier strap over his shoulder and across his chest. Pacifier in place, he turns Charlie's head as they pass Deborah. He doesn't look at her either. 
 
    Part of him suspects he's dreaming—everything has a faint glow about it, as though viewed through a haze—but most of him knows he isn't, and in either case, they need to leave this place right now. 
 
    "I'm staying," Eunice says. 
 
    "Charlie isn't," Richard says as he creeps into the hall. One of the dead turns toward him, but she's a good ten feet away. 
 
    Richard keeps moving. 
 
    He stops once, just shy of the doors that lead back to the lobby and the only exit he knows will lead him to his car. 
 
    The father sitting on the floor outside his own maternity suite is no longer weeping. He's cooing and he smiles when Richard approaches. 
 
    "We're getting out of here," Richard says. "You should come with us." 
 
    The man shakes his head. "We're all right now." 
 
    The tiny hand protruding from the blanket the man cradles opens and closes. 
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    THE GUNSHOT SOUNDS AS RICHARD opens the door to the lobby, not that it would've stopped him with the chorus of dead moans behind growing louder than the diminishing screams of the living. 
 
    Gore splashes a small corner of white ceiling tile and a man in blue drops his gun to the floor with a clatter. 
 
    He stands and stares, gasps, then falls to the floor between the couch and the television, which has been knocked off its wall mount and is now face down on the linoleum floor, permanently switched off. 
 
    The man, however, is not. 
 
    There is a widening gap from just below his chin, through his lips and obliterated right eye, through his forehead to just past his hairline, as though a zipper to his face has been undone. He gasps and chokes and little bubbles of blood form on either side of his shattered teeth. 
 
    He's still wearing his policeman's uniform and now Richard recognizes friendly Officer Prokopy. The sleeve of his uniform is torn and bloody, but not from the gunshot. Someone bit him. 
 
    His hands flutter to either side of his ruined face like a panicked child. 
 
    I didn't mean it! Take it back! No fair! 
 
    Aside from Prokopy, there appears to be no one else in the lobby, living or dead. Richard walks around the officer, carries Charlie to the elevator bay, and finds that the call button is already lit at the same time someone moves behind him. 
 
    Richard whips around, causing Charlie to stop crying in favor of a hiccup. 
 
    An attractive woman in her 20s bends to retrieve Officer Prokopy's dropped service weapon. 
 
    The good officer flaps and sputters at her, his left eye bulging in accusation, though he hasn't moved from the blood pooling around him. 
 
    That's mine! Give it! 
 
    Richard doesn't know much about guns except to avoid them, but she seems to know plenty. She ejects a clip, checks it, then locks it back into place with a click. 
 
    "The elevator's out," she says. "We'll have to take the stairs." 
 
    Richard clutches Charlie closer as she approaches, though there's no reason why he should. She has a slight frame, long and sinewy like a dancer, but she walks like someone unafraid of a fight, shoulders square, looking Richard straight in the eye, assessing him as he's assessing her. 
 
    Her red hair is short and cropped close to her pixie face. She's likely had to ward off her share of overzealous admirers, who haven't convinced her not to wear an aggressively low-cut blue dress. "I'm Margot Wilson," she says and actually holds out a hand. 
 
    Richard half expects her to give him a business card, no doubt having something to do with sales. He looks around the lobby to assure himself of the circumstances. 
 
    There's no one else present, save for Officer Prokopy, who's still coughing and choking and now twitching his left foot like a stricken rabbit. From elsewhere in the hospital come the shrill screams of panic and pain. 
 
    Still, Margot's hand is extended expectantly. 
 
    He swallows and shifts his son to shake it. "Richard Macomber. And this is Charlie." 
 
    Margot smiles and nods her approval. "Got ourselves in a hell of a situation, don't we, Richard? Just a hell of a situation." 
 
    Richard frowns. "Where are the stairs?" 
 
    "Right. That's prudent. Good thinking. Sharp." She taps her temple with a finger.  
 
    "Forgive me, Richard. My sister's just died and I'm afraid I'm a tad discombobulated. But I've got a gun now and I'm a good shot, so I think we'll be all right. My uncle taught me when I was young, and I was an apt pupil. I usually carry my own piece, but I'm traveling now and couldn't take it on the plane, of course, not that that stopped security from—where are you going?" 
 
    Richard walks around the elevators to the hall and finds the doorway he's looking for with a little plastic plaque beside it bearing a line drawing of stairs. 
 
    "Hold on, Richard," Margot says as he opens the door. "I should really go first seeing as how you've got a baby and I've got a gun." 
 
    "After you." 
 
    He holds the door wide, his other arm curled around Charlie, who's scrunching his eyes and burying his head in Richard's chest. He gives a little yawn and Richard wants to weep. 
 
    It's his first day, Richard thinks, and he doesn't know the world isn't always like this. 
 
    "Right," Margot says, stepping into the stairwell, which is quiet and empty. "It's well lit, at least. Should be able to spot any... Well, we'll see anyone coming, anyway." 
 
    Richard steps into the stairwell. The door snaps shut behind him. 
 
    "Well then," Margot says. "Onward and upward whether we like it or not. Or I suppose it's onward and downward under these circumstances." She laughs until Richard steps around her and onto the stairs. 
 
    "Stop talking, Margot!" she says laughing harder. "You don't have to tell me I never shut up. I've been me for thirty-one years, I know I never shut up. And I bet you thought I was younger, huh?" 
 
    "Hadn't given it much thought," Richard says, rounding the first bend in the staircase. 
 
    "Well, I'm chatty, especially when I'm nervous, and I don't mind telling you, Richard, I'm feeling awfully talkative today." 
 
    Charlie coos in a way Richard doesn't realize is his version of a snore until he looks down and sees his boy is sound asleep. 
 
    Margot doesn't wait for his response. "You know what this reminds me of? Did you ever read that book, Wool, by that do-it-yourself-self-publishing guy everyone was talking about? 
 
    "In that book, these people in the future live in this huge silo beneath the ground and some of them just have to march up and down this giant staircase all day, like 200 floors or something crazy like that—it's a book, right?" 
 
    "We've just got two more to go," Richard says as they pass a wall with a huge blue three painted on it. In a way, he's glad Margot is still talking. Half listening to her takes the edge off seeing the people running on the other side of the glass pane in the third-floor door. 
 
    "The thing about that silo though—even though all the people were trapped inside with nothing to do but kill each other and march up and down the stairs all day—at least all the nasty stuff left over from the end of the world couldn't get inside unless they let it." 
 
    Charlie startles, so Richard stops long enough to pat his head and rub his back, which is wet, but there isn't anything to be done about it. When they get out of this hospital, he'll change him. It's only two more floors, just one step at a time, and then everything will be fine. 
 
    "You're okay, buddy," Richard whispers, and Charlie shuts his eyes. 
 
    "What I'm getting at," Margot says, "is we should consider living the rest of our lives in this stairwell. What do you think, Richard?" 
 
    "I think we should keep moving. My son needs—" 
 
    The glass pane in the door to level two shatters and a dead hand reaches through, its owner snarling. 
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    CHARLIE STARTLES AWAKE, THROWING OUT both hands, and nearly slips from Richard's grasp to the cold metal steps. Richard squeezes his son tight enough to elicit a shriek, but doesn't drop him. 
 
    The dead man's growls fill the stairwell the way a horse's snorts fill a stable, magnified by the confinement. 
 
    From what Richard glimpses of his face, the man isn't upset or hurt, despite the jagged edges of glass in the door's broken window shredding the skin of his forearm. He isn't angry or even frustrated. He simply wants entrance to the stairwell, but can't seem to remember that doors need to be opened. 
 
    Richard doesn't wait for him to catch on. As soon as Charlie is secure, he starts down the next set of stairs. 
 
    Margot aims Officer Prokopy's gun, but doesn't fire. She sidesteps around the dead man's arm and comes down the stairs backward, never taking her eyes off the bloody fingers. 
 
    "What do you make of that, Richard? He seems to be having trouble with the door." 
 
    "I don't know and I don't care," Richard says, rounding to the last of the stairs. 
 
    "Fair enough," Margot agrees, lowering the gun and facing forward. Without a baby to carry, she catches up to Richard before he reaches the final door. 
 
    "I'll go first," she says, but she doesn't. Instead she presses her face into the window in the entrance to the ground floor. "Well, that's lucky. There's no one out there." 
 
    She steps back and considers. "Hang on." 
 
    Richard takes a deep breath. Deborah's face flashes in his vision, like a jarring clip of film spliced into the movie you paid to see. Not the face he just left, the face she wore on their wedding day, her blond hair pulled back, her makeup done for the photographer. 
 
    Margot screams, "Hey you up there! Can you hear me?" 
 
    Charlie would only ever see photos of his mother's face. Richard's hand trembles. Something big and powerful builds in his chest, something that doesn't care about the situation he's in, something that wants out. 
 
    Above them, the snarling intensifies, but below it they can hear the dead man's hand flapping against the door. 
 
    Richard focuses on Charlie, the whole world gone except for a single face with tiny features. 
 
    "We need to leave." 
 
    "He can't get at us," Margot says, her head tilted up, her voice filled with awed excitement like a chemist who's just discovered the essential element for a new compound. "He's trapped." 
 
    "We're not." 
 
    Richard opens the first-floor door and steps through it. Just as he does, he hears the sound of another stairwell door high above them slamming shut. 
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    ESCAPE IS ALMOST TOO EASY. Until it isn't. 
 
    The hall outside the stairwell is clear, though a woman's continuous wailing is coming from somewhere on the first floor. But not from the direction of the main lobby and the exit. Under different circumstances, he might head toward the cry and offer assistance, but he's got a baby. Someone else will have to help the wailing woman. 
 
    Margot exits the stairwell behind him. 
 
    To the right is a little cove occupied by two couches and a coffee table. The floor lamp beside the left couch has been knocked to the floor and there's a large red stain in the couch's center cushion flecked with blood and bits of leftover human, but Richard doesn't stop. 
 
    He has to get to the lobby. From there he'll take the exit. His Honda is in the second parking lot back. He can feel his car keys against his leg in his jeans pocket. 
 
    Hallways feed off the main corridor and little black plaques on the walls tell him where he'd come out were he to veer, but he just has to follow the main path. 
 
    He just has to keep walking. 
 
    Keep walking and everything will be all right. 
 
    He hears the dead woman before he sees her. She staggers into the center of the hall, stretching both hands toward them, her fingers twitching in anticipation of tearing the flesh from their bodies, though she's still a good 25 feet ahead. 
 
    She looks like a character, like a witch in a Disney cartoon. She's wearing brown jeans, but she has spiky white hair and she's dressed in a black blouse and a white blazer, making her look like what's her name, the one who tried to kill all the 101 Dalmatians. Glenn Close played her and there was even a catchy song about her name. 
 
    Richard can't remember. 
 
    Get your head in the game. 
 
    The only thing that matters is that the dead woman is standing between Charlie and the exit. 
 
    "Right," Margot says, running ahead. 
 
    Richard slows, but doesn't stop. 
 
    Margot does. Five feet from the woman, she takes a wide stance and aims the service weapon at the woman's chest. 
 
    "Stop there," Margot says. "I mean it." 
 
    "That's not going to work," Richard calls. 
 
    Margot frowns. "No, I didn't think it would." 
 
    The dead woman staggers toward Margot, her eyes locked on her, her hands reaching toward her. She's forgotten Richard and his son. Margot has become her whole world and the distance between them is shrinking fast. 
 
    Margot takes a deep breath and fires. 
 
    The dead woman's upper body twists left and her arm flies back, but she doesn't collapse. 
 
    She looks momentarily perplexed, then she turns back toward Margot and snarls. The interruption is forgotten; now back to her regularly scheduled meal. 
 
    "That's unfortunate," Margot says and fires again. 
 
    This time Richard can see the hole appear in the woman's blouse and the visceral matter that explodes out her back as the bullet passes through, but the dead woman doesn't stop. The shot doesn't even appear to register. 
 
    Margot retreats several steps. The woman is too close. 
 
    Richard thinks of Officer Prokopy. "You have to kill the brain." 
 
    "Right," Margot says, remarkably calm. She takes her time aiming before she pulls the trigger again and this time the woman—De Vil! That was her name! 
 
    Cruella De Vil collapses to the hard linoleum with a meaty smack. Even so, she continues reaching up from the ground. 
 
    Margot leans over the dead woman. None of the training she apparently did on her uncle's farm is necessary to line up this shot. 
 
    It sounds like a minor explosion and Charlie jumps as the gun recoils, but the dead woman's hands fall back and she stops moving. 
 
    The snarling, however, continues and Richard realizes it's no longer coming from her. It's coming from behind them and ahead of them. 
 
    And it's getting louder. 
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    "SHHHHHH, SHHH, SHHH!" RICHARD HUGS Charlie to him, pressing his lips against his cheek as he whispers, "Please be quiet, son." 
 
    Charlie isn't listening. He continues to whine, so Richard kisses him, surprising the boy into momentary silence. And then he resumes whining. 
 
    Margot aims the gun behind them, deliberates, and decides not to pull the trigger. 
 
    Richard glances back and sees three dead people, two men walking upright and a woman awkwardly crawling with two good hands and one remaining leg. 
 
    At the speed the dead are moving, their legs jerking and twitching with each step, they won't reach the living for at least two, maybe three minutes. 
 
    "We should keep moving," Margot says. 
 
    Richard pulls Charlie into his chest so he can focus on walking. When his face presses against his father's T-shirt, the warmth combined with the motion of Richard jogging calms him. 
 
    Margot runs ahead. At the end of the hall she stops and raises her gun. She doesn't fire it or even aim it in any one particular place. 
 
    Richard knows from the look on her face he's not going to like what's waiting at the end of the hall anymore than he likes what's shambling toward them. He catches up to Margot and stops moving. 
 
    He doesn't so much as breathe. 
 
    Charlie's face lifts from his father's cheek. He half opens his eyes and turns his head from side to side, his lips pursing. 
 
    Richard shakes his head as though he hopes to convey meaning through gesture to an infant. 
 
    But Charlie's smart, surely. Richard can tell. And he can understand Daddy; not all the time, but in this one, very important moment— 
 
    Charlie opens his mouth wide, raising the entire top portion of his head as he throws his head back. Richard wraps his fingers around the back of the boy's hair, pressing his face gently into his shirt to smother the cry. 
 
    Not now, son. Not now. 
 
    Margot glares at him, then she looks at the baby wriggling under his father's grip, his wails muffled and as quiet as they can be made without suffocating him. She presses her index finger to the tip of her nose. 
 
    Richard shrugs and nods at the same time. I'm with you, but being quiet isn't completely up to me. 
 
    Margot gestures across the lobby to the main exit, which is some distance away, but at least there's a clear path from point A to B. 
 
    Richard nods. 
 
    Margot blows out all the air from her lungs and nods in return, her eyes focused and serious. 
 
    There are more than 20 dead people in the main lobby of Wyandotte General. Thankfully, their attention is on the fountain against the far wall. 
 
    An old man and a teenage girl, probably his daughter, or maybe his granddaughter, have stepped over the side of the fountain and are now wading in water up to their knees. They're backing away toward the center and for now the encroaching dead remain outside the fountain's perimeter. 
 
    They're going to die! screams a voice in Richard's brain. 
 
    He doesn't disagree. But Margot takes her first quiet step into the lobby and he follows. 
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    THE FIRST DEAD MAN TO cross the fountain's threshold doesn't step over the edge of the pond so much as trip over it. He topples face-first with a splash that sprays the dead crowding in behind him. 
 
    The old man and the girl cowering in the fountain's center, in water to their knees, cling to each other and watch the corpse thrashing and splashing among the hundreds of wishing pennies. 
 
    By the time the dead man pushes his face up, breaching the surface with a moan he was surely making beneath the water where it couldn't be heard, two more dead people have crossed the threshold. 
 
    They don't even attempt to step over the fountain's stone edge. They walk into it and flop face forward into the pool as though doing a dive in a bizarre synchronized swimming routine. 
 
    There are more dead people encroaching, spread out to cover all sides of the fountain, so the prey in its center can't charge in any direction without having to pass by at least one of them. 
 
    The old man recognizes this, Richard can tell by his expression, and yet his eyes are hopeful as though he believes someone will save them. The girl is looking at Richard as though she believes that someone will be him. 
 
    Richard looks at Charlie. His job is to take care of his son. 
 
    He turns back to the girl and mouths the word "Run!" 
 
    "Not enough bullets," Margot whispers, and the fact that she chances speaking at all tells Richard how strong her emotional reaction must be. 
 
    Richard points toward the exit and again stretches his lips wide to over-enunciate without actually making any sound. "Run!" 
 
    The old man and the girl both shake their heads and Richard flaps his fingers at them. The dead are closing in and they have to move now. 
 
    Charlie cries out. Richard presses the boy's face to his chest as gently as he can while still keeping him quiet. The baby's eyes are wide and very concerned and Richard wants to tell him it's all right, and it will be so long as they keep moving and Charlie keeps quiet. 
 
    The old man screams and the girl breaks left. She leaps over the side of the fountain and makes it three running steps before a walking corpse in scrubs catches her arm and yanks her to a stop. 
 
    She struggles and pulls, but the dead man gets his other hand in her hair. She's not willing to yank her hair out to free herself and he doesn't care if she's bald or not. He pulls her close and buries his teeth in her chest. 
 
    The old man is held in the center of the fountain by two dead people eating the flesh from his legs, so he gets to personally witness the death of his daughter or granddaughter before they pull him down and bury his face beneath the surface in a final baptism. 
 
    And all the while Richard keeps walking, one foot in front of the other. 
 
    Charlie's eyes are wide and his face is bright red. 
 
    Richard relaxes his grip to give him some air. 
 
    Charlie snorts, inhales, then immediately begins to cry. 
 
    Richard hugs him tight, cutting off his air again. He hates himself for doing it. 
 
    The fountain is packed with five or six corpses and the ones crowding in behind have slowed, no longer interested since the old man stopped screaming. 
 
    At the back of the group is a woman in stretchy pants with a fanny pack twisted to her hip. She cocks her head, causing her long hair to sway, as though she's listening for something. 
 
    Richard is sure she's going to turn and see him and Margot out in the open of the lobby, tiptoeing toward the door. 
 
    Charlie's arms spasm and he kicks, shaking his head to free himself from his father's grip. 
 
    Richard pats his back and tries to convey with a touch both how sorry he is to be suffocating the boy and also how necessary it is. 
 
    Charlie's eyes are wider than ever and his face is fully inflamed, on its way to purple. 
 
    They're almost to the exit. 
 
    A dead man in a Homer Simpson T-shirt lumbers through the doorway of a waiting room to the left of the exit, his lips drawn back, exposing his teeth. 
 
    Margot aims for his head and fires. 
 
    Richard loosens his grip, allowing his son to throw his head back. Charlie's cry explodes out of him. 
 
    Every walking corpse in front of the fountain turns toward them. Even those inside the fountain's perimeter sit up to look at the crying infant. 
 
    From everywhere, dead people snarl. 
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    "RUN!" MARGOT SHOUTS, ALREADY RUNNING. 
 
    Richard pulls Charlie to his chest to avoid bouncing the boy's head off a shoulder blade and runs three steps toward the door before a dead hand seizes his ankle, jerking him to a stop. 
 
    Charlie's diaper bag tumbles to the floor. Richard falls face forward and though he can't put his hands up to catch himself without dropping his son, he manages to turn on his side so Charlie never makes contact with the floor. 
 
    Charlie screams louder than ever, but that's okay. Screaming is good. It means he's all right. 
 
    "Margot!" Richard cries, but she doesn't turn back. The automatic glass doors close behind her as she flees across the ambulance bay. 
 
    He looks down to see that attached to the fingers ripping the skin of his calf is a boy no older than 15. He's only got the one arm and no legs, but he's pulling himself toward Richard, his white eyes locked on Charlie, his mouth open in anticipation so that drool seeps over the corners of his mouth and runs down his waxy chin. 
 
    Richard twists so he can kick the boy, grunting with the effort. The first kick knocks the boy back. It takes two more kicks to his face and one to his arm before his fingers release, but by then Richard is more worried about the dead couple shambling out of the waiting room behind the boy. 
 
    Charlie's cries are louder than ever and the man and woman are more interested in him than his father. 
 
    They're close. Too close. 
 
    Richard watches them come. 
 
    I'm dead. This is the moment of my death. All my life I've wondered how it would happen and this is the way I die. 
 
    This is not the moment of Charlie's death. 
 
    Richard shoves his son away, setting him on the black floor mat beside the still body of the corpse in the Homer Simpson shirt, and scoots backward away from the one-armed boy. 
 
    The dead man and woman crowd in, towering above Richard. 
 
    Richard whips his feet under his legs in a move that looks like break dancing. All he sees in his mind's eye is Charlie, crying hysterically beside the dead man. 
 
    Richard growls like a wounded lion exploding from the brush and plants a hand in the center of each corpse's chest, driving the dead couple back as he launches off the ground. 
 
    They reach for him, but Richard is faster. He shoves the cadavers back into the waiting room. 
 
    The man backs into a chair and his legs go out from under him. 
 
    Richard yanks his hand away from the woman before she can get a grip on his arm. As soon as she's released, she charges. 
 
    Richard doesn't think. 
 
    He snatches a metal lamp off an end table and swings it up in an arc, clipping the dead woman's chin. 
 
    Her head and shoulder curve backward, like a yogi in a pose, but she still stands, so Richard hits her again. The lamp comes apart in his hand, but she topples, and he doesn't need it anymore. 
 
    The dead man is lying on the floor, struggling to get up. Richard ignores him. 
 
    He turns back to see the boy with no legs has pulled himself to Charlie with his one arm. He's positioned his head directly over the baby and his mouth is open wide. 
 
    Richard lunges, knowing he has no hope of reaching his son in time, a wave of grief rushing through him so agonizing he's glad he'll never have to live another day after this. 
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    RICHARD SEES THE VISCERAL MATTER exit the side of the dead boy's head before he hears the gunshot. The dead boy's single arm drops to the floor and his head collapses on his hand. 
 
    Beneath that hand, Charlie cries out loud and beautiful and alive. 
 
    Richard rushes forward to find Margot Wilson standing between the open exit doors, lowering Officer Prokopy's service weapon. 
 
    "Thank—" 
 
    "Sorry, Richard. Thought you two were behind me." 
 
    Richard bends to retrieve Charlie, but another set of hands is already lifting his son from beneath the dead boy's grip. 
 
    "All right now," Eunice says. "Grandma's got you." 
 
    Behind Richard, the dead man is getting to his feet. The walking corpses in the lobby are crowding in. 
 
    Richard is too stunned to speak, so he doesn't. He follows Margot and Eunice through the giant glass exit doors, all of them running, Charlie bouncing and crying in Eunice's arms, the dead spilling out into the ambulance bay just behind them. 
 
    Margot sprints, but Richard only jogs to make sure he doesn't leave Charlie or the old woman carrying him behind. When they reach the parking lot, Eunice slows to a walk. 
 
    "I'm glad you made it out," Richard says and is surprised to find he means it. 
 
    "No," Eunice huffs, "thanks," huff, "to you," huff. "Didn't you hear me calling you in the stairwell, Richie?" 
 
    Richard shakes his head and holds out his hands for Charlie. "Let me take him." 
 
    Eunice whips her entire body left, moving her grandson well out of his father's reach. "Absolutely not!" she shouts. "God only knows where you'll leave him next." 
 
    Richard opens his mouth to protest, but a gunshot cuts him off. 
 
    Margot aims at three dead people staggering toward them between a van and a compact car. She fires again, then veers to the right away from the two still standing. 
 
    "Oh thank God!" Eunice says, her eyes suddenly wide and bright. "Thank you, Jesus! We're saved!" She secures Charlie in one hand and raises the other above her head. "Brother Mordecai!" 
 
    Richard looks where Eunice is waving and sees two men in purple shirts with white crosses identical to the one his mother-in-law—not anymore—wears. They're lifting a woman who appears badly injured into the back of a van painted the same shade of purple as their shirts. 
 
    Stenciled on the side of the van in white lettering is the moniker "New Life Christian Church." 
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    "TELL ME, WHY IS IT Satan's poisoned fruit designed to destroy our bodies always tastes sweetest?" Brian Hopstead asks, exhaling a stream of smoke and holding the cigarette perpendicular to better appreciate it. 
 
    "I thought I was the poisoned fruit you said tasted sweetest, Reverend," Rachel says, reaching for the cigarette. 
 
    He cringes. "I've asked you not to call me that here." 
 
    She nods, tapping ashes into the tray on his stomach. She's tried calling him "Brian," but it sounds funny coming from her mouth, even when she contorts beneath him, and he's never complained about her moaning the name of God. 
 
    And even lying naked beneath the sheet they share, even with his hair tussled and sweaty, his gold rings all removed, his suit and his Bible saved for Sunday, she can only ever think of him as Reverend. 
 
    "I think Reverend sounds..." she giggles and grins so wide she can barely get the word out, "sexy." 
 
    He shakes his head and snatches the cigarette. "To you it sounds sexy. To me it sounds like work. 
 
    "Reverend's what they call you before they ask you to come to their home at eleven at night and talk to their child who won't stop screaming. It's what they call you when they want you to come to the hospital. It's what they call you when they need counseling or someone to pray with or all the rest of it." 
 
    "Don't you like those things, Reverend?" 
 
    He sneers and smokes. "Sometimes I like them, and sometimes I have to ask God to give me the strength. Sometimes He does and sometimes He doesn't. I like it when people ask me to dinner. And I like it when they help out with the house and when they ask Penelope out of town." 
 
    He winks and Rachel can't help but grin back, though she wishes he wouldn't talk about his wife these mornings. Even if he talks about her and thinks about her all the rest of his life, these rare mornings do not belong to Penelope. These are her mornings. 
 
    "I like getting paid," he says. "That I like just fine. But when they call you Reverend, you're supposed to believe in God." 
 
    Rachel sits up, keeping the sheet over her breasts with one hand and searching the dresser for her hastily discarded panties with the other. 
 
    He frowns and snubs out the cigarette. "What's wrong?" 
 
    "I know you have your doubts, but I wish you wouldn't share them." 
 
    "Who else can I share them with?" 
 
    "I don't care." 
 
    He grips her wrist tight enough to let her know she's not going anywhere and a part of her softens, though she knows she shouldn't.  
 
    "Stay," he says. "I'm going to smoke another of these cowboy killers and then I'm going to see if I can't bring water from the rock once more." 
 
    She settles and when he's convinced, he releases her wrist. He puts another cigarette between her lips and locks his eyes with hers as he lights it. 
 
    "Do you believe in UFOs?" 
 
    She raises an eyebrow. 
 
    He takes the cigarette from her. "Doesn't matter what you believe. I had a friend who swore he saw one and I believed him." 
 
    He pauses to smoke. "I got interested and I read a book on the subject, Secret Skies, by a fellow named Timothy or Thomas or maybe it was Tony; Dr. Something Jacobs. Anyway, if I remember his name, you might've heard of him. He's been on a couple television programs and he has a radio show. But I read his book before he got famous. 
 
    "You know what they call a fellow like that? A ufologist, like a biologist that studies UFOs. Makes them sound more scientific, I guess." He gives a kids-say-the-darndest-things chuckle. 
 
    "Anyway, this fellow, he made a pretty good case. He had quotes from astronauts and presidents and generals. Credible people, all saying flying saucers were real. It was a good book and after I read it, I wondered." 
 
    Rachel blows a raspberry. "If there were such a thing as flying saucers, Heavenly Father would've seen fit to mention them in the good book." 
 
    "Ezeekiel saw a burning wheel in the sky." 
 
    Rachel takes the cigarette from the reverend, considering.  
 
    "I don't care if you believe in flying saucers or not. That's not the point. My point is this ufologist fellow made a good case with his first book. Lots of eyewitness accounts, lots of photographs, enough evidence for me and a lot of other people to buy the book. And he must've sold enough books to make some money because he wrote another book. And another. 
 
    "I didn't read them. As aliens haven't shown up so far as I'm aware, I've got other things to occupy my time. When the aliens want to sing in our choir, I'll pay attention." 
 
    Rachel laughs. "They can't sing any worse than Sister Eunice." 
 
    The reverend smirks. "That's not very nice." 
 
    "But it tastes sweet." She runs her fingers along his thigh, but he pays her no attention and she knows he hasn't finished his sermon. 
 
    "A year or two ago, I found myself curious about the ufologist fellow. I looked up his web page. He had a whole list of upcoming speaking appearances and maybe twenty-five books. But they weren't the reasonable stuff he started with. He'd written books about aliens abducting people and lizard aliens that secretly run the world. He even had a book claiming proof that a woman had given birth to a half alien baby. 
 
    "My jaw just dropped. What happened to the reasonable writer I read back when he released his first book? How did he get from there to crazy town? And the kicker: it said on his bio page he'd never even seen a UFO himself. Everything he wrote was based on things other people had seen." 
 
    The reverend put out the cigarette and climbed out of bed. He went to the bathroom and left the door open so he could keep talking, which Rachel could've done without. 
 
    "The more I think about it, the more I think what must've happened is that first book selling as well as it did put him in a bind. I bet he quit his day job and got busy touring around, talking about aliens, being on TV, and having people writing him fan letters. Bet that felt pretty good. But as soon as that book stopped selling, it was time to write another book or get a job. 
 
    "Thing of it is, you can't count on a UFO to crash in Roswell every time you need to sell another book. And people get tired of hearing that old story, so you have to come up with something new and more interesting like lizard people and alien babies. And every time you do, you get farther and farther away from that little bit of truth you started out with." 
 
    He flushes the toilet and comes back into the room, one hand cupped between his legs like a fig leaf. 
 
    "His readers, all those people buying his books and paying to see him speak, they own him. He can't stop writing about UFOs now, not if he wants to pay the bills. And maybe, just maybe, it occurs to him that he might've got a few things wrong or told a few little untruths. What's he going to do? Who could he ever say that to? 
 
    "What he does instead is write the next book, maybe something about Bigfoot this time, and the bills get paid." 
 
    Rachel's cell phone buzzes along the top of the dresser. When she sees who it is, she sends it straight to voice mail. She doesn't tell the reverend it's Mordecai. He doesn't like talking about her husband any more than she likes talking about Penelope. 
 
    And besides, he's not looking for any input from her as he slides into bed. He's got a little more sermon left. 
 
    "And all the while, I bet this ufologist fellow is standing in his backyard, day and night, watching the sky. I bet every time he goes outside, he looks up. Because he wants to believe. It's in his best interest to believe. He just needs to see one little flying saucer. Just enough to know he's not crazy or a fool. 
 
    "He just needs a sign from above." 
 
    When Mordecai calls again, Rachel decides it must be serious and answers. All she can hear on his end is a screaming that chills her from head to toe. 
 
    

  

 
   
    16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHARLIE IS ASLEEP. RICHARD CAN see his eyes are closed and his tiny hands are curled under his cheek, both head and hands resting on his grandma's shoulder.  
 
    He should be in a car seat, of course. Had they taken Richard's Honda rather than the church van, Charlie would be in his car seat. Of course, in the world he planned for, the world as it should be, he and Charlie are still at the hospital and Charlie is perhaps nursing at his mother's breast because in the real world, Deborah is still alive. 
 
    The world passing by outside the van windows is not the real world. 
 
    Harrington High School is burning. Richard watches as the purple van passes the scene, not really seeing it. 
 
    Running on a sidewalk toward Funucation Kindergarten and Daycare, with their backs to the van, are three teenagers named Ricky Genero, Michelle Kirkman, and Ben Tobin. Richard doesn't really see them either. 
 
    Deborah is dead. 
 
    He has no control over his current situation. Someone named Brother Mordecai is driving. He has long blond hair like he still wants to be a rock star when he grows up, though he's in his late forties. 
 
    Brother Mordecai has called the reverend and received his instructions. Richard doesn't know where they're going, only that wherever it is, it's away from the hospital and the reanimated dead. 
 
    "Better not take the highway," Margot Wilson says, pointing from the passenger side seat, where she's been helpfully dictating instructions the reverend is not present to give. "Lot of traffic and people are driving like absolute fools. Apt to be a wreck. We're better off taking back roads." 
 
    Margot taps her chin with her index finger. "Of course, we're probably better headed for a police station. An army base would be good, if you know of one nearby." 
 
    Someone named Peter Davis was supposed to be sitting in the copilot seat, but Margot hopped in ahead of him and he had no choice but to sit in the middle of the van's three benches beside Eunice and the baby. His arms are folded across his chest and he wears a dour expression, as though such things as seating arrangements could still matter when Deborah is dead. 
 
    His friend is dead. 
 
    Deborah, who on a day six months ago after another dinner at an expensive steak house spent arguing had been storming off to the El train, him following behind her, uncertain what he might say when he caught up to her. 
 
    His partner is dead. 
 
    Deborah, who'd stopped when a sudden downpour caught them both and stranded them under the same awning, her blond hair drenched but sparkling in the street light, her blue eyes wet with water that was only partly rain. 
 
    His wife is dead. 
 
    Deborah, who'd smiled, then laughed at his impromptu marriage proposal that was as much a surprise to him as it was to her. Deborah, who would've made a finer parent than he ever will. 
 
    He's weeping. Richard doesn't recall his tears starting, but his cheeks are slick with them, and his throat hitches in a sob he can't stop and doesn't want to. 
 
    Beside him, slumped in the seat, and also crying is a too-thin redhead named Sister Bernice. Her right leg is a bloody mess and the expression on her face tells Richard how badly it must hurt. 
 
    It looks almost as though she were the victim of a shark attack. There's a long rip in her skirt (royal purple to match her T-shirt), which is stained through with blood, but beneath it Richard can see the tissue of her thigh. 
 
    Sister Bernice lolls her head from side to side, whimpering and moaning, but even with all the missing flesh and blood her cries have got nothing on Richard's. 
 
    "You all right back there?" Brother Mordecai calls, appraising Richard in the rearview mirror. 
 
    Richard wants to answer, but his throat hitches with the next sob. He smacks at his eyes with the backs of his hands, whipping the tears off his cheeks even as more come, so he has to settle for nodding. 
 
    He thinks only of Charlie, almost eaten on the lobby floor of Wyandotte General, his ruined mother snarling three floors above. Charlie, whose mother is dead and whose father has almost got him killed twice. 
 
    "Hang in there, Richard," Margot says, turned sideways in her seat. She gives him a flat smile. 
 
    "Pull yourself together, Richie," Eunice says. 
 
    "Richie, that's enough now. You'll wake Charlie," Eunice says. 
 
    "I can't think why my daughter picked you. I can't think why God made you daddy to my grandbaby. Should've sent a man," Eunice says. 
 
    They pass Ernie's filling station and I-65, and then they're the only vehicle on 200 W, where, aside from the occasional farmhouse, there's nothing but cornfields and trees. The only sounds in the van are Sister Bernice's incoherent moans and Richard's muted whimpers. 
 
    By the time the van comes to a stop in the parking lot of a little white church, Richard is breathing through his nose and Sister Bernice has passed out. He cups his forehead with his thumb and finger so his extended palm covers his face. 
 
    Sister Bernice slumps toward him, her red hair draping over his shoulder. 
 
    Richard sees her eyes are closed, wipes at his own, and then gives her a slight push so that her head lolls the other way. 
 
    Sister Bernice moans, but it's a new kind of moan, without pain or emotion. Even before she opens her eyes to reveal they've gone white from top to bottom, Richard knows something is very wrong. 
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    SISTER BERNICE HASN'T FALLEN ASLEEP in the seat beside Richard. She's died. 
 
    But that doesn't prevent her opening her eyes as all the living people exit the van to the gravel parking lot of New Life Christian Church. All the living people save for Richard, who stays where he is. 
 
    He's despondent, of course, but that isn't why he's not moving. The van only has one rear door and sitting between it and him is the newly awakened corpse. 
 
    He looks through the window at Charlie, secure in his grandmother's arms. 
 
    As quietly as he can, he puts his feet on the seat and crawls over the back of the bench just as Sister Bernice lifts her head, her all-white eyes clocking Richard's movement. 
 
    She lifts her hands toward Richard. 
 
    Brother Mordecai appears in the van's open door. "We're going to get you out of there, Sister Bernice," he says, then he sees the state of her and his expression falls. 
 
    The dead woman lunges. 
 
    Richard throws himself over the next bench, but there's no need. 
 
    Sister Bernice clasps Brother Mordecai's shoulders and drives him to the gravel, landing on top of him, her wounded leg no longer a concern. 
 
    Before Richard can help, Sister Bernice bites Brother Mordecai's cheek, tearing away huge hunks of his face, his cries barely audible beneath her snarls. 
 
    Richard explodes out of the van behind them and runs past the pair. 
 
    Both Eunice and Brother Peter shout "No!" just before a gunshot sounds. 
 
    Richard slips in the gravel beneath his feet, but rolls over on his side in time to see Margot jam the end of Officer Prokopy's gun against the dead woman's head and pull the trigger a second time. 
 
    A fountain erupts from the other side of Sister Bernice's face that continues to spurt and spray a few additional seconds after she's collapsed atop the still-screaming Brother Mordecai. 
 
    The glass doors at the front of the white church pop open. Four people in purple T-shirts and a man in black come running across the parking lot. 
 
    Brother Mordecai pushes Sister Bernice aside and sits up, his screams assuring he's still very much alive, though probably not for long. A swatch of his rock-star hair has been yanked out, leaving a bald spot, but that's the least of his problems. 
 
    Whole sections of his face and shoulder are missing. He slaps a hand to his neck, but the blood just seeps through his fingers. His right eye dangles from its socket. 
 
    Margot screams back at him, then aims the gun into the center of his mauled face. 
 
    "No!" Brother Peter cries, but on this occasion he's close enough to Margot to do more than just yell. He punches her square in the throat, knocking her back against the van. 
 
    Margot tries to squeeze the trigger, but loses her grip before she can. The gun skitters across the gravel. 
 
    Brother Peter ignores Margot and picks up the weapon just as newcomers arrive on the scene. 
 
    A very large woman, her purple T-shirt wrapped tighter than Eunice's, approaches Brother Peter in a manner only a wife approaches a husband."Give that here, Daddy," she orders. 
 
    Brother Peter hands her the gun without a second's hesitation. 
 
    "What on Earth is going on here?" the only man not wearing purple asks. He's dressed in a black turtleneck, but rest assured there's a small white cross stitched on the right side. 
 
    "Oh Revered, thank God," Brother Peter says, but whatever else he intends to say is cut off when Margot kicks his feet out from under him and he falls to the gravel. 
 
    The woman who's taken the gun swivels and points it at Margot. 
 
    Margot narrows her eyes at the fat woman as though she believes she can shoot back. 
 
    "Ruth," the reverend says, his voice warm and smooth as though this is just another pleasant day at New Life Christian Church, "let's not do anything you're going to regret. Your list of sins is long enough without adding another." 
 
    Ruth Davis sneers, but she doesn't pull the trigger. Instead she motions with the gun and says, "Scoot back a bit." 
 
    Margot rubs her jaw. There's a clear red indentation of Brother Peter's knuckles where later bruises will be, but she stands and steps away. 
 
    Sister Ruth lowers the gun. 
 
    All the while Brother Mordecai is sitting bolt upright, but he's no longer screaming. Instead, he's making wet choking noises. 
 
    A woman with long dark hair standing beside the reverend screams when she sees the dying man and rushes to him. "Oh God," she cries, "Oh God, oh God, oh God!" 
 
    She kneels, putting her hands on his face, stroking the side with flesh and the side that's mostly without. 
 
    Brother Mordecai gurgles and spits and his one good eye focuses on her. He wilts backward until he's lying on the gravel and his hands that were clutching his throat go limp. 
 
    "Somebody call a doctor!" the woman screams. "Anybody!" 
 
    Richard notes the reverend has all-white teeth, which he can do because the strikingly handsome man is smiling. Only for an instant and when he sees Richard watching him, he corrects his expression. 
 
    "Ruth, go call an ambulance," the reverend says, still looking at Richard. 
 
    The woman waddles off toward the church, grabbing the tattooed arm of a skinny teenager with blond hair as long as Brother Mordecai's. "Come on, Levi." 
 
    Levi Davis clearly wants to see what happens next, but his mother drags him from the scene. 
 
    What happens next is the woman wails, loud and long, pressing her face against Brother Mordecai's still chest and shaking her head side to side like a dog nuzzling its sleeping owner. 
 
    "She doesn't want to do that," Richard says. It's the first time he's spoken since leaving the hospital. 
 
    Eunice glances at him and moves farther away until she stands next to the newcomers. Charlie is clutched to her chest, hungry and crying. 
 
    "She needs to back away from him," Margot says. 
 
    Brother Peter glares at her. "Still your forked tongue! That there is Sister Rachel's husband. It's a wife's right to a moment's respect." 
 
    "She might not have a moment," Richard says, sidestepping toward Margot. "They come back pretty quick sometimes." 
 
    "What would you have us do?" Brother Peter asks. "Shoot him?" 
 
    "That's a fine idea," Margot says. "Give me my gun back. I'll do it for you." 
 
    The grieving woman sobs noticeably louder. 
 
    "Now you all just quit that talk," the reverend says and Brother Peter hangs his head like a scolded child. "You're upsetting Sister Rachel." 
 
    "I'm trying to help." Richard cracks his neck, his muscles tense. Charlie is watching from his grandmother's arms—actually, he's probably not, but Richard thinks he might be and Margot definitely is. 
 
    "She's going to be more than upset when that man wakes up." Richard tries to sound strong, but to his own ears he sounds like a weak imitation of an actor in a bad action movie. 
 
    The reverend scowls, but he's no longer paying attention to the newcomers. His eyes fall on the still body of Sister Bernice even as he kneels beside Sister Rachel and reaches for her hand. 
 
    She recoils. "Don't you touch me, Brian!" 
 
    "Okay." The reverend puts his hands up in surrender and stands. "Let's bow our heads." 
 
    "We need to get clear of this man," Richard says, but no one's looking at him. Everyone present bows their head and closes their eyes, save for Sister Rachel, who's still crying, and Margot. 
 
    "Heavenly Father," the reverend prays, "we ask that You be there to welcome Brother Mordecai as he ascends to the pearly gates of Your kingdom to walk with You on streets paved with gold beside the crystal—" 
 
    "Halleluiah!" Sister Rachel shouts. "Thank you, Jesus!" 
 
    The reverend opens his eyes to see the dead has risen. Brother Mordecai lifts his head and the reverend's mouth drops open. 
 
    "Get away from him!" Margot screams, but by then Brother Mordecai has his fingers in his wife's hair. 
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    AT FIRST, THE REVEREND CAN only stare, mouth open, eyes seeing while the consciousness behind them briefly abandons its post. 
 
    Mordecai was dead, Brian Hopstead is certain. Half his face is missing. He looks like that Batman villain—what's his name. 
 
    "Dent," Mordecai says. He speaks very clearly considering how much of his lips are missing. "Harvey Dent, Brian. What's the matter with you? You know that one." 
 
    Brian nods. 
 
    "Is this distracting you?" Mordecai swats his dangling eye with a finger so that it twirls like a tether ball. "Well, I never was that pretty. Maybe that's why my wife prefers wetting your tip instead of mine." 
 
    Brian shakes his head. He turns to Rachel, the only one who could've told, but she's frozen like a paused video, sitting in the gravel parking lot, dust coating her dress and purple T-shirt. 
 
    "It's all right," Mordecai says, the good half of his face smiling. "I'm not mad at you. Hell, it's an honor to have you in my wife. I'm proud of this little gal and I see you're a man who appreciates quality." 
 
    He puts a hand on Rachel's breast and gives it a shake. Rachel's only reaction is to keep staring, mouth open wide. The people standing around her are doing the same, but Brian Hopstead isn't interested in them. 
 
    "Only thing that bothers me..." Mordecai cocks his head to the right, chewing something. He takes his hand from his wife's breast and clears some torn tissue from his teeth so he can talk. He spits blood, then continues, "...is the hypocrisy." 
 
    Mordecai raises his hands so Brian can see the newly formed bleeding holes in his palms. "Feel the nail marks in my hands. Place your finger in my side, and know Thomas, I am risen. Believe because you have seen me." 
 
    He drops his hands, throws his mane of blood-stained blond hair back, and cackles. "Can you believe it?" he shouts. 
 
    Then the half of his face that isn't exposed muscle and bone grows serious and he leans in confidentially. "But don't worry, Brian. I won't tell anybody you're banging my wife. I mean look at me. My days of telling folks anything are done." 
 
    Mordecai puts his eye in its socket and it pops right back out and lands against his cheek with a wet smack. 
 
    "You're not going to tell anybody you're banging my wife, so that just leaves," Mordecai crosses his arms and taps two fingers against his cheek as though he has to think about this one, "my wife. Don't trouble yourself, Reverend. I'll take care of her." 
 
    Brian shakes his head. 
 
    Mordecai nods, still smiling, then snarls. He grabs a handful of Rachel's hair to pull her close and buries his head in her breast, and for the first time, her facial features move and contort into a scream. 
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    RICHARD REACHES FOR SISTER RACHEL, but takes his hand back as soon as her husband bites into her. 
 
    Brother Mordecai does it fast, leaving no time for anyone to react except Sister Rachel, and her reaction is to quit weeping and start screaming. 
 
    Richard doesn't blame the woman. If Deborah hadn't been so badly killed, she would've had the strength to attack him when she turned. How could anyone be expecting their dead spouse to rise up and murder them? It wasn't an experience one could prepare for. 
 
    Poor Sister Rachel was bent over her slain mate, weeping, when he'd sat up, not so slain after all. Sister Rachel got out a "Praise Jesus," obviously premature, and then her dead husband's teeth tore up the flesh of her chest. 
 
    A low rumbling sounds deep within the reverend, growing louder until it is a roar. He explodes forward, putting hands on Brother Mordecai's shoulders and driving him back hard and fast, knocking him down as though the dead man has been struck by a bus.  
 
    The reverend trips over the dead man and both tumble backward into the gravel, clear of Sister Rachel, who is weeping and bleeding, a collapsed wreck. 
 
    Richard offers her his hands and pulls her to her feet. As soon as she stands, her legs give out, and he has to embrace her to keep her from falling. She plants her wet face on his chest like a late-night drunk. 
 
    The reverend sits up. 
 
    So does Brother Mordecai. 
 
    Richard backs away from both of them, dragging Sister Rachel with him. Brother Peter takes her other arm, and she hangs between the men, tears and blood staining her purple T-shirt. 
 
    Richard looks for Charlie and sees only Eunice's back as she hurries toward the church. 
 
    Brother Mordecai snarls and the reverend scoots away from him, then stands. 
 
    "We have to kill his brain," Margot says. "Someone get my gun! I'll do it." 
 
    "No!" The reverend shouts, leaping to his feet. "You'll do no such thing. I forbid it!" 
 
    "We have to!" Margot says. "It isn't safe otherwise." 
 
    Brother Mordecai starts to stand, but the gravel shifts beneath him and he immediately falls to his butt. His snarl shifts to a soft moan. 
 
    "He's fine," the reverend says. "He's a child of God, Who knows the number of hairs on his head, and you'll not harm a one of them." 
 
    Brother Peter drags Sister Rachel toward the entrance of the church. As Sister Rachel's other arm is anchored around his neck and his arm is wrapped around her back, Richard is forced to go with them. 
 
    "Where are we?" Richard asks. Around the church's gravel parking lot are only cornfields and woods. The only sign of civilization is country road 200 W, running between them. 
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    "GIVE HER HERE," THE REVEREND says, entering the church with Margot and someone else in a purple T-shirt.  
 
    Richard doesn't argue. Charlie is crying in the next room over. 
 
    Brother Peter stops walking. The reverend puts his hand between Sister Rachel and Richard and slides into Richard's place, holding up the wounded woman himself. 
 
    "Get off me," she says, burying her face in the reverend's shirt, like a child fighting sleep. She'd been a lot livelier outside, but she's lost a lot of blood, much of it staining Richard's jeans. 
 
    The reverend runs the fingers of his free hand through her hair and coos. 
 
    Sister Ruth meets them in the hall. "What happened?" 
 
    "Where's my gun?" Margot says. 
 
    "Let's take her to my office," the reverend says and then, "Ruth, where is that gun?" 
 
    She grins. "Someplace safe." 
 
    "See that it stays there." 
 
    "It's not that gun, it's my gun, and I want it back!" 
 
    Richard walks around the arguing adults toward his son's cries. 
 
    Leading off the entrance of New Life Christian Church is a main hallway. To the right is the sanctuary and to the left are six doors. 
 
    The reverend and Brother Peter carry Sister Rachel through the second door. Margot follows, shouting reasons they should give her back her gun. 
 
    Richard keeps walking to the fourth door to the left which is marked with a placard reading Nursery. 
 
    Charlie is lying in one of three white cribs against the far wall, but he stops crying the moment his father enters. 
 
    Richard smiles and crosses the room, stepping between a big red ball and a row of wooden high chairs, but before he can reach Charlie, Eunice picks him up. 
 
    "Let me have him," he says. 
 
    "He's hungry," Eunice says, sitting in a rocking chair beside the cribs. She turns Charlie and gives him a bottle. 
 
    "Is that formula?" 
 
    Eunice nods. 
 
    "Give him here. I'll do it." 
 
    "I've got it, Richie." 
 
    "Deborah wanted to breastfeed." 
 
    Eunice glares at him. 
 
    Charlie sucks contentedly. His arms and legs curl in and fall still. 
 
    "Give me my son." 
 
    She tightens her grip on her grandson. "The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: He leadeth me beside still waters." 
 
    "Eunice, give me my son!" He's shouting. 
 
    "Richard?" Margot calls from the hall. 
 
    "He restoreth my soul. He leadeth me in the paths of His righteousness." 
 
    "Richard!" 
 
    "I'm in here," he calls, not taking his eyes off Eunice, who is looking intently at Charlie as though his father is a ghost and they are alone. 
 
    "Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of darkness, I shall fear no evil, for Thou art with me." 
 
    "I'll be back and then I want my boy." 
 
    Richard turns and joins Margot in the hall.  
 
    "Will you please come in here?" Instead of waiting for a response, she turns and marches into the reverend's office. 
 
    Richard glances back through the nursery door. Charlie is still content and Eunice has switched from the Lord's Prayer to a song about the wise man who built his house upon the rock. 
 
    Richard follows Margot. 
 
    Sister Rachel is lying on a purple loveseat, her feet dangling over its arm, her eyes closed. The reverend sits on the edge of the cushions, turned at an awkward angle so he can hold her hand. Brother Peter stands behind the reverend's desk, arms folded, and head down as though embarrassed. 
 
    "Is what she says true?" the reverend asks without looking up. He stares at Sister Rachel the way Eunice stared at Charlie moments before. 
 
    "Which part?" Richard asks. 
 
    "Sister Margot claims the hospital in Harrington is overrun with dead people," Brother Peter says, looking up for the first time since Richard entered the room. "I was in the parking lot when Brother," he swallows, "when Mordecai and Sister Bernice came running out and I didn't go in." 
 
    The reverend sighs heavily and lifts Sister Rachel's hand to kiss her fingers. "The dead are rising. Like Lazarus. Sister Margot, dark Brother Richard, the Lord our God—" 
 
    "Who are you calling dark brother?" Richard takes a step forward at the same time Sister Rachel moans, a sound that's still human. 
 
    The reverend strokes her forehead, a look of sadness in his eyes so sincere, it drains most of the anger from Richard's approach. "It's okay, Rachel," the reverend says. "Have faith." 
 
    "You probably shouldn't get too close to her," Richard says, not really caring if he does or doesn't. He turns to leave. 
 
    "Wait," Margot says, standing deliberately in the doorway to block his exit."Tell them what you told me. About killing the brain." 
 
    "I have to get back to my son." 
 
    "This is important!" Margot puts a hand on his arm. "They're going to leave her on that couch until she dies." 
 
    "Hey! You don't know that," Brother Peter says. "Have faith." 
 
    Margot sneers. "I have faith that when she dies, she's going to come back and attack whoever's stupid enough to be standing next to her." 
 
    "No one's going to die," the reverend says. 
 
    "Tell him," Margot says, her eyes locked with Richard's. "We need to put a bullet in her head and then we need to do the same to her husband." 
 
    "That's not an option!" the reverend shouts. 
 
    Richard looks from the reverend to Margot to Brother Peter. "Have you got any rope?" 
 
    

  

 
   
    21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "SHOULD WE PUT ONE AROUND her head?" Margot asks, standing back to survey her handiwork. 
 
    "Haven't you done enough?" the reverend asks from beside his office window, where he's been standing for the last ten minutes watching Brother Mordecai stumbling and falling on the gravel outside. "Can't she have some dignity?" 
 
    Sister Rachel is beyond caring about dignity. She's been moved from the loveseat to a wooden chair beside it and is sitting upright only by virtue of her restraints. Her head is slumped forward, her eyes are shut, but so far she's still breathing. 
 
    Of course, so was Sister Bernice, right up until she stopped. 
 
    Brother Peter brought them six jump ropes and they'd used all of them. Richard and Margot had tied Sister Rachel's legs to each of the chair's legs and her arms to the chair's arms. 
 
    The last two ropes they wrapped around her chest until they were satisfied she wouldn't be able to get free even if Sister Rachel weren't unconscious—but alive, Margot knew, because she'd checked her pulse between tying each rope. 
 
    "The Jacksons have arrived," the reverend says without turning from the window, through which Richard can see a green truck pulling into the church parking lot. "Brother Peter, would you go out and keep them and Brother Mordecai separated." 
 
    "Yes, Reverend." 
 
    "Probably more of the herd will be seeking sanctuary in their Father's home before nightfall. The little lambs are going to be scared and they're going to need a good shepherd. These are interesting times we're living in." 
 
    "You think it might be the end times, Reverend?" Eunice asks from the hall, stepping back so Brother Peter can pass her on his way out. "Should we be reading Revelations to know what comes next?" 
 
    The reverend turns from the window. "I think that's an excellent idea, Sister Eunice." 
 
    "Where's Charlie?" 
 
    "He's fine, Richie. He's eaten and he's got a fresh diaper. I put him down for a nap." 
 
    Richard doesn't wait to hear more. He marches into the hall and back toward the nursery. 
 
    "Now don't you wake that baby!" she calls after him, but Richard doesn't care what she wants. 
 
    "Come pray with me, Sister Eunice," the reverend says, smiling his handsome smile and crossing behind Sister Rachel to sit on the purple loveseat beside her. He pats the seat closest to the unconscious woman in restraints. 
 
    "I mean it, Richie!" Eunice calls, entering the office with her head turned. "That baby needs his sleep!" 
 
    She sits on the purple loveseat beside the reverend, closest to Sister Rachel, and they bow their heads. The prayers they mutter as Sister Rachel passes are the last Eunice will ever speak. 
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    "I DON'T THINK WE SHOULD stay here," Margot says, following Richard into the nursery. 
 
    Richard ignores her, hurrying to the crib where Charlie is lying, his eyes closed, his arms curled up to either side of his head. 
 
    The sight of his child sleeping strikes a chord somewhere in his center. Richard stops moving and breathes deep. 
 
    Margot sighs. "I don't think I've had a chance to tell you congratulations. So congratulations, Dad." 
 
    He smiles as he raises Charlie with his fingers, just enough to slide his hands beneath. Then he lifts him out of the crib and hugs him to his chest. The boy immediately curls toward his father's warmth.  
 
    The new father holds his son close and breathes in the smell of him, the boy's downy hair tickling his jaw. 
 
    "He really is just the sweetest little guy," Margot says, brushing Charlie's hair with her fingers. She tilts her head so it's at the same angle as the baby's, and Charlie bats his eyes at her. 
 
    Margot makes a sound that's not quite a hiccup or a sob, but something in-between, and straightens up so she can turn her face away. 
 
    "Are you all right?" Richard asks. 
 
    Margot swallows, then nods. "I'm fine." 
 
    Charlie makes a loud noise that isn't a laugh, not yet, but it's the start of one and it makes Richard smile. Margot smiles also. 
 
    "I was pregnant once." Margot turns to face Richard and her eyes are quite dry. "It was the wrong time, wrong relationship. Would've been a disaster. But I always wanted to try it again and now the whole world's gone to hell, so I guess I probably won't get to." 
 
    "Don't say that." 
 
    "It's true. But I can help this guy." Margot extends a finger to Charlie and has to press it against his palm, but his fist eventually curls around her digit. "I'm serious, Richard. I am really, extremely not comfortable here. We should get this guy as far away from this place as possible." 
 
    Richard doesn't take his eyes off Charlie. "It's better than the hospital." 
 
    "For now." 
 
    Cartoon animals stare at them from the nursery wallpaper. The border wrapped around the room low enough to be in the eyeline of little people is a series of arks (Richard can tell they're arks because giraffes are poking out the tops of the wooden boats). 
 
    "This place isn't so bad," he says. "They've got a good setup for a baby." 
 
    "So you want to stay here?" 
 
    Richard shrugs, holding Charlie tight. "I don't want to move in. But until we know more about whatever it is that's happened, I'm not sure we should go charging off anywhere." 
 
    "That woman's going to die," Margot says, pointing above the row of high chairs to the animal-spotted wall adjacent to the reverend's office as though she could've meant a woman other than Sister Rachel. "You and I both know what's going to happen when she does. They've already got one out there in the parking lot." 
 
    "There's only two of them," Richard says, "and one of them is tied up." The rationalization sounds empty even to his own ears. 
 
    "Yeah, and these churchies ought to give me my gun so I can put a bullet in both their brains before they make more like them." 
 
    She puts her index fingers together, holding her hands like her missing gun, and aims at imaginary dead people in purple T-shirts. "Instead, they're keeping them like pets."  
 
    She exhales long and hard, raising and then slowly lowering her hands. 
 
    "I'm not from here. Maybe all this Jesus stuff is normal for you Indiana people, but it's not normal for me. And at least tell me you didn't care for the way the good reverend called you 'dark brother.'" 
 
    Richard locks eyes with Margot. Instead of responding, he sidesteps to the cupboards on the far wall. There's a counter under them and the diaper bag Deborah packed is in the center of it. 
 
    He only has to check two of the cupboards above the counter to find the formula Eunice used. It comes in premade six-packs of plastic bottles; baby beer. There's three six-packs. Richard puts two of them in Charlie's bag just in case. 
 
    "Excuse me," says a newcomer from the hall. 
 
    Margot and Richard turn to see the skinny teenager from before—Levi, his name was. He was Sister Ruth's kid. 
 
    Levi isn't wearing an earring, but Richard can see his lobes are pierced beneath his too-long sandy hair. "You want a fresh shirt?" he asks. 
 
    He's carrying a big brown box. He digs a plastic packet out and holds it up. Inside is a purple T-shirt with a bright-white cross on its front, the same as Eunice and many of the other New Life Christians are wearing. 
 
    "We've got three boxes of these," Levi says. "What size you want?" 
 
    "I'm good," Richard says, stepping away from the borrowed formula and sitting in the rocker beside the cribs. 
 
    "No offense," Levi says, "But you both have a lot of blood on you—or whatever it is." 
 
    "Large," Richard says. 
 
    Levi nods and hands two shirts to Margot, as Richard has his hands full with Charlie. Afterward, Levi continues to stand in the doorway awkwardly. 
 
    "Something else?" Richard asks. 
 
    He grins and rubs the back of his neck, shifting the box of T-shirts to do so. "You guys wouldn't have a cigarette, would you?" 
 
    "Quit last year. Mostly," Margot says. "Wish I had one, though." 
 
    "Cool," Levi says when Richard shakes his head. 
 
    When he's gone, Margot holds the shirts out in front of her and curls her lip. "Yuck. I'd rather wear the blood." She sets the shirts on the counter beside Charlie's bag. 
 
    "Can you turn off the light?" Richard asks. "He's sleeping." 
 
    Margot makes a face that lets Richard know that babysitting is not what they should be doing just now, but she flips the switch. Then she lowers the blinds on the windows over the crib, pausing to watch Brother Mordecai almost get to his feet before falling over in the gravel. 
 
    "I went to Sunday school a few times," Margot says. "I wasn't very popular with the teachers. I had too many questions." 
 
    She glances at Richard to see his eyes are closed. "You asleep?" 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    Margot nods and stares at the ark-themed wallpaper."When I was little, I looked up how much an elephant eats per day. Fun fact: a full-size elephant eats between 420 and 660 pounds of vegetation per day." 
 
    "Are you a zookeeper?" Richard asks without opening his eyes. 
 
    Margot laughs. "No, just a smart-aleck kid. I looked that up so I could tell my Sunday school teacher. You see, Noah's ark was afloat for a year and ten days." 
 
    She sits in the rocking chair beside Richard. "Assuming Noah put his two elephants on a diet, he still needed 840 pounds of plants multiplied by 375 days, meaning he needed to travel with," Margot pauses, actually doing the calculation in her head, "315,000 pounds of vegetation." 
 
    "That's a lot," Richard says. 
 
    "And that's just the elephants. I don't know what Noah did for the tigers, but I'll bet he landed with fewer animals than he started with." 
 
    "What did your Sunday school teacher say when you told her that?" 
 
    Margot laughs so hard she snorts. "She said it was possible God caused all the animals to hibernate for a year, like magically, like Harry Potter! After that, Dad said I didn't have to go to Sunday school anymore." 
 
    Richard grins. "Better not let any of these folks hear you say that." He motions around the room as though the congregation were in the darkened nursery with them. 
 
    All the mirth drains from Margot's face. "Richard, I don't know what's happening or why. But these people believe in magic and fairy tales and the dead are walking. We can't stay here." 
 
    "I know," Richard says, hugging Charlie close. 
 
    Something slams against the wall adjacent to the reverend's office. In the next room Eunice begins to scream. 
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    CHARLIE STARTLES IN RICHARD'S HANDS, eyes flying open, bottom lip quivering, screaming as loud as his grandmother is screaming the next room over. 
 
    "All right now," Richard says, stroking the boy's hair with a finger, but looking at the wall as though he expects to suddenly be able to see through it to whatever's happening in the reverend's office. 
 
    Beside him, Margot is doing the same. She stands. 
 
    Eunice stops screaming and the reverend starts. "Hallelujah. Praise His name, praise His holy name! Yes, Jesus! Yes, Lord!" 
 
    Margot rolls her eyes. "Sounds like Sister Rachel's awake." 
 
    "Must be a miracle," Richard says, without a smile or so much as a gallows laugh. He jiggles Charlie and kisses his head to quiet the boy. The effect is minimal. 
 
    Next door, the reverend shout-sings like an excited child bellowing carols on Christmas morning. "Yea though we perish, yea though we die! We'll all be together in the sweet bye and bye!" He cackles and the sound, like a loon calling across a lake, causes goosebumps to form on Richard's arms. 
 
    Margot crosses to the front door, turns back, then turns again, actually making it into the hall, before coming back into the nursery. Finally, she settles on pacing in front of Richard. "We really, really need to go. I hate to leave you with a baby, but if you don't come on soon, I'm going to have to go without you." 
 
    Richard nods, but his focus is on Charlie, whose cries have grown softer. He kisses the tears from his baby's eyes. "All right now, son." 
 
    "Will you please, please, please stop saying that?" Margot shouts. She stops moving, appears to hear herself, frowns, then continues pacing. 
 
    "I didn't—" Richard stops himself. He can see that Margot's outburst has nothing to do with him. 
 
    She paces to the counter on the left side of the room, then back to the row of wooden high chairs on the right, then back again moving with the urgency of a shark unable to breathe if it stops. "What does that even mean?" she says. "All right now. Just how all right are things, Richard?" 
 
    He opens his mouth, closes it, swallows. "They're as all right as I can make them." 
 
    "Well, that's not all right at all, is it? Because I don't mind telling you, Richard, this whole situation sucks." 
 
    Charlie cries out one last shrill scream, then head butts Richard's chest and rubs his cheek, burrowing a resting place. 
 
    "Yeah." Richard considers. "Are you through?" 
 
    Margot sits in the rocker beside him and plants her face in her palms, gripping her head like a basketball. "Sucks!" 
 
    "It's what my mother used to say. I'd come home upset or angry for some reason or other, she'd let me complain, then when I was done she'd say, 'All right now, Richard.' And that was all. She'd make dinner and life would carry on. When she got cancer, she said the same thing: All right now. And I asked her the same thing you're asking me: what does that mean? 
 
    "'It doesn't mean anything, Richard,' she said. 'It means things are going to go on how they're going to go. So have your cry and get on with it. And remember, however things turn out, for this moment, they're all right now.'" 
 
    Margot drags her hands down her face so she can glare at Richard. "That's really stupid." 
 
    Richard shrugs. "Maybe, but it's true. I don't know if we should leave or not. I don't know what's happening or what's going to happen. But just now no dead people are attacking me. My son's got diapers, formula, a place to sleep. It's not perfect, but things are all right now." 
 
    A rich voice sings, "Count your blessings, name them one by one. Count your many blessings, see what God has done." 
 
    Richard and Margot both turn, surprised to see the reverend standing in the hall, just outside the nursery's door. His hair is slick with sweat and there are droplets of blood on his cheek. He's holding a hanger from which hangs a suit jacket and pants the same shade of purple as the T-shirts the other Christians wear. 
 
    "I like that," he says. "All right now. Sounds like 'have faith.' And we've got to have faith, don't we?" 
 
    "Sure," Richard says. "What's happening next door?" 
 
    "Christ has risen Sister Rachel from the dead. He has shown me wonders and surely He will lead me in the paths of righteousness all my days." The reverend grins, his eyes wide with revelation.  
 
    "Once I was all alone, mired in sin. My wicked self had usurped His word," he speaks the lyrics rather than singing them, as though to give the words greater weight. "When I felt most afraid, the Shepherd called, 'Lost lamb, come join the herd.'" 
 
    Margot and Richard only stare at this man whose blue eyes are twinkling, whose smile is too wide, neither of them daring to speak. 
 
    "There are preparations to be made." He nods his head six times as though agreeing with some unseen figure. "I have much yet to do this night. My sheep are gathering and I must lead them." 
 
    He turns to walk away, then stops. "We're holding a service this evening. You're both welcome to stay and I hope that you will." 
 
    Richard nods, mostly so the reverend will keep walking. And he does. 
 
    Margot shakes her head as soon as he's gone and Richard nods. No way they're staying. 
 
    From the office next door, someone newly dead is moaning. 
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    MARGOT LEAPS TO HER FEET. Richard doesn't care for the dead moans coming from next door anymore than she does, but so long as the woman making them is tied up and in another room, he doesn't want to wake Charlie. 
 
    Except Richard isn't certain there's only one moaner. It's hard to know for sure and before today he's had no experience listening to the sounds dead people make when they return. But the unsettling moan seems to stop and start without really pausing, as though there's a second moaner to fill in the gaps. 
 
    Margot exits the nursery into the hall. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Richard asks, but by the time he finishes the sentence there's no need to ask the question. 
 
    Margot opens the door to the reverend's office, stepping out of Richard's line of sight as the moans become snarls, like a pack of starving dogs encountering a rabbit. And now there's no question, there are two dead people next door. 
 
    "Guess we should've tied your head," Margot says. 
 
    Then she cries out. 
 
    Richard hears something thump loudly, followed by a chorus of intensified snarling. 
 
    He gets to his feet, not leaping up, but not moving slow enough to avoid waking Charlie, who begins crying again as Richard lays him in the crib beside the rocking chair.  
 
    Something about the worried look on his father's face causes Charlie to shriek. Richard locks eyes with his son and takes a deep breath. "It's all right, son." 
 
    He reaches the hall outside the nursery just as Margot explodes out of the reverend's office, her blue summer dress torn at the hem and pulled down so that her left breast is exposed just above her crooked bra. She wraps both arms around Richard and slams into him, forcing him to take two steps back as he catches her.  
 
    "Are you okay?" He asks, though she's clearly not.  
 
    "I'm fine," Margot says, though she's clearly not. 
 
    A second figure stumbles out of the reverend's office, dressed in a too-tight purple T-shirt over a blouse, a spray of red staining its white cross. Her hair is curled in close around her pug face, the way she's always worn it, but behind her enormous bifocals Eunice's eyes have gone milky white from top to bottom. 
 
    Her lips slide apart and she reaches both hands toward Richard and Margot. She shambles as far as the nursery door, then stops and turns toward the sound of Charlie's shrieks. 
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    "NO!" RICHARD PUSHES MARGOT ASIDE before she's ready. Without him beneath her, she collapses to the hall floor with a pitiful cry. 
 
    Keep him safe, Richard. 
 
    He maneuvers around Margot even before she hits the ground and follows his mother-in-law into the nursery. 
 
    Charlie screams and turns his head from side to side. He's lying on his back in a crib against the far wall. 
 
    As Eunice crosses the dark room toward him, a sheen of saliva spills over her bottom lip. She moans and though it's monotone like the emotionless wailing of all the dead who've returned, the father bearing down on her can swear it's filled with longing. 
 
    Richard clasps his fists together and hammers them into the dead woman's back. She doesn't even pause in her shambling or look back at him. 
 
    He shoves her shoulder, putting his full weight against her. 
 
    She twists away from him and keeps moving, focused on her grandson. 
 
    He runs in front of her, then charges like a wild buffalo. 
 
    Eunice growls, planting her cold hands on his face. 
 
    Richard hears the roar of a lion in the old woman's snarls. 
 
    His reach is longer than hers and he plants his palms above her doughy breasts, driving her back against the wooden high chairs along the wall. The edge of a plastic food tray strikes her legs just beneath her buttocks and she sits involuntarily on the high chair, causing her to lose balance and tumble over. 
 
    Her fingers rip tracks of flesh from Richard's cheeks as she falls, but she doesn't take him with her. 
 
    Richard kicks her as she hits the ground. 
 
    Eunice grunts and he kicks her again, aiming for her face, but striking her chin and then her throat. 
 
    When he kicks a third time, she grabs his foot, catching it and leaving him standing on one leg as though he's kicked a glob of warm taffy. 
 
    Richard grabs a high chair, shouting as he swings it above the thing that was once his mother-in-law. All his emotion transfers from his shout to his arms and he slams the high chair down with everything he has. 
 
    The high chair resonates with the impact, its tremor traveling to Richard's hands, which are numb and barely register it as the plastic tray slides off. Eunice releases his ankle, so he's able to plant his feet and really get some force behind the second blow, and the third. 
 
    The high chair feels good in his hands. Feels right, as though the wood of the chair is a natural outgrowth of his arms. All these years without it, Richard has only been half himself, and now his arms have discovered their true purpose. 
 
    He's not really seeing Eunice reaching up toward him until he cracks her skull and her arms fall limp. 
 
    Richard sees Charlie. 
 
    Charlie getting out of this place and sleeping in a warm bed far from here where nothing can hurt him. 
 
    Charlie on his first day of school and Richard waiting with him for the bus, a little sad Deborah can't be there to see it, but so, so proud. 
 
    Charlie catching a baseball and throwing it back with greater speed than his old man. 
 
    Charlie in a tuxedo on his wedding day, a much older Richard giving him some last-minute fatherly advice before he meets his bride at the end of the aisle. 
 
    The roar coming from Richard's strained vocal cords begins to sound like a snarl as the wooden legs of the high chair first crack and then fall off. 
 
    Richard stops swinging when the high chair comes apart in his hands. He throws the remaining pieces, gasping for air. Sweat runs down his face and his shoulders ache. 
 
    "I'm pretty sure she's dead," Margot says in a quiet voice from the doorway. 
 
    He isn't sure how long she's been standing there, but her torn dress has been shifted to once again cover her and she looks to be unharmed. 
 
    He sees the mess he's made. The nursery carpet is speckled red and black and Eunice's corpse no longer has much face left to identify her. 
 
    Richard rushes to the crib and picks up his crying boy. "You're safe," he says, kissing his son's soft forehead and cheeks. "You're safe." 
 
    Charlie wiggles his arms toward his father, embracing his protector. 
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    "COME ON OUT OF THERE," Ruth Davis says, pointing Officer Prokopy's service weapon at them through the nursery door. Peter and Levi Davis stand on either side of her in the hall. 
 
    "We didn't have a choice," Margot says, holding up a hand in a wait-wait-let-me-explain gesture common to caught cuckolders. 
 
    Richard turns toward the Davis family, but keeps his eyes on his own family. "It's all right," he says. "We're leaving anyway." 
 
    Sister Ruth puts her other hand on the gun as though that will convince him she means to pull the trigger. "I'm not asking," she says. 
 
    "What are you going to do, shoot me?" Richard asks. "Are you going to hold me here until the cops come? We may be waiting a long while." 
 
    "What did you do to Sister Eunice?" Brother Peter asks. 
 
    "Nothing I didn't have to." Richard's voice is calm, fearless, as though he's the one holding the gun. "I think you know that. If you're smart you'll use that gun on Sister Rachel in the next room, but I don't think you'll be that smart. Still, if you change your mind, make sure you shoot her in the head." 
 
    "Come out of that room," Sister Ruth commands. 
 
    Richard shifts Charlie to one arm so he can hold his other hand up in surrender. "We're going to leave. I need to get his diaper bag. It's on the counter." He points as he takes his first step in that direction. 
 
    Sister Ruth sneers on the other side of the gun, but that's all. 
 
    Richard picks up the bag, then walks out of the nursery past the Davis family. None of them say a word. 
 
    Margot gives a nervous laugh and follows.  
 
    Richard walks past the reverend's office. Sister Rachel snarls at him as he passes, still tied to her chair. "You might want to consider restraining her head," Richard says, crossing the foyer and opening the front door. 
 
    Sister Ruth glares at him as though she'd like to do or say more, but when both he and Margot are on the other side of New Life Christian Church's glass doors, she lowers the gun. 
 
    Levi Davis watches as the interlopers cross the gravel parking lot. He'll see them again in two days in the fields along I-65 as he travels with a boy named Ricky and a girl named Michelle, but by then much will have changed and he won't recognize them. 
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    "LET'S TAKE THE VAN!" MARGOT calls, walking toward the purple van they arrived in. "The keys are still in it. I saw them before." 
 
    "How about this one instead?" Richard says, standing beside a green truck; a green truck with a car seat strapped in its back bench. The keys aren't in the ignition, but its doors are unlocked. 
 
    He searches the cab one-handed, Charlie squirming in his other arm, and it must be divine providence because when he flips down the sun visor a single key spills to the driver's seat. 
 
    Margot comes over as he's strapping Charlie into the child's seat, limping slightly. "Are you all right?" Richard asks. 
 
    Margot nods. "Never better," she says, putting a hand on her side to cover the patch of blood staining her blue summer dress just above the tear in the hem. 
 
    Richard's mouth moves to form a question, but Margot cuts him off. "We should go," she says, glancing anxiously at the church. 
 
    Richard smiles as he tests Charlie's car seat to make sure it's secure. "Let's go, then." 
 
    Behind them, Brother Mordecai stands, then slips in the gravel and topples over. 
 
    Margot sits in the truck's passenger seat and lowers it as much as she can with the car seat behind it. "It's been a long day," she says and coos at the baby. "You know Richard, you're not too bad at this whole dad thing after all." 
 
    Richard grins. "I never doubted me for a moment." 
 
    Margot laughs, then turns her head. She looks suddenly very tired and Richard can't blame her. 
 
    He starts up the truck and pulls out of the parking lot, driving away on 200 W until New Life Christian Church is a tiny dot in the rearview mirror. No one follows them, so he turns the mirror toward Charlie, who's falling asleep. 
 
    Richard smiles at his boy, keeping one eye on the road and the coming future, whatever it may be. 
 
    "All right now, son," he says. "All right now." 
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    All Together Now (traditional) 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once I was all alone, mired in sin 
 
    My wicked self had usurped His word 
 
    When I felt most afraid, the Shepherd called 
 
    Lost lamb, come join the herd 
 
      
 
    All together now, we're all together now 
 
    Yea though we perish 
 
    Yea though we die 
 
    We'll all be together in the sweet by and by 
 
    All together now, we're all together now 
 
    All together, all together now 
 
      
 
    For there's no greater pain in Heaven or Hell 
 
    Hurts worse than being on my own 
 
    But after we've died, left our mortal coil behind 
 
    We'll rise up and not be alone 
 
      
 
    All together now, we're all together now 
 
    Yea though we perish 
 
    Yea though we die 
 
    We'll all be together in the sweet by and by 
 
    All together now, we're all together now 
 
    All together, all together now 
 
    

  

 
   
    1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I'M NOT A BAD WRITER, but I'm amazing with a baseball bat, which is why I'm still alive to write this. 
 
    I get mostly A's in English, or at least I did before the school burned down. Two summers ago my short story "Raccoon Avenger" was published in the Harrington Herald. 
 
    I just wanted you to know this story isn't going to suck. 
 
    It might suck. 
 
    I'm not exactly writing it under ideal circumstances. We don't dare turn on a flashlight. I'm writing this by moonlight on the floor so they won't see me through the windows.  
 
    This story will be filled with a lot of terrible things. That's not my fault. A lot of terrible things happened. 
 
    I'm just going to write what I know. After all, someone should be writing this down, and for all I know the world's great writers are all dead, or worse. So you're stuck with me. 
 
    At least this will be a short book. There are only 300 pages in this journal and there's a good chance I won't live long enough to fill them all. So if this story should just stop somewhere in the middle, you'll know I didn't make it. 
 
    Or maybe I lost this journal. Let's hope it's that. 
 
    I can hear them as I write this, shuffling around outside, moaning in that low way they all do. I only really pay attention when the moans get close. 
 
    When they get close, their moan becomes a growling snarl that's one of the last sounds you'll ever hear. 
 
    They look harmless, confused. They stumble and stagger like drunks. They're so slow, you might think you could walk by them, but that'd be a mistake. 
 
    Get too close, they'll rip your chest open, and you'll die hearing their snarling and your own screaming and the splash of your insides against the tops of your shoes. 
 
    Hopefully, you don't know what I'm talking about. 
 
    Hopefully, as you're reading this, it's all over and the world is a nice place again with baseball and picnics and apple pie. 
 
    Hopefully, you've only read about zombies in books, and much better books than this one. 
 
    But probably not. Probably there is no you. 
 
    Or maybe you're a different species that evolved after human beings finally got wiped out and you're curious to see what we were like. 
 
    Or maybe you're an alien, moving in now that the world is vacant—I mean, even the dead can't live forever, can they? 
 
    If you are an alien or a new species, you don't even know what baseball or apple pie are and you should read about them instead of zombies. 
 
    I don't even know if that's the right word for them. Zombies is what they were calling them on the news back when the power was on and the broadcasts were still running. 
 
    Zombie is as good a name as any and it's what Michelle, Levi, Chuck, and I call them. 
 
    Before the news crapped out, they said there were zombies in Europe and China and even Japan. 
 
    If the human race is extinct, who's going to read this journal? 
 
    This is stupid. I'm not writing this. 
 
    

  

 
   
    2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I CHANGED MY MIND. I wasn't going to write this, but there's nothing else to do except hide. I can't sleep or go outside. 
 
    Levi's stopped talking to himself, which is good. He was freaking Michelle and me out. 
 
    Now he sits quietly in the corner of the store, his arms wrapped around his legs, knees curled to his chest. Sometimes he rocks, but mostly he just stares straight ahead like he's seeing something Michelle and I can't. 
 
    Michelle's not sleeping, either. She hasn't moved for a while, but I crawled by her and saw her eyes were open. That's easy to spot on a black girl. The whites of her eyes stand out perfectly against the darkness of the room and her skin. 
 
    Levi's white, by the way, and so am I, and so is my little brother Chuck. Just in case you were wondering. 
 
    This story is kind of going to be about me—I mean I can only really tell you the stuff I saw, right? So I guess I should tell you about myself. 
 
    My name is Richard Allen Genero. I'm 15 years old. Michelle Elizabeth Kirkman is also 15, Charles Walter Genero (technically deceased) is 6, and Levi Davis (I don't know Levi's middle name) is 17. 
 
    Chuck and I have lived all our lives in Harrington, Indiana, which is a little town 37 miles north of Indianapolis, not too far from Brownsborough. I was born here and if the things groaning outside have their way, I'll die here. 
 
    If you know anything about what happened, you know about Harrington. After all, Harrington's the birthplace of Kirkman Soda, which is where we're going. 
 
    That's where the cure is. 
 
    That's where Chuck needs us to go. 
 
    I don't go by Richard, by the way. I can't stand that name and I don't want you to think you're reading a book by some jerk named Richard, or worse, Dick. 
 
    I go by Ricky. 
 
    The girl I'm traveling with, Michelle Kirkman, is the daughter of Gerald Kirkman, who 
 
    

  

 
   
    3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I DIDN'T DIE. JUST IN case you were concerned because I stopped writing so suddenly. 
 
    Dead fingers tapped the window beside the double doors, one finger striking the glass at a time like an impatient person waiting. 
 
    It broke my concentration. 
 
    After a few moments, the zombie moved on, but I'd totally forgotten what I was going to write. 
 
    So let's start over: 
 
    Michelle, Levi, Chuck, and I got back to Harrington this afternoon. It took us four hours to get here from Brownsborough—a trip that used to take 25 minutes by car. 
 
    We walked in the fields that run parallel to I-65. We only saw three zombies during the whole walk, aside from Chuck, of course. 
 
    The first two weren't a problem. 
 
    In our first hour of walking, we came across a green truck lying on its roof, its wheels in the air like the stiff limbs of a carcass. 
 
    It was in the center of a field, but we could tell from the thick tracks leading up to the wreckage that the truck had come from the highway. 
 
    A side mirror lay in the grass several feet away and I had an idea the truck had flipped over at least twice, breaking off its mirror before rolling to a stop on its back. 
 
    Levi wanted to walk around the wreck and I thought that was smart, but Michelle marched straight to it. "They could've packed food or weapons," she called over her shoulder. 
 
    That was a fair point. 
 
    I hurried to catch up, but I stopped when Michelle brought our only gun out of her jeans and pointed it through the truck's windshield. 
 
    She knew not to fire it. A gun's good for getting out of a tight spot, but the shot will draw the attention of every zombie in hearing distance. 
 
    I had my bat up, ready to swing before I knew what the danger was. 
 
    Then I heard the muffled thumping. There were two corpses pounding on the windshield from inside the truck. 
 
    "They're out of food," Levi said. 
 
    When I looked where he was pointing I felt faint and my vision clouded with black spots. If this had happened a week ago, I would've thrown up. But I've seen a lot since then. 
 
    At first I could see only the zombies lying on the roof of the truck's cab, Mommy and Daddy. Both of them had the dark-rimmed, all-white eyes of the dead, sunken because the pale gray skin surrounding them had gone lax and hung off their skulls like dough. 
 
    Mommy was wearing a blue summer dress, stained maroon all down the front. Daddy had broken his neck and his head lolled on his shoulder. An unnatural bulge protruded beneath his jaw and stretched the skin there to near bursting. 
 
    Then I saw what Levi meant by "food." 
 
    Hanging upside down behind Mommy and Daddy was a car seat. It was still strapped in, despite the seatbelt straps on either side having been gnawed through. 
 
    The soft gray lining of the car seat was stained red and black and covered in flecks of skin and hair. 
 
    "They're trapped in there," Levi said. 
 
    "How can you tell?" Michelle asked. 
 
    Levi shrugged. "If they could've got out, they would've. Let 'em starve." 
 
    He kept walking. Michelle followed. 
 
    I stood a while staring at the car seat, but when I heard a faint crack in the windshield the zombies were pounding on, I got moving. 
 
    The third zombie wasn't trapped. He came right at us. 
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    WE DIDN'T KNOW HE WAS a zombie at first. He staggered as he crossed the field. From a distance, he could've just been injured. 
 
    He was about a football field from us when Michelle said, "That man's headed for the highway. We should warn—" 
 
    The thing growled, the sound a combination of hoarse moan and sharp snarl, screamed from stiffened vocal cords. 
 
    Michelle had the gun up and aimed before the zombie could turn toward us.  
 
    His right arm was missing from the bicep down. His mouth stretched too wide. As he got closer I saw his jaw was broken and hanging permanently open, held in place by strips of rotting flesh. 
 
    None of them run, really. Most of the time they shamble slow, but they move a little faster when motivated. 
 
    If we'd been running, the zombie never would've caught up to us. If he hadn't been in our path, we would've let him be. 
 
    Some people enjoy killing them, like maybe they're making the world safer one zombie at a time. But when the whole world is filled with those things and more people turning every day, I doubt one more or less zombie makes much difference. 
 
    I don't like killing them. 
 
    'Killing' isn't really the right word. How do you kill something that's already dead? 
 
    It isn't easy, but they can at least be put down and afterward they don't bother anyone anymore. Whether they're dead then or were before, I don't know. I'll leave it to the philosophers to decide. 
 
    Killing zombies isn't hard. They're slow and dumb and have no weapons, aside from their teeth and fingernails. But you have to be very careful and know what you're doing. 
 
    I've seen people fire round after round into their chests and the zombies keep coming. You have to kill the brain. Otherwise they don't die, or stop being undead, or whatever. 
 
    I've seen them walk around on fire and it doesn't bother them. Hack off their legs, and they'll crawl after you without stopping to notice they can't walk. 
 
    They feel no pain. 
 
    So far as I can tell, they feel nothing except hunger. They don't think, they don't sleep, and I've never seen one go to the bathroom. 
 
    They kill and roam in search of more things to kill, and that's all they do. 
 
    Michelle had the zombie locked in her gun sight, but only as a precaution. 
 
    Levi and I flanked him. 
 
    I had my lucky baseball bat, but Levi carried an axe, so I let him take the first swing, and the second, both aimed at the thing's legs. The blows were intended to disarm (disleg?) rather than kill. 
 
    The zombie crumpled to his knees, his white eyes never leaving my face, his craven moan never changing pitch, his one remaining arm stretched toward me. 
 
    Levi hacked at that arm and I swung my metal bat straight into the zombie's forehead, like hitting a baseball off a batting tee. 
 
    Though the bottom half of his one arm now hung by the thin membrane of skin Levi hadn't severed, the zombie still had both biceps raised toward me. 
 
    I brought the bat down again. When I raised it, it was covered in the same blackish red that sprayed from his head in a fine mist. 
 
    The zombie convulsed. 
 
    I swung the bat one last time and when it connected, the thing's skull made a loud cracking sound like an ice-weighted branch snapping. The impact traveled up the bat and stung my hands. 
 
    The zombie went limp and silent. 
 
    Levi wiped his axe on his purple "New Life Christian Church" T-shirt, then dropped it to his side and kept walking. 
 
    I should've kept walking, but I didn't. 
 
    Maybe it was the clothes the zombie was wearing: brown slacks, a blue and black striped polo shirt, and black dress shoes, as though he'd been at a church supper. Maybe it was the wedding band on his left hand. 
 
    I knelt beside the corpse and rooted in his pocket until I found his wallet. 
 
    According to his license, this man had been Gary Boyer. He had four credit cards, a gym membership, and a photo from his human days. He was standing with a woman, two small children, and Donald Duck in front of that giant golf ball in Epcot. 
 
    "Are you coming?" Michelle asked as she passed. 
 
    I couldn't speak just then, so I dropped the wallet and got to my feet. 
 
    From a distance behind us came the quiet moans of Chuck, ever following. 
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    All Together Now: A Zombie Story is by turns disgusting, terrifying, funny, and heartbreaking. Fans of The Walking Dead will eat it up like, well, zombies munching fresh brains. A stellar debut from a novelist to watch!  
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    Robert Kent's All Together Now: A Zombie Story explodes with action, near escapes, flying guts (and other body parts), and bad luck for the main characters followed by even worse luck. In other words, a perfect zombie book. But the heart of this story is its realistic characters. I found myself staying up late over several nights, unable to put Ricky's tale down. 
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    When I say I found this book horrifying, I mean that in a good way. I mean it in the best way there is. There were moments in this book that completely spun me out. I read the disclaimer, but I wasn’t expecting it to be as intense as it was. 
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    All Together Now: A Zombie Story is a book that is fast-paced, well-written and thought-provoking while still filling its pages with plenty of action, suspense, and, of course, zombie carnage. If you like zombie action combined with dark humor and a twinge of romance than All Together Now is definitely for you. 
 
      
 
    —Blood, Sweat, and Books 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was absolutely glued to my kindle till the early hours. The short chapters make it easy to read for those who just want to pick it up and put it down, but I bet you can't stop once you start. Every chapter is action-packed, fast-paced and full of suspense, but still maintaining believability even from a 15-year-old's perspective. The action is heart-pounding, gripping, and in some places I actually found myself holding my breath while I speedily read through the pages to find out what was going to happen next... and... breathe. 
 
      
 
    —Gadget Girl Reviews 
 
      
 
      
 
    I found no faults with this book, it flows well, is edited well and it is wickedly smart. There are also some very good moral lessons which gives us a very good reason to share this book with the young adults in our lives. It is guaranteed to warp their young minds, and hey, isn’t that how we all started to love the genre? I really cared for Ricky and Michelle, I loved the originality of the story and it was never predictable. In my opinion that deserves 5 stars. Whether you love zombies or not, I think you will really enjoy All Together Now: A Zombie Story! 
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