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Chapter One
__________

Group Therapy

“Hello, my name is Billy, and I am alive,” I say, repeating the pream-
ble required by each of these stupid-ass weekly meetings.

“Hi, Billy,” responds the soft, sad greeting of the 11 other 
‘formerly infected’ on stage with me. Their voices echo through the 
mostly empty auditorium of the old high school. When the defeated 
speak in unison, the sound has no power to uplift. In fact, it’s like 
a moan from my past. I shiver as the soft breeze of a lost memory 
drifts just out of reach.

Dr. Yvonne, sitting among us on the poorly lit stage, has no first-
hand knowledge of what we’ve been through, are going through, or 
will go through. She only knows what she’s read and studied. She’s 
not one of us, so she’s meaningless. But Old Joe, fiddling with his 
eye patch to my left, Nancy, sniveling to my right, and the nine other 
pallid faces in our ‘Circle of Belonging’ are here and that’s worth 
something. I’m not sure why and I’m not sure what, but as long as 
we’re stuck on the compound and talking about our struggles with 
the infection I’ll participate, if only because I know it’s what Gerald 
would have wanted. 

Before he left six months ago without so much as a good-
bye—two years before his release date by the way—Gerald told me 
these meetings, as mundane and ineffectual as they seem, serve a 
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purpose. They force us together. They may be miserable experienc-
es proctored by bubbly doctors who care more about their discov-
eries and newfound fame than us. They may be three-hour long lies. 
They may be one more way to show us how fucked up humanity is, 
now especially. But we formers need to be forced together, even if 
we’re not listening. Being together is helpful. It does something to 
our brains, fixes our memories, makes us feel more human. Though 
again I’m not sure why I care. I’m not sure any of us deserves help 
anymore. I’m also not sure any of us want to remember. 

And if I’m being honest, Gerald was slipping away toward the 
end anyway—disappearing on private meetings with Dr. Yvonne 
and going to Fort Knox for this or that sanctioned political bullshit 
he was part of. But, for some reason, I keep up the façade, even as 
Cryin’ Ryan whines that there’s no hope, even as the girls, Mindy and 
Liv, hug each other in silent acceptance. I won’t pause as Michael 
and Gabe sit with their arms crossed, eyeing me with misdirected 
anger. Or even when Rex huffs indignation at every word I say or 
Darlene and Alexis go out of their way to blatantly ignore me. When 
I catch the tapping sound of Steven’s plastic arm nervously hitting 
his chair, I ignore it and continue.

“I was never dead,” I recite, wondering if any of the others are 
listening, wondering why I care. “I am glad to be alive. I understand 
the infection controlled my body and my mind. The infection is gone 
now. I am well. I am whole.” My voice bounces off the walls and the 
vacant seats of the auditorium that once overflowed with hundreds 
of teenagers, eager to live … to spread their proverbial wings and fly 
into life like missiles of being. I try to ignore these subtle reminders 
of death; ignore that I’ve been doing this for three years; ignore that 
I still feel the same way I did the day I was ‘cured.’ I fail.

Yes, Profine Pharmaceuticals has done a great job turning this 
abandoned high school and adjoining neighborhood into a walled 
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and gated safe haven for those of us ‘lucky’ enough to have been 
‘cured.’ The Profine Omaha Compound, the POC, is a ‘transitional 
place where we are cared for by compassionate and understanding 
doctors, nurses, and specialists’ and sequestered from the masses 
that can’t stop hating us. It’s supposed to make us feel safe as we 
search for our humanity. According to the pamphlets, it’s a five-
year-long search. During that time we are kept penned up in this 
compound, occasionally offered a brief foray into the city where the 
remaining normal-folk live. They don’t call it a prison and in truth 
it’s not. But it has enough similarities to seem like one.

In actuality, what a little over 15 years ago was a thriving 
midwestern symbol of middle-class America in the first decade of 
the 21st century is now one of the largest secured ghettos in the 
world. Dr. Yvonne hates it when I call this place a ghetto. After all, 
it’s nice, not “slummy.” She always uses finger quotes when she says 
this. I always reply with, “So when the gas chambers are added, I 
guess you’ll line them with marble and call this place a spa, huh?” or 
something like that. It usually shuts her up. 

Anyway, it holds more formers than any other Profine 
compound. We aren’t allowed out unescorted and the only way to 
get in is to work here, be a former, be related to one, or to know the 
right people. It doesn’t matter though, because the eerie, quiet, and 
(most disturbing) clean POC is just another sign that, in one way or 
another, too many lives ended in the Infection War.

I shiver again, not sure I want to search for my humanity. I 
mean, no one else in the world is … there’s a certain irony to that.

“Billy,” Dr. Yvonne prompts, “are you all right?” 
There is a trace of fear beneath her sympathetic tone. This 

worries me since Dr. Yvonne should be confident that I am, in fact, 
all right. After all, she is one of the mad genius creators of Tetdat—
the single shot cure that wiped the infection from my blood and 
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brain, awakening me to this perpetually cold life.
The folding chair’s rigid surface sends chills through me. I 

suppress them, nodding and sitting straighter. I try hard not to 
look at Dr. Yvonne’s bulbous body and poofy red hair as she leans 
forward, concern evident across her jowly face. She’s soft. That’s 
one of the things I don’t like about her. In order to have survived the 
Infection War and actually lived it, there are a lot of things you could 
be, soft is not one of them. Which means she survived by avoidance. 
A luxury none of us here could afford, a luxury my wife couldn’t 
afford. 

“I’m just cold,” I explain as I wrap my arms around my chest, 
rubbing my shoulders to emphasize the fact that my blood doesn’t 
flow as it should anymore—one of the side effects of the infection or 
the cure … I’m not sure which. I don’t think anybody is. “You know 
how it is for us—this place is … drafty.”

Dr. Yvonne chews on the tip of her pen; her fat lips wrap around 
it while her eyes study me. A small part of my brain—a dark part, a 
part I want to hide away from because despite its size, I feel it might 
be strong—wants to know what it’s like to chew on her. Watching 
her watch me while I hide from my thoughts, I thank God I’m not 
that pen … which is the most I’ve thanked God for since well before I 
came out of my infection fugue, emaciated, pale, and nearly dead, to 
stare at Dr. Yvonne’s plump cheeks that a part of me still wondered 
about tasting. 

After what seems like an interminably long silence, broken only 
by Nancy’s soft whimpers, Dr. Yvonne removes the pen from her 
mouth and her slobber shimmers in the low light.

“I apologize,” she says, “about the location of our meeting this 
week. You know how it is though. With the Profine crews finally 
expanding our Safe Zones locally, POC is filling up fast. Our normal 
meeting place is simply not available.”
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I can see in the way her eyes dart while her porcine head bobs 
back and forth that she is hoping for some reaction to this news. The 
group gives none.

“That doesn’t interest you?” she inquires, sounding hurt. 
“POC is Profine’s center for the cure! Don’t you have questions 
about our new patients or new safety measures? What about the 
recent worldwide outlawing of public executions of your kind? 
Your suicide rate is the lowest it’s ever been! The equality laws are 
expanding internationally! There are now nearly a hundred Safe 
Zones communicating with each other across the globe! The Inter-
net is fully functioning again! Isn’t that great? We’re getting reports 
that Australia is 100% clean! And all of this is because of Profine!” 
She leans back, huffing in deliberate exasperation. “No one’s curious 
to know more about all the good we’re doing?”

“These meetings aren’t for discussing the daily functions of 
Profine, Doctor, or how well reduction is going. We know our kind 
is ‘safe.’ We see the rent-a-cops in the watchtowers every time we 
leave our damn houses. What we don’t know is why. Why are you 
keeping us safe when the rest of the world wants us dead? Why isn’t 
the rest of the world blowing down our doors?” I reply, trying hard 
to suppress the rage gurgling in the back of my throat the way it 
must have when I was infected and hungry. “No. You know what? 
That doesn’t even matter. We’re not Profine. We don’t need these 
fucking reports. All we need is help!”

She balks for a moment, lost for words.
“Look,” I offer a smile, “I’m sorry.” I’ve been trying to keep this 

strange peace since Gerald left. I do as I’m told. I get angry. I apolo-
gize. I dance like a trained monkey. 

I run a hand over my face and sigh. “Can we talk about us 
formers?”

“Though I don’t like the f-word, Billy, you’re right,” the good 
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doctor concedes. “I just get so excited about all this.” She waves her 
arms around and, since the cold doesn’t bother her like it does the 
rest of us, I am gifted with a front row ticket to the greatest under-
arm fat show on earth. I shudder again at the sight of her flab swing-
ing and flopping as she gestures. I don’t want to eat her. I don’t. I’m 
not one of the first batch of fuck ups Profine created. Still, she’s so 
big, the me I was three years ago would have probably delighted in a 
taste … if I delighted in anything when I was infected, which I doubt. 
I’m certain, in fact, that when I was infected I was numb. Numb and 
hungry.

Noticing me shudder, Dr. Yvonne stops and asks, “Are you sure 
everything is all right though?”

What she doesn’t understand is that these shivers make me feel 
more alive than any of the meetings, group sessions, exercises, or 
drugs they offer us every week. Having the ability to feel a sensa-
tion—any sensation other than hunger—trickling up my spine, 
sending small waves of shock to my appendages … this is what it 
feels like to be alive. This is what I want to feel—the opposite of 
numb. This is what I want to share with Old Joe, Nancy, and every-
one: the importance to feel and let go of the numbness that infected 
us. 

But I’m a hypocrite. I can’t let go.
Before I can say anything though, Dr. Yvonne grins and claps 

her meaty hands together. An echo resounds throughout the empty 
auditorium. She speaks, focusing on lists of daily affirmation activi-
ties and memory exercises. Everyone else eats it up. They smile, cry, 
share, even laugh, proving Gerald was right. This is what they need. 
None of them even care about my questions. They don’t care why 
they’re alive. They’re just happy they are. Why can’t I be like that?

I tune it out. I find it far more interesting to watch Dr. Yvonne’s 
fat jiggle as she moves. I’m astounded she somehow made it through 
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the war untouched and I didn’t. How could she have moved quickly 
enough to get away from the infected, especially the fast ones? 

Oh wait. I know.
It’s because of who she is. I’ve seen the plaques in her office, the 

photos. She looks like a wealthy, self-important bitch. I know how 
easy it was for people like her to sit back in their nearly impenetra-
ble castles, kick up their feet, and drink their $1,000 bottles of wine 
while the rest of us were trying to survive. When I close my eyes, I 
see my wife, hopeless, weak, done. The anger is coming back and I 
try to turn away from Dr. Yvonne, but she looks like a blimp and I 
hate her for it. I wish she’d put her labcoat back on. I need to calm 
down, try to laugh. I think of how she kind of looks like Katy Perry, 
only morbidly obese. I remember listening to “Teenage Dream” with 
my wife the day I first witnessed the infection in all its glory … . It 
had blared out of our cheap wedding present alarm clock at 8:00am 
that morning. I liked that song, in an ironic sort of way, until I met 
Dr. Yvonne.

Jesus, I hate rich people.
As I ignore her words, she shifts the conversation back toward 

her agenda. I don’t know if this is intentional or if she is so self-ob-
sessed that everything comes back to whatever the hell it is she 
wants to discuss. She rambles for another 15 minutes about the 
new patients being treated at POC, the growing Safe Zones, and the 
‘magnificent strides’ the doctors are making in medication for our 
side-effects, what she calls ‘hopeful breakthroughs.’

“… and there’s a new supplement we’re developing; it’s actually 
been in the works since … well, for a long time,” she prattles with 
distant, gleaming eyes that undoubtedly envision another research 
grant she can fritter away on bad clothes. “It temporarily takes the 
blood out of the eyes, or at least lessens it, and—”

 “What about our skin?” Nancy interrupts with a variation on 
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one of two questions she asks every week. Her voice has a slight 
tremor. She stares at the hardwood stage, her large, dark eyes water-
ing up. The dim lighting brings the sharp edges of her features into 
focus and she looks almost beautiful for a moment. “My husband 
won’t even sleep in the same room with me anymore. He keeps 
Delilah away. He says I’m … he says I’m … a monster.”

She’s melodramatic and she’s lying. He says worse. Their home 
is next to mine, and our little smarthouses aren’t exactly known for 
their thick walls and privacy. Last night as I was trying to watch a 
rentfeed of my dead wife’s favorite movie, Gone With the Wind—
because Dr. Yvonne told me it would be good for my ‘emotional 
recovery’ and ‘memory therapy’— all I could hear were their yells 
and their daughter’s cries. It had started out with a conversation 
about her inability to have babies. That’s what Nancy’s other ques-
tion is always about at these meetings: “Why are we all barren and 
sterile?”

I’ve never much cared. I’m only thankful—it’s the one positive 
side-effect to the infection. The last thing I want to do is bring a 
child into this shit-fuck of a world. When I study Nancy, I wonder 
if it would be possible even if she wasn’t barren. I’m relatively sure 
she never bounced back to a normal weight when she was cured.

“Now Nancy,” Dr. Yvonne chastises, catching my attention with 
her sharp words. Then she takes on her best grandmotherly tone as 
she stands and crosses the stage toward the disconsolate woman. 
Her enormous high heels click and clack against the floor’s hard 
surface. When she reaches Nancy, I watch as her pudgy hands engulf 
Nancy’s slender ones. “Nancy,” she repeats, shaking her head.

Nancy whimpers.
It’s almost sensual. Or it would be, if Nancy weren’t shaking. Or 

if pink, salty trails weren’t streaking through heavily caked makeup 
on her sharp cheeks, or if her whimpers weren’t growing louder and 
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louder … or if we didn’t all know where this was going.
“You know you will be the first people to know about any new 

meds we develop to get the natural color back to your skin and—
before you ask—to help your ability to reproduce,” Dr. Yvonne says. 
“Also, while we’re on the subject, your natural memories.”

The way the word ‘natural’ comes out of her mouth makes me 
want to kill her. I also recognize once more that there may still be a 
part of me that wants to eat her, despite the Tetdat shot. As I said, 
given the doctor’s corpulence, she would make an ample meal for 
someone suffering from the infection I once had. Though, it isn’t 
so much her possible delicious taste that makes me think she’d be 
better off dead, because, let’s be honest, I don’t really want to eat 
her. Tetdat works. It’s the fact that she doesn’t deserve to be alive.

But again, maybe none of us do.
Can somebody please tell me why I’m here?
The way Dr. Yvonne talks must not bother Nancy though, 

because she nods solemnly. I watch as more tears fall to the stage, 
leaving small, pink puddles … and I’m angry. Doesn’t Dr. Yvonne 
realize she doesn’t have to say anything else? It would be better to 
scoot her ample frame in closer to Nancy and hold the poor woman, 
who reminds me of a China Doll in her fragile beauty. Unfortunately 
and to her perpetual discredit, Dr. Yvonne doesn’t like to focus on 
any single group member’s problems when we meet as a whole.

When she speaks, she speaks to everyone. “However, there 
are several cosmetic surgeons who’ve had some luck treating the 
formerly infected’s skin,” she goes on. “And as I was saying, as we 
speak, our doctors are working on the supplement to remove blood 
from the eyes.” She pauses here, looking around the room at the 
silent group. “You all remember Gerald, right?”

I lean forward, for the first time tonight I’m interested in what 
she has to say. The rest of the group collectively murmurs that they 
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do, in fact, remember Gerald. Why wouldn’t we? He left before 
his five years were up and POC didn’t seem to care. This does not 
happen. 

“Well, I was going to save this for later,” she begins, shifting 
her attention away from Nancy and her growing sobs. “But this 
has already been a rough meeting, so I’ll share it early.” When she 
dips one of her fat hands into the pocket on her purple pants I am 
amazed she doesn’t get it wedged there.

Before I have time to contemplate what she could be digging for 
in that tight, tight pocket, she produces her phone. Smiling, she looks 
up at the soundbox in the back of the theatre. “Lower the screen,” 
she says loud enough for someone up there to hear her. I’m taken 
aback as the thought that there is someone up there silently watch-
ing us crosses my mind. A moment later though a large white screen 
hums down behind us and takes my attention. Dr. Yvonne presses a 
few buttons on her phone and looks up again. “Is it synced?” 

The house lights flash on and off in reply.
She stands, pressing the screen on her little phone in the middle 

of our circle of uncomfortable chairs—I’m sorry, ‘Circle of Belong-
ing.’ I am now looking directly at her heaving, gigantic cleavage as 
she looks up at the screen. When she looks down and her eyes, twin-
kling with pleasure, like two pieces of fool’s gold lodged in cookie 
dough, meet mine, I know she thinks I looked on purpose and I am 
afraid. Which, as far as I’m concerned, is actually a good thing.

Fear means I am alive. Whether I deserve to be or not doesn’t 
matter when I’m feeling it.

“We’re good,” she says and turns away as the white screen goes 
dark and calypso music sounds from speakers hidden from us. 
There is a tone in her voice that bothers me. It’s almost like she’s 
too happy right now. Private moment happy.

I watch with revulsion as she trundles back to her seat. The 
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problem is I don’t know if I’m revolted by the fact that I’m thinking 
of her as food or simply by her. Once comfortably adjusted on that 
poor chair’s face, she sighs, saying, “You’re all going to love this.” 

Then the dark screen goes bright again, only this time we see 
a happy beach with smiling people, and most importantly, Gerald. 

He grins and waves, his shaved head reflecting the sunlight 
wherever this was filmed. His eyes are still horribly bloodshot, pink-
ish/redish orbs, like all of ours—except Dr. Yvonne’s of course—but 
there is a brilliance to his skin that makes me want to cry. It’s dark. 
Dark like it was in those photographs he used to bring to meetings, 
showing what he looked like before he was infected. He looks happy 
and for a moment I forget my bitterness at the people who were 
locked away for the duration of the Infection War. The scientists, 
businessmen, and their families who maintained a modern quality 
of life while my wife and I—while the rest of the fucking world—
struggled to survive. 

“Hi guys!” Gerald says. His voice sounds suspiciously like that 
of an old sitcom actor’s and my hope is dashed. “I’m me again,” he 
claims with such eager jubilation I have trouble believing him. “The 
skin’s only temporary for now, but they claim … .” I swear I hear a 
laugh track.

This isn’t the Gerald I know.
The Gerald I know is a brooding, grey-skinned, lonely, angry 

man. He was once arrested for beating up a gang of 12 members 
of The Cure—the name adopted by those assholes who once hated 
homosexuals, but now hate us. Except that’s not fair to them, I’m 
pretty sure they still hate homosexuals too.

But I digress. The Gerald I know is one of us. He has anger in 
his heart. He prefers darkness to light because at night it’s far more 
difficult to tell his skin is about five shades too pale. He got drunk 
with me more times than I can count, reminiscing about days we 
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all understood and wondering about what this world had become. 
He didn’t lounge in that bitterness like me though. He was a man of 
action who visited what remains of the United States government 
at Fort Knox regularly—with an escort of course—lobbying for us 
with a violent passion that was enviable. 

Whatever has happened to him is not. I don’t care how it seems.
I listen to this stranger who resembles my friend explain to us 

how Dr. Yvonne secretly sent him to see some cosmetic surgeon at 
a Profine lab in “The Walled City Paradise” of Corpus Christi, Texas 
of all places. He goes on, telling us what we already know like he is 
reading out of some stupid fucking Corpus Christi brochure:

“It’s just a few hundred miles south of the American border and 
the only place in the world where formers are treated like humans. 
It’s also an impenetrable fortress you can only enter if you’re invited. 
It’s the one place in the world that hasn’t had an ‘infected incident’ 
in years. Also, the city is rich, thanks to its ingenious adaptations 
like … .”

Everyone is rapt, leaning toward the screen and the fake Gerald 
as he recites lines about Profine and Corpus Christi.

“… Furthermore, Safe Zones from all over the world ship and 
receive goods off its coast. It is paradise.”

My lips move, unable to cage my angry thoughts, “This is a lie.”
There is a collective gasp from the group, even Nancy, who 

usually releases gasps only in relation to her sobs. Dr. Yvonne taps 
the screen, freezing the image of Gerald, looking unnaturally happy 
and healthy, as if to mock us.

“I’m sorry Billy, do you have something to say?”
My hands shake as I stand, and it takes every ounce of effort I 

can muster to maintain self-control in the screen’s blistering bright 
light. “I need a cigarette.” Before anyone can object, I have my coat on, 
its heavy leather warming me while I make my way across the stage, 
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down the stairs, and toward the exit. Before I disappear through the 
door though, I say my piece. “And I can’t take this bullshit anymore.”

I know Gerald—the old one—wouldn’t be happy with this type 
of outburst, and honestly I’m not either. As much as he hated Dr. 
Yvonne, he could always maintain control. It might be the first time 
one of us has stomped out of a meeting. At least that’s better than 
what Gerald apparently did: run away to the safest place in the 
world to be experimented on by these people. Who’s to say I can 
even believe Dr. Yvonne and her movie? Shit, Gerald might be dead 
for all I know. This could all be some fucked up plan to get the rest of 
us to follow her like she’s some twisted pied piper. 

Maybe seeing me leave like this will be good for everyone else. 
Maybe they will see you don’t have to be afraid, or be a lapdog for 
Profine. Just because these people cured us, doesn’t mean they own 
us.

I light a cigarette and curse, relishing the feel of the harsh smoke 
coursing through my lungs. It’s a cool autumn night and this building 
is on a hill so I’m grateful for anything that makes me feel warm. The 
POC’s sterility certainly doesn’t. Surrounding the school are small 
cookie cutter homes with plain but meticulously manicured lawns 
interlaced with narrow, garbage-free streets. There aren’t any cars. 
Formers aren’t allowed to drive, kind of like severe epileptics from 
before. I realize, studying the neighborhood, that this place is a lot 
like the mask Gerald is wearing in that movie. It’s all fake. Outside of 
POC’s walls, even in the Omaha Safe Zone, the world is shit.

The lonely chapel standing on the edge of the neighborhood is 
the only thing that splits the monotony. Its towering cross casts a 
shadow of failure on everything but the hill I’m standing on. Just like 
in the real world, in POC, religion is dead. But I guess it belongs here, 
since it is also fake.

“Fuck,” I mutter as I lean against the brown brick school and 
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stare down at the houses. The safety lights shine every 15 feet. Now 
that the infected have walked the earth we’re far more careful at 
night, even in here, surrounded by an electrified, double-steel wall 
and manned gates, which, a few miles away, is also surrounded by 
an electrified double-steel wall and manned gates. We’re in a cage in 
a cage and I’m getting out of one.

Throwing my cigarette to the ground, I make my way down 
the main drag toward Gate One. The people in the watchtowers 
are looking the other way and formers are rarely out at night here 
since it’s cold and dark and we’re basically all afraid of everything, 
so I reach the guardhouse without incident. Sam, Sam, the Company 
Man is there in uniform. His feet are up on his desk next to a small 
television blaring some old sitcom that would have been better off 
forgotten. His doughy belly lolls with laughter. When he sees me, the 
show flips off and he stumbles to his feet. “Billy!” he smiles, the lie 
of the lapdog.

“Sam,” I nod but keep moving.
An amazed, ignorant expression flashes across his pinkish 

cheeks and before he can move to stop me, I pull the passcard from 
the lanyard on his neck and swipe my way through the reinforced 
steel gate. I would use my own, but it can’t get me out without an 
escort. I’m not what you’d call ‘well-behaved.’ Few of us are.

There are always protesters, and gangs of The Cure roaming 
out here, all vying for a chance to attack one of us. And with sound 
dampeners running all along POC’s perimeter, there could be more 
going on than I can hear, so I have to be quick. Though the sun is 
pretty much down, the weather is particularly cold this fall, and 
the streets outside POC look vacant. Anything is possible. So with 
my breath leading the way, I run from the out-of-shape Sam, who 
doesn’t have the balls to follow me past the wall anyway. The men 
manning the watchtowers wouldn’t dare fire at me without a direct 
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order from Dr. Yvonne. It’s almost too easy. I lose myself in the neigh-
borhood that doesn’t look nearly as nice as the one in POC. When I 
feel I’m far enough away, I lean on a dilapidated privacy fence facing 
a dark, garbage strewn alley and bring another cigarette to my lips.

I was never a big fan of Omaha before the war. Yes, I enjoyed 
being close enough to the “big city” that I didn’t feel trapped in 
an endless ocean of corn and beans whenever I was at home in 
my small town some 50 miles away. But living here? Never. Never. 
Never. It was all so strange. It was like a city where everyone tried to 
hide the fact that it was basically Chicago’s bitchy little brother, or 
worse, cousin. Now I long for those days when Omaha hid all its ugly 
spots—all its racists, bigots, and gangs and their shitty neighbor-
hoods—where no one could see them. I long for the days when the 
suburbs were masks held firmly into place and not burnt out husks 
where you’d eventually find a brutalized body or a rabid dog if you 
looked long enough. The air smells bad here too, like beyond the big 
wall surrounding the Omaha Safe Zone, there is nothing but death 
and it’s seeping in on the autumnal wind. In truth, there probably 
is nothing but death out there, until you get to the next Safe Zone 
… some small town in Colorado I think … “Always on the Grow” 
according to the newsfeeds … . I assume that one is a lot like this one 
though: sad in every possible way. Sad look, sad smell, sad sound, 
sad feel, sad taste. Even the buildings look like they’re waning, 
falling under the heavy weight of what we’ve all been through, like 
mankind’s day is at an end, therefore, so is everything it built.

Maybe it is.
Maybe it should be.
It’s not that I don’t appreciate what the doctors have done for 

me, for all of us. I’m grateful I’m not shambling along in a death-
like state, a mindless cannibal controlled by a parasitic infection 
searching for live meat to consume. I’m grateful my body didn’t die 
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while I was infected, because it could have. I’m grateful the drug 
was administered soon enough after I was infected that my body 
could survive the infection’s death. If I’m being honest, I’m ulti-
mately grateful for the fact that Tetdat worked—not like Profine’s 
first experiments. I’m glad I’m here and I’m a thinking human being 
who can fully understand how fucked up we all are. It’s good to be 
perfectly aware that if this is the end, we deserve it to be.

I’m grateful for so many things, but I’m also pissed. Everywhere 
I look nowadays, all I see is the worst of mankind thriving in the 
insanity that started with the Infection War and continues with this 
New World Order of half-rebuilt pockets of government eating out 
of Profine’s hands. Sometimes I wish I was more like my wife who 
had the guts to eat a bullet the day she was infected.

I am lost in my thoughts, searching for misplaced memories 
because that’s my default mode these days. Since I came out of the 
infection fugue my memories are all jumbled and as much as I hate 
to say it, Dr. Yvonne’s right. It is therapeutic to sort them out. 

At some point I begin wandering aimlessly through the debris-
filled alleys, knowing someone is going to find me soon and I’m 
going to get into lots of trouble. When I finally hear running foot-
steps behind me, I turn, ready for a fight and scared it might be The 
Cure after me. For the third time tonight, I feel alive.

It’s Nancy. She stops. Her tears have made a mess of her face, 
her makeup. Even though she won’t look directly at me and we’re 
between the safety lights, because of the moon, I can see the grey 
tones of her skin clearly, encrusted with splotches of pink and 
brown caked powder. It makes her look more inhuman than if she 
wore nothing to conceal her abnormal skin. It tells me she’s a liar 
like everyone else, like Gerald. Like me. 

I know what she’s going to say before she opens her mouth, so 
I try to stop her.
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“You shouldn’t have followed me.”
“I know seeing Gerald must have been—”
“Don’t say anything. I don’t want to talk. Go back; it’s dangerous 

for you out here.” I toss my cigarette.
“Sam is going to call the other guards if I don’t get you. The cops 

are going to be after you soon too, the real cops. They’ll shoot you 
and burn your body. You know you’re not supposed to leave at night, 
especially without an escort.”

“Neither are you.” 
Nancy sniffs and looks around at the nondescript alley. A few 

trash cans stand sentry, a lone broken beer bottle sits on the ground 
next to a stack of bricks, damp leaves scuttle across the ground in 
the light wind. There is something going on in the house to our right. 
Across its garbage strewn yard I can see people milling around. I can 
even hear some awful music playing.

“Sam let me out with his keys. I knew you took his lanyard so I 
told him I could get you to come back and he wouldn’t get in trouble.”

“I’m not going back tonight.”
“It’s dangerous for you too, you know,” she protests, her arms 

crossed at her chest. “Why’d you come all the way out here? Why 
not just go back to your house?”

I shrug, distracted by the activity in the house.
She takes a furtive step toward me, continuing, “I wasn’t entire-

ly truthful in there.”
“I know,” I reply. “I can hear you every night.”
“He’s gone, Billy. Profine let him leave,” she sobs now, again, the 

tears exploding down her face, “and he took my daughter.”
I light a new cigarette and watch until she cries it all out. I try to 

come up with the right words of comfort, but I don’t think there are 
any. Even if there were, the movement in the house would make it 
hard for my mind to find them. I think there are more people walk-
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ing back and forth than there were a moment ago. There are glasses 
jingling and that horrible music is forcing its way out. It’s some 
pop country from before the Infection War I can’t name. Hopefully, 
they’re too focused on their shitty music to see us, but we should 
probably get out of here.

I turn my attention back to Nancy. “I thought it was bad with 
him,” I say. “I mean, I heard you guys fighting all the time but … I’m 
sorry.” The music has stopped.

She takes another step forward, her eyes on me, saying, “Thank 
you.” Centered in two pools of blood I see a pair of deep dark eyes 
that I know, once upon a time, must have mesmerized more than 
one man. “That’s the nicest thing anyone has said to me in a lon—”

“Hey!” an angry, high-pitched voice pierces our bubble, silenc-
ing Nancy. “Who’re you?” A screen door slams.

I turn to see a skinny little man amble toward us from the house 
with the grace of a drunk on a five-day bender. His arms bat back 
and forth as he tries to maintain his balance. I take a step back, feel-
ing Nancy’s hands wrap around my arms.

He’s wearing black overalls and a glare that screams hate. 
“You’re infected, ain’t you?”

Nancy stutters a reply that means nothing and I move to shield 
her from this stranger. Silence comes from the house as the people 
who were, apparently, having a good time a moment ago are now 
focused on us, the formers in their alley.

“No,” I say. “We’re not.”
Undaunted, the man charges from his yard and invades our 

personal space with an urgency that makes me step backwards 
again. He’s looking directly into my eyes before I can turn away.

“But you were, weren’t you?” he growls a foul, liquor-stained 
assault on my nose.

I nod. There’s no use lying; he’s seen my eyes up close, even if 
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he can’t see how pale my skin is in this dimly lit section of the alley.
His eyes dart from Nancy to me and back again. There is a hot 

rage, seething from him, begging for release. I’m almost jealous of 
his heavy breaths and beastly heat. 

“You two’re from the Profine place?” he demands, pointing a 
crooked finger in the general direction of POC and spitting.

I nod again and raise my arms to show my palms, complacent, 
like we’re taught to do whenever something like this happens. He’s 
not wearing a mask, so he might not be with The Cure. Still, he’s 
definitely angry. Nancy’s hands grip my shoulders so tight it hurts. 
If she weren’t here, I would attack him—probably bite him too, just 
for fun. Then I’d be put in one of those early wards with all those 
people who never quite lost the appetite despite the expulsion of 
the infection. It’s been a long time since Profine let something like 
that happen … . I wonder how the world would react to a former 
backsliding now, almost four years after the initial experiments 
with pre-Tetdat cures proved … less than successful, basically giving 
birth to assholes like these and their ignorant fear … while simulta-
neously giving birth to a cure … . Why can’t anything ever be simple? 

The man snarls through gritted, jagged teeth. “It’s because of 
infected like you that I don’t have a family. I’ve been waiting a long 
time for this.” Sure, science says it’s impossible for us to backslide 
anymore and in fact no one who has been bitten by a former has 
turned. But the court of public opinion made its decision a long time 
ago.

He whistles. Grumbling voices and shuffling feet follow it. Then 
the house gives birth to several other men, each covering his face 
with a military surplus gas mask painted black. There is a crude red 
‘C’ hand drawn on the center of every mask and a breathing tube 
hangs down from each one limply, like a dead elephant’s trunk.

They’re all terrifying. 
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They encircle us like a pack of starved mad wolves. Their huge 
blank round eyes pierce and their masked faces say nothing. The 
breathing tubes swing like nooses waiting for us. 

“We’re doing what Profine won’t let the government do 
anymore,” the one man without a mask snarls, then attacks with his 
fists. He’s older, filled with more rage and alcohol than discipline, so 
avoiding his blows and smacking him down quickly should be easy, 
even for a middle-aged former like me. But as he lashes out I realize 
the reason I crossed over into their world: I don’t want to stop him. 
I want to feel this pain.

It means I am alive.
As black dots sprinkle my sight and my brain grows woozy, the 

irony makes me laugh. Though it probably sounds more like crying.
Maybe I am crying.
The others shout muffled encouragement from behind their 

masks while the old man pummels me. It doesn’t take long before 
I’m on my knees, my consciousness swimming in blood. I’m barely 
aware of Nancy’s screams, or the sound of the other men cheering 
on this assault. I start to fade, knowing I’m going to die if this keeps 
up, but feeling more alive than I’ve felt since before the infection.

Through his fists, I catch a slight shuffling sound behind me, 
a scraping, then Nancy’s words force through the blubbering 
nonsense. “No! Stop!”

More laughter.
A gasp.
The sick sound of a brick crunching the old man’s skull.
The crowd falls silent.
The brick hits the ground.
Bedlam ensues.
I’m struggling to my feet but finding balance a new and danger-

ous activity. My knees shake and my arms can’t seem to push up. 
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When I’m about to fall down and let whatever happen, happen, 
Nancy is at my side, pulling at me with some strength reserve I 
wouldn’t have thought possible.

“Come on,” she hisses in my ear as her arms wrap under mine. 
“Get up!” She hefts and shoves and forces me to stumble along on 
legs that feel broken. Instinctually, I reach for my face to feel the cuts 
and bruises, but she bats my hand away. “Move!” she yells and I do 
because I know what the alternative would mean. I may want to die, 
but my instincts don’t. 

One of Nancy’s arms encircles my shoulders and the other 
grabs my waist as we pick up our pace. She babbles about murder, 
pity, sorrow, forgiveness, and so many things I don’t want to hear, 
as we flee through the neighborhood and away from the confused 
gang.

When we finally stop to catch our breath, well away from the 
bigoted shouts in the broken neighborhood, I can’t help but ask, 
“What the hell was that?”

“The Cure,” Nancy says. Her voice is cold, removed.
“I know,” I reply. “What you did … .”
“Shut up,” Nancy speaks with uncharacteristic authority. She 

wraps her arms around me and leans in closer than I ever expected 
her to be. She whispers, “I’ll take you to my house and fix up your 
face.” Before I can respond, she’s kissing me and I taste tongue and 
passion and sex, far more intensely than the throbbing pain from my 
lacerations and bruises. When she pulls away, I stare, dumbstruck 
by feelings I haven’t had in years.

“I am alive,” I mumble while she wipes my blood from her lips.
“We have to go.” Nancy takes the lead and we snake through 

the neighborhood toward POC. When we finally get to the gate, and 
Nancy slides Sam’s card and throws it at his shocked face, I can feel 
my erection growing.
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When we’re safely inside POC, Nancy feels it too.
I can’t keep my hands off her as she tends to my injuries. When 

she’s done, the sex is incredible.

<> <> <>

A few hours later, I awaken to the sound of Nancy crying beside me. 
From the safety light through the window I can see her sitting naked 
on the edge of the bed. Her arms are wrapped around her legs; the 
safety light’s blue glow is wrapped around her body.

“What’s the matter?” I ask, reaching out to her.
She jerks away. “This was a mistake, Billy. I want you to leave.”
I don’t argue—what’s the point? Whoever bashed in that man’s 

head, led me to safety, cared for me, then ravished me wasn’t Nancy. 
This is Nancy.

Like everything else, this is wrong.
I quietly retrieve my clothes and leave. As I cross her yard 

toward my house I can’t help but recall one of my wife’s favorite 
quotes. It is Scarlet O’Hara’s mantra: ‘After all, tomorrow is another 
day.’

And I laugh because, after all, I don’t know if it is.



Chapter Two
__________

Now and Then

The pounding wakes me.
At first I think it’s my head, which would make sense since I 

downed over half a bottle of Old Joe’s vodka last night when I got 
home. But it isn’t my head; or rather, it isn’t just my head. Someone’s 
at the door and if I was a betting man, I’d say it was the police.

I’m ready to take whatever punishment they’ll dole out. I broke 
the law after all, leaving the compound after dark without an escort, 
absconding with another man’s passcard. And I’d be surprised if 
that guy Nancy beat with a brick is still alive. I’ll take the fall for that 
too. Going to jail might be good, hell, being put to death might be 
good at this point. It will get me away from all the monsters, on this 
side of POC and the other.

My brain feels like it’s leaking out my nose through a tiny, 
stuffed up sieve. My mouth is dry. I don’t know how I’m moving my 
feet because I’m relatively certain my central nervous system is no 
longer working. It’s odd how half a bottle of vodka can make you 
feel infected the next morning. Maybe that’s why Profine frowns on 
us drinking. At least we don’t have to sneak around with it like we 
did when we first arrived here … .

I can’t remember getting into or out of bed. I moan … or yawn … 
I’m not sure, but as I catch a glimpse of myself in the hallway mirror 
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I see a bandaged monster with his mouth open. My face is black 
and blue and purple and yellow. I can hardly make out my left eye 
below the swelling. I was never a handsome man, especially after 
the infection, but this is ridiculous. There is dried blood flaking off 
the bandages on my cheeks, and my dark hair still has something 
even darker matting it together in spots. For a moment I see myself 
from before the Infection War. I see my somewhat shaggy hair, the 
five o’clock shadow my wife loved, dark eyes that sparkled with the 
naivete of ignorance, and the face she used to describe as ‘just soft 
enough to be attractive.’ It’s gone now, more than ever.

 My stomach churns as I shake my head. Then my stomach 
churns a little more while the sun, shining through a break in the 
curtains covering the hallway window, sends hot shards of pain 
through my eyes down to my gut.

I fall to my knees, vomiting on the professionally cleaned carpet, 
and wonder what the Profine provided cleaning lady will say.

The pounding sounds again.
“I’m coming!” I shout as I stand on wobbly legs, nails sliding 

their way out of my head. I slip in puke rubbing between my toes. 
Bile rises again. I manage to curse before more vomit spews out. 

The pounding sounds yet again.
“Goddamnit, I said I’m coming!”
I trail half-digested liquor stained footprints through the hall, 

down the stairs, to the door and, against my better judgment, I peer 
out the spy hole.

Michael and Gabe are standing there in their black uniforms, 
looking like a couple of SS agents, except where swastikas are 
supposed to be, Profine’s red ‘P’ floats atop a green and blue earth 
background. Underneath this global design is a red ribbon bearing 
the three letters I’ve grown to hate: POC. Of course they would send 
people in my support group, people I know, people who were infect-
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ed, people like me.
But they’re not like me. Not now.
“Michael, Gabe,” I nod, wiping my mouth and opening the door. 

I stand at the threshold in my boxers, bandages, and puke stained 
t-shirt as though nothing out of the ordinary took place last night … 
or this morning.

“Billy,” Gabe says, always the talker. He frowns as his eyes dart 
back and forth, taking in my bruised and bandaged face as well as 
the trail of puke behind me. “Jesus, what happened to you?”

Michael tips his hat but keeps his mouth closed. Though I notice 
the way his nose wrinkles.

“Nothing. What can I do for you two … gentlemen … this morn-
ing?” I ask. The sun behind them hides their pale skin in a silhouette 
lie. Even though that same sun is punching me on the bridge of my 
nose, I step onto the porch and shut the door behind me. I’m not 
letting these assholes into my house if I can help it.

Gabe takes the lead. “I think you know why we’re here.” He 
sounds almost apologetic, the way he laughs that awkward laugh of 
his after he finishes his sentence.

“Do I?” These two aren’t evil, though they look the part.
“Come on …” Gabe is ‘good cop.’
Michael picks up where Gabe leaves off. “The police are letting 

us keep this an internal matter for now. The protests are starting to 
get crazy again though. Shit, Dr. Yvonne was out there this morning 
when the news—”

“He doesn’t need to know any of that, Michael,” Gabe is quick 
to interrupt.

Michael rolls his eyes. “All you need to know is it is a cluster-
fuck, man,” he says. His voice is heavy where Gabe’s is light. His body 
is hard where Gabe’s is soft. Michael is ‘bad cop.’ “It’s your fault and 
it’s afternoon, not morning, asshole.”



A.E. STUEVE28

I puff up at this, indignant rage shoving my hangover to the side. 
“Fuck you, Pinkerton!” I say, smiling at the sound my cottonmouth 
and dry throat create. As I smile though, my hangover shoves my 
rage right back and I belch the acidic smell of bile mixed with liquor 
toward Gabe. He cringes and backs away.

“No fuck you!” Michael points at me, taking advantage of Gabe’s 
momentary loss of composure to lead with his machismo laced 
bravado. “Fuck you and your bitter ‘I don’t give a fuck’ attitude! 
We’re trying to better ourselves here and you’re—”

“You’re trying to get in good with Big Y so you can get the latest 
meds or maybe get taken to Corpus!”

“Like Gerald,” Gabe says softly, finding my eyes with his.
“Fuck you,” I say. “Go get your skin fixed.”
Michael lunges and his left hand reaches for the mace at his 

belt.
I duck to the side, shouting through a broken head. “Shouldn’t 

you be using your good hand for that?”
Michael only grunts, pausing for a moment to take stock of 

the missing fingers on his left hand, the place where he first felt an 
infected human’s teeth bite down and curse him. His pause only 
lasts a second before he’s swinging. I dodge his fists and attempts 
to mace me. I don’t feel like his bullshit this morning … or this after-
noon … or ever.

“You are fucking dead!” he shouts after I’ve stumble my way 
around every blow he’s tried.

“Been there, done that,” I mock.
“Oh for God’s sake.” Though a blond doughboy whose belly 

screams for a poke, Gabe stands between Michael and me and tries 
to be a wall of reason. “Would you two idiots stop?” With his hands 
on his hips, and his eyes sparkling in the morning sun, he almost 
gives off an aura of power, like a slightly obese Captain America. 
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Now there was a hero. We could use more of him these days … and 
less of us.

“Fine,” I say. The inside of my head shakes and I hold my sides, 
feeling another bout of vomit creep up my throat.

“Gabe … .”
“We’re only supposed to take his pass, not hurt him.”
Michael takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. He removes his 

hat and I can’t help but notice his hand and those missing fingers. I 
take a step back.

“All right, Billy, we need your passcard. You’re not to leave your 
house without an escort until further notice.”

“You mean this ghetto mansion?”
“You know we’re not supposed to call it that,” Gabe says.
“I’m also not supposed to be locked up in my house in the 

middle of the day.”
Michael huffs. “Maybe if you wouldn’t pick fights with The Cure 

and get nice girls like Nancy in trouble you would be able to—”
“Michael!” Gabe snaps.
Michael closes his mouth and purses his lips.
“Just give us the pass.” Gabe reaches out his hand.
I look from Gabe to Michael and back again. My eyes squint, my 

gut bubbles. I sigh. “Just tell me if I’m going to be on the news today.”
“You’re not going to be watching any newsfeeds today,” Michael 

smirks. “Or listening to any.”
“What?”
Gabe offers an apologetic smile, his hand still out waiting for 

the passcard I haven’t gone inside to retrieve. “We’ve cut off all the 
feeds to your house and your phone’s signal is jammed. No enter-
tainment, no news, no net until further notice. Most of POC is on 
lockdown.”

“What?”
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“Dr. Yvonne’s orders. You’ll have to read a book or something. 
There’s a bunch in the library at the main building.”

“Jesus. Do I have guards too?”
Gabe nods. “Us.”
“Fuck. What about Nancy?” I ask.
“Never mind about Nancy, asshole.” Michael crosses his arms 

over his chest, hiding his scarred hand. “Just get your passcard.”
Gabe sighs. “We can give you half-an-hour to get ready.”
“Ready for what?” I ask, defiant again, trying to hide fear slith-

ering through my hungover insides.
“Your one-on-one with Big Y,” Michael says.
“What?”
“Do you think your daily schedule will change just because you 

got into a little trouble last night?”
“I don’t know how to respond to that.”
“Then don’t,” Gabe says, that stern voice shining through again, 

if only for a moment.
I sigh. “Come on in, I guess. I’ll get my passcard. I don’t know 

why you want it though. It’s not like it’s the one I used to get out.”

<> <> <>

Dr. Yvonne’s lips are like two red slugs smashing together to swap 
secretions. I hate it when she smiles.

“I’m sorry if I did anything to upset you last night,” she says, 
placing an engorged file folder with my name on it on the dark 
wooden coffee table between us. Her jowly face lights up with 
kindness I’m convinced is false as she motions toward the cup of 
steaming coffee and box of fresh donuts on the table’s edge.
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“I’m fine,” I lie, then reach for the coffee. It’s warm against my 
hands and my hangover is begging for it. “I shouldn’t have walked 
out.” I squirm under her pointed gaze and the couch squirms back. 
It’s been specially designed for my kind, complete with a warmer 
and ‘embrace device’ that ‘mimics the lovesome center of the womb’ 
or some such shit. It feels more like a machine mocking me with its 
ability to produce a normal human body temperature than anything 
comfortable.

“Billy,” she says, leaning back in her plush chair. The leather 
crinkles painfully under her weight. “No one was keeping you. I 
wish you would have stayed to hear more about Gerald though. He’s 
done so much for you people. You know, when he was here he was 
going back and forth to Fort Knox with our lawyers. Now that he’s 
in Corpus, he is helping in the labs—”

“Oh my God.” I lay my head on the back of the couch to study the 
white popcorn ceiling. It’s too bright in here, too sterile. I’d rather 
be back on the stage with everyone else than in Dr. Yvonne’s office, 
alone, with her. The curtains to her window are closing out the day 
and though my head is thankful for the lack of natural light, it makes 
me feel claustrophobic. I look at her. “I’ve got a hangover, Yvonne.”

“Okay, okay, okay.” She waves as if to rid us of Gerald and all 
I can see is her upper arm fat jiggling. It takes over the room and 
washes everything away in a sea of cellulite. 

Is there really a part of me that wants to taste that fat? I don’t 
think so. I don’t want to think so anyway … . I sigh, letting my mind 
wander through the past, digging around for misplaced memories 
from before I was infected. Anything to get my mind away from Dr. 
Yvonne’s taste.

“We won’t talk about him. Not now. You had a rough evening 
after all,” Dr. Yvonne says through a sigh of her own.

“Thank you.” I shouldn’t have come to this meeting. I don’t give 
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a shit that it has been scheduled every week for the past 23 months. 
I don’t give a shit that Michael and Gabe escorted me. I don’t give a 
shit that Dr. Yvonne’s office is the warmest place in POC. I should 
have stayed in bed and slept off this hangover. “Can we talk about 
what happened to Nancy and why I’ve got an escort?” I ask. “Gabe 
and Michael wouldn’t tell me shit, didn’t let me get anywhere near 
the wall, and you cut off my newsfeed.”

“Don’t worry about that. Right now it is for your own protec-
tion. I’ve taken care of Nancy. She is going to be fine. So, according 
to the doctors, is the man she attacked.” Despite the warmth of the 
couch, Dr. Yvonne’s last sentence creeps into my skin like a particu-
larly terrible winter. She’s angry but I can’t tell if it’s at Nancy or the 
man who didn’t die. Or both. Or maybe it’s me.

If Nancy hadn’t been there, I’d be dead. I would have died feel-
ing alive, but I’d still be dead. “Really?” I can feel the bloody tears 
welling in the corners of my eyes and I hate myself a little more for 
them. Am I crying because I’m relieved Nancy’s okay? Am I crying 
out of anger at the The Cure guy? Or am I sad because we’re all still 
alive? All of the above? Dr. Yvonne’s not supposed to see me like 
this. Ever.

“Billy, it’s okay.” She reaches one fleshy hand across the coffee 
table. I hear the fabric of her too-tight red dress strain as her ample 
girth flows this way and that. Her hand rests on my knee and she 
gives me an oddly soothing look.

“No it’s not!” I jerk to my feet. Dr. Yvonne’s hand falls to the 
table with a fat slap. “Don’t you understand? Whatever is happen-
ing is my fault. If I hadn’t had a temper tantrum and left … .” I wipe 
my eyes with the back of my hands and look everywhere but at Dr. 
Yvonne. Her office is an unholy amalgamation of modern art, library 
décor, country bumpkin knick-knacks, and framed degrees. I have 
no idea why I’m worrying, why I’m freaking out, but I won’t stop. 
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Guilt maybe? Shame? 
“Billy,” Dr. Yvonne’s grandma voice eases through my frustra-

tion as she hands me a box of tissues from the shelf behind her, 
“right now you don’t need to worry about what’s going on outside 
of POC, last night, or anything else. Trust me when I tell you Nancy 
is fine. Can you do that?”

I take the tissues and try to wipe the bloody tears from my 
cheeks and hands. They’re seeping through the bandages and into 
the cuts on my face and burning through the cold. “Yes, but why 
can’t I—”

She lifts her hand and spreads her sausage link fingers as if to 
stop not only my words but also my thoughts, my ideas, me. “Now 
Billy, you’ve been doing this for almost two years and you know 
lying in here is strictly prohibited,” she says, calm and soft, motion-
ing for me to sit.

“Yeah but—”
“You know I’m not lying, correct?”
I fall back into the couch, grabbing an afghan comforter and 

draping it over my face. “You’re right. I’m sorry,” I say from behind 
the veil of the brightly colored knitted blanket full of holes. How can 
these things be so warm? I wonder, cuddling into it.

“Good, then we should focus on what we come here for every 
week. Your memories.” She sits back, gloating in her victory.

“When will I get my feed back? What’s going to happen to me?”
She sighs again. “That has yet to be determined.” She stands 

and walks around her desk to open the curtain and look out the 
window at the white and blue skyline. Clouds and sky and possibil-
ities look back. None of them are ours. They send needles of pain 
into my brain.

“What’s going on out there?”
“You will find out soon enough. That’s all I can tell you.”
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She turns and our eyes meet through the afghan’s holes. I want 
to bound across the table and attack her, force her to give me the 
information, threaten her with hungry teeth. Her eyes are tiny pools 
of darkness. They are not the kind of eyes that scream ‘power’ but 
she nevertheless stops me with nothing more than a look. Or maybe 
I stop myself. Maybe I’m afraid of Michael and his mace on the other 
side of the door. Hell, maybe I’m afraid of how much trouble Sam’s in 
since it was his passcard I stole. Maybe I’m afraid of myself. Maybe 
I’m afraid of everything and I’m reveling in it because it makes me 
feel alive … a feeling I don’t think I deserve … .

I’m so fucked up.
“Okay,” I say, hanging my head. “But can you tell me what 

happened to Nancy when we’re done?”
“If there’s time.” She nods, blinking as she makes her way back 

to her chair.
 “Where should I start?”
“Well,” she says, chewing the tip of a pen I suspect she removed 

from one of her several flabs of flesh, “I think you should start where 
we stopped last time. Your memories are stronger now, aren’t they?”

I nod but inside I’m pleading for an answer, not another ques-
tion. The way she looks at me makes me feel like a little boy who has 
to explain how the cookie jar was broken.

“Billy.” Dr. Yvonne takes the pen from her mouth. “We go over 
these memories to help you find your way back to yourself. We 
can’t rebuild the person you were if we don’t address the events 
that turned you into the person you are. You know the infection hid 
them, but they’re there. You’ve found so many.”

I nod.
She smiles; it is kindly and for a moment I believe it might be 

genuine. “So if you think you’re ready,” she pauses and opens the 
file folder on the table, quickly scanning the top page of her notes, 
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“we’re going to go back to that day on the playground.”
“When it started?”
“It’s where we stopped last time. Do you still have that memo-

ry?”
“What if we just talk about how I used to hop trains when I was 

a teenager?” I suggest. This memory is a hard one. Reliving it isn’t 
something I want to do … .

“Billy.” Dr. Yvonne says my name like an order. It’s gentle but 
there’s no room for argument.

I groan. “Yes, I still have that memory.” I close my eyes so I can’t 
see through the holes in the afghan anymore. “Here we go … .”

<> <> <>

As I talk I am taken away from Dr. Yvonne’s sterile office, from Dr. 
Yvonne’s plump, smiling face, shining like the world’s most annoy-
ing cherry, and I’m transported to my hometown, Oakview, Nebras-
ka, 13 years ago. It’s small, off the beaten path of I-80, but close 
enough to Lincoln and Omaha so you don’t have to sit around every 
Friday night wishing for somewhere to go other than a teenage 
kegger in a cornfield. I’m 24 again, newlywed to the most beautiful 
woman in the world.

Yes, I’m a walking, talking cliché.
The day the infection hits is the kind of day that shouldn’t exist 

in Nebraska where there is basically only three types of weather: 
too hot, too cold, or rain. It’s about 70°, early afternoon, the sky 
is movie blue, and the breeze is barely there. I’m walking my dog, 
Suzee, a tiny, black and white, yippy thing my wife fell in love with 
when we saw her photo on craigslist. She’s a good dog, and one of 
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the smartest I’ve met. As much as I hate to admit it, I enjoy walking 
her around the neighborhood, letting little kids pet her, and having 
small talk with their parents about everything from the weather, to 
school, or their boys’ soccer practice and girls’ dance rehearsal.

It’s a typical Midwestern neighborhood that way. The houses 
aren’t too big, but aren’t too small. Sidewalks line the streets, trees 
line the sidewalks. It’s nice; it’s just nice. There is an elementary 
school situated in the middle, surrounded by these modest ranch 
homes. On this Saturday I arrive with Suzee on the playground’s 
blacktop next to the tetherball poles and basketball courts. Some 
little kids are gathering, petting the dog and telling me how cute 
she is. It’s all sunshine and unicorns on a quiet spring afternoon in 
Nebraska. But as I’m chatting with the kids and letting Suzee jump 
and spin for them, I see a guy across the street whose face is pinched 
up into a grimace like he got one of those nasty flavored lollipops 
with the question mark on the wrapper.

He’s standing in a dirty wife-beater and a pair of cutoff jean 
shorts. His hair is greasy, his belly is stretched with beer, and he 
seems sick, with pale skin and an occasional cough. He has two cans 
of gold spray paint and he’s painting a bench in his driveway while 
grumbling incoherently to himself. None of this is very peculiar. I 
know the guy a little. He’s a hick who beats his wife and gets pissed 
when kids step onto his lawn, which—spoiler alert—is shitty, dry, 
and brown. What’s curious is his level of anger as he shakes the cans 
and sprays and sprays and sprays.

Spray Paint pauses when three patrol cars turn onto his street. 
He stands there nervously as they approach, almost in anticipation, 
while their lights and sirens distract the children from Suzee. Suzee 
barks and the children let out gasps as the cars fly past. I watch them 
go, holding onto Suzee’s leash and wondering why they’re driving 
so fast by the school. I mean, I know it’s Saturday, but seriously. 
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When I look over at Spray Paint again, he’s taking a long, relieved 
swig from a flask.

After Spray Paint tucks the flask back in his belt and returns to 
spraying, I ask a freckle-faced kid next to me what his story is.The 
kid shrugs and turns his attention back to Suzee, rubbing her belly 
with an almost surreal joy.

An older girl chimes in, ‘He’s been doing that since we’ve been 
here, just pulling furniture out and spray painting it gold. Then 
taking it back in.’

‘And drinking,’ another kid adds.
‘He’s weird,’ one more says.
‘I thought the police were here for him,’ the boy petting Suzee 

chimes in. ‘But I guess not.’
‘Yeah, well … .’ Then it’s my turn to shrug. A part of me is curi-

ous about Spray Paint but I’m not about to get into the man’s issues 
when I could, instead, stand and let a bunch of little kids pet Suzee 
and contemplate the wonderful, mundane activities that will fill my 
Saturday afternoon. We’re going out to eat at this new brewery in 
Lincoln, or maybe Omaha—I can’t remember, my wife is the plan-
ner. We’re going grocery shopping. Maybe we’ll see a movie. It’s a 
simple life and I love it. 

‘Maybe we should move down the playground a little though, 
where Spray Paint can’t see us.’ I point toward the soccer field, swing 
set, and jungle gym at the bottom of a hill, what these children call 
‘the big kid side’ since the 5th and 6th graders tend to occupy the 
soccer field at recess, or so I’m told.

‘But …’ one begins.
Another laughs and quietly mimics the nickname, ‘Spray Paint.’
‘We wanted to play basketball,’ a different one groans, though 

there isn’t a basketball in sight.
‘I’ll even let Suzee run in the soccer field with you,’ I prod, drop-
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ping her leash and nudging her on. ‘Yip!’ I say and point toward the 
field. Suzee does the rest.

‘All right!’ One of the kids raises his fist and the pre-pubescent 
crowd bounds after the dog. I’m thinking about how great she’ll 
sleep tonight when a mailman pulls up in front of Spray Paint’s 
house and gets out of his truck.

Mailman is taller and skinnier than Spray Paint. He’s wearing 
his uniform topped off with one of those goofy hats that keeps the 
sun off his face. Despite the hat, he looks official while Spray Paint 
looks short, surly, and drunk.

Mailman takes cautious steps and moves hunched over, as if 
approaching a dangerous animal that appears too engrossed in its 
prey to notice its visitor.

‘Excuse me,’ Mailman says. ‘I need to talk to you.’
Though this looks interesting enough, I’m more concerned 

with my dog’s shenanigans than whatever Mailman might want 
with Spray Paint. But when Spray Paint looks up, throws one of the 
spray cans down in front of him and slurs, ‘You get the fuck off my 
property!’ I’m intrigued.

‘Whoa,’ Mailman backs up, holding his hands out. ‘I’m only here 
to talk.’

‘I don’t want to talk to you, asshole.’
‘Come on, buddy,’ Mailman says, stepping closer, trying to keep 

an even keel in his voice.
But I can hear it shake and I’m across the street in the middle of 

a playground. I can’t turn away.
‘Buddy?’ Spray Paint barks Mailman’s title for him then breaks 

into a fit of coughing.
Mailman knows he has said something wrong and steps back a 

few paces. He shakes his head and one hand reaches out to lean on 
his truck.
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‘Fuck you!’ Spray Paint yells. He’s caught his breath and is 
holding his can like a bat. I wouldn’t be surprised if he tries to beat 
Mailman with it. ‘The bitch is mine!’

Spray Paint’s words eradicate Mailman’s kindness and fear. 
‘Don’t talk about her like that,’ he says, his voice brokering no argu-
ment.

‘What?’ Spray Paint flings the second can behind him and it 
bounces off his neighbor’s house with a hollow clanging that echoes 
through the neighborhood like a bullet. He takes three enormous 
steps across his yard toward Mailman, not heeding his visitor’s 
obvious anger. ‘You sneak into my house, give my wife jewelry, fuck 
her, and then tell me how to talk about her?’

Mailman says nothing, but looks my way. I wonder what is 
going through his mind as he stares at me. I wonder if he is worried 
I will call the post office. Then Spray Paint’s neighbors come out, a 
paunchy middle-aged man and woman, and Mailman really looks 
worried.

Spray Paint takes advantage of Mailman’s focus on us, and lung-
es. He hits Mailman so hard blood splatters from his mouth. I follow 
its trajectory to the sidewalk and get to study it’s thick redness for a 
fraction of a second before Mailman lands on top of it with the wet 
slap of flesh on cement.

‘Damn,’ I say, amazed. I’m a frozen spectator as Mailman stag-
gers to his feet, wobbles, shakes his head, and swings at Spray Paint, 
who easily dodges every fist. He’s dancing, drinking from his flask, 
and laughing.

‘You’re pathetic,’ Spray Paint says. He canters around quicker 
than any drunk I’ve ever seen, and slams Mailman in the stomach 
so hard he wretches.

‘Holy shit!’ I’m snapped out of my trance and halfway across 
the street, seeing Spray Paint’s neighbors running over as well. 
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I’m ready to call 911 or at least break things up, when Spray Paint 
points at me.

‘You stay the fuck out of this, pretty boy!’ he yells. Then, turning 
his attention to his neighbor, he adds, “You too, Hank. Stay the fuck 
away!”

When Spray Paint looks back to Mailman, his body is wracked 
by another series of coughs and he almost seems to be laughing at 
the same time. Or maybe he’s crying? It’s hard to tell.

‘This man slept with my wife!’ Spray Paint screeches, his coughs 
definitely giving way to tears now. The pain in his voice is immedi-
ate and shocking. It’s a sound I’ve only ever heard come out of the 
mouth of a child who has fallen off his bike and broken a bone. ‘I’m 
going to kill him.’

‘Dude, you can’t kill him,’ I say, trying to keep calm in the face of 
Spray Paint’s total tossing of pretense.

‘Why not?’ he asks through the tears and snot that followed his 
last statement. ‘I already killed my wife.’

‘What?’ Mailman asks between gags.
Hank’s jaw drops. His wife gasps as she grabs his arm.
I don’t know how to respond.
‘He could give her gold,’ Spray Paint whines, his watery eyes 

flickering between mine and Hank’s. After a swig of the flask, he 
hisses. ‘I can’t. We got into a fight about her having to work as a 
stupid fucking flight attendant. She came home and I asked how 
many other men it had been, how many trips. Then she started tell-
ing me! We fought. She fucking bit me. So I strangled her. I shut that 
bitch up. I made her stop!’

Mailman, who has been panting and puking on the sidewalk, 
stands and squeaks, ‘You killed Trish?’

‘And I’m going to kill you.’ Spray Paint throws the flask on the 
ground and the sound is a bell tolling. Then he bounds at Mailman 
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like a monster, pummeling him. His fists are pouring out rage in 
hard, heavy blows with such fury that Mailman doesn’t stand a 
chance. He falls quickly and Spray Paint kicks his belly, sending 
more bile out of Mailman’s mouth and nose. Then Spray paint falls 
down on top of him, picking up one of his discarded spray cans on 
the way. In a movement that’s so fluid it defies his drunkenness, he 
slams it into Mailman’s face.

There is a pool of blood, flesh, and bone on the sidewalk before 
I have

time to move. The sound of the can as it destroys Mailman makes 
my stomach curdle and I almost puke as I run toward them. I can 
hear Hank moving aswell, and weak muffled sounds coming from 
Mailman’s broken teeth and swollen lips. Hank and I reach them at 
the same time, but the horrible last few seconds of Mailman’s life 
are over. All I hear now are the squashing, flat, dead sounds of the 
spray can hitting the mess that was once Mailman’s face.

When Hank and I pull Spray Paint off Mailman’s battered body, 
he drops the spray can and wrenches free of our grasp. He shoves 
me aside then takes a wild swing at Hank, his eyes wide with fear. 
He’s like a cornered animal. His fists are clenched, blood-covered, 
hammers and I can see the muscles on his shoulders are taut. 
Despite his gut, he’s strong as hell.

I’m shaking my head, thinking he’s going to come after one of 
us. I can tell Spray Paint is having an inner monologue about his 
next course of action. It’s a standoff, for a few minutes we look at 
each other. The children—thanks to what I can only assume is the 
last miracle that ever occurred on this planet—are all down the hill 
and heard none of this over Suzee’s barks and their own laughter. 
Right now I’m not scared for them anyway. Not yet. I’m scared for 
me. I want to get my phone out and call 911, but I’m pretty sure 
that will cause Spray Paint to do to me what he did to Mailman and 
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I don’t trust Hank to stop it. So we all stand there, fixed in shock.
Another coughing fit hits Spray Paint. His eyes widen with 

terror I don’t think has anything to do with Hank or me. Then they 
shut. Spray Paint goes to sleep standing up, serenity washing over 
his body. Hank and I look at each other, our shock mixed with confu-
sion. While I dial 911, Hank stands right in front of Spray Paint, who 
doesn’t move.

I get a busy signal. Then shit really gets crazy.
Hank’s wife gasps and when I turn to look at her I see Spray 

Paint’s wife coming out of their house. Watching her move is like 
watching a marionette with a bad puppeteer at the strings. It’s 
disturbing and there is something deep inside me, something 
primal, that sounds alarms. It wants me to run and run fast. She’s 
the palest woman I’ve ever seen, with dark blue veins crisscrossing 
her skin and bright red bloodshot eyes. When I notice her neck is 
covered in purplish bruising, the primal voice grows louder. Hank’s 
wife runs over to help her though.

Then Spray Paint emits a soft growl and we see he’s opened his 
eyes, only now they’re red like his wife’s. Spray Paint looks at Hank, 
then me, then sees his wife stumbling down the sidewalk. Spray 
Paint’s body tenses and he looks back at Hank, a sick grin splayed 
across his face. The way he seems to be waiting for something sends 
shivers over my body.

As I’m studying Spray Paint, his wife grabs Hank’s wife and 
bites into her shoulder, sending them both to the ground. The sound 
of her teeth ripping into flesh and scraping over bone probably 
lasts a matter of seconds, but it’s a sound I’ll never forget. It’s the 
first in a line of many. Hank’s scream is cut short when Spray Paint 
explodes into eerily ordered action, lifting Hank and slamming him 
into the ground. As soon as they hit the ground, Spray Paint bites 
into Hank’s throat and rips out chunks of flesh. Blood squirts up into 
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Spray Paint’s face to mix with Mailman’s.
I yell an unintelligible cry of shock and disgust over Hank’s 

and his wife’s wails. Then I puke for real now while Hank gags and 
gurgles on his own blood, drowning on his neighbor’s dry lawn. It’s 
only when Spray Paint looks up and growls at me that I snap out of 
my shock and run down the hill, crying, yelling, and flailing my arms 
like a madman.

I scream at the kids, who still haven’t noticed what transpired 
at the top of the hill, to go home. They scatter like panicked cock-
roaches. Then the one who had been madly petting Suzee’s belly 
earlier tries to run up the hill. I grab him by his hair. ‘Not that way,’ 
I say.

He cries out but nods, making a 360° turn in my hand, shaking 
free, and running back from where he came.

Suzee bounds up to me, barking. I shush her as the kid I was 
holding disappears through a fence at the other end of the soccer 
field. I take one last look back up the hill toward dead Mailman, 
dead and dying Hank and his wife, and the flesh hungry monsters 
that were once Spray Paint and his wife. For a moment it looks as 
though Spray Paint is trying to get his wife’s attention, motioning for 
her to follow me, and growling as though giving orders, but I think 
that can’t be. Then I wonder how any of this can be. The sounds of 
sirens and screaming coming from various directions explode into 
my world, and I run.

<> <> <>

And I’m back in Dr. Yvonne’s office and she is grim, which might be 
more unsettling than the memory I’ve just recited. Her glasses are 
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resting on the tip of her nose and the only color on her face is her 
red lipstick. She looks dried out, quite an accomplishment for such 
a fat woman.

“Is that enough?” I ask.
“Yes,” she nods, “that’s enough.” She shakes her head and jots 

down some notes. “After all this time, it’s still so hard to understand 
… . The time it takes for the infection to become active in a living 
host versus a dead host … . The degree of control the infection 
manages over a living host, the temporary catatonic state … . The 
levels of complexity this infection has are so … fascinating, even still 
after all these years… .”

I stand and snap her out of her rambling. “I’m glad my story 
is helping your science experiments. What about Nancy? You said 
we’d talk about what happened to her.”

“We’re out of time though.” She points to the clock ticking on 
the wall.

“But I thought—”
“No Billy,” she says, standing. She is short and fat but again 

exudes that unarguable power. “I’m sorry this happened to you, but 
we can’t.” Then she wraps her arms around me hard, squeezing so 
that I have trouble breathing. “I’m sorry this happened to you,” she 
repeats and before I can respond, she drops her arms to her sides, 
straightens her blouse, and leaves me alone in her office, confused 
…  and still hungover.



Chapter Three
__________

The Best Way To Sober Up

“You know this is bullshit, right?” I ask Gabe as he escorts me from 
the main building. The afternoon sun hangs in the sky as though it 
has nowhere else to go, tormenting my hangover. As brittle dead 
leaves dance around us, the chilly breeze breaks through my coat.

“Shut up and walk,” Michael shoves me in the back with his 
billy club, sending me stumbling forward over the sidewalk. “Big Y 
was done with you and your questions. We’re taking you home and 
you’re going to stay there until we say otherwise.”

I turn and glare, pulling a pack of cigarettes from my coat pock-
et. “I’m going to find out what’s going on sooner or later.”

“Billy, come on. We’re just trying to do our fucking jobs. We 
don’t give a shit about Dr. Yvonne or Nancy or any of the fucking 
politics of this place,” Gabe says. His voice is deflated, defeated, 
weak … familiar. It sounds like my own. 

In the distance, beyond the large wall and gates surrounding 
POC, I can hear the dull roar of a crowd. Someone is shouting some-
thing into a bullhorn but the words are garbled in the wind and the 
sound dampeners on the wall. This is strange since there haven’t 
been crowds that loud here for months. Sure, they’ve been angry 
and scary at times, but the whole bullhorn thing had been played 
out … I thought. All I can make out in the tone is an unreasonable, 



A.E. STUEVE46

almost inhuman, rage. There’s strength there too. Strength that 
frightens me, strength that stops me.

I focus on the leaves falling and rustling down the street as I 
light my cigarette. I feel the hairs on my head twitching in the wind. 
Every breath is deep. In the distance the mob I can’t see—made up 
of people who hate me for something I can’t control—continues 
growling.

“This is my fault,” I mutter to myself.
“Just fucking walk.” Michael shoves me again, breaking me 

from my thoughts. This time I notice the shove is a little gentler, as 
though there is a part of him that senses it is ‘us against them.’ His 
voice has become weak like Gabe’s. He tries to hide it behind his 
stereotypical manliness, but fails. 

“My house is by the fucking wall man. I woke up this morning 
to someone shouting about killing us. It hasn’t been that bad in 
months,” he says. “And you’re right. It is your fucking fault,” he adds 
while jabbing me in the back between each word. Just like that, the 
old Michael is back.

I wonder what sort of dueling emotions are inside him as I 
stumble forward.

“If you and Nancy hadn’t gone out there and fucked with that 
guy, this wouldn’t be happening!”

“Whatever,” I snark, unwilling to show my concern. “Shouldn’t 
you guys be at the wall anyway? Isn’t that your job? Someone has to 
make sure none of those crazies get in.” I take two big steps ahead of 
them, glancing toward the watchtowers. They’re manned, but, just 
like last night, everyone is looking out. 

“Just like Sam made sure you and Nancy didn’t get out last 
night?”

“Fuck you.”
“No, fuck you.” 
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I move my feet a little quicker to put more distance between 
Michael and me.

“Billy, what are you doing?” Gabe shouts.
I take one last drag from my cigarette and huff, cantering now. 

“Just doing something I couldn’t do if I was dead, man,” I say as I 
turn my head, give them a quick smile, and flick my smoke in their 
general direction.

“What, be a dick?” Michael asks as he tries to keep up.
“Run from you assholes!” I shoot farther ahead. Though my 

head, still caught in the clutches of a hangover, bangs with each step, 
I revel in the simple joy of running from the cops (or unreasonable 
facsimiles thereof). It’s something I couldn’t do if I was dead—or 
still infected. At the same time though stray memories of running 
with my wife through the wasteland that was Nebraska during the 
Infection War assault my thoughts and I start to waver. Fear might 
mean I’m alive but it also means I’m afraid. 

Run through it, I tell myself just like I did during the war. Run 
through it.

“I’m going to fucking taze you in the back, Billy!” Michael 
shouts, but I know it’s an empty threat. I’ve already put enough 
distance between us that his Taser couldn’t reach me.

I can tell I’m getting a workout as I move because what little 
sweat I’m able to produce these days, gently dots my forehead. This 
makes me feel great since it is such a human thing to do, sweat, I 
mean. I’m alive, I think, wiping my forehead and wishing there was 
more evidence of my humanity to wipe off. There isn’t much there 
though because I’m not that human I guess. 

At least I have control now. At least I can choose where to go, 
who to run from and to. I’m not possessed by some microscopic 
infection leading me here and there. Since I’m basically escaping 
Profine right now, I’m also not controlled by that place anymore. 
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This is a win-win for me. Though my head shakes and my hangover 
is fighting hard to slow me down, I keep moving, I maintain my 
control. 

I slip between a couple houses, hop a chainlink fence onto a 
manicured lawn, and start zigzagging through yards, putting more 
and more distance between my erstwhile guards and me.

“Hey!” Gabe shouts from somewhere, “taze him!”
“I don’t see him!” Michael screams back.
“Fuck you,” I mutter behind a smile.
“Billy!” Michael shouts
But I’m weaving through backyards like I’m Ferris Bueller. 

“March of the Swivelheads” plays in my mind as I picture Gabe as 
Principal Rooney. He can’t catch me. He isn’t in shape for it. I might 
worry about Michael if he could outthink me. That’s not going to 
happen anytime soon though. “Save Ferris,” I whisper and can’t help 
but grin. Ferris Bueller, there is a guy who is always in control. I’m 
going to have to rent that after all this dies down.

As I run through yards—some empty, some with melancholy 
former children attempting play, others with drunken adults, sad 
adults, and an all-encompassing weakness—the feeling that I’m 
alive grows stronger. It’s the running, the quickened heartbeat, 
that’s doing it. For the few minutes I’m running, I forget how shitty 
everything is now. I forget the possibility that I don’t deserve to be 
alive and the possibility that no one deserves to be alive. I forget 
about Nancy and the The Cure. I forget about Dr. Yvonne and Gerald. 
I forget about my dead wife and our dead dog. Most importantly, I 
forget about my hangover. I run. I may even laugh. Without really 
knowing why, before long, I find myself headed to a place I’ve never 
been: Old Joe’s.
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<> <> <>

My father never would have done this. He hated strip clubs, but not 
with an indignant feminist rage or a holier than thou religious bend. 
He felt they were created for people with low self-esteem. 

‘The men who frequent those places,’ he would say as, at 21, 
I stumbled through our front door with the stench of cheap beer 
and sad girl lingering on me, ‘are not the kind of men that can make 
women happy. And the women who work there,’ he would add for 
effect, ‘aren’t the kind you can make happy.’

That doesn’t matter right now.
Old Joe’s house is situated on an out-of-the-way corner of POC. 

It’s massive and the wall runs right up against his property line. I’ve 
often wondered what it was before Old Joe refused one of the refur-
bished smarthouses the rest of us live in, claimed this place, moved 
in, started brewing and distilling, turned the basement into a strip 
club, and began pulling in dough like a gangster. It was probably a 
politician’s palace. With its expansive yard, bay windows, and circle 
drive, it screams opulence.

The strip club doesn’t have a name and doesn’t need one. Old 
Joe is technically breaking the law by running it—I guess he kind 
of is a gangster that way—so he has a secret passage through the 
wall that allows those who were never infected, or who do not work 
for Profine, to get in without going through the proper channels. 
Profine turns a blind eye to it because it brings in outsiders who 
have ‘positive’ things to say about ‘our kind.’ On the other side of 
the wall here is a small forest and a hidden trail. It is said to still 
have a few infected creeping around in it so people tend to give it a 
wide berth—except those with enough money and the right sexual 
proclivities.
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Hell, people might use it to get in, but this would be the best 
place to go if you wanted to escape. That is, if you could find Old 
Joe’s secret door. But I hear one of the unwritten agreements 
between him and Profine is that he is not to tell any formers where 
it is. It’s a good thing I’m not looking to ask him about that. As much 
as I wanted to leave last night, I don’t want to leave today. I may 
wonder if any of us deserve to live. I may be unsure why I am alive. 
But if the sounds I heard outside the wall are any indication of the 
climate out there, I know if I leave right now I’ll die. After coming 
close to it last night, I’m pretty sure I don’t want that.

They say Old Joe’s is open all the time, that he has enough girls 
to keep the place running whenever he is home. He’s home a lot. 
They also say that because of this, Old Joe hears a lot, knows a lot, 
and is willing to share a lot. If anybody can tell me anything about 
Nancy or anything else that’s going on, it’s him. Also, it’s one of the 
few places on the compound I can get a drink. I need that right now.

I keep telling myself that’s why my subconscious must have led 
me here.

Despite the opulence, the smell hits me before I’m through the 
backdoor. Cigarette smoke and desperation hover in the kitchen 
like flies. A pale, skinny former I don’t recognize bows and points at 
an anachronous metal hatch leading to the basement. I nod and as I 
push it open to the sound of creaking hinges I recognize The Doors’ 
“Crystal Ship” dancing up to me. Ray Manzarek’s melodies are the 
child of a coupling between LSD and Beethoven and I love them.

I walk down the stairs cautiously. I try hard to ignore the wood 
whining at my weight, studying the walls decorated with fliers for 
bar shows from times gone by. I guess these cut-outs advertising 
concerts from indie bands all over the country remind Old Joe of 
better days. I study them as I walk down and down, searching for 
bands I might have heard of. There is a Daft Punk one, a Human 
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Aftertaste one … even a really old Nirvana one that looks like it was 
copied on a mimeograph. There are more than I can count mixed 
in with some serious graffiti tags that remind me of hopping trains 
when I was younger. Again I’m being pulled toward memories that 
hurt. It’s strange the way they bounce around in my head these 
days, like they can’t find their original landing. With every step 
downward a new one comes to the forefront of my thoughts.

When I reach the bottom of the stairs though, all those memo-
ries are gone and I am standing face-to-face with the largest man 
I’ve ever seen. He is an Asian Hulk in a sleeveless blue jean vest. 
His springy, stringy hair, greasy, yellow skin, and red zits glowing 
like landmines of innocence, tell me he’s never been infected. Also, 
calling him a man is little more than a courtesy. He may be huge, but 
this guy’s a boy.

“Can I help you?” he asks, his voice straddling the line between 
predatory and pleasant in a way only a true bouncer’s voice can.

“I just want to see Joe,” I say, trying hard not to look at the clear 
blue irises swimming in matching seas of white sclera.

“Oh my God!” the boy blinks and shakes his head, sending small 
sprinkles of dandruff into the dimly lit hall separating the stairway 
from the strip club. “You’re a former,” he says. The awe in his voice 
is nauseating. “My mom is too, that’s why I’m here!”

I raise an eyebrow. “Your mom works here?”
“No, no, no, no!” he stammers. “She’s former like you. She was 

cured and we live in POC. You live here too, right?”
I nod. “I live on the other side of the ghett—of POC.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean former in a bad way—and I meant 

you’re … It’s just … Wait. You’re Billy Dodge aren’t you? You’re the 
one who … .”

“What?”
The boy shrugs and steps back, looking from side to side as 
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though invisible people are telling him to shut up. “You’re in Joe’s 
group, is all. He talks about you a lot. I’d recognize you anywhere.” 
He reaches out his hand to shake mine. “I’m sorry, I just … wow.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I offer a smile as warm as I can make it 
to cover my suspicion.

“Wow.” His voice drips with rare teenage honor that makes my 
head hurt worse. “It’s just that Old Joe thinks you’re the greatest 
and he never thought you’d come to this place and … .”

“I understand.”
He stares at me as though I am something to be cherished, 

something to be admired from afar. Something he wants to touch 
so bad he can feel it, but, like a pilgrim at the feet of a statue of 
his deity, isn’t sure of the consequences of that action. I find myself 
stepping backwards, fidgeting.

This rocks him out of his reverence and he asks, “You want in, 
right?”

Again, I nod.
This time, the Hulk-Boy steps aside. “You’re free.”
This is good. Since they took my passcard, I don’t have any 

money. And I sure as shit don’t carry coins around with me. I don’t 
think formers can even get them.

Hanging my pounding head for a moment, I gather my compo-
sure. I have no idea what I’m going to see after all. I feel Hulk-Boy’s 
eyes digging holes into me as I look up again and slowly brush aside 
a set of cliché hanging beads to a hazy, dark room full of what my 
father would have called the ‘dregs of society.’ 

He had a unique definition of ‘dregs’ though. They weren’t 
necessarily the hobos living in the alleys or the crackheads steal-
ing car stereos. They could be businessmen in suits, gangsters in 
baggy pants and chains, prisoners on death row, or suburban moms 
whose lives ran around diet pills and shopping. They could be the 
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men greedily eyeing these formers in here as they mock dance. I like 
his definition of ‘dregs’ more than most peoples’. But my dad was 
eaten by the infected. Some of the girls on stage might have had a 
taste of him. Hell, for all I know, I might have. They found me just 
outside of Omaha after all, where my parents were when everything 
went down … .

The girls move as though in a trance, sliding up and down the 
smooth metallic poles with a slow, deliberateness that is something 
more than your average stripper’s methodic, sexualized movements. 
Or is it something less? It’s unnerving, not exciting, and I’m not sure 
why until my eyes adjust to the dimness. Their makeup isn’t the 
traditional makeup of the formerly infected. Instead of hiding their 
condition, the women on stage have amplified the telltale signs of 
what they once were. Some have gone so far as to add something 
chalky to their skin and brush on heavy, bruise-like red and purple 
splotches here and there. I don’t know how they’ve done it, but all 
of their veins are showing dark on their extra-pale flesh too. It’s 
probably some sort of injection. What are clearly red contact lenses 
up the ante on the red eye disease. I notice one has a fake leg that 
makes her stumble on the stage as though her movements aren’t 
her own. They’re not meant to simply look infected, but to resemble 
the infection when it survives in a dead host. When I see Liv and 
Mindy from my group done up like this I feel queasy all over again.

The moaning only makes it worse. It is soft, hiding behind Ray 
Manzarek’s wonderfully pretentious piano playing and Jim Morri-
son’s pseudo-psychedelic-poetic lyrics. It’s not like the true sounds 
of the infected that roam the world even today, in what our world 
leaders would have us call ‘the aftermath’ of the Infection War. No, 
it’s more like the noises that escaped from Nancy’s mouth last night 
when we were in bed together. They’ve sexualized the infection. 
Rule 34 is alive and well, folks.
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This sobering thought helps ease my hangover.
The men here are excited but not in the loud, drunken way you 

would expect. Old Joe’s is a specialty place after all, and it takes a 
special kind of freak to like this sort of show. The girls are formers, 
just like me, and just like me, they are hated by society as a whole. 
These guys, sitting quietly with their gleaming, sweaty scalps, loose 
ties, and dirty, dirty thoughts, aren’t typical. There is something 
wrong with them. The way they enjoy the show speaks to a guilt 
buried deep down in their bowels, but not deep enough to miss. 
They know on some level that they are sexual deviants of the worst 
stripe and their behavior is most assuredly not normal. Yet some-
how they didn’t get infected. In fact they thrived even when so many 
of us didn’t. Now they’re here, proving humanity is hopeless.

I look at the dancers’ short, jerky motions. The way they 
stumble—any pretense of elegance gone, any notion that the music 
helps them move hardly relevant—makes me want to leap on the 
stage and cover them with the biggest, warmest blanket I can find. 
Perhaps that afghan in Dr. Yvonne’s office, perhaps the comforter 
on Nancy’s bed. Anything to get them away from here, from these 
predators our protectors have allowed in for political reasons.

I take my eyes from the girls, faceless in their nakedness, and 
walk to the bar.

“Hello Billy,” Old Joe says. He’s standing behind the counter 
polishing tumblers lined on the countertop. “You don’t come here 
often.”

“I don’t come here ever, Joe.”
Old Joe laughs and almost drops a tumbler. He’s an old man and 

the eye patch adds years to his age. His thinning white hair is hard 
to see in the haze of smoke and low light but his smile is alive and 
friendly. “Yeah, it isn’t a pretty place. Then again, neither are you 
right now.” He points at the bandages and bruises over my face.



FORMER 55

I nod, staring at the countertop. “Yeah. They’re not called the 
The Cure for nothing.” I don’t look up at him because of the mirror 
at his back. I know I will see the girls in its reflection. My head is 
throbbing while my belly has that empty feeling you get when you 
drive over a steep hill too fast. But what makes me sick isn’t the 
hangover or the idea of seeing the strippers, not really. It’s seeing 
the men stacking coins on the stage before the strippers, stacking 
coins and imagining what it might be like to fuck an infected girl. 
“I’m not sure why I’m here.”

“I’m not sure why I’m here either, truth be told,” Old Joe sighs 
the words. He isn’t morally corrupt like my dad would have thought. 
Someone once told me he’s trying to buy his way out of POC early 
and this place is a bank. Naked girls and booze, who’d have thought, 
right? 

The sad thing is, I don’t think there is anything that can get 
you out before your five years, if ever. As far as I know Gerald is 
the only one who ever got to leave here permanently in anything 
other than a body bag. They may refer to POC as ‘transitional’ but I 
have yet to see it. Five years is a long fucking time and I’m still not 
even sure why they are keeping us alive. We can’t reproduce to help 
repopulate society. Most people hate us or are scared of us. What’s 
the point?

“I know you don’t agree with what I do here,” Old Joe says.
I nod again and offer an apologetic smile. “It isn’t that I disagree 

with this. I mean, how many times have I drank your beer?” I’m 
looking at him now, focusing on the deep set lines of his face, trying 
hard not to let my eyes wander to the reflections dancing in the 
mirror, the men, crouched like beasts in the shadows, swaying to 
The Doors. “I just don’t like … I don’t like the way they look at the 
girls.”

“They look at them like they want to fuck them, same as any 
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strip club.”
“No. They look at them like they wish they were infected still—

and not just that but dead … and they want to fuck them.”
Old Joe turns from me and puts a tumbler away, saying, “Just 

don’t cause any trouble, okay? And don’t forget,” he continues, 
facing me again, his voice lowered so only the two of us can hear, 
“I was never dead. I am glad to be alive.” He flashes a conspiratorial 
smile and laughs.

“God, that sounds so stupid, doesn’t it?” I reply, leaning away 
and suppressing a grin as I light another cigarette. “I know the 
mantra, Joe. Even if our bodies didn’t die, we sure as hell did—in 
every way that matters. And anyway, I lied. I do know why I’m here.”

He raises his only eyebrow. “I knew you needed something.”
“I want to know what you know about Nancy.” A thought hits 

me. “And while I’m at it,” I add, “Gerald.”
“Sorry Billy, I got nothing on Gerald. All I know is that he was 

here then he was gone and apparently now he is living the highlife in 
Corpus.” He shakes his head. “But Nancy,” he says, “I heard about the 
shit between you two and that Cure guy.” He fills a pint and hands it 
to me. “First one’s on the house for formers.”

I raise it to my lips. Even though it’s cold my body can feel the 
warm alcohol hiding in the beer somewhere. “Last night was rough.”

“Every night is anymore, man.”
“Isn’t that the truth?” I ask. For a moment I remember some of 

the dreams I’ve had. Our cloudy memories from the days we were 
infected tend to rear up when we sleep. 

The screams, the hunger, the pain … it’s like one big red night-
mare played over and over with different actors. The worst is when 
I remember my thoughts from back then. They weren’t my own, but 
they were housed in my mind and sounded like me. The unquench-
able need for food was all consuming and constant. Even when I ate, 
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I hungered. I shudder and push the images back into whatever pit 
inside of myself where I hide them.

“I’m sorry I ran out of the meeting,” I say after a pause.
“No worries. It fell apart after you left anyway. Big Y tried to 

get everyone excited about Gerald and what they’re doing in Corpus 
and Liv started bawling. Then Nancy left. It was a clusterfuck. We’ll 
go back and do it all again next week though, so we’ve got that.”

“Right,” I laugh.
“Well, Nancy won’t.”
“What?” I lean in closer, sipping my beer. “What did you hear?”
“She’s gone.”
“Where?”
“That I don’t know.” He shrugs, his apology moving over his 

expression like a slow rain. “I’d guess Corpus if they could get her in. 
The way Yvonne was talking it up last night … . And the way Gerald 
looked, man … .”

“He looked fake.”
“That he did, fake and happy.”
“Like a Stepford.”
“You say potato, Billy.”
“Does anyone know for sure what happened to Nancy?”
“No one who’s talking to me. They turned off our feeds too so 

we can’t get any outside info. These douche bags aren’t saying shit. 
They probably don’t know shit anyway. They only got one concern 
right now.”

I believe him and drink another pint. After I’ve downed my 
third, I ask him again. “What do you know for sure?”

“Other than Nancy had a tussle with some Cure dick and Dr. 
Yvonne disappeared her, nothing.”

“Which is pretty much what I know.”
“Well … .” He looks uneasy. “I know there has to be more because 
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it’s getting pretty crazy on the other side of the wall.”
“I noticed.”
“You going to be ordering anything else?”
“Did you hear anything else?”
“You know my information is … not always accurate.”
“What did you hear?”
He leans toward me, his single red eye pulling me in like a trac-

tor beam. “The other side is getting more than crazy,” he whispers.
“Protesters and what? Military again?”
“All I know is this morning—before they turned them off—our 

newsfeeds said you and Nancy got into some trouble and then it 
showed footage of really pissed off people gathering like they used 
to … .”

“Jesus.”
“He ain’t helping nobody these days.”
“If he ever was.” I sigh. “Anything else?”
He shakes his head. “Not really … . You want another drink? It’s 

free too. What the hell?”
“Okay,” I say. “I think I will.”
He nods. “I’m thinking of kicking these assholes out and closing 

early. Going to go hang out at the main building tonight, you know? 
Away from the wall.”

“You think it’s that bad?”
“Well—”
“Billy!” Mindy sits down next to me and smiles, her fake teeth 

shining in the smoke and her extra-pale skin oozing cold. Before she 
says anything else though, our eyes meet and her brow furrows. 
This tells me Mindy was once an older sister or maybe a mother, or 
maybe just someone’s friend. “Jesus. What happened to you?” 

She leans in closer and I can smell the vanilla scent her body 
is smothered in. Apparently these guys like the look and feel of the 
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infected dead, but not the smell.
“You didn’t hear?” I ask, trying to move away and nearly falling. 

“The Cure got me.” 
“Oh lord,” she sighs and reaches out with a caregiver’s hands. “I 

heard you and Nancy got yourselves into some trouble, but—”
“Don’t worry about me.” I raise my arms in front of my face, 

protective. “I just came to talk to Joe.”
Old Joe nods. “And see the show.”
Mindy blushes and I find it ironic but decide it would be best to 

keep that quiet.
“You know I’m on again soon,” she says, eyes averted to the 

counter.
“I did not know that,” I reply, taking a large drink.
“Liv is on right now,” she adds, pointing her thumb back at the 

stage and taking my eyes with her. “Let’s get a closer look. It’s nice 
to have one of … us here instead of these freaks and Liv’s boyfriend.”

“What am I, chopped liver?” Old Joe asks.
“You know what I mean,” she says and takes my arm.
When Mindy gets up, her dark hair, large eyes, and slim frame 

leading me on, I follow. The power of a pretty girl and a few too 
many beers … .

<> <> <>

My 5th and 6th beers are gone and so is my hangover. It isn’t long 
until I’m so drunk my concern about what’s going on outside POC 
and my desire to not see the fawning hands of the perverts reaching 
for the formers is outweighed by my desire to see naked girls give 
me the ‘fuck me’ face.
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Now I’m glad I turned around to see them. Old Joe’s basement is 
special. The girls are hot. And their bodies, though pale, blotchy, and 
lined with dark, bulbous veins—the telltale signs of infection—have 
a supple firmness to them that no heterosexual man could ignore—
especially Liv and Mindy’s. Liv, with brown hair that waves at me as 
she moves, is the most intriguing. Her eyes seem to have practiced 
the ‘fuck me’ look until they didn’t know any other expression. I am, 
as cliché as it might be, entranced by this beauty that puts Nancy 
to shame. It isn’t because she is so much younger or prettier than 
Nancy though; it’s in her confidence. She radiates it as she moves 
around the pole, naked for the world, exposing herself with an 
unmitigated pride that tells me who is really in control here.

I envy her.
I am completely taken in and Nancy, my problems with the 

world, and the fact that I am a former vanish … again. That’s twice 
today … . Maybe I am getting better. I move closer to Liv, slipping 
my way between an overweight, balding man, and Steven from my 
group meetings, Liv’s boyfriend. 

“Hey man!” I say. “What’s up?”
“Just come to … relieve some stress,” he says, raising his glass.
I laugh and return my gaze to Liv. I’m convinced she is staring at 

me as she sways and wobbles to The Doors’ “Alabama Song” pump-
ing around us. I know it’s impossible. Her boyfriend is right here 
after all, but still, the lie feels nice. 

It isn’t until I am close enough to touch her that I see the bite 
scars running up and down her arms clearly. Shocked into reality, I 
step back and accidentally knock into the bald guy’s drink, sending 
it splashing down his jacket.

“Shit!” he yells and stumbles into some other guy I didn’t see. 
“Why don’t you watch where you’re going?” he grumbles.

“Why don’t you go fuck yourself?” I ask with perfect drunken 
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sensibility.
“What?” The man steps so close his belly shoves into me and I 

feel its warmth.
I fall back, though maintain a glare. Then, as though it is the 

most natural thing for me to do, I moan.
“Wha … what are you doing?” he asks, all of his gall gone like a 

one-night stand the next morning.
Steven takes notice.
I moan again.
“That’s not funny,” the bald man says. His voice shakes.
Somehow the music stops, cut off as Jim Morrison tries to make 

his way to ‘the next whiskey bar.’
Oh, don’t ask why.
Steven moans too.
I do the same.
The bald guy has gathered a few friends around him, a few 

friends with the bright, shiny skin of those never infected. Even in 
this dimly lit room of smoky horrors, it’s easy to tell us from them.

“You guys want to fuck with us?” he asks, a confidence created 
on the backs of beer and new companions forces itself through his 
quivering voice.

The two of us moan in response.
Old Joe moans from behind the bar.
“This isn’t fucking funny!” the guy screams now, like a little girl.
I step closer.
Behind me Liv moans along with us, only this moan is deeper, 

far less sexy than her moans from earlier. It is a moan to match 
mine. Then another stripper moans.

The bald guy bowls his friends over as he runs for the steps and 
all the group’s anger runs out with him.

Old Joe laughs.
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“You’re pretty cool,” Steven says after the last few bits of tension 
seep out of the room.

“Thanks,” I reply. “I’m sure I will hear about it later.”
“Not from me.” Old Joe grins then faces his dancers. “Call it a 

shift ladies. We’ll be doing it again tomorrow anyway.”
“Sorry Joe,” I say over his patrons’ groans of disappointment.
“Shut up you all!” he yells. “Come back tomorrow if it’s that 

big a deal! Now get out!” He turns to me as the men start their sad 
march toward the exit and the great big kid at the beaded curtain 
stands at attention, ready to bounce anyone who won’t listen.

“I’m sorry I caused that,” I say.
“No worries.” Joe comes around the bar and pats me on the 

back. “I told you I was thinking about kicking those pricks out 
anyway. Let’s hang out for a while and forget about our troubles. 
How about another beer?”

I nod. “That sounds great.”



Chapter Four
__________

Everything is Falling Down Now

“That won’t be happening,” Michael’s voice barrels through the 
beaded curtain as we’re about to lift our drinks.

“Now, wait a minute, Mike,” Old Joe protests but Michael shoves 
the great big kid in ahead of him and points his Taser my way.

“I’m sorry Joe!” the kid shouts. “He told me Dr. Y. said—”
“It’s fine, Tony. Go back to your mama. I’ll deal with this guy.”
“But I don’t—”
“Your mama is going to need ointment on her stub, Tony. Get.”
The big kid nods through embarrassed tears and disappears 

behind the curtains. The last I hear of him are his heavy footsteps 
pounding up the stairs.

“Now that he’s gone, let’s all talk like formers,” Old Joe says.
“We’ve already got one of your customers in custody, Joe. Do 

you really want any more trouble? You want to be associated with 
him?” Michael sneers his words as he points at me with those stub-
by fingers.

I clench my fists at my side. “What do you want?” I ask. My body 
shakes with chills that I hope Michael doesn’t mistake for fear. “You 
want me?”

Michael nods. “I don’t want you, Billy. I don’t want anything to 
do with you. But you have to come with me.”
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“Does this have to do with what happened last night, with 
Nancy?” I ask, gaining just enough sobriety from Michael’s sudden 
appearance that I can remember what Old Joe and I had been talking 
about.

“It doesn’t fucking matter what it has to do with. You’re coming 
with me.”

“He doesn’t have to do anything he doesn’t want to.” Old Joe 
makes sure he stays between Michael and me. “Last I heard it was 
still a free country.”

Michael lets out a loud guffaw at that and slaps his thigh. “A 
‘free country’?” he asks through his laughter. “It’s not even a country 
anymore!” He throws his arms up and looks around the dark room. 
“Have any of you even been outside POC lately?” He practically cack-
les now. It’s a maniacal sound, like he’s losing control. “This hasn’t 
been a free country since DC moved to Fort Knox.” He takes a deep 
breath and hangs his head while rubbing his face. “Even if it was,” he 
pauses here and studies us all with beady, accusatory eyes, before 
yelling, “we’re not like everybody else, folks!” 

Everyone jumps.
He laughs again, it’s calmer now, sad. He points at me. “We’re 

monsters, but especially you. I guess it doesn’t really matter where 
the capital is. This isn’t a ‘free country’ for us. It never will be.”

“No matter how much Profine wants to think it,” I add, nodding 
at him.

“Damn right.” He chuckles. “Damn right.”
“Now that just isn’t true, boys!” Old Joe interjects. “Before 

Gerald left he was helping with all those laws in Fort Knox. And Dr. 
Y says the Profine legal team is working on—”

“Would you shut up, old man?” Michael screams. Mindy and Liv 
jump again. Steven cowers behind me. Old Joe looks at his counter-
top. “Do you really believe the Infection War is over? Jesus Christ, 
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how stupid are you?”
“Michael, it’s cool, man. I’ll go with you,” I say, trying to defuse a 

situation that has already exploded.
“Oh,” Michael claps, “you’ll come with me. But it sure as shit 

isn’t cool and if he’s seen the newsfeeds,” he points to Joe, “there’s 
no way he thinks it is.”

“What’s he talking about Joe?”
Joe shrugs. “I wish I knew. But like I told you, Billy, my feeds 

have been off all damn day.”
Michael shakes his head, amazed at our stupidity. “You think we 

didn’t know where you’d go, Billy? Dr. Y isn’t just a fucking scientist. 
She’s a genius. She’s got like 50 degrees. She knows what you’re 
going to do before you do it! Jesus, you’re a fucking idiot,” he says. 
“Shit is getting fucked up again. If you think those equality laws 
everybody talks about will stay after today, you got another thing 
coming.” He motions with the Taser for me to follow him. “Now 
come on, nice and easy.”

“Damn man, okay.” I raise my hands and walk toward him. I 
can’t get into it with him here at Joe’s. I’d like to think it’s because I 
don’t want anyone else to get hurt, but I think it has more to do with 
the fact that I got my ass kicked last night and don’t much feel like 
getting it kicked again.

As we reach the steps he turns and yells, “The rest of you need 
to get out now. Head for home or the main building.” He shoves 
me up a few steps and I stumble as the world flops around me in a 
drunken mess. “I recommend the main building,” he adds. “It’s going 
to be safer there.”

<> <> <>
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When I come out of Old Joe’s in the cool late-afternoon light, drunk 
and smelling of cigarettes and strippers just like I did when I was a 
young man, my dad sighs at me and shakes his head from my memo-
ries. I feel sadness welling up but push it down and focus on the 
moment. I have no idea what’s going on, but Michael is so on edge 
and I’m so drunk, I need to move.

“Hey Gabe!” I say, as he nods at me from the sidewalk.
He turns to a few more guards behind him. “Okay,” he says, 

“take them. But be gentle.”
“What are you doing? Michael just told them all to leave,” I say 

but no one answers as Michael jabs me forward.
“Never mind what they’re doing,” he grumbles.
Gabe dangles a pair of zip cuffs before my blurry eyes. “You’re 

not getting away again, Billy.”
I nod and reach out, putting my wrists together for him. “Take 

me away, Officer.”
Gabe is rough with me, but I’m so drunk I barely notice. I do 

notice Michael’s grimace though, it seems stronger than before, 
angrier, more pronounced. “Just shut up Billy, before you ruin 
anything else.”

“What are you talking about?”
“You really have no idea?” Gabe asks.
“This can’t all be about that guy last night and Nancy, can it? I 

mean, we’re not the first formers to be accused of attacking some-
one like him. Hell, Gerald fought one once and he’s Profine’s fucking 
golden boy these days!”

Gabe zips the cuffs around my wrists and drags me along with 
him. “That’s the problem, Billy. You’re so caught up in your own shit 
you never care about anyone else’s. You never see what’s going on 
in the rest of the world.” 

“Well I couldn’t exactly see that today, could I? You turned off 
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my fucking feeds and took my phone, asshole.”
The leaves are starting to pile up against buildings and the 

wind is growing stronger as day sinks in our sad imitation of a 
normal neighborhood. There are even a few safety lights twinkling 
and buzzing in preparation for their long night’s work of brighten-
ing empty streets.

I try to zip my jacket and stumble. “If I had a newsfeed maybe 
I’d know what you’re talking about.”

“You sound like a broken record.”
“You sound like your mom.”
“Shut up, Billy.” 
It’s hard to focus with my brain swimming in beer and liquor 

and the memories of the pretty girls dancing and thoughts of Nancy 
and before the infection … .

They escort me away from Old Joe’s and as we walk I see sever-
al other guards hovering around us. There isn’t anybody else sitting 
on the porches, waving, playing like this is a normal neighborhood.

“Wait a minute …” I try to protest but lose my footing, and fall, 
slamming face first on the ground. The pain is shocking and the 
blood is everywhere. I roll over, tasting copper and finding myself 
instantly in that numb, hungry place again. But just as quickly, I’m 
myself, and trying to staunch the bleeding with cuffed hands. “I 
think I broke my nose.”

“You didn’t break your nose, pussy.” Gabe wrenches me to my 
feet while Michael nods at one of the other Profine rent-a-cops and 
they all move around us, like my own slightly armed guard.

“What are they—”
“Shut up!” Gabe interrupts with his words and a fist to my face 

that sends me on my knees.
“Jesus God fuck!” Now there’s more blood. This time it’s coming 

from the side of my head and clumping my hair into matted, globby 
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knots. I’m pretty sure he also re-opened some of last night’s wounds 
and knocked away a couple bandages.

Michael laughs the bitter laugh of a man who is anything but 
happy. “Let’s take him to Gate One and show him what’s going on,” 
he suggests.

“Dr. Yvonne said to keep him from it.” Gabe shakes his head, 
struggling to control his anger. “If someone out there recognizes 
him … .”

“I’m surprised they’re not inside yet,” Michael says.
“The wall will hold. If it doesn’t, the guards in the towers will 

stop them. And no one will even think about getting in through this 
way with all the trees back there.” Gabe points toward Old Joe’s and 
the forest beyond.

“Can one of you please tell me what you’re talking about?”
“We’re talking about how much you suck, Billy.” Michael jabs 

me in the ribs.
“What’s your fucking problem?” I ask, rubbing the sore spot on 

my side.
“Just keep walking,” Gabe says.
“You have no idea the shitstorm you started last night do you?” 

Michael asks.
“You wouldn’t let me watch the newsfeeds, remember? We 

went over this.”
“Can’t you fucking hear it?”
“What?”
“You can’t?” Gabe spins me around so we’re facing. Something 

inside him must have broke. His pudgy face wears a frown like a 
suit that’s a little too tight. It doesn’t work. He was probably a happy 
man before the infection. “You can’t hear that? How drunk are you?”

I shake my head and laugh. “The sound of the cicadas?”
“Jesus Christ.”
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“It’s autumn, asshole. There are no fucking cicadas”
“Warm autumn.” I shrug, grinning. “How drunk are you two?”
“Fuck it,” Gabe sighs, spinning me back around. “We’re showing 

this smart ass what’s been going on while he’s been partying with 
naked chicks.” He turns to the other guards and shouts, “Get up to 
the main building. We’ll be along.”

He speaks with authority and the other guards do as he says. 
I’m amazed.

“Walk, fucker.” Michael points his Taser at me.
“What are you showing me?”
“We’re showing you what’s happened out here while you were 

getting drunk with strippers.”
I feel like I’m on a death march as they force me through POC. 

The silence dies as we walk. The scuffle of our shoes on the pave-
ment and the rustle of windblown leaves is too weak to hide that 
other sound, the one I was willfully ignoring. The one I thought was 
bugs. It’s something like a dull roar of thunder miles away. 

“Wait guys,” I say. “I can hear something now. What is it?”
“The sound dampeners were the first things they messed with. 

I heard they used slingshots of all things to try and knock them out. 
They’re still working though, only not very well. If you weren’t so 
fucking drunk … . We’re trying to get them back online—I mean shit 
we got kids in here who won’t be able to sleep—”

“What are you talking about?” I interrupt Gabe and pull away 
from him. I’m taking short, sharp breaths and can feel adrenaline 
pumping like gasoline through my system.

“That.” Gabe grabs me, pulls me around a corner toward POC’s 
main drag, and suddenly I hear it clearly. It’s a tornado of noise. 
Shouts and slurs, screams and panic. A singular howl of rage emit-
ted by hundreds of people, if not thousands, all amassed outside 
POC.
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Gabe points at the reinforced and electronically locked and 
charged gate and the crowd beyond it. Their faces are monstrous. 
There’s fire behind them, heat. They carry signs reading epitaphs 
for us formers, things like ‘ONCE INFECTED ALWAYS INFECTED’ 
and the word ‘INFECTED’ with a slash through it. ‘TETDAT IS THE 
DEVIL’S DRUG’ in black letters laced across a red background jumps 
out at me. Many of the protesters are wearing the gas masks of The 
Cure, unabashedly showing their true feelings, though it is techni-
cally against the law to sport The Cure wares.

“Good God,” I say. “What happened?”
“Well, the dampeners are completely broken now, obviously,” 

Gabe explains.
Michael laughs again and a chill that has nothing to do with my 

conditions squirms up my spine. “Do you know how quick word got 
out that Nancy killed that guy?” he asks.

I shake my head. “Wait, but … Yvonne and Joe said he wasn’t 
dead.”

Gabe nods. “Yeah, well, Joe is an idiot who hasn’t had newsfeeds 
all day.”

“And Yvonne lied, asshole,” Michael adds.
“Why do people care? He was just some old drunk,” I say.
“There’s more.” Gabe shrugs. “And the world is pissed.”
“It’s crazy how the Internet was sitting there for a few years, 

waiting to be used in earnest again, you know? Not just stupid 
pictures and social media and directions to food banks and Prof-
ine places. And when something like this happens … it wakes up,” 
Michael offers a stroke of uncharacteristic wisdom that stops all of 
my thoughts. “It’s a fucking monster too.”

“But … I don’t understand … .” I shake my head trying to wrap 
my drunken, cold brain around that. “He was trying to murder me,” 
I say, my voice little more than a squeak. “I’m human.”
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Michael pats me on the back, hard, laughing still. He’s always 
laughing now. It’s terrible. “You still believe you’re human?”

“Fuck,” I say.
“Come on.” Gabe wraps one of his meaty hands around my 

upper arm and we head toward the main building. The blood is 
drying on my face and in my hair. The wind is making my teeth 
chatter.

“Can’t I just go home?”
“At this point, you’d probably be killed if we took you home,” 

Michael says.
“By who?”
“It’s ‘by whom,’” Gabe says, his voice dry. He’s looking back at 

the crowd too, studying it. I can tell what he’s thinking because I’m 
thinking it too.

If they get in, we’re all dead.
“There’s a long list of people who want to kill you and it keeps 

getting longer.” Michael reaches into his pocket and pulls out his 
phone. “Look at this.” He pushes the screen a few times and it lights 
up in front of me as we walk. It’s a local newsfeed I’m not supposed 
to see. There is a man in a dark suit with dark hair and dark eyes. 
His face is tanned and his expression is grim.

“… as you may know by now, the victim, Harlan James, 57, of 
Kansas City, MO, died early this morning from injuries, including 
what appear to be bite marks, sustained just outside the Profine 
Omaha Compound. The accused, formers Nancy Shellborne and 
William Dodge, have been sequestered behind POC’s wall and Prof-
ine has, thus far, refused to hand either of them over to the proper 
authorities. This has caused a local uproar that was only exacerbat-
ed this afternoon by the leaked report on blogger—”

“Why’d you turn it off?” I plead.
“That’s all you need to see now.”
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“But … .”
“But what, Billy?”
I don’t know.
Michael clicks his phone off and shoves it back in his pocket.
“Come on,” Gabe says. His hand feels like a clamp around my 

arm. “Dr. Yvonne wants to see you.”
They force me through the main doors into what looks less like 

a former high school and more like an evacuation center. Families 
are huddled throughout the first floor of the building, holding their 
most prized belongings, sitting, weary eyed and worried, on cots 
that look about as comfortable as the floor. Those scratchy, green 
Red Cross blankets are everywhere. Children are crying. Women are 
crying. Men are crying. Fear floats above us all, lazily, like a black 
cloud waiting for the right moment to rain. My eyes fall on a lone 
doll discarded on the linoleum. Her face is scuffed and she’s missing 
an eye. I wonder if her parents made her look that way on purpose, 
something for their daughter to look at and think she isn’t alone.

“She’s alone now,” I gulp, smelling the human misery masked in 
body odor. “Why here?”

“You’re going to see Big Y, Billy,” Michael hits me so hard on the 
back of the head little black stars explode over my field of vision. 
But I don’t fight back. I don’t speak. I just follow Gabe, obedient.

<> <> <>

“We really thought he was going to pull through,” Dr. Yvonne says. 
We’re in her office but it feels nothing like it did earlier. The lights 
are dimmed, the knick-knacks scrape frightening shadows into the 
walls. The air feels humid and though it’s still warm, it’s uncomfort-
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able, nerve wracking.
“That’s why I didn’t say anything this afternoon. We felt it might 

blow over. We already had PR people planning a plausible story 
to get the masses to calm down. We’ve called in Conrad, our best 
lawyer. Gerald worked with him a lot. When Gabe told me you ran, 
I knew it was to Joe’s. So we let it be. We figured we already shut 
down all the feeds to the residential zone and you’d be safe there. 
Everything was going to be fine … . Then that blogger—”

“PR people?” I’m sitting at her desk, across from her. The chair 
hurts my ass. “He tried to kill me and Nancy saved my life. It’s pretty 
cut and dry. Why do you need PR people to explain that? Why do we 
need a lawyer?”

Dr. Yvonne takes a deep breath, her ample breasts heaving 
against her tight clothing. “Billy,” she says, “you have no concept 
of what it is like out there.” She bends down, pulls a large bottle 
of wine from a drawer, and places it on her desk with two glasses. 
“That’s partly Profine’s fault. I apologize for that. Have a drink.” She 
pours. “You’re going to need it. I imagine seeing that crowd sobered 
you up some.”

“How’d you know I was drunk? How’d you know I was at Joe’s?”
“Do you know how smart I am, Billy?”
I want to come up with a clever quip to reply but my drunken, 

addled brain can grasp nothing. My mouth hangs open. I must look 
like a dying fish, begging for air.

Dr. Yvonne sighs. “I have doctorates in four different medical 
sciences and one biological science. I know you pretty well, Billy. 
You can’t outsmart me. Few can. I’ve got a cell downstairs with Joe’s 
frightened patrons to deal with. Not to mention Joe’s house, which 
is now cordoned off by a chunk of our guards just in case some hate-
filled lunatic decides to sneak in with old dynamite duct-taped to his 
chest or some other fool thing.”
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I squirm in the chair. “What about Joe and everyone?”
“Don’t worry about them. They’ve been brought here—the 

safest place on the compound. And having those men who ran out 
of Joe’s gives me some leverage.”

“What?”
“I don’t know where to begin.” She stands, turning around so all 

I can see is her enormous ass. One of her hands reaches up to the 
blinds and she peers out, sniffling. It’s dark out now and the lights 
on the other side of the fence shine like hungry cats’ eyes below us. 
“Do you remember what it was like when you first arrived here? Or 
when you first woke up from the infection?”

“I remember it was bad,” I say. “The wall looked like it does 
now.”

“And do you remember all the spinning and politicking, and 
lobbying we did?” she asks but never turns her gaze from the 
window. “Do you remember the 30th Amendment?”

“A little.” My words sound like a petulant schoolboy’s cries in 
the principal’s office.

“You wouldn’t remember much,” she says. “You were drunk a 
lot then too. No offense intended. I know it helps you stay warm.” 
She slams her wine and reaches for the bottle on the desk. “But 
Gerald helped out when things were bad. He went to see mayors and 
self-proclaimed warlords. He talked to the public, made podcasts 
for the web. That’s how we got him into Corpus, you know. Conrad 
did it. He made such a name for himself amongst the FAA crowd.”

“The what?”
“For Christ’s sake, Billy. The Former Advancement Association. 

Profine created it.”
“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. I don’t believe you.”
“You wouldn’t, Billy. You only see what you want to see. You only 

want to suffer. You think you want to be alive, but you only want to 
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be a victim. If you’re a victim, you can complain. And isn’t that nice?” 
She turns to face me and downs her second glass. My first glass is 
still in my hand, full. “Not that it really matters anymore. Everything 
is falling down now.” Her jowly face is flushed with sadness, not 
drink, like she’s been crying. I find that hard to believe, but dark 
lines of mascara run down her cheeks, giving me the truth of it.

“Jesus,” I say. “How did Nancy and I cause all this?”
“The Butterfly Effect.”
“The what?”
“In chaos theory it has to do with the sensitive dependence on 

conditions. Events happen in a deterministic nonlinear way that 
cause ripples that can change everything.”

“I don’t understand.” I run my hands over my face and flinch at 
the wounds that populate it.

“Look,” she says and slumps into her chair, “your little mix up 
last night is just the icing on Profine’s disease ridden cake. Our viru-
lent world is not nearly as okay as we want everyone to believe it is. 
It’s not as okay as we make you think.”

“I think I just proved to you I don’t think it’s okay.”
“You’re right.”
I want to leave so badly I can feel my feet twitching. Hell, I want 

to run away from here and never come back. I want to forget about 
Nancy and Gerald and Dr. Yvonne and Gabe and Michael and Old Joe 
and Sam, and group. Everyone. Everything. But Dr. Yvonne’s words 
stop me … and, if I’m being honest, so do the guards outside this 
office as well as the crowd of protesters outside POC. “What do you 
mean?”

“You’ve been living a lie.”
“Don’t I know it,” I laugh as Dr. Yvonne peers at me with one 

eyebrow cocked.
“No Billy,” she says, pouring another drink, “you don’t.”



A.E. STUEVE76

I lean back and take the glass of wine down in one big gulp to 
match her. I feel its warmth dance through me. “Then why don’t you 
enlighten me?”

She slams one of her ample fists down on the desk and I’m 
pretty sure it cracks. I realize, staring at her fist, Dr. Yvonne isn’t 
only fat. She’s strong, like Kingpin from Spider-Man and Daredevil 
comics, something the desk has learned the hard way. This is why 
she survived the Infection War without getting infected and I didn’t.

“This isn’t a fucking joke, Billy!” she shouts. It is the first time 
I’ve heard her use profanity.

I don’t say anything as she finishes another glass and pours 
again, a look of sour disgust splayed across her face. She takes a 
deep breath.

I remain silent.
Outside there are dulled shouts, below us there are cries. 

Something like gunfire breaks through it all. I jump in my seat. Dr. 
Yvonne frowns.

“Profine created the infection and now everyone knows it. 
We’re about to pay.”

I blink, the shock so heavy I have no response. I’ve wondered 
it before. I’ve had suspicions for everyone from Profine to the now 
defunct CDC and/or CIA, the KGB, North Korea … there’s even 
been internet newsfeeds proclaiming stuff like that. There’s never 
been any proof though—just lone nutjobs screaming into the tiny, 
tiny crowds of people still alive. But hearing a confession from Dr. 
Yvonne is wrenching. The bits of altruism I wanted to believe Prof-
ine had—the way it helps rebuild governments, builds walls around 
Safe Zones all over the world, and sends teams into heavily infected 
areas to sort out the living hosts from the dead ones, hell even hous-
es us and at least tries to help for reasons still a bit unclear—are 
actually fueled by guilt. 
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My first thought is to kill Dr. Yvonne. I’m already considered a 
murderer anyway. If I had the right leverage I’m pretty sure I could 
force her out the window without going with her. Sure, I might go 
to jail tomorrow, but I’d go there a hero. Even The Cure thugs would 
have to support me after something that harrowing.

After that ridiculous notion runs its quick course, I realize I’m 
just confused, and still drunk, so much so that I don’t know what to 
do with my emotions. Even as I feel myself wandering through the 
stages of shock, I don’t admit it. Denial comes, bargaining to take all 
this information away. That doesn’t last long though. I am a realist 
after all. Dr. Yvonne drinks quietly, letting my feelings go, which is 
good since there really isn’t anything else to be said. Profine caused 
the infection. Now the world knows. Now I know.

Tomorrow will not be another day.
“How did this happen?”
“A blogger got the information from somewhere, a disgruntled 

former employee or something, I don’t know. We’re still working on 
that. He saw what Nancy did to that man, made an announcement on 
the web, major newsfeeds got hold of the story today, one thing led 
to another and within a few hours we had thousands of protesters 
lining the wall again. It’s the same pretty much everywhere there’s 
a Profine compound.”

“So everything is your fault?”
Dr. Yvonne nudges the empty wine bottle off her desk. It lands 

on the light carpet with a dull thud, I can’t help but look down as the 
few drops of red wine in the bottle seep out, leaving a dark growing 
stain. “It isn’t Profine’s fault the worst of us are still here.”

My throat is dry and I’m shivering.
Dr. Yvonne’s eyes are downcast, studying her desktop. “It was 

a military contract so really the United States government is partly 
responsible as well.”
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“It always is.”
“We were developing some bio-weaponry that, if successful, 

would have made war obsolete. It was going to change things. It was 
going to make conventional weaponry with all of its crude blood 
and guts murder a thing of the past. Imagine, Billy,” she says, her 
voice rising in drunken revelry, “a world where the United States 
government can simply gas terrorists into temporary catatonic 
states. Imagine a world where war involves simply walking in and 
taking over while the enemy sleeps. No one would have to die.” 
She cries a little bit now, big, unabashed tears. Then she sniffles 
before continuing, “It would have allowed us to create a truly global 
government—not that that’s what we wanted. What we wanted, 
what any of us wanted, was some small amount of success, some 
recognition. That’s what any artist wants, right?”

“Artist?” She’s drunk.
“You don’t think the products of science are art?”
“I never really—”
“Of course you don’t,” she belches. “No one ever does. But the 

Petri dish is our canvas and whatever we concoct therein is our art, 
make no mistake.”

“That’s bullshit,” I say, my eyes now on her.
“Earlier you asked why Profine protects you formers, why we 

even do it. Do you remember?”
I nod.
She burps.
“We do it because you are the progression of this art. It didn’t 

turn out how we
expected but it did turn out and we wonder what might come … 

you know … next … .” she trails off.
“So what, you’re still studying us?”
She flicks her wrist slowly and offers a subtle, drunken shrug. 
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“Sort of,” she says.
“That’s bullshit too.”
“I was afraid you’d say that. You see, I knew Nancy would … be 

disturbed by all of this too. Which is why I’m holding her someplace 
safe, someplace very few people know about. But you Billy, I thought 
you were—if not better than that—smarter.” She stands and walks 
on surprisingly sturdy legs, considering how much she’s drank. She 
reaches her closet, opens it, and finds a gun on the top shelf. “That’s 
why I have to do this.” She turns to me and cocks the gun.

I leap from my seat, the flee impulse coursing through me like 
it did during the Infection War. My hands are raised as though that 
could help. She’s aiming. Her arms are wobbly. I’m stepping forward, 
eyes darting from her to the door. She pulls the trigger and fires. I 
duck. Too late. I hear a popping sound as a dart lodges itself in my 
shoulder and I stumble backward, sprawling on her desk.

“Oh,” she says, “I’m drunk. My shot’s a little off.”
“What did you do to …” I try to object. I try to stand but my legs 

revolt, falling out from under me. A terrible, illogical thought fills 
my head as my eyes close against my will and my brain starts to 
disconnect. 

What if she infected me again?
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Chapter Five
__________

Then and Then and Now and Then Again

The world is black.
I’m not here anymore.

<> <> <>

I’m running. My feet pull me along while my brain stays behind.

<> <> <>

I’m in a kitchen in a ramshackle house somewhere in Nebras-
ka where my wife and I have been living for weeks. After almost 
10 years of wandering what has probably been a 40 mile radius, 
fighting for our lives against other survivors, wild animals, and the 
infected, we’re no longer on the run. We’ve found shelter we can 
maintain. We’re starting to feel safe. This place, what looks like little 
more than the broken remnants of a forgotten split-foyer home, 
holds an untouched treasure trove of canned goods and bottled 
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water. Our luck has changed.
The infected are still out there, infecting. My wife, my dog, and 

I though, we have some peace. So have a few others we have come 
across, apparently. We’ve been told that people are building walls 
around Omaha. Society is returning, getting organized. There are 
rumors of a cure … and happiness, it seems, may yet be within our 
grasp once again.

<> <> <>

It’s after our final argument.
I give it my all too. ‘You heard what that man said, same as 

me! We’re winning! People are joining forces, helping each other. 
They’ve even gotten power in Omaha! They can help you!’

‘Why should I believe what he said? It was just blind hope and 
he’s dead!’

‘There are more people like us out there!’ I plead.
She looks down at the festering bite on her wrist. ‘We’re not 

even like us anymore, Billy,’ she says.
‘But the people we’ve met! We can get you to Omaha—they’ve 

built a wall. They talked about a cure! We’re only like 20 miles out!’
She laughs. ‘I’ll be completely infected before the sun sets.’ She 

takes a deep breath. ‘I wish I could tell you I love you but I don’t 
think I can love anymore.’ Her eyes are so big, so earnest, and so dry 
as she stares at me, I can’t react. I don’t know how to.

So I beg.
‘But please, baby,’ I say, ‘There’s still hope.’
I was a fool.
‘There is no cure. Hope is dead,’ she says. ‘Just like me.’ I can’t 
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believe this is the same woman I married, the one who can watch 
Gone With The Wind over and over. Her face has changed. I guess 
that’s what happens to a face that stops smiling. It isn’t just that 
though. It’s her voice too. It’s heavier, harsher, like chalk scratch-
ing over sidewalk pavement. You’d think that would be a beautiful 
sound, like summer. Maybe once it was. In fact, maybe my wife 
hasn’t changed at all, only the way I sense her.

I’m seeing it happen over and over again.
And hearing it.
Not the ear splitting bang that rings through the small kitchen 

where she does it. Not the sound that sends my ears screaming. Not 
even the clatter of the gun as it falls to the dirty tile while life jerks 
out of her.

It’s the squeak of panic she makes as the bullet hits her. It’s like 
a second thought squirmed into a mind laced with madness and 
fear.

It’s too late.
She’s gone and tomorrow is not another day.
With her brain shot to bits and splattered all over a faded 

yellow wall like maggots on a dying sun, the infection has nothing 
to latch on to. My wife will not be returning as one of the slower 
infected. There are others though and I can hear them. I can always 
hear them moaning as they come for me, their hunger triggered by 
the sound of a gunshot. And there are the smart ones, the ones I 
can’t hear coming … .

How are they even still around after 10 years? I think as though 
I can find an answer to a question I ask all the time.

Suzee barks.
Then the blackness once more.
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<> <> <>

I’m running again. My shoulder burns where one of them bit me. It 
gives off a stench not unlike the smell of a beached gar drying on 
the bank of the Elkhorn River in the July sun. I think of my grandpa 
who had so callously thrown those horrible, snake-like mini-sea 
monsters on the bank every time he caught one. My innocent ears 
flinch as he curses at them as though their existence is an affront to 
everything he stands for. ‘What Goddamn purpose do you serve?’ 
he yells from my memory as the fish’s mouth opens and opens and 
opens. It’s big, blank eyes are hungry, hungry for life, hungry for 
oxygen, just hungry. 

Is that so wrong, Grandpa? I wonder somewhere in my fever 
dream. I’m shivering. I know the sensible thing would be to do what 
my wife did, or barring that, let the infected have me. But I lost the 
gun and I will not be eaten. I’m so cold but sweat flows free. My 
nose bleeds. My head bangs on imaginary walls. Legs feel like putty 
someone is molding into something else. I’m spinning. I’m hungry. 
Just hungry.

My memories shake as I run, mixing present with past and 
things that might have been with things that were and things that 
can’t be. The infected are chasing me. Some of them are thinking, 
leading the others with violent shoves and insane growls. I swear 
there is a hierarchy as I look back at their rotting forms, some sham-
bling … others chasing.

I wonder if they’re herding me somewhere as though I’m the 
beast.

The world shifts.
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<> <> <>

Dr. Yvonne’s frightened voice booms in my ear. I try to face her but 
my neck won’t obey my brain. ‘All we have to do is get him in a hold-
ing cell down by Zero … .’

‘You said the Marines would be here! Where are they?’ Gabe 
screeches, the sound matches his baby face to a comical degree and 
I laugh though I can’t see him. No one hears. I see that talking baby 
from those stock market commercials that used to be on TV all the 
time. ‘Where are they?’ Gabe asks.

“I remember TV,” I say. No one hears me. Maybe I only thought 
it.

Michael’s voice shakes, but it’s stern. ‘They’ll be here! Why 
don’t you go fight the mob? Or better yet, reason with them! That 
should work!’

‘Gabe,’ Dr. Yvonne begins, her tone softer yet no less stern, ‘we 
all need to keep calm. The Marines don’t lie. They will be here.’

‘But our families … .’
‘Will be fine. There is no way those people are getting through 

the wall. Even if they do, they won’t get into the main building. You 
told your families to get to the main building, right?’

<> <> <>

There is white this time, light shining at me from someplace above.
Is it the God I don’t believe in? I wonder. I’ve got some questions 

for Him … .
There is a sound like thunder. A crowd roars in fear near me, 
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another roars in rage somewhere distant.

<> <> <>

I’m on pavement, shaking. It’s so cold.
I can’t think.
My eyes are on fire and swimming in a sea of blood, turning 

everything red.
I have a pistol in my hand.
Don’t know where I got it.
There’s blood all over me, not enough in me.
I’m shaking.
The blood smells like copper tinted heaven. My shoulder gives 

off a gangrenous odor to counter that. Bile rises in the back of my 
throat. The world is blurry buildings and swimming, hazy, half-seen 
images of decay. Suzee is dead. I think I may have eaten her. The 
infection is taking over … it’s controlling me now. I wonder why I 
couldn’t have changed as fast as Spray Paint as I black out.

Where am I?

<> <> <>

The infected are near. It’s their smell now more than the sound that 
gets me. It’s everything. It’s everywhere like the disease has crept 
into the earth, into the air, into the water.

My last thoughts are questions as I press the gun against my 
temple. How sad is it that nature has taken on this scent? How sad is 
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it that I can’t pull the trigger?
I drop the gun and wail.
Then I growl.
Then I moan as teardrops mix with snot and blood and vomit. 

My body heaves as my despair becomes a physical thing, wracking 
me. I’m on my knees looking at broken pavement sprinkled with my 
teardrops, snot, blood, and vomit. Suddenly I’m calm. I’m floating 
in a vat of warmth. My eyes are open, my senses are sharp, but I 
can’t move. I can’t even think. It’s like there are tentacles creeping 
up around my thoughts. It’s gentle at first, almost loving.

Then it’s tight and painful.
There is nothing.
There is hunger.

<> <> <>

‘Gabe is dead, Michael!’ Dr. Yvonne shouts. ‘Or as good as.’
‘I can’t believe he thought that was a good idea,’ Michael says, 

but I can barely hear him over a thunderous sound hovering above 
everything.

‘Where am I?’ I try to ask but even my lips are beyond my 
control. ‘Why’s Gabe dead?’

‘Because he’s a fool.’ I’ve never heard Dr. Yvonne’s voice sound 
like that. She shouts and there is no masking the fear, even poorly.

Then there is blackness.

<> <> <>
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Dr. Yvonne mutters about my physiology while in the distance sirens 
blare. She drags me through a hall, my feet shuffling to keep up with 
my body. A jolt of fear courses through me at the thought that I am 
infected again.

<> <> <>

Blackness. Then my eyes open and Gabe and Michael are there and 
they are carrying giant man-killer guns. I ask what that is all about 
and Gabe smacks me in the face for my question. That’s the second 
time he’s laid hands on me today. I always thought he was the nice 
one.

<> <> <>

We’re in a hallway, but it isn’t like the ones I know in the Profine 
building. It is creepier, with swinging hanging lamps that cast horri-
ble shadows on the grey brick walls. There are dark doors leading 
to places with bad things happening in them, things that involve the 
infected, things I can’t get my mind around. 

Dr. Yvonne’s voice bellows into them, ‘Stop everything! Eradi-
cate the specimen!’ over and over. It’s like her mantra. 

A panicked man in a lab coat runs toward her, screaming her 
name. When he stops, out of breath, in front of her, he leans against 
the wall.

“What is it?” Dr. Yvonne snaps.
“Patient Zero? Eradicate him too?”
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There is a pause, the silence of thought before the decision 
drowns out all the other noise. I look from Dr. Yvonne to this new 
guy with wild eyes. “What’s going on?” I ask.

No one answers.
Dr. Yvonne sighs. “No. Lock it up tight, Level 10 Protocols.” 
The man nods and runs off the way he came.
“Let’s keep moving,” Dr. Yvonne says. Michael, Gabe, and I follow.
When I try to stop and see for myself what exactly is going on in 

those nightmare rooms, Michael smacks me in the back of the head 
and yells, ‘Keep moving!’ like a drill sergeant in my ear. Then he 
keeps saying it and what was at first an order becomes a plea. There 
is a rumbling like a great army making its way toward us. Sirens 
blaze in the distance; there is shouting, gunshots. Gabe is panicked 
now too. I can see it in his big red eyes, his pale skin, and the sweat 
dripping from his fleshy face. Michael is on the verge of tears and 
talks about their families.

‘Shut up!’ Dr. Yvonne yells. It shocks me to hear her talk like this, 
even after everything that’s happened. It isn’t right. She is supposed 
to sound like my grandma when I was growing up, all roses and 
sweet rolls.

‘What is going on?’ I manage to ask as we come to a final door 
at the end of a hall. ‘Where are we?’

‘We’re going to get you someplace safe,’ she says, her voice 
familiar again. I like the sound so I nod and let my eyes fall shut.

<> <> <>

I hear screaming and open my eyes to see Michael. His face is 
covered in blood spatter. He has been crying. ‘Michael?’
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‘Shit man, they’re going to kill everyone. We’re overrun, Dr. Y.’
‘I can’t believe they got in,’ Dr. Yvonne’s voice is shallow with 

shock. ‘Our wall is supposed to hold. What happened with the 
watchtowers?” She looks around the small room we’re standing in. 

I follow her eyes and realize we’re not in a room at all, but 
standing in another hallway. There aren’t any rooms here. “What 
are we doing?” I ask.

They both ignore me. I close my eyes.
“They’re not even soldiers … they’re just people … .’
‘Well it didn’t hold. We better keep moving.’
‘They’ll find the cells if they follow us,’ Dr. Yvonne replies. ‘If 

there are any living specimen in there … .’
‘What do you suggest we do?’ Michael asks.
‘The roof,’ she says. ‘If the Marines come they’ll have helicop-

ters. We’ll bar the door and hide there until … .’
‘What about my family?’ Michael asks.
Dr. Yvonne says nothing but within a few moments I hear 

Michael’s voice again.
‘Sounds like a plan.’
I’m pulled to my feet. I open my eyes long enough to see Dr. 

Yvonne behind me, her chest heaving as we move through a corri-
dor. There is a large banging sound and the double doors at the end 
of the hall blow open, revealing a crowd of clawing and screaming 
people. They shout obscenities, call us abominations, and brandish 
weapons with frightening zeal. It’s an honest to God angry mob.

‘What did we do to them?’ I ask.
Dr. Yvonne looks me in the eye and says, ‘Profine did it.’
‘I’m not a part of Profi—”
Something hard hits my head and I’m welcoming back the 

blackness once again.
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<> <> <>

When I wake up Michael is gone and Dr. Yvonne has two guns in her 
hands, neither of them shoot tranquilizer darts. We are on the roof 
of the main building. Below us, POC is burning. Cold wind rushes 
through my hair, bringing with it the sounds of battle.

‘What happened?’ I ask. I’m lying down, 10 feet from Dr. Yvonne 
who is peering over the railing, looking at the fire, taking in the 
smoke.

‘The truth is finally out, Billy,’ she says, keeping her back to me. 
‘We’re done.’

The door starts to creak under an enormous weight. The sound 
makes me shiver more than usual. ‘Who is that?’ I ask through chat-
tering teeth.

Dr. Yvonne faces me. Her eyes are glazed over. I can’t tell if it is 
determination or fear driving her now. ‘It’s karma,’ she says. ‘Maybe 
if we’re both dead, things will be better.’

‘No!’ I shout as she lifts one of the guns and shoots at me. The 
bullet misses and I go barreling out of her line of fire. She must still 
be drunk, I think as I peer from behind a metallic box. She is raising 
the other gun to her head as the door slams open and the roof fills 
with angry, heated bodies, ready to kill.

‘It was an accident,’ Dr. Yvonne screams, then pulls the trigger 
as the mob charges after her. I see Dr. Yvonne’s head explode and the 
bright glow of the fires below illuminate her body. It tumbles over 
the edge and I hear it—or think I hear it, over the sound of whirring 
helicopter blades and shouts—land with a wet thump.

This is when the loudest sound I’ve ever heard shocks me so 
that my heart beats faster than it is supposed to be able to beat. It is 
a man’s voice shouting from the heavens. ‘Cease and desist!’ it says. 
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‘We are the United States Marines and we have been authorized to 
use deadly force!’

Then everything goes black again.

<> <> <>

I wake up on my back on a hard, small bed. The blackness is still 
with me, but it’s quiet and I can no longer smell blood or bile. I 
struggle through my mix of memories as I rub my eyes and lean 
forward. While I’m attempting to stand, a bright relief flows over 
me and I look up at the source. A single lightbulb hanging from the 
center of a metallic ceiling has switched on. Most of the room is still 
in half-shadows.

“What’s going on?” I ask no one. My throat scratches and my 
voice can barely climb its way out.

“You’re being held for your own safety,” an almost whiny voice I 
don’t recognize eases through my cloudy mind.

“What?”
“You’re going to be charged with murder, inciting a riot, and 

a slew of other things. Some very important people want to make 
sure you’re charged. If you’re dead that won’t happen. Now, lie 
down. The drugs Big Y shot you with are powerful and have a … 
strange effect on us.”

I shake my head but lean back onto a rock-like pillow. “What? 
No … I didn’t do that … .”

“You still got your sense about you,” the voice says. “Then 
Yvonne didn’t give you too much tranquilizer.”

“What’s going on?”
“I believe I just told you.”
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I try to push myself up on my elbows and fail. “Why?” The word 
struggles out as I wrestle with my muscles.

“Profine might be dying or it might be surviving. It kind of 
depends on you.” Hesitation hovers in his words.

“Me?” I ask, closing my eyes again and tasting dry metal in my 
mouth. “I’m thirsty.”

“Well, you and Nancy, Conrad and Jacobi.”
“What? Who?” I finally manage to get up on my shaky elbows 

and look around the room. It’s a metallic box mostly clouded in 
darkness. On the opposite wall is what might be a toilet and sink. I 
can’t make out a door but there is a window and a man’s face stares 
through it, masked in more shadows. My thoughts drown in a sea of 
confusion. A gunshot rings through my mind. There is screaming. I 
shake it away, too much like my time before. “I don’t understand.”

“No one does,” the man says, then laughs again.
As my eyes adjust I can almost make him out on the other side 

of the window.
“I’m still alive,” I say to myself. “I understand that.”
“It’s nice, huh?” he asks. “Realizing that’s pretty much the most 

important damn thing there is, it’s half the battle.” He moves closer 
to the window now and I squint, trying to get a good view. There is 
a click followed by a flash of light behind him. After rubbing my eyes 
for a moment, I can see Gerald. His smile is bright and warm and 
there is laughter in his shrewd eyes. Though I can’t help but notice 
his skin isn’t as dark as it was on Dr. Yvonne’s movie.

“Gerald?” I ask. “Is that really you?”
He nods. “Stayin’ Alive, just like the Bee Gees, right? Sorry about 

all the cloak and dagger stuff, Billy. I’m not even supposed to be 
down here.”

“Why are you here? Where are we?”
“Somewhere in the bowels of POC’s main building.”
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“Can you tell me what’s going on?” I ask. I stand on weak legs 
and try to move toward the window, but fall to my knees.

“Why don’t you tell me what you know first?” Gerald asks. “Also, 
get back to bed man.”

“Can you let me out?”
He laughs at that. “Nobody gave me a key.”
“Fine.” I take a deep breath and oblige, shuffling back to the bed 

as I give him the story I know. I try to explain how I stormed out of 
the meeting, the guy Nancy killed, what I know about the informa-
tion the blogger released, and how it caused a shit storm of panic 
and revolt in Omaha. I even tell him about the strip club and the 
beginning of my meeting with Dr. Yvonne. “After she shot me things 
get all jumbled up. I feel like I’ve been dreaming … or remembering.” 
I’m not sure how coherent I am right now.

“I know what that’s like,” Gerald says, all serious now. “I’ve been 
shot with that shit too. In fact, this is probably a brief moment of 
clarity. You’re going to need about 48 more hours for the tranquiliz-
er to get out of your system.”

I rub my head and shiver. “How long have I been here?”
“A couple days.”
“Damn. Why are you here?”
  He clears his throat. “Dr. Yvonne called me when this went 

down. She told me I had to come up here right away, that we were 
calling in Conrad and Jacobi and this was going to be huge.”

“Who are they?”
“Conrad is a lawyer from Fort Knox. Jacobi is … Jacobi. You don’t 

remember me talking about them before I left?”
“I think I’m more confused now,” I say.
“It’s the drugs. I told you, they work like that on our … unique 

physiology. You’ll probably be blacking out again soon.”
“But … .” I begin but find myself unable to continue.
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Chapter Six
__________

Dr. Jacobi and Mr. Conrad

Darkness. 
Again.
I can feel crusty boogers caked in the corners of my eyes. I’m 

still in the cell, lying on what feels like a cold concrete slab. There’s 
a thin sheet draped over me. It smells like piss. I hope it isn’t mine. 
I know it is. No one is standing at the window. The light is dimmed 
but buzzing as though it is taking everything in its power to main-
tain what little brightness it has. I shiver. My pants are just as crusty 
as my eyes. 

“Hello?” I call out as I sit, finding my muscles surprisingly 
responsive, but my throat so dry it burns. There is a second—just 
a second—when I think everything was a dream. I look to my right 
and see my wife’s face smiling up at me in the low light of the rising 
sun shining through our curtains. I feel Suzee’s cold nose nudging 
me awake. I want to get up and turn the alarm clock off before it 
sounds. That’s when the second breaks because that’s when I 
realize I’m remembering the first day of the world’s infection. I’m 
remembering the way the world used to be, its former self. Oh, the 
irony. The reality is the world is fucked. I’m fucked. We’re all fucked.

The moment passes so quickly the pain it causes almost doesn’t 
register. It’s like being woke up by a bolt of lightning. I’m dead before 
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I know I’m alive. Violent delights and all that. I wish my memory 
worked right. 

For some reason an image from the comic book Sandman flash-
es in my mind’s eye. It’s Death standing over a crib, looking down 
at the still body of a recently deceased baby. She’s also holding that 
baby in her arms, or rather that baby’s spirit. I don’t know how it all 
works. Sandman was always a bit too ethereal for me, more meta-
physical than meta-human. I told all my friends I enjoyed it. Truth 
is, it always confused me. This scene pops into my head a lot though. 
Always has. It’s one of those memories that, for some reason, never 
got jumbled. Anyway, the baby looks up at the pale young lady and 
says something like, “That’s all I get?”

“Hello?” I holler again, rubbing my eyes before the bloody tears 
can pour.

“It’s all back, isn’t it?” an unfamiliar voice sounds from beyond 
the small window. It’s a rough thing, like a grizzled war hero’s. But 
it’s also refined, sounding as though it could hold its own in a class-
room or a battlefield. It’s power. I picture some Marine out there 
with a gun, a desire to kill me, and the brains to make it look like 
an accident. He has a shaved head and he’s wearing a patch over 
his eye. He’s Nick Fury and he’s angry. There are scars crisscrossing 
his sinewy arms and war weathered face. I gulp, wondering if this 
horrible fantasy is true. Gerald kind of reminded me of Nick Fury. 
Well, up until recently. I always thought he was on my side though, 
which made it awesome. This Nick Fury clearly is the enemy … I 
think.

“No thanks to Dr. Yvonne,” I say, thinking of another enemy.
“Despite what happened, she was a great woman, wise beyond 

her years. You do know that, right?”
“Who? Death?” I ask. I’m not sure if I am trying to be a smartass 

or if I am genuinely confused—probably a little bit of both. “Did you 
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read those comics when you were a kid too?” I think of a meeting 
between Nick Fury and Death and chuckle. There’s a crumpled pack 
of cigarettes in my pocket and my hand is drawn to it. “I need a 
lighter,” I say.

A hissing noise sounds and a drawer appears below the 
window. “There’s a lighter in there. Take it.”

“Just like at the bank,” I say and stand slowly, thinking my feet 
might give out despite how responsive they’re being. I stretch. My 
back cracks. “I feel like shit. And I think I pissed myself.”

“No need to worry,” the voice says. “The tranquilizer must be 
completely gone from your system. The fact that you feel that way 
just means you’re alive. The fact that you … had an accident means 
the tranquilizer did its job.”

“Thanks.” I take the lighter, a simple blue Bic, from the drawer 
and it closes automatically. I admire the Bic. I envy its brightness, its 
simplicity. This thing never changed. 

“You really didn’t like her?” the voice asks.
“I assume you’re talking about Dr. Yvonne?” I reply, pausing to 

light the cigarette between my lips. “Not Death?”
“Sorry for the miscommunication. I should’ve known the first 

thing you thought about when you woke up would be Death, not 
Joan.”

“There’s a difference?”
“Is that supposed to be a joke?”
“Do you take it as one?” I take a cautious puff and let the smoke 

whirl around in my mouth. It dances over my tongue, sending pleas-
ant warm prickles over my taste buds. 

“Billy, I think—”
“Like I give a shit.” Since I didn’t cough on my first drag, I take 

a big one and let that familiar burn light its way through my lungs. 
The warmth folds itself around my insides.
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“Now, there’s no need to—”
“You do know she tried to kill me, right?”
“Our reports indicate that was only after she thought she could 

no longer save you.”
“Oh yeah, I remember. She said something about making the 

world better by killing me. Do you know about that?”
“The recordings from that night are a bit … garbled.”
“Look, can I get out of here?” I ask. “Or am I a prisoner? Gerald 

said something about being charged with like 50 crimes or some 
shit. Or was that a dream? You know how our memories are.” I wave 
my cigarette around and catch hints of the smoke trail in the dim 
light. “You do know how our memories are?”

“Gerald was down here?”
I shrug. “Our memories aren’t the greatest. Maybe it was a 

dream. I guess I need to practice more of Yvonne’s memory exer-
cises.”

“You hate her.”
I sigh. “Yes. I do.” I sit down on the hard bed and pull my knees 

to my chest, letting the dying cigarette dangle on my lips. “I always 
thought she had an agenda.”

“Well,” the voice sounds, “she did. Then again, don’t we all?”
An angry laugh charges from my mouth. It’s a short burst, like 

a machine gun with only one round. “Why the hell are we talking 
about Dr. Yvonne?”

“I’m taking over for her so I’d like to know as much about your 
feelings on her as I can. Eventually I’d like to know all about your 
interpretation of the events that took place here a few nights ago.”

“Whatever. Can I get out?”
“Hold on, young man.” The voice is almost warbling now, as 

though the man speaking is doing a piss-poor job of suppressing his 
tears or his laughter … or his rage … or all three. 
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Even dignified badasses can get angry and lose control I guess. 
I shiver. 

He continues, “Dr. Yvonne’s ulterior motive was to make peace 
with what she’d done before. She was working under the heaviest 
burden of all.”

“What’s that?”
“Guilt.”
My expression gives away my confusion. Or, at least I think it 

does. I’m not sure if he can see me.
“She made it,” he explains. “Dr. Yvonne and her team specifically 

caused all this.”
I take a long, final drag of the cigarette before I respond. “She 

said something like that before she filled me up with horse tranquil-
izer or whatever the fuck it was. Why the hell was she running this 
place if she was the cause of it all?”

“She was the smartest person I’ve ever met.” There is an audi-
ble inhalation of breath now. “One of the smartest in the world, if 
not the smartest. She was doing her best to make everything right. 
Profine did not blame her. She blamed herself.”

“Yeah, well, did I mention she tried to kill me? I’m going to go 
ahead and blame her for that.”

“Now, now, Billy,” the voice urges. “She isn’t the one who left 
POC and attacked a man. Had you not done that, perhaps this situa-
tion wouldn’t be quite as dire.”

“Fuck you,” I say. My voice doesn’t come out as strong as I would 
like it, but I say it and that’s worth something. “Nancy and I are just 
a distraction. You just said it yourself. It’s Yvonne and you assholes 
that started this whole shit show. Where is Nancy anyway?”

The voice sighs. “We’ve got a lot to talk about and Conrad will 
be here soon.”

A glowing rectangle as large as me appears in the wall next to 
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the window, more lights flick on in the cell, and the rectangle folds 
open, letting the man I’ve been talking to walk in. It takes my eyes 
a moment to adjust again but when they do I find myself staring up 
at a man as large and imposing as he is old. Though when I stand 
it’s easy to see he is shorter than me, he clearly has spent more time 
in the gym. His thin, grey hair is slicked back from his tanned skin. 
His thick, black glasses sit on the end of a bulbous nose that speaks 
of too many drinks. Despite that, the shrewd eyes behind those 
glasses tell me he could outthink me on my best day. Meanwhile, 
the muscles poorly hidden under his crisp white lab coat, button up 
shirt and pressed blue jeans, tell me he could beat the shit out of me 
while outthinking me. I was right to be scared of his voice. One of his 
calloused hands reaches out to take mine. Reflexively, I reach back 
and watch as my hand disappears inside his. This must be what that 
little kid from Up felt like when he met that old man.

“I’m Dr. Leo Jacobi,” he says. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Billy 
Dodge. Gerald has had nothing but good things to say.”

“I knew I really did talk with him,” I reply, scratching my head.
“It seems that way.”
“I’m still a little foggy about all of it, I guess.”
 “You would be,” he says. “If Joan gave you the dose the cameras 

indicate, it’s a miracle you’re up and talking right now.”
“I’ve heard that,” I mutter. “But I don’t believe in miracles 

anymore.”
“Yes, well … .” He turns around and leaves the cell. “Please 

follow me.”
Dr. Jacobi walks down a hall similar to the one with all of the 

disturbing doors I can partially remember from the night Dr. Yvonne 
tranquilized me. I’m on his heels. Seeing the doors makes me colder. 
The tips of my fingers flex, a trick the doctors taught me when I was 
first cured. ‘If you’re moving, you’re blood is pumping,’ Dr. Yvonne’s 
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voice calls from my memories as I look at the doorways and morbid 
curiosity slows me down. The fact that my pants are crusted over 
with dried piss slows me down as well.

When my footsteps stop, Dr. Jacobi turns around. “Is everything 
all right, Billy?” He uses his index finger to slide the glasses up his 
nose while he speaks.

I shrug. “These doors here,” I point at the walls, “I think I saw 
inside when I was tranqed. What was going on in them?”

He smiles. My fear grows. “A few experiments Billy. We’re 
constantly trying to make things better for you and yours. Anyway, 
it’s all been halted until further notice. You have nothing to concern 
yourself with. We’re going to meet with Conrad and have much 
bigger fish to fry.”

“Can I change my pants first at least?”
Dr. Jacobi’s head jerks slightly. There is a silence hanging 

between us that is short but awkward. I open my mouth to explain 
how uncomfortable I am but before I can say anything, he turns 
around. “Come,” he says.

I do as I’m told and hate myself for it.

<> <> <>

I’ve been sitting in a conference room in awkward silence in an 
uncomfortable chair in my filthy clothes for a few minutes with Dr. 
Jacobi when a man who is Abraham Lincoln tall walks in without 
knocking. He carries himself with the pomp and dignity that I’d 
wager that man possessed. He also carries himself with the gait 
of someone used to getting what he wants, despite his slight limp. 
Clad in an entirely black suit with matching gloves and walking 
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with a black cane polished to a shimmer, he almost looks like a joke. 
Especially when you stare at his eyes and see nothing but a pair 
of Elvis Presley sunglasses and your own reflection staring back. 
His cropped, dark hair stands on end and his smile makes his face 
wrinkle up so that his age is hard to determine. The only thing I’m 
sure of when he steps into the sterile meeting room Dr. Jacobi has 
escorted me to is that I don’t like him. The way he stands out inside 
these plain gray walls makes me jealous and fearful. He is unique 
and brave. He is a walking symbol of power. I can feel it. It’s different 
than Jacobi’s power though. It’s sleek, manipulative. He’s also some-
how familiar, which scares me.

I’ve been awake for a matter of minutes and I despise and fear 
the first two people I’ve met. What does that say about me?

“How are you doing, Don?” Dr. Jacobi stands and asks our visi-
tor.

“A question,” the man begins, his voice like the twanging growl 
of a southern wildcat, “I thought to ask the two of you.”

“You have nothing to concern yourself with there. Billy is free 
of the drugs and I am getting acclimated to POC quite nicely. With 
Gerald helping and the local government and Marines pitching in, 
we should have this place up and running again in no time.” A grin 
spreads across his face and he almost seems pleasant. “As long as 
winter is light and we can keep the natives happy, we should be able 
to repair most of the damage to the wall and gates within the next 
six months or so. Sadly, some of the buildings are a complete loss 
… .”

“Is that so?” the man steps back and returns his attention to 
me, as though I’m the one who just explained POC’s situation. I feel 
invaded by his stare, invaded and occupied. His eyes tell me nothing 
though, as they’re hidden behind a pair of sunglasses that look like 
they were stolen from Graceland. In this day and age that’s a distinct 
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possibility. Last I heard it had been ransacked years ago. His skin 
could be pale, but is it as pale as mine, former pale? Or has he gone 
through whatever process Gerald has? Or is he just naturally pale? I 
never thought I’d be thinking so much about the shade of someone’s 
skin. It makes me shiver. What doesn’t these days?

“Do I know you?” I ask.
“Perhaps,” he says without looking at me. “I’ve been on quite a 

few newsfeeds.”
Dr. Jacobi offers the man his hand. I notice that while Dr. Jaco-

bi’s hand engulfed mine, that is not the case here. Instead, while 
his hand is clearly larger than this guy’s, this guy’s fingers look like 
spindly spider legs wrapping around their prey.

Before the spider can pounce though, the man wriggles his 
hand free and turns to me. I’m eating a warmed bagel that tastes 
like shit and there is a half empty cup of coffee on the card table in 
front of me. It also tastes like shit. I’m eating shit for breakfast. It’s 
as normal as I can be. It’s a lie and I feel the man looking through me 
from behind the safety of those glasses. He knows it’s a lie. He’s a 
walking lie though too. I can feel it. Maybe we’re alike. Maybe we’re 
the same. Maybe that’s the real reason I don’t like him or Dr. Jacobi.

“And this must be our little troublemaker, William Dodge.” He 
reaches out those spider leg fingers.

I take his hand and shiver at the touch, noticing he isn’t nearly 
as warm as Dr. Jacobi, though that may just be the gloves. “Call me 
Billy,” I say. 

“And I am Donald Conrad, but you can call me Conrad.”
“Can you tell me what’s going on?”
“You like to get right down to it. I like that. And yes I can.” He 

smiles, showing straight white teeth. I look up from that smile and 
stare too long at my reflection in his glasses. My cuts and bruises are 
healing, but not nicely. I look like shit. If I’m eating and drinking shit 
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for breakfast and I am shit, then I’m a cannibal and no better than I 
was when I was infected. You are what you eat, after all.

At least I am alive, I think and chuckle to myself.
“But first,” Conrad says, his growling yanking me out of my 

thoughts, “how are you? Be honest. I can tell if you’re lying. It’s my 
job.”

“I’m fine … a little confused but otherwise … .”
“Well, ‘illusion is the first of all pleasures.’” He looks me over 

and I do the same to him.
“What?”
“It’s Voltaire. I believe it has meaning here.”
“I don’t get it,” I say. I feel like I’m talking to a sick, twisted, 

stretched out, old version of my father and it makes me queasy. Or 
maybe I’m just sick because of the shit bagel and shit coffee. I can’t 
remember the last time I ate or the last time it tasted this horrible. I 
wonder if I’d like flesh and I shiver once more. “Can we get the heat 
turned up?” I blurt, rubbing my arms. “I’m so fucking cold.”

“Sadly we can’t yet,” Jacobi says, shaking his head. “The heating 
system needs repair.”

“Can I get a jacket then?”
“Let’s worry about that later, Billy. You’re confused right now. 

Most people don’t understand what’s going on. It’s one of the many 
reasons I’m always ten steps ahead.” Conrad’s voice drips with 
excitement and I don’t believe I’ll be keeping the bagel down much 
longer. How can this man be excited right now? This is a time for 
fear.

“What?”
He waves his hand. “It’s nothing,” he says. “Forget about it.” 

He sits down and pulls a laptop from a bag on the floor, leaning in 
toward me. “Look,” he clears his throat, opens the computer, and 
presses a few buttons on it before he continues, “I’m going to say 
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a few things then Dr. Jacobi and I are going to leave the room while 
you watch some reports I’ve handpicked for you. You’re going to 
learn what has been going on while you’ve been sleeping and be 
prepared for our next step. I’m not going to bore you with legal 
jargon you wouldn’t understand anyway unless I feel you need to 
know. Do you have any questions?”

“Where’s Nancy?” I ask.
“Good question. I thought it would be about my glasses.” He 

pushes them up on his nose. “It’s always about my glasses. You’re a 
unique individual, Mr. Dodge. I like that too. Nancy is safe and you 
will see her shortly. Hopefully any other questions you might have 
will be answered on this. Watch.” He gets up and Dr. Jacobi follows 
suit. “We’ll be back,” he says, “anything else before we leave?”

“What is with the glasses?” I ask, humoring him.
“You’re funny. We’re going to get along swimmingly. I wear 

these glasses because during the war my eyes were damaged, 
severely. Light hurts them. The only time I can take them off without 
fear of excruciating pain is when it is completely dark. I don’t get 
that a lot these days.”

“That sucks,” I say.
He nods and both men leave the room.
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Chapter Seven
__________

The News

As the door closes the computer chirrups to life and I’m staring at 
a floating blue hued folder on the screen. It’s about as large as my 
thumb and labeled TOUCH HERE. When I tap the screen, the folder 
opens, revealing six more numbered folders. I hit number one and 
it offers me a rainbow colored blogfeed called Zex Starshine’s Unre-
ality. A soft drum beat sounds from the speakers. If I had to guess, 
I’d say it was the beginning of a Rush song looping over and over, 
“Subdivisions” if I’m not mistaken.

The music hits me with a memory from before all of this. My 
legs shake as I remember my wife’s goodnatured jabs at my fond-
ness of Rush.

<> <> <>

It’s one night in particular, summer, stars shining. I’ve had a little 
too much to drink and am rocking out around the firepit. An old 
boombox my parents had given me for Christmas when I was 11 
fires “Subdivisions” out at me. 

And she laughs.
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And the sound is music that can drown out Rush.
‘You’re ridiculous,’ she says.
‘Neil Peart is a god!’ I reply, air drumsticks in hand.
‘You are such a man,’ she laughs.
And I laugh …

<> <> <>

… until I cry myself back to the present, in a sterile room with noth-
ing but me and a computer. I wipe the bloody tears. “There’s good 
music,” I say with mock appreciation. “Must be a pretty sophisticat-
ed site.”

It’s fascinating how the end of the world movies and books that 
were all the rage back before the world really ended got everything 
wrong. I mean, you never saw the Internet in anything. It was like it 
was a given that anything electrical would eventually stop working. 
I guess mankind doubted its own ingenuity. After all, the Internet 
has certainly diminished, but it never left. For some, it became a 
useful tool. For others, it stayed what it always was—a receptacle 
for ignorance, hate, and idiocy.

Case in point.
The header, blinking on and off at the top center, looks like it 

was stolen from a dime store paperback spinning bookrack. The 
words are made of yellow lightning traced in red shooting from 
an exploding sun. It even has little jagged lines I’m guessing are 
supposed to symbolize speed. It wants to be as cool as The Flash 
but fails miserably. In fact, the little cartoon face, smiling at me from 
the center of the sun, reminds me of The Trickster from The Flash 
television show I watched for two all too short seasons in the early 
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90s. There’s another memory. My past is coming back now like 
waves before a hurricane. Maybe Dr. Yvonne’s exercises have been 
working.

That freaks me out and I focus on The Flash again.
This, naturally, leads me to thoughts of Mark Hammill, Star 

Wars, and how useful a light saber would have been during the 
Infection War. Then memories ease their way in like an ex-girlfriend 
when you’re drunk and lonely. I’m hearing Rush songs and seeing 
my beat up red Metro cruise up and down Main Street as I smoke 
a ditch weed joint with my best friends. It’s winter in my mind 
but the cold doesn’t bother me. Maybe it’s because I’m 16. Maybe 
it’s because I was different then. Maybe it’s because I always liked 
smoking weed with my friends and driving around town to view all 
the Christmas lights.

“I can’t remember when I last celebrated Christmas,” I say. Even 
though there’s a chapel on POC, the idea of celebrating the birth of a 
god that would let the Infection War happen seems stupid. Not that 
religion had ever appealed to me really.

Maybe I’m just angry because everything was better in the past 
… and I can’t remember it right.

“Fuck it.” I remind myself I don’t have time for this shit. I’m a 
cold former wanted for a murder I didn’t commit. Though I wouldn’t 
be sorry if I had done it even if I could be publicly put to death for 
the crime. Before I read on I’m struck with the realization that I 
haven’t had to force myself to think about being alive for a few days 
now. Sure, I’ve been asleep for most of them, but still … . Shit gets for 
real, hardcore, life-threateningly dangerous for the first time since 
I was brought to POC and it’s the first time I feel alive since before I 
was infected.

That’s some irony right there.
“What the fuck?” I whisper, leaning in closer to read the heavy 
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black Gothic print below the header. They contrast each other so 
much so that my armchair psychological studies determine one 
glaring fact: “This Zex guy is crazy.”

The title of the latest entry is ‘PROFINE’S SECRET HISTORY.’ If 
I’ve really been asleep for a few days, then this was posted the day of 
the riot. I gulp, tapping it. I expect the post to appear, ready for me to 
read. Instead, a vidfeed of a blondish, redheaded young man, prob-
ably in his early to mid-20s, appears, staring at me, wild eyed and 
rail-thin. He really does look like The Trickster, only younger than 
Mark Hamill was when he portrayed him, probably trickier too. If he 
is in his early 20s that means he was most likely a tween or younger 
when this whole thing started. I wonder how fucked up that’s made 
him as I tap the PLAY arrow hovering at the bottom of the screen.

“Hello loyal followers!” he announces in a voice pitched some-
where between screech and whine. “Welcome to the most import-
ant blog post on the Interwebs ever!”

“Yeah right,” I mutter, looking at the sidebar to the left of 
the page with an option to see older entries with titles like ‘THE 
TRUTH,’ ‘WHY YOUR NEIGHBOR HIDES,’ ‘THEY CAN’T REPRODUCE 
FOR A REASON,’ ‘THE NEW GODS AND THE OLD,’ ‘AMERICA, WHAT 
REMAINS,’ and ‘OUR NEW LAWS AND THE INFECTED.’ “How have I 
never heard of this guy?” I ask no one.

On the main screen Zex clears his throat. Behind him a window 
looks out over an ocean beach and some palm trees. Splattered 
across the walls are hate signs with slogans such as ‘INFECTED 
IS INFECTED,’ ‘CLEAR THE QUARANTINE ZONES,’ and ‘TAKE THE 
NUCLEAR OPTION.’ Zex looks disheveled, and his manic eyes are 
sunken in his pale face. It’s as though he hasn’t slept in days or 
maybe is on a cocaine bender … or maybe both. But I listen anyway. 
Conrad left it here for a reason after all. Despite how suspicious I am 
of him, I get the feeling he does want to help maybe … then again, 
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Dr. Yvonne wanted to help me to. I guess I should be asking myself 
why … .

“ … as you all know, your old buddy Zex has been investigating 
Profine and the governments that support—or are supported by—
this giant pharmaceutical conglomerate that came out of nowhere 
to save the world a few years ago.” He clears his throat and looks off 
screen, as if waiting for a cue. “Well, today is the day my hard work 
comes to fruition.” He swivels in his leather chair and looks out the 
window before running his bony hands through his greasy, wild 
hair. I think he might be going for drama here. “It’s nice where I live,” 
he says. “There are very few formers and the land is beautiful. I’m in 
one of the safest Safe Zones in the world.” He turns to the camera 
and it feels as if he is accusing me. “Now, as my loyal followers know, 
I’m not one of those religious nuts. I mean, seriously, how can they 
believe in God still, any god? After all this? But anyway … . We do see 
eye to eye on several accounts … particularly their theory about why 
formers can’t have babies.” He leans in closer and touches the side 
of his nose and raises his eyebrows as though he’s letting me in on a 
comical secret. “They’ve been made barren and sterile for a reason.” 
Then he laughs and the noise is a screeching, piercing, evil, crazy 
thing. “It wasn’t God though, it was science.”

“This is fucking bullshit,” I say, seeing the hit counter at the top 
of the screen flip and flip and flip as the number of views increases 
by the second.

“ … but in all seriousness folks, I think the infection is evil, just 
like the religious nuts. Unlike them, I think it is of this earth, not 
some scary otherworldly hell thing.”

“Good for you, asshole.”
“Or rather …” he pauses again and this time I know it is for 

dramatic effect, “I know it is of this earth.” He reaches off screen and 
I notice his scrawny arms are covered in freckles. A massive amount, 
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like there are freckle continents covering his pale body. “This right 
here folks!” He holds up a large ream of paper. “This is inscrutable 
evidence that Profine created the infection!”

“Fuck.”
“With what went down in Omaha last night coming to light, 

I felt now was the time to release this.” He calms down and holds 
the paper up to the camera. It has a blue cover sheet with Profine’s 
symbol prominently displayed on its center and a CLASSIFIED 
stamp smashed over top. “I’ve downloaded this entire document 
to my page. Anyone who wants to check my information can do so. 
This is 100% authentic, folks. Profine made the disease and now 
harbors murderers. The only thing this massive booklet of secrets 
doesn’t tell us is why Profine insists on keeping formers alive. Obvi-
ously, I am looking into this now.

“But let’s look at the matter at hand. It is because of this compa-
ny that now supports the four major governments of the world that 
these governments even need to be supported.” He bangs the paper 
against a wall as he speaks, his frustration made manifest. “Further-
more, if the information in here can be believed, Profine still has 
the original victim of the infection alive … or rather, something like 
alive, housed at their Omaha compound.” He’s almost screaming 
now, those crazy eyes bulging.

“Fuck, Patient Zero,” I say again as the screen stops Zex in 
mid-sentence. His mouth, filled with yellow teeth, is stuck open. 
“Jesus, what’s next?”

I hit the second folder and it opens up to show the ream of 
paper Zex was offering the world. “I’m not reading all of this bull-
shit,” I say and almost move on to folder number three. Curiosity 
stops me though and I touch the cover. It flips open and I am staring 
at a table of contents that makes no sense. I flip a few pages ahead 
and skim some passages:
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… the last animal experiment was a success. We have 
only to procure human subjects … .

… interested parties include the United States govern-
ment, who commissioned the original experiment, as well as a 
handful of Middle Eastern organizations labeled and explained 
in addendum 42.b… .

… the cannibalistic urges presented in the subjects … 
… heart rates lower with the progression of time. Unfor-

tunately, there is no reversing the symptoms … .
… unsuccessful … . More trials needed … .

“Fuck,” I add one more for good measure, closing the folder and 
moving to the next.

This one opens to a news report from just outside POC the day 
I was running from Michael and Gabe and hanging out at Old Joe’s. 
There is a pretty woman with shining hair, dark skin, and a green 
top standing in front of the main gates as a crowd of protesters 
rumbles around her.

“… since the news came out earlier today that Profine was, 
in fact, responsible for the creation of the infection, compounds 
like this one all over the world have seen an upturn in violence 
and protests. Though this newsfeed does not support or endorse 
violence in any way, we must reiterate that our fact checkers have 
tirelessly researched the binder provided by blogger ‘Zex Starshine’ 
and have found all the information to be accurate and the document 
to be originally created by Profine for inter-office use. Additionally, 
an international selection of independent researchers are coming to 
the same conclusion.”

“It take you a few hours to do all that, did it?” I ask.
“Of course, the Omaha compound is seeing the brunt of the 

protests because Dr. Joan ‘Jay’ Yvonne is stationed here. Her name 
appears prominently as one of the top researchers behind the 
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creation of the infection. Many are concerned about the Nobel priz-
es Dr. Yvonne and several other Profine officials and researchers 
have received. In fact, organizations such as Human Rights Now 
(HRN) are questioning the validity of said awards. They are blaming 
Profine and Dr. Yvonne not only for the Infection War, but, indirectly, 
for last night’s murder. It only exacerbates things here in Omaha to 
learn that ‘Patient Zero,’ or the first human to have been infected, is 
housed right here at POC. ”

The screen cuts to an image of the man Nancy beat to death 
with a brick. He is standing, hunched over, holding his back, on a 
roadside, as a celebratory parade marches by. What looks like the 
remains of a shopping mall cast a somber shade over him and his 
smile. He has tears in his eyes and his clothes look like they haven’t 
been washed in weeks. A younger woman stands next to him, hold-
ing him gingerly and pointing at a large SUV creeping by. Camouflage 
clad men covering their faces are throwing candy in all directions as 
kids jump and cheer. I imagine the photographer who captured this 
particular moment is learning to love the smell of money right now. 

The reporter’s all business voice sounds over this poetic 
bedraggled image.

“Harlan James—who many knew as a hero during the Infection 
War—lost his family early on and made it his personal mission to 
rid the world of the infected. He was slain just outside the Profine 
Omaha Compound late last night. By all accounts since the end of 
the Infection War, he had become a gentle, caring man. Though 
he did often protest outside of POC’s walls, friends say he never 
committed any acts of violence against those formers sequestered 
inside these gates.”

“My bruises and cuts tell a different story, bitch.”
The screen cuts to the studio and I see two plastic people with 

their warm, tanned skin, their white, white eyes, and sparkling 
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smiles balk at this tragic story. “Now is it true,” the male news anchor 
asks though a faux emotional sigh, “that Profine has not released the 
formers the police suspect are responsible for this heinous crime?”

“It is,” the reporter answers as the screen cuts back to her and 
she looks up from her own cell phone which I can only assume is 
filled with notes and notes and notes about this event. Someone 
wants to be a historian when she grows up. Too bad only the winners 
write history books and no one right now is winning. 

It doesn’t really matter to me. Us formers only dream of death.
The more things change … . 
“It must be stated, however, that Profine has been in constant 

communication with the Omaha Safe Zone police forces, as well as 
the Marines.”

“Well that’s something,” the female anchor replies as the camera 
cuts back to her.

“Tragedy,” her male opposite adds.
“Is it also true that the Marines are bringing in forces to quell 

some of these protests in the U.S. Safe Zones?” the female anchor 
asks.

“According to our reports, yes,” comes the field reporter’s voice 
from off screen.

“Has the president issued a statement yet?”
“None yet.”
Then both anchors face the camera and smile the shining 

unstained teeth of people who have never eaten human flesh. “We 
will keep you all updated on the status of this horrible turn of events 
at Profine.”

“In the meantime though, how about that weather?” the female 
asks.

The camera shifts to a skinny young man in a suit that looks too 
big for him. His smile cuts across his unblemished face. “It looks like 
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those protesters are in for an unseasonably warm evening, guys!” he 
begins before the feed stops.

I’m forced to hit the fourth folder. It’s the reporter who was 
standing outside of Profine in the last folder. She looks a bit more 
out of sorts this time though. This might be because it is night and 
there is a much larger, more vocal, crowd around her.

“… it was leaked earlier that the citizens within POC have moved 
into the main building and now the protesters are getting angrier 
and angrier. There is still no sign of the Marines. They are supposed-
ly coming but that doesn’t seem to be stopping any of these people. 
Let’s see if someone will speak with us.” She walks over to a smaller 
group of women and children, all of whom are holding signs whose 
words are blurred out. “Ma’am, can we have a moment of your 
time?” she asks.

A plump woman with a mean face looks her over and nods 
slowly, spitting. “You may,” she says.

“We were wondering what brought you here tonight?”
“Well,” she begins, placing her hands on her ample hips, “we’ve 

always thought Profine was an abomination and what they’re doing 
in there is awful. It’s un-Godly is what it is. Those formers in there 
aren’t even human and with that book coming out, it’s about time 
the government woke up and realized we’ve been living with snakes 
in our midst. All the equality laws they been passing ain’t going to 
change the fact that they’re monsters, devils in disguise … tricksters. 
Everyone remembers!”

“Weak disguises!” shouts a younger woman a few feet behind 
her. She would almost be pretty if she wasn’t so full of hate and, 
frankly, filth.

“Now, honey,” the first woman places a gentle hand on the 
younger one’s ashy shoulder. She takes a deep breath as if repressing 
tears, but I can see the hint of an evil smile lurking below those lips. 
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“We just come out to support that precious man, Harlan James and 
all he stood for.”

“Did you know him personally?”
“Not personally, but doesn’t matter. He was human.”
“And now he’s gone.”
“But we will remember,” the woman says as she reaches for a 

child’s sign and begins shouting words the censors decide to bleep 
out. It always amazes me that we even still have censors.

“Good God,” I say as the screen goes blank.
I hit the fifth folder without thinking.
“Sad news today,” the male anchorman from before speaks 

solemnly into the screen. “Countless formers and humans are dead, 
injured, or missing across the globe due to last night’s Profine riots. 
In Omaha alone, there is an estimated 700-1,000 hurt or worse due 
to the riot near and inside the Profine Omaha Compound, including 
compound director, Dr. Joan Yvonne. Reports are conflicting, but 
some say she, at least, died of a self-inflicted wound.”

I tap the screen and hit the REWIND icon that appears along 
with all the others. Once I get it where I want it, I hit REPEAT.

“… formers and humans …” he says.
I hit repeat again.
“… formers and humans …”
Once more.
“… formers and humans …”
I hit PAUSE and look at my hands. They look human. The skin 

may have an unhealthy tone to it but I have eight fingers and two 
opposable thumbs. I have nails with a little bit of dirt underneath 
them. They want cutting. I have knuckles that bulge some, like a 
human man’s knuckles are supposed to. Beneath all that there is 
muscle and tissue. Beneath that still I have veins pumping blood, 
cold blood to be sure, but blood nonetheless. If I could dig deeper 
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with my eyes I could see my DNA. My building blocks are just like 
their building blocks. 

It’s not ‘formers and humans’ you dumb bitch. It’s humans. 
Some of us had a disease is all. We’re cured now.

We’re cured now.
I hit PLAY again as a hole opens in my stomach and from it 

lurches despair. It’s a monster who usually stays put.
The report continues: “Though the Marines showed up with a 

coordinated effort in time to prevent any more death and destruc-
tion, POC is in ruins and Profine has remained oddly quiet on what 
the company’s next steps will be. Additionally, William Dodge and 
Nancy Shellborne, the two formers accused of the murder of Harlan 
James, were also said to have been housed in the main building at 
POC. They have not yet been accounted for.”

The screen goes blank and I hit the sixth folder.
Conrad stares back at me from the confines of the folder. He’s 

sitting at a roundtable with Dr. Jacobi and Gerald. “You’ve gone 
through everything then, Billy?” he asks.

“I didn’t read that big fucking ream of information on Profine. 
But I think I’ve seen enough.”

He nods. “Good. Nancy should be done soon. I will be down to 
get you in a few moments.”

<> <> <>

True to his word, a few moments later Conrad is escorting me out 
of the room through a twisting series of hallways that leads to an 
elevator. He moves exceptionally fast for someone with a cane and 
a limp.
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“I had no idea this part of the building existed,” I say as we step 
in the elevator.

Conrad nods. His movements are smooth. “Most compounds 
have a research and development floor or two underground. They 
can be sealed off and … contained if necessary.”

I scratch my head. “How did those protestors get in then?”
Conrad shrugs. “We’re getting mixed stories and the cameras 

have been all but destroyed so our footage is poor. However, as best 
as we can tell, there were some men Dr. Yvonne had placed in one of 
these cells earlier that evening. Apparently they had caused trouble 
at someone named Joseph Sleezur’s home.”

“Old Joe … .”
“Is that what you call him?” He raises an eyebrow. “Interesting 

that you know him well enough to have given him a nickname … .”
I shrug. “He’s in my group.”
“I see.” He hits a button marked MAIN and the doors close. 

Before the elevator moves though, Conrad hits the MAIN button 
again and a robotic voice asks for the code.

Conrad presses several of the floor buttons and the elevator 
chimes, “Thank you,” then we move.

“These men,” he continues as though he had never stopped, 
“got out of their cell and forced a guard to let them out. By the time 
the elevator made it to the main floor, the … invasion for lack of a 
better word … had begun and the building was a mess of fighting 
and dying. Elevator was left open, too many people got on, rode it 
down, it broke. People died. There were even a few infected that 
escaped. We almost had a new outbreak but it’s been taken care of.”

“Jesus.”
Conrad nods. “In other words, young man,” he says through a 

dark frown, “we’ve hit rock bottom.”
“Only place to go is up, right?” I ask. If he doesn’t hear the 



A.E. STUEVE124

sarcasm I dipped my words in then this man isn’t nearly as smart 
as I take him for.

“Correct,” he replies. It seems he’s dipping his words in the 
same jar I’m using.

I offer a small laugh that must sound more like a large snort 
because Conrad gives me that one raised eyebrow look again. 

“Can I ask you a question?” I ask.
“I’ve been in worse situations than this, Billy. We’ll make it,” he 

answers.
“That’s not what I was going to ask.”
He faces me, eyebrow raised. “It wasn’t?”
I take a deep breath before I begin. “I wasn’t surprised about 

anything, really, in those folders. But the Patient Zero stuff did 
disturb me some.”

“What’s your question?” he asks, settling onto his cane and 
leaning forward some.

“Is it true? Is there someone here who has been infected for like 
13 years and is still alive? The first?”

He nods, saying nothing. 
I’m starting to get the idea that his head is like one of those 

bobble things people used to collect. 
“Why would they do that?” I ask, shock resting like a fog over 

my anger.
“Do you know anything about how cures are made, William 

Dodge?”
“Holy shit,” I say as the elevator reaches its destination and 

the doors open to a scene of destruction and death I am not ready 
for. We’ve arrived in the commons area: a large, open room that 
has stairs leading up to either side of the building. One side is for 
medical use, the other is for mental and emotional therapy. Where 
usually the commons has a kind of laid back, relaxed feeling with 
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tables and vending machines scattered here and there, today, things 
are different. It’s now become a makeshift holding area for the 
injured and the dead.

Conrad points at the left side of the commons. “This area holds 
our formers who were injured last night, as well as a handful of the 
protesters who broke into the place.”

“What?”
“Dr. Jacobi and I thought it would look good if we offered to 

help those who hurt us. We’re actually going to be setting up more 
cameras later on today. And one of our first priorities is to get all 
of the compound cameras up, running, and networked again. We’re 
even bandying around the idea of starting our own newsfeed, 
POCTV.”

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”
“We can’t afford to look like bad guys right now, Billy. It really 

doesn’t matter all that much anyway. Most of the injured protesters 
opted to leave after the Marines sorted things out. They have their 
own … places set up outside our walls. The local hospital is taking 
them in too.”

“They didn’t get arrested?” I ask, my incredulity evident.
He shakes his head. “Not many.”
I point to the other side of the commons. “Is that what I think 

it is?” There are several scratchy green blankets from the Red Cross 
lined against the wall, covering what appear to be bodies. It’s a sad 
scene, something reminiscent of a pre-Infection War dystopian film 
or book. We all thought watching those movies and reading those 
stories would prepare us for seeing things like this. We were wrong. 
Mostly, we were wrong because we couldn’t grasp the smell. 

Conrad nods. “It was madness.”
“We’re all the bad guys now.”
“Most of the bodies have been identified and removed. This is 
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a process, not a fun one,” he says, striding forward. “We’re working 
on it. Try not to spend too much time thinking about it. Even after 
the Infection War, the human mind has trouble processing this sort 
of atrocity.”

“‘After’ the Infection War,” I laugh. “This is worse than madness.” 
I’m suddenly angry again. It feels like an atomic rage missile has 
just been fired off in my psyche. It’s pointed at Conrad because he’s 
here and he makes me uneasy. “How the fuck did you guys let this 
happen?” My words come out like blows. There is a force to them 
that surprises me. “We’re supposed to be safe here,” I follow up my 
angry question with a weak comment.

Conrad faces me and offers a sad smile. The lines on his face 
make it seem sincere, but I can’t help but distrust him. I don’t enjoy 
the mix of emotions this man brings out in me.

“Look Billy,” he says, “many of those people lying over there 
were citizens of POC. It is the law that we have to cremate them isn’t 
it? And don’t we have to take them off site to cremate them? And 
don’t we have to load them using the docks behind this building?” 
He spins around and strides forward before I can answer.

“I don’t care about that, I care about—” I try keeping pace with 
Conrad but his monstrous long legs make it impossible. I feel like 
a dying lion chasing the fastest, strongest gazelle. The way he’s 
moving shouldn’t be. The way I’m moving shouldn’t be. Yet here we 
are. I find myself pining for the days of Mailman and Spray Paint … 
which I guess is pretty normal for me … .

“We simply don’t have the resources to burn all the bodies at 
once,” he continues, ignoring me the way power ignores weakness. 
The way the rich ignore the poor. The way the living ignore the dead. 
“Furthermore, we have to go through records and identification and 
there is an entire bureaucracy at work here, two actually because 
some of those bodies are from outside of POC.”
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I stop trying to keep up. What’s the point? Instead, I find myself 
swept up in the listless waves of subtle crying and comforting going 
on around me. There is a heavy smell of death in the air. It takes me 
back to my childhood and my father coming home with a truck bed 
full of dead deer. I know he was always disappointed that hunting 
never interested me. I know he always questioned my manhood 
when the smell of a fresh kill made me queasy. He never did this 
verbally; he never even broached the subject with me, so I’ll give 
him that. But I know how he felt.

There used to be a subconscious part of me that thought the 
smell of a dead animal was different from the smell of a dead person. 
I like to think most of us thought this way. Like religion, it was a 
survival technique mankind must have used to maintain its sanity 
in a pointless world. Like religion for those of us with any brains, we 
can’t do that anymore. Since the Infection War we all know dead is 
dead and it all smells the same. When faced with countless, point-
less dead, we all know religion is bullshit too.

Though the scent doesn’t make my stomach growl anymore, so 
I guess that’s proof I’m a man and not a monster … . It’s more what 
it means now that gets me. The fact that death smells the same, no 
matter what kind of death it is, disturbs me. I rub my arms, shiver-
ing. 

Hearing the sounds of human anguish, smelling the blood 
mixed with burnt everything, I can’t help but be that nauseous boy 
staring at a dead Bambi again. I may not feel sick, but that is enough 
to make me sick.

“This is all because of what Nancy and I did?” I whisper to 
myself. There is a quivering in my voice I try to hide. I’m not sure 
why, we’re all weak here. No one would balk at my own helpless 
lamentations.

Conrad spins around and stares at me from behind those glass-
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es. He’s at least 20 paces away so I have no clue how he heard.
“No.” His voice is firm, strong, and reverberates around me, 

squashing any other sound. “Look at me, Billy,” he says.
I do as he says, not so much because I feel I should obey him, 

but because I feel like I should take my eyes away from the doll I 
noticed as I was forced into the building a few days ago. It’s on the 
floor, pinned between a trashcan and the wall. It looks worse than 
it did a few days ago, covered in scuff marks and sorrow. “What?” I 
ask, sighing as I find my reflection in his sunglasses.

“This is Profine’s fault. This is humanity’s fault. We are a 
cowardly lot of idiots lost in our own worlds. But remember, ‘we 
cannot despair of humanity, since we ourselves are human beings.’”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” I ask.
“It’s supposed to make you realize that no matter the horrors 

before you, we can always try to change things … as long as we’re 
alive.”

“Very funny. I am alive. I’m just not sure I’m human. I’m not sure 
any of us are anymore.”

“Come with me then Billy. We will take care of this as quickly as 
we can. In the meantime, you being out here is probably not the best 
idea. Your face, after all, has been plastered all over the newsfeeds 
for the better part of a week of hours. There are people here angry 
with you.”

I move a little quicker at those words and follow Conrad up a 
flight of stairs to the therapy side of the building and though I don’t 
want to believe it, I know he is taking me to Dr. Yvonne’s office.

When we enter my eyes fall first to the red stain on the carpet 
from the dropped wine bottle. I take a deep breath. I’m shaking 
more than normal. I don’t know why this reaction is climbing out of 
me, but there is no fighting it. My nerves tick away as I tear my eyes 
from the stain. Dr. Jacobi and Gerald sit on the couch where I used 
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to lay and recite stories from my past life. Nancy is in Dr. Yvonne’s 
chair. She looks like I feel. Her face is particularly pale and pointed 
and there are remnants of too much makeup here and there. Her 
hair is pulled back into a greasy, loose bun and she is wearing an 
oversized t-shirt and pajama pants with dirt stains on them. No 
shoes. She doesn’t look up from the floor.

“Come on Billy.” Conrad gently nudges me inside. “Let’s sit and 
figure out what we’re going to do.”
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Chapter Eight
__________

What We’re Going to Do

“For now, you are only going to listen, Billy.” Dr. Jacobi points one of 
his large fingers at me and I cringe at the sight of his calloused hand 
and muscular forearm. I wish he’d put his white coat back on. I’m in 
a cold plastic chair while he’s comfortable on the couch designed for 
me. His fat ass is flattened on top of the afghan I normally spread out 
over my body when I’m in here. I hope he doesn’t fart. I still feel sick 
but now I wonder if it has anything to do with the tranquilizer, the 
folders I was gifted with, or the death all around me.

“Okay, I’m listening,” I offer a reply that is both weak and sarcas-
tic. It’s all I have right now as a shiver shimmies up my back and the 
tips of my fingers tingle from the cold.

“We’ve been going over your records though, Billy. It seems 
you are never listening, doesn’t it?” Dr. Jacobi asks as he takes his 
finger out of my face and reaches for the large file on the coffee table 
between us.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Billy, come on,” Gerald says, leaning toward me. “You were 

always getting into some kind of trouble when I was here.”
I shrug. “So were you.”
Gerald returns my shrug. “At the beginning, maybe, but things 

changed. Do you think they would have let me go to Knox all those 
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times or help me get into Corpus if I had kept doing the things we 
did?”

I think on that for a moment and remember the weeks before 
Gerald left. I also remember trying to call him several times during 
those weeks leading up to his disappearance from POC. He was 
always going back and forth to Fort Knox too—the trips became 
more and more frequent as time progressed. I rub my arms and look 
at the faces judging me. Nancy isn’t looking back though; at least I 
don’t think she is. With her head hanging down and her eyes only 
able to find the carpet, I’m sure she’s spending all her time judging 
herself. 

“They were little things,” I say.
“Little things that led to one big thing,” Dr. Jacobi adds.
“You know what?” I ask, staring hard at him and feeling jealou-

sy amplify my anger. “I don’t think I like you.”
Conrad stands, placing his lanky frame, between Dr. Jacobi and 

me. “All we want you to know is that for the time being the two of 
you,” he points at Nancy and me, “are going to be sequestered in one 
of the top floor apartments here in the main building.”

“What?”
“But that’s where they put the recently cured,” Nancy says, 

looking up and speaking for the first time. Her red eyes are the 
saddest things I’ve ever seen, like two bleeding orbs of loneliness. 
“It’s such a sad place.”

“Oh, come on,” I sigh as though I’m exasperated by Nancy’s 
display of humanity when in truth I feel something inside me 
waking as Nancy speaks. It isn’t love, not really, but there is some-
thing there, something small but tangible. “This is bullshit,” I add, 
unsure if I’m talking about whatever mess is cooking up before my 
eyes or the mess cooking up inside me.

“Isn’t that what you said the night you left our meeting?” Nancy 
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asks.
“I … what?” She caught me off guard. That’s three times now.
Dr. Jacobi clears his throat and faces Nancy. “Nothing to worry 

about there, Ms. Shellborne. We’re not going to be getting any new 
formers at this site for quite some time.”

“At least not until a few more extensive repairs are done,” 
Gerald adds.

“So what, we’re supposed to stay in this building unless you 
guys say so, like prisoners? That’s what we’re going to do? This is 
for real, Gerald?”

“Yes,” Conrad answers before Gerald opens his mouth. 
I wonder if Gerald was waiting for someone else to answer. I 

know it was only a second’s hesitation, but I also know it was defi-
nitely hesitation. I wonder if he can think for himself anymore. I 
wonder what really happened to him after he left. I wonder if he 
really is Profine’s little fucking lapdog now. Mostly though I wonder 
the most important question, I wonder why. 

“It’s ‘for real,’” Conrad continues. “We’ll let you go on the roof 
though. We know how you like your cigarettes after all. You will also 
attend your weekly group and solo therapy sessions in this building 
once we start them up again. Eventually, after all the cameras are 
networked, we will have you take walks around the compound, 
talk to people, look as pleasant as possible. Otherwise you will stay 
where we tell you. If we need you to go anywhere or do anything 
else, you will be notified and escorted. It’s all for your safety.” He 
looks from me to Nancy as he speaks. His voice is soft, lilting even, 
like a cat’s purr, as he tries to defuse the situation while simultane-
ously giving us our marching orders. This man is a Goddamn artist.

“After all this, we’re still having therapy?” I ask, shocked at the 
ridiculous notion. I’m not sure why it’s ridiculous. But I know it is. 
“We didn’t do anything wrong!” I shout now. I’m letting the anger 
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take the controls again. I don’t care anymore. I haven’t cared for 
some time. This is all bullshit. “Why are we prisoners? We didn’t 
invade a fucking community of sick people!”

Dr. Jacobi nods from behind Conrad. “It is best we appear as 
though things are moving along as they should.”

“But they’re not. The place was almost destroyed. And it’s not 
our fault. ” I return to my seat and hold my head in my hands. “What 
the fuck?”

“Yes,” Conrad says, “POC was … . Well, ‘almost destroyed’ may 
be a bit of an exaggeration. However, that said, we must put on a 
positive face in the light of recent events.”

“You mean that freaky blogger telling everyone Profine caused 
all this?”

“That,” Conrad nods, numbering our list of troubles off on his 
long, spindly fingers, “Harlan James’s murder, Dr. Yvonne’s suicide, 
all the deaths around the world because of the riots, and God only 
knows what else happened here specifically that hasn’t been discov-
ered by mainstream media yet.”

“Like what?”
“Well, there is the matter of the … specimen that escaped.”
“‘Specimen,’ are you fucking kidding me? You said that was 

taken care of.” My eyes burn holes into Conrad’s face. “What the hell, 
man?”

“Until we’ve investigated every possibility we cannot be 100% 
certain of anything.”

“Shit, where do I sign to get locked up? It might be the safest 
place in Omaha.”

“You want to be locked away from your own?” Dr. Jacobi asks. 
His acerbic voice sends waves of rage through me. It’s like he 

pulled my trigger and I’m about to blow. This angry emotion is 
quickly becoming my favorite.
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“Fuck you!” I glare at him. Underneath this anger there is a 
hunger. Dr. Yvonne used to say that sort of thing was a ‘physical 
memory.’ 

‘The body is just used to it,’ she would say. ‘There is no real, 
organic desire to eat human flesh.’

I hope I only want to kill Dr. Jacobi, not eat him. I’m not sure 
what kind of a person that makes me. 

“Now, now, now,” Conrad intercedes again, “you don’t have 
anything to worry about, Billy. We’ll get it taken care of.”

“Really? Profine will take care of it?”
“We can clean up our own messes,” Dr. Jacobi says. His voice is 

so cold I can feel the temperature go down in the room. Nancy and 
Gerald both shiver.

“Oh yeah?” I ask. “You’re really good at that, aren’t you?”
Conrad raises his hands and smiles. “I’m going to need every-

one to calm down. “Pointing fingers and in-fighting isn’t going to 
help any of us.”

“What about my daughter?” Nancy asks. Her words are soft and 
scared with tears, but they are definitive enough to make us stop. I 
can’t make my eyes meet hers. No one seems to know what to say. 
Silence sets up shop in the office and brings with it a sense of uncer-
tainty. And they are getting to work. Uncertainty is a feeling I’m used 
to, but Conrad, Dr. Jacobi, and even Gerald seem more disturbed.

“We will,” Conrad says, breaking the silence with the surety I 
wish I possessed, “find her.”

“Good. So why are we here?” I ask, nodding toward Nancy who 
quickly turns away. “You told us what we have to do, so now can we 
just do it?”

“There is one more thing, Billy,” Conrad says through a sad sigh. 
It isn’t weak though. There is strength in his sigh, which reminds me 
to fear him. After all, who has a powerful sigh? 
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“What?” I can hear my voice rise an octave or two. Now that is a 
weak sound. That is the sound of a man who has been covering his 
fear with bravado for the past few minutes. It’s a noble act, at times, 
but to be sure, the one doing it eventually hits a wall. 

“The two of you are going to be formally charged with several 
crimes, not the least of which is murder.”

At these words, bloody tears stream down Nancy’s cheeks 
and a quick sob attacks her body. She shakes, trying and failing to 
suppress it.

I’m frozen. I’ve seen what our society does to criminal formers, 
especially ones accused of murder. I know Dr. Yvonne liked to tout 
all the amazing laws the world’s governments are passing these 
days. I also know the world’s governments are out of touch with 
the world’s people. If they weren’t, the Infection War never would 
have happened because governments would never have thought to 
pay Profine to create chemical and biological weapons to win wars. 
Because guess what? Most of us don’t fucking like wars. For that 
matter, corporations like Profine are to blame too. Shit, we’re all to 
blame because we all worked for these corporations before the war, 
we all voted the assholes into office that kept wanting to fight war 
after war after war … . Jesus, maybe the fact that we’ve basically 
fallen below the extinction threshold is a good thing. I mean, I can’t 
blame Profine for the riots the other day. There had to have been a 
better way for what’s left of mankind to react to that news … .

I can already feel the heat from the mob’s torches. I can hear 
them screaming and laughing as a blade saws through my shoulder. 
They like to keep formers alive as long as possible when murdering 
them and screaming at them, “Why? Why? Why? Why did you do 
it?” It’s especially disturbing when you consider that those doing 
the torturing already know the answer. We were doing it because 
we were infected. 
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Torture is a frightening and ugly way to beg the question.
“We are making arrangements with the local authorities to 

schedule a time for you to go to the police station, get arraigned, 
everything. Profine will post your bail and bring you back here as 
quickly as possible. Once here you will stay in this building and live 
life as you would any other time.”

“Any other time I would stay as far away from this building as 
possible most of the time.”

“Which is what got us into this mess in the first place,” Dr. Jacobi 
says.

“I’m the fucking victim here, asshole.” I stand again and look 
down at Dr. Jacobi. “Have you seen my face, my fucking bruises and 
cuts? I was almost killed. It’s you Profine dicks that caused this, 
started it all.”

“And ended it,” Dr. Jacobi snarls.
“Oh that’s right,” I say, spreading my arms wide and looking 

around the room. “The Infection War is over. How could I fucking 
forget?” I laugh and let my arms fall. I’m staring down at Jacobi 
again. “Maybe because that’s a lie too.”

Dr. Jacobi smiles. “Harlan James was killed and we have to deal 
with the repercussions, young man.” He faces Conrad. “This,” he 
begins, waving a hand in my direction, “is what I’m talking about.”

“What?” I ask.
“You’re angry, Billy. It’s an emotion, it’s a strong emotion. It 

reminds you you’re really alive. You’re holding onto it. We get it. But 
you can’t act this way in the public eye,” Conrad says. “I will have 
trouble defending you as it is. If there were feeds recording you act 
like this … .”

“Fuck.” I run my hands through my hair and notice how greasy 
it is. “I need a shower.”

“Oh, you’ll be getting more than a shower, my good man.” 
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Conrad stretches his long arms and claps, happy for the change of 
subject. “You’re getting a makeover before any of this begins.”

“That seems like a bad use of resources at a time like this,” I say.
“The more things change, the more they stay the same.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You still have to look good for the cameras, Billy,” Gerald says.
“Like you, Gerald? Don’t you need another skin treatment?”
“Billy—”
“We came here to discuss how I’m supposed to behave and 

look?”
“And what is going to happen to you.”
“What is?” Nancy asks as she wipes her cheeks and pulls away 

a red tissue.
“We don’t know yet,” Conrad says. “Aside from being charged, 

we simply don’t know. However, it is my job to make sure you receive 
no jail time.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that. If we’re convicted you think we’ll 
go to jail?” I ask.

Conrad ignores me and plows ahead. “I know it wasn’t premed-
itated murder. I know it was an act of defense. There is evidence 
of you, Billy—bloodied and battered—running through the gates 
on the night in question. There is circumstantial evidence that tells 
us this Harlan James character was in fact a member of The Cure, 
despite what the newsfeeds say.” He clasps his hands together and 
studies Nancy and me for a moment of faux solemnity then smiles. 
“I am going to make sure you two do not go to prison.”

“What about Profine? When are you going to find time to fix 
your little PR problem while you’re taking care of us?”

He shrugs. “I’m working on that as well. Though the riots caused 
quite a panic, Profine has very little to worry about. Honestly, it’s too 
big to fail right now.”
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“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”
Conrad nods and places a hand on my shoulder. “You’re smarter 

than you look, Billy. And you’re correct. It does seem asinine that 
the corporation that literally caused billions of deaths worldwide, 
gave birth to a brand new bigotry, and is obviously guilty of gross 
mismanagement as well as fraud will, as best as I can tell, make it 
through this relatively unscathed. But you and Nancy … .” He sighs, 
shaking his head. “It is the world we live in.”

“Fuck.”
“It doesn’t seem fair, does it?”
I laugh and Nancy releases another quick sob. Gerald offers her 

some tissue. I look out the window and see the cross on top of the 
church. Oddly, it doesn’t look like it was touched in the riots.

“Now,” Conrad says, “let’s get you two up to your apartment and 
get this whole thing started shall we?”

<> <> <>

Gerald escorts Nancy and me to an apartment on the top floor. We 
avoid passing anyone else by taking back hallways and personnel 
passages. When we reach the top floor I’m gifted with the serene 
view of grey dappled walls and a matching thin carpet. It is supposed 
to be peaceful. I remember the video they showed me that first day 
they let me out of the holding area, when I was first cured. There 
were these two happy people in an ambiguous relationship talking 
about how great these apartments were, how amazing it was to be 
healthy again. They were all smiles and touching and they almost 
seemed sincere. It was the red eyes that showed their sadness 
though. Who knew red was a sad color? My whole life I assumed 
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seeing people with red eyes would have been terrifying. It wasn’t 
though. It isn’t. It’s just sad.

“Follow me,” Gerald says and leads the way down the hall.
“This is strange,” I say.
He looks back. “What?”
“You showing us around. You haven’t even been here for 

months.”
He shrugs. “It is what it is.” He stops us before a door at the end 

of the hall and opens it by punching in a passcode on a small screen 
on the wall. “Well, here we are.”

“Wait. There’s only one?” I ask.
“What do you mean?” Gerald replies.
“Aren’t there two apartments? I mean, there are two of us.”
Gerald reaches out his hand and touches my shoulder. “Did you 

really think it was going to be that easy? You two would just go your 
separate ways?”

I shrug now, it is an awkward thing. “I just thought we’d have to. 
I thought that was what Nancy wanted.”

“It is,” she says, rubbing her nose next to me.
“Sorry guys, you are living together from now on. Or at least 

until Jacobi and Conrad think it’s okay for you not to.”
“Why didn’t they tell us this when we were meeting?”
“They’re still working on all the little pieces of the plan. It 

probably slipped their minds. They did say something about you 
two being together, right? This is that. Just pretend you’re a happy 
couple now, okay?”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”
“Doesn’t it?” Gerald asks. He turns his back to me and looks on 

our new apartment. “Do you remember staying in these places right 
after you were cured?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “Kind of.”
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“You were drunk a lot, so it wouldn’t surprise me if you didn’t. 
How did you even get it in here?” he almost laughs.

“Old Joe,” I answer, slipping back into a normal conversation for 
a moment before I remember I really dislike Gerald now.

“That’s right. I got it from him too. You know Profine looked the 
other way when we were doing that, right?” He is all conspiratorial 
now, like we’re buddies sharing a funny secret. Fuck that.

“Okay,” I say, deadpanning him with my look and my voice.
“Look,” he says and takes a deep breath, “this is part of Conrad’s 

plans to get you two to look like the victims. A grieving, apologetic 
couple is a very sympathetic thing. People will come to your side 
just because you’re together. You know, in times like these, love can 
make people do strange things, even fake love.”

“Especially fake love,” Nancy says. Her voice echoes in the 
entranceway. 

 “Yes, well … .” Gerald trails off as he opens the door. He clasps 
his hands and rocks on the balls of his feet, all awkward nervous-
ness. “Anyway, if you two are in love then Nancy murdering that man 
seems more sympathetic because he was attacking you.”

“To people who still think we’re humans,” Nancy says.
“There’s that,” Gerald replies. “But this is something. And trust 

me, Conrad knows what he’s talking about. It’s because of him there 
are so many laws protecting us right now. It’s because of him The 
Cure aren’t allowed to wear their stupid masks in public anymore.”

I look toward the window and try to point but my arm is weak 
and stops halfway there, hanging limply at my side. “They were 
allowed to wear them the other night.”

“Just look happy,” Gerald says as he motions for us to follow him 
down the plain, white hall toward the plain white living room. “Also, 
be prepared. There are a couple of girls coming up to take care of 
your …” he gives us the once over and I can see a distinct look of 
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distaste in his eyes, “… appearance.”
Then he is gone and Nancy and I are left alone. I am staring at 

her, trying to force her with my mind to look back. But she doesn’t. 
Instead, she keeps her head hung low and her eyes glued to the 
carpet. All I can see is dark hair hanging around her face in strands 
like tattered blinds. The moments transform into something else, 
something heavy, forcing us down. Time is becoming a heavy thing 
while we stand here, me trying to come up with some words, any 
words and Nancy … I have no idea what Nancy is thinking. 

She looks like a painting from a long time ago. With her right 
arm crossed over her chest and her hand clenching her left arm, 
I feel like it’s a pose. She must be doing this intentionally. Despite 
how tattered and filthy she looks, she’s still pretty. This image is 
something an artist would paint. It’s beautiful and sad. It’s life.

Nancy’s shoulders hunch lower. She shivers and the painted 
image is gone.

“Nancy, I didn’t mean for any of this—”
“Shut up, Billy.” Her voice takes me back to our night together. 

It’s strong. But it’s a flash. I feel like she was strong once and that’s 
what makes her current condition so sad. I have no idea how she 
was infected—we were never allowed to talk about that during our 
group sessions—but if I had to guess, I’d say she did something 
brave.

I leave her, partly for her sake, mostly for my own. I make my 
way down another hall toward the bedrooms. The apartment is well 
furnished with all the latest in technological comforts but the white 
walls and sterile furniture give it a hygienic appearance that irks 
me. I remember from when I was here before that white is supposed 
to be calming, as are the soft browns and muted blues that make up 
the décor in this place. The lighter shades reflect sunshine through 
the large windows and allows it to bounce around the apartment, 
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keeping it brighter and warmer than life had been since I was infect-
ed. I never liked it. As soon as I could get my own house I did, though 
the décor in the houses on the compound is pretty much the same 
as the décor in the apartments. I touch the smooth wall and run my 
hand down its surface as I inch toward the master bedroom. I stop 
in front of a painting of the ocean on a sunny day, studying it. 

“Jesus,” I say as I run my finger over the painted waves. This 
painting looks alive and the only things in it are sky and water. A 
painting of sky and water is more alive than I am. That can’t be true 
though I’m here. I’m thinking these thoughts. I’m feeling something. 
I am alive.

A tear springs up in the corner of my eye. I wipe it away and 
enter the master bedroom.

I’m not going to take it. The least I can do is let Nancy have the 
bigger, more comfortable place to sleep. This is all my fault after all. 
But I want to look out the window. If this place is set up like my old 
apartment was, the master bedroom window looks out over POC 
better than the one in Dr. Yvonne’s—Dr. Jacobi’s—office. Better, even 
than the one in the living room. I’ll be able to see all the destruction.

It’s been days since the riots and there is listless smoke flowing 
into the slate sky in long, disjointed tendrils from the wreckage. 
There are soldiers everywhere, dead bodies covered in blankets as 
well. It looks like the wall withstood most of the destruction though. 
The protesters must have just rushed through gates they somehow 
opened. I don’t know and I don’t care. I can see my house from here. 
Ironically, it’s fine too—just like the church. I laugh and close the 
curtains. Looking at this doesn’t help me right now.

“Excuse me, Billy?” A woman’s voice sounds from the hallway. 
“Nancy said you were down this way.”

“I’m in here,” I say.
Alexis from my group enters with a suitcase. She’s young, 
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younger than me anyway, in her mid-to-late-20s and looks happy, 
as happy as any of us could possibly look after the past few days … 
years. 

“Hi Billy, I’m here to make you look more … presentable.”
I laugh at that, only this laugh is not without some happiness 

hidden behind the irony. The way Alexis smiles, as though this 
hasn’t been some of the shittiest few days POC has ever witnessed, 
makes it difficult not to be a little happy. “Presentable, Alexis? You’ve 
known me long enough to know that’s easier said than done,” I say.

Her smile widens and though she has a scar on her cheek where 
she was bitten, she’s attractive. “Well, there are going to be lots of 
cameras on you for the foreseeable future. So I have to do my best.”

“And you know how to make people look good.” I nod. “I didn’t 
know that.”

She places the suitcase on the bed. “Well, Dr. Y. never really let 
us talk about stuff like that at our group meetings.”

“Yeah …”
“Anyway, I’ve been doing it for a long time now. Since I’ve been 

working for Joe—”
I sigh. “I’m sorry. You know, about what happened there.”
She shakes her head, looking down at her case and opening it. 

“It was nothing. Joe told me they just came in and escorted everyone 
out. You probably actually saved them,” she says. “I don’t believe 
anything the newsfeeds say about this, about you. I’ve known Nancy 
outside of group for a long time and she wouldn’t just kill someone.”

“That’s awfully naïve,” I say. “We’ve all done that.”
She looks me directly in the eye and the warmth she had been 

producing vanishes. “You know the infection did that, Billy. Don’t 
start sounding like them … please.” She purses her lips and shakes 
her head. “Anyway, it’s true though, isn’t it? About Nancy I mean. She 
wouldn’t hurt a fly.”
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“I guess so. Not without good reason.”
“Well, let’s get you cleaned up then, shall we?”
I step up next to her and peer into her suitcase. Inside is more 

equipment for making a person pretty than I’ve ever seen. Every-
thing from hairbrushes to makeup to new clothes and various 
instruments and ointments of beauty I couldn’t name if I had to.

“Wow,” I say, reaching for the brush.
She slaps my hand away and gently shoves my chest. “You aren’t 

allowed to touch any of this, Billy. At least not until after you’ve 
showered.”

“What?”
“The bathroom is that way.” She points down the hall. “I’ll set 

up,” she says as I leave the room.
The bathroom door is closed but I open it without knocking. 

Why would I? I guess it’s an old habit from having lived alone for a 
few years. Or it could be that since we had only been in the apart-
ment for a few minutes, I thought no one would be in there. More 
likely though, there is a secret part of me hoping Nancy would be in 
there, naked.

And she is. Totally naked. In the bathroom’s soft light her pale 
body looks almost angelic. My mouth hangs open as I take in as 
much of her as I can. The other night, when we had sex, she had kept 
the lights off and I was forced to follow the lines of her body with my 
hands more than my eyes. I saw only what the moon would allow. 
Though it was nice, there is something about seeing her in the full 
light that makes me want her even more, even with her bite marks 
and white, white skin.

That is until she shrieks, “Billy get out!” and slams the door in 
my face.

“Sorry,” I say from the hallway.
In the living room, Darlene, who must have come to make Nancy 
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look more presentable, is laughing. “She said you were an idiot!”
“Darlene, are you being a bitch?” Alexis call from the bedroom.
“Oh no,” Darlene replies after an obnoxious snort, “but Billy 

here is being a fool.”
“That’s what men are,” Alexis says.
“Fools,” I say.
“Go across the hall,” Darlene says. “The apartment over there is 

unlocked. Use that shower.”

<> <> <>

The both of us are showered and cleaned quickly and the girls get 
to work. It isn’t long before I don’t recognize the man in the mirror. 
And yes, Michael Jackson’s song of the same name inexplicably rings 
through my head. My hair has been trimmed and cut in such a way 
so that it looks like I intentionally keep it messy and my clothes fit 
better than the things I had on before. My five o’clock shadow is 
gone and my nails are trimmed. Even the bruises and cuts on my 
face from the other night seem lighter now, less severe.

“I look … lame,” I say to the mirror and the girls behind me 
giggle. Even Nancy smiles. I can see it in her reflection in the mirror 
on the opposite side of the living room. “Like I should be in a boy 
band.” She only looks more beautiful, even with her eyes perpetual-
ly turned away from me, or maybe because of it. 

“That’s what you’re supposed to look like,” Darlene says. 
“Harmless.”

“I think you’re hot,” Alexis adds. “In a metro sort of way.”
Nancy, looking away from her reflection into the empty fire-

place now, raises her head at that comment and her eyes shoot my 
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way.
“What do you think?” I ask, nervously.
“You’ll make quite the poster boy,” she says.
“And you’ll make quite the poster girl,” I reply. “I almost feel like 

I’m not a former when I look in the mirror.”
“Wish I could say the same,” Nancy says and the room falls 

silent.
A few minutes later Darlene and Alexis gather up their equip-

ment and bid us awkward goodbyes.
Then they’re gone and Nancy and I are alone together and the 

quiet eats us.
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Chapter Nine
__________
Monsters

“I’m going to be sick,” I say, looking out the Marine Hummer’s 
window as we creep through POC in the late morning sunshine. 
We’re passing the church now at an even six miles per hour. There 
is so much destruction scattered about the streets, it is as fast as we 
can move. Even after two week’s worth of cleaning and reconstruc-
tion, the damage is everywhere. Well, not at the church. I can feel it 
mocking me with its structural integrity. Many of the houses are fine 
too. I guess I’m a man of hyperbole. 

Many people are dead though, so there’s that. And a lot of POC 
has been destroyed. Other compounds around the world too, if the 
newsfeeds can be believed. At this point, why can’t they? Nothing 
people like better than watching a hero fall. Profine was a hero of 
sorts. It gave the world Tetdat and created us … . This is too compli-
cated for me to wrap my brain around.

And it’s so cold in here.
Then there’s the church with its phallic cross standing, 

untouched, at its apex. A few formers mill around it. Some of them 
look as though they are trying to clean up messes. It’s fascinating 
how much garbage a full-on riot creates. They’re surrounded by 
armed Marines not helping at all. I wonder if any of them, formers 
and soldiers alike, are seriously considering visiting God in that 
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church. I know there are a few other houses of worship scattered 
across POC— one for the few Muslims here, another for some Asian 
pseudo-philosophical-religion I’d never really heard about until the 
Infection War. Apparently there is at least one adherent at POC.

But where the fuck is God, really? I ask myself a question I can’t 
answer. I have a lot of those.

Conrad reaches one hand back and places it on my shoulder, 
staring at me from behind those disturbing glasses that show me 
more about myself than I want to know. “Nothing will happen to 
you,” he says. “We’ve got the roads manned by more Marines than 
we need.”

I have to laugh at that. “If nothing was happening to me, I’d be 
back home in Oakview with my wife and dog, working a nine-to-five 
grind and drinking a few beers every night until I die. If nothing was 
happening to me I’d be living out a happy, peaceful life in obscuri-
ty and occasionally driving into Omaha or Lincoln to go to a fancy 
restaurant or catch a movie. If nothing was happening to me— ”

“You know what I mean,” Conrad interrupts, his voice as cold as 
me. “We can’t have the world seeing you this negative, Billy.”

The driver laughs now then does a piss poor job of covering it 
by clearing his throat.

“How can you be sure?” Nancy asks from the backseat next to 
me. She’s wearing a simple blue sundress and matching insulated 
leggings and exudes innocence and wholesomeness. I’m wearing an 
itchy suit. We’re both trying our best to look like everyone else wants 
to look, to look like the normal order of things has been restored. I’m 
failing. She’s succeeding, even with her pale skin. Alexis and Darlene 
told us we would need a few days to get used to our new looks, for 
our bodies to ‘become acclimated to being gorgeous’ or some such 
shit one of them said. I’m not sure if my body has ‘acclimated’ yet. I 
don’t think it ever will, not since the infection.
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“Well, we can’t be sure of anything, can we?” Conrad asks. Then 
barges over our responding questions, “That said, I assure you, it 
would take an act of God for any harm to befall either of you today.”

I laugh. “‘God,’” I mock. “God’s not here, Conrad.” I lean my head 
back on the headrest and stare at the brown ceiling. “I’m sick, not 
scared,” I bark, though I don’t know why the machismo is emerging 
right now. I am scared. “I’m sick of all this.” I point out the tinted 
window at the destruction scattered over POC. “I’m angry because 
Nancy and I are on trial when a mob of lunatics started a riot and 
killed … I don’t even know how many people.”

“The initial estimates may have been exaggerated. Final 
numbers are coming in today and it is more like 300-700 in the 
Omaha area.”

“Well, that makes me feel better. Only 700 people were killed 
here. Hey, how many innocent people do you think died when they 
dropped nuclear bombs on New York and London?” I lean toward 
Conrad, ignoring my own pale reflection looking back at me from 
those glasses. “ And who is responsible for those? And does that 
number include formers?”

“This isn’t the time for this discussion, Billy.”
“When will it be?”
Conrad sighs. “I don’t know, Billy, I don’t know,” he says, and 

turns away.
I face Nancy, in the seat next to me, but miles away. “How does 

that make you feel?” I ask.
We’ve been living together in that damn apartment for almost 

two weeks now and I’ve hated every second. She’s like a ghost flit-
ting this way and that and bringing coldness with her. She won’t 
speak to me. She won’t even look my way. This, in fact, is the most 
I’ve talked to her since the day we moved in and received our make-
overs. I’ve spent a lot of time watching the newsfeeds and feeling 
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sorry for myself and frightened for the future. When I haven’t been 
doing that, I’ve been staring out the windows or standing on the 
roof, watching as POC slowly rebuilds itself. Soldiers scuttling here 
and there catch my eye. So do the formers walking about, some of 
them lifting and piling bodies and debris. It looks like everyone is 
in a frightened haze. Even though there are Marines manning the 
watchtowers these days, with rifles and automatic weapons, it 
doesn’t look safe. Even though they’ve charged the wall with some 
sort of super-electricity, it doesn’t feel safe. Even though I’m stuck 
in a posh apartment while everyone else is out there, working, 
rebuilding, surviving, I know I’m not safe.

“Let it go, Billy,” Conrad says, forcing me out of my negative 
reverie. “We are doing what we can by bringing you and Nancy to 
the police. We are doing what we’re supposed to be doing, coop-
erating. It has to be this way.” There is anger in his voice below the 
kindness. It’s something stern and hard to ignore, like a bulldoz-
er inching across gravel. It’s probably the voice he uses when he 
badgers a witness in a courtroom. It’s probably the voice that has 
gotten us formers so many rights.

I still don’t like him … or this. “God, it’s fucking cold here. Can 
someone turn up the heat?”

Conrad nods to the driver as we near the gate. Though the 
Hummer we’re in is reinforced with steel and has bulletproof tinted 
windows to hide us and keep us safe, I’m still unnerved at the rush 
of voices as the gate swings open. I can’t make anything out due to 
sound dampeners on the Hummer, but I can feel the rage breaking 
through.

“Okay,” I say, “this is a little scary.” There are so many angry 
people here, all with the same thoughts about us, the same misguid-
ed concepts about what we are. And those soldiers, with their stoic 
faces and pressed green uniforms, white helmets, and bayonets 
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at their sides, holding the protesters back, aren’t as reassuring as 
Conrad would like them to be. Even with barricades on the curbs 
and some soldiers positioned in Jeeps complete with gun turrets 
that shoot rubber bullets (they wouldn’t use real bullets on humans 
after all—even those bent on killing all formers), I don’t feel safe.

Our drive through Omaha is a slow one. You’d think the govern-
ment would be doing something more about these protesters—
everywhere now, not just surrounding POC—still walking around 
with their signs and their hate and a few of them even have the 
masks still. What happened to that law? All it looks like the govern-
ment is doing is keeping them off the actual streets. The sidewalks 
are lined with them, even a few buildings are topped with them, like 
terrifying candles on a crumbling hate cake. I guess we’ve come a 
long way from the days when governments across the world could 
execute coordinated missile drops on highly infected areas. 

Why am I remembering this right now? Why can I see the 
explosions in my head. Why can I feel that all-encompassing knowl-
edge that it won’t work even though the man on the radio is ecstatic 
about the bombs. I can still hear him screaming in garbled radio 
waves, ‘This is the beginning of the end of the war, people! Finally 
someone has the balls to take the nuclear option! And of course it’s 
America!’ And of course it failed and ended up causing more harm 
than good.

“These people aren’t causing any harm,” Conrad says, snatching 
me from my thoughts. “They’re simply practicing their civil right 
to protest things they dislike. There is nothing the Marines or the 
police can do as long as they don’t get violent and do not impede the 
day-to-day functions of society.”

“They’re ‘not causing any harm?’ That’s bullshit. Didn’t they all 
get seriously violent the other day? Also, how the hell is this mass 
of hate not impeding activity? It’s impeding our activity right now! 
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We’re going like five miles an hour!” I can hear my voice rising as I 
speak, feel my pulse pounding. It feels good. I’m out of breath when 
I’m done, my face flushed with what warmth I’m able to feel. I may 
even be sweating a little. This is being alive and this is … good.

“You know what they say?” Conrad smiles. He doesn’t look at 
me this time. 

He faces forward, but I can see his reflection in the rearview 
mirror. I can see my reflection in the reflection of his sunglasses’ 
reflection too. This is a disturbing little rabbit hole I don’t want to 
venture down so I turn away and close my eyes.

“No I don’t, Conrad. Tell me.”
“One thing at a time. Tomorrow is another day.”
A pit as large as the planet grows in my stomach. “No it isn’t,” 

I say and lean back, my eyes still closed. I’m unable to look out the 
window, unable to look at Nancy. When I open my eyes, I find them 
drawn to my hands, palms up, in my lap. They’re so pale and weak. I 
study the life lines and notice they seem faded, as though God came 
down and erased them, but didn’t use a very good eraser. It ripped 
the surface a bit and didn’t totally remove the lines. Inexplicably I 
feel tears welling up. I curse myself under my breath for being like 
Nancy, for missing an old life I can only partially remember, for being 
scared, but mostly, for being alive when I should be dead. Then I 
curse everyone else for the same reason. Now that I am feeling alive, 
all I want is death.

“Somebody please turn up the fucking heat some more.”

<> <> <>

When we pull up to the city hall/police station there is a contingent 
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of Marines standing shoulder-to-shoulder on either side of a wide 
sidewalk. Past the sidewalk there are cement stairs leading up to a 
bank of doors that will take us inside the enemy’s bowels. On top 
of the old brick building I can see snipers and cameramen, aiming 
their weapons of choice my way. 

This is not a place I want to be. It looks as if this building was 
lifted from an old movie, from before the Infection War. The walls 
are clean, the windows crisp, and the towering columns lining the 
top of the stairs remind me of the city hall from Back to the Future. I 
wish Michael J. Fox was here with Huey Lewis and ZZ Top to save us. 
But they’re all dead and I want a new drug.

Some of the people on the police force or running Omaha were 
probably a part of the riot the other night. Some of them probably 
had friends die during it. Some of them probably killed formers. 
Looking at the soldiers in all their uniformed glory, I also wonder 
how keen these guys really are on Nancy and me being treated like 
humans.

Everywhere, there is an enemy.
The Hummer idles and the crowd’s roar grows louder. A brick 

hits the window and all of us jump.
“Oh God,” Nancy says.
I reach for her but stop short of touching her shoulder and let 

my arm fall.
“All right,” Conrad says, turning around and showing us that 

gleaming white smile, “you two ready?”
“No,” I say.
Nancy doesn’t reply.
“We have to go anyway. Once I open these doors it’s going to be 

cold and nothing will be muffled. You are not going to like what you 
hear, do you understand?”

I nod. “I’ve heard it before.”
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“Nancy?” he asks.
She looks at him and I wonder if she will ever run out of tears. 

“I understand,” she says.
“Good. Put on your coat. You haven’t been outside in a long 

while. If you thought the garage where this thing was parked was 
cold, this weather will shock you. It may be sunny out here but fall 
is quickly becoming winter. And for God’s sake, both of you, put on 
your sunglasses. We cannot show them your eyes.”

“Bad PR,” I joke.
Nancy picks up a fluffy beige parka from the floor and wraps it 

around her frame. Once the hood is up, she disappears and I want to 
disappear with her. My coat isn’t as big though. Conrad mentioned 
earlier that I had to look stronger or some shit. That means suffer-
ing the cold weather with a little more strength than my feminine 
counterpart. 

Oh society, will you ever change?
“Don’t forget to hold hands when you step out. Here we go.” 

Conrad opens his door and a wave of anger rushes us. Before I can 
make out any specific words, Conrad steps out, the door closes, and 
we’re left in silence, both of us shivering.

I reach for a tissue dispenser between us and pull one out, 
handing it to Nancy. “Here,” I say. She hands me the sunglasses that 
were resting in the pouch in front of her seat.

I put them on. Then my door opens and the full breadth of what 
is going on outside charges into the Hummer again. It’s a garbled 
message of hate that should feel hot but instead feels frigid.

“Kill them!” bounds out of the mess of voices over and over 
again.

I think I hear, “Devil’s Children!” as well.
Also, “Zex for president!”
I’m not even sure the United States has a president right now. 
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Despite what politicians and news anchors would tell us, I’m not 
even sure there is a United States right now.

There are people shouting about Profine being Satan’s busi-
ness (or some other great evil’s, I don’t recognize all the names). 
There are people shouting about how Profine runs the government 
now and that’s why we won’t be getting into any trouble for killing 
Harlan James. I try not to look at them, but I can’t help it. I’m drawn 
to their faces. Some are gaunt. Though they survived the Infection 
War physically; it’s obvious they didn’t mentally. Most of them have 
the red cheeks of a body striving to stay warm in the cold autumn 
air. Their eyes gleam, hungry— like mine once were— for someone 
else’s life … for my life. I don’t even read their signs.

For a moment I can’t move. It’s shock more than anything. There 
is so much hate here, condensed and centralized and targeted at me. 
I can’t handle it. I feel a kinship with Ruby Bridges and have to smile 
at the ridiculousness of it all. I am a middle-aged white man in the 
21st century and I have more in common with a little black girl from 
the 1950s than I do with anyone here … except Nancy.

“Come on, Billy,” Conrad says, motioning me forward with his 
cane.

I shake myself out of this shock and follow him. Nancy is hold-
ing my hand but I feel as if I am dragging her along. I don’t know 
how our hands found each other but I’m not letting go. There is so 
much noise and it is so cold out here that I’m losing what little focus 
I can piece together. Her tiny, slim hand is helping me keep it. I shake 
my head, trying to clear my thoughts. I focus on Conrad’s lanky body 
moving ahead of us, shutting out all the screams and protests.

I do such a good job of focusing on Conrad’s black suit and the 
way his cane knocks on the cement that I don’t notice the marine 
twitching as we near him. When we are walking past, to my eyes he 
looks like all the others. He is a young man with a buzz cut and the 
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generic green military uniform of the United States’ one and only 
surviving armed force: the Marines. There is nothing special about 
this one with his dark eyes and expressionless face. It is in their 
training to be like this, to be neutral. It was a conditioning they all 
went through when the government decided to fold all the armed 
forces into one great power to defeat the infected.

None of this is important though as he pounces from his spot 
guarding the sidewalk and lashes out with a bayonet meant to kill. 
It is coming down on me and the shock of my imminent death is 
registering when there is a soft clanging sound and Conrad’s cane 
hovers in the air above me, stopping the soldier’s weapon.

If he had opted to shoot me, I’d be dead.
I’d be dead.
For real. It’s just like the night with Harlan James. And just like 

the night with Harlan James, someone else saves me.
I feel piss trying to force its way out. “Fuck!” I yell but no one 

hears me over the shouting and amplified panic as Marines swoop 
in to take down one of their own.

Conrad snaps his cane up and whacks the soldier’s face. “Some-
one isn’t doing his job very well,” he yells over the rumbling crowd, 
then he turns to me. “Run. This is going to get ugly.” He shoves us 
past him as some soldiers take care of their fallen compatriot and 
others try to calm the crowd with tear gas and mace. That should 
work … . 

The idea of taking orders from Conrad is a little less insulting 
than the idea of getting mauled by a crowd that fears and hates me 
for something I can’t control and/or something I didn’t do, so I grip 
Nancy’s hand tighter and we dash toward the doors. We’re pale 
faced and frightened and the sound of rushing water and bullets 
firing follows us in. As the doors swing shut behind us I think we 
may have a moment of calm, but this is where cameras start snap-
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ping in our faces. 
I’m glad we have these sunglasses now. I’m sure the photo-

graphs and film they’re getting will be on every newsfeed tonight. 
There are reporters everywhere, screaming insulting questions and 
reminding me we are living out the old cliché, from the fire into the 
frying pan.

“Mr. Dodge, Mr. Dodge, is it true that you want formers to take 
charge of the government?”

“Ms. Shellborne, what do you have to say about the charges 
against you?”

“Mr. Dodge, how do you feel the murder of Harlan James is any 
different than all the murders you committed while infected?”

“Is it true Profine is building an army of formers?”
The questions ring out, one after the other, some overlapping 

each other. The noise is everywhere, like a monster. Nancy’s mouth 
hangs open, dumb with fear. I shout, “No comment!” over and over 
the way Conrad told me, but it doesn’t stop the questions.

“Mr. Dodge, what is your take on Zex Starshine?”
“Ms. Shellborne, is what is being said about your husband and 

daughter true?”
I’m feeling almost heated with anger as the questions continue 

firing at us. I’m ready to pull my fist back and start punching, damn 
the consequences, when a hand grabs my shoulder. I try to shake it 
off, but the grip is too strong, so I spin around as best I can and find 
myself face-to-face with a grim-faced police officer.

“William Dodge and Nancy Shellborne?” he asks as though he 
doesn’t know, as though our faces haven’t been plastered across 
every newsfeed for the past few weeks, as though we’re complete 
strangers. He has a grey mustache and pudgy cheeks that stand out 
from the crowd and make him look like an angry walrus.

“Yes,” I reply and he moves like lightning, placing the two of us 
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in handcuffs before we can object. A few more of his fellow officers 
find their way out of the field of reporters and photographers, and 
yank us down a hall and away from the commotion. We’re shoved 
into a small, grey brick room that reminds me a little too much of 
the one I woke up in a couple weeks ago, our handcuffs are removed, 
and we’re locked in for ‘our own safety.’ There are no chairs, not 
even a table for interrogation like in one of those crime dramas my 
wife used to watch.

“This is fucked up,” I say, looking at the locked door and throw-
ing my sunglasses to the ground.

“We’re monsters to them, Billy,” Nancy says. “This is how soci-
ety treats monsters.” She takes her sunglasses off and tosses them 
aside.

“We’re not though,” I say, my mix of emotions gurgling out 
with my words. I feel like I’m whining. I feel like I’m everything I 
shouldn’t be. My heart beats fast and the chills get worse as I run my 
hands through my hair and pace.

“Billy, you’re scaring me,” Nancy says as I smash one of my 
palms on the brick.

“What? Me?” I throw up my arms. “I haven’t tried to kill anybody! 
I haven’t yelled obscenities at you! How the hell am I scaring you?” 
My voice gets louder as I approach her. “What about them?”

She cringes. I stop.
“We’re monsters,” she says.
“We’re not.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure!” I shout. “We’re alive just like them! And a second 

ago we could’ve been dead—really dead!”
She cringes again and steps back, leaning against the wall. “The 

brick is warm,” she says and slides down to sit on the cement floor. 
“Did you hear what one of them said about my husband and daugh-
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ter? He asked if it was true. You’ve been watching the newsfeeds. If 
what is true, Billy?”

I rub my hands over my face. “Nancy … .”
She shakes her head. “Don’t. Don’t tell me what you know. Look 

at us. We’re both lying right now, dressed like this. We’re wearing 
masks for Profine. They think we’re monsters too.”

“You mean the makeup and clothes?” I’m breathing heavy and 
shaking.

Nancy chuckles. “I think I’m a monster too, Billy. You know as 
well as I do that if whatever happened to us didn’t affect Profine, 
they wouldn’t be taking care of us.”

“Conrad said Profine would be fine.”
“You don’t believe him?” Nancy asks. 
“I don’t know what to believe.”
“But really, making sure the two of us aren’t convicted of 

anything is in Profine’s best interests, isn’t it? That’s the only reason 
they’re helping. Otherwise we’d be on the chopping block already.”

I walk over and lean against the wall next to her. I like the 
warmth coming out of the wall, so I slide down and wrap my arms 
around my legs. “Why does everybody hate us?”

She sniggers. “If you have to ask you really haven’t been paying 
any attention to the world.”

I rest my forehead on my arms. “This feels like one of those 
meetings with Dr. Yvonne.”

“Not enough people here.”
“Yeah, but—except for this wall—it’s cold as shit.”
There is silence now for a long time as we both ponder what-

ever it is one ponders when about to be formally charged with a 
murder you didn’t commit. For me, it’s nothing. I’m trying to focus 
on nothing, trying to let it all go, at least for a few minutes. With 
Nancy talking to me, actually talking, I don’t want to say anything 
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too harsh or destructive. I want to let her lead. The last time she led 
me for any significant stretch, she saved my life … then had sex with 
me … . That would be nice.

“I’m sorry, Billy,” Nancy says.
“Sorry?” I raise my head and face her. She’s looking at me with 

those eyes, those large dark eyes that hold secrets and life and femi-
ninity and all things amazing below layers and layers of sadness.

“If I hadn’t hit that man with the brick we wouldn’t be in this 
situation.”

“I’d be dead if you hadn’t done that.”
“Is that so bad?” she asks and the sincerity in her words is so 

strong I know I’m going to have to keep an eye on her, at least when 
I’m not keeping an eye on myself.

“I don’t know,” I say, with just as much sincerity.
Before our conversation can continue, the door swings open 

and two more police officers, carrying a large briefcase, chairs and a 
small table, walk into the room. Conrad follows. One of the officers 
opens the case and starts setting up an impromptu fingerprinting 
kit. I look in his case and see a tablet, small printer, and several 
forms I’m sure we’ll be filling out together.

Society died.
Bureaucracy lives on.
The other officer clears his throat. “You get no Miranda rights,” 

he says, “being formers and all. However, I do have to read you the 
list of charges.” He clears his throat once more while Nancy and I 
stare.

“Okay,” he continues, “the first charge is first degree murder. 
Also, inciting a riot. We’re charging you with trespassing on public 
property too.”

“What?”
“Formers aren’t supposed to be off their compound after dark 
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without expressed written permission from a professional doctor 
and judge. Also, you’re supposed to have an escort no matter what. 
You were trespassing.”

“Fuck.”
“Billy … .” Conrad gently motions for me to stop.
The cop continues. “Leaving the scene of a crime, lewd and 

lascivious behavior—”
“What?”
“You two were spotted being … intimate … after Harlan James 

was murdered. There are cameras … here and there … .”
Nancy gasps.
“You’ve got to be kidding me. We kissed a little. How is that 

lascivious?”
“That’s none of our concern right now, Billy,” Conrad interjects. 

“There’s more.” He faces the cop. “Officer?”
“Theft as well.”
“Theft?”
“You stole one of the guard’s passcards to get out of the 

compound.”
“I gave it back.”
“He wouldn’t press charges, Profine wouldn’t,” Nancy adds.
“He can’t. He’s dead. And you’re right about Profine. But the 

state can press charges when it comes to formers and matters such 
as this. You may almost be on equal footing with humans, but not 
quite.”

The other officer looks over his shoulder at us. “I’m ready.”
He takes our prints and our mug shots with his tablet. We’re 

forced to fill out information from the tablet, from the printouts, 
from the files he’s brought with him. It’s a never ending process that 
deadens my adrenaline from almost being murdered earlier and 
makes me wonder if this is what it felt like when I was infected—
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this horrible monotonous shit. 
Eventually, it’s all done and we’re escorted down another long, 

brick hallway and split up.
“Wait,” I object, “we’re being charged together.”
Nancy says nothing but she looks at me for a fleeting moment 

and there might be hope in that look, maybe shock, maybe fear. 
She’s hard to read right now and I’ve never been good at reading 
people anyway.

“And you’ll be together at your arraignment,” the cop taking me 
down the hallway supplies.

Conrad, behind us, nods as my eyes catch his glasses. “It’s fine 
Billy. I’ll go with Nancy and get this taken care of quickly.”

“How quickly?” I ask as I’m being shoved away.
“You shouldn’t have to spend the night here,” he calls down 

after me as I’m escorted through a reinforced door into a dimly lit 
hall of mostly empty cells.

“Shouldn’t there be more people here?” I ask. “I mean, what 
with the riot and all.”

The cop shakes his head. “Nope. The soldiers took a few prison-
ers. We didn’t get any. I don’t know where they put ‘em but I know 
we didn’t get ‘em.”

“Weird.”
The cop shrugs. “Lots of weird things these days. Here’s your 

cell,” he says and opens a door before shoving me in. “You’ll have 
some company soon.” He adds and then disappears down the hall 
chuckling to himself.

<> <> <>
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I don’t know how much time passes in this dark, dry cell but when 
I’m left alone with my thoughts forever stretches on and does the 
impossible. Gets longer. I always want to go to the past. I want to 
hold my wife and stare into her eyes. I want to smell her hair and 
laugh with her. I want to hug my mom and pet my dog. I want to go 
to work at 9:00am every morning and come home at 5:00pm. I want 
weekends and baseball and cold beers on hot summer days. I want 
to feel alive again, really alive, not this falseness— this strange climb 
with no end. My memories are a garbled mess though. I can see and 
feel some things, others are gone from me. Dr. Yvonne always said 
they would return, all of them. And I have to admit, they are return-
ing, slowly. 

It’s more painful than I thought it would be.
“Too painful,” I say out loud to hear my voice more than 

anything. It’s drafty in here and the blanket on the bed where I’m 
sitting is weak. In fact, it might even be making me colder. This 
uncomfortable suit doesn’t help either. Even with the tie loosened, I 
feel double-trapped.

“What’s too painful?” a grizzly voice shouts from somewhere in 
the distance.

I don’t reply.
“I’m talking to you, boy.”
“Fuck you,” I say.
“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” the voice asks and there is a 

hint of sardonic glee in the words that layers my chills with more 
chills.

I don’t answer.
“Yeah, well …” the voice trails off but I hear a cell gate slide open 

and footsteps approaching.
My fingers start twitching. If some prisoner thinks he’s going to 

come in here and kill me, he’s got another thing coming. I’ve been 
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beaten up, drugged, shot at, and nearly sliced in half in the past few 
weeks. I’m not going to die in this damn suit. I think I can handle one 
overly masculine prisoner … until he appears.

He isn’t overly muscular; he is made of muscles. His head is 
shaved and his body is an intricate latticework of tattoos. There 
are naked ladies dancing on his biceps, shimmering green snakes 
slithering their way down his beefy chest, over his six-pack stomach 
toward his navel, and a few grim reapers with eyes like fire holding 
court on his shoulders. At the center of his chest, in tribal, mytho-
logical glory, is MjoInir, Thor the God of Thunder’s magic hammer. I 
can only imagine what he’s got on his back.

“Shit,” I whisper as I stand and take a few steps toward the bars 
separating us. I am, however, sure to maintain enough distance that 
he can’t reach in and grab me.

He laughs and I see missing teeth and a tongue that has been 
altered to look like a lizard’s. “I’m going to fucking eat you, boy.” His 
breath is like a shit furnace.

“Yeah?” I question. “You infected?” I’m trying to play it cool 
but inside I’m terrified. This man could eat me and would probably 
enjoy it. He might have done something like that to survive. I heard 
some stories of entire towns that went cannibalistic at the height of 
the Infection War … .

“No, I ain’t!” he yells, slamming his fists on his chest and show-
ing me the phrase FUCK YOU! on his knuckles. “I survived!” He leans 
in closer to show me the teardrop tattoos on his cheek. “That’s what 
I do.”

“In jail?” I ask. Why won’t I keep my mouth shut?
“In jail I’m king. Why do you think that pig let me be in here 

alone with you?”
“Because you run this place?” I ask, unable to hide the sarcasm 

in my voice. The man’s intelligence is clearly subpar, but he did 
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survive the Infection War without becoming one of us. So he’s got 
to have something going for him besides strength and cool tattoos. 
Which, naturally, makes me hate him.

“Wherever I’m at, I run it.”
A shiver shoots through me as I cross my arms, trying to look 

tough.
“You scared?”
“What are you going to do to me?” I ask. I’m not going to say 

I’m resigned to my fate. “Reach through the bars?” I may wonder if 
I deserve to be alive, but I know I don’t deserve to be killed by this 
guy … I don’t think … .

He grabs his chin as if thinking. “Well now I don’t rightly know.” 
He uses his other hand to scratch his shaved scalp, it sounds like 
sandpaper running across drywall. “There are a lot of pigs who 
want me to just fucking kill you bad.”

“Well,” I shrug, “I imagine that’s something you could do.”
He grins. “Damn right.” Then he takes both of his hands and 

places them on his hips. “The only thing is, I don’t like cops.”
“Me neither.”
“Maybe I should just help you break out.”
I take another step forward and look him in the eye, notice his 

dark orbs have something in them I haven’t seen in too many people 
that were never infected. Is it empathy? “Why would you do that?”

“Because fuck them, that’s why,” he says, pointing down the hall 
toward the main door to the holding cells. “You think I survived this 
shit so I could live in a world like this?”

“What?”
“I know I’m a monster man. I get it. When shit was really bad 

and I was doing some really bad things to survive, I figured out it’s 
just my lot in life to be a monster. I’ve accepted it.” He spreads his 
arms, spins slowly, and he speaks as though he is a king surveying 
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his land. I’m fascinated by the fact that there are no tattoos on his 
back. About halfway through his third spin he stops and points at 
me. “I know you’re not,” he says. “I watch the newsfeeds man. We 
can smell our own. You and that girl … you ain’t nothing like me and 
what they’re doing to you is … wrong.”

“Wow,” I say as I take another cautious step toward the bars, 
toward the man. 

“Hell yeah.”
He must be able to tell I’m not sure how to respond to this. 
“You’re not religious, are you?”
I shake my head.
He grins. “That’s all right, man. These fools in here are less than 

not religious. They don’t care … they don’t care about anything.”
“Does anybody anymore?” I ask.
“I do,” he says as he runs a loving hand over the hammer on his 

chest. “I care about helping you. The funny part is, it only took me 
a few minutes to convince these idiots I was going to kill you. It’s 
because they don’t believe in anything.”

“Wow,” I say.
He laughs at that. “It’s all a big joke man, a joke no one gets. 

Now let me help you out.” He reaches for the bars.
I take a step back. “I don’t know if I should … .”
“You a pussy?”
“Well, no … I don’t think so … . I mean, thanks and everything, 

but … .” I step closer and look down the hall. “It’s just I don’t want to 
run out on Nancy.”

“That girl on the feeds with you is here too?”
I nod.
“Where?”
“I don’t know.”
He steps back after a moment of … I don’t know … praying 
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maybe, then finally says, “I get it, brother,” before turning to walk 
away. “I’ll be here if you need me though. I’m just going to tell the 
pigs I fell asleep. I got a still in my toilet so they’ll think I was drunk 
… maybe I will even get drunk real quick. You know, just to make 
sure they think I really wanted to kill you. They might get mad at 
me but there isn’t anything else they can do to me.” He shrugs. “So 
whatever.”

“Why did you come over here if you didn’t want to kill me?”
He smiles and licks his lips with that creepy, creepy tongue. 

“Well now,” he says, “I wasn’t sure if I wanted to kill you or not until 
I saw you in person. Once I saw you and heard you talk, I knew 
you were one of the good ones. I can’t kill that, man. I can’t. Not 
anymore.” He turns away and walks toward the darkness of the hall.

“Thanks,” I say and watch him walk away. I thought he was a 
monster. He thinks he is a monster. Everyone out there who wants 
me dead—they’re monsters.

We’re all monsters.
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Chapter Ten
__________

The Arraignment

I’m standing in the itchy suit Profine gave me. I’m shivering and 
sweating as much as my unique physiology allows. Nancy is beside 
me, her pale, quiet face telling me everything I need to know about 
her mood. We’re not using the chairs behind us or the table in front 
of us. Conrad is a few paces ahead of us, staring up at a judge whose 
black robe matches his eyes. It’s been only a few hours since we 
were booked and charged and if I wasn’t so happy to be out of that 
lonely, creepy cell, I’d be pissed. I don’t know how any of this works 
and frankly I don’t care to know.

It smells like human misery in here, like stale sweat. The 
windows are tall and sparkling and the bars on the outside of the 
building cast frightening shadows upon us. The room is large and 
hollow. Where there should be benches filled with criminals, cops, 
and concerned citizens, there is only floor. Two Marines stand at the 
barred double doors, and another stands at the side exit. A bailiff 
in front of the judge’s bench glares at me with razor eyes. Across 
the room, sitting at his table and drinking a tall glass of water, is the 
man who will be prosecuting the two of us. He’s little, kind of pudgy, 
but seems pleasant. Naturally, this makes me hate him. Him and his 
sparkling blue eyes and almost-innocence.

“So this is the infamous William Dodge and his little girlfriend 
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Nancy Shellborne, is it?” When the judge speaks his jowls shake 
and he sounds as though he has a mouth full of marbles. His voice 
bounces around the mostly empty room. He’s Boss Nass from the 
worst Star Wars film ever made. Of course he is. Only things that 
suck survived the Infection War.

“Yes, sir,” Conrad nods as he speaks. “They have been nothing 
but cooperative and Profine has agreed to post their bail, whatever 
it is.”

“What are the charges?” he asks as if he doesn’t know. If they 
let us have a jury they’re going to have to go to the farthest fucking 
corners of the world to find someone who hasn’t heard about our 
case. Not that it matters. I don’t think formers are allowed juries. I 
know we’re not allowed grand juries. If someone thinks we commit-
ted a crime, then we’re charged. Then we’re found guilty. Then we’re 
executed. Boom. Done.

The prosecutor saddles up to Conrad and reads everything 
we’ve been charged with from an ink smudged file folder in his hot 
dog hands.

“Oh, oh!” The judge leans back in his throne and points his gavel 
at Conrad. “You think I should give these two bail? Wouldn’t it make 
more sense to lock them up with the proper authorities? There 
must be several citizens of our fair country that want to see these 
two … ‘people’ charged … and, let’s be honest, dead.”

“Sir,” the prosecutor raises his hand and takes a step toward 
the bench. “That is what we’re recommending. We want full custody 
until trial. We feel they would be safest if they were remanded to 
the state.”

“Do you?” the judge asks. He’s swiveling the gavel in his hand 
and hunching over like a frog playing with a dead dragonfly. “And 
what do you say to this, Mr. Conrad?”

“With all due respect,” Conrad says, nodding slightly to the 



FORMER 173

judge and then to the prosecutor. “I don’t think there is a prison 
on this planet where these two would be safe right now. There is a 
media storm surrounding them and what recently happened with 
Profine. In fact, Profine has received regular threats against these 
two since the news was released. We feel the safest place for them 
is with us.”

“Is that so?”
“Yes sir, it is.”
“Even after Profine was almost demolished a few weeks ago?”
“Again, with all due respect sir, ‘almost demolished’ is a bit of 

an exaggeration. And even if it weren’t, Dr. Leonard Jacobi has been 
overseeing the reconstruction effort himself and things are moving 
along nicely. We now have far better security measures, both to keep 
out those who would see my clients dead and to keep these two in.”

“Who is Dr. Leonard Jacobi?” the judge asks. His cheeks puffing 
up. Not knowing something pisses him off. That must be a horrible 
trait for a judge. “The name sounds familiar. Why have I heard it?”

“Dr. Jacobi took over for Dr. Yvonne. He’s a long time member of 
the Profine team.”

The judge raises an eyebrow. “Oh, is he?” he asks. “And did he 
have anything to do with the creation of this infection?”

“Not that it has anything to do with this particular case, sir,” 
Conrad says, jabbing the last few words like a sword into the fat 
judge’s belly, “but no, he did not have anything to do with the infec-
tion’s … creation.”

The judge glowers at Conrad. “I’ll decide what’s relevant in my 
courtroom, understand?”

Conrad nods. “I meant no disrespect, sir.”
“You do keep saying that.” The judge’s seat squeaks as he shifts 

his weight. “What about the death of Dr. Yvonne. I thought there was 
some rumbling of a murder charge with that as well.”
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Conrad raises his phone. “Dr. Joan Yvonne committed suicide. 
All the evidence you need is right here. May I approach the bench?”

The judge nods.
Conrad hands the phone to the judge who presses its face. We 

all listen and the judge watches as a security camera playback runs 
a recording of Dr. Yvonne shooting at me, then shooting herself just 
before the helicopters appear on the horizon. The sounds give me 
momentary nightmare memories and I cringe.

The judge shrugs. “Well,” he sighs, “I guess you can’t argue with 
that.” He looks at me, his eyes homing in on my fear. “Like hearing 
your own death, isn’t it?”

“Thank you sir,” Conrad says, taking his phone.
I don’t reply.
“And what do you two have to say for yourselves?” The judge 

points his gavel at Nancy and me.
“Me?” My stomach drops to the floor. My voice squeaks. I’m 

back in junior high, getting in trouble for fighting in gym class. 
Conrad told us we wouldn’t be addressed, that this judge didn’t like 
to speak directly to the accused.

“Anyone else in here being charged with a laundry list of 
crimes?”

I look around and shake my head. “I don’t think so.”
“Can you promise me you won’t run?”
“Yes we can,” Nancy put in. “Profine is searching for my daugh-

ter. I’m not going anywhere until she’s found.”
“You mean until your day in court, I assume?” He smiles through 

lips that look like they’d like to taste Nancy. Bile rises in the back of 
my throat and I wonder if this judge ever visited Old Joe’s.

“Yes, your Honor,” she replies, hanging her head again.
“Well, I’ve heard enough.” He pushes himself away from the 

bench and shouts out across the courtroom, “Parole is granted, bail 
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is set at $500,000 each and the accused may not leave the Profine 
Omaha Compound except for events related to their upcoming trial.”

He bangs the gavel and exits the room through a door behind 
the bench I couldn’t see before. Swift for such a large man.

Conrad ushers us out the side door, telling us to ignore the 
angry looks on the faces of the Marines and bailiff. We make our 
way down a secluded hall that reminds me a lot of the secret places 
inside Profine and my fear grows. It’s so strong a feeling, I wonder if 
this is it for me. I’m alive, sure, but I’m afraid all the time. Was I like 
this before the infection? Was anybody? Is everybody now? 

“That went better than I thought it would,” I say. I’m not sure if 
I believe that or if I am trying to convince myself this isn’t some sort 
of strange setup. The setup scenario seems likely after all … .

Conrad agrees as he steps ahead of us. “It did. The fact that 
money was no issue helped. Profine just agreed to pay city wages for 
the next few years and probably add extra shifts on wall building. I 
don’t know how much you know of the world economy right now, 
Billy, but frankly, it’s shit. So Profine’s money helps us quite a bit.”

“The more things change,” I say.
“However, someone is probably going to try and kill all three 

of us before we get to the Hummer. Chances are the judge probably 
had it planned from the beginning.” He pants through his words.

“What?” I ask.
Nancy stops moving.
“Did you really think this whole affair would be that easy? This 

is just the beginning kids.” He reaches for Nancy’s hand and tries to 
pull her along. “But we must keep moving. The longer we’re here, 
the more likely it is we will die. That must not happen. Now be quiet 
and follow me.”

“I can’t believe you’d bring us here when you knew … .” Nancy 
mumbles.
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“How much more difficult would it have been for us if you two 
were more terrified than you already are?” he asks.

We have nothing to say to that.
We make our way down a stairwell to a basement filled with 

pipes and darkness and steam. “Where are we?” I whisper.
“We’re in a sub-basement. I know someone who works down 

here. He said we could use his way out as an escape from any possi-
ble assassins.”

“I thought only famous people got assassins.”
Conrad looks back and smiles through the darkness. “You are 

famous, or rather, infamous.”
He leads us through twists and turns. Every sound makes me 

jump. Every breath I take feels like my last. My heart is pumping 
blood faster than when I was running from Gabe and Michael the 
other day, faster even than when The Cure was after me. I pull the tie 
loose on my neck. Nancy takes off the high heels Profine forced her 
to wear. Conrad creeps ahead in front of us. His tall frame crouched 
to avoid pipes.

“This is like something out of a horror movie,” I say.
“Don’t say that,” Nancy replies, taking my hand and squeezing. 

“I’m scared enough as it is.”
I squeeze back and feel a strangely warming comfort emanate 

from her cold, cold hand. Time moves faster.
“Now,” Conrad says, catching his breath as we near a door 

marked EXIT, “when I open the door there will be a series of stairs. 
At the top of those stairs, there is another door marked just like this 
one. It opens onto a back alley behind a few gates I have men watch-
ing. I’m going first. If there is any trouble I will shout ‘I’m alone’ 
and the two of you must run back the way we came. Or you’ll hear 
gunshots and you must run back the way we came. There are a few 
soldiers stationed outside the courtroom who I trust to help you.”
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“Okay,” I say. Nancy squeezes my hand again.
Conrad takes a deep breath and opens the door. When he does, 

a blinding light shoots down and I am only able to see his silhouette 
slip out the crack. Nancy is shaking at my side. I’m shaking at hers. 
The only thing we hear is the quiet humming of machinery operat-
ing this God-awful building. There is enough mechanical nonsense 
roaring down here I feel like it should be keeping me warm. It isn’t. 
Time slows down again and sweat slips out of my pores, easing its 
way down my body, making the suit itch even more. I hear Nancy 
gulp. I shake, rub my head, and return the squeeze to her hand. 
Time snails by us and every horror movie I’ve ever seen parades 
through my mind again and again. They’re on a loop, a neverending 
loop. We’re going to die down here, I think. A part of me hopes that 
thought will trigger some kind of action like it always does in those 
movies. But there’s nothing but the hum, like a fan on while I sleep. 
The stretch continues. 

Finally, my nerves get the better of me and I blurt out, “I can’t 
believe this is happening.”

“I can’t either,” Nancy whispers. “My heart is beating so hard, 
Billy … . It’s like that night all over again … .”

I don’t know how to respond to that, so I give her hand another 
squeeze.

The door swings open and we both jump. “We’re safe,” Conrad 
says, stepping in. “Hurry.”

We scurry up the stairs, out the exit, and pile into the Hummer. 
It pulls out into the street and we are back on our way to Profine. 
Outside, the mob of protesters looks about the same—like some 
kind of horrible monster, like what mankind really is these days. I’m 
shivering as we move along, shivering and wondering if any of this 
is really happening as Nancy scoots closer to me. Conrad, I notice, 
moves the rearview mirror to keep an eye on us.
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Chapter Eleven
__________

Group Therapy Redux

“This is bullshit,” I say, staring out over the horizon. My jacket 
is zipped and I have a stocking cap pulled down and tied tight 
under my chin. I have heated long johns underneath my jeans and 
sweatshirt. I have a knitted wool scarf around my neck. All of these 
Profine-provided comforts are doing little to warm me as the late 
autumn wind cuts through the sky. My hands shake in my pockets. 
One is wrapped around a lighter; the other is twitching as I antici-
pate how much time I will need before I have to flick my ashes.

“Billy, I know it’s hard, but—”
“Don’t Nancy.” Against my better judgment, I remove my hand 

from my pocket and point out over POC. The sun is dropping and the 
temperature is going with it. “You see the city?”

She nods. The coolness of her body, wrapped up like mine, 
presses against my side. I should be happy she’s at least talking to 
me now, let alone this. Since we left the arraignment a few days ago, 
I’ve been living with a communicating, pleasant ghost, instead of a 
flitting, crying one. She’s been talking to me with a kind voice, if not 
a strong or seductive one. She’s cried on my shoulder over her miss-
ing daughter, her murder charge, her life as we’ve sat and waited 
for our court date. I’ve cried on hers. It’s been quiet. It’s been good. 
Even though the temperature has dropped dramatically as winter 
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creeps close with its cruel intentions, we’ve been relatively warm as 
long as we stay in our cordoned off apartment. 

I was getting used to the seclusion. I was getting used to her. I 
was getting used to the idea of being ghosts together. Then the call 
came and we were told to return to the auditorium, to more group 
therapy.

It’s got me agitated. Yes, that makes me feel alive. But this isn’t 
the way I want to feel it … if I even want to anymore. And happiness 
is so far removed, it’s going to take more than Nancy’s voice and 
close proximity to make me feel better.

“Look at all those lights down there. You know they aren’t going 
away.” My hand has found its way back into my pocket, so instead 
of pointing, I nod toward the mass of bodies outside of POC’s wall. 
If I squint I can still make out the words on some of the protesters’ 
signs.

“Yes they are. There are fewer tonight than there were last 
night.” She pauses and looks away. “And they’re quieter now.”

“It’s just the weather. Fall in Nebraska, you know? They’re 
never going to go away entirely though, are they?”

“Why would they? They’re at least calmer. Isn’t that enough for 
now?”

“I don’t know.” I pull the cigarette from my lips and flip it off the 
building as quickly as I can. “You know I’ve thought about killing 
myself up here lots of times.”

“So have I.”
“Why do you think they let us up here then?”
She shrugs. “On the off chance we actually do it. I mean, I’m sure 

it helped Profine that Dr. Y shot herself.”
“It couldn’t have hurt.”
“Should we do it?” she asks, taking a slow step closer to the 

edge.
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“What about your daughter?”
“She’s probably better off without me,” Nancy says, “wherever 

she is.” I can hear the tremble in her voice. Her tears are hovering on 
the periphery. I wonder how she hasn’t cried them all out by now.

“Don’t say that.” I brave the cold as I speak, lighting another 
cigarette.

“They’re just words, Billy.” Nancy’s voice is far away, as far away 
as she was as we rode in the Hummer to the police station the  other 
day. “Words don’t mean anything.”

“I beg to differ,” I say, focusing on one of the signs bobbing up 
and down slowly, moving as though someone suffering from the 
infection holds it. It reads INFECTED=DIRTY=EVIL. “The world is 
a vampire,” I say.

“Set to drain,” Nancy follows up. We catch each other’s eyes and 
for a moment we know one another. We know we have something 
other than the infection in common. We know The Smashing Pump-
kins. It seems a small thing, but it’s a connection. I wonder why Dr. 
Yvonne never let us talk about things like that in group meetings. I 
wonder if Dr. Jacobi will.

“That sign remind you of ‘Zero’?”
I shrug. “I figure I’d rather be dirty and evil than clean and 

empty.”
She nods and wipes a furry gloved hand across her cheek. “I 

would never do it anyway, Billy. Don’t worry.”
I drop the fresh cigarette from my mouth and stamp it out with 

my boot. “Let’s go inside. I’m pretty sure our meeting starts soon.”
As we make our way down the steps and through the skinny 

hallway, the silence traps us and the building’s warmth struggles 
against our iciness.
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<> <> <>

“Hello, my name is Nancy, and I am alive. I was never dead. I am 
glad to be alive. I understand the infection controlled my body and 
my mind. The infection is gone now. I am well. I am whole.” Nancy 
sits down in our ‘circle of belonging.’ She is the last one to say the 
bullshit mantra.

I’m glaring at Dr. Jacobi. “I can’t believe you’re making Nancy 
and me do this,” I say. It’s snowing outside now. The world is dead 
and cold and though they have the heat turned up as high as it can 
go in this theatre, it helps little. It’s like the weather can seep in from 
outside and dig into our bones with shovels made of ice. This is the 
last place I want to be. 

“This is bullshit.” I can’t seem to say that enough.
Dr. Jacobi’s lips are tight and his grimace is severe. “You’re enti-

tled to your opinion, Billy, but I must remind you, our goal now that 
POC is in working order again is to return everyone back to their 
daily routine. These meetings are for your benefit—”

“Our ‘daily routine?’ Is that what it this now? You know, before 
all this shit, Nancy’s daily routine involved taking care of her daugh-
ter. You find her yet or are you too busy with the media to do that?” 
I point around the auditorium. “We see the cameras everywhere, 
Jacobi. We know what you’re doing.”

He rubs his forehead and closes his eyes. “Billy, these cameras 
aren’t even sending anything to the feeds tonight. They’re closed. 
We’re having your traditional group meeting.”

“Really? It doesn’t feel private. And if this is our traditional 
meeting, where the hell is everyone?”

The others in my group who survived what the newsfeeds are 
calling the ‘Storming of POC’ sit quietly around us, strategically 
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avoiding offering any opinion. Even Gerald is here, as submissive to 
POC as he has been since his return. He seems out of place now—
too happy to be here, too passive, too dark-skinned. Though that’s 
faded even more since last time I saw him … . Old Joe, who looks like 
he has taken a beating over these past few weeks, hides behind his 
eye patch and hanging head. Mindy and Liv, who never speak much, 
are also looking more haggard than normal. Then there is Rex, never 
much for talking, always angry about something, sitting there, arms 
crossed, eyes glowering at everyone. Alexis and Darlene are smiling 
but quiet. Our group has been almost halved.

“That’s a legitimate question, Dr. Jacobi,” Old Joe adds.
Dr. Jacobi answers with a few moments of silence. He is no Dr. 

Yvonne. “Look,” he finally says, rubbing the bridge of his nose now, 
“I know this is difficult for all of you, especially the two of you.” He 
gestures half-heartedly to Nancy and me. “But our therapy is proven 
effective, these meetings are good for you, and we must get back 
to them. We must make them the way they used to be. Yes, we lost 
members during that riot, but we must persevere.” He takes another 
moment to look at all of us, offering his best smile—which isn’t a 
very good one. I have trouble with his scrunched face. I can’t read it. 
All it says is he is old and thinks he knows everything. 

But he doesn’t. He doesn’t know what it’s like to be a former.
“Now,” he continues, “I’m not going to lie to you, it looks very 

good on camera to see all of the rebuilding and our residents going 
about their business as usual. It looks even better when Nancy and 
Billy are seen to be productive parts of our little society in here.” 
He stands to get a cup of coffee at a table set up near the curtain 
dangling stage right. “This is why,” he begins with his back to us, “we 
will have them get bundled up, go on walks, talk to you outside, visit 
you at your houses, and generally be seen as good, happy, productive 
people until the day of their trial. Eventually, we will even turn the 
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cameras on in here so the rest of the world can see how we strive to 
better ourselves. But for now, we are alone.”

Rex clears his throat. When we all look his way, he smirks. “This 
is all fine and good, aside from the fact that it’s fucking cold outside, 
and Ryan and the others who used to be part of our group are fuck-
ing dead—”

“Hold that thought,” Dr. Jacobi interrupts. “We allow these 
newsfeed cameras in the buildings—as well as on the streets—so 
the people in the world who fear and hate you can see there is noth-
ing to be afraid of. You are just like them.”

“Huh, is that why I’m so cold all the time?” Old Joe asks.
“Or why my eyes are always red?” Liv adds.
Nancy shakes at that, probably driven back to that night I left 

our meeting, that night she was crying about her skin and Dr. Yvonne 
went on a diatribe about our eyes. That night everything changed.

“Yeah, who cares what looks good for Profine? I heard the 
government isn’t doing anything to you guys. You caused this shit 
and you’re going to be fine but Billy and Nancy have to go to trial. 
Why is that?” Mindy asks.

“Yeah. That doesn’t even make sense,” Darlene says.
“Why don’t we just give up these two?” Rex points at Nancy and 

me. “Did you know Ryan committed suicide the night of the riot? He 
was so scared because of what these two did, because of everything, 
because of what he was … .” He balls his hands up into tight fists and 
looks to us, pleading for some explanation we can’t give.

“Hey!” I say, trying hard to keep my voice down. “That’s not—”
“It’s a little more complicated than that, Mindy, Darlene, Rex,” 

Gerald interrupts. He’s been mostly observing since I got here. Just 
sitting there, his legs crossed in front of him, and his eyes looking 
lost as they wander over all of us. He must feel like a stranger when 
months ago he was our leader. Is this him trying to reassert himself? 
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Or is this him trying to do what he thinks POC wants him to do so 
they will keep giving him whatever meds are making his skin so 
dark? Clearly they haven’t been giving him enough lately.

“How would you know?” Rex asks. “You’ve been in Corpus. Fuck 
you.”

Gerald opens his mouth to respond but Dr. Jacobi charges 
forward, answering for him, “He’s been working closely with Prof-
ine as well as the government for some time now. He made himself 
available in Omaha again because he wanted to, not because he had 
to. Getting out of Corpus is easy. Getting in is hard. He has been a 
great asset to the organization. You people should show him a little 
respect”

“Us people?” Old Joe asks.
Dr. Jacobi stammers. In the quiet, echoing theatre, it sounds like 

a salivating monster.
“Good for him,” I interrupt Dr. Jacobi before he can say some-

thing else ignorant and hateful. “He can be free like all of you Profine 
assholes while Nancy and I go to court for ‘murder,’” I say.

“Billy, come on man … .” Gerald tries to protest, but the argu-
ment leaves him the way he left us.

“We’re all connected to Profine,” Dr. Jacobi says. “What does and 
does not happen to this organization affects you all, us all.”

“Yeah, it’s like … guilt or innocence by association … or whatev-
er,” Liv throws in.

“It’s not like we chose to be here,” I say.
“It’s either here or dead or … still infected outside Omaha Safe 

Zone,” Alexis offers.
I sigh.
“I don’t even care anymore,” Nancy spits her words. It’s more 

emotion than she’s shown in weeks and it’s coming like rushing 
water now. “My husband left me. My daughter is gone. I’ll never see 
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her again. I’ve been charged with murder. When I’m convicted there 
will be a public execution and people will applaud … . Why should 
I care about your problems, why should I care about any of your 
problems?”

“Oh Nancy,” Alexis says, standing. She crosses the stage floor 
and kneels down before her, wrapping her arms around Nancy’s 
waist.

I place a gentle hand on her shoulder and she wraps her fingers 
around it, holding tight. What feels like electricity shoots through 
me at her touch, something close to warmth. I blink, unsure of what 
just happened, but knowing it was something strong.

“Thank you,” she whispers. “I’m sorry.”
I’m not sure if she’s talking to me or Alexis or both of us or 

everyone and it doesn’t matter. With her cold, clammy hand wrapped 
firmly around mine, I feel alive in a new way and an old way.

“Well, you’re alive, Nancy,” Gerald speaks up. “That’s worth 
something, isn’t it?”

She shrugs and I watch as she sinks back into herself, letting go 
of my hand, and gently pushing Alexis away.

There is a quivering, hollow feeling in my belly that takes me 
back to the time my wife and I first kissed. I remember pulling away 
from her and whispering, “Wow,” under my breath. We were so 
close she heard me, looked at me with those big brown eyes, and 
nodded. And I was in love. I know it’s strange to associate a hollow 
feeling in the pit of your stomach with love but there it is. It was 
like all of me had left. I was empty, I was no longer me, but me in 
relation to her. And I liked it. The emptiness flitted away and would 
return occasionally when we embraced after a long absence, when 
she laughed a certain way, when the sun caught the few light strands 
that danced in the darkness of her hair. Sometimes I wondered if 
that emptiness was fear that I would lose her someday or if it was 
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something as cliché as having the wind knocked out of you by love.
Now that I have lost her and the feeling is hovering there in my 

belly again, I know it was the cliché.
Dr. Jacobi claps his hands on his thighs and snaps me out of 

this thing that’s strangely close to a realization. “I think it’s time we 
continued,” he says. “Reconstruction is coming along nicely, folks. 
That’s a positive. Also, there is going to be a special on Newsfeed 
667 in a few days explaining that Profine has done everything in its 
power to make up for the release of the infection. We’re going to go 
into detail about our work with those who are still infected, which, 
incidentally, hasn’t stopped. The numbers are dropping around the 
globe! There will be an introspective on what happened when we 
convinced the government to open up public schools to former chil-
dren and how Profine saved lives then when The Cure was killing 
children … .”

“Former children,” Rex says.
“Do you think any of it matters?” Liv asks.
“It can’t hurt,” Dr. Jacobi replies.
“It can’t help either,” Old Joe says. “There were only three 

reasons people not infected came to Profine.” He raises three fingers 
and counts them. “One,” he pauses and looks around the room, “to 
see my girls, two, to work, and three, to protest.”

“Now there’s only one reason,” Nancy says.
“To protest.”
Dr. Jacobi objects. “I’m here. I was never infected. There are a 

slew of doctors and specialists still here as well.”
“Well where the hell else would they go?” Rex asks. “It isn’t like 

they can get a job out there with anyone else. You guys have worked 
for Profine forever. You’re almost as worthless as us.”

“I don’t think it’s that bad out there. For instance, in Corpus 
Christi, where I’m from, no one bats an eye when I tell them I work 
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for Profine. In fact, Gerald is treated like an equal.”
“Corpus Christi?” I ask. “You mean the city that didn’t suffer like 

the rest of the world? The place where they were comfortable for 
the 10 years of the fucking war while everyone else was dying? The 
one where formers are afforded all the rights of you people? That 
magical fucking place? That Corpus Christi?”

“Billy, come on,” Gerald stands and moves to place a hand on 
my shoulder.

“No! Get the fuck off me!” I shake him away and approach Dr. 
Jacobi. “That is bullshit, Jacobi and you know it.” I spin around and 
spread my arms. “Look at us! There are only seven left. Where are 
the other five? Gone? Dead? Hiding somewhere? And what about 
the other groups? There are like 500 of us here, right? Or more? Or 
there were. This is not ‘the Walled City Paradise’ or whatever the 
fuck you guys call that place. This is the real fucking world where 
people hate us, where people accuse us of crimes we didn’t commit.” 
I stop and look hard at Rex, “This is where our own kind will turn on 
us for self-preservation.” I face Dr. Jacobi. “This is worse than when 
Yvonne was here … . Maybe she had the right idea.”

“Billy, we must never say a thing like that,” Dr. Jacobi says, not 
letting any shock show at my outburst. “Dr. Yvonne was a clearly 
troubled woman who didn’t want to go through what we are all 
going through.”

“‘We’?” Old Joe asks. “‘We’ aren’t going through anything. You’re 
here because it’s your job and you’re probably as guilty as Yvonne of 
this whole mess. No. There is no ‘we.’ By God, you’re a fool.”

“That isn’t fair, Joe,” Gerald says. “Dr. Jacobi and the people 
down in Corpus have done their best to help me. And what about 
what they’re doing in the infected areas still? They do lots of good 
for us.”

“All we have to do is sell our souls to Profine,” Nancy says and 
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there is life in her voice, life and anger. “And we can get the same 
help you’ve gotten. Isn’t that right?”

“Tit for tat,” I say.
“It wasn’t like that, you guys,” Gerald says.
“It wasn’t?” I ask. “Tell me what it was like then. Tell us all. Tell 

us why you left like that. Tell us what was so great about Corpus 
that you could leave us. Tell us how you even got into that fucking 
fortress.”

“I already have told you.” Gerald sighs, stands, and leaves the 
stage quietly.

“What the fuck was that?” I ask.
“Gerald has gone through a lot,” Dr. Jacobi answers. “He just … 

needs some time.”
Silence responds.
“You know what?” Rex says, his voice breaking the quiet like a 

bullet. “I was serious before. I say we just give these two idiots over 
to the protestors and be done with it.” He pauses and studies the 
stage, looking into all of our eyes, as if daring us to argue. “I mean, 
it’s their fault everyone is dead. Fuck them. Feed them to the lions 
and let the lions sleep before anyone else dies”

“They’ll never sleep,” Mindy says.
“I’m sorry,” I grit my teeth and stand. “You’re serious?”
“Billy … .” Nancy reaches for me but I shake from her grasp.
“Now Billy—” Dr. Jacobi tries to intervene.
“Fuck that.” I wave him off and take a step toward Rex. “What’s 

your fucking problem, Rex?”
Rex turns his head away and laughs. “What’s my problem?”
“Yeah.”
“Do you know how many people died because of you two 

fucks?” he asks.
“No one died because of us.”
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“Except for that Harlan guy,” Old Joe says. I think he’s trying to 
make a joke … I hope he’s trying to make a joke.

“That hasn’t been proven,” Nancy speaks up.
“Shut the fuck up, bitch,” Rex says. “Ryan killed himself and it’s 

your fault.”
“All right,” I say, clenched fists at my side. “You need to watch 

your mouth.”
He jumps to his feet and sends his chair clattering off the stage. 

“My mom is dead, asshole. Ryan’s dead. Everyone’s dead.” He takes 
a few strides my way, and speaks again, jabbing my chest with each 
word. “And,” JAB “it’s,” JAB “your,” JAB “fucking,” JAB “fault.”

“I didn’t kill anyone and Ryan was a pussy. That’s why he killed 
himself!” I’m pulling my fist back to punch this little punk in the 
face when Dr. Jacobi jumps between us. He grabs my hand with one 
of his giant ones and places the other hand on Rex’s chest. “You two 
need to separate, now!”

I shake my fist free from Dr. Jacobi’s massive grip and lunge 
around him, scraping Rex in the cheek with my fist. He tumbles back 
and Dr. Jacobi nearly trips. The girls scream. Nancy shouts my name. 
Old Joe laughs. It’s a fucking sitcom circus.

I stand for a moment, breathing heavy as I look down at Rex 
looking up at me through shaggy hair and glasses. He charges across 
the floor and wraps his arms around my legs, sending me falling 
on my ass. While I’m still trying to figure out what happened, he’s 
climbing up my body and positioning himself on my belly so he can 
begin punching me in the face.

“Gentlemen!” Dr. Jacobi shouts, straightening himself.
I look up into Rex’s red eyes. It’s clear he isn’t hearing Dr. Jacobi. 

He’s pulling back and readying himself for a barrage of blows. I slam 
a fist as hard as I can into his belly to stop him.

He curls up on top of me and I raise my head fast and with as 
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much power as I can, head-butting him. He rolls off, moaning and 
clutching his nose. Everyone screams. There is blood splatter on 
the floor, on my face, warm and smelling of iron. I stand, my hands 
rubbing in the small red puddles on the stage.

“You broke my fucking nose!” Rex shouts.
“Look at all the blood,” Mindy says. Her voice is distant, as if 

she’s losing herself in the red.
“Mindy …” Dr. Jacobi’s voice is smooth, slow, “… don’t look at it.”
“I can’t help it,” she says. I look up; her mouth is visibly water-

ing.
Nancy gasps. Old Joe sighs, rubbing his good eye as his head lifts 

toward the ceiling. Rex and I are statue still. We look from Mindy to 
each other, questioning. Anger has been replaced by fear. What the 
fuck is going on?

“Mindy?” Liv whispers her friend’s name. “Mindy?”
“Oh God,” Mindy cries as though her mind is fighting her body. 

She moves for Rex with the quickness we all had when we were 
infected. It is uninhibited and predatory.

“Jesus fuck!” Rex scoots back while Mindy charges.
Mindy growls now, her eyes draped in deep red. Her mind isn’t 

her own. Rex’s pale skin has gone so white he’s almost transparent. 
He tries to stand but his hands slip in the blood. Everyone else is 
stuck, watching, stricken by the impossible happening before us.

Mindy gets closer, running across the stage like an animal as 
Rex manages to stand. But he isn’t ready for the energy in Mindy’s 
charge and she’s on him before any of us are able to help.

He’s screaming as her teeth chomp down, inches from his 
bloody nose. His arms, struggling against her body, are fighting a 
losing battle. His shrieks take me back to Oakview with Spray Paint. 
I see him again, catatonic as the infection takes hold. I watch the 
transformation—the way his skin changes and his eyes lose any 
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sign of rational thought. Before I get sucked into that rabbit hole 
though, I jump on Mindy’s back and pull her off Rex. I wrap her arms 
behind her back and struggle to keep her still. She’s writhing like 
a wild animal, howling, grunting. Alexis is screaming. Darlene is 
running down the theatre toward the door. Old Joe laughs. Rex cries.

Somehow, through the struggle, Mindy begins to calm, her 
breathing slows and finally she’s still.

The whole event is over in 30 seconds.
Mindy slips slowly back into herself. The growling fades and the 

crying begins. Her body quivers in my bloody hands as she collapses 
into a messy pile of tears at my feet.

“What’s wrong with me?” she asks, looking up from the floor.
“We’re all monsters,” I say.
“Well,” Dr. Jacobi rubs his hands together as he squats down in 

front of Rex, “I think we’ve probably had just about enough for one 
day. Why don’t we all call it a night?” He helps Rex to his feet. “Let’s 
get you to the infirmary,” he says.

“What about her?” I ask, looking at Mindy.
“Somebody get her home,” Dr. Jacobi says. “I’ll deal with her 

after I get Rex taken care of.”
“I don’t know if I like the sound of that,” I mumble.
Mindy heaves a sob.
“I need to get out of this fucking place,” Old Joe says, standing 

on popping knees.



Chapter Twelve
__________

Then Again

I’m in Dr. Yvonne’s office again, only it isn’t hers anymore. It’s Dr. 
Jacobi’s now, but he hasn’t changed a thing. Even the wine stain is 
still on the carpet. All of Dr. Yvonne’s horrible knick-knacks are lined 
up across the shelves, covered in dust. Still here though, shoving 
an odd sense of grandma’s house hominess into this business-like 
space. In fact, the only substantial difference is Dr. Jacobi. He sits 
behind the desk, his hard eyes locked onto files, ignoring me.

Dr. Yvonne never did that, at least not while we were in this 
office.

I’m shivering, even though it’s warm. They say that sort of thing 
happened when Profine first started experimenting with a cure, but 
I’ve never seen it. It wasn’t like reading the reports of formers eating 
people because of some kind of madness caused by the realization 
they used to eat people. She really looked gone again—like the 
infection had taken her back.

I can’t think about that. My eyelids are heavy because Nancy 
was up half the night. She wasn’t crying, not a lot anyway; she was 
pacing. I can’t blame my sleeplessness entirely on her though. I 
was freaking out too. I kept staring out the windows, looking at the 
lights beyond the wall. I even dropped a few sly glances down at the 
church, still unscathed in all this madness. Anger fired through me 
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as I stared. It almost kept me warm. That hasn’t happened in a long 
time.

I can only imagine how Mindy feels … .
After the silence stretches on longer than any sane man could 

stand, I break it. “You know, the Marine who forced me out of bed 
didn’t even let me run to the roof for a cigarette. I thought this was 
important.”

Dr. Jacobi looks up as though he wasn’t aware I was here. “Oh,” 
he says, “it is important.” Then he goes back to the files. His eyes are 
darting back and forth and he occasionally scribbles a note on the 
paper in front of him.

“Okay … .” I stand, one arm holding the other. My fingers are 
wrapped around my bicep. It feels weak, like the muscles are atro-
phied, dead.

Dr. Jacobi sighs and looks at me again. “It’s time for your indi-
vidual meeting,” he says. “It’s scheduled.”

“Seriously?” I raise an eyebrow. “Even after last night’s freak-
show we’re still going to do this?”

“Like I said, things are getting back to normal around here and 
we need to keep moving in that direction.”

“Normal?” I ask. “Is that why the number of Marines mysteri-
ously doubled overnight? Is that why people are talking about a ‘no 
approach’ zone around POC? Is that why Mindy tried to eat Rex?”

“Billy,” Dr. Jacobi says as he stands and closes the file folder he 
was reading while I twiddled my fucking thumbs, “why don’t we get 
started talking about your past then?”

“Because I’d rather talk about what the fuck is going on now.”
“Fine.” Dr. Jacobi walks around the desk. His movements are 

solid, refined even. Age is nothing but a number for this guy. “We’ll 
do it your way.” He approaches me. “You know how my life was 
before I was summoned to this hell hole?”
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“That doesn’t sound like now.” I’m wondering if short man’s 
syndrome was the impetus for this man to become a doctor/scien-
tist/professor/whatever the fuck he is as I look down at his glisten-
ing eyes and reddish cheeks. Jealousy bites through my anger when 
I feel his body heat.

“Humor me.”
I shrug. “You’re not going to let me go are you?”
He nods. “This is your scheduled meeting time with me.”
“All right then. You were in Corpus right?” I slump onto the 

couch so I can look up at him, instead of down. “Probably pretty 
fucking sweet.”

He nods again. “It was.” These men with power and the way they 
nod pisses me off. It’s like they’re trying to make me believe they 
agree with everything I say. But they don’t. He sits in the comfort-
able chair that used to belong to Dr. Yvonne. “I made my own hours, 
worked closely with Gerald and Don—when he was in town—and 
some others on how we were going to start integrating formers into 
public schools across the country again. I consulted some of the best 
and brightest minds in the world about how we can safely get into 
the more heavily infected areas to cure the living and euthanize, for 
lack of a better word, the dead. Do you know how difficult that is, 
Billy? Do you know what kind of coordination it takes to move in 
military regiments across giant swaths of land covered in infected? 
All so we can save those still alive? We are coordinating the resur-
rection of mankind from the clutches of extinction. You haven’t been 
beyond a Safe Zone since the war ended, have you?”

“You guys always say the war has ended but if most of the world 
is still covered in monsters, how is that true?”

“The fact that there are more safe places to live now than there 
have been for nearly 15 years tell me the war is over. It tells me—” 
He cuts himself off and turns away. “I’m not getting into this with 
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you, Billy. All you need to know is that Profine, particularly Prof-
ine’s Corpus facilities, is are taking care of things everywhere. We 
even approach the United States government on a regular basis and 
work on getting equal rights provided to you and yours. I was a part 
of that. It was my dream come true. I was a doctor, lobbyist, social 
worker, mover and shaker.”

“So noble,” I mock. “Well, wake up, Doctor. You’re at POC now, 
where dreams come to die. Just ask Mindy.”

“That’s my point, Billy. I am all too awake.” He waves one of his 
massive hands at the file folders on his desk. “That’s why I’m here. I 
want to help. In any case, Mindy will be fine. There is no indication 
that the infection has reared its ugly head in her again. Tetdat makes 
that quite impossible. You know that. Everyone knows that. It’s been 
all over the newsfeeds.”

“Then what was wrong with her?”
He shrugs. “Who can say for sure? She is stressed. We’ve seen 

incidents like this before—they’ve even been reported here and 
there. But there is no more infection in her. It’s gone. Once Tetdat 
is administered, the infection disappears. Yes, we all are aware that 
there is a tingle of longing whenever formers see or smell blood. She 
just became a little overzealous is all.”

“Is that what you’re going to tell the newsfeeds when this gets 
out?”

“This won’t get out.”
I raise an eyebrow. “You have cameras in the theatre.”
“They weren’t on.”
I roll my eyes. “Just like your last big secret didn’t get out?”
He clears his throat. “Why don’t we start talking about what 

we’re here to talk about, Billy? Dr. Yvonne’s information on you is 
staggering.”

“What about on Mindy?”
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“You know I can’t talk to you about another patient.”
“I’ve been here a long time.”
He clasps his hands together. “This is a where you would sit 

when Dr. Yvonne would have these little meetings with you isn’t it? 
This is how you would sit too. You’re only missing the blanket.”

“I laid down some.”
“I know.”
“How?”
“I told you. Her notes are copious.”
“Okay … .”
“I came here because Gerald and I both understand Dr. Yvonne 

was a great woman. I came here because Profine, despite its … past 
… has done some wonderful things and I want to make sure the 
company keeps doing them.”

“But?”
“But this will not happen if you keep behaving the way you are 

behaving.”
“How does my behavior have anything to do with Profine? I’m 

not the one that went batshit crazy last night, am I?”
“You don’t watch the newsfeeds at all, do you?”
“I haven’t been watching them much since the arraignment 

really.”
“Whether you want it to be so or not, whether Profine wants it 

to be or not, you and Nancy are the faces of Profine now. Whether 
you like it or not, for good or for ill, the people of the world link you, 
inextricably, to Profine and Profine, inextricably, to you.”

“Are you telling me you want me to behave myself?”
“I’m telling you I want you to act like a man and not a petulant 

child.”
“Fuck you.”
“That’s what I’m talking about, Billy.”
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“Did you have me brought down here to lecture me?” I let my 
head fall back on the soft cushions. I’m staring at the popcorn ceil-
ing, trying to lose myself in the white. “This isn’t what I wanted to 
talk about.”

“You’re right. I brought you down here because it is time to go 
over your memories.”

“Just like that.” My eyes are still glued to the ceiling. “I’m 
supposed to just start talking to you like you’re Dr. Y, is that right? 
After everything that’s happened we’re just supposed to go back to 
the way it was before? That worked out great at group last night, 
didn’t it?”

“I don’t expect you to speak to me today like you spoke with Dr. 
Yvonne. I understand the intricacies of a patient/doctor relation-
ship. I do expect you to do your part.”

“What if I just want to sit here?”
“Then you will listen to me talk about my past.”
“That sounds awful.”
He smiles. I can’t see it since my eyes are still firmly attached to 

the popcorn décor above me. I can feel it though. He is gloating. He 
feels he is victorious. If he’s a victor then I must be a loser. I didn’t 
even know we were competing.

He clears his throat again. “According to Dr. Yvonne’s notes, 
last time you met, you were going over the first time you saw the 
infected.”

I shrug. “Yeah. It took her a while to get me to talk about a lot of 
things from before, so I’m behind schedule.”

“I can see that.” He taps a pen on the table between us. “Are we 
going to start then?”

I sigh. “I guess so.”
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<> <> <>

I’m running home. Suzee is at my heels and the kids have all 
scattered. My clothes are soaked through with sweat. My legs are 
throbbing. Everything normal is fading, like I had been dreaming up 
to the moment Spray Paint and his wife … changed. Cars parked in 
driveways, houses with their bright, shining windows, open front 
doors, mowed lawns, cement sidewalks, mailboxes and bicycles, 
everything is being engulfed by visions of the monsters who were, 
moments ago, people. I’m too afraid to look back and see them for 
real. I’m too afraid to speak, scream, holler about what I’ve seen. I 
can only run so fast my chest is burning as the world I know disap-
pears.

An old man who lives down the street from me is sitting in a 
lawn chair in his front yard, basking in the warm air. When he sees 
me his brow furrows in confusion. I catch a glimpse of a younger 
man behind him, crouched low and moving toward the old man’s 
chair. I slow down for a moment. There’s blood dripping down the 
younger man’s chin. His eyes are focused on the old man with a 
singular intensity that makes my stomach lurch. I feel my feet move 
faster and hear the old man yelling a question my way. Then I hear 
him screaming. My chest is exploding; my legs are on fire. I don’t 
care that the old man was just attacked. I need to get someplace safe.

Home.
When I reach my little white house on the corner of 10th and 

Sarpy, the door is locked so I bang my hands on its red surface so 
hard it stings. We painted our door red when we moved in because 
it was supposed to be inviting, it was supposed to tell people we 
were welcoming homeowners. Today, it reminds me of blood.

My wife is supposed to be home. My wife is supposed to be 
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home. My wife is supposed to be home. I fumble for my keys and 
pray one of the last prayers of my life to any god. ‘Please God,’ I say, 
‘let her be home.’

Suzee is squirming between my legs, barking, yelping, and 
yipping, giving voice to my fear.

‘This isn’t happening,’ I keep telling myself, but the sound of the 
old man’s dying screams are still echoing in my ears. Spray Paint’s 
hungry eyes are still staring at me. I can still smell the blood—so 
much blood. My palms are slippery with sweat as I fumble for the 
right key and pound on the door. As I’m about to put the key in the 
doorknob, my wife wrenches it open from the inside. She’s standing 
in a white towel and her soft skin and black hair shine in the sun.

‘What is wrong with you?’ she asks through a scowl that makes 
her look more beautiful. Maybe it’s just the fear though—everything 
is amplified when you’re this scared. I push her aside and shove my 
way in.

‘What the fuck, Billy?’ she snaps.
‘Close the door!’ I push her out of my way again to do it myself, 

and as I close the door I see another man, this one another awkward 
marionette, ambling toward my home.

‘Billy, you’re—’
‘Look outside,’ I say between breaths as I move our dining room 

table over to the door and flip it on its side. ‘But only peek. If they 
see you I don’t know what they’ll do.’

Suzee won’t stop barking.
‘What are you talking about?’ she asks as she moves a curtain 

aside. Before I can answer, she’s expressing my fear for me. ‘Jesus 
God what the fuck is that?’ She falls back from the window and lands 
on her ass.

‘Did it see you?’ I ask, helping her to her feet.
She shakes her head. ‘I don’t know, I don’t know. What’s wrong 
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with him?’
‘He’s a fucking monster.’ I peer out the window just as my wife 

did and see nothing. I’m about to close the curtain again when the 
man’s face pops into my frame of vision and I fall back. His skin is 
chalky and covered in a zig-zagging loose network of purplish veins 
punctuated by giant bruises. And his eyes are red. But what’s most 
disturbing are the chunks of flesh hanging from his chin and cheeks.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” I say as I close the curtain. They 
hide the man’s face but not his growls or the sound of his hands 
banging against the glass.

‘Oh fuck, what do we do?’ my wife asks as she tightens her 
towel.

‘Uh … uh …’ I run my hand through my hair and jump at every 
dull thud hitting the window. ‘Okay, first you go get dressed.’

‘Okay.’ My wife disappears from the room so fast I know she 
was looking for an excuse to leave.

Suzee is still barking.
‘Then,’ I say quietly, still jumping every time the man’s hands 

smash against my window, ‘I fucking curl up into the fetal position 
and cry myself to sleep.’

‘What?’ my wife asks from the bedroom. ‘I can’t hear you. Is 
everything okay?’

Suzee barks some more.
‘No,’ I whisper, staring at the window. Then I yell down the hall-

way, ‘Bring me the gun.’
A moment later she creeps out of the bedroom, her wet hair 

is wrapped in the towel that had been around her body and she’s 
wearing blue jeans and a t-shirt. She hands me the Glock I purchased 
because the two of us like to go shooting. 

‘What are you going to do?’ she asks.
‘I don’t know, fucking shoot him,’ I say just as the thing outside 
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emits a strange howl of pain and goes silent. The banging against 
the window stops.

‘It’s a person!’ she says, covering her mouth as if she is about to 
be more disgusted by me than by them.

‘No, he’s not,’ I say. ‘He’s something else, something—’
My thought is interrupted by the man crashing through the 

window. His body tangles in the curtains and rips them from the 
wall. He lands amidst the broken glass and ripped curtains on the 
floor. One of his feet is still caught on the window sill, a large shard 
of glass hooking him up and sending thick blood oozing from the 
wound. Before I can react, a woman leaps through the window, a 
shocking fluidity to her movements, an almost animalistic grace. 
Her feet land briefly on the man’s back before they propel her 
toward me, her arms outstretched and her teeth bared.

My wife’s scream is drowned out by the sound of the Glock firing 
twice. Both rounds hit the woman in the center of her chest, throw-
ing her down on her back. I stand there shaking as the woman’s eyes 
bore into me. They’re predatory eyes. But as the blood pools out of 
her, they change. They become more vacant, more mindless, but no 
less hungry.

Her movements become jerky, erratic, as she struggles to roll 
off her back so she can push herself up. The first man has almost 
freed himself from the window sill and tangle of curtains and is 
trying to stand. The horror in my wife’s muttered curse is what 
drives me to act. I raise the gun in my still shaking hands and step 
forward, preparing to fire.

In the distance, sirens blare.

<> <> <>
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I stop. I can’t do this.
“Billy?” Dr. Jacobi asks. “Is everything okay?”
I shake my head. “I have to stop.”
Dr. Jacobi sighs. “We still have 30 minutes together.”
“You don’t understand, Jacobi … this memory … . I just can’t 

think about it right now, okay?”
Dr. Jacobi nods. “Is it because of Mindy?”
There is a lump in my throat my shivers can’t break. This man 

I barely know catches on some of the truth of it and looks at me 
with those eyes that show concern, eyes that I’m sure I don’t trust. “I 
don’t want to talk about it, I said.” I try to be tough but Dr. Jacobi has 
had to have experienced things like this before. I couldn’t possibly 
be the only one to have come across the cold hard realization that 
there was a time in my life I thought the infected deserved to die. I 
couldn’t possibly be the only one to understand why everyone hates 
us. If I doubted it before, this little memory and Mindy’s actions last 
night have proven it. There’s no use lying to him so I nod.

“It’s okay, Billy.” He reaches out one of his giant hands and 
gently lays it on my knee as he leans forward. “You didn’t know there 
would be a cure. Even if you did, the way you’ve described this event, 
you would have died if you hadn’t fired on that woman—on both 
of them, and after that they were both likely dead hosts, incurable. 
Even if you hadn’t been forced to kill the woman, I can’t see how 
she would have ever been administered Tetdat. She wouldn’t have 
survived the shot, let alone the 10 years of living with the infection. 
It’s very rare that someone who has been infected for over five years 
can be cured, even if they survive. 

“That’s not very reassuring.”
He pulls his hand away and sits back, spreading his arms and 

pointing his palms up. “What do you know about the infection, 
Billy?”
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I shrug. “I know it sucks.”
“Do you know what a Prion disease is?”
“Like Mad Cow?”
“Exactly. Have you heard this before?”
“I don’t usually pay attention when Dr. Y starts to talk about … 

this.”
“Well pay attention now.”
“You’re nothing like Dr. Yvonne,” I say.
He ignores that. “A Prion disease is the most mysterious disease 

we know of. It’s a protein that attacks other proteins, changes their 
shape, and basically turns them into weapons of mass destruction 
within the brain.”

“Wow.”
“Indeed. That’s what the infection is. The human brain can only 

take so much of this Prion changing things before there is no going 
back, even with Tetdat. Eventually it just kills the host.”

“But the host keeps moving.”
He nods. “Right. That’s why there are two different types of 

infected.”
“The ones that lead and the ones that follow.”
“Exactly. There is something unique about this Prion in that 

when its host is alive, it can actually use some rudimentary thinking 
skills. We’ve actually witnessed the change in individual infected. 
When the host body dies there is another catatonic fugue state that 
we assume is the Prion realizing it no longer has the resources it 
once had.”

“Resources?”
“Your living brain—that’s what this disease loves. You should 

really know all this, Billy.”
I lean my head on my hand and feign boredom like a teenager in 

science class. “Why are you telling me this?”
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“To assure you that any of the infected you killed while you 
were out there surviving were probably going to die anyway. Do you 
know how likely it is that we find infected beyond the Safe Zones 
that are viable, that we can save?”

“It’s been too long—they’re all dying for real.”
“And becoming like the man who crashed through your 

window.”
“So why are you doing it?”
He raises an eyebrow at that. “We’re doing it because it’s our 

responsibility.”
“You’ll forgive me if I don’t believe you.”
“Maybe one day you will.”
There is an awkward silence at that but I break it with a sardon-

ic laugh. “Right.”
“Okay,” he says, “we can stop talking about this, but, for the 

record, you will be unable to stop thinking about it.”
“I don’t know. I bet I could drink myself into forgetfulness.”
“There’s that, I suppose.” He shrugs and takes a few notes. 

“However, the fact that you stopped because this got to be too much 
for you is a good sign. According to Dr. Yvonne’s notes you have 
never stopped before except to piece together various events.”

“Yeah, so?”
“This means you’re starting to connect, Billy.”
“Connect with what?”
“With your past, with who you were, who you are.”
“Why now?”
“There are various factors at play but I would say the most like-

ly reason you are starting to connect is because you are starting to 
legitimately feel alive again. Your brain is rebuilding itself after the 
Prion invasion. It’s almost complete. Well, that and the fact that your 
life is, frankly, getting more interesting has got to help.”
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“Huh,” I say. “Because of all the shit going on, because of almost 
being killed, then being charged with murder, I am feeling alive. 
That’s stupid.”

“I prefer the word ‘paradoxical.’ Though it may have more to do 
with other events in your life, Billy.”

“What other events? There are no other events.”
“Aren’t there?” He raises an eyebrow again and leans forward. 
He’s trying to catch my eye but I’m looking past him, out the 

window. The air out there looks cold, hard. The way the naked 
trees dance in the wintery wind makes me ache. “I don’t know what 
you’re talking about,” I say, my voice empty as my mind loses itself 
in the swaying branches and that lone cross standing, undamaged, 
inside POC.

“How are you and Nancy doing?” he asks, pulling me back from 
the trees and the cross and the cold.

“What?”
“Let’s not worry about why your memories are coming back 

right now, Billy.” He waves away any notion that he was serious and 
clasps his hands. “The fact that you are connecting is a breakthrough 
and we must not look the other way when we see it.”

“What does that mean?”
“It means you need to stay focused on what is going on today 

but at the same time you need to remember these events from 
before and you need to process them and come to terms with them. 
Only then will you be able to move on.”

“Not that it matters much when I’m going to be put to death for 
murder soon.”

“We’ll see about that.”
“Whatever. I’m going to get a cigarette.”
“Billy, we have to—” He makes to reach for my shoulder but 

stops as a ringing fires out of his pocket.
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He hangs his head. “I have to take this,” he says.
I shrug. 
He raises the phone to his ear. “This is Jacobi,” he says. 

“Hmm-mmm,” he continues. “Yes. I can be there immediately.” He 
clicks the phone off and looks at me with apologies in his eyes.

“You have to go?” I ask.
“I’m sorry Billy. Something has come up. We’ll continue this 

later.”
“Whatever,” I say as he scurries out of the room and a Marine 

enters. “I really need to stop and smoke before I go home,” I tell him.
He shakes his head. “Like I care.”
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Chapter Thirteen
__________

The Rest of the World

“Everything is going to hell,” Nancy says as I enter our apartment. 
There are pink streaks sliding down her cheeks and the baggy t-shirt 
she’s wearing has what looks like bloodstains plastered across its 
sleeves.

What the fuck is going on now? I think as I hang my coat. “Can’t 
go someplace you already are, Nancy.”

“Look.” She points at the newsfeed splayed across the wall. 
There is an image of a Profine Compound burning in front of a slate 
sky spitting snow. “That’s in Russia,” she says.

“Don’t you mean the New Russian Republic?”
“Whatever.” She clicks the remote she’s holding and the image 

on the wall changes to another Profine compound. Rather, a former 
Profine compound (yes, I recognize the irony), this one has been 
completely burnt to the ground. There are a few children dancing in 
the rubble. “This is in Cape Town.”

“South Africa?” I ask, curiosity getting the better of me. “I 
thought South Africa was good to our kind.”

“Yeah, well, this actually happened when everything happened 
here. They were going to rebuild it, but then … .” she trails off and 
wipes her hand over her cheeks. Based on how damp and red the 
sleeves are, this must be for about the millionth time.
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“Then what?”
“How about New Zealand?” She flips the station again and I 

see the Auckland compound surrounded by armed guards, which 
wouldn’t be strange since our compound is like that right now. 
The strange thing is the armed guards are pointing their weapons 
toward the compound.

“Jesus.”
“China hasn’t released any official footage of what they’re doing 

or have done to their Profine compounds, but something tells me 
it isn’t good.” She gulps. “Every country in the world that’s still a 
country is destroying these places and anyone in them—formers 
and doctors—everyone.”

“They haven’t done it here.”
She looks at me like I’m a fool.
“Well, not officially I mean.”
“Really? Have you heard anything about the assholes that 

destroyed this place getting convicted of anything at all?”
“I haven’t really watched the newsfeeds much lately. You know 

that.”
“You should.” She clicks the channel again and I see Conrad on 

the wallscreen decked out in his Sunday best as he marches up a set 
of concrete stairs outside of Fort Knox.

There is a voiceover. “Attorney for Profine Pharmaceuticals, 
Donald Conrad, approaches the Capitol Building where he will meet 
with State Director Conner about the recent whistle blowing by 
Internet blogger Zex Starshine. Though with the latest revelations, 
again, accredited to Zex Starshine, you all know by now this may 
prove fruitless …” the voiceover continues as the cameras follow 
Conrad up the steps into the main entrance and the door closes 
behind him. The shot then cuts to file footage of POC burning and 
the rioters going completely insane. “… . Of course, the events that 
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preceded these shocking revelations involve two formers,” the 
screen then cuts to our mugshots, “William Dodge and Nancy Shell-
borne, who have been accused of murder and several other crimes. 
These two have been formally charged and are currently out on bail 
and sequestered behind the walls of the Profine Omaha Compound, 
also known as POC.”

The screen then cuts again to a studio somewhere far away 
from here where a woman nicely dressed with perfectly fashioned 
hair and makeup smiles at us. The studio is well decorated in that 
old fashioned way. It kind of reminds me of Dr. Yvonne’s office, with 
the shelves filled with knick-knacks in the background, a couple of 
comfortable sitting chairs, a coffee table complete with a plate of 
cookies and two coffee mugs.

The woman leans forward in her seat. “Hello, and welcome to 
a News Channel 667 exclusive. I’m Michelle Weng and, after last 
night’s events, we here at News 667 have been lucky enough to land 
an exclusive interview with the Internet sensation, Zex Starshine.” 
The camera shifts and we can now see Zex walking out from behind 
a beige curtain. He is doing his best to look professional in a dark 
suit and tie. But as he sits across from her in one of those comfort-
able chairs, I can see he is far from professional. His arms are folded 
across his lap, and his face can’t hide the fact that his eyes are crazy. 
The way his hair stands on end in reddish/blondish spikes tells me 
he’s an escapee from an old anime film. “Welcome Mr. Starshine,” 
the reporter says, offering her hand.

“Thanks for having me, Michelle.” Zex takes her hand and smiles 
an almost pleasant smile as he speaks with a shaky voice.

“Now, let’s get right down to it.” She shuffles through some 
papers on her lap. “I have a question the world has been dying to 
know the answer to.”

“Okay … .” He nods, obviously taken aback by this thrust into 
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serious questioning.
“Is Zex Starshine your real name?” she asks, smiling her gleam-

ing white teeth his way.
There is an awkward silence that waits for Zex to catch up on 

the reporter’s sly grin. Finally he breaks it with his own laughter. 
“That’s a good one,” he says, pointing one of his eerie, long fingers at 
her. “I thought you were going to ask me something heavy.”

“We’ll get to that,” she says, reaching over and patting his leg.
“If you must know,” he says, becoming more visibly comfort-

able, “my name is actually Zex Starshine. My parents gave it to me 
during the war. ‘Starshine’ is my last name because they thought I 
would brighten the world. Zex has always been my first name.”

“That’s beautiful,” the reporter sighs.
“Well,” he shrugs, “I don’t know about that.”
“Okay,” she replies, sitting up straight. “Let’s get down to the 

serious business for real this time, shall we?”
Zex nods.
“You have a history of being an Internet voice throughout the 

Infection War don’t you?”
He nods again. “Well, you know as well as anyone that the Inter-

net wasn’t exactly as crowded during the war as it was before.”
“Yes, yes,” she says as she looks through her notes. “It was really 

only active in places that managed to keep power somehow.”
Zex laughs. “It’s funny because my parents told me very few 

people understand the Internet—the web is there for the access as 
long as hubs are receiving power somehow. In certain places that 
happened, so it existed … in one form or another.”

“And your parents’ voices and eventually your voice became a 
beacon of hope to many.”

“Ah,” he says, giving a, ‘this isn’t a big deal’ shrug as best he can. 
“I don’t like to describe it that way. But we did build our own hub.”
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“How did that happen?”
“Okay,” Zex begins, “before my parents were murdered by 

a couple of—” The television offers a beeping noise that cuts out 
whatever derogatory term Zex used to describe someone who had 
the disease I once had. “—they were computer engineers and knew 
their way around programming, HTML code, everything you would 
need to broadcast on the net. They started the website to help people 
struggling through the war. When I was very young they began 
teaching me because they knew chances were slim they’d survive 
… .” He pauses here and takes a deep breath I mistrust. When his 
moment of somber reflection—or whatever the fuck it’s supposed 
to be—passes he takes another deep breath and continues, “After 
they died I swore to uphold their vision of an infection free world.”

“What a harrowing story from such a young man,” Michelle says, 
nodding slowly and looking at the camera as though I am supposed 
to feel whatever it is she feels too. Pity for the boy maybe? I don’t 
know. But I don’t think it’s much of a story. Now, if he gave us the 
juicy bits, that might be nice. Or maybe if he somehow survived the 
bombing of New York and let us all in on that story of survival, that 
could be interesting, but what he just gave us … . Meh.

“Now, let’s talk about your original Profine story.” She leans 
forward. “How did you get this information?”

Now this … this is interesting … .
“Well,” he laughs nervously before continuing, “I’m not giving 

up any of my sources, but suffice it to say, I did my research and my 
digging and when I finally found irrefutable evidence that Profine 
was the cause of all this I knew this was something the public need-
ed to know.”

“What do you mean?”
I find myself drawn to his words and I’m sitting down next to 

Nancy before I’ve realized I’ve moved. 
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“I mean, I knew how the public would react to this information. 
It is Profine’s fault that 6,950,000,000 people are dead, right?”

“Well, some would argue dead isn’t the right word for many of 
them.”

“Go Michelle,” I mutter.
“Either way,” Zex says, flipping away her comment like a crumb 

on his lapel, “Profine is responsible for a 10 year long war that 
destroyed the world and—despite what you might hear—is still 
going on. Most governments have crumbled because of this. Two 
major cities were destroyed completely.”

“You’re talking about the nuclear annihilation of New York and 
London during the first year of the Infection War?”

“Yes—back when the governments were still relatively viable.”
“She nods. “Continue.”
“You know, on a side note,” he says and whoever is in the 

production room is a master of manipulation because the cameras 
move in to focus on his thoughtful expression. “It’s a miracle so 
much of our old society survived. I blame the Internet for that—for 
keeping us connected.”

She nods. “All you needed was a generator and patience.”
“And you’d find someone.”
“Or someone would find you.”
“Right.”
“Let’s get back to our original train of thought though, Mr. 

Starshine. What else do you blame Profine for?”
Well, how about for the legitimate deaths of billions of people—”
“I’m going to stop you right there. What do you mean ‘legiti-

mate deaths’?”
“Well, as you know, Profine claims to have created a cure and 

does, in fact, plan on placing ‘100% cured’ individuals back into 
society as soon as their five years infection free is up. As an aside, 
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this number of years seems pretty arbitrary, doesn’t it?”
Michelle nods.
“Anyway, they were infected—are—infected. But they aren’t 

dead, correct?”
“Right. We all know how the infection works.”
“However, there were billions of people who died when the 

infected attacked them, when they ran out of food, when they 
committed suicide, and, as I mentioned, when New York and 
London fell. I can’t even get started on all the deaths due to civil war 
and warlords that sprung up everywhere … . Those are legitimate 
deaths, Michelle, those are humans who died. You see, I am of the 
opinion that once someone is infected they should be considered 
dead, despite what science tells us. I don’t care if their brains still 
work. I don’t care if they can be,” he puts his fingers up to show his 
best air quotes, ‘cured.’ I don’t care that there is a clear difference 
in the behaviors of the living infected and the dead infected. Hell, 
the living infected should be the first ones we kill. Those are the 
dangerous ones.” He takes a deep breath and the camera zooms in 
again to show the sweat beading on his forehead, makeup running. 
He runs a hand through his unreasonably spiky hair. “Anyway, I call 
those people ‘infected dead’ and the ones who die because they are 
slaughtered, commit suicide, starve, whatever—”

“Legitimate dead. I see.”
He sighs again, as though this is the most difficult thing he has 

ever done. “I wanted to find out how this happened, you know?” He 
looks sincere but I can’t help but hate him. “I dug more and more 
and I found that document that is now posted online that lays out 
a plan of action for the infection’s production and how Profine can 
benefit from it as a military weapon.”

“That’s when you decided to release this information?”
“Not right away. I had mixed feelings, right? I mean, I saw this 
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was all some sort of corporate money making scheme and I hated 
that. But at the same time, Profine has given lots of money to help 
rebuild. It’s very complicated. Then there is what they call their cure 
… I thought … . Anyway, I thought long and hard. Maybe this should 
be a secret I keep, you know?”

He’s actually coming off sensibly for a moment and I loosen my 
grip on Nancy’s hand I hadn’t even realized I was holding. There’s 
always a ‘but’ though.

“But when information came out about those two in Omaha, 
where Dr. Joan Yvonne was stationed by the way, I figured I should 
just release it and come what may. I mean, if these formers will kill 
an innocent man, and as some have said, based on the evidence, 
eaten his face, then these people aren’t cured and Profine is making 
billions of dollars on not one, but two lies.”

“Two lies?”
The camera focuses on Zex’s face. His large eyes are watery and 

his tight, slightly turned down lips, make him look regretful. He is 
becoming a hero to the people who hate me. “The lie that they didn’t 
cause the infection and the lie that they have a cure.”

The camera cuts back to the interviewer. “This of course,” she 
says, “leads us to the surprising footage you obtained and released 
late last night, correct?”

He nods. “It was very late.”
My stomach drops.
“Turn it off.”
“No.” Nancy stares at the screen. “Watch.”
I see the theatre on the newsfeed. I see Rex and me fighting. 

Everyone is moving. There is panic. Mindy attacks.
“How did they get that?” I ask.
Nancy clicks the remote and the wall goes black. “He says he 

hacked into the system here. That aired earlier this morning, Billy. It 
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caused everything else you saw … and then some.”
“Oh my God.” I run my hands through my hair. “What are we 

going to do?”
“It gets worse. Watch this.”
“I don’t think I can take anymore.”
“Wait. Just watch. This aired for the first time about half an hour 

ago.”
The blackness on the wall fades revealing a middle-aged Asian 

man standing at a podium in a large room. A red curtain hangs 
behind him. There is some static in the background but otherwise 
there is no sound. He is simply staring at the screen and holding 
tightly to the podium.

“I don’t get it.”
“Give it a second.”
The man clears his throat but I hear nothing.
“You’re going to have to look at the screen.”
I rub my eyes and focus. On the screen there are a few flashes 

and the camera starts to pull back, revealing Profine’s symbol on the 
podium. “What is this, some kind of news conference?”

Nancy nods. “In the USK.”
“What’s going on?”
The man starts speaking in Korean before Nancy can answer or 

shush me again and I’m reading the subtitles at the bottom of the 
screen. The words are white with black blocks surrounding them. 
They read:

THANK YOU LADIES AND GENTLEMEN FOR COMING 
TONIGHT TO THIS PRESS CONFERENCE. I AM DOCTOR AN-KOR 
YOSHI AND I AM HERE TO CONFESS MY CRIMES AND THE 
CRIMES OF PROFINE PHARMACEUTICALS AGAINST HUMAN-
ITY. I WORKED CLOSELY WITH DR. JOAN YVONNE. IN FACT, 
I WAS ON THE TEAM THAT CREATED WHAT IS NOW POPU-
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LARLY KNOWN AS ‘THE INFECTION.’ I WAS WITH HER WHEN 
WE WORKED TIRELESSLY TO CREATE A DISEASE TO BE USED 
IN WARFARE. THE BLOG POST MANY OF YOU READ WEEKS 
AGO IS 100% ACCURATE AND FOR MY PART IN THAT, I AM 
SORRY. ADDITIONALLY, PROFINE HAS BEEN MAKING MONEY 
OFF TETDAT, COPIOUS AMOUNTS OF MONEY. THOUGH THE 
EVIDENCE WE HAVE GARNERED FROM COUNTLESS TRIALS 
SHOWS CLEARLY THAT THE CURE WORKS, AFTER SEEING 
LAST NIGHT’S FOOTAGE, I AM NOW AS UNSURE AS THE REST 
OF YOU. THEREFORE, I AM GIVING MY NOBEL PRIZE BACK 
AND RECOMMEND MY COLLEAGUES DO THE SAME. AFTER 
ALL, WE MAY HAVE CURED THE INFECTION, BUT WE DEFI-
NITELY CAUSED IT AND SHOULD GET NO REWARDS FOR 
POSSIBLY TAKING CARE OF OUR OWN MESS. I HEREBY GIVE 
UP ANY OF MY RIGHTS AS A CITIZEN, NOT OF THIS COUNTRY, 
BUT OF THIS WORLD. 

The camera then pans across the room and I can see several 
reporters, photographers, and camera operators in a small studio 
and something I didn’t notice before. There is a clear Plexiglas wall 
between Dr. Yoshi and everyone else. As the camera shifts back to 
Dr. Yoshi and the sub-titles only read QUESTIONS ASKED over and 
over, a door behind the doctor opens and two infected stumble out, 
eyeing the doctor with those hungry red eyes. A third one follows. 
The first two look toward the last one. It’s mouth moves as though 
it is making some awful barking sound and the first two stumble on 
either side of Dr. Yoshi.

The last words on the bottom of the screen are: I DESERVE 
THIS. Then, though I can’t hear their growls, I can see their mouths 
as the infected attack. The first two rip into Dr. Yoshi and he screams 
as blood splatters on the Plexiglas and several of the reporters duck. 
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The third one moves up to the first two, whose pale, bruised skin 
snaked with dark veins is now covered in blood splatters. The first 
two back away like subservient animals and the third begins its 
meal. Someone just on the corner of the screen pukes as the camera 
zooms in on the infected chewing on Dr. Yoshi’s chest and throat.

“Fuck,” I say. “Now can we turn it off?” My stomach gurgles.
“Did your stomach just growl?” Nancy asks, flipping off the 

screen.
“No,” I say, standing and stepping away. “But I think I’m going 

to be sick.”
“Don’t you see what’s happening, Billy?” Nancy stands. She is 

calm, almost removed from the situation. “The recording of Mindy 
was the last straw. Profine is falling apart across the globe. Conrad 
may think he can get us off on some technicality with the United 
States government, but are formers even considered citizens in this 
country anymore? I killed that man.”

“He was killing me.”
“You’re not a person.”
“That’s not true.” I reach out to hold her hand but she backs 

away.
“Why is everything I do a mistake?”
“Saving my life was a mistake?”
She stares at me and backs away, heading for her bedroom. I 

try to follow but she slams the door in my face. I don’t pound, I don’t 
even knock. I don’t know what she is going to do in there but I don’t 
want any part of it. I go to leave the apartment, make my way up to 
the roof and maybe jump. But I stop and turn, yelling, “Before you 
do anything stupid, don’t forget about your daughter. She’s out there 
somewhere and wants her mom.”

I’m not sure where that came from. I’m not sure why I said it. I’m 
breathing heavily now, standing, facing her doorway, not sure what 
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I expect. Maybe a gunshot, God knows there are guns everywhere 
around here these days. She could have easily seduced one of the 
Marines and taken his to kill herself. But I’m hoping I hit something. 
When the quiet stretches on past the limits of elasticity, I sigh and go 
to leave, suicide looking more appealing.

Tomorrow will not be another day.
Then her bedroom door opens.
“Billy?” she says, sounding farther away than she is.
“Yes?”
She makes her way across the room toward me, saying, “Stay 

with me.”
So I do. And the day runs away from us as we hold each other 

on the couch, watching the newsfeeds that all but sentence us 
and every other former in the world to death. I want to talk about 
Delilah, about Nancy, about us. I want to plan. But Nancy wants to sit 
and watch the newsfeeds so I oblige.

Outside POC, the angry crowd gets bigger and bigger.
But as the newsfeeds scroll by, as the world tears itself into 

pieces again, as my future looks more uncertain than it’s looked 
since I was infected I realize beyond a shadow of doubt that I want 
to stay alive. Maybe it’s because of Nancy next to me. Maybe it’s 
because I’m so angry at the world I want to live just to be a walking 
and talking middle finger to it all.

I’m going to stay alive even if it means I have to run away from 
this place.

End Part II



Part III
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Chapter Fourteen
__________

Delilah Shellbourne

At some point in the day, I close my eyes and Nancy and I are in a 
cabin in the Northwoods, somewhere deep in Minnesota or Wiscon-
sin. There’s a fireplace burning before us, keeping us warm. There’s 
a bear fur rug with a big black lab stretched out on it. There’s 
a cheesy love song playing from one of those old time radios my 
parents used to have resting on the hardwood floor. It’s Weezer’s, 
“Trippin’ Down the Freeway.” I don’t know why it’s that stupid song. 
It just is. The scent of pine trees floats around us and I’m relaxed. 
This could be my future. No one would look for formers someplace 
cold. I would grow a beard. Nancy would cut her hair. 

I sigh, hugging Nancy tight. The world may be falling apart 
everywhere else, but here, with Nancy in my arms, I think for the 
first time since before the Infection War, tomorrow can be another 
day. My only problem now is figuring out how to make it happen. 

A knock wakes me from my make-believe. I stand and answer 
the door while Nancy stays glued to the newsfeed.

“How can I help you?” I ask Dr. Jacobi.
He stutters for a moment, as if shocked, confused, or scared. I 

know it’s nothing I did causing this, so I’m forced to wonder what 
he knows that I don’t. 

“Is … uh … is Nancy here?” he asks, standing on his tiptoes to 
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look over my shoulder.
“Where else would she be?”
“I need to speak with her.”
“She’s not available at the moment.”
“Billy, stop this. I don’t have time. I have some good news for 

her. Lord knows some good news right now would be helpful.”
“You know what’s going on, I take it.”
He nods. “It’s terrible, Billy, far worse than any time before.”
“I don’t think—”
“Stop Billy,” Nancy says, walking toward us. “Let him speak.”
“Thank you.” Dr. Jacobi enters the apartment and sits on a chair 

at the dining room table.
“What is it?” I ask.
Dr. Jacobi looks at Nancy. “We found your daughter,” he says 

simply.
Nancy gasps, hands going up to her mouth barely hiding a 

smile. “Oh my God! Where? How is she?” More tears.
Dr. Jacobi shakes his head. “You need to follow me,” he says.
“What’s going on?” Nancy asks. 
“She’s alive,” Dr. Jacobi is quick to point out. “But I think it would 

be best if you saw.”
“Will you come with me, Billy?” Nancy asks as she reaches for 

my hand.
I take it and nod and we are out the door quickly.
Dr. Jacobi doesn’t look back as we follow him down the hall. 

“Some of Conrad’s people found her,” he says. Light creeps in through 
the shades over the windows we pass, sending lines of brightness 
punctuated by shade through us all. “It was a group tracking an 
escaped specimen.”

“And?” I ask.
“I’m not going to lie to you Nancy, it isn’t good.” The way he says 
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this actually makes me colder so I can only imagine what it does to 
Nancy. I put an arm around her as we walk, hoping it helps, knowing 
it doesn’t.

“How is she?” Nancy’s words shake.
“I’m sure she will make a full recovery,” Dr. Jacobi says, keeping 

his eyes forward. “She’s in one of the holding cells below.”
Nancy takes in a sharp breath and grips my hand. “Don’t leave 

me.”
“I won’t,” I say as we enter the elevator and Dr. Jacobi presses a 

series of buttons that take us below.

<> <> <>

When we arrive in the sub-basement Nancy is shaking with nerves. 
Quivering, she wraps her fingers through mine and I can feel the 
coldness of her palms. “I can’t believe it,” she says.

“You’re shaking,” I pull her close to me. “Maybe we should wait 
until … .” I let the statement hang in the air, unfinished, like a puff 
from a cigarette.

“No. Jacobi’s right. I have to see her.”
As we enter the long hallway marked with those horrible doors 

from my dreams of the night all hell broke lose here at POC, I feel 
Nancy tense up.

Conrad appears from one of the rooms at the end of the hall. 
He stares at us from behind the mask of those Elvis sunglasses and 
grimaces. “I didn’t think you’d want to come.”

Though I can’t see his eyes, I can feel them.
I look to Nancy who is still shaking with nerves. She can feel his 

eyes too. “Why?” she asks. Her pained words echo through the hall. 
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She knows why.
“With everything else going on today … .” he trails off and paus-

es, staring knives at Dr. Jacobi. “You did give them the details about 
Delilah, correct?”

Dr. Jacobi shakes his head. “I thought it would be best if Nancy 
saw.”

“Dear God.” Conrad strides toward us and places his hands 
gently on Nancy’s shoulders. “It is … not as bad as it could be.” His 
voice holds only the faintest similarity with the voice he uses when 
he talks to me, all the growling is gone; it’s almost kindly. It’s a lion’s 
purr. Be aware. “Based on recent events, one could say this is the 
best news we could receive today.”

Nancy’s shaking settles some at Conrad’s touch, at the sound 
of his voice. But it’s still there and she turns into me, resting her 
head on my chest. Her fingers wrap around mine like vices. I look 
at her and for a moment see that girl from the night with The Cure, 
that girl who wasn’t really whole, wasn’t really here, the one who 
was longing for death even though she never admitted it. This image 
is gone quickly though and she steels up inside herself a barricade 
that could block out the worst news. “Show me,” she says, facing 
Conrad again, her eyes hardened.

With her hand in mine, I shake too. My mouth goes dry. My stom-
ach churns, then I feel that hollowness again. My heartbeat quickens. 
They’ve told me I am alive since I came out of the infection fugue. 
I’ve even said it myself, repeating that stupid oath for Dr. Yvonne 
and Dr. Jacobi. But next to Nancy now, hearing her talk, feeling her 
cold, hand in mine, seeing her strength, I know I am more than alive. 
I know I am in love. It’s how it was with my wife, but different. This 
is what it feels like, this strange mix of pain and pleasure, joy and 
fear. This nagging in the back of my brain. It’s something like worry 
mixed with desire. It’s a cocktail too dangerous to drink. But we all 
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drink it. It makes us feel alive.
Conrad nods. “Your husband—”
“Ex,” Nancy says.
“Pardon me. Your ex is dead.”
She straightens a little, as though trying to force herself to not 

let the shock of hearing that weigh her down. “No big loss,” she 
says. But it is. I know it. She knows it. Conrad knows it. Dr. Jacobi 
knows it. I’m rocking from the realization that I love her, and I know 
I’ll never live up to whatever her and her ex had before the world 
ended. They made a child for God’s sake, kept her alive through the 
Infection War and survived together … almost. We’re never going to 
be able to do that.

I wish that would stop me from loving Nancy, but as I feel her 
small hand gripping mine with a strength I’ll never possess, I can’t 
help it. When I see her cheekbones harden as her jaw clenches with 
determination to keep going, I can’t help it. In this hall, as the sounds 
of our steps reverberate and dance with the mechanical hum of the 
heater trying to keep us warm, I splatter all over the rocky bottom 
of the cliff I’ve fallen off. I’m in love.

And I am alive.
And I’m certain now I’m getting out of here and taking Nancy 

with me—and her daughter.
“Well.” Conrad wavers and I’m struck with another shocking 

realization. He is having trouble with this. I’ve never seen him skip 
a beat. Even as a riot was taking place around us when he escorted 
us to the police station, even as Profine falls apart, he hasn’t lost his 
cool. But it’s gone now.

“Well?” Nancy asks.
I’m silent. The fact that I love Nancy is too much to deal with on 

top of this back and forth. I know what’s coming. I’ve seen interac-
tions like this more times than I can count. I don’t know how many 
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people were saved from the infection here only to discover none of 
their loved ones were. I was lucky enough to see my wife die before 
being brought here so I didn’t have any horrible shock waiting for 
me, no infected family members too far gone to be saved, no infect-
ed family members cured only to die from malnutrition … or suicide 
upon an eradication of the infection.

“Well,” Conrad sighs, almost showing sincere emotion behind 
his black suit and cane. “Your daughter ate him.”

With these words, Nancy loses all pretense of strength and 
crumbles to the ground like a shattered wall, wailing. I comfort her 
in my arms and Conrad goes on about how things are going to be 
fine. It is difficult to make out his reassurances over Nancy’s sobs. 
Seconds turn to minutes and minutes tiptoe around Nancy as she 
wails into the echoing hallway. Conrad ignores it all. He stands, stoic, 
like a black clad giant of death. While she cries, I gently help her to 
her feet and usher her toward a bench at the end of the hallway. Dr. 
Jacobi sits with her.

“I’ll be back,” I say, then turn my attention to Conrad.
“How can I help you, Billy?” he asks.
“I want details.”
“That, my friend, is against the law.” He shakes his head as if 

he’s upset at the prospect of law breaking. Right. “You know we 
have other concerns now, since that footage of Mindy was released. 
Would you agree to a press conference?”

“Like that would work now. How did that Starshine jackass get 
that footage anyway? The cameras were supposed to be off.”

“I have no idea. I’m concerned only, Billy, with your life, and 
Nancy’s and those of all of the inhabitants of POC, of all formers.”

“That’s bullshit,” I say. There is resignation in my voice, not 
anger. “We both know you’re working for Profine for a paycheck. 
You really going to keep working for them after that footage of 
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Mindy? Profine’s done now. The masses are going to think Tetdat 
doesn’t work. That’s how the media is spinning it already. They’ve 
completely justified their hate. I’m surprised they haven’t broken 
down the walls here. Shit, I’m surprised Profine hasn’t started pick-
ing all us formers off one by one already. We’re fucked.”

He raises an eyebrow behind those glasses. “Are we?”
“Just talk to me about Nancy’s kid, Conrad, come on. We can talk 

business later. Look at her.” I motion to Nancy who is huddled on the 
bench, her knees up to her face, her arms wrapped around her legs. 
“You’ve got to let me know what happened.”

To survive outside of a Safe Zone, when the infected are running 
rampant and ripping things apart everywhere, you have to be a 
hardass. You have to fight. You have to yell. You have to punch. You 
have to kick, claw, and kill your way to the top. Here though, I can’t. 
Here, I’d rather beg. “Just let me know and I will relay the details 
when she is ready to hear them. I know she’s going to want to know 
them … . Please.”

He sighs. “Very well.” He wraps one of his long arms around 
my shoulders. “You must understand my information is sketchy at 
best.”

I nod.
“They were still in Omaha of all places.”
“Is that weird?”
“It seems strange to me. If I were him, I would have made it a 

point to get as far away from POC as possible, wouldn’t you?”
I nod.
“A wise choice. To put it succinctly then, when the people of 

Omaha overran POC, killed anyone they could find and it was … a 
mess … as best as I can tell, Nancy’s husband was amongst the riot-
ers who made their way into the sub-basement. He managed to … 
capture an infected … . Then he went home, let the infected bite their 
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daughter, killed himself, and became a meal for the young lady and 
the one who bit her. She was found in the hotel room he had rented, 
pounding on the walls and covered in his … flesh. We did away with 
the other one quickly—he couldn’t be saved. But we brought her 
back here as soon as we figured out who she was.” He pauses and 
wets his lips, looking around the hallway as though someone might 
be listening.

“How did you find her?”
He raises a hand to quiet me. “Profine pays me to take care 

of things like this. It’s what I’ve been doing for longer than I can 
remember. I have my ways.”

“Why would he be part of the riot?”
“Why not? His mind was not … right … if any of Dr. Yvonne’s 

notes can be believed. And I’m sure they can.”
“Why would he infect his daughter first though?”
“Billy,” he says, returning his arm to my shoulders and leaning 

in close enough so I can smell the cigar stink on his breath, “you 
really are dense. He hated Nancy. He wanted one last jab before he 
went. I’m no psychologist, but I can only postulate that he felt Nancy 
failed him and their daughter by getting infected. You know what it 
was like out there during the war. You know the things people had 
to do to survive. Could you imagine doing all that, just to have your 
wife get infected at the end?”

“I can,” I say, my words as cold as I can make them.
“Yes, well … .”
“But his daughter? Jesus, he must have been fucked up. And 

that could have started a whole new outbreak.”
He nods. “Jesus has nothing to do with that man’s actions,” he 

says. “Now, I must be going. Dr. Jacobi will take care of Delilah and I, 
obviously, have pressing legal matters to attend to. Your court date 
is going to be set soon and we will be going to Fort Knox.”
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“Unless Mindy’s performance destroys us all.”
He ignores that, walks to the exit, and places a hand on Nancy’s 

shoulder. “I am sorry this happened, Nancy, truly.”
“I will take care of her,” Dr. Jacobi whispers. “If you still want to 

see her now.”
I walk over to Nancy and try to comfort her more as Conrad 

disappears through the exit and Dr. Jacobi trundles down the hall-
way. The platitudes and kindnesses fall on deaf ears and come out of 
a dumb mouth. I know full well there is nothing that can dry Nancy’s 
tears now, nothing that can make her see everything will be okay. 
Even if the cure works on her daughter, if everything Conrad said 
is true … .

She ate her own father? I’m pretty sure that’s something you 
don’t come back from. Hell, I used to have a nightmare where I was 
eating a pack of puppies. I can’t help but wonder if that happened 
or if it is some kind of subconscious metaphor for what really 
happened … something I can’t think about even now … .

“Let’s go,” I finally say as her crying subsides. “You know how 
the procedure works. Jacobi will call when it’s done.”

“No,” Nancy says and stands on wobbly knees that defy the 
strength of her voice. “He brought me down because he thought I 
should see her. I want to see her now.”

“Are you sure you want to do that?” My voice is weak where 
hers is strong, afraid where hers is confident.

“Yes,” she says. “Jacobi said it would be good for me. And … and 
I believe him.”

I nod and stay seated on the bench while she stands. It isn’t 
long before a couple of the specialized nurses in white medical riot 
gear appear at the other end of the hall, followed by Dr. Jacobi. Their 
steps reverberate off the walls as they approach the room Conrad 
came out of earlier. A few moments later they pull Nancy’s daugh-
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ter out by two pole-leashes. She is a small, pale bundle of barely 
contained fury and hunger. She growls softly, occasionally trying 
to wrench one of the pole-leashes from a nurse’s grip, hoping for 
an opportunity to get at her captors. After each failed attempt she 
stops and stares around the empty hallway with red, calculating 
eyes. She is completely naked and we can make out her darkened 
veins clearly, trailing map-like lines over her tiny body. The bruises 
look like cities. She is a grotesquery that makes me sick and I can’t 
help but think Conrad or Dr. Jacobi could have managed to put some 
clothes on this poor girl. How could this be good for Nancy?

I am waiting for them to pull her past, waiting for Nancy to do 
something crazy, like try to hug Delilah. But Nancy isn’t moving. 
She isn’t shaking. She isn’t doing anything other than looking at her 
daughter through a torrent of red tears.

This girl looks freshly infected. I can even see the bite marks on 
her side, near her ribcage. The wound still has the strange blue/red 
tint these unique bites leave. The freshly infected are more than the 
most dangerous of us, they are the most disturbing. I wonder if this 
is the real reason everyone hates us.

“Jesus,” I whisper.
This comment kicks the world back into drive with sounds and 

movement replacing the odd, eerie calm that invaded the hallway. 
Nancy screams and the tears fire from her eyes like a storm. Dr. Jaco-
bi shouts at the nurses to get the girl out of there and she is pulled 
along, out the door and further down a hall to a place I never want to 
visit again, the curing room. Once again, I’m alone with Nancy who 
is still screaming.

“Don’t touch me!” she shouts as I reach for her. “Just go away!” 
Her eyes are bloodshot with salty tears, her cheeks are flushed with 
anger and fear, and smeared with mascara. There is sweat beading 
on her forehead and temples and her lips snarl. I should walk away. 



FORMER 233

I should leave. But I can’t. Instead, I stand near the exit and watch 
as Dr. Jacobi and the nurses shove the girl unceremoniously down 
the next hall.

Nancy will come out of this frenzy eventually. I will be here for 
her when she does because I know we are not monsters. I know we 
are alive. And I know we will get through this and get out.

Together.
All three of us.
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Chapter Fifteen
__________

Parenthood

It’s late when Nancy finally stands and we walk back to our apart-
ment, wordless. I hold Nancy’s hand as we tread through the chilly 
halls. But I suppress the shivers, think warm thoughts, and stay 
silent.

When we arrive, Nancy heads to the bathroom to shower. The 
clock trudges through an hour with the beating water sounding 
through the silent apartment. Though I’ve managed to keep the 
distance she clearly wants, my imagination runs away from me 
and throws a thousand different suicide scenarios my way. I know 
it doesn’t make any sense. She just saw her daughter and she’ll be 
fine. Still … I worry. So I step slowly down the long, dark hall. I reach 
the slightly ajar bathroom door and take a deep breath. The running 
shower warns me to go away but I ignore it.

“Nancy?” I ask, knocking. “Are you all right?”
She doesn’t answer so I open the door all the way. It feels heavy 

against my palm. Warm steam rushes out around me. My eyes begin 
to water. I gulp. “Nancy?”

She’s on the floor in the shower, still alive, sitting there. No 
tears, no screaming, no obvious evidence of a suicide attempt. The 
warm water beating down on her naked body makes the room feels 
like a sauna.
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“Are you okay?” I ask because I have to ask something, even a 
question I already know the answer to.

She looks up at me as if seeing me for the first time. “I want to 
have sex,” she says.

And I’m in the shower with my clothes on, but she makes short 
work of them. I know there is no love in what we are doing, but 
there is comfort. 

Sometimes, that’s all you need.

<> <> <>

Later, I fall asleep on the couch. When I wake up in the early morning 
light Gerald is sitting across from me. He hands me a cup of coffee 
before I’m awake enough to react to his presence.

“Come up to the roof?” he asks. “We need to talk and I’m leaving 
soon, so get dressed quickly.” There is something of the old Gerald in 
his tone, something that scares me.

“How did you get in here?” I ask, taking the coffee and sitting 
up. Not only have I loved it since I was 15, but since I was cured, the 
warmth it sends through me is so strong I’d drink it even if I hated 
the taste.

“I was the first person to let you into this apartment Billy. You 
haven’t changed your pass code.” He shrugs.

“Huh. What’s up?” I grumble. I’m in a t-shirt and boxers so going 
outside is intimidating. “It’s kind of cold … .”

“Here.” He throws me a pair of jeans. “I got them out of your 
room. They should fit.” Now all of the old Gerald is in his tone and 
I’m terrified. “Don’t forget a coat. There’s a snowstorm coming, 
which is probably the only reason POC hasn’t been invaded.”
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In a few minutes, we’re sitting at a wooden table on the roof, me 
drinking the coffee and puffing a new cigarette, and Gerald staring 
into the early morning sky. It’s heavy with a coming storm and the 
wetness in the air only adds to my discomfort. The chair, carved of 
the same wood as the table, is hard on my shivering ass. The cold 
front blowing in from the west heaves goosebumps on top of my 
goosebumps, but Gerald, bundled in a heavy woolen jacket and 
distracted by his own thoughts, doesn’t seem to notice.

“How are things?” he asks. Though he wears the smile I’ve 
grown used to since he’s been back here, that old anger is powerful 
behind it, hammering away at the mask from the inside out.

“I’m fucking cold.”
He chuckles. “I know man, I know. Drink the coffee. It’ll warm 

you.”
“Why are we out here?”
“You sure you don’t want a little small talk first? Don’t want to 

be all comfy-cozy before we get into it?”
“Nope. I want to go back inside. Besides, you said you were in 

a hurry.”
He runs his fingers over his own coffee cup and studies it like 

it’s a work of art. “You know I spend a lot of time with Conrad, right?”
“Yeah, I know. And Jacobi, so?”
“He’s leaving, Billy. Conrad is. He’s convinced Profine is done. 

After that shit got out about Mindy—which by the way wasn’t a big 
deal. She just … freaked out for a second is all … .” He sighs. “The 
world doesn’t think so though. Any new reason to hate us.”

I take a moment to digest what Gerald is telling me and decide 
I’d rather purge it. “Conrad’s leaving? You’re going with him?” The 
questions come out dry as fire and dead.

“He doesn’t think there’s any hope now.” Gerald leans in closer. 
“He made sure the cameras were off up here so we could talk about 
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this. He told me he’s cutting ties with Profine and leaving tomorrow. 
There’s a train headed to Corpus. He’s on it. I’m on it.”

“He’d just leave?”
Gerald nods. “He’s kind of like a rat jumping a sinking ship, 

man. So am I and I don’t give a fuck.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I ask. I’ve almost forgotten how 

cold it is. “How are you even getting on a train? We’re not allowed.”
“This is a special train.” He looks at me now, hard. “We’re 

friends,” he says. “Or we were once. I wanted you to know so you 
could be prepared.”

“Prepared for what?”
Gerald leans away and studies the dark clouds. “When Donald 

Conrad leaves, Profine loses what little smidge of hope it has. They 
were putting everything on him, man. When he was in Knox, talking 
to the politicians, he was getting somewhere … . After that shit 
with Mindy though … . He’s leaving, then Profine’ll give you and 
Nancy—and probably even Delilah now that we’ve got her—over 
to the government and there’ll be a televised execution. Shit, they 
might even just line all formers up everywhere and go to town. I 
hear they’re already doing it in Korea.”

“Are you fucking kidding me? It’s fucking Nazi Germany.”
He takes one final swig of his coffee then shoves the cup off the 

table. It falls to the ground and rolls away, pushed by the encroach-
ing wind. “We’ve seen this shit happen before, Billy. It was precari-
ous after Nancy killed that James guy. This shit though … this shit is 
too much. Once Profine falls, what the hell do you think will happen 
to formers out here? I mean shit, if you watch the newsfeeds, it’s 
already happening all over the place. We’re straight up monsters 
again.”

“We’ve always been monsters.”
“If I were you, I’d get out now. Conrad told me they’re talking 
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about carpet bombing the whole fucking world. Seriously talking. 
Conrad said they had a plan drawn up in Knox that looked like they 
would basically start at all the Safe Zones and do these radius drops 
where the circles keep getting bigger.”

“That’s kind of like how they built the walls, isn’t it?”
Gerald chuckles. “Yeah. Only bombs instead of walls.”
“Jesus Christ.”
“If not bombs though, then soldiers. You know, they’ve done 

that in some African countries already—just sent in troops and just 
started firing.”

“That shit was outlawed worldwide. Profine is saying there are 
still uninfected people out there, hiding. How can they do that?”

“Don’t be a fucking idiot, Dodge. We’ve been holding on to this 
idea of society since Tetdat and the Safe Zones, but our grip is loose 
and it’s all going to come crashing down sooner rather than later. 
The ironic part is, the infected aren’t even going to be the ones who 
do humanity in. it’s going to be everyone else.”

“If I believe you, how, exactly, am I going to get out of here?”
He shrugs. “Conrad and I can leave on business, tell anyone who 

asks we have an appointment in Fort Knox. They’ll believe it. But 
we’re going to Corpus.”

I take a long drink and lean back. “I’m not going with him. Even 
if I wanted to, I couldn’t.”

Gerald stands. His eyes find the gathering clouds again. “Well, if 
you change your mind, we’re leaving tomorrow morning. You know 
where the train depot is, right?”

I nod.
“We’re going back on the Corpus Line.”
“You’re not getting it, Gerald.” I shake my head and finish the 

cigarette. “No one will let me off POC, no one. And even if I could 
get out of here, how the hell am I supposed to get on a train going 
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to Corpus? How’s Nancy? We’re fucking criminals and we’re fucking 
formers. It’s against the law. How the hell are you getting on a train 
anyway?”

“I don’t ask Conrad how he gets shit done. He’s got us both 
some spots in a private car near the engine.”

“That’s all fine and good, asshole, what about Nancy and me?”
“Hop a car. You used to talk about doing that all the time when 

you were a kid. There’s nothing more we can do here, man.”
“Why me? Why not Jacobi or anyone else?”
Gerald shrugs. “Jacobi is an ass. Plus, Corpus man, Corpus is your 

kind of town. And I already told you. We’re friends. That’s why you.”
“Thank you,” I say. “But how am I supposed to get to the train 

depot?”
“Look, I’m sorry, but I can’t help you there, if I’m not at Conrad’s 

side and looking important I may not be let out either. I have to go 
with him. If there was anything else I could do, I would.” He looks 
away. “Winter is coming though, so you better have a plan. The train 
leaves at 9am tomorrow. If you can come, I will be waiting for you 
near the engine.”

“How will I find this train at the depot?”
“Tomorrow’s Christmas, Billy, there are only two trains running. 

You’ll find ours.”
“Christmas. Ha,” I say. 
“My thoughts exactly,” Gerald says.
“What about everybody else?” I ask.
“What about them?” He walks away and though the coffee is 

warming me from the inside out, I feel colder as the first snowflake 
lands on my pale hand. 

<> <> <>
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Over the next few hours, a blizzard descends on POC; I’m deadened 
to the feeling of hope. I thought it was there again, but after listening 
to Gerald’s cryptic message, and watching the Goddamn newsfeeds, 
I realize I was wrong. The morning has been long and cold and even 
Nancy, with her hope that Delilah will be here soon, can’t make me 
feel better. It might be that I feel guilty about keeping Gerald’s infor-
mation from her. But how can I tell her when she’s finally feeling 
better?

Even a short feed about a special airing of Gone With the Wind 
can’t get my hopes up for the future again as another knock sounds 
on the door.

“William Dodge?” a Marine asks as I swing the door open.
“Who else would it be?” I snark.
“You and Ms. Shellborne are to follow me.”
“Why the fuck not?” I say. I turn to Nancy who is huddled under 

a comforter on the couch. “I guess we’re going somewhere.”
“Where?”
“To pick up your daughter, ma’am,” the Marine announces.
My mouth hangs open. He smiles. I gain a little hope for 

mankind.
“Give me a minute,” Nancy says. A minute means about an hour. 

She paints herself up like a princess, doing her hair, her nails, and 
finding a new simple dress to wear before we leave the apartment. 
As we follow the Marine through the halls, she shows me the match-
ing dress for Delilah.

“When did you get that?” I ask.
“I found them in the costume shop a while ago, Billy. This place 

used to be a high school, you know,” she giggles out the words. “I had 
hope for tomorrow.” She throws air quotes up at that last sentence, 
mimicking one of the many mantras we have been taught at our 
weekly group sessions.
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Her smile shines and when she puts sunglasses over her bloody 
eyes she looks like she belongs with the rest of mankind. Under-
neath that there is something only I can see though. It is a blank 
spot, a black hole that appeared when she saw her infected daugh-
ter. Her happiness is small. She’s sad and worried and most of all 
afraid, which is why I can’t tell her what Gerald told me.

<> <> <>

Dr. Jacobi greets us as we open the door to a room filled with 
curtained walls, the smell of antiseptics, and the beeping of medi-
cal equipment. It takes me back to my recovery and I have to force 
myself over the threshold.

Dr. Jacobi is standing at a telewall staring at a lifesize image 
of Delilah’s insides and scratching his chin. I only know they are 
Delilah’s because of the label: DELILAH JANE SHELLBORNE. Thanks 
to ninth grade biology class I recognize the shapes and can identify 
some of the organs but I don’t want to.

Dr. Jacobi turns from those images to face us, and smiles, rising 
on the balls of his feet. The green light from the images falls on his 
face, making him look more like a monster than either of us.

“You’re here!” He claps. “Your daughter will be so happy to see 
you, Nancy. Follow me.”

We move through a maze of empty beds and partitions that can 
be moved to make way for more patients, but there aren’t any. “It 
was exceptionally easy. She was so young with the infection, you see 
… .” He rambles on about the procedure and how she took to it, how 
there were minimal medical issues, etc, etc, etc. 

I stop listening.
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When he finally stops talking, I focus on my worries. “How are 
things going with our court date?” I ask, trying my hand at inno-
cence.

Agitation smears his rigid face for a moment but it is gone like 
lightning. “That’s a question better asked of Donald.”

Before I can reply, Dr. Jacobi leads us around a corner and pulls 
back a curtain with the dramatic flourish of an opera singer and we 
see Gerald sitting quietly, on a hospital bed with a little girl with 
Nancy’s dark hair and bloody eyes. Gerald’s finger is to his lips to 
keep her quiet, but when Nancy walks in the room she bursts out in 
laughter and leaps off the bed.

“Delilah?” Nancy’s voice is little more than a whisper that 
cracks with longing and love.

Then they shout as one and it is like a scene from a cheesy 
movie. Delilah’s hospital gown flaps in the wind she creates as she 
rushes over the cold floor toward her mother with outstretched 
hands, tears of joy, and smiles, smiles everywhere. Dr. Jacobi, Gerald, 
and I stand on, joining in the smilefest as the two of them hug each 
other and Nancy showers kisses on her daughter. I half expect some 
sappy music to play and credits to roll so I can walk off the set, wipe 
makeup off my skin, and find my way back into my wife’s arms.

When no music plays and no one offers me a cigarette and the 
mother and daughter keep exchanging platitudes of love and long-
ing, I clear my throat.

“Oh,” Nancy says, “oh Del … .” She moves away from her and 
grins at me, wiping the bloody tears from her cheeks. “You remem-
ber Mr. Dodge, right? He’s been … helping me out lately.”

“Hi Mr. Dodge,” Delilah, says and I’m back on stage at Profine 
going through my affirmation. Hearing this little girl’s voice takes 
me there. She’s like a tiny copy of her mom but her voice rings out 
with hope and laughter and most of all life.
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I am alive. Shaking it off, I say, “Hi, you can call me Billy,” and 
take one awkward step forward.

“Billy … ?” she cocks her head to the side and squints her eyes. 
The pose makes her look younger than her years and experience 
and I find myself falling in love with her too. “I remember you.”

“You do?”
“You lived next door and Mom talked about you some.”
Nancy blushes and I wink at her, though on the inside my heart 

is breaking because the girl I’m talking to right now who seems the 
symbol of perfect childish innocence, isn’t. She’s just like me, Nancy, 
Gerald, and any of the other saps who’ve come back from the infec-
tion to a world that hates us.

“Your mom is a great woman, isn’t she?” I ask.
“She saved us,” Delilah says.
“How about we go home now?” Nancy grabs the girl’s hands 

and she agrees that would be a great idea.
“One moment.” Dr. Jacobi raises his hand as Nancy and Delilah 

begin planning their day as though we haven’t been in a makeshift 
prison for weeks, as though Nancy hasn’t been charged with murder, 
as though Delilah hasn’t only just recently come out of the infection, 
as though the world doesn’t hate and fear us. 

“What is it?” Nancy asks.
“We have some paperwork is all,” Gerald answers for him as Dr. 

Jacobi stammers.
“Well … okay.” Nancy stands, gripping her daughter’s hands. 

“Where do we go?”
Dr. Jacobi places a hand on Nancy’s back. “Just follow me. It 

might take a few minutes. Maybe leave the girl with Billy?”
Nancy noticeably shudders. A lesser man would be offended 

but I know it doesn’t have anything to do with the idea of leaving me 
alone with her daughter. It’s the idea of leaving her daughter at all 
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that shoots fear through her like a bullet.
“Billy?” she asks, her voice like a phantom flittering around the 

room slowly. “Will you watch her?”
“Like a hawk.”
“It won’t be all that long,” Gerald laughs, breaking the sudden 

chill freezing the room. “She’ll definitely be bored with us though. 
Billy will take good care of her. Come on.” He takes Nancy’s hand 
and leads her out the door before she can say no. As they are exiting 
though, he catches my eye and I see in his look a shared commitment 
to our discussion from earlier this morning. In that look he is telling 
me that I am welcome in Corpus with him. And if I’m welcome, I’m 
damn well bringing Nancy and Delilah.

As the sound of their footsteps taper down the hall I hear Nancy 
call, “I’ll be right back!”

“So,” I turn to Delilah and clap my hands, “I’d ask how you are, 
but I already know. Am I right?”

“You’re funny,” Delilah says. Her cheeks, which should be rosy, 
are instead as pale as mine, but chubby in that way little girls’ cheeks 
get as they tiptoe toward maturity.

“Looking,” I reply, trying hard not to cry.
“How long will they be?” she asks, unable to hide her anxiety. 

Her arms are crossed over her thin frame. Her red eyes flit around 
the room and I know what she’s doing.

“She’ll be back,” I say. “You’re safe here. You don’t have to do 
that.”

“Do what?”
“Search.” I step closer, and reach out. Delilah takes my hand 

easily and grips it as she looks up.
“I’m not searching.”
“For ways out, for the infected?”
Tears trickle down her cheeks and I know Nancy was always 
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beautiful.
“It’s safe here,” I lie.
“It’s not safe anywhere though,” she says, and turns her back to 

me. “Not really.”
“Well … it’s as safe a place as we’re going to get,” I say. I mean it 

to be reassuring but I know I sound like an asshole. “For now.”
We stand in silence for the longest time of my life and guilt at 

my lie worms its way through me until Nancy returns and a switch 
is flipped. Delilah runs to her, hugs her, laughs again. It is the scene 
from a few minutes ago played out one more time. Dr. Jacobi isn’t 
with her. I don’t ask about him. I don’t care. 

Gerald takes a moment to hand me a file folder and whispers, 
“Read this and follow the directions. Then meet us tomorrow morn-
ing before noon at the train depot.”

Then he pats Delilah on the head, smiles at Nancy and leaves.
Fuck this cloak and dagger bullshit, I think as I tuck the folder 

into my pants and move toward Nancy.

<> <> <>

Delilah, named after Nancy’s grandmother, is anything but well 
adjusted. Something about living through an apocalypse, watch-
ing your mom get infected, seeing her be cured, listening to your 
parents’ argue and feeling their marriage disintegrate, then finally 
becoming infected yourself and eating your father before being 
cured like your mother, has some lasting effects.

Who would’ve thought?   
It’s obvious on our walk up to our apartment. The building is 

large to me, so I can only imagine what it must feel like to a little 
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girl who has been through everything Delilah has been through. She 
looks around with wide, terrified eyes.

I don’t focus on her though. Instead, I fall behind, letting Nancy 
enjoy parenthood for a moment.
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Chapter Sixteen
__________
Lazarus

The day spins away in a rush of happiness. The snow is keeping 
POC safe for the time being and there are even a few mentions of 
Christmas between Nancy and Delilah. We don’t have a tree, we 
don’t have any presents, and we sure as shit don’t have any beliefs, 
but hey, why not? Eventually, what little light the storm clouds let 
through fades and it is time to put Delilah to bed.

First there are tears, then screams of protest, then more tears, 
and finally Delilah drifts off to a land of nightmares and darkness. I 
don’t participate. Instead, I sit on the couch and stare at the folder 
Gerald gave me, unable to open it. Listening to Nancy’s soft, plain-
tive voice as she gently eases Delilah into sleep, I feel like I’m on the 
precipice of something much bigger than me. Maybe I’ve been there 
since the night Harlan James died.

I don’t watch the newsfeeds. I’ve had enough of that, besides 
the true horror story is taking place in our apartment, in Delilah’s 
bedroom, in the memories that won’t let her sleep.

In fact, it takes over an hour to get her to off to dreamland, but 
now that she’s finally out, she’s snoring like a 50-year-old fat man 
with a nasal problem and a pack-and-a-half-a-day smoking habit. I 
know it’s bad because I can hear it in the living room. I’d like to think 
her exhaustion is due to the fact she spent hours today turning the 
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master bedroom into a little girl’s paradise (with material provid-
ed by what I can only assume is a pharmaceutical company so full 
of guilt it feels the gifts bestowed upon her when she entered the 
apartment earlier were barely enough—I know that’s what I feel). 
But her exhaustion comes from fear more than anything else. When 
you first come out of the infection haze your mind is a strange, unfa-
miliar place where nightmares mingle with memories and going 
to sleep becomes terrifying. The further removed you are from the 
cure the easier this is to deal with, or the more you get used to it. I 
don’t know. I try not to think about it too much.

As bedtime approaches though that fear sucks the energy from 
you like a tick/leech mutant monster that feeds on strength instead 
of blood. When you combine this with the influence her father’s 
hate must have had on her … . I don’t even want to think about it … .

The silence that tells of Delilah’s lost battle with sleep stretches 
to infinity before I get the nerve to stand and trudge down the hall to 
her bedroom, which was my bedroom until a few hours ago. Nancy 
sits on the floor next to the bed. All the lights are on and they will 
stay on until Delilah is ready to turn them off. Frankly, I’m fine with 
that. Delilah’s small frame is hidden under piles of blankets, but her 
hand hangs out, engulfed in Nancy’s. I’m reminded of Michelange-
lo’s painting on the Sistine Chapel. In it, God and Adam are reaching 
for each other. Here, a mother actually holds her daughter’s hand. 

There’s the problem with religion, all religion, whether it’s the 
Christian God, the Muslim Allah, or one of those Asian daemons 
that I hear have come into vogue since the Infection War. We can 
touch each other but we can only try to touch God. This leads my 
thoughts to the unbroken church on the outskirts of POC. I realize 
it wasn’t destroyed because it doesn’t matter and I wonder if the 
Sistine Chapel still stands. Probably. The one good thing about the 
Infection War is that it appears to have shut down religion as any 
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kind of powerful force for most of us that are left. It’s still a force 
though.

Thank God. Ha.
When Nancy looks at me I see the rings under her eyes as twin 

testaments to the struggle she’s been through. However, the smile 
on her dry lips tells me she doesn’t mind. This makes what I’m 
about to say that much more difficult.

“Nancy …” I whisper as I walk to her and place my hands on her 
stiff shoulders, rubbing. Her skin is so cold beneath her sweater I 
can feel my already low temperature drop from the touch. “We need 
to talk.”

She nods but keeps her eyes glued on the pile of multi-colored 
blankets and afghans warming her daughter. There is one in partic-
ular that looks exactly like the one in Dr. Yvonne’s office. I shudder 
thinking of it because for a second I miss Dr. Yvonne. I let my eyes 
wander to the window, away from all the pink ponies, teddy bears, 
and rainbows that tell me Delilah is far more like every other little 
girl than our society would have us believe. I look out the window 
to help me forget about Dr. Yvonne too, to remind me that I’m a 
prisoner, to remind me I don’t miss her. I hate her.

I love Nancy … and maybe even Delilah. I know it’s quick. I know 
it doesn’t make any sense. I know there is nothing I can do about it.

Outside, the falling snow has turned into a full-on blizzard. I 
can hear it howling through the window, softly, as if it is an animal 
somewhere in the distance crying for us … all.

“I know what you’re going to say,” she whispers, the worry in 
her quiet voice mirroring the worry in my eyes drawing me back 
to her.

I pull her to her feet, help her out of the room, and back down 
the hall to the living room. When I place my hands on her shoulders 
again I notice them softening. I sigh and ask, “How was that?”
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“You heard how it was.” She hangs her head. “She’s been through 
a lot since the war … with her father and me and the protests … .” I 
lift her chin so our red eyes meet. “Why are people so mean?” she 
asks.

I shrug. “I wish I knew.”
She offers a half-smile and hangs her head again. “Thank you 

for letting me do that alone. She needed it to just be me. I don’t think 
she trusts you yet—or anyone—really.”

“Well,” I almost laugh. That bedroom was the last place in the 
world I wanted to be during Nancy’s struggle to get her daughter to 
sleep. I’ve lived through enough of my own struggles of that stripe. If 
Delilah didn’t want me there, I was fine with it. “It was my pleasure.”

“You’re funny.” She trembles before me but smiles and looks up 
again. “Now tell me what we need to talk about. I saw Gerald slip 
you that folder.”

I sigh, not even surprised by this. “It’s … .” I want to look away. “I 
haven’t opened it yet.” Hell, I want to move away from her, look out 
the window again, lose myself in the falling snow and memories of 
a time gone by. I want this to be over. I want this to be a nightmare. I 
want to wake up to my wife in Oakview and go to work and walk the 
dog and live like I used to.

I can’t. My wife committed suicide. I became infected. I ate my 
dog. The past is gone and the present will be too if we don’t leave.

Nancy’s eyes are tractor beams, keeping me tethered to the 
now, to reality.

“What?” She tenses up again. “Billy?”
I take a deep breath. “Look … Gerald was here this morning, 

before we went down to get Delilah. He told me Conrad was going 
to cut and run. He said after that shit with Mindy came out that Prof-
ine was done and that we should get out while the getting’s good 
because if Conrad leaves, Profine will gladly hand us over to the 
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authorities. He’s been the one doing most of the talking to the feds, 
newsfeeds … . We will become Profine’s scapegoat.”

“It sounds like Gerald gave you a bunch of information we 
already have.”

“I know, but Conrad thinks Profine will hand us over to save 
face or gain face or some shit.”

“We’ll be executed if they do that. They won’t care what the law 
says.”

I nod. “The law will probably change, and soon.”
“But you said it was a fluke. Jacobi said it wasn’t even the infec-

tion. Mindy’s just crazy … .”
“You know better than me that’s not how the newsfeeds are 

spinning it. It doesn’t matter what the truth is. People are scared 
of us, Nancy. They don’t like us. They don’t think we’re human 
anymore.”

“They never did. We need to leave,” she says. The quickness and 
conviction in her voice is staggering. 

“That’s another thing Gerald came to me to talk about. He said 
we could leave with him tomorrow morning.”

“Where? How? There’s a blizzard out there.”
“I don’t know. They’re taking a train to Corpus. Gerald said 

Conrad made some kind of deal with the engineer or something. I 
don’t know. He wants to sneak us on.”

“Corpus? We can’t just get into Corpus. How are they doing it?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t exactly get a lot of information from him.”
She points at the folder. “So what’s that got to do with this?”
“I told you. I haven’t looked.”
She picks it up off the table and opens it. One slip of paper falls 

out. She catches it before it hits the floor and brings it to her eyes.
“What does it say?”
She hands it to me. “Read it.”
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In trembling hands, I take the paper. There is a short, typed 
message:

GET A VIAL OF BLOOD FROM PATIENT ZERO AND 
BRING IT TO THE TRAIN STATION TOMORROW OR DON’T 
BOTHER COMING.

Following that, there are directions to Patient Zero’s room? zone? 
cell? and a series of codes I am to use to bypass the security measures 
to get there. On the bottom of the page is another short message.

ALL THE CAMERAS ARE OFF. THERE WILL BE NO GUARDS.
There is no name but I smell Conrad all over this.
“What the hell is going on?” I ask, looking at Nancy.
“I don’t trust Conrad.” She turns away. With her back to me, 

standing inside her sweater, she looks pathetic. “But—”
“I don’t trust him either.” 
She falls back into the couch cushion and covers her eyes. “Is 

Patient Zero who I think it is?”
“Yes.” I run my hands through my hair. “It has to be, doesn’t it?”
“Why would Conrad want his blood? Why would Profine even 

keep him alive?”
“Who knows. Science? Anger? Research? Money?” I fall to the 

couch. “I don’t give a fuck. I’m not going to do it.”
“You’re not going to get the blood of the man who started this 

whole thing?”
“This whole thing wasn’t started by one man.”
Nancy sighs before ripping the paper from my hands. “If it 

means saving Delilah,” she whispers, “I’ll do it.”
“Are you serious?” Shock makes my voice screech some. “You’ll 

just do it? Just like that? It’s going to be dangerous. I don’t care what 
this note says.”

“I’ve already killed one man and that was to save you. You think 
I won’t hesitate to get a blood sample from another to save my 
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daughter?”
I stand, pleading while Nancy moves around the room, keep-

ing away from me. “This is different though. We don’t really know 
what’s going on. This could be a set up.”

“Yes!” she shouts, then jumps and looks down the hall toward 
Delilah’s door. Once she’s certain Delilah is still asleep, she strides 
toward me, her pointer finger out. “It could be. It could also be our 
ticket to safety. I’m willing to take that risk for Delilah!”

I step back. “Nancy, I—”
“If you won’t do it, I will. Then we’ll get out of here, give Conrad 

his blood, and be done with it.”
She turns from me. There is a look on her face that isn’t disgust, 

not really, pity maybe … . I don’t know but I don’t like it. “I’ll do it,” 
I say. “You stay with Delilah and start getting ready. Get coats and 
food.”

“Fine,” she says. There is a coldness in her voice I didn’t expect. 
Then she softens a little. “Be careful.” 

I nod. “You too.”
“Wait,” she says as I turn away. I stop, hoping she is going to 

run up to me, kiss me, tell me we’ll find another way. Instead, she 
disappears into the kitchen and comes back with a butcher knife. 
“You’ll need this.” She hands it to me.

I hang my head. “What about everyone else? They’re going to 
be stuck here.” 

Nancy turns from me and looks out the window. “I can’t think 
about them.”

“Can’t or won’t?” I ask before I leave.
And just like that, I’ve decided to trust Conrad.
Maybe I’m not a monster but I am a fucking idiot.
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<> <> <>

I have to trust Conrad isn’t setting me up, which is the hardest part 
about all this because the halls truly are empty. There isn’t a Marine 
in sight. The familiar red blinking light that usually indicates the 
hallway cameras are on, isn’t there. Though that doesn’t mean much 
since I didn’t notice those lights on the cameras in our meeting the 
other night.

My nerves make me jump at every sound, even the ones that 
aren’t real. The lights, dimmed at night to preserve power, but 
still buzzing, are my only company. I wonder where everyone is. I 
wonder what I’m doing. I wonder if it will work. And I wonder if this 
is what being alive is supposed to feel like. The halls are symmetri-
cal caves of shadows and light. The closed doors to my left and right 
hold possibilities too frightening to imagine. But I do.

The more I walk, the deeper I descend into the bowels of POC, 
the more I do. I see rooms stuffed to the edges with infected. I hear 
them scraping at the doors, moaning for release. I feel their cold-
ness. I also hear the clicking of guns. I hear angry voices shouting for 
my death. I feel warm hate and coppery death. 

No matter what my imagination says though, there is nothing.
Manning the wall, I think. Everyone’s out there. There was this 

video game I used to play when I was much younger, Resident Evil II. 
It gave me nightmares when I was in my late teens. Now, I’m living 
it. All I want to do is find a typewriter so I can save the game and go 
do something else.

But I can’t. With every turn I take, every step down a flight of 
stairs, every elevator door I open, I gulp and beg the universe for 
this one small favor. “Let me live,” I say. “That’s all I want.”

As my fear builds and the nervous sweat becomes so promi-
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nent I can not only feel it dripping down my cracks and crevices, 
but smell it as well, I know this is a bad situation because my body 
doesn’t produce sweat like it used to, like this. I also think I may not 
be able to make it, I may not be able to do this, and we’re all doomed.

Then I’m in the final hall indicated on Conrad’s note. It’s one of 
the ones I was in the night POC was attacked, the night Dr. Yvonne 
killed herself and nearly killed me. The room I seek is at the end. 
There are more doors lining the walls here. I’m breathing heavy, hot 
breaths and at the edges of my mind I can feel a panic attack. I force 
it down and take slow steps toward the last door directly in front 
of me.

There is a plaque on the cold, blue surface. it reads:
PATIENT ZERO: LAZARUS

and I know someone has a sick sense of humor.
I reach out and with trembling fingers press the code in on a 

number pad on the wall. There is a small beep and what sounds like 
a release of air. The door opens slowly.

My heart hasn’t beat this way since I was running from the 
infected.

There is a blue hue showing from the room that grows and 
grows and grows until the door is wide open and I’m looking at 
Patient Zero: Lazarus.

It’s kind of anticlimactic.
He looks like a really, really old man hooked up to every life 

saving machine imaginable. He looks like my grandpa looked in 
the hospital before he died, except, maybe worse. I’m not sure. My 
memory isn’t what it should be and anyway, I was a boy when I 
last saw my grandpa sucking air. I do know he was sucking it the 
same way Patient Zero—I’m sorry, Lazarus—is sucking it: through 
an oxygen mask. He was also getting nutrients the way Lazarus is 
getting nutrients: through a series of tubes. I imagine there is one 
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coming out of his dick as well. I don’t know exactly how it works 
because I’ve never cared to know, but I remember once a doctor 
telling me that our basic biological imperatives take place when we 
are infected, they are just slightly “different.”

I step in the room and instantly feel like I don’t belong.
There is a strange, antiseptic feel to the place that even the 

recovery room can’t compete with. It’s as though the cleanliness is 
going out of its way to be clean. There is a sparkle to the floor that 
makes my feet feel like strangers. The air tastes of alcohol and the 
strange blue light offers a dim glow to all of the white machinery 
beeping and pumping and breathing life into the monster before 
me. If Prions can think, I wonder what they’re thinking.

I take another step toward Lazarus.
His eyes, as red as the heart of the sun, turn to me. They shine 

in his grey, haggard face. They glow in the strange blue light. They 
glow with hunger. His mouth gapes and I see his teeth, yellowed and 
stained but still straining to bite. The sound they make as he snaps 
his mouth shut over and over will haunt me, as will the hiss that 
bounds out of his dry throat.

He’s hungry. I wonder if they’ve ever fed him human flesh or if 
they’ve just kept him alive through some nutrients that mimic what-
ever it is the infection loves about human flesh. There is a blackness 
behind his teeth like the abyss Nietzsche warns of. 

I take another step. 
The room is small, but the blue lights above and the blinking 

multicolored lights on the machines cast strange shadows through-
out so this is the first time I notice the plastic box around his chest 
and the large metallic straps on his wrists. I squint through the 
surreal lights and see Lazarus’ chest is open. Hell, his entire torso 
is open, rotten skin folded over and held away from the body with 
some medical tape against the plastic. My stomach churns. There is 
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no desire for flesh in me, not now, not again. Ever.
I’m next to the bed now.
His feet are kicking below a thin blanket. He must be freezing. 

His skinny fingers are clawing at the air while his greyish arms 
struggle against the straps and his dark veins bulge. The purplish 
bruises grow more prominent with his struggles. This is a psyche-
delic fever dream I want to wake up from. 

But I can’t.
I peer over the plastic to get a better view of his gutted insides. 

There are tubes and wires strapped here and attached there. The 
organs are still while the body shakes with longing. I think I’m 
going to be sick. Now I understand the smell. It’s masking this. His 
heart looks like a round slab of meat. His lungs look decayed, they 
are pink, but not a shade of pink I’ve ever seen. It is though all the 
brightness in that color has been removed and what is left is a sad 
mockery of the bright color Delilah has all over her bedroom.

Lazarus is really thrashing now. His teeth are gnashing. I ignore 
it. If he hasn’t escaped for 13 years, he isn’t going to tonight. If I 
wasn’t so hypnotized by the grotesquerie before me, I’d be more 
worried about a soldier shooting me in the back, despite the 
compound’s lonely emptiness. As I’m staring at his open chest and 
all of the mish-mash of organs his heart beats and I jump.

“How?” I shout then cover my mouth as I look into his red eyes. 
“How are you still alive? Are you still alive?”

He bites at me.
I look around the room. The machines with lights and numbers 

and pumping fluid give me no answers. There is, however, a laptop 
computer on a table to the other side of the bed holding Lazarus. I 
circle the bed and reach for the computer but stop.

“No,” I say to myself, to Lazarus, to the world. “First this.”
The knife which I had all but forgotten about is in my hand. My 
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fingers, tight around the hilt, know what needs to be done. I’m not 
just going to get this guy’s blood. I’m going to kill him.

Lazarus bites and bites and bites at the air.
I raise the blade.
Lazarus bites. His red eyes are lifeless.
I stab between them.
Lazarus sighs.
Then he dies.
And I feel nothing.
If he could speak, I know he would thank me. I drop the knife 

and it clangs on the floor, breaking the silence.
I look around the room thinking to myself, I’m going to give that 

asshole more than blood. 
There is a small trash can in the corner, lined with a heavy duty 

black garbage bag. I find some medical gloves in a drawer near the 
foot of the bed, put them on, then start to cut the head from the 
neck. I was looking for it to be more disturbing than it is. The skin 
and bones are so brittle and old, aged with the infection and death, 
and kept alive far past its time. There is little blood and the sounds, 
the horrific flesh ripping and tearing noises I expect, are little more 
than whispers. It is as though the head wants to be removed from 
the body.

Maybe it does.
It’s in the garbage bag. I pick up the knife and grab the comput-

er.
Then I run. I run through the main building’s naked hallways 

like I’m being chased. I don’t stop even as my chest burns, even as I 
see black dots dancing in my vision, even as the world begins to lose 
focus. I run with all of the life I have in me, computer in one hand, 
garbage bag with a head swinging in my other. By the time I reach 
our apartment, I’ve made up my mind.
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“Wake up Delilah,” I say to the shocked expression on Nancy’s 
face. “We’re leaving tonight.”

“What? Why?” she asks, standing and clicking the newsfeed off.
I drop the bag to the floor. “The place is empty. I don’t know 

how Conrad did it, but there is no one here. We have to go now 
before this changes.” There is a panic in my voice I don’t like, but I 
can’t hide it.

Nancy walks to me. “Billy,” she says slowly, “what’s in the bag?”
I turn from her. “Nothing. The blood.”
“Billy?”
“I killed him.”
“What? You were just supposed to get some blood!”
“You weren’t there.” I’m still not looking at her though I can feel 

her walking toward me. “I needed to do this, Nancy.”
She sighs and lays a hand on my shoulder. “I’m not going to judge 

you,” she says. “The man must have been far past saving anyway.”
“You have no idea,” I say, turning to face her now. I take a deep 

breath. “My God, what is this place?” I ask, not sure if I’m talking 
about POC or the world we live in these days.

“I don’t know, Billy,” Nancy says softly. “But if you need to cry, I 
think you should.”

Then I do. Nancy comes to me and takes me in her arms and 
I’m sure now that she loves me too. When I’m finally done and I pull 
away, Nancy looks out the window.

“The blizzard is getting worse and isn’t supposed to let up until 
morning. We can’t go out there right now.”

I sniffle, embarrassed by my outburst. “You said yourself you 
want to save Delilah. If we don’t leave this place now, that won’t be 
possible.” I stand up and brush off my clothes as though that could 
brush off the tears or what I did to Lazarus.

She’s touching my arm now, gently. “Do you think so?”
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“I don’t know how Conrad got rid of all of the guards around 
here and turned off the cameras, but it won’t last. If someone comes 
in and finds out what I did, we’re as good as dead. Profine, the 
Marines, some other former, I don’t know. We have to leave.”

Nancy looks to the floor. “I’ve been watching the weather, Billy. 
If we can even make it to the train station, there is no way it’s leav-
ing tomorrow. The snow stopped everything.”

I raise the head between the two of us. “After what I just did on 
Conrad’s word, I have to believe the train will leave tomorrow no 
matter what.” I take a deep breath. “I have to.” My eyes drift out the 
window at the empty POC. The snow is falling so heavily it looks 
as though everything out there is white, pure—the opposite of us. 
Though it seems almost gentle from here, it has forced the protest-
ers away and everyone on POC inside. It may be pure, but it’s dead. 

“The temperature alone could kill us, Billy—”
“I know this neighborhood like the back of my hand. Even with 

the snow, I can get us to Joe’s. We can sneak out through his passage 
into the woods tonight.” I turn to face her. “No one goes there except 
to see Joe’s girls and I don’t think it’s been used since the riot. We’ll 
find a place to hold up until the storm passes.”

“You don’t know where that passage is. No one but Joe does.”
“It’s our only chance.”
She scratches her chin, thinking. “It will be so cold … . And it has 

got to be guarded now.”
“But with the snow … .”
“How would we even get out of the building?” There is an 

acceptance in her voice I didn’t think I would hear when I threw this 
information at her. She isn’t questioning because she wants to fail, 
she’s questioning because she wants to succeed.

“There’s no one here! I don’t know why but I’m not going to 
look this gift horse in the mouth, are you?”
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“How would we get on a train if we get out of the compound? I 
mean people know our faces.”

“We don’t have that far to walk, a few miles at most, and if we 
leave early enough people won’t be out, especially with the snow.”

She takes a deep breath and looks out at the snow. “I’ll get the 
coats.”

I nod. “We’ll make it. We have to. All we have to do is walk.”
“This is a horrible plan, Billy.”
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Chapter Seventeen
__________

Escape from POC

We wake Delilah and get bundled in as many clothes as we can: 
sweaters, coats, hats, gloves, mittens, scarfs … . When your body 
temperature doesn’t climb as high as it’s supposed to, keeping what 
little warmth you have inside is a priority when you’re about to 
tackle a snowstorm at night. Luckily Profine shoves as much of this 
shit into our closets as possible for when the temperature drops into 
winter numbers. Hopefully it isn’t the only break we get tonight. We 
could use a few more before this is all said and done … . 

We fill backpacks with perishable food, and force ourselves to 
stay happy while Delilah whines about being tired and questions 
the safety of our impending exit. We ignore the complaints and the 
questions and try to offer a little bit of comfort. Delilah isn’t buying 
it. She’s nervous, standing in a rumbled nightgown with a doll 
dangling from her fingers. She could be anyone’s child, any human’s 
child. This is because she is human, just like me, just like Nancy, 
just like all the formers hiding here at POC. People don’t think so 
anymore though. People never did.

I can’t think about that now, just like I can’t think about the fact 
that no one else is escaping. Wandering away from our apartment 
through the eerie silence of POC has me on edge. The head wrapped 
in a garbage bag in the backpack hanging from my right hand has 
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also got me on edge. So does the butcher knife I have stuffed next to 
it. But it’s the silence that’s really getting me.

Every time Delilah sniffles I tense up. The sounds of our shoes 
scraping over the floor sends my nerves jumping. When we whisper 
I swear it echoes. I’m certain some unseen enemy will come around 
the next corner. I’m certain the last thing I see will be Marines with 
machine guns. I won’t even hear them fire. I’ll just feel the burning 
sensation of bullets through my middle. Then I’ll be dead, for real, 
and this will all be over. 

At least that’s a possibility.
When we are walking through the commons area, toward the 

main doors into the building, I pause. “This is too easy,” I say, look-
ing around the wide room. A few weeks ago this place was covered 
in bodies and misery. Now it’s empty. The lockers that once held 
books, secrets, and dreams stand like silent sentries. They failed in 
their duties not once but twice. My eyes catch a doll on the floor and 
I make my way toward it.

“Billy, what are—”
“Wait,” I say and creep toward the doll. I pick it up and remem-

ber the night Gabe and Michael led me to Dr. Yvonne’s office in a 
panic. I remember this doll with its one eye making me so sad. I face 
Nancy. “We can’t do this.” I say.

“What are you talking about, Billy?” There’s anger in her voice, 
like a guard against everything. “We’re leaving.”

I nod. “Yes we are. But we can’t sneak out in the night like a 
couple of rats.”

“Mommy?” Delilah asks.
“Don’t worry, honey,” Nancy says, keeping her eyes locked to 

mine. “We’re escaping.”
“I thought this place was supposed to be safe,” Delilah mumbles.
“I was wrong, Delilah, I’m sorry,” I say and approach her. I squat 
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so we’re face to face and hand her the doll. “I know you already have 
one, kiddo, but I think you should take this guy too.”

She takes it with trembling, pink-gloved hands. “Okay … .”
“I don’t know how or why, but I know for a fact this doll is a 

survivor. If you have her—”
“Him,” she interrupts.
I nod. “If you have him, I think some of his strength will rub off. 

Then you’ll be safe.”
Nancy visibly shakes..
I stand and put my hands on her shoulders. “We’re leaving, like 

you want. And we should. But we’ve got to tell everyone else. Let’s 
stop at all the houses on the way. Let’s get the word out.”

Nancy nods. “Let’s.”
And we’re off. The main doors give way to the blizzard. The 

snow is rushing down in cold waves and all the feeling in my feet 
disappears almost immediately. We trudge through the streets, 
lucky the blizzard hides us from the cameras—not that they’re on. 
We stop at every house and explain that we’re escaping, explain that 
POC is mysteriously deserted. We tell everyone to leave as well. We 
tell them all we’re catching a train. We keep nothing to ourselves. 
Some heed our warning. Others slam the door on us. 

Eventually I lift Delilah and walk with her huddled like a baby 
in my arms. Nancy keeps pace with me through the piling snow and 
whining wind.

The irony that I’m struggling to survive isn’t lost on me as the 
black sky spits white snow down on us like some twisted ironic 
villain. Time and cold are our enemies as we inch through the storm. 
I’m certain at some point someone will come looking for us, so we 
have to keep moving. Even as I feel my teeth chatter and my fingers 
go numb. Delilah’s lips turn blue. My head pounds with fear and 
pain and the cold is cutting into me. Nancy stumbles. The crowd 
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of formers behind us grows and grows and I think we may be lost. 
I can’t see the houses or the street signs that are supposed to be 
leading us toward Old Joe’s.

The darkness is everywhere.
I’m dying. For real this time. My eyes are fighting to stay open. 

Though I keep moving, I feel this is not going to work. We’re going 
to die as we try to escape. I’m so cold. There are flashes of black 
popping in my head. I’m losing hope. Thoughts of my wife mingle 
with thoughts of Harlan James and the world becomes a messy 
smear of white and grey before me.

Tomorrow will not be another day.
I feel my legs give out; my arms slacken. I’m going to drop 

Delilah. I am ready to admit failure and let death’s warm arms wrap 
around me when a man appears out of the snow, walking toward us 
with the brave, confident gate of a soldier. I’m convinced now more 
than ever it’s all over … until I hear his voice.

“Billy, is that you?” Old Joe says. He steps closer and reaches out 
for me. “What the hell are you doing out here?”

“Escaping,” I say through chattering teeth, but even with Old Joe 
here I don’t see that happening.

He looks over my shoulder to the crowd of formers behind 
me. “I see you’re not alone,” he says, laughing, and popping a pair 
of goggles off his eyes. “How did you get around?” He’s wearing a 
strange headset and helmet device as well as a pair of oversized, 
insulated overalls.

I shrug. “We walked.”
“Damn. Walked all the way from the main building? With a 

kid? You should be dead!” He laughs and slaps me on the back. “And 
what, stopped and got all these fools to follow you?”

“Power in numbers,” I say through chattering teeth.
“You are far more badass than I ever gave you credit for, boy.” 
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He shakes his head, exasperated. “Well come on, let’s get inside and 
warm up a bit.” He returns the goggles to his eyes and seems to see 
easily.

“Where did you get those goggles and that … stuff you’re wear-
ing?” I ask as we move forward slowly.

Old Joe turns and smiles. Snow is covering the creases on his 
face and making his pale skin seem almost darker by contrast. 
When he smiles, I can tell why people fear us. “These soldier guys 
don’t pay much attention to us. Think we’re weak, ‘less-than.’ After 
that shit with Mindy the other night, I knew I had to leave so I got 
the gear off a Marine and thought the blizzard would be the perfect 
cover. I’ve had the overalls since the riots—got them from a dead 
Cure guy on the night they broke into POC,” he says. “And since I got 
these nice insulated overalls now I can get around easy-peasy out 
here. You’re lucky I found you. You probably wouldn’t have made it 
much longer.”

“How did you find us?” I ask after Old Joe leads us to the safety 
of his house, all of us. I’m not sure how many people are crowded 
here with us but I see that big Asian kid who was Old Joe’s bouncer. 
He’s standing next to a tiny woman with one arm. I look for Mindy, 
hoping she’s somehow heard what we were doing. But I don’t see 
her. There are people I recognize and people I don’t, all milling 
around the house.

Old Joe turns the heat up as high as it will go in the kitchen. “I 
wasn’t looking, not for you anyway. Soldiers.” He pauses to let this 
sink in. “I know we can’t see them, but they’re out there and as much 
as I hate to talk about it in front of a little girl—”

“I can take it,” Delilah interrupts.
“You’re going to need that strength,” he says before turning his 

attention back to me. “I’ve been watching the newsfeeds and what 
I’ve been seeing isn’t pretty,” he says as he hands us all warm cups 
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of coffee, even Delilah. “In some places they’re just shooting formers 
on sight. You’ve seen the newsfeeds too, I take it?”

“Enough,” I say.
“Where are you going?” he asks.
“Hopping a train to Corpus. Want to come?”
“No. I’m going elsewhere, got my own plans. But I want you to 

be safe so let me get you some overalls, I got a few pairs … . We 
can’t take a lot of time in here though. Something tells me they’ll be 
looking for you three really soon if they aren’t already.”

“I don’t know,” I say. “This place is empty. I think Conrad had 
something to do with it.”

“Yeah,” he says. “Me too. Still … .”
“It’s going to be daylight soon,” I say.
“Let me get you those clothes,” he says and disappears into his 

basement.



Chapter Eighteen
__________

The Sad, Sad Tale of Donald Conrad

“Are there really some infected people still walking around out 
here?” I ask Old Joe. We’re huddled by his gate. It’s a small thing, 
almost hidden in the wall, and looks like it was once some sort of 
sewer tunnel. The wind howls around us but the snow has slowed 
to a spit. Somewhere off to the west, the sky is beginning to lighten.

He shakes his head. “Not in this weather. But be careful where 
you step. You never know where one might have gone down. There 
could be a couple waiting under the white for a snack, especially 
after the riots. I know they say you can’t be infected a second time, 
but … .”

“Jesus,” I say. “Is that even possible?”
He shrugs. “I’m no doctor but I don’t want to risk it,” he replies. 

“Shall we?” He motions me forward and I leave POC for what I hope 
will be the last time. The tunnel is short and we’re back out in the 
elements far quicker than any of us would have liked. We trudge 
through the snow, Joe and I taking turns carrying Delilah, who can’t 
seem to do anything now but stare in wide-eyed wonder at the bare 
trees blowing in the winter wind and thankfully dying snow. Behind 
us, the crowd begins to disperse, some going one way, others going 
another, some staying with us.

“Do you know how to get to the train station?” Nancy asks.



A.E. STUEVE272

“No. I’m not going there,” Old Joe says.
“Where you going?”
“Anywhere but here. You know what’s going to happen?”
“The world is coming for us monsters,” Nancy replies.
He nods. “A few Marines told me. They said after the news 

about Mindy, there’s no hope. It’s pretty universal. Even if you two 
could be exonerated of your crimes … this little experiment would 
be over. Apparently the big four countries are liquidating everything 
Profine has and taking over facilities worldwide. They’re ending it, 
destroying them. They’re even talking about bombing in the places 
that are still heavily infected. We’re done.”

“We saw the feeds,” Nancy says, walking up next to us. “We 
know. Why do you think we’re leaving?”

“Did you know Conrad is leaving?” I ask.
“It doesn’t surprise me. Jacobi going too?”
I shrug. “Don’t know.”
“Do you know how to get to the station?”
“Yep.”
“In that case, it’s time we part ways.” 
We’ve come up to the end of the forest. Old Joe hands Delilah 

over. I take her in my left arm and reach out my right hand. We shake.
“We would be dead if you hadn’t found us,” I say.
“Well,” he says, thoughtful, scratching his chin, “we got to watch 

each other’s backs, Billy. No one else will.” Then he disappears in the 
snow and I know I’m never going to see him again. Others follow 
him. Some stay with us. More go their own way.

“Come on,” I say, “we’ve got a few miles to cover and we’ve got 
to cover them fast. It’s going to be daylight soon.”

<> <> <>
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Thanks to the falling snow and cold temperatures, we make it 
through the city without incident. There is a strange peace at play 
as we trudge through the empty streets. Snow is everywhere and 
we’re all shivering violently but the stark whiteness around us and 
the grey clouds overhead give the city an inviting quality. I think it 
probably has more to do with the fact that there aren’t any people 
around than anything else though. It’s like a painting of a cityscape. 
It’s caught, in a moment of relative silence, at ease. There aren’t any 
angry folks shouting slurs our way. There aren’t any soldiers milling 
about with slate guns and eyes that match. Maybe the peace isn’t so 
strange after all.

The train yard is the opposite of peaceful. It’s a sprawling 
fenced-in thing filled with dirt and noise. A blizzard, it seems, can’t 
stop the movement here. I see a large depot centered in the maze of 
buildings, tracks, and still trains. It’s also fenced in. 

“What are we going to do?” Delilah asks, reaching out to touch 
the fence.

Nancy kneels down so they are face to face. “We’re here because 
we’re leaving POC behind and going someplace where it’s warm the 
whole year. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

“If we can get in.” She turns to look at me. “They don’t let formers 
on trains, do they?”

I shake my head. “We’re going to ride … differently.”
I take a deep breath and look up and down the stretch of fence 

before us. I can’t see any people except our group. Since the snow 
is nothing more than a sprinkling now, hopefully no one can see us. 
“We’re hopping the fence,” I say. “Now.”

Somewhere in the distance a siren blares to life. The Eastern 
sky is turning orange now and the snow is hardly falling at all.

“Hurry,” I add, grabbing onto the chain link. “Nancy, you go first, 
then I’ll help Delilah to the top.” 
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Nancy nods and starts climbing.
I move Delilah so she is facing me again. “You jump into your 

mom’s arms. Then I’m hopping over and we’re all going to run until 
we find the Corpus Line. Once there, we’re hopping a car.”

“I’m scared,” she says.
“I’d be worried if you weren’t. But you got that doll, right?”
She nods.
“Then let’s hurry. I’m scared too … and cold.”
“I’m cold also.”
With that, we’re on the move. It only takes a few seconds for 

Nancy to climb the fence and hop over. I’m looking up and down the 
fence as well as behind me as Delilah struggles over. The seconds 
feel like hours, then days. I’m sure we’re going to get caught and 
shot on sight. Images of death dance around my brain as I climb up 
and down. The rest are piling over quickly. When we’re all inside I 
know it only took a few minutes. But my adrenaline and my nerves 
are telling me it took a lot longer and we were definitely seen.

“We’ve got to get moving,” I say to the group.
We wander around the train yard almost aimlessly, a small mob 

of hobos looking for a rail to ride. We’re listening to sirens in the 
distance, waiting for a guard to shoot us, crying on the inside, shak-
ing on the out, but eventually we come across the Corpus Line and 
near the engine, I see Gerald, looking out into the snowy distance. 
We’re ducked behind a train alongside it and I’m studying the cars 
for an empty one when Gerald walks away from the engine. His eyes 
are still scanning the area, as though looking for something he can’t 
find. He turns and speaks to someone in the engine then walks our 
way.

A few moments later the crunch of snow under his boots gets 
louder and I wait for him to walk past the car we’re huddled behind 
before I jump out and pull him back to us with a quickness driven 
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by panic.
“I knew you’d come,” he says when I pull my hand from his 

mouth. “And you brought the whole family. Isn’t that nice?”
“Well, this option is better than the other, right?”
“It sure is,” he says. “You’re planning on hopping a car though, 

aren’t you?”
I nod. “You going to report us?”
“I invited you man. I see you still have trust issues,” he says, 

shaking his head. “I didn’t invite them … but I’m sure we can make 
space.”

“Thank you.”
“We’re friends, Billy, all of us formers. We have to be. I’m going 

to help you.” He turns around and walks away. “Follow me. We’ve 
got to stay away from the passenger cars and get onboard before the 
sunrise. That’s when all the passengers get here.”

“They’re taking people to Corpus?” Nancy asks.
Gerald shrugs. “Kind of. This train is what you might call a 

holiday vacation train. It meanders around Nebraska for a bit, down 
through Kansas and Oklahoma, hits the main station in Corpus, right 
outside its wall, then passengers get on a different train that heads 
back here.”

“Isn’t that dangerous? I mean, outside the Safe Zones … .”
“It is,” he says. “There are infected everywhere—some still 

alive. There are even a few groups of survivors that haven’t been 
infected who opt to stay out there. Those folks are really danger-
ous.” He shrugs. “But the people in the passenger cars pay lots of 
money for trips like this.”

“Why?”
“People got strange tastes around this time of year, man.” He 

offers no other explanation.
He leads us to a series of empty cars and tells us all to get on. 
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When the door closes to the one Nancy, Delilah, and I have chosen, 
a light flashes on and Dr. Jacobi is sitting across from us on an 
upturned crate. “Billy,” he says, “what a surprise!”

I sigh. “I’m not surprised,” I say. “How did you get here?”
“I’ve been here for some time. It seems my plans and Conrad’s 

plans are a lot alike.” He laughs. “But the fact that you’re not 
surprised tells me you know me better than I thought. Well done 
and welcome aboard. For what it’s worth, I do sincerely wish we 
could have made this work.”

“What’s going to happen to everyone else?”
“I don’t like to think about that,” he says. “But we will continue 

on in Corpus. In the meantime, let’s make ourselves comfortable. 
We’re going to be here for a while.”

<> <> <>

Dr. Jacobi tries to make small talk, but we shut him out. It’s surpris-
ingly easy to ignore him now. After a few days, we are safely into the 
south and warmer weather. I open the door to stare out at the lands 
before us. They are barren, dead. 

“Where are we now?” I holler over the blowing wind and move 
the door so it is almost closed. I’m left just enough light to see the 
scenery and feel the cold, cold wind.

“We’re outside the Safe Zone,” Dr. Jacobi says, his voice vacant, 
distant. “It’s like this in most places now.”

“Why is everything …dead?”
“The infected, they’re everywhere here. Their presence has 

a … stifling effect on Mother Nature. With so many of them here, 
wandering around, attacking animals, generally being a moving 
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menace. It isn’t that they are actually doing any real damage, but 
you know what the Bible says about mankind being caretakers of 
the planet.”

“Really, Doctor?”
He laughs.
“Anyway, I didn’t think there were that many infected left.”
He laughs.
“I take it I’m wrong.” My head hurts.
He nods and stifles his laughter. “You’re wrong all right, boy. 

Profine’s been using this place … . Well, that’s not exactly true. The 
government has mostly, Profine a little. I’m sure they’ll blame it all 
on Profine now.”

“For what?” The wind is blowing through my hair and dancing 
across my skin, tickling my nerves and making me colder. I can’t 
help but stand here though, staring at death, feeling alive. We’ve 
escaped, I think. What else matters? Nancy and Delilah are huddled 
beneath a pile of blankets in the corner, sleeping. And in spite of 
the dead land before me, and my headache, I feel something akin to 
happiness. I am alive.

“For whatever they want. There’ve been some weapons tests, 
experiments with bullets and the infected. People also pay to go on 
trips through here, that’s the kind of train we’re on right now … . You 
know, as far as bullets go, their skin—at least the freshly infected—
is closer to yours and mine than anything else they could use, you 
know, except for real people.”

“‘Real’?”
“Drop the persecution complex, Billy. This area covers most of 

Southwest America, the Midwest. Sure there are a few Safe Zones 
here and there—few of them as well put together as Omaha—none 
of them as good as Corpus. You can fit a lot of the infected in here 
Billy, infected that aren’t viewed like we are.”
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“You mean like I am.”
He ignores me and continues over the wind. “To be sure the 

Safe Zones are growing but that isn’t really going to matter now that 
Profine has fallen worldwide.”

“How many Safe Zones are there anyway? I don’t think I’ve 
ever gotten a straight answer on that.” Before he can answer I think 
better of my question and raise my hands. “Forget it. I don’t want to 
know how much false information I have.” I lean my head against 
the door and sigh. “So what’s going on? Is the government making 
more tests or something?”

He shakes his head. “Profine’s figured out what makes them 
tick. There really isn’t much point in cutting them up anymore … 
. Though there is still a little of that. We know roughly how long 
a human is actually alive after the infection takes root, what will 
happen when we offer Tetdat, depending on the body’s damage.” He 
shrugs and opens the door a little more. Then he sits down and lets 
his legs dangle off the side. “What I mean to say is,” he yells now over 
the wind, “there are no more tests in places like this. We used to go 
in here and search out those who could be cured … you know that. 
Now though, it’s more like a prison for the infected and those dumb 
enough to want to stay out here, hiding from the infected, fighting 
for food. Why would you want to live here?”

I sit next to Dr. Jacobi and take in more of the scenery. The 
ground was alive in Omaha, even covered in snow, you could feel it 
beneath you, like a beating heart, slowly gaining power again. Here 
it is gray and lifeless. The trees are withered, not asleep like they 
should be in the winter. Some are burnt husks. No birds fly over-
head, no woodland creatures scurry over the fields and through the 
trees. It’s as if because the infection is still prevalent here nothing 
else can grow. I get up and motion for Dr. Jacobi to come inside as 
well, then I close the door.
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Not that it matters out here in the wastelands with wander-
ing infected scattered here and there and dead trees standing like 
jagged, broken arms rising from the ground, but this might be the 
worst thing I’ve ever seen. It’s odd how, when you’re facing the worst, 
it doesn’t really matter. It’s odd how nothing really matters, not in a 
grand sense anyway, not in a religious or cosmic sense. As the door 
slams shut behind me and the girls move a little at the disturbance, 
I can’t help but think how wrong I’ve been about everything.

I make my own meaning. I make my own life. There is no person 
or power who can do it for me. I look at Nancy and Delilah and know 
this. I will not find my life looking for it the way Profine has taught 
me. I will not find it in our society. I will find it with the people who 
make me happy. I’m still curious though … .

“So what are they doing here now, outside the Safe Zones?” I 
ask, as though I’m some dumb cat.

Dr. Jacobi sighs. “Killing them all,” he says simply. “The military 
is going through them, following the African plan of attack.”

“How all those warlords got together and just started killing 
everything? Even though it was outlawed?”

Dr. Jacobi shrugs. “Corpus is about the only place safe for us 
now,” he says as the train slows. “You know, with their magnificent 
wall, the secession, and everything. We’re so secluded but have a 
connection to goods and services through the ocean. Did you know 
that most United States ports are closed? Corpus is a commodity no 
one can afford to destroy.”

“Safety,” I say quietly and look back again at Delilah and Nancy.
A red light blinks on in the top left hand corner of the car. 

“What’s that?” It puts me on edge. “What’s going on?” The train’s 
vibrations slow. Somewhere in the distance a whistle blows and 
Delilah shutters in her sleep.

“We’re not there, are we?”
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Dr. Jacobi stands. “We’re stopping.”
“Are we there?”
He shakes his head. “Oh no. Now comes the hard part of this 

little journey. Conrad will be here soon.”
“What?”

<> <> <>

By the time Conrad appears at our stalled car, the girls are awake 
and nervous, and I’m angry. Dr. Jacobi isn’t telling us why we 
stopped. Conrad is silent as he approaches. I step down from the car 
onto the hard packed dirt and open my mouth to speak. I’m going 
to defend myself. I’m going to tell him we’re staying on the train no 
matter what happens. I’m going to fight him if I have to.

Before I can say anything, Conrad raises a hand and speaks. “I’m 
glad to see you made it, Billy,” he says. “We will be on our way to 
Corpus and you can forget your troubles very soon. But first, do you 
have my blood?”

I look up to Nancy who stands with her arms crossed in the car, 
looking down on us like some kind of ancient goddess, like Artemis. 
“Can you get it?” I ask.

She says nothing but moves into the shadows and comes back 
with my backpack. 

“Thank you,” I say, taking it from her. I hand it to him. “Now can 
you tell me why we stopped?”

“This feels a little heavy for a vial of blood, Billy,” Conrad says.
“It’s a little more than that,” I say.
“Indeed … ?” he asks.
“Shall I tell him, Conrad?” Dr. Jacobi interrupts.
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In response, Conrad rips a shotgun from a holster on his back 
and slams its butt into Dr. Jacobi’s forehead.

He moves so quickly, it only registers that he is moving as Dr. 
Jacobi drops to his knees.

“What the hell did you do that for?” I scream.
Conrad hands me the gun. “‘He that is already corrupt is 

naturally suspicious, and he that becomes suspicious will quickly 
become corrupt,’” he says.

“What?” My question is sharp.
Conrad laughs. “We need bait,” he says. “But he has to be alive 

so he’s more appetizing … at least until they get close enough to 
smell him. Then you can kill him.”

“What?” I shout.
Conrad hangs his head. “Do you want to hear a story Billy?” he 

asks as he reaches a hand to his glasses.
“What are you talking about?”
He takes his glasses off and raises his head. When our eyes 

meet I see the red swimming in his, the tell-tale sign that he was 
infected. “Would you like the truth, Billy?” he asks.

I can’t answer.
“It’s a sad tale.”
“I’d like to hear it,” Delilah chimes up from the car and walks 

toward us. “I would.”
Conrad pats her on the head as she jumps to the dirt. “You’ve 

been through so much, little girl. Are you sure?”
She nods.
Conrad looks to Nancy for approval.
She nods.
“Very well.” He studies the greying sky as if trying to find some 

solace there before he begins: “When I first came out of the infection 
I was housed at a compound in Atlanta. It’s been closed for some 
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time. It was never as safe there as it is in Omaha—the people who 
built up that area were fools.” He sighs and pauses for a moment as if 
finding the right words is a task he isn’t up for. I find this disturbing.

“My family had all died or been infected and Profine could only 
save two of us.

“Who?” Delilah asks.
“Well me, of course,” Conrad says, almost laughing. “And also … 

my daughter, Della.”
“I had no idea,” I say.
“With good reason,” Conrad says. “I didn’t want you to.”
“What happened to her?” Delilah asks, all innocence.
He hangs his head. “She was killed, dear,” he says.
“How?”
“Delilah!” Nancy interjects, too little, too late.
“No. It’s all right,” Conrad says. “I want to tell you this.” He stops 

though and lets the possibilities hang in the air.
“It was when the government was passing all of the equality 

laws. It was the P.S. Amendment.”
“The school one?” I say, shocked.
He nods. “Yes. I helped get it through. I thought for sure we 

could repeat history, end segregation of the children and the rest 
of the country would follow … . It would help lead to larger Safe 
Zones. We were going to rebuild everything. After all, the Infection 
War was over. I was a fool.”

“Conrad, you don’t have to—”
“Call me Donald, Billy.”
“Donald … .”
“It’s all right. I want to tell you what happened.” He looks away. 

In the distance the horizon shakes some, as though the sky is shut-
tering at this story’s telling. The grey ground looms heavy before us, 
the broken trees, the harsh landscape. Everything is quiet. Every-
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thing is dead and cold. I rub my arms.
“I walked Della and several other children to school that first 

day. I was at the front of the line … . We were all so proud of what 
we had done. We were all so confident we had taken the next best 
step toward equality for formers.” He takes a deep breath here and 
pink tears trickle from his eyes. “Then I heard the gunshot and I felt 
Della’s hand go limp in mine. I felt a stinging in my leg and fell. Then 
there were so many gunshots I knew I was in a war zone.”

“The Cure killed her?” Delilah asks.
“They killed everyone, dear, everyone except me.” He reaches 

out a hand and pats her shoulder. “Though I was injured.”
“How was this not on the feeds?” I ask.
“You always ask questions, Billy,” Conrad says, after a deep 

breath full of memories. “I like that. You should pay more attention 
to the answers you receive though.” He smiles. “You did see me on 
the feeds. Everyone did. The feeds didn’t really speak much about it. 
The law was repealed before it was actually enacted. Our little fiasco 
in Atlanta was considered … no big deal.” He sighs and I sigh with 
him. “I was thought dead—just another dead former. Not a real loss. 
I was even carted away. I had lost so much blood when the bullet hit 
that I passed out. When I woke up I found myself in a haphazard pile 
of dead former children on their way to the incinerator.

“It was then that I decided to double my efforts in helping 
Profine make things right, in making more laws, in trying to make 
it better for our kind. So I climbed out of the pile, went straight to 
the man running Atlanta’s Profine, told him to erase my name from 
the books, came up with Donald Conrad for my new name. Profine 
paid for a new persona. I had been a lawyer, so it wasn’t that difficult 
a task. One thing led to another and I took over the legal arm of 
Profine, doing all I could to make things right again.”

“So … Donald … you’ve been working with Profine and helped 
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pass laws and we’re thankful for you and the story you told is tragic 
… .” Nancy trails off, unsure of how to form her thoughts.

“But?”
“But what’s the point?” I ask, maybe a bit too harshly.
He laughs, a sad little sound. “The point is, through working 

with Profine I discovered the truth. I released it to Zex Starshine. I 
made sure the cameras were on at all times during group sessions 
after the riots, even when it looked like they weren’t. Sooner or 
later one of you was bound to … do whatever it is that girl did. I am 
responsible for shutting POC down last night. In fact, if my calcula-
tions are correct, the place is getting overrun as we speak. It is lucky 
you let the other formers in on your little plan to escape.”

“Did you know I would?”
“Billy,” he smiles into the sun,” it’s my job to know people. Of 

course I did, just like I knew you would kill Lazarus when all I want-
ed was his blood.”

“But why all this?” My voice is quiet. “Why the information 
leak? Why the secrecy?” I know why.

“Profine had to die, Billy. An infection wouldn’t do the trick. 
Profine’s death had to be permanent.”

“But so many other people died … so many other formers.”
“I’m not proud of that.”
“Jesus.” I lean against the car and look down at Jacobi. His 

breaths are shallow. He would look almost peaceful, if it wasn’t 
for the blood covering his forehead. “What are we doing with him, 
exactly?”

“Billy, I knew you’d have trouble with this—”
“Just tell me.”
“I convinced him to come with me. Told him all he had to do was 

be bait … . I didn’t tell him you would have a gun on him or that you 
were going to kill him.” Conrad points toward the eastern horizon. 
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“There is a small town beyond that hill. Walk him over there, let the 
infected get a whiff of him, kill him, then run this way.”

“Why?”
“The infected will follow you. It’s part of the price for getting 

on this train.”
“You want the infected to follow the train?”
“I don’t. There are some onboard who do though. It’s a special 

kind of train.”
“You tricked me,” I say.
Conrad smiles. “God tricked us all. If you don’t do this, we’re all 

doomed. The people running this train will leave us here. The infect-
ed will have their way with us … or the soldiers who will inevitably 
be here to drop bombs on … everything. Or worse, the savages that 
still live out here.”

“Or all of them,” Nancy says.
Delilah cries.
“You’re a bastard.”
“That may be, but I’m also a survivor,” Conrad says. “I notice 

you’re here. So you must be a survivor too.” He turns to leave but 
stops. “If you pour some water on his face he’ll wake up. March him 
to the town and it won’t take long after that. The infected can be 
surprisingly fast when they smell blood, especially the ones that are 
still alive.”

“I’m getting sick of this,” I mutter as Conrad walks away.
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Chapter Nineteen
__________
Infected

“So, we’re going to pay the price together? That’s the plan?” Dr. 
Jacobi asks as we make our way up the hill.

“Just keep walking,” I say. The gun is in my hand but it isn’t 
pointed at Dr. Jacobi. We’re walking together. Seen from a distance, 
we might even look like friends casually hiking over a field of dead 
grass.

“Billy, it isn’t my fault Profine has caused all this.”
“Don’t talk to me, Jacobi,” I say. “You’re all guilty as far as I’m 

concerned. You, Conrad, Gerald, everyone.”
“Who isn’t guilty?” he asks, stumbling. “I saved Delilah.”
“Shut the fuck up,” I say, jabbing him with the end of the barrel. 

“I don’t believe a word that comes out of your mouth.”
“No! It was all true!” he shouts. “We were working with the 

government, we were getting somewhere.”
“Then Mindy went crazy.”
He nods. I can see the sweat glistening in his hair. 
“Why didn’t you just kill us when everything went to shit? For 

that matter, why the hell do you keep formers alive? What’s the fuck-
ing point?”

He stops and raises his head to the sky, groaning, as he runs 
his hands over his face. “Billy, we’ve placed false information about 
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your whereabouts with the authorities. We needed them looking for 
you someplace else so we could get out quietly.”

I shove him in the back. “That doesn’t explain shit. Do you know 
Conrad’s story?”

“I know as much about him as he knows about me.”
“Do you know why he hit you on the head?”
Dr. Jacobi shrugs. “He told me there would be a dramatic show 

for you.”
“I don’t even know what the fucking truth is anymore.”
“The truth is complicated.”
“Only when people make it that way.”
We reach the top of the hill in silence. The town spreads out 

away from us, a wreck of what it must have once been. There are 
broken buildings with shattered windows scattered haphazardly 
around burnt husks. The roads are covered in filth and trash. The 
stench of decay lingers. In this town’s secret corners there are prob-
ably enough infected to prove the Infection War never ended to even 
the most ardent supporters of our new ‘government.’ 

“Keep walking,” I say, shoving the gun in Dr. Jacobi’s back.
He squeaks a little and stumbles down the hill with me on his 

heels. There is a moaning somewhere in the not-too-far distance 
and something even more rotten than decay is blowing in on an 
almost warm wind.

“You have no reason to get violent, Billy,” he says as he comes to 
a stop at the bottom of the hill. There is a dog’s skeleton at his feet. 
I can’t take my eyes off of it. “We saved you after the debacle with 
that James man.”

“I don’t even want to talk about this anymore.”
“But Billy—”
My brain hurts. I’ve got to get him to shut up. “Conrad told me 

to kill you,” I say. “Did you know about that?”
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“What?”
“Looks like I’m not the only one who has been lied to. Keep 

walking.” Now I do point the gun at him. 
We make our way to a park on the outskirts of the town and I 

throw a furtive glance around. A few ripped paper bags roll by and 
some empty swings blow in the warm wintry breeze. We’re not so 
far removed from the North that the winds can’t break through my 
weak skin though. There are a handful of fallen and rusty bicycles 
scattered near a dugout on a litter strewn baseball field. My eyes 
keep wandering to the dugout and I keep wondering what’s in it 
because there has to be something. There’s always something.

Even the playgrounds are infected, I think. “It’s almost peaceful 
out here,” I say.

“If we couldn’t hear the moaning. They’re going to be heading 
this way soon.” Dr. Jacobi sounds like a whining child.

“Maybe,” I say. We’re facing now. Looking into his eyes with the 
gun in my hands is far more difficult than looking at his back. “It’s 
funny how they tend to stay in cities, isn’t it?”

“Conrad wants you to shoot me? Why?”
“He did everything. Gave the documents to Zex, recorded 

Mindy’s freak out. He hates you. He hates Profine. He hates the 
world. He’s a former.”

“I know he is a former. I’m not a fool,” he spits. “I didn’t know 
he was crazy.”

“Isn’t it your job to know when formers are crazy?”
“Well,” he bows. “I failed. Thank you for pointing that out.”
“It’s shitty, being manipulated,” I say. The gun is shaking in my 

hands and my eyes are fluttering.
“They’re coming Billy.” Dr. Jacobi points away from the park. He 

sighs. “You can hear them now, can’t you? They’re probably closer 
than we think and they have a plan of sorts.”
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“How do you—”
“Do you want to know a secret?” he asks, almost squealing like 

a worried pig.
“No,” I say.
“The infected who haven’t died can think,” he blurts. “Actually 

think.”
“What?” I ask.
“We figured it out some time ago.” He’s trembling now as he 

speaks, looking around for any sign of the herd we both know is 
coming. “We don’t know exactly how much, but they can think. It is 
like the Prion is using its hosts brain to process plans—minor plans, 
like where to hide, how to form a group, but plans nonetheless.”

“You already told me all this. Why again?”
“No Billy,” he says. “I told you the infection uses the brain’s func-

tions. I didn’t have as full an understanding then as I do now. I’ve 
learned so much studying Lazarus.”

“Oh my God,” I say.
“There’s more to learn, Billy, more for me to know. More infor-

mation for me to use to help make you and Nancy better.”
“I’m fine.”
“But-but-but you won’t be if you’re still here when they arrive.”
“Stop.” My finger twitches on the trigger. I want to do it. I want 

to kill him. I want to release all of my anger at him, Conrad, Gerald, 
Profine, Dr. Yvonne, even my wife and this whole fucking world of 
hate. I’m sweating and shivering. Tears are welling up in my eyes. 
But I also think of Nancy and Delilah back at the train.

“No,” I say. “Tomorrow is another day, Dr. Jacobi, and I am alive. 
I’m not going to kill you.” I drop the gun to the dust between us. 
“Let’s get out of here. I’ll bring you back alive and take my chances 
with Conrad.”

I take a few paces back from where we came, thinking he will 
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follow. Instead, he pounces on the gun, aims it at me, and pulls the 
trigger.

Thankfully, he’s a shitty shot, though not that shitty. There is a 
bang and a burning sensation on the left side of my head that sends 
me sprawling to the ground and seeing red. Before I can register 
that though, I’ve pounced to my feet and I’m on him, punching. His 
hands are up and he is trying in vain to deflect my blows. There’s 
blood flowing from my left eye and a pain like I’ve never felt. It’s 
worse than when I was bit. It’s only helping fuel my anger right now 
though. This is what it feels like to ‘snap’ I guess. My fists are falling 
onto him and I’m thinking about Lazarus and my wife and everyone 
else I’ve failed to save. I’m wondering if this is what people feel like 
before they commit suicide, this burning, a feeling so strong, so hot, 
it’s almost like before I was a former.

Dr. Jacobi is trying to explain himself but I’m not listening. I 
pummel him even as a small voice somewhere deep inside tells me 
to stop. There is another that tells me to take a bite. I don’t listen to 
it either. I don’t want to listen. I want to cause him pain.

After a few seconds though, a particularly loud moan invades 
my ears and a flash of Spray Paint shoots across my memories. I 
stop. “This isn’t me,” I say, panting, scooting off of Dr. Jacobi, and 
leaning against a rusty slide. “I’m sorry.”

He stands slowly, wipes the dirt from his arms and legs and the 
blood from his broken lips. He composes himself as best he can as 
his face leaks blood. “Forget it.” He waves it off. “I was going to kill 
you.” He points at my head. “I think, in fact, I might have.”

I reach up and pull away a bloody glob of hair and flesh and 
notice I can’t see out of my left eye. “What the fuck?” I ask, suddenly 
woozy.

The moaning is growing stronger now. I can hear it carried on 
the wind toward us, along with the stench. I haven’t smelled it this 
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strong for so long that burning tears well up in the corners of my 
eyes, or at least my right eye. I don’t think my left eye works like 
that anymore.

It’s a sickly, sweet smell, sweat and blood and all the fluids of 
life rotted and moving. It gets into everything—it surrounds you 
until you feel like you’re in a trap with more walls than you thought 
possible, and there is no escaping. And as the infected approach, 
the first sign of them appearing on the horizon, a stumbling mass 
of groaning white death, I think again about mankind and who 
survived and how and why and I wonder again if we should have. 
I wonder if maybe the infected are better off, more noble in a kind 
of senseless, animal way. All they want to do is eat, after all. They’re 
simple. They think like a single-celled organism. They aren’t jealous, 
angry, or filled with hate. Only hunger.

And they’re coming. Some are standing at the forefront and 
I think they’re pointing as they growl what must be animalistic 
orders that the others follow. I can hear them all now—if there is 
an opposite of a whale song, it is this sound. It is a screeching mix 
punctuated with hungry groans and the audible snapping of jaws.

“We have to move,” Dr. Jacobi says. “Come on.” He’s pulling on 
my sleeve now and motioning for me to follow with one hand while 
he wipes blood from his face with the other. But I’m stuck, staring at 
the infected. The afternoon sun shines above them like a jewel in the 
sky lighting their way toward their meal.

“I can’t,” I say. I tried to escape these things before and failed. 
Some of them are falling down a ditch now, making wet, slapping 
sounds as their bodies tumble. I’m afraid as I see a few pause at the 
ditch as though studying it, like they’re trying to figure out how to 
cross the mushy mess of wet ditch and bodies.

“We can’t stay here!” Dr. Jacobi grabs me roughly now with 
both of his strong hands. “Now follow me!” He turns to run past the 
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dugout but as he does, a three-fingered, grey hand reaches out and 
grabs his ankle, sending him face-first into the dirt.

I shout his name, but it’s too late. An infected is gnawing on 
his ankle and he’s screaming so loudly anyone of these guys who 
weren’t woken up by the gunshot or our scent is going to wake up 
now. I’ve heard there is something about the sound of someone 
screaming that draws them like blood.

Speaking of blood, I feel my legs growing weak as blood pours 
from my head wound.

“Billy!” he cries as the thing that was once a man rips apart the 
flesh on his ankle. “Go!”

I do and I’m stumbling through the abandoned town, swerving 
around turns and dodging debris. The infected snake through the 
streets after me, breaking into groups as too many of them force 
their bodies down one street or another. Burnt out husks of cars and 
trucks block our way, but I keep going because this will not happen 
to me again. Bleached and broken bones offer traps to trip over, 
along with crumbled concrete and overturned benches, broken 
glass. There are garbage cans rolling around, along with crumpled, 
yellowing papers decrying in large black letters that the world is 
over.

If only, I think, jogging by a station wagon holding the bodies of 
two children and two adults. All of them have gunshot wounds in 
their dried out skulls.

Every street I run down is blocked. They’re everywhere, moan-
ing, moaning, moaning.

I’m falling now. I’m crawling. I didn’t even know I was slowing 
down. It’s the siren’s call of the infected around me, as though they 
want me to join them, to come back to the fold. But I won’t. I won’t 
let them have me. I’m alive.

They’re getting closer.



A.E. STUEVE294

They’re everywhere. Some shoving others toward me, some 
shoving others down side streets as though they are anticipating 
my moves.

I’m so cold.
I feel everything slowing down.
“No,” I grumble, taking a deep breath. “No.” I hear my voice, it 

sounds like a growl. “NO!” I yell and I’m on my feet. I spare a glance 
behind me. There are only yards between me and a large group of 
them, one of which is smiling, reminding me of Spray Paint.

Fear wants me to stop and accept my fate but I fight it and I 
scream as I plow forward, turning around every time an infected 
appears at a corner. They’re boxing me in. I can feel it. I’m being 
hunted like a fucking fox. I’m running through a residential area—I 
have no idea how I got here. I’m leaping fences. I don’t even know 
what direction I’m heading. All I can hear are growls and moans 
and that snapping, snapping, snapping. My head is woozy. I’m not 
thinking straight. They’re everywhere.

I scream and find myself in a backyard. A tire swing hangs, list-
less, in front of me. A busted wooden jungle gym leans to one side 
near me. A branch big enough to brain a man is at my feet.

I grab it.
They’re coming.
I start swinging. I’m not dumb enough to face them. I can, after 

all, feel blood oozing down my face, but at least I have a weapon. I’m 
panting as I peer around a house to see a street filled with them. 
They’re coming up both sides, hungry. I head back into the backyard 
and look at the fence facing an alley. I jump it. 

They’re in the backyard now. One is charging toward the fence 
I just jumped. When he reaches it, I swing and smash his skull into 
a hazy red mess. Then I take a deep breath and run. That’s all I can 
do, run and swing. As they approach I use the branch like a weapon. 
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Mother Nature may be down in these parts but she isn’t out. Ratio-
nal thoughts are gone from me. One word flashes through my mind 
in large red letters: SURVIVE. Every time I have to dodge a clawing 
infected and swing my branch the word flashes again. Every time I 
see a possible way out, it flashes again. It becomes a beacon as I plow 
through the mess of streets, dodging the infected, avoiding their 
leaders, and generally proving that I am alive. When I find myself 
out in the open again away from the town I can hardly believe it. I’m 
not sure how it happened, since I’m blacking out every few seconds, 
but I’m here, at the bottom of the hill.

I climb it, not looking back again, because I don’t want to see 
what I can hear, what I know is behind me. It’s my past, reaching for 
me, calling me back. I keep moving forward. As I reach the summit 
I hear the train whistle blow and ahead, in the not too far distance, 
I see the train, still puffing smoke as it waits like a steampunk 
dragon. It sends two more whistle blasts into the clear blue sky and 
puffs coming from the engine grow larger and more menacing. As I 
approach I notice several people on the tops of the cars, sitting on 
lawn chairs, smiling, laughing, shouting joyful obscenities, holding 
guns and drinks of all stripes. There are even a few children with 
revolvers.

“Oh my God,” I say. One of my legs gives out as I reach the bottom 
of the hill. I’m not sure which it is; all I know is it won’t move right. I 
flail my arms. I yell but manage to hang on to the branch.

There are whoops and hollers as the infected follow me and 
above the din I hear Conrad’s voice through a bullhorn shouting 
for everyone to hold their fire. A bullet whizzes past my head, then 
another. Two loud bangs sound near me, breaking through the 
moaning and my heart beat.

“Hold your fire!” Conrad announces again.
Still, bullets shoot off, some hitting the dirt at my feet, others 
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coming so close I feel their heat sear my skin.
“He’s not infected! He’s the bait! For God’s sake he’s holding 

something! People don’t do that when they’re infected!” Conrad’s 
voice bellows from the bullhorn now and many must be able to tell 
he’s speaking the truth because the gunshots die down.

I near, slowing down as I make it back to my car and Nancy and 
Delilah help me up. Conrad is still shouting for them to hold, then, as 
soon as I pile into my car, the fire lets loose. It sounds like a thunder-
storm breaking through the calm afternoon. But what is shocking 
isn’t the sound of the guns—I heard that plenty during the Infection 
War and the other night at POC—it’s the sounds of laughter, squeals 
of delight, and drunken guffaws that follow the thunder.

“This is awful,” I say, panting.
Delilah cries, her face shoved into her mother’s side.
“I need a cigarette.” I look out at the infected as they fall. Many 

of them aren’t shot in the head so that after a bullet pierces their 
chests, or a ball rips a leg off, they keep coming, some crawling, 
some flailing since they have no idea what is going on and are only 
driven by the smell of life so near. I wonder if they feel pain the way 
we do. I don’t remember … thankfully.

Feeling like I’m stuck in limbo, I sit.
“This isn’t right,” I say again.
“Nothing is, anymore, nothing is,” Nancy replies as she sits next 

to me. “But Billy,” she reaches out and touches my left cheek, “we 
need to take care of your head … .”

The train starts rocking again and a few whistle blows announce 
we are about to move. As quickly as we stopped, we are on the go, 
heading south to Texas, to Corpus Christi, to something else.



Chapter Twenty
__________

Corpus Christi

Dr. Jacobi didn’t shoot me. He did, however, shoot something that 
sent shrapnel ricocheting toward my eye. Nancy has given me a 
makeshift eye patch and bandaged my head as best as she can but 
I’m certain I have a fever. If we don’t reach Corpus and a real doctor 
soon, I think I’m going to die. The car’s constant rocking as we make 
our way toward the city puts me in a trance I don’t want to escape. 
Nancy and Delilah are huddled close to me for the rest of the trip, 
which takes days … I think. 

Conrad doesn’t come to visit and the train doesn’t stop again. 
I have no idea what the aftermath of the drunken shooting frenzy 
might have been and frankly I don’t care. I’m sweating and shivering 
and my head aches so badly I want to die, not because of self-pity 
or suicidal tendencies, but because I can’t handle the pain. There is 
only Nancy, Delilah, me, and my ache that won’t let up. We’re sway-
ing our way through Oklahoma, in to Texas, across the big red state, 
and down to Corpus Christi, a place, they claim, is safe for us.

All I can think about is my pain.
As we near our final destination a hatch on the ceiling opens 

up and Gerald smiles down at us, asking me to join him on the roof. 
“Rumor has it, you’re sick,” he jokes.

“Seriously?” I ask. My throat is dry and my vision is shaky at 
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best. I see two Geralds with my one working eye.
“Don’t worry.” He smiles with the benevolence of a patient 

parent. “The train is going much slower now and the weather is 
gorgeous down here in south Texas.”

I hesitate, unsure if I want to leave this little warm nest. To go 
back out there would be to admit there is a world to go to. And I 
don’t want to have anything to do with it.

“Come on.” He reaches for me. “Everyone loves to see Corpus 
from the outside. All of you.”

I take a deep breath and his hand. “All right.” Nancy and Delilah 
follow.

There isn’t much left mankind has made that’s half as beautiful 
as nature untouched by the infection. The wall surrounding Corpus 
though is a sight to behold. It is a massive, thick structure, made in 
the same manner as a dam. It has sloping sun bleached sides that 
creep up ten stories angling out just enough to make it impossible 
to climb. There appears to be no openings anywhere on the wall, but 
I know, from seeing specials on the newsfeeds about it, that there 
are secret compartments scattered throughout the guts of the wall 
where guards spend long, lonely hours waiting to open hatches and 
add extra protection in the form of electrical charges, old fashioned 
oil bombs, and sniper rifles. Knowing this only makes the thing look 
more amazing.

It curves around the city in a circle of structural perfection. It 
looks thick enough at its peak to hold cars going both ways. Small 
station houses topped with the Corpus Christi flag (a simple white 
banner with a sparkling yellow sun in its center) are placed every 
100 yards apart.

“They’re manned 24 hours a day,” Gerald says, noticing the way 
my eyes have followed the monolithic structure’s walls to those 
buildings. “Not that they’re needed.” He shrugs. “It makes people 
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feel safe though, or safer I suppose.”
“I’ve seen it on the feeds but this is … .” I cough.
“Kind of like looking at the Great Wall of China,” Nancy says.
“Which was destroyed during the Warlord Contentions.”
“Was it?”
I laugh then cough, understanding how this thing and all of its 

accouterments could induce a feeling of safety. “How do we get in?”
He points straight ahead to a gated area before the wall. There 

are sirens blazing and fences sliding as men and women garbed in 
black and carrying weapons whose firepower I can only imagine, 
run back and forth, shouting orders and maintaining an urgency to 
allow the train through what I can only assume is the most secure 
checkpoint in history.

“What happens now?” I ask.
“Oh, they’ll survey the cars, make sure no one infected is 

onboard, then escort all of the paying folks onto another train head-
ed north. None of them will even get into Corpus.”

“Good,” Delilah says.
“What will they do to us?” I ask.
“Conrad’s got that all taken care of. No worries.”
“Wow.” I look back up. Beyond the wall is the sky. I close my 

eye and feel the warmth on my face. I’m almost at peace up here. 
I’m almost safe. Then my eye opens and a sharp thought stabs itself 
forward. “Hey,” I say, “fuck you.” And I punch Gerald in the chin as 
hard as I can, which isn’t that hard since I’m so weak.

He goes down and almost rolls off the car, but I grab him and sit 
on his chest. “You tricked me, you asshole,” I say in his face, pulling 
him up by his lapels. Though I’m not really pulling since I’m so weak. 
it’s more like he’s cooperating with me.

Nancy takes Delilah back into the car before saying, “Settle this.”
“I’m sorry!” Gerald whines. “I didn’t want to but Conrad said—”
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“I could do your fucking dirty work?”
“No!”
“Then what?”
“He needed someone to make the payment. He couldn’t do it. I 

couldn’t do it. We had to stay near the train and keep things under 
control with the conductor, especially after you brought all those 
other formers. He picked you!”

“I lost a fucking eye and I feel like I’m fucking dying!” I get off 
him. “Why didn’t you just tell me?”

He stands. “Would you have come or would you have tried to do 
something stupid?”

I shrug. “I’m still pissed at you.”
“At least you’re alive,” he says.
I ignore this and go back into the car.
Gerald sticks his head in behind me. “You can have a life in 

Corpus, Billy! Remember that.”
“If I get in before I die.”
He slams the hatch and leaves the three of us alone. Though I’m 

angry, as I take Delilah and Nancy in my arms there is something 
else bubbling inside me. Relief. Hope. Corpus Christi, “The Walled 
City Paradise” might live up to its name. If that’s true, then I don’t 
even really care that all these assholes lied to me and each other.

<> <> <>

When the train comes to a stop and Gerald slides open the door, 
I am staring at a serene, nearly empty, open air train station. It 
doesn’t have the hustle and bustle of a train station from before the 
Infection War. There are armed guards everywhere wearing simple 
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uniforms and carrying machine guns. I can see the only way out is 
through what looks like a medical checkpoint.

“We have to see a doctor before they let us in?” I ask.
“Makes sense. Someone could be carrying the infection and not 

know it yet.”
I nod. “Thank God.”
Even as the obnoxious passengers begin piling out of their 

cars like packs of hyenas, the station doesn’t lose its charm. It’s as if 
the fact that it has stood through the Infection War and stayed the 
same—no, gotten better—gives it some pride. An inanimate object 
weathered the storm better than mankind.

“What is this place?”
“It’s paradise. Aptly named too, I might add,” Gerald says as he 

helps us down. “Aptly named.”
Conrad joins us as we climb down, and he’s smiling. “How was 

your trip?” he asks. His voice reminds me of Cobra Commander’s 
from the old G.I. Joe cartoon I watched growing up, though not as 
exaggerated and with a far deeper growl. This is real life after all, 
not some stupid cartoon where nobody dies you watch in the after-
noon when you’re relaxing from the emotional, mental, and physical 
trials and tribulations of fourth grade.

“Other than the part where Jacobi shot me in the head, my trip 
was amazing.”

Conrad laughs and I shake, wanting to blame my physiology but 
knowing it’s my anger. “To be fair,” he says, maintaining his creepy 
Cobra Commander, “you were supposed to kill him and,” he points 
at my head gingerly, “that’s merely a flesh wound. We’ll fix it right up 
once we’re inside Corpus.”

Gerald presses his hand on my back. “Speaking of that,” he says, 
“we have places to be, Billy. You don’t want to be here for what’s 
next.”
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Conrad turns to me. “You’ve not liked me, Billy. I’ve felt it. 
I understand. I’ll explain everything eventually. But for now I 
need you to know that the fall of Profine is a good thing, despite 
all the death. It may be because of me that some of your friends 
died. It may be because of me that all of these riots occurred but 
that is nothing to what Profine has propagated. This organization 
destroyed the world while saving itself and this city. But I’ve taken 
it from them. This is our utopia now, and these people,” he points 
at the passengers who paid to kill the infected, “are going to die the 
way the infected did back there.”

“Wait, what?” I ask.
“These people understood when they got on this train that they 

would not be allowed inside Corpus. They thought they would be 
boarding a different train back to Omaha. But that isn’t the case. 
This place is for people who accept everyone, regardless of past, 
regardless of infection status. Corpus Christi is no place for hate, so 
we will eradicate it.”

With that, several of the guards step from the walls and bring 
their guns down on the people who were killing the infected earlier. 
When the bullets start to fly I don’t cover Delilah’s eyes because I’m 
too busy covering my own.

END PART III



Epilogue
__________

Later

At least I am alive and tomorrow is another day.
In the grand scheme of things I guess that’s all that matters.
In the past three months, the newsfeeds have announced the 

complete eradication of Profine Pharmaceuticals. The formers living 
on those compounds are being forced out into the streets. I’m not 
sure what’s going to happen to them … . In what remains of the 
more civilized Safe Zones there is talk of institutions and intern-
ment camps … . I’m not sure what is going on in the less civilized 
ones. I’m not sure America is a more civilized country anymore. I’m 
not sure it ever was. Hell, I’m not sure a loose conglomerate of city-
states connected by the Internet can even be considered a country, 
despite what the people at Fort Knox would tell you.

The carpet bombing plan is in the works though. So that kind 
of sucks. They’re estimating two to five years before they will claim 
North America is clean and crews can go in and rebuild. Maybe 
those locations are where the formers not lucky enough to be here 
in Corpus will end up.

In a world full of hate and death I thought for sure there would 
be some repercussion for the murder of what I can only estimate 
was a hundred people in the train depot in Corpus Christi. But there 
was none.
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<> <> <>

‘They’ll do nothing,’ Conrad had said when I protested this act with 
Delilah screaming at my side. ‘What remains of the United States 
needs Corpus. This town is the safest place in the world. We ship 
cargo out, take cargo in—with no incidents of infections in more 
years than any other port on the planet. This will be brushed under 
the rug for the greater good. They will have died on the train. The 
Safe Zones of the world will use this incident as a definitive reason 
to destroy any part of the planet where the infected still roam freely.’

‘Then they’ll expand the Safe Zones,’ I say.
‘It’s like an organized burn. Did you know nature burns forests 

down when they need to be burnt down, to make room for new and 
better things?’

‘Is that what you want?’ I asked, my voice cold with shock.
‘No, Billy, it isn’t,’ he said. ‘But what other option do we have? 

Should we trust that Profine or the governments will clear them 
out? Save those who can be saved? After all we’ve learned in the 
past few months would you?’

‘What are you going to do with that head?’ I ask by way of a 
reply.

Conrad raises an eyebrow. ‘I’m glad you trusted Gerald enough 
to come to the train station.’ He moved to place a hand on my shoul-
der, as though he was my father. I step back, wrapping my arms 
around Delilah.

‘Don’t touch me.’
He hangs his head and laughs a little. ‘You know, the train is 

where you will have died as well. I’ve already reported your deaths. 
The infected got you. You, Nancy, Jacobi agreed to lure them out for 
… what they wanted to do. In return, you were gifted an escape on 
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the train. Unfortunately, the infected were far more numerous than 
anyone thought they would be and the train was overrun. Tragic 
really.’

‘What? Why?’
‘It’s the least I could do for all the trouble I’ve caused you and 

yours.’
‘Why do you want me alive so badly?’
‘Ah Billy,’ he said, patting my shoulder, ‘you are my proof that 

formers really are alive.’
‘But why me? Why us?” I motioned to Nancy and Delilah. 
‘That’s quite simple Billy,’ he said. ‘You remind me of me.’
‘What?’
‘You are alive. Welcome home, Billy.’
‘This place isn’t my home,’ I said.
‘Home is not a place, but an irrevocable condition,’ he said. ‘You 

will find that here, at least for a while. Honestly, I don’t know how 
long the likes of us can stay hidden. Now let’s get that head looked 
at a little more thoroughly while a clean up crew takes care of this 
mess.’

<> <> <>

I shake that memory away. Conrad has other plans for Lazarus’s 
blood and me, I’m sure. Hell, the whole world has other plans for 
me. I’ll see about them when they come along I suppose. For now, 
I study Nancy and Delilah in the sand, laughing, smiling. They’re 
talking in the shared whispers only mothers and daughters possess. 
They are temporarily unconcerned about this fucked up planet. And 
even though I have an eye patch and a massive scar on the left side 
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of my head reminding me of how fucked up everything is, I’m fine 
with that. Even though a small, guilty voice screams for me to go 
back to Omaha and see if I can save anybody else, I’m not ready … 
yet.

Many people have died. The world is an ugly, hate-filled place 
and most of the people on it are going to find something or someone 
to hate forever. Eventually, a different scapegoat will replace formers. 
I don’t know what I’ll do when that happens. I’d like to think I will 
help those who are persecuted the way I’ve been. I’d like to think 
that, but I’m sitting here in Corpus enjoying myself while formers all 
over the world are being driven into the streets. So if shit gets any 
worse I suspect I may, instead, learn how to fish and sail, buy some 
Jimmy Buffett music, a boat, develop a taste for rum, and set off into 
the sunset with Nancy and Delilah, forgetting everything.

Until the day I have to decide though, I am safe here. I am happy. 
I stand and walk toward Nancy and Delilah, but before I reach 

them, I look to the sky and quietly say, “I am glad to be alive,” and the 
girls laugh because they are too.

I know at least the three of us deserve to be. 
Right now, that’s enough.
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