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  It’s not the strongest of the species that survive, nor the most intelligent, but the one most responsive to change.

  ~ Charles Darwin


  Choices


  Flashes of white stripes reflected off the yellow beams from my headlamps, bursting in and out of existence. The dulling cacophony of windshield wiper moans and worn tires against wet pavement lulled me into a trance. The dim light in front of me was our only guide through a moonless night. Hazy fog surrounded us. It was outside the car and inside my eyes which labored to stay open. Fatigue was setting in. I knew the danger but had to keep going. It was too late to stop.


  There were no streetlights. No lights of any kind on either side to illuminate our safe passage and chase away the bogeymen who persisted in my mind. The night had come early with thick clouds and a heavy downpour. I drove slowly - carefully, staying in the middle of the road while the thin white dashes guided me. I knew approximately where we were but couldn’t tell if I was driving through a small town or farmlands. I knew the road very well but tonight it was foreign. I had no idea how far we had left to travel.


  I needed to dream to stay awake so I forced the image of my parents into mind and imagined their surprise at my arrival. With any luck I would be there tomorrow along with their grandson who had fallen asleep an hour ago in the back. I let my mind invent the details. I would pull up to their house and watch them rush out in confusion, wondering who I was. They wouldn’t recognize the big R.V. I was driving. My husband only recently purchased it right before the blackout. It had been a dream of his - to have this home on wheels. I never bothered to tell my parents about it. I had been angry when he bought it and considered the clunker a waste of money.


  Now I was thankful he bought it. The past two months would have been impossible without it. Although, it did have its own set of problems. The gas consumption was problem number one. I was lucky enough to come up with a workaround - smart enough. But the problem was always there, forcing me to constantly work on it. Pulling up to a gas station wasn’t enough. Without power, the pumps wouldn’t work.


  This old R.V. saved our lives on countless occasions but I never had the chance to express gratitude toward my husband for buying it, or remorse for tearing into him. The last time we talked about the camper, I berated him about the expense. I made him feel like a fool for buying it. I was angry. My heart ripped open when I thought about the argument and I let loose a gasp as tears moved downward into my gaping mouth. I heard my son whine gently as he changed position.


  I missed my husband.


  We were together for eight years. That’s all. I was unfairly robbed of a lifetime with the only man who could break down my walls and touch my heart.


  I was independent and strong from a young age. The few boys I dated up until Ritchie had been nothing more than a contestant in an impossible sport. They would try to control me - I would resist; they would get more insistent - I would leave. It was the same thing over and over again. Power and control issues. Cross the line with me and it’s over.


  Ritchie never crossed the line. I think it was because he was the same way. He fought against control with every drop of his life force. And that’s how it went. He never tried to control me and I never tried to own him. Within days of our first date, we were inseparable. That didn’t change after eight years. He was my best friend. Life was different after Ritchie. It was no longer just me - Carson. It was me and Ritchie. I never thought I could love someone so much, either. At least, not until our son arrived.


  Suddenly, we were a family and the love was immeasurable. I would have thrown myself in front of a highway truck for either one of them. That’s how strong my love was for them. The person I was before Ritchie and Ronan no longer existed in my memories. I couldn’t remember the point when it went from “I” to “We”, as if it had always been “Us”.


  As strong as my love was, I couldn’t save him. I wanted to, but I had to save our son. Ritchie screamed at me to save Ronan. His screams echoed in my mind. I had to run. I had to leave my husband behind.


  I left my best friend behind.


  He died because I ran.


  I hated myself.


  The decision to run replayed in my mind. I held my son cradled in my arms. We were running. They were behind us - chasing after us - lusting over our deaths. We were close to the building. A metal shed which had protected us for a week or so. My husband was ill. He stumbled and fell. I wasn’t aware. I looked behind to hear his screams as they descended upon him.


  “Run!” he screamed. “Carson, run! Save my boy! Save Ronan, Carson! Run!”


  Save MY boy, he said. It was a charge. A direct order. His last request. There was nothing I could do except act on his behest and run for the shelter. I stood there for a moment and watched the mob lunge on top of my beloved. I hesitated - cried out - screamed. If Ronan had not been in my arms, I would have gone back. I would have flung myself at them and covered his ailing body with my own to protect him for as long as possible. I would have died with him in a heartbeat. But I didn’t; I couldn’t. I had to save our child.


  That choice I made will be with me until the end. I knew I had to run. I couldn’t sacrifice our son just for the sake of wanting to die alongside my husband. I had a duty to protect my son. Our son. But that choice will haunt me forever. The choices we make define us. We base the interpretation of our entire existence upon decisions made in the past.


  Fighting with Ritchie about the R.V. was a bad choice. It was one of the only fights we were ever involved in. We finally had our finances in order. We began to see a good, solid and financially-sound future for the family. My business was growing and he was able to quit his job and help me full-time. We even had enough money for a nanny. But we were still trying to secure our future. The R.V. was a frivolous purchase and he had used our vacation fund. He didn’t warn me or discuss it with me. Ritchie just went out and bought it. If we had been more secure, I wouldn’t have been so mad.


  I didn’t make him return it or sell it. Instead I became passive-aggressive. A trait I learned from my mother. A trait I hate with a passion. I’ve tried to control it but this time the ugliness flew out of my mouth without restraint.


  “Car, I bought it for us.”


  “You mean you bought it for you. Change that. I bought it for you. It was my money!”


  “I know, Car - but this can be our vacation. We always talked about getting one of these in the future. We don’t need a fancy hotel vacation.”


  “Please. You didn’t give a shit about what I wanted. You weren’t thinking about the vacation I’ve been saving for. You were thinking about yourself.”


  “I was thinking about us, Carson. The vacation. And vacations after that.”


  “And did you think about the maintenance or the gas? Oh right, I’ll take care of that. Because I’m the one working my ass off over here to take care of the family. I’ll figure it out. I always do.”


  “Just give the idea a chance.”


  “Like I have a choice?”


  “Do you want me to take it back?”


  “Apparently, I have no say in the matter. You do whatever the fuck you want to do. You always do.”


  I never apologized for treating him that way. If he had treated me that way I would have sulked for weeks. Or fought back. I wasn’t sure because it never happened. In all of our years together, he never once treated me the way I treated him that night. I never got the chance to take it back.


  In the following days, the virus exploded around us. It struck with the fury of an angry, overpopulated Gaia and within days, the human race was neatly wiped away, almost. The virus didn’t appear to have an origination point. There was no epicenter where the CDC could outline patterns of contagion or tell us how fast it would spread or where it would go. The virus was everywhere, all at once.


  During the first day, news alerts flashed through the television screens, warning people about a highly infection virus which had remained unidentified. On the second day there was panic when the virus claimed millions of lives. It was dubbed The Demon Virus. If anyone came down with a fever, they were urged to call the hospital immediately. All that day we heard sirens coming and going from our neighborhood. We heard screams. We locked the doors.


  The next day the newscasters spewed more news about millions of deaths. There weren’t enough medical professionals to handle the bodies. The dead were everywhere. They lined the roads, they were piled outside of mortuaries and lay on the floors of emergency rooms. But there was something more. Something about the ones who didn’t immediately die.


  On the fourth day, a weary newscaster read through transcripts he was receiving from doctors worldwide. He was the only one left on-air and vowed to keep transmitting as long as he could. The reporter described medical evidence to support the massive death toll which would continue to rise. The Demon Virus would kill most everyone based on a common genetic trait. Very few people would survive. The people who showed symptoms of the virus but managed to survive an immediate death posed a second threat. These people had changed. All of them.


  “It is believed by several doctors and from several reports we have received that survivors of the Demon Virus have been neurologically altered - uh - permanently. The alterations to these survivors appear to be homicidal tendencies which have been unnaturally awakened or created, if you will. These survivors possess a desire to kill, to murder. The brain chemistry in these survivors has been radically changed with no hopes of reversal. We don’t know why. We’ve termed these time-stamped survivors ‘homicidals’ for the time being, for obvious reasons. And when I use the term ‘time-stamped’ I mean they still carry the disease and are slowly dying as well, as far as we know. Even though they are dying, do not attempt to confront someone you think may be a homicidal.” The newscaster coughed into his hand and wiped the sweat from his brow.


  The next day he was gone. We kept the TV on all night and were awakened by the emergency broadcast system at five in the morning. We turned the volume down, looking back at it every once in a while to see if anything changed. In the early afternoon the power went out. It never came back on.


  No one was on the street in our neighborhood. There was no sound at all when I stepped out onto our back porch. I folded my arms across my chest to shield myself against the bitter sting of winter’s cold breath and strained my ears for any telltale sign of human life. I couldn’t hear one car or one airplane flying overhead or even a voice in the distance. Honks from a late passing flock of Canadian geese heading south for the winter trumpeted through the air. Between that and the wind rustling between the dead winter leaves, there was nothing else to be heard. Nothing man-made.


  The next morning I opened the front door and quickly closed it. A man with an axe stood in the driveway. I called for Ritchie. No sooner had he looked out the window, the man came barreling toward the house with the axe raised above his head. The door shook with the pounding and I screamed. When the metal door refused to relent, the man moved to the bay window and shattered glass flew inward.


  Ritchie grabbed me and tried to push me up the stairs. I shoved him away. I couldn’t leave my husband. I wouldn’t leave him. I had years of training. I was in shape. I could handle this. I had to protect my family.


  I ran to the back porch and grabbed my son’s aluminum bat. Ritchie was shuffling through the kitchen drawers. I ran back into the living room where the axe-man stood; the first homicidal to breach the sanctity of our home. He looked at me with blackened eyes. Blood ran down the white sleeve of his buttoned-up shirt and a piece of glass protruded from his shoulder. He didn’t seem to notice.


  “You,” he said.


  “Who are you?” I held the bat high over my head.


  “Car, move away from him!” Ritchie was right behind me. “He’s infected!”


  “You,” he said once again. “I’m going to kill you. Kill you.”


  He brought the axe upward and I didn’t hesitate. I smashed his skull with Ronan’s bat. The man’s arms fell and he dropped the axe. I hit him again and again until he fell to the ground. I refused to take pity. I hit him with the full force of a mother protecting her family. One blow should have killed him. I hit him seven times. I knew he was dead when he hit the ground.


  Ritchie made plans to move us into the metal shed in our backyard. It was more than a shed. It was a bunker of sorts. We had stores of food in there, a wood stove for heat and gallons of water. We stayed there for days.


  Behind the shed was a large field that emptied directly into the backside of downtown Sweet Home, Oregon. It wasn’t a small town, but not necessarily huge either. After a few days of solitude, we decided to make our way into town through the fields, rather than using the roads.


  Ritchie had been coughing all morning long. I thought it was a poor decision to go into town, but he was insistent. He said it was just allergies. As we stumbled through the rutted ground toward town, his breathing became strained and laborious. I said nothing. I didn’t want him to think I was worried.


  It was a mistake. We didn’t need supplies. We only wanted to find survivors and hear news but were caught unawares. We walked out onto the main road and peered through darkened windows. It was only then that we noticed the group of homicidals, and they noticed us. They looked like regular people. We waved to them and walked closer. We stopped when they shrieked and ran toward us.


  He could always run faster than me but even with Ronan in my arms, he lagged far behind. I slowed to keep his pace. We entered the treacherous field and saw the shed in the near distance.


  “Just keep running, Car. The gun is in the shed. We’ll be okay.”


  I didn’t say anything. I just kept running. Ronan was crying. I wasn’t going to let anything happen to my baby. I picked up my legs and felt them burn as I trudged through the frozen field, running harder than I ever had before in my life. I was almost to the shed when I heard my Ritchie call out. I turned, and they already had him. He called to me, told me what to do. He screamed again when they brought down their weapons upon him.


  My world left me at that moment. My love - my everything - was murdered before my eyes and I could do nothing. Nothing but save Ronan, his only child. And I did that. I did not betray his last wish.


  I ran into the shed, locked the door and put Ronan down. He screamed for his father. I screamed in anguish. I had to ignore Ronan and look for the one real weapon we had. A gun. I found it in the metal lockbox and looked through the peephole above the scaffolding. The group of homicidals was closing in on us. I aimed the gun and pulled the trigger. Nothing. I tried again - nothing. It didn’t work. I didn’t have time to figure out why. I didn’t know anything about guns.


  I jumped down from the platform and put Ronan into a small cabinet under the sink. I picked up the first weapon I saw - a rusty scythe which hung from the rafters.


  “We’ll be okay, honey,” I cried to my son. Then I ran outside to meet my husband’s killers.


  My memories of that night ceased when an orange light flickered on the dashboard. Low fuel. I knew this was coming but the darkness made it difficult to find a solution. I veered to the right and waited for the first small road to present itself while carefully navigating the soft curb.


  


  


  


  The Need For Murder


  “Are we still on for tonight?”


  I had actually considered cancelling my date with Ritchie. I didn’t know him very well and the thought of expressing forced interest in boring first-date prattle felt loathsome and tedious. I was already exhausted from a week consisting of three all-nighters to finish two term papers; an impressive undertaking by my own standards and the culmination of a semester’s worth of procrastination. My brain needed a break. I just wanted to curl up under a big blanket, melt into my pillows and watch Battlestar Galactica reruns.


  “Centennial Steam Machine is playing at Oldman’s. I think we should check it out.”


  His new text popped into my phone before I could reply to the first one. At least he wasn’t trying to impress me by opting for a foreign film or chick flick. He surprised me by suggesting something he wanted to watch. I was pretty sure he knew I would too. I could always go for a little steampunk.


  “Sure,” I replied. “Pick me up at seven. Can’t wait.”


  That last fragment might not have been entirely true. I hated first dates. They felt like a chore. You could never truly be yourself on a first date. It was all a façade - from the trite conversations to the fake smiles. Still, there was something about Ritchie that made me think twice. I’d only met him a handful of times at gatherings between mutual friends. He was confident and playful and we both liked the same science-fiction TV shows and books. He was also extremely attractive which didn’t hurt.


  I guess it would be nice to talk to someone. I’d been alone for far too long. I looked at the empty pints of chocolate fudge ice cream on my cluttered desk, evidence of my need to get out of the dorm. I threw them in the trash and rummaged through the closet to pull my little black dress out of hiding.


  


  If there were any homicidals in the area, they would be making their way toward our camper as soon as I stopped. I would have to act fast.


  The distinct green rectangle for some unknown side road suddenly appeared out of the darkness. I carefully steered the R.V. onto the road and turned the lights off. I tapped the brakes and coasted to a stop. There was no time to wait or prepare by donning my normal protective gear. After turning the engine off, I strapped on my double scabbards and ran toward the back to fetch the red plastic gas cans.


  I kept no less than twenty full five-gallon cans in the R.V. It was for times like this. I rarely used them and almost always found a gas station where I could use my pump and long hose to siphon gas from the underground storage tanks. But now I was in the country. It had been too dark to find a station and I was so close to home; my eagerness caused me to skip the details and make mistakes. I should have pulled over at the last station I drove by.


  With two cans in my hands I ran back to the door and put them down. I held my breath and cautiously opened the door. Tilting my head to the side I stiffened and listened for anything: a footstep, a heavy sigh, a grunt, shuffling in the distance. Anything which would tell me to keep moving. But the rain made it difficult to distinguish sounds.


  Rain.


  I can’t hear.


  Make sure.


  I won’t go down this close to home.


  Ronan.


  I grabbed the two cans and leapt outdoors, making my way to the gas tank. Two would not be enough. After emptying the cans I went back for more, each time stopping to listen as I returned to the open door.


  The R.V. drank eight cans before I was satisfied. That would be enough to get us home. We had been on the road for nearly two months all the way from Oregon to Tennessee. We were almost there. Ronan had only been there twice before on family visits. It was where I grew up. It was where my parents lived. The farm had been in my father’s family for generations.


  If I was alive and my son was alive, there was a fair chance that one of my parents could be alive. The virus attacked people with a common genetic trait. I apparently didn’t carry the gene and neither did my son. Mom or Dad could still be alive. Maybe both of them. I hoped for the best and prepared for the worst. Even if they were gone, I still wanted to be home. Without Ritchie, it was the only thing that would bring me any comfort at all. Home.


  Because the virus killed off the human population so quickly, we never got any more information about it. The world was quiet within days. No more TV, no phone calls or text messages, no more emails or internet. No more Ritchie. Ronan and I were alone.


  We did come across a few survivors in passing. Although we didn’t know each other, it felt like a glorious reunion. But they all had somewhere to go. Just like us, they were all looking for their homes and families so we never paired with anyone for long. We all eventually went our separate ways.


  Before the power went out, I spoke with Mom on the phone. I could hear Dad coughing in the background. She said he was fine; his emphysema was acting up.


  “Does he have a fever, Mom?”


  “No, Carson. I swear, we’re fine.”


  “Mom, this is serious. You have to check and make sure. Call the hospital if you need to.”


  “How’s Ronan? Are you all okay?”


  “Yes, Mom, we’re all fine. We’re staying in, locking the doors. You should do the same.”


  “For what? We don’t live in the city. We’re perfectly safe.”


  “Haven’t you been listening to the news, Mom? The virus is hitting everywhere! No one’s safe. And now there’s something about the infected who don’t die. Have you seen this?”


  “We have, Carson. But we’re fine, I promise.”


  “Mom, I’m coming home.”


  “You can’t travel now…”


  “I’m coming home,” I interrupted. “I’m coming home as soon as I can. This is serious. Stop trying to make it out like it’s nothing, Mom.”


  “I’m not Carson. I just don’t want you to worry.”


  “I’m already worried. The fact that you’re playing this down is freaking me out even more, Mom. Something’s wrong. You’re not telling me something.”


  Mom went on, trying to make light of the situation at every chance. It was because Dad was sick. I was sure of it. If he hadn’t been sick, she would have been asking a thousand questions on my health, Ronan’s, even Ritchie’s. She wouldn’t have let me get off the phone either. But on this occasion she told me she had to go because her cat, Miso, had just thrown up. I could hear Dad retching before she slammed the phone down.


  That was the last time I heard from my mother. The phones went down that evening, before the power went out. That was two months ago.


  After storing the empty cans, I sat on the edge of the small bed where Ronan slept. My hands drifted through the blond mess of hair on his head. He looked so much like Ritchie. The white alabaster skin, the straight Roman nose, a strong jaw. He was beautiful. He would be tall, like his father, too. The only thing my Ronan inherited from me was my dark blue eyes. I was small and dark, with curly raven hair to frame my face. My features came from my father’s side. Although small, I was strong. I had lean muscle and little fat. During our time on the run, I took every opportunity to stay in shape. I needed to stay strong now more than ever.


  A new noise made my muscles stiffen. The scraping of metal against concrete. I could hear it even through the constant smattering of rain against the metal roof.


  The door was still open.


  No one would be able to see in through the windows. No lights were on and the glass was tinted, yet I crouched low to the ground and swiftly edged my way to the door and listened again. I rose up slowly, just enough to look through the window. Too dark.


  I heard the scraping again. It was louder now - closer, and I ducked underneath the window frame. Someone was there. I couldn’t risk extending my arm out to shut the door. I would have to let him make the first move and surprise him if he tried to enter through the door.


  I reached behind my shoulder and silently withdrew one of my swords from its sheath. I arched the sword over my head and waited, like a cat patiently waiting for its prey to emerge from hiding. I could wait all night. I had the endurance and the reason. Ronan.


  The open door shook ever so slightly but there was no wind. He was behind the door. Another metallic sound and shudder of the door. I remained perfectly still and focused. Something which differentiated me from them.


  I would plan.


  They would charge blindly into battle.


  I had patience.


  They never waited.


  I took steps to protect myself.


  They couldn’t be bothered to wear a helmet.


  I would always win.


  They would always die.


  With my breath held, I tightened my grip on the leather handle of my sword. The door swung backwards and slammed into the side of the trailer. There were four heavy, stumbling steps and a smash of metal on the ground before I saw a hand reach up to grasp the metal railing. Even in the darkness I could see the open lesion splitting the back of the hand in two ugly flaps of skin. There was no question; it was a homicidal. He was slow and cumbersome from the disease while I retained the element of surprise and speed.


  Without another thought I lurched forward and raised the sword high above my head. Before I struck, I saw the long blond hair, wet and plastered to the face and neck of someone who was once beautiful.


  No pity.


  I brought the sword down and watched the putrid limb fall to the bottom step of the R.V. The woman screamed and stumbled backwards.


  “You bitch! I knew it!” She fell down and doubled over slightly, cradling the spurting stump against her abdomen. It didn’t take long before she looked up at me to regain her incentive. “You. I knew it was you.”


  “Sure you did.” I jumped off the last step and approached the woman. She lifted the shovel in her left hand and stood up, pointing it at me as easily as someone would a knife. She was left-handed.


  “I’m going to fucking kill you, you fucking bitch!” she screamed. The homicidal lunged forward, holding the shovel straight out in front of her. I pitched to the side and while she tumbled past me, I whirled around and planted my left foot firmly on the ground. In the same instant, I brought my sword up and swiveled it in a wide arc with both hands gripping the leather-bound hilt. I used the full force of my body behind the sword, stepping into the swing, and carried the blade perpendicular to her neck, putting all of my weight directly behind the blade’s edge. It easily slid through the back of her neck and out the front. Her body fell to the ground and her head rolled underneath the vehicle.


  I held my sword in front of me and turned around several times before making my way back to the door. They usually walked in groups. Sometimes they were alone, but more than often they would hunt in parties. They congregated. Stayed together.


  With my back to the stairs, I stepped up and kicked off the arm that twitched on the steps. After locking the door I pulled down the large plastic bin in the overhead and put the used sword inside. I would have to clean it later.


  “Mommy?”


  “Yeah, baby?”


  I moved toward my son to find him sitting up, wide-eyed and mouth agape.


  “Are we okay?”


  “Yes, baby. I scooted next to him and enveloped Ronan in my arms. “We’re fine sweetheart. I just needed to put gas in the tank. But we have to move now, alright? Go back to sleep, love.” I kissed his forehead and laid him back down. One more kiss on the cheek wouldn’t hurt.


  I backed out of the drive without any lights and soon we were on our way again.


  I hated to keep driving while diseased blood was in the R.V. I knew we were immune at this point, but the germaphobe in me couldn’t stand the idea. The thought of festering, viral blood cells in the plastic bin behind me and on the stairs nagged at my inner thoughts. Before I slept tonight, everything would be cleaned with bleach.


  The homicidals were diseased in appearance. Some of them died in a few days. Some - within a few weeks. But others persisted. It was obvious that they were dying; it was just taking longer. Blood ran from their eyes, nostrils and mouths. Open lesions appeared, bursting forth with putrid essence of decay and blood-colored pus. I wasn’t sure how long they would last but judging from the looks of them, it wouldn’t be long.


  Some of them were still strong. They could run, and they could run fast. The ones who stumbled, like the woman outside the camper just now, were weak. Those ones probably had only a few days left.


  Most of the homicidals ran together in groups. I don’t know why they never killed each other. Somehow, they knew one another. They sensed the disease and understood the desire to kill which bubbled inside the mind of the other. I didn’t know how it worked. No doctors were around long enough to give any kind of theory.


  Maybe it was the smell. Sometimes I could tell when one was close just by the odor. It was awful, like they were already dead. But they weren’t. They weren’t like the zombies in horror movies. These people were still alive. They could speak. They could hunt. And they didn’t want to feast on your flesh; they only wanted to stand over your dead body. They had no pity or rationality. And you could kill them like any other man. It wasn’t necessary to destroy only the brain. They were still alive, unlike the popularized living dead. A stab through the heart or cutting a main artery would take care of the situation. If I took a limb, they might crawl for a bit but eventually the body would stop moving and die.


  They didn’t eat people but the homicidals still had to eat. Even though they were dying, they had to provide their bodies with some kind of sustenance for the short term duration. That’s why I avoided grocery stores. They were always in food stores, eating whatever they could. They lived in them, together.


  When they were in groups, they seemed harmless. They even spoke to one another. I could see their lips moving when I spied on groups of homicidals with my binoculars. I couldn’t hear what they were talking about, but they were definitely communicating. Every so often, I would see all of their heads snap in the same direction, as if some strange sound caused them all to react in the same predatory fashion.


  Having to fight against one homicidal was easy. They were slow and riddled with disease while I was fast, healthy and in shape. But when multiple lunatics who had no fear of combat or death charged at once, it was dangerous. I managed to survive. Mothers will do anything for their children, even kill. It was only a matter of getting used to the slaughter. As soon as I was past the initial guilt, it became easy. I think that’s why so many people allowed themselves to be killed by the homicidals. They were still restricted by the common ideals of humanity.


  Thou shalt not kill.


  Over the weeks, I developed a routine. Every morning I trained. I did some sort of exercise to keep in shape so that I would always have the upper hand against the diseased which wasn’t that difficult. They were already dying. Still, I needed to keep my mind fresh and my body healthy. Either I trained with resistance bands and weights or I went for short runs with my swords strapped to my backside, just in case. I wanted to do more, but there was only so much I could do without eventually being seen and becoming a target. And there was only so far I was willing to go while leaving Ronan alone in the camper.


  I had only just begun to train in weaponry before the virus hit but I was already accomplished in hand-to-hand combat. I had taken eight years of mixed martial arts training. After losing Ritchie, I picked up swords from the house of our nearby neighbor, Mr. Sho. I knew he collected expensive Japanese swords since he had been my de facto weaponry master for a mere six months before the world went to hell. He was gone when I entered his house and I knew the sickness had taken him. I could smell it everywhere.


  Mr. Sho’s two identical Katana swords mounted above the entrance to his home dojo became my weapons of choice. Each had hardwood handles, black leather wraps, and a slight curve to the blade. On one sword the Japanese symbols for mercy were etched into the blade, on the other - revenge. These were the swords I always had strapped to my back whenever I left the camper. I piled the rest of his collection, about twenty other swords from various makers, into a duffel bag. Before I left his house, I turned at the front door and bowed deeply in gratitude.


  Guns were out of the question. I didn’t have the time to learn how to use them and no one was around to teach me. Besides, the homicidals never used them. Nevertheless, I collected a number of guns and ammunition as I came across them, from every house I ventured within.


  I raided houses whenever an opportunity presented itself. Since I had to stay away from grocery stores, I raided residential neighborhoods instead. I was only looking for the basics: canned goods, toilet paper, bottled water and whatever else looked good at the moment. My parent’s house would have everything else we need.


  Whenever I raided, I wore my gear. Leather pants, Kevlar vest, leather jacket, gloves and a black motorcycle helmet. The gear wasn’t just to protect my body from blows, but to shield me from the diseased droplets of bodily fluids that will eventually cover me. I made sure every ounce of flesh was covered. You never know when or where a virus will mutate. Someday we might not be immune. When I protected myself, I protected my son.


  An hour went by faster than I had anticipated and my adrenaline was fading. I needed to rest. The rain had ceased and I could finally see the barest of my surroundings. There were nothing but fields to my right and left. This would be the safest spot to pull over.


  After cleaning the mess I left earlier, I slid into bed next to Ronan. He rolled over and allowed me to cradle him against my body.


  “This will all be over soon,” I whispered.


  It has to be.


  


  


  Between Friends and Foes


  Ritchie suddenly appeared in my thoughts as soon as the alarm drove away my dreams. I rolled over and hit the snooze button, perfectly content to stay in bed and dream. It had been two weeks since our first date and we had seen each other three more times since then. Only two weeks - and I couldn’t get that boy out of my head.


  I closed my eyes and felt his hand take hold of mine. I remembered the way he grazed his lips across my cheek after our farewell embrace the night before. I swear I could still smell his cologne on my neck. I dreamt of his hazel eyes and the way he would stare straight at me when I spoke, never looking away. He focused on me with an intensity that drove me crazy. It made me catch my breath on more than one occasion.


  My phone issued a text message beep and I bounced out of bed to retrieve it from the dresser. My heart thumped when I saw his name.


  “Woke up thinking about you. Haven’t stopped since.”


  “Does this mean we absolutely must have another date?” I replied.


  “Lunch. Today. I’m not sure if I can even wait that long.”


  “I think you’ll manage. Lunch sounds good.”


  It was hard to keep acting coy but I was afraid to flirt as much as he did. I was afraid of pushing him away. I realized how much I wanted to keep Ritchie around and began to get nervous and flustered. I wasn’t sure if I should I show Ritchie how much I really like him.


  I had been tempted to skip classes so I could lie in bed and dream some more. But Ritchie’s lunch invitation had me running around my dorm floor, preparing for another rendezvous. I was acting like a young teenager bitten by the love bug and it felt good - too good, like a warm drug. I was actually looking forward to being with someone. I was looking forward to my future with a little bit of hope. Maybe I wasn’t so abnormal after all. Maybe I only needed to meet the right person.


  


  I went from spotty dreams to sudden awareness when I heard the familiar guttural voices. My eyes flung wide open and my body went rigid. I was lying in Ronan’s bed, facing the wall of the camper underneath the wide-view window. I could hear them just outside the R.V. They were moving, but in what direction I couldn’t tell. It took a few seconds to get a full grasp on the situation.


  Homicidals were outside; that was for sure. But they didn’t know we were here yet. If they did, the low mumblings would have evolved into tribal shrieks of war. Yet I was confused because the shifting sounds weren’t dying away into the distance. There was a constant shuffling of feet.


  I slowly lifted my head, careful not to make the slightest noise, and peered out the window. It was a herd of homicidals. They were just off the road in the field, right on the edge. Why they didn’t use the road - I had no idea. None of them were looking at the camper. They walked by, oblivious to our hideout.


  I lifted my neck and looked in both directions. It was a huge herd. I couldn’t see the end of them in either direction. One giant homicidal procession. I wondered where they were going and how long ago the very start of the herd had passed by us.


  The loud flush of the toilet made me whip around and I became aware of his absence. Ronan. He wasn’t in bed with me. He didn’t know they were outside. The bathroom door opened and Ronan looked at me before letting his eyes wander to the movement outside the window. He froze.


  “Mom?” he whispered.


  “I know, baby.”


  “I think they heard me.”


  “Probably.”


  “I didn’t know they were there,” he whimpered.


  I didn’t bother to look back through the window. Hesitation can kill you. I flung myself out of bed and ran full speed to the driver’s seat. As soon as the R.V. sprung to life, I heard the muffled screams of a dozen homicidals.


  “Hold on!” I screamed and pushed the accelerator to the floor with my foot. As long as we had velocity, we were untouchable. Then again, there were so many. This could cause some serious damage to the camper. My first concern was getting up to a good cruising speed. This old piece of junk took forever to gather momentum, like a tractor-trailer with a full load going up a hill.


  They began to move toward us. Slow at first - and then gaining, leaping out over the stone wall. In the rearview mirror I witnessed several homicidals fall out into the street behind us to take chase. Before I was able to look back toward our path, I felt a smash of someone rolling off the side of the camper. Then another. Within seconds there were at least five homicidals in our direct path, charging us.


  I kept my foot locked all the way down and smashed my way through the wall of disease. The R.V. lifted twice and bounced back down as we rolled over two bodies. We kept going, picking up pace along the way.


  I didn’t want to keep hitting them because it slowed the vehicle down. There was also the chance of losing a tire or cause irreparable damage, which was possible. And if I hit one hard enough, his body could be tossed upwards and break through the windshield. At least, that was the possibility I envisioned in my mind. I didn’t know if it could really happen.


  They were all moving into the street now, trying to thwart our escape. I veered to the left and tried to stay as far away as possible and for as long as possible. I could see the very beginning of the herd in the distance. As long as they all didn’t close in on us simultaneously, we would make it through.


  The camper shook again and again. It felt like they were throwing rocks at us. Some might have been, but I knew it was from the impact of bodies hitting the side of the camper. I slammed into four more who were in the way. I was almost to the end of the line when the leading homicidals moved into the middle of the road. There were at least a dozen of them, forming a barrier. They held their weapons up high; bloody, open mouths hung low. They were screaming but I heard nothing. In that one moment things slowed to snail’s pace and my ears numbed to the sounds around me.


  I veered right and hit the wall at what I deemed to be its weakest point. The impact lifted me out of my seat and my head slammed into the oversized steering wheel. Before I could right myself, I felt the vehicle lift on the left side. Ronan screamed from behind. We were tipping.


  I looked up and swerved the wheel right to catch the precarious lean. It worked and the R.V. slammed back down on four tires. I swerved again several times before we found steady wheels and once again I leaned into the accelerator.


  There were no more homicidals in front of me but I looked in every direction, wondering if there were any hanging on to the camper. I looked behind me quickly, searching every window for dangling limbs.


  “Ronan?” I screamed.


  “Mom!” he sobbed.


  “Are you okay? Get up here, baby. Let me see you.”


  He took his little quick steps to the front and sat down in the passenger chair, swinging his long thin legs around and pulling the belt around his chest. He was hyperventilating and shaking ferociously. I wished I could hold him. I wished I could be there for him when he needed me. But I was always doing something. When he needed my comfort the most, I was unable to give it to him because I was usually trying to save our lives. To make matters worse, he was trying to cope with the loss of his father, a wound still fresh in his nightmares. I wish Ritchie was here.


  “Are you okay?” I repeated. “Are you hurt, baby?” I screamed the words at him instead of using soft tones, still frantic from our near downfall.


  “No,” he whimpered. “Mom, I’m sorry!” he cried.


  “Oh, no, baby. Don’t be sorry. It wasn’t your fault.”


  “I flushed the toilet; I didn’t know!”


  “It’s alright sweetheart. Not your fault, baby. Just remember - like we talked about, look around before you get up from sleep. Alright? Just take a second to look around and listen.”


  “I know. I don’t know why I didn’t. I had to pee, Mom. My eyes were still closed; I wasn’t thinking about anything.”


  “Well,” I said with a smile. “You know what that means, right?” Ronan shook his head and wiped his nose along the length of his arm while looking at me. “It means that you’re starting to feel safe again. It means that things are starting to get better.”


  “But they’re not!”


  “But they are, Ronan. What just happened now; that was a fluke. And things like that are happening less and less. Pretty soon, they won’t happen anymore.”


  “Are you sure, Mom?” Ronan looked at me with begging eyes. I wouldn’t lie to him. Lying is dangerous.


  “I’m positive. Like I told you. They’re dying. Very soon, they’ll all be gone. If I didn’t think so, we wouldn’t have taken the chance on this trip. It will be soon, Ronan. They’ll all be gone soon. We just have to make it to the end.”


  Ronan bent over and touched his face to his knees. I could see his contorted face which was made even more apparent by his open mouth. Ronan was about to unleash. “I miss Daddy!” he wailed. From there he gripped the sides of his pants and bellowed out the sobs of a heartbroken child.


  “I know, baby. I do, too.” I reached out and rubbed his back slowly, gripping the bottom of his neck on every upturn. What I really wanted to do was pull over so I that could hold my son, but I couldn’t risk breaking our stride.


  “Who are you?” I asked. He only replied with another pitiful cry. “Who are you?” I asked again, louder and with a forceful tongue.


  “Ronan,” he said.


  “Who are you, Ronan?” I gently shook his shoulder and then pulled him up.


  “I’m Ronan!” he screamed. “Son of Richard the strong! Survivor of the Demon Virus and the end of the old world! I’m Ronan! I’m the beginning of the new world! I’m the strong and the strong survive!” He covered his face with his hands and continued to weep.


  “That’s good, baby. You are strong; you’re so strong. I love you, Ronan. I love you so much.” I continued to rub his neck, shoulders and head, letting my hand glide over the smooth surfaces of his skin. A familiar sight made me sit up quickly and I pulled my hand away. I heard Ronan hold his breath at my sudden withdrawal.


  “Do you see that, baby?”


  “What?”


  “That blue silo over there.” I pointed to the periwinkle blue tower which jutted out in the distance just beyond a thicketed ridge to our left.


  “Yeah, I see it.”


  “We’re almost home. That silo has been there since I was a kid your age.” I turned and winked at him. “The neighbors hated it. They signed petitions to get the owner to repaint it.”


  “Why?”


  “Because it sticks out like a sore thumb. Look at it! It’s bright blue!” I made a funny face and stuck my tongue out at him. He giggled and strained to get a better view. “But eventually, it just became a part of home. We all got used to it. And now whenever I see it, I know I’m almost home.”


  “But the people behind us?”


  “We don’t live right on this road. We’ll be taking a left and then the farm is up just a little ways beyond that. Those homicidals will go right past us.” I could feel the tension leaving Ronan’s body with the way he eased back into the chair. “Pretty soon, we’re going to have a house again, Ronan. Things will be different. And then we only need to keep patient. It will all be over soon.”


  It would only be another twenty minutes or so before we would make our turn. It was a good thing I stopped when I did last night. I might have driven right by our street. I had no idea we were this close when I stopped last night. I lamented over our powerless GPS navigator; I never realized how much I would miss modern day conveniences.


  I pushed on and found more and more familiar sights. My heart pounded. As excited as I was, I also felt the pangs of trepidation. I would soon find out if my parents were still alive.


  I tried to distract myself. I pointed to a lone willow tree in the middle of a great field to our right and explained the annual beehive that was lodged in its trunk and how my friends and I would dare each other to extract the sweet, wild honey. Then I saw the old Sumpter dirt road on our left and relived our summers driving our four-wheelers through the bumpy terrain for thrills.


  “Mom? There!”


  “What, hon? I was still looking to my left, trying to find the rise of the Billings steeple that was barely visible from this road. I knew it was close.


  “There! Mom, stop!”


  I slammed on the brakes at the very instant I turned my head and saw what had caught Ronan’s eye. A large group of people were together, on the porch and lawn of Mr. Fielding’s farmhouse. It was too late not to be noticed. We were out in the open and they surely heard the sound of our approaching trailer. It would only be moments before I knew if they were friend or foe.


  Several of them ran towards us. I hit the gas but immediately slowed when the running people stopped their charge and began to wave.


  “Oh my God.”


  “Mom?” Ronan looked at me with furrowed, worried brows.


  “Oh my God,” I repeated. “Ronan. They’re like us. They’re uninfected!” Ronan breathed in suddenly and with an excited face, he leaned in to examine the scene.


  “Mom, Mom, look! Look! There’s a kid! I see a kid!”


  “I know; I do, too.” I could see a few of the people waving us inwards, beckoning us to join them. They knew better than to run toward us. I put the R.V. in motion and turned into the long driveway.


  “Mom, the people. Behind us!”


  “I know, baby. We have to tell them. We don’t have long, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  “Just stay inside and do what I tell you. Don’t come out yet, please.”


  “Okay, Mom.”


  There were seven or eight cars on the dirt driveway and I had to veer onto the lawn to get as close to the home as I could. I opened the door to see several smiling faces in my view, and a few who didn’t look too happy to see another survivor. I couldn’t spot Mr. or Mrs. Fielding, or Ivy - their daughter.


  “The Fieldings?” I questioned. “This is their farm. Are they still here? Tom Fielding? Mary?”


  A tall man stepped forward and removed his flat cap. “Hi, I’m…”


  “Carson!” I heard a familiar voice scream. I turned my head toward the voice and saw a flurry of red hair bouncing down from the porch.


  “Ivy!” I ran through the group of onlookers as they instinctively made a part for us. “Ivy!” I yelled again. She ran toward me with both arms in the air, wearing her enormous signature smile with vibrant red lips that matched the color of her Irish curls. For a moment it seemed as if nothing had gone wrong with the world. Her glowing, familiar face made the two-month trip worth every pain, and every sorrow. She jumped into my arms and I fell backward onto the ground.


  In high school Ivy and I were best friends. She was always a foot taller than me and made me look like her pet mouse. I never really grew since then and so her excitement sent me plummeting to the ground. I didn’t care. I was laughing and crying all at the same time.


  “Oh my God, Carson! I can’t believe it!” She stood up and picked me off the ground one-handed. “You’re alive! You’re here!”


  I grabbed her face with both hands and studied her for a few minutes. I carelessly let a few tears of happiness escape my eyes. “Ivy. My Ivy.”


  “This is my best friend!” she cried out.


  “Wait, wait, Ivy.” I suddenly remembered the danger and my face must have reflected the change because she frowned.


  “Your parents?” She shook her head and cast her eyes downward. “I’m sorry, Ivy. So sorry. My parents?” I asked hopefully.


  “Oh, I don’t know, Carson.”


  “That’s okay. It’s alright,” I sighed. “We just passed a big herd.” She looked up at me and cocked her head. I pulled away from her and turned around to face the gathering of people. “There’s a herd, a big herd of homicidals right down the road. We just passed them. They’ll be here in twenty-five minutes. Half an hour, tops. It’s a big group, way too big.”


  The same man who tried to introduce himself a second ago stepped toward me. “How many do you think?”


  “At least seventy-five. At least. Probably closer to a hundred.” Some of the women began to yell and search for their children. Ivy stood still, looking back at the house.


  “Are y’serious? She led ‘em to us!” An angry-looking man with piercing green eyes stepped into my presence and pointed at me. “Ya jus’ show up and suddenly there’s a shitload’o homicidals breathin’ down our necks?” he screamed. His accent was thick with the typical southern drawl of the area.


  “Cooper. That’s enough!” the tall man ordered.


  “It’s okay,” I assured him. “I get it.” I fully understood. I would have probably felt the same way. “But you gotta listen,” I yelled. “You’ve all got two choices and you need to decide right now. You can get inside and hunker down. With any luck, they’ll go right past us if we stay quiet. If not, I’ll help you fight them. I won’t leave you. And I have a lot of experience fighting the herds. Your other option is to run. But you would all have to go right now. You can leave, circle around and then come back as soon as they’re gone. But you need to decide now.”


  “We can’t leave,” Ivy said. “We have someone in the house who can’t be moved. We can’t leave him.” I heard Cooper grumble and noticed him sizing me up out of the corner of my eye. He probably couldn’t figure out how a female of such small stature could be so commanding. Typical, for a local inbred.


  “Alright, then we don’t have a choice. All I ask is that you take my son into the house and protect him.”


  “Of course,” she replied.


  “Let’s go, then,” I huffed and clapped my hands together. “Everyone should get inside the house right now, immediately, those who don’t want to fight. There isn’t much time left. Anyone who wants to stay and help me fight ’em off - you’re more than welcome.” I ran to the door of my camper and ushered Ronan to the top of the stairs, picked him up and swiftly carried him to the house. The tall man followed me as I placed Ronan in the care of an older woman who held her arms out for him when I reached the porch. When I turned around, the angry man referred to as Cooper looked past me, his eyes squinted and intensely focused on my son.


  “The problem is, we don’t have enough ammo to fight that many people,” whispered the tall man. “My name’s Solomon. I help out around here. We can fight. We’ve done it before. But we’re running low on supplies and we don’t have enough to fend off that many people. Do you have some kind of plan? Help me out here.”


  “I have weapons,” I said. “I have a lot of weapons. Guns, ammunition. In the R.V. Plenty. You’re welcome to it all. I just don’t know which bullets go with which guns. I don’t know how to use any of it.” Solomon and Cooper glanced at each other.


  “And jus’ how in the hell were ya plannin’ on takin’ out seventy-five homicidals without guns?” Cooper asked while raising one side of his lip in disgust, his hands gripping his hips.


  “I have my own weapons. And I have my own ways. I’ve done it before. By myself.”


  


  A Battle In The Fields


  We were in Ritchie’s kitchen, finishing up dinner. Grilled salmon, asparagus with hollandaise and butternut squash. He cooked it himself to demonstrate his culinary skills and did better than I ever could. When he excused himself to use the bathroom, I began to do the dishes as a compliment to the chef. It was the least I could do.


  I didn’t hear him come up behind me. I inhaled suddenly when his open mouth sank into my neck and he slid his hands down my forearms and into the soapy water. When he reached my own hands, he forced them open, causing me to let go of the dishes and rag. He slowly turned me around and continued to massage my neck with his lips and tongue. I closed my eyes and tilted my head back. My chest rose and fell rapidly as he moved up to my cheeks and finally to my mouth. We kissed passionately and deeply. I couldn’t get enough.


  After a few minutes, he gently pulled back, but only by a hair. When he spoke, his lips grazed my own.


  “I’m going to have to go into the other room now,” he whispered. “If I don’t, I won’t be able to stop.”


  “No,” I begged. “I don’t want you to stop.” I lifted his shirt over his head and pulled it off, letting him know what I wanted. He moaned slightly when I put my hands on his chest. I felt his skin rise in gooseflesh underneath my touch. He picked me up and carried me to the bedroom.


  


  Solomon barked orders to the rest of the people and sent them scattering. Before Ronan was brought into the house, I knelt down and kissed both cheeks.


  “Don’t worry hon, I’ll take care of it.”


  “I know you will,” he smiled at me before standing on his tip toes to watch the two children who plodded up the porch steps behind me. His eyes followed them to the doorway which we blocked and I stood up to make room, brushing my hand against his cheek before turning around to leave. I never wanted to say goodbye to him, so I didn’t.


  I ran back to the camper and jumped inside, running to the bedroom to get my gear.


  What the hell was I thinking?


  We were so close to home. My house was literally right around the corner. We were almost there - and then this? Was I crazy? I had a moral obligation to tell them about the homicidals. But I should have pretended to be some helpless mother with her son and left for sanctuary. My damning sense of humanity prevented me from doing that.


  At the same time I felt excitement. There were people living - alive - right down the road from my house. I was planning on going back to the farm to survive. Now, I could actually be a part of a community. There was more of a future here than I could have hoped for.


  Later. I had one more big job to do.


  “You said ya had guns - ammo.” Cooper had walked inside my R.V. without knocking and stood there, looking at me sideways, with his jaw jutting out and his hands on his hips.


  “Up there.” I pointed to one of the overhead storage compartments behind the driver’s seat. “Big duffle bag, can’t miss it. Take it all.”


  I turned back around and got undressed without closing the door. There was no time for formalities, especially for some pathetic excuse of a survivor who wanted to demonstrate his manly superiority. I heard the duffle bag being dragged down to the floor and the zipper opening. For a moment, there was no sound while I slid on my leather pants.


  I threw on my tank top and then the Kevlar vest, strapping it on tight. I pulled a long black shirt on over it and grabbed the leather jacket, gloves and helmet before heading back out of the bedroom.


  Cooper was staring at me and didn’t bother to turn away when I looked at him.


  “What?” I asked brusquely. First he insults me, now he comes into my camper and ogles me?


  “A vest? What d’ya need that for? They don’t use guns.”


  “No, they don’t. Just added protection against the other weapons.” I stood directly in front of him and pushed him back against the wall. “Say I’m a homicidal and I’ve got you disarmed and down on the ground. You’re trying to push me away like this.” I pulled his hands up to my throat. “Even when they aren’t armed, they’ll do anything to kill you. The homicidal will just reach his arms down and eviscerate you with his hands.” I moved my hands down to his stomach as a demonstration. “I’ve seen it happen.”


  Cooper squinted at me, but didn’t say anything. He didn’t remove his arms from my throat either.


  “Cooper!” Solomon yelled. “What are you doing?”


  “Just a demonstration,” I said. I backed off and Cooper released his grip. He grabbed the duffle bag and handed it to Solomon.


  “This here’s e’rything she’s got.” I heard them go off together to inspect the goods.


  I peered out the window every few seconds, looking toward the road. They would be here soon. I put on the leather jacket and gloves, zipped up and pulled on my double scabbards. Then I grabbed another bag full of swords and my helmet and went looking for Solomon.


  They were set up on a picnic table nearby and I threw the bag at their feet.


  “This will help.”


  “What is it?” Solomon asked.


  “Swords. How many people are going to help fight?”


  “Just five of us. Me, Cooper here, Johnson, Brigham and Tasha. You make number six.”


  “Is the house locked up? Is it sealed?”


  “Let us worry ‘bout that, little girl,” Cooper remarked.


  “Cooper!”


  “What’s your problem?” I yelled. “My son is in there!”


  “Who does she think she is, Solomon? Comin’ in here and disruptin’ the place, tellin’ people what to do. And swords? Really?”


  “I don’t think she’s…” began the older man Solomon had identified as Brigham.


  “Don’t talk like I’m not here. And I’m not trying to cause problems; I’m trying to help. If I hadn’t of come along here when I did, this herd would have snuck up on you. Christ. It’s not like I led ‘em here; they were already on the way. And I use swords because I know how and because I’m afraid of the noise guns make. Any homicidals close enough will hear the shots and come to investigate. Ever consider that? Trust me; I’ll be gone as soon as this is over.”


  “Yeah, sure.”


  “Whatever. You know what? Since it’s such an inconvenience for you to be in the presence of a woman with an opinion, I’m gonna keep talking just to piss you off.” He tried to say something but I ignored him and looked straight at Solomon. “I’m going to hide in the field across the road. Hopefully, they’ll just walk on by. But if they start to veer onto the property, it’s over. They know you’re here. That’s when I’ll run out and make some noise. I’ll get them to follow me into the field and away from the house - and most of them will. You take out the rest. If you run out of bullets, use the swords.”


  “But what if you get overwhelmed?” he asked.


  “I won’t. If there are too many around me, I’ll keep running until I get them separated. That’s the key. Running. Those homicidals are weak. They’re not the best runners.”


  “Maybe someone should go with you,” he offered. “I don’t like the idea of…”


  “No. Just stay here and protect that house.” I didn’t give him a chance to object and ran quickly to the end of the driveway. I looked behind the line of trees and not seeing anyone yet, I took the chance to dart across the road. The grass in the field was high enough and made it easy to hide as long as I ducked down.


  Ten minutes went by before I heard the audible groans that preceded the dragging footsteps. The wind carried their scent through the tall grass and small stalks of cotton still waiting to be harvested. I held my breath and tried to envision the plan in my head over and over again. I knew they would veer for the house. If they were close enough, they would know that people lived there. There were too many people. It was inevitable and homicidals could sense living souls.


  Doubt crept into my mind. I shouldn’t have risked it. This would end up being a fight to the death. I could be killed. My son could be killed, or be forced to survive without me. This was a stupid idea. I should have ran. But for Ivy. How could I have turned my back on her?


  The scream caught me off guard and I jumped. The shuffling of feet erupted into a stampede. That was it - the signal of the beginning. I heard Solomon yell to someone else. I donned my black motorcycle helmet and walked out into the middle of the road.


  “Here!” I screamed. A few of the homicidals had already broken away from the pack and were jogging down the Fielding’s dirt driveway. “Over here, you freaks! Right here!” Several homicidals bellowed out their monstrous screeches and suddenly I had a giant herd running straight in my direction. The chase began and I leapt back over the ditch and into the field, wild wisps of green licking at my hips. I would have to run a good distance and get separation between the fast runners and the slower ones.


  “Keep coming!” I screamed. “Follow me, assholes!” I didn’t want them to give up, especially the ones in the back. I screamed louder and harder to make sure they all heard me. I turned my course to the left, going deeper into the field. If I kept running straight, I’d reach the giant hemlocks which would block my view of the farmhouse.


  I turned around to get a glimpse of my targets. About five were catching up to me. The rest of the homicidals were lagging behind and beginning to separate based on speed. A few seconds later, I could hear the stomping behind me from the lead runners. It was time. Reaching behind me, I pulled out both swords, stopped and turned around with my feet planted firmly at an angle.


  With two swords out, I would only be able to impale rather than slice. I needed both hands on one sword handle to deliver effective amputations. I preferred to hold only one sword with two hands against an attacker because it gave me more control over my weapon. But when there was a group of homicidals, I needed to inflict quick and deep wounds which I could do with each hand holding its own sword. Without having the control of two hands and the power of a full body behind the blade’s long edge, I would have to stab with the tip. But stabbing was quick and effective, and completely necessary in a situation like this.


  A young man with streaks of bloody tears on his cheeks had left his feet and was in midair, bringing down a pickaxe in my direction. He let out a warrior’s cry before I maneuvered out of his path and jabbed my sword through his neck with my right hand as he flew by. Never leave your feet, fool. With my left, I impaled his follower who dropped his mallet when my sword slid directly through his heart. I didn’t take the time to look into his face as he slid off my sword. The next one, a young woman, was already there, stalking me and hissing like a cat as she circled me while holding a chef’s knife in a taunting manner. I planted one sword into the ground and gripped the other with both hands. I angled my body toward her, giving her the smallest possible target, and held my sword high above me. This was apparently her cue to charge. She ran at me and while her arm thrust downward in a stabbing motion, I brought my sword low and then pointed the blade upwards in one swift motion, carrying it forward and removing her hand. Before she could acknowledge her missing limb, I inverted the tip of my blade to point backwards as she was then behind me, and swiftly jabbed my sword behind my right side and through her back without turning my head to watch her demise.


  I pulled my abandoned sword from the ground and worked my way backwards, now running to them instead of leading them away. There were only a few groups but most of them were a good distance away from the other, allowing me to take out each of them one by one.


  I tried not to exhaust myself, but the spring sun was beating down on my black garb and I was overheating. Pacing myself, I jogged to each homicidal rather than run. After each coup de grâce, I tried to get a glimpse of the scene at the farm. I heard yelling but couldn’t see anyone. I needed to work faster and get back to the farm. When I had about thirty down, the twinge of relief I felt was hampered only by knowing that many more were left to go. I was becoming fatigued, but not to the point of giving up. I would never give up.


  A group of ten held together ahead of me. I ran toward them and flanked right, hoping that my close range would give them incentive to chase me and break apart. It worked, and I could hear the rumblings of chasers behind me. Once again, I made an abrupt stop and turned to face them. Only they hadn’t broken apart. All of them were on top of me.


  I had no choice but to make my stand. Running away from them at such close proximity could land a blow from one of their weapons as it was thrown at me. Even with the vest, it could knock me to the ground and everything would be over in a matter of seconds.


  I screamed as I lunged forward and pushed the tips of my blades directly through the faces of my two closest attackers. I retreated a few steps when three charged me at once. I sliced an arm that was extended toward me in an awkward attempt to block him before he could land his blow while my other sword pierced the lower abdomen of another homicidal. I saw the blade from the third homicidal coming down at me on the left and I tried to turn as fast as I could to deflect the blow, using my left-hand sword to shield my face. A single gunshot rang out and my attacker, an older man still wearing a business suit, fell to the ground with half of his face missing. Cooper was standing behind him. I nodded in surprised gratitude and turned to finish off the group.


  Solomon, Cooper and Brigham were in the field with me and I heard repeated shot after shot. With my speed and their efforts, we were done clearing the area in a half hour. For the next hour, we searched the area for possible lurkers and Cooper drove down the road to look for stragglers who might have fallen behind.


  “Could you tell my son that I’m okay?” I asked Solomon before he went into the house to tell everyone that the coast was clear.


  “I will. But why don’t you tell him yourself?” He almost had to bend over to talk to me because of his gangly height. He was a little older, perhaps in his forties, but his face was youthful without one line to crease his forehead or divide his chin. He looked me straight in the eyes without shifting. They were dark, almost black, but his honest demeanor and gentle voice softened their intensity.


  “I want him to stay away from me until I clean up. I don’t want this blood getting near him, that’s all.”


  “Sure, okay. We owe you a lot today. I don’t know what would’ve happened if you hadn’t shown up. You were - you were quite the inspiration, out in that field. Haven’t seen anything quite like it. I hope you stick around.”


  “We’ll be leaving. Tonight. I’m going to help you with these bodies first.”


  “T’night?” Cooper asked as he came up from behind me.


  “Tonight,” I repeated. He regarded me briefly with a curious expression before turning to head toward the house.


  For the next three hours, we dragged the bodies and limbs to a few cleared areas where we could burn the bodies. Several of the people who had been hiding inside the house came out to help. A lot of them were watching me, whispering to one another. But no one introduced themselves. There was too much work to be done.


  After finishing, I climbed into my R.V. and painfully peeled the clothes from my skin, dropping them all into the plastic bin I used for sanitation purposes. Solomon directed me to a water pump on the side of my house where I washed every part of my gear, using copious amounts of bleach.


  “You’re gonna ruin your leather there. With bleach an’ all.” Cooper leaned up against the wall of the house next to me and lit a cigarette.


  “I’m not trying to be pretty. I’m just antsy about the germs, the virus. Trying to protect my son.” I kept my head down and scrubbed, trying not to look up at him. But his silence made me anxious and I couldn’t help it. I could feel him looking at me, studying me. He caught my eye when I looked up. I wasn’t sure if he had dirty blond hair or if he was just dirty. He looked like he hadn’t showered in weeks with stains of all kinds on his clothes and patches of dirt on his arms, face and neck. But his green eyes were alluring. He was older, with maybe ten or more years on me. The tan shoulders and sculpted arms set against his black tank top were hard to avoid noticing. Arched eyebrows and high cheekbones seemed oddly out of place on the face of this roughneck. It also made him more palatable. Once you really looked, he was easy on the eyes. Just like his flip-flopping demeanor, there were two sides to his appearance.


  “You did purty good out there. Better than I expected.”


  “Thanks. You, too.” I looked up at him and stopped scrubbing to show my sincerity. “And thanks for taking out the suit. I think it’s safe to say you saved my life.”


  “If yer takin’ score.” He pushed away from the wall and walked away. I guessed he didn’t take to compliments very well.


  I finished up and while hanging my clothes to dry I smelled the wonderful flavors of food being cooked wafting around me. My stomach growled as if it had also smelled the scent of a home-cooked meal. I ran to the house to find my son and the source of the aroma.


  The screen door creaked and banged against the door frame as I entered the home. A number of women were in the kitchen and a few more people were in the living room. I stood there, wondering who to ask when a woman with cropped blond hair passed by me holding a large bowl of baked beans.


  “Are you looking for your son? Ronan?”


  “Yes, I am. Hi, I’m Carson.”


  “I know. I’m Marianna. I would shake your hand but…” She held up the beans and smiled. “It’s so nice to meet you. I’ve been hearing stories from Solomon and Brigham for the past few hours. Ronan’s upstairs in one of the bedrooms, playing with my two sons. Go on up!”


  “Thank you. It’s nice to meet you, too.”


  I bounded up the stairs and followed the sound of laughing children.


  “Ronan!”


  “Mom!” He jumped up from the model train set and ran into my arms. I pulled him up close to me and kissed him twenty times around his face. “Are we going now?”


  “In a little bit. But we can come back.” His smile was huge. I hadn’t seen him smile like that since before the virus broke out.


  I carried Ronan in my arms down the stairs and was about to walk outside when Ivy wrapped her arms around me from behind.


  “Figures you would show up out of nowhere and save the day.”


  “Figures that it would be you and me against the world - again.”


  “They’re making a big dinner, for you. So you have to stay for a while. You’re going to stay, right?”


  “For dinner, sure. But then I’m going home, Ivy. I have to go see. I need to know.”


  “I understand. I’m just so glad to have you here. Back home again. You have no idea. I don’t want to let you go.”


  “Do you know any of these people?” I whispered. “I mean, personally?” There had to be at least ten people in the house. It was almost like a communal home now, instead of Ivy’s family house.


  “Not until the virus. It started when I flagged down a survivor who was driving by. Then we flagged down more and more. I invited them all to stay. Some didn’t, most did. It doesn’t bother me. This is so much better than being alone. I let everyone use the house when they need it, but most of the time they use tents and their own campers and things.” I nodded my head and followed her outside.


  “We’ll be eating out here. There are way too many people to eat in the dining room. Come on! It’s all ready.”


  There were two picnic tables set side-by-side, one piled with food while several people sat at the other one. The rest of the people used blankets on the ground as makeshift picnic areas. I pulled an old blanket from the camper and spread it out between the other squatters. I piled two plates with roasted vegetables, beans, salad and a meager portion of chicken and brought it back to our blanket. Ivy sat with us and before long so did Solomon, Brigham and Tasha. Cooper and Johnson took a seat directly on the grass nearby.


  “Everyone is pretty curious about you,” said Brigham. He was older with nothing but a ring of fine white hair around his crown. Something about his mild southern accent felt comforting.


  “We’ve been on the road for a long time. From Oregon.”


  “Carson was my best friend growing up here,” Ivy explained. “She moved to Oregon a long time ago with her husband Ritchie.” Ivy’s face suddenly morphed into one of concern as soon as she mentioned his name. “Oh my God. Ritchie?” I shook my head slightly and then looked down at Ronan as he picked at his plate. “I’m so sorry.”


  “That’s alright,” I blurted. But it wasn’t. I felt the wetness spread down my cheeks and I bit my lip. “It wasn’t the virus. They - they killed him,” I whispered. “So now, I kill them.”


  Solomon shook his head up and down as if everything suddenly made sense to him. I wanted to change the subject before an unscheduled emotional collapse became imminent.


  “So, I’m headed home.” I saw Cooper’s head pop up from where he sat. “My parents’ home is right around the corner, pretty much. They have a farm, too. And it’s completely off-the-grid. Its own power, well water, generators, solar panels, windmill, everything. With a farm, I can supply food for me and Ronan. The canned food will be bad in a few years so we’re going to have to go back to the basics - farming. That’s the plan.”


  “Well, do you think that’s safe?” asked Brigham. He had a kindly old face with light blue eyes that popped from his leathery tan skin. “I mean, to be alone out there with all of those killers still running around?”


  “I think she can handle herself,” Solomon said. Brigham shook his head in reluctant agreement. “The woman handles a sword like a regular swashbuckler. I think she could show us a thing or two.”


  “Not really,” I replied. “But thanks for the compliments.”


  “Hey, what kind of swords are those?” Johnson had leaned toward us, his young eyes wide open with curiosity.


  “I carry two Katana swords,” I answered.


  “I knew it!” Johnson yelled as he slapped his knee. He smiled playfully at Cooper who looked nearly offended by his jubilance. “Hey, hey, is it true that a Katana can cut through anything? Even other swords?”


  “Nope. Sorry. Rumor.”


  “But they’re insanely sharp, right?”


  “Very sharp. They’re made from extremely hard metal which actually makes them brittle. They can break. They can snap right in half. You have to take care of them. You have to use them correctly.”


  “Really? Okay, isn’t it at least true that they never need to be sharpened?”


  “Jesus, Johnson,” Cooper growled. “Give it a rest.”


  “No,” I laughed. “Another rumor. Sorry to disappoint you. I don’t sharpen mine because I don’t know how. But I have to clean the blades after each use and polish them with oil before putting them back in their sheathes. If I don’t, the metal will rust. They’re actually really delicate. Not exactly the mythical, indestructible swords from the movies, are they?”


  “I’m curious,” began Brigham, “why you had all them guns you passed us. Where’d they come from?”


  “I just picked them up here and there,” I said with a shrug. “Just in case, I suppose. I grabbed them from houses when I went looking for food. I just took anything I might need.”


  “But you don’t know how to use ‘em?” asked Brigham.


  “Just point and shoot, right?” I said with a brief half-smile.


  “I’m sure someone here can show you how,” Solomon said. “Hell, anyone here can give you basic lessons.”


  “Thanks. Maybe in a few days.” I didn’t really want lessons in gunmanship but I also didn’t want to explain why I preferred to use a sword. Aside from the obvious benefit of silence, it might have led to an admittance of the disturbing satisfaction I felt when gutting a homicidal. “For now I’m just anxious to get home,” I continued in an effort to change the subject. “I’m glad to be here. I think we’ll be safer at the house than we were on the road. Besides, those homicidals are dying. Pretty soon this will all be over. The uninfected will be the only ones left.”


  “I think you’re right,” said Tasha. “At least, I hope so. I came across a few while I was on the road who were barely alive. They were dying, right there on the road. Nothing but disease was killing ‘em.” She was young, only about twenty or so. But she was strong and abnormally tall, pushing six feet. With long blond hair pulled into a ponytail and a square jaw, she reminded me of a Scandinavian princess.


  After dinner, and a long hug from Ivy, Ronan and I set out to find home.


  


  A New Beginning


  “I wish I met you five years ago.”


  “Why?” I asked. The white dandelion milk oozed from the miniscule crevices created as I wrapped the stalk around my finger. He didn’t answer so I lifted my head from his chest and propped myself up on the blanket to look at him. “Why? Tell me.” He laughed slightly when I opened my eyes wide and batted my eyelashes at him.


  “Because. I’m happy.”


  “I’m happy, too.” I wasn’t satisfied with his answer so I waited for him to continue, giving him a subtle, flirtatious nod to go on while flipping my hair behind my neck.


  “Because I feel like my life never really started until I met you; it didn’t begin until the day I saw you. Because I never knew how lonely I was until I met you. Because of the way I feel when I’m around you. Because I could never imagine another day without you. Because I wish every memory I had before meeting you somehow had you in it. Because those memories I do have before I met you don’t even seem real anymore. Because I never want to make another memory without you. Because…”


  I blushed and waited for him to continue but he didn’t. Instead he sighed. I slowly slid my hand over his and intertwined our fingers. He sat up and I noticed a few beads of sweat dripping down his forehead. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a ring.


  


  The sun was on its course to sunset as we pulled into the long driveway of my childhood home with only an hour or two of light remaining. From the short distance there were no visible signs of life. No lights were on inside the home and the row of flowers and fresh mulch lining the driveway, an annual addition by my mother, were noticeably missing.


  The first thing I needed to do was clear the house. Depending on the situation, we might need to sleep in the camper for one more evening. I prepared myself for homicidals and dead bodies.


  When Ivy mentioned the uncertainty of my parents’ whereabouts, my doubt progressed into certainty. If either of my parents had been alive, they surely would have stumbled upon the people camped out on the Fielding’s front lawn. You couldn’t miss them.


  “Okay, babe. I need you to hang here for a little bit. You know the drill.”


  “I do.”


  “Let me put on a movie for you.”


  “Are you going to be that long?” His voice winced.


  “No, but just in case. No matter what I find, I’ll come right back out and tell you. Okay?”


  He nodded and I loaded one of the animated movies for him. With the long drives we incurred an enormous collection of kid movies, pilfered during my many raids. Keeping a six-year old child preoccupied was an absolute necessity.


  I didn’t bother to put on my normal gear for lack of patience. Ronan sat by the window and watched me leave rather than the movie.


  The porch was littered with dirt and field debris. I stepped slowly, lightly up the steps and examined the evidence of abandonment. The unlocked doorknob turned easily and, without any noise, I opened the door into my past.


  The house hummed underneath me, signaling working mechanics. I didn’t dare turn the light on. I would search each room, one at a time, before I checked the electric and water utilities. The house looked immaculate. Exactly the way it had before I left. At least, the foyer did. There was no smell of death, only the sweet smell of cedar from the paneled walls. The entry table still had its white lace doily in its perfectly centered position with pictures of Mom and Dad, an old picture of me in grade school with braces, and a family picture with me, Ritchie and Ronan at the beach.


  The living room and dining room were much the same. The china was perfectly preserved in the hutch and the living room looked ready to receive guests with neatly stacked picture books on the coffee table and afghans artfully draped over the corners of each couch. I checked the closets and the bathroom before creeping into the kitchen.


  The first thing I saw was the notepad lying on the kitchen table with a pen sitting atop it. I noticed it because it was the only thing there aside from a misplaced family photo taken years ago in its familiar glittery frame. The picture was my mother’s favorite photo, showing Mom and Dad with their arms wrapped around an eleven-year old version of me in the summertime. It was taken during our vacation to Martha’s Vineyard and we were on the ferry from Boston. The picture was out of place from its normal lofty placement on the fireplace mantle. I inhaled deeply and walked over to the pad of paper, already knowing what this was.


  


  Dear Carson,


  I doubt that you will ever read this but I leave it here now in case you were able to make it home, alive. Your father was taken away from me the morning after we last spoke. It has been eleven days and nights. There is no one left but me, it seems. I haven’t seen your father since they took him. I haven’t seen anyone.


  I know he is gone. I know it with all my heart and soul. He was my soul mate, you see? One knows when their other half is gone, and when it is time to move on. I cannot remain here without him.


  I rest underneath the family tree and I only hope that I will find you, Ronan and Ritchie during my slumber. If you are reading this, I have made a terrible mistake. I only hope you can forgive me.


  All my love, Mom.


  


  I sat down in the chair and buried my face into my knees. They were both gone. My parents were gone. I knew it long ago but the note shoved my fears into reality. I felt my chest contract and an immediate pain took the place of the air in my lungs. For a second time in a few short months, I felt the enormity of loss.


  I was alone. I could weep. And I did.


  After my emotional tirade, I was confident no one was in the house. If the sound of my outburst didn’t bring any resident homicidals looking for me, it was safe to say the house was clear. Yet I quickly searched each room to be sure, including the basement and attic.


  A few minutes later I brought Ronan into the house and explained that his grandparents were gone. His calm expression told me he expected this as he put his tiny hands up to my face.


  “It’s okay, Mommy.”


  Those two words made my lips purse and nose crinkle while a few tears escaped from the corners of my eyes. I put my hand on his shoulders and pulled him toward me so that I could kiss his golden head.


  “I love you so much,” I whispered.


  “I love you, too, Mommy.”


  I pushed him back gently and looked at him with wide eyes and a forced smile.


  “But we’re home now baby. No more being on the road, that’s the good thing. So now, we have to start working on our plan, okay?”


  “Okay.” He shook his head for me and then waited for instructions.


  “This is your home now. Go ahead. Look around. I’m going to cover the windows before the sun goes down.”


  “Do the lights work?”


  I reached over and flicked the switch. The light above flickered and then stayed bright, illuminating the room in incandescent, bright light - a sudden change from the pale twilight which had formerly cast the room in dark grays and browns. Ronan sucked in his breath and his dimples puckered at the difference.


  “I was pretty sure we did. The fridge was still on,” I said as I motioned towards the stainless steel monstrosity. I turned the light off and it was as if we were suddenly cast into night time. The bright electric light had tricked our eyes. “But first, I have to cover the windows.” Ronan assented and left to explore the house.


  There were a lot of windows but my mother had a lot of quilts stored away in the attic. Mom had been an avid quilter and never could get rid of the ones she made. They were heavy and would be perfect for the job. It took two hours and just as the sun was completely gone, I had draped the last quilt over a window in the guest bedroom upstairs.


  I put Ronan to bed in my old bedroom which still retained an air of childhood in it. I took the guest bedroom with the twin bed. I would have preferred a double, but I lacked the strength to sleep in my parents’ old bedroom, let alone their bed. The fall from exhaustion into deep slumber took only minutes.


  


  


  


  I pulled Ronan in close to me with my arms and stretched my legs out straight from our spooning position. He had crawled into bed with me during the night and I gratefully accepted him into my arms. I should have slept with him in my old room. Hearing the rhythmic child-sized inhales and exhales and feeling the warmth of a tiny body pressed against me is the most satisfying type of comfort a mother can feel.


  I arched my spine and rolled over onto my back, letting my arms pull my body as they reached out above me. Being in a twin bed felt like sleeping on a California king compared to living in the cramped trailer for two months.


  “Mom?”


  “Hush, baby. You can keep sleeping. Mama’s got something she needs to do.”


  “Okay,” he mumbled as he began to drift back into unconsciousness.


  “Stay inside, baby,” I said as I shook him gently. “I’ll be back soon.” He nodded his head with his eyes closed.


  It was early still. He would be sleeping for a while. After throwing on some old jean shorts and a t-shirt, I stepped into my parents’ room and headed for the cedar chest at the foot of their bed. My mother’s hope chest had all sorts of memorabilia in it. I carefully pulled out the papers, magazines and old photographs, laying each item on the bed until my desired heirloom was uncovered. The white stitching of her wedding quilt was still remarkably vivid. A few of the patches had some yellowing but not one thread of yarn was missing from the middle of each patch. An intricate pattern of white beads had been sewn into the corners of each square and beautiful lacework was added to the quilt edging years later by my mother.


  It was never meant to be used until today.


  I gathered the quilt up in my arms, found some latex gloves in the kitchen and left the house after locking it tightly back up to protect my sleeping babe.


  The family tree was planted by my great-grandmother on my father’s side. My parents were married underneath the giant willow. Oversized white ribbons of satin covered the ropes which held back the weeping boughs, making it look as if the ribbons, themselves, were parting the great tree so that my mother and father could stand beneath it. The old photographs of their wedding seemed magical to me as a child. I remember trying to duplicate the scene when I was young while ruining my mother’s white sheets.


  The tree was in viewing distance from our house, only about a football field’s length away and in the middle of a great field. When the sun would set in the summertime, it would fall down directly behind that lone tree. My mother took one picture of it every year and placed it in album. Her family tree album.


  The tree had already budded to life and its green tendrils blocked my view. As I approached the tree, I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. It was possible that her body was gone, taken away by carnivorous creatures of the night and scavengers of the dead. I didn’t pause to collect myself before I crawled underneath the foliage. I braced myself without a tear.


  Her body was still there. I saw the pointed shoe first, jutting out from the other side of the trunk. Moving around to the back of the tree I found her whole, decomposing body slumped over from where it had been leaning against the tree, a gun resting on her lap.


  Sunlight suddenly broke through and streamed in from the other side without blinding me. It came in faintly, through the bending branches and around the tiny leaves, casting small pools of brilliance around me which moved back and forth as the wind gently caressed the thin limbs. The ground around us sparkled with dazzling brilliance and a deep sigh was caught in my neck as I choked back one sudden thought.


  She knows I’m here.


  “Oh, Mom,” I sobbed.


  I carefully covered my mother’s remains with her wedding quilt and rolled her into a cocoon. She had always been small and was easy to carry home. I would bury her by the house, in her quilt. If I couldn’t bury her with Dad, the quilt would have to do. It was her most cherished possession and she would be close to home.


  It took me three hours to dig the pit. I checked on Ronan twice and on the second time I found him awake and in the kitchen. I let him sit on the porch to watch me while I finished. After placing her gently in the bottom of the hole, I beckoned Ronan over.


  We stood there, looking down at the crumpled figure underneath the white blanket. A few wisps of white hair stuck out at the top. I didn’t see the bloated corpse which faced me under the tree. Instead I saw my mother’s sleeping figure, her beautiful face perfectly intact, smiling - resting - with her favorite quilt wrapped around her body. The quilt that reminded her of a lifetime with family. I didn’t blame her. I wasn’t angry with her. She was able to die with her husband. Maybe not alongside him - but she got to name her own death. She chose to follow her beloved. I understood her. I envied her.


  I would have come back to Tennessee more often to visit them but life got in the way. I had a great childhood, and great parents. I was lucky. My mother was the kind of mom who would make me hot chocolate in the wintertime, have tea with me and my dolls and chase away the bogeymen at night. My dad was firm with discipline, but never failed to dole out the hugs and kisses when they were needed. Two decades of childhood memories whirled behind my watery eyes as I looked down upon my mother.


  Ronan leaned into me and reached his small arms around my waist, hugging me tight.


  “I’m sorry, Mommy. But you still have me.”


  “I know, baby,” I sobbed.


  “We should pick some flowers.”


  “We should. That’s a real good idea, sweetheart. Let’s get some flowers.”


  Ronan picked a giant basketful of the yellow dandelions that littered the front lawn while I picked the colorful annuals from around the old mulch which surrounded the house. Wild flowers of every shape and color ran alongside the trees in the back and I pruned the ones I could easily reach. In the end, we could no longer see the white quilt peaking through the blanket of flowers that spread across of the bottom of the pit.


  “What should we do now?”


  “Just stand here and have good thoughts about her, that’s all. Just for a little while.”


  I allowed Ronan to go play in the grass while I stood at the foot of my mother’s grave. My reverie was broken seconds later by the sound of a muffler. I turned to see a giant pick-up truck with a double cab and oversized tires pulling up the driveway. I waved slightly, knowing full well it was someone from the Fielding’s farm. I turned away to wipe my face against the sleeve of my t-shirt and heard the engine shut down while a door creaked open.


  “Carson?” Ivy said.


  “Yeah.”


  My feet shifted while I waited for the inevitable touch of her hands on my back. She didn’t say another word and I rested my head on her shoulder.


  “It’s Mom,” I squelched while sucking in short breaths.


  “I’m so sorry, Carson.”


  “Thanks.” I righted myself when I heard the light tread of footsteps behind us.


  “They wanted to make sure you were alright. So did I.”


  I turned slightly to see Solomon and Cooper edging over the pit, glancing at me with worrisome eyes.


  “Why don’t we take care of the rest of this for you?” asked Solomon.


  I hesitated at first but nodded in agreement. Cooper took the shovel and looked at me before tossing in the first pile of fresh earth. He moved slowly at first, and covered each patch of flowers delicately, letting the dirt slide off the shovel rather than pitching it in. He didn’t speak or make any discernible faces. He only glanced at me every so often. I kept my head down, letting my black hair fall over my eyes to hide my grief. But I could still see him through the locks.


  After it was done, I thanked them all and invited them into the house. Plucking out a few cans of cheesy beef ravioli, I placed their contents into three bowls and set the microwave on high.


  “You have power?” asked Ivy.


  “Yeah, remember? Mom and Dad went off the grid years ago. This house stands completely on its own.”


  “Do you have hot water?” asked Solomon.


  “Yup. Tankless hot water heater downstairs. It’s more efficient. The windmill and solar panels make the electricity and we store it in huge batteries outside. That pretty much gives me enough power for everything around here.”


  “I’ll be damned.” Solomon leaned up against the counter and looked around the room, as if the walls contained some great secret to power autonomy.


  “We could do the same for you, you know,” I offered.


  “You mean, to my house?” Ivy asked.


  “Yup. It wouldn’t be too hard. All we need to do is make a run to any of the big chain home improvements stores. It might take a few runs. But we could do it.”


  “But do you know how to set all of this up?” asked Solomon.


  “Well, no. But we can look at how it’s set up here, get some books - videos - whatever, and duplicate it at Ivy’s house. And if we can do it there, we can do it again at other houses.”


  “What d’ya mean, other houses?” asked Cooper. They were the first words he had spoken since his arrival.


  The microwave beeped and I placed three steaming bowls of hot food onto the kitchen table, ushering them to sit down while I remained standing.


  “Well, you have a bunch of people living on a front lawn. That’s not safe. You guys should all move into some of the homes around here. And then we’ll all work together to get each one up and running. We’re going to have to rely on each other. Honestly, I’m glad that I found you all here. The more people we have, the better our chances of survival will be.” When they didn’t answer I shrugged my shoulders. “It was just a thought.”


  “It’s a good idea,” Solomon said.


  “But why haven’t you done that by now?” I asked. “I mean, why have you stayed outside, in tents and cars and stuff?”


  “’Cause there’s safety in numbers,” Cooper answered. “We got lookouts. Every night and all day. We look out for each other. People don’t want to be separated none ‘cause we feel safer by keepin’ close.”


  “Ha!” Solomon laughed. “So he says. Cooper, here, is the one who goes off on solo missions any chance he can get.”


  “I do it for you, old man.”


  “You do it because we invade your space.” Solomon chuckled again before sighing. “But what he says is true. We’ve felt safe as a group. None of us have even though about breaking up.”


  “It’s not like you would be breaking up.”


  “I know but any distance between us at this point would feel like a canyon.”


  “I’m partial to Carson’s idea,” said Cooper. My eyes flung open as I curiously eyed him to see if he was serious. He looked straight back at me without batting an eye; no glimmer of a smirk could be seen peaking through his unreadable expression.


  “Warning system,” I blurted out.


  “Huh?” Ivy looked at me with one eyebrow raised above the other,


  “A warning system. We should try and create some kind of warning system to alert people - other households - of danger. I think that would make people more comfortable about the idea.”


  “What about regular home security?” Ivy asked.


  “Plexiglas. We cut sheets of Plexiglas and cover every bottom window on every house with it. Bolt all doors and make sure every possible entrance is blocked. That should do it. I’ve been thinking about this a lot. Security should be the number one priority. And I have the electricity to cut the sheets of Plexiglas. It can all start here in my barn.”


  Cooper raised his eyebrows while bringing the corners of his mouth down. Both he and Solomon nodded their heads while Ivy smiled up at me and surreptitiously gave me a wink.


  “Do you really think this is going to be over soon?” asked Solomon.


  “I do. But even if it’s not, we can’t put our lives on hold. We have to keep going, make plans - adapt to the new environment. We have to control the way we live our lives instead of waiting for something to happen.”


  “I have to ask you something,” Ivy interjected.


  “Anything.”


  “Can I please take a hot shower?”


  


  


  Vulnerable


  The rocks were slippery with wet mud and thick trickles of gritty water continued to drip down the mountain slope long after the morning showers. I gingerly placed one foot on a rock outcropping and pushed myself up to reach the next shelf. I’ve never been a fan of heights, but I loved to go hiking. Today’s hike turned into a climb - not up a sheer face but over a steep set of jagged rocks and boulders. I loved the thrill of doing something that required a little bit of courage, a little bit of strength.


  We were almost to the top. The area had more bald patches of rock than it did trees. Ritchie was ahead of me, creating the path and throwing sprinkles of mud and sand over my face. I didn’t complain. I was enjoying our little adventure in the mountains together.


  My hand grasped the next rock only to find a completely flat surface. There was nothing to grip. I felt myself sliding backwards, the fingerless leather gloves - useless.


  “Shit,” I gasped.


  Before my hand could slip away, I quickly released the other hand to grab hold of the same ledge. It was a poor decision but I thought if I could quickly hoist myself up, my arms could brace my body against the rock better than my hands alone. That wasn’t going to happen. Now both hands were sliding. I kept reaching out, one hand at a time as if I was swimming, trying to move ahead. I stretched out my fingers, clawing at the slimy surface and unable to catch the smallest of knots with my fingernails. I kept sliding back as if I was on greased Teflon. The faster I swam, the faster I slipped away from the ledge.


  “Ritchie? No! Ritchie!” My eyes were wide with the realization that I no longer had control. I was going to fall.


  I didn’t see him turn around and crawl down to me. I saw nothing but the boulder in front of me - the one I was desperately trying to cling to - the one trying to kill me. Ritchie was there just as the very last fingertip left rock. His strong hand wrapped around one of my wrists and he hoisted me up to the ledge as if I were a small child, shattering his own knee cap in the process.


  


  Solomon and Cooper left Ivy at my place and headed back to the Fielding’s farm. I invited her to stay for the night and she graciously obliged. I was grateful for not having to be alone that night. A stranger would have filled the void well enough but it was bittersweet to have my old childhood friend by my side, someone who knew me down to the core. Ivy knew everything about me - almost everything.


  The grief I felt from knowing the fate of my parents was partly relieved by the awareness of a common soul - still alive. Not just any soul, but a close friend. We had drifted apart after I left Tennessee but kept our friendship alive through social networks and email. Whenever I came back into town, she was the first person I sought out besides my parents. Ivy had never been able to visit me in Oregon.


  I allowed Ivy to enjoy the luxury of the first steamy shower. While she was in the bathroom, I pulled up dusty boxes of old toys from the basement and let Ronan go through them. Half of the toys were pink but Ronan didn’t seem to mind. I put them in my former room, which was now his, and filled the white dresser with all of his clothes from the camper. When Ivy was done, I quickly took the first warm shower that I’d had in weeks.


  For the rest of the day, Ivy helped me take inventory. I made a list of everything I needed and she agreed to watch over Ronan while I escaped for a raid. I made another list of items which she was desperately in need of. It was going to be a big run. Although I now had my parents’ cars, the big camper would be required to haul goods from a raid. Fewer runs would be safer, so getting as many supplies as possible during one run was the plan.


  As the evening approached I made a dinner of canned ham, corn and instant mashed potatoes. The food may have been prepackaged but hot food on glass plates eaten around a regular dining room table was simply divine after living on the road for months. Ronan ate every scrap on his plate and asked for seconds. I enjoyed hearing the sounds of metal silverware scratching against the plates and laughter around the table. It felt normal.


  After Ronan had his bath, I sat him in the living room and put on a Disney movie. I beckoned Ivy to follow me by motioning my finger. When we were downstairs I opened the door to what was once a root cellar but was now a state-of-the-art wine cellar. When I pulled the cord for the overhead light, I saw Ivy’s curious face brighten.


  “Wow. I had no idea your parents were alcoholics.”


  “They weren’t. But I am.”


  “Thank God. Me, too. What’s good?”


  “It all is.” I selected a thick bottle of Chianti from a bottom row. “Will this do, Madam?”


  “Sure. That and about five more. I haven’t had a drop of alcohol since before the virus.”


  “Well, come on,” I said with a wink. “We have a lot of catching up to do.”


  During the first bottle, we snuggled into the couch on either side of Ronan while he watched the cartoon lions, warthog and meerkat dance and find their way in the landscapes of Africa. I let him lean into me and massaged his scalp with the tips of my fingers. He fell asleep with his head in my lap and I carried him to bed shortly after. We opened the second bottle with the television off and jumped back into our huddled position under thick blankets and at opposite ends of the couch.


  “So what happened to your parents?” I began. “Can I ask?” Ivy nodded and sighed all at once. “I’m sorry, we don’t have to talk about it.”


  “No, it’s alright. They both got sick at the same time. I ended up calling an ambulance for them and that was it. I never heard from them again. That was right at the beginning. But, my Dad, he…”


  “I’m sorry, Ivy.”


  “I know. Thanks.”


  “How about Marcus?” I asked. “Any word from him?”


  “No, no word. The divorce would have been officially finalized five weeks ago. But we weren’t speaking at all because everything had to go through the lawyers. I’d been living back on the farm with my parents for - oh - four months or so before the virus hit. I imagine he’s gone, like everyone else. The weird thing is, I don’t even care. Not the slightest amount of concern for him. Am I a horrible person?”


  “No,” I chuckled. “The guy stole all of your savings to pamper his mistress. He isn’t worth an afterthought.”


  “I wish I could take back all of those tears I ever cried for him.”


  “So when did the first person show up at your farm?” I asked, lightly steering the conversation. “I mean, after the virus?”


  “Oh, that was Marianna and her two kids. I heard her car driving down the road and so I ran outside to flag them down. I was desperate. I hadn’t heard from anyone in so long.”


  “Before they came, did you have any encounters with the homicidals on your own?”


  “Almost. I heard about it on the news before I lost power. There had been a few strange people looking at the house from out in the fields. They just stood there and stared at the house in this really weird sort of drugged out way. I stayed indoors, kept quiet and they eventually left. When Marianna got here, she sort of filled me in on what was happening. She came from Memphis. She saw a lot.”


  “I’ll bet. It was crazy out there on the road.”


  “And look at you. Swords? When did you learn to use a sword?”


  “I was taking lessons from my neighbor. It was just for fun, really. I didn’t take it too seriously but I wish I had. It wasn’t exactly a skill I thought I would ever use - or need.”


  “But why did you start? Taking the lessons, I mean?” Ivy rested her jaw on the palm of her hand with her mouth slightly open in anticipation of my story, a tale which unfortunately lacked any excitement or extraordinary details.


  “For no better reason than curiosity. My sensei was a martial arts expert. His name was Mr. Sho. Real good-looking for an older guy, too. He was always at our neighborhood block parties, real nice guy. When he found out I trained in Muay Thai and kickboxing at the dojo a few towns over, he asked if I wanted real weaponry training. It sounded like a cool thing to do so I jumped on it.”


  “Did he call you grasshopper?”


  “He didn’t even have an accent. And he never let me train with a real sword. Not once. He made me use a bamboo sword wrapped in leather.”


  “So, where did you get the real things?”


  “His house,” I replied. “After he was gone.” Ivy closed her eyes and nodded in sympathetic respect. There was no need for me to explain his absence.


  “And you never used one before? I mean the real thing?”


  “Nope. Not once. He let me feel the weight of the real ones and he taught me how to care for them, but he only let me train with fake ones. So, I’m no expert. I’m probably terrible at it.”


  “You looked like you knew what you were doing to me.”


  “Thanks. The world went to shit only six months after I’d been working with Sho. But I’m thankful I had that much time with him. It helped me protect Ronan. So what was it like when you first met Marianna?”


  “It was a relief,” Ivy began with a smile, hugging at her knees. “She was as happy to see me as I was to see her. We didn’t know each other at all and yet we couldn’t stop hugging. It was weird but at the same time it felt normal - I can’t explain it very well.”


  “You don’t have to. I’m all too familiar with the feeling. Every time we bumped into a survivor, it was the same reaction. Complete and utter happiness. Out of nowhere. Every stranger was a like long-lost buddy.”


  “I guess you would know. So there she was, Marianna, in my driveway. She jumped out of her car and ran toward me and then stopped about a foot away from me. She had this look like she wasn’t sure. I introduced myself and said that I hadn’t seen anyone in so long and suddenly she just threw her arms around me. I hugged her back. We stood there, on my front lawn with her kids in the car watching while we cried and hugged. She’s been with me ever since.”


  For the rest of the night I continued to ask questions. I didn’t want to talk about Ritchie or the day I lost him, so I kept focusing on Ivy’s story. That was the way it had always been. Ivy loved to talk and I was the one who always pandered to her stories, asking for more. I genuinely enjoyed listening to her and she was grateful for the sounding board. She also knew when to back off when I steered her away from certain topics.


  At three in the morning and after two more bottles of wine, we crawled up the stairs to the bedrooms. I slid into bed next to Ronan and had Ivy take the guest room, but not before swallowing several tablets of ibuprofen and slamming a glass of water.
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  In the morning I drove Ivy home and dropped Ronan off with her. He was more than happy to seek out the children on the farm and get to know them. I understood what he needed. A child can have a number of adults to depend on, but without other children nearby that child will still feel utterly alone. It had been a long two months for him.


  Already wearing my protective gear, I put the camper into motion without stopping to chat with the few curious people who waved in my direction. As I pulled out of the drive I noticed Solomon and Cooper in my side-view mirror, both watching my departure with their hands on their hips. I didn’t bother to fill anyone in on my agenda, besides Ivy.


  I made my way down the rural road and before I hit the highway I recognized a small local store for children’s clothing. Knee High To A Grasshopper had been in business since before I was born and I could remember Mom taking me there twice a year when I was a kid. I crawled in through a broken window and lifted as much as I could from the racks in Ronan’s size. I made five trips, clearing them out of all clothes and shoes in Ronan’s size and one up.


  The next town over had a small market. I parked outside and held my horn down for three seconds. There was no movement. Homicidals almost always congregated in food stores and so I tested the haven with a loud noise to alert any dwellers of my presence. Nothing happened.


  Normally, my food raids would be sparse. We didn’t have a ton of room on the trailer because we needed living space. I always took only what we needed and kept moving. This time, I needed to stock. I made over ten runs into the grocery store, taking almost all of the canned and boxed food, toiletries and cleaning supplies.


  I hit the highway a half-hour later and drove to the second exit where I knew the home improvement store stood, directly off the interstate. I slowly moved into the parking lot and drove back and forth in front of the warehouse several times until I deemed it to be vacant. On the side I found an open cargo bay door for loading.


  That was where I would find sheets of Plexiglas, seeds and fertilizer. The garden section was the easiest to locate since it was right next to the loading dock. I grabbed a trolley and packed twenty bags of fertilizer. A plastic bag I grabbed from one of the checkout lanes served as a container for all of the food seeds I could find. Squash, pumpkin, zucchini, carrots, beets, lettuce, cucumber, peas and everything else that was edible. After loading my camper, I went back for one more run on fertilizer.


  Plexiglas. I needed that next. I wasn’t sure how I would be able to find it and if it would be easily labeled. After searching the wide aisles aimlessly for twenty minutes, I finally came across boxes of what were called acrylic sheets. It looked like Plexiglas to me.


  The boxes were heavy and cumbersome and it took me several minutes just to wrangle one box onto the trolley. I needed the widest pieces available. They had to be big enough to fully cover a window. A few sheets of these in a large box were problematic to maneuver at my stature.


  I only managed to load four boxes in all. I would have to come back again with someone to help. I wasn’t sure if I would even be able to get these boxes into the camper and the sudden idea of tying the trolley to the back of the R.V. made me laugh out loud.


  “Are you laughing at me? You are, aren’t you? You’re laughing at me, you stupid bitch.”


  I drew one of my swords and whirled around, looking down the darkened aisle in both directions. No one was there. The shelves next to me quivered and a sudden sliding noise pulled my attention upward in time to see a large cardboard box wrapped with white plastic ties falling at me. I flinched to the side and the box grazed my back hard, smashing to the ground with a loud cracking of the ceramic tiles inside. The pain from the scrape made me cry out and also propelled me to quickly move behind the carriage for protection. Another box landed in the place I had been standing only seconds before.


  “Come down,” I yelled to him. “I promise, I won’t hurt you.”


  “But I’ll hurt you.”


  “Okay, so come down and hurt me. Come on. Double dog dare you.” I stood up and let him look at my face. He was out of place in a hardware store, wearing a sweater vest and collared shirt with a tie still neatly tucked within. His face bore another story. A lesion ran from his left eyebrow down the side of his face, reaching his neck. His skin was ashen grey and the whites of his eyes were completely blackened, as if he was possessed by a demon. “Come on, come hurt me if you can. I want you to.”


  He looked frustrated and glanced down several times while loudly wheezing through his teeth, as if he was trying to make up his mind. He finally turned around and began to scale down the shelving, undoubtedly desperate to kill me. Before he made it to ground level, I slipped up behind him with both hands squeezed tightly around the leather handle of my sword and thrust the tip of its blade through his neck. I didn’t remove my sword until his body stopped quivering and his knees buckled, his full weight giving way to the sword which suspended him. His body fell in a heap at my feet.


  The snapping of hard soles against the concrete floor had me spinning around to locate the direction. A voracious scream penetrated the air followed by an unequal echo in a lower tone. I left the trolley and swiftly darted toward the loading docks. I didn’t know how many there were and it was too dark to see. It felt as if they knew where I was, like I was being stalked.


  Once in the main corridor I ran full speed to the side entrance where I was parked. I could hear the shuffling of feet behind me and a few more nonsensical cries. After a short run I could see the open cargo door and my camper just beyond it. I ran through the open passage and back out into the light but not before I turned around to see if any fast runners were behind me. What felt like a brick wall hit my abdomen and I fell backwards onto the ground. I looked up to see an aged man with a bat and dangling red drool hovering over me. My sword had fallen away from me and I couldn’t reach for the second one. I could barely move with the wind knocked out of me. I held my arm up and braced myself for the second blow while the man raised his bat up high with a toothy, devilish grin upon his face. He screamed and looked up while bringing the bat down, allowing me the time to roll out of the way and toward his legs. The bat narrowly missed me and sounded off the concrete instead. He stumbled backwards and I used the opportunity to get to my feet and draw my other sword.


  The pain in my core still controlled me and I hunched over with my left arm around my waist. The throbbing crippled me; I was unable to lift my sword to my assailant when he lunged for me again. Instead I ran to the side and then to the far edge of the bay, trying to get a handle on my injury. He came at me again and for a second time I danced away.


  “Kill her!”


  “I’ll kill her! Let me do it. She deserves to die.”


  Two more homicidals crept toward the loading dock from within. One dragged his leg while the other stood perfectly straight with a remarkably healthy look about her. She must have been at least six foot and appeared to be newly infected. Not one lesion marred her skin and her eyes still had white around the irises. In her hand was what looked like a spiked club, something straight out of a medieval torture chamber.


  The loud roar of an engine caused the four of us to pause. The same beat-up truck from the Fielding’s was barreling down the side alley toward us and I tried to wave with my sword to signal his attention.


  Cooper jumped from the truck and ran up the bay stairs. Three simple shots took out my attackers and I fell to my knees in relief. I felt his arms support me as he lifted me up into his chest.


  “There any more?” he asked.


  “Don’t know.” I shook my head. I could barely speak as I braced my arm around my gut.


  He carried me into the camper and laid me down on the side bed.


  “Are ya okay?”


  “Bat. Bat. Hit me. Here.” I was taking in short bursts of air because I still couldn’t inhale all of the way. It was like having the wind knocked out of you without being able to recover in the few minutes it normally takes. I thought about broken ribs and punctured lungs although it was my abdomen that took the hit.


  Cooper zipped open my jacket. “No Kevlar?” I shook my head. I didn’t wear it today. I had anticipated heavy labor and the vest would have been in the way. He lifted my shirt and released an exaggerated whistle. “Now that there’s a bruise. Alright, I’m gonna drive ya back. We’ll leave my truck here and I’ll have someone drive me back to get it later. You jus’ lie down here.”


  “What - why you here?” I couldn’t get the words out.


  “I was followin’ ya. I was in the other parkin’ lot, over there. I kept watch on the doors while you went inside. I saw the old man and was about to make my way on over when you came barreling out of there. I saw him hit you and then I saw ya go down. I didn’t think I was gonna make it over here in time. I don’t know where the other two came from. Never saw ‘em go in.”


  “Why? Why - following?”


  “’Cause you shouldn’t be out here on your own but I didn’t want to step on your toes none. I can’t stand it when people tell me what I can and can’t do. Fuckin’ pisses me off.” His eyes softened and he smiled. I smiled back at him. “I’m gunna say something that’ll sound like I’m being a smartass, but I ain’t trying to be.” I nodded my head, still smiling. “This is why you should carry a gun.” My face remained purposefully frozen in place with the same sweet smile as I extended my middle finger.


  


  


  Not Alone


  Our wedding was simple and perfect. There was no giant cathedral or plethora of flowers and extravagant bouquets dotting pews lined with giant bows of pink and white chiffon. No tuxedo, no expensive cast of bridesmaids or groomsmen, no elaborate ceremony. It was just me and Ritchie and a justice of the peace in front of the Weddle Bridge in Sweet Home, a beautiful covered bridge built in the era of wood and white paint. A cozy group of family and close friends were in attendance - no more than thirty - and the cloudless summer day felt like a blessing from the Gods. After the service we remained perched on the green lawn for an afternoon of barbeque and libations.


  Ritchie’s parents were up from California and they quickly bonded with Mom and Dad. His brother, a hippie with locks of long, bleach-blonde hair and a bit of a forced surfer accent, brought a portable speaker set, acting as our unofficial disc jockey for the afternoon. It was the first time I had met any of them.


  “So this is the one who stole your heart,” Ritchie’s mom said as she placed her hand on my back. I smiled nervously but when she cupped her hand around my cheek I felt the tenderness of a proud mother.


  “She is,” Ritchie nodded.


  “You finally did something right, dude,” Samuel said as he lightly punched his brother in the shoulder.


  As I lifted my champagne glass in my husband’s direction, I could see his mother move towards my own and grab her hand with a look of jubilant gleefulness. My father had his hand on my new father-in-law’s shoulder. It felt like I was the one who finally did something right. And then I felt my husband’s arms around my waist.


  “It couldn’t be more perfect,” he whispered and I melted into his arms.


  


  An olive—skinned woman with greasy brown curls knelt down beside my bed in the camper. I had seen her before at the Fielding’s but was never introduced.


  “I’m Gretchen. I’m a nurse. Do you mind if I…” She motioned to my shirt and I nodded my head. Cooper stood overhead and watched with evident curiosity. Voices turned his attention to the camper door and I heard him shuffle back to block the entrance while Gretchen lifted my shirt.


  “Oh, wow. This was from a bat?” Again, I nodded my head. “Were you hit anywhere else?”


  “No,” I uttered with difficulty.


  Her hands moved to the darkening bruise which covered most of the area just below my rib cage. She gently pushed around and then used her fingertips to delicately trace the outline of the bottom ribs.


  “Does this hurt?” she asked while pushing on the bone. I shook my head. “How about this?” she asked while testing another rib. Again, the answer was no. Her hands were soft and knowing and she continued to glance at my reaction with every touch, every prod - as if she was mindful of each grimace from the placement of her fingers. She was a true nurse, someone who instinctively cared for people.


  “The good news is that I don’t think any of your ribs are broken. But without an MRI, there’s no way to tell if you have internal bleeding. With a bruise this size and this dark, there’s a good chance that you could have a slow hemorrhage. I wish I could do more, but there’s nothing I can really do. How’s your pain level on a scale of one to ten?” I held up seven fingers.


  “It hurts to talk. It feels like I had the wind knocked out of me.”


  “That’s the damage to the muscle overlaying the abdomen. You use those muscles for almost everything - breathing, speaking…” Cooper moved back behind Gretchen while Solomon peaked over his shoulder. “Your core muscles are pretty solid, though. You have more muscle there than fat; I can tell. Chances are, that muscle protected your internal organs fairly well. Pays to be in shape,” she said with a wink.


  “Your son knows you’re here,” Cooper said. “He’s worried ‘cause you haven’t come out yet.”


  “He can come in. Got to get home, anyhow.”


  “You’re not going anywhere,” ordered Solomon. “Ivy will let you have a bed in the house, that way someone will be there to watch over you for the night.”


  “No, I want to go home.”


  “I’ll take her,” said Cooper. “Maybe Gretchen can come with us and help get her into her bed and stuff.”


  I saw wrinkles form between Solomon’s eyes. “I’ll be fine,” I said, trying to reassure him by relaxing my face and forcing a smile.


  “Solomon’s right. You shouldn’t be alone,” Gretchen offered. “Someone should be with you all night, just in case.”


  “I’ll stay with her. At her place.” I looked up at Cooper, astonished at his offer. “Why don’t you and Gretchen - or even Ivy and Gretchen - follow us up there so Gretchen can help get her into bed and check on her one last time. Then one of y’all can pick me up in the mornin’.” Solomon shrugged his shoulders at the suggestion.


  “Well, alright. But you, Carson…” His voice was exasperated. “You need to tell someone if you’re going out. You shouldn’t have done that on your own. I mean, why on earth would you go out there by yourself like that?”


  I shrugged my shoulders. “I had to.” It was the best reason I had. The only reason. Cooper put his hand on Solomon’s shoulder as if on cue and led him to the doorway.


  “I guess I’ll be seeing you in just a few minutes,” said Gretchen. “I’ll be right behind you.”


  “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome. I wish I could do more. In fact, I’m going to talk to Cooper. I should be the one staying with you tonight. I honestly can’t even believe he volunteered. I thought he hated everyone. And you should have someone nearby who has a little more of a heart.”


  I smiled and almost laughed but the pain from the first hint of a tightened stomach stifled that idea. “It’s alright. Cooper will be fine. He saved my life tonight. I’m pretty sure he has a heart.”


  “But he won’t know what to do if anything happens.”


  “I don’t think there’s anything that can be done if something did happen. Right?”


  “True. I just worry that he might not be the best company for you. He can be abrasive. I don’t exactly see him as the nursing type.” Her look of concern morphed into a wide grin and I imitated the gesture.


  “I can handle him,” I reassured her.


  “Mom? Mama?”


  “I’m here Ronan.” Ronan wriggled in between me and Gretchen and bent over me with frightened, wide eyes.


  “Are you okay?” he screamed in a high-pitched voice.


  “I’m fine, babe. Just a bad bruise.”


  “Just a bruise? Are you sure?”


  “I’m sure, baby.”


  “Can you walk?”


  “I can, but right now I need to lie down. It hurts, sweetheart.”


  Cooper’s voice bellowed in the background; he was yelling viciously at someone.


  “Well, I hear your sweet-natured man—nurse coming just now,” Gretchen said as she rose from her kneeling position. “Good luck. I’ll be right behind you, okay?”


  “Thank you, Gretchen.”


  “You’re welcome.” For the first time since she arrived, I saw her eyes sweep the rest of the R.V. Her eyes lingered on the bags of food I pilfered from the grocery store before turning to leave. A few seconds later the camper shook as Cooper jumped on board.


  “We’re all set. But now they’re all comin’. Solomon, Ivy and Gretchen. I tried to say no but they’re acting about as stubborn as you. Guess it’s contagious or somethin’.”


  “You don’t have to stay with me.”


  “I want to.” His eyes shifted from the ground up to my eyes and then back down again. “Don’t worry, I’ll stay outta your hair,” he said in a defensive tone. “I’ll jus’ camp out on the couch.”


  “I’m not worried. I just don’t want you to feel obligated.” My calm reply failed to soothe his sudden change in temperament and he huffed away while shaking his head.


  


  [image: floral-divider_9_lg.gif]


  


  Cooper found two ice packs in the freezer and Gretchen eased them down onto my stomach. With a great deal of difficulty, Ivy had managed to peel off my leather pants and remove my top, finding a comfortable cotton tank top to replace it amongst my things. Gretchen threw the heavy comforter off the bed and brought only the sheets up to me.


  “You don’t need any more added weight pressing down on you. Even a blanket.” My chest tensed as the cold touch from the pack melted through the tank top and into the bruise itself. “Just give it a few minutes; it’ll numb. I’m going to put a bowl by your bed, in case you get sick. And if you do, tell Cooper. And if you feel dizzy at all, tell him. The other thing to look for is blood in your urine and if you do get sick, blood in your vomit. If anything like that happens, tell Cooper. I’ll tell him that he needs to come get me if anything like that happens, okay?”


  “Yeah, sure. I’m sure I’ll be fine, though. I’m already starting to feel better. I can talk now.”


  “Good. I like to hear it.”


  Gretchen left me alone with Ivy who sat on the bed, holding my hand.


  “Please, Carson. Please don’t do that again. I just got you back. I can’t lose you. Not now. Not ever.”


  She was one of the few people who could make me feel guilty. I’ve been doing this for two months on my own and suddenly I realized the stupidity of what I had done. I wasn’t alone anymore. There were plenty of people I could have asked for help. I didn’t mean to be so careless. I wasn’t thinking about them, but I should have been.


  “I’m so sorry, Ivy. I was just doing what I have been doing. I didn’t think about how it could affect other people because until now, there hadn’t been anybody else. Just me and Ronan. And I was excited to be home. I got careless.”


  “You’re not a fucking superhero you know.”


  “I know,” I said as I squeezed her hand. “I won’t do that again, alone anyhow. I promise. I was just so used to being by myself. I do what I need to do to take care of my son. It was habit, Ivy.”


  “You’ve always been that way, Carson. It isn’t just now.” She was agitated but I let a small laugh escape.


  “Old habits die hard?”


  “Damnit, Carson, I’m being serious. You could’ve left Ronan motherless.” I could see the anger festering underneath contorted facial muscles but she leaned over and kissed me on the forehead anyway and then left the room without another word. A few minutes later, Ronan and Cooper were in the doorway.


  “They’re gone now. D’ya need anythin’?”


  “I’m fine. Actually, maybe you could do me a favor.”


  “What’s that?”


  “I have a bunch of food out in the trailer.”


  “Saw that.”


  “I was going to keep a third of it and give the rest to you guys. Could you divide it up for me? If it’s not too much trouble?”


  “I can do that.”


  “Feel free to eat anything you want. Ronan, don’t bother Cooper, alright? Can you do that, babe?”


  “Don’t you worry,” Cooper said before Ronan could answer. “He’ll be fine. I’ll make sure he eats, too.”


  I stayed in bed for the rest of the day. Cooper came in to check on me every hour, right on schedule. When night fell, I let Ronan fall asleep next to me while we watched another Disney movie together on the small bedroom television. Cooper came in halfway through and gently lifted Ronan’s limp body and carried him away to his bedroom. He came back a few minutes later and held onto the top of the doorframe, lifting his shirt slightly. My eyes naturally veered to the exposed peek of taut skin above his belt for a brief second.


  “Anything else y’need?”


  “Triple shot of whiskey on the rocks would be nice.”


  Cooper briefly chuckled in agreement. “Sorry, ma’am. No alcohol for you. Doctor’s orders. Maybe ‘nother time.”


  “Then I think I’ll just sleep. Thanks, Cooper. Seriously, thank you. For everything.”


  “I’ll be on the couch downstairs. Jus’ make some noise if y’need me. I’ll leave the door open a bit.”
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  Gretchen woke me up promptly at seven in the morning. I found that I felt much better and was able to get out of bed and walk around. The intense pain which had strangled my lungs the day before had dulled to a superficial sting around my waist. After we agreed that I would most likely live, we ventured downstairs toward the smell of breakfast and brewed coffee.


  “Mom!” Ronan squealed. “Pancakes!”


  “You cooked?”


  “If you can call it that,” Cooper said as he put down a short stack in front of Ronan who was already armed with syrup. “Instant mix.” He gave me a brief up and down look with a lopsided smile. “She lives. Coffee?”


  “Absolutely, thanks.”


  “Gretchen?”


  “I’d love a cup.”


  He poured two steaming cups on the table and when he turned his back I caught Gretchen with one raised eyebrow, purposefully smirking in my direction. I didn’t understand his mood swings either. Maybe he was one of those bipolar people, although I’ve never put too much weight into any of that psychobabble bullshit. I always thought that by giving the Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde routine a proper medical term, it simply provided people with an excuse to behave like jerks.


  After breakfast, Cooper silently washed the dishes while Gretchen told me what it had been like at her hospital in Festus, Missouri during the initial outbreak. She was a new nurse, still wet behind the ears. She described a scene from a horror movie. The hospital turned into a blood bath with several people killing patients, doctors, orderlies, everyone. She and a few other workers had locked themselves in the children’s ward. A button at the nurse’s station was the only way to open the doors but they blocked the entrances with gurneys as a protective measure. After a few days, they had to leave in order to find food.


  “Seven of the children in the wing got sick while we were locked in and died quickly. I had two twin boys in my arms when we left. They had a rare blood disease; weren’t more than four years old. They kept asking for their mom and dad.” Gretchen cleared her throat and didn’t bother to blink away the tears. Cooper had stopped banging dishes around in the sink and had his head slightly turned as if he was trying to listen. He wasn’t looking at me or Gretchen; he wasn’t looking at anything.


  “I had their hospital records stuffed into my pocket and we went looking for their home. I found the house, but the parents were gone. Everyone was gone. The boys felt a little better being at home so I decided to stay there with them. By then both boys were feeling warm. I tucked them into bed and sat with them all night. I watched them get sick and die and I couldn’t do anything.”


  “But you did. You brought them home. You stayed with them.”


  Cooper abruptly left the kitchen and came back in with his bag. “Time to go,” he said as he strode by us without looking. “Gotta get back.”


  “Right,” said Gretchen. “That’s my cue. Guess I’ll get him back. I feel like I should check on you later on.”


  “No, don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine. I’m feeling much better already.”


  “If you’re sure.” I nodded. “Okay. Nice talking to you. Thanks for listening.”


  “Anytime.”


  I watched from the door as Gretchen pulled away in her army green jeep and wondered what made Cooper shut down again. He didn’t even say goodbye.


  Ronan was back in the living room with a new video blaring on the television. I bolted the doors and decided to take a nice long soak.
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  Cooper didn’t just divide the groceries up; he stocked my pantry with a good amount of the food and supplies. He also brought Ronan’s clothes upstairs and left them folded on top of the bureau. He left the rest of the food in bags on the camper.


  “Ronan? Do you want to go over to the Fielding’s?” It was early evening and I was already feeling well enough for a short drive. “I want to go bring them this food.”


  “Yeah! I wanna go see Jeremy and Jonah!” I realized those must have been the names of Marianna’s two boys and I was happy to see him looking forward to something.


  “Great, let’s go then.”


  We climbed into the camper after locking up and I thought twice about a seat belt. I was too tender for that.


  “We’re only going to stay for an hour, okay?”


  “Two, please?”


  “Just an hour.”


  “How about we play rock - paper - scissors for it?”


  “Where did you learn to play that?”


  “Cooper taught me!”


  “He played with you? When?”


  “This morning! He also did magic with a penny and made it come out my ear!”


  “Wow. I didn’t think he would be the type to play games with kids.”


  “He was fun.”


  Ronan beat me on the first two tries and we backed out of the driveway while Ronan wore a satisfied look of triumph upon his face. Solomon and Brigham greeted us in front of Ivy’s house minutes later. After explaining the food, they gratefully accepted their portion and carried it load-by-load into the house. Ivy came out minutes later and Ronan was already off with boys.


  Ivy, Marianna and Gretchen sat with me around the small table in the camper after the men had cleared the goods. They asked how I felt and how the night went with Cooper taking care of me. I was quick to let them know he did better than most people could have.


  “Hello? Gretchen?”


  “Hi Jayde. We’re in here.” A dainty, attractive woman with long dark brown locks and wide eyes stepped up into the cabin.


  “Hi, I was just wondering if I could talk to you later on. Not now, but later.”


  Gretchen nodded and introductions were made. Jayde had been a librarian in Tulsa when she made her escape. The stiff smile and quick once-over glance made me nervous.


  “Your son is adorable,” she said.


  “Thank you,” I answered. There was an awkward pause so I waited for someone else to say something. I wasn’t sure what her story was or if she had lost any children, so there was nothing else I could comfortably offer in the way of idle conversation.


  “Do you want to sit down?” asked Ivy. “We were just talking about how Cooper was the one who took care of Carson last night.” Jayde sidled in next to Gretchen and bent her head into the center of the table, looking a little too eager to gossip.


  “I heard. Why did he do that? Was it awful?”


  “No, it was fine,” I said while putting both hands in the air, palms out. “He was courteous and totally respectful. He even made breakfast in the morning.”


  “Cooper?” Ivy and Jayde blurted in unison.


  “Pancakes,” Gretchen confirmed. “And they were good.”


  “He goes back and forth with his attitude. I don’t really know what to expect with him. But he also stays out of my hair. He knows when to leave, so I’m fine with him.”


  “He fights with everyone here,” said Jayde. From the corner of my eye, I thought I saw Ivy roll her eyes.


  “About what?” I asked.


  “Everything,” Ivy replied. “Anything. You can just look at him and he’ll start a fight with you for staring at him one second too long. He can be scary.”


  “What’s his story?”


  “No one knows,” said Marianna. “I tried to ask once but he just cussed me out and threw a cigarette at me. It wasn’t lit or anything.”


  “When did he get here?”


  “He was the second, right?” Marianna looked at Ivy. “He arrived right after I did and ended up staying. He was real quiet at first. Barely spoke. But my boys were able to talk to him. They were the only ones he would respond to.”


  “Maybe he’s still a child or something?” said Jayde.


  “Probably goes deeper than that,” I suggested.


  After a couple of hours, I called Ronan back to the camper and gave Ivy a box of guide books that my father had used to help rig the house.


  “Give these to Solomon. Tell him this will help get them started on setting up power here. I’ll come back later and try to help.”


  As I left the farm, I caught a glimpse of Cooper sitting in his truck at the end of the driveway, flicking ashes out the window and pretending not to notice my enormous camper as it pulled away. I waved anyway. He looked away.


  


  


  Understanding


  The low thumping from the amplifiers made the glass table vibrate and the naked, tall glasses of cheap liquor pivoted in sloppy circles on their own plane of dewy condensation. The fast tempo was replaced by a sultry R&B song and people paired together in rhythmic duets; two bodies becoming one in slow, meaningful movement. My arms were around Ritchie and he pulled me close. Without words, he moved with me, leading me back and forth and pushing himself against me. Small droplets of sweat ran from his neck down behind his shirt. It was unusually hot for this time of night and the warm breeze against my neck amplified Ritchie’s hot breath. I wanted to feel more of it against my the rest of my body.


  Every so often he would kiss me deeply, only for a few seconds, and then pull back. I held his gaze and accepted every touch of his tongue. My hands slid up his arms and underneath the sleeves. I could feel his desire burning behind the depths of his eye. Each time his grip tightened it felt like he was biting my skin with his fingers.


  Being married didn’t take away the lust. All I wanted was to ditch our friends and take my husband home.


  


  A few days later I found myself in my parents’ bedroom with plastic bags, empty boxes and plastic bins. The need to clean out the house and make it our own was overwhelming although I knew this would be the most difficult room.


  After a few hours, I had already finished clearing out their clothes and was in the middle of packing away mother’s figurines, peaking at each one’s title etched onto the bottom, when I heard a knock at the door.


  “Ronan? Where are you?”


  “Right here. In my room.”


  “Stay there please.” I ran downstairs and grabbed the sword by the door as a precaution although it wasn’t likely that a homicidal would knock. “Who is it?” I barked.


  “Coop. It’s me, Cooper.” I unlocked the door and held it open but he remained standing on the front porch, ignoring my cue. He took one step back and looked down at his feet, reaching up to brush the back of his head.


  “Hey, Cooper. Is everything alright?”


  “Yeah - jus’ wanted to make sure you guys were a’right. Hadn’t heard from ya in a few days.”


  “I was thinking about that. We should get solar-powered walkie-talkies or something like that, so we can communicate from this house to yours. If they even make those - made them.”


  “Sure they do. Specialty stores have things like that.”


  “I wouldn’t know where to look,” I admitted.


  “If we can get them up on power, we wouldn’t need no solar-powered anything.”


  “Are they looking into it?” I asked.


  “Solomon and Brigham have been. And they’ve been scoutin’ other homes around here, like you suggested. They found three others which are in good condition and close enough nearby. They need supplies, though.”


  “We should plan a raid together.”


  “That’s what I was thinkin’.”


  “Well come inside,” I said in the most motherly tone I could afford. I didn’t want to make him feel threatened in any way. I was already accustomed to his temper. “Let’s plan something.”


  “Cooper!” Ronan screamed as he ran into the kitchen.


  “Hey, kiddo.” He sat down and ruffled Ronan’s hair. Cooper’s face instantly lifted with the first real smile I had ever seen splashed across his face. He had the look of a completely different person. “Guess what I got for you?”


  “What is it?”


  Cooper reached into his back pocket and pulled out a small triangular stone which looked like it had been recently polished.


  “A real Indian arrowhead,” he explained. He held it up to Ronan but when my son went to reach for it, Cooper pulled it away. “Uh-uh. First y’have to promise me somethin’.”


  “I promise.”


  Cooper laughed. Another first.


  “Boy, ya didn’t even hear what I need you t’promise.”


  “What?” Ronan’s eyes never left Cooper’s fist as he waited for him to reveal the precious item once again.


  “Two things. You have to promise me that you will always keep it safe. Can you do that?” Ronan nodded his head. “And ya have t’promise me that you’ll always remember who found it.”


  “Did you find it?” Ronan asked. Cooper shook his head.


  “Cameron found it. This is Cameron’s arrowhead. And it was very special to him. So ya have to take good care of it.”


  “Who’s Cameron?”


  “He’s the guy who found the arrowhead. Can ya promise me those two things?” Ronan exaggerated a nod with a hopeful smile. “Okay, say it. D’ya remember?”


  “I promise to always take good care of it.”


  “And?”


  “And this is Cameron’s arrowhead.”


  “Good.” Cooper opened his hand and ushered his gift in Ronan’s direction who carefully picked up the item to examine it. “I’m gonna ask ya later on who found that arrowhead, s’make sure ya remember.”


  “Cameron! Okay, thank you!”


  “Now go put it somewheres safe.” Ronan ran from the kitchen and I could hear him bouncing up the stairs to his room. Cooper leaned back in his chair with a satisfied grin but it didn’t last long. As soon as he looked up to me his facial expression changed back into something slightly more appealing than a scowl. I was going to ask him who Cameron was but thought better of it.


  “How about a cold can of ginger ale?” I asked as I swung the refrigerator door open. Before he could respond I had already popped the top of the can and placed it in front of him, holding one for myself.


  “Thanks.”


  I pulled out a notepad of lined paper from one of the drawers and a pen from the built-in writing desk that my father had installed in the kitchen for convenience. Sitting next to Cooper, I casually threw my legs up on the empty seat on the other side.


  “Let’s make a list of things they need and places we should go. I know of a few things, but you’ll have to help me with the rest.” I felt compelled to give him some element of control. It was the only way he seemed to feel comfortable.


  We spent the rest of the afternoon discussing what we would need for each house and where we could find it. He never changed his flat tone with me but once in a while he would wrestle with a hangnail on his finger and look up at me with a curious face as if he needed the excuse. If I happened to meet his eyes he would quickly look away. I wondered what was going on inside his head. I was tempted ask about his past and who he had lost but it would be a mistake. If I did, I might lose this new friend. Besides, I didn’t want him asking me about Ritchie.


  A friend.


  I considered him a friend.


  He didn’t bother me about my grief; I didn’t delve into his pain. We accepted this. It was unspoken - unsaid - yet we both understood and respected this needful boundary. Our old lives were gone. Who we are - we became only a few months ago, and that was all we needed to know.
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  I spent the next few days at home, working on the house and the garden. Cooper took our notes back to the Fielding’s to discuss it further with Solomon and Brigham. We planned to make a raid in one week and hopefully bring a few people along for the ride.


  I also asked Cooper to bring the offer of hot showers and a washing machine. A number of people came and went from my house after that. Marianna brought her two boys, Jeremy and Jonah, and Ivy came for a repeat shower. Gretchen and Jayde eventually made their way over as well as Solomon, Brigham, Johnson and Tasha, plus several others I had not formally met until then. Some of them asked to do a small load of laundry. I wanted them to do big loads. Even Cooper decided to act on the opportunity.


  A young girl with thin hair and a gangly appearance showed up one evening. I wasn’t sure if she was a girl or a young woman when I first looked at her, somewhere in between. Her name was Cassie. She was dreadfully shy at first but after letting her sip on some cognac from my parent’s stash, she eventually told me that she was seventeen and orphaned. Her parents and sister had all died from the virus and out of desperation she drove and drove until she found Ivy’s farm. She was living out of her car. I had just finished cleaning out the guest room and asked her to stay on impulse.


  I took pity on her. Maybe it was because I was a mother. I wanted to take care of her. I couldn’t bear to think of this child living out of a car. I had been thinking of offering the room to Marianna and her two boys but they needed a house. A small guest room with a twin bed wouldn’t have worked. Besides, Marianna was forward enough to ask if she ever needed a place to stay. With this girl, I needed to order her to stay. I’d have to feed her, too. By the looks of her sunken cheeks and knobby knees, she had been too shy to ask for food. I wasn’t going to take no for an answer. A few hours later, Cassie was dragging her bags up the stairs.
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  Ivy had been quietly working on her row of plantings for a half-hour when I realized she hadn’t spoken. I learned long ago that her rare periods of silence meant that she was carefully planning a way to begin a delicate conversation. I waited until I heard the characteristic deep sigh of her preparedness and then caught the sun bouncing off her amber highlights in my peripheral vision when she brought her head up to face me.


  “Does it bother you?”


  “Does what bother me?” I asked without looking up from my pathetic attempt at seed holes.


  “Killing people.”


  “They’re not people anymore, Ivy.” My half-hearted, curt reply was followed by an unintentional sigh.


  “But they are.”


  “They’re something, but they’re not people. I don’t know what they are. Real people don’t just kill other people for the sake of killing them. The homicidals do. They were people once, but they changed. And they’re dying anyway.”


  “But it’s not like they’re already dead.”


  “What would you have me do? Let them kill me? Kill Ronan? It’s either us or them. It’s not like we have a choice in the matter.”


  “I know, I know. I just would have a hard time doing it. You do it so easily.” My mouth dropped open in astonishment and I sat down on a pile of turned dirt to look at her.


  “Yes, actually, it is easy, Ivy. I’ll do anything to protect my son. I would do it to protect you. They’re not human anymore. Trust me. If you snuck up on them and just watched them for a while, you would see. Any humanity in them is gone. I don’t see them as people. I can’t see them as people. I can’t have an ounce of compassion because they’re a threat. A very real threat who will kill my son if I hesitate. And I’m helping them. I’m putting them out of their misery. It’s not like I could ever kill a real human. I’d rather skewer myself. Jesus - Ivy.”


  “I wasn’t trying to make you feel bad about it. I was just curious. You know, I wanted to know how you coped. I mean, doesn’t it affect you at all?”


  “After what they did to my husband? Hell no. I evolved with them. I adapted to a new way of life. It’s how I survived. They don’t beg for mercy right before you’re about to kill ‘em and they wouldn’t give you a moment’s worth of hesitation either. They wouldn’t bat an eyelash about killing my son. They’re not people anymore. I don’t feel bad about killing them. You shouldn’t either.”


  “What if someone was trying to hurt you, someone who wasn’t a homicidal? One of the uninfected?”


  “I suppose it depends. I would defend myself, same as always. I would never kill someone unless I absolutely needed to. And I would never hurt an unarmed person if I didn’t have to. You know me better than that.”


  “You’re different.”


  “I’m exactly the same. The world is different. Do you feel bad for them? For the infected?”


  “Sometimes. What if we found a cure?”


  “I did,” I replied.


  “What?”


  “They’re the plague and my sword is the cure.”


  “Are you serious?” she asked. I was, but any further attempt at explanations in the matter might have found me admitting the pleasure I received while killing those responsible for my husband’s death. I hid the truth of my smile behind the absurdity of a possible cure.


  “Who’s going to find a cure?” I laughed. “There’s hardly anyone left. There’s no time either! They’ll all be gone soon. Don’t feel bad for them, Ivy. They aren’t who they used to be. All they want to do is murder. You can’t feel sympathy for them. If you saw your mom or dad being ripped to shreds by a mob of the infected, you’d feel differently. If you saw what I saw…” I trailed off.


  “I’m sorry. I know I would.”


  Hopefully she would never see anything as painful as what I witnessed because if she did, Ivy would turn into the same monster that I’d become. Killing homicidals would no longer be the dark duty that she feared, but a welcomed hobby.
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  I arrived at the Fielding’s with Ronan and Cassie, taking my mother’s station wagon instead of the big camper. Ronan ran off with the other children and Cassie sat down on a log outside of Johnson’s tent. He was the young man who always partnered with Cooper but I remembered Jayde telling me that Cassie lingered around him, and Johnson never seemed to mind.


  “I don’t know if the solar panels are going to be enough,” said Brigham as we were seated around Ivy’s kitchen table with Solomon, Ivy and Cooper. My black leather pants stuck to the wooden seat in the heat, refusing to let me shift position.


  “I know, I was thinking about that.”


  “You have windmills at your farm,” said Solomon.


  “Maybe we could build one here?” I suggested. “Is anyone here an engineer or anything?”


  “We have two people who might be able to help, actually. We went around asking.”


  “I’ll do what I can to help, but I’m afraid my usefulness is limited to raids. I’m not much good with building or even basic repair. I grew up on a farm and I don’t even know how that works.”


  “Born city girl,” said Ivy.


  “They added to the list of things we need to get,” said Cooper.


  “Do we have anyone to go with us?” I asked, happy to turn my attention toward Cooper.


  “Johnson and Tasha are on board.”


  “That should be enough. Are we ready to go? I’m itching to pick up that Plexiglas I left behind.”


  I left with Cooper in his truck while Johnson and Tasha followed behind. I briefly wondered if Cassie would be alright without her only friend, Johnson. But Ronan was there and she seemed to like him. She stopped looking like a frightened deer when Ronan was around. She lightened up, just like Cooper. Maybe it was a Ronan-thing.


  It took us six hours to locate everything on the list. We used a book of AAA maps and an old tattered phonebook to find potential items. The yellow book contained only a remnant of businesses who still depended on traditional print media rather than going mainstream on the internet.


  We filled both trucks with tankless hot water heaters, piping, giant packages of solar panels, wiring, tools, lumber, cement mix, wind turbine kits and blades, the kind of light bulbs that last for years and a number of other things that I would never know how to use. We also managed to pick up the Plexiglas that I had left at the home improvement store.


  Cooper and I barely spoke to each other during the trip, but it felt comfortable. A few times he would look over as if he was about to say something but when I met his eyes, he would stop and face the road again, biting his nails while he drove. I found myself looking at him several times. His arms were strong and his demeanor was confident but he wasn’t overpowering, at least when he wasn’t being an asshole. I wanted to know what happened to him. I wanted to know who he was before the virus. The fact that he didn’t outright divulge that information made me trust him. I can’t explain why.


  We only encountered two slow homicidals along the way, right before our last stop. As we were checking out the small town hardware store, they emerged from a building across the street and would have surprised us if it hadn’t been for their dragging bats and hideous screams. I struck one while Cooper shot the other. The gunshot made me nervous. It would draw attention. I still couldn’t get him to use a sword.


  Johnson seemed rattled from the confrontation. Exhaustion will do that to you. It brings the nightmares to life while you’re still awake.


  Our last stop was at a water filtration warehouse. The only item we hadn’t been able to find was charcoal for the filtration systems. When we were inside, something shifted and slid to the ground behind the double doors in the back. Johnson reluctantly went outside to cover the back of the building while Cooper and I approached the back doors. Tasha stood by the front glass windows to keep watch with one eye on us. Cooper slowly pushed open one of the doors and I slipped inside with my sword drawn high above my head. There was enough light from the high windows in the back room to see that no one was there. I moved to the back exit to let Johnson know that it was clear. I could see the crown of his dark hair through one of the lower windows.


  Just as I pushed open the door, a box moved to my left and I jumped. A possum crawled out of the box and made a beeline for the dark space in the open side closet, his salvation. I couldn’t help it and a small scream from my own mouth caught me off guard. I had thought it was a rat. Just then the door swung open, making me lose my balance as I had been leaning against it. A gun was in my face. I shut my eyes and held my breath.


  “Johnson!” Cooper flew at him and grabbed his arm, pushing it away from my nose. The gun fell to the floor and Cooper leaned backwards to throw a powerful punch at Johnson, breaking his nose instantly.


  “I didn’t know it was her! I couldn’t see, it was too bright outside. I heard a scream; I thought she was one of them!” Blood covered his chin and shirt.


  “Pay - the fuck - attention!” His bloody nose did nothing to soften Cooper who spat at Johnson as he lay crumpled on the ground, holding his hand over his face. “Ya okay?” he asked me softly.


  “Fine. Sorry, this was my fault. That thing scared the crap out of me.” I expected Cooper to lay into me for screaming at a tiny little woodland creature. I can remove the heads from homicidals yet I allowed a possum to turn me into a stereotype. I was the same way with spiders. Cooper said nothing for a moment and then gently touched my back, sending an unexpected moment of comfort throughout my body. He removed his shirt and handed it to Johnson to cover his nose. The sudden desire to reach out and touch his chest made me inhale deeply. I shook away the thought and quickly walked back into the main store to check on Tasha.


  


  


  Keep Me Safe


  “Oh, Carson,” my mother gasped. “Oh, baby, I’m so, so sorry.”


  “What is it, Mom?” I heard her inhale deep, short bursts of air and then pause to blow her nose.


  “It’s your grandmother,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry to have to tell you this over the phone, baby. I know how much she meant to you. She passed away in the night.”


  “What?” I screamed. “Are you kidding me? That’s not right, Mom, no! I was on the phone with her - with her yesterday! She was fine!” Ritchie coasted into the kitchen wearing a concerned look. “No, no, no, she can’t…” I turned to face the wall.


  “Baby, I’m so sorry. It was sudden. They said it was a heart attack-”


  I ended the call before Mom could finish and glimpsed Ritchie standing there, cradling me with his eyes. I could see the curiosity, the concern - the sympathy. I didn’t want that. I didn’t want him to see me cry. I never let anyone see me cry. The thought of being emotionally vulnerable terrified me.


  I tried to get a hold of my grief but the news overwhelmed me. I couldn’t believe she was gone. I loved that woman like no other. She was my rock, my own personal angel, a salvation. SHE was the only one I would allow myself to cry in front of and now she was gone - gone forever. The weight of the news had me shaking and my knees gave way. I held on to the counter to steady myself. With eyes brim-filled, I looked down at the cheap vinyl floor. I couldn’t find air and began to gasp.


  “My grandmother. She’s - she’s gone, passed away, sometime last night. I have to - I need to…”


  “Carson, honey, I’m so sorry. I know how important she was to you.” He put his hands on my arms and gently caressed me.


  “Don’t - I need to be alone, Ritchie.” I tried to push him away but he fought me and I was too weak to resist with any amount of vigor.


  “Carson, no.” He put his arms around me while I went limp and pulled me deep into his chest. “Let it go,” he whispered.


  As soon as the first meek howl emerged from my throat, I gave in and stopped pushing him away. I wailed like a child; I became a child and allowed Ritchie to see it all. At that moment, I relinquished control over my emotions and trusted him to take the lead. It was a relief and I cried until I had nothing left to give, falling asleep in his arms.


  


  We made a few more lengthy runs for supplies in the following weeks. We stocked up on heavy batteries for energy storage and made more runs for the basics, most often being food. Cooper and I went alone most of the time. It was easier that way. And faster. We worked well together even without more than a few words uttered between us on each trip.


  We knew what the other was thinking about a questionable spot or the dangers that might lurk within the dark shadows of an abandoned building. With a single nod or a wave of the finger we were able to silently plan an attack and take down several homicidals. I never complained and he never told me what to do. He didn’t have to. We handled everything similarly, as if we could literally read each other’s thoughts. We moved together in lockstep and each action of one complimented the other. If Cooper went for huge bags of fertilizer, I swung a carriage or trolley around. If I suddenly became still and tense, his gun was already cocked.


  Our relationship might have looked strange to anyone looking in from afar - the way we would ride together for hours, without saying a word. But it wasn’t strange to me. I found comfort in it. We tolerated each other without having to know any of the personal details. His attitude changed with me over the weeks as well. He continued to lash out at everyone else but it was my presence that steadied him. I don’t know if it was because we were so similar or because he felt comfortable around me. I think he felt safe with me, since I was the only one who wouldn’t ask him about his past - the only one who wouldn’t dare tread onto his memories and dig around inside his pain. Nor would I burden him with my own grief. The damage was still too fresh for me. Talking about how I lost Ritchie was like washing a fresh wound with salt and sandpaper, so I didn’t.


  I felt safe with Cooper in more ways than one. The less we spoke, the better. I was less apt to make a mistake and cross the line with him - cross the line with myself. Without talking, I didn’t feel as guilty when I let myself mentally slip those few times. Once in a while, I found myself fighting the natural urge to hold his hand or caress his face. Catching myself with these thoughts reddened my cheeks and I would walk away from him without a word, whatever we were doing. He never asked what the problem was and if he had, I would have lied.
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  I brought the camper down to Ivy’s farm for the afternoon to celebrate three houses up and running with power, including Ivy’s. Five turkeys were slaughtered for the occasion and I brought a large selection of libations - my choice contribution to the festivities.


  With a stiff drink in one hand and a meaty plate in the other, I sat down on my blanket sprawled in the middle of the yard. Ronan was off playing with the boys again and Solomon was the one who sat down next to me. I could see Cooper leaning up against a tree, alone. As soon as I looked away, I felt his keen eyes narrowed in on my direction.


  “Ivy seems to be upset lately,” Solomon mentioned.


  “Oh yeah? At what?” So this is why he came over.


  “Well, she thinks you’re different. She’s worried that you’ve lost respect for life.”


  “Are you serious?”


  “She is.” He adjusted his Irish cap and then rested his arms over bent knees.


  “Do you think that?”


  “Well, I never knew what you were like before.” Ouch.


  “I’m sorry - do you think that what I do is wrong?” I asked, almost laughing. “I mean, I kill them, indiscriminately, but to me they aren’t human. They’re the ones who have no respect for life. I have to kill them, or they’ll kill me. They’ll kill you. What’s wrong with her? Of course I haven’t lost respect for life. I’m trying to preserve it.”


  “I know, I do understand. We have to kill them, we all do. To survive. But I think she thinks that you enjoy it or something. Like you get some kind of thrill out of it.”


  “Not at all. It’s like a job to me. Good parenting.”


  “Can I ask you something?”


  “You can ask me anything,” I lied. Again.


  “What would you do if you came across a homicidal that you knew? And not just anyone, but someone close. What if Ivy turned into one? Would it be easy then?”


  “Of course not. I can’t really answer that because I haven’t thought about it. It hasn’t happened. It would be hard, that’s for sure.”


  Solomon bobbed his head gently and then chewed on the corner of his mouth as he looked down.


  “Solomon? Did you? Did you know someone?” Again, the bobbing of the head. I waited several minutes and through a few deep sighs for him to decide if he should speak or not.


  “My wife.”


  “I’m so sorry.”


  “Dottie was her name. Dorothy, but I called her Dottie.”


  “Solomon, I’m so very sorry.”


  “I know it. She was a good woman. Anyway, I could never harm her. But I did tie her up. I had to. She was trying to kill me with a kitchen knife. She actually stabbed me twice before I could subdue her. And I had to hit her over the head and knock her out.” He paused and squeezed his lips together with his hand, as if he was wiping away the food he never touched. “It was the worst thing I’d ever done. I’d never hit Dottie before. When she came back around, I tried to reason with her. I asked if she knew who I was.”


  “What did she say?”


  “She said that I was the person she had to kill. I asked her what my name was. She couldn’t answer. I tried showing her pictures of us together. I even brought out our wedding album. But all she did was yell out obscenities and say that she was going to stab me in the heart. She calmed down after a few hours and fell asleep. But when she woke up, she called my name.


  “She said it so softly - so sweetly. I thought maybe it was over. I sat next to her and brushed her hair from her face. Her eyes were still closed, like she was dreaming. Again she called my name. I begged her to wake up and look at me. I was crying. Finally she did. Her head rolled up and she looked at me all sleepy-like and I swear to you she smiled. She smiled.


  “But then she turned again. It was like she suddenly recognized me as some vile intruder and her eyes got real big and she tried to bite me. But she smiled, you see? She called my name. Some of her was still in there somewhere.


  “Anyway, there was nothing I could do. I had to keep her tied up. I fed her every day. Washed her when she soiled herself, even when she tried to kick me away. She took the food, though.


  “One day I left to go find help. I don’t remember how long I was gone. I couldn’t find anyone. When I came back, she was gone. The ropes around her were cut. She couldn’t have done it herself. Someone else did it. Another homicidal I guess. That was the last I saw of my Dottie - my girl. I don’t know where she went. I could never have killed her, though. Never.”


  “I’ve never killed anyone I know. I’m sorry about Dottie, Solomon. I’m so sorry.”


  “I think Ivy is just worried that you’ve become callous. That you don’t stop to think at all about who you’re killing.”


  “Stop to think? You can’t be serious. Do you stop to think when a fucking homicidal is charging at you with a butcher’s knife?”


  “I don’t mean it literal like that.”


  “I hope not. If I stopped to think I might as well lie down and accept my execution. What else can I do? Try to reason with them? It won’t happen. No matter how much I beg and plead with one of those things, nothing will change its mind. They have no compassion, no remorse, no feeling at all. They only have one desire and they act on it. Nothing is going to change their minds. Kill. It’s all they want, it’s all they do. And if it’s someone I know, what’s the alternative then? It’s going to die anyway.”


  “Not ‘it’, he or she,” he reprimanded me. “They’re still people,” he added. I sighed deeply and nodded my head in agreement although I didn’t agree.


  “All I’m saying is that if it was someone I knew I would have two choices. Kill it - I mean him or her, or immobilize that person and leave. The first choice is much more humane. With the second choice, that person is going to suffer. It’s the second choice which I find horrible. Inhumane. Not to mention risky.”


  “But if you kept him alive and controlled, tried to comfort him and feed him, you would be doing the right thing, I think. I mean, if you knew him. He’s going to die anyway, as we both know. So if you knew him, the least you could do is to try to make his last few weeks a little better.”


  “Him?” I asked. Solomon’s eyes gave him away. “Oh my God.” I stood up.


  “Please, Carson. Don’t do anything stupid.”


  “Oh my God,” I repeated. I looked around the yard, through the throngs of people who were busy eating, laughing and drinking a little of my liquor. It was easy to spot the vivid red curls that stuck out like a bull’s-eye amidst the crowd. When she looked up, she found my eyes staring straight down at her. She looked at me and waved. Then she looked at Solomon and back at me. Her smile faded quickly. I could see the panic - the horror - with the sudden rigidity in her shoulders from where I stood.


  She stood up quickly and ran to the house. Solomon grabbed my arm but I thrust through his grip and ran after her. How could I have been so stupid? She had mentioned someone in the house who couldn’t be moved, yet I never inquired about that person. I never asked.


  Ivy ran into the house but before I reached the steps a strong arm pulled me back.


  “Jus’ walk away,” Cooper said.


  “Are you fucking crazy?”


  “It’s their deal. It’s their gig. I don’t like it none either. But ya can’t do shit about it.”


  “You knew about this? Who is it?” He didn’t answer me but tried to pull me away. “Who is it?” I screamed. Cooper pulled my arm hard and put his face within inches of mine.


  “Lower your voice, calm the fuck down and follow me. For Christ’s sake show some respect. This ain’t your house.”


  He pulled me over to the side of the farmhouse. Solomon followed closely behind. A number of people had stopped to watch, pretending to be involved in their conversations but really with one eye on me. Once we were out of sight, Cooper let go of my arm and at the same time slightly pushed me away.


  “Who is it?” I growled.


  “Her father. Now what the fuck are you gonna to do about it?”


  “Holy shit.” I palmed my eyes and rubbed them hard, half-hoping that I would wake up from this nightmare and be back at home.


  “Carson, you have no say in this matter,” Solomon interjected. “There’s nothing you can do.”


  “Where is he? Is he secure?”


  “Yes, we’ve made sure of that,” Solomon said. “There’s no way he can escape. And at this point, he’s much too weak.”


  “Is it just him?”


  “Yes,” Cooper answered.


  “How? When?”


  “He came back to the farm, after several people were already here. Ivy identified him as her father, begged Cooper not to kill him.”


  I looked at Cooper, trying to understand how he could go along with it. I questioned him without words and shook my head.


  “It wasn’t my fuckin’ call, alright? Jesus, get a grip.”


  “I need to get out of here.”


  “Carson, he’s going to be gone in a matter of days. Gretchen’s examined him. It’s going to happen soon. Just step back and give Ivy some breathing room.”


  “Okay, but I’m going home.” Five minutes later, Ronan was reluctantly in the camper and I was driving away.
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  “Mom, I love you.”


  “I love you, too.” I kissed Ronan gently on the forehead and brought the blankets up to his chin.


  “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine. Mommy just got a little upset, that’s all. But I’m fine.”


  “Can you sleep with me tonight?”


  “Of course I can.”


  I lifted the covers up and bounced inside so quickly that he giggled. I put my arm around him and let him drift away while I gently caressed the back of his head. I thought about Ivy and her father and wondered what I would have done. What if it had been Ritchie? What if it had been Ronan? I hated the answer.


  Ivy wasn’t baffled by my actions. She was afraid of me. She was afraid of what I would do if I found out. I heard the knock at my door which confirmed my suspicions. They sent someone to keep me here.


  I quietly left Ronan’s room and went downstairs to open the door. Cooper stepped inside just as the night wind began to pick up. I could feel the change in the air that he brought with him. Just as I shut the door, the first few drops of late spring rain rolled in sideways, hitting the Plexiglas around the windows, thumping against the ground.


  “You here to guard me?” I asked.


  “No.”


  “You don’t have to worry.”


  “I know.”


  “Why are you here?” I demanded.


  “I jus’ wanted to check on you.” His voice was soft. He backed over to the kitchen counter and leaned against it, giving me my personal space.


  “You knew the whole time.”


  “So?”


  “Why didn’t you say anything?”


  “Wasn’t my story to tell.”


  “Don’t you think it was important?” I asked.


  “Carson, he’s secure. I made damn sure of it. I wanted to tell you but Ivy begged me not to. I couldn’t.”


  “You’re never the one to do what someone tells you.” I saw his knuckles whiten but he kept quiet. “Why didn’t she tell me?”


  “She saw you,” he whispered. “The way ya were that first day. She was watchin’ from one of the bedrooms on the top floor. You scared her, I think.”


  “But she could have told me. She should’ve.”


  “What would y’have done?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t…” I couldn’t respond. I didn’t have the answer.


  “Imagine if it was someone you knew. Would you be able to do anythin’ else?” My shoulders collapsed, defeated.


  “No. I wouldn’t.”


  “So relax.”


  “But I should have known,” I whispered, thinking about my son who was on the farm regularly. I should have been aware of all potential danger.


  “I agree.” I looked up at him and found a completely honest face.


  The sudden roar of heavy rainfall echoed around the house, creating an awkward silence as we both looked to the large kitchen window. Even with Cooper standing there and Ronan sleeping upstairs, I felt alone. I had helped them fight against an army of homicidals, got their farm running with power, invigorated them with my own plans, yet the one person I really knew didn’t trust me with her biggest secret. None of them did. They kept me out of the loop on purpose. Did I really seem like a threat?


  “What are ya thinkin’?” he asked.


  “I need a favor.”


  “What is it?”


  “You can do anything, just don’t laugh. You can say no, you can even tell me to fuck off, just don’t laugh, please. That’s all I ask.” Cooper didn’t say anything but folded his hands in front of him, waiting for my demand.


  “Hold me tonight.” His lips slightly parted but there was no response. “Just stay and hold me for one night. That’s it, that’s all I want. Just to be held. You’re the only one I feel comfortable asking. You’re the only one I want to ask. I miss the way it feels,” I tried to explain. “To be held. I miss the comfort, feeling safe. I’m not asking for anything more than that.”


  I waited for his response, barely able to look in his eyes through my own veil of shame. My eyes had reached their fill and I was forced to tilt my head down in order to hide my pathetic desperation. I held my breath and waited but he said nothing. Instead he held out his hand.


  He didn’t say one word as he followed me upstairs. I gave him some old flannel pants and when I slipped under the covers next to him, he held out his arm, openly inviting me into his warmth. I studied his face as I slid closer to him, looking for any signs of bitterness, but they were full of understanding. He let me put my head in the crook of his arm and didn’t jump when I wrapped my arm around his chest. A few minutes later, I felt his thumb lightly rubbing the top of my wrist as it lay across his chest while the arm I rested on encircled me.


  


  


  Children At Heart


  The pain drifted away while an assortment of drugs dissolved slowly into my veins and I began to alternate between fits of tears and spontaneous, psychotic laughter. Ritchie was still holding my hand with one while his other hand wiped away my tears.


  “You did it,” he whispered. I couldn’t see his mouth move through the blue mask. All I could see were his eyes and they spoke to me. “It’s a boy, Carson. You made a boy.”


  “Congratulations, Daddy,” one of the nurses said. “Would you like to hold him?”


  Ritchie rose and took the bundle from the nurse. It was hard to focus my eyes so I shut them for a while, but my ears were perfectly in tune. I could hear the squeaking of Ritchie’s shoes against the linoleum as he rocked Ronan back and forth, humming the tune to Arms Wide Open. I listened to him until my mind began to reach for memories and fantasies, and reality switched into dream.


  “Carson, honey. Do you want to hold him?” The sound of Ritchie’s voice and his gentle touch brought me back. It could have been seconds, minutes or even hours later; I wasn’t sure. But I was sure about my answer. I held out my arms and Ritchie gently laid Ronan on top of me.


  “Ronan. Hello Ronan. I’m your mama and you’re my son.” I took in every detail of his tiny bluish face, every line, every curve, every shape. His eyes were closed - his body still and contented in the warm burrito-style wrap. He was perfect. “I’m always going to love you and I’m always going to keep you safe,” I whispered. “And so is your Daddy.” I beamed at Ritchie with a look of pride and accomplishment but his eyes were gone and he didn’t see me. He was weeping behind both hands.


  


  The morning light peaked in through the open window and set upon my face, causing the involuntary stretching reflex. As soon as I stuck out my legs and moved my body, I became aware of the heavy arm draped over me. I was lying on my side and Cooper was behind me, holding me into him. I didn’t remember rolling over. For the first time in months, I slept hard and sound and without waking up every hour. Cooper wasn’t awake yet. My rustling didn’t cause the slightest stir or twitch in his body.


  I lay next to him for a little while and indulged in my luxuries, however fleeting and pretend they were. The sound of his breath through his open mouth - it was steady and rhythmic. The warm breath on my neck - I could tell that his lips were close and the thought of them gave me a private, guilty pleasure. His warm body pressed against me - spooning me, protecting me. His strong arm around me - I couldn’t stop looking at the soft, pale hairs against his tan skin. The smell of his skin and sweat. It felt normal, it felt good. I missed that feeling.


  The smug contentment didn’t last. Two thoughts suddenly converged and smashed through my daydreams, flinging my eyes open with their awful truths: this was temporary and Ritchie was gone forever. I leaned into my pillow and smothered my face as my mouth wrenched open in an uncontrollable, silent wail. I tensed my body and let the pain flow out without making a sound so that Cooper wouldn’t wake.


  When my release was over, I was quickly taken over by conflicting temptation. I wanted to roll over and bury my face in Cooper’s chest while putting my arm around his waist. Nothing more than that. Only to wake him, have him feel me against him - feel my lips against his skin, have him hold me a little while longer. But I pushed it away and carefully slid out from under his arm. When I stood up, I stilled myself and listened to his breath. There was no change to its steadiness. He was still asleep.


  I pulled the long silk robe that hung from the bed post and wrapped it around me. I walked to the door while tying the robe and glanced out the window along the way. I stopped and took a step back. Something had moved out in the field, something large and shadowy against the pale green background. The shifting mass was still there. I tiptoed over to the window to get a better view. It was a horse. A pale horse. And he was busy grazing on the lawn.


  I quickly left the room and stepped lightly down the stairs. I didn’t bother to put my shoes on and left the house in only my nightclothes. I wanted to get a good look at this horse.


  The homicidals never took their wrath out on animals. At least, I never saw them do it. On one of our first stops while Ronan and I were en route, a long-eared bloodhound limped his way over to our camper. Ronan saw him first and called him to my attention. As the pathetic beast got closer, his fragile state became more apparent. His chest was sunken so deeply that you could see his ribs protruding on the sides, large patches of fur had fallen out and one eye was gouged, mostly likely from a fight with some creature of the night. Ronan got down on his knees and beckoned him over. The dog took a few laborious steps at a time, pausing to examine us every so often. As he got closer, his tail began to wag. But his excitement got the better of him and the energy wore him out. His two front legs gave way and he began to push himself in our direction, using only his hindquarters - desperate for human interaction and food. Ronan whimpered and I pushed on his back, giving him the okay to approach. He ran over with a bag of cereal and pushed mouthfuls of sugary food into the dog’s mouth. The bloodhound rolled over onto his side - tail still wagging - eating hungrily from Ronan’s hand.


  I knelt down beside them both and put my palms up so he could see I wasn’t a threat. I didn’t want him to get scared and bite Ronan. I slowly moved one hand to the dog’s side and rubbed his tangled fur. His tail wagged furiously. After he ate the entire box of cereal, we gave him some water. Then he went to sleep with his head in Ronan’s lap. He never woke up.


  After that, Ronan obsessed about abandoned pets and trapped animals. He kept asking me how many I thought had died and how many might still be alive. He pointed out every cat and dog he saw while we drove and begged me to stop each time. I made it a point to feed any beggars that came near us when we did pull over.


  I thought more dogs would have approached us, but not many did. We saw hundreds, some with collars and tags - some with cut tails and ears, but most ran away in skittish form as if the sudden departure of humans made them fearful and suspicious. Or maybe weeks of solitude suddenly brought back wild instincts that the many years of taming were useless to penetrate.


  I often saw large packs of dogs moving with the homicidal herds when I spied on them. I knew why they accompanied the herds although I never actually saw them act out my suspicions. They became scavengers. Certain breeds are smart; they learn quickly. The homicidals left fresh kill behind and the dogs found a way to survive. But they didn’t hang behind like most scavengers. Some of the dogs walked ahead with their noses to the ground, as if they were part of a giant hunting party.


  My parents didn’t have any livestock or horses on the farm aside from the chicken coop. The cleanup would have been horrendous if they had. I never found my Mother’s cat, Miso. She must have put him out before she closed the door behind her for the last time. The gate to the coop had been left open and the hens were gone.


  I stood on the porch for a few minutes just to watch the horse for a while. He was close enough for me to see the bridle and bit. I didn’t have any feed in the barn but I was sure I could find some. I imagined that a horse would be useful, perhaps even a few of them. The trick would be getting the poor creature to trust me when I had little experience around them.


  I clapped my hands together firmly to draw his attention. I figured it would be better to alert him of my presence now rather than suddenly spooking him when I appeared at a closer distance. The long neck of the horse snapped up at my attention and he gave a quick trot backwards before holding his ground. I whistled a few times and walked toward him slowly.


  “Here, boy,” I called in a high-pitched tone. “It’s alright fella. Do you need some help, huh, big guy?” His tail flicked his side repeatedly and he let out a few grunts and huffs. When I was twenty feet from him, I could see the flaring of his nostrils. I stopped moving to see if he would come to me.


  “Come here, big guy. Come on. I bet you want to someone to take that bit out, don’t ya? I bet you do.” I made a clicking noise through the side of my mouth using my tongue - the same noise I always heard riders make while directing the animals. I thought a familiar noise might help. It worked. I held out my arm as he slowly walked towards me. His wet nose touched my hand and his lips opened, looking for any food I might have. I should have brought something with me.


  After a few minutes the pale horse let me stroke the length of his broad nose and then move to his poll and crest with its long, matted mane. His hair was the color of light honey and his mane would have been silver but appeared dark grey from months of accumulated dust and dirt. I didn’t think I would have any problem leading him without the bridle so I removed it. Even if he didn’t follow me, the poor animal needed it to come off. Horses can eat with the bits, but I couldn’t imagine the discomfort. After removing his headpiece, I rubbed his skin where the leather had bound him while I continued to utter random coos in soothing tones.


  “No!” A familiar voice screamed in the distance behind me. The horse balked and took a few steps back when I whirled around.


  “Ronan! Run!” the voice yelled. It took only seconds to scan the situation, but by then it was almost too late. Ronan had snuck out of the house to watch me. He was hiding behind one of the maple trees in the yard. It was Cooper who yelled from the bedroom window. A homicidal was closing in from behind Ronan - pickaxe drawn high.


  “Ronan!” I screamed. He was facing the homicidal, already aware of the danger. I couldn’t see his face. I couldn’t hear him crying. “Ronan, turn around. Run to me! Run fast!” I was already on my toes. Ronan turned around and began moving his little body. I was able to see his tightened face then - the terror - and his arms were held out toward me. I had the same face. The homicidal was closer than me and closing in. With a screaming heart I realized I wouldn’t make it in time.


  “No! No! No! Leave my baby alone! Kill me you son-of-a-bitch! I’m the one you want to kill!”


  Cooper smashed through the front door and jumped across the porch. I heard the first shot which did nothing. The homicidal was only one more step away from striking distance. The second shot caught him in the back.


  “Oh my God, Ronan!” I scooped him up into my arms and held him as tight as I could. He was violently shaking and his grip strangled me, but I allowed it. My poor child. He was terrified. So was I. We both cried hard and held on for dear life. The next two gun blasts made Ronan strengthen his hold and his nails clawed at my skin.


  “Is he okay?” Cooper asked, still nearly breathless from his sprint.


  “Yes, I think so. Just scared. Thank you so much,” I cried.


  “Good.” Cooper shook his head and furrowed his eyebrows. “What the fuck were you thinkin’?”


  “What?”


  “You go on outside - no weapons - leave the door wide open with people inside?”


  “Cooper, I wasn’t thinking. I know how it looks. I saw the horse and …”


  “And what? The stupid fucking horse was more important than your kid?”


  “I didn’t know he was awake. I didn’t think he would come out, he usually knows better! I thought he was sleeping.”


  Cooper hissed and put his hands on his hips.


  “You thought he was sleeping,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone. “So ya left the door open?”


  “It was a mistake, Cooper.”


  “How in God’s name do you expect to keep yer own kid alive if you can’t even remember to lock a fuckin’ door - if a goddamn horse can distract you from being a mother! What the fuck, Carson? And din’ I tell you to carry a gun? This is why! How do you ‘spect to save yer kid in time when you’re miles away with nut’ but a fuckin’ sword?”


  “Don’t talk to me about being a mother, Cooper,” I growled. “You have no fucking clue how hard it’s been. I’ll take it from here.” I carried Ronan back toward the house. Cooper shouted obscenities at no one behind me. “Thank you for everything, Cooper,” I called out. “You can go home now.” I looked up to see Cassie’s bewildered face from where she stood on the porch.


  “Everything’s alright, Cassie. You can go on inside.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes , I - ” The sound of Cooper’s intensifying stomps stopped me in midsentence.


  “I have no clue, Carson?” he screamed. “I have no clue what it’s like to be a parent? How the hell would you know?” He grabbed my arm, preventing me from going any further. “No, don’t walk away from me! I jus’ asked you a question.”


  “Let go of me.”


  “I asked you a question,” he repeated.


  “Carson?” Cassie asked in an unsure voice. Cooper snapped in his head in her direction.


  “Get inside the fuckin’ house, Cassie,” he said while pointing at the door. She jumped when his hand flung out. “This ain’t none of your business.” I nodded at Cassie who walked backward through the door. She didn’t shut it, but hid just on the other side.


  Cooper was breathing heavy, pacing back and forth in front of me.


  “Where in hell do you get off assumin’ anything ‘bout me, huh?”


  “I’m sorry, Cooper. I didn’t know.”


  “Well I do know what it’s like to be a parent. I had a son, Carson. His name was Cameron.” Cooper reached up and grabbed both sides of his head. He bent over and let out a sharp scream. “He was my son!” he screamed again. Ronan tightened his grip with his head still buried in my neck.


  “Cooper, please. I’m sorry.” I didn’t want to hear the end of his story. I didn’t want to know what happened to his son. Not with Ronan wrapped around me.


  “I’m the one who took care of him. I’m the one who loved him. He was my boy! It was his so-called mother who couldn’t give a damn ‘bout him. She left him. She left us. That fuckin’ bitch. She left her own flesh and blood. But I was never gonna leave. I loved that boy. That boy was everythin’ to me.” He thumped his chest hard with his fist.


  “I’m the one who bought his clothes. I’m the one who dressed up and played superheroes with him. I’m the one who combed his hair, fed him, brushed his teeth every night and read to him. I’m the one who registered him for school. I’m the one who picked him up every day. I was there for him when he would come home from school crying. I was the one he came to when he was upset.” He was crying now. He wiped away tears throughout his rant while he paced before me. I was crying, too. “I’m the one who could make him laugh. He woke me up when he had bad dreams and I would hold him until he fell asleep again.” He stood still and placed his hands on his hips.


  “When he got sick I called his mom, before the phones went out. I told her that he was sick. She didn’t come. That cold, sick bitch didn’t come even when I told her how sick he was. And she lived in the same fuckin’ town.”


  Cooper squinted at me and then bowed his head. He tried to speak a few times but was choked by his own sobs.


  “Cameron died in my arms,” he finally said. His voice was softer now, but tinged with horrific pain. A steady stream of tears rolled down his cheeks. “My boy. My son. My beautiful son died in my arms. He left me.”


  “Cooper. I’m so sorry. I had no idea.” Ronan lifted his head up and turned around. He struggled a bit and pushed me away, letting me know that he wanted to get down. I watched as Ronan walked over and put his tiny arms around Cooper’s waist, resting his head on Cooper’s stomach. Cooper inhaled and drew back his lips in grief. He lightly put his hand on Ronan’s head and the other on his back. Only a few seconds later Ronan pulled back and took his hand, leading Cooper into the house. I walked in behind them, head hanging low.


  Ronan led Cooper upstairs while I remained down in the kitchen. I needed coffee. Cassie was sitting at the table watching me with her normal sheepish face.


  “Are you okay?” she asked.


  “Yeah. I’m fine. I just made a mistake.”


  “Was he gonna hurt you?”


  “No, of course not.”


  “You’re not afraid of him?”


  “No, Cassie. I’m not afraid of him. He just got mad at me. He’s been through a lot. He has a temper but he wouldn’t hurt me.”


  “He broke Johnson’s nose.”


  “I know. But he wouldn’t hurt me. He wouldn’t hurt you, either. Or Ronan.”


  “Did he sleep here last night?”


  “Yes, Cassie. He did.”


  “I woke up last night and went downstairs for a little while. To read and have something to eat. I didn’t see him.”


  “He slept in my room, Cassie,” I sighed. For someone so shy, she was doing well at being nosy. “But it wasn’t like that,” I added.


  A half-hour later I called up the stairs and asked if either of them wanted breakfast. A minute later, both Cooper and Ronan came down. While Ronan sat down at the table, Cooper mumbled a short goodbye and left the house. I heard his truck come to life and then he was gone.


  “So, what did you bring Cooper upstairs for?” I asked while pouring his cereal.


  “I tried to give him the arrowhead back. It was his son’s. It was Cameron’s. He was the daddy. He should have it.”


  “That was awful sweet of you babe. Did he take it?”


  “No. He said that Cameron would have wanted me to have it. He said that I look just like him. Like we were twins,” he said with a toothy grin.


  “What else did you talk about?”


  “I told him about Daddy. I showed him pictures, too. I told him about that time Dad took me fishing. Just me and him. Remember? When our canoe tipped and we came home all wet?”


  “I do,” I said with a laugh.


  “And then I told him about all of the times Dad would do all of the same things for me like Cooper did for Cameron.”


  “That was sweet, babe. Did it make him upset?”


  “No. He was okay. Then I asked him if he hated you.”


  “Oh.”


  “He said he didn’t and that he was just mad. He said he gets mad a lot lately, but he didn’t used to. I said that was good because you’re a really good mommy.”


  “And you’re a really good Ronan.” I cupped the back of his neck and brought his forehead to mine. I was so lucky to have him. The thought broke my heart for Cooper.


  


  


  Goodbye, Hello


  Ronan’s room was already painted in blue and green pastels but we never got around to setting up his crib. We thought we had plenty of time but our son decided to make his grand entrance six weeks early. He had been sleeping for the past two weeks in a borrowed bassinette next to our bed.


  When Ritchie left for work that morning, he bent over to kiss me goodbye on the forehead. I was too busy to look up, sitting on the floor of Ronan’s room with a screwdriver in one hand and the directions in the other. When Ritchie came home for lunch I was still in Ronan’s room, taking the crib apart after discovering that I had installed one side backwards.


  “I told you to just wait for me to do it.”


  “I want it done now.”


  “Just leave it, Carson. I promise, I’ll do it when I get home. How long have you been at this?” I snickered and then gave him a pretend glare accompanied with a flash display of my middle finger.


  “It’s become a vendetta. I can’t stop now.”


  “You’re so stubborn.”


  “You just think you can do better because you’re a man.”


  “I never said that,” he sang.


  “You didn’t have to,” I sang back at him. “And yes, I’m stubborn.” I stood up and raised my screwdriver as a miniature sword. “This crib will stand by my hands alone. I will conquer the crib!”


  “Good painkillers, honey?”


  “I am woman, hear me roar!”


  “I’m going back to work.”


  


  Marianna and Gretchen found me on the far side of the house, cleaning away the brush, grass and dead leaves from the foundation. I wasn’t trying to groom the outwardly appearance of the house but rather keep the home intact. Material and growth around the foundation can cause it to weaken over time.


  “Need some help?”


  “Hi, Gretchen. Marianna. I’m almost done.” I raked away the last few traces of leaf litter and twigs and dragged the debris over to the wheelbarrow, then got down on my knees to pull up the flowering shoots and tough weeds. If anything it gave me reason to keep my eyes averted.


  “We haven’t seen you in a while over at the farm,” said Marianna.


  “I’ve had work to do,” I looked up and gave her one of my award-winning fake smiles before resuming my task. “I was planning on coming down in a few days,” I added.


  “Ivy’s father is gone,” said Gretchen.


  “Mr. Fielding,” I whispered.


  “She’s going to have a burial for him this afternoon. You’re invited.”


  I stopped digging and sighed, letting my hair fall down over my eyes while my head dropped. I felt Marianna’s hand on my back.


  “She’s not mad at you. But you should probably be there for her.”


  “I loved him too, you know. He was my best friend’s father. I grew up with the man. He was a good man; treated me well. Took care of me like one of his own. He was good friends with my dad, too. I saw him every day - about as much as my own dad. It wasn’t that I didn’t care. I just cared more about Ivy’s safety. Everyone’s safety.”


  “We know,” said Gretchen. “Everyone knows.”


  “I don’t know if it would be good for me to show up.”


  “Ivy wants you there,” urged Marianna. “Everyone wants you there.”


  “Not everyone.”


  “Cooper?”


  I looked up at Gretchen and nodded.


  “Don’t worry, he fights with everyone,” said Marianna. I shook my head and stood up.


  “No, this was different. I really pissed him off.”


  “What happened?” asked Gretchen.


  “I don’t want to talk about it.” I shrugged my shoulders and wiped away the filth on my hands along the length of my jeans. “All in all, I don’t think I should show my face over there for a few more days.”


  “Forget about Cooper and stop thinking about yourself.” I glared at Gretchen while Marianna shifted on her feet. “I don’t mean to sound harsh but it is what it is. Ivy wants you there and she’s the one who just lost her father for good. She needs you.”


  “And you can talk to Cooper while you’re there,” Marianna offered.


  “Not likely,” I muttered under my breath. “No, you’re right. I should be there for Ivy. I’ll be there in a couple hours.”
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  I wasn’t mad at Cooper. It was the exact opposite. He was mad at me and I felt guilty. I wanted to avoid him at all costs. I didn’t have the emotional energy to coddle him, beg for forgiveness or help him through his grief. I enjoyed being around him when there were no such obligations. Our relationship changed overnight and now a huge chasm marked the emotional gap neither one of us was willing to cross. Familiarity breeds contempt.


  I was never the first to apologize to anyone as stubborn as I was. Ritchie and Ivy were the only true exceptions. I imagined Cooper was much the same.


  I drove Cassie and Ronan over to Ivy’s farm and was promptly greeted by Solomon when I parked the car as if he had been waiting on my arrival.


  “Gretchen’s wrapping the body now. Hole’s been dug. We’ll be bringing him out any minute. You okay?”


  “I’m fine. Where’s Ivy?”


  “In her room, I suppose.”


  “Think it would be okay if…” I pointed to the front door.


  “I think that would be fine.”


  A few minutes later I was knocking softly on Ivy’s bedroom door. She opened the door and let me in without saying a word. The skin below her eyes was rubbed red-raw but she looked more relieved than anything. Her half-hearted smile told me she harbored no ill feelings - no resentment. Before she could say anything, I wrapped my arms around her.


  “I’m so sorry, Ivy.” The phrase had a thousand different meanings and I meant every single one.


  “Thank you.”


  “Are you alright?”


  “I am. I am now. Thanks for coming. I was worried you hated me.”


  “Me? No. I could never hate you. I was upset but I understand why you couldn’t…” I let my voice trail off and looked away, my eyes finding a picture of me and Ivy on an oversized armchair taken at some county fair.


  “Do you? Do you really?”


  “Of course I do. I was just shocked, that’s all. I never came across someone I knew as a homicidal, so I hadn’t dealt with it yet. I don’t think I could ever kill someone I know either.”


  “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”


  “It’s okay. But I want you to know that you don’t have to hide anything from me. You can tell me anything, Ivy. I’m the one you should be able to trust. And it’s still me, Ivy. I haven’t changed. It’s still me. I promise.”


  “I was scared.”


  “Don’t ever be scared of me. Please.”


  “Thanks for coming.”


  “Of course. I think they’re ready to bring him out. Are you ready?”


  I held Ivy’s hand as we walked behind the men carrying Mr. Fielding’s body. He was wrapped in several white sheets but patches of blackened pus and blood were beginning to slowly grow, radiating out from the armpit, groin and neck areas. They carried him on a makeshift stretcher of used boards nailed roughly together. Behind us were the rest of the people, somber and quiet.


  Cooper and Johnson stood waiting for us, both holding onto the shovels next to a freshly dug hole. I avoided eye contact. After Mr. Fielding was gently placed down into the hole, there was nothing but silence cut only by the cackling of passing crows. Ivy began to cry and I realized I was the only person besides Ivy who knew Mr. Fielding. Everyone else was simply there out of respect. I didn’t want to speak but regrettably knew it was the right thing to do. I cleared my throat and let go of Ronan’s hand to step forward.


  “Mr. Fielding - Tom - was like a second dad to me. He was a good man. A family man. A hard worker. A kind person. I’ll always remember the time when my parents couldn’t make it to this school play me and Ivy were in. Tom and Mary drove me there with Ivy. When I was done saying my two lines, Tom stood up and clapped and whistled for me, like I was his own daughter. I remember feeling a hundred feet tall when he did that. I remember another time when I got too drunk at a party when I was a teenager and I wanted to go home. I was terrified to call my parents, so I ended up calling Tom instead. It must have been around one in the morning but he was there in five minutes to get me. I remember him telling me how proud he was of me for calling someone. He never did tell my parents. He was very good to me. There was one year when my parents were struggling and Tom knew it. My dad was too proud to ask for help but he didn’t need to ask, not with Tom. I think I was eleven or twelve at the time. Tom came over with a bag filled with Ivy’s old clothes for me and asked if I wanted them. I remember he made it sound real casual so that Dad wouldn’t take offense. For that whole year Tom picked me up and drove me to school each day and every single day he gave me extra food for my lunch. Every day. Without fail. When I left town and went away to college, he wrote letters. He picked up the phone and called. Just to say hello. And he would always talk about Ivy. He loved his daughter. She was the best thing he ever grew, he used to say. I think Ivy was all he ever talked about, at least to me. I remember him always calling Ivy his moon. One time I asked why he referred to Ivy as his moon and he said it was because he thought of her as the moon and the stars in the sky. He said Ivy brightened the night and all of the dark places. He only had to think of his daughter whenever he was in a bad place, and everything would always be okay. That was Mr. Fielding if you didn’t know him. I’ll always have good memories of you, Mr. Fielding - Tom.”


  I stepped backward and took Ronan’s hand, feeling slightly embarrassed for such a pitiful eulogy. Ivy was still too choked up to say anything and so Brigham stepped forward.


  “I didn’t know Mr. Fielding. But I know that he raised an exceptionally kind young woman who has allowed all of us survivors to stay on her farm. That speaks volumes about a man - with the kind of person he raised. Thank you, Mr. Fielding, for allowing us to stay on your farm. Thank you for giving us your protection and shelter. Thank you for the kindness you instilled in your daughter.” He picked up a handful of dirt and tossed it down into the hollowed-out ground. After stepping back, a few other people repeated the custom.


  “I love you, Daddy,” Ivy blurted. “I’m sorry for letting you live those last few weeks in such a horrible way. But I just couldn’t bear to say goodbye. I don’t even know how to say it now that you’re gone. I don’t think I can yet. I love you so much.” Her arm shook uncontrollably as she reached for a handful of earth. She paused before the pit and in a fit of tears let her arm hang slack, releasing the pile of dirt by her feet. I put my arm over her shoulders and turned her around. We walked back together, arm in arm. Behind us, I could hear the first shovel full of dirt cascading over the pile of sheets and flesh.
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  I lay down with Ivy until she fell asleep before creeping softly downstairs where Marianna and Jayde were busy in the kitchen making dinner.


  “That was real nice,” Marianna said while opening several cans of stewed tomatoes. “What you said back there.”


  “Thanks. I wasn’t really prepared. I just said what came to mind.”


  “It was perfect,” said Jayde. “I heard Cooper’s wrath reared its ugly head with you. He isn’t the nice-guy-redneck after all, is he?”


  I was about to ask what she meant but the look on her face told me she had an agenda. I ignored her comment by changing the subject.


  “Do you guys need some help?”


  For the next hour, I helped prepare a meager dinner for twenty or so people. I kneaded the dough a couple dozen times and Jayde baked chunks of it into round medallions. Two huge stew pots were filled, one with canned beans and the other with tomatoes.


  I was bringing the warm food outside to the tables when I heard Tasha call out.


  “Car! Car!” She was at the end of the driveway, waving her hands. All voices were quieted and everyone became motionless as if they were turned to stone. I could hear the crunching of dirt underneath tires as an unseen car rolled slowly toward the driveway. Tasha waved her arms and the sound of the car’s audible movement ceased.


  “Get the sign, Tasha!” Solomon yelled.


  “Tasha ran over to the maple tree and picked up a large white sign leaning against it. She held it high above her head in the direction of the vehicle which we couldn’t even see yet. Tasha was the only one who had a visual.


  “What does it say?” I asked to anyone who was listening.


  “Does it matter?” Cooper answered. I whirled around to find him leaning against the house with a cigarette dangling from his lips - back from the graveyard shift. He lit his cigarette and blew a line of smoke in my direction. “Homicidals don’t hold no signs.”


  I left the porch without a response and put the two pots on the picnic table. The unseen car rumbled back to life. Tasha put the sign down and waved the car in. A giant, black Hummer appeared from behind the row of trees. Not a scratch on it. A recently polished gleam sparkled around its side doors. The window rolled down and Tasha stuck her head inside at which point several people in the group made their way over.


  “What’s going on?” Ivy asked from behind me. “I heard someone yell.”


  “It was Tasha. Look - someone’s here.” I turned around and took her hand. “How are you doing?”


  “Fine. I’ll be okay.”


  The car door opened and I whipped around to get a peak. Two men emerged from the monstrous vehicle.


  “C’mon. This is still your place. Let’s go meet whoever it is.”


  Solomon and Brigham were already by Tasha’s side, assessing the new strangers with their up and down glances.


  “I’d like you to meet Ivy Fielding,” Solomon said as we approached. “This is her place.” Without hesitation Ivy politely offered her hand.


  “Hi. I’m Ben and this is Leo.” He was tall and slim with a recent shave. His clothes looked brand new. He wore a pressed button-up shirt tucked neatly into his khakis. His dark hair was combed behind his ears as if he had been expecting to meet people that very evening. Leo was in stark contrast wearing a flannel shirt with cut-off sleeves and a baseball cap that read BEER AND BOOBS. Prickly stubble covered his chin and he held a can of beer in one hand in accordance with his hat.


  “It’s so nice to meet you,” Ivy replied. “We have a bunch of uninfected people here, trying to set up a community of survivors. You’re more than welcome to stay. Stay for at least a couple of days.”


  Ben looked at Leo who shrugged.


  “Well, sure. I mean, if you don’t mind.” His eyes were wide and a vein throbbed in the center of his neck.


  “Where were you headed?” I asked. “I’m sorry, my name is Carson.”


  “Actually, we weren’t. We were just driving. Trying to pick up radio signals. Neither one of us has anywhere to go now. We haven’t seen anyone else in four weeks at least. Only the crazy people.”


  I shook his hand. It was soft and delicate.


  “Are you hungry?” Brigham asked. “We just put dinner on.”


  “Are you sure that’s okay? I mean, we have our own food.”


  “We have plenty,” Ivy offered. “Please, follow me. Everyone’s going to be so excited to hear your stories. We all get excited when new people arrive.”


  We let the new guests sit at the table and eat. Leo didn’t say much but he seemed happy with the warm food and alcohol. Ben had been working as a legal defense lawyer for the indigent but only just got his first position at a state-run community agency when the pandemic hit. His parents were long gone and his only family consisted of a brother who had been living in Los Angeles. The last time they spoke which was right before the power went out, his brother had fallen ill. Ben hid in his apartment for two weeks and when he walked outside for the first time he flagged down the only moving car which happened to be driven by Leo. They had been roadies together ever since.


  “You said you were looking for radio signals,” Ivy prodded.


  “We figured there might be a government base with survivors or something, sending out airwaves. All we needed to do was find it.”


  “Did you ever have any problems?” I asked. “I mean, with the homicidals?” His pristine condition said no. I was curious to know how they got around it.


  “We came across a number of them, sure. But we stayed in the car. Ran them over, things like that. Leo’s the one that would leave and look for food. He’s the fighter.” Leo bobbed his head up and down over his plate.


  “So you just stayed in the car? For months?”


  “Well, no. I would get out every day. When it was safe. Just yesterday we crashed in some vacant house. Slept in a normal bed. I took some clean clothes and we found that brand new Hummer in the garage. Keys in the ignition. Full of fuel.”


  Well, that explains it.


  “I was wondering how you looked so clean,” I laughed.


  “So does everyone stay here, on this farm?”


  I let Solomon take the lead as he explained our plans to start a community, how we were getting homes up and running on autonomous power and what our goals were. We talked for hours until the sun began to fade. Ben and Leo looked surprised when the porch lights turned on. I liked seeing the hope in their eyes. The sounds of night were upon us when Marianna and I began the cleanup. Crickets and tree frogs sang their symphonies in the fields. A dog barked by the edge of the woods.


  I carried a stack of dirty plates up the porch stairs when something nagged at me.


  One dog barking, louder now. Closer.


  I grasped the railing with one hand, balancing the plates on the other, and stood still.


  Two dogs barking.


  I looked up to find Cooper leaning against the house. He held my stare and the corners of his mouth puckered while his shoulders tensed.


  More dogs barking. Many. Louder. Closer.


  The plates slid from my hands.


  


  


  Inferno


  “I need to hit the head,” Ritchie announced. “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere, sassy girl.” He kissed me quickly on the cheek and disappeared into the crowd of thirsty pub crawlers. Ritchie had been calling me ‘sassy girl’ for two weeks now that I could fit into my old clothes and show off my legs with short skirts. Reclaiming my body after pregnancy felt like a great conquest. The mirrors were happy, too.


  The band belted out a loud rendition of Smoke On The Water in a cramped corner of the pub and I swayed to the familiar tune from where I sat at the bar.


  “Carson?”


  “Brenton? I didn’t know you were going to be here tonight?” I looked behind me to check for Ritchie, nervous to be so close to a man who ignores social cues and boundaries. He worked with me at the office and it had become a constant struggle to keep out of his way. I couldn’t stand the man and tried to make my feelings obvious without creating friction at the office, but he continued his advancements. I don’t know if he was just persistent and used to getting his way or if he was too stupid to take the hint.


  “I saw your checkin post - online.”


  “My husband’s here,” I warned him.


  “I don’t see him.” He leaned in as if he was about to whisper some great secret but instead brushed away a lock of hair from my face, letting his finger slowly glide over my cheek. I pushed him back when his finger veered toward my neck.


  Seconds later Brenton’s face was planted on the bar with Ritchie pinning him down by his neck. A glass mug shattered on the floor next to them. The band continued to play their music and no one but the few people around us paid any attention. Ritchie whispered something into Brenton’s ear, squeezed his neck and then let him go. He was gone seconds later.


  “What did you say to him?”


  “Does it matter?”


  “No. Just curious. I have to work with him.”


  “I told him that if he ever touches you again or does anything to make you feel uncomfortable, I’ll find him, rip out his balls and stuff each one into his eye sockets.”


  “That’s sick, honey.”


  “You married me.”


  “I wonder if he’ll take the hint now?”


  “I don’t want you working there anymore.”


  


  “Everybody get inside now!” Cooper bellowed. He jumped off the porch and began grabbing people by the arms, pushing them toward the house. “Inside - get inside - everyone inside!”


  “Ronan?” I yelled. “Ronan, where are you? Marianna - Marianna! Where are Jeremy and Jonah?”


  “What’s going on?” she asked. “What is it? I don’t see any…”


  “Mom?” I whipped around at the sound of his voice.


  “Oh, thank God. Get inside, baby. Right now. All of you.”


  People were confused, looking around with questioning eyes. I saw Cooper speak briefly to Solomon and Brigham who in turn began ushering people toward the house.


  “What’s going on, Carson?” Marianna demanded for a second time.


  “I think a herd is coming. Do you hear the dogs? Some packs of dogs - oh, I’ll explain later. Get inside. Make sure my son stays with you.” She nodded and glanced fearfully around her, then put her arms around her boys and ran inside. Ronan followed quickly behind with the rest of the people.


  I ran to my car and dragged out my bag of gear. I opened the back door and used it for modest privacy while I quickly changed. Leather pants, Kevlar vest, long shirt, gloves, boots and my helmet. My double scabbards were already on my back when I heard the first dog enter the yard. When I slammed the door shut the large beast pounced on the hood of my car and snapped his jaws at me, barking furiously. His fur was caked with mud and other dark, viscous fluids. He didn’t jump at me or attack. He was simply pointing out my presence.


  “Kill it!” Cooper screamed.


  “Do you see any yet?” I yelled back. The deed was already done and the limp carcass rolled off the hood.


  “Not yet!”


  “Should I turn off these lights?” It was Solomon who asked. He was securing the front door of the house with his back facing me.


  “No,” I answered. “It’s too late for that. And we’ll need the lights to fight.” Brigham stood in the middle of the yard with a shotgun. I couldn’t see Cooper. Johnson and Tasha were ready, hiding behind two different cars. Several more dogs were almost there, barking as they crashed through the underbrush.


  “Get ready!” I screamed. “Cooper, where are you?” He didn’t answer. At that moment the dogs appeared followed by six armed homicidals. Fast ones.


  “Here they are,” one of them growled. “This is where they’ve been hiding.” I couldn’t lead them away from the house. It was too dark. I needed to fight them right there - in the yard. But I didn’t know how many of them there would be. Was it just these six? Or did more follow? Hundreds? Thousands?


  “I haven’t been hiding,” I said as I stepped into their midst. “I’ve been waiting for you.”


  I unsheathed my first sword and ran toward my group of assassins. Two fell to the ground after I rammed the tip of my sword into the chest of one and impaled the other directly behind him. I quickly kicked them off and pulled my blade free before turning to run. The other four gave a short chase as I led them away from Johnson and Tasha. One of them tried to extend his garden rake to make up the distance but it only scraped my back. Seeing my chance when the heavy part of the rake fell to the ground from his outstretched hand, I flipped around and ran him through. Dark blood spurted from his mouth and his arms dropped to his sides. He looked down in confusion at the sword protruding from his chest and wrapped his hands around the blade as if he was trying to figure out how to disengage himself. I unleashed my second sword while the first was still embedded in the homicidal’s chest and struck downward with the edge of the blade facing the ground as if I was wielding an axe. In that motion I managed to mutilate, but not fully remove, the arm of my next attacker who was about to smash me with what looked like a railroad spike. I kicked the dying homicidal off my sword and finished the maimed one with a clean slice lengthwise down his abdomen. I watched as he fell to his knees and briefly tried to collect his spilled innards with his one working hand before collapsing. The other two were brought down by blasts from a gun and when they fell I saw Cooper standing breathless behind them.


  “I ran ‘round to try and find the back of the pack,” he said. “It’s not a big herd. Maybe ten more. Slower ones comin’.”


  “Shit, I can’t hear anything.”


  “Johnson,” Cooper yelled. “Take care o’ those dogs.” Several shots later there was silence.


  “Is it over?” The voice came from the picnic table.


  “Who the fuck is that?” Cooper asked.


  “Ben?” I shouted. “Ben, is that you?” He crawled out from underneath the table.


  “Yeah, it’s me.”


  “Why didn’t you go inside?” I asked.


  “I don’t know. I - I panicked.”


  “Fucking dumbass,” Cooper muttered.


  “What’s going on?” asked Solomon.


  “About ten more or so on the way,” I replied. “Slow ones”


  A shriek erupted from the tree line and three homicidals stepped into the yard. Five more emerged behind them. Cooper, Solomon and Johnson stood side-by-side and took aim. Minutes later the homicidals rested together in a giant heap on the lawn.


  “Think that was it?” asked Solomon.


  “There might be a few more behind them,” said Cooper. “Everyone should stay inside until morning. Carson and I will stay out tonight. Keep watch.”


  “Is it always like this?” asked Ben.


  “No, son,” said Brigham. “It isn’t. But it happens from time to time. Can someone tell me what the heck happened with the dogs?”


  “I’ve seen dogs with packs of homicidals before,” I explained. “It looks like they created a hunting party together. The dogs lead them to the uninfected and feed off the fresh kill. It’s how they survive. Like they formed a symbiotic relationship or something. When I heard the dogs barking, I thought it could be one of those hunting parties.”


  “What the heck is that there boy doing?” asked Cooper and pointed to Ben who had walked toward, and was now bent over, one of the dead homicidals.


  “I don’t know,” I said. “Let’s get the bodies cleared and then you guys go in the house. Like Cooper said, we’ll stay out tonight. We can handle it.” Out of the corner of my eye I saw something rise behind Ben who was still hunched over one of the bodies. I pushed Cooper aside and ran to him.


  “Ben, move! Ben!” Ben looked up at me from his bent over position. The wounded homicidal behind him lifted an axe to strike but broke his stealth with a gurgling scream. Ben turned around and crouched, covering his face with his arm to deflect the blow. With Ben on the ground I had the room to strike. I threw a small dagger from my belt and it landed firmly into the homicidal’s chest, distracting him from his task. It allowed me just enough time to get there and finish the job with my sword. I jumped on Ben’s back, using him as a springboard with one foot while the other kicked forward, catching the homicidal directly under the chin. He landed flat on his back while I landed practically on top of him, straddling the vile disease bearer with my knees on either side. With both hands wrapped around the hilt of my sword, I pushed it downward, through his heart, and kept it there until his eyes glazed over in the familiar, unfocused recognition of death.


  “Jesus,” I breathed. “Are you alright?” I took off my helmet and reached out my hand. Ben didn’t respond but accepted my hand and I pulled him up. “Are you alright?” I repeated.


  “Fine - I’m okay - thanks.”


  “Sorry about stepping on you.”


  “What the hell were ya doin’?” asked Cooper as he stomped over. “What were ya doing, seriously? Inspectin’ them?”


  “I don’t know. I was curious I guess.”


  “Curious? What the hell is wrong with you, boy? It’s a dead homicidal.”


  “Relax, Cooper,” said Tasha. “C’mon. Let’s get you inside.”


  “Oh - okay. Do you need some help, I mean cleaning up?” he asked me. His frightened eyes hadn’t left my face since I removed the helmet.


  “She don’t need none o’ yer help,” Cooper growled. “She don’t need nutin’ from you. We’ll take care o’ this. Christ, you could’a gotten her killed.” I stared at Cooper, wondering where this sudden bout of protection - or was it possession - came from. He clenched his fists and stomped away.


  “I’m sorry - I…”


  “It’s okay,” said Solomon. “That’s Cooper. You’ll get used to him.”


  Tasha took Ben’s hand and led him to the house. For the next hour the rest of us gathered the bodies and limbs and pulled them into the field across the road. They would be burned the next day. Solomon, Johnson and Brigham eventually made their way inside. Cooper and I remained outside but didn’t talk for the rest of evening. I leaned against the maple tree to watch the road while Cooper kept watch from the porch. A few hours after sunrise, Solomon found me nodding off.


  “A bunch of us are going to scour the woods and check for any meandering homicidals. Why don’t you go home and get some sleep. Cassie’s going to stay here for the day.” I nodded in consent and went to gather Ronan.
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  Ronan woke me up in the early afternoon to let me know that someone was at the door. I stumbled down the stairs. Whoever had been knocking now appeared to be kicking the door. It was jumping on its hinges at every thump.


  “Hold on,” I yelled. I didn’t need to ask who it was. I already knew.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked Cooper.


  “Is Ben here?”


  “No. Why would he be here? He doesn’t know where I live.”


  “Why didn’t you answer the door?” he huffed.


  “I was still sleeping. What’s wrong?”


  “Ben - took off in the Hummer - didn’t tell no one. Left his friend behind.”


  “He didn’t come here.”


  “He was askin’ about you.”


  “Asking what?” I asked. I was still confused. My mind struggled to recapture the night before and I rubbed my eyes, hiding them from the bright light. An involuntary yawn escaped. “Excuse me.”


  Cooper put his hands on his hips and cocked his head. “Do you ever take anything seriously?”


  “Everything,” I replied in a flat tone. “Contrary to what you think of me. I’m still waking, Cooper. I’m a little confused. What did he ask about me?”


  Cooper shook his head and walked off the porch, jumped into his truck and squealed out of the driveway. I decided to get dressed and head back over to Ivy’s farm. I couldn’t let this ‘whatever it was’ continue with Cooper.
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  It was a scorching hot day. I packed a cooler filled with water bottles and some snacks for Ronan and headed over to Ivy’s farm with the camper this time. The Hummer was in the driveway when I pulled up. Remnants of a funeral pyre smoldered in the field behind me.


  “Carson!” Ivy called to me. “I never got a chance to say goodbye to you. They said you were okay, but I wanted to thank you, again. For last night. And for what you said for my Dad.”


  “I’m fine.” I kissed her on the cheek. “Is everything okay here?”


  “Everything’s fine.”


  “Are you okay?” She nodded. “Cooper woke me up earlier. He said the new guy, Ben, was missing.”


  “Oh yeah, he’s fine. Just went for a drive or something.”


  “Where’s Cooper?”


  “I think he’s sleeping. In his tent.”


  “Hot enough for you?” I said, changing the subject. “Oh my God, I think I’m melting.”


  “I’m glad you brought the R.V. Stay over tonight.”


  “I can do that. Did you need me for something?”


  “Just for me. I want to have you here for a little while.”


  I put my arm around her and we walked to the house where Brigham called me over to the porch. He showed me the long-range sets of walkie-talkies that Johnson had managed to pilfer from a popular hiking outfitter. They had already been tested. I put one of the devices and a plug-in base in the R.V. to take home. Solomon took me out into the field behind the home later on to show me the beginning stages of a communications tower they were building. Something to send out signals. One of the men on the farm by the name of Grisham was an engineer who specialized in communications. He was the one working on it when we got there. He didn’t know if he would be able to get it working but was doing his best.


  The sun was beginning to set when we got back to the house. Jayde and Cassie had a fire burning in the stone pit behind Ivy’s house and a number of people carried folding chairs over.


  “How about a little relaxation time for you?” Ivy suggested. “You’ve had a rough few days.”


  “Please - I’m fine, Ivy. You’re the one who should be taking it easy.”


  “The boys are upstairs in the house,” Marianna said with a smile as we approached. “Want a drink?”


  “Just water for now. I can’t get enough.”


  “Are you hungry?” asked Ivy.


  “Not, really. No appetite.”


  As night fell the temperature began to cool. Most everyone sat around the fire pit and casual conversations popped up. They were in good spirits even with last night’s events. I sat next to Ivy and together we reminisced about our childhood and days long gone.


  I took a few minutes away from the gathering to put Ronan to bed in the camper. When I returned, Ben and his friend had joined the circle as well as Cooper. I marched straight up to Cooper and gently grabbed his arm.


  “Everything alright?” I asked. I said it softly and leaned in close to his ear. I wanted to show him tenderness, in case that was all he needed to show the same. He turned his head slightly and looked at me through the corner of his eyes. He inched closer and then pulled away.


  “It’s fine,” he grumbled. He walked away and took a distant seat on an old stump, isolating himself from most of the people. I sat back down in the floppy chair next to Ivy and sighed.


  “Carson? I wanted to thank you, for last night.” Ben had snuck up beside me and unfolded a chair.


  “No problem. Someone said you disappeared today.”


  “Got a little excited. Went to scope out some houses in the area.”


  “Bring someone next time.”


  “Oh. Okay. Sure. So where did you learn to use swords?” He pointed to the sheathed swords which lay by the side of my feet. I brought them everywhere - usually.


  “My neighbor trained me on them, but only for a little while. I never learned how to use a gun. Swords work for me and they’re quiet. They don’t attract attention like guns.”


  “That was pretty intense.”


  “I suppose. So tell me a little bit about being a lawyer. Did you have any big cases?”


  “Nothing high-profile. It was mostly small things, DUIs - theft - drug possession. But I liked doing it. Someone has to protect people who can’t afford expensive attorneys and a lot of the time people are setup or wrongly accused. I mean, don’t get me wrong - most of them aren’t. Most of them are guilty. But some aren’t and they just don’t have anyone to turn to. And the guilty ones face punishments which are way too severe in most cases, especially for the younger ones. Jail time can completely ruin the life for a young man. It can destroy it. I’ve seen it happen. Our incarcerated population is a crime in itself.”


  “It doesn’t exist anymore.”


  “Yeah,” he said and blinked a few times, tilting his head back with a look of sudden epiphany. “I keep forgetting. I guess I was pretty passionate about it.”


  “I think you still are!” I laughed.


  “Everyone has a right to a fair trial but so many of them never get that right because they don’t have someone to guide them through the process. Instead they just get screwed by a system where the odds are always stacked against them.”


  “You’re still talking in present-tense.”


  “I wonder what happened to all of those people in jail when the virus hit,” Ben continued while sitting back in his chair. He casually leaned over, picked a stick up from the ground and tossed it in the fire after a brief examination. “I wonder if they were given a chance to survive, if the gates were opened for them. But probably not. It happened so fast. I can’t help but think of the ones who died from starvation, locked away in their cells.”


  “It’s probably best not to think about it.” The thought had me cringing alongside him. “Maybe you can be the one to start a new judicial system based on your ideals. Think about the future. You have the chance to make a big impact on a small society.”


  “Hey, do you want something to drink?” He handed me a bottle of hard iced-tea. I wondered if it had spoiled but took a swill anyhow. The first sip was sweet and I thanked him. He picked up his chair and scooted over a few inches, closer to me. I looked up at him and then looked across the fire to where Cooper sat. His eyes were intensely focused on Ben but he caught my eyes when I faced him.


  “Are you cold? Do you want my jacket? The temperature just dropped twenty-five degrees or something.” He took off his light jacket and draped it over my shoulders.


  Ivy had gone silent and leaned back in her chair with a bemused look upon her face. Solomon and Brigham both studied Cooper who was now leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, twirling a knife around and around between his fingers. I couldn’t stop throwing quick peeks in Cooper’s direction. I didn’t want him to think that I was encouraging Ben’s attention and I didn’t know why I suddenly became so concerned about what he thought either. I wasn’t sure if the hatred in his eyes was for me or Ben.


  “Actually, I can’t stay,” I said loudly. “I don’t want to leave my son alone this late at night. I can’t hear him if he calls me. Thanks for this but I have to get back to my camper. G’night guys.” I handed Ben his jacket and the bottle. Cooper was already on his feet.


  “No problem. Hey - I’ll walk you back.” He stood up.


  “No thanks,” I almost shouted. “I’m fine. See you tomorrow, Ivy.”


  “It’s no problem. Let me walk you.”


  “She said no,” Cooper yelled. He was already in front of Ben, blocking his path. Cooper reached out and roughly pushed him with both hands. “What’s your problem, man?”


  “No - nothing,” Ben stuttered. “I just thought she shouldn’t be alone?”


  “If you haven’t noticed she can take care of herself. What the hell were you gonna do? Protect her with your almighty powers of cowerin’?” The circle had gone silent. Everyone took note of Cooper’s reaction, shifting awkwardly in their chairs. People pretended to look away except for Jayde who wore a menacing scowl aimed in my direction.


  “Cooper!” I whispered. Instead of tugging at his arm I lightly touched the inside of his hand with one finger and brought down my thumb on the other side. The gentle squeeze got him to step back from Ben. I turned around and began the walk back to my camper. Cooper’s footsteps were behind me. When we were far enough away I slowed down until he was by my side.


  “Can you talk to me? I have no idea what’s going on with you.”


  “That guy. He jus’ pisses me off. That’s all.”


  “I don’t want there to be animosity between us, Cooper. I really don’t. Before the other day, I really enjoyed your company.”


  “Now you don’t?”


  “I just want it to go back to the way it was. You were pissed at me for leaving the door open when I saw that horse. Understandably.”


  “That was different.”


  “And you’re mad again but I don’t know why.”


  “You don’t know why? You can’t figure that out, Carson?”


  “No. If you just tell me what the fuck I did…”


  “You didn’t do nothing. It’s not you, it’s - why the hell are ya so infuriatin’?” he screamed.


  “Calm down,” I said as we reached the camper. “Just come inside - talk to me. Just talk - you don’t need to yell.” I took his hand but he pulled away from me. He kicked the tire of my camper and walked away.


  “I don’t wanna talk!” he screamed and disappeared into the darkness.


  “Cooper?” I yelled after him. There was no reply.


  


  


  In The Way


  The email came to me from Molly Jesowitch, an acquaintance of mine from the office. She was the central voice of daily gossip and telling her anything was like broadcasting your secrets on national airwaves. She loved to be at the center of it all. I limited my discussions with her to the weather after confusing her with a decent person to confide in when we first met. That mistake only happened once. As much as I refrained from giving her any details about my personal life afterward, she continued to pester me.


  I reread the email five times, looking for something I missed. Each time I read it, that one line stood apart from the rest of the note. My eyes made it bold and underlined with exclamation points at the end although there were none. But I heard her voice attached to it, emphasizing that one sentence with her squeaky, presumptuous voice.


  The email was to let me know that Brenton confided in her about his incident with Ritchie at the bar, that she would hold it in the strictest of confidence (which is probably why everyone else in the office already knew) and that she was available if I ever needed to talk. As curious as I was to know about Brenton’s versions of events, it wasn’t enough to compel me into taking Molly up on her offer.


  And then she said it in her postscript. There’s nothing more infuriating than someone who presumes to know what is going on. Her insinuation couldn’t have been further from the truth.


  


  “P.S. If you step out of his control, you’ll break the circle.”


  


  The next morning Ivy jumped into my camper with a packed bag and together we drove with Cassie and Ronan back to my place. She planned to stay with me for a few nights and I didn’t object. I welcomed her self-invitation wholeheartedly.


  After the morning garden watering, Ivy and I sat with Cassie on the front porch and watched Ronan play in the sprinkler. He danced in between the lines of water, acting out his childish play and vanquishing the past few months in turn. Everything Ronan did in youthful wonderment had a magical way of temporarily erasing bad memories - at least for a little while.


  “What’s in this stuff?” Cassie asked after making a sour face.


  “This is Carson’s infamous Lemonade Miracle,” answered Ivy. “Don’t ask what’s in it. Just keep drinking.”


  “Just give her a few minutes,” I suggested. “She can handle it. She’ll climb the hurdle.”


  “Such a beautiful day,” Ivy said as she leaned back in the cushioned wicker chair.


  “Doesn’t it seem like nothing is wrong?” I asked. “You would never know the apocalypse came and went if you were standing on my back porch.”


  “But it did,” said Cassie. She wasn’t one to speak on serious topics but the intimacy of our group probably made it easier. “It happened. And now there’s hardly anyone left.”


  “I think there are probably a lot of people left,” I countered. “I mean look at us here. A small town in the middle of nowhere, yet somehow we managed to find one another and accumulate a good-sized gathering. It wasn’t by accident but if you consider how few people would manage to roam through these parts, you have to admit that a number of survivors are out there.” I watched Cassie think about it hard and then nod her head.


  “I guess you’re right. There must be others.”


  “Of course there are others.” Ivy agreed while swatting Cassie on the leg at the same time. “That’s why Grisham and the others are trying to build that communications tower.”


  “But why don’t they use a tower that’s already been built? There are plenty, aren’t there?”


  “They would have - if there were any around. We’re in the middle of nowhere. There are no radio towers, only cell phone towers - and those are useless.”


  “How’s Johnson doing, Cassie?” I asked out of curiosity.


  “He’s fine.”


  “Just fine?” Ivy prodded.


  “What are you asking?”


  “I think she wants the details,” I said. “It’s a little obvious.” Cassie bowed her head.


  “Obvious, huh?”


  “Not that it’s a bad thing,” Ivy added cheerfully.


  “Of course it’s not a bad thing,” Cassie breathed. “It’s a good thing, a normal thing. I don’t know how many people are left and I don’t know if any of them will be like Johnson. But I’ll tell you this - Johnson is my friend. I trust him. If something happens, Johnson is going to be the one looking out for me. I know he always goes off to do his own thing and sometimes he’s with you, Carson. But when it comes down to it, it’s me he’s protecting.”


  I did know it. They were always together, side-by-side. But I rarely saw them speaking. I never saw them hold hands or even so much as look each other in the eyes. Their only connection was distance, or a lack thereof.


  “You don’t have to be defensive, Cassie,” I said. “If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s your prerogative. We just wanted to know about it. You know - your relationship.”


  “She already knows our relationship,” Cassie said while motioning in Ivy’s direction.


  “I really don’t.” Ivy said, leaning forward in her chair. “But I want to. Only if you’re okay talking about it.” She smiled at Cassie innocently in an effort to soften her emotional walls.


  “Yes, you do,” Cassie persisted. “I like Johnson. Johnson likes me. It’s normal.”


  “Of course it’s normal, Cassie,” I said. “Why wouldn’t it be?”


  “You might think that we’re hooking up just because no one else is left.”


  “No - I…”


  “But that’s not it. Johnson and I mix. I can’t describe it better than that - we just mix. And I don’t think there’s anything wrong with being with someone who makes you feel good after the world’s gone to shit. Everyone’s doing it. But I got lucky. I found someone who makes me feel comfortable. I found someone who makes me feel good. Even if the world didn’t go to shit, I would be with him.”


  “You are lucky,” I said. “I am happy for you. No one is being judgmental here. If anything, we’re a little jealous. No one should be alone. You’re lucky to have someone.”


  “What she said is right, you know,” Ivy said with a mischievous wink in my direction.


  “About?” I asked.


  “People needing to make connections, not wanting to be alone,” Ivy explained.


  “Absolutely.”


  “Like with Solomon and Gretchen.” Ivy glanced at Cassie who hid her head between her knees.


  “No way,” I said in disbelief.


  “Do you see?” said Cassie as she lifted her head back up. “It’s normal. Solomon may be grieving for his Dottie, but he finds solace in Gretchen. She keeps him warm at night. They hold each other. They comfort each other. And nothing is wrong with that. After all they’ve been through - they need it. They deserve it.”


  “I agree Cassie. Completely. I just didn’t expect Solomon - Gretchen. I guess I can see it.”


  “We all need to feel it,” she said. “We all need to feel not alone.”


  “On that note,” Ivy broke in. “What’s up with Cooper?”


  “I never know.”


  “Whatever,” said Cassie.


  “No, seriously. Nothing. Absolutely nothing.”


  “Liar,” Ivy scorned. “Everyone saw what happened last night. Explain that?”


  “I can’t. I don’t know. I really don’t. We’re fine one minute, he hates me the next. But when we’re good together, we’re really good. Not like you and Johnson; we’re not intimate or anything. I don’t even know if you can call it a friendship. More like a partnership. We don’t annoy each other. Usually.”


  “You fit together,” Cassie said, in a way which was beyond her years.


  “I suppose we fit together. But only because of the circumstances and only on his good days.”


  “He doesn’t like Ben too much,” Ivy interjected.


  “Obviously. Did you see the way that guy was acting last night? Did he seem a little eager?”


  “He had an instant hard-on for you,” Ivy laughed. “Why can’t we get any young guys here that have the same affliction for me?”


  “Um - Grisham?” Cassie suggested.


  “Really?” I said more than asked, raising one eyebrow at Ivy.


  “Yep. He’s been after her since the day he arrived,” Cassie explained.


  “Ivy?”


  “I guess. But he’s not my type.”


  “No one is ever your type.” I looked at Cassie to explain. “She could meet a thousand guys and not one would be good enough for her unless he could name every single character in every Star Trek episode, both old and new, that ever existed.”


  “Girl’s got to have her standards,” Ivy said as she stood up. “I need some more juice.”
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  We found a field of blossoming strawberry patches and blueberry bushes lining the river that ran just behind Ivy’s farm. I packed several of my mother’s wicker baskets and met Marianna, Jayde, Gretchen and Ivy by the river’s edge where Ivy and I used to go to fly fishing. I brought Ronan and gave him a basket. Marianna brought her two boys as well.


  “Just keep in my line-of-sight,” I called to Ronan. “If you hear anything strange - anything at all - drop your basket and run to me. Yell. And don’t look behind you.” He promised to heed my warnings and did a good job of staying close to me.


  By the time I had picked my third basket, I realized I had strayed far from the river’s edge. I had been following the line of succulent strawberries and each step had brought me further away. I didn’t realize how far I had wandered until I stood up to prod my aching back.


  “Carson!”


  I whirled around to find Jayde standing behind me.


  “Hi, Jayde.”


  “It looks like I must have followed you way out here. But I wasn’t following you, of course. Just those delicious strawberries.”


  “Of course.”


  “But since you’re out here, I’ve been meaning to talk to you.”


  “What about?”


  “About you. And Cooper. And Ben.”


  I massaged the lower portion of my back before bending back down to resume my picking. I let out a few exasperated groans and sighs before continuing on, failing to give her any response.


  “It’s just that I don’t think you should waste your time on someone like Cooper.” I froze where I was, in mid-grasp of a succulent red berry. “Not when someone like Ben is here.”


  I bounced up from my crouching position behind the bushes and stared at her. Not just at her, but through her - straight at her audacity. This wasn’t a coincidence. She wasn’t trying to be a gal-pal. I could spot an agenda from a mile away.


  “That’s really none of your business, is it?”


  “I know that you and Cooper have spent time together.”


  “What’s your point?” I hissed. “We’re friends. I’m sorry but I don’t like people sticking their noses in my business especially when it’s out of left field.” I picked up my baskets and walked past Jayde, jolting her shoulder as I inched past.


  “I’m not trying to be nosy. Stop. Would you just stop for one second?”


  “Fine, Jayde. What?” I snapped around and walked up to her leaving an inch between my nose and hers. She took a fumbling step backwards and put her basket down without looking away from my eyes.


  “Think about it. Cooper - he’s a loud-mouth. He yells, he screams. He calls people names and walks away. He’s never nice and he’ll turn on you in a second. He’s just plain mean. Ben - he likes you. He doesn’t care who knows. He’s made it obvious that he’s curious about you. I know you’ve only known him for a few days but give the guy a chance. He’s sweet. Sweeter than Cooper will ever be.”


  “Are you trying to tell me who I should be involved with?”


  “What’s going on with you and Cooper?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Nothing?” Jayde’s thin lips instantly pursed together and her eyes stretched open. It was a momentary reflection of insanity. She definitely wasn’t right in the head.


  “Jayde, nothing has to be going on.” She looked at me with quizzical brows and I was about to turn but my stubbornness kept me still. “Cooper and I are friends. We like each other. We understand each other. And we like being next to each other. We have our issues. Who doesn’t? We’ve both lost. We both have grief. But we don’t burden each other with it and that’s what we need. There’s no love. There’s no romance. It’s just us and we find it comforting. Is that it? Is that what you wanted to know?”


  “He’s not going to give you what you need.”


  “Don’t presume to tell me what I need - or want.”


  “He doesn’t care about you, Carson. And he never will. Cooper doesn’t care about anyone but himself. Ben is the one you should consider being with.”


  “I’m not considering being with anyone. Where do you get off telling me who I should be with? Jesus! I don’t want to be with anyone, Jayde! How - the fuck - ridiculous are you? Do I come across as someone who is desperate to clamor onto a man or something? And answer me this, why the hell do you care? Why do you care about me or Cooper?”


  “I don’t care about Cooper.” She looked away from me, down and left. She was lying.


  “This is about Cooper, isn’t it? Or is this about you?” She didn’t reply. “Whatever. It’s been four months, Jayde. Four months, that’s it. Four months since I lost my Ritchie.”


  “And no one is going to look down at your for being with Ben.”


  “I don’t want to be with Ben, Jayde.” I almost laughed in her face. The way she was trying to manipulate the conversation was hilarious, especially since I didn’t fully understand her motives. “I’m not sure why you’re trying to push him so hard. But I know that wanting to be with someone is normal. It’s good. And all that - fucking whatever. But you can’t come out here and tell me who to be with! What the hell is wrong with you?”


  “So you do want to be with Cooper?”


  I threw my arms in the air and moaned in disgust.


  “Yes, Jayde. Alright? I don’t know if you’re nosy or jealous,” I sneered. “I’m not interested in Ben. Cooper is the only man I feel comfortable with. He’s the only man I want near me. He’s the only one I want near my kid. I trust him more than anyone else on this farm. Got it? And yes, if I was going to be with someone, it would be Cooper.” I was yelling but I wanted to be running. Jayde revered me with a vicious gleam in her eye. “That pisses you off, doesn’t it? And it pisses you off that he tolerates me too, doesn’t it?”


  “He doesn’t anymore if you haven’t noticed.”


  My hands clenched and I gritted my teeth. I wanted to tell her off but I didn’t. I didn’t want her to find the insecurity in my voice so I turned by back on her. I picked up my buckets and ran back to the river. A brief smell of nicotine and tar reached my nose and I turned around to locate Jayde, but she wasn’t there anymore.


  


  


  Giving In


  The silence between us was deafening. I couldn’t stand the awkwardness. I couldn’t bear the deep sighs either as he sat across the room from me. Ritchie was only ten feet away but emotionally, he wasn’t even in the room. I finally got up and escaped to the bedroom to read for a while. An easy way out. Good fiction could make me forget anything.


  Halfway through the book the bedroom door opened. I didn’t put my book down and instead rolled over with it curled up in my arms. I was distracted by the sounds of him getting undressed before the bed jostled when he slid under the covers. I braced myself and cringed, waiting for another sigh. Instead I felt his hands lightly grasp my waist. He pulled me into him and kissed the back of my neck.


  “I don’t want to fight,” he whispered.


  “Neither do I.”


  “Then why are we?”


  “We’re not,” I said as I placed the book down and rolled over to face him. “We’re ignoring each other.”


  “Why?”


  “Because we’re emotionally stunted.”


  “Are you saying we’re childish?” His slight, contagious smile made my own appear.


  “Stubborn - is more like it.”


  Ritchie leaned over and kissed me on the lips, parting them with his tongue. He dotted kisses from the corner of my mouth, down along my line of my jaw all the way to my neck.


  “What were we fighting about?” he asked between kisses.


  “I have - have no idea.”


  


  “What’s wrong?” Ivy asked.


  “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “What happened?” she asked again.


  “I just want to go home,” I answered.


  I carried the baskets of blue and red berries into the trailer, making three trips. Ronan was off playing hide-and-go-seek with his friends between the cars in our makeshift grass parking lot. Cassie was already in the camper, lying down for a nap in the back bedroom.


  “Ronan! Come on, we’re leaving!”


  “Would you talk to me?”


  “Do I look that upset?” I asked. I held my breath to hide my affliction, but I knew Ivy could read my eyes. There was nothing I could keep from her. She put her hand on my shoulder and the other on my cheek.


  “Carson. Let it go. Whatever it is. Let it go.” I bit my lip and a nervous laugh managed to find its way free.


  “You’re not supposed to be the strong one.”


  “I’m strong now.”


  “I’m not supposed to be the weak one.”


  “You’re not weak. Let it go. Let him go.”


  “I can’t,” I sobbed. “He’s still here. In my mind. In my memories. Every time I look at Ronan.”


  “Let him go,” she whispered. “He can still be with you, on his own terms. Let him go.” For a second, I wondered who she meant.


  “I need to go home.”


  “Carson?” It was a familiar voice, but an unwanted one. I wiped my face and turned around to face him.


  “Hi, Ben.”


  “I’m sorry,” he said as he explored my eyes. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”


  “Carson - I need to run, honey. Making jam with the girls in the kitchen.” I nodded warily and Ivy was gone, leaving me defenseless. Ronan still wasn’t answering although I could hear his boyish cries and laughter echoing in the near distance.


  “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine,” I assured him. “Just about to leave. Ronan! We’re leaving now!”


  “I just wanted to apologize, for the other night.”


  “For what?”


  “I didn’t realize that you and Cooper were - are - I mean…”


  “We’re not.”


  “You’re not? But then why did he act that way?”


  “He’s just Cooper. He doesn’t know you. He was being protective, or something. Or he just doesn’t like you.” I tried to look away, but there was nothing to look at. I didn’t want to be there but I couldn’t go in the camper without Ronan. Ben stepped slowly toward me with his head down; his long dark locks dropped in front of his face.


  “I’m sorry if I made you feel uncomfortable. I didn’t mean to.”


  “You didn’t.”


  “It was just strange, you know? For me to meet someone like you - in all of this. I don’t know. I can’t explain it. I was - I feel drawn to you.”


  “Drawn? To me?”


  “I don’t mean that in a weird way.” He stopped short a few inches from me and leaned against the trailer. “You just fascinate me. I hadn’t seen anyone in so long and suddenly there were all these people and you - and you saved my life.”


  “You would have done the same.”


  “I want to know about you. That’s all.”


  “Why?” It sounded ruder than I meant.


  “I’m sorry if I was a little too eager the other night. Honestly, I was just curious. I still am.”


  “There’s nothing to tell, Ben. I’ve been through a lot. I lost my husband but I don’t want to talk about it. As a general rule of thumb, don’t ask people about their stories or what they’ve gone through. Most of us don’t like talking about it. At least, I don’t. Maybe others do, I don’t know.”


  “Do you ever want someone to talk to?” he said while looking up at the sky. I followed his line of sight to the patterns of clouds hovering above us in the afternoon sky. Sometimes I did want to talk. But only to someone I felt comfortable with. Someone who didn’t push me. Someone who didn’t interrogate me so that I was free to say what I wanted and say as much or as little as I needed without feeling scrutinized.


  “I’m sorry,” I sighed. “Do you want to talk about something that happened, Ben?”


  “Nice deflection.”


  “Wasn’t it?” I smiled. He smiled back at me. I didn’t know what else to say.


  “Mom, I’m here!”


  “Thank you, honey. Get inside, please.” Ronan jumped up the steps and the camper shook with his energy.


  “Wait,” Ben said when I silently turned my back on him.


  “I have to go.”


  “One minute.”


  “For what?”


  “I’m not trying to get in your pants, if that’s what you’re worried about.” He chuckled by himself and nervously ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m just looking for a friend.” I moved my eyes upward from where they had been defiantly locked onto his shirt emblem and finally met his eyes. They were clean, honest. “It’s been pretty lonely for a long time.”


  “Weren’t you with that guy the whole time? Your friend, the one you showed up with?”


  “Leo,” he laughed. “What a character. Actually, no. More of a non-character.”


  “He doesn’t say much, does he?”


  “Imagine three months of that. In a car. With no one else. Not even a radio.”


  “I see your point,” I groaned and Ben tilted his head back to laugh.


  “Finally seeing people - I don’t know. I’m a little too eager and I want to know about everyone. I feel a little crazy or something. Definitely not right in the head. So if I do anything stupid again, just let me know.”


  “I think that’s normal,” I countered. “Isolation can turn you into a whack job.”


  “What’s the remedy?”


  “You found it.”


  “You?” He inched closer in a comical way.


  “I meant all of us. Nice try.”


  I grinned playfully and Ben lightly touched my arm. I flinched but that didn’t stop his fingers from moving down to my wrist and then to my hand which he cupped in his own. The hairs rose on my arms at his light touch. I had let down my guard and he took advantage. A blast from Cooper’s truck horn caused me to jerk my hand away.


  Cooper hung his arm out the window and leaned out slightly, staring in our direction. I stopped and waited for him to come charging. But he didn’t. Even from the distance I could tell he was looking at me, not Ben. I couldn’t distinguish the look but his dead stare and clenched jaw reminded me of pain or disgust. Maybe both. Cooper revved the engine several times before slamming the accelerator, racing out of my view. Within a few seconds, he was gone.


  He left. He saw Ben. He saw him touch me. And he left.


  Jayde was right.


  I took a deep breath and stumbled backwards. I brought my hand up to my face and pinched the bridge of my nose.


  “Are you alright?”


  “Fine,” I responded. “I’m fine.”


  “Listen, I don’t know what’s going on with you and that guy but it doesn’t look too good.”


  “Don’t,” I warned.


  “Maybe you shouldn’t be alone,” he suggested.


  “Cassie’s in the camper,” I said. “I have Cassie. And my son. I’m not alone.”


  “Okay,” he conceded. “But you should try me out sometime. I’m a good listener.”


  I knew he was trying to be kind but his words fell on deaf ears. They were muffled by Jayde’s voice. He doesn’t care about you.


  “Thanks. I have to go.” My smile from only moments ago was replaced with a morbid frown. Ben looked awkwardly at me and put his hands in his pockets. I turned and jumped into the camper, eager to get home. I needed to have a few minutes to myself. More like several hours and a few bottles of wine.


  As I started down the driveway, Cassie made her way up to the captain’s chair and took a seat next to me, mumbling something inaudible. She stretched her arms backwards and cracked her neck. From my peripheral vision, I saw her look at me, probably when she realized I wasn’t speaking. I didn’t bother to cover up my tears. I didn’t even know why I was so upset.


  “You okay?”


  “Nothing a good drunken stupor can’t fix.”


  “I hear that,” she agreed. “I always miss shit when I take a nap.”


  “You didn’t miss much.”


  “Evidently.”


  A few minutes later I was pulling into my own driveway and my heart thumped when I saw his truck. I calmly put the car into park and sat back in my seat, staring at the man who leaned against the truck, smoking a cigarette and looking straight at me. I wondered if he could see my face through the tinted glass. Cassie looked from Cooper to me and back at him again.


  The three of us stepped from the R.V. and Ronan ran to Cooper. Ronan tried to pull his hand but Cooper held his ground.


  “Hold on a sec’, kid,” he said softly.


  A strange silence separated the three of us, broken only by Ronan’s playful banter. Cooper said nothing. He stood there as if he was waiting for someone to say something of importance. I didn’t know what to say.


  Cassie watched me intently for a few seconds longer. “You know,” she finally said. “I left something at Ivy’s house. Completely forgot.”


  “What?” I asked.


  “She had a few boxes of clothes for me. I kind of wanted to go through them. I could really use some new clothes. I thought I was going to have time but then I fell asleep. I’ve been so tired lately.”


  “You should eat more,” I said. Innocuous comments to break the tension were my specialty.


  “I think I’ll take your other car over there, if that’s alright. Why don’t I take Ronan? He can spend the rest of the day with his friends?” Ronan seemed to like this idea and I nodded my head. Five minutes later they were both gone.


  “Can we talk?” Cooper asked. He looked defensive with his head hanging low and his arms folded across his chest.


  “Help me bring the baskets inside?”


  It was only one trip between the two of us. You can only pick so many baskets of tiny berries. We stood in the kitchen together at opposite ends.


  “What’s wrong?” he finally asked.


  “Nothing. Just someone - just a bad day.” He grunted and only bobbed his head, flicking glances at me from his downturned face as he leaned against the table with his hand. His mouth was slightly open as if he was trying to formulate something to say. I wondered what was going through his head and why he was there. “Want a drink?”


  “Sure.”


  I pulled a bottle of scotch down from the cabinet behind me along with two crystal cocktail glasses. I poured each one halfway full and turned around to walk his over, but he was already there and I almost dropped the glass when I bumped into him.


  “It’s not true, ya know,” he said as he took the glass from my hands, swilling half of it in one gulp. He wouldn’t look me in the eye although he stood inches from me.


  “What’s not?”


  “What she said. It’s not true. I do care about you.”


  I felt my stomach hit the floor and held onto the counter to steady myself.


  “You were there? You heard?”


  “I have issues, Carson. Ya know that.”


  “How much did you hear?”


  “All of it,” Cooper sighed. I took a deep breath and downed my drink. “Don’t be mad. I wasn’t spying. I was jus’ there. Takin’ a leak. I thought ya knew I was there. I heard my name, so naturally I stood still and listened. You would’ve, too.”


  “I’m sorry. Jayde - that bitch…”


  “She is a bitch. And it’s not true what she said. I do care about you. I care about you and Ronan, and most of the fucking people on this farm, way more than I care about myself. She doesn’t know a goddamn thing ‘bout me. But I know ‘bout her.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I don’t wanna talk about her.”


  “Why are you here?”


  “’Cause of what you said and ‘cause I saw you. I saw you and Ben. I saw him holding your hand. I wanted to get out of my truck and punch him in the face. But I didn’t ‘cause of what you said to Jayde.”


  My muscles tensed and I felt my cheeks redden. He wasn’t supposed to hear any of that. It wasn’t fair. It made me vulnerable. I hated to feel that way.


  “I know I’m not the easiest person to deal with. I don’t do things right. Not no more. My mind is so fucked up, sometimes I’m not even sure what’s real - if this is real. But I know that the only time it feels real is when I’m ‘round you. Like I have a purpose. Like there’s a reason why I’m still here. I haven’t been able to say nothin’ ‘cause I don’t wanna fuck up what we have. The only time I don’t feel this intense pain and rage is when I’m around you or yer son. For jus’ a little while, whenever I’m with you, I forget. And the pain goes away.


  “And then Ben - he comes along and can say whatever the fuck he wants to say. He can say what I wanna say and act the way I wanna act. I got scared. I’m gonna lose you ‘cause I’m too slow - ‘cause I’m too afraid. ‘Cause I liked things the way they were. ‘Cause I was content jus’ to be next to you. Fuck. And here’s this guy who can jus’ walk right up to you and start talkin’ to you the day after ya meet. It pissed me off. I wanna tear his face off.


  “I’ve been afraid to tell you - scared to tell you - like a fuckin’ pussy. I don’t wanna look like that guy - like a coward - like I can’t even fuckin’ talk to a girl. But it isn’t just any girl. It’s you and only you. Sometimes I only wanna be near you because it’s the only thing that makes me feel better and when I am, I can’t even look at you because I get too nervous.


  “And then there’s what you’ve been through. Who you lost. And then there’s me. Who I’ve lost. How I feel when I’m around you doesn’t make no sense. I like being alone but I like being with you better. I feel normal when I’m with you. I’m afraid he’s gonna change that. It’s makin’ me so fuckin’ mad.”


  “He’s not going to change anything,” I whisper, barely able to contain myself. This was the most I’ve ever heard Cooper speak in days. Even if it was disjointed, it was perfect.


  “He’ll try.”


  “He can try all he wants. That won’t change anything. He doesn’t connect with me like you do.” Cooper looked at me hopefully. “It doesn’t matter what he does. I don’t feel comfortable around him. I feel comfortable around you. It feels like you’ve known me my whole life even when we don’t talk about anything.”


  “I’m an asshole.”


  “You’re complicated.”


  “That was hard for me. To tell you that.”


  “I know.”


  “I don’t wanna lose you. When I get pissed off and walk away, it’s not you I’m walkin’ away from. I’m tryin’ to control myself so that I don’t take it out on you and say somethin’ stupid. And I know you’re not mine. I jus’ don’t wanna lose what we have. I don’t even know why - I don’t understand why I feel this way. Not after…”


  “To feel not alone. Because I make you feel comfortable. Safe to be around.”


  “Yeah, like that.”


  “Me too.” I reached out and took the glass from his hands and placed it on the counter. I kept my eyes locked with his as I took his hand in mine, lightly rubbing the inside of his hand. His eyes widened at my touch. “I only feel comfortable around you, though. I thought you knew that.”


  “I didn’t wanna presume. Not after what you’ve been through. I didn’t wanna push.”


  “That’s why I like being around you. You don’t push. You make me feel at ease. Not many people do.”


  “You let Ben touch you.”


  “I’m sorry. He didn’t exactly ask for permission.” I hesitated, but only for a moment before deciding to put myself completely ‘out there’, just as he had. “He doesn’t make me feel the way I feel every single time I see you. No one does. He’s not the one I want next to me all of the time.” I felt Cooper tremble for a moment and his hand squeezed my fingers. He brought his other hand up to my face and touched my cheek with the tips of his fingers. I inhaled and took several short breaths before our lips met.


  He kissed me gently at first and I felt his tongue graze the tip of my tongue. I moaned lightly with an exhale and grasped his shoulders to pull him closer. He stopped and pulled away, looking at me through half-closed eyes. He put his hands around my waist and moved me back against the counter before pushing himself against me. His mouth was on me again with the sudden ferocity of lust and desire and need. I lifted his shirt over his head and he picked me up, placing me on top of the counter. He moved my legs apart and thrust himself between them and then pulled me closer to him so that I was almost falling off the counter. I could feel him through his thick jeans and I cried out while his tongue moved down my neck. He bit my skin and pushed against me over and over. I grasped his hair with one hand while the other glided down his back and then to his hip, holding the bare skin above his pants while he moved, guiding him. His tongue brushed the point of my breast after he roughly pulled my shirt down and my body convulsed.


  “Take me to the bedroom,” I begged.


  Cooper picked me up and I wrapped my legs around him. He carried me to the first floor guest room and threw me on the bed. He jumped on top of me, pushing me up to the headboard. His hands ripped my shirt over my head and then reached behind me to find the hooks on my bra. In seconds, it was on the floor and Cooper had me in his mouth. I couldn’t stand it anymore and my hands traced the rim of his pants. He lifted up just enough so that I could try to work his belt buckle and when I was successful I slid his pants down, using my feet to push them the rest of the way to his ankles. He finally stood up and brusquely removed his jeans. Before he came down to me, he pulled my shorts away from my body, almost lifting me off the bed entirely. He was back on top of me, his tongue plunging deep into my mouth and the only thing that separated us was the flimsy material of our underwear. I could feel all of him as he teased me with his thrusts and I moved into him until my body could take no more. I clawed at his briefs and he cried out as I pulled them away and took him in my hand.


  He took me because I let him. He took me because I allowed it. He took me the way he normally takes: with force, with strength and with confident determination. His lack of emotional courage was replaced by fervent need. We both took, we both gave and we both released.


  I never heard the footsteps on the porch or saw the shadow peering into the windows. But I heard the car back out of the driveway. I was out of breath, resting on Cooper’s chest when the sound of crunching gravel filled the room.


  “Who’s that?” he asked.


  “I honestly don’t know.” I darted to the window to see if I could catch a glimpse of our visitor. A black Hummer was pulling out of the driveway.


  


  


  Secrets


  “Why do you always reverse the conversation when I ask you about certain things? Anytime I ask you about your college days, you throw me a wall.”


  “No, I don’t,” I retorted.


  “Yes, you do. Instead of answering, you ask questions about my college days. Every. Single. Time.”


  “Sorry,” I said while trying to dab away the pink ice cream droplet that landed on my lap. Ritchie was holding a cup of chocolate in his hand, spoon-feeding Ronan in his restaurant high chair. Ronan’s mouth was open like a baby bird, waiting for his next mouth full of frozen sweetness. “Unintentional.”


  “Okay,” he sighed. “After we’ve been together this long, you’re suddenly going to pretend that I don’t know you any better? Did my IQ just drop?” I laughed and almost spit out my ice cream. I brought my hand up to wipe away the pink dribble. “Classy, hon.”


  “I don’t know,” I conceded. “College wasn’t my best time. I don’t like talking about it. I want to forget those two years.”


  “It couldn’t have been all bad.”


  “Most of it. I was more than happy to give it up for you, remember? Anyway, aren’t I allowed to keep my secrets?”


  “I didn’t realize there were secrets involved,” he said as he looked me over curiously. I kept a straight face to hide the sudden anxiety that filled me. “Yeah, of course you are,” he finally answered. “I have some of my own.” I knew he did. We all did. But there was one in particular I kept buried deeper than the rest.


  The memory of it was connected tightly to the two years I buried in the back of my mind. I could hide it, bundle it up between the years of textbooks and classes, but those times would always be resurrected by some memory or mention of a familiar name. And each accidental thought of that time immediately led to the thought of the other. The thing I didn’t want to think about. If I could only keep it a secret from myself, the way I so easily did from others, my life would feel a lot less scarred.


  


  We didn’t say much after. We didn’t need to. We laid next to each other for hours and said what we needed to say wordlessly through touch. We gave tenderness as we held each other. We expressed love in the way we kissed and understanding in the way we lightly caressed the other with our fingertips. We helped each other through pain when we held on tight for just a moment or two, and squeezed, until the nightmare passed and the shudder was over. We did this for hours after making love, until we heard Cassie pull up.


  “Thank you,” I said as we quickly got dressed.


  “You make it sound like it was a favor.”


  “That’s not what I meant.” I opened the door but Cooper leaned in and closed it shut with one arm high on the door. He hovered over me as if he was about to kiss me one last time, but stopped an inch from my cheek.


  “I don’t wanna share you.” Aggressiveness peered out from behind his eyes.


  “I never suggested that you would.”


  “I’m jus’ sayin’ that I get it. I know we’re not a couple. We never could be. At least, not in any sense of the word. But I still don’t wanna share you. With anyone.”


  I shook my head and lifted my hand to his face.


  “It’s only you,” I reminded him. “You don’t have to worry. I don’t want you to worry. I don’t want to be another concern for you - another problem.”


  “You’re a bit more than a concern.” He bit his lip and turned away from me, lightly tapping a clenched fist against the door. “Ben was here earlier. He’s not gonna stop.”


  “I don’t think he’ll be trying anymore.” That didn’t seem to soothe Cooper enough. “I’ll tell him.” He snapped his face at me and looked me up and down. He sighed once and then nodded, pushing himself away from the door so I could open it.


  Cassie and Ronan walked into the foyer just as we were walking out of the bedroom. I quickly closed the door behind me to hide the disheveled sheets but our appearances were probably just as shabby. Cassie smirked once and slipped into the kitchen. There was no point in trying to keep this a secret.


  For a brief moment I wondered how we would handle this in public. I wondered if he would let his touch linger on me for a bit too long when I was at Ivy’s, or if he would gently kiss my cheek as I left. But that would make our relationship too close, too formal. Everyone would find out, of course. You can’t hide anything from a group that small. But keeping it low-key was best. If we made it a public affair, it would turn it into something else, something controlled by our own community. We would be labeled. Neither of us wanted that. At least, I didn’t think Cooper did. My house would be our safe zone. We could keep matters private there.


  Standing on the front porch, I lightly pulled his arm. “I don’t mind if you come over here, Cooper, whenever you want. I wouldn’t even mind it if you stayed here. You don’t have to stay with me, in my room, you could have the guest room. It might be better than staying in the tent. But, I wouldn’t mind if you stayed in my room either.” I smiled playfully at my last hint.


  Cooper relaxed and held back a smile while his lips curled at the edges. I showed him where the outside key was hidden in case my door was locked, which it always was, and he left without another word. Cassie was waiting for me at the kitchen table when I went back inside.


  “Get some clothes?” I asked right away.


  “Yup. Johnson found something interesting.”


  “Oh yeah? What’s that?”


  “In one of the houses he raided yesterday he found a flyer taped to the refrigerator and it caught his attention. It was a flyer for a prepper store.”


  “A what?”


  “A prepper store. A store that sells giant tubs of all kinds of food with ten to twenty-year shelf lives, in case of an apocalypse or economic breakdown or something like that.”


  “Was there an address?”


  “Yup. Pretty far away in Roanoke.”


  “Virginia,” I said.


  “Brigham thinks it’s a bad idea but Solomon wants you to call him on the two-way.”


  “Is he thinking about sending a party?”


  “Present company included.”


  “I figured. Me and Cooper, I assume.”


  “And Johnson and Tasha. It would be an overnight trip, maybe even three days. I can take care of Ronan.”


  “If we did that, I’d want you to stay at Ivy’s house with Ronan. Not here, by yourself.”


  “No problem.”


  “Man, I want to take another nap,” Cassie said while stretching her arms above her.


  “Are you feeling okay?”


  “Fine. Just tired lately.”


  I called Solomon an hour later and he informed me that the idea was already passed by Cooper. We would leave the following morning and bring my camper and Johnson’s truck.
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  I arrived at Ivy’s house the next morning with Cassie and a very solemn Ronan.


  “Mom, I don’t want you to go,” he said as he stepped out of the camper.


  “Oh, baby. I’ll be right back.”


  “You’re going to be gone for too long. Please, Mommy, don’t go.” His face wrinkled and his mouth puckered before opening into a wail. He shook as the tears came and I wrapped him in my arms.


  “Sweetheart, it’s just this one time. You know Mommy can take care of herself, baby. I would never let anything happen to me. Do you know why?” I pushed him back and wiped away his tears with my thumb. He shook his head and sniffed a few times. “Because I am your mother. I am the mother of Ronan and I will never give up. I would never leave you. An army couldn’t hold me back from my son. I promise you. Do you trust me?” He nodded yes but his face still held onto the fear of impending separation. I picked him up and sat down at the picnic table with him on my lap and rocked him back and forth.


  “Hey, big guy.” Ben sat down next to us at the table. Aside from him, no one else was in the yard. They were still sleeping away the morning or doing chores in the back. I looked around for Cooper but couldn’t find him. “Hey, did you hear?”


  “What?” sobbed Ronan.


  “I heard that Brigham made a real, live tree fort yesterday. He only just finished it after you left. The boys have already seen it. They’re having breakfast inside now and then they are going to play king of the castle in the fort after. Are you going to play with them?” Ronan looked up at me with wide eyes.


  “Can I, Mommy?”


  “Of course you can. As long as someone goes with you. Why don’t you go inside and find Jeremy and Jonah.” He kissed me on the cheek and scampered inside to find his friends.


  “Thanks, Ben.”


  “No problem. I felt bad.”


  “I saw you leaving my house yesterday.”


  “Yeah,” he sighed. “Sorry about that.”


  “Don’t be,” I said. “But listen, Cooper and I - we’re trying to keep things private. Do you know what I mean?”


  “I think so. I mean, I do. I just don’t understand it.”


  “You don’t have to,” I replied.


  “I know. But I still wouldn’t mind having a friend. Can you understand that?”


  “Sure,” I laughed.


  The screen door banged shut and we both looked up to Cooper standing on the front porch. He leaned against the railing with a shotgun slung around his back and his jaw jutting out. His eyes could have placed a bull’s eye on Ben’s head.


  “Have - uh - be safe on your trip,” Ben stuttered. He stood up and walked away with his hands in his pockets and I made my way to the porch.


  I could see Cooper’s chest rising and falling when I reached him. I stopped with my hand on the door and spoke without looking at him.


  “He knows,” I assured him. He quickly looked away and I made my way inside.
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  After packing weapons, some extra food and clothing, I sought out Ronan to say goodbye one last time. I never actually said the word. I never would. But I held him tight and kissed the top of his head several times before tickling his grip away. I didn’t want him to see me cry and I turned away from him.


  “If anything happens,” I began.


  “I know,” Ivy said.


  “You keep him safe.”


  “I’ll treat him as my own.”


  “Don’t let him forget me.”


  “I won’t have to,” she sighed. “You’ll be back.”


  I nodded and threw my arms around Ivy. I made the hug quick and simple so that no one would suspect a mild breakdown. The last thing I needed was a lack of confidence from my new peers. Without turning around, I jumped into my R.V. Cooper already had the camper started, sitting in the driver’s seat. I sat down next to him without questioning his decision to captain.


  Ronan wasn’t the only one upset. The fear of leaving Ronan motherless had hit me that morning. When we were on the road together, he was always with me. Whenever I raided, he was close by in the camper. And now that we were at the farm, I never left him for more than a half-day. This would be the longest separation for us since the Demon Virus began its reign of horror. I was scared. Not only for myself, but thinking about all of the other nightmarish possibilities such as an attack on the farm while we were away.


  It wasn’t until an hour later when Cooper broke the silence. We were on the highway. Johnson and Tasha were behind us in his truck.


  “We’ll be alright, Carson. You’ll be back home soon. Ronan is gonna be fine.”


  I lifted my head from the window and smiled at him. “I know,” I said. “Thanks.”


  “You didn’t have to go, ya know.”


  “I know that, too.”


  “I didn’t mean what I said the other day, when I was mad. You’re a good mom. Ronan’s lucky.” His voice was different. More secure. More comfortable. He meant it.


  A few hours later we came across two tents in the median strip and Cooper slowed down. Black smoke drizzled upward from the embers in a crude fire pit but the camp was deserted. Cooper jumped out to look around with Johnson and after ten minutes we were on our way again.


  “Whoever they are, they probably went on a raid or something. They might be there on our way back.”


  “I hope not,” I said. “That didn’t look like the safest area to camp out.”


  “I left them a note. Said we would back this way in a day or two.”


  “Good thinking.”


  We drove through the day and made it to Roanoke just after night fall. We found a quiet road to settle on just outside the city limits and remained vigilant for an hour after parking. When we were confident that we avoided detection from any lurking homicidals, we ate a small dinner and mapped out our plans to find the warehouse in the morning. Johnson and Tasha slept on the pull-out bunks in the main living area of the camper. Cooper slept in the captain’s seat with his feet up on the passenger chair, a gun in his hands. I closed the door to the back bedroom and drifted off into sleep soon after.


  I never heard the door open but felt his hands encircle my waist. I opened my eyes but couldn’t see him; it was still dark. He pulled me close and I lifted my arm around him, placing my head on his shoulder.


  “Is this alright?” he whispered.


  “More than,” I answered. I raised my head and felt his lips against mine - soft, methodical, meaningful. My body ached for him but I pushed it back. He held me for the rest of the night with his cheek nestled against the top of my head.


  When I woke the bed was cold and empty but his voice carried through the thin walls of the R.V. I slipped into my warrior clothes and walked out into the cabin as Tasha and Johnson were eating breakfast. In another half-hour we were on our way again.


  We found a map of Roanoke at a gas station and found the warehouse in less than an hour. It was on the other side of town, just on the outskirts. The old brick building sat alone which made it easy to circle. There was one loading bay in the back and we parked in front of it. The overhead door was locked from the inside so we made our way to the front of the building which we also found to be locked. Johnson broke a low side window with a rock and we all crawled inside.


  “Let’s make this as quick as possible,” Cooper mumbled.


  “There’s a grocery store across the street,” I said.


  “I know,” said Tasha. “That was the first thing I saw. I’ll stay up front and watch through the window.” We all glanced through the front office window at the super-sized threat across the road for a few seconds. No movement.


  Cooper led us down the back hallway and through a marked exit door. Unexpected brightness lit up the hall when he opened it. The room was enormous. Its walls were painted bright white and the top extended for three stories with giant windows on all side. The exposed cathedral roof was supported by old wooden beams stretching across the room. Stacks of white, sealed buckets and canisters lifted from the ground almost to the third floor, stored on layer after layer of shelving.


  “Oh my God,” said Johnson. “I thought it might have been cleaned out. It looks like no one was ever here.”


  “They died too quickly,” said Cooper. “No one had a chance to prepare. No one had a chance to panic or loot.”


  “Even with the camper and the truck,” I noticed, “there’s no way we can carry it all.”


  “Nope,” agreed Cooper. “But we know where it is. We can make another trip.”


  I ran to the loading bay door to check for padlocks but it opened easily when I lifted the hinge. The canisters of food were labeled and we took several bins of each variety as well as boxes of prepackaged meals and freeze-dried food, stacking as much as we could in the camper and truck. We each took turns at the window as a short reprieve from the heavy lifting and by noon we were finished.


  “Well, that was easier than expected,” said Tasha as we stood in front of the R.V.


  “Maybe most of them are gone - dead,” said Johnson.


  “I think a lot of them are,” I said. “But we can’t let down our guard. We know they move in herds. We don’t know why, we don’t know where. I always see them moving in the same direction. East. They’re always moving east.” It was the first time I verbalized my mental note.


  “East,” repeated Cooper.


  “At least the ones I remember coming across. We might not see any here, but I think every day a lone straggler might join a passing herd. And those herds keep getting bigger and bigger. Some of them could be, anyhow.”


  Cooper furrowed his eyebrows and leaned against the trailer. “Why haven’t you said this until now?”


  “I dunno. I thought it was kind of obvious. I’m sure the herds are probably thinning out. They’re dying. They have to be. But sometimes I worry that some of them aren’t. They just keep going. Getting larger and larger. Stronger.”


  “We should get going,” said Tasha; her smile had faded.


  “We’ll drive until we get there,” said Cooper as he opened the door. “Straight through ‘til dawn.”


  Cooper and I weren’t as silent on our way home. I talked about my homicidal theory and the fear that some of the infected hosts were stronger than the rest. Maybe the virus had mutated. Maybe it found a way to live without killing its host. Maybe they were only fears. I had no reason to suspect it. Only fear it. It was my own personal nightmare vetting itself: never being able to live without fear for my son’s life.


  From there we talked about the people on Ivy’s farm and the new houses that were finished. Marianna and her two boys found a spacious ranch in walking distance to Ivy’s farm. Solomon and Gretchen stayed together in a modern colonial up the street right off the main road. Brigham and two of the elderly were content in an updated bungalow, although it was a little further away. Two more homes were being worked on which were found by the town reservoir closer to my house.


  Maybe it was because I felt more comfortable with him. Maybe it was because I desired him. Maybe it was because every so often I would feel him steal glances in my direction and my body would heat up. Whatever it was, I wanted to know more about him and I broke our silent agreement.


  “Where did you live, before this?”


  “Arab, Alabama.”


  “How did you come across Ivy’s farm?” I prodded. He turned his head to me and bit his thumbnail. “You don’t have to talk about this if you don’t want.”


  “No, it’s okay,” he sighed. “After I lost Cameron, I drank for a damn week straight, jus’ waitin’ to die. My boy was gone fast. I assumed I’d be next. I waited for it. I wished for it. I wanted to die. I woke up a week later and realized it wasn’t gonna happen. I was alone, on the floor of this abandoned bar by route 65 in Alabama somewheres. Bottles were all around me. I don’t remember none how I got there. I don’t remember much after I lost Cam.” He wiped his eye and turned away.


  “I’m so sorry about your son, Cooper. So sorry.” I traced my fingers along the knuckles of his hand, over his wrist and up his arm. I wasn’t going to trivialize his pain by saying I knew how it felt because I didn’t. I still had Ronan. Losing a husband was different than losing a child. There was nothing I could say that would be substantial enough to ward off that kind of pain.


  “Yeah. Thanks. Anyway, that was when I was first attacked. I never heard nothing on the news about the homicidals. I was long gone in a drunken stupor by then. Some guy came into the bar and attacked me. To make a long story short I killed him and then ran. For a while there I thought I was gonna go to jail but it didn’t take long to realize that no one was on the road but me. I thought I was the only one left except for these killers for a while. I thought it was the rapture or something and I was too much of an asshole to be saved. I got on 65 and went north. Then I took some exit and drove through the country for a while. Marianna flagged me down. It wasn’t until then when I even found out what was going on - with the homicidals. It wasn’t the rapture but it sure was the apocalypse.”


  “Or purgatory. Why did you decide to stay?”


  “I wanted answers. I didn’t know where else to get them. And I didn’t have anywhere else to go.”


  “No parents? Siblings?”


  “Nah,” he shook his head. “My dad died when I was a kid and the state took custody of me. No clue who my mom was. I left the state home when I was eighteen and it was just me until Cameron. His mother walked out on us when he was only six weeks old. She was never a thought in my mind.”


  “She sounds like an awful person.”


  “She was. Hope the bitch got axed by a homicidal.” Cooper laughed over at me and quickly shook the smile away. “Sorry.”


  “Don’t be.”


  “We never really had any kind of relationship - me and Cam’s mom. We never got married. I never had a relationship with no one, I guess. I never saw how one worked since I never really had parents. I could never figure them out - relationships with women. That’s why I’m always doin’ and saying the wrong things. The only relationship that was real was with my son. My boy.”


  “You don’t have to explain yourself there,” I said with a smile as I leaned my head back against the rest. “I’m not exactly the easiest to get along with myself.”


  “I think you are. Sometimes I don’t know how to deal with it, with the way I feel so easy around you. Sometimes I want to push you away or fuck it up ‘cause that’s the only thing I know how to do. And sometimes I’m just an asshole. But other times, I really like it. It’s the first time I’ve ever liked it.” He scratched nervously at his neck and cleared his throat.


  “And sometimes you say things that are so perfect, I want to wrap my arms around you.”


  “Really?” He snapped his head in my direction a few times. With his left arm propped up on the windowsill, he rested his head on his hand and looked at me with his mouth slightly open. He cast his gaze downward slightly, as if in contemplation. He sighed a few times before turning back to the road.


  “Really. When you want to be, and only when you want to be, you can be the most emotionally honest person I know, and the least presumptive person I’ve ever met.”


  “I have no idea what that means.”


  “It’s good. But just so you know, at other times you’re the exact opposite. A complete one-eighty.”


  “In other words, an asshole?”


  “Not my words,” I giggled.


  I woke up after dozing off in the chair when Cooper slowed down and shook me awake.


  “Hey, hey, hey.”


  “What? What is it?”


  “Look.”


  Small flashes of lights were moving back and forth across the darkened road in the distance. It was ten o’clock already and the night was pitch-black.


  “What is it?”


  “I don’t know.”


  We edged slowly toward the lights. There were two of them, moving side-by-side. As we got closer I could make out the faint outlines of two bodies. They were holding flashlights, flagging us down. I suddenly remembered the camp we passed the day before.


  “What do ya think?” he asked.


  “I think they’re survivors. Let’s go talk to them.”


  “Johnson?” Cooper said into the walkie-talkie.


  “What’s going on?” he replied.


  “People. Two men. Rifles. Pull up next to me and keep your lights on. Keep your pistol in your pants, so they can see it.”


  Cooper left the R.V. running with the lights on and we stepped outside and entered the lit space in front of the cars. The men were dressed similarly in camouflage. Both were tall, large and muscular with square jaws and crew cuts.


  “Hey,” said one of the men. He had a reddish tint to his chin and a bulbous nose. “Are you the ones who left us a note?”


  “We did,” said Cooper. “Is it jus’ you two?”


  “Just us two. I’m Willie. This is Anand.” He motioned to his friend with dark skin and thick lips.


  “Are you guys military?” Johnson asked.


  “Us? No. Not at all. Just keeping safe.”


  “You’re not too safe staying on the road, in tents,” I thought out loud.


  “We wouldn’t still be here if it wasn’t for that note,” said Willie. “We waited for you. And now, I’m glad we did.” Willie’s mouth cocked open and his tongue prodded the inside of his cheek as he looked me up and down.


  “You - blondie,” said Anand as he lifted his head in Tasha’s direction. “How old are you?”


  “What the fuck?” spit Cooper.


  “What?” yelled Willie. His smirk changed into a straight face.


  “Tasha, get in the car,” Cooper ordered. Tasha stumbled backwards a few steps before turning to lunge for the passenger side door. Anand’s eyes didn’t leave her for one second. He was smiling with his head bent down, looking up through possessed eyes.


  “Aw, come on. We just want to have a little fun. It looks like there’s enough to go around to me.” Willie brazenly stepped toward me. Cooper pushed me behind him and drew his gun. Johnson did the same. Both men froze but they didn’t reach for their weapons nor did they put their hands up. “You selfish sons-of-bitches.”


  “We’re done here. Get in the car, Carson.”


  “We’ll remember this.”


  “You follow us, I’ll fuckin’ kill ya.”


  “You can’t hide them forever.”


  “Jesus Christ. Get in the fuckin’ car Carson!” Cooper screamed. But I was frozen. My eyes were fixed on Willie’s face. He had that look. I knew that look. I knew that hunger. I felt the bruise on my neck that faded years ago but still hurt. “Carson!”


  I snapped out of it and stole away into the R.V., instinctively taking the driver’s seat. When Cooper was inside, I slowly drove away. He remained just inside the open door, keeping his gun trained on the men. Johnson pulled behind us and we veered away; the darkness swallowed their figures in my side-view mirror.


  “What the hell was that?” Johnson squawked on the two-way.


  “Just keep lookin’ behind ya. If ya see any lights, tell me.”


  


  


  Death Penalty


  “So, you’re completely against the death penalty, no matter the crime?”


  “Yup,” I answered.


  “What about serial killers?”


  “Rotting in jail forever without a chance of parole is way worse than death. Don’t you think?”


  “No. What about cop killers?” It was obvious this was about to turn into one of our long, uneventful debates where neither one of us would concede but Ritchie would do his best to demonstrate his intellectual superiority. I was up for it - decided and steadfast. Our playful bickering was one of my favorite pastimes. It made me feel like we were one of those cute old couples who would yell at each other while holding hands.


  “Life.”


  “Child killers?”


  “I don’t believe in the death penalty at all. For any reason. I think it’s barbaric.”


  “Barbaric? Okay, so what if someone molested and murdered Ronan.”


  “Oh my God, don’t say that.”


  “It’s hypothetical. Humor me. What if someone did something that horrible to our son and we knew who the killer was for sure.”


  “Okay. Well, I know what I would do. But that’s why we have the judicial system. So people won’t run around, acting on emotion and dealing out revenge deaths. I mean if you leave the punishment in the hands of the victim’s family, you might as well stick the accused in the middle of an arena and hand the family stones. Old testament style.”


  “What would you do?”


  “If someone hurt Ronan? I would definitely go to jail for a very long time.”


  “You don’t believe there is any allowable reason for the death penalty, but you would kill someone yourself?”


  “Anyone would want to do it if their kid was killed. They would at least think about it. It would be a normal emotional response.”


  “What about rape?”


  “What about it?”


  “You might feel different about the death penalty if you’d ever been raped.” I caught my breath and felt my throat swell with sudden dryness. I tried to say something but it was garbled and cut short. “Carson?” I averted my telling eyes to the sweaty hands in my lap and fidgeted with them to hide the trembling. “Oh my God.” Ritchie stood up. “Baby,” he said while giving me that look. I hated that look. “Carson. Car-” But I was already gone.


  


  We pulled into Ivy’s yard just before two in the morning. Cooper left to find out who was pulling watch that night and came back a half-hour later. Johnson and Tasha had already gone into the house to get some sleep.


  “Who’s on tonight?” I asked. I sat on the edge of the bed with my head in my hands, weary from the late hour.


  “Brigham. I want you to stay here for tonight.”


  “I was planning on it. Ronan’s here, in the house.”


  “I should keep watch tonight too, in case the old fool falls asleep.”


  “No!” I shouted and raised my head. “No.” I took his hand. “Please,” I whispered. Cooper squinted at me and shifted his eyes. He nodded once and put his rifle down.


  When he lay on the bed, I nuzzled my head on his bare chest and he wrapped his strong arms around me. An accidental stream of tears leaked onto his skin. He squeezed me hard for a few seconds and then lightly rubbed my arm.


  “I would never let it happen,” he whispered. I bit my lip to stop myself from crying and covered my face with my hands, bringing up my knees to my chest. I never said anything, but he knew. He never asked, he just knew and gave me what I needed. That’s the reason I wept.


  “Cooper, I’m really happy you’re here.” It didn’t sound like much, but for me it was monumental.


  Cooper took in a sudden breath of air, as if he was shocked at my admittance, and his head shifted downward while his fingers pulled my chin up. He brushed the hair from my face and softly kissed me. He was about to pull away when I rolled on top of him. I kissed him hard and felt him rise beneath me. His fingers clawed at my back when my mouth and tongue moved down his neck. Each time he tried to sit up, I pushed him down and moved my mouth along his neck, then down his chest. His strength broke through mine and he flipped me on my back, crawling on top of me.


  He made love to me passionately, slowly. He looked straight into my eyes when he pushed into me and kept them there. His hands were locked tightly in my hair, his eyes set on mine, and every so often he would plunge down into a deep kiss. I begged for more of him with each thrust and with each kiss, until at last we collapsed together with arms and legs intertwined.
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  “Mom!” Ronan screamed. “Mom!” He jumped into my bed and landed flat on top of me.


  “Good morning, baby.” I kissed his head with my eyes still closed and wondered what time it was.


  “What happened last night?”


  “Nothing, why?”


  “Cuz Cooper’s in the house talking to Solomon about something that happened. They made me leave.”


  “I see. Nothing big happened. We just came across some men who weren’t too nice.” I opened my eyes to find his bright blue eyes staring back at me. His nose was against my nose and his mouth was open in a wide grin. I couldn’t help but laugh. “We found the warehouse. Did you see all of the boxes and bins?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “I missed you.”


  “I missed you too, Mommy. I’m glad you’re home.”


  “Okay, babe.” I lightly slapped the side of his arm a few times. “Mama needs to get up. Let me up, please.”


  Fifteen minutes later I was in Ivy’s house. Cooper was leaning up against the wall in the living room. Solomon, Brigham, Tasha, Johnson, Ivy, Gretchen, Marianna, Jayde and a few others sat around the room with contemplative looks. Ben looked green against the back wall where he stood with his arms folded across his chest.


  “Hey. What’s going on?” I asked.


  “Cooper told us about last night,” said Brigham.


  “You mean those men?” I asked.


  “Yes,” he answered. “The men. Just two of them, you said?” he asked Cooper.


  “Just the two.”


  “I don’t agree with it,” said Solomon. “We just can’t.”


  “I agree with Solomon,” said Ivy.


  “What’s going on?” I asked again.


  “You didn’t run this by Carson?” Solomon asked.


  “Didn’t need to,” Cooper replied.


  “Run what by me?”


  “Christ.” Solomon removed his flat cap and scratched his head. “Cooper feels that those two men are a substantial threat to this farm and its people. He wants to arrange a party to go - go take care of them.”


  “Take care of them?” I turned to Cooper. “Take care of what?” He didn’t reply but tilted his head back. Suddenly it dawned on me what they meant. “Oh my God. Are you serious?”


  “I think we need to put this to a vote,” said Solomon.


  “A vote?” hissed Cooper. “Are ya kiddin’ me?”


  “You had your say, Cooper,” said Brigham.


  “Cooper,” I whispered. “No, Cooper. You can’t do this. No.” I was about to touch him but thought better of it. I looked around the room from face to face. No one looked me in the eyes except for Ivy and Ben. Ben had a sudden air of relief about him.


  “Wait, before you vote, I think people should be able to voice their opinion. Can I say something?”


  “Go ahead, Carson,” said Brigham. “We’re all ears.”


  “These guys are pricks. But they didn’t do anything. They didn’t even really try. And they’re human, they’re not homicidals. You can’t hunt them down. You just can’t.” Cooper gasped from behind me and I turned to look at his stunned face. He gripped the butt of his rifle until his knuckles whitened and shook his head at me defiantly. “If we start killing humans, regular uninfected people, what’s the difference between us and the homicidals? We can’t do this. We can’t. No matter how much we hate them.”


  “Thank you for that Carson,” said Solomon. “Does anyone have anything else to say?” The silence penetrated my ears. “Are we ready to vote?”


  “Just like that?” I screamed.


  “Carson, we’ve already been talking about this for an hour.”


  “Cooper, why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you wake me?”


  “I don’t need to tell you every fuckin’ thing I do!” he screamed. I jumped at his voice and his insinuation.


  I shook my head. “I don’t understand,” I gasped. Cooper looked away from me and I turned to face the group, too shocked to be embarrassed.


  “Here it goes, everyone,” said Solomon. “Raise your hands if you’re in favor of Cooper’s plan.” Cooper, Johnson, Jayde and Tasha raised their hands. “And against?” The clear majority, including myself, lifted their arms. I sighed in relief.


  “Aw, fuck this shit!” Cooper screamed. He stepped next to me and raised his finger, pointing at random people as he spoke. “You people are fuckin’ idiots. All of you.” His last point landed on me, two inches from my face. “Fuck all of you.” He left the room and slammed the front door behind him.


  “What?” I whispered to myself. I felt someone’s hand on my back. “No!” I yelled. I ran out the front door and leapt down the stairs.


  “Cooper! Cooper! Please! Stop, Cooper!” I heard the screen door creak open and footsteps on the porch. We had an audience. Cooper stopped in his tracks. Others were in the front yard and I felt their eyes upon us.


  “What, Carson? What the fuck do ya want?” He turned around to face me. His lips were turned down at the sides and his fists clenched into balls by his side.


  “Cooper, I don’t understand. Don’t be pissed at me because I disagree.”


  “I don’t fuckin’ get you, Carson. You have no problem killing the fuckin’ homicidals.”


  “They’re not human.”


  “They are fuckin’ human! They’re human with a disease and they’re dying but they’re still fuckin’ human!”


  “Can you please keep it down?” I begged.


  “Why? So you can manipulate me s’more, Carson?” He paced back and forth in front of me.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “There are men out there who don’t have the disease and have all the fuckin’ mental capacity to come down here and take us out one by one if they wanted to. But you think these guys deserve to live over the homicidals? Are ya fuckin’ crazy? The homicidals are the ones who can’t help themselves. They’re the ones with a disease or virus or whatever it is you wanna fucking’ call it. The guys we came across last night? Those are the real monsters. Those are the ones we should worry ‘bout. Those men are the real threat.”


  “Cooper, I just don’t agree with it. I think they’ve just been isolated for too long or something. Maybe they were drunk.”


  “Are ya listening to yourself, Carson? Do ya actually believe what you’re sayin’ or are ya that fuckin’ stupid? You heard them last night, Carson, with your own ears!”


  “Cooper,” I pleaded. “Please, don’t.” The tears began to flow but I didn’t hold them back. I already let Cooper into my heart and now he was one of the few who could break me.


  “Oh, now you’re gonna cry?” he shouted. “What’s next, are a gunna try to bring me into your bed?”


  “What?”


  “That’s what you do, Carson. That’s how you fuckin’ manipulate people. You kept me from the night watch last night with sex. Isn’t that right, woman? You’re all the same! Why don’t you fuckin’ tell them!” He pointed at the people I already knew had lined the porch behind me.


  My tears stopped. I stood rigid with betrayed eyes focused on him. The pain melted away into oblivion and was replaced by rage. I looked him in disbelief and closed my mouth. Cooper stopped pacing and stood still, evidently aware of my change in demeanor. I turned my back on him and walked back to the house.


  “Aw, fuck you, bitch,” he said. It didn’t quite roll off my back and I shuddered under the weight of my disappointment.


  “Can someone help me get the stuff out of my camper?” I said as I looked up to Solomon. A few people nodded their heads and left the porch for my R.V.


  “Let me help you find Ronan,” said Ivy. She stepped down and put her arms around me. I looked up as she led me away to see a smile smeared over Jayde’s face.


  “Bitch,” I said under my breath.


  “Who?”


  “Jayde,” I answered truthfully.


  “Jayde,” she sighed. Ivy led me to the side of the house where I could hear children playing.


  “Do you know something I don’t?” I asked.


  “I don’t really know. I just know that Jayde tried to get close to Cooper and it didn’t work out.”


  “That explains it,” I said.


  “What?”


  “Doesn’t matter anymore.”


  “Did you and Cooper get close?” I stopped and shrugged my shoulders. I hid my scrunched up face behind my hands and fell down on her shoulder.


  “I’m so sorry.”


  “It’s my own stupid fucking fault.”


  “I can’t believe he said that. I can’t believe he said it like that, in front of everyone.”


  “Me either,” I said. “I thought I was impervious to his assholeness. I didn’t think he would do that to me.”


  “He’s got problems.”


  “He lost a son,” I said. I regretted it immediately. It wasn’t my secret to tell.


  “He had a son? I had no idea. Oh my God. Wow.”


  “His name was Cameron. The virus took him. Cooper’s worse off than most of us.”


  “Don’t you try to defend him.”


  “I’m not,” I said. “But I recognize his pain.”


  “I know you do.”


  “Ronan!” I yelled. “Time to go!”


  I walked back to the camper with Ronan under my arm. Marianna, Gretchen and Cassie were waiting for me by the door. My own personal pity party had formed. They invited themselves over for the rest of the day. I wanted to say no but Ivy wouldn’t let me. They all piled into the R.V. including Marianna’s two boys.


  When we got to the house I heard a voice coming from my office. I let the women invade my liquor cabinet while I ran to catch the two-way in the study.


  “Carson? Can you hear me?”


  “I read you. This is Carson. Who’s this?”


  “Hi, Carson. It’s Ben. Up at the house.”


  “I know who you are, Ben.”


  “Right. I wanted to catch you before you left but I missed you. I just wanted to say that I’m sorry.” My face flushed when I realized he must have heard Cooper’s rant.


  “You don’t have to.”


  “I know. I wanted to. And I know I’m probably the last person you want to hear from but I wanted to say that I agree with you.”


  “Thank you.”


  “I’m having second thoughts about being here. You know? I mean, it really scared me today. That you were taking a vote on killing people. No trial, no lawyers, no discovery. It really scared the fuck out of me.” Ben’s voice was off. He pitched every few words abnormally.


  “I’m sorry, Ben. I know. It wasn’t exactly a conversation I ever expected to be involved in. It scared me too.”


  “I felt like I was in the Twilight Zone.”


  “Ditto.”


  “I was really glad when you showed up. I was so relieved that you didn’t feel the same way. I mean, I can’t explain to you how relieved I was. The whole thing scared the shit outta me.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said. And I really was. Ben had emerged from complete isolation into a band of people in distress. “Just try to think about all of the people here who lost loved ones. No one’s right in the head. No one’s got it straight right now. It’s going to take time for people to start seeing things the way they should. Do you know what I mean? Don’t let it scare you.”


  “I know.”


  “I don’t think you should leave. It’s safer here.”


  “Is it? What if Cooper decides that I should die next?”


  “He won’t.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Those men, those guys were different. I see his side even though I don’t agree. But he wouldn’t just wake up one morning and put you on his death list.”


  “He has a death list?”


  “No,” I laughed. “It was an expression.” There was a moment of silence followed by a few quick, short breaths.


  “Your laugh made me feel better,” he said.


  “Are you going to be okay, Ben?”


  “The girls are there, right?”


  “They are.”


  “Can I come over? Please? I’m not trying to take advantage of your situation. I just feel more comfortable around women. And I really like Ivy and Marianna and Gretchen a lot. They made me feel pretty good. Welcome. Normal. Without them here I feel awkward. And I’m scared - of him.”


  “Okay,” I relented. “Come on over.”


  


  


  Keeping Calm


  “Because you’re my wife,” Ritchie snapped.


  “And I always will be,” I said in an unaffected tone.


  “Everyone in town knows that Jared has a thing for you. Everyone. If you go on this group trip, people are going to talk.”


  “Is it me you’re worried about, or your own reputation?” I said it calmly, but the question posed was out of anger. I was trying my best not to act out of bitterness, fighting against his sudden bout of control. The steadier I kept myself, the better chance I had at soothing him. I knew Ritchie was doing everything in his power not to come unhinged. He clutched at the steering wheel to keep his hands from shaking.


  “Neither,” he sighed. “I’m worried about him.”


  “Ritchie, the man is short, fat and fifteen years older than me. Not to mention the greasy-comb over. You have nothing to worry about on my end and you know you’re invited.”


  “I have to work.” He swallowed hard and looked away from me to the unmoving cars surrounding us.


  “Is there anything that will make you feel better about this?”


  “Yes. But I can’t make you change your mind.” He wanted me to decide against it on my own accord. He wanted to turn around with my packed bags and for me to willingly allow him to drive away from the airport. He wanted this without ordering it. He knew I couldn’t stand to be controlled but he tried without giving himself away. If I gave in, I feared our relationship would change and Ritchie would be tempted to use his new-found control at every opportunity.


  “I wish I could change yours,” I said and slipped my hand underneath his. “Please don’t be angry. It’s only for two nights.” I could have yelled and screamed against him and would have if he was anyone else. But I didn’t. I kept calm and tried to understand him.


  


  “Was that Ben?” asked Marianna from behind me.


  I was bent over my desk with my chin drooped against my chest. I felt for Ben, but I was worried about him coming over only because Cooper might follow him or show up without warning. I didn’t want Cooper there either. He took his anger out on me. He humiliated me. He betrayed me. The pain and confusion I felt broiled inside my chest and I did everything I could to keep it tucked away, neatly hidden under the face of calm indifference. I had made a mistake with Cooper. I thought I was the only one he wouldn’t retaliate against. I was wrong.


  “Yes, he’s coming over.”


  “Well, that’s good. He’s a nice person. A little fragile, but nice.”


  “Fragile,” I repeated without turning around. “That’s a good way to describe him. Perfect, actually.”


  “Are you going to be okay, Carson?”


  “Yup. I always am. I’m fine, really. I just feel stupid more than anything.” I felt much more but my heart had gone mute, too afraid to speak for fear of shattering. I felt a soft hand slide up on my shoulder.


  “It’s not your job to understand him,” she whispered. “Don’t try, Carson.”


  “I never did,” I admitted. “I think that was the problem.”


  The front door banged against its hinges and the thud of heavy boots on the foyer tiles echoed through the hallway. I heard the girls call his name in shock but he ignored them.


  “Where is she?” he demanded.


  I turned to Marianna and she shrugged her shoulders.


  “I said where is she?”


  “I’m here, Cooper.” I walked out into the kitchen where he stood and raised my head slightly higher than necessary. He looked me in the eyes but only for a few seconds before he turned away and cast his eyes down to the ground. Ronan came up behind me and put his arms around me, peering out from behind my waist.


  “Can we talk alone?” he asked through gritted teeth.


  “It’s not a good time,” I replied. On one hand, I wanted to know what went through his mind when he decided to hurt me through public humiliation. But Ben was on his way over and I didn’t want to make matters worse. On the other hand I was angry and didn’t want him in my house.


  “Please,” he said and looked back into my eyes. “Please.”


  Ivy and Gretchen rose from their seats when I hesitated.


  “No. It’s okay. Stay. Cooper and I can go into the office.” I turned around without motioning to Cooper but his steps sounded after mine. Once we were inside the office I shut the door. He leaned up against the wall and put his hands in his pockets. I wasn’t going to say anything so I quickly sat down, folded my legs and waited. I told myself to be calm - don’t speak - don’t react. If I did, a verbal landslide might be unstoppable once begun and I would attack.


  “I didn’t mean none what I said.”


  I replied with silence.


  “I was mad. I’m still mad. I’m fuckin’ pissed off. But I didn’t mean to say that. Not to you. It jus’ flew outta my mouth. I was angry that you wouldn’t take my side none. I couldn’t believe it, actually.”


  “So, we disagree. Let’s just leave it at that.” I wasn’t going to let him know that he hurt me.


  “I shouldn’t have said what I said. I don’t really think that. I don’t at all. I have no fuckin’ clue what made me say something that stupid.”


  “You were mad,” I said flatly.


  “I didn’t mean it.”


  “It’s fine, Cooper.”


  “It’s fine?”


  “Yes. It’s fine. I’m fine. I think we just - I made a mistake. I never meant to make you feel like I manipulate you. I’ve never tried to.”


  “I know. But this here isn’t a mistake. I mean us. We’re not a mistake.”


  “But you must feel that way at least a little if you said something like that in front of everyone.”


  “I don’t. Not at all. I was jus’ angry. I say stupid shit all of the time when I’m pissed. Stuff that doesn’t make no sense. It’s like the way I protect myself. I just unleash on people, especially the ones I care ‘bout. You know this ‘bout me.”


  “You can’t take it back, Cooper.”


  “Would ya stop talkin’ like that?”


  “Like what?”


  “Like that! The way you’re talkin’ to me right now, like we’re at a fuckin’ business meeting or something. It’s your tone.”


  “I’m sorry, Cooper. You say things to protect yourself, just as you said. So do I.”


  “You’re holdin’ back.”


  “I am.”


  “You’re angry.”


  I didn’t respond but dropped my head and shook it.


  “Yes, you are.”


  It wasn’t anger. It was hurt. His own emotions were so tightly wrapped up around anger that he couldn’t even process my pain. Maybe both emotions were the same to him. He stepped over to me and sunk to his knees. I felt his finger underneath my chin, pulling gently upwards.


  “I’m an asshole.”


  “Cooper, please. You humiliated me - you hurt me and you did it on purpose! I don’t want to feel this way.” I looked into his green eyes and saw the pain reflected when he flinched his eyebrows. His eyes were desperate and began to fill. My heart leapt but I kept my straight, unemotional face.


  “What can I do?”


  “Nothing. Just leave.”


  “I’ll apologize to everyone and tell them I fucked up. That I didn’t mean none o’ what I said.”


  “I don’t care about what they think.” I raised my eyes to the ceiling and scoffed. “Jesus Christ, you hated me an hour ago.”


  “As soon as I said that back there I fuckin’ regretted it. I’m not really like that, Carson. I’m not. I get angry now. Real angry and I have a hard time controllin’ it. I thought about those two men and the way they leered at you. I knew what they wanted and it drove me crazy. It’s still drivin’ me crazy. When you didn’t agree with me about going after them, I lost it. You have Ronan to protect so I couldn’t understand why ya wouldn’t let me do what I needed to do. Please understand. At least try. I wasn’t angry at you. I’m scared to lose you and I’m scared for Ronan. I only want to be able to protect you and you’re not lettin’ me. They’re not lettin’ me. That’s why I’m so angry. It’s only because I can’t do nothing about it - I feel powerless.”


  “I don’t want to walk on eggshells around you, Cooper.”


  “You don’t have to.”


  “And I don’t want to feel like this again. I don’t need it. I don’t want it.”


  “Are you trying to say something?” he asked with a perceptible growl to his voice. The sound of a car pulling into the driveway perked his attention and he stood to look out the window. “Is this what you’re fuckin’ tryin’ to tell me?” he yelled. “Ben?”


  “Oh my God, no. No, Cooper.”


  “Why the hell is he here?”


  “Because the girls are here.”


  “What?” He flung an incredulous look at me before bolting out the door and I ran after him.


  I followed him through the kitchen where the girls abruptly stopped talking and I called after him. Cooper sprung out the door and surprised Ben at the porch, shoving him without warning.


  “What the fuck are you doin’ here?” he screamed.


  “I - I asked if I could come over,” Ben said sheepishly before turning his confused eyes to me.


  “I told him he could come over, Cooper.” I put my hands around his tense bicep and tried to pull him away but he wouldn’t budge.


  “I came to see Ivy and the girls,” Ben explained.


  “Oh, I know who you came to see and I think it’s time for you to go.” Cooper pushed himself up against Ben, trying to back him off the porch. Ben took one step back and stopped.


  “No,” Ben said and held his ground.


  “I said leave!” Cooper screamed.


  “No!”


  “That’s enough, Cooper!” I yelled.


  “This is bullshit! What the fuck, Carson? You want him here?”


  “I want him here,” said Ivy. She came out onto the porch with Marianna and Gretchen and the three of them surrounded Ben, pulling him away and into the house.


  “I can’t believe this.”


  “You can’t believe what?” I asked.


  “This!” He slammed the porch railing with his foot and his rage snapped the baluster in half. “We get in one fucking fight and Ben comes running right over to your side. Knight is shining fucking armor.”


  “No, Cooper. You’re not seeing things right. He’s afraid of you and he wanted to be where he figured you wouldn’t be since you so clearly voiced your opinion of me.”


  “He should be afraid o’ me and I fuckin’ told you that I didn’t mean it none!”


  “You treat me like shit when you’re mad.”


  “Damn fuckin’ right, I’m mad. I want him outta your house right now!”


  “No, Cooper.”


  “No?” This time he was in my face, and I wasn’t going to back down either. At the same time, I was panicking inside, torn between my own stubborn will and my desire to stop fighting, wrap my arms around him and give in, begging for comfort. I wanted to assure him that Ben wasn’t a threat.


  “I told you once, Cooper. It was only you. That’s still the way it is. But you can’t tell me who to surround myself with after I’ve been hurt. You can’t tell me what to do. No one tells me what to do.” I could feel his breath on me. Fire burned in his eyes. “Especially not right now,” I said.


  “You’re gonna do me like this?”


  “I’m not doing anything to you, Cooper. Everything isn’t about you. You can come inside if you want. We can go upstairs and talk some more, privately. If that will make you feel better.”


  “I won’t feel better until he’s outta your house.”


  “You don’t have to worry about him.”


  “He wouldn’t be here if I didn’t have to worry about him.”


  “That’s bullshit. Talk about who’s manipulating who.”


  “I told you I didn’t mean what I said back there. Fuckin’ Christ, Carson! Get him the fuck outta your house!”


  “Don’t tell me what to do!”


  “Fuck you, then.” He slid his fingers under his chin and stuck them out at me, turned around and jumped off the porch.


  I didn’t want it to end like that. I watched him walking away from me and I was frozen in doubt. Everything I had said was wrong. The memory of me standing in a cold field, immobilized - unable to do anything while holding Ronan, flashed through my mind.


  “Wait,” I yelled. “Cooper, stop. Cooper!” I ran after him, yelling his name, crying at the same time. “Please, Cooper, wait.” I pulled at his arm but he shrugged me away and climbed into his truck. He shut the door and looked at me through the open window. He stopped before turning the ignition and leaned back in his seat with his hand up to his face. “Please. Just stay,” I whispered.


  “No,” he said as he shook his head. “Not with him in the house.”


  “Please,” I begged. He studied me for a few moments before turning the ignition.


  “No,” he repeated. He drove away and I stood unmoving, letting the tears come naturally as I wept out loud. It was minutes before I felt an arm around my waist and a hand on my back as the girls turned me around and led me indoors.


  It took me an hour before I was able to calm myself and join the group outside on the side porch. I was given a stiff drink made with rum and sweet tea and sat back in one of the padded lawn chairs with my feet up, listening to the girls and Ben talk about the past. I heard Ronan playing with the boys on the other side of our wraparound porch. I wanted to be alone with him. He heard the fight. He knew Cooper left. He looked as heartbroken as he was confused but the boys took his attention away quickly.


  Marianna took the lead over the conversation. If the talk wandered into serious terrain, she would burst out laughing and tell a funny story about her old life in the dental office where she had worked or about her children, and urge everyone to do the same. I knew it was for my benefit yet she allowed me to stay quiet in the corner without attempting to bring me into the conversation. I smiled every so often and laughed when I needed to.


  I rolled my head to the side when I heard Cooper’s truck pull up.


  “Oh my God,” Ivy breathed.


  Cooper got out of the truck and went to the back without looking up at us and hauled out his tent. He carried it to the center of the side lawn next to the aluminum chiminea and had it fully erected in less than two minutes.


  “He just put up a tent, Carson,” said Ivy.


  “I have eyes.”


  “What the hell is he doing?” asked Gretchen.


  “Being stubborn,” I replied.


  “Are you going to go talk to him?” asked Ivy.


  “Nope.” I said after a lengthy pause. “No, I am not.”


  “Should I leave?” asked Ben.


  “No, Ben. You don’t have to.”


  “I’m so sorry. I feel like I caused all of this.”


  “You didn’t, Ben,” I assured him. Cooper brought this on all on his own, although I hated to admit it. I thought of Cooper’s warm lips against my shoulder and I shivered.


  “When we leave, Ben, you can come along with us,” said Marianna. “But not yet.”


  “Will you be okay alone, Carson?” Ben asked.


  “I’ll be fine. Especially if Cooper is parked outside in his tent. Then I’ll be more than fine.” I suddenly laughed at my own odd sense of humor. “Can you imagine what would happen if a homicidal ran into Cooper while he’s in that mood?” No one else laughed.


  “Do you want to talk about it?” asked Gretchen. Ben leaned forward and tilted his head at me.


  “I don’t really understand it,” I admitted. “He’s mad that I didn’t agree with him back at Ivy’s house, when we took the vote. And now he’s mad that Ben’s here. He’s mad every other day. I know what bothers him when he’s upset, but it’s hard to calm him down.”


  “But what he said,” Ivy said in a questioning manner.


  “He apologized for it.”


  “There’s no excuse,” said Gretchen. Marianna sucked in a quick breath and gave Gretchen a disapproving nod.


  “I know,” I said. “But that’s who he is. Impulsive. Irrational. Arrogant. But there are those times, most of the time, when he’s not like that. When he’s with me. When he’s with Ronan. Still, that’s not even the point. I honestly can’t believe he wanted to take a hunting party to kill two survivors.”


  “Me either,” concurred Ben.


  “You weren’t there,” I protested, in complete contradiction to myself. “These guys were awful. They way they acted; they might as well have been homicidals. But the fact is, they weren’t. I can see his point, though. These men wanted to have their way me and Tasha, and they didn’t hide their intentions. Not at all. They looked crazy, wearing army camo. Cooper was being protective. I think he’s mad because he feels like he can’t protect me when he wants to. His hands were tied at the vote and he’s fighting to get the knots out.” I thought about the son he couldn’t save. “He feels helpless.”


  “I’m sure they seemed menacing but you can’t punish someone for looking scary. If we sentenced people for no reason, our society would fall apart. We can’t automatically condemn people who haven’t committed any crimes. If we did, we might as well go back to the dark ages - maybe have a few witch hunts and things like that.”


  “Ben used to be a lawyer,” I explained. “He feels strongly about this stuff. But so do I. I don’t believe in the death penalty.”


  “You don’t?” asked Ivy.


  “Nope. Never have and I probably never will. I know what you’re thinking.”


  “I wasn’t going to say anything,” she said while holding up her hands.


  “What?” asked Ben.


  “Ivy thinks that my staunch aversion to the death penalty is strange for someone who kills homicidals without breaking a sweat. I have no problem with killing them because they’re not human. But I can see how it might seem strange.”


  “Not at all,” said Ben. “It makes perfect sense. I never believed in the death penalty either but I sure don’t mind you killing those homicidals.”


  “I bet Cooper did,” said Marianna. “Believe in the death penalty, that is.”


  “I’m pretty sure he still does,” laughed Ben.


  “Still,” said Gretchen. “He kind of threw you to the wolves back there.”


  “He did. I don’t get that either. I just don’t react that way. I take my anger out on the homicidals. We both have the same anger.”


  “Why do you put up with him?” asked Ben.


  “Because,” I said. I turned my head again and watched Cooper balance a blanket and two boxes in his arms as he carried them to his tent. “Because I care about him. I’ve grown to care about him. Even if he is a stubborn asshole. I’m stubborn too. I understand him in a weird way. We both have issues.”


  “But you’re not going to go talk to him?” he asked.


  “No. I’m just going to back off and let him simmer down. Both of us are junk right now.”


  “He’s not exactly letting you back off,” said Ben. “He’s pitching a tent right on your lawn.”


  “It’s not because we’re in a fight or because you’re here,” I explained. “It’s because those men are out there. So tell me, Ivy. What happened between Jayde and Cooper? I’m curious now.”


  “Oh, that was bad,” said Gretchen. “You don’t know?”


  “Nope. But Jayde cornered me a few days ago when were out picking berries. She told me, uh…” I glanced at Ben and blushed. “She basically told me to stay away from Cooper.”


  “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Marianna laughed. She turned her head and squinted at Cooper in the yard.


  “She’s jealous,” said Ivy.


  “What happened?” I prodded.


  “She threw herself at Cooper when she first got here,” Ivy explained. “She followed him around for a few days and even mimicked him. She pretended to be some redneck badass. It was actually kind of funny. I think she must have tried something, maybe made a pass. I don’t know for sure but eventually he had to tell her to get away from him. And he didn’t do it too nicely, either.”


  “It was a bad scene,” said Marianna.


  “Kind of like the one earlier?” I inquired.


  “Worse,” Gretchen assured me. “Much worse.”


  Cassie stumbled onto the porch and held onto the door frame while she rubbed her eyes. I had forgotten she came back with us. She must have slipped away for another nap.


  “I’m ready for a drink,” she announced.


  “No, you’re not,” Gretchen said.


  “What? I’m fine. I could use one.”


  “But that baby inside you doesn’t want it.”


  I immediately looked up at Cassie and stared at her. She looked as dumbfounded as I was. I tuned back to Gretchen who casually wiped away the sweat from her glass with a smirk on her face.


  “Are you telling me you didn’t know?” Gretchen asked while smiling up at Cassie. Cassie looked down and touched her thickened waist.


  “Do you think?” she asked.


  “No, I don’t think. I know. You’re pregnant.”


  I waited until I saw the slightest hint of a smile on Cassie’s face before breaking out into mad laughter. We all did.


  It was only one o’clock and I was already lightheaded. By four I was knee-walking drunk and Gretchen and Marianna took over the kitchen to make dinner. No one denied me alcohol so I kept my glass full. Ivy announced at one point that she was staying over and when dinner was ready, Ronan asked if he could eat with Cooper. I let him bring two heaping plates over to his tent. Ronan stayed with Cooper until everyone left and then Ivy ushered him inside. Minutes later, Ivy carried me to bed and I fell into a dreamless, black slumber.


  


  


  Unexpected


  For the past two months Ritchie had been unreachable. It was like living with a ghost. He didn’t talk to me, kiss me or touch me. The change happened suddenly. It wasn’t a slow withdrawal but a sudden shutdown that occurred one peaceful day. I didn’t pretend to know what the matter was and I didn’t probe, either. I figured that if he was in a funk he would crawl out of it eventually on his own. If I gave him his space, maybe it would happen sooner.


  But two months felt like an eternity. Ritchie would come home from work, get changed and retire to his computer room for the rest of the night. I would get Ronan fed and to bed and leave a bit of dinner on the stove for Ritchie. Then I went to bed with a book. At first he came to bed late in the night, long after I fell asleep. But even that habit stopped and he began sleeping on the couch.


  I didn’t know if it was the stress of parenting and finances or if there was another woman involved. Whatever it was, it was getting worse. I prepared by silently looking for cheap apartments.


  


  I woke up to a throbbing pain in my temples and a warm body snuggled against me. I pulled Ronan close to me and kissed the top of his head. He stirred slightly before his breathing resumed its soothing, heavy pattern. I snuck out of bed to get some aspirin and stopped by the window on my way back. Cooper’s tent was still there. It was early in the morning so I climbed back into bed with Ronan and dozed off. I was awakened by Ivy what felt like minutes later but judging by the sun, it had been hours. She let me know that Ronan had eaten and was outside with Cooper. I went back to sleep, shivering under the blankets.


  I slept through the day and Ivy brought me a tray of food in the evening. I ate a few bites before falling back to my pillows and pulling the blankets up to my chin. I heard Cooper downstairs. I heard Ronan’s voice. But I couldn’t find the energy to get out of bed. My head pounded and I swallowed painful gulps of dry fire. My sheets were soaked through with perspiration.


  I slept through the next day. Gretchen came to see me but I barely remember her being there. She stuck something cold and hard in my mouth and I tried to chew but she swatted at my chin and told me to stop. She took the object out and uttered numbers that I can’t recall. I felt a wet cloth on my forehead and the blankets removed. I kept trying to find them because I was so cold. They said it was the fever that did that. I was burning with heat, but my body shook with chills.


  I felt a hand on my head that night and opened my eyes. Cooper was sitting on the bed, looking down at me. His hand rested on my head. I smiled and fell back asleep. He was there the next night, too. I don’t know how long he was there, but I remember seeing him.


  Two more days and nights went by before my fever broke. I opened my eyes in the early dawn hours and sat up quickly. I knew I had been sick and that days had gone by. But I hadn’t seen my son since the morning of my hangover. There was a chance he could be sick. I ran to his room and found his skin cool to the touch. I sighed in relief and crept downstairs to make breakfast. I was starving.


  Cooper was asleep with his head down on the kitchen table. He lifted his head when I filled the coffee pot with water.


  “You’re up,” he said with half-open eyes.


  “I am. I feel better.”


  “Sorry for being here. I must’ve dozed off.”


  “It’s fine. I don’t mind.”


  “I’ll get outta your hair. I was jus’ makin’ sure you were gonna be okay. For Ronan.” He stood up and stretched.


  “You don’t have to go.”


  “Don’t wanna bother you.”


  “Were you upstairs with me? In my room?”


  “I checked on you a few times,” he admitted. “Ronan was - he was upset.”


  “Thank you. For being here.”


  “Yeah. No problem. Glad you’re feelin’ better.” Our eyes never met and before I knew it he had one hand on the door. He hesitated before turning the knob. I hesitated longer and before I could say anything he was gone.


  From the window I watched him vanish behind the folds of his tent. His stubborn will mirrored my own but the tent in my yard told me otherwise. There was nothing I could do if he wouldn’t talk to me.


  The morning slowly drifted into afternoon and as the hours progressed my strength returned. I discovered that Ivy had slept in the guest room and stayed with me the entire time. Gretchen had made Cassie stay at the farm while I was sick. Without proper prenatal care, Cassie’s pregnancy was going to be risky and Gretchen didn’t want to further threaten her baby’s survival with illness. Ronan was thrilled that I was awake.


  “I thought you had the Demon Virus,” he whispered to me over lunch.


  “You don’t have to whisper it, babe. But no, I think that virus has already taken its toll, honey. I think it took the lives of everyone it was supposed to. The rest of us are all immune. I just got sick, that’s all.”


  “I was scared.”


  “I bet you were.”


  “He wasn’t the only one scared,” said Ivy. “I was terrified. You were really ill. And no one knew what to do. Gretchen said you’de be fine as long as your temperature didn’t get too high but at one point we almost brought you to the river, to dunk you in the mountain water. We were this close.” She pinched the air with her fingers, leaving a barely visible space between them.


  “Cooper was crying,” said Ronan.


  “Cooper?” I asked.


  “He tried to hide it,” said Ivy. “But he was. He never left.”


  “And he’s a grown-up,” said Ronan.


  “Well, that’s okay,” I said while rubbing his back. “Grown-ups can cry, too.”


  “He stayed in my room and read me stories. And when I cried, he hugged me. He should stay here. With us.”


  “I told him he could but I don’t really think he wants to.”


  “Yes, he does.”


  “He’s mad at Mommy,” I explained.


  “Say you’re sorry.”


  “It’s not that simple.”


  He asked me why in a thousand different ways but in the end he got bored and went to play in his room. Ivy left to tell everyone that I was alright and a few hours later Solomon and Brigham showed up to check on me. After convincing them that I would live, I saw them approach Cooper who was building a fire in the chiminea. Cooper stood up and waved his arms around, yelling something I couldn’t hear and the men left for their car.


  For the next few days, nothing much happened. We didn’t plan any more raids. Things were calm except for the tension in my yard. The air from my front door to Cooper’s tent was impenetrable. I had Ronan bring Cooper breakfast, lunch and dinner and sometimes they would eat together. I watched from my window when Ronan played with Cooper in the yard. Sometimes they would play football or soccer and a few times Cooper showed him how to use a mitt and they tossed around a ratty old baseball. I never tried to stop Ronan from being with Cooper. It was good for both of them: the son who lost a father, the father who lost a son.


  Never once did Cooper approach the house and I never walked to the tent. There were no messages passed back and forth with Ronan and there were no written notes left. Cooper and I never talked much before but there was always something between us. Whatever it was, it was gone.
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  I was surprised and slightly lifted when I saw Cooper get in his truck and follow me over to Ivy’s house. But my hopes slipped away when he walked straight past me and up to the house without the smallest hint of acknowledgement as I was getting Ronan out of the car. There was no ‘hello’, no nod, no touch of his hand on my shoulder, no eye contact at all.


  I briefly wondered why he remained camped out on my front lawn. The question lingered only for a second because I already knew the answer. It wasn’t jealousy or control. It was merely obligation. A sense of duty. Nothing more. I could respect that. I knew he loved Ronan and that was a good thing. I had been too cold for him. I pushed him away and now he was gone, but not in entirety. Ronan was his lifeline now.


  Marianna came running out of the house to meet me.


  “What are you doing here?” I asked after we hugged.


  ‘What do you mean?”


  “You have your own house now. I thought you would be there.”


  “Oh, well, Ivy’s house is town central. I’m here every day, didn’t you know?” She smiled and threw her arm around me as we walked to the house. The boys swept Ronan away in playful amusement before I could answer. “So, how do you feel?”


  “Much better. I’m fine now.”


  “I’m so glad,” she said with a deep sigh following. “You don’t know what it was like here while you were sick. Everyone was frantic and Gretchen wouldn’t let anyone see you.”


  “She thought I had the virus.”


  “Of course. But after two days she realized that wasn’t the case. You would’ve changed by then. But still, she was concerned that it could be a new virus, some kind of variation. I don’t know.”


  “It was just the flu.”


  “That was one hell of a flu.”


  “You’re telling me.”


  “So, tell me,” she asked as she gripped and shook my shoulder. “What’s going on with Cooper?”


  “Nothing. Nothing at all. He’s still camped out in front of my yard.”


  “I heard.”


  “But that’s it. He’s refusing to speak with me.”


  “That’s not what I heard,” she smiled.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I heard that he spent every night with you, taking shifts with Gretchen.”


  “I think he was there for a few minutes each at night. He said he was.”


  “No, it wasn’t a few minutes. He spent every night with you. All night long.”


  “Are you sure?” I asked.


  “From what Gretchen tells me, that’s the case.”


  “But she wasn’t there at night.”


  “Trust me. He did. You know, Cooper isn’t the person I thought he was. He’s a lot more.


  “He is,” I agreed.


  “Maybe - maybe that deserves some attention.”


  “I’ve tried. Believe me, I have. But he isn’t talking to me.”


  “Give him time.”


  “That’s all I have right now.”


  “In the meantime, don’t try to live your life for him. Do what you need to do. Do what makes you happy.”


  “Marianna,” I stopped her. “I haven’t been trying, that’s the problem. I want to, God knows I do. Cooper needs the extra, I don’t know, the extra effort, I guess. Extra attention. But I just don’t have the energy. I’m already too emotionally fucked up to try and fix him. The blind can’t lead the blind.”


  “Maybe you don’t have to lead him. Just be there for him and he’ll be there for you like he was when you were sick. Things will work themselves out. Just give it time.”


  “Cooper, he’s just - different. He and I got along, without saying things. We feel, we felt, comfortable around each other because neither one of us goes winding back down memory lane. We rely on, I don’t know, other things besides talking.”


  “Well, that’s always nice too,” Marianna cooed.


  “I didn’t mean that,” I laughed. “But that too.”


  “Doesn’t matter how well you connect. If jealousy is in the picture, it will ruin everything.”


  “And it drives me crazy. I don’t react well to jealousy. The only thing I can do at this point is to give him distance. I don’t want to give in. I don’t want to be controlled. But I don’t want him to walk away either. Cooper’s my friend. And I care about my friends. I love my friends. I would miss him.” I sighed and looked down at my feet. “I already miss him,” I admitted.


  “I know you do.”


  “It’s frustrating because we’re both hurt. That’s all. But Cooper and I are both too stubborn to meet in the middle when we’re pissed off.”


  Tasha threw her arms around me when I reached the porch and Johnson picked me up and twirled me around in his arms. Brigham gave me a sweet kiss on the cheek and Solomon patted me on the back. When Ivy came out I presented her with a basket of fudge brownies and bottle of vintage whiskey as payment for her twenty-four hour nursing and nanny care.


  “Now that’s what I’m talking about!” she squealed.


  “You deserve it. Where’s Cassie?”


  “Taking a nap, of course! Have a seat and let’s break this bad boy open.” She put the brownies on the deck table and went inside to open the bottle. Before the door swung shut, Ben stepped outside.


  “Carson?” he asked with surprised eyes. “You’re back? How are you feeling?”


  “I’m well, Ben. How are you?” I gave him a huge smile and tilted my head back, hoping to let him know that it was okay to talk to me. Then I patted the seat next to me. He took the cue and sat down.


  “I was so worried about you but they wouldn’t let me over.”


  “Ivy, Cooper and Gretchen took care of me. They were afraid it was the Demon Virus. That’s why they didn’t let you over. But it was just a flu or something. I’m fine now.”


  “Good. I heard you were better, but you look great.”


  “Thank you.”


  “I’m sorry,” he said. He twirled his hands in between his legs and bent his head. “I feel a little awkward. Um, how’s everything with you and Cooper? When I came over last, when you got sick, I feel like I caused everything. The fight, you getting sick, everything.”


  “You didn’t cause anything, Ben.”


  “Are you sure? Maybe I stressed you out. Stress can make a person sick.”


  “You’re not the one who stressed me out. And Cooper and I are just friends. Sort of.”


  “I’m sorry about that.”


  “Me too. I hope it changes. Until then, I’m satisfied with being friends. If you can call it that. He still won’t talk to me.”


  “Still?”


  “Nope.”


  “I’m sorry,” he said.


  “Stop saying you’re sorry. It’s driving me crazy.”


  “I wouldn’t be like that.”


  I turned my head sharply at him, taken aback by his candor.


  “What I mean is that I wouldn’t do that to you, personally. I don’t mean anything against him. I know how much you care about him.”


  “Mom! Mom. Look at what we found!” Ronan came running up the porch steps and held out his hand, revealing a pile of squirming earthworms.


  “That’s great, hon,” I said and tilted back in my chair to gain some distance.


  “Oh, wow!” said Ben. “Look at that! Are you going to go fishing?”


  “I was thinking about it. There’s a whole bunch of worms in the ditch out there. Do you think we could catch some fish with these?”


  “Are you kidding me?” Ben shouted. “These look like the best worms I’ve ever seen! Do you know how to bait a hook?”


  “Dad showed me how,” Ronan beamed.


  “Well, how about you and I go do some fishing?”


  “I don’t care who goes,” I cried. “As long as you get those worms out of my face!”


  “Really? Can I go, Mom? Can I go fishing with Ben?”


  “Yes, go - please!”


  “Alright,” said Ben as he stood up. “Let’s go get the rods I saw in the shed. Come on with me and we’ll get a bucket for those worms.” Ben led Ronan away and Ivy came out with a nice heavy glass of tan liquid for me to nurse.


  “That looks like trouble,” she remarked.


  “What?”


  “Cooper. Look.”


  Cooper was sitting atop the picnic table with one leg drawn into his chest. I watched him glare at Ben as he walked Ronan to the shed. I stepped to the railing and Cooper immediately looked up at me. His chest heaved up and down and I could see his downturned mouth from where I stood. He flipped his knife in the air, caught it and slammed it down into the table. He left the knife protruding when he jumped off the table and left. Seconds later he was ambling out of the driveway, gunning his truck engine.


  “Maybe you shouldn’t have let that happen,” she whispered.


  “Maybe,” I said. “But there’s nothing I can do about it now. Cooper just does that. He goes off to be angry instead of talking to me.” It was myself I was trying to coax but all the while my heart dropped further into my shoes. That was the last tether I had to Cooper. Ronan. It was only through Ronan that I had a chance of bringing him back into the community, back into any kind of friendship with me. Back into my heart. When Cooper came back an hour later and unpacked his tent, I knew that it was over.


  I calmed myself by waiting for Ronan. He was at the river with Ben who was teaching him how to fish. Ritchie taught him already but they had only gone fishing a few times before. It was good for Ronan to learn again from someone new. Ben was a nice person. For him to even take a child as small as Ronan out fishing told me he had patience. That was rare in a man. Ben was a good person. I needed to keep an open mind. Even if he didn’t appeal to me, he might be exactly what Ronan needed, and that was much more important than what I needed.


  In between my own contributions to the idle conversation on the porch, I thought briefly about Ben. I imagined what his touch might feel like, even his kiss. The thoughts weren’t guilty pleasures. They were forced. I tried to enjoy thinking about them for the sake of what Ronan needed. Every time Ben’s image crept into my mind, Cooper’s silhouette swayed in the background and never gave me a moment’s peace. I eventually gave up and asked for another drink. Ivy pointed me indoors.


  I was pouring a glass at the dry sink when I heard the first echo of a gunshot. I put down the bottle and headed back to the porch. Everyone was out of their chair and lined up against the porch railing.


  “What was that?” I asked. Another shot rang to my left and I ran to the left edge of the porch. “What’s going on?” I yelled.


  “We don’t know,” said Solomon. “Johnson just left for the lookout tower.”


  “Where’s Ronan?” Marianna asked from behind me. She had her two boys underneath her arms and was leading them inside. “At the river, behind us, with Ben.” She nodded and brought her children in the house.


  Then they were there. There had been no warning, no barking ahead of time. Suddenly there were ten or more beastly dogs in the yard, barking furiously. A crashing sound behind them told us that they were coming.


  “Homicidals!” I screamed. “Get inside! Get inside! Now!”


  A flurry of frantic people ran up the steps while I pushed my way down. I pulled my packed scabbards on and ran to the forest line. The only chance I had to save my son was to take on the coming herd at the front and give my son the time to run from wherever he was. I hoped that Ben would be up to the challenge if we were overpowered. There was no time for me to waver about the situation and I plunged into warrior mode.


  I ran in between two large, frothing dogs toward the last two people who stood in between the line of trees and the army of dogs: Grisham and an elderly man I never met. Grisham had his arm around the old fellow, trying to lead him to the house. I could see what was going to happen before Grisham ever knew. The shadows emerged from the dark behind the pair and their distance was better than mine.


  “No!” I screamed. “Over here!” I wanted to distract them. I wanted them to focus on me. But it wasn’t enough.


  Grisham fell first when a knife sliced through his side. The old man was hit in the head and fell quickly to the ground. I was there a second later and screamed as I slid my sword through the neck of one homicidal and then crouched low to avoid the second homicidal’s machete strike. In the same motion I whirled my blade around in a full arc and managed to slice through both of his legs just below the knees. After he fell on his stomach, I jumped back up and pierced his lower back at an angle, shoving my blade far up into his body while twisting it to make sure he would stay down. A second later I was on my knees, cradling Grisham’s head in my arms.


  He gripped my shoulder with his arm. The amount of warm blood pouring into my lap drew my eyes downward. He was cut halfway through his waist. I forced myself to look into his closing eyes. He opened his mouth and tried to speak but no words came out. I gripped his neck and looked him straight in the eyes, shaking my head back and forth. His eyes relaxed. He understood. I held him while he took his last few breaths. Then he was gone.


  “Carson!” Cooper yelled.


  “Grisham’s gone,” I cried. Cooper slid next to me and felt the pulse of the old man lying next to us.


  “This one’s still alive.”


  A scream erupted behind us.


  “Take him to the house. Ronan’s at the river. Get him! I’ll take care of this!” Cooper looked at me with doubtful eyes. “Do it!” I screamed. “Save my son! You run faster than me, please!”


  “Carson, I - please! I can’t leave you!”


  “You have to, Cooper. You have to.” I gripped his arm and pulled him toward me. “Cooper, now! We can’t leave Ronan alone! He’s with Ben!”


  “Shit!” he yelled. He held his hand to his mouth and turned around to scream. His body convulsed.


  “Now!” I bellowed.


  Cooper grabbed the neck of my shirt and pulled me into him. His lips pressed against mine and lingered for an extra second.


  “Don’t you leave me, woman,” he whispered in my ear. Cooper wiped his eyes and picked up the old man with both arms, carrying him away just as I heard the grass behind me squashing under heavy steps. I turned around on my bent knees and lifted my sword up just as a heavy blow from a hammer was coming down. I deflected the blow and the woman who dealt it buckled backwards, giving me the time to rise and attack. I slit her jugular with the tip of my sword and turned around to point my sword through the next attacker who ran straight into it. When they both fell I heard and felt the stampede behind them.


  “Jesus, “I whispered. “Here it comes.”


  I stood up tall and fearless and lifted my second sword out of its scabbard, holding both swords out straight from my sides. The line of screaming homicidals stood before me, at least twenty across and I didn’t know how many were behind them.


  “Here I am, you motherfuckers!” I screamed. “Come and take me!”


  Three of them belted out screams and ran toward me with weapons held high. One of them stumbled on the rough ground which gave me the advantage. I ran between the two attackers, ducked down while they tried to inflict their weapons, and ran my sword though their sides simultaneously while holding my swords straight out, gripping their handles as tight as I could and pushing forward through their flesh to prevent dropping one at impact or bending the blades. I jumped on the third as he tried to scramble back on his feet and plunged one of my swords through his neck and out his armpit. I pushed his body off my sword when the rest came for me.


  I ducked instinctively when I heard the gunshots behind me. Tasha, Johnson, Solomon, Brigham and Ivy were lined up behind me, taking aim. I almost moved back when I saw Ivy, until I saw the rest of them coming. Marianna, Gretchen, Jayde and several others who never fought before lined the top of the hill above me with guns drawn. I turned back around to see several of the homicidals on the ground.


  I had a chance.


  My swords flew before me and I struck over and over again. For every strike I made I heard five gunshots. I pushed forward, never retreating up the hill. I ran to the right and left, moving the homicidals in the direction I wanted and killing them when I had the chance. I was hit in the back with a bat when I was almost overpowered by four at once but the hit helped me to somersault in between two attackers and catch them off balance. I turned my swords outright and caught both of their ankles in my turn. When they fell to the ground I overpowered the other two.


  It felt like hours before the gunshots faded into one or two per minute. I could no longer see out of my right eye after receiving a metal pipe in the face, but my left eye was enough to keep me going. After the last one was slaughtered by my sword, I stood at the base of the hill before the tree line and screamed.


  “Was that it?” my old friend’s voice sounded behind me.


  “Ivy,” I breathed. “Why - you shouldn’t have done that.”


  “I think it’s time you weren’t alone anymore,” she said. “And it’s time for me to take some action.”


  “We weren’t going to let you face another day by yourself,” said Solomon. He reached out and put his arm around me and I let myself fall into his weight.


  “Why didn’t you kill the dogs?” I asked as he brought me up the hill.


  “We did.”


  “They’re still barking,” I said.


  “Where is that coming from?” Solomon asked. The three of us froze and tried to still our breathing.


  “Behind the house!” I screamed. “Ronan!”


  I shoved Solomon off me and ran to the house, following the sound of barking dogs behind it. Seven homicidals surrounded one of the wooden sheds while three dogs growled and barked. Two of the killers were trying to beat down the door while three others were ripping a hole through the roof. I heard Ben’s desperate cries from within.


  I ran straight at them and screamed for their attention. My diversion worked and they gave up on their task, deciding that I would be a more favorable target. With Solomon and the others behind me, the seven were dying on the ground in less than a minute.


  “Ben!” I cried while banging on the shed door. “It’s Carson. Open the door! It’s safe.” The doors finally shifted and Ben spilled out.


  “Ronan! Ben, where’s Ronan?”


  “I - I don’t know!”


  “What do you mean, you don’t know? Where’s my son?”


  Ben cried out and fell to his knees. He sobbed with both hands covering his face. My hand came down and cracked him across the face.


  “Answer me! Where’s my son!”


  “Oh! I don’t know! They came and he was next to me and then he wasn’t! I was so scared, so scared. I looked for him, I did! I called his name. But then they were chasing me and I had to keep running!”


  “You left my son behind?” I screamed. I took two steps back and grabbed my hair at the roots with both hands. The sound of fear left my mouth in one monstrous moan after another. “You left my baby?” I wailed involuntarily again. There was no way to control the sudden torrent of pain and ultimate terror as it poured from my heart into my throat. I gasped with audible grief, barely breathing, choking on the bile that filled my mouth. “You left a child?”


  “There were so many of them!”


  “Carson!”


  “Cooper!” I yelled. I recognized his voice instantly. “Ronan! He’s missing!”


  I trained my eyes on the sound of his voice. Cooper emerged from the tree line behind the shed carrying a bundle in his arms. The bundle had his arms wrapped around Cooper’s neck and his head on Cooper’s shoulder.


  “Ronan!” I screamed. I ran to Cooper and lifted Ronan out of his arms. I dropped to my knees and held him tighter than ever. Cooper bent down and wrapped his strong arms around both of us. His hold was strong and his heavy breath against the back of my neck strained with relief.


  “Carson, you gotta listen to me right now,” said Cooper. “I don’t mean to ruin the moment, but they’re here.” I looked up at him with my son’s head pushed firmly into my neck. “Those gunshots we heard before the pack came? Those were from our two old pals, Willie and Anand.”


  


  


  Worse


  You don’t think when it happens, you just watch. There isn’t any time to be afraid or think about consequences. When people say their life flashed before their eyes I don’t really believe it. It was probably an afterthought or a dream incorporated into the memory of the accident, or maybe people say it to sound either more human or more theatrical. Nothing of the sort happened for me and I couldn’t see it happening for anyone. There isn’t enough time.


  The truck was far enough away, on the other side of the highway going in the opposite direction. I saw him jackknife and start to slide. When the truck slid into the median and flipped, time sped up. I calculated the direction of the slide and I knew we would meet. Our paths were going to cross but all I could do was watch. There wasn’t even enough time to turn the wheel.


  Metal hit metal, glass shattered, the sky above me was now below and for a brief instant I felt weightlessness. My body went limp and I gave in to chance, letting my limbs and body fly in the direction they were meant do. There was no pain and when my body stopped moving, I was peaceful.


  Ritchie’s voice carried me back from where I was and I felt his hand in mine. He whispered in my ear and kissed my forehead. He asked me to come back to him and so I did.


  


  Cooper was able to convince Solomon and Brigham to take a small search party out for observation purposes only. I stayed behind and helped dig a gravesite for Grisham. We buried him out by the tower and said goodbye to him that evening.


  The rest of us worked continuously to drag the homicidal corpses out into the field across the road. The mood was somber. Hardly anyone spoke. I stayed with Ronan at Ivy’s house and we cleared bodies well into the next day. Cooper, Johnson and Tasha still had not returned by the evening.


  I was mad at Ben but I couldn’t hate him. If he could barely defend himself, I couldn’t expect him to take care of a child. No one could have predicted the attack on the farm and it was my fault for letting Ronan venture so far away from the house with someone like Ben. I’m the one who put him in danger, not Ben. Still, I avoided him and he avoided me by staying locked up in one of Ivy’s bedrooms, refusing to come out. He had been humiliated and shunned by most everyone. I couldn’t guess what else he felt. I didn’t know him well enough.


  At dinner, Solomon voiced his concern that the trackers were not back yet.


  “I don’t know anything about tracking,” I said, “but I’m sure they’re on foot part of the ways. It will probably take longer than a normal raid.”


  “Aren’t you concerned?” he asked. “They were only supposed to go see what these guys were up to, nothing more. Then report right back.”


  “Of course I’m concerned. If they’re not back by tomorrow night, I’ll go looking for them.”


  “I’ll go with you,” said Solomon.


  “Good. Thank you.”


  Cassie decided to stay with Johnson at the farm and I took Ronan home that evening. After two long baths, one for each of us, I had him sleep with me in my room. He kept asking for Cooper. He wanted Cooper to be back. He wanted to feel that comfort, that safety. I completely understood what he needed after being abandoned by Ben. I wanted the same thing.


  He asked me why Ben left him. He asked me over and over again, wailing in between his confusion. I will never know what that did to him. I will never know how that betrayal must have felt to someone so young. For a moment, Ronan had looked up to Ben. But only for a moment. My son learned disappointment the hard way and the brutal truth that not everyone will be there for you even if given the choice. His heart was broken but being saved by Cooper had its redeeming qualities. There was still someone he could trust. All was not lost.


  I was exhausted and fell asleep quickly with my son’s head resting on my chest.


  I woke up hours later when I heard the front door unlock. Relief and anticipation washed over me when I realized Cooper was back. I wriggled out of bed, grabbed my robe and silently opened the door to the landing.


  “Cooper?” I whispered.


  I stepped down the stairs and turned into the foyer. The front door was slightly ajar. No lights were on.


  “Cooper?” I called. I opened the front door and flipped on the outside lights. No one was there. I shut the door and locked it but before I could turn around a hand clamped over my mouth and an arm grabbed me firmly around the waist, pinning my arms to my sides. I jumped with both feet and planted them against the door and in my next motion, pushed away. My attacker stumbled backwards and fell. When my weight landed on him, his grip loosened and I jabbed him with my elbow as hard as I could. He cried out and I rolled off him.


  “Ronan!” I screamed.


  Something hard cracked against the back of my head and I fell down, but not unconscious.


  “Ronan!” I yelled. “Get out of the house!” I was on my knees, holding the back of my head when I felt the kick to my side and then another.


  “Don’t bust her up, man!” one voice said.


  “Shut up and go get the kid.”


  “No!” I screamed.


  I felt myself being rolled over and a heavy weight pressed on my stomach. My eyes were closed against the searing pain in the back of my head but I didn’t need to open them; I knew who they were. When I heard the loud pull of tape being reeled out, I panicked and opened my eyes. Willie was sitting on top of me, binding my wrists together with duct tape.


  “Ronan! Run, baby, get out of the house!”


  “No one’s up there. Window’s open.”


  For a moment I felt a joyous burst of relief.


  “S’okay. He’s just a kid. Now look at what we have here. Look at you, pretty.” He lightly touched my chin and brushed his thumb across my bottom lip. I moved my head to the side in disgust and grunted. “Now, just what are we going to do with you?”


  “I have a couple of good ideas,” said Anand.


  “So do I,” said Willie. “We lucked out with this one. This is going to be so much better than that ratty old bitch we found hiding in that cabin.”


  “Fuck you,” I sputtered.


  “Hey, I was paying you a compliment, bitch!” He smacked me across the face with the back of his hand and blood seeped into my mouth from the cracked lip.


  “My son is on his way to get help.”


  “Course he is,” said Anand. “But it’ll take him at least a half-hour to get there. We have plenty of time before that.”


  “You look surprised,” Willie laughed. “We know about the houses around here. We’ve been watching.”


  “Come on man,” Anand ushered. “Time’s wasting.”


  Willie got on his feet and when he bent down to grab my binds, I shoved my foot into his crotch. Willie cupped his groin and screamed, bending over in pain. I stumbled onto my feet and Anand grabbed my hair before I could take another step.


  “You fucking bitch!” He slammed my head against the wall twice and then dragged me over to the kitchen. “You’re gonna pay for that one.”


  He threw me onto the floor and jumped on top of me. I struggled and pushed but he landed several clean punches to my face. I choked on the blood and went limp while my head spun. Fabric being roughly torn with a knife pulled at my senses and told me what would happen next.


  “I get her first,” said Willie as he walked into the kitchen. “Fucking bitch almost made it useless.” I felt my underwear pulled down and away. “Hold her legs,” he ordered.


  Blood ran into my eyes and I could barely open them. Both of them were swelling fast. There was nothing I could do. I tried to ignore their voices. I thought about Ronan and silently prayed that he would make it to the Fielding’s farm. I prayed over and over that he would make it there safe. It didn’t matter what happened to me as long as he was okay. Yet, I wanted to live for my son. The only chance I could see was to let them have their way and maybe they would just leave.


  “I was going to be nice to you,” Willie said. “I was going to give it to you real nice-like. Not now. You know why I didn’t tape your mouth shut? Because I wanna hear you scream.”


  He rolled me over and I felt pressure and then searing pain as my skin tore. He pushed into me all the way and pulled my hair back. I screamed from the pain, giving him what he wanted to hear. There was no one else around to hear my cries except for Anand who broke into a fit of laughter. Willie grunted and thrust and when I arched my back, trying to shake him off, he punched me below my left shoulder blade and my face bounced off the ground. He punched me again while Anand clapped and whistled.


  “Put it in her mouth, man.”


  “No way,” said Anand. “She’ll bite it off. Come on, give me a turn.”


  I had a moment of relief until I felt the pain again.


  “Oh, God!” I screamed. “No, please stop!”


  Anand put his hand around my neck and pulled me up. I coughed blood over his hand and struggled to find breath against his grip.


  “Well, I’m going to put it in her mouth,” said Willie. “Here, use your hands and hold her mouth open, like this.” I felt two sets of fingers in my mouth, forcing my jaws apart in opposite directions. I tried to pull my face away and bite down, but his grip was too strong.


  “What the fuck?” said Anand.


  “What?”


  Willie shouted and let go of my face. My head smacked the ground and I heard Willie smash against the counter as Anand pulled out of me. Someone stepped over me and Anand screamed. I rolled over and squinted through my swollen lids. Cooper had Anand on the ground and was stomping on his face. Willie was lying against the cabinets moaning. I struggled to my feet and felt the blood running down my thighs. Willie had managed to get on all fours and raised his arm up to grab for the counter. Moments later he was on his feet, stumbling toward Cooper’s turned back with a knife in his hand. I bent down and rushed him with my head and shoulders. We toppled over the kitchen table and I landed with my back on him. Before I could roll off he grabbed the top of my hair and slid a blade under my neck.


  Cooper rushed over but froze when he saw the knife.


  “This is what’s gonna happen. You’re gonna let me up or this bitch is gonna get her throat slit.”


  Cooper winced when he took in my pummeled face. He nodded his head and took a step back. Willie pulled me up by my hair and I screamed once more.


  “Anand, come on.”


  “I don’t think your friend will be wakin’ up for a while,” Cooper said.


  “You fuck. Fine. You can have him.”


  Willie began walking backwards to the foyer. Every step back Willie took, Cooper took one forward.


  “Let her go,” Cooper growled.


  “You stay there, asshole. I’ll let her go when I’m gone.”


  “You’ll let her go now.”


  “I said stop right there or I’ll cut her!” he screamed. The point of the knife stuck into my neck and blood dripped out of the puncture.


  Cooper stopped moving and suddenly widened his eyes, looking behind us. I felt Willie’s head whip around and Cooper made his move. He grabbed Willie’s arm and wrenched it away while I ducked. I heard his fist connect with Willie’s face and the knife hitting the ground. I crawled to reach it but Cooper accidentally kicked it away. I stood up and took a few fumbling steps but slipped on my own blood and crashed into the ground, hip first. My foot touched the cold metal of the knife and I swiveled around to reach it. When I whipped back around, Willie was lying unconscious on the ground and Cooper had a gun pointed at his head.


  “No,” I gurgled.


  “No?”


  “No. Please, not yet. Help me.”


  Cooper’s face changed from scathing anger to grief in the instant he turned his head and looked down at me. He ran over to me and wrapped both arms around me.


  “Jesus, you’re bleeding bad,” he said. “Oh my God, Ronan.”


  “He escaped,” I assured him.


  “I have to go find him.”


  “He’s at the Fielding’s already. I hid a four-wheeler in a shanty out in the woods. Just in case something like this ever happened. In case he needed to go it alone. Please get my robe, cover me.”


  Cooper gently pulled the robe over me and then pulled me into his chest. His arms cradled me softly and he kissed the top of my head. I doubled over and sobbed in his lap.


  “I’m so sorry, Carson. I’m so fuckin’ sorry. Christ, I’m so sorry I didn’t get here fast enough.” I felt his grip tighten and his heavy heaves of breath turned into cries as he rocked us both back and forth.


  “You were right, Cooper. They are worse than homicidals. You were right.”


  The door smashed open and Johnson ran in with his gun drawn. Tasha, Solomon and Brigham followed behind.


  “Jesus!” Tasha screamed. She crouched beside us and tried to lift my face but I was reluctant. I wanted to hide behind Cooper rather than show my defeat. “Carson? Carson? Are you okay?”


  “Where’s the other one?” yelled Johnson.


  “In the kitchen,” Cooper replied. “Fuckin’ animals had her tied up when I got here.”


  “I’ll get Gretchen,” Brigham said as he stepped out the house.


  “Ronan?” I called out.


  “He’s at the house,” whispered Tasha as she stroked the top of my head. “He’s okay. Where’s all this blood coming from?”


  “They raped her,” Cooper answered. “Johnson, Get these two assholes outta this house. Get them the fuck outta here.”


  “They still alive?”


  “They’re breathing,” Cooper answered. “Not for long, though. Bring them over to the barn. The big one. Tie them up in one of the stalls.”


  Cooper picked me up in his arms and carried me up the stairs.


  “Bring me to the bathroom,” I whispered. “Please. I need to take a shower. I need to get their filth off me.”


  He gently put me down on the bathroom tile and turned the water on while I leaned against the vanity.


  “You can leave,” I said. “But can you stay in the house until I’m done?”


  “I’m not leaving,” he whispered. He gently removed my robe and lifted the t-shirt over my head. He put his arm underneath me and helped me into the shower, then stepping in with his clothes still on. He held me up while I washed myself and let me lean against him while the water ran over my face. He kissed my shoulders and dabbed a washcloth where I couldn’t reach. I coughed and shook, crying like a wretch the entire time, and it didn’t bother me to let Cooper witness my misery.


  I turned the water off and he carried me to the bed. Cooper took a towel and gingerly dabbed my skin dry before dressing me in fresh night clothes.


  “How did you know?”


  “I didn’t,” he replied. “We never found them. They kept double-backing and so we figur’d they were onto us. When we got back to the house I had a bad gut-feelin’. We found tons of tracks that led right by your house and the Fielding’s, like they’d been watchin’ the whole time. When I saw you weren’t there at the farm, I came over.”


  Gretchen called my name from downstairs.


  “We’re up here!” Cooper yelled.


  When Gretchen came into the room she had me lie down and asked Cooper to leave the room. Gretchen had me describe everything that was done and I tried to relive the events without lapsing into tears but it was impossible. She put an antibiotic and salve in between my legs, felt my ribs from where I had been kicked, tended to the bruises on my body and face and stitched two cuts above my eyes.


  “I’m going to give you something to help you sleep,” she said as she uncapped a needle and stuck it into a tiny glass bottle.


  “Wait,” I said. “I need to talk to Cooper first.”


  “It will take a few minutes to go into effect.” She jabbed the needle into my vein and called for Cooper who swung the door open instantly.


  “I just gave her something to sleep.”


  Cooper crawled in bed next to me and shuffled his arm underneath my head.


  “Please don’t do anything to them.”


  “Jesus,” Cooper sighed and his head fell back against the headboard. “I wanna kill them.”


  “Please, Cooper. Promise me. Don’t do anything until I get a chance to talk to them.”


  “You want to talk to them?”


  “Just promise me. You can do whatever you want but only after I talk to them first.” It was several long seconds before he consented. “You’ll have to go and make sure they don’t do anything to them.”


  “I’m not leaving.”


  “I’ll go,” Gretchen said as she packed her small bag. “I’ll tell them.”


  “Tell Ronan I’m alright. Tell him Mommy is okay and I’ll be there tomorrow. Please, make sure he is okay.”


  “I will, sweetheart.”


  “Tell him, tell him that…” The effects of the drug kicked in. My mind clouded over and my drowsy eyes were fastened shut. “Tell him Mommy loves him. Tell him he did a good job.”


  “I’ll tell him that he’s a hero,” she whispered.


  “Cooper?”


  “I’m here,” he said as he squeezed my shoulder and kissed my ear.


  “Thank you.” I heard the door quietly shut behind Gretchen. “I’m sorry if I upset you. I never wanted you to walk away. I shouldn’t have let you walk away.”


  “Shhhh - I know. I know, Carson.”


  And then I was gone.


  


  


  A Game


  My husband lay butchered in a frozen field, my son was hiding in a metal shed by himself and I was running outside armed with nothing more than a scythe. My eyes were wide, my grief displayed across my face, my anger obvious in my haphazard charge, my instincts unshakable and innate - I had to protect our child.


  Seconds before I met the murderous horde in a mighty clash of seven against one, reality weighed in and I abruptly swerved ninety degrees to my right and ran, leading them away from my cherished treasure. They followed. I heard the steps of one closing in fast. I slammed both feet into the ground out of desperation, knelt down and swept the scythe around in a wide arc behind me, managing to slice through her ankle. When she fell, I jumped to my feet and kept running. I hid myself behind a wooden shed and waited for seconds, shaking - gripping the scythe hard. The steps were close enough and I surprised him, swinging out from the corner, stabbing him through the neck. As I pulled out the blade I saw the rest from the corner of my eye, only steps away and grouped together. Five were left. I circled the shed, and ran back to the front, flinging open the door while they were on the other side in close pursuit. Once inside, I barred the door by sliding two misplaced stainless steel cabinets in front of it, only to buy time. I was about to open the window in the back when I noticed the canisters of kerosene and some wax candles melted onto a wooden bench.


  The flimsy wooden door buckled behind the weight of the group. The homicidals were thrashing to get inside and the cabinets were sliding away at each push. After emptying the canisters and saturating the ground with liquid, I opened the window and looked around before swinging my legs out. No one was on that side of the shed. I looked back to the door from the outside and watched it bow further and further until at last the shoddy barricade yielded and the homicidals rushed in.


  For a moment, I hesitated. I wondered if I was doing the right thing and darkness versus light wrestled behind my heart. All questions, doubts and thoughts splashed through my brain simultaneously: Were they human? Did they feel? Am I allowed to murder? They killed Ritchie. The last image absorbed the rest and I dropped the burning candle from my hand onto the earthen floor of the shed.


  


  I had been awake for a half-hour but remained dead-still in the crook of Cooper’s arms with my eyes purposefully sealed. He was already awake, gliding his fingers up and down my arm but otherwise remaining motionless. I awoke without a start. I felt Cooper’s body against mine before the memories from the previous night reminded me of why he was there. When they came flooding back, I didn’t sit up gasping or erupt into tears. I simply took the memories and pushed them back out, instead focusing my thoughts on Cooper. I allowed myself to feel his strength, to rely on it, to let him hold me.


  When I finally opened my sore eyes, light blinded them shut. I squinted against the brightness and pain shot across my temples and down the bridge of my nose. I put my hand to my face and sat up slightly on my arm.


  “Hey,” said Cooper. “Are you alright?” He put his hand on my shoulder and pressed his cheek to the side of my head in a protective manner, the way someone might soothe a child.


  “Yeah, I’m fine,” I replied. “Thirsty.”


  While Cooper went downstairs to fetch some cold water, I went into the bathroom to inspect the damage. A stranger peered back at me from behind the mirror.


  The skin above my right eye swelled out and sagged down, pushing my eye down with it. Purple and red tones colored the flesh above and below my eyes and two black lines crossed over my right eyebrow, remnants of Gretchen’s fine seamstress work. My top lip was blood-raw with a jagged cut and the bottom swelled out of proportion.


  For a second I let the reflection of my face bring back the sordid memories and I lurched forward, catching a sob in my hand. I surprised myself when I immediately overcame my weakness. Anger quickly replaced my shame and built piece-by-piece, growing rapidly. I gripped the edges of the vanity and the madness poured through my veins, down my shaking arms. Instead of thinking about what happened to me the night before, I focused on Willie and Anand. I thought about their lusts, their lack of humanity and compassion, the joy they received by watching another human suffer, the pain they liked to inflict. I allowed anger and hatred to fill me.


  I knew what Cooper wanted to do, but I couldn’t let him. As angry as I was and as much as I wanted it - I couldn’t let him kill those men. There were still some rules I wanted to live by, even if he didn’t agree. He would have to compromise.


  This was my responsibility.


  I heard Cooper running back up the stairs and decided not to tell him anything until after my discussion with the rapists. Arguing with him would only make him more determined, just like me, and the last thing I wanted to do was argue with Cooper right before I confronted the two beasts.


  “How do ya feel?” he asked. “Do ya - are ya in pain?”


  “I’m pretty numb,” I answered as he handed me the water. “I’m going to go over there.”


  “I’ll go with you.”


  “Do you trust me?” I asked him. He nodded his head slightly. “You need to let me talk to them alone. Just promise me, you’ll let me do that first. That’s all I ask.”


  “Yeah,” he replied and put his hands in his pockets, lifting his shoulders up to his ears in a wayward shrug. “But after that, Carson, I have to have it my way.” He wiped his mouth and looked up at the ceiling, breathing in a deep gust of air. “I don’t know how I’ll be able to stop myself. I jus’ don’t think - I won’t be able to be there, that close to them, while they did what they did to you last night. I can’t, I just can’t do nothing.”


  “I know,” I said and I cupped his face in my hands. “I know. But can we talk about it after? Please?”


  Again, Cooper nodded.


  “Thank you.”


  “I don’t understand what you could possibly wanna talk to them ‘bout.”


  “You will. I promise. Let’s get this over with.” It was easy to see that he had more questions but he held back admirably.


  I leaned into his chest so I could feel his arms wrap around me one more time and stayed there for a while. He never lessened his strong hold in an effort to pull away. He stayed there with his head buried in my neck. I was the one who had to break us apart even though I never wanted to leave his arms again.
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  We pulled into the Fielding’s farm an hour later. One by one, the people filtered out of the house and gathered on the porch. I pulled as close to the big barn as I could and it was Ivy who ran out to meet us.


  “What should I do?” asked Cooper.


  “Can you make sure Ronan stays inside until I’m done? And then go the barn. I’ll meet you there. I just need a few minutes alone to collect myself if that’s okay.”


  “That’s okay.”


  He opened the door and Ivy rushed by him, up the steps. When she looked at my face, she broke into hysterics.


  “You were right, Ivy,” I confessed. “I’m not the same anymore.”


  “What did they do to you?” she cried. She tried to reach around me but I withdrew from her attempted embrace and pushed her arms down.


  “Do you remember how you said I was different? Do you remember when you insinuated that I enjoyed killing people? Homicidals?” Tears ran unchecked down my cheeks and I turned my head to look out the window, toward the barn.


  “Carson, I didn’t mean what I said.”


  “Yes, you did.”


  “Oh my God. Carson, this isn’t karma. Is that what you think?” I shook my head at her misinterpretation but she continued. “You’re not a bad person. Things like this don’t happen to people because of something they did, honey.”


  “No, that’s not what I’m trying to say.”


  “Tell me.”


  “I’m saying I lied to you. I did like killing them. It felt good. And I couldn’t get enough because no matter how many I killed, Ritchie wasn’t coming back. I’m - I’m sorry for lying to you.”


  “Don’t be sorry, Carson. I’ll always love you.”


  “Always?”


  “No matter what.”


  “Promise?”


  “Promise.”


  “Thank you,” I said as I gathered her in my arms. “I’m alright. But right now, I need some time. I need to go talk to them. I need to do this. And Ivy, I need you all to let me do this, with privacy. I’ll talk to you after.” I put my hands on her shoulders and gently pushed her back. “Can you do that for me? Can you tell everyone up there to leave me be until I leave the barn?” She sobbed without answering and left the camper. I was alone.


  I pulled the large duffle bag down from the storage bin and emptied it out onto the table. I pulled on my black pants, strapped on my boots, put a tank top under my Kevlar vest and black shirt and leather jacket over it. I stretched my hands into the tight leather gloves and squeezed both fists to grow a bit of room. I slid the helmet over my face, pulled on my swords and grabbed one single bottle of water. My heart was as steady as it had ever been and I reached for the door.


  There was silence when I stepped out of the camper. I looked up to the porch from where I stood. Marianna lifted her hand to her heart but the rest of them remained quiet, motionless, accepting. The wind had picked up and I felt it pushing me in the opposite direction, toward the barn. I turned around and let it guide me to what was already my destination.


  “Carson? Carson?”


  I didn’t turn when I heard Ben’s voice. I could tell he had left the porch and his steps quickened into a run behind me.


  “No, stop! Let me go!”


  Someone grabbed him and held him back.


  “No, Carson!” he screamed. “Don’t do this, Carson! Don’t let them do this to you! This isn’t you! This isn’t you! Carson!”


  I kept walking. There was no hesitation in my gait, no pause mid-stride, and I ignored the desperation in his voice. I became deaf to everything behind me, now only open to what was in front of me. The barn. And Cooper.


  Cooper glanced at me once when I turned around and from the distance I couldn’t discern the look on his face. He looked down at the ground after, puffed casually on a cigarette and threw it underneath his step. He turned around, unlocked the barn door and opened it just enough, then took several steps forward, looking straight ahead instead of at me. Without words between us, I slipped by him and stepped inside the barn.


  The sunlight streamed into the darkened space and ended in a bright patch on the dirt floor. Swirling dust made the light seem brighter and the stream blinded my view until I stepped through it. Willie and Anand were bound together with rope encircling them both, tethering them to a giant wooden beam holding up the hayloft. Their arms were lifted high, bound at the wrist and tied to metal hooks. Willie’s head rose slightly at my appearance. His face showed the recent wrath of someone eager to give punishment but he still looked better than I did. Anand’s head was still bowed.


  “Who the fuck are you supposed to be?”


  I didn’t respond and quietly studied him for a few seconds. My silence must have jarred him and he twisted and jerked under the ropes.


  “What the fuck is this?” he yelled. “Who are you? Say something!”


  Anand moaned and his body vibrated from Willie’s movement. I shook myself and held up the bottle of water. Willie stopped his thrashing and licked his lips, finally nodding his head. I uncapped the bottle as I walked to him and slowly lifted it to his lips. He tilted his head back with one eye on me and drank half the bottle in three large gulps. I pulled it away and motioned to Anand. Again Willie nodded.


  I lifted Anand’s head by the roots of his hair and his eyelids parted slightly, the pupils rolling back behind the lids. His right cheekbone was sunken far lower than his left and dried blood covered his chin, neck and shirt. Cooper’s beating had taken its toll. I put the bottle to his lips and tilted it upright, letting water flow down his throat. He coughed it away at first but it roused him enough to keep his mouth open on his own and his tongue plunged outward, waiting for more. He depleted the bottle and squinted at me. His lips pulled back and a slight laugh escaped his lips. I pulled out my small knife and brought it up to his face.


  “Hey!” yelled Willie as he began to squirm. “Hey, what are you doing?” When he saw me cutting away at Anand’s ropes, he stopped struggling. Anand fell to the ground in a heap and I walked slowly back to the barn door. I stopped just before the sunlight and reached behind me to draw my sword.


  “Anand!” cried Willie. “Anand! Get the fuck up! Get up! Come on, man! Get me down from here. Anand, get up and look. What the fuck? What’s going on?”


  I planted the tip of my sword on the ground and stepped backwards, drawing a line on the floor from one side of the barn to the other. I walked to the middle and stood just past the line, on the side where the door stood, my sword still in hand. Anand had finally made it to his feet and held onto the beam which once held him captive. He looked confused and weak on his knees as he tried to assess the situation.


  “You can leave, Anand,” I said. “You can walk right out that door, right there. All you have to do is cross this line.”


  “It’s a trick, Anand. It’s some kind of twisted game.”


  “There’s no trick,” I said back to Willie. “But you’re right about it being a game. Anand, do you want to leave?” He shook his head as much as he could without looking back at Willie. “Good. You can. All you have to do is cross this line. If you can make it across, you can leave. You can walk right out that door.”


  Anand stumbled toward me without question, his eyes fixated on the line I drew in the dirt. His hunched form meandered forward with both arms pulled up into his chest, his hands hanging limply out from the wrists. He stopped a foot before the line and tilted his head at me, breathing in gasps of breath and showing me his wildly uneven eyes. He shifted two sweeping steps to his left and almost stumbled over the line in the process. I stood straight and unwavering and Willie was quiet as well, watching in curiosity.


  Anand’s eyes fell on my sword; his mouth hung open as he took in air with heavy breaths as if he had been running for miles. He shrugged his shoulders and lifted one leg off the ground and slowly inched it forward with his foot pointed. He looked at me again and laughed before his toe touched ground and when he saw that I had not moved, he went through with his action, planting his foot down on the other side of the line. That’s when I moved.


  I took one step forward, spun around with my sword straight out and swung it around, landing between his shoulders and head. He fell to his knees and his headless torso crumpled to the ground.


  “Jesus Christ!” screamed Willie. “What the fuck was that? Help! Goddamnit! Help!” He thrashed against the ropes and his chest heaved away from the pole. He bent his legs and tried to push himself away in vain. I watched him struggle for a few minutes, almost hoping he would cry.


  I finally walked toward him, dragging my sword behind me.


  “Jesus, no! What the fuck? No! Get the hell away from me you sick fuck! Who are you? Who are you?” I lifted the helmet over my face and let it fall to the ground. His eyes widened in recognition. “Christ, almighty,” he said as he looked away.


  “You weren’t the first, you know. I was raped before. A long time ago. I was raped by my college professor, repeatedly. It wasn’t the same, though. He didn’t do it the same way, but he got away with it.”


  “I don’t care about your damn story!” he shouted and snapped his head back at me. “So this is what it’s about? A little bit of revenge for you? Well listen to this, missy. We weren’t going to kill you. We were just going to have our fun and leave and look at what you fucking did! You killed him!”


  “I always kill homicidals.”


  “I’m not a fucking homicidal! I’m a survivor! I’m human!”


  “You’re not human.”


  “Yes, I am! And you can’t kill me. It ain’t fucking right. I’m a survivor just like you.”


  “He always had excuses, too. Why I couldn’t tell anyone, why I had to put up with his abuse. And I bought it. It wasn’t that I believed him. It was that I was too scared not to believe him. I was too scared to stand against him. Too scared to formulate my own opinions. Too scared to do what was right. I’m not scared anymore. And the rules have changed.”


  “Would you listen to yourself? You’re fucking crazy, lady! Okay, what we did was wrong. Does that make you happy? We fucked up and made a mistake. But I’m not a homicidal. I don’t kill people.”


  “You just rape them.”


  “Oh, like that’s better than what you’re doing? You just killed a man! Just like a homicidal!”


  “He wasn’t a man.”


  “So what the fuck are you going to do, huh?” He crashed his arms against the ropes and shook his body. “Are you going to make me play your stupid little game where I have to cross the line? Huh? Is that it?


  “No,” I breathed. “You already crossed the line.”


  His eyes grew when my other hand grasped the handle of my sword and I lifted it up above my left shoulder. He turned his head to the right, clenched his eyes and whimpered before my sword drove through his neck less than a second later.


  I turned around rather than watching his body slump and fall, picked up my helmet and walked to the door. Moments later I stepped out into sunlight with my dripping sword in one hand and helmet in the other. Cooper’s back was to me but he turned his head to the side and blew out a stream of smoke.


  “Is it done?”


  “It is.”


  A few seconds passed before he said anything.


  “Good,” he said to my relief.


  I walked back to the camper by myself. It wasn’t until I got inside when Johnson and Tasha walked over to the barn where Cooper remained. I looked out the window and watched Cooper meet them just outside the door with his hands on his hips. Johnson and Tasha approached him and stood in good distance while they talked. When the three of them ventured inside, I moved to the back of the camper and peeled off my clothes.


  An hour later I found myself walking into Ivy’s house. It was quiet when I entered, although Ivy, Marianna, Gretchen and Jayde sat together in the living room. Solomon and Brigham were in the kitchen. From the foyer where I stood, I was in plain view of everyone. Ben was nowhere in sight. They all regarded me for a brief moment before looking away. I wasn’t sure if it was my face or my deed. The girls were quiet, pretending to look out the window. Solomon stood in the middle of the kitchen drying a mug with a towel and Brigham leaned against the counter sipping tea. I heard Ronan’s voice trail down from the staircase and I raced up the creaky, familiar steps.


  


  


  Time


  People left me alone for weeks after what I did in the barn. Cooper was the only one in my company for a while, making me feel like he was the only one to stand by me. The only nights he wasn’t there was when he took watch. I didn’t want to keep Ronan in isolation so Cooper took him over to the Fielding’s every few days.


  When Ronan asked me what happened, I thought about settling on a variation but decided to convey the truth. I couldn’t lie to him about this. I already decided I wouldn’t lie to him. It was dangerous to lie. I knew that now more than ever. I told him the truth and I assured him they wouldn’t be bothering us again. For a while, I had to watch him struggle with a new fear. He was unable to sleep in his own room and wanted to be by my side every minute of the day. After the first few times Cooper took Ronan over to the farm, he began to resist the offer. He only wanted to be with me. I knew he wanted my comfort but at the same time, I think he wanted to protect me. Ronan had been strengthened by the loss of his father in a way that made him determined not to lose another parent. He became my shadow for months.


  Cooper moved his things over to my house the night after the barn. After I put Ronan to bed that first night, he sat in the kitchen and silently watched me with his chin in his hands as I made tea and cleaned the counters. I could tell he was struggling to say something and I waited for him to voice his mind while I cleaned a kitchen which needed no attention.


  “Tell me,” I finally said after whipping around, leaning against the counter and throwing a rag over my shoulder. “Say it.”


  Cooper’s foot tapped against the ground and his eyebrows rose, carrying along with them his deep-set green eyes. He sighed before lifting his face from his hands.


  “You didn’t have to do it,” was all he said.


  “It was my responsibility.”


  “Why didn’t you want me to know?”


  “I was afraid of what you’d think of me. Because I was afraid my own mind would change if I said it out loud. Because I wanted to do it on my own. I made the decision to do it when they touched me. I wanted to do it then. But what I didn’t want was anyone telling me why, when or how. If I had told you or anyone else what I was going to do, you might have tried to talk me out of it. I didn’t want that. I just wanted to do it and get it over with.”


  “You stopped me from doing the same thing,” he reminded me.


  “I know. I shouldn’t have. But in a way it was different. They hadn’t done anything - yet.”


  “But I knew they would’ve if they could. And they did.”


  “I didn’t,” I replied. “But you were right. I should have agreed with you. You were right, Cooper. And I’m so sorry.”


  “Oh, no, Carson,” he pleaded. He moved from his chair and stood in front of me with both palms face-out. “I’m not lookin’ for an apology. Don’t be sorry. I don’t blame you and no one else does neither. No one’s mad at you. We jus’ didn’t expect it none. I didn’t expect it.”


  “What did you expect?”


  “I don’t know. I didn’t try to stop you when you said you wanted to talk to them even though it made no sense.” He paused and rubbed the side of his nose with one finger while looking away. “I wouldn’t have tried to stop you with this.”


  “I didn’t mean to trick you or be dishonest, Cooper.”


  “I know. When you have a plan, you go for it. But don’t be afraid to tell me nothing.”


  “You’re not mad?”


  “No.”


  “No?”


  “No,” he repeated. “I’m worried. I know you, Carson. I know how strongly ya feel about the difference between a man and a homicidal. I’m worried about ya and how you feel about what ya did.”


  “Indifferent,” I said which wasn’t entirely true. I felt indifference for those two men but I wondered about the implications it would hold in the long run. Not for me so much as for our community. I wondered if my actions would influence the way others felt about people like Willie and Anand and what should be done with them. I had taken my own emotion filled with passion, hatred and the need for retribution and I wielded it as judge, jury and executioner. Before the Demon Virus, they would have called the murder an act of passion. Maybe they would have called it a vigilante killing. I called it my right. There were no more policemen, no more courts and no more jail. Nothing existed to deter people like Willie and Anand from acting on sick desire and thrill. And there was no punishment anyone could exact for my rape. Torture wasn’t an option; we weren’t barbarians. The only thing we could do was prevent them from doing it again. Yet, their punishment should have been discussed as a collective and I removed that right from everyone else. I took it away from Willie and Anand, too.


  If I hadn’t killed them, Cooper or someone else would have. They had already been sentenced to death and the only question which remained was who would be the one to deal the death blows. I wanted the job.


  The months of killing homicidals had desensitized me to death. I thought it would be harder than it was but when I stepped into that barn and reacquainted myself with their faces, my heart burned in my chest and the wounds on my body itched with madness. I wanted to see them die. Not one fleeting thought of compassion or remorse crossed my mind once I saw them again. It only strengthened my convictions.


  Some people will say what I did was wrong and maybe it was. If it happened to somebody else, I might have said the same thing. The judicial system was something I once believed in but that was long gone. The only thing we had left was a sense of right and wrong and the responsibility to keep each other safe. Letting those two monsters go wouldn’t have been safe. What other option did we have? It went further than that for me. I wanted to kill them. I wanted them dead. Was I better than a homicidal? Was I better than Willie and Anand? I could find a thousand reasons to condone my actions but these questions will always hang over my head like an oppressive cloud.


  And then there was the fear. I couldn’t help but imagine a world where killers and rapists were the lone survivors to thrive in this new world. A perversion of Darwin’s survival of the fittest. People like Willie and Anand might have only represented a small fraction of a larger population. They were the ones who were better equipped to survive against the homicidals; they were the ones who felt comfortable dwelling among brethren killers; they were the ones who coveted these days of blood.


  Maybe they would be the ones to successfully emerge as the new, post-apocalyptic human race, breeding more killers and rapists to prey on the innocent, the uninfected, until every last decent soul was eradicated, leaving only the insidious to own the world. And maybe they would mold us, the ones they couldn’t kill, into their likeness - like they did to me. Because of them, I had become a killer of the uninfected. A murderer. In my mind, I had already joined their ranks as part of a new, bloodthirsty world.


  The truth was, my fears were irrational. Of what little survivors were left, only a few were likely to be like Willie and Anand. Most of us knew the difference between right and wrong, and lived by the right. Yet it took me a while to overcome these fears, especially where the corruption of my own heart was concerned. It was true that I enjoyed killing homicidals, and that was a fault I could never erase.


  I wanted to tell Cooper these things and I eventually did. The more I opened up to him, the more he opened up to me. It became easier with time. It seemed as though once I showed my volatile side, it was easier for Cooper to connect with me. For him, my actions made me more human.


  As the months went by we saw a change in the homicidals. There were fewer herds to pass through, but each herd that did come by, only four more, were progressively larger in size. We were still stronger, and growing, and so no life was lost. Any homicidals who walked alone or in smaller groups seemed much weaker by comparison, as if they were somehow more susceptible to the disease they carried than those in larger groups. Eventually, a day came when we realized we hadn’t seen a homicidal in a month. The herds had stopped coming through. Nonetheless, we remained vigilant.


  More people joined our community and after a year we had over thirty houses running with power, heat and water. The tower Grisham had been working on made its first successful contact with a colony of uninfected people in McGrady, North Carolina. We heard from several more within a year. All of them confirmed sightings of larger and larger homicidal herds, always heading east, always stronger when together - as if their closeness prevented the disease from killing their bodies. But over time, all of our contacted colonies reported a lapse in homicidal sightings. Brigham had been sending out a repeating broadcast of our location in an attempt to find lone survivors and it worked. People trickled in after hearing our message. The more people we had, the stronger we would become.


  After the execution, Ben walked listlessly around the farm. He slept alone in an abandoned house by the reservoir and rarely spoke with anyone. His formerly kempt appearance faded as his beard grew and his clothes wrinkled from days without washing. They hung from his shrinking body, becoming too large for his waning frame. Gretchen and Ivy brought him food whenever he was gone for too long but he never ate more than a few bites at a time they said. Ben and Leo left our colony for another group in Doe Run, Missouri a week after we made contact. No one tried to stop them as they loaded their car with food, cans of gas and fresh water. Ben was a broken man and there was no one in our group who could fix him. We were all just a reminder of humanity’s downfall. Two days later we heard that they made it to Doe Run.


  It took Ivy a few weeks to look me in the eyes. It took even longer for her to give me a genuine smile. We never discussed what I did in the barn. We both tried on a number of occasions but the awkwardness caused the wound between us to reopen and neither of us wanted that. We eventually dismissed the idea of trying to talk about it by avoiding the topic altogether. It was a silent and mutual understanding and as the days passed, our childhood bond proved to be stronger than any one deed. In the end, she kept the promise she made to me just before I entered the barn.


  Cassie moved out of my house and into a small cottage with Johnson two miles away from Ivy’s farm. She gave birth in March of the following year to a healthy boy. Ivy cried when she heard they named him Grisham.


  It took me a long time to let go of the feeling that I was being watched. Whenever I went to Ivy’s farm during the first few weeks after the event, I felt the eyes of everyone upon me. People made small talk with me but that was where the familiarity ended. Cooper assured me that no one regarded me with disgust but it didn’t seem that way initially. For weeks I felt like the outcast of the group, the pitied black sheep.


  “It’s not all about you, Carson,” he would say which I found irritating. “There are other things people are more concerned about. More attacks. Grisham. Trying to figure out where the hell the homicidals are headed and wondering if they’ll come back.”


  Time changed all that as time tends to do. The way we see things change over time. The memory of my rapists and their demise faded until at last there was a day that I didn’t think about it. I no longer heard whispers over my shoulder or the look of speculation in my neighbors’ eyes. I found laughter and smiles again. When the possibility loomed that the epidemic might be over, the mood of our wayward community lifted dramatically. We had a future in sight.


  Ronan’s attachment to Cooper grew quickly. Cooper was a different person with Ronan. He was gentle and soft. He reached for Ronan’s hand as naturally as any father would do and Ronan would rest his head on Cooper’s shoulder if he was in his arms. Cooper jumped at every chance to read him a story at night and put him to bed, always kissing him goodnight. Sometimes he would hold Ronan in his arms until he fell asleep. Other times he stayed there all night long with Ronan tucked under his arm. Ronan slipped a few times and called him ‘Daddy’. The first time it happened, Cooper had to look away to compose himself. The next time he did it, Cooper told him it was okay to call him that.


  Cooper still had his moods. Time didn’t change his attitude but he made an effort to talk to me before going off on one of his antisocial tirades. I got used to it. I accepted it. This was Cooper. He wasn’t Ritchie and he never would be. People change over time but they do it on their own. I wasn’t going to try and change him. He gave me the comfort I needed and I think I did the same for him. I was in love with him for who he was.


  Lying in bed one night he asked me about Ritchie.


  “Does it bother you to talk about him?”


  “A little. It still hurts. But I feel okay talking about him to you.” I felt his arm tighten around me in a quick squeeze.


  “Was he like me at all?”


  “A little bit. He didn’t try to own me. He didn’t tell me what to do. That part is like you. It’s a lot like you. And he could be stubborn, just like you.”


  “Did you have a good, you know, relationship?”


  “It was very good. We were happy.”


  “Do ya think he would like me? I mean if he could see us now and see me with Ronan, do ya think he would approve?”


  “Yes,” I said with a smile. This wasn’t something I expected Cooper to ask. He was normally too guarded to show a display of self-conscious thought. “I think he would be very happy.”


  “Are ya jus’ sayin’ that?”


  “No,” I assured him. “Of course not. I think he would feel that Ronan and I are safe with you. And that would be his top priority.”


  Cooper sighed and put his free hand behind his head.


  “When did ya know?”


  “Know what?”


  “That you were in love with him?”


  “It was fast. I don’t know when. Maybe a few months after we started to date. I couldn’t think of doing anything without him. Every thought in my mind had something to do with him. Whenever I was happy or sad, Ritchie was the one I wanted to call and talk to. It was suddenly like I found my twin and I couldn’t imagine another day without him. I never felt that way before about anyone.”


  “How do you feel about me?”


  “Was that a set-up?” I laughed. His eyebrows creased inwards and I realized that he was serious. “I care about you a lot, Cooper.”


  “I know I can never take his place.”


  “I never asked you to.”


  “I know. But I wanna in a way.”


  “I want you here, too.”


  “It isn’t jus’ ‘cause of Ronan. I don’t want you to think that I’m using him to fill some void from losing my son. It’s both of you. I feel the same way, the way you felt with Ritchie. I might not say it as well or as often as I should.”


  “You don’t need to say it. I already know.” I sat up and kissed him gently. “I don’t want you to be Ritchie. I love you as Cooper.”


  He inhaled deeply and shook as he exhaled. He put his hand on the back of my head and pushed me down, kissing me hard on the lips.


  “I love you, too,” he whispered.
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  Less than a year later, Cooper drove with me and Ronan to Sweet Home, Oregon. I wanted to go back to get some personal memorabilia I had left behind and with the absence of the homicidals, we felt it was safe enough to make the trip. I would have left Ronan behind but there was one thing we needed to do together.


  I chose a spot right in front of the Weddle Bridge where Ritchie and I had been married, and the three of us held hands as we hovered over the shallow grave holding Ritchie’s remains. Ronan was quiet until he tossed his father’s fishing hat into the ground and then his tears came out into the open. He covered his face and leaned into Cooper’s side. I added our wedding picture, Ronan’s ultrasound print and a few more of Ritchie’s favorite pictures that had been in frames on his desk. After a few minutes, Cooper pulled Ronan away to give me some privacy. At last I allowed myself to remember all that was and my grief resurfaced.


  “I’m so sorry I couldn’t help you,” I sobbed. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t save you. I wanted to. I never wanted to live without you, Ritchie. I miss you so much.” Guilt suddenly overwhelmed me and I gasped, holding my hand over my mouth with my eyes clenched shut. After a few minutes I looked up at the bridge and remembered him at one of his happiest moments.


  “Ronan’s okay. He misses you and so do I. We survived, Ritchie. We made it. You had something to do with that, you know. The camper - the one we fought about - it saved us. He’s growing so big now. Oh, Ritchie, I wish you could see him. He looks so much like you.” I felt a slight kick and looked down at the bulging roundness sticking out from my abdomen. I rubbed my belly and laughed a little.


  “I met someone. I think you would like him a lot. He’s been good to me and he loves Ronan. I wanted you to know that I will never forget you and I won’t let Ronan forget either. You’ll always be with us. You’ll always be in my heart, Ritchie. And I’ll always be in love with you.” I wiped away the tears from my face and looked up when the light grew around me. The sun was peeking through the clouds and warming my cheeks.


  “I’m naming him Ritchie,” I whispered.


  


  The End.
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