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A blazing star or comet appeared for several months before the plague, as there did 

the year after, another, a little before the fire.  The comet before the pestilence was of a 

faint, dull, languid color, and its motion very heavy, solemn and slow.  But comet before 

the fire was bright and sparkling, or, as others said, flaming.  Accordingly, one foretold a 

heavy judgment, slow but severe, terrible and frightful, as was the plague; but the other 

foretold a stroke, sudden, swift and fiery, as the conflagration. 

Many died raving mad with the torment.  Some broke out into the streets, perhaps 

naked, and would run directly down to the river if they were not stopped by the 

watchman or other officers.  It is scarce credible what dreadful cases happened.  People 

in the rage of distemper, raving and distracted, and oftentimes laying violent hands upon 

themselves, throwing themselves out at their windows, shooting themselves, etc.; mothers 

murdering their own children in their lunacy; some dying of mere grief as a passion, 

some of mere fright and surprise without any infection at all; others frightened into 

idiotism and foolish distractions, some into despair and lunacy, others into melancholy 

madness. 

A dreadful plague in London was in the year 1665, which swept a hundred 

thousand souls away.  Yet, I, alive! 

 

-- Adapted from A Journal of the Plague Year, by Daniel Defoe, 1722 

PROLOGUE 

 

The temperature rose, to be sure.  The ice melted, and the snow turned to sleet and then to rain.  But 

in 1916, springtime never arrived for Verdun, France.  It was not the sweet fragrances of the season, but 

rather the smell of cordite, mustard gas, and rotting flesh that drifted over the fields.  The hammer of God 

fell on Verdun, in the form of ten million artillery shells.  At times the explosive projectiles rained down 

continually in a solid curtain of metal, like rocks and boulders from a cataclysmic and never ending 

Krakatoa.  The hellish barrage shattered earth, embattlements, and men alike, pulverizing the soil, stone, 

and wood, and blending it with shredded human tissue, teeth, and bone to form a ghastly ooze that 

covered everything.  As the apocalyptic pounding transformed front-line soldiers into gory heaps, bloody 

lumps, and grisly chunks not recognizable as human, the battlefield commanders in the rear shoved more 

hapless victims forward to take their places.  The mission of this uniformed fodder was simply to soak up 

the shells, in a race to see which warring side would run out of men and ammunition first.  Not thousands, 

not even tens of thousands, but hundreds of thousands of men were conveyored forward and thrust into 

the red, ravenous maw of a war machine gone completely berserk, a howling monster whose appetite for 

human flesh could not be satisfied.  Warfare was nothing new to the human race, but this form of it was.  
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To this day, historians consider the months-long siege of Verdun, with its estimated one million 

casualties, to be the deadliest single battle in the long, weary history of human affairs. 

The precise mechanism of what happened next is not known to science.  But as the battle dragged 

on and spring turned into summer and then into fall, something entirely new appears to have emerged 

from the roiling reek, the sickening spew, and the ghoulish goulash of this man-made hell on Earth. 

The first scientist to notice was a bald, bearded pathologist in Paris named Jean René Cruchet.  Like 

most physicians asked to treat soldiers evacuated from the front, Cruchet had become inured to living 

horrors of war.  But then he encountered something he'd never seen before, something that shook him 

more than the daily ghastly parade of human wreckage to which he'd grown accustomed.  He came across 

an infantryman whose case had little in common with the soldier's mangled, mutilated, and burned 

comrades-in-arms now filling the hospital's beds.  Missing limbs and eyeballs, scorched lungs, and 

perforated organs were not this man's complaint.  Instead, he simply sat in a stupor, staring blankly ahead 

with a masklike expression.  And he slept long hours.  Very long hours.  Soon, other soldiers like him 

began to appear.  Physical complaints varied – some had headaches, some did not.  Some had fevers.  

Others didn't.  Many experienced nausea.  But above all, they slept.  And slept.  Soon Cruchet found 

himself staring at a ward filled with row after row of sleeping soldiers who could not be awakened.  

Within months, the same symptoms began to appear on the other side of the lines, in Vienna – and 

this time, the victims were civilians.  A handsome young neurologist with swept-back hair, a neatly 

trimmed mustache, and a piercing gaze named Constantin von Economo encountered a patient whose 

chief complaint was that he could not stay awake.  Even when on his feet, the man was limp, his head 

lolled, and his tongue hung out like a dog's.  His loved ones found him impossible to fully arouse.  More 

patients like him began filing in.  People were failing to wake up from a night's sleep.  Or they were 

falling asleep at odd times and in odd places.  Some lapsed into a deep slumber at the workplace.  Others 

nodded off at the dinner table, their cheeks stuffed with unchewed food.  A few even fell asleep standing 

up.  When first stricken, most such patients could be reawakened.  But as the condition progressed, they 

became harder to rouse.  Von Economo's clinic began filling up with patients who couldn't stay awake – 

and finally, who couldn't be awakened at all.  Many died, having never regained consciousness. 

And then new and even more frightening symptoms began to emerge.  Patients came in who were 

awake, but suffering from strange tics, jerky movements, and hiccoughs that would not stop.  An attack of 

the latter killed one patient.  But it didn't end there.  As the disorder continued to evolve, new victims 

became acutely psychotic, displaying symptoms most often associated with schizophrenia or catatonia.  

Many were completely demented.  The bodies of some froze in strange, twisted positions.  The common 

denominator for all of them was an initial bout of unusual and pervasive sleepiness.   

Von Economo cracked open his scientific texts and went searching for clues to the malady.  None 

were to be had.  The disorder was new to medical science.  The academic literature contained no trace of 

it, no mention of anything remotely like it.  But Von Economo recalled that a type of sleeping sickness 

had struck northern Italy and parts of Europe during his childhood.  He was able to find old newspaper 

accounts of the disease.  The strange affliction had appeared in 1890 and quickly claimed scores of 

victims, many of whom never regained consciousness and subsequently died.  Now, apparently, the 

disease was back, and with a vengeance. 

In 1918, the disorder crossed the channel and made its first appearance in England.  The symptoms 

had continued to evolve.  Half of those who fell asleep died.  Of those who did awaken, a handful 

recovered fully.  But most did not.  These survivors began to exhibit physical and psychotic symptoms 

worse than what von Economo had documented.  Much worse.  As before, many patients exhibited 



strange Parkinson's-like tremors and tics, and the bodies of some froze for long periods of time into 

bizarre, contorted shapes.  In a new and particularly cruel twist of fate, some of those who finally did 

wake up couldn't get back to sleep again.  For them, a pervasive lack of sleep led to insanity.  Patients 

rolled incessantly from side to side in bed.  Others couldn't stop talking, going on and on, stringing 

seemingly random phrases together into run-on sentences that made no sense.  These victims entered a 

dark realm of deep psychosis from which they would never emerge. 

But even that wasn't the worst of it.  As the disease continued to morph, it moved in an even more 

sinister direction.  A small minority of patients became a mortal danger to themselves and others.  They 

jumped off buildings, ran in front of cars and buses, and hurled themselves into bodies of water.  They 

mutilated themselves in strange and utterly horrifying ways.  They ran amok, savagely attacking or trying 

to rape loved ones or even strangers on the street in broad daylight.  Most troubling of all is that those 

who were most likely to turn into such homicidal or sex-crazed maniacs were children. 

Later in 1918, the disorder appeared in New York City.  Within months, it had spread to every 

country on every continent. 

Scientists drew blood, stained slides, and peered into their microscopes.  They ran their lab tests, 

conducted filtration studies, and carried out vector analyses.  And they found – nothing.  No bacteria.  No 

brain-eating amoebas.  No viruses.  No fungi.  No parasites.  No toxins.  No tumors.  Nothing.  Nor could 

epidemiologists determine how the affliction was transmitted.  Logically, it had to be communicated in 

some fashion.  But by what means?  By water?  By air?  By food?  By blood?  Why were relatives of the 

victims, and their doctors, not affected?  Scientists were stumped. 

And then came another surprise, presenting a new mystery equal to the first.  The disease simply 

vanished.  The influx of new cases peaked, then slowed, and then stopped.  With no human intervention 

whatsoever, the malady disappeared from the face of the planet.  If it weren't for the wrecked and wasted 

human beings left in its wake, many of whom would continue to populate psychiatric wards for decades 

to come, there would have been nothing to show the disease had ever existed at all. 

The affliction's enigmatic exodus left puzzled physicians, perplexed epidemiologists, and baffled 

scientists to wonder what awesome and mysterious force of nature had wrought such wanton destruction 

on the human species.  Stymied in their efforts to look forward, researchers delved into the historical 

records.  They discovered that the sickness had made its mark on the human race many times before, with 

recorded appearances on smaller scales dating as far back as the 16th century.  Each time, the disease 

would disappear, only to return decades later in a more virulent form.  The 1890 occurrence, which had 

been the most virulent to that date, ultimately claimed hundreds of victims.  The 1916 recurrence claimed 

hundreds of thousands.  Obvious and pressing questions remained.  Would the pandemic return yet again?  

When?  And perhaps most importantly:  would the reach and severity of the disease continue the same 

exponential progression it had demonstrated thus far?  What new and even more nightmarish symptoms 

might lie ahead? 

Among those asking these questions was Constantin von Economo.  He found no answers, but he 

built a reputation for himself trying.  Because the disease was new to the medical literature, it needed a 

scientific name, and it was von Economo who gave it one:  encephalitis lethargica – which, roughly 

translated, means an inflammation of the brain causing drowsiness.  But years before von Economo 

thought to pull his Latin dictionary down from the shelf and dust it off, villagers in northern Italy had 

given the malady a different name.  They called the horrifying affliction la nona, and referred to its 

victims as The Living Dead. 



CHAPTER ONE:  Awake 

 

Red. 

Red. 

Red and orange. 

The flower was red and orange. 

The flowers were red and orange. 

The green fronds bearing the red and orange flowers swayed gently. 

Many fronds bearing red and orange flowers sprouted from a green bush. 

The green bush sprouting red and orange flowers stood next to a forlorn tree, whose gaunt limbs 

with their sparse growth of rustling green leaves reached for the hot sun as if begging for mercy. 

Surrounding the tree was a ragged lawn, looking as if it desperately needed a drink.  A few feet 

from the tree, a man wearing work clothes and a broad straw hat pushed a lawn mower, which cut swaths 

through the struggling grass.  John could hear the softly purring sound of the lawn mower’s engine 

through the glass before him. 

He pulled back slightly and focused on the glass.  Inside were diagonal black crisscrossing wires, 

forming a diamond mesh inside the pane. 

A moving reflection in the glass caught John’s eye, and he heard soft footsteps behind him.  

Turning in his chair, he saw that a nurse clad in white shoes and blue-green hospital scrubs was 

approaching him bearing a metal tray, upon which stood two paper cups.   

“Excuse me,” John said.  “Can you tell me what time it is?” 

At the sound of John’s voice, the nurse started and dropped the tray, which hit the floor with a 

resounding clang.  John jumped to his feet and took a step toward her, but he found his legs would not 

work.  He stumbled and went down hard on the speckled linoleum floor.   

There was another blur of motion, and the next thing John knew he was lying on his back, staring 

up at the faces two husky men wearing large blue hospital shirts, who were holding him pinned to the 

floor. 

“It’s all right,” John heard the nurse’s voice.  “He was just trying to help.” 

Reluctantly, the two men released their grip.  John sat up. 

“Gentlemen, please help John to his feet.” 

The orderlies helped John stand, and then steered him back to his chair, while the nurse picked up 

the fallen tray and spilled pills.  Once John was seated, the two men stood back a few feet, keeping a 

watchful vigilance. 

Setting the tray down on a nearby coffee table, the nurse stepped in front of John.  Squatting down 

before him, she looked at him with concern.  “John, are you all right?” 

“Yes,” John said hesitantly.  “My legs seem weak.  I didn’t mean to startle you,” he added. 

“That’s okay.  Do you know your name?” 

“Of course,” John said irritably. 

“Do you mind giving it to me?” the nurse said patiently. 

John swallowed his irritation.  “John Cruz.” 

“Do you have a middle name?” she persisted. 

“O’Keefe.” 

“And how old are you, John?” 

“23.  I think.” 



“Do you know where you are?” 

He looked around.  John was seated in an orange upholstered chair by a window in a large room 

filled with similar chairs and couches and small tables.  The cinder block walls were painted with large 

murals.  One depicted a mountain scene; another showed large, gently rolling hills covered with bright 

green grass and studded with cows sporting dappled black and white patterns; a third mural displayed a 

red sculpted desert landscape during a storm, with lightning flashing down from a cloud painted in hues 

of deep blue and black, behind a vivid green saguaro cactus standing tall in the foreground.  Aside from 

John, the nurse, and the two orderlies, the only other person was in the room was a short, stocky man who 

sat on a couch several feet away, pretending not to take in the action. 

John looked down.  He was wearing a hideous purple velour long-sleeved top with matching pants, 

which had a beltless elastic waistband and side zippers.  Something bulky was wrapped around his lower 

abdomen and posterior.  On his feet were pale green disposable slippers, each incongruously imprinted 

with an idiotically smiling happy face. 

“John?” the nurse prodded.   

John shook his head.  “Not really.  I’m guessing some kind of hospital?” 

She nodded.  “John, I’m going to have George and Pablo take you back to your room for a few 

minutes, all right?  And then I’m going to have Dr. Marcia come chat with you.  Does that sound okay?” 

John nodded.   

George and Pablo remained silent as they escorted John down a hallway and steered him through an 

open doorway.  “Please wait here, John,” one of them said.  They led him inside and shut the door.  John 

was surprised not to hear the click of a lock.  But he could see through the small square of glass set into 

the door that one of the orderlies was hovering outside. 

John looked around the room.  It was sparse—a metal-framed bed, a night stand, a small dresser.  A 

light globe set in the middle of the ceiling provided soft yellow illumination.  There was no lamp on the 

lamp stand.  No lamp cord, John thought.  No doing Danny Deever’s dance after a long, lonely night. 

He reached down to explore what it was that was wrapped around his butt and groin.  He found that 

he was wearing an adult diaper.  Thankfully, it did not need changing.  But he desperately wanted out of 

it. 

To the side was a small closet door.  He walked over and opened it.  Nothing hung inside, but his 

familiar pair of beat-up Nikes lay at the bottom.  He picked them up.  Now stepping over to the small 

dresser, he pulled open a drawer.  Inside were t-shirts and socks.  Another drawer revealed underwear and 

a folded pair of faded Levis.  Shrugging out of the godawful velour outfit and sliding off the diaper, he 

began changing into his street clothes. 

When the door to his room opened a few moments later, he was seated on the bed.  An attractive 

black lady wearing a purple blouse and long grey skirt, and bearing a manila folder and leather notepad 

holder, walked into the room. 

“Hello, John,” she said.  “How are you today?” 

“Fine,” John said. 

“Do you mind if I sit?” she asked. 

“Not at all.” 

The woman pulled a metal chair over to the side of the bed and sat down facing John. 

“Do you recognize me, John?” she asked.  “Do you know who I am?” 

John shook his head slowly.  “No.  Sorry.” 

“I’m Marcia Keenan,” she said.  “I’m a psychologist.  Everybody calls me Dr. Marcia.” 



“So you’re not a psychiatrist?” 

“I have a doctorate in psychology, but I’m not a medical doctor.  I oversee treatment plans, 

supervise therapy, and that sort of thing.  Do you know where you are?” 

“No.  I figured it must be a hospital, and now it seems obvious it’s a mental hospital.” 

“That’s right, John.  You’re at the New Mexico State Hospital in Las Vegas.  Can you tell me what 

year it is?” 

“I think it’s 2011.  At least, it should be.” 

She nodded.  Opening her notepad, she made a brief note.  “John, can you tell me who the president 

is?” 

“Obama.” 

“That’s right.  Re-elected in 2012.  Do you know who was president before him?” 

“G.W.” 

She smiled.  “Right.  George W. Bush.  And before him?” 

“Hillary Clinton.” 

She looked at him quizzically.   

“I’m kidding,” John quickly added.  “Her husband Bill actually had the title.” 

Dr. Marcia nodded.  “A sense of humor.”  She made another entry.  “That’s good.”  She looked up.  

“Tell me what you’re observing and thinking right now.” 

“Well,” John said, “I see a very attractive, very professionally dressed lady who’s being careful to 

speak in soft tones, using short sentences.  She’s using direct, non-threatening body language, and is 

careful to keep full eye contact except when she’s writing.  What I’m thinking is that I have no idea why 

I’m here or what is going on.  I’d sure like to know how I came to be here, and why I woke up staring at 

the world through thick security glass, wearing nursing home clothes, disposable slippers and an adult 

diaper.” 

Dr. Marcia nodded, looking at him intensely, with one eyebrow raised.  “Very good, John.  That’s 

really quite impressive.”  She made some more notes.  “What’s your mood, John?  How are you feeling?” 

“Okay.  Confused.” 

“What’s the last thing you remember before this afternoon?” 

John squinted his eyes and looked off into the distance.  “I’m not sure.  It’s all kind of hazy.  I think 

I was at work, talking with Maria.”  He glanced at Dr. Marcia with concern.  “Where is Maria?  Is she 

okay?” 

“She’s fine, John.  Just fine.  We’ll arrange for her to come see you soon.” 

“Can you tell me why I’m here?” 

Making a last entry into her notepad, Dr. Marcia closed the holder, and then placed it and the 

manila folder on the floor beside the chair.  “John,” she continued in a softer voice.  “I need to tell you 

something, and it may come as a shock to you.  I want you to take a deep breath, and then breathe slowly.  

Can you do that for me?” 

“Sure.” 

“Let me see you do it.” 

John did as she asked.   

“Good.  Now keep breathing slowly, in and out.  You’re calm, and everything is okay.” 

John nodded. 

“John, it’s 2015, not 2011.  You’ve been with us for a little under four years.”   



John had begun to suspect that something bad had happened to him, but he wasn’t prepared to hear 

that he had lost nearly four years.  The world began to revolve around his head.   

“Keep breathing slowly, John.  In and out.  You’re fine.  Everything is okay.” 

John nodded.  It wasn’t okay, but he knew that remaining calm was important.  “Where’s Maria?” 

“She’s at home.  We’ll call her to come visit you.” 

“When can I see her?” 

“Soon.” 

“What happened?  Why am I here?” 

Keenan frowned.  “I’m going to let Dr. Patel answer that question for you.  He’s your psychiatrist.  

I’ll have him see you tomorrow morning.” 

“How long have I been sitting there at that window, wearing that adult diaper?” 

“Most recently, for about four months.  You’ve been stable, and that’s good.  Dr. Patel will tell you 

more tomorrow.” 

“Okay.”  He looked up at her.  “What do I do now?” 

She reached down and gathered up her notepad and folder.  “Well, we’ll serve dinner in about three 

and a half hours.  Until then, you’re welcome to come out into the day room.  In about a half hour, we’ll 

put on a movie.  I think we’re showing When Harry Met Sally today.  Or, you can stay in your room. 

There’s a shelf in the day room with books.  You’re welcome to take one.  You can bring it back here, or 

read it in the day room.  But I should tell you that if you want to actually get any reading done, you might 

want to bring it to your room.  Scooter likes to talk, and he can be very distracting.” 

“Who’s Scooter?” 

“He’s one of our two other guests.” 

“Your other two guests?”  John recalled that in his brief look at the day room, he’d noticed that only 

one other person was present.  “What kind of mental hospital is this?  Where is everybody?” 

“They’ve gone home.”  Dr. Marcia stood and placed a hand on John’s shoulder.  “We’ve been 

waiting for this day, John.  And hoping for it.  We’re glad you’re back with us.” 

 

John decided to venture out into the day room.  He had not taken five steps into it before Scooter 

was on him, jumping up and dashing across the room to intercept him.  “Hi!” Scooter said, holding out 

his hand.  “I’m Scooter!  You’re John!” 

“Yes, I know,” John said.  As he shook Scooter’s hand, he appraised the man.  Even at a casual 

glance, it was impossible to miss that something was not quite right about Scooter.  He was five foot two, 

and very stocky.  But it was his head that betrayed something was amiss.  It was overlarge for Scooter’s 

frame, and odd-looking, with a wide, slightly sloping forehead angling down to long, thick eyebrows.  

Scooter’s face was broad, heavy, and flat.  He had a thick mane of unkempt, bushy black hair.  Roughly 

where a part might have been on the upper left side of his head, a livid hairless pink scar began just above 

the hairline and ran all the way to the back of his skull.   

Scooter didn’t let John pause for reflection.  “Boy am I glad you woke up!  I haven’t had anyone to 

talk to in weeks!”  His face darkened.  “Except Landon, and that doesn’t count.” 

“Well, I’m glad I woke up, too.”  He motioned toward an orange couch a few feet away.  “Let’s sit 

down.  I’m guessing I haven’t had much exercise lately.  My legs are kind of wobbly.” 

“Do you need any help?” 

“No, no, I’m fine.  I just need to sit down.” 



They made their way over to the couch.  John plopped down with a sigh.  “Much better.”  He 

looked at Scooter.  “So what’s your story?” 

“I killed a couple of people,” Scooter said.  “Wanna play cards?” 

John couldn’t help himself; he laughed.  “Sure.  What do you like?” 

“How about ‘Go Fish’?” 

“Hmm.  I haven’t played that since I was a kid.  I’m not sure I remember how.  Do you know 

Blackjack?” 

A look of delight lit up Scooter’s face.  “Do I know Blackjack!  Does the Pope crap in the woods?  

Of course I know blackjack!  How much money you got?” 

“None, I’m afraid.” 

“That’s okay.  We can play for pretend money.”  Scooter jumped off the couch and ran over to a 

cabinet, from which he retrieved a set of Bicycle playing cards. 

As they played, John was able to get more out of Scooter.  Apparently, about four years ago, some 

shelving had collapsed at the loading dock where he worked, causing a pallet of pipe fittings to come 

crashing down on him.  He’d suffered a brain injury, and hadn’t been right since.  Periodically, he had 

what he called “episodes,” where he went into violent rages.  During one such rage he had attacked and 

stabbed several of his coworkers, two of whom died.  But he had no memory of it.  “Don’t worry, 

though,” Scooter reassured him.  “I haven’t had an episode in a while.  And the staff has gotten pretty 

good at seeing them coming.  So you’re safe.” 

John chuckled.  “That’s good to know.”   

“Blackjack!” Scooter yelled with glee, turning up an ace and a ten.  It was Scooter’s third so far. 

“How do you do that?” John said in awe. 

“I was born lucky,” Scooter said, grinning, completely oblivious to the bitter irony of his words. 

“So what’s happened while I’ve been out?” John asked, dealing the cards. 

“When did you get sick?” 

“Sometime in 2011, apparently.” 

Scooter was showing a 10.  “Hit me.”  He said.  John dealt him a 6.  “Hit me again.” 

“Really?” John asked.  “Are you sure?” 

“Are you going to argue, or are you going to deal?” 

Shaking his head, John dealt another card—a 2. 

Scooter peered at his hole card.  “I’m good” he said. 

John’s hole card was a 10, and he was showing a 7.  Normally he would stand pat.  But Scooter was 

crowding him.  He dealt himself another card—a 5.  Bust. 

“Ha!” Scooter shouted with delight.  He turned over his hole card—a 2, for a total of 20. 

“I still don’t get how you do that,” John said, gathering up the cards.  “So what about my 

question?” 

“About current events?”  Scooter frowned.  “Let’s see, 2011.  Some whackjob shot up a meeting in 

Tucson, and killed a bunch of people.  Shot a congresswoman in the head.  She lived.”  Scooter tapped 

himself on his scar.  “She’s one of us now.” 

“I do remember that,” John said, “although I can’t remember how the congresswoman did after 

that.” 

“She’s fine,” Scooter said.  “I love that woman.  She goes to a public event.  Gets shot.  Do you 

think she keeps a low profile after that?  Maybe takes care not to say anything to piss anyone else off?  

No.  What does she do?  She picks herself up, goes right back out there, and gets up in people’s grills 



about guns, pissing off half the country.  She’s got a brain injury and can’t talk so good just yet.  But she 

makes more sense, and has more courage, in her little finger than you can find in ten truckloads of gun 

nuts.” 

“No offense to you or the congresswoman—but I don’t believe in gun control,” John said.  “People 

have a right to defend themselves.” 

Scooter scowled at him.  “She’s not against guns.  She’s against whackjobs with guns.  You’d think 

this country would pay attention to a congresswoman and a dozen and a half other people getting mowed 

down in a damned grocery store parking lot—especially when you consider that the shooter was stark, 

raving, circle-walking, moon-baying mad.  But no.  Next we had to watch another whackjob shoot up a 

theater in Colorado, stacking up bodies like he was trying to load up one of those log trailers on Ice Road 

Truckers.  And then another crazy marches into a school in Connecticut and kills 28—mostly children.  

28!  Kids!  And still no action!” 

“Scooter—” 

Scooter’s face was now quite red.  “People like me and you shouldn’t be allowed anywhere near 

guns!” he said, his voice rising.   

John noticed that George and Pablo were beginning to drift over in their direction. 

“But the clowns that run this country would have no problem stuffing our hands full of them!” 

Scooter continued.  “They’d be just fine with strapping bandoliers across our chests and sending us to the 

Walmart for a little target practice.”  He held up his hand in the shape pistol.  “Pow!” he shouted, jerking 

his hand back as if he’d fired a gun.  “There goes Grandma.  Bang!  There goes grandson.  Pow!  I guess 

we got us a Blue-Light Special going on now, don’t we?  Bang! Bang! Bang!  No wait at the checkout 

now!  How are you doing, Ms. Minimum Wage Cashier!  Could you direct me to the sporting goods 

section?  I’m running low on ammo!  Thanks!  And by the way, Pow!”  He put down his hand, scowling.  

“And those fuckers have the nerve to call us crazy.” 

Pablo and George were now hovering about five feet away. 

John held up a hand.  “I didn’t mean to get you worked up.” 

The clouds cleared away, and Scooter face broke out with a sunny smile.  “Who’s worked up?  You 

gonna deal, or sit there and play pocket pool?” 

By the time they’d finished an hour or so later, Scooter assured John that he’d racked up a gambling 

debt of $1,237,576.06.  How Scooter came up with that precise figure was not obvious to John, but he had 

to agree that Scooter had shellacked him in the game. 

In the course of their conversation, John learned more about what had been going on in the last four 

years.  The world, always a crazy place, had not become any saner in the interim.  Scooter, it turned out, 

closely followed the news, and could recite back events with an astonishing degree of detail.  He told 

John that since the Tucson shooting, there had been not one, not two, not three, but twenty-five other mass 

shootings like it involving five or more fatalities apiece.  Further, for reasons no one could explain, the 

pace of such incidents was increasing—they were happening more and more often.  Yet to date, the gun 

lobby had succeeded in stifling any and all legislative attempts to more closely regulate who could get a 

gun, what type of guns they could get, and how much ammunition could be stuffed into a single clip. 

And that wasn’t all.  The international scene was more dangerous, too.  In the last month tensions 

had dramatically flared in several long-standing danger spots.  North Korea once again was threatening 

South Korea with “incineration.”  This was nothing new, but other hot zones were coming to a boil, too.  

Pakistan and India had massed troops in Kashmir, and were openly threatening war.  Israel had 

announced that its patience with Iran’s nuclear program was near an end, and was believed to be 



preparing some kind of strike.  More than half of Iraq was now under the control of al-Qaeda inspired 

forces.  Meanwhile, Iran was massing troops at its northern border with Iraq, possibly planning a thrust 

into that country and on into Syria.  China was once again saber-rattling in its ongoing dispute with 

Taiwan, which China regarded as an illegal state occupying Chinese territory, and was also using its 

enhanced naval power to threaten Vietnam and the Philippines.  A eruption of cartel and gang violence in 

Mexico and Central America had sent a tidal wave of refugees flooding across America’s southern 

borders.  Faced with a choice of corralling them into camps or letting them go, the Obama administration 

had chosen to suspend enforcement of immigration laws—a move that now had right-wingers in 

Congress calling for impeachment. 

 “Wow,” John finally said when he’d heard all this.  “Got a sledgehammer?  I think I’d be better off 

putting myself back under.” 

“Nope, sorry,” Scooter said.  “They don’t let you have anything in here more dangerous than a 

toothbrush.”  He gave an evil grin.  “And if they knew what I could do with one of those, they wouldn’t 

let us have that, either.” 

“Brushing your teeth on occasion would be a nice change,” John heard a voice behind him.  He 

turned to see a thin, twenty-something white man with a clean-shaven face and head standing behind him, 

to his left.   

Scooter frowned.  “Take a hike, Landon.” 

The newcomer pulled a chair up to the couch.  “Now, is that any way to be, Scooter?”  The man 

nodded at John.  “I see our astral traveler is back with us.” 

John held out his hand.  “John Cruz.” 

The newcomer offered his.  “Landon Caine.  My friends call me ‘Lanny.’” 

“Which is to say,” Scooter put in, “that absolutely no one calls him that.” 

Caine glanced around the room, and then fixed his malevolent gaze on Scooter.  “You know, have 

you noticed how slippery the floors are since they waxed them last week?  Someone could fall down and 

get hurt.” 

Scooter glared at Caine.  “Make your move.  See what happens.” 

Caine laughed, and then punched Scooter playfully on the shoulder.  “Aw, come on, now, you 

know I’m just kiddin’.”  He nodded at the cards Scooter was holding.  “What are you guys playin’?” 

“Nothing,” Scooter said.  “We just wrapped up.” 

Caine frowned at him, and then turned to John, smiling.  “So.  Dude.  How does it feel to be among 

the living?” 

“I’m not sure,” John said.  “I didn’t know I wasn’t until just a couple of hours ago.” 

“Well,” Caine said, “I, for one, am glad to see you back on your feet.  Hopefully, you’ll be able to 

find the toilet now, instead of loading up your shorts.  You were stinking up the place.” 

“Caine,” Scooter said, “Leave him alone.” 

Caine gave Scooter a mocking smile.  “Aw, now, ain’t you sweet.  The dude hasn’t been awake two 

hours, and already you’ve made a friend.  But if you think this guy’s gonna be your butt buddy, guess 

again.  He’s got an awfully cute wife.  He ain’t gonna be interested in any ugly-ass gnomes.”  Caine 

turned to John.  “Isn’t that right?” 

“Caine,” Scooter said, “I’m warning you.  Lay off.” 

“So what’s her name,” Caine asked, grinning at John, “that cute little thing of yours?” 

“I think you’d better go find someone else to bother,” John said. 



“Why?  I’m enjoyin’ bothering you.  Did you even know she was here, hovering over you, talkin’ 

to you in sweet tones, and wipin’ the drool off your chin?” 

“Caine, for the last time,” Scooter growled, “back off.” 

Caine ignored him, continuing to leer at John.  “I think someone ought to return the favor.  Of 

course, that assumes she’d have something on her chin that needed wiping off.  But I could help her with 

that, too.” 

John tensed himself. 

“Don’t,” Scooter said.  “He ain’t worth it.” 

Out of the corner of his eye, John noticed a woman approaching them.  “Hi, John,” she said, 

stepping up to couch.  “I’m Julie, your social worker.”  She was wearing a dark blue knee-length skirt and 

a blue and white striped blouse.  “You’re about to get a call from someone I’m sure you’d like to talk to.” 

“Maria?” John asked excitedly. 

“So that’s her name!” Caine said.  “Pretty!” 

Julie glanced at Caine, and then turned back to John.  “She’s very excited to talk to you, John.  

Come with me.” 

“Give Maria my regards!” Caine called out as Julie led John down the hall.  John didn’t look back 

at him. 

Julie steered him to a pay phone in an alcove off the main hallway.  “It should ring in about a 

minute.  If you run into any snags, have George or Pablo come get me.” 

She left.  John settled onto a small stool in front of the phone.  He had only a few seconds to wait 

before it rang.  He picked up the receiver.  “Hello?” 

“John?  John, is that you?” 

“Maria!  God, is it great to hear your voice.” 

“Oh, John!  Thank, God!  How are you doing, mi corazón?”   

John chuckled.  It was Maria, all right.  No one else called him that, primarily because there was no 

one else in his life who spoke Spanish, other than Maria’s family. 

“I’m fine, mi reina.”  John didn’t speak Spanish, either—which had been a very sore point with 

Maria from the first day they’d met.  But along the way he’d tried to pick up a Spanish term of 

endearment or two in self-defense.  He’d learned that one from Maria’s sister Leticia.  She told him it 

meant “my sweetheart,” but the way Maria reacted to it, he suspected it probably meant something else.  

Leticia didn’t much like John, and he knew she’d think nothing of putting one over on him.  Leticia 

certainly got a kick out of it, laughing every time she heard John use the term.  But whatever it really 

meant, Maria seemed to like it, so John had stuck with it.  “Just fine.” 

“John, they just told me a little while ago what happened.  This is such wonderful news!  It’s 

something we’d been hoping would happen, but we were beginning to give up hope.” 

John shifted on the stool.  “I’m still trying to figure out exactly what has happened.” 

Maria paused.  “They don’t want me to go much into it right now.  Dr. Patel will meet with you 

tomorrow.  But this is a good day, John.  A very good day.  I have missed you so much.”  

John could hear her sniffing back tears.  He didn’t know what to say.  For him, little time had 

passed.  Events were still fuzzy, but he didn’t feel emotionally as if he’d had a long separation from her.  

Nevertheless, he very much wanted to see her. 

“When can you visit?” he asked. 

“They want me to come Thursday,” she said.  That was two days from now.  “By then, they should 

have a good idea of what’s going on with you.” 



“Okay.  Thursday.  I can’t wait.  Are you doing okay?” 

They spent a few moments catching up on family matters.  Maria was helping to run the two 

sporting goods stores that John and his older brother Mark had inherited a few years earlier after their 

parents died in a car crash.  Business, which had suffered during the height of the recession, had come 

roaring back, and finances were good.  Mark had signed up for a second hitch in the Air Force, and was 

now based out of Charleston, flying big transports.  Maria’s father still owned his landscaping business, 

but was thinking about selling it and retiring.  Her mother was fine, and spent most of her time at home in 

their little house in Albuquerque, a modest home that Juan had bought for them many years ago after his 

landscaping business took off.  Leticia was as ornery as ever, living with a roommate in a two-bedroom 

apartment while working as a waitress at Little Anita’s and thinking about going back to college.  Maria’s 

other sister, Costanza, was at the University of New Mexico studying nursing, and was on track to 

graduate with honors. 

“I have missed you so much, John,” Maria repeated as the call was wrapping up.  “I’ve dreamed of 

this moment.  God has answered my prayers.  I can’t wait to see you again.” 

John, who’d never been as religious as Maria, wasn’t quite so willing either to credit God or to 

blame him.  But he’d learned long ago not to argue with Maria’s faith.  In fact, it was one of the things 

had that originally attracted him to her, although he didn’t fully understand why.  But he also knew when 

to tip-toe around the subject, and this was one of those times.  “I love you, Maria,” he said.  “And I will 

be thinking about you every minute until I see you.”   

Finally the call ended.  He went back and sat next to Scooter—who, naturally, wanted to know all 

about what Maria had said.  This led to questions about John’s family.  Before John knew it, it was time 

for supper. 

The cafeteria was large enough to hold three dozen people, but John, Scooter, and Caine were the 

only patients.  Julie, George, Pablo, and the nurse John had briefly met earlier joined them in line at the 

cafeteria window.  John learned the nurse’s name was Madison. 

“That is a beautiful name,” John said. 

Madison dimpled.  “Why, thank you.” 

“Do you two need a room?” asked Caine, who was standing in line behind Madison.  “Mine will be 

available after tomorrow.” 

“I’m sorry if I startled you earlier,” John said to Madison, ignoring Caine. 

“It’s all right.  I just wasn’t used to hearing you speak.” 

“When was the last time I said something?” John asked. 

“I think it was yesterday morning,” Caine answered for her.  “You said, ‘Uh, oh!  I pooed my 

pants!’” 

Madison shot Caine a disapproving glance.  “Lanny, please.”  She turned back to John.  “It’s been a 

while since you’ve been yourself.  But you should talk to Dr. Patel.” 

John nodded sagely.  “That’s what everyone keeps telling me.  You’re all in a conspiracy to keep 

me in the dark.” 

Julie, standing at the end of the line, cast him a sharp glance. 

“Don’t write that down,” John said disarmingly.  “I was just kidding.” 

Julie smiled.   

When it was John’s turn to belly up to the serving station, he found himself facing a large black 

woman wearing a pleasant expression.  “What are my choices?” John asked. 



“Let’s see,” she said cheerfully, “for you, we have a choice of Beef Stroganoff, or Beef Stroganoff 

with steamed carrots.” 

John’s disappointment registered on his face. 

“Now, what would your mother say if she were to catch you pokin’ out your lower lip like that?” 

she asked. 

“She’d say, ‘You’ll shut up and eat what I put in front of you.’” 

“That’s funny,” Caine said.  “I recently told your mother the same thing.” 

John turned to glare at him.  Madison was also giving him a reproving look.  “Lanny, you don’t 

want to spend your last night here in your room by yourself, do you?” 

Caine shrugged.  “Actually, that’s exactly what I want.  You people bore me.”  Stepping past 

Madison, Caine shouldered John aside, and thrust his tray at the server.  “Load her up.” 

The server glanced at Madison, who gave a nod.  She then ladled food onto Caine’s plate. 

“Come on, come on,” Caine said impatiently.  “Don’t be stingy.  I’ll grant you, the only thing worse 

than hospital food is jail food, but that’s where I’ll be tomorrow.  This could be my last halfway decent 

meal.” 

The server ladled on another portion.  Caine grabbed a plastic glass of iced tea, and then moved on. 

“Here you go, sweetheart,” the server said to John as he again took his place at the window.   

“Thanks,” John said, regarding with distaste the food she’d just deposited on his plate.  Moving 

down the line, he snagged a glass of tea, and then headed out into the dining room.  Caine was sitting at a 

table on the left side of the room.  John walked over to the opposite side and sat down.  Shortly, the others 

joined him, leaving Caine sitting by himself. 

Once seated, John spent more time moving his food around with his fork than he did eating it.  “Not 

hungry?” Julie asked. 

“Strangely, for a guy who has no memory of eating anything over the last three years, no.  And I’m 

no fan of—whatever this is.” 

“Beef Stroganoff,” Madison reminded him. 

“Yeah.  That.”  He looked up at her.  “I’m curious, how did you guys feed me when I was out?” 

“You weren’t very talkative,” Madison said, “but you were gentle as a lamb, most of the time.  You 

let me hand feed you.  In fact, this is the first night in months I haven’t had to do that.” 

John nodded.  “Well, I suppose I should thank you, then.” 

Madison showed her dimples again.  “You’re welcome.” 

Scooter glanced across at him with interest.  “You not gonna eat that?” he said, one cheek puffed 

out with uneaten food. 

John shoved the tray across to him.  “Knock yourself out.” 

“Thanks!”  Scooter speared the two remaining chunks of carrot on his own plate, then shoved it 

aside and put John’s in its place. 

“Scooter,” Julie said, “you’re a walking testimonial to the gustatory benefits of hospital cooking.”  

“I’m not sure I know what that means,” Scooter said.  “But don’t take it personal.  I’d eat a dead 

skunk if I found one.” 

“That is truly disgusting,” Madison observed. 

“Beef Stroganoff is Russian, you know,” Scooter said, shoving in another forkful of food.  “You 

wanna know how they came up with the recipe?” he asked between chews. 

“Is there any way we can stop you from telling us?” John asked drily. 



“None whatsoever,” Scooter said, while continuing to stuff his mouth.  “This farmer in Russia had 

this bull and this cow.  One day the cow died.  The bull was left in the paddock all by itself.  About a 

week later the farmer caught the poor lonely thing playing with itself.  The farmer was so mortified, he 

took it to market, had it slaughtered, and sold off all the meat.  And there ya go.” 

John looked at him blankly. 

“Don’t get it?” Scooter asked. 

For Madison, the light suddenly dawned.  “Oh, my God,” she said disgustedly. 

John looked over at George.  George looked Julie.  Julie looked at Pablo.  Pablo looked at John.  

John looked back at Scooter, wearing an inquisitive expression. 

Scooter cracked an evil grin.  “Beef Strokin’ Off,” he said. 

George, whom no one had heard say a word all day, suddenly burst out laughing.   

Julie, sitting next to Scooter, punched him lightly on the shoulder.  “That is just awful.” 

“Thank you.  Thank you very much,” Scooter said, nodding his head and beaming as if enjoying a 

round of appreciative applause.  “I’ll be here all week.” 

John noticed that once again, Scooter seemed completely ignorant of the bitter irony of his words. 

After dinner, Scooter and John sat on the couch, waiting for the six o’clock news to start on one of 

the Albuquerque stations.  Caine, thankfully, had disappeared after the meal. 

“So I just have to ask, Scooter,” John said.  “Where the hell is everybody?  Isn’t a mental hospital 

supposed to be full of, oh, mental patients?” 

“Yeah,” Scooter admitted.  “That’s the normal drill.  But about five months ago, people started 

getting better.” 

“Really?  Why?” 

Scooter shook his head.  “No one knows.  But people’s issues just starting clearing up.  Mood 

disorders disappeared.  Schizophrenics stopped hearing voices.  Catatonics suddenly jumped up and 

demanded directions to the nearest racquetball court.  It started slowly at first—a case here and a case 

there.  And then it picked up momentum.  By now, almost anyone with any kind of mental problem has 

come out of it.” 

“That’s incredible.” 

“Yeah, and it happened not just here, but everywhere.  It’s been all over the news—but of course, 

you haven’t seen any news.” 

“So why are you and I still here?  And Caine?” 

Scooter looked at him.  “You’re still here because you were one of the toughest cases in the 

country, apparently.  You didn’t wake up, and they were beginning to think you might not.  Caine’s been 

off his meds for a couple of months, but the hospital has been waiting for the Santa Fe County D.A. to 

decide whether he wants Landon back for prosecution on whatever charge brought him here.” 

“What’s his story, anyway?  What did he do?” 

Scooter shrugged.  “I don’t know.  He won’t say, and they won’t tell me.  But I’d be surprised if it 

didn’t involve murder and rape.  In that order.  Probably of his mother.” 

“So he’s cured now?” 

Scooter shot him a surprised glance.  “Are you kidding?  An asshole like Caine is never cured. 

Sure, he stopped hearing voices about two months ago.  Now the only voice he hears is his own.  And 

believe me, that’s no big improvement.  The guy’s no longer insane.  But he’s still a psychopath.” 

John chuckled.  “He does seem to be a little off kilter.” 



“Tell me about it.  He’s lucky I didn’t clean his clock tonight.  The guy talks big, but I could kick 

his ass clear to Colorado.” 

“I’m sure you could.” John paused.  “So what about you?  Why are you still here?” 

Scooter sighed.  “I’m still here, my friend, because unlike you, Caine, and everyone else around this 

dump, my problem is not mental illness.”  He tapped the scar that ran across the top of his head.  “It’s 

brain damage.  So apparently I’m immune to whatever cosmic rays are causing everyone else to get up, 

run laps, and join the inspirational speakers’ circuit.” 

John raised an eyebrow.  “Cosmic rays are causing this?” 

Scooter laughed.  “I made that up.  Of course, it’s as good an explanation as any.  No one knows 

what the hell is going on.”  He frowned.  “But now something else is starting to happen.”  Scooter looked 

across at where George was standing.  Catching his eye, Scooter motioned the man over. 

“Yeah?” George said, joining them. 

“What was that you were telling me about a new influx of patients maybe coming into our unit?” 

George shook his head.  “I shouldn’t have said anything.” 

“Aw, come on, George.  Consider it a payback for that joke I told at dinner.” 

George gave him a blank look.  “Believe me, you don’t want a payback for that joke you told at 

dinner.” 

“Come on,” Scooter said, prodding him.  “Tell John what you told me.” 

George looked hesitant.  “Well, I don’t suppose it’ll hurt to tell you.  After several very quiet 

weeks, we’re starting to see a whole new type of patient.  Two types, really.  The hospitals are starting to 

get jammed with people who can’t wake up.  They say doctors haven’t seen anything like it in nearly a 

hundred years.” 

John nodded.  “Wow.” 

“Yeah,” George continued.  “It’s scary stuff.  But the sleeping sickness patients aren’t coming here.  

We’re getting the second kind.  People are coming in kicking and screaming in some kind of homicidal 

rage.  They try to attack everything they see.  A couple of them have killed some people.  It’s really nuts.  

It takes enough Thorazine to drop a team of horses to put these people down.  And then when they come 

to, they’re ready to go another 12 rounds.  Standard drugs they use on schizophrenics just bounce off.” 

“Man,” John said. 

“They’ve about filled up the Forensics Unit.  And now the hospital is in the process of reactivating 

the Meadowbrook Unit.  If this keeps up, they’re going to need this one as well, and fast.” 

“Any idea what is causing it?” John asked. 

“Not a clue.” 

“Hey, turn up the tube,” Scooter said.  “The news is on.” 

The lead story was that not one but two more mass shootings had just taken place.  One happened at 

a discount store in Watertown, Minnesota, claiming six fatalities and 25 wounded.  The other took place 

at roughly the same time at a highway intersection outside Arcadia, Florida, killing twelve and injuring 

two. 

“Well, we can make one deduction from all this,” Scooter said. 

“What’s that?” John asked. 

“The nutbar in Florida was the better shot.” 

The world news was even more grim.  Riots continued in the Kashmir region, with Hindus killing 

scores of Muslims.  Pakistan issued another stern warning that if India continued to fail to curb the 

violence, it would take military action.  Meanwhile in Korea, forces stationed on the North Korean 



mainland opened fire on the small South Korean island of Yeonpyeong, where a similar exchange had 

taken place in 2010.  This sparked an artillery duel that was still underway.  President Obama condemned 

North Korea for what he called a “savage and unprovoked attack,” and issued a call for an immediate 

cease-fire, which both sides ignored.  Al-Qaeda was moving on Baghdad and seemed unstoppable, while 

at the same time Iran seemed ready to invade.  The U.S. secretary of state, working through Swiss 

diplomatic channels, had a statement delivered to the Iranian government demanding an immediate 

pullback of troops from the border with Iraq, and warning that the U.S. and its allies would respond 

vigorously to any aggression. 

“This is scary stuff,” John said.  “The world really is on the verge of going off its rocker.” 

“Worried?” Scooter said.  

“Yeah.  I think I am.” 

“What you just heard isn’t what should worry you.  What should worry you is what you didn’t 

hear.” 

John raised an eyebrow.  “Really?  What did I not hear?” 

“What you did not hear is anything at all today from Israel.” 

“True.  But how is that worrisome?” 

Scooter looked at him.  “Have you ever been in an argument with a guy, and suddenly he goes all 

quiet on you?  You think the argument is over, and the next thing you know, pow! He lands one on you?  

Right in the kisser?” 

John nodded.  “No, but I’ve seen it happen.  I know what you’re talking about.” 

“Yeah, well, that quiet guy right now is Israel.  They’re done talking.  And they’re about to land 

one on Iran.” 

Noticing John’s worried expression, Scooter laughed.  “But what do I know?  I’m just some 

random nut.” 

“Well, what do you think they’ll do?” 

“I think they’ll hit Iran’s nuclear facilities, that’s what I think.” 

John frowned.  “I seem to recall reading or hearing at some point that such a strike would fail, 

because Iran has its sites hardened and located underground.” 

Scooter nodded.  “Some of them, sure.  But let’s go back to that quiet guy.  Every fight I’ve been 

in, I’ve had an advantage.  Know what it is?” 

John shook his head. 

“I put myself in the other guy’s shoes.  I know what that quiet guy is thinking.  I see what he’s 

about to do unto me.  And I do unto him first.” 

John nodded.  “Okay, but that still doesn’t answer my basic question.” 

“I’m getting there.  So here you are, in Israel.  You’re living in a country the size of a postage 

stamp.  The most powerful country in the region is led by wild-eyed Holocaust deniers and repeatedly 

trumpets what a divine glory it would be to wipe you out.  It will take their missiles thirteen minutes to hit 

you.  And now you’ve learned that despite agreements to the contrary, that crazy-ass country is about to 

arm itself with nukes.  Nukes!  What are your options?  A.  Do nothing, while hoping that a country 

fantasizing out loud about erasing you from the map doesn’t really mean it.  B.  Contract out your very 

existence to the United States, which promises it’ll spank really hard anybody that dares to destroy you—

which action will be of no use to you, because you’ll be dead, dead, dead.  Or, C., take your fate into your 

own hands and act.” 



John raised an eyebrow, cocked his head and nodded.  “Well, put that way, I guess I’d have to 

choose option ‘C.’” 

“Of course you would.  And having chosen that option, now you’ve got to make sure you don’t 

fumble the ball.  You can’t wipe out most of the nuke program, you have to wipe it all out, and you have 

to do it before the redundant sites have proliferated past the point where you can do anything about it.  

The last I heard, it was estimated that Iran could be as close to two weeks away from busting out with a 

bomb.  So the deadline is now.  Yet at least one of those sites, like you said, is hundreds of feet 

underground.  So, Mr. Cruz, your very life depends on it.  What would you do?” 

John looked at him soberly.  “I’d use nukes.” 

Scooter raised his hands.  “You said it, my friend.  I didn’t.” 

“But does Israel have that kind of capability?” 

“Officially, no.  But so far that scrappy little country has proved itself to be incredibly resilient and 

resourceful.  My guess is, if they believe all of their lives, and the lives of their children, depend on 

developing a bunker-busting bomb with a warhead strong enough to take out whatever it’s aimed at, it’ll 

come up with one.” 

John pulled his chin.  “You know, you are scaring me.  What you’re saying makes sense.” 

Scooter laughed.  “John, look around you.  Pay attention to where you are and who you’re talking 

to.  I’m a lunatic, remember?  They’ve got me locked up and, doggone it, they didn’t think to give me a 

key.  There’s unbreakable glass in the windows, and two very beefy orderlies standing over there to make 

sure I don’t drift toward an exit.  This testifies to society’s estimation of my judgment.” 

John chuckled.  “When you put it that way, I guess CNN isn’t going to come knocking any time 

soon to ask you to sit down and chat with Christiane Amanpour or Wolf Blitzer about the finer points of 

Middle Eastern affairs.” 

“Naw, they ain’t.  But they should be able to dope out some of this stuff on their own.  Anyway, 

forget it.  I’m just babbling.  Don’t give it another thought.” 

“Okay.  All right.  I won’t worry about it.”  John pulled his chin.  “But just in case you might have 

something here—what do you think will happen if Israel does pull the trigger?” 

“Oh, that’s pretty obvious.  World War III.  And since we’re roughly downwind from both 

Albuquerque and Los Alamos, both of which I’m guessing will be prime targets, our comfortable little 

asylum is not the best place to be at the moment.” 

The thought of a nuke going off over Albuquerque caused the blood to drain from John’s face.  

Everything he loved was there.  He turned to Scooter.  “You really think that could happen?” 

“Yeah, as a matter of fact, I do.  I figure we’ve got about another two months to live, max.  Wanna 

play checkers?” 



CHAPTER FIVE:  All Hell (excerpt) 

 

.... 

The picture cut back to the IBN anchor.  “So what we heard Dr. Cartwright and some of his 

colleagues say is that they believe effects from Comet Filipov might have something to do with the 

medical crisis and social upheavals going on right now around the globe.  Let’s bring our medical 

correspondent, Dr. Reynold Pahlson, back in.”  The shot cut to a 2-box arrangement with Pahlson framed 

on the right.  “Ray, what’s your reaction to what Dr. Cartwright had to say?” 

Pahlson—a jovial, short, rotund man with a balding head and a close-cropped, salt-and-pepper 

beard—laughed.  “My reaction?  Chuckles.  Laughter.  Bordering on guffaws.  Worldwide cometary 

destruction—brought to you by the same guy who would have you believe space aliens are abducting 

humans to stock up their breeding farms.  His pot’s not cracked.  It’s shattered into tiny pieces.” 

“But is he wrong?” 

“Wrong?  He couldn’t be less right.  Cartwright, who claims to be a scientist, says he’s just putting 

facts on the table.  Okay, let’s look at that.  He says Filipov’s orbital period is 5,000 years.  Now, I’m a 

physician, not an astronomer, but even I know that the current figure for Filipov’s orbit is a very rough 

estimate—a guesstimate, really—based on just a few snap observations since its discovery earlier this 

year.  We won’t really know the precise orbital track for months, after the comet rounds the sun and heads 

back out into deep space.  Cartwright is sticking his neck way out, putting a great deal of weight on a very 

shaky foundation.  Which is totally typical of the guy.  He’s not only a crackpot, but he’s not even an 

original crackpot.  Most of what he and his breathless, starry-eyed disaster-freak friends have to say was 

popularized by Immanuel Velikovsky back in the 50’s and 60’s, who would have had you believe that 

human civilizations rise and fall like the stock market, with each successive civilization forgetting all 

about the previous one, and that comets were responsible for everything from the Great Flood to the 

Biblical plagues of ancient Egypt.  It’s hokum, and has been thoroughly debunked.  And don’t even get 

me started about a comet with a supposed orbital period of 30 million years—an idea that’s farfetched, to 

say the very least.” 

The anchorwoman smiled.  “So you’re saying we don’t need to worry about Filipov?” 

Pahlson waved a negligent hand.  “Don’t give it a second thought.  A different doomsday crowd 

crawls out of the woodwork for every major comet.  Although I will say, their academic credentials seem 

to be getting better over time.  Which probably says more about the current state of academia than it does 

about the credibility of their claims.” 

As Pahlson was speaking, the anchor had put her finger to her ear.  Now she looked at the camera.  

“Ray, we have a bulletin, just in.”  The director took a close-up shot of her.  She put her finger to her ear 

again.  “Actually, two bulletins.  One, I’m told we’re getting reports of a series of major explosions in 

downtown Dallas.”  At this point, a blur of motion crossed the screen, as what appeared to be the out-of-

focus upper back and shoulders an unidentified person rushed in front of the camera.  At the same time, a 

sound like that of a wolf growling could be heard.  “And there’s big trouble on Wall Street, with the stock 

market—”  Here the anchor’s words ended in a grunt as if someone had tackled her.  The obstructing 

person disappeared from the screen, revealing a blank space where the anchor’s head had been.  There 

was a loud crashing sound, and a woman’s leg clad in a white high-heeled shoe crossed the screen.  This 

was immediately followed by a short, hideous, bone-chilling scream, as the growling sound increased 

dramatically in intensity, now sounding like a dog tearing into a canine opponent in a fight.   

John jumped to his feet, staring at the TV in horror.   



“Get him! Get him!” a voice could be heard shouting in the background.  There was another ear-

piercing scream, which was cut off short.  The picture then went to black, to be quickly replaced by color 

bars and a high pitched tone. 

“Oh, my God, John!” Maria gasped.  “Did that really happen?  Did someone attack her?” 

“Yes,” John said slowly, continuing to stare at the test pattern.  “Probably a member of the studio 

crew.”  Turning back to the couch, John picked up the remote, aimed it at the television, and turned it off.  

“I’ve seen enough.”  He turned to Maria.  “What do we have in the house in the way of groceries?” 

“I don’t—about a week’s worth.” 

John strode into the kitchen and began opening cabinets.  “Not enough,” he said.  “We need to 

stock up.  Kick on some shoes, and let’s go.” 

Maria opened her mouth to argue, but the look on John’s face told her that it would be useless to do 

so.  She also waived objections when John held out his hand for the car keys.  Within minutes, they were 

on their way, with John at the wheel. 

At as they turned left on Highway 528, the main drag for Rio Rancho, Maria gasped and pointed 

out the window.  “My God, John, would you look at that?” 

On the opposite street corner, an old lady with long white hair, wearing a pink night gown, was 

standing, staring straight ahead.  Her body was frozen in a bizarre shape, with her legs twisted in one 

direction, and her trunk twisted in the other.  The woman’s arms were bent in dramatic angles and pointed 

in strange, random directions, almost as if she were trying to imitate a gnarled, twisted oak or cottonwood 

tree.  Her expression was likewise twisted, with the lower half of her mouth going one way, and the upper 

half scrunched in the opposite direction, with her eyes wide and staring.  As John looked, three teenagers 

crossed the lot behind her, running flat out; it appeared one was being chased by the other two. 

“I see it,” John said. 

“We should stop!” Maria cried. 

“No.  We are not stopping.” 

She turned to him.  “But, John—” 

He shook his head firmly.  “I said, ‘no.’” 

The grocery store was just up the street; the trip should have taken about a minute.  But traffic was 

quite heavy.  Then when they reached the store, they had a hard time finding a parking spot; the lot was 

packed.  The interior of the store was a madhouse.  A horde of people had descended, and each person 

seemed intent on clearing out the shelves single-handedly.  After the second or third incident of Maria 

getting shoved out of the way while trying to reach for something, they developed a system; Maria would 

point to what she wanted, and John would run interference for her, fighting his way to the shelf, and then 

fending off any attempt by anyone to shove him out of the way.  Within half an hour, they’d managed to 

fill their cart, primarily with canned goods.  John did not allow Maria to pick up anything perishable. 

After one series of successful can grabs, John looked up to see a young man in black shorts and a 

gray t-shirt making off with their cart.  John rushed over and grabbed hold of the handle.  “Back off,” he 

barked. 

The man, who appeared to be in his late teens or very early 20’s, said nothing, but tried to wrest the 

cart away from John.  “Let go, or I’m gonna have to pop you one,” John growled.  Ignoring him, the man 

gave the cart another tug.  Reaching forward, John grabbed him by the t-shirt, whirled him around, and 

punched him hard in the nose. 

The man screamed out an obscenity, and held a hand to his gushing nose.  “I’m gonna call police!” 



“Good luck with that,” John said, and he shoved the man hard with both hands.  The guy bounced 

into the arms of a man standing behind them, who promptly shoved the reeling man again, and he went 

down hard on the linoleum floor. 

Regaining the handle of his cart, John caught the eye of a short, stocky man in his late 20’s, who 

was standing near John’s cart, glaring at him. 

John glared right back.  “You got something to say?” he demanded. 

The man held up his hand, and shook his head. 

“Then get the hell out of my way.”   

The man stepped aside.  John moved the cart down the aisle.  As he passed, customers who’d 

stopped to stare suddenly found themselves absorbed in their shopping. 

Maria joined him as they approached the check-out line.  “John, was that really necessary?” she 

said in a loud whisper. 

“Yes, it was, Maria.  We’re gonna be lucky if we get this stuff home.”  I should have brought the 

damned gun, he thought.  He resolved he would not make that mistake again. 

It took them 20 minutes to get through the checkout line.  After clearing that hurdle, they made it 

out to the parking lot without further incident.  John was not totally happy with their haul.  There was 

enough canned food to last them several weeks, but the store had been completely stripped of batteries.  

He’d have to see what he could do about that with a run to their sporting goods store. 

As they loaded the goods into the back of the Explorer, they could hear occasional pops of scattered 

gunfire crackling from all directions. 

“Okay, that’s the last of it,” he said to Maria as he heaved in the last bag.  “Let’s go.”  But instead 

of acknowledging him, Maria gave out a short, sharp gasp.  Glancing up, he saw that she was staring at 

something behind him.  John whirled around. 

Standing right behind him was a stocky man in his late twenties or early thirties.  The man was 

wearing black tattoos down both arms and both legs—and nothing else.  He was completely nude from 

the top of his head to the tips of his bare toes. 

“Get in the car, Maria,” John said levelly. 

“But, John—” 

“Get in the car,” John repeated, firmly, as he began backing away from the figure.  “Now.” 

Catching John’s eye, the nude man began speaking.  “Once upon a midnight dreary,” he said, with 

voice low and level, “while I pondered weak and weary—” 

John continued to back away, moving toward the driver’s door.  As he did so, he heard Maria open 

her door and climb inside the car. 

“Dude,” John said, “back off.” 

“While I nodded, nearly napping,” the man said, continuing to advance, “suddenly there came a 

tapping—” 

John was now just two feet from the door.  But the man was so close, John was afraid to reach 

inside his pocket for the keys, lest the guy rush him. 

“Tapping at my chamber door,” the man was saying, and he took another step. 

Extending his arms, John rushed the man, shoving him hard.  The man went down on the pavement.  

John then dashed back to the driver’s door, pulled it open, jumped inside, and slammed it shut. 

“Jesus!” John gasped.  Stretching out, he reached for the keys in his right pocket.  “Let’s get the 

hell out of here.” 



There was a loud clump on the window glass next to him.  Maria screamed.  John whirled around 

and saw that the man had plastered his face against the window, and had his hands cupped on either side 

of his face, shielding his eyes from the glare so that he could see inside the car.  “Sorrow for the lost 

Lenore,” the man was saying, now raising his voice to be heard through the glass.  “For the rare and 

radiant maiden—” 

Finding the key ring, John thrust the starter key into the ignition and turned the lock.  The engine 

roared to life. 

“Filled me with fantastic terrors never felt before!” the man was saying. 

Putting the transmission into reverse, John backed out, but then stomped on the brakes, 

remembering that he had not looked to make sure the lane behind him was empty.  He turned around, and 

saw that he’d nearly hit an elderly couple pushing a shopping cart behind the Explorer; both of them were 

now giving John a nasty look.   

“Come on!” John shouted, waving impatiently.  “Move it!” 

The couple continued pushing the cart off to the left at the same leisurely pace as before.  John 

waited with mounting impatience for them to clear the rear of his car. 

The madman, meanwhile, had stepped back to the window, and now he began pounding on it.  “Let 

my heart be still a moment and this mystery explore!” he recited, shouting.  “‘Tis the wind and nothing 

more!” 

“John!” Maria cried, half panicked. 

“Hang on.  He’s just a harmless nut.”   

Finally, the couple pushing the cart had moved out of the way.  John continued backing out.  The 

nut followed, still banging on the window.  “In there stepped a stately raven of the saintly days of yore! 

Not the least obeisance made he!” 

“You’re going to run over his feet!” Maria exclaimed. 

“That’s his problem,” John growled. 

John had now pulled the Explorer fully out into the lane.  Putting it into gear, he pulled forward.  

The crazy man kept pace, but then began to fall behind.  “Quoth the raven, Nevermore!” the man 

screamed after them, now running.  “Quoth the raven, Nevermore!” 

As John turned the corner into the exit lane, he saw the man give up and stop running.  For a 

moment, the nut watched the car drive away, and then he turned and dashed over to the elderly couple 

pushing the cart.  “Once upon a midnight dreary,” John he heard him say as the Explorer gained distance. 

Maria’s shoulders were now shaking.  “John!” she sobbed, with tears running down both cheeks.  

“What is happening?” 

“Calm down, Maria,” he said softly, gently rubbing her leg.  “I’m right here.  You’re safe.” 

Sniffling loudly, Maria fought to calm herself. 

“Maria,” John said calmly as he pulled out onto 528.  “I need you to do something for me.” 

She nodded. 

“Things are getting crazier.  When stuff happens, I don’t have time to argue.  One of us has to be in 

charge, and since I’m the one with the muscles, I think it should be me.  Do you agree?” 

Maria wasn’t so sure muscles alone should be the trump factor, but she had confidence in John, and 

she decided now was not the time to argue anyway.  “Okay.” 

He looked across at her.  “That means when bad stuff is going down and I ask you to do something, 

I need you to do it.  Right then.  No backtalk, no argument, no questions.  Right then.  Can you do that for 

me?” 



She gave a faint flash of a smile, and nodded, while mentally reserving the right to put her foot 

down if she were to find it truly necessary. 

“Good.”  He patted her leg again.  “I’m counting on you.” 

A few blocks down the road, John pulled into the Mobil station.  The place was a zoo; the line for 

each pump was seven or eight cars deep.  The Explorer’s tank was already three-quarters full, and for a 

moment John considered blowing it off and leaving.  But he decided to stick with it; there might not be 

another opportunity to top off the tank.  Half an hour later, they were back on the road. 

As they neared the street leading to their subdivision, John saw that the old woman who’d been 

standing frozen on the opposite street corner was still there.  On the near side of the street was a man 

lying on the sidewalk curled up into a fetal position.  He lay as if his head were resting on a pillow.  But 

as John turned into the subdivision, he could see that there was no pillow.  The man was holding his head 

suspended four inches off the sidewalk.  The strain on his neck had to be unbearable, but the man gave no 

sign of it. 

Maria stared in bewildered horror at the man as they turned the corner.  “This is crazy, John.  

Crazy!” 

“It’s not a scientific term,” John said, “but I believe the label fits.” 

Maria turned to him.  “What are we going to do?” 

“I’ve been thinking about that.”  John knew that Maria would object to what he wanted to do, but 

he didn’t want to start the argument while they were still in the car.  “We’ll talk more when we get 

home.”  

As he rounded the curve in front of his house, he saw that a truck was now parked in his driveway.  

He recognized it as one of his father-in-law’s landscaping vehicles. 

“Looks like your Dad has decided to pay us a visit,” John said.  He looked at her inquisitively.  

“You still haven’t told your family I’m back, right?” 

Maria shook her head. 

“Well, this will be interesting.”  John pulled the SUV into the driveway behind the truck.  As he did 

so, the driver’s side door of the landscaping truck opened, and Juan Rodriguez stepped out, holding some 

kind of object in his right hand.  He was wearing his normal work uniform, but John noticed that it was 

still perfectly clean.  Obviously, Juan had not been supervising any landscaping today. 

John opened his door and stepped out of the Explorer.  “Hello, Juan,” he said as he swung the door 

shut behind him. 

Juan raised the object in his right hand.  John stopped in his tracks.  He could now see that the 

object Juan was holding was a pistol—by the looks of it, a .38 caliber snub-nosed revolver.   

“John, you didn’t really think I was going to let you just waltz back into my daughter’s life, did 

you?  After you tried to kill her?” 

“What?” John asked, astonished.  “What are you talking about?” 

Juan raised the pistol and pointed it directly at John’s head.  John didn’t know how good of a shot 

Juan was, but at a range of 15 feet, he could hardly miss. 

“Juan!” John shouted.  “What the hell are you doing?” 

“Daddy, no!” he heard Maria screaming.  He caught a blur of motion in his peripheral vision, and 

then a two-by-four whacked him hard on the side of the head. 

 

He heard voices.  Urgent voices.  And then shouting in the background.  Someone screamed.  

Someone else was crying.  And then more urgent voices. 



Groggily, he opened his eyes.  Maria’s face was hovering over him. 

He tried to sit up.  That was a mistake.  He sank back against something soft—apparently, a bed 

and a pillow.  With difficulty, he trained his bleary eyes on Maria, who was sitting in a small metal chair 

to the left of his bed.  Slowly, two images of her merged into one and came into focus.  “Where am I?” he 

croaked. 

“Oh, thank God,” she said, gently rubbing his cheek. 

John felt something soft and heavy pressing against the left side of his head.  He reached up, and 

the tips of his fingers touched a thick wad of gauze.  Looking to his left, he saw a white curtain.  He 

glanced to his right—another white curtain.  At the right rear corner of the bed stood a metal IV stand.  

He followed the tube.  It led to his right arm. 

“I seem to have a thing for waking up in hospitals,” he said wearily. 

“Oh, John!”  As she said his name, her voice rose to a high pitch, and then cut off.  She raised a 

hand to her mouth. 

Reaching over, he put his hand on her arm.  “Take a breath.  Tell me what happened.” 

“Daddy shot you!” she squeaked, her voice barely working.  “And then—and then—” 

He rubbed her arm reassuringly.  “Take it easy.  It’s okay.” 

She nodded.  Swallowing heavily, she continued.  “He shot you.  And he was about to shoot you 

again.  I screamed and I beat on him with my fists, but he just shrugged me off.  So I reached for this big 

rock, and—and—” 

“Okay, honey,” he said.  “I understand.  You stopped him.” 

Her faced screwed up into a mask of grief.  “I think I killed him!” she wailed.  “I think I killed my 

father!” 

Someone threw the right-hand curtain violently back.  John looked over to see Leticia standing 

there.  Her face was twisted into an expression of mindless fury.  “You son of a bitch!” she screamed, and 

then she was on him, pounding her fists into his head, face and chest.  Instinctively, John held up his right 

forearm to defend himself.  The IV jerked out, and stand went over with a mighty crash.  Leticia hurled 

obscenities at him while continuing the onslaught.  “First you tried to kill Maria!” she screeched, raining 

down blows.  “And now you’ve killed Daddy!”  She kept pounding away, hurling more invective.  Some 

of the blows landed on his face and head, and they hurt.  “I’ll kill you!”   

There was a confusion of bodies as a doctor and a couple of nurses rushed in and grabbed Leticia.  

She struggled to shrug them off, while still directing blows at John.  “You’re dead!” she snarled.  “You’re 

dead meat, do you hear me!”  The hospital team finally succeeded in getting a grip on her, and they pulled 

her off, kicking, thrashing, and screaming.  “I’ll kill you!” Leticia screeched, still flailing and kicking as 

they dragged her away.  “Do you hear me?  I’ll kill you!” 

As soon as they had her safely bundled away, a nurse rushed to John’s side.  “Are you okay?” she 

asked. 

“Yeah.  A bit battered.”  He managed a faint smile.  “I plan to write a strongly worded letter about 

the state of hospital security.” 

“I don’t blame you,” the nurse sighed.  “I am so sorry.  We’ve been getting some wild and woolly 

ones.”  Reaching down, she pulled the IV stand upright.  “We’ll get this fixed.  I’ll be right back.” 

Maria had regained her chair, and was now sitting there with her hands over her face, sobbing.  

John reached for her.  “Maria.” 

She kept her hands plastered to her face, still crying. 



“Maria, please,” he said softly.  “You see what’s going on in the world right now.  As God is my 

judge, I love you more than life.  But we do not have time for your grief right now.  It will have to wait 

until later.  Right now I need you to get hold of yourself, and talk to me.  Can you do that for me?” 

Wiping her eyes, she nodded.   

“Why would Juan and Leticia say that I tried to kill you?” 

Maria’s chin trembled.  She took a big breath, and made a visible effort to get her emotions under 

check.   

“Come on,” he said.  “You can tell me.” 

Retrieving a tissue from her purse, she blew her nose.  “The day you—the day we lost you,” she 

said, putting away the tissue, “you were violent.” 

“I know.  I attacked a coworker.  But they won’t tell me—”  His eyes widened.  “You were the 

coworker.” 

She nodded. 

“My God.”  The immense, unspeakable horror of it gripped his heart.  He could feel the blood 

draining from his face.  God—his Buddy, the Practical Joker, had really put one over on him this time.  It 

was the punking to beat all punkings.  John’s mouth worked as he looked at her, but no words came out.  

His breathing was now coming in short, sharp gasps. 

“That scar—” he finally managed to croak. 

She reached forward and placed both hands atop his.  “It wasn’t you, corazón.  It was the sickness.  

John wasn’t there.”  She looked at him with imploring eyes.  “You have to believe me.” 

Sniffing hard, he nodded, and lay back, staring at the ceiling.  “I believe it,” he finally said.  “I just 

can’t believe that you believe it.”  He turned to her.  “How can you be so forgiving?” he asked.  “And so 

trusting?” 

“Because I love my husband.  And I know my husband.  And he would never do such a thing.” 

The return of the nurse interrupted them.  She hung a new fluid bag, and then quickly and 

efficiently re-inserted the IV needle in a new spot and taped it in place. 

“When can I speak to the doctor?” John asked. 

“Oh, I don’t know,” the nurse said, shaking her head.  “We’re a little overrun right now.”  

As if to punctuate her words, the banging, clanging noise of a crash emanated from down the hall—

along with the hair-raising sound of the wolf-like snarl John had now heard twice before.  The growling 

and snarling grew louder; apparently orderlies were dragging a violent SOPS victim past the room. 

“I guess you are,” John said.  “When can I get out of here?” 

“Well, you really should get that from the doctor.” 

“But—” 

“I know,” she said.  “I don’t mean to give you the run-around.”  She reached up and rubbed her 

brow with the back of her hand.  “It’s been a rough day, and it followed an equally rough night.  Anyway, 

I’m pretty sure they’re going to want to hold you for observation for a few hours at least.  You may have 

a concussion.” 

John reached up and touched his bandage.  “How bad is it?” 

“Not bad.  You got grazed.  A few stitches.  But even at a grazing angle, the bullet gave your skull a 

pretty good whack.  And you slammed the back of your head on the driveway, to boot.”   

John nodded. 

“I’ll be back to check on you,” the nurse said, and then walked out. 

John turned to Maria.  “So was Leticia right?  Is your father—” 



“No, that’s just Leticia being Leticia.  He’s alive.”  She sniffled.  “They’ve got him in surgery.”  

Maria swallowed.  “I’m afraid I hit him pretty hard.” 

Reaching over, he grabbed her hand.  “Maria, look at me.” 

She looked up at him. 

“It’s not your fault.  Nor was it your father’s.  Just like it wasn’t me attacking you, it wasn’t your 

father attacking me.  It was the disease.” 

Maria shook her head.  “Oh, no.  It was Daddy.  He told me four years ago that if he ever laid eyes 

on you again, he’d kill you.  That’s why I didn’t call him.” 

Another series of crashes, punctuated by shouts, screams, weeping, and wailing, echoed up the hall. 

Reaching over, John gently pulled off the tape holding down his IV needle, and then extracted it 

from his arm.   

“What are you doing?”  Maria asked. 

“We’re getting out of here.  Where are my clothes?” 

“John, we can’t leave.  You’re sick.  And I can’t leave Daddy.” 

The shouting from down the hall was getting louder; apparently more people were joining whatever 

fray was taking place.  

“Maria, look around you.  Things are falling apart.  We have to go.” 

“But, John.  I can’t leave Daddy, and Momma.  Daddy might die—” 

John squeezed her hand.  “Maria, remember the chat we had in the car?” 

She nodded. 

“Your father’s life is in the hands of the doctors, and God.  But your life is in mine.  And I am not 

going to allow my wife to remain in danger.  We’re leaving.” 

“But the police officer told me to wait here.  I mean, after all, I may have killed—”  Here her voice 

cut off as her throat caught. 

“If the police officer wanted to arrest you, he would have already done it.  Police have their hands 

full right now, and it’s only going to get worse.  Do you have my clothes?” 

“Yes—in the waiting room.” 

“Please go get them.” 

“Okay.  But—I don’t have the car.  Police brought me.” 

“Well, we’ll just have to figure something out.  First things first.” 

Nodding, she got up from the chair and headed out.  Moments later, she returned holding his folded 

clothes, with his new Nikes on top. 

The nurse came back in as John was pulling on his shirt.  “What are you doing?” she demanded. 

“We have to go,” John said.  He bent down to tie his shoe laces. 

“You can’t do that,” the nurse declared.  “You have to check out, and you can’t do that until the 

doctor releases you.” 

John finished tying his laces, and then stood up, wobbly from the sudden flow of blood to his 

pounding head.  “Look, I appreciate what you’re trying to do.  But unless you are ready to bring out the 

restraints—and you have at least three really big, really beefy orderlies to assist you—then you need to 

stand aside.” 

The nurse hesitated, looking uncertain.  But then, reluctantly, she moved aside.  As John and Maria 

were stepping past her, the nurse grabbed John by the elbow.  “Dear, look out for foggy thinking, blurry 

vision, headache, dizziness, nausea, and mood swings.  If any of that happens, get to a doctor right away.  

Okay?” 



John nodded. 

“And try to get some rest.  That’s the best thing.” 

John grabbed her hand in both of his.  “Thank you.  Can you get out of here any time soon?  Do you 

have a safe place to go?” 

She smiled wanly.  “They’re not going to let me go.  And I can’t say I blame them.  Much of the 

staff is sick, or missing.  And more are getting it all the time.  A little while ago Dr. Mattias fell asleep on 

his feet in the middle of an emergency surgery.  We’ve got two dozen nurses and orderlies that we can’t 

wake up.  More cases are flooding in, and we’ve got no place to put them.  We’re completely 

overwhelmed.”  Reaching up, she brushed a tear from her eye.  “And some are turning violent.  It 

happened to a friend of mine.  She attacked a paramedic in the ER.” 

“Why don’t you come with us?” John asked, still holding her hand. 

She shook her head sorrowfully.  “I can’t.  I just can’t.” 

“I understand.”  John squeezed her hand.  “Thank you for your help.  And good luck to you.” 

The nurse nodded.  “You, too.” 

John dropped her hand, and then turned to Maria.  “Let’s go.”   

They walked past several other ER beds holding various patients, most of whom were sporting 

bandages of various types, and then the two of them stepped out into the hall.  “Oh, my God,” Maria 

gasped. 

The corridor was lined on both sides with patients clad in green hospital gowns, sleeping 

peacefully.  Most were on gurneys, with IV’s attached.  But some lay on the floor; apparently the hospital 

had run out of gurneys.  As they watched, a team of orderlies approached bearing the motionless form of 

a young woman, whom they proceeded to lay out on the floor a few feet away from where John and 

Maria were standing. 

John turned to Maria.  “Where’s your mother?”  

“She’s in the waiting room.” 

He stopped a passing orderly.  “Excuse me, is there another way out other than through the waiting 

room?” 

“No, sorry,” the orderly said.  “We’re on lockdown.  All the other doors are secure.” 

“Okay.  Which way to the exit, then?” 

The orderly pointed.  “Down this hall, to the left.” 

“Thanks.” 

“You weren’t going to let me say good bye to Momma?” Maria demanded, looking hurt. 

“We don’t have time for another scene,” John said.  “Your mother won’t want to let you go.  And 

we are not going to argue.” 

“I doubt she’ll care,” Maria said.  “She’s in pretty bad shape.  And she’s not talking to me anyway.” 

But the point turned out to be moot.  When they rounded the corner, John saw that the waiting room 

was packed, but neither Luna nor Maria other sister, Costanza, were in sight.  They’re probably off 

somewhere dealing with Leticia, John thought. 

He walked up to a clerk.  “Any idea where I can get a cab?” 

The clerk gave him a grim expression.  “Good luck with that.  This is one crazy night.” 

John nodded.  There was a loud banging noise.  Turning to his left, he saw that the emergency room 

doors just down the hall had crashed open.  Two orderlies were dragging in what appeared to be a 12 year 

old girl.  The child was violently thrashing, kicking, and snapping her teeth at the two men, while 

growling and snarling like an attacking pit bull.  White foam bubbled at her lips.   



Maria slapped her hand to her mouth. 

As soon as the girl had passed, the doors crashed open again, and a pair of paramedics wheeled in a 

gurney bearing a blood-stained victim wearing an oxygen mask.  Behind that gurney came another, and 

then a third. 

Maria looked away. 

John waited for the hallway to clear, and then propelled Maria forward.  “Come on.” 

They dashed across the receiving area, ran through the doors, and burst out into the afternoon.  The 

Emergency Room driveway was filled with ambulances, their emergency lights flashing.  Another was 

pulling up at far end.  Looking down the driveway and past the parking lot to the connecting road, John 

could see another ambulance turning in from the highway, with yet another following closely behind that 

one.   

John looked up.  The same dark grey overcast sky that had covered the sky earlier that morning 

glowered down at him now.  John marveled that it was still the same day; it seemed like a week had 

passed since he’d left the house for his morning jog.  But now the sky began to slowly rotate, and he felt 

very dizzy.  Breathing heavily from their short dash down the hall, John bent forward, placing his hands 

on his knees. 

“Are you okay?” Maria asked. 

He nodded.  “Just let me catch my breath.” 

Slowly, the world steadied. 

A flash of yellow caught John’s eye.  He looked around and saw a taxi cab stopping in a lane of the 

adjacent parking lot.  “Come on,” he said.  “I think we may have just gotten lucky.” 

A distraught family—a weeping mother and two crying pre-teen kids—was piling out of the cab as 

Maria and John ran up.  “Hey,” John said to the cab driver, “can you take us to Rio Rancho?” 

“No can do,” the driver said.  “I’ve got two calls ahead of you.” 

“Dude,” John said, “have mercy.  I just got shot.  My wife’s father is in surgery.  She’s half out of 

her mind.  We need to get home.” 

The driver looked up with an expression of impatience.  But upon seeing Maria’s woebegone look, 

he sighed.  “Okay.  Climb in.” 

“Thanks!” 

“25’s a disaster,” the driver said as he pulled out of the lot.  “We’re going to have to cut over and 

go up Coors, if that’s okay.” 

“That’s fine,” John said.  “Whatever gets us there.” 

The trip to Rio Rancho presented one ghastly sight after another.  Several times while trying to 

make it through the downtown area, they encountered blocked roads choked with traffic accidents, and 

had to take detours.  They saw a half dozen burning buildings, but only one fire crew was in evidence.  

Once they made it onto Coors, local and state police cars passed them several times with sirens blaring 

and emergency lights flashing.  But worst of all was the ghastly spectacle of one person after another, 

standing on the sidewalks or in adjacent parking lots, their bodies frozen and contorted into horrendous 

and freakish positions.  John saw that hundreds of such “human trees” were scattered over the landscape.  

Many other people wandered around as if in a daze, in various states of undress, some completely nude.  

Through it all, John and Maria stared out the windows in rapt, horrified fascination, staying nothing. 

As they were on Coors approaching the Paseo Del Norte intersection, what looked like a 9 year old 

girl wearing a white, bloodstained gown darted into the street right in front of the cab, appearing from out 

of nowhere, with a large crowd of children in hot pursuit just feet behind her.  The cab driver slammed on 



his brakes, skidding to a halt just inches from where the children were passing.  The car had barely 

stopped when a red Toyota Titan pickup truck jumped the sidewalk to their right and slammed into a light 

pole in a spray of shattered glass and ruptured plastic. 

The cabbie let out a sigh, and then turned around, glancing at them with concern.  “Are you two 

okay?” 

Bang!  With a thundering crash, something massive slammed down hard onto the hood of the cab 

and the front part of the roof, rocking the vehicle hard on its shocks and shattering the windshield with 

enough force to send bits of glass flying despite its protective coating.  Instinctively, John raised his hands 

palms-out to shield his face.  When he lowered them again, he saw that nothing was visible beyond the 

seat in front of him but a dense confusion of mangled metal.  Three trails of dark red blood dripped down 

the back of the driver’s seat, but nothing could be seen of the cabbie beneath the caved-in mess.  The roof 

above John was also warped and crunched, down to about an inch above his head at its closest point. 

John turned to Maria.  “Are you all right?” 

She had a dazed expression on her face.  “I think so.  What just happened?” 

 “Something fell on us.”  Now looking down at the hands that had just been shielding his face, John 

saw that his palms and also his wrists and lower arms had been sprayed with blood.  He glanced again at 

Maria.  “Are you sure you’re okay?  Check yourself for cuts.” 

She touched her fingertips to her cheeks and forehead.  “I’m fine,” she assured him. 

Turning forward again, John called out.  “Hey, buddy! Are you okay?” 

There was no response.  It hadn’t seemed likely there would be. 

A clanging noise sounded as something metallic hit the pavement a few feet from the cab, quickly 

followed by another. 

John saw a gap of light at the bottom of his door; it was partially sprung.  Pulling the handle, he put 

his shoulder to it and shoved hard.  The door didn’t budge.  He tried again, with the same result.  Turning 

to Maria, he said, “See if your door will open.” 

She pulled the handle.  “It’s stuck.” 

“Let me try.  Trade places with me.” 

She scrambled over him.  Pulling the handle, he threw his weight against her door.  It groaned, and 

then gave.  He reached for Maria.  “Come on!  Slide on over.” 

She did so, and they tumbled out of the car. 

John looked toward the front of the taxi.  A jagged, blackened, smoldering piece of junk lay across 

the hood and part of the roof.  It looked like it might have come from the inside of a jet engine.  He 

glanced up, but there was nothing to see other than the same drab, low overcast that had hidden the sun all 

day. 

Clang!  Something fell to the street in front of him.  It was dark and irregularly shaped—he 

couldn’t tell what it was.   

Dashing around the front of the car, he stepped to the drivers’ side door.  The side window was 

crushed down to half its size.  The driver had to be dead. 

Clang!  Something else fell to the street, and John was beginning to understand what it was.  They 

had to move. 

“Come on!” he shouted to Maria.  He pointed to the intersection just ahead.  “We’ve got to get 

under that that overpass!  Run!” 

She took his hand, and they began running toward the structure as an increasing amount of debris 

rained down.  Little jagged pieces of metal and plastic, some of them on fire, were falling all around 



them.  Something large and heavy smacked the concrete just behind them as they ran up to the street 

corner.  Thankfully, there was a gap in the oncoming crosswise traffic—which, incredibly, was still 

moving through the rain of burning debris as if nothing was happening.  The two of them dashed across 

the intersection and darted underneath the Paseo Del Norte overpass. 

John turned to look behind them just as a set of three blue and white airline seats slammed into the 

ground a few feet away, in the middle of the intersection.  When the wreckage hit, something that looked 

like a spray of dark red paint erupted from it, splashing in all directions.  To his utter horror, John saw that 

each seat had a human being strapped to it.  This horrible scene had barely had time to register on his 

brain before another one took its place—a white pickup came barreling through the intersection, going at 

least 80, and slammed right into the mangled seats and the crushed bodies.  The truck swerved to the right 

and careened across the intersection, pushing the wreckage in front of it like a snow plow before 

slamming into the wall of the bridge abutment, 50 feet opposite of where John and Maria were standing.   

For a moment, time seemed to stand still.  Staring at the wreck, John could see a man slumped at 

the wheel.  A woman sitting next to him seemed to be moving.  And then, with a mighty whoosh, the 

truck erupted into a ball of flame. 

Beside him, Maria tried to bolt off to the right.  John held her tight.  “We’re staying here,” he said.  

“It’s safer.” 

Across from them, the passenger door of the burning pickup opened.  A human figure, fully aflame 

from foot to scalp, stumbled out.   

It was only at this point that Maria screamed. 

John put his hands over her eyes and turned her head away.  The burning figure took a step forward, 

then another, and then a third, before falling face down on the pavement. 

“Sshh,” John said, patting her.  “It’s okay.  I’ve got you.” 

Quietly, she sobbed into his chest. 

And still the flaming wreckage fell, on both sides of the overpass.  A loud reverberating noise like 

the hollow pounding of a giant steel drum resounded from atop the structure, followed by the hackle-

raising screech of metal sliding across pavement.  John looked up, following the noise with his eyes, and 

saw what looked like the tip of a wing, elevator or rudder slide into sight beyond the far edge of the 

overpass, skidding to a halt with several feet of its shiny surface jutting out into empty space above the 

roadway. 

Bang!  Looking to his left, he saw another row of seats impact on Coors Boulevard about 40 yards 

away, barely missing a red coupe traveling in the left northbound lane.  The wreckage, including the 

bodies strapped to it, was fully ablaze.  The coupe, having braked just in time, now swung around the 

flaming seats, weaved its way past John and Maria’s crushed cab, and then continued on its way, with 

other cars following behind it. 

Smoking and flaming bits of shattered jetliner continued to descend out of the leaden overcast, 

filling the air with a potentially deadly hail that thudded and clanged to the pavement all around them on 

either side of the sheltering overpass, amid ash that wafted down at a more leisurely rate, descending 

gently like black snow.  Charred and twisted struts, flaming bits of cloth and plastic, whole pieces of 

smoldering or burning luggage, mangled doors from overhead bins, shapeless and nameless pieces of tan 

plastic, scorched bunches of wires and cable—all of it continued to rain down for what seemed like, but 

wasn’t, several minutes.  Finally, it stopped.  As far as John could see in either direction up and down 

Coors Boulevard, the pavement, sidewalks, and adjacent lots were covered with scattered pits of 



smoldering or flaming wreckage—some as big as the engine piece that lay across their cab, others no 

bigger than a pencil eraser. 

Most of curious of all was that traffic on the street continued to flow, with the drivers of cars and 

trucks threading their vehicles carefully around the larger pieces of debris and then moving on without a 

backwards glance.  John watched in astonishment as one motorist after another rolled past the still-

smoldering body that had emerged from the burning pickup truck across the street from where he was 

standing, with the passing drivers showing no more concern than if they’d been dodging a fallen bag of 

garbage. 

Maria had been crying since witnessing the flaming body stumble from the pickup.  Finally, she 

found her voice.  “What happened, John?” 

“Somewhere above the overcast, a passenger plane blew up.  And we happened to be more or less 

right under it.”  He looked down at her.  “To coin a cliché, we are very lucky to be alive.” 

“I’m not sure I’m feeling so lucky, John.  Is this ever going to end?” 

John chose not to answer.  He was afraid to. 

“What do we do now?” Maria asked. 

“We wait.  I’m sure someone will want to talk to us.” 

Incredibly, it took 30 minutes for the first police car to arrive, and then another ten minutes for the 

first fire truck.  Soon, others joined them.  The firefighters pulled the biggest chunks of wreckage—those 

that could be moved—out of the roadway.  But after that, no one seemed to have any idea of what to do.  

The firefighters and police officers walked around almost in a daze, marveling at the field of debris.  

Traffic on Coors continued to flow, and the responders raised no objections.  But Paseo Del Norte was 

completely blocked at the overpass.  Crews seemed at a loss as to what to do about it.   

Absolutely no one showed any interest in Maria or John. 

“Stay here,” John said.  He headed across the street and approached a police officer who was 

staring morosely at the charred body in the middle of the far right lane, around which someone had set up 

some traffic cones.  “Officer—” 

“I don’t have time to deal with you,” the officer barked.  “Go on about your business.” 

“But, I saw what happened.” 

The policeman glared at him.  “How nice for you.  Tell it to Wolf Blitzer.” 

“But, officer,” John persisted, “My wife and I were in that crushed cab.” 

The cop seemed to notice him for the first time.  “Are either of you hurt?” 

John shook his head.  “We’re fine.” 

“Then count yourself lucky.”  The man looked at John with an expression bordering on 

compassionate.  “Get someplace safe.  Do it now.  Stay there.”  The officer’s expression hardened again.  

“Now, beat it.  I’ve got work to do.” 

Without another word, John turned on his heel and walked back to rejoin Maria. 

“What did he say?” she asked. 

“Apparently, they don’t need us to tell them a plane crashed.  We can go.” 

Maria looked around.  “Go where?” she asked pointedly. 

“We walk.”  John was not crazy about the idea.  “If we get lucky, maybe we can bum a ride.”  The 

surge of adrenaline he’d felt when scrambling from the cab had abandoned him, and the bullet gash on his 

head was beginning to throb.  Whatever pain meds had been in that IV drip were wearing off, and he was 

beginning to feel quite woozy.  Nor was he wild about the idea of being on foot with so many crazies 



running around.  But he saw no alternative.  “Let’s go,” he said.  “It can’t be more than a couple of 

miles.” 

“Are you sure you can make it?” she asked as they stepped from beneath the overpass and headed 

up the street. 

“Yes, I am.  And would you like to know why?” 

“Why?” 

“Because God is playing a joke on us, and I’m fairly sure he won’t be willing to let us go until he 

delivers the punch line.” 

Maria frowned at him.  “John, that’s a horrible thing to say.  And you know I don’t like it when you 

talk like that.” 

“I’m not complaining, Maria.  I’m just observing.  God gave me what I asked for, and I owe him.  

But look around you.  Tell me this is the handiwork of a compassionate, merciful, loving God.” 

Maria’s faith in her Lord and Master had never wavered, not for a minute, not for a second.  She 

had a response to John’s statement in mind.  But looking around, she had to agree that now did not seem 

the time to present her standard case that God’s decision to give man a free will was the ultimate act of 

love.  If there were a hell, surely they were walking through it now.  Every few feet they passed another 

piece of wreckage.  Most items were unrecognizable.  But some not only were totally familiar, they were 

seemingly undamaged.  Here lay a baseball cap, only slightly scorched.  There was a shoe—and no, no 

foot was in it, although the fate of whatever limb had been thrust into the sneaker was unknown.  There 

was a backpack.  Over here lay a pair of reading glasses, neatly folded as if someone had taken them off 

and laid them carefully on the pavement.  Not far up the street, they passed an engine cowling, standing 

upright and relatively unmarked as if waiting for mechanics to hoist it up and put it in its proper place.  A 

few yards from that lay a pet carrier—neither Maria nor John could bear to see if its occupant were still 

inside.  A few steps further, and there was a tray table.  Maria couldn’t help but wonder if it had been 

properly stowed for landing in its upright and locked position. 

But that wasn’t the worst of it.  Not by far.  Between the larger chunks of wreckage lay hundreds of 

dark, charred bits that almost looked like they could have fallen from some reverse-color hail storm.  

Maria didn’t know what they were—until she happened to step on one, at which point it squished, 

smeared, and squirted a dark, red liquid.  It took her a block and a half to stop crying. 

And in the midst of all of it, every twenty or thirty feet stood a tortured soul, human bodies 

contorted and frozen into impossible positions, with arms and limbs pointing in what had to be painful 

directions.  Some were old women.  Some were younger.  Some were old men.  Some were boys, with 

every age in between.  One wore a policeman’s uniform—John checked, and noticed that his gun was 

missing.  Another wore a bus driver’s outfit.  Most were casually dressed in street clothes, now covered 

with a fine dusting of black and gray ash.  Some had no clothes on at all, or were only partially dressed.  

As John and Maria passed, none of these victims gave a sign or a hint of acknowledgment or recognition.  

Like their bodies, their faces displayed frozen expressions, twisted into horrible and frightening grimaces, 

with eyes wide and staring, except for one woman whose visage was hidden behind a fallen cascade of 

black hair.  John was marveling that none of the falling junk had hit any of them when he spotted a human 

tree a few yards away that had been crushed under a large, still-smoldering tire attached to a piece of 

landing gear strut.  When they drew near, John diverted Maria’s attention. 

They kept walking.  Every few seconds a car would pass.  Each time, John held out his thumb.  No 

one even slowed. 



As they were crossing the arroyo south of the Cottonwood Mall, a glint of metal caught Maria’s 

eye.  She looked down into the wash—and immediately wished she hadn’t.  Below them was a big 

section of fuselage.  Its top and upper sides had been ripped off.  There were about ten rows of seats, with 

a red-carpeted aisle running down the middle.  The wreckage was sitting upright, but slightly inclined 

toward them, so that as Maria looked, she was staring straight down into the laps of the passengers.  At 

first, she didn’t know what she was seeing.  But then the image registered.  Most of the victims had been 

decapitated. 

When John heard her gasp, he reached over, and again turned her head away.  “Don’t look, baby,” 

he said.  “Just look at me.  Focus on me.” 

But John was becoming increasingly concerned about his ability to protect Maria.  His legs were 

giving out.  His head was spinning.  And they were being followed. 

It had started just a couple of blocks north of the overpass.  A man wearing dark clothes had fallen 

in about 75 yards behind them, and was now pacing them.  Pretty soon, another man had joined him. And 

then a woman.  And then two children.  And then another man.  Each of them stared ahead with blank, 

masklike expressions.  But the group was slowly closing the gap. 

Thankfully, Maria had not noticed.  But John was becoming more and more alarmed.  As they 

walked, he looked around for a weapon. 

Just after they crossed the arroyo, he saw something that might work—a thin, jagged piece of 

aluminum, about three feet long, with an evilly pointed tip.  He knew that if he reached for it, it might 

alert Maria to the danger they were in.  But he had no choice.  He bent down and picked it up.   

“Hold this,” he said to Maria, and then he shrugged out of his shirt.   “Be careful of the edges.” 

“What are you doing?” she asked. 

“Just a precaution,” he said.  Taking the spear back from her, he wrapped his shirt around the 

jagged lower end.  Holding it by this padded grip, he thrust the weapon into the air in front of him, and 

pulled it back.  The weight wasn’t at all balanced, but the shirt kept the rough edges from tearing into the 

palm of his hand.  It would have to do. 

As John was afraid she might, Maria glanced behind them.  “John!” she whispered urgently.  

“We’re being followed.” 

“I know,” John said, glancing behind them.  The group had now closed to within 50 yards. 

Maria grabbed his arm with both hands.  “John, I’m frightened.” 

“Don’t be,” John said.  “Your friend, the Lord, will provide.  I really believe that.”  He paused.  

“But just in case, if I tell you to run, you run as fast as you can, and don’t wait for me, okay?” 

She nodded stiffly. 

They kept walking. 

John looked behind him.  The group of followers had continued to grow, and was slowly closing 

the distance. 

A car approached.  John turned and held out his thumb.  Like the others before it, the vehicle, a 

white Ford Focus, passed without slowing.  As it drove by, the middle aged man at the wheel avoided eye 

contact. 

“I don’t think anyone is going to stop with you brandishing that spear like that,” Maria observed. 

John nodded.  “Good point.” 

Traffic had now thinned considerably.  But finally John heard another car approaching from behind.  

He quickly tossed the spear to the ground on the far side of the sidewalk, then turned and tried to flag 

down the car.  It accelerated past him. 



“It’s no use,” John said, retrieving the spear.  “No one is going to stop.  I wouldn’t either.”  He 

looked behind him.  The group, still growing, had now closed to within 40 yards. 

“What are we going to do?” Maria asked. 

“We pick up the pace.” 

The two of them began walking faster.  Turning his head, John saw that the group behind them had 

increased its pace as well. 

Just ahead, at the side of the road about 30 feet away, John saw something that caught his interest.  

A car was up on the shoulder of the road.  It was the same Ford Focus that had passed them a few 

moments ago.  The driver’s door was standing open. 

“Come on.  Let’s check this out.  Pick up your feet a little.” 

Within seconds, they had drawn abreast of the car, which was on the other side of the travel lanes 

from them.  Taking Maria’s hand, John led her in a dash across the road.  They stepped up to the car. 

The Focus had jumped the curb and fetched up against a light pole.  Its engine was still running. 

John looked up.  The middle-aged man he’d seen at the wheel was 30 feet away, standing with his 

back to the road atop a small mound in a large grassy triangle.  The figure was slowly twisting his arms 

and legs into what looked like a very uncomfortable position. 

John turned to Maria.  “Jump in,” he said. 

“But John,” she objected, “this is someone’s car.” 

“Yes.  Ours.  Your Friend just gave it to us.  Just like I said he would.” 

“But, don’t you think—” 

John glanced behind them.  The group that had been following them had now broken into a dead 

run. 

“Get in, Maria,” he barked.  “Now.” 

Following John’s glance, Maria saw the danger.  Without further argument, she pulled open the 

passenger door and clambered inside.   

Glancing over his shoulder as he tossed aside his makeshift spear and jumped inside the car, John 

saw that the stalkers were nearly on them. 

“Lock your door,” John said as he pulled his shut.  “Make sure your window is up.” 

Maria hit the door lock just as the man leading the crowd reached the car and pulled her door 

handle.  The group now poured around the car, surrounding it, and began beating on it with palms and 

fists.  John saw one of them reach for a big chunk of black metal lying on the sidewalk. 

He put the car into reverse.  “Hang on!” 

He hit the accelerator.  The car lurched backwards, and immediately hit something.  The car tilted 

sharply to the left as the rear right wheel ran over something with a sickening crunch.  The car rocked 

back down, and then jerked to the left again as the front right tire hit the same obstruction, producing 

another crunch. 

“John!” Maria screamed. 

John had backed the car around in a curve, and the vehicle was now aligned in the travel lane.  A 

wild-eyed man ran around to the front of the car and began banging on the hood.  A young woman joined 

him. 

John put it into gear and floored it.  The woman careened off the bumper and bounced off to the 

right, but the man tumbled up onto the hood.  While grabbing onto a windshield wiper with one hand, he 

made a fist of the other and drew it back. 



John stomped on the brakes.  The man flew off the hood, hit the road, and rolled.  But Maria had 

not yet put on her seatbelt; the jarring stop threw her forward, and she smacked her forehead and nose 

hard onto the dash. 

Ahead of them, the fallen man was attempting to get back to his feet.  John swerved around him and 

accelerated down the road.  Checking his rear view mirror, he saw that the group behind him had broken 

into a run again, vainly trying to catch up with him.  On the pavement behind them lay the crumpled body 

of what may have been an adolescent girl. 

Maria, looking behind them, saw the same thing. 

“Oh, my God, John!” she gasped.  “Did you see—” 

“I saw,” John said grimly.   

“Well, don’t you think we should stop?” 

John looked across at her with a bleak expression.  “Maria, the world has gone insane.  The old 

rules no longer apply.  We are on our own now.  From this point forward, we stop for nothing.” 

She swallowed heavily, looking unhappy, but she didn’t challenge him. 

“Are you okay?” he asked. 

Maria was holding her nose, which was bleeding profusely.  “I’ll be fine,” she said.  “I don’t think 

it’s broken.” 

Reaching into his back pocket, John withdrew his handkerchief and passed it across. 

“Thanks,” she said.   

Glancing at her, John saw that her lower lip and chin were trembling.  He fully expected her to 

break out into another round of sobbing.  But she didn’t.   

For several moments, they rode in silence.  Finally, she broke it.  “What now, John?” 

“We’re going to get out of town.  We can’t stay here.  It’s too crazy, and there are too many people.  

I can’t protect you.” 

“Where will we go?” 

“My brother’s cabin in Chama.  It’s remote enough.  We should be okay.  And being the survivalist 

type that I know he is, I’m sure he’s got it stocked to the gills with food and supplies.” 

Maria sat silent for a moment, turning John’s words over in her mind.  “John,” she finally said, “I 

know you said not to argue.  But what about my parents?  And my sisters?  I can’t leave my family.” 

John found that his teeth were grinding, but he chose to postpone the argument.  “I understand.  

We’ll discuss that when we get home,” he finally said. 

Within moments, they were pulling into the street leading to their subdivision.  But when they got 

to their house, John kept driving. 

“What are you doing?” Maria asked. 

“Reconnoitering.  I just want to make sure no crazies are wondering around.  We’re going to ditch 

this car—just in case someone asks questions about that little dust-up we just had.  Not that I think it’s 

likely.” 

No one was in evidence on the street in their neighborhood or in the road leading up to it.  Satisfied 

that there were no obvious threats—he tried not to worry about the non-obvious ones—he pulled back out 

on to 528, heading north.  About a block down the road, he turned into a strip mall parking lot, pulled into 

an empty slot near the sidewalk, and shut off the engine.  “Come on.  Let’s go.” 

The walk to their house took about ten minutes.  They crossed the distance without incident, 

meeting no one except for the frozen human form they’d seen earlier lying on the sidewalk sleeping on a 



non-existent pillow, and a new one, a girl in her 20’s who was standing motionless on her tip-toes with 

both arms arching out over her head, as if she were about to take a flying leap off a high-dive. 

As they approached their house, John noted that Juan’s truck was still parked right in the middle of 

his driveway, blocking access to the garage.  He then saw that the door to Maria’s Explorer, pulled in 

behind it, was still standing open on the passenger side.  But taking a look through the window into the 

cargo space, he was relieved to see that the canned goods they’d bought that morning were still there.   

“Go on in,” John said.  “I’m going to move Juan’s truck to the curb and put the Explorer in the 

garage.  Hopefully Juan left the keys in the ignition.” 

That turned out to be the case.  When John finished this task and walked back inside, he found 

Maria collapsed on the couch.  “Thirty minutes,” he said.  “And then we’ve got to get going.” 

“Okay,” she said.  “Why don’t you lie down?  I’ll wake you in a half hour.” 

John nodded.  He realized his world was now feeling quite wobbly.  The truth was, he was about 

done in. 

Before lying down, he went to the closet and retrieved the Glock.  “I want you to keep this by you 

at all times,” he said.  “If you go into the kitchen, you take it with you.  If you go into the bathroom, it 

goes too.  If you see anyone in this house other than me, you shoot first, without a word of warning, and 

then come get me.  Okay?” 

She nodded. 

John was confident she could do it; she’d had a lot of training in marksmanship, and he knew she 

had the requisite grit.  The events of this morning, when she’d done what it took to prevent her father 

from killing him, had proved that, if it had needed proving.  He sighed.  “Okay.  Thirty minutes.”   

Stumbling into the bedroom, he plopped down on the bed, face up.   

 

When he opened his eyes again it was dark.  Glancing over, he saw that Maria was lying next to 

him—fully clothed.  He looked at the clock—it was 4:14 AM.   

Maria had thrown a light blanket over him, but a shiver ran down his back anyway, and he realized 

that he had never replaced the shirt he’d taken off earlier.  Gently, he got up and padded over to the 

dresser.  Carefully opening the drawer, he pulled out a dark t-shirt and slipped it on. 

Stepping down the hall and into the living room, he went to his yellow notepad, which lay on an 

end table.  Switching on the lamp, he sat down and began to write. 

 

September 8, 2015 

Well, God, I’ve got to hand it to you.  You’ve pulled out all the stops on this one.  Just about every 

cruel trick and twist of fate that you could possibly throw at me, you’ve done it.  I really love the touch of 

having me personally try to stab to death the one person who gives meaning to my life.   

I would ask why you’re doing this.  But of course, I’m not allowed to know.  Maybe you’ve got a 

side bet going with the devil about how much of this I can take, like you did with Job.  Or maybe you’re 

doing a stress test on Maria’s faith.  She still loves you, though.  I’m curious, did you bet on the strength 

of her faith?  Or did you bet against her?  I hope you didn’t.  I know Maria is better than I deserve.  But 

here’s the real kick in the shorts.  She’s also better than what you deserve. 

What about me?  Do I believe in you?  Count on it.  But unlike Maria, I don’t love you.  I can’t see 

that you deserve my love.  Or anyone’s. 

I can’t help but feel this is personal.  Did my little jest in high school really offend you that much?  

But I should acknowledge that I’m not the only one at whose expense you’re having some fun right now.  



I’m fully aware that I’m just one of 7 billion people on this planet, so obviously it can’t all be about me.  

Still, I have to wonder.  That teen girl that you threw at me today.  The one I ran over.  What did she do to 

piss you off? 

But—don’t let my disrespectful tone and attitude lead you to believe I’m backing out of our 

arrangement.  A deal’s a deal.  I promised to be worthy.  I mean to keep that promise. 

I will admit that I’m at a loss about one thing, though.  What kind of qualities in a man do you 

consider admirable?  I assume you’re leading right now by example.  I’m looking for something in your 

actions that strikes me as good and admirable and worthy of emulation—and to be quite frank, I’m just 

not seeing a lot there right now.  So, as I said before, you may have to help me with this.  What would a 

man have to do to win your approval?  And maybe even your affection? 

I ask these questions with all sincerity.  I do owe you.  Tell me what constitutes “worthiness” in 

your eyes.  Or at least give me a sign.  Because right now, I have no idea. 

 

Putting down the pen, John stumbled back to bed.  As he did so, he could hear the crackle of far-

away gunfire echoing outside the house.  He and Maria were past due to leave.  For a brief moment, he 

considered waking Maria and getting her going.  But his head was pounding, and another wave of 

exhaustion tinged with nausea washed over him.  He needed more rest.  And he knew God wasn’t done 

with him yet.  No one would be breaking into his house and killing him or Maria, not tonight.  God 

wanted something from him—although what it was, he had no clue.  Maybe God just wanted an 

appreciative audience for whatever stunt he had in mind next. 

Lying down against the covers, John closed his eyes.  He felt the bed bounce slightly as Otis joined 

them.  And then he was out. 

 



CHAPTER SIX:  The Ninth Circle 

 

He was running, running, running—his hot breath came in fast, sharp gasps as he dodged trees, 

ducked low-hanging branches, and leapt over fallen trunks.  His pounding feet crunched into dry leaves as 

he dashed through the forest, and he could hear similar crunches not more than 30 feet behind him.  

Something was chasing him, and it was gaining on him.  He looked over his shoulder, but he could see 

nothing other than the dark gray trees closing in behind him as he ran.  Looking up, he was able to catch 

only brief glimpses of blue-black sky through the tree tops.  Twilight was fading, and darkness was 

closing its fist around him. 

From what couldn’t have been more than a few feet behind him came a loud, angry roar—that of a 

lion.  The sound had not died away when a second roar pierced the twilight—this cry sounding like that of 

a large dog or wolf.  And then there was another howl—catlike, somewhat similar to the first, but slightly 

different in timbre, perhaps the scream a leopard.  Three different animals were chasing him, and none 

was a herbivore.  They were closing the ground fast. 

He knew he had only seconds to live, but he was nearly exhausted and had no more speed to give.  

Just ahead, he saw that a big fallen tree trunk blocked his path.  He vaulted over it, but his foot caught on 

a protruding branch, and he went down. 

But his body didn’t hit the ground.  Instead, he kept on falling.  As he tumbled, he could see the sky 

above him reducing to a rapidly shrinking circle.  And then he slammed down onto something hard—

rocky ground, or perhaps a protruding ledge.  The impact knocked the breath out of him.  For a moment, 

he lay there gasping.  Then he heard something.  “John!” a hollow, far away voice called.  It was Maria.  

“John!” 

Rolling to his back, he looked up.  Far above him was a very dim circle of light, no bigger than the 

size of a thumbnail held at arm’s length.  “John!” he heard his name called again.  The voice was coming 

from above.  Dimly, he thought he saw the silhouette of someone’s head and shoulders in the circle.   

He tried to call out, but his breath had not returned, and he could not make a sound.  “John!” she 

called again, her voice echoing in the distance. 

Painfully, he got to his feet.  “Maria!” he managed to croak. 

“John!  Can you hear me?” she called.   

“Maria!” he cried again, a bit more loudly. 

Above him, the circle shrank to the size of a nickel, and then a dime, and then a pinpoint.  And then 

it was gone. 

“Maria!” he called.  “Maria!”  

There was no answer. 

He was now in utter darkness.  And from right at his elbow came the unmistakable sound of a low 

canine growl. 

“Mariaaaaaa!” he screamed. 

 

“John, John!”  Someone was slapping his face.  “John!” 

He opened his eyes.  There in front of him, silhouetted in the window against the pale light of 

dawn, was Maria.  “John?  Are you okay?” 

“Yeah.”  He swallowed.  “I’m good.”  He looked around, and saw that he was sitting up in bed.  “I 

guess I did it again.” 

“Yeah, and you scared the hell out of me, again.” 



“Meow,” said Otis.  John saw that this time, the cat had not taken off down the hall, but instead was 

sitting at the end of the bed, regarding him with its big, blue eyes. 

“Otis, don’t you ever have a bad dream?” 

“Ow,” Otis said, allowing as how he’d had a rough night or two on occasion himself. 

John now noticed that his head was pounding.  The pain was coming from two different spots—the 

wound on the side of his head, and also from a lump that had risen on the back of his skull, where he’d 

thumped his head on the driveway after being shot.  “I could use an Advil,” he said.   

“How about some Tylenol?” Maria asked.   

“That will do.”   

“Okay.  And while we’re at it, let’s change that bandage.” 

“I suppose we should.”  He noticed that Maria was already fully dressed.  “Have you already been 

up?” 

“Yeah,” she said as she rose and headed off to the bathroom.  “I couldn’t sleep.  I’ve been watching 

the news.”  She returned with a glass and two white caplets.   

“Thanks,” he said.  He swallowed the pills, washed them down, and then handed the glass back to 

her.  “Have you called the hospital?  How’s your dad?” 

“I don’t know.  I couldn’t get through.  They don’t answer.”  She turned and took the glass back to 

the bathroom.  “I haven’t called my mother yet, or my sisters,” she said from the bathroom.  “I’ll let them 

sleep another hour or so.”   

“Okay.  But the cell phone is working?” 

“It appears to be.”   

“My guess is, it won’t stay that way long.” 

Maria returned to the bedroom carrying a roll of gauze, some adhesive tape, a tube of antibiotic 

ointment, and a small pair of scissors.   She switched on the bedside lamp.  “Come sit over by the light,” 

she said.   

John did as she asked.  “What did the news reports say?  How bad is it?” 

She looked at him with frightened eyes.  “It’s bad, John.  Really bad.  I don’t know where to start.” 

“Start with the plane crash.  What are they saying?” 

“Well, you were mostly right,” she said as she began clipping away the old bandage.  “But it was 

two planes—a couple of big passenger jets.  One was coming in for a landing at the airport, and the other 

had just taken off.  They’re saying the traffic controllers gave the pilots directions causing them to 

collide.” 

“That’s—that’s not possible.” 

She gave him a grim look.  “Well, that’s what they’re saying.” 

John winced as she pulled the old bandage away from his head.  “Not too bad,” she said.  “It’s 

oozing a little.  I’ll be back.”  

“I don’t understand how two planes can collide like that,” he said as she stepped into the bathroom.   

“There are just too many safeguards in place to prevent those kinds of accidents.” 

“Well, it may not have been accidental,” she said as she walked back into the bedroom bearing a 

wet hand rag.  “The news reports say that instead of veering off to avoid a collision, it appears the planes 

swerved into each other.”  She dabbed gently at his wound with the rag.  “And not only that, but there 

were half a dozen crashes just like it around the country, and the same thing happened overseas.  As a 

result, they’ve shut down the airports and grounded every flight.” 

“Good God.” 



“And that’s not the worst of it.”  Having unwrapped a large, square adhesive bandage, Maria now 

placed it against the wound.  “There.  Good as new.” 

“What else is going on?” John asked. 

“Let’s get something to eat.  We can talk over breakfast.” 

John glanced at the clock—it was 6:45.  “Yeah.  We need to get rolling.”  He paused.  “Fix us a big 

one.  After this morning, our meals are going to be a little irregular for a while.” 

They adjourned to the kitchen.  Maria fried up the remaining package of bacon and an entire carton 

of eggs, talking as she cooked. 

“Crazies are running around all over the country, John,” she said.  “And all over the world, in fact.  

There have been thousands of attacks, maybe hundreds of thousands, and people are fighting back with 

guns or anything else they can get hold of.  They’re now saying SOPS is the worst plague in human 

history.  The president has declared a state of emergency.  He suspended habias corpus and closed all the 

courts.  People were screaming bloody murder about that.  Fox News was the worst, declaring the move 

illegal and unconstitutional.  The president sent in U.S. Marshals, arrested a bunch of anchors and 

executives, and took over the channel.  Since then, no one has dared to speak out or criticize.” 

John shook his head.  “No more Fox News ragging on Obama.  It really is the end of the world.” 

“That’s not all.  Governors of all 50 states have declared either martial law or something like it.  

Our governor is calling it a ‘state of public health emergency,’ but it amounts to the same thing.  She’s 

deployed the National Guard.  No one is supposed to go outdoors or drive except in an emergency.  And 

no one is allowed to go out after sundown at all, for any reason.  They say they will shoot violators, and I 

think they mean it.” 

“I guarantee you they mean it.” 

“Well, that’s not all.  Nuclear war has broken out in Korea.” 

“What?”  He stared at her incredulously. 

“A few hours ago, North Korea invaded.  The U.S. responded with tactical nukes.  North Korea 

fired ballistic missiles, and one of them got through and hit Seoul.  Now we’re threatening to retaliate 

against Pyongyang, and China is warning us not to do it.” 

John put his hand to his face.  “Oh, Jesus.  I knew it was going to be bad.  This is worse.”  He 

looked up at her.  “We have to get out of town.  Right now.  We may not have much time.” 

Maria put the food on the table, while John arranged the plates and silverware.  When they sat 

down, John picked up his fork and dug into a big mound of scrambled eggs. 

“John,” Maria said chidingly. 

John paused with his fork in mid-air, looking at her incredulously.  “After all that’s happened, you 

want to give thanks?” 

“I’m thankful for you, John.  I know you don’t believe like I do, but even you have to see that your 

presence here is a miracle.” 

John was inclined to lip off with something bitter and sarcastic, but he knew that an argument 

would only leave Maria angry and defiant, and he needed her cooperation now more than ever.  He put 

down his fork and bowed his head.  Maria did the same.  “God,” he recited dutifully, “we thank you for 

this food.  For rest and home and all things good.”  Very unexpectedly, his throat caught, and his eyes 

misted.  He swallowed heavily.  “But most of all, for those we love,” he concluded. 

“Amen,” Maria said. 

“Amen,” John agreed.   

“Ow,” Otis chimed in. 



John reached down and gave the cat a pat on the head.  Then they dug in.  As usual, Otis mooched 

his fair share and then some. 

“We need to talk about our trip,” John said after a few bites.  “I know you’re worried about your 

parents and your sisters.” 

“And Nana,” she said, referring to her surviving grandmother.  “And Papa.  Can’t we take them 

with us?” 

“Look.  I’m very concerned about getting out of town.  It’s very dangerous out there, and the roads 

are going to be a mess.  The less time we spend on them, the better.  We need to be driving north, not 

south.” 

Maria looked at him very seriously.  “I can’t leave my family, John.” 

John put down his fork.  “Maria,” he said, looking grim, “I’m your husband.  When you married 

me, you promised to obey.  You insisted on it, remember?  I offered to let you drop that from the vows.” 

“I know.”  She gazed at him with big, liquid eyes.  “And I will.  But John, my family is who I am.  

You know that.  You knew that when you married me.  Please don’t ask me to leave them behind.”  A 

solitary tear coursed down her cheek.  “I beg you.” 

For a moment, John stared at her.  Then his gaze broke.  He knew he’d lost.  He could not ask 

Maria not to be Maria.  “Okay,” he nodded.  “Okay.” 

She jumped up, rushed over and put her arms around his neck.  “Thank you, John.”  She kissed his 

cheek.  “Thank you, thank you.” 

“Okay, okay, not so fast,” he said, disentangling himself from her.  “We’re still going to the cabin.  

But we’ll get your family.” 

She stood up.  “What about Daddy?”  

John started to object.  But he decided to duck the question.  “We’ll call.  If he can be moved, we’ll 

go get him.” 

“And Nana and Papa?” 

“Look, our car is not big enough to fit everyone.  Can your mother drive?” 

Maria shook her head.  “She can, but in her current state, I wouldn’t advise it.” 

John motioned to her plate.  “Sit down, and finish your breakfast before it gets cold.  What about 

Leticia?” 

“I think she’s in jail,” Maria said as she returned to her seat. 

“I really doubt that,” John said.  “I’m pretty sure they weren’t arresting anyone last night for 

anything short of cold-blooded murder.  If that.” 

Maria nodded.  “Well, Leticia can drive.” 

“Okay.  Then right after breakfast, I want you to give her a call.  I’m sure she’s at your mother’s.  

Have her and Costanza start packing.” 

“She’s going to want to bring Dylan,” Maria said, referring to Leticia’s boyfriend.  “And Costanza 

may want to bring Ian.” 

“If they can drive, they can come.” 

“What about my cousins?” 

Suppressing an exasperated sigh, John nodded.  “Sure.  Give them a call.  Invite them to meet us at 

the cabin.  Do you remember the directions?” 

“Yes,” she nodded.  “Do you want to call Jack?” 



John thought about it.  His only contact with Jack in the last four years had been via one brief phone 

call at the hospital.  A lot had changed since he’d last seen Jack.  “Are you okay with him bringing 

Dakota and their two kids?” 

Maria nodded.  “Certainly.” 

By his estimation, the size of the proposed crowd of people was well past the point where it would 

overflow Mark’s little cabin and spill out into the woods.  “You’re a better person than I am,” John said, 

and he knew that his statement was precisely true.  “Can you have your grandparents meet us at your 

mother’s house?”  John knew that they lived only a short distance from Juan and Luna’s house, and they 

still drove. 

“I think so.” 

“Good.  Let’s finish up, and make some calls.” 

Maria looked at Otis, who was standing patiently at John’s leg waiting for rations.  “What about 

Otis?” 

“Ow,” Otis said, as if to affirm his interest in that question. 

 “Well, we’ll have to bring him with us.  Do we have a cat carrier?” 

Maria shook her head.  “I’ve never needed one.  Otis has always been very well behaved in the 

car.” 

John looked at him doubtfully.  “If he gets out of the car and runs off, there won’t be much we can 

do about it.” 

“Ow,” Otis said, regarding John with lively, interested eyes. 

 “Are you going to be a good boy and stay in the car?” John asked him. 

“A-ow,” Otis assured him. 

John shook his head.  “Well, I guess we’ll just have to take his word for it.  I don’t see another 

choice.  We can’t leave him here.” 

After they’d finished eating and had cleared away the dishes, Maria sat down at the table with her 

cell phone in hand.  She dialed a number and put the phone to her ear.  “Hello?  Leticia?  It’s Maria.”  As 

soon as the words were out of her mouth, she started as if slapped, and then pulled back from the phone.  

Hesitating only for a moment, she put it back to her ear.  “Leticia?  Leticia!”  She pulled the phone away 

from her head, and stared at it, wearing a furious expression. 

“What did she say?” John asked. 

Maria explained precisely what Leticia had suggested that she go do with herself, quoting her 

exactly.  John knew Maria had to be angry; the f-bomb was a word she never used, not even as a quote. 

“Classic, classy Leticia,” John said. 

Maria stared at the phone for a minute, and then dialed again and put the instrument to her head.  

“Leticia!” she said.  “Call me!”  Obviously, she had gotten Leticia’s voice mail.  “It’s very important.  

Call me.  Right away.  Our family’s safety depends on it.” 

In quick succession, she dialed two more numbers, with similar results.  She left voice mail 

messages for her mother and for Costanza.  Next she dialed her grandmother.  This time the call rang 

through.  “Nana!” she said.  “It’s Maria!  Maria.  Are you okay?  Nana?  Nana, talk to me.  Nana?  Nana, 

are you all right?  Is Papa okay?”  Pulling the phone away, she looked at it, and then glanced at John.  

“She disconnected.  She didn’t sound right.”  She dialed the phone again.  “Nana!  It’s Maria.  Can you 

meet me and John at Momma’s house?  We’re all going to Mark’s cabin.  I need you and Papa to pack up, 

and get to Momma’s house right away.  If you get this message, call me, okay?  We’re going there now.  I 

need you and Papa to meet us there.  Call me.”  Next, she made a series of calls to her cousins.  Only one 



of them rang through; her cousin Pablo promised to think about leaving town, and said he would call her 

back.  The other calls all went to voice mail.  Once Maria had finished the final call, she passed the phone 

to John. 

“You know,” he said, looking at the phone, “I just realized, I don’t recall Jack’s number.  Do you 

still have my old phone?” 

“I have the number.  It’s in there.” 

John wasn’t sure how to work the phone to find it.  “Would you mind dialing it for me?” 

Maria took the phone, punched up the number, and pressed the ‘connect’ button.  “It’s dialing 

now,” she said, passing the phone back to him. 

John put it to his ear.  “Hello?” a woman answered after the fourth ring.  He did not recognize the 

voice. 

“Hi, I’m—this is—I’m a friend of Jack’s.  Is he around?” 

“No,” the woman said in a strained voice.  “He’s—he’s not here.” 

“Okay.”  John paused.  “How about Dakota?” 

“She’s—She’s not—”  The woman paused, and now her voice rose in pitch.  “She and her two 

lovely children—”  There was the sound of a choking sob, and then the line went dead. 

John put down the phone, and looked across at Maria. 

“Is he not there?” she asked. 

“He’s not coming.”  John got up.  “We’ve got to pack.  We need every can of food—everything 

that’s not perishable—loaded into the car.  We need to pack our clothes, but no more than one suitcase 

each.  Include winter clothes.” 

“Okay,” Maria said.  “Let me finish straightening the kitchen.” 

John had a hunch that they would not be returning any time soon—and maybe never.  But he kept it 

to himself.  “Okay,” he said.  “Work fast.”  He walked past her through the kitchen door and into the 

garage.  Reaching up onto the high shelf, he pulled down their tent, a bag containing some camping 

utensils, the field case for his Henry, and the case for scope.  Opening the field case, he saw that four 

boxes of rifle ammunition lay stacked on their ends inside.  This was good.  Making a final reach up on 

the shelf, he pulled down his Coleman lantern.  The propane tank was very light, he noticed.  It would not 

last long.  After carefully stowing these items in the Explorer, he returned to house. 

Maria was standing at the sink.  “Maria,” he said, annoyed that she had not finished.  “Come on.  

We’ve got to get moving.” 

Maria made no response. 

“Maria?” 

Still nothing. 

He walked up to her.  She was staring straight ahead through the kitchen window.  Her face was 

blank and masklike.   

“Maria!” he shouted.  He stepped closer, and as he did so, his shoe sloshed into something wet.  

Looking down, he saw that a puddle of yellow liquid had formed at her feet. 

Suppressing the panic that was now rising in the back of his throat, he patted her cheeks.  “Maria!”  

No response.  Her expression remained fixed and lifeless.  Grabbing her shoulders, he gave her a strong 

shake.  “Maria!”  Nothing. 

Placing his arms across her back and underneath her legs, he lifted her up and carried her to the 

bedroom.  It wasn’t easy; she was as stiff and unwieldy as an ironing board.  Once he had her on the bed, 

he removed her soggy slacks and underwear.  After cleaning her with a warm, wet towel, he dressed her 



in fresh panties and a clean pair of jeans.  Throughout all this, she continued to stare blankly ahead.  She 

didn’t resist his movements, but nor did she assist.   He found that he was able to reposition her limbs 

through use of a little pressure, and that having done so, they remained where he put them, almost as if 

she were made of soft wax. 

After he had finished dressing her, he stood by the bed, looking at her for a moment.  Tears tried to 

well up, but he refused to let them.  There was nothing else he could do for her now.  He turned and 

walked back down the hall. 

After cleaning up the puddle on the kitchen floor, he retrieved the Glock from the counter where 

Maria had laid it.  Tucking this into his waistband, he patted his front left pocket to make sure a spare clip 

was still where he remembered putting it, and then walked to the front door.  A glance through the blinds 

showed that no one appeared to be in the street.  Cautiously, he pulled the door open and took a step 

outside.   

The first thing he noticed was that the cool air was heavy with the smell of smoke.  Looking up, he 

beheld a sky that was free of clouds, but heavy with brown haze.  Stepping out, he glanced up and down 

the street.  Nothing was moving—not a person, not a dog, not a cat, not a bird, not a leaf. 

Then he thought he heard something.  He stopped and listened, not breathing.  There it was again.  

“Help me,” came a low, faint voice.  “Help me.”  It appeared to be coming from the house to the right of 

his, and for the first time John noticed that its front door was slightly ajar. 

John pulled the Glock from his waistband.  Holding it in front of him with both hands, he slowly 

and carefully approached the door.  “Hello?” he called out.  “Paul, are you home?”  Paul was an elderly 

retiree who lived there with his wife, Mildred.  “Paul?”  Cautiously, he pushed the door open with a foot, 

and slowly stepped inside. 

The interior of the home was dim, illuminated only by the thin cracks of light shining through 

drawn curtains.  “Paul?” he called.  “Mildred?” 

“Help—” came a weak, raspy voice from down the hall.  With the gun held before him, John eased 

across the family room and into a short hallway.  “Paul?”  At his left was an open door; he peered inside.  

It was an empty bedroom.  He moved on to the door at the end of the hall and stepped through.  

A figure lay crumpled on the carpet at the foot of bed.  Bending down for a closer look, he saw that 

it was Paul.  A dark puddle stained the carpet beneath him; at the man’s throat was a gaping wound.  As 

John watched, Paul gave out a long, gurgling sigh, and then lay still. 

There was a soft rustle behind him.  He whirled around and pointed the gun with both hands in the 

direction of the sound.  A small figure stood in the doorway, its features barely discernible in the dim 

light.  Upon catching John’s eye, it gave out an animal-like scream and rushed him.  Without thinking, 

John squeezed off three shots in quick succession.  The rushing body slammed into him, bowling him 

over and sending the gun flying from his hand.  John landed hard on the carpet, with the small attacker on 

top of him.  Instantly, he rolled hard to the left, shoved his assailant off of him, and then rolled to the 

right. 

Jumping to his feet, John dashed for the gun, which had landed in a corner by the bed.  Picking it 

up, he turned and pointed it in the direction of his attacker.  But the person now lay still, face down on the 

carpet.  Approaching more closely, John reached down and turned the body over.  What he saw hit him 

like a blow to the gut.  “Oh, sweet Jesus,” he gasped.  The figure was that of a young girl, not more than 

eleven or twelve, clad in dark blue pajama bottoms covered with pink and white butterflies, and wearing a 

light gray sleep tee, the center of which was emblazoned with a single red, yellow, and orange flower.  



Three neat bullet holes had pierced the shirt, adding unintended, garish color to the center of the print 

blossom.  The girl was quite dead. 

John sat down heavily on the end of the bed.  His head reeled as he gazed at the corpse.  The girl’s 

mouth foamed with blood.  The entire lower part of her face was smeared with it, and the top of her sleep 

tee was sopping with it.  It would appear that this is what had attacked Paul.  For a long moment, he sat 

and stared at the body, breathing heavily, and fighting back the emotions that were trying to overwhelm 

him. 

Making a mighty effort to regain his composure, he sighed, swallowed heavily, and then rose to his 

feet.  Turning to look at the bed, he saw Mildred lying there on her back atop the comforter, clad in a blue 

and pink house coat and pink slippers.  Her chest was moving slowly and rhythmically.  John stepped 

over to her.  “Mildred?”  He slapped her cheeks.  “Mildred?”  No response. 

There was nothing to be done.  John knew that Maria would want him to bring Mildred with them.  

But at the moment, Maria didn’t have a vote. 

As John was returning to the house, he noticed that a large patch on the front of the black t-shirt he 

was wearing appeared darker than the rest.  Reaching down, he rubbed it with a finger.  The patch was 

damp.  Examining the fingertip, he saw that it was smeared with blood—obviously, it was from the little 

girl who’d attacked him.  His shorts were wet with it as well. 

Back at the house, he found Maria sitting on the couch, watching the news.  He was careful to let 

neither surprise nor relief register on his face. 

“Sorry,” she said.  “I must have dozed off.”  If she had noticed that she was wearing different 

clothes, she made no mention of it.  “Where did you go?” 

“Just taking a quick look around.  Nothing’s moving.”  He nodded to the TV.  “What’s the latest?” 

“Fox is the only news channel still on the air.  CNN and MSNBC are in color bars.  About half the 

other channels are dark, too.”  She smiled.  “But if you want to take a break, I happened to flip through 

and see that the Sci-Fi channel is showing a great old zombie movie right now—Night of the Comet.” 

“No, thanks.”  He managed a weak smile.  “You know I don’t like reality TV.  What’s the latest 

news?” 

“War has broken out in the Mideast.  This morning Israel launched attacks on several Iranian 

nuclear sites.  Iran claims Israel used nukes, and it’s counter-attacked with a barrage of long range 

missiles.” 

“Scooter, score one for you.” 

“What?” 

John smiled.  “A friend of mine at the hospital.  He said this would happen.” 

As John watched the TV, the picture flashed, and then went dark.  So did the lamp sitting on the 

end table next to Maria. 

“I was afraid of that,” John said.  “Come on.  We’ve got to get moving.”  

Walking briskly down the hall, he stripped off his bloody shirt and tossed it into the hamper before 

Maria could see what he was doing.  By the time she walked into the bedroom, he’d changed into a 

different shirt and a fresh pair of jeans. 

The two of them bent to the task of packing and loading up the Explorer.  Within half an hour, they 

were ready to leave.  The cargo bed was packed to the roof, but John had left space in a corner by the 

back seat for Otis’ cat box. 

When he was ready to back out of the garage, John found himself momentarily stymied; without 

power, the garage opener didn’t work.  But after finding and pulling the mechanism’s red release handle, 



he found he was able to lift the garage door up on it tracks with little difficulty.  After backing the car out 

of the garage, he then had to go back into the house, lower the garage door by hand, and then exit out the 

front door.   

Before getting into the car, he paused, giving the house one last look.  It had been a good home.  He 

doubted he would see it again. 

Climbing into the car, he shut the door and turned to Maria.  She was holding Otis in her lap.  “Are 

we all set?” 

Maria nodded, her face wearing a sad expression. 

John looked at Otis.  “Okay, Otis, your cat box is in the back.  But you’re not the kind of guy to do 

any business while we’re on the road with the windows rolled up, are you?” 

“A-now,” Otis said. 

“I’ll take that as a ‘no.’”  John started the car, put it in reverse, and backed out of the driveway. 

As it had been the evening before, traffic on 528 was very light.  There would be little to indicate 

that a major crisis was underway, if not for the human trees that lined the sidewalks and side lots every 

few dozen feet.  He saw no police cars.  But twice pickup trucks passed him loaded with men sitting in 

the truck bed holding rifles or shotguns. 

A mile down the road, he took the ramp for Alameda Boulevard.  Within minutes, he was pulling 

into the parking lot of his family’s sporting goods store. 

“Come on,” he said as he shut off the engine.  “I don’t want you waiting out here by yourself.  Stick 

close to me.” 

“Okay.”   

Otis was still sitting in her lap.  Gently scooping him up, she deposited him on the center console.  

“Otis, you stay here.” 

“Ow,” he agreed. 

“Sometimes,” John said, “I think that cat understands English.”   

“I promise you, he does,” Maria said.  “And he’s gotten so much smarter lately.” 

Working the window buttons on his armrest, John thoughtfully cracked the windows about two 

inches to allow for ventilation.  “Okay.  Let’s go.” 

As they climbed out of the car, John looked up at the red-lettered sign stretching across the top of 

the store’s facade:  “Rick’s Sports Supercentre.”  The store had been named after his paternal grandfather 

Ricardo, but John’s father had added the word “Supercentre” several years ago when he opened this 

location.  At the time, John had kidded him about the word.  “Why spell it with an r-e, instead of an e-r?” 

he’d asked. 

“Well,” his father had explained, “it sounds classier.” 

“So misspellings are classy?” John had asked.  “I’ll tell Jack.  That should improve his self-

esteem.” 

His father had given a hearty laugh at that. 

Now the store was dark and deserted.  John noticed that the glass on the front right door was rayed 

with cracks, and something had punched a hole through the glass beside the locking mechanism.  

Reaching behind him, he pulled the Glock from his waistband.  “Stay right on my ass,” he told Maria.  

Then he pulled the door open and stepped inside, with Maria right behind him. 

The interior was deeply gloomy.  John’s eyes, still dazzled from the bright daylight, could not make 

out any details, but he did catch movement.  Something was rushing right at him.  He raised the gun and 

fired off three quick shots.  The figure fell to the floor and skidded to a stop at his feet. 



“John!  Ten o’clock!” 

Another figure was rushing at him in the dark, and this one was closer.  Taking aim, he snapped off 

another three shots, then stepped back as the body hurtled past. 

“Two o’clock!” Maria shouted.  A third figure was running toward them, growling like an attacking 

wolf.  John raised his gun. 

“Twelve o’clock!” Maria shouted. 

John fired three shots at the figure now rushing him, and then shifted to the new target Maria had 

just called out.  But the fourth attacker was already on him.  Before John could pull the trigger, the man 

collided with him, knocking the gun aside and bowling John off his feet.  He heard the gun clatter across 

the floor as it flew out of his hand.  The crazy was now on top of him and was going for his throat, 

snapping, snarling and screaming like a ravenous wolf.  Instinctively, John had brought his hand up to 

protect his jugular; the man now chomped into it, causing John to scream in pain.  The crazy was tearing 

into John’s arm with animal savagery, biting deeply into the meat while shaking his head back and forth. 

There was a loud bang! followed quickly by two more, and the man went limp, collapsing on top of 

John. 

John rolled the body off of his chest and sat up.  Maria was standing six feet away, holding his 

smoking Glock.   

“Good job,” he said, scrambling to his feet.  “Quick, let’s get back out into the daylight.”  They 

dashed outside the store.  Stopping a couple of dozen feet out into the parking lot, they turned and faced 

the doors.  Nothing was chasing them. 

“Here, let me have that,” John said, reaching for the gun.  By his count, the magazine had to be 

empty, and as Maria handed him the gun, he saw that the slide was locked all the way back.  They’d been 

lucky.  John had neglected to reload the clip after expending three rounds in the incident at Paul’s 

house—a mistake he now vowed that he would not repeat.  Ejecting the empty magazine into his hand, he 

pulled the fresh one from his pocket, slammed it home, and pulled the slide back to feed a bullet into the 

chamber.   

He turned to Maria.  “That was good thinking, using clock numbers to call out the attackers.  Where 

did you get that idea?” 

She smiled wanly.  “From all those manly-man action movies you used to make me watch.” 

He nodded.  “Well, good job.  Now, stay on my six—right behind me.  We’re going to step over to 

the car, and I’m going to get another clip.” 

“John, don’t you think we should give this up?” 

“No.  I really want that Henry, and anything else we can find.  Keep scanning that door, and the 

parking lot.”  Lifting up the rear gate, he zipped open his duffel bag, fished out another clip of hollow 

points, and exchanged it for the empty one in his pocket.  Dropping the empty magazine into the bag, he 

reached inside and pulled out a big black metal Mag light.  “I should have thought of this before,” he said.  

The flashlight was big and bulky enough to be used fairly effectively as a club.  In fact, some police 

officers had gotten into trouble from time to time for doing just that.   

“All right, let’s try this again.”  He switched the flashlight on and handed it to her.  “Watch where I 

point the gun, and try to point the light in the same direction.” 

“Okay,” she said, looking uncertain. 

He looked at her.  “Maria?” 

“Yeah?” she said, looking up. 



“You did good back there.  Really good.  You’re a good partner.  Now I need my partner to back 

me up.” 

“I will,” she said confidently. 

He believed it.  “Let’s go.” 

Carefully, they stepped back inside.  John pointed the gun inside the store and made a slow sweep 

from left to right.  Maria dutifully followed him with the light.  Next he checked the bodies lying 

sprawled on the floor.  One was a man in his thirties wearing a mechanic’s shirt.  Another was a young 

woman wearing a shirt and badge from a fast food restaurant.  The third was a young girl wearing nothing 

but a blouse, which hung open at the front.  The fourth was a young boy, appearing to be no more than 12.  

Each had a bloody white froth at the mouth, and the dead crazies were liberally smeared in blood from 

their noses down to their chests. 

John turned to Maria.  “Are you okay?”  

“I’m fine.” 

“Okay. We’re going inside.” 

John cut to the left down the front of the store, heading toward the far aisle.  Just before they 

reached it, they encountered a bloody body—a man in his fifties wearing boots, blue jeans and a western-

cut shirt.  A pale yellow cowboy hat lay crushed beside the man’s head.  A huge hunk of flesh had been 

torn from where his Adam’s apple should have been.  Chunks of meat were missing from his arms and 

legs, and his abdomen had been torn open; John tried not to look too closely. 

They stepped past it and entered the aisle.  Ten feet ahead of them, the flashlight beam revealed 

another crumpled body, much like the first.  A few feet further on, there was a third—a young blonde girl 

wearing denim shorts and a purple tube top.  Like the others, her throat had been torn out and her body 

had been mutilated. 

John stole a sideways glance at Maria.  She was staring into space ahead, unflinching, her gaze 

never wavering.  Good, John thought. 

In this fashion they covered the rest of the store.  Aside from the four people John and Maria had 

shot, they found eleven other bodies in all.  John was relieved to see that none wore the red polo shirt of a 

Supercentre employee. 

“All right,” John said.  “We’re secure, provided no one else comes in.  Help me keep an eye on that 

front door, while we see what we can find.” 

What they could find was very little.  The shelves had been stripped of anything and everything 

remotely useful.  All the rifles, all the shotguns, and all the pistols were gone.  Nor was there a single 

knife, not so much as a penknife.  The ammunition cabinets and shelves were completely bare.   

Swallowing his disappointment, John walked over to the lantern shelves, with Maria lighting the 

way.  It was equally bare—no flashlights, no lanterns, and no propane, although John did find a box of 

spare mantles and a replacement globe for his Coleman.  Picking those up, he handed them to Maria.  

“Where’s that Henry?” 

“In the office.  I hope.” 

Making their way to the back of the store, John approached the door to the office and found it 

standing open.  This room had considerably more light, benefitting from the only outside window in that 

end of the building.  Looking inside, John could see two things—that no one was inside, and that the 

room had been ransacked.  “Shit,” he said. 

Maria stepped inside, pulling the door shut behind her and pressing the lock button.  “Probably 

someone looking for a cash box.  But don’t give up hope yet.  Check the leg space underneath my desk.”  



She directed the flashlight beam to a large old-fashioned wooden desk situated toward the rear of the 

room.  But then her eye landed on John’s arm, which she could now see better because of the improved 

light.  “Good God, John—your arm!” 

John looked down.  His right forearm was deeply gashed and shredded.  Blood was flowing down 

his arm and dripping off his elbow. 

“Yeah.  I know.  Not much we can do about it now.”  

“Yes there is.  There’s a first aid kit over by the copier.  Sit down.  I’ll get it.” 

The kit was small, but it contained antiseptics, antibiotics, alcohol pads, and a roll of gauze.  “That 

really hurts,” John said through gritted teeth as she used one of the pads to clean the wound. 

“Oh, you’re just a big baby,” she said. 

“Big baby!  Huh.  That zombie damned near gnawed my arm off, and with dull teeth.  I’m entitled 

to gripe.” 

“It wasn’t a zombie, John.” 

He threw her a sharp glance.  “What do you mean it wasn’t a zombie?” 

“Please don’t call them that, John,” she said.  “They’re human beings.” 

John was now feeling quite annoyed.  “What, are you afraid I’m going to hurt their damned 

feelings?” 

“They’re not zombies,” she insisted. 

“Well, what politically correct label do you have in mind?  How about ‘impulse control challenged 

diners?’” 

“They’re not zombies,” she repeated, not looking up as she wrapped gauze around his wound. 

John had long ago recognized that when Maria simply repeated an assertion without putting forth a 

rebuttal to his challenges, she was choosing not to argue, while letting his remarks just bounce off.  He 

had learned the hard way that unless he was prepared to surrender, the only good tactic in such situations 

was to change the subject. 

“How’s that arm looking?” 

“You’ll live.  How’s your head?” 

“Throbbing.” 

“We should change that bandage, too.  I think you’re bleeding again.” 

“Not now.  But bring the kit.” 

“Okay, there,” she said, taping the end of the gauze into place.  “That will hold you for now.” 

“Thanks,” he said, holding out his arm and flexing his wrist.  “Now, let me borrow that,” he said, 

reaching for the flashlight.  “And you take this.”  He handed her the gun.  “Watch that door.” 

The exchange made, John got up, moved the desk chair aside, got down on his knees, and shined 

the flashlight underneath the desk. 

The desk was large and had an oversized leg well.  High along its back panel, just below the bottom 

side of the desktop, was a series of hooks.  Across those hooks lay John’s Henry.  He was pleased to see 

that Maria had placed shop rags beneath it so as to protect the finish.  Hanging on a hook in the far right 

corner was Maria’s pistol, a Glock 9mm similar to John’s. 

Carefully retrieving the weapons, John stood.  “Are they loaded?” he asked. 

“Of course.  15 rounds in the Glock, with one of them chambered, and ten in the Henry.” 

“Extra ammo?” 



“Behind the computer,” she said, pointing to a narrow cabinet at the left side of the desk.  John 

opened the door to reveal a dark gray computer tower.  Reaching into the narrow space with some 

difficulty, he pulled the unit out.  In the dead space behind it lay two cardboard boxes.   

John whistled.  “I think you have a low, devious, paranoid mind,” he said. 

“What did your father always say?  There’s nothing more useless than an unloaded gun—” 

“—or an empty magazine,” John finished in unison with her.  “And he was so right.”  He reached in 

and retrieved the two boxes.  One was a box of Gold Dots for the Glock.  The other contained Remington 

44 caliber cartridges for the Henry. 

John hefted the rifle, and chuckled.  It had not grown any lighter.  At 8 pounds 10 ounces, this gun 

did not have the name “Big Boy” for nothing.  Nor, he had to admit, was it the best possible choice for 

zombie hunting.  Unlike assault weapons such as the AR-15, the Henry’s magazine was tubular and not 

detachable.  The rifleman had ten shots, and then would have to reload the magazine on the fly, dropping 

one cartridge down the tube at a time.  And that wasn’t its only fault.  The rear sight had a tendency to 

drop after a few rounds.  The gun couldn’t be slung—no rings.  But among fans, pointing out such flaws 

just wasn’t done, no more than someone would carp about the mole on Marilyn Monroe’s face.  The 

Henry Big Boy .44 caliber was a thing of beauty.  It was designed in the same style as the world’s very 

first lever-action repeating rifle, which Henry Repeating Arms had patented in 1860.  A blued steel 

octagonal barrel surmounted a magazine tube of similar metal.  Both were attached to a solid brass 

receiver polished to a mirror finish.  Behind the receiver was a blued steel cocking hammer; beneath it 

was a hand-pumped loading lever made of similar material.  The receiver was attached to a buttstock 

made of dark American walnut polished to a satin finish; in front of the receiver was a forearm made of 

the same type of wood, enclosing the back half of the magazine tube and the corresponding lower half of 

the barrel.  This gun would have looked perfectly at home slung from the saddle of an 19th century U.S. 

cavalry officer or Texas Ranger, and indeed, many of them had carried similar weapons.  Abraham 

Lincoln had owned one that looked very much like the rifle John was holding in his hand.  The main 

difference was that this one loaded a .44 magnum powerful enough to drop a charging bull and probably 

the one behind it. 

John had first laid eyes on the weapon at a gun show and had fallen in love with it immediately.  

His parents bought it for him as a present on his 21st birthday.  He had never used it for hunting, 

though—just target shooting.  And he was pretty good at it, too.  The Henry more than did its part by 

being spot-on accurate.  With a Henry in his hand—especially with a scope attached—John Cruz was a 

man not to be trifled with. 

“You never did mention why you brought this to the store,” he said. 

“Someone wanted to look at it.”  She paused.  “I was thinking about selling it.” 

John glanced up at her sharply.  “Really?  What stopped you?” 

She shrugged.  “I changed my mind.  I know you loved that gun.  I couldn’t part with it.”   

“Yet you sold my Camaro.” 

She laughed.  “Sorry.  I had to put a transmission in the Explorer.  Plus, I needed a new pair of 

shoes.” 

John turned the gun slightly back and forth, admiring the way the light from the window glinted off 

the receiver.  “Honey, there are three things in my life of importance—you, God, and this gun.  And there 

are days when I’m not sure about God.  If you’d sold it, I would have woken up from that hospital and 

come to see you.  And we’d have had words.”  He chuckled.  “Maybe the fact that you were even thinking 

about it is what caused me to wake up two weeks ago.” 



She laughed.  “Well, I’m glad business picked up that month.  ‘Cause for a minute there, I thought I 

was going to need the money.”   

Pointing the gun upwards, John twisted the magazine knob and lifted out the brass inner tube.  

Placing his hand over the open end of the magazine, he tilted the gun downwards and carefully empted 

the cartridges onto the desk.  That done, he worked the lever to clear the chamber. 

“Don’t trust me?” Maria asked.  “I told you it was loaded.” 

“I trust you with my life,” he said.  “But you don’t know who might have come along after you.  

And a man always checks his weapon.”  One by one, he dropped the ten cartridges back into the tube and 

then dropped the brass inner tube in behind them, twisting the knob to lock it tight.  Next, he worked the 

lever to chamber a round.  Now putting his thumb firmly on the Henry’s cocking hammer, he gently 

squeezed the trigger, and eased the hammer forward to the “safe” position.   

“Now to check to see if Dad’s secret stash is still there.”  Putting the rifle down on the desk, he 

walked over to the metal frame bookcase on the opposite wall.  Climbing up one of its corners, he reached 

the false ceiling and pushed back a tile.  Reaching inside, he withdrew two boxes of ammunition.  Both 

contained Gold Dot hollow points for the Glock.  “How about that?” he said.  “We can use these.” 

Stepping back down, John placed the boxes atop the desk next to the other material they’d 

plundered.  There was too much of it to carry comfortably.  “What we need now,” he said, “is a gym bag 

or something like it.” 

“We should have plenty of backpacks in the store,” Maria pointed out. 

“Okay.  Let’s check it out.  Let me have my Glock back, and you can have yours.”  They traded 

pistols.  Maria’s was a Gen 3, similar to John’s in most respects.  John stuck his in waistband.  Maria 

pulled the slide slightly back on hers, inspected the port, and then closed it gain.  Next, she dropped the 

clip into her hand, counted the rounds, and then slammed it home. 

“You certainly give the impression you know what you’re doing,” John said admiringly. 

“I hope I do,” Maria said, not sounding totally convinced. 

“I know you do.”  He cleared his throat.  “All right.  As before.  You follow me at my side, and 

point the flash ahead.  If anything happens, use your judgment as you did before, but I prefer you not 

shoot until I ask you to.  Instead, hold the light and point it where I point the rifle.  We’ll make sure the 

store is still clear, and then grab a bag and come back for the supplies.” 

“Okay.” 

“Let’s go.” 

Carefully, John stepped through the door, holding his rifle out in front of him.  The Henry didn’t 

have to wait long before seeing action.  Maria’s beam caught a man standing in the aisle 15 feet away; as 

soon as the light hit him, the man growled and rushed them.  John dropped him with one shot.  The blast, 

confined by the walls of the store, was very loud. 

“Damn,” Maria said, her ears ringing. 

“I know.  Keep a lookout.”  As they stepped over the corpse, John looked down and saw that the 

man, wearing nothing but shorts and sneakers, was liberally smeared in blood from his nose down to his 

navel, as the others had been.   

They conducted a sweep of the store; no one else was inside.  Grabbing an empty backpack from a 

display shelf, they returned to the office, stuffed the ammo and other supplies into it, and then headed out 

the front door without further incident.  “Put the bag in the SUV,” John said.  “But don’t get in.  We’ve 

got one more stop to make.” 

Maria pulled open the door and threw the backpack into the back seat.  “Okay.  What now?” 



“Come on.”  He led her off down the sidewalk toward the hardware store next door. 

Here, too, the front door had been smashed open.  John pulled the door frame open and lowered the 

door prop with his toe.  “Okay, Maria.  Put down the flashlight, and take out your gun.  Back me up.  If 

more than one comes out, you take the ones on the right, and I’ll take the ones center and left.  Okay?” 

Maria pulled out her gun and held it out at the ready with hands.  “Okay.” 

John stepped up to the door, with the Henry to his shoulder.  “Yaah!  You zombies!  Come and get 

me!” 

A number of growls immediately answered his call, and then a man burst into the light, running 

right for him.  John pulled the trigger; a neat hole appeared over the crazy’s nose and the back of his head 

exploded.  Two more attackers appeared; John dropped the man on the left as Maria’s gun sounded beside 

him.  He turned to the woman on the right, but she was already down. 

John stepped up to the door.  “Yoo, hoo!” he called.  “Any other optimists in there?”  

There was no response 

“Okay,” he said, turning to Maria.  “Same drill as before.” 

In short order they had secured the store, and they found no more SOPS cases.  The scene was 

much the same as it had been in the sports store.  They found five mutilated bodies.  The extent of the 

ransacking also was similar.  All batteries, flashlights, and most of the heavy tools were gone. 

“What are we looking for?” Maria asked. 

John noted that she had waited until after they had secured the perimeter to ask this question, and 

his respect for her went up yet another notch.  “I’ll admit I was holding out hope for some flashlights and 

batteries.  Obviously that’s not going to happen.  But I need a couple dozen feet of chain, maybe 

something to clip them with, a bag of the largest zip ties we can find, some duct tape, a roll of Velcro, a 

padlock—preferably one with a combination—and some stout eye bolts that we can screw into the 

woodwork.” 

“That’s quite a list.  What on earth do you need with all that?” 

“I just have a hunch we’ll need it.”   

They searched through the aisles.  John wound up needing a shopping cart.  He liberated a box of 

255-pound chain, a big set of bolt cutters, a large spool of yellow nylon rope, two bags of 30-inch zip ties, 

two bags of 14-inch ties, six combination padlocks, four bags of wood-screw eyebolts, several rolls of 

duct tape, a can of oil, and miscellaneous tools.  Within a few minutes they were a back at the front door 

with their haul. 

As before, John stuck his head out and checked to make sure no one was about before leading 

Maria to the car.  “Hop in,” he said as he wheeled the cart to the Explorer’s lift gate.  Popping it open, he 

quickly loaded up his plunder.  Once that task was finished, he closed the door, retrieved the Henry from 

the basket, and then kicked the cart out of the way.  Stepping to the left rear passenger door, he pulled it 

open, preparing to lay the Henry on the back seat, when movement caught his eye.  On the far side of the 

parking lot, about 75 yards away, two of the things Maria wouldn’t let him call zombies had broken into a 

run and were headed right for them. 

 “Wait right there,” he said to Maria, and then he stepped past the rear of the Explorer.  Raising the 

Henry to his shoulder, he put the sights on the center body mass of the non-zombie on the left and 

squeezed off a shot.  A miss.  Pumping the lever, he raised the rifle to his shoulder, aimed, and fired 

again.  The figure fell and tumbled.  Quickly pumping the lever again, he raised the rifle.  This second 

charging figure was now closer by 30 feet.  He took careful aim at the head and squeezed the trigger.  A 



red spray erupted from the back of the thing’s skull; it fell face down on the pavement and skidded to a 

stop.  “Yes!” he yelled, holding up his fist and pumping it.  You’ve still got it, he thought.   

He took another quick look around; no targets in sight.  “Okay, climb in,” he said to Maria.  After 

moving the hammer to the “safe” position, he laid the rifle on the back seat and shut the door.  Then he 

pulled his Glock from his waist band, stuck that under the front seat, and climbed inside the car.   

Maria said nothing to him as he started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot.   

John stole a glance at her as he steered the vehicle out onto Alameda; her chin and lower lip were 

trembling.  “It’s okay,” he said.  “We’re safe for the moment.”  He reached over and squeezed her knee.  

“You can cry now if you want to.” 

“There no crying in the Apocalypse,” she said.  John recognized that Maria had paraphrased a Tom 

Hanks line from the movie, A League of Their Own.  But Maria was not known for a sense of humor, and 

she was not smiling now. 

For a moment they rode in silence.  But a few blocks down the road, she turned to him.  “John, I 

have to say something to you,” she said, giving him her sad and serious, more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger 

“come to Jesus” look. 

Uh, oh, he thought.  Here it comes.  “Okay,” he said.  Having been through this before, he knew 

that it was the only acceptable response. 

“John, those things—they’re not zombies.” 

“Yeah, I know.  You said that.” 

“Okay.  So do you know what they are?” 

“They’re monsters trying to eat us.  That’s what they are, and it’s the only fact that’s relevant.” 

“John, these are living, breathing human beings.  Just like me and you.” 

John threw up a hand, and looked at her with an expression of exasperation.  “Yeah, Maria, but 

when one of them is growling like a wolf, has its teeth bared and is running right for us, what do you 

expect me to do?  Pat it on the head and say, ‘Nice doggie!’ Throw it a milkbone?  Toss it a Frisbee?  

What?” 

“No,” she said levelly.  “I expect you to shoot it.  Preferably in the head.  So that it goes down and 

stays down and can’t threaten us.” 

John nodded.  “Well, we’re in agreement on that.  So why are you on my case?” 

“John, what were you doing back there in that parking lot?” 

“You mean just before we left?” 

“Yeah.”  

“You saw what I was doing.  I was shooting zom—I was shooting Zombie Nots.” 

“How many rounds are left in your rifle?  In the magazine, right now?” 

“Four.  And we have maybe 250 rounds in boxes.” 

“So with that amount of ammunition, is it your plan to rid the entire planet of these—these people?” 

“Of course not.” 

“Then what were you doing?  Those—people—were a hundred yards away.  They were no threat to 

us.” 

John remained silent. 

“So what were you doing?” 

“Okay, Maria,” he said sullenly.  “I get it.” 

“I’m not sure you do get it, John.  I want to hear you say it.” 

“Say what?” 



“You were using those people for target practice.” 

He felt his face flush.  He couldn’t deny it. 

“These people are sick, John.  They’re psychotic.  They don’t know what they’re doing.  Whatever 

minds used to be in control of those bodies weren’t there today, John.” 

John nodded.  “Okay.  I understand.” 

“Do you?”  She paused, looking at him searchingly.  “John—these people aren’t dead.  And they 

might recover, after the comet passes.” 

John rolled his eyes, and tossed her a scathing glance.  “Don’t tell me you’re buying that nonsense 

about the comet?  That was all a bunch of pseudo-scientific crap.” 

“You think so?” 

“I know so.  Comets don’t cause insanity.  The idea is ludicrous.  Whatever is going around is a 

disease of some kind.  That’s all.” 

Maria looked stubborn.  “Well, whatever.  But still, people could get over it.  They could wake up.” 

He shook his head.  “I really doubt that.” 

She looked at him coldly.  “Why?  You did.”  And then, just to grind it in further, she added, “But 

what if someone had shot you first?” 

That, John thought, was a low blow.  He turned her assertion over in his mind, looking for a way to 

refute it.  But he couldn’t.  Just like the Zombie Nots, John had become violent, had hurt someone he 

never would have harmed if he’d been in his right mind, had received humane treatment in the 

aftermath—and then, much later, he had woken up.  The time scale was different, to be sure, but 

otherwise the facts were very similar.  She had him.   

Just as she always did.  There was never any point arguing with her on anything she was passionate 

about.  As Dr. Patel had observed, he was a pretty smart guy.  But she’d always been smarter. 

He sighed.  “You win.  You prove once again, you’re a better and smarter person than I am.” 

She looked at him with an expression that told him she wasn’t sure whether he was being sarcastic. 

Reaching over, he patted her knee.  “I promise.  No more shooting unless we’re in a corner, and we 

have to.” 

She nodded.  “Good.” 

At that moment, a crazy darted out into the street in front of them.  John swerved to avoid it. 

“Now that’s what I’m talking about,” Maria said. 

“I would have done the same thing for a squirrel,” John pointed out. 

“Which means these people have risen a notch in your estimation, I think.” 

“Not really,” John said.  “But you have.” 

They were now approaching the turnoff for Coors Boulevard.  “We’re going to have to drive past 

the crash site,” John warned.  “You may want to avert your eyes.” 

“No, Maria said.  “All this has a purpose.  I don’t think God wants us to look away.” 

He glanced across at her.  “I do love you, you know.  And you were really good back there.” 

Reaching over, she patted his knee.  “We’re a team.”  But the look on her face wasn’t an expression 

of pride.  It was one of sadness. 

Within moments they found themselves passing pieces of airliner wreckage.  The scene was very 

similar to what they’d encountered the day before, except that the debris was no longer smoking.  John 

expected to see inspectors and investigators combing through it, but none were in evidence.  As they 

approached the epicenter of the disaster, he could see that someone had come along with a bulldozer and 

cleared the street of the bigger pieces of junk—and there the wreckage sat, lining the sidewalks, 



shoulders, and adjacent parking lots, unattended except by the occasional human tree—SOPS victims 

with their bodies frozen in improbable positions. 

“This isn’t right,” Maria said.  “It’s not normal for them to leave aircraft wrecking sitting 

unattended like this.   Is it?” 

“No.  It’s not.” 

As he neared the Paseo Del Norte intersection, John was forced to slow and then stop.  Although 

traffic had been light, here it was slightly congested, with vehicles taking turns crossing the intersection, 

moving cautiously past the dead traffic signals one or two at a time.  As the Ford made slow progress 

toward the overpass, he looked up and noticed that a large piece of wing still hung over the structure, 

blocking it.  Just ahead of it was a piece of nose section that he hadn’t noticed before.  “Look, they 

haven’t cleared the overpass,” he said.  “Things must be really breaking down.” 

A smart smack on the window next to him startled him and caused him to jump.  Whipping his head 

around, he saw that a crazed woman had plastered her face against his window.  She was growling and 

snarling like a dog, and trying to snap at him through the glass.  Her teeth were hitting the smooth surface 

of it so hard that John’s own mouth twitched in painful nervous sympathy.   Then another crazy ran up 

and joined her, and began banging with its hands on the windshield in front of John. 

Maria gave out a sharp gasp.  Looking over, he saw that a crazed man was now at her door, 

snapping at her through the glass, in the process liberally smearing the window with blood.  Another 

crazy ran up and began pounding with its fists on her side of the windshield. 

The car rocked on its shocks; looking forward, John saw that a teen girl with purple hair and a 

blood-smeared face had bounded up onto the hood.  As he watched in horror, the crazed girl attacked the 

windshield in front of him with her face, breaking off several of her teeth. 

He looked around and checked his mirrors.  There was one car in front of him, a gold Lexus, and a 

silver Accord close behind him, blocking him in.  But the lane to his left was clear.  Putting the Explorer 

into reverse, he backed up to give himself room to clear the rear of the car in front.  The driver of the 

Accord behind him immediately laid down on the horn.  But now a big red Chevy truck with huge mud 

tires and sporting a large black roll bar approached from behind and screeched to a halt at his left, 

blocking that lane as well. 

Bang!  Gouts of blood mixed with bits of skull and brain matter exploded all over the windshield in 

front of him, and the crazy who’d been standing at his front left fender collapsed and disappeared from 

view.  There was another loud bang! and now the head of the purple-haired crazy atop the hood exploded, 

splattering the right side of the windshield like an exploding can of tomato paste.  Bang!  The face of the 

crazy at John’s door slammed against the window, and then slowly slid down the glass, its horrible, 

twisted features leaving a thick trail of blood and mucous. 

Glancing to his left, John saw that a man was leaning out of the passenger window of the red Chevy 

next to him holding a smoking pistol.  Three men wearing hunting caps and brandishing long guns stood 

in the bed of truck, holding onto the roll bar.  As John looked, one of them jumped out and ran around 

behind the Accord that was blocking John in.  John turned his head to follow him.  Approaching the right 

rear corner of the John’s Explorer, the man pumped his shotgun, took aim, and fired a blast at the crazy 

standing at Maria’s window.  The left side of the figure’s head blew apart, sending streamers of gore 

flying.  The figure then collapsed to the pavement.  The man fired again; the crazy at the front right fender 

staggered sideways and collapsed.  The man with the gun then dashed back to the pickup and jumped into 

the bed.  With a roar, the truck took off. 



John rolled down his window as the Chevy was pulling away.  The man who’d just jumped back 

into the truck turned, grinned at John and waved jauntily.  Cupping a hand to his mouth, the gunman 

shouted cheerfully, “You’re welcome!” as the truck entered the intersection.   

A flash of movement at the left caught John’s eye; a fast-moving green military humvee had just 

entered the left side of the intersection and was zooming across it to the right.  The sight had barely 

registered on John’s consciousness when the humvee t-boned the red pickup with a startlingly loud bang.  

The three gunmen, one of whom still had a hand cupped to his smiling face, went airborne, flying over the 

top of the pickup.  Both vehicles careened off diagonally to the right, where they slammed into the 

concrete embankment at the right of the overpass.  A deafening silence followed, relieved only by the 

clattering of a hubcap rolling to a stop and falling over, and the hiss of escaping radiator steam, which 

slowly formed a cloud over the mangled vehicles. 

Maria had her hands clasped to her mouth.  Her eyes were wide and staring. 

The Lexus in front of John still wasn’t moving.  John hit his horn, but the driver just sat there.  The 

Accord behind him wasn’t budging either, even though there was plenty of room between it and the car 

that had pulled up behind it.  “What the hell are these assholes waiting for?” John asked with 

exasperation, “an engraved invitation?”  He threw the Explorer into reverse.  “Let’s see how he likes this 

invite.”  John eased the Explorer back until the rear bumper made contact with the Accord.  Its driver 

again laid down on the horn, while still refusing either to pull around or back up.  Heedless, John hit the 

gas.  Amid the screaming of spinning tires over asphalt and the crunching and tinkling of breaking glass 

and bending metal, the Explorer pushed the Accord back.  John then put the transmission into drive, 

swung around the vehicle in front of him, in the process bouncing and crunching over the bodies of two 

downed crazies, and then eased out into the intersection.  Behind him, the driver of the Accord pumped 

his horn furiously in protest.  John couldn’t help himself; thrust his arm out the window, middle finger 

extended. 

“Oh, my God, John,” Maria gasped, staring at the bodies lying in the roadway ahead.   “We have to 

stop!” 

“We’re not stopping,” John said through gritted teeth.  “Not for nothing.” 

She turned to him, her eyes pleading.  “But John, those men—we have to help.” 

John ignored her, carefully steering around the crumpled bodies in the intersection as he neared the 

overpass.  One of the men, lying prostrate near the center line, looked up at John with a battered, blood-

smeared face, vainly reaching for the Explorer as it approached.  It was the formerly cheery guy.  John 

gazed at the man dispassionately as he pressed the button to raise his smeared window.  The injured 

gunman stared at John as if in disbelief, and then collapsed face down onto the roadway as the Explorer 

passed. 

 Otis, who’d been sitting on the center armrest, jumped to the back seat, climbed over the cargo, 

and watched through the back window as the scene of wreckage and carnage receded into the distance. 

John hit his washer button in an attempt to clear the gore that matted the windshield.  At first, the 

wipers only succeeded in smearing the grisly muck in an even, translucent layer over the window, but 

eventually transparent patches began to appear and then widen.  John had steeled himself against the sight 

of blood, and before leaving the house he thought he was prepared for anything that might present itself.  

He wasn’t.  No one had warned him about the smell of blood—a humid, sour-sweet, meaty smell, like 

hamburger or steak being taken out of the package, only worse.  Far worse.  For a moment, he thought he 

was going to be sick, and had to struggle to keep his rising gorge under control. 



He glanced at Maria.  She was leaning against the armrest, her face in her hand.  But she was not 

crying. 

Otis returned from the cargo space, jumped into her lap, and began purring and working the side of 

her leg with his front paws.  Absentmindedly, Maria reached down with her free hand and gently stroked 

the cat’s head and back. 

For more than a mile down the road, they continued to pass bits and piece of charred debris, but 

eventually the field of wreckage began to thin out, and then finally they saw no more.  Still, the frozen 

humans that littered the landscape gave testimony that all was not normal, as did the number of empty 

cars up and down the road.  A few were wrecked, having crashed into stop signs or light poles.  Some had 

burned.  Most were simply abandoned, some standing with one or more of their doors open, with no clues 

in evidence to shed any light on what might have happened to the occupants. 

Reaching forward, John turned on the radio.  He found that many stations were off the air.  Some 

were broadcasting music and commercials as if nothing had happened—probably automated, John 

guessed.  A few were playing a recorded government EAS message over and over.  The message, 

recorded in the voice of a very reasonable and compassionate-sounding female announcer, was short, but 

utterly chilling despite the friendly tone.  “This is an Emergency Alert System message from the New 

Mexico State Police.  The governor has declared a state of public health emergency.  Stay in your homes.  

Do not go outdoors or travel except in cases of extreme emergency.  SOPS victims are not to be 

transported.  Vehicles may be stopped and searched.  A strict dusk to dawn curfew is in effect until 

further notice.  Violators will be shot on sight without exception.  Stay tuned to this station for additional 

instructions.”  The message kept repeating. 

John found only one station broadcasting live—a station on the AM band.  “—long as I can,” the 

announcer was saying when John switched to it.  “Again, anyone who hears this, I could use a little help.  

I’m holed up in our studios at Central and 5th downtown.  The zombies or whatever they are have the 

place surrounded.  They’re at all the exits.  I don’t know how they know I’m in here, but they know.  So if 

you’re hearing this, please come help me! Looking out the window right now, I can see a small portion of 

the downtown area.  It seems to be deserted now except for the zombie things, and a scattering of other 

SOPS victims standing stock still, frozen and contorted in all kinds of strange positions.  The crazies 

don’t bother them and they don’t seem to bother each other, either.  But they sure bother the hell out of 

everything else, chasing after anything that moves.  I even saw a pack of ‘em attack a dog a while ago.  It 

was the saddest thing you ever saw.  This poor stray mutt—about the size of lab—runs up to this group of 

crazies, wagging its tail, all happy like it’s spotted someone it knows.  And maybe it had.  The crowd fell 

on the dog, and—well, I’m sure I don’t have to fill in those blanks for you.  The dog was the only thing 

I’ve seen moving on the street in a while, except the zombies.  I haven’t seen any normal people venture 

out in hours.  In fact I don’t know if any normal people are left except me.  Every now and then a military 

convoy comes through, but they don’t stop.  The street is a mess.  Lots of wrecked or abandoned cars.  A 

few bodies, or what’s left of them after the crazies get done with them.  A building about a block down 

from the studio is burning, but there’s no fire crew.  I’m hoping it doesn’t spread in this direction.  If 

you’re hearing this and are wondering what the news around the world is, I wish I could help you.  

Nothing in the office is working right now except the land-line phones—that’s how I’m getting to you 

right now, by good old-fashioned low-tech twisted pair copper wire phone to our transmitter building 

north of town.  The tower is running on diesel but I have no idea how long the fuel will last.  I’ve got no 

access to the Internet.  New Mexico State Police, Albuquerque Police and the sheriff’s office aren’t 

answering their phones.  I wish I had an update for you on whatever’s going on at Kirtland Air Force 



Base.  But I haven’t heard a word since SWAT and fire units responded a couple of hours ago.  Crazies 

with nukes—now there’s a thought.  Strike that, I shouldn’t have said that.  That wasn’t particularly 

responsible of me.  I wouldn’t worry about Kirtland.  I doubt there’s anyone left who knows how to arm a 

nuke or fire a missile.  That’s why the war in Korea and the Middle East fizzled out, I’m guessing.  But I 

really don’t know what’s going on.  The last time I got through to CNN, about an hour and a half ago, a 

producer told me that what’s happening outside my window right now is taking place pretty much 

everywhere around the world.  I wish I could tell you more.  But here’s one thing you won’t hear from the 

Feds.  Before people turn into one of those zombie things, they go through a series of blackouts, 

apparently, and—” 

John reached forward and flipped off the radio. 

Maria turned to him.  “Why’d you do that?” she asked. 

“I’ve heard enough,” he said. 

They were now sitting in start-and-stop traffic approaching the Montano Road intersection, waiting 

for their turn to cross.  Finally, the last car in front of John drove on into the intersection.  John was about 

to put on the gas when a man ran into the street just ahead of him.  A group of 20 or more crazies was 

hard on his heels.  As John watched in horror, they tackled him.  The man went down and the crazies 

pounced, tearing into his face, throat, and stomach, as the man screamed hideously and thrashed wildly.  

John threw the transmission into park, unbuckled his belt, reached for the pistol under the seat, and 

jumped out of the car.  By the time he was able to draw a bead, he realized it was too late.  The victim 

wasn’t dead, unfortunately, but soon would be.  The creatures had his abdomen open and were pulling 

things out; John tried not to look to see what.  The man’s screams cut off abruptly as crazies on either side 

bent over him, growling and snarling as their teeth searched and snapped.  One of them looked up at John, 

and bared his teeth at him.  Between the teeth was a staring eyeball.  As John watched, the crazy gulped 

the organ down without chewing, while still staring at John.  “Aiiihhhh!” John screamed wordlessly as he 

squeezed the trigger, and kept on squeezing.  His first two shots hit the eyeball-swallowing crazy between 

the eyes.  He aimed the next one at the back of the victim’s head, and fired one shot after another into the 

group of ravenous crazies until his clip was empty.  But he hadn’t hit them all; at least half a dozen were 

still going.  Some had taken note of John.  Now one of them—by appearances, someone who used to be a 

middle-aged woman, now wearing nothing but a blood-soaked white slip—jumped to her feet and bolted 

in his direction. 

John sprang back into the car, slammed the door, put the car in gear, and floored it, meeting the 

charge head on.  The crazy grunted as the grill caught her at the hips, and then went down.  The Explorer 

rocked and heeled as it crunched over the crazy’s body.  He steered the vehicle toward the rest of the 

attackers, who were still feasting on its hapless, dead victim.  In less than a second, the truck was on 

them, plowing directly into the group.  Once again, the Ford rocked and reeled as the tires climbed over 

the human wreckage.  And then he was clear, and gaining speed down Coors Boulevard. 

Glancing into the rear view mirror, he saw a silver coupe threading its way through the intersection 

just behind him, carefully steering around the mounds of roadkill, before turning left on Montano.  A blue 

Mustang followed it into the intersection. 

He looked over at Maria.  To his amazement, she had her Glock in her right hand—she’d been 

poised to jump out and help. 

John’s Glock was in his lap.  Picking it up, he pressed the magazine button and dropped the empty 

clip onto the seat between his legs.  Putting the Glock down beside it, he picked up the empty magazine 

and handed it to Maria.  “Would you mind reloading this for me?” 



Maria ejected her clip and handed it to him.  “Take mine,” she said, “and I’ll reload yours.” 

“Thanks.”  Holding his pistol in his right hand while at the same time pressing the side of his hand 

against the steering wheel, he inserted the clip, and then stuffed the pistol under the seat. 

In the road ahead, a young dark-headed girl ran out into the street in front of them, holding her 

palms out.  “Stop!” she screamed.  “Help me!” 

As John hit the brakes, he looked off to the right, and saw that a group of crazies was in the process 

of vaulting over a brick subdivision wall a couple of hundred feet away.  When the car came to a stop, the 

girl ran up and began beating on John’s window.  “Help me!” she screamed.  “They’re chasing me!” 

John hesitated for just a split second.  “Damn!” he said.  Putting the car into park, he unlocked the 

doors, and then jumped out.  “Hang on,” he said.  Pulling open the passenger door, he pulled the Henry 

off the seat to make room.  “Get in. Quick!” 

The girl scrambled inside.   

“Put on your belt.” 

“But we’ve got to go! They’re coming.” 

“Put on your belt,” John barked.  “Now.” 

The girl scrambled to comply.  As John dashed back to the driver’s side door, he saw that the first 

of the crazies was only about 40 feet away and was running flat-out.  “Here,” he said to Maria, handing 

her the Henry.  “Stow this as best you can.”  As Maria took the gun, he began climbing back inside. 

“Quick!” the girl shrieked.   

Just as John slammed the door, the first of the crazies reached the Ford, jumping up onto the hood.  

John put the car in gear and floored it; the crazy, a bald-headed older man wearing a bloody shirt and tie, 

rolled off to the right.  Just as it did so, a black Dodge Ram blasted past in right lane, bouncing over the 

fallen crazy and then plowing right into the whole running crowd of them, scattering bodies like bowling 

pins.  A few of them fell into John’s lane; the Explorer ran over them, rocking violently on its shocks.  As 

the Ram accelerated down the road, the back of a hand appeared at the driver’s side window, waving John 

a greeting. 

“Oh, my God!” the girl cried, and then she started sobbing, burying her face in her hands. 

John gave her a moment.  Finally, he asked, “Honey, what’s your name?” 

“Rachel,” she sniffled.  

“Who were those people, Rachel?  Did you know them?” 

“Yes.”  In the rear view mirror, he could see that her face had contorted into an expression of 

anguish and grief.  “The one in front was my Daddy.” 

“The bald-headed one, the one that jumped on the car?” 

“Yes,” she squeaked, and started sobbing again. 

Maria reached back and squeezed her knee.  “It’s okay, sweetie.  You’re okay now.  You’re safe.” 

Eventually, the sobbing subsided. 

“Is there any place we can take you?” John asked. 

The girl didn’t respond.   

John glanced at Maria.  “Just let her rest for a minute,” Maria said quietly. 

They drove on in silence.  Traffic continued to remain mostly very light.  Only one other vehicle 

passed them, a white Chevy Tahoe with long, black gun barrels protruding from three of its windows.  

Here and there, human figures continued to pop up at random on the sidewalks, embankments, and 

parking lots.  Most were frozen in place; a few milled about.  Others were running.  Some were being 

chased.  Several times they passed groups of crazies down on their hands and knees, worrying with their 



faces at something down on the ground in the center of the huddle.  One such group attack looked sexual 

in nature.  John tried not to look. 

They were now getting close to the neighborhood where Maria’s parents lived.  “Rachel?”  John 

asked.  “Are you okay back there?” 

There was no answer. 

Maria turned to her.  “Rachel, honey?  Are you okay?” 

“Yes,” Rachel said dreamily.  “I’m just so sleepy.  I need to rest.” 

“That’s fine, sweetheart.  You just relax.” 

Maria turned to John.  “I’m not sure she has anyone,” she whispered.  “Can we take her with us if 

we have to?” 

It was the absolute last thing John wanted to do.  But he knew Maria would never accept “no” for 

an answer.  She had never been able to turn down a stray.  Both he and Otis were living testaments to that 

fact.  “Of course,” he said. 

John turned around to look at the girl.  She already had her eyes closed, and appeared to be sound 

asleep. 

He turned to Maria.  “She must have been through hell,” he whispered. 

“I’m sure she has,” Maria said.  “Is there anyone right now who hasn’t?” 

They rode on in silence. 

As John was slowing for the Fortuna Road intersection, there was a low growl behind him.  The 

hair on the back of his neck rose, but he had no time to respond before the girl gave out an animal-like 

roar and grabbed him around the throat.  “Get her off of me!” John shouted.  He could hear the girl’s teeth 

snapping just behind his head.  Now her hands were over John’s face and eyes.  He slammed on the 

brakes.  The Explorer slowed, bounced hard and then stopped; apparently he’d jumped a curb.   

Grabbing the Henry, Maria aimed the rifle barrel at the side of the woman’s head, and then gave a 

sharp thrust.  The end of the barrel impacted solidly against the girl’s skull. 

John threw the Ford into park.  With his right hand, he hit the button to release his seatbelt, while 

with his left he jerked the door handle.  The door popped open, and he rolled to the ground.  Scrambling 

to his feet, he dove for the pistol beneath his seat.  With the Glock in hand, he got up, dashed around to 

the left passenger door, and yanked it open.   

Growling and snapping, the girl reached for him with both hands.  The seat belt stopped her.  

Grabbing the edges of the door frame with both hands, the crazed girl tried to pull herself out of the 

vehicle, straining against the belt with all her strength. 

John leveled the gun at the girl.  “Cover your ears, Maria.” 

“John, no!”  Maria looked at him imploring eyes. 

John stared at her disbelievingly.  Remembering where he was, he did a quick 360, scanning the 

surrounding area.  Nothing appeared to be moving at the moment.  He turned back to Maria, looking past 

the crazed, reaching, grasping, thrashing, growling, snarling girl.  “Maria, she’s one of them now.” 

“Don’t kill her, John.  Please.” 

John kept the Glock leveled on the girl.  “Maria, damn it, I can’t drive with this thing trying to kill 

me.” 

Maria looked hurt.  “Please don’t swear at me, John.” 

John rolled his eyes and tossed his head in frustration.  “Sorry.  But what the—what in the world do 

you expect me to do with her?  Even if I could figure out a way to tie her up without getting eaten, what 

then?  We can’t take her with us.  Not in this state.” 



“Do what you have to do, John.  But please don’t kill her.” 

John looked down the street.  An elevated pedestrian walkway covered with a green-painted 

tubelike metal cage crossed over the road about two hundred feet behind them.  A group of people was 

running across it.  John knew that chances were good that the group wasn’t comprised of patrons from the 

local fitness club.  Or maybe it was.  But it was a cinch that they weren’t out for a nice Wednesday 

morning jog. 

“Maria, we have maybe 30 seconds to deal with this.”  He paused.  “Hand me that Henry,” he said, 

tucking the Glock into his waistband. 

Silently, she passed him the rifle.  He checked to make sure the cocking hammer was in the safe 

position.  Then, reversing the gun, he approached the girl, holding the rifle out butt first.  She was still 

bucking, thrashing, and snarling as if possessed.  He waited for her head to swing forward on one of its 

arcs, and when it did, he jabbed the gun hard, putting his back into it.  The rifle butt connected solidly 

with the front left side of her head.  The girl fell back, dazed but not quite out.   

Depositing the rifle gently on the ground, John sprang forward, reached across her lap, and released 

the seatbelt.  The girl growled and thrashed weakly, but didn’t bite.  Grabbing her by the arms, he hauled 

her out of the car, dragged her a few feet away from the vehicle, and then dumped her unceremoniously 

onto the ground. 

Standing up, he took another look around.  The crazies from the pedestrian ramp were only 30 feet 

away.  Reaching down, he scooped up the Henry.  Depositing it on the back seat, he slammed the door, 

and then vaulted into the front seat.  The first of the crazies hit the back window just as he shut the door. 

The Ford currently was up on the sidewalk 20 feet from the intersection, having just narrowly 

missed a light pole.  Putting it into reverse, he backed the car out onto Coors, slamming right into the 

rushing crowd of crazies and scattering them to the left and right.  But he was careful to miss the dazed 

girl, who was just now sitting up.  Putting the car into drive, he swerved onto the road, and then hung an 

immediate right on Fortuna, as the crazies who were still on their feet gave chase. 

“Do you think she’ll be all right?” Maria asked, looking behind them. 

“They don’t seem to attack each other,” John said.  Glancing at Maria, he noticed that her lap was 

empty.  “Where’s Otis?” 

She looked alarmed.  “I don’t know.”  She turned around and looked into the back of the vehicle.  

“Otis?  Otis!” 

Otis’ head popped up behind the back seat.  “Blurt?” he said. 

“What are you doing back there?” Maria asked. 

Otis jumped over the seat, not answering. 

“There’s only one thing he could be doing back there,” John observed. 

The smell soon confirmed it. 

Otis took up station on the center armrest.  John gave him a chagrined look.  “You pick the 

damndest times for pit stops, buddy.” 

Otis chose not to dignify the remark with a response. 

John cracked the windows and cranked up the air conditioning. 

 

The west side neighborhood where Maria’s parents lived was eerily quiet.  No dogs barked.  No 

children played.  No mailmen or women made their rounds.  It was the kind of neighborhood for which an 

actual apocalypse would be somewhat anticlimactic.  Iron burglar bars covered almost every window.  

Those few homes that didn’t have such protection were surrounded by fences, and for the most part these 



were no flimsy chain-link affairs, but rather were made of thick concrete, brick, stone, or pointed wrought 

iron.  Many houses had both.  A neighborhood playground stood padlocked and empty, with trash 

consisting of leaves, paper cups, and assorted refuse piled up against the gate, driven there by the 

unceasing wind.  But that was the only refuse in evidence.  This was a proud neighborhood, one where 

residents refused to give up, facing whatever adversity might come their way with heads held high.  Every 

house was clean and orderly.  The streets were clear of litter.  Driveways were swept.  Flower pots filled 

many windows.  Some front lawns doubled as parking lots for the occasional car, boat, truck, or working 

man’s cart.  But the vehicles all ran.  There was no junk.  Many yards boasted trees—cottonwoods, 

sycamores, the occasional purple-leafed plum.  In fact, there were more and larger trees here than in the 

“nicer” neighborhood where John and Maria lived. 

John had grown up here.  For the most part, he had loved it.  True, there were some houses where 

you didn’t go, and some people that you didn’t ask about, whose business you didn’t inquire into.  But he 

had steered clear of trouble, and for the most part, it had steered clear of him.  He’d met his best friend 

here.  He’d met the love of his life here. 

Juan and Luna Rodriguez’ home was a simple structure—a small one story red-and-brown brick 

house with three windows in front, a door, and a pitched shingle-covered roof.  At the moment, two cars 

were parked in the driveway, and another was at the curb in front. 

This, John thought, was going to be so pleasant. 

He pulled up at the curb, put the Ford in park and turned off the engine.  He turned to Maria.  “I 

assume Leticia is here.  I plan to be as diplomatic as I can.  But if she comes at me again with her talons 

out, I’m going to knock her on her ass.” 

She nodded.  “Please do.  And don’t feel you need to be gentle on my account.” 

After retrieving the Glock from beneath the seat, John opened the door and got out.  The first thing 

he did was to take a look around to make sure nothing was moving.  Satisfied that they were in the clear 

for the moment, he tucked the pistol into his waistband, and then turned to Maria.  “Ready?” 

She nodded, and climbed out of the car.  They began walking up the driveway. 

The entrance to the house featured two doors; a wooden inner door, and an outer storm door made 

of glass and aluminum and fitted with stout burglar bars.  When they reached the front step, John noticed 

that the inner door was standing open, and the glass in the lower pane of the storm door was cracked.  

“Luna?” he called.  “Leticia?”  He pulled the Glock from his waistband, but held it behind him.  

“Costanza?  Anyone home?”  He pulled the storm door open.  There was no sign of movement inside.  

“Luna?” 

“Momma?” Maria called out beside him.  “Leticia?” 

“Stay behind me, and watch my six,” John said to Maria, and then he cautiously stepped inside, 

now holding the Glock in front of him with both hands.  “Luna?” he called. 

No one was in the family room.  He proceeded into the kitchen.  “Leticia?”   

His eye fell on a figure huddled over in a corner by the kitchen sink; whirling, he aimed the Glock 

at its head. 

The figure’s hands went up.  “Don’t shoot!  Don’t shoot!”  The voice was female.  Looking more 

closely in the dim light, John could see that the person was a young woman, slightly plump, with chin-

length dark brown hair, wearing a short tan skirt and a green and yellow print blouse.  It wasn’t anyone he 

knew.  The woman was bleeding profusely from wounds on her neck, upper arms, and forearms. 

He lowered the Glock.  “Who are you?” he demanded. 

“Don’t you recognize me?” she asked in hurt tones. 



Maria stepped up beside him.  “Nicole?  Is that you?” 

“Hi, Maria,” she said.  “Mind if I get up?” 

“Of course not.”   

The young woman lowered her hands and got to her feet.  John recognized her now.  He had known 

her when he was growing up.  She was roughly his age.  As he recalled, when she turned 17 or 18, she 

went a little whacky—schizophrenia, or something like it. 

“Hello, Nicole,” he said.  “Sorry, I didn’t recognize you.” 

“That’s not surprising.  The last time we met was maybe eight years and 15 pounds ago.” 

“Where is everyone?” 

“No one is here.” 

“Where’s my mom?” Maria demanded. 

Nicole opened her mouth as if to say something, but remained silent. 

“Nicole?” John prodded. 

“She’s in her bedroom.”  Maria turned to head in that direction, but Nicole stepped forward and 

placed a restraining hand on her elbow.  “You don’t want to go in there,” she said softly. 

Maria looked at her in alarm.  Nicole slowly shook her head. 

Maria had been a good soldier.  But this was too much.  Now she broke down.  “Momma!” she 

wailed, slapping both hands across her face as she sank to her knees, sobbing uncontrollably.  John and 

Nicole both rushed forward to catch her. 

“Come on, help me get her to the couch.” 

They steered her to the family room and laid her out on the couch.  John hovered over her, stroking 

her brow.  Maria was inconsolable.   

Finally, John stood.  Looking at Nicole, he motioned to Maria’s Glock, which he had laid on the 

coffee table.  “Do you know how to use one of those things?” 

Nicole shook her head.  “Not really.” 

“Are you mechanically minded?” 

“I can replace the spark plug in a lawn mower, assemble a swing set, and change the oil in your car, 

if you put it up on a ramp for me.” 

John nodded.  “That’ll do.”  He picked up the gun.  “You hold it with both hands, and aim it like 

this.”  He demonstrated.  “There’s no safety except for a little pressure device on the trigger, so don’t put 

your finger on it unless you plan to shoot.  And don’t shoot unless you know exactly what you’re 

shooting at, and it’s fairly close to you.  Got it?” 

She nodded.   

He looked hesitant.  “I shouldn’t give this to you; you’re probably more dangerous to yourself and 

me than to the zombies.  But these are dangerous times.”  He handed her the gun.  “I’m going to check the 

perimeter.  I’ll be right back.” 

Pulling his own gun from his waistband, he proceeded slowly down the short hallway.  Within 

moments, he had checked and cleared two of the three bedrooms.  The only one that remained was the 

master bedroom at the end of the hall.  Slowly, he pushed open the door, crouching low as he did so.  

There was no movement.  Straightening, he stepped inside, and immediately found what he’d been afraid 

he might.  Luna’s body lay on the bed face up in a vast pool of blood, surrounded by pieces of shredded 

tissue.  The damage done to her had been tremendous; it didn’t seem likely that just a single crazy could 

have been responsible for it. 



After checking to make sure no one else was in the room, he retrieved a comforter from one of the 

other bedrooms and laid it over the remains. 

“It’s me,” he called out from the hallway as he walked back into the family room.  “Don’t plug 

me.” 

Nicole had the gun in her hand, but was not aiming it.  “You’re safe from me,” she said.  “I think 

everybody outside of a five foot radius is probably safe from me.” 

John chuckled.  “Probably.  Hang on to that.  I’m going to the car.  I’ll be right back.” 

Stepping outside, he looked around, but nothing was moving.  Walking briskly across the yard to 

the Ford, he retrieved the Henry from the back seat. 

“Blert?” Otis asked him from the front passenger seat. 

“Not yet,” John said.  “Soon.  Hold the fort.” 

Shutting the car door, he headed back to the house.  Just as he put his hand on the storm door 

handle, he heard Nicole scream.  Yanking open the door, he rushed inside.  Nicole and Maria were rolling 

around on the family room floor.  Maria, snarling, biting, and snapping, was going for Nicole’s neck.  

Nicole had her forearm across Maria’s throat, frantically trying to fend her off.  “Get her off!” Nicole 

screamed.  “Get her off!” 

Laying the Henry on the floor, John rushed over and joined the fray.  Maria bucked, snarled, 

growled, and hissed, fighting like a wild animal.  At one point she managed to clamp down on his arm 

over the gauze pad that covered the wound he’d previously received defending himself in just the same 

fashion from a similar attack.  But as crazed as she was, John had a significant size and strength 

advantage.  Finally he managed to roll her onto her stomach and straddle her, holding her hands behind 

her back.   

Nicole had retreated to the corner formed by the couch and an armchair.  “Are you okay?” he 

asked. 

She nodded. 

“Go to the Ford.  Open the lift gate.  There are some white shopping bags filled with stuff in the 

cargo space, near the gate.  Rifle through them until you find a bag of zip ties.  Bring them to me.  And a 

roll of silver duct tape.” 

“Okay.” 

“Take the gun,” he said.  “If you see any crazies, run back in.  Don’t fire unless you get cornered.” 

Hesitantly, she reached for the gun.   

“Keep your eyes peeled.  These things have a way of sneaking up on you.” 

“Okay.”  Getting up, she headed for the aluminum front door.  After carefully looking through the 

bars covering the exterior side of the glass, she opened the door and ventured outside. 

There was nothing John could do but wait.  Beneath him, Maria continued to buck, thrash and snarl, 

not seeming to tire from the struggle. 

Moments later, there was a short scream, followed by a shot, and then another shot.  John heard the 

pounding of feet, and then the aluminum storm door flew open.  Nicole, panting and out of breath, rushed 

inside and slammed the door shut.  As soon as she did so, something solid hit it, rattling the glass.  Nicole 

dived for the lock.  There was a loud growl, and then another impact, shaking the door hard on its hinges.  

“Oh, my God!” Nicole gasped.  “It almost got me!” 

“Did you hit it?” John asked. 

“No.  But the Rodriguez’ mailbox will never be the same.” 

The storm door continued to shake and rattle. 



John noticed that Nicole was holding a white bag bearing the logo of the hardware store.  “Bring 

me a 14 inch tie,” he said.  “Quick.” 

Nicole dug into the bag, ripped open a package of ties, extracted one, and brought it John.  “Now 

get me one of the 30 inch ones,” he said as he wrapped the tie around Maria’s hands.  It was a difficult 

job.  Maria was not a large woman, but her strength seemed to have increased. 

While he worked, the front door continued to bang and rattle. 

He had just finished binding Maria’s hands when Nicole brought him the larger tie.  “Now the duct 

tape,” he said as he zip tied Maria’s feet together.  Within moments, they had succeeded in trussing her up 

and securing her snapping mouth behind a strip of duct tape.  She lay on the floor, flopping like a fish, 

and growling deep in her throat. 

The upper glass pane at the front door shattered, send sharp shards flying into the room.  But the 

door continued to hold.  Pulling his Glock out of his waist band, John approached it.  A beefy man with a 

bloody face and crazed eyes had his hand around two of the metal bars and was yanking at them.  In a 

moment, he’d have the door off its hinges.  “Cover your ears,” John warned.  Taking careful aim at the 

spot above the man’s nose, he pulled the trigger.  There was a deafening blast.  For a moment the crazy 

stood there, looking astonished, and then it toppled over backwards. 

“We’ve got to get out of here,” John said.  “These things seem to have a talent for sniffing out 

people.  I wouldn’t be surprised if reinforcements are on the way.” 

“What do you need me to do?” Nicole asked. 

“Stay right there just for a second.  I’m going to see if I can find any flashlights or spare batteries 

around here.”  Stepping into the kitchen, he quickly rifled through the cabinets and drawers.  He came up 

with one black rubber-coated flashlight and a spare packet of two copper-topped Duracells to fit it. 

Returning to the family room, he dropped the flashlight and batteries into the hardware store bag.  

“Take this.  I’ll be right back.” 

Picking up the Henry, he went to the door.  A running crazy had just reached the end of driveway.  

Cocking the Henry’s hammer, he thrust the barrel out between two of the security bars, raised the rifle to 

his shoulder, took aim, and fired.  The crazy toppled to the ground.  Withdrawing the gun from the door, 

he pumped the lever to chamber another round, and then pulled the door open and stepped outside. 

Looking around, he didn’t see anyone else in the small yard.  He dashed across the yard to the 

street, and looked in both directions.  To the right, at the far end of the street, two crazies were running 

right for him.  He put the rifle to his shoulder.  Bang! One crazy down.  He chambered another round, 

aimed and fired.  Bang! The other crazy tumbled to the sidewalk. 

Running to the Ford, he opened the front door and jumped inside.  Propping the Henry against the 

passenger door, he started the engine, threw it in reverse, and backed it around until the car faced the 

house.  Putting it gear, he jumped the curb, creaming the Rodriguez’ mailbox in process, drove across the 

gravel yard, and pulled the car up alongside the front step.  Again grabbing the Henry, he jumped out and 

took another look around.  A crazy was just vaulting the iron fence in front of the property across the 

road.  The gun went to his shoulder.  Bang!  The crazy tumbled, rolled, and lay twitching in the center of 

the street.  He pumped the lever, and then eased the hammer to the safe position. 

“Come on,” he said to Nicole as he ran back inside the house.  “We have to hurry.  I need you to 

stand outside and keep a lookout.  Anything you see, you holler.  Do you know clock directions?” 

She held her hand out straight ahead.  “Twelve o’clock.”  She moved her left arm straight out.  

“Nine o’clock.”  Her right arm went out.  “Three o’clock.”   



“Good.  The house right across the street is twelve o’clock.  Anything that comes, you sing out the 

direction.” 

“Okay.”  

Half-carrying and half-dragging Maria, John got her to the car.  But the question of how to secure 

her for transport nearly stumped him.  She was showing no signs of ceasing her thrashing any time soon, 

and he couldn’t have her bouncing around in the back of the Explorer, trying to come at them over the 

seats.  The seat belt held her in place, but the chest strap hung loose, allowing her to thrash back and 

forth.  He found that by looping some of the 30 inch ties under her arms and behind the headrests, he was 

able to secure her back to the seat.  A tie looped over the one securing her feet and passed around one of 

the front seat anchors kept her from thrashing her legs.  In the process of getting this done, she head-

butted him twice with enough force to make him see stars. 

Twice he had to interrupt the process to shoot groups of crazies coming down the street or dashing 

across nearby yards.  The last encounter caused him to shoot the Henry dry.  For a moment, he hesitated, 

unsure whether he had time to reload it.  He decided he’d better take the time.  Pulling out the magazine 

tube, he reloaded the gun from the spare box of ammo they’d retrieved from Maria’s office.  The task 

completed, he laid the Henry across the seat and resumed working on Maria’s restraints. 

Throughout the process, Nicole stood watch.  John expected her to suggest that they simply leave 

Maria behind, but she didn’t.   

John wondered how Otis was taking all this.  He looked around for the cat, but didn’t see him. 

“9 o’clock!” Nicole shouted as he finished securing the final tie.  He looked up—a crazy was 

rounding the right end of the house, at his left.  The Henry lay across the front seat—no time to dive for it.  

He reached around for the Glock, jerked it from his waist band—and promptly dropped the gun. 

The crazy had gone for Nicole and was nearly on her.  Nicole was facing it, holding the gun out in 

front of her as John had instructed.  “Nicole, shoot!” John shouted.  The gun went off with a loud bang, 

and then the crazy was on her. 

John scrambled to retrieve his dropped Glock, and then ran over to her with gun in hand.  Nicole 

was down on the ground, flat on her back.  The crazy, a woman with long dark hair, lay on top of her.  

“Get it off, get it off!” Nicole screamed. 

Grabbing the figure by its shoulders, John pulled it off.  The crazy rolled onto the ground, its eyes 

wide, staring, and lifeless.  John instantly recognized the face.  It was Leticia.  Her cheeks and chin were 

smeared with blood and bits of entrails.  What had been a white blouse was thoroughly soaked with gore. 

Reaching down, he helped Nicole up.  “Are you okay?” 

“Yeah.”  Her eyes fixed on something over John’s shoulder.  “Behind you!” 

In one swift motion, he whirled and fired.  A rushing figure flopped to the ground face down at his 

feet.  He had an idea who it might be.  Rolling the body over with his foot, he saw that he was right.  It 

was Costanza.  The affair had now turned into a Rodriguez family reunion. 

He did not waste time thinking about it.  “We’ve got to go.  Now.  Come on.” 

Rushing over to the Ford, John pulled the Henry off the front seat, and then held the door open wide 

for Nicole.  Without waiting for her, he ran over to the driver’s side.   

Motion caught his eye.  Down the street to the left, a group of five or more crazies was running in 

his direction. 

John jumped into the front seat just as Nicole did.  They slammed their doors shut.  “Here,” he said, 

handing her the Henry.  “Put the butt on the front left side of floorboard.  Put the barrel between your 

knees, resting on the inside of your right thigh, lying across toward the door.  Got it?” 



She nodded. 

John looked up and peered through the windshield.  The crazies running down the street were just 

seconds away.   

He glanced at the back seat.  Maria was rocking back and forth in the small amount of play allowed 

by her restraints, while staring dully ahead. 

It now dawned on him that Otis was nowhere to be seen.  “Otis?” he called.  “Otis!” 

“Who’s Otis?” Nicole asked. 

“Our damned cat.”   

He heard a plaintive meow.  It was coming from outside the car. 

“God damn it!” he barked.  “Hand me that rifle.”   

Nicole passed him the gun.  He jumped out of the car and stepped past the cargo gate just as the 

first of the crazies entered the yard.  The Henry went to his shoulder.  Bang! Pump.  Bang! Pump.  Bang! 

Pump.  Bang! Pump.  One crazy after another went down—one, two, three, four.  One more was coming; 

he fired again.  The fifth attacker skidded to a halt face down on the gravel at his feet.  He looked around.  

Another two were vaulting the iron fence across the street.  Bang!  Pump.  Bang!  Pump.  Two more 

down.  And now there were only three shots left in the Henry. 

“Meow,” he heard.  Following the sound with his eyes, he spotted Otis sitting on a branch of the 

large cottonwood that grew near the sidewalk.  He ran over to him.  Otis was about eight feet up, well out 

of reach.  “Otis, come on down,” John said urgently.  He scanned the street.  Crazies were running at him 

from both ends, and would be on him in seconds. 

“Meow,” Otis said, looking down at him unblinkingly. 

John snapped his fingers.  “Now!” he said urgently, trying not to sound angry.  He slapped his 

thigh.  “Come to Daddy.” 

Otis didn’t budge. 

“Otis, I do not have time to argue with you.  I will leave you here.  Get down.  Now.” 

“A-ow,” Otis said, looking unhappy, and not moving. 

The crazies were now closer. 

Time was up.  “Now, Otis!” John yelled. 

Otis didn’t budge. 

“Good luck to you, then,” John said, and he turned and ran for the car. 

Nicole had her door open.  “Here, kitty, kitty, kitty,” she called, looking toward the tree and 

slapping her thigh.  “Here, kitty, kitty!” 

John jumped inside.  “Here,” he said, handing her the rifle.  “Take this.” 

Nicole took the rifle, holding it between her legs.  “Here, kitty, kitty!” she called, again slapping her 

thigh. 

“It’s hopeless.  Shut the door.” 

Behind them, Maria gave out a loud but muffled growl. 

The crazies were now just feet away from the driveway.  Otis looked at them, hesitated, and then 

leapt from the branch.  He hit the ground running flat-out with his ears laid back, making for the car as 

fast as his little legs would take him, with the crazies right behind him. 

“Come on, Otis!” John yelled.  “Haul it!”  Simultaneously, Nicole was still calling, “Here, kitty, 

kitty!” 



Otis crossed the remaining distance, covering the last four feet with a flying leap and landing in 

Nicole’s lap.  The moment he was inside, Nicole slammed the door shut.  Just as she did, the crazies hit 

the car, rocking it hard with a solid jolt. 

“Jesus Christ!” John swore as he put the Ford into gear.  With a roar of tires spinning on gravel, he 

floored it.  The Explorer shot forward, curved over the small gravel-covered front yard, and bounced over 

the curb and out onto the street.  John looked through the rear view mirror; the crazies had chased the car 

into the road, but were now falling rapidly behind. 

He glanced into the back seat.  Maria was still rocking back and forth in the restraints, gazing 

blankly ahead.  Otis had taken up station on the rear seat at the opposite door.  He stared at Maria, looking 

very unhappy.  “Rowwwwwwww,” he growled.  “Roooowwwwwwww.” 

“I don’t like it any more than you do, buddy,” John said.  “But we’ll both just have to deal with it.” 

Otis continued wailing.  After a moment, John reached back and snapped his fingers at the cat.  

“Otis!  Cut that out.  I can’t hear myself think.” 

“Ow ma now ma,” the cat said grumpily.  “Amma namma,” he added, and then fell silent. 

He turned to Nicole, and nodded at the rifle.  “Do you know to reload one of those?” 

“No,” she said. 

He glanced down at the receiver, and noticed that in the confusion, he had neglected to move the 

hammer to the “safe” position.  There was no other form of safety on the rifle. 

“Well, never, mind,” he said.  “Make sure you keep your hands, and anything else, away from that 

trigger.” 

“Okay.” 

“Do you know if the interstate is clear?” 

She shook her head.  “I haven’t heard a thing since the power went out.” 

Reaching forward, he flipped on the radio.  But the station he’d been listening to before was silent, 

transmitting nothing but a low hum.  He searched around the dial, but as before nothing was on the air 

except recorded programming and EAS warning messages. 

He sighed.  “Well, I think I may risk it.  If it’s too bad, we’ll get off.”  He noticed that Nicole’s 

neck and arms were still bleeding.  In the rush, he had not had a chance to offer to bandage her.  “We 

need to get those wounds dressed,” he said.  “If I find a clear spot, we’ll pull over.” 

“The hell you will,” Nicole said.  “Do it and I’ll shoot you myself.” 

He chuckled.  “Okay.  We’ll let it ride.” 

They were now approaching the I-40 on-ramp at Coors.  It seemed clear.  He bore to the right and 

proceeded up the ramp. 

Abandoned vehicles—some of them wrecked—littered the shoulders and median, but all three 

travel lanes were clear.  Traffic was light. 

As they approached the I-25/I-40 interchange—known to the locals as “malfunction junction”—

brake lights appeared ahead of them.  John found himself slowing.  Impatiently, he pulled into the left 

lane, and quickly ran into a line of stopped cars.  A dozen or so car lengths ahead stood two men wearing 

helmets and camouflage fatigues.  One of them was holding an assault rifle at the ready.  The other had a 

similar rifle slung over his shoulders, and was waving a red flag, directing traffic to merge into a single 

lane on the right. 

“Oh, shit,” John said.  Frantically, he looked into the rear view mirror.  A car had already pulled in 

behind him.  “Shit, shit, shit!” 



On this section of the interstate, concrete barriers lined the travel lanes on either side.  His choices 

were to keep going and hope to bluff his way through the checkpoint, or abandon the car and try to run on 

foot. 

But really, there was no choice.  He couldn’t leave Maria.  She was the entire point of trying to 

leave town in the first place.  Whatever was about to happen, he would have to see it through with her. 

He turned to Nicole.  “If you want to bail, now’s the time.” 

“And have one of those guys take me for a crazy and shoot me in the ass?  No, thanks.”  She 

flashed him a grim smile.  “Whatever happens, we’re in this together.” 

Slowly, they moved ahead.  Traffic narrowed to a single lane.  Ahead, a group of soldiers was 

checking every car.  So far, after the check, they had motioned every car to proceed. 

Within moments, John was face to face with one of the soldiers—a pimply-faced young man who 

couldn’t have been more than 19.  “Where you going?” the soldier demanded. 

“Chama,” John answered. 

The man glanced into the back seat, and his eyes narrowed.  The soldier stepped back.  “Sir, please 

put the transmission in park and turn off the engine.” 

John did so. 

“I need the two of you to exit the vehicle with your hands on your head,” he said.  The soldier 

motioned to two other uniformed men standing nearby.  Both came running over, their guns at the ready. 

“She’s not contagious,” John objected. 

“The governor sees it differently,” the soldier said.  “Please exit the vehicle.” 

“Look,” John said, his voice rising, “I promise you, she’s no threat to anybody.” 

The soldier flicked a switch by the trigger guard, and leveled the rifle at him.  “I’m not going to ask 

you again.  I’ve shot four people today already, I’ve got a side bet going that I can make it an even half 

dozen by noon.” 

John raised his hands.  “Okay, okay.  We’re coming out.”  He and Nicole stepped out of the car 

with their hands clasped atop their heads.  

“Step to the front of the vehicle,” the soldier ordered.  As John and Nicole complied, the other two 

soldiers took positions on either side of the Ford, and then opened the rear passenger doors.  One of them 

bent forward over Maria, and then stepped back.  “Nice job,” he said, glancing at John.  Withdrawing a 

knife from his belt, he bent forward and began sawing at the zip ties holding Maria in place.  Within 

moments, he’d freed her and had dragged her from the car, bucking and thrashing.  The other man joined 

him.  The two dragged her off in the direction of covered military truck waiting just down the road. 

“What are you going to do with her?” John asked, tears of rage, sorrow, and frustration filling his 

eyes. 

“They’ll take her to one of the holding areas.  Probably Albuquerque High.”  The soldier lowered 

his rifle, and nodded to the two men holding John.  “You’re free to go.  But if I were you, I’d go home 

and forget about her.” 

“Why are you doing this?” John demanded as he lowered his hands. 

“You’d be surprised how many people are trying to pull just what you were trying to do—carrying 

crazed grandma or grandpa or baby Jane out to the country, helping to spread this thing.” 

“But they’re not contagious!” John yelled. 

“Yeah.  That’s what the so-called experts say.  But this disease is transmitted somehow.  And I get 

the sense that the governor has lost faith in scientists and their opinions.”  The soldier shrugged.  

“Anyway, I do what they tell me to do.  You’d best do the same.” 



The soldier now turned his head to focus on something that had caught his eye down the road past 

John’s shoulder.  John turned to follow his gaze.  A blood-smeared crazy was vaulting the concrete wall 

separating the travel lanes, about 25 feet away.  The soldier brought the M16 to his shoulder and fired two 

quick shots.  The crazy fell.  Another one vaulted the barrier behind it, and got the same treatment. 

“That’s six,” the soldier said, lowering his rifle.  “Looks like I win my bet.”  He turned to John.  

“You need to get in your car, and—”  His eyes now narrowed.  He looked at John’s bandaged head, and 

then down at John’s arm.  “Wait a minute.  Where you bitten?”  He turned to Nicole, now noticing her 

wounds.  The soldier raised his rifle.  

“Wait a minute,” John said, holding up hand.   

A clattering noise sounded from the right.  They whirled around.  The two men who’d taken Maria 

to the truck had returned, and were now standing about 15 feet away.  They had dropped their rifles, and 

were now staring blankly ahead. 

“Oh, shit!” the pimply faced soldier yelled.  He turned and raised his rifle just as the other two 

soldiers growled and broke into a run.  His rifle spoke four times; the two charging men tumbled face first 

onto the pavement. 

The young soldier turned back to John and Nicole.  A tear was coursing down one cheek.  “Get out 

of here,” he said through clinched teeth.  “Get some place safe.  And don’t come out.” 

At this point John was not disposed to argue.  He and Nicole jumped back into the car.  John started 

the Ford, threw it into gear and then roared off down the interstate. 

A few hundred yards down the road, he slowed and pulled into the breakdown lane.  After rolling 

down both windows, he turned off the engine. 

“What are you doing?” Nicole asked. 

“We’re going to wait for that truck,” he said, looking his rear view mirror.  “And when it passes us, 

we’re going to follow it.”  He turned to her.  “Pass me that rifle.” 

She did so, and then looked at him with interest as he moved the hammer forward to the “safe” 

position.  John then pulled the magazine tube. 

“At this point,” John said, “you’re probably wondering if I’m about to do something stupid.” 

“The question had crossed my mind.” 

John shrugged.  “Well, if I do, it won’t be the first time.” 

“But it could be the last.  What do you plan to do?” 

“I plan to take advantage of whatever opportunity presents itself.” 

Otis jumped over the back seat from the cargo area.  “Mrroow,” he said.  “Mrow.”  He sat down on 

the back seat, looking at John expectantly. 

“What do you think he’s saying?” Nicole asked. 

“Unless I miss my guess,” John said, dropping bullets into the magazine, “he’s saying, ‘You hit ‘em 

high, and I’ll hit ‘em low.’“ 

“Mmrrow,” Otis agreed. 

“If you want to get out now,” John said, turning to Nicole, “I’d understand.  You wouldn’t hurt my 

feelings.” 

She shrugged.  “Everyone else I know is dead or crazy.  Or both.” 

“What makes you think I’m not crazy?” 

She gave him an appraising look.  “You may well be crazy.  But you’re not one of them.” 

John reinserted the tube, twisted it tight, and handed the gun to Nicole.  “So what’s your story?” he 

asked.  “It occurs to me that we haven’t had time to talk.” 



She shrugged.  “Pretty simple, really.  Mom attacked dad.  My sister Lupe attacked mom.  I waded 

into it.”  She motioned to her neck and shoulders.  “You can see the result.  My kid brother Dante ran in 

and joined the pileup.  Mom ripped his throat out with her bare teeth.  When I saw that, I lost my appetite 

for combat.”   

John studied her face; her eyes were dry and her expression was neutral.  Either she was holding up 

well, he thought, or she was as cold as they come. 

“I managed to wiggle free,” Nicole continued, “and I headed out the back door.  I ran down the 

street as fast as I could, and did not look back.  The first open door I saw, I bolted through it.  And that’s 

when you came in.”   

John nodded.  Her voice had remained steady, but he now noticed that a tear had fallen down her 

left cheek. 

“I’m really sorry, Nicole,” John said softly.  “I don’t know what to say.” 

“There’s nothing to be said.”  She sighed.  “Do you mind if I put my head back for a minute?  I’m 

about to give out.”  

He glanced at her.  She’d dabbed at her face and neck with some Kleenex retrieved from the glove 

box, but was still bleeding in places.  “We really ought to look at those cuts.”   

“Okay,” she nodded.   

On closer inspection, John found that none of the gashes were particularly deep.   Making use of a 

combination of bandage strips and pads from First Aid supplies, within a few minutes he had her patched 

up. 

“Thanks,” she said when he was finished.  “I’m gonna rest for a moment.  Wake me when the 

apocalypse is over.”  She closed her eyes and relaxed against the headrest. 

Keeping an eye on her and also on the rear view mirror, John pulled out the Glock, removed the 

clip, and then quietly reloaded it from the spare box in the center console.  Then he waited.  The sun beat 

down on the car, and not a breath of wind was stirring.  Soon he was soaked with sweat. 

After about half an hour, the army truck starting rolling.  Cranking the Ford, he rolled up the 

windows and turned on the air conditioning.  Nicole opened her eyes and looked at him.  The truck passed 

them.  John put the Explorer into gear and pulled in behind it.  Nicole remained silent. 

The truck exited at the next ramp, with John following.  But instead of proceeding on to Broadway 

in the direction of Albuquerque High School, the truck turned left on Second, and then doubled back onto 

the interstate, heading west.  John followed closely behind.   

“Where do you think he’s going?” Nicole asked. 

“I don’t know.  My guess is, they’ve got a full house at Albuquerque High, and he’s going 

someplace else, someplace nearby.” 

Looking out his window, John glanced in the direction of the downtown area.  Thick columns of 

smoke rose into the sky.  “Would you look at that,” he said. 

Nicole looked past him through the window.  “What do you think’s going on?” 

John shook his head grimly.  “We were listening to this guy on the radio, who said a building 

downtown was burning.  Apparently it’s spread.” 

They continued following the truck.  Just down the road, it took the Coors exit. 

“I think he’s going to West Mesa,” John said. 

He was right.  A few minutes later, they were turning into the familiar parking lot.  It was mostly 

empty, except for a few military trucks and civilian cars parked near the front.  John pulled into a slot a 



discreet distance away from the truck.  Shutting off the Ford’s engine, he watched as two soldiers jumped 

down from the cab, and two others hopped down from the covered area in back.   

“What now?” Nicole asked. 

John shook his head.  “I don’t know.  I’ll admit I was thinking about an ambush, but I don’t think I 

can get the drop on four armed soldiers.  Let’s see what develops.” 

They watched as the soldiers began unloading the truck, half carrying, half dragging the thrashing, 

snarling crazies to the school one at a time.  John was hoping they might leave the truck unguarded while 

they moved the first pair inside, but other soldiers came running out of the school to assist.  He watched 

as two of the reinforcements pulled Maria off the truck and hustled her inside. 

“Well, hell,” John said.  “There’s only one option left now.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Diplomacy.”   

Nicole looked at him with surprise.  “What, you’re going to try to sweet-talk them into letting her 

go?  How likely is that?” 

He shrugged.  “With people, there’s always the ‘X’ factor.  That soldier on the interstate should 

have detained us, but he didn’t.  Maybe we’ll get lucky again.” 

Nicole shook her head.  “No offense, John, but you don’t look like the lucky type to me.” 

John chuckled.  “You’ve been reading my journal.”  He turned to her.  “You haven’t asked me the 

obvious question.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Why I am doing this?” 

“I don’t have to.” 

“Why not?” 

She looked at him with an expression that he couldn’t quite read.  “Because, John,” she said in a 

soft voice, “I see how you look at her.” 

He nodded. 

“My dad used to look at my mother that way, back when I was a little kid,” she continued.  She 

glanced off into the distance.  “At least, that’s the way I remember it.”  She turned back to him.  “No one 

has looked at me that way in a long, long time.  Maria is a very lucky woman.” 

“Let’s see if we can go get her.”  

Reaching for the buttons, John rolled down the windows.  He turned to Otis.  “It’s gonna get hot in 

here.  But I need you to guard the car.” 

“Ow,” Otis said. 

Reaching under the seat, he pulled out the Glock.  Nicole placed a hand on his arm.  He turned to 

look at her.  She was slowly shaking her head.  He hesitated, and then returned the Glock to its place 

beneath the seat.  “Okay.  Diplomacy.  Let’s go.” 

Ten minutes later, they found themselves being hustled through a large entrance hall toward a set of 

double doors, with their hands zip tied behind their backs.  Diplomacy had not worked out so well.  The 

young lieutenant overseeing operations at the school had taken one look at their wounds and had ordered 

them detained.  But it could have been worse.  John at least had been able to talk a mean-looking medic 

out of giving him and Nicole a shot of Thorazine.  They must have been running low, John decided.  But 

the medic let them through without it. 

“Don’t bother anyone,” the guard said as two armed sentries opened the doors, “and we’ll get along 

fine.”  The guard escorted them inside, and then turned and left. 



John and Nicole surveyed the room.  Before them was a gloomy, windowless basketball court, 

illuminated only by two stands of emergency work lights set up at the door and at an adjacent wall.  The 

court was filled with cots.  Only about half of them were occupied.  John stepped over to the closest one.  

A middle-aged man wearing a hospital gown man stared up at him with dull eyes.  Froth foamed at his 

lips.  His hands and bare feet had been zip tied to the frame of the cot.  “They’ve got him drugged out of 

his mind,” John observed.  

“And a good thing, too,” Nicole said.  “Based on what I’ve seen these things do, if the drugs wear 

off, he’ll pound that little cot to shit, and then shove the pieces up somebody’s ass.” 

“He doesn’t have an ID bracelet, or any kind of name tag.”  John looked up at Nicole.  “Come to 

think of it, they didn’t even ask us for Maria’s name.  Or ours, either, for that matter.”  His face darkened.  

“They don’t care about these people.  They’re just warehousing them.” 

“There’s no plan to it, John,” Nicole said.  “Things are breaking down.” 

“Come on.  Let’s look for Maria.” 

They found her a few rows over.  Like the others, she lay there with dull, staring eyes.  Someone 

had removed the duct tape from her face; light foam bubbled at her lips.  “Jesus,” John said, squatting 

down beside her.  “What have they done to you?” 

She turned her head, and her throat made a noise that could have been an attempt at a growl. 

He looked Maria over.  Like the others, she was barefoot and wearing a hospital gown.  He noticed 

that an adult diaper had been pulled up over her hips. 

Nicole noticed the same thing.  “I hope we get potty breaks,” she said.  “Or things are gonna get 

ugly.” 

“You would have to mention that.  I should have gone two hours ago.”  John looked around the 

room.  No nurses or orderlies were in sight. 

Sighing, he sat down on the colorfully marked gym floor.   

“What’s the plan now?” Nicole asked, sinking down beside him. 

“We wait,” he said, “and look for opportunities.” 

And there they sat, watching the SOPS patients pant in their restraints and occasionally thrash 

lightly and moan, and listening to the sound of small arms fire, which could be heard sporadically 

popping in the distance in all directions.  Underneath it all was the low purr of a generator running 

somewhere outside the building. 

About an hour and a half later soldiers brought in another group of 25 or so SOPS cases.  When 

John approached, one of the soldiers raised his gun and told John to stay the hell back.  John shouted that 

he and Nicole could use a pit stop and some water, but the soldiers ignored them.  They quickly strapped 

down their patients, and they left. 

A short time later, they heard a burst of gunfire, close by.  A few seconds after that, there was 

another burst, followed by what sounded like a table going over in the lobby, some shouting, and another 

few shots.   

Thirty minutes later, a group of orderlies came in and began making the rounds, giving out shots of 

Thorazine and checking diapers.  “Hey,” John said, approaching one of them, “if we don’t hit the head 

soon, it’s gonna hit the floor.” 

The orderly, a young woman in fatigues with her hair pulled back, frowned at him.  “Okay,” she 

said, sighing.  “Come with me.” 

“Thanks! And we could use some water, too.” 

“I’ll get you some.  I don’t know why they have you in here.  You don’t belong here.” 



“Believe me, that’s what we tried to tell ‘em.”   

Leading them through the double doors, she presented them to one of the soldiers in the lobby.  

“Take them for a bathroom break,” she said, “and see that they get some water.” 

The soldier looked them over, wearing an expression that betrayed a marked lack of enthusiasm for 

the assignment.  “Come on,” he said, motioning.  “This way.”  

He led them across the room.  As they walked, they passed two pools of blood on the floor, from 

which smeared dark red trails led off toward the outer doors.  By appearances, at least two people had 

been shot here.  No attempt had been made to mop up the mess. 

“In there,” the guard said, motioning toward the restrooms. 

John turned sideways, showing the guard his bound hands.  “You mind clipping this tie for me?” 

The soldier hesitated. 

“Come on,” John said.  “Unless you plan to take it out and hold it for me, you’re going to have to 

remove this.” 

Nodding, the soldier pulled out a knife and sawed off the plastic strap.  He did the same for Nicole.  

“Be quick about it.” 

After John and Nicole had concluded their business, the soldier led them to the water fountain.  

When they’d finished drinking, he fastened new zip ties in place. 

“Is there going to be a chow wagon at some point?” John asked as the soldier led them back. 

“Buddy, I’d like to know that myself.”  As they approached the entrance, one of the soldiers held a 

door open for them.  “In with you.” 

“Think they’ll feed us?” Nicole asked as John walked over to Maria. 

“I don’t know,” he said as he bent over her.  “I tend to doubt they’ve thought that far ahead.  The 

way they have all these patients doped to the max, I don’t know how they expect anyone to eat anyway.”  

He stood up.  “I’m going to find a cot and lie down for a minute.  I’m not doing any good here, and my 

back is killing me.” 

“Good idea,” Nicole said.  “I think I’ll do the same.” 

They found two empty cots a few rows away.  John stretched out on his side, put his head down on 

a clean, white pillow, and fell instantly asleep. 

The sound of gunfire close by jolted him awake.  The first thing he noticed was that the interior of 

the gym was almost completely black; the lights were off, and the generator that had been running 

somewhere outside had fallen silent.  Judging by the dim light that trickled in at the doors, it appeared the 

sun was going down. 

There was a long burst of gunfire from an automatic weapon, followed by several more scattered 

shots, and two more long bursts.  This didn’t sound like someone shooting crazies.  It sounded more like a 

gunfight, and it was happening right outside the gym.  He heard engine noises, the sound of brakes, and 

more firing.  There was a crashing of glass, followed by a loud explosion that might have been a grenade.  

Two more shots, and then silence. 

The doors to gym burst open.  A squad of helmeted soldiers entered, carrying flashlights and 

covering the room with their rifles.  Seeing no threats, one of them turned to the others.  “Okay.  We’re 

secure in here.  Branson, take the men, and check for wounded, then set up out front in case of counter 

attack.” 

“Yes, sir!”  The soldiers turned and rushed back outside.   

The soldier who’d been giving orders walked into the gym.  Approaching the cots, he began to play 

his flashlight beam over them, searching them one by one. 



Nicole turned to John.  “Should we—” 

“Hang on,” John said.  “Let’s see what develops.” 

The soldier continued searching the cots.  Finally he stopped at one just a few feet away from where 

John was lying.  “Oh, God,” the soldier moaned, and then dropped to his knees.  “Oh, my sweet Lord.”   

John could see that he was kneeling beside the cot of what had been an attractive young woman 

with shoulder-length reddish brown hair, which the soldier now reached forward to stroke.  Bending 

down, he placed his head on her chest, and began sobbing. 

Nicole and John exchanged glances.  “What now?” she mouthed. 

“Hang on,” John whispered. 

The soldier continued sobbing for a moment, then lifted his head up.  “I am so sorry, baby,” he said, 

stroking the woman’s face.  At the touch, she moaned and rolled away from him.  “I’ll fix this.”  

Reaching down, he snapped open his holster and withdrew his side arm. 

“Hey!” John shouted.   

The soldier whipped his head around. 

“Over here,” John said.  “Can you cut us loose?” 

“Who the hell are you?” the man demanded, pointing his flashlight at them. 

“I’m John.  This is Nicole.  My wife is on one of those cots.  We came in to visit her, and some 

hotheaded lieutenant grabbed us.  We don’t belong here.” 

The man nodded, and returned his pistol to its holster.  “Fog of war,” he said.  “Everything’s 

confused right now.”  Standing, he pulled his knife, and then walked over and cut their straps. 

“Thank you,” John said, rubbing his wrists.  “I can’t tell you how good that feels.” 

“Amen to that,” Nicole agreed. 

The door to the gym opened and a soldier walked in.  “The perimeter is secure.  No sign of a 

counter-attack.  We’ve got two prisoners, both wounded.  You sure were right, sir.  They don’t look like 

Koreans at all, and they speak English as good as me and you.” 

Maria and John exchanged glances. 

The lieutenant pointed his flashlight at John and Nicole.  “These two civilians got caught in the 

cross fire.  They’ll be taking his wife and leaving.  Go get them a weapon, and a couple of clips.  There 

should be plenty of both lying around.” 

“Yes, sir.”  The man turned and trotted off toward the front of the gym. 

John looked at the lieutenant.  “You mind if I ask what that was about?” 

The lieutenant regarded him with sad eyes.  “I couldn’t let my wife lie here like this.  I had to come 

help her.  So I cooked up a story about the gym having been captured by troops from North Korea.” 

“Wow,” John said.  “And they believed it?” 

“They trust me,” the lieutenant said.  “And besides, they’re about to turn.  One of the things I’ve 

noticed over the past few days is that just before someone becomes one of those—things—they go 

through a couple of blackouts.  Most eventually black out completely, and don’t wake up.  They just lie 

there, sleeping.  Or they freeze in position.   We’ve already lost most of the unit that way.  But some of 

those who come out of the first blackout are very susceptible to suggestion for a short while.  So I made 

some suggestions to a few receptive people.”  He sighed.  “We may only have a few minutes.  Where’s 

your wife?” 

John led him to her.  By the time he had cut the final strap, the other soldier had returned.  He 

handed John an M16 and two clips.  “Do you know how to use one of these?” 

“Yes,” John said.  “I used to sell the AR-15.” 



“Good.  Be careful.  It’s locked and loaded.  The safety is on.” 

John slung the weapon over his shoulder. 

“Did you come here by car?” the lieutenant asked. 

“Yeah.  It’s in the parking lot.” 

The lieutenant turned to the soldier, and motioned to Maria.  “Help them get her to their car.  Then 

come back, and man the perimeter.  We may be here a couple of hours before reinforcements arrive.” 

Either that was a clumsy lie, John thought, or the lieutenant knows that in two hours, he won’t care 

what happens.  He suspected the latter. 

The soldier, a bulked up young African American who looked as if he ate nothing but steroids, 

hoisted Maria to his shoulders like a sack of potatoes.  “Let’s go.” 

As they ran toward the doors, John looked back.  The lieutenant was walking slowly back to his 

wife’s cot.  He had once again drawn his pistol. 

As they crossed through the lobby, John noticed a stack of supplies sitting on a pallet in a corner.  

“Hang on, sergeant,” he said.  “I need to check something.”  

Running over to the pallet, he found what he’d hoped he would find:  stacks of adult diapers.  

“Nicole,” he called out, “come help me with this.” 

They grabbed four packages apiece, and then ran back to where the sergeant was patiently waiting 

for them, with Maria still slung over his shoulder.  Seeing them approach, the sergeant turned and butted 

open one of the doors with his hip.  As they burst outdoors into the fading twilight, John saw that two 

humvees were arranged end to end on the narrow concrete plaza a few feet away from the gym entrance, 

parked about three feet apart.  Soldiers were on station at the front and back ends of each vehicle, while a 

two more hovered in the rear.   

“I’m heading out to the parking lot with these three civilians,” the sergeant said to the men as he 

stepped outside.  “Keep your eyes peeled.” 

With that, he trotted out onto the asphalt, with John and Nicole hard on his heels.  Within seconds, 

they had reached the Explorer.  John pulled open the left rear door. 

“Rooow!” Otis said. 

“I know.  Sorry about that, buddy.”  He stepped back.  The sergeant deposited Maria gently onto 

the back seat. 

From the direction of the gym came the sound of a single gunshot, quickly followed by another. 

Whipping his head around, the sergeant unslung his rifle. 

“We’ve got it from here,” John said.  “Thanks, sergeant.” 

The man nodded.  “Good luck.”  With that, he turned and trotted off in the direction of the gym. 

John put his M16 on the floorboards next to Maria, propping it against the far door.  Then he 

dashed around to the back of the Explorer, popped the gate, and lifted it open.  Grabbing a set of ties, he 

ran back around to Maria. 

He heard a clattering sound in the direction of the gym.  Looking up, he saw that the sergeant, now 

just ten feet from the humvees in front of the gym, was standing stock still.  His rifle lay on the ground in 

front of him. 

“Oh, shit.”  He turned to Nicole.  “Quick.  Get inside.  We’ve got to get the hell out of here.” 

They could hear the sergeant let out an animal roar.  As John and Nicole jumped inside the 

Explorer, John saw the soldier charging the humvees.  He expected to hear gunfire, but there was none.   

John fired up the engine, threw it into reverse and pulled out of the parking spot.  As he swung 

around, he could see that the sergeant had a man down on the far side of the humvees.  There was a flash; 



the sergeant continued attacking the man beneath him.  More flashes.  John did not wait to see what 

would happen next.  He put the vehicle in gear and roared out of the parking lot. 

“Jesus,” Nicole said under her breath, watching the school fall behind them.  She turned to John.  

“What now?” 

“Now, we head to my brother’s cabin in Chama.  Only this time, I’m not going to be so stupid as to 

try to take the interstate.” 

“You don’t think they have roadblocks on the highway?” 

John shook his head.  “I don’t know.  I don’t think so.  The way things are falling apart, they barely 

had the one staffed on I-40.” 

The twilight gloom was deepening as they headed up Coors.  They saw few other cars, but every 

now and then one or more people darted across the roadway in front or behind of them.  The strange 

“human trees” still popped up with regularity along the roadway, their contorted faces glowing a garish 

chalky shade of white as the headlights caught them. 

“Welcome to the Ninth Circle,” Nicole said softly. 

“Ninth Circle?” John asked.  “What’s that?” 

Nicole turned to him.  “Did you ever read Dante’s Inferno?”  

He laughed.  “I was supposed to, in high school.  I read the Cliff Notes version.” 

“Well, then, you may remember that Dante was a 14th century poet—early 14th century.  He wrote 

this book—I guess it was more like a poem—about a trip through hell.” 

“I seem to recall that.  He wasn’t condemned there.  He got treated to some kind of backstage VIP 

tour, right?” 

She nodded.  “That’s one way of putting it.  The innermost circle was the Ninth.  It was reserved for 

the worst of the worst.” 

“How do you know we’re in the Ninth Circle?” 

“Those,” she said, pointing out the window to a man they were passing.  The figure, wearing a shirt, 

tie, and nothing else, was frozen with his arms and hands arranged in bizarre, asymmetrical positions; his 

face was contorted into a horrific wide-eyed, bare-toothed mask. 

“I don’t follow,” John said. 

“See, this is what you get for not reading your class assignments.”  She paused.  “I’ve done lots of 

reading over the years.  God knows, I’ve had plenty of free time.  I’m not good for much else, but I have a 

great memory for words.  In the Fourth Ring of the Ninth Circle, just outside the center of hell itself, 

sinners were encapsulated in ice, their bodies frozen and contorted into every conceivable bizarre 

posture.” 

John watched silently as they passed another unfortunate victim, frozen with its hips, torso and 

limbs twisted in random directions.  In the harsh white glare of the headlight, he could well imagine the 

pitiful creature as a poor, tortured soul trapped in a block of ice.   

“‘There where the shades were wholly covered up’,” she said, “‘and glimmered through like unto 

straws in glass’.” 

“What?” 

She laughed.  “I was quoting a line I happened to remember.  ‘Shades’ is an archaic word meaning 

‘spirit.’  Dante is describing tormented souls trapped in clear ice, like dragonflies preserved in amber.  Of 

course, Dante wrote in Italian.  The English translation I read comes to us from Henry Wadsworth 

Longfellow.” 

“I wouldn’t be surprised if you could quote the original Italian.” 



She laughed.  “Not quite.  But I will admit a fondness for Dante.”  She sighed, gazing out the 

window.  “He speaks to me.  Particularly now.” 

They were passing a figure, garishly blue-white in the headlights, whose frozen body was lying face 

up on the ground, with its legs, back, head, and arms raised and curved out in such a way as to resemble 

the shape of an archer’s bow. 

“See that?” she asked, pointing at the figure.  “By strange coincidence, Dante describes that exact 

posture in the Fourth Ring.  So we must getting close to the center.”  She turned to him, gazing at him 

with a serious expression.  “So who did you betray?” 

“What?  What do you mean?” 

“The Ninth Circle was reserved for the treacherous.  Dante considered them to be the worse of the 

worst—people who betrayed their families, their guests, their country, their benefactors, or their God.  

Which of those applies to you?” 

He hesitated.  “Well.  I guess I betrayed God, then.” 

Nicole frowned.  “That’s not good.  Why do you say that?” 

John told her the story of how he’d met Maria, and the fliers he’d passed out making fun of her 

church group. 

Nicole nodded.  “That could do it.” 

Behind them, Maria moaned.  Nicole glanced back at her with concern.  “How long do you think 

it’ll be before the Thorazine wears off?” 

“I’m hoping we have another half hour, at least.  Enough time to get out of town.  Then we’ll pull 

over.  I don’t want to do any more driving at night than we have to.” 

She nodded.  “So—after your little ‘Just say no to Jesus’ stunt, did you ask for forgiveness?” 

“Oh, yeah.  On hand and knees.  She forgave me.  She married me.” 

“Marriage doesn’t necessarily indicate a state of forgiveness,” Nicole observed drily.  “But that 

wasn’t my question.  Did you ask God for forgiveness?” 

He frowned.  “I don’t think I did.  I didn’t really believe in him at the time.  I do now, although I 

can’t say our relationship is so great.”  He paused.  “I guess I could ask him now.” 

“Oh, no,” she said, shaking her head.  “Once you’re in Hell, it’s too late.” 

“You really think we’re in Hell?” 

“Don’t you?” 

John gazed unhappily as the headlights caught another frozen human.  “I guess we could be.”  He 

turned to her.  “But you’re here with me.  Who did you betray?” 

She sighed, looking pensive.  “A boy.” 

“Anyone I know?” 

“Justin King.” 

He threw her a sharp look.  “Oh, yeah.  I remember Justin.  He jumped off a bridge or something, 

right?” 

She nodded.  “Yep.  Right after I promised to run away with him.” 

“I hadn’t heard that part of the story.  I didn’t know you were involved.”  He paused.  “But I don’t 

get how promising to run away with someone could lead to suicide.” 

“We were supposed to meet at the mall,” she said sadly.  “But I got cold feet.  And I didn’t show.” 

“Oh.  Wow.” 



“Yeah.  ‘Wow’ is about right.  We lost our virginity together.  He was crazy about me.  I was just 

crazy.”  She turned to him.  “Remember I said earlier that no one has looked at me in years the way you 

look at Maria?” 

“Yeah.” 

“He was the guy.”  She shook her head.  “But he made a bad choice.  He picked me.”  She paused, 

looking thoughtful.  “I was hoping for the Second Circle, which is reserved for what Dante called ‘carnal 

malefactors’—people who let their lust overcome reason.  They only get battered in the dark by hurricane 

winds for all eternity.  But I betrayed someone who was my husband in the eyes of God.  And here we 

are.  Definitely the Ninth Circle.” 

They rode in silence for several miles. 

“So you really think that’s our fate?” John said as they passed another contorted human statue. 

“It’s mine,” she said.  “Actually, I only get it up to my chin.  I betrayed family.  To get the full-

body treatment, you have to betray a lord or benefactor.”  She turned to him.  “But you betrayed God.  

Your fate is the worst of all.  You go to the center of Hell.” 

He swallowed.  “What happens there?” 

She fixed him with a cold stare.  “Satan eats you.” 

 

September 9, 2015 

I would call this the day from hell, except it may well have been a day in hell.  My friend Nicole has 

me half convinced that we’ve been swallowed by the Pit, and are in your actual, literal, living hell, having 

been consigned here for our sins, which in both our cases are numerous.   

Not wanting to drive at night, I’ve pulled over into the desert just outside Rio Rancho.  I’ve set up 

the tent and a sleeping bag for Nicole.  Otis and I are staying in the car with Maria.  She’s gone over.  I 

would put her in tent, but there’s no way I can secure her in there.  She may not be comfortable, but at 

least here in the car I don’t have to worry that she’ll run off. 

I knew she would turn sooner or later, and had prepared myself emotionally for it, or so I thought.  

It’s hard to look what’s happened to her body and believe that the woman I love is still in there.  But I 

know she is.  My major concern now is to get her to a safe place.  I don’t know if she’ll ever get better.  

But I can’t give up on her.  I swore to be worthy.  This is how I’ll do it.  What happens to her happens to 

me.  I will not leave her behind, no matter what.  Our fates are joined.  I owe it to her.  And I owe it to 

God. 

One part of me asks why I would feel at this point that I owe anything to God.  If Nicole is right, I 

stand condemned, with no hope of salvation.  But I refuse to believe that.  I’ve heard it said that hell is the 

absence of hope.  Well, if that’s true, then we can’t be in hell, because I still have hope.  I feel it within 

me.  And I’m also the beneficiary of someone else’s hope.  God may have given up on me, but Maria 

never did.  That has to count for something. 

Tomorrow, we go to Chama.  I’ve decided to risk taking I-25 at least as far as Santa Fe; the roads 

seem clear enough, and we saw hardly any traffic this evening.  Nicole thinks that when the sun comes up, 

the two of us may be the only sane people left on the planet.  I don’t think that’s true, though.  Logically, 

there have to be more people like us—people that, for whatever reason, didn’t get sick.   

It’s amazing how different the sky looks with no city lights burning anywhere.  The stars speckle the 

heavens like those gaudy white “icicle” lights people like to hang on their eves during the Christmas 

season.  In the midst of it all, Comet Filipov stretches out majestically across the sky, slowly pulsating 

with that weird blue light, pointing north, like the finger of God.   



Or maybe it’s God giving us the finger.   

I have a hunch we’ll know soon enough. 

 

 


