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About the Book

When Chase sees the little girl in umbrella socks savaging the Rottweiler, he’s not too concerned. As someone who’s been smoking meth every day for as long as he can remember, he’s no stranger to such horrifying, drug-fuelled hallucinations. But, as he and his fellow junkies discover, the little girl is no illusion. The end of the world really has arrived. And with Chase’s life already destroyed beyond all hope of redemption, Armageddon might actually be an opportunity – a last chance to hit restart and become the person he once dreamed of being. Soon Chase is fighting to reconnect with his lost love and dreaming of becoming her hero among the ruins. But is salvation just another pipe dream?

Propelled by a blistering first-person voice and featuring a powerfully compelling anti-hero, Fiend is at once a brilliant portrait of addiction, a pitch-black comedy, and the darkest, most twisted love story you’ve ever read – not to mention one hell of a zombie novel.


About the Author

Peter Stenson received his MFA from Colorado State University in 2012. His stories and essays have been published in The Sun, The Bellevue Literary Review, The Greensboro Review and elsewhere. He lives with his wife and daughter in Denver.


[image: image]


To anybody who has helped me with anything


MONDAY

8:54 AM

So Typewriter John and I have spent the last hour lying to each other, faking concern, panic, and desperation, all the while helping the other look for the last hit. The thing is, we each know the other is holding on to an eraser-sized shard. It’s like a standoff, both of us wanting to be left the fuck alone for five minutes. Finally Typewriter caves, says he’s going to take a shit, which I know isn’t true because we haven’t eaten in close to three days.

I pull out the tiny bit of glass. Burn it. And it’s barely two hits and I’m spun bad, like from our weeklong bender, but this one really does it, because when I peek through the G.I. Joe sheets we’ve draped over the windows, I see a little girl playing with a dog. I’m thinking this is kind of sweet—this blond child crouching on all fours, inching closer to the dog, like maybe she’s playing a game of make-believe where she’s a dog too. But then I notice the dog is shaking. And it’s a big dog, a rottweiler, and he’s shaking, his head down, his tail covering his nuts.

What the fuck?

I’m about to return back to our cave of a world because the sun is ungodly bright, but I see the dog take a snap at the little girl. She dodges him just in time. I think about pounding on the glass. I need to warn this kid. I need to do something.

But I don’t.

I stand there. The little girl creeps back to the dog, and once she gets close enough to touch it, she does, only her touch isn’t a pat but a lunge for the rottweiler’s throat. It reminds me of this time I saw an elderly woman crossing the street, she almost made it across when a black Hummer turned right and came straight at her not slowing, and the old woman looked up in time to see her fate as an extravagant flaunting of male testosterone, and she crumpled, lost underneath tons of metal.

The little blond girl rips open the dog’s throat.

I rub my eyes.

Blood spouting like Old Faithful. Her white dress now tie-dyed, swatches of brilliant red on cotton.

I close the G.I. Joe sheets. I sit down.

I’m telling myself that it’s gone too far this time, this latest run, smoking half an ounce of scante, that I need to chill the fuck out, like KK said. I tell myself that this is it. That I will leave this house on the outskirts of St. Paul, go find something to eat, take a handful of Advil PMs, and call it a day. Call it a career in smoking speed. Never have I experienced such vivid hallucinations. Sure, tracers and voices and shit like that, but not seeing carnage on this scale. I laugh to myself. I try to analyze my hallucination—the little girl represents innocence, and it’s probably significant that she’s blond, because KK’s blond, and that ties into innocence, because we were close to that, her and I, at least in the beginning. And the dog, maybe that’s man’s best friend, maybe it’s the natural world, maybe primal nature. And the subversion of the natural order, the child killing the dog, that’s pretty simple—innocence wins out.

EVERY fucking epiphany and realization and coded message all tell me the same thing: I need to get clean.

I’m rubbing my hair. It’s greasy like a motherfucker. I smell my breath. It’s like abortions. Then I look around Typewriter’s house and it’s disgusting, that eerie shade of manufactured darkness, the sun doing its damnedest against the strung-up sheets to tell us the world is still going about its boring-ass business. I’m on the one couch left over from his mother, the only thing he hasn’t pawned. I hate my life. I think about Typewriter smoking shit in the bathroom. Maybe he has more than a shard? I stand up because I could really go for one last hit, a nightcap.

Something tells me to take one more peek outside. I’m nearly positive the blond apparition will be gone, a fire hydrant standing in her place. I peek. She’s still there and her dress isn’t a Jackson Pollock anymore, just red. So’s her hair.

Typewriter, I yell.

Innocence has her face buried in the dog’s stomach. She pulls at the intestines like saltwater taffy.

Type, I yell again.

Shitting, bro, he calls back.

I’m practically chewing on my overworked heart when the girl turns. She stares right at me, her face nothing but canine blood, a piece of matted fur dangling from her jaw.

Need you right fucking now, I say.

I close my eyes, rub them, breathe, just breathe—one one thousand, two one thousand—and when I look back out, the little girl’s standing, dripping guts, still staring at me.

Shit, man, I yell at the bathroom door, I found half an eight ball.

This gets his attention. I hear him rushing through the house. He comes jogging into the TV room (minus the TV, sold six months before). I stare at his fat Italian face, his eyebrows a launch ramp over his nose. He says, Fucking A, bro, let’s get it.

I’ve smoked enough meth in my life to know the power of suggestion among the tweaked is realer than AIDS, so I don’t tell him about what may or may not be going on outside. I pull the curtain back.

Bro, the dope, let’s see it.

I step to the side. I motion with my head.

Typewriter John stares at me, his chubby body all sorts of impatient.

I nod again at the window.

He looks outside. He screams. He drops to the floor. He’s saying fuck, fuck, fuck. I take one final peek, and Innocence is standing two feet from the window, bloody like the First World War, and before I can scream and close the drapes, I take one solid look, like really study her. Pieces of her flesh peel off her face like thin slices of gyro meat.

I’m on the floor.

Typewriter continues his refrain of fucks and I still am not one hundred percent sure of the situation so I say, What did you see?

What the fuck?

Type, I need to know what—

Blood. Girl. Monster.

He’s crying. I wonder why I’m not. I tell him to follow me, that we need to get the fuck away from the window. I lead on my stomach. We make our way to the staircase, my heart is sixteenth notes, I’m still telling myself it’s a lack of sleep and bowl upon bowl of meth, and I look over my shoulder past the whimpering snot that is Typewriter to the window, and I can see a three-foot silhouette through the thin bedsheet. Then I hear a crash, and the sheet moves, and this isn’t fucking happening.

Go, go, go, I yell.

He’s on his feet and running up the stairs and I watch the blond girl climb through the window and sit on the sofa like nothing happened, maybe she’s just returning from eating a handful of potato chips off the coffee table. I can see bone underneath the peeling flesh. It’s whiter than I would have guessed.

Chase, Chase.

I turn to see Typewriter at the top of the stairs and then look back to the girl sitting there like a used tampon. She smiles at me, starts to giggle. I sprint upstairs.

We get into Typewriter’s room and lock the door. He bends over a stack of spread vaginas in glossy pages, and I want to be like, What the fuck are you doing, but he starts to vomit. I tell him we’re fine. That the dope must have been bad. That it was nothing.

We hear footsteps, slow and methodical.

I say that we need some benzos or opiates or barbiturates, something to come the fuck down.

He’s expelling bile with the force of a capped volcano.

And I say that these things happen, audio and visual hallucinations, that the shit from the Albino was always strongest, and we’ve been at it hard, and we’re probably dehydrated, and starving, yeah, starving. The footsteps seem to be getting closer, and I’m staring at the chrome door handle, and I’m telling Type that we just need to think about something else, anything else, something happy. Okay, Type, think about something happy, peaceful, and shit. And it’s more vomit from him and I’m shaking and the door handle starts to jiggle and I’m like, Happy thoughts, man. Then for some reason I remember one of KK and my first dates two years before, how we’d gone to see Spider-Man 2, how we’d waited for the 16 bus, neither of us having cars because we’d fucked up our lives smoking shit, but we were getting better, together, living in sober houses and going to meetings, and how she was the first girl I’d ever thought of in terms other than a means to an orgasm, how we’d just sat there, throwing rocks from the faux garden in front of KFC at a metal trash can, how that was the only thing I wanted to be doing at that very moment.

The little girl starts pounding on the door. I know it won’t take long. The door’s not actual wood, this being a prefabricated suburban house and all. The next tiny fist splinters the frame. I wish we were the kind of drug addicts from movies, the kind with guns. I keep telling myself I’m spun. Her one hand becomes two. And it’s me and KK sitting along Ford Parkway, waiting for the 16, debating the merits of Spider-Man vs. Spider-Man 2, our pinkies touching, grazing.

The middle of the door cracks open and I’m screaming at this hallucination, screaming because I’m going to be dead at twenty-five, dead without having accomplished one fucking thing in my life, having burnt every fucking bridge worth having, my primary relationship now being with a junkie called Typewriter, and I think how everyone who’d ever said they loved me had told me this would be my fate—drugs would eventually kill me.

The door’s off its hinges and this little girl is smiling at us with blood and flesh and dog fur. All I can do is close my eyes and listen to her labored breathing and giggles, her cute fucking giggles. Then I hear the bedsprings to my right. I look over. Typewriter jumps off the bed with something raised above his head and by the time I realize it’s his actual fucking typewriter, by the time I scream no, it’s too late. He’s brought it down onto the little girl’s head. She falls limp on the floor. I’m covered in bits of skull.

Typewriter looks at me. He says, I did it.

No, fuck, no, Jesus.

I did it, he says again.

Fuck me, Jesus, what the fuck?

Typewriter spits, then rubs his tongue like he’s trying to snag a pubic hair.

I’m picturing the headlines—JUNKIES BRUTALLY MURDER PRETEEN IN DRUG–INDUCED PARANOIA. I’m picturing the press and TruTV and True Crime reenactments and then an MSNBC Lockup special edition and then prison and getting my young ass blown the fuck apart and this is the last image because this will be my life.

I did it, he says again.

I look at the little girl. She’s wearing black shoes with tiny silver clasps. Her socks have printed umbrellas and raindrops on them.

Think, think, think.

I’ll flip. I’ll tell the authorities it was Typewriter. He was the one who killed the little girl. They’ll make me some sort of deal for my cooperation. And I can give them the Albino, the biggest cook in Minnesota. Yeah. They’ll put me in witness protection and move me to Spokane or somewhere, someplace I can get a job pouring foundations or flipping burgers, and it’ll be okay.

I take a step back from the girl. Type kicks the actual typewriter off the kid’s face. There’s nothing left. It’s my turn to vomit.

I think about all the things I’ve touched in the house, my DNA or whatever on every surface. I think about no jury believing me. I think about terms I’ve heard on TV, conspiracy and accomplice. There’s no way I’ll get a fucking deal. They’ll want to make a case out of both of us. They’ll use this murder to champion their antimeth campaign, and instead of the commercials of kids with picked faces it’ll be a black and white of this little girl, maybe one from her third-grade class, then a picture of the crime scene, then my mug shot. I’m fucked. I’m going to die in prison.

What do we do now? Typewriter asks.

You fucking killed her, I say.

Yeah, somebody had to.

I grab his T-shirt around the armpits. I shove him hard against the wall. She was a little girl, I yell.

No.

Look.

She was going to kill us.

A hallucination. A fucking hallucination.

Typewriter looks at the mess on the floor. He’s shaking his head and I push him again and then his shaking changes direction. He crumples onto his bed. He says, But the door?

Part of the trip.

We’re silent. What is there really to say? Shit, my bad? I think about calling the cops, maybe the volunteering of information might look good. I pull out my phone.

What are you doing? Typewriter asks.

I don’t know, I say.

No, no, stop.

I stop. My phone’s dead anyway.

We can take care of this. Like, we can fix this, he says.

We can’t.

Yes, bro, like we’ll clean it up … and … and … like leave town, you know, like Mexico. We’ll go to Mexico. Live on the beach. Fake names and shit.

I quit listening. I’m remembering terms like temporary insanity and unfit for trial.

Typewriter keeps telling me there’s no fucking way he’s going back to prison.

I need to think. To clear my head. To not be high. The room is starting to smell like my father’s halitosis. All I see is blood. And her socks. I’m picturing the little girl’s mother coming into her room, maybe suggesting a different pair because it’s so sunny, the little girl sticking out her tongue, telling her no, these are my favorite. By now the mother is probably wondering where her daughter is. Maybe it’s time for lunch? Maybe she’s out on the driveway, in front of a two-car garage, her hand shielding the sun, calling her name, her tone playful at first, now becoming frantic.

I smell booze. Typewriter is pouring a liter of vodka onto his sheets.

What the fuck are you—I start to say. I realize what he’s doing before I finish. I want to tell him no, this is a horrible idea. The cops aren’t fucking stupid and they’ll catch us and this is only going to make things worse. But then I think that it doesn’t matter if we tell them or not, we’ll be guilty as Arabs at airports. The rest of my life will be spent getting one in the stink, one in the mouth, on a rotating basis.

And part of me knows this is one of those moments after which nothing will ever be the same. Like out-of-body or whatever-the-fuck. Like when you can see yourself crystal fucking clear. When you know one choice will result in hooded sweatshirts and downcast eyes and running from every set of flashing cherries and how your habit will take on astronomical fury because it needs to kill out the memory of who you were. The other choice will mean being turned into a monster, having every person in America hate you, think you’re evil, and death by anal fissure in prison.

I’ve had this feeling once before—the watching-yourself-fuck-up-your-life moment. It was with KK. We’d decided enough was enough with powerlessness and unmanageability and prayers to a god we knew didn’t exist. We bought a teener. We somehow waited until we got back to our apartment. We sat on our bed. Her pale legs looked blotchy against our blue down comforter, one we’d bought together at Target. We told each other it would only be this once. We said it was a special occasion. We said we’d only smoke it. We said I love you, smoke slipping from our lips.

You have a lighter? Typewriter asks.

I watch myself reach into the pocket of my jeans. I watch myself hand over the red Bic and then study the flames along the soiled sheets, amazed at how quickly they grow.

I wonder if this—the murder, the burning of the house—isn’t just a continuation of my relapse with KK.

The posters of DJs catch on fire. Then the mattress. Smoke rises. Typewriter motions for the door, or where it used to be. We jog down the stairs, and then into the basement. I climb in his ancient Civic. He opens the garage door. The sun is absolutely fucking blinding and we pull out into a neighborhood that doesn’t know we exist. I’m looking for the girl’s mom and praying I don’t see her. I glance back at the house. The faintest plumes of smoke slip out from the upstairs window. As we’re driving away, something in the front yard catches my eye. I press my face against the window. It’s the carcass of a rottweiler.

10:15 AM

We drive down Summit Avenue. The houses are nice and then they’re not. I tell Typewriter to go five under the whole way. He tells me there aren’t any cars anyway. I haven’t noticed. But then I do. I look around Summit. It’s just Victorian mansions with rows of evergreens like please stay the fuck away, cars parked in driveways, empty streets.

I’m so spun.

I look at the dashboard clock. It’s a quarter past ten. Maybe everyone’s already at work? We’re down Summit Hill and onto West Seventh. This is my stomping ground. Has been for a year. Strip malls with laundromats and apartments above Chinese takeouts and narrow barrooms filled with smoke and televisions, none of them flat screens. I know what this area’s supposed to look like. Busy with people standing at bus stops and girls standing on corners and brothers spitting balloons of dope out of their mouths. But it’s not. It’s empty.

I ask Typewriter if it’s a holiday or something. He doesn’t know. I check my shirt to see if it’s still covered in blood. It is. I flick off a nugget of skull. It sticks to the dash. Nothing makes sense. I keep telling myself I’ve spent the last hundred and sixty-eight hours smoking meth, that I’m beyond delusional, beyond sane, one more awake hour away from completely breaking the fuck down.

We turn onto Marshall. I see my boy Tibbs walking down Seventh. This makes me feel better. Like things are normal, okay. Type says, Bet Tibbs is holding, could hook it up with a teener for the road.

Not trying to flee yet, I say.

Huh?

Get to my apartment. Got a few Klonopin. I need to sleep, man, like my head is bad.

Feel you, Typewriter says.

We pull over at my sublet. I get out. Stretch. I wonder where the hell everyone is. Nobody’s waiting for the bus, nobody’s driving or honking, there’s no foot traffic over at the Groveland Tap. Typewriter scans the streets too. He looks at me. I shrug.

We go around back of the split-level and it’s nothing but red chipped paint and cracked sidewalks but Rebecca gave me the tiny-ass apartment for three fifty a month, so whatever. I open the door. The house splits inside the tiny foyer, one door to the two upstairs units, one door to my dungeon of an efficiency basement. The mildew stench from the walls is at an all-time bad. I think about complaining to Rebecca but decide against it, having smoked July’s rent.

It’s a strange feeling inside my apartment—part relief, part dread—and I wonder if that’s what everyone feels coming home. Like, yeah, I see the one piece of furniture I own, my mattress covered in unwashed navy blue sheets, and I’m like, motherfucker, I missed you. But I see nothing but dust bunnies on the scratched wooden floors—and I’m like, motherfucker, this is it. This is my life.

What’s up with those benzos? Typewriter asks.

I walk to the bathroom next to the efficiency kitchen. It doesn’t have a door. I open the tiny medicine cabinet. A toothbrush that has gone unused for weeks sits next to an Advil bottle. I pour out its contents—four beautiful Klonopin. I think about swallowing them all, the four of them spreading through me like the warmest of quilts on a January night. I run the faucet. I want to sleep and forget what happened with the umbrella-socked demon. I glance up. Something is staring back at me. I nearly scream. It’s me. My eyes are the deepest of oceanic trenches.

Give it here, Type says.

I hand him two pills and swallow mine.

I think about how much time I spend trying to find a balance between artificial moods, the equilibrium of acceleration and deceleration.

I plug my cell phone into the charger. Typewriter lies on my bed.

Get the fuck out, I say.

Bro, where am I—

Not on my bed.

But there’s no other furniture.

Sorry, not all of us have a house from our mom.

Typewriter looks at me like I’ve spit in his mouth. I feel like a dick. I say, Listen, man, I’m sorry. We need to sleep and figure out what the fuck happened, you know, like what’s real, what isn’t.

He starts to get off the mattress. I tell him it’s fine, just don’t try any faggy shit. He calls me a faggot. I tell him that was a good comeback. I lie there and my heart still thunders and I’m willing the soluble shell of the Klonopin to break open and spill its contents into my bloodstream, for my eyes to become heavy. Typewriter curls at the foot of the bed like a wary dog. This reminds me of the rottweiler. The little girl. The giggles. The little fist coming through the door. The typewriter. The flames. I picture the police there, the fire department too, Typewriter’s childhood house alive in its death, flames reaching toward the telephone poles, the electric wires connecting everything. I should call KK. Tell her I might be going away for a while. How long until they come looking for Typewriter here? I strain my ears to hear Rebecca’s TV through the floorboards. I can’t hear anything. This is odd. That fat bitch has that thing blaring at all hours of the day. I yawn, and this makes me smile. They’re working, the Klonopin. I know that when I wake up, I’ll be terrified, either because of what we’ve done, or because of what drugs are turning me into.

7:51 PM

I wake up, not ready to. Typewriter slaps at my feet.

What?

It was real, he says.

Huh?

He points to his shirt. It’s still covered in blood. I look down at myself and see the same thing and I’m thinking, fuck my ass, what did we do? I rip off my T-shirt and throw it on the floor. I look at my pants. Smears of the little girl stain the denim.

Bro, Type says.

We need to get out of the bloody clothes. Burn ’em or some shit, I say.

He understands then, stripping down.

There’s a pile of clothes in the corner, all dirty. I pull out a white T-shirt and a pair of green sweatpants and toss them to Typewriter. I dress in jeans and a navy blue shirt, musty with cooled sweat.

Then I’m packing what little I have in a trash bag. I stuff in some clothes, my phone charger, a jacket. I’m thinking about passports, about money, about Mexico or Canada, my parents, KK, about not using the one credit card I still have because they can track those things, about maybe ditching Typewriter because one person disappearing is easier than two. I pack my toothbrush, my unopened mail. Typewriter stands at the one excuse for a window, looking up through the basement metal grate. I feel a slight craving, just a hit to get my head straight. I wonder if Typewriter still has a shard. I ask. He doesn’t respond.

Yes or no?

He shakes his head.

What the fuck does that mean?

Still nothing and I want to bash his head in because he can be such an idiot. So helpless. So desperate. Playing the whole poor-fucking-me-my-mom-died-of-cancer junkie thing. And he’s shady as hell. Always stealing people’s scraps, shorting bags. And here he is, facing murder, staring out my piss slit of a window like he can’t get enough of the sunset.

You gonna help? I ask.

Something’s not right.

I laugh. You kidding me right now?

Look, he says.

I decide right then and there to leave him. I’ll be better off without his constant bitching, his tendency to destroy everything he touches.

Help me pack up the bloody clothes.

Chase, look.

I’ll humor him until we get out of the city, until we stop for gas. I’ll leave him while he’s paying.

I walk over to the window and look up to the street level. There’s nothing. I ask him what he’s talking about. He points. I say, Yeah, so?

Nothing, he says.

That’s a good thing.

Not one person. Nobody. When’s the last time you saw Seventh empty?

We don’t have time for this, I say.

Serious. When? Never, bro.

I look back out. I half expect to see the little girl with umbrella socks and flakes of missing face. He’s right. There’s nobody walking around and I want to tell him that it’s probably because people are at work or maybe the Twins are playing, but even as I formulate these objections, I’m countering them—nobody works banker hours on West Seventh, not one pregnant teen is waiting at the bus stop, I can’t hear the motor of a single car—and I realize that something is wrong.

I tell Type to go check it out.

Not going out there.

Then pack this shit up while I do it.

He tells me no. He picks at the constant scab on the left side of his jaw. He whispers something. All I catch is apocalypse.

Just stay here, okay? Pack up those bloody clothes so we can get the fuck gone.

Chase.

Do it.

He nods. I walk outside. At this point, I’m still hoping it’s the drugs, maybe the Albino’s latest batch was cut with a PCP derivative, that we’re spun. I stand on the sidewalk and see not one person on the street. The Groveland Tap is empty. No cars. I walk around to the front of Seventh. I’m starting to shiver because it’s like that dream when you’re walking alone and you finally realize it—your solitary venture through this life—and skyscrapers are covered in vines and the road is buckled open like a whore’s gap and it’s just you and your stupid footsteps, the sound of your rubber soles dragging on aged asphalt.

I’m thinking about a conversation with KK, back when we were sober, in love with second chances and each other’s naked flesh. She’d asked, if I was offered the gift of immortality, would I take it? I’d kissed her German triangle of a nose, said something cheesy about only with you. She’d said, No, that’s not what I mean. Everyone you know will be dead but you. Would you do it? I’d thought about it, KK straddling me, my dick starting to harden, my lips brushing against her self-proclaimed biggest embarrassment, her nose, wondering if my breath was foul. I’d said, Yeah, I would.

I stand there, feeling my sanity stretch to its limits, thinking about KK fucking that scumbag Jared, that stupid fucking prick.

I take another look toward downtown St. Paul. Lights are on in the modest skyscrapers. I hear birds. The sun shines but just a little. There’s a slight wind coming from the Mississippi. Are Tibbs, Type, and myself the only people to survive Armageddon? I laugh. I realize it makes more sense that I’m really sitting on Typewriter’s couch, the glass pipe in my lap, my heart having finally quit.

I walk back to the apartment. Typewriter’s still standing by the window. I tell him I’m going to go see if fat Rebecca can tell me what’s going on. He says he’ll come too and I want to tell him that isn’t smart, but he’s practically crying so I say, Let’s go.

At the top of the landing I knock on her door. I wet my lips and try to do something with my hair. No answer. I knock again.

Everyone’s gone, Typewriter says behind me.

She never leaves. Even gets her groceries delivered, I say.

I press my ear to the door, expecting to hear the shuffling of slippers.

Fuckin’ stinks, Typewriter says.

The mildew in the walls, I say.

I knock one more time. Then I test the handle. It turns. I open the door a foot and call her. I step in and the smell is horrific, like rotting pot roast. I pull my shirt over my mouth and nose. Her apartment looks just like always—a couch and recliner centered on a TV, the kitchen full of take-out Chinese boxes, everything dirty as fuck.

We should go, Typewriter says.

I walk into the main room and feel the TV. It’s cold. She has that thing running twenty-four–seven. I push Power. The screen fills with static that bathes the evening room with white light.

Something crashes in the bedroom.

I stiffen. Typewriter runs for the door and I flash on what the little girl did to the dog and think about whatever is in the next room doing that to me. I see a streak of black. A cat freezes in the doorway, staring at us. It runs back to the bedroom. I follow. I’m cautious, I know whatever I see will be bad, and Typewriter is behind me, which I’m glad about.

The bedroom door is open a slit.

I nod to Typewriter. He nods back. I push open the door. All three hundred pounds of Rebecca is splayed out on her bed. Her slew of cats look over at me, their mouths covered in blood and flesh.

Jesus Christ, I say. I turn back to the hallway.

What? Typewriter says. He looks inside. He says, Fucking shit, man, they’re eating her. The cats are fucking eating her.

I want to cry. To throw up. To go back to Typewriter’s house and have my only concern be trying to find a minute alone to smoke a dime piece.

Let’s get gone, Typewriter says.

I follow him to the door. One of the cats stares at us like we’d just interrupted something sacred. It keeps licking its bloodied whiskers. I’m beginning to grasp the reality of our situation and I just need some sort of confirmation. I need somebody to tell me this is real. That everyone I’ve ever known has died or disappeared somehow. That we did, in fact, crush the skull of some possessed child. That it was okay because we had no choice.

I knock on the door to Svetlana’s, the Russian tenant.

Bro, let’s get ghost, Type says.

She’s got Internet. Just need to see what the fuck is going on.

She’s gonna be dead.

The door is locked. I kick the shit out of it. The wood splinters on the first kick. We go in. It’s the same smell and we both pull our shirts over our faces and I walk over to her computer. An old Soviet flag hangs on the wall. I sit on a ratty brown couch, right next to about seven dildos, a bottle of lube, and a butt plug thicker than a baseball bat.

Typewriter gives a chuckle. He says, Bitch be loving dick, huh?

Did those webcam shows, I say.

He’s holding the black butt plug. He gives it a tentative sniff. I think about telling him to grow up. He’s smiling though. I sit and get the computer going. The shit takes forever to get warmed up.

You ever hit it? Typewriter asks.

I shake my head.

Bullshit, some Russian debutante sitting up here all day fiddling her pussy, and you never hit it?

Windows loads. I don’t tell Typewriter I can’t remember the last time I’d been sober enough to get a hard dick. I click on Internet Explorer. He’s on to the dildos now, holding them up to one another, maybe mentally comparing where he would stack up in the equation.

Finally, the Internet is up and I’m at her home page, 18 to play.com, and I see my face streaming on the screen. I really do look like hell, nothing but scruff and scabs and eyes sunken like the Titanic.

You streaming? Typewriter asks.

Yeah, guess so.

I move the cursor to click to a news site.

Hold on, he says. He sits next to me, giving me a shove. His face streams online. He’s the only fat meth addict ever. His cheeks take up the whole screen.

He says, Is anybody out there? Anyone? Is there any single motherfucker left alive in this world?

Stop, I say.

Type keeps going, overenunciating like he’s talking to a retarded kid, We are in St. Paul, Minnesota. There is nobody left. Maybe some little girl but she was—

Fucking stop, I yell. I push him out of the way. You stupid?

Typewriter balls a fist. Part of me hopes he swings, hopes this can be the logical end to our relationship. He relaxes his hand. He says, There’s got to be somebody out—


A chime comes from the computer. I look at the screen.




BIGHRYBALLS: wtf u do w Russiandoll69?




Another chime.




BIGHRYBALLS: she ok?




Typewriter yells, Hello, hello?




BIGHRYBALLS: don’t tell me she’s gone.




I say, Can you hear me?




BIGHRYBALLS: did she turn?




Can’t hear you, write something, Type says.

I peck on the keyboard. It chimes.




RUSSIANDOLL 69: Who is this?




BIGHRYBALLS: is she walking?




Typewriter says, What is this guy talking about?




RUSSIANDOLL 69: What is happening?




BIGHRYBALLS: you kill her—y or n?




I’m hoping this guy is fucking with me. Maybe he’s some narc trying to uncover the murder of that little girl. At least this is what I’m telling myself. Like it’s so much better to be wanted for murder than for … shit, I don’t know, whatever the fuck the alternative is.




RUSSIANDOLL 69: Of course didn’t kill anyone.




BIGHRYBALLS: she didn’t reanimate?




Ask him where everyone is, Typewriter says.




RUSSIANDOLL 69: Please tell me what is happening.

Where is everybody?




BIGHRYBALLS: dead



My stomach drops out of my ass with this chime. Typewriter is saying he fucking knew it. I’m thinking about the little girl and about this guy’s comments about walking and I tell myself that it’s only in movies and comics where people can come back and eat flesh. I’m thinking about every show I’ve ever seen, every film, about arms outstretched, moans, and decaying flesh, and ghouls and living dead.


I’m muttering no, no.




BIGHRYBALLS: u kill her?




RUSSIANDOLL 69: I said no.




BIGHRYBALLS: why not?



I hear something resembling a two-pack-a-day fit of laughter. I scream. Standing maybe ten feet away is a naked Svetlana. Her blond hair is matted to the side of her face, which is half dark, like her blood has pooled there and there alone. She just keeps laughing. Typewriter and I run to a corner of the room. He’s holding on to a giant black dildo like a sword.

She takes a step forward.

The computer chimes and chimes and chimes.

She rolls her head and we hear a cracking of vertebrae and she’s smiling, laughing, walking toward us. I’ve envisioned my death countless ways, none of them at the hands of some walking dead Russian whore. She’s getting closer. I need to do something. I’m looking for weapons. Typewriter throws the dildo. It bounces off her chest. This really gets her going. This is my chance; she’s distracted, thinking how that rubber dong would do anything but annoy her. I reach for the coffee table and shove it with everything I’ve got. It bumps into her knees, sending her back a few steps. Then in one motion, she kicks it to shit, shattering the glass across the floor. A jagged piece shaped like a slice of pizza clatters at my feet. I grab it.

Fucking run, Typewriter says.

I try to grab him before he sprints for the door. It’s too late and he’s running and she turns and claws at his back and there’s blood and I’m not thinking, just acting, reacting. She’s got one hand on his shoulder and she’s clawing and scratching and he’s flailing and crying, begging for God to save him, for his mother, and I’m behind Svetlana, and I don’t know the first fucking thing about arteries or jugulars but that doesn’t matter. I stab the shit out of her neck. She seems to go limp for a second. I do it again. Thick, oil-like fluid oozes out of her. Then she’s on the ground and I’m screaming and still stabbing. I feel something break and I think it’s the glass but no, it’s still in one piece in my sliced hand. I look down. The end of her spine juts out from the top of her neck. Her severed head rolls in a semicircle.

The computer keeps chiming.

Her naked body gives soft jerks. I think of KK falling asleep, how her path to sleep was violent.

I’m holding on to Typewriter’s arm and we’re running down the stairs. We’re outside and the sun is about to set behind the small river valley of St. Paul and we’re not alone anymore—the streets have started to fill with what looks like the usual haggard motherfuckers of tame midwestern ghettos—and we get in Typewriter’s Civic and they are coming toward us, these people, these walking dead motherfuckers, all of them probably having reanimated and broken down their doors, and we’re driving away from them all.

I tell Typewriter to give me what he’s holding.

He starts with some shit about not knowing what I’m talking about. I pound the dash. I say, Give me your shit.

He reaches into his pocket.

It’s a decent-sized thirty rock.

I pull the pipe from my pocket. I put the whole piece in the bowl. My hands shake. They’re stained black from Svetlana’s blood or maybe that’s mine and the lighter won’t catch. I just want a hit, that’s all I want, like everything—survival and death and being one of the few still alive—doesn’t matter, not really, the stem shaking in my mouth, my breath held. Finally the flame stays. I drag. It’s the smell of burning plastic and chemicals, of being sixteen and wanting to be rad like the kids I skated with, of wanting to fit in behind the dumpster at Burger King, of fear, of not knowing what I was smoking, of my lungs rebelling against poison, and then the release, clear smoke expelled with a sigh like pissing in a pool.

My head becomes lighter, my shoulders released from the vise grip of being me sober.

It’s okay then, everything.

9:29 PM

Sometimes when I smoke shit, I reach the perfect balance of motivation and concentration. This is one of those times. I create a list as we drive north. A list of things we need to do, and of things we know or think we know. I’m writing on the back of an El Sombrero single-slice box.




	1.	 	We have killed two people things today (self-defense).

	2.	 	These things are zombielike.

	3.	 	Zombies don’t exist.

	4.	 	There are at least two other people (perv on 18toplay, and Tibbs) who aren’t dead.






I stop making the list and pull out my cell phone for the first time. Why the fuck haven’t I tried to call anyone? I hit speed dial one, KK. It goes straight to voice mail. I think about her being Svetlana, naked and skinny and laughing a demonic laugh. I picture her as Rebecca, alone and dead, being eaten by greedy cats. Then I picture her as me, trying to make sense out of everything, terrified. I call again. I tell the machine I love her, it will be okay, to call and let me know she’s alive.

Then I call my parents. It’s been at least a year since I’ve talked to them. The phone rings and I’m picturing them sitting around the kitchen table, my dad with his graying hair, his readers resting on the bridge of his nose, holding my mother’s hand, maybe brushing her dehydrated-piss-yellow hair away from her eyes. They’re sitting there worrying, waiting for the call that tells them their son is dead.

It goes to voice mail.

Guns and shit, Typewriter says.

Huh?

Supplies. Weapons. The list. Cabela’s is ’bout twenty miles away.


I write:



5. Weapons. Food and water.

And dope, Type says.

You fucking serious?


As hepatitis, he says.



6. Meth

I look over the list. My fleeting sense of accomplishment fades. The list is retarded. It gets me no closer to understanding what’s happening. I light a cigarette. Typewriter asks for one. He tells me to put cigarettes on the list.

Fuck the list, I say.

I look out the window and it’s dark now, like really dark, an hour and a half north of the Twin Cities, nothing but an abandoned two-lane highway. Where is everyone? Like, if things really were the way they seemed—people were either dead or walking dead—then where was the panic? Movies showed that shit all the time. Some dude getting bit in a shit box of a country, then flying back to the US, chewing up his family, and from there the plague shit spreading with the speed of herpes on an Ivy League squash team. But people panic on TV. They break into stores. They board up houses. They run out of gas. And here we are, driving eighty, not a single car in the way. I mention this to Typewriter.

He looks over, a Newport dangling from his swollen lips. He says, How the fuck do they know?

Who?

Hollywood and shit.

What do—

Like there’s rules to the fucking apocalypse? Bro, this shit here, whatever is going on, you can bet your ass it’s never happened before. Not in some movie. Not in a book. It’s some dinosaur shit, you know?

I tell him I have no idea what he’s talking about.

Extinction, man. The end. Finished. Us. Humans. Thanks for playing. Better luck next—

Yeah, got it, I say.

Typewriter starts to chuckle—like real live chuckles, like he’s playing a part in a B movie. I think about those scratches on his back, if something could be transmitted that way. I think about him turning, his face even paler, him ready to tear my throat like the little girl did the rottweiler. I don’t write it down, but I put it at the top of the list in my head: Typewriter might become one of them.

He finally quits with the staged laugh. He says, Just kind of weird that we’re the motherfuckers chosen to last.

We’re quiet after that and I’m chewing on his word chosen. I’ve already peaked and am coming down and we’re out of shit and I can’t stand the silence, so I turn on the radio. Static. Typewriter pushes in a CD. It’s techno. I hate the shit, like it’s so stereotypical that baseheads listen to trance, but at least it’s a distraction. I call KK. My parents. Nothing. I picture them all dead. I know my parents would be lying in bed together, both of them in Christmas Carol flannel nightgowns. I wonder if Jared is next to KK.

Typewriter pulls off Interstate 35E. Cabela’s, a giant Lego-shaped hunting and fishing store, sits in the middle of a sea of asphalt. I can’t see any cars in the parking lot. Typewriter turns down the music. The energy in the car shifts, and neither of us says anything. This world shouldn’t fucking exist.

We park right in front of the entrance. Through the glass windows we see the store is pitch black. Typewriter takes the keys out of the ignition but I stop him. I say, Maybe we should leave them in the car.

Why?

Then he understands. He says, I’m not trying to get left in—

Neither am I.

We get out. We’re nothing but swiveling heads, spooked by every gust of wind. I try the door. Locked. I give the plate glass a kick. It hurts like shit. Typewriter slams into it with his shoulder. He yells, Fuck.

Shut up, I say.

We look around for what could have heard us. Somewhere an owl cries and I think this is about the worst omen the world could possibly give us. Typewriter kicks the door again. The glass won’t budge. This makes sense, a store housing guns having fortified security. I keep kicking. I feel useless, my efforts, my inability to break into a fucking store.

And it’s with this refrain of failure that my idea to smash the car through the door is born. I tell Typewriter.

Not smart, he says.

We need the guns, I say.

And the car.

How else are we going to break—

Not with the one car we have.

I tell him I’m not talking about the whole car. Just enough to crack the glass. That it will be a little damage to the front bumper. That’s it, I say, I promise.

He shakes his head.

I get into the car and back it up, maybe fifty feet from the entrance. Fifteen miles per hour is all I need. I give it some gas. I’m closing in on the entrance and it’s a brilliant idea and I hit the curb and bounce and then I’m at the door and there’s a solid thud. My head hits the wheel. My ears ring. I look up. The glass is smashed, the door cracked. Perfect.

I get out and the ringing’s even louder and Typewriter’s yelling something I can’t make out and I realize the ringing isn’t inside of my ears, it’s a siren. I’ve set off an alarm system. Red lights flash inside the store.

Type’s practically shouting into my mouth. He points to my head. I wipe my forehead and feel it’s wet with blood but I tell him I’m fine. I point to the doors and we climb over the hood and into the store. I don’t know what the fuck alerts the walking dead to their victims—light or sound or smell—but I know that flashing strobes and piercing alarms can’t be helping us. The cut on my forehead fills back up. I wonder if it’s maybe the smell of blood that attracts these motherfuckers.

In and out, I shout.

Typewriter nods.

The scene alternates between sheer darkness and flashes of emergency red—a rack of raincoats, sleeping bags, camping stoves—pulsing every second, maybe quicker, and I’m just waiting to see decapitated Svetlana naked and ready to tear into my jugular.

We’re making our way to the back-left corner and I barely notice that my hand is holding on to Typewriter’s T-shirt and we’re inching forward during our milliseconds of red, still and flexed during our breaths of blackness.

The strobes remind me of my short time being a club kid, all about watered-down Minnesota raves, abandoned warehouses along the Mississippi, grams of ecstasy, techno, filthy red couches, and reach-arounds from random girls/maybe guys—basically my nineteenth year on this earth. I’m remembering one night in particular, Halloween, me dressed as a slut in fishnets with a run up my inner thigh, having smoked more scante than I’d ever done before. I’d stumbled through that warehouse, knowing I was going to die. I could feel it at the base of my throat, death. I knew that my only chance at redemption was fresh air. The strobe lights and my heart pounding and my dick practically hanging out of my miniskirt costume and everyone I saw some gross perversion of people who had once said they loved me.

The sirens are so fucking loud.

Both then and now.

I’m swallowing spittle thicker than come.

That night, inch by inch, I’d made my way to a steel door, the flashing Exit sign like pure love. I’d pushed with all of my might. It wouldn’t budge. I crumpled there in my miniskirt and pumps. My left stuffed tit had fallen out. I cried because this was the end and I was dressed like a slut and I felt better than I’d ever felt before.

Typewriter says, Right there, the guns.

I can barely make out the glass cases of guns. I’m hoping for machine guns and grenades like Call of Duty and I just want the siren to stop and the lights to pick a side, red or black, and I’m still holding Typewriter’s fat arm like a life preserver. He hands me a canoe paddle. I ask if he sees something. He doesn’t respond. I’m about to cry because this isn’t my life and there has got to be something so bad coming our way and I tell myself in and out, then back to the car, back to the deserted highway, but then where?

Typewriter smashes the case full of handguns. He shouts for me to do the same with the shotguns. I run behind the counter. The first display holds shotguns, that much I know, mostly because the barrels are fatter than the butt plug from Svetlana’s arsenal. I swing the oar into the glass and it shatters, bits raining down on my hair. I reach in and grab the first shotgun, some Terminator 2 short-barrel number. It’s heavy like a motherfucker, but I love it, the weight. It’s the first gun I’ve ever held. I scan the store, giving it a pump. I’m almost hoping for some walking dead piece of shit to charge me.

Something lands at my feet and I scream like hell, jumping toward the wall. It’s a giant green duffle bag. Typewriter already has one full of the pistols. He walks to the other case, presumably full of rifles.

I take the shotguns out one by one. I wonder why we could possibly need this many guns. I’ve loaded ten into the bag, with six or seven still to go. A bag of pistols. Another bag of rifles. Like what are we expecting? Then I think about us being the only ones left. Just us—Typewriter and his B cups, me and my forehead tic—driving around, breaking into stores, killing fictional characters. How long can this really go on? A week? A month? A year? And then I’m thinking about that Halloween again. About wondering how long the shit I’d smoked would last. About how long it would be until the rave was over and I could get out of my whore getup, how long until everything got back to normal. How fucking badly I’d wanted things to go back to normal. It’s funny, you go through your whole life thinking everything sucks, that if only you had this, said that, then things would be better. But when shit happens, like real shit, say smoking enough scante to kill a village or choosing drugs over KK or the world dying and reanimating, it’s only then that you pray for the rewind, when you realize your life had been just fucking peachy before.

I have no idea about ammo. I just take boxes of everything. My duffle bag is ungodly heavy and I struggle to put it over my shoulder. Typewriter waddles over, a bag in each hand. He yells something about camping gear. I tell him we need to get out of here. I hear sleeping bags and tents. I say, Right fucking now.

We get back to the car and throw the duffles in the back. The parking lot is still vacant. Typewriter takes the wheel and throws the gearshift into reverse. I’m breathing a little steadier now, not quite believing that we accomplished what we set out to. The back tires go over the curb, then the front. I think I hear a hiss. It feels like my side is sagging. I keep quiet because I’m not going to change a tire in the middle of all this noise.

Fucking flat, Type says.

Just go, I say.

He keeps driving. I look out of my window, half expecting sparks to be shooting out.

No spare, anyway, Typewriter says.

You serious?

You know that.

Shit, I say. I think about the space in the bottom of the trunk where a spare normally sits, the space we fill with the ounces of shit we get from the Albino and transport back to the city. But part of me is glad that at least we won’t be fucking around changing the tire. I ask how long we’ll be able to ride on it. He shrugs. I ask again. He says, Just pretend the shit isn’t happening. I like this line of reasoning. It’s been my motto before I even knew what a motto was. None of this is happening.

We drive thirty-five on the highway.

I ask where we’re going.

Again with the shrug. I’m not sure why I even asked, because we both know damn well we’re going to see if the Albino is still alive. That’s the only reason we’ve been driving north. Maybe we didn’t say anything, but it’s one of those things that is understood.

You think he’s still alive? I ask.

Typewriter tells me it doesn’t matter.

How not?

A week’s gone by since we last paid him a visit.

I smile. He’s right. It’s Monday, our normal pickup day. And I think about our ounce of methamphetamines waiting there like an ice pack for a sore knee. Normally, it’s us having to sell at least enough shit to smoke for free, which is hard as hell, breaking it down into teeners, Typewriter taking the bars along West Seventh, me spending a weekend at the clubs over in Minneapolis. And this selling isn’t to make money, since neither of us owns a TV, a computer, even a headboard. It’s selling twenty-dollar bags, each one a felony possession, our pockets accumulating to felony intent to distribute, in order to support our habits. I laugh. We can’t call this shit a habit anymore. That stopped years before, back when crystal was for special occasions or to fuck all night.

What’s funny? Typewriter asks.

Kind of messed up, I say.

What’s up?

Like the world’s ending or whatever, and here we are …

Tryin’ to get our heads straight, Typewriter says.

Yeah.

He pulls his fat lips in on themselves. The fuck we supposed to be doing?

I have no idea. Driving to our cook’s house with a flat tire and thirty guns in our backseat is about as logical a reaction to being attacked by a little girl with umbrella socks as anything else.

No, really, he says, I’m asking you, what would anyone else be doing?

I don’t answer. Instead I pull out my phone and try KK and my parents again. Nothing.

Probably fine, Typewriter says.

I’m quiet for a second. For some reason, I know my parents are dead. Know might be a bit strong, but I just have this feeling, an image, them together, not breathing. I tell Typewriter I doubt it.

Typewriter tells me to keep the faith. I wonder what faith he ever kept. Maybe he’s heard somebody say that in a movie. I say, Yeah, I guess.

He reaches over my legs to the glove compartment. I notice the tears in his shirt, the bloody scratches from Svetlana. I need to keep an eye on him, need to get a loaded gun in my possession. Typewriter rifles around in the glove box and I tell him I’ve got the pipe and it’s cashed anyway. He pulls something out, turns on the dome light. It’s a photo. He hands it to me. Typewriter as a pudgy grade-schooler. He’s standing next to an Italian-looking woman, short and dark, her hand resting on his shoulder. Both he and the woman are smiling.

I don’t know what to say or how long I’m supposed to look at the picture. I don’t know what the fuck he’s showing this to me for. Then I realize he thinks my parents are dead and this is his silent vigil, his burning candle, his feeble attempt at keeping the memory of his mother alive. Miss her, man, Typewriter says.

I hand the picture back. Typewriter studies it. I don’t have a picture of my parents. He puts it back in the glove compartment. I find this whole thing uncomfortably touching, this sharing and opening up. I need to get high.

11:21 PM

We pull into a Shell station. I tell Typewriter to keep the car running. He reaches behind the front seat and pulls out two pistols from the duffle bag, then digs around for ammo. He tells me they’re Glock nines, like this means something to me. I watch as he loads the clip. I try to do the same to the one he hands me. My fingers work like I have cerebral palsy. Bullets keep slipping out onto the floor. Typewriter tells me to leave them, that dirt can jam up the gun.

Safety, he says. He flips a little switch. Orange means you’re live. Two hands. Always.

How the fuck—

Not all of us are little trust-fund junkies.

You’re from the fucking suburbs, I say.

He laughs and says, My uncle taught me when I was like fifteen. Shot his pistol at his place in Wisco.

More than I know, I say.

Then it’s on to the shotguns. I’m kind of hoping for the short one, for some reason I really want it to be mine. He finds the shells and slips them in one at a time. Maybe Typewriter senses my preference, because he hands me the mini gun. He nods for me to pump it. I do. The chu-chunk feels like I’m jerking off God. I still can’t believe what is going on—walking dead, death, guns—but the disbelief and the need to figure out my stupid life have morphed into something else, something one notch below on my brain function map. Now it’s acceptance and survival and a fucking short-barrel twelve gauge in my hands, a Glock nine in my waistband.

The first thing I notice when we step out of the Civic is the temperature, probably ten degrees colder than in the city, with a strong breeze. We stand under the overhead lights of a four-car station. One of the lights keeps flickering. This kind of freaks me out. I scan the squat gray brick building. Advertisements for Marlboros and Red Bull cover the window. Just past the building, I see the dumpster, and next to that a rack of tires. Typewriter must see them too because he says, Fuck yeah.

Being in semirural Minnesota, the gas isn’t prepay, which I’m stoked about. I start filling the car and Typewriter stands at my side, gun pointing at an invisible enemy, at darkness, at nothing. They have to be out there and maybe they’re devising strategy, like how to flank us, how to attack from all sides, from above. I look at the top of the gas station and see nothing and I tell myself to calm the fuck down, that it’s only us, that we’re safe.

We make our way over to the rack of tires. I feel like having explosive diarrhea. Typewriter slips a step behind me. The tires are secured with a crappy Master Lock. I act without thinking and smash the lock with the butt of my shotgun. It falls to the ground. I feel about as cool as I ever have.

We roll a Bridgestone back to the car. The wind has picked up even more. Why didn’t we steal some warm clothes at Cabela’s? Typewriter starts working on the tire. In thirty minutes, we should be at the Albino’s place, and if he’s alive, great, if not, oh well, because he’s a fucking dick anyway, but what’s important is that I’ll be high. I’ll burn grams of shit, my head a fucking balloon, my body preorgasmic thuds of blood, and from there, once my head is taken care of, we can figure out what to do. I hope KK is okay. I think about my parents decomposing, their skin falling off sturdy bone.

Then I see two giant headlights coming toward us.

Type, I say.

He doesn’t respond.

Someone’s coming, I yell.

I point my gun at the blinding lights. I’m about to unload whatever I’ve got when the semi stops. Typewriter stands by me. He’s pointing his shotgun at the truck too. I can’t see what’s getting out of the truck, but I hear the door open.

Hello, I yell.

I’m expecting a giggle, a groan.

Friendly, a man’s voice calls back.

Kill the lights, Typewriter yells.

My finger presses against the trigger. I have no idea how hard I actually have to pull for it to discharge, but I suspect I’m close.

The fucking lights, Typewriter says again.

Ain’t here for trouble, the man says.

I can see his shape now. His hands are raised to about head level. He keeps coming toward us. I glance over at Typewriter, who has his shotgun in the crook of his shoulder. The man finally gets close enough for me to make him out. He’s an ugly motherfucker, skinny like the third world, with maybe two weeks’ worth of pubes covering his taut face.

Guns down, guys, not one of them, he says.

We keep them trained on him.

What do you want? I say.

Who are you? asks Typewriter.

Saw your lights, figured I’d stop and see—

Who the fuck are you? Typewriter repeats.

Shh, he hisses.

He extends his hand in the direction of Typewriter and this seems like an aggressive move and I’m about to shoot because what the fuck do I know about this man and his intentions and how the world now stands?

Noise, man, noise.

Back away from me, Typewriter says.

Okay, okay, just keep your voice down. They’ll be swarming if you keep with the shouting.

Who’s they? I ask.

The man looks at me. It’s then I notice his eyes, deep like mine, sunken, like they’ve seen everything they possibly could and now are on the retreat. He’s either starving or smokes scante.

Everyone, let’s just keep it down. How long you all been here?

We don’t say anything.

Cuz I’ve found any longer than twenty minutes and one of ’em catches wind.

Typewriter’s eyes dart from swaying branches to a Doritos bag blowing along the pavement. My finger tightens even more. Typewriter asks if he’s the dude from the porn site.

The guy gives a snort. Tells him no. He grinds his jaw like he’s chewing a Starburst. He’s spun. He asks where we’re staying. Type keeps asking who he is. The guy is getting nervous, I can tell, how quickly his gaze shifts from me to Typewriter to our guns to the dark behind the gas station, and he keeps saying shh and he doesn’t like it one bit when Typewriter pokes him with the barrel of his shotgun.

Stop, I yell.

Both of them give me their attention.

I say, Please, tell me what the fuck is happening. We were holed away for a week, and we come out to this.

He stares at me like he thinks I’m full of shit. I raise my gun. He says, End of days. Apocalypse. Whatever you want to call it. Talked to a few truckers still left but you’re the first live guys I’ve seen in a week.

I can tell he’s scared, maybe not of us, but of everything. The speed coursing through his veins must be making shit worse. I ask if it’s just in Minnesota or America, if it’s terrorism.

He shrugs. He says, People just didn’t wake up last Saturday. Died in their sleep. Everyone, far as I can tell.

What about the … Typewriter stops, maybe feels stupid to say zombies.

Started two days after, the man says.

How? I say.

Whatever it was, virus or something that killed everyone, obviously turned ’em. But only the healthy ones, I think, the young, the able. Haven’t seen any old walkers.

Zombies?

The guy shrugs again. He says, Yeah, I guess. Call ’em Chucklers. Chucks for short.

It’s obvious this motherfucker thinks he’s clever.

How we know you’re not one of them? Typewriter asks.

Am I giggling?

Jesus Christ, I say.

He ain’t about to help you, he says.

Type lowers his gun. I don’t. I’m thinking about the twenty minutes of grace time the guy told us about. We’re probably right at the mark. We need to get the tire finished, get away from this guy, and head to the Albino’s. Then I realize the trucker has got to be holding, and a taste would be about the best thing I could imagine.

I whisper to Typewriter that he’s spun.

The guy is telling us that we should team up, that three against however many is better, that we can cruise in his rig, and then Typewriter raises his gun again. You holding?

The man narrows his eyebrows. He shakes his head like he’s not following. Typewriter pumps the shotgun. He asks again—You holding?—and the guy puts his hands up in mock confusion. I’m thinking that it’s so fucked up, us junkies, our inability to get honest with anyone, how we keep pleading ignorance, innocence, even in the face of two loaded shotguns and worldwide death. This guy standing there like he has no idea what holding even refers to, this guy with eyes like train tunnels and a jaw like a gearshift, he will continue this act until he has no alternative. It’s a form of survival. I get it. I do it.

I tell him that we’re just looking for a teener to get back on the road.

He realizes he’s at the point where coming clean is the better tactic. He says, Can’t give you that much. ’Bout all I have myself. Can give you a ride for a trade, maybe for one of those there guns.

Not sure you’re in any position to be bartering, Typewriter says.

Come on, not with all this, the guy says, sweeping an open palm to the engulfing darkness. His tone has become more singsongy, and he’s saying things about sticking together and only having a pistol himself and if we thought tweak was hard to get before, and I feel for this guy for some reason. Here he is driving the interstates alone in a semi, smoking meth and hoping to see another human, anyone. He might have a family, maybe a little boy and a wife back in Kansas or someplace, and they are either dead or undead and he’s just trying to connect. And here we are stealing the only thing he has left.

Okay, I say.

He grins at me.

No, not okay, Typewriter says.

Dude needs to be able to protect—

Motherfucker doesn’t need shit.

We’re fine. We’re set. Just get him a piece.

Typewriter takes a step closer to me and leans into my face and his breath is all sorts of sour. He whispers things about being smart and conserving. I say, Think about somebody besides yourself. Typewriter backs away, shaking his fat jowls.

We good? the guy asks.

I tell him to get his shit and we’ll get him a gun. He jogs back to the semi and Typewriter is giving me fuck-you eyes and I tell him to finish up with the tire. I reach into the shotgun duffle bag and take out a lighter one. I grab a handful of shells. The guy is back by the time I’m done and he’s holding on to a cellophane cigarette wrapper with a single shard. I know he’s just transferred it from a larger stash but I don’t say anything because we’ll be at the Albino’s in no time.

Travis, the guy says.

Chase, I say.

We shake hands in the form of him giving me the baggie. I can tell it’s decent glass when I place it in my pipe, the color a little chalky, but clearer than most. I use the torch lighter. I give myself the honor of first hit. I inhale and wonder if any part of my decision to trade had to do with being a good person, helping out a stranger and all that shit, or if I simply couldn’t wait thirty minutes until we got to the Albino’s.

Type and I pass the pipe. We don’t talk. Travis loads his gun. The overhead light flickers and the wind picks up even more. It’s coming from the north because with each exhale, the smoke slips past my face, back toward the Twin Cities and my dead parents and KK.

But for a brief moment, I’m not thinking about all that. I’m feeling the closest thing I can think of to God and he’s playing the samba inside of my body, his fingers gentle as they press on the backs of my retinas, my spine, the tendons along my hip flexors. I’m thinking that I love drugs more than anything. That they are the one and only constant in my life. Yeah, they demand a lot of attention and effort, but their love is legendary, their compassion endless. I hold each hit for hours, exhale for decades. The determination that comes with the onset of a high rushes back and I’m all about conquering the world and making money and finding happiness in the form of a loving woman who knows when it’s time to spread her legs and when it’s time to brush the backs of her nails across my cheek and then I’m thinking about this being the same thing as what God is doing to me now.

I love it when my heart rattles against my uvula.

I love it when my vision is a camera shutter.

I love it when I know that someday, I will do great things.

I love it when methamphetamines make things okay.

But I don’t love it when I start to hallucinate because the line between knowing it’s only the drugs and knowing your psyche is about to snap the fuck apart like a high wire is oh so delicate. The giggles. I hear them. I close my eyes and try to remember how I felt half a second before—glorious, about to take over the world—but it’s too late, I’ve switched. I’ve gone from high to completely fucked. I hear more giggles.

The guy, Travis, spins around, shotgun raised. Maybe he’s fucked too. But then Typewriter drops the pipe and I know the giggles must be real because he’s not the kind of guy to ever drop the pipe.

Travis says, We got to go, and Typewriter keeps repeating fuck. I point my shotgun in the direction of the giggles, the dumpster, the tire rack, but there’s just darkness and I realize we’re under the lights with open space on all sides. I have no idea how to hold the gun. Then demonic laughs come from behind us and we all spin in that direction and then to our right and I see these things coming out of the shadows, a hand here, a face there, giggles all around us. They’re closing in. There must be ten of them, kids and women and men, most of them naked or in pajamas and it’s not God inside my body anymore, but their giggles, loud like sick little kids burning ants, amazed at their power over another living thing.

They don’t shuffle like the ones in the movies. They walk in careful steps, spines straight, arms at their sides. Some laugh with their mouths closed, some open. I don’t know how long I’m supposed to wait, how far my short barrel can fire, if the sound will attract more, and I’m thinking of these things, along with visceral images of their fingers and nails—ones that a week ago were braiding their daughter’s hair and ringing up packs of cigarettes at SuperAmerica—tearing into me, gouging out my eyes.

I want Travis to tell me what to do. Even Typewriter. Somebody to give me direction, tell me where to aim, when to fire, but my voice’s gone dry with fear.

We can see these walking dead motherfuckers clearly now under the overhead lights. I’ve locked onto one guy and it’s like his upper lip has disintegrated, the space between his nose and mouth gone, just flashes of white bone and tooth. He’s staring right at me and for a second it seems like there’s a person inside there, maybe still able to think and feel. Maybe he can’t help the giggles and missing flesh, maybe it’s something beyond his control, some outside force. But then he laughs really fucking loud and I don’t think I mean to, but I press a touch harder on the trigger.

The kick is worse than I would have thought. I take a step back and look at the guy. I’ve blown my load into his left shoulder. I have a clear view of his ball joint. He laughs. I fire again.

And then it’s nothing but the drumming of shotgun shells and I’m Rambo—fire, pump, fire, pump—I’m shooting more by feel than sight, more by instinct than logic. I can hear Travis and Type doing the same and I might be screaming or maybe that’s one of them but we just keep shooting and they keep coming, their laughs taunting us like our efforts are futile and we’ll never live to see the sun and they will prevail because they don’t give a fuck if they live or die.

My shotgun runs out of ammo. I panic for a second, then remember the pistol tucked in my waistband. I pull it out and fire. I don’t come close to hitting anything. These motherfuckers are less than ten feet away and I glance at Travis, who swings the butt of his shotgun like a baseball bat. I steady my aim on a woman of about thirty, completely naked, pale like moonlit lakes. She’s a few feet away and I tell her I’m sorry. She swipes at me. I pull the trigger. The edge of her forehead explodes. She drops.

I do this again.

And again.

I hear a different kind of scream and turn around. One of these things is locked up with Travis and he’s writhing and crying for help and I take two steps over and know my shot could easily miss the Chuck and kill Travis but he can’t stop yelling and I figure he’ll be dead either way. I fire and the reanimate stumbles for a second. I fire again and it drops to the ground.

Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go, Typewriter yells.

I spin around and can’t see anything but I still hear the laughs. All the noise must have attracted more and I picture them coming, throngs of the motherfuckers. All around us are the bodies we shot, some twitching, some crawling, and blood, thick, so fucking thick.

Typewriter grabs me and shoves me toward the car. I climb in and Type slides in the driver’s side. Just outside my window, I see Travis sitting on his ass, knees up, his head between them. Then he glances up. Blood runs down his face. It’s beautiful in a way, the bite of flesh missing above his eye like an Amazonian waterfall.

We need to get—

Fuck him, Typewriter says.

He turns the ignition. The piece of shit Civic sputters, doesn’t catch.

Travis seems to understand he’s being left. He reaches out. He mouths something. The engine turns again and I look ahead and see more coming, a steady stream of people who went to bed one night, probably annoyed at the thought of getting up and having to go to work or feed the kids or deal with a complaining wife, only to never wake up again, at least not as a human. Typewriter bashes the steering wheel. I hear something bump the side of the car. Travis has one bloodied hand pressed against the back window. He’s yelling for help. His eyes are so fucking sunken. More sputtering from the engine. I’m thinking I should unlock the door and get Travis in here. But could he already be one of them from that bite? How do I know if a bite really changes somebody? I see more of them coming now, close enough to be fully lit. I reach for the door handle to get out and grab Travis. But then I notice that the gash above his eye isn’t bleeding anymore. It’s already coagulated, crusty and purple. He’s yelling, Help, open, but now I know he’s going to turn, that his wound is not normal and whatever the fuck has caused this is already changing him into one of them.

The engine finally catches.

Type guns it. We hit a hillbilly Chuck and then he’s nothing but two bumps under our tires. In the side mirror, I watch Travis try to stand. He’s circled. He’s dead. And at that moment, I understand that certain people are meant to make it, others aren’t. I’m not sure why. But I’ve spent my entire adult life walking that thin line between suicide and preservation, everything I do is to get more dope, to keep going, to survive. I’ve done bad things in my life, things I’m not proud of and things that won’t let me sleep sober. I remember the first time I saw somebody overdose, Frank, my best friend I’d gotten sober with, my roommate at the halfway house. We’d gone out together, relapsed, and we sat in a restroom at Starbucks and I smoked my speed and he shot his heroin. I knew he was going to die, the way his body went both rigid and limp. I stared at his freckles, ones that made him seem years younger than he was. I knew that in order to survive, to keep my habit, I had to leave him, pretend I was never there. I did. I left him propped up on the toilet, the sleeve of his puffy down coat still rolled up.

I do what I need to, just so I can get up and do it again.


TUESDAY

1:11 AM

Typewriter tells me to make a wish. His voice startles me, our drive nothing but silence after the gas station.

Huh?

He points to the clock. He says, All the same digits.

How can he be making idle talk after what just happened? Make a wish, he says again. I look out of the car and it’s so dark and I think about a TV show I saw about what will happen to our world after man dies. How the shrines we’ve built to money and security and happiness and love will be reduced to rubble in the blink of a geological eye. I know I’m at the precipice of the most important moment of mankind’s history—fuck the invention of the wheel, the happy accident of penicillin, the fungus over Hiroshima, the Internet—because what’s happening right now, it’s biblical in scope, the end of fucking days.

I glance at Typewriter. His lips are moving but I can’t hear him. Maybe he’s making a wish, or praying, same thing really. That the Albino is still alive? That this is all a dream? He mouths the words with a sincerity I haven’t seen in him before. And then I think of him as John, not Typewriter, a person, a son, and that’s probably it, he’s focused on his mother, because that was his moment, her passing, the moment he can’t recover from, the moment that puts his lips to glass stem.

Pretty soon 1:11 is going to become 1:12 and it feels important that I make a wish because I’m pretty much out of other options. What comes to mind is KK—her being alive, holed up in a fortress, with enough food to last years and books to pass the days.

The first time I ever saw her was in the psych ward in the Somali neighborhood of the South Minneapolis ghetto. I wound up in the ward because I’d dropped out of college to smoke scante and finally my parents came to the apartment they paid for after I’d quit answering their calls. They knocked and knocked while I sat in my room with all the shades drawn, trying not to breathe. They called the cops, who didn’t think an arrest was in order, just a nice trip to the nuthouse. So there I sat in my scrubs and socks with little treads. I doodled during arts and crafts. That’s when KK walked in. Just a wisp of a girl, nothing but sharp angles and a big nose and chopped blond hair, her arms pulled in tight across what little chest she had.

I’m not sure if I believe in love at first sight or any of that shit. But I know that sitting there in a room with half-retarded motherfuckers drooling from their lithium and trazodone, whatever I felt, it was close. Like I had this need to hold her, protect her bones from her parents or drugs or whatever wouldn’t let her sleep at night, and I wanted her to think I was funny and sexy and smart and beautiful, just fucking beautiful. Sitting there while the tech introduced us to her, I wanted to be better than I was, not just to fuck this girl, but to be better for her. Guess that’s a good enough definition of love.

Her waving really did me in. She kind of brought up her right hand all timid like. Her fingers didn’t even move. She looked around the room and then brought her face back down, her bangs shielding her from our predatory stares. But she still looked at me—two dots of topaz, not precious, but semiprecious.

That night, I started doing pushups. I quit masturbating to visions of the sluts from my recent past. I wanted to be better and I would be for her.

We hit it off, at least as well as any two people connecting in the psych ward can. We laughed sometimes. We rolled our eyes at stupid people. She told me she loved shooting speed and I felt like a fucking loser because I just smoked mine.

Then one day, toward the end of my stay, we stood at the garbage can scraping off our untouched beef Stroganoff, and she told me to meet her in the janitor’s closet in ten minutes.

I walked down the hall, excited because things were going to work out. I thought about rhyme and reason and about the universe putting me in the position to get to her, KK, my savior, the girl made of birdlike bones with swathes of gauze along her wrists.

I knocked.

She opened the door and there she was among the trash bags and wet mops and bottles of industrial cleaning supplies. She smiled a genuine smile, little kid and bashful. It was hard to do sober, bridge the gap between indecision and decision, but she met me halfway, our lips touching.

I made love until she told me to fuck her.

Afterward, she sat between my legs, her head resting on my raised knee. I was thinking about us working out in the long run. She could go into treatment and we could be sober and together. I was also thinking about my sperm finding a suitable home in her tiny tubes and about the different guys she’d fucked and I told myself to stop, that every dick she’d sucked was only to get her to me.

I buried my face in her hair. It was grapefruit and sleep. My hand was around her arm and she moved it to her wrist. I felt the thick gauze. I wanted to protest, to tell her this made me feel weird inside. She wrapped her fingers around my index finger. My face was buried in her hair and I was huffing her, greedily wanting to remember this moment, and she guided my finger under her gauze bandage. It was the strangest feeling, how tender and moist her fresh wound still was, how much it was raised above the rest of her forearm, and I thought about telling her no, that I could get it dirty, infect it. Then she moaned a little, maybe a gasp, and the warmth and intimacy of touching her most vulnerable moment are what books are written about.

I didn’t mean to tell her I loved her.

My finger was still touching her gash when she said, I love you too.

So with the digital clock still reading 1:11, I wish for KK to be safe. But that’s not all. I wish for her to be thinking of me, praying that I am safe, needing me, wanting me. I wish that KK and I can live the rest of our lives together, whatever that might mean, just together, to feel the tickle of her nose against my neck.

1:38 AM

We park at the end of the dirt drive. I rush out to open up the gate. There’s nothing but pine trees. I sprint back to the car and we drive into the Albino’s compound. The little log cabin is pitch black inside. This doesn’t necessarily mean anything. The Albino is a sort of minimalist, no phone, a woodstove, that kind of thing. But still, I’m not trying to fight his reanimated corpse.

Just hope he cooked a big ol’ batch, Typewriter says.

For real, I say.

Neither of us cares if he’s dead or alive, just that our ounce is there, shrink-wrapped like a package of ground beef.

We get out of the car and I already have my shotgun pumped and I hear Typewriter’s and it’s weird because it all feels so natural, the cocking of guns, the killing of shit that shouldn’t exist. We’re at the front door of his little shack, and I call out that it’s Chase and Typewriter.

The house stays dark.

I know there’s no way to get through the door—reinforced steel, double base rods (also steel)—and after we call out a few more times we say fuck it and head toward the prefab Lowe’s shack farther down the trail.

I see the faintest light coming from the baseboard of the shack, and I ask Typewriter if he thinks the Albino’s in there cooking.

Who the fuck he cooking for?

Himself?

Typewriter shrugs and puts his gun to his shoulder. We’re outside of the gray shed and there definitely is a band of light at the base of the door. Typewriter looks over. I nod. I knock.

It creaks open a few inches. This isn’t normal because the Albino is nothing but paranoia, both because he traffics in life sentences and he shoots shit on a four-hour rotation, and I squeeze the gun, using the barrel to open the door.

I’m about to step inside when a blast of noise fills my ears. I drop to the ground, crawling on my stomach to the side of the shed. Another blast and I realize it’s a gun and I’m screaming that it’s me, Chase, Albino, it’s Chase here. This is met by another shot.

I’m covered in sweat, or maybe that’s piss, and I don’t know if I should run into the woods or fire back or just keep calling out my name. I go with shouting. I say, It’s me, Albino, Chase from the Twin Cities. You know us. We’re cool.

Then I think that maybe it’s not the Albino in there. Maybe he’s dead, and this is some tweaked motherfucker who had the same thought as us. Maybe it’s somebody who just stumbled across the shack and a gun. Maybe it’s one of them, maybe they know how to use weapons.

Type’s to my right and he’s on his stomach too. The light from the shed lets me see his back. I notice the scratches from Svetlana. They look healed, just like the gouge on that trucker’s face.

I don’t know any Chase, the Albino’s voice calls out.

Typewriter smirks at me.

I roll my eyes. I tell him it’s Crooked Cock—the name he’s dubbed me so he doesn’t have to know my real name.

Crooked Cock, that really you?

Yeah, and Typewriter.

You one of them?

No, man, we’re all good.

Bullshit.

You hear any giggling? I say.

Here to steal my shit? Figured I’d be dead?

Just had to get out of the cities.

Figured the Albino be a walking dead piece of shit, huh? Cuz I already lookin’ like one of them. That it?

Nowhere else to go, Typewriter says.

Figured the Albino was ready for this end-of-days shit, huh?

Maybe, I say.

I hear his laugh, followed by his cough, both unmistakable, both somehow reminding me of cement mixers.

Fucking Albino livin’ alone in the woods, he’ll know what to do, he says from inside.

Can we come in? I ask.

Fuck no, he says.

His laugh, his cough.

Is that a yes? I say.

I hear the pumping of a shotgun.

You been shooting your profits? Typewriter asks.

I kick him.

Fucking old Albino, all alone in them woods, cookin’ and ready for the apocalypse. That’s what you was thinking, huh?

Just didn’t know where else to—

Come here to rob me, that it?

No, we thought that maybe you—

Was either dead or would protect you. Either way, don’t look too good.

Maybe this is a giant waste of fucking time. The Albino is nearly impossible to deal with on a good day, one where he’d been cooking and shooting, but with this, the world completely fucked, it’s pointless. I decide to switch tactics. I say, We brought guns for you, to trade.

Sure as shit you did, Crooked Cock. Don’t come to the Rapture with a knife fight.

This doesn’t really make sense but I get where he’s going with it.

Rifles, shotguns, and pistols. Can take your pick.

Type, your faggot friend tellin’ the truth?

Yup.

Y’all fucking with me?

No, straight up, got guns, go ahead and take your pick. Just a simple trade.

Didn’t care if I was dead, huh?

What? Typewriter says.

Just here to get shit. That’s all I am to you.

I think about chiming in about him only wanting that role, our whole relationship predicated on us giving him money for crystal, that’s the way he wanted it.

Can we just come in? Typewriter says.

If you want a shell through the chest.

I whisper to Type that the Albino is so far past the point of spun that he’d probably see us with decaying flesh, hallucinate our giggles, and blast us full of shotgun BBs. Maybe we should just wait him out, go back to the car, lock the weapons up, take turns trying to sleep. Typewriter isn’t feeling this. I know his reasoning—he wants to get high.

Albino, Typewriter says.

The, he calls back.

The Albino, Typewriter says, we will trade you a shotgun and—

Got one of those.

Then a rifle and a pistol.

Got one of those too.

Then a pistol with a shit ton of ammo.

For what? To watch you suck Crooked Cock’s crooked cock?

He thinks this is funny.

Just to let us in, I say.

We wait in the darkness on our stomachs and I know we’re talking more to a drug than to a person. It was always hard to tell the difference with the Albino, but it’s worse now, everything heightened. Methamphetamines can be a nasty old cunt, greedy in their possessiveness over reality. I tell Type no sudden movements, and I call out, Sliding in a pistol now, okay?

We’ll see, the Albino says.

I’m not sure what this means. I inch forward and push open the shredded door and I’m trying to keep my head out of his sights. I take the nine out of my pants. I say, Here it is. I put it on the linoleum floor of the shed. Pushing it toward you, I say, giving it a little shove. I roll back to the side of the building.

Now where’s those shotguns? he yells.

Thought you didn’t want any, Typewriter says.

Oh, yeah, sure do. Can’t never have too many friends.

So we give you one, then you let us in? I ask.

Silence.

I motion for Typewriter to crawl forward on his fat stomach. He shakes his head. I kick him. He does it, shoving his gun into the shed. We can hear the Albino sweet-talking something, and it’s probably closer to porn talk, the suck-that-shit-you-filthy-fucking-whore monologue, and I can hear movement in there, then the sturdy sound of oiled metal, the loading and unloading of a clip.

We all good? I say.

Your cock crooked?

The answer is no, not really, but the Albino thinks it is, so I’m taking his comment as a yes.

So we’re coming in, I say.

With your motherfucking hands ticklin’ God’s feet.

I crouch on my knees. I tell myself that the Albino’s just a little jumpy. I stand, bracing myself against the shed’s corrugated siding. I’m trying not to remember the moments in my life when I knew I was dealing with people completely swallowed by chemicals, moments when I looked at friends or acquaintances and they stared back without a single morsel of recognition, not just of me but of anything or even their own fucking hands, themselves. At those times it wasn’t Typewriter or KK or whoever sitting by my side, but shit, pure fucking shit coursing through capillaries, clogging overworked synapses with come-shots of dopamine.

Coming in, I say.

I give a tentative push on the door. I’m expecting a shotgun blast to the face. The Albino is talking, guttural whispers followed by squeals, and I hope he’s lost in the promise of the new guns, forgetting about us and the threat he thinks we pose. I peer inside and see the skeleton that is the Albino—all elbows and kneecaps, his skin dirty-snow white, baby blue contrails of veins swirling down his neck, a supernova of bruised veins exploding from the crook of his left arm, his balding head and ratty ponytail, his chapped lips, his red eyes—and he’s cradling two shotguns, petting the one Type just handed over. I glance around his lab. It’s still immaculate, the burners and Erlenmeyer flasks and beakers and the five-hundred-milliliter round bottom and burets and funnels and evaporation dishes, and this makes me almost as happy as not being shot dead.

Hey, man, how you doing? I say.

Old Albino, just minding his own business. Been waiting for this since I was born.

For us to show up? Type says. He smiles, looking down at our cook.

They always do, he says.

So where you hiding the—

It’s good to see you, I say, interrupting Typewriter.

The Albino looks up at me. He points the shotgun right at my dick. I’m trying to laugh and move out of the way, but really I’m thinking about getting buckshot in the pecker. The Albino says, Crooked Cock, tell me why you’re here.

See how you’re holding up.

I know you’ve been eyein’ my dick for long as I know you.

Just here because we didn’t know where else to go. Less people.

Less them walking dead, the Albino says.

You’ve seen ’em? Typewriter says.

The Albino points the gun at Typewriter. He jams the barrel into his pooch. He says, Killed one.

So they’re out here, the Chucks, like in the woods and shit?

In town. Headed that way when none of y’all bitches showed up. Figured somebody got popped, rolled. That’s what you’d think, huh?

Nobody got pop—

No shit, Crooked Cock. Saw what’s out there. Killed one woman with no face. Run her over in the Jimmy.

The Albino starts laughing and ends up coughing.

So what’s up with the trade? Trying to get some of that Albino shit, Typewriter says.

Ain’t shit left, the Albino says.

You’re fucking me?

Want me to?

Bro, come on.

Got this here, he says. He holds up a fistful of needles, none of them packaged.

Typewriter walks over to the main cooking station. He lifts a few beakers, a baking tray.

Touch my shit again, gonna get your fucking spine blasted, the Albino says.

Stop, I whisper to Typewriter. But it doesn’t matter, I can tell he’s about to freak the fuck out. One of his meaty hands pulls at his greasy Italian hair. He’s shaking his head, scratching the pink film of congealed ephedrine from the inside of a beaker. I worry that he’ll smash something. Even in the best of times, the Albino would kill you for fucking with his equipment. I tell Typewriter it’s cool. He’s not hearing me. He’s at that point of expected payoff. Like he’s killed a soccer team’s worth of walking dead; driven away from Travis the trucker, sealing his fate with the acceleration of his shitty Civic; he’s nearly been blown to bits by a tweaked cook and sacrificed his shotgun—and now he expects to get high in return. I get it. There’s no task too big, as long as the trade-off is crystalline Tina’s plump lips wrapped around your cock. It’s the only way we’re able to do what we do, the thank-you, the love, the smoke telling us she understands, motherfuckers just don’t get it, it’s all good, you’re okay.

And if that isn’t there, the reward? Then you’re stuck with yourself and every stupid and horrible thing you’ve ever done.

What about our ounce, fucking Monday, Typewriter says.

Expecting the Albino to be cooking during the apocalypse?

Fuck, Type screams.

Stop, I say.

The Albino points his gun at Typewriter. He says, Ungrateful piece of shit.

He didn’t mean anything, I say.

Comin’ up here, to my place, trying to smoke my shit, raising your voice in my lab.

Just put the gun down, I tell him.

I grab Typewriter. His eyes are seconds away from tears and I know it’s not because of fear, but because he needs dope. I feel him on this, like really I do, because the majority of me is screaming for more, but I tell him to chill the fuck out.

My Sudafed guy didn’t come down from Canada. Probably turned, all gigglin’ now, huh? the Albino says.

Typewriter keeps saying shit and fuck and I’m still holding on to his shirt, telling him it’s cool, we’ll figure out a way.

The Albino holds out his hand. It’s a bouquet of single-use syringes. He says, Pick a card, any card. He laughs. Ain’t got time to load ’em while I cook, so do it beforehand.

The Albino is a disgusting man and he’s fingering an open sore smack-dab in the center of his forehead. I want to tell him to shut the fuck up, that the last thing we need is to cross the irreversible line between smoking and shooting up. I’m remembering the people I knew who started putting holes in their veins. How they’re dead, in state pens, or state asylums. But then I’m thinking about KK, how she’d had the sexiest eye shadow of discoloration on the back of her hand from where she shot shit, how she’d stumbled, to be sure, that year with me, but she’d gotten her shit back together, chosen sobriety over the mess I was again becoming.

Typewriter goes over to the Albino. He asks if they’ve been used. The Albino tells him they’re clean. And just like that it’s a done fucking deal.

Typewriter sits next to the Albino. His stomach bulges over his sweats. They start talking but I’m not really listening because I’ve always been scared of needles and I know this isn’t good, my best and only friend starting down this path. The Albino is tying a rubber hose around Type’s arm, and I’m trying not to watch, I want to go outside, and I think of the darkness and the wind and the walking dead. This isn’t even what fucks me up, but rather, the thought of KK dead, of my parents dead, of never being able to tell them all that I’m sorry.

Typewriter looks like he’s been waiting his entire life to be called up to the majors. He finds a vein on his second try. I watch him thumb the plunger and then that magic moment of pupil dilation. The change is instant, and I’m jealous because I know his night just got a lot better. I’m thinking about how long it will be until I can get high. Like having to track down Sudafed, which means having to go into town and dealing with whatever the fuck there is to deal with, the two hours to cook, like fuck, it’ll be so long. I’m thinking about all the drugs I’ve done, how they’ve always fallen the tiniest bit short, how this shortcoming was because I smoked, chewed, or snorted them. The refrain gets louder and louder in my head: nothing matters and you’ll be dead soon anyway and nobody who loves you is still alive.

I sit next to Typewriter, who’s smiling.

I prepare as I’ve seen KK do.

I use the back of my hand. I find a vein and push the plunger and the liquid hits my heart and explodes dopamine and love and God and I think everyone still alive is addicted to methamphetamines.

5:08 AM

We’re in the Albino’s main cabin. The left side of my tongue is bleeding because I’ve been chewing it. We’re not allowed any lights but I’m fine with that because my eyes are like an eagle’s, my hearing like an elephant’s, my mind like Einstein’s. I’ve named my shotgun Buster. Typewriter alternates between war stories and bouts of silence. He’s on the stories right now, talking about the gas station, how it was a fucking videogame, a movie, how he just kept unloading into Satan’s children.

The Albino gets excited at this, saying, Fucking right, Satan’s children.

We’ve each shot another tenth.

I call KK.

It rings.

I try to remember if it rang before or went straight to voice mail and it keeps ringing and I’m traveling upward and I give a high five to a satellite and then fly back down to St. Paul and into her apartment and burst through her cell phone and I interrupt Typewriter, asking him if it went straight to voice mail before.

The Albino screams at me, tells me no calls on his property.

I hang up.

I tell him the world is dead.

This makes us laugh.

I whisper to Buster that she’s alive, that we’ll find her.

7:19 AM

Typewriter slams on the brakes in the Walgreens parking lot. We’re going fast, or at least it feels like we are. We’re all sorts of prepared, the battle plan hatched as we blasted our third tenth thirty minutes ago. It’s Operation Get Sudafed. We’re out of the car and jogging to Walgreens’ glass doors. I’m carrying Buster and Typewriter’s shotgun and we each have a spare rifle tied to our backs like ninjas. Typewriter holds the duffle bags and two bowling balls, both engraved with THE ALBINO in the space between thumb and finger holes.

Objective One—Break doors.

We’ve learned from Cabela’s. Typewriter is a fucking maniac charging the door. He lets one of the balls soar from five feet away. The glass spiders. He sends the other one. It spiders more. He kicks the glass inward and it caves still in one sheet and the alarm sounds but the lights are no big deal because the sun is shining.

I toss Typewriter his gun.

We walk through the smashed door.

Objective Two—Get into pharmacy.

We’re running down the aisles and I can’t feel my feet hitting the floor or really anything other than my breathing, heavy in my chest. I’m at the closed pharmacy window way before Typewriter because I don’t weigh two thirty-five. I aim Buster at the glass, close my eyes, and fire. The glass shatters. I use Buster’s butt to knock out the loose shards and I crawl onto the counter and through the window. Typewriter hands me one of the empty duffles.

Objective Three—Fill bag with Sudafed.

Ever since the government started keeping tabs on ephedrine sales, stores keep it right by the counter because it’s annoying for the pharmacists to have to go dig it out for every motherfucker with a cold. I see boxes and boxes on the shelf and I empty them into the bag. There’s got to be more and I tear through the shelves tossing bottles into the bag without reading labels, not knowing if I’m getting opiates or something for bladder infections, thinking that the Albino can turn anything into drugs. Toward the back I find the mother lode of Sudafed, hundreds of wax boxes of red and white packages and I’m grabbing them all, giddy at how kick-ass our plan is, giddy at the thought of the Albino cooking this all into pure dope.

I hear a gunshot.

Then another.

Typewriter, I yell. I grab the duffle bag and rush to the window. Type’s standing over a guy in a uniform.

What the fuck?

Typewriter’s jaw is clenching and unclenching. He wipes blood from his brow.

Fucking rent-a-cop must have turned, he says.

Any more?

Let’s go, let’s go, he says. I hand the duffle bag over and then crawl through the pharmacy window. I’m worried about the sound attracting more of them or maybe the security guard having a partner and we’re almost at the exit when I stop dead in my tracks and scream. Typewriter rams into me. I feel his front teeth on the back of my skull.

There’s a Chuck a few feet away. It’s a burly man, thick and squat, rocking a pair of stained yellow undies. I unload into his sternum. He stumbles forward, his arms outstretched, and I pull the trigger again. His head explodes and I’m covered in him, little chunks of his two-inch beard all over my arms, a piece in my mouth.

Suddenly a teenage boy is in the doorway taking swipes at me and I fire again, catching him square on the jaw, and then there’s a woman behind him. I start screaming because they just keep coming, an endless parade of motherfuckers trying to eat our flesh, and it’s more rounds into their giggling faces, me and Type firing, brown blood, pump, shot, giggle, and then Buster is out of shells and Typewriter is yanking at my arm and screaming that we should run.

I turn and sprint down the tampon aisle. I’m still holding on to the duffle bag and we’re at the back of the store, panting, being followed by a steady stream of giggling pieces of shit, and I point to the cubbyhole that is the pharmacy window. Typewriter crawls onto the counter and they’re getting closer, at least five of them now in the store, and Typewriter is taking all fucking day so I shove his ass and he tumbles inside. I throw the duffle bag in because if we somehow survive this, I’m not about to return to the Albino empty-handed.

As I scamper through I can feel clawing at my feet.

I fall to the floor. Typewriter stands with his pistol raised firing shot after shot after shot. The sound is deafening.

I check my legs for cuts or claw marks. I’m fine. I stand up and see a pile of twitching bodies at the window. More are behind them. They can’t seem to figure out how to get inside and Typewriter is about to move onto his shotgun, but I tell him, No, wait to see if they can climb through.

We watch their reaching hands and listen to their shrill laughs so fucking loud I can’t hear the alarm. They swing at the open space of the window but can’t figure out how to raise a fucking knee and climb in.

Typewriter decapitates one with a shotgun blast.

Stop, need to conserve ammo, I say.

Fucking everywhere.

It’s cool, they can’t get in.

We look at these abominations a few feet away. They smell like period sex. Bits of flesh are missing and grins expose missing teeth, and there has to be at least fifteen. This wasn’t part of Operation Get Sudafed, getting cornered by tides of the motherfuckers.

The shelf, I say.

Typewriter helps me knock over one of the metal racks of meds. We smash it against the window opening, pills spilling everywhere. The giggles don’t stop, but at least we don’t have to see the Chucks.

Jesus, Type says. We’re fucked. Completely fucked. Like there’s no way out and—

Stop, I say. We’re safe. They can’t get through.

For now.

That’s all we’ve got.

Fuck your day-at-a-time AA shit, he says.

It’s not—

How the fuck are we going to get out? Serious, this is it. Fucking done.

You need to calm down.

Typewriter fires his gun into the shelf. I grab his arm and think about smacking him across the face. I say, We need to stay calm. Figure this out. This is when the tears start. Typewriter’s chubby cheeks redden and he’s full-on crying, so I drop my tone, tell him I’ll get us out, I promise.

I guide him down to the floor and take the shotgun out of his grasp. He just keeps saying, I don’t want to die, I don’t want to die.

I know I need to calm him down. Yeah, we are pretty close to being fucked. God knows how many Chucks are feet away, they’ll figure out a way to get through the pharmacy window. And then I realize I need to calm down too. That I’m crying. Both of us crying and holding on to the other’s shirt. I stand up. I need to find something to take the edge off.

Where are you going? Don’t leave—

I’m not, I say.

I’m not sure if pharmacies alphabetize their drugs or organize them by type. I’m looking for anything that will retard my mind—benzos or barbiturates or opiates—and I’m throwing bottles on the floor, scanning for anything resembling a name I know. Finally, I find a bottle of grape cough syrup with codeine. It’s not great, but it will do. I rip off the top and take two long pulls.

The hell?

Drink this.

We’re going to die and all you care about—

Fucking drink this.

Typewriter takes the bottle in his shaking hands and brings it to his lips. Like a mother I tell him, Good, there you go, and he drinks and some dribbles down his chin. It feels kind of queer but I use my finger to dab it.

I take another drink. So does Type.

The giggles are getting louder. Hands reach through the shelf.

Give me that, I say. Back to me. Back to him. We kill the bottle and it might not have been the smartest thing to do, drinking the entire bottle, but whatever. I can already feel my world slowing. I’m not sure if this is a placebo or a chemical reaction but I guess it doesn’t matter.

We’re going to die, Typewriter says.

I don’t know if this is a statement or a question so I say nothing. I tell myself to think. I picture our situation like a middle school riddle—if two men are trapped in a pharmacy with limited resources and a horde of flesh-eating parasites at the window, what do they do? The answer comes to me. Look for another exit. The fuck is wrong with me that I hadn’t thought of that before? I stand and tell Type to stay put. I see a metal door at the far end of the room. I’m about to open it to see where it leads, when I hear clawing and scratching and giggling from just outside.

Fuck, I yell.

I hear a gunshot and I’m afraid Typewriter has just put the barrel in his mouth but I turn and he’s just shooting at the flailing hands at the window.

Stop wasting ammo.

I search the rest of the death box we’re locked in. There’s no other window, no other door. Maybe this is it, the one corner I won’t be able to escape from. And maybe it’s fitting, me dying locked inside a pharmacy. I sit next to Typewriter. I can tell the cough syrup is working its magic because his pupils are shrinking.

I don’t know, man, I say.

Don’t tell me that.

I just don’t know.

The door?

Is surrounded. Can hear them.

So this is how it ends?

Dude …

He fires his shotgun again.

I can feel things shutting down—my reflexes, my verbal opposition to Type’s shotgun blasts, my God-given adrenaline at the very real possibility of death—and I think about how long it’s been since I’ve slept, like really slept, and I’m counting on my fingers and I lose track but I’m guessing it’s got to be somewhere in the range of eight hours in the last week.

It takes me a second to realize Typewriter is kicking my foot with his. I struggle to pay attention. He says, Rip Van Winkle motherfucker.

I tell him that I like girls who wear those velour sweat suits.

He laughs.

Serious, man. Gives me a boner.

Let me guess, KK wore them?

I try to remember if this is true and I can’t for some reason, KK’s image being cut off at the shoulders and it’s those trenches of her collarbones and that skinny neck and that sharp chin and that nose like a half of a sandwich and her bangs just barely past her hairline and I wonder why I said this in the first place. Then it’s the grainiest eight-millimeter clip of a memory. I’m following KK in a department store. I have the feeling of being a dog on a leash. I like it. She’s touching the fabric of racks of clothes. We’re sober, that much I remember, and she’s complaining about getting a fat fucking ass because of this very fact. I keep telling her no. You’re perfect. I make a grab at her ass. She says, Don’t touch that flabby piece of shit. I tell her shitter. She gives me that look—one like I’m complete fucking scum, but a loveable piece of scum. She tells me that a sweat suit will be the only thing she can fit into. She picks out a few. We sneak into the dressing room. A thirtysomething tries on business clothes. She looks nervous that I’m sitting there watching. I knock on the dressing room door. KK’s standing there topless with her boy-flat chest and puffy nipples and she’s wearing a pair of black velour sweatpants and I need to have her and maybe she needs to have me because she greets me with a forceful kiss and that’s how it is, force, passion, too much, us not knowing how to deal with the world and our bodies and jobs and parents and rent and brushing our teeth and making our beds and us not knowing how to deal with a fucking thing without the aid of scante, and I feel the soft promise of those pants against my hand and then my dick and then it’s KK’s loud moans and I think about the thirty-something hearing this, if she’d be smiling or calling the cops.

I’m thinking this shit with Type a foot away. It feels kind of gay. I fumble around in my pocket for a cigarette. We’re quiet. I find my pack and the first drag tastes like heaven. Type asks me what I wanted to be when I grew up.

I stare at the cherry of the cigarette. I watch the smoke rise in vertical plumes. I think this is weird. Then I’m thinking about his question and it was a professional soccer player when I was a kid and then it was an astronaut for a short while and then I think about high school and loving music and me not being horrible on the drums and our band that played a few local shows, places like the record shop and a school bonfire, and then in college how I took a philosophy class and was all about that and then it was a human geography course and I knew I’d be good at the interplay between humans and the environment and then I think about smoking shit and how I didn’t have to worry about a future because for those moments, I could be anything I ever fucking wanted to, and it wasn’t just a fantasy, but a reality, me able to conquer the world, to matter, to make a fucking difference. And I’m watching the smoke and I’m thinking about his question about what I wanted to be and the answer comes quick and it isn’t sexy or amazing and it startles me because I’d never allowed myself to think it before—my dad.

Typewriter doesn’t laugh. He says, I feel you there.

I’m not sure if I’m sleeping or awake and I’m seeing my father’s face decompose and I’m seeing maggots crawling from his parted lips and I’m imagining his readers now resting on the cartilage of his nose and then I’m seeing him one Christmas Eve and it must have been close to three in the morning and I’d snuck downstairs to see if I could get a glimpse of Santa and there he was, my father, sitting on the Persian rug, a G.I. Joe base erected between his legs, a penlight in his mouth, an instruction sheet spread open to his right, and I understood at that very moment that there was no Santa. I’d snuck back to bed, resentful and hurt. It’d taken me years to realize that my father would do anything for me. That he would go the entire night without sleeping just to set up my toys. That everything he did was for the family, to keep up the illusion that magic happened, that he wasn’t the person who made it all stick together.

They’re all gone.

I don’t realize I’ve said it until Typewriter agrees. He says, Each and every one of them.

I let my eyes close. I don’t fucking care anymore. I’m not sure if it’s the drugs or the sleep or acceptance. This almost makes me chuckle, acceptance, the cornerstone of everything they taught us in AA. I think of my counselors telling me I was withholding something. How I wasn’t fully letting go. I wasn’t fully accepting. They told me I’d be back, beaten down even more because the disease of addiction had a way of making believers out of everyone.

So this is it, I think. This is me accepting my fate. To die at twenty-five. To die with the only person who might still be considered a friend.

The inch-long stack of ash falls from my cigarette. I take a drag.

It will all be over soon.

Some pleasurable sensation starts radiating through my thigh. Maybe this is death? I let the vibrating continue and I’m like maybe God or my father or whoever is taking me away, sparing me the suffering of however long it is until real death, and I’m smiling, ready for this, ready to be done with this fucked-up trip through life, but the vibrating continues. It’s a familiar sensation. I fight my way back to consciousness. My fucking phone!

I rip out my phone and it’s ringing and ringing and the caller says KK and I’m like, No fucking way, and I flip it open and I’m all, Hello, hello?

Chase!

Fucking god, you’re okay.

You’re alive.

I thought you were—

Me too.

I’m pressing the phone to my ear and yelling into the receiver and Typewriter wakes up and I’m crying for real now, bawling and shit, and we keep saying I thought you were dead and this goes on forever and things will be okay because she’s alive.

I ask her where she is.

She pauses. It’s a pause I know well, one that is the precursor to bad news, and I ask her if she’s okay, where is she? She tells me Jared’s apartment.

This stings.

I know it shouldn’t. That I should just be happy that the only girl I’ve ever cared about isn’t dead or reanimated and that there’s a chance for some hand-in-hand-happily-ever-after shit, but I’m not. I’m thinking about that dickhead Jared. Jared with his slicked Jersey hair, all reciting the Seventh Step Prayer, stalking the meetings for all the wrong reasons, fronting like he gave a fuck about sobriety, all the while just trying to pound newly sober girls’ pussies.

Jared’s? I say.

Yeah. On Summit.

At Jared’s?

Jesus, I knew it was a mistake to call.

No, stop, stop. KK?

Yeah.

Are you safe? I mean away from them?

She pauses the same pause. Finally, she says, I can hear them in the hall.

But the door’s locked? They haven’t broken through or anything?

Yet.

What?

Haven’t broken through yet.

I’m standing and my world is making more sense because I have a purpose and that’s all I’ve ever really wanted. I’ll save her, that much is certain. I’ll be the motherfucker who rides in on a white Civic and my sword will be Buster the shotgun and that shit will be a fairy tale, me the hero.

I ask about Jared having any weapons. A gun or something?

KK stammers and I want to tell her to spit it out. I picture the apartment door being ripped apart, the little girl with umbrella socks giggling at the easy prey.

What?

He’s not … I think he’s …

What?

He won’t wake up.

She’s crying and I want those tears to be for me and I think that maybe he’s dying and this isn’t the worst thing ever. I can hear mucus in her throat. She’s not talking, just crying. I want to tell her it will be okay. I want to tell her not to worry. But then I think about Jared maybe turning. Maybe his not breathing is the precursor, just like that trucker Travis said about people going to bed and not waking up unless they were Chucks. I ask KK if he’s breathing. She says yes. I’m not sure if this is a good thing or bad thing and I ask if he’d been bitten and she tells me no, they’d been locked in his apartment shooting shi—

She stops.

It takes a second for me to realize: she’d been using. I ask her what the fuck and she tells me she can’t do this right now, that she’s scared, that she didn’t know who else to call. I want to yell at her because she’s such a fucking hypocrite, breaking up with me because I couldn’t stop, and there she is blasting her veins full of meth with that cocksucker Jared.

I’m sorry, she says.

If Jared starts to giggle, cut his throat, I say.

She’s crying. I tell her to barricade the door. To remain silent. That I’ll be there in a few hours.

I tell her I love her.

She says, Please.

I don’t want to hang up. She does. My phone goes black. Typewriter asks if she’s okay. I tell him yes. I tell him no. I say, We need to get the fuck out of here. She needs me.

And this is different from a minute ago how?

I don’t respond. I look at one of our two exits. There are at least six hands swiping through the metal shelf in front of the window. I jog over to the door and I hear more of the same. I’m telling myself to think. This is your one fucking shot, Chase, think, goddamn it, use your fucking brain. I do jumping jacks to rid the cough syrup fog. I’m telling myself that I’m a problem solver. I figure shit out. I make it happen. I’m thinking about being unemployed over the last two years. How I was able to keep a roof over my head. Able to smoke hundreds and hundreds of dollars’ worth of dope a week. These are the marks of a problem solver. And maybe all of us drug addicts are? Give a motherfucker a carrot at the end of a string and we’ll do whatever it takes to nibble its end. I’m seeing the love of my life sitting with her back to the wall and a butcher knife in hand waiting either for the door to break down or for Jared to reanimate. I know she needs me. I know this is my shot. I walk back to where Type sits. He’s smoking a cigarette. The smoke travels straight up. I follow the smoke and it’s being pulled into a metal AC duct and I scream because it was right there the whole time.

Fucking got it.

Huh?

The vent, man, the fucking vent.

Typewriter looks at the ceiling. It takes him a second to understand. Then smiling, he struggles to his feet. Fucking shit, he says.

Fucking shit is right. Help me push this shelf over.

We move the rack so it’s directly under the vent. I tell him I’ll go first, that it’ll be easier for me to maneuver and clear the way. I gather Buster and climb up the shelves. I push the vent upward and slide it out of the way. I look down at Typewriter. He’s holding the duffle bag full of Sudafed. I guess it’s stupid to go to all this trouble and walk away empty-handed. I take the bag, shoving it ahead of me into the rectangular air duct. I slither in. It’s tight as hell and there’s barely room to crawl, both width- and heightwise.

I yell back for him to come up.

I hear him climbing. He curses when he pokes his head in.

There’s no way I can fit, he says.

No other option.

Bro …

I can’t see him but I hear the whole thing—labored breathing, gasps, fucks, thin metal meant to transport air being dented and pounded. He grabs on to my ankle. He yanks like hell. I start to slide back so I jam my elbows and knees against the confining walls. The duct sags and makes a groaning sound. I know it won’t hold us for long so I start crawling. Typewriter keeps telling me he’s stuck and I tell him to shut the fuck up and hurry.

After about fifty feet, I come across another vent. I can see through the cracks. There are hordes of them. Everywhere, naked, decaying flesh, and giggling.

Don’t look down there, I say.

I make my way across the vent and I can feel the fragile metal give under my hundred and fifty pounds. I try not to think about what will happen when Typewriter crosses. He’s like, Jesus, there’s got to be hundreds, and I tell him not to look, that we’re getting close. Typewriter can’t stop saying, Holy shit. I’m thinking about rescuing KK, about blasting the Chucks outside her door, about blood dripping from my brow, maybe my shirt’s off, and she comes running, throwing herself at my feet and I pull her up by the chin, tell her she’s the best thing to ever happen to me, that all is forgiven.

I’m at another vent and I can see fewer Chucks down below so we must be getting close to the exit. I haven’t really thought this through. Like what if the vent doesn’t go all the way outside and I have to drop down into the store? No way out and shit? My forearms sting. They’re getting wet. I dab the wetness with my finger then bring it to my mouth. Blood. I can’t imagine what Typewriter’s body will look like after he squeezes through this shit. Just behind me, he keeps calling out that he’s stuck and I keep saying shut the fuck up. I can see light at the end of the tunnel—literally. The light’s coming in from a dead end. I reach it. It’s a metal vent leading outside. I feel around and it’s pretty sturdy. I pound it with my fist. It doesn’t move. Type is right behind me now. He says to use my gun and I tell him the sound would be deafening, that it would attract all the walking dead outside. And it’s me searching for a screw or nut and there isn’t anything, just solid metal.

Sometimes life is a cruel joke.

And sometimes, life is a real motherfucker, because now I feel something start to give, like the earth is dropping out from under me and I realize it’s the duct we’re in ripping from the ceiling. I hear Typewriter screaming, not like before, but like he’s about to die. I crane my neck just in time to see him sliding down the vent, which is gaping open behind him.

Fuck!

Only his upper torso and head and arms remain inside the vent. The rest of him must be dangling from the ceiling and I think about the walking dead standing under him trying to tear into his legs and I’m about to lose my only friend. I grab Buster and I fire into the metal vent leading outside. My eardrums explode and it’s nothing but a high-pitched wail. I fire again and again. The vent falls off. I yell for Typewriter to grab my leg. He does. I feel his nails digging into my calves. I grab the square where the vent was and pull with everything I’ve got and I flex and maybe I’m shitting my pants and blowing out my asshole and maybe I’m an Olympic squatter and maybe I’m making up ground and pulling us to safety.

Keep going, keep going, Typewriter yells.

I think about KK. Back to us first meeting each other and back to us in the closet in the psych ward, knowing right then and there that we’d be together and I’m pulling, I’m close, my head’s out of the vent, I see trees and sky and the sun, like the world’s still normal, and Type keeps yelling go, go, go.

Suddenly I fly through the hole and onto the pavement. The duffle bag lands on my head. I’m disoriented. I grab my gun. The Chucks haven’t figured out where we are yet but I know it’s a matter of seconds. I stare at the vent opening. I’ve never been so happy to see Typewriter’s fat face. He pulls himself through. I grab his arm and we run toward the car. When I look back I see them coming now, their mouths open, giggling.

4:06 PM

We’re pulled over a few minutes from downtown St. Paul. There’s still nobody around, no sign of struggles, no abandoned cars or broken windshields or anything that would indicate survivors. We see a few reanimated. They walk around looking bored as hell. We’re splitting one of two loaded rigs from the Albino. It’s not to get high, just to get straight, kill off the remains of the opiates. We need to be in tip-top shape for this rescue shit. Type gives himself half a plunge and I think about possible diseases. A motherfucker like that at least has to have some letter of hepatitis but I tell myself it’s for a greater cause.

I find my vein on the first try.

Fuck, that’s good.

We start the car back up. KK texted me the address and told me Jared was still hanging on but has a terrible fever. I call her and she picks up before one full ring. She asks if we’re here. I tell her a block away. She’s crying. I tell her not to. She says, He’s not going to make it. I want to tell her that’s the point. I tell her that we’re almost there, that we can take care of whatever is waiting for us in the hallway, and then she says it again—he’s not going to make it—and I realize her tears are for Jared.

Just be ready, I say.

She tells me to be careful.

Typewriter parks. His face is scratched from the vent. Blood collars his shirt. I don’t even notice his one pick spot. It blends in.

Keep this shit quick, I say. In and out. Shoot anything that moves, long as it’s in our way.

He nods, staring at his shotgun.

I wonder if he’s had too much. Like just today, he’s faced certain death twice, and here I am asking him to do it again, for KK, for myself, and I tell him he doesn’t have to come.

Bro, saved my life. He pumps the shotgun.

We get out. I lead the way. I run, holding on to Buster. I’m remembering her directions as I near the squat brownstone—two stories up, turn left, first door on the right—and I stop at the door and give it a jiggle. It’s locked. I blast the handle with my shotgun and kick the splintered wood. The door creaks open. Typewriter is at my side with his gun raised. He kind of looks like a badass, all blood and guns. We take the red-carpeted stairs three at a time. I’m straining my eyes for movement, my ears for giggles. KK had told me there were at least three of them outside her door. She’d been able to differentiate them by laugh pitch. I run up those stairs and I’m feeling good, like life is a videogame, and there are so many chemicals coursing through my food- and sleep-starved body that the paisley carpeting is slithering, the streaks of gold growing vines, and the walls pulsating to each breath.

Up another flight.

Then I hear one. Judging by the cackle, it’s a woman pushing middle age. I see her before she sees me. She’s wearing a long black T-shirt over bare legs. There’s blood all over her thighs and I think maybe she died giving birth or forgetting a tampon. I take the stairs like I’m a god skipping over planets, and she turns just in time to see Buster feet from her face and then it’s that familiar explosion—both sound and sight—and I don’t even stop, just keep running, spitting out what might be a bit of her earlobe.

This is everything I’ve ever wanted.

Maybe not the exact circumstances, but the situation—me saving KK, me proving that my inability to quit smoking shit a year before doesn’t mean I’m useless. The vines on the carpet try to ensnare my feet. Like everything always has—drugs and jobs and friends and family, all holding me back, and I see that now, me running to save the only thing I still care about. I’m Chase Daniels the motherfucking hero, and I’m on the third floor and there’s a group of them trying to break into my girl’s place, trying to claim my girl as one of their own.

Pump, shot, pump, shot.

Typewriter is doing the same. We’re both screaming. I wonder if he’s having the same trip—a two-person shooter arcade game versus the entire world.

They’re stumbling and I’m yelling, Who’s giggling now?

I see my first fully exposed ribcage. The boy can’t be but ten. He’s just white ribs and Scooby-Doo underwear and a twitching left foot.

Typewriter and I stand over four bodies.

I am Tarzan.

The door opens before I can knock and there she is, KK, my Jane, KK, the most perfectly imperfect woman I’ve ever seen. She’s standing there with a chopping knife. She’s wearing a white cami, tighter than hell, and her breasts make the smallest of bumps. She runs toward me. Or maybe I run toward her. We’re hugging, crying, telling each other, I’m so glad you’re alive. Her perfume has changed to something murkier but when I press my face to her neck, it’s still KK—her breath, her skin, her sweat, all of it sweetly grounded in an earthy base—and I don’t know if I’ve ever been this happy.

Maybe I’m telling her I love her.

Maybe I’m kissing her neck.

KK backs away and points to Jared on the couch. He looks horrible, pale and sick, girl-jean skinny, his black hair shielding half of his face.

I tell KK we need to go.

Help me get him to the car, she says.

Typewriter steps into the apartment. He’s jamming shells into his shotgun. He’s telling me we need to go, he can hear more coming.

I grab KK’s wrist. I could wrap my fingers around it twice. She must have been shooting shit for a goodly while.

Now, let’s go.

Jared.

We can’t. They’re coming.

I yell to Typewriter to guard the door.

KK’s nothing but snot and shaking bangs. I tell her we need to go right fucking now.

Help me get Jared into—

He’s turning. He’s done, baby. He’s fucking turning.

Two more, Typewriter yells.

Three shots fill the efficiency.

I yank on KK’s wrist.

Stop, she yells.

I stare at KK. Her face is the same as it was when she told me that she was finished, that she couldn’t stand by and watch me kill myself. I’m replaying that morning, even though I don’t want to. KK stood at the end of our couch in nothing but a pair of kitten-print panties and a baby blue tank top. I’d skipped bed that night, told her I couldn’t sleep, and spent the early-dawn hours smoking speed, not even getting high, just right, just adjusted. She told me she couldn’t do it anymore. That she was leaving. Going back to treatment. I laughed. I told her she couldn’t quit. She’d gotten on her knees then and rested her face on the side of our couch cushion, like the simple act of keeping her head upright was too draining. She begged me. She said, Chase, I’m on my fucking knees begging you to come with me, to get clean. We can do this. We have to do this. And I sat there with my stupid stem in my hand and a blister on my lip from the hot glass, a dick rubbed raw, and a life I’d once again suffocated the fuck out of. I sat there staring at the only person I’d ever really loved, and told her I wouldn’t stop using.

I know now, standing in her apartment, that it’s the same thing. I either choose the path I always do, the one that leads me to being alone wanting to straight-up kill myself, or the one where I do something for somebody else.

I go to the couch and drape one of Jared’s lanky arms over my neck. He’s got a sloppy track mark from his greedy haste to get high. He can barely stand. KK is at his other side, telling him things like you can do this, come on, baby, use your feet. Typewriter fires another shot into the hallway.

Clear? I yell.

Go, go, he says.

He leads the way. Jared’s head keeps smacking into my ear. It hurts. We take the stairs as fast as we can. I hear giggles, then a gunshot, then silence. I want to drop Jared and pretend it was an accident. We keep going. We’re on the first floor and then at the door and there’s a twenty-something guy guarding the way and Type flips his gun around and swings the butt at the guy’s face. It cracks. He giggles. He takes a swipe at Typewriter and I maneuver Buster one-handed and fire from the hip. The Chuck slumps against the wall. Then we’re outside and now they seem to be coming from every direction. I’m practically carrying all of Jared and running as hard as I can, knowing I’m a good person, a decent person, a person at least trying to do something differently than I have for the previous twenty-five years.

KK opens the back door.

I throw Jared in. Jump in myself.

Type starts the car and fists crash on the glass as we pull away, and we’re driving, bodies visible, thud, then not.

5:11 PM

I’ve made KK climb up to the front seat next to Type. She protested, saying that Jared needs her. I’ve told her that on the off chance he does change, I don’t want her back there, that I can take care of it.

We’ve been driving for an hour and we’ve exhausted the range of conversation. KK’s given me lots of one-word answers. Type plays techno. We’ll need gas before we make it back to the Albino’s. I sit in the tiny backseat staring at Jared. The dude’s about to die, that much is certain. He licks his lips and there’s no moisture there, just thick spittle, already having moved past foam, now on to stages of crust. He’s nothing but shivers. I wrap him in the bloody spare clothes we’d jammed into a garbage bag at my apartment. KK breaks her silence with a sudden outburst: He’s going to die. I wonder if this isn’t all of our fates once we get farther north. The Albino isn’t too fond of strangers.

I keep trying to figure out what happened with KK and her sobriety. I drop hints, say things like maybe he’s got a collapsed vein or maybe your batch wasn’t good. These are met by silence or her telling me to stop. As good as it is to see KK, she’s being kind of a bitch. She’s spoken all of ten words to me, was pretty light on the thank-yous, and doesn’t seem to give two fucks about Typewriter. I’m staring at the back of her neck. I can see the tail end of what must be a new tattoo. It looks like writing, numbers maybe. I move the ends of her blond hair out of the way. KK jerks forward.

What the fuck, Chase?

Jesus, just seeing the tattoo.

KK covers her neck with her hand.

Sorry, I say.

Fine.

We listen to synthesizer and bass and Jared’s soft groans.

It’s fucking stupid, anyway, KK says.

This is good. She’s talking. I say, What is?

The tattoo.

What is it?

A date I thought meant something.

Then I understand she’d put in her sobriety date, stamped the shit right onto her neck. And I get it, I do. The need to make something impermanent permanent. To tell yourself that this time it’s for real. That you are done. Forever. And what better way to mark that decision, the finality of it, than scar it onto your body? I understand it’s one more block between you and the next shot. But I also understand the perverse pleasure of relapsing with this permanent marker there to remind you that you’re a piece of shit, always will be, that this is what you deserve, addiction, sucking dick and robbing and spreading your sickness to teenagers with too much money.

I know the date tattooed on her neck. The day after she left our apartment and checked herself into rehab.

And then I’m looking at Jared. I move the sweatshirt I’ve draped over his body. He barely registers this with a fluttering of his eyes. I look at his arm. He’s got one vein beat to shit, bruised an inch in either direction of his injection site. A vein like this must have been at least a couple months of using. And I’m looking between his arm and KK’s neck and Typewriter who’s thumping the dash to the beat and then I think about seeing Tibbs walking around West Seventh the other morning and about the trucker Travis and about the Albino—all of us speed freaks, all of us the dregs of fucking society—and how we’d joked about us being the ones who’d survived, but it’s true. Everyone I know who shoots scante is okay. All of us. We’re the only ones who haven’t turned into the walking dead. I wonder if there’s something in the drug, some chemical that counteracts whatever the fuck caused the mass epidemic. This makes about as much sense as the rest of my life. I put my index and middle fingers to Jared’s wrist. He’s rocking a downbeat sober pulse. Then it hits me—the reason he’s dying is that he needs more. His body is succumbing to whatever the fuck is in the air. He needs shit. I’m about to tell this to Typewriter and KK but I stop. I know under no circumstance will she see my logic of injecting our last rig into her dying boyfriend’s arm.

I reach forward to the middle console and pretend to be digging around for a lighter. I palm the rig. I light a cigarette to cover my tracks. Then I move the coat over Jared’s hand and my lap. I feel the back of his hand for his middle knuckle. From there, I press my finger along his skin until it hits the largest vein. I slip the cap off the needle and pinch the vein and am pretty sure I hit it and I tell myself I’m doing the right thing and saving his life and KK moves her hand off the back of her neck. I was right, the date is the first day of my life without her.

This breaks my heart even though I know it shouldn’t.

She’d just wanted a better life. One that kept her out of psych wards and strange men’s beds. But I can’t help but take it personally.

Jared’s eyes are smog. I think about the one second methamphetamines take to travel the length of a vein and hit the heart and then the brain. How long will it take to counteract the pathogen causing the epidemic? Did I just kill this motherfucker? He’s still licking his lips, still trying to ease the pain of swallowing. I imagine Hoover Dam–sized floodgates opening and dopamine spilling out. Norepinephrine. Serotonin. Maybe whatever the fuck has almost caused the extinction of the species, maybe it binds to these sites. Maybe we meth addicts are immune because every spare receptor site is clogged the fuck up with extra neurotransmitters. Jared’s leg starts to twitch. Then it starts to bounce. I don’t want KK to turn around and see her man looking like an epileptic. I smoke my cigarette. I’ll feel bad if I have just killed Jared but then I tell myself he was gone anyway. It was a last-ditch effort, maybe even heroic, and KK will never have to know. Then I think about starting the rest of our lives under this weight—my silent burden of having killed off the competition.

Water, Jared says.

This is the first word he’s spoken. KK doesn’t hear. He says it again. I look around for something. All I can find is a two liter of Mountain Dew. It’s got to be better than nothing. I unscrew the cap. It doesn’t fizz, not even a little bit. I lean over and splash some into his mouth. He’s able to swallow.

What the fuck are you—

Baby, Jared says. He reaches a sickly hand in her direction. It’s the same one I just blasted full of dope. There’s a pin drop of blood on its back. KK screams, clasps his hand, crying, saying, You’re okay, you’re okay, and she’s climbing to the back and her flat ass is in my face and then she’s sitting in my lap, lavishing her affection on another man.

Typewriter holds his pistol. He asks if he’s turned.

No, I say. He’s all good.

Jared’s coming back. His leg twitches and he’s able to mutter simple phrases. Mostly he says, I’m so thirsty.

KK kisses his eyes. His nose. She even kisses his come-crusted mouth and I know right then, it’s serious, them, their love. I remind myself that this was all I had wanted. Simply for her to be safe. I’d told myself and God and my father and Typewriter this and I’d gotten my wish.

I tap KK on the side, tell her I’ll slide up front. It’s awkward and I might have a chub and I’m only a little careful that it doesn’t brush against her hand.

It doesn’t take long for Jared to become more coherent. He asks questions about what happened and if it was real, the death, the reanimated. KK fills him in. Then he sees me and I tell him what’s up. I feel like Einstein. I’ve figured out our limiting variable. Nobel Prizes should be coming my way. I’m Mother Teresa and Gandhi. So fucking selfless, saving the guy who fucks the love of my life. I hear KK tell Jared that his heart is racing.

That’s because he’s spun, I say.

Typewriter laughs.

Jesus, can you just stop with that. Like I know I fucked up, KK says.

I figure I have to share my knowledge. It’s life or death. I say, No, I’m serious, your boy’s spun.

Feel like it, Jared says.

KK asks what he means. She touches his forehead.

I gave him a booster.

You stupid fuck, KK says. She hits the back of my head. Typewriter continues laughing, tapping the steering wheel.

I turn toward Jared and KK. I say, Listen, it was a gamble, but I realized that all of us have been using. I mean like every one of us still alive is on shit.

So fucking selfish, KK says.

So I gave him a hit, and he’s fine now. How the fuck does that make me selfish?

Because you could have killed him.

He was about to die anyway.

Can’t believe—

And it worked, right? I fucking saved him. He’s talking, sitting upright. Am I right, Jared?

Jared puts his arm around KK. He whispers something. Then he looks at me and I hate his long stupid face. He says, Thank you.

Are you serious? KK says.

He saved my life. What the hell more do you want from him?

Bro, Typewriter says, you realize what this means?

I do, but I don’t say anything.

He says, We’re in this shit for life.

8:46 PM

The Albino sits Indian-style on the one couch in his cabin. He’s only wearing underwear. He looks like one of the Chucks. He’s let us in, and now just stares at us like we’re the stupidest motherfuckers he’s ever seen. I’m telling him that it’s better, having more people, safety in numbers, that we can fortify his compound, that everyone can be of use, that we need to pull together.

He clears his throat. He points to KK. He says, That a boy or girl?

It’s kind of funny so I laugh. He’s taking it better than I would have guessed. His skin is Christmas morning snow.

This is KK, I say.

She steps forward.

The Albino makes no move to shake her hand.

And this is Jared, I say.

Jared says hello.

The Albino sits like a sage, some gatekeeper, some protector of this shitty life we’re trying to build. He finally says, The blond thing can stay, but fuck horse face.

I’m liking where this is headed.

KK sniffles.

I toss the duffle bag of Sudafed and other pills on the floor. I say, We all stay.

What we got here?

The Albino gets up. His dick swings a little in his underwear. He rifles through the bag, his face going from solemn to ecstatic as he pulls out box after box of ingredients.

You’s done good, Crooked Cock. Done real good.

So they can stay? All of us?

Not promising shit.

For now, though?

For now, need to get cookin’. I’m not stopping for shit.

Fuck yeah, Type says.

Okay, so, what about us? What do you need us to do?

Fiddle yourselves, kill yourselves, don’t make shit difference to me, the Albino says.

But we’re good to stay in here?

For now, yeah. Just don’t make a fucking sound. They’re out there, believe you me, out there waiting.

The Albino grabs the duffle and heads out the door. I lock the deadbolt and floor bar. KK says, This is the safe place you were talking about?

Far as I know, yeah.

With Casper tweaked out of his gourd? That’s your idea of safe?

Jared tells her to stop, to keep her voice down.

And I’m supposed to feel good about sleeping in the same filthy room with him? asks KK. May not eat me, but sure as shit won’t think twice before raping me. God, it’s Deliverance up here. Nice.

I don’t understand KK. I’m thinking this as I stare at her massive nose—I don’t understand one thing about you—because I not only saved your life, but that of your lover, and then I bring you away from the city, that is to say, away from large groupings of walking dead, to the fucking riverhead of the finest crystal in Minnesota, which we already determined was the one thing keeping us alive, and this is how you treat me? With disdain? With resentment? Like what the fuck?

You have a better idea? I ask.

Just stop, baby, Jared says.

I hate Jared because his arm’s around KK and she seems to be calming and because he has that power now. He’s me. He’s who I was, who I want to still be.

They sit on the couch. She makes a disgusted face examining the cushions. Typewriter stands by the single-burner stove. He’s drinking a longneck. I tell him to toss me one. It tastes amazing. I haven’t had shit to drink or eat for what seems like days. I offer the rest to KK. She takes the bottle and our fingers touch. I glance at Jared, who sees the whole thing.

So what’s the plan, yo? KK says.

I’m not sure who she’s talking to. It’s just more bitching.

She says, Stay up here in the woods and shoot Tina? Is that as far as we’ve gotten?

What the fuck is your problem? Typewriter says.

This takes us all by surprise. The lumbering giant has a voice.

Serious, man, like what do you want from him? He saved your life. Get it? Your fucking life. And yours. And mine. Fuck, Chase like a regular old Forrest Gump.

Jared laughs and KK’s giving daggers with her eyes and then they soften and the smallest hint of a dimple grows on her cheek.

Fuck me, she says.

I’m about to agree but I catch myself.

Fucking Rambo over there, she says.

We laugh.

We pass two bottles of beer.

Jared says, Funny, if you think about it. I mean, how many times did you pray that this was what life was reduced to? A group of friends holed away, enough crystal to pass the time?

For real, Type says.

Am I right? Pretty much heaven, if you ask me.

With an entire species trying to kill you, KK says.

Well yeah, it’s not ideal, per se. But there’s a bright side.

No prison, Type says.

No having to get money, Jared says.

No AA, KK says.

Fuck AA, Type responds.

We grin and laugh and light cigarettes and maybe Jared isn’t a complete dick.

He says, In a way, it’s our chance to create the kind of world we want. From scratch. However we want it, we can sculpt it. Utopia, you know?

With the walking dead.

Half full, baby, always. We’ve talked about this.

I know this is a mistake on his part. KK does her snort-head-jerk-eye-roll thing. She says, Not hearing that shit right now.

Yeah, I know. I’m sorry. Just trying to say we can make this work. That’s it. That’s all I’m saying.

He’s right, I say. It can work. Has to.

Straight up, Typewriter says.

I say, We have enough weapons to survive anything. Albino cooks like a motherfucker. We have shelter. Can make the grounds all strong and shit tomorrow, fortify them with fences. Set traps. You know Albino has canned goods to last months.

Exactly, Jared says.

And it will work.

Has to.

Has to what?

Has to work, KK says. She peels the paper label from the beer bottle. Has to work, she says again.


WEDNESDAY

4:41 AM

I’m not sure if any of us are really asleep. I’m curled into a fetus in the corner of what passes for the kitchen. The Albino is still out in his shack. Type tosses on the couch. I hear the deadbolt unhinge. I sit up. I’m pretty sure I see KK’s silhouette slip out the door.

Shit, she’s bolting.

She’s had enough, seeing her future as one of five people trapped in a one-room cabin and the rapid descent into a full-on shooting gallery, the walls splattered with the last squirt of our used rigs, us covered in scabs, grinding our molars down to nothing.

I get up, grab my pistol, and head outside. KK turns. Her face is a tired shade of fuck-my-life. She’s sitting on the one wooden step. I motion with my head and she nods. The wood is wet, slippery almost.

Probably shouldn’t be out here alone, middle of the night, you know?

Yeah.

She stares straight ahead. She wears an oversized University of Kentucky shirt pulled over her bunched-up knees. I tell her she’s got some big old titties.

She looks down at her kneecaps bulging against her shirt and laughs and it’s nice, the softness of it, genuine. Wind blows. The air is the mixture of pine and damp earth and ammonia from the Albino’s cooking. I tell her it smells good.

For reals.

I look at my wrist like I’m wearing a watch. I say, Should be done in about an hour.

He a good cook?

I cock my head. You for real? Guarantee you’ve had it. Clear as ice, shards bigger than golf balls.

Talking shit now.

Bigger than … I don’t know, pretty big though.

Word.

Yeah.

It’s fucked up talking about dope with KK. It feels like some violation, the colliding of two worlds that were never supposed to intersect, us and drugs, us together using, and that’s what had fucked us up, us trying to make them merge, us trying to have it all.

Maybe she senses this because she says, How you been?

I laugh. I say, Other than everyone who isn’t a junkie being dead, nearly dying myself, and now being stuck here?

Fucked up, right?

So fucked up. Like for the longest time, thought I was done for. Dead. That this was some sort of fucked-up trip that wouldn’t end. Like that shit people talk about when you die and your brain floods with chemicals.

Have no idea what you’re talking about.

You know, like white light?

I guess.

She hands me a butt. I light it. I think about the Chucks seeing two floating cherries.

Pretty shitty, I say.

What is?

Me. How I’ve been.

Word.

You a gangster now?

Sho’ nuff.

Just the same old shit. Selling and smoking. Selling and smoking. Day after day, I say.

The life and times of Chase Daniels.

Pretty exciting, huh?

Beats the alternative, KK says, sometimes, at least.

You really believe that?

Not even a little bit.

Then what the hell happened? I mean, Jesus, thought you were all about sobriety.

Don’t have to be a dick.

No, no, I say. I put my hand on her knee. This feels weird because it’s kind of like her boob. I put my hand back in my lap. I tell her I just meant how serious she was about it.

I know.

I’m waiting for more but it doesn’t come. Finally, she says, The same thing that always happens. You know how shit goes.

Yeah.

Life. You’re going about your day, maybe six months into the new you, and then one day you look around and you’re stocking shelves at Target, wearing that stupid fucking outfit of khakis and red polo, and people are just walking by, you know, like you’re invisible? Just some girl working for fifty cents over minimum wage. And all you’re thinking about is getting off work, but then you think about what you’ll do, like really, and you know you’ll drive home, cook macaroni and cheese, go to a seven o’clock meeting, listen to the same bitches complain about the same shit—I’m fat, my dad abused me, my job sucks, resentments are the number-one offender—and then you’ll go home and watch Laguna Beach and a rerun of Everybody Loves Raymond before going to bed by ten thirty. All to get up and do it again.

Suicide, I say.

That’s what I’m saying. But that shit always comes. Always. You know?

Don’t have to tell me.

KK says, And the thing I get to thinking is that maybe it’s not that great either way. Like I take one look at you, no offense, and know you’re fucking dying, like inside. And then I think about the alternative like I was just talking about, that moment when you realize that the best you can do, I mean the absolute fucking best, is to be a less successful version of our parents. Like what the fuck? Seriously?

She’s speaking pure fucking gospel. The truest things I’ve ever heard and I want to believe there’s something else but I’m not sure.

Guess that’s not a problem anymore, I say.

How so?

Sobriety isn’t much of an option.

KK laughs. It’s not as gentle as the one earlier. She flicks her cigarette. She says, Full-on guiltless using, yo.

We smile. I want to kiss her.

Guess we’ll figure out the answer to that question, KK says.

What question?

If shit still sucks when you get what you wish for.

10:17 AM

We’re staring at a Tupperware bin of scante. We’re giddy. It’s like the moment when the first pair of spread legs says come on in. I put the blue cover back on the bin. I say, We need to be smart about this. A schedule. Yeah, we need to make a schedule.

Bro, Typewriter says.

Yeah, for real, KK says.

No, he’s got a point, Jared says. We need to do this responsibly.

Yeah, that’s what I’m talking about. Okay, KK, how long did it take for Jared to start getting all fucked up?

What do you mean?

In the apartment. How long was it between the last use and when he started getting a fever?

They look at each other. Jared shrugs. KK thinks it was maybe two days. Jared agrees, then adds, Probably closer to a day and a half.

Okay, good. So we know we can’t go more than a day without dope, give or take a handful of hours.

Not going to be a problem, Typewriter says.

Stop, man. This is serious. So we should be smart about this. Maybe each of us is rationed a teener a day. This can be consumed however you want. But that’s it.

Dude, KK says.

Let me get my teener then, Type says.

In a minute, Jesus. We’ve got to get organized first. Have to make this place livable, safe.

That’s what I was talking about, Jared says.

So we each have responsibilities—

KK says, You serious? We’re going to have chores? Checklists?

Not chores, just … responsibilities, like I said. Let’s not forget what’s waiting out in those woods.

Can we get our heads first?

KK, Jared says. He touches her forearm. He says, We need to make this place as secure as possible.

Fine, KK says.

Type?

Yeah, fine.

Okay, good. So the fence needs to be inspected, make sure it’s sturdy all over. And we need to do something about the sleeping arrangements. Get bedding or something.

And food, Jared says.

And food, yeah.

The Albino’s got plenty. Dude stocked up for this, knew it was comin’, Typewriter says.

Right, but we need to organize it. Make sure there’s nothing we need.

Weapons, Jared says.

Good, yeah. We’ve got plenty, but need to teach KK how to use them.

And Jared, she says.

Good, this is good, I say. I’m feeling better about everything. I’m holding hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of meth. I’m thinking about handing out the rations. I’m wondering if I’ll smoke mine or shoot it. And I’m thinking about us getting this rural shithole White House secure, us doing our chores, as KK called them, us sweating in the sun and working together and then us sitting around at night telling funny stories and it being good, a dinner party, friends catching up after years estranged.

So I can start with the fence, I say. Could use another hand, though.

I look at Typewriter. He stares into the dense forest. He says, Fuck that.

I’ll go, Jared says.

I’m still staring at Typewriter and his eyes jump between the trees and the bin of dope, never meeting mine. Okay, I say.

KK says, So that puts me in the house, making beds?

Unless you have another idea?

Could teach her how to load a gun, Type says.

Fine. That’s fine. But then you guys get the house ready, check on the food.

And what about your BFF? Casper the Friendly Ghost over there, KK says.

Not really trying to fuck around with him. Just let him be, I say.

Smart enough, Jared says.

Okay, so we’re good?

They all nod, staring at the bin. I crack the top. KK starts forward and I tell her I’ll dole out the rations and she tells me I’m a controlling motherfucker and I say, We need to be smart about this.

Got needles? she asks.

This breaks my heart. I tell her inside.

I hand a hardy shard to each of them. I take one for myself, palm an extra little guy. I tell them this needs to last the day. To not do it all. None of them respond. They’re already heading back inside. I think about following and distilling my dope on a spoon. It was better, shooting it, and I know it’s a quick hop, skip, and jump to completely fucked when needles become oxygen, so I head to the Civic. I hide the bin under the trash bag in the backseat. I take out the glass stem from the glove compartment. I place the smaller of the two chunks into the bowl. I take out my torch. I burn and the chamber fills with the acidic aroma of meth, of pure fucking love, of any person I want to be, of any mood I want to claim as my own, and I take a slow pull, release the chamber, and my mouth is being suffocated and poisoned and ass-fucked and then my throat and lungs and I hold my breath, hold on to Buster, hold on to the pipe, hold on to my vision of us being some new colony, harmonious, all of us.

11:22 AM

It’s obvious Jared is one of those annoying tweakers who can’t stop his stupid mouth from flapping when he’s spun. He also pulls out his pistol at every swaying branch. I tell him to shut the fuck up.

He doesn’t. He’s all, I’m extremely excited about all of this. It’s not unlike make-believe. Cops and robbers. Indians and cowboys. Marines and aliens. God, that’s totally what it is. Am I right or am I right?

I try to ignore him.

Jared drops his voice all movie trailer–like. He says, They survived the apocalypse, and awoke to a foreign world. Five of them total. The Albino, Typewriter, KK, the Ex, and …

He stops, probably realizing he’d just typecast me as the ex.

Sorry, he says, then continues with his fake voice, The only thing that kept them alive was Tina, her touch sometimes loving, sometimes gentle.…

I run my hand along the chain-link fence enclosing the Albino’s compound. We’ve been walking for a half hour and there’s still a third to go. I’ve marked one section so far that’s in need of repair. I hope the Albino has some extra fencing. I figure he probably does, because he’s that guy, the one who’s thought people were coming to slit his throat since he was old enough to crawl.

Jared’s still blabbering: And lurking behind every tree, the Chucks crouched giggling and licking their lips, waiting for night to fall.…

I wonder if the fence will do a damn thing. Probably not. It’s about five feet tall, staked every few yards. I remember the little girl with the umbrella socks. How easily she bashed through Typewriter’s door. But what else are we going to do? Sit in the shack and wait for them to beat their decaying fists through century-old cedar? Maybe it’s just the feeling of movement, the illusion of productivity that I’m craving, that I think we all are. To feel like we have options and actions we can take. To feel like we can do something other than wait to die.

Jared’s like, But the walking dead weren’t planning on crossing paths with one young man with a deadeye shot. With this, Jared lunges into a wide stance, his gun held like a gangster from a rap video. I tell him that’s enough.

Huh?

Noise, man.

Then he’s whispering. He says, Roger that. I feel what you’re putting down.

I can’t stand this motherfucker. If this is what it’s going to be—daily role-play-Jared-as-adolescent-hero—then count me out. I’ll take my chances elsewhere. I wonder how KK was able to deal with it. She was so deadly serious when she used. Everything doom and gloom, and if she didn’t have blond hair you’d think she was goth queen of America. Then I’m remembering us using together. How it was fun at first. How this changed, like it always does. I’m remembering one night when she locked herself in the bathroom. I was annoyed and then worried and then frantic, knowing I’d see her ninety-pound body in a crimson bath, one wrist hanging over the porcelain, the tile stained with blood. So I broke through the door. The lock crumbled. She sat on the toilet, wearing an ugly pair of cream panties. We made eyes, then I followed her gaze to her abdomen. It was covered in raised circular bumps. I was like, What the fuck? She didn’t say anything. Just took the cigarette dangling from her thin lips and pressed its burning end into her stomach. I rushed over, knocked the cigarette onto the floor, and I was on my knees, my hands on her thighs, yelling, demanding she tell me what she was doing, and her stomach was like a fly’s eye—countless raised circles, each one staring at me like I’d let her down.

She petted my hair. She said, Can do bad all by myself.

J-Bone, Jared says.

Huh?

J-Bone. You like it?

What?

A nickname. J-Bone. I think it has a nice ring to it.

I shake my head and keep walking.

C-Money, Jared says.

No.

No?

No.

Hmm. Thought I was onto something with that. You sure? C-Money? J-Bone and C-Money out patrolling the grounds?

No.

We keep walking.

J-Bizzle and C-Maker.

You need to stop with that shit. I can’t deal with it right now. You feel me?

Roger.

I wish we had cameras set up around the property. That each square foot was covered with an eye in the sky and we had a control station set up and we’d take turns watching these grainy feeds, take turns making sure of our relative safety. Then I’m wondering how long the power grid will stay up. Nobody’s left to do whatever they do to keep power going. I think about total blackness and about having to go out and loot generator after generator and gasoline and how much this is going to suck.

J-Snizzle and—

I turn and grab the front of Jared’s T-shirt. His eyes widen. I’m about to hit him because he’s so fucking annoying and because he’s somehow found his way into the pants and heart of KK. He looks scared, surprised, his eyebrows all sorts of arched. I let go of his shirt. I say, Stop talking.

The hell, man?

I blame it on the need for silence, that we don’t know what’s out here.

He seems only somewhat satisfied with this explanation. He starts walking. I can see him straighten out the creases I’ve caused in his shirt. We’re quiet. I run my fingers along the chain link. I like the way it feels. It reminds me of driving on roads under construction, the smoothness between bumps.

Jared starts talking, his back to me. He says, I know this is hard for you. Would be for me too.

I don’t want to have this conversation with Jared. The proverbial husband and ex-husband moment of forced connection. It feels trite. I don’t respond.

But I appreciate it, he says. I really do. I know it would have been easier to leave me in that apartment. Nobody could have blamed you for that.

You would have done the same for me.

He shakes his head. He says, Not sure about that.

I laugh because this takes me by surprise, this comment, its honesty.

Seriously, Jared says. If the situation was reversed.… Shit, even if it wasn’t reversed, even it was still me with KK and I had to save you while putting my life in danger … might have been on your own.

Bullshit, I say.

Maybe. I don’t know.

The fence turns right, not quite at ninety degrees. We’re a good distance behind the shack. I’m glad to see he’s calmed down with the JLo comments and the aiming of his pistol.

The reason is simple, he says.

What is?

The difficulty I would have saving you.

Kind of a dick, I say.

I see the way she still looks at you.

I ask him what he’s talking about and play it off like he’s crazy, that I’m not following, but really I’m thinking that he might be right, that I wasn’t delusional, that we still share a connection, and maybe that’s just the reality of any two people coming together under the most fucked up of circumstances, us meeting in a round-cornered psych ward, and then us doing it together, sobriety, meetings, the moments when one of us was the lifeboat to the other’s ship sinking under the weight of self-hatred, and then us succumbing together to that sinking, convincing ourselves and each other that it was a good idea, scante, that we could weather any storm as long as we did it together. And then the end, us realizing we couldn’t. Maybe having gone through that, we shared something deeper than vows? Maybe there’s still a chance?

I’m about to try to change the subject because I don’t want Jared to see my full hand, but I hear something. I grab Jared. He flinches, thinking I’m going to get all aggro again. I whisper listen. It sounds like a motor, maybe the beaten motor of a pickup coming from somewhere deeper in the woods. My heart pounds in my ears. Then the engine noise fades.

You hear that?

Jared nods. He says, A car.

That’s what I thought.

Are there even roads back there?

Not sure.

They can’t drive, can they?

The walking dead? No, man. No fucking way. But somebody is.

Should we go check—

No.

You sure?

I run through the possibilities—some local guy trying to flee, some high school kid waking up from a bender, somebody who knows we’re here—and whoever it is, they are junkies, have to be, if my theory is correct. This person or persons must realize this too. They must know about the Albino. I think about meth being the one limiting variable to survival, and we have it, at least a week’s worth, and I hold Buster a little tighter.

What do we do? Jared asks.

I think about going out to investigate. Maybe it’s just a kid wanting a fix. I think about the walking dead roaming through the forest. I should warn the others that we heard a truck, that we might be expecting trouble. Or I could just tell the Albino. Other people know he’s here because that’s what he did, cook shit, ounces a week, and Typewriter and I weren’t the only ones he sold to. There are others. He’d know what to do. But then I think that maybe alerting him isn’t such a good idea. He’s already fucked up about us being here, and the thought of more coming might be too much.

Keep quiet about it, I say.

You serious? I’m really not sure what good that will—

Because it’s probably nothing. We don’t need the others more paranoid than they already are. Have enough to worry about. And we’re taking the precautions to shore up this bitch.

I hardly think that’s fair.

You want to know what’s not fair? This, man, fucking this. I span my arms to either side. I tell him it’s not fair that everyone’s dead, that shit will never be the same. I want to keep going—tell him it’s not fair that he, the AA predator of newly sober girls, is the one with KK. That I have to pretend like shit’s all good. That I have to play the mentally together leader, that all I want to do is lock myself in the fucking car with the bin and shoot enough Tina to make my heart explode. I tell him to trust me. That the noise we just heard was nothing, at least nothing the others need to know about yet.

4:15 PM

We take a group consensus—one teener isn’t enough per day. We settle on two.

5:33 PM

We’re bored and spun and the Albino won’t put on clothes, outright refusing, telling us we’re lucky he’s letting us stay here at all, and then he smiles, his irises outlined in red, and says, When them sons a bitches come, they won’t know I’m not one of them.

I can tell KK’s drifting off into the dark cocoon of her sped mind. Typewriter’s back to working his pick spot. His fingers are covered in skin and blood. Jared’s rocking in the other corner. I feel like masturbating. Each of us is having a completely different experience not five feet from one another. We need to get out of the shack. I smell my breath or maybe my crotch and it’s awful, stale butter popcorn covered in yeast. I think about the small pond Jared and I had passed on our walkabout. I ask the Albino if he dumps any chems in there.

Stupid fucking Crooked Cock, that’s my drinking water.

I feel like my mother when I suggest to the group we take a swim. I’m trying to raise morale, to lift spirits, and I am my mom. When I was growing up, she was coated in an exterior of pep, of good cheer. She’d been the first one to suggest activities. Bowling night. Game night. Picnic night. Everything with a title, everything trying to bring the family together. My father and I would trudge out of our own little worlds—me in my room playing Nintendo, him in his office doing bank work—and we’d climb into the family Suburban. We’d piss and moan. My mom would talk it up, how fun the science museum would be, how picking apples at Pine Tree would be perfect. But then something would happen. We’d start to have fun. My dad would forget about deals that didn’t go through. I’d forget about dying on the last boss of Mega Man. We’d be together doing something seemingly stupid but we’d make it fun, my mom the smiling family mascot. So this is what I’m thinking. I need to get us doing something other than shooting dope and caressing the barrels of our guns.

You guys want to go swimming?

Nobody responds.

Swimming? Anyone?

Typewriter mutters something to himself. He keeps touching the sore on his face, then examining his fingers, then back to digging.

I stand up. This gets their attention. I say, Let’s go. Everyone. We need to go swimming.

Busy, KK says.

Not acceptable. Everyone. Pond just behind the house. Will do everyone some good, get the stink off us, refreshing and shit.

I pull Typewriter’s hand away from his face. I tell him there’s nothing on or underneath his skin. He asks if I’m sure. I tell him I’m sure. I look over at catatonic Jared and I say, J-Bone, let’s go, man.

He gives me the widest shit-eating grin.

J-Bone, he says.

That’s right. Time to take a dip, J-Bizzle.

I could do that.

Fuck yeah, you can do that.

KK’s jaw is working overtime. She looks at me. I wonder what kind of shit is turning over in her head and then she gives a hint of a smile, at least her eyes do, softening from their cold-ass glare.

So we’re good? I say.

She nods.

Albino?

The, he says.

The Albino, you down?

Pass up a chance to see that fucking miraculous curving cock?

It’s not … I stop. What the fuck does it matter? We’re gathered at the door and I’m back to being my mom and I’m handing out after-school treats in the form of shotguns and then we’re all walking out of the house, into the woods, us a family, dysfunctional to the fucking core.

We head past the meth lab. I trail behind the group by a few paces. I like us—five motherfuckers who would steal a retarded kid’s helmet to pawn for a buck fifty—and we’re making this work. We’re beating the odds. We’re sticking to our new rations. We’re loaded and dangerous and there aren’t any walking dead and I tell myself not to think about the truck I heard earlier, that it was nothing, that it was somebody just trying to get by.

This is it? KK asks.

Yeah, not bad, right?

Scum all over the shit, yo.

Better than Chuck blood. Am I right?

Hey, Crooked Cock, take a look at perfection, the Albino says. I turn. He’s stretching out his cock. He’s completely shaved. I laugh. He says, Straight as a motherfucker. Jealous?

Jesus Christ, KK says.

The Albino lets go of his dick and gives a few hip gyrations, sending it in a helicopter, and he says, Ready for take-off, and then he laughs like this is the funniest thing ever and we do too and he sprints in his gimpy gait to the pond, jumping, his legs pulled to a cannonball. He lands in about a foot of water. He curses. I toss off my shirt. Typewriter already has his off and his B cups jiggle as he kicks off his sweats. I see his back, the scratches from the reanimated two days before. They’re still scabbing. I figure this is a good thing, remembering the trucker’s eye, how it healed itself in seconds.

Jared mumbles about J-Bone taking a skinny-dip. I give him a quick once-over. He’s in decent shape, his abs visible, his cock a tad on the tree-stump side of the spectrum. I try not to imagine KK loving it and sucking it and spreading her malnourished legs, but I’m fucked because there it is and she’s laughing, telling him to keep on his fucking clothes, and I make sure I’m rocking a decent chub before I drop my shorts and boxers. I start toward the pond. Typewriter, the Albino, and Jared are just bobbing heads farther out.

You coming? I yell to KK.

Some fucking privacy, yo.

My bad, my bad.

I pretend to shield my eyes as I walk by. I hope she notices my dick is bigger than Jared’s. I’m really watching her and she’s got her shirt off and her tits are like a prepubescent boy’s and her stomach is nothing but ribs littered with pink circular scars and I’m taking my sweet time pretending to acclimate to the water, my feet then my shins then my knees then my dick, and I’m watching KK pull off her Daisy Dukes and she’s not wearing panties and it’s bald and I’m making sure I’m fully submerged because I’m getting all sorts of excited.

I swim twenty yards out to the middle of the pond. Type tells me to come a little bit closer. He says, Totally pissed, bro. Feels like heaven.

I splash his face.

The Albino tells me I can’t hide that bent beast forever. Jared spits arcs of algae water. Then we hear a shriek. My heart nearly fucking stops. KK comes splashing into the water, her arms above her head, her body starving, broken, the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen with the sun behind her head and the water nothing but reflected diamonds and I relax because we’re kids in a simple time when there’s no better joy than escaping an afternoon of chores in the coolness of fresh water.

She swims out to us.

I want her hand to brush any part of my body.

She finds refuge in Jared’s arms. They face each other. I know she has her legs wrapped around his waist and that’s as far as I’ll let my mind go. I think of anything else. Anything. I think about the fence we shored up with a ribbed sheet-metal panel. About the small shard of scante I’d pocketed in the morning. That I can go smoke it after the swim. But it’s not really working, the distractions. I’m picturing Jared’s dick pressing against KK’s vertical smile. About it knocking on her door, maybe poking its head in for a quick visit.

Marco, Typewriter says.

He has his eyes closed. It’s not hard to see him as ten years old, always Marco, never Polo.

Marco.

The Albino whispers Polo.

Typewriter turns in his direction, waving his fat arms at the sound.

Polo, I say.

Typewriter spins again.

Marco.

Polo.

I duck under the water and swim a few feet.

Marco.

Polo, KK says. She’s out of Jared’s arms, off his stupid dick, now swimming away from a thrashing Typewriter.

Fish out of water, he says.

Fuck you, I say.

Typewriter lunges for me. I think I’m out of his reach but his Italian sausage fingers hit my face and I say, Fuck my life, and he says, Yeah boy.

Marco.

I hear Polos all around me. I hold my eyes tight. I’m calling out Marco and I’m moving a few feet this way, then a few feet that way, and really, I’m tracking KK’s voice, her soft calls of Polo, her voice playful, inviting. Marco. Polo. The Albino’s telling me that Polo’s got a nice straight dick for Marco’s pleasure. I’m pretty sure Typewriter isn’t responding, probably terrified of once again being it. I hear KK’s Polo. I know I’m close. I tell myself that a simple peek would speed the whole thing up, but this is cheating, a betrayal for a game meant for lazy summer afternoons, maybe a betrayal against innocence, and then I’m seeing the little girl playing with the rottweiler, the little girl ripping out its throat, how I thought this had been something to do with innocence, and it’s Polos all around me, Marco, me as Marco, and I’m exploring the world of an algae-filled pond, the world of postapocalypse, the world where nothing matters besides keeping enough shit in our system to not end up dead. I block out everything besides KK’s calls. I swim in slow motion. I’m a moth to her voice. I’ve got to be close. I want to look. To see her smile. To see the triangulation of dimples between cheeks and chin, to have these be directed at me.

Marco.

Polo.

Marco.

Polo.

I’m close. I’ve got to be a few feet away. I reach out with my hands. I think about being one of them, the walking dead, because I’m laughing with my arms outstretched. I’m trying to find another human being, something living. I’m so close but she’s stopped calling Polo and I wait, my flexed toes just long enough to touch the baby-shit-soft flooring of the pond.

I feel something close behind me. Then I feel skin pressing against my back. Then there’s pressure against my neck and KK whispers, Polo. Her hand wraps around my stomach and I can’t move because this is the most amazing touch I’ve ever received and I’m praying her skeleton fingers never finish their journey, that they stay there on my stomach, dip lower, that we share this touch underneath the surface of everyone else’s vision.

I reach my hand behind me. It makes contact with what I’m guessing is her ass. It’s nothing but a compact curving of body. I want everything to stop. For this moment to be my happily ever after. For me to reach lower.

But that doesn’t happen. She says, Shit. Got me. Marco.

Then she swims away.

I’m left there with a raging hard-on. I’m left there wondering what the fuck just happened. Was this her telling me that I love you, always will, you and you alone? Was this her being completely spun, nothing more than a physical pleasure response to the brushing of skin against skin? My mind is a keno wheel. I am Marco Polo. I am my mother. I am Chase Motherfucking Daniels.

And life is perfect.

A moment painted in watercolors.

Maybe Jared is right about our creation of utopia. That this here—five people swimming, splashing, laughing, forgetting about everything other than a simple game—is as good as anything can get. This is what Thomas More had been trying to describe. And here we are, the outcasts, the people America wants to pretend aren’t walking the streets, living an impossible dream.

Something catches my eye in the trees. I peer harder. Some movement, a flashing of blue, an unnatural color to vegetation. I’m like, What the fuck, and I peer harder, straining my eyes for everything they’re worth, but I don’t see anything else. I tell myself that dope knows no sense of serenity and will crop up in paranoia at the worst times.

Marco.

Polo.

Just fucking relax, I tell myself. Everything’s okay. You’re okay. We’re all okay.

Then I see it again, and this time I’m fucking sure of it, blue movement in a sea of green. It’s a pair of jeans. I start swimming as hard as I can to the shore. I need to get to the guns because whatever it is in those woods can’t be good and I’m panting like hell and when I reach the shallows, I stand, looking over to the trees, and I don’t see anything, and then I glance to our clothes and shotguns and two dudes are standing there, Buster in the hands of the taller one with a mesh cap, a trucker mud-flap silhouette of a naked girl on its front.

Well, fuckin’ A, he says. Pretty precious out there.

The other one laughs. He’s shorter, fatter, his bearded face a fifteen-pound bowling ball.

I stand in a few inches of water. I’m naked. I have no idea what to do, if these people are friends or motherfuckers who will slit our throats.

Must be cold, Mesh Cap says.

A little shrinkage, A?

What? Who are—

Friends of the Albino.

Albino, I yell. I turn around and he’s staring at me. His face is a ghostly shade of fear or maybe that’s how it always looks. I face the two guys again. The shorter one has a shotgun trained at my dick. I cover up with my hands. They start laughing then and yell for all of us to get the fuck out of the water.

I tell them we don’t want any trouble.

Don’t want any trouble?

Yeah, doesn’t want any trouble, Fat Face says.

They laugh.

For real, guys, just drop the guns, man. Come on. We’re all in this together.

I hear the others getting closer.

Mesh Cap says, Fuckin’ A, look at that one there.

I turn. KK’s standing there naked and exposed and she’s not covering herself in the slightest and I love her and I can hear the fat one talking about her being a freak, that he can just tell, and I tell him to shut the fuck up.

Big talk for a guy standing there naked.

With a shrunken dick, the shorter one says.

Fucking A right.

Albino, I say. He’s at my side now. He says, Fucking Canucks. Figured y’all be the first ones dead.

Little faith.

The fuck you want? the Albino says.

What do you think?

The Albino takes the lead. I wonder if he knows he’s massaging the head of his dick. He says, So my shit ain’t good enough for y’all before, but now it is?

Price has changed.

Fuck you.

Oh boy, now is that a way to talk to your neighbors from the north?

Ain’t got any more. Shot the last bit last night.

The big motherfucker with the hat laughs. He pumps the shotgun, my shotgun. He says, We’ve been watching you for over a day now. Not covering the stink of cooking very well, know what I’m saying?

Shit, the Albino says, no more ammonia. Only able to get half an O.

We’ll see about that. Got the boys checking out that rat’s nest you call a house right now.

Oh no you don’t.

Fucking A right we do.

So that’s what this is?

A motherfucking jacking? You betcha. You really thought it would go any other way?

The big one motions with Buster for us to get the rest of the way out of the water. I take a few tentative steps. The fat one’s eyes are all over KK’s pussy and I tell him to watch his stare and he laughs and calls me an American hero. I am about to reach over and grab my clothes and the dude kicks my ribs and I cough, feel a little like puking, and he tells me to leave them, just keep walking.

So it’s us walking on branches and pinecones and us shivering because of the drying pond water and us naked and exposed and Typewriter has that look in his eye like he’s not about to give up his scante. The Albino isn’t talking, just chewing his face, just rubbing his dick. We should just give up the shit. It’s a big batch but it’s not worth dying over. Yeah, we’ll have to go rob a pharmacy again, which is pretty much a death sentence, but whatever. I wonder if the Albino is being serious about the ammonia, if we’ll have to pillage farms for chemicals and whether it will take longer than two days to cook another batch. That seems to be the magic number, forty-eight hours, until our minds fill with the poison that wiped out the rest of our species.

There’s a truck parked in front of the shack. I know I fucked up keeping that one to myself. I make eyes at Jared and he seems to be accusing me of the same thing. One lumberjack motherfucker leans against the hood. He’s smoking. He laughs at our naked bodies. Then two more dudes filling the same bill come out of the cabin and one says, Empty, just a cashed dime.

Buried it? he asks the Albino.

Told y’all we blasted it.

Shot an entire batch? the big one says.

Yup.

Then he flips the shotgun around and smashes the butt into the Albino’s face. KK screams. The Albino crawls to his knees. His nose seems to have moved over an inch or two. Blood streams down his face, over his mouth. The contrast of red on white is sublime. His pigment-lacking irises shine red.

Then Mesh Cap presses the barrel against the Albino’s face. He circles his eyes, squishes the broken nose, and then inserts the tip into the Albino’s mouth. He says, We’re going to try this again. Where. Is. The. Dope?

I know I need to do something. To grab the gun off the little fucker and shoot until the ground is nothing but Canadian blood. I don’t want to see the Albino killed. And it isn’t because he’s our cook, but because he’s one of us, and he took us in, and because I’ll be motherfucked if I let some other human make this shit any harder than it already is.

Mesh Cap slides the barrel out of the Albino’s mouth. He says, What’s that? I can’t quite hear you.

If y’all kill me, ain’t a motherfucker with you smart enough to keep cookin’.

Thought you were out of ammonia.

Can get more.

The fat one leans over to his boy. He whispers something. The big guy shrugs like this might be a good idea. He kicks the Albino in the spine, then grabs KK’s arm.

Fucking stop, I yell.

No, Jared screams.

The other three have circled us. They have their pistols drawn. Typewriter’s trying to tell me something but I can’t figure it out. I tell them to leave her the fuck alone.

Or what? the fat one says.

I’ll kill you.

They laugh at this. I feel a pistol pressing on the back of my head.

Well, we’ll just fuck around with this one until you tell us where the dope is.

I stare at KK. She isn’t fighting, but has her head down, her wet bangs shielding her eyes. I wonder if she’s crying.

Maybe get off on that sweet pussy first, one of them says.

I’ll fucking kill—

The lumberjack cracks Jared in the face. He falls.

I tell myself it’s only scante and we can get more and it’s not even a question of what to do and maybe they’ll kill us afterward but there’s no other play.

It’s in the car.

American Hero cracks, the big one says.

In the car, I say again.

Well, let’s just see about that, he says.

He lets go of KK.

I yell for her to run.

She doesn’t.

All of them laugh.

I need Type to do something, to get one of their guns, to get all Hulk like he did to the little girl with umbrella socks. I need a miracle. Mesh Cap pushes me over to Type’s Civic and I’m thinking about running, just fucking taking off, and maybe I’d be able to make it into the woods and from there I could survive, find shelter, steal a car, get myself back to West Seventh, maybe find some baseheads still smoking, and it could be okay, me alone, me surviving. I’m at the car. He tells me to open the door. I tell him it’s in the back. He tells me to open the back door then.

Keep your fucking hands up. See them drop for one second, I’ll kill the girl, let you watch, then kill you.

I open the door.

I’ve stashed the bin on the far side of the backseat. I have my hands raised above my head. He tells me to get the shit. I crawl into the car. I push my hands against the ceiling. I’m sitting on something hard and then I realize it’s the pipe.

Going to grab it, I say.

Grab it, then.

I lift the bin onto my lap. I’m about to start my way back out of the car when I think about the pipe that’s practically wedged between my ass cheeks right now. I maneuver my weight so it’s perfectly aligned. I squeeze with everything I’ve got. I’m praying that the pipe stays put and doesn’t fall and it’s not much, but a triple-blown stem could puncture a jugular and has to be better than nothing.

I drop the Tupperware at his feet.

I step out of the car, keeping my clenched ass out of his view.

He knocks off the lid with the barrel of the shotgun. He says, Holy fucking A.

He bends over, taking out a scoop. He lets the shards slip through his fingers.

I stare over at Typewriter. Then at the Albino. And then he’s exploding out from his knees and has his hands on the fat guy’s shotgun and then I see Type standing and I’m yelling no, no, because we could have found another way and I reach to my ass and grab the pipe and it’s all so fast, me smashing its end on the door of the Civic, Mesh Cap realizing what the fuck is happening, me lunging at his neck, me making contact, the pipe plunging into flesh, and then I’m on top of him and I hear gunshots and I know it’s KK and I know I can’t live without her and I’m thrashing, the pipe just a nub sticking from the dude’s trachea. I grab the gun and sprint over and it’s a full-on gunfight. I’m yelling a primal fucking scream and firing rounds into the lumberjack. Then the short guy turns and points but I’m quicker, my slug ripping through his skull.

I’ll kill every last one of them.

The motherfuckers who took her away.

I’m firing and firing and there’s no more movement and somebody’s calling my name and I’m standing over Bowling-Ball Face and I’m crying and there’s a small gurgle of blood bubbling from his throat and I pull the trigger again. And again. And again.

Chase.

Chase.

Somebody touches my shoulder and I spin around with the shotgun and am about to shoot and it’s KK and she’s covered in blood and I stop, just fucking crumple at her feet. She’s telling me it’s okay. It’s over. She rubs my hair. She tells me I did good. I can’t breathe because I thought she was dead and because I’m a murderer of humans.

I hear Typewriter. This makes me cry even harder. Then I hear Jared and he says, He’s gone. I look up from the dirt. KK pulls my face to her bare chest. She tells me not to look. I’m bawling. I fight against her hands. I see the body of the Albino. Brains spew from the back of his skull. She tells me we’re safe—shh, we’re safe, you done good, baby, you done good.

8:11 PM

KK’s with me. It’s just us in the cabin. She’s wrapped me in a sleeping bag. I have no idea where my clothes are. Typewriter and Jared are out burning the bodies. They’d tried to shield me from this conversation, but I heard them argue about what to do. Somebody said burying them wasn’t safe, they might come back. They talked about burning them and the smell and the sight and this maybe attracting the walking dead and finally they decided it was the lesser of two evils.

I guess I’m not doing well.

There’s a pressure behind my eyes, kind of like I’m being skull-fucked.

I remember shooting enough scante to kill an elephant. They just sat there watching me.

People just keep patting me on the back. Telling me I’ve done good.

I sit on the couch covered in the Albino’s down bag. KK cleans up the mess those stupid fucking Canucks made searching the place. I just keep seeing the neck of the tall one give way, keep feeling the glass stem going deeper and deeper.

You did what you had to do, KK says.

I guess I must be talking.

I’ve never been so spun.

I keep seeing the Albino’s bloodied face. Then it exploding. And I’m standing over the short motherfucker unloading round after round.

I’m still crying.

KK’s at my side. She shakes out a few pills from one of the bottles I stole from Walgreens. She tells me to open up. I do. They taste like aspirin. My mother is at my side and I have a fever and she’s telling me to swallow them, not to chew them, but I can’t, the little disks getting caught in my throat, me gagging, me crying, me just chewing them.

I mumble, Mommy, I can’t.

Yes, you can. Take a drink now.

KK hands me a beer.

I want to tell her that I can’t drink beer, that I’m a little boy.

I know you are, she says.

And it’s confusing, me sitting there on my childhood couch, my mother nursing me back to health, and I tell her I thought she was dead. She rubs my buzzed head. She tells me that we’re safe. I ask where Dad is. She tries to smile but her mouth quivers and I start crying again, and hide my face in the musty odor of the Albino. I hear KK tell me everything happens for a reason. I ask her if she’s real. She promises me she is. I tell my mom I love her. She says she loves me too. I tell her I’m sorry. She says not to worry. I see my mom coming to visit me at juvie. She’s sitting in a white room. Her boy-cut hair is the sun. She doesn’t tell me I’m a fuckup. That she’s disappointed. She doesn’t ask where I went wrong. She just pats the metal bench beside her. I sit. I try to be stoic. She smells like Obsession and Sure. I curl into her lap. I tell her I’m sorry, I’m so fucking sorry. KK tells me it’s one day at a time. I tell her to let go and let God. She tells me to accept the things I cannot change. My father is dead. My mom says that fevers are good, that we’re still fighting. I ask her if she has one. She says she’s fine. I tell her that she’s not fighting anymore. She holds me. She holds me and it’s KK and we’re in the janitor’s closet on the seventh floor of the psych ward and she’s running my finger along her stitched gash and we’re trying to put everything behind us, that’s what they tell us, put everything that got you here behind you, and we’re excited because we whisper how we’ll change our lives, how we’ll be better, how we can do this, together.

I ask her when she gets out.

She tells me to close my eyes.

She pulls the Albino’s sleeping bag tighter around me. I’m naked. I’m crying. My heart is moments away from giving up. I’m thinking of killing another human being. How one second the tall guy with the mesh cap was living, the next second he wasn’t. I can feel the texture of his throat. How I had to stab him harder than I would have guessed.

You did the right thing, KK says.

Is my fever gone?

No, honey, still there, my mom says.

I want her to feed me Sprite and Nilla Wafers. I want her to change the channel to the Ninja Turtles. I want her to take a wet cloth and dab it on my head and tell me again how this sickness is me fighting.


THURSDAY

6:36 AM

I smell scante all around me. I open my eyes and Typewriter is grinning his fat-boy grin and hands me a rectangle of aluminum foil with crushed shit lining its crease. He’s holding a hollow pen. It’s kind of an awful sight to wake up to. For the briefest of moments, I think I’m back at his mom’s. That I’m sitting on the one couch. That I’ve just been on one motherfucker of a trip, spanning all of three seconds. Then I see the cedar logs. Jared and KK sleeping on the floor. Typewriter’s face cut to shit.

You feelin’ better, bro? A little base for old time’s sake?

I don’t respond, just sit upright. Type puts the Bic in my mouth. He lights underneath the foil and it takes a second to start to smoke and I’m gentle with my inhales because a burning chunk down the throat is a horrible way to start a morning. The smoke fills my mouth. Then my throat. I lean back. I hold it until my lungs scream for oxygen. Then I hold it a second longer. I let go of everything at once.

And it’s like magic.

How I’m better, not afraid of failure or dying or hell or that we’re now down to four.

That’s what I’m talking about, Typewriter says. He claps to some beat that only plays for him. He joins in with a little dancing. Just some bobbing of his knees, his torso jerking in opposition on the upbeats.

Uncle Typewriter fixes things, bro.

He lights the freebase again. I lean in and take another hit.

Yeah, that’s what I’m talking about, he says.

Shut up, KK says.

Somebody needs a head adjuster.

What time is it?

The fuck cares?

Typewriter walks over to KK and Jared. They’re covered in a blanket, lying on another one. They each take a hit. I can tell Typewriter hasn’t slept. One, because he’s dancing, and that only happens when he’s spun real bad, and two, because he’s getting us high, which again, he only does when he’s completely tweaked.

KK turns onto her stomach. She rests her head in her hands, her elbows on the floor. She asks how I’m doing.

Good, I’m good.

Yeah?

Yeah. Don’t really know what happened—

Did what a motherfucking hero does, Typewriter says.

He’s in front of me for another hit.

He says, Chase Daniels, everybody.

I take a hit and watch Jared get up and come over and he sticks out his knuckles for a bump and I think this is weird but I give one anyway. He tells me I’m the man. I must have been really fucked up last night. KK gets up and she’s just in her panties and this gives me wood and I look down and my dick’s just staring right back at me and I cover myself with the sleeping bag.

KK walks to the little kitchen area. Typewriter asks if she’s cooking omelets and this makes him laugh and she says, Something like that. She grabs a spoon. She’s holding a needle between her teeth.

Fucking onto some shit now, Typewriter says.

You get this ready, baby? KK says.

Jared tells her no problem.

And we sit there distilling meth into rigs and I’m a little high but then I think about the way blood gurgled through the stem in Mesh Cap’s neck and I tell them to cook me one too. I don’t need a belt. My veins are thick like ropes. I blast a tenth into my arm. My eyes are those of owls.

Morning coffee, huh? KK says.

For real, Type says.

Fuck, that’s good, Jared says.

I feel like I have to say something so I do—there’ll be more—and this is met by three sets of eyes turning. That and silence. I don’t mean to be captain fucking bring-down, but that’s the way my mind works sometimes. Practicality. Worst-case scenario. Realism. I tell them about the other handful of dudes the Albino sold to.

Doubt it, Jared says.

What part of that do you doubt?

Just that there’s anyone left. That they would come here, he says. He’s shaking his head, massaging the crook of his arm. His vein looks bad, on the verge of collapsing.

Just a matter of time, I say.

Type’s still dancing. He says, He’s right. There’ll be more. The whole Chicago crowd. Motherfuckers will do whatever it takes to get more dope. Y’all know that.

So what is it you’re suggesting? Jared says. That we leave? Head back to St. Paul? Because I’m telling you that’s a bad idea.

Real bad, KK says.

Not suggesting anything, I say.

We’re quiet. We’re feeling methamphetamines settle into our synapses, these pleasures pulsating against our fingers and toes and teeth. We’re thinking about waiting in this shack, the walls closing and closing and closing, the outside world closing too, walking dead and addicts with guns facing death, their holy grail our little blue Tupperware.

There’s another problem, I say.

Jesus Christ, Jared says.

KK shakes her head at him.

The Albino’s dead.

You think I don’t know that, Jared says. His voice is sharp. I haven’t seen this side of him before. I miss his other half, the J-Bone and C-Money side of his habit. He tells me he burned his body while I was inside crying.

Fuck you, I say.

Typewriter points a finger at him. He says, And who the fuck saved your life? You forget that?

Jared’s face is long and tired and taut and he mumbles an apology. KK rubs his back. She did this to me just last night and it was more than a concerned friend, and her touch across my stomach while we swam was more than a flirtation and I want her to finally realize she loves me. Jared asks what I’m getting at.

We have no more shit. None. Just what’s left in the bin.

Which is a hell of a lot, Jared says.

Which isn’t a hell of a lot between four people. Like even if we’re good, we’re looking at a week.

Two, KK says.

One, Typewriter says.

Jared stands. I want to tell him to put on his fucking shirt. He rubs his head, pulls his hair, and I wonder if he’s seen this on TV, the desperate-man-in-dire-straits scene, and he says, You guys know how to cook?

I shake my head. Typewriter tells him it’s too dangerous, explosions and everything. KK says he knows she doesn’t.

Fuck, he yells. He kicks the wall. KK tells him to calm down.

It just never ends, he says. He paces. I wonder how much of this is the dope and how much of this is him. I don’t know who he’s speaking to. He says, Never fucking ends.

That’s what I’m saying, I say.

Give me that base, KK says. Typewriter hands her the aluminum foil. She gets a hit, maybe two, and I know this is her answer, all of our answers really—to sit and get high, pretending like life is nothing but endless opportunities.

We need to leave. Have no choice, I say.

Shit yeah, bro, Typewriter says.

Fuck, Jared responds.

I say, We can get back to St. Paul. I’m sure Frogtown is pumping out that Hmong-made crank. Can give my boy Cheng a visit. Shit’s better than nothing.

KK exhales. Her jaw clenches and unclenches.

Jared kicks the wall.

I think about pumping rounds into the bowling-ball face of that guy. How each shot carved away more of his flesh until I saw the ground through where his nose once was.

12:21 PM

We’re about a half hour from St. Paul driving down a deserted I-35E and maybe it’s because we’re scared, because we have no idea what we’re doing, because we are driving to where we fled from, but we have each shot up twice more. Type blares techno. We’re four nodding heads. We’re talking over one another and laughing at our own jokes and I see the turnoff for Highway 96, for my parents’ home.

Pull off.

What?

Pull off here.

Typewriter swerves onto the exit ramp.

What the fuck? KK says.

Need to see something.

Bro, Typewriter says.

What’s going on? Jared asks.

I need to see something.

Jared leans forward, his face between the seats. He’s telling me not to be stupid and then he’s calling me selfish and I’m not responding and Typewriter keeps going down 96 past suburban strip malls and dry cleaners and gas stations and Subways.

Jared says, Why don’t we just stick to your stupid fucking plan?

Shut the fuck up.

No, you shut the fuck up. He’s in my face now. His eyes are nothing but pupil. He says, Turn this fucking car around.

Or else what?

You really want to know?

And I hate him at this moment. Him all up in my shit, flecks of his dry-ass mouth speckling my face, trying to assert his dominance and I don’t owe him a fucking thing, the least of which is an explanation, but I say it anyway—my parents live here.

They’re fucking dead.

My pistol is jammed against his eye socket before I realize I’ve moved. I’m thinking about having killed another human, how it’s not new to me anymore, how this would be just one more notch on the fucked-up belt of the new me. I can hear Typewriter telling me to chill and KK is screaming. Jared has barely flinched and I wonder if he wants me to pull the trigger, to end his pathetic life so he can die a holy martyr in the eyes of KK.

I put the gun back in my lap.

Jared sits back down.

Bass and synthesizer rattle the Civic’s windows.

I tell Typewriter to take a left at the light. We’re the only car. We pass Pennzoil and Decoy’s Bar and Grill and then downtown White Bear with its quant little shops on cobblestone streets and the bookstore and the 687 Saloon. When we drive past the gazebo with its wooden benches and a small fountain, I remember riding my bike down here, my deck strapped onto my backpack, and how excited I was when I landed my first kick flip off the set of three stairs, and hanging out with the other skaters, us in saggy pants and bare chests and backward hats. This was before we had armpit hair and we wanted to be older so fucking bad. We’d steal packs of Reds and smoke them behind the bank, and listen to boom boxes spit out Wu-Tang and Rage. Life was rad then, at twelve or thirteen, nothing but summer sun, skating, and feeling oppressed by our rich parents.

Turn right up here at McDonald’s, I say.

Jared snorts. I want to put a bullet between his eyes.

I’m high as shit, my legs are bouncing and I’m smoking cigarette after cigarette. We’re passing White Bear Lake now and I see movement along the highway. It’s one of them, a reanimated teenager in tight boxers, and we all turn to watch, silent, him watching us too. I’m thinking about Fourth of Julys when we went to family parties on the lake. I was all about tubing and I would hold on to that motherfucker with astonishing force, and my parents would clap and cringe and maybe that’s the role of a mother or father—simultaneous cheering and shielding of eyes.

I hear Jared whispering to KK and she tells him to be quiet.

Maybe she knows this is going to be impossible for me.

We pass the Maplewood Country Club with its three-tiered driving range and empty parking lot. I feel like vomiting. I tell Typewriter to take a right into the next driveway. I see the shed where we kept the riding lawn mower. We go down the little hill and the house is a giant white number with wood shingles. I remember the bats that would come out at five o’clock every night of the summer. We park facing the three-car garage. To my right is an area of grass where my father would set up a miniature soccer net and we practiced, him telling me to keep my ankle locked, strike with the laces.

I know they’ll be dead.

I get out of the car. It’s humid, hot. I leave the rifle and shotgun, slipping the pistol into my pants. The others get out too. Typewriter tells me I don’t have to do this. KK says the same thing. She touches my back. I tell them I do.

I test the garage door. It’s locked. I lead them around the garage to the side of the house into the fenced-in kennel for our long-dead retriever. I get down on all fours and push open the swinging dog door. I listen for movement, then climb through. I’m in a seldom-used storage room filled with Christmas decorations and I hold the door for the other three and we’re all there and I don’t want to keep going, to see them dead, like maybe it’s better not to venture inside, to pretend they’re okay, making things work, in love and together.

The key is under the clay flowerpot. I put it in the lock. Then we’re inside the mudroom, and there’s a stale smell and I know it will only get worse with each foot traveled and I’m thinking about the nights I’d hide in the mudroom with the dog, sleep with her on her red pillow of a bed. Then we’re in the hall and the smell is worse. My framed artwork lines the white walls—a still life in watercolor from the third grade, a castle in crayon from kindergarten—and I peek into the family room with its paisley couches and flat-screen TV and more of my artwork. I climb the stairs. Nobody talks. Upstairs it’s rotting meat and family pictures: me as a toddler on a beach in Florida, a family Christmas card with my giant head in a red sweater, me as a baby in a diaper, an ice-cream cone in my hand, my chest streaked with gooey mess. KK’s crying. I just keep walking. I stare at my parents’ wedding photo. My mom has very short hair, the longest strands only a few inches, and her face is pressed into my father’s, his seventies Afro, his nostrils wide. KK gasps, probably seeing the resemblance, and I’m walking down the red-carpeted hall and it’s like I’ve never really seen these pictures, never understood they were the happiest moments of our lives, us at our best, our attempt to make our lives meaningful, before I was a fuckup, smoking speed, bouncing from psych ward to juvie to treatment center. Maybe these pictures were a reminder for my parents that I was still worth the fight.

The smell is horrific.

I’m crying. I turn left at the end of the hall and the carpet switches color to blue and I’m remembering every morning when I sprinted from my bed to theirs, how sometimes they’d be awake, other times asleep, and I’d jump into the middle of their queen-size bed, and they’d each wrap an arm around me, how safe I felt.

KK asks if I want her to go in and check. I shake my head.

Their dressing room is filled with light and outside the sun shines and birds chirp and all that shit. I have my T-shirt pulled over my nose and I would give anything to tell them I’m sorry.

Their bedroom door is open.

I can see the bookshelf of Dick Francis mysteries, the fireplace, the pink easy chair. I can see the right corner of their bed, the dark wooden bedpost. Then I’m in their room and I’m expecting a greeting—Jesus Christ, son, I’ve been so worried—and I don’t want to do it, turn to my left, see them lying there decaying, but I do.

I want to vomit up everything inside of me.

I want to purge myself of who I am. My father lies there alone, his stomach ripped open, his ribs exposed, picked clean.

I turn around and stumble into their dressing room. Everything’s spinning—the white dressers, the blue carpet, the green love seat—and I tell myself it’s for the better, my father dead. But I know his body had been eaten and I’m wondering where my mom is, like maybe she escaped, maybe she’s okay. Then I hear giggling, and I pinch my eyes and the giggling gets louder and this can’t fucking be happening. I look up and there she is standing in the bathroom doorway, my mother, the woman who birthed me, who taught me to read, who told me she would never give up on me, that she knew I could beat this addiction. She’s wearing a white slip covered in blood. Her face is the same but different, her right cheekbone poking through a patch of exposed skin. I look at her hands. They’re covered in blood. I understand she’s fed on my father.

Mom?

She takes a step toward me.

I hear the pumping of a shotgun. I yell at Typewriter to put his fucking gun down.

My mom giggles.

I remember ordering Domino’s pizza on Friday nights, watching a rental movie, maybe Uncle Buck, us sitting together and laughing. Maybe her giggle is the same, my mom standing there like she’s happy to see me, and maybe she is, maybe she knows who I am, her prodigal son finally returning.

She takes a step closer.

Chase, Typewriter says.

Mom.

Giggle.

It’s me.

Another step.

And then we lock eyes, my mother and me, and I know she understands who I am. That she can change. That somebody will find a cure. That it will go back to how it was but I’ll be better and I’ll do what I couldn’t before. She’s coming closer and closer and she’s going to hug me, and it’s been over a year since I’ve seen her and I’m sorry, so fucking sorry. I hear Typewriter yelling and so is Jared and my mom is almost in arm’s reach now and her giggles are shrill. She sticks out one hand, covered in bits of my dad, and I just want it all to stop, the blinding pressure behind my eyes, for it to go back to how it was, for me to never have found meth, for me to never have been born. I know in my deepest core that she will kill me, that she’s gone, that everything that made her Cheryl Daniels has been swallowed up by disease. I have my pistol raised, and I am bawling, telling her I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I pull the trigger. She drops instantly and doesn’t move. I sit on the blue carpet. I am a little boy making snow angels on its freshly vacuumed surface, listening to my parents talk about their days.

1:02 PM

I’m given my first speedball ever. I’m sitting in the backseat. KK crushes up an Oxy and mixes in a tenth of Tina and she boils the whole thing on a charred spoon she’d taken from the Albino’s. I’m not crying. I’m not talking. I’m not even thinking about killing my mother. I’m just watching KK work magic and thinking about all the things that led her to use her skills and deft hands for the mixing of drugs instead of transplanting kidneys. She tells me not to fight it. I give her my left arm. She slaps my skin. She puts in the needle. She presses the plunger down, stopping with an inch left. I can already feel it working and I tell her the whole thing and she gives me the last few milligrams.

I know I’m fragile, my psyche, my whatever the fuck you want to call it, that thing that keeps me human, that keeps me as a person with a habit instead of a walking dead motherfucker just living for his next high. I can feel this fragility. I bob my head. I’ve been driving in cars getting high for half of my life. Everybody I know is dead. I killed my mother. My eyes are dry and I feel like I’m done shedding tears. My retinas feel like bungee cords. Something is breaking. Something has broken. And then it’s opiates mixing with amphetamines and I know it won’t be much longer for any of this, the snapping of my mind, putting up with Jared, wanting the impossible with KK. I’m looking at a handful of days before we’re out of scante, until we fall asleep, not caring if we wake up.

1:33 PM

We’re off the freeway and driving around behind the capitol. Its marble pillars are a pretentious joke. I wonder how Rome looked days after it fell. On Marshall the storefronts switch to Hmong lettering above small restaurants and clothing shops and we see a few squat gigglers, their naked flesh a copper bronze, their hair jet black.

I’m high as fuck, feeling like maybe junkies and their tar had it right the whole time. KK keeps asking if I’m good. I nod. Jared is talking, complaining, something about this being a stupid idea, an ill-conceived plan, and I mouth the word conceived and think of my mom.

Bro, what street does Cheng live on? Typewriter asks.

I think. I have no idea. I don’t care, not really. Cheng was the one Hmong kid on scholarship at the academy. He was the shit on the soccer field. The ball stuck to his duck-toed feet. At the start of our senior year, he came back different. His clothes changed to incorporate red. He rocked Dickies with a handkerchief hanging out of the back pocket. He’d started selling crank. I’d seen him a handful of times since then. It was either him calling me or me calling him when we needed a ball for ourselves or because we shorted a bag and it was noticed.

Prince, I think.

Right?

Yeah, down University, right at the light.

So let me get this straight, Jared says, we’re just driving around, hoping to find some kid Cheng, in the ghetto mind you, and what then? Say, hey, I was wondering if you could cook us some shit?

Something like that, I say.

Brilliant.

You have a better idea? KK says.

Let us not forget what happened when that was done to us, Jared says.

Different, Typewriter says.

We pass two walking dead teenage boys and their mouths open and I imagine laughs ricocheting against the Civic’s windows.

We’re not stealing anything, Type says.

No, we’re just arriving with shotguns. They’ll probably think kindly of four whites pulling up in this fashion. Good call, Chase.

Go fuck yourself.

I tap Typewriter on the shoulder. He flinches. I tell him up there on the left.

We pull over. We all stare at the yellow house, tiny, shutters long since broken, the front door rusted metal. I’m looking for movement. For light. There’s nothing. I crane my neck and the two reanimated have stopped. They stare at us.

I tell them I’ll go.

Be right here, Typewriter says, ready for anything.

I get out and hold my shotgun and it’s heavy as hell and the sun is directly overhead. I jog to the front door. I glance at the two Chucks down the street. They’ve started in my direction. I give three knocks, wait, then give another two. Nothing. I pound my fist against the metal grate of the door. I yell for Cheng. I tell him it’s me, Chase. They’re walking faster now, maybe fifty yards away.

Cheng.

Cheng, open up.

I’m hoping for the door to crack open and to see the cautious eyes of Cheng and I’m gripping Buster’s stock and yelling it’s me, I need help, it’s Chase Daniels, and I can hear the Chucks’ giggles. They’re different, the laughs, lighter, higher pitched. I wonder if this is due to their native tongue.

Chase, let’s go, KK yells. She waves at me from the lowered window.

I pound and pound. Then I stop. He’s not there. Why the fuck would he be? I’m not even sure he still lives here. And I’m looking at the two kids coming at me and I imagine one of them as Cheng and maybe he’s turned, maybe the shit they cooked wasn’t pure enough, and KK is yelling my name and I hear Typewriter’s voice too.

I want to die.

The thought comes like an opened eyelid after sleeping off meth. When you wake up and know it’s over, the high, the night or days or weeks that you’ve been running, and you know you’re broke and you have no way to get more money and the rent’s due and the TV’s gone and the phone’s shut off—your eyes open and you just want them to close again, to be asleep, for the blotting out never to end.

I want to die.

I lower my gun.

They seem to be smiling. The shorter one’s missing his lower lip. I laugh at this. I’m laughing at the world for its perversion. I’m laughing at myself for the same reason. I’m laughing because I want to die.

I hear the rattling of metal. Cheng’s at the door. He holds a Glock. He says, Stupid motherfucker.

And maybe that’s all I need, a fucking option, something resembling hope.

I flip Buster up to my hands and I aim and they’re close, the two walking dead, and I unload into one’s throat, charge out the shell, and blow the other’s nose clean off his face.

Stupid motherfucker, Cheng yells again.

I take a step closer and he’s looking over my shoulder and I say, Please, and he says, Fuck no.

Cheng.

Fuck you.

Got nowhere else to go.

Shit ain’t my doing.

Bro.

Not your fucking bro.

Dude, you’ve got to—

I ain’t gotta do shit.

I stare at him. He points his gun at me, his black hair pulled into a ponytail, his red shants inches from his massive calves. Our area code, 651, is tattooed around his neck.

Cheng, all I’m asking is for one night.

He laughs.

Serious, one night. We can get your head, got some shit. Just need to find out who’s still cooking.

So now our shit’s good enough?

Trade you guns. Pistols, shotguns … I motion to Buster. I tell him we’re out of options.

Cheng looks between me and the car and then down the street and I see a woman walking and I know she’s one of them and I tell him it’s for one night and we can get him high and we just need his fucking help.

One night, he says. He opens the door. I motion to the rest to get out and I yell to get the bin and the duffle bags. It’s like we’re an estranged family unloading our luggage. I grab one of the bags from KK and follow her inside.

It’s dark in his house and it smells like pure fucking ammonia. Right there on his kitchen table, he’s got a tiny lab set up, something portable, and he’s distilling ephedrine and most of the poisonous smoke funnels into a tube that’s connected to the base of the window.

Jesus, man. Trying to kill yourself?

What are the options? he says.

I nod. I set the duffle bag down and look around the room. It’s red, the walls, the couch, the shag carpet, and there’s a golden coffee table with curved legs. Some of the paint has peeled off and flakes lie on the floor. I wonder about the chemicals filling this room.

Cheng checks on his beaker. He flicks its side with his finger. He tucks a strand of his bangs behind his ear.

Thanks again, I say.

One night.

Yeah, yeah, for sure.

And give me a taste of that Albino shit. With this he smiles, his first, and his teeth are dark little nubs, crowded.

Now we’re having fun, I say.

He sits in the red chair next to the couch. The arms are tattered. He rubs his hands together like he’s cold. He looks at me and says, Knew you’d be one of the slippery motherfuckers left.

That’s supposed to mean?

Shit ain’t stick to you. Never. Not Chase Daniels.

I laugh.

He doesn’t. He’s staring at the bin. I open it up. We’re not looking great, under an ounce left, and I’m thinking that maybe it makes sense that Cheng smoke his own shit, that we all smoke his shit because he’s still cooking, still manufacturing our survival, but I don’t say anything. I’m telling myself it’s an investment.

I hand over a decent-sized shard.

Cheng holds it up to the light coming in through the window. He turns it this way and that way like he’s inspecting a diamond. Then it’s his smile, awful, his teeth all sorts of rotten. He sets it on the table. He crushes it with a lighter. He covers one wide nostril and snorts the majority of it, then he leans back, one hand on the bridge of his nose, one hand tapping his thigh.

He rattles off something in Hmong.

I breathe. I glance over at the couch and Jared and KK and Typewriter seem to breathe too.

You got the recipe?

No.

Still tellin’ me no with all this shit?

He’s gone, man.

Little Chase popped him?

No.

Cheng laughs, rocks a little bit. He rubs some of the powder around his gums. He says, No, man, I can tell. Little Chase Daniels is a killer. Fucking rich kid learned to kill, huh?

I shake my head. Tell him something about doing what we need to do and he interrupts me by saying, Now you’re gettin’ it.

Getting what?

Just what you said. Doin’ what you need to.

I nod.

I look up at KK and I start to introduce them and Cheng waves his small hand. I stop.

He says, Why you here?

Because—

Because you figured us Hmong trash know what to do when the world ended.

Dude, I just thought—

Your little game of pretend got bad, huh? Got bad. Got real. So you come running to the ghetto where we’ve been gettin’ by the whole time.

No, like, all I was thinking was who smokes shit, you know? Like who might still be alive and we’re—

And mommy and daddy are dead. Gone. Can’t bail you out with rehab. Can’t float you money.

Just trying to find people still alive.

Cheng grins. He leans back, his arms outstretched. He says, This is it.

This doesn’t make sense. I wonder where his boys are, the guys he’d surrounded himself with since I knew him back in high school. I ask him about this.

He leans forward. He points a finger at me. He says, It’s not a game for us. Get it? We don’t traffic in this shit to get high. We do it to make money. To survive. We sell shit to stupid motherfuckers like you, the rich kids with daddy’s check-book.

His stubby finger waving in my face makes me feel like I pissed the bed.

My boys, they didn’t fuck around with their own supply. I did. So it’s just me.

I want to tell him that I didn’t come here to exploit him and that we’re not that different, that I was on my own, that my parents hadn’t given me money in years, that I just put a bullet between my mom’s eyes. But I get it, Cheng’s anger. I know it’s different. Growing up, I’d make the five-minute drive in my father’s Camry across I-94 into Frogtown. I’d look for Hmong teenagers standing on corners. I’d slow down, money in hand, get my shit, and drive off to my seven acres, to my own room that locked and had a walk-in closet and connecting bathroom. I get it. I hand over another shard.

Atonement, Cheng says. He laughs. Snorts the whole thing. He sets his gun on the table. He looks over at the couch like it’s the first time he’s noticed there were other people besides me. He tells them to relax, that the big bad gangster isn’t going to hurt them.

Jared lets out a nervous laugh.

Typewriter introduces himself. Cheng says, Remember you. Only fat guy who smokes crank I ever known.

I laugh at this. So does KK. Then it’s what we know how to do. I dole out bits of shit and the three on the couch cook them up and I share a freebase with Cheng and we’re better then, our energy veered away from confrontation and guilt, and we’re just five people getting high.

I eventually ask Cheng if he knows anyone still cooking on a large scale.

He tells me everyone’s dead.

We aren’t.

Bullshit, he says.

Anyone?

He tells me that he’d heard a rumor, back when phones were still working, that a group of motherfuckers were staked out in Ramsey County lockup.

You for real?

What I heard.

Hmong?

Don’t know. Heard it from Tou. Said he was going down. Haven’t heard from him since.

Think it’s legit?

Fuck if I know. But I know I’m set up here. Cookin’ a dime a day, enough to keep me not dead.

Maybe Cheng sees the way I’m looking at him, the way it’s a plea, a bartering, because he says, Enough for me. One day, motherfucker, one day.


FRIDAY

2:57 AM

Cheng is a cartoon. Typewriter is his mother. KK’s a demon. Jared’s a horse. I’m peeking out of Cheng’s windows and giving status updates about how many of them walk around. There’s fifteen. I keep track, marking race, age, and gender. I think this is very important.

We all hold guns.

The paint on the walls is peeling.

Cartoon Cheng holds the bin. He’s claimed responsibility for the dope, cutting everyone off. I’m glad that I’m relieved of this duty.

I see another one. A middle-aged man, squat, definitely Hmong, and he wears the navy blue of a janitor’s uniform. I mark him down on a sheet of paper.

Sixteen, I say or maybe think.

I can hear them all talking. Their voices get louder. I hear just one more. I can’t be bothered because I’m on lookout and I’m important and I’m on the frontlines perched in a tree and our species’ survival depends on my ability to catalog the enemy and I’m a researcher and these are my subjects and demon KK says, Fucking quit, and I need them to be quiet because my brain is beautiful, my mission of utmost importance, and I’m top secret and chemical weapons and I wish I had a battle-axe, razor sharp on both crescent arcs.

I’m not sure if I’ve already counted the woman in a fuzzy bathrobe. I jot her down anyway. Seventeen.

I taste the blood of my heart and it beats through my chest and my eardrums and the ooze drips down my throat and voices are raised and I need concentration, need secrecy. We’re in a castle and our moat is Prince Street and dragons fly overhead and golems stalk the streets.

Movement in the yard across the street. Eighteen.

I open the blinds with the tip of my pistol. I think I see the Canadians, the motherfucker with the mesh cap, his throat, his sidekick, the concave dent of his face. I see my dad’s rotting body. My mother’s red Hindu dot of a bullet hole. I see them all and they’re outside in a single-file line and Innocence in her little umbrella socks is in front and I’m only a little certain they can’t see me. I mark them down—nineteen, twenty, twenty-one, twenty-two—and I report my findings to the group.

They don’t respond.

I can’t take my eyes off the street.

They know we’re in here.

I tell them again—twenty-two.

I hear Cheng’s accented English. He’s saying something about pulling the trigger.

Twenty-two of them, I say again.

Jared, KK says.

Bro, Typewriter says.

I hear Jared’s voice and it’s waving in pitch and he’s saying just give me the fucking shit.

For the briefest of moments, I understand what’s going on—Jared has finally lost it, snapped—and I feel bad for him. But I can’t turn to help because I’m Braveheart and I’m the only line of defense and what I’m doing is important.

Pull the fucking trigger, Cheng says.

Another one down by the stop sign. Twenty-three.

Give me the fucking shit!

Just chill, just fucking chill, Type says.

I’m not fucking around.

Pull the fucking trigger.

I hear KK’s pleas, Cheng’s threats, Typewriter’s confusion. They need me. Everybody fucking needs me. I’m being pulled in so many directions and I’m a peacemaker and I’m a Boy Scout and it’s painful to pull my stare away from the window but I do.

I’m like, What the fuck? Jared stands with a pistol pointed against Cheng’s head. Cheng sits in the red chair, his arms around the blue bin.

Give it right fucking now, Jared screams.

You better fucking kill me. Because ain’t nobody point a gun at me and live to tell about it.

Jared cocks the hammer.

Cheng smiles.

I understand everything and I see each of our auras—KK’s is golden and withdrawing and Typewriter’s is blue and stationary and Cheng’s billows in red flames and Jared’s is black and suffocating—and I see the future, somebody dying, and this doesn’t make me sad, not like it should.

Everybody out, Jared yells.

Bro …

Everybody out. Right fucking now. Out.

Cheng says, You really going to do that? Be a fucking coward, send us out there, instead of killin’ us yourself?

Put the gun down, KK says.

I was wrong. She isn’t a demon. She’s a princess. Her aura is too bright to be demonic. I love her. I think about how many Chucks I’ve missed counting. I say, Twenty-eight.

Get the fuck out!

Jared’s pointing the gun at me now.

Drop the gun, and get out. All of you. You’re all trying to kill me.

I want to tell him his aura is Satan.

He’s screaming and waving his gun. KK and Typewriter make their way to the door but Cheng hasn’t moved, still the king in his throne. KK’s crying and begging. Jared screams at me to drop my gun. I do.

Open the door, Jared says.

Typewriter opens the wooden door but not the metal security door.

KK’s on her knees. She’s pulling at Jared’s jeans. She’s saying please.

You’re waiting for me to fall asleep so you can slit my throat, he yells.

I see the twenty-eight walking dead outside. Some of them have started giggling.

Get the fuck out or I’ll shoot. Jared looks down at KK. He shakes his leg. Tells her, You too.

Somebody is about to die.

I know it because I’m God or a fortune-teller and because I see our energies working things out before our earthly bodies have the chance and the red of Cheng darts toward the duffle bag and the black of Jared throws a thunderbolt into his back and the golden of KK reaches for the pistol. I see it explode, golden light blinding, and maybe angels sing and the black of Jared drops to the floor. It’s a tire losing air and then it’s just him, his horse face gasping, blood trickling, KK draped over his dying body.

4:30 AM

KK won’t come out of the bathroom. I tell myself this is for the better. Typewriter and I have dumped Jared’s body in the basement. Then Cheng’s an hour later when he took his last breath. She’s probably burning her stomach. It’s probably worse, what she’s doing. Slit wrists. Only part of me cares. We’re all going to fucking die.

Bro, should probably go in there, don’t you think?

She told me to leave her alone.

Dude …

What the fuck am I going to say? It’s cool you killed your boyfriend? We’re looking good, a few days’ worth of dope left?

I’m just saying.

Fuck.

She was there for you, Typewriter says. He’s digging his face. Blood drips down his chin. I don’t have the energy to tell him the bugs aren’t real.

I know he’s right, that I need to try again. I think about how when she left me I’d called and called and waited outside her apartment, our apartment, and I’d bought gas station flowers and stalked her at meetings. I tried everything. I told her I loved her. I told her I’d kill myself. I told her she was the only thing I had and that I would do whatever it took.

But I didn’t.

I smoked scante. Day in and day out.

And I think about the time I spotted her from the bus. She was sitting outside Starbucks on a black metal chair. My boy Frank from the halfway house had died in that very restroom a year before. She was with Jared and some other people I knew from my stint of sobriety. They were smoking and sipping from large white cups. They were laughing. They looked so fucking happy. And I was on the bus, taking it back to Summit Avenue, down, down, to the river flats of St. Paul, to West Seventh, to Rebecca and her loud-ass TV, to mysterious Svetlana, to the Groveland Tap, to Tibbs, to women working parking lots and brothers working corners, to my mattress on a dusty floor. I knew she was better off without me. Like not just some bullshit self-pity, but I legitimately knew it. I cried that night. I cried and dialed my parents’ phone number. My mom answered on the first ring and this broke my fucking heart because it meant she waited there in fear. I didn’t say anything. My mom was all hello, hello and then she was like Chase, is that you and I didn’t know how to speak, to say I need help, to say everything I’ve ever tried has gotten me into this miserable little efficiency and alone, and she was like honey, talk to me. I was silent. She said I love you so much.

I knock on the bathroom door. I brace myself for what I know I’ll see.

The softest of voices tells me it’s open.

I push on the door.

She sits on the floor, her back against the side of the bathtub. I scan her wrists and thighs for blotches of red and then I look at the green tile for blood and there’s nothing and she says, Remember last time we were here?

I sit on the toilet. It’s covered in curly black hairs. I tell her I do.

She laughs and it’s a defeated sound. She says, You were so fucking worried.

Yeah.

Still have them, she says, raising her shirt.

I’m not sure if I’m supposed to look so I study my fingers and she says, It’s okay to look.

I do.

Her stomach is nothing but ribs and healed burns and she traces them with her fingers and it feels wrong. I pick a nail.

Thought I was gonzo, didn’t you?

I don’t know.

Crazy KK off slitting her wrists in the bathroom.

Stop.

KK reaches her hand toward me and flaps her fingers. This is an invitation to join her on the floor. I do. Our shoulders touch. I’m still looking at KK for an injury I missed, and she must see me doing this because she says, Didn’t do anything.

I didn’t—

Didn’t have to.

She moves her foot on its heel. Her toes trace my shin. She asks me what the fuck happened. I tell her she did what she had to do.

Sounds familiar. That’s what I was telling you just, fuck, yesterday, the day before?

Yeah.

I can feel each of her breaths against my side. Each one seems like so much work.

Is that enough? Reason, I mean.

It’s all there is, I say.

You really believe that?

I think so.

Do what you have to.

Yeah, do what you have to.

I killed my fucking boyfriend.

I killed my mom.

KK laughs and it’s real, her body clenching, leaning forward a few inches. When she settles back against the tub, she’s closer. She rests her head on my shoulder. This is nice.

What if it’s not? she asks.

What’s not?

A good enough reason.

Then what the fuck do we tell ourselves? I say.

That we’re fucked up.

That nothing matters.

That everything matters.

But what does that really do? I ask.

Fuels the fire.

Talking self-hatred?

Check.

I feel her hands on the outside of my thigh. They’re moving up and down and remind me of a kneading cat.

She asks me if I really think Jared would have forced us out.

No doubt.

Fucked up, yo.

Scante takes over. You know that. Fucking snaps.

I killed him.

Then she has her right arm around me, her face buried in my armpit. Her leg ventures over. She’s shaking. I put my arm around her and I tell her she’s okay. I can hear her repeat I killed him, I killed him. She fumbles around at my zipper and I move my knee up and tell her to stop. She doesn’t. She’s bawling. She has my dick out and I’m telling her to stop, that I can get her some of the Oxys, that tomorrow she’ll feel better, and she’s stroking my dick and I feel wetness on my dickhead and realize it’s tears and this is rape of some kind and I give a tentative pull of her waist but I don’t do it hard and then she has her mouth around my dick and I’m a bad person because I close my eyes. She keeps going. My hips give an involuntary jerk. I’m trying not to think, to live in the moment, to be present and embrace this opportunity and to know that this was how it had to turn out, us, and I think about what we’d been talking about—doing what we had to do—and if this was good enough. This isn’t something I have to do. Not even a little bit. And I can hear her crying and I’m a fucking pig and I wrap both arms around her. I pull her off my dick. She has snot running down her nose and over her thin upper lip.

Come here, I say.

She leans forward to kiss me and I pull her closer, past my mouth, my hand around the back of her head. She tells me to fuck her. I shake my head. She reaches her hand back down to my dick and I cross my legs and I hold her tight and she tells me to fuck her and I say shh and she’s reaching for me, for anything that will distract her, and I know that shit matters even when it doesn’t seem to and she’s demanding that I fuck her and I tell her I love her and that it’s okay and that I won’t do that to her and she finally stops fighting and I feel her body relax all at once and she’s a broken child in my arms and her eyes close and open, close and open.

Finally, they close.

I know she won’t be able to sleep but I like to think of her this way, asleep, dreaming of rainbows and lollipops and returned phone calls.

I hear the crashing of glass.

I hear Typewriter yelling fuck, and gunfire.

KK digs her chewed nails into my chest and I stand and yell, Are you okay?

Shot after shot. I sprint out of the bathroom and draw my pistol with my right and KK holds my left and I come to the main room and Chucks are climbing through the window and I don’t hear their giggles because I’m unloading bullets into the opening. A few reanimated tumble against the windowpane. A crash from the left side of the house and I turn and there’s another one, the janitor type, and I fire three shots, two of them hitting his neck, and he falls, his Hmong giggles fading.

There’s the briefest of lulls and I ask Typewriter what the fuck happened. He says he doesn’t know. KK says, They can smell death. I look at her and she’s dropped my hand, picked up a shotgun, and I love her and know she’s right. It’s not just sound but smell and death and fear: that’s how they find us. Another one appears at the window and she aims and fires.

Then a window in the kitchen explodes and I hear another noise in the back of the house.

Need to go, I say.

Type turns in circles, each sound a potential death sentence.

Get the shit, I say.

He grabs the bin and I step toward the door and I can hear them out there, laughing. We’ll never make it through the front door. KK screams and fires, this time at one coming from the back hallway. We’re surrounded.

Go, I yell.

I grab her wrist and start running down the hall. A woman with short spiked hair comes toward me and I fire into her chest. She just stumbles so I pull the trigger again. It clicks. Fuck. She’s still coming and I yell for somebody to shoot. The shadows behind her fill with movement. Typewriter’s firing but in the other direction.

I reach to my right and hit a door handle. The basement. I fling it open and practically shove KK down the stairs and Typewriter follows and then me and I slam the door. I trip down the stairs, catching myself on the banister. A security light shines through the slit of a window. It casts its glow over KK. She’s looking at Jared’s and Cheng’s bodies, one hand covering her mouth. Type pulls her away.

We hear fists on wood, fists breaking wood. They’ll be down here in less than a minute. I’m looking around the basement, nothing but cinder blocks and empty bottles of HCl. The window is fucking small but KK could fit for sure and probably me and Typewriter will have to make do. I run over. The window’s at head level. I bash it with my elbow. I don’t give a fuck if the walking dead hear it. I don’t give a fuck about anything besides getting KK out of this house. I rip the shards out with my hand. We hear the door splinter. I push the bin out of the window first, then grab KK and tell her to go. She says, What about—, but I squeeze her nonexistent bicep and yell, Go! I cup my hands and she steps in. I shove her up. She’s saying fuck and shit and I push her legs through the small opening and blood leaks from the jagged glass down the cinder block. Giggles. Creaking stairs. I’m holding my hands for Typewriter and he says, Fucking go. I yell for him to hurry and he says, It’s easier for you to pull me through. He knows and I know this isn’t true, but I let myself believe it because I need to. I step on his thigh and squeeze through the opening. My stomach’s cut to shit. I turn back. Typewriter reaches his hand up and I grab it with both of mine, bracing my feet against the foundation, and I pull like a motherfucker. His head comes through and then his upper body. I pull and pull and pull and blood seeps around his torso and I’m looking into his eyes and they are saying fucking pull and they’re saying leave me and they’re saying you’re my best friend and we tried.

He screams.

It’s the sound of knowing you’re going to die.

The pitch is piercing.

It’s the sound of knowing you’re dead.

Something gives and I yank him through another foot. I drag his body the rest of the way out. I help him to his feet and I hear KK’s shotgun. The only light comes from streetlamps and every shadow is a body and there’s no way we’re getting to the car. I grab the bin and yell for them to follow me.

I run between Cheng’s house and another. There’s a Chuck waiting. I don’t have bullets so I flip the pistol in my hand and smash his head and I feel the cracking of bones. The motherfucker drops. We emerge into an alley. They’re coming at us from both directions. Typewriter runs with a limp. KK grabs my hand and we keep running between houses to a chain-link fence, which we hop over. They seem to be everywhere. As we run, I’m trying to figure out what the fuck to do, where to find safety. Shelter. Cars. Dope. Guns. Then I scream fuck, because we left the duffle bag in Cheng’s living room, so no more stockpile of weapons. KK and Typewriter still have guns but we’re low as shit on ammo.

We’re in a backyard. The intruder light flashes on. Three teenage Chucks look up like they’ve just been caught in a circle jerk. Their faces are covered in blood and the shit shines under the fluorescent light. Their hands are inside of a gutted corpse. I’m nothing but reaction, hurling a miniature Fisher-Price tea party table at all of them. I yell for KK to run and the three boys are laughing until Type blasts a hole through the tallest one’s chest.

We keep running.

We cross Pike Avenue. Houses sit dim and uninhabited. Cars line the right-hand side. Past Baltimore, past Mason. The Chucks are starting to thin. I’m running, holding on to the world’s last hit of scante. Holding on to KK. Past University, past Jefferson. It’s just stragglers now. Everything is a blur. We’re running and there’s somebody watching, the creator of our world, somebody moving enemies into our view, moving them out, somebody watching over us with malice and love and I know no matter what we do, we’re fucked, there will always be more of them than us.

KK tugs at my hand. She shakes herself free and runs back thirty feet to where Typewriter’s curled on the grass. I follow. I can hardly breathe. I tell him to get up. He doesn’t respond. I say, Get the fuck up, let’s go, we need to go. KK kneels by his side. She’s looking at the back of his calf.

Fuck me.

There’s a mouthful of flesh missing. But it’s not bleeding. It’s already scabbed over. I remember the trucker’s eye, how the bite healed almost instantly.

Fuck, I mutter.

I don’t want to die, he says.

You’re not going to …

Typewriter runs his index finger over the divot.

I look around. The Chucks are mostly gone, but I know that shit won’t last. I tell him he’s fine. I bend over and drape his arm around my shoulder. KK takes the other side. He’s heavy as hell and can’t put any weight on his right leg. We’re right at the edge of Como Park. I remember there’s a warming hut for winter skating down by the lake. I’d sat in it during some god-awful church field trip. We struggle in an awkward gait, Type mumbling into my ear. KK keeps looking over her shoulder. It’s silence. Stars shine.

We finally see the building. It’s a square of brick, ugly as fuck. KK tries the door. It’s locked. She doesn’t ask what to do, just points the shotgun at the handle and fires. She kicks the door in. Type tells me that he’s dying. The inside smells like come and mildew and I lay Type down and his body’s freezing cold. I tell him to flip over on his stomach. The bite isn’t even crusty anymore, just purple. KK stacks benches and a trash can against the door. Typewriter whimpers. The only chance we have is to pump his body full of speed. I open the bin and motherfucker, there’s not much left. I take out a shard. I ask for a needle. KK pulls one out of her sock. I use my spit to break down the dope and it doesn’t really work. I tear a piece of my T-shirt off. I use that as a filter, sucking spit and meth into the rig. I talk the whole time. I tell him it doesn’t look that bad. I tell him all he needs is a little booster and he’ll be fucking straight. There’s blood all over my stomach and for the first time, I realize I’m cut pretty badly. I take the syringe and I’m not sure if it makes more sense to inject it into the wound or into a vein. I decide the bite’s a better site. Type doesn’t flinch, doesn’t register there’s a needle in his leg, and I push the plunger. I tap his leg. I tell him things are looking up.

Do it already, he says.

Just did.

Typewriter lays his face on the black spongy flooring. He says, I can’t feel it.

I know. Doesn’t matter. Just gave you a good shot and it’s working its way through your body and it’ll be fine.

I turn him around so he’s lying on his back. He’s shaking. I take off my T-shirt and place it under his head. He holds on to my hand. KK rubs his chest. His hand feels like frozen meat. I imagine the battle going on inside him. I picture evil-looking cells, maybe they look like Jared’s aura, and they’re coursing through his body, ripping chunks of healthy cells, and I will the speed to hurry up. To counteract. His fingers are stiff, then his arm, and part of him seizes, a partial seizure.

You’re doing well, I say.

More, KK says.

Think?

She nods.

I pry Typewriter’s hand from mine and load another shot. I find a vein in his arm and blast another tenth. His teeth chatter. His pupils dilate and I think this is good. That Tina is doing her damnedest. I hope it was quick enough. His eyes start to flutter. I slap his face and tell him to stay with me. His grip is ungodly strong.

John, John, KK says, tell me your favorite memory.

KK’s rubbing his chest, her eyes trained on his, and I love her for this because she wants him to relive happiness when darkness descends.

What is it? she asks.

My family.

Good, that’s good. What about them?

Little … three … summer.

Yeah? When you were three? The summer?

Typewriter nods. KK rests her hand on his forehead. She says, So what happened?

Watermelon.

She laughs. She says, So you had watermelon?

Typewriter gives the hint of a smile, only the left side of his face still able to move. His leg twitches.

Was it your first time?

Ye … yes.

I picture this scene—a chubby toddler sitting on a red blanket in the backyard, or shit, maybe here at Como Park, a picnic, the three of them, back when everyone was still alive, and he’s in shorts, a Superman T-shirt stretched over his pudgy stomach, and he’s stumbling around, probably amazed at seeing his first duck, throwing bits of bread his mother packed just for the occasion, and then she calls, Johnny, I have a treat for you, and he runs over, his arms wide for balance. His father swoops him off the ground and then he’s flying, giggling, secure in his dad’s steady grasp. They sit down, John between his mom and dad, and she opens a Tupperware and hands John a triangle of pulpy red fruit. He takes it in his little paws, surprised at its wetness, at how he can stick a finger into its surface and leave a dent. Maybe his mom takes a bite and says mmm and then John knows it’s safe and bites down and the juice is an explosion, the best thing he’s ever experienced, and it drips down his chin, down all of their chins, father and mother and son, the sun refusing to set.

That sounds amazing, KK says.

Wha … wha … yours?

KK smiles down at Type. She says, July twenty-fifth. I was five. Sister O’Hare pulled me into her office. I thought I was in trouble for breaking Claire’s crayons during free time. She spit on her thumb and wiped the sleep out of my eyes. She brought me in and there were two strangers sitting in her office. They turned. I remember I’d never seen such white teeth, such fancy clothes. Sister O’Hare was like, Kristin, say hello to your new family.

Lo … ve.

Yeah, love, KK says.

I’m confused because KK never mentioned being adopted. She’s biting her lip and I know she’s being honest and maybe this makes sense because she hates herself with a ferocity that is completely fucked—KK the only one who can’t see she’s amazing. Part of me feels hurt she’s kept this from me. I know it’s petty. I keep my mouth shut. I squeeze Typewriter’s seized hand.

Cha …

I don’t want to play. To dredge up memories of times that will never be real again. I ask KK if I should give him another shot. She tells me to tell him. And I’m not trying to feel these things because it’s back when life was good, when it was playing Transformers and believing in God and good-night kisses, and I can’t go down that road now, seeing every one of my fuckups, how far I’ve fallen.

I’m going to give him one more, I say.

Please, Type says.

My best friend is dying. I finally realize it. More of his face has contorted and only one eye can blink. I know no amount of speed can reverse what’s already taken over, so I tell them a story about the time my father and me stayed at a cabin up north. About bringing the tiny portable TV from our kitchen at home and setting it up on a chair. How we sat in sweatpants and sweatshirts drinking hot cocoa. It was March Madness and we watched basketball all weekend. My dad teaching me to wood carve, to use a knife, a gouge. My gnome carving looked nothing like his but he kept telling me how proud he was, how I had a natural ability, how this was the only place he wanted to be. I say, I don’t know, maybe that was true of me too. Like the only place I wanted to be, you know?

KK places her hand over Type’s and mine, already clasped.

His one functioning eye stares at the warming hut ceiling.

Our stories are all about childhood and family and we just want to be back there, life simple, life nothing but love and attention and not knowing what awaits, and I think about us wanting to be restored to innocence and about the little girl playing with the dog and me thinking this was cute and it really being the beginning of the end and her gashing the rottweiler’s throat and maybe it was closer to the end of the end. Our favorite memories are Polaroids of ignorance.

Typewriter starts to choke. Spit dribbles from his mouth. I reach behind his head and lift him up. He doesn’t bend at the waist. His body’s a plank. I yell for KK to get another needle and I’m telling Typewriter to stay with me, Don’t you fucking die on me. His body shudders in violent spasms. I pound his chest. I beat him because I can’t face this without him and because I love him like a brother and because I’m mad that he isn’t fighting harder and because it’s easier than crying.

KK gives me the syringe.

I plunge it into his heart.

He’s having a seizure and his tongue bleeds and his arm curls into a question mark. Then his grip loosens and his eyes blink. I’m telling him I knew he could do it and I’m cradling his head when I hear him giggle and it grows until his mouth is open and fills the moldy brick shelter with its heinous cackle. I stand and point a shotgun at his grinning mouth.

I’m about to pull the trigger when he starts shaking his head.

I pause. I yell for KK to get back. Typewriter’s head moves back and forth and none of the other walking dead were aware of their dying but I tell myself it’s a fucking head trip, imagining a life where Typewriter survives, and I fasten my grip.

He coughs.

He blinks both eyes. His face muscles relax. He starts to mutter.

John, KK says.

Fuck, he responds.

Then I’m back on my knees, the gun still pointed at his chest. I’m like, Are you okay? Type? Fuck? Are you okay?

He flexes his fingers. He runs his tongue over his teeth. He spits blood. He says, Bro, the fucking gun.

I set it down and I hug him and he calls me a faggot and KK laughs and so do I or maybe those are still tears.


SATURDAY

6:01 AM

We’ve spent the last thirty minutes huddled against a red furnace that doesn’t work, staring at the barricaded warming hut door with our guns drawn. Every barking dog and blowing elm branch makes me want to die. I’m a little nervous to use our one needle because it was inside of Typewriter but KK sterilizes it with a lighter and I guess I don’t have an option. We don’t have enough to fuck around snorting it. I shoot half a teener. So does KK. We pump Typewriter full because who knows how much he needs. He’s feeling better, sitting upright, making jokes about his fat-ass calves finally losing some girth.


Me, I’m making mental lists:



1.   Scante

2.   Shelter

3.   Food/water

4.   Ammo

This list is pretty much the same one I made five days ago. Fuck, it’s pretty much the same one I’ve made over the last five years.

Motherfuckers can’t kill me, Typewriter says.

Pretty close, though, I say.

Close ain’t good for shit, bro.

I’m counting rounds. We have two shotguns. Sixteen shells total. Typewriter has a pistol with a full clip and an extra mag. I tell them to empty their pockets.

KK dumps out a money clip with her ID and debit card. Two lighters. A pack of cigarettes with two broken smokes. The needle. Typewriter has a wallet and three pills that KK says are generic Klonopin. He has three wadded-up one-dollar traveler’s checks he uses for fraud. I laugh at this. I’m pretty much empty. Just a wallet and a bloodied molar.

The fuck? KK says.

I shrug.

Some sick shit, yo.

I didn’t—

Fucking with you, Chase.

Oh.

Then I open the blue bin. We’re down to grams. We’re down to a day and a half, maybe two. I think about nights where I’ve smoked that much in a matter of hours.

Survived just to die again, Typewriter says.

For reals, KK says.

I’m trying to remember what Cheng said about people cooking at the jail. I mention this and KK says, There’s no fucking way we’ll make it down there.

Don’t have a choice.

Fuck me, Type says, you shoulda let this fat ass die.

KK says, Can’t we just sit … She doesn’t finish. She knows it’s not an option.

I ask Typewriter if he can walk. He stands. He limps around a little. He says, Good enough.

Here, let me see those cigarettes.

KK hands over her smokes. I take the cellophane off the bottom of the pack. I pour the meth into the baggie. The fact that it all fits makes me cringe. I melt the plastic shut. I ask who wants to carry it.

All you, Typewriter says.

I look over at KK and she nods.

Guns?

I can’t aim worth shit with the pistol, KK says.

Partial to the shotgun, myself, Typewriter says.

I take the Glock. The cuts on my stomach from crawling through the window have scabbed to my T-shirt. I peel them away with a wince. I say, It’s our only chance, the jail.

They nod.

Figure Cheng’s boys aren’t fucking around, wouldn’t lie to a guy like that. And we can get there, just have to be careful.

Wise shit, KK mocks. She meets my eyes and then says she’s sorry.

I think traveling during the day is best, I say. Seem to be less of them around.

Worth a shot, Typewriter says.

County’s just down Seventh, right there at Kellogg.

Never thought I’d be trying to get there, Type says.

Feel you.

No more than three miles, I say.

Need a car, yo, KK says.

Not trying to go back to Cheng’s.

Then steal one, Typewriter says.

And you know how to hot-wire since when?

Motherfuckers all dead. Break in, take the keys on the kitchen table.

I nod. We fall silent, staring at the barricaded door. They’re out there, the Chucks, somewhere. Maybe they’re right outside the door and they’ve figured out silence is their best asset or maybe they’re behind trees or maybe walking down streets under the artificial glow of lamps.

I know there’s no other option. We have to leave.

We stand. I’m sore as a motherfucker. I take KK’s hand. I want her to come into my arms but she raises her eyebrows and says, Get to it, yo. We hold guns. We move the benches and the trash can with a smiley face tagged on its side. I think about motherfuckers waiting on the other side and I think about my dead mother and I’m telling myself it will be fine, everything, and then it’s that moment of predawn when shadows are long as fuck. We stare outside. It smells like duck shit. Buck up. My feet don’t move. KK leads the way. It takes all my power to follow her, watching her flat back, her bony arms rigid at her side.

6:18 AM

We walk through Como Park. There are houses up to the right, squat ramblers. It’s us three spinning with every sound, guns pointed at trees and sometimes at each other. We get out of the wooded area and I see a Hmong Chuck who can’t be more than five foot. She’s just staring at a house and I wonder if somebody’s alive on the other side. Maybe some teenager burning the last of his scante and he’s scared and he knows he’s going to die and for some reason I don’t give a fuck. I just don’t want to fight. Don’t want to run. I want to be at the jail and for them to have a Mexico-sized operation and I want there to be food and unbreakable steel doors and I want KK to have my children and I want shit to work out. That’s all we’ve ever wanted. It’s the unsaid prayer each time we put a stem to our mouths or a needle in our veins—just work out.

We come up to some piece of shit Toyota Tacoma. It’s probably not the best choice, but fuck it, it’s the first car we come across. Our eyes go between the midget walking dead across the street and the truck and the house. It’s a white rectangle. The wood around the windows is rotten.

I test the Toyota’s door. It’s locked.

Just break in? Typewriter asks.

The house, yeah, KK says.

I nod.

I’m not trying to make any noise. I don’t want that cunt midget coming over and I don’t know what’s inside and I think about my mom feeding off the ribs of my father and we’re at the door, jiggling the handle. Locked. Fuck. The window’s our best bet. I tell this to KK and Typewriter and they agree. But they just sit there crouched, willing invisibility. The sun will be up in a few minutes. I’m not sure if this is a good or bad thing.

The duty falls on me.

I crouch down and scamper to the bay window. The glass feels cheap, wouldn’t take more than a half swing of the pistol. KK motions for me to hurry up. I flip the gun around in my hand. I’m about to swing, but I stop. It’s like a pure fear takes over, making me retarded. They’re probably inside and they’re probably coming, hordes of Chucks, and this shit will never end and it feels like too much, everything.

Hurry the fuck up, KK hisses.

I swing. The bottom corner of the glass shatters. I knock out enough space for my arm to reach through. I crank the handle. The window opens. I look back over my shoulder. The midget Chuck turns. She stares. She starts her steady walk across the street. I wonder how far the sound traveled, how many walking dead heard that single pane shatter. The window’s open enough for me to fit through, and I do, whispering that I’ll get the door.

I drop to the shag carpet.

I’m ready for demonic laughs and for my throat to be ripped open and I’m pointing a pistol at a La-Z-Boy and a TV and a framed Norman Rockwell print, the one with the little boy and girl staring at the sun, the one that makes you feel like true love is shit you know about from grade school.

I creep to the door.

KK and Type push in once it’s open. The midget Chuck stands fifty feet behind them. Just as I’m closing the door, I see the sparkle of white, her teeth, her smile, then the start of a high-pitched giggle.

Typewriter deadbolts the door.

Get the keys, KK says.

We’re in the kitchen looking on counters and tables. Typewriter stands some sort of guard or maybe he’s scared too. Then we’re in the family room and I can’t stop staring at the print, like it’s some cruel joke—life an idealized version of serenity—and KK throws cushions around and something tells me to turn around. The top two-thirds of the midget Chuck stare at me through the window. I scream a rich-bitch scream. Type blasts a hole into her face.

Fuck, I yell.

Bro?

The sound man, fuck.

She was …

Just help find the goddamn keys, KK yells.

She starts toward the stairs. I don’t want to follow. I don’t want to know what’s up there. Outside, thick brown blood makes an amoeba on the trampled grass.

Typewriter nudges me, motions to follow KK up the stairs. He takes them two at a time. I lag behind. I’m slow in my ascent. I’m waiting to hear screams and gunshots and I’m waiting for this shit to end. My body feels heavy, tired. I hear KK and Type in what is probably the master bedroom. KK calls out that they’re both dead, didn’t reanimate. They’re rifling through drawers.

Some soft coo comes from my right. I’m at a door. I creak it open with the tip of my Glock. It’s lighter in there, a single ray of sun coming through the back window. There’s a crib. The walls are covered—I mean fucking covered, not a single inch of white space—with some sort of Rockwell wallpaper. What the fuck is with these people? I step into the nursery. The cooing gets louder. The wall is nothing but families sitting around Thanksgiving dinner, kids at baseball games, a pedophile doctor feeling a chest, the Saturday Evening Post, Rosie the Riveter, a cop at a diner—all of them staring down at me. The shit feels spooky. Otherworldly. So many sets of eyes.

I make my way to the crib.

I know what I’ll see, but I tell myself I’m wrong. I’m not. It’s a baby, maybe six months old. He’s in a green one-piece with connected feet and that’s what he’s holding on to, his fucking feet, rocking just a little bit, a smile like he knows things will be okay.

I feel like vomiting.

I stare back at the door. They must still be looking for the keys. The baby reaches for me. His eyes are blue, the pretty kind that people notice. And I’m thinking about this baby and this family and they were probably the blue-collar type who grew up on stories from their grandparents about the happy misery of the Depression and the Greatest Generation, and for them, the people of this house, I’m sure there was nothing better than returning home to their family from a day of hanging Sheetrock and having a beer and grilling in the backyard, the wife adding a bit of garlic powder to the patties, sitting around listening to the Twins on the radio, just like their parents had done. A simpler time. That’s what they wanted. That’s what this baby would grow up to cherish.

His coos turn to giggles.

He has to be turned. There’s no other explanation why he wouldn’t have died of dehydration. His eyes are so fucking blue. His smile makes me think about Disney movies, the ones actually drawn, the ones from my childhood.

He will die.

He’s already dead.

But maybe not.

Maybe he’s survived because how much nourishment does a baby really need? Maybe these giggles and coos are real? The pressure behind my eyes feels like ice picks. I don’t realize I’m talking to him, but I am. I’m using my singsongy baby voice. I’m saying things about him being so fucking cute, such blue eyes, such a nice pajama set. I’m telling him his parents are dead. I’m telling him those lies on your walls, those happy little moments from a dead generation, are bullshit. Your parents didn’t believe in them. You wouldn’t either. The baby wraps his chubby fingers around the nose of my gun. It’s not a toy, I say. He laughs. I laugh. We laugh. We laugh because we don’t know what’s funny anymore, only that something has to be. I tell the baby I was wrong before about the little girl with the socks, she wasn’t innocence, he is.

Yes, you are.

Such a chubby-wubby.

No, that’s not a chew toy, that’s a gun.

Oh, let me get your pillow a little more comfortable.

It’s okay, just taking a nap. Just a little nap. Nap time.

Shh, shh.

Look at your feet go. Kick-kick-kick.

What? Tired already?

My little boy is all tuckered out.

I straighten my back. I stare out of the window. Some stupid birds sit on the power line dissecting the alley. I say, Don’t you fucking judge me.

I turn toward the door.

Typewriter stands a few feet inside the nursery. His fat face hangs slack, his mouth open. He fingers a scab with his hand not holding the shotgun.

What the fuck was that?

What?

He points to the crib.

Just putting the little guy to sleep, I say. I smile. KK yells that she found the keys, jacket pocket. She runs to the nursery. Everything about her is frantic. She says, Hurry the fuck up. She starts down the stairs. Typewriter’s scab is bleeding. He puts two hands on the shotgun, his finger pressing against the trigger.

After you, I say.

Fuck that noise, he says. He steps aside.

Shit had to be done, I say.

He nods, Typewriter always fucking nodding.

I tell him there was no other choice. To lighten the fuck up.

I head downstairs. We stand at the door. A few stragglers are headed in our direction, but we’ll be able to get to the truck with no problem. KK tells us she’ll drive and I tell her fine and then we’re outside and I’m climbing into the bitch position of the truck and it smells like feet. There’s a small sticker on the dashboard. It’s the same Rockwell from the living room. The boy and girl in love. I think about it being KK and me. The engine sputters and then turns. The Chucks are jogging now. KK puts it in reverse. I scratch at the sticker. Type stares out of the window. I use the nail on my index finger to blot out the little boy, then the little girl, then the sun. KK swerves to avoid a hysterical walking dead. The baby had turned. It was mercy. My head throbs. He had to have fucking turned.

6:54 AM

We drive through Frogtown. A few Hmong Chucks wander the streets, but we’re able to stay clear. Past Midway it’s more crowded, the skin color darkening, and it’s weird to see the intersections clear, buses nowhere, shoppers nowhere. The teenagers who used to hang out smoking cigarettes in high-tops are either dead or lurching around giggling and I realize there’s no real difference—people standing there bored either way. We pass Interstate 94. The houses get bigger and older. They’re bastardized versions of Victorians in reds and blues and slates. The skin color switches again and it’s Caucasian walking dead loitering around. And then we’re at Grand, the yuppie shopping district, and it’s J. Crew and CorePower Yoga and women sporting hundred-dollar haircuts atop their decaying flesh. At Summit, the apex of our shitty little town, stands the governor’s mansion with its slabs of imported stone and then the Summit Club, and I picture a young F. Scott sitting in there writing about Bernice bobbing her hair. From this elevation we can see West Seventh, the flats of St. Paul, where we see poor white Chucks shuffle around, tiny as ants, each and every one of them unified in their singleness of mind. Beyond them, across the Mississippi, not really visible, is the south side, streets like Chavez and Independence, the skin once again darkening. Our city: each neighborhood segregated, first by economics, then by race. Each neighborhood now hosting its own walking dead, its own hidden pockets of shit-smoking motherfuckers trying to find their next hit.

We’re quiet. KK because she’s concentrating. Typewriter because he just saw me kill that Chuck baby. Me because the pressure behind my eyes is putting a yellow lens flare on everything. Or maybe it’s because we’re driving the speed limit through an abandoned city, trying to pretend the naked people staring at us laughing are really friendly neighbors.

They’re not going to be there, KK says. Nobody’s gonna fucking be there.

Can’t think like that, I say.

But if they aren’t? KK asks.

Eat a bullet, Type says.

Shut the fuck up, I say.

KK’s like, He’s right, last chance shit, yo.

Better than this, Typewriter says.

I say, They’ll be there. Can’t think like that, your mind will turn and shit.

Type snorts a laugh. I stare at him but he won’t meet my eye. I ask why he’s laughing and he just shakes his head.

They’ll be there, I say again.

I think about County being locked and empty, not a single shit-smoking person on the premises, or worse, a bashed window as our entrance, our growing hope of a community with crank on tap, and us running in, giddy, our greeting committee thousands of giggles.

We descend Summit Hill. I grip my pistol, Type his shotgun. There’s more of them. They’re everywhere. They’re standing in the Burger King parking lot and on the sidewalk in front of the dollar store. At least fifty in every shape and size. KK swerves to dodge a three-hundred pounder with tits for days. We go twenty miles per hour until a skinny black Chuck manages to smash his head into the passenger side window, and then we’re gone, KK stomping the fuck out of pedal.

She skids through the intersection of Summit and Seventh. I’m worried about the car flipping and I yell to slow down and she’s biting her bottom lip to the point of blood.

Oh God, Typewriter says.

Seventh is even more crowded. Like practically full of these bobbing and weaving pieces of shit. KK screams and I scream and Type whimpers and it’s that moment when you realize all other options are gone, have been for some time, and you’re unemployable and soon to be homeless and your parents won’t return your phone calls and you’re short on what you owe the dealer and you’re out of scante and you’ll do whatever it takes to get the next hit—rob a motherfucker, suck a dick. Only one option. Ours is to drive as fast as we can, hoping the Tacoma holds up to flattening a hundred Chucks.

Our heads bounce with each collision.

KK turns on the windshield wipers.

I’m thinking about Frogger and Mario Kart.

Some cunt woman flies up over the hood and crashes in through the windshield, headfirst. She’s stuck and her neck is a postcoital dick, slow in its oozing of liquid.

Get her off, get her off, KK screams.

I’m frozen. I’m staring into this woman’s eyes and they’re black like the hallway to your parents’ room after a childhood nightmare. She’s still alive or dead or whatever the hell. She’s chomping half a foot away from my crotch.

I can’t fucking see, KK yells.

The thuds pick up in intensity. Glass trickles down on us. I’m thinking about the Whac-a-Mole game at arcades. The Chuck just keeps staring at my dick. KK starts swerving and she keeps yelling about not being able to see and our world is shards of glass and brown blood and violent collisions, each one like hitting Bambi.

Finally, I act. I lean back and kick the hell out of this Chuck’s face. It makes a squishing sound.

Harder, Typewriter yells.

There’s a wicked crash, this one metal on metal. KK’s crashed into a parked car. The truck pulls to the right and we’ve lost air in at least two tires. I kick the face again. This finally does the trick, her dark eyes closing, her body rolling over the top of the Tacoma.

Typewriter yells to go faster and KK screams that she’s got it floored and then I realize we’re slowing, maybe down to fifteen miles per hour. But we’re close. We’re almost to Kellogg. County’s a few hundred yards ahead. Ten miles per hour. KK tries to make the right turn, but the wheel won’t react, probably because of the flats, and we spin out, slamming into a yellow traffic light. My head hits the dash, the fucking Rockwell I scratched out.

There’s blood. I don’t know whose it is.

Typewriter opens the door and I grab KK’s wrist and drag her out my side and we have a few feet of clear and there’s a guardrail leading down a grass hill. It’s the wrong way, but we have no fucking choice. Type hurdles it. I try, but catch my foot on the railing. I roll head over heels for what seems like hours. This is going to be my death. Then the world stops spinning. I’m on the pavement and I can feel blood coming down my forehead and the first thing I do is check my pocket for my shit. I think it’s a little light. Chucks come from around the parking lot on Seventh and from over the guardrail. Typewriter and KK scream for me to hurry. I’m on my hands and knees searching the pavement, picking up pebbles, throwing them, looking for a lost shard. Type grabs me by the back of the neck and shoves me and I stumble and regain my balance and then KK’s pulling me by my hand and we’re sprinting again.

We head under a bridge. I remember being down here in the back of a squad car. Me at sixteen, me a trust-fund hippie, arrested in front of SuperAmerica with a pocket full of Percs and a bag of mushrooms. I remember the cops apologizing that they didn’t have any Grateful Dead to play, them thinking this was so fucking funny, the cuffs digging into my wrists, my pinky going numb. They drove me down here, under the bridge, and pulled into a garage just below where we are now, marched me up three sets of stairs into the juvenile detention center of Ramsey County, telling me not to trip, laughing at the play on words, telling me the walls aren’t really melting, but you are really being arrested.

Straight ahead there’s a tsunami of naked walking dead. Another group is gathering behind us.

Fuck.

I run with no thought but the need to find that garage. Then I see it—a shiny sheet of red metal that spans a story. I pound on the door. It wobbles. I pound and kick and KK and Typewriter are doing the same. The clanging sound of metal is almost loud enough to drown out the surrounding laughter.

I’m screaming to the metal garage door to open up and save us. I’m screaming to anyone behind it. I’m screaming to God.

KK fires into the door. It dents, rips a little. She does it again.

The Chucks come at us from both sides of the street. The closest one’s a stone’s throw away.

I’m pounding. I’m begging to be let in. I’m praying fox-hole pleas about righting wrongs, getting sober, being a good person, giving money to the poor, never jerking off again, curing cancer.

KK unloads the rest of her gun and the hole grows to the size of a fist.

Typewriter faces the wave of demented motherfuckers. He hollers and shoots into the encroaching crowd. KK has both hands inside of the hole she’s created. She tries to pry it open. It’s futile. I pound with my fist and my head and scream.

And I start reciting the Serenity Prayer. I’m not sure where it comes from but I’m saying God, grant me the serenity as Typewriter fires and pumps and KK presses her bloodied hands in the hole; I’m chanting to accept the things I cannot change, and I quit slamming the wall and turn to aim my gun and it shakes like a motherfucker as I fire into the crowd screaming the courage to change the things I can and I put the barrel in my mouth and the final verse is inside my head—and the wisdom to know the difference.

I’m about to pull the trigger when I hear KK holler.

She’s running toward an open door, yelling for us to come.

Some teenager with the worst meth-picked face I’ve ever seen holds the door.

Typewriter!

He turns, sees the door, and starts sprinting.

I aim over his shoulder and drop two Chucks a foot behind him. I run backward, firing into open mouths. Somebody grabs me and shoves me inside. Then the metal door slams shut and it’s pitch black.

12:44 PM

The kid stands over me. He’s skinny as fuck. His face is the unfortunate combination of severe acne and busy fingers. He points a snub-nosed revolver at me. Tells me to strip.

What the fuck? Typewriter says.

You too, he says. The gun swings in the other direction. All of you.

Dude …

Need to see if you’re bit. If you’re infected.

His hand trembles. I wonder if he’s ever held a gun before last week. I tell him we’re fine.

We’ve got rules here, he says.

We?

Yeah, we.

How many—

Stop. You need to strip.

You said we, how many?

Chase, KK says. She’s taken off her shirt. Her nipples are Jolly Ranchers. She kicks off her shorts and I tell her she doesn’t need to do this. The kid points the gun at me and it’s shaking even more.

Jesus, Chase, just take off your fucking clothes, KK says.

She’s naked. The kid stares at her, motions for her to spin around. She does. He seems to have a hard time studying her, glancing down at the cement, then at her, like he’s embarrassed.

Okay, he says.

I strip. He asks what’s on my stomach and I tell him cuts from glass and he seems satisfied with this answer.

Typewriter’s next. His pasty body is blotched with cuts, scabs. The kid doesn’t notice the healed scoop missing from the back of his leg.

The kid lowers his gun.

The Chucks howl from behind the metal garage door. A few hands poke through the hole KK made. He says, Sorry about the search, gotta, you know?

I have my pants back on and I stick out my hand and tell him Chase and he tells me Maddie. KK and Typewriter introduce themselves. I tell him thanks for saving us and he nods like it was nothing and motions for us to follow him up the stairs. It’s weird being here. I’m remembering being sixteen, fuck, probably Maddie’s age, handcuffed, arrested, being brought up this very staircase.

How many of you are there?

Three, including me.

How?

Maddie laughs. He says, I was here, locked up on some Mickey Mouse shit. Had court Monday. The others showed up together the next day.

How are you … I mean, for dope?

Cooking in here, he says.

Typewriter gives a hell yeah and I smile and so does KK and Maddie laughs and we walk up another flight. He says, Don’t get too excited. It’s pretty ratty crank. Plus, only one shot a day.

That’s cool, that’s totally cool, Typewriter says.

For sure, I say.

Maddie presses against a red door. It’s the booking station—a small room with a few desks, some computers, interrogation rooms off to one side.

Still have power? I ask.

Yup.

I’m remembering pressing my fingers into ink, then sitting in the room and some detective in a short-sleeve button-down asking where I got the pills and mushrooms. Asking if I grew them, Got an operation in your basement, don’t ya? Don’t ya? I’d watched his mustache. It seemed to grow in audible slithers.

I hear laughter. My testicles shrink into my hip flexors.

The fuck? I say.

Maddie shakes his head, staring at a detention room. He’s like, It’s fine man, just a kid who turned, was handcuffed to the table in there.

Fuck that, KK says.

I’ll kill the motherfucker right now, Type says.

I put my arm out and Type tells me to get the fuck off him and Maddie looks uncomfortable. I’m not trying to have our entrance be Type blasting Chucks, Maddie thinking we’re psycho. Just let it be, I say.

KK gives me a look and I’m not sure if it’s fuck this or fuck you. I interpret it as her saying she’s not trying to be around a single laugh, so I ask Maddie if we’re sleeping somewhere else.

He picks at his face and says, Yeah, yeah, for sure. Down the hall.

KK lets me take her hand.

Maddie leads us to a control room of sorts. It’s nothing but monitors, all of them security-camera footage. Some artsy-type guy with thick black-rimmed glasses, probably late thirties, sits at a swiveling chair. When he turns to shake our hands, I notice he’s missing his right ear, just a small river valley of scar tissue surrounding a tiny cavern.

He introduces himself as Randy. He speaks in a British accent. You were mighty lucky. Mighty lucky, he says.

I just keep telling them thanks. I figure this is all I’m good for. I look at one of the screens. It’s a feed from just outside the garage. Hundreds of walking dead smash the door. I ask if he can rewind it, just to see how close we were to …

Stop, KK says.

Randy stands. The inside of his left arm’s beat to shit, bruised to the point of black. I think one of his veins is abscessed. He says, Sorry, bud, no rewinding function, that must have happened somewhere else. Just live feeds.

I nod.

He slaps my back and says, Mighty lucky.

I smile. KK tries to. Typewriter holds his gun.

Shall we? Randy says.

They lead us back into the hallway. Things smell like industrial cleaner, something lemony, and ammonia. I’m dying to see the operation. I’m hoping it’s big and sheets of crystal are being broken up right this second.

Can’t believe anyone could make it this long out there, Randy says.

Can’t either, KK responds.

We all laugh because we’re nervous and relieved.

My prayers have been answered. Life inside secure walls. A controlled intake of dope. Electricity. Us being safe. Then I’m wondering about the third person—maybe it’s Cheng’s friend, the guy who said this was where he was headed. I realize when I showed up, Cheng got killed, just like the Albino, and everywhere I go, people die. I decide to keep this thought tabled.

We walk into a cafeteria. I smell shit being cooked. Rectangular tables with attached round seats span the large room. Metal mesh covers the line of windows separating wall and ceiling.

Maddie calls into the kitchen—Derrick.

I can hear the banging of pots.

Hey, mate, come out here for a second, Randy says.

I glance between KK and Typewriter and Maddie. A big motherfucker steps into view. He’s got to be over six five and has a shaved head. It’s obvious he’s one of those speed freaks who shoots shit only to lift more weight. He’s wearing a white apron over a bare chest and his arms are bigger than my thighs. He stares at us. There’s some sort of tattoo on his neck, a set of praying hands maybe. The tension is palpable.

Chase, I say, and this is KK, this is Typewriter.

He crosses his arms over his impressive man tits. It’s some Shark-Jet standoff and we’re all waiting for an introduction, which I realize isn’t coming.

Maddie looks at the floor.

Mr. Clean shakes his head and walks back into the kitchen.

That went well, Randy says.

Again, we give some uncomfortable laughs.

We leave the kitchen. Randy’s telling us Derrick is the alpha type, survival of the fittest, paranoid about diminishing supplies, but a good guy once you get to know him.

Yeah, yeah, for sure, I say.

We head farther down the hall. A set of heavy-duty doors is propped open under a green painted C.

Welcome home, Maddie says.

It’s a common room with round tables and a hanging TV and white linoleum. There’re probably eight rooms—cells, I guess—built into the walls. It’s juvie, the exact same setup I’d been in, only I was in block A. We’re saying how nice it is, how perfect. We walk around like it’s an open house. I peek into a cell and see a single thin mattress and an aluminum toilet. I ask if the water works and Maddie says, Thank fucking God.

KK studies a bookshelf. I join her. It’s nothing but Bibles and AA Big Books. There’s a stack of board games. KK turns to me. Her dimples show. She grabs my pinky and squeezes and I want it to be more.

Pick a room, Randy says.

Typewriter says, That far one taken?

Maddie shakes his head. Go ahead and shotgun that shit, he says.

I’m wondering where that big motherfucker Derrick sleeps. I’m not trying to be his neighbor. KK walks to the room next to Typewriter’s and I follow. I’m not sure if we’re sharing a room or where we actually stand. She pokes her head inside and says, Guess this one’s me, and that answers that. I go into the cell next to her. I’m thinking about my cell as a teenager, how I was tripping and so scared, more of my parents than anything. My black roommate was in for stealing cars and complained how it wasn’t fair because rich honkies were ignorant to park in his neighborhood—fucking stupid, thinking their shit’s safe—and I’d agreed, embarrassed because he was describing me.

I sit on the mattress. There’s even a sheet. I rub my temples. The pressure’s still there. It’s burrowing into my sinuses. I can’t stop hearing that baby’s coos. I need sleep or scante. I think about this room having been occupied a week before. Some kid had no doubt lay down in this locked cell to the chorus of shouts and cusses from his cell mates, tossed and turned, worried about his upcoming court date or maybe his sentence, thinking about everything unfair in the world—parents and race and money and drugs and the education system and getting caught just doing what he had to—and maybe sleep finally came, restful, all consuming, and, him being sober, unending.

Then I wonder what the fuck Maddie did when he woke up and nobody else did. How did he unlock his cell? Where were the kids who reanimated?

I may ask him but right now I don’t care, not really. I’m tired and I lie down, kick off my shoes. I can’t remember the last time I’ve slept. I yell that I’m closing my eyes for a minute. Typewriter yells that he’s about to bomb out the bathroom. Our hosts laugh. KK shouts that she’s taking a nap too. I take off my clothes. I have no boxers. I climb under the paper-thin sheet. It’s cold, but good cold, a toe-in-summer-lake-water cold, relaxing.

6:39 PM

I’m rocking an orange jumpsuit with RAMSEY COUNTY J.D.C. stenciled in white across my shoulder blades. Type and KK are too. We’re sitting in the common room with the others eating rice. It’s the best food I’ve ever tasted. I eat what has to be close to a pound. We drink water. I can’t get enough. Derrick’s put on a shirt. I’m grateful for this. He doesn’t talk and I want to be like, Give me a fucking break man, like sorry we crashed your private party, sorry the fucking world ended, sorry you were the last safe place in the city. But I don’t. I spoon steaming rice into my mouth and it’s thick in my throat and thicker in my stomach.

We finish.

KK thanks them again.

Thank Maddie here, British Randy says.

Right.

Serious, this bloke right here let us in. All of us.

I remember my questions about what he did the previous Monday. I ask what happened.

People’s smiles fade. Derrick pushes his bowl to the center of the table. It’s definitely praying hands tattooed on his neck.

Sorry, I didn’t mean …

It’s cool, Maddie says. He rubs his buzzed head.

KK stands and collects the cafeteria trays.

Maddie says, I was in the detox holding cell. I got out after a day.

I’m nodding, not really knowing what the fuck is so bad about that. We’ve been through a hell of a lot worse, me, KK, and Typewriter—killed who knows how many Chucks, my mom, KK killed Jared, that cooing baby—and I’m waiting for more and then it comes.

I wasn’t alone, he says.

Randy rubs Maddie’s shoulder. Maddie starts picking at a scab on his forehead. I was arrested with my younger brother, he says.

Then I get it. I picture a smaller version of Maddie turning, giggling, him probably not having enough scante in his system to make it through the night. I picture Maddie having no idea what the hell was happening, an attack, a what the fuck, a punch, and then him realizing that it was for real, that little Danny or Johnny wasn’t normal, wasn’t human anymore and was going to kill him. I picture Maddie’s hands around his younger brother’s throat, and I know a kid like Maddie isn’t a killer, just an addict, and I’m seeing him as me.

Had to deal with a few guards too, Maddie says.

Jesus, KK says. She’s standing behind him. I can tell she wants to console him, to tell him she understands.

Cell block C was closed, something about the AC being broken. So that’s where I went. Had an eight ball cornholed, got me through until these two showed up.

Randy nods. I stare into the hole on the side of his head. Randy says, Every other block is full.

Full?

Of them.

Bro, Typewriter says.

Not shit we can do, Derrick says.

Got earplugs, though, Maddie offers.

KK drops the trays and I’m up quick. I’m at her side, my hands on her shoulders. She bites the hell out of her lower lip.

It’s completely safe, Randy says. If they haven’t gotten out yet, they won’t. They’ll starve soon, anyway.

Fuck me, Typewriter says.

They’re locked in here. With us, KK says.

I’m like, We’re safe. We’re good. I wrap my arms around her. She’s rigid, everything flexed. Her big nose presses against my cheek.

Typewriter cleans up the dropped trays.

KK says that we need to go, that it’s not safe here, that she can’t fucking do it anymore.

Baby, we’re good. I pull her tighter. I realize I called her baby. I tell her this is everything we’ve been searching for.

She whispers, This is a fucking death trap.

Who wants to get their asses kicked at Monopoly? Randy asks.

Fuck that, Derrick says. He stands and I’m shielding KK from him and we make eyes and there’s nothing about this motherfucker I like and he says, Morning dose at seven.

I want KK to believe me, to return to how she was ten minutes before, grateful to have warm food and shelter. I tell her she can be on my team.

You good?

She nods.

We sit at the table and Randy sets up Monopoly. Maddie calls the top hat. Typewriter says to stay off the wheelbarrow. KK’s the dog. I’m the iron. I haven’t played this game since I was a kid, but I remember the rules, the strategy, the idea that you have to spend money early to make money later. I pick up a railroad. We’re rolling the dice, buying things with fake money, building empires. We’re barely talking; immersing ourselves in the game is easier. Baltic Avenue, Atlantic Avenue, Electric Company, Community Chest. KK smiles when she lands on Park Place and buys it. Things are better. Go directly to jail, do not pass go. We can relate to that. Everyone holds their money in their hands. I guess old habits die hard. It’s pleasant. Maybe we started playing because it seemed ironic, but really we love it, the idea of taking over the world. Everyone does. It’s as American as cheerleaders and missionary sex. Strangling the competition, the American way. Randy catches me staring at his missing ear and I feel like a dick. His hand goes up reflexively to shield it. I roll the dice. He says, Few years back.

What’s up?

My ear.

I’m not sure—

He laughs. He says, It was one of those moments.

I know what moments he’s talking about.

Knew cleaving off the old ear was the only way to stop.

He tries to smile and KK takes his hand. He says, Obviously didn’t work. Guess I should be thankful for that fact, otherwise I’d be dead.

KK says, We’ve all been there.

Don’t see you missing an ear, Randy says, like it’s a joke. We’re silent. KK speaks the truth—each of us has had those moments when all you want is your life before you took your first hit, and you want this so badly you cut off your own ear, burn your stomach, or just keep upping and upping your intake, moving from snorting to smoking to shooting.

It’s bad out there, huh? Maddie asks.

Typewriter shrugs. Tells him it’s more of the same.

For reals, KK says.

Chase?

I look at Maddie. He’s staring like I hold some answer he needs to hear. I say, Yeah, it’s pretty fucking bad.

I move seven spaces to Oriental Avenue and buy it.

Is everyone turned?

No. Not everyone. I’d say the majority didn’t make it through the first night.

Maddie fingers an infected cyst. He’s probably wondering about his family and, like me, wishing them a peaceful death, together, sleeping.

And just like that, the mood’s shit. That’s how it always is among tweakers. Ecstatic to miserable in less than a second. Either too much scante or not enough or a thought that burrows into your brain and becomes an itch and then a fully colored panorama and then it’s real, that vision like a DVD skipping, over and over and over again.

Need to find a cure and shit, Maddie says.

Randy smiles. He’s missing the back two molars on his right side. I wonder if he can still hear out of his cleaved ear. He says, And I need a rim job from Queen Elizabeth.

We laugh. Type rolls the dice to see how much he owes for landing on Water Works. I’m thinking about the word cure. I’m thinking maybe I’ve already found it. Maybe it’s copious amounts of scante. Shit worked for Typewriter. He was seconds away or maybe already turning and I saved him and maybe we just need to be able to produce tons of dope and our world would be restored. I mention my theory.

Bullshit, Randy says.

I’m like, What’s bullshit? That scante starves this shit off? That we’re alive because of meth?

So what are you suggesting? Randy asks. That we just find a Z—

Z? Typewriter says.

Walking dead.

Call ’em Chucks, like Chucklers, Type says.

Randy runs his index finger over the cavern on the side of his head. He’s like, So, we find a Chuck, and just shoot him full of our limited supply of dope?

Worth a shot, Maddie says.

Type shakes his head and KK fiddles with her hotel on Park Place. Randy says things about the Chucks being oxygen starved, not to mention their thick blood and strips of missing flesh. That there’s no way to reverse damage like that. I’m not really listening. I’m thinking this could all be over with, the fucking apocalypse, the Chucks, the need to carry guns and cry when we hear laughter. I’m thinking about inventing the cure, administering it, our numbers growing, me saving the fucking world. And then I think about the Hindu dot I put between my mother’s eyes. The baby with Crayola blue eyes. If there is a cure, it came too late. I’ve already done shit I can’t take back. The story of my fucking life.

Could use the Chuck in the interrogation room, I say.

Randy says, Bloke’s looking for a Nobel Prize.

Dr. Kevorkian motherfucker, Type mutters.

Not trying to be part of this, yo, KK says.

Me neither, Type says.

Fuck it, Randy says, if your mate wants to play scientist, let him. I’ll run it by Derrick in the morning.

I smile and then it fades and we’re quiet. I hold play money in my sweaty hand.

Maddie stares at me. There’s a light pus dripping out of his worst pick mark. He says, I just don’t get how the hell … I mean, how’d you guys … you know?

I don’t want to go into the whole thing—the little girl, Svetlana, the trucker, Walgreens, KK and Jared, the Albino and the Canadians, my mom, Cheng, that cooing baby. He doesn’t need to hear this. I feel bad I asked him about his story, dredging up the killing of his younger brother.

I say, Junkies are about the most resourceful motherfuckers on the planet.

Cheers to that, mate, Randy says.

We raise our cups of water in a toast. KK says, To walking dead motherfuckers like us.

11:22 PM

The earplugs don’t work worth shit so I’ve taken them out and lie on my cot listening to a symphony, an unbearable symphony, of giggles echoing from down the hall into our grouping of cells. The laughter penetrates my mind, my sleep, my consciousness. It reminds me there’s no way out. No end. Nothing we can do to get away, and I hear the gales, am able to start to catalog the different sources, and I’m giving them names—Jerome, fourteen, second-degree felony for possession of a firearm; Andre, sixteen, first-degree felony for assault with a deadly weapon; and then me years before, Chase, sixteen, two counts of second-degree felonies, possession of narcotics, intent to distribute.

I hear bare feet on tile. I tense for a second until I see KK’s skinny frame in my doorway.

You up?

Yeah.

Fuckin’ awful.

I know.

I raise one arm as an invitation. She walks into my cell wearing a pair of panties and a wifebeater. I move my back against the wall and she crawls under the thin sheet. She smells like BO and yeast and she takes my left arm and wraps it around her waist and then brings my hand to her face. I breathe her in. I pull her tight. I’m naked and the head of my penis rubs just under the elastic of her underwear. I tell myself to stay calm. My dick isn’t feeling it. I tell her I have earplugs if she wants. Maybe she feels my hardening dick because she pushes backward and I’m telling myself she just needs safety, she’s scared, she isn’t on board, and we hear giggles and roars and laughs and she raises her left leg an inch or two and my penis slides between her thighs.

You think it could work? she asks.

A cure?

Yeah.

Fucking hope so.

I kiss her vertebrae.

This is met by the softest of exhales.

What I’ve wanted is finally happening and I’m kissing her neck, telling myself to go slow, to cherish this moment, to not freak her the fuck out. She turns. We kiss. Her breath is rot and so is mine and it doesn’t matter and we’re kissing with tentative strokes of our tongues and it’s years before, the psych ward, our apartment, and I ask if she really wants to do this and she tells me to be quiet. She’s on top of me and she’s wet and tight and I trace her nipples with my tongue and I tell her I love her and she has her eyes closed and goes faster and I tell her again and she leans forward and our noses touch and she tells me she loves me too. The slapping of our skin matches the howling giggles. She’s going faster, faster, and I cup her head with both of my hands and she’s gasping for air, biting the tip of my thumb, and her body tenses, the edge of her upper lip curling, and our rhythms match each other, everything the release of dopamine, our scarred synapses once again firing.

She rolls off me. She assumes the position of little spoon. I’m having trouble not smiling. She asks if I came inside her and I lie and she laughs and says, I can feel you drippin’ out of me, yo.

Such loving pillow talk.

Speaking of, you’re hogging it.

I move backward and she puts her whole head on the deflated pillow.

I’m a ball of fucked up. I think what we did was amazing and I imagine a baby growing in her belly and her giving birth with no doctors, nothing sterile, about her somehow surviving, and the three of us a family. Then I think about having to shoot my newborn up with drugs and this seems like the saddest fucking thought ever. Not so much abusing my baby. But that we’re done as a species. There’s no way to reproduce. No way to ensure our offspring make it out of the womb and no way to cultivate their minds and bodies. Even if there is some sort of cure, we’ll still have to shoot crystal every day. A baby couldn’t take that. So we’re it. Pockets of motherfucking junkies around the state. Around the country. Probably other countries too. All of us hunkered down wondering how much longer until the next thing goes wrong. Until we’re out of ephedrine to break down, or ammonia, or HCl. Until the power grid fails. Until we can’t stand our lives and slit our fucking wrists. We’re it. The six of us here multiplied by every major city and then rural areas like the Albino’s farm. I bet altogether there are under a thousand of us. A thousand people who couldn’t handle it when the world was normal, that’s who’s left to keep our species alive.

Haven’t had my period in three months, anyway, KK says.

You’re pregnant?

She laughs. I like the way her stomach feels against my hand. She says, No, my system gets all fucked up when I’m using.

Oh.

She places the bottoms of her feet on the fronts of mine. I pull her tighter. I never want to let go.

I knew this was going to happen, KK says.

Chucks?

No, us. I mean, fuck, not the way it happened, but I knew we weren’t done.

Me too.

Figured you’d think that. Called me every day for six months straight after we broke up.

Can’t blame a guy for trying.

Guess not.

I tell her I figured things were looking good during the Marco Polo game.

Get off it.

Just saying …

An accidental touch, KK says.

Bullshit.

I whisper Polo in her ear, running my hand over her pubic stubble.

In your fucking dreams, yo.

I know.

Cheese-ball motherfucker.

You fucking love it.

Kind of.

I rest my chin on her bony shoulder.

Breath is awful, she says.

I’m embarrassed but I can’t help but laugh and I tell her I about vomited kissing her and she says, Fuck you, and makes a show of tossing my arm off and I grab her, spin her around, and pull her toward me. We kiss. I tell her I love it, her taste. She calls me a sick puppy and then rests her head on my chest. I watch her rise and fall. We’re kids. We’re however old we were when we starting getting high. We insult to flirt. I love KK and I tell her this and she says, Do you remember the first thing you ever told me?

That you were sexy?

Serious.

I try to remember. I can’t. The psych ward is a trazodone blur. I tell her I have no idea.

You said, and I quote, I just called my mom a cunt.

Her head bounces with my laughs.

Do you remember what I told you?

Yeah.

What?

That nothing’s as bad as it seems, but nothing’s as good either.


SUNDAY

7:00 AM

Big cocksucker Derrick makes a production of doling out little cloudy rocks—shitty crank, impure as hell—and I know that Typewriter, KK, and I have been shorted but whatever, we’re new, plus we have a little head stash of that Albino shit.

Derrick stares at me when he talks. He says, This is it for the day. Got it?

Roger that, I say.

He continues to stare and it makes me feel violated. I use KK’s needle and blast the whole thing.

Shit’s stronger than I would have guessed and it gives me a pulse in my asshole.

It’s good, man, I say.

No shit it’s good, Derrick says. He turns to leave, then pauses. He takes a few steps in my direction. He’s holding on to a needle and I’m thinking he’s either going to puncture my eye or offer me another booster and he’s all, This is it, for your little fucking experiment. One shot. One motherfucking wasted dose because Maddie begged me.

I tell him thanks, but I’ll probably be needing—

He cuts me off with a wet laugh in my face.

I think about the pain of having your Adam’s apple tattooed. I tell myself to let his aggression slide. Really, I have no option. The dude’s a fucking beast and would smash my skull with one clubbing fist. He tells me he’ll hold on to it, to come find him when I want to play doctor. He walks out of the cell block and down the hall. Typewriter uses a new vein on the back of his foot. KK uses her darkened one. Randy and Maddie shoot theirs too. Our eyes get wider, our attention peaks.

So now what? KK asks.

Typewriter’s standing on his tiptoes, hitting the Power button on the hanging TV.

Doesn’t work, Maddie says.

I’m kind of dreading another game of Monopoly. I have the urge to retire to the cell with KK. I feel like I could fuck for hours. I try to give her bedroom eyes but she’s dabbing her bleeding arm with her finger, then sucking the blood.

Go watch ’em, Maddie says.

Watch who?

Them.

Randy says, Don’t have to. Might be a good idea to let it be, actually.

I’m confused, I say.

The monitors, Maddie says, that’s how we saw you. We watch the Chucks.

Forget it, maybe another day, Randy says.

I’m down, Typewriter says, I think it’d be some shit to see them when I’m not running away. To study what they’re like, you know?

It’s wild, Randy says.

I know KK won’t want to watch streams of walking dead, that it would probably be the worst thing for her, and I think about the brief moment last night when she actually fell asleep, how she talked in her sleep and woke up screaming.

You two are good? Randy asks.

All good, I say.

The three of them leave and part of me wants to go with and study these things, see how they move, see what the fuck they do when they’re not laughing, but I know I should stay with KK.

You can go, she says.

No, that’s cool.

Chase the chivalrous.

Not sure what I’m thinking is too chivalrous.

KK rolls her eyes, gets up. Her jumpsuit gives me a boner. She stops at her cell door and glances over her shoulder. I’m up and she’s laughing and then we’re doing our thing and I take her from behind and my dick’s at the perfect sped level—hard and lacking feeling—and she comes twice and then I do into her aluminum toilet.

We sit on her bed.

There’s no sleep coming and there’s nothing to do and KK must be thinking the same thing because she grabs her jean shorts from the floor and pulls out a shard of the Albino shit and we shoot each other up.

KK says, The hand of God, yo.

I’m leaning against the white wall. My forehead jumps in small spasms.

And sometimes it’s all worth it, she says.

My heart is a snare drum.

Fucking love you, I say.

KK doesn’t look, just gives me her hand. I stroke her long fingers.

10:45 AM

We’re going over cartoons from our childhood. We’re talking about the Gummi Bears. We’re talking about Rugrats, trying to remember their names. KK swears the twins are Lil and Phil. I say they’re Lilly and Billy. We lie on opposite ends of the bed, our legs intertwined. I ask if she remembers Captain Planet. She sings the song. She says, Fuck that noise, let’s get spun.

11:06 AM

We’re at the black bookshelf. We’re debating between a game of War and cracking open the red Bible.

I’m feeling War.

Game is ridiculous, KK says.

Go Fish?

Fuck that.

KK takes a Big Book off the shelf. She doesn’t open it. She says, Rarely have we seen a person fail who has thoroughly followed our paths.…

She’s reciting “How It Works,” the section read at the beginning of most meetings. She raises her eyebrows, wanting me to continue. I say, Those who do not recover are people who cannot or will not completely give themselves over to this simple program.

Remember, huh?

Kind of hard to forget.

Figured you’d blotted that shit out.

Tried, I say.

She says, Usually men and women who are constitutionally incapable of being honest with themselves.

There are such unfortunates.

We laugh and then we don’t because it’s sad. All of us, heads full of AA, veins full of dope. It’s fucking sad because we’d bought into the whole thing—meetings and sponsors and prayers and steps and making coffee beforehand and cleaning up afterward and a life that involved working a real job and saving for small material comforts and because we’d been happier then, wanting a different life, believing we could have it.

KK puts the book back on the shelf.

Were you ever serious about it? she asks.

I don’t want to have this conversation. To dredge up shit that has no resolution. I shrug.

You were, I know it.

Why are you bringing this up? Like what good does—

It was a question, Chase, that’s it.

But why? So we can go through the whole thing again? How I was somehow responsible for us ending.

Not somehow.

That’s great.

She stares at me. She has her cheeks sucked in like she always did when we fought. This is exactly why I didn’t want her to bring it up in the first place, my seriousness for AA years ago. It would lead to the same fucking fight, our only fucking fight. Me ruining everything because I couldn’t stop smoking shit. Her blaming me for fucking up her life, telling me that she’d have been clean the whole time if it wasn’t for my pressure, my hints, my assurance that we could handle it, that it would be just this once.

No, Chase, it isn’t great. I asked you a question, that’s it.

What are you doing? I ask.

The tension in her cheeks releases. She blinks twice. She says, I don’t know.

I take her in my arms. I kiss her forehead. She tells me she killed Jared. I ask her if she wants to get spun.

You’re fucking with me?

Just something to do, I say.

You realize it’s never going to end, don’t you?

I talk to her about testing for the cure and about being safe and that Randy and Maddie seem rad and I tell her it’ll work out.

KK’s like, Not what I said, yo.

Stop doing this.

KK says, The cure, if there even is one, which there fucking isn’t, is splice. It’s more fucking dope.

I can’t believe she’s doing this. After everything, after finally being able to sleep for a few fitful hours, after being guarded by locks that keep hardened criminals tame, after finally reaching some sort of fucking destination and grasping on to some semblance of a future, she turns. Always the same thing. A tide pulling outward—her attitude and love and psyche—leaving nothing but cement-looking sand stretching for miles, desolate as fuck.

Just try not to fuck all this up for yourself, I say.

The look she gives me is disgust and hurt, her mouth slightly open. She pulls away and heads to her cell and I’m left standing there alone. I call out her name. She doesn’t respond.

11:29 AM

I head out of cell block C. I can hear giggles down the hall. I reach the metal doors for the cafeteria and think about going in and seeing if Derrick needs help. Maybe it’ll be a way to bridge the gulf between us. I push open the door. I’d eaten corndogs in this very cafeteria. I’m about to call his name but I don’t. I’m not sure why. I make my steps light. I can’t hear anything from the kitchen. Maybe he’s with the others watching the security cameras? I walk around the stainless-steel serving stations. I know I should announce myself, Derrick just the type of motherfucker who takes being surprised as an act of war. I don’t. I push open the swinging doors. There’s nobody inside the kitchen. Beakers and tubes and Erlenmeyer flasks cover a stainless-steel rolling cart. It’s the smell of poison, of better moods. What the hell is KK’s problem? I take a few cautious steps into the kitchen. Derrick isn’t there and neither is anybody else. There’s a cookie sheet cooling on top of the oven and I’m a little kid sneaking to a tray of chocolate chip cookies my mother has made for her bridge group and I’m staring down at an eighth of an inch of chalky crystalline candy and who the fuck would notice if one cookie is missing? I can’t shake the feeling of being watched. I give another spin around the room. I take the butt of my lighter, and as delicately as I can, strike it against the tiniest of corners. There’s a soft crack. The half-inch shard is still a little warm. It’s a pleasant feeling in my palm. I slip it into the pocket of my jumpsuit. Can’t even tell it was ever there.

I make my way back out to the hallway. Giggles echo. I walk to the booking station. Type’s sitting in the monitor room, doing the same thing he’s done for the past five years: picking his face and watching screens. I stand in the doorway. He barely registers my presence.

Anything new? I ask.

No.

I stand there thinking of something to say. I watch a feed from outside the garage. There’s an African-sized gazelle herd of Chucks. The door won’t hold forever. I ask Typewriter if he and I are all good.

He sucks blood and scab from underneath his index nail. He still won’t meet my eyes. I know he’s been going over that scene in the Rockwell house for a day now, me with that baby, me losing my shit. I want to tell him the baby had turned. It was the only merciful thing to do. That my speaking to the baby was a momentary thing, scante and death and fear and that pressure behind my eyes and the sun coming through in a single spotlight on the baby’s pajama-covered feet. To tell him that I’ve seen him do the same thing—the head of that little girl underneath his typewriter, the pawning of his dead mother’s jewelry she kept in the hollow bottom of a Gillette bottle of shaving cream, the stuff he told me he’d hold on to until the day he died. I’ll tell him we all get to that point. That I’m better now.

But instead, I say, What the fuck was I supposed to do?

He sits there staring at the monitors. I notice one-quarter of one screen is from the kitchen. Fuck. I wonder if he saw me and maybe I should offer him a little hit. I have the feeling of being a teenager and forgetting to clear the family computer’s browsing history.

Finally, Typewriter says, It for sure turned? The baby?

For sure, man, hundred percent. Only explanation for it to still be making noise.

He turns to me. His fat jowls slide back into a reluctant smile. I think about it being this easy, people willing to believe whatever they’re told.

Should have seen the set of teeth on that little fucker.

Nasty, huh?

I slap my hand on his back. I tell him he has no idea.

The Chucks on the screen pry at the hole KK blasted in the garage door.

I ask where the others are.

Out divvying up the County guns.

Oh shit yeah. You’re not trying to get one?

Type motions to the shotgun leaning against the wall.

Your loss, man, I say. I give Type another pat on the shoulder and tell him I’m going to check it out. He’s a retriever, eager to forgive and be petted.

I hear voices from across the booking station. Derrick and Randy stand at a table. Six or seven shotguns lie there and I’m like hell yeah and they turn, Randy smiling, Derrick nothing but intimidating tits.

Randy asks how my skills are with a shotgun.

Survived a week out there, man.

Guess that settles that, he says.

I take hold of one of the guns, pump it, examine it like I know what I’m looking for.

Don’t get too excited, Randy says, nonlethal rounds.

Huh?

The ammo. Rubber slugs.

I laugh like he’s joking and Derrick looks like he’s disgusted with me or the guns, I can’t really tell.

So they’re worthless?

’Bout to find out, Derrick says. He pumps one of the guns and starts toward the closed interrogation room. He fumbles with a set of keys and then it’s laughter and I think about finding a cure and that Chuck being my test subject and about me saving the fucking world and I tell him to hold up, need to test my cure.

He laughs.

I stand next to Derrick’s hulking body. I’m scared because the Chuck is handcuffed to a breakable table and because I’m holding on to stolen scante. Derrick’s arm brushes against mine. His are like the thighs of midwestern milkmaids; mine are like little kid dicks.

Derrick says, Bet my experiment works better than yours.

Randy laughs. He says, Let him at least try.

I’m not really listening. I’m staring at this kid handcuffed to the table. He’s missing a piece of flesh along his chin. It’s like he had the tweak bugs so bad he struck bone. His freckles are so familiar. And then I’m feeling faint because it’s coming back to me—the Starbucks restroom, Frank from the halfway house, us relapsing together, he with dope, me with crystal, the needle in his arm and the way he didn’t close his eyes and how their little bit of green diluted into a shitty brown after ten minutes.

A rubber slug inside that mouth has got to do some damage, Derrick says.

I’m thinking about this somehow being my boy Frank. I’m telling myself it’s not him, he’s dead, saw the shit for myself, dead and I left him there with the belt still around his arm.

Mate, looks like you seen a ghost.

More like he’s thinking why the fuck would I want to cure that? Derrick says.

I don’t respond. I smell this kid’s decay and I smell the pine-fresh cleaner of Starbucks years before and I’m not sure what to do, then or now, nothing but death and guilt and fear.

Having second thoughts? Derrick says. He waves the loaded rig in my face. He’s laughing like this shit is so funny. The hands tattooed on his neck jiggle. He says, Plans always sound better sitting around shooting scante, don’t they?

He raises the shotgun.

I take a step inside of the room. I reach back and he gives me the needle and Randy’s telling me to be careful and I tell myself this isn’t Frank and I had no other option back in that restroom than to leave him and the pressure behind my eyes is like a gouge on soft basswood. The freckles, that’s the resemblance. I tap out air bubbles. Derrick says something about the Chuck not caring about air bubbles or cotton fever. Maybe the laughter is the same? I can’t remember Frank’s laugh, only that he did it a lot. But I’m hearing this little-kid giggle and it sounds innocent and I’m thinking about her, Innocence with her fucking umbrella socks. I inch closer. The Chuck snaps at me with his mouth. I jam the rig into his leg.

I step back.

The needle sticks out of the Chuck’s leg.

I’m seeing the needle in Frank’s arm, his North Face bunched up around his elbow.

Then I realize that it’s not laughing, not even a giggle, dead silent, the Chuck just sitting there. Derrick and Randy step closer. They stare at this kid. They’re probably praying for him to stay silent, telling whatever god they’ve abandoned that this is it, the one wish, please do this for me, please. They’re probably thinking about production on a massive scale and maybe about an effective way to administer it, maybe some sort of dart gun loaded with Tina. I wish KK was here seeing the miracle. It’d fix everything. The best of both worlds—guilt-free using and safety.

We’ll clear the jail one Chuck at a time. We’ll start in the juvie wards and we’ll select one, the five of us gagging him, handcuffs, demonic laughs, give him the remedy, watch his eyes become spun and feel his pulse kick and we’ll know what he’ll be feeling—a deluge of dopamine, a combination of orgasms and game-winning field goals and being tucked in by your mother, her hair tickling your nose when she bends over to kiss your forehead—and then the former Chuck will say, What the fuck happened? and we’ll laugh, these ones real.

It starts low.

It’s so low I don’t know what it is and then Derrick steps back and they’re louder now, this motherfucker’s bellows. The kid fills the detention room with the sound of death. I picture KK hearing it all the way from her cell. Her first response will be lighting a cigarette and burning her stomach, her mind telling her she’s a dumb cunt to believe in happily ever afters.

Goddamn it, Derrick says.

He whips the shotgun up and fires into the Chuck’s chest. The kid flies backward, dragging the table with him. My ears ring. The Chuck’s T-shirt is ripped and I wait for that thick blood to come dripping out, but it doesn’t. He keeps laughing.

Derrick turns to leave and we bump shoulders and he says it again, this time a yell, Goddamn it.

Both experiments have failed.

Randy tries to be upbeat with his closed-lip smiles. He shakes his head, saying, Thought we had something. Thirty seconds of silence.

I don’t respond.

Randy puts his hand on my shoulder, leading me out of the interrogation room. He shuts the door. There’s a pane of Plexiglas. The Chuck stares. I think he knows me too. I can feel it, the recognition, the need to connect. Randy says something about trying again later. There’s a stab of pain behind my left eye. The pressure will follow. And it’s like this motherfucker is laughing right at me and everything I’ve ever done and it’s like Frank is there, immortal in my guilt.

12:22 PM

I’m in the hallway. I’m not really feeling going back to KK yet, know she’ll still be all you-ruined-my-life. I figure I’ll duck off farther down the hall and blast a hit of the pocketed dope. I smile at this. The smile makes the pressure behind my eyes even worse.

I head toward cell block B.

The giggles grow louder.

Why the fuck won’t these things die? There can’t be any people left to eat. Maybe they don’t need sustenance? Maybe they’re more evolved? Some higher species, self-sustaining, not needing sleep or food or scante or love or daylight or shelter and maybe they’re the perfect life-form to inhabit our stupid fucking planet. It’s dark in the hallway. Their laughter gets louder. I’m not sure if this is because I’m nearer or if they hear me, smell me, sense me. I can’t stop thinking about Frank. Maybe it’s survival of the fittest. Maybe the world had had enough with Homo sapiens. Waved its white flag. Said fuck you, your turn is over. You ruined everything. You pissed in my water, polluted my skies, raped my mountains, built monuments to yourselves and the shit was shortsighted. So get the fuck off my tits. And boom. Armageddon. The apocalypse. It’s the shit people have been fearing and having nightmares about since we crawled down from trees. An intuitive fear of extinction. That our turn would soon be over. And the next in line—fucking Chucks.

I’m standing a few feet away from cell block B.

The two white metal doors shake like they’re holding back a flash flood. It’s not just fists pounding, but whole bodies charging. I wonder if they have brains. If they can think. Maybe a little? Maybe that’s the next step in evolution, humans losing our cognitive powers. Reverting to primitive animals. But maybe even lower, because the walking dead aren’t trying to reproduce, as far as I can tell. I think about all the free time a male species would have without trying to get pussy. Without the fairy-tale notion of love, without any emotional connection to anybody. Motherfuckers would rule the world. Motherfuckers are ruling the world.

I see a set of fingers under the door. They wiggle. They’re black. I inch closer. They flap and wave like a queen offering dick sucks for twenty a swallow. My retinas feel like they’re suffering from a thousand simultaneous paper cuts. I smash the heel of my Nikes down on the four wiggling fingers. The sound is a shit plopping into a toilet. I giggle. The hand slips back under the door. The splattered concrete is like one of those Thanksgiving hand turkeys I made as a little kid.

I walk deeper into juvie.

It’s darker.

KK should be over our little fight by the time I get back. She’ll be spun bad, but she’ll see me and she’ll know it’s love. She’ll feel it, just like she always has. She’ll drop the hardened exterior. She’ll let me take her in my arms and tell her she’s a good person.

I stop dead, looking at the doors of cell block A. There’s a dent protruding maybe three inches. Giggles and laughs. I smell decaying flesh. It reminds me of worms left in the sun in a little white bait container. The force the Chucks slam into the wall with is scary. I can’t stand it. I stare at the dent, wondering how long it took to create. Was it one charge? A week’s worth of pounding? Either way, it’s not good. It would take maybe three inches more for the metal to split open. For hands to stick through. For that hole to grow. For those giggles to become more than locked-away echoes.

I lean against the wall and watch the hands wiggle under the door and I think about that little girl who started this shit with the umbrella-and-raindrop socks and I’m picturing her jumping in puddles, splashing and laughing, happy. I’m seeing those puddles as Chuck blood, the source being the stomping of fingers. I laugh at this thought. I spit into a spoon. I use my lighter to crush a little of the stolen glass. I’m thinking about getting a knife, playing This Little Piggy with as many of their fingers as I can find. I load my syringe. The cackles are a chorus. I replay the idea that I’m still sitting on Type’s couch. That my heart said fuck this and exploded and everything since is the release of death chemicals. The needle slipping into my vein is like the rehearsed sex life of a married couple and I push down and will the pressure in my sinuses to go away and I’m seeing Frank’s body limp and I’m hearing his laughs through a piss slit of Plexiglas.

Hello?

It sounds like the voice is coming from behind the door.

Chase?

The voice comes from the opposite side of the hallway. I turn and see Maddie backlit, lanky and young and insecure.

I yank the needle out of my arm and slip it into my pocket.

What are you doing?

I don’t know, man. Seeing what we’re up against, I say.

Maddie stands ten feet away and stares at the door and then at me. I trace his vision straight to my arm, my bunched-up sleeve, my raised vein.

The hell you get more?

The fuck you talking about, man?

He points to my arm and I shake my head, shrug. I look at my arm like I’m just now realizing my sleeve’s up. I make a big show of pretending to understand his confusion. I’m like, Oh, guess that’s what it looks like, huh? Just checking to see how my vein’s doing.

Oh.

I can tell he’s not sold on my explanation. He won’t come any closer. I put him on the defensive by asking what he’s creeping around back here for.

He says, Checking on the dent.

I know, right? Was just looking at the cameras with Type. That hole’s not looking good either.

Maddie’s hand goes straight to his face, his forehead, his fingers finding a partially healed scab, picking. He’s obviously quit thinking about me shooting a secret stash. But I’m not a dick, not trying to freak the kid out any more than need be, so I tell him it’s fine, it’ll hold.

Finally, he says, Like how big’s the hole?

Watermelon.

Fuck. They aren’t getting through, are they?

No. And there’s the stairs and then the door, so I mean, we’re all good.…

I’m not sure if I’m assuring him or myself. We watch the door to cell block A shake and we stand there for a while, not saying anything, waiting for it all to fall apart. Maddie’s a mess, a scared, scab-covered fuckup. He picks zits and sores and he’ll carry these scars his entire life and this amount of time probably won’t be very long. This makes me sad because he’s so clearly me. Maybe not exactly. Maybe different circumstance. Maybe his family lives on the south side and his descent into meth was more natural, wasn’t a form of rebellion, but it doesn’t matter. He’s me. He’s in juvie. He shoots scante because he can’t handle a fucking thing. He shoots it because he thinks it’s better than the alternative.

Let’s get out of here, I say. I stand and put my arm around his shoulder and I’m trying to be a big brother because I’m the motherfucking glue keeping the human species alive, but I feel like a fag so I bring my arm back to my side.

Think it will hold?

I say, Yeah, man, and like Randy said, they’re bound to die sooner or later, you know? Can’t survive on nothing. Probably start eating each other.

Yeah.

My mouth matches my pounding heart. I say, Might be onto something with the cure. About thirty seconds of silence after the shot.

Oh.

Then I’m on a roll, spun from the booster, telling him that we’ll cook batches and batches, that we’re planning on making tranq guns to shoot the remedy, from there it’ll be bombs of scante, hand grenades of vaccination. We’ll make the world safe and docile and we’ll conquer this shit and it’s going to start with my boy Frank in the detention room.

Frank?

What?

Who’s Frank? Maddie asks.

Frank? Fuck man, don’t know any Frank. I said Chuck.

I put my arm back around his shoulder and pull him in a mock embrace. He comes to me easily, so light. We walk toward our home in cell block C. I reach into my pocket and feel the little shard of stolen scante. I place it in his hand, tell him it was my morning dose, had a tiny bit left over from before. He grins. I’m not sure if this is me being nice or some sort of bribe. I glance at the Chuck blood pictograph from the stomped fingers as we pass block B. I’m smiling. I say, Gonna beat this thing, my boy, gonna beat it.

1:10 PM

I’ve made up with KK. It wasn’t hard. Just as I figured, she’d blasted a little of the Albino Tina and our loose tongues rationalized and apologized—the stress, I know, God, so fucking scared, feel you, yo, we’re safe, just want this shit to stop—and then we’d hugged and I pretended to be into her warm breath that smelled like yeast infections.

We’re sitting around the table playing poker. It’s all of us but Derrick, who’s still working on a cook.

I’m holding on to a pair of jacks.

Typewriter’s smiling his fat Italian grin, so I know he’s got something. Randy fingers his disgusting ear nub. Maddie folds. KK’s a little harder to figure out, the way she’s staring at the name CODY scratched into the table. The pot is Monopoly money. I raise a hundred. Everybody checks.

The flop doesn’t help me—a seven and a two and a king.

Type’s grin widens and he’s a little boy and simple and he tries to cough to cover up his tell. He raises a hundred.

Randy says, Bet anything this smirking bloke has three kings. He throws his cards into the middle.

I check.

KK does the same.

The turn is a jack of spades. I tell myself to show no emotion and to be medieval stoic and for some reason a memory of my father comes back. This was two years ago and I’d been smoking speed for maybe three weeks but it wasn’t horrible yet, KK and I still keeping it to an every other day schedule. My parents invited me to a hockey game. I knew that not accepting would be a red flag and I wasn’t trying to make them worried. I showed up a few minutes late. I saw my father all little and old standing there in front of the arena on Seventh. The tail of his jersey poked out from underneath his Columbia parka. I told myself to be calm and to make eye contact and he saw me and waved and smiled and this was pride—not for himself, but for me, his son coming up on six months clean, his son holding a job and a girlfriend and his son not dead—and I let myself believe that it was all real. I was a few feet away, ready for a fatherly embrace. Then everything about him changed. His mouth straightened. His cheeks loosened. His eyes became hooded. It was the crushing of his soul or psyche or hope or his vision of a future where phone calls didn’t cause a sickening feeling in his chest. He said, Jesus Christ, son.

Typewriter gives a little frown. He checks. I put in my one golden five-hundred-dollar bill. KK does the same. Type leans back, stretches. He counts his money. He says, All in.

Oh, snap, Maddie says.

I have the feeling Type’s got three kings but I’m not about to let him buy the pot and what does it matter anyway? I throw my money on the table. Everyone turns toward KK. She runs her finger over the etched name in the table. She says, Bet my morning booster.

We think she’s joking and are all like yeah right, good one.

Wait, you’re serious? Randy asks.

As pregnancy.

No, can’t have you doing that, he says. Let’s just be reasonable here.

Type looks uncomfortable, trying to figure out if KK’s joking.

I make eyes with KK. Hers are flat and blue and remind me of the freezing tile of the psych ward floor. She’s serious. She’s willing to bet her survival on her cards, on a game. Randy keeps saying things about that not being allowed, about nobody knowing how long a person can survive without meth. Type folds. He says, Not getting in a pissing match with two conniving fucks like you.

I ask what that’s supposed to mean.

Typewriter just shakes his head.

I block out the cautious pleas from Randy and the nervous shifts by Maddie. I stare at my pocket pair of jacks plus the one on the table. I’m trying to figure out what she has. With the two spades showing, it’s probably a flush.

KK says, Shit’s for keeps, yo. My shot against yours. And I’m not giving you a taste tomorrow. Swear to God I’m not.

I believe her.

Stop, both of you, this is ludicrous, Randy says.

In or out? KK says.

My father saying, Jesus Christ, son. The same deadpan face. Nothing more left to lose.

Crazy-ass bitch, I say. I fold. I lean over to kiss KK’s cheek and she lets me. She talks shit, collecting the money. I pretend to gather the cards to start shuffling. I sneak a look at her hand—a ten of hearts, an ace of diamonds, a five of clubs. She had nothing. Absolutely nothing. Not even a hope for something.

Just then, Derrick’s yell fills the entire common area: Who the fuck stole the dope?

He strides through the entrance with his bare chest leading the way, his orange jumpsuit tied around his waist. He holds the cookie sheet of scante. I wonder who would be that fucking selfish to steal our medicine. I realize it was me. I’m thinking he’s going to bash my trachea into my spine and that it’s not going to be the drugs or the Chucks that kill me, but a human, this skinhead motherfucker who can’t take a joke.

Which one of you pieces of shit stole it?

My hands are up and I’m shaking my head, scanning the table.

Derrick, mate, just calm—

He drops the tray onto the middle of the table. Its whitish surface grows a hundred fissures. A few shards bounce out and land on top of KK’s bluffed hand.

One of you did, know it. Stole a corner piece.

Now he’s staring at me.

It’s the same look Typewriter gave me at the Rockwell shrine, the same as KK’s when she just called my hand, Maddie in the hallway, my father in front of the hockey arena—all of them like you’re a lying piece of shit. I’m onto you. You can’t run forever. It’s over.

Don’t know why you’re staring at me, man, I say.

Bud, I don’t think anybody would be that stupid, Randy says. He’s standing, one hand stretched toward Derrick.

These three motherfuckers show up, and then we’re short.

I feel KK’s stare but I can’t look because she’ll see through me. I think about Typewriter maybe having seen me on the video feed. I thank God it can’t be rewound. I stand. Derrick’s a foot away, coming closer. I yell that it wasn’t me. He doesn’t care. I’m about to reach for my pistol in my left side pocket but I don’t have time because Derrick’s got his hand around my collar and his fist cocked and I’m yelling to check my pockets and his nostrils flare and I know he’ll kill me because he’s in charge of this fucked-up world and he’s about to hit my face and I yell the first thing that comes to mind: I saw Maddie walking around alone.

Derrick holds back from crushing my face.

Yeah, man. Like I was here with KK and then with Type and then you, man, remember? Doing that experiment shit? But Maddie was walking around in the halls, the only one who wasn’t accounted for.

Fuck you, Maddie says.

Derrick lets go of my jumpsuit.

Everybody turns toward Maddie. He’s standing now, his finger pulling at a scab. He says, That’s bullshit. You fucking know it.

Everybody stay calm, Randy says.

Where were you? Derrick asks.

Down by block A. This dude’s lying. Framing me. Saw him down there with his sleeve rolled up.

And then Derrick’s on my shit again and I think about putting a slug straight through the hands tattooed on his neck and then we’d be fucked, him being the cook, him being God, our limited survival dependant upon his ability to breathe.

I know Maddie still has the crystal I gave him. I know all I have to do is mention this fact. Derrick cocks his arm. I say, Check his pockets.

Fuck you, Maddie screams. He’s crying. Snot starts down his face. He yells, You gave me this. You gave it to me. Said you had more of your own.

Type’s face goes slack and he’s staring at me and then at KK and he knows, he’s got to fucking know I stole it, his eyes saying how the fuck can you do this?

Maddie’s walking backward. He holds the shard of scante like it’s some sort of shield. Derrick walks in gigantic steps. Maddie keeps saying, I didn’t do anything, Chase gave it to me, I didn’t fucking do anything.

We watch Derrick grab hold of Maddie and fists plummet down and we hear the yelp of a stepped-on tail and then it’s bright red on white linoleum, Maddie’s legs fighting to gain traction, smearing his blood like finger paint.

Derrick stands over the lump that is Maddie. His voice is even and low: If that ever happens again, I’ll kill you. That’s a promise.

1:46 PM

KK’s gone to Maddie’s cell. I told her not to, saying he’ll just want to be alone, that he was probably ashamed and embarrassed. She’s been in there for five minutes. I can see her clean his face with toilet paper, gentle motherly dabs. I know he’s telling her lies about me giving him that piece of scante. But why the fuck would she believe him? Type disappeared down the hall, probably to the monitor room. Randy and I clean up. I’m collecting the spilled bits of crystal. I pretend to tie my shoe, slipping two slivers into my sock.

2:07 PM

We need to talk—words any guy knows are trouble. KK stands over me. I’m sitting on the toilet in my cell, pants on, not shitting or anything, just don’t want to see or be seen by anybody else.

I’m only going to ask you this once, KK says.

I know what’s coming. It’s her taking Maddie’s side and her not believing me and I just want people to cut me a break because who the fuck wouldn’t take a teener of glass?

Look at me, she says.

I do.

Her face is all angles. She says, Did you steal the shit?

I laugh and shake my head and am like, Jesus Christ, I’m not doing this again. I stand. I say, I understand it from that Nazi motherfucker, but from you? Fucking hurts.

Yes or no?

I think about having to find Typewriter, having a come-to-Jesus talk, his loose fucking lips my greatest danger.

I say, I have done everything, fucking everything, for you. Risked my life to come back and get you, to save your prick boyfriend, to get you here, and it’s still not good enough.

Yes. Or. No?

No. No. Fucking Christ. I didn’t take anything. And fuck you for not believing me.

She starts nodding her head and it’s subtle at first, her cheek growing a dimple, not her good kind, but the ones from biting the inside of her cheek, and then it’s more, her nodding, her eyes the color of shitty crank, tears that she won’t let herself shed drowning the blue of her irises. I take her hands. They feel like death. I squeeze because I want her to believe me and I want to believe myself. I say, Swear to fucking God, to our ability to find a cure, to get through this shit alive, to make it all end, that I didn’t steal any tweak.

She’s crying, coming into my arms, soft sobs, my arms around her, her shaking violent.

Swear on my life, I whisper. I kiss the line where her flat bangs meet her forehead. Then the ridge of her Germanic nose. I swear on everything.

2:30 PM

I’m in the booking station alone. I’m loading the test rig with some of my recently stolen dope. Randy told me it’d be pointless, any more experiments. Maybe he’s right. He’d looked tired as fuck after Maddie’s beating, like maybe he was seeing his safe haven crumbling like all dope houses eventually do.

The Chuck that reminds me of Frank laughs from the other side of the door.

I’m wondering if Frank is really Frank and if I’m coming undone and if Maddie’s nose is broken and if KK believed me.

I unlock the door. The smell is like this one time I found a dead deer in the woods behind our house. It was so big, its stomach like a balloon. I put my shirt over my face and found a stick and poked its side. It was both firm and bouncy. Then I jammed the stick as hard as I could into the deer’s white undercarriage. It made the softest of pops and sunk a few inches. A jet stream of warm air gushed across my ankles and the smell was so pungent I stumbled backward, dry heaving, wondering if my death would cause the same stink.

Chuck Frank stares at me. Frank’s eyes seeing everything I’ve ever done. Frank’s eyes knowing I left him for dead.

I jam the rig into his thigh. He snaps at my throat. I hold my breath. I watch his eyes for dilation. I pray for giggles to become words. Then it happens. Frank’s pupils become saucers. He quits pulling against the handcuffs. He blinks.

I count in my head—One one thousand, two one thousand …

Frank’s eyes lose their knowingness. Now they’re just the eyes of a drug addict.

Seventeen one thousand, eighteen …

I pull out the chair opposite of Frank. I sit. It feels intimate, me studying him, us closed off from the rest of the world. It reminds me of a Fifth Step I did during my year of sobriety. I sat with my sponsor—some old sculptor with a Jesus beard—and I told him every single resentment I had, the cause, what part of me it affected, and what my role in the whole thing was. Then I shared my sexual inventory. Then my fears. The whole thing took close to four hours.

Afterward, we knelt on the concrete floor of his clay studio. A single fan circled above us. We said a prayer that started, God, I am now willing that you should have all of me.

At thirty-one seconds, Frank starts to laugh.

Fuck you, Frank, I say.

I load another shot and tell him it isn’t nice to laugh at other people. I think about Typewriter lying on the warming hut floor, how I blasted him until seizures came and he’d been right there at the cusp of death and I’d saved my best friend, just like I’m going to save the world.

In you go, I say.

Frank’s quiet is the perfect high, the one that lets you feel like nothing you’ve ever done has hurt a soul.

He’ll either die or he won’t.

It’s the same fate as every motherfucker.

I start loading one for myself with my own needle, taking a pocketed scrap out of my sock.

I watch Frank seize. I tell him to not make this about himself. I start with an impromptu Fifth Step. I tell him that I resent him. That he was my boy and he had to go off and shoot too much fucking dope and die on me. I say, How the fuck do you think that made me feel? My best friend in sobriety dying? And just leaving you like that? That shit did a number on me, man. Guilt like you wouldn’t believe.

Frank’s little bit of jaw tendon flaps like slurped spaghetti.

I know, I know, I say. What was my part? Fuck, man, you always cut straight to the core of it, huh?

I sigh, leaning back in the chair. I put my feet on the edge of the table. I say, I was the one who was in your ear for the two weeks leading up to the relapse. The one saying sobriety was gay and that I knew some sluts who wanted to party, and shit, think I even told you that you were getting fat. It was my money that bought your dope and my tweak. I was the one who told you to quit being a pussy.

Frank’s seizure shakes the table. I have to really press my feet against it so they don’t slip off.

As I’m watching this, something is happening to me, like the scante isn’t working, isn’t blocking out shit. I’m not trying to experience this moment of clarity. I’m working as fast as I can to boil more dope. I’m telling Frank that it’s really about me, every resentment, every perceived injustice is really me having fucked up and hurt people or at least put myself in a situation to be hurt. I’m thinking about calling my mom a cunt in the psych ward and how she stumbled at the door, her hand shaking on the metal handle, and then about my father and his Jesus Christ, son and then about Type and the fucking picture of his mother in the glove box and him just wanting companionship and about seeing KK share at meetings, how she’d started being able to look people in the eye, how around six months clean she quit talking about how bad it’d been using, and started talking about good things in sobriety—I got a raise at work, I took my GED, I enrolled in an intro comp course at Metro—and then I’m seeing her in the bathroom with her stomach burned to shit and I’m seeing scared Maddie look to me for guidance and I’m feeling his bony shoulders under my arm and telling him it’s all good, it’ll work out, and then I’m seeing him back away from Derrick with that tiny piece of crystal like a cross to a demon. All this shit is on me and I’m crying. I’m crying because there’s no fucking cure—then or now or ever—and because the garage door isn’t going to hold and because Frank’s gone limp, his face pressed to the blue table, a halfhearted giggle bubbling from his lips.

I’m crying, on my knees, wishing I was with my sponsor, his stupid beard, his arm around me, him telling me we are not our actions, him saying repeat after me, and I’m doing it on the floor of the detention room, God, I am now willing that you should have all of me, both the good and the bad.

Frank’s giggles fade. He’s motionless. It’s déjà vu.

I push my own needle into my arm.

It takes a few seconds, but it comes—Fuck Frank, it was his own motherfucking fault, both then and now.

7:33 PM

Typewriter seems to have disappeared. I need to find him because he’s the last loose end to all this shit. I’ll explain that I was really looking out for his best interest, just like always, trying to squirrel away an extra hit for him. I’ll remind him of all the times I fronted him tweak, ask him who introduced him to the Albino, who saved your life three or four times this past week, who helped you through the death of your mother?

I’ll tell him that me being alive is of paramount importance to his survival.

Motherfucker can’t argue with that.

I just can’t have him getting in the ear of anybody else, especially KK.

I finally see Type and Maddie in the kitchen and I’m like that cocksucker is stealing shit too, but then I see he’s scooping rice onto plastic trays. I stand there on the other side of the swinging doors. It’s just Typewriter and Maddie and they’re talking, whispering, and I know that shit’s conspiratory and Type sold me out. I can imagine him telling Maddie he saw the whole thing on the video feeds, me breaking in, scanning the kitchen like some two-bit thief, busting off a shard. I know Type’s probably telling him about the baby. Chase just suffocated a baby. Not even sure it was a Chuck. You should have heard him, the way he was talking to it, like a fucking bedtime story, bro. Dude’s straight up lost his shit.

Maybe Maddie’s telling him they should go to KK. Maybe he’s saying she’s the key to me, as soon as she sees who the fuck I am, it’ll be over. She’ll get everybody to turn.

And maybe Typewriter is agreeing. He’s saying, Should see how pathetic he is without her. For a year straight, all I heard was KK this, KK that. Such a fag.

I think I see them laughing.

My best friend’s plotting against me.

7:46 PM

We’re eating rice, everybody but Maddie. He’s in his cell. We eat in silence and the weight is beyond heavy—the burden of utopia fallen. I catch Typewriter staring. He’s obvious in his backstabbing. Derrick shovels rice into his mouth. Randy’s good cheer is gone. He eats with his hands. A piece of rice hangs from his bottom lip. I reach under the table and give KK’s leg a squeeze. She pulls away. It’s like family meals when things first started to go bad, me at fifteen, suspensions and found joints, my parents not sure how to circle around the subject of my fuckups. We eat and pretend things are okay, wishing for everybody else at the table to choke.

The hole’s huge now, Randy says.

Where? KK asks.

The garage. Gonna give, Type says.

The cure doesn’t work, I say.

No shit, Derrick says.

Fucking kill me, KK says.

Randy’s like, How about a little shot? He looks across the table at Derrick. Just something to take the edge off?

Derrick pulls a Ziploc out of his jumpsuit pocket. There’s got to be close to two ounces in it. He says, Have at it.

We stare and salivate and we know it’s his way of saying see what the fuck happens. Maybe it’s the fact that I shot up a few hours before instead of at seven in the morning like Randy, but I have a little sense, a little perspective. I tell Derrick to put it away. I say, We’ve got a routine right now, let’s not mess with that.

Easy for you to say, Typewriter says.

Derrick’s like, The fuck is that supposed to mean?

Type shrugs.

I want to kick him under the table and to pin him in his cell and tell him it was for his own fucking good, everything I’ve ever done, motherfucker would be dead without me. Instead, I say, The door’s fine. Plus there’s other doors, man, not like it’s a free shot in.

Just because you pretend it isn’t a problem, doesn’t mean it’s not, KK says.

It will hold.

Not for long, Derrick says.

And when the garage door gives? KK asks.

Then we go out another way. There’s got to be some other exit.

Through general population, Derrick says. Big Chucks, hundreds, if not thousands.

I’m trying to figure out something that will appease their fears, some bit of excitement that will get Type the fuck off my jock, something that will give them a morsel of hope, because I know a junkie without hope is as good as dead. I picture the hole in the garage door. I’m remembering Maddie making us strip. I’m looking over his shoulder to the police cruiser. The fucking police car! It’s perfect. If it gets bad, like really bad, the Chucks about to break through, we pack up the lab and get in the car and gun it over any walking dead stupid enough to get in our way.

I spit my plan out as it comes to me.

Derrick nods his head.

I tell them that we’ll get out of the city, head north, way north, middle of Canada north, hitting every farm for ammonia and pharmacy for ephedrine along the way. I talk about reinventing ourselves in wooden huts and booby traps and eating berries and we’ll reinvent the human species, some Garden of Eden shit.

Jesus, just shut the fuck up for once, Typewriter says.

I ignore him. He’s just one person. But the others, I see it over each of their faces—the formulation of a thought, a kernel of hope.

Typewriter stands. He says, Can’t listen to this bullshit. So fucking done with the Chase Daniels show.

And you’ve got a better idea? You want to step up for once in your fucking life and give a goddamn solution?

He says, So fucking done with you. He turns and heads toward Maddie’s cell.

I look at those of us still at the table. I say, Fuck him if he can’t get on board, because this shit here, this plan, it’s as foolproof as anal sex is to preventing babies.

Those of us left at the table smile, even Derrick. KK’s dimples are back, the good ones, her being happy.

9:11 PM

I’m lying in bed. KK’s next door reading the fucking Big Book. Type’s still with Maddie. I’m a little freaked out because the giggles from down the hall seem to be even louder than usual. Plus, I’m picturing the garage door caving like chain-link fences around South American soccer fields. I have our real guns spread out, the ones that can actually kill. There’re two slugs in each shotgun. I have two shots left in the pistol. Six deaths, if aim isn’t an issue. Six get out of jail free cards. That’s it. There’s got to be at least seven Chucks in block A alone. Who knows how many in the mess hall. Hundreds or thousands outside of the garage. Six shots. Six rounds. Randy, Maddie, Derrick, Typewriter, KK, myself.

The lights cut. There’s an instantaneous eruption of Chuck laughter.

My first thought is that Nazi Derrick is trying to conserve power.

I hold on to Buster and my pistol. Everything’s pitch black. I hear Typewriter from across the common room say, What the fuck? I place the pistol in the pocket of my orange jumpsuit, grip Buster’s stock.

Now I hear Derrick’s voice, a bark: Who hit the lights?

I know nobody touched the lights. We’re out of power. The grid has failed. We’re now in the dark ages. I wonder about candles and flames to cook meth and about toilets that don’t flush. I go out in the main room.

Six shots. Six deaths. It’d be that easy. Saving the last people alive from a death worse than death.

KK reaches out and takes my hand.

All I can hear is the echoes of laughter. Darkness and laughter. I know KK’s imagination is the same thing—Chucks bashing down unlocked doors—because when we see a flicker of light, she screams.

Maddie holds a lighter in front of his face. It’s the first time I’ve really taken a good look at him since the beating. His right eye is swollen shut, angry and blackening. He doesn’t say anything, just stares at me. The flame dissects his face and he’s scarier than any Chuck I’ve seen.

The power grid, I say.

Fuck me, Derrick says.

Typewriter flicks his lighter. He stands a few inches away from Maddie.

Need to go, Randy says, Christ, mates, we need to leave now.

Fuck, fuck, fuck, KK chants.

All gonna die, Maddie says.

Stop, everybody, Derrick shouts. Shut the fuck up with that. We planned for this. Chase’s plan. It’s fine.

Fine? Fine? Fuck, bud, half these locks are electronic, Randy says.

Got the keys right here, Derrick says. He jiggles a chain and it sounds like a toy poodle. He says, Not electronic, that’s only in the pen.

We’re quiet.

Finally, Derrick says, We’re fine in juvie. Fine for the night.

Bullshit, Randy says.

Derrick’s right, I say. There’s nothing to do right now. We try to get out in this darkness, we’re …

Dead, KK says.

Dead, Maddie says.

Derrick tells us to shut the fuck up. He says, We get up at dawn, take the cruiser, and get ghost.

We listen to giggles and I think about the backup plan of a slug in each of our sleeping mouths.

Derrick says, Get your personal shit together. We leave at five.

He’s a shadow walking back to his cell. We stand there not knowing what to do. I feel a hand on the small of my back and it’s KK and her nose is giant even in the dim light and I take my left hand off Buster and put it over her shoulder and she leans into me, my armpit, my shoulder, my girl.

All gonna die, Maddie says. He lets his lighter go to darkness. He says it again, All gonna die.

We stand there. None of us want to move away from the table, away from each other. Finally, KK and I walk to our side. She walks into my cell. I tell her I’ll be back in a second. I go over to Typewriter’s and he’s sitting on his cot with his lighter casting shadows on the white walls. I know he hates the dark. Kid slept with a night-light his entire life, right up until the moment we burned his house down. I know he’s scared. I know he needs me.

Need to talk, I whisper.

Don’t.

I take a few steps into his cell and sit on the desk connected to the wall. I’m like, Dude, I’m not sure what you think I—

Just stop, he says. Just fucking stop, Chase, heard your shit for years.

Whatever you think you saw—

I don’t think anything, bro. I saw you. I fucking saw you on the camera.

Here, is this what you want? I pull out a little bit of scante from my sock and throw it at Type and I’m like, Fucking take it. Is that what this is all about? You just mad I didn’t give you a taste?

Fuck you.

Because I can remember a thousand times when you stole shit from me. From the Albino. How many bags you short in your life?

Not the same.

Bullshit.

Not the fucking same and you know it, he hisses. He tosses the cellophane back at me. He stands and I reach for my pistol inside of my jumpsuit and I wonder if I have what it’d take to kill my best friend and he’s in my face now, the flame gone, just his hot breath and the whites of his eyes.

Fucking loved you, he says.

I know this is him saying he’s done with me and I’ve fucked up things beyond repair and this is him saying he looked up to me like a brother from the very first moment he made you holding? eyes at me on the bus and that it’s all gone now, everything changed, me, I’ve fucking changed, that’s what he’s saying—you’re not the person I loved, you’re not a person with a habit, you’re a junkie, the motherfuckers we never wanted to become, the kind who rob welfare mothers for their EBT cards—and this is too much for me to handle. So I laugh. I laugh into his face. I call him a faggot. I say, I always knew you wanted to fuck me. His inhale has an audible catch. I tell him he’s an ungrateful faggot, to have a nice sleep without his night-light.

KK’s sitting on my bed when I get back to my cell.

She chars a spoon. I feel like slitting my wrists. I’m about to ask where she got more dope, but she beats me to it, asking if I want to get spun. I tell her yes. I sit. Our shoulders touch. Boiling splice, things are finally good again between us. She asks what that was all about. I tell her Typewriter’s being a little bitch. She says, Fuck Type. I smile as she takes my arm and her fingers tickle as she strokes a vein and then it’s the pleasant sting of a needle finding a home and then she kisses my ear and pushes the plunger.

Sucks, yo, KK says.

The words hang in the cell. I don’t know if she’s talking about Typewriter or the darkness or our lives. She takes my hand. We interlock fingers. Mine are short and nubby, hers long and slender.

Where are we going to go? KK asks.

I squeeze her hand, tell her, North.

North?

Canada. Northwest Territories. Alaska. Someplace where there’s nobody. Where we don’t have to worry about any of this.

Yeah, except some blubber-eating Eskimo.

Take that right now. Better than this.

Think it’ll work? she asks.

Has to.

No it doesn’t.

I cradle KK’s head and kiss her lips. I take off her jumpsuit. Her skin is cold. I think about Typewriter. He’ll get over it. He’ll understand. He’ll know that everything I do is for him. I take off my suit. We press our bodies against each other and our ribs rub together like a wooden instrument. I’m hearing Type’s words, his saying he loved me, and I can’t shake the feeling it was a good-bye. I’m hard. KK puts me inside her and I start to move my hips and she tells me no.

Huh?

Not tonight.

I think she’s joking so I give another thrust but she shakes her head and says, I just want to feel you. She kisses me, then rests her head next to mine, her nose in my nook, her pussy lips tight, and she whispers, I loved you so fucking much. My hand is on the back of her head, her hair, then her neck, and I feel the different texture of the tattoo. I wonder if she meant to use the past tense. I tell her I love her more than anything, but these words feel somehow not enough, never enough.


MONDAY

1:09 AM

There’s noise from down the hall. KK and I are barely asleep because we’re a little spun and scared. In four more hours we’ll be out of this bitch into the great unknown. It sounds like something dropped, something metal. I grab the pistol from the floor and sit upright, tensed.

What is it?

You hear that?

You’re tripping.

Listen.

We strain our ears.

Lie back down, baby.

But I’m thinking about the door to block A having caved, about the garage door being ripped apart, about block B, and the door to the mess hall. About it all caving and our cells filling with throngs of walking dead.

I’m going to look, I say.

Baby.

It’s fine.

No, don’t be fuckin’ stupid.

Just stay here, be back in like two seconds. I lean forward, kiss the hump of her nose. I walk naked into the common room. It’s pure darkness. I bang my knee on the corner of a table.

In the hallway, I keep my steps light and hold the pistol aimed at nothing.

Step, step, stop, wait, listen.

The giggles take over the silences. They occupy my rests.

I jump when I hear a door close.

I squint trying to make out shadows, movement, sound.

The block B door is still closed and I realize the sound came from the other end of the hallway, from the door to command central, the booking station, and the door to the garage. As soon as I trace this path in my head, I understand what the fuck is going on. Derrick’s bolting. That’s why he wanted to wait until morning. He’s sneaking away like a little bitch motherfucker. This is as much a death sentence as putting slugs into our brains. I start to run. I throw open the door to central booking and then I’m trying to find my way in the darkness and I’m feeling desks and trying doors and groping the walls and I finally hit a metal push bar.

The stairway is dark and I take the stairs three at a time.

I’ll kill him.

I run and I’m out of breath and the concrete is cold on my feet. In the garage I see a shadow putting shit in the cruiser trunk. He’s nothing but the vaguest of outlines. I’m about to yell, but part of me is like fuck that, this motherfucker’s bolting, leaving us for dead, so I flip the Glock around. I charge. I jump into the air and I’m the Air Jordan silhouette, only I’m naked and my stupid dick swings and my basketball is a gun.

There’s a scream.

There’s the cracking of metal against temple.

He doesn’t moan or anything, just slumps over. I peer down. It’s not Derrick. It’s Maddie. I crouch real close and touch his face and my hand comes away soaked.

The fuck?

Please.

Get up.

Maddie struggles to sit. It takes him at least five seconds and then he leans forward, his head between his legs. I hear the pitter-patter of blood dripping onto concrete. I’m speechless.

The fuck you expect me to do? he says.

I don’t know what to say.

I sit. Lean my head against the bumper of the car. The cacophony of laughter is earsplitting. Maddie’s blood on the concrete reaches my naked ass. The end of my sack dips in it. I replay every conversation I’ve had with Maddie over the last few days. The moments when I felt like some sort of connection was being made. My arm around his shoulder. Me thinking that he was just like I was. Me thinking that this kid looked up to me, was on my side. Me selling him out and the beating and him realizing I was just another piece of shit who would do whatever it took to save himself.

Just fucking kill me, he says.

It’s a faucet, his wound. Maybe he’ll die from this. Losing too much blood or an infection. I’d swung as hard as I could.

You did this, he whispers.

Maddie as me. That had been my whole fucked-up fascination with him. Maddie as a kid who didn’t know his ass from his overcoat and a kid who was simply trying to not end up dead and he is me, both then and now, both of us doing what we can to survive. My eyes adjust a little. I see he has the lab broken down and put into the trunk. We’d have died without our ability to cook. He was leaving us to die. And then I’m remembering his creepy-ass voice in the darkened common room—all going to die—and it was premeditated, Maddie’s idea to run, probably heard us talking about the cruiser earlier, and of course he knew how to hot-wire a car because he was in here for grand theft auto. This was his only play—take on the world alone, leave the family that betrayed him to go through withdrawals and then death.

I remember him backing away from Derrick, tears already starting, unable to comprehend my cruelty.

And I want to apologize. I want to tell him it was a moment of weakness and fear—I was just fucking scared, man. I’m scared of losing everything I have. I’m scared of not getting what I want. I’m scared I will amount to nothing and I’m scared the doors will cave and six shots won’t be shit and I’m scared the baby hadn’t really turned and that Typewriter will realize he’s better off without me and I’m scared of KK because I know one day she’ll kill herself and then I’ll be alone, my real fear, all fucking alone.

I’m sorry, I say.

Maddie laughs. It’s wet from the blood pooling in his mouth.

He doesn’t owe me his forgiveness. I know this. Nobody does.

Get the shit over with, he says. He grabs my hand and pushes the pistol to his forehead.

A single shot, any fear of Maddie exposing the real me erased.

Fucking coward, he says.

I’m thinking about Frank, about it being my money and gusto for getting high that led to his death. But this shit with Maddie is different. He wouldn’t be down here if I’d copped to stealing the splice. My direct actions forced his hand. I tell him I can’t. I can’t be that motherfucker. He says, You already are that motherfucker. I lower the gun. I stand. His blood runs down my nuts and onto my leg. I walk to the trunk of the police car and take out a canvas laundry bag full of lab equipment. Maddie clasps his hands together and starts begging between choking sobs. I tell him to come up when he’s done crying.

I’m at the stairs. I hold the railing. Something white catches my eye. I tell myself it’s nothing, but then it disappears for a split second, and I’m staring at these two white floating orbs and I realize they’re eyes. Maddie yells that I’m a piece of shit coward. I drop the canvas bag, training my pistol on the blinking whites, blood dripping from the handle down my wrist to the floor.

It’s a Chuck, has to be.

I inch forward. Maddie yells to kill him. The eyes keep blinking. My finger presses against the trigger, but I’m not some green motherfucker like a week ago—I know exactly how hard I have to squeeze to dole out death.

The floating eyes speak: Chase, Chase, I’m fucking sorry, bro.

It’s Typewriter.

I can make him out now—a cowering mound of orange jumpsuit, his hands raised like I’m PD.

So fucking sorry, he says, please just don’t shoot.

I stand there naked in the drafty garage covered in Maddie’s blood. I’m realizing what the fuck is going on—the two of them teaming up, just like I thought they would. I want to blast a hole between Type’s eyes.

Typewriter’s bent forward like he’s praying at my feet.

I was right thinking his comments were a good-bye. Motherfucker knew he was bolting. Knew he was killing us all.

He’s nothing but tearful pleas and apologies.

Maddie keeps yelling that I’m a coward.

And the whole thing breaks my fucking heart. I lift Typewriter’s face up with my hand and tell him to stand the fuck up and his whimpers become sobs and giggles from outside swirl around the concrete and I tell him the only thing that seems true at the moment: Any one of us is capable of anything.

So fucking sorry, I’m so fucking—

It’s over, done with. Nobody needs to know, you feel me?

Please …

You came down with me, we saw Maddie, that’s it.

Type’s nods stop for a second as he’s putting together what I’m saying and then he starts nodding faster and this is him understanding and agreeing, selling out a motherfucker who doesn’t matter, becoming complicit, becoming my boy.

Maddie laughs.

He sits there in his own blood, his head leaning against the police car. Typewriter won’t look in his direction. We take the stairs one at a time.

Fucking kill me, Maddie begs.

Step, step, step.

Kill me, you fucking pussies. Fucking kill me.

1:27 AM

I set all the lab gear down on a fingerprint station inside of booking. Typewriter keeps apologizing. I say, Shut the fuck up, didn’t happen, feel me? Maddie was bolting. You came down to help. We made him see the errors of his ways. Simple as that.

Type nods. I hit him on the shoulder. He tries to smile. We’re all just trying to smile. I hear giggles and I stare past Type’s shoulder and my eyes have adjusted and I make out a shape through the Plexiglas. I inch closer. I stare at Frank. He has no idea what’s going on. He won’t die and he won’t live and the cure didn’t work for him years ago—God and powerlessness and service and turning our lives over—and it didn’t work for him now.

I think about KK and about atonement and about not dying and the pressure behind my retinas is back and I just want to be out of this jail and someplace safe with the people I love and I wonder if they love me back.

We start running.

I’m sprinting back through the booking station and into the hallway and I see flames huddled together in block C and KK’s voice is the first to reach me, her screaming about me being hurt, he’s fucking hurt, and I grab her tight, tell her I’m fine.

Derrick has a pistol pointed at Type and me. He says, You’re bit.

Maddie’s blood, I say.

Maddie’s bit? KK says.

No, no, it doesn’t matter, it’s fine—

Shut the fuck up and slow down, Derrick says. I know he’s not messing around. I try to breathe and to tell them what happened, first about hearing something, that Type and I went down and found Maddie, about him being scared, thinking about bolting, but we talked and he apologizes, that he’s coming back up.

I’ll kill him, Derrick says.

He gets it. He’s fine. Trust me. He’ll never do something like that again, I say.

Jesus, Randy says.

So fucking dead, Derrick says.

I grab hold of Derrick’s arm. It’s not aggressive but it’s confident and I tell him it’s fucking done with, hundred percent, kid fucked up but gets it. I say, We need to leave right fucking now. Hole’s big. We don’t have time to wait until sunrise.

He stares at me for a solid three seconds before nodding.

We get our belongings.

KK won’t leave my side. We’re in my cell and she’s crying and I tell her Maddie will be fine and we’ll be fine and I’m giving her a shotgun, clasping her hands around the stock. I put my forehead to hers. She sniffles. Her bony shoulders shake. She says, Okay, even though I haven’t said anything.

We start jogging down the hall and I’m holding on to KK with one hand, the pistol in the other. We reach the booking station. I’m expecting to see Maddie standing there all sheepish and begging for mercy, but he’s not.

The fuck is he? Derrick yells.

I’m hearing pleas. I realize that we’ve accidentally locked Maddie down there in the garage. I run to the door and push it open and he stumbles down and crumples and KK screams or maybe that’s Type and the giggles from the garage are deafening.

Randy flicks a lighter.

Derrick bends over Maddie’s whimpering body. He puts his pistol to the back of his head and then our ears ring and I scream no and KK’s body deflates at my side.

The fuck? I yell.

He was bit.

No, that was the blood from when I—

Derrick grabs my neck. He yanks my head so I’m looking at Maddie’s back. It’s covered in scratches and bite marks. Even just with a lighter to see, I can tell they’re already scabbing. He lets go and I cough and KK cries and I tell myself this isn’t my fault, leaving him down there, my sealing of his death sentence by framing him with the stolen scante.

Typewriter’s at the door to the garage, pulling it tight. He shoves a desk in front of it. It won’t do a fucking thing. My ears still ring. Maddie’s blood pools and I realize I’m naked and feel vulnerable and our exit strategy is fucked, the garage swarming with Chucks. We’re silent in the dark amidst the smell of gunpowder.

I say, I need to get spun.

2:02 AM

We’re passing out the guns. I make sure Type, KK, and myself have ones with real bullets. Randy volunteers to carry the canvas laundry bag full of our lab. We don’t say much. Maddie’s blood covers the floor. Right before we start off into the corridor toward general population, Derrick breaks out a big hunk of splice. We load our rigs from the same spoon. We get spun.

One hurried shot turns into two.

Typewriter says he wants to go to an island, St. Thomas maybe.

I wonder how the fuck he even knows there’s a place called St. Thomas.

Randy says England would be good right about now.

KK pumps Buster.

I’m back to feeling and seeing auras. Each of ours is a dark cloud. I tell myself that no death is my fault.

2:17 AM

We go single file, pressed up against the cinder-block wall on our left. We’re in some hallway or maybe it’s a corridor. Derrick leads, then me, KK, Randy, and Typewriter brings up the rear. We creep past block A. The dent has become a hole. Hands reach through. We keep going. It’s even darker. Shapes stop maybe two feet out from my face. I can’t hear anything but demonic laughs. They’re taunting us, damning us.

Derrick yells that it’s a hundred feet to a set of doors separating juvie from County, then another fifty to the mess hall doors.

One foot in front of the other.

KK holds on to the back of my jumpsuit.

We don’t have much time. The door leading to the stairs will give any second, if it hasn’t already. The only thing worse than walking straight into a locked room full of criminal Chucks would be getting flanked by them on both sides.

We reach the first set of doors. I press my ear to the cold metal. There’s no pounding, no giggling. Derrick fumbles around his key ring and he tries a key and says fuck and then another and I’m telling him to hurry up. Typewriter yells and it’s the same scream he made while being bitten trying to climb out of Cheng’s window and then Randy shouts, They’re coming, they’re fucking here!

The smell reaches me first and it’s pure death. Then their cries of war.

I yell at Derrick to open the door and I’m watching his fumbling hands insert a key and then I’m looking into pure fucking darkness and KK’s nails dig into my back. I have no idea how close they are but the sound is growing louder and then the door opens, Derrick grabbing me, throwing me in, and KK tumbles on top of me and then Randy and Type and Derrick rushes inside, slamming the door shut. It’s not but two seconds later that the metal erupts into a fit of pounding.

We stare at the door, unsure if that really just happened.

Let’s go, Derrick says.

We start forward. We’re not in a line anymore. We’re close, touching, shuffling our feet, terrified with what’s all around us. Somebody’s crying. Maybe it’s me. There’s a strange calmness. Time standing still. Us wanting to. Derrick stops us. I squeeze the pistol, aiming it at blackness. He crouches down. I do too, not sure why. Then we all do.

See something?

He doesn’t respond. He takes out the Ziploc full of crank. I’m like, Are you fucking kidding me? He doesn’t respond, just dumps out a handful of chunks. He crushes one with his gun. He snorts it right off the floor. Mounds of it. I hear Typewriter say, Pass it, and I’m like there’s no fucking way we’re really doing this right now but I’m crushing dope too, snorting deep into my brain, and we all are because this is probably our last taste and because we want to feel invincible and then maybe we are, invincible that is, because I’ve just taken two teeners’ worth and I’m licking my hand, pressing it to the residue, licking it again.

We stand.

I kiss KK hard on the lips.

One foot in front of the other.

I am a warrior.

I am not a coward.

I am God.

We’re at the doors to the mess hall. There’s noise on the other side but it’s not as bad as block A. Maybe the metal is stronger inside the big-boy lockup? Maybe the Chucks are mostly still contained in cells? Maybe it’s not as bad as we thought.

All live ammo up front, Derrick says. He has a single key separated from the ring. He says, I open the door, and you fire. They’re right here. We unload and run.

I will lead us to the Promised Land.

Motherfuckers will talk about this for eternity.

KK’s eyes are closed and her mouth moves and Typewriter’s chewing his face off. I have two shots and that’s it and my mind fills with music, with “Bullet in the Head,” and it’s building, the music, just about at the point when shit gets real and vocals scream and Derrick says, Ready? I nod and make sure I’m slightly in front of KK and I will not let her down and I will not let down the rest of them and I will not let down mankind or my parents and Derrick puts the key in the door and yanks it open.

A Chuck spills into the doorway and I am the first to fire—a shot through his gaping mouth.

Then it’s three rapid shots, lightning striking trees.

Three more drop and Derrick holds up his fist like he’s some Semper Fi motherfucker. We stop and there’s ringing in my ears but no giggles. He motions forward. I hold on to KK. We’re not running like the plan. There isn’t a need. The room’s empty. That it? Four of them? All that fear for that? I whisper to Derrick if he knows where the fuck he’s going and he tells me no.

I’m putting my trust in something greater than myself, just like they told me to do in AA. God. A higher power. I follow the hulking shape of Derrick.

I can sense there’s a wall coming up. Derrick feels around for a door. Behind me there’s a flick of orange. I spin around but it’s Typewriter holding his lighter. This is his absolute worst nightmare—venturing into the dark, battling the monsters his mother insisted weren’t real.

Derrick walks up to the wall and finds a door. He tests the handle. It’s locked. I’m looking at the gray door—everything in jail either gray or white—and it doesn’t have one dent. Not one fucking fist or head smashed from the other side. How the hell did the few Chucks get in? There’s got to be some other entrance, maybe through the kitchen and I say this to Derrick and he says, Who the fuck cares? I nod, but something seems wrong. He’s got the master key out ready to open the door when I tell him to stop.

What?

Maybe it’s a trap.

What?

Yeah, like being quiet and wanting us to go through there.

They can’t think.

He puts the key in the door. He turns it.

I’m expecting an ambush and I’m expecting shit to get heavy but there’s nothing, not a single laugh, not the rank stench of decay.

KK squeezes my hand. She says, Keep your shit together.

I’m trying to put it all together. The mess hall. The walking dead in there. The utter silence. My mind projects a map of County and it’s in blueprint form and I’m picturing us in a hallway and maybe the mess hall is between cell blocks and this would make the most sense, not having inmates walk past other blocks to eat, so the kitchen is in the middle. I reach into my pocket and take out my lighter and flick it and it doesn’t catch so I do it again and again. Finally there’s light.

The fuck you doing? Derrick asks.

Mate, maybe the light isn’t the best idea, Randy says.

I’m thinking that all I want is to be able to see. That’s it. Life would be perfect if I could fucking see.

Baby, KK says.

I take my wallet out from the breast pocket of my jumpsuit and I take out all the paper—Subway punch cards, numbers to junkies wanting to buy scante—and I light them on fire. Derrick says, The hell you doing? I watch the paper catch. I hold flames in my hand and I am Hephaestus, god of fucking fire, and then I tell KK to give me anything she has—her jumpsuit she has tied around her waist—and Typewriter is like, Bro, let’s move.

Fire.

Will you calm him the fuck down? Derrick says.

The fire alarm. It won’t be on the main power grid. A generator. Get lights so we can actually see.

He’s got a point, Randy says.

The burning paper starts to scorch my hand. I drop it.

Give him the suit, Derrick says.

KK unwraps the juvie uniform and I take its sleeve, holding it to the small pile of flames. I’m praying for it to catch. I just want light. Finally the sleeve catches. The flames leak up the stitches. More, I say. KK hands me what can only be described as a training bra. Randy gives me his socks. We need more. Derrick cusses and takes off his windbreaker and that shit catches right away. It’s getting smoky and the flame is maybe a foot high. I’m waving the smoke upward toward the ceiling. I think I see something farther down the hall. I shout for more. Typewriter tosses me his T-shirt. I light it and ball it up and throw it down the hallway we’ve just stepped into.

The ball of fire lands on the floor and it’s eyes, pairs and pairs of them, just like that fucking Rockwell nursery. They bob to uneven footsteps.

Oh, my, fucking, God, go, go, go, Randy yells.

We start running down the hallway in the opposite direction, but I know this is just as bad because there’s another cell block down this way, meaning more Chucks and us being just as fucked. We need to get to the kitchen, the middle point, some place away from general population. An ear-piercing wail fills the concrete hallway and white strobe lights erupt in epileptic bursts. Sprinklers cover us in pre-come. Ahead, there’s a wall of shuffling motherfuckers.

Randy’s leading the way. He trips while trying to change directions. Every second there’s a flash of light and we see eyes and open mouths and missing skin, the discotheque version of Randy being torn apart. His cries are drowned by laughter. We turn once again, just needing to get back to the mess hall. I lead the way and KK’s hand is my life preserver and I know it will be close, us getting to the mess hall door before the Chucks do, maybe three feet for us, five for them, but I get there first, throwing my shoulder against the door. It’s still unlocked and somebody fires a shot and we tumble in and Typewriter slams the door.

He pushes against it and it’s trembling from the Chucks bashing into it. He yells for Derrick to lock the fucking door. I slam my shoulder into it and so does KK. Derrick turns the key in the hole and yells that it’s locked but I’m too scared to quit bracing.

Typewriter pulls at my arm, tells me, Let’s go, it’ll hold.

I hear KK’s muffled cries. I could pick them out of any lineup, the way each one builds on the other, none of them allowed to escape the cavern of her mouth.

Derrick says, Door’s secure. He has his massive hand around my bicep.

We need to go, KK says.

I ease up on the door and KK puts her arm around my waist. I press my forehead against hers. Our noses touch. She says, You need to keep your motherfucking mind.

3:11 AM

We can see a hell of a lot better with the emergency lighting. We cross the mess hall. Derrick reaches back and places something in my hand. It’s a nub of dope. I eat it. The taste is crushed pills and ammonia. My teeth feel like they’re coated in wool sweaters.

We are four.

Derrick and I push through the swinging doors into the kitchen. There’s got to be another door leading out from here. My gun’s eye level. The alarm shrieks. My breath is all sorts of heavy. My right arm is completely extended, my left bent, both holding the pistol.

I am Lara Croft. I am Spetsnaz. I am Chase Daniels.

The kitchen’s a lot bigger than the one in juvie. We creep past metal prep stations and walk-in refrigerators and stove after stove and everything’s the mix of pitch blackness and exploded stars. I have one shot left.

One foot in front of the other.

I’m hearing giggles matching the techno shrill of the alarm and Derrick says, Twelve o’clock. I wait, ready to dole out death with the flick of my finger. Shadows become forms, forms become shapes, shapes become bodies, bodies become tattered orange jumpsuits and exposed bones and open mouths.

I shoot.

Derrick shoots.

Type shoots.

I’m still aiming the gun when I realize I’m out of fucking ammo. I jam the pistol into my waistband. I search for a weapon, anything. I think about going back and getting Randy’s rubber slug shotgun, but those bullets didn’t do shit anyway. Typewriter must understand what I’m doing because he’s rifling through drawers, and then KK says, Take the shotgun. I won’t do this to her, leave her defenseless.

Here, Derrick says. He reaches down to his leg, slides something out. He hands me a six-inch blade.

I tell him thanks and wonder why the fuck he hadn’t given it to one of us before. Would Randy have been able to fend them off with this knife? I realize it’s just another example of motherfuckers looking out for their own survival.

One of the bodies we dropped giggles from the floor. I’m about to step over his head when he makes a feeble attempt at clawing my leg. I bend over. He’s white, maybe midtwenties. Gold teeth flash in the strobe light. I plunge the blade into his throat. I’m thinking of Mesh Cap. I pull out the knife and it’s a small geyser of thick blood. I step over his body.

We make our way to the back of the kitchen to a single door, half caved, the two top hinges ripped from the wall. We have no idea where it’ll lead but we walk through. Then we’re in a tight hallway, not the double-wides from earlier. It only goes one way. We start walking, then we’re jogging, and it’s primal instinct, antelope fleeing a watering hole, one starts running, and they all run. The narrow concrete starts shaking with laughter and I’m fucking terrified and they’re in my skull and behind my eyes playing bass on my retinas and I’m not sure what’s real and what’s an echo. We go maybe a hundred feet and come to a door along the wall. The hallway keeps going. Derrick’s like, What do we do?

Open it, KK says.

He tries the handle and it’s locked. I peer down the hall. The Chucks are grotesque in their costumes of death, their cocks flapping, and they’re closing in fast. Derrick gets the door open and we go through. It’s damp like the most humid summer night. The whole room is lit though, everything a ghastly glowing red. It’s got to be some sort of mechanical room because the floor is grated metal and the ceiling is low, and it’s humming with sound, and the walls are covered in thick piping on both sides.

A crawl space, Typewriter says.

Waterline or something, KK says.

We’re moving again, ducking our heads to not hit the ceiling. This will lead us to some garage or power station or maybe to a sewer and it’ll be outside of County and it’ll maybe be off Kellogg and it will lead us to the river. Maybe the Chucks can’t swim, and that’s all it’ll take and we’ll be Huck fucking Finn with a raft and take the Mississippi down to New Orleans and then to the ocean. We’ll be safe and happy and Mardi Gras will come and we’ll smoke shit and KK will get pregnant and we’ll raise a little boy, Portland, and he’ll have KK’s fair skin but my nose. We’ll probably find another group of survivors living on an oil rig. We’ll have a giant lab set up so running out will never be a problem. There’ll be some motherly woman with kind eyes for Typewriter. We’ll pass the time reading books we’ve stolen from the library and we’ll celebrate Christmas with fresh fish and maybe a deer we killed back on land. One by one, we’ll repopulate our world. Our reputation will be that of God, the creator of modern mankind.

We reach another door at the end of the waterline.

Fuck, KK says.

Maybe she was thinking the same thing.

I put my ear to the door and it sounds clear. Derrick nods at me and I nod back. We open it and it’s dark again, then back to the flashing of white, and it’s like we didn’t even move, it looks like the same exact hallway we just came from. I try to calculate how far we just traveled. It had to have been at least a few hundred yards.

Which way? asks Derrick.

I go back to my imaginary blueprint. The same hallway. Different section. I see the architects thinking simplicity was best, most institutional, and I know left will lead us to a kitchen and then to a mess hall and then to a wide hallway with cell blocks on either end and I say, Go right.

One foot in front of the other.

I’m soaking wet from the overhead sprinklers. KK’s bangs are matted to her forehead. I tell her I love her.

There’s a T in the hallway. Derrick motions to the left and I nod because that’s the way out. I’m sure of it. The other way just puts us farther into the bowels of lockup. I barely notice the alarm anymore.

Got to be gettin’ close, Typewriter says.

For reals.

The fuck out of here, Derrick says.

Another door, our only option. Derrick opens it. Chlorine is the first thing I smell and the ceiling is much higher and I see a thin pool, a shimmering of blackness.

The fuck?

Pool, Type says.

No shit, but in County?

Privileges, yo, KK says. Good behavior and you get your recess in the pool.

We walk around the edge of the water. I’m picturing inmates playing Marco Polo. Criminals frolicking. I’m fucking thirsty. We start along the long side of the pool. It’s eerily calm. Then the water breaks. We all scream as a dark figure rises from the water. It’s a woman with long hair covering her face and water streaming from her in sheets. Typewriter’s standing too near the edge, and he’s staring at me for some reason with his stupid fucking confused lips, and nothing I do will ever make a difference and this Chuck reaches out with both hands and I’m screaming. My best friend gets his feet swept out from underneath him. He falls and slams his head against the concrete and then is gone, disappears, Typewriter nothing, dragged into the blackness of chlorinated water.

Derrick fires three rounds into the pool.

Still nothing.

I’m about to jump into the water but KK shrieks no and grabs me with both hands. I tell myself it’s for her, me not going in after Type, that I’m doing the responsible thing, that he’s already gone, that I’m doing it all out of love. I tell myself these things while my best friend’s disemboweled.

I’m crying. On my knees fucking crying.

Stop, stop, KK says.

I think about the first time I ever met Typewriter. We were riding the 21 bus. His eyes met mine and I could tell he wanted to get spun. He came back to my seat and stuck out his hand and said, John, but my friends call me Typewriter. I laughed at this, and so did he. I liked this kid, and we ended up getting off the bus together, going to his place in the suburbs, smoking shit and playing Grand Theft Auto all night. I liked the way he laughed, the way he was so fucking innocent, even as I led him into hell.

I can make out an even darker patch in the dark water where he went under.

Derrick pulls me to my feet.

He holds the back of my head and meets my eyes and says, Your girl needs you. I need you. You feel me?

I don’t say anything.

KK and Derrick drag me away from the pool and my knife feels pathetic and so does my life and I’m seeing Type’s face the moment before he was dragged under and I want to apologize for feeding his addiction and about Maddie and I hope he’s happier. That he finds that shit he believed in. That his mother is waiting, his father too. That they spread out a blanket and he feeds the ducks and that his mom takes the Tupperware out of a wicker basket and inside it’s filled with watermelon.

We reach the entrance to some sort of locker room. I hear a single giggle and it’s hers, I know, the cunt from the pool. The locker room smells musty. We walk next to a set of lockers. We are three. Everything’s a possible threat, and now we’re running again, into a hallway and we’ve got to be getting close because we reach a set of double doors. Derrick finally gets them open. We glance behind us and they’re coming, an advancing wall of female walking dead, naked and vile, tits and chuckles.

We pass through a door, then a metal detector.

We’re so fucking close.

The next door is slightly ajar but jammed and Derrick can’t get it open. I yell to hurry the fuck up. I grab the edge and yank in desperate pries. Maybe this is the final door and then it’s the exit and I’m pulling and pulling and Derrick keeps screaming, Fuck.

He lets go and turns around and they’re right there at the door we just came through, the one right before the metal detector. Their angry fists crash through the double-pane glass.

Derrick looks around, then he runs over to an elevator. He’s like Superman pulling the doors of the shaft apart, his elbows turned out, the muscles of Apollo.

Get in, he yells.

Derrick’s whole body quivers under the strain and the door behind us is already breaking down. I peek into the elevator shaft. Red emergency lights flash. It’s at least a two-story drop to the top of the elevator. He yells to grab the cable but I can’t reach. Then I hear a screeching of metal, the security door breaks, and I crawl under Derrick’s arms. I look back to KK and she yells to jump and I do.

I’m weightless. I’m a feather. I’m my first hit of methamphetamines.

I grab the cable and wrap my legs around it and start to slip, but I press my stomach against the cable and that slows me down. As I slide, slivers of metal burrow into my hands. I hit the bottom on my back with a loud thud. I see KK jump, grab the cable, and slide down screaming and I try to break her fall but she kicks me in the face. She’s sprawled on top of me and I ask, Are you okay, are you okay?

Fine.

Sure?

Fine.

There’s blood over both of us.

Then I look back up. Derrick inches his way between the doors. I see a foot. I see a leg.

Jump, I yell.

I see sets of hands and I know the Chucks have broken through and then he throws the canvas bag down and then it’s his body tumbling. He makes for the cable and holds it for a split second, but his momentum is too much, his legs keep swinging, he loses his grip and falls.

He crashes onto the top of the elevator and the whole thing shakes and I’m at his side—Derrick? Derrick?—and his eyes open. They’re leaking water and maybe blood. He struggles to sit. I put my hand under his head. He looks at his legs and I’m telling him he’s good, that we’re almost free, that shit will work out. His eyes go wide and then he relaxes and closes them. I look at his leg.

His jeans are torn. Three inches of thick bone poke through.

It’s fine, it’s fine, I lie.

He shakes his head.

We’ll help get you out of here. One on each side. Can you sit up?

I help him get upright. The veins underneath the tattooed hands ripple.

Okay, good, good, now put your arm around me, one around KK.

I drape his arm around me and then I say, Good, now we’re going to stand. Put all your weight on me.

It’s like doing squats. He’s heavy as fuck and I stand and he groans. KK’s doing her best and we get him on his feet. Then he tries to put some weight on his left leg, and there’s a snap, a pop, loud like the cracking of a frozen lake. He screams and drops.

The bone juts out another few inches. Derrick hyperventilates.

We’re fucked. I’ll need to put him on my back. I tell him this. His bald head is covered in sweat, his face is smeared with blood and snot and he says, Leave.

Not leaving you here.

I can’t do it.

Shut the fuck up.

He’s not listening anymore and he takes out a huge shard of meth and grinds it into his palm and snorts it.

KK rubs his back.

I’m like, Yeah, get yourself good and spun. It’ll help. Need you, man, you can do this.

He snorts more dope.

I stare at his tattoo and I’m trying to get his mind off his fucked leg so I ask about it.

He says, Son of a preacher man.

This makes sense. A marring of flesh to remember where you came from. KK’s tattoo of her sobriety date and her burned stomach. All of us trying to document our failures. But it’s hope too. Hope that some part of us lives on. That kernel of humanity. The shit I’m going to save.

In his low voice, Derrick starts singing “Son of a Preacher Man.”

I say, Okay, now you’re ready. Let’s do this.

He nods.

I search the top of the elevator for the opening. I find a panel. It flips open.

This shit’s gonna hurt, I say. Have to drop you through. But that’s it, then I’m carrying you. Good?

Derrick nods. He stares into space. He hums Aretha. Maybe he’s pumping himself up. I let him have this moment.

He sets the bag of dope at my feet. There’s a flash of metal as he puts the pistol to his head and KK shouts and it’s over that fast, one deafening pop.

KK’s on her knees, silent.

She’s staring at Derrick’s head, the puddle under it that grows with astonishing speed. I crouch behind her. I don’t say anything, just wrap my arms around her—so thin, so delicate, so fragile, KK able to endure no matter what, KK the strongest woman I’ve ever known. We don’t cry. I hold her as tight as I can. My heart beats through her back. My face is buried in her neck. A close-up of her tattoo—the day she left me—is all I can see.

3:39 AM

After a few minutes, KK leans forward and picks up the bag of dope. She hands it to me. She stands. She takes the pistol from Derrick’s hand and gives me that too. She hands me the knife. I take all of these things. KK’s holding on to the short-barrel shotgun and she motions to the opening in the elevator’s roof.

Her calmness disarms me. I’m not sure how to take it. I’ve seen this before in the bathroom of our apartment when she burned herself, cigarette after cigarette.

She kneels down and lowers her legs into the elevator and I take her hand, bracing myself, and lower her the rest of the way. I follow. I try my fingers in the elevator doors but can’t get good leverage. I jam the knife between the doors. This gives me a few inches. I’m able to wedge my foot in, then a knee, then my body, and I’m sideways, and I get the sole of my shoe against one side, my back the other, and I open the doors. KK crawls through. Then I throw all my weight to my right and kind of roll out of the doors as they slam shut.

We’re in a basement. The emergency lights are red, solid. The alarm is faint. The walls are unpainted cement and I touch KK’s arm and she says, I’m good.

We walk. One foot in front of the other. Everything’s quiet.

We walk hand in hand. We’re bloodied and soaking wet, holding guns and a bag of dope and our fingers are interlocked. Our footsteps echo. I’m having déjà vu. I’ve been here before. This very moment.

I remember being in the psych ward. They were letting me out but KK had to stay another week for observation and this was some shit because we’d been talking about doing this together, sobriety. Meetings and living better lives. Never going back. I’d wanted to stay inside those locked walls because there was a girl who understood me and who was me, who saw my fuckups as humanity, who pressed my finger to her wound. My parents were coming to pick me up. KK and I skipped lunch. We walked down the white linoleum hallway. It was so fucking bright. We weren’t allowed any physical contact, the staff Nazis about that shit, but she reached out and took my hand and our fingers were one and we were one and we walked toward the wall of windows. It was sunny. I wanted to spend my life with this woman. I wanted to be sober.

I was, I say now.

Was what?

Serious about it all. Wanted it more than anything.

KK squeezes my hand harder.

We walk.

She doesn’t have to say anything and that’s how we’ve always been and that’s how we’ll always be. I see a red door ahead. This is it, what we’ve been searching for.

Block letters are printed on its surface—EXIT.

I’m crying.

I’m crying because we’ll be okay. I know we will. Just like standing at the window, us saying good-bye and unsure of our futures, us silent and touching, I now know we’ll be okay.

I’m about to push open the door when KK stops me. Her head shakes. She won’t meet my eyes.

Baby?

Her blond hair moving.

What? We’re here. We’re good, come on.

I pull at her arm. She lets go of my hand. She must be scared about what’s outside and maybe about what we’ll do once our meth runs out. I say, It’s fine, we’ll figure it out, we always do.

I can’t.

Can’t what?

Do it anymore.

I laugh like she’s being crazy and I tell her I’m scared too.

I’m not scared.

Then what the fuck?

That. I can’t do that anymore. She points to the door.

KK …

I’m serious, Chase.

I stare at her nose because I know looking into her eyes will be too much.

She says, It will be the same. You realize that. The same fucking thing. The same shit.

No, we beat this shit. We’ll go north and we’ll find other—

That’s not what I’m talking about.

The fuck is your—

Our.

Our?

Our fucking problem.

KK takes the scante out of my hand. It’s like a mallet in her fist. She says, This. I can’t fucking do this. Live this way. Live out there. I can’t fucking do it anymore.

I try to take her in my arms and she says, It’s not worth it. I tell her we’ll be together. She’s shaking her head and backing up and I tell her we’ll control it, only one shot every other day, just so we don’t turn. She keeps walking back and I’m getting angry because we’re so fucking close. I say, We’ll die in here, just like everyone else.

Already dead, Chase. Both of us.

Jesus Christ, we have to at least try.

We did.

Yeah, and we’re right here. The fucking exit. We’re good. Just come on—

I know you stole the shit, blamed it on Maddie, she says.

What? No—

Still fucking lying to me.

No, yeah, fuck. It’s just like … We’re so fucking close and I love you and, Jesus Christ, please.

I stop talking. I can’t tell if she’s laughing or crying.

Stole the shit too, KK says.

What?

Followed you into the kitchen, stole some after you left. Then just stood there and watched Maddie get killed.

He didn’t get killed, he was the one—

We both did. We fucking killed the kid.

That’s just the shit talking, like you’re in one of your states—

I’m clear as day, Chase.

I can’t fucking believe this, I say.

She stares at me.

I love you so much, I say. So fucking much. I’ll do anything for you, you know that, you’re all I care about. We’ll get through this. We can make this work. We’ll fucking change and this shit wasn’t our fault, baby, just please, fuck, let’s go.

KK bites her bottom lip. I think about just picking her up and dragging her outside. I know this look from a year ago when I was sitting on the couch and she was begging me to stop and I was high and wanting to get higher and I couldn’t fucking quit and she was giving me the same ultimatum as now.

KK says, You made this choice once already.

Jesus Christ, it’s fucking different and you know it.

It’s not.

This is the only way we can survive. Fucking survive, KK. It’s not about getting high and it’s not—

Not surviving.

KK.

Drugs or me?

Fucking ridiculous.

I start toward the door.

To die out there on the streets or die right here?

Enough. Let’s go.

A simple question, Chase.

I close my eyes. I think about what awaits us outside of the door—the walking dead, the search for shelter and more dope, endless running, the hope that somehow shit gets better—and I know that life, I do, and it’s not great, never was even before, but I can’t stop. I can’t give up. I can’t sit here waiting to die.

I don’t say anything.

She’s crying now. She nods. She walks toward me. She says, That’s what I thought. She rises to her tiptoes and kisses my lips. It’s the softest of touches and it’s everything that’s been good in my life and it’s the promise of new beginnings. Then she backs away and motions to the door. Maybe she just needed me to admit it. She’s still holding her shotgun and we will conquer the fucking world because that’s what we tell ourselves and I press the exit push bar and, holding hands, we step into our futures. We’re better versions of ourselves and I’m already looking around the street for motherfuckers who want to kill us when she squeezes my hand as hard as she can. This is her way of telling me she loves me and that we’ll be okay and in that moment I love her more than anything. Then she lets go of my hand and we’re on the seventh floor of the psych ward and we’re exercising trust for the first time, trust we’ll make it, that love is enough, and I turn to tell KK that we were right then about everything, but she’s not at my side. She has caught the door and is slipping behind it and I glimpse the crucifixes of her collarbones and then her slender neck and her sharp chin and then her human nose and she says, I’m so fucking sorry.

The door closes. There’s no handle on the outside. I pound on it. I’m smashing my fists and kicking my feet against it and I’m bellowing. I picture her on the other side crumpled into nothing and I see her at the end of the couch begging for me to quit and I’m on the ground now, yelling, pleading, and I can’t breathe and I know they’ll hear me and come walking and I don’t want to die alone. I just keep saying, Please don’t leave me, please don’t leave me, and my hands work without me realizing it and I have the Ziploc open and I’m crushing shards and snorting and I don’t know if I’m saying it anymore—please don’t leave me—or if it’s just a thought and then things are quieter, my mind loosens, methamphetamines fulfilling their promise, things okay then.
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