"MIDWIEE




THE B () ) K oF tHE
UNNAMED

MIDWIFE



THE B () () K oF THE
UNNAMED
MIDWIFE

MEG ELISON

47NEIRTH



https://largepdf. com/



This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events,
and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used
fictitiously.

Text copyright © 2014, 2016 by Meg Elison
All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of
the publisher.

Published by 47North, Seattle
www.apub.com

Amazon, the Amazon logo, and 47North are trademarks of Amazon.com,
Inc., or its affiliates.

ISBN-13: 9781503939110
ISBN-10: 1503939111

Cover design by Christian Fuenfhausen


http://www.apub.com
http://Amazon.com

This book would not have been possible without the support of my tribe.
Inestimable thanks are due to my writer friends, who tolerated rewrites and
impertinent questions. Everyone from the SCWP that one summer that
changed us all had a hand in this, and I thank you. Writers not from there—
Stephanie, Ash, and Avery—I thank you from the bottom of my inky heart.
You are all midwives to the story.

I must thank Robin, the real midwife, for her factual information and for truly
terrifying pictures of medical oddities.

I must thank Devin, who never feigns interest when he doesn’t feel it, but
focuses like a laser when invested in a project.

I must thank my mom, who gave me an idea like a flaming torch in a dark
corner of this book before she had read even a line.

I must thank Di, who was the test this book had to pass.

First and last, best and always, I must thank my husband, John. My first
reader, my best critic, my companion in all things; this work is dedicated to
you.



CONTENTS

PROLOGUE
CHAPTER 1
CHAPTER 2
CHAPTER 3
CHAPTER 4
CHAPTER 5
CHAPTER 6
CHAPTER 7
CHAPTER 8
CHAPTER S
CHAPTER 10
CHAPTER 11
CHAPTER 12
CHAPTER 13
EPILOGUE
ABOUT THE AUTHOR




PROLOGUE

Mother Ina tapped her fingers on her hollow wooden belly. It tied around her
shoulders and the small of her back and sloped out in front, making the curve
of a nine-month pregnancy. Mother Ina was very old, too old to really be
pregnant. Her hair was white and so short that her black scalp showed
through, shining. She tapped again, her thin fingers drumming so that the
hollow sound echoed through the room. She clicked against the wood with
her fingernails rhythmically until the scribes looked up at her.

Six boys, all around the age of puberty. Their faces were hairless, and
their eyes were bright in the morning light. The schoolroom was older even
than Ina herself. Parts of the building had collapsed. The biggest spaces had
once been gyms and theaters and auditoriums, but over the years they’d
sagged and then fallen, weighted with rain or snow. The long corridors of
offices stood empty. Squirrels nested in the file cabinets, and the branches of
trees grew in through the windows.

Ina’s village used only three schoolrooms. These were swept and kept
up. Blackboards and wooden desks. The hardest things to mend were the
glass windows. Some of the more skilled craftsmen had learned to pull good
windows out of other buildings and reuse them, but they were never the right
size. The classrooms still got sunlight, but much of it came through old sheets
of plastic and acrylic. The light was enough.

The scribes had good pens. They had been trained since babyhood with
walnut ink and berry ink until they were old enough to be trusted with the
precious ink taken from squids or cuttlefish. Fishing them was deep business,
expensive and time-consuming. Each boy had a stack of straight-cut hemp



paper and a glass jar of the blue-black ink. Each boy had a stylus and a
narrow squared nib. Each had been taught perfect, even script and how to line
out a page and work carefully, conserving.

Tap, tap, tap went Mother Ina’s fingers on her wooden baby belly.

“Are you boys all ready?”

They gave her their silent attention. It was their signal.

“Good. You boys were chosen for a special project this year. You’ve all
copied from the Book of the Unnamed Midwife before?”

Nods.

She walked to the large wooden desk behind her and pulled a light cloth
away. Beneath it lay nineteen leather-bound books of varying size and
thickness. Some were very worn. One showed the bloat and wrinkle of water
exposure. Scrapes on the leather were visible on every side. The boys craned
to look, but kept their seats.

Mother Ina picked up one volume with a gentle hand, and the boys
could see another chamois cloth underneath the books. She held the volume
up for them to see. In the bottom corner of the front cover, a year was
stamped in gold.

The boys knew how old the Book of the Unnamed Midwife was; they
had all studied it, and the stories had been told all their lives. This book was
four years older than what they knew.

“The Book of the Unnamed Midwife is actually these nineteen
journals,” she began. “What we have taught to you boys is called the canon.
It holds the story of the dying. The Book of the Dying is very hard to read,
and terrible things happen in it. Some of you might cry or feel sick. That’s
ok. I felt sick, too, when I came to read it. Almost all the mothers did. You
boys are just as strong as we are, and you might feel it, too.

“You have all learned the hives and the Book of Honus. The Book of
the Dreamless Ones is what you’ll finish with when your training is
complete.” She gestured back to the stacks of books on the desk. “These are
the rest of her story. The canon is short, but the whole story is longer, and
messier. Each year, a group of scribes is chosen to recopy the entire cycle.
This year that group is you.”

There was excitement in the room. The boys felt pride at having been
chosen and were fairly bursting to know that there was more to this book than
what they had been taught. Their faces twitched like the whiskers of rabbits.



But they had been trained their whole lives to be silent and obedient to the
mothers, and so the room was a quiet hum.

Mother Ina was pleased.

“You’ll begin today. These are the originals. The people trust us that
much. So we must be worthy of that trust. That means washing your hands
frequently. Senders will bring warmed water and clean towels. That also
means we’re going to have to close the shutters. Paper this old cannot be
exposed to sunlight all day. We will work extra carefully and preserve these
books. Won’t we?”

As one, they answered. “Yes, Mother Ina.”

She nodded. “Get into pairs. Each scribe must start his own copy, but
you will share and help each other care for the book.”

She walked the first volume over to a pair of boys who had quickly
pushed their desks together. They waited with their palms down on the wood.
She put the book on the table and their eyes dropped to it. When she opened
the cover, a loose leaf of hemp paper sat on top of the pages.

“You may begin.”



CHAPTER 1

Book of the Unnamed Midwite
Volwme One
The Book of the Pying

15 Vanuary

Fatient that [ was seeing earlier this week with the fever thing was fransferred ot Team
of guys With all The profocol bells and whistles. Heard There were a conple of cases on
The same floor, but [ dian't hang oul with anyone fhis weekend, so-[ dian't hear. Was
supposed To-meel Karen for drinks, but all she aves is complain: She showld just dwmp
himv and get it over with: Hafe The sound of his name, %/mﬂ//q when she's arunk.
gerry = shit. [ got it = we all got if.

20 :/&mmrq

More fever patients, but almost all women. For a while They were saying it was some
kind of widespread food possoning Thing buf > Pallas, s0-i1's nof, just ws. Vack's beer in
The lat with it for days, and ['ve been sleeping in The call room and larely seen him:
Exhansled. Worked doubles all This week, half The nurses are sick. Haven'! affenaed «
aelivery in fen anys. Fever |, babres 0. losing feam:

4 z/mmrq



Lalled Lawra im Conm: Talked shop. Miss her and Told her To-kiss her kids for me: Sounds
lke [ feel Asked her aboui how f/lﬂq re doing. Small fown = lefler odds, buf The odis
sound bad even there: Starting fo-freak out. WTF is going on?

Z Felruary

Shit [ missed aeliveries, twt not like This.

Pon't even know what To- say about The rafe of infection: Lan't even puf The rafe
of stillbirth or tasically stilltirh info- words. What. The: Fuck. Whote hospifal under
quaraniing bul what good is 1hat? Got Texts from over af The Mission clinie from Filar,
and she says The homeless have got it just as bad. Out in The street. Fucking everywhere;
buf The lnb has nothing.

¥ February

LPC is all over SF. News js Territte. What They were showing from New York can't really
be happening. BART sfopped ranning. Not lke ['m going anywhere; but demn. Freachers
oulside With megaphones. fHafe To- wish Themr deatly while so- many are dying, buf leffer
Themy Than every neonafe:

Vack says i1's aufoimmune: Amost wish [ haan't asked, he looked so- scared when
he said iT. Think That was more because he doesn't knov. No-anifitiotic: No-inferferon: No-
anti-inflammaiory, no-sednfive; no-emefic; nothing. Nothing fouches fhis once it sfarfs.
We're all wragped in plastic; buf it doesn't seem To- mafter. Marianne wenit aown with it
Two- anys ago: Shirley’s looking like shit, so-They sent her home: Pr. Kawfmann just
PFO4 in the midile of a consult. Wake up and hear the shouting, the sound of flatlining.

6 Felruary
Feel ke skt Fever | me O,

7 Felbruary

Know ['mv getling sick. but no-one gives a single solifary fuck. Everyone is sick. Vack
came and sal aown Wil me; felf my fever. Looked ke he wanied fo-de: Said That some



men are recovering, but not women and not children. Told me that the fever skyrockeied
in pregnant women; and we were af one hundred percent fefal mortality in delivery,
nearly as high maiernal aeath: Fel] asleey with him holaing me: Pon't think [ can work
fomorrow.

Pon't think it will maiter.

In the days when the world had not yet fallen, the screaming of sirens was
constant. The structures that still held were the ones designed to cope with
emergency and disaster, but none of them could work indefinitely.
Desperation moved block by block, and people fought and fled.

They died of the plague, and they died of proximity to each other. When
there weren’t enough people in charge of keeping the lights on, the cities
went dark. When the sirens quit, the rules gave out. Some people had been
waiting their whole lives to live lawlessly, and they were the first to take to
the streets. Some people knew that would happen; they knew better than to
open their doors when they heard cries of help. Others didn’t. What disease
cannot do, people accomplish with astonishing ease.

She awoke in the hospital, on a cot in the nurse’s break room. There was no
chart on her bed, and her name tag was missing. The woman knew who she
was and where she was, but everything else was gone.

Her mouth and throat felt like she hadn’t had a drink of water in days. It
took her a while to get her bearings. She tried light switches and stared at
machines that wouldn’t turn on, stupefied by their disobedience. She stopped
at the first body she saw, checking for a pulse. She stopped at the second and
the third before she got the idea. She ran out of the building, blundering into
an emergency exit. No alarm sounded.

The sun was bright and bouncing off the fog that had just begun to rise
over the bay. She walked in stark and rising panic out the door and over the
blocks between the hospital and her apartment. She saw no one. No buses
ran, no cars moved on the streets. The stoplights were dark. She remembered
treating plague victims, hearing impossible rumors. She remembered her
friends dying before she got sick. She knew what had happened, but it still
made no sense to her.

She made it to her apartment and stripped off her scrubs. They were
dirty, always dirty after a shift with blood and amniotic fluid and urine and



everything the body can leak. These were stiff with filth, and she couldn’t
remember how long she had been in them. She got out of her bra and
underwear and climbed into the shower, trying to think straight. The water
shot out of the showerhead ice-cold, and she frantically clawed at the knob to
warm it up. The water lost pressure, then stopped running. She pushed and
pulled, twisted every direction. She tried the tap in the sink. Nothing came.

Cold and naked, she walked to her kitchen. The bananas were black,
and the bread was green. She found a box of crackers and sat on the couch.
She hit the button on the remote to try her TV, but it didn’t turn on. She sat
staring at it anyway, shoveling crackers until the salt was too much.

In the warm fridge, she found a bottle of Gatorade and drained it,
standing there with bare feet.

She walked out of the kitchen and stood in her living room. Her
apartment was mostly below ground level, and weak sunlight came streaming
down from the long, skinny windows above. She stood dumbly, looking at
the floor, the silence pressing in on her ears.

“What the fuck? What the fuck?”

The question repeated quietly for a long time. The answer did not come.

She put on a pair of panties and an old T-shirt and climbed into bed.
She burrowed down into her own smell, the most familiar and comforting
place in the world, and she refused to think. She slept for nearly a day. It was
an hour or two before dawn when he woke her. He was in bed with her, his
weight pushing down on the edges of the mattress and shifting her side to
side. She stirred for a second and thought it was Jack, come home to her. She
sat up, smiling, the whole thing forgotten for that one golden second before
full consciousness took hold.

He pushed her back down by her shoulders, and he was breathing hard.
She knew everything at once, every awful thing.

Everyone was dead. This was not Jack. She was alone.

He let go of one shoulder to reach down and unzip. He moved the hand
holding her down to her neck and pushed the crotch of her panties to one side
with the other. He was crushing her throat, using his weight above her to
keep her from rising or getting her breath. She kicked once, twice, and her
ankles caught in her sheet. She knew that was wasted effort. She was clawing
at his face with her hands, and he barely seemed to notice. She couldn’t see
him in the semidarkness. He was a shape, a weight, an intrusion she couldn’t



do anything about.

He pushed against her, trying to force his way in. She turned her hips,
pulling them back, twisting right and left, drawing her knees together. He
swore and wrestled with her, pushing her legs back with his knees and
leaning down more heavily on her neck. Her vision was darkness and
explosions as she gasped. She let go of his face and felt how weak her arms
were getting as they fell. She bucked with her whole body, trying to twist
sideways, get her knees under her. He felt her flexing and struggling like a
cat and worked with her suddenly, turning her over on her belly and pushing
down on the middle of her back.

He switched his legs to be outside hers in one jump, came down hard on
her, and pushed against her again. She felt his breath on the back of her neck
and his half erection frustrating him. He pushed his uselessness against her
dry, closed lips. He took his hands off her back to reach down to her ass to
force her cheeks apart.

As soon as his weight was off her, she clawed desperately to her
nightstand. She ripped the drawer open to the stop and banged her wrist
against the side of it, reaching in. Her right hand found her pocketknife. She
thumbed it open and flicked it full while he tried to pull her thighs back
toward him. She pushed off the nightstand and knocked it over. Half facing
him, she swiped the knife in a full arc at arm’s length, still not really seeing.
Shaking with panic and still bleary-eyed from choking, she missed what
she’d aimed for and caught his chin, slicing it open.

His hands flew to the wound. She could see a little of the whiteness of
him with his face and hands together in the darkness. He made a strangled
sound and swung at her suddenly with his right hand, punching her on her
cheekbone. The punch only glanced, but her head still rocked back with it.
He saw it and reached for her with both hands, his chin dribbling blood in a
thin line. With both his hands down, she struck out again with the knife, and
this time she did not miss. The hook of the blade caught in his neck, and she
pulled it savagely across him with her shoulder stretched at a wide angle. The
knife cut through the skin, catching and ripping as she yanked it. His hands
flew to his neck, and she saw his blood, black in the low light, pumping out
over his fingers.

He gurgled. She watched.

When he was no longer attacking her, her training took over. She



pushed him back and applied pressure to his hands with her own. She thought
about tying up the wound with a sheet as the blood washed over her hands
and his together in rhythm. His face was all round black holes, staring up at
her. The dark blood rushed out of him, staining her bed. She was covered in
it. Her knife had fallen to the floor. She thought about her phone, realizing
she had knocked it across the room when she’d sent the nightstand tipping
over. Then she remembered it was useless.

She looked back at him, and the coursing of blood was getting weaker.
His arms were growing slack, and his choking sounds were fading. She
pushed harder against the wound and remembered how he had held her down,
just like this.

It was over quickly. His hands relaxed and slid away from his neck. She
let go when he did, watched him go limp all over. She saw the gap in his
throat, a ragged trench that leaked out slow blackness.

Her feet tangled when she tried to get out of the bed, and she fell out of
it instead. She tried to stand, and her knee found her still-open knife on the
floor. It made a tiny cut in her skin, and she mechanically walked into the
bathroom and found the peroxide in the cabinet by feel. She opened the white
cap of the brown bottle and poured it out over the tiny cut in her knee until
the bottle was empty. The bubbling, cold liquid ran down her leg on to the
tile floor.

“Blood-borne pathogens,” she said in a completely neutral tone of
voice.

She found another bottle under the sink, casually knocking unwanted
things out onto the floor. When she found it, she opened it and upended it
over her chest. She had forgotten the tamper seal, and nothing came out.

“Oh.” She pinched the plastic half-circle with her right hand and pulled.
Peroxide poured out, and she ran it over her arms and neck, washing blood
off her body. She poured it over her panties, soaking the crotch. It puddled
pink and foaming on the floor. It soaked the carpet at the bathroom door.
When she was finished, she put the cap back on the bottle and dropped it
neatly into the bathroom trash.

Cold and dazed, she walked back out into her bedroom and tried not to
look at the body. She slipped into a pair of jeans she found draped over a
chair. She threw the wet shirt she had been wearing on the floor and pulled
another from her closet. She put on a hoodie over it, then found a pair of



socks and tied up her shoes. She walked back to her bed and pulled the sheet
over the face she had never really seen.

Her hands found her cellphone on the floor and slipped it into the tight
back pocket of her jeans. She closed her knife carefully and slipped it into a
front pocket. She picked up her journal out of the wreck of her nightstand and
shoved it down the front of her hoodie. She locked the door to her apartment
and left with nothing in her hands.

The lone woman walked out onto the street and saw the orangey-pink in
the east that meant the sun would rise soon. She walked up and down the
hilly streets of San Francisco, not precisely in herself and not thinking. She
came to a place she knew. It was a café she had come to a few times. She
walked in, numb and cold, and sat on an old leather couch.

There was no one on the streets to hear her wailing. She sobbed and
shook so hard she thought she would break. Her head throbbed and her throat
ached and she pounded herself in the chest with both fists. She held her face
and screamed and asked questions with no answers. She begged and
apologized and raged.

When there was nothing left to say, she got quiet and pushed herself
into the corner of the couch. She pulled her legs up close to her, knees tight
together. She wrapped her arms around herself and pulled the hood over her
face. She thought she might fall asleep, but she watched the sun rise, husked
out and raw. When it was fully light, she got up stiffly and walked out the
door. She wandered into the Mission District without any idea where she was
headed. The sidewalks were covered with broken glass and garbage, single
shoes and the usual piles of city junk. In the street, cars were parked neatly in
some places and rose up on the sidewalks in others. The road was choked
here and there with accidents both minor and severe. She saw that some of
the wrecked cars had corpses in them, including one pinned to a motorcycle
trapped between two small cars. She tried to stop looking after that.

The Mission was always dirty, it was always derelict, but it had
formerly been teeming with life. Alarming and empty now. The windows of
the stores and restaurants were broken, and there was no movement. Above
the stores, windows to apartments were hung with blankets and flags rather
than curtains, looking as unkempt as ever but deadly silent. The only thing
she could hear in the cold morning air was the flapping and cooing of
pigeons, and the occasional shrill seagull. The city was without streetcars or



hordes of people, without dogs barking or music pouring out of windows and
the small radios carried by the homeless.

She smelled the sea and the sweet odor of rot from both food and dead
bodies all around. The corners and alleys smelled like piss, maybe they
always would. Block after block went by, and she hesitated, thinking of
traffic and signals and safety. She had to force herself to stop worrying about
being hit by a car and start thinking what she should do if she saw another
person. This was the first walk she had ever taken in this neighborhood that
had not brought with it the smell of a dozen people smoking weed, the haze
drifting from windows and bold passersby. Her senses were ringing the bell;
the city was dead.

A different smell was beckoning her. As she came to a corner, she could
hear a little noise, and she hid in the entrance of a theater, under the marquee,
listening. Somewhere on the other side of the intersection, someone was
cooking. And singing.

She stayed there as the smell grew stronger. She could smell garlic and
mushrooms, she was sure. She heard the singing only in snatches, but the
voice sounded high. She thought she should turn around and go the other
way, and she fought with herself on that for a long time. In the end, hunger
and simple curiosity won out. She emerged cautiously and walked into the
intersection. With a glance in all directions, she crossed diagonally away
from a liquor store that stank like someone had smashed every bottle inside.
The wind shifted, and the aroma came again. Garlic and corn and cheese. Her
stomach growled.

She came to the busted-out windows of an old Mexican restaurant with
faded signs. The door stood open. She didn’t see anyone. She walked
through, craning her neck toward the sound. The song was clearer now; it
was old with lyrics in Spanish. The person singing was doing a pretty good
impression of the dead singer. She came through a short door into the
kitchen.

A tall, dark-skinned man stood at a gas grill, cooking an assortment of
pupusas and sweating. He turned toward her with a smile, then goggled at her
with his mouth open.

“Who the hell are you?” His accent made the last word joo.

“’'m...DI’m. .. that smells amazing. I didn’t mean to bust in on you.
Are you . . . ?” She stood half in the doorway, deciding whether to run. She



didn’t know what she should ask. Are you dangerous? Are you gonna eat
that? Terror and curiosity fought hunger and disorientation. She stood, unable
to obey any of them.

He put the spatula down slowly. “Look, I just wanted to make some
food. I don’t want any trouble. I'm waiting for my friend Chicken. If this is
your place, I’m sorry.”

“No, no, it’s not my place. I'm from across town. I haven’t seen
anybody else on the street.”

“You and me both, girl. Me and Chicken thought we were the last two
motherfuckers on Earth.” She watched him closely. She knew he was gay. It
was in everything, the way he stood in a long curve with his hips forward at
the stove, the way he held his mouth when he called her girl. It was in his
delicate but deft hand as he flipped the pupusas. It was in the way he didn’t
look her up and down or linger anywhere but her face. She knew and she
knew him immediately. It was a snap judgment to make, but she had lived
and worked with gay men in San Francisco her whole life. Most of her best
friends had been gay men, especially since after twenty-five, most of her
female friends had disappeared down the rabbit hole of marriage and come
out mothers on the other side. She relaxed a little and came all the way
through the door.

“You don’t look like a looter,” he told her, turning his attention back to
the food.

“I’m not. I was sick with whatever the fuck everyone had and woke up
at UCSF. Where did everybody go?”

“You were at UCSF, you tell me. The news said everyone was dying,
especially the ladies. Some pundit asshole was saying it was an extinction
event and all the women would die.”

She leaned against the wall, staring at the food. “It was really
contagious. Airborne. It appeared everywhere at once. I knew it was deadly,
but there is nobody anywhere. I can’t get over it.”

He switched the gas off and piled pupusas onto paper plates. The plates
were the cheap kind, so he stacked up four or five to support the weight of the
food. “I’'m Joe. My friend Chicken is out getting us water. The water is off
everywhere. I can’t believe the fucking gas is still on.” He carried the plates
out into the dining room and swept glass and balled-up napkins off the table.

“Might as well sit down, have something to eat.”



She sat opposite him in one of the mismatched chairs. “I’'m Karen,” she
said as she moved pupusas onto her plate with a plastic fork. He hadn’t
offered his hand, and neither did she. He went back to the kitchen and
returned with four different kinds of hot sauce.

They skipped the rest of the introduction because they both wanted to
eat. She was starving, her mouth flooding at the sight of hot food on her
plate. She shoveled in huge bites, the melted cheese scalding the roof of her
mouth.

She was not Karen. Karen had died a week ago, still wearing her name
tag. He wasn’t going to ask for ID. She decided to be Karen for now.

He poured out dots of bright-red sauce onto his own pile of food and
shoveled just as fast. When they’d both finished a plateful, they slowed
down. She took one more, he took two.

She poured green sauce over the pancake-like pupusa in front of her. “I
can’t believe this is all still good. All the fresh food I had had gone bad. I
think I was at the hospital for ten days, maybe more.”

He talked with his mouth full but held his right hand in front of his face
as he spoke. “Almost everything here was bad. All the meat was rotten and
most of the cheese. I used to work here. There’s an old icebox they store the
mushrooms and onions and garlic in and it seals tight. I thought it might be
ok, but there was wrapped up masa and some cheese in there, too. Still good,
’cause the cheese is dry. It’s my lucky day. I knew the gas was on, ’cause we
passed a couple gas leaks over on Van Ness.”

“My lucky day, too. I’m alive.” It hurt to swallow, but she meant it.

There was a commotion in the back of the kitchen, and Joe popped up
out of his chair.

“Chicken?”

“Joe, help me! I got caught!”

Joe ran to the back and Karen followed. Chicken turned out to be a tall,
scared-looking black kid, no more than twenty years old. His eyes were huge
and rolling, and his broad hands seemed to be holding him up in the doorway.
His left leg was wrapped in razor wire. It wound in and out of his jeans, and
the denim was purple with blood in a couple of places.

“Shit,” Joe said as he stared.

Karen pushed him out of the way. She put her shoulder against
Chicken’s body and pulled his long muscular arm over her shoulder.



Together, they hobbled out of the kitchen out into the dining room. She
helped him ease down onto the counter and pull his legs up after him. He
reached for his injured leg, and she caught his hands.

“Don’t pull, you might make it worse. Let me help you.”

“You a nurse? Who is this chick, Joe?”

“Karen. She just showed up.”

“I am a nurse, I worked at the medical center. I can help you.” She
turned to Joe. “There’s a drugstore on this block, isn’t there?”

He looked out the door, unsure. “I think so?”

She looked back at Chicken. “Is it safe to go out?”

“Nobody is after me.” He gritted his teeth and looked at his leg.

“Ok. Joe, run to that drugstore, and I mean run. Bring me back
peroxide, in the brown bottle. You know that, right?”

“I know what peroxide is. Jesus.” He looked more annoyed than scared.

“Ok, peroxide and gauze and an Ace bandage. Go quick.”

He was out the door without another word.

She pulled her knife out of her pocket and opened it without looking at
it. She couldn’t remember if she had cleaned it or not. She decided it didn’t
matter and started cutting at Chicken’s jeans. She thought to try to cut the
wire out but realized it was a waste and cut the jeans around below the knee.
She pulled at the hem and watched him. If the razor wire was caught in his
skin, any movement would make him jump. He didn’t, so she pulled straight
down.

There was a lot of blood, but the damage wasn’t that bad. He had a few
deep cuts in the belly of his calf and one spot in his shin, with a long slice of
skin taken off, still hanging by a shred at the bottom. She pulled at it
decisively, and it popped off. Chicken yelped.

“Sorry, something was stuck to you.” In her experience, it was always
better not to say that skin was what had been ripped off. “Where were you?”

“I was up in some apartments like a mile away. I was looking for
water.”

She pulled his bloody sock and shoe off. “Joe told me. So what
happened?”

“I was in this building with a bunch of flats, and I was checking each
one for bottled water. I got to this one in the middle, and the door was open. I
went straight for the kitchen, and I found some glass bottles of Pellegrino,



and I started to load them up. This guy came screaming out of the bedroom.
He was covered in blood and looking real fucked up. He was holding, like, a
shovel or, like, a little spade or something. I don’t know what it was, but he
scared the everfucking shit out of me. He blocked the door, so I went out the
window. I was hanging off a window AC, trying to drop to the awning
underneath. I missed and hit the windowsill and got tangled up in this shit
here. I roll down the awning and hit the ground running. Fucking like going
to the gym in hell. Ran all the way back.”

Joe came pounding back in the door. “Here, I got it, I got it, I got it.” He
swung a plastic shopping bag onto the counter, where it banged. She pulled
the peroxide out of it and opened it up.

“He’s ok, Joe,” she said evenly. “It looks bad, but most of the cuts are
superficial. As long as it doesn’t get infected, he’ll be ok.” She poured
peroxide over the skinned chunk of shin, and Chicken screeched through
clenched teeth. Joe came around and grabbed his hand.

“I know it stings, I know.” She poured more over his leg, pushing the
calf muscle to one side to make the cuts gap open and poured again. “Just
remember, that sting is the shit that wants to kill you dying off. The sting is
good. The sting will save you.”

Chicken gripped Joe’s hand tightly.

“So you didn’t get any water?”

“No, I didn’t get any water, bitch. I got back alive. Fuck.”

“Ok, sorry. Just checking. We’ll get some.”

“I want some new jeans, too. And shoes. And fuck that hurts.”

“I know, I know. Almost done.” She flushed the cuts again and opened
a package of gauze and used it to blot the wounds. Then she unrolled another
and started to wrap it tight enough to hold but not too tight to walk in. When
it was done up, she wrapped again with the Ace bandage and used the tiny
teeth in the closure butterflies to hold the whole thing together.

Chicken swung his legs off the counter. “Girl, you better be ready to
feed me.” Karen stiffened, but Joe ran to the table and brought back a stack of
cooled pupusas and a bottle of hot sauce.

Chicken held it in his lap and started to eat.

They stood around while he ate. Joe watched Chicken. Karen stared out
the front door, thinking.

Chicken finished and set his plate aside. “Thank you, baby.” He snaked



his neck around and kissed Joe on the cheek. Joe smiled. “We need to find a
place with water and stay there for the night. And get some clothes. You
coming?”

They both looked at her.

“Sure,” she said. She was better off with them than on her own, she
decided. “Take it easy on that leg,” she said to Chicken. “We can walk slow.”

He rolled his eyes and hopped off the counter, then winced. “Ok,” he
said warily. “We go slow for now.”

They walked at his pace, away from the direction that Karen had come.
They checked out the drugstore Joe had been in and had a soda each, but the
water was gone. They tried a boba shop and a row of restaurants. Syrups and
toppings, bottles of ketchup and soy sauce. No water. By noon the fog had
cleared and they were very thirsty.

“How the hell is there no water anywhere?” She was starting to feel
crabby.

“The panic,” Joe said simply.

“The panic?”

“Yeah,” Chicken broke in. “Bad news freak people out. They
panicking. They at the store, buying up toilet paper and water and guns,
except they hardly any guns in San Francisco. Since the water been off, we
been looking for water. Every day.”

She tried to do the math. How many days in the hospital? How many
days sick and unconscious? How many days until the city fell into panic?
How long since the power and water died? The last day she could remember
waking up in her apartment with lights on, catching the bus, and going to
work was back in February.

“What’s today?”

“Huh?” Joe looked at her like she was crazy.

“Do you guys know what today is? Like, the date?”

Chicken snorted. “You gotta be somewhere? Come on, let’s try in
here.”

They were at the door of an office building. The front door stood
slightly ajar.

“Why here?” she asked.

“I got an idea.”

They went up the stairs, which were windowless and dark. They came



out onto the second floor into a huge room full of cubicles. Sunlight flooded
in from the glass walls. Chicken went to one end of the room. Joe and Karen
followed his lead and spread out. Karen looked at desks she passed, hoping
for a water bottle at a workstation. She saw dead plants hanging over the
sides of their pots and pictures of children. She came to a dead end. From the
other side, she heard Joe yelling.

“I got it!”

She jogged in the direction of his voice. Joe stood beside the office
bathrooms. Standing between them was a nearly full watercooler with a fat,
upright blue five-gallon bottle. Joe had sunk to the floor and was filling a
paper cup. Karen grabbed one right after him and got out of Chicken’s way
when he hobbled around the nearest cubicle. They sat and drank cup after
cup.

“Why are you called Chicken?” she asked when the silence had gone
too long.

“I won a game once,” he said.

“A game of chicken?”

“Yeah.” He stared into his cup.

“Did the other guy die?”

His head snapped up. “No! He swerve out the way. I won his car. Did
that a couple times and sold the cars. Made some money that way.”

“Oh. What did you do for a living, Joe?”

“Mostly I worked in restaurants. Cooking and cleaning type of shit.
Sometimes I worked lights in theaters for shows. That’s where I met
Chicken.”

“Yeah, I ran soundboards. We been dating like maybe three months
before all the theaters were closed. Shit, I was pissed. But everybody was too
sick to go on anyway.”

She remembered the theaters closing about a month ago. A temporary
measure, the city said, to combat the worst flu season on record. It was hard
to think that she hadn’t seen it coming then, but no one had.

“Have you guys seen many people since the panic died down? Besides
shovel man?”

“Some,” Joe said. “Seems like everybody died or left the city. But
everybody is, like, crazy.”

Chicken was nodding. “Every motherfucker got a gun or some shit.



Everybody either act like they wanna kill you or you gonna kill them. I
couldn’t believe Joe let you in.” He wasn’t smiling.

“Yeah, but . . .” Joe looked guilty.

“Yeah but what?” she pressed him.

“I haven’t seen no girls. No women. No ladies. Cero mujeres. You the
first woman I seen alive since I left my mama, and I know she was dying. I
left her in Sac while I could still get home. I needed to find Chicken.” He
leaned his head on Chicken’s shoulder.

“Are you guys going to stay in the city? Keep searching for water?”

Chicken shrugged and Joe got off him. “Why not? It’s our city. It’s
mostly empty. Maybe we get a big house and all the water and food in the
world.”

“Then what?”

“What do you mean?” Chicken looked at her blankly.

“No other people. No kids. No work to do. Just, what? Surviving?”

Chicken laughed a little and filled up another cup. “We don’t need other
people. We were never gonna have kids. Living is work enough. And all
we’ve ever done is survive. It might look different if you go to college and
buy a house and do all that shit, but all we do is survive. Ain’t nothing
changed. Just now there’s less competition.” He drained his cup.

She nodded. Yes, that’s true. No, it isn’t. Wasn’t. Won’t be. Won’t be
enough. Could I stay here? With them, or near them? Stay home, Jack might
find me.

They fell asleep as soon as the sun started to set, curled up on the hard
office carpeting, their bellies sloshing and full of water.

In the morning, they climbed to the next floor. One office had a kitchen
full of shelf-stable snacks, all bright colors and preservatives. They ate these
for breakfast and drank half the contents of another watercooler.

Even without working plumbing, they all felt compelled to use the
bathrooms for their intended purpose. Karen sat in a stall with the weak
diffused light from the open door slanting in under the stall dividers and
pooling around her feet. She thought she’d never have to stand in line to do
this again, and the feeling was emptiness.

Clumsily, they filled empty juice bottles and a handful of thermoses
with the clean water from the cooler and left the office building in the
afternoon. They all needed a change of clothes but couldn’t decide where to



go.
“There’s a mall like ten blocks that way. We can just follow the tracks,”

Karen said, pointing.

“There’s all the Chinese knockoff stores like right here,” said Joe,
pointing away.

“Yeah, but they might not have everything we need.”

“They’ll have everything we need,” Chicken said.

There’s me and there’s them. Don’t need them, but still . . .

“Fine,” Karen said, turning away. “Guess we can meet—"

The explosion knocked them all flat down. Chicken fell almost on his
face and came up with his lips bloody. Joe was scratched up and down both
arms from grinding against the pavement. Karen pushed up on her palms and
felt the wave of heat on her face.

Joe was screaming, but she heard nothing but a high-pitched whine.

“The fucking gas!” He was screaming it over and over, but she had to
read his lips to know it. Chicken grabbed Joe and ran, pulling him along,
stumbling in huge strides away from the blast.

Karen looked back over her shoulder and saw a wall of flame covering
one of the buildings facing her, with gouts of fire spilling out of the lower
windows where gas must have pooled before a spark ignited it. She
scrambled up and ran after the men, grabbing her water bottle at the last
second. She found them sheltering on the cool side of a shaded brick
building. She leaned her back against the wall and drank long and deep from
her bottle. When she brought it back down, she could see they were trying to
talk, but nobody could hear. Gesturing gave way to scratching the brick
surface of the wall with a pebble.

They argued whether they were safer indoors or outdoors, whether to
head for the waterfront or continue north of the peninsula. Chicken wrote out
that “Gas stinks” twice and then underlined it. He was sure they’d be safe if
they didn’t smell it. But they hadn’t smelled it back in the street.

Karen scratched out, “Inside better,” and then, “Mall?? Prob no gas in
mall.”

They shrugged and followed her. They walked the whole way deaf and
shell-shocked, unable to hear one another.

The mall had been boarded up against looters, but the boards had been
pulled loose by someone before them. It was lit inside by the skylights, but



the light didn’t reach into the stores. They split up to find clothes, frustrated
and tired of screaming and gesturing at each other.

“Don’t get lost,” Joe scratched into a movie poster on the wall. She
gave him a thumbs-up and walked away.

Karen got a sturdy backpack at a store that sold clothes for teenage
girls. She passed by the mannequins with their high, small breasts and
exposed stretches of belly and thigh and felt a pang of something. Loss or
disappointment, she couldn’t tell. She left that store and headed to another.
None of the women’s clothes she looked at seemed durable enough. She
didn’t care how she looked; she just wanted clean clothes that would stand up
to what she would have to do. She thought back to her stack of scrubs, always
ready to go, but they weren’t for all-terrain travel, either. She loaded up wads
of clean underwear in her size and got a few sports bras. She put one on and
stuck the rest in the bag. She hadn’t had a bra on in days, and she welcomed
the feeling of containment and protection.

She ended up at a store for young men and found pants and shirts that
fit. She put her own hoodie back on, then decided against it and pulled a
thicker one off a wall display. She sat down and brushed out her hair at the
accessories table before braiding it into a long plait that hung down her back.
She had always worn her hair in braids at work, so much that when work
friends saw her at a party, she knew they’d be shocked to see it down. It was
long and dark and always wavy, curly on a humid day. She pulled on a
baseball cap and threaded her braid through the space above the snaps in the
back. She looked in the mirror and cringed a little.

Her reflection looked alarmingly tired. Her collarbones stood up, and
the skin under her eyes looked too thin. She touched the spot where she’d
been punched, thinking it looked a little puffy. It was sore, but not bruised.
She hadn’t had makeup on in a long time, and she was shocked at how
unfeminine she appeared. Dehydration showed itself in her lips, and she
stuffed a pocket full of ChapStick at the counter. The thing that bothered her
most was her eyes. Her small brown eyes, where she always believed people
could see who she really was if they looked close enough. They looked
afraid. She looked pale, sick, hurt, and afraid. She squared her shoulders and
stood up straight. She watched her reflection do it, and she tried a smile. It
didn’t come together the way it should have. She looked like prey, like a
mark. She’d seen that look before on women who came to the ER, bleeding



from one end or the other. Nobody chooses to be a victim, but after a lifetime
of practice, it just happens. She wanted that look off her now. She’d have to
work on it. For a half a second, she thought of her daily professional look, a
quick dash of mascara and concealer, but she couldn’t face the absurdity of it.
She applied a thick coat of ChapStick, working it in, stretching her lips over
her teeth to crack the dry places and let the moisture in.

She came out feeling better, slinging the pack over her shoulder. She
walked down toward the end of the building and saw there was a Starbucks
near the boarded-up door. As she walked toward it, she tried snapping her
fingers beside her ears. The right side heard nothing, but the left picked up
the snap as though it were happening under water. She hoped the damage was
temporary.

The coffee shop cold case was all but untouched. She sat down and
drank a whole bottle of water and one of the shelf-stable coffee drinks. It was
room temperature but tasted great to her. They hadn’t agreed on a place to
meet up again, so she waited. When a little time had passed, she loaded up all
the fruit-and-nut bars and cookies from the register into her bag, took all the
water and another coffee, and started back. She stopped at the central
staircase and looked around. She was thinking about loading her bag with the
basics for first aid when she saw them.

Out of the corner of her eye, they might have been Joe and Chicken.
She turned to look and saw there were four instead of two. She froze when
they spotted her. One of them pointed at her and got the attention of the man
next to him by swatting him backhanded on the chest. She couldn’t hear a
word, but their mouths were moving. One of them dropped a length of chain
he had coiled around his hand. They broke into a run headed straight toward
her.

She didn’t understand what she was seeing, but instinct made her run.
She was on the bottom level of the mall where the doors lead into the
subway. The ground was two floors up. She took the spiral stairs two and
three at a time, not stopping to look back. At the third level, she tore around a
kiosk toward the door. She knew she’d have to stop to claw her way out past
the boards. She looked over her shoulder and saw Joe and Chicken just steps
behind. She half heard them screaming, “Go! Go!”

She thumped the plywood with her shoulder twice before the nails
popped out. The three of them slid through, and the other four men followed.



They ran around the corner together, and Chicken flipped open a Dumpster.
Joe and Karen jumped in, and Chicken followed nimbly, pulling the lid down
on them. They waited.

Trying to breathe silently without being able to hear yourself is
impossible. Karen stifled the urge to wipe the sweat off her face or change
her position at all. Chicken held on to Joe with both hands, as if to hold him
still. Joe held his own mouth.

They crouched there, not daring to move, for a long time. Chicken
finally came up a tiny bit, pushing the lid of the Dumpster with his head. He
turned his neck slowly, checking both directions. Finally he stood up and
flung the lid back.

“They gone. They ain’t nobody out here.” They couldn’t hear him, but
they saw it in his shoulders dropping down.

Joe trembled all over from the adrenaline. When he stood up his knees
creaked. He came out and stood beside Chicken. Karen climbed out on her
own.

“What in the hell was that all about,” she bellowed toward them, raising
both hands and looking bewildered.

Chicken’s head swiveled around to face her, ugly with rage. “That was
about you. They wanted you. They saw you a girl, and they decided they want
to take you with them, so they run you down. We heard the noise and came
running out, and they decided we’re defending you, so they gonna kill us. We
don’t need this shit.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

Joe started to speak, but Chicken cut him off. “Fucking gas explodes,
whatever, that ain’t your fault. And it ain’t your fault you a female. But you
are gonna make trouble for us, and we don’t need you. I seen this shit coming
when I seen no women. We ain’t gonna die defending you. You gotta go.”

“Look, I can defend myself. You won’t have to—"

“Those guys would have acted tough, maybe made us leave the mall.
They would have had no fight if they didn’t see you. You too rare. We can’t
do this. I’'m sorry. You gotta go. We gotta go. This ain’t gonna work.”

Only just met them, so how can they break my heart? How does this
ache like an abandoned child?

“Chicken, I probably saved your life. If that cut had gotten infected—"

“And we probably saved yours. We’re even.” He was already turning



away.

Joe shrugged in that way that meant it wasn’t up to him. He turned with
Chicken’s arm around his neck, and they walked away.

Alone, she looked around in every direction, and there was no reason to
go in any of them. No one waited at the end of any road, no purpose or
burden came with any choice. It was like falling through something with no
bottom.

In the end, she picked a street and started to walk. She strained her
ringing ears to hear anyone coming behind her, but she looked over her
shoulder every few paces. She thought about how Joe and Chicken had
looked in their clothes, and how she looked different. Simple differences,
small changes. It was the beginning of a plan.



CHAPTER 2

/ /WM

Have no- idew of The aafe: Vust saf here with This Thing, Trying To- guess for a couple
minwies Gefore [ aeciaed 1o~ say fuck If. Frefly swre it's May. [1's leen cold, buf The
flowers are ouf. If isn't hot yel. More fog Than before: Peclaring if May.

Living in The basement of a rickety howse o Lapp ST. Beew here since fhe fires
spread across the Mission. fHave my kit, my knite; and a good stockpile of canned food.
Raiding is pure hell, and I'mv sure [T die doing if. Most of what [ have [ found in ofher
howses. Found a revolver in a closet Two-days ago: At least it's agum [ know how fo-use.
Took it apart, cleaned it up, spent some fime geffing used fo- the feel of if. Familar.
Friendly. Lan sland searching houses and offices. Affer the mall, stores are foo- much,
foo-open; with foo-many places fo- hise:

Maae it back To-The hospilal, Tried To- find Vack or some sign of him: Been a year
and everything = dary = crypl = fuck That. Nothing. Weni lack [o- The aparfment,
conlan’t go- in: MusT have Thought [ was aying. Lan't blame him: leff a note anyway.
Time stopped & long fime ago: Time was never fime af all. Pigifal clocks gone blank.

No-one To- Talk To- now, long fime: bast woman on Earth: dgoing fo- go- crazy if [
don't Tk To-someboay lesides myselt: This = that. Substitution: Sham:

50; the bag. Vournal all the way i The botfom and flat. Food and boitled wafer.
Inside my Kif: army medic- sef for wounds, all The disinfeciants and anfitiotics [ have
bft. Two- fopicals. Replace those prefty ensy. 86 vials of Pepo-Frovern and @ box of
hypos. Two- stashes of the pateh: Three large boxes of the ring. All that = main pocket



Oui'side pockets: all The OB Tampons [ have lefl, Two- flashlights, Iwelve tafferies, four
lighters. and The mayp = enough fo- make camp in The East Bay and keep moving.

Pon't know if it's amy lefler on That side: Saw The fires in The Oagland Wil
raging with nofhing fo- stop Themr unfil The rains came: Uy Joward Berkeley Things
seemed @ KTl befter. Maybe head Toward fhe university and raid There: Then move on.
North: All The Talk overheard sounds like heaing south = go- norih:

Small group yeslerany, close enough for me fo- wake up and hear them: Fanitkea
af first, Thinking They were in The house: FPassing lefween howses, and They eveniwally
slopped in one across The sfreef. Got a hold of myself, heard Them Talking ouf'siae:

Pown foward San Prego: [ heard it wasn't as bad in Mexico: Maybe we cowli lve
o The beact in Bafw and go-fishing.”

Man; [ guess. We need [0~ find & car, Though: [m fucking sick of walking. Mayle
on The 101 we can find something that shill rons.”

A Third voice lnughed. "Even if it rans, There's nowhere fo- go- with if. Everylhing is
Vocked. We conld grab some motoreytles, mayle: Bul wed need five:”

Four. She can riae bifeh:”

Small laughter. Listened 1o their steps leaaing anay, my heart siill pounaing. Four
men Then:

One womarn: Stayed in The locker with The garaen fools unifil heard nothing af all
for a long fime: Nejghlorhood = nofhing but ghosts for weeks, tui Time fo- move on:
Feople moving down The peninsul; and There's no- way no-how no-reason fo- get caught
on a Oridge. fHeading aown [o- The maring; steal o loal. STill sailtoafs, made swre:
EveryThing That ram on gas is gone = not raiding for gas even if fhey aren’l. Never sasled
tefore, bu it isn't far. Ggo- Tomorrow or The next day. o fomorrow. Go- during The
night. Must GTFO. G»:

Bifely call everyone Gifeh: Ride bifel; feed me bifch: Pussy = pussy. Choose The
rougher word.

Fosturing. Easy lpugh: Take it easy. Only joking. Bifch:

Vine

getting out of The cify 1ook longer Than [ Thought. Lowple of weeks in inaecision; not



waniing To- leave The basement. Afe everything [ cowld, slkept forever always i daylight.
tHearing = mostly back. aon't know if my right ear will ever be as good as it was. Facked
and unpacked. fHated every day and chickened out every might. Fussy = pussy. Finally
ran for it The night [ heard the moforeycle: New one; rice-rockel. Rigped wp and down
The streefs in the preaawn hours. Felt like aragging my nerves out with it. Got foo- far
anny o~ hear amymore; figured That was if. Strapped on fhe knife and The gun; put on
my pack. Waik.

Pid an ok job of changing my look. ['m Jall. Apariment in the Mission; found a
compression vest 1o~ hide my 1ifs. Thanks Transman of yesteryear. Little foo smal] real
Tight. Shaved my head.

Wasn't casy. Gof men's cargo- pants and combat boots, with a couple of lpose
shirls and my hoodle on fop. Lan't do- anylhing abouf a leard. Lowlin'! find one in &
cosTume shop or amywhere: Seitled for rubting dirt info-my jaw every morning. Lanalelit
mirror fricky, 1ricky.

book like a young, effeminate man: A gwy ke Voo Need fo-do- more push-ups.

Walk 12l keep hips strajght. Pon't sway. Feet fiat: Hunch a litly arms strajght
aown: Pon't gesture: Stare aown: Make fists while Talking. Sit with knees apart. Agjust.
Pon't Tilt your head.

Pon't Gite your lp. Inferrapl. laugh lov.

She found a sailboat that wasn’t wrecked or hopelessly entangled after
walking the marina until well after dawn. She felt horribly exposed, being out
in the wide open. She thought it would be better than on a bridge, because she
wouldn’t have to choose to jump. The boat’s name was Circe, and that
sounded like something bad, but she couldn’t place it. She looked it all over
to make sure there was only rope holding it down. She loosed the mooring
and climbed aboard to push off the dock with a long pole. The tide started to
drag her out. It was really working.

Hot damn. This might work. Maybe I’ll get the hang of this and sail up
the coast.

The feeling lasted a few minutes before it became clear that she didn’t
know how to sail. She turned a crank experimentally and was excited to see
that it raised a sail. It caught the wind and dragged the ship backward.
Cursing, she raised another by pulley, and it flapped uselessly, not made fast.



She was almost chopped in half by one swinging arm, and she worked,
straining, to tie it down to something. She forgot that boats had rudders until
she was out in the middle of the bay, drifting without aim. When she found
the tiller, she tried to turn it toward the east. That worked until the wind died.
She began to seriously consider whether she could swim the rest of the way.
The boat passed under the Richmond Bridge, following some current and
running parallel to the shoreline. Lost at sea.

She heard the high choppy whine of a motor.

She whipped around to see a little boat coming toward her, running fast
with a small outboard motor. There was only one man in it. She tensed all
over.

He came alongside. “Hey, where you gonna take that thing?”

She shrugged and pitched her voice as low as she knew how. “Just
crossing the bay, man.”

“You could have walked the tunnel. Why get all this going?”

She had thought about walking through the BART tunnel. The idea of
getting lost in there was more than she could handle. She looked him over as
his boat came under her gaze. He was slight and clean-looking. His hands on
the oars were long and slender with elegant fingers. He wasn’t threatening.
Not even trying.

“I thought it’d be easy. It’s fine. I’'ll work it out.”

“You wanna just climb down and I’ll take you across?”

“I don’t have anything to trade.” If he tried to come aboard, she decided
she’d push him overboard. Simple. Let him work that out while she got away.

The smell of salt came off the warmed surface of the water, but the
wind cut cold and right through them. She did not want to swim.

“Nah, it’s cool. I haven’t seen anybody in a couple of days. I just miss
people.”

After a few seconds of thought, she decided if she had to get rid of him,
she might as well be in the better boat. She decided it was too risky to throw
her pack, so she came awkwardly down the ladder with it. The boat rocked
alarmingly and she sat down fast, trying to keep it steady.

He held out his hand. “Curtis.”

She shook with the best grip she could muster. “Andrew. Where are you
headed?”

Curtis sat back and started the motor again, and the small boat resumed



skipping toward the shore. “I dunno. Everybody left the city. Downtown is
full of dead people. Where is there to go?”

“I’m going south, toward San Diego,” she lied. “I heard it’s not so bad
down there, plus there’s nice beaches.”

“Yeah. That sounds pretty good.” Curtis smiled that needy smile.

Harmless.

She turned her face into the wind, and Oakland got bigger and bigger,
black and wrecked on the coastline.

“Hey, can we hook north toward the Berkeley marina? Oakland looks
like shit from here.”

“Sure.” He turned the boat north. “So, what’d you do? Before.”

Without thinking, she answered the way she always had. “I’m a nurse.”

“No kidding! I didn’t think I’d ever meet a nurse again.”

“Yeah, well. Trauma. I was a field medic in Afghanistan before that.”
She came up with that in the white panic of exposure. She was impressed
with herself.

“Oh, cool. If you find some people, at least you can tell them you’re
useful. I wrote code for Facebook, so once I eat all the baked beans in San
Francisco, it’s pretty much over for me.”

She looked at his fake brave face. He was really trying, but underneath
he was all terror. “People adapt,” she told him.

“We’ll see if I do. Is that what you’re looking for? People?”

She shrugged. “Not sure I should.”

He sat silent. She took that to mean he couldn’t argue with her.

After a minute, he squeaked it out. “Well . . . well, can I go with you?
Two are better than one. I can at least be a lookout and help you find food.
I’m good with machines and directions. What do you say?”

Shit. Should have seen that coming.

She had been perfectly and calmly ready to ditch this guy, and yet this
question hurt her heart.

She thought about Chicken telling her off. She couldn’t look at him.
Sideways, he looked like a little boy trying not to cry.

“I don’t think that would work out. But you’ll find some people. Good
luck, ok?”

They were almost to the marina. She strapped her pack back on, and he
got close enough to a huge sailboat’s ladder for her to grab on. She climbed



up and looked back down at him.

“Ok then. I guess I'll go back.”

Something gave way inside her. She turned her bag around and reached
in for something she could give him since she couldn’t let him follow.
“Here.” She tossed down a rubber-banded bundle of antibiotics. “Hold on to
that. It might save your life.”

He caught it and looked up. “Hey thanks. Good luck to you, too.”

He took off. She couldn’t explain to herself why she had given it to
him. She had to give him something. She thought again of his long, slender
hands and his innocent face. He was harmless.

She could have helped him, adopted him, but she couldn’t talk herself
into the risk. She hoped he found somebody who would take him on. Save
him.

Good luck, man.

She slept in the hold of a boat that had no food but about six kilos of
weed. She sniffed its skunky, oily stink and thought about taking some. It
might be good to trade, but it’d be a terrible idea to get stoned on her own.
When it got dark, she decided she was sick of the smell and got out to walk
up to the university. She looked back at the boat, knowing that she wouldn’t
return to it. She could set it on fire. She could burn down the whole marina.
The night was clear and cool and the thought passed.

She had no flashlight, but there was an almost-full moon. Most of
downtown looked intact, and the school seemed to have held out for a long
time when everything was falling apart. Dorms stood dark on every side,
most with banners hanging out the window with slogans opposing the school
closure and quarantine. One banner overhead read “3 Inside Please Help.”
She wondered if they were still there, or if help had come. Firelights flickered
on an upper floor of an old brick pub, and she crept away from it, around the
block. She doubled back and came up to the main entrance of the school and
then hooked down the street. The building she was looking for was boarded
up, but she picked at the edges of the plywood at one window until she found
a way in.



ln Berkeley

ln The university clinic now. Been here a few days. Fallet of boffied waler in here; plvs
cases and cases of granoly bars and aried fruft. Also- more birth confrol than ['ve seen
amywhere efse:

Stocked up fo-bursting. Thousands of doses = all sef.

Vine
Actwally pulled it off. Wasn't sure it would ever work, but [ ad it fodny.

There were three, two men and a woman. She was young. The midwife saw
them coming around one of the old cafés, carrying boxes of cookies. It was
broad daylight, and she was prepared, right down to the socks in her
underwear. She went out through the roof hatch and drew her gun.

Steady. You’ve got all the advantage. Stay steady. Ready? Talk low.
Ready. Steady. Ready.

“Hey!”

They started and one of the men dropped his cookies. They both looked
around wildly and froze when they saw her.

“Hey!” she started again, low and gruff. “Didn’t mean to scare you.
You interested in trade?”

“Fuck, dude,” said the one with the black ponytail. “Don’t pull a gun if
you’re not trying to be scary.”

Maybe not next time. Maybe overcorrecting. Fuck it, I feel better with it
showing.

“Just getting your attention. Trade?”

“Put that thing away and come down.” They weren’t showing any arms.
She put the gun in the back of her waistband and climbed down through the
hatch. She wiggled out a back window where she couldn’t be seen and came
around the front, with her trade-goodie bag and her medkit.

She came around showing her hands.

“My name’s Rob. I'm holding some good stuff.”

“I’m José. This is Mike and Jenna. What do you have?” José had the
black ponytail, shiny with some kind of grease. Mike had a buzz cut, and one
arm was covered with tattoos.



“Well, I used to be a PA, so I can offer you medical assistance if you
need it.”

They looked at each other and back at her. “We’re cool. You got more
guns to trade?”

They didn’t have one. “Nope, just mine. Not trading that.”

“Damn. Ok, what else?”

“Liquor. Cigarettes. Candy. Good food. I’'m a good raider. What do you
want?”

José was quick to step up. “You got cigarettes? I seen no cigarettes
anywhere in a long time. I’d kill for one.”

“Regular, menthol, Black and Mild. You name it.”

He licked his lips. “What you want for them?”

She looked down at them from under the bill of her ball cap, trying to
look sly. “You know what I want. Is she your girlfriend? Or his?” She
switched her gaze from José to Mike, not looking at Jenna.

They both looked at Jenna. She was about seventeen, with long dirty-
blond hair grown out dark at the roots. She wore frayed jean shorts on long,
tan legs and a loose blousy top. No bra. Her face wasn’t bruised, but she
never looked up.

“She’s...uh...”

“Ok, I don’t care. Point is, is she for sale?”

Mike jumped in this time. He was red haired with a scruffy beard, long
ropy muscles, and a lot of tattoos. She sized up his biceps and thought about
her own skinny arms. “Yeah, she is. But it’ll cost you.”

She stuffed her hands in her pockets, trying to close up her face while
stealing glances at Jenna.

The girl was not fazed by the discussion of her as an object. “Two packs
of smokes, your choice. One bottle of the liquor I don’t like.”

I don’t give a shit what they choose. Haggle anyway. Act like it matters.
Keep looking at the girl.

José countered. “Four packs of smokes, one bottle each, our choice, and
something to eat while you do her.”

“Three packs. Two bottles, your choice. Two cans of pork and beans,
and you eat where I can see you.”

They looked at each other, not talking.

“I need half an hour, man. That’s all.”



They turned back to her, grinning. “Ok, but you do it where we can see
you.”
She made a face. “No fucking way. I want some privacy. On the roof.
You’ll be able to hear us.” Mike turned to José, who was clearly in charge.
“What if he shoots her? Or throws her off the roof?”

“Why would I do that? I haven’t seen a girl in months. And you two
would figure out a way to kill me, gun or no gun. I’m not crazy. Just looking
for trade. How about it?”

She told herself to stay relaxed, not to tense her shoulders or let her
voice get high.

A young man is used to getting his way.

José nodded once. “Three packs. Two bottles. Food. Show it to us.”

She slipped the small bag off her shoulder. She showed them the
smokes and threw their choices at their feet. They picked one vodka and one
whiskey. She set them down gently and lined up two cans of pork and beans
beside them.

“Ok?”

“Mike, you got a can opener?”

“Right here, dude. Let’s build a fire.”

José pushed Jenna toward Rob without a word to the girl. “Don’t fuck
her up. I know you got a gun, but you were right when you said we’d kill
you.”

Rob reached out and put a hand on the back of Jenna’s neck. She told
the girl to go around the back of the building. She did, wordlessly obeying.

The young man turned back to them and winked. “Half an hour.”

She turned and ran after the girl. She pushed her through the loose
plywood slot and toward the ladder to the roof. Jenna broke through the hatch
ahead of Rob and sat down on the white painted tar. Jenna drew her knees up
to her chest and wouldn’t look up. Rob dropped down beside her, unbuckling
her medkit.

“How old are you?”

She didn’t look up or speak.

“Jenna, we don’t have much time. I’m not gonna fuck you. I’m trying to
help. Look at me.”

She wouldn’t.

“Jenna. Jenna, seriously. Please try.”



Nothing.

She picked up Jenna’s hand and held it to her hairless jaw. “Look. See?
I won’t hurt you. Get it?”

She didn’t.

She stood up and undid her belt. Jenna tensed all over, but wouldn’t
look.

“Look, goddamn it. Look!”

Frustrated, Rob threw the socks at the blonde, and they bounced off her
ankles. The girl looked up and saw the boxer briefs, empty in the front.
“Look, see?” Rob went to pull the flap open and show her and her breath
caught. It was too real, too much like she really was going to fuck her.

Instead, she put her flat hand against her vulva and pulled it up tight.
“No dick. Nothing. I’'m a woman. See?”

Jenna looked up at Rob’s face and began to cry.

Rob stuffed her socks back in and did up her pants, leaving the belt
unbuckled. “Now, tell me. How old are you?”

“Seventeen. I was gonna be eighteen in October.”

“How many times have you been pregnant?”

Her eyes were wide with terror. “Twice. Once when it was just José,
and once since Mike.”

“Did you give birth?”

“The last time, yeah. The first one I just bled out and got sick. In the
winter. I had the baby like two months ago. He was dead.”

Lucky she’s alive at all. Don’t tell her that.

“Ok. Ok, yeah. I know. Look, I’m gonna give you a shot. It’1ll keep you
from getting pregnant again for the next couple of months. Then I’'m gonna
give you some little plastic rings. You put them up inside you. They’re only
good for a month, then pull them out. If you get caught with them, say
they’re for dryness and you found them somewhere. Ok? Ok, Jenna?”

She was nodding while Rob dug out the Depo shot and sterilized the
needle. Jenna cried out when she plunged it in, and down on the street they
heard laughing. She stuck a dozen of the tiny plastic rings in Jenna’s jeans
pocket.

She held her arm and looked up at Rob. “Have you seen any other
girls?”

“Not a lot.”



“Fuck.”
“I can’t get you away. I thought about it, but . . . Look, if you have a
chance to get free, cut your hair. Dress like a boy. It doesn’t always work, so
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“I can leave anytime I want to. There’s worse guys out there than José
and Mike. They’re all right.”

“Ok. Sure. Yeah.”

Rob didn’t think their time was up yet. She heated up a can of pork and
beans and watched Jenna wolf it down.

“You get to eat?” She cocked an eyebrow at the girl.

“Yeah. Just haven’t had meat in a while. It’s so fucking good.”

She wiped her face, and Rob mussed up her hair. Jenna got the idea and
yanked her shirt up a bit. They came down disheveled, and Rob grinned at
them while she pushed the girl back into their midst.

“Good trade.”

“He treat you ok, baby?” Mike murmured this into her hair. José stared
at them both.

She nodded, looking down.

Rob showed them her hands again. “Like I said, just looking for trade.
No harm done.”

They had drunk a little of their booze, but not too much. She watched
them pack up with her back leaning against the brick front of the clinic. There
wasn’t anything to say in summation. No information to exchange. No reason
to say a warm good-bye or thanks. Slowly they moved off, and she wiggled
back into the building.

Barely slept since then. Hate that they know where to find me. Hate that.
Hate that. Should have tried to get her away. Sooner or later, though, one of
them is going to kill the other to get Jenna alone. Should keep them busy.

Should have saved her. Me, Curtis, Jenna. Running together. Coulda
shoulda woulda saved them both. Coward.

Have to move on. Keep moving.

Way he put his hand on the back of her neck. Way he smelled her while
looking at me. Disregard, control. Shrug up a little, make shoulders bigger.
Pluck at crotch of my jeans. Hard eye contact. Remember. Practice in front
of a mirror. Find a mirror.



Voly

Hot as shit here: Somewhere near Sacraments; Though [ haven't gone info- fhe capital.
tHeard gunshots from that direction; and it'’s it up af might. No-way. Nope, nope; nope.

Voly

Ultle urgent care That's leen almost complefely cleaned owf. Somebody spray painied
No- Supplics” out front—Thanks. Exit i back, and it'’s in a strip mall. Raiding here
sucks. Lomvensence food mostly. All The ferky was gone when [ got here: 5o- sick of chips
[ contd ave: 50 salfy all The fime:

Started To-head for The 5 freeway but 1. sure there are people on if, 2. There's no
water and no- food along it hardly af all. Remember ariving before; and even in an air-
conditioned car it seemed like a wasteland. Vust gus slafions and nothing. Roads east
lead info- The Nevaaw deserl. No- way, not doing That This Time of year. Hook norfh
Through Oregon and Then lanho; butf it's all mountain passes. Take me forever, especially
The back roads. No-good plan:

Where The fuck am [ going?

Augnst

Haven'| seern hardly ampone sintce Venna: Haven't heard vosces, bul some very distant
sounds of ofhers. Gartage along The road and oli fires. That's it Notody, no- todles.
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Angust



Getling close fo- Oregon border? Found finy lake = beautitul vacafion houses lned up
arouwnd /1.

Staked ouf for a any wniil Thunderstorm hil. Vust broke info-one = gun in hand.
Notodly.

First two- had nothing, not evem furniture. Third was fully sfocked for a family
With @ lot of kids. Shut The flae; Glocked most of The doors, made & camp on The sofa
backed up aginst the fireplace: Must have been a winfer loage for Them. Llosers are full
of down comforiers and parkas and big coafs. Lan oullif myself for heading norfh here:

Been here two- weeks. There's a huge stash of taby food, and [ almost cried whem !/
saw The sfrained peas. Frufs and vegeiables. Been oo long. Lot of camned soup with
meal in it and plenty of ary goods. Fufing some weght back on: Working oul every
aay = Guild muscle = pass Time. Full lookshelves. llussics, popular novels, some
nontiction: Some stuft [ haa on my st from way lack bul never had fime: like
vacafion; like a refreaf. Lowld stay here forever. Boaraed fhe windows with furniture
vieces. Not greaf = belfer Than nothing. Glass.

Rut jawline. Pon't look down: Stand in front of The mirror. Have a dick. Greaf
by aick. Fear me: Always right. Kick your ass. No- right To- stand im my way. Who's
gonna sloy me? like fhat, Gifeh? Yeah:

No-candles extepl a bag of Tea ljght's in & bathroom: Made do: Resisted The urge fo
start a fire and tos! waiter for a tath in one of the huge tubs. Too-easy for the smoke 1o
get spofted. Too-risky fo-be caught naged. Basic hygiene = water from fhe lake warmed
wp over a tan of Sterno: That's it

Pebated how long [ can slay here: Enough food for me fo-get through fhe winfer,
mayle: Sleeping prefly well here = keep my back To- the wall and my gun in my hand.
Maintain, mainfain; 1ind a spot and hold it, make @ sfand.

* & o

AngusT maybe Seplember?



Still here: Thunaersforms are infense. Reimforced the winaows with fhe bed slafs from
wpstairs, bul leff slifs fo-see Through: Lowds shiae over The lake and sing There like wafer
vooling before a drain: Rains and rains and rains and raims, never hear amyone coming.
Thinking about finding some bells or something and seffing up frip wires, just fo- hear
someone coming. fHaven't seep or heard amypone in ages, though:

Not quite True: Ravded one of The houses on The far side of The lage yesterany That
Turned out 1o~ bz fill of The aead. Must have fled The cifies and died here: Maybe fiffeen
veople; 100~ decomposed for me fo-really Tel], but long hair = maybe women. Mostly died
in bed. Flace stays wet and The summer was warm: = smell The stink from owfside. Poor
wes unlocked. Tied a bananna around my face and vent in: Qpened The curtaims for ight
Two-of them were lofd outt on sofas, faces covered. Must have gone first. loaded pack
with The soup and canned fish from Their cabinets, Tfrying not fo- breathe Through my
nose:

Upstairs, found a liiTle, jar of Vicks and smeared it on my landana for The smell.
Went info-my pocket. never know when yow might need Vicks = breathing. One bearoom;
2 aead guy in @ flamndl jacket sat propped wp next fo-a dead woman i bed. Fancy
nighigonn; and her jaw was wide open. Rosary beads in bea with her. Turned 1o fhe guy
and gloved up. [ searched his pockers and found a wad of cash; Threw it on The floor. [P
said he was from las Vegas. Tried not 1o- look af his name or his age. Pian't maifer.
Waistland = gun = jackpol = small semiaufomafic pistol all buf glued To- what was lff of
lis hand. Ripped it off, and The sound was like fearing Through The skin on a roast
Turkey. Got over Thai, found The box of bullers in his jackef pockel. Raid was worfh if.

Lowld make & huge difference:

Another room had three dead chilaren: Two- il boys and one ofaer girl. Stood in
The avorway long enough fo- name fhem:

Vohn.

Michael.

Wendly.

Shut it. Nothing, nothing, and nothing i fhere [ wani.

Another long-haired corpse in w dry lathtub: Two- more in anofher by led,
Together. Ornafe jewelry box in The corner and looked. Good stuff. Fingered The aiamonds
shiny Oright. Amypone Traae for Them? Pecided no: LefT it open full of Treasure:



last bearoom kepl me for a while: Emply buf = looked fossed and lived-in: Bed
wmmade; drawers half-emply. Lomplefely emply box of chocolaies saf on fhe foor, a
good pair of heels. Searched The whote Thing = nothing of value: O The bureaw a leffer in
# sealed enmvelope next 1o pair of emerald earrings. Adavessed fo- Tamara: Qpened i

lettor from Andron fo- Tamara
The Year of the Pying
As Serited by The Uinnamed Midwite

Pear Tam,

Im Taking off. [ feel so-muck lefler, and [ know [V be of. [ fried fo-
pack up everything wsetul, but who knows what [ forgot. [ am so-
sorry about The chiliren; and about you and Pick. [ really thought
geiting us oul of Vegas was The answer. [ guess [ was wrong.

Please forgive me for not burying amy of youw. When
Maryanne and Lucin diea, we debaied if.

Ropan said he would hely, bt in The end none of ws could face
it [ can't face it alone, [ know That We aon't even have o shovel, [
Thought alout burning The howuse down To- fake care of everybody,
but it might Take The whole lake and The woods. [m going To- leave
yow afl as yow are: [m sorry.

Yow know [ slepl with Pick. [f was years ago; and we were so-
dronk and so- stupid. [ swear it never meant anyfhing, it just
happened. [m so- sorry [ hort yow and [ hope yow fwo- are i
heaven [ogether and That yow can forgive him: Yow might be able fo-
forgive me soon; foo:

Im going To- head soufh foward Mexico: Before The news
slopped, They were saying it was leffer aown There: [T head
sTraight down The 5, mayle steal a car. Wish me luck.

L aon't know why I'm writing This. [ had To- say somefhing. [
was s0- sick That whemw [ woke up [ adian't know where [ was. [ fownd
yow dead and There was nofhing [ conld do: ['m sorry.



Flease forgive me: [ love yow both: [l see you when [ get To-
where you are:

Alvays,

Anadrea

Balled it up and Threw it on The floor. Andrea had goifen owl. Wished her well.
Brought everything [ found back here: Think [ know how fo-use fhis gun. Found fhe
safely and [ can load The tlip. Good 1o~ have another one: Wish [ comld praciice with if.

On a clear day, she climbed the tallest hill to get a better sense of where she
was. She saw Mount Shasta in the distance and thought she could identify it
on the map. She was close to Oregon then. She could see small fires south of
her, probably campfires. She heard nothing.

She took two practice shots with the new gun, aiming at a tree at a
distance from the house. The gun popped like a toy, and there was almost no
recoil. Compared to her revolver, it barely felt real. It was light and accurate.
She liked it, and fingered it constantly.

She came down on the other side of the hill to circle around to the lake.
There was a bait-and-tackle store; she decided to check it out. She raided
some chewing tobacco and gum. Signs hung askew, and the cash register had
been emptied. There was not much left inside but the bugs that had lived
through it all, skittering over everything when the light fell upon them. She
shivered, but looked anyway.

They had a couple of newspapers from last year. She glanced over the
stories of “lymphatic fever” and “women’s plague.” There were awful
pictures of hospitals in New York and Paris overflowing with the dead and
dying. No cure in sight, ran one lede. Men recovering at ten times the rate of
women, ran another. Nothing she didn’t know, but she stared.

How did it get so out of hand? How did it spread so fast? Why did I
recover?

Her hospital in San Francisco had a great lab. Everyone who had any
lab-tech experience had been locked up in there, looking at this thing under a
microscope. She wasn’t one of them; she worked in labor and delivery, trying
to bring fevers down and watching women birth dead and dying babies. She
recalled the pandemonium when she tried to call it up and reason it out. She



had never attended a stillbirth before. The first couple was solemn, and
chastened doctors struggled to explain dead babies patiently,
compassionately. After a solid week of them and one hundred percent infant
mortality, there was quarantine protocol and screaming, wailing, demanding
of answers. Parents and doctors alike were unhinged. She remembered
putting a baby girl on a Japanese woman’s chest. The child lived long enough
to curl her hand around her mother’s finger, and then she was gone. Limp and
turning blue. They resuscitated, they injected, wheeled crash carts to every
room. The girl’s mother died that day, on fire with a fever they couldn’t
touch. Within hours, the baby’s father disappeared.

No cure in sight and the lab crew thinned out. Hospital staff died and
disappeared as panic overtook them and mayhem wrung the city. Dead nurses
lined the halls with dead patients, and after a while, nobody was hauling them
out anymore. She remembered staying so busy that she didn’t see what was
happening until she couldn’t open a door. When she finally got sick, there
was nobody to look after her. Only Jack had come, and she believed he had
come to say good-bye.

She could not get the memory to come clear. Her heart pounded, and
she could relive the terror, but she couldn’t tell the memory of one day in
chaos from another. She could not sequence the events or understand how
something this sudden and final had come to be. She was sorry every time
she looked back. She set herself up with tasks and focused on the present.
Examining the timeline in any direction away from now profited her nothing.

ngfW

Found a motorcycle: Really small but in good shape: Boathowse = huge arum of gas.
Lovered it wp Witk Tarps. Hope it'’s still There when ready To- leave: fad one of Those
shifly mulfipacks of cheap fireworks for the Fourth of Vuly. Took it with me, but lef
most are duwds by now. Hiss boom fuck yow.

The party of men arrived on the lake one day before sunset.

They were startlingly loud in the continuous quiet. She crept to the
window to see how many.

She counted ten for sure, but they weren’t still or close or easy to see.
They settled into a house on the opposite side of the lake and fell to fishing



and drinking. She knew they’d begin raiding the surrounding houses, just as
she had done. She worried about possibilities in order: they would find her
motorcycle, they would find her.

Two days passed, and she watched the men ceaselessly, unable to sleep.
Their constant drinking kept them slow and unambitious. Late on the third
day, they finally started to venture around the lake. She had created a sniper’s
perch where she could see out and shoot straight but would be difficult to
spot from the ground.

When they came around to her house, they tried the door and couldn’t
budge it. One of them picked up a rock to break a window, and she took a
deep breath and fired through the tiny opening. She shot the ground beside
him, but she could see his jeans darken where he pissed himself.

“This one’s taken,” she yelled down to them gruffly. “We’re armed, and
we’ll defend it. Fuck off.”

Get calm. Panic sounds like panic, and any dog can hear it. Breathe
deep. Remember you have the advantage. No one has seen you.

A few of them stepped back. All their eyes looked up. It wasn’t the
whole party. She swept them in her sights. A few held weapons, one or two
was swaying drunk.

One bearded face yelled up at her, she cringed at the sound of it. His
voice was rough and low and slightly amused. “What have you got in there?
Girls?”

She tried to change her voice to sound like another guy. “No girls. Just
heroin. Lots of heroin. Fuck off.” Shit, that sounded really stupid. I suck at
this.

A couple of them laughed. “Fucking junkie.”

The same one yelled up again. “We don’t want your drugs, man. We’re
just looking for food and good stuff.”

“You’re not looking for it here,” she yelled back down. “Looks like we
have guns and you don’t. We suggest you leave this lake.”

They talked to each other, low. They didn’t move off.

Please go, please, please, please go and leave me alone.

She moved to the other window she had rigged and lit one of the strings
of firecrackers she had found in the boathouse, praying that they were live.
She tossed them overhand toward the men. They were live and utterly
unexpected on the ground. Men jumped and flailed when the tiny crackers



went off. A few ran back toward their camp, others took a long last look
before following. She caught more than a few looking back and up at her.
She took one more shot after them, just as a warning. Exhausted, she lay on
the floor and slept until it was dark.

She woke up in perfect stillness and ate a jar of baby-food bananas. She
did some push-ups and went back to her lookouts. There was no one outside.
Across the lake, a fire burned in a pit. They had retreated, but they had not
left.

For a moment, she considered starting a fire in her own fireplace. She
wasn’t hiding anymore; they knew she was in there. Dismay set in as she
realized that their smoke would draw more people to the lake.

She nodded back off during the night. After a few bleary minutes, she
heard scraping sounds downstairs. She stumbled and fell over herself trying
to run. She got back up holding her guns, shaking.

Through the dark, she wove down to the window where the noise was
coming from. She could hear someone on the other side, pulling at the
boards. Then the scrape of a metal tool, prying.

“Get the fuck back!” She brought both guns up and waited. The prying
sound stopped.

She stood for a minute, breathing hard. She thought they might have
gone, but she couldn’t hear anything over her heart pounding. It was an hour
before she sat down, but she fell asleep almost immediately when she did.

She slept for hours, but it felt like an instant. She awoke to the sound of
the kitchen windows being broken. The shattered glass fell into the stainless-
steel sink, and she came to with a high, short scream. She scrambled up and
ran toward the kitchen.

A tall man with a blond beard was halfway into the window. He had
reached forward to grab the edge of the sink with both hands and pull himself
forward, squeezing through. She brought up the gun. He was stuck. He
looked up, and she could see in his eyes that he knew it.

Both her hands shook. The shot was less than ten feet, and she blew it
anyway, putting a hole into the bowl of the sink. He jerked and screamed and
tried to push backward.

Her nerves were shattered, and she could feel herself tearing up. She
widened her eyes, forcing them to focus, and tried to breathe deeply and
steady herself.



The blond man came free with a jerk, and she saw the two others
outside who had hauled him back. Two dark-haired men, also bearded. They
goggled at her.

She cleared her throat. “I told you fuckers this place was mine.” Her
voice broke, and she shook all over. They knew her then. It was all over their
faces with shock and hunger, and one of the dark-bearded ones made to try
his luck with the window.

Dead now for sure. Dead.

She opened fire, both guns blazing, not caring how many rounds she
lost. She didn’t hit any of them, but they ran. She stood in the kitchen,
waiting. She was making a high, keening sound. She wasn’t conscious of it,
and when she heard it, she didn’t know where it was coming from.

After a few minutes, she quieted down. She didn’t have anything to
block the kitchen windows. She closed the door and blocked it with the china
hutch. The heavy unit scraped the wood floor as she shoved it in front. When
it was there, she went and sat on the couch in front of the fireplace. She
waited.

She nodded off, but woke every time her chin came down. She began to
feel as if she were hallucinating. Dark shapes darted in her peripheral vision.
She woke up swearing, she fell asleep muttering.

Just before sunset, someone slid into the kitchen. In an instant she was
awake. She thought she heard two sets of boots hit the floor, but it had been
three. The door she had blocked was the only way from the kitchen into the
rest of the house.

They pushed against the door, but the hutch was heavy. A long,
sustained push might have moved it, but the man on the other side rammed it
with his shoulder. The hutch rocked.

She couldn’t get her eyes to focus. Terror fought exhaustion, and she
was ready to kill.

The door thudded against the hutch again. The hutch rocked. The
banging grew louder as she assumed the other one had joined him. One
became four became five in her frenzied imagination and she checked her
clip. She had enough to kill ten, if she could hit them. She tried to steady
herself.

I can still get out. I can still get out.

A few seconds of silence.



A splintering crash as the hutch fell facedown into the living room. The
base of it was inches from the door. Hands worked their way into the opening
and she could hear them straining. The top of the hutch was wedged against
the corner of the staircase. She knew it wouldn’t move.

She waited. The straining stopped.

One of them spoke into the crack, his mouth pressed into the opening.
“We’ll be back, sweetheart. All of us. Get ready to come along. There’s no
other choice.”

Bullshit. Let me show you some choices. I've got a clip full of choices.

She heard them scrape through the window to leave her. She went
upstairs to the window where she could see their place. She sat on the floor
with her chin on the windowsill, watching as they went back into their house.

They waited for morning. She watched.

When the sun rose, she could pick out the shapes of a couple of them
standing around their fire pit. They had knives and pipes and other
improvised weapons. She knelt on the floor looking at the two guns,
deciding. In the end, she chose the new one. She thought it was slightly more
accurate at a distance. The shot was a hundred feet, easy. She lined it up
slow, breathing deeply. She took the shot. She did not know to account for
the drop as gravity acted on the bullet. She had been aiming for his torso, but
she could see his kneecap explode when the bullet hit. The morning was still;
she could definitely hear the screaming. It scattered the rest of them, and she
took three more shots, wildly, heart pounding too hard to aim. One man
dropped outright, and she assumed she had killed him. The other bent over,
holding on to himself and screaming.

She got down below the window and waited for return fire, for the
sound of someone breaking in downstairs. After a few minutes passed, she
was sure that there were no guns among them. She waited. No sound. When
she dared to look again, they were leaving. They left the dead one where he
lay.

It wasn’t the first time she had killed someone. Threatening close and
threatening far away felt different. She sat there with her back pressed to the
wall, thinking about that. Knowing she would kill again, deciding what that
would change in her. She flashed for one moment on the man dead in her
bed, pulling the sheet up over his face.

She didn’t look out the window again.



CHAPTER 3

Ceioter

Fucking cold. Started Tryimg on The winter gear [ found. Got good wool socks and boots,
# touple of sweafers and a ski parka filled with aown: Nixed The one that fit me leffer—it
was pink. Fink = girl. Amy kindergariner knows fhat. Everyfhing is baggy excepl The
boots. Was so- relieved That They fif [ haven't had Them off in anys. Had o strip off my
compression vest and wash if. Stanaing There; Topless and scrubting This thing felf so
strange: Me = not me: My Oreasts for the first Time in ages. Washed Them up with my
hands and got lost in The sensuousness of if. My Taffoo: Like refurning fo-am ofld lover /
kit years ago: Lan't feel ke myself. Finally put it back on when it dried. Felt better
dressed. Not me = me: Me not now. Me Then: Me new. Trimmed my hair again, not
shaving it in This coll. Lombed it and looked in the mirror. Too- clean: Thought about it
Tried To- stick some of fhe hair clippings fo-my face = doesn’t work af ol Used some
makenpy [ found in one of The tathrooms with a sponge To- give mys&// @ Hve o-clock
shaaow. Not gonna fool anyone up close: Pistance + hat = mayle?

Biteh; [ am & man: Females. Tal foo much: Quit crying. So- emotional. Be o
man: Man np. Nt up. Jump shot, gqunshot, com shot, money shot. Fosing but not fo-be
sexy. Scare me: bean a Nitle forward. Imvade my space: il crying. Give yow something
fo-cry about.

Back 1o~ The map agairn Today. Have [o- look seriowsly af staying here for fhe
winfer. Pon't want 10~ fry and fight my way Through snow, buf That'’s @ long Time from
now. Fart of the protiem = aon't know where ['m going. Or whai The point is of going



amywhere: foing norfh seems very safe; but only lecause of The exodus 1o~ the South:
Lolaer sTill and up against The snow = keeps people away. Growing food if [ ever get past
ratding = afl buf impossifle: Expirafion anfe of body - expirafion anfe of canned Tuna:
Know when [ get There: Mayle, just stay here:

Pecember

Christmas wsed To- be The best Time: Pian't celebrate i1, bul it cheered almost everyone
wp. Feople wore Christmas scruls, and The whote hospilal was decoraied—almost as
much as The stores. Miss Christmas movies and The laked goods. Shit. Baked goods.
Fudge and coogies and Christmas cake: Chocolate everything. Rice Krispies freats. Nufs
and romy balls and Oriflle and cinnamon rolls in the morning. Ponuis. lonely, lonesome
only, solo; alone:

Food hotitng out just fine, but it sure isw't Christmas. Kill for Two- howrs with
PVP player and @ slice of cake: Five minufes of The Infernel. Boredomy is The killing
Thing. Haven'T read all The books here yet, but The duy will come: Need more candles. Or
# lantern. Something. These fea fght's are almost gone. Pon't want 1o~ raid in the cols,
tut There's no-ofher way. Need more [ght.

Three anys lefer and found = shit. O lanterns, O canales, O boxes of maiches. Went
a5 far as The house where The men were camped ouf. lofs of porn and food and good
knives. Nothing for lght, Though: Exhawsled, cols, aesperafely want a fire: A few of The
howses = good wood piles.

Pecomber, almost Vanwary winfer solstice? Pays so- short

Broke aown and starfed fghting fires. Pul ouf af aawn BUT burn all wight = make @
Wfterence fo-my sense of well-being That cannot be overrafed. Light from fire = incredifle
fo-read Gy, sownd of fhe crackle = voice: Sleeping in front of it like an oli dvg. last
lighter is holaing out. bul have [o-find a replacement soon.

Flace feels almost ke home: Got everything set up for me: Puifing The gartage
oul back and pissing oulside: Way Those guys Trashed That howse; They can't have been
meaning 10-siay.

At least They had each ofher.



lone wolt: Lone ranger. Lowloy. Work alone: Great savior. Magic man: Got your
magic right here. Pon't need anybody. Fine by me: Fine:

Z Mmmry

Somewhere arownd The first of The wear. New Year's, if anyone is keeping Track. Lock,
calenanr, bullshit, bullshit time: Punch the clock. Time 1o think atout things.

Haven't seem a live dog or caf since The cify. Remember seeing cafs eafing The
aead. No-avygs.

Everyone in The city had a stupia ifle pug or poodle or designer crosstreed. Saw
none af all.

Mayle they got the fever, foo? Lats 1, avgs 0.

Seen no-deer. This seems like the kind of place that would have deer, but there's no
Trace of them: Seem birds, Though: Thousands of birds. [f [ see geese when it warms up,
going o= fry and shoot some: Fisk i fhe lake: Loming This way = valley = showld have
seery cows, or smelled Them: Pian'l, but mayle [ just missed them? Raids = 0 rafs.
Bugs of all kinds, no-rodents. Mayle plagwe = most mammals?

Frotably twenty-five hve men since The hospital. Mostly in groups. Three lve
women: That woman with The guys on Lapp ST. Venna: Also-me: News said women and
children were much more susceplitte 1o The disease; saw That with my own eyes. Pran'f
vul & number on ff. bul from The hospilal = protably fem fo- one: Saw no- thildren
recover. Saw mayle one (2) woman get lbetter lbefore [ got sick = Pr. todey.
Govermment slarfed evacualing The ones That did get befler. No- live children born fo
women with The aisense + chiliren of uninfected women died within howrs of birfh = 0
kids. Lot of Talk about That with the lab crowd.

Have To- face The possitilily That almost everyone in This couniry ded. faven't
seerr milifary, police; or amy aircraft in more fhan a year. No-law = no- govermment
anywhere: No-power, no-wafer. Weni To- sleey and The world was aying »»> woke wp and if
was aead and gone:

Remember turning on my phone when [ came 1o: 7ol me there was no- network,
no- hospital Wi-F5 and ifs laffery was almost aead. fad about a Thowsand Text
messages. Scrofled Through looking for one from my family, from Vack, butf most of



Them made no- sense: Questions = can't answer. Last few Texts from Twiter were anful,
Suicite Tweefs - Orond accusations = conspiracy and germe wartare. Fucking civil
aefonse message system nofificd = marfial law in effect = stay indvors. White House
Tweeled: everyone showla remain calm; That help is on fhe way. My baflery dead

STl have i1, Larrying & square chuong of glass and plastic = Klerally good for
00000. Pon't know why. Lan't leave it behind,

Remember lving in San Francisco; the carnmival feelng of FULKING STOF
FULKING STOF THIS IS WORTIHIESS.

Begin again.

Vack.

His name was Vohw Guf he was Vack To- everybody buit lis mofher. 5o
vrefentions. 50 sillly. 50 much like me: Wish he was here with me: Wish [ gknew he lved
Through if. Mayle he's ouf There somewhere in Texas, Treafing wounds. Vack = cowboy
who- lives forever.

Assume that @ huge perceniage of the population died off, fhen another perceniage
died off right afler. Feople who were already oo sick or infured 1o- Travel, people dying of
infuries, infection, unireaied cuts, and Oroken bones. Whatever women are leff out There
having dead babies are protally dying, 1oo; from The fever, from lack of care and
infection. Killed by The men who hold Themy; on whatever Terms. Venna made it Through;
Though: Mayle not foo- many are dying, but [ aon't Think There are a lof of women left.
Have enough injections for a fhowsand women: If [ ever see any.

50 15 That The mission now? Angel of Girfh confrol, ouf To- stop The crop of aead
talies lefore if slarfs? gof The morning-affer pill. but [ aowbt [ get To- wse it on
anpone: Wish [ coulit get some RUFSEE. Have The Tools To-do-a P&E iF I meet anyone
Who- needs 1o~ abort. Lanm implant an lUP, but passed Them over af the unyersity. Too
risky without leing able fo- sterilize. Guess This is what [ can av: Lam make it easier.
tan't fix . Notody can:. Not That aifferent from what [ wsed fo- ao: Every any /
remember what Chicken said = nothing 1o~ ao- now but survive: Poing that now, bul it's
not The only Thing. Lan't be: Vust goffen To- The point where it feels foo hard 1o keey
Trying. Every woman in labor says she can't ao- if. Lowlin't sTop what was happening,
bt [ could make it easior. All The same:

Still & migwite: Thing being borm s fhe worla. New, ugly taby world



Mission, mission, mission impossible, so- stupid, FOR WHAT? Have a purpose.
Guess That is The reason fo-go- on. Fathetic: Pefine me: Always atd always will, [ AV, /
WL LA MY JOB. FPunch i punch out,. sign your name: THUMBFRINT here: Your
name; your name; your name: Spin straw info- gofa, bring babies back from fhe dead,
arise from the morgue; and walk. buf never fel] never Tef], never 1el], anylhing, nothing,
and [ am nobody. Nemo: Nothing. A name is what yow have for ofher people: Have
nothing, be nothing, call my name; what is The echo-of silence:

Gget a holi, get a hol, get a hold, right now. Find the center and hola. Hold.

She gave herself the luxury of a few days of madness. They were dark and
deep and held in them the wreck of the entirety of civilization. It crumbles in
the individual as it does in the world. There are battles and accidents; there
are collapses and plagues. There is silence only when one side wins or
everyone has died.

Marcty arownd equinox

Time fo-go: Winiter spunm ouf forever. Afe everything in the house aown fo-the lust box of
slale graham crackers. Saved a few cans of soup and laly food for my pack lefore
onlly The stuff [ hate was leff. Read every book in That nejghtorhood. Fut on all fhe
weight [ can, and my Giteps look so- developed = wish [ could go- sleeveless fo- show
overyone how manly [ am. Remember the first lady wsed fo- have those increaitte arms.
Fast that. Too-bGig, Too- round for a sleeveless aress.

Mannish: Fertect

Bathed and slepl. Rigged up @ kind of holster system outt of led sheefs. Hope To-do
befler in & place where guns were o Gigger deal. Know guns are cleaned ouf of every
slore, uf maybe some leather holsters are still There: Cutf my hair and Grushed my
beard on again: Early spring = Iulps already ol by The lake: Got The moforcycle ouf,
oiled it up everywhere the pieces move; filled The gas Tank and sfrapped a gas confainer
1o The back. Out in The drivewny = can see ff.

Flace has been greaf. Holas part of me; now and alvays. Only had 1o kill. Pran't
have fo: Pi. Lan't Think about That. Glad [ wailed through the winfer. Feel sfrong and
ready 10 fravel. Ficked ouf & rowfe that [ think won't be foo- hard.



ey

Exhausted. Wasted. Sick. Tired. Raiming = nonsfop. Seen no-one for months. Rode fhe
bike wnfil [ ram ouf of gas and cowlan't find any WW/I&/‘& Walked for miles and miles,
had To- raid new shoes Iwice: Haven't beew dry since [ lefl The lake howse: fHaven't eafen
in Two- days = got am upper respirafory infection; won't dle. [ lve yow die; short
litespan, motherfucker [ onflive you. [ win: ln & barn now, as dry as [ can gef, Taking
anlibiofics and arinking raimwater. last enfry is fucking sickening. Was so- sunmy side;
sure it was going 10~ be a picnic ouff here: Hafe everything. Lan barely breathe: Going fo
sleey as long as [ can and see if [ can gef befler. Aspirin. Gon in my hand.

Pon't know how many anys it'’s leen. Fever is gone = woke up slarving and
achydrafed. Prank afl The water [ conls, but had [0 go- raiding for something fo-eaf. Ol
farmhouse next To- This barn had a can of pecled fomaioes wnder The stairs of The
cellar = aelicions. fave a rash and & raging yeast infection = fucking anfibtiofics, buf bug
s dead. Need & wafer filler. Wafer = protably how / got sick.

Map = I in Bumblefuck Nowhere; East Oregon: Al scrub outt here: Billion biras
of prey, but [ aon't Think They re having @ lof of luck Gesides zards. Saf ouf in The sun
for anm howr, stacking wp rocks like they Teact Boy Scoufs fo-ao; excepl don't know The
coae: She went Thattaway. Tracker and fracked

Walking for anys. Wake up, walk afl duy. Eaf whai There is 1o~ eaf. Lie aown in The
oper; and pass oul af dusk. Haven't seem a predafor or a squirrel. Only The carrion
birds and bugs. Not worried about an amimal. Lan't give & shif about people. Too- fired

Walked for Two- weeks. Very hungry. Lame To-a road and followed if, protability be
aamned. Ran info-a gas station; not cloancd out. Sat on The Floor and afe aboul sixty-
four Handi-Snacks and drank a gallow of some sugary shit fhat siill had a seal on if.
Facked up afl The ferky and chips and dried apricofs my bag wowld hold. Gave myself
another haircul in The athroom affer pulling a aead man off fhe Toilet. Used his bodly 1o
vroy the door open. For [ght. Everything stinks, but af least ['m not starving anymore:
The road signs say fhere's a fown up ahead. Gong for if

* & o



Vine

Town = MePermitt. apparently. Sort of a fown: There's an airport. Thought very
seriously about frying 1o Hy @ plane. Territle iaen = die i [ aid if. But very fempfing.
Staying in @ salvon. Eating @ ot of nuts and prefzels = haven't had good luck. Try
howses lnfer This week and see if [ can scare up something better.

Turned down a lot of aenfed cans. Not worth getting sick over. Found dried soup
miy, some MREs, and a lof of green beans. [} ao: In one of The houses, found a nofe
vainted on The wall in huge leflers somebody did with a brush:

The Message of Larter
The Year of the Pying
As Scrited by The Unnamed NMidvite

Have gone To- Lalifornin

Taking RT 101 South through SF fo-lA
The taby is alive and with me

Follow ws if yyow can

More signs on The way

carter

Stared af that for a long time: The baty is alve: With me: Alve: Larter. WTF Carfer?
What if he leff with o newborn in The short mferim befween birth and aeath? What if he
aian't know?

Whai if he actually has a lhve baby?

UpsTairs = wreck of a Glvody Girfly bul no- body. Crusly scissors on The flbor.
Everything sonked with blsod gone tuck. The baty s alive and with me: Ck.

Kitchen was bare extepl for a can of wafer chestnuls and another of leefs. Facked
wp bofl and kepl moving. Meel Larfer = follow him? Take care of The baly? Frgwre me
oul?

Pon't know.

late Vune



Barely got awny That Time: Mel some people ouf in The road in MePermift. [ came
around The corner, and There They were; with hardly a second o react. fHands = free =
o1 My guns = always.

Fully aressed and airly. Five men crouching in the street. Two- women on leashes
slovd, siaring.

Never forget if as long as [ lve: As dirfy as rescue dogs. Same look in The eye:

“What the fuck?” One man popped up, pulling a gun at his hip. She was just
as fast, and she had one on him.

A taller man stood up with a machete pulled out smoothly from a strap
at his back. “Hey now. Hey now.”

“I don’t want any trouble,” she said loudly. She stared at the leashed
women. One was about forty, topless and with a bad implant job. The other
was in her twenties, naked, with scabby knees.

The tall guy stepped up to block her view of them. “Neither do we,
stranger. Just passing through.”

“Me, too,” she said. “Though, I’ll trade if you guys can be cool.”

The tall one put his machete back in its sheath and stepped up with his
hand extended like he was gonna sell her a car. “I’m Aaron. These guys are
Jimmy, Ethan, Manny, and Chuck.” They nodded to her. She looked around.
White. Black. Asian. The rainbow fucking coalition. All bigger than me. One
or two guns, lots of knives. One baseball bat that she could see. She sank
inside.

She shouldn’t have offered to trade.

Too many. Shouldn’t be here, and this is too many.

“I’m Carl.”

“Carl. What have you got to trade?” Aaron smiled a little and advanced
on her.

She put her hand out and waited for Manny to holster his gun. She put
hers away slowly. “Food. Medicine. A little booze. Stale cigarettes. Medical
attention if any of you guys need it.”

“Guns?” That was from Manny.

She shook her head. “Just mine. Guns are hard to find these days. I
know where there’s a bunch of antibiotics and basic medical supplies,
though.”



The men exchanged a glance. Aaron spoke first. “What have you got?”

“Penicillin. Ampicillin. Erythromycin. Good stuff. Plus a wound-care
kit.” She waited a beat and watched their faces. “Codeine. Morphine.
Fentanyl. Hard stuff.” She had more of it than she would ever use before it
expired. She saw a few perk up at the mention of the opiates.

“And what do you want?”

“Your girls.” She said it flatly, without hesitation. They knew what she
wanted. They weren’t showing anything else.

Ethan whined at Aaron. “Let him have the old one. Fucking Roxanne.
Not Melissa.”

Roxanne, the older one, blanched.

Chains. Fuck me sideways. Jenna was one thing. I can’t walk away
from this. Too many of them.

Not a hero.

“I want both. Half an hour each, private. For that, you get a selection of
everything.”

Aaron smiled a little. “Both is too much. You only need one to get the
job done.”

She smiled back at him. “Maybe for you. But I haven’t seen a girl in a
long while. I want both. You’ll get them back in one piece.”

Ethan again. “Shit, we can find our own drugs. We did before, and this
skinny fuck did. We don’t need this.”

“Well, if you’re not interested, I’ll be going.” She shouldered up her
bag and made as if to leave.

Aaron took one more step. She was tense all over and trying not to
show it. “You alone?”

“Nah.” She said it lightly, trying not to sound scared. “The other guys
are back at the base, looking out. We just don’t have any women.”

“You gonna bring the other guys to the party?” He was watching her
very closely.

Secure. Totally secure. A little selfish.

“No, fuck them. I don’t want a gang bang.”

“Why don’t you ditch them and come with us then. We could use
another armed man. And we’ve got two girls. You’re a good search man,
obviously. You’ve got medical skills?” His eyebrows went up.

“Army medic. Iraq. Four years.”



“See? You’d be a good member of our team.”

“Where you headed?” She knew the answer.

“South. We heard there was almost no plague death in Central America.
Lots more women down there.”

Lots of women. Also milk and honey, and the streets are paved with
gold.

“Yeah, I heard that, too. I like my group, though. Thanks.”

“Suit yourself. So where’s this ton of drugs?”

“Back at camp. I’d have to go get it and come back and meet you here.
Take me maybe an hour.”

“All right. See you when you get back.”

She walked away slowly, not wanting to turn her back on them. They
were silent while she left.

She walked until she knew they couldn’t see her, then ran. She ran
around blocks and zigzagged until she almost got lost. She found the saloon
again and stood panting, gulping water. She went down into the cellar where
she had stowed her pack. She had caught her breath and filled up a bag with a
handful of everything. When she came up the ladder, the five men were there,
with another guy she hadn’t seen.

Damn it.

Aaron looked at her like the devil with a soul to collect. “This is Archie.
Our spotter. He was up on a rooftop when you split. Looks like you’re all
alone after all.”

She stared him down. “They’re all out raiding,” she said.

Breathe slow, talk low. Don’t look around, stare right at Aaron. I can
still get through this.

“Sure they are. So we’re gonna take what we want and then be on our
way.”

A few beats of silence while she thought about it. Manny and Archie
had guns drawn on her, but the two of them stood almost together and not ten
feet away. Nobody else had shown a gun. If she let them get close to her, she
knew what would happen. They’d take her guns and pat her down. They’d
realize what she was, and she’d end up on a leash. They wouldn’t kill her as
long as they figured it out first. She held that thought up to the light and
examined it.

Nope.



She dropped the bag to the floor, and the sound was an anticlimactic
thud. On the other side of the bar, inches away, Aaron pulled his machete.
She drew both guns and fired, not really seeing, toward where the two armed
men had been. She shot Aaron in the face, close up, as he tried to bring the
machete down. She flinched back from the spray of blood, stumbling. She
missed Chuck and hit his baseball bat; he dropped what was left of it and ran.
She fired again and again, making holes in people, aiming without eyes. She
hit one of them in the thigh, and he went down screaming. She winged and
grazed and cut them up more than anything. Kept it up until nothing moved.
The two who had guns had shot at her and missed, but she never knew it. Her
ears rang. She went outside, deaf and still holding her guns up. Chuck was
out there, trying to drag both women toward a bicycle, but they were both
fighting him. He had his back to the door.

“Drop the chain. Drop it.”

He looked over his shoulder at her, still holding both leashes. Up closer,
she could see they were made of heavy chain with padlocks at the neck. The
women looked chafed and sore where the chain rubbed. There was no way
they’d get out of them.

“Fuck you.”

“I’m holding the gun, asshole. Drop it.” She cocked back the hammer
on her revolver for good measure. Her hands were shaking. It was a punk
line. She didn’t know why she said that, why she cocked it. She was going to
kill him anyway. She drew it out for no reason.

He turned around and tensed up, to run or pull them in to shield him.
She couldn’t tell what his plan was. She shot him in the back of the head with
the newer gun. His skull caved in and blood came down between his shoulder
blades. He collapsed forward with the chains wrapped around his forearms.
Melissa, the younger one, fell back on her ass with the pull on her chain.
Roxanne stayed upright, staring at the dead man.

They stayed like that for a minute. It was all so absurd that she couldn’t
comprehend it. She had just shot six men in a saloon. She was a cowboy. She
felt nothing. Not remorse, not elation. She was a little sick, a little shocked,
but didn’t really feel bad. Her ears hurt, her heart did not. She put her guns
away and walked forward to yank the chains out of the dead man’s hand.
Once they were loose, she thought the two of them might run. They didn’t.
They stood there dumbly.



She turned to Roxanne. “Do you know which one had the keys?”

The leashed woman looked at her as though she had to translate what
had been said. “Aaron,” she said after a minute. “On his belt.”

She walked back into the saloon and found Aaron crumpled up on the
floor. She reached into the crumple and felt around for a key ring. She found
it, but it took her a minute to work the carabiner free and get them out. She
walked back into the sunlight. Melissa was still sitting on the ground, but she
had started to cry. The cowboy walked over to her first. Melissa flinched
away from her, but she got the key into the lock. The chains slid off the girl,
and she sat there, naked. She walked over to Roxanne and did the same. She
immediately rubbed her neck. They stood there for a minute, deciding.

“If you guys want to come inside, I’ve got food. And I bet we can find
some clothes.”

Roxanne looked at her sharply. “So, what? We’re yours now?”

The cowboy kicked the chains at her feet, and they rattled a little. “No.
You're free. You can go wherever you want. I just thought you’d have a
better chance of getting somewhere if you ate and put some clothes on.”

Melissa still sat on the ground, crying. She walked over to face her.

“Hey. You hungry?”

Melissa shook her head.

“You want a shirt?”

She nodded, sniffling.

She sat them down with bottles of water and went to the nearest houses
where she had been raiding. She came back with a bottle of olives, a can of
peaches, and a pile of women’s clothes. The women were exactly where she
had left them. The water was gone. She laid everything in front of them and
went in for more. The idea of staying in the saloon that night had just about
died. She wasn’t going to haul the bodies out, and they couldn’t sleep with
the bodies in there. She grabbed her gear and a case of water. She emerged
again to find they had both gotten dressed. Melissa was trying on shoes.

Roxanne was sitting up with her arms crossed.

“I found the best I could. Some of it probably doesn’t fit well, but you
can hope for better if you raid a store or a mall.” She looked at her under the
brim of her hat. Roxanne had a stony quality about her face.

“Have you got any cigarettes?”

She rummaged in the outer pockets in her bag. She knew she still had



some. “They’re gonna be stale as hell.”

“I don’t care.”

She handed Roxanne a book of matches from the saloon and she lit up a
menthol and inhaled deeply like a lifelong smoker. She watched the cowboy
the whole time.

Melissa finally spoke up. “Where are we?”

“In Oregon, right on the border with Nevada.”

“Wow.”

“Where did you come from? How did you guys get here?”

Melissa answered first. “I’'m from Michigan. I was traveling with my
boyfriend, just outside of Detroit. Aaron and some other guys shot him and
came and took me. We mostly drove here, but we walked some and rode
bikes. I’ve been on a leash since Vegas.”

“That’s where they found me.” Roxanne was smoking hard and fast
now, lighting up a second one. “I was with Nettie. Annette. We worked
together. She got away. I was tased, and I woke up with the chains on and
nothing else.”

“Are either one of you pregnant?”

The two freed women exchanged a glance. “No,” Roxanne said. “The
other girl was. Shawna. She died during the birth, and the baby didn’t make
it. That was last winter.”

“Are you having regular periods?”

They both looked at her.

“You’re still gonna try and fuck one of us?” Melissa said it with utter
disgust.

“Nope. I’'m a doctor. I’m trying to help you out.”

“She said she had medical experience, Melissa, remember? When she
was negotiating.” Roxanne looked at the other woman speculatively.

“Oh. You knew?” The midwife felt exposed.

Roxanne laughed a dry little laugh that was mostly smoke. “Working in
Vegas, I have seen every kind of impersonator on the planet, honey. I know a
drag king when I see one. You’re good. I’m not surprised the guys bought it.
But you don’t fool me.”

Her hat came off. Cowboy no longer. “Well, good. So, periods? Any
infections? Injuries? Chance you’re pregnant now?”

Roxanne shook her head, inhaling. “Hysterectomy. It saved me a lot of



trouble, back in the day. I got a constant UTI from that bunch of dicks that
we were with. But I think that’s it.”

Melissa was thinking with her brow scrunched up. “I think I had my
period this month. Pretty recently. I'm all torn up, though. It burns when I
pee. It aches all the time.”

After they ate, she dosed them both with antibiotics and painkillers. She
explained the dosage to them and gave them each a full run.

“Whatever happens, wherever you go, make sure you take the whole
run.” They finished off the night with a bottle of cranberry juice from the bar
and laid down to sleep in an ugly tract house.

In the morning, she told them both to watch for a pack. Roxanne found
hers right away, a high school kid’s backpack with a chest strap around the
front. It spanned across her ridiculous implants, making them even more
prominent.

Melissa searched listlessly, halfheartedly, before giving up.

When the three stopped to rest on an old porch swing and Roxanne had
wandered away, she asked Melissa if she wanted a shot.

“Just in case you get . . . caught again. It’ll keep you from getting
pregnant and going out like Shawna did.”

She stared with big, dark eyes. They were empty.

“Have you got anything that will just kill me? Like a painless injection
and I’ll go to sleep? Like a dog?”

“What?”

“I just want to die. I don’t want any more of this. I’ll just get caught by
some other band of dicks who’ll use me as a human blowjob dispenser.
Eventually they’ll kill me or I’ll starve to death. There’s no reason to
continue with this. Like a lot of morphine, maybe? Something peaceful? I
don’t want to be shot.”

“No . .. look . . . there’s no reason to die, either. You’re ok, in one
piece, and you’re recovering from what was done to you. That won’t happen
again.”

“It will. Yes, it will. There are no women left. Maybe a handful of us.
Eventually we’ll get used up. I'll get captured again. It’s all men out there
now.”

“Yeah, but they’re not all like that.”

“Maybe they didn’t used to be. What else is there now?”



They sat in silence for a minute. “Look. I don’t want to kill you. I don’t
want you to kill yourself. But it’s your choice. What I’m offering is a load off
your mind, just in case . . . in case you meet a guy you like. Do you want it or
not?”

“Sure.” She shrugged.

She gave Melissa the shot and a few morning-after pills for her pack,
when she found one.

Roxanne came back with a pack for Melissa. It was a hideous flowered
backpack. Melissa put her pills in it but wasn’t interested in gathering
supplies. She ate diffidently and seemed eager to go to sleep.

Slept with my arms wrapped around my medkit. Could have killed herself
with any number of things in it, but she didn’t. Morning = Melissa just gone.
Now we are two. Swing, swing, bang, bang, drink poison = win the game.

* & o

Roxanne sat up, blinking. “Where the hell did she go?”

She had been up for a while, staring at Melissa’s abandoned pack and
shoes. “I dunno, but I don’t think she’s coming back.” She didn’t want to
look for Melissa. She didn’t want to find the girl hanging in a garage or slit
open in a bathtub. Melissa had made her choice.

“So do you want to come with me?”

Roxanne dragged on her cigarette. “Who the hell are you, drag king?”

“Call me Ishmael.”

“What?”

“Nothing. I’'m Alex.”

“Where are you going, Alex?”

“North,” she said. “East. Away from where everyone else is heading.”

“They’re all following that radio broadcast.”

She looked up, her throat suddenly very tight. “What radio broadcast?”

“The one in Spanish. I didn’t understand it, but some of the guys did.
You got a radio?”



She didn’t, but they found a car with enough battery left to turn one on.
Roxanne sat in the passenger seat and tuned it in carefully, finding a very
narrow signal.

“. .. of the Republic of Costa Rica. We have established a survivors
colony in our sovereign nation where all those who lived through the plague
may come to live in peace. Most of our women did not die, so it is safe to
bring your women here. All women, come to the Republic of Costa Rica,
where you will be cared for as the mothers of a new civilization.”

The message repeated.

Directions followed, complete with coordinates. Alex translated the
Spanish Roxanne couldn’t make out.

Roxanne laughed her dry laugh. “Sure. Very safe. Bring all your
women here. Heh.”

“Yeah.”

They sat for a little while, listening to the message loop. Roxanne left to
pee eventually, and Alex carefully dialed up and down the entire radio band,
first AM, then FM. The Costa Rican signal was the only thing she could find.
She turned the car off. She thought about where they were.

No way that broadcast is from anywhere near Costa Rica. What would carry
the signal? Somebody wants people to head south, especially women. She
came back. Said she would go with me. Didn’t tell her what I thought about
the radio, but couldn’t stop thinking it. Packed up and started off on bikes, to
see where we could get.

Voly

Biking and hiking Through the shary, rocky ills of lanho: Some of Them are foo- steep o
bike; bul we've been dragging Them up. If helps speed Things along, and [ know were
making beffer fime Than we would on owr feef.

They camped out one night in a huge luxury RV they found abandoned at a
rest stop along a freeway. It had a glass bubble ceiling above the loft, and
they both lay on their backs, looking up at the stark and cloudless sky.

“So you’re a dyke, right?”

Alex thought for a while before answering. In the old days at nursing



school, she had stretched this answer out in long sociological discussions of
identity, fluidity, gender normative behavior in a heteronormative society.

Yes. No. Sometimes. Say yes, maybe she’ll want to sleep with me.

“I dated mostly women. In school. But my most serious long-term
relationship was with a man. Whatever you want to call that.”

Roxanne smoked, and the long curls of it hit the glass and pooled. It
smelled awful, but Alex wasn’t about to send her away. She cracked the roof
hatch.

“I just figured.”

“I didn’t always dress like a dude. This is a safety measure.”

“Yeah, but what if you found some people? A guy who could take care
of you? He could defend you, hunt for food so you don’t have to? What are
you gonna do when canned goods run out and you gotta shoot deer to live?”

I just shot six guys. Did she just forget that? Don’t fight. Talk easy.

Alex crossed her arms behind her head. “Shoot deer, I guess. Or fish. I
haven’t seen any deer.”

Roxanne turned toward her, up on an elbow. She stubbed out her
cigarette and automatically lit another. “We did, when we were in California
for a bit. In the hills there were mule deer with huge ears and huge feet. I
think you can eat them.”

“That’s good news. Anyway, why would I sell myself to a bunch of
guys who keep me for somewhere to stick it? What kind of deal could I
make?”

Roxanne smoked and sighed. “I would have talked myself off that
chain. They were just scared we’d run. It wouldn’t have lasted.”

Alex didn’t answer.

“I know what guys are like. I worked the pole when I was younger, then
retired into waitressing like everyone does. Guys think they’re always in
charge, but you can manipulate the shit out of them. We hold all the cards.”

“Not anymore.”

“What, babies? They don’t give a shit. Besides, every man on Earth
thinks his dick is magic and he’ll be the one to turn it all around. You think
they don’t? You should have seen them fight over Shawna, trying to guess
who knocked her up. We still hold the cards.”

“If you say so.”

“What, you don’t believe me?”



“I believe I found you chained up and naked. I don’t think you held
much then. Didn’t you say they tased you and kidnapped you? Didn’t I have
to treat you for abrasions and infections in your vagina? That’s not a lot of
cards, is it?”

She was quiet for a long time. “They didn’t have a Taser.”

“So...?”

“Nettie had a Taser. She kept it on her since she got raped back in oh
five. Katrina. She moved to Vegas right after. I met her at a bar, and we
moved in together. I loved her so much. I didn’t have any idea I could love a
girl like that.”

“I don’t understand.” Alex turned to look at her finally. Roxanne’s face
in the starlight and smoke was like a leather mask.

“Nettie had the Taser. We could hear them coming. She gave it to me
good right in the neck. To slow them down. So she could get away. I hope
she still has it.”

Alex stayed awake long after Roxanne had fallen asleep. When she
finally fell asleep, she dreamed she was an auctioneer, selling every girl she
had ever loved to men with long knives. Her dream tasted like ash.

let's fust say iT's The Fourth of Valy

Fucking laaho- is nothing but hills. Ly and down and can't ever see what's ahead. We walk
The Gikes half The Time; but it's sTill not as bad as walking. long strelch of nofhing so
we've been sleeping in The open: Hale, hale; hafe That = haraly skep af afl buf it's what
we've goi.

Traveling with Roxanne = fotally aifferent than being alone: Vust having someone
fo- Talk To- = enormows refief. She's asleep right now. Stars all out and The world s
completely fill of bugs.

Twitches in her sleep whew she gefs Uit bul dvesn't wake: Lowld skep Through
anyfhing. Poesn't complain; got a shary eye: Gof To- find a place fo- raid bug spray.
Sign says There's a Town in Z0 miles. Showld make it There fomorrow. Hoping for good
hunfer’s bug spray, stacks of jerky, and new coffon underwear. Preamworld. Really
need waier and a poriable filfer = cam arink The waier we find withowt worrying.

OF tourse she asked where [ was when it all weni down. Guess This is The new YT/



for those who- made it Through To- remember where we were: Wasn't one any, it wasn't
like yow were walking aown The streef and heard That The world was ending. Pon't want
Jo-av- his over and over again.

Starled as wnseflling pictures on The news, and Then people in some ofher city
were dying. Fucking government closed stadiums and airports, people on The news in
yellow swifs. Pead people: Feople in your cily, om your Glock. By The fime it was on fop
of ws, If was 100~ lnfe fo-mark The Time: Rememdber where [ was, lecanse ! was always af
The hospital. NO. On call and sleeping when [ could, There: NO. Told her some abour fhe
aeliveries, aboul The aead and dying women and labies, abouf gefling sick myself and
waking up achydrafed, confused, and alone: NO, NO, NO. Pon't want 1o-ask back = polife
To- ask back. Are we very polite savages now? Gave her fhe book. Told her fo- write it
aown: Fresh page:

The Book of Roxanne

[ was lving with Neffie in Vegas. She was younger and beffer looking Than me; she was a
cocklar] waifress af Lacsar’s. Good fips bul she had To- wear These killer heels. Her feet
lways hurl. [ worked af Sam's Town. Good crowd, but mostly ofaer. [ wore lower heels
buit balanced it out with This 1T job: [ made less in fips but more per howr. Neither of us
arank, we lelonged 10-The same gym; had a nice fiftle place in Henderson: [f was good.

50~ When The shit Wit The fan; nothing really changed. Vegas s like ifs owm planef.
Notodly walches The new's or wanis o Think aboul real Ife:

Tourists were still pouring im for a week or so; buf thew [ started fo-see o change:
One any it was like There were no- Asians af afl, and lef me [ell you; There are more
Asians in Vegas Than There are in Asia. [ came home from work and [old Neftie about i,
and she looked af me With her eyes Uiy and said it was True ow The strip, loo: We were
wsed To- seeing w lot of foreigners, but all of a suaden There weren't any. No-Eurofrash;
no- Geaufitul Glack men so-dark They were urple with their sfrange accent's and bright-
yellow gold jewelry. [ conlin't find amybody buf drive-in fomrists from California and
Arizona. [ slarfed asking arownd, lislening for New Yorkers or a dwmbfuck with
southern accent. [f was creepy, like The world was shrinking.

Then They shut down Melarran, and everybody freared. [ saw people hifehhiking



ouf of fown, offering a Thousand doflars for a rige im & minivan; frying To- gef home or
get ouf. [ sfarfed seeing sick people on The sireef. At first [ Thought [ was seeing baa
wightlime makeny in the daylight—0right-red cheeks and eyes with Too- muct Gack liner.
But These girls had fever. Youw could feel it baking off of Them. Some guys, foo: [ Wit The
grocery slore im Henderson; and It was a mob scene:

[ bought wafer and Toilt paper and chocolnle puading, don't know what [ was
Thinking. [ like pudding. / aon't know. [ got home and found Netfie sick, lnying on The
couet; burning up. [ fook care of her for anys. She burned so-hot [ thought she'd have
brain damage: 911 was busy and stayed busy. [ locked up The howse and made sonp and
foreed her To- aring.

The phone lines went outt. but [ coulan't get anyone fo- answer anyway. Then fhe
vower went off, and The wafer went with if. After alout a week, her fever broke: She was
skinmy and fired, buf alive: We had To-move fo-a howse with a pool, & block aown: [T was
omply. We slayed There wniil The waler starfed 1o~ grow algae: We loaded up some boffled
rich-Gifeh fizzy water and drove [o- some conavs we knew—high-end with an indoor poo!
and dll That shif. We sfayed There until we got caugh.

We were always hiding. We caught on slow That we dian't see amy women; and
groups of men seemed fo- be roaming everywhere: The first might in the conavs, we
slaned wp on & Top floor. We heard screaming oufside; and we pecked Through The
window, fneeling on The floor. We saw a gang of mayle fern guys rum down fhis
screaming lady—she was mayle Thirly. Heavy. She coulan't rom for shif, and fhey
caught her and fook Turns af her. Al first she screamed and fought, and Neffie held her
anrs and saf down on The Floor. Eventually Though; she just leid there and fook it. They
Turned her over and pinned her arms, and it 100k Them a while To- rum ouft of new ideas.
When it was over, they had To-carry her awny. They went foward another high-rise; and
we atan’t see them again. Neflie strapped her Taser 1o her leg and folt me she wasn't
going 1o~ get caught and raped. She would Fight and she would kill. [ nodded, buf [ dian't
know what The fuck we would do-if we got caught by that many gwys. Frotably nothing.

Il was mayle Ten anys lnfer when we were found ouf. We were on The second floor
of an office burlitng, heating up some soup. They must have been waiching ws, becaunse
They came sTrajght Toward The builiing, along The back rowfe we wsed To-sneak in: We had
broken some glass and Thrown it all over The stairs so- we could hear someone coming.



They were quiel, but the glass crunching did if. Netfie looked at me with those huge; wide
oyes. She asked me how many. [ conlan'’t el her by the sound. She got her Taser in her
hand and said she was ready. [ sfood up and faced The avor, holaing a pipe wrench [ had
found and Thought [ coulil swing. She, jammed it info- my neck from behind, and when !/
woke vp, she was gone and Anron and The guys had starfed fhe party withow! me: !/
slaned limp, made no- noise af all. Manny afe our soup while he waited his Turn. When
They were done; They helped me up fo- my feet and said we had To- hit the road. Aaron
looked af me and said They @ profect me; lecawse There were some ferritie men ouft There
These dnys. He really belioved [ was Gefler off with them:. [ cowld see if.

Ldian't Talk much: [ starfed learning them The way [ used fo-when [ was strigping.
learn Their needs, learn what They re sensitive about, learn how fo-work em. The ey fo
sIripping was never To- fuck Them; or af least not uniil they said The right numdber. !
knew That chip was gone; but There were ofher Things They wanted. Reassurance:
Something like infimacy. Mew dow't know how To-ask for That, They Think They can steal
i1. Whew They realize fhey canl, They know They have no- power. [ aian't Tell anyone I'a
had & hysterectomy, [ let them argue over whether or not [ was foo- old. The fairly
constant ganglang kepl me Gecaing enough for the illusion fo- stand.

We were bost for a whilee When we found Melissa, [ hoped shed mate if. Hor
boytriend fought ke hell To- profect Them bofly but he dian't have a gun: He must have
known he would 1ail. ln The end he Told The girl fo- run and he Tried To- hold Them off. He
died for her, but he barely got @ lick in. They shot him and then ran her down. She criea
for weeks. She never stopped, she even cried in her sleep. She was The flavor of The weet,
and [ got a litle Time off. [ got comvinced [ conld ron away white They were all drong,
wnd [ actually Tricd. That's how we ended wp chaimed. [ could have gotten ws uncharned
oventually. The weather got warmer, and we ended up naked almost all the fime: Melisse
ran Glood aown her legs seemed like every duy. [ staried gefting ws small things, laths
for instance: [I's so-much more appealing 10 fuck a gir! who's bathed This week. [ starfed
insisting That we gef fed The same; hinfing alout mayle gefting pregrant and needing
vitamins. And [ starfed picking my favorites and leing o [iffle more cooperafive with
Them: [ Tried 1o gef Melissa To-av- 11, Too; but she coulin't. She had never Turned a Trick
in her lite: [ never heard her story, buf some Things about her [ could just Tefl.

They found Shanna afl alone; not even hiding, just walking aown fhe road one duy.



She was s0- young. Af first [ thought mayle sixleen; she was preffy well aeveloped. But
she would Talk To- me when They weren't wsing her. She Turned ouf fo- be fourteen: fHer
whole family had died, and she had jusT Geen wanaering since: She had no- skills af all.
She had leen a good gir! with good grades. [ [old The gwys she neeaed aspirin or
something for the UTI she was dealing with: She had leen a virgin; she ol me; crying.
They Tore her The fuck up. But after a few weeks, she was fhrowing up every morning
and geiting Tired enougl o~ crash in The early affernoon. Foor kid had no- idea: She
Thought she had The fever affer all. Lhuck and Efhan rasded a arugsiore and came back
with a Tesl. She peed on the stick, and lo-and behold.

The guys put their heads fogether about everything They had heard about bubies
and The fever. More Than one of Them had heard That all The kids born during The
shifstorm had diea. They all agreed that none of us had fhe fever, so-the kid coulan't get
it. 50 they fook care of Shawna. They sfopped fucking her, miracle of miracles. They
rataed everywhere fo- bring her canned fruil and pickles and asked her what she was
craving. [ encouraged her To- fell Them her favorifes and mine foo; and [ used what /
know about pregnancy from lalking girls Through aborfions 10 hely out and seem wseful.

Alout The Time she staried To-show, The fight's began: At First it was just guessing
whose kid it was. They Talked every nmight about who fucked her first. lost. longest,
haraest. Then they got smart and fried fo-figure out who- hada fucked her affer she lpst
viea. Vimmy got ragged on preffy bad lecanse he always preferred The asshote fo- The
vussy, so- il coulin't be him: Aaron preffy muct look for granied that The kid was his
and refused fo- participate: fe always acted like he was leffer Than fhe ofhers, like some
kind of nafural-born leader. Shawna barely knew what it meant or what would happen:
She had no-kind of guess about The father, and she was atvaid of all of Them:

Anron eventually spoke wup. fe Told Them The kid was lis, Shawna was lis, and
would remain That way. He would have her and The taby To- himself when it was all over,
and anyone who- had a protiem with that could eaf a bullet. He said mother and child
needed profecting and that he would protect what was bis. That shutt down comversation.

He was kind of Tender vith her. Staried calling her prized possession” or pride
and foy.” She dian't see The good in 17,

[ dian't know whai fo-Tell her. [f she made some kind of alliance with Anron; went
along with his claimy The ofher guys might respect that ke they respected him: I The kid



was Glack or Asian, That @ make it tlear. and Aaron might give wp. She had no
vreferences, fust lerror. She just wanifed fo- cal and skey with her thin liffle arms
wragped arownd her telly.

She was mayle six or seven months gone when shif got real. She starfed cramping
wup and Gleeding First Thing in The morning. [ fold Aaron fo- send The guys out for gawze
wnd clean fowels and all That stuft. They wanied fo- move her fo-a by hospifal They had
seen back down The road, bui she was Twisted up in agomy, and we didn't have o good way
fo-carry her. [ dian't want To-amyway, all The hospitals are full of the aead. We ended up
inside & gas slafion Witk boilled wafer and a hunling knife and Glue shop Towels. Shawna
cried and screamed and doulled wp in pain: Everybody stared af her excepl Melissa; who
saf aown in one of The aisles and afe a cowple cans of Fringles.

[ got her shorts off and [ook a look. [ don't know fucking anyfhing about Girthing
no- babies, ke The slave in that movie saia, but neifher did The guys. She was Gleeding in
Trickles and gushes, and [ conlan't see amylhing. Howrs weni by with me sfaring lefween
her legs and Telling her To- breathe or push or whajever and giving her water. About
sundown, she sfopped Gleeatng for a while and just screamed. The guys it candles and
forches and whatever They couwlt find, The place smelled like burning plastic; and [
wondered aboul gas or oil or whatever just blowing The siafion up.

Outt of nowhere; Shawna healed wp. [f was ke Turning om an eleciric slove: Her
face and foints were hot To- the Towch: The heat off her Thighs was Chstering as [ sat
There waiting. Finally, Shawna lore aown, and [ saw the kid's head. [} was startlingly
white Through all The tlood, and ! Tofd her To- push hard. She aid, crying and obviowsly
getting weaker. The kid came out all in a rush; ke a popped cork. Blood spilled out in &
wave lehind The baly, soaking me and Anron, who had come prefty close: He backed up
quick To- get oul of ff. The taby was in my hands, finy and fhin: fe dian’t move or
treathe: The cord reached buck mio-her. and [ loff it alone: [ patted him; [ smacked him;
[ Tried To-clear his mouth: He was boTchy and Gue and never drew a breath: [ fold Aaron
10 hotd him: [ handed The kid off. and Aaron wrapgped himy in shop fowels and Tried fo- sfir
him: The: guys offered a few lame suggestions, but They pefered ouf. None of us fmew
whai fo- ao:

Shawna loy limp on The floor, shill Geeatng out and Turning white: [ checked her
vulse The way They ao-it in The movies. [ fell somefhing Timy Tick unaer my fingers, ke a



bug wnder & picnic: blankef. She was cooling off. [ Tried fo- hold her up and slapped her
face @ le: No- reaction: [ pulled af The cora, and The placenin gushea out with another
buckel load of Glood behind iT. How This skinmy kid could have so-much blood fo-give wp, [
aon't know. With it out, [ coulit see That The kid had rigped her wide open: [ conlan't Tell
what was what down There, she was just shreds. [ packed shop Towels between her legs
and laid Them fogether To-the siae. There was nothing [ conld av:

[ Told Aaron she was going To- die from lood loss. He looked af me; holiing The
laby That had never breathed. They all sfood around, staring. Nobody knew what fo-do-or
say. Affer a while, Aaron lnid The baly aown in Shawna's arms, and we leff Them fhere
fogether. Melissa got hawled up by her elfow, sTill hotiing two-cans of Those awtul chips.
The chains went back on: Nobody Talked about Shawna or the taby. Two-dnys lfer. [ got
To- wash the biood of¥ me: Things were preffy muck the same after that unfil we ran infs
you:

Back To-me

Wish [ haan't read her sfory. Felt that sick rush [ had always felt affer a bad birth
Adrenaline and aisappointment = sick. Fily. Held lack o Thowsana medical quesfions
aboutt The Girth: She protably wowlan't know The answer, and it'’s not like it maffered.
Lowlin't sfop Thinking about The hospital where ! saw it all fall apart. Every laby dead.
Amost every mother dead. Lreeping fever That came from nowhere: We never even really
figured ouf how it spread. No- fourists from Asiw or Europe: No- planes overhead. Mayle
not. just This couniry, mayle everywhere: Maybe fhe world.

Almost aawn now. Going To-sleey for a while: Morning ['m going To- suggest we skiy
FPocalello; There's likely people There: We showld swing soull and raid in The small fowns,
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Roxanne and Alex had some good nights. They played checkers in an old
diner while they ate a whole can of strawberry pie topping, sugary glaze and
all. They talked about where they would go, what they would look for in a
place to make a stand. Alex sang a little, and Roxanne said she missed the
piped-in music of the casino. Roxanne read trashy romance novels that she
found along the way, sometimes reading passages aloud.

“His throbbing member aroused her, though she had never known the
touch of a man before!”

They giggled like girls and rode along an old highway, not another
living thing in sight. Roxanne told terrible jokes she had learned from
customers while she worked. Alex told her the standard nursing jokes and
apocryphal stories of men with their dicks stuck in vacuum cleaners, in Coke
bottles, in improvised cock rings. The legendary drill to remove the
champagne bottle from an unwise asshole.

They raided a little cul-de-sac of houses. Corpses were drying out all
over. The smell wasn’t as bad as when they were wet, especially when they
opened the windows. Alex found a full bottle of Oxycontin and kept it for
trade. Roxanne looked for a gun of her own. She searched the hidden places
in those houses, under beds and high in closets.

One house had a wall safe in an office and she was convinced there was
a handgun in it. They slept in the den, on big, soft couches laid out on a
sunken floor. In the morning, Roxanne was in the office right at sunrise,
searching. The office had a huge aquarium on one wall. The water had all
evaporated and the room smelled like the rotting fish. Alex opened the
window that faced the backyard, thinking it was safer than the one that faced
the street. The air and light came streaming in, and she helped Roxanne look.

The office was like a checklist of prestigious artifacts. Green glass
banker’s lamp with a brass body. Oak desk like an aircraft carrier. Large
blotter and Montblanc pen lined up next to FranklinCovey day planner. The
dead man in the bed upstairs had likely thought himself pretty important. A
tiny blue book in one drawer held account numbers, passwords, credit card
numbers, and five crisp hundred-dollar bills folded in half. Roxanne slipped



the money into her bra without looking at it. Alex stared at her for a moment
before they both burst out laughing.

When the moment passed, Roxanne dug it back out and set it gently
down on the desk.

“Maybe he didn’t want to write it down,” Alex offered.

“He would. Thinks he’s fucking James Bond.” Roxanne went back to
staring at the book, scowling. “He was the kind of guy who wrote down all
his passwords, because he’s worried that he’d forget someday.”

Alex shrugged and let her obsess. An hour later, Roxanne was still
working. Alex checked the kitchen and found the pantry untouched. They
feasted on tuna and tomatoes and beans, and Alex ate a whole can of peaches
while Roxanne turned the pages again and again.

Roxanne laughed abruptly. “Last page. In case of emergency, call three
five four six one oh. That’s only six numbers.”

She walked to the wall safe and dialed it in: 35-46-10. The door swung
open, and she pulled it wide, excited and pleased with herself for figuring it
out.

Stacked up inside the case was an obscene amount of cash. Banded
perfectly pristine stacks of hundreds, from the bottom to the top. Roxanne
clawed it out onto the floor, hoping for something else behind it. No luck.
Bands of bills hit the floor and spread out, sliding against one another,
whispering paper defeat. Nonplussed, Alex sat down again.

Roxanne stood there, looking at it.

“No way a guy has this much money and no gun. There’s a gun here.”

“Roxanne, maybe he was really antigun. Maybe he had hired goons.
You don’t know that there’s a gun here.”

“There is. There is.”

By the third day, Alex wanted to leave. Roxanne would not be moved.
Alex sat, frustrated. She read the magazines in the bathroom. She did inverted
push-ups on the stairs.

Roxanne did not give up until she found it. She had been right all along,
and she found it. After several days, she was muttering, all day long.

“Little dicks. All little dicks have guns. He’s paranoid about the money.
He was into something dirty. He thinks he can’t trust anyone so he needs
serious firepower. Helps him sleep at night.”

Alex had stopped trying to talk to her. Roxanne was trying to get into a



dead man’s head, and it was starting to scare her. Roxanne didn’t eat for
almost a day, pacing the bedroom with the corpse. She dragged the mattress
off to one side, with his dried out body stuck to it. The gun was not
underneath. The gun was not hidden in a flour canister or in the basement.
She tore everything out of the linen closet, checked the freezer, and ended up
letting out an unbelievable enclosed stink of rotting meat. It was not on top of
the high kitchen cabinets, where there was an inch of dust and dead bugs. The
gun was not under the bathroom sink or the kitchen sink, and there was not a
single loose brick in the fireplace. They always went back into the office,
where money carpeted the floor. She flopped down onto the big leather chair,
and Alex sat on the desk.

“It’s ok,” Alex told her. “You’ll find one.”

“There’s one here,” she insisted again. “I can feel it. I know this guy.
He has a big motherfucking gun in his house. Maybe his wife doesn’t know,
but I know. He likes to hold it sometimes and repeat snappy one-liners from
action movies. It’s here. He’s just got it hidden somewhere clever.”

The next night, they slept on the same big couches. Alex fell asleep
right away. She woke when she could hear Roxanne pacing and muttering.

“Roxanne. Come on, lay down and get some sleep. You can’t search for
shit if you’re tired.”

“I’m cold.” She said it shortly, and Alex knew she was using it as an
excuse to stay up and obsess.

She sat up and kicked the lid off the ottoman in front of her. She had
seen a hundred like it at friends’ houses, especially the ones who had kids.
Sometimes they were full of toys or junk hidden just before company arrived,
but usually they were full of blankets. She pulled out a puffy comforter in
melon green and held it out to her. Roxanne looked over at her, not
understanding.

“Blankets. You’re cold, right?” Alex reached back into the ottoman to
get another for herself, and as she picked it up, something rattled underneath.

Roxanne perked up at the noise and crossed the room toward the
ottoman. Where the blankets had been, there was a folded white sheet, and
she pulled it out as a bunched blur and threw it on the floor.

“I knew it.” She screamed out the words, and all her frustration from
this week was in them. “I fucking knew, I fucking knew he had a gun.”
Reaching in again, she pulled out a box of bullets. And then another. And



another.

She opened a box and held up a fat slug. “There is a gun here. This
proves it.”

“All right. Yes. You were right. There’s a gun here. Now can you
please fucking relax so that I can sleep?”

Roxanne smiled at Alex and sat down on the couch beside her. “Sorry,”
she said. She pulled up the melon-colored blanket and laid Alex down
tenderly. Without any discussion, Roxanne lay down with her. The couch
was long and deep, and there had always been enough room; they just hadn’t
done it before. Roxanne’s legs tucked neatly behind hers, and she lay her
head on the opposite armrest. With their bodies close together under one
blanket, they were warm immediately, and Alex drifted off fast. Alex slept
deeply, sweetly, in the simple contact with Roxanne’s body.

She dreamed she was with Jack, and when she woke up, she had a ghost
of grief beside her. She put the ghost away and looked over at Roxanne.

We should do this every night.

They packed up what they wanted to take. Alex searched the kitchen
again and found a jar of instant coffee. Bliss. Roxanne was so focused on
finding the gun and didn’t give a shit about the coffee. She turned down the
expensive lotion and the jar of marshmallow fluff.

Out of things to do, Alex paced the living room. She stopped to check
the side windows over and over again, to see if anyone was in the
neighborhood. She saw nobody out on the street. She turned back to tell
Roxanne and saw she was walking across the room to the mantel. It held an
old wedding picture, a college grad photo, and some small pictures of
grandchildren in tasteful frames. In the middle there was an ugly little mantel
clock, the kind that’s round in the middle with little wings off the sides.

She turned back to Alex suddenly. “What time is it on the clock in the
study?”

“I dunno, like three thirty or something.”

“Right, and three thirty in the bedroom, too.” She looked back at the
mantel clock. The hands pointed to dead midnight. She put both her hands on
it, searching it all over. She pulled the plug out of the wall. On the back of it,
she found the catch, and the face of it dropped open like a drawbridge.

Inside was a .357 Magnum. A ridiculously large gun, a cannon. An
expensive prop for an insecure man. Roxanne picked it up and held it.



“It’s so heavy.”

Alex watched her raise it in a two-handed grip toward the far wall,
testing the weight of it. She looked at it through one eye, using the sight at
the end of the barrel.

It’s loaded. Any asshole who owned Dirty Harry’s gun and kept it in a
hokey little hideaway like that clock would be stupid enough to keep it loaded
and ready to kill imaginary intruders.

It was on the tip of Alex’s tongue to tell her.

Before she could, it went off. Roxanne had squeezed the trigger just
enough. The gun bucked hard and just missed her face, landing on her
shoulder, but she still held it in both hands. The sound of it was like an
explosion. Alex crouched instinctively with her hands over her ears. The hole
it put in the wall of the room was wide and jagged. Alex could see the pitted
drywall and the stud underneath. She turned to Roxanne, furious.

She took one look at Roxanne’s face, and the anger drained out of her.
Roxanne looked terrified.

Stricken. She had had no idea what would happen, or that the gun had
been loaded at all.

“Have you ever shot a gun before?” Alex could hardly hear herself over
the ringing in her ears.

She shook her head. Alex sighed and walked over to her. She looked so
shaken Alex couldn’t help but hug her. Roxanne held on to the gun but
wrapped her arms around Alex anyway. Alex could feel her struggling to get
control of her breath.

“Sorry.”

Alex pulled back to look at her. “It could have been worse.”

She nodded and kept the gun carefully pointed at the floor.

“We’ll have to practice.”

“How did you learn it?”

Alex thought about all the time she had spent with her dad, and the
momentary lapse into nostalgia triggered an empty howling in her heart. His
face was sharp in her mind, and she ached with grief. He was holding her; he
was holding his guns. Using the range at the station to practice with the little
9mm he let her use when she was small. She remembered the .22 she got for
her sixteenth birthday and how much her mother had hated it. She called her
husband a Tea Partier, a gun nut, a throwback. Nothing stuck. He didn’t care.



He voted Democrat with the union, every time. He voted for gun control and
the assault weapons ban and any move toward licensing or registration that
came up. Alex had heard him say more times than she could remember that
people who didn’t know how and when to use a gun had no business owning
one.

He was a good man. Not the last one.

She looked back at Roxanne. Her face was so naked and lost that
Roxanne was shocked for a moment, waiting for her to focus and toughen up.

“I learned from my dad. I’ll show you.”

In their last two days at the house, they worked on the gun. How to hold
it, how to stand. How to use the safety. How to load it, clean it, carry it. Alex
wished Dirty Harry had a pancake holster for this thing. Alex hated the gun in
Roxanne’s waistband. It was too heavy, too bulky, and there was no hiding it.
Roxanne didn’t care.

Both of them armed, they got back on the road. Alex was glad for her.
Roxanne needed practice firing it, but so far she was still too scared of it. She
walked taller, seemed happier. Just having it made her feel better.

! Aungust

She's gone:



CHAPTER 4

Miad-Augnst

Gelling wsed To-being alone again: First thought = alone solo.just lonely and scared, but
now [ Think [ hale her. Hate that she woulin't stay with me: Hafe fhat [ wake up in The
mididle of The might looking for her. Not like she was with me forever. Not like [ got wsed
To-her. Showlan't hurt me forever. Hate hurt hate: Fuck his and fuck you:

S%VfWﬁ‘

Hoping To-make it info- Loloradv; bul Uiak is slowing me aown. Everything = dry. Hasn'f
rained in a long fime here; and ! spend all my Time raiding wafer. Loming near fo- Salf
lake; and There is crazy shif painied on every Gilltoard, every sign; every howse [ pass.
The roads are haunited.

FERKINS-GATES FAMILY. HEAP FOR THE CAMPGROUNDS
STAY OUT OF PROVO—EPWARP TIMSOV
THE TIME HAS LOME
THE WHITE HORSEMUST G0 TO THE ROLKY MOUNTANS

HOWARD ANP EAMILY GRAY HAVE CLEAN WELL WATER, HEAP EAST O



80

TOWAR P VOR PAN MEAPOWS

R of howses, marked with an X. Pon't need a key [0~ franslafe: X' = everyone
Inside = aead.

18 Seplember mayle; just guessing af this point

Small fown called Eqen—what else? Everyfhing in Uiah has o weird Gidle vite: Every
builaing [ scouted was emply. Every howse and office and slore: No- live people; no- aead
veople = raplure really happened. Raided The general store and wailked strajght fhrough
The cenier of Town with a shogping cart. Population of This Town « 500 before; no-sign of
anyone: For months. Pust s thick on everything

Found a howse with a paniry that was stocked with the idea of famine or siege:
Enougl here 1o keep a large family for years. Sealed droms of wafer, flowr. sugar
Bisquick, and rice. Kifs for 1Z pinds of freeze-dried potafoes. Lans and cans of soup,
frul, veg, chocolate sauce: Lots of emply spaces on The shelves, but I could have skipped
The store aliogether. Whote place locks up Fight, well out back, and Three pertectly oiled
rifles im & glass case: Five slofs i The case stand emply. Prawer underneatk is full of
shells = home of a survivalisT. Must have aied in a hospital = There's no- sign of Them
here: Going 1o~ stay awlile: Lan't carry Three rifles, bul [ can hold This place down: Wish
Roxanne was here:

STill hur's. Starling lo-understand why she leff me:

What hagpened with Roxanne was we were riding through the lost bt of liaho-on o
greaf any. Wasn't [o0- hot. buf The day was long and golder; and we were laughing af
some sfupid 5101y she had 101d. Looked over af her while she laughed, seeing The way she
Threw her head back, and starfed feeling for her. Not falling in love or anything buf just
That first Tenaerness of liking, of really ajgging somebody’s aelails = way more Than !
wsed To- feel aboul o coworker who showed wp with donui's or somebody who waved me in
when fraffic was anful. Agpreciafion of niceness im anofher person: Sweel.

They came over a hill, and there he was.



He sat astride a huge Harley, but it was perfectly in proportion with
him. He was massive, with wide bulges of muscle in a black T-shirt under a
black leather vest. His thinning dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail. The
legs in his jeans were wide and rock hard, and his motorcycle boots were
probably a size thirteen. He looked up at us rolling helplessly downhill
toward him, his face breaking into a huge open smile. No sunglasses. Alex
could see his brown eyes sparkle like the eyes of a puppy. He was so happy
to see them.

Alex skidded and wobbled, trying to stop. Roxanne yelped a little and
fell in the road, dumping her pack behind her. The huge guy got off his bike
and loped toward her. Alex dropped her pack and drew one gun on him.

“Don’t move.”

He didn’t hear her or he didn’t care.

He got to Roxanne, and she was already standing up, getting her
bearings. He saw the gun at her waist and drew up short. He looked back at
Alex and caught on.

“Hey,” he said, hands immediately up in the air. “Hey, it’s cool. I’'m
cool. We’re cool.”

“Who are you with?” Alex was trying to look everywhere at once while
keeping her eyes on him, look for signs of a group, to see if someone was
coming to join him.

“Nobody! It’s just me. I’ve been alone for a long time, that’s why I was
so glad to see you.”

“You got a gun?”

“I got a toy gun in my saddlebags that I painted black, in case I need to
scare somebody. Not a real one.”

Alex popped her chin at Roxanne to tell her to look. She pulled it right
out. “Plastic.” She dropped it back in with some scorn. She rifled through the
rest of his belongings. “Nothing.”

“Ok.” Alex lowered her gun “We are going to walk away, slowly. I'm
going to be watching you. If you try any stupid shit, I’ll kill you. I’'m not
gonna take your motorcycle or shoot you just for fun, and you’re not gonna
do anything dumb. Ok?”

“Wait! Shit, no, please wait. I haven’t seen a single human being in
months. Please, just let’s talk for a little while. Please? Look, my name’s
Duke. What’s your name?”



Alex didn’t answer, but Roxanne did. “I’m Roxanne.”
He turned toward her, beaming. “Like the song! “You don’t have to put

y»

“I hate that fucking song,” she cut him off. She lit a cigarette. “Come
on, let’s take a break here and talk to him a little. What’s he gonna do?”

Alex fumed at her. That fucking gun. She thought she was invincible
with it.

“Fine.” Alex dug in her bag and got out some oatmeal, her least favorite
thing. She started a small fire on the roadside to heat it up, and Duke hauled a
can of sausages out of his bag. He roasted them over the small flames. When
they were crackled, he offered them to the women.

Roxanne took one, but Alex turned him down to eat her shitty oatmeal.
Roxanne gobbled up the smoked sausage and smiled at him.

I hate them both.

“So, where you from?” she asked him with her cocktail waitress charm
turned on.

What does she expect for a tip?

He jumped right in. “Montana. I was on a run with a bunch of guys who
got sick. When I headed back into Detroit, the city was burning down, so I
just turned back out and kept going. I guess it got pretty bad and damned near
everybody died. I’ve just been riding and looking for people. But there was
hardly anyone in Montana before this plague. I know I saw some people
outside Detroit, but they hid from me. I guess nobody trusts anybody these
days. I get that. But I’'m going crazy with nobody to talk to.”

Roxanne smiled at him, and Alex knew right then. This was the end.
She saw it coming.

“Where are you two headed?”

“North,” Alex said.

“Who knows?” Roxanne said at the exact same time.

“Well, I wanted to head out to California, maybe the cities where there
used to be millions of people. The winter’ll be easy there, and I’ll find
somebody. Why don’t you come with me?”

“Nope,” Alex said. “We travel alone.”

“Well, now wait a minute,” Roxanne said. “It might be nice to have a
man around, just in case.”

Alex stared at her. She hadn’t changed her look at all. She was clearly



still trying to pass as male.

Roxanne had just done it to make her feel exposed.

Duke looked Alex up and down quickly but didn’t say anything. He
wasn’t stupid.

“We’ve run into some trouble on the road,” she said.

She’s looking at him like a princess in a fucking tower.

“Rapists and murderers. I was thinking we could use some muscle, just
in case we run into that kind of trouble again.”

“I would be happy to defend you ladies,” Duke said with a shine in his
eyes. Every man on Earth thinks his dick is magic. Alex could hear Roxanne
saying it in her head the day they had met.

“I don’t need defense.” Alex stood up and kicked the empty can of
oatmeal away. “I got it. Roxanne, let’s go. He’s had some conversation.
We’re done here.”

Duke looked at her, his need plain on his face.

Now he’s the princess. Climb on up, Roxanne.

Roxanne looked back, and Alex could see her sizing him up like a
butcher looks at a cow.

She knows she has an opportunity to trade up. She’s not stupid. Or new
at this.

“Let’s camp here for tonight.”

“It’s not even sundown yet.”

She made a little-girl face. “Yeah, but I'm tired. And I want to talk with
Duke some more.” She turned her eyes back to him, and he smiled like an
idiot.

Alex unrolled her sleeping bag and made camp. She did her best to
ignore them. She wrote in her journal and refused conversation. She looked
up at one point and saw him teaching her how to hold the gun. It was exactly
the way Alex had shown her, but she was pretending not to know anything at
all.

Next any
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Duke relaxed a great deal after dinner. He took one long drink from a bottle
he drew from his saddlebag and offered it around. Both women refused.

Roxanne was the one to get him talking, but they both wanted to know.

“So what did you hear about the plague?”

He leaned back and looked up at the sky, watching the smoke from their
fire drift upward. “Not much, really. One of the guys on the run was worried
on the first day, saying his kid sister was in the hospital. I had heard rumors
about some kind of flu infecting nurseries and daycares and whatnot. He said
she had gotten real sick at the school where she worked and spent a day at
home before her roommate took her in to the ER. So this guy was checking
his text messages constantly. The guys made fun of him for always being on
his phone, but he never did it while riding, so I didn’t mind. Anyway, one day
he said he can’t get his newsfeed to work. He had been telling us the news
was weird and that there were maybe riots in LA or somewhere. But when he
went back on when we stopped for the night, he couldn’t get anything.”

He shifted his position and realized they were both staring at him
intently. “What’s the matter?”

“We just haven’t heard much of the news. Either one of us. We were
both kinda out of the loop, you know?” Roxanne smiled at him in that
helpless way.

“All right. I guess that makes sense. I don’t know everything, either, but
maybe I heard different than you two. So that same night one of the old guys
on the run finally turns his phone back on. He was the kind of guy who had it
for emergencies, but you could never get him to pick it up. He logs on to his
Facebook, and right away we can tell he’s upset. He dials up his voicemail
and tells us his wife’s real sick and they’ve been looking for him. We tried to
talk him out of riding home, but he lived in Indiana, and he said he knew the



way so well he could do it in his sleep. He took off right then.

“After that, every one of those guys and their old ladies checked in.
They turned their phones on, made calls, listened to their voicemail. One after
the other, they had to leave. Sick wife. Sick kid. Sick girlfriend. Dead
girlfriend. After that night, there were only about ten of us left.”

“Didn’t you have anybody to worry about?”

Duke looked a little embarrassed. “My mom. I was never married. But I
turned my phone on and . . . well . . . my mom wouldn’t have said shit if she
had a mouthful. I thought about it, but I waited until morning. I didn’t want to
believe the run was over; I look forward to it every year. But some shit was
clearly going down. In the morning, even more guys were gone. The rest of
us decided to call it and take off. The whole way to Detroit, I thought about
my mom. She lived in a shitty little house in one of those neighborhoods they
show on TV when they want to talk about what a shithole Detroit is. But I
couldn’t even get close. I got close enough to see the fire and smell it. It
smelled like gas and burning tires and hot paint. I knew there was nothing
worth going in for. I still didn’t understand. I was pretty freaked out. I saw a
group of guys on the road that day. They were just walking. I yelled at them
and waved, trying to get them to talk to me. They turned and ran like they
saw the devil. Man, Detroit could burn down and that wouldn’t surprise me,
but I never saw that kind of fear from a bunch of men! Sometimes I know I
scare women or little kids . . . I’'m just big. But that freaked me out more than
anything. What did they think I was gonna do?

“So I got back on the road and got off in the first town I saw. I was
having a hell of a time getting gas. I started refilling when my tank was only
half-empty, and I picked up that jerrican you see there. I had to siphon gas
out of cars and tankers . . . and there just wasn’t anybody anywhere. Cars
stood open in some places, and every gas station was deserted. I started
seeing dead people here and there. That creeped me out so bad. I couldn’t
stand it. If there was dead people, I’d leave and find gas or food elsewhere. I
started to feel like a ghost.

“So I was stealing gas at this Shell station, using a siphon to suck it out
of the underground tank after I pried open the cover. I finished filling the bike
and the canister, and I went inside the station. Nobody was dead in there, so I
washed my mouth out with half a warm Coke and drank the rest.

“I walked over to the newsstand, and there was hardly anything there.



The Times was sold out, but the local paper had no stories, just a directory of
where to go. Red Cross sites, schools turned into disaster shelters. And two
places where you could take bodies. There was a box at the bottom talking
about gloves and masks and communicability.”

He sounded this word slowly, one syllable at a time. He had struggled
with it in the Shell station, knowing it was a word he had heard but had never
had to read to himself before. He knew its meaning from context, as we know
all words, but he could not have defined it if asked.

“The one big paper they had left was the Washington Post. It had a
picture of the president on the front page, and the story said he was hiding in
an underground bunker somewhere. They had pictures they said could prove
it. The bottom half had an article about death tolls in the major cities. The
Post was always full of shit, but they were saying ninety-eight percent fatality
in men.”

Alex perked up at that, unable to maintain her stony silence. “Ninety-
eight? You’re sure that’s what it said?”

“They used the number instead of the words, and it was on this huge pie
graph. I’m sure.”

No way it was ninety-eight percent of men. That would mean it was
more than ninety-nine percent of women. That’s insane.

“But women were dying way more than men in San Francisco.”

Duke was nodding solemnly. “The Post said that doctors were saying
the plague was harder on women and girls than men and boys, but they didn’t
put a number on that.”

Roxanne looked stunned. “That’s not . . . there’s no way. There would
be almost no one left.”

“You see anyone around here?” Duke wouldn’t look at her. None of
them could look at each other.

Alex thought about the number of people she had seen, dead and alive.
She thought about the dead bodies piling up at the hospital. She added up
impossible numbers, and she could not make herself believe it.

Duke was looking down at the dirt. “I don’t know what the name of that
town was, but when I was headed back out to the freeway, I went by the city
dump. I could see huge piles of corpses. Burned. Black pyramids in the
middle of all that garbage. I couldn’t look at that long. I stayed on the road
until I ran out of gas, and then I used the tank to refill. I couldn’t go back into



a city until I was bone-dry and had to walk the bike down an off-ramp. I felt
like the last man on Earth.”

They slept fitfully that night. He was not the last man on Earth. They
were not the last women.

But the number was small and getting smaller every day.

One more goddamned any
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Roxanne gave her companion a long look.

“You should come with us. We’ve come together this far.”

Duke spoke up from a few feet away, packing his saddlebags. “You
ladies ready? We should cover some miles today, make up for lost time.”

Roxanne looked over her shoulder. “One second.”

He kept talking, mostly to himself. “Can’t cover much ground on
bicycles. Gonna have to find motorcycles or one of those little scooters. The
Euro jobs, like a Vesta or what the fuck ever. They’re easy to handle.”

Roxanne was already packed and ready to go. She made it seem like she
was arguing, but she knew how this would end. “Come on, you can’t take off
by yourself. Don’t end it like this.”

I can’t. I just can’t, and I don’t know why. But you shouldn’t go, either.

Their eyes met. “Don’t go south. I don’t know what that broadcast is
about, but I don’t think it’s good news. You might want to let him carry the
gun. He’s a good shot. You haven’t learned to handle it yet. Convince him
you two should hole up somewhere. Don’t risk another group of guys. It
won’t end well.”

“You’re really not coming.”

“I can’t.”

Roxanne turned back to Duke. “Can I ride behind you?”

He lit up. “Yeah! Yeah, I've ridden with a passenger that way lots of



times. No sweat. And we can find you a helmet and ride slow so your friend
can follow.”

“Nope, you two go ahead.” Alex tried to sound sunny, just a change of
plans. Not abandoned. She picked up the bike and got ready to leave.
Roxanne walked over to her, and she waited, head down, for what she would
hear.

“Come on, don’t be like that. We’re both safer traveling with a man.
You know that. He’s harmless, look at him.”

Don’t do this. Don’t make me tell you how it will end. Stay with me.

“He is harmless. Like Melissa’s boyfriend was. You’re not safer just
because he’s bigger with a dick. He can die like anyone else.”

“Yeah but the two of us are just sitting ducks.”

“With guns.”

She dropped a hand to the butt of her comically large firearm. Alex
looked there and not at her face.

“You feel better with him because he’s a guy and you can probably get
him to die for you. Fine. Best of luck to you both. Mazel tov. But I’m taking
off.”

They both knew Duke could hear them. They didn’t care.

“You trusted me to watch you while you slept, to go with you. Why not
him?”

“I don’t know. It’s a feeling. This doesn’t feel like a good idea.”

Roxanne shook her head, turning away. “You just can’t stand the idea
that you might not always be in charge. Good luck, sweetheart. Be careful out
there.”

For a moment, it looked like Roxanne might reach out and touch her,
hug her, make one last gesture. Instead she just walked away, back toward
Duke. “Let’s go,” she said to him.

Duke smiled and raised a hand. Alex gave them a half wave and got on
her bike, pedaling away against the rise of the hill, slowly and laboriously. As
she sweat up the hill, she hoped they weren’t watching. When she reached the
top, she heard the ripping sound of the Harley starting up. She looked back
and saw them one last time. Roxanne sat behind him with her arms wrapped
around his thick torso and her pack on her back. His ponytail whipped in the
wind and picked up like a flag as they accelerated. They didn’t look back,
and after a minute even the sound of the motorcycle was lost to her.
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CHAPTER 5

Two days later she walked out into a light flurry of snow, headed back to
town the way she had come. The day before, she had busily piled dry
firewood into a wheelbarrow she found in a shed and trucked it to her
assumed home, making piles inside and on the porch. The second day, she set
out for town. The constant motion of the snow made her nervous, and her
eyes tracked movement everywhere, her heart racing and slowing. She forced
herself to get calm, but she had to put her hand on her gun to do it. She
thought to herself of the way babies are soothed just being near the breast,
just having the pacifier to comfort them. A gun certainly pacifies.

The street turned onto the main drag of the little town. Flat storefronts
faced the road like the set in a Western. She kept close to one side, glancing
up to the windows every few steps. Nothing stirred. The unnatural calm and
ringing silence of snow pleased her somewhat. She would hear something
moving near her, she was sure of that.

She saw the general store, and a small specialty shop that seemed to sell
honey and bee-themed tchotchkes of the kind that would delight tourists. She
found the post office, useless and littered with papers. She passed a drugstore
without a thought. She was overprepared for medical emergency. She did not
run into any store she thought would sell cold-weather gear. She doubled
back to the post office to see if there was a map of town.

There was a map, but it couldn’t be removed from the wall. For a
moment habit took over, and she fished out the cellphone that hadn’t made a
sound in over a year and went to take a picture of the map. She laughed softly
when she caught herself. She put the phone back gently in her pocket.



Studying the map on the wall, she made a note of the street where her
little house stood at the end, separated from the main road and other houses
by a considerable gap. She nodded at that gap. She loved it and believed in it.
Space. Looking back up, she saw where she was and that there was a feed
store a little less than a mile away. They might have farm equipment and
items she could use. One more long look at the map and she was out the door.

The feed store had recently had a fire. On one side of the building, hay
was scattered around the blackened brick facade. It had obviously been put
out before it had spread, but not cleaned up. She stood in the road, staring at
that a long time. She knew hay was pretty flammable. She thought back to
the fires and evidence of fires she had seen. In the cities, mishaps had turned
to disaster, and there was no fire department to put things out. All of Oakland
had burned down, it seemed. Duke had said the same thing about Detroit.

But this place hadn’t burned down.

Someone must have put it out.

She went in through the huge open door. It was dark inside, with the
only light coming through the open door. The windows were black with
smoke on one side, and the others showed only the steel-gray sky that gave
up snow. On the counter she saw what looked like a hurricane lamp. She
pulled the chimney off, wound the wick upward, and lit it. It flamed high and
fast, and she put the glass back on it. The smell was kerosene, but she wasn’t
familiar enough with that odor to recognize it. She left the lamp on the desk
and moved around carefully. She walked up and down the rows, reading
labels for chicken feed, pig feed, medicines for horse’s hooves, and long-
rotted fifty-pound bags of carrots. Rolls of chicken wire stood up in a bay,
and she thought about bringing some back to reinforce the house. She’d need
to get a car running to carry it, but the roads in Eden were remarkably clear.
She saw quickly that this was not the kind of place that would sell snowshoes
or anything she needed. She went back for the hurricane lamp and picked it
up gingerly, found the staircase that led up to the office.

The office was a little messy, with a thousand notes tacked up on the
walls and the dead computer. She found map books marked with delivery
routes for hay and feed and stuffed two into her bag. The rest of the mess was
invoices and phone numbers, nothing she could use. She headed back down.

She sat on the counter and ate some sardines she had packed for the trip.
She flipped pages in the map book until she found where she was. Scanning



the grid, she looked for any town big enough to have a shopping mall, a
camping goods store, anything. She thought Huntsville, about six miles away,
looked promising. When she had finished and looked long and hard at the
route, she carried the lamp outside with her. She blew a few times before she
managed to put it out. She thought she should take it with her. She did not
think to pick up kerosene.

Around the back side of the store, a few cars sat parked. She knew cars
that hadn’t been driven in a year or so didn’t start. One of these sat on clearly
flat tires. Another had been a hay truck before, with tall guards on all sides to
hold bales in. It looked too big to maneuver, and she decided against it.
Parked closest to the wall was a little Honda. It was old, with manual locks
and window cranks. She opened the passenger door and was stunned to see
the keys in the ignition. She came around and let herself inside, setting the
lamp carefully on the floor.

For a minute, she just breathed it in. The car smelled stale, like it hadn’t
been opened in all this time. In that stale smell was a lost world. Cologne and
sneaked hamburgers and the plasticky aroma of car upholstery that has sat in
the sun for a few years. The rubbery smell of the dashboard and the dirt and
crumbs embedded in the carpet. Scent is the key to the door of memory. For a
minute, she let herself live in it. The minute ended when the smell of the
kerosene lamp made itself known. An intruder from the new world. She
opened her eyes and looked around. Keys in the ignition, windows not
broken.

Cautious hope began to spread in her chest. She reached for the keys
and turned them slowly through the clicks. On the third, a set of needles
jumped in the dash. Her heart jumped with them. She cranked it all the way
and the engine slugged and woke slowly, groaning. She backed off and did it
again, it complaining, nyeah, nyeah, nyeah, as it tried to shake the cold and
inaction of the last year. The battery wasn’t dead. She knew that would sound
like a dry click and nothing more. Nothing would light up or move. Cranked
it again, and this time stomped on the gas while doing it. The engine
coughed, choked, caught, and then died. She waited one second before doing
it again. It sputtered and guttered and then roared to life, her foot pouring gas
into the injector.

She pounded the wheel triumphantly with her palms. The gas gauge
read half full. She backed it up slowly and drove out onto the road. Fresh



snow was all over everything, and she knew she’d have to go carefully. She
wondered about the tires but did not get out to check. Rolling at a creeping
pace, she eased out on the road in the direction of Huntsville.

It wasn’t long before the noises set in. Knocking and whining, the car
started to let her know that this couldn’t last. The engine coughed and kicked,
but she pushed on. If it was going to die, she wanted to ride it until it quit.
She had gone nearly five miles when it stopped and wouldn’t start again. She
cursed at it a little, then got halfway out, put it in neutral, and rolled it to the
side of the road. After it stopped moving, she looked at it and wondered why
she had bothered. She looked up and down the snowy road, seeing black-and-
white nothingness. No lines of cars honked behind her, no courteous country
gentlemen hopped out of pickup trucks to offer assistance to the little lady.
She could have left the car in the dead center of the road with all the doors
open for all it mattered.

She thought for a minute about whether to grab the kerosene lantern
from the floor of the car. She decided not to carry it, but that she would take
this same road back, hopefully in another car or on a bike, and take it back
home. She began to walk the last mile or so into Huntsville. As soon as she
got near town, she knew something was different here. At the outskirts, she
began to see cows fenced in on suburban lawns in twos and threes, drinking
out of kiddie pools and old bathtubs full of water. Each of the lawns had a
shelter or a windbreak full of clean hay for the animals to escape the cold. For
the most part, they seemed woolly for the winter and unbothered by the snow.
In one yard, she heard the unmistakable gabbling of a chicken coop. She
immediately knew that people were keeping these animals, probably a large
group of them. She looked around, peering into the windows of the houses.
She looked up and down each street for more signs of habitation. She listened
hard through the snowy silence. Nothing.

She followed the road toward the center of town and the main drag. She
knew there would be people there. She stopped at a bay window in the front
of a tiny pink house and checked herself.

She looked good, bundled up. She hadn’t bothered to dirty her jaw in a
few days, but she wasn’t very clean, either. She touched the buttons of her
coat and drew her scarf up, fluffing it to completely conceal her neck and part
of her chin. She reached back and touched the butt of her gun. Calmed, she
pulled the hem of her coat down over it. She turned back and kept walking



into town.

When she reached Main Street, she saw the hub of activity. There was a
tall church with a steeple that had a lightning rod or a spike on the top. Beside
it, a greenhouse had been built on top of what used to be the church parking
lot. Dozens of men moved in and out through the door, talking with one
another, gesturing. She couldn’t hear them. The store she wanted was on the
far end of the street. She could double back and come around the block
behind it to avoid being seen. She stood motionless, deciding. It was too risky
to meet them, she thought. She turned around to go back and wait until after
dark to raid the store.

When she turned, she found herself almost face-to-face with a young
man who had a blond beard and a generous smile.

“Welcome, brother!” He strode toward her, holding out his hand.
“Where did you come from? We haven’t had a refugee in months!”

Frozen for a moment, she was not sure what to do. She couldn’t shoot
this guy in the middle of town. She knew she was outnumbered. He wasn’t
threatening at all, and he had called her “brother” and “refugee.” Those were
terms she could deal with.

Cautiously she put out her right hand. “Hi. I just came in from Eden.”

“Eden? Heck, I'm from Eden, and I sure don’t know you.”

“Well, I just got to Eden. I’m from San Francisco.”

“Wowie, that’s a long trip. How’d you get all this way? Oh, never mind
all the long story. Where are my manners? Are you hungry or hurt? Do you
need anything?”

She studied his face carefully. He seemed totally sincere, right down to
his fake swears. The moment felt surreal to her, like Disneyland tour guides
showing up to lead her out of hell. “I’m ok. I need to get back to Eden is all.
My car broke down and—"

“Well, shoot, I’'m sure someone could take you back to Eden, but why
would you go back there? It’s pretty deserted.”

“I...Ihave all my gear there. I sort of set up camp.”

“Hey, I’ll let the elders talk to you about it, but I expect you’ll want to
stay here. We haven’t had a new face in a long time. Why don’t you let me
walk you to the stake center and introduce you. Oh, what’s your name,
brother?”

“Dusty. I'm Dusty Jones.”



He had held her hand this whole time, and now he pumped it
enthusiastically up and down.

“Welcome to Huntsville, Brother Dusty. I’'m Frank Olsen. I hope you’ll
at least stay for dinner. Come on, let me show you off to everybody.”

He let go of her hand, but he put his on her shoulder instead. His hands
were wide and square, with blond hair sprouting out of the back. His eyes
were baby blue and as round as could be. The walk over to the church
building he had called the stake center was far too short for her liking.

Her heart was beating a little too fast, and she breathed deeply, trying to
remember to talk low and slowly, like a man would. They reached the door
where an older man stood like a cheerful guard.

“Hello there, Frank! Who’s this young man?” The old man had
eyebrows that seemed to reach all over his face, up and down in long bristles.
They worked as he squinted to see her clearly.

“This is Brother Dusty. He just came in from Eden.”

The man with the eyebrows reached out and shook her hand heartily.
“Welcome! Better take him in to meet the elders.”

Frank beamed. “That’s my plan! Thanks, Brother Albert.”

Albert opened the door and closed it behind them, back at his post.
Inside, the building was warm and bright. The hallways were spacious and
clean, and all the wood looked polished. The large bucolic paintings of Jesus
that hung on the walls were freshly dusted. They walked past the open doors
of a cavernous chapel space. As she passed, she could see the wall behind the
dais was made up of river rock, all the way to the ceiling. No cross, no
crucifix, just a podium.

“Here we are!” Frank rapped on a door three times, and a teenage boy
answered. “Hi, Brother Tyler. Are the elders in a meeting?”

“No, they’re just getting ready to go to dinner. Say—is that a refugee?”
He held out a hand to Dusty. She took it and let him pump her hand up and
down, feeling very silly.

Frank spoke for her. “This is Brother Dusty. He just got in. Can I take
him in to meet the elders?”

“Well, sure!” The kid got out of the doorway and gestured them in.
Frank opened another door on the other side of the room. He stepped in ahead
of her, and she followed.

It was a wide room, set with a very modern conference table surrounded



by leather swiveling desk chairs in black. Seated around it were five men, all
white with white hair, most with white beards. They all looked up as she and
Frank came through the door.

“Elders, this is Dusty Jones. He’s a refugee from San Francisco who
just came in through Eden.” The man at the head of the table spoke up first.
His voice was rich and resonant, though he looked to be nearly seventy years
old. “Welcome, Brother Dusty. This is Huntsville, a survivor’s colony and a
stake of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints.”

“Oh.” It popped out of her before she could think. “Mormons.”

The men around the table were unmoved. Another spoke this time.
“Yes, Mormons. We prefer to be called Latter-Day Saints, or LDS. But I’'m
sure in California many people say Mormon instead.”

The head man did not rise from his seat or offer a hand, but his smile
was genial. “I’'m Elder Comstock. This is Elder Sterling, Elder Graves, Elder
Johannsen, and Elder Evans.” They nodded in order as they were introduced.
Dusty looked at each of them and tried to figure out how to tell them apart.
Graves did not have a beard. Comstock was clearly in charge. The rest all
looked alike, even wearing the same boring dark suits and bland ties. She
looked at Frank out of the corner of her eye. She saw that he was dressed for
work, but incredibly clean. His hair looked freshly trimmed, and he wasn’t
growing a beard for lack of equipment. He was neat. The old men around the
table were the same: neat, clean, fastidious. For a moment, she thought she
might be dreaming.

“Brother Dusty,” Comstock was saying as she came out of her reverie.
“We would like very much to hear about your journey, and any news you can
tell us. Would you join us for dinner? We’d be honored to have a guest.”

She nodded. “Sure, I . . . I can tell you what I know, but it isn’t much.”

Comstock smiled, and it was such a grandfatherly smile that it made her
glad to see it. “We’ve all heard each other’s stories a thousand times. Even if
it’s a dull story, it will be delightful to hear something new.”

She was just a little charmed. She was trying to get a read on these
people, but everything confused her. They were too polite, too clean.

Don’t they know the world ended?

She followed the line of them out the door, beginning to smell food. It
smelled incredible.

Comstock led the line into an auditorium. The floor was wood laminate,



and it shone like a mirror. The room was set with round tables all over. Each
table was spread with a cloth and silverware at each place. In the center were
short round vases with glass beads in the bottom and silk flowers in the top.
On the wall was a never-ending spread of art made by children. Clumsy
crayon drawings and felt apples crowded against coloring pages and sticky
construction paper collages. Malformed mommies and daddies beamed with
huge smiles and waved with stick fingers from picture after picture of sunny
houses and blue skies.

The white beards reached a table and sat, gesturing to an empty seat for
her. She sat, still staring around the room.

“Are there children—”

Dozens of men came streaming in through every door, talking and
laughing and sitting at tables.

She saw more than a few staring her way, and some sidebars as the
word spread that there was an outsider present. She watched the gossip of her
existence spread across the room, saw Frank Olsen enjoy a moment of minor
celebrity as everyone confirmed the news with him. They quieted as they sat,
and every face seemed turned toward her. She tried not to look back, but
looked down at the gleaming steel flatware in front of her, laid out perfectly
on the white plastic tablecloth.

The quiet let up as the doors to the kitchen opened. The smell of food
came through, strong and sure; it had to be spaghetti. Teenage boys came out
loaded with serving bowls and made for the tables. Dusty’s table was served
last. The bowls were heaping with green salad and spaghetti tossed with
meatballs covered in marinara, and another was full of rolls that smelled fresh
and yeasty and warm. She watched them go by, her mouth wet with
anticipation.

Behind the team of teenagers delivering food, there came three women.
One was young, maybe twenty. The next was in her thirties, motherly, with
beautiful shining black hair. The last was perhaps a little older, gray at the
temples, and dumpy in a dress that covered her to the neck and ankles. Dusty
stared at them as they approached her table, each bearing a bowl. They set
them down with smiles. The youngest one was strawberry blond and pretty in
a hometown-girl-with-no-makeup sort of way. When she got close, Dusty
saw she was sprinkled with freckles. After setting down the food, they
walked decorously to their own table that they shared with two men and a



couple of empty chairs.

Elder Comstock stood and folded his arms. People around the room
stayed seated but folded theirs. Dusty did the same, thinking it was better not
to stand out.

“Dear most gracious Heavenly Father,” he intoned gently. “We thank
thee for this day and for this food and the hands that prepared it. We ask that
you bless it that it may strengthen and nourish our bodies . . .”

As the prayer went on, Dusty looked around the room. Every head was
bent and every eye was closed. Even the teenage boys seemed reverent. She
stared around at their perfect quiet, their unruffled stillness. She looked over
to the table where the women sat. They seemed at ease and as involved in the
prayer as any of the men. Before it ended, she bowed her head so as not to be
caught.

“...in Jesus’s name, Amen.” As he finished speaking, before he could
even fully sit down, the room broke into noise that mostly began with “please
pass.” Dusty held herself back and waited for the food to come to her. She
made a pile of salad on her plate and laid an equally large helping of
spaghetti beside it. She took a roll from the bowl and reached for a bottle of
salad dressing that had arrived on the table when she wasn’t watching. Elder
Comstock was holding a small plate of fresh butter that he served himself
from sparingly before passing it on.

“Butter is still in short supply, I'm afraid. We’re working on milk
production, and we hope to start making cheese soon. But Sister Everly was
able to make about a pound of sweet cream butter this month, and we’re
trying to make it last.” The small plate reached her, and she took a tiny sliver
of it by knife to her still-warm roll. She put it straight into her mouth and the
long-lost taste transported her. She set the rest aside to eat last.

The room buzzed with conversation, and Dusty was glad to be ignored
for a few minutes while she crammed hot food into her mouth. It had been so
long since she’d eaten a real meal, food prepared by someone else with
courses and a theme, that she couldn’t focus on anything else. The sauce was
obviously straight out of a can. The pasta was overcooked and spongy. The
salad dressing was shelf-stable, uninspired, processed junk. She didn’t care. It
was not served in a can or eaten alone and in haste. It tasted as good as
anything ever had in her life, especially the bread. When she had cleaned her
plate, she picked up the buttery remains and swiped the last of the red sauce



up with it, reveling in every bite. When she finished, the strawberry-blond
girl had reappeared to pour her a glass of lemonade. It was terribly sweet, the
kind made from powder, but it had been poured over a full glass of snow.
Dusty thanked her and took long swallows from it. Another soon appeared.

“Well, sir.” It was Elder Johannsen this time. “Why don’t you tell us
about yourself?”

As if on cue, the room quieted down. She thought for a moment before
beginning.

“I was working as a PA in San Francisco when the plague started. We
handled a lot of casualties, mostly women and children. When the
government broke down, things got pretty terrible. I left the city as soon as I
could and started moving east. I met a few people here and there, but mostly
out on the road, the ones you meet are monsters. It isn’t safe out there.”

Dusty saw the freckled girl didn’t like that. All over the room, people
looked uncomfortable. “So I’ve been traveling and offering medical
assistance to people I meet who aren’t killers. I found Eden, and it was so
deserted I couldn’t figure out what had happened. I was hoping for some
good winter gear, so I came to Huntsville, and here you all are.”

Johannsen nodded. “Indeed, indeed. Here we are. Many of us are from
Eden. I myself have a home there. Brother Jesperson, Brother Chalmers, and
Brother Anderson as well.”

She cleared her throat. “I . . . uh ... I’ve been staying in a house over
there.” She pulled the keys out of her pocket and looked at the tag on the key
ring. “Seven hundred north, nine hundred west, it’s at the end of the street.”

The man who had been pointed out as Brother Chalmers stood up.
“That’s Brother Westin’s place. He died of the sickness. He’d be glad to
know a traveler found some refuge at his house. You go ahead and take
whatever you need from there.”

“Um . . . thank you.” She felt insanely awkward. Were they still
expecting to enforce rules of ownership? Their whole society looked like
pretense to her, like a stubborn conceit. Let’s pretend we have a community.
Let’s pretend nothing has changed. “Well, I want to get back to Eden tonight.
If anyone knows an easier way than walking the six miles, I’d like to hear it.”

Elder Johannsen was looking at her. “Tell us more about the people you
met out there.”

She shrugged. “Bands of men, mostly. There are almost no women



anywhere. I’ve met a few guys who seemed all right, but all the others have
been rapists and murderers.”

The whole room seemed to tense. She tried to backpedal. “I hardly saw
anyone, really. It’s very deserted out there. I could go days without seeing
anyone. Just when I did—"

Johannsen shushed her a little. “That’s all right, brother. Don’t dwell on
it. No need to worry the children talking of such things. Sisters.”

At his word, the three women stood up and went back to the kitchen.
The teenage boys were sent right after them. They came back with huge
bowls of Jell-O in every color and laid them on the tables as before. Dusty
helped herself to a large humped spoonful in bright green and began to eat it.
Conversation began again around the room, but it was more subdued this
time. The mention of children had made Dusty look around the room, as if
she had missed them. She shook it off, not sure what he had meant.

Elder Comstock spoke to her. “Someone can drive you back into Eden
if that’s what you want. But we’d like to offer you a place among us. We
could use another man with medical skills. We have Brother Beaumont, but
he’s a dentist. You say you’re a physician’s assistant?”

“Yes, that’s right. I specialized in obstetrics and gynecology.”

Comstock nodded, pleased. “Stay here tonight, spend tomorrow with us.
It’s too dark to go back to Eden now anyway. Let us try to convince you to
join us. There’s no need for you to be all alone over in Eden with all of us
here. We’d much rather you stayed with us.”

She couldn’t think of a good way to leave, and she was tired. “All right.
No promises. But I will stay tonight.”

He nodded as though there had been no doubt in his mind. “Wonderful.
Brother Anderson?”

A young man a few tables away from them stood up and approached.
“Yes, Elder?”

“Brother Dusty, this is Brother Chet Anderson. He’ll be a missionary
soon, won’t you, son?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Chet, this is Dusty. He’s going to stay tonight with us. Can you put
him in your companion’s bed since it’s empty?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Excellent. Dusty, Chet here will help you with anything you might



need.”

Comstock turned from them in wordless dismissal, speaking to Elder
Johannsen. Dusty stood up to follow Chet. Around them, the women and
boys were clearing the tables, bustling back into the kitchen. The whole
system looked neatly organized, as if everyone knew his role without ever
being told.

Chet was tall and thickly built, the sort of kid you would expect to play
football. He was clean shaven and golden blond. His eyes were small in his
face and a brilliant green. His skin had no hint of acne whatsoever.

Handsome boy. Probably broke some hearts back when there were still
hearts to break.

He led her to a small house close to the center of town and opened the
unlocked front door. “This is the house I was sharing with my companion.
The bathroom is good for washing, and there’s a pot on the stove to heat up
water. The toilet’s useless, so there’s a latrine trench out back. We’ll have to
dig a new one soon. Kitchen’s there, bedroom’s there.” He pointed from the
living room down the hallway.

“Who’s . . . Where’s your companion?” She watched him as he sat
down on a blue couch.

“My companion was Elder McCarthy. Bruce. We were supposed to go
on a mission together. One morning, I woke up and he was just gone. He was
my best friend.”

She sat down next to him, leaving a whole cushion between them. “Oh.
I had someone do that to me. It hurts. I’m sorry.”

He sighed. “Yeah. I hope he’s ok. Sometimes I think he just wanted to
go find batteries for his Game Boy without getting caught.”

She smiled at him. “Maybe that’s it. So, are you from Huntsville? Or
Eden?”

“I’m originally from Ogden. Some missionaries from Huntsville found
me. I left home after my mother and sisters died. I wanted to go to Salt Lake,
but they told me they had been there and it wasn’t a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“They said part of town had been burned and there were gangs of guys
on motorcycles riding everywhere. I can’t imagine Salt Lake City full of
motorcycle gangs, but I'll take their word for it. They brought me here
instead.” He looked disappointed.



“Did you not want to come here?” She watched him closely. She wasn’t
sure they’d try and hold her, but she was anxious to hear what he said.

“No, I mean . . . I don’t know. I wanted to be around people is all. There
sure are people here. I was just hoping . . .”

“What were you hoping?” He wasn’t a prisoner. Just a kid.

“Hoping that all the girls hadn’t died everywhere. Every family I knew
in Ogden had daughters, more girls than boys. I had four sisters. I had a
friend who had six. School seemed like it was mostly girls. The girls in my
ward were brats with braces, and they weren’t even that cute. But I miss them
so much, all of them. I keep hoping the missionaries will bring back a bunch
of girls who just got lost, but they’re ok and happy. But most of the guys who
leave don’t even come back.” He sat with his arms curled in, palms of his
hands turned up in his lap. His face pulled down at the corners, and he looked
old.

“I’ve seen girls.” She said it quietly, but his head whipped toward her.

“Really?”

“Yeah, really. Not many, but they are out there. Girls your age, even.
What are you, like, eighteen?”

“Seventeen. As soon as they find me another companion, I’'ll be sent
out.” He didn’t look excited.

“So what does that mean? You go out and . . . convert people?”

He laughed a little. “That’s what missionaries used to do. Now all
missions are service missions. We’re sent out to find survivors and help
them, bring them back if we can convince them to come. Lots of the people
here came from around Ogden and Hyrum and Brigham City. But the guys
that are sent far away . ..”

“They don’t come back, right?” She leaned on the arm of the couch,
watching him.

“No. Anybody sent to Idaho or Nevada . . . nobody has made it back
from those missions yet.”

“Are they going out armed?”

He looked shocked. “No. We can only take our scriptures and a few
things. Like the apostles. If we had guns, people might think we were
dangerous.”

They’re not coming back. He knows that, he just doesn’t want to believe
it.



She blinked at him. “A lot of people out there have guns. The world is
full of guns. You just have to find them. These guys . . . you might have a
better chance if you found one.”

He shook his head sadly. “We’re doing God’s work. That’s not the right
tool for it.”

“Ok. Good luck then. I hope you get sent somewhere close.”

He stood up. “I’ll put on the kettle so you can have some hot water to
clean up with.” He walked into the kitchen, but she followed.

“How many of you are there here now?”

“Fifty-nine. Fifty-two men, three women.” He kept his back to her.

“That’s fifty-five. Are the other four trans?”

He looked over his shoulder. “What?”

“Who are the other four?”

“Oh.” He turned back to the kettle. “The kids.”

“I didn’t see them at dinner. Where are they?” She walked up to stand
beside the stove, to look at him. “Where are the kids?”

“They’re kept away from everybody, as a precaution. They’re the only
ones who made it.” His face was distracted, giving nothing away.

“Do you know them? Are they boys or girls?”

“Two boys, two girls. All under ten. The sisters take care of them, and
they’re in a special house. Everyone’s afraid they’ll get sick or hurt or
someone will try to take them. They have to be protected.”

“Why? Why can’t they be out in public?”

The fire in the stove caught, and he put the kettle on the black iron top.
“I’'m never going to get married. Neither are you. Neither are any of the
brothers here, unless the missionaries bring home girls. Those kids can marry
each other, have kids of their own. Nobody can get in the way of that.
They’re the only thing we have that looks like a future.”

His eyes blazed as the room warmed up. He closed the door to the little
stove and stared her down, daring her to argue.

Hidden children. Flowers in the attic.

“Have any of the women here had babies in the last year?”

Blazing still, he did not look away. “Not yet. But they’re all married,
and it will happen. Children will be born in the covenant.”

“Since I was working in gynecology, I can tell you that’s going to be
harder than it sounds. This sickness, this virus or whatever it was, seems to



complicate pregnancy. Every pregnancy. I haven’t seen a child born in more
than a year who lived a day.”

“God has not abandoned us. We’re just being tested. We’ll come
through.”

She watched him for any sign of doubt, for the melancholy doom that
had crossed his face when he thought of his mission. She saw nothing but
stubborn belief. “I hope you’re right.”

With a candle burning, she locked the door to the bathroom and stripped
naked. She took the pot of water into the tub and carefully soaped from top to
bottom, using the precious hot water to wash it all away. She washed her
short hair and was shocked to look at all she had grown in her underarms.
She’d been shaving there since she was thirteen. Her leg hair had come in
long and dark, but fine. It felt so alien to be naked, she could not quite own or
inhabit her body. It was becoming a stranger to her.

I used to live here.

The compression vest was yellowed and dingy from constant wear. She
saved a little water when she was clean to soap and rinse it out, too. She hung
it up on the showerhead after she had wrung it out. She’d have to put it back
on wet, but it was already much improved. She stepped out of the tub and
stood on a clean towel, stiff from line drying inside the house. In the candlelit
mirror, she looked at herself for a while. She thought she looked older. Her
breasts were smaller than she remembered. She thought that was the result of
weight loss, but maybe constant compression had something to do with that,
too. Her hair was a little shaggy. She thought someone could give her one of
the smart side-parted cuts from the 1950s barber shop poster that everyone in
Huntsville seemed to have.

She got the compression vest back on. Chet had given her a set of long
underwear that were close to her size. She put them on and checked to see
that the lights were out before crossing the room toward the bunk beds. Chet
was on top and did not look up. She set up her clothes right beside the bed;
she planned to put them on over the long johns. The bunk was narrow, but the
comforter was down filled and the pillow smelled fresh and clean. She sank
right into it and fell into a dreamless sleep.

When she woke, Chet was already up and dressed. It was still dark out.

“I’ve got seminary. Do you want to come?”

She sat up slowly, mindful of the top bunk overhead. “No, you go



ahead. I’'m going to get dressed and walk around a bit.”

He shrugged with a brief grin. “Ok. See you later!” He bounded out the
door like a big kid.

Dusty looked after him, thinking that he must be pretty used to such
early mornings.

She got dressed quickly and went out the front door without locking it.
She walked slowly back toward the center of town. Men were coming out of
their doors and flipping up their collars against the cold. Many of them
waved to her as they split off toward their day’s work. She headed back to the
stake center, where smoke was coming out of the chimneys. The door was
open, but no one was posted as guard this time.

She walked in through the long hallways, past the chapel and the
paintings of Jesus. She headed through the auditorium to doors through
which food had come the day before. She knew that back there somewhere
was a kitchen.

Behind the swinging café doors, three women worked. They were
pulling long muffin trays out of a large wall oven and setting them down to
cool on a wide gleaming stainless-steel countertop.

Dusty smelled cornbread. They looked up as she entered but did not
stop their work.

The oldest woman spoke up first, her hands still busy and her eyes on
her task. “You’re not allowed to be back here, stranger.”

“I’m sorry,” Dusty said. “I just didn’t get the chance to speak with any
of you yesterday.”

The woman with the gray at her temples set down her corn muffins and
put her hands on her hips. “I’m Sister Everly. This is Sister Johannsen and
Sister Obermeyer. And I’m afraid that’s all the speaking we’re going to do
without our husbands present.” She gave Dusty a pointed look and went back
to her work.

“Forgive me, ladies. I meant no disrespect.” Dusty managed this very
formal apology without missing a beat, despite it feeling like an antique
phrase out of the attic of her brain. She turned to leave.

Sister Obermeyer, the young one with the strawberry-blond hair, called
after her. “Breakfast is in less than an hour. See you soon!”

Dusty saw herself out and went back into the large auditorium. She
walked the walls, looking at the children’s pictures. Many of them were



colored and filled-out pages of activity books. Others were freehand
drawings, but Dusty thought they were probably directed by an adult. Every
picture had four examples of the same thing, and every single one was rosy
and happy and envisioned a perfect world. If children of the plague were
allowed to draw what they felt, Dusty imagined the room would look
different.

But all the children’s pictures had smiling mommies in them.

She was still moving around the room when the three women emerged
from the kitchen, green tablecloths in their hands.

“Can I help?”

Sister Everly pursed her lips. “Well, we always run a little behind while
the boys are at seminary. I suppose you can.” She broke her stack of
tablecloths in half and handed them over to Dusty. Dusty moved about
efficiently, grabbing them by their edges and flipping them out over the
tables. Coming to the last cloth, she saw that all the others had finished and
were bustling back through the swinging doors.

Sister Johannsen came back out first. Her shining black hair was done
up in braids that looked elaborate and difficult. She was carrying two
centerpieces.

“So, are you Elder Johannsen’s wife?”

She did not look up, but laid her two centerpieces and kept moving.
“I’m his daughter-in-law.”

She went back through the doors.

Can’t one of them hold still for five minutes and talk to me?

Sister Everly was next, with four centerpieces held together in her
hands like a practiced waitress carries drinks.

“I don’t believe I’ve met your husband, ma’am.”

Sister Everly looked at Dusty, but did it with the kind of look a woman
gives a troublesome vacuum cleaner. “Mr. Everly sat beside me at dinner last
night. He’s a farmer.”

“Oh, I saw the chickens and cows on the edge of town.”

“My husband farms peas and beans. He’s in charge of them year-
round.”

“How nice,” Dusty said to the swinging doors.

Sister Obermeyer came out with four centerpieces, carrying them the
way Sister Everly had. “And what does your husband do?”



Her brows furrowed a little, and her pink mouth flattened. “He’s a
missionary. Serving in Colorado.”

“How long has he been gone?”

“Five months. They’re due back like any day now.” She disappeared
again.

The two older women emerged together, and Dusty was not yet ready to
give up. “Where are the children? Are any of them yours?”

“Yes,” said both women.

“I’d love to meet them. I haven’t seen a child in a long time. I have
experience treating children, if they need any medical help. I’d love just to
hear stories about them.” Dusty had years of experience talking to mothers.
Patients and nurses alike couldn’t stop themselves from telling these stories,
showing their pictures, or sharing their worries.

Sister Everly was as stony faced as ever, but Sister Johannsen softened
around the eyes. “You can’t meet them,” the younger woman said. “They’re
kept separate. But I could tell you—"

“You could, when your work is done. Mind yourself, Anne. Come
along now.” Sister Johannsen looked back at the older woman like a child
who was promised a treat and then denied it. She followed meekly, however.

Dusty sighed, exasperated. She flopped into one of the chairs and let
them buzz around her, laying silverware and making last-minute preparations
for breakfast. When the men began filing in, Dusty watched and sat at the
table with the largest number of empty seats, intending to sit with the women
when they finished. She noticed she got a few sharp glances, but she wasn’t
told to move. She patiently folded her arms for prayer and sat politely passing
food and waiting for conversation to begin. The couples at her table served
one another scrambled eggs and corn muffins and steamed broccoli.

When she thought it was safe to try again, she went back to work on
Sister Johannsen. “So, tell me about your children.”

Her husband looked up, shocked. “Our two boys died during the
sickness, Brother.”

“But your wife said some of the children here were hers.”

He frowned at her. “The Law of Consecration doesn’t really make them
ours, honey. They’re still sealed to their own folks.”

The law of what now?

She smiled at him, and it made her beautiful. “Sure they’re ours.



They’re everyone’s! There’s Patty, that’s the oldest. She’s a beautiful little
girl, nine years old. She loves to sing and draw pictures. I’'m reading Where
the Red Fern Grows with her right now, and she wants a puppy so bad. Then
there’s her sister, Mikayla, who’s very strong willed and stubborn. She’s just
seven, and she loves Barbies. She’s got dozens, but we had to sort through
Barbie’s clothes to find some that were modest.” She giggled a little here, her
eyes alight. “Then the boys, Ben and John. Ben’s seven, too, and John is six.
They’re both so smart, already reading and writing, and Ben can name all the
books of the Old Testament in order. John is very shy and affectionate. He’s
a cuddly one! I wish I had pictures. The sisters and I all teach them and care
for them. They’re having their breakfast now, too, with Jodi.”

“Jodi?”

“Sister Obermeyer. It’s her day to eat with them.” Sure enough, the
youngest woman was missing from the table.

The redhead. Right.

Brother Johannsen was still clearly uncomfortable, but he was pleased
with his wife. “Anne was a wonderful mother. I’'m glad she’s helping to care
for the stake’s children. But soon enough, she’ll have my baby to take care
of. I guess I’'m just a little selfish that way. I want my own boys back, and I
can’t wait to have our own again.”

“Of course, sweetheart.” They gazed at each other with a syrupy
sweetness that Dusty could not believe was real. She decided to change the
subject.

“So I'd like to get my hair cut. Can any of you tell me who does all
these neat cuts?”

Brother Everly pointed with a forkful of egg to another table. “Brother
White. He cut hair for the navy for fifteen years. Just ask him, he’ll fix you
up.”

Dusty finished off her corn muffins and excused herself from the table.
She walked over to Brother White and made arrangements for a haircut right
after breakfast.

Brother White sat her in an old barber’s chair in his kitchen. The house
was dead quiet. His tools were laid out on a clean white towel. His shears
were very old-looking, with mother-of-pearl handles. She told him she
thought they were handsome.

“They were a gift from my mother, when I got assigned to barbering by



the navy. She said I needed something with a little class. Just the standard
cut?”

“Sure, I just want it cleaned up and off my neck.”

“Shave, too?” He grabbed her by the chin, rubbing a little with his
thumb. The sudden contact shocked her, and she jerked her head away.

“No!” She settled back down as fast as she could. “No. I don’t grow
much facial hair. Or much chest hair. My father didn’t, either. Just lucky.”

The old barber seemed unruffled. “My beard keeps my face warm.” He
combed her hair out with a wet brush and started cutting.

“So is there a sporting goods store in Huntsville? I’d like to get some
snowshoes or better boots, if I can.”

“Sure, sure. There’s a Cabela’s that I’'m sure will have something.
You’ll have to ask the bishop about it, though.”

“The bishop?”

“Elder Comstock. Bishop Comstock. You’ll just need permission to
take something from the bishop’s storehouse.”

“What’s the bishop’s storehouse?”

His cold steel scissors slid along the back of her neck in a perfect
straight line. “It’s everything that belongs to the town. He’s in charge of
making sure that people get what they need.”

Of course.

“All right, I can do that. Where would he be around now?”

“Probably over to the courthouse. He’ll be busy, though. All finished.”

He pedaled the release to drop her back to the floor. She slid down on a
cushion of air, and he handed her a mirror. She took it and looked.

“Without a beard, you look like a little boy,” Brother White laughed.
“Or a grown-up tomboy.”

“Thanks.” Dusty patted the stray hairs off her shirt and walked out the
kitchen door.

The courthouse was located at the opposite end of Main Street from the
stake center. It wasn’t a grand civic affair with columns or a dome, just a
small-town courthouse. Plate glass in front with cement pillars to prevent an
angry someone from driving through the facade. Useless metal detectors
stood beside every entry point, and the freshly laundered American flag stood
on an eagle-topped pole in the corner of the foyer.

A guard stood posted at the inner door, another bearded old white man,



and she started to feel very tired of seeing the same face. He let her pass.

Bishop Comstock was sitting on the judge’s bench, wearing the same
dark suit. He was listening to a man standing in front of him tell a long,
whining story about a series of books he wanted to read that the other man in
the room had not finished yet and wouldn’t give up.

“I got to read the first half of the first book, and then he got permission
to take the whole series. I don’t want the whole series, just the first couple
when he’s done with them.”

The man standing on the other side shook his head, his short, dark curls
shining in the sunlight that came through the windows. Snow had stopped
falling, and the day was cold, but bright. “I told him, I want to keep the whole
series until I’ve finished them all. What if I need to go back and look
something up? I don’t want to have to track him down to get it back. I’'ll
finish soon, and then he can have them.”

Bishop Comstock looked thoughtfully down on them. “What are these
books called? What are they about?”

The two men looked at one another, and then quickly away. The light-
haired man spoke first.

“They’re about a . . . a spy. A female courtier who spies . . . for a
queen.”

The man with the dark curls nodded.

The bishop looked from one to the other, understanding dawning on his
face. “Are you brothers following the admonition of Paul? Would you say
that this material is in keeping with covenants you made when you accepted
the rights and responsibilities of the priesthood?”

Both men stared down at their shoes. “I want to withdraw my
complaint,” said the lighter man.

“It doesn’t matter. We can work it out.”

The bishop drummed his fingers on the desk. “I see. Would you say that
this book is virtuous, lovely, of good report, or praiseworthy? I know you
both, and I think you’re both better than this. Turn the books in to the elders
at the stake center after dinner tonight. Neither one of you needs them.” He
tapped his gavel lightly and dismissed them with a look.

Dusty wasn’t sure if there was an appointment system or a way to ask to
be heard, so she just walked up the center aisle to stand before the bench.

“I was told to ask you about snowshoes.”



Comstock looked up and then down at her. “What’s that?”

“I came to Huntsville looking for snowshoes or other winter gear. The
barber told me there was a Cabela’s somewhere in town, but that I’d have to
ask you. So here I am. Asking.”

Comstock took an old-fashioned pocket watch out of his blazer and
looked at it. Then he pulled on his overcoat. “Brother Dusty, will you take a
walk with me? I don’t have any more cases to hear today.”

“Sure.”

They walked together, quietly. Bishop Comstock led them away from
the courthouse, down one of the residential streets in town that Dusty hadn’t
seen yet. Covered with snow on a clear day, the houses looked cheery and
well cared for. They also looked empty. Dusty thought about empty houses in
little towns like this all over the world, with men going and gone and no
women left inside. Houses without housewives. No cooking and cleaning, no
humming and apron-wearing wives and mothers like in the old sitcoms. No
rushing minivans driven by lithe women in yoga pants whose children were
well behaved and spoke Mandarin. No soap-opera-addicted, overweight,
neglectful trailer trash with a dozen kids running around screaming, their
mouths always stained with Kool-Aid. Every man in Huntsville remembered
another life, expecting to come home every day to find someone there. All
the empty houses sat. No one numbered the silent days.

Comstock walked with his hands clasped behind his back. His chin was
down near his chest, and his white beard made him look very solid, like a
block of ice. His brow furrowed.

“Brother Dusty, you seem like a sensible man. May I be frank with
you?”

She crossed her arms and looked at him as they kept walking. “Please.”

“I’m glad you came to Huntsville. We need a little excitement here and
there, and we certainly need a reminder that there are other people out in the
world.”

She didn’t see a reason to respond to this. She could tell he was working
up to something.

“The plain fact is we are not looking for more young men. The reasons
must be obvious. We are especially not looking for young men who are not of
our faith. We have a delicate balance here, with very few women and a lot of
frustrated and upset brethren who aren’t married. Do you follow me?”



“I follow, yes. Frankly, I don’t know that I would stay even if I was
wanted. I’d prefer to be on my own, back in Eden, until I’m ready to move
on.”

Comstock nodded, a short dip of his head into his beard, but kept his
gaze down.

“I’d like to know that you’re there through the winter, in case we need
another medical man. You’re not too far to get someone to you, even in the
worst weather. A few men here have snowmobiles. Would you be all right
with that?”

“Of course.” She was thinking fast, trying to figure out how she’d deal
with visitors without warning. “I’d . . . It’d be good to have a warning. Have
you got flares, or a crank siren? So I could be ready when they arrive?”

“I’m sure we can find something.” Comstock was looking at her a little
oddly. She frowned and looked ahead, trying to seem concerned with
practicality.

“So I’ll be heading back to Eden then. Any chance of snowshoes or
other useful gear to get me there?”

“Slow down, son.” Comstock gave her a warning look. “No need to
take off half-cocked. I want to make sure everyone knows this is your choice.
With all the gossip about you—"

“Gossip? I’ve been here one day.”

“Now, Brother Dusty, you know women can’t help but gossip. The
relief society told everyone you were flirting with them, asking questions
when their husbands weren’t around, trying to help with kitchen work.” He
smirked a little.

“I wasn’t! I was just—"

“Oh, it’s only natural, son. We all want to spend as much time around
the sisters as we can. I understand that. I just don’t want anyone to think
anything improper happened and that you hied out of town.”

How was I flirting? I made the most polite conversation I know how.
Feel like I stumbled into Saudi Arabia.

“Uh-huh,” she said noncommittally.

“So here’s the plan. I’d like you to stay one more night. Have lunch
with the ward, stick around for missionary assignments. Have dinner, stay
another night with Elder Anderson, and in the morning I’ll have one of the
brothers take you back by snowmobile. How’s that sound?”



“That’s fine.” She gave up on the idea of snowshoes. Comstock wanted
to be able to come to her but didn’t care for the idea of her being able to cross
back into Huntsville during the winter.

She liked him a little less, but she understood.

“Good. Now that’s settled, you may do as you like for the rest of the
day. I’m going to drop by the greenhouse and watch the work there, if you’d
like to walk with me.” He made a left turn at the next street, and she
followed.

“Bishop Comstock, what were things like here when the plague got
going?”

His hands let go behind his back. His bearing changed. He seemed to be
drawing into himself, shrinking. “We’re very isolated here.”

She waited.

“We received instructions from Salt Lake while we could still
communicate with them. The first presidency was very clear about preserving
the ward and administering the sacrament and ordinances as usual. President
Duncan spoke prophecy confirming that the plague would pass and children
would be born again in the covenant if we had faith and were patient. There
were instructions to ward presidents and bishops like me, and to all holders of
the priesthood . . . but then nothing. Everything shut down. Many people fled
for parts more remote than these. And so many died, so many. We tended to
them, and some of us lived. So we obeyed. And we have been blessed. If we
continue to obey, we will continue to be blessed.”

The talk about hierarchy went past Dusty, who did not know this church
well. She understood the gist of what he was saying. They had been lucky
here. He believed their luck would hold out.

“What happened to Chet’s friend? Do you know? Have there been
many disappearances?”

Comstock stopped in the street, his boots crunching on churned-up
snow. “You’re talking about Elder McCarthy.” He gave her a hard look.

“I think that was the name. Chet said he just disappeared one night. Do
you lose a lot of people that way?”

He turned away from her to look at the greenhouse at the end of the
lane. He clasped his hands behind his back again. “A few, yes.”

She waited, but he did not elaborate.

“Did you send out search parties?”



Comstock looked deeply uncomfortable. “We did. Of course we did.”

She was mystified, watching him for signs. “A lot of your people are
locals, they must know the area. Where could these people be going? Do they
just want to find another community?”

He looked at her quickly, appraising her. He looked at his shoes again.
“We’ve found . . . some of them.”

She struggled for a minute, not sure what to say. “Oh. Suicides.”

She waited for him to confirm it or deny it. He did neither.

Shit, he can’t even say it.

“That’s happening everywhere. You know that, right? Living this way
is hard. People are going to opt out.”

Comstock breathed in quickly as if to speak, but nothing came out. He
stared at her.

“You should tell Chet,” she pressed him. “He needs to know it’s over.
Everyone does.”

“No.” He shook his head, not looking at her. “No. That’s not how we’ve
chosen to handle this issue.”

He doesn’t want anyone to know. Bad for leadership, bad for morale.
Unsustainable.

“How many?”

“It’s not important. It’s going to stop the minute we find just one more
woman or girl out there. That will be enough to bring hope. She will come.
She was promised to us.”

She wanted to get as far away from him as she could. “Enjoy the
greenhouse. I’'m going back to the stake center.”

He smiled again, reverting back to his public persona. “I’ll see you later
then.” He turned away from her and walked toward the greenhouse with a
jaunty step. She watched him for a moment before going back the way they
had come.

In the stake center, the women were bustling as always, preparing
lunch. Dusty didn’t try engaging them this time. She sat and watched.

Jodi Obermeyer spoke to her first. “Don’t you want to help us?”

She arched an eyebrow at the younger woman. “Wouldn’t want anyone
to think I was flirting.”

Jodi blushed. In her fair, freckled skin, it was like the rising of mercury
in a thermometer. She hurried back into the kitchen.



Sister Everly appeared in her place. “Brother Dusty, I heard you liked
my rolls yesterday.”

“That was amazing. I haven’t had bread in a while, or butter. It was
really something.”

She nodded approvingly. “You’re so thin! I wish I could butter you up
all winter, but I’m afraid there’s no more of that. Still, there will be more rolls
at dinner tonight. They’re rising now.”

“Thank you. That’ll be nice, since I’m leaving in the morning.”

“Oh, so soon?” She looked crestfallen.

“Yes, I want to be back in Eden. I prefer to be on my own. But I’ll be
close by.”

“Oh.” She turned sadly and walked back into the kitchen.

Dusty watched the women set the tables without speaking again. Men
filed in like figures in a cuckoo clock, right on time. She didn’t try to sit with
the women this time. She chose a random table and sat with her fingers
woven together against her forehead. She stayed that way through the prayer.

Lunch was shepherd’s pie, and it was rich and heavy and meaty and
delicious. The men at her table ate quickly, taking seconds happily, talking
very little. Dusty was glad; she wasn’t interested in talking. She did as they
did and enjoyed another helping. When the dishes were cleared, Elder Graves
stood and held his hands up for silence. The only beardless leader, he
somehow seemed much older than the others. His face was deeply lined, and
he had the shrunken appearance of a tall man who has been pulled downward
by time and work and sadness.

When the room quieted, he began to speak, gently. “As you all know,
all our recent missionaries have returned except the last two. Elders Langdon
and Obermeyer were assigned to Colorado to serve a mission. They have not
returned on the appointed date, but we know they will be back soon, with the
help of Heavenly Father.”

Across the room from him, Sister Obermeyer put her face in her hands
and started to cry.

Graves cleared his throat. “Despite the setbacks we have experienced,
we know that the directive to complete a mission is still asked of us, and we
must fulfill it. We know this to be true with every fiber of our being. So
today, we call forth six new missionaries to serve.”

The room tensed up. She swept her eyes across the faces around her,



looking for Chet. He was there, pink in the cheeks with his eyes full of fear.
The moment seemed to stretch out for a long time before Graves spoke again.

“Elder Cubner and Elder Grim.”

Two young men rose from the same table and waited.

“You are called to Flagstaff, Arizona.”

They both sat down again, slowly.

“Elder Behr and Elder Smith.”

A fat teenager arose at Dusty’s table, and another across the room
joined him. The other missionary seemed older, maybe twenty-five.

“You are called to serve in Albuquerque, New Mexico.”

The older man sat down fast, disappearing from view. The chubby kid
sank slowly, his lower lip quivering. No one near him touched him or looked
at him or said a word.

“Elder Anderson and Elder Flint. You are called to serve your mission
in Billings, Montana.”

Chet had stood with his back to her, and she couldn’t see his face. The
tension in the room relaxed slightly.

“All those who will sustain these brothers in their callings, please
indicate by the uplifted hand.” Comstock looked out over the room, and
everyone lifted their right hands as though they were taking an oath. Dusty,
startled, didn’t move. She didn’t understand what she was seeing. She
watched Jodi Obermeyer raise her hand, still sobbing.

“We believe that Heavenly Father will protect you and help you reach
your intended destination. We believe that you will render aid along the way
out of the goodness of your hearts. We believe that you will meet women and
children and offer them succor. We believe you can lead those who belong
here back to Zion. We believe you will return with honor.”

Jodi Obermeyer sobbed aloud.

Graves ignored her. “The missionaries will leave tomorrow, so tonight
will be their farewell dinner. Let us all show them love and kindness and
keep them in our prayers.”

The women had shushed Sister Obermeyer and taken her back into the
kitchen. Dusty did not see her at dinner.

There was an announcement during dessert that Brother Dusty had been
allowed to go homesteading in Eden, but he would stay available for medical
help if needed. He would be taken home by Brother Chalmers in the morning,



and they were to wish him well. Dusty raised a hand to them but didn’t speak.
She didn’t care. She was ready to go. Afterward, when the room began to
empty out, Dusty headed straight for Chet’s house.

She reached it before him and let herself in. She found her bag where
she had left it, but the house spotlessly restored to order. She waited, pacing.

Chet walked through the door minutes later, with another boy his age.

“Chet.”

“Brother Dusty, this is Elder Flint. And I’'m Elder Anderson now. You
heard.”

“I did. I need to talk to you.” She cut her eyes toward Elder Flint.

Chet shrugged. “He can’t leave. We have to stay within sight of each
other for the next six months. Whatever it is, you can say it to us both.”

“Fine.” She sat down in a chair and gestured to them to sit on the couch.

“You’re going to die out there.” They both blanched. Elder Flint flushed
and wouldn’t look at her. She pressed on. “There are terrible people out there,
and even if there weren’t, it’s cold as hell in Montana. You could get injured
or freeze to death or meet up with wolves. Without weapons you guys will
get picked off by whatever comes along.”

“It’s our duty to serve,” Flint said dully, looking at nothing.

“Bullshit.”

Chet started.

He has to see the situation. The logic is so simple.

“Look, there are too many men here, and not enough women. Didn’t it
occur to you that the elders are trying to get rid of you?”

Chet looked hurt. “Why would they do that? All we have is each other.”

“Because sooner or later you’re going to fight over the women. There
will be affairs. Unless more women join you, it’s inevitable. The elders are
just trying to even up the score.”

Flint was shaking his head. “They’re not, that’s not true. They want us
to bring back survivors. Anyone we can find, even men.”

“For what? So you can all farm and build and send out missionaries
until you just die off? What’s the point of that?”

“The point is to do what God wills. That’s all.” Chet was angry now.

She tried to calm him down. Gently, she said, “Look, there are empty
houses all over the place. Walk to another town and pick one. Settle in for six
months. Be careful, sleep in shifts, watch each other’s backs. Then pick up



and come home, say there was nothing in Billings, and you’re off the hook.”

Flint looked outraged. “We won’t lie. We won’t come back with
nothing.”

They don’t know. They haven’t really seen what it’s like out there, and
there’s no way to tell them.

“You’re not going to come back at all.” She was sure that no one sent
more than maybe fifty miles away was ever going to come back. Not unless
they armed themselves or avoided people at all costs.

Chet stood up. “It’s stupid to argue. It’s done. Now that I have a new
companion, you’ll have to sleep on the couch. Goodnight.” He walked to the
bathroom and closed the door. Flint rose to head into the bedroom, and she
tried one more time.

“You’re not coming back, Flint. Has anybody sent that far out come
back?”

His eyes were gray with thick lashes. When they finally looked into
hers, she saw how flat and lifeless they were. He had already given up. The
elders had likely given Chet another suicide.

“So? Maybe there’s no one out there. Maybe the plague will come back
here. What does it matter? Die here, die there. Die now, die later. Might as
well go.” He didn’t wait for an answer.

He didn’t look back. She saw him go in and climb onto the top bunk in
the semidarkness. The sound of Chet washing up came through the bathroom
door.

She gave up. She wasn’t sure why she had tried in the first place. There
is no argument to be had with faith.

She lay on the couch, fully clothed, and waited for sleep. Sometime
after Chet had gone wordlessly to bed, it came.

The snowmobile arrived in the morning with the brisk chopping sound
of a brand-new motor. Brother Chalmers sat astride it and called out to her
when she opened the door. She looked over her shoulder and saw that
Anderson and Flint were already gone. She picked up her pack and went out
the door.

Chalmers offered her a helmet and goggles, and she took both. She was
glad for her long underwear as they got underway, but by the halfway point,
the wind had cut through to her skin. It had begun to snow again, lightly.
They passed her abandoned car on the road. She tried to point it out to him,



but they couldn’t hear one another at all. She was worried about riding
behind Chalmers, about having to press herself into his back for stability as
they rode. He wore a puffy goose-down jacket, and she gave all the distance
that she dared. He didn’t notice anything unusual, and she tried to put it out
of her mind.

She was relieved to get away from Huntsville. What had seemed
charming about the community when she arrived had quickly started to
suffocate her. It was hard to be an outsider in so many ways. She worried
about staying anywhere, with anyone too long. Eventually, like the barber,
they would have questions. Make guesses. She would be found out.

When they reached the house she had chosen, she was relieved to see it
untouched and very much the same as she had left it. Chalmers shook her
hand by way of good-bye. “We’re just up the road if you need us.”

She nodded and pumped his hand. He took her goggles and helmet and
stuffed them in his backpack before taking off. She let herself in and
immediately set about lighting a great big fire. The silence stung at first, but
she relaxed into it as the house began to warm up. She curled like a shrimp on
the sofa she had pulled in front of the fireplace, put her right hand on the gun
in her belt, and fell asleep.



CHAPTER 6

P22 Winfer. Maybe Octoter. Think it's not Pecember yef. tHaven't seen
The stars im a conple of weeks since iT's always clondly, but ever Then [
conlin't guess The dafe: Pays short, night's long.

left The NMormons about a week ago: Faranoid af first, checking The window's all The
Time; waging wp thinking [ heard something or someone. Vust nerves. They're not
coming. Pon't Think They would even if They needed help. Bandaged, broken; pregnant, !
fucking avult if. Rather keep o their own. Fine by me:

Quiet = awtul. Next chance [ gef I'mv going To- load up on bafferies and an ol Tape
aeck or a P player or something. A crank-operafed Viciroln would av: Sing and falk To
nobody, and it's always quicl. ba; lo; I, evem a song [ hafe pownding oul of w,jukeblox
would be perfect right now. Snow fkeeps everything sileni oufside: Used To- leave The
cooking chamnel on Wiile [ tleaned The howse, just for the background noise. Three cups
of thiry, chirp, shir in cups of giggles, add & cooklook and @ glossy headshot, and lake
for an howr while we prefend nothing will ever go- wrong. Used 10~ wish for quel, 1o wake
wp when a garbage frock wenit raifling through the alley or when sirens whoop, whody
down fhe sfreef or a drunk stumbiled and lellowed by my aparfment winaow. To0- much
quiel now. Pushing on me all the fime:

Time [ spent in Huntsville feels surreal. Churcl suppers and imvisitle chiliren and
five Sanfn Llanses Talking Gullshit about missions and prophecies. lf They had goiffen The
dleciricsty back on and were growing chocolate, [ woulin't have sfayed. Too- weird and



they @ have eventually Fgured me out

No- Gooks in This howse: No- shilly papertacks, no- self-hely, no-romance; no-fairy
Tales, nothing.

The Bibte, The Book of Mormon, and & couple ofhers of fheir fexts [ve never read.
Hope it doesn't come fo- The Bible: Not up for The end fimes. They were wrong abouf if
wnyway. Tried the Book of Mormon: Lan't get past the provenance in the first pages.
Nope: Maps from the feed store don't have & lrary marked here in Eaen. That laves
ratding howses for books. Eventually The boredom will get 1o- me; and [T go- out when
There's a break in fhe snow. Been snowing for days.

White; white, white, down, aown; down.

Winier

No- Oreak in the snow. Pone a billion push-ups. Found a wiae aoor frame in the howuse
where [ can av- pull-ups. Never comld av-Those before: Working oul and singing old songs
fo- myself.

Thinking about Roxanne; abont Lhicken; about Vack. Too muth:

Remember when Vack first starfed af The hospital, when we conlan't stand each
sther. te was Too- gooa-looking, [ swear he got highlights That summer. Told people !
Thought he was gay, but [ really just hoped he was. Pran't want To- get shot aown. e
was so0-ouf of my league: A good-looking aocior walks i and every woman—from fhe
surgeons 1o~ the CVAs—falls info-his lap. Wasn't gonna e me:

Remember Trying To- sl him up, shut bim down: [ knew [ was smarter than him
on The first day, and [ made sure he gnew 11, [o0: Made sure he conlan't keep up in
conversafion: Kepl him ouf.

Reminded people aboul inside, fokes While he was arownd so-he'd always e on The
ouisite: Whew he dafed Carly [ made a fow chosce remarks about how she was fust aboul
lis speed. [f was cally. Shiffy. But she always was The last To-cafch on. She weni back
1o her ex amyway. She always avd.

Seemed ke it was ﬂ/mq; ke That. He was anfing someone else; [ was anfing
someone else: [ ran info- himv one night white I was ouf with leak; and he looked af me
like he had it all figured oul. Yealy yow know me and so-do-all The ladles. You know me;



know me; know me all the way down know me: Vack, [ know you. Asked him out The next
aay, fust fo-fuck with him:

Butt he said yes. Yes, he sard yes, he said yes, [ said yes. All our e = yes.

To0- much foo- fast and [ kmew [ was in foo- deep. fe always managed fo- surprise
me: e was funny and sweel and kind of a gooftall. I Thought good-looking guys
aecfanlled To-asshole, not Trying fo-be much more than fhey had fo: Living fogether just
seemed like The Gest answer, since we lofh worked so- muct: We dian't have a lof of fime
Jogether, Gul just The weight of him leside me; just his smell and his snoring made @
aifterence in my life: My life + Vack = Geffer. Life + plagwe - labies + bullshit + guns -

women + snow ~ Vack - sense - meaning + 5 ces Pepo-Frovera aaminisier over fime
resulls inconclusive: lost The chart.

She sat over her diary, lost in it for a long time. When she could snap out of
her reverie, she got up, got dressed for travel, and slung a rifle over her
shoulder. It was still snowing, and the wind had buried the front door in a
three-foot drift. She went around to the back of the house, sheltered from the
wind, and went out. She walked the mile gap to the nearest neighbor, broke
in, and started looking for something to occupy her mind.

Five hours later, with the last of the light, she made it back. She was
dragging a sled behind her.

* & o

Fourteen books. Two iPods that I left behind for obvious reasons. One
battered Discman and five batteries, none of them the right size. But maybe if
I keep looking. A basket of knitting and a booklet on how to do it. Never
knitted in my life. Got invited to stitch ’n’ bitch a thousand times, but it
sounded pointless to me. Right now it sounds like an excellent idea.

Was really glad there aren’t any houses nearer, but now I realize that
raiding anything is going to be an all-day affair. Only hit two, and I can’t go
back out again soon. Want a fucking snowmobile.



Firewood is going slow. At least it’s good stuff, fallen hardwood and
not a bunch of pine. Burns for a long time.

Wish I had an almanac. Wish I had the SF public library. Wish I had
the right batteries for this CD player, even if the only thing I have to listen to
is this Destiny’s Child CD in it. Wish I had a prime rib and a chocolate cake.
Wish I had Netflix. Wish I had a friend. Wish I had Jack. Wish into the fire,
burn it like a djinn. Wishes into the fire. Fire.

She had been completely alone for twenty-seven days. She had read every
book she could find and failed twice to try to start knitting a scarf. After the
second attempt, she threw the bag out into the snow and watched it get
buried. She sat at the window, scowling.

She was purely miserable. She slept long and late and ate listlessly,
when it occurred to her. Her hair was growing out, she could feel it on the
back of her neck. It had always grown fast. Every day she debated with
herself what risks were the smarter ones to take. Stay here, take off the
binder, be comfortable, and take long baths. Reread the books she had liked.
No one was coming. She could walk around the house naked if she wanted.

She had spent a few hours outside, practicing to shoot the rifles. She
found that she preferred the bolt action to the larger caliber break action,
although it had a scope, which she kept in mind in case she needed to take a
long shot. She felt competent and didn’t want to waste ammunition, so she
quit.

When she was lonely, she tortured herself with the idea that it could be
worse. She thought of the men at the lake house, the men in the mall. She
thought about getting caught in Nevada and living out her days on a chain,
burning inside. She thought about her apartment in San Francisco and could
come up with not a single memory before she killed a man in her own bed.
There was no before. The world had always been ending.

She had stopped talking. She had stopping singing, humming,
whistling. She felt like a wild animal, like a raccoon that had cleverly
burrowed into a house for the winter. She was a silent, thoughtless thing.
Nothing interested her. Out of habit or stubbornness, she didn’t change her
clothes or take that long, indulgent bath. She reversed her sleeping cycle,
staying up all night and sleeping all day. It snowed all the time.

She woke up one afternoon to the sound of pounding at the front door.



Her heart was instantly in her throat, beating so swiftly she could barely
breathe. She leaped up off the bed and picked up the rifle in the doorway. She
came to the door and checked the peephole.

Outside was all white. A darker shape was buried halfway in snow, its
face wrapped in dark cloth, unseen. The pounding started again, and with it a
high-pitched voice.

“Please!”

She thought for a second and came to the idea that someone coming to
surprise her wouldn’t knock on the door. She set the rifle down, but close
enough to reach, and tripped the locks. The visitor stumbled forward, and
snow scattered across the floor of the entryway. The scarf pulled open, and a
woman’s face appeared. Scared, cold, breathing steam, and crying hot tears
stood Jodi Obermeyer.

“Oh, thank God you’re still here. Thank God. Thank God. Thank God.”
She flung her arms around the startled woman’s neck and hung there,
sobbing. She slid free after a minute. “I was afraid you had gone. I didn’t
know where else to go.”

Dusty dragged the woman close to the Franklin stove in the kitchen and
made her sit down. She built up the fire until it leaped.

She watched Jodi trying to warm up, pulling off her snow-covered outer
layers and scooting closer to the fire.

So beautiful. So rosy freckled pink. That special stupid is stealing over
me . . . I am dumb around beautiful women. Seen the same thing happen to
men. It’s the kind of stupid that makes us pay attention to what a beautiful
woman says, whether or not it’s true or useful or sane. So glad to see
somebody, once I got over the scare. If 1 was going to get surprised by
someone at my door, I’'m glad it was her.

When Jodi had warmed up enough, she started talking. “I know I
shouldn’t be here, and I know if anyone finds out they’ll think I’ve broken
my vows, but I had to get out of Huntsville. I left while everybody was
asleep. I know the way. Somebody mentioned you were in the Westin house.
But I’ve never walked this far alone before. It took me forever, but I was
afraid to stop because I thought I might freeze to death.”

“You’re lucky you didn’t get lost.”

“I know. But I didn’t have any choice.”

“Why don’t you sit down on a chair, and I’ll make some tea, and we can



talk it over?”

Jodi stood up. “I don’t drink tea.” Standing, with her coats off and her
long skirts falling to the floor, she was obviously pregnant.

“Oh shit.”

Jodi put a hand protectively over her belly. “Is that any way to talk
about a baby?”

“Oh shit,” she repeated, unable to say anything else. She stepped
forward with her hands out, instinctively wanting to touch.

Jodi walked away, cradling her abdomen and sitting down gently on the
couch. “I didn’t come here for you to lay hands on me. I’'m still a married
woman. Obviously.”

“I’'m sorry. I should have asked you, of course. It’s just my training.
I’ve treated pregnant women for most of my professional career, I only
wanted to assess . . .” She lost what she had been meaning to say.

Jodi’s face crumpled in, and she started to sob again. “Everything is so
horrible. I need to know that I can trust you. Please just . . .”

She walked over to face the younger woman and raised her empty
hands. “I promise you that you have nothing to fear from me. I'll respect your
boundaries and assist you any way that I can.”

Jodi nodded, crying harder.

“No tea, huh? How about cocoa? I’ve got that.”

“Sure.”

She made the cocoa on the hot stove, whipping it together with a fork.
She brought it to the couch with a blanket and handed both to Jodi.

“Brother Dusty—"

The name startled her for a second. She had forgotten that was the one
she had given them to call her.

Jodi sniffled and wiped her nose on her sleeve. “Brother Dusty, the
month since you’ve been gone has been so awful. One of the missionaries
sent to Nevada came back. Brother Danielson. His companion died on the
road, but he brought back a wife.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, really. She was older, in her, like, late thirties, I think. Brother
Danielson said his companion had married them before he died. The elders
argued about that, because missionaries aren’t allowed to marry people. But
Brother Danielson said, like, they had prayed about it and it was the right



thing to do. And she was already pregnant anyways.”

“That . . . might be good,” she said cautiously.

“Of course it was good, but there was all this fuss about it. She wasn’t a
member, and she was black, and she was so much older than him. There were
fights about whether the marriage was legit or if the baby would be born in
covenant or not. Some of the brethren said the marriage should be annulled
and she should be courted and choose someone or whatever, since she had
only met two missionaries. It got freaking ugly. Brother Danielson ended up
saying he’d kill anyone who tried to take his wife from him.

“But it didn’t matter anyways, because she was sick. We didn’t realize
at first because she didn’t look sick. She was just like everyone else with the
fever, no temperature for a long time and then suddenly super hot. She had
joined the relief society and was helping us with the children. We got her
away from them as soon as we figured it out, but it was too late. Everyone
who hadn’t gotten sick the first time got it this time. Mikayla, Ben, and John
all got it super fast. Mikayla was dead in three days, but the boys held on a
long time. They both died a few days ago. Patty had it before. She wasn’t
sick at all.”

“Oh no. Not the kids. What about the women? Sister Everly and Sister
Johannsen?”

“Sister Everly passed on. Sister Johannsen had it before, but she just
about died taking care of the sick. But she couldn’t help it much. Elder
Johannsen died right in front of her. Brother Danielson and his wife died
alone in their house, nobody wanted to go to them. They blamed them for
bringing it back.”

“So how many are left?”

“Bishop Comstock died, so Bishop Graves is in charge. There were
twenty-one people left when I ran away. But Bishop Graves is acting so
weird.”

“Weird how?”

“He said he’s the prophet now. God’s telling him what to do. He
married Patty.”

“Didn’t you say she was nine?”

Jodi nodded, tearful again. “He said she’s going to live in his house and
learn to love him, but that he’ll hold her virginity sacred for seven years.”

“He’s a fucking prince.”



“Please don’t curse at me.” Jodi was still crying. “I’m just trying to tell

“Ok. Ok, I’m sorry. Go on.”

“Sister Johannsen was remarried to Elder Sterling right away. I don’t
even know if she wanted to, she’s been so sad since her husband died. But
even then, with her as old as she is, there were fights about that, too. Every
man in town wanted to marry her when her husband died. But then Bishop
Graves turned on me. He said that my husband is never coming back, that
God showed it to him. He said I needed to remarry and suggested a few of the
men to me. Brother Dusty, I just know Honus is alive. I would feel it if he
died. I have his baby inside me, like, I would know.”

Dusty nodded, not committing to saying anything.

“But he kept after me. Marry this guy, marry that guy. I told him, like, I
am still married. But they started showing up at my house all the time,
bringing me presents, offering me special things. Promising me what good
husbands they would be. I didn’t want to be mean to them, but it was, like,
breaking my heart. I couldn’t cheat on Honus.”

“How far along are you?” Dusty looked at her belly, guessing six
months at the most.

“Honus and I were married one hundred and eighty days ago, exactly.
We were together for a week before he was sent out. So I'm like six months.”

Dusty nodded. “So you left to get away from all that?”

Jodi started to sob again, clutching up the blanket. “No, I left when the
bishop said I would be married in a week to the man of his choosing and that
I was being stiff-necked and disobedient and I’d have to learn to submit. He
issued, like, a proclamation that women would be given in marriage by their
fathers or by the bishop from now on. Period. We don’t get to decide
anymore.”

“I see.” Dusty was boiling with an old anger. It seemed as old as the
world.

“I went to his wedding with Patty. We don’t have a temple, but they
made do. She cried, like, the whole time. It was terrible. The guys all looked
jealous or bored, but nobody seemed sorry for her. They were just like,
“That’s how it is now.’ I tried to talk to Sister Johannsen . . . I guess she’s
Sister Sterling now . . . I talked to her about it. She said it’s hard for Patty to
understand because she’s just a little girl, but that I was grown-up and I

you.



should know better.”

“Why didn’t they wait until the baby was born? Why so soon?”

Jodi choked a little laugh and shook her head. “They don’t know,” she
said.

“What?”

“They don’t know I’'m expecting. I’ve been wearing my sister’s old
clothes that are super baggy on me and tying my apron really loose. I hid
when I had morning sickness, and I never told anyone. I lived alone in our
house, mine and Honus’s. I really wanted to tell the little girls, to tell them
how, like, awesome it was to feel him kick and whatever. But I didn’t.”

“Unfuckingbelievable.”

“Why do you have such a potty mouth?” Jodi glared at her.

Everyone you know is dead, but let’s focus on my language.

“Are you really angry at cursing at a time like this? Look, it’s how
people talk where I’'m from. I’m sorry it offends you. I’ll try to keep it under
control, but this is my house.”

Jodi appeared chastened. “Forgive me, Brother Dusty. I didn’t mean to
challenge your authority.”

“Oh, for fuck’s . . . heaven’s sake.” Dusty stood up and took Jodi’s
empty cup. “You want another one?”

“Yes, thank you. Could I fix you something to eat?”

Dusty smiled, her back to the girl. “I think that’s your subservient way
of saying you’re hungry. Am I right?” She glanced over her shoulder to see
her reaction.

“No, I just meant if you wanted . . . you don’t have anybody to cook for
you. I can do that. I can clean, too, and, like, wash clothes. I really don’t want
to go back. I will make myself useful and stuff if I can stay.”

Dusty put the kettle back on and turned around. “Of course you can
stay. What kind of heartless psycho would turn a pregnant woman out into
the snow? Stay as long as you want, and I’ll take care of you. I’ve been in
labor and delivery for the last ten years. I want to ask you some questions,
though.”

“Sure, whatever.” Jodi pulled the blanket up to her chin.

“Is this your first pregnancy?” Dusty poured out another cup of cocoa
and put on two cans of soup.

“Of course it is. I told you, we just got married.”



“Of course. And you said ‘him.” How do you know the baby’s sex?”

“I just have a feeling.”

“So you didn’t tell Dr. Beaumont you were pregnant, either.”

“No. I was afraid to.”

“Have you been taking prenatal vitamins or anything like that?”

“Yeah, I knew that was important. I took them from bishop’s
storehouse, but nobody noticed. They’re in my coat.”

“Smart girl. Any bleeding or cramping?”

“No, huh-uh, not at all.”

When the soup was steaming, she poured it into deep mugs and brought
one to Jodi with her cocoa. She returned with her own and sat back down.

“Jodi, have you seen any babies born since the plague came through the
first time?”

“No.” She set her mouth in a little pink purse. She knew what was
coming, but her mind was already made up.

“But you heard about it? You know that a lot of babies are born sick
and they . . . they don’t make it. You heard that, right? I’m not trying to scare
you. I just want you to understand the risks of the situation.”

“That doesn’t matter,” she said firmly.

“Why is that?”

“Because there’s a new covenant. The prophet said so. Babies born into
the new world and the new covenant will live.”

“Is that the same prophet who just married a nine-year-old girl?”

“No, like, the real prophet in Salt Lake City.” Jodi looked like she was
trying to explain something simple to someone very stupid. “He told all the
bishops in his last message before we lost contact or whatever. Our babies are
safe.”

How convenient.

“Ok. I will do the best I can for you and your child. I’ll help you any
way I can. But I can’t do that unless you’re honest with me. Can you promise
to tell me how you’re feeling and if anything changes?”

Jodi nodded.

“All right. There’s a bedroom at the end of the hall that I think belonged
to a teenage girl. It has its own small fireplace. I can start a fire in there, if
you want to take it.”

“That’d be fine.”



Told her to be honest with me, but I’m not even trying to be honest with her.
Let her figure it out or tell her? How weirded out is she going to be? Be
better that she know I’'m not going to try to fuck her, that I can examine her
without her freaking out about it. She finds out on her own = might not be
able to trust me afterward. Could take this fucking binder off = = = = Have
to tell her.

In the morning, Dusty had hardly slept. She had been nocturnal for too long.
She got up anyway, relieved to have somebody to talk to. She found Jodi
already at work.

“I was gonna surprise you with breakfast.” She was in the pantry,
looking at the shelves. “I can make eggs and biscuits, I think. There’s some
canned sausage gravy. How does that sound?”

Dusty had avoided the powdered eggs so far. She knew one day they’d
have to get eaten. It wasn’t a good time to be picky. “Sounds good. I’'m going
to make some coffee. It’s instant and the creamer is dried, but it’s not bad.
You’re not supposed to have a lot, but I could make you a weak cup.”

Jodi didn’t look back at her; she was reaching for the powdered eggs.
“No tea, no coffee. I told you.”

“Oh, right. Mormons.”

“Yeah. Like, I’ve never even had coffee. Everybody says the smell is
nice but the taste is super yucky.”

“You get used to it,” Dusty said as she put the kettle on.

The kitchen was large, but the Franklin stove was small. In the end,
Dusty let Jodi shoo her out to the table so she had enough room to cook.

“So did you get a job after high school?”

“Nah, me and Honus got engaged right at my graduation. It was super
romantic. I waited for him while he served his mission in Canada, I wrote
him letters like every week. That was super hard. I can’t believe I have to
wait for him again. Anyways, he got into BYU, and we were gonna move to
Provo together.”

“Did you apply to college, too?”

“Nah, I knew we would have kids right away. I’ve always wanted to be
a mom. Did you ever get married?”

“No.” When the kettle whistled, Dusty got up and made a cup of coffee



with cream.

“Aw, that’s so sad.”

“It would have been sadder to have been married and have it fall apart.”
She sat down and stirred her coffee.

“So you were, like, a doctor?”

Dusty tried to remember what she had told them in Huntsville. She
didn’t recall, but she didn’t think Jodi remembered anyway. “I was a
registered nurse and midwife. I got my degree at UCSF and worked in the
university hospital. Babies born every day. Always plenty of work to do.”

“Wow, that’s so cool.” She sounded distracted.

“It was cool. I loved my job.” Dusty hadn’t tried at all this morning to
sound like a man. She was still wearing the binder, going slowly. She waited.

After a few minutes, Jodi came out carrying two plates. “The biscuits
burned on the bottom. I’ve never cooked them that way before. I just cut the
bottoms off.”

“I’m sure they’ll be fine.”

Jodi sat down, pushing her chair back to make room for her belly. “I
swear I’m bigger every day. Are you gonna . .. ?”

“What?” Dusty already had half a biscuit in her mouth.

“Are you gonna say a blessing, Brother Dusty?”

“Oh. Why don’t you go ahead?”

Jodi smiled indulgently at her. “Dear most gracious Heavenly Father

Dusty chewed and swallowed unhurriedly. Jodi’s prayer was almost the
exact same as the ones she had heard given in Huntsville. Same words, same
cadence, same sequence. Dusty waited.

“Amen.” Jodi ate as though she was hungry. “I should make some fruit
and veggies with lunch. I know the little guy needs them.”

Dusty nodded approvingly, still mashing biscuit crumbs and sausage
gravy together to cover the texture of powdered eggs. “That’s a good idea,
good that you’re paying attention. What would you like to do today?”

“I dunno,” Jodi said. “You know what I miss?”

Dusty smiled and popped her chin to encourage the answer. She was
happy in the anticipation of being able to miss the lost world together. They
could share it.

Like with Roxanne.



“I super miss TV.”

Not at all like Roxanne. She’s just a kid.

Dusty tried not to look let down. “Oh yeah? Like what?”

“I miss Real Housewives, and The Bachelor. They always went on the
best dates. It was so romantic.” She looked wistful, like she was remembering
old friends.

“Oh. I don’t think I ever saw either one of those.”

Jodi rewarded her with nearly an hour of exposition of where the season
had ended with the bachelor, who was there for the “right reasons,” and who
was pushing the envelope sexually.

Dusty was bored with the subject in minutes, but she tried to take
comfort in the sound of Jodi’s voice. She had desperately wanted someone to
talk to. She couldn’t be picky about her company now.

When she had finished her breathless recap, Jodi turned to Dusty. “So
what have you been doing here alone all this time?”

“Well, I read every book on the block. They’re in the dining room on
the sideboard if you want to try one.”

“Nah, I don’t really like to read.”

There’s a shock.

Jodi had washed the dishes and wiped down the kitchen. She stoked the
fire and then turned around, looking for something to do.

“What’d you do in your spare time in Huntsville?”

“Canning and sewing and stuff. Like, taking care of everyone, making
food, and fixing socks and stuff.”

“What do you like to do, though?”

Jodi looked blank.

“Don’t get much time off, do you?”

“I dunno. I liked to talk with the other sisters. Gossip, really. I know
we’re not supposed to, but it always happens. I guess there’s nothing to
gossip about with just the two of us here.”

“Well, there might be . . .”

Jodi looked at her askance. “What do you mean?”

“There isn’t any easy way to say this,” she began.

“Oh no.” Jodi looked stricken. “Please. Please don’t.”

“What? Why are you so scared of me?” Dusty took a step toward her,
then thought better of it and stopped.



“I don’t know, but I can tell you’re trying to tell me something
important. Is it bad news? I can’t take any more bad news.” She was blinking
back tears.

Dusty sighed, exasperated. “It’s not bad news. It’s just something I
want to get off my chest. It doesn’t change anything.”

“Ok. What?”

“I’m not a man.”

Jodi stared at her.

“I’ve been dressing like a man since I left San Francisco. I’ve been
much safer this way. It’s not safe out there for anyone, but especially not for
women.”

“You’re lying.” Jodi looked very confused.

“What, do you want me to show you? Look at me! No beard. No
Adam’s apple. It’s a simple disguise.”

“But your figure . . . ?”

“I’m wearing a binding vest.”

“A what?”

“It’s a vest that smashes your breasts down. So you can look like a
guy.” She itched to take it off, and this was taking longer than she expected.
She had thought Jodi would see it right away and laugh a little at having been
fooled for this long.

“Why would that even exist? Who would want that?”

Dusty snorted. “Lots of people you’ve never met. Look, why would I lie
about this?”

“To get me to drop my guard so you can, like, take advantage of me.”

Dusty rolled her eyes. “This is stupid.”

She started unbuttoning the plaid shirt she was wearing. Jodi started to
look away, but when the top of the vest became visible, she was transfixed.
The garment was very worn, and yellowed at the armpits. The front closed in
a long series of tiny bra hooks. It didn’t fit well or snugly anymore; Dusty
had lost too much weight, and it had just been worn too long. Still, it was
doing a fair job of smoothing out her curves. The material was a translucent
white mesh, and the pink of her nipples showed through just slightly. She
pushed the hooks together and started to open the vest. She reached a deep V
between her breasts, and her cleavage was clear.

“Ok, stop. I get it. You really aren’t a man.”



“Nope. I’'m gonna get this thing off.” She walked out of the room to go
change. She pulled a sports bra out of the bottom of her pack and put it on,
followed by her shirt.

She walked back out, buttoning up. “Sorry about that. I just had to
prove it to you.” She looked up, but she didn’t see Jodi anywhere.

“What the fuck?”

She walked around the house, looking for her. She was about to call out
when she heard the snowmobile outside. She crossed to the window and
looked. It was pulling up out front.

Shit, shit, shitty, shitstorming fuck. Perfect.

She ripped her heavy winter coat off the hook by the door and put it on.
Then she ran into the kitchen, picked up the wet clothes Jodi had hung up to
dry, and stuffed them into the oven. She turned around, looking to see if there
was any other sign of the girl. She touched the gun in the back of her
waistband where it always was and spotted the rifle leaning against the wall.

Safe. Everything safe. Alone here.

She went to the door. She thought about refusing to open it, but
discarded the idea. Too suspicious. She looked through the peephole just as
they started to knock. It was Chalmers and another man she had never seen.
She opened the door.

“Hi, guys. What can I do for you? Is one of you hurt?” She did her best
to deliver it with light concern, in her old Dusty low voice.

“No, Brother Dusty, we’re fine. This is Brother Randolph. We’re
looking for a member of the congregation who went missing yesterday.”

“In this snow? Are you serious? That’s awful.” She was trying to look
behind them to see if Jodi’s tracks were visible in the deep snow. It had
snowed all night, and there wasn’t much left.

She could always tell them they were her own.

“I’m afraid so. Have you seen or heard anything unusual today?”
Chalmers was watching her face, his calm blue eyes boring into hers.

“Man, I wish. I haven’t heard so much as a bird in days. It’s pretty
lonesome out here.” She smiled thinly.

Chalmers nodded. “We’re going to take a look around the
neighborhood.”

Randolph looked at him in surprise. “Shouldn’t we search the house?”

Her blood pressure went up, and she fought it. “You guys are welcome



to come in. I’ve got coffee. I haven’t been feeling well this week, so I’ve got
the kettle going all the time. I’'m even wearing my coat in the house.” She
shrugged inside her clothes as if to dig herself in deeper and pulled her neck
down into the hood.

Her throwaway comment about feeling sick struck them like an arrow.
Chalmers was suddenly inching his way down the porch steps.

“Oh, that’s fine, we don’t want to bother you.” He tugged at Randolph’s
sleeve. “If you see anyone out in the snow, I’'m sure you’ll render aid. We’ll
come back and check with you in a week or so.” He almost tripped in his
eagerness to get away.

She waved to them from the doorway and closed up slowly. Then she
threw the bolt and put her back up against the door. She heard the
snowmobile start up.

“Jodi?”

The broom closet in the kitchen swung open, and Jodi spilled out,
trembling all over. “Thank God, oh, thank God.”

“They’re gone. I don’t know if they tracked you here or what, but
they’re definitely looking for you. How did you know they were coming?”

“I heard it! Didn’t you hear it? That thing is super loud.”

“Did you leave a note? Tell anyone where you were going?”

She shrugged. “No. People disappear sometimes. They just leave. I
thought they’d, like . . . just forget about it. You know?”

“You mean guys disappear sometimes. Have you ever lost a woman
that way?”

She goggled at Dusty. “No . . . [ didn’t think of it that way.”

Dusty sat down on the sofa. “Yeah, well. There’s no mystery to those
disappearances anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

“They’re just suicides. Comstock didn’t want to admit it, but it was
pretty clear.”

“There’s no way that’s true.” Jodi’s face set along angry lines. “Why
would anybody do that?”

Dusty snorted. “Yeah, you’re right. Why would they? Everything is
wonderful.” It came out meaner than she had meant it. She saw Jodi flinch.

Jodi got up and went to the kitchen. “I’m gonna—"

“Stay away from the windows for a while. They said they were going to



search the neighborhood. I don’t know if they will, but just in case.”

Jodi came back into the doorway. “You’re not really sick, are you?”

Dusty snorted. “No. I just told them that so they’d be too scared to
come in.”

Jodi stared at her, her brows coming together.

“You want to feel my head?”

Dusty expected Jodi to laugh it off, but she came straight toward her
with her hand out. She laid the back of her left hand against Dusty’s cheek
and waited. Looking away, she cupped her palm against Dusty’s forehead.

“Normal, right?”

Jodi dropped her hand. “Yeah. Yeah, just checking.”

Keep checking. Please.

It was casual contact, almost clinical. But her hand was soft and small,
with slender fingers. It awakened something in Dusty that she had been
ignoring while it slept. Something stirred and wanted and ached. She did
everything she could to coax it back to bed.
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The snow quit one day, and Dusty got bundled up to go out.

“Hey, I’m gonna skip breakfast. I want to walk two miles or so to the
nearest neighbor that I haven’t robbed yet. It will take me a couple of hours,
then I’ll be back. Is there anything you’d like me to look for? For you?”

She stood in the doorway, tying up her scarf. Jodi came out of the
kitchen, looking frightened.

“You’re leaving me?”

“What? No. I’m just going to walk to another house and look for
supplies. I’d like some new books. Maybe find a house that has some board
games? And you need some bigger clothes . . .”

Jodi’s face was crumpling. It was all Dusty could do to hold back a sigh
of exasperation and contempt.

“I’m fine. I don’t need anything new.” She folded her arms across her
chest.

“Well, I do,” Dusty said simply. “And I’'m going. I’ll lock you in, and I



doubt anyone will come looking for you today—"

“No!” She said it like she was a moment away from a tantrum; Dusty
expected her to stamp her foot. “If you’re leaving, then I’'m going with you.”

This time Dusty did sigh. She wanted some time off. Not to live alone
forever, but just a short break from Jodi filling the silence with her
meaningless chatter.

Find some people, wish you were alone. Live alone, wish for people.

“You’re very pregnant. You want to walk four miles in the snow?”

“You’re supposed to walk when you’re pregnant, right? Like, for
exercise? So I’ll walk with you.”

Dusty rolled her eyes. “In small doses, not in an endurance march.
You’re going to get very tired. You don’t have the stamina you had before
you got pregnant. This will be hard and cold, and your ankles will get
swollen.”

Jodi shrugged. “If I’'m too tired to come back, we can sleep in some
other house.”

“What if there’s no firewood?”

She shrugged again. “Whatever. I’'m bored, and I don’t want to stay
here alone. I’'m going with you.”

“Fine. I can’t stop you from coming with me. But I expect you to keep
up. And I do not want to stay somewhere else for the night. We’re taking the
sled, and you do what I tell you to. All right?”

She smiled as suddenly as she had pouted, as suddenly as she could
burst into tears when she wanted. “Yay! I’ll get dressed!”

“Put on a pair of sweat pants under your skirt,” Dusty said, miserable by
the door.

To Jodi’s credit, it didn’t take her long. In a scant few minutes, she was
back out of her bedroom, wearing sweatpants as she was told. A long skirt
and a down-filled jacket went over, with a scarf and hat and a small wicker
basket draped over one arm.

Dusty considered her. Jodi was a brat, but she’d been brought up in a
rigid structure that only got more rigid after the plague. She would do what
Dusty told her to because it was how she had always lived. At the very least,
she was biddable. Dusty was grateful for that as she locked the door behind
them.

They walked to the end of the yard in silence. The snow was drifted up



so high that the sled skidded along on the surface at almost hip height. Dusty
knew they had come to the street by the mailbox.

“So where are we headed?”

Dusty pointed to the right. “There are two houses a couple of miles that
way that I’ve just about cleaned out. I’d like to go the other way. I think there
are more down the road a bit. The map looks like a cul-de-sac about three
miles down.”

“Ok.”

They trudged into the street and dragged the sled slowly down the road.

“So I’ve been thinking about names for the baby.”

Dusty looked up at the black tree branches with little white tents of
snow piled on top. “Only natural. So what are your thoughts?”

“Well, if it’s a boy, his middle name has to be Honus, after his father.
That’s an Obermeyer tradition. But I was thinking about first names. Like
what about Brad? Or Ashton? Or what about Jaden? Isn’t that super pretty?”

“It was really popular last year at the hospital. About every other boy
was named Aiden, Braden, Jaden, or Kaden.”

Jodi was silent. Dusty didn’t look, because she knew that she would be
stormy.

“Then again, most of those kids are dead. So I guess it hardly matters.”

Didn’t mean that to sound callous. Just practical. She’s pissed again.
Like it’s my fault.

Jodi waited a few minutes before speaking. “It might be a girl, I guess. I
really feel like it’s a boy, but better safe than sorry or whatever. So I was
thinking about Chloe and Zoe. Or, like, a really super old name, like Abigail.
What do you think?”

“Those are lovely,” Dusty said absently.

Nameplates in the neonate ward, the ones nurses slipped into the fronts
of cradles. Boy Jones. Girl Rodriguez. Sometimes the parents had the whole
name ready to go. I remember kids named Angel and Treasure, kids named
Jesus and Elvis and Belle and Martin Luther and Kal-El.

Those that weren’t named dafter someone famous were named after
someone in the family.

Always some idea of who the kid should be.

“Honus and I talked about names. He really wanted to name his son
George. He said that was Baby Ruth’s real name.”



“Babe Ruth? The baseball player?”

“Yeah. Honus and his dad are, like, really into sports. It’s all they talk
about.” Jodi was grinning.

“Are you into sports, too?”

“Nah, that’s guy stuff. But I’'m glad it makes him happy.”

The road had markers to keep drivers aware of where they were on the
Utah grid system. They had moved one square west of Dusty’s house. It
seemed like they were making good time.

In the cold air, Jodi’s cheeks were pink roses and her eyes were bright.
She was clearly enjoying being out of the house for a bit.

“Honus is such a sweetheart. He always surprises me with little
presents. He’s funny and silly. I miss him so much.”

“Where was he sent again?”

“Colorado. Denver.” She said it very quietly, looking at the uneven
trenches her legs were cutting through the snow.

Get used to being a widow.

“Ah. Do they usually send men out who’ve just been married?”

“Not before. Before it was unmarried guys when they turned eighteen,
and old maids who hadn’t gotten married by twenty-five. But Bishop
Comstock said it had to be young men, and there weren’t that many of those.
So they let us get married and have a week together and then sent him out. It
was kind of like a blessing, because now when he comes home, I’1l be able to
surprise him with a baby.”

“Will he be happy?”

“Of course he will! He wants to be a daddy, that’s why we got
married.”

“Is he handsome?”

“Oh my gosh, yes, he is so cute. He’s taller than me, like, way tall. He
has brown hair and blue eyes and the best smile. He played basketball in high
school. I was a freshman when he was a senior, and I was crushing on him
from day one. I used to go to his games. He was gonna play for BYU.” She
looked wistful and proud, as if recalling achievements of her own.

“He sounds lovely.”

“Yeah, so, like, when he got called to Ottawa, he was super excited. He
really wanted to be called to, like, Japan or something, but whatever. So I
promised I would wait, and we made plans and stuff. I never thought I’d have



to wait like this again.”

“I never thought I"d do a lot of things I’ve had to do since this all
started.”

Jodi looked at her, a little concern wrinkling her smooth forehead. “Like
what?”

Dusty waited a minute, looking up and down the white road. “I think
we’re about halfway.”

“Can we take a break?” Jodi’s voice was plaintive, not quite whining.

“We really can’t,” Dusty told her. “We need to get somewhere warm
before we sit down. It’s no good for you to be in this cold, and it would only
prolong your exposure if we take a break out here. We’re almost there.”

“Ok.” Jodi launched into another long explanation of her favorite TV
show, this time the scandalous real life of a group of rich-and-famous sisters.
Dusty checked out and just said, “Yes,” or “Mm-hmm,” or “Oh, really?” in
the right places. She reached back and put her hand on her gun periodically,
like touching a talisman.

Finally, Dusty saw the outline of a house up ahead. It was two stories
tall, and the front door was drifted in. The snow was at least good for
showing whether people had been in and out recently.

“Look!” She pointed it out to Jodi, who snapped her head toward it.

“Oh yay! We found it!”

They ran haltingly, struggling to get through the snow in the road and to
the edge of the yard. As they got closer, Dusty saw that it was a large house
with a huge bay window. She smiled.

“This could be good.”

The door was unlocked. Jodi opened it, and they walked in together.

Dusty went straight to the decorative fireplace with a dry stack of oak
beside it and looked around for kindling. She took the magazines off the
coffee table and used them to start a fire. She wrenched the flue open and sat
patiently, feeding the flames until it roared. She told Jodi to sit down in front
of it and warm up, especially her legs.

“Try to stop me,” said Jodi as she shucked off her snow-caked shoes.

Dusty stomped her feet and started to check the place out.

It was obviously a family home. Stains on the couch and pictures on the
mantle. A plastic high chair at the kitchen table. A tub of toys in a cozier
family room, located off the side of the main entrance. She opened up the



pantry and took a look. There was soup here she thought they should take,
among other things. She thought she’d let Jodi check the food since she did
most of the cooking. She went up the back staircase and started looking
through the bedrooms. The master bedroom had a dead couple in the bed,
their arms laid over the smaller corpses of their children under the blankets.

Well, good for you. Sound decision.

She took a bottle of frozen shampoo from the windowsill above their
shower and tucked it into her pack. None of the clothes in the large closet
looked like a good fit for either of them. She closed the door and moved to
the next room.

She found a handful of board games in a closet and stacked them at the
top of the stairs. She loaded her bag with books, including about twenty from
a young girl’s bedroom. The kid had favored science fiction and fantasy and
Dusty’s eyes grew large at the sight of them. She thought she’d love to travel
in some other worlds for a change. In a boy’s room, she found another stack,
mostly adventures. She was so glad for this discovery that she bounced up
and down on the balls of her feet at the sight of them. She thought the books
alone made up for the walk.

She heard Jodi coming up the stairs. “Hey are you warmed up then?
Will you take that stack of games down to the sled?”

Silence.

“Jodi?”

She came out of the bedroom and walked into the hallway. She didn’t
see anyone. Her breathing got fast and ragged, and she put her right hand
behind her, ready to draw.

“Jodi? Damn it, Jodi, answer me.”

She came close enough to see that the master bedroom door was open
again, and Jodi was standing there, staring at the dead couple in the bed.

“Jodi, you scared the shit out of me. You shouldn’t be in here. And
don’t fucking ignore me when I call you.”

Jodi turned on her, suddenly furious. “How can you talk like that in
here? Don’t you have any respect? This was their house, and they died here,
together. I hope they were sealed in the temple.”

Dusty tugged at her sleeve. “Come on, Jodi. Please get out of here. You
shouldn’t be around dead bodies, not with the baby.”

“In the celestial kingdom, they will be together forever.” She nodded



resolutely, but her eyes were troubled.

“Good. That is great for them. Let’s please get out of here, ok?”

Jodi turned away and left the room.

“You should try the last door on the right there for clothes,” Dusty said.

“I don’t think we should take anything,” Jodi said, turning to her.

“What?”

“This isn’t ours to take. It belongs to someone.”

Dusty was baffled. “They’re dead. Dead people don’t own anything.
We’re living, and we need it. I don’t think they’d mind, but even if they did,
they’re dead. One more time. Dead. Most of the people in the world, dead.
We’re gonna take what we need.”

“Not me. My clothes are fine. I’'m not taking anything.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain, please.” Jodi’s mouth was a thin
line of disapproval. For a white-hot second, Dusty wished she had continued
the illusion that she was a man. She could have cowed Jodi into shutting up if
she had that authority. As it was, they were going to have to wrestle it out.
She took a deep breath.

“All right. Your choice. Don’t take anything. I’'m going to load up, and
then we’re out of here. We’ll leave the other houses for another day.”

She pushed past Jodi, picked up the games, and headed down the stairs.

“Wait!”

She turned back on the landing.

“What?”

“We should bury them.”

Dusty turned her back and kept walking downstairs. “You bury them.
I’ll wait.”

She loaded up the sled, pretending to not pay attention. She had an ear
cocked, waiting to hear if Jodi actually tried to get the bodies out of the bed.
She stacked up the games and threw down her backpack. She didn’t hear the
thumps of bodies. What she heard was Jodi vomiting.

She came down the stairs, pale and shaking, wiping her mouth.

“You good?”

“Whatever.”

Jodi sat down by the fire again.

“Exactly.” Dusty stalked back into the kitchen. She looked over the



shelves. To herself, she muttered, “I wonder if I can make cake without fresh
eggs.”

“You can.”

Jodi had come quietly to the kitchen door. Dusty turned around to face
her.

“There’s tricks. I learned how as a Girl Scout.”

So domestic. I’d be annoyed except that I benefit from it.

“Ok. I’m gonna grab some cake mixes then. Cake sounds good. What
do you say?”

“I guess it’s ok.”

“Good.” She grabbed three boxes of mix and tucked them under her
arm.

Quietly, Jodi came into the pantry and started picking out cans. Dusty
didn’t say anything about her sudden reversal of morals. She didn’t want to
fight. She wanted to get loaded up and get back on the road.

“You warmed up enough to go back out there?”

Jodi pouted a little. “Are you sure we shouldn’t just stay here?”

“It’s early afternoon. We can totally make it back. Come on.” She went
to the sled and stacked up the cake mixes, flat on their sides. “There’s lots of
food here. We should remember and come back if we start to run low.”

Jodi came up behind her and put her canned goods on the sled. “How
long are you planning to stay in Eden?”

“I want to wait out the winter before I move on. If I’d known it snowed
like this in Utah, I might have stayed somewhere else.”

Jodi laughed a little. “I'm from Ogden. I haven’t seen snow like this,
ever. Not in my whole life. This is, like, the worst winter I’ve ever seen.”

“Perfect timing then.”

“Yeah. Totally.”

The fire had died down. Dusty considered shoveling the ashes out, then
decided not to bother. They closed up the house and left it unlocked, then set
out to return. Dusty got ahead, dragging the sled slightly behind. They kept to
their earlier tracks, and Dusty thought about the trail they had left. She
deliberately walked into the snow that kept their paths separate and mussed
them together. She didn’t want anyone to be able to tell that two had come
and gone. Indeterminate tracks were better than an exact number. When she
looked behind them, she saw a long churned-up track that might have been



made by anything at all. She thought about laying the warm gun in the snow
beside her, just for a moment, so that anyone who followed their tracks would
see the impression of it. She dismissed the idea as stupid, but she felt
uncomfortably exposed.

She needn’t have worried. It started to snow again before they got
halfway home.

Dusty looked at Jodi as the house came into view. Snowflakes lay thick
on her red-gold eyelashes. One or two lit on her pink lips and melted there.
She caught Dusty looking at her.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

It does no good to tell a beautiful woman how beautiful she is. If she
already knows, it gives her power over the fool who tells her. If she does not,
there is nothing that can be said to make her believe it. Dusty did not know
everything, but she knew that.

“Come on. Let’s get in and build that fire.”
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They settled into a routine. Neither of them set terms. They did not negotiate
or ever directly address what they needed from one another, but the days fell
into a rhythm.

Dusty got up first thing in the mornings and saw to the fire. She banked
the coals, scuttled the ashes, brought a stack of wood within reach, and got it
roaring again. By the time she came to Jodi’s room to do the same, Jodi was
up. The younger woman always cooked; Dusty had given up even trying.
Jodi was a dab hand with what they had, never wasting and always making
something filling and edible. When Jodi wasn’t cooking, she cleaned house,
washed and mended their clothes, and relived television shows that she
missed terribly. Dusty tried to draw her out on reminiscences of Honus, but



Jodi grew silent on that topic.

Jodi’s belly grew rounder and bigger every day, hard as a pumpkin. The
two of them could share the occasional moment of joy when she would
suddenly light up and wave for Dusty to lay hands on her wide, taut belly.
She would never speak at these times, as if the baby were a fish that might be
frightened away. She would wave, eyes wide, mouth closed. Dusty never
grew tired of this, never passed up the chance. The child was alive, kicking
like a soccer player, long limbed and whole.

Now in the seventh month of pregnancy, Jodi was doing well. Dusty
watched her carefully. Her appetite had increased. She got plenty of sleep.
She was active and in fine spirits every day. She went out into the snow to
relieve herself with regularity. Dusty could tell the baby had not yet turned.
He was still head up and face forward. She considered turning him, but she
thought it could wait. Dusty did not want to hope. She tried to keep hope out
of her, shutting all the doors and locking them with the keys of reason and
evidence and precedent. Still, she could feel it seeping in, incorporeal and
deathless, refusing to be refused.

In the evenings, Jodi would make dinner. She could indeed make cake
without fresh eggs or butter or milk, and the results weren’t bad. Dusty would
prod her for some kind of conversation beyond the immediate. Sometimes
her efforts were rewarded. Even reminiscences from Jodi’s Norman Rockwell
childhood could be interesting on occasion. Dusty tried telling her own
stories, but she knew that Jodi was immediately bored. They felt how keenly
different they were and tried to glide over it. Dusty ended every evening by
reading a book in a wingback chair in the living room. She had tried to read
aloud for Jodi a few times, but Jodi would fall asleep or ask wildly off-topic
questions. Dusty stopped trying. There was much they could not share. They
shared Jodi’s pregnancy.

Dusty woke in the middle of the night with her heart pounding. She
thought it was only another nightmare. She had them less frequently with
Jodi in the house, but they still happened. She was trying to get her heart rate
back down when the sound that had awakened her returned.

Snowmobile.

It was running at top speed, the engine whining and echoing off every
tree and still surface in the silent night. She bolted out of bed in the flannel
long underwear she had been wearing and pulled the pistol off her bedside



table. She put it in her waistband without thinking and it slid down her ass
and into the leg of her pajamas. Cursing, she kicked it out onto the floor and
picked it up again. She carried it into Jodi’s bedroom. She shook the girl
awake.

“What?”

“Shhh! Listen.”

Dusty jerked her head toward the sound, but Jodi’s eyes were already
huge with terror.

“Can you get under the bed?”

She shook her head. “I’m too big. No way. The closet?”

Dusty nodded to her, and she slid off the bed and hastily began to make
it. “Good idea,” Dusty said.

She padded down the stairs and picked up the rifle that she had leaned
against the door. She held both guns and sank to the floor beside the front
window. She was calm. She brought the rifle up to rest it on the windowsill
and pointed it out into the darkness. She hadn’t lit a candle; she had the
embers of the fire. No stars, no moon. The vague, blurry impression of snow
falling.

A black shape came pounding up the porch, not sneaking, very fast.
Fists banged the door.

Dusty leaped to her feet and backed up, setting the rifle down. She held
the revolver at arm’s length.

“Fuck off!” She bellowed it at the door.

“Jodi! Jodi! I’'m looking for my wife, Jodi Obermeyer!”

Upstairs, she heard the commotion of Jodi bursting out of the closet.
She came down the stairs in her nightgown, taking the stairs so fast that
Dusty held her breath. She stepped back, and Jodi flew straight to the door,
screeching.

“Honus? Honus, baby? Oh my God, Honus!” She flung open the door.
The cold wind ripped her nightgown back and outlined her breasts and belly
in the firelight. Her loose red-gold hair streamed back, and she slit her eyes
against it, shielding her face with her hand. “Is it really you?”

A tall figure with broad shoulders walked through the door. He pulled
off a ski mask and revealed a handsome bearded face. His hair was dark, and
his cheeks were hollow. His eyes glistened in the low light, and he wrapped
his arms around Jodi and sobbed openly.



“Thank God, oh thank God.”

They stood that way, crying on one another, for several minutes. Dusty
had lowered the gun and shut the door. She waited quietly. She knew she’d
eventually be remembered.

Honus sank to his knees and held Jodi’s belly, kissing it over and over.
“My baby, oh my baby. I didn’t know, but I prayed. I hoped.”

Jodi stroked his hair with both hands, smiling through tears. “I knew
you’d come home. I knew it in my heart. Oh, Honus.”

He turned his head to listen to the child within the womb, and his eyes
met Dusty’s. He stood up slowly.

“You must be Brother Dusty. I can’t thank you enough for taking care
of my wife . . .” He started to offer his hand.

“She’s not brother anybody. She’s just Dusty. She pretended to be a
man in Huntsville. Tell him, Dusty.”

“It’s true. Just Dusty.”

Honus looked her over, top to bottom. She saw a mixture of confusion
and disbelief cross his face. She thought she saw a little disgust as well.

“You’re really . . . so you’re pretending . . . ?”

“I’m safer as a man.” Dusty crossed her arms and waited.

Damned if I need to explain myself to you. Be glad I’'m not fucking your
wife. Asshole.

Honus’s face relaxed. He looked relieved as if he had been able to hear
her thoughts and knew himself a lucky man.

“Let me shake your hand anyway, since I surely do thank you. I'm so
glad she’s safe and the baby is safe and I found them. Thank you so much.”

Dusty uncrossed her arms and shook, still adjusting to his presence.

“Honus, sit down. You look starved. Let me fix you something—"

“No, you two sit. I’ll make something. I’'m sure you want to be close to
him right now . . .” Dusty started for the kitchen, then thought better of it.

“Are you alone?” She looked toward the door again.

Honus nodded. “My companion died in Colorado. I returned alone. I
didn’t even tell Bishop Sterling I was taking off.”

“Anyone from Huntsville following you? Did you steal that
snowmobile?”

“No, I came home on it. Nobody is plowing. It’s all snow from here to
there. Thank God for the snowmobile. I didn’t tell anyone about your note.”



“Bishop Sterling?” Jodi looked confused.

“What note?” Dusty was more interested in how he had found them.

“Bishop Comstock died and left Bishop Graves in charge. I guess he
had an accident or something a while back, and now Bishop Sterling has the
mantle. You know there’s hardly anyone left?” He reached into the inside
pocket of his jacket and pulled out a sheet of vellum.

Jodi turned to Dusty. “We always said that if something happened and
one of us had to leave, our secret note place was in our wedding album.
There’s an envelope in there, like, glued to the page, with an invitation that
my mom made. There’s blank vellum in there for a note, so I left one for
Honus when he got back.” She turned her eyes adoringly back to Honus’s
face. She had pronounced vellum vell-oom, as if she had never said it out
loud before.

“I was crazy at first when they told me you had taken off, out into the
snow. They said you were acting weird and disobedient and trying to . . .
well, showing interest in other men. And you just took off one night without
telling anyone. So I sat alone in our house, thinking that couldn’t have been
true. I pulled out our pictures and started looking, and then it hit me. I was
only home for maybe five or six hours. I just went to the bishop and told him
I was going to find you, dead or alive. And then I took off for this place, as
fast as I could.”

They beamed at each other. Dusty was satisfied. She got up and went to
the kitchen. She pulled together a meal of hoecakes with fake bacon bits and
some herb gravy. She cooked the cake on the stovetop, listening to the
conversation in the other room.

“You took that snowmobile all the way home?”

“Dragging a sled of gasoline. I sure did.”

“What happened to Elder Langdon?”

“I don’t want to talk about it, sweetheart. Not just yet. Ok?”

“Ok. Yeah, ok. Did you actually make it to Denver?”

“We . . . did. We did. T don’t really want to talk about that, either.
Denver. Not yet.”

“Well, what took you so long? You were supposed to be back months
ago!” Jodi’s voice was nearing the whining point. Dusty knew she was near
tears.

“I’'m so sorry, honey. Terrible things happened along the way. All I



could think about was getting home to you. I am so blessed to find you here,
with our baby. So blessed. I can’t believe I got this far.”

Dusty brought out the hoecakes with a side of warmed green beans. She
presented it to him, and he disentangled himself from Jodi’s arms to accept
the food. “Thank you, Sister—”

“Just Dusty, please. Eat. You look starved.”

Honus laid the plate reverently in his lap and folded his arms. Jodi
folded hers as well. Dusty watched, waiting.

“Dear Heavenly Father, thank you so much.” Honus burst into tears. He
struggled to get a hold of himself. “You know what’s in my heart. I am so
grateful at this moment, for everything, for every breath. Thank you. Amen.”

He tore into the food like he hadn’t eaten well in weeks. Looking at the
sunken parts of his face, the prominent bones in his hands, Dusty thought
maybe he hadn’t.

“Drink plenty, go slow. Your body will get used to it.”

He drank, blinking.

They sat with him in silence while he ate. Jodi stared at him, her eyes
shining with happiness and the deep satisfaction of having been proved right.
Dusty found it impossible to look at anything but the fire. It was too intimate,
too odd, and she found herself deeply uncomfortable being three where once
were two. He didn’t want to talk about where he had been, and so there
wasn’t anything to talk about.

Dusty took his dishes to the kitchen and washed them. Jodi led Honus
to the back of the house where the bedrooms were located, three along a line
with a bathroom at the end. She could hear them whispering on the other side
and waited for the sound of a closing door. She followed them after a minute,
hoping suddenly that she didn’t have to hear them fucking before she fell
asleep.

She hoped it with an emotion that she couldn’t identify.

She reached her bedroom door and stopped. Jodi had gone into the
bedroom she had claimed, the one that had previously belonged to a teenage
girl in the before time. Dusty’s bedroom stood open, the bed was made, and a
candle had been lit for her. The third bedroom door was closed. Neither of
them had used this one; the bed sagged in the middle, and they thought it had
belonged to an older family member because of its fussy quality. Dusty put
her ear to the door and heard Honus moving around in there, probably



undressing for bed. She jerked away from it and looked back to Jodi’s room.
She was in there, humming. Dusty looked back and forth between the two,
puzzled.
Jodi was ecstatic to see him. Why didn’t she take him to bed with her?
Mystified, Dusty went to sleep.

The rhythm of days started to reassert itself. Honus took more than his share
of chores and offered to go out raiding on his own. Jodi resisted this at first,
afraid to let him out of her sight. He won her over with his first trip, taking
the snowmobile and returning in less than half the time a walk would have
taken, bringing with him extra gasoline, candles, and cans of chocolate syrup.

He was excited to observe Jodi’s checkups and delighted in feeling the
baby move and kick.

Their joy in anticipation was amplified when they came together, and
Dusty couldn’t imagine trying to tell them not to get their hopes up.

She started to think of reasons why their baby might make it. The
Huntsville ward had been isolated from the disease, and maybe Jodi had
never really been exposed. Maybe the constant cold made it difficult for the
virus to multiply or move. Maybe the two of them were both naturally
immune and could pass on that immunity. She felt like a medieval doctor
working without germ theory or any understanding of immunity. She was
reasoning about this disease with hardly any understanding of its virulence or
nature. Hope was with her; it would not go away.

They did the same for themselves and each other, but their frame of
reference was not epidemiology.

“But if the original covenant was damaged, and we’re married in the
restored covenant, then the baby should be fine.”

“That is what the prophet said. But none of the sisters in Huntsville
showed any sign while I was there.” Jodi’s thin, fine eyebrows rushed
together.

Honus couldn’t stop smiling. “I know. But they’re older, and they might
not have been . . . very intimate all the time.”

Jodi blushed.

Kill me.

“Anyway, we did everything right. We waited until we were married,
we were joined together by the bishop, our baby will be born in covenant.



We’re not sinless, but we’re faithful and obedient. This can’t go on forever.
Healthy adults can have healthy babies. We might be among the first, but we
won’t be the last.” He nodded to himself, satisfied. Sure.

They wove this narrative of surety to themselves every time either one
of them felt doubt. They returned to it over and over. Their faith was the
touchstone, and they checked again and again to ensure that their gold was
the real thing. Dusty was always quiet during this exchange, never sure what
to say. Their jargon was thick.

Dusty was grateful to have someone new to talk to. It felt terrible to
admit it, but she was tired of Jodi. Honus was smarter than his wife. He was
funny and even quick sometimes, and could see the solution to a problem
steps ahead of Jodi and only a few behind Dusty. He was terribly interested in
how Dusty had come to Utah, and she told the story again, but kept a few
things back.

When she came to the end of it, she asked, “So what happened in
Colorado?”

Honus looked down at his straight razor where it lay against the strop in
his lap. “I'don’t. .. I’m not sure I can tell you.”

“Why not?”

“I ... we saw some terrible things. And I lost my companion. I came
back without him. I just . . . I don’t know what would be gained by telling it.
It would only upset Jodi.”

Jodi was napping in her bedroom.

“So just tell me. I won’t repeat it to her. I’'m very curious, though. I
know conditions are rough out there. You know what I went through—"

“It wasn’t like that!” His cheeks colored, and she could see his pulse
throbbing in his long, thin neck. “It was like . . . Heart of Darkness. It was
like being on another planet. I can’t even describe it.”

“Do you keep a diary?”

He looked up at her. “Why would you ask me that?”

She shrugged. “I do. I always have, but lately it’s felt even more
important. I’m processing all this, the changes in the world, everything. It’s
like a mental-health exercise.”

Honus sighed. “Did you know missionaries are required to keep a
diary?”

“No, I didn’t. So did you keep one?”



“I did. It’s in the saddlebags on the snowmobile. I don’t ever want my
son to read it. Every night, I think of burning it.”

Quick, without a thought. “Give it to me.”

“What?”

She was thinking fast, knowing she had to bring him over to the idea
before he had a chance to think twice. “It’s the story of a missionary working
in a field that no one has ever faced. It should be kept for . . . for whoever is
left to read it.”

I’'m greedy for it. I want the intimacy of someone’s whole thoughts. I
want to get past his gatekeeper.

He didn’t speak for a second. “I can’t. I just can’t. I'm too ashamed of
it. I’'m sorry.” He picked up the blade and the strop. He walked back into his
room and shut the door.

She sat motionless for a long time. When she thought it had been long
enough, she crept to the door.

Turning the latch with agonizing slowness, she opened the door as
silently as she could. Cold wind blasted her in the face. She put one of
Honus’s shoes in front of the door to hold it open and keep it from swinging
against the wall if the wind suddenly gusted.

Glancing back over her shoulder, she picked her way down to the
snowmobile. The wind cut through her clothes; she hadn’t stopped to bundle
up. With freezing hands, she pulled open Honus’s saddlebags. She pawed
through pairs of jeans and a stack of juice boxes. Tucked against the side of
the leather, she found one slim linen-covered journal. It was tied shut with a
ribbon.

Hastily, she closed the bag and dashed back toward the warm yellow
glow of the open door.

Closing the door as slowly and quietly as she had opened it, she held
her prize at her thigh, ready to hide it if necessary. Sitting down with it, she
pulled at the knot in the ribbon. It yielded softly, and the deed was done. She
held Honus’s diary in her hands, and she could not have stopped herself if she
tried.

The Book of Homus Obermeyer
As Serited by The Unnamed Niawite
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[ gquess all our conversafion aid was comvince him To- go-anay when he aves if. At least
he'll s1op watking me wp.

Pay 42

(m certain That we're lost. We left The main bghway when we ran info-an accident That
blocked up The road, bul now we can't find if. We're using his AAA map, and [ see where
it showld be; but [ can't seem fo-get ws back There: Heavenly Father. [ feel like & failure:
Flease send ws someone [o-[alk [o; someone [o- minisler 1o Flease give our anys and our
work meaning. Flease hely Elder langaon 1o- mage his heart confrife and seek yow again:
He feels very far away from me fodny.

Pay 42



[ miss Voai so- much: [ rememdber The first day [ met her. She was so- preify in her
Halloween costume: [ Think she was a princess. We danced Together, and Sister Eqgers
said 1o leave room lefween us for a quad. We laughed, buf we did i1. [ can't s1op Thinking
of her smile; her soft skin: [ was married To-her for only a week lefore Heavenly Father
and The Gishop sent me away. [ don't wani' 1o~ be biffer Toward fime or my missionary
work, buit [ feel cheated. [ showld e with her now. [ asked Elter langdon it he had ever
been in love: He looked af me and burst out lnughing. [ laughea, Too; buf Then he starfed
sotting. [ guess it was The wrong Thing 1o~ ask.

Protably he was, with some girl who- dicd. [ apologizes, but That dian't fix if. Of
conrse:

Poy 47

We are boih sure someone /s following ws.

We keep hearing weird noises in The middle of The might. Were somewhere near
Glerwood Springs. and we saw smoke from fires coming aown The Wll. We got excifed
That There might be people here; but we atan't see anyone: We walked all day, Trying fo
listen for The sounds of life amywhere, or smell smoke: Affer that first sign; we saw
nothing. But then; at might, [ heard the sound of someone playing The guitar. [m sure of
i1 lf worked ifs way info- my dream; and ! was dreaming abouf That fireside [ went fo
when Brice Stewart was playing for ws. Buf Then [ remembered That Brice was aead, and
[ woke up, buf whoever it was kepl playing. [ got up, but langaon was sTill asleep. [ wenit
oulsite and heard it clearer. The gwilar was far awny, playing the infro- fo- o led
Zeppelin song [ can't remember The name of [ called out info- The anrkness, and The
vinying stopped. [ called ouf again; bul notody answered. [ wasted, and [m sure [ heard
1.

I sure: [ sTood There for a mimle; not believing.

It was & girl. She was laughing.

[ wentt back inside and woke up Elder Langaon. He was cranky and fold me it was
tust a dream:

It wasn't. [ laid back down and lisTened hard, bul [ atan't hear anylhing else:

[ was prefly sore in the morning, and [ aian't wanit fo- falk abowl it if he aian't



beliove me: fo barely said anything. We read scripfures in silence and afe canned beans
and Spam: Al might, he conged right oul, but [ siayed up. A few howrs affer mighttall, it
slaried.
Yoo-hoo!”
! waithed langaon’s eyes snap wide open. e heard it That Time:
Yoooo-hoooo! Boys! Freffy boys! Lome ouf and play!”

[ starfed To-get vy, but langdon grabted my arm To-hold me back. "What i if's a
Trap?” he asked me:

s agirl” [ Told im: "Can't you Tell it's & gir/?”

Mayle it's fust someone prefending.”

That high voice came again from oufside; Foating in the still cola air. T wish /
had some prefty boys fo-keep me company. [ wish [ could see fhose prefty booooys.”

There was something about the way she called ws fhat was like a bully faunting. Or
lke @ farmer calling pigs. The hair on my arms sfood wup, and [ fnow it was
vrompling of The spirit 1o keey away, buit [ conldn't help i1,

! went back ouisiae and yelled back. 15 someone fhere?”

More lnughter. Nope; nobody s here:”

[ Tried calling out agaim; bul she was gone: [ Think her voice was coming from
above us somehow, buf [ don't know how That's possible: In The morning we looked for
Tracks or signs. We atan't find anylhing.

AF least Langaon believed me nov. The next day we hatched @ plan fo-mage it look
like we had gone fo- bed, buf actually we were going To- be up on fhe roof, under covers,
and figure ouf who-was ouf There: [ was freaked ouf, but langdon was exciled

Why woulan't she, just come falk To-us?”
He shrugged. "She doesn'T know ws. Mayle she's all alone and afraid.”
Then why woulin't she, just hide?”
7 aon't know. Mayle she's lonely and she really does want fo- meef us, buf she's

making sure we're not crazy first.”

[ coulan’t make sense of if. But we are going 1o Try hiding out on fhe roof: Mayle
that will work.

Pay 78



Pian't hear amylhing last might. Mayle Tonight she'll be tack. bangaon said he Thought it
was lecawse I was &/Mq last might, so- //mqéz she slayed in; i case of rainm:. [ Think

Cui's off here: Nothing unfil Two- pages past. Gefling fired, going To- stop here: Creepy.
Afso-aon't want To-get caught. Or [ av: [ want To-Talk To-him about This.
No; don't get caught.



CHAPTER 8

The story of Duke and Roxanne was never written. The night the midwife
started reading Honus’s missionary diary, Duke and Roxanne were riding fast
down an open expanse of I-5 just north of Los Angeles. They had climbed the
pass and were enjoying the easy feel of the long glide downhill. Roxanne had
let her hair grow out and had tied a red bandana in a kerchief to keep it out of
her eyes. Duke wore a balaclava to keep his beard from whipping his face,
but he never knew his hair hit Roxanne as she rode behind. She never brought
it up.

They had taken their time moving down the inland of California. The
abandoned farms on either side of the road supplied fruits and nuts. They
stopped and raided the small roadside outfits. They slept in their tent until it
started to get cold, then switched to a series of motel rooms along the
highway. They talked long into the night, almost every night. Duke told the
kinds of stories gathered from a life on the road. Roxanne told stories from a
life in casinos. They could make each other laugh. They were a match of
convenience, but a good match still.

They talked each other through the plague again and again. Roxanne
suggested they hunt for newspapers while they raided, but they never found
any. They started fires with gossip and fashion magazines. Roxanne looked at
the faces of the women in the flames and wondered if any of them made it.

Duke, for his part, tried to play the hero. He was a good hunter and a
good shot. He told Roxanne over and over that he would kill, that he would
do anything to protect her. She knew that he was telling the truth; his
conviction was all over him. She also knew that there might be nothing he



could do, and she accepted that.

He taught her to use the Magnum. It was too big for her, and she was
never ready for the kick. But she could aim it, and she could shoot it. When
they rode, she wore it. When they walked, he did.

The radio on the bike worked. When they were in hills and canyons,
they lost track of the broadcast about Costa Rica. Sometimes the broadcast
quit for days. The loop changed. The Spanish version disappeared, and the
voice of the announcer was different. One day the voice had said Nicaragua
instead of Costa Rica. Duke and Roxanne weren’t sure what it meant, but
they hadn’t seen anyone in a long time. They moved toward any sign of
humanity they could find.

All around them lay the ruins of the Central Valley. The farming basin
of California had depended upon water from other states brought in by
electric power. When the power shut off, the valley had dried up quickly,
precipitously. More than a few people had died when the bottled water ran
out. They had climbed into cars and onto bikes, and they had given in and
drank roadside farm runoff water, soaked in pesticides and fertilizer. In some
cities, people died of mayhem and mishap. People who could not live without
constant care ran out of medicine, ran out of luck, ran out of time. Public
works failed, and disaster followed, but no disaster is faster, more assured, or
crueler than a lack of water. Of the fraction that were left, thousands died of
thirst.

The night that Honus’s diary lost its privacy, Duke and Roxanne had
stayed up late in order to make it into LA. They thought that on the outskirts
of the city, their odds of foraging would be better and their accommodations
might be nicer.

Roxanne had to shout into Duke’s ear for him to hear as they rode, but
she talked to him sometimes anyway.

“I hope we can find an empty room. That last place looked like the
plague had hit during a convention or something.”

He nodded and slowed down to take the first exit on the north end of
Los Angeles. As he expected, the exit and the roads around it were choked
with cars. He putted slowly through, the sound of the motorcycle chopping
the night. He pulled into a gas station and began the tiresome process of
hunting for and prying open the hatch. He was kneeling on the ground with
his tubing and gas can out when the shot went off.



Roxanne was surprised, but sprang from where she leaned against the
bike and drew her gun.

Duke looked up but did not move.

They seemed to come from everywhere. All of them were men. Some
wore uniforms or pieces of uniforms that had once identified them as
National Guard, LAPD, and FEMA. The rest were in street clothes, but
almost all had the opaque and rigid bearing of military men. The one who had
fired wore military garb. He pulled back his pistol and holstered it again. He
stepped forward and addressed Duke.

“The gasoline in this station is property of the military garrison of Los
Angeles, under the command of General Hertz. I’m placing you under arrest
for stealing.”

Duke rose slowly, his hands out. “Look, I didn’t know. We can just go.
I’m sorry.”

“I’m afraid that won’t work.” A tall Mexican man in an LAPD uniform
in good condition stepped forward. “The theft has already taken place, you’ll
have to appear before the general.”

Roxanne didn’t speak. She watched. Nearly every man spread out
around the gas station was staring at her, except for the ones who were
speaking to Duke. Guys in charge, she thought. She was right.

Military man was a short, square, career sort. He wore chevrons on his
shoulders and mirrored sunglasses over his eyes, even at night. “Those are
the rules.”

Duke looked at Roxanne. She did not look back. She watched the army
they faced.

Chevrons finally looked at her, seeming to follow Duke’s gaze as if he
hadn’t noticed her before. “Ma’am. We have a female barracks back at our
base. We’d be happy to put you up there while your man here stands trial.”

Roxanne drilled him hard with her eyes. She couldn’t see past his
asshole glasses, but she was pretty sure he was lying.

She looked back and forth between him and the cop, deciding.
Eventually, she turned her eyes back to the glasses, seeing only her own
blazing black ghost in the diffuse light.

“If you let him go without hurting him, I’ll go back with you.”

Chevrons flinched. The cop next to him shifted uneasily, and the ripple
went through the ranks.



She could hear some whispering and a few low laughs.

“Now what makes you think that’s how we do things? We’re just trying
to keep law and order, ma’am.”

Roxanne lifted her chin a little. “So, since I didn’t steal any gas, I’1l just
be on my way then. You can take Duke to the general alone.”

He grinned beneath his glasses, and she saw his sadism in it.

“Well, I don’t know about that.”

“Accomplice,” muttered the cop negligently, looking away. “You’ll
have to come in for questioning, too.”

She tried the cop this time. “How many women in your ‘female
barracks’? One? Two, maybe?”

One of the ones in a FEMA suit came forward. “No, ma’am. Lots of
women survived the fever with proper care. There are thousands of women
alive in LA, and about a hundred live in our barracks.”

Roxanne watched the crowd. That was a lie, too. She wasn’t sure by
how much, but it wasn’t right.

“That’s great! Where I was in Vegas, there were hardly any girls at all
who came through. My best friend even got sick.” She spoke up loud, so the
crowd could hear her. “I bet a lot of you fellows saw your wives and
girlfriends through the fever, too, right? Daughters? Mothers? Wasn’t that
fever a bitch, though?”

A few of them looked away.

The cop came forward, pulling the cuffs off his belt. He came to Duke’s
elbow.

“Sir, you’re under arrest for stealing from the garrison. You and your
female are ordered to come in for questioning.”

He snicked one cuff around Duke’s wrist, then the other. Duke had been
arrested before. He looked around and knew himself outnumbered. He
thought if he went along, the two of them might come through this. He
trusted. He did not resist.

Roxanne felt her heart in her eyes and throat, beating in all the wrong
places and too hard. She still had her gun in her hand. They walked Duke
away, and as he passed he wouldn’t look at her. There had been no fight.
There was no try-anything last-minute bravado. He had obediently bent to a
symbol of authority and left her on her own.

Chevrons walked toward her slowly. “You’ll like it in the barracks. You



and the other girls can paint each other’s toenails and catch up on all that girl
talk. Haven’t you missed that?”

Her eyes were hot, and she could feel angry tears coming.

He kept his eyes on hers and walked toward her slowly, slowly. She
knew he was coming in to disarm her. It was time to make a decision.

“How many?” she asked it again, strangling. “How many? I’ve seen
three women in six months. How many are there?”

“Too many to count.” He kept advancing.

“What are their names? The ones you know. Your friends. The ones
you like.” She wanted him to be telling the truth. Even if it meant living in a
military harem, she wanted there to be a bunch of women laughing together
somewhere. Someone to read romance novels aloud to, to not be the last one
on Earth. She could survive that. She could survive anything and come out all
right. She thought of the drag king midwife. And of Nettie. She smashed her
eyes closed to squeeze the tears out.

“Terri. Mary. Sherry. Carrie. Snow White and Cinderella are there, too.
Don’t worry about it. You’ll see them soon. Come on now.”

His voice was low, sweet, cozening. It was the voice she had heard a
thousand times before.

Come on and do it now. Come on and just give me a little. Come on
now. Come on.

She didn’t trust herself to bring the gun up. She shot it where it was,
with her elbow locked, and the bullet hit him in the thigh. He gripped it with
both hands and went down. His leg was rigid, and he was braying through
clenched teeth.

“Fuck you,” she said clearly. Some of them started toward her; the
others just stared. She had a split second to make the decision, but everything
seemed to move very slowly.

Under my chin or into the pumps. Under my chin or into the pumps.

A young-looking guy was almost upon her. She decided there was time
for both. She took a shot at the pump farthest from her. She hit it dead on, but
it had been too long since it had been in service. It flamed, but it didn’t
explode. The action-movie boom never came. She stared at failure a beat too
long, and the kid tackled her. They both slammed into the bike, and they went
down on top of it. He pinned her, and another guy walked up and calmly
kicked her in the side of the head. She blacked out. Duke separated his



shoulder struggling against the men who held him. It was the last thing she
saw.

Roxanne woke up in the garrison two days later. Her vision was
doubled, and the only other person there was a girl. The kid was young and
developmentally disabled. She couldn’t speak, so Roxanne never learned her
name. The kid signed constantly, frantically, but the only sign language
Roxanne had ever learned was please and thank you and a few obscenities.
The deaf girl was dead in a year. Roxanne lived a long time, but she never
saw Duke again. The garrison’s radio broadcast kept people coming down I-
5, but it didn’t always work. When she died, she was still the only woman
there.

Dusty woke up a few mornings after she had taken the diary to the sound of
Jodi and Honus arguing in the kitchen.

“I don’t care! It’s too long.”

“Sweetheart, I’ll be fine. I promise.”

“It’s two days! Like, two whole days! No way!”

Dusty walked out of her bedroom, rubbing her head. They turned to
face her when she made it into the kitchen.

“Breakfast is almost ready,” Jodi said, turning away.

“Dusty.” Honus pulled a kitchen chair around backward and sat facing
the table, his legs split around it.

“Mm-hmm.” Dusty opened the window to fill a pan with snow to make
coffee.

“I want to go on a two-day raid. Into Ogden. I can make it there and
back in two days. There’s some stuff we need that I’'m not going to find in
houses here in Eden. It has to be done.”

Jodi did not turn from the stove. “Anything could happen to you. You
could crash your snowmobile. Or get lost. Or, like, murdered by crazy
people.”

Honus sighed. Jodi walked over and laid a plate in front of Dusty. More
powdered eggs. Dusty sighed, then dug in anyway. She got up when the pot
on the fire steamed. She made a cup of coffee and sat back down, sipping.

Jodi laid breakfast for herself and Honus. Honus said a blessing, and
they began to eat in terse silence.

After a little while, Dusty spoke up. “I could go with you.”



Honus looked up. Jodi looked at Honus.

“It’d be safer than you going alone. We could look out for each other. I
need to try to find another binder, if I can. And there are some things I'd like
to have for the birth that we don’t have here.” She sipped her coffee.

Honus argued first. “We’d have to leave Jodi alone. What if something
happened to her? What if the baby . ..”

Jodi stared at him. “I don’t want you to go. I don’t want to be alone.”

“Would you feel better if Dusty went with me?”

Jodi bit her lower lip, and the effect of it was devastating.

“You’d have to stay pretty quiet. And I’ve been meaning to teach you to
use a rifle anyway. It’s only two days.” Dusty watched them both. She had
cabin fever pretty bad but hadn’t considered going that far away.

“Two days at the most. How about it, honey?”

Jodi looked back and forth between the two of them. “Not today,
right?”

“No,” Honus said brightly. “Maybe in a day or two.”

Dusty did show Jodi how to fire a rifle, but she doubted the girl would
ever do it. She was too awkward with it, too afraid. Her heart wasn’t in it.
Dusty thought that if her life were in danger, she might get used to it, but
mostly she gave up.

For his part, Honus was very loving toward Jodi before their departure.
She ate it up like a lifelong daddy’s girl, and Dusty tried to spend her time
chopping wood or reading in her bedroom. At night, she waited to see if the
Obermeyers would share a bedroom, but they didn’t.

On the day they had chosen to depart, they got up before dawn. Jodi had
drawn all the shutters and shades, as she had been instructed. She would only
light the fire at night, and she would sleep with a rifle in her bedroom. She
trembled and cried as Honus hugged her good-bye. He tried to kiss her with a
little more passion than usual, but she pushed him away after a brushing of
lips. Dusty ran through symptoms for Jodi to watch for and told her to take it
easy as much as possible.

“There’s no one to cook for, and the place is spotless. Relax.”

Jodi pouted. “But there’s nothing to doooo,” she whined.

“Read a book.”

Jodi made a face.

She locked the door behind them, and they took off just as the day



started to turn light. Dusty rode behind Honus, with her hands planted behind
her on the block of the seat. When that got uncomfortable, she wrapped her
arms around his middle. She tried not to think about their contact and to focus
on the road. She did not entirely succeed.

The snowmobile was the best possible method of travel. No plows had
been out, and the road was all but invisible. An equal blanket of snow
covered everything, and they cut across yards and intersections and fields.
They vaguely followed highway signs. Ogden was not far away, and the
snowmobile was fast. They made it in no time at all.

They pulled up beside the Ogden mall, and Dusty dismounted. “Why
did you tell Jodi it would be two days? We could be back tonight.”

Honus grinned at her. “I’m working on a project. Also there’s a lot here
we can load up. Come on, I have so much to show you!”

As Honus slogged through the snow to the main mall entrance, Dusty
realized he must have been here before. Recently.

Honus had made a list. He didn’t show Dusty, but they talked about it.
He thought she should get her own snowmobile. She didn’t think they would
find any, but Honus said there were some inside that no one had been able to
drag out.

“They’re really heavy, but I think we can do it together,” he told her
excitedly.

He led her forward. The inside of the mall was dark except the middle,
where a huge skylight had fallen in under the weight of the snow. Gray
daylight shone on the inert escalators.

Dusty shivered a little, both from the cold and from the memory of
another mall. “I don’t like this,” she said.

Honus looked back at her. “Why not?”

“We’re trapped inside. And this is a good place to raid. Anyone might
come in. Or already be in.”

He grinned. “But the missionaries brought everyone who was left in
Ogden back to Huntsville.”

“Anyone might have come along since.”

“Did you see any tracks in the snow at the entrance?”

Snow just keeps coming down. They’d be covered by now. Probably
fine. I hope.

She looked behind her, uneasily. “I see your point. I still don’t like



this.” She touched both guns in her waistband.

They walked up the escalators together.

Honus had been right about the snowmobiles. The dealer was upstairs
and had two floor models in the store. He told her that anyone who bought
one there would have had it shipped to them from the stockyard and these
were just for show.

“Still, they’re all here. They’ll run. And I’ve got extra gas in my can
outside.” The thing was a beast. They pushed it, grunting, onto a wide plastic
sled they had gotten at a kid’s store. When it finally thumped off its display
pedestal, they both lay down on the floor, panting.

They shoved it out onto the main concourse of the upper floor and
wheezed while pushing it to the escalator.

“We don’t want to push it too hard,” Honus said as it slid away from
them, down the escalator on its plastic sled. Only a moment and it banged
noisily to the floor. Honus gritted his teeth.

“Well, shit.” Dusty was disgusted and very tired. The snowmobile lay
on its side.

“Let’s come back to that,” Honus said amiably. “I’m going to go and
find some things I wanted for Jodi and for the baby. Will you be ok? Stay on
this floor.”

“Yeah, I’'m ok.”

“Yell if you need me.” He was already jogging away.

Dusty wandered a little before getting down to business. She missed
San Francisco. Everything in this mall and in Utah had a broad, plain-folk
feeling. The consumer goods she saw were like the decorations in the house
in Eden: folksy, kitschy, cute. She felt stupid missing the big city, but most of
what made up the weird heart of her town was the people now missing from
it.

She thought of Jack and the places they had gone on dates. She thought
of dark absinthe bars and museums and galleries. She thought about
restaurants in the city, and her stomach cramped on itself though she wasn’t
hungry. She remembered the rarified tastes, the roasted bone marrow and
local vegetables. The artisan cocktails and small-batch cheeses. It all came
back in a rush of her former privileged, moneyed life. She remembered how
they’d talk about literature and music and hospital politics. They guessed at
when their friends would start having kids and disappear from their lives.



She stared at a male mannequin wearing a flannel shirt turned back at
the elbows and a low-slung pair of jeans.

“Jack.”

She didn’t know she had spoken out loud.

More than food or drink, more than hot showers springing miraculously
from the wall in the bathroom, more than television and Internet and the buzz
of strangers, almost more than the feeling of safety and not having to
constantly be on guard, she missed conversation. That moment of connection,
of being understood that passed easily between equals. She felt her eyes
pricking at the thought.

Books in, books out. Read novels, write a diary. Paper in your hands
and silence in your mouth.

It’s not enough.

She turned the corner and found a big corporate bookstore. The gate
was down.

Honus whistled a short, high note some time later that startled her. She
poked her head out of the game store she was in.

“You ok?”

“I’m good. You good?”

“Yeah.”

Dusty looked back at the shelf in front of her and chose two wooden
games she thought might be fun. She moved on to the next store. She really
didn’t need anything. She had plenty of clothes; they had raided a lot of food.
She might try finding some tools at one of the anchor stores downstairs to
open or cut a hole in the bookstore gate. Mostly she browsed morosely,
feeling an aching nostalgia for a world that seemed very long ago, and utterly
absurd in its existence.

In the late afternoon, Honus found her.

“There’s a Hickory Farms downstairs that still has a bunch of food. And
I think I know where we can sleep.” He was grinning broadly.

“What are you so happy about?”

“lI found some really neat things for Jodi. But don’t tell her! I’'m
working on a surprise.”

On the lower level, Honus had found a store that sold enormous
beanbag chairs, big enough to sleep on. They took comforters from a linen
store and set up their nests for the night. Then they had dinner at Hickory



Farms. Everything was deadly salty, but delicious. Dusty sliced summer
sausage with her pocket knife, and Honus cut through cheese logs with a
piece of string. They put all of it on crackers and watched snow drift in
through the hole in the ceiling.

“So how many people do you think are left?” he asked her.

“I’m not sure. I’ve seen so few it’s hard to extrapolate a number. Not
many.”

“When you were working at the hospital, did you guys know what it
was?”

“Not really. We knew what it did, and that we couldn’t stop it. Jack, my
partner, he had some ideas. He was working in the lab. But nothing they tried
worked, and a lot of people died.”

Honus was quiet for a minute. “A lot of women died in childbirth,
didn’t they?”

“Yes,” she said cautiously. “A lot did.”

“Were they already sick?”

She sighed. “Some were. Some seemed to get sick all of a sudden. What
I remember of that time is horror, and I don’t know if the plague is even still
active anywhere.”

Honus ate another cracker. Dusty cracked open a soda.

“So, your partner. Like, your partner at the hospital, or . . . ?”

“My boyfriend, but that word always made me feel like I was in high
school again. We lived together. We were partners.”

“Oh. Was he a doctor?”

“Clinical pathologist. More of a lab guy than a sawbones. But yes, a
doctor.”

“Wow. He must have been smart.”

“He was. He is. If he’s still alive, he is.”

“How did you guys lose each other?”

“I got sick. When I got better, he was gone. He probably thought I
would die. I thought I was dying. I don’t blame him for taking off. I hope he
made it to somewhere better.”

“Don’t you think of finding him? Don’t you miss him?”

“Of course I miss him!” She said it a little too sharply. She softened. “I
miss him a lot. I miss a lot of people. I had to leave the city, and there’s
almost no way to find anyone. I don’t know how I would even begin to try.



What we have now is living, and a way to keep on living. That’s it.”

“We have more than that. We have the future. Like my son.”

He’s talking to himself. Repeating his catechism. Not my job to confirm
him. Still.

She couldn’t look at him. “I really hope you do. For both of you. I
really want this birth to go smoothly and the baby to be ok. But you have to
be prepared for the possibility that it won’t.”

“Have you delivered a baby since . ..”

“Not since the hospital, no. But I heard from a woman who did. It
wasn’t a good day.”

Honus did not ask for details.

Dusty got up and went to a counter on the other side and brought back a
couple of Cokes.

“So how did you know you wanted to marry Jodi?”

Honus grinned. “She was just so cute. She was always hanging around,
going to my games. I knew she liked me.”

Dusty tried not to sound disappointed. “So, do you guys have much in
common?”

“Dusty, I know what you’re getting at. My dad asked me the same
question. Jodi is very childlike. She’s simple. But she’s really kind and sweet.
And she’ll make a great mother.”

Dusty nodded and drank her Coke.

“Did you ever want to marry Jack?”

She shook her head. “We weren’t big fans of the institution. I found it
oppressive. He found it archaic. Plus, so many of our friends couldn’t get
married until the laws changed that for a long time it just felt like a farce.”

“Oh. Oh. But don’t you want to have kids?”

Dusty shrugged. “I caught kids for a living. I got the miracle of life on a
daily basis. That was enough.”

“But it’s not the same as having kids of your own,” he protested.

“No, itisn’t.”

“Do you ever want to have kids?”

She looked at him levelly. He did not intend to be cruel. No one who
presses this question does; it’s just something they desperately need to nail
down about you. To know, and put you down as normal or abnormal.

He waited.



“Let’s wait and see how Jodi’s birth goes. Let’s see if anyone survives
childbirth ever again. Ok?”

Honus looked at his lap. After a while, he spoke again.

“Is your name really Dusty?”

That surprised her.
“You told the ward that your name was Dusty because you were
pretending to be a man. But Dusty can be a girl’s name. I just . .. I don’t

think it’s your real name. Am I right?”

“No. Yes, I mean, you’re right. Dusty’s not my name.”

“So what is your name?”

She felt it again, that same tug of meaning, of power attached to her real
name. She could give him another fake, but that would only complicate
things with Jodi. She looked at him and felt drawn in, felt the ghost of their
bodies pressed together on the ride into town.

“Dusty is fine for now.”

He smiled. “I bet I can guess it.”

“I bet you can’t. Help me cut open this gate.”

They dusted the crumbs off their hands, and she showed him the
bookstore that had locked down.

They searched for bolt cutters but didn’t find them. He was sorry; she
was disappointed. They lay down in their huge beanbags to sleep.

They pulled their bags close, but not close enough to touch.

“Dusty?”

“Yeah.”

“What do you miss most?”

She thought for a minute. “People or stuff?”

“People are the obvious answer. What stuff do you miss?”

“The Internet. I was a junkie. The sound of traffic. The feeling of safety.
What do you miss?”

“Ice cream. I want to find an ice cream maker. Also my mom’s dryer,
with warm soft clothes to put on. Jodi does her best, but . . .”

“Yeah, it’s not the same. You know what I’ve been thinking about?”

“What?”

“In a few years, we’ll use up all the gas. And the coffee. And the
pineapple and chocolate and coconut and all the other shit we brought in from
other countries. I’ll probably never eat a banana again.”



“Jeez, no bananas.” He sounded mournful.

“Yeah. I’m gonna miss that.”

“Baby-food bananas are pretty good. You guys will have to raid it.
Might as well give the kid a taste of the lost world before it’s gone forever.”

Honus didn’t say any more. Dusty reached out, but her fingers found
nothing. They slept.

Out in the lost world were hundreds of soldiers who had been sent abroad
before the end of it all and could not be brought home. In the wilds of
Afghanistan and the ancient cities of Iraq, they were making their way. At
bases in Europe, they were holding their ground against the locals only by
firepower. When that ran out, they would be taken. Peace corps kids in Africa
realized they could not swim home, would never see home again. Tourists all
over Asia, the Caribbean, stranded in airports, forgotten in consulates, lived
long enough to face the terror of permanence in strange lands. Cruise ships
drifted full of plague dead, a few unlucky souls left alive on some.

Choices made in the final months and weeks of the lost world
determined where so many would be marooned. Unfamiliar surroundings
contributed to the body count, and the number of people on Earth got smaller
and smaller.

In the morning, they tackled the snowmobile again. They got it righted and
brought the gas in so they could drive it out the door. It was a newer model
than Honus’s, with all the bells and whistles that the store wanted to show
off. Dusty thought she’d have to get used to it, but that it would probably be
pretty fun after that.

They had found everything they wanted and more before noon. They sat
and ate jerky and salty snacks and dried fruit, sitting on their beanbags.

“So, can I ask you something kind of personal?”

“Sure,” Honus said. His face was like an open book.

“Why aren’t you and Jodi sharing a bedroom?”

“Oh, that.” He reddened. “I was wanting to ask you about that anyway.
Jodi thinks that us being . . . together might hurt the baby.”

“Oh, is that all? I can tell her that it won’t. It’s totally ok.”

“Ok, that might help. But still . . .”

“Still what?”



“Jodi’s . . . she’s not very . . . she’s never really . . . enjoyed . . .”
Honus’s face was nearly purple.

“She’s not into sex? It’s ok, Honus. I’ve been a nurse for a long time,
mostly in women’s health. There might be an issue that makes it painful for
her. Or maybe she’s just shy about it because of her upbringing.”

“The church teaches us that it’s a beautiful, sacred part of marriage and
it brings us closer even as it brings us children. I don’t think it’s that.”

“Ok,” Dusty said doubtfully. “Does she complain that it’s painful?”

“No, not since the first couple of times. I was really gentle, but . . .” He
trailed off.

“Right. And since then?”

“She says she just doesn’t feel anything. She’s not very . . .
enthusiastic.”

Dusty could see that his embarrassment about this was going to be the
main barrier to understanding.

“Have you two tried changing positions, or trying . . . alternate sex
acts?”

“Like what?”

She took a deep breath. “Have you tried stimulating your wife orally?
Or with your fingers? Women’s orgasms are very different from men’s. Do
you know how she masturbates?”

“Oh, she’s never done that.”

“Don’t be too sure.”

“No, I asked her. I wanted to know how I could . . . you know, make her
happy. She said she had no idea, because she had never had one before.”

“So maybe you should offer to help her.” Dusty felt a small smile
starting at the corners of her lips. His face read that this was all very naughty,
very far past the line of propriety.

“I ... I already kind of suggested that. She was pretty grossed out. I
don’t know if it’s just the pregnancy, but . . . yeah. She’s just not interested.”

“Well, she might just not have much of a sex drive. That happens
sometimes, and it’s normal. But I think it’s more likely that she just hasn’t
discovered what turns her on. You might have to seduce her.”

“What? How do I seduce her? She’s already my wife.”

“Lots of foreplay, lots of touching. Deep kissing. Nipple play. If she’s
not comfortable with you touching her clitoris, maybe you could find a small



battery-powered vibrator. Now there’s an endangered species. But it might be
enough to get her started. There’s a store upstairs that has them.”

He got up suddenly, thrashing his way out of the huge beanbag.

“You ok?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’'m fine.” He walked out of the store and stood on the
concourse awhile. When he turned to walk away, she saw the outline of his
erection by the dim light of day.

Clinically, she diagnosed it as long celibacy coupled with talking more
explicitly about sex than he probably ever had before. In the part of her that
was not clinical, she clenched up and throbbed for just a second, everything
hot and aching inside her.
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They drove back on separate snowmobiles, and Dusty was relieved. She got
used to it pretty quickly and found that it was capable of terrifying speeds.
They stopped at a house near theirs, and Honus dropped off one of his bags
there.

“To surprise Jodi later. If I bring it in the house, I’1l totally give it to her
now.”

Dusty smiled.

They arrived back home, and Jodi had hot soup waiting for them. She
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In the time before time ran out, everyone at UCSF who wasn’t sick had been
taken by medevac helicopter to the airport and then flown to a CDC-FEMA
camp established at a base in the Ozark Mountains. Dr. John Eberhard (Jack
to everyone but his mother) was among them. He showed no sign of fever.
He had to be sedated. He would not leave his lab voluntarily. He awoke as
the plane landed bumpily in Missouri. They replaced his equipment. They did
not replace her. For days he worked at convincing himself that she was dead.
She must be dead. There were four women in the camp. Fifty-five men. No
children. He was the only medical professional who had been evacuated from
the West Coast. Everyone he met was from the South, a few from New York.

They worked together with the samples that the CDC provided them.
Quarantine was absolute. In a month, they isolated it. They knew its DNA
and thought they knew its origin. They developed a vaccine, and a FEMA
crew flew it into St. Louis to find infected persons on whom to test it. The
crew did not return.

Jack intentionally infected himself without telling a soul. He did not
develop symptoms. He confessed his breach to Dr. Austin Calhoun, a man
from Atlanta who had seen three daughters into death. Calhoun nodded
without judgment. He later did the same. Both men were immune.

It was nearly summer before they found an infected young girl in
St. Louis. She was pregnant. She would not speak. They took every possible
precaution and administered the vaccine. When she died, they took the baby
by C-section. A small girl, born gray. DOA. They debated whether the two of
them had already been too far gone before the test began. They debated
whether the vaccine had killed them. Mother and child were autopsied, and
no conclusions could be agreed upon.



The day after he sliced the infant’s brain to be pressed between glass,
Jack calmly administered a fatal overdose of morphine to himself.

His last thought was that to die in such peace in a world like this was
the most privileged and selfish act he had ever committed.



CHAPTER 9

The Book of tomus Obermeyer
Lonlaiming The Story of the First Hive
As Serited by The Unnamed Niawite
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Dusty sat back from the book and stared at the candle. Her mouth was dry. It
made sense that Honus had not wanted to share this. She was more than
halfway through his diary.

She slept in and woke up to the sound of Honus splitting wood outside.
There was more than enough wood on the side of the house. It had become a



signal between them that meant “come outside and talk to me.”

Jodi was where she always was: in the kitchen. Dusty looked at her
posture, the way she held the lordotic curve in the small of her back with her
hands; the way she waddled. It would be soon.

They had everything Dusty thought they might possibly need. She had
taught both Jodi and Honus to time her contractions with a watch they had
brought back from the mall. She approached Jodi and asked permission
before palpating her belly.

“He’s kicking all the time! He stopped doing somersaults, though.”

Dusty’s hands found the baby’s head. The kid was turned and faced
Jodi’s spine. He was ready.

“I don’t think he has enough room to do that anymore. How are you
feeling?”

Jodi fidgeted. “Ok. Bored, mostly. And anxious. I want to have the baby
already. Like, meet him and hold him. You know?”

“I know.” They had brought home formula in case Jodi couldn’t
breastfeed. The label said it would be expired, but they didn’t know what else
to do. They had hidden it from her, in case things went wrong or she felt
insulted by it. “No pain or weird feelings? Nightmares?”

“Yeah, like, crazy nightmares! Like, I lost him or someone is trying to
take him from me. All the time!”

“That’s pretty common. If you get scared in the middle of the night, you
should go wake up Honus. He can comfort you and help you get back to
sleep.”

Dusty had tried suggesting before that Jodi seek her husband’s comfort
in the middle of the night. She had tried innocuous ways and explicit ways.
She had tried to ask Jodi about sex. She had been met with suspicion and
disgust. It was not a subject they could talk about.

Jodi pulled back from her now and returned to the business of cooking.
“Oatmeal soon. With raisins or Craisins. Your choice.”

“We got any nuts?”

“Yeah, I forgot you like them. Some walnuts.”

“Good.” Dusty went outside.

Honus swung the axe over his head and brought it down in a neat arc.
He had shucked down to his overshirt, and Dusty could see the wing of
muscles down his side flex and extend.



Latissimus dorsi, whispered the part of her brain that was always
preparing for exams in nursing school. She sat on the woodpile.

“How’s Jodi?”

“She’s fine. But I do think it will be soon.”

Honus’s face lit up. “I can’t wait.”

“I can wait forever. They’re both healthy right now. I wish I knew they
would stay that way.”

“Don’t worry so much. Have faith.”

Dusty said nothing, hoping the moment would pass.

“Don’t you have any faith at all? Weren’t you raised with any?”

“My parents weren’t religious.”

“Weren’t you ever curious what it was all about?”

“I had a phase in college when I went to church with a bunch of my
friends to see what they were so crazy about. I didn’t find anything I
wanted.”

“Did you ever have a feeling like the presence of God?”

Dusty thought about storms gathering over the lake before she had had
to kill to defend it. She remembered days at the beach and hikes in the woods.
She thought about the raw wonder of birth, and swiftly her mind plunged into
memories of orgasm. Her college girlfriend scream-spasming with Dusty’s
whole fist inside her. Coming together with Jack at the best of times, like an
electric circuit completing itself. The birth of the baby approached, and all
Dusty could think about was sex. She was already out of batteries.

“I’ve felt something,” she finally said.

Honus put the axe down and started to stack wood against the house.
“Do you know the Bible?”

“Pretty well, yeah. I had to take a class in it as an undergrad.”

“How well do you know the life of Jesus?”

She sighed. They had had moments before when she had the distinct
feeling he was working on her. She hated it, especially that he thought she
couldn’t tell. She looked back in the window to see if breakfast was ready
yet. It was not.

“Pretty well. I could tell the whole story if I needed to.”

“Did you know he was married?”

“I know some people think so.” This was already tiresome.

“Did you know he had two wives?” Honus looked at her mischievously.



“What?”

Honus put one leg up on the woodpile. He had her full attention. “So
you know the story where Jesus is teaching in the home of two sisters, Mary
and Martha. And Mary sits and listens to Jesus talking while Martha works in
the kitchen. And Martha gets mad and comes out and complains to Jesus like,
‘Hey, Jesus! This isn’t fair! Make her come help me.” And Jesus tells her that
Mary made her own choice, and they’re both good ones.”

Dusty nodded.

“So some people think that it was his house, and they were his wives.
That’s why they acted like he was in charge of them. Makes sense, right? So
when my ancestors practiced plural marriage, they were following in the
footsteps of the son of God.”

Dusty nodded again. “So are you saying now that there are so many
more men than women, you’d like Jodi to find another husband or two?”

How does that sound? Try it on that way.

“What? No! I was saying that if you—"

Jodi opened the door. “Breakfast!”

When she was gone again, Dusty turned back to Honus. “I’m not all
torn up about polygamy. It doesn’t bother me at all as long as it’s what
people choose. But don’t you think it’s a little ridiculous with the way things
are now to suggest that one man should have a couple of wives? Really, it’s
more likely that if they have a choice, women will collect multiple mates.”
She wasn’t alluding to Amanda, but she could tell that’s what he was
thinking.

He straightened up and headed inside.

It was only afterward that she realized he had been coming on to her the
only way he knew how.

A few more monotonous days and he got over it. They sat up late one night,
talking after Jodi had gone to bed. Dusty had made them hot chocolate, and
they sat on the sofa, staring into the fire.

“So some women do enjoy sex, huh? It’s not just a myth made up by
pornographers?” He smiled lopsidedly at her.

Dusty snorted. “They really do. Jodi doesn’t mean to hurt your feelings.
She really loves you. I can’t figure out why, but she’s just not interested.”

“But you enjoy it. Or you used to, when you were with Jack. Right?”



“Yeah, I really did. With Jack and with Cassie and with Dana and with
Andrew . ..”

He blushed. “You’ve had a lot of partners . . . and I know some of them
were women . . .”

“I come from somewhere very different than you two,” she said gently.

He nodded, getting a hold of himself. “I know, I know. It’s just . .. it’s
really different.” He slugged his cocoa as if it would give him courage. “You
know, Jodi is grossed out that you were ever with a woman. She’s worried
that you might look at her . . . that way.”

Dusty drank, too. “Yeah, straight girls worry about that a lot. She’s got
nothing to fear from me. I hope she doesn’t think I’m perving out on
examining her.”

“Nah, she’s really glad that you can take care of her and the baby. She
kind of keeps it separate.”

They sat in the crackling warmth.

“Don’t you want to know if I think it’s gross?”

“Not really.” Old anger flared up.

What’s the point, what’s the point? Why fight about this now when it
barely matters anymore?

“Well, I don’t. I never bought the church line about marriage. I do think
there’s something special about temple marriage, but legal marriage is
something else. I don’t think it’s gross.” He looked at her expectantly.

Pin a ribbon on me. I’'m so progressive.

“What if it’s two guys?” She was not in a ribbon-pinning mood.

Honus sucked a breath in between his teeth. “That’s harder for me to
understand because I think guys are gross and hairy and I’ve never wanted
one. But it’s none of my business if another guy does. As long as it’s not
me.” Once more, he tried for the ribbon.

“Well then. How evolved of you. I expect a number of men will find
themselves attracted to each other in this brave new world. What a surprise it
will be.” She wanted to discuss his diaries with him, badly. She hinted all the
time, but he never suspected.

“Do you like guys better? Or girls?”

Not that evolved.

“It’s not like that. I like people. They come with the bodies they come
with.”



“I’ve never met anyone like you.” His fingers had crept across the
cushion between them and came to rest on hers.

She was somewhere between laughing in his face at the cheesiness of
his line and climbing into his lap and fucking him right then. It was a strange
place. She leaned a little toward him, not feeling like it was a conscious
decision, but only the drawing of one magnet to the other.

“Yeah, you’re new for me, too.”

His fingers slid over hers and then laced between them. She burned.

“Honus?”

It was Jodi. Her voice was muffled by the closed door, but it made him
jump anyway.

“What’s wrong?” He ran down the hall and stood beside her door.

“Nothing’s wrong, but can you bring me some water?”

“Of course, honey. Of course. Be right there.”

He did not look at Dusty as he crossed into the kitchen. She got up
without a word and went to bed. She knelt facing her headboard and stroked
her clit between two fingers maybe four times before she came. Afterward,
she touched her guns and lay down and fell asleep.
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followed by a couple of moovse: ['ve never seen an animal that Gy ounlside of a zoo: [f was
w liftle scary, but I am glad fo- see Them: [f means There is something we can hant for
tresh meai [ve never learned fo-do- that. Gut ! tef There are ofher elders who know how.

Pay 70

(Ve goflen Territte about keeping my missionary journdl, buf fhere's so- ifle 1o tell. /
oaf alone; whatever [ can find. [ read scriplures alone: [ pray alone: [ sleey alone: [ wake
wp alone: [ walk foward Penver. [ am really hoping To-find a bicycle:

Pay 75

[ found & Gicycle: [f's s0- much faster. [ can't Gelieve how much ground | have covered
57 The map, [ am very close fo- Penver. Thank you; [eavenly Father. [ know you latd
my pafl for me and There is a reason for every part of 11, Flease see me %fe/y fo- The

Temple so-That [ may find my people:
Pay 8/

(This page is just The lyrics fo- Wow Fill Uy My Senses” writfen out with some hymn
affer it.)

Poy 89

What a dny.

[ reached The sireet that The Temple was on and saw That most of The area had
burned down. The sfreef was clear, Though; so-/ pedaled a5 fast as [ could. / conlin't see
. The howses around it are all on fwisty streefs, so-[ furned and furned agaim frying fo
get 1o-if. When it finally came info-view, [ hit The brakes and got off. [ walked Toward The
back fence: There was something lehind it that looked like it used 1o be o gnzeto: [ walked



around The fences fo-The front enfrance:

[ could Tell it wsed To- be a beauliful Temple: [f had burned almost completely.
Everything That used 1o~ be while had gone biuck. The garden in front was forched, and
The fountain and pools were empty and ary. The sfracture still stood, even The steeple
was sTill up. [ deciaed 1o~ go- in:

[ wentt Through The baplismal room: [I was emply, bul The wafer had gone sour
wnd cloudly. The whole burliing reeked. Asiae from: the fire; [ coulan't 1ell if anything bad
had happened. [ went upstairs Through The different rooms. [ couli Tell it wsed fo- be &
splendtd, restiul place: [t Groke my heart fo- see it burned and abandoned like fhis. [
Thought' There would be signs here thai someone had faken care of ff.

All the way up in the sealing room; there were people: They had all been burned
There was nothing left o- tell who- they were: Maylbe fen of them loy around the alfar,
black and Twisted. May Heavenly Father give them peace: At least They dted near 1o fim:

! had o find somefhing To- bring back with me; fo- show Thai [ had been here and
There was no-reason fo-refurn: [ found the cover of The white visifor's book, badly burned
tut The embossed leffers sTill visithe: It craombted in my hand but I got & Gig prece of if. [
wragped it in one of my garments and put it in my bag.

There’s nothing here: There's nothing here or anywhere:

FPoy 95

[ saf with The map and planned my roufe back. [ don't wani fo-go- back The way [ came:
There's & northern rowle Through Wyoming That will get me back fo- Hunisville: [T head
That way.

Py 175

Wyoming rs aesolate counfry. [ still have my bieycle: There's nothing fo-tell



Pay 124

[ amv reflecting muck of The Time: [ searctl; ponaer, and pray. [f I can even acsire fo
believe, and lef This desire work on me [ can sTill have room in me for The word. Alma
22.27. [ have only myself fo- thing about. The stars are brighter than [ve ever seen: /
can see the Milky Way. The night is immense and magestic; and [ stare af the stars and
[ Think.

L Think abowl my mission Lanadn and Wmmfwfmm How /My [ was
Then! [ Think about The ice cream cooler [ found in That gas stafion; all moldy goo- with
vapers and labels foating i it. That almost made me cry like @ baby. But I'm a man,
s0- [ afe some prefzels and Thought abour my wite: What if she's pregnant? We were
fogether for a week, Guf one Time is enough: [ might come home [0 a baby on The way.
My Geauiiful Vodl, carrying my child. What a Glessing in These Territe fimes.

[ amv not really on & mission amymore: [ found what [ was meant [o- find, even
Though it was an emply viclory. There is no-one fo- hely or minsster fo: There is only
me; on my Gicycle; i The wilderness. [m not in The wilderness like Nephi was. [ don't
have fo-eaf locusts or cast oul demons. [ just have fo- deal with myself. Buf There are
demons i my wilaerness. The wilterness is i my heart. [ guess my aemons are my
nightmares.

! have aetided To- Tell Them Elder Langdon died on The road. [ know i1's Territte fo- e,
tut The Tfrufl is worse: Kurt Avery langdon died serving his mission for the Church of
Vesus Christ of laffer-Pay Saints. [ dian't know hime well. tHe was from Eden; and /
aian't meel hime wniil we refugeed in from Qgien: fe was a man of few words. fis
vareni's had died, and he came in Wil a growy, but [ could Tell he was alone: [ hoped we
would Talk on The mission and get [o- know eatk ofher, but [ Thing he had already given
wp. [ wish [ knew him leffer. [ wish [ coulid have aragged him out of Thai Terrifle place:
For what it's worth; 'l Tell people he enaed beffer than he ai.

That's my gift fo-you, companion.

Oh, Honus. Only a little bit left. Will finish it tomorrow night. Understanding
him better now.

Honus had taken to raiding almost every day. Both Jodi and Dusty
assumed that he was trying to avoid being around the house, and both of them



took it personally.

Dusty did not want to talk to Jodi. She was jealous and angry and
anxious and guilty and annoyed with her. Jodi pouted at being left behind, at
being bored, and grew testy and snappish.

Dusty listened to Jodi washing another thing that did not need to be
washed and heard her hitch her breath a few times. They had not spoken in
hours.

“Are you having contractions?”

“No, I’m not having contractions, mother.”

Another few hours of silence ensued.

When Honus returned in the evening, Dusty watched with disgust as Jodi
flung herself at him, demanding to know where he had gone. He came back
from many of these all-day trips with little more than a few candles or a can
of Crisco. His excuses were wearing thin, and he knew it.

“A man’s got to work, honey.”

Dusty walked down the hall to get away from them, but she left her
bedroom door open. She didn’t know when she had begun to eavesdrop.
Between listening to their private conversations and reading Honus’s diary,
she could hardly stand herself.

“Are you avoiding me?”

“No, sweetheart. I just have things to do.”

“Like what things? It’s not like you have a job! You don’t even take a
rifle to go hunting. What the heck do you do all day? I’'m so bored and
alone!”

“You’re not alone. You have Dusty.”

“I don’t want to talk to Dusty. She’s boring.”

Dusty stifled a laugh.

“Darling, you have to trust me. There’s something that I’'m working on.
A surprise.”

Jodi’s voice lost all trace of unhappiness. “A surprise! Really?”

“Really. Yes. It’s gonna be ready soon, but you have to be patient with
me, ok?”

“Ok, baby.”

Dusty could hear their chaste kiss go smack. Her face burned.



The Book of Honus Obermeyer
As Serited ﬁy The Uinnamed Midwite
Pay 126

Thank you, Heavenly Father. for putting these men in my path: [ am grateful beyond
measure To-have mel hem:

[ came Through laramie Two- days ago; and on The oufskirts of Town, [ met Will
wnd Renmy Tucker.

They re brothers and best friends and They are good and decent men:

They came out fo- meet me in fhe rond with their hands outstrefched. They ai
overylhing They could To- show me They meant no-harm: [ was still afraid, but [ spoke 1o
Them anyway. [ Told Them [ was a fraveler and a missionary and [ was on my way back
1o Utah: They said They haa hved here all ther lves ana had no- plan o leave it. They
imvited me back To- Their farmy; so-l wenf.

They have caifle, of man ao- fhey have caftle! They said they rounaed up ol they
coulil care for and set the rest free. [ coulan't even count how many there were: They
showed me Their paiches for vegelables and fruif orchards, but it'’s oo cold now for
much of anything. They had o fow pumppins stil out. They imvited me for dinner and !/
slayed.

The Tucker brothers hve like pioncers. They dry and can and preserve all they
have: Their home looks just right with kerosene lamps, and they are comforiable in the
silence: The only thing they miss are the women in their hves. [ wasn't sure fhat they d
want 10- Ialk about i1, bui They did some:

Will's wite died right away, as soom as The plagwe reached laramie. Renmy's wite
lived Through it without showing amy symploms buf Then aied in childbirthy and The baty
with her. Renmy showed me The grave: [f was still prefty fresh: [ Thought of Vodi, and
my heart was Trowtied.

Pespite their Tragedy and The way The worlt has changed, They Treafed me ke
family. We had a good ainner. and Will played guitar and both Renny and [ sang along.
lf was so-good, lord. Like something ! lost a long Time ago- Turning up wnexpeciedlly.

Another bessing—1the Tuckers 1old me where [ conll—



“What are you doing?”

Dusty’s eyes snapped up. Honus had gotten up out of bed and come into
the living room without her noticing.

She didn’t answer.

“Why do you have my journal? Are you copying it? What the heck are
you doing? How could you?”

His voice was rising. Dusty felt her face grow hot. She slowly closed
the cover of Honus’s diary and tried to figure out what to say.

“I can’t believe that you’d . . . how would you like it if I read your
diary? Don’t you understand that it’s private?”

“Honus, I’m sorry. I’m really sorry, I shouldn’t have—"

“What can you possibly have to say for yourself? How do you explain
this?”

Jodi was in the room before either of them knew it. “What are you two
yelling about?” Her face changed from sleepy to suspicious. “Why are you
both up in the middle of the night? What’s going on?”

Honus stared at Dusty. She knew he didn’t want Jodi to know the diary
even existed. She tried to think of a quick lie, but he beat her to it.

“It’s the surprise. I got up to check on it, but I didn’t know Dusty was
still awake, writing in her diary. She scared me. But come on, I want to show
you both.”

The two women followed Honus out into the front yard. He had
shoveled the walk, and it wasn’t quite a clear night, but the only clouds were
low gray wisps.

They looked around, trying to spot the surprise. Honus smiled and said,
“Just wait.”

They stood outside a few more minutes. None of them were really
dressed for the cold, and before long they were shivering.

“Honus, I’'m going to go back inside. I’'m, like, freezing.” Jodi’s teeth
were chattering. Honus went to her and put his arms around her. With one
finger pointed to the sky, he said, “Look.”

All three of them looked up. A small sliver was cut off the edge of the
blazing full moon.

“I don’t get it.” Jodi sounded disappointed.

“It’s an eclipse,” Dusty said. “If we had an almanac—"

“We do. I’ve been waiting for this. I know what day it is.” Honus



beamed.

Dusty smiled at him. It was a small thing, but they had talked about
how odd it was to have lost track of the date. This would put them back on
the calendar, for whatever that was worth.

“Is that the surprise?” Jodi sounded beyond disappointed, sulky.

“Only part.” Honus kissed the end of her nose, and she wrinkled it at
him. They all went back inside.

“So guess what day it is!” Honus could barely hold still. He had pulled
the Farmer’s Almanac out of his pocket and folded the front cover around
backward to the eclipse page.

“I think it’s January. Late January.” Dusty tried to remember the last
time she had taken a stab at the date in her journal.

“What do you think, sweetheart?”

Jodi rolled her eyes. “I don’t know. How about, like, February? Then it
might be spring soon.”

Honus couldn’t contain his excitement. “Nope. Today is December 23.
In two days, it’ll be Christmas.”

Jodi lit up like a child. “Oh my heck! Christmas!”

Oh my heck.

It was Dusty’s turn to be disappointed, but she masked it with her
pleasure at knowing the date. “That’s cool.”

“I think we should have a real Christmas! I’ve been preparing for it for
a while. You’ll see. I'm going to go get the stuff that I found.” With that,
Honus was putting on his coat and scarf and dashing out the door.

As soon as he was gone, Jodi turned to Dusty. “I bet he got us
presents!”

Dusty had not thought of that. “Wow. Yeah, you’re probably right. I’'m
going out for a bit, too. Will you be ok?”

“Totally!” Jodi was already heading for the kitchen.

“What are you doing?”

“I want to make popcorn and string it! And paper chains! And
decorations!”

“Jodi, it’s still the middle of the night. You should go back to sleep. We
can do all that in the morning.”

“Oh.” She deflated, but only a little.

“Go on back to bed. I’'ll lock you in.”



Dusty went to her diary and closed it. Then she thought about it and
decided to hide it under the couch. She put Honus’s in the pocket of her coat
to put it back in the saddlebag of the snowmobile. She grabbed a rifle and
locked the door behind her. She walked for a mile in the weirdly fractured
moonlight, then left their trail for the woods.

Jodi thought she was too excited to sleep. She dreamed about a five-
year-old girl who called her Mama and kept losing limbs as she played. She
woke just before dawn to the sound of the rifle firing.

Honus had gone completely overboard with the madness of Christmas.
He lost all restraint over the idea that he could bring home anything without
having to pay for it. He dragged a sled back to the house that was weighted
down with gifts, then went back for another. He got home and found Jodi
asleep, Dusty missing, and an empty rifle slot in the gun case. He looked
around for his journal and didn’t find it. He resolved not to worry.

He set up an artificial tree with battery-powered LED lights and
switched it on. The glow filled the room, and he found he had a lump in his
throat. He swallowed hard and began shoveling presents underneath the tree.
When he came to a small box, he opened it and found an ornament marked
“Baby’s First Christmas.” It was dated two years ago, since no new ones had
been made. New ornaments. Not new babies, he told himself. He hung it on
the tree and then he did cry. He sat on the couch, looking at the tree and the
pile of presents, wiping his eyes. He heard the rifle go off, but he wasn’t
afraid. A sense of wonderful rightness had come over him.

Jodi walked out into the room, tying her robe. “What was that?”

“I think Dusty’s got a surprise, too. Merry Christmas, honey.”

Jodi clapped her hands like a little girl at the sight of the presents under
the tree.

Dusty came back an hour later. She was very cold, and her cheeks were
bright red. She carried a huge dead turkey.

“Where did you get that?” Honus beamed at her.

“Santa Claus gave it to me. Do either one of you know how to get the
feathers off?”

They conferred. Dusty had seen in movies a method of dunking the bird
in boiling water and plucking from there. Jodi refused the job as disgusting,
but said she would cook it. Dusty told Honus that if he could pluck it, she
would gut it. It took Honus the better part of the morning, but he finally got it



clean. Jodi announced that she couldn’t roast the whole bird without an oven,
but she thought she knew what to do. When it was gutted and clean, she had
Dusty cut it into inelegant pieces and pack the pieces in snow. Jodi promised
it would be just as good as a whole roast turkey.

Jodi spent Christmas Eve stringing popcorn, as she had promised.
While she popped it, Honus approached Dusty.

“Do you still have it?”

“I put it back in the saddlebag. Honus, I’m so sorry. I just had to know.
It’s no excuse, and I know it was a terrible breach of trust. I’m sorry.”

“I forgive you,” he said formally. “But I am still upset. I feel .. .”

“Violated?”

“Yeah.”

They stared at each other for a minute, then Honus went out to the
snowmobile. He came back in and held his journal over the fire. He stood
without moving.

“Don’t do that.”

He didn’t answer.

“It’s your story. There’s nothing in there you need to be ashamed of.
It’s . . . just don’t. Keep it. Leave it for someone. Give it to me, or to
anybody.”

“This is supposed to be my personal scripture.” His hand dropped a
little, nearer to the flames.

Dusty stared, but didn’t move.

“It’s just full of my failure and the sick things I saw.” He stared into the
fire. “And did.”

“You didn’t do anything, Honus. You stumbled into something very
weird and deadly, and you got out alive. You should be proud.”

Honus shook his head, but didn’t answer.

Dusty stood up and took it from him, gently. “You’ll never see it again.
Jodi will never know. It’ll be safe. Your . . . personal scripture. I’ll add it to
mine.”

He turned to face her, and they were close enough to kiss. He looked
into her eyes like he was searching for something. She reached out and patted
his shoulder, looking away.

She hid his diary in her room. They did not speak of it again.



Predictably, Jodi begged to be allowed to open one present the night before
Christmas.

“Just one? Please can I open just one?” She wheedled and Honus smiled
at her like an indulgent father. Dusty rolled her eyes.

“Ok, but I get to pick which one.”

“Ok. Ok, ok, ok!” Jodi patted her belly excitedly. “The baby’s excited,
too. I can feel it!”

Honus walked to the pile of presents and took two off the top. “One for
you.” He put it in Jodi’s hands. “And one for you.” He dropped it into
Dusty’s lap, and she stared at it.

“What’s this?”

“It’s a present, doofus.” Honus gave her his lopsided grin. He went back
and picked up a third.

“And this one’s for me, but it’s from Santa.”

Jodi had already ripped hers open. A hideous red plaid nightgown
unfolded. The collar was white lace, and it was the dowdiest most old-lady
garment Dusty had ever seen. Jodi burst into tears.

“Christmas pajamas! Just like my parents used to do!” She sobbed into
her nightgown. Honus came and sat beside her and held her. His package
contained a coy pajama set in matching red plaid.

Dusty opened her package as well and found a navy-blue set of
pajamas. She was shocked by how tasteful and simple they were. She eyed
the two of them, caught up in a moment of comfort.

She had not celebrated Christmas as a child, and this moment was not
the same for her. But she saw that she was being included. And that Honus
had chosen well for her. She got up and went to her room to change.

She put on the pajamas and looked in the mirror. They were softer,
nicer than anything she had worn in months. Even with her hair cut brutally
short, she looked and felt suddenly very feminine. This came with a thrill of
danger and a sudden driving need to display herself to Honus. She walked
back out to see them.

“They’re lovely. Thank you.” She waited until he looked her over.

“Mine’s better!” Jodi got laboriously off the couch, and soon she was
modeling her nightgown, too. It hid any trace of her figure and covered her
from neck to ankles. She was, however, radiantly pregnant. Dusty and Honus
both smiled at her. He got into his, and the three of them sat and drank cocoa



and stared at the tree. When it started to snow, the Obermeyers began to sing.

Dusty joined in on the songs she knew, but most of them she didn’t. It
was a good moment. She was part of it enough to enjoy it, and she felt
attractive in her navy pajamas. She and Honus shared snatches of eye contact.
He broke them before she did.

They went to bed late.

In the morning, Dusty woke to the sound of Jodi knocking excitedly.
She obviously couldn’t wait to get started. She put on a cinnamon cake to
bake and made juice from a powdered mix.

Jodi lowered herself heavily to the floor and parked in front of the tree,
waiting.

Dusty stumbled out slowly and set about making coffee. She was glad,
every day, that neither of them partook of her morning ritual. The coffee
would last so much longer if only she was drinking it.

“Come on, guys!”

Honus came and sat beside her and rubbed his hands together. Dusty
came and sank down beside them, smiling sleepily.

“All right, let’s do this.”

Honus started with the smallest packages. Jodi opened a pair of fat
diamond earrings and followed it up with a heavy gold bracelet. A hoard of
very expensive jewelry began to collect in front of her. Honus followed it
with a beautiful jewelry box, and Jodi could not stop exclaiming all over it.
She put it carefully aside and moved on to the next boxes. She unwrapped a
pair of very expensive headphones and looked at them.

“What are these for?”

“You’ll see.”

Dusty watched, sipping her coffee.

Jodi’s next packages were a series of DVD sets of some of her favorite
television shows. Her face crumpled a little. “This is just mean.”

“Come on, honey. Would I do that to you?” He pushed a large box
toward her, and she opened it with some reluctance.

Dusty craned her neck to see inside the box. It contained a solar
backpack and a huge case of rechargeable batteries. Jodi looked confused and
not at all mollified. Honus followed it with a small battery-operated DVD
player.

“See? You have TV to watch. And all your favorite shows! And now



you won’t be bored for a long time, and we can always track down more
movies.”

Jodi threw her arms around him, then shrank as if she were in pain.

“Contraction.” Dusty set down her coffee.

“No, no, it’s ok. I’ve had a couple. They’re not getting, like, any faster.”
Honus helped her up off the floor, and she headed to the kitchen to check on
breakfast.

When she was out of the room, Honus pushed a heavy cardboard box in
front of Dusty.

“I got something for you, too.”

“TV for Jodi is the best gift for me.” She smiled.

“No, really.” He nudged the box again.

Dusty pulled the flaps of the box open, and Honus took Jodi’s batteries
outside into the sun to charge.

The box was full of books. Some of them she had read before, but most
she had not. They all bore stickers from an unfamiliar library in a town she
did not know. They were all generally in the vein of books she liked, and she
was surprised to see he had been paying attention. She was touched, and
terribly guilty.

Honus came back in. “Do you get it?”

“Yeah, they’re all books that I’'ll like. This is very thoughtful. Thank
you so much.”

He smiled again and shook his head. “No, you don’t get it yet. I’ll give
you a minute.” He walked into the kitchen.

Dusty looked back into the box and scanned over the covers. She tried
to find a pattern or see the books in a new way. She reached in and shifted
them around. Then she got it.

All the authors were women.

Dusty sat down on the floor with her head on the box and cried.

Jodi had been right about the turkey. She took the hacked-up pieces that
Dusty had butchered for her and browned them beautifully in her cast-iron
skillet. She served the bird with a pot of mashed potatoes she had made from
a box of flakes, canned yams, fresh bread, and apple pie. She had even made
pan gravy. She lit candles on the table and called them to dinner with shining
eyes.



Honus gave a long and heartfelt prayer. “For unto us a child is born.”
Dusty kept her eyes open and saw Jodi have another contraction.
Christmas dinner was delicious.

As soon as her batteries were charged, Jodi loaded the DVD player and set up
a new batch to charge and arranged herself on the couch with pillows and
blankets and pulled on her headphones.

Dusty and Honus washed the dishes together.

“That was an incredibly thoughtful gift. I'm blown away. I don’t know
how to thank you.”

“I was just in the library and thinking how long it might be before there
are new books published. And if any of them will be by women, ever again.
And I knew it would matter to you.”

“It did. It does.”

They washed and dried. Their hands touched, soapy and wet.

“I’m sorry again. About reading your diary. I really am. I just couldn’t
help myself.”

“I kind of thought of joking about it. Like I brought you some new
books so you’ll stop reading the ones you shouldn’t.” He laughed a little.

“I’m sorry about your companion. That must have been terrifying.”

“It was. I have nightmares sometimes. About that . . . Well, you know.”

“I know. I have nightmares, too.”

The dishes were done. The smell of turkey and pie still hung in the
warm room.

“I didn’t mean it about reading yours. I wouldn’t do that to you.”

“I know you wouldn’t.” She was still hiding it.

“I do wonder sometimes what I might find, though.” Honus hung up the
dish towel he had been using and walked out of the room.

Find me. You might find me.



CHAPTER 10

26 Pocomber

Vods wenit info- labor early This morning. Knew it was coming on; sojust waiched. Going
fo-have & bad Time:

27 Pecombver

She's exhausted. Only two- fingers atlated. Walked her unitil she cried and beqged fo- lie
aown: O her side now. Have misoprosfol but so- far she's refused if. Lan't C-section,
she'd never survive: Sent Honws in To- falk her info- The drugs if he can: Ale something.
Gonna lay my head aown for a few minules and Then go-back in There:

28 Pecembver

Fucking mess.

Knew it would end This way. Fucking knew if. Pon't know why [ let their hope get
fo- me: Stupid.

Two- feet of snow oufside and frozem ground, we can't even bury fhe body. They
named it. No-point in writing it aown: No-point in naming it. She was right, it was a boy,
No-point. no- point.

Lan't Talk Them info- cremation. Told Honus The kid can't e in The howse, and i
we cover it with snow or puf it in a box. animals may find if. He fusT aboul puked when !
said 1T, bul woulan't budge on The idea of burial.



Vot losT a lof of blood. Hard Girth: Repaired The Tearing white she was passed ou,
Then gave her a shot To-kill The pain and put her ouf. She atan't consent fo-if. Pon't give
# shit. Needs fo-rest.

New Year's Pay

Honws and [ cremaied The baby lasT night. He had some Time alone with The body while /
twilt The pyre: We aid it down The road o ways so- That Vodai won'f see: He's going To- fell
her we buried The kid, and plant flowers There in the spring. Flan To-be gone by Then.

Burned quick. Not much fhere; and we poured lighter fluid on The base To- help if
#long. Held Homws while he sobted.

Vodi js not recovering well. Lan't Glame her for not waniing To; right now.
Pragged The kiddie pool oufsite; arained so- mucth Glood ouf of if . . . weird fo- see it afl
collected. FPowred it out onfo- the snow. STill warm; and The red spread and steamed.
Stared af it. Bloomy bloom red the last rose. Rose red. Snow white:

She's weak, thready pulse; arstraught. The two- of us are fenaing her afl any. The
howse is silent excepl That [ can hear Them both crying Through fheir bedroom doors.
Alpne:

Eacty and every one of ws = last person on Earth:

Chronicles were written all over the world. Some were diaries, like the Book
of the Unnamed Midwife. Others were histories of cities and settlements as
the years moved by. Each marked time in their own way. Some were read.
Others lay forever forgotten when their owners stopped writing.

The new year went largely unmarked, except in these books. Times Square
lay silent under a dusting of snow, stirred by the wind now and again. A
small group in upstate New York marked the day a week later, guessing. Five
men clinked glasses together in a toast to something none of them believed in
anymore.

On that same day, a pair of sisters swam near the foot of Iguazu Falls on the
border between Argentina and Brazil, where it was blistering hot. The two of
them had not seen another human being in more than a month. They stripped
off their clothes and swam for hours, watching the water’s surface flashing in



the sun.

A harem of three women in Ukraine chose that day to kill their captor. They
celebrated, but not because it was a holiday.

* & o

The limited government that still functioned in Seoul appointed new guards
to the facility housing the remaining 242 women left in the country. The
previous guards had been publicly shot.

The winter killed many, with cold and isolation and loneliness. The
Huntsville ward moved all survivors into the bishop’s large house. Bishop
Sterling had died of infection, so Patty had been married to Bishop Lewis,
who had been appointed on his twenty-sixth birthday.

If they could have compared notes, one colony of survivors to another, they
would have found that the number of successful human births on Earth that
year had been zero. But they did not know, and so hope persisted.

Jodi had been in bed for six days when Dusty brought her Christmas presents
to her.

“Hey, you don’t have to get up and you don’t have to talk. I wish you’d
eat, but I can’t make you. So I thought you might like something comforting.
The batteries are all charged up.”

She arranged the batteries and DVDs on the bed and left Jodi a couple
of granola bars. Jodi did not respond, even by opening her eyes. Dusty knew
she was awake.

An hour later, Jodi had sat up and put her headphones on. When Honus
went to check on her, she refused to look at him. The granola bars were
untouched. The screen showed long-dead people dancing in a club. He kissed
her on the top of her head and closed her door.

Dusty sat on the living room sofa, reading. Honus sat beside her, put his
elbows on his knees, and buried his face in his hands.



“She’ll come out of it,” Dusty said to her book.

“She’s going to die. She wants to be with the baby. She’s going to leave
me, too.” Honus’s voice was thick with tears.

Dusty was sick to death of this pain. She was awash in her own grief
and terror. She thought Honus was right and Jodi would die, but it was such a
small thing beside her dawning certainty that no children would ever be born
again.

Never again, never again look upon this wasteland.

She wanted out of her head so bad that she considered going raiding for
enough alcohol to get blackout drunk and stay that way awhile.

Honus’s long frame sagged. His posture was all grief, and even his
silence was leaden. His misery felt like a weight on her, and it was all she
could do to keep from screaming at him. She sat, staring into her book but not
reading, deciding that she would pack up and move to another house in the
neighborhood. She tried to remember which ones still held food in the pantry.

Honus pulled her book out of her hands. She looked at him and tried to
conceal her anger. His eyes were enormous, red rimmed, and bright blue. He
hadn’t shaved in a few days. He looked for once more like a man than a boy.

“Please,” he begged her.

“What?” She could barely get it out.

He crawled into her lap with an urgency that woke everything in her.
Heat poured into her body from some unknown spring, and she flushed all
over. He clung to her like a child, and she was mother and lover and barely
sane.

He cried like he would break and molded himself to her. She found
herself shushing him like a frightened child and lying down to hold him
prone. The couch was an awkwardly small space, and the two of them barely
fit its width, even pressed together. He lay his face in the crook of her neck
and sobbed.

She held him while a wild, stabbing need ran through her body like a
triangular circuit, current carried from her nipples to her clit and back again.
She was out of her mind. Grief and rage and sex came together in waves of
wordless ache.

She kissed him.

She kissed him, and it was like a knot being untied. She tasted his tears
and felt his groan in her mouth, felt him shake and harden at once.



A few gasping flurries of clothing and he was inside her without
preamble. She didn’t care. She was as wet as she had ever been, and they
ground their hips together, legs held by jeans only half rolled down. She
rocked and rocked and came against him, squeezing him tight. She bit his
shoulder and stifled a scream. He buried his face in her neck and whimpered
as she felt him throb it out inside her. She held him as they calmed, but she
could already feel him pulling away.

He rolled off the couch and knelt, fastening his pants and straightening
his shirt. He glanced nervously down the hallway.

Dusty lay on her back and zipped her jeans. Done, cannot be undone,
and there was nothing either of them could say.

Honus walked down the hall and closed his bedroom door. Dusty did
the same, and slept better and deeper than she had in months.
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T/mq always were:
Fuck, Vodai, ['m sorry.

The snow stopped, and rain took its place. Downpour washed away the white
and dripped off every edge of the house. A small leak started in the kitchen,
and Honus patched it with plastic as best he could. They still had to keep a
pan in the place where it dripped.

Jodi came back slowly, but preferred to watch her movies all day. She
didn’t want to speak or eat with them. She put up with small hugs from
Honus, but she would not allow Dusty to touch her. Her eyes were large with
dark circles beneath, and she grew thinner by the day. She did not get out of
bed.

Dusty and Honus lay in her bed one night, listening to the rain pattering
on the roof. Some nights it was loud, like living inside a drum. Tonight it was
milder, but enough that they couldn’t sleep.

She had fucked him four times, each time thinking he would wear out
and fall asleep. He didn’t.

“What’s going to happen?”

“Happen to what, Honus?”

“To us. To you and me and Jodi and everybody in the world. What are
we going to do?”

“I’m going to move on in the spring to somewhere I can settle down
permanently. Somewhere safe with less snow and maybe where I can grow
things. You two will probably go back to Huntsville, since it’s what you
know.”

“So that’s it then?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You won’t stay with me? We could be married. All three of us.”

“Oh god.”

“What? It’s not that bad. I love you, you know.”

“I know.”

“That’s it?”

“What do you want me to say?”

“Say that you love me, too, Dusty. Jeez. I know you do. You wouldn’t
be with me like this if you didn’t.”

She stared at the ceiling. She thought about Jack, whom she had loved.



The way they had treated each other, how they had known each other. This
was not that.

“Well?”

“You don’t even know my name. Look, you love Jodi. You two can
have a life together. We . . . all three of us, we got stuck together. If things
hadn’t happened this way, we probably never would have met.”

“But we did meet. I believe that God sent Jodi to you for a reason.”

She sighed. “Maybe I kept her from dying in childbirth. Maybe. But
your reasoning sucks. God killed most of the people on Earth with a plague
so that we could have all this? God sent you here to sleep with me and ruin
your marriage? God set you up to burn the body of your first child?”

He didn’t answer.

“Not everything has a meaning. Maybe there is no plan. Maybe there’s
no reason we met and we’re fucking because we were both really frustrated
and lonely.”

“I can’t believe you think that way.”

“I can’t believe you still think there’s a plan.”

“So what if you get pregnant? We’ve been making love for a while,
without any . . . protection.”

She got up off the bed and grabbed her old pack. She ripped it open to
show him her cache of pills and rings and patches. “This is my plan. This is
what makes sense to me. Not dying while giving birth to a dead baby. I'm
going to try and give them to your wife before I leave, because without
someone to attend her, she might not get through this again. So there is no
what if. Don’t worry about it. What you need to worry about is that your wife
may be the only woman in the county or in the state after I leave. That should
worry you.”

“What do you think will happen? Someone will—"

“Kill you. Rape her. Maybe make you watch. Maybe you’ll go back to
Huntsville and you’ll have an accident so that someone else can marry her.
I’ve seen what it’s like out there. As long as you’ve got her, you’ve got
trouble.”

“Then you’re in just as much danger. Why not stay and let me—”

“Let you protect me. While your wife hates my guts because I let her
baby die and then fucked her husband. That sounds grand. When do we
start?”



“Why are you being like this?”

“I don’t belong here. I can’t stay. Just please let this be what it is. Don’t
try to make it last forever.”

They lay, and the sound of the rain talked over them.

“What is your real name?”

“What did you name the baby?”

Honus got up and left.
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Dusty woke up in the morning, and the two of them were crying in Jodi’s
room together. She walked to the door. It was open, but she stood in the
doorway without entering.

They sat together on Jodi’s bed, sobbing. It took them a while to notice
her. Honus stood up when he did, rubbing his hands on the legs of his pants.

“She had a nightmare.”

Dusty nodded. Jodi looked like she’d been crying all night, but she
looked alive. Alert.

“Do you want to try and eat something?”

Jodi nodded, but she did not look up.

Dusty walked away to the kitchen. She was planning to carry the plates
back to the bedroom, but Jodi and Honus came quietly to the kitchen table.
Dusty made them powdered milk to drink and sat down with her solitary cup
of coffee, eyeing them both with a weary dread.

Jodi drank milk and ate a forkful of egg. Honus cleaned his plate as
always.

“So did you decide to live?”

Jodi looked up. “What?”

Dusty was not in the mood to talk at the speed she normally set for
conversations with Jodi.

“Did you decide to live instead of dying slowly in that bed? Are you
going to live, or are you just going to have breakfast before you die?”

“It’s not, like, a decision. I’'m just alive. I didn’t decide anything.”

“Bullshit.” She drank her coffee.

Stubbornly, Jodi ate another forkful of egg.

Honus cleared his throat and pushed his plate away. “Jodi . . . we both
think we should go back to Huntsville. Not now. When she’s stronger. I’'m
going to look around for a car, but we might end up having to walk.”

Dusty nodded. It was what she predicted they’d do.

“You could come with us . . .” Honus looked at Dusty, and she couldn’t
look away.

“Go on.”

“You’d be welcome in Huntsville. You’d . . . we’d have to tell them . . .
You couldn’t fool them forever.”



“Mm-hmm. And then I entertain suitors.”

“The bishop would . . .”

Dusty started to laugh. “Show me where to get my white dress. I can’t
wait.”

“What are you going to do, Dusty? Where are you going to go?”

“Not Huntsville.” She sipped her coffee.

“Can’t you just . . .” Honus was not crying yet, but she could see it
coming.

I can’t and you can’t. Jodi needs you and I don’t. Get the hint, Honus.

“lI had a nightmare.” Jodi was staring at the middle of the table, at
nothing. “I had a nightmare about the two of you. Honus was cheating on me
with you. Isn’t that weird?”

“That’s really weird, Jodi. Why do you think you dreamed that?”

Honus’s face had lost all its color. He sat rigidly in place and did not
speak.

“I guess I had been thinking about the baby for so long—” Her voice
caught on the word baby, but she pushed through it. “That I forgot I have a
husband. And I love him, and he needs my attention. You know?”

“Yes, that makes sense.” She was cold. Completely cold. In her veins
and in her heart, there was nothing but cold, cold water.

“Like, I know it would never really happen because you’re gay and
stuff.”

“Am I now?”

Jodi ignored her. “But still, I woke up really mad. Like, really mad. So I
woke up Honus and told him we had to move on. Try again.”

“Try again?”

“Once I’ve healed. We can try again to have a baby.”

“I see.” Dusty drained her coffee cup. “I have a counteroffer. I have
drugs that will help you—"

“No. I’'m not going to take birth control in this world. This world needs
babies more than it needs anything else.”

“I can give it to you. In case you change your mind.”

“I’m not going to. I’'m sure that Honus and I will have a baby that will
live. I don’t want it.”

“You might change your mind if you live through another one like
this.”



Jodi’s eyes reddened. “That won’t happen again.”

“No. You're right. Next time, without any help, you’ll probably die.
Duty done, punch out. I tried to have babies who would die but instead I did
the dying myself. Hang a wreath around me, call me saint. Call me Mama.”

Jodi got up so suddenly that her chair shot out behind her. “You’re just
jealous! You’re just jealous of me and Honus because you have nobody!”

I could tell her now and it would destroy them both. Take the last thing
I know that hasn’t fallen apart and crumble it. For what?

Dusty did not move. She stared into her empty coffee cup. “If only I
had my own sexless marriage and dead baby. Then I could be like you.
You’re right. You have so much, and I wish, Jodi. I wish.”

“Dusty.” Honus spoke to her as though punishment was his to give.

Dad’s mad. Fuck you.

“Fuck you both,” she said, rising from the table. “Go when you want. I
am done giving a shit. Don’t worry about your nightmare, Jodi. Your
husband is as uninterested in sex as you are. Save it for procreation. He
doesn’t care.”

She walked out of the room and went to the back of the house. She
started to pack.

The house was silent. Dusty dreamed of Roxanne, who spoke in Jack’s voice.
“Hey, sweets. Let’s walk the bridge?”

“Where are we going?”

“With the chicken.”

She turned around and saw they were on the Golden Gate Bridge, and
Chicken was there, holding Joe’s hand.

“To get to the other side,” he said sullenly.

Jodi dreamed of her baby boy. If she sat him down, she could watch him and
see him smile. He made a sweet little gurgling noise, and she ached all over.
When she picked him up, she was only holding a twisted-up blanket. She
woke up alone in her bed and cried softly until she drifted back out to sleep.

Honus dreamed that he was with Jodi, but Jodi wanted him with the heat and
abandon that Dusty had shown. Her belly was round and tight between them,
and he knew that the child would be a girl.

“We’ll have to sell her.” Jodi was Dusty, her face changed and her



voice was no one’s. Her lips didn’t move. “If we sell her, she’ll be safe.”
“We can’t do that.”
“We can do it in Mexico.” Jodi was naked, but out of reach. Receding.
Receding. Out of reach.

Somehow the three of them knew that today would be the day. At first light
they were all up and making ready.

Jodi found Dusty in the pantry.

“Hey, I was going to pack up most of this since you guys are headed to
Huntsville. But if there’s anything you want, you can have it.”

“You hate powdered eggs anyways.”

Dusty did not turn to face her. “I do. You can definitely have those. The
Ovaltine, too.”

“Hey. Dusty?”

She turned this time.

“Never mind.” Jodi left the kitchen.

I never did.

Dusty walked back to her room and passed Honus in the hallway. He
was carrying a bag out to the front porch. It looked as though the Obermeyers
were packing light.

Dusty grabbed a rifle and a box of shells and followed him out.

“Take this.”

“I don’t need it.”

“You don’t know what you’ll need. Maybe you’ll hunt with it.”

He took it uncertainly and gently set the butt of it down on the ground.
“I don’t know how to use it.”

“Jodi does. I taught her the basics. Just take it, ok?”

“Ok.”

She stalked back in. When she came into the living room, she was ready
to go. She was carrying more than she wanted to, and she knew she would
not go far today.

Honus had his hand on Jodi’s shoulder. “Go ahead.”

Jodi looked sullen. “I . . . should thank you. You probably did save my
life. Thank you. Like, really, thank you.”

Dusty looked from Jodi to Honus. “You don’t have to thank me. It’s
just what I do. You also don’t have to do anything Honus tells you. Not now,



not ever. He needs you way more than you need him. Think about that.”

She turned to him suddenly. “Could you leave us alone for a minute?
Just step out on the porch. One sec.” She turned back to Jodi without waiting
for an answer. Dismissed by Dusty’s eyes, Honus stepped out.

She pulled a brick of plastic cartridges out of her bag. “This is enough
birth control for three years. You just take one a day. It’s very simple.”

Jodi did not reach for the banded bundle. “I told you, I’m not going to
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“Listen, listen. Just listen to me for one second, and then you won’t ever
have to do it again. Something bad is going to happen. I guarantee it will.
Probably it’s going to happen to Honus, and you’re going to have to deal with
a lot of guys. Maybe they’ll be ok, maybe they won’t.”

“It won’t! You don’t know.”

Dusty glared. “Fine then, I’m crazy and nothing has changed and you’ll
be in charge of bake sales forever. In case you’re not, hide these somewhere.
And if you end up with someone who isn’t Honus, maybe who isn’t a nice
person, you have the option to not go through this again. Or maybe if you and
Honus are unlucky again, you’ll want to take a year or two off from this
horror. Or give it to Patty when she gets her blood. Just fucking take them.
Take them. Just to remind yourself that you have the option. Ok?”

Jodi accepted them finally, and when she looked up, Dusty could see
she was crying. “You don’t understand. It isn’t going to be like that.
Everything’s going to be . . .” Jodi lost her breath, strangling to hold in sobs.

“Wonderful. Everything is wonderful. Be careful, Jodi. Keep your eyes
open.” The impulse to hug her was strong, despite everything. She was tired
of them, but still it tore a little.

Honus came back in, and Jodi went out. She did not say good-bye.

As soon as the door closed, Honus took Dusty in his arms. He crushed
her to him, and she was turned on, all the way up, instantly ready. He kissed
her, and she shook. She pulled back from him, disgust beginning to well up
within her.

“Come with us. Please come with us. Don’t let it end like this. We’ll
work it out.”

“Honus, don’t embarrass yourself. We’re done here.”

His face went white.

“Look, you’re a coward. You’ll never really be honest with Jodi, not



about you or me or anything else. You don’t know how. I think you married
her so that you’d never have to try too hard.”

“That’s not why.”

“Shhh. Almost done. What I told you will happen, about someone
trying to take her from you, that’s going to happen. That will happen soon.
Watch your back. Don’t go on any mysterious errands or hunting trips. Don’t
trust anyone. Remember that you have the one thing that everyone wants.”

He was shaking his head, grinning. “I knew you loved me. I knew it.
You wouldn’t be so worried if you didn’t.”

“That’s not why.”

“Why then? Why do you even care?” He smiled like a man who knows
he has won.

“Because you’re both helpless. This is like helping a kitten get out of a
tree. It’s not love, it’s pity. Just try to stay alive, ok?”

Smile gone, he reached out to take her hand. She had cut her hair down
to nothing and bound and bundled. She shifted her pack onto her shoulders
and ignored his gesture.

“Come on, Dusty. Come on.”

She looked back to him and put her hand out. He held it awkwardly,
and they stared at one another.

After a moment, he let go. She adjusted her pack and headed to the
door. The house seemed dingy with their shared life. Outside it, she felt the
twin dawning of loneliness and relief.

“You know where we’ll be.” Honus raised his hand in farewell.

“I know. Good-bye.” She turned her back and started to walk. They
watched her a minute before turning to head to Huntsville.

The Obermeyers were welcomed warmly at the stake center. Nothing was
made of their absence, and they were not asked to explain it. Fewer than a
dozen in Huntsville had survived. Jodi was the third woman. The ratio of men
to women was closer, but competition had increased. Close living quarters
and desperation had made the congregation touchy and ragged.

Bishop Lewis was jealous of Patty to the point that no one saw her. She
was as closeted as she had ever been, and spent her days sewing and mending
for the household. Sister Sterling told Jodi first when the day came that
following summer that Patty had gotten her first period. Jodi’s thoughts ran to



the untouched brick of pills Dusty had given her, but she said nothing.

Jodi miscarried twice that year. Both times it was early, and she had
told no one. She put them out of mind as hard late periods. Not children. Just
blood. Just cramps and a few tired days.

Two more suicides slipped out in the night. Bishop Lewis was furious
and began setting a night watch so that no one could get away from the house
they all shared. The house was old, built more than a hundred years before.
Young men were bunked together in twos and threes in the old servants’
quarters. Jodi and Honus had a small room to themselves close to the master
suite.

They were the first to know when Lewis started having sex with Patty.
The crying went on and on, even when the shrieking had stopped.

The night watches failed, and little by little people dispersed. Two
young men one night and three the next. The weather was warming up, and
they were close to other small towns where they knew they could settle.

By August, the three couples remained. Lewis and the hollow-eyed
Patty behaved around each other as predator and prey.

Jodi and Honus grew insular, spending all their time together, trying to
live inside a bubble that kept out the rest of the world.

Another woman was gone one day, and her husband raged after her in a
car, determined to bring her back. Neither one returned. In the fall, Honus
asked Jodi to leave with him.

Jodi had a moment alone with Patty. She gave the girl a laundry basket
full of clothes she told her needed mending. They were old clothes she didn’t
want anymore.

Inside them was the entire three-year supply.

Honus and Jodi opened the front door and walked out that night as the
full moon rose. Without a word, they walked back to the house where they
had spent the last winter. It was exactly the way they had left it. They set
about provisioning the house for the winter.

Honus searched and searched for a sign of Dusty, for anything she had
left behind. He had a wild hope that he would find a note from her like he had
once found from his wife. Unidentifiable hairs in the shower drain,
anonymous finger smudges on the door frame. Books she must have touched
but had left no trace. He and Jodi slept together in the room that had once
been only hers. He sat in Dusty’s room sometimes, to think. He pulled open



her dresser drawers one day and found neatly folded in the top drawer the
pajamas he had given her for Christmas. He touched them gently and closed
the drawer.

The Obermeyers celebrated Christmas again that year, but it felt hollow.
Honus brought his wife more DVDs and batteries; she surprised him with a
very nice pocketknife. They sang the same songs and lit the same tree. They
both felt like hell, and they talked long into the night.

“It’s not right. It wasn’t enough. We shouldn’t have left her there.”

“What wasn’t enough?” Honus didn’t understand.

“Never mind. We have to go get her. We have to.”

“You’re right. I’'m scared to do it, but you’re right.”

They went out and started up the snowmobile. They rode back into
Huntsville and let themselves in the unlocked door of the house. It was silent
and dark. They crept up the stairs. Patty and Lewis were in a king bed, feet of
distance between them. The girl slept curled tight into a ball. Jodi held the
rifle and aimed it at Lewis. Honus woke Patty up quietly. She opened her
eyes wide at his first touch. She scrambled out of bed naked and stood blue-
white in the starlight that came through the window.

“Who’s there?” Lewis was awake and peering into the dark.

“It’s Jodi and Honus Obermeyer. We’re taking Patty to live with us.”
Jodi sounded surer than she felt. She had her finger on the rifle’s trigger, but
she had forgotten to load it.

“You can’t take my wife.” Lewis was struggling up out of bed. He was
a young man, but he was working on an impressive beard already. He wore
white shorts and had to feel on the nightstand for his glasses.

Honus had found a nightgown and dropped it over Patty’s head. She
raised her arms obediently, letting him dress her like a doll. “Do you want to
stay here?”

Patty couldn’t answer. Her eyes were pure terror.

“See, she’s fine. Now you two go on back to wherever you came from.”
He stared at the barrel of the rifle while he spoke.

Honus picked Patty up off her feet. She weighed nothing at all. He held
her to his chest, and she was rigid, trembling.

Honus walked out the bedroom door, and Jodi inched backward to
follow.

“Who do you think you are? You can’t just come in here and—"



“She’s just a kid! What you’re doing is wrong, and you know it.”

“She’s a woman, and she’s my wife. When she’s older she’ll understand
better. It’s just hard for her to understand right now.”

Jodi was still moving backward. “Don’t follow us or I'll shoot. Stay
right here.” She turned and slammed the door behind her. She bolted down
the stairs to the snowmobile, where Honus had Patty on the seat behind him
and Jodi got on after so that the two of them held her there.

As they pulled away, they saw Lewis come out the front door, yelling,
waving his arms at them.

Honus prayed that he didn’t have a gun. There was no sound of a shot.

They made it home and got Patty dressed and drinking hot Ovaltine in
front of the tree. It took Lewis hours to follow their tracks back to Eden. He
rattled the doorknob, screaming.

Honus took the rifle and loaded it. “Go to the back of the house.” Jodi
took Patty to the back bedroom, and the two of them sat in the closet. Honus
opened the door.

“She’s staying with us, and you’re going to leave.” He held the rifle
low, but kept it pointed toward Lewis.

Lewis was shivering. His cheeks were red, and his glasses were fogged.
“Don’t be ridiculous. I am your bishop, and she is my wife.”

“You’re not our bishop anymore. We—" The gun went off as his
nervous hand squeezed it. The shot hit Lewis in his hip, and he went down,
wheezing. Honus dropped the gun in shock and stared. Jodi ran out to them.

“Oh my gosh. You shot him!”

Honus could only stare.

“What do we do?”

He shook his head and his jaw worked, but no sound came out.

“Shoot him again.” It was Patty. They both turned to look. Patty stood
there as if she had not spoken.

“I can’t. I can’t.” Honus was approaching hysteria. He was gasping tiny
breaths, his chest hitching.

Patty picked up the gun and looked at it. It was nearly as tall as she was,
and she had never handled one before. Gently, Jodi took it from her. She
worked the bolt and took a deep breath.

She aimed at Lewis’s head and pulled the trigger. The hole was small,
but blood gushed out, staining the snow.



Honus sat down hard, and his eyelashes fluttered. He grayed out.

Jodi put the rifle beside the door and pushed Patty back inside. Then she
helped Honus to stumble to the couch. She locked the door.

“We’re gonna be a family. No one is ever going to mess with us, like,
ever again.” She sat down next to Honus and patted his hand. He did not
respond.

Patty was cold, but present. She pulled her knees up under her chin.

Jodi started a song, and Patty joined her. Honus took more than an hour
to come back to himself.

In the morning, Jodi told him to bury the body. He built a pyre as Dusty
had once done and burned it. He came back to the house and found Jodi and
Patty talking like sisters.

The three of them got on very well. They were a family, as Jodi had
said. They never spoke of Lewis and they rarely spoke of the plague or the
time before. Jodi miscarried over and over, and she told Patty what had
happened with their first child. Patty listened without emotion. She said she
would never get married again.

Six years later, Jodi went full-term with a girl. They both died. The child
never left her body. Honus was wrecked with grief, and Patty did the burning.
Four bodies, one place. The rain churned their ashes into the soil.

It was less than a year before the two of them started sleeping together. Patty
was barren. They lived together the rest of their lives and never again saw
another human being.



CHAPTER 11

The boys worked short days. They came in after breakfast and worked
patiently, diligently until midday. They shared lunch at long tables in the old
cafeteria. The room was windowless, with a stage at one end. They had
decorated the walls with their drawings and calligraphy; many of them were
developing a neat hand. When they had eaten, they had a few hours to play
and run their energy off. Some of them napped in the late afternoon, others
spent time in the library.

The library had been painstakingly collected and was maintained by
people who cared for books beyond all things. No books could leave that
building; reading could only be done there. Couches and cushions and chairs
were scattered throughout and usually occupied. The scribe boys favored the
books that explained parts of the before time, books that were everyday
stories of people’s lives. Their studies focused on farming and writing and the
repair of simple machines, but left to their own devices, the boys read books
about small families and big cities and the way things used to be.

The boys did not live in families. They were part of large co-op
households to which they had been given when they were weaned. They had
never seen a big city. The big cities of the world crumbled and fell, overtaken
by rats and ivy, undermined by floods and rust.

For a year of their lives, they reported for five days to copy the books in
their neat and even hands. They were eager to please. Their letters were
perfect; their lines were straight. They smiled up at Mother Ina, who tousled
their hair and told them they were good. When they neared the end of the
year, they asked her what they would do next.



“Soon it will be time to choose apprenticeships. You’ll meet people in
the trades and see what interests you. Soon enough. But today, we return to
this. Are you boys ready?”

They were ready. Hands clean, paper laid out, inkwells full.
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Culling around Pes Moines.

The woods were deep green and dripped with rain. Mushrooms carpeted the
ground, and trails were wiped out with new growth. She stomped through
heavily, headed for a house she had glimpsed through the trees. She had gone
due south out of Des Moines. She knew she was in Missouri, but not where.

The house was small, and it had once been white. Moss grew up one
side and reached around the face of it, green fingers slipping toward the
windows. She found the door locked, so she kicked it in. The wood was
swollen and wet and gave way with a rotted creak. She hurried in and
dropped her pack, glad to be out of the wet woods.

There was dry firewood inside, and she started a fire. The pantry was
bare. She dug out her last can of chicken soup and heated it. She would eat it
slowly.

She hadn’t made a sound in more than a month, other than moaning in
her sleep. She wasn’t sure she could talk if she wanted to. Her voice was
something that fell away, unneeded. Vestigial vocal cords. She hadn’t fired
her guns in a long time. She wiped them down with oil, made sure they were
dry and in order before putting them back together and settling in to sleep.
She laid out her wet clothes to dry and sat in front of the fire in just her
binder and panties, warming her back and then her front. When she felt as dry
and warm as she could get, she pulled clothes out of her pack. They weren’t
dry, either, so she laid them out.

She dragged a couch in front of the fireplace so that the arms of it
touched the brick pediment.

She curled up on it and slept.

She awoke the second the door opened. She pulled both guns out from
under the cushion where they’d been wedged and waited, holding her breath.

“What the hell? Who started a fire in here?” The room filled with the
light of several lanterns.

“Hello?”

The first voice was a man’s, but the second was not. Cautiously, she



peeked up over the back of the couch.

“Oh, shit.” The woman dropped her lantern. It stayed lit as it rolled
across the floor. Shadows spun.

“Who the hell are you?” The man was short, with thick black chest hair
showing over the open buttons of his soggy flannel. His face was covered in a
stubbly beard, and he looked as if he had fallen in mud.

She held both guns where they couldn’t be seen. “Just a traveler.” She
tried to speak low, but her unused voice squeaked and gave her away. She
was either a woman or a boy going through puberty. She cleared her throat
and started again. “Just a—"

The man stepped forward quickly, his face showing pure shock.
“You’re a woman!”

She raised both guns over the back of the couch and rested them there.
“Stop. Not another step.”

“Whoa, hey. Hang on there.” The other woman stooped to pick up her
blue electric lantern and stepped between them. In the firelight, she, too, was
covered in mud. She wiped her face a little.

Her skin was the color of dark honey, and her hair was pulled back, but
the curls showed through. Her large black eyes took in the woman on the
couch and her guns and did not flinch. She radiated calm, absolutely
unruffled.

“Hey, I’m Ava, and this is Dino. We’re ok. We’re not here to hurt you.
This place is a way station that we use sometimes. We’re on our way back
from a shopping trip. We’re armed, too, but I’d rather see you put yours away
than get mine out.” She was smiling just a little.

The midwife stared at her. She was deciding.

“I want to put my clothes on. I’m gonna put my guns down and do that,
and then we can talk.” She stared at Dino. He showed her his hands and then
turned his back.

“Please, go ahead and get dressed. I’ll give you some privacy.”

She knelt awkwardly and pushed the couch back from the hearth. Her
jeans were toasty as she put them on. The zipper was too hot to touch. She
left it open and shrugged back into her long underwear. It fit her tight and
made things clear, but they already knew. She put the guns back in her
waistband and zipped up. She walked out to face Ava.

“All right. Guns away.”



“That’s great. So what’s your name?”

She closed her lips for a second.

Nope.

“Jane.”

“Jane.” Ava held out her hand. The custom already felt ancient. They
shook.

Dino came back around and offered his, too. “Dino. It’s really Dean,
but everyone calls me Dino.” He shook vigorously and smiled at her. “Where
you headed?”

“East. North. Maybe New England.”

The two exchanged a glance. “What are you looking for?”

“A safe place.”

“With other people?” Dino was looking up at her from under raised
brows.

“Are other people safe?”

Ava spoke this time. “Some people are. Look, we were driving a truck
full of supplies through the wood when we got stuck in the mud. We’ve got
plenty to eat. We both need to clean up, but we were going to have a late
supper. Want to join us and maybe talk a little?”

Jane had eaten, but she wasn’t going to turn down a little more. “Ok.
We can talk.”

Dino heated two pots of water from a cistern and bathed methodically
in the kitchen sink. When he was done, he rinsed it out and put water on to
boil for Ava.

“Thank you.” She pulled her muddy shirt off and dropped it in a heap
on the floor. She followed it with her stretchy pants. “We’ve got new clothes,
Dino. Let’s ditch these.”

Jane watched Dino very carefully while Ava undressed. He looked, but
it was incidental. She saw no hunger there. While Ava bathed, Dino heated
up cans of beef stew and set out a can of peaches. “For dessert,” he said with
a little smile. Jane was still watching.

She sat down in one of the chairs at the small dining table. When they
joined her, she felt she sat with Honus and Jodi again.

“So where did you come from?”

“San Francisco. Spent a winter in Utah. Traveling, mostly.”

“Have you seen many people?” Ava was eating hungrily, but Dino



seemed eager to talk.

“A few.”

“Mostly men?”

“Yeah, mostly men. Where did you come from?”

“I’m from St. Louis. When the city got bad, I got out.”

Ava swallowed and reached for her water glass. “I’m from Texas. Came
through hell to get here. I’ve seen things you wouldn’t believe.”

Jane managed half a smile. “I might.”

“So things are the same on the West Coast?” Dino did not seem
disappointed. He was like a man patting the stump of a lost limb. Just
checking.

“Same all over. Dead and dying.”

Ava fell back into her stew.

“So I noticed your tattoo.” Dino nodded to Jane’s chest, where the black
figure of a caduceus was inked.

Her hand went to it. She had caught Honus staring at it, but he had
never asked. It had been a long time since she looked at it, really thought
about it.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, are you a doctor?”

“I’m a midwife.”

The word hung there a minute.

“I might be the last midwife on Earth.”

“Well,” Ava gulped again. “You might be, but at least you’ve got
medical training. That’s a great skill.” She applied herself to licking the bowl.

“Yeah, I’m trained as a nurse. Not just babies. Great because babies are
about out of business.”

Ava and Dino shared another glance. Jane decided she could wait it out.

“Do either of you need medical attention?” Her cool professional eye
was on them. They didn’t.

“I know a man who died of tetanus this year. We think it was tetanus.
He got cut on some tiny thing, like a rusty nail. We didn’t know what to do.
We could use somebody . . .” He looked at Ava.

Ava sighed. “We have a place,” Ava said carefully. “It’s very safe.
Enclosed. Defensible. We’re not really looking to take in new people, but we
never turn down women or girls. Combine that with your training, and of



course we want you.”

Jane was stiff. She waited.

“We’re not going to make you. Nobody will lay a hand on you. Believe
me, I know how this sounds. I got sold twice before I got out of Texas. I lost
my daughter out there.” Her eyes were wet, but nothing fell.

“Sold?”

“Once for guns and once for penicillin. Both times to gangs of guys.
The first gang killed my daughter. She was thirteen.”

Ava dropped her chin to her shoulder, as if she were looking behind her.
She took a few breaths.

No one spoke. She started again when she was steady.

“Second time, the gang of guys fell apart, starting killing each other. I
end up with this asshole Eddie. Eddie sold me for penicillin after he got
pneumonia. He shot the guy he sold me to and took me back. The penicillin
killed him. I took his gun and his car and ran.”

“Allergic.”

“Yeah, that’s what I think, too.” Ava’s eyes were intelligent and steely.
Jane adjusted her opinion of the woman and listened closely.

“You didn’t get pregnant?”

“IUD.”

“Good for you.”

“Good old Planned Parenthood. Saved my life.”

They shared a moment, a knowing. Dino did not intrude.

“What about you?”

Jane looked at her steadily. “I got into trouble a couple of times. Killed
some men. Never got captured. Or sold.”

Fuck, am I bragging? Hope she doesn’t think I feel superior. Only luck.

“Good for you.”

“Do you want to come with us? If you don’t like it, you can take off
anytime. We don’t hold people.” Dino looked hopeful. He finished his stew
and kept his eyes down. He was studiedly trying not to look eager. He had
learned to mask the intensity of his feelings toward women; Jane could see it.
He was consciously trying to not scare her, and she liked him for it.

Jane thought about it. She spooned up the last of her stew. “I’ll go with
you. I want to see it at least.”

In the morning, they walked out to the truck and packed sticks under the



stuck wheels to get it out. They piled into the cab and drove.

Fifty miles away, they came to the gates of a military fort. The sign had
been covered over. Jane couldn’t read what had been underneath; it just
looked like bumps under the paint. The hand-painted top layer read “Fort
Nowhere.”
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CHAPTER 12

When Jane had been at Fort Nowhere for a few months, strangers approached
the gates. Two men and a handcuffed girl, a teenager. Her face was covered,
and the handcuffs were rusted in their joints.

The men asked about trade but found that the fort was not open to
trading guns. They pulled back the girl’s hood and offered her in exchange
for letting them stay. The night guard let them in.

Bernardo was one of the guards. He was tall and muscular, good with a
bow. Very handsome.

When he knocked at Jane’s door, she was happy to find him there. He
told her why he needed her, and her smile faded.

“Bring the girl to the infirmary alone. Wake the council to meet with
the men.”

Jane’s living quarters were nearest to the infirmary. They had moved
someone else out so that she could be there. She was in her scrubs and
walking through the doors in less than five minutes.

The girl sat on the exam table listlessly. She was milk pale, once her
face was uncovered. Jane could see the blue veins in her arms from across the
room. The girl’s hair was coal black, and her eyes seemed the same. She
stared.

Jane spoke gently. “Are you all right?”

She shook her head.

“Are you hurt? Are you pregnant?”

The girl shrugged.

“What’s your name?”



She whispered, and her voice was tiny. Up close she was a young
woman, maybe nineteen or twenty. “Colleen.”

“Hi, Colleen. I’'m Jane. I’m here to help you, ok?”

She nodded.

“I want to check you out to make sure you’re all right. I don’t want to
do anything that will hurt you or scare you, but I need to look at your body. Is
that all right?”

Colleen nodded and teared up. She stood up and stripped quickly,
efficiently.

Her eyes were red rimmed, and her lips pressed together. She sat back
down. She was gone from her body. She looked at nothing.

Jane checked over the bruises and scrapes, the ligature marks at her
wrists, and knew the story. She palpated the girl’s belly and determined that
she was not pregnant. Wonder of wonders.

Colleen’s inner thighs were bruised, and she showed handprints and
finger marks all over. When Jane probed gingerly at the girl’s vulva, she got
a shock.

“Who did this to you?”

Colleen shrugged, not looking.

“It was a while ago. More than a year, right? Maybe two?”

She nodded.

“Was it the guys you’re with now?”

She shook her head.

“But these two raped you. Recently. Probably today.”

“Every day.” The same baby voice.

Jane gave her back her clothes. She wanted to hug her, to hold her hand,
but she thought the girl had had enough. She looked out the door to where
Bernardo had posted guard for her. She told him to go get Old Maria. The old
woman was always perfectly calm and would care for anyone.

“Please tell Maria to give her a good dinner and put her in her spare
bed. This girl shouldn’t be alone.”

Bernardo nodded and was off. Jane waited until Old Maria came.

“Colleen, would you like to go with Old Maria? She’s got dinner and a
nice warm bed for you. Is that all right?”

The girl nodded again.

“Listen, you’re not going back with those guys. Nobody is going to hurt



you here. Nobody will even touch you unless you say ok. I promise that.
Ok?”

Colleen did not look as though she believed Jane or cared. She went
where she was told. Jane went to the council room.

Council was set up in the offices that had formerly belonged to the
fort’s commanding officer. Only Daniel had been summoned to meet with the
traders. Female members of council were not called upon to deal with
outsiders.

The two men were kept standing. They wore ragged ponchos and stank
of unwashed bodies.

When Jane walked into the room, they started.

“Holy shit.”

“Where’s Colleen?”

Jane ignored them and spoke to Daniel. Daniel was in his fifties, a
career military man. His bearing was erect, and his clothes looked pressed
every time she saw him. He took to leadership naturally, but without the
insecurity that drives a man to be cruel.

“Daniel, Colleen is badly injured. Her genitals were cut a few years ago
by someone with a dull knife and no brains. These two are rapists.”

Daniel nodded curtly. He had expected that the men would be of no use,
but genital cutting was something new.

“Hey, we didn’t cut up her pussy. She was like that when we bought
her. Some old guy did that.”

“But you have been forcing her to have sex with both of you?” Daniel’s
eyes were ice.

“Well, she belongs to us. We care for her and feed her. It’s an
arrangement.” The two men were bearded twins with the same shiftless way
of talking. Jane could not tell them apart.

“Do you two have anything else to say?”

“You’re not gonna let us stay, are you? We’ll just take our girl and be
on our way.”

“Do you mind if I do it, Daniel?”

Daniel sighed. “No, but don’t do it in here. I’ll send for a burial detail.
Take them to the field.”

Jane pulled her revolver out of the back of her scrubs and pointed it at
the last man who had spoken.



“Turn around and walk out the door.”

The other man reached under his poncho and pulled his gun. Jane shot
him in the eye from a distance of three feet, and he crumpled.

“Sorry, Daniel.”

“Shit. Get him out of here.” Daniel touched his ears, frowning.

Jane pointed her gun at the other one. “Move.”

He did.

They walked out together to the spot they called Potter’s Field.

He was talking fast. “Look, I’m a mechanic. I can fix things. You
wouldn’t be sorry if you kept me. There’s no reason to get all bent out of
shape about Colleen. She’s fine. It wasn’t a big deal, she just wasn’t that into
it. But she—”

“I’'m only walking you out here to keep you from becoming a carpet
stain. Shut up.”

“Oh, so you just take her side of it? Is that all?”

“Did you fuck her today?”

“Well, yeah.”

“Did she say yes?”

“You don’t understand.”

“Stand or kneel?”

“Please don’t shoot. Please. I’ll make it up to her. I’ll never touch her
again, or anyone else. I didn’t mean to hurt her.” His eyes were green in his
haggard face. They darted as he begged.

“I can’t fix you. I don’t have the time to teach you why you’re wrong if
you don’t already know. So this is it. Stand or kneel?”

He lunged toward her. She took the shot, and he pitched forward, laid
out on the ground.

The burial detail arrived as Jane was walking away. “Check him. He
might have a good knife for one of you.”

Jane got out of her scrubs and into bed. She slept with her door
unlocked. She dreamed of nothing at all.

When the settlement at Fort Nowhere had been in place for seven years, Jane
was nominated to council. It was only a gesture. She could not leave her
work. But the people of the fort trusted her; they knew how she decided and
how she acted. She saw them through seven hard winters with minimal loss



of life. She treated the flu and kept panic about fever to a minimum. She
delivered dead babies and buried mothers. She established the hospice and
trained attendants so that when Old Maria began to show the signs of cancer,
there was a network in place to see her mercifully to her death.

Refugees and wanderers came. Some could stay, some could not. No
one with medical training joined the community, so Jane began training a
couple of sharp teenagers. Every once in a while, the council debated creating
a school, but the population did not grow. They did not see the point.

Jane’s diaries gained legendary status even as she wrote them. The
books were always in evidence in the infirmary. When her time was most
scarce, she would ask others to add to the story of where they came from and
what they had seen. Not everyone took her up on it, but still the story grew.
When she ran out of space in the journal she had, an order was given to a
raiding crew to bring back more. The crew returned with a trunkful.
Journaling caught on as a fad, then became embedded in the culture.
Storytellers emerged among the inhabitants, and it was Daniel who first
remarked that they ought to appoint someone to act as a historian. A scribe
for the community. They might not be able to leave anything else behind. The
resolution passed.
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command of a regiment slafioned here for The evacuafion of The tify cenfers of
Missours and part of Kansas. That plan went immedately 1o hel] and we had refygees
Hown in frome all over, mostly doctors and scientists. This place became a lnb conier
where They [ried fo-figure This thing ouf. They farled in their offorts. There was a rash of



deserTions and another of switides. [ served with some fine men and women, bui [ am fhe
onlly one left of The people who were brought here by medevac:

[ dug & lot of holes.

[ lost contact with my wite and grown chiliven almost as soonw as [ got here:
Lommunitations broke aown all over The couniry, and The cell nefwork was fthe worst of
it. The last fime [ spoke fo-Mawae, [ atan't think [ had amy reason fo-say good-bye: She
was i Savannal, and [ aon't think [ MV&W reasomn fo- go- looking. [ don't W&mm
reasons af afl.

[ helped 1o~ form The first counci! here because There was work fhat necded doing
and people need straciure: My Training helps me keep focwsed while everyone s lesing
Their heads. [T was The right Thing To-do: We have oraer, and oufside They have nothing.

My last orders from The Unitea Stafes government instructed me 1o pray. [ have
always followed orders.

Anarea Ramirez

[ atan't know where 1o~ sfart, so-/ looked af where ofher people have legun: [ don't know
i it maflers now, but [ was born in Ultle Rock, Arkansas. [ lved There my whole e
wnd enrolled af UAR. [ was a sophomore when everything foll apart. The LPC setf up
These huge Tents out on The quad, and The rumor was That it was « really tad sfraim of
the Fie. They were giving out Hle shots and Trying fo-get everyone fo-get Tested, but There
wasn'| much informafion and There were profests and a lof of people refused. We gof
confined fo- our dorms when fhe National Guard showed up. The power and The water
went ouf, bul my ithone kepl working. [ got my parents fo-come and gef me; and The
quard coulan’t say no-to- that. They fook me home:

My mom got it first, Thew my litle sister Violer, then me: Viotet ated first, and my
and weni crazy.

We called and called for someone To- hely, and Then for someone fo- come get The
bodly. Lel] service dicd and we had To- bury her owrselves. [ Thought that was The worst
Thing [ would have fo-do; but [ had To- Gury my mom a week lnfer. [m always agjusting
Jo-The new worst Thing.

My dad wenit ouit To- find wafer one day, early in The morning lefore sunrise: /



watled bul he never came back. [ had fo-go-out on my own:

[ made it almost & montl; but [ conlan't get ont of The tify. [ was so- scared. [
carried a busebal! baf, and [ omly moved when [ knew [ woulan't see amyone: When [ ran
info-Mark, [ assumed The worst. [ it himv twice with The tat in his Gelly. He canght The
bt and I was Terrified, but he fust sat down on the grownd and asked me [0~ falk fo- him:
He comvinced me; and we fraveled Together most of That year. He got ws owf of
Arkansas, and we headed Toward Tennessee: Everywhere we went, all we saw was men: A
lo7 of Them were dangerous and most of Them wanied me: Mark filled for me: [ thought
That was going To- e hard fo- live with, but it's not.

Mark got swepl awny by The spring floods, and [ conlan't save him: [ barely got
anny mysell. [ was so- depressed affer that, [ aon't know how [ lived Through if. I met
Kacie That summer, and she Tried [o- Teach me how To- keep a few guys on @ sfring, 1o
vrofect me and fake care of me: Kacie had five guys. One of Them was prefty ofa, mayle
i is forties. The rest were ok. Feople here at The fort call it « hive: Kacie said it wes
tust The natural reaction fo-things. She was a grad stwaent in anthropology, so-/ guess
she'd know. [ conld never gef wsed To- iT. She asked me [0 join Them and said we cowld
viLk up some more guys for me; no-probfiem: [ dian't like if. [ showld have siayed. [ aian't
know how tad Things could gef.

When ! left Them [ headed north; and [ Think [ was im Kentueky but mayle it was
Winois. [ was alone for a long lime: ['ve heard some of The ofher women here Tell how
They aressed like men; and [ wish ['d Thought of That. [ dian't even cuf my hair.

When the slave fraders found me; [ figured [ would ate: They beat The shif out of
me and raped me for days. They had one other girl, Chanara: They fraded us both for a
gas stafion; buf Then They came back in Tthe midile of The night To-steal ws from fhe fwo
quys who- bought us. They killed them and we hved at The gas stafion for « long fime:
They brought im cars and moforcycles from all over and used them fo- bring stwf¥ back.
We had & motel To-sleey in; and Thank god [ was There The night They blew wp The siafion:
[ don't know how They did it and [ don't care: [t gave me enough of a diversion fo- ron
anny. [ don't know if Chandra maae if.

L atan't know [ was pregnant wniil [ got here: Pr. Vane says not 1o gel my hopes
wp. [ know. [ Told her [T Take amything affer the baby dies. [f [ make iT. [ aon't ever want
fo-abo- This again: [ don't care if none of The babies live: We don't deserve 1. as a species.



Evolution:

Barry Rangel

[ amv s0- glad [ found This place: [ Thought [ would never see amylhing like civilizafion
again: A commanily, a sotiely, a growp of people geiting along Together just means so
muth:

Chicago- tell apart faster Than [ would have ever imagined. [f [ haan't been with The
Wghway pafrol if [ hadn't had guns, [ don't know what would have happened 1o-me: [ had
nobody fo-worry aboul but myself, so-/ heaaed info-the city. What a nightmare! [ never
forget i1. Buslitngs on fire and screaming and aead bodies i The sfreef. [ saw someone
lynched from a Telephone pote; | conlin't make any sense of That. Feople saw my
uniform and started asking for my hely, but [ dian’t know what [ could av: Then people
slarfed 10-Try To-steal my gum and ! fust fook off. [ don't know what / owed Those people;
it [ had fo-run:

[ slopped To- get some food in & sfore in Springlicld one day, and That'’s where /
saw my Frst hive. This woman was very smart. She looked af me ke she was a spider
wnd [ was o fly, but she was callng herselt Queen B. They had a beautiful howse, o
mansion really. There was a gus generafor and they were bringing in fuel from all over.
They had Tons of food and guns and & really great setup. There must have been forty
quys i and ouf of There, [ aon't know why she wanied To-add more men [o- he mix.

[ guess There's no-reason fo-le: [ wasn't married, no- girlfviend. [ had notody fo
Turn my back on:

[ stayed There for a while: [ wonlan't say [ got To- know her well. [ know her real
name was Bonnie and she was an actress. She was good-leoking. Redheaded and green
owed, and she was really good in bed, The kind of Thing & man dreams abowl. [ 1old her /[
had never siepl with a while womarn before: She langhed and fold me fhere were no- firsts
left. [ still had a conple:

[ never had group sex before; or any kind of sex witl a man: We would work a/!
aay and preffy much fuck all mght. lf wasn't the worst sefup ['ve ever seen: [ would do-if
agurn; i someone starfed a hive here: Especially i it was Tamara. But [ really wanited
something more: [ knew we woulin't e abte To- gef gas forever, or find food forever.



Bonnte wasn't inferested in farming, and she said she had her tubes fied. There vasn't &
tutwre there:

That all seems like & dream [ haa now. Hive life is like something out of Penthonse
leffers, Gut like from The NMad Max world. ['m here and [ can sTill have a good Time with
# couple of The people [ know, butt [ also- have a, jol: [ have a communily and & life here:
That's whai [ came for.

Mariak S weeney

[ never thought [ would be The kind of woman who-has @ hive: [ was foo-old, To-begin with:
Forty when the shit hit the fan; and not very good-looking. If just kind of happened.

[ was hving oufsite of Oshkosh: [ never got sick. My Pavy brought home our
nejghtor Gus

Szalinsky and my Grofher-in-law Verry. We were all scared fogether and had fo
stay prefty close: Both of Their wives had dica, and we had lost our Nina: Nokids, all of
ws worried abouf The same fhing, it was bownd 1o~ happen. Pavy was jealows af first, and
he coulan't be arownd me and Verry. But eventually it was all four of us fogether. It felf
like we were & family. And [ conld end amy Fght and solve any protiom and make
overybody feel effer by fust laying ws all down:

When Phil joined us, [ was starting fo-feel like it was foo-many men: Then we adied
Hank, Vax, and Mafl. Vax was only sixleen years old. He was so- beauliful and so
young, and [ never thought he'd wanit fo- sleep with me: Everylhing got so-fangled wp and
sirange: In some ways, i1'’s been The freest fime in my life: [t feels Territle To-say that
with my Nina dead of The fever. [ miss her every any. [ miss everylhing. /I's anful and
selfish and hearfless, tuf [ have fo-live: 'm lving.

We moved on fogether. We ran info- froubte looking for guns, That's when Gus and
Mait got shot. We got a sholgun out of i1, butf if wasn't worth if. We lost Phil right affer



that from some sickness. [ Think it was from eafing bad food. [f's & ferritte Thing fo
say, but he busically shit himself To- aeath: The rest of us found our way here. They
separafed ws [o- ask ws some questions. [ haven't seem amypone ouf raping or Taking
slves, bui [ guess They ve seen av ot of That here: We saw murderers, so-/ guess if'’s not
far off. [ Told Them that my guwys weren't like that, and that we were used [o- laging care
of eack ofher.

We all got @ larracks Together, buf Pavy lff ws last year. He wanfed To- le
monagamons with someone; but [ can't go- back 1o that. ['m living with Vax. Hank, and
verry.

Ldon't ke the ferm hive: [ aon't Think of it ke that Were more like & web:

Ldon't know what The futwre will bring. [ wish [ could have another child. I'm not
on anylhing, and [ sTill gett my period, bt it just hasn't happened. [ know none of fhe
latres survive, but we can't sfop fryimg. [ wish Vax could get me pregnant. That's what
[d thovse:

Liana Endescw

What we NEEP around here is FAITH and HOFE and LOVE: There is no- LHAPLAIN on
This base: [ asked Paniel from The councrl he says he doesn't know what happened. /f's
not proper for me as a woman 1o represent our LORP VESUS GHRIST but [ read
from The BIBLE in head covering for amypone who- will listen:

This was all FORETOLY in The book of REVEIATION. The SEAL was opened and 2
PIAGUE was loosed upon The Earth: That means the ANTIGHRIST walks among ws.
Even now his MARK 75 being puit upon those who- would frade in the MARKETPLALE:

But we are ke the FAITHIESS, Those who cowld not waith an HOUR with he
SAVIOR, or like Thomas who had 1o put his HANP upon the LORDP fo- make sure he
was REAL or hke the men in the boat when (HRIST calmed the waters. Where is our
FAITH?

AMERIEA will be SAVER. Our SHLPREN will be PELUVERER ONLY unto- us
when we are WORTHY. Amen:

Ky/f& Westwood



My mommey's name was Ullian Westwood. Mommy is gone now. Buit I want fo-keep 1. /
live with Callie: [ came here with Callie when [ was @ baby. [ aon't remember. She Tells
me stories. [ like her stories. [ don't like The farm becanse it is dirty. [ like candies That
The rajders Oring in: [ read sfory books and [ like airplanes. [ want 1o see & airplane: /
want [0-#ly in & airplane: [ like sfories about The city from before: % are funmy. [ love
my Lallie: [ want a killy. And & puppy. And @ panda: bike in the stories. That is all for
now. F.5. [ hate Ryan: Ryan is stupid.

Arehie Sincluir

[ know what she wants me o- 1alk aboui. [ get asked about it afl the fime: ['m not gay. [
never was gay. [ like women: [ was married fo-a woman for fourfeen years. [ was born
strajght, and [ those o-act gay like anybody else can chovse: That's all there is To-if.

[ve Geen Witk Brian for more Than a year now. We were friends af first. and /
slarfed 1o nofice how kinda feminine he fs. He was gay and ! knew That, tuf we were still
good friends. He conld cook real good, and he wasn't all faggoty in front of me:

/ woke up in The miale of the might one fime and heard him jacking oft: That was
gross and [ yelled af hime about if. Bul it happened again & couple of Times, and soom we
were aving it af The same fime: And Then logether.

This never would have happened i there were still women around. This rs ke what
happens in prison; kinda: [ Told Briaw fo- grow kis hair oul long and he aid. He dresses
ke & woman for me when [ ask limv To: He Tells me he loves me and he cooks for me
and feeps my house and acts ke a woman in bed. [ aon't love him That way, bul he's &
comfort fo-me: fe [ofd me a few months ago-/ could call him Breezy. ! av; somefimes.

[ ean't lve ke Those guys who-are in The hives. [1's gross. it'’s like eafing food That
someone else has chewed up first. That just isn't right, no- matter how hot a woman is
or how rare they are: [f's not nafural.

What [ have with Brian isn't nafuwral, either, but at least [ know he's all mine:

Poc Vane says [ don't have To-call myself gay. [ aon't know what we should call it
tut [ want ws To- gef married. [ fold The raiders [0 keep an eye ouf for a nice damond
ring. [ want To-make an honest wite ouf of my Breezy.



The Book of The Preamiess Ones

Not nameless. Whole buncte of Them have names, bui not always. Bul They are
dreamless. Pon'l suffer, aon't Toil. Hearts never broken. Whote and perfect. Keeping
Track.
Notodly, child of Shawna
Nobodly and No- One; chilaren of Venna
Notody Obermeyer. son of Vodr and Homws Obermeyer
Gwen; danghler of Andren: Gang-raped by slavers. Ful Them aown: Andrea dicd #
week afier The birih

Nobodly, son of Magdalena

Rhiannon; anughier of Mirandn; lived Two-whole howrs of agomy

Nobodly, daughier of Hannak

Larlos, son of Larlps, carried in aead affer The mother died oufsiae of ST. Lowrs

Nobody, daughier of That gir! who-never spoke: Showed up pregnant. Luf.

Stephen; son of Pevon. Stilltorn:

Hope, anughter of Liana: Fucking Territle name for a stillorn.

Ayaan; son of Ragnigandha: Ray died Two-anys lafer.

Vot som of Marie

Maternal death is better this year, getting better all the time. Not a selling
point.

Nobody, son of Mackenzie. Mackenzie went within hours. Cut.

Martha, daughter of Hannah. Hannah made it. Again.

Jeremy, son of Abigail. Abby bled out, no fever.

Nobody, child of Miranda. Early miscarriage.

Hope, daughter of Liana. Again. Fucking stop with that name.

Tyson, son of Miri. Lived long enough to get everyone’s hopes up. Shit.

Nobody, child of Miri. Early miscarriage.

Nobody, child of Miri. Another one. She won’t take anything.

Jill, daughter of Marie. Marie died immediately. Female population
down. No one coming in this winter.

Women that come from south of here are mostly cut. Handful of groups
doing it, and individuals who have caught on. Slavers. Furthest anyone came



was Alex from Canada. Knew he was dying of radiation sickness. One of the
reactors up there gone bad, he said. Mostly from Texas, some from the East,
the rest from the South. Nobody from the West at all.



CHAPTER 13

When Jane had been at Fort Nowhere for fifteen years, the population of the
world had leveled off. People all over died of infected wounds and disease.
Women and children died in childbirth, but the fury to impregnate had
dimmed somewhat. Death slowed down. People had migrated and coalesced
into settlements and villages, pooling knowledge and resources. They lit
candles against the dark and waited. Without birth, life is only that wait.

The Seoul settlement was by far the most successful. Their quarantine had
begun very early. Over time, they walled off the heart of the city and stopped
accepting refugees. Murder and disease had persuaded them that it wasn’t
worth it. A rotating schedule of sex was created for the inhabitants, and every
month they waited to see who would get pregnant. They had a hundred births
in that time, but no success.

* & o

Another successful group endured in the interior of Papua New Guinea,
where life had reverted to a very simple tribal organization with stunning
speed. The villages came together and absorbed foreign tourists and
merchants. They hunted and gathered and farmed pigs. They believed their
children would be returned to them. Hundreds lived in relative safety and



comfort.
It was the same wait.

In countries that had practiced female infanticide, the tipping point had been
reached much faster. In China, Pakistan, and India, the number of women
remaining was miniscule. Most of them lived out their lives without ever
seeing the sun, or a person besides the man or men who held them. Those
who got free did not get far. The most populous country on Earth became a
land of ghosts.

Island nations fared well. England and Ireland were covered with hives.
Slavers were killed in public when they were caught, and their heads were
displayed on castle walls. A small army of women ranged across Wales,
taking heads on horseback, led by a woman who called herself Buddug.

The cities stopped burning. The stars filled the skies of places that hadn’t
seen them since man started burning coal. Herd animals took to the plains.
Salmon swelled the rivers. The earth grew quiet, and everything seemed to
teem with life and hold its breath, waiting.

* & o

Daniel Woolcott died that year. He died slowly, in bed. It was not where he
wanted to be.

Jane sat with him, her book in her lap. She was patiently writing the
names of everyone he could remember who had died at Fort Nowhere, from
the beginning. The ones who had died in her infirmary, she knew. Their
names were in the book. Woolcott’s memory was good. When he said Jack’s
name, Jane’s heart stopped. She asked him where he had buried the dead.

When he was gone, she went out to Potter’s Field and buried her cell
phone. She had carried it from San Francisco. From that time, she had only
her phone, her knife, and her book. The phone would never be useful again,
and she left it for Jack. It used to connect them. It was only a symbol, but she
thought that it might connect them again. She couldn’t cry. She left the field



without anything to say that would sum it all up.

Jax was elected to council to take Daniel’s place. Jax had taken
Mariah’s last name, and so he was Jax Sweeney. Mariah was still alive, and
Jax was one of three.

The next year, Jane saw Colleen through another pregnancy. Colleen
was living with Bart and Eric; she said it could be either one of theirs. Jane
furrowed her graying eyebrows and looked at her mutilated genitals, ready to
confirm what the woman already knew.

“You’re pregnant. About two months, I’d say.”

“Yeah.”

“Can you still have an orgasm?”

“I’m not sure. I think I never had one before. I still enjoy sex, though.”

Take that away with a knife. I dare you.

Jane nodded. “I’ll want to see you every month, if you’re going to keep
it. If you’re not, you should decide soon.”

Colleen shrugged. “What’s the point of aborting now?”

“Not getting sick. Not getting torn open. Not dying of the fever that
pops up after.”

“Nobody has died of the fever in two years.” Colleen bit her lip.

“No, they haven’t. It’s up to you.”

“I’ll keep it. It’ll give everyone something to talk about.” Colleen fixed
her skirt and stood up. “Ok?”

“Sure.” Jane walked outside with her and watched the clouds roll past,
fast and low.

Jane watched Colleen’s pregnancy through the summer. A group of
slavers was hanged on a very hot day, and the fort gained another woman. A
beautiful bald black girl named Shayla. She thought she was about twenty
years old, but she wasn’t sure. Her age was debated as Jane tried to place the
time of her birth relative to the plague. Shayla did not remember her parents,
only that she had been with a succession of men as far back as she could
remember. She was very smart and could read. She wanted to be trained as a
nurse. Jane took her on and taught her the basics of midwifery, using Colleen
as an example.

Colleen went into labor during the coldest part of the year. The two men
she lived with had to dig snow out of the door of the infirmary to bring her in.
Jane came in and sent them to get Shayla. Neither one of them wanted to



stay. Jane understood.

They scrubbed their hands.

“Have you seen a baby born?”

“No.”

“You been doing the reading?”

“Yes. But the reading doesn’t explain about the fever.”

“The fever is new and the books are old. I want you to assist me, and if
you have any questions, you can ask. Try to keep Colleen calm. You know
she’s cut, right?”

“I know. Glad I’'m not.”

“You and me both.”

Colleen was on a low bed, lying on her side. She moaned a little, and
Jane could see her belly cramping.

“Is that how you’re most comfortable?”

Colleen nodded.

Shayla brought cold snowy water without being asked and sat quietly.
Colleen drank.

Jane watched and waited. When Colleen shifted her weight, Jane
checked for dilation.

“We’re halfway there. Drink some more, ok?”

Colleen took tiny sips. “I want to give the baby a name.”

“That’s fine, most people do.”

“I’ve been trying not to think about it.” Her face crimped into a series of
lines as another contraction hit. She breathed through it. “But today’s the day,
so I think I will.”

“Sure. Shayla, will you get me the laudanum?” Jane had distilled the
drug herself out of poppies that had been brought back from a raid and
cultivated on the grounds. Laudanum tincture was not morphine, but it was
better than nothing. She worried more about antibiotics, which she had not
yet managed to synthesize.

Shayla came back with the cobalt-blue glass bottle. Jane set it down and
waited.

Colleen tossed and turned. She could not get comfortable. Jane
watched.

“When she’s ready, she’ll get into a position that lets gravity help us.
Just let her be.” Jane spoke in a low voice to Shayla. Shayla was still.



When Colleen shifted up to her hands and knees, Jane rolled her chair
in close and motioned for Shayla to do the same.

“All right, Colleen, it’s crowning. I can see it. A couple more hard
pushes and you’ve got it.”

Colleen bore down, making a low, powerful sound. Her hand flew
without her volition to touch the baby’s head. She pushed again, and the baby
gushed free, slipping into Jane’s hands.

The child cried right away, loud and lusty. Jane sighed. It was so much
worse when they cried, when the little cries faded away to silence. She laid
the baby down naked at the foot of the bed and addressed herself to Colleen
and to Shayla.

“Now we deliver the placenta and try to stop the bleeding.”

“I want to hold her, give her to me!” Colleen was sobbing and trying to
turn herself over.

“Colleen, it will be harder if . . . shit. Fine. Ok.” Jane wrapped the still-
crying baby in a towel. She didn’t look the child in the face. She did not ask
how Colleen knew she had given birth to a girl.

She laid the bundle in Colleen’s lap when she was right, and Colleen
prepared to nurse the child.

Jane watched, detached. It wouldn’t hurt either of them. She thought it
was a terrible idea, but she couldn’t stop it. Colleen was running on wordless
instinct. Trying to get in the way of it would be as pointless as trying to halt
birth once it had begun.

Colleen yelped a little as the girl latched on. She contracted again, and
the placenta rushed forth.

Shayla looked pale, but she nodded, and her eyes only strayed to the
baby a few times as she watched. Jane cut the cord and wrapped the placenta
in a towel. Gently, slowly, they moved Colleen to a clean bed. The baby
continued to nurse. Jane had not cleaned an infant in twenty years. She
remembered how, and looking now she thought she should. She waited.

Colleen’s child fell away from the nipple, obviously asleep. The three
women sat in silence, watching her and waiting for her breath to stop. No one
said a word for a long time.

Dawn surprised everyone but Jane. She was still awake, still staring at
the little bundle as it went on breathing. Colleen had slept with her arms
around the baby, as natural as anything. Jane had checked them both for fever



a dozen times. Shayla had dozed in her chair.

Jane thought she counted six hours since this baby was born. This was
longer than any baby had lasted so far. She put a hand on Shayla’s shoulder,
and the girl stirred.

“Heat up some water and bring me more clean towels, please.”

Jane had to coax Colleen into letting go.

“Don’t take her! She’s still breathing! Just let me hold her until she
stops!”

“It’s ok. It’s ok. I’'m going to clean her up and look her over, that’s all.”
She took the child, and Colleen cried softly.

Jane bathed the baby there in the room where Colleen could see. The
child cried the quick, sharp cry of a newborn. She did not like the cold when
the air touched her wet skin, and Jane knew she didn’t like being away from
her mother. The baby was clean, dusky pink, perfectly formed, and alive. The
midwife swaddled the baby tightly in a towel and took her back to Colleen.

“I think she’s hungry again,” Colleen said, opening her blouse. Jane and
Shayla stared.

They did not tell anyone that day. The infirmary doors stayed closed,
and no one came to call. Births were given a solemn silence so that everyone
might grieve. It was usual for no one to come for three days or more.

On the third day, Colleen asked for Bart and Eric. Jane walked Shayla
to the door.

“Don’t tell anyone. Hear me? Don’t even tell those two. Just tell them
she wants them to come. Ok?”

Shayla nodded and went out the door.

Jane left the room when the men came in. She wished for coffee. Coffee
was long gone. She ached all over. It was exhaustion, it was envy, it was the
atrophied muscle of optimism stirring to activity once again.

* & o

Miawinier



Lan't explain it. Pon't know what we aid aifferently. Pon't know what thanged or why.
That kid has been alive o week, and [m still afrasd To- write it aown: Coflleen named her
Rhea: Rhew, Rhea; Rhea; The princess of This place: Raiders brought back a fruckload
of diapers and blankefs and clothes. More Than she'll ever wse; bul people hope This is The
Geginning

Beginning. Not The end, The beginning

Il youw don't know what worked, how can yow av-it again?

How atd we av- it the first fime? They dian't know, cither. and fhey never wrofe
anylhing down.

There is no- wafer and no-rock. There is no-cenfer and nothing holts. Fragment's
within and Withou!. In the leginning, There was Rhea. Notody will ask why ever agarm:
She 15 Why.

Rhea was not the only child on Earth, but she was the first. If it can be found
once, it will be found again. The population picked up, slowly. Growth would
never be what it had been once.

But there were children in the world. One by one, they were lost and
found.



EPILOGUE

Mother Ina untied her belly and hung it on the peg on her wall. She rubbed
the back of her neck and poured herself a glass of water. She had a good
group of boys this year. They were sharp and obedient. Eager to please.

Ina lived in the House of Mothers because she had survived the birth of
a living child. It had happened to her only once, long ago. Her daughter, Etta,
had left after she got her blood to hunt and kill slavers. She came back once a
year.

The House of Mothers held thirty-five women. The Unnamed Midwife
had trained Shayla and Pauline; they had trained Emily and Tobyn. Emily
had died in childbirth; Tobyn had taught Judith, Gabrielle, and Linda, who
had made the Law of Emily: mothers could not be midwives.

The separation of women had begun in their time.

Ina’s child had been delivered by Bailey, acolyte of Judith. Etta was
blessed at birth so that her spirit would be strong. Ina hoped that she would
tie the hollow belly around her daughter’s waist when her time came. Etta
had chosen another life.

Etta brought back lost children every year. She brought back girls, cut
and uncut. She brought back women, mothers and midwives. Etta was a great
hunter, but she did not bring back men.

People talked about that, but nothing was done.

Every year, Etta came to the gates of Nowhere and gave the signal that
allowed her to pass. She went first to the shrine of the Unnamed Midwife.
There she laid offerings from the old world on the altars of Colleen, Rhea,
and the Unnamed. Only then would she seek out Ina. They were as uneasy



with one another as two strangers. Etta treated every man in her mother’s
household as though he were her father. It was the respectful thing to do.

She was out there now, Ina knew. She kept her own book and carried
her own guns. Ina stared at the belly on the wall and counted the days. She
sat down to her own copy of the Book of the Unnamed Midwife to read a
little before going to sleep.

spring

Al Vack's nofes are Tucked info- The back cover of This book. Read Them so- many fimes
[ conld recife Them: Loincitence: Like lightning hiffing The same place twice: Happens.
Bury me There:

Together.

Pian't have it figured out, even with The lab equipment that [ can't ron withowt
vower. fad some profeins, some ideas for a cure: All recorded failures. Lolleagues’ nofes
/! The same. None of Them had it Figured.

Mayle Shayle was lorn affer The epigemic: Maybe she's The taby Larter was
carrying. Mayle the Andrea who- aied here on my Table is The same Andren who- leff that
note: Maybe Puke and Roxanne will ride Their Harleys here one day and Jodar will lead
her avzens of chiliren fo- my avor. Mayle There was a plan, maybe it's all connecied,
manbe Rhea will walk on waier and raise fhe dead,

Only won by forfeit or acfaull. Not lecawse we really wndersiand or lecanse we
deserve f7.

Lonlin't slay The dragon: Pon't know why it worked or how we did iT. Lan'f explaim
method = can't replicate resulls. No-science: Vust my jaw down and my eyes open; just
The sound of That baty crying and The whote village coming To- see:

Three more are ready fo- poy before summer is out. Fassing Rhew around lke a
qood luck charm.

Rt That good baby on yow, mafke it sTick.

In The alsence of stience; we have folk magic: We aon't know why it works, buf it
worked before:

Working again. NMidwives, working again:

Vietory?
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