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FOREWORD

Christopher Golden

I suspect I was twelve, just about to turn thirteen, when I spotted the first Signet paperback edition of The Stand in an airport bookshop. My family was on the way to Florida to visit my grandparents, back in the days when people still smoked on airplanes. That would’ve been 1980. I don’t recall anything else about the trip, but I remember everything about the literary trip that Frannie and Harold took, and Stu Redman’s odyssey, and the loneliness of Nick Andros. I remember that the fourth time I read the novel, I cried at the end, when I realized the folks in Boulder had named a massive rock in memory of the stalwart Ralph Brentner. I remember beginning to understand redemption at that tender age thanks to Larry Underwood. And so much more.

People always talk about their favorite films and their favorite books, and many people change what gets the top spot on their list over the years. The Stand has been my favorite novel for forty-four years, as of this writing. It carved paths in my imagination that no amount of time’s erosion can ever wear away. I’ve often said that Stephen King was the narrative voice of my youth, that when I think back on my childhood, the tone of those memories is colored by his storytelling style. That’s certainly true, and so many of his stories and novels have stayed with me all my life, and are part of my personal story. But The Stand is my desert island book. Readers don’t simply turn the pages—we inhabit the story, and I knew if I felt that way, a lot of other writers must as well.

I was contemplating my visceral connection to the novel one day, and I had one of those Wouldn’t it be cool if moments. Author Brian Keene and I had recently put together an anthology of stories set in the world of Joe R. Lansdale’s shocking, milestone horror novel, The Drive-In, and I’d insisted it would be the last anthology I would edit. (I’d said the same thing about the one I edited before that, so Brian didn’t believe me anyway.) We started our careers in different corners of the horror world, but over the years, Brian and I have become brothers. We were born the same year, so most of the films, comics, television series and, most important, fiction that forged our imaginations hit us at the same time. We’ve played the role of sounding board in each other’s lives for some years now (not to mention the role of SWAT-officer-talking-the-guy-off-the-ledge). So trust me when I say, I knew The Stand meant just as much to Brian as it does to me.

I called him. Told him the idea. Said I figured Stephen King would never go for it, but that it never hurts to ask. Brian was of the same opinion, so I sent that email. When Stephen gave us the thumbs-up, I stared at the response for a minute. Surprise and elation were the obvious reactions, and yeah, I had a massive grin on my face, as names of authors instantly started popping into my head … but I was also terrified. What if we fucked it up? What if we went through this whole process and the narrative voice of my youth was disappointed in us? Holy shit.

The only way to combat that fear was to stack the deck in our favor by recruiting a roster of contributors we knew shared our love for The Stand and deep respect for its author. I’m not going to name-check the three dozen authors in this volume, but I will say that they delivered everything we’d hoped for. Stories from around the world, and beyond it. Tales that expanded our understanding of the few weeks surrounding the devastating spread of the “Captain Trips” superflu, examined the influence of Mother Abagail and Randall Flagg, and postulated about the landscape that remained after readers turned the final page of Stephen King’s masterpiece.

Brian will have his own words to share when you’ve reached the end of this book, but I know I speak for us both when I say we are profoundly honored to have been able to bring this collection to our fellow Constant Readers. We’re forever grateful to Stephen King for his blessing this project and for his support. If readers feel themselves immersed in the world of The Stand once again, inhabiting that harrowing world the way my imagination still does, then we will consider our mission accomplished.





INTRODUCTION

Stephen King

Although the unabridged version of The Stand concludes with Randall Flagg—an epilogue meant to show that life is a wheel and evil always comes around again—the originally published version ends, as it began, with Stu Redman and Frannie Goldsmith.

“Frannie,” he said, and turned her around so he could look into her eyes.

“What, Stuart?”

“Do you think … do you think people ever learn anything?”

She opened her mouth to speak, hesitated, fell silent. The kerosene lamp flickered. Her eyes seemed very blue.

“I don’t know,” she said at last. She seemed unpleased with her answer; she struggled to say something more; to illuminate her first response; and could only say it again:

I don’t know.

[image: ]

It wasn’t Frannie who was unpleased; it was me. It wasn’t Frannie who struggled to say something more; it was me. I remember very clearly coming to the final pages of The Stand, and knowing I would have to say goodbye to my friends (there’s an epilogue, true, but I never consider Randall Flagg a friend). Of course I remember it. I lived with Stu, Frannie, Nick, Tom, Kojak, Lloyd, Abagail, and all the others for over two years, and that only covers the first draft, which consisted of nine hundred single-spaced pages and five hundred thousand words, give or take a few.

I was in Bridgton, Maine, when I finished it. I had an office below the main house, opposite the furnace room (I got very used to that soft rumble), with a ground-level view along the back lawn running down to Long Lake. I typed Fran saying, “I don’t know.” I struggled to say something that would sum up all that had come before and found only empty platitudes. In the end (and at the end), I simply had Fran repeat it as a thought to herself: I don’t know. Because I didn’t know; that became the truest summation I could manage.

I have never been satisfied with that ending. It struck me then as limp-dick. It did when I revised the original Doubleday version of The Stand and added in all that had been left out, including my favorite psycho, The Kid. (“Don’t tell me, I’ ll motherfuckin tell YOU.”) After all that work revising and replacing, mostly in 1986 and 1987, I found myself brought up short by Frannie’s I don’t know, and as unsatisfied as ever. But because I still couldn’t think of anything better, I (pardon the pun) let it stand.

I did know some of what was supposed to happen to Stu and Frannie on their way back to the East Coast. I knew that Frannie was going to fall down a well and encounter the Walkin Dude one more time; call it The Last Temptation of Frannie Goldsmith. I knew that whole story with great clarity, but it had no place in the final (at least so far) version of The Stand.

For one thing, I wanted to finish with my main characters in Boulder. For another, the book was already long enough, and I could imagine the critical reaction to what would be seen as authorial self-indulgence if I lingered even longer. I remembered a particularly vicious review of a lengthy James Michener novel. The critic said, more or less, “I have two pieces of advice about this book. The first is, don’t read it. The second is, if you do, don’t drop it on your foot.”

So that Frannie story—appendage, by-blow, encore, call it what you want—went unwritten. Then Josh Boone, a talented young director, made a deal to remake The Stand as a CBS All Access streaming limited series (the original done for ABC, then called a “miniseries,” was entirely directed by Mick Garris and scripted by me). I had talked about the well story at some point, probably on a panel or some promotional tour. Josh knew about it and asked me to write “Frannie in the Well” as a kind of coda to the CBS series. Which I was happy to do. Between “Frannie in the Well” and Flagg’s final appearance, I even got a chance to address, if tangentially, that troubling I don’t know.

A few years after that, Chris Golden and Brian Keene suggested—I think maybe without too much hope—that I might agree to them editing a collection of stories based on The Stand’s basic scenario: that a worldwide plague is released, and 99.8 percent of the world’s population is wiped out.

My first impulse was to tell them no, because it reminded me of how the music world has an unfortunate habit of producing “tribute albums” for elderly artists or those who have passed on to that great bebop choir in the sky. Ella Fitzgerald sings Duke Ellington, Dinah Washington sings Bessie Smith, Nilsson sings Randy Newman, and the world-famous Various Artists sing everything from the Carpenters to Jimi Hendrix to Warren Zevon.

So my original feeling was negative. I thought, I’m not old, not dead, and not doddering. Then I had a hip replacement operation as a result of a long-ago accident and woke up in a hospital bed, feeling old. When I finally got out of that bed—first on a walker, then on a crutch—I discovered I was also doddering (although only on days ending in y). At present I can walk sans crutch, for the most part, but post-op I saw this book proposal in a different light.

Part of that was recalling “Frannie in the Well.” Every now and then I’d wonder how many other stories there might be in a world either suffering the superflu or in its aftermath. I’ll freely admit that these thoughts came more frequently at the height of the Covid pandemic, when all at once you couldn’t get half-and-half and people were wiping their asses with ads addressed to “Occupant” because toilet paper had pretty much disappeared from the shelves. I also wondered what was happening in other parts of the world and even what was happening in the animal kingdom. (I should add that one of the stories in this collection, Catriona Ward’s “The African Painted Dog,” answers that question admirably.)

There was another element, rather vital: I admired the proposed editors of The End of the World as We Know It. Messrs. Golden and Keene are fine writers, and as such, I trusted them to put together a fine and eclectic collection. Which they have in fact done. My only disappointment is that, perhaps out of misplaced modesty, they have elected not to include their own stories.

That said, what a bounty is here! I got my wish concerning stories in other parts of the world. In addition to Catriona Ward’s story, there are tales set in England, Puerto Rico, Canada, and Pakistan … even one harrowing visit, courtesy of Tim Lebbon, to a spacecraft in a decaying orbit. There are thirty-four stories in this book, by some of the finest authors in the field of horror, fantasy, and science fiction. Others, such as Caroline Kepnes, S. A. Cosby, and Meg Gardiner, ordinarily write in other fields, giving their appearances here a special kind of freshness. In the end, every single one of these writers brought their A game, and the result makes me extremely happy. I’m glad I gave this very special book the green light.

It’s the end of the world as we know it … and I feel fine.
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ROOM 24

Caroline Kepnes

Just one more stop and he could call it a day. Abel rang the bell.

“Coming!”

He knew what he was dealing with, another accommodating housewife who doesn’t want to leave anyone hanging.

“Two seconds,” she yelled. “Bit of a situation with a cake!”

“No problem, ma’am.”

They were all the same, the women who won’t press charges, the dutiful misguided ones who won’t leave their dirtbag husbands. She opened the door.

“Can I help you?”

She wasn’t lying about the cake. He could smell it on her, in the kitchen. Chocolate.

“Sorry,” he said. “Are you Mrs. Blanchard?”

“Yes,” she said.

He lost his voice. But that’s not fair. She stole it. Women could do that. Kill you by pulling at their reddish hair. Wiping their hands on a peach sundress. Smiling like something out of a horror movie. Glossy lying eyes, so beautiful it hurt. Freckles on forearms. Bruises, too. Abel remembered the cover of that book his mother kept on her nightstand. The Bridges of Madison County. He never read it.

“Sorry,” he said again, the way women often do. “We got a call about a disturbance.”

She blinked. He eyeballed the baby in the high chair in the kitchen. Babies made him stiff. Gurgling, pooping reminders of what men do to women, jam their peckers in and squirt. This lovely, sad woman lacked mystery now. To look at that baby was to know that she’d spread her legs.

She ran her hands over her forearms. “Ah,” she said. “Rona, Rona, Rona.”

“Excuse me?”

“My neighbor, Rona. This isn’t … You should see the other guy, if you catch my drift.”

She left space for him to laugh, as if he didn’t know his way around crummy men and the women who think they deserve them. He stayed solid. Hard. “Are you alone, ma’am?”

She was melting a bit. Shaking her head, mumbling that her husband was “at work.” She pulled her hair over one shoulder. A statue made of stone. Impenetrable. “I am in here baking a cake for that woman, which is something I do from time to time as a good neighbor, and she’s over there calling the cops. That’s a lot … even for her.”

“She said she heard you screaming.”

Mrs. Blanchard bit her lip. “Can you come in?”

Abel followed her into the house.

“See,” she said. “Rona’s alone. Never married. And as you can see, I’ve got my hands full. I’m making her a cake.”

He took in the mess. Dirty dishes. Milk on the floor. “You mentioned that.”

She was peering at him now and he liked it, hated himself for the way he never did learn how to hide it. “Look,” she said. “Can I be direct?”

“Of course.”

“Rona’s a loner and this is what she does with her time. She gets in other people’s business because she doesn’t have any business of her own.”

On the main road, an ambulance was speeding by, sirens and all.

“Can you believe this nonsense?” she huffed. “As if nobody ever got the flu before.”

Abel was disappointed. She was the type who played tough instead of facing her fear. But he was also relieved. It was nice, talking with her like this, same way everyone was talking about this nasty flu going around. Abel did love big, bad, flashy news. It leveled the playing field, made it easier to have a chat. Bad things were good and unifying, like the way his mom used to talk about the day JFK was shot, how everyone would never forget where they were when they found out, how JFK’s death made you feel like the world was a terrible place, but a soft one, too, with strangers hugging.

Mrs. Blanchard was staring at him, with good reason. The hell did JFK have to do with things? He needed to get out more, he did.

“Sorry,” he said. “So, you’re okay?”

“Honestly … No.”

Abel leaned in. “Is he here?”

“I mean about Rona.”

“Oh.”

Women do this. They tell you the truth and lie at the same time. “Look,” she said. “She’s the nuisance, okay? If she’s not claiming that Kip is parking on her lawn, she’s yammering about how our dog is eating her carrots.”

“Do you have a dog?”

“No. And she doesn’t grow any carrots.”

They both laughed, and Abel wanted to stay here, live here.

She tilted her head. “Are you married?”

He wanted to have things in common with Mrs. Blanchard. He wished he, too, had bruises, a spouse, a baby. “No, ma’am.”

She pulled back, just enough where he knew that he got that stink on, that loneliness. He was doing it again, building bridges to places that didn’t exist, wanting it all too much, too openly. His father always called him a pussy. That might be the reason he became a cop.

“Sorry,” she said. “It’s none of my business. But maybe you could talk to her, you know? Ask her to lay off.”

On she went, patting her baby on the head, painting Rona as the perp, as if the old woman was the one who belted her. She stuffed the pacifier into the baby’s mouth and Abel could see her prick husband stuffing his pecker into her with the same kind of impatient force. The baby was gonna suffer if Abel didn’t do something.

He forced a smile. “You got a cute one there.”

She laughed, like there was something funny about Abel, and then she was talking again. It was hard to listen, hard to follow. This happened to Abel. His ears filled with cotton and the words couldn’t get into his head. And then he’d start thinking about his father, all the things he used to say about women, how the good Lord put them on this planet to challenge the men, how they’re all snakes. God gave them titties and holes to tempt us, Abel.

Listen good, he’d say. You can’t trust anyone whose hot parts are on the inside hiding. That’s why you treat them like they’re just as good as us. And then he’d adjust his tie and sidle up to that pulpit and preach like everything he said in private was a lie. Abel never knew which one was real.

“So, you know what I mean, right?” she asked.

Abel was clueless, but he nodded, which seemed to please her. “Good,” she said. “What Rona doesn’t understand is that the best part about fighting is making up.”

He looked at her arms, at her bruises. He was not the best cop, but he was not the worst. “Okay,” she said. “Kip … my husband. Well, he just lost his brother.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“And Kip, he decides his brother died of this ‘superflu’ going around …”

“Okay.”

“He gets all worked up and he takes my keys. He wants me and Randy here at home because he’s one of those people … He thinks it’s, you know, ‘dangerous’ out there.”

Abel didn’t like this feeling, the sense that Kip had his upsides. Smart and protective. But then look at her arms. Look at the ring on her finger, the little nipper on her lap. Abel didn’t know that he had that in him, the violence, and sometimes it felt like women only wanted men who did, like they couldn’t help it.

“Anyway,” she said. “I’m not the ‘victim.’ Kip and I run hot. And when you run hot … I only mentioned the thing about my brother-in-law because, to be frank, the making up this time around was loud, even for us.”

She toyed with her baby’s pacifier in a way that cut off Abel’s circulation. Why was she being like that? So graphic, blunt? He felt his downsides spread. He was a jealous man. An inexperienced man. Rendered cynical by one-too-many domestic calls. A candy-ass once again thinking about his dead preacher father, that motel off I-90 where they went on Abel’s fifteenth birthday. The hooker with big yellow hair and long tits. The smell in Room 24. The way she spit in her hands and touched his pecker and laughed with his dad about how he couldn’t get it up. The way the sun beat on the back of Abel’s head as he stood outside while his dad did what Abel couldn’t do, what he didn’t want to do, not with that mean, yellow-haired hooker.

Mrs. Blanchard offered him a slice of hard cake on a chipped plate. “Is this enough?”

“That’s perfect,” he said.

She laughed. “It’s Entenmann’s, Officer. Let’s not go over the top now …”

The way she said Officer lifted him out of the muck, fueled his upsides. He wasn’t a bad-looking guy. Wasn’t entirely off. He ate his stale cake. If they were married, would it be like this? Could he love that baby? The key right now was to stay calm, to eat the cake slowly and let the sugar hit. Maybe this was the start of something. Abel was pure of heart and body. He didn’t have a violent streak, or a dead chain-smoking brother, and he’d never forced himself on a woman, never knocked her up just to limit her options.

Mrs. Blanchard reached for a button on her sundress. “Do you mind?”

And then it was there. Her breast. Loaded with milk. Abel felt his body build a Bridge to her County and it was hard not to smile, not to whip it out as she covered herself. There was nothing wrong with his pecker. He was not off, and the quiet in this kitchen was special. Theirs.

Maybe her prick husband would wreck his car on the way home. Maybe that baby would back off, let Abel have a sip, too.

“So,” she began. “You know that thing I said?”

“What thing?”

“I changed my mind. You don’t need to talk to Rona.”

“Are you sure? Because I can do that.”

“Nah,” she said. “I’m good. It’s good.”

[image: ]

After Abel dropped off his car at the station, he couldn’t go home. Not right away.

He was too happy.

One of the rookies was in the parking lot crying—her aunt was dead—and a few of the others were with her, making plans to mourn, to drink. Abel wasn’t invited, and for once in his damn life … he didn’t care.

He got into his car. Vroom.

Everything made sense. Of course he would find the love of his life when most people were all doom and gloom. Lately it felt like everyone knew someone who was sick, and Abel was lucky, lucky that he didn’t love anyone or care about anyone except her.

Mrs. Blanchard in her peach dress.

He stopped at a bookstore and bought The Bridges of Madison County. He picked up some more of that cake that she fed him, and he left the box open so the cake would dry out.

Life was good. He read two pages and he had to unzip. He imagined the call on the radio.

Domestic disturbance.

He imagined himself speeding legally, breaking down her door and killing her husband. Right in front of her. He imagined her worse than she’d been today, bloody and beaten.

He came harder than he had in years, but after he was done, when he went for tissues, he avoided his eyes in the mirror. There was something wrong about what just happened. The way he wanted her like that, bloody and beaten, hateful.

[image: ]

The next two days were empty.

No call from nosy neighbor Rona. Too much chaos at work with everyone keyed up about the superflu in a way that wasn’t fun, not anymore. The calls came in, but they were never from Rona, which meant that Mrs. Blanchard was either safe or dead. How those things became one and the same. Safe. Dead. And the nights were no good, either. His pecker was getting nasty, vile. Sometimes Mrs. Blanchard was tied up, and not in the fun way. Sometimes she was full of bullet holes and Abel was kissing those holes, sucking the blood out of them, sticking his pecker in those holes.

It didn’t feel good, knowing there might be an afterlife, knowing his father might be up there eating popcorn, shaking his head at his sick, perv son.

On the third day, Abel bought two boxes of tissues at the market. The broad at the register sighed. “I should stock up,” she said. “That superbug, it’s something isn’t it?”

Abel took the long way home. He drove by the body shop, where he saw Kip Blanchard in real life. A monster. Filthy as he seemed in the framed wedding portrait hanging in their foyer, the photograph that Abel had tried to avoid noticing. Smoking and laughing and holding court for the other guys. Mean guys. True grime. Hair growing out of Kip’s white T-shirt, grease on his shirt, on his hands. Kip held a cigarette between his lips and mimed taking a woman from behind. Foul. Abel thought of the devil, the white bandanna on Kip’s head like a satanic mark, a signal. Abel didn’t do a drive-by at Mrs. Blanchard’s. The street was too small. He tried to be a good boy. He tried one story in his head where Mrs. Blanchard was in her peach dress and the husband was dead on the floor. Bloodied. Stabbed fifty times, maybe sixty.

His pecker didn’t like that, so back he went to the other way. His juices squirting all over her bloodied corpse, bringing her back to life, his pecker in there doing CPR on her heart.

[image: ]

On the fifth day, Rona called.

Mrs. Blanchard opened the door. Jeans and a sad ratty T-shirt. Probably his. Abel wasn’t one of those guys who liked it when women dressed like men. And he was heartened to feel his muscles tense up when he spotted the blood on her forehead.

Abel was not a monster. His pecker didn’t like that blood, either.

“Jesus Christ,” he said, and Mrs. Blanchard crumpled like a tissue.

Abel entered the house. The baby was out of sight.

“Before you start … Don’t. I can’t do it, okay? I can’t leave him and it’s not his fault. My mother … If I leave him, who’s gonna pay for her assisted living? And Randy, you know?”

Abel knew enough to say nothing. To nod.

“Oh fuck,” she said, and she fell into him, through him. Nothing ever felt better than her tears and her trembling shoulders. She was honest now. She said she was a fuckup. She said she always chose the wrong men.

“Not possible,” Abel said. “There’s no such thing as the right man. They’re all evil.”

The pads of her little fingers went this way and that way. “You’re sweet,” she said. “It’s like you’re not … I’m sorry.”

And nothing had ever felt worse than her regaining her equilibrium, patting his backside, pulling away to pour coffee. She lit a cigarette. She sat in the chair and kicked her feet up on the table. Abel didn’t feel like a man, not anymore. He was a cop again. Nothing more.

“So,” she said. “Is this what you do all day? You go from one shit marriage to another?”

“Sometimes. But I’m not one to judge.”

She huffed. She was nothing like the Mrs. Blanchard in his fantasies. “Right,” she said. “Sure.”

“Would you like to press charges?”

“Yes,” she said. “You know that cake I made for Rona? She brought it back, left in on our porch, and the raccoons got into it, which pissed off Kip. So, I go to Rona and ask her to please not do that kind of thing and she says she hates devil’s food cake. She likes angel food cake. I mean, who in their right mind would take angel food over devil’s food?”

Abel would do that. He preferred angel food. “I hear you.”

“I mean, hello … We’re talking about chocolate.”

He wouldn’t do it, wouldn’t cackle for her stupid stand-up act or spar with her and admit that he was like Rona in more ways than one, that he, too, found devil’s food to be excessively rich, heavy. He was here to protect, to serve.

“Would you like to press charges against your husband?”

She blew smoke at him. “Would you?”

“You’d be surprised at how many systems are in place to help women in this situation.”

“Right,” she said. “Well, in the meantime I have to go help my sister. She’s sick.”

“Can you and Randy stay with her for a while?”

She looked at him like he shouldn’t know her baby’s name. “Wow.”

“I’m good with names.”

“I’m terrible,” she said, and she was back. Lovely and scared and soft. “But I guess that’s no surprise … Do you want to know something sick?”

Her feet were on the ground now. He was quiet. Ghost-in-the-graveyard-level still.

“When he came after me today, after the whole cake fiasco, I ran into the bedroom. I wanted Rona to hear, so I made a dig about his dead brother. I wanted him to belt me because then you’d come back and … I’m repulsive. I’m a mother and I’m poking the bear trying to get myself killed so this cop I met once will come back and ‘rescue’ me.”

Abel’s insides were melting and hard. “Maybe he will,” he said.

She lit another cigarette. “Right. And then we’ll run away and live happily ever after and make a big happy family. Nope. I’m a fuckup, Officer. I’m a real true fuckity-fucking fuckup.”

“You’re an angel, Amelie.”

Abel did it. He said her name. She was quiet now. Too quiet. Did he overstep? Did she realize that he’d done a little recon at the station? She gulped a little, and maybe this was good. Maybe she wanted him to say it again. A-muh-lee. But then she chuckled.

“Oh, I’m not an ‘angel,’ Officer. That’s your department.”

Abel’s warm insides turned cold. He didn’t know the first thing about women, and he scratched the back of his head like he hadn’t been murmuring her name in the shower, practicing.

“Oh, I’m no angel, either, Mrs. B. Far from it, in fact.”

It was terrible, the way she laughed, like she saw right through him and his Mrs. B nonsense. What if she loved the devil too much to love him?

“So,” she said. “What about you? Girlfriend? Crazy ex? Or maybe you’re the crazy ex …”

“No,” he said. “Not at the moment.”

He always added that second part to sound like a more complete person.

“Mmm,” she said. “The night me and Kip met, I’m sitting at this bar and I’m six thousand sheets to the wind …”

He didn’t like this, any of it, and he chuckled. “I’ve been there.”

It was a lie, and she knew it. “Anyway,” she said. “Kip swaggers up like, ‘Where’s your boyfriend?’ I’m feeling myself, so I go off on him, right? I tell him I hate when guys ask if you have a boyfriend. As if I need an excuse in the form of a man. If I don’t like a guy, I don’t like him. I shouldn’t have to invent a boyfriend. Sometimes I think if I wasn’t so drunk, so flippant … I don’t know where I was going with this, but it’s that thing where someone meets you and that first impression sticks. I can’t blame Kip for thinking that drunk me was the true me. And maybe it is, you know?”

Abel didn’t like her talking about her husband as if he wasn’t a man, too, and the way she covered her mouth to emit a tiny burp, the way she shifted, she knew she was making him uncomfortable. He could feel her trying to change. He could see it.

This was love. It had to be.

“Anyway,” she said. “What’s your story? Seriously.”

He didn’t know how to tell her there was no one else, so he borrowed from Bridges and said he wasn’t so lucky, that he’d only been in love once, that it wasn’t in the cards. It was terrifying, waiting for her to respond, the way she was looking at him like she couldn’t decide what to do with him, like he was a sundress she might just return for a refund. He was failing. She wanted to know him, but he couldn’t tell her about his pecker, about the way his heart raced every time he thought she might be bleeding, wounded. He couldn’t tell her about the boxes of Kleenex he’d torn through in her honor, the way he’d entered her in his mind, imagined his pecker soaked in her blood.

“You’re sweet,” she said. “I guess there has to be one good one in the world …”

She laughed and he laughed, and this was The Bridges of Madison County. It had to be. And then she looked down at her dirty fingers in this way where he felt invited to join her. So he did, and they sat there like that for a minute or two, both of them staring at her hands. “Well,” she said. “I hope I never see you again …”

Something changed. It was her, Amelie. She was watching him, waiting. It was scary to be so close. What if he was wrong? The same old Abel, drowning in delusions. Didn’t matter. He had to do it, he had to jump. And thank God he went through with it because the malarkey was all true, wasn’t it? Love was powerful. You really could say a lot without opening your mouth. He smiled. She smiled. Abel was inside of something as real and private as this little kitchen table. The first flush, like that tickle in your throat that hints at things to come. Her eyes told him what she wanted. “Abel,” he said. “It’s Abel.”
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There was radio silence for two days, but that’s how it goes in love stories, in sex.

In, out, in, out. People were dying. It was like JFK being assassinated all day, every day, and in crazy times, people do crazy things. They were both making their plans, probably.

Abel dug up his father’s pistol. No one knew about it. Only him.

He drove to the market for tissues, but there was a big sign out front.

NO TISSUES NO TOILET PAPER MOVE ON

At home, he mopped up with a washcloth, and he could feel it in his bones, in his eyeballs. Tomorrow was it. Tomorrow Rona would call.

But then tomorrow came and he was wrong. Stupid and sick. Sick to want the call from Rona. His pecker was achy—he needed to get nicer washcloths—and he couldn’t go on like this. Waiting. She couldn’t, either.

What if she was dead? What if she thought he didn’t love her?

He flipped it around like one of the detectives. She’d opened up to him. She told him the husband beat her. She told him she wanted out, but she couldn’t get out.

And what did Abel do?

Nothing.

[image: ]

It was a tragedy, really.

Kip Blanchard got himself killed.

The poor bastard was in the Safeway parking lot and the colder guys on the job were right. What kind of an idiot brings a gun to a knife fight and loses?

Kip Blanchard, apparently.

Three days after the funeral, Abel put two suitcases in the trunk of his car, one for him, one for her, for Amelie. He stashed Kip’s handkerchief in his back pocket. Not in a serial-killer-with-a-trophy kinda way. More like a cat who kills the mouse for its humans. And he wasn’t dumb. He wasn’t gonna show it to Amelie. He also didn’t expect things would get physical right away. It was just there to remind him of what he did, what he was.

A man.

He picked up fresh flowers and he drove slowly. There was no rush, not today. When you find the one, you want to savor every step of the beautiful ladder, each one a Bridge leading to someplace better, higher. Closer.

He popped a breath mint after he parked in front of her house.

It was quiet here, which said a lot about Amelie’s life, about her friends. A dead husband and no one’s here to help?

“Excuse me! Officer!”

It was her. Rona. And it was him. Stupid.

She froze up on her front lawn. He looked down at the bandanna in his hand. White and blood-soaked. Off. Abel was not a man, not fully. He was a boy clinging to an unlucky rabbit’s foot and Rona was backing up, looking this way and that way. A bird going cuckoo.

He slipped the handkerchief in his back pocket.
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Abel needed a minute.

Rona was old. Elderly kind of old. And Amelie was right. She was paranoid, sickly. While the house looked pert and quaint on the outside, it was a different story inside. Sticky notes everywhere, pink and green and blue. Tape Murder, She Wrote! Milk! Kool-Aid! It broke Abel’s heart to think of a woman living like this, shit-stained granny panties and no grandchildren. He’d been smart about things, taming her the way you do a snake, holding her tight, telling her it was okay, leading her to the bathroom and helping her out of her clothes, running the water like a home health aide, making sure it wasn’t too hot or too cold.

Eventually Rona submitted, as if she wanted this samaritan to send her to a better place. Protect and serve. Or maybe she just passed out from the stress.

In any case, she died before he could kill her, and if the cops did investigate—they wouldn’t—they’d conclude that a shut-in died in her own tub. People don’t like that kind of thing. They don’t like it when lonely old people die alone.

Abel drank the last of Rona’s tea. It was safer this way, taking a piece of her that he couldn’t carry around in his back pocket. The bandanna. Stupid, yes. But stupid only matters if you refuse to get smart. He was kind, a chip off the old block, visiting Rona one last time, kneeling by her side. He was starting to see that his father was wrong about a lot, but right, too. Turned out Abel really was off. Anyone who kills two people and keeps his tea down is missing a piece or two. A heart. A conscience. Abel heard a siren and remembered the virus. Maybe the bad in him was in him all along. His mother used to paint her eyelids blue to bring out the blue in her God-given eyes. Maybe the virus was like the eyelid paint, drawing the truth out of Abel. It was good to sit here, though. Proof that his goodness was also true, same as the bad.

The dead don’t die all at once. A soul goes slowly, in stages. Steeping tea.

And Abel was really doing it, wasn’t he? Getting away with two murders.

Okay, one and a half, but still. It was something.
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Room 24 hadn’t changed much over the past twenty years, not that Abel told Amelie.

She looked around. She sniffed. “It’s bleach,” she said. “I hate bleach.”

“At least it’s clean,” he said, like a husband. Not yet. Soon, though.

Things hadn’t gone exactly as planned. When he rang Amelie’s bell, she slammed the door on him. She said she was fine. She was mourning and she said Abel had no idea what that was like because he wasn’t married, he didn’t know that love and hate are in lockstep, that passion is ugly, that she didn’t want the father of her child to die, that it wasn’t even about Randy, that love was love. It hurt, the way she didn’t invite him in, the way she said he had no business being here, as if he was in uniform, as if he wasn’t hers.

Eventually, she opened the door.

“Okay,” she’d said. “Okay.”

Abel went into the house. Again … not the stuff of dreams. Papers everywhere. She was in those jeans, jeans and a sweater that belonged to him. Kip. She was frustrated with liens and mortgages. All of it was so ugly, more proof that what Abel had done was noble. Kip had been a secretive prick, and the house was underwater. Her life was underwater.

Abel sat at the table.

“Any leads?”

“Any what?”

“Leads,” he said.

“I don’t know. I have to focus on this so I can go get my sister’s kids.”

Oh right. Abel was still getting used to this whole relationship thing where a person comes into your life with all these other people. Amelie had a sister. A dead sister, as of three days ago. He tried to say the right things—I’m sorry … We’re gonna be okay—and he did his best to hide the bad stuff, like the fact that he was a bit happy about the situation. Amelie was taking in the kids, so they were gonna be a big family. It was a relief, the shameful kind you had to keep to yourself, but Abel felt safe knowing that Amelie would need him even more now. And then it was bad clockwork. His thoughts drifted back to the bandanna, to the blood.

“Did you know about the gun?” he’d said.

She looked at him like he was bad. Off.

“The report,” Abel said. “Your husband had a gun on him, no?”

“Well, of course I knew about the gun.”

She was lying again. “Oh.”

“Look,” she said. “I don’t know what you’re doing here, okay? I told you … I’m a fuckup. But I’m not an idiot. Do you want to know the truth? Do you want to know how I am? How we were? I loved that gun, okay? Kip fucked me with that gun, and sometimes he put it in my mouth while we were fucking. The night he died, before he went to the store, he said he would kill me and the baby and himself with that gun if this fucking ‘superflu’ ever came for us, and it turned me on so much to think of him killing us in one fell swoop that before he went to the store … I fucked him again.”
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“Abel.”

Now was now. Room 24. Amelie held a pillow and scowled. “Smell this.”

Abel loved that he still loved her despite her being a filthy whore, a disgusting liar, the kind of illogical woman who doesn’t fear a deadly flu but questions a hotel pillow. Some lies were good. All her dirty talk was bogus. Kip didn’t have a gun. That gun belonged to Abel’s father, and then to Abel, not to Kip. Never. And Abel was more than happy to play along.

He lifted the pillow to his face, half expected her to come at him, smother him. No dice, and he declared the pillow “fresh as a daisy” and then jumped on the bed and smiled at her. One of these days, she would be her old self. She would smile back at him.

She glared at his torso, at his feet. Was he ugly? Fat?

“Sorry,” he said. “I’ll take my shoes off.”

“We can’t sleep in the same bed.”

Where did it go? The love. It wasn’t gone. It was just hiding. Afraid of good things like Abel’s angelic ways, his gentle hands, his good-boy pecker.

“Look,” she said. “I told you … I need a minute.”

This again. The way she liked to list all the bad things. Losing her house, her husband, her sister. He obliged and moved to the other bed, fighting the big new fear. What if her love wasn’t hiding? What if it was gone and he was only in this room because Amelie was afraid to drive to Boise on her own?

Afraid, and maybe lazy.

But then she pulled at her sundress. The one from the day they met.

Abel smiled. He liked their little world, the portable crib that he assembled, little Randy gurgling. They had everything they needed, and that sundress was an omen in the good way. “You take all the time in the world, Amelie.”

“Can you just … Can we be quiet? Randy needs to sleep and my head is spinning and I don’t want to take it out on you, but …”

He zipped his lip with his finger. She didn’t get a kick out of him and he didn’t appreciate her foul language, or the way she picked her fingernails.

“I’m going out for a smoke,” she said.

He’d get her to quit when they were settled in Boise. “Take your time.”

The baby was snoozing, so Abel followed her—there were bad people in the world, there was a killer flu—and he watched her enter a phone booth. Time stopped when she dropped in a quarter. Was there another man? Another cop? Another Kip?

“Joanie,” she said, and he felt his stomach drop.

Most of it was small talk, and then she sighed. “So, the cop and I … I know, but beggars can’t be choosers. I might just be allergic to decency or maybe it’s impossible to imagine anything good beginning at this point in my life.”

Abel went back to the room. Those words didn’t matter because they weren’t meant for him. Women do that for their friends. They lie and downplay what’s good. Joan was divorced, and Amelie was sweet. She didn’t want Joan to feel bad about being alone.

[image: ]

Night had fallen, and it was time to eat.

Nothing was easy, not anymore. They couldn’t take the baby into the poisonous world, but they couldn’t leave the baby alone. Abel offered to go on his own, but Amelie was aghast. Why? So you can bring all the germs back with cold fries? Beyond that, she was tired of Room 24. She needed to get out. Abel fell in line and helped get the baby in the car seat. He suggested they hit a drive-thru, but Amelie shook him off. She needed to be in a booth, with people. He treaded lightly, made a casual remark about germs, and again Amelie snapped. Stop questioning my every move. Eventually, he spotted a diner and again Amelie scoffed. I, too, know how to read. He used the directional as he turned into the parking lot, and Amelie huffed. We’re the only ones on the road, you’re such a Ronald Rule follower. Abel said he was sorry, and she said to stop being so … Never mind. When they walked into the diner, her face fell. There was only one other party, an older couple. Abel requested a booth and Amelie and the hostess laughed at him, but that didn’t hurt as much. He was a little silly when you considered all the open seats. Dinner came and went. Meatloaf for him, a cheeseburger for her, and a bottle for baby Randy. Abel couldn’t let their big night out end like this, he had to do better, make her smile. He caught her eye as he ordered his dessert. “A slice of angel food cake, if you please.”

It was supposed to be sweet, a private sundress kind of moment, but again, Amelie balked. If you’re going to make us sit here, you should at least get something substantial. Abel hung his head. He felt it coming. He wanted to hold it in, but for the first time in their life together, he lost his cool and snapped. “At least I’m not a monster.”

The look on her face. Her eyes bulging. Abel spit out an apology, but Amelie raised her hands in the air like she was in church. “Finally,” she said. “A little truth!” She clapped her hands like this was progress, like she wanted him to be vicious. Abel looked at baby Randy. Sleeping and innocent, pure. Okay, yes, Abel did bad things, but Amelie didn’t know about all that. He didn’t want to be vicious. He wasn’t vicious. When she went to the bathroom, he changed his order, and when she returned and saw the devil’s food cake she frowned.

“Are you really that much of a doormat?”
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It was time for bed.

Sure, they were in separate beds, but there was hope. Come the wee hours, Amelie might have a nightmare and wake up scared and go to him.

She turned on the TV. He looked at her. Really?

“I need the white noise.”

“All night?”

“You will, too,” she said. “I snore like a freight train. It drove Kip nuts.”

She flipped past all the nice old movies. Amelie wanted the news, and Abel’d had enough of the doom and gloom. She didn’t love the silence they made together, not the way he did, and when they were settled in their separate beds, he turned out the lights.

“Sweet dreams, my love.”

“Fat chance,” she said. “Between the stench of bleach and this mattress … I’m pretty sure you call this a cot.”

This was not pillow talk, but it was early. She’d been through things. She might never be sweet with him. Her former marriage might have killed something inside of her, same way he was when they met, rendered cynical by all those domestic calls. Life wore you down, no matter what you did, and soon, she was out cold. She wasn’t a liar. Her snore was something out of a dragon. Abel couldn’t sleep, not with Amelie’s gargling and the shiny newspeople on the TV barely able to contain their excitement over the thing, the virus, Captain something or other. He longed to be with Amelie, to open up to her the way she had with him so many times. And he wanted to know things about her. Did she believe in God? In good and evil?

Sometime after three, he smelled something funny. He went to check on Randy. So, this is what a dead baby looks like. A first for Abel, and he allowed himself a few tears. How did he miss it? He should’ve known something was wrong in the diner when Randy fell asleep, when he didn’t wake up in the car, even after napping most of the day. And his drooling. He’d been drooling more, hadn’t he? His little body was fighting, and what did Abel do to chip in, to save him? Nothing. This is the worst it gets. A life that doesn’t get to be lived. He covered the almost-boy’s tiny body, and he climbed into Amelie’s bed. Her body was hot, her skin slimy with sweat.

She shuddered. She was alive.

“I killed Kip,” he said. “I killed Rona, too. Sort of.”

He could feel the wheels turning inside her head, but he couldn’t see where they were going. So, he went again.

“Amelie,” he said. “The pistol was my dad’s. It was never inside of you.”

She was shivering, and was it the virus? Was it love? Hate?

He opened his mouth to hers. He felt her hand find his pecker. Second time that happened in this room. She was delirious. Murmuring. “Kip … Kippy.” She pulled Abel closer, and then closer. And then that word again. “Kip.” Abel looked the other way. She’d said it herself. I’m terrible with names. This was it, the beginning and the end, and this was beautiful, the three of them together. He wanted her to pass while he was inside of her, to die without knowing about her baby. He kissed her to be sure he would catch it. He willed her toxic breath to penetrate his airways, shut down his lungs, and prove that, despite what she said to Joanie, she was not a beggar. She was a chooser. She chose him.

“Abel,” he said. “It’s Abel.”

Her body rattled as if she would go anywhere with him, be it Boise or heaven or hell.
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In the morning, Abel smacked his lips.

So that was love. Sex. Abel had just lost his virginity in the same place where he kept it all those years ago. He rolled over and the breath got trapped in his chest, his heart. There she wasn’t. Amelie. Her body was cold, and he was stranded. Alive. She ran off to heaven or hell or Boise to be with Kip and Rona and Randy and he wasn’t even feverish. The flu didn’t want him. Amelie didn’t want him. No one wanted him.

He leapt out of the deathbed and dug his gun out of his duffel bag. He was dizzy and fuzzy. Off. But there was more to it. The room was off. The light.

He had to focus. Choose.

He could pull the trigger and chase Amelie down in heaven or hell or Boise. She was weak. She was always going to stumble, but he could bring her back, knock them out all over again, Kip and Rona, Randy. And then what? Would they go on like this forever? Would she do it again, sneak out while he was sleeping and run back to the bastard who nearly put her in her grave?

Something tingled in him. He remembered about souls. About purgatory. He didn’t see the light so much as he felt it. As it turned out, Abel was dead. Gone. This was a challenge, the kind of thing his dad talked about. If Abel wanted to be with Amelie, he had to pull the trigger, do to himself what he’d done to the others. God was testing him, and Abel would rise to the occasion, same way he did last night. He brought the pistol to his lips. He imagined it in Amelie’s mouth. Did she really want that kind of action? He closed his eyes and—

“Housekeeping!”

A voice. Impatience and disgust. Abel dropped his pistol on his foot. The pain was real. Physical and earthly. He was alive. He had feet, toes. A pecker.

“Housekeeping!”

The woman on the other side of the wall pounded on the door with knuckles that made the room rattle. She was life, loud and demanding. Her fist lifted bleach off the tiles and dragged the must from the pillows, from the bodies, the dead bodies.

Abel slapped his face the way you slap a baby’s bottom. “Coming!”

He slid the gun in a drawer. He didn’t want to upset the housekeeper. And he couldn’t blame Amelie for leaving him. She was honest. She preferred devil’s food cake, always. Maybe that’s why he was immune to this thing. Maybe he was an angel. Or maybe it wasn’t about good and evil. Maybe it was just something in the sweet, lame cake he preferred. He was on his feet now, smoothing his hair, looking into his eyes in the mirror, a task that was usually so painful, so scary. Love was transformative, it was true. Maybe the housekeeper was like him. Maybe she knew The Bridges of Madison County. Already, she had one thing going for her. She was alive, and unlike Amelie in the deathbed, the housekeeper knew what she wanted. She wanted to come into his room. She wanted Abel to open the door.





THE TRIPPS

Wrath James White

“Ay, yo! Don’t touch that nigga! He got the Tripps!” Freddy called out before taking a long pull on a huge blunt and suppressing a cough. He exhaled slowly. A miasma of marijuana vapors surrounded him. His hardened visage emerged from the narcotic cloud like a magician appearing in a puff of dry-ice smoke.

Talik looked up at Freddy, squinting at the taller man, whose back was to the sun, creating a glow around him that added to the magician image. He looked back down at Fat Steve. The big kid’s dark earthy-brown complexion was now a sickly gray. A sheen of perspiration gave his skin a moist unctuousness, like something that had crawled up from the bottom of a lake. His eyes were sallow and rheumy, weeping a yellow pus from the corners. A steady flow of mucus leaked from his nose over his chapped lips, yet he seemed oblivious to it. His eyes were cloudy and distant, half-lidded, as if he were about to either fall asleep or die right there on the spot. Even when he coughed—a harsh, wet, phlegm-choked bark—his eyes remained inanimate.

“Fuck that! He snatched my mom’s purse yesterday! I want her money back!” Talik protested, battling between the desire to dig through Fat Steve’s pockets for his wallet and the urge to flee the cloud of pestilence engulfing the bigger kid.

Talik was only ten years old and shockingly skinny, even for this neighborhood, where so many kids went hungry. He didn’t know a single kid who ate three meals a day. Most were lucky if they got one. For many families, the money that didn’t go to necessities like keeping the rent paid and the utilities on often went to alcohol and drugs, with food and clothing a distant second. Fat Steve was almost fourteen, half a foot taller, and at least fifty pounds heavier than Talik. If the big kid hadn’t been near death, there was no way Talik would have dared approach him about his mom’s purse. He was brave, but not stupid. Fat Steve would have beaten him to a pulp and might have even killed him just to increase his rep on the streets. This was Talik’s only chance. Besides, his mom was sick, too, and so was his older brother. It was probably just a matter of time before he and his little sister caught whatever was going around.

“Your mom probably ain’t have no money in that purse anyway,” Freddy replied. “It ain’t worth getting sick for.”

Freddy was an OG. Tall, light-skinned, long, matted, reddish-brown dreadlocks, and lean, wiry muscles. He wore a Bob Marley T-shirt, but had more of a Super Cat attitude—more dancehall reggae than roots. Freddy was a crack dealer and hard-core killer, but Talik wasn’t in that game, and he knew Freddy respected Talik’s mom too much to cause him any problems. He was only a few years younger than Talik’s momma and had gone to high school with her back in the day.

Talik knelt down and studied Fat Steve. He looked bad. It wasn’t just all the phlegm and mucus leaking out of him or that wet tubercular cough. He was shaking and shivering, and his breathing sounded all gurgly, like when Talik blew bubbles in his soda with a straw.

“What’s Tripps, yo?” Talik asked as he stood and turned back toward Freddy.

“Captain Trips? You ain’t been watching the news, little homie?” Freddy replied. “That shit is spreading all across the country. Half the neighborhood done caught it. It’s some kind of superflu or some shit. Folks is saying the government made that shit to clean out the ghettos. I guess all the drugs they pumpin’ in here ain’t killin’ niggas fast enough.”

Talik found Freddy’s conspiracy theories ironic considering he was the main drug dealer in their neighborhood, but perhaps that meant he knew what he was talking about more than most. For all Talik knew, Freddy might have been getting his crack directly from the CIA.

A single gunshot rang out, followed by a volley of curses and threats and the booming staccato of a semi automatic rifle. Then more gunshots and the piercing scream of someone witnessing the death of a loved one. It was an all too familiar melody of anguish and loss, normal for G-town, but not at this time of day. Gunfights and drive-bys typically took place after sunset. The sounds of gun violence were as much a symphony of the night as the mating calls of crickets and cicadas.

“You’d better get yo ass home, little homie. Sounds like shit is poppin’ off out here,” Freddy said, looking quickly up and down the street while reaching into his waistband for the chrome-plated 9-millimeter he kept on him at all times.

Talik didn’t have to be told twice. When the shooting started, no one was safe, not even kids his age, who were sometimes even the shooters. He took one last look down at Fat Steve. The big kid wasn’t breathing anymore. His eyes had fixed in place, and the snot dripping from his nose was now tinged with blood.

“Yo, I think Steve is dea—” Talik never got to finish his sentence. If he had, Freddy wouldn’t have heard him. The wannabe Rastafarian’s head exploded like a blood-filled water balloon. A thick hail of gore, shattered skull fragments, and chunks of brain matter rained down onto Talik. Freddy’s body collapsed at his feet, landing beside Fat Steve’s corpse like they had mutually decided it was nap time. The top of Freddy’s head was gone from the bridge of the nose up.

Talik’s feet began to move, running in the opposite direction of the gunfire. When he made it back to his home, he was winded more from screaming than running. He slammed the door shut and locked it behind him. His entire body was trembling while he sucked in huge gulps of air, trying to catch his breath.

“Boy, don’t you be slamming my damn door!” his mother yelled before succumbing to a fit of coughing.

“Sorry, Mom! They shootin’ out there! Freddy’s dead! He got shot in the head!” Talik was wild-eyed and had still not caught his breath. Just the effort of speaking nearly caused him to black out. He bent over with his hands on his knees, inhaling deeply.

“Freddy? Oh, Lord no! Freddy was such a good man.”

Talik didn’t want to tell his mom all the rumors about Freddy on the streets. It wasn’t right to speak ill of the dead. “Fat Steve is dead, too. The guy who stole your purse. The Tripps killed him.”

His momma nodded solemnly. “Yeah, I been watching the news. Lots of folks dyin’ all over the place from that Captain Trips. My job is shut down because everybody at the office got it. They dyin’ left and right.”

Talik stared at his mother intently. “But you okay, right? You ain’t gonna die, right Momma?”

His mother reached out and rubbed Talik’s head before gathering him into a hug. His tiny head nestled between his mother’s mammoth breasts. He could hear that same wheezing and bubbling sound in her lungs he’d heard Fat Steve making. “You know your momma’s too damn stubborn to die.”

Talik nodded, but remained worried. Another fit of coughing racked her body. She covered her mouth and nose in the crook of her arm, soaking it with mucus and phlegm. She looked at the gooey mess, scowled, then wiped it off onto her pajama pants.

“I saw her again, Momma. I saw Mother Abagail,” Talik said.

His mother scrunched up her face in a sneer of disgust. She coughed once more, dragging the sleeve of her blue and pink polka-dot house robe across her lips to wipe away the phlegm before smiling at Talik. “You mean the old Black woman you said looks like Nana?”

“Well, she doesn’t really look like Nana. She just sort of feels like Nana. You know? When I dream about her, it feels the same as I used to feel when I was with Nana; you know I’m sayin’?” Talik said.

“Okay, well, I ain’t seen her. But you can have your imaginary friend.”

“She ain’t imaginary. My friend Martin says he dreams about her sometimes. And his neighbor Monique dreams about her all the time. She said Mother Abagail is the one who warned her that her brother was going crazy and was gonna try an’ kill all of ’em. She hid all the bullets or else he would have got ’em. He tried to kill their momma with a hammer.”

His mother sneered again. “Well, enough with all that foolishness. I ain’t seen no old Black woman in my dreams.”

Talik frowned and huffed. “What do you dream about, then?”

She shuddered and pulled her robe tight to her neck to ward off a chill, despite the August heat and lack of air-conditioning. “Never you mind. Go upstairs and check on your brother. He’s been sick all day. Ain’t been out the bed since yesterday mornin’.”

“Yes, Momma.” Talik knew better than to argue with his mother. Even sick, he was sure she wouldn’t have hesitated to take off her slipper and apply it to his backside.

The stairs leading up to the second floor had been constructed sometime during the Civil War, and Talik doubted they’d been maintained much since. The treads were warped and splitting. The landing had two holes in it just big enough for a small foot to slip into and twist an ankle. The handrail was loose, held in place at the top by two long screws his daddy had drilled into it. He doubted it would hold up to even his waifish adolescent weight if he needed it to prevent a fall. Whenever he walked up or down the stairs, Talik liked to imagine he was Indiana Jones on an adventure through a booby-trapped temple.

The second floor had two bedrooms, each not much larger than the average prison cell, with one big room on the third floor that had once been an attic but was now their mother’s bedroom. At the end of the hallway on the second floor, a small bathroom with a tub, toilet, and sink—but no shower—served the entire home. The second-floor hallway was dark. The sole light fixture, a brass dome with clear glass and three bulbs that hugged the ceiling, had not worked for several months. The bathroom door was shut, as was the room he shared with his brother and the room his younger sister occupied, so no sunlight could get in anywhere.

Talik and his sister were the only ones in the house who weren’t sick. His sister, Lawanda, was eighteen months younger than Talik, and his brother, Malcolm, was two years older. They were all extremely close. When one of them was sick, they all pitched in to care for them. For the last twenty-four hours, he’d heard the juicy wet coughs of his brother whenever he walked up the stairs. His mother said he had the flu, but that was before the news spread about the Tripps. Before Talik had begun dreaming about Mother Abagail.

The silence that greeted him as he walked down the hallway toward his brother’s room made Talik feel like he was tiptoeing through a crypt on his way to the burial chamber. He heard his sister’s singsong voice coming from her room, imitating the voices of her dolls as she guided them through conversations. Talik was grateful for the sound. It made the house feel less funereal. Even the sound of his mother’s loud coughs coming from the kitchen was better than the void he faced beyond his brother’s door.

Talik had seen many people die in his ten years on earth. Kids his age, some younger. Teenagers, adults, his friends’ fathers and mothers. Lives abbreviated by gun violence or drug overdoses. He was well acquainted with the deathly emptiness that followed the end of a life, an echo of silence where sound should have been. That’s what it felt like outside his brother’s room now, like a body waiting to drop.

His soft knock on the old warped wooden door with the cracked paint and rusted brass doorknob was loud as a gunshot in the emptiness of the hallway.

“Malcolm?” Talik could smell his brother’s sickness wafting from the room, an acrid, darkly humid musk of funky sweat, vomit, and Vicks VapoRub. He opened the door and peeked his head in. That sick stench became nearly overpowering. “Malcolm? You awake?”

His brother’s head was turned toward the closed window, staring blankly at the trees beyond. One of their favorite pastimes had been watching the squirrels chase each other through the branches. They’d even given them all names. Malcolm’s breathing was shallow, a wheezing rattling sound like an old lawn mower engine had joined the bubbling sound coming from his chest as he labored to draw air in through the mucus clogging his lungs. Talik crept closer. He didn’t want to get sick, but he didn’t like the idea of his brother suffering all alone. People were dying from the Tripps. As much as he wanted to believe this was just a regular flu, he couldn’t escape the image of Fat Steve drowning in his own fluids.

“You doing okay, bruh? Can I get you something?” Talik asked.

Malcolm continued to stare out the window. He hadn’t blinked in several seconds.

“You still seeing Mother Abagail?” Malcolm finally asked.

“Yeah. I still see her.”

“I see her, too, now. I can see her right now. She told me not to be scared.” Malcolm turned his head to look at Talik. “And she told me to tell you to watch out for the Walkin Dude. She—” Malcolm began to cough. Snot and phlegm sprayed from his nose and mouth and dotted the window.

Talik stepped closer, then stopped, wary of catching the Tripps. He didn’t know the exact process by which disease spread, but he didn’t think getting Malcolm’s snot all over him would be a good idea. There was nothing he could do for his brother anyway. Whether it was the flu or the Tripps, it had to work its course.

The coughing stopped and Malcolm returned to staring out the window. “She says the Walkin Dude is here—in this house. She says you should get out of here. You should go to her. Go to her …” Malcolm let out a long, rattling wheeze that bubbled up through his snotty nose and his phlegm-choked throat. Then his breathing stopped. His head lolled to the side; eyes still fixed on the window.

“Malcolm? Malcolm!” Talik fell to his knees at the foot of Malcolm’s bed. Tears flooded from his eyes as his body jerked and hitched with sobs. He looked up through blurry eyes at his brother’s face, then followed his gaze to the window. For a brief moment, he thought he saw the outline of the old woman from his dreams, then it was gone, and he was just staring at the squirrels, watching them leap from branch to branch only a few feet away from the window.

“What is it? What happened?” His sister, Lawanda, rushed in behind him, and Talik grabbed her and pulled her into his arms.

“Malcolm’s gone.”

“Noooo! Noooo! Malcoooolm! No-ho-ho!” Lawanda cried.

When Talik looked up, his mother was standing in the doorway. There was not a single tear in her eyes.

“I just got a call from your grandma. Your daddy’s dead. He died about thirty minutes ago. The Tripps got ’im. Your grandma’s sick, too,” she said with no more emotion than if she’d been announcing the death of a mosquito. She began to cough again. Her eyes were yellow where they should have been white, with livid red capillaries forming a road map all over them. She still hadn’t uttered a word about her dead son.

Talik’s mouth dropped. The tears he’d shed for his brother were now joined by a fresh volley of tears for his deceased father. “Dad’s dead?”

“Yeah, he wasn’t worth shit nohow,” his momma said.

“Momma! Momma, Malcolm’s dead!” Lawanda cried.

“Yeah, I can see that. Y ’all come on out of there before y’all get sick, too.”

That was all she said. No words of comfort or sympathy. When Talik walked past her out of the room, he could have sworn he saw a smirk on her face. She shut the door behind them, then started back down the stairs.

“Dad’s dead?” Lawanda asked her momma.

“That’s what I said, ain’t it?”

“Ain’t you gonna call the ambalance?” Talik asked.

“For your daddy? Ain’t nobody worried about his ass.”

“For Malcolm!”

His mother paused on the stairs and turned her yellow eyes on Talik. She still wore a slight smirk that was half scowl, but her eyes were far away, the way they sometimes looked when she smoked too much weed. “You hear what’s going on outside?”

Talik listened. Screams and gunshots, breaking glass, and angry shouts drifted in through the thin walls. It sounded like a full-scale riot. Either that or a war.

“Folks is goin’ crazy out there. They’s lootin’ and killin’, prolly rapin’ folks, too. Ain’t no ambalance comin’ in here. Just leave ’im where he at till all this blows over. And don’t go in there. Y ’all stay in your sister’s room.” She began coughing again, then staggered a bit as she turned around and started back down the stairs.

Talik turned to his sister and saw the worry in her eyes.

“Is Momma sick?” Lawanda asked.

Talik nodded. “I think she might be. She’ll be all right, though.”

“Is she gonna die like Malcolm?”

“I said she’ll be okay.”

“She actin’ strange, though.”

Talik nodded again. He looked down the stairs, where his mother had reached the bottom. She turned and looked up at him, smiled and winked. Talik couldn’t think of a single thing anyone should be smiling about right now.

“Come on, Lawanda. Let’s go in your room.”

Talik didn’t know what was going on, but something was definitely off with his momma. He locked the door behind them. He couldn’t stop thinking about what Malcolm said about Mother Abagail’s warning.

The Walkin Dude is here—in this house.

A shrill, agonized scream sang out, chasing chills up Talik’s spine and raising goose bumps. He looked at his sister, whose eyes were wide.

“That’s Tonya!” she cried out as she raced to the window.

Talik followed quickly behind her. They opened the window and peered down into the street. There were so many people out it looked like a block party. They were breaking windows, kicking in doors, dragging people out onto the sidewalk, running out of homes with TVs, game consoles, whatever cash they could find, and whatever women they could grab. The attacks seemed random. Some homes were left untouched, while the house just two doors down was ransacked. A few were now on fire. On the pavement just below them, their neighbor Tonya was being stripped naked and beaten. Moose and Diesel, two known killers who were members of the Junior Black Mafia, seemed to be leading the horde of looters and vandals, directing the carnage and mayhem. They were attacking Tonya like two hungry jackals.

Tonya was their sometimes babysitter, but was still a kid herself, just barely fourteen. Too young for what those two violent thugs were attempting to do to her. Moose had his massive hands on her blouse, ripping it open and tearing it in half in the process, exposing the teenage girl’s budding breasts. She clawed his face and tried to kick him in the balls, receiving an uppercut to the gut in response. The girl dropped to her knees on the hard pavement and fell over onto her side, curling into a fetal position, dry heaving. Talik could hear Moose laugh. Diesel stepped forward and began kicking and stomping her. His size thirteen Nikes came down hard on Tonya’s ribs and the side of her face, knocking out several teeth and smearing her nose across her face like brown Play-Doh. Blood began to leak from her ears and nose as Diesel stomped her skull into the sidewalk.

“They’re killing her!” Lawanda yelled.

Talik put his hand over her mouth and pulled her back inside, hoping Moose and Diesel hadn’t seen or heard her and that theirs would be one of the homes overlooked.

“Shhhh! We don’t want them comin’ in here!” Talik whispered, still cupping his sister’s mouth. Her eyes were wide and wet with tears. The two huddled together below the edge of the window, listening to their neighbors’ screams and pleas for help.

They recognized several voices. One was Mrs. Sonya, the old lady who lived across the street and made homemade ice cream for all the kids on the block each summer, selling it for a nickel a scoop. It sounded like she was being murdered.

“No! Don’t hurt me no mo’! Y ’all stop hittin’ me! I ain’t done nothin’! I ain’t done nothin’ to nobody! Come on, man. Stop! Stop! NOOOOO!!!” That was Nate Pratt, the big slow kid who lived just a few doors down. He was twenty-five, but still couldn’t count his change or tie his own shoes. Talik dared another peek out the window and saw Esther and Tamika kicking and punching poor Nate. Tamika had a big kitchen knife and was stabbing Nate in between kicks and punches as he begged for his life. Esther and Tamika were two hoodrats who were known to trade pussy for crack. It was not uncommon to see them walking around with busted lips and black eyes courtesy of some mean trick. It was also not uncommon to see people in the hood who’d been abused redirect their trauma onto someone weaker and more vulnerable than themselves. Talik watched in horror as Nate succumbed to their assault, collapsing in a puddle of his own blood and urine. Lawanda tried to look, but Talik pushed her back down.

“Don’t look. It’s bad. You don’t wanna see what’s goin’ on out there. Fools are goin’ crazy, killin’ everybody.” Talik watched for a little while longer, until he saw the Jamaican posse round the corner, opening up with a street sweeper and an Uzi, mowing down everyone in sight, rioters and innocent people alike. Even looking down from the second-floor window, Talik could tell they were all sick. Snotty noses, yellow eyes, coughing and sniffling, but still coming. Esther and Tamika, Moose and Diesel, Tonya, Nate, even the Jamaicans. They were all leaking streams of snot and coughing up big wads of yellow mucus. They looked as bad as Talik’s momma, but instead of staying home, lying in bed, and acquiescing to their imminent mortality, they’d chosen to hit the streets to settle old grudges and steal whatever they’d been coveting from their neighbors.

Talik pulled Lawanda down onto the floor and covered her with his body as bullets suddenly pierced the brick facade on the front of their house, blasting holes in the sheetrock, buzzing like angry hornets whizzing over their heads. Lawanda held her hands over her ears to dampen the sounds of gunfire and her own screams. Talik was screaming, too.

There was a firefight going on between the JBM and the Jamaicans right outside their door. The whole world is dying, and niggas is still tryin’ to kill each other, Talik thought. He wondered if the poor white and Puerto Rican neighborhoods were going through the same shit. He’d seen Kensington, Manayunk, and Fishtown on the news many times. From what he could tell, they were no better than G-Town when it came to poor folks killing poor folks. If people were murdering each other in his little neighborhood, they were probably doing it all over the city. The City of Brotherly Love had become the City of Bodily Harm.

The gunfire ended as abruptly as it had begun, and silence descended with the suddenness of a summer storm. The meaty metallic scent of blood and organs mixed with the burning sulfur of gun smoke and chalky sheetrock dust, irritating Talik’s eyes and tickling the back of his throat. He crawled off of his sister and checked her for wounds.

“You okay, sis? You hurt anywhere?”

Lawanda continued to sob as she shook her head no. “I’m okay. I didn’t get hit.”

Talik looked her over from head to toe until he was satisfied she was uninjured, then he returned to the windowsill and risked another look down at the street. Bodies were everywhere. Some people had managed to hide behind cars or duck low enough to the ground to avoid getting hit, but they were few. Most folks had been mowed down right where they stood. Incredibly, Moose was still alive, though Diesel’s chest had been hollowed out with shotgun blasts. Esther, Tamika, Tonya, and Nate were all dead.

“Momma!” Lawanda called. Talik felt a twinge of shame. He had forgotten all about his mother. “Momma, you okay?” There was no answer. Talik joined in the call.

“Mom!” His voice sounded like a trumpet blast in the stillness left in the wake of the mini–gang war. Still there was no reply. Talik walked over to the door and put his ear to it. He closed his eyes and listened. At first, he heard nothing, then a familiar voice filled his ears, one he’d only heard before in his dreams. It wasn’t coming from the other side of the door but from his thoughts. Mother Abagail.

Run, child! Get out of there! The Walkin Dude is here. He’s got yo momma. The Walkin Dude has yo momma!

Talik leapt back away from the door, startled. He’d heard Mother Abagail’s voice as clearly as if she’d been standing beside him.

“Did you hear that?” he asked Lawanda.

She scowled and raised an eyebrow quizzically while wiping tears from her eyes.

“Hear what?” They both listened and all they could hear were the wails and moans of the injured on the street below, the screams and cries of their loved ones, and more gunfire and sirens in the distance. “They’s still killin’ people out there?”

Talik waived off her question. “Not that—that voice. It was Mother Abagail. Did you hear her?”

“Who’s Mother Abagail?” Lawanda asked, scowling even harder now.

“The old Black lady that sits on the porch of, like, this old farmhouse in the middle of nowhere. I see her in my dreams sometimes. She tells me to sit on the porch beside her in this old wooden rocking chair. She pours me a glass of sweet tea. It’s sweet like Kool-Aid and cold as a slushie. I sit there beside her and she tells me things that’s gonna happen. She told me it wasn’t safe in this house. That we gotta leave. She wants us to go to Nebraska.”

Lawanda wiped away the last of her tears and coughed sheetrock dust from her lungs. Her perplexed expression remained. “You buggin’, bro. Why would I be seeing some old chick that you be dreamin’ ’bout?”

Talik shrugged. “I don’t know. Lots of people dream about her. Malcolm told me he saw her before he died.”

“And she said we need to go to Nebraska? How we supposed to get to Nebraska? Momma ain’t takin’ us to no Nebraska.” Lawanda was looking at him like he’d lost his fool mind.

“Never mind. Let’s just go check on Momma.”

Talik unlocked the bedroom door and crept out into the hallway. There were bullet holes in the walls. High-velocity rounds had not only penetrated the front exterior wall but had flown through the bedroom wall and into the hallway.

“Momma?” Lawanda said in a quiet voice, as if afraid to disturb the silence. Talik wondered if it was out of respect for the dead. They reached the top of the stairs and Talik heard his mother’s voice.

“I can’t. Don’t ask me to do that, Mr. Flagg. Them’s my babies. I can’t kill my own flesh. No. I won’t. I—Okay. Okay. No. I understand. I’ll do what needs doin’. I promise.”

Talik had started down the stairs, but froze midway down when he saw his mother pacing back and forth in the kitchen talking to no one. The phone was still on the hook. Her eyes had that weepy yellow look, pupils dilated like she’d just hit the crack pipe. She was bleeding. Her shirt was soaked red from below her left tit all the way down her pants leg. She’d been shot, but hardly seemed to notice. Her movements were herky-jerky as she paced the kitchen talking to herself. Talking about killing them. Finally, she stopped and turned her head toward her children. Her gaze landed on Talik, went straight through him, then turned to Lawanda.

“Come here, kids,” she said, smiling while removing a big carving knife from the kitchen drawer. Talik began backing up the stairs, pushing his sister behind him. His mother walked toward the stairs, holding the knife out in front of her, smiling like a lunatic.

“Momma? What’s wrong, Momma? You ain’t gonna hurt us, is you?” She didn’t respond, just continued to smile as she walked closer to the stairs, to her kids. Talik looked beyond her at the front door, but it was too late to make a run for it now. They would never get past her. Going back up the stairs had been a mistake. He’d trapped them both.

“What’s wrong, Momma? What’s wrong?” Lawanda yelled. Her voice cracked with fear.

Their mother’s steps became more rapid. When she reached the stairs, she sprinted toward them, raising the big kitchen knife above her head as she closed the distance, taking the stairs two at a time.

“Run! Go! Go!” Talik yelled, pushing Lawanda up the stairs and into the hallway, careful to avoid the holes in the landing.

Their mother’s foot fell through one of the holes, and they heard her curse, but it barely slowed her down. She yanked her foot free, scraping skin from her ankle, then continued the chase. Talik could hear his mother’s footsteps and ragged, wheezing breaths right behind them. He heard her succumb to another coughing fit. This time, her footsteps paused. Talik and Lawanda kept running. They dashed down the hall and back into Lawanda’s room, slamming the door and locking it. Seconds later, there was a loud boom as their mother crashed into the door, cracking it down the center.

“Y ’all kids get out here! Get your asses out here, I said! Y ’all listen to your momma! Get your little bad asses out here this minute!”

“No! You ain’t right, Momma! I heard you talkin’ to yourself—talkin’ about killin’ us!”

There was a moment of silence, and Talik could hear what sounded like weeping.

“I don’t want to kill you both. Mr. Flagg said all I had to do was kill you, Talik. I kill you and he’ll let Lawanda live. He’ll let us all live. He just wants you.”

“Who’s Mr. Flagg? Why you listenin’ to him? Why you lettin’ somebody tell you to kill me?” Talik said.

The reply came as a whisper through the door.

“He knows about Mother Abagail. He knows you been talkin’ to her.”

Talik froze.

“He knows you been talkin’ to Mother Abagail,” she repeated.

“Help me push the dresser in front of the door! Talik! Help me!” Lawanda said. The tip of their mother’s knife slid between the door and the doorjamb, jabbing and slicing, trying to stab anything she could reach. “Talik, come on! Help!”

Talik shook himself back to reality, a reality more surreal than his dreams and nightmares. He ran over to help his sister, and together they slid a large dresser across the room to barricade the door.

“What’s wrong with her, Talik? Why is she doin’ this?”

“I—I don’t know,” Talik said. “She said she been talkin’ to some dude named Flagg. She said he wants me dead because I been talkin’ to Mother Abagail.”

“That old woman you tol’ me about that wants us to go to Nebraska?”

“She only said me,” Talik said quietly. “She said she wants me to go to Nebraska. She—she never mentioned you. That’s why Momma only wants to kill me. She’d probably let you go.”

“I ain’t goin’ out there with her crazy ass! What the fuck is goin’ on, Talik?”

Talik shook his head. “It don’t make no sense. None of it makes sense. People dyin’ of the Tripps. Rest of ’em out there shootin’ each other. Our own mother tryin’ to kill us. It don’t make no damn sense.”

Their mother began chopping at the door with the knife. Talik had seen their father put his foot through a door the day their momma finally kicked him out, so he knew the doors were hollow and not worth a damn. Her knife sank through the wood like it was cardboard. She stabbed it again and again, weakening it to the point that she’d have no problem punching a fist through the fragile tapestry of splinters that remained.

Talik looked out the window. They could jump, the fall wasn’t too great, and there were still bodies below they could land on. But Talik didn’t know if that would be better or worse than hitting the concrete, and then where would they go? What if either one of them broke a leg or twisted an ankle in the fall? Then they would be helpless.

He looked around the room for something to fight his mother with; a thought that would have seemed insane just a few minutes ago and still boggled his mind. Their mother was trying to kill them. There was nothing. No weapons. In the room he shared with Malcolm, they had a baseball bat, nunchucks, ninja stars, and even a samurai sword. But his sister’s room had only worn stuffed animals, busted thrift store Barbie dolls, and moth-eaten lace curtains. The curtains! Talik thought. Maybe they could use the curtain rods as weapons?

Hopping up onto his sister’s bed, Talik tore down the curtain rods on both windows, hefting them in his hand to test the weight before tossing one to Lawanda and keeping one for himself. The rod was heavy, made of wrought iron. It would do.

The door was completely destroyed now. Their mother kicked the cracked wood, and it fell apart with little resistance.

“You badass kids shoulda listened when I tol’ y’all to come out. We coulda done this quick,” she said, reaching through the hole she’d made in the door and unlocking it before pushing the dresser out of the way. She coughed that strangled death rattle, not bothering to cover her mouth anymore. Flecks of bloody phlegm splattered Talik, and he winced in disgust.

“Stop, Momma. Please stop. You don’t have to do this!” Tears streamed from Talik’s eyes.

“I’m sorry, baby, but you have to die. The whole world’s dyin’. If I kill you, Mr. Flagg says he’ll save us. Me and your sister. Can’t you understand that? We have to sacrifice you for the family.”

She stepped forward, and Talik swung the curtain rod at her head, catching her right above the temple and opening up a huge gash. She staggered. Blood leaked from the wound into her eye, but she kept coming forward, knife still gripped firmly, jabbing at the air between them.

“I’m so sorry, Momma.” Talik swung again and again. Lawanda was swinging her curtain rod now as well, beating their mother in the head until she finally fell to her knees, still gripping the big carving knife, eyes fixed on Talik. Her head began to come apart. Blood rained down her face, forming a mask of gore and turning her blue and white polka-dot robe red and purple. She collapsed onto the floor and began to convulse. Her body bucked and kicked, fighting to hold on to her spirit.

“Just die, Momma. Please, just die!” Talik said, choking on sobs.

Lawanda reached down and retrieved the knife from the floor. She wasn’t crying anymore, wasn’t screaming. She calmly walked over, straddling her dying mother. She reached down and seized a fistful of her mother’s permed hair.

“Lawanda? What are you doing?” Talik asked, watching his eight-year-old baby sister jerk their mother’s head back and slit her throat, unzipping the flesh and opening a yawning pink maw where smooth brown skin had been. More blood cascaded from the wound, raining down like a red waterfall.

Lawanda sat down on top of her mother. Her eyes were blank. She still held the knife in her hands.

“Come on, sis. Let’s get outta here,” Talik said quietly, reaching out for his sibling and taking her hand, helping her to her feet.

Talik guided his little sister out of the room, sparing one last look at his mother’s battered corpse. Lawanda was in shock. Her eyes were still wide and glazed, and she was mumbling quietly to herself. Talik couldn’t believe Lawanda slit her own mother’s throat. It was as hard to believe as him beating her half to death with a curtain rod, or that she’d tried to kill them—him.

They walked down the stairs and out the front door. Talik stepped over Tonya’s and Diesel’s bullet-riddled carcasses. Moose was gone. Probably crawled into some hole to die. Screams, gunshots, and sirens continued to echo in the distance. Billowing black clouds of smoke and ash choked the air as the neighborhood burned. There was nothing for them here anymore.

Talik looked back at his sister, who had fallen behind, still staring off into space, mumbling and whispering. A trickle of snot dripped from her nose, and she began to cough, not bothering to cover her mouth. She had the Tripps. She began whispering again. Talik stopped in his tracks as he finally made out what she was saying.

Mother Abagail had warned him the Walkin Dude was in their house. He hadn’t understood what she’d been trying to tell him, but now he put it all together. Mr. Flagg and the Walkin Dude were one and the same. He wiped a tear from his eye as he watched his little sister slowly raise the knife, aiming it at the center of his chest.

“Don’t worry, Mr. Flagg,” she whispered. “He’ll never make it to Nebraska.”
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