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        “Oh, Robert,” she said then, “it’s so unfair. So unfair. Why are we still alive? Why aren’t we all dead? It would be better if we were all dead.”

        — RICHARD MATHESON, I AM LEGEND
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      Not all draggers want to eat your flesh. Some just want to play. That’s what I was thinking as I sat frozen in the corner of a cold storage area. My body halfway to dead, and my breath stuttering like a concertina with a leak. You remember those, right? Wheezy little wanna-be accordions that make music for drunks? Never mind.

      The pounding on the steel door was deafening. And the wailing of the flesh-eaters tore at my brain like a jagged shard of glass. It was only a matter of time before they got in. If I was lucky, I might take out one or two, though I had no weapon. But in the end, they’d finish me.

      I couldn’t get my mind clear. At one point, I thought I heard semiautomatic gunfire and the sound of people shouting. Had a horde gotten in? And wasn’t anyone defending the exits? Maybe my captors were passed out drunk.

      It would’ve been better for me had I done the same—drinking myself stupid before they tore me to pieces with animal claws and razor teeth. The filmy gray eyes unseeing as they grinned with delight. Numb from the cold, I probably wouldn’t even feel it.

      In my delirium, I prayed that Holly and Griffin had made it to the Arkon building under Warnick’s protection. No way for me to check—my phone was busted. I hadn’t slept in days, and I was hurt. Bad. Surrounded by enormous aluminum tanks of ice-cold beer waiting to be tapped. Nice touch, God. Back atcha.

      Through the constant pounding, I wondered if my friend Jim was outside with the others. Trying to force his way in so he could eviscerate me. It wasn’t my fault he turned. Like they say on the news, there were other forces at work. Sciencey things that were better left to Mary Shelley or H. P. Lovecraft.

      I once saw a horde tear a guy to pieces. Big as he was, he was no match for them. In seconds, they had him on the ground as they ripped open his belly. Exposed the soft, pulsating organs. They cored the dude like an apple—bottom to top. His head was the last to die. I remember his eyes, frozen in terror at seeing his own hollowed-out remains as he shuddered into stillness.

      But it was the screaming. I’d never heard a man cry out like that before. Was I capable of making that sound? I stared at the door, wondering if it would hold. There was no way for me to barricade it from the inside. Besides, I was too weak. I wished I had a gun.

      It was the nailheads who had left me in here. They planned to kill me, according to the one they called Ulie. It didn’t matter that I’d agreed to join their insane movement. Maybe the draggers would find me instead. You ’member that guy Dave Pulaski? Whatever happened to ’im? Oh yeah, he’s dead.

      The horde hadn’t made it past the door yet. Craving one last beer, I thought about Black Dragon and the Red Militia. Both had proven to be fake remedies in these delirious times. The security guards were overwhelmed. And the militia? They started out as a movement to save people. But soon, their mission devolved into chaos and violence. At the behest of their insane leader, they fought Black Dragon. They went after civilians and, eventually, themselves. When that wasn’t enough, they drank.

      Ormand Ferry—a man with a dream. A new order that disintegrated into a long, debauched night of madness here in this godforsaken beer factory. Even he couldn’t stop it. I didn’t know which was worse—the draggers or Ferry. Either way, I would be dead and forgotten.

      It was so cold in here as I sat thinking about these past weeks. About Holly, Jim, and Missy. Everything went wrong after that night—that damned, lost night. And what about me? I was a good person—I am. Used to be. I didn’t even know anymore. But it was after that star-crossed night when it all went sideways. And hell came looking for the good people of Tres Marias.

      That was when our lives changed forever.
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      I remember July 5th, when Jim got shitfaced and showed up at our house. It was after ten when I answered the door, and I was tired. He must have fallen because his lip was bleeding, and he had a chipped tooth.

      “Got any beer?” he said.

      “You know I don’t.”

      “Communist.”

      Tres Marias was one of those sleepy Northern California towns you pass on your way to something better. There was nothing to do except get drunk. And since high school, that’s pretty much what Jim and I did. Before all that, I played hockey. And when I wasn’t on the ice, I devoured books like a glutton.

      Somewhere along the line, I decided beer was better. There was no reason for it other than it tasted good and got me high. What followed was no college and no high-paying job far away from the stinkhole I called home. Instead of a bright future, I looked forward to low wages and getting lit. Then, I met Holly.

      I don’t know why she spent two minutes on me. As we lay in bed for the first time, she said I can’t wait for you to become the man I know is inside you. With all that pressure, any other dude would have walked—run, probably. I chose to stay.

      At Holly’s urging, I attended AA meetings and took online college classes. Jim kept going the way he was. Though he was my friend, it got harder and harder to see him because I saw myself—my old self—when I was with him. And I didn’t like it.

      Holly padded downstairs and stood behind me with her arms folded. I knew she was mad. After I stopped drinking, she told me how much she disapproved of Jim. She was afraid he’d get me started again. But I knew better—I had changed my ways for good.

      “What do you want, Jim?” she said. It was the same tone she used when I forgot to take out the trash.

      Holly was a knockout of a girl with a high school education. Smarter than most people I knew. Her all-time favorite movie was The Notebook. Though she was a head shorter than me, she could be scary. Her blonde hair hanging over her shoulders, and those clear green eyes that could see into your soul.

      Jim opened his mouth to speak and vomited something black on the star jasmine my wife had planted the week before.

      “Oh, for— Get him out of here. Puh-leeez.”

      “I’ll drive him home,” I said.

      

      Jim lived at the edge of town near the national forest, in the house his father had built. Like me, both his parents were dead. He used to have a dog named Perro, but the animal went missing a few weeks back. He’d followed Jim on one of his drunken nighttime hikes along the 299 when an eighteen-wheeler almost flattened them.

      I always thought that big rig was meant for Jim and the dog had sacrificed himself. When my friend recovered, Perro was missing. Once I read a story about another dog that saved his owner’s life in a house fire and later died from smoke inhalation. Those kinds of stories brought out the romantic in me.

      We glided along the dark highway with no other cars in sight.

      “What happened?” I said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why did you go on a bender?”

      “Thinking about the old days, I guess.”

      Jim Stanley and I used to be best friends, as close as any two brothers. We went to high school together. Got summer jobs together. Celebrated twenty-one by heading up to the Point and drinking enough beer and vodka to bring down a moose. We passed out up there too. It was December, and when we awoke, it was in the twenties. I ended up in the hospital suffering from hypothermia.

      We liked pretending we were badasses, though we never did any real harm. After the birthday incident, my mom—sick as she was—did her best to keep me in line. And whenever Jim came over to hang out and eat—which was all the time—she went to work on him too. But when it came to advice, my friend had a tin ear.

      “Dude, I keep telling you,” I said. “Those days are gone.” Smelling the beer and puke on his breath, I was glad we were no longer hanging out. I didn’t know how I had made it to twenty-four. Holly had everything to do with it, I suppose.

      I met her working at Staples, where I managed the copy center. Two years younger than me, she was the new cashier and seemed to have her eye on me from day one. I don’t think a week had gone by when she invited me to dinner at her mom’s in Mt. Shasta. Afterwards, we returned to her little apartment.

      She was all over me in bed. Before anything happened, though, she laid it on the line. I would have to stop drinking—that was the deal. No sobriety, no Holly. I saw the determination in her eyes. It was like she was on a mission from God. That made me hotter for her, and I signed on.

      After we got married, Jim came around less and less. I would see him downtown every so often on my lunch break. For the most part, though, he was out of my life. But that all changed the night he showed up at our door.

      “Why don’t we hang out anymore?” he said, like a hurt child.

      “Don’t do this.”

      “What?”

      “Lay the guilts on me. I’m married now. I have responsibilities.”

      “What you’ve got is a steady piece of⁠—”

      “She’s my wife, asshole.” I looked over to see if he was crying and found him trying to pull his lower lip over his nose.

      “So? What about a boys’ night out once in a while?”

      “Next, you’ll be wanting a sleepover.”

      “Shit, let’s do it.”

      “Why don’t you grow up?” I said.

      The resulting silence carried us for another mile or so. Jim started singing the chorus from Adele’s “Someone Like You.” I don’t know what made me angrier—him knowing the song always brought tears to Holly’s eyes or what he might be insinuating about us. I smacked him on the ear. When I turned back, there was an animal in the road—Jim’s dog. I swerved to avoid him.

      After that, I don’t know what happened, but I couldn’t get on top of the situation. Next, we were going over the embankment, heading for the trees. Neither of us made a sound. And it was at this moment I regretted never having fixed the passenger airbag. Vaguely, I heard Jim’s voice.

      “I need to tell you something,” he said.

      Suddenly, there was a hundred-year-old pine in front of us. We hit it hard. My airbag stopped me from getting killed. Unfortunately, it didn’t go so well for Jim—he wasn’t wearing his seat belt. I can still hear the sound his head made going through the windshield.

      Soon, my eyes closed against my will.
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      When I woke up, I was alone. Beads of safety glass lay everywhere. I stared at a large hole in the windshield, dripping with fresh blood. Bits of torn flesh hung from the jagged edges. The passenger door was open. A little ways off, raccoons waited in the glare of the headlights, their eyes shiny with anticipation. They’d be all over that windshield as soon as I got out.

      It was hard to move—I was jammed in pretty good against the steering wheel. Feeling intense pain from the neck down, I inched sideways. Forcing the driver’s side door open, I fell on dry pine needles. The only sounds were a hooting owl and the wind whistling through the trees.

      “Jim!” I said. “Come on, man, this isn’t funny.”

      It took me a half-hour to get up the embankment. Each time, I would get a good start. But with all the pain in my neck, back, and legs, I kept slipping on those damn pine needles and ended up at the bottom. Cursing, I kept at it, but I was forced to rest after each try.

      At last, I reached the top and lay on my side till I could catch my breath. I didn’t see Jim anywhere. He might be lying out there somewhere in the darkness, bleeding to death. I needed to get to him before a wild animal did.

      “Jim, where are you?”

      I was in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by trees. Choking back a stab of pain, I dug into my jeans pocket for my phone. I’d forgotten it at home, and it was a long walk to town. I took one last look at my car as the raccoons pawed at the windshield. Stupidly, I hoped they wouldn’t hurt themselves on the bloody glass.

      After only a few yards, I spotted Perro again. The canine stared at me in the yellow moonlight. He’d always been a friendly dog. But now, he seemed threatening. His head was low, and his body expanded and contracted as if trying to burst out of its skin.

      Though it was dark, the animal’s eyes glowed red. Snapping and snarling, he came after me. I tried running, but I couldn’t move very fast. And because of the intense pain, it was impossible to turn my head to see if he was gaining on me.

      In seconds, blue-white headlights bore down on me from behind. A horn blasted, followed by a meaty thud and a grisly yelp. Out of breath, I stopped and turned around. A white van with a logo I didn’t recognize was in the middle of the road with the engine idling.

      The blinding headlight beams illuminated the dog’s body, which had been thrown several feet. A car door opened, and the dark shape of a man climbed out. He approached the softly panting animal and knelt.

      “Careful,” I said. “I think he’s rabid.”

      “You okay?”

      I limped towards him. “I could use a ride. Did you see anyone else on the road?”

      “Like who?”

      “My friend. We were in a car accident, and I need to find him.”

      “I didn’t see anybody.”

      I was next to the stranger now. The dog howled, and we backed off. The man ran to the rear of the van. But when he returned carrying a catchpole, Perro had limped off down the embankment and into the woods.

      “Shit,” he said.

      “Are you animal control?”

      The stranger looked at me like I was an idiot. “I’ll give you a lift.”

      “Thanks.” I read the side of the van as I climbed in. Robbin-Sear Industries, Old Orchard Road, Tres Marias, CA. The name and address meant nothing to me.

      The good Samaritan was in his forties and dressed like an academic—sport coat and jeans. He was pale, with curly black hair and black frame glasses. A thin scar drifted from his upper lip to his nostril. I thought maybe he had been born with a cleft palate. He volunteered his name—Bob Creasy.

      We didn’t talk. Distracted, he continually checked the rearview mirror. I must have looked scary because even though he tried to be helpful, he insisted on driving me to the police station instead of my house.

      “Were you bit?” he said.

      “I told you I was in a car accident.”

      “And you’re positive you didn’t get bit?”

      A noise in the back of the van startled me. It sounded like growling.

      “What was that?”

      “Lots of injured animals on the road tonight.”

      We pulled up in front of the police station. Keeping up the good Samaritan act, he came around and helped me out of the van.

      “Take care, buddy,” he said.

      

      Holly never said anything, but I knew she was mad. We stopped at the emergency room, even though I had insisted I was fine. The X-rays came back showing there was spinal damage at C3 and C4. They made me wear a cervical collar. Told me I was lucky I wasn’t paralyzed.

      While we waited, a man with a goiter walked in, asking for a tetanus shot. Some kid in the park bit him. The patient insisted that something was wrong with the boy. It was his eyes—like he wasn’t right.

      On the way home, Holly and I talked about what had happened.

      “Were you drinking?” she said.

      That was her go-to question whenever I screwed up. I was in too much pain to argue.

      “How long is it going to take before you trust me?”

      “Let’s see. You stopped going to your AA meetings three months ago.”

      “Two months. And anyway, I don’t need those people telling me once an alcoholic, always an alcoholic. I’m fine on my own.”

      “Why did you lose control of the car?”

      “Jeez. I swerved to avoid a dog, okay? Smell my breath.”

      “Never mind. I was worried, that’s all.”

      Holly acted all hard on the outside, but inside she was a marshmallow. I knew I was supposed to be the man, but I was pissed off and let her stew in it. I closed my eyes and let myself drift.

      The ER doctor had prescribed Vicodin for the pain, but I asked for Motrin instead. When we got home, I was so sore I couldn’t make it up the stairs. My wife had gotten past her anger and made me a bed on the sofa in the TV room.

      “I have to find Jim,” I said.

      “The cops are out looking for him. And besides, you need to rest.”

      I let her help me lie down. Soon, I was out.

      In my dream, I woke up in daylight. Jim was standing there with a dark red gash ringing his neck like a lei. I tried screaming, but when I opened my mouth, black blood gushed out—gallons of it running down the sofa. The dark pool formed a lake on the oval area rug, seeping into the grooves in the hardwood floor. Shiny parasitic creatures that looked like kidney worms writhed and convulsed in the blood. Had I coughed them up too?

      Someone touched me, and I opened my eyes. It was dark. Holly stood next to me in the Giants jersey I had bought her the previous summer. She looked so good—I wasn’t mad anymore. I took her hand.

      “You were moaning,” she said. “I could hear you upstairs.”

      “Bad dream. What do you think happened to Jim?”

      “I don’t know. But he can’t be too messed up if he walked away from the accident. He’s prob’ly at his house, sleeping it off.”

      “Maybe you’re right,” I said. “He was pretty damn drunk.”
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      I was in too much pain to go to work and decided to take a sick day. Though I felt terrible about not looking for my friend, I was a mess and wouldn’t be of much use. Having filed a missing person report, I figured the cops would locate Jim eventually.

      The police had impounded what was left of my car as evidence. They insisted it was standard procedure when someone went missing. Later, a Detective Van Gundy called to say he had taken a ride out to Jim’s house but didn’t find anyone.

      I felt stupid wearing the cervical collar when I returned to work, but Holly had insisted. And anyway, I owed her big for looking after me. Off and on throughout the day, I got headaches from the pressure on my jaw. There was an upside, though. My wife tied my shoes for me, which, even in my compromised state, got me aroused.

      At lunch, I took a walk outside, thinking I might see Jim. Everything appeared normal. Cars came and went. Mothers pushed children in strollers. And some girl dressed as the Statue of Liberty hawked burners on the sidewalk. A couple stewbums hung out under an elm tree, their short dogs tucked inside wrinkled brown paper bags. Some things never change.

      Tres Marias had always been a strange little backwater town. But over the next few days, the place I called home got even weirder. The local news reported that people had begun behaving erratically. Later, I saw one for myself at the pizza joint next to Staples.

      A delivery guy left the shop and, with short, halting steps, made his way to the parking lot. I tried greeting him as he passed me. His eyes were glazed over like he was on drugs—he didn’t know what planet he was on.

      The morning sports guy dubbed the condition “the jimmies.” Pretty soon, everybody was using the term. Two for one night. Bring a friend—even if he’s got the jimmies. Everyone thought it was funny till people began defecating in the street.

      Later, I saw that guy from the emergency room—the one with the goiter. Like the pizza dude, his gait was off, and he seemed unaware of his surroundings. Kids on skateboards followed him, imitating his walk. They laughed cruelly and called him a tard. If that had been me, I would’ve kicked their middle-school asses into next week. Instead, Goiter Man ignored them as he lurched down the sidewalk.

      A crowd had assembled in front of City Hall, which in true Tres Marias fashion, had originally been a saloon. The town replaced it with an office building in the early nineteen hundreds. Now, our seat of government stood proudly next to Dunkin’ Donuts.

      A man dressed in a crisp brown suit with a red pocket square stood on the steps with a bullhorn. Ormand Ferry, self-appointed leader of a nonprofit organization known as the Red Militia. In his spare time, he sold shoes. His beefy lieutenants, also wearing suits, formed a defensive line in front of him.

      One of them, I recognized—Travis Golightly, owner of the Beehive. That was the bar Jim and I used to hang out at in the old days. Travis was a well-known bully and racist who did not look good in a tie. We never paid any attention to his ravings, though. And anyway, the beer was cheap.

      While Red Militia members collected donations and handed out pamphlets, Ferry spoke passionately of the blood of our countrymen and the Apocalypse. Some in the crowd laughed, but I found his manner disturbing.

      He was slender and tan, with blond hair cut short like a Marine. He wore round glasses that glinted whenever he moved his head. And he wasn’t stupid. He made every effort to sound reasonable. Mostly, he talked about the charitable work his organization was doing. Feeding families in need and giving the homeless a place to sleep.

      I recalled reading something about Satan once. When he appeared, it wouldn’t be as a demon but as an ordinary-looking fellow with a convincing message of peace. As I moved past the crowd, a volunteer handed me a pamphlet. On the cover, a hand-drawn black wolf with bright red eyes slavered over a much smaller cowering family. At the top, there was a single word in large red print—Prepare.

      

      After two weeks, the cervical collar came off. A new set of X-rays showed that my vertebrae were fine. I hadn’t seen Jim, and the cops no longer seemed interested in finding him. Everyone thought he had wandered into the forest and died. A search party turned up nothing.

      When I was well enough, I looked for myself, but I never found him. Meanwhile, people’s pets went missing. Then a hunter found a deer that had been gored. It was barely breathing when the outdoorsman put it down.

      The latest news was all anybody wanted to talk about at Staples. People coming down with the jimmies and ritualistic animal mutilations.

      “It’s nothing,” Fred Lumpkin said. “Prob’ly rabid bats or something.”

      Fred was our store manager. Chubby and likable, he had a weakness for Baby Ruths and Diet Dr Pepper. He never got angry and was always good for an advance if someone found themselves a little short. Our boss was the kind of person who always saw the bright side, even when the evidence pointed to End of Days. I imagined him losing his shit one day and chopping everyone up with the fireman’s axe we kept in the back. Or, maybe he was genuinely kind.

      One night, in the middle of all this strangeness, Holly announced that she was going off the pill. My mind was a blank, and I became anxious. But once she explained—reasonably—how badly she wanted to start a family, I began to warm to the idea. Hell, we were young. And wasn’t this how it was supposed to be for married couples?

      “Are you sure?” I said.

      She punched me in the arm. “Well, come on. I wanna hear what you think.”

      “I don’t know. I’m scared, I guess?”

      “That’s okay. So am I.”

      I took her hand. “I never thought about me as a dad. Are you sure?”

      She was laughing now. “You literally asked me that already.”

      For the first time in our relationship, Holly trusted me. She believed that I had gotten control of my addiction and would make a suitable father. Maybe I was the man she’d hoped for—or at least within spitting distance.

      “Let’s do this,” I said and kissed her.

      Looking back, that was the happiest time of my life. I was sober, and I had a beautiful wife who loved me. Though my Camry had been totaled in the wreck, I was now the proud owner of a new Dodge truck. And I had a steady paycheck, which I figured would carry us if Holly decided to stop working. I was on top of the world.

      But you know happiness is always temporary, right?
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      The text message glowed as I awoke to the sound of a garbage truck outside. Let me just say I don’t like trouble. Better to avoid it—always. But sometimes trouble shows up and takes a shit on your welcome mat.

      
        
          
            
              
        When can i see u?

      

      

      

      

      

      Panic plowed into me like the van that hit Jim’s dog. Holly might’ve seen the message. Vaguely, I recalled hearing my phone chirp. Looking over, I realized I was alone.

      After dressing in a hurry, I jammed the phone into my jeans and headed for the stairs. My wife was sitting on the floor in the spare bedroom. She had on her work clothes. Blue light streamed in, illuminating her hair as she gazed out the window. She looked like a blonde angel.

      “What’re you doing?” I said.

      “Daydreaming. Once I’m pregnant, we’re going shopping for baby furniture. I already know what I want.”

      I kissed her head. “I need to shower.”

      “It’s your day off. What’s the hurry?”

      “I want to get an early start. That leaky toilet isn’t going to fix itself. And there’s the dodgy lock on the sliding glass door, and⁠—”

      “Aren’t you excited?”

      Wearing a stupid grin, I tried to think. What was there to be excited about?

      “You know, about a baby?”

      “Oh yeah,” I said. “I can’t wait.”

      

      I kept my phone with me in the bathroom. After a quick shower, I grabbed coffee and a bowl of cereal. Holly turned on the morning news. The top story was about a local woman who had gone missing. She was last seen days ago, going for a run.

      The way Holly was acting, I thought maybe she suspected something. Then again, if she had seen the text, I’d be dead.

      “We know her, right?” I said.

      “She’s our neighbor.”

      “Wow, I hope they find her.” I cleared the table.

      “Dave, is anything wrong?”

      The way she was looking at me made me nervous. “I’m making a mental list of everything I want to get done today.”

      “Don’t overdo it. You’re still recovering.”

      “Okay, Mom.”

      I rinsed off the dishes and placed them in the dishwasher. She pulled out her phone and snapped a pic. What now? Was she collecting evidence for the divorce?

      “There,” she said, showing me the photo. “The perfect husband.”

      She slung her purse over her shoulder and headed for the door. Before she was gone, I opened the refrigerator and grabbed her lunch. When I handed it to her, she pulled me in and kissed me.

      “I really wanna play hooky today,” she said. “Am I a bad person?”

      “New baby furniture, remember? Mucho dinero.” I kissed her. “Have fun at work.”

      “Right. I hear we’re getting in a pallet of red Swingline staplers.”

      “Say hi to Fred.”

      I waited for her to drive off before checking my phone. So far, no other texts. I reread the words. When can I see you? I was about to delete the message when another one appeared.

      
        
          
            
              
        R u there? I want to see u.

      

      

      

      

      

      A part of me thought that if I ignored the problem, it would go away. It was how I used to deal with my drinking. I know—real mature, right? But this was different. If I didn’t respond, the situation would escalate. Swallowing my bile, I replied.

      
        
          
            
              
        Now is good.
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      There was a Starbucks up the 5 in Redding. A lot of tourists stopped there on their way to Shasta Lake. We had decided to meet there to avoid seeing anyone we knew. Sipping tea out of a blue mug, she reacted to something on her phone. I took a seat across from her.

      With her shiny dark-brown hair pulled back, warm brown eyes, and full lips, she looked luscious. She wore a white V-neck T-shirt cut way low and denim shorts that showed off her tanned legs. I smelled the perfume I had bought her at Sephora. Everything about her was hungry for my company. Maybe if things had been different, I might have⁠—

      “Hey,” she said.

      “Why did you text me?”

      “Do you want a coffee or⁠—”

      “I want to know what we’re doing here.”

      I was somewhere between angry and turned on. It had been two months since Missy Soldado and I last saw each other. That was before the craziness in Tres Marias had started. Towards the end, I was going to her house two or three times a week.

      After quitting AA, I struggled to stay sober and needed a distraction. That’s what I told myself anyway. The truth was I had seen through my own bullshit and wanted to end the affair. But first, I needed as much of Missy as I could get before I shut her out of my life for good.

      I had planned to go to her house one last time and break it off clean. Naturally, we ended up in bed. It was the best sex I ever had with her in the six weeks we were together. Afterwards, I slunk away. I hadn’t seen or spoken to her since.

      “Why did you text me?” I said.

      “I had to see you again. Because I’ve been thinking a lot about us. I drove by Staples the other day and saw you talking to Holly. I almost walked in.”

      “You need to let this go.”

      “I know,” she said. “But I can’t.”

      “I never lied to you about my situation.”

      “People split up all the time.”

      “I’m not doing that.”

      “Let me guess. You feel some kind of obligation to her. What was she, your high school sweetheart?”

      “Lower your voice,” I said. “I love her.”

      “You loved me once. And you can’t be in love with two women, Dave.”

      “You’re right. Try to understand. Holly and I have been together for three years. We’re planning to start a family.” I thought about walking out.

      She stirred her tea. “I don’t believe you. You don’t have the cojones to get out of a dead relationship.”

      At the register, a family of four was ordering the works. In the corner, a businessman with a laptop and earbuds was on a conference call. At another table, some sincere-looking guy pitched life insurance to a middle-aged woman. Across from us, baby-faced Bible students argued about Corinthians and Saint Paul’s views on marriage. I would have given my soul to be any one of those people.

      “What did you see in me?” I said. “I’m an alcoholic. Was it because I’m married? You can have any guy you want.”

      “I don’t want somebody else.”

      Though she sounded vulnerable, I didn’t fall for it. “Don’t contact me anymore—I mean it.”

      She drummed her fingers on the table, the long, shiny red nails clicking. Looking up, she gave me a dark smile.

      “I’ll do what I have to,” she said.

      Getting up, I slammed my chair down next to her, giving her a scare. People stared. Did I mention I have a temper?

      “What do you mean?”

      Her eyes were shiny and defiant. “It means I love you, and I’m not giving up on us.”

      I hated her and wanted out. This wasn’t fair. Why couldn’t she understand that what happened, happened? Time to move on. Did this stupid girl actually believe she could talk me into leaving Holly?

      “Listen carefully, Missy,” I said. “I’m only going to say this once. There is no us. There’s you with your life and me with mine.”

      “I have no life! Okay?” All eyes were on us again, and she lowered her voice. “Not without you.”

      I noticed a barista talking to the manager. It was obvious what would come next. I had seen it a thousand times at the Beehive. First, they would ask us to leave. If we refused, they’d call the cops.

      Faking a laugh, she touched my face. “You’re so funny.”

      I snatched her wrist and placed her arm on the table. When I released it, I saw the reddish depression my fingers had left on her skin. Without another word, I walked out, nearly colliding with a toddler who had wandered away from his heavily tatted mother.

      “Watch it, asshole,” she said.

      

      I needed to think. Wandering the aisles at Home Depot always seemed to calm me. It must have been the orange aprons. On the way over there, I thought about Missy. We met when I started going to the gym. It was innocent at first. We would acknowledge each other on the treadmills and carry on with our workouts.

      After about a week, I stopped watching television with my earbuds and talked to her the whole time. I learned that she was a medical coder who worked out of her house. Though I found her attractive, I never thought about doing anything. In my mind, we were passing the time.

      One night, she told me someone tried to break into her house. She was scared and begged me to follow her home. I remember asking if she had a boyfriend she could call. I’m not in a relationship right now. I asked about her family. They don’t live in the area. Like an idiot, I agreed to help her out.

      There were no streetlights where Missy lived, and I could see why coming home at night would make her nervous. I stayed in my vehicle, watching as she parked in her driveway. She walked to the front door and, giving me a cute wave, went inside. No intruder. No danger. I assumed that was the end of it.

      The next time, she said she wanted to thank me for helping her out and offered to buy me a drink. When I told her about my history, she suggested Starbucks. In hindsight, I knew what I was doing. I fooled myself into thinking that nothing would happen. But I wanted it to—more than anything.

      Outside in the Starbucks parking lot, I walked her to her car. Grabbing my face, she kissed me. I should’ve pulled away, but I didn’t. When she pressed her firm, supple body against mine, I was gone. After that, I didn’t need to be talked into following her home.

      So, here’s the irony. It had been Holly’s idea for me to exercise. Part of her master plan to keep me off the sauce. Not that I’m blaming her for what happened—that was on me.

      Maybe Missy was bluffing. After all, the girl was twenty and emotional. In time, she would get over me. I sound like a dick. On my way home, my phone vibrated. Incredulous, I stared at the text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        This isn’t over, tty soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      Looking up, I slammed on my brakes at a red light where people were crossing. What if the bitch confronted Holly? I knew my wife. There would be no negotiation—she’d leave me cold. I couldn’t allow that to happen. Sure, I messed up, but I fixed it. I was supposed to be happy—supposed to make Holly happy.

      Something would have to be done.
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      I spent the afternoon organizing the basement. The whole time, I worried Missy would show up at the house. Later, when I walked into the kitchen, I found Holly still in her work clothes, chopping onions. The TV was on. I gave her a hug.

      “How was work?” I said.

      She nodded at the TV. “They haven’t found our neighbor yet.”

      We watched footage of police and community volunteers combing the forest with search and rescue dogs. I thought of my friend out there somewhere. By now, he was probably rotting in the pine needles.

      I rubbed her shoulders. “You must be tired.”

      “Just my feet. What have you been up to?”

      “The toilet upstairs doesn’t leak anymore. The sliding glass door locks now. And the basement is almost livable. Hey, maybe we can rent it out.”

      “Wait a sec. I want to call my mother and gloat.”

      “Also, I drove around the neighborhood putting up more flyers of Jim.”

      I kissed her neck and turned her around. Her eyes were watery from the onions. I kissed each of them.

      “Let me buy you dinner,” I said.

      Her body tensed. “What did you do?”

      “Why would you ask that?”

      “You didn’t get a speeding ticket?”

      “Can’t a guy take his wife out to dinner without it being⁠—”

      “Okay, sorr-eee. Clam down.”

      Holly had a charming habit of scrambling certain words at inappropriate times. My very own Mrs. Malaprop. She had picked up the habit from her late father, a career salesman. He’d used the technique to break the ice with new prospects.

      She scooped the onions into a plastic container and put away her apron. As I watched her, a feeling of raw desire came over me. Reaching around, I cupped her perfect breasts.

      Playfully, she slapped my hands away. “I thought we were going out.”

      “We will, I promise. But I need to take care of something first.”

      I spun her around and pulled her close. Laughing, she seemed to enjoy the attention.

      “Mr. Pulaski, why is there a road flare in your pants?”

      I was beyond hot. Scooping her up, I carried her upstairs as she fake-screamed and pretended to pound my chest. I was a caveman—I didn’t recognize myself. It was like I was meeting her for the first time. And I adored everything I saw.

      “I thought we agreed,” she said. “No animals in the house.”

      I let out a feral growl. As we reached the top of the stairs, the doorbell rang. I grabbed her butt.

      “Let’s pretend we’re not home.”

      “With both cars in the driveway?”

      Setting her down, I sighed theatrically and limped all the way to the front door. I was going to kill whoever had cock-blocked me.

      It was Detective Van Gundy. I had forgotten how large he was. He was around six-eight, with dark wavy hair, a worried brow, and smelling of cigarettes.

      “Can I come in for a minute, Mr. Pulaski?”

      This guy was a humorless bag of police procedure. And his being here made me nervous as we walked into the living room. Sitting on the floral sofa, he pushed his tree-trunk legs out in front of him. His shoes were easily size sixteens.

      “Play any basketball?” I said.

      He pointed at his chest. “Heart murmur.”

      The detective rose as Holly walked in wearing a loose-fitting summer dress. She had put on fresh makeup and looked gorgeous.

      “What’s going on?” she said.

      “I’m assuming Detective Van Gundy is here to give us an update on Jim.”

      “Oh?”

      I sat opposite the policeman as my wife leaned against the arm of the leather chair. I could smell her perfume. We found each other’s hands.

      “That’s not why I’m here,” he said. “We’re investigating several animal mutilations in the area near where your friend lives.”

      Holly side-eyed me. “I read about that in the paper. You don’t think Jim had anything to do with it?”

      “We’re considering the possibility. Would you describe Mr. Stanley as a violent person?”

      “No,” I said. “He drinks, though. But he never harmed anyone, even when he was hammered.”

      “How long have you known him?”

      “Since high school.”

      “And you, Mrs. Pulaski?”

      “Three or four years? Detective, you’re not asking these questions because of some missing pets.”

      The cop looked at his Frankenstein shoes as if seeing them for the first time. “This morning, a jogger found a body in the woods.”

      “Was it that missing woman? We saw the news report.”

      “We don’t know. There wasn’t much left.” He got up to leave. “I hope I didn’t ruin your evening.”

      “It’s fine,” Holly said. “I agree with my husband. I don’t think Jim could’ve done that.”

      Van Gundy nodded. “Let me know if you hear from him.”

      “We will,” I said and took his card.

      He was halfway out the door when he stopped. “I have to ask. Are you sure he hasn’t tried contacting you? It’s not uncommon for well-meaning people to protect their friends.”

      “I get it, but we haven’t seen him.”

      After the detective left, I put my arms around Holly and kissed her nose. I could always tell when she was upset.

      “That body… It’s our neighbor—I know it is. Whoever did it is wandering around Tres Marias.”

      “Let’s forget about it for now. I want us to have a good time.”

      “I’m not sure I feel like it.”

      “Honey, it’s got nothing to do with us. Come on.”

      “Fine. Let me get my purse.”

      

      I took Holly to our favorite Mexican restaurant, La Adelita. They had the best carne asada in the area.

      “That detective thought we were lying,” she said. “Don’t you think?”

      We drank iced tea, but what I wanted was a beer. And it didn’t help that there were people around us celebrating with oversize margaritas rimmed with salt.

      “What?”

      “Are you even listening to me?”

      “He’s a cop. It’s his job to be skeptical.”

      “Would you tell me the truth if you had seen Jim?”

      “Why would I lie about that?”

      “Forget I brought it up,” she said.

      

      A power outage had taken out the streetlights as we made our way home. We’d gotten past whatever was bothering her. On an impulse, she began massaging my leg.

      “I hope this is going somewhere,” I said.

      “We’ll see when we get home.”

      Up ahead, I spotted a dark figure on the side of the road, tottering towards us. I slowed and went around. As my headlight beams shone on him, he looked at us. His eyes were as vacant as an empty promise. Holding his head, he let out a horrifying shriek. I hit the gas.

      The sight of that weirdo put a damper on the foreplay. I kept thinking about how the virus was spreading. First, it was the jimmies. And now, apparently, the symptoms were getting worse. What if Holly or I got sick? Was there even a cure?

      At home in familiar surroundings, we couldn’t wait to get into bed. It was like when we were first dating. I smelled her hair and let myself get lost in it. Though I was ready to go off like a Roman candle, I took my time. Instead of straight sex, we made love. Afterwards, I held her.

      “We’re good together, aren’t we?” I said.

      “Like fleas and parrots.”

      I kissed her perfect fingers, her wedding ring. Holly was everything I wanted. And I would do anything to protect her—anything. I kissed her lips.

      “I love you so much.”

      “You butter,” she said and pushed me onto my back.
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      We read the headline in the morning newspaper—Man Finds Body of Missing Jogger. A local hunter discovered her in the woods. The body had been eviscerated. Dental records confirmed that the remains were those of the missing woman.

      Her name was Sarah Champion. She was a writer in her forties who enjoyed running in the forest. Holly and I had seen her many times on our way to work. She left behind a husband and two young sons. The hapless hunter was not considered a suspect.

      With the news of our neighbor’s slaying, a feeling of uneasiness took over our lives. Fear of the woods, fear of the night, and fear of other people. I considered purchasing a gun. When I mentioned this to Holly, she begged me not to. She hated guns and believed I would be borrowing trouble—a term her mother used.

      Driving to work, I didn’t see any of the flyers I had put up. Hundreds of new ones blanketed the telephone poles and streetlights. Instead of missing pets, all featured grainy photos of men, women, and children. The town was beginning to look like a war zone.

      Everyone at Staples was obsessed with Sarah’s murder. Some were convinced the hunter had killed Sarah himself and gone to the cops to toy with them. Those numbnuts watched too much cable television.

      “Had to be a drifter,” Fred said. He was incapable of believing anyone in Tres Marias would commit such an atrocity. “A psycho from across the border.”

      I gave him a knowing smile. “And by border, you mean Oregon?”

      “Or farther north even. Remember the Green River Killer?”

      “How do you explain the animal mutilations?”

      That was Zach, the wise-ass kid who spent all his time in the alley smoking dope when he was supposed to be stocking inventory.

      Fred regarded the pothead like a patient teacher. “Maybe there’s a rabid bear or⁠—”

      “I’ll bet someone with the jimmies did it.”

      Our manager had had enough. “Why don’t you unpack those fax machines like I told you.”

      “I’m tellin’ ya, man,” he said.

      Zach was the only employee the boss ordered around. The rest of us knew our jobs and did them without being asked. I often wondered why Fred didn’t fire him. I suppose it was because he considered himself a good judge of character and couldn’t admit he had made a hiring mistake.

      
      At Subway, Holly and I tried keeping the conversation light. But we always returned to the disturbing events that consumed our lives. For me, it wasn’t only the murder and the missing townspeople. I kept seeing Missy everywhere, and I was terrified she would confront me in front of my wife.

      “Don’t you like your sandwich?” Holly said.

      “Not that hungry, I guess.”

      “I like the way you held me this morning.”

      I happened to glance out the window. Missy stood across the way from us, looking defiant
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