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DEAD ON ARRIVAL

A Novel

Talon Black

For everyone who ever worked a job they loved

at a place that was already dying.

Stay loud. Keep moving. Don’t forget to rewind.

A NOTE ON THE RULES

This story has two narrators.

DEX tells her chapters herself, in first person, the way she tells every story: loudly, with profanity, and with frequent detours into strong opinions about cinema, personal hygiene, and the fundamental unfairness of the universe.

MAL is told in close third person, because Mal has spent twenty-three years being deeply uncomfortable with the first person — which is either a character flaw or a coping mechanism, and at this point the distinction no longer matters.

They are best friends. One of them has been in love with the other for three years, one month, and approximately eleven days. The other one is — well. That’s the book.

The zombies are secondary to all of this. But they are very important secondary characters, and they would like that on the record.

ACT ONE: THE END OF DUNMORE

Or: Everything Was Already Terrible and Now It’s Also This
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CHAPTER ONE
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In Which the Dead Start Walking and I’m Not Even Surprised

Dex

❖   

The thing about working at a video store that’s already dying is that when actual death shows up, you’re sort of prepared for it.

Not spiritually prepared. I’m not claiming I had a plan. I’m saying that when you’ve spent two years watching Rewind Video circle the drain — when you’ve personally witnessed every Blockbuster in a thirty-mile radius suck the soul out of a locally-owned business the way a black hole eats light, except louder and with worse carpeting — you develop a working relationship with ambient doom. You get comfortable with it. You stop noticing it the same way you stop noticing a smell after the first hour.

The doom was ambient. Right up until it wasn’t.

It was a Tuesday in September, 1987. We were having the usual Tuesday at Rewind Video: no customers, Mötley Crüe on the tape deck, and me reorganizing the horror section for the fifth time that week because I have strong opinions about where Return of the Living Dead goes. Answer: the front. Obviously the front. It is a masterpiece. Roger Ebert is wrong about it. Roger Ebert is wrong about a great many things, but he is most wrong about that.

The store smelled like carpet cleaner and Marlboros and the faint chemical ghost of ten thousand rewound VHS tapes. There was a hand-lettered sign on the counter that said BE KIND, REWIND or face a $1.00 charge. I’d made it myself, the summer of ’85, with a red Sharpie and more conviction than I currently had about anything. The counter was sticky in the corner where someone had spilled a Pepsi in March and I hadn’t cleaned it properly and was never going to clean it properly. A string of Halloween lights I’d put up in October of 1986 was still on the horror shelf because they looked good there and holidays are a scam anyway.

The TV behind the counter was a small Zenith with rabbit ears that I kept tuned to Channel 7 at low volume so the store didn’t feel completely dead. Right now Channel 7 was running a news break between game shows, and the anchor was doing that thing news anchors do when they’re trying to sound calm about something not calm.

“— reports of unrest continuing in Dunmore County following last night’s train derailment on Route 40, with emergency services asking residents of the south and west districts to remain indoors and avoid—”

I turned up the tape deck. Mötley Crüe got louder.

Look. In my defense: this is Indiana. There are always reports of unrest. There is always something on Route 40. The railroad tracks through Dunmore County had seen three minor derailments since I’d been alive, and each one had produced the same news-anchor voice and the same nothing-much-happened aftermath. I filed it under Background Noise, which is where Indiana news lives.

I went back to reorganizing horror.

Mr. Hendricks came in at three-fifteen. He always came in at three-fifteen on Tuesdays. He was sixty-two, retired, and had watched every John Wayne picture we owned approximately forty times each. He smelled like Ben-Gay and pipe tobacco and he always, always forgot to rewind.

“Afternoon, Dexter,” he said. He was the only person who called me Dexter and I let him because he was sixty-two and it made him happy.

“Hey, Mr. H.” I climbed down from the step stool. “You returning the Duke?”

“Already rewound it this time.” He set the case on the counter with the pride of a man who has just done something profoundly difficult.

“Miracle of miracles.”

“Say, have you got the news on? Something going on out south of town. My neighbor Carol said she saw—”

The door opened.

The little bell above it rang. That was the other customer. I registered this the way I registered all customers: a flicker of professional alertness before my eyes went back to whatever I was doing.

Except this one didn’t go to the shelves.

This one stood in the doorway and just — stood there. Door half open. The bell still swinging. She was Mrs. Paoletti, from the subdivision on Maple Creek Road, and I knew her — that’s the part the movies never get right, that the apocalypse shows up wearing a face you know. She rented romantic comedies, two at a time, and always paid her late fees without arguing, which put her in roughly the top five percent of our customer base. She was a nice woman. I want that on the record before I tell you the rest of it.

She was wearing a housedress and one bedroom slipper. The other foot was bare.

Her eyes were wrong.

That was the first thing. I can’t describe it more specifically than that. They were her eyes — same shape, same color — but they weren’t doing what eyes do. They weren’t landing on anything. They were just — aimed. Like a flashlight with no battery, still pointed but no longer illuminating.

The second thing I noticed was the bite mark on her shoulder.

The third thing I noticed was that she had started moving toward Mr. Hendricks.

“Mrs. Paoletti?” I said. My voice came out smaller than I wanted it to.

She opened her mouth. What came out was not words and not not-words. It was something in between, a grinding, wet thing that made the small hairs on my arms immediately stand up and start filing their resignations.

“Good lord,” Mr. Hendricks said.

Then she bit him.

Not a little bite. Not a confused bite. She bit his arm with the commitment of someone who had wanted to do this for a long time, her head going down and her jaw going up in a way that human jaws are not supposed to go, and Mr. Hendricks screamed and I was already moving because — I don’t know. Because I’d watched too many horror movies. Because some part of my brain that had been meticulously educated by seventeen years of creature features and slashers and zombie pictures finally got to do something useful.

I grabbed the first thing that came to hand. This was the VHS rewinder that we kept on the counter — a plastic shell shaped like a race car, a promotional item from some distributor, completely useless as a weapon except that it was solid and heavy and right there.

So that’s how I learned what a rewinder is actually for. It’s for the moment you understand, with your whole body, that there is no rewinding this — that whatever happened to Mrs. Paoletti has no tracking knob and no be-kind clause and does not, under any circumstances, go back.

I hit Mrs. Paoletti with the VHS rewinder. The plastic shell cracked against her temple with a sound like someone stepping hard on a yogurt container — dull and dense and completely wrong — and her head snapped sideways with a momentum that her body didn’t follow. A dark thread of something tracked across the New Releases shelf.

She fell down.

She got back up.

“Oh, come on,” I said.

Mr. Hendricks was pressed against the New Releases shelf, clutching his arm. The bite was bad — I could see it from across the counter, dark and already swelling. He was going to need a hospital. I was going to get him to a hospital. But first I needed to deal with Mrs. Paoletti, who was upright again and doing that not-landing-on-anything thing with her eyes and making that sound.

I grabbed the fire extinguisher from under the counter.

I hit Mrs. Paoletti with the fire extinguisher. Both hands, full swing, the canister connecting with the side of her skull with a dense, meaty thunk I felt all the way up to my shoulders and that left a dark wet smear along the red cylinder I was going to have to think about later, or possibly never.

She fell down again. She started getting up again. There was definitely something wrong with her that went beyond my ability to solve with available hardware store products.

“Mr. H.,” I said, “I need you to go out the back door. Right now.”

“What—”

“The back. Door. The one by the stockroom. It opens into the alley. Go.” I came around the counter, keeping the extinguisher between me and Mrs. Paoletti, who was on her hands and knees and making progress toward vertical at a rate that I found extremely concerning. “Do not stop. Do not look back. Go to the library and lock yourself in and call the police.”

“What about you?”

“I’m right behind you.”

I was not immediately behind him. I was behind him by approximately four minutes, during which Mrs. Paoletti got all the way up, grabbed a display rack of blank VHS tapes, fell over it, and gave me enough of a window to do two things:

One: grab my leather jacket from under the counter.

Two: grab a tape from the horror shelf. I don’t know why. Muscle memory. Emergency protocols. The tape was Return of the Living Dead and I shoved it into my jacket pocket because I’d done that a hundred times, putting aside a good tape to watch later, and some part of my brain was still running on normal-Tuesday firmware.

I went out the back door and I ran.

Outside was not great.

The alley behind Rewind Video runs behind a strip of stores on the main drag of Dunmore — Panel Line Comics, a Subway that’s been closed since April, a tax preparer’s office, a nail salon. There were two zombies in the alley. I know that word now. I’m using it now. At the time my brain had a different label for them — wrong-people, broken-people, the-same-thing-as-Mrs.-Paoletti — but zombie works and it’s shorter.

There were two of them. One was in a business suit and had clearly had a very bad commute. One was in a bathrobe. They both turned when I came through the door. They both had those not-landing eyes. They both made the sound.

I had a fire extinguisher.

I pulled the pin and I let them have it in the face. The CO2 hit like a fist — both of them lurching backward hard, Business Suit stumbling over his own feet with a grunt that sounded wet and wrong, a dark mist catching the light between us for one frame that I did not examine closely and was not going to think about again if I could possibly help it.

That worked. Sort of. It confused them long enough for me to move, which was all I needed.

I ran for the only place I was going to go, which was Panel Line Comics, which shared a thin wall with Rewind Video and had a door in the alley approximately twelve feet from my door, and inside which was the one person in the world I needed to find right now.

I hammered on the alley door with both fists.

“MAL,” I yelled. “Mal, open the DOOR, it is VERY IMPORTANT that you open the DOOR RIGHT NOW—”

The door opened.

Malcolm Reeves was standing there with a longbox of bagged-and-boarded comic books held over his shoulder like a baseball bat. He was wearing his glasses and a flannel shirt over an Iron Maiden tee and he looked at me and then at the alley and then back at me with an expression that I recognized from three years of best-friendship as his This Is Bad And I’m Processing It As Quickly As I Can face.

“Zombies?” he said.

“Oh, like you already knew.”

“I could hear you through the wall. Also there are about a dozen of them on the main street.”

I pushed past him into the store. He followed, pulling the door shut behind us, and something in my chest unclenched by exactly one notch — a notch I’d apparently been carrying for three years and had simply stopped noticing, the way you stop noticing a smell.

“What happened?” he said.

“Mrs. Paoletti bit Mr. Hendricks.”

“How bad?”

“She bit through his jacket.”

He closed his eyes for exactly one second. “Okay,” he said. “Okay. We need to go.”

“Yes. We do. That was going to be my next sentence.”

“Where?”

This was the right question. This was the only question. I looked around the dim interior of Panel Line Comics — the longboxes, the display racks, the poster of Spider-Man on the wall that Mal had owned since he was fourteen and brought here because he thought it looked professional — and I thought about Dunmore, Indiana, and the thirty thousand people who lived there, and the ones who were now apparently not living there, and what you do when the place you’ve always been stuck in suddenly gets catastrophically more sticky.

On the Zenith TV in the corner, which Mal kept tuned to the news, a different anchor was now saying different things. The phrase “emergency broadcast” came up. The phrase “do not attempt to engage” came up. The phrase “proceed to the nearest government-designated safe zone” came up.

Then the emergency broadcast gave way to static. Then, faintly, through the static, a voice.

“This is Echo Station. We are broadcasting on AM frequency 1040. We are located at the old Hoover Air Force Base outside Reno, Nevada. We have food, clean water, medical facilities, and fortified walls. If you are hearing this, begin moving west. We repeat: begin moving west. This is Echo Station. We are here. We are waiting. Come west.”

Mal and I looked at each other.

“Nevada,” he said.

“That’s over a thousand miles.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

I thought about this for as long as I had, which was approximately four seconds, because there were zombies on the main street and one of them was now pressing its face to Panel Line’s front window.

“I know where we can get a van,” I said.

❖   

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO
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In Which I’ve Been In Love With Her for Three Years and Today Seems Like a Good Time to Finally Do Something About It

Narrator: It Was Not, Technically, a Good Time Mal

❖   

Mal had been in love with Dex Calloway for three years, one month, and approximately eleven days, and he had come to think of this as a geological feature of his life — like a fault line running through everything, always there, occasionally causing tremors, never quite resolving into the actual earthquake.

He hadn’t told her. Obviously he hadn’t told her. She was his best friend. She was the person he called when he got a flat tire at eleven PM on a Tuesday (she had shown up with a flashlight and a strong opinion about the structural integrity of his spare, and she had been right about the spare). She was the person who had eaten gas station sushi with him on a dare and then spent the subsequent four hours helping him be sick and had never, ever mentioned it again — which Mal considered one of the great underrated acts of love available to a human being. She was the person he heard through the thin wall between their shops every single day, playing her tapes too loud and arguing with customers about whether The Evil Dead was a horror film or a comedy. (It is a horror film. The argument is still entertaining. He had, some days, let it run longer than it needed to, just to keep listening.)

She was essential to the furniture of his days.

You don’t tell the furniture you’re in love with it. It makes everything weird, and then you have to get new furniture, and the old furniture was load-bearing.

So: three years, one month, eleven days. The fault line running quiet.

And then the zombies.

Mal had heard the commotion through the wall before it got bad enough to constitute a crisis. He’d heard the bell over Rewind Video’s door, which he’d always been able to hear, and then he’d heard something that wasn’t the normal sound of a customer — something wrong-shaped, like a word with the vowels removed. He’d heard Dex’s voice, which he could identify at thirty yards through concrete, and her voice had done something it almost never did.

It had pitched upward.

He’d grabbed the longbox immediately. This was not a reasoned decision. The longbox was there — a full box of bagged-and-boarded back issues, maybe forty pounds of Silver Age comics — and it was the heaviest thing in arm’s reach, and his body had made the decision before his brain caught up with the situation. He’d gone to the alley door and he’d put his hand on the latch and he’d stood there listening.

BRAINS, something had said, on the other side of the wall. Guttural and wrong and also, unmistakably, an actual word, which was somehow worse than a sound.

He’d looked out the small window set into the alley door. There were two people out there who were not behaving like people. There was Dex’s door, closed. He’d waited, and the waiting was the worst nine seconds of his life to that point — a record about to be broken many times over the coming weeks.

She’d come through her door like she’d been launched from a cannon. She’d hit his door with both fists. He’d opened it.

She looked — she looked like herself, was the thing. Hair a disaster, streak of bleach bright against the black. Leather jacket. Misfits tee with the sleeves cut off. The fire extinguisher in her hands like she’d been born holding it and had just been waiting for the right moment. Her eyes were huge but they were her eyes, bright and landing on everything, and he’d felt the fault line shudder and then she’d pushed past him into the shop and he’d shut the door on the world.

“Mrs. Paoletti bit Mr. Hendricks,” she’d said, and Mal’s mind had done what his mind did in crisis situations: it filed, sorted, and began building a framework.

Mrs. Paoletti: 58, rented romantic comedies, had complained twice about late fees in ways that had been uncomfortable for everyone present. Not previously known to bite.

Mr. Hendricks: 62, John Wayne, never rewound.

Current situation: something had happened to Mrs. Paoletti, and it was contagious through bites, and there were at least a dozen of the same thing on the main street, and the radio was broadcasting a signal from Nevada.

“Nevada,” he’d said.

“That’s over a thousand miles.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

And now they were in the alley, moving, because Dex said she knew where to get a van, and when Dex said she knew where to get something it was always true, even when it was also frequently illegal.

“Your uncle Pete,” Mal said. He was keeping up with her — she walked fast under normal circumstances and was currently moving at a pace that would have won her regional speed-walking competitions — and keeping the longbox up on his shoulder and scanning the alley for movement. “The van he uses for landscaping.”

“You know about the van?”

“I know about all your uncle’s vehicles. We talk. He sold me a first-edition Amazing Spider-Man number 31 for twenty dollars because he thought it was just a comic book.”

“Did you tell him what it was worth?”

“I told him it was worth exactly the twenty dollars he asked for.”

Dex made a sound that was, under the circumstances, extremely close to a laugh. “You’re terrible.”

“I’m adaptable.”

The alley opened onto Birch Street, which was the backstreet behind the main drag, and Birch Street was — bad. Not maximum bad. Not the kind of bad that the movies would later mythologize into something cinematic. But bad in the way that the mundane always goes bad: incrementally, and with terrible specificity. There was a woman in a fast food uniform turned away from them, moving wrong, her name tag still on. There was a dog — alive, just scared, pressed against a chain-link fence. There was a car with all four doors open and the engine still running and nobody in it, a Whitney Houston song playing through the doors to no one.

Mal took a breath and took inventory. He did this. It was either a useful survival skill or a coping mechanism and at this point the distinction no longer mattered.

Things he had: Himself. Dex. A fire extinguisher, now in Dex’s hands. A longbox of forty pounds of comics. His glasses, which were essential. His flannel, which had a useful pocket situation. His knowledge of the town, which was complete because he’d lived here his whole life and had never found a compelling enough reason to leave — except that he didn’t want to be a person who stayed in Dunmore his whole life, and he was losing that argument with himself on a daily basis.

Things he needed: a vehicle. A map. The radio frequency. Food and water, which he could get from Panel Line’s backroom — he’d been living primarily on peanut butter crackers and Diet Coke for three years, a personal failing that had just reclassified itself as a stockpile.

Things he was not going to think about: the way Dex’s hand had grabbed his wrist, briefly, back in the alley, to pull him after her. The specific pressure of it — the wrist seemed to be keeping its own record. How that had felt. How it always felt. The fault line, choosing this moment to remind him it was there.

He filed it. He was good at filing things. He had three years of practice.

“Left on Birch, then through the parking lot,” Dex said.

“There’s one ahead. Don’t run. Walk. Don’t look at its face.”

“How do you know that?”

“The Night of the Living Dead rules are probably applicable until we have better data.” He adjusted the longbox. “Don’t run. Running attracts them. The ones I could see from the main street were moving toward sound and movement.”

Dex looked at him sideways. It was a particular look — the one she deployed when he said something useful, as though she were slightly annoyed by it and also filing it away for later reference. He’d catalogued this look extensively. He was not going to think about that.

They crossed Birch Street slowly, giving the fast-food zombie wide berth. It tracked toward them, head swinging in that hinged, mechanical way, and then they were past it and it was behind them and then they were in the parking lot behind Gary’s Hardware and then they were on Elm, which was residential, and things were quieter.

Three blocks. Five blocks. Pete Calloway’s property was at the end of a cul-de-sac, a ranch house with a two-car garage, a yard full of equipment and ambition and half-finished projects that were testament to a man with many enthusiasms and moderate follow-through. The garage door was closed. The house windows were dark.

“He’s not home,” Dex said, producing a key from somewhere in her jacket. “He went to his sister’s in Columbus last week.”

“Convenient.”

“He’s going to be absolutely fine. Columbus is a long way from whatever’s happening here.” She said it in a specific way, with a specific flatness, and Mal recognized that she was telling herself this rather than him, and he did not argue with it.

The garage smelled like oil and cut grass and something herbal that definitely wasn’t grass, in the way that most things in Pete Calloway’s orbit definitely weren’t what they claimed to be. The van was there: a 1979 Dodge B200, the brown of a very old bruise, with rust patches on both rear wheel wells and a bumper sticker that said HAVE A NICE DAY, JERK. The side was covered in Grateful Dead stickers and a few Allman Brothers ones and a hand-lettered stripe of racing green paint that had been added at some point for reasons nobody had ever been able to fully explain.

It was glorious. It was terrible. It was, most importantly, a vehicle.

“Does it run?” Mal asked.

“Pete drives it every week.” Dex was already at the driver’s door. “Get in.”

He got in.

The interior smelled like the garage, with added notes of fast food and, improbably, lavender. There was a cassette deck. There was a boombox on the floor of the back, which was empty of seats — Pete used it for hauling — with a stack of tapes beside it. Mal checked: AC/DC, Iron Maiden, Mötley Crüe, Led Zeppelin, the Clash, something labeled DRIVING FAST in Dex’s handwriting, which meant Dex had spent enough time in this van to make it a tape. He filed that, too. He filed it somewhere good.

The van started on the third try.

On the AM dial, spinning through static, Mal found it: a clear voice, calm and insistent, cycling through the same message with the patience of something that intended to keep saying it until someone listened.

“This is Echo Station. AM frequency 1040. Hoover Air Force Base, Nevada. Food, water, medical facilities, fortified walls. If you are hearing this, begin moving west. We are here. We are waiting—”

Dex was listening. In the side mirror, Mal could see smoke rising from somewhere on the other side of Dunmore — black and thick, the kind that meant something large. The afternoon light was going amber the way it did in September, turning everything golden and a little elegiac, and he thought: this is the last Tuesday that Dunmore will ever have.

He thought: I’m going to drive west with her for a thousand miles and I’m not going to say anything, because now is not the time, and there will probably be a time, and when there is I will be ready.

He was almost certainly not going to be ready. He knew this about himself the way he knew the route numbers. But it was a comforting sentence to think, the way some lies are comforting, and he let himself have it.

“West,” Dex said.

“West,” he agreed.

She put the Bastard — she named it immediately, four minutes after they acquired it, with the ease of someone who had been waiting for this van her whole life — in reverse and backed out of Pete Calloway’s garage into the late afternoon of the last Tuesday, and they drove.

He thought, in the specific way he’d been thinking all afternoon: she’s going to be fine. Not as reassurance — he wasn’t inclined toward reassurance for its own sake — but as an assessment. Dex Calloway had been fine in every situation he’d seen her in over three years, including the ones specifically designed to make her not fine. She had the specific quality of someone who had organized themselves around continuing.

The Bastard pulled onto the highway and she accelerated to sixty and he opened the atlas and found Indiana and started building the route west, and behind them Dunmore was smoke and before them was everything else, and she was driving with both hands and her jaw set, which was her determined face, which he knew from three years of watching it through a shared wall.

He thought: we’re going to be okay.

He wrote Rule One: Don’t get bitten.

He wrote Rule Two: If it’s making the sound, it isn’t a person anymore. Don’t wait to be sure.

He started on Rule Three and thought: west. Just: west. That was the direction. That was enough.

Rule Three: Drive west.

He looked at it. He thought: it’s not a very complicated rule. He thought: some things don’t need to be complicated. He thought, and did not write down: some things you have been overcomplicating for three years, one month, and approximately eleven days.

He capped the pen.

❖   
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In Which We Steal a Van and Make Several Questionable Decisions

Dex

❖   

The rules of a road trip, pre-apocalypse:

1. Driver picks the music. 2. Everyone splits gas. 3. No complaining about the driver’s music. 4. At least two people stay awake at all times. 5. The first person to say “are we there yet” gets left at a rest stop.

Post-apocalypse, I was adding:

6. When in doubt, drive faster. 7. Zombies are always the right exit. 8. No one names the van. (I named the van. The Bastard. Obviously. Rule 8 was dead on arrival, which, given everything, felt thematically appropriate.)

We got out of Dunmore without dying, which I’m choosing to frame as a victory rather than an accident. The south end of town was already gone — I could see the smoke from the highway on-ramp, thick and black and wrong-smelling in the way that burning things are wrong-smelling when the burning things are also biology. The radio was running the Echo Station broadcast on a loop, and between loops it ran emergency government instructions about staying calm and proceeding to designated safe zones, which: ha.

Mal had his flannel off and wrapped around a gash on his forearm. He’d gotten it on the way out — a corner of something, not a bite, we had confirmed this repeatedly and would continue to confirm it every twenty minutes or so because that was apparently our new normal — and he was pressing it and looking at the map that he’d had in his glove compartment, because of course he kept a road atlas in his glove compartment. He was a person who kept a road atlas in his glove compartment. He was that exact kind of person — and the world had just become the kind of world where that exact kind of person was the one you wanted in the passenger seat.

I loved him for it. I loved him for the atlas and the pressed flannel and the longbox of comics that was now taking up a third of the Bastard’s cargo space. I was not going to say that. I was not going to think about why I wasn’t going to say that. Moving on.

“We need gas before Indianapolis,” he said. “We’re at maybe a quarter tank.”

“There’s a Casey’s at exit 37.”

“There’s probably also zombies at exit 37.”

“Probably. But there’s also gas at exit 37, and I would rather have gas and zombies than no gas and also zombies, which is where we’re headed if we don’t stop.”

He looked at me over the rim of his glasses. This look had a taxonomy too. This was the you’ve made a solid point and I’m mildly irritated about it look, which was different from the this is a terrible idea and I’m going along with it look, which was different again from the I’m worried and I’m not going to say so directly look. He had a lot
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