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  FOR YOU, THE LIVING


  For Rachel Drummond.


  With thanks to Bob Maddock, for keeping track of the body count in Milligan's 137.


  The most fortunate ones simply let the veins in their foreheads bulge until they exploded. Others saw this as a form of suicide and tried their best to monkey the attempt. With only a few it was good to go; the colder weather made it that much more difficult. Others, their spines slid out of their assholes or they just went mindfuck and tried to embrace anything in sight, including their own intestines.


  Sherideen and I talked about the visceral aspects during the first days we met, after the plague made it to Chicago. Love among the viruses, we touched our fingers to each other's palms without worry of them slitting open like old lampshades. We took turns lying on top of each other in a Gold Coast apartment; the previous tenant was either dead, fled, or crazy in the streets thirty stories below. It's winter now; the only way you can hear them scream is if one of them makes it into the stairwell.


  They don't last long in the stairwells. If they don't get shot right off by one of the Streets & San men, all the leg lifting makes the spinal cord sluice out that much easier.


  No, the high rises are safe. The view outside is that of the building across Guignol Street, but you can see the sun come up over Lake Michigan if it isn't overcast.


  Romantic as hell with a woman in your arms. But now Sherideen's gone. I find myself frightened with the thought of my impending death.


  They said it was politics that made strange bedfellows, but the same can be said for plagues. We never did get much information from the outside before everything went all to hell. But I met Sherideen MacLaren and that sufficed for me. A tender mercy in the last days of humanity. I know that things will never be back to normal. We will all be dead. This is the big time.


  The virus was called Treats when it was big on the Southern coast. Like in trick or treat, as it was AIDS and could be traced back down to one single entity, whether it be an African monkey or a twenty-buck bottle blonde in the life on Bliss Street in New Orleans.


  The damn thing evidently came out of a test tube in one of those underground Nevada bases, the kind you always read about in the tabloids. Little grey spaceheads at Groom Lake who love to eat strawberry ice cream. The things we got walking the streets now would love to power lunch on the nearest Treats-Negative's guts.


  It has been suspicioned that the virus – which would have eventually involved inoculations – would be for anyone who tested HIV-Positive without showing the carrying signs of Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome. Yea, I know we all call it AIDS. But what if this little journal goes unnoticed for decades or longer, and the remaining fringes of society have forgotten the luxuries of abbreviations. I guess they'd be S.O.L., huh?


  Don't mind my delirium. It has nothing to do with Treats.


  I want to tell you about some of the things I saw. And, after I met Sherideen, some of the moments we shared. Testaments of how hard it is to let go.


  An aside here: remember that asshole saying, if you love something, let it go. If it doesn't come back, hunt it down and kill it. Treats affects the auto-erotic system. Kind of the notion of people thinking with their dicks or gashes taken to the extreme. Either way, head shots take care of it good. Just like in those wonderfully spooky-scary zombie movies.


  I'd like to think that this tale will have a happy ending. Thing is, you'll have to be the judge. I'm just the jury and the executioner right now.


  "I'm terrified inside, Sher." I found out quickly enough that she didn't mind being called anything but Sherry, and that my early attempts at dialogue were like predictable lines in a low budget movie.


  "Of me, or of the plague?" Her sepia eyes, never blinking when she was listening closely.


  "Both."


  I think back to those words often. Hearing them echo in my head over and over, tumbling images like a hennaed woman in a yellow pillbox hat saying, "You'll just love Dallas, Mr. President."


  Her voice heard over the sound of the rifle going off.


  "Of me, or of the plague?"


  "You'll just love Dallas."


  So here goes. Typical day for me, I get up around dawn. Even if sleeping was hard in the summer months. Skittering screams like bats, gunshots making head pops sound like cars backfiring. You get used to it. We never had any reason to change the clocks to reflect Daylight Savings time come October, but you can't help it; the sun comes up over Lake Michigan, even under a gauzy sky, and the concept of morning hits you like you're a vampire. On a sunny day, light bouncing off of a thousand Gold Coast windows.


  For a while, back in the autumn, there were yachts on the lake. The owners afraid to dock. We shot up flares – I'm with what is called the gold team, the blue team works nights, natch – but they never came in. One morning in early October, they were gone. Maybe they tried crossing over to Michigan, though it is my understanding that the Coast Guard stations at Ludington and grand Haven were shooting everyone on sight, signs of symptoms or not.


  Treats started in the South, spread up through the Great Plains for some damn reason – maybe it was the Bible Belt's doing, who knew? – and into the Rust Belt. I have no knowledge of what is happening on the West Coast. Maybe this will be over quicker than I expected, some new and improved treatment to counteract this mess will slouch into Bethlehem to be born. Maybe Buddy and Jesus and Relling will get a chance to read these words.


  There's always hope. Hey, if we can bomb the holy shit out of Iraq, who knows what the military can come up with under pressure. For right now, though, we're on our own. No help from Great Lakes or the Glenview Naval Station, if anyone is still out there.


  The late February sky is the same color as the Treats-Positive's skins. Hell of it is, it's also the same color as my intestinal wall. I shot a hole in my gut a few minutes ago. Just before I started writing this.


  And the only thing I feel is horny.


  The last few weeks we've been headquartered in the 565 North Lake Shore Drive Building. When the shit went down during the dog days, we first thought that it was hallucinogenics in the water system that got people causing more trouble than welfare mothers. Then, when there were reports of gay men tearing up the grounds at Graceland Cemetery to fuck their dead lovers' corpses, the cops knew something worse was amiss. They actually used the word "amiss" in the papers, like in a crime novel.


  It got worse right quick. We were lucky, being in the Loop. Good old Daley City. Bordered by the lake, the river, and spaghetti bowl of interstate ramps. This being Chicago, the individual alderman acted quicker than the National Guard armories. The 42nd Ward was us and we said fuck it. The city was fragmenting and we were getting little information. Unlike Baghdad, CNN wasn't sending anybody in to collate information on the weird outbreaks. Details were sketchy. The homosexuals around Diversey Parkway were being summarily executed. Most Northsiders fled to the suburbs; quick-thinking police in the high-income North Shore suburbs of Glencoe and Winnetka piled the to-be-expected corpses onto METRA trains and waited for the Treaters to climb aboard for their pathetic attempts at satisfaction. Switches were pulled at the train stations as often as those in the polling booths on Election Day – Cook County: Vote Early…and Vote Often! – and the Necrophiliac Express was back in Chicago to stay.


  It is to City Hall's credit that we have lived this long. Since November, the Department of Streets and Sanitation has provided "martial law" to those of us stranded here in the Loop.


  By the time the Treats-Positives were rolling into Union Station, hearty from eating out quietly literally their companions and, in a few cases, themselves, the easiest thing to do was to run the brain-dead sexfucks into the ground with Chicago's infamous fleet of snowplows, then follow through and mulch them. Like on the commercial for the double-edged razor.


  For weeks, all we could secure was the area within the North Branch of the Chicago River, Lake Michigan, and the Eisenhower Expressway.


  Twenty blocks of office buildings and small shops. I was working in one of the latter, a comic book shop at Van
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