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Part One: The Event

​


​
Chapter One

“Tenn, you need to take a
break, Hon. You’re going to get eyestrain.”

I looked up from my laptop and smiled at
Zoni standing there in her short, clingy black and white nightshirt
that barely covered anything. She was tiny, but she had curves and
knew how to use them to make my interest rise. She was holding a
coffee mug in one hand, and her other hand rested on one of those
delectable curves.

“I’m okay, baby. I just want to get a couple
of chapters done.”

She smiled. “Here, take this and relax.
You’ve been at that for hours.”

I sighed. “I know, I know, but I want to get
as much finished as I can before the wedding.” I grinned as I swung
my chair around from the small fold-up table I called my desk.
“We’re going to be way too busy afterward.” I pulled my cute and
sexy lady onto my lap as she set the mug beside my pencil
holder.

I held her, thinking back over the last
three years since I graduated with a bachelor’s in education, a
desire to teach, and a dream of someday being a published writer. I
mused on my incredible luck at having found her in the middle of
all of that.

*

I met her at a cookout the summer after my
first year as a middle school English teacher.

“Meet Zoni Avery,” said our mutual friend
Lauren as she handed us glasses of something alcoholic. “She
teaches music at the new school of the arts.”

I smiled down at the petite, cute, high
school music teacher as I took the glass from Lauren. I didn’t
believe in love at first sight. That’s usually lust, or at least it
was for me, but the instant attraction I felt on meeting Zoni was
different. It was more of a connection, and it made me a believer.
I fell into her big beautiful brown eyes, and something on a deep
level inside said, “This is it. This is the one.”

“Zoni, meet Tennessee Murray. He teaches
English.”

Zoni looked up at me with those big brown
eyes - and laughed.

Someone called Lauren’s name, and she said,
“Uh-oh, gotta go, guys. Somebody wants my services. You two talk to
each other. Grab yourselves something to eat from the stack on the
counter. I’ll be back.” She took off for the gazebo at the bottom
of the yard.

I raised an eyebrow at this woman I just met
who seemed to find my name so amusing.

“Um, is my name that funny?”

Shaking her head, she grinned and said, “Oh,
no, it just that… well, everyone calls me Zoni, but my name is
actually Arizona.”

Okay. I saw it then and had to crack a grin
of my own.

Then, as her eyes danced mischievously, she
said, “Furthermore, my little sister Minnie’s name is
Minnesota.”

It was getting good. I chuckled. “I have an
older sister whom we call Missy. Can you guess her name?”

She stared at me, unsure if I was putting
her on. Then she said, “It wouldn’t be Mississippi, would it?”

“Bingo. Hey, you got it right off.” I
laughed as she almost spit out her drink.

“For real?” she asked, trying not to
strangle. “I just said that because I thought you were messing with
me!”

I grinned. “Nope, no kidding. Her name is
Mississippi.”

“What are the odds? Here we are just
meeting, and both have parents that saw fit to name their kids for
states!” she said, shaking her head.

We laughed about it and spent the rest of
the evening together, shooing away Lauren when she came back.

She was from Baltimore and was surprised
that I was born in Charlotte. “You don’t sound like a Southerner,”
she said.

“My parents are from Jamaica, thus my less
than Southern accent. But I can speak Southern.”

“Show me,” she said and laughed when I
demonstrated I could drawl with the best when I wanted to.

She had a wonderful laugh and used it a
lot.

I told her I was an aspiring writer, but
that teaching was my first love. She loved to sing but was as
dedicated to the profession as I was. She also had just completed
her first year of teaching and was looking forward to the next. She
started online classes to get her master’s in education, which was
the same thing I’d done. I asked her for a date, and things
progressed from there. We were as good for each other as I somehow
knew we would be. She encouraged my writing while I encouraged her
singing.

*

I snapped back to the present when Zoni
leaned into me and planted her hands on either side of my face. She
stared into my eyes. “Tenn, the way you’re going, you’ll be dead
tired by our wedding day and too worn-out to enjoy our honeymoon
cruise. I know you want to finish the book, Hon, and I want you to
finish, but you also need to rest. We’re going to be gone for four
glorious weeks of cruising and touring all over the Caribbean, and
visiting--”

I brought her lips to mine, cutting her off.
When she finally pulled back, she smiled, forming those perfect
little dimples in her smooth, chocolate cheeks. I licked both,
something that always made her giggle, and then gazed into her
eyes. She made a good argument. I could hop back on it the next day
while she was gone to pick up her wedding dress.

She said it was bad luck for the groom to
see the dress before the wedding, so she was taking it to Shantel’s
place, her best friend and maid-of-honor, and it would stay there
for the next four days.

Shantel was going with her to pick up the
dress, and I knew she and Zoni would get into a gabfest, especially
since the other bridesmaids were going to meet up with them. I
would have plenty of time to finish those two chapters. Besides,
with her on my lap, I knew I was finished writing for the night. I
picked up the coffee mug and took a sip.

I shot up an eyebrow. “Hey, this is
wine.”

She laughed at my expression. “Of course it
is, silly. Did you think I was going to give you coffee this time
of night?” Smiling, she added in that sultry voice she knew would
weaken my already feeble will when it came to her, “I’d
never get you to bed if I did that.”

I glanced at the clock on the nightstand:
one-oh-eight. I hadn’t realized it was that late. I tended to lose
track of time when writing.

*

The fall before I met Zoni, I joined a
writing group. Adam Jones, also a teacher and one of the group
members who’d written and published a number of children's books,
read one of my short stories.

“This is good, Tenn,” he said, smiling as he
finished. “With some expansion, I think it would make for a great
adventure novel.” He looked up at me. “I’m serious. Give it a
shot.”

He had been in the business for several
years, and I figured he would know. In addition, I learned he
helped a couple of other writers, so I was encouraged but uncertain
if I would have the time.

“Well, I’m pretty busy. I’d have to squeeze
writing into my spare time.”

Adam grinned. “Welcome to the world of
writers, my boy. If we have a day job, we all have to
squeeze it in.”

So I squeezed and finished a first draft,
and Adam helped me get beta readers. They assured me it was certain
to be a hit with the middle school crowd. Acting as my agent, he
got me in with his small but professional publishing company.

They said my book was the sort of thing for
which they were looking. So with Adam’s help and that of a good
editor, the year after I met Zoni, I realized my dream of becoming
a published author. I was thrilled, she was thrilled for me, and it
made my day when several of my students mentioned how much they
enjoyed the story.

No, it didn’t set the world on fire, but
according to the publisher, the sales were decent for a first-time
novelist and would get better once I built a following. They
suggested I begin writing a sequel. I had doubts about having the
time between teaching and everything involved with that and doing
book signings while continuing to work on my master’s degree. But,
with Zoni’s encouragement, I carved out time in which to write a
little every night.

Sometimes I went a bit overboard.

*

I drained the mug and stood up, keeping her
in my arms. “You know, you’re awfully smart, my lady. It’s
definitely time for bed.”

She laughed again as she slid her arms
around my neck and wrapped her legs around my waist. She wriggled
her behind against my arms. “I know. I also know your interest is
steadily rising.”

I chuckled as I carried her from the corner
of our bedroom that served as my office and laid her on the bed.
She was shucking the nightshirt as I began peeling out of my
clothes…

*

The year before, with my book published and
me diving into writing the sequel, between my job and working on my
master’s, I was busy. But I was also in love, so on the first
anniversary of the day we met, I proposed, and Zoni said yes.

We set a date for June 30th of
the next year, “Because,” she said, “It’s romantic, and by then, it
will be exactly two years since we met.” She also had a practical
side, and she added on a serious note, “Waiting a year will give us
time to save for the wedding and fabulous honeymoon I want,
without having to go into too much debt. Besides, I don’t
want my parents to feel as though they have to help pick up the
tab. They’ve done so much for me already by helping me pay for
college, and don’t forget, they’re trying to save for Minnie’s
college, too. They’d have to go into debt for it, and that would be
too big a strain on them.”

That was Zoni - so loving and considerate.
Moreover, I understood. Neither of us came from a wealthy family.
My parents did the same for my sister and me. Besides, we would
have our masters out of the way by then.

She got no argument from me when she decided
to give up the more expensive apartment she had and move into the
small, two-rooms-with-a-bath affair I was finally able to rent
halfway through my first year of teaching. It was in an old
apartment building that wasn’t first-rate or in the best part of
town, but the rent was cheaper than what she was paying, even
though she had a roommate.

She said, “This way, we can save more.” She
put us on a strict budget and was diligent about it. It worked. We
actually managed to avoid going into debt at all. We set aside
enough to pay for everything.

*

By the time Zoni came home from her
get-together with her maid-of-honor and bridesmaids, I had finished
the two chapters on which I was working. I even managed to complete
a third. I was eager to finish the manuscript as my first book had
picked up in popularity and sales. The publisher advised me that
they wanted the sequel ready to release the following spring.

They put a grin on my face the previous week
by sending me a much fatter than usual royalty check. Zoni and I
celebrated by looking at real estate brochures. With bigger royalty
checks and higher pay because of the master degrees, we could get
that condo we had on our wish list. In one of the brochures, Zoni
liked the ones going up in a two-year-old subdivision called Blue
Heaven. We planned to check them out when we returned from our
honeymoon.

The new book was coming along nicely, so
even with taking off for four weeks, I was on track to have the
first draft finished by the time school started up at the end of
August. Since I wouldn’t be quite as busy as I was for the last
year, I would have a decently proofed and edited draft ready to
send off to my beta readers by October. By December - January at
the latest - the final editing, proofing, and rewrites could begin.
I was confident it would be ready to publish on time.

I would’ve taken Zoni out to dinner that
evening, but she insisted on cooking. She made one of my favorite
meals - spicy jerk chicken with red beans and rice. As I sat across
from her at our small table, she chuckled as she watched me
eat.

“I love it when you demolish my cooking with
that kind of passion. I’m gonna have to make this more often.”

I grinned and nodded, mouth too full to
speak. I had a great family, wonderful friends, a challenging and
interesting job, had realized my dream of publishing, and I was
engaged to the most incredible woman in the world. Everything was
falling into place, and the future was bright. Things could only
get better.

The next day was Thursday, June 27, 2047. It
was three days before our wedding, and sometime after six a.m., the
world went to shit.


Chapter Two

​ A whisper of sound awakened me, or perhaps it was some
subliminal thought, maybe an unremembered dream. I didn’t have
anywhere to be that morning, so it wasn’t my alarm as I hadn’t set
it. But, I suppose that’s not important.

I shifted around and stretched out an arm
feeling for Zoni, and struck emptiness. That meant she was up and
either in the bathroom or in the kitchen. The semi-lit room was
silent. Usually, wherever she was she’d be singing, but that
morning, she wasn’t. I turned over and swung an eye to the clock.
Five after six. I ran a hand over my face and sat up in the rumpled
bed. I draped my legs over the side.

“Zoni? Hey, baby, you in the bathroom?”
There was no answer, but the bathroom light wasn’t on, so I went in
and did my morning thing, wondering why my girl wasn’t singing. I
came out and pulled on my pajama bottoms just in case somebody had
dropped by the apartment. It was early, but it had happened before.
I once elicited a shriek from one of Zoni’s friends that way.

In a few steps, I pulled open the bedroom
door and looked out into our combo living room/kitchen. It was
empty.

Then I noticed the chain latch on the door
was hanging down. Perhaps someone actually had come by, and
Zoni took them out into the hall because she hadn’t wanted to wake
me. Or take a chance on me stepping from the bedroom with my assets
hanging out. I walked over and gripped the knob, not surprised at
finding it locked. I thumbed off the latch and stuck my head out,
prepared to tease her for locking herself out again.

The hall was empty.

Closing the door, I scratched my head. It
wasn’t like her to leave without telling me, especially so early in
the morning. Then, I spotted the note under her Bigfoot magnet on
our small fridge: “We’re out of bacon, Hon. Gone to Quick Mart,
back in a few. Love ya!” She always used the Bigfoot magnet to
leave notes for me. It was her joke - she teased me about the size
of my feet from the time she first saw them. She put her size five
next to my size fourteen and cracked up. Said one of my shoes was
big enough for her to bathe in. There was a little brown elf magnet
on there, too - my allusion to her diminutive size.

I smiled. My woman. She knew how much I
loved my bacon in the morning.

The store opened at six, and it was a few
minutes after, so she hadn’t been gone long. That meant I had time
to meet her before she got back because the Quick Mart was only a
block down the street. Even if she arrived there as it was opening,
she wouldn’t have started back yet. She could never go in and pick
up just one thing; she cruised the aisles for other items every
time.

I thought perhaps we could grab a cup of
coffee at the little shop next door, and she wouldn’t have to fool
around with our sometimey coffee maker, which brought on cussing
when, as she put it, “It just sits there smirking at me!”

I went back to the bedroom and threw on
sweat pants, a tee-shirt, and my sneakers. I stuck my cellphone in
a pocket, then glanced at the unmade bed, hesitating. Last one out
had to make the bed, and Zoni would be pissed if I left it. I
pulled up the sheets but decided to finish as soon as we got back.
I grinned. Maybe I could convince her to climb back in with me for
a few minutes since we had the morning free. I meandered back
through the living room and noticed she didn’t open the curtains on
our lone window in the room. Usually, the first thing she did in
the morning was to draw them back and admire the view, but I
supposed she had getting bacon on her mind and ducked out without
doing it.

She loved it that our apartment was on an
outer wall and featured a side window with a view of the park trees
three blocks away and the tops of the uptown skyscrapers. When I
mentioned that only the very tops were visible, she said, “Well, it
may not be that great, but it beats the view we get from our
bedroom window!”

That was the red brick wall of the apartment
building behind ours. I had to concede that she had a point.

I went over and pulled the curtains
apart.

I blinked at the thick mist outside. With
such a heavy fog, it would be hard to see. Now, why would she go
out in that, I wondered, bacon wasn’t that important.

Hoping she was doing her usual aisle cruise
and was still at the store, I fished out my cellphone to tell her
to wait for me.

“Call Zoni,” I said to the phone. It didn’t
ring. I frowned and peered at it. “No signal indicated” was
flashing at the top. That was unusual as getting good reception in
the apartment was never a problem. Annoyance edged its way into my
mind and intermingled with a small finger of - not quite worry but
more of a tinge of unease. I didn’t want her walking back in that
murk alone.

I spun around and made my way out the door.
I didn’t want to wait on the creaky, too-slow elevators, so I
dipped to the stairwell.

The lights flickered as I clattered down the
three flights to the lobby. They steadied, but as I reached the
bottom and stepped out, they flickered again and then went all the
way out, enveloping the lobby in gray gloom. I stopped and looked
up. All the lights were out; even the little one between the two
elevators was gone.

I stood there for a moment, then shrugged
and started across to the front door. Probably the rotten wiring in
the building had struck again; it wouldn’t be the first time the
lights took a dive. The landlord kept promising to get the problem
fixed but was dragging his feet about it.

From behind me came footsteps and a voice.
“Damn!”

I turned, and Dave, one of our first-floor
neighbors, emerged from the hall. A frown had his bushy,
gray-flecked eyebrows bunched together and resembling a brown and
white wooly worm hanging over his eyes.

“Morning, Dave. Have we been visited by the
lights-out fairy again?”

He peered at me over the top of his
wire-rimmed glasses. “Hey, Tenn. Yeah, looks that way. They went
out as I was coming down the hall.” He heaved a sigh and shook his
head. “Well, it’s not the first time. They’ll likely pop back on
soon.” He glanced toward the lobby window. “I was going out for a
jog before it starts heating up, but, uh, that fog looks pretty
heavy. Believe I’ll wait ‘til it lifts. Wasn’t anything on the
weather report about it, but they aren’t always right, you
know.”

“True, but that’s why I’m going out. Zoni
went to the Quick Mart to pick up something, and I don’t want her
wandering around alone in this, so I’m going to meet her. We’ll be
right back.”

I peered through the glass in the door. I
couldn’t make out the lamp pole at the sidewalk, but even through
the fog, there should’ve been a glow from its light. I didn’t see
it. That would mean it was out, and with the fog being so dense, it
should’ve been on.

“Hey, Dave, I don’t think it’s the building
this time. Looks like the street lights are out, too.” I started
through the door, but then it struck me that somebody should call
the power company. Letting the door swing back shut, I stopped and
pulled out my cellphone. Still no signal. It was annoying, but I
knew Dave’s apartment was equipped with an old-fashioned
landline.

“My cell’s not getting reception, but your
home phone should be working. Call the power company. Someone going
too fast in this mess could’ve hit a power pole somewhere.”

He nodded and pushed his glasses up his
nose. “Okay.” He shook his head as he headed back towards his
apartment, muttering, “Some folk just won’t slow down for nothing.
Damned fools…”

Pushing through the door, I paused on the
small porch for a moment, frowning. It was cooler than I expected.
With the fog blocking the sun, I supposed that wasn’t unusual,
though I thought it odd it wasn’t humid or damp. There was no hint
of moisture in the air, and I guess fogs don’t always swirl, but
this one was sitting out there rock steady as if someone dropped a
solid sheet of gray down on the world.

Feeling as though there was a film on my
eyes, I blinked and gave in to the urge to rub them, which of
course didn’t help. I glanced up at the overcast. There was a
marginally lighter patch in the east where rays from the morning
sun were losing their battle to break through. The rest of the sky
was an overall even gray.

A sense of wrongness tugged at me, and my
anxiety level rose. Zoni wouldn’t have gone out in that. It must’ve
been a fast mover that came up after she got to the Quick Mart. I
considered that she may have tried to call, and, being unable to
reach me, was already on her way back. I needed to get moving.

I hustled down the steps and out into the
haze, barely able to see two feet ahead. A little more, and I
would’ve needed a cane to find my way through. I got across the
front parking lot and out to the sidewalk, only knowing I’d reached
it when the lamppost appeared in front of me. I veered in the
direction of the store a block away. Glancing around, I couldn’t
see much; the buildings were merely dark blobs. I had to be careful
not to step off the sidewalk and into the street and saw where I
might actually run into and knock Zoni down if she were on her way
back.

It was around six-twenty, about fifteen
minutes since I awakened. Though most folk were probably still
pulling themselves from bed or preparing for work, there usually
were a few out for an early morning jog or walking the dog. But, if
anyone else was out and about, I didn’t hear them, and I definitely
couldn’t see them. I didn’t hear any barking dogs, either, and
normally there would be at least one out there yapping. It was dead
quiet. Too quiet, even for that early in the morning. I
thought it a bit strange that I didn’t hear any traffic. Then, I
considered it likely was due to the fog, which I thought perhaps
was muffling the usual morning noises. Besides, not many would want
to venture out into it if they didn’t have to.

I didn’t run into Zoni, but I almost fell
off the curb when I got to the corner, barely managing to stop in
time. I looked towards the traffic light. Couldn’t see it, but
since I saw no red, orange, or green winking at me from above, I
knew it was dead, too. I peered through the mist, trying to make
out the store across the street, but it appeared the power outage
extended into the next block, and all I saw was a faint blur
slightly darker than the fog.

I got to the building and pulled open the
door. Inside was full of shadows, but I could see no one was at the
front checkout counter. A trickle of worry inched into my mind.
Shouldn’t anybody in the store be at the front? Perhaps commenting
about the fog or complaining to each other about the power outage?
Then, I shook my head. I was getting paranoid. The clerk had
probably gone to the back to call the power company, and with it
being early, there wouldn’t be many customers, possibly just Zoni.
Perhaps she went with him or was in the ladies’ room.

“Hello? Where’s everybody?”

There was no answer. The place felt empty,
and my sense that something wasn’t quite right ratcheted up. I
stretched my eyes, trying to force them to see better in the
darkened, quiet interior, wishing I had a flashlight. Then I
remembered I did - on my phone. It wasn’t getting reception, but I
didn’t need a signal to work the light. I flicked it on.

“Zoni? Where are you, babes?” I hadn’t run
into her on the way there, so she had to be in the store. But I got
no answer.

I started toward the back, and out the
corner of my eye, I caught movement to my left. I swung in that
direction. At the aisle next to the long ceiling to floor window
that formed the wall on the side, I got an impression of a shadowy
outline.

“Zoni?” It came out softly from my suddenly
dry throat.

The back of my neck prickled, but I had to
find her, so I went over and turned to shine my light down the
aisle. Nothing. The half-seen figure must have been on the other
side of the window, and it appeared to be nearly my height, too
tall to be Zoni. Or perhaps it had not been there at all.

Unease beat at me. If Zoni wasn’t in the
store, that would be troubling because where else would she be? I
headed down the aisle and made a right, intending to bypass the
next one and knock on the ladies’ room door. My foot hit something
slippery, causing me to slide and almost fall. Startled, I aimed my
light at the floor. A dark liquid was seeping in from somewhere and
puddling at the bottom of the aisle. It was hard to tell with the
little phone light, but it looked like transmission fluid.

The prickle in my neck expanded and ran down
my back. I moved my light along the floor. A rivulet from up the
aisle snaked down to the puddle. I froze when the narrow beam came
to rest on something lying a few feet away. My heart sped up as I
started forward. Avoiding stepping in the liquid, I inched up on
the still form.

Horror slithered into my mind as I found
myself looking down into the pasty face and fixed eyes of the clerk
who always opened up the place in the morning and manned the front
counter.

His unattached head lay at an angle to his
body, and his body was in four pieces.


Chapter Three

​ For a moment, the world tilted. I staggered back. I’m
not sure, but I think I yelled. I know I puked because my stomach
spasmed, and bile rose into my throat, spraying from my mouth. I
dragged the bottom of my tee shirt across my lips, gripped my
cellphone, and backed away with dread twanging in me like a guitar.
Turning to run, I slipped in the viscous liquid, landing on my
hands and knees. The phone went skittering down the aisle. I
scrambled to catch it and then raced to the restrooms in the back.
I threw open the door of the women’s room. No Zoni. I flung open
the one to the men’s room. Nothing.

A feeling of crawling insects covered my
entire body as I kicked aside the door to the small back office. It
was empty. Spotting the desk phone, I yelled, “Call 911!” There was
no response, so I grabbed it and jammed it to my ear. Silence; no
dial tone. I slammed it down and ran back out into the store, where
I tore up and down each aisle searching for Zoni. Finding nothing,
I raced to the front door and burst out into the eerie fog. The
morning was no longer quiet. Screams and hoarse yells came from
different directions, and somewhere in the distance, a siren
screeched. I was shocked. It was the alert put in place a few years
back, during the tensions between the U.S. and China, that almost
caused a major conflict until cooler heads prevailed.

The noise added to my fear. I couldn’t tell
if we were under attack, but something bad was happening. Foremost
in my mind was finding Zoni, so I didn’t stop to try to find out
what it might be. I ran around the outside of the building, peering
into every misty shadow, scrabbling inside the half-filled
dumpster, but I found nothing. I dashed back up the street, shining
my light into each parking lot and yard, calling her name. Other
people were out by then. I couldn’t see more than dark outlines,
but some of them were yelling, and I ran into someone who seemed to
be frozen in place, almost knocking them down. It was a woman. She
peered up at me with frightened eyes.

It wasn’t Zoni. I steadied the woman on her
feet, mumbled out an “excuse me,” and kept going. There were other
hard to see forms, and I dodged aside onto a lawn as one that
didn’t appear to notice me, came down the sidewalk going in the
direction of the Quick Mart. As the figure went past, I couldn’t
tell if it was a man or a woman, but its feet and legs didn’t seem
to be moving in synch with its speed, and it appeared to be
traveling above the pavement. That was disturbing but with
my mind fixated on Zoni, I relegated it to being a trick of the
fog. I didn’t take time to wonder about it.

I arrived in front of the apartment building
without seeing her anywhere. In the parking lot, I spotted a large
dark rippling blur that turned out to be a crowd bunched around and
staring down at something in front of a couple of parked cars. I
muscled my way through. Three figures in the same condition as the
store clerk, lay sprawled on the pavement.

One was a woman, but I realized almost
immediately that she was too big to be Zoni. I didn’t recognize any
of them. I turned and rushed up the porch steps and burst into the
lobby amid frightened cries of “What’s happening? Are we being
attacked?” It all blended with the screaming siren, making for one
big inarticulate noise. I slammed the door, shutting it all
out.

Dave was sitting on the scruffy burgundy
couch in the lobby, his head upright. He seemed to be staring at
the wall across from him. I jammed my phone into a pocket as I went
over to him.

“Dave!” I shouted, “What the hell’s going
on? There’re dead people out there, and I can’t find
Zoni!”

He didn’t answer. He wasn’t moving, and his
face was ashen. I surmised that he must be as shocked as I was, and
this was his reaction, so I reached down and gently shook his
shoulder.

“Dave?”

Only then did I realize that, in the dimly
lit room, what looked like creases in his clothing was actually
dark blood running down from thin, horizontal slits. I jumped
back.

What the hell?

He seemed to nod, and his glasses fell off
as his head tumbled into his lap. The rest of him fell into four
pieces as his torso collapsed onto his head and his legs parted
ways with his thighs. His blood-spattered glasses caught on the
piping at the edge of the couch by a handle, and in seemingly slow
motion, most of him slid to the threadbare carpet on the lobby
floor and landed with a sickening meaty thump. Blood soaked into
the couch and ran down the legs while the smell of voided bowels
permeated the room. My stomach churned as I reeled back, and bile
crawled up my throat. I popped out in a sweat as I swallowed to
keep from puking again. Panic beat at me, and I spun around and
sprinted for the stairs.

The stairwell was pitch-black, but I was
half-way up before I thought to switch my phone light back on. I
reached my apartment and hauled out my keys with shaking fingers,
and got the door unlocked. The gray light from the window cast
itself over the room as, dazed, I collapsed on the couch. My heart
pounded out Zoni’s name with each beat as I sat there trying to get
my brain to quit flitting around like an insane hamster. I was in
shock, but I needed to think.

The only thing I knew was that something had happened, something terrible, and I
didn’t have a clue as to what it was. People were dying. And Zoni
was missing. I forced my mind to quit racing. I couldn’t keep
sitting there; I had to go back out and look for her. I thought she
must be frightened and hiding somewhere. Maybe she ran the other
way from the store when whatever happened to the clerk…
happened.

I needed a bigger light than the one on my
phone, so I went to the drawer in the kitchen and pulled out the
small flashlight we kept for emergencies. I flicked it on as I
headed into the bedroom to get my gun case from the closet. I
didn’t know what was going on, but I had a vague idea that I might
need a weapon. The first thing the beam bounced off was the
bed.

She was wearing her favorite yellow sweats
and lay on her back on what had become her side of the bed, her
eyes staring at the ceiling. Blood surrounded her, soaking into the
sheets and dripping to the floor.

No.

It’s possible I screamed that word. I don’t
remember. Perhaps I merely whispered. I do remember that my breath
refused to leave my lungs and my head roared. My body filled with
ice crystals, and my heart faltered. Without knowing how I got
there, I was on the bed, a frozen statue on my hands and knees
gazing down at her. I had dropped the flashlight, and its glow
reflected from the big mirror she had me attach to our little
closet door. The stark light washed over her as I stared at her
unseeing eyes, her rich chocolate face that had become a dull
grayish brown, her perfect full lips that were slightly parted as
though she were about to speak.

The dark liquid from her body.

I drew a ragged breath into a tightened
chest that was a ball of pain, my eyes unable to leave her face. I
wanted to break the mirror to banish the light so I couldn’t see
her, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. I reached down a trembling hand and
closed her staring eyes - gently so as not to cause her decapitated
head to shift. My eyes burned but refused to release their tears.
With no capacity left to move away, I lay down next to her, and a
part of me died.

I wanted it to not be real, to be a horrible
nightmare brought on by the spicy food I had for dinner the night
before. I wanted it to be a hallucination, a memory from some
stupid horror movie. But I wasn’t able to give myself a lie in
which to hide, and I knew it to be true. For whatever reason, this
terrible thing that was happening, this… this… wrongness…
had taken Zoni. And I had not been able to protect her. To save
her.

I don’t know how long I huddled beside her
with her lifeblood soaking into my clothing, but it had congealed,
and the flashlight grown dim when at last I was able to force
myself to move. I wasn’t really thinking, but it seemed the thing
to do, so with care, I began wrapping the sheets around her. When I
had her cocooned, I stood there looking down with dry, hurting
eyes.

We were to be married in three days. Her
gown waited at her maid-of-honor’s place so I wouldn’t run up on it
in our tiny apartment and see it before our big day. My tux was
waiting for me to pick it up at the rental company by three
o’clock. Her parents and sister were due to arrive from Baltimore
the next day for the wedding. The church was ready. Everything was
ready. We were ready.

Feeling numb and brittle, as if I might
break if I moved too quickly, I began to carefully strip out of my
blood-stiffened clothes. As I lurched my way to the bathroom on
legs I could barely feel, the lights in the apartment came on. I
ignored them. That the power was back was a minor point at the
moment. I wanted to wash everything away, make it be last night or
any time before now, but all I could do was wash away the
blood.

My fractured mind began to try and function
while I showered, and it occurred to me to wonder how she got back
to the apartment without my seeing her, but I drew a blank, and so
I let it go. It didn’t matter. Knowing wouldn’t bring her back to
me. When I was done, I got into jeans and a tee-shirt, and staring
at my blood-spattered sneakers, I put on my other pair.

I stumbled into the living room, where I
found my cellphone on the couch. The clock on it announced it was
nine forty-three a.m., and I checked to see if it was working now.
There was a signal. Hoping to find out what the hell was going on,
I cleared my rusty throat and croaked, “911.” The phone didn’t
respond to my voice command, so I punched the emergency fast button
and listened to it ring as I glanced towards the window. The fog
had dissipated, and the sun shone brightly over the tops of the
uptown towers.

The phone quit ringing, and a recorded
message came on telling me that due to a citywide crisis, all
emergency personnel were busy, but if I stayed on the line, someone
would help me. I wasn’t surprised. I shuffled over to the window
and looked down. In the bright, cheerful rays of the sun, I saw
people in the side parking lot. Some were alive, others, not. I
watched with dull eyes for a moment before turning away.

I waited for an answer, and when the message
began to repeat, I clicked off 911, and not bothering with voice
command since that seemed not to be working, I went to my contacts.
I tapped the number for my parents’ landline.

The answering service kicked in, and my
dad’s voice that still carried a slight Jamaican accent, said,
“Greetings, family and friends. You missed us this time but leave a
message and we’ll call you back. If this is a solicitation, forget
it. We don’t want any.” Giggling in the background, my mom’s voice
said, “Stop being silly, James!”

It beeped, and I rasped out, “Mom! Dad! Pick
up!”

Neither did. I shivered and hung up. They
were both home. One of them should’ve answered.

I lowered myself to the couch, trying to
further clear the shock and confusion from my mind. I tried not to
think of Zoni wrapped in sheets and lying in the bedroom. I needed
to find out what happened, and I needed to talk to my parents.

I switched on the TV. At first, nothing came
in except that “no signal” message gotten when the set doesn’t
synchronize right off. Then, the screen flashed and pixilated
before clearing. The sheet white face of a Channel Nine news
reporter stared out. He looked as dazed as I felt as he informed me
that whatever this… thing… was, it was citywide, and there
were a number of casualties, but our emergency services were
handling it.

His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he
swallowed and continued. “We have no data on exactly what caused
the, ah, the event that occurred this morning, but
government authorities are advising everyone to stay in their homes
and--” the picture and sound cut out.

Event. It sounded so tame, like a concert or
a ball game. The word seemed so… so… inadequate. But then so did
“disaster,” or “catastrophe,” or any other such terminology. There
should have been a different word, a bigger, more important
word for the thing that killed my Zoni.

I sat a few more minutes watching the “no
signal” message bounce around the blank screen, then I turned it
off.

I tried 911 again but got the same
recording. I hung up and called my parents once more. Maybe they
were outside and didn’t hear the phone. This time I tapped my mom’s
cellphone number. There was no answer, and it was the same with my
dad’s phone. Then, the phone signal disappeared again, and I was
back to getting no reception. I looked toward the bedroom. I had to
go check on my parents. I didn’t want to go back in there, but I
couldn’t leave Zoni like that.

I strained my brain and came up with the
only solution that managed to work its way through the wool that
filled my head. The bedsheets in which I wrapped Zoni were what she
called our “every day” sheets. Her blood had infused the plain
white linens and dried. It wasn’t pretty. She wouldn’t like that. I
hunted around in the plastic storage bin she designated our linen
closet until I found the red silk sheets she bought us for last
Valentine’s Day, the ones on which I laid flowers and a big box of
chocolates for her.

I spread them out and gently rolled her
sheet-wrapped body into them, and snugged them around her tightly,
like a shroud. Then I used her sewing scissors to cut up the
pillowcases and used the strips as ties to ensure it wouldn’t come
loose. Better. She loved those sheets.

I had no trouble lifting her. She was a tiny
woman weighing only ninety pounds, so picking her up was easy. I
held her to my chest carefully, and it took a moment before I could
control my trembling and force my legs toward the door and to the
elevator. As I went through the quiet lobby, I avoided looking at
what still lay there. I got to the parking lot, and as gently as I
could, I laid her in the back seat of my car.

When I got behind the wheel, I discovered I
would have to use the backup key to start the ignition because
voice control wasn’t working for the car, either. I went back up to
the apartment to get it since I didn’t normally keep it on my
keyring. I got back down, started the car, and autodrive also
wasn’t working, so that meant none of the directions programmed
into the car would work. I would have to drive manually and guide
myself. I maneuvered around the dead bodies and the benumbed people
shuffling aimlessly around.

Turning out onto the street, I drove in the
direction of my parents’ home.


Chapter Four

​ As I drove, I thought of all the things my parents did
for my sister and me, all the lessons we learned from them, all the
love they gave to us. They sacrificed and devoted themselves to
ensuring my sister and I had everything we needed for a good start
in life.

*

I came from a family of teachers. My
grandparents were teachers, my mother taught high school biology,
and my father taught math at the local community college. My sister
was into art and had her own studio, but she also taught classes in
drawing and painting. There were aunts, uncles, and cousins who
worked in the profession.

So, it was no surprise to my family when I
chose teaching as a career.

I was thrilled when I snagged a position
within the Mecklenburg County School District in Charlotte, the
city where I was born and raised. And I was eager to get started
because the school to which I would be going was one in dire need
of new teachers.

Okay. I won’t lie; I was also glad to get a
job at home because it meant I didn’t have to worry about getting a
place to live right off. My parents were great. They encouraged me
to stay with them until I could afford to get my own apartment
since, as were most recent college graduates, I was broke until my
first paycheck.

The school I was going to was the one in
which I wanted to teach. It was within a part of the district that
was not as well-heeled as some. Funds for certain items were not
always available, so I knew I could be a positive influence. My
parents were excited for me, happy to see me reach that point. It
was the culmination of their hopes for me to have a responsible and
fruitful life.

My new colleagues welcomed and praised me
for choosing a career that so many young men and women eschewed in
favor of a more lucrative profession. Wanting my students to be as
successful as possible, I jumped in with enthusiasm, executing all
the requirements expected of one tasked with helping mold the minds
of the young so they could mature into healthy, happy, and
productive participants of society. My work wasn’t over at the end
of each school day either, as I often went beyond regular duties.
It was no more than other teachers did, including my parents.

I managed and participated in fundraisers,
including one that achieved success in supplying the newest
computers for all the students. To my kids who couldn’t afford
them, I distributed the simple items for school, such as paper,
pencils, backpacks, etc. I recalled from my youth my parents
encouraging my sister and me to participate in food and clothing
drives for the less fortunate, so, knowing those were ever with us,
there were kids on whom I regularly checked to ensure they had
enough to eat, a warm coat, a pair of shoes, and a decent set of
clothing to wear.

My parents were proud of me.

*

I tried to calm my roiling mind as I turned
into their neighborhood and onto the quiet street where their house
stood, and pulled into the driveway.

I turned the car off and sat there a few
minutes, afraid to get out and go in. Finally, knowing I didn’t
have a choice, I creaked open the door and heaved myself from the
seat. I glanced into the back but decided not to go to the door
with Zoni in my arms. I steadied myself and forced my feet to carry
me up the porch steps.

I rang the doorbell and waited, praying that
either my mom or my dad would open it. I waited for what felt like
an eternity before giving up and using the key they told me to keep
when I moved out.

My mother was in the kitchen. She lay on the
tiled floor next to the refrigerator and was in the same condition
as Zoni. I stared down at what was left of the woman who gave birth
to me and loved me all my life, my heart a lead ball in my
chest.

Deep down within, I had known what I would
find, but the blow wasn’t any less.

I don’t know how long I stood there before
helpless rage speared through me, shattering my iced-over mind.
What was this… this… thing that was taking the people I
loved from me? I turned from my mother, and looking wildly around
the kitchen, I spotted a mug on the small table where my parents
usually had their morning coffee. It was one of a set I gave them a
couple of Christmases before. Mom said they were the perfect size,
and they used them every day. But, where was the other one, the one
my dad used? And where was he?

I ripped through the still house searching,
afraid to call out.

Maybe this thing hadn’t touched him; maybe
he turned in late and was still asleep. He did that sometimes when
he didn’t have to work the next day, sleeping until Mom nagged him
awake. Or maybe he was somewhere in the house and in shock at what
happened to Mom. Maybe he was still alive. When I didn’t find him
in the house, I rushed back through the kitchen and, flinging open
the back door, I ran outside. Maybe he went to a neighbor’s--

He lay at the far end of the deck in that
now horribly familiar condition. His coffee mug lay smashed beside
him as if he stepped out, cup in hand, and ambled over to look at
something, perhaps to see how far the fog extended.

I froze for a moment, my heart quivering as
my hope of finding him alive died. Then I plodded around to the
driveway, opened the back door of my car, and gently lifted Zoni
out. I carried her into the house and, avoiding the blood, laid her
on the kitchen floor because after the fog dissipated, it turned
into a typically hot, Southern, late June day. I couldn’t leave her
in that sweltering car for long.

With burning eyes, I began the task of
enshrouding my parents. I found bed linens, but it was not as easy
as it was with Zoni. I had to place them in piece by piece.

I attended my mom first, and then my dad. My
dad… I try not to remember, but even now, years later, I can still
smell the stench and hear the buzzing of the flies and the sticky,
ripping noises as I pulled the pieces of my father from the bloody
wooden deck and placed them into the shroud.

I got him wrapped and tied and dragged him
into the kitchen, where I put him next to my mom.

My head ached and my stomach was churning by
the time I finished. My body shook while my mind tried to rebel,
but I needed to reach someone who could tell me something.
Anything. My cellphone was still out, but the phone in the kitchen
had dial tone, so I used it to call 911. Again, it was useless.
That time I didn’t even get the recorded message. The image display
only showed a picture of the police department while the words
“Please wait” continuously scrolled down
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