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      For my dad

      Without your constant laughter and abundant love life wouldn’t have been as much fun. Love you. Fly high, Pops. Fly high!
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      And resolutions of things you’ll make better, hopes and dreams for an amazing three hundred and sixty-five days filled with one earth-shattering event after another.  Unless, you’re a zombie. If you happen to be ‘lucky’ enough to be one of the undead, then at the stroke of midnight you put down the squirrel or raccoon or whatever vermin you happen to be munching on to keep from eating your mom, your dad, or your little brother Jimmie. You listen to the sounds of all the ‘living’ yelling “Happy New Year” and imagine them kissing their dates or slamming back flute after flute of champagne. 

      Some even watch the sun come over the ridge and shine its glowing yellow warmth on a different day of the same ole’ shit. (Yes, I’m well aware that I said that backward…just go with it. I’m kinda undead, not stupid.) Others of our rambling, moaning, completely dissociative community remain blissfully unaware, and if I was being honest, which I am to a fault, I would have to tell you that I wish I was one of them.

      I guess I should give you a little backstory, kinda get you up to speed. Nine months ago some dumbass was digging a trench for the cable company and hit a pipe. Not wanting to lose his job, the dude–whom we shall now call Joe–covered up the pipe with the gaping hole and fluorescent orange slime oozing from it and drove away like nothing happened. To make matters worse, ‘Joe’ told his superiors the job was finished and slunk off to territories unknown.

      Several days later people began showing up in doctor’s offices and emergency rooms complaining of pounding headaches and severe pain all over their bodies. It wasn’t long before they began throwing up everything but their toes and their body temperatures rose to damn near boiling. (Yes, I know it wasn’t really boiling, but I’m telling a story here…poetic license and all that good shit.) The next stage was seizures and then, you guessed it…death.

      Only their stories didn’t end there. After being ‘bagged and tagged’ (I always wanted to say that) and awaiting autopsy, because we still had no idea what had killed them, these poor souls woke up! Literally, sat up and began strolling around like the days before had never happened. Unfortunately, there was one huge difference…they had a taste for anything living and were technically, still dead.

      It was one of the freakiest damn things I’ve ever witnessed and I know freaky. My name is Zoey and I’m an Emergency Room nurse.

      I guess I should say I was a nurse before I contracted what they charmingly call the ‘Corpse Contamination’ (catchy name, right?...*shiver*… UGH!) I turned into one of the not-so-living-still-functioning-but-not-feeding-on-my-friends-undead. Upside...I’m not decomposing. I still have all my own teeth, skin, and hair…score! But I digress…    

      I had always wanted to be a nurse; to follow in my mom’s and grandma’s footsteps, and with my dad serving as the Head of Orthopedics at the largest hospital in the region, it was a no-brainer. (Ha! No-brainer...get it. Zombies eat brains and I’m a…okay, okay. I’m moving on.)

      For a while things got better–we figured out how to deal with the outbreak. The ‘contaminated’ were caught and studied. The ones that didn’t rise, or died while being captured, became research cadavers. Doctors were confidant a cure was in sight. Of course, that was before the government got involved.

      No one knows who contacted the CDC, but someone did. The CDC in turn contacted the military, who in turn…well, you get where I’m going with this. In a matter of days, our little part of the world was invaded with men in armored cars wearing hazmat suits and issuing orders.

      The funny part was we had done a great job at containing the contamination. Hell, no one outside the population of Mammoth County even knew the contagion existed before the goon squad showed up. We’d done everything in our power to take care of our own and keep our business to ourselves. In other words…we were cleaning our own house. It was when the people that were supposed to know more than we did arrived that the proverbial shit hit the fan.

      It was actually comical to sit in the Town Hall and listen to the bureaucrats spout nonsense while watching the medical personnel in the room shake their heads. After the first such meeting my parents declined to attend anymore. My dad said, “Dammit, Zoey, they don’t know what the hell they’re doing. You need to be more careful. I know you feel you have to help, and I wish I was still able, but you have to take extra precautions. It would kill your mom if anything happened to you.”

      “Yeah, Dad, I know. I’m careful. Promise.” (Famous last words)

      I wasn’t entirely wrong. For a while it looked like everything would work out. The townspeople had learned to coexist with the government people. The government people learned to lighten up a little and even started eating at the diner without telling everyone the hazards of saturated fat. (As if! We’re southern, after all…isn’t bacon grease one of the food groups?) There was even a rumor that Tom from the hardware store was dating the little CDC lab tech Tabby with the horned-rimmed glasses. Things really were working out–except that the contagion kept spreading.

      No matter what we tried nothing stopped it; and since the government had taken over it had actually sped up. The ‘contaminated’ were growing at almost twice the rate anyone had predicted. It became necessary to convert the old airfield into a holding area enclosed with a twenty-foot steel-reinforced fence to keep the sick in until a cure was found. They were fed raw meat while we took sample after sample of everything from their hair to their toe nails, trying to at least keep the dead people dead and the alive people well…not contaminated.

      I guess I should make sure you understand….this was nothing like TV. Rick from the Walking Dead was not trying to save the world week after week only to have one of his crew get eaten alive. They were our families and our friends. The contaminated, or the ‘Life Challenged’ as the insurance companies were calling them, weren’t trying to hurt us as long as they were fed. The poor souls just walked around moaning all the time. Which, I can now say with all certainty, I feel like doing myself from time to time.

      Sorry, sometimes I get off track. I was just about to get to the good part. One of the bright spots of the CDC coming was that they brought support staff with them. One such person was Danny McBride, an EMT with spiky blonde hair and crystal blue eyes that made my pulse jump every time he came through those big sliding glass doors. He was a little over six foot three, muscular without being bulky, and when I say he filled out a pair of Wranglers…I mean it. Luckily, the attraction was mutual. His second Friday on the job, Danny asked me out for a drink.

      After a night filled with
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