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CHAPTER ONE

 


 Day 1 – Sunday, June 23rd

 


CREEPED OUT TOGETHER

 


With her head down, Campbell Conway walked
along the concrete sidewalk avoiding every joint and dirt-filled
crack. The childish habit of avoiding sidewalk cracks started years
ago when she was new to Harmon Hill. She smiled at her horror of
thinking that stepping on a crack would break her mother’s back. It
was a saying her new friends taught her and one that she easily
adopted. There were the days however, when she stomped on every
crack she could find. Lately, that seemed to be the case more often
than not.

It was one hundred and eighty-two steps from
the bookstore to the realtor’s office, on the days she was pissed
at her mom. She had counted them the last time she stopped to visit
Selma on her way home from work. It was more if she short-stepped
it to miss the cracks. Selma’s call begging her to stop by was
drama-filled as usual, but today’s call was a little worse. That’s
why Campbell agreed to stop by even though she had planned to go to
the shelter. She generally did whatever Selma wanted. Skipping
school to go shopping grazed her memory banks, attending every
football and basketball game even though she had no interest in
sports, and making her try snow skiing. For that, Campbell was
thankful as she found she loved it. She was contemplating Selma’s
tone of voice a few minutes ago as a boy-related drama when the
heavy breather caught her attention.

In the vanishing hew of the
setting sun, she noticed his reflection in the glass window of the
bank. The man, pushing seventy-years-old, dragged his left foot
behind him. Breathing and dragging, he moved closer as he extended
his arm toward her. Oh hell no,
Campbell thought. She quickened her pace ignoring
all cracks and concrete joints beneath her feet. The gait of the
old man was a good imitation of a mummy, any mummy she had ever
seen in the movies. Confident she could outrun and outmaneuver the
mummy with no wrapping, she approached a huddle of people in the
center of the sidewalk. The group of elderly men and women rocked
in sync to a low murmur. Sliding from the left to the right, she
looked for an opening to get around. They swayed to music only they
could hear, or understand. Nope. Not
wasting any time here.

As she moved toward the
street to get around them, they all looked up, again, in sync.
Sagging jaws and red-rimmed eyes followed her every movement until
she passed them and continued on her route. One of them opened his
mouth to expose his toothless gums and wagging tongue. Spittle ran
down to the tip of his tongue and held on by a string while
threatening to drip onto his poorly buttoned shirt. Campbell’s gut
turned and her lip snarled as she passed by and a quicker pace. She
felt sorry for him but…Nope. Not wasting
time here.

Stopped at the street
corner, she watched the blinking, red hand on the crosswalk signal
and counted the seconds as the familiar, raspy breath grew closer.
The heavy breather moved faster than she expected. Or was it
another? She drew her shoulders closer to her ears and turned to
look down and found his feet inches from her own. Strings of
anxiety squirmed in her already queasy gut as her gaze slowly moved
up his disheveled attire to find a gapping mouth below red,
drooping eyes. Is he…drooling too?
Campbell turned back to face the street and
silently begged the slow-moving traffic to stop. The anxiety turned
to fear as she felt his gaze on her upper back, burning holes in
every nerve that served her arms and shoulders, down to her bottom.
It was the same feeling she got coming up the basement steps in the
dark. The thing, the fear that lived in the basement and followed
her up the steps, reaching out to grab her and pull her back down
into the domicile of all monsters, the abyss of hell
itself.

She rolled her eyes at the childish fear she
had never been able to shake and relaxed, until the man leaned
toward Campbell and his nose parted the hair behind her ear. His
breath warmed the already hot skin of her neck reigniting the
burning in her nerve endings. It sent a jolt to her feet like the
beginning shot of a 100-yard dash. Campbell’s first lunge took her
two feet out into the street and her second put her onto the center
line. The next two steps shot her across the second lane and onto
the other side of the road. The heavy breather stood where she left
him, slumped, with his crusty nose exposed to the empty air. She
swore she could still hear the breath clawing its way through his
lungs as she passed the laundromat at a jogger’s pace. She didn’t
let up all the way to the real estate office.

Selma sat at the front desk with the phone
receiver pressed between her shoulder and ear. As she took a
message for her boss, Campbell darted in and sat in the chair
beside her. Selma rolled her eyes as the woman complained
repeatedly that she was tired of her phone calls going unreturned.
Selma smiled at Campbell then hung up the phone with an overly
sweet, yet insincere promise to give Mrs. Bellamy the message.

“You look like hell,” Selma said then blew a
kiss at Campbell.

“Thanks,” Campbell said grabbing tissues
from Selma’s desk then continued, “I ran here.”

Selma watched her blot at the tiny beads of
sweat on her forehead. “I try not to do that.”

Campbell smiled and said, “Your ass may wish
otherwise.”

“My ass is fine.” Selma looked over at an
agent two desks over as he started coughing into a tissue. She
lowered her voice and rolled her eyes. “That’s just nasty. Everyone
that walks through that door is coughing up a lung. It’s
disgusting.”

Campbell looked at the man as he wiped his
mouth with his jacket sleeve. His red-rimmed eyes stared at the
keyboard on his desk without blinking. His skin was pale and
splotchy and reminded Campbell of the pictures she saw in her
health book of leprosy. The few long, wispy strands of gray hair
that attempted to hide his bald spot, floated in the breeze of the
air conditioning. As drool trickled down his chin, he stood with a
wobble and excused himself to go to the bathroom.

“A man looking just like that tried to sniff
my hair!” Campbell said fighting the nerve-burning terror that
covered her back again.

“For real? Ewww.”

“Why do you think I ran here?” Campbell
said.

“Your ass?”

Campbell giggled. “No. I saw a whole group
of old people that looked just like that.”

“It’s creeping me out. Some whacked-out flu
or something. Mrs. Bellamy has been in her office asleep all
morning. And she has on the same clothes she was wearing yesterday.
I don’t think she went home.”

“Weird. So, why am I here?” Campbell watched
the hallway for the leprosy man. “Boyfriend woes?”

“I’m creeped out and I don’t want to be
creeped out alone. And creeped out together is always better than
creeped out alone.” Selma ignored the ringing phone. “I’m
worried….about Grandma too.”

Campbell turned back and faced Selma. “What’s
wrong with her?”

All-too-ready tears welled up in her eyes.
“I don’t know. Maybe this thing everyone else has. I hope not. I
don’t know…she’s coughing, she sleeps a lot. I mean, the woman
won’t get out of bed.”

“That sucks,” Campbell said as Selma rubbed
her finger along the bottom of her eyes trying her best not to
smear her eyeliner. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah,” Selma said then continued, “do you
think she could just be dehydrated or… something?”

At the least. Whacked-out
flu, at the worst. Campbell grabbed her
hand and said, “Don’t worry. It should pass.”

“But she’s so old and fragile. She’s the
only family I have.” Selma started picking at the pink polish on
her thumbnail.

“You got me.”

Selma allowed a tiny smile. “I know. And
Liv. She’s with her now. She’s been staying with us for the past
week. Her parents are celebrating an anniversary in Europe.”

“Fancy shmancy,” Campbell said.

Selma giggled. “I’m glad she’s been
there.”

“So, if you’re that worried, text Liv and
check on her.” Campbell watched the leprosy man return from the
hallway, each step a monumental feat.

He sat back down at his desk and continued
to stare at the keyboard until the phone on his desk rang. He
jumped back while grasping the sides of his head. The chair slammed
to the floor leaving him on his back, legs sticking straight up in
the air. He moaned and pressed his palms to his ears as Selma
snorted and hid a laugh.

Campbell jumped up, “What the hell?”

Selma said, “Mr. Michaels, are you
okay?”

The phone stopped ringing and the man
released the grip on his ears. He rolled out of the chair and
slowly stood up. Stumbling back to his desk he said, “I need...to
go.” Without looking at either girl, he went straight to the door
and outside before they could say anything else.

“That was freaky,” Selma said as she sent a
text to Liv.

“No doubt,” Campbell said eyebrows in a
frown. “At least he is gone.”

Just as Selma finished texting, Campbell
looked out the window and noticed an old couple, arm in arm,
leaning against the storefront window staring inside. Their
red-rimmed eyes were surrounded by ashen skin. Her fear button now
pushed again, Campbell shivered and rubbed her upper arms. With
their foreheads pressed against the glass and their mouths hanging
open, drool trickled from their sagging lips.

Campbell pointed toward the window. “Look.
Look….just like them. The people I saw on the sidewalk looked just
like that. Like Leprosy-man.”

Selma looked up to find the lady tapping on
the glass. Both girls sat motionless as they watched the two people
watching them. Their eyes almost glowed next to the ugly,
cadaverous pallor of their faces. Campbell didn’t know it, but
Selma had the same nerve-burning, basement fear that she herself
was experiencing. Selma slipped her purse out of a drawer then
pulled out a small can of pepper spray. “Just in case,” she
said.

“In case of what? They stare us to death?”
At the word death, a new crawling chill made its way up her back
and planted goosebumps on her neck.

“Look at them, Campbell. That’s so not
right…totally screwed.”

The tapping stopped as the lady pressed her
palm against the glass. The man twisted his head up and leaned it
harshly to the side. His bald head leaned into the glass and his
eyes rolled around in their sockets. With his mouth open, the man
emitted sharp clicking sounds. His head jerked again to the other
side as he watched Campbell from the corner of his bulging eye. The
gooseflesh on Campbell’s neck edged down her arms. Little blonde
hairs stuck up everywhere. The woman then made the same noises and
slammed her forehead into the window, leaving a sweaty print.

Selma jumped. “Shit!”

“I’m…um...locking the door.”

As Campbell stood up the phone rang. The
couple at the window jumped back and covered their ears. Selma let
the phone ring until they moved away from the window and across the
street. “That was fucking insane,” she said as the couple
disappeared around the corner.

“What the hell was that all about?” Selma
said.

“I don’t know. Did you see his eyes? And
that noise, what was that?” Campbell said.

“What’s going on?” Selma said with her eyes
still glued to the window and the greasy print left by the woman’s
forehead. Its twin, left by the man, was to the right and just
inches above it.

“Well, it is a full moon tonight,” Campbell
said.

“The full moon? They’re not werewolves.”
Selma moved to the big windows at the front of the office and
closed the mini-blinds.

“Are you sure?” They both laughed nervously
then Campbell continued, “It’s the Full Strawberry Moon.”

“Huh?”

“The Algonquin tribes recognized this moon,
the June full moon, as the time to gather ripening strawberries.
The Native Americans named all the full moons.”

“Uh-huh. And you’re the only person I know
that would know that,” Selma said as she grabbed her cell phone
from the desk. “Or would care to know that.”

Campbell shrugged. “When I read it, I
remember it.” Campbell rubbed the gooseflesh of her neck. “What
else could it be?”

“Your parents are doctors, what do they
think?” Selma said.

“I don’t know. They haven’t said anything.
Besides, you know I avoid conversations with Muriel, if
possible.”

“True.” After reading her text from Liv,
Selma looked up at Campbell. “Grandma is sleeping. No change.” With
that, Selma thought about the old woman at the window and pictured
her own grandmother standing there clicking and moaning, her eyes
rolling back in her head.

Campbell checked her watch. “I need to get
to the animal shelter...before the moon rises.” Selma, pulled away
from the ugly image of her grandma, giggled with Campbell
again.

“Me too. I’m outta here.” Selma pulled her
purse from the desk.

“Won’t you get in trouble with your
boss?”

“You mean the one in her office fast asleep
in yesterday’s clothes?”

“Good point,” Campbell said as she opened
the door.

Selma locked the bolt and they both
hesitated at the door as they searched for the couple that had been
lingering in the window. With very few people on the street, the
girls walked around to the side of the building to the parking lot,
eyes glued to every corner and shadow on the way. Selma slipped her
pepper spray back into her purse and leaned into Campbell for a
quick hug.

“Text me later,” Campbell said.

“Want a ride?” Selma offered.

Campbell hesitated as thoughts of old people
lurking in the shadows crossed her mind. She then thought of
Selma’s Grandma then said, “Nah, that’s ok. It’s out of your
way.”

“Aren’t you the brave one?”

“Go home to your grandma. And turn your
ringer down,” Campbell said.

“Haha,” Selma said.

“I’m not joking.”

 


MIDDLE NAME

 


Campbell didn’t stop until she reached the
hospital parking lot. She picked up the pace around the dark areas
of Howe Street wishing she had taken Selma up on her offer. Her
skin crawled and childhood nightmares crept into her conscience
thought but she kept watch and remained calm. No threats blocked
her route or sniffed her hair. At the back side of the hospital,
she slowed to a brisk walk and stepped through the trees then onto
the sidewalk of the adjacent street. As the Harmon Hill Animal
Shelter came into view, she wiped at a bead of sweat on her temple.
Taking the hair band from her wrist, she pulled her dark hair up
into a bun. Campbell then walked across the two-lane road toward
the shelter as she did every Sunday evening.

This Sunday evening however, she realized
that she would’ve rather been at home, even with Muriel there. Her
creeped-out meter was still pinging high and she wanted to be in
bed and under the covers. The solitary comfort of her bedroom was
tempting, but she was obligated and wouldn’t blow it off.
Volunteering to care for the orphaned animals made up for having no
pets of her own. She provided a clean kennel, food and attention
and they provided unconditional love.

From her pocket, she heard
the cackling-witch ring tone that signaled her mother was
calling. Not again. She let it ring four times before answering then a frowning
picture of Muriel Foley lit up the screen.

“Hey Mom.”

“We need to talk. Where are you?”

“Walking to the shelter. What’s the matter
now?” Campbell said moving through the empty parking lot toward the
building.

“Campbell Elise, I thought we discussed your
plans for college?”

Uh-oh, middle name.
“What are you talking about?”

“These acceptance letters from OSU, Georgia,
Texas A&M. What is this?” Her sharp voice sliced through
Campbell’s eardrum. “We decided you were going to Columbia. It’s
been settled. Why am I finding these letters?”

Campbell stopped in her tracks. “Why are you
snooping in my room?”

“I can go anywhere I want in my house.
Answer the question.” Her tone flowed through the phone and down
into Campbell’s neck drawing the muscles up into one big knot.

“I...um...I thought I would just see what
else might be out there for me.” She quickly added, “I know what we
talked about but...those places have great pre-vet–”

“Who convinced you to do this? Your father?
Did he help you go behind my back and do this?” The knot burrowed
down from her neck into her shoulders. “Why help you now? He hasn’t
been around for years and then all of a sudden he’s helping you
make a major life decision?” Muriel’s resentment surfaced and
floated like a bobber on a fishing line. A tug on the end would
drag it down but it’s never long before it rises back up dominantly
in her thoughts and actions.

It wasn’t her dad that
helped her, but her step-father, Cyrus. “Mom, it’s not like
that.” And dad has been around plenty, as
much as he could, anyway.

“I’ve worked hard to give you everything.
Columbia pre-med is what’s best for you. It’s what you’re going to
do.”

Another bead of sweat rolled down her spine
as she sought out the cool shade against the side of the brick
building. “I don’t want to live in New York.”

“How do you know?”

“I just...I think...” Soaking up the cool
feel of the bricks she continued, “Can we talk about this later? I
gotta go.”

“Nothing more to talk about. The decision
has been made.”

What’s new?
“Yes, ma’am.”

Campbell ended the call with a hardy roll of
the eyes and watched her mother’s picture disappear from the
screen. Growling to herself, she shoved her phone back into her
pocket. The knot of pain in her neck developed into a pounding
throb at the back of her head. Like a bass drum, it echoed through
her skull. She closed her eyes and rubbed her neck until she heard
the front door open and saw an older man limp around the side of
the building. She tensed in a jerk. As of today, gray hair had
become the new symbol of danger eliciting caution and maybe
fear.

Campbell recognized the man, shook off the
tremor and said, “Hey, Mr. Franks.”

“Hey there, young lady.” He leaned on his
cane and coughed into a handkerchief he took from his pocket.
Dabbing at his bald head he continued, “Record temperatures this
week. High humidity. Need to stay out of it if you can.”

Why are older people so
enthralled by the details of the weather? “You too,” Campbell said noticing his watery eyes and slack
jaw. Not as bad as the others, he was showing signs of the flu or
whatever it was.

“Planning on it,” he said as he limped to
the driver’s side of his car and opened the door.

“Need help with anything?” Campbell said as
she walked toward the car.

“Just dropping off dog food.”

“We were low. Thanks,” she said.

“Welcome.” He tossed the cane inside the car
and slowly slid into the driver’s seat.

Campbell waved as he drove
from the parking lot. She cringed as the car swerved onto the road
into oncoming traffic before straightening up. She watched him
barely avoid the accident then opened the glass door to the
welcomed orchestra of barking dogs; music to her ears. A wave of
cool air lifted the little strands of hair on her forehead and
rejuvenated her spirit. I’m home.
She walked around the counter and down the hall
to the storage room to find her boss stacking the bags of food into
a large cabinet.

“Need help?” she said as she walked over to
the corner and grabbed a bag. Carter, the only cool adult in town,
stacked the last bag then grabbed two bottles of water and handed
one to Campbell. As she twisted the lid Carter said, “What’s
wrong?”

“Mom.”

“Giving you a hard time?”

“When is she not?” She took a drink from the
bottle and continued, “It’s just school stuff. She wants me to do
what she wants me to do. I have no say. I never have a say, in
anything.”

“Maybe it’s time to be your own person.”
Carter tossed the empty bottle toward the trash can and it bounced
off the edge landing on several large sacks piled by the door.

“I don’t know. What if she’s right? What if
I won’t like animal science?” Campbell said as she walked toward
the empty bottle.

“What if you will?” he said.

“What’s this?” she asked as she picked the
bottle up off the bags.

“Stuff my father uses on the farm. It kills
algae in those two big ponds. Copper something....I’m not sure.”
The dinging of the bell on the front desk stole his attention.

Campbell turned and walked
down the hall following the serenade of barking dogs. As she walked
through the rows of cages patting heads and cooing “Hello,” she
thought about what Carter said. What does
that even mean? I am my own person...right? Well no, you’re your
mother’s person. You make no decisions. You are a
Muriel-bot.

“Lock up for me, I gotta go. My mother is
sick,” Carter yelled from the office.

“Okay. Sorry to
hear.” Another one bites the
dust.

Campbell pulled the wagon full of food
behind her as she stopped at each cage and filled the bowls. The
dogs ate as if it were their last meal while she fed the small row
of cats. She nuzzled a couple kittens before moving on to the
special cage on the back wall. Named by Campbell, Izzy the Iguana
sat on his log and watched her closely as she cut up carrots,
strawberries and mustard greens. She placed them in his enclosure
and wondered how anyone could abandon such a cool pet. The knot in
her neck tightened again as she remembered her mother’s reaction to
her request to bring him home. He was now a permanent fixture in
the shelter, a mascot. He would not suffer the fate of some of the
other animals that didn’t get adopted.

She walked to the back door
and pushed it open. The early summer heat warmed her
air-conditioned skin. She shielded her eyes from the sun and dialed
her father’s number from her cell phone. A sudden gust of wind blew
through the door sending small pieces of paper fluttering around
her feet. Her mother was wrong. Her father had been around. They
were always in contact, her mother just didn’t know it.
Bitter bitch. The wind
grew stronger pulling strands of hair from her bun. Just as she
heard his outgoing message begin, she ended the call. She thought
about Carter’s mother, another sick, old person.

 


MOMMY DEAREST

 


Campbell closed the front
door and set her keys on the small table in the foyer. Before she
could dart up the steps she heard, “Campbell. In here.” She sighed,
slipped her shoes off and moved slowly, slapping her bare feet
across the shiny, wood floor. Not unlike she did when
11-years-old. Coming Mommy
Dearest.

“Why are you late?” Muriel was wiping down
the counter by the stove. Campbell watched every circular stroke.
As hard as she tried, she couldn’t see what it was her mother was
wiping away.

“I stopped to see Selma.”

Muriel turned and faced her
daughter. Oh boy, here it comes.
“You didn’t ask me if you could do
that.”

“It’s on my way to the shelter. I only
stopped for a minute.”

“I see.” She turned back to the counter and
continued to scrub a little harder.

“Sorry.” Campbell fidgeted with the
perfectly arranged bowl of fruit in front of her.

“Always ask,” her mother said then
continued, “why didn’t you tell me when I called you?”

Campbell stared at the back
of her mom’s stiff, sculpted hair. It
wouldn’t move even in a windstorm. “I was
distracted.”

“By what?”

“Creepy, sick people.”

“What?” Her mother turned and faced her.

“Everyone’s sick. It’s weird.”

“Creepy?”

“I was totally freaked. They were on the
street, at the real estate office and —”

“There’s a flu going around,” Muriel said
rinsing then squeezing the excess water from her rag. “It’s
affecting the elderly more than anyone else. There were several
brought in by ambulance this afternoon.” She folded the wet rag and
sat it on the edge of the sink then started rearranging the fruit
in front of Campbell. “What do you mean by weird?”

“They just act all zoned out, staring into
space. And coughing and gagging. It’s gross. And they look…you
know, creepy.”

“Listless? Lethargic, you mean?”

“Yeah. Drooling on themselves. It’s nasty.”
Campbell watched her mom return to the sink and wash her hands.

“A fever can make you act that way, as can
dehydration.” Her brow furrowed in thought. “I hope you didn’t
catch it.”

“I didn’t touch them,”
Campbell said as she moved to the refrigerator and opened the
door. But they almost touched me.
“It’s not like we were sharing a
soda.”

“Being in the same room can be enough. Wash
your hands before you get in there.”

Campbell washed her hands then went back to
the refrigerator and grabbed a Diet Coke. She watched her mom
smooth her hair as she sat back down. “Is there medicine that can
help?”

“There are some things...but the best thing
is prevention with a flu vaccine.” Campbell watched her mom’s
expression change. Her normal frown grew deeper. “It isn’t flu
season. I’m not sure what it is…a bacteria maybe.”

“Well, it creeped me out. Those people were
almost...I don’t know...zombie-like.”

“Isn’t that an exaggeration?”

“No.” Campbell stood and walked toward the
door.

“Hold it.” Muriel pointed
to the barstool and said, “Sit down.” No.
No. No.

Campbell flopped back down.
Not unlike an 11-year-old. And now the
lecture ensues. College apps, blah, blah,
blah. As her stomach tightened, the
familiar pain began to throb in the back of her head.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were applying to
other colleges?”

Campbell’s voice raised a little higher than
she intended when she replied, “Why do you think?”

“Because you and your
father want to go behind my back and make decisions without my
approval,” Muriel said. Stop. Stop.
Stop.

“No, Mom. I didn’t tell you because...well,
you get mad at everything. It’s not Dad. I...I just wanted to see
if I could get into a college that had pre-vet and animal science.”
Campbell hesitated as her gaze drifted to the shiny, granite
countertop. In slightly more than a whisper she said, “I don’t want
to go to New York. And you won’t listen. You never listen.”

“Of course, I listen.” Muriel stood up and
pointed her finger at Campbell. “I know what’s best for you. I’ve
always known, haven’t I? I’ve guided you through all the right
decisions.”

And you’ll never let me forget it.

“Do you think you would’ve graduated first in
your class without my counsel?”

Yes...maybe. “I...” Campbell dropped
her eyes to her hands and scratched at the peeling skin around her
fingernail. Tell her what she wants to
hear, Campbell. “I guess not.”

“So just do as I tell you. I only want what’s
best for you,” Muriel said.

You want what you
want. “I’d rather take care of sick
animals than sick people.”

“How do you know? Because you feed homeless
pets at a shelter every weekend? Come on, Campbell.”

“What’s the big deal what I
study as long as I go?” Campbell dumped her remaining soda in the
sink and threw the can toward the garbage, shuttering as it clanged
on the floor. Crap. She ran over and picked it up before her mom could bitch
about it. “You just want me to be like you, like Cyrus, like
Dad.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing. Just...can we talk about this
later?”

The front door slammed shut
and Cyrus walked into the kitchen. Saved
at last. He stopped and dropped his bag
onto the floor when Muriel said, “There is nothing more to
discuss.”

“The hospital was busy today. I’ve never
seen so many sick folks in one place. I’m beat and I’m hungry.
What’s for dinner?” Both of them turned and looked at him in
frustration. “What?” Cyrus said realizing he had walked into
another confrontation. His lips thinned as he pressed them together
and glanced at Campbell. Her expression matched his as they both
frowned.

“My daughter has decided against our plans
for Columbia and pre-med.”

Cyrus winked at the timid girl he had grown
to love as his own daughter. He had no children of his own and
Campbell filled that emptiness upon his marriage to her mother.
“It’s her plan to make, isn’t it?”

“No. It’s mine…well, ours together.”

Yeah, right.
Campbell rolled her eyes and stomped from the
room as Cyrus turned to Muriel and said, “Trust her to do the right
thing for herself.”

“I trust her. I just know better than she
does,” Muriel said as Cyrus walked over and grasped the
refrigerator door. “Wash your hands first,” she snapped.

Cyrus grabbed the juice from the
refrigerator and turned to face her. “Stop dictating to me. And
stop dictating to Campbell. She’s almost grown and it’s her
life.”

“Leave my daughter up to me.”

Cyrus watched her march out of the room then
set the juice down and washed his hands.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 





CHAPTER TWO

 


 Day 2 – Monday, June 24th

 


GAVIN

 


Skipping breakfast sucked
but it was worth avoiding Muriel and the day-after-the-lecture
lecture. Campbell watched from her bedroom window, her mother pull
from the driveway and make the turn off their street. She then
slipped out the front door and across the street through the
neighbor’s yard. Campbell relaxed as she spotted the neighbor’s dog
asleep in its kennel. It was the only animal on earth that didn’t
like her. She then continued through the wooded lot to the edge of
the trees. The sun hung high in the sky allowing only small areas
of shade as the heat wrapped around her face and threatened
suffocation. She stopped beneath a large tree regretting the
decision to keep her hair down. Ray’s Bar & Grill was in sight
near the shelter and Campbell watched across the street as Selma
backed her car into the parking space at the end. She walked toward
the restaurant and noted Selma’s smile as she tossed her hair and
waved at Gavin Falkland. Campbell wanted to feel that confidence
and ease with people, with boys. Maybe
someday? Doubtful.

As she approached the door, Selma met her
with a hug. “I’m starved,” she said as she drew Campbell in
close.

“Me too,” Campbell returned the hug.

Gavin hesitated at the door then held it
open for the girls as they walked through arm in arm.

“Thanks,” Campbell said staring at the
floor.

“You’re welcome, ladies.” Gavin smiled and
watched as they walked to an empty table near the door.

Setting across from Campbell, Selma hung her
purse across the chair back then dropped her gaze to the phone in
her hand. “I wasn’t supposed to work this afternoon but a couple of
the others and even my boss are in the hospital so...”

“I’m surprised you went back to that
creepfest.” Campbell watched as Selma sent a text.

“No one’s there and I’m getting paid so…no
harm no foul. I just play games on my phone, scroll Instagram. You
know.” She looked at her phone as it vibrated on the wooden table.
“Liv says Grandma is sleeping.” She rubbed her face. “I should’ve
gone home for lunch but… God, I just need a break. A normal
lunch.”

Campbell scanned the menu and said, “I get
it.”

Selma threw her hand up at the waitress and
looked at Campbell. “You ready?”

“Please.”

While giving the waitress her order, Selma
glanced over Campbell’s shoulder and waved. Campbell followed her
stare and watched as Gavin strolled toward the table. Her breath
caught in her throat and she blushed. Heat flowed round her face
and settled in her breasts. She swallowed the lump in her throat
and took a deep breath. “Oh girl, he is so hot. Wait, what are you
doing?”

“Join us?” Selma said.

His gray t-shirt clung to his chest and arms
demanding Campbell’s attention. She read Harmon High Football
across the front as Selma invited him to sit down. Campbell’s eyes
dropped to the menu and she pretended to read it as he sat down in
the chair beside Selma. She ordered a cheeseburger and fries then
listened as Gavin did the same. Campbell caught Selma’s glare.
Eyebrows raised, she tilted her head and grinned. “Stop,” Campbell
mouthed then returned her gaze to the menu.

Campbell listened as they talked about
summer vacation and the new app on Selma’s phone. Campbell twisted
her paper napkin and curled it around her finger as Gavin talked
about his father. She caught herself staring at the rough, shadowy
growth on Gavin’s jaw and wondered what it would feel like against
her cheek. His tan skin was emphasized by his green eyes; eyes that
smiled along with his lips. She shook her head and dropped her gaze
to her bright red fingertip. Pulling the twisted napkin off her
finger, she felt that familiar pull of resolve. She refused to be
taken in by his looks. She refused to be a tic on his sheet of
girlfriends.

“How long has your dad been sick?” she heard
Selma ask as the waitress returned with their order.

“A few days. Maybe longer.” Gavin said
gabbing his burger. “Each day he gets worse.”

“My Grandma, too.” Selma picked at the salad
on her plate.

Gavin swallowed his first bite then nodded
at Campbell. “You talk too much.” She sipped her Coke, eyes on her
plate. “Doesn’t this girl ever shut up?” he said to Selma pointing
a french fry in Campbell’s direction.

Selma smiled and said, “She talks plenty and
often, when she has something to say.”

“You had a lot to say at graduation. I
listened to every word,” Gavin said as he dug into his cheeseburger
for a second bite.

“Uh-huh. Sure you did. It was just a
speech,” Campbell managed as she chewed a french fry.

“A good one,” he said.

“It was more than just a speech,” Selma
added.

“I’m now ready to step out on my own and
tackle the world,” Gavin said wiping mayo from the corner of his
mouth. His sarcasm was duly noted but it seemed harmless, almost
sweet.

Nice lips. Nice
mouth. “Whatever,” Campbell said
smiling.

“Hey, I’m inspired.” Gavin held out his palms
and shrugged.

Campbell dropped her head and stared up at
him from under her bangs.

“Really,” he said.

Campbell watched the worry melt from their
faces as they finished their meal and talked about movies, people
and music. Several times she caught Gavin staring at her regardless
of who was talking. And each time, although unnerved by his gaze,
she reminded herself of his reputation and their differences in
personality. She also thought about the tingle in her gut and the
heat in her face. No one else had made her body react in such a
way. It was unnerving and exciting at the same time.

Gavin grabbed the bill from the table and
said, “I got this, girls.”

“You’re a sweetheart,” Selma said as
Campbell’s phone rang.

Gavin chuckled at the cackling sound of the
wicked witch laugh as Campbell answered. “Mom, what’s up?”

“Where are you?”

“Ummm...well...”

“Listen...things are a bit crazy here. Cyrus
and I will be pulling a double. We may not be home tonight.”

“Why? What for?”

“We’re very busy and there’s not enough
staff.”

“Busy with zombies?” Campbell asked as she
watched Gavin throw cash onto the table.

“Yes, like you described.”

“What about me being around it yesterday? I
was in the room when that man started coughing his head off. Selma
too.”

“Oh my God, am I going to get sick?” Selma
said.

“How are you feeling? Any symptoms I need to
know about?” Muriel asked.

“Do I look okay?” Selma asked Gavin tugging
at her lower eyelid. “Are my eyes red?”

“No, I feel fine,” Campbell said shaking her
head at Selma.

“Good. It’s the older people that seem to be
sick because their immunities are compromised for one reason or
another and they can’t fight it off. You are a healthy young woman;
you both should be fine.”

“Campbell?” Selma said.

“No worries,” Campbell whispered.

She got up from the table and followed Selma
out the door. “Hold on Mom,” Campbell said then allowed Selma to
give her another hug. “That was fun.”

“I always am,” Selma said.

Gavin stood with his arms spread. “What about
me?”

“What about you?” Campbell said as she
walked toward the street. “Thanks for lunch,” she added as she
looked over her shoulder at him with a smile. He smiled back as she
put the phone back to her ear.

“What are you doing? Where are you?”

“I met Selma for lunch.”

“What did we just talk about last
night?”

“I...uh...It’s just lunch.”

“Ask me first.”

Campbell rolled her eyes as she jogged
across the street. “Sorry. I’m going home now.”

“Listen, I’ve got to go. I need you to just
stay put at the house and don’t go anywhere without talking to
me.”

“Mom,” Campbell heard the whine in her own
voice and cringed.

“Campbell Elise, you know the rules.”

Whatever.
“Yes, ma’am.”

“This thing could become an epidemic. Right
up your father’s alley.”

“What do you mean?” Campbell stopped under
the same maple tree as before and leaned against the trunk.

“After a certain number of cases or deaths,
the CDC will get involved and try to contain and treat it. He’s
spent the last twenty years doing that in one form or another. For
the last five, he’s been doing it at the highest level.”

“It’s that bad?”

“Maybe I’m jumping the gun. It may not get
to that...” Her voice fell off to a whisper. “I’ll call him just in
case. Can’t hurt.”

“He’s out of the country now. He emailed
last week and said he is in Botswana.”

“He’s in Africa?”

“Yep.”

“Maybe I better email him instead. Remember,
don’t leave the house, okay?”

Whatever.
“Okay,” Campbell said then ended the call not
realizing it was the last real conversation she would have with her
mother.


CHAPTER THREE

 


 Day 3 – Tuesday, June 25th

 


AN EPIDEMIC

 


Mayor Paul Donaldson paced back and forth in
front of his desk. His red face was beaded with sweat and his
double chin jiggled as he argued with Town Councilwoman Martha
Jenkins. He removed his suit jacket exposing the giant wet rings
that had formed under his arms. Each time he raised his voice, he
raised his arms. Councilwoman Jenkins kept diverting her eyes from
the sweat rings to his lime green tie twisted and laying askew
across his rotund abdomen. With his hair standing in all
directions, he wiped his forehead then stuffed the damp
handkerchief into his shirt pocket.

“But Mr. Donaldson, we need help with this.
More and more people grow sick every day. It’s an epidemic. It’s
not the darn flu.”

“You’re overreacting as usual, Martha. I
don’t need the state or federal government coming into my town and
telling me how to run it. And I don’t want the know-it-all disease
control people here either. They’ll shut down the town. What will
that do to all the local businesses? If the stores are closed, no
profits can be made. The small business owners rely on me.”

Councilwoman Jenkins watched as he made
another lap then sat down in front of the little circular fan on
his desk. The small breeze moved his tangle of hair from one side
to the other. She said, “There will be no small business owners if
they all get sick.”

“She’s right, Mayor.” Councilman Roy Rogers
said from the couch by the door. He wiped at his red-rimmed eyes
and stood. “We owe it to the community to protect their best
interests and that happens to be their health at this time, not
their pocketbooks.”

“Roy, I think we should handle this
ourselves. Period.” The mayor adjusted his tie and leaned back in
his seat. “We have the staff at the hospital. We can do this. The
council can arrange for bottled water and supplies for the elderly
to get us through this hot spell. We can arrange for flu vaccines.
It all works out, we come out smelling like a rose.”

Councilman Rogers opened his mouth to speak
then launched into a deep cough that dropped him back onto the
couch. Maryann Combs, the third member of the town council, stood
up and moved away from him. She winced as another sharp explosion
escaped his lips. Mrs. Jenkins took him a glass of water as Maryann
finally spoke. “I’m with them, Paul. We need to call the state
government and the Center for Disease Control. I have family that
I’m worried about. I heard there are more sick people than beds and
there’s overflow into the medical clinic. You are wrong, we don’t
have enough staff at the hospital.”

The mayor rocked forward in his chair and
said, “Not you too, Maryann.”

Walking through the door, Thomas Rollins,
the newest member of the town council and youngest on record,
tossed his briefcase onto the couch beside the gagging Councilman
Rogers. “Sorry I’m late. I couldn’t get away from the car lot. In
the middle of a sale, a man collapsed in the office and we had to
call an ambulance.”

“Have a seat, Thomas.” The mayor pointed to
the chair by his desk. “To get you up to speed, we were talking
about requesting flu vaccines and giving away bottled water, fans
and other supplies...and medications until this thing passes.”

“No, we were talking about calling the state
government and CDC,” Mrs. Jenkins said as she sat back down in her
chair. She pulled a folded piece of paper from her purse and
started fanning her face. “Too many are sick to do anything else.
Water and box fans will not rectify this problem.”

“The Observer Online is calling it an
epidemic,” Councilman Rollins said as he sipped from a bottle of
water.

“The Harmon Hill Observer? An epidemic?”
The mayor threw his hands in the air exposing the sweat stains
again. “Jesus. What’s next? The apocalypse?”

Maryann Combs pulled the
Tuesday, June 25th
Harmon Hill Observer from her purse and unfolded it. Tossing it on the mayor’s
desk she said, “It’s in the print version too. Don’t be stubborn,
Paul. Do the right thing.”

The mayor picked up the
paper and read the headline Influenza or
Unknown Epidemic? and then tossed it back
on his desk. “Jesus. This will spread to other towns, other
places.” He ran his fingers through his thinning hair. “All right.
All right. All right. I’ll call. This damn thing could get out of
control, I guess. And if it does, who will they blame?” He answered
before anyone else. “Us.”

Mayor Donaldson fished through his desk
until he found the phone numbers he needed. While making the calls,
the others watched Mr. Rogers fight off another coughing fit. His
head slowly fell backward onto the back of the couch and his
breaths grew short and raspy. With his head leaning to the side, a
long line of drool stretched from the corner of his mouth to his
shoulder. It glistened in the sunlight and left a grimace on the
face of everyone in the room.

“Who’s taking him to the hospital? It’s
obvious he has to go,” Mrs. Jenkins said as she frowned at the
sight that, not twenty minutes before, had been the testy and
argumentative Councilman Rogers.

“I have to get home. I have chores and such.
And more errands to run,” Maryann Combs said as she shifted her
gaze to her hands in her lap. My husband is expecting me.”

Thomas Rollins read a text from his wife
asking him to stop for diapers then slid the phone into his pocket
and said, “I’ll take him.” He stood and walked over to the couch.
“Mr. Rogers, it’s time to go. I’m going to take you to the
hospital. Martha will call your wife and we’ll meet her there.”

Mr. Rogers looked up but did not speak. The
whites of his eyes had turned a pale yellow and the veins running
through the sclera looked like red cracks. Thomas Rollins watched
carefully as the older man’s head bobbed from side to side like
that of a newborn baby. The string of drool snapped as another one
started to form on the other side. His chest crackled with labored
breaths fighting against the fluid that lingered in his lungs. The
next cough threw the man forward and a glob of white tissue flew
from his open mouth. Thomas pushed Mr. Rogers against the back of
the sofa to stabilize him. He kept his arms straight and leaned
away from the old man hiding the snarl of his lip. He swallowed
hard and avoided the glare of the man’s eyes.

“He went downhill quick,” Mrs. Jenkins said
over the voice of the mayor just behind her.

Thomas glanced at the stuff on the floor
that flew from Councilman Rogers’ mouth and side-stepped it to get
a grip on his arm. Roy’s head quickly snapped up and he looked at
Thomas. From his open mouth, the young councilman heard a sharp
click.

“Roy?”

His voice clicked again and the old man
twisted his head down and to the side, now staring at Councilwoman
Combs. The gargle continued with short bursts of his strangled
voice clicking and popping at an alarming volume. Maryann and
Thomas looked at one another as he then fell silent and his head
drooped.

The mayor hung up the phone and said, “It’s
done. We’ll see if it’s the right thing.” Before he could remove
his hand from the receiver it rang.

“Mayor’s office,” he answered after bringing
it back to his ear.

Thomas helped Mr. Rogers to his feet.
Swinging the door open, Maryann tried to keep her distance as the
two stumbled out the door. She let the door swing shut and gathered
her things. “I may be leaving town. Going to Pittsburgh to see my
girl.”

“Is that wise right now with everything
going on?” Martha asked.

“Is it wise to stick around?” Maryann
whispered as she slung her bag over her shoulder.

“That was a reporter from Charles Town,” The
mayor said as he placed the receiver in the cradle. “It’s started.
People will be coming in now to report on the,” making air quotes
with his fingers he continued, “great epidemic.” He shook his head.
“They’ll make us all look bad.”

“We could end up sick too,” Maryann said.
“I’d rather not be around for that.”

The mayor looked at her and said, “Is the
bomb shelter in the cellar stocked?”

“How would I know?” Maryann moved toward the
door.

“Maybe it should be,” Martha said. “If worse
comes to worse...”

“We can at least protect ourselves and our
families,” Mayor Donaldson finished for her as Martha picked up the
phone to call the dying man’s wife.
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