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To my second-ever apartment’s balcony. Also, to the small carpet my dad bought for it.










OYSTERS VS. MARIANA


“Oh, yummy! I’ve been waiting for oyster season to start.” The manager said, or at least, I thought he was the manager. He spoke with a thick Finnish accent, like the rest of his crew. “Did you know it’s best to avoid oysters during summer?” He laughed, telling the opposing chief executives who agreed with him. The men at this table wore expensive suits, watches, and insisted on having meetings during dinner. My boss and some vice president discussed ski resorts in Central and Northern Europe.


“Write this down, Mariana.” My boss snapped his fingers near my face.


“Already on it, sir.” I replied, writing down ski resorts I couldn’t afford with this income. He laughed with the vice president, saying it was a good way to get away from the wife and kids.


“Everyone is getting oysters, correct?” The Finnish manager asked as the waiter approached the giant table. All I heard was the arrogant laughter of businessmen; of course we will, we can afford it! Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha. I feared I was exploding; my heartbeat hammered in my brain and not in my chest, where it should be. It caused my head to ache, and the sound of their voices pierced my forehead with needles, sending waves of pain down my neck and arms.


My boss tapped my bicep, the irritating tapping a man does when he’s in a higher position, halting my current assignment of collecting information on goddamn ski resorts. He didn’t look at me as he yelled after the waiter, telling him to get me oysters, too. “No, no oysters for me,” I argued. “I’m working.”


“Everyone’s getting oysters.” My boss said, offended that I declined the slimy fuckers.


“Sir, I’m working.” I replied.


“Just eat the damn oysters,” he whispered as the others’ chatter blared. “You’re not embarrassing me like this.”


“I’m allergic.” I’m not.


“Everyone’s eating oysters.” He smiled, grinding his teeth. The Finns, especially the manager, kept explaining why it’s advised against eating them during summer. The beautiful shells hold such horrifying insides. The image in my mind of their meat, grayish and yellowish, caused cold sweat to form. The hair on my nape stuck to my skin, the feeling drove me up the wall.


The oyster dishes started appearing before the men; the men clapped their hands like happy seals. I was terrified as the raw meat appeared in front of me. I clutched the paper pad and pen, knuckles turning white and holding my breath as if not inhaling the scent of the so-called food would keep me safe.


“Lemon juice, ohh, I’m in heaven.” One of our crew’s people moaned. He pushed the meat in his mouth and made noises that you’d expect to hear in bad porn. The oyster juice mixed with lemon trickled down his chin, falling on the table and floor. The rest of the men devoured, no, made love to the oysters similarly. It couldn’t be that good. Seriously.


Inside the full restaurant, nobody except me paid attention to these men licking the shells and moaning, acting as if they hadn’t eaten in years. I looked at the plate in front of me and the oysters had doubled in size. They taunted me; oh, eat us Mariana, we won’t make you or anyone sick! We want to be iiiiiiinsiiiiideeeee youuuuu! I sprinted out of my seat, ignoring whatever assignment I had received from my asshole boss. The voices were high-pitched, yet distant as I scurried toward the bathroom and locked myself inside a stall.


My breathing was heavy as I leaned against the thin door. The voices were singing, pleading for me to eat them, but the moaning and groaning of the men had ceased. Conversations with actual languages had been replaced by awkward squishing, wet sounds, and no feet touching the floor like everyone had had their legs stolen. Quietly, I exited the stall and made my way toward the entrance of the bathroom, only for it to be obstructed by a white, grayish and brownish wall. The bright lights made the surface of the so-called door that wasn’t there before glisten. Liquid pooled on the floor. The wall acted as a sound-proof barrier between the rest of the world and me; only the horrid squishy, wet sounds bounced around the sealed bathroom I was stuck in. The smell of oysters, lemon juice, and hot sauce. The spicy air made my eyes water as I spiraled, yelling profanities and cursing the damn seafood to hell and back.


My head was about to explode, and my last straw was oysters. No, gigantic oysters. I searched the bathroom for anything and everything until I decided to kick the soap dispenser off the wall and threw it at the oyster. It squealed. I picked it up and started beating the oyster-wall with it. The raw meat whined like a scared puppy: dooon’t huuurt meeeeee!! My physical assault of the oyster lasted for minutes before it fell, giving me an opening for freedom, yet I hesitated to escape. The air of the bathroom was different, but secure, the air in the rest of the restaurant was unfamiliar, yet filled with scents of lemon, peppers, and expensive red wine. Pinot Noir, I thought, of course, it was Pinot fucking Noir.


Faaaaceeeeeee yoooouuuurrrrrr feeeaaaaarsssss, the fallen oyster sang. My feet sat on the edge of the bathroom and restaurant, and the gigantic piece of raw meat laid on the floor, too close to my liking. Faaaceeee yoourrr fearsss, it sang in a lower register.


“Eat shit,” I whispered, spitting at the oyster. “I’m not scared of an oyster.”


The oyster giggled, taunting me. It thought I wouldn’t move, that I was too frightened of raw meat. The glistening and shining texture of the meat irritated me. I forced myself to step out of the bathroom and into the empty restaurant hall just to kick the goddamn oyster. It squealed, complaining about pain, and I kicked it again before stumbling toward the exit. Each table was empty, on the chairs laid designer clothes and handbags, and piles and piles of smaller oysters, still inside the clothing, wetting and ruining them.










THE KITCHEN


I hadn’t seen him in a long time, but I knew it to be him even if he wore the form of a woman my age. The house, my maternal grandparents’ house, was the same as I’d last seen it, except the world outside was completely black as if the sun had died. He blended into the living room, full of relatives with blurry faces. My mother’s and father’s sides of the family in the same room. A sight I’d never seen and never would. We ended up in the kitchen, away from the rest of the crowd. The chatter of the living room couldn’t join us. We spoke of everything, but I was unable to remember what we spoke of, I just knew we shared how we were doing. He sounded concerned and gave me a warning. Be careful, I knew exactly what he meant by that. Adulthood and the things that came with it; he had only known me as a young girl, not as an adult. It was nice to see him, but it was fleeting, we knew he’d be going soon. As the gathering ended, he disappeared into thin air, leaving us behind. Eventually, we’d all join him.










SLOW BASTARDS


Rotting flesh moved, barely holding their past humanity together. Their eyes were glassy, some dangled from their sockets, and some were entirely missing. Limbs crumbled, making the undead fall over, and spill rotting blood—or some sort of dark liquid everywhere. They gurgled, moaned, and groaned, some spoke with harsh voices, producing only words. They didn’t make sense; what did golden mean to a slow-moving, rotting corpse?


“I thought they’d be faster,” Aloisio said, staring at the undead limping after the rusty vehicle through the rear-view mirror. “In the movies, they were pretty fast.”


“Are you talking about the zombies?” Mariana, the driver, inquired. He nodded, still staring at the zombie. She glanced at the rear-view mirror, noticing the slow bastard. She stopped the car, put the gear in reverse, and drove over the zombie. “Uhm, why’d you do that?” The rotting corpse making contact with the car exploded into a million pieces, painting the rear window a thin brownish red. He flinched as a leg—or arm dropped on the hood of the vehicle.


“Well, I mean, it’s better that he—or she, I don’t know, gets returned to… Death.” Mariana shrugged her shoulders, changed the gear, and continued at a slow pace, avoiding metal pieces and rotting body parts on the road. “The less the better, I guess.” She added, driving over a crawling dead individual.


“What if they come up with some sort of cure and we’ve just been killing people?” He wondered, quietly.


“Lisio, think about it like this: undead kill living people. It’s self-defense. Also, they’re already dead.”


“Mariana,” he turned to look at his friend. He stared at the X tattooed on her neck as he gathered his thoughts. The X screamed, target. “You drove over two zombies not attacking anyone—”


“I thought ahead, now they can’t eat anyone. Do you want to get eaten by some rotting woman? Or man. I’d rather jump off a cliff than get eaten by a man.”


“No, I do not.” He responded, sighing.


The pair continued to drive in silence until they reached an obstacle. The road was blocked by more than three cars, all mangled badly. Two rabbits sniffed around, jumping around the dried substances: blood and other bodily fluids. Weak screaming was heard from behind the mess of cars. Mariana looked at him, a look that said get the shotgun ready. The danger awaiting them could’ve been the undead or the living. The undead were easier to deal with; slow and crumbling bodies, easily destroyed. The living were faster, stronger, and always had something they wanted—no, needed.


A blonde woman emerged from behind the cars. Her shoes were missing and legs bleeding, a bite mark was visible. She noticed the car and its passengers, trying to shout for help while running toward the pair. She fell, crying and cursing. Soon, a crawling undead grabbed her ankle. Another one appeared, biting into her thigh. She yelled for help.


“She looks familiar…” Aloisio said, eyeing the woman begging for saving.


“What, the woman we’re watching being eaten alive?” She asked, caught off guard.


“Oh, shit,” his hand moved closer to the handle of the door. She noticed and moved hers, imitating his movements cautiously. “That’s Nicole.”


“Who the fuck’s Nicole?” Mariana asked, locking the doors.


“A girl I dated for a few months. Should we help her?” He tried the door, twice before turning to look at the brunette shrugging her shoulders. Aloisio glared at the woman who’d locked the doors.


“I’m not helping her.”


“Why not?” He asked, knowing it was useless; Nicole had been bitten.


“I didn’t date her.”


“You don’t date.” He responded.


“Exactly, and thank God, now I don’t have to solve moral dilemmas like this during the fucking apocalypse!” Mariana pointed at the poor woman being skinned alive.


“That doesn’t make any sense. Ana, you’re sticking with me. You might have to solve some—”


“I won’t have to. You’re not an idiot—”


“Nicole could be useful?” Aloisio proposed. She was a ticking time bomb if they’d somehow managed to save her.


“She’s being dragged by her legs?? Look!”


“She won’t be if we—oh, she’s dead.”


They stare at her limp body being tugged around by three undead. Her eyes stayed open, staring at the car. Silently, Mariana turned the vehicle around and drove back the way they’d come. She turned on another road, going the same way where Nicole’s body lay before starting her eternal roaming.


“You couldn’t have helped her.” Mariana broke the long and thick silence.


“Yeah, I know.” He responded, leaning against the window. Aloisio wasn’t cut out for a world like this; lawless, brutal, depressing, and hopeless. On the other hand, Mariana suited the current world a little too well. She didn’t hesitate when blowing dead brains into bits with their shared shotgun or when swinging the axe, cutting off someone’s head. He wondered if she enjoyed killing, well, her words were ‘Returning them to death, where they belonged.’ She denied his accusations, but deep down, he didn’t believe Mariana. “Will you—”


“Will I what?” She asked as he hesitated.


“Will you leave me to die like that if something were to happen?”


“No,” she responded, quickly.


“You really wouldn’t?” He interrogated.


“I wouldn’t. I know watching Nicole die—or rather, not letting you help and kind of making you watch her die might’ve given you the impression that I’d leave you the moment something happens, but I wouldn’t, okay?”


“Honestly, that’s hard to believe.” Aloisio admitted, chuckling.


“Jesus, do you trust me that little?” She laughed, hoping to break the tension. He didn’t laugh. Shit, fuck, goddammit. “You’re suspicious.”


“What?”


“Being suspicious is good. Keep that suspicion with you,” Mariana repeated, opening a window slightly to let air in. “Affirmations of how much I care for you won’t work, and that’s good.”


“What are you talking about?” He groaned, confused and alarmed.


“You’re suspicious, perceptive, creative, and you think about every possibility. Now, I lack thinking about every possibility, right? I need more of that. You lack aggression, you need that.”


“So, you’re saying if I die, your chances of survival drop and if you die, mine will drop.” He concluded.


“Exactly! And the obvious thing; you’re my friend. I’d be sad and probably kill myself.”


“I’m flattered.” He smiled, confused.


“Good,” she said. “There’s one thing you need to realize; we—or in this case, you, can’t save people. It could be a death sentence helping someone.”


“I get it, but a bigger group could be better. I mean, there’s always the possibility of conflict within the group and food scarcity, but we can’t protect each other from other living people. That’s why I thought—wanted to save Nicole.”


“That’s the thing; both could be fatal,” Mariana sighed. “If you’re on the wrong side in a group conflict it’s over and not being in a group we’re more likely to get killed if we come across a dangerous group.”


“Being in a group is less fatal.” Aloisio said.


“I think both are equally fatal.” She spoke.


The sun began to set as they drove through an abandoned neighborhood. Mariana stopped the car in front of a quiet house with boarded up windows, peeling paint, and a rotting corpse near the front lawn. She pointed at the dead body and chuckled: “You know this guy, too?”


“No? His face is half-eaten; you can barely even recognize him.”


“I think he’d be your type.”


“I get the feeling that you might’ve been a bully in school.” Aloisio replied, tired of the asexual woman’s jabs at his preferences.


As soon as the words left his mouth, the corpse opened its eyes and began to groan. It couldn’t move, yet it tried to. Must’ve been a determined one while alive. Aloisio aimed the shotgun at its head and pulled the trigger. Brains painted the ground.


“Good aim.” Mariana said.


“Oh, please, it wasn’t moving.”


“It’s best to find another house further away, don’t cha think?” She proposed, already walking back to the car. “There’s still enough gas.”


“Sure.” He replied, getting inside the vehicle. They drove off deeper into the night, hitting a few undead on the way, and making them fly before eating the pavement.
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