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​Chapter 1, Day 7: Michelle
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The Zombie Apocalypse Call Center is to the right of us. I didn’t think I would see the place again, but it’s on the way to the factory that Eslinger wants us to investigate and the highway we’re on is the most direct route to that factory. 

“What are you looking at?” Ember asks.

“The call center. I didn’t expect us to go by it, but there it is. Sam said that it was taken out by a zombie horde. But with all the cars in the parking lot, it looks like normal. It’s hard to believe a zombie horde went through that building.”

“Yeah, but we know differently. And Sam almost bought it there because of Monica.”

“Yeah, that bitch,” I say.

For a moment I think about Monica, now lying dead back at the Zombii Spray facility. In her own way she was as dangerous as Eslinger is. She had no scruples or compunctions about stealing his zombie technology and selling it to someone else.

“I’m glad we ended that bitch. It sucked being under her thumb,” Ember viciously says.

I take my right hand off the steering wheel and pat her on the thigh. I still haven’t figured out how I’m going to explain her and this relationship we have to Sam, and I have no idea how he’ll take it, especially since he thought she was interested in him when she actually had been assigned to seduce him. It would feel like a soap opera if it wasn’t for the Zombie Apocalypse. And that’s not even including Jill, my ex-girlfriend, who Sam has likely met by now.

“You know how we’re going to eventually encounter Sam, right?” I ask.

“Yeah,” Ember cautiously says.

“Well we might be encountering someone else I know that I’ve got some history with.”

“And who would THAT be?” Ember asks.

I wince and say, “My ex-girlfriend Jill. She’s likely going to be pissed at Sam because of my seduction of him, but she’ll be even more pissed when she finds out I’m seeing another woman.”

“How badly did it end between the two of you?”

“She’s one of the reasons I took the assignment at the call center. She’s too clingy and needy, and I’m not that kind of person. I have a hard time being close to people, which makes both you and Sam interesting challenges.”

“Because you want us both?”

“That, and yet I don’t know if I can handle being close to both of you, or even one of you.”

“I see,” Ember says.

“What do you see?” I ask, dreading the tone of voice and how she looks at me.

“You’ve clearly got some issues. I’m not one to judge because I’ve got some issues of my own, but you’ve got to be honest with yourself.”

“And you think I’m not honest with myself,” I say, stung by what Ember said.

Ember rolls her eyes and says, “Clearly not, or you wouldn’t have the drama in your life that you’re experiencing. It takes two people to make or break a relationship, so whatever the issue with Jill is, it’s not just on her, it’s on you too, and until you figure it out that issue is going to keep showing up in your relationships.”

“Do you think it’s shown up in our relationship?”

Ember gives me a look and says, “Of course it has. You cheated on your new boyfriend with me, and you don’t know either of us all that well. You said it yourself. You don’t like close connections, but there’s no escaping that in a relationship, romantic or otherwise. There’s always going to be some intimacy, some closeness, and some connection; so you have to ask yourself what you are so afraid of when it comes to being close with someone. And I hope you figure it out sooner than later, because I really don’t want to get hurt, and for that matter, I really don’t want Sam to get hurt. I don’t want to date him, but if you decide you want things to work out with him and me, I’d like for him and I to be friends. I don’t see it working any other way, to be honest.”

“I-I know. I just don’t know how to be close to anyone.”

“I won’t push this any further and I’m not going to give you an ultimatum, but please figure this out. If you don’t, for my own safety, I’m going to back off.”

I want shrivel up and die. I’m so embarrassed and ashamed. How do I explain to her or anyone else the trauma I’ve gone through? Or that I secretly feel responsible for all of it, even though I was a kid when so much of it happened. The only person who really knows is Garret, and that’s because he rescued me from the situation he found me in. Even he doesn’t know all of it.

I focus intently on the road, not wanting to look at her or say anything. Maybe we’d better break things off now. It’s not like I have a time for a romantic relationship in the midst of the Zombie Apocalypse.

I briefly look into the rearview mirror and see Joanna looking right at me. I shiver. I wonder if the person I knew even still exists or if she’s just looking at me because I could be her next snack. I guiltily think about the promise I made to Greg, the one I can’t keep because I need to stop Eslinger. Eslinger healed her up with the super zombie serum and he’s got her watching us, maybe even ready to pop our heads off right now if we make the wrong move or say the wrong thing, but she’s also my means to get closer to him, to find a way to stop him before his insanity brings us all down.

The factory is a couple hours away and I’m stuck in this van with a super zombie and my girlfriend, who might not be my girlfriend much longer.

“So,” I awkwardly say, “we should talk about the factory and what we’re going to do when we get there.”

“We really don’t know anything, other than what Eslinger gave us, which was the coordinates. He didn’t even seem to know what was going on, other than that production stopped,” Ember points out.

“True, but we could hazard a guess or two as to what happened.”

“My best guess is that Sam and crew happened to it. Eslinger certainly seems to think so, which creates an even more awkward situation for us because he’s not exactly wanting us to keep them alive, is he?”

“That’s true, but he does want us to figure out what their plans are, so that gives us a bit of time.”

“To do what though, Michelle? Eslinger seems to hold all the aces. We’re carting our former friend in the back of the van as a super zombie, and I know that unnerves you as much as it does me. And even though we took our ear buds out that he gave us right before we passed the call center, he could still be using her to listen to us.”

“I know, and that unnerves me too, but we have to figure something out, some way to turn the tables on him and keep our friends alive while still getting close to him. And I’m hoping the factory will give us something we can use.”

“I hope so too. At some point, we’re going to have to take a stand. He’s probably suspicious of us, as it is.”

I nod my head in agreement. I feel a bit more comfortable now. Work, such as it is, is safe territory. 

“Michelle, look out!” Ember cries out.

I start as I see a small horde of zombies suddenly appear in front of the van. I hit the brakes. The last thing I need to do is get surrounded by the horde. They’ll gum up the van, trying to peel us out of it.

I manage to stop the van before it hits the zombies, but they shift toward us and eye us. I don’t know if this little horde will leave us alone, because even though Eslinger can control the zombies, that doesn’t mean they’re under his control right now.

“I’ve got my pistol,” Ember says.

“Ok. Let’s see what they do.”

I back the van up. The one benefit of the Zombie Apocalypse is that there’s no traffic on the highway, so I can do something that would otherwise be completely suicidal.

The zombies immediately react, growling and coming toward us. So much for Eslinger’s protection. 

I see Joanna in the rear view mirror and I mutter, “I don’t suppose you can do something?”

She yawns and looks disinterested.

“Guess it’s up to us,” Ember says and rolls down her window. She sticks her pistol out and starts shooting at the zombies, which just stirs them up more.

“Maybe don’t shoot at them yet!” I say.

“But they’re coming toward us!” 

“And if they catch up to us, then start shooting, but let’s see if we can avoid them instead!”

I jam my foot on the gas and back that van up like a pro. I wish I could hear little beeping sounds like you hear with emergency vehicles, because I’m doing it that well.

“They aren’t running after us. They’re just walking. This is so weird,” Ember says.

“Well, let’s try and drive around them.”

I’ve reached a place where there isn’t a highway divider. There’s a stretch of grass and then the highway going in the opposite direction. I’ll have to be careful, just in case there are abandoned cars or random people driving, but this will hopefully get me around the horde. I turn to the left and drive across the grass and reach the pavement without any incident. 

“They’re following us, Michelle. What the fuck?”

I look over and see the zombies are walking toward us, placidly, calm as cows.

“It’s got to be Eslinger. He must want them to join up with us as backup. I recommend we don’t shoot them, if that’s the case.”

Ember shrugs and says, “I can’t say zombies are the allies I want, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

“No, they can’t be.”

I start driving down the highway and put the pedal to the metal. The zombies start picking up the pace, running effortlessly after us. I shake my head.

“What?” Ember asks.

“It’s just amazing to me that the zombies can keep up with us. If they were ordinary people they’d get winded pretty quickly. Say what you will about Eslinger’s craziness, you have to admit that he’s onto something with how the virus changes the biology of the people.”

“Yeah, it’s just too bad they lose their minds and become cannibals in the process.”

“Yeah, that part isn’t so attractive. I just wonder if there’s a way to keep anything of what’s done,” I say.

“I think doing that is tampering with something that should probably be left alone. Meeting him in person just made me realize how off he is. And he might have some grand reason for creating a zombie apocalypse, but I don’t think there’s any justification that can be offered for what he’s done.”

I grunt in agreement and focus on the road. I do think if there was a way to become enhanced without losing yourself it could be worth it, but I’m not going to convince her of that. Still, if there was a way to keep my humanity and be enhanced somehow, I might take it. It would just depend on what it is.

“Soooo,” Ember says.

“Yeah?” 

“Let’s get back to our original conversation, about the factory?”

“Ok. I guess we go into the place and figure out what happened and then report back to Eslinger, but let’s also see if there’s anything there we can use.”

“How are we going to accompany the second objective if we got zombies with us?”

“I don’t know. Maybe have one of us lead the zombies, if we can, while the other does some digging around?” I suggest.

“I guess that’s something?” Ember doubtfully says.

“What do you want from me, Ember?”

“I want a plan, something better than the vague one you’re half-assing. And for that matter, I’d like you to let me in, instead of trying to talk about anything but what I brought up earlier, about your issues.”

“I don’t have a plan because I’m having to make it up as we go along. You don’t exactly have one either,” I defensively point out.

“No, I don’t, but I’m following your lead, just as I did with Monica, and you had a plan with her.”

“I did, but I had to improvise a lot with her. She was a known quantity, if a bit unpredictable. Eslinger, on the other hand, is a completely unknown quantity. We know he’s created this virus, but we still don’t even know why. It certainly isn’t to grow his profit margin, because the Zombie Apocalypse has grown way out of hand in this situation.”

“Fair enough, but you didn’t know everything with Monica, either.”

“I knew what her motivation was. I’m not sure what his is. Is he really deluded enough to think that turning everyone into zombies will save humanity? If so, that’s just crazy, and a crazy person can be a lot more dangerous than a selfish person. And a lot more unpredictable.”

“You got a point. You’re still avoiding what I brought up earlier though,” Ember says.

“Look, you want me to be vulnerable and share my issues with you, but now isn’t the right time.”

“Why not? We’re on the road for at least another hour and change, just to get to the factory. We’ve got time.”

“It’s not easy for me to open up. You’re asking a lot from me,” I say.

“I am asking a lot, but so would anyone else in my position.”

“Maybe I just can’t do it,” I say.

“You can do it. And this isn’t just for me. This is for you too. And if you aren’t ready then say it, but don’t change the topic like you did earlier just to avoid this conversation.”

I feel stuck between a rock and a hard place. Trying to avoid this conversation isn’t working. It never works, but I keep trying to keep things on the shallow end.

“If we’re doing this I need you to drive,” I say. I brake the van and turn off the ignition.

Ember looks at me surprised, and then nods decisively and says, “Give me the keys.”

I wordlessly hand her the keys and get out of the van. For a moment, I debate just running for the hills. Anything would be better than telling her about her my past. I gulp, and instead of running, I walk to the passenger door. Each step feels like a leaden weight and my stomach feels like it’s becoming a tense knot. As Ember passes me, she starts to reach out, but I avoid her touch. She nods and steps past me to get to the driver door.

The zombies that were following us have come to a stop. They’re milling around, but they’re not looking at either of us like we’re something to chow on. I shiver and then open the passenger door and force myself to get in the car. Facing Ember and telling her about my past isn’t fun, but facing a horde of zombies is a lot worse.

Ember starts up the van and resumes driving.

“So, I’m driving now. Spill.”

“Give me a moment.”

I get comfortable in the seat and think about where to start. 

“My mom died when I was 13. She was killed by my dad, who covered it up because he was a high-ranking officer in the military. He was actually my CO’s commanding officer, at the time.”

“Geez. Why did he kill her?”

“H-he claimed it was because she was cheating on him. But I think she was trying to get away from him. He would beat her, and she’d had enough. I saw him shoot her, and he told me if I told anyone he’d shoot me too, so for the next two years I kept my mouth shut. But I became his bitch. He’d beat me whenever he came home and sometimes molest me. He never took it all the way to rape, but he may as well have.”

Ember sighs and says, “Can I reach over and hold your hand?”

I nod. Tears are streaming down my face. I haven’t told many people about this before. Ember puts her hand on mine and gently squeezes.

“I learned to disassociate when my dad was beating me or doing anything else to me, but it left me numb. Then Garret found out. I don’t know how, but he did, and he had my dad arrested. He took me in afterwards, because I didn’t have any family other than my dad and mom.”

“So he basically took over raising you?”

“Yeah, he did. And he helped some, but he didn’t really know how to handle a damaged person other than to give them military discipline.”

“So you never went to therapy or anything?”

“Not really. I just numbed myself with alcohol and drugs for a while, but Garret figured that out about a half year into me living with him and locked all the booze and drugs away and got me to a rehab center, which helped with the drugs and alcohol, but didn’t really help me with the emptiness.”

“So what happened after that?”

“I discovered sex and I liked how it made me feel something, but I didn’t want a relationship. Someone who wants to be close to me brings up everything that happened to me, so I kept things casual or broke it off if the person wanted more. Plus, I joined the military, so there wasn’t a lot of time to be in a relationship.”

“Ok, that explains a lot. Is it just memories coming up or anything else?”

“I feel dirty. I feel like I should have been able to do something different with my dad and the only thing I can think to do with anyone else is keep them at arm’s length.”
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