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Alom-bag-winno-sis

Alicia Ramble crept across the lawn, shined her flashlight at the bushes beside the house, and spotted two girls from her high school wedged against the wall. Upon closer inspection, she saw that the blanched girl lying across the lap of her companion had flecks of blood splashed across her neck.

Chelsea didn’t even look up. The black girl’s face was blank as she spoke. “It killed my best friend and then, then. Oh God, its eyes. Fuck. Oh, Liz.”

“We’d better get help. Diallo, isn’t it? From Central School too?”

“Chelsea Diallo, yes. Can you understand me? I know sometimes, sometimes people can’t. Liz always could, though. Even with my accent so, so thick, we never had trouble communicating.”

“I can understand you just fine.” Alicia told Chelsea her name. “Long way to come for a party, isn’t it? Wait. I’ll drive around. The phones here don’t work either?”

Chelsea shook her head. She stammered that she had dropped her cell phone at the sight of Glenn Abernathy hanging and she and Liz had already tried the payphones in the area. They were dead and there were no people anywhere as far as the dark windows, lit streetlights, and porch lights showed. The televisions left on showed white snow and the radios played static.

“I tried houses and phones for miles after I left Glenn’s,” Alicia said. “It’s the same everywhere. There were people around when I drove up here, but not now. The new computers with web capability would not take me online.”

Alicia pried Liz off Chelsea’s lap. Blood smeared Alicia’s plaid skirt and black boots. She dragged Chelsea back to her white Oldsmobile Regency on the curb and spoke to her until Chelsea understood they could not take the dead girl with them. They dragged Liz through the front door and plopped her on the nearest bed. They got on the highway and drove slowly while Chelsea cursed Alicia and Alicia thought hard about what to do next. Occasionally they chanced leaving the highway to knock on an inn or house or shop door but no one answered and no lights shone through any windows. Every payphone buzzed in the ear and spat back Alicia’s and Chelsea’s change. Despite Alicia occasionally honking the horn, the absence of other people and drivers yawned at them in the purpling day. They were too frightened to go back through the campgrounds.

“Where did you see Glenn?” Alicia asked.

“I saw him. He’s. Oh my God, he’s hanging from a pipe in his basement. I saw him, oh God. I’m afraid so.”

“He looked ... drained like Runyon? Um, Liz?” Alicia noticed the cool cologne smell wafting off Chelsea. “I missed that. Shit. OK, tell me what happened to you.”

Through Chelsea’s stutter, Alicia gathered that Liz and she both saw Glenn’s body. Something else was there, they didn’t see what it was it frightened them so, and that thing followed them up the road but they didn’t see it until they tried to go into the house for help. Maybe if they had taken refuge in Liz’s car. That thing got Liz in the back, but Chelsea beat it away and it ... Chelsea didn’t know. She tried to stop the bleeding.

“You should have seen how black its eyes were, like holes with no bottom but sparkling. Like dark stars. And didn’t you hear water, Chelsea?”

“Water?”

“Like you, I guess, I wanted to get to Glenn’s party early but no one was there and I heard water running in the basement and this thing attacked me. It bit me.” Alicia’s hands beat frenziedly on the steering wheel. She used one hand to re-plait her frazzled hair in the back.

“I could drive for a while if you want.”

“No, no, I’m fine. Thanks.”

“Are you sure?”

“Well. I will be.”

“I’m really not holding up. I’m trying to. If it wasn’t for you, I don’t know. I’m just numb. I cry. I stare into space.” Chelsea tried to stem the stream of tears down her pale cheeks and chin. “I don’t know. It doesn’t seem like it’s real.”

Alicia said, “Yeah. Listen, we can’t go back–”

“This is like the worst. I can’t even imagine. This is like a movie or some, some horror book. It seems nothing like reality. It’s terrible. I mean, what the fuck’s happened? Everything was so normal on the way up here. You, you can still hear those damn crickets and birds. This all has to be some kind of nightmare.”

“Field crickets still looking for mates. They’d better get a move on.”

“Huh?”

“I shot at it when it came up the stairs and this thing came after me like a bedlamite. It looked like a little kid but it was sniffing like a dog on the floor where I bled. It was dripping wet and its legs were all twisted.”

“Yes, yes, better believe it. Oh my God, you shot it?”

Alicia yanked open the glove compartment and showed Chelsea her Smith & Wesson Model 625 nestled against the flashlight. Chelsea stared blurry-eyed at it and bit her sweater collar and turquoise wool ground in her little teeth. Alicia could see almost all Chelsea’s big ovular face in the rear-view mirror. “It must have killed Glenn too.”

“Oh God, are you sure?”

“Listen to me, remember, you saw him. We can’t go back there.”

“What do we do?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean you don’t know? We have to do something, what do we do? We left Liz back there!”

“She was gone, and what if that thing came back?”

“People should be living there, but all these places are empty. I know, my father works for Citizens Bank and they do mortgages here. That thing must have, must have...”

“Must have what?”

“Maybe made them run. Or worse. They just left their cars too!”

“And cut off their phones? All of them? You had a cell phone, huh? Did, did Liz have one?”

“Fine, so what the fuck do we do then? What if it goes back and does more things to her body? It sounded like. We have to go to the police.”

Alicia’s small round lips pursed, almost making her appear to be without a mouth. “Mm-hm.”

“You heard what I said?”

“They’re up near Binders Cabins, huh?”

“No, no, I had to go there once when someone stole my debit card right after leaving Glenn’s house. It’s, I think, Route 8, Route 8.”

“Yes, Route 8, South Shore Road. That’s right.”

Working the car horn and scanning the radio, Alicia took the Regency up steep hills nearing Lewey and Indian Lakes and skirted the latter on the west past the state-marked campsites.

Chelsea trembled at the cars sitting on and beside the road. “I was so scared I must have broken the door when Liz was.”

“Did anything seem torn up inside the house, like something broke in?”

“Mm-mm. I just hid there and listened to them.” Chelsea beat at something on her bell-bottoms that Alicia could not see. “By the way, I’ve spent the American school year here for quite awhile now but I sometimes people don’t understand me through my accent. Senegal. You know, Dakar. Better believe it.”

Alicia noticed the bruise spiraling from Chelsea’s right shoulder onto her neck. She tried to sound gentle. “I told you, I understand you fine.”

“OK. That’s good, OK. I am grateful for that. Anyway, I don’t even know why we accepted his invitation or why he invited us. Isn’t he the same idiot who tried to stage dive during a Grateful Dead show at the, uh, the Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum?”

Alicia stared unhearing past Chelsea’s forced smile.

“Are you a friend of his? I mean, he kind of runs with a fast crowd.” Chelsea looked at the dashboard. “How did you get into all those houses, Alicia? Before you saw me and, and Liz, I mean.”

Alicia looked askance at her, and finally, Chelsea dropped her eyes and found a napkin in her fanny pack and said, “Here, use this,” gesturing at the t-shirt under Alicia’s overblouse.

Alicia noticed the stickiness of dried blood there and rubbed it under her neck to see it was not hers. “I’m fine.” At Chelsea’s unchanging face, she scratched the blood away and it flaked down her blouse. 

“Are you sure? Here. Ew. Don’t do that. Good. Yeah, definitely get that off.”

The napkin felt smooth on Alicia’s chest and belly. When Chelsea looked away at the lamp-dotted highway, Alicia whipped it out the driver side window without having picked up a single flake.

After the steep grades and hard bends of the winding roads out of Indian Lake, which Alicia peppered with the sound of the horn like a festival parade of one vehicle, the young women ascended the upgrade north of Wells and picked up Route 8 East into Speculator and stopped to try the chalet and the motor lodge and the supermarket and the department store and the cottages. No one answered and Chelsea sat on the cold wet ground in the semidark and keened until Alicia agreed they would resume driving and not go inside anywhere. Southwest along Route 8, they came into Lake Pleasant hamlet near the west end of the lake and drove to its center and turned up the street toward the county offices and the jail. Chelsea would not look at the empty golf course or at the abandoned vehicles sparse on the road like litter.

Chelsea snickered through her tears. “I hate those clunky things.”

“Hate what?”

“My cell phone. They never fit in your purse; they’re such a pain in the ass to haul around.”

The wind streaming past her window almost obviated Alicia’s hollow voice. “Really.”

Chelsea’s eyes stayed on her until she pushed her mouth up at the corners, and Chelsea descried the sheriff station.

“I haven’t even seen one airplane,” Chelsea said, “have you?”

“No.”

“Here it is.”

Alicia honked the horn. No lights shone from the station’s windows, but Chelsea bounded out of the car before Alicia finished putting it in park and she ran between two rows of police cars and up the porch steps to the double doors under the adobe sign saying, SHERIFF. Alicia tried the county offices up the road and the post office across the street. No one answered her or stirred inside the black windows.

“Aren’t you cold in that miniskirt?” Chelsea asked when Alicia joined her, and she laughed loudly. She started banging on the doors and calling, “Hello? Hello, we need help here! Somebody help us!”

Alicia twined her legs out of the car. She languished at the bottom of the porch.

“Get your skinny white ass up here!” Chelsea said. “Hello? Hello, hellooooo?”

Alicia leaned her head on the bars covering the door windows and skimmed the half-darkness inside. The soda and candy machines’ fluorescent flush revealed a credenza centered in a wide space.

“No one’s in there either,” she drawled.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. Better believe it. Move. Move.”

Alicia slumped nearly through the balcony where Chelsea pushed her. Chelsea stretched her arms across the windows. Rust and dirt mixed with sweat on her nose and forehead. Her lips smooched glass dust through the bars. The iron would not rattle, but cut into her fingers.

Alicia read the time on her watch. “Maybe we should try Wells.”

“What? Wells? I’m not leaving. Who knows what’s out there? We need help now and we need to get back to our families. I don’t understand this. Where the fuck did they all go? Did you hear us! We need help NOW!” Chelsea stumbled over the balcony and disappeared behind the station. Her shouting and crashing through the underbrush raised nothing from the surrounding shadows.

The gas tank was nearly full, Alicia read on the meter. The 625 fit snugly in the concealment holster rig she pulled from under the driver seat and threaded inside her skirt’s belt loops.

Chelsea fidgeted on the porch when Alicia went to get her. “Even if everyone just disappeared, taking everything they were holding, I guess, except their big suitcases, why would the station be locked up and the lights turned off? The lights weren’t off at any of the houses you went into, were they? I’m afraid so. Even if the doors were locked? Oh, you know what I’m saying?”

“No,” Alicia choked out.

“See?” Chelsea chewed her lips. “Well? You could get inside, couldn’t you? We should at least know what happened instead of just taking off. At least do that before.” Chelsea waved her arms around to indicate leaving.

“Sure, sure.” Alicia ducked behind the balcony and followed the sloping trail in the brittle underbrush Chelsea had trampled. Chelsea perched on the balcony and watched until she lost sight of Alicia, then followed her progress by ear.

The slope ended at a little wall jutting out from the back of the station. Alicia almost missed the rusted green door covered by leafless vines. “The basement entrance,” she said. The crusted gold knob would not even turn.

“It won’t open,” Chelsea called out.

Alicia studied the lock and the space between the door and the jamb for a few moments, then struggled up the slope and returned to the car and rummaged through the trunk. She went back to the green door with a little black overnight bag and placed the bag down and brought a plastic card out of it and stooped before the gold knob. All the while, she ignored Chelsea’s queries. She loided the spring bolt. The gold knob turned with a snap. Alicia wedged her foot into the doorway and shoved her body and the bag inside. The vines tumbled down her shoulders and back and pressed upon her head. Chelsea’s hands overreached her and cleared them. Alicia glanced back at Chelsea brushing her arms and squeezing into the station basement.

“No, leave it open, Chelsea. In case we have to skedaddle”

“You got it, chief.” Chelsea let go of the door. “You think more of those things might be inside?”

Alicia left the bag by the door and crept up the corridor to the stairs, guided only by faint haze from the streetlamps outside, and climbed them to the windowed door at the top. “It’s another hall,” she said, “around the corner from what I guess is the booking area.”

“Do you see anyone? Anything?”

“Mm-mm.”

“Is it totally dark?”

“Except for the soda and cigarette machines and maybe the bathrooms, yeah, just like you saw.”

“What happened to the people in jail? Are you alright? Heard anything up there?”

Alicia shook her head.

“The police wouldn’t leave anyone. Unless those things got them too.”

“If the sheriff had, you’d hear people screaming. If those things are in there, everyone’s dead anyway.” Alicia started back down the stairs.

“Wait a minute, you aren’t going to check?”

Alicia’s eyes slid over Chelsea’s outraged face as she went past. “No. I told you.”

“Well ... maybe their phones work.”

Alicia stopped. “Why would they? None of the others have, or no one’s around to answer them.”

“So? Maybe the ones in there do. How do we know unless we go look? What’s wrong with you?”

Alicia hissed. She had the card out before reaching the top of the stairs. Nothing stirred when the lock popped open, except Chelsea, who jumped at Alicia’s back, nearly toppling them both.

“Shit, sorry, sorry. Sorry, Alicia, old chap, please forgive me.”

Alicia pushed off Chelsea’s hands and skipped into the main room, Chelsea’s soft footsteps hesitant behind.

“Your gun. Oh.”

She led with the 625 and the bag into the booking area. “Well, we should be able to hear them, if anyone’s alive in there.” She tipped a chin at a gated door off to the right, across the room from the credenza.

“HELLO!” Chelsea bellowed. “HELLO, WE NEED HELP! HELLO! PLEASE, SOMEBODY ANSWER!” She blanched at a recess beside the front entrance and bounded toward it, trying the desk phone on the way, while Alicia tested the gated door to the holding cells. The door would not give and its lock was not a spring bolt.

“There’s no one here?” Chelsea wondered, coming out of the recess, and she dashed into the men’s room next to it.

Alicia found the key to the gated door behind the credenza and left the bag behind when entering the green-lit hall. She heard Chelsea scampering from the men’s room to another, panic and disbelief heightening Chelsea’s voice to a whine, and shuddered past the table where you put your shoelaces and belt before incarceration. The table was bare and the keys hung on the racks over it. The hall turned left into semi-darkness varied by the cells lining the wall to the broken ochered petroglyphs heaped at the end. Nothing stirred save Alicia padding past each empty cage, gun ported and her heartbeat buffeting the back of her chest.

The pile hulked over Alicia almost to the ceiling. It might have once formed a single menhir, for each jagged stone was put in its place, not exchangeable with any other, like in a jigsaw puzzle. The pieces formed deeply pecked petroglyphs of simple heads surrounding a larger one with four long horns. The two next biggest ones had black ovals for eyes and a long triangle for noses. Lines radiating from the horned head connected it to the smaller faces and to crescent moons and holes pecked between them. The bottom of the picture was framed by wide-eyed prone figures tightly clustered together in apparent veneration. She did not like the way the glyphs stirred her, but she ran a finger through some of the black pecks, noting their warmth.

THUMP! “AAAAAAWWWW!” caromed through the walls and Alicia followed the sounds into the booking area.

The black-eyed creature from Glenn Abernathy’s house or another like it gamboled in a crouch onto the credenza, bracing Chelsea at the front entrance. Erect, the brunet stood toddler-height on its anfractuous legs. Alicia nearly gagged at its dysplastic face. A sudden crack of thunder from outside nearly made her heart stop.

“It was...” Chelsea gesticulated at the corridor behind the credenza. “It was waiting there and it almost bit me! That thing tried to bite me! I...” Her hands throbbed behind her over the door handles.

Alicia raised the 625 to chest level and thumbed down the hammer and centered the three-inch barrel on the creature’s torso. She watched the creature clutch its collapsed thorax under its rags but not sprawl when she pulled the trigger. The creature swayed and drooled and turned its sunken or eyeless sockets on her. Chelsea caterwauled. The creature lopped toward Alicia. She pulled the trigger again. The .45 ACP cartridge stopped the creature in midair and burst its decayed nose bridge into a red star that erupted over its face when its head struck the floor.

Her breastbone hurt from hyperventilating. She went around the unmoving creature, reached under Chelsea’s arms, and yanked the door. The lock clicked as the door handles pushed Chelsea past Alicia, who bounded onto the porch. “Diallo, come on, come on!” Alicia fetched the bag and dragged Chelsea out of her reverie over the creature and hauled her staggering down the steps.

Flung into the car, Chelsea wailed, “How did that thing get here ahead of us? Oh my God, there must be more than one of them, right?” She ducked as Alicia threw the bag in the backseat.
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Alicia pulled the car away from the curb and turned northeast on Mud Lake Road while her right hand opened the glove compartment and shook out the 625’s spent cases and moon-clipped six new rounds into the chamber and wrist-snapped it closed.

“Do you think those were people, Alicia? Maybe that’s what happened to them?”

“I don’t know. Then why not Glenn?”

“Maybe that was Glenn, you ever thought of that? Maybe he became that thing after L-liz and I ran off? I mean, there was no one else in his house, right? I’m afraid so. You didn’t see anyone.”

“No.”

“Or maybe you, I don’t know, interrupted it. I mean, where did those things come from, and where did everyone go?”

“The phones in the station were dead too?”

Chelsea ratcheted her chin up and down. “Just like all the others. I called everyone I know. My dad’s not even answering from Montenegro. You were right, OK?” She wrinkled her nose at dusty till and mist kicking up from the old forest trails of Perkins Clearing. “Um, Alicia?”

“Hm?”

“Do you believe in the Rapture? Don’t, don’t look at me like that.”

Alicia got her grin under control. “Sorry.”

“Fine. Let’s hear your theories, then?”

“I don’t have any.”

“You must have something.”

“Mm-mm.”

After two miles of white mist chalking the windows where the earth ribbed and wricked the old forest roads as it pleased until the highway appeared out of the fog again, Chelsea rattled Alicia out of her daydreaming.

“So what’s the plan, then? Where are we going? Wells?”

Alicia flapped a hand at Chelsea. “We’ll have to check it out. We can’t have been the only ones who survived whatever’s going on.”

“T-that’s what I’ve been saying.”

“If they never reached a sheriff like we didn’t or they were hurt, maybe they went to...”

“Nathan Littauer!” Chelsea bounced in her seat. “Of course! The hospital, I bet that’s where everyone’s gone! Better believe it.”

“We’ll see. There’s a branch right near Mayfield and then another one on East State Street, both in Gloversville–”

“‘We’ll see,’ my ass. Isn’t it obvious? We were lucky to escape with nothing more than– Oh shit. Oh my God.” Chelsea massaged her right shoulder. She held up her elbow and looked down over her shoulder. Alicia’s eyes lingered where Chelsea’s hand touched and she let go of the 625’s Hogue grip and shut the glove compartment halfway. “I can still feel where it nearly got me. Not everyone could have been as lucky as us, Alicia.”

“Aadarsh,” Alicia muttered, her eyes suddenly very far away. “Aisling.”

“What? Who? Aaaaaaa-darsh? Ash-ling?”

Alicia shook her head dismissively. “Never mind. They can’t all have gone there without us seeing it. Everybody?”

“You know what? No way, José, mm-mm!” Alicia started at the orphaned treble in Chelsea’s voice. “Better believe it. That’s where they went, that’s where they are, you’ll see. All our friends and family, Alicia. There’s no way they just left us, I’m sorry. But it isn’t so, mm-mm. It isn’t so.”

On the climb down from Speculator, they followed the center branch of the Sacandaga on a grade cut from Burnham Mountain, west of the river.

“Chelsea? Do you know anything about petroglyphs? You know, pictograms, picture-words, carved into rocks?”

“Petroglyphs?” Chelsea looked outraged and dreamily thoughtful at the same time. “Pictograms? Hmmm. Come to think of it.” Then the thoughtfulness left her as though someone had splashed cold water on her, leaving only the outrage. “Alicia, have you lost your mind?” She made a sweeping gesture as though to say, Look where we are, the situation we’re in. “Do, do you want me to drive for a while, Alicia? Because, you know what, it’s gonna get flatter and wider here, and...?”

“Forget it. Never mind.”

“It’s OK, if you want.”

“Mm-mm.” Alicia eased up on the throttle for the slope toward Wells and where the Sacandaga metamorphosed from river to lake. Idling, empty cars sat scattered in the way, some crashed into each other. Cool breezes showered mist and shredded verdure upon the windshield from down the slope.

Wells stretched three miles along Lake Algonquin. Alicia’s flashlight revealed no one on the west side of the road, or on the beach at the foot of the bridge. The cars parked there hulked under the streetlamps like long fossilized bones. The dock and boat launch on the west side of the lake and the firehouse and the town hall and Saint Ann Church hummed at Alicia in the quiet until Chelsea slammed the horn and forced her to make a dead run back to the car. Alicia found a pair of binoculars in the Regency’s trunk and from there Chelsea glassed West River Road and Whitehouse, the old hunting camp. It seemed not one soul camped in the still lit, open cars, trucks, and trailers left along the tracks but Chelsea would not let her leave the Regency again to check nor drive further from the highway. No human or bear footprints depressed the access to the Northville-Lake Placid Trail under someone’s abandoned widebeam lantern. The falls on the Sacandaga’s nearby east branch rustled the dark air like fingers in ether here.

“You can’t keep leaving me,” Chelsea said while Alicia listened to it. “And we shouldn’t stray so far. I mean, where the hell are we? This is almost the county border.”

“Mm. I don’t think anyone’s here, but there’re too many places to just leave alone.”

“So why are you carrying your gun, then?”

Alicia shrugged and looked toward Hayes Creek. A migratively late loon yodeled from the lake. “Just in case. None of the phones work here either.”

“How come you didn’t want to check them back there at the sheriff’s?”

“There’s the school I think across the highway and the post office and... You sure you wanna stay in the car?”

“There’s no one here, I’m telling you, they’re all in the HOSPITAL!”

“I can stash you in the school and go check Piseco Airport and–”

“Fuck that, we stay together. Oh, excuse my English, and mean my French, ha-ha. But you are not leaving me alone! Are you crazy? And we’re not going to any airport. I’m telling you, they’re at the hospital, the hospital, you said so yourself!”

“We can’t know that for sure, and they could just as easily–”

“There’re no airplanes in the sky, Alicia! If no one’s flying, if they’ve disappeared everywhere, why wouldn’t they have vanished from the airports too? Whatever this is, people, people went for help, we can’t be the only ones, and if they didn’t go to the police anywhere...”

“If there’s no one at Littauer, we’ll look at the airport on the way back.”

“Fine, fine.”

“But we’re not done here yet.”

“I’m not going out there.”

“I’ll park us on the highway and hurry as fast as I can. The school, at least. It has to be done, I’m sorry.”

“You don’t sound sorry. You don’t sound like anything.”

Alicia slid into the car and put away the flashlight and turned the key in the ignition and nosed the car northwest. “I’ll park us right under a light. You’ll be able to see anything coming at you and if it sounds like I’m not coming back, just go.” They bumped over Buttermilk Hill Road.

“Is that what you’d do to me, Alicia? If it came down to that, if you had to make a choice?” Chelsea’s face tautened into red and pink hues. “We’re not going to make it through if we don’t stay together. If you hadn’t gotten me out of where you found me and Liz, I’d be dead too. And maybe Liz would be alive if you’d found us sooner.”

They turned up the highway and stopped where it met Brussel Street. Alicia shook Chelsea’s scrabbling hands off her back while Chelsea repeated “Do you hear me?” and she took her gun and flashlight with her into the drizzled fog curtaining the three-story red brick building.

“ALICIA! ALICIA!” 

Battering the driver door and steering wheel did not return the smudgy dark figure slithering about the porch dotted by the flashlight’s pinpoint glow in the fog. The figure and glow disappeared into the school and Chelsea soughed after it as if they pulled her breath in their wake.

Behind her the country went from cold-bowed grass past the streetlamps to a little white birch sentinel to the black outline of the river or a creek feeding it en route to the manmade lake. Flowerless hophornbeams and electric lines and the poles they stretched between contoured in the blue-gray night as if molded from it and then further darkened. Chelsea picked up one of the .45 ACP cartridges in the glove compartment and flicked it back, shuddering. Her thumb stubbed on a blue and white webbed sheet of hard paper and she edged it out without touching the cartridges and held it up to the dome light. In dark blue letters against lighter and embroidered blue and pink it said STATE OF NEW YORK and below a series of numbers and letters including the word VEHICLE she read ALICIA CHRISTINE RAMBLE and #10 JIM BIRD ROAD, LONG LAKE, NY 12847-9410 and an odometer reading of 00010 and a date of issue of 7/19/1994. No lien holder’s name crossed the New York State crest near the bottom of the sheet. Besides this and the cartridges, Chelsea could find no personal element of Alicia’s and the Regency’s interior was perfectly clean but for the driver seat. Chelsea was repulsed by the odor stinging her nose and swatted at the dark amoebic splotches on the driver seat and door with the pink slip. The leather would not dry and Chelsea slotted the paper back into the glove compartment and moved the cartridges from where she’d disturbed them and sat very still trying to judge if she’d succeeded. Torpidity filled and abated her, weighing her chin and eyes toward her chest as if seeking where it shoaled her energies. The static on the radio popped and fizzed like fried oil. Honking the horn, she watched the trees and electric lines and poles slither and change into nebulous shapes in the dark. The little white birch braced her, draped in lampglow though Chelsea was unsure she’d seen it move. She glared defiance despite the shifting shadows flanking it and gave it the finger. “Fuck you.”

RATATATATATA!

Chelsea started at the knuckles rapping the window. The bright spots in her eyes subsided into opaque red hazes she could feel like misplaced contacts. Alicia’s lank form weighed on her vision before she could discern it from the ink-sketched streetlamps and the shadows fidgeting among them. It disappeared and the Regency swayed with the trunk opening and closing. The driver door opened and Alicia hopped in behind the wheel without the flashlight. Her eyes lidded in sweat and lingered at the glove compartment and avoided Chelsea.

“Nothing at the school,” she reported, “or at the post office or the beach. Again.” She gazed curiously at the woods. “Did you see–?”

“How long were you gone?” Chelsea asked quickly, wishing to forget the shadows.

“I didn’t want you freaking out. Anyway, you didn’t see anything, did you?”

“Nah-no. I mean, no. No, nothing happened. Better believe it. Can we get out of here now?”

Conning Chelsea’s face with a frown, Alicia keyed the ignition and steered the car across the yellow double line on the rain-shrouded road and started to shut the 625 in the glove compartment. Something tall and black and nebulous popped up in front of the car like a sudden waking nightmare and she whipped her head back, squinting, as if she had been slapped. A blast of cold from nowhere bit into her. Thunder cracked overhead. Her head ached. The revolver’s silver barrel struck the dashboard instead of the inside of the compartment and clattered out of her hand. In the moment that she snatched after it, she took her eyes off the road, and when she was looking again, gun in hand, the shadow had vanished. If it had really been there.

“Alicia?” Chelsea had stooped try and catch the pistol before Alicia caught it. Now she straightened up, regarding the other girl curiously as the 625 rattled into the glove compartment.

“Nothing.” Peering ahead, Alicia could feel Chelsea’s hot breath on her neck. The scent of wet sweetgrass on the road filled her nose. Sharp winds moaned through the surrounding trees. “I mean, it’s nothing, like I said.” The grin she aimed at Chelsea while the image faded from her mind like ebbing pain or horror felt so plastic and false that she instantly dropped it.

“Still, we never should have separated, Alicia. Sorry to tell you, old chap. But I mean, look how freaked out you are!”

The highway turned south toward Griffin, passed Algonquin Road and bridged the manmade lake. More abandoned cars, some of them with their radios turned on, static filling the air. The width of red maples and a champion oak stretched alongside nearly the entire viaduct, crowding around black cherry trees pale in the headlights and the star dots of houses and lodges across Griffin. Trees massed in the vanguard to the base of the mountains southwest already balding, peeking white under its arbor blanket.

“I’m sorry.” Chelsea risked another look at Alicia’s sweaty face. “Please forgive me, old chaperoo. In all this I never asked you about your family. You said your father’s away too, didn’t you?”

“Did I?” Alicia shrugged, taking deep breaths and drumming the steering wheel.

“I think you did, yeah.”

“Well, more or less.”

“More or less? What does that mean?”

Griffin Road ended at the highway, down a stretch from the beach, and the highway turned southwest and ran alongside the lake to the girls’ right. Chelsea gaped at the wrenched doors of the post office, then the fire station and the town hall. Alicia remained inert. Chelsea glanced askant her and shielded her own eyes a moment as the Regency passed the cemetery’s high black gate

“Alicia, y-you live all the way up near PVL Tech and Timber Hill, right?”

“Mm. Past the lodge.”

“Yeah, I know, near, near McIntyre, way up the corridor. Your brother goes to school with us, doesn’t he? I know him. Better believe it. Is he older or younger than you?”

“Arthur. Younger.” Alicia’s chest heaved a little with the unpleasantness of naming him.

“Arthur, right. It’s you two and your parents.”

“Yeah.”

“What does your father do again?”

“Uh, he helps manage Wyeth’s pilot plant in Lake Champlain.”

“The pharmaceutical. That’s almost three hours by car.”

“An hour to Adirondack Regional. He logs a lot of frequent flyer miles.”

“Mine too. If I don’t meet my father on the way in or out without a suitcase, it’s a miracle. ‘How’s my little Dr.PH?’ that’s practically all he has time to say to me, ha-ha. Better believe it. But he only wants so much for me, more than he had. And he’s achieved so much, even with his dysgraphia. Type 3, that is. You know dysgraphia, Alicia?”

“Right,” Alicia murmured. She caught herself rubbing her temples and stopped abruptly.

“And now what about your mother?”

“I’m not around the house enough to see.” Alicia dry-hawked into her fist and she bristled at Chelsea’s detruded voice when Chelsea said, “I get the picture.”

Moraine and outwash ground the tires on this slick road. Even without the occasional idling car that came at them like an iridescent lesion flicked off the dropsied dark, Alicia would have been forced to ease up on the throttle. Chelsea moaned under her breath at each empty car interior until she swallowed and winced to do even that. The river descended with them south from the manmade lake, between the highway and Karuth Road. Modest houses spaced far apart glimpsed from wooded lots. Nothing answered Alicia’s insistent honking, which moaned in the night like a lonely foghorn. Moose Mountain chiaroscuroed the star-speckled sky on the other side of the highway. Alicia tried to remember if it was part of the balding mountain spines at Griffin. The water plashed rocks and mixed with air bubbles and blanched on its cascading surface into a stand of white pine and striped maple and hobblebush and eastern hemlock. Chelsea groaned at the kayaks drifting among the river rocks. Canoes wrecked on the riverbank jutted from wintergreen there as if the shrubs were making a meal of them. Alicia sniffed but in the aggravated air could not catch the Ericales’ sweet fragrance. When the river merged with its western branch and turned southeast with the mountainside, driverless logs stranded on the banks or jostled each other along the gradient like the backs of hippopotami quarreling underwater.

Horror leeched Chelsea’s face pale as the roadside crested with wood sorrel and dormant, wind-fluttered shot bush. Protected from the warming air mass by fluted hornbeams, witch-hazel shrubs had already begun carpeting the ready soil with their leaves, and scarlet-hued smooth sumac and infructescent buttonbush flourished beside them. Trying to remember if it was their proper season, Alicia steered the Regency south away from the mountain and the double road that had trailed them since Karuth’s ellipsoidal terminus just after the stand. She fidgeted in her clothes as if they or her skin fit askew over her. They went past Pumpkin Hollow Road with Coulombe Creek and crossed the bridge there and watched the creek flow under them and connect to the river.

“Why do you have a gun, Alicia?” Chelsea asked. “How do you know those kinds of people? You know who I mean. How long did you know Glenn?”

Alicia’s face lit on Chelsea’s in the passing lamp reflections. She did not look at the road even when a trailer stalled aslant loomed at them as the road passed out of Wells and into the town of Hope. Chelsea’s eyes flittered on the other’s a long time before she snorted and dropped her gaze and watched the river weave away toward Southerland Mountain squatting over the forest down the road.

“It’s just us two,” Chelsea said. “Me and my dad. Since my mother passed away, oh, about three years ago now.”

On Alicia’s left Lincoln’s sparrows hidden in nearby dense thickets trilled to each other. “A little east for that,” she muttered. A low ridge followed the road above huddled tamarack pines. “Uh, I’m sorry.”

“It was very hard. Oh, it was very hard. You’re lucky, Alicia, you have both your parents. “My mother was...” Chelsea retched and waved away Alicia’s gesture toward her handkerchief wrapping her holster. “She was the gentlest of souls, really. I mean, everyone said so. Yes. Waaw.” Chelsea nodded as if Alicia had answered her. “Yes, she was. It came as a shock. We really didn’t know what do. I’ll tell you. Boy, I’ll tell you.” She nodded. “She’d given me this cameo two weeks before. You see it?” Alicia only now noticed the thin gold chain hung nearly out of sight under her sweater. “It saddens me to even look at it just because I know that it’s the only way I’ll ever see her again, as a picture, because her life was cut short. It’s in times like these that you know who your true friends are. People who came gave her so much love. Even my dad didn’t know she had so many friends. She did a lot for her community, both here and back home in Dakar, she was well known. Oh yes, in her way she was very famous. It seemed everyone needed a way to say goodbye.”

“That’s good,” Alicia said. “That ... so many people came to see her off.”

“Oh, yes it was, yes it was. I’ll tell you, you’re right about that. It did feel very good, you’re right about that. You’re certainly right about that. But I can’t stop feeling bad about it. You know, I can’t get it out of my mind. This sadness.” Chelsea poked her sternum. “Better believe it. It’s like a physical pain and it eats at me and eats at me.”

“Well, you’d hardly feel otherwise, I guess.”

“I can’t stop thinking: what could you do to have known her better? Could you have shared one more cup of coffee with her? That’s what I ask myself. Could I, could I have made her laugh with my stupid jokes? What I wouldn’t give to hear her laugh just one more time. That’s all I’d ask, for, just one more time. I wish, I wish. Not just because she was such a kindhearted person and such a good person, but because I only really got to know her after she left us. With everything my grandfolks and my dad told me. What a sweet, gentle soul. Would you believe I have yet to meet one person, one, who knew her or worked with her and had a bad word to say about her? She’d give you the shirt right off her back, that’s what everyone said to me. Mm-hm. Better believe it.”

The river spiraled into four whorls and merged again as the ridge just north of Southerland blocked the sight of cumulonimbi trundling eastward. “Those are bowing out like they’re joining a squall line,” Alicia said.

“But, you know, I’m thankful for what we did have. She gave me and my dad happiness, mm-hm, which resonated in the core of our souls. Yes, she did. Sí! She gave us all those years. Even if they weren’t enough, in a way they were. I have to think that; otherwise, I’d go crazy. I’d go out of my mind. You would not want to trade places with me. Sometimes the pain, I’ll tell you, the pain is insurmountable.”

Alicia looked out for Doig Creek to tumble in on them from the ridges to her left and frowned at the balsam firs clustered up the distant riverbank as they passed Southerland and the river bent toward Groff Creek on Chelsea’s side.

“My dad told me time will lessen the pain a little, and it has. Thank God, we have our friends and family supporting us, better believe it, keeping us on, on our feet, and bathing us in the love we so desperately needed. I feel sorry for anyone who doesn’t have that. I feel sorry for them.” Chelsea pounded the dashboard as if punctuating a sermon and nodded certainty at Alicia, who was watching Groff Mountain loom over its namesake creek and the red spruce and hemlock secluding it. “We’re more than what you see out here, you know, this.” Chelsea softly pinched Alicia’s hands and smiled a sheepish apology at the other girl’s double take. “The Buddhists of my country will tell you, we’re mental bodies as well, mind.” She tapped her left temple to illustrate. “Where your real self resides, your core. Mental bodies, human-shaped but made entirely of mind, the core of the mind in humanoid form. I live within material forms of flesh, yet when I was not, Self was ever there, as they say. Better believe it. And that self needs love. Even when we think we don’t, we do. Do you have it, Alicia, do you have that, people who will do anything for you, who would die for you?”

“You’re gonna have to remain a little calmer if there’s no one at the hospital.”

Chelsea kept bobbing her head as if she found more in Alicia’s response or mute fellowship did not need more words or she was just waiting as part of the river bowed away from the creek and the bank hugged the road and Alicia sighted the bridge over Doig. She remained postured as Alicia drove them past the hamlet and the earth’s shape almost nudged them into the hills across the Sacandaga and the highway from River Road.

The highway forked off into the Old State route. Alicia stayed with the main road over the river and into Northampton. The young women watched the river to their left now merge with creek water into the Great Sacandaga Lake. Without slowing down they peered over a smattering of unmoving cars and trailers on Gifford Valley Road and then on Bridge Street for any signs of life. There were none in the near-stillness beneath the eastward thunderclouds, among the wind-fluttered arborescence and verdure. But Chelsea gave a little scream at the golf course next to Mountain Road as if the deeper blackness there would detach itself from the surrounding night and fall upon them. She left claw marks on Alicia’s shoulders when the latter took the car in a detour into Sweets Crossing and left it at Northampton Beach Campground to glass Mead Island from the shore though no one answered when Chelsea leaned on the horn. Only a glance at empty boats drifting in the water availed her. Alicia could barely hear the drizzle shower the lake for all Chelsea’s shrieking and honking. And anyway, fog pushed ahead of them by the airmass would not let her see past the island to the Kenyons and her palms were too slicked to hold the binoculars for very long no matter how much rain she rubbed into them.

Ignoring Chelsea heaving and pulling at her arm, Alicia drove them back up Houseman Street, scanning all the front porches and parked vehicles while Chelsea honked and turned left on 152 and returned them to the highway. The larches in the swamp on the town line pittered and through the drizzled car windows seemed to undulate like papier-mâché prop trees. Static droned on every radio channel. She could not be sure that all the shadows about them belonged to the scenery, and she quickly looked away. “Mayfield, then Gloversville,” Alicia said, trying for Chelsea’s sake not to let her voice shake. They went over the bridge at Cranberry Creek and she glanced toward the eponymous hamlet. Chelsea dug into Alicia’s arm and Alicia shrugged her off and stayed on the road.

“They’re at the hospital,” Chelsea said firmly. “This branch or the other. You better believe it.”

“Chiti-WEEW-wewidoo,” eastern bluebirds warbled in the farms and crevassed woodlands, punctuated by antiphonic house sparrows and field crickets not yet in diapause, and ovoid speckles frolicked about young hardwoods. Alicia could somewhat smell the sweet and tangy greenage through the closed windows. Houselights constellated through the forest like parabolic reflections of the night sky. Sawbills squawked at each other around private ponds set far from the highway and picked about late blue gentians bowing out of the shade. As the forest receded behind a long series of businesses and parking lots after Jackson Summit Road East, distance muted the polyphony to a tinny timbre.   

“It should be on the right,” Alicia said, “right after the Kawasaki dealership.”

Chelsea rolled down her window. “Barrack’s hair salon, TJ’s, Buhrmaster, whatever that is, I don’t know what that is.” She cocked her head in the drizzle to peer down the road. Archipelagos of billboard lights advanced edificial silhouettes set in hedge-cordoned areas. A group of houses on Alicia’s side squared into a patch of forest sheared Mayfield village from sight. The fluorescent sign and the streetlamp below the hospital’s driveway and the white oblong building’s glowing windows relieved the snowmobiles and motorcycles and ATVs and mounted bowriders in the dealership’s tree-filled parking lot. “Here we are,” Chelsea said as Alicia turned up the driveway and glared at the sole pair of ambulances at the top. “OK, good, here we are, now. OK, good. Right over there, Alicia.” She pointed at the sliding glass doors under the Red Cross stenciled into the awning. “See, it’s lit inside, see, there’re people in there, see?” Alicia had hardly braked when Chelsea stumbled onto the curb and careened through the doors.

Alicia left the Regency’s engine running and sauntered into the hospital lobby. Chelsea kept screaming “HELLO! WE NEED HELP, HELLO!” and dashing from the credenza to the elevators and stairwell past the foyer and back again. Alicia left her to scour the waiting room and the cashier’s office behind it.

“There’s no one here,” she said through the partition. She rejoined Chelsea by the elevators while pulling her belt over a bulgier skirt pocket.

“No, no, there has to be. No, I don’t believe it. Maybe they’re upstairs.”

“Then where are their cars?”

Chelsea reproached her with a look and summoned an elevator to their floor. “Are you coming or not?” she asked and Alicia sidled in with her just before it closed. “What floor should we try, what floor?” Alicia reached around Chelsea and jabbed a button. “The third floor.” Chelsea nodded. “Alright, we’ll go there. Alright.”

“The sign outside said it’s Adult Care.”

“Good. The people might have gathered there. Mm-hm. So you think that’s where they might be, hm? I hope you’re right. Boy, I hope you’re right. ‘Cause I’m at the end of my rope. I don’t know about you, but I don’t know what to do next, I have no idea.”

“The larger branch on East State Street.”

“Oh yeah, that’s right, that’s right, I said that. You got it, chief, ha-ha.”

The elevator opened opposite a long window overlooking the neighboring building shared by Havlick and Frito-Lays. The sign over the double doors to the right read: ADULT CARE. Alicia followed Chelsea into a long hallway whose maroon walls gave way to white when it expanded into two rows of patient and medical storage rooms. Small veins dotted Chelsea’s face and muscles ribbed her neck. Alicia yawned and peeked in a closet and read different sizes on the needle canisters. Chelsea remained stoned to the emptiness as if struck by a Gorgon.

“I’m going to check every room, but I don’t think there’s anything here.”

“Were the lights on like this and everything running at the school and there was no one there either?”

Alicia had listened and spoken into the dead phone on the wall beside her and now she cradled it. “Except the phones, yeah.”

“Maybe they went to the other branch or whatever, in Gloversville. We have to check that, yeah, we have to check everywhere? I don’t think we should do that.”

“I thought you wanted to.”

“Why would there be anyone if they weren’t in here? No. On second thought, I think you’re right, Alicia. And the cars, you said so yourself, there are none out there. Not one, unless they’re in the back. I mean they didn’t just walk here.” Bass rattled Chelsea’s voice as she laughed. Her face was burnished in the hall light’s cream glow like a movie devil’s. Alicia muttered “Whatever” and started back for the elevators. When the elevator doors closed she said, “I’ll meet you in the car. I wanna take a quick run to the dining hall and out back to make sure.”

“You think maybe we’re dead? Maybe everyone’s around us and we just can’t see them. Like ghosts.”

“Hm.”

“Or maybe we did something bad and God is punishing us for it. I’m afraid so.”

The doors opened and Alicia led Chelsea out and again studied the sign beside them and peeked at the glass door around the corner.

Chelsea asked, “Do you believe in God?”

“What would He punish you for?”

“Oh, I can think of a lot of things. I’ve not always been the best human being I could have or should have been. I have done terrible things I ought not to have done. You would not like me if you knew, you would be terribly disappointed.”

“I’ll see you outside.”

Chelsea’s voice trailed Alicia into the large eatery. “Don’t worry, I’ll be in the car, don’t worry. Try not to take so long this time.”

Kicking down the door prop, Alicia heard the lobby entrance swishing open and close and Chelsea muttering, and then she could hear only her heart and the faint buzz of the overhead lights. Her eyes swept the soda machines to the right of the front door and the ovens and racks before her and the deli and grill behind them. Salad ingredients wilted in their platters while rolls and buns hardened in theirs. The salad bar across the aisle from the deli and grill reeked. Full and half-eaten trays of food dotted the patron tables and booths to the far right. Alicia tried a brownie from a dish at the end of the salad bar and made herself swallow the stale sweet. She took a cup from the dispenser beside the soda fountain next to the toaster at the end of the aisle and had three pints of Sprite. She went around the gap between the deli and the grill and made herself a sandwich of cold kielbasa and onions from the hot platter. She stood there eating it and looking at the vending machines outside the side door around the corner, and then something in her heart moved wrong with the shadow skirting her right eye and she stopped eating.

Alicia saw her gray reflection on the glass countertop put down the sandwich and level the 625 before she knew she was doing it. The eidolon billowed behind a column near the back wall. A shadow show figured on the wall behind it. The room’s cold raised goosebumps on her hands.

She sidled into the aisle and shuffled backwards toward the front door. Her heart moved wrong again as, its footfalls slapping the floor, the mass pattered under a nearby table, which bobbed with a bump! The end of the grill cut off from her sight the mass’s reflection on the glass rear door. It pittered in place, rattled the table and squealed like rats protesting their confinement. “Oh,” ripped out of Alicia. She booted the salad bar and side-aimed the 625 while running her right hand over the salad trays. The clatter seemed to diminish the mass’s jagged shadows on the wall behind it. The pitter and squealing stopped. Water dripping somewhere echoed as if trilling inside deep stone flues.

She was pivoting into the doorway when the table exploded upward and the caliginous mass streaked behind the salad bar. She screamed. The bullet her finger squeezed off cratered the bar and sheared off a chunk of its glass awning. The afterflash and smoke beclouded the mass as it heaved itself into the ruin on the bar the cartridge had left. Ovate, opaline eyes rolled at her. Peeling into the hallway she threw two more shots behind her. Chelsea sat perched nearly out the Regency, throwing a mute question at her, and then her mouth ‘o’ed in a silent scream that rippled her cheeks and jaws as her eyes focused beyond Alicia.

“GO!” Alicia shouted, windmilling her free hand at Chelsea. The lobby doors yawned in the night air. Chelsea dived into the driver seat and stomped on the throttle and wrenched the wheel left as Alicia fired another cartridge over her head at the doorlight and the explosion splintered the closing glass and kaleidoscoped the whippet-sized shadow just behind it. A snarl whined through the shattering report and the shadow mass genuflected from the falling shards obscuring it. Alicia dived halfway into the front passenger seat and scrambled loaded moon clips in the glove compartment, her legs pedaling in the air as if to propel the car faster down the driveway. “The right, go right!”

“What was that? What was that?” Chelsea turned the steering wheel left, then right, following the annular course to the end of the driveway. The Regency stubbed its left front wheel on the curb, throwing Alicia into Chelsea’s arm, and sprang down the highway. Alicia kneed the car door and righted herself in the passenger seat and fired two shots blindly over the west-facing hospital Enter sign. An ombre behind the sign whined and staggered back and leaped forward again.

Alicia shut the car door and cracked open the window and watched the shadow skid around the sign and careen after the Regency. Horse-sized, it eclipsed the hospital fluorescent light, obscuring its texture and vaguely canine shape. Chelsea shuddered at it as it wove around street lamps and telephone poles. It appeared under each lamp only briefly it as if the lights winked from its drooping, haggard form.

“Something like it chased me from the café,” Alicia said. She poked the 625’s barrel out the window and led their pursuer.

“Something like it?”

“This one’s bigger or the one from the café grew.”

Alicia squeezed the trigger. The creature bucked on their right flank, grinning in the gun flash. Its nearly indiscernible face in the blaze wrinkled like unfinished leather. Alicia fired another shot and the creature squawked and shambled into the woods. Through the rain she and Chelsea could see its diaphaned, specular silhouette trailing them just inside the woods edge.

Chelsea sobbed and flogged her eyes with her sleeves. “Oh God, oh God, oh God, oh God, oh God, oh God!”

“Look out!” Alicia hollered.

Chelsea’s gaze snapped back to the road. As if the stalled jeep incited a pain reflex that jarred her arms, she jerked the steering wheel, swerving the Regency around it.

“Did you see it?” Chelsea demanded. “That’s not what attacked us before!”

“No. Eyes ahead. The other hospital branch.”

“Where’d it come from, did you see it, its eggs or whatever?”

“Hmmmm. No, no eggs.” Alicia closed the glove compartment and wiped condensation off the passenger windows on her side and scanned the woods until they vanished just before West Main Street.

Chelsea stopped hyperventilating. “It’s gone.”

“I doubt it.”

Route 146 cut a black line across the highway and turned east toward clustered pinpoint houselights. Houses spread across flat fields on the girls’ right but their windows were dark and Chelsea only grunted and kept honking the horn when Alicia tugged her shoulders.

“Five minutes now, OK, only five minutes, Alicia, and then I believe East State Street or Road or whatever it is, we go this way.” Chelsea pointed. “This way.” Her face flushed as if cooking from beneath. “I know we’re going to die. I’m convinced now more than ever. I know it. God is doing this to us, God is punishing us. For something. I don’t know what but... With all these creatures, these, these monstrosities. And everyone else is gone. Why should we be the only ones suffering, and poor Liz, tell me that. I’d like you to tell me, Alicia, if you could.”

The car somersaulted upwards. Alicia felt it revolve around her, detached like a clairvoyant spectator projected into it though Chelsea caromed off her and she heard them both screaming. It landed roof down with a puff so gentle she only frowned at the topsy-turvy view through the windshield and the brick sign reading NATHAN LITTAUER HOSPITAL, EAST STATE STREET careering into the glass.
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Chapter 3
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Taqriaqsuit

A green ceiling trembled into clear sight as Alicia dug at her eyes with her knuckles. The weight of the gauze taped behind her right eye and jaw throbbed out the last vestiges of sleep-warmth already draining from her. She felt her chest and belly for blood but only found more gauze that seemed to cap the numbness as she sat up and looked up and down the ward corridor. Every movement trudged in heaviness as if through the ether. The spreads draped over each bed along the hall imbibed mauve luminescence from the ceiling lamps and dulled the green and white walls by contrast though not the cream, black-speckled floor.

She eased the bed sheet off her legs and studied the tangled gauze knotted over her engorged bruises and cuts. She flexed and prodded her thighs and calves until she determined that they were not broken despite the pains lancing them. Neither were her socked feet. The rattle that went through them when she swung them out over the floor nearly shook her off the bed. Whimpering, she leaned on the headboard and listened for any external noises and wondered where the 625, her boots and overblouse, and Chelsea had gone. When her arms started to quiver and her legs had stopped, she chanced to stand on her own and waddled down the ward to the closest nurse’s station. The closet behind it was open. Letting lamp glow from the station guide her let her find the closet’s light switch, which she thumbed on. She studied the jars and boxes on the shelves, taking her time though her legs screamed at her and the closet sometimes swiveled back and forth as if it would spin around her. Then she cradled some of the jars and boxes and found a men’s or ladies room in the hall around the corner.

She sat on the counter and stretched her right leg along its length and dumped her booty in the sink behind her and pulled her battered skirt up over her waist. By the time she stripped away all the tape without tearing the wet flesh beneath, her throat was parched and her chest tired from her groaning. Her legs and torso were bruised under the gauze like a topography of snakebites.

She examined them for a long time while laving herself all over and twisting this way and that, and she took a bottle from the sink and traced the wounds with its contents. Her face tautened as the solution and blood and necrotic debris pooled into the sink before her and onto the floor under the counter.

She reached behind her again and opened sterile four-by-four gauze dressings and soaked them in the solution, watching solution drain from her legs. The syringe almost slipped from her slicked hands twice before she thumbed off the cap and plunged the needle into the bottle. The orange overhead light made it hard to see when the solution filled the syringe, so she drew slowly. Her legs rattled of their own accord. They would not stop, so she didn’t wait to direct solution into all her wounds. The pain did not impede her except for her eyes blacking out sometimes, but it was nearly an hour before she could dry her skin with more gauze and apply sterile dressing the right way and wash her hands a final time. She left everything behind her. Her body jerked as if the air needled her even under the dressings. Something lanced her chest as she hung over the bed she’d awakened in and found her boots and torn overblouse there. When she eased them over her feet and down her arms, respectively, they mottled and scraped her skin like sandpaper and she chewed her lower lip until it bled. Then she forced herself off the bed and walked up and down this hall and the hall perpendicular to it.

Every bright light she passed received her full stare like an eclipse being dared. The flash spots in her eyes settled over shadows under beds, in little closets, between blinking machines, and peeking around cabinets, and blotted them so that they did not seem to advance on her.  

Gradually she gathered a radiation badge, a gown and a pair of exam gloves. The only lead apron she could find fitted tightly. She thought of seeking pants to cover her calves but did not. The heavy apron slowed her down as she went listlessly like a sinner in Dante’s eighth circle.

When she found the radiography room Alicia raised and lowered the X-ray machine’s tube with the vertical lock and moved it the length and width of the table. She put the cassette in the Bucky drawer crosswise and centered the tube and locked it to center it transversely and experimented with the degree to angle it until she was satisfied. The tube head rotated the right way to maintain proper centering to the film. The Bucky drawer locked into position. Alicia tried various film sizes, one at a time, to make sure she had done it right.

For a long time she studied the Söller collimator. Twice she went to the scale at the nurse’s station and measured her weight and height and she fussed with the height scale a long time, and she examined the collimator again and fiddled with it until she satisfied herself that she had determined the correct field size.

She used only the tower controls to angle the table. Then she positioned the table upright and placed the tube in a horizontal position for decubitus exposures and locked the fluoroscopic tower over the table and programmed the machine for full spot film and activated the compression device and locked the tower in place. The tape recording system went on without any problem. “On, off,” she said over the generator controls. “Kilowatts-Peak, photo timer.” She worked over the rotor and exposure switch button and then she stripped and put on the gown and lay on the bed.

When she hobbled out of the x-ray room she left behind the full, horizontal, and four-in-one spot film she’d shot. The generator’s whine followed her out into the corridors. She let herself put more weight on her legs as she walked.

Without her insides so screaming in pain she noticed how her boots on the floor broke the spectral quietude and echoed like the footfalls of someone behind her. The trick with the flash spots would not work this time and she flexed her bandaged gun hand no matter how much it hurt. “Fucking Chelsea,” she spat at the shadows as if they were that girl and Alicia would hit her. They collimated toward her when she passed them as if her sight attracted them. Spots of cold trembling blossomed along her spine and on her parietal. They would not cease no matter how many shadows she challenged with her eyes. Her grimace stretched wider with every step. Her face flushed when she surged out of Radiology and studied a sign hung around the corner. Something tickled her mouth and she brought up her right hand, lost in rumination. Dry breadcrumbs sifted down onto her blouse. She glanced at it, then reread one line in the sign and began casting about up and down the corridor for an elevator.

A pair of them stood around the corner up the hall. She’d picked one and pressed the down button when she spotted the convex glass doors and wall at the end of the corridor and the trundling escalators. Alicia leaned over the railing beside the down escalator and scanned the other balconies on the other floors around the open space above the mezzanine and the dining hall on the ground floor. Light from below the mezzanine fell slantwise and crisscrossed over rows of chairs and tables on the brown linoleum floor.

She rode down two floors past the mezzanine and stepped off the escalator facing the far glass wall of the dining hall which looked out over the parkland behind the hospital and the field and damp woodland beyond it. Chelsea’s reflection slumped among those of the booth she sat in and the food she ate and the overhead lights as if wary of colliding among them. Alicia went around the escalator and emerged from under the mezzanine to the booth area and came upon Chelsea bent over her tray.

“Oh!” Chelsea started as if branded on the rear. “Alicia. I was going to check on you. I had to eat first. I was famished.”

Alicia eased the holster off the tray and strapped it on and took the 625 and slid it in there.

“I found all this back there,” Chelsea said, pointing over the counters behind her booth. “It’s a treasure trove.” She held up her soup bowl as if Alicia could not see it. “The chicken-and-noodle is particularly good. I recommend it.”

“You weren’t hurt?” Alicia said. “There isn’t a scratch on you.”

“No. I was blessed.” Chelsea flexed her arms at Alicia. “God looked after me. He protected me. I’m not as strong as you, and I needed Him to look out for me so I could drag you from the wreckage. You can see it out there. Out in front, I mean. The car’s completely totaled. I had to carry you out myself,” she said as Alicia sat down. “Lucky I found a gurney. I had to roll you in. Boy, I was panicking. My heart was racing. I thought you were a goner. How did I have the presence of mind to bandage you and clean your wounds? You were covered in blood. I was scared, I was crying. I thought I would have to go on by myself. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know what I would do. How can you even walk?”

“You did fine.”

“These worked out nicely.” Chelsea stroked a bandage on Alicia’s wrist. Alicia bristled and retracted her arm.

“I had to redo them,” she said.

“Maybe you shouldn’t be moving. Are you sure no bones are broken?”

“I’m fine.”

“None of those things, those nightmare things, showed up. There’re no people here either. You didn’t see any, did you?”

“No.”

“Not a soul. You know, I think we’re in purgatory. No, I think we’re in hell. You better believe it.”

“Did you see–”

“The thing that flipped us? Just a flash, then wham!” Chelsea pounded the table. “Like a devil from the mouth of Hades. That’s what the ancient Greeks called hell. Hades. Dante called it inferno. You know Dante? And I think it might have been some kind of devil. I’ve been looking out for it.” Chelsea pointed at the glass wall. “As soon as it came at me, God help it. That’s why I took your gun. Better believe it.”

“You didn’t think it might get in some other way while I was out?”

Chelsea stared. “What?”

“Never mind.”

“They have sirloin soup and salad. I stocked up nicely, that you very much.” Chelsea patted her belly and chortled. “You should eat something.”

Alicia waved away the salad bowl Chelsea raised at her.

“Well,” Chelsea said, “there’s lots of other stuff. Whatever, whatever is your pleasure.” She laughed at whoever she mimicked.

“I forgot to check the phones.”

“I did not!” Chelsea’s high spirits diminished. “It’s the same. It’s always the same. Oh!” She slumped over her tray and shook her head. “I think we’re going to be here forever. You’re sure you want nothing to eat, are you sure? You should get up your strength!” Chelsea puffed out her chest. “Get your heart pumping and your blood racing! I feel reinvigorated.”

Alicia turned away from the glass wall and the tranquility of birdcalls and crickets’ stridulations emanating from outside. “You’re not disappointed there’s probably no one here?”
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