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"This is KGNU Independent Community Radio in Boulder. We're broadcasting on 88.5 FM. Attention! This is a special program. As we have just been informed by the civil protection authority, a serious flu epidemic has broken out. It is likely to have come from Asia and is spreading rapidly in the United States and the rest of the world. Authorities strongly recommend staying at home and waiting for further news. This is Radio KGNU..."

I turn down the car radio and watch the heavy traffic on Boulder Canyon Drive. It's 7 o'clock on a Monday morning and everyone is trying to get to work. I tap my pale fingernails impatiently on the steering wheel. I look in the rearview mirror. Hair and makeup are good.

"...there are indications that this concerns a global pandemic, which... «

Loud honking draws my attention to the traffic. I hope I'm not late for the interview. I look in the rearview mirror repeatedly. A testosterone-controlled creature in his sports car is tailgating me. The idiot  just hit the bumper of my eight-year-old Ford.

»... Infected people attack humans and animals. You

Did I just hear you right? I'll stop the car a few yards behind the guy in front of me. The guy high on testosterone has switched to the left lane and pulled us Porsche up even with me. "Dumb bitch," I hear it echo from his convertible while he makes wild gestures with his hand. I look over at him and am frightened by my own words.

"Get the fuck out of here, asshole!"

The guy in the Porsche looks bewildered and moves slowly, as if stuck in a time loop, past me with his sports car. I'm laughing brightly.

Behind me, they honk like crazy until I notice that the distance to the car in front

has become quite large.

" ... die and yet are not dead. The virus..."

Are they kidding me now? What's this "die and yet not dead?" I laugh and look around me. Is there a "hidden camera" here? How does the driver react to this radio news? I press the channel search button, looking for a station with music. Is there a crazy radio play going on? Or are they advertising for a new zombie movie, which Jack had always loved seeing.

The radio people come up with something new every day. With a smile, I look up through the windshield. Behind Boulder, whose skyscrapers are already visible, the sun rises beautifully.

The weather promises a great day. I hope I'm on time. My new boss won't like it if I show up late on the first day.

" ... the authorities are issuing alarm level one. All military personnel are immediately requested to report to their immediate bases. All police units are to report for duty immediately. It..."

What’s going on today? Is there no more music? Driving, I look from the radio out of the car. Above the city, helicopters, like scared wasps, circle here and there. I'm coming up on an intersection. I look frantically at my watch. Five minutes left. I can do it.

» ... Civilians should get to shelters immediately, or..."

The traffic light in front of me jumps from green to yellow. I step on the accelerator. My old Ford obediently moves into the intersection. The horns of a truck sound from the right. I'm turning my head. Unbelieving, I look at the unbelievable.

In front of the passenger side, the hood of a truck goes up, like the iceberg in front of the Titanic. The shock takes my breath away and I am thrown back and forth in the driver's seat, despite the belt and deployed airbags. My head is crashing into something. It's turning dark. The last thing I notice is the screeching of metal on metal and the gloomy voice from the radio.

"... they are undead..."

Shocked, I fall into a deep, dark hole. Then, even darkness ceases.
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A dull rhythmic beep rings in my left ear. A fly growls loudly and lands on my face. Her little feet tickle as she walks along my cheek. Buzzing, it launches like a jet from an aircraft carrier. Its sound becomes quieter and quieter. But the annoying beeping remains. It's the only sound  that I hear. In a panic, I try to open my eyes. Something's blocking my eyelids. Oh, God, am I blind?

The pain in my right hand rolls up my arm like a Hawaiian wave on Maui beach. I moan and whine, but I don't give up. My oddly strange-feeling hand reaches my face, feels over a thick bandage that is wrapped over my eyes and head, and sinks powerlessly onto my chest, which rises and lowers. I'm breathing and alive!

My parched throat emits only raspy sounds. I swallow my saliva. It painfully makes its way to my stomach. My trachea burns when I breathe. Did they intubate me? An action movie in which I’m the leading actress plays in front of my closed eyes. A monster truck rolls over on me—but I fight my way up from the bent metal coffin of a car, like Supergirl.

I have to take a piss. If only my mother could hear my thoughts. She always had pretty paraphrases for the most basic of human needs. Take a tinkle. Man, how I hated that. It's better we don't talk about the other one.

My bladder hurts. I can't hold it in anymore. Too weak to shout, let alone get up, I count to nine. I can’t hold it anymore. My nightgown gets soaking wet at the crotch. I think they'll have to change the mattress soon. It is unpleasant to lie in the damp warmth of your own urine.

I feel with my right hand. My left is numb. Tubes are sticking out. The beeping has become clearer. My hearing seems to be back. I realize that I'm connected to an EKG. Carefully, I grab my bandage.

Goblins are dancing an Irish jig in my head. Their rhythmic stamping elicits weak moans. Slowly, I push the bandage from my right eye to my forehead. The brightness makes red and black dots wander on my retina. Blinded, I close my eyelid. Tears run down, getting the pillow on which my bandaged head rests wet. I slowly start to blink. The first thing I see is a cross.

God, am I dead? I let my eye roll to the right, from the cross on the wall towards the brightness. One window. In front of it dirty, white-grey curtains. Behind it, day.

The bandage above the left eye makes it hard for me to look in the other direction. Inches by inch, I turn my skull. The dwarves in the brain start their dance all over again. At the end of the room I see an exit to the hallway. Through the glass window of the door, I see neon lights that flicker restlessly. They should send the janitor with spare tubes.

I move my barrel-weighted head to the left and watch equipment flash and beep. A drop hangs from its frame. The fluid in my body is long gone. Groaning, I push the eye-head bandage up my forehead. Definitely look like the people at the Indian fast food restaurant “Curry-to-Go” at the station. I giggle like a virgin, who for the first time... Breathing like an old steamship on the Mississippi, I slip into a sitting position after what feels like an eternity. Then I look at the needle stuck in my left arm and gauges attached to me. Tape holds everything.

I use my fingernails to fumble at the tape. My arm hairs must believe in it and stick to the glue.

I bite my dry lips. Then the tape is down. The flesh under the patch is whitish and soft. The needle hangs loosely in my vein. With clenched teeth, I pull out the inch-long monster. Fresh blood trickles like the water from the clogged gutter at home.

I press a gauze bandage lying on the bedside table into the crook of my arm. Then I pull down the rest of the turban. My left eyelid is swollen, like the eye of a heavyweight boxer after 12 rounds. There is nothing to hear. I press the bed bell. Minutes pass, but no one comes to check on me. Worryingly, the neon tube flickers in the hallway, as if to tell me to stay there...

My legs finally obey me after some blood circulation exercises. My left foot is bandaged. It feels good. Nevertheless, I nod and just catch myself at the foot end. My medical notes crash to the tiled floor. When I bend over, I notice that my whole body hurts. Need a pack of pills urgently. Not everyone is pushed by a truck with their car over the intersection until the car becomes a handy package of scrap metal - and survives!

I read my name on the notebook. “Tabea McTire, 24 years old, concussion after car accident. Resident at blah, blah. Car accident? Hellloooo? My sailboat was ploughed under by a 300-foot tanker. Car accident! Ha! “No fractures, no internal injuries. Cracked rib. Left foot sprained.” Not half bad. Broke more bones as a little girl  when I flew down my big brother Jack’s wooden treehouse.

I was so angry that he hadn't nailed the ladder rungs tightly. He was no rocket scientist at handcraftsmanship. I grin and the pain moves through my face like a hurricane.

The first thing I did was nail the treehouse steps properly when I was at home after eight weeks in the hospital. But he had other skills he taught me.

Dad was very upset when he realized that Jackie had disappeared with the rifle and a box of ammo. If he only knew that I was looking forward to meeting up in the forest under the treehouse, like Mom with Thanksgiving and Christmas in one day.

I drop the notebook on the bottom end. My right eye grasps the bathroom door, which stands up temptingly. Slowly, like a robot running on spare battery, I head for the wet room. The light flickers here as well. Something must be wrong with the power. What hillbilly hospital did I end up in? A monster looks at me from the mirror in the flickering light. I am terrified by my green-yellow-brown-blue face and the swollen boxer's eye.
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The faucet gurgles and hisses until a thin trickle trips in the basin. I greedily shovel the water into my mouth with both hands. Swallowing and coughing, I cool my disheveled face. After drinking as much water as an African elephant during the dry season, I think about what to do next.

I unconsciously scratch my rear until I notice that I'm only wearing a hospital nightgown. Since it is soaked, I decide to take it off. Naked in front of the mirror, a skinny, colorfully speckled female creature faces me. That's me? Great! My clothes must have found a lover.

There's isn't a piece of clothing in the bathroom nor in the closet. I repeatedly press the bell on the bed. A nurse will be here shortly. Damn, it's quiet. Are they all in the cafeteria? I wrap a Central Hope-printed bath sheet around my bag of bones. I'm starting to get hungry.

Nothing! Nothing happens. I sound crazy. Guys, what's going on? A bad feeling creeps over me. Like a moth to a flame, I trudge towards the window. As I look outside, I forget to breathe. I think I'm not awake and pinch myself. Ow! Damn it! The pain is real—this is not a dream. The real nightmare is out there.

I blink, but the horror remains. The image that torments my retina is more intense than H.R. Giger's Necronomicon. I think I'm having my period. My abdomen constricts so violently at the sight of the city and the shuffling figures on the streets. Shaking like a firefly in front of the streetlamp, I stand there and try to understand. Shreds of the speaker from the car radio drill into my memory again: ... UNDEAD... UNDEAD... UNDEAD... the word echoes in my skull.

The tap water bursts out of me like a Geyser at Yellowstone Park. I projectile the liquid into the room.

Weakened, I wipe my trembling lips with the back of my hand. Jack, my crazy brother, had a touch for survival manuals. I teased him for it but snuck into his room when he was in the woods or with his buddy Brian. I knew where he kept the books. I think MUST remember the content!

I embrace my body with both arms and hands, as if I wanted to wrestle with myself. For minutes I stand, chewing my lip, in front of the biggest cinema screen and the most terrible disaster film of all time. Only that I actually got the lead role, and not as usual, with a bag of popcorn and a coke lurking in the plush armchair and staring at the boys in the hall. I'm gagging, but I've already thrown my water up in the room.

After minutes of rational consideration of my situation, I decide to look at this situation fatalistically. I'm going to mentally approach this situation as if this is the most natural thing in the world. Otherwise, I can immediately push my head through the window and let myself fall until my body hits the far below. At least this fatalism helps my current state of mind not become overwhelmed.

Questions are floating around in my head, like hummingbirds from flower to flower. Are there any other survivors besides me, here in the hospital or out there? If so, where are they? How do they cope with the situation? Or am I the only one? I shudder at the thought. Is there still a government? Is there still a military to track down survivors and transport them to safe zones? Are there any "safe zones" at all?

All sorts of things are whirling through my head. Ways to deal with this crazy situation...to SURVIVE! Let's be real. Wouldn't anybody go crazy upon waking up in a hospital after a terrible accident and nothing is as it should be? I'm telling myself not to be crazy.

It happened. And I was forgotten (and spared) in the hospital room. Except for my jittery brain and my torn body, I seem to be "normal."

I think: If I am normal and everything is abnormal out there—what can I do? I make myself a mental plan and list the current state of things.

Fact #1

I survived a serious car accident.

Fact #2

I woke up from a coma and found myself facing an overwhelming, unnatural situation. (Where is everyone?)

Fact #3

The floundering undead—as the radio announcer called them—populate the streets of the city. Oh, the whole damn world... (those were people, hmm...)

Fact #4

I don't want to be eaten by the zombie horde. That's what these critters do to you when you fall into their claws, isn't it? (Are there any survivors besides me?)

Fact #5

I don't feel like floundering around as a walking corpse and howling at the sun. I'd prefer to stay human. (If so, where are they and how are they doing?)

I decide to survive. Easier said than done. My brother Jack would have taken his book “Survival Guide for Beginners” and immediately explained his strategy to me.

Well, no Jack, no book. Now I'm wondering if my new boss, Miss Mullins, is shuffling around and yelling at her undead subordinates. Maybe there was something positive about the truck crushing my Ford into scrap metal.

The checklist in my head is getting longer than Aunt Marge's receipt at Wal-Mart.

1. Clothing:

I can't possibly, dressed only in a terrycloth towel, venture out there. Not to mention the ugly hospital print.

2. Medications and bandages:

Very useful and helpful. Should be enough of that here. I really need painkillers. The goblins return to the stage, to the hall called the Brain.

3. Food:

Drinking is more important than eating. My stomach rebels. Well, dinner first!

4. Defense measures:

I hardly believe it, but my brother's zombie movies all had one thing in common: The undead must have their brains blown out—then they're really dead! Well, get some guns!

5. Weapons:

There are melee weapons and long-range weapons. A hammer, a hatchet, a machete, or something. Great! I'm sure they'll be right next to a scalpel. Guns and pistols. Hmm, they’re in gun shops—or—at Wal-Mart. Advantage of firearms: Correctly hit in the brain, zombies immediately dead. Disadvantage: Pop very loudly and according to Jack's survival book, the creatures "hear" noise. Advantage Melee weapon: Very quiet, attracts hardly any other zombies when you are busy with one. Disadvantage: You have to get damn close to their teeth.

––––––––
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6. Compromise:

Bow or crossbow. Advantage: Effective as a firearm. Quiet as a melee weapon. Disadvantage: Like ammunition. Arrows and bolts are usually lost – and – I'm not Robin Hood or Wilhelm Tell! Run away. Advantage: Suitable for healthy marathon-experienced runners. Me with my limp foot... Well, or sneak. Might be helpful. According to the book, it makes sense if you don't have to shake hands with the zombies. Hiding. Advantage: You sit comfortably and are not bothered by the hungry undead. Disadvantage: only good if you have a bunker filled with food and videos for entertainment for the next 100 years.

7 Transportation

On foot. Advantage: Flexible and relatively fast, independent of location. Disadvantage: lack of endurance limits the range considerably. Car: It is hardly possible to move forward, due to the many accidents and traffic jams. Danger of stalemate and loud. Attracts zombies. With my limp foot, no long distances on foot are possible. Therefore, plan for a car. Panzer: Never been in the army. Motorcycle: Doesn't work for personal reasons. Bicycle: Possibly—keep in mind. Helicopters or planes—see tanks.

8. Transport bags:

Suitable: backpacks of all kinds. Advantage of the larger backpacks: Fits more in. Disadvantage: quickly become heavy, decreases escape speed. Anything else, such as sports bags, suitcases, or trolleys, is impractical unless you own a bus (or tank).

I sneak from the window to the door. I slip on the water I threw up and slide as if on the ice rink outside the city hall in winter. The flickering light is already pulling my nerves. I hope not to be confronted with the horror right away in the hallway. I feel completely helpless, so naked under the towel. Through the window I can look a little to the left and right along the hallway. There's not much to see from this position.

Should I go for it? My hand grips the cool handle of the room door. Just like in slow motion, I turn the knob. The springing lock is already much too loud for me.

Hopefully the nursing staff or doctor on duty doesn't come to eat me. The door opens to the corridor. I push the door panel into the hallway inch by inch. After less than half, the door springs back as if a bag were lying in front of it. My heart is beating like crazy and now the goblins in my head are starting Swan Lake.
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Something's blocking the door. I gently squeeze my skull through the door gap and bounce back immediately. In front of the entrance is the body of a nurse. I don't know if she's dead or undead. At least she hasn't moved yet. I rush back to the drip rack and tear off the empty bottle. With this makeshift skewer, I venture back to the door.

The nurse is lying there unchanged. I calm down. She's dead, I'm telling myself. Dead as a doornail. Carefully, I push myself into the corridor with the drip rack. A few rooms further to the right is the ward's nurses' room. I hope to find painkillers there for my insane headaches. Slowly, one step at a time, I sneak down the hall.

A tingling sensation in my neck makes me swirl around. I nearly scream and wet myself again. The nurse had stood up and came limping towards me quickly. A choppy cackling accompanies her march. With her clawed hands extended forward, she drags her right foot, bent at an unnatural angle.

I stand there as if paralyzed, as though the whole thing doesn't faze me. At the last moment, I instinctively lift the rack and the nurse impales herself in the eye. Gelatinous mass, blood, and pus splash from her eye socket onto my towel, while the tip of the rack penetrates deeper and deeper through the eye into the brain of the undead. With one last sigh, the zombie falls and tears the metal rod out of my hand. I leave the drip rack to her and move on. I'm terribly dizzy.

Phew, that just went well again, Tab, old girl, I think to myself. Breathing heavily, I head towards the nurses' room. My head turns left and right, as if watching a lively tennis game. Luckily for me, other undead are not in the hallway. The way I've stepped out into the hallway makes me slide into the nurses' room. I'm alone.

In a locker, I find halfway matching clothes. A pair of skinny white trousers, a white gown with a belt, and a pair of shoes in my size—that comes close to winning the mega jackpot. After finding painkillers, I swallow a pill with tap water. The rest I put in the spacious pouch. I stuff bandages and other useful stuff in my pockets until I look like a hamster.

Finally, I reach for an empty PET bottle and fill it to the top. Equipped thusly, I head back to the hallway. I keep sneaking down the aisle. I don't dare go to the other rooms. At the public toilets on this floor, after careful inspection, I take a sufficient break. I decide to take a roll of toilet paper with me. I also pack a few pads that are laying out thanks to the suffering of women. But there is still some time left, I hope.

Luck continues to smile on me. I get to a small stairwell on this side wing. I meet neither a zombie nor a living person. I notice a red firebox hanging quite nicely hidden on the wall behind a dried-out palm. The hose is neatly rolled up on its holder and the fire axe is in its case. The box is locked.

A Plexiglas window is there to prevent teenagers and grown-up idiots from doing stupid things with the rescue equipment. Well, that means the cachepot has to hold out. The clanking makes me twitch like Jack when he peed on the electric fence. Hopefully I didn't wake up all the dead hospital staff from their afternoon slumber.

I quickly grab the axe, which is unexpectedly easy to handle and not too heavy, and make my way to the stairs. It's better I don't use the elevator. I don't want to be stuck in this cage if the doors open and a horde of undead wants to ride with. I climb down the stairs like Dr. Frankenstein's monster from his tower. There are a lot of steps up to the ground floor. When I get down, I think about what's next on my plan.

I don't have a plan! Like Quasimodo, the Hunchback of Notre Dame, I peep through the double door glass of the next floor. Here also a few tubes flicker on the ceiling. I see the beds in the hallway in the strobe light. A few figures in white smocks stand in front of a bed, as if for a visit. Their bodies are swaying and their arms are slowly rocking back and forth. It looks as though they were discussing a difficult case. Senior physician Dr. Zombie and his entourage roar dully.

I take a roll of tape from the unfathomable depths of the smock's pocket and begin to secure the handles of the double door. I don't know if this will help. But better than doing nothing to watch your back. I need to be even more careful than I've been. Creeping backwards, I scrape down the stairwell wall. I still don't have a plan. Damn it!

Without a plan, I keep on pushing downwards. Then I see the corridor sign "First Floor" and—happily—"Cafeteria this way." I don't know what day of the week it is. I want to let myself be surprised by what the head chef has prepared for me today. A quick glance makes me lose my appetite. A few undead hospital employees, visitors, and patients have also identified the canteen as a gourmet restaurant and partly eaten each other.

I dive out of sight of the door window, leave the dining room to the undead and retreat, quietly like a mouse in front of hungry cats, back into my little stairwell.
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I decide to go on a diet today. Sneakily, I hurry around in the side stairwell, which I've descended. Although I have done hardly anything, the white nurse's gown sticks to my upper body. A shower and a deodorant will have to wait until I check into the Hilton Hotel. Since the goblins are doing an encore of Swan Lake in my head, I take another pain pill, which I flush down with the shawl-tasting water. Advantage: Less water, less weight to carry. Disadvantage: Less water, more thirst. Hmm!

My stomach growls like an American Staffordshire bull terrier right before it attacks. Must eat something! In the nurses' room there was a cracked hard-cookie box, the one of the variety for head nurse Rabiata. Chewing the few cookies as a replacement for the 3 course menu in the hospital restaurant, I torture the rest of my brain which the terrible dwarves haven't yet finished with.

Really! I'm fucked! (Sorry, Mom!) But that's how it is. My brother Jack always said there was a solution for everything, you just have to want to do it yourself. He couldn't do anything for himself anymore. On my 18th birthday, he had a motorcycle accident with Brian as his passenger. A drunk pig with a pickup truck took the right of way. Brian was thrown 20 meters and was killed immediately. The lucky one.

My brother was kept in an artificial coma for another two weeks. The doctors gave us no hope. His brain was irreparably destroyed. By contrast, the undead shuffling around here were true Einsteins. My mother didn't want to let him go. But Father and I... Well, when we turned off the ventilator button, Jack's chest collapsed with the bellows.
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