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  PRAISE FOR SCOTT KENEMORE

  AND ZOMBIE, ILLINOIS

  “Scott Kenemore is a true rarity in speculative fiction—an unflinching chronicler of people and locales, his narrative eye relentlessly probes the depths of our vice and rejoices in our courage. And yes, he gives us zombies too. In fact, Kenemore writes zombies with an intelligence and depth of story that leaves most genre fiction—and certainly most zombie fiction—looking half-dressed in comparison. He’s really in a league of his own. When I read a Scott

  Kenemore novel, I’m used to seeing great characters, great humor, and great action—those I’ve come to expect as par for his course—and yet with every book he writes he still manages to thrill me anew. And Zombie, Illinois is yet another high water mark in what is turning into a stunning career. What Carl Hiaasen did for the mystery genre, Scott Kenemore is doing for zombies. He’s that good.”

  —Joe McKinney, Bram Stoker Award™-winning author of Flesh Eaters and Dead City

  “Reliably pungent and profane.”

  —P.F. Kluge, author of Eddie and the Cruisers and Dog Day Afternoon

  “Scott Kenemore is the most original voice in zombie lit today, and Zombie, Illinois is his best book.”

  —Matt Mogk, President of the Zombie Research Society (ZRS) and author of Everything You Ever Wanted to Know About Zombies

  “Terrific from cover to cover! Zombie, Illinois is a devious blend of sharp wit and shocking horror. Absolutely delicious!”

  —Jonathan Maberry, New York Times best-selling author of Dead of Night and Rot & Ruin

  “Kenemore gets Chicago as much as he gets the undead. Zombie, Illinois blends zombies into the Windy City’s corruption, politics, and blues like the filling in a delicious Chicago hot dog. The fourth star on Chicago’s flag belongs to the walking dead.”

  —Aaron Sagers, CNN

  Scott Kenemore writes with a deadpan wit that makes you keep turning pages.”

  —Cleveland Plain Dealer
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  For Delia, a fine Illinoisan


  Avaunt! and quit my sight! let the earth hide thee!

  Thy bones are marrowless, thy blood is cold;

  Thou hast no speculation in those eyes

  Which thou dost glare with!

  -Macbeth (III, iv)

  Chicago is a bare, bleak, hideous city.

  —H.P Lovecraft to Frank Belknap Long


  Ben Bennington

  Political Reporter

  Brain’s Chicago Business


  The flag of Chicago has four stars on it: one for political corruption, one for high taxes, one for racial segregation, and one for . . .

  Damn.

  I think it’s gang crime, but I’m not 100 percent sure.

  Chicagoans always forget that last one.

  My name is Ben Bennington, and I work for—don’t laugh—Brain’s Chicago Business.

  Founded by publisher John Honeycutt Brain in 1973, Brain’s Chicago Business is the leading source of business news for companies in the greater Chicago area. Now with weekly print and online editions, Brain’s provides not only the cutting-edge industry news that our readers expect, but also award-winning themed issues like “30 Under 30,” “Who’s Who in Chicago Business,” and, of course, “CEOs Making a Difference.”

  I’m a political reporter. (Politics and business are nowhere more intertwined than in Chicago—at least nowhere in the first world.) I’m a political reporter in a town that loves corrupt politicians. I mean loves them. Really loves them. Loves to hear them accepting a bribe on an FBI wiretap; loves to see photos of them associating with Italian mobsters or black gangbangers or the Chinatown mafia; loves to watch as they’re led away handcuffed. And loves—above all—to believe them when they swear they’ll never do it again. It occupies much of the local television news, yes, but Chicagoans also love to read about it—in the Tribune, Sun-Times, and, of course, in Brain’s. That’s where I come in.

  You move to Chicago, and you think: How can a whole city behave this way? How can they enjoy this corruption, like it’s a sport or game? It’s not a sport or game, it’s bribery and grift and graft. It’s what everybody, everywhere knows is wrong.

  And then you live here a little while and you slowly realize: Oh . . . it’s not that Chicagoans enjoy it; it’s not that at all.

  Instead, it’s a defense mechanism against having their hearts broken and torn from their chests every few months by yet another crooked politician. It’s a hedge against their faith in humanity being reduced to a tiny nub by an endless series of betrayals. Because, when you believe in somebody enough to entrust them with your city—your home, the place you may have lived your whole life—and they sell you out at the first opportunity—and I mean the very first opportunity—you can do one of two things.

  You can let your heart break and cry, “How could they?” (This option is painful, and most people can’t stand to do it more than once or twice.)

  Or you can choose the other option: You can distance yourself from it all. You can be bemused and act like it’s all a big game. You can say, “That’s Chicago for you” (This option makes you cynical, true, but it also allows life to go on. It allows the citizens—and the city itself—to continue to function, even in the face of mass corruption. Accordingly, it is the option Chicagoans overwhelmingly select.)

  So when an Alderman takes a $10,000 bribe to re-zone her district for a developer, or the mayor gives his cousin an $80,000-a-year job as an elevator safety inspector (who somehow never gets around to inspecting any elevators), or the governor tries to sell a vacated senate seat when the senator becomes President of the United States—Chicagoans treat it like a game. The political news reads more like the sports page. Veteran reporters in fedoras and suspenders act unsurprised as they compare the current generation of scoundrels to the previous one, and then to the one before that.

  And I’m supposed to be one of those reporters.

  I have the fedora. (A nice, $500 Optimo, though I usually don’t wear it.)

  I have some suspenders. (Not so nice. From Kohl’s. Also seldom worn.)

  But fuck me, because I am not a Chicagoan, and I do not have that ability to treat it all as a joke.

  I’ve lived in this city for twenty years, but I spent eighteen before that growing up in Iowa. And despite my many successful assimilations to Windy City life,1 I have yet to make that one crucial crossover that will allow me to believe that politicians stealing from the people they’re supposed to serve is funny.

  Professionally and officially, I am as amused as the next reporter by the rampant corruption that pervades every ward. (I’ve got to keep my job, after all.) I adopt the “there they go again” attitude. At press events, I shake hands and mingle with these politicians—these criminal aldermen (and women) who comprise our city council. We joke and laugh convivially. We never mention that some of them—even, perhaps, most of them—will one day fall from their perches in some form of scandal. Many of them will serve prison sentences. Some of those will be lengthy. (Since I’ve lived here, a Chicago alderman has been convicted of a felony every eighteen months or so, and those are just the ones that get caught! [It gets worse the higher up you go. Four of the last seven Illinois governors have felony convictions.])

  But for the city to continue to function—to “work” as they say—we must, all of us, play this game. I must ask about their families, new projects in their wards, and their opinions of the Cubs’ latest trade. Secretly though, I am disgusted with these people who use “clout” as a verb. (As in, “I clouted my way out of that one.”) I feel like this is not a game. Like their corruptions and bribes and associations with gangsters are not funny. Like instead, they are a shame . . . a horrible, wince-inducing shame. Watching Chicago aldermen glad-hand and smile at city events is like watching fashion models who are ugly and weigh 400 pounds but expect to be complimented on their pleasing features and toned physiques.

  If I know anything, it’s that the men and women who run this town are not real leaders. If real leadership were needed, this city would fall. Our politicians would fail us utterly. Their sinecured appointees would prove useless. Their boring speeches would inspire no one.

  I spend my days longing to see Chicago face some real test or trial that will expose these people for who and what they actually are.

  I long for a crisis. For a disaster. For an invasion.


  Pastor Leopold Mack

  The Church of Heaven’s God

  in Christ Lord Jesus

  It is the Book of Proverbs, I think, that most astutely describes the sin of adultery.

  In the seventh chapter, we meet the harlot who has perfumed her bed with “myrrh, aloes, and cinnamon” and invites the stranger into her room to spend the night in lust. In verse eighteen, she entreats him: “Come, let us take our fill of love until the morning; let us solace ourselves with loves.”

  Solace.

  That’s an important word.

  It’s what the man in the Bible story is trying to find when he elects to sleep with a prostitute. It’s also the thing my congregation on the south side of Chicago is looking for. And it is the one thing I cannot give them.

  My congregants . . .

  They are beset on all sides.

  Firstly, they are poor. The good book says the poor will always be with us—and that’s a point which, in a larger, philosophical sense, I wouldn’t presume to dispute—but the culture of poverty that has persisted for generations in my parish (our neighborhood is called South Shore) is frustrating, because it feels so unnecessary and arbitrary—as if a few small changes could correct everything and set our residents back on the right track. Why can’t my congregants make these few, small changes? Why can’t I help them do it?

  I ask myself these questions every day.

  During this recession, unemployment in our neighborhoods officially hovers close to 30 percent. When I drive down the street and see so many idle young men chatting and selling cigarettes and DVDs to one another, I’m convinced it must be higher. Like 50 percent.

  In my neighborhood, less than half of the high school students graduate. Of those, almost none are prepared for college. One year, a valedictorian from the neighborhood went on to a city college and flunked out her first semester. And you say, okay, she wasn’t prepared. I can accept that. But she was the valedictorian. She was the best the school had. Something is definitely wrong here.

  (This is where you say “Amen,” by the way.)

  With the girls, teen pregnancy is unacceptably common. Almost no babies are planned. With the boys, a culture of violence pervades. There are shootings nearly every day. In the summer months, the fatalities over a long weekend can stretch into the double digits. Statistically, it is safer to be a soldier in the U.S. Army stationed in Afghanistan than it is to be a young black man on the south side of Chicago.

  The billboards in my neighborhood are for cognac and AIDS medicine.

  Something is wrong here.

  And now, the darkest detail . . .

  My neighborhood is not the worst.

  My neighborhood is nowhere near the worst.

  White folks from the north side of Chicago—who never bother to visit us—view “the south side” as one uniformly harrowing and dangerous place where they must remember never to go. They close it off in their minds. It becomes almost mythological—a world they only hear about on the nightly news. But if they ever scratched the surface, they’d see that “the south side of Chicago” is a dynamic mix of about thirty neighborhoods, each with a distinct personality and character.

  South Shore, Chatham, Back of the Yards, Kenwood, Auburn-Gresham, South Chicago, East Chicago, Pullman, Grand Crossing—all these neighborhoods are slightly different. “Better” and “worse” in some ways, yes, but also distinctive and uniquely colorful. This one has a vibrant community of immigrants from Senegal. That one is renowned for its block safety clubs and high school football tradition. This one has been the epicenter of black newspaper publishing for eighty years. That one has the finest soul food in Chicago, if not the world.

  And yet, to the outsider . . . we are all “the south side.”

  Do we let that bother us? No, we don’t. We cannot afford to. We—ladies and gentlemen—have more important things to do.

  (“Amen” also goes there. Thank you.)

  I’m taking a trip now, and I want you to come with me.

  I said my congregation is beset on all sides . . . Let’s see for ourselves. I’m going to pull my Chrysler 300 (yes, a big ostentatious “preacher car”) out of the parking lot of The Church of Heaven’s God in Christ Lord Jesus—a crumbling structure built in the 1920s that needs a new pipe organ and a new roof—and I’m going to head south, toward Indiana. We’ll drive down roads called 12 and 41, parts of a lost highway named for General Grant.

  As we drive, we will pass fish fry shacks, hot dog stands, dilapidated no-name hamburger joints, and Chinese restaurants that still advertise chop suey. What we won’t pass are grocery stores. These neighborhoods are what sociologists call “food deserts.” There are almost no businesses selling fresh produce. There’s one grocery store chain in South Shore. One brand-name grocery store for a neighborhood of almost 50,000 people. Think about that. I don’t even know if the store is profitable. Leakage—people stealing stuff—has to be through the roof. I think the franchise just keeps the doors open as a PR move, so in their TV commercials they can say that they’re “committed to all of Chicago’s communities.”

  So no, not many options for fruit and vegetables and whole grains. But fast-food that tastes motherfucking delicious (if you’ll pardon my language)? Welcome to a fried grease wonderland!

  Of course, this food isn’t good for you (not to eat all the time, which is what most people do). It gives our communities the highest rates of diabetes and high blood pressure in the city. But it’s affordable, and it tastes good. Most importantly, it provides—to quote the prostitute in the Book of Proverbs—solace.

  For a lot of people around here, food is the most affordable kind of solace. It’s what they’ve got when they want to feel better.

  A close second—as the astute reader will have already guessed—is alcohol, the last great legal vice (until, that is, we cross the border into Indiana . . . but more about that in a moment).

  Dave Chappelle has a comedy bit about driving in the ghetto and how the businesses go “liquor store, liquor store, gun store, liquor store.” But Chicago’s strict handgun laws have arranged things such that the places where you can purchase a functioning firearm—and they are legion—can’t exactly put up a sign. Consequently, on our ride, the businesses simply go “liquor store, liquor store, liquor store.”

  At the end of nearly every block, a crumbling “packaged goods” establishment is making 90 percent of its money from liquor and beer sales. And liquor and beer—say it with me—are solace. They take away the pain. They are a short-term solution, but a solution nonetheless.

  This is what I’m up against. This is what my congregation is up against.

  (“Amen” goes there, too. Hallelujah.)

  Moving on, we pass into a neighborhood called South Chicago. Here we find illegal bars, derelict houses—tax delinquent and/or victims of mortgage fraud—and abandoned apartment blocks filled with squatters. We also find places to buy drugs.

  And, I hate to say it, but drugs are one of the few vices that are not an overriding problem for my congregation, as least, not directly. Nobody sitting in my pews is smoking crack or shooting horse, but most people have somebody in their family who is lost to drugs. Parents with kids who won’t behave worry that drugs are in that child’s future, and unfortunately, they’re probably right. Most certainly, drugs fuel the gang violence that pervades our neighborhoods.

  But the people who actually make it into the pews on Sunday are, themselves, not usually on drugs. This is good. This is, as I remind myself, a start. I take encouragement from it because I must take encouragement anywhere I can.

  (“Amen” definitely goes there.)

  As we draw nearer to the Indiana state line, we begin to pass large swaths of undeveloped land owned by the park district. These swaths extend eastward and eventually border Lake Michigan. They are full of nothing—bleak and littered with garbage. They are lonely places, giving off the feeling of having been forgotten. Developers don’t want to build here, and the city’s park system has a shrinking budget and more pressing issues. The politicians would like to see these swaths built up—probably because wealthy people can see them from their boats out on Lake Michigan and are depressed by the sight. (These politicians—for what it’s worth—have not voiced much concern for the urban neighborhoods adjacent to these nautically visible swaths.) The city’s latest bright idea has been to use them to stage a three-day rock music festival every summer, featuring bands tending to the tastes of white fraternity members. Will this project, in any sense of the word, “work?” I do not choose to dignify that question with a response. For now, we drive on past these lonely brownfields where, 362 days of the year, local kids go looking for trouble, drunks pass out, and drug deals go down.

  Closer to Indiana, we encounter shipping canals. Boats—most of them ugly, flat affairs laden with unpleasant cargo like animal offal or crushed cars—use them to pass into Lake Michigan. The area around these canals is something most Chi-cagoans never see. It is functional but unsightly, like an orifice or sphincter. (One knows it is there, but would, all things being equal, elect to never actually see it up close.) We pause in a line of stalled traffic—my preacher car standing out starkly against the rusted Neons, Corollas, and Fiestas—and wait for a bridge to be raised and lowered as a long, slow barge carrying refinery waste passes underneath.

  Then we leave the shipping canals and cross into the Hoosier State by driving underneath the Illinois/Indiana Toll Road (known officially as the “Chicago Skyway”). It looms above us, a massive structure, thrusting upwards into the air. Since it was built in 1958, the neighborhoods below it have literally existed in its shadow. This is fitting. These are shadow places.

  The character of the neighborhood begins to change a few blocks in, the racial demographic shifting from lower-class black to working-class white and Latino. Yet, this does nothing to diminish the temptations awaiting my parishioners here, in this short drive from South Shore. If anything, the temptations are compounded.

  The back alleys and side roads are havens for prostitution. At night, the truckers driving the Chicago Skyway know to pull off here to find “lot lizards,” prostitutes (usually grizzled and emaciated) who specialize in servicing truckers. They walk from rig to rig, climbing into each cab to do their lonely business. The interstate nature of a trucker’s travel means my parishioners who seek solace from these same prostitutes can collect venereal disease from every corner of the lower forty-eight. For those seeking slightly tamer fare, the neighborhood is also riddled with topless joints. These are somewhat safer, yes, but still the last places the men in my flock should be spending their time and money.

  Pressing deeper into Hoosier-land, we’ll make a quick detour to a place called Whiting. At first glance, it’s an All-American community sitting pristine and unnoticed on the lake just south of Chicago. The quaint downtown is practically picturesque, with cute restaurants and shops you could spend an entire Sunday exploring. There are well-kept residential streets and houses with white picket fences—but those picket fences have to be repainted annually because of the constant discharge from the massive BP oil refinery that sits right next door.

  Since time immemorial—technically 1889—British Petroleum has owned this place: first literally, then only figuratively. Pollution lurks everywhere, always just below the surface. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has designated Whiting an “Area of Concern” whatever that means. The residents who choose to remain are the kind of people who can either accept a dark bargain, or who find the truth too unthinkable to credit. “Never mind the cancer-clusters and off-the-chart asthma rates,” these folks will respond. “BP sponsors a nice fireworks display every Fourth of July and makes donations to our civic programs. Why, the basketball team wouldn’t have those new uniforms if it weren’t for the refinery!”

  I exaggerate a bit, but only a bit. I have heard residents of Whiting, when questioned about how they stand the refinery-odor that pervades their town, answer with no trace of irony: “It smells like money.” (I should add that the residents of Whiting, per capita, have only slightly higher incomes than my parishioners, which means that they are very poor. Certainly, they are in no substantial way privy to the wealth being generated next to their town.)

  And despite BP’s enormous resources, there is no magic dome keeping the pollution generated in Whiting from seeping over the border into the south side of Chicago. My parishioners’ asthma rates aren’t as high as those of the people of Whiting, but they’re still too high. And we sure as Hell don’t get a fireworks display.

  (“Amen” sure does go there. Thank you kindly.)

  But we have tarried long enough. Now let us grit our teeth and head for the belly of the beast. Into Calumet and outlying Gary, and the scourge that is the Indiana Riverboat Casino industry.

  While there are no casinos in the City of Chicago proper—yet—”Chicagoland” has become the third largest gaming destination in the United States after Las Vegas and Atlantic City. If you count the casinos less than an hour’s drive away in Michigan, Wisconsin, Western Illinois, and here in Indiana, then there are about fifteen casinos in Chicagoland. Their billboards are everywhere, as is their pull on those seeking solace.

  And here’s a secret: Casinos are racist.

  And no, I don’t mean “Do blacks get drink service as quickly as whites?” I’m talking about a quiet, sneaky, cultural racism that’s virtually invisible but damnably damaging.

  Here’s the problem: The quicker a casino game is to learn, the worse the odds are for the player. I didn’t grow up white—so this is next part is, granted, a guess—but whites (and also Asians and Middle Easterners, I think) grow up learning to play casino games. I don’t know how this happens, but it does. Maybe the family trips involve gambling with cards in the back seat. Maybe the kids all play casino games at their expensive private summer camps. However it happens, they show up knowing how to play games like Texas Hold ‘Em, Blackjack, Pai Gow—stuff like that. Stuff with the better odds.

  When all these new casinos opened in the late 1990s, my flock didn’t know casino gambling from hot air ballooning. My flock hadn’t been jetting off to Vegas for generations or spending summers on the boardwalk in Atlantic City. When my parishioners—curious and in search of a thrill—walked into the casinos for the first time, they were confronted by the newness and strangeness of the games. Naturally, they gravitated to the two you can learn the quickest: slots and roulette. Pull this lever, and you might win some money. Pick red or black, and you might win some money. Yet these are the two games with the worst odds in the casino. And they are no less addictive for it.

  The players might care—might bother to learn the other games—if they were actually out to win money. But they’re not. They only think they’re out to win money.

  Really, they’re after the same thing they’re always after.

  Say it with me.

  Solace.

  (“Amen” goes there, indubitably.)

  To say that casino gambling addiction is rife on the south side of Chicago is like saying that water is wet. It’s rampant within my congregation (and those, remember, are the churchgoing folk in the neighborhood—the folk who have, at least on some level, decided to make an ongoing investment in self-improvement). Many of the young couples in my pews have fights over money that one or the other has lost across the border in Indiana. Many of the grandmothers while away their pensions and Social Security checks on “the boats” Most of the grandmothers, if I’m being honest. Grandmothers are the biggest concern. (With all their sexy advertising and waitresses in low-cut dresses, you’d think the casinos were designed for men aged 18 to 35, but the average Chicagoland casino patron is a woman over 60. The casinos aren’t there to steal from the young brothers; they’re there to steal from big mama.)

  A gambling addiction is also easy to cover up. In my neighborhood, you don’t need a reason to be broke this week.

  (“Amen” goes there, my brothers and sisters. “Amen” definitely goes there . . . .)

  And so we pull away from the cluster of casinos and head just a little deeper into the Hoosier state. As we near the end of our tour—I’m now pulling my preacher car into one of the back-row spaces in a parking lot in Merrillville, Indiana—I have a confession to make. This drive was not for you. This drive was for me.

  Like the members of my congregation, I am in the habit—now and then—of driving south in search of solace.

  Like the members of my congregation, I have a vice. Something I must keep secret.

  Come with me, then. But only a few steps farther.

  I’ll exit my car—along with the other, mostly middle-aged men—and walk with them into the Merrillville Hotel and Amphitheatre. The evening’s festivities are about to begin.

  They are my solace.

  And they are my shame.

  God help me.

  Excuse me a moment . . . I’m trying not to cry.

  Sometimes I just want something to come along and change my life, you know? Wipe it all away. This, me, my hypocrisy. The south side of Chicago. Everything.

  But the pull is too strong. At least tonight. I know what I’m going to do. I am already seduced. I walk inside.

  “Hey Mack, nice to see you” says a man named David. (I sometimes see him at these things. He’s a dentist in a suburb called Orland Park.) “Can I get you a beer?”

  “Absolutely,” I say, though I’m not much of a drinker.

  And then the smell of the place washes over me. And memories it conjures flood back. And I am there; in that temporary place that is so wonderful and so awful at the same time. I am in that fire that will burn out and leave me covered in ashes, but the heat feels wonderful all through my body, and that’s all that matters right now.

  I am the old lady from the second pew, letting her Social Security check ride on black. I am the twitchy kid in the back of the church who can’t wait for Pastor Mack’s stupid, boring sermon to be over so he can go get high with his friends in the brownfields. I am the prostitute’s customer 2,000 years ago in the Holy Land who only wants an evening of cinnamon-scented sex away from his troubles.

  And in this instant, ladies and gentlemen, I do not care.

  In this instant, I have solace.

  (And I think—just maybe—”Amen” goes there too.)


  Maria Ramirez

  Drummer

  Strawberry Brite Vagina Dentata

  My name is Maria Gonzales Ramirez, and I want to fuck Stewart Copeland.

  That’s the one really defining, overriding thing to know about me.

  There are other things, too, I guess . . . I mean, I’m 24. I’m from a neighborhood on the northwest side of Chicago called Logan Square. I live with my mother and younger sister. (I take care of them both, and they are the most outstanding ladies in my life.) And, oh yeah, I drum in an all-girl rock band called Strawberry Brite Vagina Dentata, which is the best band in Chicago.

  But enough about me.

  Stewart Copeland is a beautiful man. What? A man can be beautiful, and Stewart definitely is. He is beautiful in so many ways. He is my fixation, my fantasy, my obsession.

  It’s not just that he’s the most important New Wave drummer of all time. His work with the Police should have been enough to solidify that. But there’s also Oysterhead, Animal Logic, Curved Air, and then all of the films he’s scored. I mean, the man’s a musical genius. But he is also a gorgeous,gorgeous son of a bitch. And I don’t mean “Stewart Copeland back in 1987” or some bullshit like that. (Though I do have that poster on my wall, and he does look damn fine.) I mean Stewart Copeland now. Sixty-something Stewart Copeland still looks fucking hot. Better than hot, actually, with his short gray hair and those glasses with the thick dark frames . . .

  Oh Jesus God, do I ever want to fuck Stewart Copeland.

  I want his skinny ass between my legs. I want his calloused drummer’s hands interlaced with my calloused drummer’s hands. I want to suck in his breath as I lie underneath him and fuck him.

  Or he fucks me. I mean, Stewart can do anything he wants.

  Anything.

  He can fuck my tits. (I’m told I have nice tits.) He can come in my mouth. He can fuck my ass, if that’s what he’s into. Could I be any more clear?

  I. Would. Do. Anything. For. Stewart. Copeland.

  See, drummers are a brotherhood. (It’s a brotherhood that’s 15 percent chicks, but a brotherhood nonetheless.) And I am—damn-straight—a brother. I can’t explain how or why we drummers feel connected as we do . . . but we do. We look physically different. We play different styles of music. We even play different-l ooking drums and drum sets. What do we really have in common? Hitting things with sticks (or sometimes just our hands). Lugging heavy drums up and down stairs and in and out of cars, when the other musicians have long-since packed up and driven off. Being the butt of jokes from guitar players. (“What do you call someone who hangs around with musicians all day? A drummer.”)

  And yet, there’s this bond. I don’t know what it is—or why it is—but it’s real. And sometimes it’s magical.

  I can bump into a drummer I’ve never met before—and with whom I have nothing else in common—and within five minutes we are talking shop like old friends. It’s a bond that I don’t think other musicians have. (Do clarinet players get together and bond over reeds? I seriously doubt that.)

  But I don’t want to fuck my brothers in this brotherhood—that would be incestuous, right?—I only want to fuck Stewart Copeland.

  Anyhow, my drumming is important to the story. It has to do with the zombies.

  Strawberry Brite Vagina Dentata rocks harder than any other band in this city. Put us up against anybody—I mean anybody— and we’ll take ‘em down. (I love it when we’re the opening act. There’s no greater pleasure than knowing you are going to destroy the band that has to play after you. Nobody wants to play after SBVD, I’ll tell you that for sure.)

  Grizzled Chicago bluesmen? They look boring and about to die compared to Strawberry Brite Vagina Dentata. Twee, underfed indie rockers? They ride their fixies back to their trust funds when they have to follow us. Wilco? Okay . . . someone has needed to say this for a long time: Fuck Wilco. (Guess what? Lots of Chicagoans don’t like Wilco. There are waaaaay more of us than the local media would have you believe. This stupid town likes to assign musical standard-bearers for every era—probably because music reporters are lazy. It was Smashing Pumpkins in the 90s, and Wilco for the ‘00s. [And it’s going to be SBRK for the teens. Just you fucking wait.] But being told that Wilco is the best band in Chicago by fat, old music critics doesn’t make Wilco the best band in Chicago. It certainly doesn’t make listening to them any less boring.)

  Strawberry Brite Vagina Dentata plays all the best venues in the city, and our shows are fun as hell. You know ahead of time, if you’re going to an SBVD show, that it’s gonna be crazy. Stage antics, smashing guitars, sexy outfits—we do it all. All that shit.

  But you gotta create scarcity. That’s what Richelle—our bassist, who has a business degree—calls it. “Creating scarcity.” Strawberry Brite Vagina Dentata can pack a venue like the Metro or the Double Door, but only once a month. The other three weekends we might play Milwaukee, Indianapolis, or some meathead sports bar out in the suburbs (where redneck guys just want to ogle at our asses, but whatever). But that’s still only four shows a month. Is that enough rock for a girl in her prime? Hell fucking no.

  Which is why, on weekdays, the members of Strawberry Brite Vagina Dentata become The Kitty Kats from Heaven, Chicago’s premier all-girl cover band, available for weddings, private parties, and corporate events. (Corporate events might be the most fun because we wear these little pinstripe suit jackets and kitty ears. They fucking rule.)

  Some musicians in the local scene call this prostitution. Maybe so, but it’s at least high-end prostitution. A good cover band can make well into the four figures for a gig in Chicago. (And we are a good cover band, and we are in Chicago.) We’ll play a rich girl’s sweet sixteen up in Wilmette, a company picnic out at McDonald’s’ headquarters, and a neighborhood street festival, all in the same week.

  The Kitty Kats from Heaven see a whole other version of the city . . . a boring one.

  Jesus fucking Christ. I mean, is this what people really want—a thrashy version of “Brown Eyed Girl?” Watered-down Green Day? “Play that Funky Music White Boy” but with “Boy” changed to “girl?” Apparently so, because they’re willing to pay us thousands of dollars for it.

  Is that depressing? No. Because fuck these people. If idiots want to throw money at the Kitty Kats from Heaven, we can turn around and use it to fund a kickass punk band called Strawberry Brite Vagina Dentata.

  What else? What else?

  I should take care to mention the other girls. Sarah plays guitar and sings lead. Richelle plays bass and sings backup. Danna plays guitar and sometimes keyboards.

  We met through an audition posting a couple of years ago, and now we’re like sisters. These chicks can have a kidney, as far as I’m concerned. I would do anything for them. And we’re all kickass Chicago girls. We’re from different neighborhoods and backgrounds, but we all agree that Chicago is the greatest city in the world in which to rock.

  East Coast? West Coast? Fuck that noise. How about no coast?! That’s where you go to rock. Right fucking here. City by the lake, like Billy Corgan says.

  When I’m playing with my band, I feel like I’m ready to conquer the world. I feel like I’m ready for anything. My girls and I are soldiers, and we’re ready for a fight.

  So now . . .

  Let me try to step back and set the scene for you.

  It’s in downtown Chicago.

  It’s with my band.

  It’s on a dark and snowy night . . . .


  Ben Bennington

  On the evening when it starts, I’m downtown at the trendy new venue on the penthouse level of the Trump Tower. I don’t want to be there.

  It’s the kind of place that, in Vegas or New York, they’d charge you a cover just to walk in. It has an incredible view, funky décor, and an expensive sound system playing the kind of lounge music that lets you know that drinks are going to be $14 a pop. But it’s Chicago—not Vegas or New York—and it’s a fundraiser for a bicyclists’ lobbying group, so the vibe is laid back, and they let reporters in for free.

  The venue has a little stage. A band composed exclusively of good-looking young women has just finished setting up their gear. There will be raffles for bicycle equipment, tedious speeches from local politicians (the reason I am here), a musical performance, and free hors d’oeuvres. (Though not—I note with some regret—complimentary cocktails.)

  I wade into the crowd, shaking a few hands and nodding across the room to my counterparts from the Tribune and the Sun-Times. My stomach rumbles. I corner a waiter and steal a handful of chicken meatballs in cream sauce on frilly toothpicks, and then retire to a table at the back and plug in my laptop.

  It’s already been a long day. I just want to take notes on a few speeches, file, hop on the El train, and go home. It is snowing a little, and there’s more in the forecast. I want to beat it if I can. Also, the more I think about how there is no alcohol at this event the more I think getting some beers on the way home sounds good. And maybe a pizza.

  Soon enough, the trendy lounge music is turned down, and we are underway.

  Whoopee.

  My fingers poise above my keyboard, but I have all the disinterest (and probably the empty stare) of a court reporter who has heard it all before and will hear it all again.

  The first speaker is a thin, awkward man with a beard—he’s the president of the bicyclists’ lobbying group. He speaks about creating a climate of bicycle courtesy on the roads and the need for wider bike lanes. He drives home his point by telling a story about the time he broke his collarbone in a bike collision. He is not a good speaker, but at least his story is interesting.

  The local politicians queuing up to go after him are what I’m really dreading—and what a couple of cocktails would considerably improve. None of them knows much about bicycling. They are here for political reasons and will hit all the predictable talking points. I can see it all happening in my mind before it actually does. Blah blah blah public transportation. Blah blah blah reducing carbon emissions. Blah blah blah the importance of promoting active lifestyles. Blah blah blah in conclusion, Chicago is a green city.

  God. I. Need. A. Drink.

  But no. The stars have not aligned . . . yet.(The liquor store in my neighborhood is called Vas Foremost. It has a high, pleasing smell when you walk inside, like Pine Sol and fruit juice. The kids in the neighborhood call the place “Vas Deferens,” which I secretly think is clever. As the 23rd Ward Alderman takes the podium and begins to drone on about working with the police to reduce bike thefts in her ward, I begin to picture the cooler at the back of Vas Deferens—the one where they stock the giant Belgian beers. I mentally look them over and consider which one I might select for tonight. Hello ladies. How do you do?)

  Maybe, if I write really fast, I can turn something in and leave before this shit has concluded. If I’m lucky, I can probably beat the worst of the snow. (My colleagues will likely be none the wiser, and it’s a risk I’m willing to take tonight.) Then home. And pizza. And beer.

  I look outside. The white stuff is still coming down, harder than before, which means crowded, snowy, wet trains that take longer to get you anywhere. Blech.

  I wonder . . .

  Is this the same laptop where I saved the story I wrote about the Green City Initiative fundraiser? Scroll . . . scroll . . . scroll. Yes.

  Okay, okay. Focus, Ben. Focus. We can do this . . .

  Find: “Green City Initiative.” Replace with: “Bicycle Transportation Alliance.”

  Find: “Recycling programs” Replace with: “Bike lanes”

  Find: “Renewable energy.” Replace with: “Commuting to work on a fucking bike.”

  Find and remove: “fucking.”

  Aaaaaaaaand . . .

  Not bad, not bad at all. Just a few more fixes. Switch out this alderman’s name for that one’s. Change the location from the Chicago Cultural Center to the Trump Tower. Plug in that last bullshit quote the CTA president just read from the speech his PR hack wrote for him . . .

  Type type type.

  Oh yeah. We’ll be sneaking out the back before this is half an hour in. The article practically writes itself.

  (Please understand that my alacrity to leave is not a slight on bicycles themselves. I like bikes. In the summer, I bike to work at Brain’s. I like the bracing rush of negotiating city traffic. I like the other bicyclists too—the skinny kids on fixed gears, the hardcores in full regalia that think it’s the Tour de France, the Mexican busboys on their fat-tire Huffys. I even like the aggressive African cabbies who like to roll down their windows and curse at bicyclists in Xhosa or Wolof. It’s its own little ecosystem, with aspects that are way, way more interesting than city ordinances and helmet laws make it sound.)

  Now . . .

  If I file too early, it will look suspicious to my editor. I should probably pack up and hit send when I get home. The snow on the windows . . . gee. It’s really coming down. But . . . oh Christ, is that Alderman Dunney waiting to speak? Fuck me, it is.

  Alderman Dunney is supposed to be thinking of running for mayor. What if he announces tonight? He almost certainly won’t—why would he here, at a stupid bicyclist’s event?—but if he does and I miss it, I’m almost definitely sacked.

  Okay, we wait until Dunney finishes. According to the program, he goes after the CTA guy. It won’t be that long to wait. I hope.

  I decide to go take a piss so I won’t have to later. I discreetly close my laptop and stand up. I unhitch a metal side-door as quietly as I can, and ease my way out into a hallway near the stage.

  In this hallway, I am abruptly confronted by four young women in coordinated outfits. Sexy coordinated outfits. That’s right, I remember. The band.

  The young women are huddled together around a tablet computer resting on a drummer’s plastic bass drum case. The case is completely covered with stickers. Most of the stickers advertise women’s roller derby in some form or another. Others bear clever variations on Rosie the Riveter. Others still declaim “Straight but not narrow,” “Critical Mass,” and “Twisted Scissors.”

  The young women—all of them—are absolutely beautiful. And they are sharing a case of beer.

  Suddenly, I forget I have to take a leak.

  “Oh my gee,” says one of them. “It’s totally a zombie!”

  “It can’t be,” says another. “Can it?”

  “Are you kidding?” says the first. “It totes is!”

  “I heard they’re all being made by a film student out at USC,” says another still. “Like, a special effects guy who interned at ILM.”

  “Um, ladies . . . who’s the old guy looking at our asses?”

  Gulp.

  The jig is up.

  “Hi there,” I say. I stand up straight and try to hold in my belly.

  “Who are you?” one of them asks.

  It’s hard to tell which one spoke. All these women are beautiful. I am noticing that again and again, and becoming a little flustered as I look from face to face.

  “A, uh . . . reporter,” I answer.

  “A ‘uh reporter’?” one of them responds.

  She turns back toward the computer. Another one—who is tall and black and showing a lot of cleavage—puts her hand on her hip and gives me a “May I help you?” look.

  I sigh, turn around, and start to shuffle back down the corridor to the restrooms, my hopes of beer and hot-women-being-around thoroughly dashed.

  But then the band member holding the tablet computer says: “Wait, why don’t you see what he thinks?”

  I slow my retreat and hazard a glance over my shoulder.

  And she turns around too—the one using the tablet computer—and she is stunning. The other girls are beautiful, yes, but this one is stunning. She looks like a Latin Joan Jett in her prime. Dark eyes, dark hair, tremendous curves. Neck tattoos like snakes coming up from under her collar. A voice that makes you think of cigarettes, bourbon, and dark, musky perfume.

  Wow.

  “What’re y’all looking at?” I ask in my most genial Iowan.

  “The zombie clips,” Latin Joan Jett says. “You know, the new ones on the internet?”

  I nod. I do.

  For the last three days, viral videos of what some people are saying are actual zombies have been circulating across social networking sites. Some are shaky, amateur video of corpses at funerals twitching spastically and then falling still again. Some are close-ups of bodies with fingers and toes that suddenly tense and flick like frog’s legs dipped in salt. Other videos show full cadavers prepared for autopsy—or during autopsy—rising from metal examining tables and walking around as medical students or morticians stand by, flummoxed.

  They’ve been all over the blogosphere, but hard news outlets have yet to report on them. Nobody is taking them seriously . . . yet.

  “We were talking about those videos in the newsroom just this morning,” I say. “We were cracking up.”

  “Cracking up?” she asks. “What if they’re real, though?”

  I make a face like this is a crazy idea. Latin Joan Jett frowns and turns back to her screen.

  Then I remember that my fellow reporters are not looking over my shoulder.

  “But um . . . there are some things about the videos that nobody can explain,” I stammer. “Things that make me think they could be . . . real.”

  “Oh yeah?” she says, turning back to face me. “Like what?.”

  “Um, like . . .” I fumble. “Okay . . . like why the institutions where the footage supposedly comes from haven’t disavowed it. They haven’t said, ‘No, that’s not from our hospital.’”

  “Why would they need to do that?” she asks.

  “A lot of the videos are from specific hospitals and medical schools, right?” I say. “They’re supposedly posted by med students who are like ‘I shot this with my camera phone on such-and-such day doing rounds at such-and-such hospital.’ Those places are full of doctors and scientists—the types of people who are straight shooters when it comes to what’s real and what’s not. I think if somebody had made fake movies of cadavers in their hospital getting up and twitching, then of course the hospitals would come out and say the videos are fake—CGI tricks or whatever. Of course they would. There’d be a humorously-worded press release about it. It would be cute and be picked up on all the news services. But the hospitals and doctors haven’t done that. There are no cute press releases. No doctors have said that it didn’t happen. They haven’t done anything. That’s what’s scary . . .

  “Yesterday, one of the writers at The Exiled called the PR office at L.A. County, where that video of the dancing zombie was shot—you know . . . that one?—and he posted the audio of the call, and it’s terrifying. Because the PR guy won’t say ‘No, that didn’t happen.’ He just says things like, ‘What do you think happened?’ And ‘I’m not making a statement like that right now.’”

  “See, we’re reporters, and we deal with PR guys all the time. And that’s how they talk when they’ve got something to hide. The hospital where that footage was shot? It’s got something to hide. At least its PR rep thinks it does.”

  There is a long pause. Have I totally lost Latin Joan Jett, talking about reporters and PR flacks? Have I been boring and old mannish? I almost certainly have.

  Goddamn it.

  And then she says, “My name’s Maria Ramirez” and hands me a PBR.

  I accept the beer—probably with comically wide eyes—crack it open and have a swallow. Suddenly, I find my urge to get home early has almost completely faded.

  I may just stick around to see the show.


  Leopold Mack

  For all of its helpful pronouncements on subjects relevant to the human soul, the good book has little to say about regret. This is a shame because the topic is so rich. It runs deep. It affects us all.

  There are many different kinds of regret. One can regret the done or the undone. (Or even the yet-to-be done.) There is the private regret that hits late at night as you struggle to fall asleep. There is the sloppy, flabby regret that comes with eating, drinking, or flirting too much. (Consequent vows of abstemiousness usually follow this one.) There is the inexorable regret that bombards you when confronted with the consequences of your misdeeds. There is the public regret expressed in front of others—dramatic, exhausting, and usually insincere.

  The regret encountered as I climb back into my preacher car and begin the drive back north to Chicago is probably my least favorite of all.

  I reactivate my cell phone almost absently. I’m lightheaded. Exhausted. I need a shower.

  The tiny phone whirs to life, and soon informs me that I have one voicemail. I hit play and put the phone to my ear. I cringe as soon as I recognize the voice. I scramble to turn down the radio.

  The voice belongs to Ms. Washington, one of my oldest and dearest parishioners. She comes from the part of my flock that I inherited when I first took over as pastor of The Church of Heaven’s God in Christ Lord Jesus many years ago. She is ancient and terrible. Smokes three packs a day, yet still breathes like a giant, healthy bellows. Now she breathes into my phone.

  She is in need of her pastor, she says. She apologizes for calling at so late an hour, but she has something important to talk to me about. She would like to see me in person, tonight, if possible. Could I see my way to dropping by? Again, she would not call if it were not important. She sounds genuinely upset.

  I look at the clock on the dash of my car. 9:30 p.m. And Ms. Washington’s message is from 8:00 p.m. I should be there by now.

  Regret.

  I would have been there—would have been able to pop over from my house to hers in a few short minutes—had I not driven to Merrillville. I would have done what pastors are supposed to do. I would have been there to comfort one of the most venerable and vulnerable members of my flock. And instead, I indulged myself.

  Bad pastor.

  It is now snowing. A light snow, but growing steadily with each passing swipe of my windshield wipers. I don’t remember hearing that a blizzard was in the forecast, but storms can sometimes blow in quickly off the lake. As I wind my way northward through dodgy neighborhoods dusted by snow, I dare to hope that Ms. Washington only needs some groceries before the storm hits. Something like that. I remember her as still getting around just fine, but she probably hesitates to use her car in weather like this. Maybe she needs her heart medicine from a pharmacy you have to drive to.

  Please let it be something like that.

  It has to be.

  It almost has to be.

  Regret ebbing.

  Somewhat.

  I turn down 71st Street and eventually merge into Lake Shore Drive, the highway that runs along the edge of Lake Michigan. I drive north at a good clip. There are very few cars on the road. To my left are parks and apartment buildings. The scene to my right varies, but usually shows thirty yards of trees and bike trails, then ten yards of beach, then the endless dark of Lake Michigan beyond.

  The flakes are coming down, but not really sticking. Every time I drive this way in the snow, I can’t help but think of the blizzard of 2011. It hit hard and fast, and hundreds of people were trapped inside their cars on this very road. The traffic slowed to a crawl and then to nothing. People couldn’t drive forward or backward. The snow quickly piled up too high to try off-roading, even if you had an SUV. After a few hours, people started running out of gas. The city had to send the fire department out on foot to rescue folks from their cars. It was an all-night operation. The next day, chilling photographs ran in newspapers around the world showing this wintry wasteland—a snow-blasted highway with rows and rows of gridlocked, abandoned cars leading off forever into the distance.

  Tonight, thankfully, traffic is light, and I’m doing forty-five miles an hour even in the snow.

  I edge farther north and pass Hyde Park—home of such venerable entities as Louis Farrakhan, Barack Obama, and The

  University of Chicago. Then I see something that makes me both furious and utterly astonished.

  There are people playing on the beach.

  I can scarcely credit it. Am I seeing what I think I’m seeing? I take one hand off my steering wheel and rub my eyes. When I look again, the people are still there. It’s almost unbelievable.

  Every twenty yards or so, I see a person walking around, knee-deep in the lake’s icy water. They do not wear coats or winter gear, much less insulated wetsuits. Some appear to be coming ashore—walking from out of the water up onto the beach—while others seem content to splash around in the waves. But they are, all of them, lingering. Taking their time.

  What the Hell?

  Can this be some sort of polar bear club? Or a flash mob of crazy young people that organized on the internet? A University of Chicago hazing ritual?

  I have no clue. The scene makes no sense.
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