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To everyone who craves stories on this road trip called life;


to Rachel, Michael, and Emma, who helped me tell this one;


and to Mark and Arthur, for sharing this road trip with me





DRAMATIS PERSONAE


ALISON: Venus with a gap-toothed smile; her favorite color is red


MR. BAILEY: our civics teacher; the guy taking us on this field trip; came up with this whole storytelling competition


BRIONY: captain of the cheerleading squad; prom queen; Kai’s girlfriend


BRYCE: Rooster’s buddy; general goof-off; loves his forked beard; Saga’s boyfriend


CANNON: my friend since sophomore year; entrepreneurial spirit; hacker; suspended but meeting me in D.C. anyhow


CECE: total feminist


COOKIE: pothead philosopher


FRANKLIN: obscenely rich son of chronic Alp-skiing parents; throws legendary parties and has a maid clean it all up after; drives a Boxster; good-looking, though in that artificially tanned, whitened-teeth way; Mouse’s boyfriend


FRYE: lanky dude; total player; mooch


JEFF: me . . . not much to say here


KAI: star quarterback; good-looking and perfect, but so much more likeable than Franklin; Briony’s boyfriend


LUPE: smart; prelaw; Reiko’s best friend; recently Marcus’s girlfriend


MACE: has the worst acne ever, combined with weird facial flaking and eyebrow dandruff; big and mean enough to beat the crap out of you if you care to point this out; used to be friends with Pard but is now a loner


MARCUS: quotes Aristotle at the start of every damn paper he writes; the kind of person who sophomore year tells you a tomato is a fruit, and when you argue over it he wants to use the Socratic method to determine fruitness when you’d rather just say tomatoes don’t belong in fruit salad and thus can’t be called fruits; inexplicably Lupe’s boyfriend; I might be jealous he’s going to Harvard


MARI: really good writer, but kind of a rival; editor for our lit journal, The Southwarks; hangs out with Sophie


MOUSE: very cute cheerleader; a completely cheerful person who is only too happy to play a supporting role to her boyfriend, Franklin, and her cheer captain, Briony


PARD: pale, thin haired, high voiced, tiny guy with extreme fashion sense; we used to be best friends; it’s complicated


PARSON: hard-core Christian who actually practices what he preaches; handsome, perfect, and moral, yet it’s impossible to hate him


REEVE: friendless little tattletale; bundle of nerves; so skinny he doesn’t have calves


REIKO: smart; premed; really pretty; alarmingly ready to throw herself at Frye; my ex


ROOSTER: redheaded linebacker; skull like a battering ram, body like a mountain, language like a gutter; a slapstick, emphatic sort of person


SAGA: lusts for clothes and would possibly kill for them; likes beards; Bryce’s girlfriend


SOPHIE: smart; prelaw; very shy; Mari’s friend


THE BUS DRIVER: drives the bus





JUST A GENERAL PROLOGUE


My mother drives me to school like I’m little again, and I stir awake when she turns off the engine. It’s still nowhere close to sunrise, and my classmates huddle under the streetlamps in the parking lot, some staying warm by smoking. I pray to God my mom doesn’t notice them.


No such luck. She peers through the windshield, and a familiar look of pain flashes in her eyes. She doesn’t get super upset, though, just gets dead serious and whispers, “Do you have your meds?”


I tug the zipper on my backpack’s pocket, show her I know how to pack and triple-check the important stuff, and, by implication, have everything else under control.


“If anything happens, no matter what time, no matter where you are, call me, and I’ll come right away.”


“Everything’s fine, Mom.”


“Take your pillow,” she says for the millionth time.


“Love you,” I say, which means both good-bye and no way in hell.


And she lets me go.


    *  *  *


I shuffle toward the group. We’re well into April, but at this hour it’s cold, so I tuck my hands in my sleeves.


My breath mists, but I have nothing on the chain-smokers exhaling those vast clouds. A part of me would love to try it, but the whole (now) only child with asthma situation makes a boy promise certain things to his mother.


I catch Pard watching me. He exhales sideways, like a parent just caught him in the act. Something in his face, some trace of a question left over from last week, makes me turn my back on him.


I focus on my pack and duffel, make sure I’ve got my shit together. No one has said hi to me yet.


They would have if Cannon were here, but Cannon isn’t coming. Not today.


I nod to myself like I’ve confirmed packing what I meant to pack, and then edge closer to Reiko and that circle of girls. Her friends are recapping prom, which is just another reminder of how popular she’s become.


“Hey,” I manage.


She takes in my groggy face and gives me a little squeeze. “Aww, Jeff.”


I grit my teeth and smile. We dated our freshman year, but now she treats me like I’m a kid—like she has matured and I haven’t.


The girls go on talking, cheerful despite the hour, and start chatting up their latest admissions offers. Reiko’s going to Penn, or maybe Georgetown. She says she’s going to check out the campus again while we’re in D.C. this weekend. I nod and wonder if she’d let me tag along, since I got into Georgetown too. Maybe now is my chance to ask her.


“You look so sleepy,” Reiko says, and pats my cheek. If she likes touching me so much, then why did she break up with me? Except I know the answer to that already.


I just nod, because sleepiness excuses social ineptitude.


The girls go back to discussing their college plans while clutching pillows and putting on lip gloss, which is hot to watch and generally looking like my dream slumber party come true. Being invisible is sometimes a pretty sweet deal. I wonder how I can sit next to any of these girls for the six-hour ride. Maybe share a pillow . . .


But then Frye strolls up. I’m hoping he’ll decide to mooch a cigarette, like he mooches a ride every day to get to school, and leave us nonsmokers alone. Instead, he parks himself right in Reiko’s physical space and says, “Whoa, how can you look this good this early in the morning?”


He’s probably not hitting on her. I mean, Frye gets in everyone’s space. There have been a couple times when I even wondered if Frye were coming on to me, but then realized he gets thatsuperclose to everyone. Still, I smell his mouthwash from here.


I sneak my hand over my mouth and quietly check on my own breath.


Reiko ruffles Frye’s hair. She has to bend backward to do it, because he’s that close to her, leaning over, palm-tree style. She laughs, and he laughs, and then she laughs some more. When did this thing start? He’s saying something about these YouTube videos teaching him how to give massages, and the girls are like, Show us! So he slides his hands over Reiko’s shoulders, and I pretend to check my phone, because I can’t watch.


The yellow bus pulls up the same time Mr. Bailey does. He’s toting a huge thermos of coffee. No wonder he’s smiling.


“Hey, kids! Let’s do this!”


Everyone reaches for their packs, and I wonder for the hundredth time who will sit with me now that Cannon isn’t coming.


On cue, my phone vibrates, for real. At 5:15 a.m.


U on the way?


I text him back. Lining up. Sucks you aren’t coming.


Screw them!


Yeah, I text. Unfair. Of all the days to be suspended, it had to be today.


Don’t worry. I have a plan. Revenge!


My breath catches. Cannon always has a plan, and while I miss having him here, his plans sometimes scare me. Especially after the senior prank. How do you tell your only real friend that he went too far? He’d only say what he’s said countless times before: that I need to get out of my shell. Can’t argue with that.


What plan? I ask.


His reply’s as cheerfully cryptic as a fortune cookie. I’m going to kidnap you. :)


I think of all the things Cannon has pulled off—high stakes poker matches, parties with insane amounts of alcohol, and then, yes, hacking—and I’m nervous. He means well, but still.


What?? I text back.


Pick you up when u get here. Meet some G friends. Party.


G friends could mean girlfriends, or not. He’s still on this mission to make me go to Georgetown. He’s been talking up this guy who will get me connected to the scene there. But I don’t buy his plan to meet me in D.C. You’re going to drive six hours just to show me around Georgetown?


Not going to. I’m HERE. Gonna help you make connections for next year. Introduce u, have fun. I’m gonna pass out. Later.


Suddenly my chest feels tight, and it has nothing to do with the smoke. I don’t know what Cannon has planned. Yes, I got into Georgetown, and he’d said he knew someone there I should meet. Was he really going to introduce me to that guy? It’s kind of nice he wants to help, except I’m not sure who this guy is, or what he’d expect from me. I never fully know what to expect from Cannon. It’s never just fun with him. He’ll get you into a party, the kind you see in movies, and then at some point he has a signature he wants you to copy, and you don’t know whose it is or what it’s for, but you sign a check, a really small amount, just a prank, but you feel like maybe you shouldn’t. You just do your little part, and then he does what he does with it.


Quintessential Cannon. I know somehow that he’ll have Mr. Bailey’s itinerary, and he’ll be there, but running off to meet his friends is risky. He knows I can’t have any trouble this semester, that I actually want to get into the schools where I’m wait-listed, so why would he do this to me?


I look up and see that I’m alone outside the bus.


I climb the iconic rubber-tread steps that seemed so huge in second grade. Come to think of it, the steps still feel huge. Buses are just weird that way.


I hesitate just inside, front and center, and it’s like being onstage without a script as I scan for a seat that will not lower an already shaky social standing.


Front left, Reeve faces the back of the bus with his knees on his seat, so I get an unwanted view of his scrawny ass. He whips around to stare me down with his unibrow power. He’s a pretty weird sight, and I wouldn’t mind telling him so, but he’s poised with his clipboard to record every offense against him and every breach in school regulations. He’s been class treasurer for two years and founded the school’s Discipline Committee (a committee of one), which basically makes him a modernized hall monitor.


I can’t sit at the front of the bus.


I try to look confident, like I’m actually going to be a famous author, and one day the popular guys in the back will say to their kids and grandkids around the Thanksgiving table, “Jeff Chaucer, you say? Yeah, back in high school, he wrote my paper on Virginia Woolf—I still have it.”


Reeve returns to his spying position as I pass him. Luckily, there are a couple free seats farther back . . . except when I get there, it turns out these spaces aren’t free after all.


Plugged into his headphones, Mace is slumped alone where I couldn’t see him before.


And, like fate, Pard has the seat across the aisle. His shoes are propped on the seat, and he’s curled around his sketchbook so I can’t see it, but it’s there, and he’s drawing, like always. The little Band-Aid he’s been wearing on his finger is gone. I’m still not used to him without his hat—he looks just like he did freshman year, like we’re in a time warp, but of course, everything has changed. He doesn’t acknowledge I’m right here staring.


Now I have a dilemma. When a person walks this far into a bus, you can’t turn back. It’s social death. Sitting near Reeve would suck, but sitting near these two guys from my past would also suck. Mace cracks his knuckles like he wants to crack my head. Even if I wanted to risk that, I won’t risk Mace’s epic acne, facial flakes, and eyebrow dandruff.


That leaves Pard, who alternates between nibbling his pencil and sketching with his head down in an I don’t see you standing right there pose. I don’t ask for favors, not from him, not standing in the aisle, where people are watching. But I’m Cannon’s friend. I can do this.


“Move over,” I tell his scalp. Pard’s hair is still wet from the shower and combed, but so thin I can see his head underneath, even paler than his hair. Kind of weird-looking, yet vulnerable—just like his face, which has never seen a shave. I’m not exaggerating either. Not one shave, and he’s almost eighteen. No wonder I’m thinking of freshman year when I see his face frozen in time like that.


His head snaps up, and his brown eyes are proof that he’s not albino (though let’s not rule out the possibility that he’s wearing contacts). They also reveal the soul of a Balrog. Right now those furious eyes say how much he hates me, even as he puts his feet down and signals for me to climb over. I try to creep past without touching him, but the backs of my calves awkwardly brush his knees. The unwanted contact makes me scoot so far over that I’d fall out if it weren’t for the window, permanently shut.


Pard rolls his eyes and then goes back to his sketchbook, always angled so I can’t see, like he does when we’re both in the library with our doctor’s notes excusing us from PE. I don’t know why Pard never has PE, but I’m out whenever it’s too strenuous. (Yes, my mother made this happen.)


“Okay, everyone,” Mr. Bailey says. “It’s a six-hour drive, plus breaks. Let’s just relax and enjoy the ride, okay?” He delivers the rules: no getting out of your seat, no eating, no drinking, no this, no that. “Any questions?”


Of course, this is an open invitation.


“Are we there yet?”


“Can I go to the bathroom?”


“Can we get a commemorative tattoo when we get there?”


This from Alison, sitting like a queen bee, back center with her two football stars on either side. With one leg propped over Rooster’s huge knee, she’s leaning back into Kai’s shoulder. From his right, Kai’s girlfriend, Briony, casts spitfire looks, but Alison doesn’t notice. Briony must lie awake at night wondering what guys see in Alison Chavez. Unlike Briony, with the blond hair, the bikini body, the baby blue eyes, Alison isn’t that kind of pretty. But she’s got your attention like no one else. I don’t just mean clothes, though today’s outfit is cowboy boots, red stockings, and a lacy baby-doll dress, all on a five-foot-eleven-inch body. I mean her. When Alison flashes that gap-toothed smile like she’s up to something, you want to be up on it with her. You want to be the one who says the funny line that makes her tip her chin and laugh with nothing held back. And maybe I love her with something like tenderness, because in this large, lonely world, she’s the only girl who has ever grabbed my ass.


As the bus starts moving and pulls away from campus, the back row breaks into stupid songs and starts churning like a mosh pit. A suspiciously shaped balloon bounces over our heads, and Bryce shouts, “Whale condom launched!”


Male voices chant, Keep it up, keep it up!


Poor Mr. Bailey. He’s a young teacher, and I think young teachers get hopeful that we’ll like them, and we do. But that doesn’t mean we won’t give them crap. Nothing personal.


But Mr. Bailey hasn’t looked at us in the same way since the senior prank, like any kid he sees might be one of the hoodlums who trashed his house in a night of pizza and revelry, while he was at the all-weekend civics teacher conference. We didn’t trash it that badly and thought he’d take it in stride, maybe even see it as a sign that we think he’s cool, but he was furious. He doesn’t have enough to convict us, only suspect. Pard’s done detention but seems to have told nothing. Yes, there was evidence, but it pointed only to Pard, not to Cannon. Or to me. And the guys on the bus think the only secret to keep is trashing his house, so we’re safe there, too.


Cannon’s right. Everything is fine.


“Keep it down!” Mr. Bailey shouts, and the guys give a deflated aww when he snatches the balloon away.


Once the bus hits the freeway, Rooster whips out his ukulele, and it’s hilarious to see this gigantic redhead with this itty-bitty uke, but for a linebacker, Rooster’s playing well. Alison sings some inappropriate lyrics, bodies sway into each other, and people have more fun than they should be having on a bus. Bryce passes me a plastic cup without explaining, and one sip burns all the way down. I ignore Pard’s jealous glances.


The noise picks up, and there’s a crash in the back row. An empty beer bottle rolls down the aisle.


So it begins, even before we’ve left quaint Canterbury, Connecticut.


“Pipe down!” Mr. Bailey holds his hands like a victim in a stickup, and then, prompting the driver to pull over but not waiting for the bus to park, he grips the seats as he makes his way down the aisle. He traps the bottle under his foot and emits the mighty sigh of a severely put-upon adult. “I am this close to turning around.”


Cookie, curled in the back corner as if he’s one of the popular kids (but really just because he’s thoroughly baked), says all dreamy-like, “It wasn’t ours, man. It was on the bus when we got here.”


Mr. Bailey raises an eyebrow. “The driver told me his normal rounds are with kindergartners.”


Cookie’s mouth hangs open before he manages to reply, “I love Goldfish.”


Mr. Bailey gives us all this constipated look, as if he’s straining to connect the trashing of his house with the bottle in his hand. He grips the back of Mace’s seat and points his nose toward the rowdy back row like he means business. “All right. We are going to behave ourselves and not give me any more trouble. I have this.” He brandishes the bottle as evidence of our collective sin. “And between this and your little prank”—he glares at Rooster’s faintly purple-yellow forehead, like it might be the reason for the dent in his bedroom door (it is)—“I can get some of you suspended. I mean it. You’ve pushed me way too far.”


Suspended. That can’t happen. Not while I’m wait-listed at Cornell and the other low-level Ivies. Yes, I have Georgetown in the bag, unless a suspension could ruin that, but I’m not sure I want to be a lawyer or a civil servant or whatever politics-happy Georgetown alums tend to do. I want a couple options before my whole life is paved in front of me. It’s already a problem that I’m not doing so well in Mr. Bailey’s class. Suspension would blow my chances.


Mr. Bailey lifts his chin with grim satisfaction. He has our attention and pauses, apparently considering what to do with us. He looks badass somehow, crossing his arms while holding the bottle. “I have an idea,” he finally says. “I need all of you to be quiet and respectful on this ride. To keep us busy, we’ll play a game. We’ll pass the time telling stories. It will be a competition. One story for each of you. You’ll all pay attention to each other—no zoning out on phones. Whoever tells the best story will get a free A in Civics, and all detention and suspension material forgiven . . . even if I find out what happened that night. And I will find out. So, play to win a free A. Or act out on this trip and be disqualified, and potentially suspended.”


We all soak this in. It’s so quiet I hear another bottle rolling around somewhere.


“All right, then. Let’s do this. Maybe you’ll learn something from each other. Remember, you all have brains—”


“And if we work together, we can solve the world’s biggest problems!” the class chants in unison, with a hefty dose of mock cheerfulness.


Mr. Bailey gives me an encouraging, pep-talk look, and then I watch his face sour as he notices the cup beside me that I’m failing to hide. There’s iron in his eyes, like he’s deciding what to do. He extends his hand for the cup, sniffs, and frowns.


He addresses everyone, while looking right at me. “You all might want to think hard on the story you’ll be telling. Jeff, I’ll talk to you later.”


My heart pounds, and I’m relieved when Mr. Bailey breaks that stare.


I’ll probably get suspended on my own, without Cannon’s help.


Kai raises a hand. “What kind of story? Our life story?”


Kai is the most popular senior there is, all quarterback awesome and sandwiched between Briony and Alison, like, all the time, yet he suddenly looks nervous about telling his life story, even though everyone would totally want his life.


Mr. Bailey does that let me carefully consider your question teacher thing with his eyebrows. “Well, you can talk about yourself as a way of introduction, but I’d like each of you to come up with a fictional story. Modern times, ancient times, based on real life or not at all—doesn’t matter. Just something really interesting to hold our attention.”


Briony sulks. “What’s the point? Jeff will win.”


Everyone looks at me resentfully. All those eyes.


“I—I’m not as good as everyone thinks,” I stammer.


Choruses of Yeah, right rise all around. Apparently, I’m supposed to be a genius just because I wrote that Morpheus story about dreams and desire and death. When it came out in The Southwarks last spring, it was like the school exploded. Teachers congratulated me. Popular kids started being nice to me, and not just for being Cannon’s friend. More like they thought I had some power to put souls onto printed pages. And I kind of thought I could. It was so magical. Writing that story happened by itself. It’s like all my years with Sandman and old myths just turned on the tap. It was the best thing to ever come out of me. The absolute best. My dad wept. He wept.


And now it’s gone. The tap’s off. I look within me, and there’s nothing there.


The bus lurches back onto the freeway.


Seated again in the front now, Mr. Bailey asks Reeve for a spare sheet of paper, so we can have a drawing of our names to see who goes first. Reluctant to lose a sheet from his clipboard, Reeve complains until Mr. Bailey offers a few extra credit points.


“What have you been writing lately?” Pard asks me in that cynical, unnerving way he has. His voice, like his smooth face, somehow missed out on puberty.


“Oh, I started something.”


The peach-fuzz corner of his mouth quirks. “And?”


“I’m working on it. It got a little away from me.”


Pale eyebrows lift in a fancy that look of contempt.


“What’s the title?”


“ ‘The House of Fame.’ ”


“Fame,” he repeats, all hollow-like. “How autobiographical.”


Rooster stops playing his uke when Mr. Bailey draws a name from his hat. I’m watching, glued, while the silence and the word “fame” take a choke hold. I’m praying that Mr. Bailey doesn’t call on me, praying my name slips out of the hat and disappears, because I know today I’ll lose Mr. Bailey’s game, my college prospects, and my reputation. Pard’s words sting. I do want fame. I want these guys to think I’m good. But they’ll either figure it out right now, or within the next six hours, that I have no story. Those sequels they’ve asked for? New stuff? I have nothing.


Mr. Bailey draws out a slip of paper.


“Kai, you’re up!”


Thank you, God, I semi-pray. The back two rows go wild. Kai high-fives Rooster. How can anyone be delighted at being sprung with telling a story? But he’s too cool to freak out.


“Awesome. Can I tell any kind of story? Like, can I tell a war story?”


Mr. Bailey waves a permissive hand. “Sure.”


Kai nods, like ideas are already starting to form. “Okay, hold on, I just need an angle. You know, like, should these be Navy SEALs or Trojans or what?”


Bryce leans into the aisle, and his forked beard hangs for all to see. Yes, Bryce sports a wicked black forked beard, which makes him look like Satan on Xanax. Or maybe he’s on the brownies Cookie had for breakfast. “Dude, do zombies! You have to do zombies!”


Kai’s eyes lose focus while all the story’s pieces lock into place. Finally, he says, “Zombies. That’ll work. I like it.”





KAI’S TALE
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Okay, so there’s this war of the zombies. Lots of decapitations and body parts and awesomeness, and since it’s two armies of the dead, they’re unstoppable. They can get their hand cut off, stick it back on, and keep on fighting. Total Armageddon. And if humans get in the way, they die. So the humans pray to the gods to stop these monsters, and the gods take that whole battlefield and plunge it down into the underworld. Except the gods miss two zombies. One is helping his brother limp off the battlefield, just as the ground under their feet starts to collapse.


“Wait,” Bryce calls out. “What do you mean limp off the battlefield? I thought they repaired themselves right away. Not getting the zombie physiology recovery system here.”


“Well, the more you get your limbs severed, the longer it takes, okay?” Kai explains. “You get into overload and can’t keep up. Actually, the way it works is that if you get completely hacked up and scattered, that’s it for you. So if you start losing body parts, you either need to get to a calm place to recover, or you need a body brother to share his parts with you.”


The guys go nuts over this idea. Ooo, body brother! Tell us how that works!


“Like, if you have serious losses and can’t regrow your arm, a body brother can cut off his arm and save you. And you’d do the same for him.”


“That is so cool!” Bryce booms. “Rooster, be my body brother!”


“Dude, totally.” Alison gets her foot thrown from its meaty pedestal as Rooster leaps up and chest bumps over Bryce’s seat.


Bryce shouts, “Yeah,” all pumped. “Man, I’d even give you my beard, if you needed it.” They’d make a wild pair of body brothers besides the size difference, with Bryce’s forked beard, black eyes and hair, and olive skin, and Rooster’s pale blue eyes, freckled Scottish skin, and mass of red hair.


“Would you let him tell his story?” Briony snaps. She smiles encouragement at Kai—not that he needs any. He’s laughing and enjoying his rowdy friends. Kai never pushes for the limelight. It just happens naturally.


Okay, okay. Anyhow, part swapping’s what these two brothers had done for each other for years and years. Arc and Palam weren’t brothers while living, and maybe they even came from countries that used to be at war against each other—who knows? But by now, as zombies, they share the same flesh. The same smell. After countless battles together, they only made it through this last one by luck.


But since there are only two of them, Arc and Palam are no match for the human army that pours in, now that things are safe for humans. The president imprisons the two zombies for scientific study.


Lupe’s new boyfriend, Marcus, cuts in. “Wait, there are gods in this story and the president of the United States?” He blinks twice, hard, like on some subconscious level he’s shocked he asked such a dumb-ass question. I mean, Marcus is the smart one, all Harvard-bound, but this is fiction. I instinctively look at Pard, almost like the old days, but he’s facing Kai, sketching for all he’s worth.


“Cut me some slack, Marcus. I’m working it out as I go,” Kai tells him.


The lab guys run tests on the zombie brothers to figure out how they work, and the zombies remain prisoners, but they bear it the best they can. Everything changes when they see a gorgeous girl helping out in the lab. She works on the other side of the glass, doing something with test tubes. They don’t know it yet, but this is Emily, the president’s daughter. She wants a career in science rather than politics, so she works at the lab after school. Arc puts his hands on the glass, and Palam touches his heart. They are totally stunned by the beauty of this warm-blooded young woman.


Falling in love is the happiest moment of their unlives. But then things start to go wrong.


“You shouldn’t be in love,” Palam says. “A true brother would stand aside when his brother is in love. And I love her.”


“I saw her first,” Arc throws back. “And I’m not going to tell you to stand aside. We both love her, but we can’t both have her. So we’ll just have to let her choose.”


This is the first time the brothers have a falling-out. They’d been warriors bonded together for ages, but it just takes one girl to change everything.


“I don’t get it,” Alison cuts in. “She’s on the other side of the glass. So what are they fighting over?”


“Over her!” Briony blurts out.


“This is a pure power struggle,” Kai adds. “They’re fighting over the right just to want her, even if it’s hopeless.”


Month after month they pine for Emily, who works in the labs all the time but still has nothing to do with them. It’s a bitter and long year for the zombies—imprisoned, hopelessly in love, and no longer brothers at heart.


Then, unexpectedly, a zombie delegate arrives and negotiates to release one prisoner—just Arc, not Palam. So Arc is free to go to the underworld. Only he can’t leave Emily, so he disguises himself and becomes one of the lab employees. Keeping out of Palam’s sights, Arc works near Emily for years, never revealing his love or the secret of his identity.


When a fire destroys the labs, Palam escapes in the commotion. He’d been watching Emily all these years too, and he’s dying to marry her. He plans to go to the underworld, raise an army, and freak the hell out of the president until he wins Emily’s hand in marriage.


But Palam has a big shock when he smacks into Arc on his way out of D.C.


The brothers stare each other down with their mismatched eyes, because even those body parts were shared . . .


“Cool,” Rooster says, kind of hushed.


. . . and they start to fight. I mean, really fight. They draw blood, but they aren’t stopping there. It’s like they want to cut off all the body parts that they’ve shared all these years. Even if it kills them both—because killing your body brother is pretty much your own death sentence, with no chance to be revived.


All the commotion brings out the army, and the president and Emily too. Emily identifies them as the lab zombies, and this becomes the moment of truth for Arc and Palam. Arc confesses his love for Emily as the reason why he stayed and disguised himself. The president is seriously grossed out. Then Palam tells the president, “Go ahead and kill both of us, but kill Arc first, so I know he’ll never have Emily.”


The president orders the execution, but Emily breaks into tears. She can’t believe her dad would execute them just for being zombies. “They have no choice being that way,” she cries.


“But they love you!” her dad says.


“That’s not a crime either,” she tells him. “I won’t let anyone die because of me.”


The president, who looks at lot like Mr. Bailey, says, “Okay, we’ll have them compete in the American way. On live television, with cool obstacle course features and costume designs. The winner of the duel will get Emily’s hand in marriage.”


Emily’s eyes bug out. “Uh, how about just a date, Dad . . . and then we’ll see how it goes?”


The president raises an eyebrow. Clearly, that’s not an option. And so the duel is planned.


The television slot is scheduled, and lots of publicity goes into it. All the big Super Bowl Sunday advertisers, and so on.


There are just three people not caught up in all the hype. They’re only thinking of their hearts’ desires. Arc prays to his favorite god that he’ll win the duel. Palam prays to his favorite god that he’ll marry Emily. Emily prays to her favorite goddess that no one will get killed and also that she won’t end up marrying anyone.


But Emily’s prayers are denied.


The players take their places. Arc isn’t dressed in street clothes anymore. He’s in a blue and silver outfit cut to show his muscular blue-black flesh. Palam wears red and gold to distinguish them, since their bodies are almost identical.


When the gun goes off, they start running all over the set, each zombie looking for a weapon that can snuff out the other. The rules are that they can’t kill each other outright, but they have to make the other surrender. And to make a zombie surrender pretty much means cutting him open and taking out all his guts.


Arc scores a lucky break, though. Palam gets his foot stuck in a pipe, and it’s pretty easy for Arc to cut him through at the hip with a machete. Palam hops around, trying to fight back, but he’s weaponless and missing a leg, and then an arm, and so on. So Palam has to surrender.


Arc rejoices in his big victory and flashes a smile at Emily up in the stands, but his moment of triumph is short. Maybe it was the prayers or maybe it was all the media hype, but one of the underworld gods had learned about the duel. Invisible to all and bearing his poisonous blade, the god slashes at all Arc’s organs at once.


Arc turns purple, and black blood comes pouring out of his ears. Even Palam, missing an arm and a leg, isn’t nearly as wounded. In fact, with some help from the pit crew bringing him his parts, Palam’s arm and leg are already reattaching themselves enough that he can crawl to Arc’s side. Even though he’s lost Emily, Palam has eyes only for Arc. To see Arc near death brings out all the old memories of saving and being saved.


Palam pleads, “What do you need? Tell me what part, and I’ll give it to you.”


But Arc shakes his head. He speaks with difficulty. “Emily? Where is she?”


Palam realizes Arc wants to speak only to his beloved, not to him, and it cuts him in a way he’s never felt before.


Emily pushes her way through the crowds and throws herself at Arc. She cries, “Arc! No! Please don’t die!”


Arc takes Emily’s hand into his purple fingers and musters up the strength for speech. “Emily, the gods are calling me to Hell. I’m sorry I’ll never get to know you, to love you as I wanted to, but if you are looking for a good man, please consider Palam. He was the truest brother I ever had. It was only our love for you that shook up our love for each other.” Then he gasps, as if he can’t speak anymore.


Hearing this, Palam rushes back to Arc’s side and holds the body he knows like his own. “Tell me what part you need,” he begs. “Tell me! I can save you!” But Arc fades fast and dies in Palam’s embrace. Palam weeps a long time, and the eye that once was Arc’s weeps as much as his own.


Everyone waits to hear what will happen next, but Kai says, “That’s all, folks!” and we burst into applause.


The popular crowd gets all fist-bumpy, and everyone else wants to tell Kai he’s good but can’t, because Rooster and Bryce, and especially Franklin, are hogging Kai up. Franklin’s been relatively quiet so far—like it’s so demeaning being in an icky bus when he could be lounging in his thirty-five-hundred-square-foot mansion—but now he seems resigned to roughing it for the weekend. He spreads himself out, with Mouse curling into him, all the while chatting alpha-male style with Kai. It’s all so popular and cozy a portrait that I want to sneak back to the parking lot with a blowtorch and rip off the catalytic converter from Franklin’s black Boxster.


Mari, fellow writer and semi-rival, calls out loudly over everyone’s heads, “So, Jeff, what did you think?” She smiles at me, her face framed by that beanie she’s worn all winter.


It’s like a switch turned off everyone’s chatter. I do that flinching you mean me? look, as if she meant a different Jeff. Kai moves his head so Franklin isn’t in his way, and everyone’s waiting to hear what I, the future famous writer, will say.


I am not the best at speaking to a whole bus full of people.


“You should be a writer,” I tell him.


His eyebrows crawl up his face, and he still looks impossibly cool. “Really? I was wondering if the brother thing was cheesy. If I should have kept it a love story. I didn’t even fill in if Palam marries Emily. The brother thing just took over.”


I can see he really wants me to answer. “The brother theme was the best part. It was an unexpected way to resolve the love triangle. And zombies were perfect. I mean, they were made to fight, and once you see them fighting each other—over love—it really captures how hard it is for these guys just to live a normal life after all that war.”


He gives a chill little nod, but I catch some hint of pain and sorrow in his eyes and the set of his mouth. “Thanks. I appreciate that.”


And then Briony flings her arms around him.


I turn and see Pard with his sketchbook. When Pard sketches from life, he pins his object with a lion’s stare, and I was surprised Kai didn’t notice or get thrown by it. Now he’s finishing up, with a few different pencils scattered in his lap, and for an instant I see the portrait.


It’s beautiful. Not just because it looks like Kai, though it does. It’s shaded right to get his dark skin, has the powerful but streamlined build, the cheekbones and the short black hair, the strong hands hanging loose at his knees. But what takes my breath away is the look on Kai’s face. It’s that haunted look he gave to Mr. Bailey when he asked if he’d have to tell his life story. Pard captured the story behind the story. And somehow I know it’s Kai’s soul, put down on a piece of paper.


Pard claps the book shut and glares at me. Not the artist’s stare. The glare he gives when he wants to erase you.


“You’re good,” I mutter, because he deserves to hear it.


“I am,” he says back. Then he reopens his book and looks at me sideways, dropping his voice. “You know about his brother, right?” I shake my head, and he draws in a bit of background. “The vet.”


I scrunch my eyes. “He helps animals?”


He pins me with a look that makes me feel childish. “The veteran. At eighteen, you’re this brave hero going out to help your country. Out there, things happen around you, to you. You get hurt inside and outside. For the pain they get you hooked on Vicodin, OxyContin, morphine, whatever. Before you know it, you’re dumped back, just nineteen years old and spent, and to feed your addiction you get hooked on heroin. Forget the hero thing. Now everyone wonders what the hell is wrong with you. It doesn’t take long.”





ROOSTER’S PROLOGUE


Alison points out the city rushing by and, beyond it, the waters surrounding Long Island. “Look, we’re already passing New Haven!”


Pushing up her chic writer glasses, Mari leans into the aisle to face the back row. “That’s where you’re going next year, right, Kai? Yale? That’s so awesome.”


Jealousy all over his face, Reeve mutters something about his scores being twenty points higher than Kai’s. It’s clear that Reeve thinks Kai got in because he’s black and not because he’s a straight-A student and star of the football team and a coach for underserved kids in robotics (their team won a national championship). Not because he can tell a brilliant story with zero time to prep. I give Reeve the stink eye because he sucks, but also because I’m still hurting from Yale’s rejection too, and Reeve seems like a great target for channeling all my disappointment.


It looks like Kai isn’t going to say anything, but Reiko’s best friend, Lupe, who takes no shit from anyone on earning her admission to Dartmouth, snaps, “Check your privilege, Reeve.”


“Oh right, my privilege to get told off for stating the facts,” Reeve grumbles.


“Asshole,” Lupe snarls, and Reeve counters with a testy “I heard that” as he scribbles on his clipboard.


“Anyway,” Briony segues, rolling her eyes. “Yale is lucky to have you, but I’m even luckier. UConn’s just an hour away.”


She snuggles into Kai, and they look good together, prom king and queen. But maybe the real love story—for Kai, at least—is brother love. I can see it in his eyes, the way he’s processing the story he just told. How he didn’t want to tell his life story, but there are pieces of his life there. Body brother parts that make the story live.


For me, brother thoughts become sister thoughts, and it hits a nerve that I don’t like to think about. I was so young at the time, and when my parents said she was gone, I was like, “Gone where?” I just didn’t get why Bee wasn’t coming back.


I told all that to Pard freshman year, right after I stumbled on that photo of the girl in the bikini top who otherwise looked just like him. I asked, “Who is she?” He barely kept it together. He looked at me like he didn’t want to say. “She was my twin.”


Was his twin. Her name was Ellie. Pard could barely speak. He must have been feeling like hell, remembering her, so I thought it was only fair to tell him about my sister, to share that I knew how bad it was. I think it only made him feel worse. It’s not exactly a club you want to join.


I never brought it up again.


“Hey,” Rooster booms like he’s incapable of normal speech volume. “What I want to know is how this zombie body part sharing works. Like, if your dick gets cut off—”


“That is so inappropriate!” Reeve scribbles something furiously.


“What, you’re going to write me a tardy slip for saying ‘dick’? My dick is never tardy.”


Mr. Bailey cuts in. “That’s enough, Rooster. I think we should move on to the next story.”


He reaches in the hat to draw the next name, but Rooster booms, “Okay, kiddies! Have I got a story for you. It’s a love triangle done right. Not that our man Kai here doesn’t know how to tell a good story, but I have a better one.”


Mr. Bailey holds up a slip. “Now, now, Rooster, I already drew out Cookie’s name. You’ll have to wait.”


“Can’t wait for Cookie, Bailey-man. I have to tell it now, or my love triangle will be out of place. Gotta tell it right-o.” He hiccups.


“He’s inebriated!” Reeve pulls at his collar like he can barely breathe. He points an accusing red pen toward the back so we can all see Exhibit A of Alcohol Abuse. “We are on a trip to pay our respects to our nation’s forefathers, and this is how you behave. Disgusting. Absolutely disgusting.”


“You should try it sometime.” Rooster roars with laughter, and as Mr. Bailey tries to calm everyone down, Rooster steamrolls ahead with his story.





ROOSTER’S TALE


[image: Images]


My tale is from . . . the future!


So, years from now, Reeve finally gets laid.


“What?!” Reeve half screams, and Mr. Bailey gives a warning. “Rooster.”


I mean, fictionally, there’s this middle-aged skinny guy. He’s on the Disciplinary Committee—oops, I mean, he’s like a hall monitor for some big power company. He wanders the corporate offices and makes sure employees aren’t texting or kissing or stuff like that. Anything fun gets reported, and he’s the best employee at turning in people to get them fired. So he makes a fair pot of money to live off of. And when he goes home, he plays hall monitor there, too, because he always has a boarder or two subleasing in his house. He’s a real fun landlord, I can tell you.


All he lacks is a woman. Then he gets one. She’s originally just his tenant. And, oh man, is she hot. I mean hot. Limber, all high energy, you know? And Alison is totally young, probably half his age—


“Hey!” Alison elbows Rooster in the ribs. “I’m am so not going to get it on with Reeve.”


Rooster clasps his huge meaty hands in a gesture of prayer and contrition. “Of course not! Any resemblance to actual persons is entirely unintentional in this work of fiction. And, besides, I’ll make sure this fictional young woman gets a much better time than anything said middle-aged, balding, office hall monitor can provide.”


She puts both feet up in Rooster’s lap. “Carry on. But I am listening.”


He bows dramatically. “My lady, you are the fairest audience this humble bard can hope for.”


As I was saying, this fictitious, beautiful, young Alison has hit upon hard times. She can’t pay rent, and the old hall monitor guy wants her so bad, he asks her to marry him. She reluctantly agrees. It’s either that or the street. And he puts the ring on her finger, does the courthouse routine making her a Mrs., and tells her she’ll never have to worry about being evicted from now on. And then, of course, he monitors her every time she goes out, every time she goes in. Real close relationship.


Enter new character. Nick is the new tenant in the house, taking up Alison’s old room. Nick moves in with his few things and his guitar strapped around his back. Has some books and scientific equipment, too, because he’s putting himself through college. Going to work on global warming. And you can guess that some serious global warming fires up between Alison and Nick. Totally outshines the diamond ring on Alison’s finger, and who can blame them?


But they can’t do or say anything, because the surveillance cameras are everywhere, plus hidden mics in the kitchen, living room, the bedrooms, you name it. There’s even a mic in the bathroom down the hall. That’s right, the Reeve-man—I mean, the old guy, let’s call him John Hall—listens to everyone piss. Luckily, there aren’t any cameras to visually record said pissing. But the hall cameras catch who goes in and who goes out, so Nick and Alison can’t even make out in the tub. The only way to communicate is by writing on the foggy mirror after a shower. Nick would take a shower, and then Alison would go in to change the toilet paper roll, and there’d be a message for her, and she’d reply, and he’d then go to the bathroom before the mirror lost its fog. The lovebirds started a little correspondence this way:


Him, Day 1: LUV U. ♥


Her, Day 1: U 2.


Him, Day 2: Sex?


Her, Day 2: Can’t.


Him, Day 2: Pleezzzz?


Him, Day 3: Dying for you! PLEASE!


Her, Day 3: OK . . . But how?


Our poor would-be lovers are in a quandary, but Nick got an A in Civics at Southwark High, and he knows he has the brains to solve the world’s biggest problems.


Everyone turns to see the look on Mr. Bailey’s face.


“Oh, go on,” he says, all grouchy, and we know he’s totally hooked to find out what happens next.


So, a week later, Alison reads a note from Nick on the bathroom mirror:


Him, Day 10: Got an idea . . .


Just hoping Nick would figure out a plan, she goes about her business, always careful, of course, since she figures that twinkle on her diamond is actually a tracking device. One day she’s shopping downtown, and when she passes by the church, she notices that the weird choirmaster is blowing her kisses. Abe—well, everyone calls him Blondie because of his white-blond hair—totally has a crush on Alison. He’s also working on a plan to win her love.


Pard has had many, many nicknames during his years at Southwark, and his hair has been a running joke for years. Once he told me the problem is that people initially mistake his hair for being beautiful just for its color. They stare. On a closer look, they notice it’s not just straight but thin and oily, and there’s just not quite enough of it for his head. I feel bad for him when he instinctively tries to tug down the brim of a hat he no longer owns. He misses that hat.


Then Pard picks up his pencil and starts sketching like this means war.


So, a couple days later, Nick takes sick. Really sick.


“I think we should check on him,” Alison tells her husband.


Old John Hall rubs his gray stubble. “Hmm, let me check the tapes.”


And that’s exactly what the old fart does. He overhears Nick groaning and tossing around in bed, and in the daylight hours the camera catches him there, doing nothing but writhing in the sheets.


John gets out his clipboard and knocks on the door.


“Hnnnuuh?” groans Nick.


“Nicholas, are you ill?”


“Very,” replies a weak voice. “Come in.”


Reeve—I mean, John—finds Nick all pale and trembly in bed.


“Oh, Mr. Hall,” Nick moans. “We’re doomed. It’s all going to end.”


John shakes Nick‘s shoulder. “Doomed? What’s the matter, boy? Out with the truth!”


“Sir, no one wants to know the truth.” He holds out his arms to show strange bruises. “It’s radiation. I’ve always been sensitive to it. That’s why I’ve been studying global warming. I was hoping to get to the bottom of CRPP . . . you know, Complex Radiation Proximity Poisoning. It’s the interference between solar flare activity coming from space with the technology-made radiation trapped by our atmosphere. It’s deadly. Look . . .”


Nick pulls out an iPad and shows the old man images that would freak out anybody. Pictures of people with missing hair and covered with boils and scars and those bruises Nick has, all from radiation poisoning. He shows pics of animals with two heads, the whole horror show. Then he gets to the point.


“My skin always reacts before a radiation onslaught, and I can tell this next one is going to wipe out the whole country. Maybe the world.”


John’s wide eyes go from the tablet to Nick, back and forth. “Good God! What can we do? How do we save ourselves?”


Nick shakes his head. “I don’t know if we can. The radiation will pour through the windows, doors, walls. Now, obviously, if we could go underground, like in some sort of a bunker, that would help, but I don’t know. . . .”


John grabs Nick’s sleeve. “My basement! That’s underground.”


Nick cocks his head, thinking. “I’d have to take a look. I feel pretty weak, but I’ll try to get up. This is a matter of life or death. We might have only hours to get ready.”


John helps Nick out of bed and holds carefully on to his elbow, leading him down the stairs to the surveillance headquarters. The room is full of monitors, so John can see what’s happening at home and at work.


Nick touches the walls. “Solid. No windows—that’s good. And this equipment you have here . . . would it be able to produce a strong white noise? The strong wavelength would help break up any radioactive particles.”


John nods excitedly. “Yes, I could do that.”


“Good,” Nick says. “But even with that, the room might not be deep enough to protect our bodies. If the floor were dirt, I’d bury us under there. Dirt is wonderful protection; combined with the protection of this basement, even a couple of feet of dirt would work. Maybe we could get a plastic pool filled with dirt for the radiation to bounce off? Then we could just hunker down here and, after the radiation spill, maybe in two days or so, we could come out again.” Nick pauses, rubbing his chin. “Yeah, that should work. It will be sad, though. So many people will die from the poisoning, all because politicians have concealed the truth from the American people and let corporations drive ecological policy.”


John springs to action. “Right! I’ll go downtown and buy us each a plastic pool. You mean a little kiddie pool, right? Any particular kind of dirt?”


“Any pH-balanced dirt will counteract radiation,” Nick tells him. “Oh, and get three pools. We don’t want to leave Alison to this grim death.”


“Of course not,” John says. “Nicholas, wait right here. I will be back in thirty minutes!”


And once the goods are procured, John leads Alison by the hand to the surveillance headquarters. Her mouth quivers a little as she takes in the news of the impending disaster.


Nick and Alison bury John Hall first in his pink plastic tub. He’s bedded in organic soil, the high-grade kind that the farmer’s market people tell you about. The tip of a straw pokes out the top of the mound, to allow for breathing.


“I’m going to turn on the white noise,” Nick says to the mound. “Ready?”


He hears a muffled Nmph in response.


Nick cranks up the white noise. He disables the audiovisual recording software . . . or, at least, he thinks he does. Then he puts a sprig of geraniums on John’s mound, just for effect.


He pinches Alison’s ass. “Let’s go,” he whispers. And upstairs they go.


And what a romp they have!


Poor Alison was so tired of sex with Hall Monitor John, you know, practically getting fingerprinted while you’re doing it, and it’s good, so good, to have a hot-blooded body pressed to her. They do it all in John and Alison’s bed. Alison’s free as a bird, and she sings as she frolics.


And the whole time, though they don’t know it, the live feed sends footage straight to the basement. If John could see even one minute of that long, long night, he could have filled his clipboard with all those naughty things they were doing. But even though he’s in the dreaded surveillance room, John can’t see a thing, and the white noise drowns out the lovemaking. At his feet looms an oversize screen with images of Nick on Alison, Alison on Nick, and every other position they could discover. The flat-screen is like a tombstone inscribed with John Hall’s worst nightmare, and he’s buried under it, his body shifting as if his restless soul were trying to watch the show.


So Alison and Nick go at it all night long, and pretty much pass out right before dawn . . .


. . . when who should show up but Blondie!


He throws pebbles at the window, one after another, and then starts serenading Alison with that cooey-fluty voice of his.


“Ooo-ooou, Aa-li-son! Suh-WEEEE-tie pie! Ooo-ooou!”


Everyone rolls with laughter. All except for Reeve and Pard. Reeve scribbles furiously on his clipboard, and he mutters loudly how John Hall would have put tracking devices on Nick and Alison to ensure they were in their kiddie pools as well. Pard, on the other hand, doesn’t make a move. He knows I’m watching him and doesn’t turn around. If I were a friend, I’d say something, do something. But I don’t, and so I feel like a traitor as I laugh along with the others.


“Ooooo-oooou! How about a kiss for me, my dovey-dear?”


And Blondie breaks out a number from The Sound of Music, like, do-re-mi and all that shit.


“What the hell is going on?” Nick asks.


Alison rolls her eyes. “It’s Blondie, that choirmaster. I think he’s hoping John will be sleeping, and I’ll let him come up for a kiss. He wrote me a note a few weeks ago saying he wanted to try that. He’s such a freak.”


“Swee-tie!” Blondie calls again, his voice as sweet as honey.


Alison groans. Then she gets a sly look on her face.


“It’s still dark,” she tells Nick. “I’m going to have some fun.”


So she tiptoes to the window. “Blondie, shhh. My husband is sleeping. If you want that kiss, come up, but let’s do it quickly!”


Blondie’s little squeal is so loud that both Alison and Nick can hear it all the way upstairs. He’s thinking this is his lucky-ducky day!


Nick props up his head on one elbow to see what Alison is up to. As Blondie starts climbing the rickety fire escape stairs, Alison leans her naked ass out the window. She winks at Nick, then calls out to Blondie.


“Quickly, my love!”


And Blondie kisses Alison. Just not where he thought he’d be kissing her.


Alison and Nick hear Blondie gasp. Then they hear the sound of his feet backing up and a yelp as he struggles for balance.


“What? What just happened? Alison? What’s going on?”


Alison laughs and claps the window shut. Then she snuggles back into bed with Nick, and they joke about where they should kiss each other next.


Meanwhile, Blondie may be stupid, but he’s got enough sense to hear them laughing inside and to remember the feel of the thing he’d kissed.


He’s going to get even. Oh yes.


Blondie runs to the church. The fence was being soldered by a repairman, who was already at the job to avoid the heat of day. Blondie carefully picks up a red-hot poker, and off he goes, hell-bent on revenge. Back to the window.


“Ooo-ooou, Aa-li-son!” he sings. “Sweeee-tie pie!”


The honey in his voice is gone, but he sings as sweetly as a heart cracked and filled with rage possibly can.


“He’s back!” whispers Alison. “He can’t seriously want more?”


“Maybe he’s weird that way,” Nick says. “Let me have him this time. I want him to kiss my ass too.”


So this time, Nick leans his ass out the window. “I’m ready, baby!” he crows in a falsetto, and he lets out a fart to help Blondie find him in the darkness.


And Blondie gooses him. With the poker. Nick never saw it coming, but you can believe it’s damn hot.


The scream that erupts from Nick wakes the whole street. It’s an apocalyptic sound, piercing every wall, every nook, every cranny—down, down, down into the basement. Down, down, down, through the dirt in the plastic pool. And John hears.


And John knows the end of the world has come.


Still buried under the dirt, he presses a button on his phone that he’s saved for this very moment. A small, but monumental act.


His Twitter feed posts: Farewell, Earthlings. We who survive will find each other here and build a new nation.


And 3.7 million people retweet.


@HallMonitor is the number one trend that day on Twitter.
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