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INTRODUCTION


BY SIMON PEGG


I became aware of George A. Romero’s seminal zombie classic, Dawn of the Dead, long before I saw it on the small screen. It became the stuff of legend during my childhood, after it was banned in the early ’80s in a moral panic that followed the arrival of VHS. Video snuck up on the British Government like a couple of zombie children in an abandoned gas station and frightened the life out of it. To the panicky moral guardians of the UK’s impressionable youth, it threatened a sudden unchecked influx of filth and degradation and needed to be figuratively shot in the head before it could do any lasting damage. Truth is, few people truly understood the implications of this new medium, aside from those canny chaps in the pornography industry, who saw its potential from the start. Apathy from studio executives, who grossly underestimated the huge financial potential home video presented, meant that newer films were held back from video distribution, leaving the door wide open for an extensive array of archival cinema to become available to the public for home viewing. With no statutory laws in place to regulate classification, a flood of gory low budget horror flicks found their way onto the video rental shop shelves, unfettered by the censorship laws that previously consigned them to theatrical obscurity.


The ensuing panic was feverish. Terrified that the populace would be subjected to an avalanche of filth, a blanket ban was enforced on what became known as “Video Nasties.” As a result of this witch hunt, a number of smart, innovative, well-written and soon-to-be-classic horror films got caught in the crossfire. One of them was Dawn of the Dead.


Of course, Dawn of the Dead didn’t disappear completely; copies already in circulation were pirated and distributed among gore-hounds, beneath school desks and pub tables. I never came into possession of one of these elusive delights myself, but I knew people that did. I heard snippets of dialogue and detail from various sources and always lapped up the accounts with relish: the helicopter decapitation, the screwdriver in the ear, the machete in the head, the brilliant use of jaunty counter-scoring as the credits roll and the audience try to digest the grim climax. Even as a child I was thrilled by these ideas and by their apparent masterful execution; the idea that one of these so-called “Video Nasties” could be good and not simply exploitation. This film—this fabled cinematic spectacle—was without doubt the best film I had never seen.


I pored over a number of stills from the movie, featured in my Encyclopaedia of Horror, and marveled at the synopsis describing a suburban American shopping mall becoming “awash with blood.” I couldn’t grasp why the book praised the film so highly and yet I was somehow not allowed to watch it. The arrival of video had seemingly surmounted the problem of sneaking into cinemas to see films deemed unsuitable for my age. You only needed an older brother or a kindly/irresponsible video shop clerk to gain access to forbidden fruit. I watched John Landis’s An American Werewolf in London and John Carpenter’s The Thing way before I officially should have and yet Romero’s vaunted masterpiece eluded me. My growing love of horror only made my desire to view this grail-like offering more fervent. It was a full fourteen years after its theatrical release before I finally witnessed the film that would change my life.


When I finally saw the film as a university student in 1992, I was almost glad to have not had the experience as an impressionable young child. Not because it would have upset or disturbed me, but because I don’t think I would have been able to appreciate what a truly superb piece of cinema it is. The version I saw still suffered at the hands of artless censors, who had cut out some of the more outrageous moments of gore with all the artistic precision of zombie teeth, totally missing the humor in Romero’s crayon-red Grand Guignol. For my part, I was profoundly impressed by the film on the deepest level, in ways I find hard to describe, even now.


Firstly it is a testament to Romero’s skill and vision as a filmmaker that Dawn of the Dead is rarely considered a sequel to his landmark 1968 zombie film Night of the Living Dead; rather it is seen as a separate chapter in the same story. It acknowledges its forbear, not least in subject matter, but can exist as a self-contained story, gaining dramatic weight and effect from the lack of setup and back-story. The story commences several weeks, or even months, after the events of the first film and in a completely different location. There are nods to its predecessor for those faithful enough to pay attention. As Peter, Roger, Fran and Stephen make their escape from Pittsburgh, toward their retail paradise, they fly over an area of agricultural land and a farmhouse that could well be the location of the first film. The narrative pauses for a brief intermission as we witness events on the ground. The sequence feels almost like a news report as we witness a posse of good old boys relishing the apocalypse as an opportunity for beer and target practice. The same sense of grim enjoyment that suffused the close of Romero’s first zombie film pervades here, part callback, part social commentary. The moment lingers in the memory and demonstrates a sensitivity key to Romero’s success.


This second instalment of his opus is deliciously dark and ironic, embracing the absurdity of a species on the brink of extinction, unable to relinquish the small comforts that once distracted from life’s hardships—the irony being that in this world, life has become the greatest hardship of all. Even the zombies themselves cannot let go of the behavior that shaped them in life. They spend the movie staggering aimlessly about the mall, only stopping to inflict violence on unsuspecting humans if distracted from their bizarre automated window-shopping.


Herein lies one of the key fascinations of Dawn of the Dead and another of Romero’s masterstrokes. In most horror movies the threat to the human protagonists is a malevolent force, motivated by spite or evil or an egotistical desire to commit acts of moral transgression. Romero’s zombies are victims themselves, tragic figures who have prematurely succumbed to that destiny that awaits us all: death. They cannot be blamed for their actions, nor can they be held accountable; it is simply not their fault. We can no more blame them for the atrocities they commit than we can a cat for catching a mouse. They have no compass, moral or otherwise; they are the walking manifestation of inevitability and, as such, no more wicked than death itself. We yearn to catch and punish the murderer that steals our loved ones away but bear no grudge against death, not really. We dream of eradicating cancer but our anger toward it is misdirected—it can’t help it, it’s cancer.


I found the original novelization of Dawn of the Dead online, in a small second hand bookstore in the US. I felt keen to experience the story in a different way, to let it play out in my head rather than before my eyes—after all, there is no greater projector than the imagination. A book is arguably a more challenging medium than film. Cinema is wonderful, inspiring and essential, but does more work for us, so perhaps we work a little less. It is delivered to us more comprehensively in sights, sounds and prescriptions, whereas a book is all about personal perception: we build worlds inspired by words and those realizations are only limited by the boundaries of our imagination. Unbound by conventional running times, books can linger on ideas and expand them into joyful digressions or character-swelling diversions to bolster the emotional content of the story. This is what I hoped the novelization of Dawn of the Dead would provide for me and I was not disappointed.


As a companion to the film, this book is a wonderful opportunity to get lost in a familiar story. As a piece of literature, it is a chance to play out a chilling and thoughtful story in your own head, to create or add your own visuals to Romero’s dark ideas, to put yourself behind that fake wall at the top north corner of the Monroeville Mall and know in your heart that the comfort and security you build there, like life itself, is fleeting. Death will find you no matter where you hide. This is a story to savor and enjoy, to inspire debate, speculation and reflection. What would you do, were you faced with an army of the walking dead and a fully stocked, empty shopping mall? The possibilities are endless and terrifying.


Happy shopping.


Simon Pegg





1


Sleep did not come easily to Francine Parker. It was a struggle every night to block out the events of the day and the memories of the past that kept up their pounding conflict within her head. Now, as she slept, the expression of anguish on her face belied any sweet dreams.


At twenty-three, she was slender, and very attractive. After her divorce, she had traded in her glasses for contacts, her brown hair for silver blonde, and her extra twenty-five pounds of pasta, chocolate cake and domesticity for a knockout figure.


It was a comic dream she was having now, really. If she were awake, she would have laughed at its inherent symbolism—she was tied to the kitchen sink, her arms elbow deep in soap suds, and her ex-husband Charlie was kissing her neck.


Finally, the buzzing sounds of voices, electronic hums and general bustle of a frantic television studio in the throes of a national disaster impinged upon the ludicrous plight of the housewife, and Francine started to wake up. In her confusion, she couldn’t place where she was—and then she remembered: she was Ms. Francine Parker, assistant station manager, WGON-TV. She was no longer Mrs. Charles Parker, III, housewife at nineteen, bored at twenty-one. In the two years since her divorce, she had really made strides, but now was not the time for self-congratulation, not with a national emergency on their hands.


Suddenly, Fran lurched forward into strong waiting arms. Her long hair hung in greasy strands about her sweaty face. Her jeans and blouse, which she had been wearing for days, were creased and molded to her body and gave off a distinct odor of perspiration. She had been sitting against the wall, covered by an old overcoat.


“You OK?” a voice entered her fog.


Fran stared at the young man, and for a minute she couldn’t place him. She was shaking and speechless.


“The shit’s really hitting the fan,” said the young man, whom she finally recognized as the copy boy, Tony. His dark hair was tousled, and his olive complexion was streaked with grime and perspiration. Yet, he calmly moved on to the other sleeping forms on the floor, shaking them awake just as gently as he had Fran.


The whine of the voices grew louder and took on definition. Fran realized that the sounds were being broadcast, over a monitor. Still unable to shake herself out of the foolish dream, she looked about. At the far end of the room around the monitor there was a commotion. Small electronic shapes, moving with the awkwardness of stick figures, argued emotionally. All around, people were exhausted and disheveled; however, they managed to buzz frantically about.


“What’s making it happen? What the hell difference does it make what’s making it happen,” said Sidney Berman defiantly, his frizzy black-haired head bobbing up and down rhythmically. His face was flushed—this wasn’t the type of problem, such as how to stop losing your hair, that was often discussed on his well-known morning talk show. This was a matter of life and death. Boy, he marveled, almost every set in the nation tuned to this channel. He wondered what his ratings were now.


“Yes, but that’s . . .” Dr. James Foster said calmly, his bespectacled eyes glistening under the hot studio lights. His thinning sandy hair was moist with perspiration.


“That’s a whole other study,” Berman cut in. “They’re trying—”


“But if we knew that, we could . . .” Dr. Foster moved toward the edge of his chair and gestured with the middle finger of his right hand.


Berman immediately reacted to the gesture and then realized that it was unconscious on the good doctor’s part.


“We don’t know that,” Berman countered. “We don’t know that. We’ve gotta operate on what we do know.”


Francine’s eyes shifted from the electronic argument to the pandemonium in the room. Copy people ran wildly with teletype sheets; secretaries organized the stacks of bulletins as they arrived into the different reporters’ boxes. Yet besides the seemingly organized reactions there were others: people frantically scrambled all over the room, tripping over cables and generally getting into each other’s way.


“I’m still dreaming,” said a voice, and for a moment, in her drowsiness, Fran thought she had said it. Then she realized it was a man’s voice. She turned toward him. It was a young man she had never seen before, someone that Tony had awakened on his rounds.


“No, you’re not,” Fran said gently.


“My turn with the coat,” said a young woman whom Fran recognized as the style and arts editor. The woman held out a cup of coffee as an exchange for the heavy overcoat that had served as Fran’s blanket. Fran accepted the coffee gratefully and thought to herself: what a story, “what the well-dressed woman wears to a national disaster—a mangy old overcoat!”


“The guys on the crew are getting crazy,” she told Fran confidentially. “A bunch of ’em flew the coop already. I don’t know how much longer we’ll be able to stay on the air.”


The woman wrapped the overcoat around her and settled down for a nap. Fran staggered over to the control consoles. The technicians seemed to be cracking under the pressure of confusion and chaos.


“Watch camera two . . . Who the hell’s on camera two, a blind man?” one screamed.


“Watch the frame . . . watch the frame . . .” another mumbled, as if to himself. “Roll the rescue stations again.”


“We got a report that half those rescue stations have been knocked out,” said the first one, “so get me a new list.”


“Sure,” said his partner belligerently, “I’ll pull it outa my ass.”


As if she were a sleepwalker, Fran stood transfixed in the middle of the newsroom, mesmerized by the madness surrounding her. A sudden feeling of helplessness overwhelmed her as she realized the hopelessness of the situation. Her attention was drawn again to the conversation over the monitor.


Sidney Berman loosened his tie with a chubby hand and thrust his chest out.


“I don’t believe that, Doctor, and I don’t believe . . .”


“Do you believe the dead are returning to life?” Dr. Foster asked pointedly. The power of his words, which were being sent over the airways, sent a shock wave throughout the entire newsroom. They had been reading those words all day—but to hear them—it gave them a new solidarity, a new reality.


“I’m not so . . .” said Berman, a bit more subdued. He half sensed the finality of the doctor’s words, too.


“Do you believe the dead are returning to life and attacking the living?” Foster repeated.


“I’m not so sure what to believe, Doctor!”


At the studio, a few doors down from the newsroom, a sense of panic was overtaking the crew. Disgruntled murmurings were heard. This wasn’t a television series—this was real life!


“All we get is what you people tell us,” Berman was bellowing. “And it’s hard enough to believe . . . It’s hard enough to believe without you coming in here and telling us we have to forget all human dignity and . . .” Berman wiped a sweaty brow with the back of his hand.


“Human dig . . . you can’t . . .” the doctor sputtered.


“Forget all human dignity,” Berman repeated as if pleased with the solemnity of the phrase.


“You’re not running a talk show here, Mr. Berman,” Foster said indignantly. “You can forget pitching an audience the moral bullshit they want to hear.” The doctor’s calm exterior suddenly seemed to shatter.


“You’re talking about abandoning every human code of behavior, and there’s a lot of us who aren’t ready for that, Doc Foster . . .”


The furor of the crowd of stagehands and cameramen grew to a fever pitch. A great cry of assent went up from the studio floor. The doctor’s glasses were now sliding halfway down his nose, and he was frustrated at the abominable pomposity of the talk show host and also flustered by the apparent agreement of the audience and crew. Stagehands and cameramen left their posts and came at him with clenched fists, swearing and calling him names. Police guards tried to control the mêlée inside the studio and to prevent people from storming in from the hallway.


Fran stared dumbly at the control panel and the uproar on the screen.


“Frannie,” a man called, “get on the new list of rescue stations. Charlie’s receiving on the emergencies.”


Fran managed to pull herself away from the ludicrous scene on the console screen. She fought her way through the heavy traffic of panicking people and reached Charlie—a harassed typist who held the receiver of an emergency radio unit under his chin.


“Say again . . . can’t hear you,” Charlie was saying into the receiver.


“Rescue stations?” Fran asked, leafing through the sheets of paper on Charlie’s desk.


“Half those aren’t operative any more,” he told her as he tried to take notes from the speaker on the other end. “I’m trying to find out at least about the immediate area. We’ve had old information on the air for the last twelve hours.”


“These are rescue stations,” Fran said with concern. “We can’t send people to inoperative—”


“Say again, New Hope . . .” Charlie repeated as he took down the information.


He handed the notes to Fran. Still listening to the receiver he said, “I’m doin’ what I can. These are definite as of now. Skip and Dusty are on the radio, too. Good luck.”


He patted her on the backside as she gathered up the sheets from his messy desk and moved across the room.


At the console, she stopped and said to the technician at the controls: “I’m gonna knock off the old rescue stations. I’ll have the new ones ready as soon as I can.”


“Givens wants ’em on,” said the gruff technician with a big beer-belly and graying hair.


Fran always had trouble with this one. He resented a pretty young thing’s giving him orders. She had spoken with Mr. Givens before about this man’s chauvinistic attitude. Apparently, he had ignored any warning—if there had been one. But now was not the time to raise his consciousness.


“We’re sending people to places that have closed down,” she said firmly. “I’m gonna kill the old list.”


As she moved toward the other control room, an armed officer stopped her. For a moment, she tried to get by, thinking he had brushed her by mistake.


“Hey, she’s all right,” Tony said as he rushed by with copy.


“Where’s your badge?” the young officer asked insistently.


Fran reached for the lapel of her blouse instinctively. To her surprise, she found the badge was missing, and she was sure she had pinned it on securely this morning—or was it yesterday morning? The days, hours and minutes were all jumbled in one terrifying moment of confusion. If she stopped to think about it, she knew she would panic. The only thing to do was to keep busy, trying not to rationalize the horror going on outside the studio.


“Jesus,” she shouted.


“She’s all right,” one of the reporters said as he passed by.


“I had it,” Fran tried to convince the officer. “I was asleep over there . . .”


She pointed toward the mound of sleeping bodies across the room.


“Somebody stole it,” the reporter told them both. “There’s a lot of ’em missing.”


He turned to the officer. “She’s all right. Let her through.”


Reluctantly, the officer stepped aside, giving both Fran and the reporter a deadly look.


The two of them moved down the crowded hallway and into a small camera room. It was as though they were in the subway at rush hour. The hallway was wall-to-wall people.


“I don’t believe it,” Fran told him as they tried to make their way down the hall.


“One of those little badges can open a lot of doors. You avoid a lot of hassles if you got a badge . . . any kind of badge.”


“It’s really going crazy,” she said, more to herself than to the young man, as they reached a small camera installation. The camera was aimed at a machine that was rolling out a list of rescue stations. The list was superimposed over the live broadcast as it went out.


A red-haired cameraman turned to Fran as she entered.


“You got new ones?”


“I gotta type ’em up. Kill the old ones.”


“Givens wants ’em—”


“Kill ’em, Dick. Tell Givens to see me!” she said with finality. Now was not the time to let these guys get away with murder. When it came to making decisions, she was the boss.


The man clicked off the camera and picked up his cigarettes, clearing away from the controls. Fran moved toward the studio. As the list of rescue stations blinked off the monitor, she noticed the debate was still going on between Berman and Foster.


Fran walked down the center aisle and found an empty seat at the end of the fifth row from the stage. She practically collapsed into the seat, feeling for the first time how physically weak she really was. The doctor had told her she would start to feel tired, but she hadn’t given it much thought in the past few days. The only reminder she had was her constant nausea.


Berman was holding court: “Well, I don’t believe in ghosts, Doctor.”


“These are not ghosts. Nor are these humans! These are dead corpses. Any unburied human corpse with its brain intact will in fact reactivate. And it’s precisely because of incitement by irresponsible public figures like yourself that this situation is being dealt with irresponsibly by the public at large!”


As if on command, another outraged cry went up from the stagehands and observers.


“You have not listened,” Dr. Foster tried to outscream the cries. “You have not listened . . . for the last three weeks . . . What does it take . . . what does it take to make people see?”


Fran took a deep breath and pushed herself out of the comfortable seat and moved into the large studio area, surrounded by the wires and mikes and cables of the live presentation. The uproar was deafening. She stared at the two speakers as if they were puppets.


“This situation is controllable,” Dr. Foster said in a pleading tone, holding his glasses before him as if he were making a peace offering. “People must come to grips with this concept. It’s extremely difficult . . . with friends . . . with family . . . but a dead body must be deactivated by either destroying the brain or severing the brain from the rest of the body.”


Another outburst shattered the studio. Over the outcry Dr. Foster tried to be heard.


“The situation must be controlled . . . before it’s too late . . . They are multiplying too rapidly . . .”


Fran could take no more of the aggravation, watching the poor helpless man try to convince a bunch of yelling and pushing lunatics, urged on by the frenetic Berman, that what he was saying was for their own good, for the country’s good.


She moved off through the crowded room to another emergency radio installation. Skip and Dusty were there, trying to listen to their receivers. They jotted down notes hurriedly.


Fran came up to the two young men quietly, not wanting to disturb their intense concentration.


“Operative rescue stations?”


“They’re dropping like flies,” said Dusty, who looked more like a cowboy off the range than a TV reporter. “Here’s a few. You know, I think Foster’s right. I think we’re losing the war.”


“Yeah, but not to the enemy,” Fran said philosophically. “We’re blowin’ it ourselves.”


In a gesture of friendship, she offered what was left of her lukewarm coffee to the two dedicated men.


“Not much left, but have a ball.”


Both Dusty and Skip were grateful for a sip of coffee. Fran rushed off toward a large TelePrompTer typing machine.


Over the din of the station, the broadcaster’s argument could still be heard. “People aren’t willing to accept your solutions, Doctor,” Berman argued emotionally. “And I, for one, don’t blame them.”


“Every dead body that is not exterminated becomes one of them! It gets up and kills! The people it kills get up and kill!”


The doctor’s hair was disheveled. His eyes were wild as he tried to get his point across. But, it was a hopeless battle. The audience and Berman just didn’t want to understand. They wanted to be pampered, to believe that by magic their government would chase “the bad people” away and the next morning on the news everything would be happiness and light and football scores and sunny weather. But, it just wouldn’t be like that again, at least not for a very long time.


Fran handed the list of active rescue stations to the TelePrompTer typist, and then she rushed back toward the control room.


There was havoc around the monitor consoles, and the commotion was made even more lunatic by the angered Dan Givens, the station manager.


“Nobody has the authority to do that. I want . . .” he was bellowing angrily. As Fran came around the corner, he spotted her, but continued his tirade:


“Garrett, who told you to kill the rescue station supers?”


“Nobody,” Fran intervened. “I killed ’em. They’re out of date,” she said simply, trying to steady her nerves.


“I want those supers on the air all the time,” Givens roared, his already red face turning a deeper shade of crimson.


“Are you willing to murder people by sending them out to stations that have closed down?” Fran demanded.


“Without those rescue stations on screen every minute, people won’t watch us. They’ll tune out!”


Fran stared at the tall, dark-haired, red-faced man in disbelief. At a time like this he was thinking about a stupid thing like ratings. She just wanted to get out of this alive—not win any awards.


“I want that list up on the screen every minute that we’re on the air,” Givens repeated. But before Fran was able to retort angrily, one of the technicians, having overheard Givens, got up from the control panel and started to walk away. The station manager was livid.


“Lucas . . . Lucas, what the hell are you doing? Get on that console. Lucas . . . we’re on the air!”


The squat, middle-aged man merely looked over his shoulder and shouted into the commotion, “Anybody need a ride?”


Two men from the other side of the control panel picked up their briefcases and followed the technician toward the door.


The door was guarded by the same officer who had stopped Fran before. But the pressure had gotten to him, and he eyed the three departing men nervously.


“Officer, Officer,” Givens called out, “you stop them. Stop those men, Lucas, get back on this console . . .”


A frenzied rumble began over the lack of console control. People started to rush in and out, and over the hubbub, the floor director’s voice could be heard barking out orders over a talkback system:


“What the hell’s goin’ on in there. Switch . . . switch . . . there’s no switcher . . . We’re losing the picture.”


Over the turmoil, Givens cried to no avail: “Officer . . . stop those men . . .”


The young officer faced the men as they reached his post. Then, as if he had made a decision, he took a grip on his rifle, opened the door and let the group through. Without a backward glance to the now screaming Givens, he ran out the door himself, deserting the losing cause and the crazed pandemonium.


“Get somebody in here that knows how to run this thing,” Givens shouted as he jumped toward the console. He frantically tried to work the complex dials. “Come on, I’ll triple the money for the man that can run this thing . . . triple the money. We’re staying on the air!” He said the last part as if it were a threat. Fran just shook her head in disbelief and moved off slowly toward the studio.


In the big room the tension was thicker than ever. Newspeople went about their business earnestly, trying to perform their various functions, but they wore faces of stone. It was as though any mention of crisis would crack their seemingly calm exteriors. But, the burden of staying calm was even greater with the sound of the agitated discussion that was being played over the airways in counterpoint to the newspeople’s desperate actions.


“They kill for one reason,” Dr. Foster said, as if in a trance. He had his suit jacket off and was mopping his brow with a handkerchief. “They kill for food. They eat their victims, do you understand that, Mr. Berman?” he asked carefully, as though speaking to a child. “That’s what keeps them going.”


A wave of nausea overcame Fran, and she had to lean against the hallway wall, in the shadows. People frantically rushed past her as though running to catch a train. She tried to calm herself and listened to the argument. TV station employees were filing past her, some leaving the studio in disgust.


“If we’d listened. If we’d dealt with the phenomenon properly . . . without emotion . . . without . . . emotion. It wouldn’t have come to this!” Dr. Foster pleaded with the thinning crowd.


Foster wiped his sweat-drenched brow with the now soaking dirty handkerchief. He pulled his tie away from his tight collar and popped the shirt button open. The once calm, collected doctor was now a bundle of nerves, desperate, shivering with anger and frustration. Fran had never seen so radical a change come over a person. She herself was shivering now, and clutched at her shoulders in the thin blouse. She felt so tired, so worn out, she just wanted to lie down and forget the whole mess.


But the rasping, hoarse voice of Dr. Foster droned on, begging the people to heed his cry.


“There is a state of martial law in effect in Philadelphia, as in all other major cities in the country. Citizens must understand the dire . . . dire consequences of this phenomenon. Should we be unable to check the spread . . . because of the emotional attitudes of the citizenry . . . toward . . . these issues of . . . morality.” The man’s frail shoulders seemed to crumble inward. He stood now, clutching the back of his chair with one hand and raising the other in a gesture of defiance:


“By command of the federal government, the president of the United States . . . citizens may no longer occupy private residences. No matter how safely protected or well stocked . . .”


The murmur in the studio began to build to an emotional crescendo. One woman gave a bloodcurdling scream and fell to the floor in a heap, another man cried out over and over again, “Air, air, I can’t breathe . . .” Foster tried to talk over the furor, but his voice cracked, and he could barely be heard.


“Citizens will be moved into central areas of the city . . .” Foster cried to the technicians abandoning their posts, the cameramen dropping their headsets on the floor and breaking for the door. One cameraman’s instrument spun on its liquid head, and on the monitors a whirling blur was seen as Foster continued to speak. Fran moved quickly toward the unmanned spinning camera. She tried to remember what Givens had told her to do in case of an emergency, but her mind was a blank. She aimed the camera at Foster and managed to stare through the viewfinder, not believing what she was seeing.


Foster was on the table, his shirt hanging out of his pants, his eyes like those of a wild man. His voice screeched out. He seemed like a prophet of old, foretelling of doom to an unbelieving population of barbarians:


“The bodies of the dead will be delivered over to specially equipped squads of the National Guard for organized disposition . . .”


Suddenly, a man darted out of the charging crowd and came running quickly up to Fran. She jumped as the figure flashed into her view.


“Frannie,” the man, whom she recognized as Steve, cried, “at nine o’clock meet me on the roof. We’re getting out.” The force of his words caused Fran to let the camera slip slightly. “Stephen . . . I don’t believe this . . . What—”


“We’re getting out. In the chopper.”


Another technician stepped over to take the camera from Fran. Steve pulled her over, away from the man’s hearing, and spoke more quietly.


“Nine p.m. All right?”


“Steve, we can’t . . . we’ve got to—” she protested.


But Steve was forceful. “We’ve got to nothing, Fran. We’ve got to survive.”


She looked into the soft brown eyes of the man she now loved. His dark hair was a mess, his clothes in disarray. His slight body, barely taller than hers, shook with a combination of nerves, fatigue and astonishment at what he was about to do.


“Somebody’s got to survive,” he tried to convince her. “Now you be up there at nine. Don’t make me come lookin’ for ya.”


Just as swiftly as he had surprised her, he was gone. Fran looked nervously back at the cameraman, feeling guilty that he might have heard their plotting. As the room emptied, the sound of Foster and Berman’s senseless argument grew louder and louder.


“Go ahead,” the cameraman said to Fran, without taking his eye from the viewfinder, speaking quietly and slowly. “We’ll be off the air by midnight anyway. Emergency networks are taking over. Our responsibility . . . is finished, I’m afraid.”


Trancelike once again, Fran walked to the corner of the room where she had left her pocketbook and coat. All she had to do now was wait the forty minutes until nine o’clock. And what then? What next? The thought made her shudder.





2


Compared to the frenzied excitement of the newsroom, the rest of the dusk-laden city of Philadelphia was calm. The buildings of the sprawling low-income housing project, interconnected by walkways and playground areas, stood like tombstones as the first stars tried valiantly to appear in the murky, pollution-filled, dark blue sky.


Suddenly, the glint of a grappling hook was noticeable against the lip surrounding the roof. Silent figures, as graceful as ballet dancers, climbed to the top of the building. Men in the armored vests of the S.W.A.T. police, clutching the latest in special weapons to their breasts, took position on the roofs and in the dark corners of the development.


In the shadows, squatting alongside the entrance to one of the building’s fire stairs, Roger DeMarco felt a sharp shooting pain in his thigh. Still in a squatting position, he tried to stretch out the aching leg to relieve the charley horse. Three other team members were poised silently beside him.


The stillness was deceptive: it didn’t seem that this was the national disaster that the politicians had been crying about for months. The population really felt that the government was putting one over on them. No one, particularly the uneducated, the superstitious and the very religious, really believed the government’s explanations of why the dead were returning to life. No one wanted to believe that the husband, the wife, the child or the parent that they had just lost would return to terrorize and devour human flesh. Even Roger, who wasn’t particularly politically astute, realized that the administration in power didn’t have the faith and confidence of the people. The stock market had plummeted way below the lowest point of the Carter administration; unemployment had soared, and inflation was rampant. With a presidential election coming up, most citizens felt this was just another ploy to get the country behind the administration’s candidate.


Roger looked at his watch. The figures next to him checked their weapons. The sweep hand on his watch reached twelve.


“Lights,” Roger mumbled to himself.


As if on cue, large searchlights bathed the side of the building in a soft amber glow.


“Martinez,” came the sound of a disembodied voice from behind a large truck. It was the troop commander, shouting through an electronic bullhorn. “You’ve been watching,” he continued to the Puerto Rican leader of the tenants’ uprising. They had refused to evacuate the building and were creating their own cemetery in the basement of their building. “You know we have the building surrounded . . .”


At the sound of the electronically amplified voice, any lights inside the project that had remained on blinked out one at a time.


“Little bastard’s got ’em all moved into one building . . . dumb little bastard,” the commander said to the sergeant on his left.


“Looks like they’re gonna try to fight us,” the sergeant responded.


The commander took up the bullhorn again.


“Martinez . . . the people in this project are your responsibility. We don’t want any of them hurt, and neither do you!”


Roger cocked his ear for the reply but was met with silence. The great concrete slab was mute to the commander’s demands. The four S.W.A.T. team members crouched in readiness.


“I’m giving you three minutes, Martinez . . .” Roger mouthed as the commander bellowed the familiar refrain through the bullhorn.


“Turn over your weapons and surrender . . .” the commander, a brisk, wiry, gray-haired man in his fifties, continued.


“There are no charges against you . . .” Roger mouthed.


The commander repeated, “There are no charges against you or any of your people . . .”


“Yet,” Roger said aloud, to no one in particular. The men beside him were struggling with their own feelings of nervousness and excitement toward the impending battle.


“Three minutes, Martinez,” the amplified voice of the commander boomed out across the inanimate fortresses, the deserted playgrounds, the parking lots filled with rusting second-hand cars, a few pimps’ Cadillacs sprinkled throughout.


Roger lifted the luminous dial of his watch to his face.


“And counting . . .”


The project was like a still-life photograph.


“Come on, Martinez!” Roger rooted out loud.


One of the silent squatting figures suddenly lurched toward Roger.


“Yeah, come on, Martinez,” Wooley lashed out viciously. “Show your greasy little Puerto Rican ass . . . so I can blow it off,” spat the seasoned veteran, a redneck of the first order, who had come up North like a mercenary.


Distressed, Roger looked over at the big man, who was so caught up in his violence that he jumped up from under cover and was a perfect moving target for the snipers.


“I’ll blow all their asses off,” he rambled on. “Low-life bastards. Blow all their little low-life Puerto Rican and nigger asses right off . . .”


Roger could see that the Alabama man was starting to crack. He was also concerned about the smooth-faced rookie sitting on Wooley’s other side. The boy’s eyes flickered nervously from Wooley to the ground below.


“Keep cool,” Roger cautioned quietly. “Just don’t pop off in there when we go in.”


The boy nodded gratefully. Roger was pleased that in this confusion and terror he was able to add a word or two of human kindness.


Wouldn’t Louise be surprised at him now. She was always screaming at him that he didn’t have an ounce of human kindness or consideration in his five-foot-ten, one-hundred-and-seventy-five-pound muscular body. She claimed he loved his guns and his Vietnam medals of commendation more than her, and sometimes he wondered if he did, too. He often wondered if her attraction to him was only physical—he was often told by women that his sandy hair, well-chiseled face and good build really turned them on. But for all her screaming and hollering at him, he would give anything to be with her now, curled up on the sofa watching Johnny Carson. Even though they’d been divorced for almost two years, he would marry her all over again just to be away from this mess.
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