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PART
ONE






Chapter 1
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DOGS OF SANITY


May 26, 2014. Memorial Day.


The last thing Sabine remembered was a flash coming through the window and a shudder like colliding subway cars. She woke sprawled on the floor, unsure where she was. She stumbled to the window. Buildings across the street swayed and her apartment building shook. She ran room to room, avoiding flying glass, yelling. “Go, go, get out before the building collapses!”


At her bedroom door she froze. A backpack hung on the doorknob. As if from a great distance, she watched her hand pick up the backpack, toss in some clothes, then stash notebooks, cell phone, and wallet into the pack’s side pockets. She grabbed her jacket and favorite shawl from the closet and sprinted down the hall past the elevators. She lurched for the stairway exit, took the stairs two at a time, and burst out the front door. Against the building she caught her breath; her head pounded and her legs wobbled.


A body splayed across the bottom step. Shreds of green cloth came into focus, hanging from a charred leg. Half of the man’s cranium was missing. The mess of skull, pink matter, and blood made Sabine turn away. A dark-green uniform with gold braiding: it was the doorman’s. Samuel. Yesterday he’d told her all about taking his aging dog to the vet and they’d reminisced about pets they’d owned as children. Samuel.


She moved closer to his body and searched for something to hold on to, besides his kindness—always smiling, and opening and closing doors for others. She found it in his curled hands. Good-bye, Samuel.


Crumbling buildings. An assault of smoke and sirens. Burnt bodies sprawled on the sidewalk. A white van burned and rocked furiously, a dance of smoke and flames. Across the street a young woman leaned against a building, clutching her entrails, sliding sideways. Sabine staggered through a maze of scorched cars spewing the stench of oil and coolant, the poisoned air of batteries and tires. The reek of gasoline.


She stayed in the street to avoid falling debris. Drowned in panic, she wanted to move fast but couldn’t think with the screams of ambulances and fire engines. West could be the safer direction. East might mean people squeezing onto a margin of coastal land, the beach and the ocean thick with drowned people, sluggish waves rolling corpses onto fetid sand. Please don’t let me be the sole person left alive. Samuel’s gone. What a nice man. She would never know what happened to his dog, his only family. She wondered about her family. Did she have a family?


Out of habit, she flipped open her cell phone and punched the first contact. The name wasn’t familiar, but that didn’t matter, since the phone didn’t have a signal. Did neighbors in her apartment building need help? She couldn’t picture anyone; she had no memory of any names. Samuel was the only name she recalled.


Go back and check. She dodged debris all the way back, but couldn’t enter the building. The fifth floor was blown open to the street. Her neighbor’s apartment looked like a dollhouse living room: black leather furniture, an upended table, a refrigerator on its side. She turned, not wanting to see her personal belongings exposed. Go west.


She wanted a map. If you had a map, you couldn’t really be lost.


A black SUV with a rifle stuck out of a back window smashed into an ATM. The SUV backed over a man crossing the street, then leapt forward to ram the machine again. Two men jumped out of the vehicle and rummaged through ATM debris while the driver shoved the rifle out the window. The man the van ran over lay bleeding; she didn’t help. Would his raincoat fit her? No, she wouldn’t steal a dead man’s coat. Relief felt like joy, the robbers in the SUV weren’t interested in hurting her.


A cramp caught her gut. No time to lean forward, she vomited onto her clothes.


A wet rag for her shirt and face. She stumbled forward. In a convenience store halfway down the block, she grabbed three packs of baby wipes, packs of gum and Nabs, and oranges and a banana, hoping their thick skins made them safe to eat. From the canned food aisle a teenage boy yelled, “More bombs! Run, run! More bombs!”


A kid wouldn’t know about bombs. He wants all the food for himself. She pulled two jars of peanut butter from the shelf.


The image of the boy moved closer, running at her, screaming in her face. Something swung into her vision. Pain in her head, and the white linoleum spun. Then nothing, until she pushed herself off the floor. She stumbled toward cases of water bottles stacked on the floor. She took four bottles and stuffed them into her backpack. No cashier. She took off running.


She slowed her pace, cleaned her face with baby wipes, and dabbed at her shirt. Something had happened back in the grocery store. The wild look on the teenage boy’s face when he ran up to her. Too fast to keep track of anything else.
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Saturday morning, or maybe Sunday, she woke in a ditch beside a suburban road. Disoriented, lying in dirt and weeds, she mulled over a dream: she’d been wandering through an enormous park resembling DC’s Rock Creek Park. Baby carriages flew through the air; children’s legs and arms dangled from trees, small skulls surrounding the base of the trees like pale, grotesque flowers. She hadn’t cared about the dead children, had been intent only on wandering, looking for more sights.


She was turning into a monster, uninterested in helping and oblivious to dying children. She detested children.


Drink water. Get up. She scrambled out of the ditch, turned her back on the rising sun, and set out. A piece of spearmint gum removed the foul taste in her mouth but not the chemical smell permeating the air. Since leaving the city, she’d discovered neighborhoods untouched by the blasts; in other areas, houses appeared whole but uninhabited. Had people put their cars in the garage, locked their windows and doors, and hidden inside, waiting for the danger to subside?


She came to a well-kept neighborhood and tried to convince herself she’d visited one of the large houses when she was a child. Hard to resist knocking on a door when the angle of a road or a shade of brick on a house stirred dim memories.


Christmas. The season she wanted her country to be celebrating. She didn’t want to live through a summer of maimed people and corpses. How wonderful to drive her car into this neighborhood, park, and walk into one of these houses. Her parents, brothers, and sisters were gathered by the Christmas tree. Cinnamon and pine smells. Someone played carols on the piano, like in the movies. She’d entered a happy new life, where the chaos was merely a bad dream.


But she’d never visited these houses, because she didn’t have a family. Or, if she did, she had no idea what they looked like, or where they were. If they were even still alive.


Five or six people in a front yard, talking in a tight group. She called out with a wave and walked over to them. She longed to join their picnic, to eat and talk and hear the news. But the adults either frowned or looked at her blankly, and most turned their backs. The first time she was shunned, she’d dismissed the reaction as an aberration. But then it had happened again. Twice children had run to greet her, but were stopped by the adults.


Eight days without much food, weak with hunger and enticed by the smell of hamburgers and steaks on the grills, she had to force herself not to approach anyone. The suburbanites appeared ordinary and sane, yet they gave her furtive glances, some outright stares. They had access to the news and knew things she didn’t. It must be Sunday, or Monday. Her body reeked and her hair smelled worse. She ran her hand through the greasy tangles, wondering how she looked. A wild-eyed hag in eight days. If a woman walking alone created hostility and suspicion, only eight days—or was it six or ten days?—after the explosions, she dreaded what would come.


Find shelter indoors. Keep priorities straight. Do not think about dying. Think about something uplifting. Okay, okay, uplifting: at least I wasn’t near a window during the explosion.


She had her life, water, and an intact face.
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Two days later, she came upon another wealthy neighborhood with a nearby mall called Avery Old Farms. Few cars passed as she walked through the mall parking lot. The buildings revealed no signs of damage. Inside the grocery store she moved past cash registers, drawn toward a man wearing a Hawaiian shirt because his face appeared soft and smiling. Maybe he could tell her the latest news. But as she drew close, his mumbled, disjointed words frightened her. The man pushed an empty grocery cart, his eyes unfocused.


She backed away and bumped into a cart belonging to a woman and two children who were pulling cans off shelves and throwing them in the cart. Sabine nodded; the woman only turned and screamed at the children, “Hurry the fuck up! Come on!”


Squashed, rotting vegetables littered the floor. The stench of slick broccoli rose when she slipped on a heap of decomposing vegetables. From the dairy case she snatched two big blocks of cheese, then ran to the one open checkout line, where five people stood talking in boisterous voices. Someone approached from behind—too close. Panic flooded her. She fled with the cheese, slowing only to snatch three packs of gum. No one followed.


She walked. Toward dusk she passed a suburban gas station with eight pumps. Hand-painted signs tacked to the pumps read, “No gas. No food. Closed.”


She kicked open the restroom door and washed her face, studying her skin, noting the wear and tear of thirty-five years. Could she still pass for twenty-eight? The skin under her eyes had turned dark and puffy, and new lines had formed around her mouth. Her lips were swollen and cracked. She ran her fingers through her hair to work out matted places. A stinky old dog with mats. But what did she expect if she didn’t comb it? At the next store, she must steal a comb.


In the mirror, her eyes shifted like a crazy person’s; she didn’t look familiar to herself. Almost like her clone was standing behind her, looking at her with eyes too big for her face.


Behind the station, several crates were piled on the grass. She crouched behind them and ate half a block of New York sharp cheddar. Her head pounded; the echoing throb had lasted two or three days now. At least the sirens had stopped. Ambulances, police cars, or fire engines. How many days had the sirens’ screams filled the air, the urgent, intermittent sounds invading her restless sleep? The hospitals might all be in ruins, or full and turning people away. She hoped enough people would be left to dig graves. They’d need pits to hold the corpses, like during a war. The jobs left would be corpse burner, gravedigger, and tomb builder. Burial would be important. Contagious diseases could spread quickly through cities.


She moved out from behind the crates and went to the front of the gas station. She scanned the intersecting roads, checked the traffic and road signs. Two cars passed on the state road and turned onto an interstate ramp about a quarter mile away. Close by, human voices, several people were walking east on the road. She ran to the back of the station, pushed through knee-high brush, and lay flat on the ground. The voices grew louder, but didn’t stop at the station and soon faded.


She’d leave the suburbs behind in the morning. They no longer felt safe; she hated them. Using her jacket for a pillow, she slept.
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For two days she trudged along the state road, taking cover whenever she heard a car or human voices. The terrain shifted—rocks littered the pastures and hills, small stone and wood-frame houses angled away from the road. White farmhouses sat on hills shaded by lush trees.


Among the larger houses, a few were abandoned. Curious, she headed toward an eerie-looking one, but the stench of urine and dead bodies—maybe animal, maybe human—forced her back to the road. At the bottom of a hill, a stagnant pond with a broken-down dock, a rowboat, and two rusted motorcycles on their sides in high grass. On a rise the charred remains of a barn. Wind blew high-flying clouds into tatters above distant hills. Nothing but crickets chirping and persistent wind.


Over on the left, something darted behind a hay bale.


She listened. Nothing.


She picked up her pace.


She stopped. There, behind the rock pile in the field: a shadow, then jerky movement. A man ran toward her, carrying an object above his head. A sword? A machete. She ran full out, and he fell in behind her. She pushed herself but was too exhausted to sustain the pace. A few steps behind now. No outrunning him. She jerked to a stop, turned, and faced him.


Wide shoulders, a black beard, wild eyes. Open-mouthed, she stopped and turned.


He shouted, “Gimme, gimme!”


“What?”


His voice rasped; his tongue was swollen. “Water.” He dropped the machete and held out his filthy hands.


She opened her pack and shoved a full bottle of water into his hand. “My last bottle.”


He wrenched off the top and guzzled it all.


She focused on the machete. She backed away and glanced around. A car; she needed a car.


The man dropped the empty bottle and moved close enough to grab her shoulder.


She screamed and pounded on his chest with both fists.


“I like ’em feisty!” He grinned, fiddled with his fly, then grabbed her arm and pulled her to him. He stank like rotten meat. “Oh baby, baby,” he groaned, pushed his groin into hers. He slipped his hand down to his pants. The sound of a zipper opening.


She tried to push him away, but he overpowered her. Go limp. Let him rub up against you.


“Good, baby, good. I ain’t gonna hurt you. You come on back to my cabin. Yeah,” he said, and moved back enough to undo his belt. His stink was unbearable.


Don’t move till his pants are down. When his pants dropped to his ankles, Sabine smashed her knee into his groin. He screamed and scrabbled at her as he doubled over and fell.


She grabbed the machete off the ground and with a shout took two swings at his head. One blow hit his neck and he fell. At the first sign of blood, she turned and ran. Looking over her shoulder, she confirmed the man was still on the ground. She crept back, close enough to see blood. A lot of it. She shouted at him but he didn’t move. She watched him for maybe a minute. He didn’t move.


She took off. Up ahead, the road curved to the right. Around the curve, trees lined both sides of the road. She darted through low scrub and small trees, and kept moving even when the canopy thickened and the light dimmed. Fallen branches slowed her. In a small clearing she allowed herself to rest, stunned that she’d escaped.


She’d run as fast as she could, yet her body was moving through molasses. She rummaged through the pack for the other water bottle. She took small sips, alert for human sounds. Don’t rest for long. People could live in these woods. Catch your breath and go. Her jeans felt damp.


She’d peed her pants. Her tongue felt sticky and her head pounded. But the machete at her feet filled her with strength—more than strength, a strong need to protect herself. She’d never seen a machete close up before, but she’d practice swinging it until she transformed into a powerful woman. She had to get stronger.


Sounds of small animals in the underbrush. She dug into a jar of peanut butter with two fingers and pushed a chunk in her mouth. The crunchy kind, her favorite.


Machete man wasn’t the sneaky type—more the maniac type who attacked head-on. She was almost positive he was dead. But even if he wasn’t, she didn’t think he’d have the energy for stealthy tracking. Still, she could be wrong. No telling what he’d do.


If she hadn’t given the man water, he’d have searched her pack and taken both bottles. These days stealing water was as bad as rape. Taking a person’s water could kill. This sounded dramatic, but true. In a single day her world had changed. She’d protect her water and food differently now.


Sudden sounds behind her. She froze, too scared to leave the woods. After a few moments of standing still, she decided to rest awhile. She kicked dead tree limbs out of her way, zipped her jacket, and made a pillow with damp leaves.
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Her head rammed into something solid, and something struck her face. Be still. Listen.


A trickle down her cheek; she tasted blood. She reached out her hand and felt the sharp branch of the log that she’d rolled into.


The water bottle lay near and she stroked its sleek, graceful shape. More branches snapping—panicked, she shouldered her pack and felt around for the machete. Definite footsteps moving fast behind her. She took off running. She felt the familiar scratching of brush against her leg; she was nearing another road.


At the road she halted, took a right, and hurried along the road. What day was this? She’d left the apartment a few days ago. No, no, too much had happened. Maybe the explosions happened ten or twelve days ago. And again, the pounding in her head. Woods on one side of the road, fields of stubble on the other. Blue sky with thin red streaks, as if it were dawn—a beach sunrise sky. She loved the beach. But she’d never see the beach again.


Without warning a scrawny dog darted from nowhere and lunged at her. She jumped into a ditch, scooped up a handful of rocks, and aimed at him. He moved off a little way before standing his ground, snarling. She lurched toward him, screamed, and threw more rocks, keeping after him until he slunk into the woods.


The dog could be rabid, he could’ve bitten her. Yet she felt a pang as it disappeared, because the dog felt familiar. A childhood memory of a dog connected to her mother and father. Then the memory floated off, insubstantial as a cloud. Of course she must have parents somewhere—or had had them, until the explosions came. Even if her memory was shaky these days, she knew she must have parents.


What if machete man was alive and had heard her yelling at the dog? What if he was already tracking her, a bloody rag tied around his head, his mind on revenge?


Stop worrying. Just move.


The few cars she passed had West Virginia license plates. She’d crossed the state line; at least she’d accomplished something. Where could she find maps? Colored lines on paper meant less with the country in upheaval; still, a map would matter if she found someone who knew the area and the safest places to go. Since leaving the city she hadn’t seen signs of explosions. And if the explosions had been bombs dropped by planes—well, nothing out here looked worth bombing.


Birds crowded the sky; the inky-colored ravens, crows, and vultures called to each other as they came to feast on bodies that must be near. Around the bend, a car pileup by an interstate off-ramp. The cars had out-of-state plates; they must’ve tried to detour off the interstate. Vomit rose to the back of throat. She swallowed. Had the highway been blown up? Had the military put up a blockade—did that make sense? What was of military importance, or even symbolic importance, in rural West Virginia? She had no knowledge of the military. Maybe West Virginia was a good place for an installation.


When she reached the number twenty, she stopped counting the vultures walking and flying over the hoods of cars. More vultures poked around inside the automobiles, searching the car carcasses for food. They grunted, barked, and hissed, fighting over food.


If she died right here, winter snow would obliterate her tracks and her body. The vultures and ravens would feast on her, but what difference would another skeleton make?


Her eyes filled, and she wiped her face on her jacket. She wouldn’t know anyone out here in the country. How shortsighted she’d been to chase the dog away. The dog was as thirsty and as scared as she was. They could’ve been company for each other. Poor Sun Dog. That had been the dog’s name. Sun Dog had waited for her outside a place stinking like a chemistry set, where people ran up and down the halls wearing blue pajamas. A hospital where someone important died when she was a child. Sun Dog. What a great name for a dog.


Engine noise in the distance, coming closer, followed by smoke. The sky grew darker, but this was the wrong season for thunder. No, not the wrong season. Look at the trees, dummy. It must still be June. But the noise might be from cars over on the interstate. She was leery of the interstate.


Remnants of last year’s corn rustled in the fields. If new crops had been planted they hadn’t grown much. Maybe it hadn’t rained. The wind through the tattered stalks made a soothing sound. Focus on the mountains ahead. Walk faster. Forget smoke and noise. Priorities: Water. Food. Shoes.


Shoes. She backtracked to the wrecked cars and tied a bandana over her mouth and nose—putrid flesh made her gag no matter how many times she came across it—then moved among the cars, glancing inside, focusing on feet and avoiding faces and hands, the most intimate body parts. A woman’s legs dangled out of the passenger side of a red car. The hiking shoes on her feet looked to be the right size. Sabine put her hands around a shoe and yanked, pulling off part of the woman’s heel with it. She shook the rotted flesh out of the shoe and measured the sole against her own swollen right foot. Almost perfect.


The other shoe came off clean. Brand-new walking shoes, the kind that must have cost two hundred dollars. She needed water to wash the rotten smell out of them. Her own socks smelled rotted too; clean socks were a luxury.


She took a final glance into the red car and spotted a half-empty bottle of water. She drank it all. It helped at first, but then made her thirstier. She checked the car again but didn’t see any bottles.


She walked away from the cars, gulped clear air, and tried to stop crying. Damn it, don’t act like a brat, don’t snivel and whine. But, but, this was a real reason to cry. She could cry if she wanted. Who used to yell at her for crying? Probably one of her parents. But they weren’t here to yell at her now. And besides, crying could be good news. Tears were made of water. There was a little bit of water in her body.


Keep your mind off crying, off the ache in your head and your dry mouth. She forced herself to think about color. Blue, her favorite. The blue patina on aging Chevies, Caddies, rusted Mustangs, abandoned blue shells of cars, and the sky. Off to the left, a barrel with the words Keep Out. A clump of green along the edge of a fire-blackened field. Someone had torched the field. Ah, there! A scorched tree without leaves. The black streak looked like a lightning strike. There were green buds in the soil at the base of the tree. She knelt over the tender sprouts and pushed, half-expecting them to disappear, but the seedlings felt solid. Her fingers, when she put them to her nose, smelled pungent, fresh, and green. The color green had its own particular smell.


A flash of blue, across the road—the turquoise of an emaciated child’s shorts and halter. The child walked toward her carrying a pitcher of lemonade. The air didn’t stir and the sun burned hot. Summertime.


Next to the road stood a white metal sign peppered with holes from people using it for target practice. She read aloud, “Welcome to Big Brook, Home of the Harold County Annual Music Festival. Population 17,540.”


She snorted. “Yeah, right.”


Where did the girl with the lemonade go? She forced herself to think about another color blue, from an Elvis record. She was singing “Blue Moon” on a stage. In the distance, crowds of dead people clapped and hooted at her off-key singing, a few threw stinking tomatoes. She bowed—wearing a blue dress, of course.


The prominent blue veins in a lover’s hand as he bent over a notebook in a coffee shop, his silhouette stark against the window. His long chestnut hair and tight blue T-shirt. Their naked bodies wrapped around each other. Making love all night, falling asleep while morning seeped through sheer pink curtains.


The blue of an ocean—except it was not an ocean but rather a lake, cool and seductive, that lay before her. The bright blue reflected the sky. Yes! All the water she could hold. She knelt by the lake and drank, then pulled off her clothes and walked into the cool water, where she floated and gazed at the sky. Back on shore she washed with a magic bar of soap and a bottle of shampoo that appeared on the sand at the lake’s edge. She swam and dove under to rinse off. A vulture dropped a towel and clean clothes. She ignored the vulture, took the towel and dried off. She washed her socks and scrubbed the rotten flesh out of her new shoes. The shoes and socks dried themselves, spinning in circles above her head.


Cross-legged on the ground, she telescoped and studied herself from a distance. Within minutes, the clothes turned into tiny, dark, twittering birds. She giggled until their beaks grew long, sharp, and ominous, and the twitters turned into terrible screeching.


She grabbed her filthy clothes from the birds and hurried away.


When her stomach growled, she thought at first that it was hunger. But then her bowels moved and a hot, foul-smelling liquid ran down her leg. She was sick. Drink more water to avoid dehydration. Water. Food. Soap. Everything.
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She woke the following morning lying in weeds beside a deserted roadside store. She stayed still, exhausted. Her jeans were stiff with dried diarrhea, but at least the stink wasn’t fresh. The lake, the vulture with a towel, and the awful birds were gone. A mirage?


Her head hurt and her face felt tight, dirty, and sunburned. Her feet ached. She whimpered and finished off the last of her water. Her stomach still ached. She dug around in her pack hoping to find some Nabs, anything to eat. Instead she found an old pair of cut-off jeans and a gauzy orange dress, mashed flat. She examined the clothes as if they’d landed from outer space. Summer clothes from a beach trip in another life, a carefree week, so carefree she’d forgotten to unpack. Back when actions didn’t have dire consequences.


For the first time, she tried to find her wallet. But it must’ve fallen out of the pack—no probably the kid in the store took it, after he hit her. Money didn’t mean much at the moment, but a driver’s license would have; it held information, like her last name.


Since the explosions, her mind had felt slow and confused. Maybe it was shock, or maybe the bash to her head. One thing she did recall: almost three years ago, she’d launched herself into being a missing person without a family. That must’ve been when she’d shredded her credit cards. Now, she had no place to live.





Chapter 2
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WOLF MOON


June 15, 2014.


All morning the trees blurred when Sabine moved her head. She felt herself swaying, almost falling. Maybe she was walking funny. That engine noise again—louder than yesterday, or the day before. A big engine; maybe a tractor? Through the hazy air she picked out a large shape: a red truck headed toward her, bumping across the rutted field, dust rising from its wheels among shriveled beans and ragged corn stalks.


She steadied the machete in front of her. Run and hide? Wave? Before she could decide the truck juddered to a stop in front of her, and the driver cut the engine. The field went silent, followed by cricket sounds. Through the mud-spattered windshield, she saw the faces of two men.


The driver hung out the open window. “You alone?”


His question was so strange she just stared at him. Careful. Careful. They could be crazy or maybe rapists. She waited.


“It’s okay,” the driver said. “We just want to ask some questions.”


She moved close enough to see the man in the passenger’s seat smiling as he held up open hands to show he was harmless. He wore a red T-shirt.


Hard to think what to do. She didn’t move closer but said, “I’m alone. Walking since . . . maybe two weeks. Or three. But no live people for, well, I don’t . . . know. Too tired. Walking, things get blurry. A man came at me. But that’s over.” She squeezed the machete handle.


“My name’s Hank Johnson,” the driver said. “What’s your name?”


“Dunno.” Careful what you say. “Why do you wanna know?”


“If you’re a person, you can name a name. Just trying to get to know you. So, where you from?”


“I live in . . . I did live in an apartment. In DC. I walked here. My mind’s fuzzy. . . .”


He nodded. “It’s okay. A group of us are staying in a house not far from here. Want to come with us?”


“What house?” She inched toward the truck.


Hank said. “A farmhouse near here. Are you hungry?”


“Yes,” she said. “And thirsty.”


The man in the red shirt wore a baseball cap. He opened the passenger door. Sabine limped to the truck and climbed in without hesitation, because her choices . . . better not to think about choices. She couldn’t go on much longer; her body was in ruins. They wouldn’t waste a bullet on her if she ran.


The truck cab reeked of cigarette smoke. Her head began pounding, but she was past caring. Then, suddenly, she wanted a cigarette. How many years had it been since she’d smoked?


“This guy here is Sharp,” Hank said. He reached across Sharp and handed her a can of Pepsi.


She gulped down half the warm cola and tried to give it back to Hank.


“I drank too much,” she apologized, belching. “And I’m filthy. I stink.”


“Drink the whole can. We’ll keep the windows open.” Hank laughed.


“Yeah, you do stink.” Sharp pulled his ball cap down over his face and made gagging sounds.


Hank laughed again. “Don’t worry, we all stank when we got here.” He looked at her. “You’ve got a big gash on your cheek too, ya know. It’s kinda bloody.”


Sharp pulled off his cap and ran his hand through his curls.


She took another gulp of soda. “My name’s Sabine. I don’t remember my last name.”


“Sabine’s a beautiful name,” Hank said. “Don’t be scared. We’ll get you fixed up with food. Our place is just down the road.”


“How many bombs went off near you?” Sharp asked. “Did you walk on the interstates? Did you see many wrecked cars?”


Too many questions. Sabine said nothing.


“You sure you lived in DC?” Hank asked.


Another question.


Hank pulled onto the road and squinted through the windshield. “I’m from DC too. I lived close to the Capitol. Whereabouts did you live?”


“The sidewalks collapsed,” Sabine said. “It was hard to walk on the rubble . . . I think near Rock Creek Park?” She closed her eyes. “The buildings were swaying. I got out fast. Cities are the worst, so I went west on back roads. Walking and walking and finally no malls. Fields. A few farms with lanterns, but I couldn’t tell if they were safe so I steered clear.”


“Smart,” Sharp said. “A good survival skill. Few trustworthy people in times like this.”


“What day is it? My body feels like I walked a month.”


“Today’s June 15th,” Sharp said. “If you started walking the day of the bombs, May 26th, you walked twenty-one days.”


She tried to calculate to see if he was right, but couldn’t focus.


“We’re gonna stop for the dogs,” Hank said.


She wanted to tell them about machete man she’d killed, or probably killed. And the dog she chased away. But the warm truck cab made her drowsy. She eased her head onto Sharp’s shoulder.


A voice dictated to her from inside a dream. The stern voice said: Stop for the dogs. The dogs of sanity. City people won’t buy a blue velvet sofa, or take off in a spaceship, or play ball in a city street once they run through tall prairie grass. A sign, propped in a garbage can, marked the trail to the higher grasses. She peeked inside the can; a rotten pastrami sandwich and a gravy boat lay at the bottom.


Her body shifted when the truck turned onto a bumpy road and her eyes flew open. They stopped at an aluminum farm gate. Sharp got out and hunched over the gate. She couldn’t figure what he was doing until he swung it open and Hank drove through. Sharp locked the gate and hopped in the truck. Her head eased back onto his shoulder.


Hank drove a little way, left the engine running, and climbed out. He whistled. In a few minutes, three dogs ran from the woods. The two big ones jumped in the back of the truck. Hank picked up the little dog and put him up there with them.


Hank talked in a low voice. “My Little Gun, and my Big Rom and Big Remus. There, there now, you boys calm down. You boys been good?” His voice was kind, soothing.


They rode up the hill toward a large wood-frame farmhouse in the shade of two giant trees.


“Great dogs with keen noses,” Hank said. “They showed up around the time Sharp and I got here. Right starved, so we fed them scraps, then Kate took over feeding them. They never left. Their owners are dead, most likely. These labs are good hunting dogs and the little one’s some kind of terrier. Without them, we might’ve starved. They love riding in the truck.”


She fell asleep again and the dream words returned: On the sign is a map to the outlaw tribe’s homeland, called The Dogs of Sanity Lands. A long walk but the destination is worth the walk. The dogs take turns carrying two sticks in their mouths, for talking. Blue raven, wild turkey, and raccoon help you answer riddles before they guide you to the tribe’s meeting hall. In a circle the dogs’ furry shoulders touch. The tribe will ask questions and only smart dogs can join.


Hank’s hand on her shoulder shook her awake. She forced open her eyes and stared up at him for a few seconds before she recognized his sandy hair, cut close to his skull like a Marine’s.


Her head throbbed as she struggled out of the truck.


He picked up her machete and pack. “I got these.”


“Are you a Marine?” she asked.


“A Marine? Nope.”


“It’s your haircut.” Giddy with exhaustion, she laughed. She followed Hank through the backdoor, wondering about the Dogs of Sanity. Had she seen many dogs while she was walking? Only the one who resembled Sun Dog, the dog she’d known when she was a kid.


Sharp was already in the kitchen talking to a woman with a long blond braid. He asked the woman to give Sabine food. The woman pointed to a table. Another man walked in, put his hand on her butt, and squeezed.


“Tommy, stop!” The blond woman pushed away his hand with a giggle and dished up a bowl of meat stew. Sabine sat at the table, and the woman put the bowl and a piece of bread with peanut butter on it in front of her.


“My name’s Kate,” she said. “This guy”—she pointed to the man who’d squeezed her—“is Tommy.”


Sabine nodded. “Water. Please. Water.”


Kate brought water. Sabine drank and handed the glass to her for more. She brought another glassful, but said, “Go slow on the water, or you’ll throw up. You aren’t used to drinking normal amounts. Same goes for the food.”


Sabine tried to sip the water slowly and chew the food with care, reminding herself not to gobble. When her stomach felt full, she yawned and swayed with fatigue.


Hank held a candle in a wooden candlestick. He picked up her pack and machete, and led her to a corner of the kitchen, where a flight of stairs led up to the second story. At the end of a long hall, he opened a door and guided her with his hand on the small of her back. He set the candle on a table by the bed and lit it. He put her things on the floor.


“We’re in the attic,” Hank said. “This will be your room. The bathroom’s at the end of the hall, so take the candle when you go. Even with moonlight through the windows, the hallway’s long and dark. If we have electricity, it’ll be in the morning, and you can take a quick shower then. Someone will get you for breakfast.” He flicked a glance at the candle. “Don’t burn the place down. Good night.”


He shut the door.


Blow out the candle.
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Sabine woke at dawn to a silent house, her body stiff and head aching. The stuffy room smelled rank. Her body. She’d fallen asleep on top of the coverlet, still wearing her filthy jeans and jacket. The man who’d driven the truck and guided her upstairs? Hank. The guy with sandy hair who looked like a Marine, but said he wasn’t.


She rooted in her pack and pulled out her other pair of jeans and the one T-shirt that didn’t smell. With socks and tennis shoes in hand, she stumbled to the bathroom. She studied the gash on her face in the cracked bathroom mirror. The bloody line ran from her temple down her cheek; no more sleeping in leaves in the dark without checking surroundings first. Still, her cheek didn’t hurt as bad as her big toe.


Soon she would have to sit with strangers at the breakfast table.


While the tennis shoes and socks soaked in water and detergent from the box under the sink, she drank water from the showerhead, then sluiced water all over and rubbed at places still caked with diarrhea. She winced while soaping when she felt the raised skin of a scar on her stomach, even though the scar no longer hurt. She hurriedly scrubbed her hair, aware that the warm water might run out; then she quickly soaped and rinsed again.


Still wet, she sat on the toilet and enjoyed the feel of water on her body. She wrapped a warm washcloth around her sore toe and counted to one hundred before taking it off. The toe throbbed when she hurried to her room. She laid her shoes and socks on a towel to dry. Her jacket, jeans, and the coverlet went to the bottom of the armoire against the wall. She’d wash it all later, if the washing machine worked.


Barefooted, she waited for someone to take her to breakfast. She peered out of a window, searching the landscape. Sun shone on a creek running through the field toward the woods. A crumbling barn, a broken-down shed, and a chicken coop stood near the house. A wind turbine spun on the nearest ridge. The dogs barked and ran around the yard. Dogs. What in hell were the Dogs of Sanity? Confused by the dream, she squeezed her eyes tight. If she cried, it would make her head hurt more. If she moved too fast, things went all blurry.


Someone tapped on her door. Hank. He held out a red candle on a saucer and a box of matches. “Your personal candle. You have two. Once you’ve burned these down to nothing, you can have more.”


She put the candle on the dresser.


“You’re the last one,” Hank said.


“The last what?” Her heart sped up.


“You make nine. The house is full. We won’t take in more people, not unless they bring their own food and can shoot straight.”


“Oh. Okay.” She should ask why they took her in. But not now.


“You had on shoes when you got here.”


She pointed to the towel. “I washed them. I pulled them off a dead woman.”


“You’ll get splinters from these old floors.”


“My feet are swollen. My toe even more. My socks were filthy, so I washed them, too.”


“Sit.”


She sat, and before she could stop him, he knelt and took her foot in his hands. She flinched when he touched her, but let him hold her foot.


He poked around her toes. “The cut’s infected. How did you do it?”


“I went after a better spot to wash in this creek, took off my shoes to climb over some rocks. Who knows what filth was in the creek.”


He stood and laid his hand on her forehead. “You have a fever. I’ve got aspirin and antibiotic ointment. I’ll get you a tube. I’ve got toothbrushes and toothpaste, too. Do you need that?”


“I’ve been chewing gum. A toothbrush and some toothpaste would be great.” She looked up at him. “You’re a good guy. You’re the . . . leader?”


“Kind of. Several of us are. Kate, the woman who fed you, runs the house. Sharp and I take care of the outside, we scrounge food and tools. We check out shooting skills when we take in people, and train the people who need practice. We work on watch teams; the good shots work in teams.”


“Guess there’s no time for music, or anything fun,” she said. “Are we safe here? I’m so tired of walking.”


“We’re waiting for more information before we decide to stay or leave. To take folks’ minds off the heavy stuff, sometimes I read stories after dinner. You hungry?”


“Yes.” She laid her hand on his arm. “Thanks.”


Hank didn’t respond, but she didn’t mind. He’d heard her. A wave of gratitude flooded her as she followed him down the creaky back stairs. She leaned against the wall and slid, afraid the steps would blur and she’d fall.


Sabine’s heart pounded as she entered the kitchen and slipped into the chair next to Hank. She glanced around: nine people counting herself. Everyone said their names. She nodded, but the names ran through her like water. Except for Sharp, Hank, and Kate. She was the woman with the blond braid. The person in charge of the house.


Hank brought three aspirins and water to the table. Sabine thanked him. Two of the men ate quickly, without talking, then left. Hank said, “They’re on watch. You’ll learn about chores and the watch.”


She served herself a big helping of venison and three small boiled potatoes. Halfway through, she stopped eating to let the food settle. To restrain herself from taking another serving, she put her hands in her lap and touched her stomach. It felt tight with food, yet she wanted to eat all day.


After breakfast Hank pointed to the refrigerator. “Folks—and this includes you, Sabine—there are three pieces of paper tacked on the fridge. The first lays out the rules: No stealing. No going in other people’s rooms without permission. No gossip. Report infractions to me, Sharp, or Kate. By the rules you’ll see the watch list. If Sharp or I have tested your gun skills and given you the okay, sign up. Tommy and I will walk the watch tonight. The watch is a bear and team people get tired. But after tonight, the schedule’s blank.”


Hank turned his attention back to Sabine. “A watch team has two people. The teams are armed. We walk the property for eight-, sometimes twelve-hour shifts.”


“Got it,” she said.


“Sabine still has a fever, most likely from her infected foot,” Hank said to the rest of the room. “Today she’ll get two small chores. We’ll increase her responsibilities when she feels better.”


A guy with a mustache took off his ball cap and set it beside his plate, then flashed Sabine an impish grin. “In case you forgot, my name’s Tommy.” He looked around the table and cocked his head. “Come on, guys. Let’s spread out the watch team fun.” He acted as if walking the perimeter for hours was like a night at the circus.


Sabine heard murmurs about signing up, but she let the conversations wash over her. She couldn’t handle a gun and had nothing to contribute.


The side of her face hurt, which triggered an image of hiding in the woods, followed by a short film clip of the machete man attacking her again and again. Then his head lying in blood, his eyes open wide, not seeing the sky. Sabine the killer, who didn’t know her last name.


She copied Hank as he scraped his leftovers into a bucket. She left her plate on the counter, gave him a nod, and went up the back stairs. Finally, safe in her room with its comforting slanted walls. A protected sleeping place. Sleep would help her forget the dead man. Maybe even bring dreams about her life before the bombs. By the light outside she guessed it was about nine in the morning. She wanted to sleep all day and through the night. Enjoy the luxury of cool, clean sheets.


She’d just drifted off when a sound jerked her awake. The door opened and Hank appeared. He stood still and glanced around before approaching her bed.


Sabine sat up, her heart beating faster. But he wasn’t interested in her. There was nothing alive behind his eyes. He was a take-charge kind of man, coiled tight inside. He dropped tubes of antibiotic cream and toothpaste, along with a toothbrush, on the foot of her bed and left.


Sabine exhaled with relief, sat up, and rubbed the cream on her toe and down her cheek. Mysterious Hank. She’d never met anyone like him, or like Sharp. Had one of them taken her machete? It wasn’t on the floor where her pack still lay. The armoire door stood open, empty except for her dirty clothes and the coverlet. There was a small table by the bed, a desk and chair in front of one window, a wobbly dresser. Nothing else. She’d watched Hank while he was in her room. Someone must’ve taken it while she slept. A flash of anger. Did someone think she planned to murder everyone in their beds? She’d find the right time to discover who took it. Head on the pillow, she closed her eyes.
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For the following three days Sabine dozed off and on, waking around meal times. In the kitchen, Hank or Kate would feel her head and give her aspirin when it hurt, even when she didn’t have a fever. Sometimes she wasn’t hungry, and she lay in bed while the others ate, staring at the walls and out the window in a dreamy daze, trying to make her old apartment or images of her parents materialize.


On the fourth morning she felt energetic and her forehead felt cool. She crept down the back stairs.


The backdoor stood open. Hank, Sharp, and some other people stood around a pickup truck talking about the engine. She sat on the stoop and watched. No one noticed her or tried to start a conversation. She didn’t know some of their names and they didn’t ask hers. Maybe Hank had told people she was crazy and they planned to kick her out, so they shouldn’t bother talking with her. She felt insubstantial, unwanted.


Yet Hank and Sharp could’ve raped and killed her in the field where they found her. Was she somehow special? Or were they being kind because they saw her as a loser who had lost her memory? What were their intentions? Maybe someone had taken her machete intending to use it on her. No, that doesn’t make sense. They had guns—and anyway, what reason would they have? Stop acting like a loser. You have to smile, act friendly and happy to be here.


The guy with a mustache, Tommy, joined the others. When he glanced over at the porch, she smiled and he flashed a grin. Maybe they weren’t conspiring, just busy. After all, they had more important issues than a crazy woman with a bad memory.


Inside she made a peanut butter sandwich for herself and ate it hanging over the sink. When she finished eating, she’d look for Kate and offer to help her fix lunch. Voices coming down the hall, moving to the veranda. She stuffed the last of the sandwich in her mouth, crept to the living room, and opened the window a few inches. She flattened against the wall so they couldn’t see her. Hank discussed the day’s foray. “Today we need canned tuna, Spam, and salmon, or whatever you can find. Also kerosene for the lanterns, and gas for the blue truck.”


“Like gluttons, we ate both the hams that were curing in the shed,” Sharp said. “From now on, we eat only fresh meat we kill or canned meat. It’s summer—we should eat more vegetables, corn, and potatoes. The shed’s nothing but rubble, so we won’t be smoking meat.”


Sabine left the window, forced herself to amble outside and sit in a rocker.


Hank was saying, “No worries about meat, Sharp. Let’s hunt today. You with me in the blue truck. No one rides in back; we gotta leave room for a big deer, cause I’m feeling lucky. Tommy, can you take a look at the red truck and try to fix it? It’s not for shit. Jen and Paul will go out on watch.”


Which guy was Paul? The redheaded boy who was pulling a cap out of his pocket. Hank had told her he’d arrived the day before she did. Jen must be the short young woman she’d noticed yesterday.


Sharp called the dogs. “Gun, Rom, Reeeemus! Gun, Rom, Reeeemus!” The dogs came running on the first call, and just like before, the two big ones jumped right into the truck. Sharp picked up the little dog and put him in the back with them.


At the bottom of the hill, the truck stopped, and Sharp jumped out to unlock and relock the gate padlocks. Kate told her they might come back at lunchtime, but usually they were gone until three or four. The truck turned left and moved down the state road.


Sabine loved the quiet field in front of the house. It was restful. And after the crisis—and it would end eventually, wouldn’t it?—she would remember Sharp. Not only because he’d rescued her. Today the handsome man wore a red work shirt instead of a T-shirt. She supposed he always rode shotgun.


Before Hank pulled away, Sharp had looked at Sabine directly, out the truck window. She’d smiled, but he’d merely nodded with a bored expression. She’d glanced away as if his snub meant nothing. Women probably came on to Sharp all the time. Sabine’s mind was full of holes, she looked like shit, and she had probably killed a man. Why would Sharp be interested in her? And why should she bother? Even with the watch teams, the farmhouse could be overrun with refugees and they could be blown away while sleeping in their beds.
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By late morning the farm had electricity. Sabine emptied her pack onto her bed and surveyed her possessions. The orange dress, two thick notebooks, a cell phone, two pairs of jeans, three T-shirts, and a few pairs of socks and underwear. A lightweight jacket and her wonderful red shawl, which she’d wash by hand. She got her dirty clothes and coverlet and put everything except what she was wearing in the washing machine. When they were done, she hung them on the clothesline in the yard and wandered to the barn.


She stopped by the doors. Too eerie and dark inside, with a strong manure smell. She walked to the rickety garage. Plenty of junk piled at one end, and along one side, piles of plastic garbage bags full of paper to burn in the fireplace. Nothing promising, until she noticed an old pickup truck. Did it still run? Probably not. Someone would’ve checked it out already.


Two men’s loud voices at the water pump. At the word “bombs” Sabine stepped into the shadow of the garage door. The tall skinny man repeated, “Bombs. What do you know? In college I researched dirty bombs. Dirty bombs scare people, and you don’t need planes.”


The man with a blond ponytail stopped soaping his face. “Damn. Today’s a hot one. I’ll need another washing later.”


The tall skinny man repeated himself.


“Sol, my man, you don’t have a grasp on what happened,” blond ponytail said. “You read some articles. Big deal. Maybe what happened is bigger than bombs in major cities.” He pulled off his shirt and wiped his chest with a towel, dropped his jeans and wiped his legs. A bowie knife was strapped to his calf. He stood spread-eagle and dried his face and hair.


Sol ducked under the pump, let water run over his shoulders and head. “Nah. Just a few big cities got hit. That’s probably it.” He toweled his head.


“Then how come most of my family’s dead and Barnville’s in ruins?” blond ponytail demanded. “And what about the empty houses and farms we passed on the way here? Explain that to me, boy genius.”


“Your farm must be near some kind of secret installation.” Sol shrugged as if he didn’t believe his own explanation.


She waited until the men went inside before stepping out from the shadows. Why attack a rural area? It was all scary, and even scarier because she couldn’t fit the pieces together. Don’t be a jerk, but don’t worry about being friendly. Ask questions and snoop for information.


She retreated to her room, grabbing two clean water bottles on the way. They both went in her backpack, which she stowed in the armoire. Ready in case of an emergency.
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The blond man from the pump wasn’t at the lunch table. When he did finally arrive he mumbled an excuse for coming in late, but no one seemed to notice. He sat down next to Sabine and his arm brushed hers when he served himself.


“What’s your name?” she asked him. “Sorry. I’m having memory problems.” She took two pieces of rabbit and handed the platter to him.


“Jude. Jude Smoot. And you’re Sabine, the woman without a last name.” He smelled like soap and sounded like a hillbilly, with his wonderful foreign accent.


“You’re from around here?” she asked.


“A town about fifty miles away, called Barnville.”


“I live in DC . . . or I did, but my apartment building’s gone,” Sabine said. “It collapsed after a bomb exploded nearby.”


Jude gazed straight at her. Pale eyebrows, long blond hair tied back with a leather string. One of his eyes was pale blue, the other brown. Exotic. Everything she knew about men who lived in the mountains came from TV Westerns and cartoons. Farmers, hunters, and trappers went to small-town parades and cookouts with moonshine and pigs roasting on spits. Some of the men yelled at their tired-looking wives while their kids ran around the yard yelling and hitting things with sticks. Big families where kids could be Cub Scout–4H types, or bullies, or both. The men, and the women, had leathery faces. They wore ball caps and cowboy hats, convincing themselves the brims protected them. She’d read in the newspaper once that farmers were at high risk for melanoma.


Everything she was thinking sounded awful, she realized, feeling squirmy. She would never say any of it out loud. Jude’s eyes didn’t reveal anything about his personality, yet she wondered what else might be different about him. She liked his slow-talking drawl and his polite, kind manner. Next mealtime she’d sit at the table early and slip her jacket on the chair to her right. Maybe he’d figure out what she wanted. She hoped he’d treat her like an ordinary person, not a crazy person. He was cute. She’d flirt with him and find out about the other people living at the farm.


She hated mirrors, because she couldn’t predict what she’d see these days. What might a mirror reveal that she needed to keep hidden? She must do more than drag a comb through her hair and yank out knots. Find shampoo. Shreds of a bar of soap smelled nice, but left her hair limp. She hated the smell of dirty hair; after those twenty-one days of walking, clean hair now felt as important to her as a clean body did.
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That night Sabine lay in bed planning the best times of day to snoop and take advantage of eavesdropping opportunities. She’d liked spying on people ever since she was a kid—that she could remember. She’d loved to ferret out secrets, and her family had been full of them. Snooping and eavesdropping took less energy than trying to wheedle secrets from people who didn’t want to tell them. Yet she risked making incorrect assumptions if she didn’t ask questions.
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