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  “Everyone sees what you appear to be, few really know what you are.”

  —The Prince, Nicolo Machiavelli

  “It is not the well-fed long-haired man I fear, but the pale and the hungry looking.”

  —Julius Caesar


  PART 1

  LAZAR HOUSE BLUES

  Rain is hell on rotting flesh.

  Rain dripped from the brim of my hat in rivulets while I waited for someone to answer the door, stabbing the button with one hand and clutching my jawbone in the other. Bleached bone protruded through thin, moldy flaps of skin. Bundled in a trench coat and a wide-brimmed fedora, I looked like a Sam Spade cliché ten years dead. A scarf concealed the lower half of my destroyed face until the rain and the wind conspired to tear it away and leave my tongue and the inner workings of my lower mouth exposed to the moist air.

  My jawbone broke off an hour ago. Brushing my teeth in front of the bathroom mirror. A swift jerk of the toothbrush and my jaw came unhinged, fell into the sink, wet and ringed with toothpaste foam. I had stared a long moment, digesting this new, uncomfortable experience. I may be dead, but I was determined to take excellent care of my pearly whites. It was the unintended consequences I was having trouble with.

  When a body part inexplicably breaks off, most people seek a doctor.

  I apologize, that’s not true—first the screaming, then the doctor. If you’re a high-functioning corpse, however, medical plans are limited. Death qualifies as a pre-existing condition, so insurance companies loathe me and doctors don’t like me because they’re not sure how to bill a corpse. I exist in a gray netherland of loopholes.

  So who does a zombie go to when he starts falling apart?

  Not the sort of question I thought I’d be asking myself at the age of thirty, when I expected my biggest worries were going to be how to keep the lawn watered and how to send my son to college. Staring at my jaw at the bottom of the sink opened up a new world of questions that shook me in uncomfortable ways.

  Better get used to this, Vitus. You’ve been dead ten years now. What’s going to start falling off you when you’re twenty years dead?

  I thought of my son as I picked up my jawbone, balanced it on my palm with a long sigh. Molars embedded in the black gum line, the peeling flesh. These were the same teeth I used to tear my family apart with coyote hunger, with wolf appetite.

  When a zombie falls apart, he goes to see a mortician, of course.

  *

  Niko cracked open the door through the rain streaming from the gutter. I stepped back, startled. I had not expected her.

  A moon-shaped face peered out, tired blue circles beneath the eyes, pale skin. Dyed black hair. Bangs squaring her face in a Bettie Page pantomime. Goth-scene chick fixing up corpses for food money. How did a cute thing like her end up at Pleasant Hills Funeral Home playing nursemaid to rotting corpses?

  A jaw is helpful when speaking. Without one, I could hardly use my charming wiles on her, so I brought something more persuasive with me.

  I pulled out a Glock 19.

  The barrel cut a black line through the pouring rain and she froze. A breath hissed through her clenched teeth.

  “What—”

  I thrust a note into her face, distracting her from the gun. Her hands were small and coated with enough rings to double as brass knuckles. Dainty fingers with the nails painted black. She took the note from me and held it in the squall until ink smeared down the page.

  I am falling apart and I need you to put me back together.

  She peered over the edge of the paper and stared in the dark space where my eyes should be, swallowed in the shadow of the hat. If she was looking for my features, she would make out little to nothing, and that was the way it was supposed to be, the way I engineered it.

  I held my breath until the steam ran out, funneling between us.

  Memory flickered behind her eyes. With it, a small part of me blazed brighter. Then her expression turned opaque along with the feeling behind it, and what I took for recognition was only fear and nothing else.

  I was relieved. She didn’t recognize me.

  “This isn’t a doctor’s office, or a hospital, we don’t have those kind of—”

  I ripped the note out of her hand and it pounded flat to the pavement beneath the rain. I fished into my pocket, bringing forth my jawbone into the light.

  I thrust it into her hand.

  She cried out and dropped it onto the cement. It played dead like a raw pork chop swimming in a pool of water.

  I groaned through the scarf, hot breath in the cold.

  How could she be so careless, dammit? That was a piece of me.

  I lifted my gun, jerking the muzzle from the jawbone then back to her, making it clear that she should pick it up.

  I appreciated that the gun had not driven her into hysterics, and she bent in the downpour to retrieve the rotten piece of flesh from the ground. She hesitated and then her fingers closed on it. The second she had it, I wasted no time and hustled her over the threshold and into the building. Ensconced in the dry warmth of the ventilated air, I motioned for her to keep going down the hall stretching out before us. Obediently, she backed before the muzzle of the gun. Her pleasing hour glass figure led the way, a curl of hair hugging the swell of her breasts.

  I cursed myself for noticing it and wished I were still alive—wished I were that errant curl of hair nestled against her warm flesh. My salivary glands kicked in, churning my mouth into a cut-open tomato’s wet, pulpy center.

  Through a second door and we were in a room filled with gurneys, tables, and funeral home equipment—formaldehyde, fungicides, mentholated germicides, pump machines to siphon blood out and embalming fluid in, glues and tools too numerous to mention. Drain holes in the floor like sharp-set mouths with metal teeth. Florescent light reflected stark white walls.

  Cold light fell upon me and I shrank in on myself—my grisly appearance made me self-conscious in the unforgiving CFLs— reduced to an insect examined under stadium lighting. How much could she see, now that we were out of the drizzle and in the arctic florescence? With my jaw in her dainty fingers, the resemblance to Bettie Page became even more striking as she tracked me with diamond-cut eyes.

  I held the gun away from her and set it aside on one of the metal tables, the muzzle pointed at the concrete wall. Her shoulders fell, visibly relaxed.

  Let’s see how long that lasts, I thought grimly, and unwound the scarf from my face.

  To her credit, she did not scream, but took one tottering step back.

  I removed the fedora, setting it beside the Glock.

  And waited.

  The world seemed to have stopped. The room, the building, embedded in oceanic silence. I knew if I arrived in the early morning hours I could catch her alone, doing preparatory work for upcoming burials. Corpses lay out beneath their shrouds in an orderly line from gurney to gurney, the impression of their noses and mouths and closed eyes casting deep shadows beneath. They bespoke an eternity I tasted but could not remember. The bodies made the room heavier with unmeasured gravity and my collar itched with discomfort. I was a trespasser in the natural habitat of the dead; and hushed, the quiet amplified and added to her vulnerable beauty.

  Without my jaw, my tongue hung and dangled down into empty space like a pink necktie. My upper lip, purple-toned, and grotesque gaps revealed deeper tissue into the bone beneath. The light cast me in wretched hues as she studied me with eyes as big as paper lanterns.

  I took a deep breath.

  She could run, fight me, refuse me. I waited for her to decide my fate with a look or a word. Or a scream.

  And then, she set the jaw on a stainless steel countertop and opened a rattling drawer where they kept surgical wires for use on corpses who needed heavy work to make them look normal—accident victims, chain saw oopsies, and other unforeseen massacres.

  She picked up a scalpel, the wiring, and my jaw in her tiny hands, and turned to me, drawing closer—closer than she wanted to be. I tilted my head into the light, struggling to be still and keep my homeless tongue hanging in place.

  “Will this hurt you?” she asked.

  I shook my head. My tongue followed in an obscene pendulum swing.

  She took a step forward and my back found the wall. Tiled surfaces, linoleum, and sterile smells conspired to close in on me and dizzy my senses. I could not remember the last time someone had touched me without intending to kill me.

  “Brace yourself,” she whispered.

  I closed my milky eyes. Her warm fingers pressed against my ravaged face, and then she drove the wire in.

  *

  Three hours.

  Three hours of broken skin and vile fluid, of Niko turning aside to wretch. She wore lipstick rendered in a pornographic red and when she finished she stepped back to admire her handiwork, head tilted beneath a cascade of black curls.

  I opened my mouth, working the jaw. Metal clicked deep in my bones, but the fit was comfortable and it did the job.

  I withdrew a battered pack of cigarettes and stuck a coffin nail between my rotted lips, dipped the end into the lighter flame, and breathed fire into my lungs.

  “Are you going to kill me?” she asked.

  “No.”

  “Are you dead?”

  “You ask a lot of questions for a scared mortician.”

  “Death doesn’t scare me. You look like all the corpses, but the smell is what gives you away. You smell like them. You smell like dead meat on a butcher’s table.”

  I sighed. This conversation was finished. I turned, swiping the Glock off the table and tucking it into my shoulder holster, where it disappeared into layers of fabric. I grabbed the fedora and the scarf and faced the long hall to the exit.

  “Wait.”

  But I did not wait. I left, trailing a long curl of smoke behind me, thinking of the days when I would have stayed.

  *

  The long, sterile hall fed into a lobby, with plush carpet and soothing blooms of fake plastic flowers. My shoes left imprints, stamped into high-end Berber until I came to stand before a suit of armor.

  A knight dominated a pedestal beneath a showcase light, cross-hatching long shadows down the metal plates. His presence was designed to offer a symbol of strength in a time of grief, a chivalrous, noble sentiment, or maybe just an expensive museum piece to give the funeral home a posher atmosphere. A long, black slit divided his visor, and I stared into the emptiness where eyes should be, transfixed. Even without substance, he pushed a sinister presence into the room, disapproving with his shield and his sword. Stained metal gone to rust at the edges. He looked ready to challenge me, to take me on.

  I gave him a final resentful look and took my leave.

  *

  Finding work when you’re minus a pulse and a heartbeat is difficult.

  For this reason, I take on specialized clients through referrals. I’m a lone wolf kind of guy, even before Virus X, but Glock and I work together just fine—myself and several of his smaller, cordial friends. They’re all the company I need, and all the company capable of tolerating me in turn.

  This is how I came to be staring at the home security footage of two potential customers loitering on my front porch, ringing my doorbell at an ungodly hour of the morning. Morning itself wasn’t my prevailing setback. Every hour of my unlife is ungodly, and being dead fixes problems you thought you had—like a need for sleep.

  I used to waste my midnight hours in darkened bars in which most of the customers were packing metal where they shouldn’t be or slinging dope; now I was left with the dubious comfort of an easy chair, watching black-and-white movies and silent films into the wee hours of the morning. These activities were punctuated by the chime of my digital watch, reminding me to swallow my dose of Atroxipine. Thanks to this handy drug, all that stands between me and a shambling, low-function, flesh-eating monster is a thin chemical veil activating key sectors of my brain in the frontal lobe, where the seat of forward thinking lives.

  Occasionally, I do like to keep the odd bit of raw hamburger meat in the fridge for when I’m feeling under the weather. Other than that, I get by in a haunted house full of bad memories. It used to be full of family pictures—wife smiling, child playing, all the stereotypes that populate the beloved suburban dream I chased and chased until I woke up from the dream and found myself alone in a new nightmare. I burned the albums in the backyard when I’d had enough.

  The pictures are gone, but the memories, those are harder to get at.

  *

  I dry swallowed my dose, two pills. My jawbone pinged a metal sound to follow the action, evidence of Niko’s work. I smiled and touched the place where she drove the wire in to hinge the jaw, but sentiment didn’t suit me. How long would my benevolent feeling toward her last with my brain’s crumbling infrastructure dictating my emotional life? Better not to linger on her and confront the business at hand of the newcomers on my porch.

  After attempting to make myself presentable—a challenge for a modern-day monster—a button-down shirt and a ragged pair of jeans later, I opened the front door.

  A man and woman. He wore a pair of wire-rimmed glasses portraying his face as mousy and his eyes doubled in size, pushing forty with sandy hair graying at the temples. His sweater vest, his shoes, and his carefully creased khakis made him look like he stepped out of a catalog. The Dork Summer Fashion Line.

  The woman wasn’t any better, dyed red hair carefully coiffed, a long skirt down past her knees and to her ankles. Puritans had more flair.

  We stood there, all three of us, frozen statues staring at a lone scarecrow in the doorway playing dress-up. I lifted an eyebrow and eyed them from the interior where the murk devoured my destroyed and rotted face. I removed all the lights in the house years ago, preferring the darkness both for myself and my customers. They didn’t need to lose their lunch, and I didn’t need the constant reminder that I should be six feet underground, not an extra from a Michael Jackson music video. Or Michael Jackson.

  “Shut up,” I began.

  The woman, who had opened her mouth to speak, shut it, with a startled blink of her eyes. Like her husband, she resembled a pigeon, with the same degree of intelligence.

  “I only take clients who have been referred. I don’t know who you are. So before you say one word, I need to know how you got to my porch. Assuming you aren’t here to hand out religious tracts.”

  The man cleared his throat and cast a nervous glance at his wife.

  “Mr. Vitus, we got your number from Geoff Lafferty.”

  Geoff was an officer with the precinct. Sort of. He wrecked a cruiser and suffered paralysis as a result. When cops become disabled, arrangements are made—early retirement, disability, that sort of thing. But if you’re only twenty-six, it’s a tad young to be calling it quits, so they moved him to the evidence facility, where they store all the items from crime scenes. In a pinch, he was a quiet guy who could connect me to things the rest of the world had forgotten about, or even make inconvenient items disappear from a court case. A good guy to know in a state full of crooks.

  “I’m listening.”

  “Aren’t you going to invite us in?” the woman asked.

  My hand fell away from the threshold, subsiding into the darkness. I turned my back on them, found a kitchen chair, and dragged it across the floor to perch before them. I offered them nothing. If I couldn’t eat or drink, they wouldn’t, either.

  “Don’t mind the smell. My dog died and I haven’t buried him yet,” I said acidly.

  They came forward, and their faces twisted in unison as the smell hit them. I was going to have to get some air fresheners soon, I supposed. Couldn’t have the neighbors calling the cops because there was a dead body in the house. Myself, I barely noticed the aroma of decay that wafted from my dry-rotted skin.

  If I could describe the smell that pervaded in these dark rooms, the smell that oozed from my rotting flesh, I would have to say it was a cross between carrion, roadkill, and tuna salad.

  Choking a little, the woman sat on the sofa, clutching her purse to her chest. She held her sleeve to her nose, watching her husband. She beat out a hesitant Morse code with every blink of her eyes: Can we leave? Please?

  He cleared his throat before he began, but I believed he was choking on his previous meal.

  “Mr. Vitus, we, ah,” and I let him flounder a moment as he tried not to vomit. When he recovered himself, he tried again.

  “Our son has gone missing. Geoff recommended that we contact you, said you were the best detective—”

  I rolled my eyes at the word. Detective sounds ancient, right up there with blacksmith.

  “—this side of the coast, and if there was anyone who could locate our son, it would be you.”

  “How old is your son?”

  “Seventeen.”

  “The police couldn’t help you?”

  “No. They filed a missing persons report, and said they would keep us updated, but we weren’t satisfied with that.”

  He didn’t look upset that his son was missing. Odd, I thought. Odder still, his son was hardly a boy—a grown man, really. No wonder the police weren’t worried; this couldn’t be the first time the “boy” had skipped town. Not with fashion sense like his parents had.

  “Did you dress him?”

  “What?” the man asked.

  “Never mind. How long has he been missing?”

  “A week.”

  “Give me the facts. What’s his name? When was he last seen?”

  “Owen was staying after school to help with their activities. He helps other kids who need someone to talk to, kids who are feeling depressed, that sort of thing. We didn’t see him after that. He was supposed to have been home in time for dinner, but he didn’t show. Didn’t think much of it—sometimes he spends time with friends, we thought maybe he was meeting a girl. And then he didn’t show up later that night. No show the next morning.”

  I rolled my eyes. The kid ran away. Case closed.

  I looked at my watch.

  “I have his picture,” the wife said, opening her purse with a snap! She rummaged through random objects with her elbow held at an odd angle, as though she were afraid something inside the bag would bite her. Her face was forgettable and ordinary. This common ugliness in her features would have been forgivable if not for her equally forgettable and ordinary personality. When she spoke, it was in monotone.

  She found the picture and held it out to me, leaning forward on the couch.

  A sense of claustrophobia flirted with me. The housewife I’d taken as marginally intelligent was playing with me and wanted me to draw closer to her and there was nothing I could do to avoid it. She lifted the photo.

  I gritted my teeth until the metal clicked and approached her.

  Lazy, I thought, swiping the picture from her hand and retreating into the darkness before ambient daylight could reveal my monstrous features. The last thing I needed was a hysterical couple screaming, “Oh my god, what happened to your face!”

  Wouldn’t be the first time, I sighed.

  I looked down at the picture.

  Rotten breath deflated my lungs. My throat closed and my fist clenched around the photograph. A boy stared up at me, liquid eyes all brown and soft lines of tender youth. We all begin this young, this untouched, but his innocence was not what moved me.

  “I thought you said he was seventeen,” I barked. The hand holding the photograph shook. My fingertips turned white beneath black mold. “This is a young child. A toddler.”

  Mrs. Rogers clucked her tongue as though to chide herself for her mistake and fanned her hand out in exasperation over her chest. There was another quick rummage and she offered me a card deck of photos—passionless school portraits of a boy moving through awkward adolescence—but I did not take them, so she was left offering them to the thin air.

  “These are all we have. Will you take the case?”

  “I burned this picture years ago,” I whispered, closing my eyes. My boy, my son, Clayton Adamson. I moved my thumb across his face in the photo, as though I could touch him still. I was supposed to buy him a sheriff’s badge when I got back from the service. When I returned from Kosovo. He still had his baby fat, still had his baby teeth and his round, teacup eyes.

  I promised him.

  And he’s dead now.

  How did they get his picture?

  “What were your names?” I asked, turning with the photograph in my hand as though it were an ace in a winning streak—I dared not let it go.

  “Oh, I’m Suzanne Rogers,” she said. “My husband is Rick.”

  I looked down at the face of my dead son, searching for a trick, an explanation in the picture itself.

  “Mr. and Mrs. Rogers, eh?”

  In a better mood, I may have found that information hilarious, but faced with a picture stolen from my past, I found nothing funny.

  Someone in this room was lying.

  “And you say this boy in this photo is alive and well, by the name of Owen Rogers?”

  “Well, yes, and we’d very much like to know where he is and have him safe at home again. Will you help us?”

  Mrs. Rogers had a set of brown eyes rapidly spilling tears like an overfilled glass. I reached for the other photos and kept them before me, consumed their glossy stills with my eyes while she fumbled with a tissue, dabbing at her face so she wouldn’t smear her carefully applied mascara. Once, she must have been gorgeous. He, too, once upon a time, must have been her Prince Charming, but he had the look of a man starving himself to keep his youthful shape—a receding hairline, sagging skin necklacing his throat.

  “Well,” I said, and smiled, allowing the grin to consume my face, stretching from broken tooth to broken tooth. Metal clicked inside my mouth, like the sound a hammer on a .38 revolver makes. “I’ve got a soft spot for kids.”

  I have a lot of soft spots. But that’s beside the point.

  *

  I watched them as they left, standing from my porch in shadow, watching the video feed from my security camera as they linked hands and descended the steps to their sensible wood-grain station wagon.

  Owen’s picture—the picture of the child once mine—remained on my desk, face down. I dared not look at it.

  Call it a lack of courage. Monsters are not known for their bravery, after all. Here I was, a corpse in a glorified coffin I called a house, with not a single lightbulb in my lamps, for fear someone might turn them on and see me for what I really was, too petrified to look at the frozen image of my son. My smiling, blond-haired, brown-eyed, gap-toothed boy.

  But it could not be my smiling, blond-haired, brown-eyed, gap-toothed boy. He’d be only twelve by now and this doppelgänger was older. What could explain away this schism?

  I had no answer.

  Beep-beep.

  The sound of the digital wristwatch sang my personal lullaby, my siren song. I set logic aside to take my dose. I shook out a pill of Atroxipine from the orange bottle and pushed it through my decaying lips.

  I’d died during the night and had forgotten to shave; now I would spend eternity with a five o’clock shadow that rasped like sandpaper every time I sucked down a pill. Parts of my face were missing, tears and striations of eaten-away flesh, gone with time and sorrow. I wandered over to the window, thinking about the boy I’d once had, the family we had once been. All over now.

  Zzzzzt. Zzzzzzzzzt.

  My lips curled away from my tombstone teeth, a grimace of disgust. A blue bottle fly buzzed against the window pane, throwing itself against the glass with vigor. His aggravated buzzing became a desperate wail.

  There are few things the dead fear. If you lay down to sleep one night and wake up a shambling, decaying corpse the next day, the last thing on your mind is what your stamp collection will fetch in the fair market or how many points the stock market plunged. Fear of discovery? Perhaps.

  One day, a guy riding high on one Romero film too many is apt to blow my head off with a shotgun, and double-tap for good measure, but when you join the army at eighteen you expect people to take shots at you. Injury poses no threat to me. Death is inevitable.

  My secret fear?

  Maggots.

  Maggots can reduce the carcass of a deer to a pile of bones in twenty-four hours. To miss my dose of Atroxipine would be to resign myself to a likewise existence—mindlessly consuming flesh with no thought process, no consciousness of who or what I’d been before the moment I opened my jaws and shoved a living person inside. Naturally, the thought of being consumed by a cloud of insects as disgusting as fly larvae would give me nightmares—if I were capable of sleep. They would eat me from the inside out in miniscule bites, and who knows what would happen to them in return—would they carry on as undead flies, eating their own the way I am prone to eat my own?

  Would they eat their wives? Their children?

  In their reduced state, would they fail to heed their families’ cries? Fail to recognize the pain they cause, see only what they once loved as a chance to satisfy this insatiable hunger that gnaws at the belly, craving a food that dare not be named?

  I snapped, smashing the fly with a strike of my fist. His fat body popped like a blackberry against my skeletal hand, and the window shattered, fracturing in a spiderweb pattern. Blood spurted briefly from the resulting cut until the blood flow stopped without a valid heart to push more through.

  I crushed the body of the fly with my boot, just to be sure.

  We can’t be having killer zombie flies, now can we?

  *

  I took the Rogers case, and I should have been working on it. Working on it like a dog, fighting against a cruel world that would kidnap children, attempting to assume the role of freakish superhero, without the tights. However, morals don’t motivate me—they’re as rotten as my fallen-apart flesh. And Mr. and Mrs. Rogers had tears you could purchase at a Halloween store—manufactured and prepackaged with a money-back guarantee.

  I tucked Owen’s picture into my pocket, where it pressed against my dead flesh to the dead heart beneath. Beside it, I holstered my Glock, and then came the dressing ritual, a careful inventory to protect me from the prying eyes of the public. Camouflage become high fashion. My palette composed of dark blues and grays designed to fade me into the background at a moment’s notice—coupled with a human tendency to ignore that which does not please the eye—and my transformation to a forgettable human version of myself was complete. Most work in this day and age can be conducted from home, freeing up the nighttime hours to roam in relative secrecy without too many people asking for my autograph and telling me I did great work in Resident Evil, and was Milla Jovovich nice?

  Such are the risks when you’re a corpse.

  Sunglasses, check.

  Atroxipine, check.

  Hat, check.

  Attitude, negotiable.

  *

  Pleasant Hills Funeral Home, aside from employing an attractive mortician who looked like Bettie Page, was adjacent to the town cemetery, which was bordered by wrought iron gates. I stopped at a street vendor a few blocks down, swapping a rumpled Andrew Jackson for a dozen roses, and passed through the gates unnoticed.

  Two aisles, and then three to the left, and I was home.

  Three graves in a line. The weather was pleasant, and I stood there like a suitor stood up by a prom date, recalling Jessica when she had been alive.

  Jessica Adamson, Loving wife, b. Sept. 14, 1978, d. July 25, 1999.

  Beside her, a marker with my name on it:

  Vitus Adamson, Devoted Husband, b. Feb. 5, 1979, d. July 25, 1999.

  A flag denoting I was a veteran waved halfheartedly in the wind.

  The grave was empty.

  Beside it, a smaller one with an engraving of a rosebud, broken in half; an old Victorian image symbolizing death before the deceased was given the chance to bloom. My son, the broken rose.

  Clayton Adamson, Beloved Son, b. April 19, 1997, d. July 25, 1999.

  I pulled out a single rose for him, setting it against his marker.

  His grave was likewise empty, but for his bones.

  I knew it because I oversaw their burial. There had been nothing left of him to bury by the time my brother realized his error and soldiers burst into my house on July 25, 1999.

  I stooped to set down the roses against her stone.

  “You shouldn’t buy cheap roses from the street guy. We’ve got better ones inside.”

  Startled, I turned, pressing my fingers against the Glock.

  Niko. Long, black dress hugging her skin in just the right places. Bedroom eyes studied me in full light, assessing me in this new place. She looked like she belonged in a music video for a gloomy band. She must be at least ten years younger than me, and with half the experience and bitterness that I carried.

  “The street guy doesn’t chitchat,” I replied.

  “You’re a quiet guy.”

  I said nothing.

  “You’re also a zombie.”

  I cleared my throat. Was that a piece of my epiglottis stuck there? I swallowed it down.

  “Pre-deceased,” I corrected. “Zombie is so . . . inelegant.”

  She studied the tombstones. Polished quartz facades reflected the sun into her eyes, and she stepped closer to read them.

  “They all died on the same day,” she said.

  Silence. The nice thing about death is tears become a thing of the past. My eyes are dry, desert stones pressed into my waxen face.

  “No one left anything for him,” she pointed out, gesturing to my headstone.

  I decided that she was hot, but annoying.

  “You know, if you need help with anything else, you should just ask. You don’t have to come waving a gun around.”

  “Careful. I might take you up on that.”

  “Good. You need help. You’re a fucking mess.”

  “Thanks. You dress like an expensive hooker.”

  “Thanks. You kiss your mother with that mouth, corpse-face?”

  Pretty and demented. The only bad thing about this being dead gig was the lack of dating options and ability to act on them. I glanced at the headstone, Jessica Adamson, and wondered if it qualified as infidelity to flirt in front of your dead wife’s grave.

  Well, it was only good until death do us part, after all.

  “No, I eat her with it.”

  Niko had nothing to say after that. She left, long strides in black combat boots through the grass, and I watched the sway of her hips a moment before letting my breath escape in a hiss.

  Don’t worry. My mother’s alive and well in a nursing home in Lakehurst.

  *

  Being an investigator—or as most people think of it, a detective—is boring as shit.

  The pay sucks; there’s no vacation time. You work long hours watching people doing stupid things, like shop at a box store, pick up groceries, pick their noses, and cheat on their spouses. They all think they invented lying and they were the first to pull a fast one and no one will ever figure them out. There is nothing glamorous about toting a gun around and dropping bits of your flesh onto the pavement now and again.

  The next few hours was exactly that.

  I took a trip down to the high school, Westerly High. Everything was in proper order there: records showed an Owen Rogers in attendance, and as I thumbed through old report cards, tilting my head into shadow while the receptionist politely covered her nose with a tissue and wrestled her gorge back into place, I wondered if it were possible. Could my son have survived?

  Everyone assumed I had eaten him.

  They’d found his blood, they’d even found his bones . . . but the doubts began to multiply and creep in. My brother had been so desperate to sweep up the government’s mess, they could have missed such a detail. After all, they’d found the bones of a little boy. That did not automatically make them my son’s.

  My thoughts were broken by the hiss of an air freshener. The receptionist shot a jet of Bayberry Dreams into the air, where it misted like car exhaust throughout the office.

  Hint taken. I stink.

  I handed her back the papers, and she waved me out eagerly. Niko might have been a smart-ass, but there was a girl used to smelling death on a daily basis. I realized I missed that kind of human interaction—you know, the sort that doesn’t require an aerosol can.

  *

  By all accounts, Owen Rogers appeared to be a real person. He had a social security number, excelled in his biology classes, even dated a cheerleader. According to a pizza-faced senior in his class, a twitchy kid who fiddled with his glasses every other sentence, everyone loved Owen Rogers.

  “But the parents? Sheesh. Real strict. Like, he went to party where everyone was invited to sleep over, and they came at three a.m. to pick him up once they found out where he was. Benny Tuttle made a joke that they keep him in a cage in the basement, and you know what the funny thing was? Owen didn’t laugh. Those people are weird.”

  “Owen ever talk about it? About the parents?”

  “He never talked much. He was the kind of guy who always listened a lot. Chicks like him, ’cause he would listen to their problems. You probably wouldn’t find a person who didn’t like him, but anyone who knew him, like, really knew him? Good luck, buddy.”

  “Thanks.”

  “Hey, Mr. Adamson?”

  “What?”

  “Could you sign my paper, here? I really loved Zombieland. Big fan.”

  “Sure kid, whatever.”

  *

  My son.

  I looked at the picture from inside the car, the dome light illuminating a young boy’s face. I didn’t take it out often, as though my touch were a poison that could stain the photo film.

  In the high school, there had been other pictures of him. I’d torn out the page of the yearbook, and there was a much older Owen Rogers there. Seeing my own picture in the hands of the Rogers had enraged me, filled me with a demon energy I could not exorcise—I had come to accept the fact that my son had died and would never be a man, gotten used to the baby face, the terminally innocent brown eyes.

  Now I had a picture of the becoming man.

  He’d thinned out from the chubby toddler with the baby cheeks. Replaced youth with a long, angular face. Quick and scintillating eyes above a trained smile. I felt a swell of quiet pride. Handsome, well-liked, and irreproachable. Owen Rogers looked like I had at his age; the most damning proof of my imagined paternity.

  He can’t be your son.

  And why not? There had never been a body. What if Jessica had been babysitting someone that day, what if Jessica had dropped Clay off at the neighbor’s for a playdate, or left him with a caregiver to escape the frenzy of motherhood for a stolen moment, a moment the fates looked the other way? I rejected such flimsy logic in the next second. No such thing had happened and hadn’t I tucked him into his crib myself? Still, I persisted in building fantasies in which a well-meaning emergency responder took Clay to the hospital, where the child fell into the social system, his origins forgotten, his slate wiped clean. I imagined alternate scenarios of those first minutes and hours in the aftermath of my turning, in which Clay simply toddled off onto the neighbor’s lawn through throngs of frantic people, straight into a new home and a new life. Each fantasy more outrageous than the previous.

  I turned over the possibilities.

  Or someone was hoping I would fall into this trap; believe in what I wanted. Count on heartache to do the work of persuasion. Exploit the remains of my heart.

  I tucked the pictures into my pocket and left the car.

  *

  I came to the Rogers’ house unannounced. They had never given me their address, and Rogers populated the phone book in greater numbers than I had phone minutes to waste—the school proved useful in providing me what I needed from a list of dead-end addresses, and I stood before what appeared to be a burned-out shell of a building. Concrete foundation sketched a square embedded in derelict land.

  No one lived here, if anyone ever had.

  I entered the yard anyway. A sad, overgrown, neglected garden grew up through burnt timber and beams, vines snaking along the remains of a wooden frame. The ground blackened where the house fire had burned hot and long. If there had been furniture, items of personal nature, they were gone. Faded caution tape spiraled out into the wind and, beside me, the doors and windows of neighboring houses stayed closed. No one asked me my business and this was not unusual.

  I poked through the thorny interior. The coastal wind shifted and spat a random paper at me that pressed against my leg until I snatched it up. A missing child flier for a boy called Marco Spitz who had been eight when fate snatched him away into the abyss of the world, never to be seen again. The flier was two years old. I crumpled it up and tossed it away. I inspected the walls, what was left of them, peering into their sandwiched insides. Rats and deer mice scattered from their nests, trailing insulation and black mold. Gossamer webs infested every wretched corner of broken joists and surviving studs.

  In the backyard, the grass became a churning frontier land of thigh-high weeds. You would think that when your house burns down, you’d mention it, but I guess when you’re busy summoning fake tears for the benefit of a fake stolen son, it’s the last thing you think of.

  While I pulled my shoe out of a sucking puddle of black mud, I followed the line of a chain link fence along the back that pointed like a rusting arrow to a dog house nestled in the corner of the property.

  Somehow, they didn’t strike me as the dog-loving type. I took them for cat people.

  I advanced through the weeds. I wasn’t a dog fan myself nowadays, as they tend to find me on the tasty side, like an overripe pork roll. I expected wildlife to dart out from the darkness as I bent down to peer in the hole. Gnats swarmed thick and heavy in a cloud, and I swatted at them until I gave up and breathed them in and out as though they were inconvenient elements of the air itself, like humidity.

  I thrust my hand into spiderwebs, into moist, spongy wooden walls. My skeletal fingertips tapped against warped wooden boards as I searched the interior. No loose plywood, nothing questionable—

  I passed over an object. Nails rattled and a board clattered loose and fell to the earthen floor in an expulsion of mold. Beneath this, pill bugs and carpenter ants sprinkled down through my seeking fingers until I encountered a ridge, gripped it, and pulled it out.

  A journal.

  A journal hidden in a dog house. Someone was keeping secrets, and I didn’t think it was Rover.

  *

  I didn’t dare open it on the property. I needed a place that was quiet, where I wouldn’t be bothered, so I drove back the way I had come, to the darkened house of bad memories I called home.

  How I wished I could still drink like I had when I was alive.

  Beep-beep.

  I reached for the orange prescription bottle, shaking out a fresh dose. With a metal click, my mouth closed over the pills and I savored the medicinal flavor. After each dose, I registered a subtle change as the medication hit my stomach lining, breaking apart and passing through the membrane in minutes. Chemicals lit up my neurons and receptors like fireworks, bringing my fading intellect back to life again, making logical human thought possible.

  Without it, my memories otherwise were broken fragments, shuffled cards. I did not like to think of it. I understood the feral nature of my condition and was at home with it; what I did not suffer gladly was the loss of self-awareness and identity.

  I did not read the journal right away. At my desk and with my hand over the warped cover, I lingered and thought of Clay, the boy as I remembered him. But I had as many memories as there were human remains of my boy: nothing.

  Nothing at all.

  I turned the first page.

  *

  There was a boy, and this boy had no earthly father.

  This boy had guardians and watchers, men and women who wore the same outfits like uniforms, like khakis and sweater vests and ties and suits and long skirts. The guardians and watchers were made up of a thousand eyes, and they watched the boy every minute of every day.

  The guardians and watchers kept the boy and sheltered him in house after house. This boy never had a home, just a thousand and one couches he was shuffled from, and sometimes when there were no couches in these dilapidated homes, there were only basement floors or attic rooms.

  For the boy was a secret; a secret the guardians and watchers did not want others to know. And the boy was schooled in social manipulation, how never to give oneself away, and he understood without being asked he should bury his heart and his feelings and never be close; not to the fake parents who pretended to love him, or even to the schoolchildren who really did want to love him.

  When the boy asked where his real parents were, he was told he had none. He was born into this world through Righteous Passage, conceived as Jesus was to Mary; and the boy was their holy son.

  A thousand eyes watched the boy; but even eyes grow tired.

  Guardians and watchers are people, and people sleep. So the boy learns to save himself, gather his energy for the night, when the guardians pretend they are an ordinary, average family. They go to separate bedrooms like in old 1950s sitcoms where no one ever has sex, even in a marital bed. And there, the guardians sleep.

  The boy uses this time to stir, to come awake. He creeps across the floor and becomes expert in assessing a house the moment he enters it. He intuits the places where the floorboards are most likely to creak and give him away, knows where the shadows will be at their thickest in the midnight hour, so when the stray guardian awakens in the middle of the night to take a leak, he shrinks into the darkest corner and waits there, unnoticed, until they fall asleep once more.
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