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 What happens to a dream deferred? 

Does it dry up, like a raisin in the sun, 

Does it fester like a sore, then run? 

Does it stink like rotting meat? 

Or does it just sugar over like a syrupy sweet? 

Or does it just sag, like a heavy load? 

Or does it explode!? 

That’s the poem my English teacher, Mr. Tinsley had me memorize before. . . well, before it all went down, before the cities went quiet and the roads stopped humming with traffic. God that seems like years ago now, but it was just a couple of months. 

I think that poet, he must’a been talking about good dreams, dreams like playing for the NBA, or making it with Janie Gray, that hot white chick who always smiled at me, and not like the kind of condescending smiles other white girls gave me, but a real smile that lit up a room and made me go all warm and soft inside. Ah Janie, you sure taught me a lot before. . . 

Shit now I’m crying again. God damn it Jerry, get a fucking grip you stupid, weak-ass kid, there ain’t no time for that now. I have to tell this story somehow, only I was always good with numbers, not words. Give me a calculus problem, that I could get with no trouble, but give me a blank sheet of paper and I just kind of seize up. I remember Janie told me, just write what comes to you and you can put it together after, don’t fight it, don’t try to make it be what it ain’t, though of course she said isn’t. She was like that. Fuck! 

Ok, ok, I will keep writing and I will not cry anymore. I’m supposed to tell this story, about what it’s been like since they came to town. How do I even begin? Everything has changed. 

I remember first it was the platoon of National Guard that came rolling in, after we’d heard about the zombies and the falling of the big cities. I guess the military did their best, but it was overwhelming numbers and anyway how do you deal with waves of those things when they don’t go down like people 

do and they don’t care about pain or their friends or fear or, well anything except eating and making more of them. 

Ville-Marie Louisiana, that’s the name of our little town. Used to be bigger, when the state road was the highway, before I-10 went in. You know the story, town becomes like a flower that someone picked, pretty enough, but drying up with the traffic all gone to the fast food places and malls along the new, big highway. Still and all, not a bad place to grow up I guess. Folks had some old-fashioned attitudes about race before the zombies came. After, well I guess some folks need to think of somebody as niggers in the world, and the zombies made better niggers than we did, so a lot of things changed. Oh old man James still probably wouldn’t want me making his daughter. No fear of that, Lavinia, she’s a stuck-up priss of a princess, always bitching about the food and where she has to sleep. Not like Janie, who learned how to shoot and cook with things you wouldn’t have thought about eating before they came, and who always had warm arms for when you came back exhausted and covered in the blood of a friend who got eaten next to you and somehow you survived. She had a thing with words, could say just the right thing when you were wondering why you’d lived and the soldier next to you hadn’t. She said I was the bravest man she knew, because I was terrified and I went out anyway and did what needed done. I don’t know about that, but it sure felt good to hear her say it. 

There I go again, always on about Janie. It’s because I’m so worried about her. The party has been gone for days and we’ve heard nothing after a few radio messages saying they’d got out past the local swarm. In my heart, I know she’s dead, and really, she’s just about the only damned thing worth living for anymore. 

I have to stop now and do a turn on the pedal generator in the sick room. We’re slowly collecting batteries and bits of wire, but a lot of the power is still human right now. Anyway, more later. 

Yeah, so I’m back after a four-hour shift. The generator mechanism is also connected to a purifier pump. We pump the bayou water through these filters that Doc Hadley and I made early on when the water system went out. It’s a bitch, but human power is renewable, so long as we eat, which I have also done. Today the foragers must’a got lucky; we actually had canned soup and enough fuel to heat it with. And old Mrs. Hadley, the doc’s wife, she slipped me a peanut butter sandwich. Can you imagine that? I think she’s fond of me because I’m one of the few folks her husband can talk to about science. Most people, if it ain’t practical right now, they don’t have the energy, but somehow, when he starts talking about the universe, and the Big Bang and quarks and quantum mechanics, my mind turns on like it used to. I can be dog-tired, fresh off the bike and still he can get me thinking about what happens when you go close 

to the speed of light. And yeah, I guess we won’t be doing that any time soon, but it’s one of those good dreams, like I was talking about before, that the poet was asking about, a dream deferred. I think maybe I was wrong when I said Janie was the only thing worth living for. Maybe, I want to live long enough to see us get back up and get things going again, and do science, like figuring out how all this happened, or how we can get to other planets so we don’t lose it all if we lose one. 

Damn that sandwich tasted good. She even found some honey somewhere. If Rip Taylor could ‘a seen me eating it, he’d have shit a brick. That asshole was always riding me, just because he was on the football team and I was a science nerd. Guys like that, they went down hard and fast when the zombies came, too brave when it didn’t matter and locked up when the bullets were flying. I remember seeing him go down with one of those scary girl zombies sitting on his legs, like some twisted porno, like she was getting ready to rip his clothes off, only she ripped his face off instead. I think I am ok with that, something that should make me feel awful and mean, but I just can’t care about Rip when there’s others worth caring about who haven’t come back. 

Sorry, fell asleep. Guess it caught up with me. It’s early, about four am now. In an hour, I’m going out with two others on a foraging expedition. Captain Ash, he left me a note, saying he wanted Sonny and Marie and me to go find charcoal filters for the water purifier. We’ll probably hit the pet store and maybe the Kai Mart first. If we don’t find them there, maybe the Hardware. I hope we don’t have to cross the creek, that part of things is scary as hell, with deadheads springing out of nowhere between the houses. I’ve almost bought it a couple of times there, had to run like hell to the open ground over behind the church to get time to aim and shoot. No fun. But we’ll do what we need to, if Captain Ash says we need it, then we need it. You do what that man says and you don’t argue. 

He’s a huge dude in a wheelchair. He’s Australian or English or something. He showed up early on, wheeling himself out of the darkness with a freaking Vulcan Minigun he’d figured out how to bolt to his chair. We were all scared and losing it. He just came in and calmly starting giving orders, and damned if people didn’t start doing what he said and it was a good thing we did. 

He hates the deadheads. I think it’s personal with him. He sits outside our refuge all night, every night in his chair with that Vulcan and blows hell out of anything that comes near that ain’t one of us. He’s saved more than a few of us from a horde that was chasing us home. 

I think he got one in Iraq or Afghanistan, somewhere like that. It don’t feel right asking him about it, but his legs are both gone below the knee. It don’t slow him down, and nobody begrudges him the power to keep that chair going, not when he can use that gun so well and so calmly. I think we all kind of love him for saving us, for pulling us together when we could have just folded up and become like them. 

So if the Captain wants me to go out and find filters, then it’s filters I will find today and I won’t come home until I do. And I’ll keep Sonny and Marie safe doing it too. I’m not gonna let them down today. Today we all come home. 

Shiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiit! Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuck! I lost Sonny. Oh Marie tells me it wasn’t my fault, but that isn’t going to keep me from throwing up if I see him as one of them in my gun sight. Ok. Ok. I’m going to tell it like it happened, and maybe that’ll help me move on, like Janie always says. 

We struck out at the Hardware and the pet shop. So we headed over to the Kai Mart. There was a small swarm wandering around in the KM parking lot, but shooting from behind cars, and around the corner of the building, we managed to clear them. I couldn’t see any coming in from across Carrigan or to either side, so we went in single file, Sonny,, Marie, me. Sonny is fast, and Marie has sharp ears, so I sent him in first, with orders to run like hell if they were inside until we could come up with a plan to clear the store. We went in, and the only light was a bit of daylight coming in through the front windows. But we’ve been here many times and knew our way in the dark. 

You go in there, and all of a sudden it’s like your ears get longer, even as your eyes are tricked by shadows and the shapes of things that look familiar but are in weird positions, like a Barbie Doll lying without a head in a nest of cotton balls in the medical aisle. You learn that your ears are your first line of defense, because you can hear around corners you can’t look around without sticking your head into danger. 

So we crept, slow and quiet, first along the front of the store and over to the west side, where you can still hear a phone off the hook in the manager’s office. That’s creepy as hell by the way, that sound is. You have to search everywhere, between the looting that happened before we got organized and the trashing the zombies give everywhere they go, you find the damnedest things. So we crept through the 

dark, through the aisles in single file, so we could cover each other. We’d got all the way over to the east side of the store and were beginning to search the deli and bakery, when we heard the shuffling sound of a horde coming in through that broken back door. Just at that same moment, Sonny found one piece of the filter assembly sticking out of a pile of junk. Well, you learn to judge risks. They were all the way across the store, and if we were quiet, we could loot the pile and find the other pieces and skin out the front before they had time to spread. So we put Sonny on overwatch, peeking out between two produce racks while Marie and I started looking for the other pieces in the pile. We tried to be quiet and all went well, until a heavy screwdriver slipped out of my hand and hit the floor with a loud ringing crash. 

I guess my hands were sweating and probably shaky. The shuffling had begun spreading out through the western half of the store by then and we could tell that it was a big swarm. Who knows why they come together. Sometimes you can pick off lone stragglers, sometimes there’s fifty of the bastards together and you’d best run unless you are packing major heat. Sonny had the MP and six mags. I had a Benelli, that I’d been trusted with only a few days back when ash said I was a good forager. Marie had a 9-mil and a rifle. She has a talent for sniping, though the scope on this gun had been bent useless in a fight a week back and we hadn’t found a replacement. 

Well that screwdriver hit the floor, and we froze. Sometimes you can get away with it, if it’s the slower, weaker ones. They don’t always hear or see what you think they will. In fact, we don’t think they “see” at all. Maybe we’d be ok if we just froze. 

No such luck. This swarm had a bunch of the devildogs with it. Those assholes can smell a human at a hundred yards and run faster than horses. They came around both ends of aisle one, just like they’d planned it. Sonny wiped out one pack, but he had to reload. As he fished a mag out, it slipped out of his hand, and before he could get to it, the other pack was on him. Marie and I tried to get shots off, but a bread rack blocked me and she had Sonny between her and the dogs. It was over in about half a second anyway. The sounds. . . the smells, they were horrible. 

Well, we opened up, knowing that Sonny was gone even if we did hit him. We killed the dogs while they were feasting. That gave us just enough time to sprint for the front door with the rest of the swarm on our heels, including a couple of those huge bastards that can take an entire clip of 9-mil and keep on coming. We hit the parking lot and split up. I headed east around the store. She headed west towards the Auto Mart. We were both hoping there weren’t any deadheads around the side or we were done. We both got lucky and were able to set up. The swarm split to follow us. That gave us enough time to 

set and shoot. I don’t think Marie missed a shot. I don’t know about me, when they got close I opened the choke on the shotgun and let them have it, jacking shells in as quick as I could. 

I think it would have ended badly for us even so, except that another party came along from the west, across Green and they had automatic weapons. One of them was Tim Burns, who’d studied Escrima/Arnis and loved his machete. He never carried a gun, just waded in and somehow back out again leaving body parts everywhere. 

When you’re fighting and running, the bad things that happen don’t matter. I knew somewhere that I’d lost Sonny, but it doesn’t matter until you have a quiet time like now to think about it. We just shot and ran and shot and ran. And then it was over, all the deadheads down and Tim Burns covered in zombie juices walking out of the middle of the pile with a big grin on his face. We met and hugged in the parking lot. That’s something that’s changed, we hug more than we ever did before and it almost doesn’t matter who. I guess it comes of saving each other’s asses so often. 

We went back into the store and Marie and I found the parts and brought them back here. Captain Ash was waiting for us as usual and I saw him wince when he saw Sonny wasn’t with us. I think it hurts him almost as much as anyone to send people out into danger and have somebody not come home. 

And now here I am and I’m wondering what I should have done differently. Of course, it’s easy now to say I should have cut and run the moment we heard deadheads. But the water purifier is life just as much as a well-placed shot, and the deadheads scramble things, so you can’t count on finding anything when you come back. I took the risk. I got Sonny killed. I got the filter. Will someone tell me if I get to call that a win? 

Ash. 

Right mates, I know you’re all knackered. I know you’re all looking at another sunset and wondering if we’re going to be eating brains in the morning. I know it. But we’re going to make it through another night. And then we’re going to make it through another day. And then another night, and some fine morning someone who knows what the fuck they’re doing is going to show up here and fish us out of the soup. You’ve all seen things we never saw over in the Middle East. You’ve all done things that would make a Marine vomit or an SAS trooper freeze. We do it because we fucking have to. 

And sometimes we lose people. That happens too. It’s not ok. It’s not acceptable. And it’s not your fault, unless it is, unless you break down and let down your friends. And when it happens anyway, well then you cry and you swear. And you learn! 

That’s what I told ‘em, the girl and that bright kid with the haunted eyes. It’s what you do for your men after a bad fight. I gave that speech in Afghan to my men after we’d got ambushed and shot our way out. It worked for them, but then they’d signed up for fighting. Not these farm kids. 

But what are you going to do? They’re what I have to work with, so I do what I can. The back is playing silly buggers tonight. I’m not going to sleep anyway and they’re all exhausted. I sent them to bed. God knows what they’re going to dream about, but at least they can sleep. I’ll watch tonight, like I do every night. This I can do for them, my useless legs don’t get in the way for that duty. 

There’s rifle fire popping off south away. Some other poor bastards are holed up somewhere fighting to stay alive. I think maybe we’ll send a scout down south tomorrow day to find out if they’re still alive, and if they’re friendly or wild. 

Jerry. 

It’s morning and something good happened, though at first it was scary as hell. Just as the light was growing on a foggy cloudy dawn, Captain Ash called the alarm and we all stumbled out to find a half dozen dirty, unshaven men and women in torn up military uniforms. I’d never seen them before. They looked as wasted as we did, but obviously they held it together somehow, because they were still moving as a unit, and they saluted the Captain and everything. I figure they’re survivors from the guard platoon. 

They tell us they are holding another safe area south of us, separated by a belt of no-man’s land that you can’t get through for wreckage and deadheads. But you can get through a section of sewer that pops up down along Green Road in that burnt-out building. They look a bit more organized and have better weaponry that they’re willing to share with us. They’re also wanting some of us to go there, 

which is good because of our overcrowding. The sergeant also wants to know how to put together a water system like what we have, so I’m going across with them to start pulling together parts. That’s me, Jerry the wizard. 

Oh God she’s home! She came home! They made it back all in one piece and she’s home. She’s sleeping a couple of feet away from me right now and she’s real and she’s alive and she’s home. 

They haven’t said much about what they found, just more of the same, but they scavenged diesel fuel and a generator from somewhere, and found warehouses full of supplies along the old commercial road on the other side of downtown. And I don’t care right now because my Janie is home. 

And it’s official now. When she met Sergeant Ricks, she told him I was her man with a look in her eyes that dared anyone to say boo. No one did. Everyone loves knows that once Janie Gray makes up her mind about something, ain’t the Devil himself or God in his heaven going to change her mind. And now she’s sleeping after showing me just how much she meant that. 

I can’t sleep. I’m going to watch her sleep and make damned sure nothing comes near her. She is sunlight and life and air for me. It’s funny, I hadn’t realized how much I’d resigned myself to never seeing her again. And then when the truck rolled in with her driving the damned thing, how the hell did she learn how to do that anyway, she’s a little thing. Oh well, like I said she can do anything she sets her mind to. 

I’m babbling. I babbled when I saw her and I’m doing it again now. I don’t care. In all the days since the dead rose, it’s the first thing that makes me begin to wonder if there really might be a God and salvation and all that Preacher Jim used to talk about for hours every Sunday. 

One of the soldiers, he’s got a violin or a fiddle. He’s playing it right now, something soft and haunting. He tells me it’s a Scottish lament for a lost sailor. I don’t know about that, but it’s creepy and beautiful all at once. His people say he’s a bit crazy, sometimes playing his violin when the deadheads are coming, before getting out his rifle and opening fire. Oh well, I guess it takes all of us differently. 

The Mad Violinist 

Well she had come down to condemn that wild ocean 

For the murderous loss of her man. 

His boat sailed out on Wednesday Morning 

And it’s feared she’s gone down with all hands. 

I love the old songs and even the new ones that sound old. Tonight that Silly Wizard song from, goddess knows probably the eighties is going through my head. It’s a song about a fisher wife who comes down to rage at the sea for stealing her man, and about the cruel hand of fortune that forces the poor into lives of danger on the sea and underground. It’s like all of us. The singer, Andy Stewart I think his name was says, 

It’s when need is his master, and poverty no stranger, 

And there’s no other work to be found. 

That’s kind of all of us right now. And yet there’s still joy. We humans are perhaps resilient enough even to survive this holocaust. I saw it in the eyes of those two young people when she jumped down from the truck and ran into his arms. I think he thought she wouldn’t come home, but you know, I just bet she knew she would, for him if for no other reason. There is still love in the world, even now, even when both of them could die tomorrow, or worse, one. 

I don’t know. I don’t have words. But I’m going to keep music alive here in this Goddess-forsaken shithole. Maybe I’ll play them a lullaby to help them sleep. Everyone’s got to have a reason to go on. Mine is music I guess. It’s why I play Danse Macabre when the deadheads are coming. The sergeant, he’s stopped even trying, and I think the others actually get off on it. They think I’m being defiant or something. Chris Bartlett, the mad Violinist of 2nd Platoon. And maybe they’re right, but I think it’s more than that. But what do I know. 

Sergeant McCrae 

We’re going to make it. It isn’t going to be pretty. We’re going to be changed beyond recognition. None of us will ever sleep well again. But we’re going to live. We’re getting it together. There’s power after a fashion, and water to drink. Those civilians from up north have brought some good ideas and level heads. Now we have enough manpower to keep the sniper post covered twenty-four, seven. That makes a big difference, both for keeping the deadheads at range and for overwatch. We’ve even managed to scrounge a few batteries for our night vision gear. It’s the one advantage we have over the zombies. They don’t appear to see, though they have some senses, maybe smell and hearing that allow them to close on targets quickly and in force. But it doesn’t work at distance. So long as we can keep the long guns in ammo, we’re going to be ok, and the civvies will too. They have come together better than we could have hoped. I think that big bastard Ash has something to do with that, but it’s more than that. They take care of each other in ways we never would have before when we were all concerned about our 401K’s and abortion and which god you worshipped and what color your skin was. Now it doesn’t matter because every life is precious, everyone contributes something, even if it’s just a smile or hand clasp after a hard day. 

We can hold out, situation is stable. At least for a while. 

Janie Gray 

I’ll have to tell him eventually. Not yet though. Oh I know he’ll love our baby, but he’ll worry, and that’s my job. I do it better than he does. He needs to be free to think and fight. My Jerry is a genius if you let him think, but turns into a dysfunctional nutcase if you let him worry. He’s great when it counts, and I think he could build a nuclear power plant out of baling wire and chewing gum if someone showed him a plan. Things just do his bidding when he’s in that zone, whether it’s a balky engine or a worn firing pin, or my body when he touches me. Mom never told me it could be like this I tell you, but then I think Mom was always much more embarrassed about sex and the idea that I might have it than I was. So I’ll tell him when it’s time for him to know, and until then, hey, from what I’ve read, pregnancy sex is even better than sex before, though that boggles my mind. Poor man, I might just kill him with kindness. 

We’re running low on antibiotics. That’s a worry I can’t shield Jerry from because everyone is talking about it. You have to aggressively treat every wound, or you have to kill and burn the victim. Otherwise 

you get a zombie. This makes it impossible to ration the medicine, no one can bear to make that call when all of us matter and are family now. But that means we need medical supplies and some luck to find them stored properly. I’ve raided the hospital. I don’t tell Jerry about this, because that place spooks hell out of all of us. It’s all corners and places where the zombies can hide. But I’ve been getting training from the platoon medic and know what to look for, so I slip off and find what I can. I hear there’s a medical warehouse they’ve just scouted out that’s a bitch to get in and out of but has what we need. I guess I’ll go along on that expedition. I won’t tell Jerry though; he’s got too much on his plate anyway. 

Jerry 

Ok. She’s alive. She’s alive and she’s going to recover. I have to keep telling myself that. The belly wound looked so bad when they brought her in. They told me she stood off a swarm with a bipod-mounted machine gun until she ran out of ammo. She probably saved most of their lives while they searched. That’s my Janie, always thinking of others first and knowing she can handle herself in any situation. Stupid bitch! No I don’t mean that, I’m just angry and scared because she always does this, puts herself right in the middle of things because she thinks she can handle anything. 

I heard it was the violinist that saved her. Sergeant said he was out of ammo and wounded, but he pulled out his fucking fiddle in the middle of a firefight and played the fucking Imperial March from the Empire Strikes back to draw them off. He didn’t come home and everyone is grieving. I owe him my Janie’s life and I’ll never forget that. 

And the baby? Well the baby is an “acceptable” loss I suppose. I didn’t even know she was carrying a baby. No one did. Of course she didn’t tell anyone, she didn’t want anyone to worry or try to keep her out of harm’s way. 

I wonder what it would have looked like. I bet it would have had her eyes and her smile. Never even occurred to me to think about being a father until it was too god damned late. 

I’ve gotten a lot of hugs tonight. I know people mean well, but I had to get away and think. So I volunteered to do sentry up on the roof in the sniper nest. It’s cold up here. There’s a stiff wind from 

off the Gulf, and it’s blown away all the clouds. The sky is filled with stars. I am looking up at them as I write this entry, keeping half an ear open for zombie footsteps down on the ground. There are so many stars. I wonder if there’s planets with life around any of them and who might be looking into that star field with me. We were just beginning to find planets when they came. Surely out there is another world, circling another star that holds on it someone looking up and making up stories about what he sees, painting pictures with the stars of heroes or monsters. It’s all so big and lonely, but it’s comforting somehow. Even if we fail, if we fall, if we can’t keep things going here, somewhere there’s life out there, and maybe they’ll catch a break we didn’t. 

There are footsteps on the stairs. Looking through the night scope, I see it’s old Doc Hadley, limping his way up here. How the hell did he come down here when the diabetes is playing hell with his feet? I hope he’ll just come and sit with me and look up at the sky. I’m not ready to talk, but I think he’ll get that. 

Ash. 

And so it goes on. We made it through another day, not without losses and sorrow, but we gained a net plus two with new survivors coming in, telling about a strip mall complex that appears to have escaped the looting with less damage. Maybe there will be some electronics parts that the old physicist and that young boy can cobble together into better communications equipment or a sensor net to warn us or something. I don’t know. I’m tired as hell, but Sergeant McCrae, he’s a help. He’s a good man that one. I know his folk are going to miss that crazy musician. His music got under all our skins and maybe it’s part of what kept us human. Too bad about his fiddle. 

I miss my Emma tonight. She’s been gone these fifteen years now today. I don’t forget. Everyone here thinks I copped it in Kabul or maybe Basra. I wonder what they’d think if I told them it was in Derry from a Britt military patrol came after me when I went crazy after the Ulster boys blew up my Emma. Ah well, all that is old history now and seems so petty, except for Emma. I think that Jerry boy would get it. He almost lost his Janie today. They say he nearly went mad when they carried her off the truck. And the baby, Christ Almighty what a loss. 

Still and all, we’re still alive, and maybe things are getting slowly better. She’ll heal, and she’ll heal him, and I can go on as long as they need me here, and there’s the Sergeant. And from over the river, from the shell of the church, I hear the sound of human voices, raised in praise and reverence. These Americans, they sure can sing beautifully.
