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 “Jenessa!” my little brother, Isaac, excitedly called up the stairs to me.  “Come read this!” 

“I’ll be down in a minute!” I called back, finishing the page I was on in my book.  

Sighing, I marked my spot with a scrap of paper and set the novel on my nightstand.  Whatever 

he was so anxious to show me probably had to do with PK13 – a recently surfaced virus that was 

initially thought to be a new strain of influenza – or, as Isaac liked to call it, the Haze.  I flipped 

back my purple and green comforter and swung my legs over the side of my bed.  The hardwood 

of the stairs felt cold on my bare feet as I made my way down. 

 “You have to read this,” Isaac informed me, sitting at the computer desk on the edge of 

his seat.  “The Haze is here now, in Shadow Creek.” 

“That’s awesome,” I said sarcastically, leaning over him to take a look.  He was on our 

local news website, looking at an article titled ‘Virus Spreading from Major Midwest Cities.’  It 

basically summarized what we already knew about PK13 and mentioned numerous people 

reported to have it in our town and other areas nearby.   

When the virus first surfaced, the people who had it suffered from various flu-like 

symptoms.  Soon after, they claimed they were experiencing memory loss and blackouts – they’d 

have periods where they were not in control of their actions, and when they’d snap out of it, they 

had no idea why they’d been doing what they were doing or how they’d gotten to wherever they 

were.  According to the news story, PK13 had begun spreading even more rapidly, and there still 

was no sign of a working treatment. 

“We should probably go into hiding,” Isaac said dramatically, “so that we don’t catch the 

Haze and die.”  He seemed convinced this was turning into some sort of zombie apocalypse, but 

I couldn’t help but see it as just another epidemic, like the swine flu.  Of course, I didn’t want to 

catch the virus, but I didn’t get why it was such big deal.  They would come up with a vaccine. 
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“No one has died from it,” I said, rolling my eyes and heading for the kitchen.  I barely 

made out his muttered “yet” as I started rummaging through the cupboards. 

 “You want some pancakes?” I asked, taking the mix out of the pantry.  “Andrew is 

coming over, and I promised him breakfast.” 

“I already had Cocoa Puffs when I woke up,” he answered, taking a seat at the kitchen 

counter.  “Besides, it’s time for lunch, not breakfast." 

“Maybe you eat lunch at eleven at school, but it’s summer now.  Learn to sleep in, dork.”  

I had gotten back from college a little over a month ago, but Isaac’s elementary school hadn’t let 

out until last week – he was still in the habit of getting up early. 

I just finished the batch of pancakes when Andrew knocked on the door.  Isaac jumped 

up to answer it while I set the island counter with two plates of near perfect pancakes.  I set down 

the syrup and butter and walked over to greet Andrew.   

“Hey, Jen.”  He smiled, pulling me in by the waist for a kiss.  “Smells great.” 

“How’s your mom?” I asked.  She was in the hospital getting tests done for a recently 

surfaced heart issue. 

“I just saw her.”  He gave a noncommittal shrug and took a seat on one of the stools.  

“She’s… the same.” 

“Isaac, why don’t you go play soccer with the neighbors?” This was my hint for him to 

clear out and let me have some alone time with my boyfriend.  It was met with a glare. 

“But I want to hang out with you guys,” he said, giving Andrew a pleading look. 

“Come on, Isaac.  It’s nice outside, and you could use the fresh air,” I said.  

“Then you guys should come, too.” 

“In the sun?  Look at me,” I joked, indicating my pale skin.  “I’m practically a vampire.” 
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“We can all do something fun later,” Andrew stepped in to help me.  “Go play with your 

friends now, and you can choose what we do tonight.” 

Isaac gave in, putting on his tennis shoes and heading out the door.  He did want to spend 

time with his friends, of course – he just wanted to hang out with us more since we’re older and 

“cooler.”  I took a seat on the stool next to Andrew. 

“You can take off your sunglasses you know,” I teased, reaching to remove his absurdly 

expensive Oakley’s.  He practically recoiled from my touch, so I let my hand drop mid-reach. 

“I don’t know why but my eyes are really sensitive lately,” he explained, slowly 

removing the shades and squinting, dark brows furrowed.  The whites of his eyes were a little 

bloodshot and irritated.  “And no, I’m not high,” he assured me, before I could even think to ask.  

“I think I’m allergic to something.” 

I offered him eye drops, but he said they wouldn’t help.  So we finished our breakfast and 

moved to the living room sofa.  We had planned to watch some old scary movies, but soon 

enough, our focus drifted and we were tangled on the couch.   

My fingers wove through his dark hair as we kissed and pressed ourselves closer 

together.  His lips made their way down my neck, then towards my chest, where he paused. 

“Are you wearing new perfume?” he asked, inhaling the scent of my skin. 

“Um, no,” I laughed.  “I’m not wearing any at all.” 

“Weird,” he said, continuing to sniff me.  “You smell really good.” 

“Hey guys, I’m home!” my mom called, her keys jingling as she came in the kitchen 

door.  “And you made pancakes!” 

Andrew and I immediately composed ourselves into a more casual pose – his arm around 

my shoulder and me leaning on him a little – and pretended to watch the movie. 
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“Jenessa? Isaac?”  

“We’re in here,” I called, combing my hair back into place with my fingers, “but help 

yourself.  They’re chocolate chip!” 

“Oh! Hi, Andrew,” she said, surprised to see him when she was expecting her eleven-

year-old son.  She was eating a pancake directly from her hands, as if it were a sandwich.  She 

still had on her work uniform and nametag. 

“Isaac went to the Johnsons.  Didn’t you see him outside in the yard?” I asked. 

“I must have missed him,” she said.  “I’m so tired I can barely stand.” 

“Yeah, weren’t you supposed to be back at like seven this morning?” She works the night 

shift at the casino but is usually home and in bed before I wake up.  I hadn’t even noticed her 

absence. 

“We had a problem with one of the customers,” she sighed.  

“What happened?” I asked, trying to ignore Andrew’s fingers lightly tracing patterns on 

my thigh. 

“Oh, you’ll never believe it,” she said, eyes widening.  “He bit someone!” 

“You’re kidding,” I said in disbelief.  She returned to the kitchen to retrieve another 

pancake, and Andrew’s lips were suddenly close to my ear, his hot breath creating condensation 

on my skin.  I elbowed him in the ribs.  Couldn’t he control his hormones for one second? 

“He was at my roulette table, and he’d had a lot to drink,” she explained, reentering the 

room and shaking her head.  “He got mad when the waitress wouldn’t let him have another 

screwdriver – it was a new girl – and he attacked her.  We thought he was just a drunk asshole, 

but the police showed up and took both of them away.  I guess someone called it in.” 

“Wait, why would they take her?” 
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“They think it’s related to the Haze,” she said grimly, “but they aren’t giving us any 

details.  But hey, I’m about to pass out.  Think you can take care of dinner tonight?”  I nodded, 

and she disappeared up the staircase.  Of course I would be making dinner.  Ever since I’d gotten 

back for the summer, my job as fill-in mom had resumed.   

“So should we add violent behavior to the endless list of symptoms of this infamous 

virus?” I wondered aloud, my voice almost mocking. 

“Maybe,” Andrew answered, “but that guy was drunk.  If I’m aggressive, are you going 

to think I’m infected, too?” He playfully forced me into lying on my back, using one hand to 

hold both my wrists against the armrest above my head and keeping my legs down with his 

knees.   

“Stop,” I laughed, forcing a scowl.  He leaned down to kiss me, but I turned my head 

teasingly.  With his free hand, he grabbed my chin and jerked my face in his direction.  I let him 

kiss me this time, his mouth greedily pressing against mine.  I tried to wriggle my wrists free, but 

he kept up the aggressive façade and refused to let me move. 

“You’re going to have to let go of my hands sometime,” I told him.  He covered my 

mouth with his hand and started kissing and lightly nibbling my neck, just below my jawline.  I 

felt the sharpness of his teeth press against my skin as he slowly increased the pressure – it stung, 

but it a good way – until it was almost the bad kind of painful, until the skin started to break. 

“Andrew!” I cried, my voice muffled beneath his hand.  He released his hold on me, and 

my fingers went to massage my newly tender neck. “You jerk.  What the heck was that about?” 

“I- I’m sorry,” he said, touching the tips of his fingers to the bite.  “Did I hurt you?  I 

didn’t mean to take it that far.  I guess I was just really into it.”  While he’d never been this 
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aggressive, I had let him bite me before – I guess it was only a matter of time before somebody’s 

limits were reached.  I kissed him softly in acceptance of his apology. 

By now, the movie – which neither of us had seen more than thirty seconds of – was 

over.  Andrew followed me to the kitchen where we took care of the leftover pancakes.   He 

chastely kissed me goodbye on the cheek, leaving in a hurry to run some errands he’d apparently 

had planned for the day, and said he’d be back after dinner. 

Upstairs in my room, I sat in the purple wheelie chair at my desk and opened the Internet 

browser on my laptop.  Doubting the relation between the drunk guy at the casino and PK13, I 

decided to search for any similar stories.  I eventually came across a blog someone from another 

city had recently started with a forum for people to submit posts.  A lot of it was totally useless – 

I doubted anyone was interested in reading about headaches and puking – but as I scrolled 

through post after post, I encountered a number of alarming stories.  Family members were 

turning violent and abusive out of the blue, friends were physically attacking each other over 

minor disagreements, and so on.  Then I came across a particularly shocking post. 

Today in Springfield, Ohio, a fifteen-year-old girl was attacked and killed by an infected.  

My brother found her mangled body and another woman, who was passed out nearby, covered in 

the girl’s blood.  He called me, freaking out, after the cops were on their way.  He hasn’t come 

home, and I can’t get ahold of him.  They’re covering the whole thing up by saying it was an 

animal attack.  I guess the girl snuck out to go to a party, and her parents didn’t suspect a thing.  

I urge you to keep a careful watch on your loved ones! 

Nothing this bad that actually seemed related to the virus had happened before.  Startled 

by the news – I realized my hands were trembling – I took on the protective-mother role I had 

been so accustomed to playing growing up.  If this virus was serious, I had to keep a closer 
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watch on Isaac.  I shut my laptop, scrambled down the stairs, and had to force myself to walk 

instead of sprint over to the Johnsons.  The boys weren’t in the yard. 

“Isaac?” I called, hearing my voice shake.  Mrs. Johnson came around from the backyard 

where she had been gardening, strands of frazzled hair stuck to her sweaty forehead and hands 

covered in soil. 

“Jenessa,” she said, her friendly smile quickly fading into concern as she looked at me. 

“Are you alright?” 

“I’m fine,” I answered distractedly.  “I’m just looking for Isaac.” 

“Oh, well he’s just in the woods out back,” she said, wiping her brow with the back of 

her arm.  “The kids turned Rick’s old deer blind into some sort of fort.  They’re having their own 

little picnic out there.  Just walk through the clearing and keep going until you find it.” 

The deer blind was a surprisingly long distance from where the yard met the edge of the 

woods – I felt as if I had been walking for a good twenty minutes when I finally spotted the 

homemade camp, my anxiousness distorting my perception of time.  I carefully pushed open the 

rickety makeshift door of branches, only to find an empty picnic basket inside.  I took a deep 

breath to calm myself.  Nothing bad has happened.  They’re just boys playing in the woods, 

probably off exploring. 

I called out – venturing from the fort a ways – but received no response.  Then I saw the 

blood.  The small trail led further into the woods, and, panicking, I followed it.  Something bad 

had happened to Isaac, I just knew it.  The small blood spots quickly gave way to dense smears. 

“Go grab that big rock.” 

“We can’t kill him!” 

“We have to!  Look at all this blood.” 
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“I’m not so sure about this.”  

“Can’t we call the vet?” 

“Just give it to me.  I’ll do it.” 

I heard them before I saw them.  Reaching the small clearing, I could see Isaac and the 

two Johnson boys hovering over a bloody, whimpering mass of fur.  Jordan, who’s a year older 

than Isaac, held a rock roughly the size of half a loaf of bread over his head and – just as I called 

out to stop him – slammed it down on the creature, silencing it. 

“What the hell!” I exclaimed, sprinting the last few strides.  The animal – or what was 

left of it – was a dog, a German Shepherd.  Its patchy fur was matted with blood, with dirt and 

debris clinging to the sticky redness, and its neck was wide open.  It seemed to have been 

attacked by another animal.  I couldn’t help but recall my imagined image of the murdered girl.  

Could a person have done this?  Then, of course, there was the last wound – the fatal blow to the 

dog’s head caused by Jordan’s rock. 

I looked up from the dog to the boys’ faces, the anger and horror on mine evident, and 

saw a stark contrast in the three pairs of eyes.  Tommy, the youngest, was beginning to cry, his 

irises bright blue beneath the tears.  Isaac’s face was at once apologetic and fearful, his gaze 

darting from me to Jordan and back.  Jordan, who had been staring at the body, looked up at me 

to reveal strangely glinting eyes behind a face speckled with blood. 

“What is going on?” I demanded again, breaking the silence. 

“We… playing adventurers… and… the puppy… bleeding… Jordan said… dead 

already… wanted… vet but Jordan… rock…” Tommy gasped out between sobs, barely coherent.  

“It was practically dead,” Jordan stated coldly.  “We had to put it out of its misery.  It was 

suffering.  Tell her, Isaac.” 
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“I… I don’t think it would have made it,” he mumbled, looking down at his feet.  He was 

unknowingly twisting his hands together, as if to subconsciously wring out the memory of what 

he’d just witnessed. 

“Boys,” I said shakily. “Home. Now.” 

We trekked through the woods in silence except for the leaves crunching beneath our feet 

and Tommy’s sniffling.  I marched over to Mrs. Johnson, who immediately knew something was 

wrong, and turned over her boys.  Tommy instantly started crying again and buried his face in 

his mother’s shirt.  Finally Jordan, who I’d been watching closely, seemed to realize what he’d 

done.  His composed mask of disinterest appeared to crumble away, uneasiness taking its place. 

“Is that blood on your face?” Mrs. Johnson shrieked, taking in Jordan’s appearance.  

“What in God’s name happened to you boys?” 

“I thought…” Jordan started in a small voice.  He seemed genuinely scared now, his eyes 

wide and darting.  “We should have called for help.  We accidentally – well, I didn’t mean to –” 

I proceeded to explain what I had witnessed upon finding the boys in the woods, and Mrs. 

Johnson, as expected, did not take it well.  She kept telling Jordan to look at what he’d done to 

Tommy and that he was grounded and eventually sent him to go wash off.  She apologized to me 

hastily before storming in after him, pulling Tommy along by the hand. 

Isaac and I walked back to our house, neither of us saying anything.  In the kitchen, I 

washed my hands then prepared a washcloth with hot water and dish soap, creating a foamy 

lather.  I began to wipe the stray splatters of blood from Isaac’s arms. 

“Are you gonna tell Mom?” he finally asked me, his voice taking on a pleading tone 

barely above a whisper. 
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“ I…” I hesitated, wiping off the last couple spots.  Our mom had never been a very 

responsible parent, but sometimes she would randomly snap and assign punishments that weren’t 

deserved.  Isaac was clearly traumatized enough by what had happened already, and wasn’t it my 

fault he was over there to begin with?  I returned to the sink and rinsed out the rag.  “No.” 

“I don’t want to hang out with Jordan anymore,” he said quietly, after a moment.   

“Okay,” I answered.  “You can stick with me if you want.” 

“Andrew, too?” he asked, perking up a little. 

“Andrew, too.”  I laughed dryly and rolled my eyes.  “Come on, dork, let’s go get stuff 

for dinner.”  We knew the cupboards held nothing but a disappointing selection of canned 

vegetables and other unappealing boxed goods, but we checked once more anyway before 

heading out to my Chevy Malibu. 

“What happened to your neck?” Isaac asked me, as I pulled down the driveway and 

backed into the road. 

“My – what?” I titled the rearview mirror so I could see my reflection.  A dark purple 

spot was blooming across my pale neck where Andrew had bitten me. 

“It’s a hickey, isn’t it?” Isaac asked, straightforwardly. 

“Kind of.  How do you even know what hickeys are?” I laughed, glancing over at him 

from the driver’s seat. 

“I do watch TV, you know.”  He rolled his eyes.  “Am I gonna have to beat Andrew up?” 

“Oh, shut up,” I joked, punching him in the arm. 

We pulled up to the Shadow Creek Superstore, the closest one-stop grocer around, and I 

took the keys out of the ignition.  I tried to cover up the bruise on my neck with some foundation 

before going in, but it didn’t help much. 
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“So what sounds good?” I asked, grabbing one of the blue baskets near the door when we 

walked in.  “I’m thinking spaghetti.  Or we could go with something easy like a frozen pizza.” 

“Not pizza,” he groaned.  “That’s all we ever have when you’re not home.” 

We searched through the aisles for a jar of Ragu, angel hair pasta, and a pound of beef, 

Isaac’s sneakers squeaking against the white linoleum tiles with every step, and added each 

ingredient to the basket as we found them.  We were making the choice between regular garlic 

bread and garlic flavored breadsticks when my old English teacher from high school rounded the 

corner. 

“Hey, Mr. Peters,” I called, catching his attention.  I noticed he was holding a six-pack of 

Heineken and discreetly sent Isaac off to another aisle to pick out ice cream. 

“Oh, Jenessa! Hello,” he greeted me awkwardly.  His face was unshaven and pale, dark 

circles of stress or exhaustion marring his usually youthful appearance.  “And please, no more of 

that ‘Mr. Peters’ shit.  Call me Ryan.” 

“How were this year’s seniors?” I asked jokingly – he had always raved that our class 

was the best he’d ever taught and was sad to see us graduate.  

“About as bright as a ten-watt light bulb,” he joked back, then broke into a momentary 

coughing fit.  I was acutely aware of his eyes taking in my appearance when he successfully 

cleared his throat and said his next line.  “You’re still my favorite student.” 

“Oh, I’m sure there are tons of kids who are smarter than me,” I tried to laugh.  I hastily 

grabbed a box of breadsticks and set them in the basket. 

“Not as smart and pretty as you,” he said, taking a step closer.  It was really bizarre to see 

him like this – he had never been anything but respectful towards his students.  Had he already 

been drinking?  Or was something else altering his behavior? 
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“I’m sure that’s not true either,” I answered stiffly, wanting to get away from him.  

“Well, I should be getting home to make dinner.”  I turned to leave, but he caught my free wrist 

in his hand. 

“You know,” he said, causing me to look up from his grip on my arm to his face.  He 

peered at me with bloodshot eyes.  “Now that you’ve graduated, it wouldn’t be considered 

strange if we caught up over dinner or something.”  His hold on me seemed to tighten.  “I’d love 

to hear about your classes.” 

“Um… Yeah, maybe,” I said, my voice thin with discomfort.  “But I really should go find 

my brother… Mr. Peters?”  At once, his face went blank and he released my arm. 

“I’m so sorry,” he said, taking in the red mark on my forearm where his hand had been 

just seconds before.  “I’m… I’m not quite myself lately.  I’ll see you around.” 

As he hurried away, I released the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding and tried to 

shake away my leftover unease from the encounter.  The blog posts I had read earlier came to 

mind, but I pushed them aside, shivering slightly.  I retrieved Isaac from the frozen desserts aisle, 

and we headed to the checkout.  

“Since when do you like pomegranate frozen yogurt?” I narrowed my eyes at him. 

“I got it because it’s your favorite,” he smiled, putting it on the conveyer belt. 

“That’ll be nineteen thirty-two.  Cash or cred-” the cashier stopped mid-sentence, placing 

a hand over her mouth to stop herself from getting sick.  Her face looked clammy, and she closed 

her eyes for a few seconds.  “Lisa!” she called to the girl mopping the floor.  “Take my register.”  

With that she sprinted away, and a pregnant redhead not much older than me took her place. 
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“Poor thing,” Lisa said in a gravelly voice, shaking her head.  “Been throwin’ up all 

afternoon, but she’s outta sick days.  I keep teasin’ that she might be pregnant!  Anyway, yeah.  

It’s nineteen thirty-two.  Cash or credit?” 

“Um, cash please,” I said, handing her a twenty.  She loudly coughed a wet-sounding 

hack directly into her hands and reached into the drawer for my change.  “Just keep the rest,” I 

told her, exchanging a look of repulsion with Isaac.  We quickly bagged up our groceries 

ourselves and headed to the car. 

“Here, use this,” I said, handing Isaac the peach-scented hand sanitizer that I’d already 

rubbed rigorously into my hands.  “You don’t think…” 

“That it’s the Haze?” he finished for me, squirting a generous amount into his palm.   

“Can’t you just call it by its real name?” I sighed, glancing down at my wrist.  How could 

the virus have spread so quickly?  I added, in a mutter, “Whatever, they were probably just sick.”  

The doubt in my voice was unmistakable. 

As we drove back toward our house on Meredith Avenue, the sky began to darken, not 

from night since it was still early evening, but from the thick grey clouds that were gathering.  I 

could practically feel the temperature falling, even through the closed windows of my Malibu.  

Goosebumps formed on my exposed arms and legs.  A deafening crack of thunder seemed to rip 

open the sky, releasing a burst of heavy raindrops, just as we pulled into the drive of our modest 

yellow bungalow, tires crunching on the gravel.  We hurriedly gathered the groceries and ran 

inside, unable to avoid getting soaked. 

“Can you take me with you when you go back to college?” Isaac asked me, as I was 

browning the meat for the spaghetti sauce. 
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“Why are you thinking about this right now?” I chuckled.  “I just got home.  I’ll be 

around for a while.  We still have all summer.” 

“It’s so boring when you’re not here,” he said.  I felt a bit guilty.  Obviously I couldn’t 

help that I was away at college, but I didn’t like leaving Isaac alone.  He did have friends – he 

just never seemed to want to do anything with them outside of school.  And Mom never took him 

to do anything fun, but what eleven-year-old boy wants to hang out with his mommy all the time 

anyway?  This was where the dad was supposed to step in.  I got irritated just thinking about it. 

“It can’t be that bad,” I said.  “I’m not much fun anyway.” 

 “You’re better than Mom!  All she does is sleep and work.  Or she just goes out with her 

friends,” he said, annoyed.  Then he added, “If Dad was here…” 

 “If Dad were here what?” I snapped.   

 “I don’t get why Mom made him leave,” Isaac answered simply.   

What he didn’t know was that our beloved father had been charged with drunk driving 

four times over the years, eventually had his license revoked, and was put on probation.  Isaac 

was also unaware how drastically the alcohol altered our dad’s behavior.  I let the subject drop. 

 While the sauce simmered and the breadsticks were in the oven, I had Isaac stir the 

noodles, and I ran upstairs to give Mom the heads up that dinner was almost done.  Her bear cave 

of a room was dark, thick tan curtains blocking any outside light from leaking in through the 

windows.  She lay somewhere in the queen-sized bed beneath a heaping pile of sheets and 

blankets.  I called out to her repeatedly and even prodded the mountain of bedding with my foot, 

but she ignored me, apparently too tired to acknowledge dinner. 

 I left her room and started down the stairs, slightly annoyed – why did she specifically 

ask me to make dinner when she wasn’t even going to eat it and Isaac and I could’ve gone out to 
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eat? – when I felt a sudden rush of lightheadedness.  I had to clutch the banister to keep from 

falling, grey spots floating before my eyes and my legs nearly giving out.  When it passed after a 

few seconds, I got a glass of water from the bathroom at the top of the stairs and sat on the toilet 

lid to steady myself.  I’ll probably feel better if I eat, I tried to convince myself. 

 “The noodles are getting squishy!” Isaac called, impatient to eat and sick of watching 

over the cooking food.   

I stood up and emptied the rest of my glass into the sink, looking at my reflection in the 

vanity mirror.  Blue-green eyes stared back at me from a face drained of color that I almost 

didn’t recognize as my own.  The bruise on my neck was as dark and noticeable as ever.  I 

smoothed my disheveled hair with a brush and splashed a little cold water on my face, then 

dabbed off the moisture with a hand towel.  I went down the stairs, slowly this time, and 

reentered the kitchen. 

“Why don’t you set the table while I strain the noodles,” I suggested.  

A few minutes later, we sat on adjacent sides of the table, eager to eat our spaghetti.  Two 

of the four chairs remained empty, and the third, clean plate and silverware set stared up at us 

from across the table.  

“Are you sure she’s not coming down?”  Isaac asked, hopeful. 

“You can try to wake her up if you want,” I said, “but she wouldn’t listen to me.” 

“Okay,” he said in an exaggerated sigh, and darted into the living room and up the stairs, 

his footsteps particularly loud in the silence.   

I mindlessly stirred the sauce around in its pan, thinking about how we’d never be that 

picture-perfect family sitting down together for dinner that Isaac wanted.  I brought my glass to 

my lips to take a sip of my water, but found only ice cubes left at the bottom.  Weird, I thought – 
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I could have sworn it had been full – and went to the fridge to refill my cup in the door.  I took a 

sip and walked back over to the table, only to notice the spaghetti noodles were green and 

rotting. 

“What the –” I started to ask myself, jumping back in repulsion, but heard a loud thump 

from upstairs, my head immediately snapping in the direction of the noise.  I set my glass on the 

table, near the pot of perfectly normal, tasty-looking noodles.  My mind was just playing tricks 

on me – that was all.   Another thump sounded, and I quickly started toward the stairs to 

investigate the sounds. 

“Isaac?” I called, jogging up the steps, my hand sliding up the smooth railing.  The 

upstairs was poorly lit, with only residual blue light from the rainy outside sifting in through the 

small window at the end of the hall.  More frequent thuds and clatters were sounding from 

Isaac’s room, the last of the hall.  I walked to the doorway. 

The hardwood floor of the outer-space-themed bedroom was strewn with books, clothes, 

and boxes of random items.  A toy lightsaber rolled across and hit my foot, thrown from the 

closet by a frantic-looking Isaac.   

“What are you doing?” I questioned as he began rifling through the drawers beneath his 

lofted bed.  He tossed out a plastic container full of junk, and a Lego Darth Vader bounced 

across the floor as the lid popped off. 

“I’m looking for something!” he yelled back, breathless and impatient, climbing up to his 

bunk and messing up the blankets in his search. 

“Looking for what?” 

“I –” he started, and then stopped what he was doing abruptly.  “I don’t remember.” 

“Okay,” I said, bewildered.  “Can’t it wait until after we eat?” 
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“Yeah,” he said slowly, climbing down the wooden ladder.  “I guess so.  Is Mom up?” 

“That’s what you came up here to do.  Are you feeling okay?”  I walked over to him, 

stepping on clothes and toys, and felt his forehead.  “I think you might have a fever.” 

“Oh no!” he cried, throwing his arms up dramatically.  “I have the Haze! I knew this 

would happen.  I just knew it!” 

“Calm down, you don’t have –” 

“As soon as Jordan told me, I knew I should’ve left!  Now I’m infected!” 

“As soon as Jordan told you what?” I asked, grabbing him gently by the shoulders and 

kneeling down so we were face to face.  I would’ve thought he was kidding, but even he couldn’t 

act this well.  He was beginning to scare me.  “What are you talking about?” 

“Jordan’s dad went to the doctor this morning, and they found out he had the Haze so 

they took him away!  Don’t let them take me away, Jenessa!”  His wide eyes were watery and 

terrified. 

“Listen, just sit down for a second,” I said, leading him to his grey and orange Yoda chair 

and turning on a nearby lamp.  “I’m going to go get Mom.  Just relax.” 

I sped down the dark hall to our mom’s room.  Isaac can’t be infected, I thought. He just 

can’t.  There’s no way.  But all I could think of was the dog that had possibly been attacked by 

someone not in his right mind and of Jordan seeming almost pleased with himself after finishing 

the job.  And now, learning of Mr. Johnson, the realization sunk in that this virus was here, right 

next door.  Isaac had surely been exposed, if not by the Johnsons, then in the grocery store just as 

I myself had.  If I couldn’t even convince myself that Isaac was okay, how could I assure him 

this was true?  I opened the bedroom door and flipped on the light. 

“Mom, wake up,” I said loudly.  “Isaac’s freaking out, and I think something’s wrong.” 
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Silence. 

“I know you’re tired, but I’m not kidding!”  I stomped over to the bed and threw back the 

covers, only to reveal an empty and cold mattress.  “Mom?” 

I walked over to check her adjoining bathroom, but it too was empty.  

“Isaac, let’s go downstairs and I’ll get you some Motrin,” I told him from his bedroom 

doorway, as I frantically dialed Mom’s number.  It went straight to voicemail.  After I sat a 

trembling Isaac on the couch, I noticed the handwritten note taped to the computer. 

Hey guys, got called in for questioning about what happened at the casino.  Not sure 

when I’ll be back, so go ahead and eat without me.  Love you!  

She must have left when we were at the store.  I tried to relax a little, but I remembered 

the story from this morning – He called me, freaking out, after the cops were on their way.  He 

hasn’t come home, and I can’t get ahold of him – and felt my stomach sink.  What if they had 

taken her away?  This was more serious than I thought if innocent bystanders were being taken 

into custody.  What if they took Isaac?  I attempted to calm my breathing.  I brought him some 

Motrin and a glass of water and went back to the kitchen to make him a plate of spaghetti. 

“Here, eat this,” I told him, sitting on the cushion next to him.  He seemed to be a bit 

calmer and took a couple bites of his food.  I was beginning to relax as well, forcing myself not 

to think the worst, when a knock sounded at the door.  I nearly jumped out of my skin.  Were 

they here already?  If Mom had been taken just for being exposed to the guy at work, were they 

here for us since we’d been exposed to her? 

“Aren’t you gonna get that?” Isaac asked, twirling his noodles on his fork.  His eyes met 

mine, where I’m sure he saw fear.  “Wait.  It’s not…” 
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“Just stay here.  I’ll go check.”  Whoever it was knocked again, more urgently this time.  

I stood up and smoothed my shirt.  If they were here about the Haze, I’d just tell them Mom 

hadn’t been home, that I didn’t know of any incident at the casino.  My heart pounded in my 

throat as I neared the kitchen door.  I took a deep breath to compose myself, and turned the knob. 

“Andrew!” I breathed in relief, throwing my arms around his neck.  

“Listen,” he said quickly, coming inside and shutting the door behind him.  “We have to 

leave, Jenessa.  This is bad.” 

“Wait, what do you mean?” I asked.  He was going through the cupboards and fridge, 

packing a paper bag with pop-tarts, fruit, and water bottles. 

“What are you doing?” Isaac questioned, entering the kitchen with his plate in his hands. 

“Go pack a bag,” Andrew ordered.  “We need to get out of here as soon as possible.” 

“Whoa, hold on.  You need to explain what’s happening,” I insisted. 

“I just got a call from my dad,” he explained hurriedly.  “He was at the hospital with my 

mom, and they overheard some of the doctors talking to the police.  They’re going to quarantine 

the area tonight.  Everywhere that’s been infected by PK13.  No one will be able to leave.” 

“Should we really be leaving then?  What if they’re administering a treatment or 

something?”  I couldn’t fathom how this virus had become so severe so quickly. 

“Jenessa, they said in order to contain the virus, in order to keep it from spreading to the 

rest of the country, they have to terminate it.  Do you realize what that means?” 

“Jenessa, I don’t want to stay here!” Isaac cried, tugging on the bottom of my shirt.  

“Let’s get our stuff and go.” 

“Well I… Okay, but where are we going?” 

“There’s no time.  We’ll figure it out later.  Just get your things!” Andrew urged. 
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Isaac and I rushed upstairs and split off to go to our separate rooms.  I grabbed my grey 

and teal backpack and stuffed it with a couple changes of clothes, my laptop, various chargers, 

my wallet, and the book I was reading.  Where did Andrew think we could go?  I met Isaac at the 

bathroom, and he handed me my toothbrush.   

“Are we meeting your parents?” I asked Andrew.  I added the Motrin to my bag and 

scanned the house for anything else to bring. 

“No,” he said stiffly.  “They’ve already locked down the major cities.  My parents can’t 

leave.  That’s why they called to warn me.” 

“What about Mom?” Isaac asked me, his voice panicky.  I already knew it was no use, 

but I called her again to check.  If she was called in to the police station, she had gone into the 

city.  She couldn’t get out either.  I shook my head in response. 

“Is your tank full?” Andrew asked as we headed out the door after shutting off all the 

lights and doing a last minute run-through of what we needed to bring with us.  

“I’m pretty sure,” I said.  The rain had stopped, or at least slowed, but not before it had 

left the world downtrodden and muddy.  His truck didn’t have a backseat so it would have been a 

tight squeeze for the three of us and our stuff.  I handed over my keys, but paused before 

releasing them, his hand on mine.  “Are you sure about this?” 

“I can’t let anything happen to you guys,” he said, placing his hand on the back of my 

head and kissing my forehead.  “I’m sure.” 

Driving through the dark night on the highway, I leaned my head against the cool 

passenger-side window.  Isaac – and I don’t know how he managed with all the tension – slept 

soundly in the backseat with our bags.  I thought about the times I used to imagine running away 

from home.  When things got bad with our dad, I’d dream of taking Isaac with me and leaving 
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town without even saying goodbye.  We’d pack our things and drive away, just like this.  Now it 

was my reality, but it was far different from what I’d imagined – I didn’t have the sense of 

freedom and escape I’d wanted, only feelings of dread and worry. 

“We’ll be okay,” Andrew assured me, reaching for my hand.  I nodded.   

With the officials issuing the quarantine – and I’d confirmed this by checking the news 

on my laptop when we stopped for gas after a few hours of travel – I couldn’t stay in Shadow 

Creek and put Isaac in harm’s way.  A sense of hopelessness washed over me when I realized 

Andrew’s dad had been right, that they were putting whole counties in lockdown.  But could they 

actually be killing people?  Or was the quarantine just a precautionary measure?  I didn’t know, 

but I didn’t want to stick around and find out.  I knew that by fleeing we were doing what we had 

to do to keep ourselves safe.   

Still, I couldn’t help but wonder if we’d be putting others at risk.  We had been exposed 

to the virus, but did that mean we were infected?  I thought of the incident with Isaac in his room 

and of Andrew’s strange behavior that morning – even I’d been feeling a bit off, and surely this 

all couldn’t be just a sick coincidence.  A sinking feeling of guilt filled my stomach as we drove 

on, possibly facilitating the spread of PK13, not knowing for certain whether or not it was in our 

very car – in our blood.  I guess we could only bide our time to find out. 


